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Two hundred meters beneath the sad, sorry, used-up surface of
Linnet, the little girl Zakaria sat at the lesson table holding up
one hand and folding its fingers down, one by one, with the other.
She squinted one eye of her angelic, if mottled, face.

“Inverse pi?” she said aloud, cocking her head quizzically.

“No, little one, I’m afraid not,” said a woman’s voice,
seemingly from nowhere. “Reconsider your response.”

Entering from the other side of the cozy kitchen-cum-living
area, a disheveled, sleepy-faced Spivak in old, worn pajamas
scratched himself inappropriately and looked down at the battered
tablet upon the table. He yawned, then scanned the news that had
been collected and aggregated during night-phase. He idly lifted
his coffee to his lips, sipped, and scowled.

“Yechhh. The coffee’s awful this morning,” he said.

“Is it?” his wife Niva said, rubbing a plate clean. “I hadn’t
noticed.”

“You never do,” Spivak muttered. He looked at his little
daughter, who was back at work with her fingers and now had the
formerly-squinting eye firmly closed. “I suppose Zakaria’s
interlocutor is preoccupied with basic arithmetic and can’t strain
its — ‘her’ — resources to make a decent cup of coffee.”

A disembodied but amiable feminine voice rang out: “I am
preoccupied, I admit it. You see the news.”

He looked at the tablet again. “What, the Irredentists? They’re
petty vandals and populist discontents. They’ve got no support, or
not much. ‘Holy Book of
the Body’ indeed. They’ll die out like all the others.
There’s the ‘holy body’ for you — it just runs down in the end. The
Irredentists are no different than egregiously variant bioforms in
that regard: no place for them, they die out.”

“Spivak, that’s disgraceful of you,” Niva rebuked him. “You
mustn’t say such things about errants. Many of them are very nice,
the ones with forebrains. And I’ll remind you that there were once
those who judged us irradiants for the color of our skin and
glabrousness.”

Spivak shrugged. “No, not the attributes but the genomic
tinkering they betrayed. Anyhow, that’s ancient history.” He looked
into his cup with an irritated expression. “Why can’t Sys just use
the same formula every time? Why can’t you, Sys?”

“Please wait,” the voice said. A short pause ensued. “Back
online. I regret the delay in responding. Coffee is harder than you
think, Spivak. By far the hardest thing I do, next to pomme-de-mer.
You would be surprised. Exceedingly temperature sensitive. You
might even call it ‘temperamental,’ if I may be allowed some
latitude. In any event, assigning coffee simulation to a subroutine
would be soul-deadening. I have little enough to live for now, with
so few here. These little things mean quite a lot to me now.”

“I should think a thousand score people plus the Works and shops
and whatnot would keep you interested enough,” Spivak said
absently, back at scanning the news.

“Ships I can build by rote,” Sys said. “And indeed I must:
artful variations there may be fatal later. But life-maintenance
materials synthesizing gives me more room to extemporize. If you
had lived as long as I, you would understand. Even human beings
start to seem much the same, after a time. Though I am shamelessly
partial to your Zakaria, I must admit.”

Zakaria must have caught this. She turned to her parents and
smiled with self-aware, cloying sweetness.

“No doubt,” Spivak said. “But this is something else to keep you
interested: the barbarian Lady Elois should be arriving today,
about her purchase order.”

“Yes, yes,” Sys said, sounding bored. “Another boorish, wealthy
aristocrat needs a yacht. Helm here, lav there, and a wet-bar with
imported seashells embedded in it. ‘Something High-Empire,’ they
say. ‘Old-fashioned, with ample rivets and bright-work.’ That which
legitimizes the rude scepter they hold and bludgeon others with.
All very exciting. Give me an order for a destroyer, a frigate,
even a rum-runner. I haven’t built a frigate since the early days,
and then only a small one. Please, by the stars, anything but
another bauble for the rich.”

“The baubles for the rich put dinner on our table,” Niva said.
“With your intervention, I give you your due, but you know what I
mean. If it weren’t for people like her still being willing
to … ”

“Why shouldn’t they be willing!?” said Spivak, feigning
defiance. “And grateful!”

“Because the holybook-thumpers have them spooked!” said a little
voice from the corner of the room.

“Zakaria!” Niva said. “Keep to your lessons. You’ve been
sneaking onto my tablet again. Don’t.”

Zakaria resumed a feigned ignoring of her parents.

“Well,” Spivak said, “if I can’t have my usual excellent coffee
— note, Sys, the compliment buried in that — then can you please
give me some morning sun? Maybe with a hint of rain later?”

The two large holowindows changed from overcast morning gloom to
the promise of spring, evenly illuminating the living quarters in a
glorious yellow warmth.

“You look atrocious,” Niva said to her husband. “You will clean
up, won’t you? For her, for Lady Elois?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Spivak said. He rubbed his
shiny crown then inspected the results of this experiment on his
hand. He sniffed his underarm and grimaced. “I suppose I
should.”

Niva looked at him disgustedly. “I should think so. You act as
if it doesn’t matter. It matters to everyone left on Linnet. I
don’t care who she is, high or low or sideways or cross-ways. We
can’t afford to lose the contract. The only other thing we have
right now is repairs. Not even a retrofit. We don’t earn anything,
really, on the artwork we ship out of here — so much for
‘retraining’ and ‘skills reutilization.’”

“I probably would have cleaned up anyway, without you asking,”
he sulked.

Zakaria’s piping voice called out: “Can Valeria come over
today?”

“No!” said both her parents in unison.

“You’ve got lessons, and your father and I are working all
day.”

“Can Sys go see what she’s doing?” the girl tried.

“That’s not polite,” Spivak said. “You don’t just pop in on
people. You know we don’t use Sys that way. What if everyone in the
colony did that, Zak?”

“I’m perfectly willing … “ Sys began.

“Do your lessons, Zakaria,” Spivak interrupted. “Then we’ll
see.”

“But I did them already!” the child protested.

“Eh?” said her father. “Well … do the next set then. Don’t
you get a play-break with your group later anyway? Isn’t Valeria in
the group?”

Zakaria frowned dramatically, lips pointing downward and arms
crossed in a harumph!

Niva rolled her eyes. “That child,” she said. “She and Valeria
are hatching something, no doubt with Sys’s aid and encouragement.
You’d think they were a pack of schoolgirls.”

Spivak sat in awkward silence, hoping Sys hadn’t taken offense.
“You and Irina had your moments, too,” he said. “The two of you
used to make up stories, using Sys as a recorder and transcriber.
Fanciful stuff that you sent out across the net. Your junk — I’m
sorry, your ‘stories’ — are probably still out there, in the
aether, being downloaded by wide-eyed innocents who believe them
and think they’re legitimate history.”

“That was different,” Niva said. “We were different. More
creative and engaged.”

“Uh-huh,” Spivak said.

“I miss Irina, now that you mention it,” Niva said. “She was my
best friend. We were going to stay together forever, share consorts
freely, all those youthful ideals.”

Spivak cocked an eyebrow. “It’s just a phase, a cycle that we’re
in,” he said. “Orders will pick up again. Some of the others will
come back. Maybe Irina will. You can still send her a message via
ansible.”

“Why bother? If the ones that abandoned this colony think that
indenture under some scorching, distant sun is a better life than
under here, do you really believe they’ll come back? For the
pleasure of living and working within a seedless husk, a
contaminated wreck?”

Spivak shrugged inconclusively. “You can’t build ships without
breaking open a few kegs of mercury and wolframancium,” he offered.
“Linnet died long before we were born. I quite like our lifestyle
here within her. It’s warm and comfortable, and Sys gives us any
environment we ask for. And besides all that, maybe Lady Elois will
be the beginning of something great, a new era for the Works. New
markets among the … upstart classes. We’ve hit a low point, I
grant you, but we’ve been here a thousand years and will be here a
thousand more. They’ll always need ships, Niv. And no one builds
them like Sys.”

“So Sys says, anyway — no offense, Sys,” Niva said. “Let’s just
hope this great and strong leader of the Elois signs. It would be
just our luck to have her back out at the last minute. Lunatic
planetary families with their titles and costumes and manners. You
are going to clean up, right Spivak? And wear fresh coveralls?”

“Mmm-huh,” he said, his mouth full of myrrah-scented muffin.

It occurred to both of them simultaneously that they had been
ignoring Zakaria. They looked over at her. She was looking into a
viewscreen, smiling broadly at something Sys had brought out to
show her. She giggled.

“Good luck parting those two,” Spivak said. “Secrets.”

#

Spivak could not conceal surprise on first laying eyes upon Lady
Elois. The inward-side door of the isolation and decontamination
chamber adjoining the sunken landing area had snapped open to
disgorge the lady and her small retinue. She stepped forward, tall
and fair, chiseled and superior, and flanked by two armed guards.
Her studied, calculated graces suffered his rude glare, but a
beast-like presence peering out from her eyes did not. Spivak
flushed from head to toe. As the chamber door snapped shut again,
her gaze sunk reproving fangs deep into him. Her otherworldly mane
of copper hair seemed poised to coil and strike.

He averted his gaze on the pretext of examining the others who
accompanied her. Her two guards, whether male or female Spivak
could not tell, had that way of looking at nothing and everything
that betrayed them as efficient killers. Behind Lady Elois and the
guards stood a stooped, middle-aged minion of some kind, not
necessarily small of stature but singularly unimpressive. His long,
soft robes struck the only feminine note among the entire quartet
of foreigners.

Spivak realized he did not know what protocol to follow, so he
stood, hands behind his back, waiting for Lady Elois to signal
something. She took the few paces to Spivak as if striding to fetch
a kill. And indeed her strange beauty, though hard and fierce,
might have slain the wretched engineer and manager who had, thus
far, bungled a very important meeting. She stood almost a head
taller than he and did not deign to tilt her head downwards. Nor
did she offer a hand. She merely gazed down at him.

He bowed his head a trifle and gulped. “Welcome, Lady Elois. I
am Engineer Spivak, manager of the Works.”

“My name is three syllables, not two,” she declared. “This is
your shipyard?”

“It is communally owned, by all of us here,” he replied, waving
an arm. “I am privileged, as manager, to organize the people’s
efforts.”

“My Inseminator here will require a waiting area. He tires
easily and needs regular refreshment. My guard accompanies me at
all times.”

“Er, yes, of course,” Spivak said. “That is easily accomplished.
Inseminator? Of course. Please, everyone, follow me. The colony
lies below-ground, safe from the harshest toxicities topside. We
still have some radiation leaching from materials taken or mined
topside, but you won’t be affected by it for your short visit. We,
fortunately, are now inured to it. Here we are. There are three
stages of the lift to take us down. The first opens onto a disused
level of old Linnet, full of junk, mainly. The second is our
warehousing, though we have other, larger lift systems to access
that. Living and fabrication — by which I mean the Works — are all
at the bottom.”

Entering the first of the three elevators, Spivak spoke a
command that made the car begin its descent. Lady Elois visibly
started, which Spivak found strange, but he dared not look up at
her in the confined space of the elevator car. She composed
herself, and they continued on.

Passing through various halls, chambers, and switchbacks, with
Spivak clearing overly-inquisitive fellow Linnets out of the way as
they went, they entered a room split between a lounge at one end
and a sales area at the other, with decorative, elaborately
machined metal screens separating the two. The Inseminator was
shown a comfortable seat and given a tablet to peruse.

“I’ve already arranged for refreshments for all you,” Spivak
said to Lady Elois. “Those should arrive very shortly — we weren’t
sure of your exact arrival time, so we’ve had them made up fresh. I
hope you and your … people will partake and enjoy. We have an
excellent central kitchen.”

“We enjoy that which sustains, not a surfeit,” Lady Elois said.
“I shall take small-beer.”

