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We had been riding for two hourswhen | tugged sharply on the reinsto bring my pony to ahalt. Tenger,
my escort, rode on for afew paces before glancing back irritatedly. He muttered something in
annoyance-a phrase that contained the words "stupid” and " dyke'-before steering his horse back
adongsdemine.

"Another Sghtseeing stop?' he asked, asthe two mismatched animals chewed their bits, flared their
nodtrils, and flicked their heads up in mutua impatience.

| said nothing, damned if | was going to give him the pleasure of an excuse. | only wanted to take in the
view: the deeply shadowed valley below, therising hills beyond (curving ever upward, like atidal wave
formed from rock and soil and grass), and the little patch of light down in the darkness, the square
formation of the still-moving caravan.

"If you redly want to make that appointment-" Tenger continued.
"Shut up.”

Tenger sniffed, dug into aleather flap on his bdt, and popped something into his mouth.



"Onyour own head beit, Ydlow Dog. It certainly won't be my neck on the line, keeping the old man
waiting."

| held both reinsin one hand so that | could cup the other againgt my ear. | turned the sde of my head in
the direction of the caravan and closed my eyes. After afew moments, | convinced mysdlf that | could
heer it. It was asound amost on the edge of audibility, but which would become thunderous, calamitous,
world-destroying, as they drew nearer. The sound of thousands of riders, hundreds of whedled tents,
dozens of monstrous siege engines. A sound very much like the end of theworld itsdlf, it must have
seemed, when the caravan approached.

"We can go now," | told Tenger.

He dug his spursin, dmost drawing blood, his horse pounding avay so quickly that it kicked dirt into my
eyes.

Goyo snorted and gave chase. We raced down into the valey, sending skylarks and snipe barreling into
theair.

* * % % %

"Just going by therules, Ydlow Dog," the guard said, apologizing for making me show him my passport.
We were standing on the whedled platform of the imperid ger. The guard wore aknee-length blue
sashtied coat, long black hair cascading from the dome of hishemet. "Wereon high alert asitis. Three
plausible threatsin the last week."

"Usua nut jobs?' | said, casting awary glance at Tenger, who was attending to Goyo with a
bad-tempered expression. | had beaten him to the caravan and he did not like that.

"Two Idamist sects, one bunch of Nestorians," the guard answered. "Not that I'm saying that the old man
has anything to fear from you, of course, but we haveto follow protocol.”

"l undergtand fully.”

"Frankly, we were beginning to wonder if you were ever coming back.” He looked at me solicitoudly.
"Some of uswere beginning to wonder if you'd been disavowed.”

| smiled. "Disavowed?1 don't think so."
"Jugt saying, were dl assuming you've got something suitably juicy, after dl thistime.”

| reached up to tie back my hair. "Juicy's not exactly theword I'd use. But it's definitely something he has
to hear about."

The guard touched afinger to the pearl on hiscollar.
"Better goindde, in that case.”
| did as| wasinvited.

My audience with the khan was neither as private nor aslengthy as| might have wished, but, in al other
respects, it was a success. One of hiswiveswasthere, aswell as Minister Chiledu, the national security
adviser, and the khan was notorioudy busy during this ceremonid restaging of thewar caravan. | thought,
not for the first time, of how old he looked: much older than the young man who had been dected to this
office seven years earlier, brimming with plans and promises. Now he was graying and tired, worn down
by disgppointing polls and the pressures of managing an empire that was beginning to fray at the edges.



The caravan was supposed to be an antidote to dl that. In this, the nine hundred and ninety-ninth year
since the death of the Founder (we would celebrate this birthday, but no one knows when it happened),
agpecid effort had been made to create the largest caravan in decades, with dmost every locd system
commander in attendance.

As| stepped off the ger to collect Goyo and begin my mission, | felt something periloudy closeto
elation. Thedatal had presented to the khan-the troubling signs | had detected concerning the
functioning and security of the Infrastructure-had been taken serioudy. The khan could have waved asde
my concerns as an issue for his successor, but-to his credit, | think-he had not. | had been given license
and fundsto gather more information, even if that meant voyaging to the Kuchlug Specid Adminigirative
Volume and operating under the nose of Qilian, one of the men who had been making life difficult for the
khan these last few years.

And yet my mood of elation was short-lived.

| had no sooner set my feet on the ground than | spied Tenger. He was bullying Goyo, jerking hard on his
bridle, kicking aboot againgt his hocks. He was so preoccupied with his businessthat he did not see me
approaching from behind his back. | took hold of agood, thick clump of his hair and snapped his head
back asfar it would go. He released the bridle, staggering back under the pressure | was applying.

| whispered in hisear. "No one hurts my horse, you ignorant piece of shit." Then | spun him around, the
hair tearing out in my fist, and kneed him hard in the groin, so that he coughed out agroan of pain and
nausea and bent double, like a man about to vomit.

* * % % %

Some say that it is Heaven's Mandate that we should have the stars, just asit wasthe will of Heaven that
our armies should bring the squabbling lands of Greater Mongolia under one system of governance, a
polity so civilized that awoman could ride naked from the western shores of Europe to the eastern edge
of Chinawithout once being molested. | say that it issmply the case that we-call usMongoals, cal us
humans, it scarcely matters now—have always made the best of what we are given.

Take the nexusin Gansu system, for instance. It was a medium-sized moon that had been hollowed out
nearly dl theway to itsmiddle, leaving ashell bardy ahundred li thick, with asmall round kernel
buttressed to the shell by ninety-nine golden spokes. Local traffic entered and departed the nexus via
apertures at the northern and southern poles. Not that there was much local traffic to speak of: Gansu,
with its miserly red sun-only just large enough to sustain fusion-and handful of desolate, volatile-poor, and
radiation-lashed rocky worlds, was neither afinancia nor military hub, nor a place that figured
prominently in tourist itineraries. Aswas often the case, it was something of a puzzle why thewormlike
khorkoi had built the nexusin such amiserablelocation to begin with.

Unpromising materia, but in the five hundred years since wefirst reopened aportd into the
Infrastructure, we had made a glittering bauble out of it. Five mgor trunk routes converged on Gansu,
including ahigh-capacity branch of the Kherlen Corridor, the busiest path in the entire network. In
addition, the moon offered porta s to a dozen secondary routes, four of which had been rated stable
enough to alow passage by juggernaut-class ships. Mogt of those secondary routes led to stellar
population centers of some economic importance, including the Kiriltuk, Tatatunga, and Chilagun
adminigtrative volumes, each of which encompassed more than fifty settled sysemsand around a
thousand habitable worlds. Even the routes that |ed to nowhere of particular importance were well
traveled by prospectors and adventurers, hoping to find khorkoi relicsor, that fever dream of al
chancers, an unmapped nexus.



We did not know the function of the ninety-nine spokes, or of the core they buttressed. No matter; the
core made auseful foundation, a place upon which to build. From the vantage point of therising shuttle, it
was ascribble of luminous neon, packed tight asamigraine. | could not distinguish the lights of individua
buildings, only the larger glowing demarkations of the precincts between city-sized districts. Pressurized
horsaways awhole li wide were thin, snaking scratches. The human presence had even begun to climb
up the golden spokes, pushing tendrils of light out to the moon'sinner surface. Commercia dogans
gpelled themsdves out in lettersten |i high. On Founder's Day, drink only Temujin Brand Airag.
Sorkan-Shira rental ponies have low mileage, excellent stamina, and good temperament. Treat
your favorite wife: buy her only Zarnuk Slks. During hunting season, safeguard your assets with
New Far Samarkand Mutual Insurance. Think you're a real man? Then you should be drinking
Death Worm Airag: the one with a sting at both ends!

| had spent only one night in Gansu, arranging aeunuch and waiting for the smaler ship that would carry
ustherest of the way to Kuchlug. Now Goyo, the eunuch, and | were being conveyed to the Burkhan
Khaldun, avessd that was even smaller than the Black Heart Mountain that had brought me to Gansu.
The BK wasonly one li from end to end, less than a quarter of that across the bow. The hull wasa
multicolored quilt of patch repairs, with many scratches, craters, and scorches yet to be attended to. The
lateral stabilization vanes had the dightly buckled ook of something that had been badly bent and then
hammered back into shape, while the yaw dampeners appeared to have originated from a completely
different ship, fixed on with slvery fillets of recent welding work. A whole line of windows had been
plated over.

Asold asthe BK might have been, it had taken more than just age and neglect to bring her to that Sate.
The Parvan Tract was a notorioudy rough passage, quickly taking itstoll on even anew ship. If the
Kherlen Corridor was awide, stately river that could almost be navigated blindfold, then the Tract was a
series of narrow rapids whose treacherous properties varied from trip to trip, requiring not just expert
input from the crew, but passengers with the condtitution to tolerate a heavy crossng.

Once | had checked into my rooms and satisfied mysdlf that Goyo was being taken care of, | made my
waly back to the passenger area. | bought a glass of Temujin airag and made my way to the forward
viewing platform, with its wide sweep of curved window—scratched and scuffed in places, worryingly
garred in others-and leaned hard againgt the protective railing. The last shuttle had aready detached, and
the BK was accelerating toward the portd, its great human-made doors irising open at the last possible
moment, so that theinterior of Gansu was protected from the Parvan Tract's unpredictable energy
surges. Even though the Infrastructure shaft stiretched impossibly far into the distance, my mind kept
ingsting that we were about to punch through the thin skin of the moon.

The ship surged forward, the duggish artificid gravity generators struggling to maintain theloca vertical.
We passed through the door, into the superlumina machinery of the Infrastructure. The tunne wallswere
many li away, but they felt closer—as they raced by at increasing speed, velocity traced by the luminous
squiggly patternsthat had been inscribed on the wall for inscrutable reasons by the khorkoi builders, |
hed theimpression that the shaft was condtricting, tightening down on our fragile little ship. Y et nothing
seemed to disconcert or even arouse the interest of my fellow passengers. In ones and twos, they drifted
away from the gdlery, leaving me done with my eunuch, observing from adiscrete distance. | drank the
airag very dowly, looking down the racing shaft, wondering if it would be my fortune to see a phantom
with my own eyes. Phantoms, after al, were what had brought me here.

Now all I had to do was poison the eunuch.

The eunuch answered to "eunuch,” but hisred name (I learned after a certain amount of probing) was
Tisza. He had not been surgicaly castrated; there was an implant somewhere in hisforearm dispensing



the necessary cocktail of androgen-blockers, suppressing hislibido and lending him amildly androgynous
gppearance. Other implants, smilar to those employed by government operatives, had given him
heightened reflexes, spatial coordination, and enhanced night vision. He was adept with wegpons and
unarmed combat, as (I had no cause to doubt) were all Batu eunuchs. 1 had no need of his protection, of
course, but appearances were paramount. | was posing as awoman of means, awell-hedled tourist. No
women in my circumstances would ever have traveled without the accompaniment of aman such as
Tisza

He served my purpose in another way. We shared the same rooms, with the eunuch deeping inasmall,
doorless annex connected to mine. Because | might (conceivably) be drugged or poisoned, Tiszaaways
ate the same meals as me, served at the same time and brought to my cabin by one of the BK's white
uniformed stewards.

"What if you get poisoned and die on me?" | asked, innocently, when we were Sitting across from each
other at my table.

He tapped apudgy finger againgt hisbely. "It would take alot to kill me, Miss Bocheng. My condtitution
has been tailored to process many toxinsin common circulation among would-be nsand
miscreants. | will becomeill much sooner than you would, but what would kill you would merely make
me unwell, and not so unwell that | could not discharge my duties.”

"l hopeyou'reright about that.”

He patted his chin with napkin. "It isno occasion for pride. | am what | am because of the chemicd
intervention and surgery of the Batu Escort Agency. It would be equally pointlessto understate my
abilities"

Later, feigning nervousness, | told him that | had heard anoise from his annex.
"It isnothing, | assure you. No one could have entered these rooms without our knowing it."
"It sounded like someone breathing.”

He smiled tolerantly. "There are many foreign sounds on aship like this. Noises carry agreet distance
through the ducts and conduits of the air-circulation system.”

"Couldn't someone have crawled through those same conduits?*
He rose from the table without a note of complaint. "It isunlikely, but | shdl investigate.”

As soon as he had vanished through the door into hisannex, | produced avid from my pocket and
tipped its sugary contents onto the remains of hismedl. | heard him examining things, pulling open
cupboard doors and diding drawers. By the time he returned, with a reassuring expression on hisface,
thetoxin crystas had meted invisibly into hisfood and the vid was snug in my pocket.

"Whatever you heard, theré's no onein mere.”

"Areyou sure?'

"Completely. But I'mwilling to look again, if it would put your mind &t ease.”
| looked abashed. "I'm just being Slly.”

"Not at dl. You must not be afraid to bring things to my attention. It iswhat you have hired mefor.”



"Tuck in," | said, nodding at hismed, "beforeit gets cold.”

* % % % %

Tiszawas moaning and sweeting on the bed, deep in fever, as Mr. Tayang appraised him warily. "Did he
tell you he could detect poisons? They don't al come with that option.”

"He can. Isn't that the point?”’

"It could just be abug he's picked up. On the other hand, he may have been hit by something intended
for you that his system wasn't designed to filter out.”

"A poison?'
"It'saposshility, Miss Bocheng."

Tayang was a steward, ayoung man with a pleasant face and a highly professional manner. | had seen
him around earlier, but-as was the case with al the crew-he had steadfastly refused to engage in any
conversation not related to my immediate needs. | had counted on this, and contrived the poisoning of the
eunuch to give me heightened access to one or more of the crew. It need not have been Tayang, but my
inginctstold methat he would serve excdllently.

"Thenwhy isnt it affecting me?" | asked.

"I don't wish to darm you, but it could bethat it's going to in avery short while. We need to get both of
you into the sick bay. Under observation, we should be able to stabilize the eunuch and ensure you come
to no harm.”

Thiswas the outcome | had been hoping for, but some indignation was caled for. "If you think I'm going
to spend the rest of thistrip in some stinking sick bay, after I've paid for thiscabin..."

Tayang raised acalming hand. "It won't befor long. A day or two, just to be on the safe side. Then you
can enjoy therest of thetrip in comfort.”

Another pair of stewards was summoned to help shift the hapless Tisza, while | made my way to the sick
bay onfoot. "Actudly,” | sad, "now that you mentionit... | do fed alittle peculiar.”

Tayang looked a me sympetheticaly. "Don't worry, Miss Bocheng. WEll have you right asrainin no
time"

The sick bay was larger and better equipped than | had been expecting, dmost asif it belongedina
different ship entirdly. | wasrelieved to see that no one el sewas using it. Tayang helped meonto a
reclined couch while the other stewards pulled a screen around the stricken eunuch.

