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Reference

History

Consider two bubbles in space, one the shape
of ondat territory, the other the shape of what is
human. Earth sits, not at the center of its bubble, but
off center at the farthest side.

Thisisthe shape of things. The bubbles forever
overlap, thanks to a human action.They forever
overlap, since humans let the Gene Wars reach the
ondat homeworld... since ruin overtook the heart of
ondat culture, and the ondat went to war with
humankind.

Concord Station sitsin that zone of overlap. At
Concord, humans and ondat keep anxious truce and
watch, a Situation older than all extant governments,
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all extant culture, all extant languages but one, in
both spheres of influence. Time moves incredibly
slowly here. But since ondat are patient, humans are
compelled to be.

The Gene Wars ended here, ages ago, in acold
peace.The ondat maintain one observer at Concord
Station—perhaps one. Humans, sharing the same
station, have no way to be sure.

Cross deep space, now, to the deep places of human
territory.

In the Inner Worlds, farthest bubble within the
human bubble, Earth floats in a sea of biological
change, still obsessed with keeping dry. Inner
Worlds Authority, residing on Earth, restricts even
the ssmple biotech that Outsider Space regards as a
useful, even atrivia instrument. The Inner Worlds
jealously protect what it calls the pure human
genome, and frown on genetic modifications even of
amedical, lifesaving nature. Every use of
bioengineering technology in this region must pass
slow and painstaking review.
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Go back to the beginning of this situation, however

In the larger bubble, and long, long ago, within that
region of human territory that Earth calls the
Outside, an anti-Earth splinter called the Movement
broke from local authority, and broke in away that
forever alienated them from Earth.The Movement
bioengineered humans, livestock, and agriculture—
specifically to fit colonists for three difficult planets
It hoped to claim.

Movement science had joined nanotech with
biotech. It changed humans in ways that could be
passed on. The Movement claimed worlds, and it
meant to govern Outsider territory.

Earth quickly sslammed down atotal quarantine
against everything Outside.

That meant that the far greater number of Outsiders
who wanted Earth’s help in this ongoing crisis were
abruptly and without consultation, cut off from
direct trade.The next decades were a struggle for
moderate Outsider governments to keep their own
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settlements alive, to organize some sort of
government without Earth—and simultaneously to
fight the Movement, which was mobile and difficult
to track down. Earth began to use Outsider
assistance in its own hunt for Movement bases, and
reasserted its unifying authority over Outsider
governments, but still refused any direct personal
contact with places it considered contaminated, and
that by then included the entire Outside.

It was not |love of mother Earth that kept the

bel eaguered Outsiders fighting against the
Movement. It was pure self-preservation, the
knowledge that if biochange produced a disaster it
would happen in their laps. They formed a union of
their own, centered at a station named Apex, and
laid down laws that would keep trade going,
Independent of Earth and the Inner Worlds.

Driven farther out by a series of Outsider military
successes, the outlaw Movement spread nanotech to
another world, to secure a base there.

But another species existed here, previously
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suspected, but never encountered. Ondat landed on
the world during this period, contacted these
aggressively adaptive Movement nanisms, and
unknowingly let loose disaster on their own species,
a calamitous runaway that spread from them to their
homeworld.

Ondat went to war; seeing no species or behavioral
difference in Movement, Outsiders, or Earth.

Earth and Outsider forces understood at |east that
Movement actions, specifically the Movement
Intrusion into ondat territory, had touched off this
war—and they moved quickly to dissociate
themselves from the Movement They joined the
ondat attack on the Movement in space, they hunted
Movement bases down to the last, and gradually the
ondat seemed to accept that not all humans were
hostile.

But in the economics of the war; badly hammered
by the ondat attacks and Movement alike, the
Outside had lost its newfound autonomy. In the
process of protecting the Outside from infiltration
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by the Movement, Earth had maintained tight
control of key Outsider sites, despite the new
authority at Apex, and despite Outsider trade
agreements. Earth ultimately asserted its old rights
to install governors at every surviving Outsider
colony, in the name of defense and negotiation with
the ondat.

The Movement gained a number of recruits as irate
Outsiders reacted to what they considered a betrayal,
but it was alast flourisn. The Movement fought a
couple of sharp actions against the ondat and the
Earth Federation, but they lost heavily, and this led
to the suicide of three of its |eaders.

The ondat, mollified by the fact human forces had
helped defeat the Movement, drew back into their
original borders, and conducted a shoot-on-sight but
nonpursuit relationshnip with Earth Federation
patrols.

That shaky border situation defined human and
ondat relations for over three hundred years.
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Federation law maintained atight grip on Outsider
colonies. Earth governors were there to stay.
Ironically, however; the absolute isolation that pure
Earthers maintained from Outsider worlds and
stations (from which they took fuel and electronic
Information, but little else) allowed Outsiders under
those Earth-run administrations the freedom to do
pretty much as they wished in nanotech and
genetics, synthesizing materials, creating life,
creating whole servant ecosystems in limited
environments—and simultaneoudly striving to fine-
tune and limit these same systems. The Outsiders
stated intention was to rein in biological change on
the several contaminated worlds, where, certainly,
some Outsider descendants lived.They intended to
prove that such worlds could be cleaned up,

Remediation thus became aword of hot political
debate between Earth and Outsiders.

So did sdalf-rule.

Meanwhile the Second Movement appeared as a
political organization on several Outsider stations.
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Clearly it was a name chosen for shock value: it
shared neither personnel nor history with the old
Movement, so far as anyone ever proved. But it
argued against Earth rule, and it argued against the
guarantine laws. The intellectuals of the Second
Movement, none of them over twenty-two at the
time of the organization’s founding, not only
proposed to remediate the afflicted territories by
throwing off all restraint on research, they talked
about making a civilized agreement with the ondat
as aroute to regain Outsider self-rule. But two
Second Movement founders, after a particularly
unfortunate biocontamination runaway affecting
Arc, the single Movement-run station, entirely
repudiated the organization and turned in five of
their radical subordinates. So the Second Movement
had splintered, part going underground, into a
clandestine radical group, part following the former
Second Movement founders, constituting the
relatively benign Freethinkers,

Freethinkers, with their music, their occasional
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prankish demonstrations against Earth government,
and their flouting of station zoning laws, particularly
—eventually provided a springboard and a backdrop
for that other splinter; the radical chic, the Style,
with its music, its fetish for nanotech creativity and
personal embellishment. Both splinters thrived in
Ilicit trade of various physical goods—smuggling,
In other words, an activity that incidentally provided
cover for the more dangerous radical underground,
which began to call itself the Third Movement.

Like its predecessor the Third Movement was well
hidden in its outer shells of legitimate demands for
freedom and self-rule. But it, too, died, in an
attempted violent takeover of the remediation labs
on Arc. Earth and Outsider forces fortunately
prevented calamity there, and the last of the Third
Movement |eaders committed suicide with their
followers.

The bordertension between Earth and the ondat,
meanwhile, continued, with occasional shots fired.
Ondat did not communicate with humans, did not
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trade with, did not approach, did not tolerate
humans. No one even knew what they looked like.

Then the ondat made aradical shift in behavior

THE UNSPOKEN TREATY: EVENTSJUST PRIOR
TO HAMMERFALL

Ondat never had communicated with Earth’s ships,
except to indicate, by firing at them, just where they
thought their border was. Now the ondat began a
program of nonviolent approach to Earth’s warships
Inside human space, perhaps testing their peaceful
resolve, or, some began to think, wishing them to
follow their route.

Taking the risk, Earth did follow an ondat ship—to
a hitherto unguessed First Movement base... on a
world on the ondat side of the border. By all
evidence, it had been there for centuries, and the
ondat hadn't destroyed it; but they signaled that they
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were about to do so, with the implication, Earth
judged, that they thought this newly discovered base
represented Earth’s enemies as well, and they were
Invited to join in the attack.

Or perhaps, someone said in a hastily called council,
the ondat wanted to know what Earth would do
about thisfind, so that they could judge Earth’'s
behavior toward these human outlaws, and thus
judge whether Earth had secretly supported this base
In ondat space for all these years.

The situation on the one hand could lead to renewed
war; which Earth was by no means confident of
winning. Or on the other; it might bring peace and a
fundamental change in the relationship between
humans and ondat, to the relief of all humankind.
All Earth had to do to gain ondat approval,
apparently, was wipe out an inhabited planet—
because human beings were scattered across the
heart of the contaminated major continent, innocents
born in the centuries since the Gene Wars, a
population, moreover; that showed no outward signs
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of divergence from the human genome and that had
no way to leave the planet.

The ondat waited. Earth hesitated. And desperately
consulted.

Earth’s ethicists were aghast at the situation, on
purely moral grounds— while certain Outsider
experts who had long studied ondat behavior raised
another objection: that meekly committing an act of
murder the ondat directed could set a bad precedent
for the ondot-human future. A second set of experts
from the Earth Federation also raised the point that
thiswas a First Movement base, and that it might
contain biological bombs that even today’ s Outsider
science couldn’t stop: the place was possibly more
dangerous to them than to the ondat If that
population broke containment.

This was the surface debate. But certain other
Outsiders, siding with the ethicists and those in
favor of rescue, saw their chance at getting their
hands on First Movement technology not only
Intact, but advanced centuries beyond their last
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|nformati on—~bpecause there seemed to be a high-
tech establishment on the planet that still functioned.
The planet represented a potential informational
windfall, possibly even the key to the long-sought
provable remediation.

Bitter accusations of Movement sympathies flew
back and forth in the subtext of communications
between the outermost Earth authority at Orb and
the Outsider Council at Apex. But the strange
coalition held, aided by a peculiar fact: Earth’'s
military was powerful, but its bioscience had
stagnated over centuries, under the quarantine laws.
Earth functioned on faith that if the ondat ever
mounted a bioneered threat in retaliation, Outsiders
would be the ones to meet that threat, while Earth’s
powerful military pounded hell out of the ondat.
And Earth joined the ones who favored study, which
Earth saw as the moderate course.

The ondat waited through this debate, observed by
one lone human ship—and eventually shoved afew
small rocks out of orbit, their machines beginning to
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attach themselves to more ominous pieces of free-
floating rock in the solar system.

Time was running out. Outsiders overcame their
differences. the study proposal won out, and they
went into urgent conference with Earth. If they
could set up and work at a base down there,
Outsiders said, they could find out whether there
were still other Movement bases undiscovered, and
maybe—as humans talking to other humans, in the
face of the ondat, who were truly alien—humans
could gain permanent control of this place and learn
from it. Outsiders were willing to sacrifice two of
thelr own experts to go down there to do it, with no
possibility of return. The world was within the
overlap of the human-ondot border An Outsider
mission could take responsibility for it, if they could
just negotiate a deal with the ondat and promise to
watch it.They could learn the nature of the threat
that had existed in the first place—much of First
Movement information was lost to war and time—
and they could measure the threat that still existed.
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They could learn to communicate with the ondat.

Earth and the Outsiders attempted to present the
proposal to the ondat, who sat, encased in their ship,
still faceless, operating their robotics.

The ondat balked, while afew more rocks dropped.
The ondat, through symbol transmission, apparently
wanted assurances that the Movement ship on the
planet wouldn't take off again, that there wasn't a
conceivable means for Movement technology to
escape the gravity well.

Negotiations dragged on. Outsiders took a new
Intellectual tack with Earth’s representatives. most
of al, they indicated, they needed to gain knowledge
of the place and monitor its biology, along with any
adaptive replication machines. They could help
target the strikes.

Nanoceles, complex biounits of the Movement’s
creation, were a sort of life.They responded to
evolutionary pressure, and would fit themselves for
any changed environment. If the planet was
devastated, they would go off program and become,
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In effect, true new life, at a bottleneck of evolution
— not inherently more dangerous, Outsider
scientists argued, than life that evolved naturally.
Certain capabilities would be trimmed off in a
process of natural selection, and they would no
longer be fitted to do what the Movement had
designed them to do. In short, remediation might be
possible for this and other worlds, including the
ondat homeworld.

To do anything scientifically useful, however,
scientists on the Outsider team needed at least a
century to work on the planet, to get their hands on
that tech and understand the original design before it
mutated wildly under the scouring the ondat
proposed.

And if they got that century, Outsiders swore they
would share that knowledge with Earth and the
ondat.

Earth joined Outsiders in last-ditch negotiations with
the ondat, who had already chosen their missilesto
crack the planet.
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The Outsiders got forty years to work.

THE EVENTSOF HAMMERFALL

An Outsider team went down, adive to prison
without escape and, ironically, the assumption of a
godlike power over awhole planet’ s future. The two
scientists promised to report as long as they could,
Implying they expected to die in the scouring of the
planet.

But the mission they intended was to get First
Movement tech into their hands, build deep, and
survive the destruction with part of the native
population, and with their own laboratories intact.
Their landing craft was capable of withstanding
anything but adirect hit from one of the
planetkillers or direct involvement in the consequent
volcanics; and the Outsiders left not even that matter
to chance, since Outsiders were helping target the

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (22 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

strikes. The Outsider team onworld hastily burrowed
a deep refuge, created surface modifications, took
thelr samples, and set to work.

Foremost concern, Outsiders suspected M ovement
was still active on the planet: their first priority was
to get any such highly trained persons into their own
hands along with their lab records.

They were dismayed to discover that, indeed, not a
successor, but an original member of the First
Movement was still alive and still ruling after so
many centuries.The lla, asthe locals called her, had
Intended to refurbish the Movement, build an
ecology and an economy, rule a devoted population,
and live quite well here. A new war? Possibly. A
new culture? Slowly. Space-flight? She certainly
had the plans. Her science gave her the longevity.
She just needed the industry.

But her plans hadn’t gone utterly smoothly: the
planet was short on metals and certain other key
elements, making the synthesis of essential materials
more difficult. More, the inhabitants, as generations
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spread out and adapted to the new planet, not only
adapted to the harsh conditions, but devel oped self-
Interest and rebelled against her. The inhospitable
planet itself hammered her other creations,
destroyed them if they were slow to mutate and
mutated them into problems if they were rapid to

respond.

The Outsiders were right. Even with Movement
active and in charge, it was becoming a new world.

The Outsider team saw the Ila and her records as
key to their problem: and both resided in her ship,
the half-buried center of the establishment the locals
called the Holy City. Clearly that ship and that city
were the one place on the planet from which they
absolutely couldn’t divert the ondat strike. They had
to get that information out of the target zone.

The forty years was almost gone. L ast-moment
negotiations to stall the planetkillersfell apart. The
Outsider team attempted to use the planet’ s own
rebels to draw the Ila out or crack that citadel. That
failed. Asalast resort, they began to call in certain

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (24 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

human residents of the world, in whom they had
Implanted communication nanisms, to save them
and gather their knowledge,

But again the llathwarted them. She heard rumors
of odd goings-on, and brought the affected people to
her capital, endangering a major element of the
Outsiders’ plan.

But her bringing those particular people in brought
the Outsider team an unexpected chance. Marak
Trin Tain, ayoung man with leadership abilities as
well as political importance, reached the llain
person.Through him, using the implanted tech, the
Outsider team delivered awarning to her, to
evacuate her base and seek shelter in the east.

It was awarning Marak Trin Tain didn’t wholly
understand, but the Ila certainly did. She evacuated
the city and saved her records as a bargaining
leverage, exactly what the Outsider mission wanted.

The ondat attack had already begun.The Outsider
team continued to try to stall the planetkillers,
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claiming one of their team was out in the desert and
In trouble. Whether or not their appeal actually
delayed events, or that the larger planetkillers,
coming from farther out in the solar system, lagged
behind others that served as ranging shots, Marak
and his party, including the Ila, reached the Refuge
before the first true planetkiller fell on the other side
of the world.

So the Outsiders got their hands on the lla, on
hundreds of years of records, and on a great number
of refugees.

The hammer came down. And the world became a
volcanic hdll.

The Outsiders continued to transmit new discoveries
to ships in orbit—and the ondat seemed to accept
their presence on the world so long as that stream of
knowledge flowed. Earth didn’t leave the vicinity,
nor did the Outsider ship break contact with their
team from orbit. Nor did the ondat |eave. There were
things to learn. There was alingering threat here to

keep an eye on.
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The ondat understanding of humans was insufficient
to let them reason out quite what humans were up
to, after everything that had happened. But humans
were perfectly willing to indicate that they would
not lift the team off the planet, nor visit them, and
that they would establish a permanent base in orbit
to guarantee that permanent state of affairs.

The ondat evidently believed this—as long as ondat
stayed to guarantee it, too. A station grew. Earth
naturally moved in an official to governit.The
Outsider Council established a matching
governmental structure aboard. The ondat, still
unseen, set aside a section of the station and moved
In a capsule which became incorporated in the
structure, and ultimately integrated with it.

The name of the new station was, hopefully chosen,
Concord. A trade route was set up, from Arc, to
supply it.

Below, the planetkillers had done their work. The

Impacts had sent shock waves through to the other
side of the planet: volcanic plumes melted hot spots
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In areas of weakened crust. Vast lava flows choked
the sunlight planetwide in thick clouds of noxious
vapors. The planetkillers had vaporized undersea
carbonates in the sea off the west coast of the
Inhabited continent, killing the food chain
planetwide.

The hardiest life survived in the depths of the seas
and the crevices of the earth, along with
extremophiles of various sorts, some of which were
likely foreign, imported by the lla, some native, both
unpredictable in their potential, given the conditions
that prevailed.

The world had a lengthy course to run before the
atmospheric balance reasserted itself... not,
however, as lengthy a course as might have been
without the nanisms that now played their part in an
accelerated evolution.

Observers up on Concord remained hopeful, but
highly skeptical.
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CONCORD AND THE NEW AGE

Concord itself grew over the centuries, an
establishment mostly Outsider still with the colonial
government Earth installed and maintained—and,
unique to Concord, at least one, and perhaps a
handful of ondat observers. This arrangement made
It an overwhelmingly important station, avery
Influential Earth governorship, and an equally potent
Outsider chairmanship, in many ways independent
from the Outsider Council at Apex. No one was sure
about the ondat.

On the planet, life reasserted itself and interlaced in
biological cooperation.The doors of the Refuge
opened and human scouts traveled out into a vastly
changed world, to hand-spread more seeds prepared
by Outsider science—and to shed their own nanisms
Into the world, hoping for the best. Seeding
operations began to spread hardy plant life the
Outsiders claimed contained remediating nanocel es,
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creations intended to spread throughout the
biosphere, attracting and eliminating certain of the
runaways, themselves changing and reproducing
Into beneficent microorganisms.

Nothing dangerous in the original sense had yet
turned up—nbut, certain doubters could point out,
there was necessarily one place wherethe lla's
nanoceles still flourished: in the lla herself, and in a
handful of other survivors, whose lives had passed
ordinary human limits, notably Marak Trin Tain,
who was the earliest and hardiest explorer of this
new world. He became a contact point for the
observers aloft; he became a known quantity, a
continuing, reliable guide, about whose doings the
ondat were extraordinarily curious, whose activities
they wanted to know, at all points—one single
human being, a benchmark, perhaps, about whom
thelr records were continuous, who perhaps
embodied their understanding of the species with
whom they shared, and did not share, a station.

The original team likewise availed themselves of
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that long life. They had become living laboratories
of Outsider attemptsto contain the ll1a’ s science. The
nanotrackers, potent against the runaways, failed to
attack the First Movement modifications in the
Outsider team and in the |la—a circumstance that
some pessimists aloft called proof of the danger
Inherent in First Movement tech, and others, more
optimistic, called proof of the fine control the
Outsider team already exerted, on their way to
remediation.

The Outsider team simply said it was not to their
advantage to kill themselves—since with those
Internal nanisms, they were, in effect, immortal— a
rumor that caused nervous shivers far beyond
Concord.

Nobody wanted areturn to the bad old days of the
Gene Wars. no one wanted the ondat to resume their
attacks or retaliate in kind. The ondat seemed happy
as long as they had regular reports from Marak Trin
Tain, and apparently cared little for communications
from the station itself.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (31 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

But rumors of immortality scared Earth. Earth,
overpopulated as it was, could see social collapse if
the immortality modification ever reached the black
market... and only the information needed travel.
The Outsiders’ entire hope to remediate the political
situation with the ondat hinged on their team’s
efforts to rehabilitate Marak’ s World—and on the
contact they maintained with the ondat, and on the
ondat’ s fixation on Marak’ s successful, healthy life.
The Outsiders wanted no provocative new tech to
exit the world, but they were glad enough to know
their team was as immortal as Marak—the team, by
now, having atremendous accumul ated
knowledge... and being, like Marak, one constant
that transcended the careers of individual
administrators in orbit.

SO everyone stayed. Everyone carried on above, on
Concord, asif this ages-long occupation of aruined
world and a handful of immortals were the modus
vivendi they had discovered. To Concord Station,
the curious situation was forever; a condition of life
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like light and warmth, essential, but the maintenance
of which happened outside the understanding of
nine-tenths of the livesinside Concord’ s spinning
wheel. The population had diversified far, far
beyond the scientific mission.

Commerce went on. Human lives did, briefer than
what they observed. In the mind-bogglingly long
time since the Gene Wars, new civilizations sprang
up. Governments and institutions rose and fell.

L anguages and cultures changed. The Ruined
Worlds deep inside Outsider territory grew stranger
and stranger, one with continents nearly covered in
algaes and slimes, one with a population that could
no longer be called in any sense human.

Marak’s World, however, showed signs of health.
The population had been ordinary humans in most
particulars: they still were. The surface of the world
was metal-poor. Newly arrived metals, largely
aimed to miss the area of human habitation, were
mostly inaccessible to them. That had not changed.
But the reawakened geologic forces that were

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (33 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

rearranging the planet would change that picture,
bringing up metals from the core—slowly, over time
only the immortals could survive.

Meanwhile the Refuge maintained afew aircraft of
fused fiber; it used trucks of metal, fused fiber, and
cast ceramics. It had brought down fusion for its
own needs. It harnessed water, wind, biomass, and
solar power; the latter fragile in the vast, long-
lasting sandstorms. Fuel cells provided power for
outlying installations, but the fuel cells themselves
used scarce materials. Life showed signs of health in
this new age. Technology struggled, not according
to ancient patterns, but making ample use of exotic,
synthesizing nanochemistry. For civilization, it was
still an uphill climb.

The Concord Station that now monitored the planet
was the third station to orbit there, the other two
outmoded and abandoned, the ondat having
transferred their section asaunit to each in turn. A
fourth station was under construction, a subject of
the usual debate and wrangling, but nothing
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Important was likely to change when the population
migrated over to it. Concord still spoke the language
It had always spoken. It still believed what it had
believed. The ondat still sought their daily
Information on Marak. Only outward appearances
and trends underwent revision, never the laws that
governed its interaction with others.

Life was comfortable for all concerned at Concord.

Biological change on Marak’s World was a slow
process... and a constant guarantee of employment.

Positional Map
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Positional Map

Power
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EARTH AND ITS ENVIRONS

Earth, with its federation of the Sol
System planets and moons, Luna, Mars, et al. Its
current center of government: Adacion, in New
Brazil, itslegislature comprised of representatives of
ten regional earthly councils, plus five space-based
councils.

Earth maintains strict immigration control over its
space. Itslarge military establishment, partly
robotic, enforces the Quarantine Laws.

Earth appoints governors for all stations, except
Apex. Earth made the Treaty that ended the Gene
Wars, and Earth continues to enforce Treaty Law.

It does not permit immigration and does not trade in
material goods.

THE INNER WORLDS
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From roughly twelve lights of Earth outward to a
distance of twenty lights: three successfully
colonized worlds and fourteen stations in the area
are administered by Earth governors.They are much
more Earthlike than Outsider in philosophy and law,
and impose purity laws nearly as stringent as Earth’s.

OUTSIDERS

Comprising the bulk of the human species,
Outsiders remain nominally under Earth
government, as regards Treaty Law, but govern
themselves and trade freely.

APEX

Apex Station, the military and governmental center
of Outsider culture, orbits an Earthlike planet, Apex
Prime, which has been successfully, though
sparsely, colonized.
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The Apex High Council elects the Chairman
General, the chief executive over Outsider Space.
The High Council, called the Apex Council
everywhere but on Apex, appoints the Supreme
Judiciary as well as the twenty-odd chairmen who
serve as Outsider executive authority on stations
throughout Outsider Space. These chairmen share
civil power with Earth-appointed governors on
various stations, and have authority over Outsider
citizens, whether in trade or civil law.

THE RUINED WORLDS

Four sites, including Aldestra and Luzan, inhabited
worlds, once subject to ill-advised terraforming, and
carefully monitored from orbit. Direct contact is not
permitted. Aldestra possesses a seasonally nomadic
culture. Luzan’s population clingsto life.

OTHER OUTSIDER STATIONS
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Orb, Arc, Serine, Momus, and the other Outsider
stations all have a bilevel government. Earth-born
governors serve as the station executive, overseeing
maintenance, heavy manufacturing, and trade, and
ruling over a separate society of Earthborn and
Earth-affiliated citizens, who are generally
financiers, traders, industrialists, technicians,
occasional religionists, and providers of specialized
services—all well-educated, generally well-monied
Individuals. Earthers are relatively few in number on
the stations they govern—a layer of technical
administration serving to keep the station
mechanicals working and guaranteeing stability.
Like gravity on a planet, it costs relatively little, has
assured afirm footing for along time, and no oneis
particularly interested in challenging it.

More numerous, Outsidersreside usually on a
separate deck, with their own trading associations,
hospitals, social services, and mercantile endeavors,
their political factions, and their labs—that
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essentially defining item of Outsider culture.
Outsider trade and use of biotech nanisms make
Earthers very reluctant to mingle with the darker
elements of Outsider communities. This guarantees
that real law enforcement rests with the Outsider
Council and the local chairman.

CONCORD STATION

Marak’s World might be counted as afifth Ruined
World, except for the extensive remediation efforts
that are an ongoing basis of Earth-Outsider-ondat
cooperation, on which the all-important Treaty rests,
and no one ever suggests failure. Its solar system, of
which it is now the sole life-bearing planet, lies
within that region of unintended overlap between
ondat and human space.

Concord Station is an important trade partner of
Apex, Arc, and Orb. It speaks alanguage ages-
vanished, and all incoming media have to be
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trandlated for the majority of its citizenry.

Concord’' s governor is, as elsewhere, Earth-
appointed. Its Outsider chairman is Apex-appointed.
No one understands how the ondat observer is
chosen... but one exists here, making Concord
unigue among stations: ondat ships visit here,
another anomaly.The total ondat population at
Concord is fewer than five—humans think. No one
asks or knows what their power structure may be,
how long they stay, or what they report to their
distant authority. No one has ever gotten a clear
view of an ondat, though shadowy images arein
classified files.

The Planetary Office installation, whose director is
appointed by the Apex Council and who reports to
that body, is unique to Concord. The PO, asit is
called, constitutes an Outsider authority independent
of ordinary station administration, one specifically
charged with overseeing remediation efforts on
Marak’s World.

That three nations and two species can coexist here
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argues that an ondot-human peace, like planetary
life, isevolving slowly.There seemsto be progress,

But remediation, and therefore the peace itself, is
still in doubt.

Forge of Heaven
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Top|[Next

Grozny was where Lebeau Street mingled with
the Style, where the low haunts of Blunt Street
flowed into the Trend and rubbed shoulders with the
rich and carefree.

Heart of the Trend on Concord Station, Grozny
Street, where the Style walked side by side with
gray-suited, s umming Earthers from exclusive
upper levels, the ruling class making their own
statement in shades of pearl and charcoal. Fashing
newsboards warred, streaming stock and futures
tickers under cosmetic adverts and the dockside
news. A ship from Earth was coming in. That was
major news, rare and interesting, but it didn’t
Immediately affect the Trend, and it didn’t affect
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Procyon, ne Jeremy Stafford, walking home from
dinner, an easy stroll through the neon and the
crowds.

