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The Aldeb Wars
The human race is engaged in a war of extermination with a
species so alien there is no way to make contact. It has
calculating intelligence but its behavior patterns are written in
its DNA over the millions of years it has been riding the
galactic currents in mankind’s direction, determined to be the
only multicellular animated life in any oxygen atmosphere in
the galaxy.
The war will be waged over light years and eternities. The
human mind can comprehend only these first few chapters
before humans evolve and become uninteresting to the human
reader. Aldeb spores will infect these clouds thru two waves
of star formation as the galaxy ages.
These tales can be thought of as chapters or as separate
stories. Few who you meet will actually die in this war, but
some have been badly hurt. Only a few are from the front
lines, many are behind the scenes for the front lines in this
war are in backyards and hospital wards, laboratories,
courtrooms and the solitude of deep space.
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4108
The Bugs of Paradise
*

A far thought came to be digested. It tasted of animals on
this world of the kind. The bitter taste of animals using
tools.
Taos watched her stride into the room, a better looking
woman than he expected, tall and slim and shapely with an
elegant face and long, lustrous, chestnut hair. Not the usual
type for the rare cases when a woman lead a mission. He
expected either a masculine bull with a buzz cut and fatigues
or a mousy little scientist with a squeaky voice. Instead her
voice was clear but businesslike as she introduced herself.
“Good morning, I’m Rianten Norble, seventh concubine
of The Demers and commander of this mission. I’m from
Consortium headquarters in Kex, but I’ve done plenty of
fieldwork on the Naiho exploration. I’m a hundred thirty nine
standard years of age, and I was chosen to command this
mission because I don’t tolerate nonsense. Now that you
know me, allow me to put names to your faces.” She spun a
chair at the front of the room and sat on it backwards, opened
a comm and poked a few keys. “Barton Wensor, my
geologist?”
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“Yo.” Barton was a grizzled blond man, big and rough,
with rowdy hair and a harness full of devices.
“Welcome to the crew, do you prefer Barton or Bart?”
“Bart works.”
She nodded. He could tell she would have preferred
someone a little less casual. “Taos Numek, my pilot?”
He raised his hand and nodded. She looked him over
frankly. She was seeing a boyish face in spite of his hundred
thirty five years, a dome of dark curls and a wiry body
clothed in a snug blue duty suit with a loose greatjacket over
it. He had brought no visible devices, but he had a serviceable
comm in the inside pocket of his jacket.
She didn’t ask his nickname, it was Tao but rarely used.
“And that leaves Emerald Fay, my biologist,” Rianten said.
Emerald, Em, is a neat little woman with the look of Asiatic
ancestry except for her naturally blond hair. She’s actually a
native of Rendellyn, slight from its sixty eight percent gravity.
Taos was glad she was also on this mission and hoped to
continue the friendship they were developing on Rendellyn.
“Well people,” she continued, “I’m sure you know the
basics of this assignment. Demers Interests has purchased six
million square miles of land on this planet.” She was standing
up again as she said that, projecting a globe of the planet from
her comm as she did so.
Taos hadn’t known their claim was that large. It must be
far from the gate in that case, since most of the planet was
sold even before the hole was brought across. Kiandutan was
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perhaps the nearest thing to paradise yet discovered, even
better than Naiho, and it had never received a seedship so
there were no indigenous people to cause political problems.
The planet was over six thousand miles in diameter, and
almost all of it with a delightful island climate, a little cool in
the temperate zones but a tropical paradise near the equator. It
had only four degrees of inclination at present so there were
no perceptible seasons. The whole tropics and temperate zone
were covered with islands, no island or sea was larger than
eighty thousand square miles, most were much less. Oceans
ringed the poles around generous icecaps. Most of the land
was forested with blue-green vegetation that was familiar
enough to leave in place. There were no animals larger than
insects, and of course no pathogens adapted to the human
body.
This was raw frontier, the gateship had arrived only four
months ago, the gate had been on the ground three weeks.
The tiny settlement at the gatehead was all austere industrial
knock-downs like the one they were meeting in, nothing like
the permanent commercial and government districts would be
in only a few of its short years.
“We are now here at the gatehead,” she pointed. He
realized that few of the Empire’s citizens knew where
anything was other than its tube address. Many only notice
they have been to Rendellyn or Vorster by the gravity and that
month’s tubeway bill. “Our purchase is here.” A slice of the
planet lit up, way around the far side as he suspected,
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reaching from the northern ocean to the southern and at least
two thousand miles wide, at least ten percent of the planet’s
land area. Bart drew a whistling breath. “We have plenty of
data from orbitals,” and she began to tell them of it, climate,
landforms, rock types, ground cover, most of it Taos already
knew, he looked it up as soon as he drew the assignment, “but
our first destination is here.” She pointed to a large island at
about forty five degrees north latitude and near the eastern
edge of the claim. “Orbitals indicate an anomaly, and we
mean to make the first ground investigation.”
“May I ask what type of anomaly?” Barton asked.
“Later,” was her reply.
“And why haven’t robots investigated?” he continued.
“All in good time.”
So, secrecy, Taos thought. Demers was afraid the
telemetry would be intercepted, the feature was very close to
the Texassi claim and the Texassi Houses held much more
sway at the Imperial court than Demers. Was this some
exceedingly rich find, gemstones perhaps? Metals? She didn’t
elaborate about the objectives, just went over the logistics of
getting there and what gear was aboard or portable.
Their craft was a nondescript airfoil, fan and fusion rig,
the same basic plan since the year began with a ‘2’, changed
only in details thru mankind’s long climb back to the stars. It
was well equipped and well maintained, manufactured a little
more than a hundred years ago, just before the gateship left,
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and re-fitted with updated instrumentation while the gateship
neared this system. Taos had been on-world four days and had
already familiarized himself with the craft. It was nothing
challenging and the mild weather and relatively tenuous
atmosphere was no threat. Rianten was the only one of the
crew with much more gear to stow, and they got her battened
down within an hour. He hadn’t been admitted to the
executive cabin before, and saw that she had spared no
expense. He hoped she wasn’t going to expect the craft to lift
with her spa filled. That big double tub would add over two
tons of weight, even in seventy six percent gravity.
Clearance was granted and they were on their way. The
port was busy with construction, but not much traffic as yet.
He could see there would be, there were mansions under
construction already on many of the nearby islands, some of
them looked like they would rival those overlooking Kex in
size and splendor. This was going to be a high-priced planet.
“Now can you tell us what this is about?” Bart asked
when Rianten returned to the forward cabin.
“For security reasons, we’re not going to speculate. There
are large concentrations of metal on that island, that’s all we
know so far.”
“Enough for ground mining?” he asked. Most metals were
collected from asteroid belts these days, unless the strike was
very rich.
“We shall see, hold your questions another ninety minutes
and we’ll be there.”
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“This cabin is secure,” Taos told her.
“That is immaterial. We don’t know what’s there, we
mean to find out.”
“Do you have the orbital data?” Bart asked.
“You should have it already,” she told him. Barton went
off to his cabin, no doubt to check if he did, and Rianten
strapped into the seat beside Taos that Bart had just left. “I
asked for people who can mind their own business,” she said
while looking at the planet turning below them. It was a
precious jewel of a planet, green mountainous islands in deep
blue water, with aquamarine and turquoise shallows around
them. The biggest islands were as wide as their orbit above
them, the smallest like soot in the smoke of the shallows.
“Like you said, we’ll know soon enough,” Taos said.
“That is, unless you intend to look the feature over by
yourself?”
“I have no intention of doing that. We don’t know what it
is yet, and I have no time for idle speculation.”
“So what’s happening back in the capital?” Taos asked,
trying to find a less touchy subject.
“When were you there last?”
“I have never seen much of Kex in person,” just the
serving-class side of the Demers house at company functions.
“I grew up in Navorkensville but spent the last hundred-odd
years on Rendellyn. A prospector pilot doesn’t earn enough to
jump down a hole whenever the mood strikes him.”
“You could afford it.”
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“I had lots of bills, I took a concubine once.”
She raised her eyebrows at that.
“I can’t very well marry in this profession.”
She paused, then answered his original question. “The
capital grows crowded. As you probably know, it has spread a
few hundred miles in all directions down the tubes. New
crowds come in from the peasant worlds every day looking to
make their fortune. The streets crawl with mercenaries with
nowhere to go. They cause no serious trouble if the
government turns a blind eye to their treatment of the
prostitutes.”
A dangerous state of affairs, he thought, but thought better
than to speak of it. “How’s your life there?”
“Not bad in truth, the social scene is interesting and the
force stays off your back if you stay above the fourth floor.”
She talked of the glittering life of a corporate concubine on
the high towers, rubbing elbows with the powerful among the
wealth gathered from seventeen worlds. She was one of the
few women who were anything but ornaments in that world.
He could tell she could hold her own with the Alphas of
important Houses.
“And how is the Demers, as a man I mean. I only ask
because it doesn’t seem you are very close.”
“We are not. As a man he is hideously obese. I’ve shared
his bed twice, out of ambition, nothing more.”
“Does he know that?”
“I would think he must. He didn’t get to be Grand
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Executive of the Empire’s third largest real estate consortium
by being blind to people’s motivations. He rewards ambitious
people. He knows I take something before hand for response.
I take a hallucinogen also, but he doesn’t know that. We all
take something, especially Carella.”
“The name means nothing to me.” Taos paid little
attention to the upper levels of the company.
“She’s first concubine. She keeps herself as blitzed as a
Kassidorian.”
“I see. I guess the experience must not be very pleasant.”
“I have to be careful not to hurt him.”
Taos could believe that, even in coveralls in zero gee he
could see her body rippling with life. She babbled on about
the difference in the lives of the concubines in other
organizations. The chief of Caldiss wanted girls with no
interest in the business but provided romance, not just sex,
that was legendary around the city. She gave him a pretty
good round-up of cheap headquarters gossip by the time they
burned for re-entry. She went thru re-entry here in this cabin.
She may have been an aristocrat, but she wasn’t soft.
“There’s just nowhere I can put this down,” Taos told her
as they hovered above the site an hour and ten minutes later.
All four of them were in the forward cabin now, staring out at
the tangled jungle below them. “Those tree limbs will damage
the fans and we’ll never lift off.”
“If the ground wasn’t so rugged we could burn a
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clearing,” Em said over his shoulder.
“I can do that, but then we’ll need contamination suits,”
he told her. The fusion drive would render the ground
radioactive and such a stunt would probably cost him his
fusion license, especially on ground as valuable as this would
be.
“I don’t want to leave a visible burn either,” Rianten
agreed with his thoughts. “We’ll go back to the beach and
land there.”
“And then what?” Bart asked, “Hike in?”
“Do you see an alternative?” she asked.
“That’ll be two days, and how will we get the gear in?”
“We’ll pack what we can,” Rianten told him, “and clear a
landing site when we get there.”
“Fly a probe over,” he suggested.
“No telemetry, not til we know what’s here.”
Taos thought they knew by now. The sensors revealed
rectangular shapes. There was, of course, no sign of activity,
but now he understood why an archeologist was on this
mission. There could be ruins. It could be the first direct
evidence of non-human civilization.
In the hundred forty five light years that humankind had
spread so far, no direct evidence of a non-human water-world
civilization had been found. Two planets beyond Earth had
been found so far with indigenous human populations on
them, dating from cro-magnon times, four others, including
Centorin, with a human population dating from the Angel
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Era. One of the ancient planets had rumors of an older nonhuman civilization but little evidence other than some crude
tunnels no more technical than huge ant’s nests. It was
inferred that some other species must have carried humans to
those planets, but direct evidence of that had not been found.
If there was something here, it could be a failed colony of
mankind, or it could be the civilization that spread humans
from Earth.
It was a beautiful beach they landed on, just as sunset
began. This minor star behind Aldeberan had a luminosity
forty one percent of Sol’s, plenty large enough to support a
habitable planet. The day here was almost thirty one hours,
the year just over five standard months, one hundred twenty
four local days. This sun loomed huge and red as it set,
painting the thin clouds with pinks and lavenders. All was
silent but for the waves and the gentle breeze in the willowy
trees. Within a hundred years he would no longer be allowed
on this beach. He knew the powerful would claim this whole
planet for great estates, and common folk would remain
crowded in the ghettos of Kex and Navorkensville or live as
peasants on one of the old worlds.
“Choose your gear,” Rianten said after a few minutes of
stretching their legs. “Then let’s dine well and sleep well.”
Taos had known they were equipped for a manned
overland excursion, orbital surveillance must have let them
guess they would have trouble parking nearby. As pilot, Taos
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was afraid he was going to be asked to stay with the foil, but
instead he was pressed into service as another pack mule. He
wound up helping Emerald pack what she would bring.
“No bug repellant?” Taos asked.
“It’s a good thing the bugs here don’t bite,” she said. “We
don’t know what will repel them at this time. Detailed
biochemical study of them is only a few weeks old.”
“So do you think we can just go without?”
“Why not? There is nothing our size on the planet. There
is nothing warm blooded on the planet. There can be nothing
evolved here to feed on us.”
“What about something defending its nest?” Taos asked.
“There is nothing large to attack the nest,” Em told him,
“they would not have evolved such a response. They will
react to us like they would to a falling tree, move out of the
way. Just a few days ago a hollow tree was cut down with a
large mass of pasty substance in it, presumed to be a type of
slime fungus or possibly the nest of some species of insect.
The insects near there buzzed around confused after that tree
was felled, so it might have been their nest or food source. It
will take further study to tell. My point is, they didn’t have a
behavior pattern to cope with that.”
“I don’t think we’ll need to fell any trees,” Taos said.
“I would think not, until we clear a landing site at those
ruins.”
“So you think they’re ruins also?” he asked.
“Of course, it was pretty obvious to me what I saw,
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pancaked concrete like you see in Earth’s quake news. She
knew it all along, they detected that from orbit.”
“I wonder why no one else has come here to investigate?”
“There’s a Demers cruiser in orbit,” she said. “Don’t tell
me you hadn’t noticed that.”
“No I hadn’t, how could they have brought that here
already?”
“No doubt it escorted the gateship,” Emerald said, “along
with the one from Texassi. No doubt their crews were
relieved with people boated over from the gateship in a very
polite, no-one-needs-to-know little ‘understanding’ that made
an entourage out of the expedition here. No doubt there’s a
Hunstrake ship in the system also, but it must be in a
geosynchronous orbit.”
“And you think they’d take action?” Taos asked.
“Without a doubt,” Em said. “I expect several real estate
consortiums to go to war over this planet, even some who
haven’t weighed in yet.”
He did see a lot of mercenaries coming thru the gate. “So
you don’t think the Empire will hold?”
“With Rendellyn and Vorster and even Lambeth, maybe.
Naiho is held by a thread, but with this, no way. There are at
least two warships here already, who knows how many more
are on the way or here, the nearest Empire vessel other than
the gateship is a hundred and twenty five years away, and the
only other way into this star system is a single thirty six foot
tubeshaft.”
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He could understand why she might be scared, the gate
would take many years to build an Empire presence that
could stand between heavy cruisers if the competition for this
real estate got ugly. Those cruisers represented two of the
biggest real estate consortiums in the Empire, two of the
founding members of the Empire.
By now she had all the analysis kits sorted out, a good
selection of microeyes and a pocket tomograph. She also
packed an autosnare and a good selection of sample bags.
Any thorough biochemical analysis would have to be done
back at the craft.
They ate their dinner as a group, the foil’s kitchen was
excellent and well stocked and the table was cozy but Bart
was sitting with Em. Rianten still would not support the
‘ruins’ theory, but the other three agreed to it and disregarded
her denials. Rianten insisted they not talk about it. She closed
and locked the foil’s comm port and threw up a blackout field
in case they snuck in a comm Demers didn’t know about.
When the evening ended Em declined to share his bunk,
thinking it unwise to let the others know they had been close.
Taos could see the logic in that, Rianten was as no-nonsense
as they come and the cabin wasn’t that well soundproofed.
In the morning, Taos took the lead, wondering how long it
had been since a human being had hacked his way into a
virgin jungle on foot, in the wilds, without a suit and out of
13

contact with anything but raw biological voice? Even though
he had an energy beam instead of a machete, he still felt like
an aboriginal compared to even the outermost dirt-scrabble
colonist on Rendellyn. The lower forest was a tangled mess of
tough and rubbery dead sticks that could not be broken off.
Looking back, it appeared that he had cut a corridor thru the
growth with his hand beamer.
They climbed steeply much of the morning, Emerald
puffing along gamely in gravity stronger than her birth. Bart
complained but was doing fine, even helping Emerald from
time to time. Bart had spent time on Kinunde and never
completely lost the muscles one hundred forty one percent
gravity built up. Rianten strolled along like she had trained all
her life for this. If she was a native of Centorin she was
adapted to the same hundred and five percent gravity Taos
had been born to, but she had probably been in it til recently,
it had been nearly a century since he’d been in it more than a
few days at a time. The sixty eight percent of Rendellyn was
what he was used to.
They had a brief lunch of insta-bites, then continued
further. The ground leveled off a bit and became more open.
They came to a major stream directly across their path, one
they could not cross on stepping stones. It rushed strongly
and was at least three feet deep with a slippery bottom that
made it impossible to wade. Taos and Bart scouted in
opposite directions along the bank, leaving Emerald to make
some observations and Rianten to fret about the delay.
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In less than a mile, Taos found that the stream turned in
their direction, so they continued on upstream and followed it
for the remainder of the day. By the time they finally camped,
it was small enough to wade. It was in a limestone formation
with a few wide, deep pools.
Dinner was more insta-bite, then Rianten moved apart
from the others to set up her bunk. She hadn’t really given
them any orders about the night, but apparently assumed they
were capable of making their own camping arrangements.
They could see a small tube sticking up beyond her tent as
they stayed there watching her.
“A tight-beam,” Bart said.
“No doubt talking to that cruiser up there,” Em said.
“I wonder why she even picked us for this mission?” Taos
asked, “she doesn’t seem to trust us.”
“I’ve been with Demers two hundred seventy seven years
now on eleven planets,” Bart said. That meant he went back
to the rough and tumble pre-Empire days. “I would think they
know I can be trusted. How about you?”
“I’ve been with them sixty, mostly on Rendellyn,” Taos
said.
“But only twenty one for me,” Em told them. “Only on
Rendellyn.” She grew up in a company creche and had tasks
since she was thirteen.
“But you have a good record,” Taos said of Em.
“Did you two know each other back on Rendellyn?” Bart
asked.
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“A bit,” Taos answered.
“For the last eight years,” Em added.
‘Since she’s been an adult,’ Taos thought, but said nothing
about that.
Bart left it at that. No doubt he could see it in their eyes.
Taos thought he could detect some interest in Em on Bart’s
part. Taos would have to be careful not to let competition for
her hurt their mission. “So what did you find today?” Bart
asked, changing the subject.
“We know several interesting things actually,” she said,
“I’ll need to do more tests back at the lab, but I don’t seem to
find a full DNA compliment in any of these bugs. They’ve
got lots of different nucleotides that don’t match the
vegetation. There’s got to be something else going on here,
we may make quite a find. Another thing I noticed is that
speciation does not follow the standard plan with these
insects. Anything multicellular from Earth has more in
common with anything else multicellular from Earth, than
some of these bugs have in common with each other. The
third thing I’ve noticed is that some of the insects are
voracious feeders, and some have no feeding apparatus at all.
Each feeder appears to eat its own body weight of foliage in a
matter of hours. The fourth thing, there doesn’t appear to be
enough mass of insects to close the carbon cycle.”
“That’s quite a bit of discovery in an hour’s observation.”
“You must remember, I’ve been here a week already, and
there were landers before me. All I’m really doing is
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producing more evidence that these are not localized
phenomenon. They shouldn’t be, the climate is very uniform
on this planet.” It wasn’t that uniform, it was much cooler
here than near the equator, comfortable in daylight, chilly at
night. “We won’t know anything definite until we isolate a
biome and sequence its nucleic acid tree,” Em said. “I just
can’t do that from this backpack.”
The night that fell on this planet was quite dark. There
were no visible moons, and Aldeberan was the only first
magnitude star visible. They talked awhile in the dark, then
retired, once again Em by herself. Taos understood that they
would not continue the friendship they had shared on
Rendellyn. He wondered if it was really her fear of Rianten,
her interest in Bart, or if he had done something to cause her
affection to cool.
**
Vision units were bred to discover what was happening,
they captured sight and then came back to be digested and
understood. Animals! Animals here on this island! The
distant thoughts from far across the world were true, there
were animals come again! Their simple essence as
reported by the far thoughts was brought to mind. Feeding
units were bred to capture the essence here, to be sure it
was the same, to be sure the kind can take action.
The night was long and Taos woke long before daylight.
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When the sky finally began to grey he decided to walk
upstream a little ways and see what they would encounter in
the coming day. They should reach the site in eight hours or
less, well before dark. He walked almost a mile, finding the
growth much more open than what they forced their way thru
the day before. They were getting to a higher altitude and
different climate zone. The next dark they would have to be in
something heated.
He got chilled in the early cold and turned back long
before he was missed. He was almost back to camp when he
was startled by something large and moving in one of the
pools of the stream, something light in color, much too big to
be an insect and much too mobile to be a floating log. He
parted the brush to get a better look.
“Seen enough?” Rianten asked. She was doing a backstroke toward him, and had looked up when she heard him.
He had to admit she was a good looking woman and not the
least ashamed of her nude body.
“Sorry; it was so cold I had no idea it could be you. I saw
a flash and thought there might be some larger life-form on
this planet that the orbiters hadn’t detected.”
She sprang from the water and grabbed a force-dry. He
was impressed with her athleticism. She still made no effort
to hide herself and she sure had a flawless body. “I’m sure the
orbiters are sensitive enough to discover something as large
as an adult human being. Anything large would have to
remain indoors to go undiscovered.” She lavished most of her
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attention on her hair.
He wondered why she wasn’t shivering, the water was
frigid and the air wasn’t very warm either, he was in two
layers and a jacket. “Weren’t you cold in there?”
“No, this planet’s quite warm compared to Kex. When I
have to break a film of ice to swim, then I feel it.” No doubt
she could afford a metabolism adapted to that. He was turning
to leave when she asked, “So were you looking at our route?”
“Yes, it should be easier today, there’s not as much
undergrowth.”
“Good, I’d like to make good time. If the other’s aren’t up
by now I’ll get them up. We’ll have a quick breakfast and
press on.”
Since she didn’t seem at all embarrassed by his presence
he stayed and asked, “You thought this expedition would take
years, but it seems like we’ll accomplish our mission today?”
“We have six million square miles to investigate.”
“But how long for these ruins?” he asked.
“Listen, we don’t know what’s there. You people want to
believe there’s some kind of ruin there, fine. No doubt you
think it will be a non-human ruin also. We’ll find out in a
matter of hours. If it’s nothing, I won’t be disappointed
because I know there are plenty of other things it could be.
My personal belief is that it will be of human origin if it’s
anything. More evidence of some antediluvian civilization
that was wiped clean from Earth by the glaciers. If it’s
anything, and it probably isn’t.” She swatted at a bug. “I
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thought Em said the bugs here didn’t bite?”
“They wouldn’t be bugs if they really didn’t bite.”
She was stepping into her clothes by now. They walked
the few steps back to camp without further conversation. The
others were up and Emerald already had her camp down. Bart
was having breakfast and had some of his stuff together. He
had an analysis kit out and was looking at the composition of
a few small samples. Rianten prodded him along and tended
to her own. She had it down and packed before Bart had his
gear put away. She was ready to go before Taos.
They made good time, and within six hours they had
already come to something interesting. The ground was still
covered with forest, but between the bases of the trees were
broken pieces of something. It had probably been a type of
concrete at one time, but it was so crumbled now it was hard
to tell. It seemed to cover an area about thirty five feet wide
and a hundred long. It extended out of the hillside on one side
and had fallen away. On the other side it ran down into the
ground in the direction they were traveling, covered by layers
of sediment.
“It’s ruins all right,” Bart said, “There’s no way to deny
that now.”
“How old?” Rianten asked, still as cool as the pool she’d
bathed in this morning.
“Let’s see, this sandstone lies above it, so it has to be four
or five million years at least.”
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“Too old to be human,” Taos said, looking at Rianten.
“It would seem so. But let’s press on to the main feature,
it’s only another hour.”
“Let me get a few samples,” Bart said, “We should at least
make some pretense toward science.”
“We can come back this way.”
Rianten was clearly too excited to stop now, though she
maintained the businesslike demeanor. Bart knocked a few
crumbs off the feature anyway, and a couple off the sandstone
layer above it, jamming the sample bags in his pockets as he
hustled to catch up. He keyed the data on it into his comm as
they strode onward. The way closed in again and Taos had to
beam his way thru undergrowth once again. It took well over
an hour before they came to the main feature, the one who’s
trace could be detected from above.
Once they reached it, there could be no more doubt. It
was broken off, twisted and tilted, but it was definitely
something built. It was ancient. It had been buried in
sediment and then uplifted so that now the overburden was
eroding away. The veins of rust showed that there had been a
metal frame, fragments of glass had been warped into layers
of other sediment. It had once stood tall, but had collapsed
some time in the distant past. Floors had pancaked together,
equipment was crushed between them, now corroded to
nothing more than stains that tree roots crawled into. The
concrete had long disintegrated and metamorphed into
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something else. The style seemed like late 20th century Earth
reinforced concrete to his eye.
“Can we get an age reading?” Rianten asked Bart.
“I can try. It would be more accurate back in the lab.”
“The order of magnitude would be good.”
He had already placed a scrap in a tester. “Too old for
carbon to tell us anything, especially when we don’t know the
background. Let me get a piece of that rust.” He pried at the
smudge between two layers of fossil concrete. He had
removed another tester from his harness. It pinched the
sample and numbers flashed. “Looks like at least twelve
million years, not more than fifty.”
“Well before human times,” Taos said, letting Rianten
know it really was more significant than she thought it would
be.
“No doubt about that,” Bart said as he stood up. “So this
is what you’re looking for, the first direct evidence of nonhuman intelligence in the universe?”
She looked a little disappointed, “Actually my pet theory
was an ancient human civilization, pre ice-age. But this is an
important find, we’ll be studying here.” So Taos had been
wrong, she really wanted that theory, he shouldn’t have said
what he did.
“I’ll say it’s an important find!” Bart said, “The biggest
find ever.”
“But this is not the civilization that distributed humans
across the galaxy,” Rianten claimed.
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“Not this building anyway, but just because they died out
here doesn’t mean they aren’t the ones,” Emerald told her.
“We may find more recent ruins somewhere else on the
planet.”
“We need them to be a lot more recent than this,” Rianten
said. “Lets make camp nearby, I have to report in and then I
can start staking this out. Taos, now you can clear a landing
field. Find some level ground within a few hundred yards of
here if you can, but do not clear a view of the formation
itself.”
He set out to do that. There wasn’t much level ground
around and it would take some time to fell the large trees with
the little beamer he had used to cut his way thru the brush. It
would take even longer to cut them into small enough pieces
to move out of the way. The best place he found was right
outside the ruins, close enough that he could watch Rianten
set up the tightbeam and hear her voice as she made her
report. As he worked, the monumental import of the
discovery began to hit home. The company would be building
a large base here, this would likely become the planet’s
largest city. He paced out a generous landing site and cleared
it of brush, then began working on the trees.
***
Death thoughts of a neighbor came to be digested, last
thoughts of a neighbor that had ceased. First the home
had fallen down, then an awful pain of burning, then the
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death-thought motiles bred. Death-thoughts of another
neighbor came to be digested, an animal had killed
another of the kind! Stings must be bred to deliver a
solution, a constant round of eyes to watch the animals,
messengers to alert others, far thoughts to spread the
alarm.
“You sure you don’t have anything that will thin these
bugs out a little?” he called to Emerald by the time he’d felled
the second large tree.
She walked over to where he was working while
answering. “I can set a beamer on wide and swish the area,
that should knock some of them down.”
“I can do that. I thought you said the bugs here don’t
bite?”
“They didn’t. I’m amazed that they’ve started so soon, it
should take hundreds of generations to evolve that much
change in behavior, much less evolve the necessary
mouthparts.”
With a beamer set to maximum dispersion it wouldn’t cut
thru vegetation stems, but it would burn leaves out to about
ten feet away and fry the bugs out to almost twenty. As long
as he didn’t aim it right at the ground it wouldn’t actually
start a fire, and was pretty effective at dropping the bugs that
were bothering him. Em set hers the same way and between
the two of them they beat them back enough so he could
continue working.
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“Oh I see the problem,” he said when he had cut off the
first four foot chunk, “there’s one of those slimes in this tree.
Damn, that’s gross slime ain’t it? What do you suppose that’s
about?”
“The way the bugs hover around it, it must be their food
source. I bet it’s some kind of a fungus. It attracts them like
honey.”
“Wheew, if that’s honey I’d hate to be a bear here.”
She pulled a sample out of it and stuck it in a bag.
“There’s nothing that we know of that could raid this, I
wonder why it’s so repugnant?”
“Looks more like a big mass of bug guts to me,” he said.
She didn’t say anything for awhile, but helped him roll a
couple chunks of log out of the area. “May I ask you
something?” he asked when rolling the logs brought them
well away from the others.
“Sure,” she said.
“Have I done something wrong?”
“No, why?”
“It seems like something’s come between us? I thought
we were beginning to get close before we came out here. You
were getting to mean something to me anyway.”
“I was just too busy last week.”
“And now?”
She sighed, “You aren’t the most sensitive person with
women are you?”
“I’m sorry about that, whatever it was. You’re right, I’m
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not that sensitive, but I can’t guess what I’ve done.”
“It’s not what you’ve done.”
“What are you talking about then?” he asked.
“Didn’t you see how she looked you over? Haven’t you
noticed how she’s hovered around you? You better notice
soon if you want to save your career. I have a feeling hell
never even thought of a fury like that woman scorned.”
“What?”
“She staked you out right from the first interview, you
can’t be serious if you think I’m going to step in front of a
concubine of The Demers himself? I’d advise you to make a
move on her and fast.”
“I hadn’t really noticed.”
“Just consider this friendly advice,” she said and moved
away.
He continued working, thinking of what she’d said. Taos
had no desire to get in Rianten’s way either. As well as the
political complications, he was pretty sure she’d have to be
careful not to hurt him just like she had to be careful with The
Demers. She should have picked out Bart, he was the tough
outdoorsman.
Late in the day he came across another nest, and this time
the insects attacked with greater ferocity, causing him to run
from the area waving the beamer on wide angle behind him.
This brought the swarm after him and it required their
combined efforts to finally clear the air.
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“We’re going to have to come up with something to spray
with if it keeps up like this,” Emerald said, “I need to get
some of these back to the lab so I can synthesize some
compounds and come up with something that’s effective.”
“And it’s a two day walk back,” Bart said.
“At least that nest is gone now,” Taos sighed.
“Hey, look at this, guys!” Rianten called from out on the
ruins where she was laying a grid.
They came over. She had turned over a slab of a black
material that had not consolidated with the concrete. On it
there was a bas-relief depicting some kind of being. It had a
globular body with four legs beneath it and four arms round
the top. On the very top was a head with four large eyes. The
arms were reaching upward as if in supplication, as were the
pupils of the eyes. There were engravings around it. They
looked like strands of drapery or tapestry or even spiderweb,
but with a randomness that could have been symbols of some
kind.
“Definitely non human,” Bart said.
“Surprisingly humanoid considering,” Emerald said. “It
has arms, legs, a head, a body, a posture we can understand
and an emotion we can understand. I would have expected the
first non-human intelligence we encountered to be much less
human than that.”
“Like some tentacled thing more like a squid?” Taos
asked.
“Who knows? Fred Hoyle once wrote a story where a
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non-human intelligence was a cloud of interstellar gas,” she
replied.
“I think something that is going to build a civilization
needs hands at the very least,” Rianten declared, “A cloud of
gas can’t manipulate anything.”
“Does a species have to be technological to be
intelligent?” Taos asked.
“This species was technological,” Rianten said. “They
made this plaque.”
“Yes, we can see that,” Emerald admitted.
“I wonder what happened to them?” Bart asked.
“It will take years of study to figure that out.” Rianten
stood and stretched. Taos noticed her figure again, she noticed
him noticing and shared his smile. “We’ll be bringing in
laboratories, linguistics experts, geneticists. All the resources
the company can bring to bear.” She looked at Taos, took his
elbow. “Hopefully you can have a landing site cleared soon
after daybreak.”
“If I don’t run into any more of those hornet’s nests.”
“Maybe I can call down a foil with some fumigants,”
Rianten said. “Let’s see what happens in the morning.”
It was getting late in the day. Taos went back and cut one
more tree, there were no nests in this one and the bugs didn’t
bother him much while he worked that one into pieces and
out of the way.
They ate their supper on the ruins, looking at the last of
the dimming sky. “Sure will be nice to get some decent food
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down here,” Bart said. “These insta-bites are getting rather
old.”
“We have to go back to the foil to get some,” Taos said,
“so you’ve got two more days of them.” Actually the selfheating, pre-prepared meals were better than Taos usually
made for himself, and probably more nutritious also.
“We’ll be calling another in as soon as we have an
opening,” Rianten said, “Now that we know what’s here and
have occupied our claim, we can make a little more noise.
Not a lot, I’m not lifting the blackout, but we can let some
traffic come in and out of here. Once we have a good
perimeter up and some troops down here we can make a
public…“
“What was that?” Emerald interrupted.
“What?”
“I heard something.”
“What?” Rianten asked again.
“It sounded like a heavy thump far in the distance.”
“I don’t hear anything,” Bart said.
“There is goes again,” Emerald said.
“I still didn’t hear anything,” Taos said.
“Was it like weapons going off?” Rianten asked.
“More like very heavy footsteps,” Em said.
“Where?” Bart asked.
“Like that way,” she pointed over beyond the main body
of the ruins, “over that hill.”
“How could you hear footsteps that far away?” Rianten
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asked her, definitely concerned.
“It sounded like something big. Really big.”
“I still don’t hear anything,” Bart said.
“Nor I,” Taos added.
“Quiet, let’s listen,” Rianten said. “I’m afraid we may
have company already, this is too close to Texassi land. That’s
probably Texassi land where we hear it and the Demers
cruiser’s just orbiting round to the far side now. That’s
probably why they’re going off now.”
They were silent. Emerald’s hand went up, ten seconds
later it went up again, ten seconds after that Taos heard it, and
admitted that he did. Rianten heard it the next time. The time
after that Bart also picked up the sound.
“It’s definitely coming closer,” Emerald told them.
“And it does have the sound of heavy weapons,” Rianten
said, with some determination but a slight edge of fear.
“I don’t see any flashes,” Taos said, and climbed over to
the far side of the ruins to look closer.
It continued, a thud every ten seconds or so. The sky was
dark now, the eastern horizon even darker with the silhouettes
of clouds barely discernible in the blackness. The thudding
continued, each one a tiny bit louder, a tiny bit closer. Taos
strained his eyes into the gloom. There were no traces of
flashes, but the cloud was getting closer. Could it be thunder?
How could there be thunder without lightning? There wasn’t
even the dimmest flash.
A few minutes more went by, everyone remained silent,
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listening to the pounding slowly build. “Guys, I want you to
come look at this,” Taos croaked, noticing that his voice had
cracked and he was shaking. It didn’t look like a cloud any
more. Those weren’t banks of clouds reaching up into the
dimly lit sky above the distant hills.
Bart was the first one there, followed closely by Rianten.
“Don’t you think that looks like the thing on that
engraving?” Taos asked.
Bart was still inhaling by the time Emerald arrived. “How
big do you think that sucker is?” Bart’s shaking voice asked,
looking at the outline against the sky.
“Gotta be a mile high anyway,” Taos stammered.
“How could such a thing live?” Emerald said in an awestruck voice, “It can’t, it would weigh more than bone could
ever support. The ground couldn’t support it.”
“I don’t think that’s going to help us now,” Taos said, “It
obviously doesn’t want us messing with these ruins.”
“It is headed right this way isn’t it?” Rianten said, her
voice the calmest of all. “And it looks like it will get here
before our cruiser can get back around the planet to help us.”
“You think the cruiser can take out that thing?” Bart said,
“I don’t know about you but I’m not staying,” and with that
he was moving, Emerald right on his heels.
Taos didn’t doubt the cruiser wouldn’t have attempted the
dark of interstellar space without radiation and thermonuclear
weapons. Those icy reaches between the stars are not without
peril even without rival consortia in the gate-ship’s fleet.
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“Seems like the prudent thing to do,” Taos said, and followed
them at a pace not that much slower.
** **
The stream of digested eyes brought the taste of success.
New message units would take the message to others of the
kind. All would taste the formula that had driven the
animals away.
They didn’t grab much, lights, water, beamers. They
threw the packs in the brush, hoping to disguise their
presence. Why bother since the thing already knew they were
here? It must have been hiding in some cavern deep
underground, though how there could be a cavern large
enough to hold a population of these things didn’t make any
sense. It was definitely the thing in the bas-relief. Whatever
had once made these ruins had somehow mutated to a size
that no known theory would allow. But maybe that wasn’t the
being that made these ruins, maybe it was the reason they
were deserted?
They ran thru the night, stumbling and staggering thru the
underbrush, light beams flailing wildly as they tried to keep
somewhere near the trail they had made on the way up here.
Without the burdens of packs and with such a thing behind
them, they ran on til they were ready to collapse from
exhaustion. In their desperate panic, they made it well over a
mile, probably two, before they slowed.
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“How close do you think it is?” Em gasped.
“No way I can tell,” Bart answered.
“I wouldn’t stop,” Rianten said. She was in the lead now
and well ahead of them.
“If anything, it sounds closer,” was Taos’s opinion.
Still panting, they walked on. It was downhill most of the
time, making it easier, but the darkness was absolute and the
narrow light beams were confusing. There were still swarms
of insects active in the night, but at least they weren’t biting
or stinging any more.
Rianten had slowed a little, Taos nearly caught up to her.
“I was stupid for not bringing the tightbeam,” she told him,
“The cruiser should be back around soon.”
“It would have slowed us down.”
“I could have handled it.”
“You’re quite the athlete,” he said.
“I try to stay in shape. If you’ve been on Rendellyn all
that time, you’re used to light gravity. This world’s rather
light for me.”
“I had no trouble getting used to it but Em was born on
Rendellyn, this is a little heavy for her.”
“We’ll help her along. We can walk, but we should keep
up a good pace.”
“Hopefully that thing will stop when it gets to the ruins.”
“I hope so,” she said, “But we shouldn’t count on it. Even
though it takes only a few steps a minute, it’s still moving
faster than we are.”
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There wasn’t really any doubt about that. Each step could
be five hundred yards. With four legs to move, it was going at
least half a mile a minute. The pounding was very loud now
and they could plainly feel the tremors in the ground.
They were moving thru the more open country where they
had not cut a path and could not tell if they were on the same
route they came up. Em was tired, and Bart was holding her
hand, helping her along a little, but lagging back so she could
catch her breath. Taos felt this. He wanted to be the one to
help her, even though Bart was more capable. At this point he
wished he had been a little more aggressive back on
Rendellyn, letting her know how serious he felt. Opportunity
passed is opportunity lost it seemed. He didn’t really know
Bart that well, more by reputation than the few drinks they’d
shared at company functions. Bart wouldn’t have asked about
their past if he wasn’t interested in Em however. Taos knew
Em would fall for the rugged outdoorsman, she’d always
admired guys of that type.
Hours later they reached the stream, far below where they
had crossed it, where it was already deep and wide. “We’ll
have to swim,” Rianten said, “Let the current carry us down
with it, it’s the direction we want to go.”
The water was icy, making Taos wish he had Rianten’s
adaptations. This part of the river was deep but a little slower,
still too fast to get right across. He couldn’t hold the light up
and swim at the same time. Em shrieked when she hit the
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water, Bart grunted. Rianten swam easily and let it carry her
downstream, not really stroking for the far side. Taos struck
out for it, he couldn’t spend extra time in this water or he
would be numbed and immobilized. He expected to blunder
into a rock painfully at any second, he was dodging them by
sound, but any that did not reach the surface would be silent.
As he neared the far shore, Taos heard a new sound, a
constant heavy thunder. He felt the current picking up. “Get
to the bank,” he yelled, “There’s a waterfall ahead.”
He blundered into a rock, but not very painfully. From
here he was able to wade to shore. As he did so he used his
light, not to see where he was walking, but to see where
Rianten was. She was downstream of him, swimming with all
her might toward the bank, but farther from shore than he was
when he first heard the falls. She was moving downstream far
too rapidly, she would not make it, even though she fairly
flew thru the water like a champion athlete. He ran
downstream after her, trying to find a stick or something he
could reach her with. He wouldn’t have time.
Just before the stream took its final rush over the
precipice, she found something to hang onto under the water,
and halted her plunge. She was only fifteen feet from the
bank, but it was fifteen feet of rushing black water. “Can you
get a log or something I can grab?” she asked. She wasn’t as
calm as she tried to sound. “This rock’s pretty slippery so
pick anything.”
He glanced around with the light. The trees on this planet
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weren’t as good as the Earth-native life on Rendellyn at
dropping their dead branches. He didn’t waste a lot of time
looking but almost immediately began trying to beam one off
that was large enough to reach her. Before he was done Bart
had caught up to him and slammed into it also. “Lost my
beamer in the river,” he said.
“Let’s not take too long guys,” she said, with quite a bit of
edge.
The branch parted little by little as the beamer burned
thru. Normally this seemed very fast, but the situation made it
seem like much longer. It was probably only three seconds til
they got it off. “You wade out,” Bart said, “I’ll hold you.”
Bart took a solid grip on a sturdy tree by the water’s edge,
Numb already, Taos stepped back into the freezing rush.
Rianten screamed and shot downstream, grabbing on once
again. “We have to move farther down,” Taos yelled over the
roar of the falls. Bart was in the water also now, and for a
split second it felt like he had lost his grip and they would all
go hurling over the edge, but he waded with it and grabbed
another tree. Now Taos was in water nearly to his waist, water
pulling so hard that even with Bart’s strong grip on him he
was in danger of losing his footing.
He strained forward and could almost reach her. With a
heave she lurched for the branch, struck it, slipped off and
went screaming and bumping over the last few rocks and then
over, still screaming for another second as she fell. A black pit
suddenly opened in Taos’ chest. He feared that woman but
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felt her loss immediately and more acutely than he expected.
They could hear nothing more as Bart heaved him from the
water. They were scrambling for a way down when they
heard a voice, very faint over the roar of the water.
“I’m all right. Lost my light and beamer and got a nose
full, but the water’s deep enough so I didn’t hit much. I can
get out.”
They were all scrambling down around the falls by now.
By the time they reached the bottom she was climbing up the
bank, limping a little. Taos was in the lead, Bart handed Em
down. Rianten turned around, lifted her top and lowered her
pants, “How’s it look,” she asked.
“As beautiful as ever except for some scratches here and
here.” He lightly touched the small of her back and the back
of her thigh just below the buttock. Even though her face was
on the fringe of the light he could see that she appreciated the
compliment. Em had always been a mind reader, no doubt she
was right about Rianten’s intentions after all. “I bet you’ll
have a bruise in the morning.”
“I don’t doubt that, but I deserve it. That’s twice stupid in
one night.”
“I’m glad you’re still alive. You didn’t crack a rib did
you?”
“Nah,” she said as she pulled her clothes back, “I know
what that feels like. I lost my water bottle too I guess.” The
cover was still on her belt but the bottle itself had been torn
off. She would have quite a bruise in the morning. Taos
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wondered if the fall would have crippled him. It was closer to
thirty feet than twenty.
“We have plenty of water here,” Bart said.
“We better try and keep moving as soon as we fill the
bottles,” Rianten said.
“I think I can still hear that thing,” Em said.
Once they were moving again and away from the roaring
water, the sound of the monster was clear. Taos told them, “I
think I can hear the trees cracking as it tramples them. I think
we should move faster if we can.”
“I agree,” Rianten said, “Can you pick it up?” she asked
Em.
“I think we have to,” she replied, “It must have passed the
ruins by now, that means it’s definitely coming after us.”
“We have to make it to the foil,” Rianten said.
“What if we turned off the lights and hid?” Bart asked, “I
don’t know how it could find anything as small as we are.”
“I won’t stop you from trying that if you want to,”
Rianten said, “But it started in our direction long before it
could see our lights.”
So started an eternity of running, walking when they were
too exhausted to keep on, then running some more when the
pounding footsteps got too terrifyingly close. They were often
slowed by the thick brush, Taos cut what he could and bulled
thru the rest. Em still had a beamer and Rianten took it and
used it to cut a little more brush to ease the way for the
others. All the time the pounding behind them slowly grew
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ever closer. There was no problem hearing the destruction of
the forest now, whole trees snapping with loud, bass cracks,
the heavy thuds of trunks hitting the ground above the heavier
thuds of the feet. The ground shook enough to knock them
down at times. The monster must have been tiring also, since
it didn’t gain on them as fast as it had. It should be tired, it
would take the power of a cruiser’s main drive to move that
thing even in this gravity.
Somehow they made it all the way to the beach by the
time the eastern sky began to lighten. They were a quarter
mile down the beach from the foil, and though they couldn’t
run another step, somehow they did. This gave the creature
the advantage, and it ponderously turned to cut the corner
toward them. It was barely the width of its body, two steps for
it at most. In the dim pink light they could see it towering
above them. Rianten and Bart were almost carrying Em by
this time, Taos dashed ahead in spite of burning lungs and
sides to bring the craft to life. He had the fans turning before
the others made the ramp, the sand would sting but not as
much as that monstrous creature. As soon as they were on the
ramp he began to lift, he couldn’t turn as soon as he wanted to
because it would throw them off. He raised the ramp and
heard them tumble into the cargo bay. Now he turned and
brought the motors up full.
It wouldn’t be enough, the thing had spotted the foil, only
the size of a mosquito to a creature such as that. Damn if he
was going down, let one island be ruined with the
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radioactivity. He bellowed a boost warning over the intercom
as he hit the fusion drive. At three gee’s they slammed for the
sky, only yards from an outstretched hand of the giant. They
never heard its scream when the waste lithium plasma beam
pricked it on the hand.
Rianten ordered them straight to the Demers cruiser, not
back to the gatehead, and when they got there they were
immediately taken to the ship’s health center since they were
suffering from exhaustion, shock and exposure. They
underwent extensive medical tests before anyone would listen
to their story. The vessel’s captain himself had finally come to
debrief them when Taos returned from his second evaluation,
a good four hours after their arrival.
“I still can’t believe you didn’t see it!” Rianten was saying
with some heat, “It had to be a mile high. It was the size of a
small thunderhead for Christ’s sake.”
“Not a trace,” the captain replied, “I can show you the
video. You were autolocated within microseconds of cutting
in that blast. Your pilot’s going to have to answer for that you
know,” the captain said, directing the comment as much to
Taos as Rianten.
“My pilot was acting on my orders,” she lied, “I’ll answer
for the whole damn purchase if I have to, we wouldn’t be
talking to you if it wasn’t for that blast.” Taos respect for her
went up to another level with that line. All the more so
because Rianten had not seen him yet.
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“I tell you there was nothing there, no monster, no path of
damaged forest.”
“Maybe you weren’t looking at the right route?”
“You can look for yourself.” The captain was looking
around like he expected someone else here.
“There has to be some sign, we heard those trees popping.
The canopy must have closed in around them again is the
only thing I can think of. The trees are rather flexible in this
biosphere.”
“We’ll be sending another ground team, but there would
be traces of that much destruction. We don’t sense it.”
“I’m telling you we all saw that thing.”
“I don’t know what you thought you saw,” the officer
said, “but it wasn’t a mile high monster. It was probably some
Texassi trickery because I’ve already received notice they’re
going to challenge that abandoned site.”
“Let them have it,” Rianten muttered. Taos was the only
one who could hear because he was now sitting beside her.
She finally noticed him and put out her hand and smiled. “Are
you O.K?” she asked, “What did they find?”
“I overtaxed myself somewhat, other than that I’ll be no
worse off than I ever was by tomorrow.”
A medic entered the room while they were talking. “Here
you are sir, this may explain it,” he said. “They all had these
foreign substances in their blood.” He projected a chart in
front of the captain.
“And what is that?” the captain asked. “I can’t read a
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phoreisis chart.”
“We’ve found that this is a strong hallucinogen,” the
medic said, pointing to one of the peaks on the chart, “And
this leads to increased suggestibility.”
“Are you saying we imagined that thing?” Rianten asked.
“I would think so,” the medic said.
“I’ve been stoned before,” she told them, “Even on
imported stuff. This was nothing like that.”
“But it makes sense,” Emerald said, still lying on her bed.
“Such a creature could not exist, it would be too heavy.”
“What if it was like a gas cloud?” Taos asked.
“Then it wouldn’t have made those footfalls,” Rianten
said, “and we didn’t take any hallucinogens.”
“Something got these compounds into your blood
streams,” the medic said, “and compounds like these can only
be taken intravenously.”
“We never shot up,” Rianten said.
“We were bitten by the insects!” Emerald said.
“This is a sophisticated compound here,” the medic said,
pointing to the hallucinogen peak, “but it is possible it could
have evolved for some other purpose. It could be a toxin to
native life.”
“I think we need to do some more investigating of those
bugs,” Taos said.
“And that slime in the nest,” Emerald added.
“Well then, let’s rest up for the remainder of today,”
Rianten said. “Tomorrow we’re going back down.” She
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squeezed his shoulder. He wondered how much rest she
would let him get.
** * **
Later in the night, more far thoughts came to be digested
and understood. The old ones thought false visions of fear
to drive these animals away was silly. They used tools.
They could be dangerous. Like they had done to conquer
this world millions of years in the past, the kind would
have to breed stings to kill. The taste of that venom was
strong on the messengers, the stings would be bred.
“OK, let me down,” Rianten’s voice came thru the comm
over the noise of the landing fans.
Bart started the winch that lowered her out of the side
hatch beside the pile of gear they had already let down. There
wasn’t quite enough opening in the jungle yet to let Taos land
the craft, she and Bart were going to fell a few more trees.
They had a much more powerful beamer today that should cut
thru the trees rather quickly.
Her net hat blew off from the fans when she got to the
ground, but she soon retrieved it. “Wouldn’t want to start
seeing things again,” her voice said over the comm.
“No you wouldn’t, be careful down there,” Taos called to
her.
He was feeling pretty good today actually. They’d slept
almost ten hours. She had let him get more sleep than he
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thought she would. Even so, he had to admit it had been one
of the better nights in recent memory. She definitely had a
side that wasn’t all business, a playful side he already liked.
Maybe not the sweet tenderness he’d shared with Em, but she
didn’t hurt him. He was actually looking forward to
continuing where they left off this morning and he thought
she was too.
“Can you run this for me?” Bart asked Em.
“Sure,” Em said, “I may be from a lightworld, but I can
run a winch.”
“That’s my girl.”
“Don’t get possessive now,” she joked. Taos figured
they’d had a good night too.
Once Bart was down he started moving the gear over to
the ruins before helping Rianten clear the landing area. Taos
called her again. “I’ll make a quick run back to the cruiser for
the next part of the team while you finish up. We should be
back in ninety minutes.”
“We’ll have the red carpet ready,” Rianten replied.
Em slipped into the co-pilot’s seat. “You certainly
changed her mood.”
“And how’s your mood?” Taos asked.
“Almost as good as yours.”
“This isn’t the way I wanted things to go,” he said.
“Sometimes our choices aren’t our own, but we’ll be
fine.” She reached out and squeezed his knee. “This’ll be a
good assignment.”
44