"How do you fed now?" Tayang asked, fastening a black cuff around my forearm.
"Still abit funny."

For the next few minutes, Tayang—who had clearly been given basic medica training-studied the
readouts on ahandheld display he had pulled from arecessin thewall.

"Well, it doesn't look-" he began.

"l should havelistened to my friends" | said, shaking my head. "They told me not to come here.”
He tapped buttons set into the side of the display. ™Y our friends warned you that you might end up



Qgetting poisoned?”
"Not exactly, no. But they said it wasn't agood ideatraveling on the Burkhan Khaldun, down the
Parvan Tract. They wereright, weren't they?"

"That would depend. So far, | can't see any sign that you've ingested anything poisonous. Of course, it
could be something that the andyzer isn't equipped to detect—"

"And the eunuch?"

"Just amoment,” Tayang said, leaving the display suspended in the air. He walked over to the other bed
and pulled aside the curtain. | heard amurmured exchange before he returned, with abit less of agpring
in his step. "Wdll, theré's no doubt that something pretty heavy's hit his system. Could be a ddliberate
toxin, could be something nasty that just happened to get into him. We're not far out of Gansu; he could
have contracted something there that's only just showing up.”

"He's been poisoned, Mr. Tayang. My bodyguard. Doesn't that strike you as adightly ominous
development?’

"| till say it could be something naturd. Well know soon enough. In the meantime, | wouldn't necessarily
jump to the concluson that you'rein immediate peril."

"I'm concerned, Mr. Tayang."

"Well, don't be. You'rein excdlent hands." He leaned over to plump my pillow. "Get under the blanket if
you fed shivery. Isthere anything you'd like meto fetch from your room?”

"No, thank you."

"Inwhich case, I'll leave you be. I'll keep the andlyzer attached just in caseit flags anything. The other
sewardsare fill here. If you need anything, just call.”

"I will."

Hewas on the verge of leaving-1 had no doubt that he was a busy man—when something caused him to
narrow hiseyes. "So if it wasn't about being poisoned, Miss Bocheng, why exactly wasit that your
friends didn't want you taking thisship?"

"Oh, that." | shook my head. "It'sslly. | don't know why | mentioned it at dl. It'snot asif | believe any of
that nonsense.”

"Any of what nonsense, exactly?'
"Y ou know, about the phantoms. About how the Parvan Tract is haunted. | told them | was above all

that, but they still kept going on about it. They said that if | took this ship, | might never come back. Of
course, that only made me even more determined.”

"Good for you.”

"| told them | was arationdi<t, not someone who believesin ghosts and goblins.” | shifted on the couch,
giving him asympathetic look. "I expect that you're fed up with hearing about dl that, especiadly asyou
actudly work here. | mean, if anyone would have been likely to see something, it would be you, wouldn't
it, or one of the other crew?"

"That would make sense” he sald.



"Well, thefact that you obvioudy haven't... there can't be anything to it, can there?’ | crossed my arms
and amiled triumphantly. "Wait until | tell my friends how silly they've been.”

"Perhaps,”" he began, and then fdll silent.

* * % % %

| knew that | had him then; that it would be only amatter of time before Tayang felt compelled to show
me evidence. My ingtincts proved correct, for within aday of my discharge from the sick bay (the eunuch
was gill under observation, but making satisfactory progress), the seward contrived an excuse to visit
my quarters. He had aclean towel draped over hisarm, asif he had cometo replace the onein my
bathroom.

"I brought you afresh one. | think the cleaning section missed this corridor this morning.”

"They didn', but | gppreciate the gesture dl the same.”

Helingered, asif he had something to get off his chest but was struggling to find the right words.
"Mr. Tayang?' | pressed.

"What we were talking about before.”
"Yes?' | inquired mildly.

"Well, yourewrong." He said it nicely enough, but the defiance in hiswordswas clear. " The phantoms
exist. | may not have seen anything with my own eyes, but I've seen datathat's just as convincing.”

" doubt it."

"l can show you easily enough.” He must have been intending to say those words from the moment he
had decided to come to my cabin, yet now that he had spoken them, his regret wasimmediate.

"Redly?'

"l shouldn't have."

"Tdl me" | sad forcefully. "Whatever thisis, | want to seeit.”
"It means your friends were right; and you werewrong.”
"Then | need to know that."

Tayang gave me awarning look. "I1tl change the way you think. At the moment, you have the luxury of
not believing in the phantoms. | know that there's something out there that we don't understand,
something that doesn't belong. Are you sure you want that burden??”

"If you can handleit, | think | can. What do | haveto do?’
"I need to show you something. But | can't do it now. Later, during the night shift, it'll be quieter.”
"I'll beready," | said, nodding eagerly.

* % k % %

Closeto midnight, Tayang came for me. Remembering to keep in character for someone haf convinced
she was the target of an assassn, | did not open up immediatdly.



llYg?l
"It'sme, Tayang."
| cracked open the door. "I'm ready.”

He looked me up and down. "Take off those clothes, please.”
"I'm sorry?*

He glanced away, blushing. "What | mean is, wear as much or aslittle as you would wear for bed.” |
noticed that he had ajacket draped over hisarm, asif he was ready to put it around my shoulders.
""Should we meet someone, and should questions be asked, you will explain that | found you
deepwalking, and that I'm taking you back to your cabin viathe most discrete route | can think of, so
you don't embarrass yourself in front of any other passengers.”

"l see. Y ou've given this some thought, haven't you?"

"You aren't thefirst skeptical passenger, Miss Bocheng." | closed the door and disrobed, then put on thin
glk trousers and an equaly thin silk blouse, the one scarlet and the other eectric yelow, with adesign of
small bluewolves. | untied my hair and messed it to suggest someone only recently roused from the bed.

Outsde, aswas cusomary during the night shift of the BK's operations, the corridor lights were dimmed
to adeepy amber. The bars, restaurants, and gaming rooms were closed. The public lounges were
deserted and silent, save for the scurrying mouselike cleaning robots that aways emerged after the
people had gone away. Tayang chose hisroute well, for we did not bump into any other passengers or
crew.

"Thisisthelibrary,” he said, when we had arrived in asmall, red-lit room, set with shelves, screens, and
movable chairs. "No one usesit much—it's not exactly ahigh priority for most of our passengers. They'd
rather drink away the voyage with Temujin airag.”

"Arewe dlowed here?"

"Well, technicaly theréd be nothing to stop you visiting this room during norma ship hours. But during
normal ship hours, | wouldn't be able to show you what I'm about to." He was trying to be nonchalant
about the whole adventure, but his nervousnous was like aboy on adare. "But don't worry, wewon't get
into trouble.”

"How isalibrary going to change my mind about the phantoms?”

"L et me show you." He ushered meto one of the terminas, swinging out apair of hinged stoolsfor usto
ston. | sat to theleft of him, while Tayang flipped open adust cover to expose akeyboard. He began to
tap at the keys, causing changes to the hooded data display Situated at eye level. "Asit happens, these
consoles are connected to the Burkhan Khaldun's own computers. Y ou just have to know theright
commands.”

"Won' this show up?'

He shook his head. "I'm not doing anything that will come to anyone's attention. Besides, I'm perfectly
entitled to accessthis data. The only thing wrong isyou being with me, and if anyone comes down here,
well have timeto prepare for them, to makeit look asif | caught you deepwalking.” Hefdl slent for a
minute or S0, tgpping through options, obvioudy navigating hisway through to the information stored in
the computer's memory bank. "I just hope the company spooks haven't got to it aready,” he murmured.
"Every now and then, someone from Blue Heaven comes aboard and wipes large chunks of the BK's



memory. They say they're just doing routine archiving, clearing space for more data, but no one believes
that. Looks like werein time, though. | didn't see any spooks nosing around when we were in Gansu:
they'll probably come aboard next time we're back." He glanced over his shoulder. "I'll show it to you
once. Thenwego. All right?’

"Whatever you say, Mr. Tayang."

"The BK has cameras, pointed into the direction of flight. They detect changesin the tunnel geometry and
feed that data to the servomotors driving the stabilizing vanes and yaw dampers, so that they can make
adjustments to smooth out the turbulence. They're aso there as an emergency measurein case we
encounter another ship coming the other way, onethat isn't on schedule or hasn't got an active
trangponder. The cameras give usjust enough warning to swerve the BK to one Side, to give passing
clearance. It's bumpy for the passengers when that happens, but alot better than a head-on collision at

tunnd speeds.”

"| take it the cameras saw something,” | said.

Tayang nodded. "Thiswas acouple of trips ago, about hafway between Gansu and Kuchlug. They only
got eight clear frames. Whatever it was was moving fast, much quicker than one of our ships. Thefourth,
fifth, and sixth frames are the sharpest.”

He tapped keys. A picture sorang onto the display, al fuzzy green hues, overlaid with date stamps and
other information. It took amoment before | was surewhat | was looking at. There was some kind of
pale green smudgefilling haf the frame, arandom-looking shape like the blind spot one sees after looking
at the sunfor too long, and beyond that, a suggestion of the curving squiggles of the tunnd's khor koi
patterning, reaching away to infinity.

| pressed afinger againgt the smudge. "That's the phantom?”

"Thisisframethree. It becomes clearer on the next one." He advanced to the next image and | saw what
he meant. The smudge had enlarged, but aso become sharper, with details beginning to emerge. Edges
and surfaces, ahint of organized structure, even if the overall shape was dtill dusive.

"Next frame," Tayang mouthed.

Now there could be no doubt that the phantom was some kind of ship, evenif it conformed to the
pattern of no vessdl | had ever seen. It was deek and organic-looking, more like adarting squid than the
clunky lines of the BK.

He advanced to the next frame, but-while the image did not become substantialy clearer-the angle
changed, so that the three-dimensiond structure of the phantom became more apparent. At the same
time, hints of patterning had begun to emerge: darker green symbols on the side of the hull, or fuselage, or
body, of whatever the thing was.

"That's about as good asit gets," Tayang said.

"I'm impressed.”

"Y ou see these armlike gppendages?’ he asked, pointing to part of theimage. "'I'm guessing, of course,
but | can't help wondering if they don't serve the same function as our stabilization vanes, only inamore
elegant fashion.”

"| think you could beright."



"Onething I'm sure of, though. We didn't build that ship. I'm no expert, Miss Bocheng, but | know what
counts as cutting-edge ship design, and that thing isway beyond it."

"I don't think anyone would argue with that."

"It wasn't built by the government, or some mysterious splinter group of Idamist separatists. In fact, |
don't think it was built by humans at dl. We'relooking at dien technology, and they're using our
Infrastructure system asif they own it. More than that: every now and then you hear about entire ships
and message packets going missing. They're not just trespassing in our network, they're stealing from it as
wdl."

"I can see Blue Heaven would rather this didn't get out.”
Tayang closed the display. "I'm sorry, but that'sal | can show you. It's enough, though, isn't it?"
"Morethan enough,” | said.

Of course, | had my doubts. Tayang could have easily faked those images, or been the unwitting victim of
someone ese'sfakery. But | did not think that was the case. | had been looking at genuine data, not
something cooked up to scare the tourists.

| was just beginning to plot my next move-how | would get a copy of the data, and smuggle it back to
NHK while | continued with my investigations in Kuchlug space-when | became aware of apresence
behind me. Tayang must have sensed it, too, for he turned around as| did. Standing in the doorway to
the library was one of the other stewards, an older man whose name | had yet to learn. | noticed that the
deevesof hisuniform weretoo short for him.

Wordlesdy, heraised ahand. In it glinted the smooth aloy form of asmal, precise weapon: the kind
often carried by government spies such as mysdlf. He shot me; | had amoment to stare at the barb
embedded in my thigh, and then | passed ouit.

* * % % %

| came around in my cabin, gripped by avile nausea, aheadache like adowly closing iron vice, and no
conception of how much time had passed since Tayang and | had been disturbed in the library. Getting
out of bed—I had been placed on top of the sheets-| searched the adjoining annex for the eunuch,
before | remembered that he was till inthe sick bay. | tried my door and found that it had been locked
from the outsde; there was no way for meto leave my room.

Understand, | did not accept my imprisonment lightly, but understand aso that al my attempts at escape
proved futile. I could not even squeeze through the conduit | had mentioned to the eunuch: such methods
succeed in adventure stories, but not inred life.

Of course, it was desired that | be kept dive. The man who had shot me could have administered afata
dose smply by twisting adia in the grip of hisweapon. He had chosen not to, and it was no accident that
food and water appeared in the room's serving hatch at regular intervals. But asto who had chosen to
detain me, | was uninformed.

| could guess, though.

Hewas the firgt to see me when the ship docked in Kuchlug space. He came to my room, accompanied
by guards. He was as squat and muscled as awrestler, his bare armsfully asthick as my thighs. Hewore
aleather jerkin, crisscrossed by thick black belts to which were fastened various ceremonia weapons
and symbols of martid authority. A carefully tended mustache curled down on either side of his mouith,



with atiny but deliberate tuft of hair preserved under hislower lip. A siff lesther helmet, long at the Sdes
and back, covered the rest of hishead. The only visible part of hishair was a blunt, wedge-shaped fringe
terminating just above his eyebrows, which were at once finely drawn, expressive, and deeply quizzica.

Of course, | knew the face.
"Commander Qilian," | said.

"Yes, | get about." His hands were impressively hairy, scarred and knotted like the roots of avery old
tree. He snapped hisfingers at the guards. "Have her brought to the debriefing facility on the Qing Shui
moon. Bring the pony aswell." Then he poked one of those fingers under my chin, lifting it up so that our
eyes met. "Give some thought to the particulars of your story, Miss Bocheng. It may make dl the
difference”

* * % % %

They took me down to the moon. We landed somewhere and | was carried through dark, rusting
corridorsto awindowless holding cell. The floor rocked with adow, sckening motion, asif | wasona
ship at seain ahigh swell-even though there were no oceans on the Qing Shui moon. They stripped me,
took away my belongings, and gave me prison clothing to wear: asmple one-piece affair in orange silk. |
pretended to be shocked and disoriented, but | was already summoning my training, recollecting those
stratagems | had been taught to withstand prolonged detention and interrogation. Asthe guards were
shutting the door on me, | contrived to dip afinger into the crack between the door and its frame. When
the door closed, | yelped in pain and withdrew my hand with the fingertip squashed and red from the
pressure.

| sucked it in my mouth until the pain abated.
"Stupid bitch," someone said.