There was Jonah’ s Place, and The Ox, there was
Right Ascension, Farah's, and La Lune Noir, there
was The Body Shop and the Blue Lounge—and the
Health Connection, which cleaned up the Body
Shop’ s done-on-a-whims. There was Tia Juana's,
the Ethiopia, and the high-toned Astral Plane... not
to mention the exclusive little shops that sold
everything from designer genes to boots—and there
was The Upper Crugt, that very nice little pastry
shop that Procyon did his best to stay out of.

The whole station came to Grozny to relax—well,
except those solid citizens content with the quiet
little establishments in their own zones, or with the
output of their own kitchens. Most day-timersto
Grozny took the lift system into the Trend. Very few
citizens had the cachet or the funds to live here.

But Jeremy—who preferred to be Procyon—had the
funds, afact clear enough in the cut of the clothes,
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the precious metals of the bracelets, the small,
tasteful modifications that an observer might
automatically suspect were at issue here, since the
body was good-looking.

He was twenty-five and single. He was aformer
Freethinker turned Fashionable because he liked it,
not because he lived by the social tyranny of the
Stylists. And he was fit and in condition the hard
way, not because he had any great fear of mods, but
because of a certain personal discipline. He spent
every third night working out at Patrick’s Gym,
every next night taking laps at the Speed Rink, and
only every seventh night carousing with friends
down at Tia Carmen’s or wherever else their little
band of affluent young professionals decided to
gather.

He had turned toward home tonight from that
seventh-night gathering, warm with drink and the
recollection of good company. Home was alittle
behind the main frontage of Grozny, so to speak, a
T-shaped pocket, a pleasantly lit little dead-end
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street called Grozny Close, which protected its
hundred or so apartments from the traffic and rush
and the dlightly higher crime rate of Grozny Street
proper. Number 201 Grozny Close, sandwiched
between a highly successful lawyer and aretired
surgeon, had a blue door, a shining chrome arch, and
atall orchid tree that Grozny Close maintenance
changed out whenever its blooms failed. The whole
Close was ariot of such well-kept gardens, and the
air consequently smelled less of the restaurants out
on the street and far more of the lawyer’s gardenias.

The button beside the door knew his thumbprint and
let him in, and after the security system looked him
over and decided he was absolutely the owner, the
floor lifted him up to the main level, the middle one.

It wasn’t a huge apartment. It had fine amenities—
the wall-to-wall entertainment unit in the main room
was his life’ s greatest extravagance, the one he
personally most enjoyed. But, being he'd had afew
drinks, it was upstairs that drew him more than the
evening news, which he knew was going to be full

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (47 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

of speculation on that inbound ship and no rea
Information at all.

Boring stuff. And he was too tired to order asim,
which cost, and which would run longer than he
would stay awake. He took the few steps up,
undressed, and slipped into the floating, drifting
serenity of his own bed.

Eyes shut. Perfect. Not a care in the world.
Except—
Damn.

Eyes wide open. His parents’ anniversary. He' d
forgotten to get the requisite present.
“Sam,” he moaned. Sam was what he called the

computer. “Sam, day reminder for 0830h, onquote:
anniversary, endguote. Night, Sam.”

“Good night,” Sam said sweetly, not questioning the
enigma of the note. “ Sleep tight.”

His mother had used to say that. Whimsy or guilty
secret, it put himinamind to rest, so he assigned it
to Sam. Sleep tight.
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Duty was done. Work tomorrow. Life was very
good.

Morning became a suspicionintheeast. The
beshti set to munching the nearby brush, a noisy
activity, distraction to aman trying to sleep in his
tent until after the sun rose. But so was awife with
notions of lovemaking. Hati was determined, and
Marak Trin Tain never refused that request.

That took its time. Hati got her due, and more, and
the night watcher politely left them alone, always
there, but inattentive. Marak lay afterward with his
wifein his arms, eyes shut, listening to the beshti at
their breakfast, listening to the boys begin to stir
about in the dawn.

Boys: the young men of this generation, two of them
with well-grown beards. Y oung blood was anxious
for adventure, willing to cook and pack and heft the
big tent about. Marak could show them what they
couldn’t learn in the Refuge. He could show them
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the old skills, the knowledge that had kept their
ancestors alive. He could tell them about the desert
as it had been and as it was, and they drank in such
stories.

Y oung people nowadays were ambitious to recover
the world, living in notions the old stories gave
them. A few, yes, wanted to be technicians and stay
In the halls of the Refuge forever. But a good many
more wanted to go adventuring and slip the well-
thought law of the Refuge for the absolute freedom
of the horizons.

They would not, however, escape the watchersin
the heavens. Their reach extended and extended,
aided by new relays, and the watchers often foretold
events that had used to surprise the world. Part of
what the young men loaded onto the beshti with the
tents this morning was, in fact, another relay tower,
which, unfolded to the sky, anchored to the rock and
powered by the sun, made contact with such
adventurers as themselves much more dependable.
And that made the Refuge much less worried about
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them.

Marak himself had watched the hammer fall, when
the ondat had brought retribution on the world. Hati
had seen it. The two of them together had seen the
rain of firein the heavens, had seenicefall inthe
desert, had seen the heavens wrapped in the smoke
of volcanic fires beyond the sea, and the air turned
to suffocating poison.

Through all of it, they lived.

They lived, while the earth and even the sea died
and stank of corruption, deprived of light and clean
air, leaving life only in the depths of vents and the
cracks the hammerfall had made.

They had lived to see the first rockets go out,
bearing spores on the raging winds and landing the
first relays.

They had seen therainsfall and the air begin to
clear. They had seen the desert change and flow
with water, seen volcanoes belch out molten rock,
seen the world crack and new rifts begin to move.
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They had seeded the land and shed life into the
waterways that ran down to the sea.

And, eventually, chafing at the restrictions of the
Refuge, they had saddled up the besnti and gone out
to see their handiwork. To this day, when something
was in the offing, he and Hati found themselves a
handful of willing young people to go with them—
not that they needed the help, but company on the
long treks was welcome... and safer. And it passed
on the knowledge into the generations that lived and
died around them. The two of them were immortal,
for all practical purposes, immortal asthe lla, who
shut herself among her records and dealt in
knowledge for what she wanted; immortal as
Memnanan, who served her with remarkable
patience and remained mostly loyal... immortal as
lan and Luz, who were older than the fortress in the
sky, but not asold asthe lla. lan and Luz ruled the
Refuge, and their word was law, though they spoke
very seldom in matters that regarded the tribes.

They, themselves, Marak and Hati, ruled all the

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (52 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

tribes. There were long periods of dull routinein the
camps around the Refuge; and there were times
when they shook the dust of the ordinary off them
and rode out into the world.

But whatever they did, they had the watchersin the
heavens with them, in their heads, hearing what they
sald, making records. lan and Luz could speak to
them, through that means.

And they had that other observer, the lla’ s au’'it, the
recorder of their travels, herself both old and young.
She dlept, or not, in the shadows of the tent near
them.

But from the caravan master to his boys, the
younger company was awake and rolling up their
mats. The youngest boy began to make tea, while
the master packed for the day’ sjourney.

There was enough light now to claim it was
daybreak. A great event was imminent in the south.
The Southern Wall had grown fragile, and lately
trembled with quakes. Consequently they hastened
to extend the relays toward that region, widening
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their view of the world in that direction.

A beshta complained to the coming sun, protesting
Its day’ s work.

“If we get up,” Marak murmured into hiswife's ear,
“the boys can strike the tent.”

“If we refuse to get up,” Hati said, “we can strike it
after morning tea.”

“The Wall may break, and us not there to see it.”

Hati sighed. And sighed again, and sat up, her dark
braids, gold-banded, falling loose about her face and
swaying against his cheek as she leaned to kiss him.
“Up,” Hatl said. Hup. That word they used to the
beshti. And he gathered himself up. A clean, cold
wind was blowing. It would turn hot by noon.

The ship inbound wasthe Southern Cross,
Congtellation class, Earth origin. That meant
weapons, which meant enforcement, which
sometimes meant a political presence that outranked
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a system governor. Routine ship-calls from that
distant source arrived only once ayear. And their
current year was far from up.

Setha Reaux, who was system governor, consulted
his records, anxiously searching for something
regarding that ship, its recent business, and its
possible reason for showing up all the way to
Concord, to this most sensitive post outside Earth
itself... where, if aship arrived, it was not just
passing through.

The Outsider Council was clearly tracking that
arrival. Reaux had acall from Antonio Brazis,
Chairman of that body and director of Planetary
Observations.

The resident ondat official, Kekellen, had likewise
noticed it, and sent one of hisor her enigmatic
gueries, which had gone to technical committee for
analysis, and a careful answer.

Setha Reaux, consequently, had spent last night in
the office. He had a call from his wife backed up
among the queries from various departments right
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now. He had postponed dealing with it, as one more
straw on his back, likely the breaking point. He'd
made over ten drafts of a message to that inbound
ship, but, unable to find the right words, had sent
nothing to it as yet. Now he feared hisfailure to
salute that ship at first sight might in itself be seen
as arrogance or cowardice, and he increasingly
believed he had to do something.

A massive globe-garden sat cradled in the corner of
the office. Most such globes were small, islands of
pure Earth genes, afew al-gaes, alittle wisp of life.
Add amoving creature, and complexity increased.
Add light and warmth, and life carried on,
microcosms of Earth’s evolution, from salt seas to
life on land. His globe, imported at great cost from
Earth itself, involved anoles, quick, flitting creatures
that fed and mated, birthed and died and fed the
plants that fed the creatures that fed them.

Concord Station itself was such a bubble, not as
successfully self-contained. They had governments
that came from the outside and, if not carefully
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managed, fed on Concord itself.

He drafted another message. He stripped it to the
bare, necessary bones. Setha Reaux, Governor of
Concord System, to the captain of arriving ship
Southern Cross:

Welcome. We look forward to receiving you, and
hope that thisvisit will be enjoyable.

There. Less was more. No speculation, no apology
for delay, just general good wishes, hiswillingness
to cooperate, histotal blithe innocence of threat... or
the fact he should have said something eight hours
ago.

And he was innocent of wrongdoing, damn it,
except afew questionable items some real stickler
for accounting might fault, if an audit started
looking for excuses. There were the sports arena
solicitations, but they were entirely legal—he was
sure they were legal, and he and the board had made
peace last year.

Nothing that piddling small could have brought an
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Earth ship out here.

Promotions came out of such unscheduled visits, but
his governorship was aready the highest rank a man
could attain. Some aspirant in some lower post, but
with high connections, might, on the other hand, get
a promotion upstairs, to his doorstep—Reaux’ s
perpetual nightmare: that the urgent need to move
somebody’ s nephew out of a sensitive spot,
reasonable enough at the other end of the telescope,
could eventually get said nephew promoted upstairs
to trouble his life—or even to replace him, since his
political connections had been in the prior, more
reasonable administration.

Never say absolutely it couldn’t happen.
Governments did incredibly stupid things at long
distance, and this one had certainly done its share,
but his displacement was unlikely. The fact that
Concord was the most sensitive spot in the
Immediate universe— the one in direct contact with
the ondat, who could still, in a misunderstanding,
devastate human civilization—meant that Concord’s
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governor most often rode through governmental
changes untouched, no matter what craziness—even
minor wars—convulsed and overthrew the Inner
Worlds.

As for the arena controversy, and all of local politics
—4silly small issues obsessed Concord’ s local news
services precisaly because Concord had no close
connection with events outside its own perimeter.
That insularity was why a stupid social tempest in
the sports club blew all out of proportion and
bounced through every governmental department. It
was why the president of Concord Bank and Trust,
Lyle Nazrani, had fired the head of the CB&T's
corporate finance department, and then was all over
the mediain a campaign of high-profile interviews
laced with innuendo.

Stupidity. Lyle Nazrani might even try to lodge
charges, but Earth wouldn't give a damn about the
luxury seating in the arena or the ownership of the
suppliers. It would never guestion the finance: more
to the point, Lyle Nazrani, colony-born, didn’t have
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the personal connections on Earth to make that issue
athreat. The ship had certainly stirred the local
rumor mill, made a major to-do in the media, and
unsettled the markets. That was the sort of collateral
damage this ship could produce just by its
appearance, trouble for him to deal with long after it
left with its own business settled. But of all
possibilities, Lyle Nazrani’s political ambition
surely wasn’'t why they were here.

One surety was that if this off-schedule visit had
disturbed the ondat, that was a problem with far-
reaching repercussions, a problem that concerned
more than Earth’ s authorities. Foreseeing uneasiness
In the Outsider offices, he sent Chairman Brazis one
very short message; in effect, call me, stat.

He had answered Kekellen, sent a message to the
Inbound ship, and invited consultation with Brazis.
Now he had to feed something out to the news
services, whose initial clamor for interviews had
now devolved to half-wit speculations on the
Incoming ship. So-named well-placed sources had
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leapt up to recall every forgotten piece of business
In his administration and the prior administration
that might be at issue—including the construction of
the new station and the sports arena, damn them one
and all. One news broker in particular he had
marked for his persona wrath when all this blew
over. And the news had to be diverted. Given
something else to cover. Some other headline. We
have sent a welcome to the inbound ship, and
anticipate a constructive meeting: constructive was
agood, apositive word. Let the commentators gnaw
on that one. He sat at the center of an informational
web and managed it as skillfully as he could.

He' d stayed at his desk, he’ d ordered supper and
now breakfast in. The news services were lurking
out there to catch him on any transit he made
between home and office. He had three different
terminals active, heard reports from various
agencies, went over the last six years' tax records,
and wondered extraneoudly if he could call ina
personal favor from an editor to keep a certain
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senior reporter’ s series on finance from airing. He
didn’t want any current quotes floating through the
NEews Services.

Chime of an incoming contact from his secretary’s
office... the uninvited input passed through Ernst,

and most minor nuisances stopped at Ernst’ s desk.
The mgor ones, unfortunately, didn’t.

Reaux unhappily pushed the button. “Yes?’
“Your wife'son, sir.”

He' d called and told Judy he'd be doing an
overnighter. He had called.

Hadn’'t he?

“Put her through.” Deep breath. He heard the click.
“Judy?’

“Setha?’ There was upset in that voice. “ Setha,
she’ s blond!”

Their daughter’s hair. He dimly recalled an
argument. Kathy’s desire for anew haircut. An
appointment at Whispers, begged for by his wife.

All of which was athousand k from current reality.
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“Judy, have you looked at the news since yesterday?
There' saship from Earth coming in.”

“It’ s platinum blond!”

Kathy had gone blond. He couldn’t imagine
Whispers doing something like that without
consultation.

“Judy, just calm down. It’sjust hair. It’s not a mod.
It grows out.”

“1 want your support in this! | don’t want you
making any more excuses for her!”

“Not asingle excuse. Didn’'t the shop call you first,
for God' s sake?’

“Shedidn’'t go to Renee! She ducked her
appointment and went to one of those walk-in
places!”

Their daughter Kathy, blond. Olive skin, dark eyes,
and the best shops—and blond. It was an appalling
thought.

But not athought on a scale that could engage his
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attention today.

“Judy, just calm down. Take her to Renee and get it
fixed. Buy her anew outfit.” So his fifteen-year-old
daughter bleached her hair. It was one more shot
fired in agenerational war. His wife, a queen of
society whose conservative taste ran to pearls and
gray suiting, hadn’t radically changed her hairstyle
In twenty years. Now Judy ran up against a daughter
who had her mother’siron will and a dose of free
spirit from God knew where. Kathy’ s ideas came
bubbling up in color combinations that—her
mother’ s words— belonged down on Blunt Street.
Kathy thought that was a good thing. Judy didn't.
The argument was loud. Judy’ s demand for
obedience in matters of reputation and appearance
was inflexible.

Personally, he felt sorry for his daughter.
On an ordinary day.

“l can’'t just take her to Renee! Renee has
appointments! And | can’t take her into Whispers
like this, in public!”
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“Renee can come to the apartment, can’t she? Just
explain the problem, pay the woman off—buy her
theater tickets. It can be fixed, Judy. Just use your
Imagination. And don’t call me with the details. |
have a serious problem here. We all could have a
serious, career-ending problem if dealings with this
ship blow up, and I can’t think with the two of you
going at it. Just take care of thisyourself. All right?’
Calm, quiet voice, against Judy’s panic. It was a
secure line. Security saw to that, constantly. “Take a
deep breath. Y ou have my complete support. Call
Renee. It won't take that long. It'Il all be fixed.”

“1 don’t know why she does these things!”

“It can be fixed. It's not an illicit. She' s not
pregnant. Go do it, Judy. | loveyou.”

Click. Judy hung up, not happy. Judy was going to
go have herself acry and call Renee, and cry some
more after that.

Trendy, too-tight clothes. Too much makeup. Kathy
was fifteen-going-on-twenty, and Judy was trying to
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keep her socially respectable in a crowd Kathy had
the brains and the family connections to rule with an
Iron hand, if she ever set her mind and her energies
to it. Notably, Kathy could toss | ppoleta Nazrani and
her little fuzzy-sweatered clique into social oblivion
In another year, if Kathy didn’t squander the social
capital she had before her taste caught up to her
budget.

Herelied on hiswife to bring on that day. He
detested Lyle Nazrani. He truly detested Lyle
Nazrani, and particularly Lyle' swife Katrione,
without whose vitriol the whole arena scandal would
never have existed. And he extended it to their

social queen daughter, the bane of Kathy’s young
life.

“Erngt?’

“Yes, sir. | do copy. I'll try to handle anything she
needs. Breakfast is here, sir.”

Well, something went right.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (66 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:13



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

0915H. Early to work.Withapileof diet
wafers and a snack bar balanced on a saucer in one
hand, a pot of caff in the other, and a notebook
under his arm, Procyon navigated the door of his
basement home office, elbowed the switch, and let
the robot turn the lights on.

He let the door shut on auto, set down hisload on
the cabinet, and settled into the depths of hiswork
chair without spilling anything, step one. The
automatics had turned the room-ringing monitors
on. The second of two transcript sticks dropped into
atray.

Step two, arrange his notebook and set spillable
items into various holders. Step three, pour a cup,
settle back, and take a sip, first good caffeine hit of
the morning.

Step three, pop the sticks into the reader.

He flicked afinger to scroll the transcript past his
view of the room, transparent mode, floating in air,
so they seemed—so he could still seethe relay
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monitors. He had implants—could see one thing in
one eye, one thing in the other, and still see through
both to account for what was going on in the
screens, but he didn’t like that much input at once
while he was still on hisfirst cup of caff. He
coordinated the transcript vision to both eyes...
visual, because he wholly detested listening to audio
acceleration. The jabber, even computer-sifted for
significant bits in emphasis, gave him a headache.
He preferred the civilized act of reading.

And reading, this morning, turned up an interesting
discussion Marak and Hati had had with the caravan
workers last night. He wasn't sure whether the
Information in the discussion was new to the record,
and thought probably it wasn’t—astronomical
probability it wasn't, in fact, in the long history of
this post—»but it very much interested him, to the
point he conceived a notion of writing an official
memo expanding on those remarks about preimpact
wind patterns, relative to something else Marak had
once said on his watch.
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It might get more attention than his last effort, which
had turned out not to be news to anyone elsein the
PO.

Second sip. Personal ritual asfixed asthe station in
Its orbit.

He counted himself beyond lucky to get his
assignment, let alone to have day shift. After
midnight down on the world, when staid, scholarly
Auguste was online, didn’t produce much activity—
well, not the truly significant kind—except in the
mornings. If there was any of the three shifts he had
rather have, it was Drusus' s, whose watch was
during the station and planetary evenings, when
Marak often grew philosophical, or discussed plans
with his companions and his wife. But his shift was
certainly next-best, full of the midday’s activity.

And important, God, yes. His job, with histwo
associates effort, was the most important thing that
went on in al of Concord, and not only in his own
estimation. It might not be the most exciting, in the
day-to-day conduct of things as certain people
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would see it, since they were watching—in the slow,
day-to-day scale of mortal humans—the re-
evolution of aplanet, on ageologic scale. More to
the point, they recorded and analyzed the day-to-day
doings of the one living individual who mattered
most in the Treaty, the one ongoing life that for
some reason kept the ondat themselves intrigued
and watching. Marak had lived through the
Hammerfall. He was still alive. Mountains rose and
eroded away. Tectonic plates moved. And Marak
went on living, and the ondat went on sitting here at
Concord, watching, and refraining from war.

Procyon Stafford was the latest of along, long, long
line of observers.

And the transcript that came to him said that things
were routine, that Marak and Hati had reminisced
during Drusus' s watch, slept through an uneventful
night on Auguste’s, risen and ridden out with their
companionsin thetail end of Auguste's, al thisin
Intermittent contact with lan, back at the Refuge...
that absent-minded flow of information passed
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between two men who had been sharing random
remarks for all of time, and who long since had
learned to finish each other’ s sentences.

The transcript said Marak and his party had gotten
under way a little late in the day, for them. Marak,
when he was out in the land, believed that a day
began at whatever time the terminator swung near
enough to be a hint on the horizon—that kind of
late. Which meant Marak had been up and moving
for, oh, about five or six planetary hours by now,
without saying much at all. None of it was unusual,
especialy not in Marak’s scale.

Auguste’' s transcript ended with the note: Small
discussion relative to landmarks (ref 288) and plant
growth, which Marak declares to be common graze
and false pearl| plant, no samples taken.

Note: the release of insect life (see my note: ref 122)
has not shown up here, but it must exist nearby,
since windblown seed from the graze plant has
reached this point (ref 1587)...

God. Typical Auguste, whose style crowded more
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words onto a thought than he personally liked, but
Auguste did have a clear vision of the ecology, was
dead-on accurate on his references, and usually had
Intelligent suggestions and comments to inject.

Windblown, Auguste reminded them, in answer to
his own naive suggestion of hislast watch.
Windblown, which he just hadn’t thought of. Things
on the station didn’t ordinarily pick up and travel—
at least on the macroscopic level. But afield of
graze plant was not going to reproduce if insects
didn’t find it, and it couldn’t be here if insects
hadn’t had something to do with it— or—of course
—the wind. The wind and the insects. A textbook
case of life constantly paving the way for itself.
Procyon felt his face flush, reading Auguste's
untargeted comment on his suggestion yesterday,
that he thought the unsupported graze plant must be
an earlier seeding, when it turned out—trust
Auguste to have his references, and amind like an
encyclopedia—that no one had visited thisareain

ages.
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Thus proving Auguste’' s theory. And proving the
newest member of the observation team wasn’t
clever enough to make observations—yet.

Survival on Marak’s World was such a complex,
Interwoven thing, so many things to think of, so
foreign to hisway of thinking. A plant died without
bugs, and the bugs needed the plants to get food out
of the elements. The one needed the other to
reproduce, and the other needed the oneto live at

al. Thewind carried the seeds and the bugs, and if
bugs and seeds got in the wrong order, the bugs
were certainly worse off, not being ableto live at all.
Penalty of being higher up the food chain.

He absorbed the data. Beyond the data, he tried to
Imagine what it was like to stand on the planet
surface, like Marak, feeling an earthly wind on his
face, experiencing arush of air that wasn't afan-
driven draft from an open vent, but rather the
product of heating and cooling and the rotation of a
planet. He tried to adjust hislifelong thinking—
admittedly only twenty years worth—in terms of
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things that moved on the wind as well as by gravity
and athousand other interrelated causesthat a
station-dweller might not think of. He wondered
what it was to watch the stars go out because the
world was turning toward the sun, and he imagined
what it felt like to see that first suspicion of dawn
come over the edge of a convex horizon.

He loved the thought. He swore he' d volunteer to go
down without thinking twice, if they ever had to
replace lan or Luz, as, who knew? could happen—if
lan or Luz fell off acliff. He was sure he could
adapt to living forever. He'd like to live forever, no
matter the documented downside of that gift and the
guestions about sanity that consoled those of them
that lived and died in normal span, up here on the
station. He was sure he could adapt to immortality
quite nicely. He' d ride the open land for years, just
getting acquainted with the world. Of course Marak
would teach him. He' d find the new seedings they’d
let loose on aravaged planet. He' d see lightning
from underneath, and listen to thunder with his own
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ears, and watch the spread of species by means
space-based humans just didn’t ordinarily think
about, and he' d spend the first hundred years just
riding around watching things, before he even got
down to taking notes.

Daydreams, those were. No station-dweller was
Immortal, and no one went down to the planet. No
one ever went down, that was the very point, the
reason Concord was here in the first place, staving
off war and ondat craziness. The world below,
Marak’s World, was a permanent sealed |aboratory,
and three governments armed forces saw that it
stayed sealed, no matter what happened el sewhere,
no matter what governments did, no matter what
cataclysms came and went. Concord swung around
Marak’s World, and, like Marak’s World, Concord,
too, changed very, very little from what remotest
ancestors had known.

Planets? There were worlds in Outsider Space you
could land on and live on if you wanted to stay on
them forever, but Procyon had no interest in those:
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they were just asisolate as Marak’ s World, but the
stations above them were, from all he knew, strange,
secretive, and focused on atrade in oddments. The
people down on those carefully guarded worlds
might have been human once, but the one culture
struggled with agriculture that wouldn’t cooperate,
mines that collapsed, and native life that wasn’t
amenabl e to their presence, while another was
nomadic and barely surviving the violent winters,
not to mention the ones where humans hadn’t
survived at all. No, no interest in being assigned to
any of those stations, not in this Concord-born
researcher.

Thisworld—Marak’s World, that had been the
focus of inter-species controversy, this technology-
ravaged world—was the most human of all the
colonized planets. It was self-ruling, managing its
own environment through all the changes, and its
changes were progressive, building up, not just
churning away at the edge of catastrophe. Granted,
one human lifetime wouldn’t see it: but Marak’s
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World was improving constantly from the days of
the Hammerfall—was hauling itself up out of the
years of destruction and making itself more than
viable, while ondat and humans watched. It was a
pace of change that, so certain authorities believed,
had encouraged ondat to become friendlier. The
ondat-human relationship did change, however
slowly, and the ondat communicated, these days, on
the third station to bear the name Concord.

A long, long watch. Teams did archaeology over at
Mission One station, and brought strange things to
the museum, oddments that few people could even
figure out, and some of them were stranger still,
leavings of the ondat, that today’ s ondat scarcely
recognized. Stations had been orbiting Marak’s
World, yes, that long, since the Hammerfall, and the
world below them had many, many centuries yet to
go before anyone remotely contemplated unraveling
the quarantine or changing the treaties that depended
onit.

But change did happen. And for awatcher who'd
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only just begun on his job, there was hope that
before he left it, he might see afew more klicks of
grassland grow, and a settlement or two spring up.

Meanwhile he had constant pictures from the
camera sites around the world: the ceiling-high half
ring of monitors that surrounded him gave him a
constantly shifting view, afew from inside the
refuge, another out on the volcanic idands, where
smoke generally obscured the view. One
observation station sat high above the seacoadt,
where waves broke against jagged rock, and yet
another up on the high plateau, where sand still
flowed off the edges. He could shift any one of these
cameras to the transparent view in his contact

lenses, making one of them his momentary, if
dizzying reality. He did it, when storms swept in. He
loved the lightning, particularly, and the rain.

0955h. He was about to become recording angel,
that particular presence in the heavens that watched

over Marak, recorded his information—and advised
him in case the wisest man on earth ever needed
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advice from orbit.

Procyon ate the wafers—the bar was lunch—then
poured his second cup of caff and re-read the more
Interesting details of Drusus' s transcript from last
evening to midnight, waiting for the handoff.

Marak had promised lan last week that the party
would be well up the heights today, wending their
way on a safe approach to the Southern Wall. When
It came to schedules out in the wild, Marak tended
to beright, and today, in fact, he was well along on
the very thinnest part of that spit of basalt and
sandstone that rose like a spine between the southern
basin and the deep cut of the Needle Gorge to the
north.

Day sixty-four. Marak said he meant to set up an
Intermediate base unit on this spine of rock,
positioning a new camera so that the Refuge could
monitor this curious dividing line between river-cut
Plateau uplift and the sinking terrain of the southern
pans.