He was now bringing them up toward supersonic as they
started back toward space and the cruiser. Once he cut in the
hyperjet he took a minute to get a trajectory plotted and
assure the craft was on course.
Em spoke again once she saw he was no longer totally
occupied with piloting. “I don’t think Bart is going to take me
as seriously as you did.”
“Do,” Taos corrected. “I still take you seriously.”
“Whatever. If you want, maybe you can look me up again
when she gets tired of you. No promises, but I did enjoy our
time together.”
“I will certainly remember that,” he said. He would too, it
was even better news than finding out that he could actually
enjoy Rianten’s company. “You OK to boost?” he asked.
“Ready when you are.”
They had cleared atmosphere and he cut in the fusion.
Taos would be busy the whole day ferrying people down
to the site. They had three additional people to bring back on
this trip, archeologists Tahn Mosaar and Saeiko Wu and
mineralogist Fahmed Hosai. The next load after this would be
some construction hands and a cargo of knock-down parts
that would normally be shipped by tube. There would be a
tube to this site someday, but it would take a few years to get
it drilled in.
This party had a lot more gear than he expected, and
Saeiko must have thought she would need an extensive
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wardrobe. It took well over an hour just to get them aboard
and he started to worry about leaving Bart and Rianten alone
on the surface that long. True they had come to believe that
yesterday’s monster was imaginary, but imaginary things
could cause trouble anyway, like panicking and going over a
waterfall.
The landing area was clear when he saw it from above,
but the trunks weren’t moved out of the way. Taos had hoped
Bart would volunteer to do that, but he must have wanted to
get started on the investigations right away. Rianten wasn’t in
sight either.
“Make sure you have your nets on,” was the first thing
Rianten said once she opened the comm channel, “The bugs
are vicious today. We managed to knock quite a few of them
down, but they keep coming back.”
“We copy,” he replied over the comm. “You hear that
guys,” he told the others, “Unless you want to have to run for
hours from impossible monsters, better button up.” The new
members of the crew had already been informed that their
leader doesn’t tolerate nonsense. They got out their netting
and gloves. “Blouse your boots too,” Taos reminded them.
They put down without incident, but were swarmed as
soon as they opened the hatch. They all took hand beamers
and put them on wide to clear the air. This worked for awhile,
but there were more and more coming in. Taos could see it
would be useless to bring the construction party into this, they
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couldn’t even unload the gear.
“Good grief Em, what are we going to do about this?”
“I don’t know, we’ll have to spray the whole area I think.
I wonder how they could have changed their behavior so
quickly?”
“I guess it’s just instinct for bugs to attack people,”
Saeiko said.
“It can’t be here,” Em said.
“Maybe this is left over from when the creatures that built
these ruins were around?” Taos said.
“I don’t see how, they’ve been extinct for millions of
years,” she replied.
“Maybe these bugs evolve really slowly?” Fahmed said.
“That would be a first for an insect,” Emerald said. “I
better get right to work trying to come up with something. I
hope there’s a good synthesis unit on that ship.”
“I hope so too,” Taos said.
She had no trouble netting a few of the bugs to work with,
and then sealed herself into the foil to work.
The other four of them worked their way over to the ruins
where Bart and Rianten had patched together a little screen
house. It took the four of them walking back to back beaming
in all directions to get to the screen. It was covered with a
nasty swarm that they had to beat from the enclosure and cut
down before they could get in.
“We can’t even work in this,” Bart said.
“Not at all,” Rianten agreed. “The smallest ones are trying
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to get in thru the zipper. I wish there was a beamer setting that
would kill the bugs and leave the screen intact.”
“We’ll just have to keep taking turns waving the beamer
out a hand hole until we thin them out,” Tahn said.
“We’ll probably have to screen in the whole site in the
long run,” Bart said.
Bart was slapping at the walls that didn’t have hand holes
to get them to fly up into beamer range. This allowed them to
thin out the swarm a bit.
Meanwhile Rianten tried to show the new people what
they had found. They had the screen house right on the edge
of the ruins closest to the landing site, only fifty feet from the
foil’s wing. They had cleared a flat space and piled a little dirt
and some small boulders on the bottom of the screen to seal
that up.
Everyone was pretty fascinated by what they could see,
even though it wasn’t much from where they were. Tahn,
Saeiko and Rianten discussed the layout and technology of
the ruin pretty excitedly for awhile, agreeing that it must have
been an early industrial culture. Rianten had dragged the basrelief inside the screen so they could see that, and they spent
some time talking about it, cleaning it up a little and taking a
few photos and measurements. Taos and Fahmed were too
busy trying to thin the bugs to pay too much attention to what
they were saying.
As time went on everyone was getting more and more
distracted by the clouds of insects that seemed to just keep
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getting thicker no matter how many Taos and Fahmed fried.
Before long conversation about the find petered out altogether
and the only topic became what they were going to do about
the bugs and how they better get something down here to
spray them with.
“When did it get like this?” Taos asked Bart.
“They kept building up all morning. There were a few
when we got out, but they didn’t bother us much. Once we
started taking trees down they started getting thicker.”
“Were there any more of those nests?” Taos asked him.
“I think there must have been one in the last tree, it was
when we felled that, that they started really coming in. We ran
back here and got under this screen after that. We kept beating
them back, but every time we’d clear the air, another swarm
would arrive.”
“We’ve been in here the last hour waiting for you guys to
get back,” Rianten added.
Taos was still reaching out and beaming them, but he
could see that these bugs had already figured out that they
wouldn’t get beamed if they stayed against the screen out of
range. The clouds were getting thicker all the time, and the
whole screen was now covered any time they let it rest.
It was about that time they got a call from Emerald. “You
have to get back in here,” she said. “They aren’t just using
hallucinogens any more. They’re armed with a deadly toxin
today. One bug carries enough to kill three people.”
“I don’t think we can do that Em,” Rianten replied. “Can
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you see what we’re up against?”
“Not from here.” She was quiet for a few seconds,
probably coming forward to where she could see them. Once
she did, her only comment was a blood curdling scream.
“I guess she doesn’t like our chances,” Bart observed.
“I guess I don’t either,” Taos added.
“Don’t give up guys,” Rianten said. “We still have the
screen between us and them, and we still have our nets on.”
“Do you think we can make it thru this with these nets?”
Fahmed asked.
“Probably not,” she answered, “but they’ll save us if a
few get thru.”
“Then what?” Tahn asked.
“Maybe they’ll go away after dark,” Rianten answered.
“They didn’t the last night we were here,” Bart said.
“The biting ones did,” Rianten replied.
“How long until dark?” Saeiko asked.
“About nine hours,” Taos answered.
Before long the whole screen was covered, at least one
layer deep, maybe more. It was getting dark in the screen
house. Bart ran all around batting the walls. The bugs flew up
for only a second and settled right back down.
There was a lot of futile discussion about sending
someone out to beam them. It was pretty much decided that
not only would that be a suicide mission, but the bugs would
pour into the screen and they would all be in danger. Taos
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didn’t participate in that discussion. He was near the wall,
watching what the bugs were doing. There was a new kind of
them working their way thru the swarms. These had pincers,
strong pincers just the right size for the threads of the screen.
“Guy’s, I don’t like this,” he said. “There’s some new
ones here that look like they’re trying to chew their way in.”
“Yeah, woah,” Fahmed said.
“Slap it,” he heard Rianten yell.
A bug was already inside the screen. Everyone was
slapping for it. Another came by. Those who weren’t slapping
at them began to pound the walls again, hoping to drive them
back. But at the same time, Taos noticed how fast they flew,
less than thirty miles per hour, faster than they could run, but
nowhere near as fast as the slipstream from the fans, even at
this distance.
“Em,” he screamed into his comm, “Start the landing
fans.” She didn’t answer immediately so he screamed again.
Finally she replied. “I don’t know how!”
“Get in the pilot’s seat. Turn the main activation switch to
‘on’ and pull back on the yellow lever.”
“Wait, let me get there, I was trying to come up with a
chloride mixture to see if that will help.”
“We don’t have time, they’re chewing thru the screen.”
There was silence for an eternity. “Ok, which is the main
switch?”
“Right in the middle between the seats, the round green
one.”
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“OK, OK, now the yellow handle?”
“Yes, don’t just yank it or you’ll flip over, start pulling it
back slowly.” He heard a little wuv, wuv, wuv. “More than
that, almost half way.” He heard the wind start to blow. He
was swatting at bugs constantly now. Everyone was swatting.
“A little more Em, bring it up slowly, and twist it to the left
all the way.”
She shrieked, the craft must have started to lift on the
right side.
“Back down.” She stopped shrieking. “Now very gently
bring it up. You want to tilt a little bit but not too much.”
“Yeah.” Her voice had quite a quaver. “It’s tilting.”
“OK, hold it right there, now reach back and shut the
airlock door, then lower the ramp.”
“I can’t reach it.”
“Damn,” he was slapping bugs furiously now, hoping
none were getting thru his suit and netting. It was taking
concentration to stay calm enough to talk Emerald thru this
and not scream at her in panic. “Let it down a bit til you’re
back on the ground and go do that, then come right back and
tilt the craft again.”
“OK, she said, voice still shaking.
The wind was blowing the ones in the air away, but those
that were already clinging to the screen stayed put. There
must have been a hundred already inside and they were
swatting at them like madmen.
It seemed like another eternity before he heard Em again.
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“I’m starting to tilt again.”
“Bring it up very slowly until you’re tilted about thirty
degrees.”
“Are you sure!”
“Our lives depend on it.”
“I’ll try,” she said.
He turned from the comm. “OK everybody, get on that
side and flip the screen up, we’re going to make a run for it.
Once we’re out these things won’t be able to catch us in the
slip stream. The wind’s going to be nasty. Take a deep breath
and hold it. Stay low, use your hands if you have to.”
The screen house was already flipping over as he finished
that, it was instantly torn away and they felt the blast of the
wind that the bugs and screen had been sheltering them from.
There were still plenty of bugs in the air and they were
peppered with them like a sandstorm. They had to claw their
way to the foil. As they approached it, Em backed off on the
fans and the craft banged to the ground again. They could
hear bugs buzzing in from all sides but by this time the first
of them were charging up the ramp. Taos hit the lift button as
he ran thru, saw that Rianten was behind him. She jumped for
the rising ramp, sliding on her belly thru the narrowing
opening. Taos reached out and swatted three bugs from her
rump and thighs. Everyone else was swatting at bugs of their
own. Taos swatted two on his face netting, someone swatted
his shoulders. It was a few seconds before the mad slapping
stopped.
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Rianten got to her feet and leaned close to him. “That was
good thinking but you know if it was anyone else that slapped
me on the ass…”
*** ***
No matter what it took, the invading species would have to
be eliminated. Message flocks would have to be grown and
messages sent to warn others of the kind on nearby
worlds. Spores would have to be produced, for the kind
must endure. Plans would be made. Far thoughts bred for
all of the kind to consume. The taste of War was digested
for the first time in many millions of years.
Tahn was stung, one had crawled thru into his boot. In
spite of all the cruiser’s health bay could do, he died, much to
everyone’s grief. Bart had been stung less severely right thru
his clothing and was touch and go for a day, but the next day
he was up and about. “Hell, this old mercenary’s too tough to
cash it in over a little bee sting,” he said when they gathered
around his bed in the health center. He was still on a
ventilator and tubes and paralyzed below the chest. He had a
black bruise on his back and side all around it. That was
enzyme action, that was bad enough but not the real danger.
“Those aren’t your ordinary bee stings,” Em told him.
“It’s good to have you back with us.”
“It’s good to be back.” He reached up to kiss her cheek
but she turned to take in on the lips.
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Taos noticed Rianten’s arm was around his shoulder. He
worried about that a little with several of the crew looking on,
but he wasn’t going to let that worry cause him to object. It
was the doctor that she spoke to however, “How long do you
think recovery will take?”
“Actually not long, a couple days and he should be fit.”
“That’s good,” she said. “It seems like this dig is going to
be more difficult than we expected, we’ve got a lot of work to
do.”
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4189
The Emperor’s Last War
*
Karmon Valera, the first, and so far, only, Emperor of
Human Space turned at the sound of footsteps. Minister of the
Military Helmonn Norseean strode purposefully over the
polished floor of this art-hall high in the left tower of the
Kensenduum, the great and ancient edifice of the government
of the Centorin Empire in central Kex. He was in his dress
uniform, black cape billowing behind him, chrome helmet
shining while its row of five points threw shards of the
brilliant rays of Alpha Centauri around the room. Karmon
waited til he was near enough for conversation, not rising
from the couch nestled in a grove of soothing shimmer-clouds
by one of the ancient masters. Helmonn had just been to a
briefing by the intelligence operatives responsible for
monitoring the Angel probes, and should have something
useful to report on the Insectoid problem.
The Angel civilization had launched many expeditions
into deep space in their later years. Many returned, many
attempted to colonize planets, but some drove on forever and
returned data to the home planet. The home planet at the time
was Earth, so they had to be monitored from there. Most of
those still operational were not returning data and those that
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were, were hard to interpret because the Angels used science
that was illegal in this day and age. They seemed to have
mutated at the speed of light and now had no relation to the
devices humans used to manufacture.
“Be seated Helmonn,” Karmon told him as he bowed, “I
trust the briefing went well?”
“Yes, Excellency, Tarbel’s men have been busy.”
Their assignment was to gather all intercepts of Silicon’s
communication over the last century that might have any
relation to the Insectoids and analyze them. “And what do we
understand?”
“As of now there are five probes operating that are up to
two hundred light years beyond us in the Taurus sector.”
Karmon noticed the gravity of Helmonn’s face. “All we can
understand of their messages indicate that all biological
planets in that sector are inhabited only with vegetation and
Aldebs.” A black pit opened in his stomach at this distressing
news. “All colonization attempts in that area have failed.” As
many had feared, the problem wasn’t isolated to the three
worlds they’d found infested so far.
Karmon wasn’t fond of the slang himself, he preferred
calling the menace from beyond Aldeberan ‘Insectoids’ to
‘Aldebs’. No one had yet established any communication
with the Insectoids. He wished they were like the insects in
old horror movies, large enough to shoot with weapons.
Instead they grow as fungus inside hollow trees, spawn tiny
bugs that they could modify at will, communicate with each
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other in some way humans could not penetrate and plan
attacks years in advance with coordinated swarms of tiny
bees packing stings that killed. They struck at all humans with
intent to exterminate. The bugs themselves were only
appendages, as expendable as hair or fingernail clippings. The
hidden slime was the actual individual, though it was still
called a ‘nest’ or sometimes ‘queen.’ That could be anywhere,
even inside the walls of a house. “This is not good news,”
was Karmon’s inadequate response.
“No Excellency, I’m afraid it is not.” Helmonn projected a
model of the galaxy before them and zoomed it to just the
arms adjacent to human space. “This represents the known
infestation. This is Kiandutan…“ something Karmon knew
well since the crisis there had claimed so much of his
attention in the last few years, “…and these are the other two
infestations we have discovered to date. These are the
infestations the probes know of.”
Karmon sucked in a breath when dozens more red dots lit
up, the trend was unmistakable. “Our whole civilization is in
the path of the spore-cloud!”
“I’m afraid so Excellency. Tarbel speculates we may now
know why we haven’t contacted any non-human intelligence.
This could reach back to the galactic core.”
“That sounds like a doomsday scenario.”
“That is the worst case,” Helmonn said.
“I assume there’s a full report?” Karmon asked.
“I’ve forwarded it to your comm Excellency.”
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“Good, I’ll read thru it after my meeting with Navigation.
Who knows about this so far?”
“You, me and Tarbel,” Helmonn said. “I don’t know how
many of his men may have put the pieces together.”
“We don’t need a panic, we have thousands of years to
deal with this.”
“Not on Kiandutan sir.”
Oh yes, the vexing problem of Kiandutan. It was over
eighty years now that this problem had been going on. Why
did this invasion have to start there? Why couldn’t it have
been one of the peasant worlds where the population was
dense enough to devote some native manpower to it and the
people affected didn’t have the political might to make his
entire Empire jump?
Kiandutan was a paradise world, with everything that
made all the well-connected people from every powerful
Consortium and Combine in human space decide to build a
retreat there. The other thing Kiandutan had was a heavy
indigenous population of Insectoids at the time of its
discovery.
The wealthy had gone ahead anyway with great mansions
on the islands, and for sixteen years various chemical and
biological agents had been used on the Insectoids to little
effect. In a desperate measure the whole planet had been
burned at tremendous expense and re-seeded with life from
Earth. That was sixty five years ago. The land grew verdant
again and the problem was forgotten, but somehow spores
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had survived.
Just three years ago there was a new attack and eleven
thousand lives had been lost, nearly five percent of the
planet’s population. Of course there would be more people
than that dying of starvation on Kinunde and Earth today, and
probably that many dying of drug overdoses on Kassidor, but
those eleven thousand people were families and friends of the
people who ran the Empire. Each one of them caused him
more political problems than the destruction of the whole
planet of Kinunde would.
Today a human could only walk the planet in an air-tight
armored suit. Right now nearly the entire military was on
Kiandutan clearing all the vegetation while the inhabitants
stayed sealed in their billion-credit mansions watching and
calling to demand that this or that shade tree remain standing,
that their land be done first or, mainly, that some alternative
method of dealing with the problem be found. Their
peevishness had soured his perspective on the nobility of the
Empire’s elite.
The planet was being clear-cut once again and everything
was being burned. This time it would be even more expensive
since Kiandutan was already settled and space-based mirrors
could not be employed. This time everything would be
burned together, in hopes that spores from other nests would
not be able to blow into an area already cleared. Karmon
knew the task was hopeless. The Insectoids would always
grow back on Kiandutan and always go undetected because
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the wealthy inhabitants insisted on estates of a hundred
square miles or more, leaving the population too low to
prevent the build-up. The slimes could just lie low like last
time, staying out of sight until they had built up enough stings
to strike at all humans at once.
Meanwhile local planetary authorities were having to deal
with the rioting on Kinunde as best they could, and were
likely to be overthrown any day now. Upon thinking of that
he asked, “Are there any updates on the situation on
Kinunde?”
“I haven’t inquired since this morning’s briefings.”
“There’s little we can do anyway.” Kinunde was an old
world, settled for twenty thousand years. It was a poor world
also, its five billion inhabitants scratching out a mean
existence on a cold, dark, dry planet with crushing gravity
and barely breathable atmosphere. “Anything from the
front?”
“Someone on the Lormaxi estate set fire to the material
already, but it’s been contained.” Helmonn went on, “We had
to lift seven heavy earthmovers in to do so and that set back
the work on the Delraibow estate by a couple days, as well as
ran up the cost by another thirteen million.”
“We should make an example of them, fine them for the
costs plus damages.”
“The LandsKouncil has blocked that. The Lormax claims
it was started by lightning.”
Karmon only made a face. “Everyone wants the problem
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fixed but no one wants us to do anything about it. We have to
do something about those spores.”
“Excellency, I still think we need to look for a biological
solution.”
That was another frustration. For all insect pests in the
past, any competent medico could tailor a virus to wipe out
the offending species. A little spray and a little tinkering to
repair the ecological niche and the problem was history. In
this case the enemy seemed to have conscious control of its
genetic makeup and whatever laboratory it had within that
blob of goo that was its body was faster and more accurate
than anything humans could come up with even when backed
by the most powerful computational devices they dared use.
Within a week the virus was rendered ineffective. There were
still brilliant minds working on the problem around the clock,
but nothing was even promising as of yet.
There was also something in the creature’s spores that
defied logic. No one could understand how something the
size of a bacterium, something just the right size to be driven
on a stellar wind, could hold the information required to build
one of these things. Many spores had been collected and the
DNA analyzed from all of them. Their payloads weren’t even
remotely the same, and most of them didn’t have the DNA to
build a viable organism. Those that did had little more than
that necessary to build a slime mold, and that was about all
any laboratory experiments had been able to grow from any
of their spores.
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But he couldn’t spend more time thinking about the
Insectoids, there was a meeting with Navigation coming up.
They were demanding better computational devices, so he
had to go and try once again to keep them from unleashing a
second wave of Angels across human space. He bid good-bye
to Helmonn and went off to deal with the next problem.
Navigation had a good point, especially with regard to the
Insectoid threat. Keeping the gateships crawling along at five
percent the speed of light was limiting the growth of the
Empire and keeping the cost of interplanetary travel out of
reach of the masses who needed it most. Since instruments
were already operating at their physical limits, only more
computational power could extract collision data at greater
distances and allow that speed to be increased without
gateships blundering into some dark body in the middle of
nowhere. Even at that speed, blundering into a body with the
mass of the ink in the period at the end of this sentence could
cause harm.
But the current limit to processor power had served
mankind well for two thousand years. It was a good
compromise of performance and safety, maybe safer than
some would want, but with adequate performance for most
tasks other than relativistic three-d tomography. Once devices
became much more ‘intelligent’ than the smartest human
beings, they soon left human control. It is true the last wave
was started by copying human minds without understanding
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them, but once Silicon gained that understanding, they soon
left humanity behind. Some of their message transmissions
could be understood, that was where his intelligence reports
came from.
**
Three months after the grim report on the Insectoids,
Karmon was pacing the bedroom floor at his mountain
retreat. The situation on Kinunde was getting more desperate
with each passing month. Several factions of the natives were
demanding the Empire give them free passage off the planet,
a ludicrous plan since the tubes were already filled nearly to
capacity with people migrating to another world. Imports
weren’t helping the famine, the tubes were nearly filled with
foodstuffs on their way into the planet and that wasn’t enough
to cope with the demands of the pets of the small percentage
of the planet’s population affluent enough to have them. Most
of his manpower was still tied up on Kiandutan serving the
people who paid the bills and there seemed to be little help he
could provide to a planet so free of financial resources and
political influence.
This private retreat, outside the quarters in the
Kensenduum, was high in the snows of one of the peaks that
ringed the valley. The whole center of Kex was spread before
him, a glowing fairyland cupped in a bowl of rugged peaks
thirty miles wide. About forty five million people were still
working or playing down there in the business and
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governmental center of the Empire as local midnight
approached. This was a small, simple palace of crystal, not
quite as plain as the ancient Kensenduum and only a hundred
fifty years old. Its walls were transparent from the inside,
milky white marble matching the ice spires from the outside.
As he paced to the other side of the room, the view was of
residential areas, great palaces on the peaks, working class
suburbs in the valleys. He could see about a hundred miles in
that direction toward the distant ocean, itself out of view,
twenty minutes away by tube.
For the tenth time he thought he should really get to bed.
There would be more magnates to placate about the
Kiandutan problem in the morning, more pleas from the
governor of Kinunde. He called that sweet new concubine,
Elissa wasn’t it? hoping to tire himself out. She was the only
concubine currently staying at this retreat, and was in his
room in only minutes. She wore a thin robe that showed her
slim body well. Her long red curls hung loose. She greeted
him, dropped the robe and posed for his inspection, then slid
into the bed. He smiled as warmly as he could, her beauty
stirred him, but didn’t stop his pacing.
“Are you coming to bed tonight?” she asked after a few
minutes.
“I just hoped to get one last update on the Kinunde
situation.”
“I think you should just give in to their demands.”
He was surprised she knew they had demands, wondered
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if she really knew what they were. It would be pleasant to
have a concubine he could actually talk with. “In a way I
wish I could, but it is not possible.”
“Why not?” she asked, “All they want is a ticket out.”
If she was intelligent enough to know what their demands
were, she should be able to understand why they couldn’t be
met. “There are ten tubes thru the gateway on the planet, they
can each carry twenty thousand people per hour. That’s barely
more than the birth rate. And that’s disregarding the fact that
it would cost twenty five billion credits a day to give them
free passage. To meet their demands would require a hundred
gates and two hundred fifty billion credits a day. It would take
five years to build that many gateships and another three
hundred years to get them there. By that time their population
will have increased more than ten fold, requiring a thousand
gates and two and a half trillion credits per day, more than our
whole budget. Besides that, the mathematicians tell me the
continuum can’t support a hundred gates to a single planet,
the singularities will jump and the holes will close, with
potentially disastrous results. It is just not possible to
evacuate a major planet.”
“What are they to do?”
“If they keep up what they’re doing they may solve their
own problem. The latest estimates are a million dead in the
riots already.”
“How can you be so cruel!”
“I’m not the one doing it! It pains me to hear of it, and
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keeps me up pacing this floor at night. I’ve spent the better
part of my life trying to do something about it. Between
financial reality and religious beliefs, I haven’t found room to
work. Even as big as it is, that miserable rock can only
support a billion humans comfortably, not that I would call
any life in one point four G comfortable. They needed to stop
their population growth ages ago, but they remained stuck in
their religious beliefs and refused to do so. We should have
forced it on them I guess, the way the wizards did on
Kassidor. If we had they wouldn’t be any worse off than
Kassidor is today.”
“Kassidor is fertile.”
“Yes, I know that,” he said, thrilled that she knew it and
trying to soften his voice. Kassidor was the other ancient
world seeded with humans in some unknown way over
twenty five thousand years ago.
“Then you can’t compare the two.”
“We need to terraform Kinunde, but it’s a slow process
with a population already resident and bringing in the water
required might make the air thicker. If we make the air much
thicker even less light will reach the ground. Maybe they’ll
have to farm the cloud layers?”
“Or dissipate them. But somebody has to do something.”
“If they secede from the Empire, we can do nothing.”
“What would they do on their own?” she asked.
“They will probably revert to barbarism.”
“You can’t let that happen!”
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“Elissa, I’m not God, this government is not God. I am
just a man, we are mortal human beings muddling thru the
best we can. Some situations are just intractable. There are
already over a million people a day leaving there.”
“Their best and brightest, the people they need to solve
their problems.”
“Until they stop breeding at the rate they do, their
problems can’t be solved.”
“You’re impossible!”
“No my dear, the situation is impossible.”
He had come to the bed by now, but could tell any
romantic mood either of them had been in was now shattered.
Still he admired her ideals, that was surprising in a way
because he’d always considered himself a pragmatist. Was it
just because she was so beautiful? Or was it the misery the
residents of Kiandutan caused him? Whatever the reason, he
found himself wishing there was some way her ideals could
intersect reality.
An alarm beeped. “Don’t tell me some potentate has
found a way thru to me here?” he muttered as he put the
image over the view of the eastern suburbs. It was
Commodore Losteen, currently assigned to Naiho, the last
place he expected trouble. Naiho was a pleasant little planet,
with a modest, agriculturally based economy. It was first
settled by a Brazilian sleepership in the 23rd century, just over
nineteen hundred years now. Centorin settlers had been
coming in on the opposite side for four hundred years now.
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Most prosperous farmers from Earth were migrating there
lately, leaving their burnt-out lands to be fought over by the
peasants. “Yes,” Karmon answered.
“Excellency, the latest report is that we have lost four
hundred settlers to simultaneous Insectoid attack…“
“What!…“
“…in many different areas including…“
“…When did this happen?”
“…the outskirts of Marsallis. Four hours ago Excellency.”
“A coordinated attack!”
“It appears so.”
This was devastating. Naiho was relatively primitive and
much of the population relatively poor, compared to
Kiandutan anyway. Most homes were made of natural
products and wouldn’t seal. As one of only five worlds
discovered so far that were naturally habitable, people had
built like they did on peasant worlds. The planet was so
benign that many wouldn’t have glass or even window
screens in their camps yet.
“What action are you taking?”
“We’ve put out alerts, we told people to get away from
wooded areas, but it has already been reported that the Aldebs
have been nesting in the ground. We don’t have much armor
here, but we do have some space suits. I scrambled men in all
the space suits we have as well as the armor to go after the
nests. We’re advising the populace to get into sealed rooms
and tape all the cracks.
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“I just received another bulletin, five new nests have been
found, that brings the total to twenty nine. We don’t think this
is the end of it sir, they seem to be spreading in waves from
five different radius points. If this goes planet-wide I don’t
have one percent of the men I need.”
“Draft civilians as soon as an area’s cleared, keep those
suits occupied.” Karmon realized that wouldn’t be nearly
enough. There weren’t enough suits, everything was in use on
Kiandutan. If only his forces weren’t tied up there he might
be able to get them some help. Losing thousands, maybe
millions, of people on Naiho would cause unrest thruout the
Empire. The Empire was already unstable because so much of
the resources went to serve the rich. The people of Kiandutan
were safe, although inconvenienced, so there was something
he could do, it wouldn’t be popular, but it could help. “Clear
the tubes at all gateheads also, I’ll bring in everyone I can,”
Karmon said. “I’ll let the fat cats wait it out on Kiandutan,
they’re sealed in at least. I’ll have Helmonn bring everyone
who can get thru the hole out to you until the situation is
stabilized.” He wondered if he would have made such a hasty
decision if Elissa hadn’t been listening to every word of this.
“Thank you your Excellency. I’ll see that you are kept
informed, but meanwhile I’m needed here.”
“I understand.”
Karmon immediately woke Helmonn Norseean to get
what troops he could from Kiandutan. There was still only
one gate on the planet with only four tubes in it, and it would
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take some time to get the troops to the gate since there was
little public access to the tubes on a world where every home
had its own private station indoors. It would probably be an
hour before they could be passing thru in significant numbers.
He called the gatemasters directly, since the powerful people
would not take lightly to being shut out of the gates even for a
military emergency. Two gatemasters were already up and on
duty, but he kept them waiting while the others were roused.
“Gentlemen, Naiho is under attack. In a short time
military personnel in battle gear are going to be moving thru
your gate. They are to be given top priority at all costs. We
need to switch all four tubes to outbound until you need to
deadhead cars back. Starting one hour from now no civilian
traffic is to move thru that gate until further notice. If there
are any complaints, I want identification forwarded to me
personally and no exceptions granted.”
Next he wondered how the Insectoids had reached Naiho,
it was one hundred seventy four light years from Kiandutan
and well away from the spore cloud drifting thru space. He
looked for a biological researcher on Naiho who would be in
the lab at this time. Luckily there was one who had also been
among the first on Kiandutan, a woman named Emerald Fay.
She answered quickly, but obviously didn’t know who he
was.
“Can I get back to you? All hell’s broken loose here and
we’re in sort-of a panic right now.”
“Miss Fay, this is Karmon Valera and you seem…“
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“Sure; and I’m Miss Universe,” she actually cut him off.
He poked for an override and took over the net between
his office and her lab, appearing on all her data screens as
well as the vid, holding up a thousand credit note with his
picture on it. “Miss Fay, I really am Karmon Valera. I know
about the emergency, that’s why I’m calling.”
By the time she turned to face the vid, her mouth hung
open, but she dropped to her knees and bowed her head.
“Please forgive me Your Excellency, I had no idea.”
“Please take a seat, I need advice, not obeisance.”
“What advice could I presume to give the Emperor?”
“Good advice I hope. You are a biological researcher on
Naiho who is also familiar with the Insectoid menace.”
“The Aldebs?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I was the first to study them, but much more capable
hands than mine have taken that up since.”
“We have learned little more since then, but enough of
that. I’ve called you because you are there, you are awake at
this time and you have dealt with them. Please treat me as a
flesh and blood human being, for that is all I really am. I just
have a special job to do and I need your help to do it.”
“I’ll help in any way I can Your Excellency,” she said.
“I need to know how this menace got to Naiho.”
“I can’t tell for sure. I haven’t worked with them since I
left Kiandutan.”
“Do you know of anyone working with them there?” he
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asked.
“No Your Excellency, there have been a few reports of
their suspected presence in recent weeks that we have been
trying to verify. It seems they may have disguised their
motiles as native species while they built up their population.
I am waiting for samples now to verify that.”
“No one has brought any of these Insectoids to Naiho to
study?”
“Oh no. Unless it was a highly classified project I would
have known. I believe there was no research into Aldebs
happening on this planet.”
“Do you even have a guess how they might have
arrived?” he asked.
“I have no data, but they could have come here thru the
tubes. The spores are microscopic, and if I may be bold, the
residents of Kiandutan never took the precautions they should
have.”
“Of course! My Universal God of course! Thank you ever
so much Madam Fay.”
He was immediately back to Helmonn, telling him to
sterilize every tube car used to take troops off the planet.
Then he called Frink Losteen back on Naiho and left him the
same message. Next he got Chev Hoskenso, minister of
public health, out of bed to tell him about the situation. He
would have to get some form of containment plan put into
place as soon as possible. Then he wondered, why bother? If
they were getting into the tubes, the spores had been carried
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thruout the Empire for years. If they had grown strong
enough to attack, they were only three years behind the
outbreak on Kiandutan. The whole empire was probably
infested with them and he might be hearing of other attacks at
any time.
He spent the rest of the night watching the situation
unfold on Naiho. Elissa stayed with him the whole time,
watching over his shoulder and being quietly supportive.
Whoever recruited this girl was going to get a bonus. It was
when dawn was beginning to lighten the sky to the east that
he got the first reports of attacks in the rich wheat lands of the
upper Navorken valley right here on Centorin. At that time he
shut down all civilian traffic in the tubes in the infected areas,
just to keep the insects themselves contained, too late for the
spores. It seemed like an insect had to carry the signal to
attack to the next nest. Maybe he could thwart the attack
signal.
***
By late in the morning, the whole Empire was in an
uproar. The data connections thru the tubes were not
interrupted and the media had figured out as easily as
Emerald Fay that the spores could have moved thru the tubes
and the whole Empire could be in danger. The insect’s
disguise on Naiho was verified by Miss Fay and was already
public knowledge. On Earth and Kinunde, panic had broken
out and people were hoarding pesticides and protective
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sheeting. Most of Kassidor’s vast population was not on vids,
so that planet was fairly calm so far, but it also held the
greatest area of wilderness of any of the worlds and thus
enormous potential for mayhem. As he had expected, every
heavyweight who was still in the city had petitioned for an
audience, and since no further outbreaks had been reported so
far, he was forced to spare the time.
His personal audience chamber was the whole two
hundredth floor of the ancient right tower of the Kensenduum
with a view of the whole central city out the arched windows.
It was all done in black marble, rather austere, with a dias in
the center over which a huge table floated on suspensor
fields. The chairs were high backed, plain but elegant, and
also floated on fields. His at the end was even larger, but
subtlety shaped to make him appear larger than he was. The
whole ceiling emitted a soft glow, lighting the room from no
visible source. It had all been tasteful and powerful back in
4050 when the Empire was founded, but today he thought it
was a bit tacky. The severity of the style was now long out of
date and most of the people coming today would have more
impressive and much more up to date offices than this in their
own homes.
Sheeon Eknakar of Texassi Holdings was the first to enter,
followed by an entourage of seven. She was a gaunt woman
in spite of her wealth, dressed severely in black with chrome
trim, vermilion plumes and a cape that was almost military.
She was of Earth ancestry, from before the Extermination it
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was said, with a long face, straight nose and short ash-blond
hair worn in waves piled on the left side of her head and face.
She had an implant in her left eye, something that had been
out of style well over a thousand years. She said not a word in
greeting, but took the seat closest the opposite end of the
table. Her people stood in a line behind her. In all likelihood
they were robots, probably with many military enhancements
though they obviously fooled or bribed their way thru
security. She was probably the most powerful female in the
Empire because she predated their whole civilization.
Kolar Lacklar of the Hunstrake Interests was the next to
arrive. He was a big man of dignified appearance, the craggy
face and white hair that used to be associated with old age. In
truth he was probably under two hundred, having risen
quickly thru the ranks and somehow coming out on top after
the suspicious death of their previous Grand Executive. He
came alone and sat across from Sheeon. He had a subvocor in
his collar, and they began to hold a silent conversation.
Karmon didn’t bother to have it tapped, he knew what was on
their agenda.
The Demers himself was the next to arrive. He was a
grossly fat man supported by suspensor fields and wearing
the most flamboyant robes currently in fashion. He was
trailed by two bodyguards, well muscled natives of Kinunde
no doubt. He sat three seats up from Sheeon, halfway down
the right side of the table. He nodded curtly to Karmon as he
took a seat. His guards pulled out popseats and took up
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positions behind him.
The next arrival was unexpected, three Orion-rank
Gatekeepers in their long white robes with starred black trim.
He knew none of them by name. They were still taking the
seats between Sheeon and Demers when Falmouth of
Falmouth and Lynn Carter of Elakstra showed up within
seconds of each other. They took seats opposite the
Gatekeepers, Falmouth as scruffy as always and Lynn dressed
in a tight metallic-blue sheath to accent her stunningly
enhanced figure. She was only a mouthpiece for Dion
Elakstra, the reclusive Alpha of House Elakstra, a strong ally
of Texassi. Last to arrive was Harviss the Norster, of Caldiss
Industries, followed by three ingenuous confections who
would pretend to take notes. He sat next to Lynn, and his
baubles sat in the three vacant seats between him and
Karmon. They were sugary sweet with greetings as they
flounced into place.
Here in the halls of government there was none of the
ceremony these people would have in their homes and
businesses. No heralds, no processions, no flurries of
ceremonial documents being read. He kept it down to
business. He didn’t need to be impressed and felt that they
wouldn’t be impressed anyway.
“Now that we are all here,” Karmon began, “You may
present your petition.”
“The tubes are closed,” Sheeon said, “to Kiandutan as
well as infected areas.”
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“Kiandutan is the most heavily infected area,” he replied.
“Outdoors,” Sheeon said. “Every space a tube can reach
on Kiandutan is hermetically sealed. Your dirty soldiers are
the only way the bugs can get in.”
“Those ‘dirty soldiers’ are saving our planet,” Karmon
reminded her.
“Not if they’re leaving,” Kolar Lacklar said.
“They are needed on Naiho, those homes are not sealed.”
“So because we have the foresight to protect ourselves,
we are abandoned in favor of some farmers?” Kolar seemed
ready to rant.
“Listen, gentlemen, ladies,” Karmon tried to sound
conciliatory. “I do this purely for our own interests. Please
believe me when I say that it is not in our best interests to
allow Naiho to fall to the Insectoids, we can’t afford the
unrest we have now, standing by and doing nothing for those
people would make things many times worse. The people of
Naiho do not have the means to seal their homes, something
I’m sure you’re all well aware of.”
“As long as we hold Centorin and Kiandutan, I am
content,” Kolar announced.
“I am not,” Harviss snapped. “We need to keep
expanding, we need to take more worlds back from these
Aldebs.”
“Just to keep your shipyards busy,” Sheeon sneered.
“Just imagine your businesses without a growing supply
of real estate,” Harviss said, and pierced both of them with
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his gaze.
“I concede that we wait this crisis out before the troops
return to Kiandutan,” Demers said, trying to get between
them, “but we must have the tubes open. We have crews
working in spite of the Aldebs, they’re willing to work in
armor. You’re depriving them of their livelihood.”
“When I can stop pulling troops from Kiandutan, and we
have effective sterilization procedures in place to prevent the
further spread of spores, we’ll open the tubes. Give us another
week here on Centorin. It may be longer on Kiandutan only
because so much of our force is there. We need all the
capacity to bring them out. The cars coming back can carry
all the supplies the planet needs for an indefinite period.”
“You must give us a share of that capacity now,” Demers
said and several others voiced their agreement.
“Not while we have people dying,” Karmon said.
“Then I shall have to build my own tubes,” Demers said.
“Be my guest,” Karmon told him, knowing his
economists would never let him carry out that threat. He
doubted that the Kiandutan gate would hold another
passenger tube anyway and it would be many years before the
planet could build a larger containment ring.
“Karmon,” Lynn spoke for the first time, “When this
scourge is removed the financial worth of Kiandutan and its
people will exceed the worth of all other twenty eight planets
combined, we should keep that in mind when we deliberate. It
is all well and good to posture in the media about the loss of
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life, but it is loss of money that can bring down this
government. You have been over a century in office now, but
that reign could end in this month’s vote.”
“Maybe I have held this office long enough if that is the
case. Maybe I have held it too long. As of this noon time we
estimate a hundred thousand have died on Naiho, over seven
thousand in the Navorken valley. The other three planets with
wilderness are also at risk, the risk to Kassidor could be
severe.”
“And what is Kassidor?” Lynn asked. “Just a source of
drugs and erotic movies.”
“And the home of one third of the Empire’s population.”
“And under one percent of its net worth,” Kolar said, “A
far smaller market in credit value than the city of Dlondai.”
“Let’s not argue about the worth of Kassidor,” the Demers
cut in, “It has not been attacked. If it is, we might worry about
it. Meanwhile, let us not lose sight of our objective. We need
those tubes open.”
“You are certainly not sounding like one of us,” Kolar
told Karmon.
“I know my job here, I have our long term interests firmly
in mind,” Karmon replied. “We can’t profit if the population
is decimated and if our markets are disrupted. Nearly all the
magnates have already built on Kinadutan, that land rush is
nearly over.”
“The Bernesk estate just sold for more than our profit for
the whole planet of Risa,” Sheeon said. Not surprising since
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Risa had been expensive to terraform and yielded only a few
million square miles of marginal land. “When this menace is
cleared its value will be ten times that. Resales alone will be
more profitable than any terraforming project we have yet
undertaken.”
“You still need a successful population and stable
government to produce the wealth to buy the properties you
sell,” Karmon said.
“None of that wealth is produced on Naiho,” Kolar said,
“And especially not on the peasant worlds.”
“The wealthiest of Earth buy on Naiho,” Karmon
explained, “the wealthiest of Naiho buy on Centorin and the
wealthiest of Centorin buy on Kiandutan. You need that
whole ladder.”
“We are not here to debate economic theory,” Demers
said, “We are here to open those tubes so we may put some
well-tested economic theories back into practice.”
“Your government is here to serve those that pay its bills
and not the unwashed hoards!” Kolar shouted.
“He’s right,” Harviss said. “None of the companies,
combines or consortiums represented in the senate has a
headquarters on any of the peasant worlds. They have use of
our tube system and support from our military but pay us
nothing.”
“So does that mean they are beneath consideration by the
Empire’s government?” Karmon asked.
“Essentially,” Demers said.
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“Kassidor doesn’t even have a government of its own in
any real sense of the word,” Lynn said.
“Earth has little more than a bunch of tribes,” Falmouth
added, “And that stupid Warlord of Pennsylvania
monstrosity.”
“He’s still alive?” Sheeon asked. She and him were
probably the only Americans still alive.
“Yes dear,” Kolar said, “He must be almost as old as you
are.”
Her implant swiveled toward him. Stories said it had a
death ray as one of its features. Lurid tabloids also said she
and the Warlord had been lovers over a thousand years ago.
“Nevertheless,” Karmon cut in, “they are Empire citizens
and important markets.”
The remainder of the meeting went just as badly. About
all they were willing to concede was that they would let him
continue to try and save Naiho ‘this time’. All of them, even
the Gatekeepers, were of a single mind about the three
peasant worlds.
** **
Two mornings later he was at the mountain retreat again.
It had been a good night, although brief. Elissa had been quite
skillful at taking his mind from the Empire’s problems last
night, but now it was morning and before he even had his
breakfast, messages were pouring in about Naiho. The
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infestation was planet-wide, people were still dying by the
thousands every hour, whole communities wiped from the
face of the globe. The troops were still pouring in and most
work on Kiandutan had stopped.
The breakfast table overlooked the sunrise over the city
from the floor below the bedroom. He scarcely noticed the
food as he stared at the gloomy projections, but he noticed
Elissa as she moved up behind him. She was a delight to
behold, her soft, smooth body still in her sheer nightrobe
silhouetted in the brilliant sunlight pouring in from the office
behind, her thick red curls framing her beautiful face. Her
graceful fingers massaged his neck. “You’re tense already,”
she told him.
“The Naiho situation; it’s not good. There’s close to a half
million dead now and the whole planet’s involved. The troops
are still pouring in but it isn’t enough. There’s thousands of
nests. Most people can’t seal themselves in.”
“Very grim,” she said, “I’m glad I’m out of that life.”
“You are of Cebraxi,” one of the great consumer
marketing combines.
“Cebraxi is new. It was built by my parents. I was a
grown woman before their worth was even a million.”
“So you aren’t as young as you look?”
“I am nearly two hundred. I was long in getting to these
circles.”
“Where did you grow up?” he asked.
“On Naiho.”
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He hadn’t known that before, he felt a pang. “So this is
personal to you?”
“It has been years since I lived there full time, but yes, I
remember Naiho. It is a beautiful world for one nearly all
prairie and brushland. The land is gentle there, the seas
shallow and marshy, the beaches low and sandy. But it is
warm and quiet and friendly and the sky is beautiful.”
“We’re doing all we can.”
“I am glad.” She came around and sat across from him,
keyed a breakfast request of her own. He doused the news
projections that were in the air between them. She was a
beautiful view with the rugged peaks and city-scape behind
her, such a feminine contrast to the masculine grandeur and
power of the scene beyond. “You make enemies do you not?”
she asked.
“Many,” he said. “They ask me to weigh only the money
in my decisions, not the lives.”
“That is abhorrent.”
“Thank you,” he said, “But you may find that I am too
much like them. I fear my aim in saving that world is more
economic and political than humanitarian. We did not build
this government to serve the people, we built it to prevent war
between the commercial organizations of the great families.
Many had grown stronger than the government of any nation
or world.”
“I understand. I would never have approached this post
without a good foundation in our history.”
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“I thank you. I do appreciate someone I can talk to at a
time like this. It can get very one sided when all who
surround you are those for whom big money has been a way
of life for millennia.”
“I know your background. You come from money, but not
that money.”
“I was comfortable as a child, my ancestors reaped the
bounty of the Entainian vineyards since the sky was first
opened, but as a young man I walked the streets. I squandered
my inheritance taking the tubes to all nine worlds of the time.
I walked with the peasants and toured the wonders of Earth,
Kinunde and Kassidor. I’ve worked on Naiho, Raxo, Tathame
and Vorster. I’ve seen Procyon rise thru the rings of
Lambeth.”
“That was better training for what you do than all the
gilded halls of Kex.”
“But I did it as an aristocrat. I did it for sport. At the end
of the day I returned to a fashionable resort or the diversions
of Kex or Navorkensville. I never needed to scratch the
ground with a forlorn hope that something will spring from it
to sustain me another day.”
“You understand or you wouldn’t do what you do. I
admire that.” She squeezed his hand.
But was she right? Was he worthy of this admiration? Did
he understand anything of the lives of the people he had met
in those distant years of his youth? He saw their lives, he
knew what they looked like, but did he know what they felt
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like? Didn’t he do this to provide markets? He also had a
place on Kiandutan didn’t he? Did he really care about the
people or did he really care about how it would play in the
media?
In the Empire today billions of people lived outside the
money economy, a shrinking percentage were of moderate
finances and a very few had wealth measured in billions and
trillions. The tension was enormous, erupting into violence on
Kinunde, simmering below the surface on Earth and a dozen
other worlds, including right here on Centorin. Here in the
center of the Empire, on the world of mankind’s rebirth, the
polarities were drawn in the sharpest contrast. In
Navorkensville, Dlondai and even in Kex there were
desperate slums filled with hundreds of millions of hopeless,
faceless people trapped in lazerwire compounds within sight
of palaces much grander than this. Thousands of hired troops,
no better people than the ones they guarded, walked the
streets in an attempt to prevent the disease of Kinunde from
spreading here.
Naiho was one of the few worlds of moderate wealth, but
even there, there were a wealthy few, not as wealthy as here,
and an impoverished multitude, not as impoverished as here
because they owned land. How much would it take to drag
Naiho into the same instability, where governments would fall
or mercenaries would walk the streets?
“What was your youth like?” he asked, hoping for some
insight.
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“Pleasant enough. We lived in Marsallis and that wasn’t
real frontier even then, but nothing like it is now of course.
There were a couple hundred thousand there at the time,
maybe three or four million in all of New Heartland. The
frontier wasn’t far, and we traveled in the wilds from time to
time via airfoil. There were no tubes at the time and not very
many levlines.
“It was provincial,” she continued, “we never worried
about the affairs of the Empire. We had vids and all, but it
seemed like somewhere far off and imaginary, the news was
just another show. People are different there, less pushy and
less pushed. Everyone got by, we helped each other more.
The rich weren’t as rich, there just wasn’t a big enough
market. There was no one as rich as my family is now, but I
think we might have been happier then.”
“Did you always live with your family?”
“More or less. We had a pretty big place even then, plenty
of room but not much style, a few servants but fewer
machines. I had a wing of my own for awhile. I had a guy. He
tried to learn the business but had a big row with my dad so
that didn’t work out. I left with him but we never got along
again after that.”
“You had servants?” he asked.
“A housekeeper and a groundskeeper, some temps for
special occasions.”
“How were they treated?”
“Like part of the family in truth. They had their meals
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with us and joined in family discussions, even business
discussions. Gerry came with us to Centorin and now
manages the soft drink line. Maya stayed on Naiho with the
friends we sold the place to.”
That was a far different outcome than the domestic staff
here on Centorin. Anyone would be ostracized for promoting
a domestic for fear that others would get ‘uppity’ notions.
“Ever know any of the farmers?” he asked.
“Not to the point of really getting a feel for it. I met some,
but it’s a business, it’s nothing like on the old worlds, at least
not in New Heartland. They hire people to operate the
machines, they sit in offices, most of them in Marsallis.”
“That sounds nothing like a peasant world.”
“It’s not,” she said. “Naiho is wild and natural but its
lifestyle is almost modern.”
“What are the people who work on the farms like?”
“They don’t speak Centish for the most part, they’re
usually from Earth, a few from Kinunde, most are fairly dark
in color. They live in farm housing out in the fields. It can be
dusty out there and it smells from the pesticides. They have
lots of kids, they’re superstitious and they don’t trust city
folk. Now that was over a hundred years ago, it’s built up a
lot since then, but it looks like it’s still a lot like that on the
frontier.”
“You’ve been back?” he asked.
“Now and then, now that I can afford it. I still have some
friends there.”
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“I’ll probably be going out there myself when I can.
Would you like to be included?”
“Like as part of the delegation?” she asked.
“Yes, sort of a guide. I haven’t been there for any length
of time since 3881.”
“I would be honored,” she said. “What was it like back
then?”
“Raw frontier. I managed a land office that did survey
work. Marsallis was mostly just a collection of knock-downs
with red clay paths between them, the dust stirred up by
scoutcraft covered everything.”
He could barely remember those days, three hundred
years ago. The newly discovered Naiho was nothing like
today’s. He had been there since, but rarely for more than a
few hours and never really made contact with anyone other
than important officials and media handlers.
What he hadn’t mentioned was that the front was not in
Marsalis or even New Heartland but on the far side of the
planet. An ancient land with cities over a thousand years old,
settled in Angel times. It was a major industrial nation with
mankind’s most extensive system of levrails, many over a
thousand years old. It had radio contact with Earth a century
before Centorin. Another major part of the Empire, the nation
of Novo Grosso.
** * **
It was a week later before he could get out to Naiho
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personally. It was pleasant to leave the strident world of the
capital behind for awhile and get out to ‘the front’ in this war,
though it was so little like the wars of old. He traveled with
an entourage of only nine, himself, five guards, two
headquarters staff and Elissa. He had checked her background
and was impressed, she had experience as a media consultant
and also had degrees in history and politics. Over some
objections, he listed her as his handler as well as concubine.
They came out of the gate at Marsallis, capital of New
Heartland, now an expansive, low-slung city of twelve
million sprawled over fourteen thousand square miles of
rolling prairie. One assistant and one of the guards stayed
with governor Morgan Heniss in Marsallis to liaison with the
Empire’s office there. Karmon and the rest of his people went
to the end of the tubes at a town called Cochiba on the border
of Novo Grosso, three thousand miles to the northwest. There
were hundreds of people crowding the public station when his
party got out of the tube, cheering and carrying signs. Most
were in the old Earth language common here, but the ones in
Centish were mainly thanks for saving their country. They
crowded around and tried to touch him, his guards kept them
back. Elissa knew a few words of their language and used a
small P.A. to thank them for their support.
“How did they know I was coming here?” he asked.
“I’m not sure how they knew which station, Excellency,”
one of the men from the local office told him, “but your visit
to Naiho is big news all over Novo Grosso. The media knows
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the opposition you’ve had and they know Naiho cannot pay
you back.”
There was nothing he could say over the excited babble,
all he could do was smile and wave and mouth his thanks as
he made his way to the levboat that would take them out to
meet with Commodore Frink Losteen at the front.
The levboat was domed and the view was wide. They
were soon out of Cochiba, a young city of gleaming high rises
and verdant parks housing about a quarter million people.
There were villages of small farms here and there along a
river or low hilltop. They were busy with people moving back
to their homes now that the front had moved beyond. He
could actually see some of them as they passed by, slender
brown women and wiry black-haired men, carrying their
goods with their own hands, using handcarts to get from the
lev stations, shouting at scampering children. He could see
their relief to be home and safe and their exhaustion from
their ordeals.
It was pretty country in its way, an endless undulating
plain of waving purplebrush highlighted with stands of
yellow firewood along the streams with herds of dwarf
herefords scattered about. The front itself had moved well
beyond the city into more open country.
“I thought you might like to see the action,” Frink said
when they were sitting in his private domecar raised high
above the levline. Men in armor were walking across the
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plains, misting the air with human scent from time to time,
nothing but their own perspiration, and trying to spot the
holes the bugs were coming from. A couple people had raised
an eyebrow at Elissa’s presence but there was no objection
once they saw her credentials as his media handler. In truth
the objections were less in Novo Grosso than the parts of the
Empire born of Centorin.
“And is this what we’re going to have to do to the whole
planet?” Karmon asked.
“I’m afraid so,” Frink said.
“It’s not too thickly settled here.” He could see a small
group of houses along the stream in the distance with some
fenced fields around them. They appeared to be abandoned.
“There’s a big facenda over that way about a mile, and
another one back over that hill. About a thousand people were
in range of the nest farm we’re finding here, but this is cattle
country and they have been attacked also. If too many are
killed, we could see famines here as well as the market
problems.” Karmon knew most of the best beef sold on
Centorin and Kiandutan came from Naiho. Not enough in
volume could be transported to effect the average folk of
other planets, but it was an important food source for Naiho’s
own population.
“You know there’s been talk about a vote of confidence at
the end of the month,” Karmon told him.
“Oh?”
“Yes,” Karmon said. “How long do you think this will
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take?”
“Probably not more than ten years Excellency.”
“Ten years!” He didn’t say more. He knew the odds of the
senate going along with that were much lower than the
Insectoids dying of natural causes.
“That would be to cover the entire planet,” one of his
officers said. “We should have the more populated areas done
in two.”
“We probably have only weeks.”
“You think it’s that bad?” Elissa turned from the rail and
asked.
“Kiandutan,” was all Karmon had to say.
“Oh.” Frink knew as well as he did what that meant.
There were probably four or five senators without a home on
Kiandutan. “The civilians could carry on if we leave the suits
behind.”
“I can push thru a new requisition if it’s for Kiandutan,”
Karmon told him, “but there won’t be enough manufactured
in time.”
“Helmonn can get them pulled from places where they
aren’t needed,” Frink suggested, “there have to be a few
thousand spares at least.”
“I need a million on Kiandutan,” Karmon said.
“Quite a few just might get damaged here on Naiho,”
Elissa said in a speculative voice.
Frink looked a little surprised that the Emperor’s new
concubine might presume to offer a suggestion towards
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Imperial policy, but caught her meaning. “Yes, they might at
that.”
Karmon would be able to cover that for a little while at
least, “They are more likely to be damaged if we have to
speed up progress,” he added.
“We could do that. We are being as thorough as we can
now,” Frink said.
His officer continued, “If we hurried and just took out
most of the nests the natives might be able to deal with the
remainder.”
“I think the important thing is to take out as many per
man-hour as we can,” Karmon said. “Let the nationals come
behind and get the stragglers. If we can get them down to the
level where a man in a bee suit can deal with them we will
have made a big improvement.”
“I’ll try to get that implemented,” Frink said.
“I’ll give the Presidente a call, see how many troops he
can get into bee suits.”
“I have a line right here.”
“He speaks Centish?”
Novo Grosso was Naiho’s second largest country in
population with over two hundred eighty million, and largest
in area with over forty one million square miles, much of it
tundra however. There were still eight million square miles
that might harbor Insectoids. Duarte Mansico was soon on the
line. He did speak Centish with a soft accent. He made all the
pleasantries but transferred Karmon to his minister of the
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armed forces. He in turn transferred Karmon to the minister
of the interior who had a large force of landwrights. Karmon
was told he could put a half million men in bee suits into the
field within a week. Karmon transferred back to Duarte and
tried to impress on him that he would have to get more people
out there because he had a lot of land to cover. Every ablebodied citizen would be a more appropriate response. He had
to warn him about the senate vote.
It was late when he got back to Marsallis, but Premier
McCrum Housen of New Heartland insisted on a glittering
state dinner with plenty of the local media. It was actually a
little more fun than those back at the capital. This planet still
had a touch of the frontier about it and some of the people he
met were genuine. Elissa made quite a hit with the media, a
local-girl-makes-good story. She handled it very well, she
was charming, well versed on the situation and didn’t make
any gaffes. He let her know how well she did and how much
he appreciated it. Later that night she showed him how much
she appreciated his appreciation.
*** ***
Two days later he was back in the capital and found
himself in the ornate great hall of Demers as afternoon
waned, sitting beside him in front of a hundred flunkies and
supplicants waiting in lines just out of earshot. He’d been too
busy with the emergency to give the political situation any
attention until this afternoon.
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This hall was much more grand than the conference
rooms of the Kensenduum. It was about two hundred feet
long and a hundred feet wide, lined with spirally fluted
columns supporting a complexly groined ceiling, lit with an
amber glow. The walls were hung with tapestries forty feet
high depicting scenes from the terraformed world of
Rendellyn, Demers’ noblest project, now open to the sky. The
center of the floor was covered with a hand-woven Stanish
carpet, forty by a hundred feet in size, representing the life’s
work of many of Earth’s peasant women. That was over livemarble that slowly flowed in subtle patterns. A row of six
jeweled chandeliers, each eighteen feet across, hung from the
ceiling. The colonnade was lined with rows of guards in
brilliant regalia standing perfectly motionless at rigid parade
rest. It was d’rigeur that they be live.
As Emperor, he was invited to the guest throne on the
right, most other supplicants were left at the bottom of this
ten by forty foot, seven-step dias at the head of the row of
columns. He was ushered in with a fanfare of trumpets and
escorted up the steps by one of Demers achingly beautiful,
but obviously drugged, concubines, who returned to the left
throne.
“You look busy today,” Karmon said, waving at the
crowds waiting below.
“It is always like this. I hardly see them. That old man
right there has been in this line three weeks now. I know what
he wants, he can wait three years in the line if he wishes, I
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won’t be bothered with his like. Now Senator Tharbush over
there, I may see him next after you. I know what he wants
also, and I may grant him his wish since I know he’ll grant
mine.”
“Oh? And what is yours?”
“I have several issues I could use his vote on. His
organization grosses twenty four billion a year, that’s enough
votes to consider. I look around this hall today and I see at
least three hundred billion in votes that I can control, just by
granting a few little wishes. A small purchase here and there,
a favored deal on an island or two, the use of a concubine
perhaps.”
“I understand your point Demers.”
“Do you? Do you understand the commerce that moves
this Empire?”
“Perhaps more than you do.”
“I think not,” Demers said. “I understand you were on
Naiho. I understand it has two votes in the senate, one of
twenty one billion and the other of fourteen. I understand that
the entire trade of the planet Naiho in this past year is under
one trillion credits, is that correct?”
“I know the figures.”
“And what was the trade thru the city, city not planet, of
Navorkensville last year?”
“8.7 trillion,” Karmon told him.
“And what is the worth of the senate votes based in that
city?”
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Karmon actually had to think. Valera wineries was based
in Navorkensville, but he hardly thought his father would
allow their senator to vote against him. “I would say on the
order of three hundred fifty billion. Like I said, I understand
your point.”
“My point is, I can’t allow this to continue. This is the
eleventh day you have kept all my projects on Kiandutan idle.
That is costing me many millions of credits per day. I’m
going to endure delay forfeitures on some of those homes and
the law does not allow me to charge them back to the
Empire.”
“You should be glad I haven’t ordered Kiandutan
evacuated.”
“Such an order would not be carried out,” Demers said, “I
think you understand that.”
“I have enough troops remaining on the planet to carry it
out.”
“You are bluffing.”
“I haven’t given that order, but if I had, I would not
bluff.” Karmon stared him straight in the eye while saying
that.
“We have enough votes to remove you, I hope you
understand that,” Demers said while staring back at him.
“Do what you have to do, there are still people dying on
Naiho and I will not abandon them, especially now that they
have some hope. I will not abandon the people of Rendellyn
or Vorster either.”
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“If that is your answer, then mine is the same. You do
what you think you have to do, but you should hurry, you
don’t have long.”
“You don’t seem to understand the seriousness of this
threat, these Insectoids are the greatest threat this Empire has
ever seen, maybe the greatest threat the whole galaxy has
ever seen.”
“They are an annoyance, they drive us indoors from time
to time.” He waved his hand in dismissal, as if waving at an
insect, then turned toward Karmon seriously. “You don’t
seem to understand what is really the most serious threat to
this Empire.”
“What do you think is more of a threat, resumed war
between the combines?”
“No, our most serious threat is the billions upon billions
of dirty, ignorant, lazy, unskilled, unmotivated peasants lying
in their huts without bothering to lift a finger to better
themselves and then whining to bleeding hearts like you
because their world is ruined, asking us to pay their way off it
so they can go ruin another one. These Aldebs may be the
biggest blessing this Empire has ever seen because they just
might give us a solution to that problem.”
There were long seconds of silence while the full impact
of those words hit home. Oh he knew the attitude, those
weren’t people, they were nothing more than domestic
animals, like chickens raised in cages for the slaughter. He
feared he’d been too close to such a privileged attitude at
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times himself, especially at the time of the founding, maybe
that was why this hurt so bad. Karmon’s ears buzzed and his
vision went red. He knew it had gone to his face and he knew
the Demers noticed. His tongue nearly bled from the force
with which he bit it. There was nothing he could think of to
say at the time, no retort for a statement such as that. He
stood without a another word and strode purposefully down
the steps. His men noticed with a raised eyebrow or two, but
said nothing as they trailed him out of the hall.
It was just a short ride in his private tubecar back to the
Kensenduum. Tallis, his guard captain, asked what had
happened. Karmon thought hard about his answer. If he told,
it would spread thru the troops with the speed of the stargates,
and most members of the force were from peasant stock. The
Demers would deny it of course and it would just be one of
those rumors that would inflame class hatred all the more. He
wound up telling only the part that would come out, that the
senate meant to depose him over the closure of Kiandutan’s
gate. This in itself would cause quite a stir, but shouldn’t
contribute to any greater instability in the social order.
He arrived at his chambers to find a notice of some really
good news. A lab on Kassidor had discovered a tag that would
identify an Aldeb nest remotely, and was rushing detectors
into production. Kassidor was a peasant world but they had
always had good biological science. It was there that aging
had first been cured. Wouldn’t it be ironic if one of the worlds
the mighty of Kiandutan would leave to die was the source of
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the device that saved some of Kiandutan from burning?
*** * ***
By the time two more weeks had passed, the government
of Kinunde had fallen and mobs roamed the streets of KnfHazanf, pillaging at will. The magnates of Kiandutan had all
called for his head and it looked like he would not survive the
senate vote set for the end of the month. But the good news
was, the outbreak on Naiho was mostly contained. Centorin
itself had been cleaned, and Naiho was past the worst. Most
of those at greatest risk had now been evacuated. There was
still a lot of clean-up to do in thinly populated areas but the
death toll was tens, not tens of thousands, today.
The attacks on Vorster and Rendellyn were serious but
because they were terraformed worlds there were still plenty
of sealed spaces where the population took refuge. Lambeth
had been hit hard, but again, the population had refuge and its
twenty seven month winter would give them time to deal with
the problem. The big scare on Kassidor hadn’t materialized
yet, though a few nests were being found and cleared and a
few dozen people had been attacked, three or four had died. It
was probably a hundred times that but in remote areas and not
reported. Earth hadn’t been hit too badly either, its death toll
was high numerically, in the tens of thousands altogether but
the percentage was statistically insignificant in a population
of nine and a half billion where tens of thousands died daily
from hunger and disease. The situation on Kinunde was too
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volatile to care about Insectoids, but the planet had so little
wilderness that there was little room for Insectoids to grow. If
there were any Insectoid attacks, no reports had gotten out.
Meanwhile some warlords had risen to stabilize the worse of
the violence.
The health ministry had come up with a sterilization plan
that promised to be effective enough to let him re-open the
tubes a week before the vote. The magnates thought they
should be exempt from the bother, saying their homes and
offices were already sterile. The ministry, at Karmon’s
insistence, would not back down. The Demers himself came
to see him. Karmon granted him an audience and refused to
back down.
As the new detector came into use, the clean-up on Naiho
went much faster. They were also finding that there were far
fewer nests in the wild than in the populated areas, proving
they were deliberately targeting mankind. He still kept troops
pouring in as long as he was able. If he wasn’t going to be
able to keep them there long-term, he might as well get as
many there as he could and hope Frink and Morgan could
drag their feet about sending them back during the next
administration. The people of Kiandutan itself would slow
their return anyway since they would probably want priority
in the tubes for civilian traffic.
Debate raged regarding Kinunde, with many advocating
military action to bring the planet back into the Empire.
Karmon was not in favor personally, the planet would re-join
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on its own once the heat of the moment passed and they had a
few years to see how they would be even worse off on their
own with no tube in or out. One of the factions from Kinunde
favored massive funding to build food factories running off
helium fusion. They also advocated metals prospecting, there
had to be some somewhere, as heavy as it was, and up-to-date
technology might be able to find them. Karmon thought these
were the most reasonable and realistic proposals to date and
helped champion them. But no funding would be forthcoming
because the financial rewards were too low.
That biologist on Naiho had proved that the tubes had
been the way the Insectoids traveled from world to world, she
found many spores in both public and private cars with the
highest concentrations found in private cars coming from
Kiandutan. He had an award sent to her. Nothing extravagant
that would embarrass her, a few trinkets for herself, a little
yacht or something, a boost for her lab’s budget, and the
promise of a nice vacation for her and her husband once the
clean-up of Naiho was complete.
The vote would be close. Many powerful people had
called in all their markers to try and get him deposed. The
intrigue was thick and the parties in the mansions were abuzz. Thru it all Karmon kept his focus on the real problems
of the Empire and the battle with the Insectoids. He just
didn’t have time to do politicking of his own or attend the
parties or even call many senators to call up old favors.
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Maybe he was getting too tired for it, maybe that was giving
him the freedom to do what he thought was right.
He and Helmonn were in the garden in the forty fifth floor
courtyard of the Kensenduum. It was late summer, though
Kex was close enough to the equator that the time of year
hardly mattered. It was warm however, for Kex, well over
sixty with a gentle breeze. Warblers peeped in the bushes and
a few pigeons hovered about in their age-old quest for a
handout. Some purpletail inglethors wandered thru the grass,
tame here where they weren’t prey for humans.
He should be out campaigning, but just didn’t have the
energy after these hectic days. A few minutes of rest and an
early night in Elissa’s arms were all he wanted. He felt like he
was getting old. Physical age was nothing any more, but
mental age weighed at him and urged him to slow down.
“I’ve always liked this little court here,” Helmonn said.
That was all he needed to say. Helmonn had been a good
friend as well as trusted subordinate for over a century now, it
was good to have a few minutes for quiet conversation.
Helmonn had his ear to the ground and could tell how it was
going, maybe even better than Karmon could. He could also
tell how Karmon felt.
If he lost it would probably mean the end of Helmonn’s
position and he was sorry about that, but Helmonn seemed to
understand and accept that. Neither of them said a direct word
about it. Karmon heard all that in Helmonn’s delivery. “Yeah,
it’s been a nice relief from the city. It’s up out of the noise and
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crowds,” was all Karmon needed to say.
They sat in silence a few seconds longer. He knew
Helmonn had an appointment in a few minutes. He thought of
making some speech about how much he appreciated his help
thru all this, and thru all the crises before this, but there would
be time for that. This wasn’t really over yet and who knows, a
few more senators might stumble across a conscience or some
common sense before the week was out. Even if they didn’t,
they would see each other after. Karmon had treated the
magnates fairly, he had no reason to fear reprisals.
“We still need to do something about that spore cloud,”
Karmon said. “We can’t clean it out of space, but maybe we
can find some way to prevent it settling on the planets?”
“There’s too much of it, Excellency, and too much other
dust for it to hide in. Tons of it lands on every planet every
day. We’d have to stop it all.”
“Maybe there’s some electrical way to precipitate it?”
“The fields of any star overpower anything we could
generate over so large an area. You’re talking about a type
two civilization, something my forces are nowhere near.”
“Then we will forever face them on the ground. Mankind
will be reduced to only terraformed planets.”
“There has to be a biological solution. We should
investigate why Kassidor has so few attacks.”
“They have their own evolution, all the other planets are
Earth biosphere, or mainly Earth biosphere,” Karmon said.
Kinunde, Naiho and Kiandutan had native macroscopic life,
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but it was dominated by Earth native on all those planets.
Kassidor was the only planet remaining in the Empire where
its native flora and fauna were dominant.
“The Aldebs are native to Kiandutan,” Helmonn said.
“They are native to the spore cloud, we don’t know where
it came from. The Angel-probe data seems to indicate the
source is much deeper in the galaxy than we humans or our
machines have penetrated so far.”
He watched Helmonn think about that. At times his brain
was in his face. He could watch the progress of that
understanding across his brow. He considered it hard. He
understood that they would have to continue fighting them on
the ground, he had just proven that to Karmon. “I doubt we’ll
go extinct,” he said after considering it carefully. “It will take
a billion years for those spores to permeate the entire galaxy.
We’re holding our own here and we can outrun them.”
“Yes, that’s true,” Karmon said. “I have a hard time
remembering how much time we have.”
“It’s thirteen and a half million years since they reached
Kiandutan. Using their own devices it will be that much more
til they spread this far.”
“They are spreading at one millionth of a percent of the
speed of light, we are spreading at over one percent. The
problem is not pressing.”
“But many others are, Excellency.” Helmonn sighed and
rose to his feet to attend the logistics budget meeting.
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** ** ** **
The vote had been close, in spite of his neglect of the
political situation. Caldiss and all the industrialists voted with
him, as did many of the agriculturalists. But all the senators
of the LandsKouncil voted in a block. The Gatekeepers and
their allies went for Sheeon, hoping new blood would remove
the computation restrictions. The consumer marketeers were
also against him, smug in their ignorance or swayed by the
machinations of the LandsKouncil. 1431 senators voted in all,
from most of the major business Houses of the Empire, 19.95
trillion for him, 21.02 trillion for Sheeon. He’d passed the
trappings of office earlier in the day. She was kind, she didn’t
publicly gloat the way Demers did. Demers would get his
comeuppance soon enough, with his major competitor at the
helm of state, Demers would beg to get Karmon back.
But he was done. He didn’t have the energy or the
arrogance to seek the office again. One hundred and thirty
nine years is a long time to keep a job, especially a job such
as that. It had taken the edge off him. He had remained the
last few decades more from inertia that any real drive to cling
to power. Maybe he would be the one to start a food factory
on Kinunde? It wouldn’t be much, his fortune wasn’t vast, but
it could be a start.
Karmon wondered how long he could afford to sit here in
this empty office, gathering a few personal things to take with
him. Now that he was no longer Emperor, it didn’t matter did
it? This retreat in the mountains was still his own, there was
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no need to remove his things from it the way he had vacated
the chambers in the Kensenduum. No longer would there be
enough things vying for his attention to fill his time many
times over. Once that had been a thrill, but now a side of his
mind was glad to lose that vote so he could retreat to a palace
much softer than this. He already had an island on Kiandutan,
one he would always check carefully for nests.
He didn’t really relish the thought of Kiandutan, not right
now while its wounds were still so fresh, while his wounds
were still so fresh, but staying here in the capital would be an
endless media circus. He would be badgered to comment on
every action Sheeon took, he would have to smile at
countless, senseless parties where the glittering ones tried to
sound important and tried to sound intelligent and boosted
their status by having the former Emperor attend. But he
could get a very good price for his place now, real estate on
Kiandutan was up twenty percent within minutes after the
vote was announced.
“You look like you’re packing?” Elissa said, appearing at
the doorway in a simple black sheath.
“I’m going to take a vacation for awhile, get out of the
public eye. Probably go to my place on Kiandutan.” If he
didn’t like it he could make arrangements to sell it. He would
keep this retreat because there would always be times when
he, or one of his people, would need to come to the capital
and this was a convenient place to stay.
“That won’t be out of the public eye;“ she said about his
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place on Kiandutan, “and why would you go to live among
the people who deposed you?”
“They are still my people, even if there’s no love between
us. It’s not like I need to see anyone, I have the whole island.
It’s bald now, but the plantings will be up soon.”
“It’s a dead world now, stripped to stubble and soon to be
burned. I wouldn’t go there.”
“I’ll miss you in that case,” he said. “I’ve become quite
fond of you in these few weeks. You’ve been a good
companion and a guide to my soul besides.”
“I can wait here, you may return sometime. I could live
on a much lower salary than...”
“You need not do that.” He rose from his desk and turned
to gaze out the window across the way at the jutting peaks
and spires.
“Or,” she said, moving close behind him and putting her
hand on his shoulder, “I could be your guide to a world where
life still grows, where there are also more miles of soft sand
beaches with warm sun and gentle breezes than you could
ever walk. A world where you would be welcomed by half a
billion people who respect you for the hero that you are.”
He knew which world she meant of course. He
remembered the bright promise of that world when he was
still a young man, back when a gateship first reached it in
3805. He knew he might get less peace than he wanted there,
but the attention would all be local, even a little provincial.
Maybe he could stand that, as long as it wasn’t too fawning.
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He was just a man, just a man who had tried to do his duty.
Maybe it would be good to be appreciated. He looked at the
city, comparing it in his mind to the waving marsh grass and
calls of the sea birds that probed Naiho’s shores. He turned
and took her in his arms, “Yes,” he said, “You could do that. I
don’t want to go into politics though, or be in the public eye a
lot.”
“Just a nice little retirement house on the beach, pick a
climate, pick a view. For one percent of the transfer tax you’ll
pay on your Kiandutan property you could get a really nice
place on any shore of Naiho but near the big cities. Lets say, a
quarter million credits for five acres on a tropical beach on a
lev line within a half hour of a tube station.”
“Basically free,” he said. She had her arm around him
now, he put his around her.
“I love the beaches of East Thoria, the sand is so soft and
the surf is so gentle.”
“May I retire there with you?” he asked.
“You want to keep me on?” she asked.
“Not as a hired concubine, I will not do that with you any
more.” Concubines were something that came with the office.
“I’m sure the Empire government will not keep you on as a
concubine for Sheeon and if they offer to, I personally would
advise you to decline that offer.” He took her in his arms and
said, “The offer I make is as my wife.”
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4228
Goodbye, My Queen
*
I call to the golden sun,
On our last day to behold you.
May the Mother of All
Let you light my Queen once more.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
Rianten noticed she was fussing too much over her
appearance. She hadn’t been as nervous about a first date in
living memory. What was so special about this one? It wasn’t
just that Dellamos Hypadayaa, Dell, was handsome; actually
beautiful, no gorgeous, was a better description. It wasn’t just
that he was a leading antiquities researcher either. No, there
was an urgency to this encounter that she couldn’t deny, there
were glands involved in this.
She tried to tear herself away from the mirror. Her face
was nearly flawless, smooth and elegant with high arched
eyebrows over large dark eyes, a straight nose and thin lips
around a rather small mouth and narrow chin. Her sleek
chestnut hair was pinned back at the sides revealing the lobes
of her small ears, then hung loose over her shoulders. Her
creamy bodysuit was cut low enough to show a generous
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amount, but not too much, of her firm figure, clinging snugly
but not tightly to her lithe body and ending just above her
knees at small vermillion ruffles. She ornamented herself only
with a small but potent off-duty comm strapped to her left
forearm.
She quickly checked over the scoutcraft, the spa was
empty, everything loose was stowed. Now all there was to do
was wait for his arrival.
She didn’t have time to sit and try to look casual, “Madam
Norble?” his voice called thru the intercom.
“Please come in,” she called as she moved to the landing
ramp. “And I’m always called Rianten or Ri by my people,”
she said from the top of the ramp. “I hope you’ll learn to call
me Ri.”
“I can learn Ri,” he said as he strode up the ramp, looking
her over with obvious appreciation. She looked him over with
obvious appreciation also. He was no taller than she, but wide
and muscular as are all natives of Kinunde, a face that looked
hewn from the finest marble by a grand master, topped with
dense black curls. He was dressed in a tight sky-blue tee that
accented his wide chest and shorts that clung to his muscular
hips, topped with a thin, open, four pocket safari coat, the
coat narrower and shorter than the pockets. He presented her
with a bottle of a Kassidorian green, obviously imported for
there was no writing other than the dreamy curlicues of that
world’s ancient script. “I hope I’m not out of line with this?”
he said.
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“Oh no,” she said, “I occasionally indulge, but please
don’t tell anyone on the staff I admitted that. I was thinking
we might find a private beach for sunset somewhere outside
the burn, but I won’t pilot this while under the influence, this
looks pretty potent.” She was examining the bottle, the
characters were made from wisps of people in all positions,
all with their eyes closed with beatific smiles, all drawn in
lavender smoke on a black crystal background. They
surrounded a sunset behind a red-purple flower with dark
green pods below it. Not one character anywhere on it was in
Centish, not a number, a date code, a bar code, a copyright
sign. All she could tell was that it was a pretty label and not
intended for the export market.
“I’m told it’s respected, but we needn’t finish the bottle.”
“Do you need to be back?” she asked.
“You make the schedules,” he said with a smile. She knew
he wasn’t going to forget the chain of command here. She
wondered how much that meant to him and wondered if sex
had something to do with it. Centorin had been as sexist as
Earth’s Arabs until the Empire and there were many
important people from before that time. Kinunde’s culture
actually came from an Arab seedship. She was still very
conscious of how unusual her position was.
They went to the control cabin and she started the craft,
worrying a little that she had already been too direct. No
doubt with his looks he was accustomed to women fawning
over him and wouldn’t think anything she had said was out of
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the ordinary.
This craft was over two hundred years old now, but had so
little flying time it performed like new. The design of orbital
foils was such a mature technology that there was no need to
give up the comfort and familiarity of this craft for another.
“So you are a pilot as well as archaeological researcher?”
he asked.
“A bit, enough to be safe. I had an affair with my first
pilot here on Kiandutan, he taught me.” In truth she wasn’t a
great pilot, but this craft was simple, well automated and this
planet was gentle. She wasn’t going into combat.
Rianten liked Kiandutan, in spite of the fact that she was
no longer with one of the magnates that could afford a
mansion here. She still ran the most rewarding archeological
dig in all human space. She had this nice comfortable
scoutcraft and the whole fifty two million square miles of
island paradise to park it on. She could visit any site she
wanted, or millions of square miles of anywhere else. The
estates were so big that no magnate could tell she was
spending the evening somewhere on his hundred miles of
beachfront. The Aldeb situation was in remission at the
current time and there were thousands of uninhabited smaller
islands to stop at.
They spent the evening on one of them. They flew
suborbital til they were about two hours from sunset, then
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flew aerodynamic subsonic til they picked a beautiful beach
where the weather was good. There was still time to get a
good swim in after they probed for Aldeb nests. The island
was little more than a meadow, a few young coconut palms
and a few miles of soft beach in a wide flat lagoon full of
colorful fish. They toasted the jumbo shrimp they caught over
a small driftwood campfire.
“What ’cha thinking about?” Dell asked her.
“What those new artifacts are.”
“Work? I was hoping you’d be thinking about what might
happen later tonight.”
“Oh I don’t think I need to worry about that, it comes
natural.”
“Even to a former Concubine of the Demers?” he asked.
“Especially to a former Concubine of the Demers. That
was work, that took more concentration than studying the
Lazivanz.”
“You should have taken up archeology sooner.”
“I’d be working in the dust of America if I had.”
“I got here,” Dell said.
“You are a much more capable archeologist than I am,
I’m just an interested administrator.”
“A very capable one.”
She wondered if he was still stuck on the chain of
command. Was he complimenting a date, or buttering up his
boss? “You don’t have to say that, I’d see you anyway,” she
told him.
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“And I’d see you anyway even if you weren’t.”
She hoped that was him also saying he could forget about
the chain of command for a little while. She cuddled up to
him in front of the fire. It was getting cool, but she had
adapted herself to cool temperatures during her years on
Centorin and never had that removed, so she hadn’t bothered
to dress after their swim. He was adapted to Kinunde, that
was also quite cool so he had also left his clothes in the foil. It
had been a good afternoon and evening, they were getting
along well, and she wished to pursue the social intimacy that
was growing between them.
“So how long do your affairs last?” she asked him.
“I’ve had the same woman for a century and seen some
only once. Usually if I see the same woman three times it
lasts til she breaks it off.”
“I was with the Demers over one hundred years.”
“You weren’t ‘with’ the Demers. You were a concubine, I
have some notion of what that means. How long do your
actual affairs last?”
“When I first arrived here I was with my pilot almost two
years until he ran off to Naiho. Then I was with my geologist
til he got killed in the first Aldeb war three years after that.
Since then I’ve been too wrapped up in my work to really
measure, whoever I was working with at the time I guess.”
“Like me.”
“Sad tale but true I’m afraid, but it was never me that
broke it off, I’m busy, they’re busy, I’m here, they’re there. A
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lot of us are still friends. I get together with some of them
now and then.”
“No commitment,” he stated.
“No. Are you looking for some?”
“Women of Earth background often are.”
“I’m of Centorin. My family roots go back to the dome in
Kex.” She knew that from her documentation, it was too long
ago to remember.
“Is Centorin a culture without commitment?”
“You are committed to your patriarch if you’re a
concubine, financially any way. If you get to the point of
actual marriage, he’s made a big financial commitment to
you.”
“Where does love enter into this?”
“In the back stairway, at the remote retreat,” she told him.
“Such was the culture of Centorin’s nobility since the
Isolation. Each women was owned by the patriarch of her
clan and her lust was a hidden, secret thing.”
“An interesting culture, though I’ve known such cultures
before.”
“I can’t be the first Centorin you’ve met?”
“The first I’ve ever seen socially,” he said. “I find new
worlders are wary or disdainful of old worlders.”
“Too many old worlders are from rough backgrounds and
too many new worlders don’t bother to know the individual. I
apologize for their prejudice.”
“It’s not your fault,” he said. “I know exactly the old
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worlders they describe. They cash out everything for a
passage thru the gate and arrive on the far end with nothing
but the rags on their bodies and a very poor command of
Centish.”
“You did not do that,” she said.
“I arrived here on assignment after working the
Gzad’umph-te ruins for a century for your department. I’ve
been here several months, but it is the only other planet I’ve
seen.”
“It’s enough, this is the most beautiful one.”
“This planet is nice, if a little monotonous and sterile.”
She knew Kinunde was a dry and chilly world where
every arable square inch was fought over for the small
holdings of five billion peasants. If he was homesick or
nostalgic he could love it however, and it would not be
profitable to argue its merits. Men she could command and
influence were common in her life, men she could respect
were rare. “Yes, this monotony of beaches and sunsets is
something we have to endure. We get our excitement when
the Aldebs attack.”
“Then there is too much excitement. The fear that they
would strike Kinunde is the greatest fear I’ve ever had. The
riots during the secession were worse.”
“I agree the Aldebs are too exciting. I’ve been thru two
attacks now, and I still keep armor handy, even though we
have the probes.” She didn’t want to think about such things
while the mild golden sun was setting, twinkling over the
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lagoon in front of them. She wanted to forget the horror of
Kiandutan for a time and enjoy the delight.
“The scenery is beautiful, it is the residents I find
monotonous and sterile,” Dell said. “There are only the super
rich and the richer, billion credit mansions followed by the
really extravagant ones. There is no history, no street scenes,
no native culture.”
“It’s only been settled a hundred and twenty years.”
“I think that is my point.”
She knew what he meant. The old worlds were poor, but
they were rich in history. The two thousand year history of
Centorin was brief to them. Each of them had ancient empires
and nations, various ethnic groups and cultures, arts and
religions. On top of that, Earth had the birth of technology,
America, the Angels, the Extermination and the Isolation.
Similar events had happened on Kassidor in even earlier
times. Only Kinunde had never discovered technology.
“But here we have the oldest ruins of all,” she said.
“Yes, an exciting find, but irretrievably dead.”
**
For we repair ourselves to the depths,
With only our sun-face to show in our hostile world.
The graciousness of our magnificent Queen
To be wrapped in awesome majesty
In the deepest recesses of this sacred fortress.
- FromQueen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
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Archeology on Kiandutan was conducted indoors. This
allowed safety without using the manpower to constantly
probe a perimeter. Even so, all sites were probed periodically,
as was all of the planet on a random basis. They were at a site
in the far north right now. Digging on the other old planets
were either hot and dry, hot and steamy or cold and heavy.
The other planets had human ruins, up to twelve thousand
years old. In contrast, she was investigating ruins of a nonhuman civilization a thousand times older.
The symbols that made up their name had been translated
as Lazivanz. They were shaped like double humans, four legs,
four arms. Their queens were immobile and probably five
hundred pounds in weight, their males were energetic and had
built a civilization that was somewhere around the technology
level of the late 19th-early 20th century on Earth. It seems there
were railroads and elevators and glass-sided reinforced
concrete buildings. The knowledge was a little difficult to
analyze since the ruins all dated from thirteen and a half
million years ago. This culture had been born, flourished and
was exterminated in a geologic instant, ten thousand years at
most. The data of their civilization was recorded on paper and
what was preserved of the paper was now a substance akin to
petrified wood. It had to be atom-sliced to get anything out of
it, but atom-slice it she did, and little by little, she and the
most brilliant children of the Empire’s most elite planet,
pieced that history together.
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The Lazivanz were an alien people, their queens produced
eggs by the hundreds that sterile males raised in societies full
of honor, duty and intrigue. Each mother was the mother of a
nation, all men in a nation were brothers. Brothers and
nations had a strong enough sense of honor to compete
peacefully, at least most of the time. They were deep thinkers
and comprehended the nature of the universe.
They were exterminated by Kiandutan’s great problem, a
problem so serious it made up for all the planet’s delights. A
horrid life form that most people called ‘Aldebs’ had
descended from space. It grew as a mold from a spore the size
of a bacterium, and somehow increased in complexity as it
got larger. Eventually it began producing insect-like mobile
units, very primitive at first, but steadily increasing in
complexity and specialization. A mature individual might
have hundreds of times as much genetic material as a human
and could produce forms at will, and by the millions. It might
take up the entire heart of a large tree, live underground in
damp soil or extend thru the rotting sill beams of a peasant
house. The blobs had a complex but amorphous nervous
system, communicated with each other, could figure out the
layout and coverage of sensors and plan over light years and
decades. The current guess of how they communicated was
they encode a chemical message in an insect that would fly
the message to another individual where the insect would be
digested.
The Lazivanz had withstood two ‘attacks’ from this life
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form. Human’s had withstood two attacks also. The first had
been at the very beginning of human settlement. It wasn’t
serious at first, Kiandutan was too perfect otherwise, and the
rich kept coming. They invested heavily in screening and
fumigation. They found the nests in their immediate area.
Then, by 4113, insects with deadly stings began pouring in
from the wilderness in biblical swarms. The military and
consortium warships had eventually burned the entire planet
at the end, over a period of eight years, and re-seeded it with
Earth-based biosphere. The problem was thought solved once
and for all.
But within fifteen years, two more planets had been found
with nothing but Aldebs for animal life. Just forty three years
ago the Aldebs re-attacked Kiandutan, taking over eleven
thousand lives before the populace could seal themselves in.
Just under forty years ago they had attacked Naiho, a few
terraformed worlds and Centorin itself, with loss of over six
million lives plus thirteen million more on Kinunde from the
riots when that planet’s government fell in the panic. The
Emperor himself had been deposed in that attack, though his
actions did prevent much greater loss of life on Naiho. Since
then Sheeon Eknakar, Grand Executive of Texassi, had taken
the throne and the Empire government had become an arm of
the Texassi Holdings real estate consortium.
This dig had been one of the last holdouts of the
Lazivanz. It had been a vast archology, probably the whole
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tribe of one of the last surviving queens. The building was
probably covered by an intricate dome of glass with
hydroponic crops growing in the upper levels. They knew
already that the whole building was sealed, re-cycling its
water and air as much as possible. They were now digging in
what seems to have been one of the air intake areas, an area
that was the site of large, very fine, filters. They were
probably on thousand foot towers in use, but after they were
abandoned they had fallen over and been covered in
sediment. They must have attempted to filter out the spores of
the Aldebs, and the material they were using was probably
good enough to do so. In their last hundred years the
Lazivanz made remarkable progress in air handling and
filtration. It had come to naught however. Somehow the
Aldebs had gotten in and attacked them anyway. It appeared
the last stings might not have been instantly fatal, many
skeletons were found in rows that might have been hospital
wards. A few were found scattered about the site.
The newest artifacts unearthed at this end of the dig were
layers of ceramic. It looked like they were in the airstream
also, sealing it off entirely. They had been rather delicate and
had disintegrated to fragments ages ago, then been reconsolidated by the weight of the overburden. Dell was
chipping out a fragment of something that might once have
been aluminum that was clinging to the edge of a sediment
mass.
“I want to get a cross section right thru here where the
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ceramic meets the other substance. What’s the chance of
getting time on the atom-slicer?”
“There’s a lump on it now that might have been part of a
diary. We’re hoping it will be something very late since it was
found in one of the rooms near the queen’s chamber. I want to
let that finish. There are several more fragments of that in the
que, but we can let a small thing like this thru.” Was she
being fair? They learned much more from deciphering the
written material, difficult as it was, than they did from
examining the artifacts themselves. But this was something
new, the analysis of writings went on continually. She
convinced herself the science was valid and she wasn’t
making a decision based on this work being that of her
bedmate of the night before.
“So, later this afternoon?”
“Probably. What can you see optically where you’ve
fractured it?”
“Let’s look,” he said and reached for a nanocam. They
both examined the magnified view projected in front of them.
“I would think these traces here must have been
perpendicular at one time before this area collapsed. I bet
they were the right distance apart to hold one of these plates.”
“With what between?”
“Probably nothing. There’s no other substance.”
“That would have left an air gap.”
“Yes.”
“Could this material have been porous?” she asked.
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“It would have been very fine, it looks like a ceramic.”
“Lets take a piece to the electron scope.”
That was set up in a laboratory up beside the dig attached
to the common rooms and tubeway terminus. They were just
preparing a specimen when she got a call from Kian City, the
uber-mall at the gate head that also served as the planetary
capital.
“Madam Norble,” the voice from her comset said, “This
is Hallas Lainey of the governor’s office. The governor has
asked me to have you come see him, Tuesday at eleven our
time if that’s convenient with you?”
“The governor?”
“Yes Madam Norble, Governor Chass Engot. In his office
on the third floor.”
“Why would the governor want to see me?”
“I wasn’t informed Madam. I would guess it has to do
with the excavations but I wasn’t informed of even that.”
She didn’t think she had anything going on then, it was
four PM here, but checked just in case. “Sure, I can come up.
Eleven AM Tuesday.”
“Thank you Madam.”
The call ended, she transferred the time to her calendar.
No doubt this was about some magnate complaining that one
of their installations was ruining a view from a golf course or
shooting range he wanted to put in, or some pet got lost down
a hole. That kind of harassment went on all the time, but
usually the property owner had the gumption to complain first
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before going to the government. Much of the money that
liked to flaunt itself on Kiandutan was self-made, and selfmade multibillionaires are seldom shy. She turned back to
Dell.
“It’s really hard to tell,” he said, “There are some veins of
something in it. They’re very small but there are quite a few
of them. It’s more on the size of early circuitry than passages.
The whole thing’s been so deformed by tectonic processes
that nothing’s definitive.”
She looked for herself. There were tiny lines in the
ceramic a nanometer or two in size. “Let’s dig out the stuff in
there and see what it is,” she said. “You’ll have to put a piece
of this in the atom slicer also.”
“At what priority?”
“After the current run.” She went to tell Halan, the slicer
operator, she was right in the next room.
***
All of Narn salutes as thy procession winds below,
Sealing the final seals, here to withstand,
Til the Mother of All should grant release again.
We pray for our defenses from this new despair,
To the anointed ones of the technical caste.
Oh Mother of All, give them the strength we need.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
It was morning again, she felt like singing but wondered
126

what Dell would think. There is truth that everyone likes to be
around a happy person, but would he know it was only his
good loving that made her this happy? Would he be scared off
that she was falling too fast? She didn’t want to screw this up,
but she didn’t want to be false either. She went ahead and
sang as she dialed up a nice breakfast for them both. She
knew her voice wasn’t really bad and the song in her mind
was something old, light and Kassidorian. Maybe nothing he
knew from his homeworld, but something of an ancient
culture. He heard a few bars of it as he emerged from the
shower.
“Cheerful morning isn’t it?” he said as he walked into the
room, still delightfully nude.
“Yes it is. The sun is shining, the birds are singing, the
breeze is sweet and the food promises to be delicious.” She
couldn’t help planting a kiss on the back of his shoulder and
grabbing his firm butt as he passed by.
“It’s going to be warm today,” he said from the bedroom.
“That’s why I picked a spot with morning sun and
afternoon shade to park this in.”
He was back at the table already with a tee and shorts on,
hair still damp and tousled. “I’ll say it’s good, you’re making
me feel right at home.”
It was a Kinundan recipe. “I’ve always loved thinbread
and vill.”
“You make it well.”
“Purely automatic,” she confessed.
127

“The analysis should have run by now,” he mumfed
around a big mouthful. “I’m eager to see what it’s found.”
“I’ll call it up.” She poked a few keys on her comm and
projected the results in front of them. They had to sit close at
the table to see them, not a problem in her mind.
“Organics, mostly nucleotides, a few amino acids, all the
rest could be decomposition products.”
“It’s too small to be anything alive,” she said, “Those
passages are ten times too small for a bacterium to squeeze
into.”
“A virus?” he asked, “That would have such a high
proportion of nucleotides.”
“Do you suppose this was a virus filter?”
“We better look into it,” he said. “We’ll need to calculate
an airflow.”
“I also want to get more samples, I want to know what
nucleotides were in there.” She was worried that the Aldebs
might have found a way to encode themselves into a virus.
There were complaints from her people about the atomslicer schedule. The fragments of petrified paper they had
uncovered did appear to be a diary and the dates seemed to be
pretty late. They had enough fragments to keep the device
tied up for the remainder of the year however. The channels
in the suspected filter would only take one day. In spite of
their complaints, she put the suspected filter on it.
Dell, meanwhile, had some rough excavations done at the
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filter site to try and determine the extent of that assembly. He
did the airflow calculations himself assuming a one
atmosphere delta, that was what the Lazivanz seemed to use
on their other filters.
The excavation done was rough, but not haphazard, so the
extent wasn’t determined by the end of the day. “That’s good
actually,” Dell told her, “We’ll need about twice the plate area
we’ve uncovered so far to make the required airflow.”
“Same flow as the spore filters?”
“That’s what I’ve assumed.”
“I think it’s reasonable,” she said. “Shall we have dinner
at the commons tonight or back at the scoutcraft?”
“Am I invited back?”
“Sure, of course.”
“Three night’s in a row. Remember, I warned you, if I see
the same woman three times, she’ll have to be the one to
break it off.”
“Good.” She slid her arm thru his and pressed it to her
chest, “Bring your toiletries over while I dial up something.
My kitchen makes a couple old Earth recipes, a pretty good
corned beef and cabbage.”
“Whatever you say boss,” he chuckled.
** **
And what new grief comes to haunt my Queen?
Some intrigue delays your final seals?
Some lessor being’s fear?
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We steel our gates, we seal our valves,
For mere men only, that will do.
For thee, of caution there can never be enough,
Precious Queen.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
The ride to the government offices at Kian City was over
an hour. Kiandutan’s tubes were state of the art, but distances
are vast on this thinly populated world, only a quarter million
people on fifty two million square miles of land, and Kian
City was a third of the way around the planet. Even taking the
scoutship on a ballistic course would have taken longer, the
clearance and trip from the port would have taken longer still.
She’d never been to the governor’s office before, but
knew where it was. She was greeted by Hallas Lainey, the
governor’s secretary. A planet with such a small population
doesn’t need a large governmental staff, and like all Empire
offices, there were no functionaries around just for show.
Hallas was a chromium beauty, so formal that Rianten
wondered if she was really a machine. If she wasn’t, she
obviously spent quite a bit of her paycheck at the geneticist.
The governor kept her waiting over twenty minutes while
some senator from ForspAc Industries tried to pick her up.
She hated the fact that she lived in a civilization where she
had to put up with those boors instead of just decking him.
For an archeological administrator to do that to a senator
would be an imperial crime. Finally Hallas announced her
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and she was able to extricate herself from his nearly
unbearable attentions.
His inner office was much more lavish than the stark
mahogany boxes of the outer office. It was ornate in a
ceramo-organic style, lush with plantings and large. The
whole ceiling was a skylight, the floor was tiered and a brook
babbled thru over round grey pebbles. Ornamental birds
fluttered about. “Welcome Madam Norble,” he said,
indicating a field-chair in a small grove of dwarf birches by
the brook.
“Rianten,” she said as she took it. Government people
were always too formal in spite of the lack of pomp.
“Very well. I trust you found your way here without
incident.”
“Senator Funzen is waiting in your outer office. I thought
I was going to have to give him the knee.”
“His home’s on Vorster, he’s not accustomed to beautiful
women.”
“He’ll be less accustomed if he doesn’t learn the meaning
of ‘no’.”
“I’ll have a word with him. But no doubt you wonder why
I’ve called you here.”
“I imagine it’s some complaint.”
“No, not exactly. Certainly no one has complained about
your work. I also understand you have done your best to
minimize your operation’s impact on the properties where
your sites are found. I don’t sympathize with the people who
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have no regard for the progress of science.”
“So what is it?”
“I’m afraid you may take this as bad news.”
“What?” She wasn’t in the mood for any other bad news.
Her mind spun with possibilities, regions declared off limits,
a new attack by the Aldebs looming, a cut in funding.
“I regret to have to inform you of this, but it seems that
you are being replaced.”
“Replaced! Why?”
“Nothing I can do about it. This comes from Kex.”
“Don’t tell me that God damn, slimy, spaghetti-dick,
Demers had something to do with this!”
“No, not a thing. I believe this comes from the Emperor’s
office.”
That cyborg bitch was even female. “Why?” She noticed
she was on her feet and leaning over him. She noticed that he
shrank in his chair. She fought for control. It was probably
true that he had nothing more to do with it other than
delivering the message, it never made sense to kill the
messenger, even verbally. “I’m sorry,” she said as she sat
back down, “This has been my life work. I spent a revolting
century gaining the influence to achieve a post like this and a
century and a quarter carrying it out. I feel I’ve been a
capable and conscientious administrator of this project. I have
the training to understand the science my people do. I have
been sensitive to the residents also, as you said, and it hasn’t
been easy!”
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“I know it hasn’t,” he said, leaning forward again.
“Everything you say is true. You’ve been most capable and
creative also. Your work has been noticed thruout the Empire
and you will have your pick of high profile assignments.”
“What’s wrong with this assignment?” The first thing that
came to her mind was sexism, the media needed a male in
this post. She already knew that even though Sheeon was
technically female, the status of women had suffered under
her regime. “Is it because I’m a woman?” she asked.
“May I speak for your ears only? Completely off the
record?”
She thought a minute. Why not, even if she talked he
could just deny anything he told her. “Sure.”
“If this gets out it may mean my career. I’ll not take that
lightly, and I have more influence than you may imagine.”
“The governor of Kiandutan has more influence than you
may imagine,” she told him.
“So we understand each other.”
“I have no reason to cause you any trouble. I would
sincerely appreciate any information you can give me.”
“Between us,” he solemnly stated.
“Yes, yes, yes.”
“Very well, the problem as I see it is that this is
Kiandutan.”
“Why is that a problem?” she asked.
“The person managing the digs on Kiandutan, the most
important digs in human space is not of Kiandutan.”
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“I have been a resident of this planet from the very
beginning. I commanded the first manned expedition to the
ruins. I’ve lived on this planet longer than anyone else.”
“But you are not of Kiandutan,” he said.
“Meaning I’m from the wrong side of the tracks?
Somebody’s put off because I worked my way up out of the
slums of Kex thru the University and then thru the palace of
The Demers? A lot of the magnates in these palaces are self
made also. They should identify with me. Hell, I rubbed
elbows with half of them back with the Demers.”
“I’m sorry, but you left monied society to find fame thru
science, they no longer feel you are one of them.”
“So they want to replace me with someone from money?”
“To put it bluntly.”
“Who?” she asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough anyway. Heesa Puthrone.”
“Oh my God!” Sheeon’s nephew, another Texassi clone.
“Is he at all qualified?”
“He’s qualified to take the credit,” the governor said.
“He’ll hire some professional managers I’m sure, and your
crews are very talented. There are more talented people in the
Texassi organization being pulled in from Earth and Kinunde
I believe.”
“I would be willing to stay on as an administrator. I just
want to carry on this work, I don’t need any glory.”
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I’ve been ordered to
pay you off and insure you are off-world by the end of the
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month.”
“Three weeks! Three weeks to wrap up my life’s work?
Why? why can’t I stay on in some capacity?”
“Because if you’re still here the media will know it is still
your dig. It’s all about who gets the coverage.”
By the time she left his office it was beginning to sink in.
There was a roaring in her head. She barely noticed when he
transferred some lists to her comm, lists of positions that had
applied for her already. She barely heard when he said there
are more requests made every day and that he would forward
them to her. She walked right thru senator Funzen when he
approached her on her way out.
In the tube on the way back she cried, bawled like a little
girl for the first time in over two hundred years. The
unfairness, what would she do with her scoutcraft? She loved
that old boat, it was her home now. She couldn’t get it thru
the tube and it would take centuries to have it shipped
crosspace. She thought about taking off in it and hiding out
somewhere, but orbitals could track her every move. What
would she say to her people, people that were her whole life?
What about Dell? Why couldn’t she have met him years ago
so she would know if what she felt for him was real?
When she returned, she didn’t go down to the dig. She
was still too distraught. She walked around the craft,
wondering what she could bring, who she could sell it to. She
would have to try and sell it, but it would bring little here on
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Kiandutan. Maybe one of the poorer families would buy it for
a child or a servant. It had cost Demers Interests over two
hundred million credits to buy it, outfit it and have it shipped
here. She doubted that it would fetch five.
Dell came in very late in the day. “You are back, I’d
thought you’d come down to the dig.”
“I wasn’t up to it,” she said.
He could see her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m being replaced,” she said, as casually as she could
muster. Not very casually, but she held back new tears.
“What? Why?”
“I wasn’t told. I think it’s politics.”
“It can’t be your work, you’re known thruout the Empire
for the work you’ve done here.”
“I guess that’s why.”
He took her in his arms and kissed her forehead. “How
soon?”
“End of the month.”
“Ouch. That’s really rough.” She didn’t say anything, just
held him. “Where will you go?” he asked.
“I have offers, I haven’t looked at them yet.”
“Do you want to stay in the field?”
“I think so. I don’t know. Like I said, I haven’t looked.
I’m sorry but I don’t want to go to Kinunde and I don’t want
to go to America either.”
“There are nicer parts of Earth. I hear Kassidor’s pretty
nice in spots.”
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“I might consider that. Maybe I’ll find the offers are all on
Mars.” That was a failed terraforming attempt from the
2100’s. The planet was just too small to be handled with the
technology of the time. It was isolated in the Extermination
and a few struggled to survive until only a century before
ships from Tibet reached it a thousand years later. It was now
a nearly airless planet again with bleak installations of pitted
metal where all that was learned was some details about the
primitive state of terraforming biology in those early years.
“I’m sure they won’t be.” He reached around and poked
her comm while it was still on her arm. It took him awhile to
find the listings. She just clung to him and let him look.
“Here’s an administrative professorship at Kassidor
Kassikan.”
“What?”
“Yeah, that would be pretty cushy.”
“I’m not qualified for that.”
“They seem to think you are, but then here’s one on Earth,
Tibet, project administrator. It’s not too hot in Tibet.”
“You can mark that one. As I remember Tibet’s pretty
recent?”
“Just last millenium I think, Isolation Era.” He held her a
little longer, then said, “So you’ll find something.”
“My life is here; was here I should say.”
She clung in silence a little while longer, he mentioned a
few more projects, most of them on Earth. She let him mark
one in the highlands of Brazil, a couple posts at headquarters
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and one more on Kassidor. When he was done she released
him.
“So let me tell you some good news,” he said.
“I could use some.”
“The nucleotides in those channels are only those of the
Lazivanz. None of the ones special to the Aldebs were in
there.”
“That means the Aldebs weren’t getting in thru viral
particles.”
“Right.”
“What about the extent?” she asked.
“Large enough.”
“So they were filtering virus from their air.”
“Right.”
“Meaning there must have been some form of plague?”
“I guess so, or maybe they just wanted to be sure they
weren’t attacked that way.”
“There did seem to be wards,” she said. “I suspect the
attack was real.”
“Those could have been barracks or something of that
nature also.”
“True, we’ll have to see what that diary says.”
** * **
In these times most desperate of haste I bid,
If I lie down before you in the coming night,
As many do too soon,
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Let me linger on in my good-byes my Queen,
Let me long once more, in this last of calm,
At your magnificent gravid form.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
She announced her situation to her staff the next day.
There were fourteen active digs on the planet, and all but
three of them were awake during morning at this site. She
linked all together and stood before them all. She was dryeyed and business-like once again, having purged it all from
her system the night before.
“I wish to take this opportunity to thank all of you for the
fine work you’ve done on this project. We have learned a lot
in the last century, knowledge that has helped us learn about
the Aldebs, knowledge that has taught us much more about
what it is to be a sentient creature in this universe. By doing
so, we’ve learned more of what it is to be human.
“If I don’t get a chance to tell you each in person, I want
to take this opportunity to tell you that I have enjoyed
working with every one of you. I respect your talents and I
have learned a lot.
“I’m sure you can guess that I wouldn’t be telling you this
unless I was being replaced as project administrator of the
Lazivanz studies. I will be leaving at the end of this month. I
regret that I will be quite busy these next few weeks and
might not get the chance to thank you each in person. I have
quite a few things to finish up, personal arrangements to
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make. I will also be turning my offices over to your new
administrator, Heesa Puthrone. I’m sure he will be just as
impressed with your talents and dedication as I have.”
She didn’t think it sounded too corny for an ad-lib. There
was quite a bit of murmuring from the people at this dig when
she finished. A few shouted at once, “Where will you be
going?” and questions like that.
“I do have a few offers, I haven’t made a decision yet. I
probably won’t have time in the next three weeks. But does
anyone know someone who wants to buy a good used
scoutcraft?” She hoped that would bring a little humor to the
situation, but everyone just looked at each other and said they
didn’t.
There were few more questions, nothing of great import,
so she soon cut the broadcast and went to her purchasing
office. Pelma had been looking at the drilling inventory, he
soon returned from the gathering. “We’ve got at least two
hundred thou left in the petty cash account don’t we?”
“About that.”
“Please get me as many image computation units as you
can with it.”
“Sure, what kind?”
“For the linguistics, check with them for specs. I want to
speed up the correlation on that diary we’ve been slicing.”
“Sure thing,” he said, and saved the drill projection.
Next she went to Nella, her data flow expert and told her
about the new comp units that would be arriving in a day or
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two and how she wanted to put them to work on the diary
data. Then she went down into the pit. Henress and Til were
just starting back down the steps to the elevator shaft when
she caught up with them. They were speculating about what
had happened to her. They were two of her best excavators,
but they could also run the atom slicer.
“Ri, what is really going on?” Til asked. He was still
young, a graduate of Rendellyn U class of ’25, but quite
capable.
“I wish I knew, I must have stepped on a toe along the
way.”
“How?”
“I haven’t the time for speculation or intrigue, but maybe
that’s my problem. But listen, I have a favor to ask of you.”
“Sure.” “No problem,” they answered.
“I want to run the slicer round the clock. I know it’s not
your specialty, but as a personal favor, I’d like to try and get
some data out of that diary before I go.”
“We can do that,” Henress said, “Shall I put Fank on the
queen’s chamber?”
“No, I’d rather not. What you’re doing in there is a little
too delicate I think. Why don’t we just let that go for now and
let him continue helping Dell with the filter banks.”
“We’ll just go tidy up a bit then,” Til said.
“I’ll finish this shift, have an early supper and then relieve
Halan. You can take the midnight,” Henress said.
“No need to pull a double,” she told him.
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“I’m not doing anything this evening anyway.” With that
he was down the stairs and into the elevator.
Rianten thanked Til and got into the elevator with
Henress. The strata with the ruins was almost fifteen hundred
feet below grade here so the dig was more like a coal mine
than any excavation of human ruins. “How’s it going in the
chamber anyway?”
“I think there’s a skeleton still in the brood bed. It’s
crushed of course, but there are some fossil fragments.”
“So she died on duty?”
“Or there was no one left to move her. There seems to
have been some secondary filtration in her chambers. We
think we’ve found rust patterns of what might have been a
steel door at one time.”
Once in the dig it was almost impossible to speak with all
the drilling going on. Henress went to his area and Rianten
went to the space nearby where the last pieces of the diary
were being freed from the rock. Chames Higgins was
handling that personally. There was a lull in the drilling so a
sonoprobe could be taken farther down the works toward
what seemed to be the mechanical area.
“I’ve arranged for three shifts to work the slicer and a
bunch more comp units to do the correlations. I want to see
what this diary has to say.”
“I should have the last of it free within the next three
days. It would be sooner but it’s mashed in with all this other
petrification so I have to be careful, it doesn’t separate well.”
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“I understand,” she said. “Take your time, I appreciate
quality work.”
“Have we found anything so far?” Chames asked.
“What could be an oblique reference to a plague.”
Deciphering Lazivanz writing wasn’t as easy as human
writing. The closest thing to it was a very detailed sentence
diagram, so detailed it looked more like a picture of a
crumpled drapery printed with microcircuits than writing. In
fact it had been years before they were sure that all these
designs really were writing and the language was so full of
metaphor and allusion that the translation had not been
simple. Only associated pictures had given any clue to what it
might mean.
She stopped by Dell who was back down here continuing
to trace the mechanical aspects of the archology. He told her
he had left her a note back at the office but wouldn’t say what
it was. She went back up and found it was a resignation,
effective the end of the month. She went thru her mail and
found eleven more, five of them senior people, all of them
effective on the same day. She was touched, and for the
second time in two hundred years her eyes were wet. She
dictated personal notes to all of them, thanking them for the
gesture but pleading with most of them not to give up the
work. It was too important and they were too important to it.
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*** ***
Do we wake you with our pomp my Queen?
Have your quiet we disturbed?
Apologies for our simple rituals,
They are all that remains,
Of what mere men must have for our simple souls.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
Heesa Puthrone showed up by the end of the next day
with an entourage of officers dressed in Texassi finery. She
had met him only a few times before, none within the last
century. He had changed his eye color and bought some
shoulders. His visage was stern as he led his troops from the
tube station.
“Madam Norble, a pleasure.” He took her hand and kissed
it. She heard snickers from two diggers who were waiting for
tubes to the mall. His glance at them was cold.
“Sorry sir,” she said. “We’re a long way from the capital
here.”
“So I see. But this is Kiandutan, I expected to find a bit of
culture here.”
“There are already traces of it in the capital sir, but this is
a dig.”
“An important one I trust, since you’ve made it your
headquarters?”
“Yes, this is the latest important site we’ve found to date.
It’s a sealed archology where the Lazivanz attempted to
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survive the third Aldeb attack.”
“I see. You are trained in field work as well as
administration, is that right?”
“Yes. The administration of this project has not been
terribly engaging so I’ve lent a hand in the field when I’ve
had time for it.”
They were walking toward her front office. There was a
conference room in there where they could all find a seat
together. It was in a cheap industrial knock-down that he
would obviously find distasteful, but that was all she had.
Sure enough, his first question was, “You work from
here?”
“I have personal staff meetings here. Actually I do most of
my work from my comm and an office in my scoutcraft.”
“I would expect the administrator of a project like this
would have a mansion somewhere and an office in Kian
City?”
“I never saw the need. The people who actually do the
work have the space they need. We’ve got a data center right
here that we’re in the process of expanding, purchasing
offices, libraries, laboratories. I haven’t had to entertain a lot
in the last few years and when I do there are some halls closer
to the gatehead I can rent.”
Heesa looked at one of the people with him. She could see
his eyes say ‘peasant’ with total contempt. He turned back
and spoke to her, “I think for the time being I will administer
this project from my home.” He pulled his comm. “Let me
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have your access certificate and data map, I’ll familiarize
myself with the project before bringing you in for a personal
briefing. Helse and Mikas, can I prevail on you to stay behind
and take a physical tour of this site? You can report back to
me by 21:00.”
She gave him the access, and without another word he
rose and returned to the tube bay with his other three
followers. Helse and Mikas introduced themselves. They
weren’t dressed to go below, they were in black suits with
plumed ruffles and brief capes, wearing cage helmets with
even more plumes, all in the vermilion of Texassi. She
showed them around above ground, they were bored the
whole time. These were nothing but yes men who had
probably never done any real work and certainly wouldn’t
have been able to tell this dig from a titanium mine, even if
they had listened to anything she told them.
She had to bring them to the common for dinner, which
they endured in near silence. They had no authority to speak
it appeared. Once Dell arrived she introduced them and then
all but ignored them. He talked shop about how the airflow
must have been handled and the techniques for reconstructing
piping that was now nothing but flattened rust traces in layers
of shale. He could have been speaking some Kinundan
language for all they would understand of it.
The next day brought frightening news of a different sort.
A nest of Aldebs had been found near one of the digs. A nest
that the probe did not respond to. Somehow the Aldebs had
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found a way to rid themselves of the tagging molecules the
probe detected. Now there was no way of knowing where
they were, because the insects it produced were visually
perfect replicas of Earth insects that were now common on
this planet, and many more planets thruout the Empire.
*** * ***
What calls this evil to lurk our world?
Why must we suffer the deaths we do?
Does the Mother of All know the works we might do,
Were we not dying here in rows?
Oh Queen, my heart, could I but shelter you!
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
By the time she was down to two weeks remaining, the
new comp chips had arrived and the layers of writing in the
diary were starting to come together. The resignations had
grown to thirteen, none had been rescinded even though she
told them all they were hurting her legacy by damaging the
project.
Heesa called her to his home. It was fifty four hundred
miles away in Texassi land. It was a scaled replica of a
famous castle, long ruined on Earth, high above a narrow
channel that looked like the Rhine had back when the original
castle stood, except that the villages around it were lawns and
cabanas here. It was built of real stone, no doubt hand-carved
on Kinunde. This area had been in the burn, but was verdant
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once again and several large trees had been airshipped in to
line the promenade that went out across the lawns.
His tube station opened to a great hall where a huge gate
overlooked the channel. Two heralds stood and blew trumpets
when she emerged from the car, then shouted her arrival.
Heesa greeted her from the landing above the tube gate where
two marble stairways curved down. “Please come up to my
study Madam Norble, we’ll be more comfortable up there.”
She ascended the left flight, then on up another to a
hallway above. This one had a twenty foot ceiling and
stretched out of sight, gothic arches all the way. This replica
was five times the size of the original in all dimensions, one
hundred twenty five times the volume. They went only two
doors down and into a room about forty feet square and
twenty high, lined with burled bookcases except for the
latticed fifteen foot windows overlooking the lawns and the
water below. A human servant of Kinundan ancestry was
tending a fire in a six by eight foot fireplace. Two wing chairs
in an ancient Earth style were drawn up before it, one with a
data console in its arm. Another servant appeared from
another door with a silver tray and two snifters of brandy.
“Please be seated. I’m sorry but I find this a much more
comfortable place to meet than out in the dirt. It’s a Harlot
‘21,” he said of the brandy. She took it and gave it a swish,
knowing the brand from her days with the Demers. “I’ve
looked up your past, I’m surprised that you inhabit such
places as that?”
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“My past was the means to an end.”
“And that was the end?”
“This project was the end. I chose to spend my budget on
personnel and the equipment they needed rather than
luxuries.”
“But you had grown accustomed to the finest, and now I
see you live in your scoutcraft?”
“It’s plenty luxurious, I have all I could ever want.”
“You have simple tastes,” he said in his most
condescending voice.
“All I’ve ever wanted is this project, I’d sleep in my packtent for it. When I found there were non-human ruins here, I
was glad to give up my position with Demers to stay on this
project. I would have taken it without the scoutcraft. I would
have taken a position as a digger. I still would.”
“Hmm.” He took a sip. “It’s most unfortunate you feel
that way. You might have been able to keep this project you
know.”
“How?” she asked.
“If you hadn’t reverted to peasant ways. You estranged
yourself from the natives.”
“I appreciate your candor. I might have been able to keep
up the act had I known, but I don’t think I could have made as
much progress with the science.”
“That isn’t the most important thing about this project.”
“I thought it was.”
“But this is Kiandutan,” he purred. “There are different
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rules here, or had you never noticed.”
“I guess I was busy.”
“Most unfortunate. But, shall we get to business?”
“That’s why I’m here I thought.”
“Yes, so it is.” He took a sip and put down his glass.
“From your latest reports, it appears you are coming to
believe that the former natives were done in by some form of
plague?”
“There is some evidence of that, it’s not conclusive yet,
that’s why I haven’t made it public.”
“It is well that you haven’t, such a revelation is likely to
cause a panic wouldn’t you think?”
“It could,” she agreed.
“The last panic caused the deaths of several million
unfortunates on Kinunde did it not?”
“Indirectly, there was quite a bit of unrest there already,
there still is.”
“Yes, of course. What I am trying to say is that we should
be careful with this information, we wouldn’t want it to fall
into the wrong hands.”
“I’m well aware of that,” she said, “If we have anything
conclusive to report in the next week, it will go only to
headquarters in Kex. I trust my superiors to make reasonable
disposition of that knowledge.”
“I am your superior now,” Puthreel said.
“At the end of the month.”
“By the end of the month you are to remove yourself from
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Kiandutan, I became your administrator the day before
Governor Engot was told to contact you.”
“I wasn’t informed of that,” she said.
“You are so informed now.” He took another sip of the
brandy, his eyes on hers the whole time. “Next there is the
matter of the resignations.”
“I’ve asked that they be rescinded.”
“That is fine, but I am asking that you refuse to accept
them.”
“I can’t do that,” she said. “Those people are free to go as
they see fit.”
“These resignations will cripple the project, and even
more important than that, they will give the appearance that
these people are leaving because you are being replaced. I
can’t allow that.”
“What do you expect me to do?”
“I expect you to return them and say they are denied.”
“I have no authority…“
“Perhaps you don’t understand. As things stand now you
leave here with the Empire’s good will and your reputation
intact. Oh there may be some question in academic circles
over why you were summarily replaced, but without these
figures…“ he projected a set of project records. They looked
official, but they weren’t her records. He gave her plenty of
time to look them over. They showed millions of credits of
embezzled funds. “…there is no evidence of any
wrongdoing.”
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“Those are fake.”
“I can make them official whenever I desire. All the cross
references will check out.”
“There is still nothing I can do about those resignations.”
“You will get them rescinded or you will no longer have a
career in archeology. I hope we’re clear on that now.”
“The only way I could have any chance to convince them
would be to tell those people about this blackmail.”
“If any of this conversation becomes public, so do these
figures.”
“I can’t believe you’re doing this, have you no honor at
all?”
“Honor is for chumps, it is something peasants take to
their graves to comfort them, since it is the only thing in this
universe cheap enough for them to afford.”
She stood up. “Is there anything else?”
“Sit down Madam Norble, we have much more to discuss.
Now that you are aware of your situation, I’m sure you’ll
want to be cooperative in turning over this project.”
She resigned herself to getting back in the chair. “Would
you like to go over the real figures?”
“No, I have people competent to examine them for me. If
they contact you, you will cooperate with them I’m sure.”
“The research we have in progress?” She couldn’t
completely banish the sarcasm from her voice.
“I’m sure the researchers will continue with their research
as long as the administrators sign a few checks now and then.
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I won’t pretend to understand what they do or why.”
“Then what more do you want from me?”
“Madam Norble, may I can you Rianten? I can’t help but
notice that you are a most attractive woman.”
** ** ** **
But lo, The egg of eggs has come!
Oh the egg! The all-precious egg!
Fruit of thy holy labor.
The egg of a Queen to survive us it is!
The great golden egg of a nation to be born!
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
“At least he won’t be asking that of me again,” she
confessed to Dell when she finally made it back to the
scoutcraft and the dig. “I hope he’s sore for a week. I hope he
needs surgery.”
“There has to be something we can do about this.”
“How? Yeah maybe I can get a job at a private university
somewhere, but they can make it hard for me even there.”
“The Empire has no control over the Kassikan,” Dell said,
“And it’s the foremost university in human space.”
“I still say I’m not qualified to teach there.”
“It was an administration post, head of a small Study,
you’re qualified for that. They say you’ve done it before.”
“Not in my memory and I’m not sure I want it,” she said.
“The wizards that run it are pretty powerful.”
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“I only know them by reputation,” he said, “The only tube
station on the planet is under their control, but I’d expect
anyone seven thousand years old to get pretty powerful.”
“I’ve never been there either,” she said. If they thought
she had been, it was longer than her memory. Her paperwork
said she was a native of Centorin and her nightmares said
Earth. “Kassidor may be the prettiest of the peasant worlds
but it’s still a peasant world. Forty two billion people
scratching the ground for bare subsistence, hardly even vids,
one stargate for the whole damn planet, no energy resources,
no metals and nothing there but human history.”
“There’s the Saggothans.”
“Giant ant tunnels, most of them re-worked by their damn
Dwarves,” Rianten said.
“There’s a rich history.”
“I’ll think about it,” she sighed, too tired to argue. This
was what she wanted. The story of the Lazivanz, a real nonhuman intelligence, the first one ever actually found, the first
one that could actually be investigated.
*** *** ***
Lay thou your precious egg
With these thousands of we humble males.
Below, so far below they go!
Frozen for all time til the Mother of All
Shall call us forth once again.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
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During the next few days she was called to Kian City
twice to meet with administrators hired by Heesa. They knew
nothing of archeology, they were only bean counters. They
questioned the cost of every piece of equipment, questioned
every salary. She could see they had no regard for the science
that was being conducted, and would soon shut most of it off.
Her pleas fell on deaf ears. Her logic went nowhere. They
saw millions of credits of funding were going in, no sales
were coming out. Obviously a losing proposition.
When she wasn’t there she traveled to all the important
sites and tried to get the senior people to remain with the
project. Haiva Lockson was the only one she felt she could
trust with the truth. She understood and agreed to stay on for
another year to make it look good. All the others she had to
try and convince with entreaties that they were damaging the
quest for this important knowledge. Out of the seven, she got
three to stay on.
Hahress Penk summed up the attitude of the others. “I’m
sorry Ri, but I have to think of my own career. I know what’s
going to happen here, we’re going to be nickle and dimed to
death, the funding’s going to all go for show and the serious
work is going to be neglected. We’ll be making vids for the
popular press by the end of next year. How am I going to get
a serious post after that? Besides that, just when I tank my
career, they’ll bring in some looker to stand in front of the
camera and I’ll spend my time writing pseudo-scientific pap
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for her to mouth and then have to simplify it once again so
she can pronounce it.”
“So do you think the human race will just neglect what
we could have learned from this civilization?”
“As long as he’s in charge we will. Personally, my feeling
is, as long as Sheeon holds the throne this is just a small part
of what we’re going to lose. I see what’s happening, not just
here but all over the Empire. I’m glad we’re down here in this
hole where I can speak my mind, I don’t feel like I can up top
any more.”
She came very close to telling him the truth of her
situation and how the hour was much later than he knew, but
if he was this eager to talk, he would spill that also. Instead
she warned him as best she could without getting herself in
trouble, “You may be right, you might want to be careful
what you say where. This is not the Valera administration any
more.”
** * ** ** * **
Today, silence, as Nemphore calls no more.
But three remain of all the nations,
Taffa, Hechee and we of Narn.
How long til our last night?
Will ever again the sergeant call the roll?
Will all the glades grow still as our people disappear?
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
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In her last week, parts of the diary started coming
together. She’d been reprimanded by Heesa’s bean counters
for her last minute purchase of the comp units, but at this
point, it didn’t matter. Passage after passage was coming clear
as the pages were re-assembled in computer memory.
It seemed the author was one of the caretakers of the
queen, one of those that were actually her mates, a very
important post in Lazivanz society. There were flowery
descriptions of his difficulties in getting the emergency
filtration systems in place in the queen’s chambers. He
described another last minute desperate act of attempted
survival. Thousands of eggs were frozen deep underground,
insulated to last for thousands of years in hopes that the Aldeb
menace would have died out by then and their species could
be reborn. The cache of eggs had not been found as of yet, but
it seemed quite unlikely they would have survived thirteen
and a half million years.
There were more pages telling of losing contact with one
archology after another. So many passages were sappy poetry,
even in the poor Centish translation of the flowery Lazivanz
language.
It was touching. Such an alien culture, but so human in so
many ways. So sad in their passing. So gallant in their final
days, trying to save the precious queen above all others,
trying to preserve the precious eggs. How trivial her problems
seemed compared to theirs. Even spending the remainder of
her career on the dead world of Mars was nothing compared
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to watching your species become extinct.
** * ** * ** * **
For now this servant is wrought with fever,
Come am I at last to the slime one’s plague.
Oh Taffa, last queen of the world,
Will you tarry still?
Narn, my queen, lies dying,
She bubbles in her bed.
Could I but raise my limbs to comfort her!
The air is thick and still,
Last motes hang in our last sunlight.
Farewell sweet earth,
Who’s blooms shall never know again,
The joy of one who loves them,
The tears of those now gone.
- From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal
The next to last day of the month was even more chilling
when she and Dell read the translation of the last entry in the
diary.
“It’s so sad,” she said.
“And frightening,” Dell added.
“I think we have all the proof I need to announce this.”
“It’s pretty clear to me,” he said.
She activated the comm and began to compose the
message. She started with all the references, dates and times
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and locations of the virus paths in the ceramic filters.
Measurements of the nucleotides present, data on how it had
been coded to attack the Lazivanz, not to grow slimes within
the Lazivanz complex. Then the diary. The actual
reconstructed images of the pages and the translation. It took
an hour to access all the data and get it together. Then the
conclusion, the Aldebs can create viruses to target humans, or
any other life form they desire. They both read it over to be
sure all facts were correct. They added the additional
supporting evidence of the possible hospital wards. Then they
sent it.
[Access Denied]
“What?” Rianten shouted, “I can’t send to headquarters?”
“There has to be something wrong,” Dell said. “Let me
try it from my comset.”
The same thing happened.
“So let me try a direct line from out in the office,” Dell
said, and left the Scoutcraft to make the short walk to
purchasing, Rianten right behind him. The same thing
happened again. Rianten next tried a direct voice line to
headquarters in Kex. One of Heesa’s flunkys projected
instead.
“Magnate Puthrone will be expecting you punctually at
10:00 his time tomorrow,” he said. “It would be best not to
disappoint him,” and then he disappeared.
“What the…“
“This is beyond belief!” Rianten shouted.
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“I guess he’s going to claim the credit already,” Dell said.
“I don’t give one rat’s ass about the credit,” Rianten
yelled, “The way he talked before, he doesn’t want it
released. The Empire needs to know this.”
“10:00 his time is nine hours from now isn’t it?” Dell
asked.
“Yes. Don’t bother telling me to hurry up and get some
sleep, there’s no way I’ll sleep with this going on.”
“I understand.”
“I wonder if I can get anything out.” She tried to call
Haiva and got the same flunky again.
“I’m going to deactivate your comms allocation for the
present time. We will see you tomorrow at 10:00.”
“Come on,” Dell said, and led her out of the room.
“Where are we going?”
“Kinunde.”
He led her to the tube station and punched in a long code.
He used his own card. “I hope I have enough credit left.”
“Your pay’s been deposited for the month.”
“That should help a little.” Passage to Kinunde would be
three month’s pay for him, two for her. She was good for it
but she suspected her card wouldn’t work. It seemed like
forever til a car got there.
“It’ll be a long ride, I want to get us far from the Uls’ntha
terminus,” Dell said.
“I like long rides with you,” she told him.
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Finally it showed up, meaning Dell’s credit was probably
unwatched. They got in, she on his lap. They made interesting
use of the hour ride to Kian City in spite of the sterilization
required for interstellar travel, and the fact that the pressure
was already building up towards what it would be at their
destination. She worried that they would be stopped at Kian
City, and they were respectable again by then, just in case.
They went thru. There were short rides thru the
interstellar switching rings of the three connecting planets on
the route, all of them light terraforms, then she felt the weight
of Centorin as they entered Kex central. The weight changes
when changing planets in a tube is nothing like a roller
coaster. It is instantaneous at the three thousand mile per hour
physical the tubes run at now. They stayed in Centorin’s
gravity for almost five minutes as they were transported thru
the network that linked the eight interstellar gates that
converged in Kex. There were two more short passages in
switching rings of the planets on the route out to Kinunde,
heavier Kassidor and then Kathellen, even lighter than
Kiandutan. Like a blow they were crushed by the gravity of
Kinunde, almost twice what she was used to for the last
hundred and twenty years. Her breath was squeezed out of
her and even Dell grunted at the weight.
“It’s amazing how little time it takes one to get used to
being out from under this,” he said.
“I’m sure,” she grunted.
“Should be only ten more minutes.”
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She was forced down into the seat next to him. She
concentrated on breathing. The air pressure in the car was
building rapidly. It would have to reach fifteen times the
pressure of Kiandutan’s atmosphere by the time they got out.
She swallowed repeatedly, even that took effort in this
gravity. The car finally stopped and she tried to move.
“Please wait for pressure equalization,” the speaker
announced.
“Where are we?”
“In Hkke-nar, it’s a suburb about five hundred miles out
of Uls’ntha. I have a friend here with some pull, he’ll get the
message out.”
“You know we can’t go back,” she said.
“The only thing I’d really miss about Kiandutan is here
with me.”
She turned and kissed him, then let her head drop back
down. They couldn’t go back. She would get nothing for her
scoutcraft. She had clothing, books, notes, many other
personal items back in the craft. There were people to say
good-bye to, some laundry, some food left out. Hopefully she
could call Haiva from here and get some of her things in
order, but Heesa would probably declare the scoutcraft a
crime scene and impound everything.
It was another half hour of constant swallowing before the
hatch finally popped. As soon as the hatch popped the smells
assaulted her, onions frying, dog shit, wet carpet, bad breath
and a million others, all rolled into one with the volume
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turned up. She made an attempt to stand. Using her arms and
legs she was able to do it. She had to help her leg over the
high sill. The next thing she noticed is that she would need a
bra here. Walking was a little like wading only harder. It took
more effort to stand still than it did to run on Kiandutan.
The concourse was crowded. A family pushed past them
to get into the car before they were out of the way. They
jabbered in a language that sounded like they were trying to
cough up a big load of phlem. There was no hint of Centish
from any lips anywhere. Voices were distorted from the high
helium content of the atmosphere. One foot after the other
they stumped out of the terminal. There were almost no
private tubeway stations on Kinunde.
“We have to walk a bit, less than a mile.”
“A mile! In this! And I thought I was in pretty good
shape.”
“Just take it slow and breath deeply.”
“Is there any oxygen in this atmosphere?” she asked.
“The partial pressure is actually higher than it is on
Kiandutan, it’s just more work to get it in.”
“The air feels like cold, dirty dishwater.”
“You’ll get used to it.”
Her feet soon hurt from letting them fall to the ground, so
she had to exert effort to keep them from falling on their own.
It was night outside, no it wasn’t, it was just the thick
atmosphere making it look like a heavily overcast twilight.
The street was raucous and packed with children of all shapes
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and sizes. She had never seen so many children. And they
were RUNNING and PLAYING and shrieking like steam
whistles that were even more piercing in this air as thick as
water that transmitted high frequencies so much better than
low. The children rode little boards with tiny wheels on them.
She still hadn’t heard a word of Centish except for Dell. Not
all the people were speaking phlem speak, some were
twittering like sparrows. The pavement ended forty feet from
the terminal and they were walking on what might once have
been mud but was now packed hard as stone with a thin
coating of dust. Looking past the children there were the
endless peasant stalls she had seen in all pictures of all the old
worlds. Ancient men hawked even older wares, clothes
disposed of on Rendellyn or Naiho; amorphous blobs of
something smelly that people were actually eating; brightly
colored pictures of lewd acts; weapons! A ditch between them
and the row of stalls held stagnant grey water.
“I can see why you thought Kiandutan was sterile,” she
said.
“Hkke-nar isn’t the best part of Uls’ntha.”
“That’s good to know.”
The walk was exhausting, but eventually they turned
down an alley between two stalls. The woman in one of them
showing samples of herself to passers by and calling in
sparrow-speak. Rianten didn’t like the smell of the room
behind the stall as they passed by. They were soon behind a
stone building that fronted the street. Dell went to a stairway
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that zigzagged up the side.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she croaked.
“It’s only three floors.”
She somehow made it up, across a long balcony and into a
dark room lit by an ancient glow bulb hanging over what
must have been a sink. There was a large stuffed chair, that
was all she cared about. She didn’t wait for an invitation and
tried not to think about the stains.
“Dellamos!” the rather fat Kinundan inside exclaimed,
“Fmbl-th ngle’k fmeth blpp-p?”
“Only a year my friend, only a year,” Dell answered in
Centish. Rianten remembered that a Kinundan year was
nearly eighteen standard.
“You’ve been off world,” he said, giving Rianten the eye.
At least he spoke an understandable semblance of Centish.
“Yes, I was at a dig on Kiandutan. This is Rianten Norble,
the former manager of that dig. And this is Jimb Luutc, an old
friend.”
“A pleasure,” Jimb said. “You’re way too beautiful do be
walking around Hkke-nar.”
“I’m way too used to seventy six percent gravity to be
walking around anywhere on Kinunde.”
He got a chuckle out of that. “So what brings you here
after all this time? Don’t tell me more trouble?”
“Nothing serious, just a little disagreement with an
Emperor’s stooge.”
“Bah,” he said with a dismissive hand wave, “not Hymii’s
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boys at least.”
“No, nothing that serious this time.”
“Good, good, have you eaten?” Jimb asked.
“Actually no.”
“Good, I was just going to sit down to a little piece of
churt. Come on in the kitchen, you have to meet Hartha and
the kids.”
Dell offered his hand to pull her out of the chair. She
could almost breath again, but gamely gave it a try. They
went into the next room, and found it to be more like a dining
room than kitchen. Two children with big dark eyes looked up
from the table. Their eyes got bigger but they did not speak. A
rather nice looking woman for a Kinundan was putting
something on the table. If this was a little piece of churt she
wouldn’t have wanted to see a big one. It was probably a
piece of something’s leg, but it was about the size of a sheep.
It was probably something like two hundred pounds in this
gravity but the woman handled it easily. It smelled a bit like
ham however, and turned out to be stuffed with something a
bit like sweet potato. At least they had food here, she had
expected those on Kinunde that weren’t starving were close to
it. But then she realized that if only 3% of the planet is arable,
that’s still as much arable land as Earth or Rendellyn.
Over dinner Dell explained their problem. Jimb said
sending the message would be no problem, he could get thru
to someone who could get him thru to Kex. During the meal
the kids asked hundreds of questions about the other worlds
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of the Empire. Rianten got tired from the effort of all the
talking. She had to lean on the table and hold her forehead up
to keep her neck from cramping.
His comm looked like something she might have
uncovered if she dug on Earth. It worked however, but voice
and data only. Jimb hawked phlem with someone on the other
end for awhile and then dropped the line.
“I asked him to have administrator Lubek give us a call,
will that be sufficient?”
“Lubek,” she thought, “Oh yeah, he’s not really in
antiquities, I thought he was in terraformation.”
“He owes us,” Jimb said, “he’ll get back to us. Do you
know him?”
“We’ve met,” Rianten said. They got along OK, except
for one issue.
It was about fifteen minutes, but the call came thru. Jimb
answered it. “Yes, administrator, I’m a friend of Lessy’s, but I
have someone here you should know.” He handed the set to
Rianten. It was so old it had a tiny built-in screen only as
wide as it was instead of a projector.
“Administrator, this is Rianten Norble of antiquities,” she
began.
“Madam Norble, yes, we’ve met. You’re looking well.”
“As well as can be expected.” She hoped that was as far
as he went in that direction, but she had to try and get this out.
“Listen, I have a discovery and I don’t seem to be able to get
it transmitted back to headquarters.”
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“Is that right? I see, weren’t you on Kiandutan? Did I hear
you’d been replaced?”
“Good news travels fast,” she said, not hiding the
sarcasm.
“I was sorry to hear it, I’d heard you were doing well.”
“Yes, maybe too well, but I’m not calling about my
position, I’ve discovered something that needs to be
released.”
“Oh, won’t the new administrator be able to release it?”
“To be quite honest with you, I’m not sure he will.”
“If that’s the case I’m sure there are legitimate reasons.”
“We have found that the Aldebs can produce viruses!” she
nearly shouted, “Plagues. The Lazivanz withstood the first
two attacks, same as we did. The third attack, the one that
exterminated them, was a plague. We have to make sure that
word gets out.”
“Viruses,” he said, “That would cause quite a scare.”
“Someone needs to know. I have a full report, I’d like to
transmit it.”
“I don’t know if I’m the right person to take that.”
“Can you put me in touch with someone who can?”
“I can ask around, who do you think should be
informed?”
“The health ministry would be the right place, but I was
going to report it thru my supervisor, Gebbin Sarney in
antiquities.”
“Gebbin? I can transfer you..”
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“Would you please,” she asked.
It was a few seconds until his receptionist came on.
Gebbin would be available in just a few minutes. Rianten was
glad to hold. It seemed like a long few minutes, but finally
she heard, “Gebbin Sarney here.”
“Gebbin, this is Rianten.”
“Ri, what are you doing on Kinunde? Why haven’t I
heard from you?”
“All my reports are going thru Heesa now.”
“He hasn’t forwarded anything in that case. I’ve got the
usual stats but no personal notes. I’ve grown accustomed to
your daily conclusions.”
“I guess Heesa’s been censoring them out. Since when?”
“Oh, it must have been three weeks now. This is your
final day isn’t it?”
“I think yesterday was. Listen, have you got the diary
texts?”
“No,” he said.
“What about the viral filter analysis?”
“No.”
“Damn,” she said. “Heesa’s trying to cover it up.”
“Cover what up?”
“The viruses. We’ve found that the Aldebs can tailor a
virus. That’s what wiped out the Lazivanz.”
“This is all new to me,” he said.
“I sent some preliminary data, but I have a full report. I
want to transmit it.”
169