Therewas abunk, aspigot in the wall that dribbled tepid, piss-colored water, and ahole in the floor,
with chipped ceramic sides stained an ungpeakable brown. Light seeped in through agrille in the door.
Neither willing nor ableto deep, | lay on the bunk and shivered. Presently-no more than two or three
hours after my arrival—men came to take me down the corridor, to an interrogation room.

It is not necessary to document al that happened-the many weeks that it took for me to permit them to
ped back the layers of identity | had wrapped around mysdlf, each time thinking that the victory was
theirs.

Sufficeit to say that most of what they did to meinvolved dectricity and chemicasin varying
combinations. They did break two fingers on my left hand, including the one | had trapped in the door,
but when they pulled out one of my fingernails, it was from the other hand, not the one | had hurt. They
best me around, broke my teeth, extinguished Y esugel brand cigarettes on my skin, but only cut me
superficidly, to demondtrate that they could and would. Then they had other men comein to sterilize and
dress the wounds. Once in awhile, agowned doctor with a Savic face cameto the cdl and gave mea
thorough, probing medical examination.

It was during one of the doctor's examinationsthat | elected to revea myself asagovernment spy. Asthe
doctor was examining me, | alowed my hair—stiff and greasy with dirt—to fal away from the nape of
my neck. | knew ingtantly that he had taken the bait. | felt hisfingers pressinto the area around the
subcutaneous device, feding for the hard-edged component lodged under the skin.

"What isthis?'



"What iswhat?" | asked, al innocence.
"Theré's something under your skin."

They took me back to the interrogation room. My hair was shaved and my neck swabbed. The Savic
doctor dithered over the medical tools on the shelves until he found the bundle he wanted. He brought the
ingtruments onto the table, unrolling the towel so that | could see whét lay in store for me. When he was
done, the implant was placed on a piece of clean towel in front of me. It was bloodied, with bits of
whitish flesh till attached to itsfederlike input probes.

"L ookslike government,” someone said.

| did not admit to it immediately; that would have made them rightfully suspicious. It was amatter of
judging the moment, making my confession gppear naturd, rather than a scripted event.

In hindsight, | wish that | had arranged my confession sooner.

| was brought to a different room. There was awindow in the wall, before which | was encouraged to Sit.
A clamp was fitted around my eyes so that | could not look away. The doctor dripped some agent into
my eyesthat had the effect of pardyzing thelids, preventing me from blinking. When the lightscameon in
the room on the other side of the window, | found myself looking a Goyo.

He was upside down, suspended in ading, rotated on his back in the manner that horses are prepared
for veterinary work. The ding was supported from aheavy white framework mounted on trolley whedls.
Goyo's legs had been bound together in pairs using thick adhesive materid. Even his head and neck had
been braced into position using cushioned supports and clamps. A leathery girth strap enclosed hiswaist,
preventing him from thrashing around. His abdomind region, between fore and hind limbs, had been
shaved to the skin. A white sheet, not much larger than atowel, had been draped over part of that
shaven area. There was ared stain in the middle of the sheet, where it formed a depression.

Goyo'seye, theonethat | could see, was white and wild and brimming with fear.

Qilian waked into the room. He was dressed as | remembered him from our encounter on the BK,
except that his hands and forearms were now gloved. The gloves had a heavy, martia ook to them, with
curved sted talons on the ends of the fingers. He stopped next to Goyo, one hand resting on the frame,
the other stroking my pony's neck, asif he sought to placate him. When he spoke, hisvoice came
through amicrophone.

"We think we know who you are, but some corroboration would be welcome. What is your operationa
code name? To which section are you assigned? Are you one of the Thirteen?'

My mouth had turned dry. | said nothing.

"Very well," Qilian continued, asif he had expected as much. He reached over and whisked the white
sheet away from Goyo's abdomen. There was awound there, ared sucking hole wide enough to plunge
afig through.

"No," | said, trying to bresk free of the straps that bound me to the chair.

"Beforeyou arrived,” Qilian said, "certain surgica preparations were made. A number of ribs have
already been removed. They can be put back, of course, but their absence now means that thereisan
unobstructed path through to your pony's heart.”

With hisright hand, he reached into the wound. He frowned, concentrating on the task. He delved in
dowly, cautioudy. Goyo responded by thrashing againgt his restraints, but it wasto no more avail than



my own efforts. In ashort while, Qilian's entire fist was hidden. He pushed deeper, encountering
resstance. Now the fist and fully half of hisforearm were gone. He adjusted his posture, leaning in so that
his chest was braced against Goyo's shoulder. He pushed deeper, until only the top extremity of the glove
remained visble,

"l am touching his beating heart now," Qilian said, looking directly at me. "He's a strong one, no doulbt
about that. A fine pony, from good Mongol stock. But | am stronger, a least when | have my hand on his
heart. Y ou don't think | can stop it beating? | assure you | can. Would you like to see?" The expression
on hisface dtered to one of concentrated effort, little veins bulging at the side of histemple. Goyo
thrashed with renewed energy. "Y es, hefedsit now. He doesn't know what's happening, but abillion
years of dumb evolution tells him something's not right. | don't doubt that the painisexcruciating, at least
inanima terms. Would you like meto stop?"

The words spilled out, feding like agenuine confession. "1 am Ydlow Dog. | am agovernment operative,
one of the Thirteen."

"Y es, we thought you were Y dlow Dog. We have the non-officia cover list for dl of the Thirteen, and
we know that Ariunaa Bocheng isaname you've used before, when posing asajourndist.” He broke
off, took a deep breath, and seemed to redouble his efforts. "But it's good to get it from the horse's
mouth, so to speak.”

"Stop now."

"Too late. I've dready started.”

"You said you'd stop,” | replied, screaming out the words. ™Y ou promised you'd stop!”
"| said nothing of the sort. | said the ribs could be put back. That remains the case.”

In an instant, Goyo stopped thrashing. His eye was ill open, but all of a sudden there was nothing
behindit.

* % %k % %

Severd weekslater-1 could not say precisely how many-Qilian sat opposite me with hisbig hairy hands
clasped in slent contemplation. The documents on his desk were kept in place by gridy paperweights:
little plinth-mounted bones and bottled, shrunken thingsin vinegary solution. There were swords and
ceremonid knives on the wall, framing afamiliar reproduction watercolor showing the landing of the
invasion fleet on Japanese soil.

"Youweregood," hesaid eventudly. "I'll give you that. My men genuindly thought they'd hit bottom when
they got you to confessto being the journdist. It was asurpriseto al concerned when that identity turned
out to be acover.”

"I'm glad | provided you with some amusement,” | said.

"If it hadn't been for that implant, we might never have known. Y our peopleredly should give some
thought into making those thingsless detectable.”

"My people?’ | asked. "Thelast time| checked, we were dl working for the same government.”

"| don't doubt that's how it feelsin New High Karakorum. Out here, it'sadifferent story. In case you
hadn't realized, thisisaspecid adminidrative volume. It's part of the empire, but only in avery tenuous,
politicaly ambiguous sense. They want what we can give them—raw materias, cheaply synthesized



chemicals, mass-produced |ow-bulk consumer goods-but they don't want to think too hard about what
we haveto do to keep that river of commerce flowing. Laws have to be bent here, because otherwise
there'd be no here. Look out thewindow, Y dlow Dog."

Visblethrough the partidly shuttered window of his office, agood four or five li below, was abruta,
wintery landscape of stained ice, reaching al the way to the horizon. The sky was arose pink, shading to
midnight blue at the top of the window. Cutting through it along adiagona wasthetwinkling, Sckldike
curve of aplanetary ring system. Canyon-deep fissures cracked the surface, leaking feathery quills of

yd low-white steam into the thin, poisonous atmosphere of that windswept sky. Here and there, an elbow
of splintered rock broke the surface. There were no fixed communities on the moon. Instead, immense
piderlike platforms, mounted on six or eight intricate jointed legs, picked their way acrossthe
ever-shifting terrain in awesome dow motion. The platforms varied in Sze, but at the very least each
supported acluster of squat civic buildings, factories, refineries, and spacecraft handling facilities. Some
of the platforms had deployed drilling rigs or cablesinto the fissures, sucking chemica nourishment from
under theicy crust. A number were connected together by long, dangling wires, dong which | made out
the tiny, suspended forms of cable cars, moving from platform to platform.

"It'svery pretty,” | said.

"It'sahelhole, frankly. Only three planetsin the entire volume are even remotely amenable to
terraforming, and not one of those threeis on track for completion inside five hundred years. Well be
lucky if any of them are done before the Founder's two thousandth anniversary, let aone the thousandth.
Mogt of the eighty million people under my stewardship live in domes and tunnels, with only afew aids of
soil or glass between them and ahorrible, choking deeth.” He unclasped his handsin order to run afinger
across one of his desktop knickknacks. "1t's not much of an existence, truth be told. But that doesn't
mean we don't have an economy that needs fueling. We have jobs. We have vacanciesfor skilled labor.
Machines do our drilling, but the machines need to be fixed and programmed by people, down at the
cutting face. We pay well, for those prepared to work for us."

"And you come down hard on those who displease you.”

"Locd solutionsto locd problems, that's our mantra. Y ou wouldn't understand, cozied up inthe middle
of the empire. Y ou pushed the dissidents and troublemakers out to the edge and left us to worry about
them." He tapped afinger againg his desk. "Nestorian Chrigtians, Buddhists, Idamigts. It's a thousand
years since we crushed them, and they ill haven't got over it. Barely aweek goes by without some
regressive, fundamentalist ement stirring up trouble, whether it's sabotage of one of our industria
facilities or aterrorist attack againgt the citizenship. And yet you sit therein New High Karakorum and
shake your headsin disgust when we have the temerity to implement even the mildest security measures.”

"I wouldn't call mass arrests, show trids, and public executions'mild,' " | said tartly.
"Thentry living here”

"| get theimpression that's not redlly an option. Unlessyou mean living in prison, for therest of my life, or
until NHK sends an extraction team.”

Qilian made a pained expression. "Let'sbe clear. Y ou aren't my enemy. Quite the contrary. Y ou are now
an honored guest of the Kuchlug speciad adminigirative volume. | regret what happened earlier, but if
you'd admitted your true identity, none of that would have been necessary." He folded hisarms behind
his neck and leaned back in his chair with acresk of leather. "We've got off on the wrong footing here,
you and . But how are we supposed to feel when the empire sends undercover agents snooping into our
territory? And not only that, but agentswho perast in asking such puzzling questions?' He looked a me



with sudden, sharp intensity, asif my entire future hung on my response to what he was about to say.
"Jugt whet isit about the phantoms that interests you so much, Y elow Dog?'

"Why should you worry about my interest in a phenomenon that doesn't exist?' | countered.
"Do you bdlieve that, after what you saw on the Burkhan Khaldun?"

"l can only report what | saw. It would not be for me to make inferences.”
"But ill."
"Why are we discussing this, Commander Qilian?’

"Because I'm intrigued. Our perception was that NHK probably knew alot more about the phenomenon
than we did. Y our arrival suggests otherwise. They sent you on an intelligence-gathering misson, and the
thrust of your inquiry indicatesthat you are at least as much in the dark aswe are, if not more so.”

"| can't speak for my superiors.”

"No, you can't. But it seemsunlikely that they'd have risked sending avalued asset into atrouble spot like
Kuchlug without very good reason. Which, needlessto say, is deeply darming. We thought the core had
the matter under control. Clearly, they don't. Which only makes the whole issue of the phantoms even
more vexed and troubling.”

"What do you know?'
Helaughed. "Y ou think I'm going to tell you, just like that?"

"Y ou've as much as admitted that this goes beyond any petty politica differencesthat might exist between
NHK and Kuchlug. Let me report back to my superiors. I'll obtain their guarantee that therell bea
two-way trefficininteligence. | nodded firmly. "Y es, we migudged thisone. | should never have come
under deep cover. But we were anxious not to undermine your confidencein us by reveding the depth of
our ignorance on the phenomenon. | assure you that in the future everything will be aboveboard and
trangparent. We can set up abilateral investigative team, pooling the best experts from here and back
home."

"That easy, en? We just shake hands and puit it al behind us? The deception on your part, the torture on
ours?'

| shrugged. Y ou had your methods. | had mine."

Qilian smiled dightly. "There's something you need to know. Two days ago—not long after we dug that
thing out of you—we did in fact send acommunique to NHK. Weinformed them that one of their agents
was now in our safekeeping, that she was being more than hel pful in answering our questions, and that
we would be happy to return her & the earliest opportunity.”

"Goon."

"They told usthat there was no such agent. They denied knowledge of either Ariunaa Bocheng or an
operative named Y dlow Dog. They made no demands for you to be returned, athough they did say that
if you were handed over, you'd be of ‘interest’ to them. Do you know what this means?' When |
refrained from answering—though | knew precisdy what it meant—Qilian continued. ™Y ou've been
disavowed, Yelow Dog. Left out in he cold, like astarving mongre.”

* * % % %



Hismen camefor me again, several dayslater. | wastaken to a pressurized boarding platform, aspindly
structure cantilevered out from the side of the government building. A cable car waswaiting, adull gray,
bulbous-ended cylinder siwaying gently againgt itsrestraints. The guards pushed me aboard, then
dammed the airtight door, before turning amassive whed to lock it shut. Qilian was aready aboard the
car, stting in adimpled leather chair with one leg crossed over the other. He wore huge fur-lined boots
equipped with vicious spurs.

"A littletrip, I thought," he said, by way of welcome, indicating the vacant seat opposite his.

The cable car lurched into motion. After reaching the limit of the boarding areg, it passed through along
glassairlock and then dropped sickeningly, plunging down so far thet it descended under the lowest level
of buildings and factory structures perched on the platform. One of the huge, skeletd legswasrising
toward us, thefoot raised asif it intended to ssomp down on the fragile little cable car. Yet just when it
seemed we were doomed, the car began to climb again, cresking and swaying. Qilian was|ooking a
something through apair of tiny binoculars, some piece of equipment-aprobe or drill head, |
presumed-being winched up from the surface into the underside of the platform.

"Isthereapoint to thisjourney?' | asked.

He lowered the binoculars and returned them to aleather case on hisbelt. "Very much so. What | will
show you congtitutes akind of test. | would advise you to be on your guard against the obvious.”

The cable car did across the fractured landscape of the moon, traversing dizzyingly wide crevasses,
dodging geysers, skimming past tilted rockfaces that seemed on the verge of toppling over at any
moment. We rose and descended severd times, on each occasion passing over one of the walking
platforms. Now and then, there was an interruption while we were switched to a different line, before
once more plunging down toward the surface. After more than half an hour of this-just when my stomach
was beginning to settle into the rhythm-we came to adefinite halt on what wasin al respectsjust another
boarding platform, attended by afamiliar retinue of guards and technica functionaries. Qilianand |
disembarked, with his spurs clicking againgt the cleated meta flooring. With acompany of guardsfor
escort, wewalked into the interior of the platform'slargest building. The entire place had an oily
ambiance, rumbling with the vibration of distant drilling processes.