And after that, proceeding along that curving spine,
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he' d take another twenty days to reach the Wall and
set up the most important observation station, with
camera and global-positioning equipment. Hitherto
the Project had only observed the situation at the
Southern Wall from orbit, or in the seismic records,
the latter of which said that the downdrop fault that
edged the Wall was increasingly active—that fault
being the reason Marak was going the long way
around and avoiding the lowland pans. Speculation
was that the combined forces of a moving plate
would rip the Southern Wall apart, and if that
happened, the pans of the Southern Desert would be
afloodplain in a matter of days...

Not to mention what might result as the colliding
plates sorted out precedence. One might override the
other. Mountains, volcanics, might result.

Geol ogists were extraordinarily excited, in their
longsighted way: on a scale of geologic change,
there was a certain urgency in the signsin the
earth... which pointed up the fact that right now
they had no camerain the area. They’d landed one,
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that had lasted a week, thanks to an imperfect
positioning: it had fallen to the notorious violence of
the winter storms. lan had his next rocket in
preparation now, and had fretted and fussed and
wished Marak would stay around the Refuge and | et
It all be done by robotics, instead of trekking out to a
region of current hazard. But Marak disregarded

lan’ s objections and went to watch personally the
dynamics of arestless land, the unstable nature of a
wide basin below sealevel, a burning desert
suddenly opened to icy antarctic water. Never mind
science, Procyon suspected: Marak wanted to see it.

So did he. He spent his off-hours reading the
bulletins that flowed from geology, from
metereology, from biology, disciplines that had
suddenly acquired immediacy for him. All that icy
new sea would be shallow, quickly warmed by the
sun, cooled by winds off the Southern Sea,
meteorologically significant—and, when it
happened, in hislifetime or three watchers along, it
would be alaboratory of biologic change right in
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their own laps, when the icy water, with its life, met
the superheated pans and lay there for afew
centuries, breeding new things in the shallows.

But continental plates moved at their own pace...
gave signs of imminency, and then might refuse to
move for a decade or so.

Which—asigh, areturn to mortal perspective—was
something for the immortals, not two-years-on-the-
job watchers still trying to justify their existence.

A glance at the clock. Coming up on 1000h.

With athoughtless effort, Procyon tapped in, a
simple shunt of blood pressure behind both eyes and
ears.

Triple flash of light. That was his personal signature,
coming in. Double flash exited. That was Auguste,
outbound. It was a courtesy they paid Marak, just to
let him know without disturbing him.

Hati’ s watchers weren’t active but every third day,
at the moment. It was vacation for them, during the
days she was constantly close to Marak. It was only
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when that pair separated that Hati’ s watchers
enjoyed full employment.

The teams all took their turns, however. His three-
man team had a five-day rest coming up, oh, in
about two weeks, when Hati’ s team would be on
full-time for at least eighteen days straight.

That was the other benefit of this job—frequent and
lengthy furlough, to let nerves rest and overloaded
senses readjust to the world he lived in. In histwo
years on the job, he' d been on three months of
furlough.

For now, officially on the job, he settled back in his
chair, let the caff cool just alittle, and shut his eyes.
He couldn’t see the world through his taps, but he
could hear it through Marak’s ears, and the cameras
let him imagine the sights. He picked up a gentle
creak: saddle leather. Two voices conversed, one,
Marak’s, he could definitely understand, one distant
and generally hard to discern. That was Hati. All
day long he lived with that accent—that very old
accent, that never changed because it had living
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speakers. It didn’t change, and, consequently,
Concord’ s language didn’t change. It was always
what it had been, no matter what the rest of the
Outside did. He had to be careful, however, about
picking up the onworld lilt in his own speech, a
giveaway, in aprogram very careful not to give
away the identities or occupations of its most critical
personnel.

Marak and Hati fell silent for along space, and he
picked up just the sound of the beshti. In front of his
chair, the view of onworld monitors endlessly
cycled in hypnotic, fractal regularity. In most of the
monitors the sun was shining. Near the seacoast,
rain spotted the lens, and up in the saw-toothed
Quarain it was snowing, while the islands to the
west were, as usual, obscured in volcanic smoke and
steam. One gray spot in the cycle of monitors
Indicated arelay had come to grief this morning,
gone out of service: Procyon noted its number in the
sequence and bent forward and flicked buttons. The
actual location of the site was up on the high desert
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plateau: he marked it for autorepair or eventual
replacement, both technical functions outside his
domain.

The site had been hammered by hail, maybe. Or
cyclone. It was at |east one of the sitesin fairly
convenient reach of the Refuge, not in Marak’s
direction on this trek, however. It was arelay that—
he checked the record—Memnon’ s fourth daughter
had set up on her last trek in that direction.

That was old, then, five hundred years or more. A
wonder it had been still functioning, as was. He put
the whole problem into his report for Brazis.
Auguste had missed it—unlikely, since Auguste
rarely dropped a stitch—or the malfunction had just
happened.

The monitors kept him sane in thisjob, confined in a
viewless room. They lent him a sense of utter
freedom, of wandering the planet below at any slight
moment of boredom. While Marak was in range of
cameras, as he was within the Refuge itself, he
could maintain a schizophrenic identification with
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Marak and his surroundings, and with Hati; when
Marak had been there, he had seen, sometimes, lan
and Luz and more than once, the lla, who,
diminutive and beautiful, was the scariest individual
he had ever imagined.

For Marak, he held the mental image of aman in his
thirties, more often than not wrapped in the robes of
hislong-lived tribe, which Marak preferred. Marak’s
people learned new skills, knew computers and
bioscience, hydroponics and engineering, mining
and manufacture, the old ways and the new. Most of
Marak’s people wore clothing that was far more
conservative than one saw on the station, but
certainly not desert robes. These generations stepped
aside and stared in awe when one of the Old Ones,
young as themselves, walked through the halls of
the Refuge, a breath of the past in their body-
swathing, tribal-patterned robes, with the aifad, the
vell that kept moisture in, dust out, and thoughts
private. Talk stopped. Imagination—came up
against awall.
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They were al special, the surviving Old Ones,
suffering no age, no death except by mishap so
severe and sudden their internal nanisms failed to
make repairs. They passed their longevity to their
children not by genetics but by infection; and could
bestow it on strangers as well, but they rarely did
that, as hard experience had, so the literature said,
made it clear that generations more focused on a
mortal timescale did not easily adjust.

The world, since the Hammerfall, had reacquired a
biological clock. Latter-day lives ran by nearer and
nearer expectations of outcome, and began to think
that several days of waiting was long.

The original Old Ones not only had learned Outsider
science, they had a personal memory of the
Hammerfall: that was one thing. The Ila, oldest of
al, had the memory of the Gene Wars and the
Landing, and had originated the nanisms that had
reshaped the ecology, alife span that staggered the
mind even to contemplate. That handful of
Immortals had a community that transcended old
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feuds, had a shared perspective that somehow
anchored them in time, a shared reality from which
they were all born and from which they seemed to
derive their curious sense of scale. He had read
Marak’s personal views on the subject, in which
Marak swore he' d beget no more children, and give
no one else his gift: it was too hard, Marak said, for
the later born, without that cataclysmic event of the
Hammerfall in their past.

Why? Why was it hard? What had the immortals all
seen, that made that moment the changing point?
Procyon yearned most of all to ask such questions,
sure that there were more than the obvious
drawbacks to immortality that a callow twenty-five-
year-old could think of. He was sure there was a
word somewhere in it that could give him afar
different perspective than he had, a perspective that
might be useful in what he did—so useful, so
Immensely useful, he might become an expert, an
oracle in the service of the Project, if he had it.

Brazis would have his hide if he spoke to Marak
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unbidden, that was what—well, except for weather
warnings and the like. If Marak ever wanted to
exchange views with him, philosophically speaking,
Marak easily could do that, and so far didn’t, and
thus far showed no interest in doing so, which would
likely be the rule forever.

Marak apparently liked him, however. Marak had
chosen him out of a hundred possibles, not the most
experienced watcher on staff—in fact, the least. Not
the brightest, maybe, certainly not graced by the best
record in the Project, being only third-shift watcher
of one of the youngest of Memnon’sline, aged six,
and having gotten into the Planetary Office by the
skin of histeeth in thefirst place, despite hislack of
connections inside the Project. He didn’t know why
Marak liked him. He certainly wasn’'t the watcher
the Chairman had wanted Marak to pick, he was
sure of that—but the regs said all possible choices
had to be in the pool when one of the seniors chose,
and the ancient agreements said it was absolutely
Marak’s choice to make, end of statement.
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So after sifting through all availables, Marak had
picked him, for reasons Marak never had to explain,

and the rules, most tantalizing, never let the subject
of that selection ask.

Thelittle he did know—Marak’ s seniormost
watcher, the day watcher, had died of old age, time
finally overtaking even the most highly modified in
the Planetary Office. Marak, Drusus had told him,
didn’t want somebody senior, coming in with
perspective and history with him, and especially
didn’t want someone with along record of intimacy
with any other of his contemporaries. Marak, he
overheard in the Project hallways, zealously avoided
politics and kept his own counsel. And the same
whisper among the watchers, some jealous, said
Marak might test him for years before he said a
thing to him of a personal nature.

Or Marak might never talk directly to him at all. He
knew it must frustrate the Planetary Office that
Marak wasn’t talking to his daytime watcher in the
frank, offhanded way he'd talked to the last one. A
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source of information had gone. And all he could be,
all the PO could be, was patient, and hopeful, and
meticulously correct.

He didn’t know where his career would take him,
though he doubted he would be shunted aside, as

he’ d been moved from his last assignment, unless he
did something extravagantly objectionable to Marak.
So he had a certain security, being as high as he
could get, while getting a major vacation now and
again, enjoying hiswork as the dream job, and being
paid exorbitantly.

The drawback—there was one true drawback to it all
—was that he couldn’t tell anybody on the outside
what he did for aliving. Watchers—Project taps—
worked inside a security envelope that, if you
breached it, would just swallow you down and never
let you out again, in any physical sense, let alonethe
Informational one. So assuredly he had no desire to
break the rules and end up living hisentire lifeas a
shadow in the farthest recesses of the Project offices.

And what was that job? He monitored Marak’s
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whereabouts, activities, and observations, he took
notes, he made his hour-by-hour transcript, he
passed that on to Drusus, who passed it on to
Auguste, who passed it back to him, as watchers had
done, time out of mind. He was a highly classified
Instant communications system and still an observer-
In-training, but he never forgot it was a dangerous
planet down there, and his attention to what he did
could conceivably make a difference between life
and death for a man on whom the integrity of the
Project depended, a contrary and independent man
who’d lived longer than any human mind could

grasp.

Hisjob, in effect, was keeping tabs on God, or such
agod as the planet had, besides the |la, besides Luz
and lan.

And learning. Fast. Marak, when he was in the
Refuge, had encounters with people with various
agendas hour to hour, and it was hisjob to consult
with other watchers and suspect who was up to
what. When Marak dealt with his own family, in
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their enclave— or with the lla—where politics was
definitely at issue—transcripts were afast and
furious production. A tap knew a mistake could
racket to the halls of government.

But this, this venture into the outback, was six
months of pure wonder, observations, close work
with the science departments, instead of other taps.
Marak traveled out into the world with his wife,
enjoying the days, observing a land whose scale of
change was more like his own life span and Hati’s.

Out there Marak could say, as he had yesterday, of a
certain landmark—it’ s almost all worn away now,
the way some people would say, Hmmn, that
frontage was painted green yesterday, wasn't it? Or,
The camelia sin bloom. How nice.

Hisjob, his enviable job, was watching God
watching the world change.

Third cup of caff. Take awalk around, stretch the
legs. Take abreak. Meddle with the displays. Tinker
with a 3-D puzzle he had laid out on the counter
days ago. Take a note or two. Since the tap was
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audio, mostly, and one-way, at his selection, he
could do that, while keeping up the transparent
transcript he was building. There were other aspects
he could use, including voice from his direction,
simply by talking aloud and letting the resonant
bone of his skull carry the sound to the tap, but such
contacts were rare. He wasn’'t supposed to talk aloud
during his hours of observation, in order not to
annoy Marak. He used a keyboard, used atablet,
drew and typed in arapid code. Across the station,
In various apartments, in various offices, the day’s
records grew and sifted from one office to another,
everything from repair requests to weather reports
and geology.

His notes by midmorning were mostly botanical, the
latest involving a patch of low scrub of akind,
greenbush, that Marak remembered personally
seeding north of the Needle River, oh, six or so
hundred years ago. Reference available to Procyon’s
casual scan said it tended to be a precursor species.
It put down roots, and lighter seed that blew up
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against it lodged, grew, and fought the precursor
species for water, if water was scarce.

Scarce it was not, on the Plateau, and would be less
so if the Southern Wall cracked. Asthe climate
changed, precursors and new plants would live and
fight each other for sunlight, until their strongest
descendants won. But that was in the future. Marak
said he was seeding several other plants as they
passed, a ground cover, stubweed, and ataller type
of shrub, blue dryland windwalker, that, Marak said,
might rim a someday sea.

Procyon keyed up images of those plants, too,
getting his own picture of what Marak intended and
the sort of growth Marak foresaw covering the thin
sandy skin of thisrise. He didn’t want to make
another statement Auguste could gently imply was
foolish.

And he was insatiably curious.

Crazy, hisyounger sister had said about him. Way
too serious. Enjoy life. Who cares about classes?
Cut out. Party.
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He did enjoy life, precisely because he knew what
those plants |looked like, because he was planning a
way to get into an intelligent dialogue with Auguste
In this next report to prove he wasn’t afool, and
because he knew, because Marak hadn’t needed to
give his conclusions aloud, but had—that he’ d been
purposely given atidbit of information. A living god
thought his curiosity was worth rewarding, the way
he had rewarded his predecessor’s. Finally.

And that inspired him beyond all expectation.
Curiosity was hislife. Curiosity made him enjoy
getting up in the morning. Curiosity made him dive
right in even before the alarm went off—

Hell!

Anniversary. The parental anniversary.

He' d come in here, isolate from the house system,
before Sam gave him the scheduled reminder, and
he hadn’t remembered to tend to it before work.

He made a note on his hand, as something he'd
carry out of the room.
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He could take care of it. He had an idea. Courier
delivery. Peace in the family was the important
thing.

Marak and Hati rode, meanwhile, talking quietly,
and Procyon listened, only listened.

Eavesdropping on God. Tagging along like afive-
year-old, learning everything in the whole world as
If it were new, and sometimes almost forgetting to
type his notes in the excitement of the instant.

They’d come in sight of the rim of the Needle River
Gorge, the edge of the western lowlands. They had
reached the narrowest part of the rocky spine, from
which they could see the deep of the gorge on one
hand and the expanse of the pansin the other, both
at the same time.

God, that had to be aview.

“Green,” Marak said to his wifeand his
companions, looking back down the curve of the
long ridge of rock—desert pans dizzyingly far
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below on one side, and now the eroding deep of the
great gorge on the other side of this resistant, ancient
lava flow. He added, for his young watcher, “ As far
as the eye can see.”

Marak rode comfortably, foot tucked in the curve of
the beshta’ s neck, rocking gently to arhythm as
steady and eternal as his heartbeat, the line of their
caravan still ascending that narrow spit that was part
of the Plateau, which became, ultimately, the
Southern Wall.

“Green-rimmed like the Paradise,” Hati said,
meaning the river of the Refuge, where fields and
farms and orchards had skirted the first dependable
water of the midlands desert, to welcome the
refugees in the days of the Hammerfall.

Plants always came first in their plan. Plants that
cleaned and replenished the air, not only plants on
the land, but algae blown out onto the vast oceans,
mats of algae in shallows, life of more complex sort
running down with water from the free-flowing
streams of the midlands. Marak understood these
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things. Hati understood. That was the work they did,
slowly remaking the world in away the ondat might
one day approve, and grant their descendants peace
from awar they never began.

They’ d seen the rockets go out, trailing fire into the
dusty clouds until they were awhite and vanishing
glare. Such rockets burst far away and showered
algae bloom high into the furious winds. Over and
over and over, year after year, lan had sent them out.

They had seen the snow come down, and the hail
fall, sometimes breaking rocks, the hail of those
dayswas so large. They had seen monstrous
whirlwinds dance across the lowlands, vortices
within vortices, whirlwinds that, carrying sand on
the high plateaus, would strip an unprotected body
to bone as they passed.

From the earliest days of the Hammerfall, rains had
begun in the high desert, and the winds dried the
rain, and sent it high up into clouds that rained down
again, until, year by year, since the great destruction,
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the wind kicked up less dust. These days, gray-
bottomed cloud swept off the heights in regular
systems, clouds carried on the winds at the edge of
heaven.

These days, dependable streams of water fell in a
thundering spray off the escarpment, in a chasm that
widened year by year, and, conjoined, they flowed
down to the Needle, carving a deep gorge on its way
to the sea, working its last bends closer and closer to
penetrating this ridge.

They had seen the rains fall until the air itself
changed, until, these days, they wore the a aifad
more often against the evening chill than the
blowing dust that had been the rule in oldest times.

They had ridden the eastern |owlands hundreds of
years ago, finding lichens on once-barren rocks, and
scum on the pools. They had carried samplesto lan
and Luz. The lla, on first hearing of their discovery,
had avowed herself uninterested. “Tell me
something more than scum on the ponds,” she had
said, affecting scorn. But she had surely heard, this
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power who had loosed her own makers on the world
In one single pond of free water. And all through
these ages, lan and Luz had watched her very
carefully, as if she nursed some secret store of
trouble she could loose if ever the world grew
amenable. Certainly she might to this day possess
knowledge she had never given to them. That she
did have such knowledge, Marak was certain.

But lan and Luz had knowledge, too. They had
changed the world with their skill. On their account,
the lla s great enemy, the ondat, had called off their
war with the world, and only watched from the
heavens, waiting, waiting, for what outcome those
who dealt with them claimed not to know.

The land went on changing. The ondat seemed
satisfied, for now, at least.

The beshta under him had struck a steady pace.

Hati’ s strode side by side. The boys rode easily
behind, with the pack beasts all rocking along at that
sustainable rate that could cover considerable
ground in aday, climbing up the long, gentle rise of
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the spine. Machines could go many places where
riders might suffer great privation; but lan lost a
good many of his precious drones and robots to
uneven ground, to weather and dust, too—metal and
materials that had to be searched up out of drifting
dunes at great labor... by riders, who had to go after
the failures.

And asfor the little rovers, their solar panels blew
apart in the winds, liquid fuel had to be brought to
sustain them, grit from the unseeded places got into
their works, and they failed. After all was said and
done, in Marak’ s opinion, despite lan and his clever
synthesizers, riders were still the best.

Riders fared best here in rough land, for instance,
where there was very little space between one fall
and the next.

A good day in the heavens, a good day on earth.
And the Refuge was far behind them and mostly out
of mind for days on end.

“The green has spread down to the river terraces,”
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Hati said to him, when a deep erosion in the rim of
the Needle Gorge afforded them a view of those
terraces, hazy with depth below, and indeed a
careful eye could make out a gray-green, spiky sort
of growth they called knifeweed because of the look
of it, a stubborn, windblown plant that had outfought
the shifting sand in patches throughout the lowlands,
growing tougher year by year.

So it grew on the very rim of the Needle Gorge, and
now below it.

“Knifeweed,” Marak named it aloud, for Procyon,
“patches all through this place and well down into
the gorge.”

There was agreat deal else of new growth, some of
It unexpected. Where he rode now, well up on the
spine, they had never gone, only seen it through
eyesin the sky.

For those who lived forever, something new was
oftenest measured in rivers and rocks. And to his
eye this dark basalt underlying the red and gold land
across the gorge, newly dotted with green and gray,
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this was already a place of change, a sight already
worth their coming. Here, ancient volcanic flows
were exposed and uplifted, the red cap worn away—
only on this side of the gorge. It was afault line, and
agreat one.

But not for long, this beauty of contrasts. The long-
lived began to have a certain sense of timing, apart
from lan’s machines and the opinions of the
heavens, and Marak’s said greater change was
Imminent, perhaps this year. Perhaps this very
guarter of the year, al thelife that clung to a
foothold here would meet a new challenge. The
earthquakes had assumed a rhythm he had seen
before, and if he bet, as some of hisfoolish
descendants loved to do, he would say it would be
soon.

Count among those signs lan, perhaps seeing better
than his machines, too, who quibbled about his
going out on thisride, foreknowing he would lose
the argument.

“Go,” the Ila had whispered, when she heard about
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the debate. She had even hinted at going with them
—the Ila, who would bring al her accompaniment
of tents and attendants and recorders, her cooks and
her wardrobe and her comforts, not to mention her
often-voiced opinions. He had not wanted her along.
So he and Hati had spoken to a handful of the young
men, and they had packed up the requisite
equipment, thrown saddles on the beshti, and gone
speedily over the horizon without further discussion
with anyone.

Thella, he had heard, had chosen to be amused at
his escape, and possibly had rethought the
strenuousness of the journey, or possibly had not
wanted to leave lan and Luz unchallenged in the
Refuge, likely to make decisions in which she would
have no direct part for months. The Ila had
generously wished them, through their watchers, a
good journey, and was content that they had at least
taken her au’it, awoman as ancient as themselves,
and in the Ila' s service, arecorder whose book now
had become many books, full of the most
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extraordinary things.

They rode carefully and well back from the rim of
the deegpening gorge, and this passage, like all
others, the au’ it recorded, writing as she rode,
having given up the precarious ink for a self-
contained source, but never relinquishing the
weighty book she balanced on her knee, like those
many, many books before it.

The Western Red, a sizable river, poured through
the gap into the Needle just east of them, where the
rim of a second great river chasm split the southern
face of the Plateau and joined the gorge. That seam
In the earth stretched hazily off into the distance.
From here on, only the wind and the rain had
touched this ground since the Hammerfall.

And this, Marak reminded the younger riders,
created a certain danger. For centuries arock layer
might stand, undermined and precarious, balanced
against wind and rain and gravity, but not against
the added weight of a beshta’ s pads. So they kept
the beshti back from the rim, not letting them
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meander to the fragile rim, no matter their longing to
snatch a mouthful or two of the greenbush that grew
there.

They rode where the high, improbable rim of the
Needle Ridge broadened, until they had a good,
level space around them. Greenbush as well as
knifeweed had spread here, in sand and soil that
endured in patches across alayer of sandstone. It
was sparse and tough foliage, gray, mazy clumps
rising up off atough and knotty base growth. Beshti
could use either for graze.

“Here for the base unit,” Marak said to Hati and to
the others, having brought the party to ahalt. All
about him he surveyed that unobstructed field of
view, from the low-lying river gorge and the red
land on the other side, to the bare, eroded sandstone
spires falling away to the south, down to the wide
pans, apart from this strip of ancient basalt.

This broad place on the ridge was where they would
put the critical relay, which might even make
contact with number 105, lost out of range to the
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south, so they could perhaps gain its attention to
effect an autorepair. So Marak hoped. At the very
least, it wastime to set arelay, since contact with
the Refuge was perceptibly fainter. And there was,
at this height, in that broad sweep of his eye
westward, arim to the sky.

That was not good.

“Thisisagood broad vantage before the Wall,” he
said. “ Set up the base. And bring out the deep-
stakes.”

The young men looked, all of them, apprehensively
westward, as they ought, when he said that about
deep-stakes. They gazed at just afaint dirtiness
above the horizon. They should have seen it. Now
they had.

Deep-stakes. Time. Damn, time, and it was just
getting to what would be a rapid deployment, just
when Procyon had a screen cleared and ready for
that new monitor Marak was setting up. He' d known

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (108 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

It. He'd known it would work out that way. And
what was this about deep-stakes, the irons they used
to anchor shelter in a blow? Weather showed
nothing but a small line of disturbance off the sea.

The tap came in from Drusus, the clock showed
1802, and Procyon moved, realizing pain. His | eft
leg had gone to sleep.

“They’re well out on that rocky spine, now, between
the Needle River and the pans,” he said aloud to
Drusus, hiding his disappointment, since he knew
Marak could overhear them talking. “They’re at the
site. Marak’ s asked the base be set up. Then he
asked for deep-stakes.”

Flash of light. Quadruple flash from Drusus.
“Coming on a serious blow, I'm afraid. And they’re
still setting up?”’

Drusus was taking up hiswatch in asimilar office in
another apartment, far across the station. Drusus
would actually see the new landscape and the camp
the instant the new relay and the camera installation
turned on, if they got it done before dark. If weather
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didn’'t intervene.
“Looks like.”

He, on the other hand, had to wait until morning to
find out what happened, and he would very likely
miss the deployment. It would take a bigger blow
than seemed likely from the weather reports to
prevent the base unit driving its legs down. It took
only an hour.

But he had taxed his brain and his eyes enough over
the last eight hours. A flutter in hisleft eyelid and a
leg gone to sleep confirmed it. He was officially
booted out of the tap. He hadn’t quite shut down yet,
as he multitasked his transcript and Auguste's
belatedly over to Drusus—they should have gone
half an hour ago.

He had a rapidly burgeoning headache, he' d been
paying such tight and constant attention. The
average tapped-in line worker in, say, abank, sat
with his ears plugged and his eyes shut, focused on a
single audio interface and admitting no alternate
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possibilities to confuse his brain.

He, on the other hand, did multitask. He didn’t
ordinarily take all the information simultaneously
available to him, but close to it, and when he had to,
his brain ran alarge number of tracks quite handily:
get the transcript out, get the board shut down, were
the final two. All those daily repeated tasks, the
same daily-routine keystrokes, the hindbrain could
handle on autopilot.

Drusus had been, it turned out, by a glance at the
clock ticking away in his contact display, two
minutes late tapping in. Neither of them was sinless,
him for hanging on and Drusus for showing up late.
But Drusus had delayed to get an updated weather
report. Not entirely afavorable one, asit had
developed a bit beyond the last he' d pulled down: he
could see that when he demanded it. The front

they’ d thought would miss—wouldn’t.

He dlid out of the chair, gathering up the used cup
and plate, thinking about the cold front, and spotted
the note he' d scrawled on his hand. Which
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otherwise he’ d have completely forgotten, given the
depth of his concentration.

Anniversary.

Damn. He' d been ready to think about restaurants.
About de-buzzing and recovering the sensation in
his right foot.

“Procyon isreluctant to leave us,” Marak said, at the
edge of his conscious attention, and Procyon felt
himself flush, embarrassed to be caught between
here and there.

“Good night,” he said to Drusus, “Good night,
Marak. Forgive me, omi.” With that, he did entirely
tap out, doing the little blood shunt behind the ears
that shut the contact absolutely down.

Contacts lost their internal lights, too. He took out
the case from his pocket, cupped one eye and the
other, dropping them into solution. Didn’t take those
out on the town, no. And the foot was still asleep.

He' d been more wound up than he’ d thought, so
excited about the prospect of that new camera set up

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (112 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

for aclose-up of the area and taking his notes on the
new growth he’'d lost track of the weather he was
supposed to be monitoring: he was embarrassed
about that, in cold afterthought, ashamed that he
hadn’t tracked that weather change, which was a
major part of hisjob.

He' d gotten lost in hisimagination, was what. He
had his own curiosity about the land—the Needle
River Gorge and the narrowing spine of mudstone
and sandstone layered with flood basalt that arced
around to the Southern Wall—that actually became
the Southern Wall, when it reached the coast. He' d
missed giving Marak an earlier warning. Marak had
had to tell him. That wasn’t good.

But Marak had seen it. And they were well set, and
prepared for what wouldn’t be a blow of any scale
such asin the old days. It was worth embarrassment,
was all.

And when he should have been pulling down the
weather report, he’ d been deep in geology, reading
the charts—he hadn’t known what the atmosphere
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was about to send down, but he had been tracking
very, very accurately the stability of the ground on
which Marak proposed to camp, and he had sent that
over to Drusus, in its entirety.