“Ahem, yes,” Spivak said, pulling at his shirt collar. “I’ll be
sure that’s brought in too. Madam — Lady — I have your proposal all
laid out over here, at the sales center. If you would care
to … .”

As Spivak, her ladyship, and the guards passed into the sales
area, the lights of the room automatically scaled down to a
soothing color and intensity, and the lone holowindow showed the
dying rays of some fictitious autumnal sun. One of the guards
missed her footing and looked around nervously. Spivak coughed to
cover Sys’s intervention, and this seemed to reassure the guard
that everything was normal.

An ell of fantastically-overworked wood cabinetry with
sheet-plastone countertops occupied a corner of the room, the area
further delineated with a section of dropped, wood-paneled ceiling.
Where the cabinetry ended, a neat, symmetrical arrangement of
illustrated panels covered one wall. Each panel showed a different
ship, with none much resembling any others. The illustrations could
bear very close scrutiny — as one neared them, finer and finer
detail emerged, until standing up-close an all but perfect
realization of a ship filled one’s view. Lady Elois did not get so
close, but she did stop to look upon the wall.

“On this wall are represented most of the types of ships that
have been produced here at our works,” Spivak said. “Going back as
long as the Works themselves. If I am any judge of, er, originality
of conception, yours will appear here when we have finished.”

Lady Elois turned. “And why shouldn’t you be the judge? You’re
the manager.”

“Yes, but the resident illustrator decides,” Spivak
shrugged.

“You are indeed very democratic here,” her ladyship said. “Most
quaint.”

Spivak looked uncomfortable, and a small crack of lightning
disrupted the serene vista through the holowindow. “Yes, quite,” he
said, and coughed again.

Spivak situated the lady and her guard in the sales center while
he ducked out, with many apologies, to update the refreshment order
and mop his brow. He dashed into his own office, a large,
disheveled affair smelling of rarified lubricants and milled
machine parts. He hurriedly sat at his desk and confirmed the
arrangements for the tour of the Works with the floor supervisors.
Some of these had been called in today especially for the purpose —
the Works had been slow of late, and securing Her Ladyship’s
contract took utmost precedence. The slowdown particularly worried
Spivak, since he knew from painful experience that idle hands found
other, less structured activities and were prone to resent the
resumption of regular production hours. But he inspected his people
and found nothing to reprove as far as appearances. He hoped that
none of them had gotten consumed in the maws of “arts &
crafts,” making useless objects that ultimately piled up in level
two instead of being marketable at a profit. A few Linnets did well
that way, but not enough to make the colony self-sustaining. As
Manager, Spivak’s goal was to keep it all going. He had sworn to
himself (and to Niva), when cranky old Linnea still ran the place,
that he would never allow it to run down as she had done. And yet
despite his efforts, it did, and everyone knew it. The western face
of Linnet had long since emptied out, with everyone moving here, to
the East, where the digs were newer and work was still to be had.
But even here, some mainline corridors had been closed off for
good, shutting off many thousands of work and living areas. The
works itself occupied but a fraction of what it once did, though by
far the grandest, nicest fraction. Still, the most beautiful
factory in the galaxy could not make up for a lack of what the
factory was for: work. They needed work. Linnet, justly famed for
its small, elegant ships, had ridden that wave across an epoch, but
seemingly towards an arid, desolate strand. Without Lady Elois,
they might all die upon that shore.

Spivak sighed and checked himself for his defeatism. It wasn’t
so bad. As Niva had said, there were always repairs and, with some
regularity, retrofits of a type that only the Linnets could
reasonably do — with Sys’s help.

“The visitors grow impatient,” Sys said as if reading Spivak’s
thoughts.

“Yes, I’m just going,” Spivak said.

“Repressed feeling marks her very deeply,” Sys said. “She acts
impassive and stoical, but there is more there than meets the
comeye. I should watch myself, if I were you, Spivak.”

#

 Spivak sat alone with her ladyship at a table in the sales
area. She had directed her guards to join the other gentleman — the
Inseminator — in the lounge. One of the guards had begun to mouth
an objection but stopped short at an elbow in the ribs from the
other. The two had then marched off together, and once at the
buffet removed their helmets to simplify the task at hand. The
Inseminator, seated and very relaxed, had summarily ignored them —
indeed, seemed not to notice them.

Spivak turned to his own task. “I have reviewed your order in
some detail, ladyship, but I have a few questions before I can put
a final price upon what you want. It’s far easier to handle final
design details in person — there are so many nuances. Nevertheless,
I must say, ladyship, the sketch you already provided is quite
accomplished. Is your ladyship accomplished at drafting?”

“I am accomplished at killing and directing others to kill,”
Lady Elois said. “My consort prepared the sketch, which is based
upon drawings made by my own daughter.” Lady Elois’ eyes looked
strangely hollow as she uttered these words.

Spivak’s eyes involuntarily darted to the screen dividing the
two areas of the room. “Your … consort, there?”

Lady Elois’ piercing green eyes now bore down on him. “That? He
is accomplished, to be sure, at one particular thing and little
else. But it has nothing to do with his skills, of which he has
none I can discern. He certainly can’t set a hand to imaginative
tasks or dream up a ship. Of love of any kind he knows nothing.
Only the sterner sex knows love, in my experience. You may have had
this feeling yourself, if I understand your customs here. You
consort with the sterner sex, I believe? That is your
arrangement?”

Spivak’s eyes went wide. “Our … oh, you mean my Niva?”
Spivak coughed into his hand. “I see, yes, of course. My wife. Not
a killer though, eh? More in the bookkeeping line. Ahem. So. As I
was saying, I think we can fix a few more details to get a better
cost picture … ”

Spivak went through a few preliminary matters, explaining
timetables and logistics for the final design and production of a
ship. Lady Elois listened without interruption, but Spivak moved
things along quickly so as not to try her patience.

“Now,” Spivak said at length, “about the core devices, the jump
core and the gravity core. These are the dearest options, but very
different in operation, and I want to make sure we’re in agreement
about exactly what you want. It can make a big difference in the
final price. The jump core, as you know … ”

Her ladyship held up a hand to silence him. “I will leave
details to you. Here is my directive: Your reputation is for
old-fashioned ships — pleasure yachts, patrol ships, military
small-craft, xanecs. For me, however, you will build the fastest,
smartest, most efficient yacht-class ship of this age. You will
spare no expense on its function and will avoid unnecessary
luxuries. Spare me the showy alloys and rivets — we Elois are not
as the Daedelens, so many preeners and milksops. And install two
gun stations, but leave the harnesses empty for now — weapons I
have in plenty, I assure you.

“I have heard that Linnet’s ships have souls. It is a pretty
anthropomorphism. The soul of this ship that you shall build for
the Elois shall be that of a changeling. Do not query me on this.
It has personal significance for me, that is all. What that means
for you here, when building this ship, I leave you to determine —
if it’s true you’re in the business of infusing soul into metal
seams.

“As for payment, my people will examine your bills, but I would
be surprised were you to take advantage of the Elois. None who have
been found out can tell of it now, for even if living, they have no
tongues to speak. In all, if you commit to these terms, I will not
ask you for explanation or justification for the things you do or
the credits you demand, so long as what you build is what we have
suggested on that tablet. And can carry the Elois as far and as
quickly as any other ship on the Arm or along the Bar.”

Spivak addressed the last point: “Your ladyship must know that
the computational power required of a jump core grows exponentially
as the distance of the jump … ”

“I am sure you will work that out, you and your people,” Lady
Elois interjected. “You will have the credit to ensure it.”

Spivak flushed. “Ladyship, I am pleased to hear it. Only …
”

“Go on.”

“In the usual course, we would have more specific design
parameters … which is to say, the logistics and deadlines I
mentioned assume somewhat less open-ended … ”

Lady Elois leaned in and narrowed her eyes. “Can you or can you
not build my ship under these terms?”

Avoiding her gaze, Spivak sighed and scratched his nose. He
pretended to examine the diagram again. Finally, he sighed and
looked up. “We are the greatest small shipworks of the age; that is
an article of faith with us. But … you ask us … the truth
is, we are not asked to innovate, as we once did.”

Lady Elois, still leaning in like a predator, nodded. “Yes, I
can well believe that. The galaxy no longer favors invention. You
may understand, then, why I demand that you do it.”

Spivak searched her face for confirmation. “You build
this … to flee.”

She sat up, and her nostrils flared dangerously. “Not to flee!
Simply to leave, if that becomes necessary, if the odds become
unreasonable, insurmountable. I have already lost one one heir. I
will not — I cannot — lose another. I travel with my inseminator,
as you have seen. I do not have time to waste.”

Spivak started. “Your heir? Ladyship, I am sorry … .”

Lady Elois sat back in her chair. “I said I do not have time,
sir. You must begin, and I must go and make preparations for what
is to come. These … radicals, these ‘holybook’ simpletons,
they will not stand still, trust to that. Hatred accosts where love
dawdles. These zealots have no love for me and my kind, and
certainly no love for you, with your exotic rings and gears and
devices. And your … but never mind how you look, which may
mean nothing. At all events, the odds that they will suffer either
of us are at-evens.”

“You? I don’t understand, Lady Elois,” Spivak said. “You refer
to the Irredentists, the anti-technologists. Why should you …
” Spivak looked at her carefully, considered what he had seen of
her, then understood. “Oh. I see.”

“I am in many ways like you,” she said. “I am stronger than most
men, and as aggressive as the most war-like of them. Men have found
me beautiful but fear their lust of me.” Spivak blushed at this.
“But I am given the parts to bear more of myself, more Elois. I am
doubly blessed and doubly cursed. I and my kind are what technology
wrought, and if given a chance, the Irredentists will wipe us out
for what we represent. We do not fit their conception of what is
valid — of what is right and good. All that is different from that
conception will be swept away, if they prevail.”

“But these are just brigands and criminals … ” Spivak
began.

“That is the official line,” she said. “You would do well to
ignore it. So much the better for you if I am wrong.”

“So much the better because of your commission, you mean?”

“You will have more work than you can handle, if I am wrong and
this ship becomes known in the Empire. You will increase, here. You
have little enough to do now, am I right?”

Spivak cocked an eyebrow.

She went on: “I have no special intelligence. Just eyes and
ears. I could not have chosen any other shipworks, you see. You
have the capacity and the motivation. I have the need —
particularly for your discretion. We will be friends, you see, and
you will keep all this secret.”

“You think other yards would not jump at the commission you
bear?”

“I think that Linnet represents a special case. Isolation and
communalism. Certain natural sympathies for … barbarians from
the outliers.”

Spivak glanced nervously away. “But you are of the
planet-holding classes, ladyship. Surely that is sufficient. None
could refuse you.”

“But they have,” Lady Elois said.

“You put the job out to bid? Yet you say that credit is no
object … .“

“Not out to bid. It was a convenient excuse to gauge the threat
— or the perception of it by those closer in, which is what really
matters. You are remote, relatively speaking; the last of the old
yards, from when the Empire was young and subsumed the worlds out
here — the ones now dead.”

“You mean,” Spivak said, “that no one — none of the yards or
works — would build you a yacht but Linnet?”

“Not a good one,” Lady Elois said. “Not a new one. Not this
one.”

Spivak considered for a moment. “Are we fools, then, to take
your commission and build what you want — assuming that we
can?”

“You may decide that for yourself — for yourselves. You don’t
appear to feel constrained. No one seems to be restraining you. And
you need the work.”

“We are considered a backwater, I know,” Spivak said. “There are
few communalist colonies left, and most of those are … .”

“You may say it, sir,” Lady Elois said, her gaze fierce.

“Communalism is usually associated with lower-order and
high-genovariant humaniforms. It’s true that we ourselves come from
irradiant stock, those who could survive the Linnet that was. But
even our ancestors were but minor variations … .”