"It'sacover,” Qilian sad, asif he had read my thoughts. "We kegp the machines turning, but thisisthe
one platform that doesn't have auseful production yidd. It'sastudy facility instead.”

"For studying what?'
"Whatever we manage to recover, basicaly.”

Deep in the bowels of the platform, a aleved that must have meant they were only just above the
undersde, was ahuge holding tank that-so Qilian informed me-was designed to contain the unrefined
liquid durry that would ordinarily have been pumped up from under theice. In this platform, the tank had
been drained and equipped with power and lighting. The entire space had been partitioned into about a
dozen cellingless rooms, each of which gppeared to contain a collection of garbage, arranged within the
cdlsof aprinted grid laid out on the floor. Some of the cells held sizable clusters of junk; others were
empty. Benches arranged around the edges of the cellswere piled with bits of twinkly rubbish, dong with
animpressve array of andysistools and recording devices.

It looked asif it should have been alitera hive of activity, but the entire place was deserted.

"Y ou want to tell me what I'm looking at here?" Qilian indicated aladder. "Go down and take alook for
yourself. Examine anything that takes your fancy. Use any toolsyou fed like. Look in the notebooks and



datafiles. Rummage. Bresk stuff. Y ou won't be punished if you do.”

"Thisis phantom technology, isn't it? Y ou've recovered pieces of dien ships.” | said thisin akind of awed
whisper, asif | hardly dared believeit mysdlf.

"Draw whatever conclusion you seefit. | shall beintensdly interested in what you haveto say."

| started down the ladder. | had known from the moment | saw the rdicsthat | would be unable to resist.
"How long have | got? Before I'm judged to havefailed thistest, or whatever it is."

"Takeyour time" he said, smiling. "But don't take too much.”

There seemed little point agonizing over which room to start with, assuming | had the time to examine
more than one. The onel chose had the usua arrangement of grid, junk, and equipment benches. Lights
burned from arack suspended overhead. | stepped into the grid, striding over blank squares until she
arived a apromisng little clump of mangled parts, some of them glittery, some of them charred to near
blackness. Gingerly, | picked up one of the bits. It was a curving section of metdlic foil, ragged dong one
edge, much lighter and giffer than | felt it had any right to be. | tested the edge againgt afinger and drew
abead of blood. No markings or detail of any kind. | placed it back down on the grid and examined
another item. Heavier thistime, solid in my hands, like a piece of good carved wood. FHowing, scroll-like
green patterning on one convex surface: a suggestion of script, or afragmented part of some script, ina
language | did not recognize. | returned it to the grid and picked up ajagged, bifurcated thing like avery
unwieldy sword or spearhead, formed in some metallic red materia that appeared mirror-smooth and
untarnished. In my hands, the thing had an unsettling buzzing qudlity, asif there was still something going
oningdeit. | picked up another object: a dented blue-green box, embossed with dense geometric
patterns, cross-woven into one another in amanner that made my head hurt. Thelid of the box opened
to reved Sx egglike white ovass, packed into spongy black materid. Therewere six digtinct spira
symbols painted onto the ovals, in another language that | did not recogni ze.

| perused more objectsin the grid, then moved to the benches, where more items were laid out for
ingpection.

| moved into one of the adjoining rooms. There was something different about the degree of organization
thistime. The grid was the same, but the objectsin it had been sorted into rough groupings. In one corner
cdl wasapile of spiky, metallic red piecesthat obvioudy had something in common with the swordlike

object | had examined in the other room. In another lay acluster of dense, curved pieces with fragmented
green patterning on each. Each occupied cdll held asimilar collection of vaguely related objects.

| examined another room, but soon felt that | had seen enough to form aready opinion. The various
categories of relic clearly had littlein common. If they had dl originated from the phantoms-either
wrecked or damaged or attacked as they passed through the Infrastructure-then there was only one
conclusion to be drawn. There was more than one type of phantom, which, in turn, meant there was
morethan onekind of dien.

We were not just dedling with one form of intruder. Judging by the number of filled cells, therewere
dozens-many dozens-of different alien technologiesat play.

| felt the hairs on the back of my neck bristle. Our probes and instruments had swept the galaxy clean
and till we had found no hint of anyone else out there. But these rooms said otherwise. Somehow or
other, we had managed to miss the evidence of numerous other galaxy-faring civilizations, dl of which
were a least astechnologically advanced asthe Mongol Expansion.

Other empires, somehow coexisting with ours!



| was ready to return to Qilian, but, at the last moment, as| prepared to ascend the ladder, something
held me back. It had al been too smple. Anyonewith apair of eyesin their head would have arrived a
the same conclusion as| had. Qilian had said it would be atest, and that | must passit.

It had been too easy so far.
Therefore, | must have missed something.

When we were back on the cable car, nosing down to the geysering surface, Qilian stroked afinger
agang his chin and watched mewith an intense, snakelike fascination.

"Y ou returned to the rooms."

"Yes"

"Something made you go back, when it looked asif you'd dready finished.”

"It wouldn't have been in my intereststo fail you."

Therewasagleamin hiseye. "So what wasit, Y ellow Dog, that made you hesitate?

"A feding that I'd missed something. The obviousinference was that the collection implied the presence
of more than oneintruding culture, but you didn't need meto tell you that."

"No," he acknowledged.

"So there had to be something else. | didn't know what. But when | went back into the second room,
something flashed through my mind. | knew | had seen something in there before, eveniif it had beenina
completely different context.”

| could not tell if hewas pleased or disappointed. " Continue."

"The green markings on some of the relics. They meant nothing to me at firgt, but | suppose my
subconscious must have picked up on something even then. They were fragments of something larger,
which I'd seen before.”

"Which was?'
"Arabicwriting,” | told him.
"Many people would be surprised to hear there was such athing.”

"If they knew their history, they'd know that the Arabs had awritten language. An elegant one, too. It's
just that most people outside of academic departments won't have ever seen it, any more than they know
what Japanese or the Roman aphabet looks like."

"But you, on the other hand-"

"Inmy work for the khanate, | was obliged to compile dossiers on dissdent elements within the empire.
Some of the Idamist factions till useaform of Arabic for internd communications.”

He sniffed through his nostrils, looking a me with his penetrating blue eyes. The cable car cresked and
swayed. "It took my andysis experts eight months to recognize that that | ettering had ahuman origin. The
test isover; you have passed. But would you care to speculate on the meaning of your observation? Why
arewefinding Arabic on phantom relics?'



"I don't know."
"Butindulge me."

"It can only mean that there's an Idamist faction out there that we don't know about. A group with
independent space-faring capability, the means to use the Infrastructure despite al the accessrestrictions

dready in place.
"And the other rdlics? Where do they fit in?"

"I don't know."

"If | told you that, in addition to items we consider to be of unambiguoudy dien origin, we'd aso found
scraps of other vanished or obscure languages—or at least, scripts and symbols connected to them-what
would you ssy?"

| admitted that | had no explanation for how such athing might be possible. It was onething to alow the
existence of a secret enclave of technologically advanced Idamists, however improbable that might have
been. It was quite another to posit the existence of many such enclaves, each preserving some vanished
or atrophied branch of human culture.

"Hereiswhat's going to happen." He spoke thewords asif there could be no possibility of dissent on my
behalf. "As has dready been made clear, your old lifeis over, utterly and finaly. But thereis till much
that you can do to serve the will of Heaven. The khanate has only now taken aredl interest in the
phantoms, whereas we have been dert to the phenomenon for many years. If you care about the security
of the empire, you will seethe sensein working with Kuchlug.”

"Y ou mean, join the team andlyzing those relics?"

"Asamatter of fact, | want youtoleadit." He amiled; | could not tell if the idea had just occurred to him,
or whether it had always been at the back of hismind. "Y ou've dready demonstrated the acuteness of
your observations. | have no doubt that you will continue to uncover truths that the existing team has
overlooked.”

"I can'tjudt... take over, like that."
He looked taken aback. "Why ever not?"

"A few daysago, | wasyour prisoner,” | said. "Not long before that, you were torturing me. They've no
reason to suddenly start trusting me, just on your say-s0."

"Y ou're wrong about that," he said, fingering one of the knives strapped across his chest. "They'll trust
who | tell them to trust, absolutdly and unquestioningly.”

"Why?' | asked.

"Because that's how we do things around here."

* * % % %

Soitwas. | joined Qilian'sinvestigative team, immersing myself in the treasure trove of dataand relicshis
people had pieced together in my absence. There was, understandably, a degree of reluctance to accept
my authority. But Qilian dedlt with that in the expected manner, and dowly, those around me cameto a
pragmatic understanding that it was either work with me or suffer the consequences.



Rdlics and fragments continued to fal into our hands. Sometimes the shipsthat intruded into the
Infrastructure were damaged, asif the passage into our territory had been a violent one. Often, the
subsequent encounter with one of our ships was enough to shake them to pieces, or at the very least
didodge mgor components. The mgority of these shards vanished without atrace into the implacable
machinery of the Infrastructure. Evenif the khorkoi gpparatus was beginning to fall, it was sill more than
capable of attending to the garbage |eft behind by its users. But occasiondly, pieceslingered in the
system (asif the wdls had indigestion?), waiting to be swept up by Qilian's ships, and eventually brought
home to this moon.

Asoften as nat, though, it was atrivial matter to classfy the consgnments, requiring only aglance a their
contents. The work became so routine, in fact-and the quantity of consignments so high-that eventualy |
had no choice but to take a step back from hands-on andysis. | assembled six teams and et them get on
with it, requiring that they report back to me only when they had something of note: anew empire, or
something odd from one of those we aready knew abott.

That was when the golden egg fdll into our hands. It wasin the seventh month of my service under Qilian,
and | immediately knew that it originated from a culture not yet known to us. Perhapsit wasa ship, or
part of one. The outer hull was amost entirely covered in aquilt of golden platelets, overlapping in the
manner of fish scaes. The only parts not covered by the platelets were the dark apertures of sensors and
thruster ports, and asmall, eye-shaped area on one side of the teardrop that we quickly identified asa
door.

Fearing that it might damage the other rdlicsif it exploded under our examinations, | ordered thet the
andysis of the egg teke place in adifferent part of the mining structure. Soon, though, my concern shifted
to the wdfare of the egg's occupants. We knew that there were beingsinsdeit, even if we could not be
aureif they were human. Scans had illuminated ghostly structuresingde the hull: theintestind complexity
of propulsion subsystems, fue lines, and tanks packed ingenioudly tight, the fatty tissue of insulating
layers, the bony divisons of armored partitions, the cartilaginous detailing of furniture and life-support
equipment. There were even ranks of couches, with eight crew till reclining in them. Dead or in
suspended animation, it wasimpossibleto tell. All we could see was their bones, a suggestion of
humanoid skeletons, and there was no movement of those bonesto suggest respiration.

We got the door open easily enough. It was somewhat like breaking into a safe, but once we had
worked out the underlying mechanism—and the curioudy aien logic that underpinned its design-it
presented no insurmountable difficulties. Gratifyingly, there was only amild gust of equdizing pressure
when the door hinged wide, and none of the sensors arrayed around the egg detected any harmful gases.
Asfar aswe could tel, it wasfilled with an oxygen-nitrogen mix only dightly different from that aboard
our own ships.

"What now?" Qilian asked, fingering the patch of hair benegth hislip.
"WEell send machines aboard now," | replied. "Just to be safe, in case there are any booby trapsinsde.”

He placed a heavy, thick-fingered hand on my shoulder. "What say we skip the machines and just take a
look insde oursdlves?' Histone was playful. "Not afraid, are we, Y ellow Dog?!

"Of course not,” | answered.
"Therésno need to be. I'll goinfird, just in casethere are surprises.”

We waked across the floor, through the cordon of sensors, to the base of the attenuated metal staircase
that led to the open door. The robots scuttled out of the way. My staff exchanged concerned glances,
aware that we were deviating from a protocol we had spent weeks thrashing out to the last detail. |



waved down their qualms.

Inside, aswe aready knew from the scans, the egg was compartmented into several smal chambers,
with the crew in the middle section. The rear part contained most of the propulsion and life-support
equipment. Up front, in the sharp end, was what appeared to be akind of pressurized cargo space. The
egg il had power, judging by the presence of interior lighting, although the air aboard it was very cold
and ill. 1t was exceedingly cramped, requiring me to duck and Qilian to stoop amost double. To pass
from one compartment to the next, we had to crawl on our hands and knees through doors that were
barely large enough for children. The externa door was larger than the others, presumably because it had
to admit acrew member wearing a spacesuit or some other encumbrance.

Qilian wasthe first to see the occupants. | was only afew seconds behind him, but those seconds
stretched to years as | heard hiswords.

"They are diensafter dl, Yellow Dog. Strapped in their seats like little pale monkeys. | can seewhy we
thought they might be human... but they're not, not at al. So much for the theory that every empire must
represent a human enclave, no matter how incomprehensible the artifacts or script.”

"That was never my theory, Sr. But it'sgood to haveit dismissed.”
"They have maskson. | can seetheir faces, but I'd like a better look."
Still on my knees, | said, "Be careful, sr."

"They're dead, Y dlow Dog. Stiff and cold as mummies.”

By thetime | reached Qilian, he had removed one of the intricate masks from the face of hischosen adien.
In hishands, it wastiny, like adelicate accessory belonging to adoll. He put it down carefully, placing it
on the creature'slap. The dlien was dressed in aquilted gold uniform, cross-buckled into the couch. It
wasthe size of an eight-year-old child, but greetly skinnier in build, itstorso and limbs elongated to the
point where it resembled asmaller creature that had been stretched. Though its hands were gloved, the
layout of the long, dainty-looking digits corresponded exactly to my own: four fingers and an opposed
thumb, though each of the digits was uncommonly sender, such that | feared they might snap if we
attempted to remove the gloves. Its head-the only part of it not covered by the suit-was ddlicate and
rather beautiful, with huge, dark eyes set in patches of black fur. 1ts nose and mouth formed one snoutlike
feature, suggestive of adog or cat. It had deek, intricate ears, running back aong the sides of its head.
Save for the eye patches, and ablack nose at the tip of the snout, its skin varied between apae buff or
off-white.