One scientist said the ridge might be an old crater
rim predating the Hammerfall. A more prevailing
opinion said it was uplift right along with the
Plateau across the gorge, but another said that failed
to account for the flood basalts. He' d gotten all but
visual impressions through Marak’ s intermittent
conversation and pored over his own maps of the
|lava-capped spine of rock that might or might not be
Plateau Sandstone, carved to near penetration by the
Needle River on one side and deeply faulted on the
other. It had become a spired escarpment on the side
of the alkali pans to the south, but the core of the
spine was an outpouring of what had to be very
ancient basalt, on Marak’ s side of the Needle. The
curving spine where Marak had camped stood a
good quarter kilometer above the gorge and nearly
that far above the pans, on the other side of the
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escarpment, strata all tilted toward the south—

All of that spoke of geologic violence, immense
geologic force that, in conjunction with those flood
basalts, had predated the ondat attack, in a previous
period of vulcanism, on a planet whose plates had
been locked, immobile. That was very, very old
rock, that spine. It was an access to incredibly old
rock. He imagined Geology was in afroth at the
moment. He anticipated requests for samples, and
almost took it on himself to request Marak collect
them.

He had notions of avery presumptuous memo, was
making notes on every geologic hint Marak gave
him about the age and orientation of the strata there,
whether the rock that had been eroded off the spine
was actually the same as the Plateau Sandstone
across the gorge, as most geologists thought, or
whether it was more like the floor of the pans, where
there was aso some suspicion of deep volcanic

rock. In either case, the basalt layer was much
thinner than they had thought. That meant an
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exposure of— granted extreme uplift—much older
rock below?

And dared he, two years on this job, and with only a
recent course in geology of the region, contact
Geology with his speculations? If it was not Plateau
Sandstone, if the oddly formed spine was actually an
exposure of a piece of an older coast that had
rammed in here during a previous tectonic activity,
they might get something of a magnetic record of
prior orientation of the spine. More, in those
exposed lower strata of the spine, there might even
lurk afossil record, life predating not only the ondat
but the I1a’ s own interference in the ecosystem. That
was the Holy Grail of planetary explorations. Fossi
records were incredibly scarce, in the one inhabited
area of the planet where they could get to them to
collect them.

He hoped he was going to get a request from
Geology tomorrow, when they’d read Marak’s
observations, and more, when the new relay put a
camera active on the site, and Geology got a much
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closer ook at the area... he had an ideathey would
make urgent requests for all kinds of samples.

But, God, when the Wall did break, they might well
see the flood penetrate through cracks and fissures
right into the Needle Gorge, flooding it all, along
with the pans, carrying away the spine, so if there
was any older record in the rocks, they would lose it
once that happened.

So Marak needed to get those rock samples.

And his monitors and the room lights were about to
turn off. He had to leave. If he didn’t clear the room
before the systems wanted to lock down, the tap
supervisor would tell him about an overstay in no
uncertain terms.

Morning was soon enough to make a memo to
Geology. It had to be. He wanted, tomorrow, to get a
library search on southern fossils. He wondered if he
dared pursue it all the way to Geology.

Maybe to Chairman Brazis' office. Hello, sir. I'm
Marak’ s junior-most watcher, with two years of
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basic geology. | think I’ve just found prior life.
Ambition had some sensible limits.

“Board, key out. Door open.” The system had a
voice lock, and it answered. The screens
simultaneoudly went dark, all around the room.
When he came back in the morning, and only in the
morning, the door would let him in, at earliest,
0930h. The fact was, he didn’t actually rent this
apartment: Planetary Observations owned it.
Specifically, the Project did, and had made its own
aterations, and he wasn’t alowed down here or
onto the downworld tap except at his strictly
regulated hours of duty. The Project didn’t want its
taps negotiating their own hours or collaborating
with each other on their reports.

So his day’ swork was done, forcibly so. He let the
door lock behind him and took the day’ s cup and
saucer upstairsto the main floor to put into the
kitchen washer, all on autopilot. He was still
thinking about that landscape Marak had described,
still imagining that river gorge and the strata of the

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (118 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

spine as he went upstairs and shed the work sweats.

He took a quick pass through the shower, dry-
cycled, and bare-assed it to the closet for a
thoughtful change of focus and a major change of
clothing—a nice combination of blues and brown,
shirt, pants, boots, and jacket. Hair—it was dark
brown the last while— in easy short curls, nothing
fancy. Eyeliner was permanent. The rest he was vain
enough to maintain as nature provided, unimproved,
with itsfew little flaws. He didn’t do seek-and-
destroy on fat cells. the gym burned them off. He
was actually akilo light when he consulted the scan,
and dessert was consequently an option tonight.

An acceptable, if not ahigh Trend look. The brown
shirt was a pleasure to the skin—and by now he
began actually to feel his own skin again, and be
sure where his feet were, after the daylong
Immersion in the tap. The mental solitude of a
luxury apartment was delicious, a luxury the Project
afforded after aflurry of multitracking and
prolonged deep concentration. But solitude and
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silence would get truly stale before the evening aged
much.

Hell, get the mind off it. He wasn’t supposed to
think about the job after hours. Wasn't supposed to
get together with the other taps and discuss things.
His personal speculations—well, the spine had held
for ages. It wasn't going to go tomorrow. He could
get office time next downtime, to do his extended
reports when Hati’ s taps were on and he was off. He
could send out a modest note to Geology then,
granted only Geology did wake up and ask for
samples.

“Sam, I’'m going out.”

Sam'’ s response was a single chime, not asingle
word from the computer after noon and before
2200h. His choice, that silence. Hewasn't in the
mood for a cheeky damn bot if his day was going
badly, and he didn’t like inane pleasantriesif it was
areally good day and hismind was still, as it was
now, exploring the planet he'd just left, dancing
down the ridges and wondering if that line of
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mudstone Marak had mentioned was in the sequence
he hoped it was, and most of all hoping that there
was time to do the work... if they missed getting
samples when Marak was going out to the Southern
Wall, they might still get some when he came back,
which might be along the same route, afew months
from now. Those rocks weren’'t going anywhere.

“Down, Sam.” He could speak to the bot. It just
couldn’'t answer. Sam chimed. He walked onto the
lift area and rode it down to the front door.

Outside, in the Closeg, the lawyer’ s gardenias wafted
heavy perfume to his senses. He nodded to the
otherside neighbor tending her roses, anice lady
with not a clue what he did for aliving or why a
healthy young man left his apartment only in the tag
end of the day. She was retired, but spent much of
her time writing for a culinary society.

The occasional polite nod was the only regular
Interaction he had with her or his other close
nelghbors, whose dossiers he had read, and he had
rather not know them better. The PO liked it that
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way. And he did his own part for anonymity, having
nothing in common with the lawyer or the retired
lady or, God knew, the rest of the honest citizensin
the complex. He didn’t look hostile or odd.

He didn’t bring home suspicious visitors. He didn’t
attract police, play loud music, wear his hair in
spikes, or set off firealarms. He was, in fact,
relatively faceless in this pricey neighborhood of
people who had, occasionally, children with
problems; who occasionally threw big parties, who
occasionally had noisy divorces and shouting
matches on the doorstep, bothering everyone—as he
bothered no one. He was Procyon, just Procyon, as
the Fashionables chose to be, just Procyon, whose
job nobody actually knew, or ventured to ask, and
who, they might think, probably did hiswork by
computer, since he wasn't a Stylist, but lived like
one. He only went out in the evenings. But few
people besides the lady with the roses were home
during the day to think about that. It was a
nelghborhood adequately respectable and not too
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worried about the character of anyone with the
credit to be living here, which was, he was sure,
why the PO decided thiswas the ideal placeto
Install one of its protected talents.

Just off Grozny was his own ideal placeto live, too,
and he' d picked it off avery short list of PO-owned
properties—close enough to the action, but not in it,
so he could walk out of the Close and right onto this
fashionable end of Grozny Street. The location was
adream for a young man who came out of aday’s
Isolation hungry for life.

He let the general traffic and the muted noise of
voices ease the accumulated tension behind his eyes.
He could call any of hisfriends, if the common tap
In his head didn’t have its output channel
permanently blocked. Anywhere he walked, he
could get still get music on the common tap, he
could get art, he could get talk; but he declined them
all, cherishing the silence and privacy inside his
skull. If he was like anyone else on the street, he
could be tapped in, all the time, and some who only
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skimmed life certainly lived that way, moving
constantly to their own music, talking to their
personal taps, checking with a spouse about a
grocery order or making an assignation with alover,
never alone in their heads, never—he suspected—
thinking any long, deep thoughts in their lives.
Himself, he used atap all day long for aliving, and
now that he was off-line, the very last thing he
wanted was abstract shapes dancing in his eyes or
the latest band blasting its relentless rhythms into his
chair-weary bones. He wasn't thinking deep
thoughts either at the moment. He just wanted to
walk along in internal silence and let his brain float
neutral for awhile...

WEell, give or take the burden of the dreaded
anniversary gift, ink still surviving on his hand. The
guestion was whether to make the gift personal,
something he could really enjoy giving, or just give
up, get something with a high price tag and be done
with it.

But a personal kind of place that would also courier
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the item to his parents' door—that considerably
shortened the list.

He wastired of fighting his parents’ taste. There
were greater problems in the universe, and the
parentals he was convinced wouldn’t remember next
month what gift he’ d gotten them this year or last, as
long asit didn’t scare them or offend them. And he
wanted peace in the family. He opted for the sure
thing.

Down Grozny to 12th, and up 12th to Lebeau—
Glitter Street, the Trend called it, containing most of
the conservative shops, frontages that competed in
crystal, glass, gold, jewelry, and utterly useless
knickknacks for people with far too much money. It
catered to Earthers, particularly, who liked shopping
on the chancy edge of the Trend—or to those who
Imitated Earther taste, which, he admitted sadly to
himself, pretty well described his mother. He'd long
since given up trying to impress his father with what
he picked, and as far as impressing his mother, it
wasn’'t so much the gift that mattered, it was the
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package, it was the label. It was his parents’ thirtieth
anniversary, and if hisfather was a cipher to him, he
at least figured how to please his mother—and that
would please his father.

It was all on him, aswell. His sister certainly wasn’t
going to acknowledge the parental occasion. But he
kept relations with the family well polished not only
because it was the right thing to do but because it
was the sensible thing to do. They were dull, but
they were solid as core rock, and depend on it, if
things ever went wrong in hislife, he’d have family,
Imperfect and unpleasant, but family, loyal as you
could ask. They had their virtues. And maybe, if he
ever totally migudged the universe and messed up
his personal life, he'd have someone he could query
about his own biases, or at least analyze theirs from
a mature perspective—he was old enough now to
see them as people, just people, like other people.
He' d had his stint at rebellion. Now he tried
compliance, top to bottom. He decided he’ d give up
trying to get them nice things, arty things, real art,
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from live people who' d admit they’ d made whatever-
It-was. It’sapot, had been his father’s most telling
judgment, when he’d tried to explain last year’ s gift.
His mother had put flowersinit.

So thisanniversary, after the fiasco of the last one,
he learned. He went straight into Caprice, picked out
a completely useless hand-cut crystal egg in
Caprice’ s signature style, such a piece of uninspired
commercialism that his sister would have thrown up.
He paid the extravagant price on his own credit and
ordered it delivered to Ms. Margarita Nilssen and
Mr. Jerry Stafford Sr., of 309 Coventry Close,
D1088, before 0815h on the 15th of May.

That was tomorrow morning, before he even got out
of bed.

The clerk offered the optional gold-embossed 5.95¢
gift card. He signed it With love, Jeremy & Arden,
which was fifty percent alie and a bit of wicked
humor. His sister would be outraged.

S0, there, he'd doneit. He smiled nicely at the
salesman, who hadn’t had to work at all hard for his
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commission, and walked back out onto the street,
free, unburdened now, and taking his own sweet
time.

Best he could do. It wasn't apot. A former
Freethinker rebel had paid good money for a hand-
cut Caprice egg, and the station still turned on its
axis and spun about the planet it guarded. Was that a
sign of advancing maturity?

All-important point, he' d bought that expensive,
logo-bearing card, and signed it with his own hand,
the personal touch. It would arrive in its envel ope of
crisp cream vellum, asfancy asif it were going to
the governor’ s wife, and stand beside the egg on a
conspicuous shelf for at least amonth. Aslong as
his mother was in a good mood, everybody was
happy—and if the parentals were both happy
enough, maybe he could claim he' d drawn overtime
at work and skin out of the gruesome family dinner
of overcooked meat, overdone vegetables, and his
mother’s special fruit salad.

God, hereally hoped he could finagle his way out of
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that dinner. He detested his cousins. He wasn't fond
of the uncles and aunts. Most of all, he didn’t want
to stand smiling through the usual battery of
guestions before hors d’ oeuvres... Have you seen
Arden, dear? Well, yes, Aunt Faye, he had, but he’d
have to say no, he hadn’t, or the next deadly
guestion was Where?

And... How’'sthejob? His father would ask at some
point in the evening, as his father asked every time
they met, and he'd smile and say the job was fine,
then change the topic.

His parents were good and devoted sorts—not that
he was sure they still loved each other, but they’ d
stuck together for thirty years, being good religious
people and the descendants and relatives of
generations of good religious people. Children were
the one achievement that they were instructed by
God to create with their lives. His father, after
whom he was named, Jeremy L ee Stafford, was a
station mechanic, which was right next to atech, as
his mother would always say.
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Good pay, his dad would say, looking askance at a
son who lived at avery, very fancy address, who
didn’t tell his father what he made per year, or
explain exactly what he did, beyond that he worked
In computers for the government. Key-pushing
wasn't hisfather’ s idea of a high-paying job.

Then his mother would convert the question back
Into how Arden was getting along, and whether
she'd found ajob, completely oblivious to how
Arden was really getting along, and un-accepting of
the fact that Arden was never, ever going to get a
job.

Y our sister could have had a nice job, their mother
would say (he had the conversation memorized),
meaning ajob in the plastics shaping factory where
thelr mother was aline supervisor. Their mother had
virtually assured his sister an entry level positionin
household furnishings, with a clear track to good
promotions in design if she took the company study
program. Arden had run away to the streets the day
of the scheduled interview, afact to which their
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mother never quite alluded, but his father did, if he
ever got into the discussion. She should get a job,
his mother would say sadly. Followed by, with that
honeyed sweetness usually reserved to herald a new
baby: We're so proud of you.

All because, yes, he clearly had ajob of some kind,
and he sent them presents, hand-thrown pots and all,
and occasionally showed up at the family gatherings
wearing a hice suit and talking computer games with
his cousins' rotten kids, who believed, like the aunts
and uncles, that he was some kind of computer
expert—after all, he’' d gotten atechnical scholarship
to university and actually graduated, while his
missing sister had set her heart on fashion design,
which the aunts and uncles all agreed was frivolous.

Live in the real world, the parents would tell them
both, and they both got the lecture at every mention
of fashion design. So he' d graduated with a
technical certificate in communications systems, and
his younger sister hadn’t gotten any certificate at all,
after her three years in fashion design.
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Compared to his sister’s, his relations with the
parentals had been sterling. Then, last unavoidable
paternal birthday, he’ d made the great faux pas. No,
he'd let slip when pressed, he didn’t go into the
office every day. He did wear a suit when he did.
But he usually worked at home.

That entirely upset his parents' image of him. Last
he heard from the cousins, his anguished mother had
told the aunts he was doing part-time work for the
government. His father acted odd when the topic
came up, which his mother finally confided to him
was worry about the money he had and the address
he had.

| have enough, he’'d assured her. I’'m doing all right.
It’s a scarce specialty. And his mother had said, two
months ago, We're sure you do, and then confessed
his father worried he was involved in organized
crime.

God. From one crisis to the next. He wished he
could actually breach security and tell them in
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strictest confidence what he did, that he was day
watcher over the whole reason for Concord Station
existing.

Then his father would ook him straight in the eye
and ask, with undefeatable logic, So if you're so
damn important, why don’t you do it in an office?

And his mother would decide “ strictest confidence”
naturally included her sister.

He increasingly didn’t want to go to the anniversary
dinner. Other thirty-years-married people of his
parents’ generation might think of going out to a
romantic dinner for their anniversary and even make
love afterward. No chance of that. His parents
invited all the relatives and their kids to an
enormous supper, to sit in the cramped living room
for hours discussing sports and even more remote
relatives, most of them deceased.

Worse, at some timein the evening, particularly if
he once spoke his mind to his young cousins, the
talk would get around to religion, that other great
divide; and if he ever expressed an honest opinion
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violating their notions on that, his mother might ask
again, in ahushed voice, if, working for the
government, he was modified.

And if he ever answered that question with the truth,
he' d have her praying for him daily.

If she saw Arden these days, they’d all be on
tranquilizers.

He took 11th Street back down, awalk past two-
story apartments. Cleaner-bots scuttled, small half
domes moving busily wherever walkers were scarce,
gathering up here and there a discarded wrapper, a
little accumulation of dust. A handful of giggling,
overfunded pre-pubes from upstairs, whose
responsible parties probably hadn’'t given adamn in
years, taunted the bots, dyly tossing small bits of
trash to attract them and trying in vain to tip them
over. The teens were police bait, oblivious to the
watch-cameras.

He left them to their folly, strolled back onto Grozny
Street at the busiest intersection on restaurant row.
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LaLune Noir. He was in amood for the pastries.
Best dessertsin the Trend.

Now he was in a good mood.
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Previous||Top| [Next

An anole lounged in plain sight, bely
down on arock. Setha Reaux, having missed lunch,
had a cup of caff, amuffin, and tried to steady his
mind as he contemplated his bubble world. The
lizard contemplated him from the other side of the
glass.

The incoming ship had answered his queries, finally.
Soecial Ambassador Andreas Gide to Setha Reaux,
Governor of Concord. We will remain here five days
for consultations. \We look forward to a brief and
productive conference.

Consultations. Business. Special Ambassador. An
officia, this Mr. Gide, with an unstated mission.

Hisfirst relieved thought was that there was no
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Indication, at least, of an audit, and no summary
request for records. After an all-night scramble, and
all morning going through files, he had all the tax
records accessible and immaculately clean if there
should be a question. All the Council meeting logs.
All the communications with the various business
Interests, on-station and off-. He had gotten it all
organized in thirty-six hours, in the face of that
oncoming, silent ship. He' d gotten the arena records
In careful context, along with the time line of phone
calls and conference agendas, which proved his case
on the construction of the new station, in case there
was a question on that front, locally or otherwise.

But nothing about this arrival looked like an
operations audit after all, as that message indicated.
He couldn’t say he was exactly disappointed to hear
there was a Mr. Gide with some sort of consultations
In mind—mortally relieved, was more the point—
but after anight and aday in the office, he was
frayed, underinformed, and most of all frustrated.

A flood of inquiries had hit his desk early when this
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ship had turned up, local agencies wanting to know
what everybody on the station wanted to know: what
was going on and why an Earth ship was here off
schedule. The price-fixing board had immediately
swung into action, of course, and the securities and
exchange people had put in anight of overtime
trying to scotch speculation on ordinary goods and
luxury items. Everybody was discommoded. The
fashion shops likewise were probably organizing
flood sales on their newest items. When the regular
Earth freighter touched the station in its annual visit,
Information on the mother world’s fashions came
with it, and things changed rapidly in the haut ton
shops.

This unexpected midyear arrival created an
economic flutter in the damnedest places.

Technology futures naturally went softer by the
hour: Earth technology was also awild card, and
one never knew what would show up in that market
when Earth injected its Inner Worlds creations,
patterns, and patents into the station’ s data files,
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extracting automatic payment as they went.

Every ship traded. Even warships traded. Earth
couldn’t physically touch the physical goods of an
Outsider station, but patents and patterns for synth
programs went back and forth on atwo-way trade,
some of it in Earth-owned goods on another
Outsider station, some of it in stock futures, some of
It in actual substance off-loaded from an Earth ship,
just nothing taken aboard. Earth always bargained
hard for what they sold, and had a monopoly on the
finest synthesizer patterns, those that enabled
molecular synthesis on say, caff and fine wines,
patterns that subtly changed from year to year, each
variation available at very high cost.

In that trade, Earth had a bottomless gold mine, and
the buzz was already out that there was, inbound, a
new ligueur and avery fine Merlot pattern, not to
mention an exciting and rare offering, the pattern of
an aged wine from an estate collection: the ship’s
command levels and the mysterious Mr. Gide might
not have communicated a damned thing, but the
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trade office had certainly gotten communication
from the ship’ s trade officer, so ordinary business
and moneymaking wasn’'t beneath this ship, was it?

And what was currently going on in the substrate of
the trade office was the ordinary flurry of intense,
small-time negotiations, the trade board and
Individual license houses engaged by voicelink with
the ship’ s trade officer, who would work to obtain
what he wanted and to pay as little as possible for it
IN goods and credit.

Reaux had sent a personal agent on afast, discreet
round of face-to-face meetings with key
corporations, stating, quote, we regard this as
ordinary trade and intend strongly to defend local
Interests—and implying, of course, the reciprocal,
but unspoken: if you defend us if asked any nasty
guestions about our administration—just alittle
happy talk to confirm that, yes, the governor was
certainly on the local corporations side, and they
would all stand united, nobody being negotiated out
of what advantage they held in their creative
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property, and nothing radically changing in the
economic climate. Only granted they themselves
hadn’t done something to bring on some sort of
inquiry from Earth, the government would defend
patents and negotiate for all companies equally,
none sold out at disadvantage for the benefit of
another no matter how Earth tried. He could be
tough. Had been, on one notable occasion.

As for the stock market, the various moderating
systems had engaged as they ought, and functioned
as designed. Bulk commodity selling was
Impossible once those regul ations went into effect:
that was always the worst hit that could follow
rumors of a new technology or amajor sale, but the
automatic safeguards had slammed that brake on the
minute the ship turned up, and consequently there
was no need to stop regular trading as that ship
glided toward them. There was even a modest wave
of profit riding the event, small speculative buying
of certain companies shares.

So the ship looked to carry on ordinary business,
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midyear as it was.

So what was this oddly timed contact from Earth? A
Mr. Gide? And consultations?

When had Earth ever consulted its governors?

That unusual word was worth looking for. Reaux
put the computer to searching all the Earth ship calls
since Concord’ s founding, precisely for
Consultations. That took afew moments, during
which he drank off the cooling cup of caff.

Chime from the desk unit. “Sr.” Erngt. “ Your wifeis
asking if you'll be home for supper tonight.”

“Put her on,” he said, and hearing the contact made:
“Judy?’

“... supper. Are you going to be home tonight?”
“For God' s sake, Judy.” It was past his ordinary
guitting time. He didn’t think he could make it
through another overnighter in the office. “Well, |

think it’s remotely possible, but | can’t think about
that right now.”

“It would be a very good idea if you could come
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home this evening and say how nice Kathy's hair is.”
That bad, then. “I'm trying. I’ [l try, Judy.”
“Dinner at 1900h. I’'m cooking.”

Judy was cooking. And dinner wasfairly late. She
hadn’t made it to her job today, he made that a good
guess. He remembered the prior controversy. Judy
had snared their daughter Kathy, she’'d have called
the hairdresser in, heavily bribed to silence, and
Kathy’s hair was still tearfully controversial. He
could read between the lines. Kathy was recal citrant
and Judy wanted backup.

A message crawl hit his screen. Braziswas on his
way up the hall at this very moment: Antonio
Brazis, head of the PO, local Chairman of the
Outsider Council, his opposite number in station
authority.

Dortland, his own head of station security, and
Redmond, from the Trade Board, were next on his
agenda, and they were going to have to wait, clearly,
If Brazis was coming in. Ernst had been tracking all
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these matters, and shot this vital information to his
computer screen in bold letters on a black
background before he could make a commitment to
his wife—and have to break it.

“Dinner at 1900h is possible. Possible. | might be
late. | have no way of knowing what this ship
business is, or when they’ |l decide they want to talk.
And I’ve got meetings.”

11 wha.”

“1 say | have appointments, Judy. People are on their
way to my office. Heads of departments. We have
problems. That Earth ship. Our daughter’s hair, I'm
afraid, is very much a side issue today.”

Silence on the other end. Judy knew when she’'d
pushed him absolutely too far. She wasn’'t happy,
but at least she didn’t sulk out loud.

“Likely 1900n,” he said, trying to mollify that
deadly silence. “If not, be sure that something
unexpected happened.” He had a dire thought, just
before he thought she might hang up on him. “Judy?
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Judy, whatever you do, don't talk to the media.”
“Why would | talk to the media®?”

“Because of that ship! I'm not talking to the media, |
have no particular answers for them, and it’s
remotely possible the mediawill hang around the
apartment trying to get information or just the
temperature of the household to have something to
report. We have a serious matter here, Judy. Turn on
the news, for God’s sake. Don’t answer the phone.
Don’t answer the door. And don’'t let Kathy leave.
As happens, it’savery good night to eat in, and I’ ve
got to come home. I’'m exhausted.”

Small pause. Not a happy pause. “1900h,” Judy said,
and broke contact.

It wasn’'t just aday. It was an unmitigated two days
of hell. The ship came on, unhastened,
uncommunicative, across several AUs of untenanted
space.

The anole got up on his legs on his branch,
expanded his throat, and displayed to arival.
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Damned well that’s what it was, that inbound ship:
like the lizard, a display of power.

One Andreas Gide, ambassador with special powers.
An off-schedule show of force, making them sweat.
The simple ability to launch aship thisfar, on a
special mission. Lizard on a branch.

The context search had produced aresult on his
screen. Ships arriving for consultations, in the long
history of relations, inevitably came because of
tension between the Apex Council and Earth.

Scrolling through the dates, it had meant much the
same even before the days of the Earth Federation,
while it was still a question of Inner Worlds versus
Outsider colonials.

Politics changed. But the stress lines on the charts,
dictated by who lived where and where the trade
routes went, didn’'t change all that much. Location
dictated politics, and consultations at Concord were
always ominous, always, thus far, involving some
tension between Earth and the High Council at
Apex, several times because of some perceived
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misdeed regarding ondat relations.

Well, not at Concord. He' d heard of no problems
with his on-station Outsider Council counterpart, the
ondat representative was perfectly quiet, and he
didn’t believe whatever brought Earth inquiry to
them was a valid suspicion. Some sort of accusation
could always turn up, instigated by politicians with
an axe to grind, something could be going on
elsewhere, but Concord was incredibly remote from
most of human interest.

And, God, he didn’t need problems with Brazis,
who was a competent, quiet administrator, to color
his lifelong term of office.

He didn’t need any Ambassador Gide—political
Ideol ogues with ambitions were always to fear.
Earth was known, occasionally, to stir things up on
the fringes to make some political point at home.

Spies were also to fear, individuals who might have
damning reports to give such a ship, but they were
always present, people either sent here by various
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Interests ranging from commercial to political—his
chief of security, Dortland, had given him a small
watch list—or persons born here and ambitious for
advancement they couldn’t get under his
administration: his personal list of the latter ilk
started with one Lyle Nazrani, who had his financial
fingers in the new station construction, who was
high up in the banking industry, and who'd raised
hell about the arena contractors and a dozen other
Issues in the new station construction, anything to
get on the news. There was a man who'd lose no
time getting a private interview with Mr.
Ambassador Gide, and Reaux was equally
determined not to let that happen.

Say what Earth would, however, and no matter what
politicking might advance some party on Earth or
some ambitious idiot on station—the ondat presence
had amajor say in matters on Concord, too. The
ondat always had a mgjor say at Concord, and might
just very easlly decide, for at least a decade, that
they viewed Concord as still within their sphere of
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territory, in which case...

In which case the shadowy presence that existed
within their sealed section might pull that section
off, as they had done, once and twice in the worst
times of Concord' s history, when the whole fragile
peace had nearly shattered. Let Earth remember
that, if Earth wanted to interfere with Concord’'s
smooth running. The ondat might suddenly movein
awarship and exert a greater power over Concord
administration and over what ships came and went,
all Earth’ s ambitions be damned, and never mind the
local human economy. That had happened more
than twice—economic disaster, from which Concord
had taken decades to recover.