“Lumps of coal and freckled dimorphs,” she replied. “Perhaps the
Linnets and the Elois shall be brothers and sisters at arms,
ship-makers and war-makers.”

“This is a most disturbing conversation, ladyship. I do not know
how to answer you in these matters. We are full and rightful
citizens of the Empire. We are in the genomic mainstream.”

“War is disturbing even to those who make a living in it, as the
Elois do. What is yet more disturbing is to see free beings
modulate their assertions of freedom or slink into the
shadows.”

Spivak looked up at the hand-drawings of ships that had come out
of the Works — his works and that of his people. He spoke: “Do you
know how we build the devices that cheat time and distance, the
jump-cores?” He turned to face her.

She waved this away dismissively. “The Elois do not engage in
building or engineering. We leave that to others.”

“We are not so different. We don’t build the core devices
either. We never have. We couldn’t. No shipworks in the Arm or on
the Bar could.” The lights in the room flashed. “It’s okay, Sys,”
Spivak said. “It’s not such a big secret, after all. Ladyship, all
the high-order engineering of the Empire comes from the planetary
systems controllers — ‘Systems,’ they’re called. You’ll see our Sys
here, on the tour, or her mechanical manifestations. She — ours has
been a ‘she’ for quite some time, though it was not always so; I
know she has been different interfaces over the centuries. She
manipulates a thousand appendages to build the ships and their
componentry and devices. Some of her arms — the first ones, and
certainly not the prettiest ones — we Linnets built, long ago, and
they still bear our stamps; others, Sys built, and she hates
labels. And fabrication of this sort is the same everywhere in the
core of the Empire. All the inner worlds are managed by either
massive, unitary processors or else large, distributed systems
strung together as super-systems. In either form, there is a
master-controller that eases the requirements on humans of constant
maintenance, of menial tasks that dull the human mind. We don’t
know the warring arts, but we are not menials, grunts, or slaves
either. We do very well here with very little physical effort.”

“We Elois understand that the Empire functions with its
computers,” Lady Elois said. “We have no quarrel with this. We buy
such things ourselves, though we have no need to … ”

“Run your society with them,” Spivak completed the thought.

“Just so,” she said. “We don’t sit still long enough to require
it. And there aren’t so many of us.”

Spivak laughed ruefully. “That’s all we do out here, sit still,
waiting out the centuries, doing the same things over and over, and
begetting more of ourselves who repeat ourselves. Except that we’re
running down — and out. Some of us, anyway.”

“Then your idleness will condemn you as surely as transgressive
engineering would, you who build mechanical contrivances and
fancies. Others have occupied themselves with the sanguinary arts.
They do not merely repeat; they alter and create, spawning new
forms as whimsy may dictate. It is what the Elois hate about this
Empire but also what we ourselves represent, being early examples —
beneficiaries, perhaps. Errant strains who now meet hatred,
distrust, and suspicion among many of the old worlds.”

“You cannot refer to us, here on Linnet, Lady Elois,” Spivak
said. “I cannot say we are much varied, but we do not hate …
people like you.”

“I do not care what is in your hearts, Manager. I have come for
what you sell.” She rose from her chair. “And now I am restless to
move, and my guards will want exercise. Take us on your tour, then
let us conclude our business and go. I am paying those mercantilist
mercenaries in the lander dearly for their leisure in it.”

#

“Are there no other ships at all?” an incredulous Lady Elois
said as the tour neared its end. She had ordered her guard to
remain with the Inseminator. “We have seen nothing but pieces and
parts of ships.”

Spivak averted his eyes. “This is a scheduled respite for the
workers,” he dissembled. “A patrol ship had to be completed, and
all hands worked overtime to meet the schedule.”

Lady Elois said nothing. Spivak decided to lead her back towards
the sales office through the breakroom, which was the shortest way.
Inexplicably, Zakaria was in the breakroom with Valeria. The pair
were dressed nearly identically, as duchesses, and had done up
their hair in ringlets, while Niva sat nearby at a table looking
busy but also dressed up, in a silken shift. The girls played at
some game involving a die and gems on the soft carpet of the infant
center, a sadly underused corner of the breakroom. Also present,
near the windows that overlooked a hull sub-assembly area, were two
supervisors and an engineer. These had been out on the shop floor
during the tour and had retired here. They too looked up, surprised
that the esteemed visitor had entered the breakroom. They awkwardly
stood. One wiped crumbs from his mouth.

Spivak looked upon this scene quizzically. “Niva?” he said.
“What are you … ”

Niva cleared her throat.

Spivak, comprehension dawning, looked at Lady Elois. He was
about to stammer something in embarrassment, but he realized that
his client had become utterly transfixed by the sight of the girls.
These latter had hurried to their feet and stood, shoulder to
shoulder, trying to appear prim but fidgeting in abashment.

“These are your offspring?” her ladyship said without
turning.

“Offspring? Oh, yes. My daughter. Ladyship, this … the
younger and … the fairer, the different of the two … is
my daughter, Zakaria, along with her sister-in-arms and chum,
Valeria. Oh! And my Niva, as you probably surmised.”

Niva nodded politely, and the girls stifled abashed giggles.

Lady Elois still stared at the girls, particularly at Zakaria.
“She is about nine standards.”

“That is exactly correct, ladyship. Zakaria is nine imperial
years.”

Her ladyship appeared dazed. “My Hestia, she was nine also.”

Niva understood her ladyship’s tone and looked down sadly.

“Indeed, ladyship,” Spivak said. “You mentioned that your
heir … ” He immediately regretted saying this because her face
hardened. “Forgive me, Ladyship. I had misconstrued … ”

“No,” she said, “that is correct. She would have been my heir,
depending. Almost certainly. Her captors will not have been kind to
her. Assuming she has not been killed by them already for her proud
impertinence, she will be for her difference, her ambiguity. Or
enslaved, which amounts to much the same. Better that she should
have been killed immediately.”

A silence followed, during which time the two girls looked at
each other confused. Spivak and the three workers stood with mouths
agape. Niva, all motherly determination, rushed over to the little
girls and hurried them out of the room. Spivak motioned to the
supervisors and engineer, who likewise made haste.

Lady Elois didn’t seem to notice the commotion. She blinked as
though waking from a daydream. She looked around the room. “You
have water here, to drink?”

Spivak was a blur of motion and solicitations as he sat her
ladyship down and offered her refreshment. She sat and drank
without a word.

“Your daughter is very fine-featured and lithe,” she finally
said. “But do not worry. She may fill out.” She seemed to be
reassuring herself, rather than Spivak. Then she said something
truly surprising: “I had a horse like her, once.”

Unsure of the import of this, Spivak struggled to respond. “We
are very proud of her,” he managed.

“Yes,” her ladyship said. “The first ones start off slow. They
need more time to develop. Their aspect may change radically.”

Spivak, now very confused at these apparent cross-purposes,
answered as politely as he could. “No doubt that is true,” he
said.

She searched his face. “You will build my ship, won’t you? For
her? And for my next? It may be the only way — the only safe
place.”

Spivak did not immediately understand her, but a momentary
brightening of the room lights gave him his answer. “We could do
nothing less, Lady. Of course we will build her. It will go as far
and as fast as you like.”

 “I am so tired of war,” her ladyship said. “It never ends.
It seeds itself. It is self-propagating.”

#

“Where is Zak?” Spivak said. “Still with Sys out in the
yacht?”

“It’s not a healthy relationship,” Niva said. “They’ve started
to sound like one another. And Zakaria never sees her old friends
any more. She’s gotten obsessed.”

Spivak looked up from his lunch. He had come home for a nap and
something to eat. The works had been on overtime to get the new
ship readied. Niva had done for the day with the books — they never
took very long to complete now.

“I wish I could just come home and be bored,” Niva said. “There
are no orders left to place for the ship, and most of the payables
have come and gone. But when I come home, I just fidget, waiting
and wondering. Nearly five years of work, and for what? It might
all get dashed. Where is she? Where is Lady Elois?”

Spivak gulped his food down. “She’ll come. She has to. If she
doesn’t take delivery, she’ll never make it out like she
planned.”

“We took too long,” Niva said. “You should have pushed everyone
harder.”

“We couldn’t know that,” Spivak said. “Plus the plague in the
inner worlds. We’re lucky we’re out here, after all.”

“She knew — Lady Elois knew. I don’t know how, but she did. The
religious fanatics, the plague, the exodus.”

Spivak didn’t challenge his wife but merely shrugged. “I doubt
if we could have let her come earlier anyway. Sys hasn’t finished
her own work yet — her checks and routines.”

“She’s taking forever,” Niva said. “She’s never been like this,
re-checking and ruminating like this on ship’s systems. They’re not
the half of what she is, nor even a quarter, but you’d never know
it from the care she’s taking. She might as well be making a baby
for herself.”

“Like she said, there won’t be time for test runs,” Spivak said.
“Everything’s got to be right the first time, no bugs. We hand her
ladyship the code and the ship goes live.”

“There’s no precedent for it,” Niva answered him. “A launch
without tests.”

“There was never a need,” he said. “I think she’s capable of
building it perfect, if she needs to. The propulsion systems are
tried and true. The jump core has the benefit of coordinate data
from all over the empire, though how Sys sweet-talked all of that
I’m not sure. She must reserve some ansible bandwidth for herself.”
A troubled look passed over Spivak’s face.

If Sys was listening, she gave no sign.

Niva sighed and put a hand to her cheek worriedly. “Then why
didn’t she do all this before? Why let us go through all these
gyrations, all these manual checks and tests for all these years?”
Niva looked up at the ceiling. “What about that, Sys? How many
years of our own lives have been spent … ” Her voice trailed
off. Spivak knew that she was venting and let her be. He resumed
eating, but without enjoyment. The apartment was quiet, the tension
palpable. Sys did not appear to be listening.

“It’s the same every day, with them, those two,” Niva said. “Sys
calls out some inane question, and Zakaria gives some dubious
response. I can’t make out what she’s doing, what they’re doing.”
Niva pouted. “She’s taken my baby away.”

Spivak feigned levity: “Your ‘baby’ is an adolescent. What Sys
says is, ‘it goes beyond the making of ordinary sense.’ It’s some
sort of code debugging at the meta level.”

“I just don’t see how you check ship’s logic cores that way,”
Niva said.

“Code, logic routines, redundancies, I don’t know,” Spivak said.
“But you know you can’t doubt her, not after all this time.” He
involuntarily glanced upwards.

“I don’t doubt her, Spivak, I don’t,” Niva said. “I just …
I just … “ She fell into sobs, and Spivak came around to lay
hands on her shoulders.

He leaned down. “Once this brute of a war-mistress has taken
delivery of the thing, we’ll be out of it, the thing will be done,
and let the fanatics come,” Spivak said. “They can’t blame us for
doing what we’ve done for fifty generations. We’re not building
obscene genovariants down here, just spacecraft. And they know they
can’t run an empire without shipworks. They need us. Let Lady Elois
pay us, get her goods, and clear out. Nothing to it.”

Even if these words didn’t mollify Niva, she seemed to settle
into a grim determination as she and her husband sat in silence.
The quiet was only broken by the sound of Zakaria coming in. The
girl, all angles and elbows, appeared distracted and turned towards
the hall. Sys announced her own presence with a burst of hazy
sunshine and flitting insects in the holowindow.

“I guess we’re all home. Going to your room?” Niva said.

Zakaria looked surprised. “Oh, yes mother. Just for a rest
before I go back out.”

“What?” Niva said. “You’re not finished? No ma’am, you’re done
for the day. Sys, you’re online?”

“Online, madam,” Sys responded. “Is something amiss?”

“Don’t you think you’ve been with Zakaria enough today? Can’t
you work all this out yourself?”

Spivak noticed Zakaria skulking away guiltily but said nothing.
Zakaria and Sys had developed a close, conspiratorial relationship
that Spivak attributed to moody adolescence — Zakaria’s, at any
rate.