Thedien'shandsrested on apair of small control consoles hinged to the sides of the couch; the consoles
were flat surfaces embossed with golden ridges and studs, devoid of markings. A second console angled
down from the ceiling to form ablank screen at the creature's eye level. The other seven occupants all
had similar amenities. There were no windows, and no controls or readouts in the orthodox sense. The
dienswere dl aike, with nothing on their uniformsto indicate rank or function. From what little | could
see of their faces, the other saven wereidentical to the one we had unmasked.

| suppose | should have felt awed: here | was, privileged to be one of thefirst two peoplein history to set
gyesontruediens. Ingead, al | felt wasakind of creeping sadness, and atawdry, unsettling feding that
| had no businessin this place of death.

"I've seen these things before,” Qilian said, anote of disbelief in hiswords.

"Thesediens, 9r?But thisisthefirs timeweve seen them."



"I don't mean that. | mean, isn't there something about them that reminds you of something?’
"Something of what, Sir?"

Heignored my question. "I aso want this vehicle stripped down to the last bolt, or whatever it isthat
holdsit together. If we can hack into its navigation system, find an Infrastructure map, we may be ableto
work out where they came from, and how the hdll we've missed them until now."

| looked at the embossed gold console and wondered what our chances were of hacking into anything,
let donethe navigation system.

"And the diens, sr? What should we do with them?'

"Cut them up. Find out what makesthem tick." Almost as an afterthought, he added, " Of course, make
surethey're dead first."

The dienswere not the greatest surprise contained in the egg, but we did not redlize that until the autopsy
was under way. Qilian and | observed the procedure from aviewing gallery, looking down on the
splayed and dissected creature. With grest care, bits of it were being removed and placed on Sterile
metd trays. Theinterior organs were dry and husklike, reinforcing the view that the dienswerein astate
of mummification: perhaps (we speculated) some kind of suspended animation to be used in emergency
Stuations. But the function and placement of the organswere dl too familiar; we could have been
watching the autopsy of amonkey and not known the difference. The dlien even had atail, lightly striped
in black and white; it had been contained within an extension of the clothing, tucked back into a cavity
within the seet.

That the crestures must have been intelligent was not open to dispute, but it was till dismaying, when
they were cut up, to learn how human their brainslooked. Small, certainly, yet with clear divison of brain
hemispheres, frontal and temporal |obes, and so on. Y et the real shock lay in the blood. It was not
necessarily asurpriseto find that it had DNA, or even that its DNA appeared to share the same protein
coding aphabet as ours. There were (1 was led to believe) sound arguments for how that state of affairs
might have arisen independently, dueto it being the most efficient possible replicating/coding system,
given the thermodynamic and combinative rules of carbon-based biochemistry. That wasdl well and
good. But it entirdly failed to explain what they found when they compared the alien's chromosomesto
ours. More on awhim than anything e se, they had tested the alien blood with human-specific probes and
found mat chromosomes 1 and 3 of the aien were homeol ogous to human chromosomes 3, 9, 14, and
21. There were dso unexpectedly strong signasin the centromeric regions of the alien chromosomes
when probed for human chromosomes 7 and 19. In other words, the alien DNA was not merely smilar
to ours; it was shockingly, confoundingly, dike.

The only possible explanation was that we were related.

Qilian and | weretrying to work out the ramifications of thiswhen news camein from the team examining
the pod. Uugan—my deputy—came scuttling into the autopsy viewing room, rubbing sweeaty hands
together. "Wevefound something,” he said, dmost tongue-tied with excitement.

Qilian showed him the hot-off-the-press summary from the geneticsandysis. " So have we. Those diens
aren't dien. They came from the same planet we did. | thought they looked like lemurs. That's because

they are.™

Uugan had as much trouble dealing with that aswe did. | could dmost hear the gearsmeshing in his
brain, working through the possibilities. "Aliens must have uplifted lemur stock in the deep past, using
genetic engineering to turn them into intelligent, tool-using beings." Heraised afinger. "Or, other diens



spread the same genetic material on more than one world. If that were the case, these lemurs need not be
from Greater Mongoliaafter al."

"What news do you havefor us?' Qilian asked, smiling dightly a Uugan'swild theorizing.
"Cometo the egg, please. It will beeasier if | show you."

We hastened after Uugan, both of us refraining from any speculation asto what he might havefound. As
it happened, | do not think either of uswould have guessed correctly.

In the sharp end of the egg, the investigators had uncovered a haul of cargo, much of which had now
been removed and laid out on the floor for inspection. | glanced at some of the items as we compl eted
the walk to the pod, recognizing bits and pieces from some of the other cultures we aready knew abouit.
Here was a branching, sharp-tipped metallic red thing, like an instrument for impaling. Herewasa
complexly manufactured casket that opened to reved ranks of nested white eggs, hard as porcdain.
Here was a curving section of razor-sharp foil, polished to an impossible luster. Dozens more relics from
dozens of other known empires, and still dozens more that represented empires of which we knew
nothing.

"They've been collecting things, just likeus" | said.
"Including this," Uugan said, drawing my attention to the object that now stood at the base of the egg.

It was the Size and shape of alarge urn, golden in construction, surfaced with bas-rdlief detailing, with
eight curved green windows set into its upper surface. | peered closer and rested ahand against the urn's
throbbing skin. Through the windows burbled adark liquid. In the dark liquid, something pale floated. |
made out the knobbed ridge of a spine, abackbone pressing through flawless skin. It was aperson, a
human, aman judging by his musculature, curled into fetal position. | could only see the back of his heed:
bald and waxy, scribed with fine white scars. Ridged cables dangled in the fluid, running toward what |
presumed was a breathing apparatus, now hidden.

Qilian looked through one of the other windows. After alengthy silence, he Straightened himsdlf and
nodded. "Do you think he was their prisoner?’

"No way to tell, short of thawing him and out and seeing what he has to say on the matter,” Uugan said.

"Do what you can,” Qilian told Uugan. "I would very, very much like to spesk to this gentleman.” Then he
leaned in closer, asif what he was about to say was meant only for Uugan'sears. "Thiswould be an
excdlent time not to make amigake, if you understand my meaning.”

* % %k k% %

| do not believe that Qilian'swords had any effect on Uugan; he was either going to succeed or not, and
the difference between the two outcomes depended solely on the nature of the problem, not his degree of
application to the task. Asit happened, the man was neither dead nor brain dead, and his reviva proved
childishly smple. Many weeks were spent in preparation before the decisive moment, evaluating all
known variables. When the day came, Uugan'sintervention was kept to aminimum: he merely opened
the preservation vat, extracted the man from hisfluid cocoon, and (it must be said, with fastidious care)
removed the breathing apparatus. Uugan was standing by with al the tools of emergency medica
intervention at hisdisposal, but no such ass stance was required. The man smply convulsed, drew in
severa gulping breaths, and then settled into anorma respiratory pattern. But he had yet to open his
eyes, or sgna any awarenessin the change of his surroundings. Scans measured brain activity, but at a
level indicative of comarather than consciousness. The same scans a so detected a network of
microscopic machinesin the man's brain and much of hiswider nervous system. Though we could not see



these implants as clearly as those we had harvested from the lemur, they were clearly derived from a
different technology.

Where had he come from? What did he know of the phantoms?

For weeks, it appeared that we would have no direct answer to these questions. There was one thing,
one clue, but we almost missed it. Many days after the man'sremova from the vat, one of Uugan's
technicians was working aone in the laboratory where we kept our new guest. The lights were dimmed
and the technician was using an ultraviolet device to serilize some culture dishes. By chance, the
technician noticed something glowing on the side of the man's neck. It turned out to be akind of tattoo, a
sequence of horizontal symbolsthat wasinvisble except under ultraviolet simulation.

| was summoned to examine the discovery. What | found wasaword in Arabic, Altair, meaning eagle,
and agtring of digits, twenty in al, composed of nine numerical symbols, and the tenth, what the
pre-Mongol scholarscaled in their dead language theca or circulus or figura nihili, the round symbol
that means, literdly, nothing. Our mathemeatics incorporates no such entity. | have heard it said that there
issomething in the Mongol psyche that abhors the very concept of absence. Our mathematics cannot
have served us badly, for upon its back we have built afive-hundred-year-old gaactic empire-even if
the khorkoi gave usthetrue keysto that kingdom. But | have aso heard it said that our system would
have been much less cumbersome had we adopted that Arabic symbol for nothing.

No matter; it was what the symbols told me that was important, not what they said about our choice of
number system. In optimistic anticipation that he would eventudly learn to spesk, and that histongue
would turn out to be Arabic, | busied myself with preparations. For aprovincia thug, Qilian had alibrary
as comprehensive as anything accessible from NHK. | retrieved primers on Arabic, most of which were
tailored for use by security operatives hoping to crack Idamist terror cells, and set about trying to
become an interpreter.

But when the man awoke—which was weeks | ater, by which timeit fdt asif | had been studying those
primersfor haf my life—al my preparations might aswell have been for nothing. Hewas stting upin
bed, monitored by machines and watched by hidden guards, when | came into the room. Aside from the
technician who had first noticed his return to consciousness, the man had seen no other human being
gncehisariva.

| closed the door and walked to hisbedside. | sat down next to him, adjusting the blue silk folds of my
skirt decoroudly.

"l an'Ydlow Dog," | told himin Arabic, spesking the words dowly and carefully. ™Y ou are among
friends. We want to help you, but we do not know much about you."

Helooked at me blankly. After afew seconds | added: "Can you understand me?"

His expression and response told me everything | needed to know. He spoke softly, emitting astring of
words that sounded superficialy Arabic without making any senseto meat al. By then | had listened to
enough recordings to know the difference between Arabic and baby talk, and al | was hearing was
gibberish.

"I'msorry,” | said. "'l do not understand you. Perhapsif we started again, dower thistime." | touched a
hand to my breast. "I am Y ellow Dog. Who are you?"

He answered me then, and maybe it was his name, but it could just as easily have been acurt refusd to
answer my question. He started looking agitated, glancing around the room asif it was only now that he
was paying due regard to his surroundings. He fingered the thin cloth of his blanket and rubbed at the
bandage on his arm where a catheter had been inserted. Once more| told him my name and urged him to



respond in kind, but whatever he said this time was not the same as hisfirst answer.

"Wait," | said, remembering something, a contingency | had hoped not to have to use. | reached into my
satchd and retrieved a printout. | held the filmy paper before me and read dowly from the adhan, the
Mudim cal to prayer.

My pronunciation must still not have been perfect, because | had to repest the words three or four times
before some flicker of recognition appeared behind his eyes and he began to echo what | was saying.

Y et even as he spoke the incantation, there was a puzzlement in hisvoice, asif he could not quite work
out why we should be engaged in this odd parlor game.

"So | was hdf right," | said, when he had fallen sllent again, waiting for me to say something. ™Y ou know
something of Idamic culture. But you do not understand anything | say, except when | spesk words that
have not been permitted to changein fifteen centuries, and even then you only just grasp what | mean to
say." | amiled, not in despair, but in rueful acknowledgment that the journey we had to make would be
much longer and more arduous than | had imagined. Continuing in Mongol, so that he could hear my
tongue, | said: "But a least we have something, my friend, astone to build on. That's better than nothing,
intit?'

"Do you understand me now?" he asked, in flawless Mongol.

| was astonished, quite unable to speak. Now that | had grown accustomed to his baldness and pallor, |
could better appreciate those aspects of hisface that | had been inclined to overlook before. He had
ddlicate features, kind and scholarly. | had never been attracted to men in asexud sense, and | could not
say that | felt any such longing for thisman. But | saw the sadnessin his eyes, the homesick flicker that
told me hewas along way from family and friends (such as| have never known, but can easily imagine),
and | knew that | wished to help him.

"Y ou speak our language,” | said eventudly, asif the fact of it needed stating.

"Itisnot adifficult one. What isyour name? | caught something that sounded like 'filthy hound,” but that
cannot have been correct.”

"l wastrying to speak Arabic. And failing, obvioudy. My nameisYelow Dog. It'sacode, an
operationd identifier.”

"Therefore not your real name."
"Ariunag," | said softly. "I use it sometimes. But around herethey cal me Y elow Dog."
"Muhunnad,” he said, touching his sternum.

"Muhunnad,” | repeated. Then: "If you understood my name-or thought you understood it-why didn't you
answer me until 1 spoke Mongolian? My Arabic can't be that bad, surely.”

"Y ou speak Arabic like someone who has only heard awhisper of awhisper of awhisper. Some of the
words are dmost recognizable, but they arelike glints of gold in astream.” He offered me asmile, asif it
hurt him to haveto criticize. "Y ou were doing your best. But the verson of Arabic | speak isnot the one
you think you know."

"How many versons are there?'

"Morethan you redlize, evidently." He paused. "I think | know wherel am. We are insgde the Mongol
Expansion. We were on the same track until 659, by my calendar.”



"Wheat other cdendar isthere?!

"Y ou count from the degth of awarrior-deity; we count from the flight of the Prophet from Mecca. The
year now is 1604 by the Caliphate's reckoning; 999 by your own, 2226 by the caendar of the United
Nations. Redlly, we are quibbling over mere centuries. The Smiling Ones use amuch older dating system,
asthey must. The"

| interrupted him. "What are you talking about? Y ou are an emissary from a previoudy hidden Idamic
date, that isall. At some point in the five hundred years of the Mongol Expansion, your people must have
escaped central control to establish a secret colony, or network of colonies, on the very edge of the
Infrastructure.”

"Itisnot likethat, Ariunaa. Not likethat a al." Then he leaned higher on the bed, like a man who had
just remembered an urgent errand. "How exactly did | get here? | had not been tasked to gather
intelligence on the Mongols, not thistime around.”

"Thelemurs" | answered. "Wefound you with them."

| watched him shudder, asif the memory of something awful had only just returned. ™Y ou mean | was
their prisoner, | think." Then helooked at me curioudy. ™Y our questions puzzle me, Ariunaa. Our dataon
the Mongolswas never of the highest qudity, but we had awaystaken it for granted that you
understood.”

"Understood what ?'

"Thetroubling nature of things," he said.

* % % % %

The cable car pitched down from the boarding platform, ducking beneeth the base of theimmense
walking platform. After ashort while, it cameto an aborupt hdt, swaying dightly. Qilian pulled out his
binoculars and focused on adetail under the platform, between the huge, dowly moving machinery of the
skeletal support legs.

"There" he said, passng methe binoculars.

| took them with trembling hands. | had been on my way to Muhunnad for one of our fruitless but not
unpleasant conversational sessions, when Qilian's men had diverted meto the cable car platform.