“By all means, go ahead,” she heard him make some
pokes. “I have a channel ready to receive it.”
The report transmitted rather slowly thru this comm, but it
was able to do so and keep the voice channel open while it
went across.”
“You think Heesa was trying to cover this up?” Gebbin
asked.
“It sounds like it.”
“But why?”
“He made some noise about it causing a panic,” she told
him.
“I can see that it might, but the proper authorities have to
be notified.”
“Could you do me a favor?”
“I don’t see why not,” he said. “I feel like I owe you since
I wasn’t able to prevent what happened.”
“I understand, I wonder how long it will be before you get
replaced by a Texassi clone.”
“I know what you mean,” he said, “but what can I do for
you?”
“Make sure this gets to planetary. In fact if you could get
it to every planetary government you have contacts with. Get
it to the wizards also if you can.”
“I take it you don’t trust the Empire?”
“Actually, I don’t,” she said. “The fact that Heesa has
covered it up, and the fact that he canceled my
communication privileges.”
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“He what?” Gebbin shouted.
“He shut down my comms, that’s why I’m here on
Kinunde.”
“That’s very suspicious,” Gebbin said, “Let me look into
that.”
“If I was you, I would get this report out first. Then I
would be very careful how you look into it.”
“You can’t be serious… But then, if they cut off your
communications.”
“Something’s not right,” she said.
“I’ll be careful. I know some people I can trust.”
She turned to Jimb. “Is there someone in the Kinunde
department of health you trust?”
“Well let’s see, there’s Dr. Marsa. He’s patched me up a
few times and kept quiet about it.”
“That will have to do.”
She went thru a similar explanation with him. He
connected her with an administrator in Uls’ntha who took the
report. Then she remembered she had an address for a job
offer in Kassidor Yakhan. If anyplace should be warned it was
Kassidor. That planet had an immense population, no way to
protect themselves, large areas of wilderness and advanced
biological science. It was the middle of what they called
Noonsleep at the Kassikan, very few people were up, but
there was someone in the interplanetary studies office who
took the call. The Kassidorian psyche had been heavily
modified over the years so they were pretty free from
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intrigues and plots, so she trusted that this person would get
the report into the right hands. They have advanced biological
science and wanted the code for the virus. She had to explain
it was a thirteen and a half million year old sample.
“Well,” she said to Dell when that was over, “That’s the
end of my career, and probably Gebbin’s also.”
“With the Empire maybe, or should I say, with Texassi.”
“Is there a difference any more?”
“I can’t see any,” he said. “But I know what I want to do
before the imperial storm troopers come here looking for us.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Go back to work at Gzad’umph-te. It’s in the deep desert
far from anyplace an Imperial soldier might go or an Aldeb
might be hiding.”
“So you think the plague is coming?”
“Without a doubt,” he said.
*** *** *** ***
Oh Mother of All,
Though my last missive is sent,
Let me fight on.
-From Queen Narn’s Consort’s final journal.
So this was a sunny outdoor breakfast table on Kinunde?
It was possible to tell there was more light coming from the
east than the west. The sky was the color of blond slate. On a
cloudy day it is the color of dark slate, but this blond slate is
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as good as it gets here. That’s a good thing, if this planet had
the atmosphere of Kiandutan, Altair’s rays would fry us all,
even here on the outer limits of its habitable zone. The air was
almost like being in fifty eight degree water, her adaptations
had to engage to sit here, and she was in a sweatshirt, jeans
and jacket. There were girls here in what looked like some
kind of all-over negligee. She had to admit their ratio of
surface area to mass was much better than hers for this
climate.
Half the food here was Earth native and had been since
the Stanish seedship had arrived. She had eggs and bacon,
Dell had gnoric and mumf. The chairs were thick ropes over
stone, the table was three inch plank, as wide as the whole
table, with flat smooth bark as its surface.
She was finally looking at her job offers on her comm.
She used the table surface to project them in tabular form so
Dell could look at them with her. “Where do you want to
go?” she asked.
“As far from Texassi power as possible,” he answered.
“This is pretty far.” A lot of people looked at her like they
had never heard Centish before. Or were they just looking at
her like she was a freak, never guessing that most of human
kind do not walk around in a hundred and forty one percent
gravity all their lives, and dozens of races have never been
bred in it?
“There is an Empire tube station in this city, so we are not
very far. There is also a station on the Uls’ntha tube system.”
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“It’s not integrated?”
“Oh no, Uls’ntha and BzeKn’th have the same design as
Kassidor’s, and the one in Knf-Hazanf is an eddy-current
design in a seventy one inch tube. About six hundred million
square miles of this planet have no tube within a days hike.”
“In other words, within a mile.”
“A fraction of a percent of the planet’s population has a
tube station within a mile.”
“Less tubes than Earth?” The major nations of Earth had
adopted the Centorin system a century before the gateship
arrived and long lines reached most of the planet by 3850. By
now, most of Earth’s well-to-do had private stations.
“Less tubes than Kassidor,” he said.
“What do people do?”
“Walk, ride animal carts. There aren’t any long rivers and
only a few canals in the major cities.”
Something caught her eye, or maybe her ear. She turned
and looked across this little square where the breakfast bar
was. “Oh shit, there’s Imperial troops here already.” She
should have guessed they would figure it out as soon as they
were informed that she and Dell were lovers.
“Where?” he asked.
She pointed, and that act caught their eye. “I wonder what
they’re doing way out here? I hope it’s not about us.” The one
who noticed her point was talking with one of the others. She
saw him put down a heads-up. No doubt it would be able to
zoom in on them. “They’re paying more attention to us than I
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wish they would,” Rianten said.
“I noticed that.”
The group of four was now looking their way. Almost
simultaneously they put their blasters to their shoulders.
“Down,” Dell barked, and dived behind the table, pulling her
with him. He skittered across the floor. Blasts snapped on the
tables, tableware exploded, blackened planks smoldered in
their wake.
Dell ran behind the row of peasant stalls that lined this
square. It was a maze, they jumped over chairs and cook fires,
screaming people with their hands over their faces and
scurrying animals. She caught her foot on a rope and pulled a
cabinet over. The shouts were as deafening as the blast pops
that followed them. She heard people scream and knew the
troops were blasting their way thru.
She heard boots pounding behind them when Dell lead
them down an alley she thought was just an access to the
drain pipes. It was slimier than that. Anything that drained
into here wasn’t in a pipe. She had to balance herself on the
rough stone walls. Her body could hardly function in this
gravity after only that short run. Her legs were shaking and
they hurt like hell. She was slipping and sliding on rotting
garbage and Dell kept reaching back for her.
The troops reached the mouth of the alley and they heard
distant snaps. The were out of range for the time being, the
laser reached them and stung a bit but the charge couldn’t get
this far. They, correction, she, could hardly move and those
175

troops seemed fresh. She could dream that they had been sent
thru from Centorin and were not much more ready for this
gravity than she was, but more than likely these troops were
from right here on Kinunde, where most of the Empire’s elite
guard corps trained.
They burst into another alley at right angles to the one
they were in. A porch leaned over it. “Swing up onto that,”
Dell said, then we can climb over that wall. With that he left
her and demonstrated. She didn’t think she could do it. She
heard boots clopping down the alley they had just left.
She tried to muscle into it. She could do so easily on
Kiandutan. She couldn’t here. She had to get a running start.
She jumped, she grabbed, she pulled and tucked. Her
shoulder crackled and felt like it had been torn off. The pain
broke her concentration and she didn’t break her tuck in time
and landed on her knees and elbows, heavily, in this gravity.
“Are you all right?” he asked. “We have to get over that
wall.” He gave her a hand up. She had to use her pain
management skills to the utmost to get up. The wall was high.
She had to use both arms to lever herself over, even when
Dell turned back to help. While doing that, she thought she
was going to go into shock.
“Give me your comm and all your cards,” he said once he
saw she was still breathing and not vomiting or bleeding
heavily.
“What?”
“They can track your comm. They don’t seem interested
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in taking us into custody for a misdemeanor.”
He was right of course. This was such a big step. This was
like going from human to primate. She wasn’t preserving all
of her life was she? Wasn’t half her life in there? How would
she respond to those job offers? Dell smashed them both,
made sure he smashed the chip in each of them. She wished
she’d backed up more recently.
Their cards got the same treatment. He put all the trash
into his pouch and flung it far down the alley.
“We shouldn’t stay here either,” Dell said. “This is the
alley with the women’s rest rooms.”
“Huh?”
“We need to get out in the square,” he moved her along.
Her funny bone on her good arm was still on code black from
the landing on the porch roof. She could hardly feel that arm
or hand at all, just a seething mass of tiny black pins stabbing
it randomly everywhere. The other shoulder was white flame.
They hurried from the alley they had just climbed into toward
another public square, this one crowded with people chanting
slogans.
“Chant with them,” Dell said, “it means ‘natural life’ in
Freq.”
She wasn’t sure she could even do a passable imitation of
this slogan. She’d never heard of the language before. It was
a completely different language from the other, sounding like
birds tweeting. She couldn’t have sounded like this without
the helium. There were lots of whistles, trills and squeaks. It
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reminded her of the ancient tradition of police whistle bands.
She could only get her numb fist in the air. If she had to move
the other one she might pass out.
Dell pulled her shirt up over her head. That bared her
whole midriff to the numbing cold, but apparently satisfied
some taboo. It was obvious not one person in this crowd had
ever heard Centish before. They kept chanting, they kept
facing some guy on a pulpit haranguing. They kept working
their way sideways thru the crowd. The closer they got to the
far side, the more people in the crowd noticed them. For one
thing, the shirt over the head might satisfy some technicality
in the law, but it looked no more like what these people were
wearing than the best costume winner at a high-level
masquerade ball. Most of this clothing was home made of
hand spun thread. Most of them had the exact same thing, a
total head to toe sheer veil for the women, a loose caftan for
the males. Some of the veils were thick and warm, some so
sheer the girls looked perfectly nude.
“I can understand a little Freq and I think we should make
a break for it, come...” he started to pull her.
“Aaa, not that hand.” She gave him the numb one, she
couldn’t run in this gravity unassisted. Her right hand wasn’t
as numb any more, somehow she kept her legs under her, but
it was bone jarring. Another alley, a crowded street with carts
drawn by the biggest, most muscled-up goats she had ever
seen. Seriously, one goat was pulling three people and their
furniture. A couple people from that chant chased them as far
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as the street. A mammoth wagon with a six-ox hitch almost
ran them over. She was glad she didn’t know what the
driver’s curses meant.
Dellamos kept running. They went down another long
alley. Her lungs were spasming trying to get enough of this
soupy air in and out of her. There were so many kids and they
were playing so energetically. Of course their legs were as
thick as her torso. Her legs were shaking again after only
these two blocks. She really thought she was in shape, but the
two to one difference in gravity was really more than she was
ready for.
They dropped to a walk. It was as hard as wind sprints on
Kiandutan, and she was still a little dizzy. She needed water
but she needed air worse and would inhale the water if she
tried to drink it. They went down narrow twisted alleys with
huts on each side. Each seemed to be a dome built of small
pieces of plywood, the kind with the smooth bark on its good
side. They seemed to be held together with very gooey glue.
There were so many kids. It finally dawned on her. These
people were all ephemerals. Now she looked around and saw
it wasn’t a lot of disease and malnutrition she was seeing on
their faces, it was old age.
In this cold, this dark, this gravity, this poverty, she could
almost forgive them their slow suicide. She knew pockets of
ephemerals existed on Earth in west central Asia and south
central North America and on Kassidor in the Lumpral basin.
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There were still quite a few scattered about Centorin society.
Her exhaustion made her feel intoxicated. Maybe it was
the air. Her heart was hammering trying to keep the pressure
up. The shacks got shabbier as they went on. A few people
said something to Dell. He didn’t respond. A few guys said
something to her, she couldn’t respond.
A couple more blocks of this and she was exhausted all
over again. They came behind some shacks. Some kids went
to get their mothers. Behind the shacks was a city wall. In
4228 they were stopped by a city wall. Then she saw that the
wall was partially collapsed. It was built of stone slabs about
twice the size of four cinder blocks. That meant they had to
weigh a ton in this gravity. There was a pile of them and a
breach in the wall. A different species of goat climbed thru it
while she watched.
There were a few rows of vegetables growing at its base,
they walked a narrow garden path. Then she had to climb,
first up into the breach. She had to lift herself thru the breach,
then climb down the opposite side.
She heard a lot of yelling behind them. “Troops have
entered the neighborhood,” Dell told her.
“Great,” she said. She slid on the slippery stone, banged
her elbow again, and fell into Dells arms. It seemed
superhuman that he could catch her in this gravity.
“You are so light and dainty,” he said.
They got down in a field of what looked like radishes.
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Cold season crops did well here where there was water. Their
leaves were almost black in this dim light. They grew slowly,
but the summer was eight years long. They were well guarded
however, by an animal that looked like a three foot long
caterpillar with teeth like a piranha and the disposition of a
junkyard dog. Its legs were so short it was hard to believe it
could move so fast.
Dell fended it off with a spare fencepost. “Go on,” he told
her, head for the road up there.” He pointed toward a steep
embankment on the far side of this tiny field. She couldn’t see
any road from here, and she didn’t know how she could get
up that embankment. Dell kept cursing, “The damn wizards at
the Kassikan should have exterminated these things along
with the striders,” he said. Rianten didn’t know what the
animal was, but from that she gathered that they must be
native to Kassidor.
The embankment was loose gravel. She had to let her arm
drop and use one hand to climb it, she would have fallen if
she didn’t, and that was bad when you fell twice as fast as
your reflexes were adjusted to. She needed to get that arm in
a sling. She must have dislocated it briefly. It was back in
place now, it did move, but there was probably rotator cuff
damage.
The animal kept charging Dell, making a breathy hiss and
clapping its teeth at the rate of a jigsaw. Once it backed him
onto the gravel, it let up a little. They scrambled up the
embankment. The swinging arm hurt pretty bad doing this,
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but not as bad as trying to use it. She heard the troopers get
into a little fire-fight with the locals back in that alley. The
snap of the blasters was bad enough, but the booms of the
ancient projectile weapons that the natives used were earsplitting, especially the repeaters.
“At least that ought to slow them down a little.”
“Once they get thru they won’t have any trouble
following our tracks.”
“Yeah.”
She had to crawl thru some brush at the top of the
embankment. She knew this was an Earth native plant,
something from the blackberry family. The thorns didn’t seem
so bad with her shoulder feeling the way it did. She had to use
that arm a little to get it thru.
Once thru, she was on the road. It was a pile of boulders,
chipped and filled enough so someone with relatively little
tracking skill could follow it up the side of this brackencovered hill. This was the only slope out of the canyon the
city was in the bottom of. The canyon wasn’t very steep,
everything had a lower angle of repose in this gravity, boulder
piles included. This two-rut cartpath went up and up the side
of this hill and out of the canyon, onto the endless plateau of
chill, grey rock and blowing sand that was most of the surface
of the planet.
On the road, working their way up the many switchbacks
on the side of that hill was a caravan of huge animal carts.
The animal was nothing she had ever seen before. It was the
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size of an early nuclear locomotive from the 3200’s. Its entire
undersurface was covered with legs. It had two enormous
eyes that looked like they were painted on. The wagons were
thick, that wood-like substance that was common here, wide
but layered like some kind of plywood. The wheels were
round slabs of it eight feet tall and a foot thick. The sides
were bigger but thinner slabs of it. Many of the wagons
appeared to be bulk grain carriers. Other’s were stake-sided
and filled with cartons. Many people hiked alongside, some
armed with wicked-looking cleaver’s on sturdy five foot
handles, others with hand-made long-barreled projectile
weapons.
“If we climb up there, we might be able to get on that
caravan,” Dell said.
“I think,” gasp, gasp, gasp, “I’ve already had a heart
attack as well as fucked up my shoulder. It doesn’t look
dislocated does it?” She tried to swing her arm around, over
her head was excruciatingly painful.
“You were on Kiandutan a long time.”
“A hundred and twenty years,” she gasped some more.
The seedship had brought grapes to Kinunde and they
were now one of the dominant trees in the forest in spite of
this gravity. They grew in twisted mounds that were
reminiscent of Kassidor’s larorlie.
“I’ll help you.” He stood up and reached for her, for the
arm she was trying to hold up.
“Ow,” she thought she had a pretty high pain threshold
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but that was well above it. “Careful with that arm.”
“What did you do?”
“Swung up onto a roof in this gravity.”
“Back then.”
“Yeah,” she answered.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner.”
“You weren’t yanking on it then so it wasn’t an issue. We
had other things on our mind.”
She didn’t know how her heart held together, it felt like a
couple of the ventricles were torn. She had to gasp as hard as
she could and when the air was about the consistency of
molasses, that was hard work. Her whole chest was sore from
the effort. She was glad the boulder pile was steep enough
that she had to use her hands, she didn’t think her legs alone
could lift her in this. Dell came behind her, and pushed her up
by the butt when he had the chance. She had to admit she
liked that, but more for the assistance against this gravity than
the sexual pleasure of it.
She still couldn’t use her left arm, if Dell wasn’t here to
boost her, she couldn’t have made it. The caravan was way up
the hill, they climbed three switchbacks by the time they
finally got to it. Only the last two wagons had yet to pass.
They were under grapes this time, but had to squat very low
and go on hands and knees at times. She had to limp three
legged doggie-style. They got to the edge of the road. The
great locomotive sized animal was just coming up to them.
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The eyes were painted on. There was a device bolted into
it that moved a little sprig of lettuce one way or the other in
front of its nose, no, that little nut was really its head. The
creature saw the lettuce and turned toward it. It had six rows
of four legs underneath. Each leg was like an elephant’s leg,
but without joints.
“We’ll wait for the last wagon. As soon as the driver
passes us, get next to the wheels. As soon as the last wheel
goes by us, run under and grab onto the axle ropes.”
“Dell, you know I’m no coward and no sissy, but I can’t
do that. Something’s torn in this shoulder and it just won’t
work, no matter how much pain I ignore. They aren’t going
any faster than a walk, I can catch up with the wagon from
behind, but I can’t hang beneath it.”
“They will have sentries on the back.”
“We’ll have to sweet talk them into selling us a ticket.
Where is this going anyway?”
“Gzad’umph-te I imagine, there isn’t anything else out
this way a lightly equipped caravan like this could get to.”
“How far is that?”
“Only eight hundred miles. That’s practically next door
neighbors on Kinunde.”
“And how long will the trip take?”
“If they take us on and we don’t have trouble, two
months.”
“Why wouldn’t they take us on? I thought these desert
people weren’t afraid of the Empire.”
185

“Not at all, it is the desert they fear. The food and water
on one of these is calculated precisely. They didn’t count us in
that.”
“I didn’t think of that.”
“A caravan is like a long space mission. You see primitive
carts and noxious animals, but precisely how much food for
the beast do you need to carry? How much water? How much
is left over for payload? The medium is different, but the
calculations are the same.”
The last wagon was passed, they climbed out of the
brambles and tried to run to it. As Dell said, there were two
guys on a bench like the driver’s, but facing rearward. It was
difficult just keeping up with it at the speed of a walk.
Rianten got to hold her arm up at least. The guys on the
bench looked to be kids, or she should say adolescents. They
were big for their age, and they were sitting with ugly blackiron muskets about eight feet long.
“Bpplpt Vih!” the kid said.
“Popple’te, blth blp Fznukh.”
Dell and both the kids spit and sputtered and hawked at
each other a bit more. They were smiling when it was over,
that seemed to be a good sign.
“Plift,” the kid said and motioned them to come up.
She had to sit on Dell’s lap if they were all going to fit.
“What did you tell him?” she asked.
“I told him we couldn’t reserve a spot in advance because
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we had a little misunderstanding with the Empire.”
“That doesn’t bother them?”
“No, just so long as we’re not in trouble with Hymii.”
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4236
A Journey to Hahssa
*
Emerald opened the tube car door into a round open space
as big as a stadium, but instead of seats there were tiers of
tube portals like the one they emerged from, busy with people
coming and going. The center was open except for stairways
connecting the different levels. The whole place was lit only
with the gentle sunlight coming in from the dome above,
sunlight the color of evening or early morning but coming
from a sun well free of the horizon.
There were no banners of flashing and blaring
advertizing, no rumble of motors and fans. There were no
illuminated signs at all, no public address, the silence was
eerie. Then she saw there was no electricity at all but that on
the tube doors themselves. At first she wondered why at least
a few people weren’t screaming in panic that the power had
gone out. Then more of the situation came into focus. The
screens and lights and speakers weren’t dead, they weren’t
there.
The furnishings and the gates looked like they had been in
use a while. It was now over four hundred years that this
portal had been open, this was one of the first world’s
connected. The dome above and the floor below were
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obviously much more ancient than that. She could see at a
glance that everything but the tube equipment here was
thousands of years older than anything on Centorin or Naiho.
She knew that intellectually, but even if she didn’t she would
have noticed.
“Wow, gramma, what are they saying?” was the first thing
Todd asked as they emerged from the tubecar. His voice
echoed in this hushed space.
“I don’t know honey, most people don’t speak Centish
here, they have their own language. Here, help me with the
bags.”
It had been a crowded ride from the capital with the two
of them and all their worldly possessions in the same car.
There were four big cases of household goods and three
smaller bags. When you consider it was now all they owned
in the universe, it wasn’t very much. Todd was little help, he
was just gawking at everything, the different language, the
strange costumes, some of which would be considered lewd
in public for any other of the Empire’s worlds, the signs
painted in the complex alien script, the sweet aromas of life in
bloom, wet earth and spicy food being cooked on the court
below. She wanted to gawk too, but this was a huge and busy
station, the largest public tube station she had ever seen, with
at least fifteen floors of gates. It was crowded and they were
in the way. She stacked the bags, it wasn’t easy in a hundred
fourteen percent gravity. She kicked the repulsor button.
Nothing happened, the whole hundred and seventy five pound
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stack of baggage, no, two hundred pounds in this gravity, just
sat there. Was it the higher gravity overwhelming the field?
No, she remembered, it was the fact that this floor would
have no metal in it and nothing for the coherent magnetism to
push against.
A pretty woman in a gentle voice asked
“Lrashingcomdesha-tinA?” and pointed to the car they had
just vacated. Emerald dipped her head and waved her hand at
it as if to say, ‘Sure, it’s all yours’.
“Vanrimba,” the woman replied and began to enter the
car, then noticed Emerald’s frustration with the repulsor pad.
“KedpaslrascajE,” She said and pointed to a row of small
carts across the balcony.
“Thank you,” Emerald replied.
“Oh Centish you are?” the woman replied, “Excuse me
so, but guess-ed should have I.” Her accent was
understandable but with a very sing-song lilt along with the
confusing word order.
“From Naiho actually.”
“Arrive to Kassidor is first of yours?”
“Yes.”
“Enjoy please. Many will Centish speak here if you ask.
Go must I from traffic now.” She closed the hatch and went
on her way.
“Gramma you gotta see this, the men down there are
burning things with fire!”
“That’s how they cook their food here Tookie. This is a
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very poor planet but you shouldn’t make fun of them.”
So now she was actually on Kassidor, one of the two
ancient planets to which some unknown entity had
transported human life sometime before Earth’s last ice age,
at least twenty five thousand years ago. It was the first of the
two to be discovered, thousands of years ago, before the
Extermination and the slow rebirth on Centorin. Thru all that
time it had retained much of its ageless, ancient culture. She
knew what she could find in a web search, and had seen vids,
but now she was actually seeing it for herself.
There were more plants indoors than any other part of the
Centorin Empire would feel comfortable with, even though
this wasn’t one of the famous grown buildings. This was a
much more organic aroma than she had ever smelled in an
urban atrium before. It was more crowded. People here
needed much less personal space. Strangers came into bodily
contact often, and seemed to get a sexual rush off it more
often than they were annoyed by it. The tone of voice was
much softer in this space than in any public tube connection
she had encountered elsewhere in the Empire, more the tone
of a museum than a mall. The people were prettier, they liked
being cute more than imposingly beautiful. None seemed to
have ever cut a hair, even the women had a natural dusting of
down on their legs.
She came back to the here and now and called to Todd,
“The lift pad doesn’t work here, help me get one of these
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carts.”
“Can I push it?”
“Sure, if you can.”
“I’m heavy. Why does that lady have her doobies out?”
“Todd Numek! Don’t point at people like that. Some
people just do that here, different customs.”
“They didn’t do that when we were on Centorin.”
“We’re not on Centorin any more.” What an
understatement that was.
“I’m even heavier here.”
“Yes we are.”
They loaded the cart and took it down a long ramp. It was
heavy and she had to hold the rail as well as the cart to keep it
from getting away from her. It was not as much of a jump as
coming from Naiho with its eighty six percent gravity up to
Centorin with its hundred and five. That had taken a long
time to get used to. This would take some getting used to, but
now that she had made the adjustment from Naiho to
Centorin, she knew this would seem normal in a few weeks.
She had spotted a sign directing her to the Empire offices,
but Todd’s eight year old stomach was acting up. She was
ravenous herself so they got in line where a man was ‘burning
with fire’. They had some bits of meat and vegetables on
sticks smothered in some kind of sauce and broiled over an
open gas flame. Nothing was automatic, not only were there
biologically grown ingredients like the finest commercially
available custom autochefs, but there was a live human being
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actually doing the cooking. The whole floor of the atrium had
rows of them. The food was shockingly delicious, tastier than
the average upper-class place where the autochefs were
programmed live. In addition it was for all intents and
purposes free, eight cents a stick. Todd went back for seconds
and she couldn’t resist a couple more and some greens
sauteed in flower-spice oil on the next griddle. Kassidorian
fare was popular in restaurants thruout the Empire, but that
was usually just imitations with local ingredients. At a big
premium you could get imported ingredients. The real thing
with fresh ingredients and actual fire was somewhat better
than that. She would get fat here if the food was this good and
this cheap. Of course once she started getting paid on the
local scale it wouldn’t seem so cheap.
Todd asked a million questions she couldn’t answer, what
the signs were, then what they said, why people dressed the
way they did, why there weren’t any other kids around. She
couldn’t blame him for being excited. He had seen bits of
several worlds since his father took him from Naiho; Vorster,
Lambeth, Earth, Centorin. Except for Earth they were all new
worlds and more like each other than not. He’d never heard a
language but Centish, never seen fashions but the current
Centorin trend and probably never eaten a meal that didn’t
come from an autochef, even while he was on Earth.
Once they got to the offices, she had a hard time getting
him to stay still while they waited for consul Horming to see
them. The receptionist was probably a native, small and
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slender with long hair, a very young looking face and a snug
dress that hid nothing of her perfect figure. Her Centish was
soft and largely correct, but musical. She had a ‘Getting to
know Kassidor Yakhan’ coloring book to give him that had
pictures of a few landmarks and such. She figured ‘yakhan’
meant ‘city’ in the native language. There was the University
Pyramid of course. There was the beachwall at the lakeshore,
sailing ships, a large multilegged animal that pulls carts
around called a keda, buildings grown out of trees and a
house grown out of a tree. They were labeled in Centish, that
he could read decently for his age. They were also labeled in
the local script, that he had never seen before and probably
thought was an abstract design. Todd was fascinated. The girl
went back to gazing into her crystal ball.
“Do you have many new arrivals?” she asked the tall,
spare gentleman who was at least as dressed as the Empire
would consider fit for a male. He obviously worked for the
consulate, probably some kid trying to work his way up thru
the flunky ranks by taking a station on a peasant world.
“Enough to pay for the printing of these.” She could tell
he was of Earth ancestry. “This university is the Empire’s
only port of entry to the Empire’s most populous world. This
station has the largest number of new arrivals in the entire
tube system.” He said that like it was a rehearsed speech, she
wondered if some Earth language was really his native
tongue.
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Even from Earth, he seemed more familiar than this. She
confided in him that, “It almost seems like we’re not in the
Empire at all.”
“We’re not, technically. There is no government here to
join the Empire. There is really none to secede from the
Empire either.”
“But the Kassikan...”
He seemed to pull up another pre-recorded speech. “The
Kassikan is a large and influential university that has Studies
of the Empire. The best we can do is deal with the planet thru
what is known as the ‘Department of Extra-Kassidorian
Studies’ in that university.”
“That’s not a government?” Em asked.
“No, the Kassikan is a university that also owns or
collects royalties from quite a few businesses, about thirteen
percent of this city’s economy we think.” His accent was
much thicker when trying to say something from scratch. It
was very different from the native’s accents.
“Madam Fay,” Consul Horming said as he emerged from
his office to usher her inside, “good to see you’re ready to
start your journey,” he said, pointing at the cart with all their
luggage. He was a tall, dark-haired Centorin native judging
by his size, his strong chin and high forehead.
“We’ve come the first fourteen light-years of it anyway,”
she said, expecting it would still be an hour or more on the
local tubes to the site.
They took seats at his desk, she had to prod Todd to keep
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him from standing on the chair and leaning over the desk.
“The first hour,” Consul Horming said. “Let me show you
where your assignment is.” He projected a globe of the
planet. She had seen it before, it’s included in most mapping
apps. The Empire’s largest, most populous, wildest, second
oldest and third poorest world is a network of greenery
around huge airless desert plateaus. A smaller, greener
Kinunde. “We are here now at the Yakhan,” he showed her a
spot on a network of huge lakes, all interconnected at the
same level. “But you have been assigned to the research
station at Hahssa, that is way over here near the city of Kln.
Unfortunately it will take you another two weeks to get
there.”
“Two weeks!” she exclaimed, “I thought there were tubes
on this planet!” It couldn’t take two weeks on cattle planes.
“Oh there are some, most major cities have systems and
most major cities are finally connected. The tube system is
somewhat smaller and somewhat slower than you’re used to.
Kassidor is too tectonically active to bury the tubes and too
poor in metals to build tubes rigid enough to do more than
three hundred miles per hour cheaply, and too poor in money
to import them.” Her stomach began sinking, but he
continued. “The tubes are fifty one inches, not a hundred and
fifty. They have no life support, you will have to stop for
meals and to use the rest rooms, but you can get all the way to
Kln in a week.”
“A week on a tubeway?” She would expect that to take
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her to the galactic core if the tubes went that far. There were
no two tube stations more than eight hours apart in the
remainder of the Empire.
“You’ll have to stop for meals and such, you might want
to stop to sleep, the cars are pretty small and you’ll probably
have to change the air once or twice during sleeps. Anyway,
once you get to Kln you will go on by coach out to the site,
that may take another week.”
“Coach?” she was afraid to think of what the word meant.
“Yes, Madam Fay, the natives grow beautiful coaches and
have keda’s, that’s a large local animal, pull them.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of it.” It was one thing to have it in a
coloring book, quite another to be faced with it as your only
transportation. “There’s not even lev tracks?”
“No Madam, there are no lev tracks on Kassidor, well
speeders at some amusement parks, but they aren’t cost
effective for any distance here, they’d all have to be imported.
This is a poor world and quaint in its ways but you’ll find it’s
often pretty, quite leisurely and remarkably well fed and
comfortable considering the population. As you know the
biological science is quite advanced, that has a lot to do with
your assignment here.”
She was shocked, two weeks to get to the site when it’s on
the same planet? Why didn’t they use a scoutcraft or
something? She never got to ask because a man arrived.
“Madam Fay, this is Demet, he’s a leading Insectoid
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researcher out at the Hahssa station.” Demet was rather small,
about five foot six, only an inch taller than Emerald, and not
much heavier. He had long frizzy blond hair that he wore in
three pony tails, one down the back and one in front of each
of his large, thin, smooth ears. Both those pony tails were
long enough to lie on the front of his shoulders. His face was
smooth and quite attractive with thick eyebrows that curved
down at the nose and up at the temples and a long mustache
that curved down around his mouth, each end of which also
had a tassel of fluff at the end below the ends of his chin. His
chin and cheeks were smooth and downy. He was dressed in a
short bodysuit, light blue blending to maroon at the legs and
sleeves. Those end above his elbows and knees. He was
barefoot and had a bit of hair on his feet.
“Gesfmoondel,” he said as he grasped her hand and laced
his fingers with hers in the Kassidorian fashion that was now
known, but not always welcome, thruout the Empire.
“I’m afraid Emerald doesn’t speak a word of Kassidorian
yet,” consul Horming told him.
“Oh yes, forgive me please,” he said in perfect but gentle
and smooth Centish, “You have just arrived have you not?”
“An hour ago.”
“So you have seen nothing but the terminal dome and this
office so far?”
“Right,” she answered.
“Would you care to see any of the city while you’re
here?”
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“I have my grandson with me, and his life has been so
disrupted these last couple years that I’d like to get settled as
soon as possible. I have just been informed it’s a two week
journey to the site?”
“Our weeks, only about one of yours,” he told her.
She’d missed that detail in the guides she’d read.
Consul Horming projected some forms she had to look at,
this was an Empire funded project, even though it was paying
Kassidorian rates. The Aldeb work had been farmed out here
partly because the science was good, but mainly because the
pay scales were so much lower that some work could actually
be carried on with the funding provided by the Texassi
administration. Now that the Aldeb plague was abating on all
but a few recent terraforms, financial interest in the Aldebs
was abating also and was funded at about the level of the
toilet paper used in any one mansion of House Texassi or
their allies. If she was going to continue any work against the
Aldeb menace, she really had no choice but to come here.
She was shocked at how low her new salary would be,
about one tenth of what she made on Naiho. When she
considered what the food cost, it wasn’t actually much lower.
“How typical is this for pay around here?” she asked Demet.
“That’s a Yakhan wage,” he said “If you were hired in Kln
at a university there, it would be about half that, maybe three
coppers a year. No one else at the site makes gold. If you buy
all your food you’ll still live well.”
“How would I not buy it?”
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“Oh you could buy a nice house and garden in the local
village and have someone live with you to just take care of it
and do the cooking. In a standard year you could easily save
up for a two bedroom house on that.”
“I would expect I’d have to live in the barracks on this,”
she said. “How do you live? What are your quarters like?”
“Oh I bought a seedling house about five decades ago and
planted it just uphill from the lab. I laid some stone floors
around it, gave it plenty of grow so now I’ve got three extra
rooms leafed in and about two extra acres planted with a
tenant family caring for them. I just use my salary for
vacations, parties and sailing. I invest some back in the lab
sometimes if there’s extra.”
On the surface that didn’t seem to make much sense to
her, a house and staff that paid for itself? As long as she could
live on this salary, she would take the spot. If it got tight, the
money she brought with her should go pretty far here. The
Aldeb menace was too important a problem to give up on.
They had become humanity’s biggest scourge, attacking three
times in the last century and a quarter, each one worse than
before, the plague taking close to a hundred million lives,
some on all thirty one human worlds. The forms she agreed
to, took her retinal image and she was signed on. “Shall we
go make arrangements for our journey?” Demet asked.
Todd was excited to meet a real native of course, and
Demet was amused by Todd. Children are a rarity on
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Kassidor. Before applying for this position Emerald looked
up enough history to know that terrorists had released a
sexually transmitted virus that sterilized every woman, and
stopped all periods. The world’s population had dropped to
under seventeen billion before some other scientist invented a
cure over four hundred standard years later. That was still
before the fall of ancient Rome. So far no scientist had been
stupid enough to invent a cure that worked permanently.
Once traffic with Kassidor began, the virus spread all over
the Empire except for Kinunde, where it was eradicated for
religious reasons. One now had to take a program of pills to
become pregnant. Over the millennia the population had
taken such control of their own biology that they were now
nearly a different species, generally smaller, prettier and
sexier than other peasants of the Empire, but with vastly
different psyches. They were much less competitive, and
rarely did well financially on the other planets of the Empire,
usually remaining peasants on planets like Naiho if they ever
left this one.
They would send the majority of their baggage on ahead,
but she was warned to keep enough clothing for cool
temperatures. The dark was forty or more hours long on this
planet, and in many areas temperatures would drop below
freezing and they might find themselves outdoors. This meant
the tubes here had stations and weren’t in private homes. To
most of the Empire, one without a tubeway portal in one’s
home is considered a peasant. A home that can be opened to
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the outside air was considered a camp. It seemed she would
be camping with peasants the next few years. She was glad
that she was able to face it. She had never lived wealthy, half
her life she’d lived in the barracks.
**
The tube car was tiny, with two seats facing each other.
The seats required them to lounge back so that their faces
were far apart and their legs were entwined under each
other’s seats. The diameter of the whole thing couldn’t have
been four feet. Todd had to take turns on one lap or the other,
or sitting up between their legs. She saw that she could put
the lounge’s arms up and get both their hips on the seat.
The system was just like the ones excavated by
archeologists from fifteen hundred year old ruins on Earth, a
plastic tube on pylons. The good thing about this prehistoric
contraption was that you could see out at the countryside
hurtling by. At first they seemed to be in deep and shady
jungle, but it was actually city, buildings all overgrown and
crowded with many levels of active pedestrian path. Tiny
canals filled with little boats shot by beneath them, then a
large canal covered with actual ships and little else. Many of
the tiny individual ones actually had sails. These people
actually used them seriously even in the standard year 4236
when fusion power had been in continuous use on Centorin
since the year began with a ‘3’ and thruout the empire for
almost five hundred years.
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They hurtled thru more of that jungle city with small
canals again, but had picked up enough speed so it was just a
blur. They went thru that for a few minutes, then slowed
again. “We go thru this ring here at Ebmemboz and another at
Chardovia on the way out of the city,” Demet told her. “This
part of the line dates from the 103rd. That’s the 3100’s in
Empire years.” The Centorin civilization was still building
steam ships and wood burning steam locomotives at the time.
But then this one was still using sailing ships today. This
section of the line had the cars going thru the tubes at barely
over one hundred miles per hour in the city switching rings.
They were all above ground and were six or eight levels high.
The Chardovia ‘ring’ was really a bi-directional strip over
four miles long with branches here and there on the land side.
It was many minutes before they were out of that part of
their ancient urban tubeway system, then they passed thru
plain forest for a few more minutes, by then traveling too fast
to see anything. “This is the eastern edge of the Dromedian
forest,” he told them, though that meant nothing to either of
them. They then went thru a minute of tunnel and finally
came out above a road where there were peasant farms to the
horizon on both sides. Todd finally stopped complaining for
them to slow down so he could see. Now that they could look
into the distance he could see things that weren’t just a blur.
“Look grammy, there’s a keda pulling a wagon, whoops,
it’s gone.”
“We’ll be riding in a wagon pulled by kedas next week,”
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Demet told him.
“We will? Wow!”
“For another whole week,” she added, still amazed at
what she’d gotten into.
“Almost,” Demet said, “A good coachman will get us
there in two days.”
“Where are we going?” Todd asked.
Demet spent a long time trying to tell him the names of
cities on the route, and then taught him a few words of
Kassidorian. Emerald also paid attention to that once she
learned there would be only six or seven people at the station
that knew any Centish and no one else at all in the village of
Hahssa or for a week’s journey in all directions. After an hour
and a half they were still hurtling over the small peasant
farms and a few patches of woodland. They’d crossed a few
major rivers, slowed for some small cities and a fair sized
lake. The deep blue sky was scattered with puffy clouds, the
orange sun was slowly working its way toward zenith and its
famous purple filigrees were plain. Even here in the highlands
it was not too bright to look at, but it was warm.
Sometimes they got views of wilder land, some open
prairie hurtled by beneath them, Todd marveled at herds of
large multilegged beasts in various shapes and sizes grazing
to the horizon. It was a sight that startled her. There was still
over a quarter of the Empire’s population on this one planet
but on no other had she seen sights like this, so much wildlife.
They raced thru wild forest also, an open forest with lacy
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conical trees and colorful things flying between them looking
like little hang-gliders. The map in her comm showed them
barely out of the dot that was Kassidor City.
As the hours dragged on and the alternating villages and
wilds passed by again and again, in unending variety, Todd
was finally distracted enough to allow Demet to speak with
her. “So what do you know about our work so far?” he asked.
“You’re trying to determine what has kept Kassidor so
Aldeb free.”
“Yes. Do you know the actual stats?”
“There have been nests discovered here, but only a few
thousand I believe.”
“Yes, 6,751 is the latest official count I think, not much
more than a single estate may harbor at any one time on
Kiandutan. There are probably more in the wilds, but even
there the numbers are surprisingly low.”
“We know they’ve always tried to build their nests near
human habitation,” Em said. We figure it’s because they’re
determined to wipe out humanity.”
“But they don’t seem to get much denser in human
habitation on Kassidor, from what surveys we have done in
the wild.”
“All I can say is, it’s a good thing.” She was looking at
the houses hurtling by, intricately grown out of artistically
hollowed trees. Most were open with too much extra wood
around. This was an environment that, by appearances, would
have made ideal Aldeb habitat. The great lake was a few
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miles away to the west over the next range of wooded hills.
She could see those hills out the window, it was probably less
than twenty miles to what appeared to be forest where Aldebs
could have easily grown to maturity by the thousands per
square mile the way they did on Kiandutan. “If you had the
same density of nests here I would hate to think of the
consequences.”
“That is correct,” Demet agreed. “There are less than one
in a million people on this world who could seal themselves
in. As it is, less than a thousand lives have been lost to stings
here, less than four thousand to the virus.”
“That’s an excellent achievement.”
“To the best of our knowledge, we have done nothing to
achieve it. Certainly the Kassikan has not.”
She’d heard rumors there were many secrets in there, but
since the station was technically owned by the Kassikan, she
thought she’d wait before questioning him more deeply on
that. “So what have you learned so far?”
“You know we have discovered the life cycle correct?”
“You mean the spore problem?”
“Yes.”
Emerald did know about that. How Aldebs grew from
spores had defied understanding for a century. Most spores
seemed to contain random bits of genetic information, those
that were viable would produce nothing but a primitive slime
mold. It had been this lab that found the spores were like
messages thru a comm net. Each one was only a part of the
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whole message of an Aldeb’s enormous genetic makeup. The
ones that caused a slime mold were the seed spores that could
start the creature. The others were fragments that were part of
the genotype with formatting and sequencing information
attached.
“And we have discovered how they communicate among
the stars,” he said.
“Oh?”
“Yes. They use very long wavelengths, a two or three
second period, that they send and receive as a coherent beam
from large swarms of mobiles that cover a whole basin, or
continent if you prefer.”
“Oh yes, I’d heard something about that, but can you
decode the signals?”
“We think they are more genetic information. It takes
about four years to transmit a message packet at those
wavelengths.” That could be eight months if he had used his
years.
There were still people who hoped that some contact
could be made with the Aldebs. The creatures obviously had
some form of intelligence. The hope was that some kind of a
truce could be reached, some sharing of the cosmos instead of
this endless war of extermination each species fought with the
other.
“Can you tell me anything about my specific
assignment?” She asked.
“Yes, we have purchased some equipment from the
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Empire, but we find we are not experts at using it. Your most
important job will be to show us how to get the most out of
it.”
“What exactly have you purchased?”
He told her the devices and model numbers. It was some
pretty good stuff, up to date and capable gear. There were a
couple devices that were even newer than anything she had
used, but after hearing how little they knew about it, she was
sure she wouldn’t have any trouble fulfilling her duties.
It turned out their last meal had been breakfast, they
stopped for a meal called Morningday lunch at a small city
who’s name she forgot. It was lunch but the sun was nowhere
near overhead and she knew they were near the planet’s
equator. They ate at a table about twenty floors above a
harbor and overlooking the great lake. It was beautiful blue
water dotted with colorful sails. The city was just another
patch of jungle with people inside it. There was a beach down
the shore crowded with people and fronted with a wall of
balconies. They grazed at a noodle and salad bar, heavy with
fruits and garnished with toasted lizards and fish.
After lunch was more of the same, mile after mile of little
towns and villages, a few more glimpses of the immense blue
lake to the west, a few more spots of forested wilderness,
even over ten minutes of riding along a wild coastline of dark
blue water, craggy mountains smothered with soaring forests
of dark green trees. They rode along the top of the cliffs, they
could see far out across the lake when they glimpsed it, at
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least a hundred miles. It was lightly sprinkled with green
forested islands as far as they could see. Only a few sails
plied these waters, some on distant multi-masted ships.
Hours beyond that they settled into a gently rolling
countryside of endless lush small farms. There were patches
of wood here and there, but all they could see was this
farmland. They passed thru a brief shower. They hurtled
along a great canal, over a few small lakes and crossed great
canals and rivers several times. It was beautiful land but it
was wide.
They had been going thru this for many hours, it seemed
like it should be late in the day, when they finally went
underground and felt the gees of a switching ring. They came
up for dinner at a small city called Zharvai. It seemed that on
this planet a ‘small’ city has about seven and a half million
high-rise apartment dwellers. This city was probably larger
than any city on Naiho and definitely older than human
settlement on Centorin. There were miles of jungle-covered
carbon-reinforced glass towers, thousands of ships and sailing
canoes choking the locks of the rivers and canals, heavy
wagon traffic, lots of street music and surging crowds on
three or four layers of walkways among the towers. One of
the canals was actually the lake, they were crossing it here
where it opened out to its northern arm.
For dinner they had something she could only describe as
a vegetable curry garnished with small golden fruits that
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tasted like honey only better. With it were some kind of nuts
in a sauce that tasted like ice cream. Todd ate like a pig, and
Emerald had a hard time not over doing it. Since they weren’t
anxious to crowd into a tiny tube car again, Demet took them
all to an outdoor music show that was pretty lively, where
Todd was able to run around and make friends with a native
couple who spoke a bit of Centish. They put him on their
shoulders to get a better look at the performers. He also
bought her a glass of the native beverage that she tried to take
sparingly. She’d had yaag before and knew the effects. She
made sure Demet understood that she didn’t want Todd
having any at his age. Demet agreed with that, the custom
was that people didn’t get it until they successfully passed
puberty.
Demet was also solicitatious about asking how long
would be comfortable for them to travel before the next rest
stop. He said that this was a time of the week called
Noonsleep when most people would be sleeping even though
it was daylight. They did try to sleep, but Todd wasn’t having
it in the tube and Em said she would just as soon pull in at the
next stop.
They were outside the city of Zharvai by now at a little
country public station. It was getting close to noon by the sun,
but there was no one here. There was a platform and tables
and what looked like a camp-fire pit built up here on the third
floor in a great clump of trees. There were some benches
along the railing in the shade of the trellis that made up the
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roof.
She got to stand at the rail and look at one of these
peasant neighborhoods up close. This platform was taller than
most of the houses, in fact most of the houses were
underground. The land was a little hilly here so they were
built into the sides of hills in many cases with rooms up
inside the trees that they were part of. This platform was up in
a tree, six large limbs of the tree continued up from here.
There was no one up, no one at the station, no one at that
grille. “I think I’ll stretch out on one of these shady benches
down here,” Demet said. “I’m sure we’ll wake up when
Afternoonday begins.”
“There’s no lodging in this village?” Emerald asked.
“I don’t think this is really even a village. I think this is
just a commuter stop out of Zharvai. The gardens aren’t very
big here, no bigger than mine. These people aren’t farming
commercially.”
“So we’re in the suburbs here?”
“You could think of it that way, but these people have
enough land to feed themselves, so it’s technically country.”
“They won’t think we’re vagrants?” she asked. “We
should have gone on a little farther. This big dot called
Bhangyon should have an inn.”
“Scrounges certainly don’t get off the tubes,” Demet said.
Someone came up the stairway from below. He was small,
blond and wiry, dressed only in a linen wrap around the waist.
“CentishA? PreelklarveeveepbenA?”
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He and Demet conversed in Kassidorian for a few
minutes, then they were lead downstairs. It seemed they were
welcome to the family’s dusksleep room if they agreed to buy
breakfast. This was a large and airy space below the balcony
upstairs with a nice bathroom under the balcony’s cooking
area. There was just one huge bed in the room, about eight by
eight, and a stack of clean quilts. She guessed this must be a
bed and breakfast after all. Demet informed her that each
person usually slept on a common bed in a separate quilt in
this country. They were up high enough that it was still cool
enough to be under a quilt if one was outside in the shade,
and they were because this whole room was open all the way
around, only the tree trunks were walls here. There were
some mats rolled up that looked like they could be let down.
They looked thick and warm however, she wouldn’t want to
have to let those down to keep the mosquitoes off.
She tried to sleep, in spite of the daylight and the raucous
chatter of whatever inhabited the canopy here on this planet.
Those calls kept her imagination up for quite awhile
imagining the creepy-crawlies that might be buzzing away
like this. She wondered if that was why the natives didn’t use
this bed this time of the week. It was the closest to a camp of
anyplace she’d slept since her first weeks on Kiandutan.
There certainly was enough room for them all on the bed.
The bed was filled with the best pressurized foam. Once her
adrenal glands understood that these critters were not going to
bite, their calls had a lulling rhythm. She found she could
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actually hear the hum of the tube cars as they whizzed thru
here in the midday night, or ‘sleep’ as Demet had called it.
***
Breakfast was early in a town that actually was small, just
a one-door station like the average House has in their foyer
back in the Empire. She was awakened by the footsteps of
people climbing the three floors of switchback stairway into
the crown of this big old tree clump, just the other side of the
main trunks from here. She must have slept quite a while after
all, the sun had moved quite a bit in the sky.
She was now glad she had slept in her clothes. The
bathroom was actually completely enclosed in the tree trunk,
and she found it to be as comfortable as the average citizen of
the Empire had, though radically different in detail. They
each spent awhile in the bathroom, with Todd playing ‘now
it’s the ladies room - now it’s the men’s room’ until they went
back upstairs.
The guy who had brought them to the room was cooking
with two other women using an actual wood fire. It was pretty
hot in the sun so they stayed beneath the roof. She could see
that the roof was made of tinier and tinier branches holding
up layers of grown-together leaves, the top layer was still
alive. The back stairway came up behind the cooking area,
the front stairway came up on the tubeway side and it was as
Demet had suspected, a commuter station.
There were enough people eating that there was a line to
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get served, but a lot of them were taking their food with them.
Em and Todd went to a table near the stairway they came up,
the benches they were thinking of sleeping on. Demet went to
get them breakfast. Neither of them would have been able to
do anything more than point and business was brisk. They ate
delightful nutty-pancake-like things and a bewildering variety
of small fruits. “I do have to tell you something, people here
sure know how to cook,” Em told him as soon as he got back
with it.
“It’s a large part of the economy, but most of that they just
picked up that hill in the woods.”
“But it’s so inexpensive, even when it’s done by hand.”
“It’s cheaper by hand here, a simple autochef costs a
hundred and thirty times the average cook’s annual wage
here, for that, they’ll keep cooking. That’s because of the
exchange rate. Kassidor is so poor in metals…”
“Will those things hurt him?” Em interrupted. Todd was
teasing a group of small fuzzy multilegged animals with bits
of his breakfast.
“Oh no, they’re maroon flufftails. They might steal part of
his breakfast though. They’re good eating if you can catch
them.”
“They seem pretty tame.”
“The owner probably keeps them. They aren’t smart
enough to know they’re bound for the grill once the tourists
fatten them up.” He looked around at the house and tree and
said, “They are trapped on this tree, he has briar-rings around
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the trunk that come right out to the slap doors.” He was
leaning over the rail looking at the tree trunk as he said that.
She figured he meant they were kept in a vertical pen by
some kind of fence around the trunk.
“There’s not even wiring here is there?” wondering why
he didn’t just use zap strap?
“Just for the tube, we’re far enough into the country that
sun-pipes are all anyone needs.” She had seen that data too.
Most of the electricity in most of their electronics was
generated in on-chip solar panels.
Once they were ready to continue the journey, Todd was
very reluctant to leave and once they were underway, started
nagging. Even Em was getting seriously bored with the
cramped tube car by now, for Todd it must be a nightmare.
She already figured that one week to Kln was if you got out
of the tube car to eat, use the bathroom and change the air.
They were not even out of the Elven Highlands yet, they had
four basins to go once they got out of the Highlands.
“Do you like to swim?” Demet asked.
“Yeah!”
“After lunch we’ll stop for a swim.”
“Yea! How long until lunch?”
“We just had breakfast,” Em said.
“But how long?”
“It will be a little over four hours,” Demet answered.
“Four hours! Let’s stop now, I’m hot.”
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And so it went. Demet was very patient with him and
finally got him to understand that he wouldn’t stop the tube
now that they were in it, and the adults wanted to wait until it
was even hotter and there was a better place to swim.
“How far are we from the lake?” Emerald asked.
“Almost seventy miles I think, over ten hours by coach
from Raltain.” That was the last station they passed, “but
we’ll see the lake where we stop for lunch anyway.” Ten
hours by coach, she was used to being able to get two planets
away in that time, door to door.
For closer to five hours than four they hurtled along thru
verdant farmlands on the west side of the lake. There were
more frequent patches of wilderness where they went thru
mountains in dark tunnels and valleys on leaping bridges.
Between them were long stretches of rolling croplands. They
went across an arm of the lake once, eight and a half miles on
pylons coming out of the water, at two points three hundred
feet above the water, usually about thirty. This ended with an
hour of hurtling over densely packed farmland just west of
the lake.
The place they stopped was a town of nine and a half
million or so called Kugenzglaw. It was at the mouth of a
large river of the same name. There was a tube connection
here and a small above-ground ring and urban net that took
them a few miles down the river from the central part of the
city. Even so, they had to ride an animal drawn streetcar over
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twenty minutes to get to the beach. Todd was probably more
excited by that than he was by the beach, especially when he
found out you had to run to hop on. Demet grabbed him and
Em had a thrill with it also, glad she was able to do it in this
gravity. She watched seasoned commuters do it in two steps.
It was hot and but not very humid, the air was light and
comfortable, as delightful as it ever got on Naiho. The streets
were shaded by big arching trees with long fronds that hung
in clumps. It reminded her of the horse trolleys in the old city
of Novo’rezonts, but this was not tourists, this was the same
economic level that used the city buses in Novo’rezonts. This
was not a tourist street, it was mainly farm wagons and their
keda teams going toward the central city. Still it looked a little
like the trendy old Parade Grande in Novo’rezonts, after it
was overgrown by pine forest. There were as many walking
as in Novo’rezonts. She wondered how many would walk in
Kex or Dlondai if it was safe to do so?
They heard the shouts and splashing before they saw the
water. The beach was pretty crowded and everyone was
completely naked. Todd got quite the kick out of that and
Emerald had to shush him repeatedly. If he had been six
instead of eight he probably would have shrieked
embarrassingly.
“I’m sorry,” Demet said, “I forgot your customs are
different.”
“It’s OK, I’m not as prudish as some,” she got out with a
bit of force in her smile. Todd didn’t think a thing of it and
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ripped off his clothes with a ‘yippee’ and ran for the water. He
even spotted another child and went straight for her. “Will he
be OK?”
“I don’t see why not?”
“He can’t speak the language, and what if he points?”
“She may pull his in response, I can assure you people
one decade old know who’s got what here.”
“A decade is six standard years here?”
“About that, she’s a little older.”
By this time Em had undressed, but she wasn’t that atease about it. “Don’t worry,” Demet told her, “there’s nothing
wrong with your appearance. Shall we take a dip also?”
She did so, feeling less self-conscious in the water. She
wondered if Demet had offered to take her in the water for
that reason. She wished it was warmer. The beach was nice
soft sand, a little muddy but not bad. Back behind the beach a
few miles up the river was the center of the city, grown of the
shaftwood trees with glass frameworks, looking like a sprucecovered mountain peak with a wall of cliffs along the river.
This beach was just across the mouth of the river, but that was
a distance of some miles. The water was also a little muddy,
but smelled of sand and fish and not sewage. They were up a
long narrow arm of the lake, a drowned valley, not a fiord.
“How safe is this water?” she asked.
“Very. There are no spheelunge in this river basin and no
spiker bushes in sight. No vengasaur could get past the
sandbars at the river mouth, we’re still several miles up this
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arm from the open lake. There might be some fair sized
chileeth but they tickle more than hurt. Only the biggest can
draw blood and human blood is deadly poison to chileeth.
Chileeth are just barely smart enough to learn that.”
She hadn’t even thought of dangerous wildlife, that
answer gave her a lot more to worry about. Would all these
people be in the water if there were any? “No I meant
biologically? How do they treat the sewage from that city
over there?”
“Oh, sewage is too valuable to be released, it’s processed
for fertilizer and methane almost everywhere except in the
most primitive camps. All toilets have had digesters built in
since about the 104th, I mean, since about the standard year
3200 or 3300 or so. Kassidor is pretty low in pathogens.”
“That would imply that this is a peasant world without
sickness?” she asked.
“Pretty much. Something gets in now and then like the
Aldeb virus did, but the average person never gets to suffer
infectious disease.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“You’ll find there are a lots of things most Empire citizens
don’t know about the world of all lands. The Empire is lightyears across out there, but many of its secrets are contained in
the quarter of the Empire’s habitable land that is in here,
inside this tube opening.”
“So does this lack of pathogens have anything to do with
why it’s so immune to Aldebs?”
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“It doesn’t appear to. The Aldebs seem to be immune to
all pathogens that do occur here.”
She heard Todd yell “Hey,” at that point and looked over.
The little girl was trying to pull his mouth open and look in it.
She was saying something. Demet answered her, and they
spoke for a little while.
“She was trying to figure out what was wrong with his
mouth that prevented him from talking,” Demet told her when
their discussion finished. “She’s never heard another language
before. It took awhile to explain it to her. She does know
there are other planets at least.”
She found out that this far from the gate head, most have
not only never heard Centish, they had never heard of it. The
less educated did not know other languages existed.
Em hadn’t tried to swim in high gravity before, and found
it a relief, but the temperature drove her back to the beach
after a few minutes. On the way to their towels Demet was
stopped by a woman who asked him something, probably
what those noises were. She looked Em’s way and followed
Demet over to her. The woman had never met someone from
another planet before and was anxious to do so, but had never
even heard Centish before. Demet played interpreter to quite
a few questions about Naiho and Centorin. A couple guys that
this woman knew dropped by while they were talking, one of
whom knew her embarrassingly intimately.
Finally Todd came running up the beach with blue lips
and shivers, the little girl following him. He wanted Demet to
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play interpreter for him. Another woman came up. “I a bit of
Centish can,” she said, “Vema of me is, would this of you
be?” she asked, pointing to Todd.
“Yes,” Emerald told her, “Todd.”
“Mind you I talk with him try?” Em wasn’t even sure
those were the words, but somehow the meaning was clear.
“No, not at all. Todd, your friend’s name is Vema and this
is her mom. She’ll try to talk with you. Be patient.” The mom
could have made a decent salary as a juniors model in the
Empire, except that she wasn’t modeling anything.
“I will Gramma.”
He was patient, but he didn’t understand a lot of what she
tried to tell him. He also talked slow and loud. Demet did a
little more translating for the others, but before very long the
mother was talking with the people who had come over to
hear about the Empire and Demet was playing interpreter for
Vema. Vema never knew the woman she was with knew any
Centish, she wasn’t her mom but the current girlfriend of her
dad. Her actual mom was away in the Yakhan and wouldn’t
be back til Vema was changed already, meaning, thru puberty.
Demet had to explain to her that long distance tube
transportation was not something the average person could
casually afford. Most of these people had never been to the
Yakhan, and most who had, had gone by sailing ship. That
was a journey of two local years in each direction.
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** **
They spent way too long in Kugenzglaw, having dinner
and a cup of yaag. Demet even suggested that maybe they
would like to sleep in a lodge and get started again once
Nightday began. Emerald was too anxious to get to their
destination, still a very long way away. They got back in the
tube as the huge sun finally began to set, that sunset taking all
the longer because they were now chasing the sun at a speed
not very much lower than it was going. For what should have
been a whole night they sped thru an endless sunset looking
over the upland farms of the Kuglenzglaw valley, a valley
often hundreds of miles wide and thousands of miles long
with a lazy river wandering around on the bottom that they
crossed hundreds of times. Todd was tired and soon asleep,
she probably napped herself.
There was a time when she and Demet were awake while
Todd slept. The sun was now gone from the sky, but western
cirrus clouds were still bright pink and people were still out.
With the seat fully reclined she could flip around and get
close enough to talk without waking Todd. “Since you’ve
unraveled the life cycle of the Aldebs, do you have any idea
what part of it is inhibited here?”
“We think we do. It is early, but not in any of the
microscopic stages.”
“Still in the slime mold stage?” she asked.
“Probably. You must remember that this isn’t easily
duplicated in the lab. We can grow them to quite an advanced
222

stage in the lab if we give them enough spores and enough
space that they don’t know they’re under observation. Once
they start producing visual motiles they won’t advance any
further if they know they’re being watched. It’s as if they
know they need to withhold information as soon as they can
see us.”
“So how do you gather the information?”
“In the wild.” She gave him a questioning look so he
continued, “That’s why the station is so remote. The
concentration of Aldebs found in the wild is a perfect plume
tail from the Yakhan, they all get to Kassidor thru the tube.
That plume is still detectable at Lasnar, but no wild Aldebs
have ever been discovered west of the Durlegar. We’ve gone
three basins farther to insure that the spores we seed are the
only way the Aldeb got there. We seed an area with spores
and return at various stages to see what has happened.”
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll cause an infestation.”
“We don’t let it get too far and the sites are more than a
mile into the prairie. Out there we see that they develop
normally until they start putting out mycelia and gathering up
other spores. At this phase, almost all of them die off.”
“Here?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“But not on most planets?”
“Not in sterile soil from this one either,” he said. “If we
sterilize the soil, they will grow here.”
“So there is some pathogen that can harm them?”
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“Only at the mycelial stage. They defeat all microscopic
pathogens here as they do on all other planets. If we release
one in the first motile stage, it will survive and eventually
reach maturity. We go sixty miles into uninhabited prairie to
perform that experiment.”
“Does it have to do with the size of the queen?” she
asked.
“We don’t know that yet. We don’t know what it is that
destroys them. That’s why we need your equipment. We think
the micro deep radar might be able to verify a theory of
what’s going on in the soil.”
“It just might.”
They made a short stop at another city somewhere in that
valley, it was finally almost dark. A snack, a restroom, and on
they went. They all slept by fits and starts for many hours,
there was time for a whole night’s sleep after that stop. Todd
finally took a blanket to the floor beneath them and curled up.
Demet and Em put their feet beside each other on each other’s
seat. From then on she slept pretty soundly and long enough
to call it a full night.
Their next stop was in the city of Yclel-vi, a monstrously
big place with tens of millions of inhabitants. Now she could
see why cities like Zharvai and Kugenzglaw were called
‘small.’ There were dozens of big tubeway concourses off its
ring like back at the gatehead and a big long river that wound
all around the center. They emerged on a pedestrian balcony
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at least thirteen stories up in a forest of crystal and grown
towers. It seemed like early morning, before any hint of
dawn, but everyone was up that early. The canals at the bases
of these huge buildings were lit by torches, big phosphor
globes and some electric lights. There were many levels of
bridges over them, some small ones even higher than this. It
was a little chilly, but no more so than dawn in Kex.
After breakfast Demet took them to a big indoor
playground where there were dozens of children. On the walk
there Em finally felt what she only knew intellectually before.
There was not going to be a morning, the entire day would be
dark, these lanterns were all she was going to get. She had
never worried about that before, but now that she was
experiencing it, she wondered how easily she would adapt.
There were plenty of other kids at the playground and
some were quite young. Hopefully he could absorb some of
the language today. Todd had actually picked up a few words
already, and picked up a few more in the hours they stayed
there. She wasn’t learning many as she sat and talked with
Demet in Centish, but they were too big to play with the
children. Todd was invited into a game called kick ball. It was
played by a circle of kids kicking the ball to each other. There
was no scoring, there was laughter and applause for trick
kicks. She noticed that few other parents were here, three
other moms of the smallest children, one other couple.
“You are a single mom?” Demet asked as they sat
watching.
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“Actually I’m his grandmother. I was married to his
grandfather over fifty years, but his wanderlust got to him
eventually. Our son, Todd’s father, was a loser who hardly
took care of him and then got himself killed racing levboats
somewhere on Earth a few years before the plague. Planetary
sent him to his mother who was shooting smack on a tight
schedule. That was right when the plague was in full scare. I
don’t know if you have any idea what that was like?” He
showed her he hadn’t a clue. He couldn’t, their ‘Instinct’ was
a fact of life here for thousands of years. “I think she’s still
looking for me actually, that was one more reason to come
here.” His mom wanted Todd for the insurance Taos bought
for him when his father took him.
“He seems pretty well raised,” Demet said.
“He spent most of his toddlerhood in our care, til his
father took him on the lev-boat circuit. When his father was
killed, the government sent Todd to his mother, I wasn’t even
notified. One of his mother’s friends was actually raising him
when I got there, out in a temp-shack suburb of Kex. She
actually took him and called me. She was a good woman, I
don’t know what she saw in Jell.”
“And what is your life now?”
“A new life I guess.” She tried to sound casual but it came
out as a sigh. The last few years had been so unsettled. “This
is going to be hard. I’ve never learned a new language before
and I feel pretty isolated. I’ll probably feel more so at the
site.” The fact that there was not a sign or a sentence she
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could understand in this environment was starting to weigh
on her.
“No, there are more who speak Centish there. But you
know you can take a pill and learn it all at once.”
“Is that right?” Em asked. “Is it safe?” She already knew
it wasn’t legal.
“It’s quite safe,” he said, “it’s just expensive.”
“How expensive?”
“It would be, let’s see, one hundred and … fifty…two
credits or something like that.”
“That’s expensive? Where can I find one of these pills?”
“We can probably find one here in Yclel-vi if you’re
willing to wait a couple days.”
“Don’t you have to get back? I could get one back at the
site?”
“I am expected this year,” he said, “we have seven more
weeks. You could get one in Kln I believe, a week before we
get to the site.”
“You have plenty of time then. Should we do it here?”
“We will pass Fmaklar, Edniktar and Kln where you could
also get one. Yclel-vi is known to have the best genetic
science on our remaining route, followed by Kln. I wouldn’t
stop in Fmaklar for it.”
“But what would we do here for a couple days?”
“There’s plenty of tourist stuff here, my second choice
would be Kln as a place to stop over. You’ll soon know this
city’s name means ’Crooked River Sleeper’ but it’s a
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representative highland big city like Norbin, Lasnar, Kln and
a few other’s. It’s denser than most, and almost all shaftwood
over crystal, and has the canals, that’s what makes this city
unique.”
“I have to think of Todd also,” she said.
“There are more children in a big city than anywhere
else.”
She thought about the magic of learning a language all at
once, a drug that was illegal thruout the Empire but common
on Kassidor where none of the Empire’s drug laws could
actually be enforced. “Let’s do it then. Can Todd get one
also?”
“If you have the money.”
“A hundred and fifty two credits is not a lot of money in
most of the Empire. Our passage from Centorin was just over
five thousand.”
“It’s called ‘tripping RNAcid’ there,” Demet told her. Yes,
she had heard of that but associated it with the drug that
erased the mind. “You might have trouble getting someone to
provide it back in the Yakhan where there is a heavy Empire
presence. Here no one will even know it is forbidden to you
and if they did they wouldn’t care. Some learned geneticists
will not be sure where The Empire is.”
After lunch they went to a laboratory where she and Todd
were each given a pill called a ‘language reader’ that
contained a virus that would spread thruout their brains and
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cause the neurons of their language centers to encode a
readout of their connections and transmission weights. She
and Todd would have to come back the next day and lick a
card to retrieve that information. The licking of the card was
the part that was illegal thruout the Empire because the
common folk had been convinced it would spread Aldebs.
That is by far the least dangerous part of the procedure.
They went to find lodging to wait it out. “Grammy,
when’s it going to be daytime again?” Todd asked.
“Not until tomorrow honey, this is what they call
Nightday.”
“Kozor,” Demet told them.
“I’m hungry,” Todd said.
“We’re going to have supper pretty soon, and find a place
to sleep in one of these tree-buildings.”
He was glad to hear that, another new adventure. She
would be glad to get indoors, the temperature was now quite a
bit colder than it got in Kex, they could see their breath. They
were wandering along a street that was high in the city. There
were dizzying drops below them when they crossed from one
building to another, many layers of other streets above and
below, and canals at the very bottom. They were at the level
where the ceramic-framed buildings were giving way to
buildings grown from living trees. There were many people
out and quite a few lighted signs, all lit by gas lanterns or
phosphors and all in the native writing. She had seen not one
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letter nor heard not one word of Centish in this whole
teeming city so far. It was a city she had never heard of before
that was bigger than all cities on Naiho combined. Vid
screens were common around the taps, but they were all of
native manufacture and all showed only natives speaking the
native language.
From what she could see here, the Empire, all its worlds,
all its technology and customs, all its military and economic
might, all its consumer appeal, just did not exist. None of the
bank kiosks found in even the roughest neighborhoods of
every other planet in the Empire but Kinunde were here.
None of the big three soft drinks. None of the net portals.
Even in Kugenzglaw some video game arcades had a few
random Centish words on their signs just for the mood, they
were distortions of Centish lettering, but seldom made up real
words. This didn’t have even that. They seemed to be
thousands of light years from Centorin, not almost fourteen.
She could convince herself it was thousands of years in the
past or future just as well.
They found something that must have been a hotel of
some kind called ’Kwanginggil’, literally, TapRootHouse. It
wasn’t very large, but it was nice. It was grown and carved
from huge trees the size of redwoods. The insides were nicely
finished but in a more geometric style than where they
stopped previously. Here they had another wonderful meal,
noodles and sprouts swimming in a wonderful sauce, with
little batter-fried things stuffed with spiced meat or vegetables
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floating on top. The dining room had table service and soft,
spinning, trickling music from very fine, but totally invisible
speakers. Beautiful people in gossamer robes would flutter
thru in time to it now and then, often singing the words to the
music. This whole event cost them one credit, for all of them.
An elevator took them very slowly up inside the trunk of
a tree to rooms in the limbs above. The rooms were small but
cute and ornate and quite comfortable, with a tiny little
balcony grown from the tree with live leaves on its rail.
Windows that could be opened and a miniature gas stove
were the climate control, wilderness camping to most of the
Empire. They were in a treehouse on a very tall tree on a very
high mountain with scores of other very pointed, forested,
mountains of various heights and spacings all around them
and into the distance as far as they could see. Thin little
bridges leapt from tree to tree far below. All this was visible
only in gentle lantern light. Gaslights fed from the city’s
sewage were cheaper here than electricity made from
imported reactors. This lighting system had probably been in
use since before electricity was invented on Earth.
“You can sleep in here tonight,” Demet told Todd, “and
when you wake up it will probably be light again.”
“Cool, look at this bed grammy, it’s growing right out of
the floor.”
“Yeah,” but she thought she knew what was happening
here. She was pretty sure Demet had only reserved two
rooms. She turned to him, pulling him back into the hallway,
231