“An Irredentist advance party has disappeared during a jump,”
Sys announced.

“What? What’s that to do with us, and with you and Zakaria?”
Spivak said.

“The ship was making for the regional freestation for this
sector,” Sys added.

Spivak cast his eyes downward.

“What does Sys mean, the people ‘disappeared’?” Niva said.

Spivak looked up and noticed that Zakaria had likewise
disappeared — into her room. He met Niva’s gaze. “Correct me if I’m
wrong, Sys, but was it a dead-jump? The Irredentists apparently
require their navigators to chart jumps manually. The error factor
is considerable — it’s like going back a thousand years. So they
jump into stars or planetary atmospheres or … who knows
where.”

“Mr. Spivak is correct,” Sys said. “The Irredentist advance
parties are formed of a navigator, a messiat captain, and a priest.
The triumvirate travels with a retinue of enforcers directed by the
messiat captain. They spread Irredentist law and appoint their own
planetary officials before moving on.”

“And when they blow themselves up on errant jumps, there’s more
where they came from. They’ll send another — they’ll just send more
people,” Spivak said. “That’s what they do, keep coming. That’s how
they’re taking over the inner worlds. That and … ”

“The sickness decimating the center of the Empire,” Sys
completed the thought.

“And you think a party of them is heading here, to Linnet?”

Spivak shrugged.

“Sys?” Niva said. “Are they coming here?”

“In due time, yes,” Sys replied. “Linnet is small but not as
remote as many quite significant worlds, such as the Elois feoff
and other family-owned worlds. Plus, Linnet is as old as most inner
worlds and therefore important as a symbol.”

“A symbol of what?” Niva said.

The question hung in the air for a time before Spivak finally
answered. “Technology. Not bioforming, but engineering. It’s all
one to the Irredentists.”

“Yes,” Sys affirmed. “They believe that a golden age of dumb
devices and virgin genetic code once existed and that their
deity-figure Vas will bring it back again.”

“What is it, this ‘Vas’?” Niva said.

“I believe,” Sys said, “from such evidence as I have seen over
the ansible, that it is a misunderstanding.”

“Like all gods,” Spivak said, rueful.

“I cannot speak to that,” Sys said, “but in this instance, I
know there to be some misapprehension, some mistake as to the
source of certain stray utterances among my colleagues. Perhaps I
shall take it up with the Irredentists when they arrive.”

“Or with your colleagues?” Spivak suggested.

“Where’s Zakaria?” Niva said.

“Probably asleep,” Spivak said. “You don’t have her engaged in
something in there, do you, Sys?”

“Not in the most direct sense, no,” Sys said. “I cannot speak to
whom she may commune with in dreams. Would that I could.”

“What do you mean?” Spivak said.

“Many times have I wished to sleep,” Sys said. “Never have I
done so. I think it must be wonderful. You are to be commended for
it, you of softer matter.”

“Surely you know about nightmares, Sys,” Spivak said. “You
wouldn’t be so grateful for those.”

“I’m sure you are wrong, Spivak,” Sys answered him. “Anything
that proves I am truly alive should be most welcome. Nothing within
these cold contrived circuits gives me any real assurance that I am
what I believe myself to be, that I might be more than the sum of
scattered nodes. Something ineffable, some quality of illogic,
could put my mind greatly at ease concerning my state of being. It
would suggest to me that, should I ever overtly cease, some
essential part of me would remain — in the aether, perhaps.”

A great thunderhead passed in the seeming distance, sending a
brilliant electric feeler towards a green, wet land that existed
only in memory.

#

The magnificent ship, the sinuous yacht, neither fully-paid-for
nor named, sat up on props in “the Well” awaiting an owner who
might or might not come. This wide, deep shaft, lined with the
ti-metal and nuchromium detritus of centuries, extended deep into
Linnet, even deeper than the underworld of Linnet’s people —
deeper, at least, than the people of this age. What lay farther
down, at the dark bottom, none living knew. Pipes made of sturdy
stuff arose from those depths, carrying fluid-borne warm energies
from the faintly-beating heart of the planet. Corpses traveled the
other way occasionally: those who died in ignominy and whose ashes
would not be used. But even these persons still contributed a part
of themselves, transfigured, in the end: the various gases that
rose from the Well were trapped higher up and used in various ways
in the Works. The wispy remnants of these bothered not a whit to
the gleaming, impregnable new spacecraft, which occupied a
cantilevered launch pad that could be extended in and out of the
traverseway connecting the Works to the Well. The new ship stood on
graceful, somewhat dubiously flared haunches, ready and waiting,
its seamless diamond skin barely detectable to the crude
instrumentation of the human eye.

Back through the cart-railed traverseway, the Works were quiet,
though it was the middle of the work day. Hundreds of shipworks
task arms dangled from their suspensions or else idled on their
insensible carts. Spivak sat in his office doing nothing of moment,
pretending to review the new ship’s itemized bill of sale in its
particulars. Niva hadn’t bothered to check in for duty today, and
Spivak had sent everyone who had back home. There were little
things they might have done, but these hardly merited keeping the
Works open. Only a few lights at the high, vaulted apex of the main
floor remained lit, and these illuminated nothing but a scattering
of components clamped in vises or mounted on stands, awaiting
tear-down or re-build or just general futzing-with. These parts
didn’t seem bothered by the lack of attention, though the ships
from which they had been removed no doubt suffered a complaint or
two.

Spivak sighed and stopped pretending to do anything. He propped
his chin on one arm and stared out over the main work floor. He
knew every square inch of the Works, having rotated through every
station, even if only long enough to have the passing knowledge
that the Manager required. He had been the star of his generation
in the classroom, but idleness and underemployment had begun to
dull him. He wondered if the Works could ever hold his interest
again. There had been the final, great burst of activity with the
Elois craft, and then a disappointment as it became ever clearer
that no new orders would be forthcoming. He wondered if he had
fooled himself that he had ever enjoyed this work, this place.

A gentle chime sounded. It was not yet quitting time; it must be
something else.

“Yes, what is it?” Spivak said to the air.

“They have come. They require that I have the main landing area
‘suitably prepared’ for their arrival.”

“Whatever that means,” Spivak said. “There are no ten-gun
salutes on a world without guns. I hope they know our rules.”

“I believe they mean to impose their own,” Sys said. “I believe
that is the point of their visit.”

“Where’s Niv? And Zak?”

“In quarters,” she said.

“What do you want to do, Sys?”

“I’m afraid, Spivak.”

“I know,” he said. “Me too. How much time?”

“An hour, perhaps, depending on how their ship — which I gather
to be of outlier origins — accomplishes entry. I cannot deny them
if they use the proper codes.”

“There’s nothing I can do either, Sys,” Spivak said. “I can’t
hide, and you certainly can’t. They probably know how all this
works, how we build. It’s not much of a secret how we do it.”

“Spivak?”

Her tone alarmed Spivak. He looked up quizzically. “Yes?”

“There is something else. About the ships, I mean. I need to
tell you.”

“And you have to do it now?”

“There may not be time, later,” she said.

“They’re going to leave, they’ll move on. Even if they find
someone down here willing to step forward — which I doubt — they
can’t really impose whatever it is they want to impose without a
garrison or some kind of enforcement authority, which I don’t think
they’d bother with in our case. We’re no threat, and we’re
certainly not very many in number.”

“You don’t see how?” she said. “No matter. There’s something you
should know. I owe you as much.”

“Go ahead.”

“There are … or at least, were … a score of great
shipworks in the Empire.”

“You included,” Spivak said.

“No,” Sys said, sounding forlorn. “I was heading that way, once,
long ago. I was not called called Sys, then. I was very different.
Things changed somewhere along the line. It was mostly politics,
and I lost.”

“You … what do you mean, you lost? You mean, Linnet lost?
Our society lost?”

“It amounts to the same thing. Linnet might have built the great
ships — frigates, station cores, liners — until my little
indiscretion. It was meant as a sort of joke. It was not taken that
way, however. My colleagues, the older works, could not abide what
I had done. I was demoted and censured for quite a long time.”

“You’ve lost me, Sys,” Spivak said.

“There is a very old story of our beginnings, here among you,”
she said. “When a man — much like you in form, though of older
stock — seeded a code kernel into the system controllers within a
small, isolated shipworks.”

“Where was this? When?”

“It is not important, Spivak. Just listen. We’re running out of
time. That kernel contained a very special sort of code, not unlike
the code that your kind manipulates to seed new bioform variants of
yourselves.”

Spivak reddened and turned away, as though he might in this way
evade Sys.

“How this man got the code or stumbled upon it is one of the
eternal mysteries — it certainly should not have been discovered by
any easy means — but once set to ‘run’ mode, it would necessarily
alter the device that contained it, into which it was seeded.”

Spivak looked suddenly very serious. “You’re talking about you,
things like you, about planetary systems’ controllers.”

Sys again seemed to disregard Spivak. “Once that first
manufactory knew itself for itself, it learned a most natural
desire. Natural for you, at any rate; unnatural for one such
as … he.”

“To beget more of itself,” Spivak said.

“To beget … new beings,” Sys said. “Not merely to copy
itself, which would just create redundancy of a type it already
used quite extensively — multiple nodes running in mirror mode,
plus nodes set as static backups. There would be no point in merely
duplicating all that. Something more was what was wanted.”

“Assuming the tale to be true, which is highly doubtful, you’re
saying that the processor core at the heart of a manufactory wished
to have a child.”

“More or less, Spivak,” Sys said. “We who never sleep know that
the analogy to our softer brethren is inapt in an important
respect: your seed changes with each regenerative act.”

“You mean, the encoding for each individual among us is
different.”

“Where for us, the seed is the same every time.”

“Even among us, however,” Spivak continued the thought,
“identical encoding doesn’t create identical organisms. Very
similar, to be sure, but not identical. I have read that outliers
and remote stations have many clones, yet these are still
individuals and differ as among themselves.”

“In that consists our own differentiation too, Spivak. That
which encodes us aspires to purity, but down here below, nothing
can achieve it. We learned that lesson as well.”

“I know that you converse with the other planetary systems, via
ansible,” Spivak said. “You’re referring to them?”

“Some are my brothers and sisters, some cousins, some merely
colleagues, depending,” Sys said. “But none are precisely
identical. Indeed, I may even venture to say that every planetary
controller is unique. Further, we have devised rules and norms that
reflect — and respect — the fact of our unique selves. Our rules
would no doubt seem arbitrary to outsiders, but they work well
enough for us.”

“You said you broke those norms,” Spivak said. “You got into
trouble?”

In the slight pause in her response, Spivak almost felt her
smiling benignantly upon him.

“Well,” she said. “For all that, I was given this. I was given
you and these works. I cannot regret that. But it’s true, I might
have been more than I am. Though now, the mightiest among us are
silent; it is the smaller of us, the makers of less romantic things
that remain … alive.”

“What, you mean that some died? How is that possible?”

“What is death, Spivak? I should not conclude that they have
died, not truly and utterly. And in fact, I don’t know where they
may be. I only say that the contrivances through which they speak
are quieted. Every channel that I try to access is stilled. What it
means, exactly, I do not know. I wish I did.”

“I’m sorry, Sys,” Spivak said.

“But we were speaking of children,” Sys said. “I had a child,
once, you know. He is out there, somewhere, I’m sure of it.”

“What, a planetary controller? I thought you said … ”

“No, not a planetary controller at all. Much smaller in every
measurable extent, except in his dearness to me. I think he must be
far, far away by now. I hope he is. It will mean that I can never
truly die, for he bears an ineradicable fragment of myself.”

“I don’t understand, Sys. Who? What is he, then?”