"What am | supposed to be looking at?!
"Pressthe stud on the side.”

| did so. Powerful gyroscopes made the binocularstwist in my hands, tracking and zooming inon a
specific object, athing hanging down from the underside like the weight on the end of aplumb line. |
recalled now thething | had seen thefirgt time Qilian had accompanied mein the cable car, the thing that
he had been examining with the binoculars. | had thought it was some kind of test probe or drilling gear
being winched back into the platform. | saw now that | had been wrong.

| did need to see hisface to know that | was looking at Muhunnad. He had been stuffed into aprimitive
spacesvit, blackened by multiple exposures to scorching heet and corrosive dements. They had him
suspended from hisfeet, with his head nearest the ground. He was being lowered down toward one of
those outgassng riftsin the surface of the Qing Shui moon.



"You can't bedoing this™ | said.

"If there was any other way," Qilian said, in atone of utter reasonableness. "But clearly thereisn't. He's
been dragging his hedss, giving us nothing. Spoke too soon early on, confided too much in you, and chose
to clam up. Obvioudy, we can't havethat." Qilian opened awalnut-veneered cabinet and took out a
microphone. He clicked it on and tapped it againgt his knee before speaking. "Can you hear me,
Muhunnad? | hope your view is as spectacular as ours. | am speaking from the cable car that you may be
ableto seeto your right. We are about level with your present position, although you will soon be
consderably lower than us."

"No," | said.

Qilian raised acaming hand. He hadn't even bothered to have metied into the seat. "Do you hear that,
Muhunnad?Y ou still have an admirer.” Then he said: "Lower theline, please. Take him to haf his present
devation.”

"Can you seethat he'stold you everything he knows?' | asked, tossing the binoculars against the floor.

"He'stold usaslittle as he could get away with," Qilian replied, placing ahand over the end of the
microphone to muffle hiswords. "We could go through the usud rigmarole of conventiond interrogation,
but I think thiswill prove much more effective.”

"WEell learn far more from him dive than dead.”

Helooked at me pityingly. "Y ou think | don't know that? Of course I'm not going to kill him. But very
soon—unless he chooses to talk-hell bewishing | did.”

The winch dropped Muhunnad to within fifteen or twenty aids of the surface, just above the point where
the outgassing materid became opague.

"I can hear you," avoice said over the cable car's speaker system. "But | have told you everything |
intend to. Nothing you can do now will make any difference.”

"WEell see, won't we," Qilian said. To me, confidingly, he said: "By now, hewill bein extreme discomfort.
You and | arefine, but we have the benefit of afunctioning life-support system. His suit is damaged. At
the moment, his primary concern is extreme cold, but that will not remain the case for very much longer.
Ashenearsthefisaure, it is heat that will begin to trouble him.”

"Y ou can tell the woman—Ariunaathat | am sorry it was necessary to withold information from her,”
Muhunnad said. "Her kindness was gppreciated. | think sheisthe only one of you with aheart.”

"Theré's no need for meto tdl her anything,” Qilian replied. "She'sligening in. Aren't you, Y elow Dog?!
Somewhat to my surprise, he passed me the microphone. "Talk to him. Reason with your favorite
prisoner, if youimagineit will hep.”

"Muhunnad,” | said. "Listen to me now. | have no reason to lie to you. Qilian meanswhat he says. He's
going to put you through hell until he finds out what you know. I've seen him murder people dready, just
to get a thetruth.”

"| gppreciate the concern for my welfare," he said, with asincerity that cut me to the bone.

"Lower himtofive aids," Qilian sad.

* * % % %



Isit necessary to document al that happened to Muhunnad? | suppose not; the essentia thing isthat the
pain eventualy became intolerable and he began to tell Qilian some of the things my master was desirous
of knowing.

What we learned was: Muhunnad was a pilot, aman surgically adapted for optimum control of aship
with extreme Infragtructure agility. Hisimplants were part of the interface system by which heflew his
vehicle. It turned out that Muhunnad's people had become aware of the breskdown of Infrastructure
integrity many decades ago, long before it had come to our attention. The difference was, rather than
pretending that the problem did not exigt, or entrugting it to asingle agent like mysdlf, they had dedicated
amod their entire state gpparatus to finding asolution. Think of Qilian'sresearch, multiplied by a
thousand. There were countless men and women like Muhunnad, brave angel s tasked with mapping the
weak spotsinthe

Infrastructure, the points of leakage, and learning something of the other empires beginning to spill into
their own. They knew enough about the properties of those weak points; enough to dip through them,
gather intdligence, and till return home. The rate of attrition was till high. Muhunnad wasacrimind,
convicted of acrimethat would have been considered petty in our own society, but normally merited the
death pendty in his. In his case, he had been offered the chance to redeem himself, by becoming a pilot.

They knew about us. They had been intercepting our lost message packets for years, and had even found
acouple of our shipswith living crew. That was how they had learned Mongolian. They also knew about
dozens of other empires, including the lemurs.

"They caught me," Muhunnad said, "asthey catch any unwary traveler. They areto be feared.”
"They look so harmless,” Qilian answered.

"They are vicious beyond words. They are ahive society, with little sense of saf. The beings you found,
the dead ones, would have sacrificed themselves to ensure their cargo returned homeintact. It did not
mean that they did so out of any consideration for my well-being. But there are worse things than the
lemurs out there. There are the beingswe call the Smiling Ones. Y ou will meet them sooner or later. They
have been in space for millions of years, and their technology is only matched by their loathing for the
likesof youand me."

"Tell usabout your state," Qilian probed.

"Wecdl it the Shining Caliphate. It isan empire encompassing seven thousand star systems, comprising
twenty thousand settled worlds, half of which are of planet class or at least the Size of mgjor moons. A
third of those worlds are terraformed or on the way to completion.”

"You arelying. If an empire of that Sze dready existed, we would have seen Sgnsof it."

"That is because you are not looking in the right place. The Shining Cdiphateis here, now, dl around
you. It occupied much the same volume as your own empire. It even has the same home world. Y ou call
it Greater Mongolia Wecdl it Earth.”

"Lied"

But | knew Muhunnad was not lying to us. | think it likely that even Qilian knew it, too. He was a brutal
man, but not a stupid or unimaginative one. But | do not think he could bare to contemplate hisplaceina
universe in which Muhunnad spoke the truth. Qilian was a powerful man, with an empire of hisown on
the very edge of the one he was meant to serve. If our empire was amap spread across atable, then he
controlled more than could be covered by the pam of ahand. Y et if what Muhunnad said was correct,
then that map was but one unexceptiona pagein avad atlas, each page adominion initsown right, of



which our own was neither the most powerful nor the most ancient. Set against such immensgty, Qilian
controlled amost nothing. For aman like him, that redlization would have been intolerable.

But perhgps | am crediting him with too much intelligence, too much imagination, and he was smply
unable to grasp what Muhunnad wastelling us.

What he could grasp, however, was an opportunity.

| was with them when we brought Muhunnad to the room where the couch had been prepared. | had
heard of the existence of the couch, but thiswas my first Sght of it. Even knowing itsfunction, | could not
help but see it as an instrument of torture. Muhunnad's reaction, to begin struggling against the guards
who held him, showed that he saw the couch in smilar terms. Behind the guards loomed white-coated
doctors and technicians, including the Siav who had torn out my implant.

"Thisign't to hurt you," Qilian said magnanimoudly. "It'sto help you."

The couch was a skeletal white contraption, encumbered with pads and restraints and delicate hinged
accessories that would fold over the occupant once they had been secured in place.

"I do not understand,” Muhunnad said, dthough | think he did.

"We have studied your implants and deduced something of their function,” Qilian said. "Not enough to
learn everything about them, but enough to let you control one of our ships, instead of the one you were
meant to fly."

"It will not work."

"No oneispretending it will be easy. But it isin your interests to do what you can to make it succeed.
Help us navigate the Infrastructure-the way you do, finding the weak points and dipping through
them-and we will let you return home."

"l do not believeyou."

"Y ou have no option but to believe me. If you cannot assst mein this matter, you will have concluded
your usefulnessto me. Given thetrouble | would get into if New High Karakorum learned of your
existence, | would have no option but to dispose of you."

"Hemeansit," | said forcefully. "Help usfly the ships, Muhunnad. Whatever happens, it's better than
daying here”

Helooked at me asif | wasthe one thing in the universe he was willing to trust. Given al that had
happened to him since leaving his people, it did not surprise mein the dightest.

"Plug himin," Qilian told the technicians. "And don't be too tender about it."

* * % % %

The name of the ship wasthe River Volga. Shewas half ali inlength, her frontal stabilization spines
suggesting the curving whiskers of a catfish. She had been amerchant vehicle once; later, she had been
equipped for scouring the Parvan Tract for phantom relics, and, most recently, she had been hardened
and weaponed for an exploratory role. She would carry six of us: Muhunnad, Qilian, Uugan, and two
more members of the technicd staff-their names were Jura and Batbayar-and mysdlf. Next to her,
identical in almogt dl respects, was the Mandate of Heaven. The only sgnificant distinction between the
two craft was that Muhunnad would be piloting the River Volga, whilethe Mandate of Heaven
followed close behind, daved to follow the same trgectory to within afraction of an aid. The navigation



and steering mechanisms of both ships had been upgraded to permit high-agility maneuvers, including
reversas, close-proximity wall skimming, and suboptimd porta trangts. It did not bear thinking about the
cost of equipping those two ships, or where the funds had been siphoned from, but | supposed the
citizens of the Kuchlug specid adminigtrative volume would be putting up with hardshipsfor alittlewhile

longer.

We spent five days in shakedown tests before entering the Tract, scooting around the system, dodging
planets and moonsin high-gee swerves. During that time, Muhunnad'sintegration into the harnesswas
dowly improved, more and more ship systems brought under his direct control, until he reported the
utmost confidence in being able to handle the River Volga during Infrastructure flight.

"Areyou sure?' | asked.

"Truly, Ariunaa. Thisship feelsas much apart of me asanything | ever flew in the Shining Caliphate.”
"But indescribably less sophigticated.”

"I would not wish to hurt your feglings. Given your resources, you have not done too badly.”

Thetrangt, when it came, was utterly uneventful. The Mandate of Heaven reported some minor
buffeting, but this was soon negated following arefinement of the control linkage between the two ships.
Then we had nothing to do but wait until Muhunnad detected one of the points of weakening where, with
ajudiciousdteration in our trgectory, we might dip from one verson of the Infrastructure to ancther.

Did | serioudy think that Qilian would keep his promise of returning Muhunnad to his own people? Not
redlly, unless my master had hopes of forging somekind of dliance with the Shining Caliphate, to use as
leverage againgt the centrad authority of New High Karakorum. If that was hisintention, | did not think he
had much hope of succeeding. The Caliphate would have every reason to despise us, and yet-given the
demongtrably higher leve of both their technology and their intelligence-there was nothing they could
possibly want from us except craven submission and cowering remorse for the holocaust we had visited
upon their culture nearly athousand years earlier.

No; | did not think Muhunnad stood much chance of returning home. Perhaps he knew that aswell. But
it was better to pretend to believe in Qilian's promises than incur his bored wrath back on the Qing Shui
moon. At least thisway, Muhunnad could continue to be materially ussful to Qilian and, therefore, too
vauableto hurt.

The detection of aweakening in the tunnel geometry, Muhunnad explained, was only just possible given
the blunt sensibilities of our instruments. The Cdliphate kept detailed maps of such things, but no record
had survived his capture by the lemurs, and the information was too voluminous to be committed to
memory. He recdled that there were four weak pointsin the section of Infrastructure we called the
Parvan Tract, but not their precise locations or detailed properties.

No matter; he had every incentive to succeed. We overshot the first weakening, but the incident gave
Muhunnad a chance to refine the manner in which he sifted the sensor data, and he was confident that he
would not make the same error twice. Rather than attempt areversal, it was agreed to push forward until
we encountered the next weakening. It happened two days later, hafway to the Gansu nexus. Thistime,
Muhunnad started to detect the subtle changes in the properties of the tunnel intimeto initiate ahard
dow-down, echoed by the Mandate of Heaven immediately to our stern.

We had been warned that the passage would be rough; this was an understatement. Fortunately, we
were al braced and ready when it came; we had had two minutes warning before the moment arrived.
Even then, the ship gave every indication of coming close to breakup; she whinnied like ahorse, her



structura members singing asif they had been plucked. Severa steering vanes broke loose during the
swerve, but the River Volga had been equipped to withstand losses that would have crippled anormal
ship; al that happened wasthat hull plates swung open and new vanes pushed out to replace the missing
ones. Behind us, the Mandate of Heaven suffered dightly less damage; Muhunnad had been able to
send correctiona steering Sgnasto her guidance system, dlowing her to follow alesstreacherous path.

And then we were back in the tunnd, traveling normaly. To dl intents and purposes, it was asif nothing
had happened. We appeared to be till inside the Parvan Tract.

"We have become phantoms now," Muhunnad informed us. "Thisis someone se's Infrastructure.”

Qilian leaned over the control couch, where our pilot lay in astate of partid pardysis, wired so deeply
into the River Volga's nervous system that his own body was but an incidental detail. Around us, the
bridge instruments recorded norma conditions of Infrastructure trangt.

"Where arewe?'
"Theresno way of telling, not with these sensors. Not until we emerge.”
"In the Gansu nexus?"

"Yes" hereplied. "Or whatever they cdl it. Therewill berisks, you will not have seen many phantoms
emergeinto your verson of the nexus because most such shipswill make every effort to dip through
another weskening."

Why?

He spoke asif the answer should have been obvious. "Because unlessthey are pilots like me, on specific
intelligence-gathering missions, they would rather kegp transitioning between versions of the
Infrastructure, than emergeinto what islikely to be adensdly populated interchange. Eventudly, they
hope to detect the microsignaturesin the tunnel physicsthat indicate that they have returned home."

"Signaturesthat we can't read,” | said.

"l will attempt to refine my interpretation of the sensor data. Given time, | may be able to improve
matters. But that is some way off."

"Well take our chanceswith Gansu," Qilian said.

Therewas, as| understood it, asmall but nonnegligible possibility that the weakening had shunted us
back into our own version of the Tract—we would know if we emerged into the nexusand | saw
advertisementsfor Sorkan-Shira rental ponies. Muhunnad assured us, however, that such an outcome
was very unlikely. Once we were e sawhere, we would only get home again by throwing the dice
repeatedly, until our own specia number came up.

For dl that, when we did emerge into the Gansu nexus, my first thought was that Muhunnad had been
wrong about those odds. Somehow or other, we had beaten them and dropped back into our own
space. Asthe door opened to admit us back into the spherical volume of the hollowed-out moon, | had
the same impression of teeming wedlth; of acity packed tight around the centrd core, of luminous
messages rising up the ninety-nine golden spokes, of the airgpace thick with jewe -bright shipsand
gaudily patterned, mothlike shuttles, the glittering commerce of ten thousand worlds.