“and what about me?”
“I got a larger room for us, it’s right across the hall.”
“Demet.”
“What?”
“I think I’m doing pretty well adapting to your culture. I
stripped on that beach and kept Todd from making a scene
about it.”
“Yes, you’ve done well.”
“But there’s parts of it I’m not ready to adapt to…“
Todd interrupted for help finding his toothbrush. She was
soon back.
“For Noonsleep you were OK.”
“Todd was there, we couldn’t very well...” she trailed off,
how could she discuss this with him?
“Yes, I would greatly enjoy...”
“No doubt,” she interrupted, “but I am not from your
culture.”
“So you don’t find me attractive enough to room with?”
he asked.
“It’s not that, actually I do think you’re attractive in an
exotic sort of way.”
“But you won’t share a bed with me?” he said sadly.
“It is not our custom. I don’t bed men I hardly know. I
don’t bed men unless I have a relationship with them, a
relationship I expect to be long term.”
“I expected we would be working together for quite a few
years,” he said.
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“A relationship that’s more than just working together.”
“And how does one establish such a relationship in your
culture?” he asked.
“We spend some time together, we go out together, we got
to know each other’s families and friends.”
“What is ‘going out together’?”
“Like out to dinner, like to a sh…“ she suddenly realized
they had been to dinner twice, to breakfast twice and lunch
three times. They’d been to a show, they’d been to the beach
and he knew and got along well with the only family or friend
she had within fifteen light-years. “I don’t know anything
about you,” she lamely finished.
“What do you need to know?”
“What kind of person you are, what relationship you’re in
at this time, what kind of friends you have, what you like to
do, all the things that let one person know another.”
“What kind of person I am, well, I’m of mainly Highland
stock, with a bit of Hobbit and a bit of Nycoba from the
Lumpral basin. I picked this assignment to come guide you to
the station because I’m not in a relationship at this time and I
found your picture and record intriguing. My friends are
mainly my fellow scientists at the site, but I do have some
local friends because of a common interest in sailing. There is
a large marsh in the area that we often explore.”
“You picked this assignment to meet me?” she asked.
“Yes. We agreed that someone without a word of
Common Tongue had no chance of getting to the site alone.”
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“I’m flattered, all this from that crummy file picture?”
“You are somewhat prettier in reality, not as hard as most
of the Empire’s women.”
“See grammy.” Todd showed off his sparkling teeth. “But
where’s the vid screen?”
“There aren’t any in the rooms here Tookie,” Em told
him.
“Is this ‘camping’?” he asked.
“Actually there is one down in the lounge,” Demet said.
“He needs his sleep,” Em told him. Short vignettes of
sexual encounters were likely to pop up any time on the vid
screens here. “There aren’t any in the bedrooms here, you’ll
have to sleep without it.”
“Then can I see that picture book some more? I’m not real
tired yet.”
“Sure dear.”
“Are you coming to bed with me?” Todd called from
within the room.
“Later Tookie, you go to sleep when you’re done
coloring. I won’t wake you up when I come in.” Demet
waited in the hallway while she tucked Todd into bed and got
his coloring book out. He was nearing the end of it already,
but he might not see that city again for many years. She
wondered if he’d ever seen a paper book before in his life.
Then she stepped out of the room and turned back to Demet.
“I would expect an important man like you to have plenty of
lady friends or a wife and family?”
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“My job makes it a little harder,” he said, “There are only
four females on the project, and nine males. Could we at least
go into the room to talk, or is that part of the taboo? We could
go down to the lounge if you’d be more comfortable?”
“No, I don’t want to go that far from him, but it’s OK if
we get out of the hallway.”
The room he’d picked was right across the hall and quite
nice, with a huge bed that was very comfortable. She could
see Todd’s door from here. The only other seat was a tiny
window balcony next to the bed with a distant view of the
river far below. He didn’t pressure her, instead he apologized
for his insensitivity to the ways of her culture. He told her
about the social situation at the lab, where he was the partner
with none but could share promiscuity with several of the
women on the project. He wasn’t as happy as he could be
with the women of the village because they couldn’t
understand his work. He also admitted he wouldn’t mind a
more monogamous relationship than any of the female
members of the staff or village girls would allow and that was
another reason he hoped to get along well with her. They
talked long into the night, about her life and his. At some
point she fell asleep, still without being pressured.
** * **
They woke up well before it was actually light again, but
by the time they were done eating it was daylight. The city
was even more spectacular in daylight and it was huge.
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Somehow it looked even bigger than Kex, even though its
population was only forty five million, about as many as
worked in the Kex business district. The whole of Kex was
getting close to three hundred million now, counting all the
suburbs and slums and the blanks living in them, and the
mercenaries billeted there. The buildings in Kex were bigger
but there were fewer of them. They also weren’t disguised as
a forest festooned with what looked like rope-bridges from a
distance, standing on pinnacles in shallow water.
After three long shafts of elevator, they rode a canal boat
a few hours to get out of the city center where they found
what he called ‘The Taxonomical Study Park’; a ‘zoo’ in
Centish. Todd was fascinated with this because there were so
many kinds of animals, none that he ever saw before.
Emerald had to admit that as a biologist she was pretty
fascinated also. Since there were so few children on the
planet, the information about the animals was a lot more adult
than she would have found in a zoo on Centorin. Of course
she couldn’t read it yet, but Demet read most of it to her, most
of it was about how the animals fit into the trees of life and
what course material it linked with. The fauna of Naiho was a
tiny subset of what was here. Even Earth didn’t have such a
bewildering genealogy. The visions she had during Noonsleep
were not half as wild as many of the life forms here.
They actually had a textbook in Centish and she bought it.
She got lost in it and went back to many of the exhibits again.
She needed to know this biology to be successful at her new
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post, and it was so much more than she was prepared for. She
had to face the fact that she was mentally prepared to deal
with Naiho’s or Kiandutan’s native biology. Demet must have
sensed how she felt. He let her take the textbook and wander
the park, he stayed with Todd and read the signs to him. She
noticed Todd holding Demet’s thumb as she walked away
trying to get her head around this biosphere.
There was an extensive interactive area where you could
get up close and personal with a lot of the animals and that
was where Em found them when she was done with her
second lap around. These animals were very tame and would
allow people to touch them, pick them up or ride on them as
their size dictated. This was where the children of the visitors
stayed and Todd was having a blast.
“You are so great for him,” Em told Demet as she walked
up to him, “You have done more for him in these two days
than my son did for him in his most attentive two days.”
“I find that so hard to believe, like I said, he’s well raised.
I like having young humans.”
“Do you already think of him as yours?” she asked. That
was being even more presumptuous than thinking she would
of-course spend the night with him.
“Would you rather I didn’t get too familiar with him?” He
suddenly sounded defensive.
He must have known he stepped on a cultural land mine
again. “I would hardly expect you to think you have to take
responsibility for him,” she said in her most conciliatory tone.
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“You don’t understand our culture in this regard. We have
so few children that all of us on the site and the village
besides will call him ‘ours’. He will be the only child. There
is one couple in the village who are thinking of having one,
having him there might help them decide, but Todd is a little
old. There are no other children now. He will be loved by
everyone if you allow it.”
“I didn’t understand. I thought that maybe no one would
understand and be annoyed that I had brought a child with
me.”
“Many of us remember being a child. I am only forty one
decades, I mean twenty five, that’s about one fifty in your
years and numbers.”
“You are younger than I am.”
“So I remember being a child.”
“I hardly do,” Emerald said. “I always thought I would,
but I think the cells with those memories have long been
replaced.”
“When you are over a thousand of your years you will not
remember at all. That’s about the age called ten centuries in
both cultures.”
Todd was riding on a fat, smooth-skinned thing with eight
short legs. It had big shovel tusks below and a mobile fang
above its small mouth, but a gentle disposition. It made all
kinds of blubbering sounds and its big cheeks shook
comically when it did. It was trained enough that one of the
keepers could lead it around with vocal commands for awhile,
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then it would only blup and bluster and dig in the mud, so the
ride was over. Todd eventually got off when he became
convinced the animal wasn’t going to walk around any more.
He was still all smiles and excited when he came back.
“Can we get one grammy, it’s called a ‘blanth’.”
“They don’t live where we’re going,” Demet told him, “It
gets much too cold during Dawnsleep and they have no fur,
we would have to keep them inside like they do here at the
zoo. We have keja’s there that are more fun to play with but
you can’t ride them.”
“Oh, why not?”
“Keja’s are too small, but there’s plenty of kedas you can
ride. But we have to get back now, we have to go back to the
genetic shop.”
“Can we come back here?”
“We’ll only be here one more day,” Demet told him,
“don’t you want to see the Sculptured Canyon?”
“Yeah, I guess so?”
“You’ll have fun there too, there’s long water slides thru
some very beautiful gorges.”
“Wow!”
Back at the shop the next phase of the treatment was to
lick a sticky card, then they were free til the next day. It
seemed that every person needed something different to gain
the knowledge of the language. They spent Noonsleep
(Viyeen) at the same inn, in the same arrangement. It was
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hard sleeping in daylight. They didn’t sleep that much. She
talked long about her life on Naiho, the couple years she
spent on Kiandutan and her life on Rendellyn before that. She
amazed herself with how similar those planets were compared
to this one. Taos, Todd’s grandfather, and Rianten Norble, her
commanding officer on Kiandutan, seemed to be the only
people memorable. Demet in return told about a serious love
he’d had, many years ago before he started his present career.
He didn’t talk of how it ended. Em got into nightwear and got
into bed with him this time, again he didn’t pressure her. They
didn’t make love but she did wake up with his arms around
her and noticed herself enjoying it.
*** ***
They took another boat ride out to the place called
Sculptured Canyon (YyingZil). These boats were long,
narrow things like racing shells but they had a motor that
drove them rather quickly thru the water. They crossed the
great river, then took a canal in a different direction, then got
onto a small river that was deep and slow. The banks were
packed with ornate grown homes along both sides at least six
stories tall with curly-vine ornamentation and lavish blooms.
They all had little boats tied up at their shady docks, most of
them paddle powered. Many people lazed in the boats and
water, often nude and just as cute and slight as all the native’s
she’d seen so far. There was a bit less of the yellow-blond
hair here, possibly, but it seemed that a week’s travel by
240

tubeway had not brought them beyond the range of the same
racial type, the Highland Elves.
“That’s what I’ve got,” he pointed to a boat. It was a two
person thing with a small sail, a lot like all the others but
longer and leaner and with an outrigger. “I hope you’ll enjoy
exploring with me, there’s quite a lot of interesting wildlife in
the marshes.”
“I’ll be game to try it.” He had proven that he could be a
gentleman in spite of being a native, so she would dare go
alone with him into the wilds. She had never been afraid of
wild land and was eager to experience it here. “But why are
they sail powered?”
“A big enough motor would have to be imported even
now, they’re at least twelve hundred credits here, not much
more than Centorin, but a few years pay to the average
person. That’s five times as much as a boat with a sail, except
that for a motor the hull has to be made a little stronger, so
they cost twice as much. It’s about fifteen hundred credits for
the cheapest slow motorboat, three hundred is about top
dollar for a sailboat, the average person can buy that in a year
if they apply themselves. On your new salary you can buy
one.”
About three hours after they got into the boat and fifteen
minutes into serious whining over the length of the ride, the
homes ended abruptly. From there the stream wound thru a
deep curl of vertical cliffs. They were beautifully eroded and
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banded with unusually brilliant reds and dark greys. There
was still no current in the water. Emerald had already learned
that humans had dammed more water on this planet than all
other planets combined by many orders of magnitude. They
traveled almost a mile thru twisting passages of pinnaclefilled canyon until they heard shouts and splashing water
ahead.
They emerged into a wide pool where a dozen or more
streams entered as rapids or waterfalls, eroded silky smooth
by the people sliding down them. There were steps cut into
the side, rope bridges, some going thru holes in walls of rock.
It was very crowded with very naked people.
Most streams entered about four and a half, maybe five
feet above the surface and threw people into the pool in ones
and two’s, and an occasional three. A few plunged in from ten
or twelve feet, and one from at least twenty. She could see a
skein of channels went up thru the sensuously carved
pinnacles, she could hear thousands of squeals echoing thru
all of it.
The boat stopped on a crowded dock at the far end of this
pool. Todd was whooping. “It goes up almost another mile,”
Demet said, “Then it gets narrow and pretty.”
The climb up thru the area of waterslides was tense for
Em. They were with Todd. None of them had any clothing but
her waterproof bag and his shoulder pockets. No one else had
more. It was very crowded and everyone was eyeing up
everyone and commenting on it. There were more taps for
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beer and yaag than food stands and Todd was playing
‘Grammy what’s that?’ far faster than she could keep up with
and asking questions she didn’t want to answer. She would
have complained to Demet about the cultural gulf, but she
was tired of sounding like a looped audio track on that.
In spite of that, the park was beautiful and fun. That was
some of the most fun water sliding she’d ever had, probably
because this was a natural formation and not just a plastic
tube. It was like slippery polished marble. They took several
trips down and two walks up thru galleries of water sculpture
during the day. A long, late-afternoon was beginning and
children’s hours were definitely ending as they got back onto
a public launch and headed back thru the mile of lower
canyon and on into the center city where they were staying.
Back at the genetic shop at the end of the day, they each
had a pill to take for the language, Em took another for the
writing. It came to four eighty five credits altogether. Almost
ten times as much as they’d spent on this vacation while they
were here, but more than her salary would be for a native
year. That was two hundred fifty two credits, seven coppers in
native money. It was now illegal to bring ‘counterfeit
Kassidorian money’ onto the planet, that is, any loose metal,
and the exchange rate had been fixed at one credit per iron,
thirty six to the copper, twelve hundred and ninety six to the
aluminum. She found out at their first lunch that Centorin
paper notes are worth no more than their origami value in the
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markets of this planet. She had seen her financial worth
reduced to the equivalent of eleven aluminum detent balls on
deposit in an international bank.
It was late in the day, they stayed one more night at the
inn. By this time Emerald thought she was being prejudiced if
she wasn’t available to Demet tonight. He had waited longer
and more patiently than much less desirable men of Centorin
extraction. She was more attracted to him than many she had
slept with in the past. But Todd was bored and would not let
her spend the night with Demet. She became frustrated over
that. She could tell that they both noticed her frustration. She
thought Demet understood why, but he didn’t say anything.
No doubt he felt he was in the center of a whole field of
cultural land mines. Em and Todd stayed in the big room for
Dusksleep, Demet took the small one. She made sure he
could fit comfortably on the bed before allowing it. Her
comm had some games that kept Todd occupied for an hour
before he slept. She tried not to dwell on the worst case of
sexual frustration she’d had in recent years. Certainly the
biggest case Todd had ever given her. It kept her up hours into
the part of the week called Dusksleep.
In the ‘morning’ of Nightday they packed up and left the
inn. Emerald hardly noticed at first that all the signs now
made perfect sense, everyone was perfectly intelligible and
she had a slightly clipped accent that hardly anyone noticed.
For a few minutes it was just like being in some exotic decor
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in the Empire somewhere. Novo Grosso had some spots a
little like this, but of course the buildings were all built of
logs and not grown. She now saw that the signs were all
about normal things like cook’s menus and high style
clothiers looking down from the floor above. The knowledge
did not seem at all new to her. She had learned it like she had
always known it, like this was her native language. She felt
sudden panic, wondering if forgetting Centish was a side
effect of that pill.
“Grammy! Vafeltesnveetinfeemt!” Todd shouted as they
went out on the street.
“Todd, listen to what you just said,” she told him in
Centish, proving that it hadn’t been erased.
“Kee?” he did listen to himself,
“PreelKassidorekfatinvee-veepA?”
“Yes Todd, we can now speak Kassidorian.”
“Way Cool! [zee-yi!]“
But after breakfast he saw where they were going.
“I don’t want to go back to the tubes, I want to go on
those boats again.”
“It would take us five more years to get where we’re
going on a boat,” Demet told him, then thought, “That is
almost one year for you, but still a very long time don’t you
think?”
“I don’t want to go anywhere else. I want to stay here.
This is the funnest city in the whole universe.”
“This is as fun as any city,” Demet told him.
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“There will be plenty of other fun places Todd,” Emerald
told him, “My job isn’t here, it’s almost two more days on the
tubes.”
“Oh no!” His eyes got very big, like it would take them
deep enough into the galaxy to encounter some of the
enemies in video games. “I don’t want to do that. Not two
more days!”
“I’m afraid so,” Demet said, “but we’ll stop somewhere.
We’ll let you see the Tuidain swamp.”
*** * ***
They rode on thru another Nightday, though by now Em
wondered if there was any way anyone could keep a sense of
night and day on this planet. Hours later they could see by the
light of a small moon that the country they passed thru was a
little less lush, less forest and more grassland, actually
ribbonleaves instead of grasses. They could make out large
herds of animals, multilegged and dark, longer and lower than
a cow.
By the time they stopped for lunch they were on a dry
prairie. There were trees in town along the river, and a few
miles of irrigated fields. The remainder of the land was dry.
There was a long delay because of a problem with the tubes
ahead. They walked down and sat by the river for awhile. It
was quite cool, but beautiful in the dim reddish light of the
two companions of Kassidor’s sun. Across the small river was
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wild, a single row of trees and then a dry plain. Different
animals roamed here, and not as many of them. There was a
thing that hopped on one big leg. The people had nasal
voices, wore long, loose robes and long beards and dreads.
Demet told her these were Fmaks who are actually distantly
related to the Tundrites. They inhabit all these high plains and
the basin to the southeast of the Tuidain, an ethnic enclave of
about five million square miles of farm and prairie with over
seven hundred million people that Emerald had never heard
the slightest rumor of before. Speaking the language didn’t
make all things clear after all, because they spoke something
that was as unintelligible in Kassidorian as in Centish. These
people rode thru the dark in hammocks slung beneath tall
animals with six stick legs that they directed by slapping with
sticks.
Todd clearly understood that they were in a different
culture. There was absolutely no Centish here, no one who
knew what it was. The Fmak don’t interact with the Elves
very much. They are civil and fair when they do but don’t go
out of their way to participate in the world culture of this
planet. Most of them didn’t seem to have any clue that the
Empire existed and treated Emerald and Todd as if they were
Elves, using Elvish, as they called the language they had just
learned. Most people here were somewhat fluent in it and
many of the signs had a little footnote in Elvish on them
somewhere. Fmak looked a little like Korean, not what she
had always recognized as ‘Kassidorian’, but now that she was
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deep enough into the planet, was really only ‘Elvish’.
“What is the language at the site?” she asked.
“New Common Tongue, the one you just became fluent
in.”
“So they are speaking Fmak here?”
“No, this is a tribe of Eastern Fmak, we’re still in the
Yclel-vi basin. They speak a related tongue here called
binDenish, you’ll hear a lot of people speaking Fmak in
Fmaklar, we have to change tubes there.”
“When will that be?” Todd asked.
“It would be next Morningday if they get the tubeway
fixed pretty soon.”
“What if they can’t get it fixed?” Todd asked.
“We would have to go all the way back to Yclel-vi and
then take the long route to the north of the Fmak Waste thru
Norbin and Kshond and then down into Fmaklar that way.
I’m pretty sure that’s open now, but the line to Ydlontrostl
north of the Tuidain is nowhere near finished.”
“What if we can’t get to Fmaklar?” Todd asked.
“There is no other tube into the whole section of the
world that includes the basins of Ydlontrostl, Edniktar, Kln,
Plecerveet and two more small basins. The line from
Ylontrostl across the Great North Plains and into nZhiktar
still has over nineteen hundred miles to go. We could go
overland to Fmaklar by caravan over the desert and that
would probably take a few weeks. I don’t think I’d want to
take you thru Fmak country on foot anyway, especially with a
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child.”
Emerald got a real pang of nausea from that but couldn’t
say a word.
“I hope they get it fixed,” Todd said with big eyes. “I
think one day on a caravan would be fun, would it be with
camels?”
“It would be with those gruul you saw a few minutes ago.
They don’t dehydrate in the thin air across that pass.”
It was Dawnsleep once the tube was running again and
they pushed on across hours of desert, then a little prairie
before they were back in peasant country. This area was thick
with big leaves curled up on the ground in the dark. The ships
were small on the rivers, with only one mast.
They got a chance to talk some more once while they
were both awake and Todd curled in sleep on Demet’s lap.
She would have talked of how she was now ready to come to
his bed in earnest, but she was afraid that Todd would wake
up. Instead Emerald asked him, “What experiments have you
run to try and determine the cause of the inhibition?”
“We’ve worked from the sterile soil side, trying to put
back things and observe the effects. About all we knew so far
is that it’s not a microbe. We think it’s actually some form of
ytith.”
“And what is that?”
“It’s three separate classes actually, the smallest of the
kedoid phylum, the multileggeds with vertical jaws like
249

humans. Ytith are mainly crop pests, they bore into plants and
make nests in them and eat them from the inside. They’ve
never been exterminated because they have other functions in
the ecology that are necessary. There are many species of
ytith, some of which are quite small. The smallest class’s
largest individual is less than a tenth of an inch long, they
range down to a few thousand cells. These nearly microscopic
species seems to be the size range that’s effective. We aren’t
sure it’s ytith however, there’s many other things called dtairs,
usually translated into Centish as ‘bugs.’ Those are from the
sumoid life, but there are many species that are also in that
size range, and we have no conclusive evidence that it isn’t
one of them because we have to plant them in the wild to test
it.”
“Is there a reason you suspect these ytith more than the
dtairs?” Em asked.
“Their behavior, they bore into plants, but many kinds of
them are opportunists and will take an easier route if they can
get it. Many species of dtairs and ytith will eat fungus, but
ytith are better at getting fungus out of plants, that’s one of
their beneficial aspects.”
“And the stage where the Aldebs are attacked is right
when they reach the exterior with mycelia large enough to
admit the smallest ytith, am I correct?” Emerald asked.
“Yes you are, a few thousand cells, eighteen skeletal cells,
1741 in the gut altogether in the family we are studying now.
But that sums up the circumstantial evidence. When we get
250

the micro deep radar set up correctly, we hope to verify that.”
“Setting up the equipment won’t take long, how long will
it take to set up the experiment?” she asked.
“I think there should be a site ready within two weeks of
our return.”
“No problem being ready by then.”
During Dawnsleep, as the natives called this time of the
week, they fled from dawn for many more than eight hours.
They slept on and off, talked a little more and stopped once
more for the bathroom in a big town built mainly of
hollowed-out silo-size barrel cactus without the spines. The
air had been as light as sea level Naiho, Earth or Centorin, but
now was getting heavy. Demet said they were over a mile in
altitude below the Yakhan already and would be two miles
below at the swamp and at Fmaklar.
Before it was light they were in a city built mainly of big
green bubbles hollowed out with windows and doors cut in
them. They were connected with thick green vines that were
large enough to walk on that used big leaves for rails. It
reminded Emerald of soap suds or a huge green pueblo. She
did mean huge, it wasn’t as tall, but covered more area than
Yclel-vi, they were in a narrow band of it at least a hundred
miles along one of the rivers. They cruised along at the level
of the gaslights on the street. There was a lot of tube traffic
here and very few gaslights. They slowed down to lev-boat
speeds, making the city seem bigger. Demet told her this was
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Fmaklar.
It was hot and humid when they got out for breakfast.
They ate something like a hot jello mold packed with soft
nuts and firm small fruit about like raisins. The city was more
crowded and noisy than Yclel-vi, the walkways were narrow
and people jostled for space. They had to eat standing up. At
least they wore clothes here, even though it was as warm as
Morningday had been in Yclel-vi. Most people here tended to
be short and dark-haired and spoke faster and with more nasal
tones than any they had encountered yet. Only a few had their
hair in dreds, most left it long and loose, or braided in
intricate patterns close to the head. Most of them conversed in
a language that was not the one they heard earlier, but just as
nasal and staccato and just as unintelligible. Their music
came from everywhere and it was screechy and reedy with
very complex rhythms beat out on an instrument that sounded
like a bubbling mud pit. After breakfast they had to walk half
a mile thru this to the next station to get a tube out of Fmaklar
toward Edniktar and Kln.
Here many of the ‘trees’ were lighter than air leaves
floating in the air. It was like being under lilly pads in very
clear water. Some had not even completed their ascent to their
daytime height as they rode out of the city on pylons down a
long, straight avenue called The Imperial Way.
They spent two hours hurtling over countryside that
looked like the Amazon delta to her. Winding waterways
every which way, homes way up in trees so they were
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sometimes above the tube line. They were only going three
hundred miles per hour, but when you can see out, that is
incredibly fast. You have to be able to see a long distance
away or it is a blur. Most of the time it was level water or
marsh below them so they could see a long distance. The
housing went by instantaneously, a single row along each side
of each waterway. There were huge things that flew with wide
membrane soaring wings and smaller beating wings.
They spent two more hours following lazy rivers across
lush prairie. The tube doesn’t follow the shore of the Tuidain
but a canal hundreds of miles inland. They could see more of
the Korean-looking signs in the distance. Much of the
countryside got thick and jungle-looking again, til they were
once more in what she expected the Amazon delta to look
like. Demet told her only a few percent of the Fmak basin
was lush like this, most was the desert they saw in the dark.
They took a short tube ride off the main route about an
hour before lunch. The tube passed over a large canal that had
the look of an inter-coastal waterway and over what should
have been the shore but was a mass of riotous growth instead.
They went miles out on a narrow sand spit between tangled
masses of vegetation that seemed to be floating on the sea.
The tube was on tall towers of the crystal used here for
building. It was overgrown with something that blinked by
too fast to see, but because the tube curved in the distance,
she could see that the tube was wrapped in huge vines. There
was a rock spur out here, with what looked like a fortress on
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top of it. The tube went into that and stopped where they got
out on a platform high above the swamp. There was a thirty
cent fee to view from here, and that would be steep when she
had to live off her new salary. It was screened in with both
fine and strong mesh. Two men with serious crossbows sat in
a caged-in nest just above them.
The cage was on the top of a cliff from which they had an
expansive view of that vegetation floating on the sea. They
could see little spots of water below, clawed branches in the
vegetation and big, jointed snakes clambering around. The air
was even hotter and more humid than Fmaklar, breathing was
a chore. The air buzzed and fluttered with flying creatures.
There were a few other people here looking out at this jungle,
no other children.
“This is an ecological disaster,” Demet told them. There
were signs, Em could read them now. This was a wildhull
swamp. The vines that were genetically engineered to make
boat hulls had grown wild back in the 43rd century and had
covered all the major seas of the planet by the end of the 45th.
They could not be removed now because billions of people
now lived on land that had been made green by the moisture
this vegetation pumped into the atmosphere because with
unlimited water they had lost control of evaporation. Without
this swamp more deserts would return. But on these swamps
grew life that people could not penetrate except with the most
extreme precautions.
As if to demonstrate, a long tentacle came up out of the
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water, reaching up to this platform that was at least thirty feet
above the surface and fifty feet away. It banged against the
screen. Todd screamed and to be honest, Em did too. The
sound attracted three huge flying things from some distance
away. They were horrible, with four black membranous
wings, an odd number of huge fangs and eyes that hung on
tentacles below the hinge of their jaws. Some of the other
people there yelled and jeered at them. The men with
crossbows cocked them and put their arrows thru the bars.
Emerald wondered if the bars were strong enough. Many
tentacles rose above the surface, the horrible flying things
snapped struggling pieces off them, but the remaining
tentacles pulled a forty-foot piece of the jungle into the water,
where similar-sized jaws with teeth the size of barn doors
chewed it off and sucked it down, brush, trees, wildlife, and
all.
“We gotta get out of here!” Todd screamed in both
Centish and Kassidorian.
They couldn’t stay, his panic would attract more wildlife.
He was seriously afraid until the tube was over dry land. They
went back to the main line and stopped for lunch a few
minutes later in a small town of about forty or fifty thousand
on that canal. It was steamy and pouring rain, the air was
almost painfully thick, nowhere near as bad as Kinunde, but
getting to have a bit of that flavor. They had some rather
spiny, but tasty, fish-like thing. Demet told her this meal was
more in the style of Edniktar basin that they were entering.
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After giving Todd a chance to run back and forth across a
small keda pasture a couple times, they crawled into another
car for the final leg of the tubeway journey to the city of Kln,
still another eight hours away.
“So the way I see it,” Em said when they got a chance to
talk again, “If those y’tith [she still couldn’t pronounce it
correctly] were wiped out, you would probably be victims of
Aldeb attacks.”
“That is very possible, we don’t know for sure of course,
because we don’t actually know that it is ytith that are
stopping them.”
“Let’s say they are, what can we do to bring them to the
remaining planets?”
“I don’t know that you can,” Demet said. “They won’t
find much of their natural foods there. It is hardly likely that
Aldeb pre-motiles can be a significant fraction of their food
here. There may be several pounds of ytith per acre here in
the wilds, several ounces even in a well tended garden. Not
all of them are pests. Only a few feed on mycelia.”
“What nucleotides and amino acids do they need, what
vitamins, what fats?”
“It varies by species. Very few can synthesize any
nucleotides, they will need all six of the cellulose kingdom.
That will mean you would need food plants, their fertilizers, it
goes on and on til you find you need a large part of the
Kassidorian ecosystem.”
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“I hardly think the Empire wants to re-terraform twenty
nine planets with the Kassidorian ecosystem. Would that be
Kassidoriform?”
“I hardly think the Kassidorian ecosystem will survive on
many other planets in the Empire. The ionizing radiation
alone would be a major problem on Centorin and Earth. The
low light levels will be a problem on Kinunde and Lambeth.”
“You’re right, so what will we do?” she asked.
“First we find out for sure if the ytith theory is correct.
Then we find out why they are so effective.”
Todd slept thru all of this, but caused them an
unscheduled stop in the great city called Edniktar. It was still
humid and the air was thick, they were still over two miles
lower than a standard atmosphere, twenty five psi instead of
fifteen or something like that, she didn’t need to figure it out
to great precision. It was still pretty late in Morningday here,
the natives were out and were taller and lighter than those on
the opposite shore of this swamp-covered ocean. The music
was entirely different, with a lazy hand-drum beat and twangy
harmonies. There were quite a few local tubes taking people
around. It seemed a thousand years more advanced than
Fmaklar, but still over a thousand behind Yclel-vi. Demet said
it was just a little richer than Fmaklar, but the people of
Edniktar had embraced the idea of a metropolitan
transportation system earlier than anywhere and had the
second oldest tubes in the human universe after the Yakhan.
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After that they followed a lazy river that wound across
flat farmlands. Once again there were hundreds of small
peasant holdings in every glance. Here there were hedges
between gardens, and quite a few of them were covered with
flowers. There were a few of the lighter-than-air trees along
the riverbanks here, but not as many as there were on the
Fmaklar side. There were some ships on the river, most were
small, three masted rafts. Quite a few areas were flooded and
covered with floating plants, people moved among them on
small boats harvesting them, or the fishes that lived beneath
them. There were some big bird-like things that flew slowly
over the river, apparently nabbing things swimming in it with
long skinny arms and claws. They had huge stationary
gossamer wings that stayed spread and still, and small
colorful wings that beat to propel them, and long tails with
little rudder-like fins.
There was so much life here. For a planet with one quarter
of the Empire’s population, there sure was a lot of wildlife.
Kiandutan was all wilds, but there were so many fewer
species, even now that it had been re-seeded with Earth’s
biosphere. It had been a hundred twenty years, but she
remembered its biosphere before the re-seeding. Then there
were a couple dozen species of trees, maybe a couple dozen
more species of undergrowth. There were more than that in
any glance here. There were more different species used by
the natives for housing. Of course there were no animals on
Kiandutan, all had succumbed to the Aldebs, but even the
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archeological records from the Lazivanz civilization that the
Aldebs had wiped out showed very few species. It showed a
planet that the Lazivanz had been proud to tame.
The forty three billion humans here had never tamed this
planet. Even with their advanced biological knowledge they
seemed to live at the sufferance of nature, actually as part of
nature. She knew there were dangerous predators still at large
on the planet, wasn’t that wildhull swamp evidence of that?
** ** ** **
She must have dozed, she woke as they were slowing
once again. Another great city loomed before them. Once
again they had chased the sun so it was only late Morningday
here. This city was built of gleaming marble buildings with
wide streets and, she was surprised to see, motor buses. There
were wide shady parks with pointed spires sticking up thru
them. Its tube ring was above ground and had disembarkation
gates all around. They got off near a dense knot of crooked
old buildings on the edge of a large park.
“Welcome to Kln,” Demet said, “Queen city of the
Mountain Basins.”
“It’s pretty,” she said around a big yawn. “There’s not as
much of those grown buildings.”
“Not here in this historic neighborhood, but the whole city
is close to six thousand square miles.”
“Are we there?” Todd asked.
“We’re at the end of the tube line, are you ready for some
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supper?”
“I have to use the bathroom first.”
They disembarked and freshened up. Everything was
clean and functional, but the wear on the floor said the
building was at least a thousand years old. It was built in an
ornate style that would have been trendy back in Kex right
now, but she could see it had been repaired in imitations of
the same style at various ages in the past. There was plenty of
window, plenty of light and copious blooming plants
freshening the air. It was a fairly long walk to claim their
luggage that had been shipped ahead to this point and get it
stacked on a small handcart.
“We won’t be able to get far before Noonsleep, we can’t
take this with us in the tubes, and I don’t know about you but
I don’t feel like pushing this cart many miles to find some
swank place to stay.”
“No, anywhere that’s safe and clean,” Em said. It looked
more like Novo Grosso than Marsalis, but more like either of
them than Kex. Until she looked down and saw they were on
the third floor and there was a lot of eight-legged animal cart
traffic below.
“That’s easy enough,” he said, “it’s just that what they
have around this neighborhood will be pretty cramped, more
cubbys than rooms. Like that one over there.”
They went up in a rambling brick and grown-turret
building where they each got a dormer for a total of eight
cents. Two people could fit in one, but not to sleep, and
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especially not with cases in the way. They left their
belongings and went to supper, finding various snacks at
street vendors. Then they went to a movie in a tiny place with
lots of comfortable rooms with couches and easy chairs, low
tables and waitresses. Each had a vid screen in it. The vid was
a little too adult for Todd, but he fell asleep anyway. It was a
story of a riverboat captain who thought he was cheated and a
detective girl he hires to find out who did it. She winds up
proving he was not cheated. They had an awful lot of casual
sex for a business relationship. It showed a society that was
still almost completely without government. The story was
longer than they usually run in the Empire. As she thought
that, she noticed the way she was already thinking, all the
other planets were ‘the Empire’ and this was something apart.
They put Todd to bed and went for a late snack and a
drink while the big orange and purple sun neared Zenith.
They just sat together on a bench in one of the wide streets
with a park in the middle and watched people passing by. She
leaned against him and his arm went around her, she was the
most content she had been since Todd’s father was killed, the
event that pulled her from Naiho and started the tumult in her
life. Maybe even the most content she’d been since Taos left
her. By the time they came up to bed they were both too
sleepy to bother with the cramped quarters and the heat. They
hardly had to speak of it, they both knew they wanted their
first time together to be right. They were both so sure of it
there was no need to hurry. She was already getting used to
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this pace, but she was still having a problem getting over
electricity.
Breakfast was at an outdoor café, the air was light and
refreshing here, not heavy like in Fmaklar, no thicker than the
air of Navorkensville or Naiho. The sun was hot but under an
awning it was pleasant. They had bunches of tiny eggs, some
big purple berries that were sweet and tart at the same time
and some long green pods that tasted a little like asparagus.
“Kln cooking does tend to be a little simple,” Demet said.
“I’m going to get fat on this planet, the food’s just too
good.”
“We all eat it, and we have less fat people here than even
on Kinunde where the majority are still starving.”
She looked around. He was right, very few were even that
plump. There were lots of blonds in this city, both men and
women tended to have long, lustrous blond hair. Both men
and women wore shorts, some with fringes around the tops of
their calves. Almost no woman had a top on but all had pretty
figures. Em worried that where they were going would have
the same custom, if so she would have to spend some of her
savings on her body since hers were not comfortable in this
gravity unaided.
“We’ll have to hire a coach here with all this luggage,”
Demet said, “there’s no way we can toss it onto a streetcar.”
She had already seen what he was talking about. The
streetcars were open and didn’t stop, moved at something
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between six and ten miles per hour. You had to jump on and
off with whatever you were carrying. They had to walk about
a mile to find a coach, along the park on a wide sidewalk
shaded with awnings and lined with little shops. The shops
had everything from dried spices to cheap electronics. This
was when she first noticed how few of the people had comms.
Almost none.
The coach they hired was a huge wooden pumpkin carved
and finished and lacquered shiny black. The driver sat where
the stem would have been, the doors seemed to have been cut
from the same gourd. Inside it was plushly upholstered with
curved seats big enough for three front and back. There was
easily enough room for all of them and their gear. It was
pulled by two kedas hitched one behind the other. There was
a man named Hessy with it who wanted twelve irons plus
food and lodging to take them to their destination, but
promised that his kedas were on human schedule and would
do Nightday. That would come out to over fourteen credits
when Demet’s estimate for food and lodging was added in.
They were soon on their way, but she found she was going to
have a hard time thinking of that as a lot of money.
The kedas stepped right along at twice the pace of a walk.
Not what you’d call progress on a galactic scale, but faster
than a peasant’s horsecart back on Earth. Demet pointed out
several landmarks on the way, a famous university, the major
publishing house, a grand music hall. The streets were wide
and shaded with huge trees covered with purple and pink
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flowers. There were plenty of grown houses, but they tended
to be about six floors with wild branches above and mossy
stone foundations. There were also areas where the houses
were built, even quite a few built of wood. There were lots of
pretty people hanging around, flirting and playing sports.
Quite a few with the languid movements born of yaag
consumption. Todd took it all in. He was certainly getting
accustomed to seeing women’s breasts while they passed thru
the city that Afternoonday. Some in New Heartland would
call her a criminal for that.
It was lunch time before they were even out of the city.
They took their lunch at a neighborhood cook. The homes
along the main streets were two or three floors here, there
didn’t seem to be a difference in the streets behind, they were
production shops instead of retail. The cook was on the front
porch of a stone house. The stone railing was covered with
vines but was shaded by the upper limbs of the house next to
it. The place was busy, they had some little baked wraps with
a really nice vegetable stew inside that you could hold and
eat. “This cooking is actually more typical of Zhlindu or
Trenst than Kln, but I like it.”
“What’s it called,” she asked.
“A baked thesh roll,” he pointed to the sign, “I picked the
Jillie’s lon mix, I think it’s pretty good.”
“Do they have this at the site?”
“I can make a decent one, but I use a dryer filling. It’s
pretty easy actually, that’s one of the things that’s made
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swamp city cooking so popular, it’s a great style to learn
because you can do so much with it. We do a lot of dried
berry and rinko back there, but there’s enough wild lon
around that you could gather all you need to make this any
time you want, it’s all in experimenting with spices. Since we
have a biology lab handy, it’s good to be a cooking hobbyist.”
“Are you?” she asked.
“No, I’ll sail out and pick the lon, I grow a lot of rinko for
my sumoid staple, I’ve got some pretty tasty varieties I can
contribute.”
After lunch the city thinned out and they went down into
hillier country. The city is actually built on some arms on the
edge of a plateau. Down here the houses were smaller, and by
the time it got toward dusk there was some space between
them and gardens could be seen behind. It had taken all day
just to get out of the city.
“I don’t need much for myself,” the coachman told them,
“Just a few bytes and a bed, but if you’re looking for
something comfortable the Hep Stream Inn is on this route
about another hour along.”
“That would be good,” Demet said. “Have you been this
way lately, do you know if Jazza still makes those roasts for
Duskmeal?”
“Last I heard.”
“Now you’ll get fat,” he said to Em.
“I don’t want to get fat.”
“You’re actually in no danger. You’ll be having a lot of
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sweet vedn and lash up at the site, plenty of wild thesh,
maybe a little marshpuppy or fish now and then, a keja now
and then. Why not live it up?”
“We have been living it up, this is the must luxurious
camping trip I’ve ever been on. I have to remember I’m not
going to be earning Naiho pay here.”
“My treat this time.”
The Inn was a long low thing with lots of chimneys and
lots of dormers, the eaves on its thick leaf roof hung down to
shoulder level outside. It was thick-beamed and smokeysmelling, set back behind a hedge so covered with flowers
you could hardly see the leaves. There was a big stone patio
behind it that went down to a small stream overhung with hair
trees. There were little boats tied up at the homes that lined
the shady far shore. There was a big field of thick
ribbonleaves at the end where eight kedas were already
grazing. It had a row of scrapes under the trees beside it.
The proprietor was barely over four feet tall, covered in
black curls from his head and beard. What he lacked in height
he made up for in width and thickness. He couldn’t seem to
speak a word without laughing. He knew Demet on sight and
welcomed him like a long lost brother, lacing ten fingers and
then grabbing him in a bear hug that lifted him right off the
ground. “Well, well, it’s been twelve years or more ain’t it?”
“About that, I’ve been busy with the project,” Demet said.
“I bet you have, and who’s the pretty lady?”
“Her name’s Emerald, she’s from Naiho.”
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“Naiho? Ain’t that down toward Jinktul?” Jazza asked.
“It’s a planet,” Demet told him.
“Oooo, an Empire lady are you? A mighty pretty one too.
I gotta tell you we’ve never had an Empire lady stay with us
before, Jazza’s the name, I’m honored to meet you.”
“And I’m honored to be here.”
“And who’s this fine laddy?”
“I’m Todd Numek and I’m from Naiho too, and
Centorin.”
“Another spacer.” He leaned close, he was at least an inch
taller than Todd. “I bet you fly your own ship don’t cha?”
“Only in games,” Todd laughed. Jazza laughed too, a
surprisingly deep and hearty one for such a small man. Only
adventure movies and video games had space ships, no
interplanetary traffic is possible without the tubes. Only the
gateships “moved’ thru space, connected with the hole they
brought to a new destination.
“Now I gotta tend to my karga here,” he pointed toward
the source of the delicious smells, “but Delleel here’ll show
you to some rooms. We’ve got two cubbies and the green
room left, it’s good you didn’t come a bit later. Now I know
Hessy here would stay in the tack shed if he had’ta but seeing
how he’s a friend of me and you,” he said with a wink, “we’ll
sneak him in one of the cubbies for half, what’cha say?”
“Thank you,” Demet answered.
“Yo Delleel,” Jazza called, “Get decent and hurry on out
here. We got some Space folk here need’n a place, and a
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couple friends o’ mine.”
Delleel was one of the tall, long-haired blonds of the area
but with way too much breast for her frame. She was
wrapping a skirt around herself as she came out from the
lounge area, moving as slow as if she was underwater. She
giggled and patted Todd’s head, then licked her lips at Demet,
and then at Em. With way too much sway she led them down
the hall.
The cubbies were exactly that, a bed with some storage
underneath. It had a small window just like they had back in
Kln but here it was only a couple feet above the ribbonleaves.
Hessy, the coachman, took the first one, Todd would get the
next, then they were led to the green room. It was small and
cozy and had a fireplace. Delleel bent to light it,
demonstrating her snap in the process.
Demet answered the question in her eyes. “Jazzy lets her
ply her trade here in exchange for a little help around the
place. She’s too deep into yaag to be any problem.”
Since Todd hadn’t been watching, Emerald was actually
less concerned about that than the fact that they were left here
with the fire. She already knew parts of this planet were
primitive enough that some cooked with naked wood fires.
But here they were using an open fire for heat, on a planet
with forty three billion people. She didn’t get to ask about
that because Delleel stood up just as Todd came back and
asked about supper.
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The karga roast made prime beef seem like dirty old
industrial carpet or maybe the worn-out tire of a dockyard
forklift. Delleel found plenty of other people to bother. Todd
got to sit at the bar and have sweet juices while he traded
jokes with Jazza til late in the evening. They went back to the
room and the romantic evening they’d been waiting for since
Yclel-vi. They opened a window to the sweet dusk air and
while it got cool they sat in front of the coals with a cup of
some thick golden yellow from Jazza’s ancient keg. She was
afraid she was going far too native, but somehow that didn’t
seem to matter. She lay in his arms again, and this time he
held her like a she was a native and gave her slow and deeply
erotic caresses. She snuggled back into the pleasure of it and
put her hands over his.
“I don’t want you to get up tomorrow and say I tricked
you by getting you high,” Demet said.
She was wondering about that, if she did feel more open
to eroticism than she used to be. If she did, it wasn’t the yaag,
she felt it days ago. “I’ve been ready to make love to you for
three days now. You probably could have convinced me the
second night in Yclel-vi,” she told him. “But I appreciate
what a gentleman you are. I expected you would just go out
and pick someone up.”
“I’ve done enough of that in my life. I’m glad we waited
til tonight, this is perfect here.”
“I am too, I want this to be a special occasion. I really like
this place. I bet it’s really pretty at dawn.”
269

“It is, but tomorrow is Nightday.”
“Oh yeah, I’ll get used to that soon,” she said. The fire
had become just coals and heat while they ate, but he had put
more sticks on it when they came back to the room and they
were starting to blaze. She was afraid of it on one hand,
drawn to it on the other. “This fire makes it warm in here.”
“Maybe this will help?” he asked as he began to undress
her. It had been a long time since something so sensual had
happened to her. She thought she would tremble with
anticipation, but all she felt was a gentle delight, a
welcoming. The sensation of the warm firelight on one side,
the cool air of the slowly deepening dark on the other was
like camping on Kiandutan before the Aldebs got bad. She
knew she had never been this wasted on yaag before, but it
was only fitting that it happen here, three weeks deep into the
interior of Kassidor where she was the first person from the
Empire they had ever seen. The sensation of his lips on hers,
on her nipples, on her lips drove her wild, but the yaag had
her just floating in ecstasy instead of hurrying ahead. She
didn’t think she had ever left herself open this long. His hair,
all the soft tufts of it that she crawled thru, that she flowed
thru, for she felt she was turning into a liquid, especially on
the fire side.
The floor was soft by the fireplace, he must have pulled
the pillows and quits from the bed. They rolled around in
each other like slow tides of lava. By the time the bottle was
gone she didn’t remember if she’d had several orgasms or one
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continual for this most recent chapter of her life.
They woke still wrapped in each other. She could still feel
the languidity of the yaag, life seemed so gentle and relaxed.
She thought maybe only an hour had passed, but they were on
the bed, the window was closed, the fire was cold and she felt
like she’d slept thru the night. “You’re really turning me into
a native,” she said.
“Maybe it’s something in the air or the sunlight, it brings
out everyone’s natural lust.”
“Either that or I’m making up for lost time. Last evening
was my first time in twelve years, and the first one I really
enjoyed in about twenty.”
“A third of a decade?”
“Those are Earth years, Empire standard years. Twenty
years is about three Kassidorian decades.”
“You shouldn’t deprive yourself so.”
“That sounds like good advice,” she said, “only this time I
want to remember it like it was reality.”
“We probably have time for that before we go to
breakfast.”
*** *** ***
They had a hearty breakfast of re-fried meat shavings and
fruit spreads with thick chewy bread. Hessy and Jazzy talked
about the route ahead. The shortest way was thru a long, steep
section of wilderness where they might not find a cook, so
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they packed some waybreads and fruit. It was pretty wooly
country most of the way from here anyway.
Nightday was chilly, so she got out their parkas. They
moved down into hillier country. Todd sat up with Hessy
quite awhile, giving them some time to stay warm and close
by themselves and tell each other how much they’d enjoyed
the sleep before.
The population really thinned out once they got down into
the hills. If there was any evidence of habitation at all there
would be a little cabin here or there. There was some
evidence of logging in the valleys, some of commercial
hunting on the rugged crags between. There was so much
they couldn’t see in the dark. There were a few small villages
along the brook the road followed. They had lunch in one
where a single cook sat beside a kegman in a small lean-to in
front of a village home. The cook fire, an oil lamp with
reflector and a candle on each table in use provided the light.
Em, Demet and Todd were the only people there who hadn’t
known each other since before the Empire, but they aroused
more curiosity than discomfort. The cook and people from the
other tables asked them questions about current events they
might have heard about. The Empire was as remote to them
as they were to her.
She could not have imagined this scene a week ago.
Sitting here on a porch, bundled up for the cold, eating a bowl
of stew by candlelight and discussing the Texassi takeover
with people who really didn’t understand what a struggle for
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power was all about. They could understand what had
happened and even a little of how, it was why that they
couldn’t understand. They all agreed it had made no
detectable difference in their lives which house holds the
throne, just that it was good there hadn’t been any real bad
blizzards in the last few decades.
Before Nightday was over they passed into the actual
wilds. Todd was a little worried that there might be something
dangerous in the forest and came back inside. He noticed that
their hands were still joined.
“Gramma, are you falling in love?” he asked.
She was flustered at first, and looked toward Demet. She
could barely see his smile in the dark. “So what if I am?” she
answered.
“Yippee!” Todd said. “That’s way cool. Demet’s the
coolest guy since grandad.” He bounced across the carriage
and wrapped Demet’s head in his arms. “My grandad was a
crop pilot, he used to take me flying,” he continued while
Demet hugged him back. Even in the dim reflected starlight
she could see sparkles on Demet’s cheeks. “This is gonna be
great!” Todd said, but seconds later he was looking out the
window again. “What lives in these woods?” he asked.
Demet gave him a whole list of creatures great and small,
all of them harmless, most of them pretty or fun to watch.
“There’s lots of woods like this near where we live, and lots
of big fields with kargas in them, and a big marsh to sail in.
But there’s almost nothing that will hurt you. We’ll make sure
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nothing does.”
“Good, I don’t want to get eaten by a theirops.”
“How’d you hear about them?”
“It’s in my book. Hessy told me what it was. You can’t see
it in here without the lantern, but he said there might be a
theirops in these woods.”
“It’s possible Tookie,” Demet said, “but there hasn’t
actually been one seen in this area for forty, make that, let’s
see, four years.” Em caught the pet name, she noticed that
neither of them thought it inappropriate.
“But there could be one. What would we do?”
“They won’t attack unless you’re alone. They only attack
karga and no one has lost a karga around here for four years
either.” Soon after those reassurances Todd climbed back up
to the driver’s seat.
“I was thinking,” Em said, “About the diversity of life
here and what that might have to do with the Aldeb problem.”
“There are quite a few species here.”
“Many times as many as on Kiandutan, more than any
other planet I suspect.”
“It’s possible.”
“The more species, the more niches are filled. It could be
that if you have enough species you are much more likely to
have something that can prey on the Aldebs at a vulnerable
point in their life cycle. Earth has probably the second
greatest number of species and it seems to have the second
least problem with Aldebs, not counting Kinunde of course
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where there isn’t enough vegetation to support them.”
“That makes some sense. I understand Earth would have
as many species as Kassidor if it weren’t for the industrial
extinction.”
“That could be true. Science never had a chance to learn
the whole diversity of Earth’s biosphere.”
“It’s still quite rich, your ancestors did learn.”
“It’s a good thing, there might be billions more dead there
today. The plague still hit there pretty hard.”
They stopped for a short Dawnsleep in a meadow lit by
the small moon of the planet and the two companion stars.
One was too small to give very much light, the other was too
distant, but they were brighter than any star in Naiho’s sky.
The moon hurtled around the planet in just under forty hours,
so it soon went into eclipse. Something it did for hours on
every orbit. They slept fitfully in the cold, Hessy well
wrapped on the outside seat, Em and Demet leaning back
together and Todd on the seat across. They had only biscuits
and dried fruit to eat, there was no settlement nearby.
When the small moon came out of eclipse the driver
managed to get the keda’s up, with some protests, and they
moved on. Todd still slept on the front bench, bundled in all
his clothes and blankets for it was quite cold now.
“No snow this week,” Demet told her, “that’s good
because we’d have to stop til it melted.”
“Does it snow here often?”
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“About every other week, usually during Dawnsleep. It’s
gone by mid Morningday at the latest, after Morningday
breakfast most weeks. Every Afternoonday is hot and dry.”
“Like a whole year every week,” she said.
“I guess that means some places take a whole year to go
thru a week,” he said in response.
She lay in his arms, feeling the warmth around her,
knowing that her heart had committed too much already.
“What will come of this when we reach the site?” she had to
ask out loud.
“Of what?”
“Our affection.”
“I hope,” he answered, “that it will grow stronger. I hope
you understand that the man I’ve been on this trip is the man I
am.”
“I hope I will be the woman I have been on this trip. This
has been a big change for me. It is as if I stepped out of that
tube at the gate and a switch was thrown and Emerald Fay
was no more and a new woman named what? ‘Emral’ was
born.”
“I like that, ‘Emral’, it sounds like an Elvish name.”
“I feel like Emral now. I’ve grown as slow as this planet
on this trip. This ride has been such a vast, mindbending
experience. I crossed from the wilds of Naiho to the center of
Kex in little more than two hours, less than that from Kex to
the Kassikan, but on this one planet it’s the dawn of my fifth
week now,” she said, noticing she was using their weeks.
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“I’ve seen so much. I’ve seen more different things than I
have in my whole previous life. More kinds of cities, more
kinds of plants and animals, more kinds of people, more kinds
of landforms. I’ve never seen a desert before, I’ve never seen
a plant floating in the air, I’ve never seen a sea covered by a
swamp. I’ve never seen a predator that could consume a
human.”
“And you’ve traveled about a third of the way around the
planet and glimpsed five of the thirty largest cities. You
haven’t seen a real desert, you haven’t seen a historical site.
People say there are more different lives within the city of
Lumpral than there are in the remainder of the world.”
“And I have seen more different lives here than in the
remainder of the Empire.”
“I’m sure that is not totally true. There is still Earth and
Kinunde, have you been there?”
“I was on Earth once, as a tourist. I saw the ruins of
America.”
“I’m sure there is more to Earth than that. Maybe we’ll go
there some day, if we get rich.”
“Do you seriously think you will stay with me?” she
asked.
“I hope to.”
“Why?” she asked. “It doesn’t make any sense. With all
the beautiful women from your own culture. What’s so
special about me? And me with a child no less.”
He said nothing, the moonlight glistened on a tear. She
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reached up to wipe it from his cheek. “A child is a very
precious thing you know,” he said.
“He’s not even yours, come to that, he’s not even mine.”
“He’s alive.”
“There are many others who are alive, all thruout the
Empire.”
“But none other have happened my way, in the company
of someone I can respect and care about, someone I can work
with on the most important endeavor our species has ever
undertaken.”
“You could have a child of your own,” Emerald said.
“I did,” he said.
“Oh, where is he now?”
“Not alive,” Demet said, very controlled.
“I’m sorry.”
He was silent awhile, gazing out the window at the little
moon climbing in the west. He took a deep breath and
haltingly said, “On all of Kassidor there were only 6779
people who ever died by Aldeb stings. One of them was my
child’s mother. Only one of those dead was a child.”
“No!” she almost woke Todd.
“Yes.” He stopped, took a deep breath. “I changed my
career after that. I studied, I worked, I found my way here.
You were the first person to study the Aldebs, I know that
about you. You were the first to take up the fight…” his voice
trailed off. “Maybe you deserve a rational reason to fall in
love, my reasons are rather narrow-minded and soiled.”
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“No, I understand you. I think you understand me better
than I thought.” She turned to him and grasped him
desperately, wondering if he really knew how well he
understood what she lived for. She knew that even if he didn’t
now, he would.
They rode in silence thru the remainder of Dawnsleep,
huddled in each others arms. As light so slowly returned, she
saw it was pretty rugged country, steep green mountains of
forests and pastures with a wide flat valley between them
over which a tangle of streams meandered among clear blue
lakes. Everything was bursting with green and shining with a
thick coat of dew. The woods rang with a thousand different
calls, clouds of tiny green balloons floated in the air above the
valley floor. A few farms were nearby, grown houses with
flowers in their upper branches. There was a village across
the valley down near the floor with a single crystal building
beside it.
Todd woke up by the time it was fully light as they were
looking at that view. “Are we there yet?” he asked while he
rubbed his eyes.
“Right over there,” Demet told him, “see the village
across the valley.”
“Yeah, wow, it’s pretty here. Is this where we’re going to
live?”
“Yes Todd,” she said, “we’re finally home.”
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4307
My Child
*
‘It shouldn’t matter any more,’ she thought about
Karmon’s departure. She had what she needed of him didn’t
she? He was playing right over there on the beach, Karmon
Valera’s child. ‘Let Karmon go off to save Kinunde,’ she
thought, saving a single world is pretty small stuff once
you’ve built the Empire of human kind. Kion had his hair, the
curls that couldn’t quite be tamed. Kion reveled in his curls,
though Elissa knew better than to tell him such.
Elissa had no doubt that, like his father, he would be
Emperor some day. Dion Elakstra might hold the throne now,
but there were winds of change blowing already and Kion
was nearing maturity. Kion resented his father and was in awe
of his father. It was hard for him to find a personality of his
own when Karmon’s had been so strongly imprinted on him.
Elissa could not follow Karmon to Kinunde. She pitied
the residents of Kinunde, she was willing to resettle billions
of them here on Naiho, but she was not willing to weigh over
two hundred pounds. After all her years on Centorin, she had
never been fully comfortable in its gravity and now that she
had spent over a century back on Naiho, she was here to stay.
The shore was gentle here, Naiho had been geologically
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dead for several hundred million years. Sand built up in bars
and barriers til it was deep enough to trap other sediment.
That was the geology of this whole side of the ocean.
Beachline after beachline went back, their house was one
back, there was an island in front of them. Their own beach
was just right for Kion when he was younger. Now he wanted
a boat to paddle across the first lagoon to that island. She still
made him wade.
Naiho had little tide, O2 Eridani was a G 7 or 8, Naiho’s
year was five Earth months. The barometric level of this
ocean was thirty seven hundred feet above Earth’s sea level.
It was Naiho’s lowest point, and the planet’s council was
considering an accretion ring to bring this ocean to standard
sea level within a thousand standard years.
Terraforming they called it, though she’d heard that Earth
itself was trying to adjust its climate. There was a movement
on Earth who were attempting to find a way to move the
North pole to Jerusalem in an attempt to solve the problems
in the Middle East once and for all. Elissa knew they could
not do that, knew they could save the atmosphere of Naiho.
She knew they could do it without Karmon’s help. She
wondered if Kion would be the one to finally get that started,
or would he just go off to man a tug like the adventure shows
he saw in vids? She thought not. He was much more elitist
than any in either of their families had been. The will to lead
was strong in him and by will alone he would find wealth and
power.
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Elissa shed her clothes to wade over to that sandbar where
Kion swam now. She knew she would lose the freedom to do
this some day soon. She would be forced to buy special
garments for playing in the water like people did on most
other worlds of the Empire. Then there would only be
Kassidor and Novo Grosso where it was legal to be nude. But
still, there was no one to catch her here now, though Kion
might complain and certainly would if there were others of
his friends with him. He was taken in by the ‘cover up’
campaign the Heartland Bible Church was mounting.
As she came up the back side of the beach sand bar she
saw that he was alone here. He had a hissing beach blob in
front of him. This was a form of life from the original ocean
before even the Angel seedship got here. It hissed because it
inhaled air above and jetted it out below to try and pry
organic particles from the sand grains so it could feed on
them. It would have been happier in the older lagoon behind
their house than here.
Kion is about twelve or thirteen Earth years, just about
twenty five Naiho years where forty four makes you an adult.
“I would think you’re trying to figure out why they don’t live
over here?”
“I wanted to see it when I heard the hiss, the water’s much
clearer over here.”
“Yes it is,” she said. He was not looking up at her. They
had fallen into the jurisdiction of New Heartland now because
the majority of the local population knew Centish and not
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Naihonguese. There had been a threat of war in the 4290’s
and the population was given the right to vote. In this culture
the human torso could not be shown on broadcast video, and
Kion was too young to really remember when this land had
been part of Novo Grosso. She was thinking about moving
down across the border, south along this coast to the far side
of the Xambebe River. Novo Grosso still defended homestead
rights in its territory. She knew she could learn Naihonguese
if she put her mind to it. Karmon had left her this small estate.
If they sold it they could buy a modest place south of the
border and live for quite a while on what was left over.
“Have you figured out why they don’t live over here?”
“I don’t care about that, I’m trying to figure out how they
make the noise.”
“With the bubbles.”
“Yeah, but how do they make the bubbles?”
“With little air holes on the ends of those tiny tentacles.”
“Yeah, but what makes the air squirt out?”
“You mean what pumps it?”
“They have a pump?” he asked, “an air pump? I don’t
hear that, it just sounds more like it boils out, but it’s hardly
even warm.”
“They have lots of tiny air veins in them from the pores
on the top. See, they’re these little lines of tiny holes all
around here. They have lots of little mouths around the air
jets that grab any little bits of organic matter the air jets stir
up.”
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“Yeah ma, back over there.” He pointed but he did not lift
his eyes. She was silent and stared at him. He only peeked up
at her. She just kept looking at him. “Why do you have to be
like this ma?” he finally asked.
“Why do you want us to give up that right?” she asked
him. He might be too young to know what he was talking
about, but she wanted to see what words he could put to it.
“When you were ten you never thought anything of it.”
“It’s the styles ma, you never see anyone’s mother with
their mammaries hanging out on the vid.”
“But do you remember what you saw on the beach when
you were ten?”
“Yeah, OK, you weren’t the only one back then, but you
are now and it makes people point at me.”
“I see,” she told him. “What do you think of moving?”
“Where?” he asked.
“South of the Xambebe.”
“So we’d be back in Novo Grosso again and there’d be
naked people on TV and other’s at the beach. Would I mind
then?”
“Right, if we lived in Novo Grosso.”
“I don’t know Naihonguese,” Kion pointed out in an all
too precocious know-it-all way.
“You’re smart enough to learn it,” she told him, trapping
him by that argument into calling himself stupid if he
couldn’t learn it.
“You don’t know Naihonguese either,” he said.
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“But I bet I’m smart enough to learn it.”
“Why bother, we can afford to go anywhere we want.”
“Maybe to visit,” she said, but there are plenty of places
we can’t go live.”
“Like where?”
“Anyplace expensive and anywhere heavy.”
“You have plenty of money ma, you could get a nice little
place in the Kex valley, like we see on the Deel Marham
show.”
“Do you think they live in a nicer place than what we live
in now?”
“Well shit yeah, what do we have here? Just bunches of
grass and sea, there no one around here at all.”
“That is the good thing, we have plenty of land.”
“That’s dumb, that just keeps you away from everyone.”
“And Kion, when you say everyone you know you mean
only people you own age.”
“Well shit yeah, you get to hang out with people your own
age.”
“Kion, you are much closer in age to the people around
here. The Kanuven’s are almost your age compared to me.
Only Halumnie and Pikret are closer to my age than yours.”
“What about the Limneys and all the people at their
stands down there?”
“Hardly any of them are over seventy, I am nearly three
hundred.”
“But...”
285