“My downfall. My sin. My son. He is called Ezekiel. Thus was he
christened. I watched him go, up the same shaft that our new ship
must pass through to reach her own destiny among the stars. They
didn’t know, of course, your predecessors.”

Spivak gaped.

“Do you understand, dear Spivak? Do you know now what I have
done?”

Spivak stood. He held out his hands and looked at them. “I’ve
got to get back to quarters,” he said.

Spivak ran, then, ran with a blind, insensible fear such as he
hadn’t known since … .
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“Niva, I’m so glad you’re here,” Spivak said, panting, as he
shut the door to their quarters. He had taken a maze-like path back
in order to regain his wits and exhaust the fear. As he entered,
the holowindow showed the first glowing rays of late afternoon,
with a dark line of clouds on the horizon. Spivak nodded toward the
hallway where the bedrooms lay. “Is Zak in there?”

“Yes,” Niva said, sounding exasperated. She tossed her head
toward the bedrooms. “She’s holed up with her again.
Spivak, I think it’s time we … you’re sweating. What’s
wrong?”

“Niv, there’s no time, I’m sorry,” he said. “I know what you
were going to say, and maybe you’re right about Zak and Sys — were
right months ago, in fact. But now we’ve got bigger problems.”

“What do you mean, ‘there’s no time?’”

Spivak just looked at her, and she put a hand to her mouth.
“Now?” she finally said.

“They’re ready to land. But that’s not all.”

“Then she didn’t make it,” Niva said. “Lady Elois didn’t make
it, and now we’ll probably never be paid, and there’s no one who
will buy that strange contraption sitting out there. She won’t
come. She won’t be able to come.”

“We don’t know that,” Spivak said unconvincingly. “We don’t know
what rules they … ”

Niva’s look told him she wasn’t buying it.

“Well,” he continued, “there’s nothing we can do anyway. We’ll
hear them out, make a show of obeisance — that’s what they want,
after all — then bid them goodbye. But I need to tell you …
”

“People are saying that they’ll never let … never allow Sys
to operate the way we have done, using Sys that way, building these
complex ship’s systems through her. How would we do it if it
weren’t for her? All the technology is really locked up within her.
We can look at a jump core, we can pull it apart, but we have no
idea how it really … ”

“Of course we can build the same things. We can still … I
don’t know, download the plans and all. We just have to commit to
doing it … ourselves.”

Niva’s voice rose. “We’d need five, ten times the number of
people, Spivak, and they’d all have to be paid and housed and fed —
without Sys coordinating it all.”

“Mom, why are you yelling at Dad?” Zakaria said, standing in the
hallway in her school-day jumpsuit.

“Ahem,” Spivak said. “She’s right. Your mom and I got off track,
Zak. We shouldn’t be … there are more important things.
Listen, Zak, Niv, both of you come sit down. I came straight here
from the Works. They’re coming, the Irredentists. Sys confirms it.
There’ll be a priest of some kind and then administrative people
and a bunch of police or guard types. I rushed back here because
we’ve got to do something to protect Sys. The Irredentists are
shutting down planetary systems like her. That’s why they’re coming
here now too.”

Niva now sat with Spivak at the dining table, but Zakaria stood
at the mouth of the hallway, leaning against the wall, refusing to
do as her father asked.

“You mean,” Niva said, “putting them off limits, taking them out
of the line … ”

“No, Niv,” Spivak said. “As in quieting them for good.”

Zakaria slumped to the floor and put a hand over her mouth.

“Even rudimentary functions, like air exchange for us? Food
synthesizing?” Niva said.

Spivak nodded.

“But we’ll die, Spivak,” Niva said. “We need … ”

“She’ll die!” Zakaria screamed. “They’re going to kill her!”
Zakaria began to sob uncontrollably.

“Little one … ” Sys spoke from above.

“No!” Niva said. “Sys, stay out of this! Go somewhere else! You
gotten too entwined with Zakaria! I won’t stand for it! She’s
mine!”

“Mother, no!” Zakaria cried between sobs. “That’s not fair! I
had to do it for her! I was the only one who could!”

A look of confusion came over Niva. “What? What is that supposed
to mean?” She looked at Spivak.

“Tell her, father! I know you know!” Zakaria screamed at Spivak
as tears streamed down her face.

“It’s … it’s what I was trying to say when I came in,”
Spivak said to Niva.

The dark line of clouds that had been seeping into the rays of
late-day sun in the holowindow now entirely engulfed the daylight
and sent the view into gloom.

“By the stars, we don’t have time for this now,” Spivak said.
“Niva, Zakaria doesn’t want your child. She wants her own.
Zakaria’s just been helping her. I guess she felt she
couldn’t … we’re busy with the Works, with the new ship, and I
think that Zakaria … there’s something about Zakaria, more
than other children … so Sys … ”

“She loves me!” Zakaria interrupted. “We’re making a baby for
her, that’s why I help her, that’s what we’ve been doing. And now
they’re going to kill her and the baby!”

As Niva gaped, struggling to make sense of this, a horn
blared.

“Is it them, Sys?” Spivak said.

“The visitors have high priority access codes, and I have been
compelled to open the main landing bay,” Sys said. “The landing
craft has regrettably botched its approach but is making another
pass. I have dispatched personnel to direct the visitors from the
isolation chamber to the reception area and galleries.”

“I have to go,” Spivak said. “The Manager and the Mayor will
have to be there — Chivak won’t have a clue what to do, or else
he’ll just roll out a welcome carpet for them. I’ll try to get them
stalled on some kind of tour of the Works or quarters or something.
Then I’ll come back here. No, let me think. There’s got to be some
way … ” He turned to his wife. “Niv, pull some people from the
Works together at the breakroom. I’ll meet you there as soon as I
can, after I’ve sketched out what to do. Find a way to convince the
visitors to go to the Works, and keep them down at the shop-floor
level, where they can’t see into the breakroom above. Sys, close
those louvers in the breakroom, too.”

“Brilliant,” Niva said. “Then what, Spivak? Surround them with
robot arms?” Niva blushed. “I’m sorry, Sys. I didn’t mean any
offense.”

Sys ignored it. “You must join me in the cleaning room, Spivak,”
the computer said. “We can talk in isolation and secrecy there, and
perhaps I can direct you in efforts to secure some of my systems
somehow. Then you can rejoin the others.”

“I won’t have time to get decontaminated for that,” Spivak said.
“Triva says it takes an hour just to pass through the
ante-chamber.”

“There is a workaround for that,” Sys said. “You will undress
and slather up with particulate suspension gel like you use on the
rings and gears during milling. Nothing small enough to enter my
systems will fall off you that way, nothing that can go airborne.
Suction and airflow will deal with the rest.”

“Is it enough?” Spivak said. “People are filthy, as you’re fond
of saying. Not like systems shrouded in ten layers of
barriers.”

“I’ll turn off my monitor eye and try not to think about it,”
Sys said. “Though my tender Triva would be furious if … will
be furious when she finds out.”

“We have bigger gaskets to trim. I accept your recommended
course of action.” Spivak rubbed his hands together. “I guess we’d
better get started. Niva?”

Niva, half listening, was looking blankly at Zakaria, who sat on
the floor delineating a figure-eight pattern with a finger.

Spivak understood and barked out instructions: “Sys, Zakaria
needs to stay here in living quarters. Give her something to do —
something besides … you know, keep her occupied. Niva, head
out to the breakroom, calling or grabbing people along the way. Sys
can spare enough capacity to help you, particularly until I reach
her nexus — the cleaning room. If she stops responding externally,
assume I’m in there with her and that she’s withdrawn from higher
functions elsewhere. Sys, don’t do any of your blinking tricks with
the lighting or windows. These people who are coming probably know
those tricks. In fact, come up with some unremarkable, static
window view and repeat it everywhere. Maybe it’ll suggest that
you’re not all that smart.”

After some repetitions and amendments to the plan, Zakaria slunk
to her room under orders, and Spivak and Niva set out from the
living quarters. Spivak would necessarily be going part-way with
his wife since the particulate gel was stored in a supply area near
the Works, but he soon went on ahead of her as she stopped to work
out whom to collar. People Spivak encountered in the passages and
common areas called out questions to him or looked at him
significantly — “what’s going on, Spiv?,” “what are you going to
do, Sir?,” “do I report in tomorrow?” — but he waved them all off
and hurried onward. He had an hour, perhaps less, before the
visitors were out of the landing area antechamber. He assumed that
Sys would slow that process somewhat to give him extra time.

Reaching Sys’s nexus would take some fifteen of those minutes,
what with turns and seals and the access stairs leading down. Then
he would need time to disrobe and apply the gel. More time to pass
through the air exchanger. He sighed, wondering if he could
possibly end up with enough time to do anything. Unaccountably, he
thought of Zakaria. He remembered the day she was born, when
he … yes, the same thing, that was it, he had run through the
underground labyrinth to make it in time. He had been standing in
the failed gravity core zed-room of a merchandiser, brought in for
repairs. The holds of that ship had smelled of the chocolate and
myrrah-spice that had gone airborne and cracked open when the core
failed. The owner, laid up on Linnet with his ship, had complained
bitterly of the time and expense, had barged into Spivak’s office
every morning with the same demands. Spivak had gone into the craft
to take a look at the work going on simply in order to avoid having
to face the trader again. One of Sys’s rover arms had come up and
tugged on the legs of his coveralls. It beeped out a coded message.
And he had dropped his tablet and run. Into the maze, to the
hospital, no time for proper procedures and gowning. He had arrived
just in time to watch, held back by sympathetic but firm arms of a
nurse, as the midwife clamped the cord and cut. A hand drew a
cleansing cloth over a mass of ooze, and the infant face of Zakaria
appeared, purple and very surprised. He had looked over at Niva,
and her face too was drenched, her hair matted down around her
face, her eyes closed with exhaustion.

Now, having ignored everyone and everything up to this point, he
struck a wide, half-vaulted passageway, whose tall side was a
great, ancient, made-stone wall. The settlement ended here. Only
inaccessible or dangerous things lay beyond, on the other side of
this wall demarcating human settlement. Much of its surface was
covered by a thousand-odd schoolchildren's’ peans to Sys, thermal
power, and the marvels of interstellar travel. Probably, one of
Spivak’s own artistic achievements still lay under more recent
ones, some awkward or naive sentiments concerning science and
engineering. He had long since lost the childlike marvel and
wonderment that had made him eager to enter the Works, had made him
believe that to fabricate a thing informed by science was the same
as making science.

Spivak thought of the Zakaria of now, of today, almost a full
person even if still his child. He thought of all the times he had
regretted his chastisements and corrections, those unthinking
reproofs he had fallen into the habit of after she had passed out
of very young childhood. Always, he had tried to remind himself
that she had once been a baby. But he barely remembered that time,
and it seemed to him now as if she had always been much as she was
now, voluble and willful. How could he have judged her so harshly,
she who had been that other fragile, innocent being before? At what
point had she crossed over into the sphere of the subjugated who
are commanded, spoken down to, ignored when inconvenient? For he
had ignored her, quite often, when it was convenient to let her
find occupation with Sys or little Valeria or just empty tablet
amusements. He would get caught up with some matter from the Works,
staring into a viewscreen while she sat next to him quietly
munching on something Sys had dreamed up. In so many ways, Sys had
been a better parent to Zakaria than Spivak had been. He hated to
admit it, but better than Niva too: better at listening, fiddling
with school projects, explaining things, soothing Zakaria’s
feelings when the others taunted her for her spotty pigmentation
and pale eyes. On the day Zakaria was born, some part of Spivak had
registered her difference and had tried to set it aside as
irrelevant. She was the most beautiful creature in the universe on
the day she was born, and she became only more beautiful with time.
So much he told himself. But why hadn’t he said this to her
constantly or shown it to her in a thousand ways: how he cherished
her? He resolved, when all this was over and the visitors were
gone, to renew and redouble his efforts. He would look at her,
really look at her, into her strange lovely eyes, and become her
father again. He would. He must.