And no one wanted to think of a situation that might
cause that quiet presence, that sometimes amusing,
sometimes sinister presence, to wake up and become
actively involved. They lived with the ondat.
Concorders saw the deek, frighteningly massive
shipsthat slid up to the station at irregular intervals
and did their business, saying nothing, having no
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Intercourse with any human. They knew that,
beyond the walls of that independent section,
something lived that veiled itself in shadow, in
ammonia-reeking murk, and carried on inquiries that
made no human sense ... no one played politics with
the ondat. That was the very point of Concord’'s
neutral existence, wasit not?

And, pressed to the wall, faced with athreat, as he’'d
reminded himself last night in the throes of the tax
records—he did have good relations with the ondat,
with (the only name they knew) Kekellen. Earth
would be well-advised, would it not, to |eave that
situation undisturbed?

Kekellen had sent him a message yesterday through
the symbol translator: Ship Earth? Meaning,
roughly, What in hell’ s this untimely ship doing
here, and should we care?

His own linguists had replied: Ship Earth unclear
word. Reaux talk this ship. Talk Kekellen soon.

Soon.
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Well, that was a stall, no question, and sufficient to
the day the trouble thereof. Those pesky abstracts
like soon, if, and why had taken the linguists and the
ondat ages to work out. He ordinarily hated it when
his experts used abstracts to Kekellen. Stick to
solids, he'd say. Keep it concrete, especidly if it's
an emergency. Don’t seem to promise things.

We have a situation with the ondat, he could
legitimately say, however, carefully citing that
message. Keep it quiet, please, Mr. Ambassador
Gide.

That was the ultimate power of a Concord governor,
after all, wasn't it, the ultimate argument for keeping
Earth’ s fingers off

Concord politics—the ominous foreign presence
that sat, cocooned in its own segment of Concord
Station occasionally insinuating its robotic errand-
runners past what had once been atightly sealed
barrier. The ondat had, in the last century, breached
whatever moderate quarantine had once existed, had
begun to do so during the last two governorships,
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beginning with random inquiries to ordinary offices
and citizens...

And lately taking delivery of orange juice, table salt,
live lettuce, and eight canisters of chlorine, which it
just confiscated from various shops and storehouses.
Figure that one. Last week it had taken a sculpture
from a good neighborhood. It scared hell out of the
merchants. No one claimed to understand it.

He should report the scul pture theft to the Earth
ship. Let them worry about it.

No question the see me from the governor’'s
office had to do with the ship incoming. The
Invitation suited Antonio Brazis, even a this late
hour. He was just as anxious to see Setha Reaux and
know what Reaux knew before this untimely ship
got to dock and sent its electronic tentacles running
Into their affairs.

He hoped to hell that Reaux’s personal fund-raising
peccadillos hadn’t caught up with him. As governors
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went, Reaux was a good one—not immune to
Influence peddlers, especially close to the
construction interests that formed areal power base
In a station currently building its own replacement;
but he had to maintain his own power base, and he
was a sensible and honest man where it counted,
regarding the overall welfare of the station.
Infighting always swayed governors. wealthy
expatriate Earthers arrived on Concord to assume
what wasn't, after all, a popularly elected office; and
life-appointed governors grew corrupt primarily
because they were outsiders in the lower-case sense,
foreigners incapable of function if locally stymied
and opposed. A man wanted to have allies, and
Earth might appoint its governors from Earth itself,
counting them more loyal, but local Earther
descendants chose Station councilmen in hotly
contested local elections, and oh, believe there was
favor-trading, if agovernor really wanted to get
anything done, let alone done on time.

Outsider chairmen, for which Brazis was truly
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grateful, had no such considerations. the High
Council at Apex life-appointed both the head of the
Planetary Office and the Concord Chairman, both
offices, in his case, vested in one person, and yes,
local Outsider citizens held elections for civil posts
and local Council, just like Earther citizens, though
with far less fire and drama. The Earth governor
thus remained forever at the mercy of hislegislature,
which directed day-to-day operation of station
systems, managed trade with Earth and the Inner
Worlds, and maintained control over the police,
customs, and legal systems. In effect, a governor
could ask, but had the devil’ s own time enforcing
policy, if he had not played the local game of favor-
trading.

Not so, Brazis' s own office. He traded no favors.
Concord' s local Outsider Council, lacking any
power to regulate station operation, was more a
debating society, handling zoning regulations and
public servicesin its districts. Concord’ s Outsider
Chairman presided over the Outsider Council and
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appointed the head of the civil police in Outsider
districts.

That, on most stations, was that—QOutsider
government wielded very little power over the
station’ s external dealings.

But on Concord, there was that other office: the
Planetary Office. The Project.

And the project director, holding absolute authority
over the Project, necessarily held police powers and
regulatory authority, not only equal to the Earth-
appointed governor’s authority, but authority that
could actually override the Earth governor’s
decisions, where it affected the PO’ s operations or
Project security.

Brazis being both local Chairman and Project
Director was not to Earth’ s liking: that had been
clear when he took the second office. Earth
officially didn’t like that combination of powers—in
fact, Apex itself was divided on the matter, which
had carried by one vote—but it stood, and it was
useful when it came to putting his foot down. He
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had been at Concord for thirty years. Earth was still
unhappy about it.

So now Earth sent an off-schedule mission and
Reaux wanted to talk to him. Consequently, he had
to wonder in which capacity, and whether he would
have to put hisfoot down, or just listen to some
financial confession of the governor’s, an appeal for
understanding— in which case he would listen, and
back the governor, for what it was worth, if it
accorded with his interests, and the governor would
almost undoubtedly explain to him how extremely it
did.

What was more worrisome was the remote
possibility that thisincoming, very expensive ship
had intentions that were going to annoy the PO. He
hoped not. It had been atranquil thirty years.

The governor’s sweeping body scans, in the long
office hall approaching the governor’s suite, were
fast, discreet, and asked no permission, setting off a
flurry of small beeps and protests from his
electronics, internal and otherwise. Brazis took no
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umbrage. His security was armed, he wasn't, and, by
no means on hisfirst visit here, he knew where to
leave his escort, at the entry to the governor’ s suite
of offices. He walked on through the last doors
alone, into Erngt’ s little wood-paneled kingdom.

“Mr. Chairman.” Ernst instantly reported his
presence to the governor, got up and opened the
governor’ s office door the low-tech way, with the
button. “Sir.”

No waiting. No social dance. Governor Reaux rose
and met him with alittle bow, if not a contaminating
handshake... he was still native Earther, even two
decades into his office.

“Antonio. | so appreciate your coming. Tea?’

He' d been on the go since the ship business had hit
the horizon. Which was yesterday. “ Tea sounds
good,” he said. He didn’t have his scan with him—
didn’t, asarule, trust private dispensers, especially
when he couldn’t watch the preparation, but an
Earther staff wouldn’t slip you anything but a
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chemical problem. Reaux wouldn't have an illicit
nanism near his precious person.

“Did you run the media gauntlet?’

“They were out there, no way not. I’'m afraid my
visit will be on the news. | said it was a courtesy
call. They were noisy and unconvinced.”

“Mmm.” Reaux poured the tea himself, from a
dispenser tastefully concealed next to the
extravagantly expensive lizard globe.

Fascinating creatures, Brazis considered them.
They’d come all the way from Earth, intact, ina
long-ago administration, and the globe had run for,
reputedly, a hundred and fifty-odd years with
minimal intervention. Thelizards stared at him.
Little predators, a whole food chain. A man who
superintended the program that re-seeded and
redeemed the planet had a great admiration for the
balance requisite in that globe.

Reaux served him teain Earth-import ceramic,
antique and fragile. And sat down behind his desk
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for hisown first sip.

“Y ou’ ve made inquiries about the ship inbound,”
Reaux said.

If there was one thing Brazis continually appreciated
about Reaux, it was his straightforward, no-time-
wasted approach. “Yes. But I’m sure your
Information is better. My problem or yours?’

“Frankly, | don’t know. They claim someone with
ambassadorial status aboard. A consultation. You
aren’t expecting anything like this, are you?”

“No reason, | assure you.”

“A five-day vigit, routine in length if not in timing.
If there is anything on your levels you know that’s
going on—I certainly hope you'd tell me.”

“Not athing.” He hoped his eyes were clear al the
way to the back of hisbrain. The Chairman of the
Outsider Council naturally knew a dozen things,
Including the names of unruly groups and certain
individuals who might decide the visit of amission
from Earth was exactly the time to act up, either to
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get local concessions for their peculiar points of
view or to create a racket clear to the Chairman
Genera at Apex. “Naturally certain elements will be
excited. They might think of something on the spur
of the moment, but | doubt they’re prepared to carry
anything off in an organized way. My security is out
and about. Do you think you can possibly keep Mr.
Nazrani off the news for five days?’

The Earth governor didn’t get to twit the Outsider
Chairman about his peculiar security problems
without taking a shot in return. Reaux accepted the
jab with awry, unamused laugh.

“1 know enough to make him nervous.”

“But no one of your enemies is nervous enough to
act rashly, dare we hope?’ Brazis said. It wasn't
Nazrani and the sports arenathey were discussing
now. It was their own intermingled affairs. The
whole sociopolitical structure of Concord wasin
fact a geodesic, dependent on its little lines of
tension. Pinned together by its own sins and the
knowledge of those sins, that web held strong and
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steady, against most minor disturbances. The current
cooperation had never been challenged from the
outside.

Witness that Concord, ancient as it was, remained a
continual point of uncertainty in avery old and
essentially stable arrangement. There was Earth and
the Inner Worlds, there was the Outsider territory,
and those got along.

But given Concord’ s unique existence in abubble
Inside ondat space... distant governments, if they
were sensible, wished only areport of unending
tranquillity from Concord. “WEe'll certainly support
you, if that’s what you’ re asking. We consider your
administration progressive and sensible over the |ast
two decades. We very much value our working
relationship.”

“I'm flattered.” Reaux could hardly be entirely
flattered to hear he was greatly valued by the other
side of this ageless détente. Small smile. “But don't
tell them that.”

“By no means. I'll swear you' re a son of abitch and
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| detest negotiating with you. I'll exit past the media
swarm frowning and angry. Do you have any clue
what this portends?”’

“Nothing,” Reaux saild—which Brazis doubted. “Do
you?’

“Nothing.” His own dance on the brink of the truth.

“It may be some political hiccup on Earth itself.
Such things are difficult to foresee. We can only
make sure Concord is secure, from whatever internal
sources disturbance might come. | ask again: you' ve
heard nothing.”

Maybe it wastime for alittle half-truth. “ The
Council at Apex has absolutely nothing to gain from
disruptions at Concord. Thisisthe important point,
It's always been true, it continues to be true, and you
can assure Earth of this. Thelocal Outsider Council,
disregarding all the little trade questions we discuss
with your Council, has an overriding interest in
continuing stability here. We like our governor very
well.”

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (162 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

A small tight smile, alittle nod. “Aswe like our
local Chairman.”

“If what's arrived is Earth’ s own problem trying to
stir up something for home political value, it
assuredly doesn’t need to involve us. This
ambassador—"

“Gideis hisname. Andreas Gide.”

“Mr. Gide should do his business, ask afew
guestions, take a physical tour, | suppose, to say he
looked or advised. And then go home. They do this,
don’t they, every time they need to shore up their
own political capital? ‘We have amission to
Concord, we' ve investigated subversive activity.’

I’ ve seen one before this, in my predecessor’ stime.”

“What did they do?”

“They ask afew guestions, take a physical tour. And
go home. It scares hell out of Earth’ s internal
factions, is my theory. Just meddling around out
here near the ondat diverts attention from whatever
they’re up to at home, and it’ s far enough away
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nobody can possibly prove athing. The game’'s
aways the same.”

Deep breath. “My records indicate some sort of
Outsider trouble.”

“Did they actually say that?’

“The word they used for the reason for their trip was
consultations. | looked it up. They always say that
precise word when they’ re investigating Outsider
trouble.”

Certainly information worth logging. “I can assure
you their excuses are one thing; their intentions are
likely for domestic capital. Thisisthelast place
either your people or mine want controversy.”

“Antonio. | want Blunt Street quiet. Very quiet.
Bottom line, | want no trouble they can point to.”

“ Earth demonstrating its god-given authority does
provoke a certain natural sentiment on Blunt.”

“1 want it astonishingly quiet. | know you can do it.
| can’t stress enough how important it isthat you do
it.”
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Clearly thiswas why Reaux had called him here:
keep it quiet and we stay friends. Reaux was
worried, whether on specific information or because
It was the man’ s nature to worry extravagantly.

“l advise you,” Brazissaid, “with the friendliest of
Intentions— keep your secret police off Blunt.”

“Then you need to have your own police thick down
there. Quietly. Discreetly. Without our visitors
noticing it. Without stirring up Kekellen’s questions,
God help us. You know me, Antonio. Y ou know |
mean it in the friendliest way, about trouble down
there. My predecessor let Blunt get way out of hand,
aswas. They’ll remember that. It’sin your interest
aswell as ours not to let the old Blunt Street
situation make any visible resurgence. We' ve made
agreat deal of progressin our two administrations. |
don’t want it all unraveled because now Earth gets
some notion to find fault with your government over
something that’s no longer an issue here.” tacts with
other tiers of society might completely violate
Outsider and Inner Worlds notions of security, but if
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Kekellen specifically queried a plumber on three-
deck, he wanted an answer. University experts
might get involved helping that plumber answer the
|etter, and there was a hotline to help such
Individuals, but that man had to answer in his own
name, or Kekellen went on sending, jamming the
system, to the detriment of all station business.

That was another kind of ondat trouble, one he was
sure their governor didn’t need demonstrated in
front of the incoming ship.

“That’sapoint,” Reaux said. “That isapoint. But |
hope you' Il consult with us. At least cross-check
what’ s being said. Or asked.”

“And shall we cross-check what’ s being said back
and forth with this inbound ship?’ Brazis asked.

“I"m sure you' [l know.”
“Oh, make it easy on us.”

Reaux heaved avisible, a desperate sigh. “Our
offices have a good relationship. In all honesty,
Antonio, | don’t know why thisis happening. But if
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trouble does turn up, yes, | will communicate with
you. | hope it’sreciprocal. If you hear anything.”

He leaned his arms on the chair. Considered the
guestion. “All right. Let’s have avaliant try at
honesty. | have asituation I’ m keeping a particular
eye on, down on Blunt. You’'ll only mess things up
If you send anybody down there to check up onit. If
| identify atroublemaker, he'll be off the street for a
few days on awarrant for spitting on the street. Our
police are extremely efficient. Keep your people out,
and Il tell you what | find out. Do me another
favor. You feed Kekellen enough basic information
to keep him from querying our personnel and asking
us questions we can’t answer.”

“Oh, now—"

“Nothing detrimental and nothing to do with that
ship. We're busy just now. We have a developing
situation down on the planet”

“Of interest?’
“Not political. Geological. We're about to have a
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new seq, give or take afew decades. Or maybe
sooner. Maybe much sooner. I’ m getting alarms
from the geologists. I've sent abriefing to your
staff. I'll send it to your office if you' re curious.”

“I'll query them. I'm sureit’ll bein abriefing.”
Reaux made those small movements, fussing with
Items on the desk, that began to say that new seas a
decade removed were farther from his personal
Interest than that inbound ship or some fool of an
activist down on Blunt. Given his doubtless full
schedule, geology was likely very far from his
Interest. And the interview was over. “Asfor your
person on Blunt, no difficulty, if you say so. | will
appreciate your honesty.”

“We'll exchange information as it becomes
available.”

“Excdlent.”

“A pleasure.” Brazis stood up and the governor
stood up, mutual courtesy. They didn’t shake hands.
“Visit my office when thisis over.”
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The governor of Concord never visited himin his
own territory. The protocols—and certainly that
residual Earthborn fear—kept Reaux from accepting
Outsider hospitality. It was an ages-old official
situation.

Reaux just smiled, as generations of governors had
smiled benignly, and gave vague promises for a visit
someday.

The bubble they lived in had its set of balances, its
food chain, and until ahigh-level Earth ship showed
up, the governor’ s office was largely preoccupied
with the internal business of its own society. The
Earth governor never gave up ashred of his dignity,
thin as it sometimes was, and never admitted that his
power didn’t effectively extend to the fifth level of
the station he ran. The Outsider Chairman never
gave up a shred of his power, which was vested, in
his case, not only in a population vastly
outnumbering the Earther veneer on his station, but
In an office that could impose martial law on this
station and forbid that inbound ship a docking, no

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (169 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

matter their objections—if he wanted to use it.

He didn’'t. He bowed to the governor, walked out,
exchanging pleasant words with Ernst, and picked
up his highly modded security escort on the way out.

He swept down the hall, back through the ambush of
competing news agencies. His frown was sincere,
and annoyed, his answersterse.

“Consultation,” he said. “A frank exchange. No
further comment.” It was politic, for the news, that
an Outsider Chairman not be seen smiling and
happy after avisit to agovernor.

His own lift-car was waiting at the nearest station,
with another of his security team aboard, holding
that car private, making sure it wasn't diverted or
switched, it went without saying. He escaped the
swarm of reporters and cameras, got in and sat down
as the door shut, his two bodyguards standing. He
heaved a sigh, as the car set into motion.

And still didn’t smile.
He didn't have to tell the governor that Blunt Street
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was a potential problem. But the wide universe, of
which he was well aware, in his capacity as local
Chairman, had stresses and strains of far more
Import than the opinions of some young local idiot
who'd read a political tract.

That didn’t mean some eloquent young idiot
Inspired by arandom occurrence like this ship-call
couldn’t light a dangerous fire, and he knew it and
Reaux knew it.

More to the point, and the current thorn in his side,
the Chairman General at Apex had sent one of his
observersto Concord to carry on avery deep
Investigation of affairs on Blunt Street, two years
ago... covertly inserting his agent, as the CG tended
to move. Not covert enough to prevent him finding
It out: whether that |apse was intentional or not,
Brazis had no idea, but he viewed the CG’ s ongoing
Investigation as a potential problem and an inquiry
from Earth asno help at al, if the two crossed.

Magdallen was the agent’ s name—or at least the
name he was going by on this mission.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (171 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

Time to talk to the Council’ s deeply lodged ferret.
No question of it.

He tapped in and contacted Dianne. “ The Council’s
man,” he said. “Down on Blunt. | want to talk to
him immediately, in my office.”

“Yes, gr,” Dianne said.

He' d never talked to Magdallen. It had seemed
politic to keep his distance and pretend he was
unaware of Magdallen’ s activities, considering that
the investigation might run under official doors as
well as down on Blunt, and that they might even
hope—the CG’s personal, long-held hope—to find
that he wasn't handling that dual office with
complete efficiency. Just let the man rummage
quietly about for the CG and |leave without aword,
he' d thought, previoudly. He' d had no intention of
talking directly to Magdallen, less of appearing to
put pressure on him to suppress whatever findings
he might make.

The ship’sarrival changed things. If Earth was

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (172 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

Investigating at such great trouble and expense, it
was time to ask questions of the Council agent and
give certain clear directions. Missed communication
had done harm enough in human affairs.

Ardath wasn’t on Procyon’'s personal tap—she
couldn’t be, since the nanoceles in his body were
government issue and classified, so classified they’d
demolished the output communications tap he' d
gotten in his Freethinker days, in those few months
of breaking away from family influence and doing
stupid teenaged things. Nowadays he couldn’t
explain hislack of ordinary personal communication
to the universe at large—well, at least he couldn’t
givethereal story onit. Certain friends suspected
him of going tapless out of respect for his parents
religion; even his sister had accused him of lying
about having a tap and just not wanting to hear from
her, the family black sheep.

Oh, he' d gotten one, he' d admitted to her finally, but
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It had broken down when he went to work for the
government. There was a government reason he
didn’t get another one. He didn’t want to talk about
It. It was upsetting to him.

If that didn’t tell her the government had wiped the
output portion, he’ d thought when he said it, she
was deaf to hints.

Then she' d started worrying about him. Then she'd
understood just alittle of the constraint he was

under, and forgave him. She could contact himif she
needed.

And as things had gotten to be, even without the
output tap most people had, he could still usually
find her, because Ardath was by no means a quiet
presence on the street.

He hadn’t made it to the desserts at La Lune Noir
yet. He' d decided, after taking her namein vain on
the gift card, that it was agood ideato let his sister
know about it, on the exceedingly remote chance
Ardath, nee Arden, had uncharacteristically intended
afilial moment, a gift of her own for the occasion.
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They all lived their little fantasy of family, peaceful
so long as Arden believed what she believed, that he
was a cog in the bureaucracy, so long as the parents
believed what they believed, that they’d brought up
good, ordinary children and that Arden would come
around to their view of the universe the way her
brother had. The way it didn’t do at all to have the
parents see beneath the scenery, it didn’t at al do to
have Ardath’s lively curiosity or her sense of
Indignation engaged on his case.

So he went through the usual dance of not looking
for her, just happening into and out of her usual
places—at this hour it was cocktails and dinner,
Indisputably, and he let slip he was meeting her,
dropping the word in three different high-priced
restaurants.

“Procyon?”
|sis. He stopped, among the evening traffic of minor
Fashionables. He cut a fine enough, though quiet,

figure. But this was one of the Style, whose
glittering gold bodysuit used a drifting glow to trick
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the eye into believing it saw skin. Green-eyed Isis
hailed him on the common street, merely brushing
his arm as she melted aside into the neon of the
Astral Plane. Her music was her own. Her body
moved to it, hips swaying, aliquid vision in retreat.

“Procyon.” Sweetly. It was Spider at his elbow,
then, one of Ardath’s intimates. Originally male,
Spider. Now even hislovers weren't sure. “Are you
looking for Ardath?”’

“Maybe.”

Spider, whose naturally black skin glistened with
sparks of color, likewise brushed by him and
touched his deeve. “ A message?’

“Oh, avisit with my sister. Family business.”

Spider, beautiful dark eminence, nodding with
plumes, gave aflourish toward the Plane. Wait for
her inside, that meant, and Procyon walked casually
Into the not-quite-door of the place—a set of
reflective columns, light dimming progressively to
eye-teasing shades of magenta and blue and deep

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (176 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

shadow. The floor disappeared into black and
reappeared in blue around a turn. Rhythmic
vibrations flooded from the flooring up to the bones
—enticing a customer to switch hiscommercial tap
on and get the music from the local relay. The
vibrations quivered against the skin, little discharges
from the pillars. And from overhead, puffs of air
teased and caressed.

Hedidn’t tap in. He didn't hear the subliminal
commercials or the music. He went to the bar,
ordered wine, slipped his hand into the reader that
debited his account twice the price of anywhere else
on Grozny, and scanned the establishment.

The clientele ranged from Fashionables to bankers,
elaborate el egants with fiery tracings on bare skin,
and the occasional Earther in agray pin-striped suit,
zipped close and collared in sober black. There were
living plumes, lately: that was the new chic,
replacing hair. There were skin-shadings, finger-
caps, and exotic hair-mods. A bony young man with
magenta hair drew cold stares with a pair of green
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glowing-soled boots that |eft lime green tracks
where he walked—not a happy sight, that boy’s
style, tragedy waiting to happen, if certain Stylists
met him, but it was also his choice to be here, and
one wondered if he knew the notice he gained was
so highly unfavorable.

Thewine arrived. He' d ordered a middling Outer
Worlds Sauvignon, twenty a glass. It was, indeed,
middling quality on his own scale, but in the Plane
the average customer paid such prices un-
guestioningly, not for the wine, but for the spectacle
of the elegants and the Fashionables, the walking
adverts of various upscale emporia—not to mention
the grotesgues, whose choice was body-scul pting
and augmentation of arisky but trend-setting sort.
Spider verged on that class. Many successful Stylists
did—the difference between Stylist and grotesque
being the individual’s sense of where that tasteful
line was—and the general response of the Trend to
the whole. Spider set trends for his admirers. So did
|sis. Eyes fixed on them when they crossed the
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room, and people who wondered what shop sold
what they wore needed only scan the fashion news
of the week, and wonder if they dared. Shops
thrived on Spider’ s patronage, and happily claimed
to be the origin of certain unique items.

A stir attended a new arrival into the Plane. Heads
turned. His turned more slowly.

Ardath was amazing. The plain black suit might
have graced a corporate Earth auditor, except it
glossed like satin and had an open throat. To answer
thelr mother’ s question, yes, she was modified:
patterns came and went on her skin, adelicate
surface glow of flickering pale violet and gold. Her
hair had the texture of straight silk thread, skeins of
shining black silk done up in twists of lavender and
blue and gold. Her eyes, with augmentation that
didn’t, at the moment, show, saw him plainly in
dimmest light, no question. She rippled her surface
glow, alittle shiver of pale color, as she glanced at
him and recognized his presence.

But then the cat-suited owner of the establishment
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Intercepted her. She let the owner take her hand, and
walked about with him, being shown atable set and
waiting for her, with alow centerpiece of crystal and
exotic blooms. She touched the chair, smiled in
acceptance, caressed the owner’ s arm, and made,
perhaps, arequest.

Wine arrived for her, not, he could be sure, the
middling one. A handsome young waiter brought it,
and Ardath sat and sipped it, listening to the owner’s
passionate monologue as he sat opposite at the table.

When will she get ajob? their mother asked
plaintively. At sixteen, Arden Stafford had been on
the Street. At seventeen Arden had disappeared into
It, and Ardath had emerged from that chrysalis, a
young Fashionable immediately turning heads.

Get ajob? Ardath had whatever she wanted and paid
for nothing. She had the best wines, the best
suppers, for merely walking into the Plane and being
herself—Ardath, a Grand Stylist, one of the chief
arbiters on the street, of what Fashionables should
be and do. If Ardath even spoke to a Fashionable,
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that person’s public esteem rose, and if Ardath
turned a cold shoulder to a certain look, that
person’ s stock plummeted in the Trend.

So with establishments. Wherever she dined, the
place thrived and raked in the money. If shelived in
an apartment complex, it profited, and that complex
had along waiting list for rentals at inflated prices.
If she wanted a modification, she had it, gratis, and
the doctor could as well move into afancier
residence and take on assistants. Theaters, style
shops, restaurants, accessory shops, jewelers, all
begged her attendance and offered her gifts. She let
most such offerings fall untouched and unrebuffed.
Grand Stylists made no mistakes, and what they
noticed, let alone what they adopted for themselves,
they chose ever so carefully.

She knew he was here, no question, and Procyon
waited. After afew moments with the owner, she
rose from the table, made her obligatory tour of
Inspection, briefly noting this and that person,
chatting amiably with Spider, pausing to tip up the
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face of ayoung female hopeful and look critically,
then smile. Ardath was never cruel. It was always
positive notice, encouragement to what pleased her.
Y oung Fashionables regarded her with worship and
flocked to her vicinity in droves, wearing their best,
all in ahope sometimes gratified for no pleaat all,
only the spontaneous honesty of her judgment.

His own dark tones, shirt and coat, matched her
somber dress. He was glad of that accident as she
slipped up and joined him at the bar. He' d known if
he was going shopping uptown he wanted no
flamboyance in any shop frequented by Earthers, but
If he subsequently visited his sister, modest plumage
definitely served. He by no means wanted a visual
conflict with Ardath, by no means wanted to attract
her kind of notice to hisinexpert choice of style.

She leaned an elbow on the bar. Her skin settled on
the lowest, slowest flicker. Blues melted back in
curling, gold-edged shapes around her features,
making of Ardath’s natural clear complexion an
Arden-mask, hissister’sreal face, revealed for him
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for the moment.

“Procyon.” The voice had grown sweeter and lower
over the last year. Even that was modified, and
sounded like power in restraint, no longer his

sister’ svoice, or even her original accents. “Y ou
look very well tonight.” Seeing that she was beyond
the Style, if she wanted to take her brother’ s hand,
even to smile and compliment his modest, off-the-
rack, though pricey suit, no one could fault her. Her
fingers lingered on his, on the three handmade rings
that were his personal vanity. “And what brings
elder brother asking questions?’

“Oh, the annual parental occasion.” Hewasjust a
little pained by the continuing performance, by the
continual diminution of Arden in Ardath. “l just
thought you'd like to know it’ s taken care of. A
friendly advisory.”

“Dol care? Let me see...”