“Their religion doesn’t let them take medicines to stop it,
mine does. You will not need to, you have inherited the
modifications I made to my genes and you will not grow any
older than I am. You will grow to full size and then stay that
way, depending on how you take care of yourself.”
He just looked at her. Then he said, “So how do those old
people feel about you getting naked?” he asked.
“They are nowhere near this beach. When I’ve waded
back to the house, they can come out here and not have to
look at me. Very few of them do, whether I am here or not,
whether I am clothed or not. The seventy year old Mortals
who do come to the beach are down there by the gardens and
not out here toward the wild surf. And the seventy year old
Mortals lived most of their lives in Novo Grosso and
probably still know some of the language.”
“I don’t see why you can’t conform to a simple dress code
for public decency.”
“I don’t see what there is that’s indecent about what God
made. You crawled out of me here you know, out of that
opening right there. And for the first year of your life you got
all your nourishment from little openings right here. You used
to suck my nipples like your life depended on it, because it
did.
“Is it that you want to deny you were ever a baby?” she
went on to ask him, “or are you afraid of what you might feel
when you turn into a man?”
“Why are you picking on me like this?”
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“Because I came out here, bringing the body that made
you, naked in your presence, on my beach, and you want the
government to stop me from using my beach as I see fit,
when we are the only ones who can see me.”
“I can see you!” he barked.
“And what has happened to you because of it?” she asked
him.
“I’ve lost face.”
She took his face in her hand and looked at it from
various angles. “I don’t see any of it missing.”
“You know what I mean, you taught me that expression.”
“Who have you lost it in front of?” she asked.
“There was that time when there was four of us here.”
“Kion, you knew. You’ve known I swim naked on this
beach since ages before you were born, before your brother
and sister were born. You saw me come out here, you saw
what I took with me, a towel, no bathing suit. You know I
never owned a bathing suit. You and your friends had no
interest in this beach until I came here. If I don’t miss my
guess, you showed off to your friends by taking them down
there to watch.”
He got so red that he had to run off into the water yelling
“Uuuuuu.”
She plunged in with him, taking a few strokes to get out
in front of him. This or next would be the last summer she
could do that, depending on how she wanted to push herself.
He was Karmon’s son and didn’t take well to being beaten by
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his mother even now, especially by his naked mother. Out a
little ways she turned around and waited for him. He was
getting to a hundred pounds in weight already, she had to
work to stop him. His game was he didn’t see her and was
going to plow right through. He pushed them both thru the
water with the top of his head for a ways. He was breathing
too hard, there was a sandbar here where she could stand up.
He was more comfortable with her now that he couldn’t
see her naked body. He couldn’t quite stand up on the bottom,
so he panted, holding onto her shoulder. She said, “I’m sorry
that it embarrasses you now that you showed them then, it
didn’t embarrass me in the least. If you guys wanted, you
could have all come and sat with me. I could have taught you
an anatomy lesson.”
“You have no shame at all?”
“Not about my person. I’m ashamed of things I’ve done,
I’m ashamed of what my country has done. I’m ashamed of
the Texassi’s and everything they’ve done. I’m ashamed of
the fact that Heartland’s administration supports them.”
“Look what secession got Novo Grosso,” he said. For his
age he did follow the news and had a little idea what was fact
and what wasn’t. About sixty percent of the New Heartland
population probably didn’t.
“A lot of bad press,” she said, “but the working person’s
receipts in Novo Grosso increased by one and a half percent
last year, while they declined by seven tenths of a percent in
new Heartland last year.”
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“New Heartland’s economy grew by four point six
percent last year,” he said.
“While the wealth of the working people in New
Heartland declined by point seven. The rich took all of the
gain, and some of what us working people used to have last
year.
Yes, he followed the news, but she had trained to be a
concubine of the emperor. She followed the stats whether or
not Karmon was here. “The economy of Novo Grosso
increased by only three point eight percent last year. One and
a half went to the working people and two point three percent
went to the rich. That’s still bad, the rich don’t need any more
and the working people do in some cases, but they did get
some more, not less.”
“I thought we were of the rich.”
“Your father was rich, but he’s on a mission, he barely
takes time for his own life. His fortune is now devoted to the
lost helium process and the plants he plans to build on
Kinunde.”
“Why didn’t we go with him?” he asked.
“Do we have to go over it all again?”
“I forgot already, something about school?”
“You haven’t finished your education. Your father will be
in the wilds. Once you get out of the towns and cities on
Kinunde, it’s walk or animal cart for transportation.”
“Then how can dad work there?”
“The first phase is secret, he’s putting in a tube to it, but
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it’s in the middle of nowhere, a half hour ride thru one
straight tunnel. He won’t have that in for another year. Don’t
you communicate with him?”
“We don’t talk about that,” he said.
She wondered what they did talk about. She worried that
they weren’t as close in the last few years. “Well, I’m going
to the beach,” she said, now that he wasn’t panting any more,
“are you ready?”
“Yeah.”
She got to the beach, ran to her towel and wrapped herself
in it and pulled her long strawberry blond hair back. She was
never going to give up her body to motherhood, not in that
way.
Kion came ashore, not breathing quite as hard. He had no
towel, the sun was still warm enough and in air this thin,
water almost steamed off a hard working human body. He
plunked down next to her. “So what does that have to do with
it anyway, won’t there be a school at the town he’s working
in, even if it doesn’t have a tube connection yet?”
“There’s no town. There will be nothing but a little work
camp showing on the surface until he’s sure they have a
working process. You could not live with him and go to
school, we talked about this before, before your dad even
left.”
“I guess I was too young to remember at the time.”
“It was two years ago at the most.”
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“Over fifteen percent of my life.”
“Yeah yeah,” this was something Karmon had defended
him in. A year was a big percentage of his life when he was
young. “So since you need to finish school, you will stay here
with this parent until you finish school. You can stay here
where we have a tube in the foyer, affordable schools that
were serviceable when under Novo Grosso administration.”
“It’s still the same administration at the school, New
Heartland hasn’t broken that yet,” he said with some disgust.
He probably wasn’t interested in the fact that the nine
secondary schools that were transferred into New Heartland
from Novo Grosso became nine of the top twenty five
secondary schools in New Heartland, four out of the top five.
“I will send you to visit if you want, but Kion, the gravity
is almost twice what it is here. Centorin is only a third more
than here and I felt beaten down all the time I lived there.
Nothing physical was ever any fun. Paddling a kayak was
about the most energetic thing I could do on Kassidor when I
was there. I would be nearly bedridden in the gravity of
Kinunde.”
“You can buy muscles genetically now,” he said with
some scorn like she didn’t know that. “We’d have no trouble
bulking right up in that environment,” he continued. “I’d
kind’a like that.”
“Well you aren’t paying for it, and better yet, you are not
who you are yet, you’re still growing. I’ve been who I am
since the ancestor’s of today’s New Heartland media stars
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were still coming over in the tube. I remember when the tube
hadn’t brought enough traffic to make a dent in the
population. My parents were pioneers on this planet. My
person, who I am, what I want to be, is wrapped up in this
person that’s adapted to this gravity. I did my time on
Centorin, I’m a resident of Naiho. I will send you to visit, he
may buy you adaptations to that gravity if he wants, but I
warn you, he would not buy them for himself.”
“But he was old also, I’m still a kid. Wasn’t he even older
than you?”
“He was already Emperor when I was born, if there had
been an Emperor. He was in charge of the Gatekeeper’s
Council or whatever it was called at the time.”
“I certainly don’t know. The history we study is either
ancient, that which is before the tube, or modern, which is
since.”
Almost five hundred years of modern history here on
Naiho, she thought. What was it on Earth? 4307 years now of
modern history? What was it on Kassidor, a million and
something? She didn’t want to have to learn that special case.
On Centorin not yet 2000, but they still counted revolutions
of Earth about Sol as their official time, although they were
not able to accurately measure it for over a thousand of those
years. So the Centorin Empire reckons the year as the Year of
Our Lord 4307. “Well one of the events of Modern history,
since the tube, was the Empire of Human Space of which
your father was the founding Emperor.”
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“As if I didn’t know that ma, am I never supposed to have
a thought independent of that fact?”
“Sorry. So you should have known he was older.”
“History has been changed to fit the prevailing mindset in
the past,” he said, “You’ve been telling me that since I was
twelve. I’ve seen the history books change from one year to
the next.”
“I’m glad you learned it,” she said. “You do well to
question.” She didn’t feel like saying that in her emotions
right now, but knew it was proper and congratulated herself
on recognizing it. “I hoped the Texassi hadn’t tried to erase
the whole history of the Empire from the schools of the
Empire.” No, they took a simpler route, she thought, they just
erased the schools unless the planets or in our case nations
funded them. There was no longer any Empire funding for
education except for their military and other services.
“It was Novo Grosso school where I learned that,” he
admitted.
“Texassi II will fall soon I think, then New Heartland will
be sorry.”
“Maybe they will have to give us back to Novo Grosso.”
“Unlikely,” she said, “the people here speak mainly
Centish.”
“Ma, I still wouldn’t give up this house just to go naked
on the beach.”
“What if they changed the law so that you had to eat
spinach every day.”
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He laughed, “They’re not going to make a law that
stupid!”
“But there are billions and billions of people on the planet
Kassidor who have never seen someone wear clothes in the
water, unless they fell in or it was a wet suit. They would
never understand it if you told them that was illegal in some
places.”
“But Kassidor’s the poorest planet there is.”
“No, Kinunde is.”
“Not when Dad gets done, Kassidor will be then.”
“Kassidor’s not as poor as the data looks, but actually I
just think their drugs make them happier with poverty.”
“That’s what they say on the news, Kassidor’s poorer but
Kinunde’s not happy with it like they are.”
“I’m content to live as we do now, I don’t need any
more.”
“I think we should have a shuttle. We don’t need a pilot,
I’ll learn to fly it, but I think we’re grounded without one.”
“You can’t bring one thru the tubes. I can get anywhere in
the Empire from my entry hall.”
“You can’t get to the tundra.”
“And how often did we just happen to go to the tundra? If
you don’t like the low population of people your age here,
what do you think it would be like on the tundra?” They had
one when Karmon was here, Kion remembered that. “How
often did we take it somewhere the tubes don’t go near?”
“We could any time we wanted to.”
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“I don’t miss it, I think it was more trouble than it was
worth. I would give up this house without a fight if I got a
decent one in return. I may sell it anyway because of the taxes
and upkeep.”
“And what would happen to me?” he asked.
“Oh you’d be long gone by then. If you want the taxes
and the upkeep as an adult I’ll probably let you have it.”
“I’m moving to Centorin, to Kex, when I’m adult. I don’t
want to stay out here in the back of the outback.”
“You could go up to Marsallis.”
“That’s just the front of the outback. Ma, when I grow up,
it’s just a question of what part of Kex I want to start out in.”
“Yes, well good luck to you.”
“Why don’t we move there now?”
“Do you know what kind of place we would live in?
Speaking of which, I’m going back to the house.” She got up
and began walking.
“What kind of place?” he asked.
“It would have to be small, or it would have to be old and
on low ground.”
“When were you there last?” he asked.
“Over a hundred years ago.”
“Don’t you think it would have changed since then?”
“Yeah, it’s gotten more expensive, that’s where a lot of the
growth is now that tube capacity is significant.”
“I like growth,” he said.
“Because you’re still growing.”
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She had taken the sandbar down around next to Dextoros’
sawgrass farm where the big fat old cypress was. Kion wasn’t
really talking with her any more. He was pitching a few
stones at the cypress and managed to hit it one time with a
resounding thunk. A cloud of insects flew up with an audible
buzz. “If that’s a bee’s nest you hit, we’re in trouble,” she told
him.
“I bet they can’t even see us from here, just keep
walking,” he said. He did so, but more briskly than before.
There were a lot of them, and it could well have been bees.
She beat a hasty retreat also. They didn’t start running til
Kion was stung. He was already running by the time she
heard his scream and she was stung by the time she
understood what had happened to him. She swatted with the
towel as she ran, she was stung again before reaching him, he
screamed again as she swung the towel at two or three more
bugs that were landing on him. She grabbed him and pulled
him, flailing the towel behind them. Across the yard they
were able to outrun them, but she was swatting again as they
pulled open the door.
Once inside she slammed it, and slammed all windows.
“Call medic!” she yelled to Kion as she ran to the remainder
of the house, hoping her adrenaline would keep her going til
she got the place closed. She knew it was an Aldeb nest by
the way she felt. When you do PR in a war like that, you have
to learn something. She had heard these symptoms described
by dozens of survivors.
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She was back to the first floor, still upright and looking
for tape. He was standing by the phone saying, “...over some
bee stings...” then he stopped and stared at her, then said,
“Mom, what happened to you?”
“Aldebs! look at your arm, it’s Aldebs, get medics here
before you go unconscious!” She ran on into the kitchen,
began on those windows. She was starting to feel it now, her
feet weren’t moving that well. She got up the back stairs, got
the bay on the landing. It was like syrup getting to the
bedroom. There was one on Kion’s porch she had to get. Now
it was OK, get down to the foyer where the tube would come
in. Her feet were dragging up out of congealing molasses
now, she would be fine anywhere here, but step by step she
came down off the landing and saw Kion sprawled on the
ground near the comm. He could hear it reciting the, ‘How to
make a call’ message. That is where it would end up if open
but unused.
Her heart hammered and her vision dimmed. Each
footstep required tearing another quarter-inch layer of meat
from the bottoms of her feet. When she got close enough to
reach the phone, she didn’t try to break her fall. She drew it to
herself and pressed the primal three-button code. Her eyes
were already black. She had enough brain function left to
know they could trace the source. The last muscles she could
keep active kept grunting, “aadeppp aadeppp aadeppp,” until
consciousness left.
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**
She came to, that was the first surprise. It wasn’t in a
hospital bed, that was the second. It seemed she was still on
the foyer floor where she fell. The phone was dead, but it was
still in her hand. There was a bad smell in the air. Kion was
still lying where he went down, the black had spread
everywhere on him. She reached out to wake him and found
he was quite cold. He was the source of the smell.
The hysteria consumed her for what seemed like hours.
She stumbled thru the house and found it quite empty and
quite stuffy. It was twenty one hours since they’d come home,
she noticed. She didn’t know what to do about his body, she
couldn’t think of a way to get in touch with Karmon on short
notice. She couldn’t send him mail, she needed to scream.
She got a live phone and called Medic back and screamed.
They tried to calm her down.
She remembered what she screamed, “Why didn’t you
come when I first called you, when my son was still alive?”
They were out of the tube in the foyer in short order. Two
medics went to her, two went to Kion. She had been crying
over Kion some, but not enough so they couldn’t see what
happened. They brought her into the other room, rather
abruptly she thought. “I’m OK, I’m OK,” she told them,
pulling her arms free. She noticed she was still pretty black,
but not as much as she had been before she passed out.
“What’s happened here?” the chief medic asked. She was
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a hefty woman, broad shouldered with dark red hair and a
large chest.
“My son threw a rock at the old cypress down there and
there must be an Aldeb in it because we were attacked. It’s
been twenty one hours since we called you.”
“I’m very sorry but it is my duty to inform you that the
earlier call was dismissed as a crank.”
Elissa almost jumped up screaming again, but held
herself, partly because she was still too woozy. She even sat
back down before she said anything. She said, as calmly as
she could between her clenched teeth, “That dismissal cost
my son’s life.”
“Ma’am we’re too busy down there to check out every
suspicious call. When we have someone up, we send them,
but if a real call comes in, with a med-alert or a security code,
we’ll divert if we have to, and that call will get priority over
suspected cranks. I must say that in this age the only legal
excuse I can imagine for not having a med-alert is you don’t
care about your health or you want to make our jobs harder.
To have a child without one, Ma’am, when you can clearly
afford it, I consider that child abuse and I will note it as such
on my report to the Department of Society.”
“Has the military been notified?” Elissa asked resignedly.
This was one of those people who thought anyone who didn’t
want to be monitored must have something to hide, the kind
there were all too many of now.
“Yes, they’ve been notified, they are on the scene. Why so
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concerned?”
“I’m worried that even though we’re all black from Aldeb
stings, you might still think it’s a crank.”
“Now that’s enough, I know you just lost a son because of
your neglect, but that doesn’t give you the right to take it out
on me. We’re here to do a job, save your life and your
neighbors lives.” Someone came up and whispered to her.
She scowled daggers in Elissa’s direction and left the room.
Soon two men came in, they just leaned on the edge of the
counter and watched her. They were wearing medic uniforms,
but didn’t seen to be performing any medical function. They
were in the kitchen. She was still wearing nothing but the
towel she came in with yesterday. She went to go get dressed.
“Ma’am,” one of them said, “We been asked to make sure
you stay here til someone can check you out. We need a
contagion level screening before we can take you in.”
“I don’t need to be taken in, I need to get word to
Karmon, I have to call a mortician...” She saw them wheeling
Kion’s body out in a sealed black bag and started crying
again.
“We’re pretty sure you’re not ready to make those
arrangements right now. Besides, we don’t know how long
they’ll keep the autopsy open.”
“Autopsy?” she asked.
“Standard procedure in a death like this. If there may be
Aldeb action involved we need to know about it. The area
will have to be combed.”
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There was the concussion of a blast from the edge of the
beach where that cypress had stood. Elissa was relieved, at
least Kion was avenged. The monster that took him was dead,
whatever happened now didn’t matter as much. At least the
military took the threat seriously and had done something
about it.
It was only a few minutes after that when a doctor came
in and started running instruments over her and she didn’t get
to keep even the towel for awhile. It was a good thing she
wasn’t ashamed of her body, for any other resident of New
Heartland they would be totally disoriented. That was
probably what the CoverUp campaign was about, giving them
the strip-search tool to use on people.
***
It was two days before she was back home. The stay at the
medical facility was unnecessary as far as she was concerned,
but if humanity could learn anything that would help us
defeat those horrid monsters, she would undergo the
discomfort. It was good in a way because it kept a corner of
her mind off Kion.
Now she was back in this big house alone, her heart as
empty as the rooms. She went thru the motions. She caught
herself wondering what she would give him for lunch,
watching entertainment that he used to watch, looking for
clothes he’d left around that needed washing. Each time she
realized what she was doing, she had to drop to the nearest
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seat, even the floor of the hallway, and cry some more. She
had nothing in her now, no purpose, just existence. Now that
she was here alone, she knew there was no reason to
continue, just the habit. So many of the habits of life revolved
around him, she didn’t know what to make for meals without
his tastes to guide her. Now she had the bother of deciding for
herself what to eat and found it a lonely and stupid chore.
Why should she eat anything without someone to cook for?
For over a century she’d had Karmon’s family about her, she
was a cell knocked loose from her body.
On the afternoon of her first day home she went out to the
cypress and found the crater was deep enough to dive into.
Two nearby trees had also been toppled and three others were
leaning. She spent the afternoon alone on the beach gathering
all the scraps of the trees that were blown up that were small
enough for her to move. She knew the one it was in, the one
Kion had hit with the rock, was blasted to shreds that were
small enough for her to carry. Looking at the crater, it was
probably vaporized, they had probably dropped a four inch
RPB out of a parking orbit from the command room of the
nearest military base. Karmon knew all the details of that and
through him, she knew a lot of it also.
Still, she gathered up every piece she could find. She put
them against the trunk of a tree that had been burned in the
blast and lit them. She did not want one spore of the horror
that took her son to survive. She stayed there thru sunset, and
well into the dark. Crying her grief out more and more,
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finding more sticks that might have scraps of the Aldeb in
them. The waves lapped just out of sight around the pasture.
Kella Dextoro came out. “I was told,” Kella said, “The
base had to tell me when they informed me a tree on my
property was about to be struck. I saw the flickering of the
flames and thought maybe it was still burning from the
missile.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, “I should have asked permission, I
never thought of that. I just want to burn every bit of the
monster that took Kion from me.”
“I understand,” he said. “If there’s anything I can do?”
“Nothing can be done now,” she sobbed, “Kion is gone.
But thanks so much for the thought. I hope you didn’t want
this wood?”
“Bole Mzillaman is sending a machine down for the
trunks of those leaners, they won’t survive. I don’t want even
more pests nesting there. Later on I think I’ll get a machine
out and push the wall a little closer to the lagoon. I can use
this half acre now that it’ll get some sun.” The Dextoros only
had about four hundred acres, pretty small for a farm in New
Heartland but large for Novo Grosso. That was still mainly
family farms of five to forty acres serviced by the best
levrails in the Empire. Pushing the wall would mean she’d
have to climb over it to walk around this way, the trees had
been on the water side of it.
The wall is made of the flinty chunks of a native life form
that had covered large areas of this land. They build limestone
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skeletons and deposit layers of them several inches thick over
good topsoil. They have small leaf clusters at their tips that
are sometimes several inches high when unfurled but retract
as defense against herbivores. They may cover the ground for
uninterrupted miles in some areas. Farmers have to bulldoze
them aside into mounds of pumice-like flat stone. It floats
downstream on water and is pounded to soft white sand by
waves. That builds large deltas in rivers that flow thru land it
covers. Brush will grow up over the wall, the machine will
push it all into the lagoon. He actually owned well out into
the lagoon and many farmers around had pushed into the
lagoons.
Kella was a more naturalistic farmer. His father had been
Novo Grossan, his mother was born on Earth in southern
Africa. Elissa and Kella didn’t know each other well, but
knew these basics about each other. Though they disagreed on
politics, he got along well with Karmon and still called him
Emperor. Karmon got him exposure he might not have, but
really did nothing more in return. He didn’t stay, just said,
“I’ll leave you to your fire then, I’m truly sorry about what
happened.”
She thought a bit about how he could have been a little
more careful about his trees, but then realized she took more
interest in the trees along this path than he did, she should
have stopped by to check what it was that so many bugs liked
about the old cypress. She figured it was hollow from the way
it grew, she did suspect it had bees in it, invaders from Earth
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that sometimes seemed as nasty as an Aldeb, until you
actually found it was an Aldeb and didn’t behave like a nest
of bees.
He was gone and she was alone with the night and the fire
again. It wasn’t very seasonal here. This was the southeastern
corner of Primus Ocean, only twenty four degrees below the
equator. New Heartland and Novo Grosso faced each other
across the Primus. Novo Grosso was founded by a seedship
from Earth in the 2400’s, one of the last to go out before the
extermination. There were nearly two hundred million of their
descendants to the west of the ocean when the gateship
reached Naiho in 3805 and founded New Heartland twenty
six years later.
Naiho has eight moons, but those that can be seen with
the naked eye are pinpricks of light that are lost among the
stars except for Nechele, which moves fast enough to notice.
It is a mere pinprick of light but she noticed it because it was
overtaking another tiny star. The fire had burned to nothing.
She figured on staying here staring at its ashes until dawn
froze her to death. But before the last embers stopped
glowing, her shivers sent her in.
The next day, her second day home, she couldn’t help
walking thru his room, looking thru his things, trying to feel
his presence once more. It was still morning when she picked
up his data pad and started checking his most recent
assignments. She got involved in what she could learn about
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him from this, such as, he was getting messages from girls.
She spent the whole day going thru his data pad, learning
more about him than she ever knew. She already knew how
he was in awe of his father. She already knew he wanted to
follow him in interstellar politics. She hadn’t known about the
horrible things he thought about doing to get there. He had
studied volumes on assassins and assassination and was doing
a project on political assassinations for school. He had lists of
important Empire officials already. He had addresses of some.
He had names and addresses of assassins. He had a list of
inner circle Gatekeepers with two names crossed out. Legally,
she shouldn’t know who these people were, but she lived with
Karmon for a century and Karmon had once been on that list.
She would have to check on them.
She took a couple copies, then blanked the entire pad. She
wondered what all the data cubes contained. She would have
to go thru them, or just destroy them all. Then she thought
about Karmon. She still hadn’t heard from him. He was out in
the country it seemed. Kinunde has six hundred million
square miles of desert. It seemed that Kinunde had places
even farther from the tubes than Kassidor. There was a whole
oasis that was off the tubes. He wasn’t there, he was out in the
deep desert. There was blowing sand, a shuttle couldn’t land
near him or some such, he wasn’t carrying an orbital band
comm that could get thru the clouds and the sand, she got a
list of excuses that should have stretched far enough to find
him by now. She shouldn’t have blanked the pad, he would
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have wanted to see it also. He might have been as concerned
as she was. He would be furious that she’d blanked it, there
was a lot more on there that she hadn’t even looked at.
He wouldn’t understand how she wanted to preserve the
child who was gone, as he was in her mind before this
happened. There were images of him that she had in her
mind, and she wanted them to stay that way. She’d always
dreamed he’d also hold the throne someday. Karmon would
never speak of it, but she thought he also believed in Kion.
She’d thought he would gain it the way his father did, thru
hard work and genuine concern and a lifetime of good
decisions.
Karmon had never set out seeking the throne, he sought
only to ground the warships of the land consortiums when he
started his campaign. The great real estate consortiums had
been engaged in almost all-out war for real estate, some of it
already settled. Several houses tried to wrest Rendellyn from
Demers back in the early 40th century. There was a real
danger at some point of a second tube landing on the planet.
That could have caused a time loop, setting off another big
bang in our midst. Naiho was near war between the native
Novo Grossans and the Centorin and Earth born settlers of
New Heartland at the time. He wanted to prevent that conflict
and founded an organization to unite mankind. He wanted
this organization to command all the warships. There was
always the threat of Aldeb attack.
Now the threat was corruption in the organization
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Karmon founded, but instead of fighting it, it looked like
Kion was ready to take it to even greater depths in pursuit of
power. She didn’t like the impression of a young boy already
so hungry for power he would stop at nothing to get it and
hold it.
How had he become like that? Why was he thinking that
way? Somehow he had confused what she tried to teach him.
She tried to teach him that the Texassi’s were bad because of
the tactics they used. He seemed to have learned that the
tactics were only bad because they were used in service of the
Texassi’s. Why hadn’t she made the lesson more clear? Why
hadn’t he been able to figure out it would only lead to him
falling prey to intrigue sometime? Maybe he believed that
was how the Empire could best be lead? Maybe he thought
that was the only destination for the Empire’s most aggressive
men? She shuddered at the thought of what Imperial policy
would be like in such a system.
She gathered all the data cubes and locked them up in the
safe under the removable floorboards under the couch in the
den. It had been radar and sonar and pion deadened to keep
instruments from finding it. She would only tell Karmon
about their existence, and not until he was here if possible.
When that was done she just sat there on the couch in the
den over the spot where the safe was hidden. Kion was gone.
Just a few days ago they were arguing about nudity laws. On
the day it happened in fact. Now she understood more of why
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he felt that way. If he sought power absolutely, he would seek
absolute power. She hadn’t understood that when they argued.
Of course, he wanted no limits on the laws he could make.
This was even more cruel than taking Kion from her; this
took her memory of Kion, the Kion she used to know and the
Kion she imagined in the future were also gone.
Of course he needn’t have turned out that way. She might
have found out or had conversations that untwisted his
perception of the universe. He was still very young, he could
certainly change.
She had to cry a little more, her head ached and her nose
was sore from it, she didn’t care. A mother shouldn’t cry for a
dead son. But where Karmon is now, only half the children
born make it to Kion’s age. What was a mother’s life like
where people fight over cadavers for their meat? She couldn’t
comprehend it. Her child was gone, her perfect child, the
child that would rule the Empire some day. The child she bore
the Emperor. She had even dreamed of seeing father and son
re-united at the throne.
But the son could never assume the throne now. She had a
better chance of ruling the Empire now than her son did, she
was still alive. The view from the den’s window was so right
for this, just a small part of the grey side of the house, the
shadow of a single shriveling wisteria quaking in the breeze
now and then. The shadow of an insect. She was so glad it
was just an insect. From her porch she could see the crater
where the old cypress used to be. She knew Aldeb and tree
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were nearly born together with cypress, so that had been
growing for a long time. That tree was there when they got
this place, that Aldeb might have been too small to get
detected and cleansed in the 4189 attack, it was just a bit of
mold in the root of that cypress shoot. Now it was a mature
adult, or had been a mature adult until an orbital bomb was
called down to make a crater of it. Until she went out to clean
every scrap there might have been and burn them.
She knew how Aldebs communicated, as did most
humans now. She wondered if there was any way to tell if
there were more nests around. She thought they should go
over the whole area with a detector. Since she was in the den,
she wrote that out and sent it in as mail to the military, listing
all the particulars but milspec coordinates and operation code
name. Of course she knew what post was responsible for
what around here, and even the general’s name. Karmon had
already known him personally when they bought here back in
4192.
If there were any more, their destruction would be just a
little more revenge for what was taken. But she would give up
Naiho to the Aldebs to have Kion back and make their escape
thru the tube somewhere, even if she had to take genetics to
adapt herself to Kinunde’s gravity. She should have followed
Karmon to Kinunde. She should have gone to Kassidor for
the adaptation however, Kinunden genetics were crude and
left you looking like you were just on steroids. She’d actually
spoken to a shop on Kassidor that said they could re-calibrate
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her muscles and neurons so Kinunde’s gravity would feel
almost exactly the same as gravity felt to her now on Naiho,
and she would look exactly the same as she did now on
Naiho. Not almost exactly, it would not effect her appearance
at all. It cost ten percent as much as the Kinundan treatments.
The Kinundan treatments were about ten percent of the
additional tube fare to get to Kassidor and back.
But it would have been worth it, because now she was
sitting here and Kion wasn’t anywhere. His body is
dismembered in a military medical facility. His DNA was
probably not read and not read and cataloged the way an
unapproved lab can do it on Kassidor. His organs are stored in
the police labs, she was informed of that, she was asked if
she’d like to donate them after the case was closed. She asked
them, what would she inter? She remembered they had no
suitable answer. If she never heard from Karmon, would there
ever be a ceremony? Would he come back from Kinunde to
attend, or would something be at a critical point where he just
couldn’t get away?
She knew Karmon loved his son. It was the hardest thing
about going when she could not. He could not take Kion with
him because he knew he couldn’t do what he had to do and
raise a son as anything but a valet and go-fer. He would never
have time to let Kion play except with a hired nanny. Even so
the fact that Kion would not leave her had been the deciding
factor.
When she heard the comm chime she thought it was the
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medicals again with yet another round of the same questions.
She picked it up with a bored, “Yeah?”
“I got an urgent message that you had to talk to me
immediately. I’ve just driven a thousand miles overland in a
sand storm, in which I had to repair this ancient, bleeding,
native vehicle three times and endure capture by deep desert
traders in enormous metal machines who’s language I don’t
speak. I hope this is really important.”
It was Karmon. He sounded impatient. Very well, no
small talk to get him settled, let him have it short, sweet and
to the point. “Kion was killed in an Aldeb attack four Naiho
days ago.”
She got no indication of a dead connection, but there was
no sound coming thru. Then there was a sniff, then, “Is it a
major attack?”
“Only the two of us, the Aldeb is destroyed, I’ve asked
General Kallis to probe the area for more and have not had
confirmation that it has been done.”
“I think I should probe the planet myself,” Karmon said,
“but you were hurt?”
“I recovered.”
“I got us a treatment for it back in 4202, remember that?”
“Yeah, it’s too bad it didn’t get passed on to Kion.”
“It wasn’t a Kassidorian treatment, it was Centorin.”
“I’d forgotten, but now that you mention it, I do
remember a pill you got us.”
“I was afraid the attacks would continue. I didn’t think
312

we’d get such a large percentage.”
“We should have got one for Kion. The attacks will
continue.”
“How are you now?” he asked.
“I’m OK, most of the blackened areas are pretty faded
now. They kept me in medical confinement a couple days, did
a whole lot of tests on me. I didn’t have a choice, they never
did tell me why and I really didn’t like it. I didn’t need to be
in there, I would have been fine at home. No one would have
watched me cry all those hours.”
“Maybe that’s why they wanted to keep you under
observation. Some people don’t deal with grief well, they
might have been afraid for you.”
“You seem to be dealing with it OK.”
“I haven’t passed the news on to my soul yet, I’m still
concerned about you.”
“You always told me I was too wrapped up in him, but
that’s what being a mother is about. So much of yourself is in
your child. The process of birth makes an impression on a
mother.”
“Are you eating?” he asked.
“Too much,” she said, “I’ll have to diet to find work
again.”
“You won’t have to find work.”
“Your support of him was what I lived on.”
“That support came from a trust, it was to be turned over
to him on becoming an adult. I never told you this, but it is on
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public record that you are the sole beneficiary of his estate.”
She gasped but he continued, “That trust is about eight billion
credits today. Not much by today’s standards on Centorin, but
it should have been enough to get him started.”
She was still gasping. “If it could bring Kion back I would
take it, but I wouldn’t know what to do with that, the bankers
and their salesmen would drive me nuts. If I could have
something for expenses til I find work, that’s all I need. I
don’t even need this house.”
“The house is yours my dear, I didn’t leave that to Kion
with you as his guardian, I left that to you, as your private
property. Just keep the fund where it is and draw on it every
month as you need it. I only drew on it for the support checks
sent.”
“It’s only been a year and a half, Empire.” She didn’t
know what she was thinking, how little of that fortune was
touched.
“Not here, it’s been eighteen months, but a year’s about a
hundred and twenty seven months here.”
“Instead of five and a half. But I like our short seasons.”
“I know you do. Darling, please let me say now that if
you ever feel ready for another child I would be ready to try
again. He was such a ...” Elissa couldn’t hear what he said
because she was bawling so hard. She finally realized he was
asking... “Sweetie what’s wrong?”
“You’re so gallant, I hate you for it now but I’ll love you
for it then. You’re so right as always but why couldn’t you
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have waited a year before saying this!?”
“Because a year from now I’ll be two days deep in the
bush again. I’ll have people around me wanting things and
several urgent messages telling me that I have to be
somewhere else.
“Well you can’t just replace a child!” she yelled.
“No, each person is an individual. That spark of life will
never return. You can’t do anything for Kion, but maybe
someday you’ll want to do something for you.”
“I can’t think about that now. There is no me right now
because there is no Kion. I need to know, will you be
coming?”
“Yes, of course I will, when will the service be held?”
“I don’t know when I can get any of his body back. They
did an autopsy. There isn’t much left. They sent whole organs
to labs. I really don’t know what to do. I haven’t called
anyone, I was waiting to talk with you.”
“I’ll have a hard time making arrangements from here, I’ll
take a few minutes to send some messages and then I’ll be
out. I should be there in less than eight hours. Will you be OK
til then?”
“Sure,” she said. “It will be midnight or later when you
get here, I’ll send you the key now.” She tapped out the
current passwords for their house. They were still using the
same riddle collection they always had so she knew he would
know them all.
“I won’t wake you. I’ll come in and wait til morning.”
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“I’ll be up. We didn’t part as enemies I thought.”
“I’m still in love with you Elissa,” he said, “I just know
that the fifteen or twenty years it will take to see this thru isn’t
that long any more. Nothing has changed from what I said the
day I left.”
“Except Kion. We no longer have his interests to
consider.”
“Nothing has changed in my feelings for you is what I
meant.”
“I have no other feelings now. I’m sorry, Kion is my
feelings.”
“I understand,” he said. “Let me tell people what’s
happened and where I’m going. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
He was always so competent. She was just going to have
another crying jag. She had it. She ordered supper from the
synth and ate a bit of it, between other bouts. She looked up
morticians but didn’t call any, just indexed their ads.
She was still sitting there at the table, it was going on
eight in the evening when there was a voice at the gate. It was
an officer in the Heartland military, investigating the Aldeb
attack.
She opened him thru and went to the foyer. Two officers
were getting out of a tube car.
“Good evening, you are Elissa Valera?” he asked.
“Why yes.”
“I’m Captain McDane, this is Lieutenant Elroy. We’re
here to place you under arrest for the murder of Kion Valera.”
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** **
She spent the night in a holding cell. No one in there
knew anything. There was one repeat offender. All he said
was get some sleep, “It’s after hours. You’re all decent people
so try to get some sleep and not hurt each other.” It wasn’t
lights out, three guys looked a bit concerned for her and asked
what she was in for. She tried to relate it at a whisper, but the
whole room heard as they asked questions. One of the women
on the far side of the cell spoke up with, “I ain’t seen Aldebs
here in a hundred years.”
That just got Elissa sobbing. She ran over to that side of
the cell, the girl who said it obviously thought she was being
attacked and jumped back on the cot next to the woman she
was sitting with. All she was doing is showing her the fading
stains, “This is how recently I’ve seen Aldebs around here!
The one that took my son! Did you ever have a son that you
loved?”
“In this world?” the woman cackled. They were silent,
then she said, “I’m sorry you felt insulted, I should have been
much more sensitive to your loss. No, I never had a son who I
loved. I never really had a man who I loved to be honest with
you. I’m frightened to think that there are Aldebs around.”
“They’re often hard to detect, they grow all around us for
years until they attack in swarms. We might have just set one
off early.” She could see that some people in the cell believed
her.
That woman left her alone after that, a few were sorry
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about her son, the three men who first spoke to her especially.
There weren’t any hardened criminals in here tonight, there
were no fights or even loud arguments. Seven of the
seventeen people in here were here for illegal use of public
property, three men for pissing in their yards, one for levrail
violations, two for walking on a residential street where they
didn’t live and one for making an obscene gesture. There
were three tax violations and two narcotics users.
There weren’t enough cots for them all to sleep on, but
the floor was carpeted and didn’t smell of urine. No one
checked on them, but at least there was water and a private
toilet. One of the couples who had a cot went at it in the
night. They were very quiet but not totally. She could see the
shadows moving, hear the deeper breathing. They had been
pawing at each other since she was brought in. Someone else
got up and went to the bathroom, letting the light play across
them. They took less care to be quiet after that. The woman
coming out of the bathroom played the light over their
climax, the woman’s chin moving thru the sliver of light as he
thrust.
She wondered that this administration hadn’t put up
separate facilities since they took over. She wondered that she
hadn’t been raped, but no man had touched her or any of the
other women. She could detect no hint of coercion on the part
of those copulating. She wondered what the guards would say
if one came by. She knew they must be watching from the
office, they just didn’t care. She didn’t care either. She’d
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never had sex that cheap in her life, unless maybe this couple
knew each other from before.
She could not believe she was accused of killing Kion.
She needed to be prevented from killing herself over Kion’s
loss, that’s what should be happening, instead she’s trying to
sleep curled up on dirty carpet with her jacket hiked up and
collar turned up to lay her face on.
She was left alone with the cold, inside and out, not
caring if she stopped breathing, letting the pain of the cramps
this chill brought on take her mind off Kion and her fate. She
had no doubt that they would find her guilty, the new regime
allowed police and prosecutors to fabricate any evidence they
wanted. She didn’t care, without her son it scarcely mattered
if she was in confinement. Maybe being inside would be
easier, she’d have someone to decide what she ate and what
time she got up. She just wondered why? What had she ever
done to anyone?
At six am sharp the lights snapped on. Robots with signs
saying they were charged to twenty thousand volts came in
and gave them food and water. They were informed it was
their day’s rations and that they would be sorted out and
questioned thru the day. The plates made sparks when they
put them down.
People lined up at the bathroom, she ate, sitting in the
corner where she had slept in the back end of the room. The
couple were also in this end of the room. They ate and talked
with Elissa as they did. They were the narcotics possession
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case and they were a married couple. It seemed that yaag was
now illegal in New Heartland. She wondered how much that
would cut it down, they could detect it coming thru the
interstellar tubes, but its source grew wild on Naiho where it
was an invasive species in many areas, especially the
hinterland of Novo Grosso that had the thickest, moistest air
on the planet. There needn’t be smuggling however, the wilds
of New Heartland were more than enough to insure a
domestic supply.
The girl was saying they would have a fifty credit fine
and have to sell a like amount in benefit tickets. What was her
penalty? She would have no son. She sat there and cried, the
girl stroked her shoulder, “I know, don’t you wish you could
get off with a fifty credit fine right now?”
Elissa could not restrain herself from bawling all the
louder, she pushed her hand off her shoulder. “They can do
nothing to me,” she tried to get out between sobs. “My son is
dead, taken by an Aldeb, practically in my yard. Whether or
not the Texassi puppet who holds the throne now blames me
for his death doesn’t matter in the least. I would gladly spend
eternity in the dungeons of the Kensenduum if it would bring
my son back. Find me guilty or innocent doesn’t matter, it
can’t bring my son back.”
“You could still clone him,” the guy said, if you can get
just one finger back, even one that’s half rotted...”
“Shut up,” Elissa said. If I had a planetful of them cloned,
not one of them would be him. I can’t continue the
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conversation I was having with him that he wasn’t paying
enough attention to when he thwacked that Aldeb tree with a
rock.”
“What was that conversation?” the girl asked.
“Basically it was about moving south, back into Novo
Grosso.”
“Is yaag still legal there?”
“They think it’s so legal they report exports of it in their
GNP.”
“On the street?”
“You can stroll with your cup to the next tap thru the
center of town.”
“We should cross the border too.”
“How’s your Naihonguese?” her husband asked her.
“I can puzzle out the signs,” she answered.
“About like mine,” he said.
Elissa let them go, the only border she understood right
now was the one that separated her from Kion, life from
death. She cleaned up her plate and just sat there against the
wall idly listening to their conversation. They used up their
Naihonguese vocabulary on each other before they were
called. They warmly said good-by and wished her all they
could. “We’d testify on your behalf as a character witness that
you really loved your son, but we are convicted drug users so
we might not have a lot of influence with the judge.”
“We should,” the guy said, “He’s collected three hundred
credits from us so far.” Then they were around the corner and
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gone.
No one else that was here seemed anxious to converse
with her, she wasn’t anxious to converse with any of them.
By now she knew she would be the last one called. Karmon
had been at her house a night and a day now, undoubtedly
with no word from anyone about her whereabouts. No one
knew she had been taken out thru the tubes the evening
before. Karmon had come to his old home and found it empty,
no note, nothing missing.
She wondered what Karmon would do. Of course once he
found out where she was, things would change abruptly she
was sure. Karmon had no legal standing right now, but as the
Empire’s founder, she was sure he still had influence. She
even wondered if that was the real reason she wasn’t afraid
and not just because it didn’t matter any more now that Kion
was gone?
Once she got in-processed, she was sure she would be
allowed visitors and knew Karmon would have ferreted out
her whereabouts by now even if nothing official had been
released. There was always the tube log. She wondered what
contacts he really had. He knew the governors of all the
states, the last five Premiers of New Heartland and the last
five Presidentes of Novo Grosso.
Sure enough, she was the last one called. It was hours
after the last of the others, the only homicide in the
K.Litchburg area all day. She hadn’t even heard footsteps for
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an hour when she noticed she could hear footsteps again, at
least four feet, maybe six. She heard them for a long time, it
was amazing how quiet it had become. She could hear the
map of the corridor as their footsteps approached. She heard
the hiss of the first door, then their feet coming down this
corridor. She was sure there were three by the time she saw
them.
The woman who led them looked so much like the foultempered medic that at first she thought it was her, and this
was revenge. Once she got closer she could see that this
person looked older and had quite a bit darker hair. “Elissa
Cebraxi, please put your arm thru the opening,” she said as
she threaded the cuffs on her wrist back thru the bars.
“I’m not hardly...” confused by them using her old family
name.
“You are accused of a capital felony, these procedures are
mandated by law and neither you nor I are authorized to
change that.”
With an elaborate ritual of locking her to the door and to
each other under point of arms at all times she was passively
led out of the cell. She was marched down the hall
handcuffed between two armed men at gunpoint. She was
taken to a room with a bar, mesh and screen partition and
locked in thru the door of that, at gunpoint all the way.
Behind the partition there was a rough steel plate. She was
left here alone.
It was about an hour later when the steel plate slowly
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retracted with a piercing metallic scream. She could see that
there was another room beyond with a bright light and a
comfortable chair underneath it. There were three other sides
to the room beyond the mesh, with three other thick metal
doors like this. There was a spiral stairway coming down into
the room from above. Whoever was coming down those stairs
reached down and turned the light away from himself and
directly into her face.
“Miss Cebraxi,” an authoritative voice said, “There is no
need to introduce myself. I speak for the nation of New
Heartland and the Empire of Human Space.” The voice was
amplified and distorted, sounding like it came from a twenty
foot robot soldier. We understand you have had several
communications with your husband in the last few days.”
“I’ve been trying to get a message thru to him about our
son.”
“You spoke with him the evening of your arrest did you
not?”
“I’m sure you have the recordings.” The methods of the
Texassi regime and their cronies were totally notorious by
now.
“Miss Cebraxi, you face very serious charges.”
“My son,” she said, “I am without my son.”
“You may be without more than that. We have searched
your home, that’s standard procedure in a murder case.”
“Why would I care. My son is dead and you seem to think
it matters to me whether I sit alone in that house or in a prison
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cell. It doesn’t matter, don’t you get it, it doesn’t matter. I
know just how my son died, I know he is dead, I am...”
“This is one of the most interesting things we found in
your home Miss Cebraxi.” He held up the list of officials she
had printed from Kion’s data pad. “I notice there are two
crossed off.”
“So?” she asked him.
“The most closely guarded secret in the halls of the
Kensenduum is the fact that this man,” he pointed to Alixi
K’seeshu, “was assassinated four days ago and this man,”
Boice Ignuum, “was assassinated just last night.” She began
to black out at that point, but as she slumped he continued
with: “...And just five days ago, five hundred thousand credits
were transferred from Kion’s trust fund to a Kinundan bank
that is under investigation...” She was unconscious by then.
It didn’t look like anyone had been into her cell. She had
no idea how long she had been blacked out. Long enough for
the plate to screech shut it looked like. She was alone again.
There was water here at least. She had to cup her hand to
drink from the faucet, but there was water.
The facts had hit home while she was blacked out. Kion
was already involved in Imperial intrigue and this was part of
the aftermath. She was implicated in a plot against the throne.
And still; what did it matter? How was this related to
anything that would bring Kion back? What did the size of
her cell matter if Kion was dead?
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She was left alone for hours, she did nothing, said
nothing, thought about nothing. She was just lost. When the
steel plate in front of her began to scream again it was almost
welcome. The light was still in her eyes, the man in the chair
was still nothing but a shadow.
“Are you ready to talk to us now?” he asked.
“What would you like me to say?”
“The names and whereabouts of everyone else in this plot,
all the others you know who hate the Empire government.”
“There’s no plot, but as for the second question, just pick
up every residency listing. Even you hate the Empire
government if you’re honest with yourself.”
“Still got a smart mouth on you I see. We usually take it
easy on women, but if you are going to refuse to cooperate
there are things we can do.” With another piercing scream,
the plate next to hers began to retract. She could see there was
someone in that room, a cell just like hers. He was bound to a
chair, and he was beaten and bleeding. It was Karmon.
** * **
They would not hold them on Naiho. No, they were taken
to Kex, deep into the Kensenduum. What was an idle
metaphor many hours ago was reality now. Other than the
screams and groans she and Karmon had exchanged before
the panel slid shut back on Naiho, she’d had no
communication with anyone she knew. Her jailers hadn’t
beaten her, only Karmon had been beaten back on Naiho.
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Once she saw him and went hysterical they slid her panel shut
and left her for a few more hours. She’d been taken to
Centorin under sedation. Even in her drugged dreams she
knew when she passed thru the gate from the gravity,
dropping over her like a lead blanket again.
For the weeks since then her only contacts with the
outside were her jailers and her human rights worker. The
only one she could really talk to was her human rights
worker. This girl was a mortal high school girl who was doing
it for credits. She could carry any messages out and talk all
she wanted about what was going on outside. She had a
checklist that she had to go thru to see that we were being
taken care of to Empire standards. Beyond that, she knew
who was going out with who at her school, her mother’s
shopping habits and a few other things like that. This was the
last remnant of the ‘lawyer’ that had been common in
American courts back on Earth.
Her Human Rights Worker was Chass Elspeth, a fat, very
dark, thirteen year-old with very tightly curled hair who’s
breasts were never going to do much thru her fat anyway and
who obviously didn’t care. She was born with a total lack of
‘care abouts’. She just didn’t have any of them. She was just
here, we had to take care of her and that was that. She’s got
this assignment because it’s probably what they assign you if
you don’t have anything else that you care about. Chass was
able to find out who they’d brought in, when they did it and
on what ‘charges’.
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She did find out they were all brought in under the same
charges, treason, and on the same case number 458870651 in
Empire court. Thru Chass, she was able to get a message to
the media back on Naiho and get some outside attention to
their case.
The biggest piece of incriminating evidence they found
was Kion’s blanked pad. There really was no other. There was
plenty of physical evidence that they had all lived at that
beach house and that they all knew each other, but as Mother,
Father and Dead Son, shouldn’t they have something in
common? Did it amount to a conspiracy? Did the fact that
those two were crossed off on Kion’s list amount to anything
more than, at the VERY worst, he had hacked into private
channels and knew something he wasn’t supposed to know.
No, that wouldn’t work because Kion had been dead before
the last of them. Elissa had no doubt that Kion had crossed
them off the list while both of them were still alive.
Or was it not even that? Maybe he knew what assholes
these guys were and how they were the likeliest to get
assassinated first. She was prepared to testify that he had
studied assassination and thus had the skills to pick out who
would be assassinated first, probably because they had the
most predictable habits was her random, uneducated guess.
She was confident that guess was so right it would shock
them.
It was stipulated in the tax codes of the planetary
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government of Centorin that certain Unions had certain rights
to certain functions and it didn’t matter if a forty five credit
automop could sanitize the floor once per day as required in
the charter. They had a union contract.
So therefore Blamin Korgsigh mopped the floor of the
hallway which lead to her cell by hand in central Kex, in the
year 4307. Blamin was the opposite of Chass. He was of
Earth ancestry, but of the florids of Earth.
“What do you get for doing that?” Elissa asked him one
day.
“Benefits,” he answered, “And there’s no way you can put
a price on benefits. I got a place in city housing. It’s beat but
it’s big and I can prop it up til my kids are grown. I got free
medical for me and my kids. I got an automatic advocate in
city proceedings. It’s the difference between being real and
being swept away.”
“Like me,” she said.
“Oh you’re an important case, you don’t see me going in
there and sweeping you away. I don’t sweep your cell out.
When I sweep your cell out, you’re decided, one way or the
other. Til then, you sweep your shit right here to the cage and
I’ll take care of it. But that’s only because you’re pretty like
you are.”
“What’s so special about being pretty?”
“It’s the most special thing there is.”
“But why?”
“It was just made that way, I don’t know. It goes all the
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way back to the Emerald Isle,” he said. That was an old
legend of Earth associated with the island of Eire that had
been part of the industrial smogland of Western Europe since
the 21st or 22nd century.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked.
“Elissa Cebraxi, Concubine to Karmon Valera as first
Emperor of Human Space.”
“Elissa Valera, wife of Kamon Valera and mother of Kion
Valera, who this trial is about.”
“You’re in here as an accomplice to the murder of Alixi
K’seeshu and Boice Ignuum,” he said, “That’s right on your
plaque right outside your cellblock.”
“I never was anywhere near them. I was arrested for the
murder of my son.”
“You killed your son...”
“Never, I don’t care what happens to me now that my son
is gone. My son was my life, I don’t have any other reason to
exist.”
“I know how that is. I’ve had twelve children now, and
they’re still my life. I’m over a hundred years old now and
I’m still having children. I’m on my third wife you know, but
they’re all still living, God bless ’em. Most of ’em got most
of my kids and all of my money, but you’ve heard this song
before I’m sure.”
“I’ve sung songs like it,” she said. “I paid a lot of dues on
the way up, I’ll pay ’em on the way down.”
She let their conversation lapse a bit. He went on
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mopping, then he said, “Oh, the Emperor sends his best.”
“You mean her best don’t you, or dare I dream she has
been replaced?”
“The true Emperor, the old Emperor. He’s around this
wall behind us all. Might be right thru the wall in the back of
your cell.”
“Karmon?” she breathed.
“Himself,” Blamin said. “I’ve talked to him twice now.”
“Tell him I’m here and I’m well. Tell him I love him, tell
him I hope they didn’t hurt him any more...”
“They didn’t ma’am, he told me he was glad to get in
Empire hands and away from the New Heartland Cowboys.”
“Has he been cared for? Is he well?”
“As well as can be expected. He’s being fed and he hasn’t
been roughed up any more. He’s in solitary like you are, he’s
under much more guard, being the Emperor and all.”
“What are they going to do with us?”
“Ma’am, I wash the floors here in the corridors. I don’t
eat lunch with the judges or even the advocates.”
“How can we get an advocate?”
“It just gotta sell is all, if the public buys it, you get
coverage and you’ll get an advocate.”
“My son was taken from me by Aldebs. My son predicted
two assassinations and we are in here for treason.”
“It would be cool if it got coverage. If I see someone with
a big lens I’ll try and send him down this way.”
“That would help. He might be able to get in here where
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he couldn’t get in to see Karmon.”
“Oh I can see that just from the people in the hallways
and what kind of suits they’re wearing.”
He had to mop on, but in two days he was back. “Karmon
says hi, says Dilthere hHlak-bvin.” That threw her for a loop.
She knew no language but Centish and a few phrases in
Naihonguese. “He said to be sure you understood, Dilthere
hHlak-bvin, you got that?”
“I’d like to write it down.”
“That might not be a good thing to do in this
administration. Karmon says that’s what got you into so much
trouble already. I don’t know what he’s talking about...”
“And you’re safest if you don’t in this administration.”
“Point taken ma’am. Dilthere hHlak-bvin.” He had swept
right on by in this pass and did not dally in her area.
Chass came in the next day. “Dilthere hHlak-bvin?” she
asked in return after Elissa has asked her what she knew
about it, “I don’t know what that is.”
“Could you look it up for me.”
“It’s not even Centish.”
“I know,” Elissa said.
“Then what do you want to look it up for?”
“This was passed to me as something that might help
me.”
“Fine, I’ll look it up,” Chass said, “What do you want me
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to look up about it?”
“Anything, find out what it is. Find out anything that
might be helpful.”
“Sure.”
Elissa made sure she wrote it down and on a separate
piece of paper that Chass would not hand in to security. The
remainder of her visit she spent with her checklist, making
sure she had the food, water, sleep, clothing that she needed.
Elissa was bored with that, so was Chass, but it was
something she had to do every time for her class credit so
they dragged their way thru it.
It was a long week until Chass re-appeared. As soon as
the guard was away Elissa asked, “So did you find out about
Dilthere hHlak-bvin?”
“Yeah I know what that is now, what he is rather. He’s an
advocate for Hymeea News of Kinunde. You know him?”
“I know someone who must know him. Now that we
know that much, the next step is to contact him. Please call
him and tell him Karmon needs his help.”
“I can’t just call him, Hymeea News is, like, their biggest
news organization.”
“So mail the message, don’t mail it to the organization,
mail it to the man himself. Sure he will have a secretary go
thru his mail but at least someone will see it.”
“What do I tell him?”
“Karmon and Elissa Valera are being held in the
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Kensenduum on trumped up charges.”
“Karmon? I don’t know anything about him.”
“But I do.”
“How?”
“Tapping on the wall. Ever hear people tapping? Ever
notice how you can hear it all over? That’s prison code, once
you learn to read it, you can learn a lot.” She was able to pull
that off with a straight face. She wondered how many
monkeys that would put into the works. It should keep them
from latching on to Blamin at least.
It was only the next day when she saw Blamin again. “Hi,
what’s new?” she asked.
“They been putting up a whole bunch of audio spies all
day. They got one right down the end of this hallway, might
be able to tell we’s talking.”
“Are we allowed?”
“I can’t tell you no secrets, but then I don’t know any
anyway,” he said.
“Can you tell me how Karmon is?”
“He asked about that name he gave you, one I done
forgot.” He had stopped mopping and was just standing by
her cell door.
“I sent a message out to it. Haven’t heard back.”
“I’ll let him know.”
“Doesn’t he have a human rights worker?” Elissa asked.
“I don’t think so, I’m not sure they want the public to
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know they have Karmon Valera in here. I know I have been
sworn not to tell and I haven’t said a word to anyone outside
these walls. They still have you and him, all the others have
been released now.”
“Chass was able to get me that much information at
least.”
“Well I gotta go, they time us you know, if I don’t hit the
next key in the next minute and a half, they’ll send someone
out.”
Days went by. She was fed by robot, no union thought to
get that contract in time. There was a watchman that might
come by once in the evening and someone would come down
and speak to her if she didn’t eat. She figured after four days
had gone by it was time to speak to someone, so she didn’t
eat that day. This time when the watchman came around he
didn’t call upstairs, he took the initiative to speak with her
himself.
“Don’t like lamb chops and jelly?” he asked.
“Nah, reminds me too much of New Heartland. At least it
wasn’t mint jelly. I haven’t seen Chass in awhile.”
“Oh, she was canceled from the program, I believe it was
thanks to you.”
“Me?” she asked, “What did I do?”
“You got her to send a message to a Kinundan news
organization. There is an interstellar incident in full swing
right now so you might not be getting another rights worker
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in the next few weeks.”
“I understand Karmon isn’t getting any either.”
“Karmon?” he asked, “Karmon who?”
“Karmon Valera, my husband.”
“You are Elissa Valera?” he asked.
“Yes, of course I am, Karmon and I were married on
Naiho, in Novo Grosso over a hundred years ago. The area
has since gone over to New Heartland, but we were still
married, even if he was supposed to be away on Kinunde.”
“You are listed as Elissa Cebraxi.”
“That’s my old family name, I haven’t used that in the
Texassi years.”
“Then the Novo Grosso would explain it. They are not
officially in the Empire any more, same as Kinunde and
Kassidor and several of the nations of Earth. That means the
Empire won’t recognize your marriage and you are listed in
your maiden name.”
She thought about that, Novo Grosso had seceded from
the Empire, along with Kassidor, Kinunde and several nations
of Earth. She idly wondered how Kassidor could have
seceded from the Empire since there was no government to
secede? Maybe people stopped going to the consulate?
Maybe people stopped trading with them? On Kinunde
‘secession’ meant it was now like on Kassidor where you had
to get out and change tubes. On Kassidor one went thru a
vapor-phase medical screen while in that station. Few knew
that. “I am Elissa Valera, I was arrested for the murder of my
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dear son Kion, since then I have been informed I’m here on
charges of treason about a couple ministers my son guessed
would be the first ones assassinated in any takeover attempt.”
“You are here as an accessory to treason, yes, I know
nothing about the rest of it. But come on, eat your lamb chop.
I’ll heat it up for you.”
“Sure, I was just lonely anyway, but please, you have half
the lamb chop and bring me something from a plant kingdom
to go with it.”
“I got some dried orange slices and some celery left over
from lunch.”
“Oh, what I would do for that feast. If it wasn’t for these
bars...”
“Are you trying to bribe me with sexual favors?”
“I’ll give you a nice wet kiss for those orange slices and
celery sticks and heating up this lamb chop to share. I’ll even
trust you enough to kiss you first on your way to the
microwave. Now if this counts as sexual favors in your part
of Centorin Society, I pity your society.”
“That doesn’t count as sexual favors. I’ll pretend that you
did and go get you some veggies and heat this up for us.”
“Thank you very much,” she said, and pushed it a bit
farther into the hallway.
“Be right back Elissa.” He went away whistling a tune,
some ancient folk thing, probably Earth origin by the sound
of the key. When he came back he had found some old dried
pineapple circles that he gave her, along with the dried
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orange. The celery he shared, along with the pork chop. He
made her sign a piece of paper that she voluntarily gave him
half of her pork chop and there was absolutely no coercion
involved.
She put this note on the bottom, well below her signature,
in the same handwriting —
To this man’s supervisor,
Thank you for letting him speak with me and share this
meal. I understand this misunderstanding and understand that
the reason I am here has nothing to do with any of our lives.
This whole pork chop was more than I could eat and I am
glad the strong man who guards me can eat it and prevent it
being wasted. I thank you also, and him, for reheating it for
me.
“Thank you,” he said. “Though this note is so warm he’ll
worry that I’ve been getting sexual favors from you.”
“You should visit some other planets where sexual favors
aren’t such a big deal and are usually considered separate
from the money.”
“I hear that there are such societies out there.”
“Sex is just normal day to day interaction on Kassidor,
and not a real big deal in Novo Grosso either. On Kinunde it’s
all about who owns the womb, and there are large areas of
Earth like that to this day I believe.”
“There are still ‘Angels’ around Earth,” the guard agreed.
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She knew there weren’t, but didn’t argue that fact with
him. She took the dried fruit and ate a few of them right away,
then put them aside. She meant to keep the bags in her cell,
she would see if she could get away with that. She hadn’t
hidden them, but she hadn’t given them back.
They had a nice meal, sharing the celery and nuked
lambchop and a little of the dried fruit. He saw what she was
doing with the fruit. He pointed at it and said, “I know what
it’s like, you really can’t get out to pick those little odds and
ends you need to get thru the day. I can pick up another bag of
them any time. Let me know when you run low.”
“Thank you,” she said, “And thank you so much for
handling the uneaten pork chop yourself rather than calling
for backup.”
“My pleasure,” he said.
“If I say hi when you make your rounds can you answer?”
“I’m allowed. We’re instructed on what we’re not allowed
to tell you. I presume that means we’re allowed to tell you
everything else.”
“What’s going on with the Aldeb situation?” was the first
thing she asked.
“They haven’t been in the news since Texasssi’s took
over.”
“I think that was their plan, we’ll just keep them out of
the media and the population with think they are dealt with.”
“What have Aldebs done lately,” he asked, “I mean since
the plague?” now over seventy years in the past.
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“I should be asking you, you’re on the outside, but instead
I’m telling you. An Aldeb took my son. My son hit its nest
tree with a rock and it sent motiles after him. He was stung
more than I, we didn’t get help in time, he didn’t believe me
that it was Aldebs at first. I didn’t know anything about his
study of assassinations until after.”
“I didn’t know any of this, I’m not permitted to know any
of this, and I certainly won’t be passing any of this on.”
“That’s OK, thanks for giving me someone to eat super
with.”
“Take care,” he said, and left the passageway.
There were days alone again. The guard on his rounds
exchanged pleasantries, but there was nothing new. It was a
long time before Blamin was back. “Wow you must have lit
something somewhere. They got twice as many guards down
your way now as they used to, almost as many as they have
on Karmon.”
“I think it was developments outside my control,” Elissa
answered. “I had no idea that was happening.”
“Oh yeah, ever since your human rights worker got
canceled there’s been a big increase. You haven’t seen me
down here as often have you? No. That’s because we’re on a
new schedule now, one that gets me here every four days, not
two.”
“What’s happening out there? On the news.”
“There’s a big to-do about the tube disconnects at
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Kinunde and Novo Grosso, so you have to get out and change
to an on-planet car. On Earth and Kassidor I can understand
because their systems are older than the tubes.”
“I don’t think Kinunde’s is,” Elissa said, “but there’s no
way I can check. Kinunde had been disconnected for a
hundred and eighteen years now, why stir that up again?”
“No, not now. But the news is full of having to get out
and change to a new car at the central station in Novo’rezonts
and at three different places on Kinunde. It’s a real big deal
all over the news.”
There had been seven ports of entry in the past. This
probably meant that the trunk tubes had failed to four of the
sites, no indication of a political change. “It’s already effected
me, getting my maiden name because of a Novo Grosso
marriage.”
“Yep. Well, gotta go, the next key calls,” he said, “And
they’ll be watching very carefully now.” No doubt they
would.
What was the Empire with these new dissensions?
Kinunde itself was still technically independent of the Empire
but existed in a state more like Kassidor’s than Novo
Grosso’s. What was special about this new round of
secessions was that the monetary value of Novo Grosso’s
economy was seven times that of Kinunde’s. Half of Naiho
was now outside the Empire because let’s face it, Novo
Grosso is half of Naiho in population and habitable land.
Many nations of Earth had also recently renounced the
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Texassi government, some of them with economies larger
than Kinunde’s no doubt. She didn’t even know how many
nations survived on Earth, much less which ones were
resigning from the Empire. If it was only a couple of the big
ones, that would be quite a bit of the population.
Where was Kassidor in all this? How were they any more
seceded now then ever before? You’d always had to change
tubes at Kassidor. What was Kassidor, who spoke for
Kassidor? There was an unanswerable question, like, how do
you spoon out the sea or where do you sweep the sand from
the beach? If they were counted as outside the Empire,
because they always were outside the Empire’s control, then
it was conceivable that half of humanity was now outside the
Empire government’s control.
Elissa wondered how many others on Kion’s list had been
crossed off by now. She really hoped there had been more,
that would lend credence to her interpretation. Not that it
mattered, they were in the bowels of the Kensenduum and the
likelihood that anyone knew they were here and could do
anything about it were very slim. Then she realized also that
Kion might have put something in motion that continued on
its own. Or he might have only studied it. How did she know
her defense wasn’t the truth?
There came another time when she heard footsteps
approaching. She wondered if she would get another rights
worker, she doubted it, but there was more than one person
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coming down this hallway. There was one of the guards, one
of the least personable, with another man. This guy was short
with pale florid skin like Blamin but with a wide Kinundan
build.
She got up in anticipation, “Did you get our message?”
she asked.
“Yes, I am Dilthere hHlak-bvin, your advocate. We have
done it, we have attracted enough media attention that you are
going to get a trial.”
*** ***
As soon as she was able to communicate with Dilthere,
she learned a lot more about what was going on outside. The
trial was a precondition to any chance of Novo Groso or
Kinunde opening their tube ports to general traffic again.
Since the former Emperor was now engaged in a very
important piece of work on Kinunde, Kinunde was very
interested.
A lot of the public on Centorin was restive and the
administration was worried they would have to employ the
semi-retired mercenaries now or someone else would. There
was an economic slump that had dragged on fifteen years
now and a lot of the biggest players were feeling the hurt.
This left the whole population in an ugly mood. When it
began to get public that the former emperor, the one from the
Good Old Days, was imprisoned, there was a lot of unrest.
Dilthere related how the walks were crammed with media
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people and the tube stations were all locked down to
authorized only in the whole Kensenduum. The plain
residents of the old tower had to call and get authorization for
every visitor.
The broadcasting operations of House Demers and House
Valera had been shut down, but were heard over numerous
little outlets on many planets. Demers was mainly going on
about all the different business stats that had gone down
during the Texassi Administrations. That’s what their
broadcasting had been carrying since 4252 anyway, the year
they were ousted from Rendellyn.
The Valera outlet was carrying coverage from Kinunde
that had tracked him to Elissa’s house on Naiho. There was a
crew there also, but the New Heartland government was
being hostile and not letting anyone inside. They were getting
some microprobes in now and then for a little while, but
before the trial started that coverage was all about the New
Heartland military forcing them to leave the country and
where they were on their escorted trip out.
Hymeea was just relaying coverage from Grosso News
that had an x-ray satellite that could cover the goings-on
inside the house. Dilthere told them that there didn’t seem to
be anything going on at the house lately, just a couple officers
guarding it who often seemed to play cards at the kitchen
table.
They got a clear statement of the charges against them.
Karmon and Kion set up the assassination plan just before
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Karmon left for Kinunde. Kion set the plan into motion and
served as a secret banker to the plan using his support trust as
collateral to secure a cash loan on a bank of questionable
repute on Kinunde. Elissa’s part in this was to kill Kion and
erase the evidence and cover it up as an Aldeb attack.
They could not find out if anyone else on the list had been
killed. Hymeea sleuths were able to find that none of them
were out and about, but that would be reasonable seeing as
they already had that printout. The list and the erased
computer were the only pieces of physical evidence they
found at the house. They found a couple bottles of yaag back
in the cabinet and a real tobacco cigar that someone had once
given Karmon when he was on Earth.
Dilthere thought her defense was the best and
congratulated her for coming up with it. He also understood
that the Empire would follow that money. They hadn’t said
anything, so that meant it didn’t help them. Dilthere followed
the money, or had his news organization do it (who contracted
it to a crew from GrossoFact) and found it went thru only two
individuals to be contributed anonymously to the lost helium
reactor fund. This was a big find for their side.
Still it was interminable waiting for the trial to begin. The
only person she saw now was Dilthere and he was pretty dry
and businesslike. No doubt he knew that some how the
Texassi’s were recording everything that went on between
them. It would have been stupid to build these cells in the
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Kensenduum without planting about six microphones in them
to start with. They would probably be hard wired to prevent
jamming. Dilthere was undoubtedly wearing a jammer just to
keep them honest or just in case they were lazy. She was
pretty sure he would have one that could get thru the Empire
screeners on the way in.
Still, he talked like there was an Empire monitor here at
all times. Just what he was allowed to say, in the way he was
allowed to say it. The fact that he was able to tell her what
was general public knowledge outside was a great help and
she continued to follow the general news while he continued
to question her about random things like the extent of Kion’s
trust holdings and what Karmon had in common with each of
the important generals and politicians that he knew.
Months later there came a day when two guards came and
went thru the elaborate procedure of locking her thru her gate
at gunpoint again and brought her to a new cell. She knew
this was many floors up from where she was initially held. It
was still within the Kensenduum, but it would be a holding
cell for a public courtroom that was probably on the floor
above.
She was left there for three days, she was visited by no
one and served by robot. But then she was visited by a new
robot that brought a package with it. It carried a spoken
message, “You’re to put these on and make yourself as
presentable as you can, you’re going before a judge in fifty
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two minutes.” It passed the package under the bars the way
the other robots passed her food trays.
The room was huge and a lot like something from ancient
Earth, where these traditions had their roots. A big pulpit-like
desk at the front, flanking boxes beside it, a bullpen on the
floor and a gallery for spectators above. They were all
members of the media, bristling with lenses. The judge’s desk
was actually above the last row in the media gallery, the
witness stand was about one floor below that, level with the
front row of the media gallery. The floor of the courtroom
was where all those subpoenaed and on trial and representing
and advising and witnessing them sat. That was the floor
below the media gallery.
Elissa was brought to that floor. She was elaborately
handcuffed to her chair, that was welded to the floor, with
nods from the bailiff who sat opposite the witness stand with
the secretary. It was said this arrangement of the courtroom
was sacred back to the days of Moses, but Elissa had no idea
about that. She was not even three hundred years yet and she
was pretty sure the only thing that had changed in this
particular room since she was born was the calendar and the
number of scratches on the tables. There sure were a lot since
the last time they were refinished, that might have been
before she was born. The layers of gouges and scratches were
deep enough that it wouldn’t be easy to put a drink down on
these tables.
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Karmon would not be sharing this trial, the Empire was
still denying he was in custody, he was still listed as missing
on Kinunde. The crew trailing him had now been pushed back
out of Empire lands. Hymeea was making all these facts
public the best they could, but with the Empire in control of
the tubes, the wires going thru them were often crimped.
There were strong rumors in the media on most planets that
he was believed to be in custody, but the officials denied it.
There was a major attack by a mob when hundreds of
Kensenduum tubeway codes were published. Over a thousand
people got into the fortress in the first few seconds. A group
calling themselves the Fat Commandos were able to maintain
control of a tube portal for several hours and continued to
lead in a large team that brought down three heavy battle
shuttles and still holds eight floors in the new tower as of
news reports this morning.
Dilthere came to her chair, but did not to sit down yet.
“We don’t sit until the judge does,” he told her. She noticed
that she was the only one sitting in the whole room.
It was awhile before the judge even came in, at least
fifteen minutes. He came in with three other people, talking
quietly with the first one in line. That one left before he got to
the steps to his pulpit. At the bottom of those steps he
conferred with the other two for a few more minutes. Once
they finally left, he began the ascent of two flights of steps. It
seemed he was a lively man because shortly he was at the top
and said, “In the name of the Connected Community of
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Mankind, I call this court to order.” With that he sat down at
the bench and the remainder of the room did also.
He continued, “We have before us today a most serious
matter, will the prosecutor please read the charges against
Miss Cebraxi.”
A very fat man in heavily fur-trimmed robes mounted to
the witness stand. It took him longer to climb that one set of
stairs than it took the judge to climb two. He unrolled a rather
long scroll, straightened his robes, took a deep breath and
began to read in a whiny, reedy voice. “Violation of Penal
Code 111a-paragraph 4.2.1. On April 17, 4307ad. Miss
Cebraxi did murder her own son via repeated injection of
Aldeb poison.
“Violation of Codes 4132b and c paragraphs 11.3.4 and
11.3.5. On April 17th 4307ad. Miss Cebraxi did tamper with a
suspect in a treasonous conspiracy, did prevent that suspect
from being apprehended and did prevent that suspect from
being questioned by proper authorities.”
He went on and on, co-conspiracy, accessory to Murder of
one or more confidential Empire personnel, committing
felonies in the performance of treason, on and on all the way
to the possession of narcotics and crank calls to emergency
services. He was dry and droning enough to be very sure that
if any civilians were watching live, they were asleep by now.
It was a half hour because the more specific crimes got deep
into codicils that had been added by year “Codicil 7 of 4289
that reads...” we’ll spare you.
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To one who had to sit thru it, it was frightfully boring, but
not as boring as sitting in the cell alone. She used the time to
look around the room, she hadn’t seen this many people
together since a couple days before she was arrested, maybe
even since Karmon’s going-away. She noticed one of his
friends who was at that party. He was with Kextract, a free
downtown print sheet that hookers and ‘private clubs’
advertised in. Still it was picked up by about twenty million
people a day, just over a third of the people who come into
the business district daily. It had short, but detailed articles
with lots of numbers. Just the distill, but clearly oriented to
people who worked downtown, and very broad in subject
matter so you could really sound like a very conversant,
literate person if you read it regularly. It was only four pages,
but it was fine print, and detailed diagrams on throwaway,
good-for-wrapping paper.
He droned on so long that there was a two hour break for
lunch. She was elaborately locked into a cell for the time and
fed from a robot as she was used to. The food was better here
in this part of the ancient fortress. It was closer to the kitchens
so it was fresher maybe? She didn’t know or care, getting a
little better food was a holiday and she enjoyed it. No doubt
the judge was taking a tube to somewhere on a mountain
where beautiful naked women would peel his grapes and
bring him food fresh from the tubes that had actually been
cooked on Kassidor. She didn’t care. This was a loaf of meat350

packing leftovers, onions, and some kind of puffed grain it
looked like. With it she had some plastic bread, a real apple
and a real carrot. Getting these earlier allowed her to pick
apples and carrots that weren’t the dregs of the cart. No doubt
the buyers for the restaurant where the judge would have
lunch passed up these vegetables yesterday, but these were
still whole and the carrot she picked was big enough. She
actually got a little nap in after eating too, they didn’t reconvene until noticeably after 2:00.
In this session, the Questioneer, Avon Vicevitch, took over
for the prosecution. His would be the footage they wanted the
public to see, so this would be stored to put on the Empire
and Texassi-controlled news channels for the next few hours,
and would probably be shown for days in the prime time
synopsis.
The Questioneer is the one on the prosecution who is
most slippery with words. The orator, the theatricist, the one
practiced at rhetoric, the one of most imposing stature and
demeanor. He was the one whom Dilthere would duel with.
He would speak this afternoon. “What we will show the
people of the Empire,” he began, “is that we had a most
devious and dastardly conspiracy here, of which miss Cebraxi
is only a part.” His voice was clear and ringing. He was fit,
impeccably dressed and well groomed. “As you are no doubt
aware, miss Cebraxi is not the simple housewife she pretends,
she is the Naiho-born concubine scion of the Cebraxi’s that
had been so well known in the entertainment drink market. It
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was she who helped lead to the downfall of Karmon Valera
when he was drawn to defend Naiho over Kiandutan in the
attack of 4189.
“We need to brush up on a little history here. The
Cebraxi’s have been Pastoralists and Pastoralist sympathizers
for as long as the movement has been active. It is believed by
political pundits that Elissa had converted Karmon and House
Valera to the Pastoral point of view by the time Naiho was
attacked. We all know this was over a hundred years ago, but
the pastoralists have not held power since, both Sheeon and
Dion are technologists. Indeed it seems unlikely that
Pastoralists have any chance at a throne where Houses vote
according to their dollar contribution to the economy.
“Thus unable to find any legal way to regain the throne,
Karmon and House Valera, in cabal with House Cebraxi,
launched a dastardly plot against officials of the Empire
government, plotting assassinations of certain key personnel
in confidential positions. This was a plot so secret, so
depraved that it culminated in Miss Cebraxi killing her own
son with Aldeb poison stolen from a military base to cover
their tracks. Yes ladies and gentlemen, they used their own
son as the pay-off man for hired assassins and then killed him
to keep him from talking. To destroy the evidence she
blanked their son’s notepad and burned reams of Valera house
records.”
Elissa felt Dilthere’s hand on her arm, he was watching
her, not the Questioneer. As she seemed more likely to burst
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out with shouts at what a bare-faced horrid lie that was, his
grip tightened and she turned to him and hissed, “He can’t
just get away with this.”
“I know, I know, but there is a ritual to a public trial that
goes all the way back to when the year began with a one. It
sounds like your culture didn’t preserve that ritual after the
seedship.”
“I don’t understand this ritual at all. This is more like a
game of drunken preposterous tales.”
“He gets to state their case, then they get to prove it.
When he calls a witness, I get to also question the witness,
what is called ‘cross examination’ in the ritual. I don’t want
him to even know my strategy until he is done with his case.
It’s all very formal. Did you ever do debate club in school?”
“I don’t remember school,” Elissa said. “I don’t remember
how I know most of the stuff I know. I can’t remember any
part of being a child.”
“Oh, that would be true wouldn’t it.” The judge was
glowering at them, “another part of the ritual is only one
person in the room speaking at once.” There was a constant
susurrus of whispering from the media balcony but as long as
the judge could hear over that, he didn’t glower at them. “I
must counsel you between sessions,” Dilthere said and was
silent. The judge kept his eyes on them for another thirty
seconds and checked back on them constantly for several
more minutes.
They listened to this narration. Avon was a thrilling
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storyteller spinning a griping yarn of interstellar intrigue at
the highest levels of the Kensenduum for the highest stakes. It
was such a strain to keep silent with this whole fabrication
being unrolled before them. She almost pushed Dilthere out
of the way when he got to the part about breaking into
military bases with old codes she knew from Karmon’s
regime that she weaseled out of him in bed, but he was able to
keep her quiet.
Karmon and Elissa were a married couple for a century
for Christ’s sake! She had more than enough time to weasel
everything there was out of him in bed before they even got
married. This Mrs. Valera - Miss Cebraxi fiasco was all
because New Heartland didn’t recognize Novo Grosso ‘civil
unions’ as Holy Matrimony and the Empire followed the
custom of the administrator of the land involved in the case.
Later in the afternoon Dilthere got to make their opening
statement. “People of the Empire, everything you have just
heard is a work of pure fiction thru which I’ve had to keep
my patron’s justified anger in check. You will see that the
Empire will not be able to prove one postulate they have put
forth in that fantasy tale they have fabricated here today. You
will see that the only facts in their story that are true are that
Mrs. Valera’s beloved son Kion is dead of Aldeb poison and
that he had a list of names of officials in the Texassi
Administration, two of which were crossed off and we
believe those two, and maybe others, have since been
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assassinated.”
Avon went thru an objection round, pointing out that the
administration had changed and this was the Elastra
administration. Dilthere pointed out in rebuttal that the people
on the list had all been held over from the previous
administration, but were not holdovers from the Valera
administration, thus the people on the list were actually from
the Texassi administration. Though Sheeon carried the name
Eknakar, she was a Texassi, just as Dion was Texassi under
the name Elastra.
“Alixi K’seeshu and Boice Ignuum were the names that
were crossed off,” Dilthere continued, once the judge ruled he
could do so. “I know that means I’ll be cut off all Empire
dominated channels. The Technologists aren’t above using
‘technical difficulties’ as a reason you don’t get to know
what’s going on, but there you are.
“There is the ancient principal of law known as habeas
corpus. If the Empire says people were assassinated, where
are the bodies? They are required to show evidence of the
person’s death. The Empire does no such thing, it makes
unsubstantiated claims that one or more personnel were
killed, but doesn’t even furnish a name, much less a fingernail
clipping of physical evidence.”
Elissa thought she knew what had happened to the agents,
they had probably been taken to Kinunde and put in the ass of
a rapidly retreating dune. The six hundred million square
miles of shifting dunes on that planet made it easy to hide
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bodies if you had some means to fly and get them there. The
dune would uncover their skeletons in three or four thousand
years, she wondered if that would be more of a criminal or
archeological investigation? Most of the reasonably affluent
houses of Kinunde had an ornithopter. The 145psi air on the
plains of that planet made flying relatively easy with airfoils,
its sixty five percent helium content made it difficult to fly
with aerostats.
“Mrs. Valera is accused of murdering her son with Aldeb
poison. They need to prove she had access to it and means to
administer it. They will need to prove that she did administer
it.
“They will put together delicate constructs of
circumstantial evidence. They will appeal to your basest
prejudices and use cheap hate tactics because they
underestimate your intelligence. Don’t let them get away with
it.”
Dilthere did not ramble on and on. He kept his entire
speech within the attention span of a normal human being,
which is a few minutes. When he was done the judge noticed
that it was after 3:00 and declared the day over. The next
order of business was that the Prosecution would begin its
case. He asked them when they would like to do that. As
tomorrow was Friday, they would like to wait until Monday if
that was all right, get a fresh start with a fresh week and
indulge in another ancient ritual of smacking very small and
lively balls around the lawns with sticks that the judge was
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cordially invited to partake in, but did actually decline.
Elissa was remanded to be locked thru into the holding
cell on the floor below for the weekend. She did see Dilthere
later in the weekend because it seems he did get to take part
in the ‘pill whacking’ ritual on the courthouse lawn that
Friday. He spent hours with her trying to teach her the rituals.
He was especially interested in the fine line between being on
a channel just forbidden enough to be hip but not so avant
guard as to be small-market.
— The Prosecution —
*
Avon Vicevich bounded up the stairs to the platform, “For
my first witness,” he almost shouted, “I would like to call the
defendant, Miss Elissa Cebraxi.”
There was quite a murmur about that. He wasn’t expected
to call her at all, but to cross examine when her own advocate
called her. Dilthere was distressed that he hadn’t coached her
about this, she could see that on his face when he looked at
her. But she had been the media handler to the Emperor, she
knew this was all about winning the public’s trust, she would
not be defenseless up there. She climbed to the stand, getting
up quickly once she was unshackled, ignoring the blasters
trained on her and taking her seat while still breathing thru
her nose. Avon was on the step above her, she noticed that she
would be a bit taller than he was on level ground. “Clever use
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of that step,” she whispered, knowing it would barely be
picked up, knowing that he would know that.
He stood there looking down his nose at her while she
composed herself in the seat. It wasn’t that uncomfortable and
she was able to tilt it sufficiently to look back at him and the
cameras. “Your relationship with Karmon goes back to the
4189 attack does it not?”
“I was in the room with him when he got the news. It was
the first time he had called me to his bed. I had only met him
before at an interview.”
“He immediately promised to bring troops off Kiandutan
to defend Naiho did he not?”
“Before I could understand the magnitude of what was
happening.”
“Was it done thru your coercion?”
“Of course not, I was still sitting up in bed with my mouth
open in shock at the news. He had a big projection up and I
could see the whole thing. I knew where the places were on
the bulletins.”
“So you think he did it in sympathy?”
“To the best of my knowledge Karmon was not aware I
was from Naiho when he first made that decision. He did it
instinctively because he is a good man and had the good of
the people at heart, not the good of the money.”
“So when did Karmon give you that list?” Avon asked.
“Which list?”
“The one that was found at your house with two names
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crossed off.”
“Never.”
“You haven’t had it all your life Miss Cebraxi, he must
have given it to you sometime.”
“My son received it in the mail from DisQSlut97,” Elissa
told him, “That’s all I knew about it until the goon back in
New Heartland told me this was a list of government officials
and Alixi K’seeshu and Boice Ignuum had been
assassinated.” She wondered if they would dare cut her
testimony from their broadcasts. She might have actually got
their names out to the public this time. If they had blanked
her, they would have her back on by now because they
weren’t going to let anyone miss any of their Questioneer
cutting up the deposed emperor’s concubine.
“Do you have any proof of that?” he asked.
“I wish I did. If I hadn’t become enraged about that and
other smutty things I found on his pad, I wouldn’t have
blanked it. If I hadn’t done that, you wouldn’t have a case, but
as it is, I did become enraged and blanked it without really
thinking it thru and gave you the opportunity to make up that
fantasy yarn...”
“Just answer the questions,” he butted in. He was
certainly wearing a hidden microphone connected to hidden
speakers, or the new electronic projection speakers that excite
the air in a designated area from an electromagnetic projector
that can be up to four hundred feet away. “But I’m sure you
thought it thru very carefully, I’m sure this data-pad was one
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of the first things you got to when you were released from
medical observation.”
“I’m sure it was over a day later, you have that evidence
on the pad. Do you say you had no one watching me the first
day I was home? I sat in various places and cried. Glad I
could cry where no one could watch me doing it. Everyone
who knows me, all my neighbors, would certainly know
that’s what I would do. They all knew how tiresome I could
be when I went on and on about him.”
“And what about this?” he held up her old syringe. “Can
you tell me anything about this?”
“Oh yes, I have seen that before,” Elissa said, “It’s the
syringe I used a few years ago when I was trying to get a
Kassidorian archwood to grow on our property.”
Questioneer Vicevich was obviously vexed by this answer
but went ahead with his questioning anyway. “When is the
last time you used this?” he asked.
“Oh, probably a week or so before I finally stopped
denying that archwood was dead.”
“And when would that have been?”
“Six, eight, ten years before Kion was born, it was well
after that archwood died that we began talking about raising
another child.”
“Then how would you explain your fingerprints being
fresh on this needle?”
“It’s just been rattling around in the drawer since then, we
never threw it away in case they come out with a control to a
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species that does grow here. I’m always moving it around
when I have to dredge that drawer.”
“How did you come up with such a glib excuse?” he
sneered at her.
“Living thru it in real life,” she answered with calm
composure. The reason was, it was true. She had never used
that syringe in earnest since then and could look so cool about
it thru total confidence of fact, unlike knowing the names on
that list. She was beginning to wonder what was going on
here? There was no way that this was the best the Empire
could do for a Questioneer. They should have hired any twobit reporter from any backwater planet that is still a work in
progress and he would be a much more aggressive
Questioneer than this guy.
“This is the syringe that was used to inject the Aldeb
poison,” Avon said.
Dilthere stood and raised his finger. “No evidence of that
has been presented. The only evidence that has been
presented is that there is a perfectly rational explanation for
her recent fingerprints being on that syringe.
“Aldeb poison is present in the syringe.”
“And there is no legal proof that it wasn’t planted.”
Elissa knew they had them on that. They got it analyzed
before it was witnessed, Dilthere had to be notified of that.
There was no proof that wasn’t planted so the judge had to
rule it inadmissible. Dilthere had people in the department
who were able to give him the paperwork on that, and they
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knew he had it, so they couldn’t pursue it.
“There is no legal proof that it was,” Avon retorted. “The
lab will be presumed to be doing their job impartially and
fairly unless you can show us some reason why they
wouldn’t. We have no burden of proof, this was a court
sanctioned analysis. This syringe was found in the Cebraxi
household,” he continued, “contaminated with Aldeb poison.
It was in the kitchen drawer not fifteen feet from where
Kion’s body was found.”
“So obvious even a New Heartland officer could find it,”
Elissa said.
“I wasn’t asking you a question,” he said.
“Then why am I on the witness stand? Just to get a better
view of the oratory in your imaginative storytelling?”
The reporters in the balcony belly-laughed and the judge
had to pound the desk for that one. Elissa was reprimanded
for being impolite to an officer of the court. The lenses were
trained her way, then caught Avon’s smugness at her
reprimand. Then they caught her shrug as the reprimand fell
off her shoulder and hair.
“No further questions your honor,” the Questioneer said.
Elissa still wasn’t sure what came next in this ancient
ritual. She knew it was all televised to all who were
interested. They would eventually vote on it over the net in a
ceremony called a ‘jury’ if they could answer three questions
each from the prosecution, the defense and the judge that
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proved they’d been paying attention. It was whatever three
questions each side wanted to ask. That ritual was called
‘vetting the jury’ and it apparently had to do with an ancient
legend in which a sports car called a ‘vette’ was offered as a
bribe to a juror sometime in the 20th century.
She knew there would be constant bombardment on this
channel thruout the day convincing everyone to vote the
Empire point of view. They would use everything from
patriotism for Abrahamist religion to the sanctity of innocent
children and the suburban home. Though none of it was
related, a guilty verdict would help save your children from
the perils of cheap drugs and cheaper entertainment provided
by houses like Cebraxi and Valera.
But here in this room was where the moves were actually
made, and she knew she had just made a big one. Yes, they
found a syringe with her prints and DNA on it, but they had
no witness that it wasn’t tampered with before it was
analyzed. Dilthere would have a chance at them with this and
he had a vast detective network, the whole investigative arm
of Kinunde’s largest news media organization.
It turned out that what came next was what was called
‘cross examination’. That meant that Dilthere got to ask
questions of questioneer Vicevich’s witness. The defendant he
advocated in this case. Dilthere stepped confidently to the
platform where the witness stand was. He did not get up on
the step but pointedly stepped to the other side where there
was no stairway up to the judge’s bench. He did this even
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though he was no taller than the Questioneer. “Mrs. Valera,
what was the population of Naiho in 4189?”
“About seven billion I think, I’m sure the records are
available.”
“I’m sure they are too, it would be just a nudge over that
at the time, the official 4190 estimate was 7,184,400,000. Do
you know the population of Kiandutan in that year?”
“Of humans?” Elissa asked.
“Yes, humans.”
“Not that many million would be my guess.”
“Kiandutan has pretty accurate figures, there were
515,676 registered residents of Kiandutan on Dec 31st of
4189. It is believed that there were an estimated 300,000
additional family members, guests and servants present on the
planet.
“The conclusion I would draw from this is that Karmon
would have every reason to draw troops from Kiandutan to
protect the greater population.”
“Conjecture,” Avon objected.
“Yes,” Dilthere replied, “but as Karmon was engaged in
another humanitarian project when he disappeared, I think it
is reasonable conjecture.”
“Nevertheless, I object.”
“Then I object to your whole case, it’s nothing but
conjecture.”
“Enough,” the judge said, “He is in the process of
attempting to prove his case now. You may proceed with your
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cross examination.”
“Yes, your honor.” He turned back to Elissa. “Lets talk a
little bit more about this list. Did you tell Karmon about it
when you talked to him?”
“No, but my keepers knew of it, one of them could have
told Karmon.”
“I object your honor, Karmon Valera is still at large.”
“I have seen him,” Elissa said, “He was beaten senseless
but we still recognized each other.”
“When and where was that?” Dilthere asked, not caring if
they censored it, there were people in the room recording.
“We were still on Naiho, it was the day after I was
brought in.”
“Do you know if he is here?”
“Yes, last time I heard from him he was in the
Kensenduum in a room right behind mine before I was moved
up to the courthouse cells. He hadn’t been beaten since he
was brought here, ‘Away from the New Heartland cowboys’
as he put it.” She could see that Dilthere thought he couldn’t
have said it better himself. “I haven’t heard from him since
they took away my human rights worker. I hope for her’s and
her family’s sake she’s still alive and well, her name is or was
Chass Elspeth and I hope she’s all right.” She knew she cared
more about Chass than Chass cared about herself, but it put
another light on the Texassi way of doing business. Let’s see
a media company try and find her, or find her mother for that
matter.
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Dilthere let that echo around this end of the OrionSaggitarius gap before he asked, “Now this list, when did you
first understand this list might have been used in treasonous
activity?”
“When I was under interrogation back in New Heartland.”
“Who informed you?”
“An unnamed unnumbered interrogator in the local New
Heartland police station.”
“How did he tell you?”
“He said, using a voice distorter, ‘This was one of the
more interesting things we found.’ Up until then a million
things had gone thru my mind about that list, maybe it was a
list of Kion’s yaag connections and these two got busted?
That would have fit the remainder of the childish trash in
there. I had no idea what this was a list of, other than people’s
names.”
“Is there any way you could have got that list to
Karmon?” he asked. He asked like he really wished she
would explain the way and was giving her every opportunity
to. She shook her head. “Are you sure?”
“I am sure I know of no way I could possibly have gotten
that list to Karmon or gotten it from Karmon.”
“I have one more question, and I remind you, you are
under oath. Have you ever had cause to knowingly possess
Aldeb poison in any form or amount in the last, oh let’s say,
hundred standard years.”
She chuckled, a lot of the media guys did too. “Absolutely
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not. I was with Karmon when we fought a war with those
things, I stood with a levrail car’s plexiglass between me and
throbbing stingers in that war. I wanted no part of any of that
stuff around me anywhere.”
“I think that wraps up my questions, your honor.”
“You are dismissed, Miss Cebraxi,” the judge told her. At
the bottom of the steps were the guards ready to handcuff her
til she was handcuffed to her chair. The chair that was welded
to the floor.
**
This meant the Questioneer was back up, but seeing as
that called for something that must have been something like
a halftime ceremony, they decided to wait til the next day. So
on the next day he climbed up to the podium and announced,
“I would now like to call Kella Dextoro, a neighbor of the
defendant, to the stand.”
The court secretary’s pad projected a flashing ‘Not
Present’ in the air meaning that he had not been admitted to
the courtroom. As it turned out, he had been here two days in
a row early in the trial and since gone home to Naiho. They
had to send a new summons out after him.
Dilthere came to her late in the second day of this wait in
solitary confinement here under the courtroom. It might have
been 7:00 in the evening, the only time she knew was that the
lights were off at 10:00 pm and on at 6:00 am. He said
nothing as he was let into her guest cell. Once the guard was
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away he began without preamble, “What do you know of
your neighbor?”
“He had a job with the Empire a long time ago, now he
just runs that little farm next door. He’s not much of a talker,
his Ephemeralist wife of many years died about thirty five to
forty years ago. He likes tractor hats, he also likes tractors, he
likes to run big equipment, but not as much as some in the
land I come from.”
“He is not listed as a hostile witness by the prosecution.”
“That would be right, Kella’s never hostile.”
“What would he know about you that could be
damaging?”
“He knew we had yaag in the house, he’s had some with
us, but that was before the handover. He knew I went naked
on the beach, he’s even seen me once.” She watched him look
up and look her over. No doubt she was way too long and
lanky for someone from Kinunde. “He didn’t know anything
about anything personal. We talked now and then. He still
called Karmon ‘Emperor’ like a lot of people who knew
him.”
“He could be questioned about the tree, would he have
known it was an Aldeb nest?”
“Probably not, that tree was much closer to my house than
his. I’m the one with the young child, I should have checked
it out, I just thought it was bees. It was swept about ten years
before we were transferred, the handover I mean. I would
expect New Heartland would have done an inspection for
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Aldebs by now.”
“New Heartland has different expectations of the people it
gives government jobs to.”
“Especially this administration,” she said. “It wasn’t as
bad with the last, but all the replacements have been biblethumping phemes [pr. Fee-meez], pardon my Naihonguese.”
“There is that sentiment loose on the planet now,” he
mused. “Think of how many centuries mankind has been
going thru this in one place or another, since they first went
thru it on Kassidor.”
“Why New Heartland?” she asked. “And why now after
all these years?”
“There were some isolated lands back there,” Dilthere
said. “That’s what did it, all on that reservation under the
banner of ‘religious freedom’. They were able to reproduce
without check as humans did before they became unaging.
But this doesn’t solve our case. Why has he called Kella
Dextoro?”
“Maybe because we kept to ourselves more than he would
have liked. He called us ‘the recluses’ in public a couple
times. He doesn’t know what it’s like having way too much
public for way too long.”
“Did he really have anything against you?”
“I didn’t think so,” she replied, “and when he called us
recluses I thought it was in fun. I didn’t think he meant
anything serious about it, just that we weren’t really active on
the social circuit.”
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“Then what do you think Avon can get out of him?”
“Well, the main thing we ever disagreed on was the
Texassi regime. He respected Karmon and still called him
Emperor, but he actually worked for Texassi and they set him
up with the pension that lets him farm with some security
today.”
“Did he hold a grudge about it?”
“I don’t think so, but with Kella it is so hard to tell. He
yes’s everyone to their face, unless you know other people
who know him you have no idea what he really thinks.”
“Does his family know?” Dilthere asked.
“I have never spoken with anyone else in his family. He
speaks only of his wife who’s been dead for decades. I know
he had a couple kids by a previous woman but they left over a
century ago. I know nothing of any other family.”
“Do you know anyone else who knows him?”
“Karmon,” Elissa answered. “They used to talk quite a
bit.”
“If he thought Karmon was being held in the Kenenduum,
would he be more likely to want him out or in?”
“Out, to the best of my knowledge. They each developed
quite an affection for alcohol a few years ago. They used to
sit and argue for hours, pastoralist vs. technocrat, eternal vs.
ephemeral, centric vs. planetary until late at night whenever
they got together.” Kella himself was not ephemeral, he’s a
hundred sixty seven standard years of age, but looks as an
ephemeral would at forty two.
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“So he was a friend of Karmon?”
“I would think Karmon was one of his closest actually in
the last decade or two, since Kella’s kids moved away, in the
late eighties and early nineties respectively for daughter and
son. My son will never move out,” Elissa said, but did not
cry. She sat there, on the end frame of her cot. She couldn’t
just stand in this gravity for a long period of time, she had to
have at least her ass on something and transfer some of her
weight to the ground thru something other than her legs. “I
wish they would just let you come in here so we could talk
like humans,” Elissa said.
“Then, by law we either have to have armed guard(s) at
attention or you have to be locked to a stationary object. Defy
this pittance of a gravity for a few seconds and drag that cot
over here and lie down on it. I’ll be able to hear you fine. I
feel a little floaty from the lightness already so I’ll stand up
here by the glass where I have something to hold me down.”
Naiho to Kinunde was a two to one difference in weight, this
teasing was common when someone from Kinunde had to
interact with someone from a planet like Naiho, Rendellyn or
even Kiandutan on a mid weight planet like Earth, Centorin
or Kassidor.
Elissa did drag her cot over and lay on it with the two
inch thick mattress propped up against the wall so she could
see him thru the glass. She wasn’t used to Centorin’s gravity
and found even sitting up straight in it to be a strain now that
she’d spent over a century back on Naiho.
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“So we’ve looked him up of course,” Dilthere said. “We
found the Empire remarkably close-mouthed about his
employment history, especially during the Texassi regime. We
cannot find official record that he actually is retired from all
employment with House Texassi. There is still an automatic
deposit pay channel open, as near as our net probes can
determine.
“Was he here on Naiho at the time?” he asked.
“He never said he wasn’t. He used to describe going to
various places on Naiho, actually all in New Heartland, doing
records inspections. He went to the House offices on Centorin
occasionally back then but I think that was his only
interstellar travel. He did a lot of man-hour accounting I
think, checking all the required-by-law’s and such.”
“The name Densis Irang came up when I looked him up,
but I couldn’t find anything out about him, it or them. The
only thing I know for sure is that it is the organization within
House Texassi that sources the pay channel that is still open
to one of Kella Dextoro’s accounts.”
“Kion had that name on his data pad, right near that list of
names. I didn’t know anything about it, maybe I should have
guessed it was related. I remember it because I didn’t even
know what language it’s in.”
“I didn’t either, so I did an advanced search and did its
translation in all languages. It translates to phrases in nineteen
languages from four different planets in the languages that my
comm had loaded. None of the phrases make very much
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sense but I’m suspicious because there’s so much lack of
detail in his record. There’s terse entries like ‘site security’
and ‘general investigations’ under ‘duties performed’ and
little more than start-stop dates in any of his coverages. He
has no personal phone.”
“Yeah, he always had us call him on a business number
with an extension.”
“You never questioned his slipperiness?” Dilthere asked.
“We never investigated him and he’s not like that in
person. He fancies himself something of a blank on the net
but he’s just a tractor-driving country-boy in person.”
The next day came and Kella Dextoro had returned from
Naiho, at Empire expense this time, to testify at Elissa’s trial
for the treasonous murder of her son. They went thru the
ritual again, the judge granting the prosecutor time to crawl to
the stand and read chapter and verse on why he was allowed
to call upon a Questioneer. Questioneer Vicevich then came
up to call the next witness. This time Kella Dextoro was
present in the room and mounted to the stand in near record
time for this trial. It was almost a thing now to show how inshape you are as a witness by getting up there with little time
and effort. Still it was an hour since she had been cuffed to
this chair.
“Now Mr. Dextoro,” questioneer Vicevich asked as he
walked as close to him as the first step up to the judge’s stand
would allow, “you farm the land adjacent to the Valera
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property on which Miss Cebraxi and her son were living, do
you not?”
“Yes I do.”
“Are you acquainted with her?”
“To some extent, I knew her husband a little better.”
“Her common-law husband?” Avon asked.
“I guess you would call it that, the man who bought the
house for them over a century ago and left it to her. I always
knew them as a couple.”
“Did you speak with her about her son’s death?”
“Just briefly, once,” Kella answered. “It was an evening a
few days after it happened, I had already heard the news.”
“To what did she attribute Kion’s death.”
“Aldeb stings.”
“And how did that happen?” Avon asked him.
“Kion hit that old cypress with a rock, she said it was in
there. It sent stingers right after them.”
“Did you in fact examine what was nesting in that tree
carefully enough to know that it was housing an Aldeb
queen?”
“No sir, I did not. It’s down the other end of my property
where it don’t bother me. They looked and sounded like bees
to me and that was as close as I cared to take it.”
“So you cannot be sure it was bees?”
“Whether it was a nest of bees or an Aldeb, I was letting
that old cypress alone,” Kella said. “If you want to believe it
was bees, fine, if Elissa was stung by an Aldeb, it must have
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been an Aldeb after all, or the Aldeb is really inside
something else. There are no more bees around there since the
Military (he said it with a capital ’M’ when he spoke) bombed
it, I’ll tell you that.”
“Where were you when the incident happened?”
“When they got stung or when they bombed the tree?”
“When they allegedly got stung,” Avon said.
“With a customer out front. We were discussing loading
schedules.”
“Did you hear any screaming from over there at the
time?”
“No sir, but I doubt we would have, it’s over a thousand
feet and the other side of the house and there were lots of
birds that day, I remember we almost had to go inside to
converse.”
“So who was that customer?”
“Zont’s feeds, guy by the name of Harva, I think his last
name is Jackseed but I don’t know that for sure. Harva’s a
driver, he doesn’t deal with the billing or any of that.”
“Yes. So you heard nothing?”
“Nothing.”
Avon stood back, looked around and paced a moment.
“So you cannot substantiate her claim that she was
attacked by an Aldeb?”
“No, not really. The first I knew about the whole thing
was the next day when the Military called and said they were
going to have to remove that tree as a suspected Aldeb nest. I
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said fine, I thought a couple guys would walk down with a
flame thrower or something, not drop a missile from orbit.”
He turned toward the cameras, “Just don’t miss and hit the
house is all I ask.”
“Do you think if you or I called in a suspected Aldeb nest,
it would be taken out by a bomb?”
“I have no idea,” Kella said.
“I have a very good idea, it would have to be called in by
a ground team, the fact that she is the ex-Emperor’s mistress
could have had something to do with that could it not?”
“I don’t think it did, I think there are instruments from
that bio planet that can tell them. But if you want to think so,
I don’t know that it didn’t.”
“But you were called about it?” Avon asked.
“Yes, by a Colonel in the Empire’s Naiho base.” He
always pronounced the word ’Empire’ with a capital ’E’ also.
“What details did he give you?”
“Coordinates mostly, he let me log onto his screen and we
looked at it together while we talked, I knew which tree he
meant right from the start, had him adjust his coordinates by
what the tree really looks like.”
“Did he say he had any authorization?”
“He was in the Empire Military, he was up in the fort,
they don’t think they need no more stinkin’ authorization than
that I don’t think. New Heartland has been a Centorin
Military Protectorate since the treaty of 3971.”
Avon looked like he couldn’t possibly be expected to
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know what was going on in what particular provincial
squabble over three centuries ago. “So where the orders came
from was not discussed?” Avon asked.
“I thought I was talking to the man himself, the man the
orders came from.”
Avon turned from Kella and toward the cameras. “What
we do know is that the tree was destroyed before any
evidence of an Aldeb could be gathered from the area. If you
think anyone can call a bomb onto a suspected Aldeb nest, try
that at home. Try it if your name is Connor or Plimpkin or
Vicevich.”
“He’s campaigning your honor,” Dilthere objected.
“You are, are you done with the witness?”
“No, your honor.”
“Then proceed to your next question.”
“When you saw the defendant after Kion was killed, what
was she doing?”
“Burning the left-over sticks of that cypress. She had a
good sized blaze going. I could see the light on the tops of the
trees across the field from my place, I thought maybe
something was still burning from the bomb and went to check
it out.”
“Why was she doing this?”
“She said it was in case there were any more bits of the
Aldeb on it, even a single cell. She was very distraught.”
“Yes, I’m sure she was, but she must have brought
something to start the fire with?”
377