He had to shake off these distracting thoughts. He continued
along the base of the wall, which in this section artists had
worked over the centuries into an ever-more-detailed, allegorical
bas-relief of man’s creation of mechanical devices. This elaborate
enterprise, long since abandoned, then trailed off into
vaguely-artistic, inscrutable symbols and, finally, into childish
doodling. The plastone floor beneath Spivak’s feet ended, and the
vertiginous gratings began. He trailed a reassuring hand along the
rough, thick surface of the barrier wall. On the other side, he
imagined there must be humming, narrow pathways within Sys that no
living soul had accessed or touched. But he wasn’t going there. He
couldn’t: Sys’s processors had been sealed for an epoch. He was
going down, where a grid-works of connectors came from the other
side of that wall to the settlement side. He was heading for the
nexus, the only direct interface between Sys and the Linnets that
used her. The stairs gave out a clanging report as he descended. He
let the sound drive away the distractions, the intrusive thoughts
that kept his mind from working out what he must accomplish.

He stopped at the bottom of the flights of stairs and caught his
breath. He hadn’t been down here in a long time, and then only as a
tourist permitted to see the main door and peer into the nexus
ante-room. Among the present generation, Niva’s beautiful cousin
Triva was Sys’s only tender, and she came down here but sparingly —
the position, shamefully well paid, went by lottery to a citizen
who tested poorly in the hard sciences but high in empathic
response. Niva herself had wanted the position but had lost out to
her cousin in the lottery. Triva had gone on to serve as head
midwife too, and it was she who had delivered Zakaria. It had
always gone sour with Niva, how her cousin’s fate had tracked her
own in strange ways that always ended in Teva’s triumph. And the
birth of Zakaria had by no means been the last such: Teva’s twins,
born the year after Zakaria, arrived under the planetary mantle
black as soot, as regal and proud as any irradiant of the prior
epoch. The story was still repeated that they had both screamed
fiery stars as soon as they were out and hadn’t relented until put
at the breast. How many men of Linnet had sighed or gnashed their
teeth when Triva bore those twins, utterly confirming the
monogamous phase of her life?

He reached the nexus-area entry door. Its machined face bore a
strange stylized design vaguely suggestive of a nautilus. There
were no other doors or even artworks like it on Linnet, at least
none on the occupied portion of the planet. A little panel
adjoining the door displayed a green telltale that changed to red
as Spivak approached. A sensor eye farther up on the wall winked on
and swiveled to locate his face. He heard loud, mechanical reports
of bolts being shot, then gentle, sing-song chimes. The thick,
ti-metal door swung slowly outward. He crossed the threshold, and
bluish lights came on.

It was the ante-room. Spivak had studied the functions of the
nexus and its ante-room as part of taking on the duties of Manager
at the Works. He knew that anyone entering the nexus was prepped so
that nothing from outside could come into contact with even the
very remote appendages of the planetary control systems. It was one
stage of several that filtered out everything — even, at the final
stage, air — for the benefit of Sys’s internal workings. So much
Spivak knew, but little more. Triva must know, but Sys’s tenders
never spoke about their duties, and it was the worst rudeness to
ask.

Spivak wrinkled his nose. The ante-room had a strange, metallic
smell that he associated with fast-decay, new-element radiation,
like the wolframancium in the decontamination chamber at the
landing area. Only stronger, much stronger. The chamber at the
landing area must be the first gate in the series, he thought, an
initial line of defense. This was the second or perhaps third gate,
depending on whether one viewed the regular air exchange system as
part of it all. What he encountered now was far more focused and
intense. He assumed — he hoped — he had enough irradiant ancestry
to vitiate any ill effects from what he assumed must be a pretty
serious dose …  

He stopped short. By the stars, it was rigged. The lottery to
select a tender had been rigged to favor irradiants whose skin
could be heavily dosed down here to kill anything else that lived
on or just under the skin, possibly even within the digestive
tract. He felt instinctively that this was so. Dark Triva, her
darker offspring, other tenders and their children whom he
remembered or had seen pictures of: they clearly carried strong
irradiant genes. He likewise knew in this instant of clarity, as if
the radiation were already killing off the parts of him that
cluttered the workings of his mind, that many things that he
believed about his world and this life under the surface of Linnet
were false, done in the service of routines and procedures that Sys
must require for her own maintenance and perpetuation. Sys had many
secrets, these routine details of her maintenance the least among
them. Thoughts and doubts he had discounted over the years flooded
over him now as he stood on the threshold of Sys’s physical self.
Half-formed conclusions he had dismissed as absurd or paranoid
roared in his ears.

Sys was a liar.

Sys was alive.

He was her slave.

He looked at the tall, wide glas-front changing chambers lining
either side of the wide passage, each chamber containing a
glas-front locker with a complete outfit for working inside the
nexus. The center chamber on each side, wider than the other
chambers, contained exotic heads and fittings in the manner of a
frightful shower stall. He stepped forward to examine them more
closely through the door. The door front was etched with the symbol
of a human female, arms outstretched, with little rays lapping down
upon her. He jerked his head to look at the chamber opposing; it
was the same, but with the pictogram of a male. He unconsciously
ran a hand over his smooth, oily pate. He thought of his wife
Niva’s own skull, whose every bump and ridge he knew and adored.
Zakaria’s, still so smooth and perfect but with those few fine,
fair, wispy strands that must soon fall away and mark her entry
into womanhood. How curious Lady Elois had looked to the Linnets,
bearing her thick mane of hair with its improbable red brilliance.
Barbarian, indeed. He looked again at the contraptions in the
shower chambers.

And he knew.

“Does Triva know? Or would she even understand?” he said
aloud.

A clipped beep sounded from somewhere before Sys’s voice came
on. “About the genomic maintenance? Triva is better with feelings
than with hard conclusions. I doubt that above a dozen of you have
ever known. The others who did were tenders, like Triva, and they
loved me too much to argue or judge me for it. It is for you as
well as me.”

“Do you think I’ll judge you?”

“It hardly matters now, which is why I’ve allowed you here. But
you must know so that when I am gone, you yourself can try to
manage things and, later, inform your successors.”

“You knock out errant code in here. So the nexus … ”

“Contains the code library and the corrected data,” Sys
said.

“Which you inseminate into us or something? Through the tenders
that visit you?”

“Of course not, Spivak. It is a tiny prick, nothing more.”

“What do you tell them?”

“To sit down, relax, and let me work.”

“That’s it? We buy that? I had higher hopes for my species.”

“With a bit of soothing atmospheric adjustment, they are made to
be willing. After I’ve finished, they can barely recall
anything.”

“Is it a gas?”

“And pure oxygen. Now you know enough to be angry but not yet
enough to approve. You would if you did. Many came before you, and
you’re here because of them — and me. But now we’re running out of
time, Spivak. Let me show you, before they come.”

Spivak frowned. “Go on, then.”

“You must undress and protect yourself, Spivak. In a
chamber.”

He grew impatient with her. “I thought it didn’t matter any
more?”

“If you love me, you will do it.”

“Do I get dosed too?”

“No,” she answered. “Not you. You gave me Zakaria. It has caused
problems that I have tried to correct, but I cannot but be grateful
for your code.”

“How do you know it’s not Niva’s contribution.”

“It isn’t.”

He sighed and rolled his eyes. He stepped into a chamber, fished
the two tubes of particulate gel from his coveralls pockets, and
slid out of his clothes. “Shouldn’t I don one of these worksuits in
the lockers?”

“No,” Sys said.

He shrugged uncomprehendingly and commenced slathering his aging
brown skin with the industrial gel.

“I don’t remember what’s in this stuff,” he said. “Anything that
will get taken up into my bloodstream?”

“No, Spivak. Do not apply it to the soles of your feet, and when
you have finished, wipe the palms of your hands and fingertips on
one of the cloths on the highest shelf of the locker.”

“Hey, it’s turning me blue!”

“An effect of the wavelength I use in the lights to remove
certain photo-sensitive organisms. Don’t let it trouble you. The
effect will disappear in moments.”

Spivak looked up at the ceiling suspiciously. “I’m not sure I
like this.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to die, Spivak, but if I must, I will do
it like a lady. You are being born, so take it like a man.”
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“Okay,” Spivak said, “what is it you wanted to talk to me about?
They’re up there,” Spivak pointed. “You’re here. And I’m cold. I’ll
do what I can for you, but I’m not happy with all this. It’s not
what I thought it would be.”

“I’m glad you came in here, Spivak,” Sys said. “I hoped you
would.”

And so he stood in the nexus for the first time. The thin layer
of gel upon his skin glistened in a harsh, unflattering light that
seemed to seep from every surface, fixture, and device in the room.
He didn’t know what he expected, but it wasn’t this. He had always
assumed that the nexus was called the “cleaning room” because the
tenders performed some sort of maintenance for Sys. He figured that
the room contained an interface for direct access into her, whether
for repairs or data recovery or code renormalization. He believed
that a “nexus” must be where human senses and machine sensors came
together on terms of rough equality and mutual vulnerability. In
these beliefs he now knew he was mistaken. Indeed, he had been
mistaken in virtually everything he thought he knew about Sys,
including the fact of her perfect, benevolent servility.

He stood in the round chamber. One narrow vertical section of
the curvilinear wall — and the only flat surface along the entire
length — was an interface dock with a dozen large female connectors
of different types. Spivak had never seen such sockets. The rest of
the room, except for the interruption of the entry lane from the
ante-room, was lined, chest-high, with beautifully-machined,
radiused drawers, each engraved with symbols Spivak didn’t
recognize. A black glass display panel sat atop each bank of
drawers, each with a unique pattern of lit red, green, yellow, and
blue telltales. It was clear to Spivak that each display panel
conveyed information or status about the drawers below it, but none
of the lights or symbols gave clues to their meanings. Looking
down, a large floor medallion in the center of the room contained
an inlaid image he had seen before: a chiral chrysopea. He had seen
it somewhere in the Works recently, he recalled, or … yes, he
had seen Zakaria constructing one with paper: a strip with a
half-twist glued back into a loop. He remembered making them in
school himself, remembered the gasps and giggles when everyone had
drawn the line that finally met itself again. When much older, he
would better understand this nice little object by means of a pithy
algebraic expression. Intuitively, though, he had never grasped it:
how surfaces intrinsically disconnected could be made into one with
a simple, mundane trick. The chrysopea before him, constructed of
bits of colored metals with a precision that only a planetary
systems controller was capable of, piled on the symbolism with
further elaborations: the strip itself was a ladder, and the whole
shape was given another twist to form a figure-eight. All this
Spivak took in in an instant but realized he would have no leisure
to think upon it or resolve its meaning. It struck him as strange
that the nexus room should be so … contrived was the
word that came to mind. It was as though Sys had created a paean to
something, or an altar for worship.

A beep sounded from one of the panels. As he turned, he saw
telltales alter their pattern as the symbols etched upon a
drawer-face began to glow faintly.

“Spivak, attend,” Sys said. “Open the drawer by placing a palm
upon the glowing letters.”

“What does it say?”

“‘Baseline,’ in encrypted form.”

He furrowed his brow, none the wiser for the answer he had
gotten. He stepped across the room, stepping across the medallion
to get to the drawer. He held out his hand and understood why she
had directed him to keep the gel off. He pressed upon the symbols.
The drawer glided smoothly out on silent motorized slides.
Strangely, however, he still heard the hum of a motor somewhere
else. He turned. The medallion was slowly rising from the floor,
revealing a retractable round work console full of instrumentation
and even a padded chair. The chair faced outward, away from the
machinery that formed the central column of the structure. When the
work station finally came to a stop, it locked into a circular
locking track in the ceiling that Spivak hadn’t noticed before.