“A truly déclasse crystal egg will find its way to the
parental door tomorrow, with a Caprice label.”
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She drew back the hand in dismay. “ Oh, shame,
Procyon!”

Now it was his sister’ s voice. And he smiled, having
scored.

“l confess. | did it. | doubt they’ll see the humor in
It. | signed both our names.”

Very few people took any liberties with Ardath
these days. He did. He saw the indignant fire in her
eyes and the frown on her lips, and was immensely
gratified to see the little girl for amoment, his
outraged little sister in the Stylist’ s mask.

“Jeremy and Arden. In eighteen-point engravure.
We were very proper. Mother, by the way, patiently
asks whether you have ajob yet.”

Lifted brows. An uncontrolled gold flush washing
over her cheeks spoiled the carefully modulated
tendrils of color. Then outright laughter roused a
sparkle of blue and gold, dancing like fire along her
skin. No need for big brother to take her on a guided
tour. She knew she’ d been tagged, by someone who
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knew her well.

She said, with hauteur: “1 hope you reassured her of
your own orthodox circumstances.”

“Oh, | did. Certainly.”

“What do you do these days?’ Tag, andtag. “You're
not flopped down with those Freethinkers again, are
you? Not embezzling from banks.”

And she got no more information than usual.
“Still just pushing keys for the government.”

“And wearing fabulous silk shirts.” A touch drifted
across hiscollar. “That is nice silk, big brother.
|mported?”’

“Expensive, expert keys for the government.” A
sweet, false smile. For revenge, she ran him through
the everlasting familial maze: what do you do,
where do you work, why the secrecy. “Expensive
keys for very many hours. Slave labor. But | won't
Intrude my decadent Freethinker self here. Dessert at
LaLune. |I've dropped abit of weight. | have it
coming.”
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“LaLune Noir. Nice place. Drop my name there.”

Meaning the establishment would give him his
dessert and dinner just for the notice of Ardath’s
brother. “No. No, little sister.” The false, sweet
smile became true. “1 pay my own way. And | don’t
want a personal following. I only thought you
should know I’ ve taken your name in vain—your
birth name—just keeping those parental doors open.”

“I won't visit them. | won't ever. You're entirely
wasting your time.”

“Life’ slong. Things change. And please don't
trouble to damn Caprice. They exist to please our
mother. It’s ever so good someone does.”

“Oh, don’t talk about her. It’s aboring topic.”

“She’'sagood person. So’s our father, for that
matter. Don’'t get too improved to remember that
they gave us agood start.”

“I don't remember that. | don’t choose to remember
It. Our mother used up that credit.”

“Will you forget me? Will | get just too boring to
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Cross your mind?”’

“Never.” Light danced in her eyes. Likely a number
of chemo-machines did, and music attended her,
unheard by anyone outside her skull, music along
with her personal messages. He saw from time to
time how her eyes flickered with external input.
She' d become the center of her own electronic
universe, avery active internal universe of lights
and signals and transmissions. “But Caprice! | could
just die.”

“Oh, don’t. I’'m sure you have something else to do
thisevening. I'm off to LaLune.”

“On your own card, silly brother.”
“It’sjust money. | have plenty.”

“Mysterious, aways mysterious. Are you actually
going to the parentals tomorrow?”’

“I’m hard to catch. I’'m sure there’ s a gruesome
dinner in the works, tomorrow off shift. | intend to
disappear for at least six hours. Overtime at the
office.”
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Slow, wicked smile. “Do they think of me often?’

“The parentals? They always ask how you are. | lie
and say | see you often. | tell the truth and say
you're doing fine.”

“I'll bet she prays over me.”
“Not such an unloving thing to do, midge.”
“You’'re so brave, to go there.”

“Oh, not that brave. | sometimes miss vegetables
boiled to mush.” Sometimes he longed for a parental
voice. He was human. He experienced nostalgia. He
wasn't that sure about Ardath. She had had yet to
grow into her emotional adulthood when shefled a
career in the plastics plant, and something in her had
never ticked over to love for her origins, only roused
arebellion more bitter and more lasting than his. If
shedidn’t cure that anger, she’'d carry alasting scar
that nothing could cure—a part of her, he feared,
that never would grow up. Lately, too, he detected a
troubling chill, aremoteness he didn’t like in her,
and he suspected afirst twist around that deep scar:
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he might be the only one who could talk to her that
knew what her growing up should be. So he didn’t
give up the battle.

But no one took up an inordinate amount of
Ardath’ stime. Her fans were hovering. It was time
to get out of the way.

“1 feel the urgent need for dessert. I'll leave now.
Have awonderful time, sis.”

“S0 déclasse.” She kissed him on the cheek. The
whole restaurant must notice. The old warmth was
there, and his sister was there, not yet warped by the
anger or the changes, and that pleased him. “Why
don’t you just get atap like every other reasonable
person in the universe? Y our department won’t
know. They can’'t rule your whole life.”

“Government rules, government restrictions. A third
time, government restrictions, and, trust me, they
would know, darling sister. | know |I'm not
convenient. But my job’s how | afford to go into
these trendy places to see my dear sister. And you
always manage to know when |’ m looking for you.
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So somber today. Y ou so clearly dressed to match
me.”

No one else would dare that impertinence. Her lips
parted a second time in shock, her eyes flashed. And
being his sister, she laughed aloud and hit him on
the arm. “Silly Procyon. Go entertain yourself.” Her
skinlights curled closer and closer to her features,
well controlled, now—over lips, tip of nose. Eyes
lingered last, changing subtly from dull native green
to pale, gas-fire azure. “Be good.”

“1I"m aways good,” he said solemnly. “Virtuousis
another matter.”

He left half his glass. He walked out among the
reflective columns, out toward the street, the
cynosure of every eyein the Plane. He was an
encounter he was sure Ardath would haveto live
down tonight, oh, at least for two minutes; but she
had the personal force to do it with complete
aplomb: it was why he dared needle her.

Not exactly what Brazis liked, his skirting through
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the kind of attention that surrounded his sister, but
on the PO staff’ s advice, he wore that public notice
like a mantle, just another camouflage. No one high
INn government service sought public attention—so
perhaps it made him less suspect. He walked out
Into the normal neon light of Grozny and down the
street, momentarily enveloped in astring of dancers
that melted past him, then stepping around a band of
preteens clustered around a bench, kids likely not
going home tonight and maybe not going home for
the next number of nights—until the police rounded
them up, asked them where they did belong, and
billed the parents.

Most teens out at this hour were simple sessions-
dodgers or young half-day factory workers on off
shift, plus the more or less honest daylighters, who
studied their hours or worked their hours and then
played as hard as their finance let them, no one at
home caring. They weren’t generally a problem, but
you didn’t lay a credit card down on a counter and
turn your head when that sort was about.
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A few Freethinkers congregated at the corner—you
could tell the type by the grimy, threadbare casuals,
thelr own statement of style, their contempt of
money. He didn’t know the faces: those had all
seemed to change in the years since his sojourn
there... but then, he’ d been transitory in that group.
He' d attended only two meetings, long enough for
disillusionment to set in; he'd quit them in three
months, seeing nothing that interested him there.

And he’ d made afull confession of hisformer
associations in his government resume, so he wasn't
open to blackmail. Brazis reportedly didn’t take his
admission for a problem. Intellectual flirtation, he’'d
caledit, in hisinterview. The rest who'd shared
those grimy rooms at Michaelangelo’s claimed they
wanted to change the universe, but they spent their
meetings nitpicking their own election rules and
taking up collections for legal fees for extremist
idiots. Mostly they sat around swilling cheap beer,
complaining that everything the government
touched was corrupt, and proposing no societal fix
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that could survive their own personal habits.

Well, so now he was working for the corrupt
government himself, well, working inside it, on a
critical job, and he had a very different view of how
much actually did get done by officialdom, hour by
hour, day by day, to keep the station running, never
mind the corruption that threaded its way through
human affairsin every endeavor—including
Freethinker elections.

Maybe Freethinkers were leaven in the societal |oaf,
and shoved public opinion into progressing a
healthy few degrees a century, in a society otherwise
far out of time with the rest of the speeding cosmos,
but otherwise they had no power, and Chairman
Brazisjust did as he did, and moved society in his
own, far more powerful way. A former Freethinker
strongly suspected Brazis had his own shadowy
spots; but Brazis made the Project work, and did his
job, and was, meanwhile, fair to his staff. A former
Freethinker held a niggling suspicion that purity of
life and purpose was the most suspiciousthing in a
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public official. A former Freethinker began to think

that the real world had far more layers than he’' d
once thought.

Well, but he was growing layers, himself. Secrets.
Things he didn’t admit. Ardath grew more and more
apart from him. He worried about her, but as yet
thought of nothing he could do but live within her
reach, and wait, and keep to his own venues except
on rare occasions of purpose. Like the parental
anniversary.

LaLune Noir wasn't on hissister’slist. Too near
Blunt for high fashion, but sitting on Grozny,
purveying its fancy food at a modest price that
didn’t upset his old Freethinker sense of economy. It
had that kind of clientele, not quite in the Style,
rubbing elbows with the fringe of the Trend.

And it had that beautiful showcase of desserts, right
In the window.

He walked in and, being as he was aregular, his
regular waitress nabbed him and showed him right
to histable, his preferred place near the vid screen.
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“The usua ?’
“Everything.”

He loved not having to think much on his off shift.
Heliked La Lune for leaving their patrons music-
free and vibration-free, to bring in their private
choices on their taps, or not.

It meant the place was hushed, except the noise of
adjacent conversations, the clink of glasses, and the
occasional crash of adish.

“Damn!” from the kitchen. He laughed.
That was La Lune.

A trio came in during his supper, danced on the
transparent floor, to music the lot of them shared,
and he recognized in that set three of hisold
Freethinker friends, who'd likewise |eft the den and
prospered obscenely, by Freethinker standards.
Marcus Liebermann was a medtech and Danny
Casper was a paralegal. And Angie Wu, who'd
recently married Danny, had become that
archenemy of Freethinkers and terror of every
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marginal shop on the street—a customs cop.

They waved at him, he waved at them—nhe
exchanged a few words with Danny and Angie and
Mark when the music changed and they |eft the
dance floor—how are you doing? Seeing anybody?
New job? And from him to Angie and Danny:
Congratul ations on the wedding.

Seen any others of the old gang? however, was
anathema as a question. He' d kept his distance from
these three, and didn’t socialize. They didn’t have
that much in common anymore, didn’t occupy the
same stratum of society.

Polishing more than a handful of social contacts cost
more energy than he had these days, and he was
glad that his three old acquaintances didn’t propose
to join him in adinner well under way. He enjoyed
the last of his entrée, drank a second glass of wine,
shut his eyesin the genera noise of quiet
conversations around him, and let the tension flow
out through his fingers and toes. He was trying not
to think more deeply about Ardath.
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He remained concerned about the changes in her,
however, which seemed too many, too fast. He
worried about the day she’'d age, and how she’' d take
It, and where she’' d go, when his own career was a
very healthy, government-funded, extended lifetime
— so long as he didn’t personally piss off Brazis or
commit one of the hundred and one fatal rule
Infractions.

Not hard rules. No theft. No drugs. No illicits. No
criminal associations. No dinner with three old
friends over there—not because they weren't
probably completely respectable, these days, but
because if he did, they’d have government
Investigators raking over their pasts, maybe to their
detriment.

All hisfriends had to pass muster. And intimate
relationships outside the department just couldn’t

happen.
That was the killer. Y ou could work out

arrangements for a personal life in government
service: a prospective mate could be sucked into the
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offices, given some adequate job, and earn an
equivalent security clearance, but you' d better be
damned sure, thoughtful, and permanent about your
choice. Divorce that mate, and you might both be
reassigned somewhere less nice within those office
walls. The PO didn’t like attachments or tag ends
that hung out into the ordinary world... especially
tag ends that hung out down in the Trend.

And if atap should get fired from his job, worse
thought, he got to spend the rest of hislife
wondering how the world down there was getting
along, what that sandy plateau was becoming, how
the people he’ d come to know almost as family were
doing in their day-to-day lives—and no onein the
Project would ever give him those answers. Lose his
security classification over some infatuation? Even a
passionate attraction? It was like amusician
agreeing to be cut off from music if hefell in love
Inconveniently—or ever changed his affections. It
was a painter agreeing to go blind if hefell inlove.

It was the one cruel downside of his extravagant
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lifestyle, and it had happened more than once in the
long, long history of the department. A significant
number who'd fallen afoul of the infamous Rule 12,
the personal relationships rule, and gotten into some
Insolvable personal entanglement, had subsequently
gotten in trouble with the Project’ s secret police, or
spiraled down with drugs, with drink, with a series
of unsuccessful relationships inside the Project,
spreading disaster around them as they went. Or
they just ended up discreetly killing themselves.

Nasty line of thought. He wasn’t going to let himself
make that fatal mistake. Wasn't going to associate
with anybody outside the walls. Wasn't going to get
fired. No way. No relationships outside the Project.
If you were going to be atap, you had to come in
young and full of hormones, that was one thing, and
that fact gave the Project trouble. He' d applied just
for ajob, his hope when he made the try: just ajob
and a good salary, in computers. But his application
kept getting shunted through to other departments.
When his application had gotten up as high as it
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could get, and when he’ d found out he was under
consideration for the Project, he' d been stunned,
when he’ d learned he might become one of the taps,
he’ d been scared as hell.

But attracted by the pay scale. Giveit that. Attracted
by the security. So attracted he’ d been like every
other tap that had come in from beyond the security
wall: he’ d been seeing the glamor and ignoring the
other facts of his proposed life.

But when he was actually about to get the tap,
Brazis himself had had a sobering talk with him
about Rule 12. He' d been bone-ignorant, but still
ambitious. Having seen his parents trying to make
ends meet on two salaries, and seeing what he could
make if he went that track, he was blinded by the
prospect. He' d sworn on a stack of mission
statements that he’ d remain faithful and true to the
department, avoiding all outside entanglements
forever and ever, amen.

They’d run afurther battery of drug, health, and
psych tests and opted him in, seeing something in
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him, he supposed, that he never could figure, and
completely ignoring the Freethinker business, which
he' d thought would be a deal-breaker. He' d been
eclectic in his studies, unable to settle, except for the
certificate in computers. He' d hoped for
employment in the technical wing and ended up
opted in behind the security wall as that most
rarefied of Project entities, atap.

Then, Marak having made his pick, contrary to all
Project hopes, Brazis had had a quiet fit and called
him in for another interview, asked him
excruciatingly pointed and personal questionsfor an
hour and stared at him for another few minutes as
though he were something under a microscope. He'd
tried hard, since then, not to have another interview
with Brazis until he’'d put afew successful years
behind him in the job he'd risen to. Maybe a
successful paper or two. Maybe a geological memo
going somewhere. He wanted something
extravagantly positive in his record, to justify
Brazis s signing off on his assignment.
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He knew he was bright. He knew he was incredibly
lucky. He knew that an eclectic academic
background was one of the assets that had gotten
notice from the Project, but utterly outrageous
chance had landed him in the assignment he had. He
personally liked Marak... if you could like
somebody on his scale... he more than liked him: he
found in that strange, calm personality a stability
that he’ d never had, a matching curiosity that
opened his mind to question after question, an
Insatiable hunger for knowledge he' d never known
could be accessible. But now that he’d found his
placein life, he absolutely dreaded anything that
could threaten that good fortune. Meetings with old
friends and his extended family always left him
anxious, remembering what he’ d been, where he' d
been headed, where he was now, and how fragile the
whole structure was.

Crystal eggs, parental expectations, and the cold,
Impenetrable wall behind which the PO worked. He
didn’t want the PO raking through his immediate
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relations... or making trouble for Ardath.

Damn, he wished he hadn’t had to tap out on Marak
today when he had. He hoped there’ d be a perfectly
functioning new camera waiting for him tomorrow.
He could imagine those vistas, the red river gorge,
the long steep fall to the pans on the other side, and
the trembling knife-edge of the arcing ridge
between. He could imagine the slow movement of
tectonic plates that had created the place, the flow of
lava in geologic ages before plates became locked in
place, before the hammerfall had set them free

agan...
“| always see you alone,” hiswaitress said, picking
up the remnant of hisdinner. “Are they friends of
yours?’ With anod at the other table.

“Old acquaintances.”

The young woman lingered hopefully, stayed to
talk, and Procyon, at first irritated, not wanting any
closer communication to spoil his nonrelationship
with his favorite waitress, still fell into her game.
There was no departmental rule against sociability,
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and he liked her well enough—played at her little
flirtation, but only just, and, mindful of Ardath and
her kindness to the hopefuls, he didn’t give her any
real encouragement to escalate the game. She was
maybe twenty. Bright. She got good tips. She'd find
whoever she was looking for. Someday.

She offered him dessert, gratis. Asif he were
Ardath. He didn’t know what to do about that. He
hoped he hadn’t encouraged her too much—that she
didn’t have further plans.

He made his selection, a burnt cream. “1 don’t think
my patronage is going to bring in floods of
Fashionables.”

“No,” she said with awink. “But you know people
that will.”

Damn. Damn and double-damn. It wasn’'t his
personal attractiveness. It was Ardath the girl was
courting.

Tag, Ardath would say, long-distance, you'reit.
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No sealed globe. A light panel and rows of
orchids. Forgiving plants—they survived drought
long enough to live when business was routine, and
they survived being overwatered and overtended
when acrisis came. That meant they survived in
Brazis's office. Nothing else could.

A crisis had arrived, and he watered his plants, one
and all, distracted into the hope of a bud stem
emerging. The new cattaleya had proven amazingly
cooperative, even luxuriant. The oncidium had
produced a new plant, and rested, and now that
trouble showed up, and atemporary glut of water,
he was sure a number of the rest of the collection
would soon think about blooming.

He fed his darlings. He carefully removed an old
leaf. He discarded the detritus and wiped down the
lighted shelves himself. Housekeeping, fearing for
their lives, refused to touch them. He refused to
have cleaner-bots anywhere in the office.

Agent Magdallen had been busy when he called on
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him to come in. Busy, Magdallen had had the
temerity to inform him.

Agent Magdallen might have been extremely busy,
Brazis began to think, ever since that inbound ship
made the news.

But his plainclothesmen had nabbed the man and
outright laid down an ultimatum: come in, or spend
the next ten days in confinement.

“Agent Magdallen is here,” Dianne informed him
sweetly—nhis dragon at the gate, Dianne, who would
also have assured that Magdallen entered the secure
offices inconspicuously, on some other office’s
summons, and without untidy itemsin his
possession, or she'd break hisfingers.

What happened inside this set of offices, Governor
Reaux’ s security couldn’t penetrate, often and
earnestly asit tried.

The door opened. A weary-looking older
Fashionable in ablack coat came in—stood for a
moment observing the orchid-tending.
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“Y ou needed me?’ One shoulder straightened. The
other did. Magdallen stood alittle taller. Brazis
watched the reflection in an aptly placed mirror

strip, and saw hawk-nosed Magdallen grow subtly
younger and slimmer by the moment. The long hair
slowly lost its white streaks in favor of healthy black.

Needed him. Hell. Magdallen had never been on his
needed list, among gifts the CG had sent him, but he
was stuck with him. Talent came in from the
Chairman General and alocal chairman dealt with
the offering until it decided to go away and spy
elsewhere.

“Thisship,” Brazis said, sparing a sidelong glance.
A very sharp glance. “Do you know why thisship is
coming in?’

(14 NO_”
Short and sweet. “Not our local business?”

“I'msure |l don’'t know. | can’t examine its origins.
Or its passenger lists.”

Magdallen was here on a ghost hunt, and was surely
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powerful, but not as powerful as Magdallen thought,
that was the point Brazis meant to make.

“Tell me. Does ‘s’ ever pass your lips?’
“Sir.”
Thetonedid it. It finally did it. Brazis put down the

watering pitcher on the edge of the credenza and
brushed off his hands, facing the subject squarely.

“Agent Magdallen.”

“Sir.”

One suspected sarcasm. Magdallen might be used to
local authorities running scared of him and his
backers. Brazisdidn’'t personally run scared of man
or devil. As head of the PO, technically entitled to a
seat on the High Council, he didn’t flinch at an
Inquisitive auditor, not in any particular. Nor did he
worry too much who was currently sitting behind
the Chairman General’ s desk at Apex. CGs came
and went, and might fall from office. So might a

local chairman; but from his position as Project
Director, only lan and Luz acting together could
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remove him, so long as he lived.

“Don’'t parse missing negatives with me, Agent
Magdallen. Y ou may have come in here with the
High Council’ s blessing and a kiss on the cheek
from the Chairman General himself, but | assure you
the Council won't appreciate afoul-up here, and if
that ship and you or your business here have any
remote causal relationship that’s going to touch me
In either of my offices, | want to know it before | set
my local security into motion. Let’s not treat Earth
authority to the spectacle of two Outsider
Investigations tangled in each other’ s operations,
shall we not?’

“1 remind you you have no binding authority over
me.”

“No binding authority. But a preventative authority
—that | do have, and you're within ahair’s breadth
of discovering it. Y ou may be the Chairman
General’ s personal valet for al | care, but you're a
damned nuisance to the Project Director in this
moment of crisis, and if you' re determined not to
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cooperate with our needs, you’ re about to annoy me
In ways that won't possibly benefit your career in
the future—trust me. | want to know definitively
what you’ re nosing about in on Blunt, | want to
know why you have at least two apartments and two
alternate identities down there. | want to know the
gist of that investigation and what it’ s turned up, and
especially | want to judge for myself whether Earth
might have launched an investigatory mission
bearing some remote relationship to what you' re
doing. My clearance is higher than yours. In my
capacity as Project Director, | want to know. It’s
moved beyond your orders from Apex and into a
crisison my desk. Isthat a clear enough request for
you?’

The business about the alternate identities was a
little secret Magdallen hadn’t expected to have laid
In front of him, Brazis bet on that. There had been
just alittle change of expression.

“ Someone else should know,” Magdallen said
slowly, asif he'd reached adecision. “The
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Chairman General said you were capable in a need-
to-know situation.”

“I"m incredibly flattered. Compliments to the CG's
foresight in telling you so. | assure you thisis that
situation. Talk. What the hell are you doing messing
with the Freethinkers?’

“1 don’t know what this ship is. | hear the word
ambassador. | think that’s cover. | think this
Intrusion is more inquisitory than representative. I'm
not sure what agency might have sent this person
and given him this cover.”

“And the Freethinkers?”’

“Rumors run the little channels, among the petty
smugglers. There’ s been awhisper of illicits that
Earth’s detected at Orb. It’ s possible that’ s brought
aninquiry in.”

“Smuggling.” It was too ordinary. Brazis didn’t buy
It. He hadn’t liked Magdallen before, and he liked
him less for hedging after promising him the truth.
But in truth, there was one kind of smuggling that
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would involve Earth in two seconds. “ Are you
talking about biostuffs?’

A hesitation. “Yes.”

That actually could explain it. It wasn’t, however,
the only conceivable answer, even for Magdallen’s
presence, and he wished he hadn’t steered
Magdallen so conveniently into suggesting it was
the obvious—and maybe mid eading—problem.

“All right. So I'll play along with this theory. But

I’ satheory, not ascending to fact. What else do you
know?’

“Nothing, at this point. | must point out, Sir, your
bringing me in like this jeopardizes my several
Identities and makes it less likely 1’1l find out
anything.”

“I"m sure you' ll recover handily. Know nothing, do
you, after all thistime ferreting about in our
understructure?”’

“Nothing solid, | regret to say. I'm pursuing the
theory | named.”

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %620kru...20Gene%20Wars%2002%620-%20Forge%200f%20Heaven.html (212 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:14



Brazis saw he wasn't going to get cooperation, and
would probably get a cover story if he pressed. He
hesitated to divert Magdallen’s energies by giving
him one more falsehood to manufacture and
maintain. And if he gave the man space, and let him
know he was allowing him that, he might get more
from the man in future. “All right. Chase your
private theories. Do your job—whatever it is. But
hear this. | want information from you in return for
my patience. And if you make any policy-
threatening move without telling me, I'll send my
own message to the CG, and it won’t be
understanding of your difficulties. I’ [l warn you
now, I’m doing a quiet crackdown on the street.

Y ou’ re hearing this advisory a quarter hour before |
send the pick-them-up message—an hour, if you'd
answered my original summons. If the pickup is
likely to disrupt your operations, you’' d better
Identify those operations to me before | give that
order, and I’ ll make afew careful exceptions.”

“Go light on MacDougal’ s, between 10th and 11th. |
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have operations there.”

“Noted. | know it well. Here’ s areciprocal bit of
advice. The governor’safriendly. We don’'t want to
lose him. If you think to the contrary, say so now,
and we'll talk about it fully and frankly.”

“l don’t contradict that opinion.”

“Good. Now let me give you some information.
Earth may well want to lose this governor, but |
assure you we don’t. Hisfall from grace would
generate all sorts of difficulties. Not insurmountable
ones, but damned inconvenient, and apt to have
repercussions. He' s upset local power games, made
some factions very angry, had a major falling-out
when he entered the financial games that were the
eternal rule here, and powerfully annoyed the clique
that runs the banks. In the process, he' s done a great
deal to put the brakes on the graft that’ s gone on
here for generations. Conseguently he has enemies,
none from Earth that we know about, and | doubt
Earth cares that much what he does; but there are
locals with strong motives, shall we say, to make
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him look bad while that ship is pursuing whatever
business it came to pursue. Not an advantageous
result for your career, Agent Magdallen, if you
should knock over that stack of breakables. So stay
out of the way of my operations, if you don’t have
anything to do with this ship. See to it that whatever
you value down on Blunt stays invisible and inactive
for the duration. That’s the long and the short of it.
Y our opposite number among the local Earthersis
just as likely to go after suspects on hisown list,
given alittle free rein by the governor. Be discreet.”

“Dortland”—that was to say, Reaux’s chief of
security—" seemsto have no idea l’m here.”

That was worth along, cold stare. “In my local
experience, Agent Magdallen, saying someone has
no ideais avery dangerous presumption. An equally
dangerous presumption’ s that you know all my
agents. Or the governor’s. Or even Dortland’ s, who
may be a separate operation from us or the governor.
I’ ve long suspected that. Do you think I’'m afooal,
Agent Magdallen?’
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“No, sir.” More subdued, afar more cautious answer.
“I"'m not afool, Agent Magdallen.”
“| assure you of the same, sir.”

“Good. Good. So what’s my ultimate answer, from
you, as to why petty smuggling would bring an
answer clear from Earth?’

“*Smuggling of biostuffs, and maybe not petty.
That’ s not theory, Mr. Chairman. It isgoing on. |
know that. Earth is upset, but not panic-stricken.
Nothing got through their barriers. Nothing was ever
directed at them. | can at least assure you this has
nothing to do with your governor. And I’'m
somewhat doubtful the ship’s visit offers him any
personal threat.”

“If you learn any differently about their business
here, | want word. | don’t insist you come here, but |
want word, and | want it within the hour you learn
It.”

“1 trust—in your own expertise, Sir—you know

that’ s not always operationally possible.”
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“Call it amoral goal, Agent Magdallen. Attempt to
achieveit. I’'m sure you have unguessed
capabilities.”

A little nod, akind of bow. “I’ll keep in touch, sir.”

“Good.” Brazis picked up the watering can off the
slate-surfaced cabinet. “Thirty minutes, Agent
Magdallen, and certain people will start
disappearing off the streets for the duration of this
visit, or longer. | trust your scattered people and
Interests will respond to the warning I’ m giving you.
Do we agree?”

A little nod from Magdallen. “I can manage that. I'l|
trust if | do say release someone—someone will
somehow escape.”

Brazis looked at the man. Thiswasn’'t afool, or a
man who’d push him—now. Aswell have an
agreement with him, whatever he thought his
powers were. “1 think we can manage that. Contact
me at need. Perhaps we can manage a much closer
working relationship hereafter, Agent Magdallen.
Since | can safely assume your target isn't me, you

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kru...20Gene%20W ars%2002%20-%20Forge%200f %20Heaven.html (217 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:15



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

can somewhat reliably assume mineisn’t you.”
A little bow, not aword of answer, no love |ost.