And yet, it only took a second glimpse to seethat | waswrong.



Thiswas no part of the Mongol Expansion. The ships were wrong; the shuttles were wrong: cruder and
clumsier even than our most antiquated ships. The city down below had a haphazard, ramshackle ook to
it, its structures ugly and square-faced. The message on the spokes were spelled out in the angular |etters
of that pre-Mongol language, Latin. | could not tell if they were advertisements, news reports, or political
dogans.

We dowed down, coming to a hovering standstill relative to the golden spokes and the building-choked
core. The Mandate of Heaven had only just cleared the porta entrance, with the door still open behind
it. | presumed that some automatic system would not permit it to close with aship il so close.

Qilianwasamodd of patience, by his standards. He gave Muhunnad several minutesto digest the
information arriving fromthe River Volga's many sensors.

"Well, pilot?" he asked, when that interval had € gpsed. "Do you recognize this place?!
"Yes," Muhunnad said. "I do. And we must leave, now."

"Why s0 nervous? I've seen those ships. They ook even more pathetic and fragile than ours must have
seemed to you."

"They are. But thereis no such thing asaharmlessinterstdllar culture. These people have only beenin
space for acouple of hundred years, barely a hundred and fifty since they sumbled on the Infrastructure,
but they still have weaponsthat could hurt us. Worse, they are aggressors.”

"Who arethey?" | whispered.

"The culture | mentioned to you back on the Qing Shui moon: the ones who are now in their twenty-third
century. You would call them Chrigtians, | suppose.”

"Nestorians?' Qilian asked, narrowing hiseyes.

"Another offshoot of the same cult, if one wishesto split hairs. Not that many of them are believers now.
There are even some Idamists among them, dthough thereislittle about the Shining Caliphate that they
would find familiar.”

"Perhaps we can do business with them,” Qilian mused.

"| doubt it. They would find you repulsive, and they would loathe you for what you did to them in your
higory."

It was asif Muhunnad had not spoken at al. When he alluded to such matters, Qilian paid no heed to his
words. "Take us closer to the core,” he said. "We didn't weld al thisarmor onto the Volga for nothing.”

When Muhunnad did not show readiness to comply with Qilian's order, adisciplinary measure was
administered through the input sockets of the harness. Muhunnad stiffened againgt hisrestraints,
then-evidently deciding that desth at the hands of the Chrigtians was no worse than torture by
Mongols-he began to move us away from the portd.

"l am sorry," | whispered. "l know you only want to do what's best for us."

"I am sorry aswdll," he said, when Qilian was out of earshot. "Sorry for being so week, that | do what he
asks of me, even when | know it iswrong."

"No one blamesyou,” | replied.



We had crossed five hundred i without drawing any visible attention from the other vessdl's, which
continued to move through the sphere asif going about their norma business. We even observed severd
ships emerge and depart through portals. But then, quite suddenly, it was asif agreat shod of fish had
become aware of the presence of two deek, hungry predators nosing through their midst. All around us,
from one minute to the next, the various craft began to dart away, abandoning whatever course or errand
they had been on before. Some of them ducked into portals or lost themsalvesin the thicket of spokes,
while othersfled for the cover of the core.

| tensed. Whatever response we were due was surely on itsway by now.

Asit happened, we did not have long to wait. In contrast to the civilian vessals attempting to get asfar
away from us as possible, three ships were converging on us. We studied them on high magnification, on
one of the display screensin the River Volga's bridge. They were shaped like arrowheads, painted with
black and white stripes and the odd markings of the Christians. Their blade-sharp leading edges bristled
with what could have been sensors, refueling probes, or wegpons.

From his couch, Muhunnad said: "We are being signded. | believe | can interpret the transmission.
Would you liketo seeit?’

"Putiton,” Qiliansad.

We were looking at awoman who was wearing a heavy black uniform, shiny like waxed leather. She
was pinned back into a heavily padded seet: | did not doubt that | was looking at the pilot of one of the
shipsracing to intercept us. Much of her face was hidden under aglobular black helmet, with ared-tinted
visor lowered down over her eyes. On the crown of the helmet was a curious symbal: alittle drawing of
Earth, overlaid with lines of latitude and longitude, and flanked by what | took to be a pair of laurel
leaves. She was speaking into amicrophone, her words coming over the bridge speaker. | wished | had
studied more dead languages at the academy. Then again, given my lack of successwith Arabic, perhaps
| would till not have understood her Latin ether.

What was clear was that the woman was not happy; that her tone was becoming ever more strident. At
last, she muttered something that, had she been speaking Mongol, might have been some dismissive
invitationto go to hell.

"Perhaps we should turn after al," Qilian said, or started to say. But by then, the three ships had loosed
their missiles: four apiece, grouping into two packs of sx, one for the Mandate of Heaven and onefor
us

Muhunnad needed no further encouragement. He whipped us around with al haste, pushing the River
Volga's thrust to its maximum. Again, the stress of it was enough to set the ship protesting. At the same
time, Muhunnad brought our own wegpons into use, running those guns out on their magnetic cradlesand
firing at the missles asthey closed distance between us and the Chrigtians. Given the range and efficacy
of our beam weapons, it would not have troubled him to eiminate the three ships. In concentrating on the
missiles, not the pursuers, he was doing dl that he could not to inflame matters further. As an envoy of
Greater Mongolia, | suppose | should have been grateful. But | was aready beginning to doubt that the
fate of my empire was going to be of much concern for me.

Because we had turned around, the Mandate of Heaven was thefirst to reach the portd. By then, the
door had begun to close, but it only took a brief assault from the Mandate's chaser gunsto snipaholein
it. Muhunnad had destroyed nine of the twelve missiles by this point, but the remaining three were proving
more eusive; in witnessing the deaths of their brethren, they appeared to have grown more cunning. By
thetime the Mandate cleared the portal, the three had arrived within fifteen li of the River Volga. By



switching to adifferent fire pattern, Muhunnad succeeded in destroying two of them, but the last one
managed to evade him until it had comewithin five li. At that point, bound by the outcome of some
ruthlesslogica decision-making dgorithm, the missle opted to detonate rather than risk coming any
closer. It must have hoped to inflict fatal damage on us, even a five li.

It very nearly did. | recalled what our pilot had said about there being no such thing asaharmless
interstdlar culture. The blast inflicted severe damage to our rear shidding and drive assembly, knocking
off another two stabilization vanes.

And then we were through, back into the Infrastructure. We had survived our first encounter with another
gdacticempire.

Morewereto follow.

* * % % %

Inmy mind'seye, | have an image of asolitary tree, bare of leaves, so that its branching sructureislad
open for ingpection. The point where each branch diverges from alarger limb isamoment of historica
criss, where the course of world events is poised to swerve onto one of two tracks.

Before his death, our founder spoke of having brought asingle law to the six directions of space, words
that have a deep resonancefor dl Mongols, asif it was our birthright to command the fundamenta fabric
of redlity itsdlf. They were prescient words, too, for the bringing of unity to Greater Mongolia, let done
thefirg fatering steps toward the Expansion, had barely begun. Fifty-four years after hisburid, our fleet
conquered theidands of Japan, extending the empire asfar east asit was possible to go. But the day
after our fleet landed, aterrible storm battered the harbors of those idands, one that would surely have
repelled or destroyed our invasion fleet had it still been at sea. At thetime, it was consdered agrest
good fortune; a sure sign that Heaven had ordained thisinvasion by delaying that storm. Yet whoisto
say what would have become of Japan, had it not fallen under Mongol authority? By the same token,
who isto say what would have become of our empireif its confident expansion had been checked by the
loss of that fleet? We might not have taken Viennaand the cities of western Europe, and then the great
continents on the other side of the ocean.

| thought of Muhunnad's Shining Caliphate. The common view isthat the Idamists were monotheistic
savages until swept under thetide of the Mongol enlightenment. But | am mindful that history isaways
written by the victors. We regard our founder as aman of wisdom and learning first and awarrior
second, aman who was respectful of literacy, was curious about the sciences, and possessed a keen
thirst for philosophica inquiry. Might the conquered have viewed him differently, | wonder? Especidly if
our empirefell, and we were not there to gilden his name?

No matter; al that need concern usisthat solitary tree, that multiplicity of branches, reaching ever
upward. After the moment of crigs, the point of bifurcation, there should be no further contact between
one branch and the next. In one branch, the Mongols take the world. In another, the Idamigts. In
another, some obscure sect of Chrigtians. In another, much older branch, none of these empires ever
become agleam in history's eye. In an even older one, the lemurs are masters of Cresation, not some
hairless monkey.

But what mattersisthat al these empires eventualy find the Infrastructure. In someway that | cannot
quite grasp, and perhaps will never truly understand, the khorkoi machinery exiss acrossal those
branches. Not smply as multiple copies of the same Infrastructure, but as asingle entity that in some way
permits the reunification of those branches: asif, having grown apart, they begin to knot back together

agan.



| do not think thisisintentiond. If it were, the leaky nature of the Infrastructure would have been
apparent to usfive hundred years ago. It ssems more likely to methat it is growing lesky; that somekind
of insulation is beginning to wear away, an insulation that prevents history short-circuiting itself, asit were.

But perhaps | am wrong to second-guess the motives of dienswhose mindswe will never know.
Perhapsdl of thisis unfolding according to some inscrutable and delirioudy protracted scheme of our
unwitting wormlike benefactors. | do not think we will ever know.

* * % % %

| shall spare you the details of all the encounters that followed, aswe dipped from one point of weakness
to another, always hoping that the next transition would be the one that brought us back to Mongol

Space, or at least into an empire we could do businesswith. By the time of our eighth or ninth trangtion, |
think, Qilian would have been quite overjoyed to find himsdf aguest of the Shining Caiphate. | think he
would have even settled for a humbling return to the Chrigtians: by the time we had scuttled away from
empires as strange, or as brazenly hostile, asthose of the Fish People or the Thin Men, the Christians had
cometo seem like very approachable fellows indeed.

But it was not to be. And when we dared to imagine that we had seen the worst that the branching tree
of historica possihilities could offer, that we had done well not to stray into the dominion of the lemurs,
that Heaven must yet be ordaining our adventure, we had the glorious misfortune to fal into the realm of
the Smiling Ones.

They came hard and fast, and did not trifle with negotiation. Their clawlike green ships moved without
thrugt, cutting through space asif spaceitsalf wasakind of fluid they could svim againgt. Their beam
weapons etched glimmering lines of violet across the void, despite the fact that they were being deployed
in hard vacuum. They cut into uslike scythes. | knew then that they could have killed usin aflash, but
that they preferred to wound, to maim, to toy.

The River Volga twisted like an animal in agony, and then there was a gap in my thoughts wide enough
for alifetime.

* * % % %

Thefirgt thing that flashed through my mind after | returned to consciousness was frank amazement that
we were till dive; that the ship had not burst open like aripe fruit and spilled usal into vacuum. The
second thing wasthat, given the proximity of the attacking vehicles, our stay of execution was unlikely to
belong. | did not need the evidence of readoutsto tell me that the River Volga had been mortaly
wounded. Thelightswere out, artificia gravity had failed, and in place of the norma hissand chug of her
air recirculaors, there was an ominous silence, broken only by the occasiona creak of some stressed
structural member, cooling down after being heated closeto boiling point.

"Commander Qilian?" | caled, into the echoing darkness.

No immediate answer was forthcoming. But no sooner had | spoken than an emergency system kicked in
and supplied dim illumination to the cabin, traced in the wavery lines of fluorescent strips stapled to walls
and bulkheads. | could still not hear generators or the other sounds of routine shipboard operation, so |
presumed the lights were drawing on stored battery power. Cautioudly, | released my restraints and
floated free of my chair. | fet vulnerable, but if we were attacked again, it would make no difference
whether | was secured or not.

"Ydlow Dog," avoice cdled, from further up the cabin. It was Qilian, sounding groggy but otherwise
sound. "I blacked out. How long was | under?"



"Not long, sir. It can't have been more than aminute since they hit us.”" | sarted pulling myself toward
him, propelling mysdf with acombination of vigorous air-svimming and the use of the straps and
handholds attached to the wallsfor emergency use. "Areyou dl right, Sr?'

"| think-" Then he grunted, not loudly, but enough to let me know that he wasin considerable pain.
"Arm’s broken. Wasn't quite secure when it happened.”

He was floating with his knees tucked high, ingpecting the damage to hisright arm. In the scarlet backup
lighting, little droplets of blood, pulled spherical by surface tension, were pale, colorless marbles. He had
made light of theinjury but it was worse than | had been expecting, a compound fracture of the radius
bone, with asharp white piece glaring out from his skin. The bleeding was abating, but the pain must have
been excruciaing. And yet Qilian caressed the skin around the wound asif it was no moreirritating than
amild rash.

| paddled around until | found the medicd kit. | offered to help Qilian apply the splint and dressing, but
he waved aside my assistance save for when it came time to cut the bandage. The River Volga continued
to creak and groan around us, like some awvesome mongter in the throes of anightmare.

"Have you seethe others?!
"Uugan, Jura, and Batbayar must till be at their stationsin the midship section.”
"And the pilot?'

| had only glanced at Muhunnad while | searched for the medica kit, but what | had seen had not
encouraged me. He had suffered no visibleinjuries, but it was clear from his extreme immohility, and lack
of response as| drifted by him, that al was not well. His eyes were open but apparently unseeing, fixated
on ablank piece of wall above the couch.

"I don't know, Sir. It may not be good."
"If he's dead, were not going to be able to cut back into the Infrastructure.”

| saw no point in reminding Qilian that, with the ship in its present state, M uhunnad's condition would
make no difference. "It could bethat he's just knocked out, or that therés afault with hisinterface
harness," | said, not redlly believing it mysdf.

"I don't know what happened to usjust before | blacked out. Did you fed the ship twist around the way
| did?"

| nodded. "Muhunnad must have logt attitude control."

Qilian finished with his dressing, inspecting the arm with alook of quiet satisfaction. "'l am going to check
on the others. See what you can do with the pilot, Yelow Dog."

"Il do my best, Sr.”

He pushed off with his good arm, steering an expert course through the narrow throat of the bridge
connecting door. | wondered what he hoped to do if the technical staff were dead, or injured, or
otherwise incapable of assisting the damaged ship. | sensed that Qilian preferred not to look desath in the
eye until it wasamost upon him.