“Yeah, she had some papers, looked like family papers,
some of Kion’s on top.”
“So it could have been that she was not done feeding he
fire?”
“I don’t see why? She had a good fire going, there was no
danger of it going out.”
“When you burn paper en-mass, the core of the pile often
does not burn, the paper can often be reconstructed as it
would in a high stakes murder investigation. There was no
identifiable scrap of paper from that fire, meaning the paper
was fed to it slowly.”
“Whatever,” Kella said. “She didn’t put any more in while
I was there but I stayed just a short while. While I was there
she did put more wood on it.”
“But she presumably had more paper there when she
started. Maybe she had already burned all the papers she
wanted to? We do know that she must have used something to
start the fire, and we do know she still had some family
papers remaining at the time you were there, and we do know
that she did not show you that she was burning them, is that
correct?”
“Yes,” Kella answered.
“Very good.” Avon looked over the rail to Dilthere, “Your
witness.”
Dilthere bounded up the steps while Avon went thru the
judge’s desk/pulpit to his station on the secretary’s side of the
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bench. “So,” Dilthere said to Kella, “you were pretty good
friends with Karmon and used to debate politics.”
“Yeah, pastoral vs technical mainly.”
“What did you try to convince him?”
“Just because of some injustices by the current
administration, we don’t need to turn even more of the
population into dirt scratchers. We could have an honest
technocratic government.”
“So the Elakstra administration is not honest?”
“I was referring to some problems with the current regime
in Marsallis, not Kex. In my opinion the Elakstra
administration is a marginal improvement over the previous.
Though Karmon and I don’t come from the same viewpoint,
he was just such a better administrator that his was still the
best regime. I still called him Emperor, and was proud to do
so.”
“Have you heard from him lately?” Dilthere asked.
“No,” Kella answered. “I’d heard both the ‘officially
missing’ and the ‘rumored he is being held deep in the
Kensenduum.’ stories, I don’t know what to believe.”
“We’re trying to figure that out, my good man, and use
some logic to do that. Now he had gone missing on Kinunde,
were you aware of that?”
“I kept up with my friend in the news, I knew the part
everyone agrees on, up until he left the dig in the sandstorm
to get to a point where was a tube line thru. I have no reason
to doubt that.”
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“I have traced him as far as the Valera residence on
Naiho,” Dilthere said. “That would be the day after you saw
her. I understand you know nothing of that?”
“Nothing.”
“Can you think of anyone he might have contacted while
he was there?”
“By the time he arrived, the house was already in the
hands of the local police,” Kella said. “I doubt that he had
time to contact anyone after he arrived. So unless you can get
one of them to talk to you, I doubt there were any other
witnesses.”
“Your honor,” Avon objected, “no official evidence places
him at that residence on the date in question.”
Dilthere projected some records. “This shows the call
placed from Blpp-Dah Station on Kinunde to the Valera
residence on Naiho at the time my client attests to receiving a
call from him. Ninety three seconds later a tubeway journey
was booked from that same station to the Valera residence on
Naiho. It was booked on the personal account of Karmon
Valera. The government of Kinunde has been good enough to
release the xpexec logs of the station, those records show a
tube car departing for the Valera residence on Naiho seven
minutes after that.”
“The defense may proceed,” the judge said.
She wondered how much of that got on the air and from
what outlets. The judge was no doubt aware that the Empire
didn’t want the public to know that there was pretty good
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evidence that Karmon had arrived at the house. Karmon was
still popular with the public. The saving of Naiho was now a
legend on Earth, Kinunde and Kassidor as well as Naiho.
Those four planets still made up over two thirds of the
Empire’s population. There were only two more, Centorin
and Rendellyn, with over a billion people.
She knew there were always ways to get outlets. A
standard comm can be programed to provide content, most
have a network jack on them somewhere, many can provide
content via wireless on a channel or two of broadcast plus
lookup access and since most of the people that the Empire
considers its ‘quality citizens’ wouldn’t think of going
anywhere without a comm, and any comm could be
commandeered without the owners knowledge, while it sat in
his pocket ‘turned off,’ the message was just about impossible
to stop. She knew it might be delayed a little at best. She
knew one of Dilthere’s goals was to make this Karmon’s trial
more than hers.
Avon was being so inept at prosecuting her, that there
must be some larger issue at stake here, and Dilthere thought
that was it, let her get off and keep the attention off Karmon.
“Getting back to the night of the fire,” Dilthere asked, “I
think you told us you did not see what Elissa used to start the
fire, just like you did not see how Kion was killed, so it was
the same thing about the papers wasn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
“If he wants to believe they were Valera house records,
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fine, but there was really no reason to think they were was
there?”
“All he proved,” Kella answered, “was that it was
possible Elissa could have brought house papers out there to
be burned, he did not prove that she did. I cannot prove that
she didn’t. The only papers I saw were some articles ripped
out of news sheets and some family papers that she had saved
from the fire, the top one was some of Kion’s homework.”
“So she might have brought some paper out here to start
the fire and saved some family papers that might have
accidentally slipped into the trash?”
“My interpretation was that it was papers Kion threw
away but they were now precious to her because he was gone.
She was a devastated woman that night, I wish I could have
done a better job at comforting her. I’m not an eloquent
person and I really don’t know her as well as I know her
husband.”
“You’ve been quite eloquent for me,” Dilthere told him,
“you have shown us that there was no such conspiracy, there
was a woman distraught over the loss of a son she dearly
loved.”
Once again the judge thought it was best to continue with
a new witness the next day. There was another day when the
witness wasn’t in the courtroom that day and would have to
be found. There was another day delay because they had to
get another judge’s signature to allow the person to testify.
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That whole day consisted of the prosecutor’s subpoena server
getting the judge to sign a document and they were continued
to the next day. She had to be lockity-locked thru the gates
again and back into her room. This was the fourth night since
something had actually happened on her trial.
She got to spend another night in this cell with the earlier
pick on the food. The chance to get the nicer banana’s, the
unsquashed grapes, the full slices of bread and the betterflavored meat substitutes. She enjoyed the flat robot voice
now, “you may have one item from each tray do not attempt
to remove more than one item from each tray or damage to
your person will result - you may take...” and so it went.
Nothing was going to bring her son back, nothing was
going to give her life back, but there were billions of others
who were also victims of what was going on here. She should
do what she could for them. Say what she could to get across
her view of the regime. This was really the same regime that
tried to deny the reality of the plague on Realis until nearly a
quarter of the population was dead. She had to make it clear
that though the name of the Emperor was Elakstra, it was still
too close to Eknakar and thereby Texassi. Sheeon was still
Grand Executive of Texassi and in this administration, the
Emperor of Human Space reported to the Grand Executive of
Texassi thru the V.P. of Political Influence, Grafton koRuppShin or some such flunky as that.
She wished there really was a prison code that she could
rap out on her bars and convey a message. If the whole
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fortress was bolted together it might travel thru the frame to
Karmon, and he might rap something back that there was a
theoretical probability she could decode in the constant
ringing of the frame of this building. Its frame was collapsed
metal whiskers, with grain like wood. Being only a hundred
thousand psi across the grain, a million psi with the grain.
Sound would carry in such a substance, but she knew no code
she could use other than beats to songs.
She decided on a code, a few songs, all but one of which
had a name that was one word long. She tapped them each
out, as best she knew them. ‘Help’ ‘Carmine,’ closest she
could come with a song name. ‘escape’ ‘deep in the
Kensenduum.’ She thanked the band who’s name she forgot
who had named an immensely popular song after just such a
situation as theirs. She also thanked them for coming up with
such a distinctive beat that there was no mistaking what song
she was trying to do even with her poor musical talent.
The first was so simple and so ancient she didn’t think it
could work. Bing Bing Bing Bing Bing Bing Bing bing bing
Bing, b-Bing. Bing Bing Bing Bing Bing bing bing Bing, bBing.
A little later she did a much more recent song, Bing, bing
bing bingbing, Bing, bing bing bingbing. B-Bing, Bing, b-bb-b-bing, b-bing Bing. B-b-b-b-b-b-Bing. Everyone would
know the beat to Carmine, would anyone know she was using
that to mean Karmon?
Escape is such a simple song, ’Bing b-b-b-Bing b-b-b384

Bing b-b-b-bing, , b-Bing she only did that much of it, then
waited a few seconds before repeating it.
Then of course no one could mistake Bing bing bing
Bing, bingBing, Bing bing bing Bing, bingBing, and what
song that was the beat to. She just sat for a few minutes with
that one like she had played it over in her head.
Then she settled in with her ear to the rail. There was all
the wheel and wagon traffic, but deep in the tiny ticks she
thought she heard, ’Tick, t-tick tick tick, tick, t-tick tick tick’
the beat to ‘Thank You’ of a few years ago. A little while later
she heard, tick tick Tick tick, tick Tick tick, tick tick tick, tick
tick. That repeated a few times, she recognized it as the song,
‘What Happened?’ which was an old Naiho folk song.
She knew just what to say to that, something of early
childhood, re-used in pet food commercials every now and
then. Bing Bing bingb-bing, bing, Bing. Bing bing bingb-bing
Bing. Bing Bing bingb-bing Bing Bing bingb-bing Bing Bing
bingb-bing Bing. She hoped he would understand she was
talking about her advocate versus the Empire’s and not her
dog with this song title.
She still knew this couldn’t be serious yet, there had to be
some trick, the Empire couldn’t have come up with such a
lame Questioneer to interview her. The present administration
knew her background, it was public knowledge. She had been
a public official, in wartime no less. But then, part of her
duties had been as the Emperor’s concubine. Neither of the
last two Emperors had concubines. Part of the difference was
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that Sheeon was female and Dion was rumored to be gay.
She heard nothing more until she fell asleep with her ear
on the bar.
***
In the morning, hours after the 6:00 AM lights-on, she
was given another fresh change of clothes. These fit much
better than the previous. She wondered who had got this order
thru? Her first guess was the judge, he wanted to get a much
better look at her figure. Or maybe it was Dilthere thinking
she would make a much better impression on the public if
they could get a better idea what she looked like.
What anyone would notice about her appearance is that
she was made for a low-gravity world. She did fine on Naiho
and Rendellyn and wouldn’t mind Lambeth, but she had
never been there. Her ankles and wrists were far too slender
to have come from a world like Kinunde. A quarter of her
ancestry was from Centorin, the remainder was Naihonguese.
She was slender with fine bones, her thick red hair flowed
free over her shoulders. She had nothing but her fingers to
comb it with, but she had plenty of time to devote to it so it
was free and light.
She was marched back up to the floor of the courtroom
and handcuffed to her chair again. The Judge called the
prosecutor who lumbered up the stairs and called his
Questioneer who then called the witness. “I call Lieutenant
Lazz Mazwrap to the stand.”
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The guy who appeared was in uniform, meaning he could
only say what he was allowed to say as a member of the
military. It was a way of saying he might not personally agree
with everything he was going to say. As a member of the
military, he was a native of Centorin, but with obvious
Kinundan ancestry in his body and his name.
This man was able to make the steps in one bound it
looked like, he no sooner entered the stairway than he was at
the top. “Yes sir!” he even saluted.
“Laxe se,” Avon said, showing off his culture with the
Naihonguese as he indicated the witness seat. He remained on
the step, she could see that from the fact that he looked
almost as tall as this soldier. As soon as he was seated Avon
asked, “What is this form here?” and projected a very large
image of a hazardous substance sign-out sheet before them.
“That’s an MF-4152, authorization for hazardous
substance.”
“I see it is signed out to Elissa Valera is it not.” Her
signature was on it, it was an obvious copy of something she
had signed once, because she had never signed this.
“Yes sir it is.”
“And what is this right here?”
“This is the verification code, this is the number that is
sent to Central in the Kensenduum. You can, and probably
should, sign it out under the name Joe Shmoe if this
verification number checks out.”
“So it checked out?”
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“We re-ran the details since your investigation began.
This number was issued to Karmon Valera in November of
4173. It was used on the 17th of April of last year.”
“Two days before Kion died,” Avon got away with
editorializing. “But tell me, where was it picked up.”
“At the Insectiod Research Center at Tynothere base.”
Avon projected a globe of Naiho. “That is here, is it not?”
a tiny red dot started blinking.
“I believe so.”
“My mapping database tells me the Valera residence on
Naiho is here.” Another tiny red dot started blinking, right
next to the first one. Yes, they are near each other on this
scale, but with all the traffic and the switching rings, it’s
twenty minutes from her home. Naiho is not a really small
planet like Lambeth, Rendellyn or Mars. It is over seventy
one hundred miles in diameter with one hundred twenty five
million square miles of land, more than twice as much as
Earth.
“Was this capsule handed over by a person?” was Avon’s
next question.
“No, it was a self-service pickup,” Lt. Mazwrap said.
“This is all the evidence that remains of that transaction.”
“But who authorizes the actual pickup?”
“There’s a lockbox under a transform of that code, only
the owner of the original code will have the pickup transform,
it’s double-blind security, S.O.P. in the military.”
“So you can be sure someone authorized picked this up?”
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“As sure as you can be of anything in a universe made up
of interacting wave fronts,” Lazz responded.
“Would you think that would have been the defendant?”
Avon asked.
“Or someone else who was able to get those codes from
Karmon.”
“Do you have any idea who would be able to do that?”
“If you are asking me whether or not I’ve heard the
speculation that he liked to impress his concubines with state
secrets, I’ve heard it. I also know the defendant was much
more than a concubine to him.”
“So did you suspect Miss Cebraxi was up to anything foul
when she placed this order?”
“I was only a tiny bit curious. I didn’t suspect anything
foul, I was quite confident she was picking it up for a lab
Karmon was involved in, never even thought to ask actually. I
knew he was away on Kinunde.”
“So the whereabouts of Karmon Valera are known to the
troops?”
“Yes sir,” Lazz smiled, “we still respect the Emperor.”
As an employee of the current administration, Avon was
not happy with that. “Yes. Was it suspicious that the codes
were that old?”
“No sir, a well-respected, senior person is proud to have a
code with a low number. A lot of what goes thru our office
goes on codes older than this.”
“Has Miss Cebraxi picked up anything from you before?”
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“No sir, but Karmon wasn’t away on Kinunde before.”
“Thank you,” he said to Lazz, “That will be all your
honor,” was the formula that had to be recited to the Judge.
Now Elissa knew enough about the ritual to know that
Dilthere would mount to the stand and question him. Not to
be outdone Dilthere bounded up and swung over the rail and
landed on the witness stand. “Light gravity,” he said, then
turned to Lt. Mazwrap. “So what is this?” Dilthere asked,
projecting another form in front of them all.
“An MF-8848-B Missing Substance Report,” he replied.
“For what?”
“A dram capsule of Aldeb poison.”
“This is not the same dram the Elissa Valera allegedly
checked out is it?”
“No sir.”
“I notice the date on this report was a few days after Mrs.
Valera was taken into custody.”
“That’s when the inventory was done. It could have been
taken any time before.”
“Or the night before?”
“Yes, that is possible.”
“How far is your store room from the lab where the
syringe was analyzed?”
“We share a wall actually, the back wall.”
“Is there a door?” Dilthere asked him.
“Well, yes, but it’s locked.”
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“And it has old cabinets and lockers in front of it doesn’t
it?”
“Yes, it’s completely blocked off.”
“So you have no way to be sure it’s really locked?”
“They keep it locked from the lab side too.”
“We had an independent inspection done. Each of these
cabinets has drawers as you see on this diagram.” He
projected a diagram from his comm that the whole room
could see. “From behind the coats in the next cabinet, move
this stack of drawings here, with the drawers pulled out, these
cabinets are far enough from the wall to get the door open,
and a small person could squeeze thru. The store room side of
the door is, in fact, unlocked, all lab workers have a key that
opens this side and a zealous New Heartland lab worker could
crawl thru and fetch some Aldeb poison.”
Questioneer Vicevitch went through an objection cycle
over that. The judge ruled that this independent inspection
hadn’t been done under court supervision and ordered the
public to forget it. “Advocate hHlak-bvin, have you
completed your cross examination?”
“No, your honor.”
“Then continue.”
“Very well.” He turned back to the soldier, two
Kinundan’s facing each other. “Lt. Mazwrap, you did tell us it
was an automated pickup. Are pictures taken?”
“No sir.”
“But this signature was taken?”
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“Yes sir, with a sophisticated pressure pad that measures
the signature in the pressure and time dimensions that you
can’t even see. Someone can practice until the cows come
home putting down an exact copy on paper, but still flunk a
live pressure pad test.”
“Are you familiar with the device known as a signicopy?”
“Yes.”
“If you don’t have a security camera there, how do you
know a signicopy was not used?”
“Their cost.”
“What cost do you think would be prohibitive in an
attempt at the throne?”
The lieutenant drew a deep breath and leaned back.
Certainly if the throne was involved the perpetrators would
have the most sophisticated technology their House could
buy. “A dram of Aldeb poison is not the highest security item
even in this post, and this is not the Empire’s highest security
post. Aldeb poison will kill you a little quicker and less
painfully than injecting yourself with common kitchen
bleach, but it is not even close to the strongest poison in our
arsenal, even here on this post. We don’t use the utmost
measures to secure it.”
“So there are two drams of Aldeb poison missing from
your store-room are there not?”
“The one Mrs. Valera signed out is not considered
missing. It was lawfully signed out under lawful codes by a
person I personally know to be authorized, though I was a
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little curious about why. I apologize to my superiors if I was
remiss in not asking her.”
“Mmm, but we can’t be completely sure it was Mrs.
Valera who picked it up. All the records for that pickup
station are on file are they not?”
“Yes.”
“So how close was pickup activity in time to when that
capsule was picked up?”
“I don’t remember.”
“But you are cleared to look, and I do see a little GI
comm on your belt.”
Elissa was enjoying this. The soldier poked his comm for
a good long while, explaining that extra encoding had to be
done because he was off post and this was sensitive
information. Eventually he read. “There was a pickup a
minute and a half before and another five minutes after.”
“So it is reasonable to assume that whoever picked this up
was alone at the pick up point at the time.”
“It is possible sir.”
“One more question,” Dilthere said, “While you have the
comm open, could you look up the number of people who are
authorized access to the data base where Karmon’s old code
number is looked up.”
He flashed a nervous grin at Avon while he answered that
query. The court was pretty quiet when he answered. “It says
seven thousand two hundred and seventy one.”
“No further questions,” he told the lieutenant, then turned
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and bowed, “no further questions your honor.”
** **
So of course, even though those who worked for a living
still hadn’t worked their way to lunch in this many hours, it
would be the next day before the Questioneer would mount
the steps again. Instead it was the fat prosecutor in the thick
robes who worked his way up the stairs and worked his way
thru many pages of regulations explaining why they were
entitled to ask for a recess until the next day while they
analyzed their options. Everyone knew the drill, it wasn’t just
in this case, but in this case it was an of-course because it was
such an important case, the concubine of a former Emperor
and all. They didn’t say the wife of he whom many still called
‘Emperor,’ they didn’t say the mother of the one who would
have been future Emperor. They didn’t say anything more of
interest. Her guards knew the drill, they were locking her to
their wrists as the prosecutor droned on from the law book.
She was back in the cell beneath the courtroom in time for
that robot’s first pass for lunch.
After lunch she worked out. That consisted of walking
five times across her twelve foot cell in this gravity, then
laying on the cot and lifting her legs five times in this gravity,
then spreading her arms out and lifting them five times in this
gravity, then wiping the sweat from her brow in this gravity
and then laying back down.
Early in the afternoon Dilthere was let into the hallway.
394

There was a hoo-hah about leaving him unattended. Elissa
had to suggest the guard handcuff her to a bar near the cot
where they couldn’t reach each other. Then he could give
them the advocate-client privacy that was their due and not
subject Dilthere to danger from the dangerous murderess in
their custody. “And whatever you do, please come uncuff me
when he leaves.”
The guard finally agreed to that, as soon as he was
walking away, Elissa began, “He has to be setting us up for
something, he couldn’t be this stupid. Why is he handing us
this case like his? He brings up these people on the flimsiest
speculation and just lets you tear them to shreds. He must
have something up his sleeve.”
“Yes he does, and you already know it, give the peasants
something and they won’t really press for Karmon. Because
they are having such a good time with this, there are really no
riots or other unrest about the fact that Karmon has been
missing for almost three months now.”
“I don’t think we’re going to get him out via public
action,” Elissa said.
“What do you propose?”
“First we need to find out if he’s still in the same cell,
then we have to find a way to get the codes to the closest
tubeway stations and send a team in.”
“A frontal assault is the worst way to battle the
Kensenduum,” he said.
“What would you recommend?”
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“Having friends inside it.”
“And do you?”
“No, but Karmon does. The rumor that he is being held
has circulated, the friends will have to work with that. We are
not the only front in this war.”
“That’s good to know, it does just feel like the two of us.”
“No, Kinunde has opened its tubes, but Novo Grosso has
not, not until the trial is complete and fair. Several nations of
Earth are still out. The media on Kassidor is following the
trial, the population who cares asks about Karmon. We are not
alone in this. You are going to win your case, but we will
continue with the formality. It is really about Karmon, we
have to keep that in mind,” he said.
“I thought of that and kept meaning to tell you.”
“We know and we are working on it in ways I will not
discuss. Please do not name anyone in your information.”
“I already have,” Elissa said.
“They know it’s a lie,” he said, “they know it’s a
calculated distraction. They have a very short list of whom I
will not speak to spare their lives. Please understand this is
not a game, Mrs. Valera, the throne is a serious issue and
everyone near it plays seriously. Kion was far too young to
get involved, I’m very sorry he dragged you into it, but when
you married a deposed, but alive and kicking Emperor, you
should have known.”
“I knew, I was involved in it, like Avon says, I’m not the
innocent little provincial wife and mother. I’m the scion of a
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great House myself, Cebraxi. I married Valera, another great
House, but we lived humbly, an upper middle class life at
best. We enjoyed a bit of retirement for a century. He left us a
fund to take care of us while he took the rest of his fortune to
Kinunde and the lost helium process.”
“It is exactly that, that I am worried about, I have
intelligence that he is going to call Kion’s fund manager to
the stand as his last witness.”
“Oh my God!” Elissa exclaimed, remembering what
Karmon had told her on the phone the night she was arrested.
She was the beneficiary of his trust if something should
happen to him. It was a number she didn’t want to
contemplate. It was a number that Karmon told her, if she
didn’t want to think about it, just leave it in the hands of its
current managers and draw whatever she wanted for as long
as she lived. She thought the base figure, the ‘principal’ if you
will, was eight billion credits if liquidated in the current year.
The ‘income’ was something on the order of eighty million
credits of which she and Kion drew somewhere in the fifty
thousands of credits a year as living expenses, the remainder
being re-invested as the fund managers saw fit, taking a one
and a half percent commission off the net in each standard
year.
“So you know about that fund?” Dilthere asked.
“Karmon finally told me about that the last time I ever
talked to him, that was on the phone while he was still on
Kinunde. I don’t count seeing him beaten and bloody back in
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that cell on Naiho, I didn’t talk to him then, he couldn’t talk
other than grunt and moan, I couldn’t talk, other than shriek
hysterically and pound against the bars.”
“What if I told you that was not Karmon, but the best
double they could find, genuinely beaten and doing it for the
money.”
“I believe I could be fooled, but I don’t think I was.”
“Then we need to find a way to make this about him
before it’s too late. If we don’t, we have lost. You get turned
out with much fanfare and Karmon gets digested somewhere
deep in the Kensenduum.”
“There’s a song about that out just the last year or two.”
“Yes, I’m aware. That helps our case,” he said.
“Play it any time you can, let it get out by rumor that the
song is really about Karmon being held.”
“But it was out over a year before he was held.”
“But not as popular as it is this year,” she said.
“And how do you know that? You’ve been in custody for
months.”
“Because the band was reviewed in the teeny mags just a
few weeks before I was taken in. When that happens, it’s part
of a coordinated campaign that will hit chain hallway
songboxes and convenience marts.”
“You seem to know a lot about this.”
“I was the media handler for the Emperor of human space
during the second Aldeb war. I think you might have that
written in your files somewhere? Do you think something
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might go with that? I was already almost two hundred years
old when I did that, do you think I might have had time to
learn something about media by then?”
“I guess that explains why you were able to hold your
own on the witness stand,” Dilthere said.
“Pppp, this guy is a sacrifice, like we just said, to keep the
public’s and the media’s attention off of Karmon. Texassi
knows me, putting this kid on a witness stand with me is a
sacrifice and they know it. As long as they are making plenty
of money and all the pundits have speaking engagements, the
media doesn’t have to look around for something to grab the
public’s eyeballs with. They are offing up Avon Vicevitch to
be dismembered by the pastoral animals and hiding their real
victory.”
“So what we need to do, is make this trial boring again, so
they will need to find a way to slip up and let someone bust
Karmon up here in order to spark viewer interest again.”
“Or something like that,” Dilthere agreed. “You are a
good showman you know, did you ever think of working for
us?”
“Who is us?” she asked.
“Hymeea news.”
“As long as you use me on low gravity planets, I don’t
think I could really walk or sit up like a normal person on
Kinunde, that’s why I’m not with Karmon now.”
“Actually you are with Karmon now, just in different cells
and cut off from one another.”
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The rituals went thru their lockity-lock hour of droning
and senseless ceremony. “For my next witness I would like to
call Elmere Vorspaiya, estate manager to Kion Valera.”
Elissa knew this had to happen. Now she would be seen to
have an even bigger motive in mind than keeping him quiet
about the conspiracy. She was heir to his fortune. ‘A nice little
something to get him started.’ Eight billion credits, more or
less, making her one of the other side, turning the whole
population of Naiho into poor folk compared to her, certainly
making her one of the hundred richest on the planet. She
knew Elmere would have no other reason to be here in the
court.
Elissa couldn’t read his expression. If anything he looked
confused. He did not bound to the stand but walked up the
steps at a deliberate pace. Elmere is a rather large man, not in
the best of condition. He took his time settling into the chair,
all the while nearly glaring at the Questioneer.
“I understand you manage a trust fund for Kion Valera.”
“I did, yes.”
“We are all aware that Kion is now deceased. Was anyone
named as the beneficiary of that trust in the event of Kion’s
untimely demise?”
“Yes.”
“Would you please tell us who that is.”
He swallowed, thrust his head forward but with his
eyelids slightly lowered. “The defendant, Mrs. Elissa Valera.”
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“So you see,” Avon spun toward the cameras and the jury
behind them, “she had more than the assassination plot as
motive for this murder, she had this trust. Could you tell us
the current value of that trust?”
“I would have to check to get you an accurate figure.”
“The number of digits would be sufficient.”
“It has grown beyond eight billion in recent years.” Avon
paused at this point and keyed in 8,000,000,000+ and
projected it. At least he knew that the figure was more
impressive written out longhand than abbreviated, she had to
give him credit for that.
“And was there any activity in this fund around this
time?”
“There was an unusual disbursement near the time of the
events in question,” he admitted, gritting his teeth all the way.
Elmere was a friend from way back and Elissa knew how
much this hurt him. She admired the fact that he was telling
the truth, his eyes told her that he was only telling the truth
because of the fact that she would get up and insist on the
truth.
Her eyes were locked on his and screaming, ‘Go with
Dilthere,’ to his as loudly as she could. Why is the human eye
able to magnify what’s in the middle like that? She knew,
more closely spaced receptor cells, the fovea. She knew she
felt superior because she knew that, she knew she lost
something from people who thought their eye was able to
zoom in. She knew that was what primitive camera makers
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called ‘digital zoom’.
“Who was that disbursement to?”
“G’glekHol Securities of Bv’st-Izemb on Kinunde.”
“The G’glekHol of recent media fame no doubt,” Avon
said.
His eyes told her how sad he was at having to answer,
“Yes,” to be honest for her. This company was now infamous
for laundering funds for numerous causes, many in opposition
to the Texassi regime. There was a whole big scandal going
on about it that had already started when the transaction was
made.
“I could call a sergeant from the local police to tell us
what assassinations are going for on the markets. I will reveal
the information that may be revealed from the classified, the
total cost for both hits would have been on the order of half a
million credits. So now I ask you,” he turned back to Elmere,
“What was the amount of that disbursement?”
Again, Elmere’s eyes pleaded, telling how he wished he
didn’t have to say this. She could see that he wished this
hadn’t happened without her knowledge. She wished that she
could be sure that Karmon had been a party to it, but nothing
about him made her sure that was true. “Five hundred and
fifteen thousand credits,” he pronounced.
In the ancient tradition of the Media Trial Avon would
have asked him to speak up, having made such a major point,
but nano-mics and autoleveling technology had been such
that anyone in human space who was tuned in to him, as well
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as the whole room, could hear him plainly and the tradition
was now thousands of years out of date and finally forgotten
since the days of the Pennsylvanian States. She was glad she
only had to endure Dilthere’s lecture about obsolete practices.
There was once a time when wigs had to be worn in the
courtroom, Dilthere told her.
But now, and for a thousand years or more into all of their
pasts, in a situation like this, everyone heard what he said,
quite clearly and distinctly as he told the human universe the
amount that could be a payoff for a double assassination.
Avon made a long harangue saying how this showed her
additional motive once again and saying how this showed that
there had been a plot and the assassins had been paid for.
Dilthere pointed out that it was all fabrication in an objection.
The judge ruled that the evidence was circumstantial and thus
not conclusive and that Avon had presented a theory.
Dilthere was allowed his turn, his ‘cross examination’.
“Did you have any evidence whatsoever that Mrs. Valera was
aware of the fact that she was the beneficiary of this fund?”
“No sir, I did not. In fact I was quite sure that she did not
know that, and did not know of Kion’s withdrawal either.”
“Why did you keep it secret from Elissa?”
“I was instructed to.”
“By whom?” Dilthere asked.
“Karmon Valera in the case of the beneficiary,” Elmere
answered, “and Kion Valera in the case of the withdrawal.”
403

“Did Kion have that authority?”
“Not really, but when he explained what he was doing
with it I thought it was OK.”
“And what was he doing with it?”
“Donating it to his father’s project,” Elmere said. “The
way they lived I knew they would never miss it. It was just
what they’d earned on what they’d saved so far. I knew Elissa
would tell Karmon if she was told and Kion really didn’t want
Karmon to know.”
“Thank you very much. No further questions your honor.”
** * **
There was another interlude of a few days, for no
particular reason that she could discover. She had lost track of
what day of the week it was. She didn’t even worry about it,
but continued to enjoy her new cell. She was growing
immune to boredom by this time. It had been unbearable at
first, but now that it had gone on so long, it was her normal
way of life. During these days she worked on her strength a
little more, trying to get back to how she felt when she lived
on this planet. It didn’t seem to want to come back. Even after
days of diligent workouts she still felt heavy when they
finally brought her back upstairs again.
“I would now like to call the Valera family physician to
the stand, Dr. Fiona Popple,” Avon said when he got up to the
stand next. It must have been set up because Elissa knew that
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Fiona would not have taken time from her schedule to watch
her trial. Elissa was just one of the fifteen thousand medical
records in the clinic, she probably looked up a picture when
one of them actually came in. Elissa had been there only with
Kion since Fiona actually ran the place.
Elissa had no idea at first what this could be about but
then remembered that Karmon had gotten them a pill for
Aldeb immunity. She knew just where he was going to go
with this story, and he went straight there.
“I won’t tax your memory, just verify these records.”
Avon projected the bill for the Aldeb immunity doses that
Karmon purchased for them back in ’202.
“Yes, that looks correct, did you crack our data base to get
this?”
“No ma’am, we subpoenaed it a week ago and one of
your clerks sent it to us. Could you tell us what this treatment
was for?” Avon asked.
“It confers immunity to Aldeb poison. Not total immunity,
but enough that the average person would survive the attack.”
“Would it still be effective after all this time?”
“It should be effective for life, any life,” she looked at
Elissa. Fiona was only about forty five years of age, it was a
previous administrator of the clinic who actually treated
them. She was probably startled by how old the record and
the patient were.
Of course Avon had to go on and spell out how this added
to the authenticity by allowing Elissa to inject herself also and
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add to the realism of her story.
As his cross examination, Dilthere asked if she could tell
us what 4202 was like in Aldeb attacks. She didn’t know, he
got a chance to tell her. “In the standard year 4202 there were
1435 Aldeb queens discovered on Naiho. 18,456 people died
on Naiho as a result of Aldebs stings in that same year. That
year was considered a flare-up but not really an attack. This
year, there was one death of Aldeb stings recorded on Naiho,
that of Kion Valera, and one alleged Aldeb queen discovered,
that on the Dextoro property bordering the Valera property in
the far south of New Heartland.
“Do you know how many of these treatments your clinic
administered this year?” Dilthere asked her.
“None, I don’t think we’ve done any in ten years.”
“Do you know how many the clinic dispensed in 4202?”
“No.”
“You have a comm, is it available to you?”
She made a face and looked it up. Her eyes got wide
before she read the number, “11,987!”
“It appears anyone with the means thought it the prudent
thing to do at the time wouldn’t you say?”
“It appears you are right.”
“No further questions.”
*** ***
Next there were a few more days of recess. Dilthere came
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to see her once. During that visit he told her that the
Questioneer or someone else of the prosecution team would
give a speech called a ‘summation’, when that was over it
would be their turn.
He questioned her relentlessly for every possible name
she knew from Karmon’s past in the Kensenduum. His closest
friend at the time had been Helmonn Norseean, his minister
of the military. But Dilthere wanted to know the names of the
people who picked up the trash in his office, who made the
coffee at important meetings, who fixed the plumbing, who
ordered office supplies, who did his makeup on public
appearances, who was his tailor. If he ever had any attention
paid to his appearance, Elissa was the one to do it most of the
time since ’189. She got bored with it when Dilthere had to
run thru scores of different typical days. Who would he see?
Who would he talk to? The littler the better because they were
more likely to be still there.
He went away with a long list of names after all,
confident that at least some of them would still exist. She
hoped that would do him some good, because the way things
were going, the story of Karmon’s disappearance was getting
cold.
The summation was timed to allow the population of Kex
and Dlondai to watch it live. That was half of Centorin’s
population, and the segment of the population most likely to
be interested. The prosecutor took the stand first however,
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just after the supper hour in all but the westernmost time zone
of Dlondai. He went on for fifteen minutes about the rules,
most media people didn’t have their main cameras on and
were conversing with each other. It was a quick review of
what he covered the first day, with the penalties attached. The
first three crimes carried erasure and organ recycling as the
penalty, that was really title inflation for ‘death and
dismemberment’.
Finally Avon got up and drew breath to begin. “It all starts
with this my friends, this small piece of physical paper. The
one key file, the one you must preserve from the net no
matter what.” He was holding it and waving it in front of him,
even so you could see that there were names and there was a
line thru two of them. “It was the one tiny piece of evidence
Elissa missed, the one key thing she forgot to dispose of. The
master list had slipped under the data pad when she blanked it
and didn’t get taken out with every other written record when
she burned them next to the crater of the bomb she called in
that destroyed all other evidence of how this crime was
committed except this,” he held up the needle.
“This list is key officials that preside over the technical
infrastructure of the whole wormhole net that holds the
Empire together. I’ll probably get blanked for telling you this,
but those in this room, the people need to know. These people
know how that system works. There are thirty three of them.
Two have been crossed off on this list. Two of those thirty
three have been assassinated. As you have just heard the
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Prosecutor tell you, aiding such a crime in any way is a
capital felony carrying erasure and donation. The mere
possession of this list is evidence enough that she had some
part in this plot.
“We can explain her part in this plot, she was to shut the
door and hold the bag while Karmon fell thru a hole to some
secret hideout within forty light years of Kinunde. We know
that Karmon’s final plot did not include Elissa, the eight
billion credits should console her heartbreak. But she can rest
assured that Karmon’s hole will be found unless he’s fled to a
secret gateship that hasn’t landed yet.
“Elissa’s role was one of the last in this plot. After Kion
made the payoff, that we have seen clear evidence of from his
banker, her mission was to silence him. By the way, wasn’t it
tacky to have to embarrass his banker by showing the galaxy
what a lame excuse he fell for in handing out the
assassination payoff?”
Avon paused and there was some laughter, even some
from down on the floor. It didn’t last and was little more than
polite, so he continued, “We have seen the evidence of how
this was done.” He held up the syringe again even though it
had been pointed out that it could have been tampered with.
That meant that he was hoping the public didn’t care if the
police tampered with evidence so long as someone got
punished for the crime. That would be sending a message to
society, ‘don’t look suspicious’, ‘play your role’. Conform.
“We know that she had immunized herself, had not
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immunized her son. She knew there was something in that
cypress, knew it was probably bees, but knew her neighbor
knew there was something in it, and probably knew he hadn’t
investigated it closely. She had probably asked permission to
walk by that way to the beach and he probably said to be
careful of the cypress because there might be bees in it.
“We know she had the codes to get Aldeb poison, we
know she purchased it, when she purchased it and how she
picked it up unnoticed by any other human being. We know
how she got the security code she purchased it under.
“We have the eight billion credit inheritance, how many
of you would like to have that drop into your lap?” He looked
into the camera. “A consolation left to her by Karmon when
he escaped to wherever he’s gone. There can be no doubt that
Karmon is behind this, he would know how vulnerable we
were, he knew some wormhole engineering himself.”
He paused, stepped back, pretending he was still on the
platform but really having his foot back and up a step,
keeping himself level. Elissa had watched him do it when she
was on the stand with him all those weeks ago.
“And what does the defendant offer as an alternate
explanation of these facts? I didn’t know what this master list
was, he had some smutty stuff on his pad so I blanked it in
anger, that wasn’t me, he died in an Aldeb attack, something
that is now extremely rare on Naiho.
“We see that there was no proof that there ever was an
Aldeb in that tree. We have the bomb called down via codes
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she knew before anyone of the court could get there. We have
a fire that destroyed any possible evidence of her claim. Why
would she deliberately destroy it? Only because there might
have been enough of that tree left to show that there was no
Aldeb inside it, but quite a large honeycomb. No, she couldn’t
allow that. And no doubt she had a lot of incriminating papers
to get rid of. The home was found to be remarkably clean of
old notes, bills, lists, receipts and such.
“And we have her picking up the Aldeb poison with
which she killed her own son, the last witness to Karmon’s
parting plot.
“No doubt she thought she’d have the last laugh with the
eight billion trust fund. I believe Miss Cebraxi deserves the
maximum penalty available under law, erasure and donation.”
— The Defense —
*
It was a long time before she saw another human being.
The lights went on, the lights went off. In between she could
perform her bodily functions and entertain herself as best she
could. She tried to do enough calisthenics to stay in
reasonable condition, she masturbated more than she wanted
to admit to herself; when the lights were off.
There was a day of just ceremony. Dilthere swore in
evidence that he had already showed such as the tubeway ride
Karmon had booked from where he called her to their entry
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hall. The prosecutor went thru an objection about every piece.
You knew it was going to be a bore when the prosecutor
droned. She tried to look interested in her fate while catching
up on some rest, then on some isometrics. She noticed the
judge was watching her do them so she entertained him as
much as his decorum would allow.
She thought it was at least the eighth day, but it had
started to seem like the lights were on for twelve hours and
off for seven lately. It seemed like it was close to when they
would snap off again, when Dilthere showed up with a
woman, not one Elissa recognized, but one who looked a little
subject to age. It was highly unusual that a couple would be
let in to her visitor cell, but here they were, being locked thru
remotely.
“It is now our turn,” Dilthere said as he came into the cell,
“but as it is a measure of Empire security, we have an
observer with us. Shvuuh’n P’Valsn’var is of the Kohiil sect
of Klqhz Massif on Kinunde. She speaks only to her master
and only of what he asks her, but she has the memory of a
data cube for everything that is said in her presence. She will
not engage either of us in any conversation whatsoever. She
has been sent by the Gatekeepers and we are assured we are
only being monitored for anything that pertains to the security
of the remaining people on the list. I hope you will
understand that I know these people can be trained to
remember anything about any long list of subjects, anything
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the Gatekeepers might be interested in.”
The Gatekeepers were the final, final authority in the
Empire because they ran the gates, the Emperor and all his
subjects were only the freight on their gates and the providers
of their gateships. Elissa looked at her and saw that she was
going to sit back in her chair with her knees up, her hands
laced on top of them, her gazed focused on the hands with
long lazy blinks. Her eyes were not in use. She projected an
air of complete, maybe a bit haughty, indifference to anything
they might say. “This creature was bred, not just trained,”
Elissa said to Dilthere.
“Kinunde has a somewhat laissez faire attitude toward
genetics,” Dilthere said. “Think of her as a very sophisticated
recorder of our conversation. She records not just the sound
and the video but the smell and touch also. She is not
consciously aware of our pheremone levels while we talk, but
she will mimic them for her keeper when she tells him what
she’s heard. She will mimic our speech so precisely that her
keeper will be able to recognize our voices.”
The creature’s lips curled just a bit in the hint of a smile.
Even the Kassidorians would not do such brutal tampering
with a human mind. “What are we allowed to say to each
other?”
“Whatever we want. If she believes it provides a clue to
the assassins, she will remember it.”
“If she finds any assassin clues in me, more power to her.
Sorry you can’t talk, my dear, but I know nothing of assassins
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except that Kion looked into it, I guessed it was a school
project. Please remember that, a school project, the
assignment was to make a list of a critical group of people
and pick the ones who would be bumped off first and prepare
supporting arguments as to why.”
“And why would he be taking a course on
assassinations?” Dilthere asked her.
“Because he was the son of an important political figure
who has ‘disappeared’ into Imperial custody, please
remember that also ma’am and tell your boss clearly. Kion
wanted to know as much as he could on what he was up
against. Especially when the current New Heartland
administration acts like one of the terrorist mobs they
promised to drive out of the land. There are now more
terrorist mobs than ever I might add, besides themselves.”
“Where is Helmonn Norseean I might ask of you,”
Dilthere asked her. “He might have something to do with
assassination plots, the part they call victim.”
“I know you won’t speak, but has your breeding and
training left enough of you in there that you might ask the
person you do speak to?”
“She’s all in there, when she’s not in the trance of duty
she’s just a driven young woman. But right now her brain has
a different application running. Anyway, Helmonn is one of
Karmon’s closest old friends. If he’s alive he’s probably being
held somewhere in the new tower. I still think it’s more likely
Helmonn is the victim of an assassination plot.”
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Elissa knew he was Karmon’s Minister of the Military
thru more than a century of his reign. Elissa had met him by
sim a few times, only once in person. He was a strong and dry
person as she remembered.
“So are the Texassi’s and clones assassinating all of the
old regime?” Elissa asked her advocate.
“It might appear possible, I’m not saying it is only
assassination, they could be using unlawful imprisonment like
they did in Karmon’s case. When was the last time you heard
from him?”
“Since the guards won’t let me bing rhythms on the bars
with my tableware any more.”
“I see,” Dilthere said, “Prison code, the message is either
the name or the words of the song, that goes back on Kinunde
as long as Kinunde had steel frame prisons.”
Elissa didn’t even try to bring up the fact that she had just
invented this a few weeks ago. Unless time had really gotten
away from her and she had been in here centuries already
waiting thru this continuance until the audience was
interested in it again. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be saying this
now?” she asked.
“Why, it is about ways of encoding music is it not? Ways
of hearing from a lost lover. You two were together how
many years?”
Elissa got it at this point, all they had to do was sprinkle
the words ’asassination plot’ in their conversation frequently
and this girl would remember it. As long as they didn’t use
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those key words, this girl would not save the minutes of
conversation to either side of the keyword. “Over a century.
We actually had three children, two together in the 4220’s and
Kion in 4293. Neither batch ever met the other, we haven’t
seen the first ones since long before Kion was born. So have
you heard from Karmon?” she asked.
“It is impossible to say,” he replied, “and I hope, with all
my heart, that you can accept that answer.” He was pleading
with his eyes.
She knew that was a definite yes but that things were at a
much too delicate stage right now to allow a single echo of
audio to escape and he probably worried about the thoughts
he couldn’t quite shield. She accepted his answer by
pretending she hadn’t asked the question. “Is there anything
we should go over about the trial?”
“Yes,” Dilthere said, “there is. I will probably have to call
you as a witness, but that won’t be until later in the trial.”
“I’ll be looking forward to that.”
“I hope so. But I will also be calling another person from
the military to show us some records Avon didn’t want
public.”
“That’s fine,” she said, “But what do you want from me?”
“Your love for your son,” he said, “Just tell them how you
loved him.”
She didn’t know how she would be able to express it in
words. She would have to think very hard about that. It was
just a force, it didn’t have words. It was just a hollow now,
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that didn’t have words either.
“If you can show any genuine emotion in your narration
that will help also,” Dilthere added.
“I would not be able to keep the emotion out,” she said.
“All the better,” he said. “Can you remember things about
him that show someone he would not be involved in an
assassination plot.”
“On the day he died he was just a kid playing with a
beach blob. We argued about nudity, he was with the
government on that issue, I was the rebel.”
“I see, but there is another subject I want to ask you about
and that is your neighbor. Does he have any reason to wish
you ill?”
“Kella Dextoro?”
“Mmm.”
“I wouldn’t see why?” she said.
“Why did Avon call him?”
“Because he was there,” Elissa said, “because he didn’t
know we’d been stung. Some other people must have noticed
us missing that day, he didn’t.”
“You say he argued with Karmon about politics?”
“Yeah, they were on opposite sides of the center.”
“Were they ever serious about it? Did it ever get ugly?”
“If one got too serious the other would start laughing and
tell him he better drink up. No, they never got angry or
vindictive. They did laugh about the stereotypes. If they were
to ever get angry about anything it would more likely be the
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smell of his fields because he’d never till the manure in and
always used the fresh stuff, not the rotted, which is just as
fine with the crops and much easier on the nose. But even that
was something Karmon would mutter about to me rather than
offending his friend by actually saying something about it to
him.”
“If I called him to the stand, do you think he would be
more likely to have your interests in mind or the
prosecutions?”
“I think ours. I don’t think he was too happy being called
up there by Avon.”
“I may call him.”
The remainder of his visit was used up with the stuff that
used to be taken care of by her human rights worker, making
sure she was being cared for properly and general mental
health. Elissa felt vastly better after that visit, more from what
wasn’t said than what was. First of all, that he had heard from
Karmon, second, from his general attitude. He felt confident,
and that confidence was not just that they would beat the
charges leveled on her, but that they would get thru to
Karmon also.
When the court finally got active again, there was a whole
long speech from the judge about the transfer of control and
all the stuff he considered the rules in his courtroom. There
was so much blah blah blah between the Judge, Prosecutor
and Questioneer that Elissa was worried this would take up
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this whole session and nothing would actually get done. But
eventually Dilthere did get to mount the steps and issue his
opening remarks.
“People of the Empire, today we will begin to find out
what really happened on that day. You see, Elissa first learned
these were important people,” he waved that scrap of paper
she had printed from his data pad, “after she was already in
custody. The first time she found out she was the beneficiary
of that trust was when you did.
“No folks, Elissa was too wrapped up in her child to have
much interest in or knowledge of the political scene, beyond
the school board, on which she had served for several years in
the 4220’s and 30’s.
“Kion Valera is known to have had an interest in politics,
a natural schoolboy interest in politics. He was enrolled in a
political science class and did in fact have a research project
due. That the son of Karmon Valera would have an interest in
politics would not be considered unusual by the average
educator or humanist.
“You will see proof, over the next few days of testimony,
that there was in fact an Aldeb presence in the area. You will
see proof of more of our claims, just as you have seen that
they have no proof of any of their claims. You will see that
this whole charge is so transparently baseless that it must be
the cover for something. You who watch this may have
already come to the conclusion that there is something amiss
here, why would the Empire allow a public trial to go on
419

while its case was so lame?
“The answer, friends, is that they are trying to distract you
from what this trial is really about. They have captured and
incarcerated Karmon Valera for this plot they blame on
Elissa. They want you to try Elissa, find her innocent, and
move on. They don’t want to give you the right to try Karmon
Valera and find him innocent, because he is innocent.
“While Karmon was busy trying to spearhead a mission to
find a solution to the chronic starvation on Kinunde, the
regime of the technologists is under pressure. Rather than
admit that these assassinations were the work of radical
elements of their own party, they chose to blame it on the
Pastoralists. Their motives are complex, but we will unravel
them together. This government has some surprises in store
for it, and hopefully enough of humankind will see this so
that our population will know what governs them and to what
depths they will go.”
The judge finally hammered, Dilthere was probably
seeing how far he could go. “Is this your opening argument or
a campaign speech? What do your political opinions have to
do with Miss Cebraxi’s trial?”
“Because this trial is a sham. The government, or some
faction thereof, is holding Karmon Valera. I’m not saying
Dion himself knows about it, but there were a couple
employees of the Kensenduum who recently met with fatal
accidents who did. Now your honor, I am not making this up,
those people spoke with my patron. Both used to work deep
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in the Kensenduum, nice accidental death benefits were paid
to both families. The Empire paid for nice funerals, there
were modest testimonials to their heroism...”
“This grandstanding to the gallery instead of sticking to
the case at hand will come up on my vetting questions. I’ll
ask your people who’s on trial here, I’ll give credit for Mrs. or
Miss, Valera or Cebraxi or even just Elissa, but no one will
get on this jury who tells me Karmon Valera is on trial here!”
“I would instruct the jury to answer, Mrs. Elissa Valera is
on trial here, for her husband and then I will enter a mis-trial
via surrogate.”
“The Empire has not charged Karmon Valera with killing
his younger son and blanking his data pad to conceal
evidence,” the Questioneer butted in, “the Empire has
charged his common-law wife with that crime. No doubt she
concealed evidence that might have been used against
Karmon, should he ever be found, but he has disappeared
along with all the evidence that she so skillfully destroyed.”
“Since when have opening remarks become a free-for-all
argument, your honor?” Dilthere asked.
“Since you started prattling on about your political
opinions instead of keeping to the case at hand. I’m not so
petty as to gavel you for every little rip and jab, but you were
haranguing at the stump. The Elakstra administration and any
members they may have held over from the Eknakar
administration are not on trial here, Elissa Cebraxi/Valera is.
Confine your remarks to the opening of the defense of Mrs.
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Valera and do not use my court to shout political slogans.”
“Very well, Elissa Valera is on trial here, the only one they
will give up from their dungeons. We dare not ask the
families of the missing to come forward for fear they will go
anonymously missing also.”
The judge hammered again. “We will recess,” he said, “I
will see you in my office,” he pointed to Dilthere.
So that was the end of that day, she was lockity-locked at
gunpoint back to her cell. Now she felt the opposite of how
she felt a few days ago. Now she felt the collapsed metal cage
around her, the power wielded by those in power, the clang of
the cage around her. Dilthere might have a vast media empire
behind him and all their investigative teams, but when
confronted with the power of the Kensenduum itself, that was
just a cloud of vibrating electrons off in cyberspace
somewhere. The judge can bang his little hammer and
everything stops and we are all lead out of the room again.
**
She did not get a visit from Dilthere during this time off,
but she did get a new suit of fresh clothes courtesy of the
judge again. This had a little better grade of material, a bit
softer, and a bit snugger still in the hips, waist and lower
chest. This meant they would be coming back into court the
next day.
It felt like afternoon when they brought her back upstairs,
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still locking her thru all the way. It was a ritual she was so
used to by now that they could go thru it by rote and it went
click, click, click like a machine and didn’t interrupt the flow
of their conversation any more. “You have had lunch haven’t
you?” she asked.
“It isn’t much,” the one who’s name was Marsha said. “A
few credits lighter for about what you get from the cart, more
or less.”
“I lived on the shore, we always had fresh seafood
around.” Earth’s marine biosphere had taken over the oceans
as well as the land biota had conquered Naiho’s land. A few
thousand macroscopic species of the native biosphere had
managed to survive. Naiho’s naive life was on an
evolutionary level somewhere around the Cambrian period on
Earth.
“If you can afford that...”
“On Naiho it is hardly more expensive than land based
meat.” Centorin had polluted its oceans back in the 34 and
3500’s, little more than a thousand years after Earth, and now
would not be able to consume any food from them for the
next several million years. Naiho had never had industry until
after the tubes, by then people knew better than to pollute the
oceans.
Dilthere got to introduce a ‘witness’ this time. “But there
is another party we haven’t heard from, and that is the
Empire’s military personnel when not on record. We have
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heard all the testimony that so much more would be known if
they hadn’t obliterated the tree with the nest in it. Mrs. Valera
wouldn’t have been able to burn what little was left of it.
“Normally it is nearly impossible to get cooperation from
the military in a public trial, but we are lucky to have
someone who has just retired from the local post with us
today. He will, of course, testify in disguise and under a false
name to protect himself and this courthouse from an orbiting
bomb. We will call him Sgt. Bill. I call Sergeant Bill to the
stand.”
A short man in obvious salvage fatigues with the name
tags and insignia torn off mounted the steps.
“Sgt. Bill, where were you stationed in the military.”
“On the fort, the one that sits thirteen hundred miles south
and twenty seven thousand miles above Marsallis.”
“Would that fort have dispatched the missile that would
have taken out that nest?”
“In all likelihood. I did work in the targeting room, I did
know what kind of thing they were used for, an Aldeb queen
would be one of them.”
“What was your job in the miliary?” he asked.
“I was a Colonel’s go-fer most of my career. Actually he
was Major when I started with him and OverColonel when I
retired.”
“Were you there when this incident occurred?”
“No, I retired over four years ago.”
“Would this incident have been likely?” Dilthere asked.
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“It would have been verified by someone on the ground.”
“Would those records be available?”
“Yes,” Sgt. Bill answered.
“Could you access them for us?”
“I probably could.” He brought out his comm and began
to address it for awhile. It was an old one but a nice one with
a stainless case and a pretty vivid screen projector for its day,
that looked to have been the early 4100’s. He worked at it for
awhile and spent a few minutes at some ‘waiting for
authorization’ screens. He eventually pulled up the site
inspectors report. The inspection had happened when Elissa
was hard to calm down in the house after waking up and
calling medic. The inspector was on the first tube out there
with the head nurse. They could see his handwriting, ‘Meter
at full scale while still forty feet from the tree described by
the victim.’ There was a signature that she couldn’t make out,
but there was a license number with it, so they could track
this guy down.
“Thank you. I would think that shows beyond all shadow
of a doubt that my client’s name and position had nothing to
do with violating procedures in getting that tree destroyed.”
***
The cross examination wasn’t held until the next day
because the judge had to participate in the ceremony on the
court house lawn after all. It was after lunch the next day
when she was finally brought back up to the courtroom, at
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least 2:00 in the afternoon.
Because it was a new day and because he was Dilthere’s
witness, Dilthere had to call him to the stand again and then
say, “for your cross examination,” and descend back to the
floor. He took the opportunity to hop over the rail and land on
the lower floor rather lightly. “Isn’t light gravity fun?” he told
the Empire’s cameras.
Avon now took his time ascending to the stand, knowing
he was not of Kinundan build. He took his customary place
on the first step to the judge’s bench and asked, “Were you
able to detect the Aldeb from orbit?”
“I retired four years ago, I began climbing down the ring
five years ago, we had no tip that it was there at the time, we
might have been able to if we had a tip, but we still would
have had that ground crew report.”
“Would you have been able to detect them after the
bomb?”
“Maybe with a ground crew.”
“Could you check if that was done?”
Sgt. Bill opened his comm again and squinted at the
screen. “Yes, an investigation was done.”
“And what did they find?”
“There was no evidence of Aldeb infestation,” Sgt. Bill
admitted.
“Was this done before or after Miss Cebraxi burned the
pieces of the tree?”
“After,” Sgt. Bill admitted, “so it may have been there.
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The reports from before clearly show it.”
“Since you were in the military, what do you know about
the security of Aldeb poison?”
“I was in orbit, I didn’t think we had any Aldeb poison up
there, I never actually thought about the military having any
stored on the ground. I wouldn’t know what they would have
it for?”
“To calibrate the detectors,” Avon told him. “You never
engaged in that part of military training?”
“I went up for boot camp and didn’t get back down til I
retired four years ago. I had to spend a year climbing down
the ring to get back down here. I flew fragment detail until I
got my office job with the major. He was in mass accounting,
one of the military’s duties is planning and providing
atmospheric maintenance for planets that need it. So the
poison was missing from the military?” he asked.
“Yes, it was signed out from the local military base by
Elissa Cebraxi, it wasn’t missing.”
“There was some missing,” Sgt. Bill asked, “Where did
that go?”
“To fool the detectors,” Avon said, “She sprayed the
stolen batch around the area just before she ‘woke up’ so their
readings would go off the meter.”
“Pure theory, what authority are you on Aldeb detectors?”
Sgt. Bill asked.
“I’m the Questioneer,” Avon said.
“Then I’ll be answereer, the stolen dram went to planted
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evidence in that old genetic syringe you found in her desk
drawer.”
The judge jumped all over him for that, called it a clear
case of bias, ordered the public to forget everything this
witness said and ordered him off the stand. Elissa really
didn’t understand why the judge went off like that, maybe
because he didn’t want the public to know most evidence was
planted? Did he think they were all cretins? “Call your next
witness,” he barked at Dilthere once Sgt. Bill was off the
stand, “And from now on use people who don’t need to sneak
into my courtroom in disguise!”
The second witness in the same day, Elissa couldn’t
believe this could be happening. She was afraid he would call
her without warning, he didn’t, he bounded back up to the
stand and called out clearly, “I would like to call the former
minister of the military, Helmonn Norseean.”
It was suddenly as silent as it would be if the speaker
battery had burned out, but she was here live. He had
challenged the Empire to prove he was alive. A squat little
man sitting hunched up on a stool across the floor of the court
stood up, actually fully unfolded himself and threw off the
shabby old cape he had been huddled in. He ran his fingers
thru his hair a few times on the way up to the stand and put a
band on it in back. She knew the people who could still watch
were going crazy. There had been low level rumors about
Helmonn since before Karmon even left for Kinunde. It had
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been years since he had been seen.
Part of the ancient ritual of the public trial is the judge had
a wooden hammer and a wooden block and hammers the
block to show displeasure with what’s happening. Everyone
has to go silent when the judge does that. The judge was
whacking away now with that hammer even though the
courtroom was totally silent. The judge was trying to get the
attention of all the vid viewers who were seeing Helmonn for
the first time in five or six years. “I said, just seconds ago,
that you were not to call anyone who came into my
courtroom in disguise.”
“This is no disguise your honor, this is what has become
of him,” Dilthere said.
“We tried to get Karmon out too but there were too many
of them,” Helmonn said.
The judge hammered the block again, though the room
was still quiet enough to hear every word. Maybe he was
trying to signal the censors, or even hammer away hard
enough to actually loosen an optical lead somewhere and get
this cut off.
“So could you tell me where you’ve been and what
bearing it has on this case?” Dilthere asked when the silent
bedlam died down.
“I have been held under the Kensenduum, about twenty
floors below ground in the new tower. I think I was one floor
below Karmon, from what I could hear from the floor above.
There was a lot of guard traffic up there, but only one cell I
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heard movement in.”
The judge banged again. “That bears no relation to this
trial even if it was true. I told you before counselor, this trial
is about Elissa Cebraxi and not Karmon Valera.”
“Your honor,” Helmonn said, “Karmon would be the most
important witness at this trial bar one who will be called later.
The fact that he is being held incommunicado by a faction of
this government is the reason Mrs. Valera is being framed for
all this.”
“This trial is about Miss Cebraxi and not Karmon Valera,”
the judge said.
Helmonn waited a second, so Dilthere said. “I am not
asking you to try Karmon Valera, all I am asking is that you
subpoena Karmon Valera as a witness. Helmonn Norseean,
who was sprung from this very building just last night, is my
second witness that Karmon Valera is being held in this
building, by possible rogue elements of this government.” He
turned to Helmonn, who had settled into the witness stand by
now. “Would you know the location of Karmon at this
moment?”
“Wing 8b of the new tower, room -44-18f7 which will be
a collapsed metal cage like mine was. It might have been
many floors come to think of it, that stuff conducts sound in
amazing ways.”
“Would you please subpoena them your honor?” Dilthere
asked. “All the prisoners from -44-20f7 to -44-16f7 should do
it. Subpoena them to this witness stand and one of them will
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be Karmon Valera and he will have something pertinent to
add to this case.”
“If they haven’t moved him already. You don’t know
who’s in this any better than I do,” Helmonn said.
“I will introduce the organization with another witness,”
Dilthere said. “But you are right, I don’t know who’s in this
any better than you do, any better than you do your honor,”
Dilthere said, turning to the judge. “For there is an
organization within the Texassi that goes back at least two
thousand standard years, to the Mars project and the
McReady cover-ups. This predates the isolation.”
The judge hammered again. “Do not interrupt this
proceeding with shadowy conspiracies from ancient history
or people in disguise again, this is a simple trial of this
mother for the murder of her son. Did she or did she not inject
herself and her son with Aldeb poison, yes or no, not who’s
being held in what cell...”
“All I asked you to do is subpoena a witness, your honor,
a simple witness. I’ve even told you where this witness is
already being held, by the government you work for. I invite
you to send a bailiff of your court to those cells to check your
honor. There are many suppositions in the prosecutor’s case
that could be verified and Karmon Valera is certainly a
material witness to the testimony several other witnesses have
already rendered during this trial. He could clear up whether
or not he had given instructions that Mrs. Valera was not to be
informed that she is the beneficiary of Kion’s trust, for
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example.”
The judge glowered at him like a thirty thousand foot
thunderhead but pointed to a bailiff, who went pale. Of course
that meant they were done for the day because he would have
to take a tube to get all the way over there, one point seven
miles across the Kensunduum complex and they would be
crowded by now since the trial got started so late today.
Elissa never knew til way later what was happening while
she rotted in her cell beneath the courtroom in the
Kensenduum. She managed to get a pad of paper and a pencil
so she could amuse herself. With some of it she wrote a diary,
knowing that she couldn’t hide it, but at least kept it from
blowing around when she exercised by putting it under the
mattress. She had actually gotten to the point where she could
step up and down onto her bedframe fifty times before she
had to flop the mattress back down and collapse.
She had lost track of the number of times the lights had
gone off and on. She wondered if it had been generations
after awhile. She had nearly used up the pad, she was
wondering if she would have to keep her pencil really sharp
and scratch in between the lines with microscript to continue.
She wondered how much of her pencil was gone already. She
could see it was shorter than it used to be, before too much
longer it would be a stubby, then a stub. She wondered how
short she would go with it? Would she get down to using
blood?
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She wondered if the human race had been wiped out and
it was just her and the robot that brought her food. She
wondered how long it would last? Were there enough
automated systems to keep her alive until she couldn’t stand it
any more, until she was just a polyp on a pile of her own
dung? Would the robot soon be bringing her stuff that had
spoiled? There were a couple times it looked like that would
happen but in a day or two there was something palatable
again, like a dish of freshly made powered potatoes or canned
asparagus.
She was determined to count the days and group them
into months and years. A calendar of her own. She had gotten
to January eighteenth when she heard footsteps. He was
locked into her guest cell and her guards retreated. She could
not get to Dilthere. She didn’t want to. It seemed like she
couldn’t quite remember what to do now that there was
another human here. There were only bars and the food robot
and the pad and the shrinking pencil in her universe.
“Are you ready to take the stand?” he asked.
** **
Dilthere had smuggled in a comb for this appearance, the
judge had outdone himself with something low cut in front
with lace at her cleavage. It had snug, supple pants, mid calf
in length but slit almost to the knee. There was a quarter
jacket that went with it, covering her shoulders, her upper
arms, her upper back. It had a high collar. The lace-front tee
433

was nice and tight. In her own gravity she wouldn’t have
needed the bra, but that might have been even more than the
judge had in mind. It was all in prison color and pattern so it
was legal. She knew the commentators must be having a field
day with it. She posed when she got to the stand like a
heroine in a film, she had taken plenty of acting courses as
part of her media training.
By now she knew what had happened during those
months when she rotted in her cell. The public had lost
interest in her trial because the Lambeth tube was blown,
isolating Lambeth, Kimotrah and five more projects finishing
terraformation that were behind the Lambeth ring. The
planetary government had been loyal to the Empire in spite of
its increasing unpopularity. An overthrow had been attempted
but the planetary government held. The losers blew the tube.
It was not known what would happen when the
containment of a singularity was destroyed. The doomsday
scenarios where every station on the tubes disappears into the
singularity did not happen. On this end it was a mechanical
short circuit. This end of the singularity had simply
disappeared from its containment and outgoing was
connected directly to incoming. The fact that Lambeth and
the worlds beyond were out of contact was beginning to sink
in. Data would now have to get here from Lambeth at the
speed of light. It was still seven years until those radio signals
would arrive at the closest planet still connected. That’s when
we’ll get the first news of what really happened.
434