But there existed now, for mutual reasons, a
cooperative agreement.
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A decent tip to the waitress, including
the price of the gratis dessert, and so help him, if
Ardath ever projected her pricey presence onto La
L une and ruined this place in some misguided sense
of charity toward her brother’ s favorite restaurant,
Procyon swore he’ d go into mourning.

Not that the staff would be sorry for arisein tips.
Maybe crashing dishes and no music in restaurants
would be the new fashion statement. Maybe there’'d
be anew chic, for the slightly distressed
environment.

But Procyon doubted it. Any new ownership would
fire the staff for breaking the crockery, and they’ d
Install that damned Rhythmique apparatus, grim
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thought, to pound rhythm into the floor. Then they'd
triple the prices of the food, advertise up and down
the street, and it just wouldn’t be La L une anymore.

Damn, damn, and damn. He should call Ardath and
absolutely threaten her lifeif...

“Saff alert.

“We have an Earth ship inbound for docking. You
may have noticed.”

That was loud. Impossible to ignore, blasting
through the tap. He' d stopped dead on the walk, as if
he’ d been hit with a stun, and recovered, trying not
to be conspicuous.

Brazis himself. The voice always sounded different
coming over atap, the way people didn’t naturally
know what their own voices sounded like outside
their heads; but it was Brazis, from the inside,

Brazis, talking to the whole staff, no matter where
they were, and Procyon looked stupidly toward the
ceiling of the corridor and its bright lights. He
hadn’t known there were secure tap relays all the
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way to the bag end of Grozny.

But of course there would be, now that he thought of
It. Brazis had his agents working in all sorts of
places where trouble might hang out. They had to
have some way to report in, off the common tap.
There might even be secure relays on other levels of
the station, for all he knew, wherever Brazis might
have interests.

“Be discreet. Say out of questionable places.”

Did La Lune fit that description? Intrigue wasn't his
forte.

“Best if you could all stay in your residences the
next few days. Take thisvery serioudly.”

The old man seemed actually worried. An Earth ship
was coming into dock, and they were supposed to go
home, pull the lid on, and stay there.

All right. That was a clear and sobering order. He
started walking. Home it was. No show. Eating in
and living in for afew days, he could do that. He
could stop by the store and pick up afew items, and

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %20kru...20Gene%20W ars%2002%20-%20Forge%200f %20Heaven.html (221 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:15



he' d be fine. He certainly didn’t want any trouble
with admin or the old man, and reality had just
jolted into his path, with an advisement that had to
Include police and everybody associated with the
Project, aregular take-cover, asif there were
something going on that threatened all of them.

But insatiable curiosity was his profession. He
wondered what unprecedented thing was going on,
iInvolving this ship from Earth, that produced this
kind of order.

He dipped into the common tap for the moment,
wondering if there was any sort of news bulletin he
hadn’t picked up. But al he heard was talk about a
garden show, and a new music shop opening on
second tier. He shut it down and cast an eye to the
running newsboards as he walked Grozny toward
home.

The Earth ship was coming into dock in the slow
way ships did. Whatever it was, it would be here by
morning.

Therich dessert wasn’t resting quite as easily on his
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stomach. His world was running so very well.
Change wasn't good. Any change at all in things as
they were wasn't good. He didn’t want any Earth
ship bringing emergencies and take-covers without
any rumor what was going on.

Cheese. He was out of cheese and pasta makings,
his standard recipe for domestic survival, in afancy
kitchen synthesizer woefully basic in patterns, since
he' d never really used it for more than caff and
breakfast.

Maybe he' d stop by the store and get one of those
frozen cakes the store sold, from its own kitchen.
That would fortify his spiritsin his hours locked
away. And it wasn’t asif he wouldn’t hear things:
he’ d gotten news the rest of the station hadn’t. The
Project would keep him informed. He' d hear
something more, surely, when he went back on duty
tomorrow morning.

But he was in confinement, otherwise. If there was a
parental potluck, he was assuredly going to missit.
That was aplus.
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He shouldn’t answer any calls. And his mother
would, of course, call, and then worry that she
couldn’t get to him.

He should send her a note—his religious mother not,
of course, having atap—he should send something
casudl, like acard, to forestall her questions. He
could send a courier note from the grocery.

Short and sweet: Dear Mum and Dad, extra work at
the office. I’m on mandatory overtime, a computer
blowup.

So they wouldn't possibly connect it with the
Inbound ship.

Wish I could be there. Congrats. Love, Jeremy.
Damned good thing he’ d sent the crystal egg.

Home. Thank God, Reaux thought, home past the
cameras and the media hounds with awell-rehearsed
statement—we have an ambassadorial visitor, and
expect a brief visit and consultation—then safely,
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solitarily, home. The smell of Judy’s grilled fish
permeated the rooms as he hung his day coat in the
closet. He hoped for scalloped potatoes. He hadn’t
had potatoes in forever.

And a glass of white wine. Maybe two glasses. It
had been a day. It had been, he remembered, two
days. And he was home. Safe.

The ship was on approach now, for docking at about
440n. It had become tomorrow’ s problem. Tonight
his wife had decided to cook, and thanks to that
decision and asmall crisis with a beautician, he had
the privacy and comfort of his own well-secured
walls around him, instead of arestaurant where the
media might insert alens in the table bouquet. It
damned sure beat takeout and a nap in the office for
a second night. Whatever Judy’ s personal reasons,
whatever fuss she was having with their teenaged
daughter, it was a very good night for her to have
resurrected her culinary skills.

He found her in the kitchen, in an apron, pushing
buttons on the grill and looking domestic and
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frustrated, her meticulous coiffure alittle frayed. He
came up behind her, having gotten half a surly
glance, put his arms around her—still no yielding—
and kissed her cheek.

“Y ou can pour the wine,” Judy said.

He saw the wineglasses—two—on the white tile
counter. He pressed keys on the fridge: it delivered
the chilled wine, and he slipped the bottle under the
opener. Hiss and pop, as the wine began to breathe.

Wonderful sound.
“Pour it,” Judy said. “Pour me one.”

Not good. Not celebratory, that was sure. He poured
two full glasses and handed her one.

“Our daughter,” she began.
“Dyedidn’'t solveit?’

Mistake. Judy took a deep, angry breath. And took a
large gulp of the expensive wine before she set the
glass down on the counter. Thump, face averted,
both hands flat on the counter. “ Setha. Setha, your
daughter—her friends—her friends, Denny Ord and
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Mark Andrews...”
“I know them.”

“Clearly you don’'t know them well enough!
They’ve been arrested. Swept up in a Freethinkers
dive down on Blunt!”

A moment of panic. “Kathy wasn’t involved.”
“Kathy was with me.”

“Good.” Deep breath. “ Good sense of her.”

“Do you understand me? Our daughter has friends in
jail.”

“They’re both from good families. I’ m sure they
were doing what all young people do at one time or
another, dlipping down to the Trend. She wasn't

Involved in it, and their parents will get them out of
their mess. It'l] all pass.”

“1 want some support, Setha! | want some backing
herel”

“I"'m sure I’'ll back whatever you think needs
backing, but I’ m operating on short information, at
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the moment, Judy. She wasn’t with them, and I’'m
sure the boys haven’'t done anything but be in the
wrong place. It will al work out.”

“You don’t understand!”

“I know | don’t understand, Judy. I’'m asking for
Information.”

“Her friends, this Denny and Mark... I’'m forbidding
her to associate with these people. Forbidding her
even to speak to them, ever again! | want your
backing in this. | want her school sessions changed!

| want her to transfer to St. Agnes!”

“That’s alittle extreme, isn't it? If you haven't seen
the news, Judy, alot of people are getting swept up
on Blunt at the moment. Nine-tenths of the people
hauled in may be innocent, maybe even just passing
on the street, and nobody’ s even going to notice if
two teenagers got into the sweep. There’'s a security
watch on. They’re pulling in everyone who's
anomalous down there, no proof these boys are
actually guilty of anything at all but bad timing. |
certainly don'’t think there' s any need to pull Kathy
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out of a school where she' s happy.”

“She’ s running with the wrong people, Sethal She
bleaches her hair, her friends get arrested—three
guesses, Setha, where she was supposed to be today,
when she didn’t get arrested! With them! I'll bet,
with them!”

“Judy, proportion. Proportion.”

“She’s cut sessions before now to go down therel
Did you know that? She's cut three sessions this
month, and the school didn’t report it, because they
didn’t think it was significant, and | just happened to
see her attendance record when | excused her out
today to get her hair done! That’s what’s going on,
Sethal | can’'t quit my job! | refuse to quit my job
because | can’t trust my own daughter to be at
sessions without checking up on her every minute!
If | can’t trust her to go to sessions or to be home
when she’ s supposed to be home, what can | do?”’

He took a deep swallow of wine himself. “We can
certainly have atalk with the school administrators
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about their reporting policies.”

“| stayed home from work today. | had Renee come
here, and | made it abundantly clear | didn’t want
this bleach job talked about in the shop.”

“Did it work? The dye?”’

“It's at least better. And then when Renee |eft—
Have you seen Kathy’s closet?”’

1 I_no.”

“Things that don't fit decently, low cut blouses—
she' s asked me for clothes money threetimesin the
last month, and what she buysis adisgrace, an
absolute disgrace, Sethal Sweaters down to here.” A
measurement low on Judy’s own elegantly bloused
bosom. Which generated a grease stain on the
mauve silk to which Judy at the moment seemed
oblivious. “Pants that show everything! Shoes you
can't walk in! Teeswith crude language and shorts
that wouldn’t make decent underwear! | took her
shopping after Renee finished.”

“That sounds like a good thing.”
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“1 took her to lunch. We had a perfectly nice lunch.
Then | took her down on Lebeau, to Marie Trent’s.”

Judy’ s favorite shopping venue, where the
establishment brought outfits out one at atime,
modeled on live mannequins, and served teawhile
the systems constructed your purchase to fit your
own physique and your own coloring.

“What did we spend on this venture?’

“Plenty! Her hair styled, a manicure, and Jeanne
Lorenz jewelry. And then she didn’t want the
clothes once they made them. Marie Trent herself
tried to explain to her that she does have too much
bust and she could stand a little sculpting, and
meanwhile she should deemphasize that feature with
a perfectly beautiful look for her. Kathy said to Ms.
Trent’ s face that she could do with bigger breasts
and her shirts all looked like sacks. At that point,
Ms. Trent said | could take her out of the shop, and |
tried to, but Kathy threw afit, a screaming fit, Sethal
| was so embarrassed. |’ ve never been so
embarrassed in my life. And Kathy wouldn’t leave
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the shop. Kathy kept saying, quote, no bitch could
throw her out, and nobody could talk to her that
way, and that she was your daughter...”

1 GOd_”

“Oh, yes, your name got into this. Now, are you
worried? Kathy said she knew grotesgues on Blunt
with more taste, this, when another customer had
come into the shop! Ms. Trent threatened to call the
police.” Judy was shaking. She picked up the glass
and almost slopped the wine over the rim getting
another sip. “I can never go back there, Setha. | can
never go back there. | don’t think | ever want to
|leave the apartment again in my life!”

“Judy.” He did fedl sorry for her. Glassand all, he
put hisarms around her. “Y ou have to go back there.
Tomorrow. |I'd advise an apology to Ms. Trent and a
very large purchase. Break the budget.”

“1 don’t know why Kathy’s acting like this, Setha, |
don’t understand it!”

“I'll talk to her.” At the moment he had Judy in his
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arms and a wineglass precariously crushed against
her bosom. He disengaged carefully. “ Are you all
right?’

“1 need you to be home and deal with this!”

He was suddenly aware of a burnt smell. “I think the
fishisdone.”

“Damn!” Judy burst into tears and grabbed the oven
door.

“I'll talk to Kathy.” It was an escape. Judy was
about at the screaming stage herself, and it didn’t do
to push her to communicate. As Judy should learn
about Kathy someday, except they were too much
alike. Two queens couldn’t possibly sit on the same
throne.

Cutting school sessions and sneaking out into the
real nether-side of Blunt, however, was a serious
matter. A screaming fit in Marie Trent’ s was serious
on another level, an exposure to gossip that did his
wife and daughter no good, and him no political
good at all under present circumstances, with the
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media on the hunt and frustrated. He' d better call
Marie Trent’s himself, apologize profusely, and buy
something extremely expensive for Judy, trusting
Marie Trent had Judy’ s sizes in the computer.

He could do all these things after he’d dealt with
Mr. Andreas Gide, tomorrow morning, assuming the
ambassador’ s ship arrived on schedule.

God, Judy and Kathy could time things amazingly.
One night he spent at the office, and they were
Immediately at each other’ s throats.

He took the lift up to Kathy’s hallway, walked to
Kathy’s door. Hesitated. Knocked.

“Kathy. It's your father.”
“Go away!”

“Kathy, I"ve got a ship from Earth on my doorstep
and your mother’s burning supper downstairs. We
need to talk.”

13 NO! N

“1 heard about Marie Trent. | sympathize with your
position and I’'m not sure her clothes are your style,
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but can we possibly avoid stationwide media
coverage?’

A heavy thump. Something hit the wall. Little
thumps then as bare footsteps marched to the door.

It opened. Kathy stood there flatfooted, a beautiful
teenaged girl in agray, too-old-for-her skirt, achic
white silk blouse half-unbuttoned and hanging its
tail out to the left, and her hair an unKathy-like and
shocking red-brown, with her olive complexion.
Behind her, the closet was a disaster area, clothes,
mostly black and gray and white, flung over the bed
and onto the floor, along with a confetti of fabric
bits on the floor. His daughter’ s chest was heaving.
She had a scissors in her hand.

“She threw out all my clothes and put her damned
castoffs in my closet!”

He heaved asigh. “We'll find your old clothes. Put
down the scissors.”

“ She says she put them in the disposer! Those were
my favorites!. She hates me! Everybody hates me!”
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“Damn. Look, Kathy.” He put a hand on her
shoulder. Kathy flung it off, a hazard with the
scissors. He took the implement out of her hand,
reached in his pocket and extracted his wallet, and
now that he had her dight attention, drew from that
mesmerizing object a credit card, holding it up
between them. “Kathy, I'll give you five hundred on
my card. Just go buy something on your own
tomorrow, without your mother. I’ [l excuse you out
of sessions.”

Five hundred had secured his daughter’ s solid
Interest. She wiped her eyes and took the card.

“l just don’t know why she can’'t leave me alone.”

“1I’m on your side, right down to the point you cut
your sessions, which isin the school records. On
that score, | have an objection. Cutting up your
clothes... | can amost sympathize with that. They
don’t suit you.”

“1 hate them!”

“The clothes? That's evident.”
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“The school. The damned school! | hate them, too!”

“Don’'t use that language, please. What' s the
trouble?’

“They’re abore, and they’ re always finding fault, no
matter what | do.”

“Ippoleta Nazrani?’

“1s a skinny-ass whore.”
“Language. Language, Kathy.”
“Mignette.”

“Pardon?’

“| want to change my name. | want to change
schools.”

“Why?’

“I"m bored. I'm bored, bored, bored, bored with
those fools.”

“Boredom rather well damns your own imagination,
doesn’t it?”’
“I don’t care. | don't like always having to watch

what | do, watch what | say, all because Ippoleta is
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so good and so sweet. She'salump. She'sjust a
lump. She'd wear these things! | won't!”

“Kathy.”

“Mignette. | want to be Mignette. It's what my
friends call me.”

“Mignette.” It was always something new with the
female of the species. She wanted to change her
school and change her name. Asif that would solve
itall.“l hopeI’m still your father.”

“Mother’s not my mother.” A furiouskick at the
detritus of fabric snips on the floor. “Not anymore!
And | haven't got anything to wear and she says|’m
not to talk to Denny and Mark, who are the only
Intelligent people in my whole class. And she
embarrassed hell out of me with this stupid haircut
and this stupid dye job and | have to go out in public
and have that stupid woman tell me I’ m fat because
| have a chest and she doesn’ t!”

“Y ou know, Kathy—M ignette—I completely
sympathize about the remarks. But you can’t pitch a
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fit in your mother’ s favorite shop. She took you
there because she cares about you and she wanted to
give you what she thinks is pretty.”

“ She took me there because she thinks I’ m fat, too,
and she doesn’t like my clothes and she hates my
friends and she’ sthrown out all my stuff, and she
just drives me crazy, papa, she just drives me crazy!”

Now it was tears. Hormone wars, he' d about bet,
fiftyish wife and teenaged daughter, who physically
took after his side of the family. He gathered his
outraged daughter in his arms and hugged her hard.
“There, there, Mignette or Kathy, you'll have five
cee to go fix thistomorrow. Y ou' re agood kid. Y ou
manage pretty well, all taken together—you don'’t
do drugs, you don't do illicits, you usually don’'t do
things that | have to explain on the news and |
appreciate that, | respect it, | really do. Y ou can just
come by the office tomorrow when you get through
and show me what you’ ve bought. And I'll talk to
your mother.”

“She' s not my mother, | tell you!”
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“I"m afraid you’ re stuck with biological fact, darling
girl, you're hers as well as mine, which iswhy
you're always fighting with each other. | want you
to wash your face, tuck your shirttail in, and come
downstairs.”

(13 NO! N

“Youcan't starve. I'm sureit’salovely fish, even a
little singed. Just be my sweet daughter and learn to
be adiplomat.”

“1 don’t want to be a diplomat.”
“What do you want to be someday?’

“1 want to be rich, and buy anything | want and not
have to be polite to anybody.”

“1I"m Governor of Concord, and | absolutely have to
be polite to everybody. Money and power won't do
that for you, Kathy-sweet. Mignette. Nothing ever
excuses rudeness. Not yours and not your mother’s,
and | hate it when you do thisto each other. Temper
always makes amess of your surroundings, and if
you' re smart, you mop it up as soon as you know
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about it. Now go wash your face. Put on your robe,
If you don’t want to wear what you have on—I trust
your bathrobe survived the scissors—and come
down to dinner and be nice to your mother.”

“l can't!”

“Katherine Callendish-Reaux, you will. Y ou can and
you will. Listen to me.” He set her back sternly,
hands on her shoulders. “I have a headache. | have a
backache. | had a cold supper last night, damned
little sleep in my office chair, and interviews all day
with every power broker on Concord, from Station
Security to the Outsider Chairman. I’ve had an
absolutely hellacious two days, |’ ve got an
ambassador from Earth arriving tomorrow, and he
could conceivably decide I’m not to be governor
anymore, and you’ re not to have a nice apartment or
any nice clothes, or any father for that matter, do
you understand that? That’s how seriousit is. S0 if
you’'ll do me the moderate favor of giving me five
days of tranquillity in this household, no matter
what you have to say or do with your mother, I'll be
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so deep in your debt I'll buy you a shop full of
whatever your heart desires and let you dye your
hair blueif you like. Just hold the lid on for five
days. Please, baby.”

“Mignette!”

“Mignette.” In calm, perfect earnest. Hormones
were raging, no question. Not aword he said got
through. Or would, until the adrenaline ebbed.
“Come on. Tuck it in and come down to dinner.
Y our mother will be vastly relieved.”

“l don’t want her relieved about anything.”

“Come on.” He knew histiming. He set ahand on
his daughter’ s back, steered her out the door.
“Shirttail.”

She made a one-handed, halfhearted shove at it, and
slouched ahead of him down the stairs barefoot.

Judy had the table set. Table, yet. It was aonce-a-
year occasion, table-setting, never mind the fancy
Inherited import china. Judy looked sidelong at her
daughter and forbore a comment.
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Good, he thought. He pulled back achair for his
daughter at the side of the table, pulled back Judy’s,
at the end, and they sat down to a still-passable
grilled fish.

They were afamily tonight.

Maybe it was auspicious for tomorrow that, within
the household, his diplomacy had prevailed.

Groceries. Theessentials. A frozen cake,
Imported chocolate. Heavy synth packets that he had
to have for pasta and cheese... well, and some fancy
bread, which looked good. He could have called it in
and had it all delivered, but deliveries had away of
showing up when he was locked away downstairsin
an office Brazis didn’'t want advertised to local
merchants; and if he didn’t get the delivery when it
came, he’ d have a message requesting atime for
redelivery, which wouldn’t work out any better.
There were alot of conveniences on Grozny that
just weren’'t convenient, if you lived only a block
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from the store and didn’t rule your own
communications on the common tap.

A little déclassé to be lugging one’'s own groceries,
his sister would say. But she wasn't here to be
embarrassed.

And in-person shopping always turned out to be
more complicated than phoning in. He wasn’t good
at resisting nicely displayed treats. L ast-moment
packet of custard cups. Patent really grown berries
from Momus at 29.95 the box. He was feeling sorry
for himself.

His bills were paid up, his messages were all
answered, every day. It was going to be just him, the
kitchen synthesizer, and the e-channels for the next
several days of enforced solitude, no questions
asked. Grim.

He ran his items down the track, stuck his card and
his hand under the reader to pay out, then hefted the

heavy green bags, careful not to crush the delicate
berries, and headed out.
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Straight into public view—ypublic suddenly meaning
a handful of faces he'd ever so rather not see.

Algol was an old Stylist, verging on a grotesque.
The left side of hisface was black, the right side red.
The designs that ran between were very nicely done.
That effect was what saved him and made it art...
but there were whispers of an illicit gone way wrong
twenty years back that had had to be covered up
very expensively, and that had left certain sexual
side effects.

Not so Algol couldn’t muster a coterie of hangers-on
—tough sorts, the sort you’ d shy away from during
the odd hours on Blunt, which was where they
usually hung out.

He didn’t want this encounter. But he clearly had it.

“Littledog.” That was Procyon’s namesake star in
vulgar terms, lesser Dog Star after the Hunter, as
Earth saw the ancient sky. Algol was very educated,
awalking encyclopedia of bits and tags. But the split
defined his personality, too, bi in every department.
“Hunting what, little dog?”’
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“Box of milk.”

One of the hangers-on stepped into his path. A
second and third blocked him in, little punks trying
to prove their usefulness to the center of their
universe.

“Procyon. Procyon who works for the big dog. What
does Brazs say about this ship?’

“Somehow | don't get that information.” If the
punks started a fight, he supposed he just had to take
It and hope the store called the cops to save him.
Brazisdidn’'t like government employees, especially
taps, throwing punches or getting arrested, and he'd
now been way too many hours awake and had his
nerves too jangled to put up with this. “There’ sa
ship. That’sall | know, demon prince, and | got it
off the reader-boards. What have you heard?”’

“Not athing. Not athing, little dog.” Cheap
theatrics, Algol moved a hand and the flunkies
opened out.

He didn't bolt. His life was secrecy. He was
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appalled to hear Brazis linked to him—but maybe
Algol meant it only in the general sense, in that he
worked for the government, hence the Chairman. He
tried for information. “Come on. Y ou’' ve heard
something. Think it’ s the governor’ s problem? That
arena business?’

“Not a sure word on the street,” Algol said.
“Brazis s snoops raided Michaelangelo’' s this
evening, just walked in and threw everybody out.
Does that possibly say something to those in the
know? Those who work in government offices?’

Michaelangel o’ s was the chief Freethinker digs. His
old digs. And Algol’s. God, did Algol think hisjob
was with the dlinks? That he was an informer?

* Somebody in Michaglangel o’ s wasn’'t what they
wanted, after all, that’s what it says to me, and they
went elsewhere. | wouldn’t know. Go home, why
don’'t you?”

“Word is Reaux’ s dogs and Brazis's slinks are out
together in plain clothes, and they’ ve ordered the
untidy questioners of authority out of sight, out of

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kru...20Gene%20W ars%2002%20-%20Forge%200f %20Heaven.html (247 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:15



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

mind. Callisto’ s disappeared.”

“Oh, well. They’'re just picking up fools, then. |
wouldn’t worry. | wouldn’t stand on the docks with
a placard saying Freethinker tonight. | wouldn’t and
you wouldn't, and I'm sure they’ll let Callisto out
someday.”

“Michaelangelo’sis closed to nonresidents for a
week.”

That was unprecedented. “Interesting.”

“There’ sasign in the window. Somebody’ s already
flung paint on it.”

“Then it’s probably a good place to stay away from.
Paint clings.”

“No sympathy at all from you for your old friends,
little dog?”’

“None for fools. | don’'t intend to go down to the
docksto protest Earth rule. If some do, they can
look to spend a few nights behind locked doors, and
I’m not going to protest that, either, when it
happens. | like my own bed.”
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“Y our own lonely bed, little dog.”

“My nice safe bed, demon prince.” The sacks were
heavy. He shifted them in hisarms, a defense, a
weapon, if it cameto it. “My loss, I'm sure, but I'm
happy enough. | wish | knew what was going on
down on Blunt, too, but | don’t.”

“What’ s going to go on, little dog, is aprotest. The
Chairman thinks he can shut down Michaelangelo’s,
and shut down businesses he doesn'’t like. The
people are going to rise.”

“The people are going to get their cardsticked, if
they get caught. Here' s apiece of my advice, for
free. Stay out of trouble.”

13 Na/er.”

“Well, at least | wish you luck. | hope the cops miss
you— unlikely asthat seems.”

“Coward. Slink.”

“Not adlink. Prudent, demon prince. Innocent, and
planning to stay that way.”
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“Little dog’ s scared.”

“Little dog' s just going home. Good night, good
luck, and don’t get caught.”

“So kind.” Algol waved an arm, letting him pass.
“Run home. Run home. No need for the police ever
to arrest little dog. He arrests himself. |s that these
huge sacks of groceries?’

“Hunger pangs,” he said, and escaped, with
predatory eyes on his back.

Well, if you wanted the official line, read the
newsboards. If you wanted to know the craziest
rumor on the street, ask Callisto; but if you wanted
the best and most accurate, you went to
Michaelangelo’s and just sat and kept your ears
open.

Which now the dlinks had shut. A week’ s shutdown,
arrests, and the problem ship hadn’t even docked yet.

He arrests himself. Not quite, though it stung. And
hedidn’t like it that Algol came to him asking about
Brazis. He' d put it out that he was what he' d applied
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to be, a computer tech, not admin; and damned sure
not adlink for the government. The street apparently
guestioned his cover. And what the street questioned
—God knew, it could be serious trouble for him and
his residency here if the light stayed on him too long.

He wanted to get home and become less
conspicuous. Out of sight, out of mind, and he
planned to stay far out of that one’s mind.

Maybe, too, he should report in to the PO and say
he' d been approached by a questionable source, but
he didn’t want to target Algol to get arrested—Algol
and others might make that connection with him, if
that should happen. Algol might well be one of the
prime police targets already, and he didn’t want
word running the street that he’ d ratted Algol—God,
no. Heliked living.

He headed into Grozny Close, where his own
neighborhood security cameras checked him out,
where the likes of Algol and his muscle didn’t dare
come, if they were half-smart.

He began to realize he was holding his breath. It
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came short as he let it go. His grip on the packages
was iron, threatening to crush the fragiles.

He reached his own door. Entered. Sam lit the hall
and silently lifted him to the heart of his own safe,
Secure apartment.

He dumped the sacks on the kitchen counter, threw
the few frozens into the chute and let Sam read all
the labels and organize things in the freezer and the
Synthomate. The off-program boxes needed more
attention: he had to be coordinated enough to scan
the labels through the hand reader and coordinate
them with their data, a fussy job, but there shouldn’t
be frozensin that lot. He decided he was too tired
and too frazzled to tackle the other sack tonight,
except to send the fragile berries—they had survived
— into the vegetable storage unit. He left the rest of
the sack sitting on the counter and flung himself
down on the couch, to sit and stare blankly at the
entertainment unit—not to turn it on, just to stare at
the wall-sized screen, letting the past hour play in
his memory.
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He didn’'t want music, he didn’t want images. He
just wanted to let al input channels rest a moment
before he even thought about hauling himself up to
bed.

Damn, why did Algol come to him to ask about
Brazis' s intentions? That chance word had
thoroughly upset his stomach.