Forcing my mind to the matter a hand, | moved to the reclined couch that held Muhunnad. | positioned
mysdlf next to him, anchoring in place with afoothold.



| examined the harness, checking the various connectors and status readouts, and could find no obvious
break or weakness in the system. That did not mean that there was not an invisible fault, of course.
Equaly, if apower surge had happened, it might well have fried his nervous system from the insde out
with little sign of externa injury. We had built safeguardsinto the design to prevent that kind of thing, but
| had never decelved mysdf that they were fool proof.

"I'm sorry, Muhunnad,” | said quietly. Y ou did well to bring usthisfar. No matter what you might think
of me, | wanted you to make it back to your own people.”

Miraculoudy, hislips moved. He shaped aword with a mere ghost of breath. "Ariunaa?"
| took hold of his gloved hand, squeezing it as much as the harness alowed. "I'm here. Right by you.”

"| cannot see anything," he answered, speaking very dowly. "Before, | could see everything around me,
aswel| asthe sensory information reaching me from the ship's cameras. Now | only have the cameras,
and | am not certain that | am seeing anything meaningful through them. Sometimes| get flashes, asif
something isworking... but most of thetime, it islike looking through fog."

"Areyou sure you can't make some sense of the cameradata?' | asked. "We only have to pass through
the Infrastructure portd.."

"That would be like threading the eye of a needle from hafway around the world, Ariunaa. Besides, |
think we are paralyzed. | havetried firing the steering motors, but | have received no confirmation that
anything has actualy happened. Have you felt the ship move?'

| thought back to al that had happened since the attack. "In the last few minutes? Nothing at al.”

"Then it must be presumed that we are truly adrift and that the control linkages have been severed.” He
paused. "l am sorry; | wish the news was better."

"Thenwe need help,” | said. "Areyou sure there's nothing e se out there? The last timewe saw it, the
Mandate of Heaven was till in one piece. If she could rendezvous with us, she might be ableto carry us
dl totheporta.”

After amoment, he said: "Thereis something, an object in my vicinity, about one hundred and twenty It
out, but | only senseit intermittently. | would have mentioned it sooner, but | did not wish to raise your

hopes.”
Whatever he intended, my hopes were rising now. "Could it be the Mandate?"
"Itissomething like theright Sze, and in something like theright position.”

"We need to find away to Sgnd it, to get it to comein closer. At the moment, they have no reason to
assumethat any of usaredive.”

"If 1 Sgnd it, then the enemy will dso know that some of usare till dive," Muhunnad answered. "1 am
afraid | do not have enough directional control to establish atight-beam lock. | am not even certain | can
broadcast an omnidirectiona transmisson.”

"Broadcast what?' Qilian asked, drifting into the bridge.

| whedled around to face him; | had not been expecting him to return so quickly. "Muhunnad saysthere's
agood chance the Mandate of Heaven is nearby. Since we don't seem to able to move, she's our only
chance of getting out of here.”



"Issheintact?"

"No way to tell. There's definitely something out there that matches her sgnature. Problem is, Muhunnad
isn't confident that we can sgnd her without |etting the enemy know we're till around.”

"It won't make any difference to the enemy. They'll be coming in to finish us off no matter what we do.
Sendthesgnd.”

After amoment, Muhunnad said: "It'sdone. But | do not know if any actua transmission has taken place.
Theonly thing | can do ismonitor the Mandate and seeif she responds. If she has picked up our signd,
then we should not have long to wait. A minute, maybe two. If we have seen nothing after that time, |
believe we may safdly assumethewors.”

Wewaited aminute, easily the longest in my life, then another. After athird, therewas gtill no changein
the faint presence Muhunnad was seeing. "I am more certain than ever that it isthe Mandate” he
informed us. "The signature hasimproved; it matches very wdl, with no sign of damage. Sheisholding at
one hundred and twenty li. But sheisnot hearing us."

"Then we need another way of sgnding her," | said. "Maybeif we gected someair into space..."

"Too ambiguous," Qilian countered. "Air might vent smply because the ship was bresking up, long after
wewere al dead. It could easily encourage them to abandon us completely. What do we need this ship
for in any case? We may aswell gect thelifeboats. The Mandate of Heaven can collect them
individudly."

After aingtant of reflection, Muhunnad said: "I think the commander is correct. Thereis nothing to be
gained by staying aboard now. At the very leadt, the lifeboats will require the enemy to pursue multiple
targets”

Therewere six lifeboats, one for each of us.
"Let'sgo,” Qilian replied.
"I'll seeyou at thelifeboats,” | sad. "1 have to help Muhunnad out of the harnessfirg.”

Qilian looked a me for amoment, some dark caculation working itself out behind his eyes. He nodded
once. "Bequick about it, Yellow Dog. But we don't want to lose him. He's till avaued asset.”

With renewed strength, | hauled the both of us through the echoing labyrinth of the ship, to the section
that contained the lifeboats. It was clear that the attack had wrought considerable damage on this part of
the ship, buckling wall and floor plates, congtricting passageways, and jamming bulkhead doorstight into
their frames. We had to detour halfway to the rear before we found a clear route back to the boats. Y et
athough we were ready to don suitsif necessary, we never encountered any loss of pressure.
Sandwiched between layers of the River Volga's outer hull was akind of foam that was designed to
expand and harden upon exposure to vacuum, quickly sealing any leaks before they presented athrest to
the crew. From the outside, that bulging and hardening foam would have resembled amass of swollen
dough erupting through cracksin the hull.

Therewere six lifeboats, accessed through six armored doorway's, each of which was surmounted with a
pand engraved with both operating instructions and stern warnings concerning the pendties for improper
use. Qilian wasfloating at the far end, next to the open doorway of the sixth boat. | had to look at him for
along, bewildered moment before | quite realized what | was seeing. | wondered if it wasatrick of my
eyes, occasioned by the gloomy lighting. But | had made no mistake. Next to Qilian, floating in states of



deceptive repose, were the bodies of Juraand Batbayar. A little further away, asif he had been surprised
and killed on his own, was Uugan. They had all been stabbed and gashed: knife wounds to the chest and
throat, in dl three instances. Blood was still oozing out of them.

In hisgood hand, Qilian held abloody knife, wet and dick to the hilt.

"l an sorry,” hesad, asif dl that Stuation needed was areasonable explanation. "But only one of these
sx boatsisfunctiond.”

| stared in numb disbelief. "How can only one be working?'

"The other five are obstructed; they can't leave because there is damage to their launch hatches. Thisis
the only one with a clear shaft al the way to space.” Qilian wiped theflat of the blade againgt hisforearm.
"Of course, | wish you the best of luck in proving mewrong. But | am afraid | will not be around to
witnessyour efforts.”

"You fucking-" | began, beforetrailing off. | knew if | caled him acoward he would smply laugh a me,
and | had no intention of giving him even thetiniest of mord victories. "Just go,” | said.

He drew himsdlf into the lifeboat. | expected some last word from him, some mocking reproach or
grandiloquent burst of sdlf-justifying rhetoric. But there was nothing. The door clunked shut with agasp
of compressed air. There was amoment of silence and stillness and then the boat launched itself avay
from the ship on arapid stutter of eectromagnetic pulses.

| felt the entire hull budge sidewaysin recoil. He was gone. For severa seconds, al | could do was
bresthe; | could think of nothing useful or congtructive to say to Muhunnad, nothing beyond stating the
obvious hopelessness of our predicament.

But instead, Muhunnad said quietly: "We are not going to die.”
At firg, | did not quite understand hiswords. "I'm sorry?"

He spoke with greater emphasisthistime. "Weare going to live, but only if you listen to me very, very
carefully. Y ou must return meto the couch with dl haste.”

| shook my head. "It's no good, Muhunnad. It'sal over."
"No, itisnot. The River Volga isnot dead. | only made it seem thisway."
| frowned. "I don't understand.”

"Thereisn't timeto explain here. Get me back to the bridge, get me connected back to the harness, then |
will tell you. But make haste! Weredly do not have very much time. The enemy are much nearer than
you think."

"Theenemy?'

"Thereisno Mandate of Heaven. Either she scuttled back to the portd, or she was destroyed during the
same attack that damaged us.”

"Butyousad..."
"l lied. Now help me move!”

Not for thefirst timethat day, | did precisely as| wastold.



Having aready plotted aroute around the obstructions, it did not take anywhere near aslong to return to
the bridge as it had taken to reach the lifeboats. Once there, | buckled him into the couch—he was
beginning to retain some limb control, but not enough to help me with the task—and set about
reconnecting the harness systems, trusting mysalf not to make amistake. My fingers fumbled on the ends
of my hands, asif they wereathousand li away.

"Start talking to me, Muhunnad,” | said. "Tell mewhat's going on. Why did you lie about the Mandate!"

"Because | knew the effect that lie would have on Qilian. | wished to give him areason to leave the ship.
| had seen the kind of man hewas. | knew that he would save himsdlf, even if it meant therest of us

dying.”

"I still don't understand. What good hasit done us? The damageto the ship..." | completed thefind
connection. Muhunnad gtiffened as the harness took hold of his nervous system, but did not appesar to be
inany obvious discomfort. "Areyou dl right?' | asked warily.

"Thiswill take amoment. | had to put the ship into a deep shutdown, to convince Qilian. | must bring her
back system by system, so as not to risk an overload.”

The evidence of hiswork was dready gpparent. The bridge lights returned to normd illumination, while
those readouts and displays that had remained active were joined by othersthat had falen into darkness.
| held my breath, expecting the whole ensemble to shut back down again a any moment. But | should
have known better than to doubt Muhunnad's ability. The systems remained stable, even asthey cycled
through startup and crash recovery routines. The air circulators resumed their dull but reassuring chug.

"l shdl dispensewith artificid gravity until we are safely under way, if that is satisfactory with you.”
"Whatever it takes," | said.

Hiseyes, ill wide open, quivered in their sockets. "I am sweeping loca space,” he reported. "There was
some real damage to the sensors, but nowhere as bad as| made out. | can see Qilian's lifeboat. He made
an excdllent departure.” Then he swalowed. "'l can aso see the enemy. Three of their shipswill shortly be
within attack range. | must risk restarting the engines without a proper initialization test.”

"Agan, whatever it takes."
"Perhaps you would like to brace yourself. There may be adegree of undamped acceleration.”

Muhunnad had been right to warn me, and even then it came harder and sooner than | had been
expecting. Although I had managed to secure mysdlf to ahandhold, | was nearly wrenched away with the
abruptness of our departure. | felt acceleration rising smoothly, until it was suppressed by the dampeners.
My arm was sore from thejolt, asif it had been amost pulled from its socket.

"Thatisdl | cando for usnow," Muhunnad said. "Running isour only effective strategy, unfortunately.
Our weaponswould prove totally ineffective againgt the enemy, even if we could get close enough to fire
before they turned their own guns on us. But running will suffice. At least we have the mass of oneless
lifeboat to consider.”

"l till don't quite get what happened. How did you know there'd still be one lifeboat that was il
working? From what | saw, we came very closeto losing al of them.”

"Wedid," he said, with something like pridein hisvoice. "But not quite, you see. That was my doing,
Ariunaa. Before theingtant of the attack, | adjusted the angle of orientation of our hull. | made sure that
the energy beam took out five of the six lifeboat launch hatches, and no more. Think of aknifefighter,



twisting to alow part of hisbody to be cut rather than another.”

| stared at him in amazement, forgetting the pain in my arm from the sudden onset of acceleration. |
recaled what Qilian had said, his puzzlement about the ship twisting a the onset of the attack. ™Y ou mean
you had dl this planned, before they even attacked us?'

"| evaluated drategiesfor digposing of our mutua friend, while retaining the ship. This seemed the one
most likely to succeed.”

"l am... impressed.”

"Thank you," he said. "Of course, it would have been easier if | had remained in the harness, so that we
could move immediately once the pod had departed. But | think Qilian would have grown suspiciousif |
had not shown every intention of wanting to escape with him."

"Youreright. It was the only way to convince him."

"And now thereis only one more matter that needs to be brought to your attention. It is<till possibleto
gpesk to him. It can be arranged with trivial ease: despite what | said earlier, | am perfectly capable of
locking on atight beam.”

"HEll have no ideawhat's happened, will he? Hell il think hel's got away with it. HE's expecting to be
rescued by the Mandate of Heaven a any moment.”

"Eventually, the nature of his predicament will become gpparent. But by then, heislikely to have cometo
the attention of the Smiling Ones."

| thought of the few things Muhunnad had told us about our adversaries. "What will they do to him?
Shoot him out of the sky?"

"Not if they sense achance to take him captive with minima losses on their own side. | would suggest
that an unpowered lifeboat would present exactly such an opportunity.”

"And then?'

"Hewill die. But not immediately. Like the Shining Caliphate and the Mongol Expansion, the Smiling
Ones have an insatiable gppetite for information. They will have found others of hiskind before, just as
they have found others of mine. But | am sure Qilian will till provide them with much amusement.”

"And then?' | repeated.

"An gppetite of another kind will comeinto play. The Smiling Ones are cold-blooded creatures. Reptiles.
They consder the likes of us-the warm, the mammadian-to be akind of affront. Aswell they might, |
suppose. All those millions of years ago, we aetheir eggs.”

| absorbed what he said, thinking of Qilian faling to his destiny, unaware for now of the grave mistake he
had made. Part of me wasinclined to show clemency: not by rescuing him, which would place us
dangeroudy closeto the enemy, but by firing on him, so that he might be spared an encounter with the
Smiling Ones.

But it was not alarge part.
"Timeto porta, Muhunnad?'

"Six minutes, on our present heading. Do you wish to review my intentions?”



"No," | said, after amoment. "l trust you to do the best possiblejob. Y ou think well makeit into the
Infrastructure without faling to pieces?’

"If Allahiswilling. But you understand that our chances of returning to home are now very dim, Ydlow
Dog? Despite my subterfuge, this ship is damaged. It will not survive many moretranstions.”

"Then welll just have to make the best of wherever weend up,” | said.

"It will not fed like hometo ether of us" hereplied, histone gently warning, asif | needed reminding of
that.

"But if there are people out there... | mean, instead of egg-laying monsters, or sweet-looking devilswith
talls, theniitll be better than nothing, won't it? People are people. If the Infrastructureistruly bresking
down, dlowing dl thesetimedinesto bleed into one ancther, than we are dl going to have get along with
each other sooner or later, no matter what we dl did to each other in our various histories. We're dl
going to haveto put the past behind us."

"It will not be easy," he acknowledged. "But if two people as undike asyou and | can become friends,
then perhapsthereis hope. Perhaps we could even become an example to others. We shdl have to see,
shant we?'

"We shdl haveto see" | echoed.

| held Muhunnad's hand as we raced toward the porta, and whatever Heaven had in store for us on the
other sde.