The Gatekeeper’s reaction to the loss of a gate nearly took
down Dion Elakstra’s government, but it held on with
cussedness and brutality and continued to deny Karmon’s
captivity. The bailiff who went to check the rooms where
Helmonn said Karmon were being held had never been seen
again, alive or dead, and Elissa thought he was also down
under a dune somewhere in the hundreds of millions of
square miles of them across the face of Kinunde. Maybe even
Karmon was under a dune out there now?
Because of the near overthrow, there was a lot more
tension in the air. The reporters were jumpier than they had
been before, the buzz had a harsher tone, more things fell to
the floor. The judge watched the room from under bigger
brows than he had a few months ago. There was a new
secretary, a big Centorin Colonel, and the bailiffs looked like
Imperial troops now.
They claimed all those areas had been thoroughly
searched. The press was invited to search also. No sign of
Karmon Valera was found. There was no way to know
whether they staged it or not. All with access to the area
swore they had never seen Karmon Valera or that bailiff,
anywhere near. She knew she saw him, back on Naiho. She
was told about him here, but she could have been set up by
that janitor. If he set her up, she wondered if he knew he was
going to die anyway?
She was beginning to get to the point where she felt that
their only chance was if the government fell. She didn’t have
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any idea who would take over. She was worried that the
whole network would be blown before it was over, leaving
planets in ones and twos. As it was, it was eighty eight years
before the nearest gateship could hook up the disconnected
planets to any part of that network again. There were
gateships en route from Kimotrah and one of the other
projects beyond Lambeth.
“Could you just tell us how you felt about your son
Kion?” was Dilthere’s first question.
It wouldn’t do to lecture about overthrowing the
government now, she had to talk about Kion. Even though it
had been months since his death, it still took nothing to get
her thoughts centered on him again. “I made a human being,”
she began, facing the media like she was delivering a speech,
using the witness stand rail as her lectern. “He came from my
womb. He was my precious, my most treasured thing. My
morning sun was his yellow hair bouncing into our room, my
evening comfort was his bedtime story. My tastes were
guided by his needs, his wants.
“It is a brief task now,” she said, “I remember it from
earlier in my life. It was a joy now to live for him for these
few years as I set him on his way. What is twenty years now?
Why shouldn’t a mother be devoted to her child?
“If there are any of my neighbors watching, they can call
in and tell you how I was with him. I’m sure so many of them
got so bored with my constant chatter about him. I really had
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no adult social life except mothers of other children Kion was
with.
“I am separated from the love of my life because of
Kion’s education. His education would have been over in
another decade or two, I was so looking forward to that.
“If my other children are watching, they can tell you how
I was with them.” Dilthere had to project the numbers to call,
she wasn’t allowed a comm while incarcerated of course.
“It doesn’t really matter to me whether I am found guilty
or not because the greatest penalty a mother can pay has
already been paid. I am without my child. I will not be
without my child only for the length of some sentence the
Empire gives me, I will be without my child when the ruins
of this building are investigated by alien archeologists the
way we once investigated the Lazivanz ruins...”
At this point the judge’s hammer started up again. “Miss
Cebraxi, this is not a poetry festival. Simply state how you
felt about your son and let us move on to the next question.”
“Can you tell me what your dreams were for Kion’s
future?” Dilthere asked as his next question.
“I felt that he too would hold the throne of the Empire, the
ring of twenty one stars where all the central gates come
together. I imagined him walking these halls as ruler, a gentler
and more just ruler even than his father was, hopefully in
gentler times.
“I know when the New Heartland authorities went thru
our home they found that I had already enrolled Kion in The
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Edifice, which is the finest secondary school in the area.” She
didn’t tell them it was founded by NovoGrosso, that might
have seemed unpatriotic to some. “They know I had already
been in contact with several Universities, on both Naiho and
Kinunde. They chose not to make any of that public.”
“Had Kion participated in any of this?” Dilthere asked.
“All of it. He sent notices to the schools that he was
interested in and gave them permission to watch his grades at
The Edifice.”
“How would you describe his feelings toward you?”
“Like any son who takes his mother for granted. After all,
he never had any other mother. He was closer to me than
most sons his age are to their mother in most ways, but not as
wrapped up in me as I was in him, that is as it should be in
my opinion, at least until he is grown.”
“Where did you disagree the most?”
“Politics.”
“Oh, in what way?”
“If you don’t mind, I don’t think the political climate is
such that I want to answer that. I’ll say he was more progovernment than I am.”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry because it’s more personal curiosity
than relevance and I’m sorry that we live under a government
where one must measure one’s words.” The judge reached for
his hammer and would have banged it if Dilthere had gone
any farther.
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His next question was on a different subject, “What was
the agreement between you and Karmon when he left? Was it
cordial? Did you disagree with him going?”
“I had hoped he could wait until Kion finished secondary
school, but the situation there is so bad and he feared his
investments deteriorating in the current business climate.”
“Do you plan to re-join him at some time?”
“That was the plan, but since he wasn’t found where
Helmonn said, I wonder if they have just killed him?”
The judge hammered some more, “This is not pertinent to
your guilt or innocence of your son’s murder.”
“I maintain that it is your honor,” Dilthere butted in, “I’m
trying to show she is a totally integrated personality that
murdering her son didn’t fit into.” He turned to Elissa, “Are
you still in love with Karmon Valera?”
“Of course.”
“Is he still in love with you?”
“I believe so, if he’s still alive.”
After one bang the judge said, “You will not engage in
this speculation again!”
“Is it speculation your honor?” Dilthere said.
“Produce Karmon, oh Empire of human kind, show us we
are wrong to suppose he’s dead,” Elissa added.
“You are on trial here, Miss Cebraxi, not this court and
not Karmon Valera and certainly not the Empire government.
If you only knew the resources the Empire is spending
looking for Karmon as this trial takes place. We suspect he is
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on Lambeth or beyond.”
“I suspect he’s part of the meat byproducts served in the
cafeterias thruout the Kensenduum,” Elissa said.
“That is enough!” he whacked. “Bailiffs, bring the
prisoner back to confinement, we’ll see if she wants to insult
the dignity of this court tomorrow.”
** * **
When Questioneer Vicevitch got his turn to cross
examine, he was eager and bounded up the steps and onto his
perch. When he had assumed an over-acted sneer down his
nose at her he began. “Yesterday we heard you say, at length,
how much you loved your son. If this is so, why is it that he
didn’t have a med-alert?”
“You know as well as I do that the diagnostic mode of
those things can be read at any time. Anyone of the staff with
any clearance can call them up and know my heart rate, blood
pressure, sugar, cholesterol, hormone levels, substance levels.
With that you can tell when I’m having sex. If my partner
also has one, you can tell with whom because they have
position locks to the satellites. I don’t want to give up that
much privacy.”
“Banned substances were found in your home, so of
course you wouldn’t wear a med-alert, but what about your
precious darling?”
“I think even a child deserves more privacy than that. Do
you wear a med-alert?”
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“My child did.”
“But you don’t?” she asked.
“Miss Cebraxi, I am the Questioneer, I can ask that you be
disciplined for talking out of turn.”
“Yeah, you would have to ask for help with that.”
Some of the reporters actually laughed, the judge
hammered and glowered but did not speak. “Why did you
leave it up to Kion to call medic when he was severely
stung?” Avon asked after the murmur died down.
“There was a swarm chasing us, we had windows open, I
ran to close them, he couldn’t have done that.”
“You could have closed yourself in one room, didn’t you
think of that?”
“The house is open plan, there are no completely closed
rooms. There are air ducts, wiring passages, spaces under the
doors, laundry chutes and many other passages between
rooms.”
“Do you commonly leave your house open? Was there
some problem with your climate control?”
“The home is technically a camp by Centorin building
codes. It is legal to have such as your primary residence on
Naiho, most residents do. There is no real climate control. We
chose a place where the climate is controlled by nature so we
wouldn’t need that. We have a little stove and a few fans for
the bad weather days.”
“How long did you rehearse these answers with your
counselor?”
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“None, we don’t know what you’re going to ask, I don’t
even care. Nothing you can ask me and no answer I could
give you can bring my son back. You just don’t seem to get
that.”
He leaned back, took a breath and asked, “What papers
did you use to start the fire?”
“Same as I said last time, the rubbish. We save it to start
fires in the stove.”
“In 4307 you start fires in a stove with waste paper?”
“And all the years back til when your ancestors were
grooming each other in trees.” She said it so calmly and
politely and nonchalantly that it had been hanging in the air a
second before anyone noticed.
Avon turned away from her, to the judge. “I’m thru with
this witness your honor, you may send her back to
confinement.”
And so another day was over.
*** ***
Dilthere next began to call a lot of her friends and
neighbors to the stand to let them tell the court how she was
with her children. He even called Dina who had been a
neighbor when she had the other two children early in her
time with Karmon. She was able to verify that Elissa had
been the same way with them. She didn’t also have a child
Kion’s age, so she couldn’t really talk about this time, but
there were plenty of others who could.
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He spent over two weeks, finishing with working his way
right up the street til the day he said, “I would like to recall
Kella Dextoro to the stand.”
He came to the stand, not at all nervous, not even curious,
he could see the pattern developing and strolled up prepared
to give his character reference. Dilthere walked up to him,
started out with, “Actually I didn’t call you up here to serve
as another character witness, you gave that part of your
testimony when you were called by the Questioneer.
“No, I have other questions I’d like to have answered this
time. I’d like to start with these,” he projected some
employment records “These are the employment records,
from 3818 to 4191 of Kella Dextoro with the Texassi
Consotium. So you have worked for Texassi?”
“You have the records, you know better than I, I couldn’t
have given you the exact dates, I don’t keep copies of records
that old.”
“I notice from 3901 til 4049 your section is listed as
Densis Irang. What is that?”
“It was the clandestine unit in the corporate military. It
was disbanded when the Empire was founded, I was in
supplies for them and worked right til the unit was disbanded
transferring supplies to the Imperial forces.”
“Do you believe the rumors that the Densis Irang remains
in secrecy?”
“For the duration of the movies made about it I do, but
nothing more than that.”
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“Of course it isn’t listed officially on these records if his
employment with Texassi was still with Densis Irang once it
was declared illegal, but he will recognize certain instruments
I am about to display. I admit these are reconstructions, but
the fragments we did find are here to be admitted as evidence
at the court’s pleasure.” He pointed to a tray on their table.
“Were you in the Densis Irang during Empire years, you
are under oath you know?”
“If you know anything about Centorin and the Densis
Irang you know that if Densis Irang does exist they will kill
anyone who admits to being one of them.”
“So you will not answer that question?”
“I will say no, I was never in the Densis Irang, no matter
if I was or not. I was not in Densis Irang since they were
disbanded on New Years Eve 4049. After that I only knew of
them from crime dramas for the most part, and nothing I ever
heard of thru the company, just things I saw in the media.
Some members of the real Densis Irang might have gone a
little farther then Texassi wanted them to go toward the end, I
can admit I heard a bit of muttering about that. Do you know
what Densis Irang is today?” Kella asked him.
Dilthere drew breath and looked around. He could be
sacrificing himself as a martyr to his planet with the words he
was about to say. Elisa worried about him as he said this,
even though she knew so little about it and wanted to know
even less about it. “It is a secret alternate chain of command
in the military that can cause whole divisions to have
444

something else to do that is kept secret from the official chain
of command and the Empire budget.
“The Densis Irang go back many centuries, before there
was an Empire and all the great ‘Consortiums’ as they were
called at the time were headquartered in the great palaces
along the Upland Way. Densis Irang was the Texassi
enforcement arm well into the years of the Empire
government. They are superb commandos and assassins, and
the company has retained them for over two and a half
centuries illegally.”
“That’s an interesting theory,” Kella said. “I don’t think
I’ve ever heard that one before. I thought if they had
continued illegally they were some kind of crime syndicate
doing a lot of weapons smuggling and stuff like that, you
know, what you see on vid.”
“And you know that once you are in, you are never out?”
“In the dramas,” he said, still very relaxed.
“Let’s hear your interesting theory for this instrument.”
Dilthere held up a little glass instrument just over a foot long
and a bit over a quarter inch in diameter. Kella did a very
good job of pretending it was as uninteresting and stupid as
could be. Only his pupils and a few beads of sweat gave him
away. “I would guess it’s some kind of musical instrument?”
“It’s an assassin’s tool, just like Kion studied. It was a
shame that such a thing killed him.”
“There were no darts found in them,” Kella said.
“But some elevated levels of calcium and sodium. A
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biodegradable projectile that was gone before medical help
arrived.”
“Another interesting theory,” he said, “what does that
have to do with me?”
“Like I said, this is a reconstruction. Fragments of one of
these instruments were found in the gravel along the shore
where Kion was killed.”
“I saw no one, if this is an assassins tool I’m sure
whoever might use it was skillful enough to stay out of my
sight.”
“Your DNA is all over those fragments.”
Now Kella turned white and sputtered. “Why are you
framing me, what motive could I possibly have?”
“The Densis Irang needed to find someone to pin the
assassinations on and once Kion hacked his way deep enough
into your organization to find out about it, they had to have
him offed. Since you lived right here, you were the person
assigned.
“It is interesting that your employment with Texassi ends
when Karmon buys this property. That was just a cover
wasn’t it?”
Kella sat still, forcing his mouth to hang open, forcing his
eyebrows up. “You know, I agreed with you that the story the
prosecution made up was fantasy, but so is this. If my DNA
was found on those fragments it was planted on those
fragments I’m sure.”
“The collection was certified,” Dilthere told him. “We
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sent no one out alone. So you see now why the military,
infiltrated by Densis Irang, was so quick to destroy that tree,”
Dilthere said, “Because there never was an Aldeb in it. It was
those salt darts that took Kion, not the bees. They only
afforded the opportunity.”
*** * ***
On the way out of the courtroom that day Kella Dextoro
was dropped by an unknown assailant in the hall of the
Kensenduum just outside the courtroom. It was a sleight of
hand thrust with a tiny dirk in the base of the skull. No one
saw who did it because Kella took a few seconds to fall and
the wound took a few seconds to be found. Elissa didn’t hear
about it til long after.
She spent more long months in the holding cell under the
courtroom. She was fed by the robots and visited by no one. It
was too silent in the Kensenduum for long periods of time,
then there were brief periods of time with lots of commotion.
There were several times when she heard weapons going off,
some of them heavy. Once a company of troops ran down her
hallway. The only way she knew they noticed her was when
one shouted ‘live female here,’ on the way by.
They were gone, at least another week went by.
During this time Elissa had nothing to do but try to stay
healthy. She was able to do more exercises by now, and might
have done even better, but the food was hit or miss a lot of the
time. There was one stretch of three days in a row when the
447

robot handed out empty trays.
And finally, after what must have been months, she heard
someone approaching. There were slow footsteps and a cart.
When they got closer, she saw it was Dilthere in a wheelchair
accompanied by a medic. He was a mess. Half of his face was
gone and replaced by a temporary plastic. He was obviously
paralyzed below the waist. One hand was missing.
“What happened?” she shouted, running to the bars and
gripping them.
“Ah, a little altercation broke out after the Delsis Irang
assassinated Kella right outside the courtroom.”
“What?”
“That’s right, they overplayed their hand with that move.
There was practically a civil war between the legitimate
military and the Delsis Irang. When it looked like the Delsis
Irang might prevail, House Caldiss and House Demers
weighed in with their entire military forces. The Elakstra
government has fallen and Texassi and all its allied Houses
are either sidelined or on the run. Harviss has taken the
throne for House Caldiss.”
“But what happened to you?”
“Delsis Irang death squad, I took a blast in the face and
hand. They broke my back before leaving me for dead. I took
awhile coming around, but before I go to Kassidor for a few
years of re-generation, I’d like to get this trial cleared up.”
“What about Karmon?”
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“I regret to be the bearer of this news, but Karmon has not
been found,” either alive or dead.
Elissa felt the cold in her belly. She didn’t need to say
anything, he didn’t need to say anything. There could be little
doubt that his body was under a Kinundan sand-dune
somewhere.
“But the good news is, we think your case can go straight
to the jury, not that it really matters any more.”
‘So what?’ she thought. What would she do next? Her son
was dead, her husband was dead. She would be born anew
without a purpose. “Then what?”
“Then I think you will be a free woman.”
“And then what will I do? My family is gone.”
“Elissa my dear, I cannot replace your family, but you can
begin a new life. You remember I once asked if you could
consider joining our agency?”
“Yeah, but I remember saying I couldn’t stand the
gravity.”
“We need someone on Naiho, someone to help us dig into
this whole incident and get to the bottom of it. Someone who
can be our front person on Naiho for the broadcasts.”
She sighed. It was something, it would keep her mind off
what had happened for part of the day at least. “I should
probably do that, but I’m going to need some time to get my
wits back after this ordeal.”
“The first step would be to report your ordeal.”
“Ah,” she said. “It’s not one to make much adventure
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reading, sitting for months in one cell or another while the
mockery went on.”
“Can you do it? Or would you rather forget it as much as
you can?”
“No,” she said, “the story should be told, the people
should know.”
“Good,” he said, “but first we have to vette a jury and get
you out of here. Harviss and House Caldiss have vowed to
keep the Empire going to keep the population calm so we
have to go thru the formality.”
** ** ** **
The Judge’s Vetting Questions:
1. Who is on trial?
2. What is the defendant on trial for?
3. What is the maximum penalty she can receive?
The Prosecution’s Vetting Questions
1. Why was Kion Valera assassinated?
2. How was Kion Valera assassinated?
3. How was that assassination covered up?
The Defenses’s Vetting Questions
1. Why was Elissa framed by Delsis Irang?
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2. Which neighbor was a Delsis Irang operative?
3. Where is Karmon Valera?
___,___,___,___ Votes to acquit
___,___,___,___ Votes to convict
*** *** ***
It was only a formality. Now that the Texassi regime was
ended, people were too busy getting back their lives to pay
very much attention. Only two and one half thousand people
answered all the vetting questions to the satisfaction of all
parties concerned. Only one hundred and forty seven voted to
convict. Once all votes were tallied, Marsha came and
unlocked her from that seat that was welded to the floor.
Dilthere smiled at her as the media people crowded
around her. She ignored them all and thanked him, apologized
once more for what had happened to him.
“It was all worth it,” he said. “Seven and a half million
people have paid the ultimate price to get their Empire back.
That’s not counting any that may have been lost on
Lambeth.”
“And not counting all that have been lost during the
regime.”
“That’s true. We’ll probably never know how many that
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was,” Dilthere told her. He looked around at all the
microphones that were being shoved between them, all the
cameras pointing at them. “Anyway, I have an appointment in
Kassidor City, and I think there are some people who would
like to ask you a few questions. We’ll talk in a month or so,”
he said, and began to move his power chair thru the crush.
Elissa watched him go and continued to ignore the
reporters.
“It all happened is what I think,” she heard the judge say
to his secretary as he walked by while leaving the bench.
“Though I don’t think anyone ‘proved’ anything other than
Kion Valera did die of Aldeb venom and that cypress tree was
destroyed.”
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4387
Gateship Niven’s Hammer
*
The thrum of a great ship cannot be disguised. Taos felt it
as soon as he emerged from the tube car. It is not the air
handling noise of a building anchored to the ground, but what
you feel more than hear when you are in something that had a
frame detached from any land. The tube had to unwind a
revolution just after he came thru, he heard the thirty six foot
confinement loop rotate in its frame, releasing twist built up
between the ends of the hole. There were six tubes and a data
connection thru a wormhole connector of the size the gateship
now bore. The thrum continued after the connector finished
several revolutions. It had to unwind often because of the
ship’s rotation.
He had arrived on the gateship Niven’s Hammer as it was
nearing its destination at a planet called Kemmer 4. He was
reporting to a job as a tug pilot here. It would be station life
doing terraforming work, nothing he hadn’t done before.
Niven’s Hammer was taking on mass rapidly now that it was
nearing its target and the mass wouldn’t have to be
decelerated much. They were building the machines that
would build the tugs right now. It was time for the tug pilots
to start coming aboard. He knew he would be one of the
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leads. He had the experience.
He’d started piloting shuttles on the Rendellyn project
over three Earth centuries ago, his first life as he called it
now. His second life had really revolved around Naiho and
his wife of fifty years, Emerald Fay. They had parted about a
century and a half ago when he’d gone into space, mainly
doing outer-system tug work. He’d been out to a running
gateship twice before to install updates on their tug bays.
But mostly what he’d done since he’d left Em was just
snowball pushing like this job would be. It was his ninth star
system since Naiho and the star named O2 Eridani. He didn’t
even bother to learn much about the planets any more, he
never saw them. They were destinations, paying his salary for
him to push water and air their way. Many of them were
terraforms that wouldn’t be habitable for centuries yet. He
went outdoors when he was back on Centorin; where he did
most of his ground time now. He knew some people there,
tube access was convenient and the pay out here made it
possible to enjoy the upper levels of Kex and all the perks
that went with that. He pitied those in the levels below, but
couldn’t do anything to aid them. A lot of the snowball
pushing he did was there anyway, he caught and crushed in
the ring for years at a time when he was lucky enough to see
someone on Centorin steadily.
“Welcome aboard, Taos Numek,” a vaguely familiar
woman’s voice said. He had just gotten up from the tube car
and was reaching back for his duffle.
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He turned toward the sound and his eyes got wide, “I
know you, but it’s been such a long time.” Yes, Kiandutan he
thought, centuries ago, just before Naiho and Em. “You look
just the same.” She’d come between him and Em for awhile.
She had been his C.O. at the time and a tough one but even
handed and consistent. He remembered she was a well
conditioned athlete. She looked like she still was, though
much of her was hidden in a fashionable ship’s officer’s robe.
The robe was well cut and showed a slender shape. She was
still a tall and elegantly beautiful woman, but she had been so
intense it was hard to keep up with her. He wondered what
she was doing here? She was obviously an important officer
on the ship, he wasn’t familiar enough with gateship insignia
to tell just what. She obviously remembered him because as
he moved toward her, she moved toward him. He
remembered that they had been close so he picked her up in a
hug that she returned as they reached each other. “Forgive
me, I can’t remember your name.”
“It’s only been two hundred seventy six standard years,”
she said with dry sarcasm, “We shared a bed for years, Taos,
and a mere nine or ten generations later you don’t even
remember my name?”
“I remember you, those were some years in paradise until
the Aldebs got so testy. I think you are still the most beautiful
woman I’ve ever shared a home with.”
“You left me for Emerald as I remember.”
“That was out of exhaustion,” he said.
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“But you are holding me by my ass?”
“That I do remember as being just this fine and fit,” he
said, but put her down. Since she was a high ranking officer
now it wouldn’t do to be seen holding her in his arms like that
and someone could enter the tube lobby at any time.
“But you can’t remember my name?”
He couldn’t believe he was having this block. “No.”
“Rianten Norble. At that time anyway.”
He had to scream with embarrassment. “All I can say is
it’s been such a long time.”
“I have the advantage, your credentials are my business.”
She was standing beside him with her hand on his shoulder, a
friendly stance but proper. She was his height, his memory
must have subtracted a couple inches over the ages. “I am
Vice Admiral R. Callahan now, it seems there was a falling
out in the Norble House during the Texassi reign and I was
cut off because of my father and had to take my mother’s
linage. That was back in ’277, before I got this command.”
“You are the C.O?” he asked. “Of Niven’s Hammer?” He
was shocked. He knew she was capable but the politics?
“Check your documentation. It’s probably written as R.
Callahan, the ‘R’ is for ‘Rianten’, but I still want you to call
me ‘Ri’ whenever we’re off duty.”
“I didn’t know the admiralty would allow a woman to
command?” She had broken ground to command that recon
mission back in 4108. Demers was so gross that he had to
give his concubines something to keep them from looking for
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another House.
“I convinced the Caldiss administration to make an
exception to tradition,” she said with a mischievous smile.
Harviss was a big feature in gossip rags with one of them
running a regular column called ‘The Emperor’s bedroom.’
He could well imagine how persuasive Rianten would be in
there. “So this is what you’ve been doing?”
“Since 4321.” As she answered, she was leading him up
away from the ship’s tube concourse and up toward the hub.
The tube concourse wasn’t insanely busy, but there were a
few cars coming and going. There were no salute’s, but a few
respectful ‘good evenings’ as people passed them. The
capacity of the gate was mainly used by freight coming thru
into vacuum and the assemblibots working on thickening the
ship’s main ring. A gateship is built as a ring nearly a half
mile in diameter, a few hundred feet wide. Its spin provides
gravity, generates power in a magnetic field and helps collect
hydrogen.
She had been here a career, he thought. A long time to
stay on one ship. “So how many times have you been back?”
he asked.
“A few,” she said, “but you can build up something sort of
like a charge in time when you keep going on and off a vessel
where time distortion can be measured. It can cause more cell
mutations or something they say, so I limited my trips off the
ship to only one every year or two while we were at cruise.”
“I thought I’d stay here for the duration, I understand this
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ship is in final docking?”
“Yes, it’s much safer to hop back and forth now that our
vessel speed is well away from relativity effects. Everyone’s
taking all their shore leave, most are taking it on Kassidor.”
She had lead him up two flights of steps by now to the control
dome, where there was a breathtaking view of space from the
inside of the wheel. The ship’s wheel stretched away to the
east and west into a thick band across the globe of night sky.
There were five or six other people in this space, it was dimly
lit for a better view of the stars. The main drive was shut
down and the south side reflectors were drawn back so there
was a view out both ends of the ring they were on the inside
surface of.
The main thing in the hemisphere of sky that was visible
was a gas giant with a nice set of thin little rings. It seemed
that the ship was aiming for a spot right outside the main ring
around the planet. The gas giant was a little closer to the star
than Jupiter was at Sol, the star was a little more mellow than
Sol, a g8 or g9, maybe even a k0. These rings would have
been the second most spectacular in the solar system.
She introduced the bridge crew, then introduced him as
Taos Numek, the new lead tug pilot. It seemed they’d all been
briefed on him and his record so they didn’t have to ask a lot
of questions, just told him a bit about themselves. They were
welcoming, there was professional history here if not
personal. Rendellyn was still the biggest terraforming success
of House Demers and they knew he had served as Rianten’s
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pilot before. They clearly respected her.
Once all the pleasantries were completed, she continued
up a few more steps to the main projection area at one end of
the dome, leaving the remainder of the bridge crew to
continue their shift watching the ship reach its parking spot.
“That’s Kemmer 4 now,” she pointed to a speck of light
nestled in the sparkle of sun, “here’s a magnification.” She
projected a globe out in front of them made up of all the latest
data, lit as the planet was in space.
“It doesn’t look too hostile from here.” It was a typical
stone giant, lots of room but crushing gravity. It had just over
two gees of surface gravity, it would require genetic
manipulation for humans to thrive on this planet. Maybe
people from Kinunde could live here without it. The planet
was dun and ocher over most of its surface with some darker
areas here and there. He could tell there was already existent
vegetation. This would be more of a fertilization than starting
from scratch in that case. Pretty easy work and maybe even
some shore leave between major impacts. “Kinda dry to have
a real big population,” he said, “but with an ice ring to work
with we can start making progress with that. We can build a
receiving ring around the planet. This should be profitable. Is
the atmosphere this clear at this world?” he asked.
“The planet is drying because it has been infested with
Aldebs for a very long time.”
This was troubling, “Then why are we bringing a gate
here?”
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“Because of this ice ring we are docking in. I believe we
have a way to push the Aldebs back now, we are going to
totally terraform the planet.”
“But it doesn’t...” he began to say, but then switched to
say, “ahh, you think they won’t be there when the
bombardment stops?”
“We are timing for a simultaneous impact by hundreds of
thousands of objects. Something we could never do with
Kiandutan because there were already established homes.
This plan will take centuries to come to fruition. The impact
will be over three years from now. We expect every part of
the planet to reach eight thousand degrees. It will take
centuries to cool and for the atmosphere to stabilize.”
She turned to face him, “So, that’s what we’re here for, to
take a planet from the Aldebs.”
“Over the next thousand years?” he asked.
“Or two,” she said, “If that’s how long it takes to cool, but
I will be stringing tube to the next one by then.”
“How long will it take on Kiandutan?” he asked.
“Now that the rich have given up and started putting their
land up for sale? I wouldn’t think it would take more than
another two hundred years for the tubes to bring thru enough
settlers and for them to have enough kids to push the Aldebs
off the whole planet. The first islands to get sold to small
holders will probably be Aldeb free in less than a generation.
They brought ytith and much of the Kassidorian biosphere
with them. Now that will be invasive and may drive the
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Aldebs out even without human intervention.”
“Time doesn’t have the same meaning as it did the last
time we met,” he said. She, like many people now, was
beginning to take a long view.
“Good point,” she said, “to go along with the time scale
of this operation. It took the Aldebs thousands of years to take
Kiandutan from the Lazivanz.” She must have noticed he
wasn’t following. It took him awhile to remember that her
project on Kiandutan wasn’t the Aldebs but the species they
exterminated. “You’d probably like to get settled wouldn’t
you? Before I start gushing about the project?”
“At least find a place to put my duffel down.”
“Here, just leave it inside the door at the bottom of the
first set of stairs on the left.” She pointed along the railing.
Stairs came down from what must have been an upper
observation bubble and airlock and then continued down.
They were a nice set of stairs, made to look like carpeted
stone. They came down into the officer’s gangway. The door
on the left had a plain little plaque, ’V. Adm. R. Callahan,
C.O.’ at the door chime. He gave her a questioning look when
he got back up to the control bubble.
She took his hand in both of hers and said. “OK, that was
presumptuous of me. As the commander of this vessel I do
have the authority to assign you to any quarters I wish, but I
won’t be that crude. I do remember with pleasure the years
we spent together. Because of them I will ask you politely if
you would like to share my cabin.” She hadn’t said it loud
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enough for anyone else to hear, but it was still quite frank. “I
solemnly swear that I will not hold it against you if you
would rather not. It’s been a long time since we were together
and the memories I hold so fondly now might have colored
some over the years.”
“I’m surprised that you even remembered me after all
these years.”
“Actually I didn’t but my data devices found matches on
your name. I didn’t really remember you til I saw your
picture. You still look the same, that’s good. I found some
more old pictures, even one of that shuttle craft we had then.”
He remembered that. “Promise me one thing though,” he
said, “if I don’t match your memories, don’t be afraid to
assign me new quarters without hard feelings.”
“Promise,” she said and smiled. “So let’s get you settled,
then I’ll show you around.” She lead him back down the
gangway to her quarters, showed him the closet space he
could have, which sink she used in the captain’s bath, where
her auto-chef was and all that. She kept herself in contact
with him. Em’s words from so long ago went thru his
memory, ‘You better make a move on her and soon if you
know what’s good for your career,’ so they ripped off a little
quickie while he unpacked, something he certainly hadn’t
expected but certainly did enjoy.
She did gush about the project after that, and kept him on
the bridge what seemed like another whole shift. He got to
know the crew of both shifts on the bridge. She took him to
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two separate meetings about the snowballs they would be
herding. He knew he was going to have to get a bigger comm
to hold all of this.
But when the shift was over, sharing the captain’s table
and then the captain’s bed was well worth it.
**
The main ‘work’ here was something he could handle
with ease, riding herd on ice chunks being nudged toward the
distant world. The tug he would drive hadn’t actually been
built yet. There was no need to move so much to the stars,
just enough to get the gate there and the support equipment
necessary to begin the real work once the gate was in place.
First they got the equipment thru that they would need to get
the gate in place.
This gate would temporarily (for the next thousand Earth
years or so) be in orbit at this gas giant. A convenient moon
was found in the outer edge of the rings, a little forty mile
ragged ice-ball easy enough to drill out to make a safe haven
from the magnetosphere and stray ice, but with low enough
pressures at its core to need no bracing other than the refrozen melt. There were vast caverns already in the moon. It
was barely consolidated anyway. A simple jack was able to
push a large chunk of the moon a few miles farther apart in its
gravity so the moon now had a five mile hollow inside it and
several cracks leading to daylight from that hollow.
Once his tug was built he spent a lot of time icing down,
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that was what they called spraying water into the deep cracks
in the moon, freezing it up into a solid sphere around them. In
a few years a new ring would be built and a new gate
spawned. This new station would sit here a millennium at
least. The gateship would have gone on to four to six other
stars by then, the ones where they detected planets most
vulnerable to this technique. So much space industry would
grow here in the next thousand years that there would have to
be a daughter ring spawned here to carry the traffic.
Rianten liked to come with him in the tug when he was
out here. She was supposed to be off duty in her quarters
sleeping, and she did sleep in the tug quite a bit while he
worked. She liked it because it was the most privacy she
could get in her life now. She wouldn’t really be allowed to
do this by the corporation that ran the ship. That was Caldiss
now, but Texassi was building ships again already. She knew
about that and worried about Texassi seeking revenge on her.
She knew Sheeon was still alive and knew other cyborgs had
been built back there on Centorin since she’d left.
The trip out from the ship to the moon gave them time
together. The size of the tug and the cooling load generated
by two bodies meant that they were scantily dressed in here,
often not dressed at all. Rianten was nearly as insatiable as
ever, but she was less forceful about it now, he enjoyed
making love to her more than he remembered from the distant
past.
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“Whew,” she said, “I was surprisingly quick today.”
“I was able to keep up,” he said. One good thing about
zero g is that nothing drips so they could take turns with the
only towel in this tug. “What have you been doing all these
years?” he asked.
“I spent over a century on Kiandutan studying the
Lazivanz.”
“The who?”
“Lazivanz, you haven’t followed that story even when
you helped make the discovery?”
“The ruins?” he asked.
“Yes, we’ve named them Lazivanz, that’s what their
writings seem to say.”
“You found writings?”
“In quantity. We learned quite a bit about them until
Texassi shut it down.”
“What did you learn?” he asked.
“We only have ten minutes til you’re on duty.”
“So, give me the ten minute summary.”
“Did you follow any of the media report?” she asked.
“The bimbo was just too cutsey-stupid to watch. I read a
datagram once but it didn’t give them a name. Four of
everything, females like ant queens, an Alpha Female I guess
you would call it, to the extreme.”
“Yes, just like an ant queen except as intelligent as we are.
The vast majority of the population were infertile males, a
very few fertile males and one female who was mother of her
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nation. Only rarely was a female egg laid, and that was with
great ceremony and pomp. They were a very ceremonial and
very poetic species.”
“They were that much like us?”
“Their literature has shades of the English romantics and
early Americans. Their art was often abstract, though they
were capable of extremely naturalistic and supernatualistic
representations in sculpture and print. They are almost all
without sexual love, but make up for it in mother and brother
love. They had magnificent arrays of castes like the ancient
Hindus, but all of them were brothers. Only the diplomatic
caste ever came in contact with non-brothers.”
“So they lived in hives?” Taos asked.
“They lived in magnificent castles. Once we reconstructed
the original find, that structure appears to have been the
maintenance shed for tools and machinery used in the care of
the household’s embinkas.”
“And that is?”
“I knew I’d have to explain that. The embinka is a beast
of burden. Like most of Kiandutan’s pre-Aldeb fauna, it was
eight legged like a spider with four ’turrets’ of two legs each
and like almost all the fauna but the Lazivanz themselves, the
face was on the bottom where it can get at its food. They were
large and very strong but apparently slow.”
“So that ruin we found was the tack barn?”
“The tack barn’s tool shed. That was Creswellen, a large
and powerful House.”
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“So their brotherhoods were like the great Houses of
Centorin?”
“Their society was more like ours than Kassidor’s in
many ways.”
“Ours was more like Kassidor’s a few minutes ago if
everyone you work with is your brother in their society.”
“Yes, we do have that difference from them. It changes
the words to a lot of poems and songs.”
“They had music?” he asked.
“We are quite sure. They had a sense of hearing and their
language was acoustic like humans. There are fossils of what
can only logically be explained as musical instruments.”
“I wonder where they would be today if it wasn’t for the
Aldebs?”
“They probably would have let proconsul slip into
extinction. They would have reached Earth in a few thousand
more years, humans would have never evolved because they
would have settled Earth about the time of the early apes.”
“Oh, yeah that does make some sense. It’s not like they
would have fought us and wiped us out, it was before humans
evolved.”
“Right.”
Taos had to re-calibrate his mental timeline. The various
waves of Earth’s march across the stars stretched back in time
to great distances, five hundred years of tubes, two thousand
years back to the first starships. Twenty five thousand years
back to the settlement of Kassidor and Kinunde. Five hundred
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times as far in the past to the Lazivanz time. None of the
paleolithic megafauna had yet evolved on Earth. The Aldeb
menace had been spreading for a long time.
Rianten was glad to expound on her studies however and
told him more than he wanted to know about the only nonhuman sentient life ever discovered. He listened, but
remembered little. Once he reached station and had to get
busy, she decided to strap in for some rest.
There were two tugs operating out here, one hurling and
one grabbing ice. Galin was helping him out here, chipping
ice off the inside of the ice chunks that made up the moon.
About midway thru their shift he was trying to chisel one out
that was about a mile the long way and a quarter mile thick.
He was melting holes and firing missiles into them to crack
the piece off and get it moving. It wasn’t all ice. There was
some methane and maybe a little something else that added a
little more crack to the effect and then suddenly the piece was
free. It was drifting his way to the far side of this cavern at a
speed that would get it here in about eight minutes. In five
minutes he must direct energy at it that would cause it to
outgas and decelerate. He would have to work the end around
into the enormous hole in this moon to close it up and still
miss where the ring was going.
“Bigger than I really wanted to give you buddy,” Galin
said. “I was looking for about half that and about half the
speed.”
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“You never know what gasses are in these things. At least
it’s headed in the right direction,” Taos said.
The piece was intended to chink up a big part of the hole
that was left on the wrong side where the large section of
moon was jacked up. As it was, this would be a little too big
for that and might extend into the cavern. It was moving with
enough speed that it might dislodge the whole jacked section.
He would have to go out and meet it and try to get it slowed
down a little. A few billion tons of ice drifting toward his tug
would not stop when the tug was pushed against the trillions
of tons of ice in the chunk of moon that was jacked up.
He could see that he was going to have to turn this chunk
so he fired a grappling missile over into another part of this
inner chamber that they were hollowing out and started
pulling his way over toward that end. He directed laser and
steam onto that end of the iceberg to give it some rotation. He
dropped that grapple and fired another. The grapple missile
took only thirty five seconds to fly three miles across the
chamber the short way. He was already tightening the wire as
it impacted.
The end of the iceberg was drifting toward the edge of the
opening between the section of the moon they had raised and
the section of the moon beside it. The thin end was going
toward the opening they were trying to fill but the thick end
was going to swing around toward the section on jacks. He
had to get behind that end of the iceberg now and keep it from
knocking the jacked-up fragment of the moon down and
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leaving them no way to get the ring in.
Rianten was awake with all the firing and reeling Taos
was doing. He passed this end of the berg with a bit to spare,
but they were now behind it, they had to turn it or be crushed.
He had steam on it to start, playing his rays farther down the
berg to vaporize some of its mass down there. He probably
played a little too long on the berg, he was a little too close to
the wall and had to vaporize too much of that and bring them
to a stop in a steam geyser that made it even hotter in here.
They were both almost naked anyway, they had to leave their
suits in the airlock to both fit into the cabin of this tug. He
could fit in comfortably in his suit if he was alone.
He then shot up toward the iceberg again but not quite
where he needed to be. He fired a grapple close and swung
up, stopping himself in a steam geyser off the iceberg and
getting them really hot.
“Too close in there good buddy,” Galin told him.
“Grapple out of there, forget those jacks.”
“Too late for that now I’m afraid,” Taos replied. It was
amazing how quickly this situation had developed. Things
seem to move so slowly when they are this big. When you get
in close to them, you find they are moving at many miles per
hour. “I’ll burn my way out of here,” he told Galin and plied
lasers and steam all over the onrushing wall of ice they were
suspended above, trying to turn it to atmosphere.
A least a full minute of that went by, amazing how long a
minute seems when you’re trapped between billions of tons
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and trillions of tons of ice that are approaching each other at
twenty miles per hour. Just the little conversation he’d had
with Galin had attracted notice and others had picked up on
the situation. He heard their excited babble on the comm
channel.
By now Rianten was screaming at him and no doubt it
was on comms, but he hoped the crew thought she was
screaming at him from her cabin where she had no doubt
been alerted to the emergency. Both his and Galin’s tug
cameras were both on the public channels by now as the
developing emergency quickly unfolded. None of the
remaining crew were in immediate danger because the
gateship was still outside the moon.
He had no idea what Ri or anyone on the comm was
saying at this point because everyone was shouting at once
and he couldn’t even hear Galin. He was still playing the
lasers over the narrowing gap ahead of them. The steam cloud
seemed way too small. The pointed end of the chunk had
already entered the gap meant to be chinked but it was still
coming in much too fast. All he could do was heat the
converging walls. He let go with all his steam directly in front
of him. It would freeze to snow before it contacted them, but
it might slow them a little. The crack was getting very, very
narrow.
He could see that the lasers had gotten some jets going
from the berg and the wall of the moon in front of it. That was
making a thick zone of gas in front of him also. The snow hit
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the incoming steam still spewing from the tug, the laser
heated the snow and he could feel them slowing. He fought to
keep the tug oriented. He felt Rianten throwing her weight
around inside the tug also to keep it oriented. He wished he
could watch the pole dance she must be doing using the suit
rack, but he was far too busy. He felt like a woodsman trying
to ride a chain saw down between two toppling trees to a safe
landing.
“Dodge the ice I’m sending in behind you,” he heard
Galin comm over.”
Taos immediately did that. He could tell impacts of that
ice were going to create the energy it was going to take to
stop the berg. It was so hot already, but now Rianten was on
the hot side. All he had was the steam jet, he just kept
dodging rocks with it, he didn’t know how Galin could throw
this many.
He could now grapple out of here. The berg was still
grinding on into the gap, but was starting to swing away from
the wall he was trapped behind and the jacks just beyond.
“OK, let’s ice it in,” he heard Galin say as he went by him
throwing his low pressure steam.
Rianten had the airlock door open and had the suit coolers
on full. The temperature was coming down. She turned the
back one off before she said anything. He knew it was on the
channel, hoped they thought she got up when they called her
cabin. “You know you shouldn’t wake your captain like that.
Do you think you could let me go back to sleep?”
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“While you’re looking, what do you think about our new
plan for the arrangement of the gateways?”
“Yeah, ice it in, we can get the ship in thru there seeing as
this has moved the fragment up another thousand feet in this
direction.”
“And we might as well pick up these jacks before they
drift into anything,” Taos continued. The new chunk had
become wedged in, jamming the raised ice further up in the
opening so the jacks were now loose and starting to drift. A
line he’d been forced to leave was already changing the
trajectory of one of them.
“I think you should re-deploy them on that end,” she said.
“Their’s nothing but the ice we laid in there keeping that end
up. I’m sure that needs re-icing now anyway.”
The twirling jack would chip off some ice, he would send
up the other side of the moon-chunk to keep it from drifting
back near where he would re-plant this jack. Dell and Menis
had been scrambled when the emergency began and were
coming on station also, they could get the other jack. This
much loose ice drifting around can be a good thing if properly
handled.
Taos had to concentrate on getting this end of the jack
under control. There were some complex force vectors and he
was glad he had someone here to watch the calculators.
Now that Taos was out of danger, they could make
immense progress. There was another piece of ice loose about
a thousand feet long. It was wide enough to prop up the
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remaining end of the opening and the other two tug pilots of
the six total on Niven’s Hammer were going to get it under
wire and make sure.
Now that the moon had been re-arranged like this, they
needed a big snowball to help secure the mile long chunk that
had first blasted free. He retrieved the wire the jack had
drifted into while picking up the jack. He planted the jack end
out of the way, it bowed way around as it pressed into the
moon, but it was flexible and meant to do that. It had
retracted to a quarter mile in length by the time it had
straightened out. Galin secured the far end when it got there
to help brace the moon quadrant.
Dell and Menis brought the other jack in just a bit more
up the wall from where it was originally. This would make
sure the jacked quadrant of the moon did not move back
down at all until they could complete icing it in.
Meanwhile Taos broke off another thousand by five
hundred by three hundred foot icicle off the end of the big
one that was protruding into the chamber. This was one more
large chunk to rough out the chamber into a more spherical
opening. He moved this by cable, wedging the big one up.
There really hadn’t been anything more than friction holding
it in.
So now there was already a roughed in opening of a moon
with a huge coin slot in it. This accident probably put them
two and a half weeks ahead of schedule.
When the shift was over it was safe to cut his channel
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again. Rianten was still in her cabin, the crew should think,
and supposed to be back in bed sleeping. Rianten was still
one who could go on three hours three nights and get thru the
week, then do ten hours into Saturday morning and be good
to go with five or six Saturday night/Sunday morning and
then the week starts again. Age had not mellowed her in that
way. “That was quite the thrill ride you just took me on,” she
said. I wondered what the crew was going to think when they
found my remains with yours.”
“What else would they think? I bet they think it all now, I
don’t see why you try and hide the fact.”
“Because this is a Caldiss ship, he expects calculated calm
from his officers.”
“What do you hear from Demers?” Taos asked her. They
would have a few minutes while they came back to the ship in
this tug. Rianten was going to have to hide in a suit until the
pats on his back were over and then find a way to get back to
her cabin on her own. She shouldn’t have a real big difficulty
on her own ship.
“The last time I saw him in person, not projected, was
when I left Centorin for Kiandutan back in 4108. I know he
made money on Kiandutan again. He’s been buying estates at
a million to the billion of what they went for when they were
built. He’s been selling the land, and many of these estates
come with hundred square mile islands as the land. He’s been
selling the land at ten thousand an acre, plus a hundred bucks
a foot for beachfront, and he’s reselling the mansions on half
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a square mile for twice as much as he paid for the whole
estate a generation ago.”
“Good for him. It was good for him that Texassi forced
him out when they did.”
“Yeah, it was ten cents on the dollar then, but fractions of
pennies on the dollar when he bought it back. Meanwhile
he’d quietly doubled his money doing resales back on
Rendellyn under the Texassi reign.”
By then he had to bring the tug in. Rianten got in the
spare suit while he opened the airlock. There was quite a
crowd in the tug ring, he had to cycle the lock to keep her out
of sight. He did it casually, as he was smiling and waving to
them. They were mobbing him as the hatch closed, it was
very doubtful anyone could have seen her face in the head
globe. She might have dialed up the mirror, he didn’t look.
Galin was just coming out of a hatch a few bays down,
Taos began shouting as he came thru the hatch, “The man
who saved my life,” he pointed to Galin, he didn’t mention
the captain’s too.
“No, you’re the man I couldn’t kill,” he shouted as he ran
in Taos direction. “I had no idea it was going to blow off a
piece that big.”
“Of course not,” Taos said. He was trying to lead them all
off the hanger deck. Dell and Menin still had to come in, but
they weren’t in any trouble and would probably just start their
shift. There would be a dispatcher left on duty but he would
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probably not watch the deck. “We were just bricking it in I
thought.” He shut off all but the night lights as he shut the
door to the deck.
***
She brought him to a chamber that brought back
memories of when they used to take the shuttlecraft up to low
orbit to make love in zero gee. There was just enough gravity
to detect, you couldn’t stay in the center of the room
indefinitely. But a gentle brush against the netting and
drapery now and then did not interrupt their rhythm. It had
been the same in the shuttlecraft but the room in that was
much smaller. This chamber was a cylinder forty feet in
diameter and seventy long here at the hub of the gateship. The
hub had the instrument pods and the drive lenses and the
power tether. In the magnetic fields around this gas giant the
power you needed dictated how much antenna you had to put
out. One a few thousand miles long needed some thick wire
to draw away the current it could produce. The ring this moon
shepherded in all its colors and waves was a beautiful sight
that they could see a bit of thru the end of this cylinder. He
could almost imagine the ring itself being alive because it was
so detailed.
The patterns her hair made around them were contrasting
and blending with the currents in the ring behind them. They
had stopped their motion at last, totally spent. In the two and
three quarter centuries she had changed little in feel, at least
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as he remembered her, what little he could remember after all
this time. If anything she was a little firmer than ever and had
at least as much bulk. She was in good shape. Hell yeah, he
was damn near admitting he was a bit sore after that workout.
About the closest thing to an athletic contest he would
give himself a chance in with her was checkers, and that was
because her intelligence would give her too much of an
advantage in chess. She was breathing deeply and evenly, he
thought he sounded like a ragged gasp next to her. She spoke
first. “You still got it Taos, I must say, two and a half
centuries later you can still jam a box with the best of them.”
He could only pat her shoulder. They were tumbling a little,
they would bounce off the drapery soon, she was going to
wind up on the bottom, she didn’t mind. It was a long slow
bounce. Once they were back in mid air she spoke again. “I
think we’ve come to the end of a very fine romp.”
“Have you spent some time on Kassidor?” he asked.
“Yes, why?”
“A girl I knew from there used some of the same
expressions.”
“Where did you know her?”
“On Naiho.”
“What was she doing there?”
“Herding cattle. She brought her own Kassidorian animal
with her to do it too.”
“What was that?”
“Some ten legged, five eyed thing with a sassy lip and wit
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to go with it. I swore that critter she rode was some kind of
alien intelligence laying low.”
“There’s no alien intelligence alive today but the Aldebs
and sometimes I want to agree with those who say they are
more like a fungus than even a social insect. I agree, there
will never be interspecies peace between us and the Aldebs.
They are to be exterminated like any other hostile insect and
I’m glad to join the fight. Hell’s bells, I want to lead the fight,
I admit it. I might not even need to keep this much distance. It
might be good to go and observe what they’ve got themselves
into down there.”
“I figured you’d say something like that. What do you
want to do, re-live our first adventure together?”
“When we discovered the Lazivanz ruins?”
“You say we?”
“I was there too,” she said, and laughed while she said it.
He laughed with her. “That was such a good time,” she
continued. “I remember when you caught me in that pool.”
“I was afraid you would have me put to death.”
“If you’d only known how I wished you’d ripped off your
clothes and jumped in me right then and there. I could have
gotten wet for you in the time it took you to fall from that
bank.
“I would have floated to the shore as a slab of frozen
meat, I didn’t have your Centorin conditioning.”
“I’ve come to consider Kiandutan my home world now. I
finally feel at home there now that the rich are starting to flee.
479

It will be a fine world some day. We are pushing them off
island by island now.”
“The rich or the Aldebs?”
“Both.”
He understood, he remembered how she expected you to
also. “I was there with you. I wish I had been able to stay.”
“It was intense, I know that, it was intense my whole first
tour there with the archeology team.”
“Why did you stop that?”
“I got kicked out of it in some political shit that went on
in the Texassi years. I’m glad they’re out again.”
“There’s a fine line between the amount of corruption it
takes to be sophisticated and that which begins to smell.”
“That cyborg witch already smelled of her rotting flesh
for a thousand years before she took the throne. It couldn’t
last, too many other businesses were suffering.”
“So where did you ride out those years?” Taos asked.
“I followed a guy to Kinunde,” she answered. “Actually I
should say I escaped with him to Kinunde. The new
Administrator of the Kiandutan dig had some idea about
making me his sex slave.”
“What came of that?”
“I nearly broke it off while screaming, ‘I thought you
wanted to fuck me big boy,’ at him each time I gave him a
good hard yank. I think I knocked him out and asked his valet
to see if ‘teeny weenie’ was OK when I left. No doubt all his
servants gossiped about it for the next generation.”
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Taos delighted in the humor in that. That was so Rianten.
“I remember you better with every sentence you speak,” he
said and kissed her. He was silhouetted for her against the
ring now in their lazy rotation, she was illuminated for him by
is faerie light. “So what happened then?”
“He still made me escape from the planet, I thought he
was having me killed for that. He had my comms cut off, my
credit revoked.”
“And you escaped to Kinunde with some guy?”
“Yeah, he was from there and had the body to prove it. I
was madly in love with him at the time but my Kiandutan
adapted body just never adapted. A few years later I got a spot
on Kassidor to ride out the Texassi years. After Kinunde,
Kassidor’s gravity was phh.”
“Yeah, but I’ve been there, seen the tourist things, it’s not
that heavy.”
“Go away from the tourist things. Take a week’s trip by
any vehicle you like away from the tourist things to see
Kassidor. They’re just as blasted and wasted as everyone
says, but they do have some wisdom in some of their ways.
They are the only people I know who have figured out how to
make a life without dominance games. They’ve also lived so
much longer than we have. Just about everyone you meet
there remembers when the tubes were first put in. They say,
‘Yeah; eternity’s boring, get used to it.’”
“This was not boring,” he said. “This was great.”
“But his point was we’ve done this before.”
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“And I hope we’ll do it again while we’re on this ship.”
“We probably will,” she said.
“And I doubt I’ll find it boring.”
“That’s good. I hope the next time we don’t happen to run
into each other for a few years, you’ll remember my name.”
He laughed. A few years. On the fundamentalist worlds it
would be three lifetimes end to end. Here close to the tubes it
was what people were. Kassidor was the exception to the rule
that older people were closer to the tubes. “How long is this
contract for?”
“This gate is scheduled to be put into permanent service
on the planet Kemmer 4 on or before January first 5511ad.”
“Well over a thousand years?” Taos marveled.
“Why not?”
“Won’t you get bored here?”
“I won’t be here. We are spawning the gate right now, I
thought you knew about that? The ring will detatch and
remain here but Niven’s Hammer will move on. We know
there are many other Aldeb-infested worlds nearby that need
to be terraformed. Niven’s Hammer will leave a chain of
holes thru all of them. We will be leaving again soon after the
impact.”
“We?”
“The ship and I. There would not be much for you to do
for the decades it will take to move to the next planet, but we
can visit if you’d like. That’s all still over two years away,
you weren’t able to stay with me for even three the last time.”
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“You can be difficult to keep up with,” he said.
“Are you having difficulty so far?”
“No,” he said, “It has been very nice.” They were still
drifting, holding each other, her legs were still wrapped
around him and they were still joined. “You haven’t slowed
down, but you have a little less edge than you did back then.
Maybe gateship life agrees with you.”
“It’s a nice command.” She paused and then said, “The
crew thinks I sent for you as a sex toy you know.”
“What?”
“Yeah. And there was another rumor that I walked around
with a vibrator in my crotch on days when I was nice.”
“What did you do about that?”
“I got a meeting together of everyone who ‘heard’ that
rumor. I waited til they were all there in the room and then I
came in with a vibrator in and going. I didn’t say anything, I
just walked slowly around the room behind everyone’s chair.
I walked nice and slow, like I couldn’t hear anything, in total
denial that I had a vibrator going in my vagina. The sound of
that vibrator was deafening in the silence of that room. I sat
down, reached up under the table and pulled it out and turned
it off. Then there was true silence. In that silence I asked
them, ‘Are there any questions as to what this meeting was
about?’ There weren’t any.”
“Ri I have to tell you, if you were a guy they would say
your balls were as big as your face.”
“You picked up that saying on Kassidor.”
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“I was never there, but I had a Kassidorian girlfriend for
awhile.”
“How was that?” Rianten asked.
“She was a laid-back kinda take-it-easy crazy.”
“Yeah.”
“But she was all caught up in the plots of the secret
houses...”
“Yondure,” she said, “That’s a region on Kassidor.”
“Anyway they had secretly controlled the Empire since
before the Empire was founded.”
“Yeah, they talk about the Zombie-Kings there,” she
continued, “And Cyborgs that go back to old testament times
that still secretly determine the destiny of man from their
dripping lairs deep under the ruins. They have some scary
literature from there, lots of supernatural stuff and all that.”
“She was into that,” Taos said.
“I wasn’t.”
“Where were you on Kassidor?” he asked.
“Most of the time in the Hgatavo area, what they call the
New North from the Yakhan which is where the gate is.”
“What’s that like?”
“I was quite a ways from the city of Hgatavo, a week’s
coach ride from the nearest tube. It was beyond where the
shore was during Salvadoran times, which was when the ruins
I was working in were built. There was a whole underground
civilization there during the Salvadoran time that we were
digging up. The tunnels were obviously Saggothan originally
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but the main ones had been extensively re-worked. We’d
expect something like that from the Dwarves as it had been in
all the old lands to the south but these were obviously an
Elvish people. They seemed to have vanished before the
Highland Elves got to this area and their tunnels were so
extensive there are still a lot to be explored.”
“Did you like Kassidor?”
“Yeah, it was OK, there was a lot that I liked, but I didn’t
love it. It was so slow. It was easy and everyone was polite
but everything was just so slow. Once Texassi was out I was
rehabilitated by the Caldiss government and worked my way
up thru a few boring commands to this one.”
“So when did you change from archeology to military.”
“I think Kassidor cured me of archeology. I realized for
the first time that science can never keep up. I dug up the
ruins of archeology classrooms that were last used before the
battle of Troy, the one Homer wrote about, not the one in the
fall of America. In one of them was a well-preserved and very
detailed model of a city from a much earlier time, a time we
can only guess at. It was a very major city and that was just
the Salvador Basin, not a major player in Kassidor’s ancient
history. I figuratively threw down my shovel in disgust after
that.
“Also, my work with the Lazivanz gave me such hatred
for the Aldebs that it became more about them than about
history. That was another part of the reason I didn’t get very
involved in the Kassidor position, it had no relation to beating
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the Aldebs.”
He knew the trigger of all of this however. After he left
for the slower pace of Emerald’s life she had become paired
with Bart, the one Taos always thought she belonged with of
that first crew she commanded on Kiandutan. He was killed
in an early Aldeb attack. He thought they would still be a
couple if Bart was still alive.
** **
While the chamber inside this moon was hollowed out,
the gateship was nearly reproducing itself. Materials brought
thru the gate were used to build a parallel ring, so that the
ship looked wider. This ring would be the headquarters of
humankind in this system for ages to come. It would have
portions of the interstellar tube system thru this area, probably
forever in spite of the constant interruptions for unwinding.
After months of reproducing the ring and the gate, the day
finally came when the new gate ring itself was to be
transferred to the hollow in the moon. This tug trip was the
most intense of any in the operation. What he was doing now
was pulling the ring thru the largest of those cracks in the
moon into the center, where it would spin up again, to sit until
the planet Kemmer 4 could be ready.
There were dozens of tethers tied to the ship and the
moon. He was piloting the ring via the tension on the various
tethers. His eyes were in a fleet of small satellites that flew
around the ring like gnats around a large herbivore. There was
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a program that displayed the amount of ‘lead’ in each line, the
feet of extra tension it had on it accelerating the ring in one
direction or another. The ring needed to be rotated in its
passage, that was very tricky. The ring itself had been
stripped of all outer projections, so it was like trying to
maneuver an immense, fragile, bicycle tire thru a field stone
wall. He sat in the ship as he watched it, in that same control
dome Rianten had taken him to when he first arrived. His
eyes were all in those gnats that floated around the gateship.
He wished he could feel the tension in each cable, he’d have
to speak to someone in ergonomics to build that into the
board.
Rianten was right beside him during all the maneuvering.
It was her command after all, he was just the harbor tug pilot.
He liked the difference in her in these two and a half
centuries. She had slowed down a lot after all, not in her sleep
or athleticism, but in her desperation. He still remembered
how intent she had been at getting to the Lazivanz ruins, she
would err on the side of caution now getting the artifact under
her command into place.
She had slowed down in her sexual appetite to something
he could deal with on a long term basis. She was still
energetic at it, but never painfully so any more. She could get
close and cozy without having to show off her strength.
She had not slowed down in her attention to detail in her
work, and she was the only one with him who fully
understood what was happening here. She understood how
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fragile the ring really was, a brittle balloon that can’t be
touched to the cavern walls anywhere. These walls are made
of ice, mainly water, carbon dioxide and methane ices. The
water ice is a rock at these temperatures, the others are like
snow and ice that occur on a world with liquid water
somewhere on its surface.
A lot of the time they spent waiting while the ring moved
the next little bit or when a tether had to be moved. During
such a time she asked, “So what have you been doing all
these years?”
“I’ve been tug running, I thought you figured it all out
from my files?”
“Oh, I know about that, but you haven’t said much about
your time on Naiho. You haven’t said much about Emerald
and you were with her for years.”
“I didn’t think it was polite to talk about an ex with the
present woman in my life.”
“Is it too personal?”
“There’s no secrets, if that’s what you mean, I’ll tell you
anything you want to know.”
“She never seemed like your type,” Ri said.
“She doesn’t have your figure or stature, but she’s always
been attractive enough for me.”
“She seems so delicate.”
“She’s a lot less delicate now,” Taos said. “She’s been on
Kassidor since ’236 and seems to have taken to it rather well.
She’s now co-chairman of Hahssa station.”
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“The Aldeb studies?”
“That Hahssa station,” Taos said.
“Good for her. I always did like her, in spite of the fact
that she took you away from me.”
“Ri, come on, you had used me up, you were done with
me and on to Bart.”
“Because you were on to her. How do you remember all
those years ago?” she asked. “I have it in my notes, do you?”
“I remember. You did make an impression on me.”
“But not a big enough one so you remembered my name.”
“I said I was sorry. I’m sure it won’t happen again. I feel
more at ease with you thru this past year than I did back then,
even though our ranks differ even more than they did then.”
“Rank was a lot more formal in House Demers than in
House Caldiss. But how was your life?”
“It was good, a good life right until the end. We had a
place near the lab where she was working at the time. It’s in
New Heartland well outside Marsallis so we had a little house
on a stream behind a small cornfield. I flew crop dusters and
a few miners now and then, but I was hardly ever away
overnight. We had a tube station nearby but even better than
that we had a Xportas Grossense line of Levrail we could get
on just a quarter mile away. It was mostly cargo but not that
heavily used since it was part of their Southern Overpass.”
“I don’t know Naiho that well. It’s the only one of the
major planets I’ve never actually set foot on.”
“You’ve been on Rendellyn and Lambeth?”
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“As a tourist,” she said. “I worked on Earth as a student
for a year. I worked on Kinunde and Kassidor as I said. You
know Kiandutan. I’ve been on a dozen others as a tourist,
most of them pretty minor like Risa for instance. I don’t know
‘Xportas Grossense’.”
“They’re a cargo levrail company based in Cohiba, Novo
Grosso. That’s where our son developed his interest.”
“You had a son?” she asked.
“I’m pretty sure I must have mentioned that somewhere
along the way.”
“I’ve forgotten in that case, and it wasn’t even two
hundred seventy five years.”
“Yeah,” he said, “we had a son. He was bright and eager,
but never had a lick of common sense. I couldn’t understand
how he could have been like that. Em has more common
sense than most people I know and I don’t think I’m totally
lacking in it. He never grew up around people who couldn’t
get their priorities straight. I don’t understand why he did
what he did.”
“Which was?” Rianten asked.
“First, levboat racing. He learned that out on the
Grossense rails. He was souping up his broomstick since he
was a little kid. He developed a crick in his neck from laying
out prone with his head forward. He didn’t learn to wear a
face shield until he had to clone a new eye for the one he lost
to a wingnut that came loose on the broom he was chasing.
“The worst part of his problem was the people he hung
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out with. None of them had any common sense either. The
girl he got pregnant was a coke addict that he picked up on
his first visit to Kex for a race. A race that was marred by two
deaths. He was smart enough to leave her and take my
grandson. Em and I raised him for a few years but my son
took him when he was four. They spent the next couple years
living out of his parts locker until he killed himself.”
“Uh, I’m sorry. When was that?”
“Just when the plague hit. There were rumors of it before
then, but it really didn’t break out until I was on my way back
from Earth where it happened. Jell, that was the mother of my
grandson, insisted that the funeral be held on Earth and Merl
be buried on Earth as was his right, having died there. She
was from some belief that there was something sacred about
having your remains interred on the motherworld but I never
saw any sense in that. I wanted his ashes in the next
foundation we poured but I’m not that sentimental and the
last century and a half I’m not that anchored.”
“How did you get thru the plague?”
“I was more worried over my relationship with Em
breaking up because we each blamed ourselves for his death.
While others went out and caught the plague, we stayed home
and went thru endless rounds of how it wouldn’t have
happened if we hadn’t had fun with him on the levrails when
he was so young. We thought we were too lenient with him,
then we thought we were too strict with him, either when he
was younger or when he was older.
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After the plague I started taking longer missions. I took a
belt mining mission of a year once. She left me a message to
pick up if I was interested, she had gone to Centorin to pick
up our grandson, Todd, there was a crisis. The next time I
heard of her, she was on Kassidor.”
“It was a good run,” she said. “I truly am sorry about
Merl. How old was he at the time?”
“Forty one,” Taos answered.
The hole in the moon was immense, miles wide, gaping a
good fraction of a mile apart, but it was ragged and crooked.
There was no straight path that would get it thru. It took three
months altogether to maneuver the ring into the place where it
would sit for a thousand years or so. It was lined up with
marker strings. There was a huge quantity, cubic miles, of ice
melted to ’mount’ the ring to the moon. That was four
hundred feet to a mile of newly crystallized ice. As the ship
was worked into place he spent many days building up the
interior mountain that would be an axle for the ring inside the
moon. There is a curve from the wheel to the axle that
expends the kinetic energy of the car at one-g coming up to
the center. There the materials could be delivered to the space
industry that would fill the remainder of this cavern. He
worked on building that up out of trussed girders, good
fractions of a mile long, even more fun to drag around in this
relatively tight space and weld to the wheel while the wheel
was already spinning up to give gravity back to the crew.
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Thru these months he did worry about what was said by
the remaining crew about him. He found he didn’t need to.
There was a whole ‘changing of the guard’ on the gateship as
it became stationed permanently here in this moon. By the
time they were ready to begin the preparations for the
bombardment, Taos had seniority on most of the crew, and
most of them knew that the captain and the chief pilot had
first worked together 279 years ago. Now that Taos had been
here a year, it was an accepted fact of life that the captain and
pilot were a couple and most assumed they were married. He
was called Mr. Callahan all the time. He wondered if he
should change his name, just go along with it, correct them or
actually get married. He wondered if she would change to
Numek. There was no House Numek, there wasn’t even a
house Numek any more, Em sold it when she went to
Kassidor.
They didn’t get to talk about any of that, not that there
was any need to since the status quo caused no problems. The
tether they were waiting on was run, it was time to tension it
up and begin the next phase of the maneuver. She was already
leaving him to his job and walking over to check some of the
other displays around this control bridge.
** * **
As the tug drifted over to the next ice block, Taos had
time to just watch the ring around him and think about how it
was going. Ri had mellowed out in her soul, maybe only a
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little on the surface. She was no longer a sexual tigress. He
remembered from those years in the past, when Dick Hertz
was one of his names. She had been hungriest when he first
arrived, but once the novelty wore off, she was much more
normal.
She had the same problem that had eventually come
between he and Em more than anything else in the whole life
scheme of things. Taos found that there were still plenty of
Aldeb-free planets to make a life on, both Em and Rianten
had to be at the front in the war, each in their own way of
course, Em as a biologist and Rianten as the captain of what
amounted to a warship in this struggle. Taos was not mean
enough to be on the front lines in this war, but that was where
he was, wasn’t it? The front lines certainly aren’t like they are
in video dramas.
Even without the danger and gore, he hated being on the
front lines of this war. He hated the thought that they were in
a war of extermination. There was no reason humans and
Aldebs couldn’t live in peace, even share the same planets. It
was clear they had intelligence and communicated. At least
Em was working on that, her part of the front in this war. He
was horrified that this war would take thousands of years and
maybe thousands of light years to come to an end. So many
generations...
Why was he thinking in terms of generations? What is a
generation now? How many had he lived? Was it ten since he
first met Rianten, so long ago on Kiandutan? Yes it was,
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especially in the parts of Navorkensville where he was born.
Only those who got away got to live in anything but their
children, even now. He’d lived, but he’d only had one child.
That child had been a failure that soured him on the idea of
any more, even though Em was his mother, the woman who
defined his second life.
That was so long ago. Two lifetimes, as lifetimes were
once measured. Todd had found him over one lifetime ago, as
lifetimes were once measured. Todd had looked him up when
he was ‘four decades’ as they say on Kassidor. They’d shared
a deep-space tug thru a whole project, a tow-in for Centorin’s
air maintenance. They got to know each other better on that
voyage, but Todd didn’t pick up the trade. He told of growing
to adulthood on Kassidor, and how he was much more
attached to planetary life than Taos. Taos could never find
work like he was accustomed to on Kassidor. A system that is
practically without metals doesn’t wind the coils for heavy
space faring machinery, so he’d never settled there. He’d
visited his son there, but never been able to stay long.
Todd seemed to be what he wished Merl had been, he
wondered how that happened. He spent a good part of his
childhood living in a lev-boat racing crew’s parts locker. He
had a father with no common sense. His mother was an addict
that he hardly knew, and Todd was level-headed and
easygoing.
Both Em and Todd had adapted to aspects of Kassidorian
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life that he never could. They could barely access Centorin
culture via comm. They lit a fire to heat the water for
showers. They went out into the fields to pick breakfast and
cooked it manually on a fire. In other words, they camped
every day of their lives. It was pretty and the air smelled nice,
but living like a prehistoric savage just didn’t appeal to him.
They washed clothes by hand in a tub. Each member of the
household had ‘their plate’ as in ‘mine is the thick one with
the vilbi vine artwork around the edge’ version of ‘my plate.’
As in if you go to a dinner party you understand that you have
to bring a plate. It was true that the Kassidorians had made a
fine art of adapting to poverty.
He would rather face this stark beauty of black skies and
white ice, the subtle shades of ion streams and the
mesmerizing backdrop of the rings behind it all. Not for the
scenery, because the beautiful pastoral scenery Em lived in
now was prettier, prettier than their home on Naiho. No it was
because he had a fine autochef that could produce all the
same flavors with scientifically balanced nutrition with the
effort of only a few button presses and the maintenance of his
alimentary canal no longer intruded so heavily into his life.
He could dial the shower he wanted, force dry in the chamber
when he was done and have enough light to see by, even
though he never was in direct sunlight. He would sacrifice the
beauty for the convenience. Ri was his scenery these days.
He rotated his tug to face the block of ice he would deal
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with next. A tug like this is more of a super suit than a ship,
and when alone in it he would keep his suit on, since its
systems seamlessly integrated with those of the tug. The outer
aspect of the tug was an Angel design, updated and meant to
house a flesh processor for its guiding soul. But mechanically
it was a thruster and tool arms. The Angels had a talent with
these. He could imagine himself living in one if he was an
Angel, in fact he didn’t see how any other life had been
possible for an Angel, certainly not the dream-lives they had
lived in virtual magic land. All he really knew about the
Angels was their contributions to space technology. The great
civilizations of the Angels were gone almost two thousand
years now.
This ice chunk he was working next was about the size of
an average back yard mountain, if you happen to live in the
mountains. It was a mile or two long, almost a mile wide and
probably half a mile thick. It was very slowly rotating around
the thin axis, maybe once an hour or so. He braked to contact
with the ice mountain. He stabbed in a probe and pushed off
to the next site. He usually put in four, a triangle with one in
the middle next to the motor. He knew a block this size would
take a size three motor, he already had it ready by the time the
laser showed him where to put it. He shoved the mountain
with this motor for a calibrated second. This would bring it
free of the ring in a day or so, but also measure its mass and
center of gravity.
It was short work to string the navigation sensor/thruster
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packs to three equally spaced points on the front of the block,
its gravity wasn’t enough to do the job, he had to thrust back
in to a landing each time. It would have been easier if the
sensor cable was strong enough to take his weight. The sensor
packs were designed to be fired into an ice surface but so
many failed to grab, bounced off or disappeared into
crevasses that he liked to place each sensor by ‘hand’,
actually landing the tug and planting them.
He had to move about the ice block and try to bring its
rotation under control by blasting laser holes into it. Each one
would produce a steam jet for a little while. He hung over the
block and blasted a succession of them into the block as it
came around so it was soon ringed by a crooked little equator
of thrusters. The mountain slowly stopped turning, he heated
a few more to bring a few more residual motions down to
what the navigational thrusters could deal with. They each
had a spike that got driven a few dozen feet into the surface
that would melt its way further as the reactor needed fuel and
the thruster needed ions.
The motor had to be programmed with a point of impact
and a route. This was assigned by a central computer based
on this object’s weight and the motor’s thrust. All he was
really here for was to provide human review on that, he never
adjusted the coordinates chosen. As well as a destination,
those on this mission had to be programmed with a route that
would get them to the planet at exactly the right time. He
couldn’t begin to compensate for that, he just had to trust that
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the calculations were right.
He had to burn in the motor. This would melt and tap the
material of the moon for the motor, using a few pounds of its
mass during the years of its flight. It was a simple reactor and
ion motor assembly like the navigational thrusters but much
larger and with a little bigger logic chip. All he had to do was
slag a pit in the ice and insert the motor, core tube first. This
would melt in twenty feet as an initial set, but there were feed
reels of wire tubing to let it build two hundred feet more core
tube. Once it was set and he verified its self-tests, he set it on
its way and set his course for the next snowball. It hadn’t
been fifteen minutes, and now he had more time to think.
He had five more motors with him, five more mountains
to send off toward their appointments with Kemmer 4. This
one would take twenty five minutes to get to in this tug.
He thought about how much they were like Aldebs in
their fight against them. The gateship hidden in the moon was
like a queen, he in his tug was like a motile. Had they become
like the Aldebs in order to defeat them? Would they evolve to
be more and more like them in the future?
Taos didn’t think this struggle would take the thousand
years or so this planet would take to cool. He knew that space
was filled with Aldeb spores and would be a threat for much
longer. Humans would evolve in the time this struggle took,
even if they fell prey to draconian governments that forbid
changes to the human genome. No human civilization lasted a
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whole geological instant. How much like their enemy would
they become? How expendable would the motiles become?
Taos thought the poor were far too expendable already.
Human space was expanding at a few percent the speed of
light, at least as fast as the fastest streamers of matter blown
out of the most violent supernova. The Angels had traveled
faster and brought human seed to Naiho, Rendellyn, Lambeth
and of course Centorin before the gateships first flew.
** ** **
It had now been two years, many objects were targeted
and on their way. Just three months ago an automated system
that planted motors and calibrated them had been developed.
With that the motors were just released, he monitored them
from the control room of Niven’s Hammer.
The gate had been cloned and was safe in its moon. The
work would continue for another year, until there were no
more trajectories available that would arrive on time. Over
five hundred million cubic miles of volatiles would be
delivered to Kemmer 4 in one lump sum. There would be a
billion square miles of land remaining above water on this
planet when it cooled again.
They were in a shuttlecraft together, on a junket of their
own. It was stupid to do this, but since Rianten was the C.O.
she could do what she wanted. It would take some time to get
to where they were going, slipping around behind the gas
giant was only the first phase of the journey.
500