The message light abruptly started blinking, that
unforgiving red eye on the center top of the
entertainment unit. Something told him he really
didn’t want to know what it was. Algol said there
was a problem on the streets. It could be Ardath
slipping him awarning about Algol. It could be
some old friend with a completely unrelated query.
He earnestly hoped it wasn’t Ardath with a problem.

Or—God, the parentals, extending their invitation to
the deadly potluck.

On the other hand, he had posted the excuse to them
by courier, right when he started shopping, and if
they’ d gotten it, the message courier having gotten

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %20kru...20Gene%20W ars%2002%20-%20Forge%200f %20Heaven.html (253 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:15



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

there, they might be inquiring further. He was safe
from such invitations, and had his excuse. He' d been
called to work. He needn’t tremble at the mail-light,
If that was what it was, and he bet that it was.

“Sam, give me the message.”

The entertainment unit came live, all that wall-
Spanning space to display, hanging in midair
shadow: Look/eye official/important humans on
station. 20900K ekellen. Hello.

Cold chill.
Kekédlen, for God’ s sake. Kekellen.

The cold chill went through him, a breath out of the
dark. Everybody was stirred up. He was stunned.
Shocked, so that his heart renewed its thudding pace.

Well, it was somehow understandable that Kekellen
passed inquiries. He' d never gotten one of these
before, but other people in the department had, and
In his case, he’ d been prepared to have it happen:
the ondat cared about Marak, if one could assign a
word like that to the ondat. They’d made inquiries
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of his predecessor. He' d been warned, seriously
warned, that it could happen.

In this case it probably regarded the ship incoming.
Maybe everybody in the Project had gotten the same
message.

Still disturbing. He had no idea at all what it meant.
It wasn't for a PO tap, even one of Marak’ staps, to
figure out on his own, that was sure. He had to trust
the experts. The goal was to avoid a second, follow-
up query from Kekellen. That, he understood from
rumor, was where it could truly get spooky.

God, he hadn’t needed one more worry. He captured
the message, relayed it to the head of hisdivision,
then, an attempt to settle his nerves, sank back on
the self-adjusting couch, turned on the entertainment
unit and rapid-scanned the news, finding what he
had expected—absolutely nothing informative. The
governor had made a statement. He searched it up.

It said exactly nothing.

Damn. The frozen cake was in the bottom of the
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bag. He hadn’t put it in the fridge.

He got up, rescued it. It hadn’t thawed yet. When
the mart froze something, it was frozen metal-hard,
no question.

“Sam. Fridge. Cake. Frozen.” He loaded it in and
the fridge took it in, alittle whirring, finding it a

Spot.

And, twice damn, the service light on the fridge
freezer went orange, forewarning him the cake was
the last straw. Within a day or two he was going to
have to empty the thing, open the service door, and
clean the system, a domestic nuisance he' d last
performed—

Well, it had been last year, he recalled, when he
hadn’t put a sauce bottle lid on straight. Something
oversized he' d shoved in recently must have broken,
jammed, or gotten knocked over, somewhere in the
fridge works. Damn and damn. He didn’t dare call a
cleaning service.

And he wastired of waiting for the shoe to drop.
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“Sam. Message to parents, conditional: if they call
asking about a message | sent. Onguote: Thisis your
loving son. | trust you got my note. I’'m called into
the office tomorrow early. | wish you both a happy
anniversary, all the best. Wish | were there. Have a
very nice time. Regardsto all the aunts and uncles.
Endquote.”

Chime. Sam had swallowed the message. If his
parents called, following his note sent by courier,
they’ d get that as an answer, and give up calling him
at home.

“Sam, turn off the set.”
Chime. Off it went.

He gathered the basic strength to climb the set of
eight shallow steps, and slogged upstairs to bed.

“1t was foul,” Mignette said, lying on her bed,
tears puddling in her eyes. “Foul.”

“Special you weren't there, at least, Minnikins,”
Nobl€e' s voice said, on the phone Mignette had
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tucked In her ear.

“I wish | had been. | wish I’d been arrested along
with Tink and Random and my dad had to get me

out.

“That’swhy | called. Tink’s dad got a doctor to
come and say he was on meds and he needed to get
out and they still wouldn’t let him. You have to get
your dad to get him out.”

It wasn’t good. Mignette didn’t want to talk to her
dad and explain how stupid Tink had gotten himself
canned and needed official help, because a store was
going to file charges. Her dad would frown at her
and maybe side with mum if he ever heard Tink had
boosted a bracelet off a store—the fool was wearing
It when they raided outside M’ s, and there he was, Iin
the can, and a parental and a genuine med excuse
couldn’t get him out.

At the moment, she hated Tink, who was Denny,
and stupid, stupid, stupid. He pulled this right when
her own credit was shaky.
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“l can’'t get him out. My dad’s mad at me. I’ ve used
up all my good-points for a month.”

“You' ve got to. Your dad can stop it if it doesn’t get
any further. Random was with him. And we were all
at the table and we're probably all on the vidder.
Mignette, where' s your soul ?”

“Was Random with him when he did it? In the
store?”

“1 don’t know.”

“Hewas. | know hewas.” Mignette rolled onto her
stomach. Tears ran down her nose, and she wiped

them. She dept in the nude. The air from the vents
chilled her skin and she felt asif she might throw up.

“How do you know?”

“Because he'safool. And if he'sgoing to be afoal,
Random'’ s got to go along, I'll bet he did. And

they’ re probably both in that store’ s vidder doing it.
They haven't got abrain. And | can’t do anything,
Noble, | swear | can't.”

“Out with mumsy today?”
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“Shut up!”

“Out getting fancy stuff? Don’t care about your
friends?”

“I can’t help it!” She heard a noise somewhere in the
house and dropped her voice to awhisper, thinking
It might be her father, down in the kitchen. She
wasn’t supposed to be getting phone callsin the
middle of the night. “Y ou can talk, and don’t you
take advantage of it. | can’t, right now. | think |
heard somebody out of bed.”

“Your mother?”

“Dad, | think.” She was very still, talking in her half
whisper. She had alock on her door. She was sure
she'd locked it.

“ure they haven't got a bug on you?”
11 NO_”
“You truly sure?”

“1I"m pretty awfully sure.” She strained her earsto
hear down to the kitchen, wishing she was amped,
but she couldn’t get any useful mod like that, not

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry %20kru...20Gene%20W ars%2002%20-%20Forge%200f %20Heaven.html (260 of 912)20-2-2006 21:04:15



Forge of Heaven -- C J Cherryh - Gene Wars 02 -

while she was living at home. She couldn’t do
anything with mods at all, not even a common tap,
and they’ d dyed her hair this awful red-brown, like
sludge, and she wanted to cry. The fish had been
awful. It had been aliving thing, and they killed it
and her mother tucked it on a plate with aflower
arrangement, burned side down and expected her to
eat it, because Earthers ate live things, and it was
class. “I think he’s gone back to bed.”

“You’ ve just got to do something.”

“I can’'t, iswhat I'mtelling you. Mum and | are
having afight, and Dad won't listen. He just gave
me his card.”

“You got credit?”
“l got alittle. Five cee.”
“You' re beautiful.”

“Don't tell methat.” It reminded her about the hair,
which, if Noble had seen her on the street, was just
too humiliating to think about, and, more than that,
It was permanent dye, Renee had said so. The
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chemical when they were doing it had made her sick
at her stomach and the nasty perfume in the dye was
In every breath she breathed now, complicating the
nasty taste of the fish on her tongue. “Y ou only care
because |’ ve got money.”

“Meet me down at 11th in an hour.”

“Thehdl | can.” She didn’t want to explain how she
looked. She couldn’t stand mirrors. Not until it grew
out.

“Scared?”
“No.”

If she went down to Blunt, she could buy a mod for
her hair, amod that would let her say what color it
was for the rest of her life. Or she could buy one of
the fat-nibblers, that would let her eat anything at
all, as much as she wanted.

Or areal multichannel tap. Which got you fevers
and headaches for a month or more while it took,
but after that, her mother would disown her and
she’ d have to go to the street to live.
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While Ippoletaruled the scene on the block and
would probably sniff and call her déclassg, all the
while saying her genes were pure.

“Maybe I'll buy ahit on Ippoleta and get her
Infected with amod.”

“That would be a laugh.”

“Ippoleta s so good, Ippoleta’ s so smart, Ippoleta’s
so haute class the instructors all fawn on her. | could
just puke.”

The instructors were all part of the social clique, was
what. And her father didn’t remotely understand
what she was up against, in that school full of his
enemies.

“Know what | might buy?” Noble drew her into the
fantasy. “Atap.”

“¥Y ou think your parentals wouldn’t know if you did
it?’

“They don’'t know what | do. | bet | could even get a
tap and just not let it show.”

“You' d puke your gutsout. | heard aguy once did it
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at sixteen and he was in hospital for six months.

Y ou'd be sicker than hell. On the other hand—
surface stuff doesn’t do that, most times. | might do
my eye color. | might be like that Stylist and have
my eyes go al colors. I'll bet my parentals never
would know if | kept them brown at home.”

“1 wonder how you see in the dark if they glow like
that.”

“It'son theiris, not the reting, silly.” She knew
some things from science sessions. If it could
possibly involve mods, she was interested.

“1 still wonder if you don't see the light from them.
I’ d think you would.”

Having aglow in her eyes didn’t sound so attractive,
under those terms. She turned the tables. “ So what
would you get besides atap?”’

“Me? I’d get amod so |’ d never get drunk.”
She giggled. “Then how would you have fun?’

A small dull silence. “Well. | suppose. But | could
drink all the beer | like.”
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“Then you'd need afat-mod. And all that beer still
wouldn’t get you drunk. So where' sthe fun in that?”’

“Hell. Come on down here, rich bitch.”

The parentals would kill her if she did. She could
get based, completely based for a month. “Can’t.”

“11th and Blunt. Right now. Scared?”
“Not scared. Just don’t want to.”

“Scared of her shadow. Nice little Kathy-boo. All
talk and no action. I'll call you back when I’ mthere.
You'll change your mind.”

“Go to hell.” She pulled the phone out of her ear
and, deprived of body heat, it would beep out on
Noble, who was aslime.

She hated her life. Shereally hated it.
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The wind had kicked up at dark, as Drusus had
forewarned, and a perverse and wicked wind it was.
It would have made the extension of the antenna
uncommonly difficult, if they had tried to outrace it.
It was likely to cause damage if they tried extending
before the dust fell, and that and the need to get the
deep-stakes driven and the guy wires on the relay
station anchored had made them postpone that task.

The boys were entirely frustrated, having looked
forward to calling their sweethearts and relatives
back at the Refuge, but the desert and the weather
made for patience with certain things. There was
awaystime, in Marak’s way of thinking, and an
Immortal who could love the sound of the demon
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wind thumping and booming at the canvas and revel
In the sand hissing off the tent at night was far
happier and healthier in hislife. An immortal who
could meet occasional frustration and not seein it
the pattern of al his past frustrations was the one
who would survive the longest. Some who had the
gift lacked patience, battering themselves against all
adversity, increasingly finding malevolence and
divine obstruction in small accidents.

Those who adopted that opinion grew more bitter
and strange by the year. They eventually wandered
off from their fellows and lost themselvesin a
solitude where only the dunes changed. They
mattered less and less once that happened, and all
but the oldest forgot them.

Or they did as Memnanan'’ s great-grandson had
done, before he died: he' d destroyed an entire
laboratory and taken three lives before he' d gone
down, angry at hislife and hislong train of reverses.
It was sad and pointless, the waste of alife that
could have meant something and that had held so
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much promise. But Memnanan refused to change
himself while the world changed around him, and
saddest of all, everyone was relieved when
Memnanan was gone, even, one feared to say,
Memnanan himself.

So awise immortal embraced the howling wind and
the dust out here in the wide land as he embraced his
wife. And he took the delay as avariation in aworld
that otherwise was too stable, and cherished the
reverses that inevitably came as absolute proof there
were still surprises to be had in the world—since
without surprises, immortality grew unbearable.
Memnanan had shut himself away from the desert,
sealed himself in hiswork, and met small reverses
with increasing anger in his metal corridors. Lack of
humor, Marak believed, had been his undoing, right
along with confinement under a roof.

But there were, mortal and immortal, those blessed
with the true spark of curiosity. The boys they had
chosen for this trek gathered close on this night of
wailing wind and begged for stories, to carry the old
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tales forward to their children.

Hati told the best stories. She had a gift for it. She
painted the great storms of ages ago. She told a half
ring of listening faces by lanternlight how, in those
days, the dark, sand-laden wind wore metal away
and stripped flesh from bone in an hour. She told
how the tribes had had no battery lights, only flame
that flickered perilously low as the great gusts
sucked the very air out of the tent. There were so
many ordinary things this generation had never seen
or felt. She told them about villages that now only
turned up as half-buried ruins, and how life was
then, villagers making gardens in soil-filled stone
basins, to waste no drop of water.

Every word of memory was precious, and Hati

never recited: she told the tales with her heart for
another generation of eager faces, so many
generations by now that the individuals within them
grew difficult to remember. Marak himself struggled
with names, and mistook people alive now for
people generations dead, attributing to the new and
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INnnocent, too, the baggage of lives past.

Perhaps he cared less for individuals than Hati.
Perhaps he saw them as an endless succession of
similar lives, so that one generation of listening,
earnest youth filled the place of another within the
tent, and nothing was lost forever.

He loved young people in general. He was
particularly patient with the young ones who
volunteered for such long treks with them, young
people whose questions repeated the silly questions
of generations before them and whose jokes echoed
the amusements of generations stretching away into
trackless time. Truly new jokes grew like the
mountains, slowly, out of cataclysm, and lived for
centuries, changing as they aged. When the wind
blew and they were shut in like this, they soon wore
out the jokes they had, but a wise man laughed all
the same, and meant it, ssmply because they were
alive.

Drusus had said the storm would spend itself by
morning. And like most southern stormsin these
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years, the wind lessened enough for them to wrap up
close and go out under the morning sky to see what
the wind had done to their plans, and how deep it
had piled the sand around the base of the relay unit.

The new day was still filmy with the lightest dust
when they went out of the tent to see how much they
would have to dig. Sand had blown through the
anchor legs of the observation station, but the station
sat undamaged, deep-anchored. Sand had
completely buried the greenbush of yesterday,
except that along the rim, where the windblown
grains had fallen into the gorge. The beshti had
gotten up when they stirred out of the tent. The
beshti would sit like lumps through the worst of the
wind; but now, confirming the storm was fading,
they gathered themselves up on their long legs,
stretching themselves, shaking the sand out of thelr
coats, weaving their long-cramped necks about and
complaining. A beshta complained if the wind blew,
or if the sun shone, or if it didiked asmell intheair,
and if one beshta complained, the rest complained
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about its racket. It was an ordinary morning.

There came, however, astrange lull in that ritual
complaint, heads lifted, shadows in the red-brown
haze of shaken coats, al the beshti staring in one
direction.

There were no other beasts in the land but their kind.
There was no moving creature walking the wide
world for the beshti to take sudden alarm like that.

And seeing that ancient, instinctive alert in a herd
made ghosts by the filmy dust, Marak’s nape
suddenly prickled in ancient alarm.

“Quake,” he called out, and began to move toward
the herd. Hati moved. The boys stared about them as
If they could discover the oncoming threat
somewhere in the lingering dust.

The beshti were tethered to along-line. If they hit
that rope it would foul and there would be wild
chaos, not to mention broken bones. Marak gathered
his own beshta’ s halter rope and unclipped it from
the line. Hati did the same. The boyswere alittle
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behind them.

A shiver ran deep in the earth. It reached his feet.
The beshta shied as the rolling shake began.

He grabbed the beshta’ s halter rope up close to the
chin, pulled his beshta' s head down and around
against its shoulder as it squalled. Other beshti
tangled with the long-line and went down in a
flailing heap, and the tether-line snapped right off
the deep-irons. “Get them!” Hati yelled, not a hurt
yell, afuriously angry one. “Cut theline! You can
never hold them all!”

Marak half saw, in his own struggle, in dust like
mist, another battle going on, beshti scrambling up,
two and three together snapping free of aline unable
to withstand their strength.

Hati had held on to her beast’ s halter, too, and the
fouling tether line had popped her beshta hard with a
flying knot, then wrapped about its hindquarters,
driving the beast mad. The boys struggled to
coordinate their efforts, which beshtato free, which
to attempt to hold. One boy reached Marak, as he
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struggled to bring his beshta’ s head around and
down to the gust-clouded sand.

Downing a beshta was one thing. Keeping it down
was another trick. Marak sprawled over its bony
jaw, pressing its jaw and neck to the sand as it
kicked the boy who' d helped him from the wrong
side.

The boy had courage—he crawled back again and
added hisweight to the flailing forequarters.

“Usethe aifad!” Marak yelled, too busy keeping the
boy from getting killed to use his own. The beshta
heaved, trying to roll, and kicked his hind feet at the
air with all his might, while the fool boy fumbled
about, thinking that he should use his scarf to blind
the beast, without the practical experience to get it
there across another man’s body. The earth heaved,
the beshta struggled, and Marak pinned its bony
head with all his strength, covering its eyes with his
arm, suffering a hard nose-butt into his gut.

The boy must finally have used his head and gotten
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the hind feet tied with the strip of scarf. The beshta,
deprived of vision, hind legs bound, smothered first
under his coat and now another boy’s late-arrived
aifad, finally quit struggling, lay panting, muscles
hard, waiting a chance to explode if he had any
notion which way was up.

“Hati?’ Marak asked, half-blind and teary-eyed
from the dust, and not daring, at the moment, to risk
his grip by turning his head.

“I have ming,” Hatl said. “ The others all ran.” She
was not in any way pleased. “Fashti, help Marak.”

Fashti arrived to add his weight to the struggle. All
the other boys but Argid seemed to have gone to
Hati’s aid, and they had, in sum, two of their beshti
caught, held down by aweight of bodies as a second
rumbling became a general shaking.

It went on and on. Then quit.

“The others broke the ropes and ran,” Fashti said,
out of breath. “Meziq has hisleg broken, | think.”

“They didn’t take the tent. They didn’t take the food
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or water.” Marak found himself short-winded. Long
since he’' d fought for hislife, or taken abeshta's
kneein theribs. It was a curious, even exhilarating
feeling. “We have two beshti. We'll catch the
others. Areyou al right, Hati?’

“Very well,” Hatl said. “Which shall we let up?”’

“Mine.” Hedidn't have to explain anything to Hati.
Everything was a mystery to the boys. They'd
doubtless heard what to do, but never had to depend
for their lives on the old wisdom. A man afoot was a
dead man, and getting only one beshta down and
secured meant they could catch therest... if things
went well.

Now it was a matter of getting their two beshti up
and saddled, which meant letting go very carefully
and only one at atime.

“Let go,” heinstructed Argid. “Loose the hind feet
when Fashti brings my tack. Move easily. Don’'t
hurry.”

There was a quick to-do, sorting tack, and Fashti
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brought the saddle. Marak eased his pressure across
the beshta' s eyes, and it wanted up all at once asthe
boy loosed the hind feet. Long legs started to flail,
looking for purchase.

It rolled upward. He gathered himself up with a
death grip on the halter and kept the beshta’ s head
exactly where it had to be to assist the beshta up
without its breaking its own bones or a bystander’s.
It had to get its front feet tucked and its hind feet
under it, first.

Up it came then, reliant on his pull, dependent on
him all the way, and continually under control.
While he held it steady, Fashti bravely eased the
saddle pad on, as another boy waited with the saddle.

“Watch that girth.” It was swinging free, and the
beshta’ s patience with objects hitting him in the
groin was slim at the moment. The beshta was ready
to explode, and another shaking in the earth could
send him sky-high. Fashti made afast reach under,
risking his head, and got the girth strap threaded
through the steel ring. Then Fashti hauled up hard,
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once, twice, three times. The beshta, however, took
It with a deep sigh, wove from side to side,
beginning his general lament at the winds and the
dust and the thunder of the canvas tent, and most of
al at his own deep misfortune, being caught and
saddled when all but one of his mates had run, lured
off by ayoung rival male.

“Lal, lai,” Marak said, as a parent would to an
Infant, while hanging on to the rein with all his
strength. “Argid, get hold of his head on the other
side.”

The saddle was on, straight and secure. Fashti
handed Marak hislong quirt. He let go the cheek
strap, slipped the quirt’s loop onto hiswrist, and
tapped the beshta’ s foreleg, keeping the long rein in
hand. The beshta offered a partial, distracted
obedience, answering to its training and extending
Its left leg in abow. It was more interested in getting
up, pulling and turning, but the slight bob it gave
was enough. Marak selzed the mounting loop,

hurled himself up like the tribesmen of old and
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landed firmly in the saddle, rein in hand.

“Let him go,” he said immediately, and reined the
beshtain acircle, pulling its head around against its
own deep-chested body.

The beshta only managed alittle lurch forward and
around, a motion that, in the veiling dust, took them
In the general direction of the canyon rim.

“Fool,” he named it, and used heel and rein to hold
It back. “Help Hati,” he said to the boys, and the
whole process began again, getting their second
beshta up onto her feet and saddled.

Hati got up to the saddle as alittle jolt hit: atall

rider and along-legged beshta necessarily swayed in
the aftershock. The two beshti staggered, squalled
and fought the reins, heads aloft.

“How isMeziq?’ Marak asked the boys from his
high perch. His dust-hazed view of the camp moved
from windblown canvasto the relay installation as
the beshta under him restlesdly turned half-about
and squalled. He saw Meziq lying beside the tent,
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the other boys hovering over him.

“The femur is broken, but not through the skin.” The
boy who stood up, bare-faced, to report it had a sand-
scrape on his cheek, and arenewed gust of wind
battered at him, rocking him on his feet. “We shall
take care of him, omi.”

The stack of baggage and saddles was safe. Their
supplies and water were safe in the tent. They had
two besnti. In the old days, even if the worst
happened, a man only needed to stay in camp with
the only water in awide, arid land. The runaway
beshti would tend in again in a matter of days to get
adrink and a browse, leaving it toaman’s
cleverness and strength to catch one and afterward
track down the others.

But the land had changed. Water and new green
growth abounded down in the river chasm on one
side and down among the pans on the other, the
latter sheltered from this miserable northwest wind.
Marak had no question what thoughts would come
into their furry skulls once the panic of the quake
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wore off.

And one thing more he could predict. The young
male, Fashti’s, would assert himself over the
females of the group the moment he was out of
range of Marak’s senior bull. Tolerated until the
mass escape, he would find new and rebel thoughts
entering histhick young head. He needed no water
their former masters had to supply, and being with
the females, he would keep the females with him,
moving farther and farther from the threat of combat.

So as master of this small band, Marak had his own
choice. They could pile food, water, and small
canvas on their two beshti, having set up the one
relay and disposed of its heavy components. They
could abandon the other relay yet unset and the bulk
of the supplies as a cache for alater mission to the
Southern Wall, such supplies as might survive the
Intervening storms. They could try again next year.

But that quake had been strong, a forewarning, it
might be, that they had no next year, and going back
now was not Marak’sfirst choice. Meziq could live
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and heal while on trek in either direction, back to the
Refuge or on to their final site, where he could sit
and heal. And which direction they went now, in his
Intentions, depended solely on their catching or not
catching the fugitive beshti.

“They will go down to the pans, likeliest,” Hati
called to him over the thunder of canvas. “They will
go down at the first opportunity, away from this
wind.”

“No question,” Marak said, and |looked down at the
boys caring for Mezig. “ Set it, splint it. Wrap it with
matting. Keep him still until I get back.”

“Yes, omi.”

If he now only cut his hand, if he set the bone
straight and bled the makersin his blood into Meziq,
he might greatly hasten Meziqg' s recovery.

Or kill him with fever. That sometimes resulted. In
either case he would change Meziq' s life. That
always resulted, and it was worth Meziq thinking
long and soberly about the conseguences.
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“Keep thetent,” Marak said further, “and finish the
work here. If one or two beshti should come back,
and you can get them, do, but take no chances and
do not try to follow us down. Stay here in comfort as
best you can and save your resources.” He and Hati
could talk directly to the watchersin the heavens.
The boys could not, but they had the relay
Installation at hand, and could communicate with the
Refuge by means of their hand units with no trouble
at all, once the relay was up and working. They
needed only get the power cell charged. “Finish the
setup, call lan and get hisinstructions. Find out what
may have happened to the Southern Wall and use
your wits. Expect more quakes, and trust lan to
advise me. Be moderate with food and water, and
check the deep-stakes of the tent at every shaking.
We shall need rope, supplies, and canvas. And a
pistol.”

“Omi,” they said earnestly, and ran to do his bidding.

With the uncertainty of the earth, he elected to stay
In the saddle, he and Hati, having the boys pass
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them up a couple of good coils of rope, enough to
constitute lead ropes for the two key fugitives, the
young male and the senior female of the escapees.
Food, water, asmall medical bundle, else, and a
simple roll of good canvas, in case worse weather
came through before they got back to the tent—that
was the rest of the supplies they needed. They could
survive without any of it, but the nights were cold
with the wind sweeping in off the southern ocean,
and he foresaw several nights on thistrek, very
possibly.

Absolute prudence, the rule in the old days, would
have left one rider with the camp itself—but try to
persuade Hati to stay behind, in anything less than
direst circumstances? She would suggest he could
stay, she who was of the tribes, blood and bone.

And would he have that? No. So there was no need
going that circle.

Meziq was hisworry. He rode near the boy, where
helay in pain. “ Three days, Mezig. Endure three
days and from a clear head, when | come back, ask
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me favors, if you think you must.”

On that offer, he turned his beshta away. The canvas
thundered in the wind, and Hati, moving ahead of
him, was already a red-hazed ghost in the dust.

They rode away, tracking the fugitives easily and
guickly so long as the tracks lasted in the blowing
gusts, intent on overtaking the beshti on the straight
and narrow of the spine.

But the tracks soon led to a g ot on the south side of
the ridge and vanished.

It was along, sandy slope they had noted on the way
to their camp. The tracks went down it, down
toward the pans, vanishing among sandstone spires,
along windswept terraces.

And the wind, in the trick of that slope, came up in
thair faces, adifferent wind, that carried the warmer
air off the pans.

“Auguste?’ he said.

His watcher, Auguste, had listened in silence
through all this, not saying a word—usual, in
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Auguste. But now Auguste failed to answer him.

Perhaps the storm and tricks of the high atmosphere
had made the relay uncertain. They were very near
the outer range of the other relays. Once the wind
sank and the boys ran up the antenna on the relay
station and got the battery going, his watchers, he
was sure, would all at once have agreat deal to say,
much of it exhortation to return to camp and wait for
rescue.

But for now they were on their own. lan and Luz
could oblige them by warning of further hazards and
advising them the extent of the damage... once they
were back in contact. No doubt lan already knew
about the earthquake.

“The young bull thinks he is master,” Hati said.
“But heis not easy about it. He knows the old bull is
back here.”

Small chance that the young bull, having his prizes
headed down land, out of scent and sight, would
come back on hisown for afight. He followed the
females, damn them, thinking he led them, and they
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had done what beshti would do, going toward graze
and most of all, water, down to the pans, where
beshti were always most comfortable. Once they
smelled that warm wind, all thought of the camp
would fly right out of their heads.

“We have no choice,” he said.

So they rode away down the dot, headed onto the
spired terraces above the pans.

Silence in his head was a curious thing.

It felt like old times.

0910h on a new day, and the Earth ship was
now three hours at dock, all its attachments made.
The Southern Cross, its name was, declared to be a
research vessel. And carrying light armament.

Armament. That was uncommon. That might say
something about the ship’s capabilities, but it still
sald nothing about its purpose here, in this most

sensitive zone... inside what was, after all, ondat
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territory. If itsarrival at Concord, even with light
weapons, was in any wise a gesture aimed at the
ondat, it was sheer folly, not even to be
contemplated. If it was, as history indicated, alittle
gesture aimed at the Outsider authority, it was still
provocative of the ondat. Neither was acceptable.

Setha Reaux meant to make that point early and
strenously— once he found out what the ship was
up to.

Ambassador Andr