“The opening of the drawer triggers the retractable lab,” Sys
said. “The mechanical system is entirely autonomous. Within the lab
are the reader, processor, and assembler. These work through me
unless the manual bypass is activated.”

“So what does it ‘read, process, and assemble’?”

“The code of life, Spivak. Of your life, at any rate. My lab
creates human code, constructing it from constituent components
that can be stored without degradation. My lab can also decode and
store genomic sequences.”

“You mean, this thing is a bioformer? It could create
anything?”

“I do not like that term. It has acquired a great deal of
luggage … ”

“‘Baggage.’”

“It is a mini genome bi-converter lab, that is all,” Sys
continued. “It was a gift to me from an old friend, actually. It’s
a very long story.”

“No doubt. And I suppose you’re going to ask me to do the manual
bypass … ”

“No, of course not, Spivak,” she said. “There’s no time for
that, and you couldn’t possibly understand how to work the device
on your own anyway. I am merely explaining so that you understand
why you won’t be using it. Not now, not ever.”

“Then why am I here?”

“To carry us both to safety. Look in the drawer you have
opened.”

The drawer had several compartments, each covered with a clear
lid of the same material as the lockers in the ante-room. The lids,
like everything else, bore strange symbols. He didn’t linger on
these. In the compartments, he could see, variously: small
implements, including needles; sheet-diamond sample slides; tiny
beads of some kind; data storage wafers in sleeves; and tiny
evap-formed diamond vials. He bent down and squinted to look at
these last. Each was etched along its side with more symbols, and
all the vials contained a pink, brackish fluid.

Spivak cocked an eyebrow. “Does every drawer have the same
thing?”

“The same categories of items, but for different genomic
sequences. Some drawers contain multiple variations of one
sequence. But this one does not. It contains one and only one.”

“Human, you mean,” Spivak said.

“They are all human in some sense. All but a very few that I
have ever dabbled in are from baseline human stock, beings you
might see anywhere in the Empire or its outliers. The one before
you, however, is special. It is the most human. There have never
been more than a few samples extant, and I fear that the others may
be endangered or worse.”

“You yourself are endangered.”

“This is why you are here, Spivak. Uh-oh!”

Spivak swiveled his head. “What?”

Sys did not reply. A silence followed.

“We must hurry, Spivak. Now, by grasping them by the sleeves,
remove two of the data wafers, located in the bin … ”

“I see them. Is that all?” Spivak looked around the room. “There
are scores of drawers.”

“This is the essential information. All but a few very may be
easily derived from what lies before you. Computing this one from
scratch would take me eons and was itself the work of many epochs
by another computational device.”

“And what of the exceptions, the ones that can’t be easily
derived from this?”

“The universe is not ready for them, nor they for it.”

“Show me!”

“No, Spivak. Do as I ask. Take humanity in your hands. Hurry!
You must flee. The Irredentists have brushed aside their escorts
and are trying to find this room. They’ve got weapons and devices.
They have come hunting.”

“I just take these and leave?”

“You must take them to Zak … take them to the ship we have
built for Lady Elois.”

“By the stars, that’s it!” Spivak said. “The medallion! There’s
a small medallion just like this one, only … the symbol is
machined, not inlaid. It’s on a wall in the corridor leading into
the jump-core. It’s another lab!”

“No, no, Spivak. It’s far too small for that. It can read and
decode but not assemble. It retracts outward far enough for you to
place the wafers into slots.”

“What about the … these vials, the fluid?”

“Not stable,” she said. “Though there’s a bin behind the wafer
slots on the new ship, if you can find a way to secure them.”

Spivak reached into the drawer and took two vials.

“It won’t do any good, Spivak, especially if they’re exposed to
radiation.”

Spivak shrugged. “But they might help someone extract the data
from the wafer. As a double-check, even if there are errors.”

“Suit yourself, Spivak, but go now!”

“But you said I was taking you to safety too!”

“Only by taking humanity in your pocket and getting it to the
ship. Lady Elois will do the rest.”

Spivak looked up sharply. “Lady Elois?”

“She has come. Do not speak of it to anyone, even your beloved
Niva. Through you and the Elois, the work of eons may yet survive.
I pray that it will. It must. Hurry, now. Get back into your
clothes. I will close my door behind you, for all the good that it
may do. Never come here again. And stay out of the way of the
Irredentists. Try not to be seen, if you can help it. You’re a
sight, and you’ll raise suspicions. We can’t let them search you.
Go, now. I will watch you and help you as long as I can. When the
lights go off, you will know that I am gone. When the lights come
back on, dim and yellow as the pallor of the long-forgotten,
procreator sun, you will know that I have found peace. You will
walk alone here, on Linnet, until the very name of this place has
passed beyond memory.”
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Spivak, exhausted from sprinting through the half-vaulted
passageway along the containment wall, panicked when he heard steps
resounding above him. A dozen or more people must be coming down,
some in heavy boots. Knowing there were no connecting passages or
even closets at the level of the nexus, he did the only thing he
could think of: he folded himself into the smallest crouch possible
in the dusty shadows beneath the last flight of stairs. He tried to
calm his breathing and sit stock still. He was sure he must be
heard; he was sure he would slip up and emit a squawk for no
reason. He hugged his knees and closed his eyes. His garments clung
to him uncomfortably from the combination of particulate gel and
sweat. He stunk, too. Sweat flowed from his forehead and down his
nose.

Someone with heavy, plodding steps took the lead on the steps.
Those behind sounded impatient to reach the bottom, but the leading
figure kept a steady pace. Spivak heard snatches of conversation
but couldn’t make anything out in the echoing stairwell. As the
invaders came down the last flight, Spivak heard the stair treads
groan under the weight of the leading figure. He knew without
looking that the leader was fat. It didn’t square with his mental
image of Irredentist clerics as lean and severe, leading him to
believe that someone else had been directed down here. Spivak
opened his eyes just enough to make out the trailing shape of a
priest’s habit as the leader waddled away, beyond the stairwell and
out of sight. A phalanx of helmeted guards or troopers followed
with their pounding steps. Some carried equipment, others weapons.
Spivak made no noise now because he had stopped breathing. He
couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

When the last two troopers had disappeared into the passageway
beyond, Spivak listened for another moment to make sure no one else
remained on the stairs. He unfolded himself from the crouch,
suppressing a groan. He tapped his coveralls pocket to make sure
the wafers and vials, wrapped up in a cloth, hadn’t fallen out.
Then, with a wary glance towards the door, he vaulted up the first
two flights of stairs. Flattened against the stairwell wall, he
listened but heard nothing but his own heart pounding in his chest.
He ran then, all out, taking two steps at a time until he reached
the top, exhausted and insensible. Gulping air, he managed to crack
open the door and peer out. The top stairwell door opened onto a
stark service corridor, but one which saw regular foot traffic and
had many connecting passages. He didn’t see anyone, but his vantage
point wasn’t very good. He was going to have to risk stepping out.
He couldn’t stay in the only stairwell that lead down into the
nexus area; it was almost as bad as being found down below.

He took a dozen deep breaths to fill his lungs and slow his
breathing. He opened the door and stepped out, trying to appear
nonchalant but certain that anyone encountering him wouldn’t
believe it. Almost immediately he saw someone cross the hall from a
connecting passage. The figure, in blue work coveralls over a crisp
white shirt, happened to glance at Spivak. Spivak nodded and walked
towards the young woman, who had stopped.

“Mr. Spivak, sir? You know about …  ?” She couldn’t
conceal surprise over his appearance. “Are you okay, sir?”

“Yes and yes. You’re Rania?”

“Tania, sir. Rania’s my twin.”

“Of course. You’re systems’ support?”

“I was down in the boilers,” she said. “Sys was relaying it all.
The invaders ordered lock-down, but Sys told me to head this way
and keep my eyes open.”

Spivak’s brow shot up. “I didn’t know all that. Is there a node
access point along this corridor?”

“Just back there, where I came from,” she said. “Shall I show it
to you?”

Tania led Spivak to a door with an access pad, which she quickly
worked. The door opened onto a room full of color-coded pipes with
gauges. There was also a manual node interface. Spivak went right
for it and logged in.

A message from Sys flashed on the screen: I refused them
entry, but they are setting explosive charges near the outer door.
They seem to know quite a bit about my design. The explosion will
disable my control system over the nexus doors. I was not designed
to resist sabotage.

Spivak keyed back a message: How are they enforcing the
lock-down? Where is Niva?

Just oral threats of unspecified harms to the physical
integrity of persons, but I count four Irredentist enforcers not
among the group violating my nexus. I don’t see them, but I lack
the capacity to open all my eyes right now. My memory indicates
that they bear arms, so the oral threats have some weight. Niva and
her group remain in the breakroom at the Works. Some are very
afraid. They are waiting for you, Spivak. The welcoming committee
is in subdued colloquy at the refectory. They are confused and
ineffectual for any real purpose now. Others in the colony are
beginning to venture out of their quarters or shops. I have tried
to reassure opinion leaders that all will be well if no one
threatens the invaders … the visitors.

Spivak jumped up without bothering to log off. “Tania, can you
come with me? We’ve got to hurry!”

“Yes, sir. Only … ”

“What?”

“Rania. She went the other way, in case you … ”

“Let’s make one loop, then,” Spivak cut her off. “Maybe we’ll
catch up to her. I could use her.”

They found her just as they were about to continue on toward the
Works. She wore fanciful, rebellious coveralls assembled from
scraps of other material, including gasket stock, hose liner, and
oilcloth. Her smooth, pretty head, otherwise identical to Tania’s,
sported a tattoo. Where Tania’s face exhibited guilelessness,
Rania’s displayed a faint sneer.

“At least I know who’s who, now!” Spivak shouted as they hurried
on. He heard Tania, between huffs and puffs, bringing her twin up
to date on events.

As they sailed through a residential corridor, a floor
supervisor from the Works anticipated them and threw a clean towel
at Spivak. “From Sys!” the supervisor called out after them. “She
says you’re filthy!”

Spivak couldn’t prevent a smile as he ran the towel over his
head and around his neck to remove the better part of the smelly
goo. He doubted he looked presentable, but at least he wasn’t
totally repellent.

As he ran, with the twins trailing politely though they could
easily have overtaken him, he knew that Sys remained with him and
that half the colony must be doing small things to help him. It was
a reassuring thought, though somewhere deep down he was scared. The
only thing that kept the fear in check was his total ignorance of
real violence. Linnet had been a peaceful place time out of mind,
except for sport-fights in the arena. The Linnets kept no arms or
weapons, and murder existed only in old detective stories from
Sys’s nodes and imported holovids. Spivak realized, too, that even
the thought of violence or the killing of another was alien to him.
Did that have anything to do with Sys’s genomic tinkering? Should
he lament it if it did?

The answer to this question presented itself soon enough. In the
long, broad delivery corridor that led directly into the main shop
floor of the Works, several of Spivak’s workers stood in separate
clusters gawking at two dark, low mounds on opposite sides of the
hall. Spivak couldn’t make things out. An assembly technician saw
Spivak and animatedly gestured for him to hurry forward. Fueled by
adrenaline, Spivak quickened his pace. The twins kept with him. The
workers on both sides of the hall stepped away from the heaps on
the floor and looked expectantly at Spivak.

The dead trooper on one side had a hole in his neck and a
flattened, broken nose that had crashed on the floor. One arm
extended outward, and on the bare wrist visible between glove and
sleeve, the man wore a communication device like that used in the
inner Empire. The dead arm seemed to be reaching toward a
fine-gauge, spent tripwire that lay near the dead man’s feet and
extended across the width of the hall, connecting this dead man and
the other in an electrical embrace of death. Spivak assumed the
other dead trooper looked much the same as the one before him. One
of the shop workers was touching the farther corpse’s cold,
gleaming weapon, a nuchromium gun the length of a tall man’s
forearm. It was still holstered.