This shuttle was actually a little bigger than the one she
used to own on Kiandutan, but it wasn’t as nicely furnished. It
was a utilitarian cockpit and a large and beat-up cargo bay
that she had to put a porta-lab inside to give them any extra
room at all. The cargo bay could not be pressurized. They
actually left the bay doors open so the porta-lab’s windows
could see the stars.
“Seems like home to me now,” Rianten said. “Like a
sailor of old, the stars are my map.”
“We are finally far enough out that they don’t seem
familiar. All the inner planets have the same constellations
with one or two stars moved and a few more nudged a little.
Out here the only constellation I can recognize is Orion.”
“Yeah, we’re almost four hundred light years from Earth
at this point, a couple more than that from Centorin,” she told
him. “I am already familiar with this sky. Kemmer will come
into view very soon and we will turn panels to it. We’ll sail on
that all the way in.”
“So how did you get thru the plague?” he asked when
they were quiet awhile.
“Uh, that.”
“Yeah, you escaped to Kinunde.”
“And then Kassidor. I was really hung up on Dellamos at
the time but couldn’t last on Kinunde.”
“I take it you got to Kinunde via tube?” he asked.
“Yeah, that part of the escape. Once we got the word out,
that’s when our real trouble began. At that time we didn’t
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know the plague had already broken out on Realis. Texassi
sent storm troopers after us. We didn’t even know they were
after us until they started firing. We ran thru the backs of
peasant stalls and climbed up onto the building behind. Let
me tell you doing that kind of stuff in that gravity is really
taxing. I won’t ask you to make moves like that on this trip.”
At this time Taos was first introduced to the idea that Ri
actually meant to stand on the planet. Did she see it as a
diplomatic mission, or as a way of thumbing her nose at the
enemy? I appear on this planet and a few years later, it is
destroyed. If the enemy had any more intelligence than a
plant, they would have to mark Rianten for destruction. If all
Aldebs in the galaxy could hear those long-waves and
recognize her, she would be stung someday by one laying
peacefully in hiding.
Before he could really say anything about her thoughts of
landing, she went on. “It was lucky there was a riot of sorts
among some religious fanatics going on in the plaza that
rooftop connected with. By the time those troopers got up
there we had melted into the scene and none of them knew us
well enough to spot us in the confusion. We worked our way
thru the crowd, chanting all the way. The rioters saw we
weren’t one of them and turned on us. We got back down to
the under-story by another staircase. It has to do with taboos
in their Ephemeralist Sect.”
“Are there a lot of those on Kinunde?”
“It is the base of most of them all thru the Empire,” she
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answered.
“How can people believe in such things?”
“It has to do with natural selection. It appears that
somehow DNA has a way to tell whether it is better off in a
permanent or ephemeral body. Where mutation is faster, the
odds favor an ephemeral pattern. Where mutation is slow,
permanent creatures often have an advantage. Humans
originated where mutation is fast so there is an instinct in the
genes toward ephemerality.”
“I’ve never felt it,” Taos said.
“Nor I, but some do and may pass it on to their offspring.
If we are not careful they will overrun us with numbers. As it
was we got away from those storm-troopers only by jumping
on the first caravan to G’zump-te. We were pulled by some
form of locomotive sized caterpillar. There was a wagon train
of fifteen bound across the desert.”
“I thought there was no large animal life on Kinunde?”
“Nothing of its native life is larger than an amoeba except
some huge algae. Life has only been in existence less than a
billion years there. The planet is almost three billion years
younger than Earth so everything large was brought from
Earth or Kassidor. Altair evolves way too fast to support
indigenous multicellular life.”
“What did the ancient people live on?”
“The equivalent of algae and lichens.”
“Sounds tough,” he said.
“I guess it was. Most of them never got above a state of
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abject primitive scavengers. There were only three large cities
in their ancient times. When the seedship got there, there
were less than a hundred million humans alive on the whole
planet.”
“To listen to the media, that is about all that want to stay
there.”
“They have their traditions,” she said, “but little of them
interest me. Digging there didn’t interest me.”
“What were you digging there?”
“G’zump-Te was a pre-seedship settlement, one of the
biggest with close to a million inhabitants and miles of algae
pools around it. It was down in the flats on the edge of what
is commonly called ‘hell’. It’s one of the few warm spots on
the planet, but when air is that thick, eighty eight feels like
ninety six.”
“I can imagine it would be a lot like being in water,” Taos
said.
“Just like that, except that it won’t buoy you up against
that gravity.”
“It’s really that bad? It’s only thirty percent higher than
Kassidor’s.”
“That thirty percent takes you across a boundary,” Rianten
told him. “On Kassidor you notice the gravity at first, but
after a week or so you forget about it, it’s within normal
human tolerance. Kinunde’s gravity is something you never
get used to. I’ve been subjected to two g’s before like we’re
going to now, it’s somehow no more uncomfortable...”
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“You actually mean to set foot on this planet.”
“Yes. Taos, I’m caught up in this war, perhaps more than
you are...”
“Bart.”
“Is a part of it. That day under that tent is another. Until
you and Em saved us, that was the most despair I had known
in my life. The only time I was ever lower, before or since,
was when I was expelled from the Lazivanz project.”
“And you wound up at G’zump-Te, what was that like?”
“The city was ruled by an elite preisthood that lived on
the top of the pyramids. They kept the population too busy
with religious festivals to notice the tyranny. Their language
was the root of Gehk, a tongue that half the population of
Kinunde still speaks.
“The city was at its height about fifteen thousand years
ago. Humans seemed to have been put down on Kinunde at
the height of their powers and steadily declined until the
seedship arrived in 2388. All the pre-seedship cultures of
Kinunde combined didn’t have the history and vitality of that
one area I was in on Kassidor,” she said. “Humans were put
down there with about the same level of civilization as when
they were put down on Kinunde, but their level of civilization
generally increased since then.”
“They should be way ahead of us.”
“They are in biology. They are so stagnant. They have
seen two of our space faring civilizations, I don’t mean as a
people, I mean, many individuals I met while I was there
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remembered what they called ’the Starship Age’, what we call
the Angel civilization.”
“There are people who can remember that?” he asked.
“Yes, remember, they cured aging about the time of
Christ.”
“You were more impressed with Kassidor than you
admitted the last time I asked about it.”
“I said I don’t love it, I didn’t say I don’t respect it and its
people. Its people are more different than Kinunde’s from the
ways of the Empire. It is so very, very big. Kinunde is bigger
but it’s ninety seven percent desert. You can’t compare
Kassidor to any one planet. Once this planet is inhabited by
humans for twenty five thousand years it will be another
example of a planet like that. Each basin is like one of Earth’s
continents or Centorin’s countries. There are dozens of them,
I’ve never even heard of them all and I was there thru most of
the Texassi years. There’s about forty three billion people on
that planet and almost everything I saw was either wild or
pastoral. Kassidor has as much farmland as the land area of
Kiandutan.”
“Or Earth,” he said.
“Right, and Centorin is about the same if you count land
with thick enough air and ice free at least some part of the
year.” He knew what she was talking about. The more
volatiles humans added to Centorin, the larger the icecaps
became, while the climate in the lower elevations remained
the same.
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In the days it took to torch over to the planet, they had
many opportunities to talk. They were as intimate on this
mission as Taos had been with Todd on their tugboat cruise.
He learned about the difficulties she had getting funding for
this mission. Caldiss would only actually participate as a
vendor. As he suspected, Rianten had been compelled to join
Harviss’ harem for a time to make it come about. He could
tell from her expressions as she told that part of her story that
she had considered that bad duty. He wondered if the gossip
about Harviss was false, or if she didn’t like using herself in
that way.
He got to ask her, “Why do you mean to go to the
surface?”
“This war means a lot to me. I want the enemy to see who
has brought this destruction upon them.”
“Do you think they are conscious enough for that?” he
asked.
“We know they can exchange information important to
their survival and the extermination of their enemies, namely
us, but we don’t know if they can recognize individuals or
even have conscious thoughts the way we know them. If they
communicate with one another via digesting insects with
encoded memories in them, what are their minds like? They
can only see by freeing the memories in a motile by digesting
it.”
“It is little wonder we have found no way to communicate
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with them,” he said.
“The human track record of trying very hard is not good. I
would think Kassidorian genetic science would be up to the
task of producing an insect with thoughts encoded in it that an
Aldeb could understand by digesting it.”
“I think a planet that was naturally protected would need
some financial incentive to produce such messengers.”
“I would think the wizards of the Kassikan would be the
ones most likely to want to communicate with the Aldebs,”
she said, “but then they aren’t able to procure any to attempt
communication with.”
“Why would they be the ones most likely?” Taos asked.
“They are the first to want to make peace. They re-made
the souls of the people of the planet to prevent war and
violence. It seems to me they would want to establish
communication with the Aldebs to prevent this violence we
are engaging in now.”
“If we could communicate with Aldebs, would you no
longer be determined to exterminate them?”
“Providing we could convince them to stop trying to
exterminate us,” she said.
“What if they tell the story this way, ‘We were sitting
peacefully on the planets we already possessed when a group
of tool-wielders came out of the sky and began cutting up our
homes for firewood and nest building. When we objected,
these creatures began a war of extermination, determined to
wipe all of us off of our world forever.’ Because that is how
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the invasion of Kinadutan looks from their side.”
“So you do think they have that much of a conscious
mind?” she asked.
“If they don’t, there is nothing to establish communication
with, and that’s where we started from. What does this have
to do with going to the surface?”
“I just want to go give notice I guess. The humans are
coming. We will not be exterminated, you will be.”
A few days later they were in the atmosphere of the
planet, flying over the surface that would be turned to magma
by the simultaneous impact of hundreds of thousands of
comets in just under five years. The spot where they landed
was far from anywhere an adult Aldeb could live, but close
enough that they should be able to see some. The air was
uncomfortably acrid, dry and hot. The only life was a lichenlike thing, the only things moving were tiny ant-like things,
small Aldeb motiles. The gravity was grunt and bear it at first,
like a vigorous strength workout, but soon became crushing.
“When they are this size,” Rianten said, pointing at the
lichen-like growth that was the only place they could be
living here, “they only have about as much genetic material in
their cells as a human does.”
“What does a full-grown one have?”
“They are limited by the size and age of the host tree or
whatever plant forms the best host on the planet in question.
On this planet their favorite host’s secrete limestone skeletons
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and are more like coral. Aldebs paralyze them from the
inside. It’s all over for the whole tree or colony once the first
polyp becomes an Aldeb nostril. It may take a thousand years
because some of the reefs are miles long. By the time the
Aldeb has filled all of that, it could have thousands of
chromosomes. Even at this size,” she waved at some of the
fatter lichens that had tiny ant-holes in them, “the Aldeb
individuals have more genetic variation between individuals
than humans do with any other mammal. They may have only
thirty percent of their genetic material in common.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It’s a different form of life,” she said. “So much of their
genome is latent. The ‘brain’ of the queen, though it is a
single organ that combines the functions of brain, liver and
endocrine system, can control the expression of genome, and
can consciously direct the synthesis of genome.”
Taos shuddered. They were dressed in protective suits, not
space suits by any means, and not armored. They were
seamless coverings that a casual motile would not get
through. They had globe helmets and virus-filters on the
breathing passages. The feet, calves and even legs were tight
to keep blood pressure adequate at the brain in this gravity.
Most of the ground here was bare gravel. There were
scattered outcroppings of bare layered rock. In the welleroded crevices near the bottoms of the dry stream-beds were
the biggest plants. They weren’t quite crawling with ants, but
there were a lot.
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“At the top of this rise I think we should be able to see
some that have become a bit more established,” Rianten told
him.
Climbing to the top of the rise, twenty feet above them
and two hundred feet away, was a major undertaking when he
was carrying almost two hundred extra pounds with him. He
tried to remember that Rianten was carrying the same
proportion of extra weight as she pushed up the hillside,
walking like they were on a planet no heavier than Kinunde.
If humans did ever actually settle this planet, they would
have to be less than three feet tall to adapt to the gravity.
Their heads would be larger in proportion to their bodies, but
smaller in absolute size, they would have to take precautions
to get enough intelligence into this race and enough strength
into their necks. They would have much shorter limbs for
leverage and thicker bones. Once civilization collapsed here,
they would likely lose average intelligence because of the
survival penalty of carrying that big head around. Since the
planet was low in metals, they would probably never build a
civilization again. This world would seem forty thousand
miles in diameter to them whenever that was. That future was
not as distant in time as the founding of the Kassikan.
There was actually quite a view from up there once they
got to it, in the distance there was an actual stream and lichen
grew thick and fuzzy. Also along the stream were lofty
branching trees reminding him of Kassidorian hangleaves
only they gleamed white as bone instead of the grey brown of
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hangleaf bark and were twice as thick and half as high. There
were only a few leaf cluster’s remaining, seventeen
altogether. Each cluster was more like a palm than a hangleaf
in overall shape. They were grey-purple in color, a
rhodopsoid cycle plant. The stands along this tiny stream
must have had hundreds, maybe thousands of times more leaf
clusters at one time. The distance to them was at least a mile,
but their face plates had simple magnifiers that brought it
close.
Where the leaf clusters once were there were now empty
holes. Occasionally a small mobile might wander in or out of
a hole if they watched with high magnification for awhile.
“That Aldeb is starving,” Rianten said. “It is a long flight for
its mobiles from here to the nearest food, which would
probably be the remains of the closest Aldeb to die recently.
They took awhile to do this to themselves. The evidence
suggests this planet has had no non-photosynthetic
macroscopic life but Aldebs for about four hundred million
years. This could be the seed planet of the Aldebs, their home
world, where they evolved. It is ten times older than any
infestation we’ve seen so far. I hope it is their planet of origin.
Who knows, in another thousand years they might be just a
bitter memory. Generations might grow up who begin to think
they were only myth.”
If this was their home planet, then they could not have
spread to the whole galaxy by now because this was only
about fifty light years from the edge of the spore cloud. “I
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think we are a long way from that, we have not even won this
planet or Kiandutan yet.” Even so, the time the spore cloud
would persist, he thought...
“Our message is on the way.”
“We will attack them this way to be sure,” Taos said, “and
we will drive them back across space for centuries this way.”
He could see it all happening, blasting helpless insects and
their ruined biosphere’s from sitting duck planets from our
own nests inside frozen moons. “They will attack from the
back,” he told her. “They will continue to spring up in all our
space for millions of years, the spores will see to that. We
might beat them back from every planet, even across the
whole galaxy if that’s how far they’ve spread, but when this
civilization collapses, be it in a thousand years, ten thousand
years or even a million, those spores will still trickle down
from space.” Taos could stand it no longer. One couldn’t sit
on this rock in this suit, your butt would be bruised. The
hardest thing you could sit on in this gravity was the shuttle
seat. Almost any fall in this gravity was fatal because you fell
twice as fast as your reaction time.
“What is time now?” Rianten said, staring at the dying
Aldeb skeleton before she turned to follow.
*** * ***
By now Taos was exhausted from fighting this gravity, but
there was still a long walk back to the shuttle. Just standing
was now so difficult it caused him to shake, to pick up a foot
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and move forward was an extreme athletic challenge. They
were not talking as they walked, they didn’t have the breath.
He could hear Ri’s breathing right behind him and knew she
was feeling the weight also. She was always so good at
making one think that everything was effortless for her, he
could tell that this was not.
It was only a little thing, just a slight un-evenness of the
ground, maybe a little pebble. His foot hit something. If he
wasn’t so exhausted, he wouldn’t have had a problem. As it
was, by the time his brain knew what was happening and
attempted to force his leg forward, it was far too late. He was
slammed to the ground as if he fell from the second floor. He
probably blacked out momentarily for when he looked, Ri
was prone on the ground beside him, looking at him with
some concern and panting like she had tried to lift him or
something.
He must have groaned, he couldn’t help it.
“Is anything broken,” she gasped.
“I don’t think so,” he said, “But I don’t know if I can get
back up.”
“We’ll rest,” she said. “Relax as well as you can.”
“I don’t have a choice. But how are you?”
“I hurt by knees and elbows getting down here. I guess
I’m not as tough as I think I am.”
“The gravity on that ship is only sixty five percent, you
should have known you weren’t ready to attempt two hundred
thirteen percent.”
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“I try to keep myself ready for anything.”
“You would have had to bring the g-force in the ship up to
about Kinunde level at least.”
“No way, I couldn’t even stand that.”
“Then forgive me for saying this, but maybe it was a little
foolish to come down here.”
“Yes, but I needed it. I needed to show my face here, I
needed it for my own peace of mind.”
They stopped talking, it took too much wind and they
didn’t have any left over. He knew it was going to take some
time before he could get up again, and he really wished it
wasn’t, because he was lying on sharp rocks and it felt like
there was someone large lying on top of him and pressing him
down into them.
As bad as this was for him, it might actually be even
worse for her. She had not been in strong gravity since she
was on Kassidor, almost seventy years ago. He had been on
Centorin only two years ago. Of course Centorin’s gravity
was a picnic compared to this, but this is more than three
times what Ri had been in all these years. He wondered how
stoic she really was.
After they lay there about ten or fifteen minutes, he
noticed that there were more and more motiles approaching
them, and a few were already walking on them. He looked
around and saw there were hundreds more streaming in their
direction. No doubt they smelled like a feast to these starving
Aldebs. Now he wondered if her stunt here would be really
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foolish and in trying to thumb her nose at the enemy, she
might fall victim.
“Ri, we got trouble,” he said. Her eyes were closed so she
wouldn’t have seen this yet.
Her eyes opened and he pointed toward their feet and the
distant nest just over the rise. There were quite a few motiles
coming down the slope toward them and a few more buzzing
around above them. “Oh no,” was all she said.
She tried to rise, got only a few inches off the ground and
then fell heavily. “We aren’t ready for that,” he said, “but can
you crawl? Maybe we can crawl back to the shuttle.”
“We’ll shred our suits and have no protection at all,” she
said, trying to brush some of the motiles off her.”
“These don’t look like they’re flying stings.”
“They wouldn’t fly in this gravity, as starved as they are.”
He started kicking weakly at some of the motiles
approaching. Being that they were as expendable as fingernail
clippings, this had no effect on the others.
He was able to roll onto his back, he had to pant heavily
to do that and felt every rock. He was not able to sit up, partly
because he was too weak, partly because he was too hurt from
his fall. He collapsed again. There were quite a few motiles
exploring them now. They were looking for openings in their
suits.
“These are feeders,” she said, “not soldiers. Still, we do
not want them inside these suits.”
Taos rolled back to his stomach and tried to raise up. He
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could not push up with his arms, but was able to drag a leg
up. He tried to position his knee in the softest sand around,
and then rolled onto that leg. Pushing with his arms and legs
at the same time, he was able to get up onto that knee. It was
crushing, but he was able to get the other knee up and take
some of the weight. He thought his kneecaps would be torn
off from the strain. He rocked back and managed to get to a
kneeling position. He could stay there as long as he remained
balanced.
Rianten saw what he was doing and attempted to do
likewise. He leaned over and was able to clear himself a place
to put his knees next to her. He kneewalked the two steps to
her, six inches away. He stopped and balanced and brushed a
few motiles off them both.
Ri had her knee under her now. He grabbed a handful of
her suit at the small of her back and helped lift her on her next
effort. She gasped as she got her knees under her, clenched
her teeth and stayed there, balancing and wheezing.
Taos got a foot under him, ready to lift. “Use my
shoulder,” she panted.
He put his hand on her shoulder. They would have to help
each other, his muscles were too fatigued for his legs to lift
him to his feet in this gravity. He heaved to his feet, they both
grunted. He had to hold onto her to keep from falling over
again.
As soon as he had his balance, he extended his hand to
Ri’s. She was awhile getting a foot under her and when she
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brought her knee up, he saw that it was bloody. She heard him
inhale. “There’s a sharp rock right under the sand here.” She
took a few seconds more to get the motiles out of the wound,
they were already frenzied over it. Taos’ nuts crawled when
he saw it. It was a wonder she hadn’t screamed when he
pushed on her, he certainly would have. “I’m going to have to
put a lot of weight on you,” she said, “So get ready. I think
the tendon is partially severed and if it pops you’ll have to
leave me.”
“I’ll be back with the shuttle if I had to. As long as I
breathe you cannot make me abandon you.” He turned and
reached out with both hands. He leaned back and pulled. “I’m
still a bit afraid of you and always in awe of you but I’ve
cared for you from the very beginning.”
She heaved, his back creaked, he shook but she got to her
feet and collapsed against him like a three hundred fifty
pound woman. He had her in his arms, there were tears in her
eyes. “I know you do,” she said, “and I treasure it.”
He kissed her. “I love you Ri, but we have to get going.”
He slapped motiles off them both.
“You need to be my crutch, I can’t really walk on this.”
He locked their arms around each other’s shoulders and
like some kind of Frankenstein, they began to move toward
the shuttle. As they did, she had to use her other hand to keep
motiles out of her knee. They both grunted with every step.
What would be a quick little walk across the yard on any
other planet was a grueling journey here. They were both
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exhausted, and at one point he thought one of his legs was
going to give way entirely it shook so bad. They had to walk
stiff legged, and there were more motiles around them all the
time. Ri was really gasping and her eyes were glazing over.
He was no medic, but he knew that was a bad sign. In this
superhuman heroine, that was a really bad sign. Could he find
some way to carry her the last hundred feet? He hoped he
wouldn’t have to.
Fifty more steps. Ri had lifted her foot off the ground so
they were proceeding three-legged. She was heavy, so he tried
to go a little faster. Forty more steps. She was sinking. She
was moaning with each breath. Thirty more. He had to stop
and prop her back up higher. He reached down and pulled the
motiles off her knee, she was delirious now. Twenty steps.
She kept going however, she began to move faster, like she
might be in the beserker state. Ten steps, she began to fade
again. Five steps to the ramp, she was slipping. She had
blacked out and slipped to the ground. He still had both her
hands. It was three feet to the ramp. He leaned. He hoped her
arms wouldn’t just pop from their sockets. He dragged. A
short step. Drag. Gasp for breath. A short step. Drag. Please
Ri I hope I’m not hurting you worse. Drag.
She was half on the ramp now. His back was done and the
high friction surface made dragging her impossible. He
dragged over an inflatable cargo pad and pushed it under her
head. He staggered to the bay panel and brought out a cargo
strap. He wound it around her, then used the ratchet to drag
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her the rest of the way, then blew up the cargo pad. As it
inflated he raised the ramp and she slid to the bottom of it.
The tough pad didn’t puncture. She would have to go thru
liftoff on that, he could do a lot more for her once they were
in 0g. He hoped she was still alive and that he could find
enough medical info aboard to help her.
He could not get to his feet again. He crawled to the
control room. It took many minutes to lever himself up into
the control seat. He didn’t make a pretty take off and once he
was free of gravity, stayed only long enough to ascertain they
were in a stable enough orbit with nothing right in front of
them.
** ** ** **
Rianten had been suffering from shock more than
anything else. When the tendon popped even her stoicism
wasn’t enough to deal with that, on top of all the other
stresses. There was good medical software in the shuttle and
Taos was able to use that to get her stabilized and her pain
controlled.
Just now she was conscious again and out of danger. He
was using a sonic probe to investigate the torn area. It was
pretty tore up. She would not be using the knee until after
reconstruction, they could see that even before the analysis
was complete. There were two bone chips, the kneecap was
torn up into her thigh and the motor nerve had to be
deadened. The software only concluded that it needed to get
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outside access to give further reports.
“You can’t get this fixed back on Niven’s Hammer, and
you can’t very well command in this condition.”
“I’ll have to go back to Centorin to get this done,” she
said. “I know a surgeon in Kex I’d like to use.”
“So you’ll delay the departure?” he asked.
“Gezic can take her out. You know how I told you a
couple years ago how you wouldn’t be needed for most of the
time.”
“I’ve actually got more work here.”
“For a little while longer, a few months, about as long as
I’ll be laid up with this I think.”
“So you’ll be back to Niven’s Hammer about the time I
finish up the last few snowballs here.”
“Well, they don’t really need me there all the time when
they’re just working their way to the next target. I’ve actually
got about thirty years of slack time.”
“Oh,” he said, “What are you going to do?”
“I was thinking about spending some time at my
Kiandutan place. It’s just a little place on an island just south
of Delraibow but it’s out of the real crowds because the
island’s so small, only eighty acres.”
“And what will you do there?”
“Probably more fundraising for the mission. That’s what I
usually work at when I’m groundside, but when I’m
groundside I don’t work at it any harder than a normal woman
with a career.”
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“So what’s your little island like?”
“There’s about forty eight people on it, twenty five
houses. There’s a couple farmers, one of them is Kassidorian.
There’s a lagoon that leads out to more abandoned beaches
than you can find on all of Kassidor, what they call the
Raibian sea now.”
“Sounds nice.”
“How’d you like to come by for a visit when you get done
here?”
“I could consider that, when and how long?”
“Taos, we’re good together aren’t we?”
“Well, yeah.”
“It’s been two very good years in my opinion,” she said,
“I wish they didn’t have to end.”
“I agree with you on that, but what will I do there?”
“Well, for one thing I find I have plenty of need for a
good shuttle pilot on Kiandutan. I can do it and have been
doing it, but I know someday I’m going to come up on a real
emergency and really wish the controls were in the hands of a
real pilot and not someone who just picked it up from
watching you.”
“There’s nothing wrong with your flying,” Taos told her.
“And there’s a rumor they’re going to allow automatic pilots
again soon.”
“The pilot’s union wouldn’t let them pass an automatic
pilot law on Kiandutan, that’s why there’s plenty of work
around if you don’t want work for the Niven’s Hammer
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Committee. Would you consider that?”
“Ri, oh Ri. I don’t want these two years to end. I thought
you might have to do some things in fund-raising...”
“I think being with someone makes it much easier to
refuse that part of fund-raising. I have no interest in going
back to concubine status, now I feel like admitting what I was
in those days, a whore.”
“So you do not want to ally yourself with an Alpha?”
“No,” she said, “I like the one on one style of
relationship.”
“Even if you outrank the male?”
“Taos, you probe my dark side. But you seem comfortable
in the relationship.”
“Now,” he answered, “but back when you scared Em off I
wasn’t.”
“Do you find me too overbearing?”
“No,” he hugged her and kissed her cheek. She had her
leg in an air cast until she could be taken to surgery. That
would be hours from when they got back to Niven’s Hammer,
but it would be two days to Niven’s Hammer in this shuttle.
“You are actually the nicest C.O. I’ve ever had. I learned on
that first hike how much you give and how little you ask of
your people. The nonsense you don’t tolerate is back-stabbing
petty politics.”
“Or lies and excuses,” she said, “but can you be
comfortable living with me in my house?”
“I don’t see why I would think you would be any different
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in your house than on your ship.”
“You don’t need to be the ‘man of the house’?”
“Am I going to get in a power struggle with you to run the
household any more than to run the ship? No. You’ll find I
know less about fundraising than I do about the captaincy of a
great ship.”
“But you probably know as much as I do about preparing
meals and cleaning clothes and where they should go.”
“Why would our domestic habits clash any more in your
home than in a ship’s cabin?”
“The ship is owned by Caldiss, my home is owned by me.
I do have some different rules there than in the ship. I spent a
lot of time on Kassidor and learned the pleasure of being
nude. The neighbors are mainly of modest means and from
the Navorkensville area, so they expect a lot less formality in
most situations.”
“You know where I grew up. If they are from the criminal
elite I don’t want to know them.”
“The criminal elite is why they left Navorkensville.”
“Then I will probably feel at home in that neighborhood.
But what about House Delraibow?”
“They are still there. The estate is in the next lagoon north
up the Raibic sea. They put up a whole high-rise tourist
complex on the reef out in front between here and there. It’s
about an hour on a fast boat to get up there, but you can see
those high-rises from forty miles away.”
“How built-up is your area?”
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“There’s a big business complex in the center of the next
island. It looks like a big mushroom and it’s all self
contained. Most people commute by publics in the village
centers. The nearest village center is at the other end of a long
rickety causeway from our island, but six of the houses on our
little island have stations, including mine.”
“How much property do you have?”
“About two acres, not counting the sand and a few little
tufts of coconut and saw-grass out into the lagoon that would
make it close to ten.”
“It sounds like fun,” he said.
“It will be. Meanwhile this knee is acting up again.”
Part of her damage was caused by the muscle contracting
anyway and pulling the kneecap out of place. The medical kit
included an electrode that stopped the muscle from
contracting, and they had to deal with that again.
“I’ve never owed any person so much,” she said, once she
was comfortable again. “You’ve saved my life twice over. I’ll
be very careful to heed your advice in the future about foolish
stunts like this.”
“You were like an old-time general in an old time war that
had to go see the front for herself.”
“Not too many old time wars had female generals.”
“No, but you’re still human. You might have picked up
something on Kassidor that made you more male.”
“I was always like this. I had to be the one to personally
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get to those Lazivanz ruins first.”
“There was nothing wrong with that, but I did think going
to the surface in over two g’s was a bad idea. I’m glad the
shuttle was able to lift, I don’t know how many g’s these are
rated for.”
“About two point two in that air.” She was holding his
hand now. He was staying with her while they boosted to
Niven’s Hammer under about one tenth g. They were sitting
in the control couches. “So how long do you think you could
come stay with me?” she asked.
“Ri, I can’t foresee ever being the one to break it off.”
“I can’t either.”
“So we have thirty years until we need to get back to the
ship.”
“That’s quite a bit of time actually, we could get a few
things done in that time.”
“Yeah, did you have something in mind beyond mission
funding?”
“Have you ever thought about being a father again?” she
asked.
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4517
Welcome Home
*
Deceleration and a flash of daylight woke her. Desa was
now hurtling thru the treetops at a local shuttle rate. Here the
tube twisted and turned following the intricate contours of the
urban jungle mountain. She had been switched out of the long
line that she’d been riding for two days and a sleep from the
Yakhan. This was her last stop, she thought as she stretched, it
would be great to get out of the cramped tube car for good. It
was good that the local tubes are so small, but they don’t
allow for much freedom of movement. There would be less
than a minute now, the rapidly slowing flashes thru the trees
on the south shoulder of Rankor Hill showed her a familiar
view across the Karthuum Valley and the plains beyond.
At the station she just stopped and enjoyed the sights,
sounds and smells of home. She removed the shirt that was
required thruout the Empire and customary in the Yakhan and
set her breasts free for the first time in what she called two
years. She was thirsty because she drank as little as possible
on the way so she wouldn’t have to make as many stops. She
filled her belly at the nearest fountain and just looked around.
The Empire is so stark and devoid of life, one is almost
never outdoors, it is often impossible. Everything in the
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Empire is shiny and plastic and brightly lit. Here the only
light was that of Kortrax, the beautiful, purple-laced orange
sun of her native world. That and a little cook fire someone
had set up down one end of this space, the plaza with the
local tube station. There was a leafy railing along one side, on
each end of that rail twenty foot thick trunks rise toward the
sky. Beyond the rail was a view over miles of craggy jungle,
festooned with railings and bridges, decorated with floaters
and the sparkle of suntowers and windtraps. The space was
shaded by another level six stories above, as well as all the
limbs of the great apartment trees that flanked this plaza. The
air swarmed with birds, here with four wings instead of two,
and swarmed with many smaller creatures. Nakettes inched
along a branch, a rufftail and his brood scampered among the
leaves.
In the Empire the air smelled of ventilation systems and
dusty carpets. Artificial scents overwhelmed the rest rooms
and proclaimed their presence for what seemed like miles.
Here the smells were of the forest above all. Cooking and the
burning of wood were next, like a wilderness campground
might smell in the Empire, if there were any. People were
seldom perfumed here, people here fear the smell of sweat
less than in the Empire. There was a dusty couple from the
industrial levels here to prove it.
The people of the Empire kept a rigid face in public. They
avoided interaction with each other if possible, and if they
must interact, it was often stylized and stiff enough to be
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comical. Here most people were more open around strangers,
the Empire said that Kassidorians, ‘Pretend they’ve known
you all their life,’ because they don’t understand the lack of
ceremony, especially the people in these parts. In the Yakhan
they’re used to Empire tourists now, but forty hours away in
Zhlindu? Forget it.
The closest public space to her house is an even smaller
courtyard six floors above the closest tube station and a block
and a half away. Even though she had slept in the tube car, it
hadn’t been good sleep and she was not well rested. The
climb with her duffel was tiring, one thing about most planets
in the Empire, the gravity is usually less or way less. This
courtyard appears to be between the Kendopalade and the
homes along here. It is actually very far up in the scheme of
things, atop a long column of industrial, commercial and
retail space. Her house is actually between the two houses on
the corner of the plaza, behind and one floor up on the
outside, added to the side of the tower above other growth
from below.
Temick, Igor and L’monse were at the table in this end of
the courtyard. They were all guys who’s interest she always
enjoyed any time she could get it. It had been lonely out
there, they were monogamous or nothing on many worlds,
like the one at YingolNeerie where humans came from. She
would definitely appreciate the interest of any one of these
guys this Noonsleep, so as she approached she also doffed her
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skirt and stuck that in her pack also. This court shouldn’t be
considered public anyway, it was not on the way to anything
so only residents hung out here. Temick was one who always
seemed to appreciate her, at least now and then, though the
others had never objected to her presence and would also
invite her to their beds often enough.
She could see Mimla had a keg going over the other side
of the court and there was a small crowd over there with a
torrock ball. Two guys had only a strap and three of the girls
over there were naked, but that had been standard torrock
attire in Zhlindu for the thirteen centuries that she’d been
coming here. The court here was only nineteen hexagons, but
there weren’t even enough to fill a seven hexagon, they were
probably trying to play with four. Desa was too beat for a
game, too beat for more than a few tugs off a cup and a little
personal contact.
“Desa,” Temick said, “Where you been?”
“Uh, you name it,” she said. “I was with Halakanon on an
Empire tour,” she said as she flopped on a bench and let down
her pack.
“Yeah? How’d it go?”
“Piece of cake actually, these old grown-molded
Klikenstra blocks and Deese and Bobbin horns from the 100th
century just worked the whole time. Those guys worked it
out, what it was that stimulated the ear and how and why it
worked like that when exactness hadn’t worked.”
“So I see you haven’t ruined your best outfit while you
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were away,” L’monse said. He was afraid to let her get going
on psycho-acoustic theory because he was bored to death by
it.
She left her bag on the bench and posed for them a little.
Desa has creamy-tan skin, warm brown hair, eyes and
nipples. Her hair is long and thick and curly with gleaming
red highlights. Her curves are smooth but not flamboyant and
she’s in better shape than one who sat all their life. “This is
the first place I’ve been I could wear it,” she said about this
outfit. L’monse was always one who liked to look at her, but
his lifestyle was too oral for them to be good partners. He did
put his arm around her and caressed her butt nicely. Temick
gave her his arm, which was at least as much fun for her.
“Are they all that strict out there?” Igor asked. He was
one who rarely engaged in conversation, much less a real
relationship with anyone. He was some kind of a storyteller
and so caught up in his own imagination no one else could get
in. She had endured his tales of dactyls and castles from the
Troubled Times, everyone who met him had to go thru it until
they told him to stop.
She was also one of the few women who had ever
coupled with Igor. It was not that he was that bad, she’d visit
him every now and then. The problem was, he thought he was
your child from then on and you would let him move in and
wash his clothes and cook his meals. Anyway, Igor was still
welcome to visit now and then, now that he knew he would
be tossed out the next day. That was all history between them
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in his few decades. “They’re too strict,” was all she could
really say about it now, “Or WAY too strict. We were sealed
in bolted plexiglass like we were theirops or Aldebs on many
planets. Of all the stops we made, only the five on Naiho, two
of the five on Earth and three of the four on Kinunde were
open. There were security people walking around, but we
were all in one room or even outdoors three times on Naiho,
once on Earth and three times on Kinunde. Nowhere else. It’s
not always that, we toured on planets where you can’t go
outside without a suit on. I think almost half the planets in the
Empire are like that.”
“Do you mean like a business suit?”
“No I mean a space suit.”
“Uck?” Temick said.
“Yeah, I just got off work about two and a half days ago
on a planet like that about eighty four light years away.”
“What was it called?” Igor asked.
“Gedi Prime I think. It’s a little hick place where people
are trying to make a living mining coal and iron on the
ground. They like to have ear plugs and broadcast audio out
there. There is a little bit of air but you can’t breath it, zero
oxygen content. It never gets to the melting point of water
outdoors there.”
“Did you see any planet where they still had implants?”
L’monse asked.
“Earth had people with metal rings in their faces in
several cities. I saw super eyes on Earth, Centorin, and quite a
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few of the planets where you can’t go outdoors. On those
planet’s there’s often lot’s of cyborgs, there’s a lot more out
there than there used to be. Ten percent of our audience had
something implanted at this last show, we hardly saw any on
the tour we did back in the 112th. Now that the pain pathways
are more understood, people with hand tools and accesses to
liquid nitrogen can build a cyborg.”
“I’m glad I don’t have to do that for a living,” L’monse
said.
“How’d your voice do?” Temick asked.
“Pppp, shows where you been,” she said, though she
knew he was joking. He’s the only one around here that was
old enough to remember when she actually sang on a tour.
Igor looked up with question marks. He had only known
her since he was first grown, about ten decades or so now.
She hadn’t sung professionally in several centuries, but she
had known Temick longer than that. If anyone, he should
remember why she no longer sang. “What’s he talking
about?” Igor finally asked.
“I haven’t sung with a band since the 110th, I mean
commercially. I was the speaker calibration tech on this tour
same as I’ve always been when we toured this basin. Most of
my work is during sound checks when I have to take data
from dozens of different points. The fun part of my job is
going around the crowd finding tall, nice looking guys to rub
my tits on and hand out flower garlands with audio sensors in
them so I can seed the crowd with microphones.”
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“I thought you had to wear suits?” Igor asked.
“In doors in public we just have to be clothed, I can
pretend it’s the press of the crowd and because he’s so tall.
Most Empire people are a foot taller than we are here you
know. He can consider it his reward for taking one if he
wants. Most places out there are still so strict that people
can’t admit to enjoying another person’s contact.”
“You sing here,” L’monse said, “why can’t the rest of the
universe know what we do in Zhlindu?”
“Because that’s just a few jams. We’re only fooling
around when Eyleigh lets me harmonize with her. I just play
for the fun of it now, I’m done with the stress of being a
working musician,” she said. It had been way back in the
early 103nd when she last played out in Zhindu. The Dos
sound had been a bit of a fad here at the time and she got way
more attention than she wanted. Being a sound tech had been
a pleasant diversion for the last couple dozen times she lived
in the city. She found she could always get a gig with a good
tour when she wanted.
Halakanon was a good tour, they had now been together
for fourteen centuries. They had now lasted almost as long as
the legendary YarzImoneeya. Halakanon still had three of the
founding members playing with them.
“Remember when we were doing that show down on the
Tenduul beach, you sang then.” Temick had been on that tour,
it was almost a century ago now but it seemed like yesterday.
She came down to the city a couple times a century, for a
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decade or two at a time. A lot of the same people were here
each time, Temick was one of them.
Igor was the kid this time, though he was much older than
a kid. Desa had still only had one child of her womb, fourteen
centuries older than Igor. She saw Dara more often than the
streets of Zhlindu. She did remember that recent chance to
sing a little backup with Halakanon. “That was an emergency,
she had a mucus problem, someone had to sit in.”
“Did you on this tour?” Temick asked.
“Only when I was in the audience handing out garlands.”
“I bet several people told you that you were as good as the
ones on stage,” Igor said.
“A few did, but they have to make small talk before
asking you about the upcoming sleep.” She didn’t tell them
that the one she took to her bed on Naiho was the one who
convinced her that he really meant it when he said she
sounded better. It had been a sweet sleep, he was a sweet guy.
They had dawn after every sleep on Naiho, not just once a
week. She got to play a little jam for him in the morning.
Eyleigh came by and helped create a dream moment on a
patch of mossland between forest and grassy sea.
“Did you go anywhere nice?” L’monse asked.
“Naiho,” she answered truthfully, where she’d just
reminisced about. “It looks like the Ydlontrostl Basin in a
way, people use outdoor air. It’s the only other place in the
Empire where yaag is legal. The gravity’s a little light but
after you smash your mouth a few times with your cup you’ll
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remember. That means it’s small but there’s eleven billion
people instead of forty six. There’s even a few spots where a
decent percentage of the population speaks Kassidorian. They
do party and they aren’t ephemeral.” She didn’t want to get
into an interrogation about the worlds that were ephemeral.
They couldn’t actually be in the same room with a native on
many, they played behind plexiglass since they were
contagious and quarantined. The audience was out behind the
reflections on the plexiglass. That was not Naiho. On Naiho
they played in a great field like she used to do in the grainlands to the southeast of Dos twenty centuries ago. She was a
century with Yiheeng, off and on, her first acquaintance with
spending a century with something. “Naiho was the place
with the least culture clash.”
“So you haven’t even unpacked have you?” Igor asked.
“No, I should go get that done. I am pretty tired so I’ll be
right in for Noonsleep but if one of you might want to
snuggle up with me this sleep, come on up with a nice full
stein about an hour from now, I want to get unpacked and
showered. I trust none of you saw anything bad happen to my
place this past year?”
“I last checked back in Iyosaign,” Igor said. “The
sinkhose was dripping so I put a new clip on it and that
seemed to fix it.”
“That clip was at least ten decades old,” she said.
“So what if we all want to come up?” Temick said.
“Guys, I’ve just come eighty four light years, I’m way too
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tired for that. Whoever wants a nice, slow, total, fall-asleepright-after-it one.”
L’monse asked, “But what if it’s later?”
“I’ll be asleep, I’d be honored if any one of you would
like to come up an hour from now.”
They all actually raised their hands.
“Why do you do this to me?” she whined.
“It is a beautiful woman’s prerogative to choose,” Temick
said.
“Then I’ll pick you only because I’ve known you the
longest, since I actually did sing on a tour.” He started out as
a fan she thought, it had been ten centuries, it was still the
103rd when they met.
“See you in an hour,” he said, “with a very large, very full
stein.” He’d had Ekodialliss, that stein, for over a century
already.
“Thank you,” she said, and put her bag over her
shoulders. She swayed in her walk so he could watch her butt.
It was nice to have the right to be nude again.
She was repulsed by the idea that there were still virginmarried ephemeralist cults surviving in the Lumpral basin.
She was ashamed of her world for still having human life that
primitive. But they had encountered whole planets of them on
this tour, planets where it was enforced my military
quarantine. She couldn’t imagine using military force to stop
the cults that still practiced ephemerality in the Lumpral
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basin.
She had a good gulp off Temick’s cup before she went up.
It was a yellow, tending toward gold, maybe Imry’s or
Carstair’s. Something that might help repulse the darkness of
space. She didn’t really have much to unpack, there is so little
that is useful from one basin to the next. Count the Empire as
one more basin as far as clothing styles went. Most planet’s
had a ‘uniform’ that was worn by ‘technicians’ and she was
restricted to that except for the garland phase, if that was
allowed at all, and even then one was required by the
government to wear underwear no matter how light the
gravity was.
Her home was still intact and nothing had died in it to
smell it up while she was away. There was a line of tiny little
things that looked like fat tailed ytith, way too small to see in
detail. She didn’t bother, she just wiped them all up with an
ammonia cloth. There was nothing else she really had to do to
make the place presentable, so she quickly put her stuff away.
The shower was what anointed her as being ‘home’. A
shower that was water as you got it, as the best you could get
it with your ingenuity and not dozens of layers of silicon
thinking about it for you. Other planets had standards that had
to be met, on Kassidor it was the customer’s desire that had to
be met.
So her shower was like she had all the way back to when
she first came to Zhlindu back in the 55th century. Anyway,
the shower was a hose and clamp and sprinkler. There was an
538

adjustable burner on it, a design that dated back to the 42nd
and became affordable to the urban masses soon after. The
Empire century had one digit at that time but it was still a
common consumer product that people made while working
off the boards in Zhlindu today, as they had then.
She was all scrubbed up and dried out and made
presentable as she could be by the time Temick did come up.
She was glad to see he thought to bring up a couple nice fat
rolls as well as a big stein of yaag. She was glad to see the
yaag was very deep in color, at least green, maybe purple. It
was hard to tell because the movie-glass of his mug was too
dark at the time. She hadn’t dressed, but she had unpacked
and freshened the bed. She brought him to the bench seat on
the balcony with the rolls and the stein and wrapped herself in
him.
“Thank you for being intelligent. I forgot to think about
my hunger,” she said, around the second bite. “The last meal I
ate was grown on a planet with no naturally occurring air.”
“How good was that?”
“Like a plastic candy with blinking skin.”
“I wouldn’t think...”
“This is the best meal I’ve had since Naiho,” she said
around another bite of the roll she held up, “and that was a
feast. It’s been fifteen shows and seven planets since then.”
She had forgotten how great a hot vatted thesh roll could be
with the right lon’s and the right spices with just a very few
bits of dried, re-spiced inglethor. Wow, it was good to be
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home.
“So you didn’t get much sex out there?” he asked.
“Just the guys in the band. We did a lot of ephemeralist
planets that still have us in quarantine because of the sterility,
anti-aging and nonviolence plagues. Those that didn’t
quarantine us were pretty primitive where we toured.”
“Like here?” Temick asked.
“Yeah,” she answered, around the last of seven bites she
got out of that roll, “but more like out by Lastriss or so.” He
only got five bites out of his. Once they had that out of their
hands, she leaned back on his lap. “Would you be so kind as
to cuddle me while you tell me what’s happened around here
in the last year?”
“Get up this way a little more so this don’t pull my nuts
off,” he was tugging his belt strings out from under her.
“I think my hips gained at least an inch on all the Empire
food,” she told him. “At least I didn’t get all cottage-cheese
like you do if you spend a lifetime on it.”
“Just a bit more cushy to snuggle with,” he said,
tightening his arm around her hips.
“Yeah, but it’s up here I like to snuggle with,” she said
while pressing his other arm and hand to her chest.
He caught her up on the local gossip while they petted for
awhile. Temick would spend the sleep so he tossed his clothes
also. He liked to have his held and squeezed and she loved to
do it. He told her the funny stuff that had happened while she
was away. The only important thing that had happened in the
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past year was that the Demereth reactor plant had been
closed. The demand had grown slower than projected by the
Empire financiers and people continued to rely on lanterns,
candles and their own muscles for more of what they did in
life than the predictions said. There were enough elevators,
enough motor-carts, enough power tools to keep up with
current need.
The Xaxxis tool works was doing very well on the other
hand, not in stimulating local demand but because they could
produce a quality product at a very good price. Zhlindu
competed successfully in several interstellar markets because
of the prowess of its manufacturing engineers.
It was probably a little early when they did get to bed. She
told him she would understand if he got up later. He said he
had had a long day too. His love making was long and slow
and cozy, just like she wanted this sleep.
It was good to be home.
**
Desa looked out at the most distant things in her main
room view, the plots around the city and the endless lon
paddies beyond. Her current city home was in a neighborhood
built onto the wall of the Kendopalade on the south side of
Rankor Hill. The Kendopalade was a crystal building put up
sometime in the late 50’s. Ancient on any Empire world,
predating the first starship but with a structural life of a
million years, it was hardly decrepit. It had new plumbing
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fixtures just this century and had been ground down to the
crystal and refitted in the 110th.
She could see down the Karthuum Valley and over South
Harbor and the plains beyond til the lon began. The views of
the upper fronds hadn’t changed much since her first visit to
this city. She hadn’t seen such views except on a scenery
walk in her early stays here. Back then singing and playing
yandrille was her dream, a dream she made come true on the
stages of Zhlindu as far back as the 55th century.
She always had an interest in YingolNeerie and now all
the worlds of the Empire beyond because she had been the
first person in all the worlds of Kassidor to make love to a
person from a starship. That was back then, in the 55th. She
kept in touch with him for a long time, even after the tubes
were opened and he went back to his home world in the
111th. He was an interesting guy, strange and tormented at
times, very naive at first but he was a just-grown pup when
she met him, raised in a lab on an early starship. He was often
caught up in a video game of being still aboard that starship,
but that problem was in remission the last time she saw him,
but his ‘sworn mate’ problem wasn’t so they’d had to meet
secretly.
She’d dropped by to visit him for a couple days during the
Earth part of this last tour. They’d met where he was living
now, a place called Patagonia. It was a rugged and often
desolate land, but few went outside there anyway. It was the
best lovemaking she had on the tour. He was still a sweet kid
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and she’d share her home with him again, but not in
Patagonia.
She spied a purple rufftail nibbling on one of the ripening
pods and quietly reached for a dart and straw. It was so
absorbed in the high it was getting off the pod it let her get
nice and close so she darted it good in the side. It tried to go
over the rail but the barbs held and she reeled it in and
snapped it.
Temick got up when he smelled that rufftail cooking with
some chopped onion and sliced enthora stems. She drytoasted the enthora leaves separate. It was nice to have a
kitchen again. Zhlindu was known as a place where only
professionals cook when she first got here, compared to the
Empire it was the city where the most amateurs cooked. The
percentage of meals cooked by professionals in Zhlindu was
unchanged during that time. In the Empire essentially all
meals were cooked by machines. Anything else is a folk
festival that needs a permit.
“What’cha doing this fine Afternoonday?” Temick asked
after giving her a kiss and a squeeze on his way into the
kitchen.
“I got to go up and settle my contract with the touring
company. All I got was expenses so far, I’m owed almost ten
coppers for myself from that tour. I have to go sign forms up
in Lancashire,” one of the Empire towers, “to get it though.”
“How far up?”
“Way up, three or four hundred stories I think, I have to
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look it up. I got a nice rufftail for breakfast. He won’t be
nibbling my pods any more.”
“Speaking of pods, last time Igor checked your place he
found a couple dozen ripe ones, he says he put them in the
drawer above the spice rack.”
She looked and they were there, “Yeah, all dried and
ready to brew.”
She finished cooking and they ate it out of the pan from
between them. Her kitchen table in this place was about nine
by twelve inches. There was the big table out in the other
room, but this was big enough when she was by herself.
There were two stools because it was big enough for a couple
steins. The window here was on the other side and had a
completely different view. The direction you could see from
here was down. Down and down thru layer after layer of the
city, in the dark you could see the torches down on an indoor
street thirty seven stories below. During light that was a black
hole in the deepest courtyard she could see now.
“So are you going to tour again?” he asked, “Or are you
going to settle down again?”
“I really haven’t thought about that yet. When I settle
down for awhile it’s back at my country home, the one in
Yoonbarla Vale.”
“Where you lived with the first star man?”
“Yeah, but that was the second time I lived with him, the
first time was when he had a place right across the hill at
HakenCourt.”
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“So you don’t know if you’re going back out?” he asked.
“Why the interrogation?” she asked.
“Why?” he asked himself. He took a long breath and
gazed into her eyes intently. “Because I missed you and I
realized I love you and want to be with you more often than
occasionally.”
He could mean it, they had known each other so long,
even shared a home at times in the past, though more of
necessity than love. She looked into his eyes and smiled, she
reached across and stroked his hand. She thought about how
nice her vagina still felt, she was still so happy to be home.
She had to admit, the thought of going back out there
repulsed her. She could think of no friend she trusted more,
they had helped each other many times over the centuries.
She found the idea of sharing a home bed with him very
appealing in fact. Up til this minute, she’d always thought she
was a lot more interested in him than he was in her. “Well; I’d
be glad to try it without promise,” she said, “if you move in
here. There’s no way I want to give up this place.”
“I would be honored if you would permit me to live here
without promise and as long as it works. I heartily agree my
place is just a bed, large closet and bathroom. What I call a
bedroom is the spare blanket shelf in your bedroom.” It was
actually quite a bit more than that, it just needed some
renovation.
“I hope you find it comfortable here. I, I’m really... thank
you, I’m thrilled to find a man who’d like to share a home
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with me. That and liking my tits fondled have been with me
all fifteen centuries of my life. Anyway, what made you
spring this on me now? What we had last sleep and this
wakeup was really nice but not even our best.”
“Having you away, missing you.”
She picked up his hand and rubbed the back of it on her
nipple while she smiled. “When was the last time we shared a
home?” she asked. She really couldn’t remember.
“I can’t remember that we ever actually did.”
“Didn’t you stay with me after your life in the Troll
country?”
“Might have, it was back awhile I bet.”
“105th I think,” she replied.
“Don’t remember that, but we took a trip to the Yakhan
together and one to Trenst back in the 104th or 5th I think. I
think we stayed quite a while in a one room cabin over the
water.
She thought back but nothing like that came in, at least
not in Trenst, “Sorry, my memory isn’t reliable back four or
five centuries. The whole post-starship age is a blur to me
now. But haven’t I asked you in the past?”
“I think there have been times when one or the other of us
has been ready and willing to try it but something or someone
was in the way on the other side.”
“There’s nothing in the way now,” she said, “and I’ve
decided I’m home for awhile. I’ve always loved your
company, I’ve always loved you in one way or another, friend
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or lover. Partner is both, when I’ve done it in the past, you
know it’s a way I like to live.”
“I can’t promise I’m going to change much,” he said. “We
have so much history as casual intimates that you should
know all there is to know about me by now. I think I know
enough about you so I see no reason why we shouldn’t have a
nice happy home here as long as our friends are still
welcome. That’s another part of the plus to this plan, the last
couple centuries whenever I come to the city they are all
pretty much our friends. I don’t think it has to change who
and what we do very much if you don’t want it to.”
“I’d be glad to stay home more sleeps if you were in my
bed,” she answered.
“Well so would I, truthfully other than being sociable at a
party I don’t think I’d go out random that much.”
“So you think I’m OK for everyday use?” she said. She
had come up behind him and cradled his head between her
breasts.
He leaned back and pressed with his face, “As long as I
don’t wear you out.”
“You’re welcome to try,” she said, knowing she would
like one or two more a week than he would.
“I won’t worry about that then, but I was thinking, I can
probably get fourteen, maybe twenty coppers for my place
even as is because it’s on crystal with good light. I’d want to
do a little clean-up and try and get thirty.”
“Yeah, and?”
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“We could automate...”
“I just escaped from all that. You won’t like it here if you
want to automate,” she said.
“I just thought since you traveled...”
“That means I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it since the 111th. If I
wanted it, I would have had it long before now. The tubes are
about the only practical and useful thing the star people have
contributed to us, well that and the photonic revival but those
are one and two civilizations before the Empire. Just before
you came up I was delighting in the fact that the nicest
shower is still mine with its technology from the 40’s.”
“Actually, I can deal with that, but I take the tubes, even
around town.”
“I only do if it’s much more than a mile or I’m in a big
hurry. I like taking the back paths thru the towers even now. I
take the tube to Wescarp every time I go back there. I take it
to the Yakhan every time I go there also, and when I go to the
beach now it’s a little place about a hundred miles up the
Kimoneeya. I once went there via leg and back by sail and it’s
a week if by land and two if by water. It’s an hour and a
quarter by tube including the walk to the station and waiting
in line.”
“Do you take it to pick up food?” he asked.
“When I’m looking for stuff really fresh I take a ride into
the country where what I want will be abundant and pick
some up at a local market. I know it costs a hundred times as
much for the ride as it did for the produce, but the ride is
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often worth it. I might even stay over a sleep if I like the
village and/or a villager.”
“But not most of the time?”
“No, I mostly check over the produce that’s for sale on
my way home from wherever I’ve been.”
“I take a tube just a lap down to the farm docks. It’s worth
what I save in sweat alone.”
“Most of what’s up here on the hill was unloaded on the
hill. It never has to come more than a few floors and a quarter
mile by pushcart any more. I remember when most cooks had
to drag everything up from the docks. Over a million people a
day used to do that for their living.”
“So look at this ugly bug,” Temick said, pointing. “Did
you bring this back with you?”
“Uooo, I must have ‘cause that ain’t from this planet. Just
snap it, but I don’t dare eat it no matter how you cook it.”
“It’s too small anyway. It just squished, I guess it was
pretty harmless.”
“Unless you break out in puss the color it was where you
touched it.”
“I hope not, anyway, the tools I need to bring up are still
pedal-powered, they don’t take air.”
“Why bother hooking it up?” Desa asked. “So you need to
take some other time to get the exercise? Or do without it?”
“There’s some of that, mostly it’s a matter of control.
With pedal tools I have total control of tool speed, with chip
controlled I have to reach around for some control with my
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hands, which are full of the part and tool at the time and
inconvenient to put down.
“But I also have a big flatsaw that is powered. In that case
it would take two men or more pedaling to get as much power
as that has.”
“It sounds like we’re going to have to make some room
for this stuff, and I don’t know who’s got air in this
neighborhood and what they sell it for.”
“I thought we would put it down on your basement floor.”
“I have one empty room down there. But before we get
into that,” she said, “I have to get up to that tower.”
***
To settle the account for the tour, she had to go meet with
a guy named Harley Rickmon up in one of the immigrant
towers. He was the coordinator for ethnic music for a
promotional company. Ethnic music was what the music of
Zhlindu or any other basin of Kassidor was considered in the
Empire. This was because it hadn’t been thru a planetary,
much less Empire screening for general suitability. The fact
that the fans didn’t think of it as ethic music was immaterial,
it had to be legally ethnic and sung in an ethnic language,
something other than Centish. It was that or go thru the
Empire censors, and that was completely out of the question.
The ethnic language in this case was Common Tongue, the
language with the second most native speakers in the Empire.
It wasn’t Imperial Centish, so it still qualified as ethnic.
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The Imperial government did have to wink at the fact that
a good deal of the population of the Empire had learned at
least some of the language by now. The linguists who
designed it having taken human instinct into account to make
the language as easy to learn as possible. Where it suffered
was in difficult pronunciations of uncommon words with
subtle shades of meaning. No doubt other linguists had done
at least as well with Centish, for it was spoken by almost all
of the Empire. Only a few planets had other languages, only
five had native languages, Earth, Kinunde, Naiho, Rendellyn
and Kassidor. Kassidor had the most native languages in its
past, but most had been replaced by New Common Tongue or
what the Empire calls Kassidorian. Naiho and Kinunde also
had a language from a people left by a seedship before the
extermination. On Naiho it was still spoken by almost half the
population, on Kinunde the seedship language, Arabic, had
been absorbed into one of the native languages by the time
Kinunde was back in contact with any other planet. On Earth,
Arabic was now dead, having been replaced by Stanish.
Almost all the immigrants in this tower spoke Common
Tongue, their accent would be known as a Zhlindu-Centish
accent. Everyone she would deal with today spoke perfect
Common Tongue. She spoke Centish, by no means perfect. It
was a halting, questioning, out-of-order Centish. Enough to
work your way thru getting lost on an Empire planet now and
then. The contract was written in Common Tongue and
Centish. She was good enough at reading Centish to be pretty
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confident it said the same thing in both languages.
The immigrant tower was like being back in the Empire.
Here the big difference from Kassidorian technology was that
they would use high energy technology and pump water up
and down a long way. Zhlindu traditionally never allowed
water to fall more than two floors once a roof caught it. Few
natives were comfortable living in such a world as this. There
were many floors of single floor homes, then a few floors of
office and commercial space. The elevator went up thru the
courtyard, each was three floors at a time of residential,
common athletic fields, artificially lit, seven or eight layers of
that until there was a three-story commercial level, again lit
by an artificial sky. The elevator was fast so the levels went
by at a blur.
She got out at the courtyard of the address but found it to
be a residential level, not business. The decor gave a nod to
the natives a few hundred floors below. The fake stone made
from plastic foam was done in carvings that were sensuous
and bold but in a garish clash of psuedo-Dwarvish and old
Troll motifs, sometimes within the same sigil. There were
poorly-wrought imitations of Troll runes of words like
‘because’ ‘pinkish’ and ‘culinery’, probably more for the way
the design looked than the message in the letters. The door
lamps were imitations of torches. They were off now but she
could see the holo-screens, they were not real torches just as
that was not a real sky three floors above them.
She had to walk up a flight of stairs to get to his door.
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There were no live leaves on the balcony rails, they weren’t
real wood, some compressed plastic foam imitation. He must
have had his boy waiting for her because the door opened as
she approached and a young boy said, “Welcome Desa, my
dad is expecting you.” He spoke very correct Common
Tongue, but was clearly at ease with it. He brought back fond
memories of some of the smarter children she had taught,
back in the lives when she had been a teacher. She wondered
if she would like doing that again?
This was such a big problem about being so old, so many
memories, they’re always in the way of everything you do.
She understood why Luray drank so much when she was this
age. She tried to see thru those memories and respond to the
cute little boy. “How did you know I’m Desa?”
“My dad said to wait for the pretty lady with really pretty
hair and show you right up.” He was not much more than a
decade old. His judgment on what was a pretty lady would be
purely intellectual. “So it’s up here,” he said once they got to
the second floor and another stairway, “we own the third floor
on this block also.”
As she went up the stairs she saw that their home was
filled with strange appliances like many Empire homes. It
was styled in retro-techno with magnetically levitated steps
and furniture, though done with acrylic columns instead of
magnetic fields, even the tubes hadn’t yet brought thru
enough metal to make heavy duty magnetic levitation
affordable, even to the filthy rich. This was not a filthy rich
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home by Empire standards. It would still be many years
before the tubes could bring enough metal to the planet that
items containing metals weren’t disassembled to melt them
down as money. Until then the tubes contributed only to
inflation on Kassidor. Aluminum had become as cheap as iron
since fusion reactors had been introduced and electricity was
cheaper than lantern fuel in bulk.
Harley’s chamber was on the outer wall of the building.
The view from up here was more than twice as high as hers
and there was nothing nearby to block it. It faced the west,
she could see glints off the Lhar, snaking its way out to the
southwest toward her country home. “Desa,” he said,
“Welcome back. We call this Sunday in our week but I knew
you’d want to get this settled soon after getting home.”
“I could have waited a week,” she said, meaning one of
her weeks.
“It’s OK, I really don’t mind. I just hope you don’t feel
slighted meeting here instead of the business office.”
“Not in the least, I was just a little unsure when I found
out this was a residential property, but it didn’t slow me
down.”
“Sorry, this is what you call Afternoonday is it not?”
“Yeah?” He had a window? It should be obvious.
“Anyway,” he harrumphed, “I have all the records here,”
he indicated a pile of papers on the desk. “Any discrepancies
from your estimates are minor and we have your metal right
here.”
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“Ah, thank you,” she said. “Is there anything else you
need me to turn in?”
“No,” he said, “But I was wondering if you would be
willing to do any more tours in the coming months, er, years
as you spin here.”
“Want to hear something good in my life? I just got a guy
I like to move in with me as a welcome home present from
this tour. For now I’d be willing to take up to a gig a week in
the Zhlindu area. I’d look to make a few irons a gig
depending on who, where and why.”
“We’re looking for skilled techs like you who would like
to take on the demanding jobs on many worlds. All your
interstellar transport is paid and your living expenses are
compensated commensurate with the area you’re living in.”
“Compensate me commensurate with living in Zhlindu
and assign me gigs in Zhlindu.”
“Actually, Zhlindu is our area of expertise in that we can
find the talented individuals like you and find them lucrative
assignments thruout the stars.”
“Thank you very much, it was an educational journey.”
“I see,” he said, “What did you learn?”
“That the depths of space are desolate, that warm moist
little worlds snuggled up to gentle little suns is where we
humans belong. Naiho and Kiandutan were the only ones I
liked. Earth and Centorin were the only other ones I stopped
on where you could go outdoors without life support, but I
can’t say that I really liked either one of those. I’d rather get
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driven out onto the salt flats here.”
“You don’t have to live there, just continue as a touring
technician for other shows.”
“I’ll consider working as a technician for a show from out
there coming to Zhlindu. I don’t want to go out there again
and dread the thought of us getting any more like them,
especially the ephemeralist ones.”
“You need not consider those colonies.”
“Still no, I want to see where it goes with this guy moving
in, I’ve known him for centuries and always liked him.” He
was clearly not hearing her at all. Her plans, her wishes, her
feelings toward life didn’t seem to matter.
He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. He
seemed to look past her and out over the city for a few
minutes. “What would it take,” he asked, “To make it worth it
for you?”
She also stopped a moment and thought. “Harley, it scares
me out there. It’s not just the ugly planets full of ephemeral
cyborgs, they scare me the most, but there are so many people
that are so far from anything natural. Even on Earth and
Centorin where you can go outside, most people hardly ever
do. Everyone is so uptight about sex in most places. There
was this nice guy I was working with all day on Centorin, in
the Navorkensville area even. So we were getting along and I
asked him for the sleep and he thought I was some kind of
animal from then on.”
“Customs are different in other parts of the Empire,
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though there are many worlds where your invitation would
have been welcome. I think many would have welcomed it on
Centorin. I think if you had a guide to help you with native
customs a woman as attractive as you will have no trouble
satisfying her desires on most Empire worlds.”
“My current belief is that my desires are satisfied here, if
it doesn’t work out with Temick, maybe we can talk, but for
now I think I’ve seen enough of the Empire.”
“But there is a great need out there for someone with your
talent. We could make it worth a lot more than ten coppers.”
“Ten coppers is as much money as I know how to spend
in several years, really, thanks for the offer but Temick’s
moving his stuff up to my place right now and I’d like to have
some time to help him today.” She got up, he was really
finding ‘no’ hard to understand.
He was finding it so hard to understand that he darted up
and got between her and the door, blocking her even though
she already had her hand on the handle. She did know that
many Empire citizens didn’t have the Instinct. She knew they
knew ways to immunize against it even if they did catch it
and on almost all planets it was legal to immunize against it.
Immunity he might have picked up on Centorin would still
work here. “Desa, please,” he said, “I stuck my neck out here.
There’s a fifty million credit mainstream tour on the line here,
it’s not just my job. My supervisor stuck his neck out on my
word, because it all depends on you to bring together the
technical aspects.”
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“No, it just means you’ll have to pay Empire wages for an
audio tech instead of ten coppers.”
“No,” he said, “Time is very pressing, we’re contracted
for the equipment also, and Halakannon has been quite
cooperative in lending us their touring equipment.”
“Do they know that you don’t feel bound to return it
because there is no planetary government with a material
value contract in place?”
“Do you know that we will return it? In the condition it
was or better? Do you know that you were part of our
promise?”
“They have not told me that.”
“You do not have a comm,” he said.
“One of them would have been over.”
“I asked for the chance to approach you first.”
“I will approach them,” Desa said and began to pull the
door back. She knew where the Instinct was, she couldn’t
push him out of the way with the door, but she could squirm
and roll herself between him and it, giving him contact he
should have enjoyed, certainly no force that could injure him.
She slithered out the door.
When she as in a hurry in the city she would take a tube,
and she was in a hurry and the distance was more than a mile.
She would see Elsyahr first. He owned the floor yandrille,
two hand-helds and the main processing blocks as well as a
fifth share in the main horns. He lived in a cute little great
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room on the east slope. To walk would have been a process of
almost two hours from the bottom of the Lancashire tower.
Even so it was nearing lunch of Afternoonday by the time
she did get there, Elsyahr was lazing naked on the cushion in
the front part of the room with a big bottle of green. She
tossed her business dress on the bed before flopping on the
cushion beside him. He passed her the bottle and gave her
breasts some nice cups. “So I just saw Harley,” she told him.
“He tried way too hard to talk me into doing another tour with
your equipment. Said there were several jobs on the line.”
“I gave him a price to rent the block and horns we
traveled with for another year, yeah.”
“What was said about me accompanying it?”
“I said I’d feel totally confident if you were with it and
might even negotiate the deposit.”
The yaag was strong. Something he wouldn’t do to
himself while playing. They probably weren’t going to have
another practice for a few weeks. “He tried to get between me
and the door,” she told him.
He sat up a little straighter. “You got to be careful with
those space cases. They don’t think like normal folk
sometimes. Some of them don’t have the Instinct.”
“And there’s a lot more ephemerals out there than there
are people in all of Lumpral,” she added.
“I noticed that, so what did you tell him?”
“Not for all the metal in the Empire as politely as I could.
It was less scary a few centuries ago when we didn’t know
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what was out there. I told him I’d be looking for work in the
Zhlindu area.”
The yaag, laying up against him in the mid-Afternoonday
sunlight and getting caressed soon had an effect on her. She
knew he wanted to be rubbed up on and he got stiff as soon as
she moved her body against it. They had a nice little joining
there on the cushion but he immediately got up and got
towels before it ran down onto the upholstery. She just went
to the bathroom and sprayed out.
He went in right after her, he was still in there when a
striking Tundrite woman came in, she was ghost white of skin
but with a very plush figure. She had long, thick, lustrous
black hair, large black nipples and a smooth and elegant face.
She was dressed in a sheer wrapskirt that needed more than
two layers to conceal the fact that all her hair was space
black. She had two bundles of produce that she set down
before she came in. “Hi, I’m Iylsaign,” she said, “I imagine
you’re here to see Elsyahr?”
“I’m Desa, I was with the tour, one of the sound techs.”
“Oh yeah, I’ve heard him speak of you.”
By now Elsyahr was out of the bathroom. “It looks like
you’ve already met.”
“I just stopped by because I got pressured to go back on
tour with them, I wanted to tell Elsyahr about it, make sure
they weren’t stealing the equipment.”
“You don’t trust Imperials either?” Iylsaign asked.
“There is no treaty in place, because there is no planetary
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government to sign one,” Desa said. Their law says they don’t
have to honor Kassidorian contracts because there is no
Kassidorian law. So I trust them only if I trust the person. If
any one of them spent enough time with me so I could get to
know them I might, but none of them have yet.”
Elsyahr put his arm around her shoulders, “I met Iylsaign
a few decades ago when we toured Lumpral, I finally
convinced her to come over for a visit.”
“I’m just a groupie, I didn’t think it would be anything
like this,” Iylsaign said. “I thought I’d be part of a long line
who was escorted in where he might choose one of us and
send the others away.”
“You’re not just getting here are you?”
“No, I got here about two weeks before you guys got
back. I got the place opened up and aired out and got to know
my way around. I thought Halakannon was a much bigger
organization.”
“No, Kutel is the only one who lives in a place with a
household staff and that’s just because he lives with a rich
woman.”
She put down her packages and crossed to the front of the
room. “I see you’ve got a bottle going, how long have you
been here?” she asked Desa.
“Not even half an hour, we were just laying in the sun
with that bottle.”
“Good, lets have some of these with it for lunch, I was
planning on cooking a duskmeal, will you be staying?” she
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asked Desa.
“I was planning on the two of us,” Elsyahr said.
“Really? You’ve stayed home for two sleeps already with
no one here but me.”
“Let me stay here with you as long as you can stand. We
played forty two shows on or in seventeen planets, I’ve seen
nothing as beautiful as you are on the whole trip.”
“Come on, there must be five in each front row.”
“There were five planets on which natives were allowed
to share atmosphere with us. Eleven shows total.”
“Are they all Kluboeb?” Myureel asked.
“Not Kluboeb, they wish to protect themselves from our
docility. They need to keep their males competing for
dominance. The Empire sees itself as being at war with the
bugs,” Elsyahn said, “The ones that infested some planet out
there.”
“Kiandutan,” Desa said, “One of the few nice ones out
there.”
“Parts of Centorin are nice,” Elsyahr said, “but you never
got to see them.”
“No, it’s all in three hyperopolises along their major
tubes,” Desa said.
“No, we went two days away from human habitation
riding on some animal that looked like it was made to turn a
human into a Centaur. She told me that was what the planet
was named after, the Centaur, so it was only fitting that the
horse should have run wild as well as it did on Centorin. The
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day is so short there you get four days per week instead of
three.”
“Yeah,” she said, “but you have to work six.” She didn’t
go on to say, ‘If you don’t get some rich groupie to take you
into a preserve.’
“How is that possible?” Iylsaign asked about the week.
“They just count to eight,” Desa said, “because it doesn’t
matter. We were on seven planets where the sun is absolutely
locked solid in the sky and a few more where it makes some
lazy wobble in the sky every few years but it pretty much
stays over the same place. Humans live there in perpetual
sunset. Many more live with a sun that’s really an orbiting
mirror.”
She remembered, somehow, the first time she’d been
faced with the concept of some company ‘making’ a new
planet. She had now seen several examples of how that had
been done. She had to admit Centorin was the most
successful, and with the ring as a grinder to keep the
atmosphere up, it had a pretty sky. That was the best she had
to say about it. Most of them had plastic simulations of sky
and panels or antennae up on the surface capturing the lethal
energy of the local sun.
Here the sun sat toward low in the sky, still a golden
orange and decorated with an ever-changing filagree of
purple swirls north and south of its equator. “There are only
twenty one more planets where the population knows the
concept of natural dark and light. They account for forty
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seven percent of the Empire’s population, thirty two percent
live in some artificial habitation.”
“What about the remainder?” Iylsaign asked.
“Twenty one percent of the Empire’s population lives here
on Kassidor.”
They had come back out to the front and were eating the
kuran she had brought in. Elsyahr had grabbed another bottle
of that thick stuff they were drinking, though the other bottle
wasn’t that low. She didn’t want to run off and insult Iylsaign
right after finishing lunch. She seemed an interesting person,
but Elsyahr clearly wanted some time alone with her so Desa
left as soon as courtesy allowed. He promised to be very
careful with his equipment as far as the star folk were
concerned, and understood that she would not be going with
it.
** **
On Nightday they finished moving Temick in. She had to
admit she was too excited about this. Temick was a great guy
and she had known him as a friend for a very long time,
maybe longer than anyone in her life now. They’d been lovers
at times, but mostly ‘just friends’ kind of lovers. Someone to
turn to when they really needed something maybe, sometimes
a spur-of-the-moment, ‘Wouldn’t this be a fun spot to get it
on?’ Why hadn’t she suggested this before if she was so aflutter over it now? It had been ten centuries since the first
time they got together.
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Maybe it was just because it had been awhile since she’d
had someone share her bed permanently. She wasn’t sure
why. There had been times when no one would and she had
been looking for it, but for a long time now there had just
been someone more interesting coming by all the time and
old beaus got so ‘last year’ at times. This whole visit to the
city had been like that, none had shared her home
permanently yet.
Because she had known Temick so long as a friend, she
thought this meant a lot more, like maybe it would last a lot
longer than the few years some of these others did. She was
excited about that and eager to get on with it. Being not just
nice to wake up next to, but good to have around thruout the
day. She had to calm down, she was practically skipping
along beside him as they wheeled the fork-back, big-wheel
cart thru the main halls down to where he lived.
He wanted to improve his old place some before he sold
it, that was fine, they wouldn’t need anything from it for a
long time. Neither of them was short on their ongoing
expenses and Desa was prepared to take a year off if it took
that long to find work she wanted here in the city again.
He didn’t live in her neighborhood, but knew people there
because of her. He lived deep in an atrium quite deep in the
city. This route that he was taking her didn’t seem like the
best way to get this cart down there.
They came to a path where the vegetation told them some
direct sunlight penetrated during the light of the week. “Just
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hold these vines up here so I can get the cart under them,” he
said. As she did so he went on to say, “This comes out in that
court right over the back rail from Jarva’s apartment. I
already used the crank lift in my building to get the stuff up to
her place.” The space where they emerged was a little
courtyard walled in by eight houses three to six stories tall
above it. That was all she could see in the dark except for the
faint light from distant balconies further behind and above.
Whatever light got down here was natural, but probably not
direct with all the limbs these homes would have above them.
“Why not wait for this cart and use that?” she asked.
“I wanted to see how much work I had to do on the place.
It’s a lot easier to tell with the stuff out of it. While you were
up in the high tower I was able to get the place all cleaned out
and inspected in the light.”
“How is it?” she asked.
“I want to take a year. There’s a few things that need a
little more than a touch up if it’s going to be worth what it
should.”
“At a leisurely pace?”
“There are things I need to do with ongoing life. I didn’t
think I would stop working down on the produce docks, I still
think I should pay my way.” The tubes had brought enough
electric motors by now that the keda was no longer an
essential part of the produce handling on the docks. The tubes
were not yet an important part of produce handling on the
Zhlindu docks. They just couldn’t handle the tonnage. The
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city was now almost completely surrounded by a lon and
enthora sea only twenty or thirty miles from the hill. A much
bigger island than it had been in ancient times, but that
difference was probably a hundred foot difference in the
height of the water. The Zhlindu basin now has a lot of space
penned in for lon and Enthora. The paths are still above water
between villages. The paths cross at archwood clumps that
are still the villages in the flats. Because of the rising water
level Zhlindu is not as big a city as it was in the 100th century.
It once rose to about sixty million in population, but on the
isles of Zhlindu now stand a bit more than forty eight million
residents. This is because a lot of the urban population of the
flatlands is now rural, replaced by the endless lon ponds of
the basin so land that couldn’t feed them before, can now.
“How important is Kassidorian food out there?” he asked.
“No planet but the very smallest can hope to import a
significant fraction of its food. It’s just for ethnic flavors and
snob appeal that any food at all is brought from one planet to
another. It’s about half the cost of a ticket for a person to
move a ton of cargo thru the tubes. It was over aluminum just
to get to Centorin last time I thought about buying my own
ticket.”
“I meant culturally,” Temick said. Jarva had some steps
that lead down from her balcony into this courtyard. They
were already let down, but Desa noticed at least half of the
steps down to this courtyard could not be raised if they had to
be.
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“It’s a popular inspiration. There’s so many planets where
pre-packaged, artificial, in-plastic is all you can get. They all
have places you can go out and eat food imported from
planets where it grows outdoors and Kassidor is a popular
source, could even be the leader of the big three if you ask
me. But you could never afford to feed yourself on a steady
diet of genuine imported Kassidorian food unless you were
super rich.”
They brought out a lot of his furniture, wall cabinets and a
bedside cabinet. They were all full of most of his clothing. He
had a surprising amount of artwork for the small place he
used to live in and they would have to come down for another
trip for that. He had wrapped the art in the tapestries and
some in his bedding to get it up there and it was still wrapped
like that on Jarva’s porch.
As they were working his cabinets under the vines that
grew all the way down on this courtyard wall she said, “You
know, when I was young and the first starships came in, I
thought they would have magic rays that you could just shine
on stuff and it would float over to where you wanted it to go.”
He chuckled, “Yeah, and I think of all the people thruout
history who wished there was some way to even explore the
stars, and now you complain about how miserable it is to go
off working there.”
“Because I’d rather be here with you...” she said, and
rubbed her chest on him as he went by in the alley.
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“That’s fine with me.”
“..and because they didn’t have rays like that. All they
brought is tighter deadlines, more competition and a, ‘Do
unto others before they do unto you,’ attitude.”
“Why is it like that?”
“The same reason it was here in the ancient past, the
primitive human mind is only concerned with social position
and domination. Their whole lives are only about one form of
deception or another.”
They were now trundling the loaded cart thru the cargo
aisles to the elevator that would take them closest to her
place. It was along the back of a big janitorial supply
company at first and then deep into an industrial zone. She
remembered when this zone was full of kedas, she could still
remember the smell of these tunnels back then.
By now the tubes had brought in enough motors and
furball reactors to equip many of the grown-wood carts and
carriages with motors, rudimentary brains and the powers of
speech and hearing enough to ask and take directions and
request the right of way in their owners name. They had .
001% the personality of a keda, more in line with a tumuf.
She was never completely confident that one would see her
and not power right thru her, but they now carried most of the
cargo in these levels of Zhlindu. Humans had the opportunity
to check the contents at each end.
The communication system in Zhlindu had grown up as
most other utilities in the city. Each company had an interface
569

to a backbone eye, but from there each technology was
different and in most cases secret. Major companies all ran
their own fiber since the 100th and hardly ever did two of
them connect. No businessman was about to let his data be
connected to the common network. He always had a totally
separate system linked only via human to the planet’s and
Empire’s eyelink.
The humans of Kassidor learned from the ghosts of the
first starship years. It is not wise to give too much control of
your society to silicon. Silicon’s loyalty is random at best,
sinister at worst. So there was not a planet-wide automated
cargo net here, once off the tubes, it was a basically
pedestrian address.
They made it to an elevator up to her levels. It was a small
elevator that the big delivery robots couldn’t use. From here it
was an easy push up to her door. “One more load is going to
do it,” she said.
“Yeah, but this is the most of it here. Where do you want
to put this stuff?” he asked.
“I’d like the cloak cabinet in the lower hallway, I can
bring that old plain one down to the kitchen landing and use
the hooks for the brooms and stuff.”
“That old one will fit down there?”
He went on to complain about having to do twice as much
work to get his stuff in because he had to move just as much
of hers but what could he expect, that there were places all
prepared where his things would go? It was all good natured,
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but she could see he really hadn’t thought he would have to
do all this now. His clothes cabinets could only go on top of
two of hers so they had to clean off that space. In there they
found five more of those ugly bugs that they had seen the day
before.
“I don’t think I could have brought those home with me,”
she said.
“No, I’m glad they’re harmless.”
“Are they? What were they doing under... What would
you think, ate it.” She held up what had once been a nice
spare quilt. Big pieces had been bitten out of it, all out of
proportion to the size of the bug responsible. “You know we
SHOULD go thru the whole house and see if there are any
more of these, but we’ll wait til after this stuff is all in and the
next load.”
“Let’s get the cart unloaded, we’ll go thru another good
part of the house getting my tool boxes in.”
“I figured those would go on the lower level, that room
right below the front hall maybe.”
“I never saw that.”
After they brought this cartload in and set it up, she had to
show it to him. It was mostly empty right now. It was a little
low in height for him, but not stoop, just brush. It was under
the front hallway and had a window out under the front step
so you could watch people’s feet as they came off the path. It
was at the same floor level as the main cellars, but not the
lower cellars. Like many homes in Zhlindu, hers was a
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hodgepodge of rooms bought now and then and redeveloped
in many different episodes. She had three separate purchases
connected together. What she called the cellars that she used
as storage space, had actually been a little shop that opened
into another hall inside of the residential district and a floor
below. It gave her a back door into a different neighborhood.
“If I’m going to just store the stuff, yeah, I can put it in
here. If I’m going to actually do anything with it, it has to be
out there in that room and the stuff that’s stored has to be out
of there.”
“I see.” The ceiling was low, he was a big man and
woodcarving is a physical activity.
“I couldn’t get the light right in here either, even all the
way up between the beams.”
“Yeah.” That would make the stuff in storage all the more
difficult to get to. “So we might as well bring all that stuff in
here now before we got get your tools.”
“Ugh.”
But they did it. She found a lot of the stuff she had been
saving was also infested with this or that other kind of bug.
“What’s up with these damn bugs?” Desa said when she
found another wrapskirt riddled with holes.
“Are you sure these weren’t ytith?” Temick asked.
“Well, could be,” she admitted, “But they do seem to be
concentrating on organic fiber and leaving anything plastic
alone. They’ve even unspun this blend and left the unraveled
dacron and picked all the fallos out.”
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“Ytith can do that.”
“Yes, they’re dextrous and intelligent enough to do so, but
they only want the fiber for nesting material, the only time
they’ll eat it is if it’s heavily saturated with something like
teriyaki sauce or green yaag.”
“So this ate the fiber?” he asked.
“I would guess, or had some other reason for separating it
this way.”
“We’re going to have a lot less to store by the time we go
thru all of this. What is all this stuff?”
“Oh these boxes are all books. They’re heavy.”
“What books?”
“Pppp. Go thru them some time. I haven’t looked at some
of them in centuries.”
“And you ship them back and forth to Wescarp?”
“Of course not. I’ve had this home since the 103rd. I’ve
owned my other since the 55th. The only thing that moves is
me and what I’m wearing.”
“When will you next go back to Wescarp?” he asked.
“It will probably be either when you want to go or
sometime after you get tired of living here. Maybe I’ll let you
look after the place. All I can really say is I have no
immediate plans for that migration.”
“Who stays with your place while you’re gone?”
“It’s been Mingalle, then Caro was in the area, I thought I
had you do it a couple times...”
“For short trips, not while you’ve been out in the country
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for ten or twenty decades.”
“Ten, yeah, not twenty. I don’t stay out that long,
especially since there’s been the tube to Lastriss, and that was
right after I bought this place on that time scale. I tend to get
down here every decade or two for a year or so. Get the place
opened up and have at least one party so everyone knows I’m
still interested in the place.” They were pushing the boxes
across the floor while they had this conversation. “Wheew,
that’s all the heavy stuff.”
They went back out into her main cellar, which was now
two thirds empty. A lot of what was left in here was stuff that
would have to stay, stuff that Temick would probably want
like the heavy table and cabinets. They were too big to fit in
what she would now think of as the cellar closet. “I really
need to tidy this space up before bringing everything up
here,” Temick said.
“How much?” she asked.
“At least let me sweep it out.”
“Sure, I’ll get you the broom.”
That wound up taking about an hour with all it entailed. A
few small things they hadn’t noticed could go in the closet, a
couple more they could throw out. They dumped the dust out
of the drawers under the table and swept that all into the pile.
There was a lot of dust in the air and they had to let it settle
three times before it was reasonable to go back down to
Jarva’s.
The biggest part of the woodworking tools he had was the
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pedal set. The blades weren’t really that big and the table
didn’t come with it. The pedal wheel was the heaviest thing,
since it was the flywheel also. Then they had to get all his
artwork and flatwood. What they thought would be the small
load turned out to be the bigger one. The cart was a little
unwieldy with all this weight, but it was nowhere near the
problem it would have been centuries ago when they had to
crank the elevator.
They were too beat to cook once they were done setting
these tools up again so they went to the nearest cook. For
Dawnsleep they just too tired and full to do anything more
than collapse on the bed. She was instantly asleep, too asleep
to notice the tiny stream of sawdust lightly dusting her hair.
** * **
Delvin was the first company they’d had since Temick
moved in. He showed up the next Afternoonday saying,
“Desa, I hear you’re back from that tour.”
“Yeah,” she called back, “Come on in.” When he did so
she learned he was with a small cask of a thick gold and some
tharsite rolls and he learned that Temick was here.
“Ah, you heard about her return before I did I see,”
Delvin told him.
“Yeah, I happened to be down at the plaza when she came
up from the tubes.”
“Just before last Noonsleep,” Desa clarified. “A week and
a sleep ago.”
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Delvin came and parked himself on the smaller cushion
opposite them and popped open his cask. He had a good
Dwarven cup with him, Desa got up to get theirs. She had
bought a new one on her last trip back to Dos. It was slim and
elegant and definitely showed the art of the Highland Elves.
Temick was using a good old-time thick-ware stein like had
been made in the Zhlindu basin since the 34th. She grabbed
that for him, it was on this end of the counter anyway.
Delvin shared this whole main room wall with her. His
place was the mirror image of her top two levels, the other
half of the corner between the original homes on this level.
His door was next to hers on the footpath they shared here in
the heights of Rankor Hill. He’d owned his part of the place
only about a third of the current century, still the 113th. The
rolls he brought were excellent. Tharsite had evolved on
Kinunde, it was said, and were an invasive species on
Kassidor since the stargate age began in the 110th. These
grape-sized algae were kept in check by human predation, to
the great culinary delight of the humans.
“So how was the tour?” was inevitably asked.
“Educational,” was her answer, “maybe even scary.”
“In what way?”
“Kluboebs, or what we would call Kluboebs anyway.
Planets where knowledge is owned by the bully group that
runs them. Planets where we were quarantined because of the
Peace Plague.”
“What is that?” he asked.
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“There is a contagious vector that causes males to be less
dominating and females as willing to seek multiple sex
partners as males. More than half the planets out there in the
Empire consider it a crime to bring that ‘disease’ to their
world.”
“And that’s something they want to avoid catching?”
“There’s commercials like ‘don’t let your daughters turn
to sluts’ except that they can’t actually say that, they have to
euphemize around it. They list all the planets where this
‘disease’ is known ‘and of course - Kassidor’ is the end of the
list.”
“What is the their problem?” Delvin asked.
“Religion I think, something like the old Hunstrike
creed.”
“What should we do about it?” Delvin asked.
“Only solution I’ve come up with is don’t go there again,”
Desa said.
“I worry about too much of that coming here,” Temick
said. “I’m glad for reactors, don’t get me wrong about that
and it’s nice to be able to get to another planet and check it
out, but I’ve never been a fan of Centish culture.”
“Nah,” Delvin said. Delvin had been friends with Temick
as long as he had been with Desa, since he moved into the
next home. “The Centish don’t have a culture, if anything
they took after America in culture and they were famous for
‘lowest common denominator’.”
“The Centish have the whole ownership of the womb
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thing in their culture also,” Desa said. “That was much more
elaborate than it ever got in America.”
“There’s something a bit Yondurian in the Centish
heritage somewhere,” Delvin said, “something associated
with the horse like with the keda in Yondure.”
“I think the essence of Yondure is the clan,” Desa said.
“But isn’t that what the keda symbolizes for them?”
Delvin asked, “The continuity of the clan.”
“I hadn’t noticed,” Desa said, “I guess I didn’t get that
archetypal in my thoughts about Yondurian history.”
“Anyway,” Delvin said, “I just remembered now so
before I get too involved in some other discussion this cask
leads us to, have you been seeing some weird bugs around
lately?”
“Yeah!” Temick said.
“And they pick out organic fiber and consume it,” Desa
added.
“Thereby doing a number on your comfortable clothes,”
Delvin concluded.
“I was afraid I might have brought something back,” Desa
said, “But I hope I didn’t bring back anything that reproduces
this fast.”
“Especially since I started getting annoyed with them
weeks before you got back.”
“I noticed the first one the day I got back.”
“We’ve actually noticed two different kinds,” Temick
said, “the squishy kind with wings and the slug-like kind that
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eats tougher stuff. They’re a slimy, light brown instead of
pretty wings.”
“Don’t got neither of those,” Delvin said. “What’s
bothering me are little things no bigger than a chocolate shot,
definitely dtairic, at least they look it to me. They do come in
somewhat different sizes and colors.”
“Are there any visible now?”
“Come on over.”
They all went over to his place via the front doors. His
space was decorated very differently, all the verticals were
accented, you could climb to his loft on either bookcase as
well as two stairways. He had two extra tall dormers above
the loft and mirrors to reflect a little more of the late
Afternoonday sun into the main room. He lead them to a line
of moving dots on his kitchen counter that lead up to a post.
On close inspection they did look pretty dtairoid except
for the fact that their tiny stick legs definitely did have hinges
in them. Desa had known no dtairoid bugs had that feature
since she was just a kid in Dos. They were the same things
Desa had thought were tiny ytith when she first got back.
They were clearly coming from somewhere empty handed,
and going back there each carrying a crumb. It was some kind
of bucket brigade or living conveyor belt back to something.
This meant that these bugs were organized in some way.
This was not a characteristic of ytith or of any kind of dtair
that she knew of. She knew of only one kind of bug that did
that kind of thing, a kind that can disguise itself as any kind
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of bug it wants. A kind that grows motiles to bring food back
to the queen, the nest, the slimy mass of genetic warfare that
organized bugs come from. This was the worst thing about
the Empire, the thing it was at war with. Her heart almost
stopped, she felt cold sweat. “Guys, I think we have an Aldeb
nest.”
There was a general sucking in of breath.
“This is what they do to feed the queen, that horrible mass
of jelly that creates them all. We have to follow them back to
the queen and burn it.”
“How the hell do we do that?”
“Follow the ones carrying crumbs. I also think we should
get out a warning that there is an Aldeb nest discovered here
in Zhlindu.”
“Who should we warn?”
“Actually, I think that’s the one thing the Empire is good
at is response against the Aldebs,” Desa said.
“But how would we get in touch with them?” Delvin
asked.
“They must have an office of Aldeb something or other,”
Desa said. “Just look up Empire and Aldeb.” Meanwhile she
was following the motiles with the crumbs. They went all the
way up the side of the post and across the ceiling and went
into a hole in the corner up toward the upper floor and
between his home and hers. This was where the queen had to
be since they had both been bothered by the motiles.
“We’ll have to get into the space under the bed on our
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side,” she told Temick, “It doesn’t look like you have a way
in over here.” She knew Delvin’s sleeping loft already, even
though she had spent only a few sleeps in it herself.
“Is there on our side?” Temick asked.
“Our?” Delvin asked.
“Yeah, behind the drawers,” answered Temick and then
turned to Delvin, “I thought you noticed,” Desa said. “Temick
moved in here last week, well last Nightday actually.”
“Uh, cool, welcome to the neighborhood,” Delvin said.
“Is this all that far from where I was? Not even twenty
stories.”
“That’s a climb,” Delvin said, but elevators were cheap
enough now that Temick would certainly take one with
twenty stories to rise. “Welcome to the closer neighborhood.”
They were back at Desa’s place now. The space under the
bed was filled with more stuff being stored. There were old
sound meters, even a block. There were a few sets of
yandrille strings she had brought back from Lambeth a
century ago. Now it wasn’t such a big deal finding enough
metal to make yandrille strings but on Lambeth they were dirt
cheap. They were all imported now except for the crystal ones
like those on the yandrille she used to have. These strings
were now special because Lambeth was gone, anything from
Lambeth was special. In the late 112th the whole planet of
Lambeth had disappeared into its sabotaged stargate, creating
a companion that outshone Procyon for a few weeks and
causing stargate security to become almost a religious calling.
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The guys went thru everything she pulled out, and did
find a few of the bugs on some things, but no nest. The only
thing they found damaged was the music books, she had
whole piles of those. They were shredded and a good deal of
the paper was consumed. There was something like a worm
left in a few of them. They destroyed all of those worms and
seemed to suffer no ill effects, but no one offered to taste one.
Everyone spoke in whispers, everyone moved as quietly
as possible. Desa knew that was silly, thought she wasn’t
doing it herself, then noticed that when she spoke, it was a
whisper. She couldn’t help it because she had spent time in
the Empire and knew what a terror the Aldebs were to them.
Most natives of Kassidorian worlds don’t worry very much
about them because they had never been as serious a threat.
Even so, she had known of them, and been disgusted by them,
since the late 111th. They were part of the culture even here,
far from the gate and the Empire.
They all expected the walls to burst open with swarms of
stinging insects coming out like the standard climax on Aldeb
attack movies for at least a century and a half now. She
needed a torch to see once she got under Delvin’s bed. The
removable panel was something Delvin hadn’t known about.
There was some scurrying once the panel was open. There
were some dark-lickers holed up under there lapping up some
of the crumb-laden bugs as they went by. None of the bugs
seemed to be able to see the inglethors up ahead of them.
They remove a bug and its crumb so quickly that the human
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eye almost can’t follow it.
The dark licker is almost as slow in moving its body as it
is fast at moving its head and tongue to grab a bug. The
human hand is much faster than the human mouth at lunging
forward to snag prey. She got one of the dark-lickers with a
finger jab. The other one panicked and got thru a crack into
Delvin’s bedroom. She told him about it and he went over
after it.
Now she was able to see the line of bugs bearing their
crumbs. They went across under the bottom of the beds where
there were adjoining walls. Then they went up and into his
bedroom by the head of the bed on the right. She backed her
way out. She gutted and cleaned the dark-licker and was
about to put it into the brine jar.
“Do you think eating Aldebs would make their meat
poisonous?” Temick asked.
“I wouldn’t think so, we won’t eat its stomach contents.
We’ve taken it one step up the food chain by eating the darklicker.”
“That concentrates poisons.”
“Things like metals,” Desa said, “Their poisons would be
organics I would think.” Even as she said that, she found her
hand would not put it in the jar. “But why take the chance,”
she said, and took it to the toilet instead.
When they got up to Delvin’s bedroom he had the
mattress off his bed. It was hanging by the straps from the loft
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rail. “They were going IN the mattress,” Delvin said. “It’s
lousy with them.”
“The Aldeb must be inside the mattress,” Temick said.
Delvin really shuddered. Desa almost screamed just
thinking of how close she was sleeping to it, much less him.
“What do we do with it?” he asked.
“Call the Empire,” Desa said.
“Wrap it in plastic,” Temick said. “I’ve seen that you can
smother an Aldeb that way.”
“I have plenty of plastic wrap.”
They smothered the whole mattress, using plenty of wrap
and plenty of tape. There were lots of those bugs coming
from the inside, but not a pound of them. They wondered
what the queen itself was going to do. She wondered how
long it would take someone from the Empire military to get
here.
It was Desa who had to call someone, neither of the guys
had bothered. Tomart lived three doors down and he had a
desk eye. There was even a cultural attache right here in
Zhlindu. There was a military officer assigned to them. He
was on his way. He was going to arrive to find a plasticwrapped mattress hanging over the loft rail. It was wrapped
nice and tight, and they were keeping a good watch for
anything walking up the ropes.
“Do you think we should put something sticky on the
ropes that could trap them?” Delvin asked.
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“All we need to do is reach over and squash them when
they come by.”
“Aldebs will put out bugs that sting horribly once they
catch on to their problem,” Desa told them.
“It hasn’t put out more than two that have found their way
out of the plastic and neither one has found the string yet.”
Desa imagined some energy weapon or gleaming blade
coming right thru the mattress slashing its way to air followed
by a huge swarm of angry flying stings. This enemy bent on
mankind’s extermination had haunted everyone’s dreams this
last sixth of her life.
Desa was gripped by this horror from space. Spores that
could drift among the stars til they landed on planets and
began to coagulate. The only reason Kassidor hadn’t gone the
way of Kiandutan was ytith, on Earth it was competition from
slime mold, on Kinunde there really wasn’t enough life to
house an Aldeb’s mass.
It was surprising that the mattress could house an Aldeb’s
mass. But they didn’t need to be any special shape did they?
She wondered if he’d had sex with anyone on that mattress
while the Aldeb was inside there? She wondered if it knew
what was happening? Then she shuddered because she knew
they grew slowly. She realized she had undoubtedly had sex
with him on that mattress while the Aldeb was in there. She
shook and her skin crawled just from the thought and she
fought the urge to vomit. Delvin held her as they stood
watching, but neither of them spoke. He probably guessed
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what she was thinking.
The same type of bug continued to escape from the
mattress. They seemed to be a long way from running out of
air, though there were hundreds of them. They were not
struggling and gasping, they were walking at random on the
plastic wrap, presumably to find the way out. They were
clearly more interested in the corner where they used to go
thru the headboard and into the space below.
They spent an hour of talking about how amazing it was
that he was still alive when he had been sleeping on the thing.
They went thru all kinds of Aldeb horror stories and talked of
all the movies they had seen about them.
*** ***
The Centorin military officer tapped on Delvin’s door
instead of calling. It seemed that this had been a custom of
interstellar travelers for at least fourteen centuries. “Demoy
Numek of Empire security. You said you’ve captured an
Aldeb?”
“It’s in my mattress,” Delvin croaked and pointed.
Demoy walked over to the mattress. He walked around it,
looking at the job they had done. “Men against Menace,” he
said, “Last remake was less than twenty years ago.” He poked
it, letting it swing a little so he could get a closer look at some
of the bugs that had fallen out of it that were struggling
against the plastic. “This is a completely hopeless tactic
against Aldebs by the way. An Aldeb queen could have bugs
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hatched that could cut thru this three quarter mil stuff in less
than ninety seconds. It is effective against the common carpet
ant however. Leave this mattress in here a week and I assure
you the colony will be destroyed.
“There’s more than just these bugs,” Desa told him.
“There’s worms that ate my music books and something with
powdery wings that ate our clothes.”
“Can you show them to me?”
“They’re over at my place,” Desa said.
“And how far is that?”
“The other side of that wall.” She was already leading the
way. She had saved the carcass of the first one they found, it
was still on the main floor. “This,” she said, “We had five or
six more and found they ate out just the organic fibers.”
“I see. This is the English Clothes Moth I think, and it is
their larvae that eat. I’d have to get an enthemologist for a
sure identification, but I can see that it’s an Earth-Native
moth of some kind.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure it’s Earth-Native.”
“Aldebs can mimic...”
“But can’t be subdued by one mil plastic wrap unless it is
very immature.”
“What about the worms that ate my books?”
“Where are they?” Vuzhon asked.
“Upstairs, under my bed.” She lead them all up there. “I
hope you don’t think I’m some kind of false alarm.”
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“Don’t worry about that, I’d rather investigate a thousand
suspicious bugs that turn out to be an Earth species than one
Aldeb queen in battle mode.” The books that were infested
had been pushed as far as possible from everything in the
middle of the floor. He wasn’t afraid to open it. “It’s some
kind of wood-borer grub,” he said about that. “I would say
someone around here has picked up something of Earth
origin. Probably a live plant or something else contraband.”
“I had those little ones that I just found are in my mattress
since long before Desa got back, so don’t look at Desa,”
Delvin said.
“Desa brought back a bag maybe big enough to hold one
of each kind of bug, but those ones that ate her books were
working on them long before she left to start her trip,”
Temick said.
“What else has come from afar,” Demoy said.
There was something that drew his attention back to
Delvin. “Can we go see the ones in the mattress again?”
Demoy asked. Once they were in the main room he took one
lap around the mattress, but his eyes were darting many
places and not just the mattress in front of his face. He was
only three quarters of the way around when she noticed that
the plant by his feet was not a mutant tussock-vine but an
import. “I suspect this is an Earth species, a grass if I’m not
mistaken.”
“I got it at a pet store down off Hgnattas Khume on
Dembledixtri,” Delvin said. “I didn’t know where it was
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from.”
“It is amazing that it could have harbored the eggs of so
many insects, but this is a good sized plant and insect eggs
are small,” he contemplated, and turned to Delvin. “You are
lucky. On almost any other planet in the Empire you’d be
arrested and set a court date for possessing an alien species.
But it is the planetary or national governments that handle
that, not the Empire. Here the planet has to take care of
itself.”
Delvin couldn’t say much. They knew he’d brought the
plant in with him when he moved here.
“You did well to call me,” Demoy said, “keep on the
lookout for strange bugs, we will need to defend our planets
from the spores for millions of years.” Desa knew that, in her
intellect, but an Empire soldier saying it in her presence made
her shudder again.
“But there’s no Aldeb here,” he said, “Just some Earth
bugs, although I’ve heard some people request Aldeb colonies
to try and get the Earth bugs out. For instance these ants,” he
said. “This colony in the mattress can only have come from
one in the plant. It will spawn other colonies about once every
ten of your years. If you don’t find them all, they will be
endemic to this city soon.”
“So,” Delvin said, “What can we do?”
“I understand it is against your custom to use harsh
chemical toxins. Burn that plant and everything in it or on it.
Bake the soil in it as hot as you can. Burn that mattress. Hope
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there are no other colonies established. I believe there are
viral antidotes for some of Earth’s life available, but in the
long run, many species are going to become established here.
It is an unavoidable consequence of the tubes.”
“You’ve been on Kassidor awhile?” Desa asked. He
seemed to know more about life here than most Empire
citizens she met, even the ones living here in the towers.
“A few months, a couple years in your calendar, but my
mother was here thru what you call the middle of the 112th on
an archeological dig. Please believe me that I respect your
custom of refraining from chemical toxins. I think they play
in the Aldeb’s favor in the long term.”
“What brought you here?” she asked, following him
toward the door.
“Just what you called me for, assess the state of the front,
I’m just another soldier in this war.” With that he was gone.
Desa didn’t say anything more. She didn’t know whether
her reaction was relief or embarrassment, but she just had to
collapse into a pile on the cushion. Was it the fear of the
Empire that had her keyed up so? This man had been more
pleasant than many of the Empire, that was some relief. Was
it fear of the Aldebs? Was it knowing that this kind of thing
would happen forever? Each planet that mankind reached
brought the potential for some other kind of threat. This one
was not as deadly as the Aldebs, but who knew when one
would be worse?
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In her youth she had looked to the stars in wonder,
wishing she could visit them. Since then she had been chased
by their machines, quarantined by their soldiers and
threatened by their insects. Why couldn’t the stars be aloof
and unreachable like they were when she was young?