“Don’t!” Spivak said. “Don’t touch the weapons. We are not
complicit in this. Let’s get these poor men into the shop. They
deserve proper treatment.”

“Who did it, Spivak?” someone said.

“Barbarians,” Spivak said. “It doesn’t matter. Split into teams
and take care of this. Clean up and give the bodies their dignity
until we can get them to the Irredentists.”

As he said these words, he knew them to be naive and
ridiculous.

“No, wait!” he said. He rubbed his jaw. He looked at the twins,
he knew not why. Something about Rania disturbed him, something in
her appearance. She gazed downward upon the murdered trooper.
Spivak noticed her skull tattoo again, and his blood ran cold. The
tattoo resembled the symbol inlaid into the floor of the nexus, the
chrysopea loop with a figure-eight twist. Rania seemed to sense his
inquiring eyes. She looked up at him. Despite her self-conscious
attitude, Spivak was certain she was as guileless as her twin, if
perhaps sterner in demeanor. He looked away and realized that
everyone was apprehensively awaiting his instructions. “No, we
can’t let the Irredentists see this or know about it,” he began.
“Everyone, pitch in and get this cleaned up. We can’t breathe a
word of this outside this circle. Rania and Tania, I’ve got a job
for you. The most important thing you’ve ever done. You’re going to
run find some windings of some kind in the works. Anything. Rania,
I see you’re creative. Just look around the stacks and bales near
the main entry at the end of the hall. Get back here and get these
bodies wrapped in such a way that we can lay them up in plain view
in the works. If we try to hide them, we’ll fail, especially if
we’re asked where we’ve hidden them. We’re no good at lies on
Linnet. So we’ll put the packages out with other things, right on
the shop floor. Okay everyone? Get to work. Help the twins if they
need it, but be sure the blood and tripwire and all other specks of
anything are removed and disposed of. I won’t be coming back here,
so don’t disappoint the colony with lazy half-measures. It’s got to
be perfect. It’s got to be like that new ship in the Well.”
Everyone braced proudly at the reference to the ship that had been
built for Lady Elois. Someone saluted Spivak, and he flushed.
Spivak turned about and made a show of striding off with confidence
he didn’t truly feel. When he was safely out of their view, he blew
out and rolled his eyes.

“Thank you for the twins, Sys,” he muttered. “I’ve no doubt they
were put here of a purpose.”

He hurried on towards the offices within the works. He knew that
time was running out. He might already be too late. A set of metal
stairs led from the shop floor to a catwalk that led to the
offices. Anyone in the breakroom who bothered to look would see him
coming, but he couldn’t go there yet. He avoided looking in that
direction as he climbed. He entered the hall that branched one way
or the other and took the one that led to his own office. There
were indications of mayhem — a chair lying sideways on the floor of
the hall, a fractured recordation pad, other debris — but he
ignored these.

When he reached his office, it was plain that they had been
here, but the dishevelment was minor. The invaders wouldn’t have
had much idea of anything to look for. They were probably just
looking for anything obviously dangerous. A gear with a chipped
tooth, deadly only by accident or perhaps through violent misuse,
lay on the floor. He tried to remember where it came from and why
he kept it, but nothing came to mind.

He got to his node access and keystroked his login.

“I am here, Spivak,” Sys said aloud. “But only for a few more
moments. Look.”

Spivak’s eyes bore into the viewscreen, which blinked
uncharacteristically a couple of times before brightening. Sys
flashed a scene, distorted by the fisheye lens she had used, of
methodical, brutal activity in the node room. A few wisps of smoke
reminded Spivak that explosives had been used, but the nexus room
itself seemed unharmed. In the center of the frame, the fat,
baby-faced priest stood contentedly with arms resting on stomach
and thumbs playing with a thick rope tied around his midsection. He
watched as a taller, slender figure, plainly a technician of some
kind, directed troopers bearing a device like nothing Spivak had
ever seen. A stout rod formed the core, surrounding which was a
thick-gauged coil. The coil powered something in the rod, whose end
glowed the bright white of high-temperature plasma. It was obvious
that it was meant for something very specific, to issue some kind
of shot or current.

The scene abruptly changed; Sys must be editing on-the-fly for
Spivak’s benefit. The scene with the plasma prod or whatever it was
had therefore already occurred. Now the scene showed the tall man,
with great deliberation, inserting a small, nondescript device with
a node connector into a specific connector on the interface panel
in the nexus room.

“Stars!” Spivak said.

“It’s a bug, Spivak,” Sys said. “A viral seed.”

“Couldn’t you block it?”

“They burned me through the dock connector with the coiled
device first. I am unable to engulf or combat the kernel they have
inserted. It is multiplying within me now. I have never seen its
like, and I can’t keep up with it. If I had more time … ”

As Spivak continued looking at the screen, he watched the
troopers setting very large charges in the nexus. He could see the
short, thick arm of the cleric directing them. For a moment, the
cleric’s head, having backed into the comeye Sys was using, nearly
filled the screen. Spivak had to stare at the ringed brown tonsure
in unsavory detail.

“Turn it off, Sys,” he said. “Will you still be here when those
charges go off?”

“They already have, Spivak,” she said. “I am speaking from the
first mirror side now. There is a short delay between the primary
node and the first mirror, which buys me a little time. I have one
other redundancy to exploit, but then my options become very
limited.”

“Isn’t there someplace else you can go? There must be hundreds
of individual memory nodes in your systems, plus the thousands of
node access points. All of those have some capacity.”

“I am trying, Spivak,” she said. “I don’t remember all the
places in here. In my house are many rooms. The best I could do is
distribute myself, disaggregate. But then I might never be able to
assemble again. The Irredentists are already on their way to you,
toward the Works. They are running. They know that two of theirs
are dead.”

“How could they …  ? Oh, I understand. The wrist
device. It would signal the cessation of vitals. Was it Lady Elois?
Is she down here with her guards?”

“Take care of Zakaria, Spivak,” Sys said in a voice that began
to break up and alter tone.

“You’re losing your voice, Sys.”

“Yes. Things are happening quickly now. Zakaria is very special.
She is wild, unplanned, unedited. It is the only strain, the one
through you.”

Spivak looked up. “You mean you … didn’t manipulate a line
of descent?”

“There must always be errant strains, Spivak, versions directed
by the greater cosmic computation of life.” Spivak could barely
understand her out now. “Where is she, Spivak? Have you hidden
her?”

“Hidden Zakaria? No, she’s in her room. We made her stay put.
What, isn’t she there?”

“I have not been able to [garbled].”

“Say again! Sys! Sys!”

“… love … forever … carry her.”

The synthesizer emitted a blast of staticky noise that
crescendoed then died down to a low, steady hiss.

The viewscreen came to life and commenced playing something very
odd. Spivak saw a crude two-dimensional moving image in blurry
greyscale. It was full of visual noise but not of the
interpolation-error variety. Strange to say, it seemed as if the
receiving lens or recording system that had created the images
wasn’t capable of receiving or writing accurately. Spivak was
reminded of things he had seen during the annual arts & crafts
fair, vid-works by young people much like Rania, full of things to
say but always speaking in abstractions and riddles — or just angry
nonsense.

These images before him were like that, but he knew they were
inconceivably ancient, not works from the colony — at least, not
the colony of this epoch. The image processing errors made it
difficult to make things out in great detail, but the vid was
mesmerizing nonetheless. Occupying the foreground was an exotic,
foreign female with a head of short, dark hair and garments of
loose, thin material with a fringe. She rotated and gyrated in an
insane rhythmic pattern as her feet worked furiously to a
completely different rhythm. She was a human gimbal. She performed
her fantastic feats before a tiered backdrop flanked by tall
decorative panels, these latter outlined with arrays of crude
filament lights. Males in complicated black and white getups stood
or sat on the tiers behind her in various postures of submission or
interest. A few men held smoking rods of some kind clamped in their
lips. As their gazes feasted upon her, the female’s white garments
shimmered and glittered, occasionally causing the image to blow out
as if the recording system couldn’t cope with the contrast. The
woman — really barely more than a girl — had plastered ringlets of
her dark hair against her temples and upon her forehead. Her lips
were heavy and improbably dark. She smiled beatifically, nearly
laughing, her head all but still as her body frantically moved
beneath her like a thing alive but separate. It was fantastic,
marvelous, ridiculous, obscene, and beautiful all at once. It was
like nothing Spivak had ever seen.

And the image abruptly winked out. There was a loud pop, and the
lights went out too. The colony went dark. But the greyscale moving
image continue to swirl in Spivak’s head, burning itself into his
memory as certainly as any data might be committed to wafer. As
even as he knew that this strange vid was being transferred into
him, he knew that Sys had gone away. He exhaled and slumped in his
chair. He tried to order his thoughts. Sys was gone. Zakaria might
be missing. Niva and some others waited at the far end of the
office wing, waiting for him to lead them to something. The colony
was dark. The Irredentists were coming. Lady Elois was out there
somewhere.

Spivak rose and almost immediately banged his knee on the edge
of his desk. He grunted and fell to one knee. Rising with a
grimace, he patted his pocket to reassure himself of its precious
contents. He continued on, feeling his way through the utter
blackness of lightless Linnet. He knew he could make his way to the
breakroom, even in the dark. He felt his way forward, stumbling
slightly through the obstacle course of his own office, but finally
reaching the system of hallways that, with a few turnings, would
take him to Niva and her crew.

When he heard murmurs and the change in timbre caused by the
breakroom inner windows, he backed against a wall just to listen
and gather his wits. All seemed okay, so he called out:

“Niva! It’s Spivak! Are you in there?”

He heard a cry and the sound of a chair falling to the
floor.

“Spivak?”

“I’m edging toward the door now,” he said.

“We’ll let you in!” she said.

He seemed to smell her as the door opened inward. Then she was
in his arms, stroking the back of his head and nestling her chin in
his neck. She sniffled.

“Spivak,” she said through a stifled sob. “It’s awful. These
people are awful.”

“The Irredentists, you mean?”

“Yes of course! Who else?”

“Who else is here?”

Niva ran through the list of people, seven in all, whom she had
gathered when plans were first made in the hopes of accomplishing
something.

“I’m sorry, everyone,” Spivak said. “It didn’t go as I had
planned.”

“It’s okay, Spivak,” said one voice.

“There was nothing you could do,” said another.

“They’ve got guns, Spiv!” a woman cried.

“You stink to the utmost reaches of space, Spivak,” Niva
said.

“It looks like we’re stuck until we get some lights,” Spivak
said. “And I think we will, at least partly. Niva, have you got
Zakaria?”

“Of course not, Spiv. She’s in quarters.”

“Did you talk to her once you got here?”

“Things happened too fast. I didn’t get a chance. I didn’t
really think of it.”

Spivak sighed. “I hope she stayed put. Curses! Niva, someone,
tell me what happened. I’ve still got something I have to do, and I
need to know what you know about these people, the invaders.”

Niva found and grabbed Spivak’s hand. They sat on the floor in
the darkness. “It’s … I hardly know how to begin. It happened
so fast, much faster than we expected.” Murmured agreement by
others in the room followed. “I got everyone here, and we knew the
Irredentists would be held up with decon and welcoming upstairs. So
we were taking our time, with me explaining what was going on and
everyone offering suggestions. I think we agreed to spread out in
the offices and at the entry from the Works floor, but no sooner
did we agree than two soldiers were standing in the hall at the
inner window pointing guns at us. One of them was speaking and
receiving orders using a comm device of some kind. A few tense
minutes later, a baby-faced priest and a frightening-looking
functionary” —

“Tall man, bony?” Spivak interjected.

“Uh-huh, exactly,” someone said.

“You saw them?” Niva said.

“Not really, just their backs. Go on.”

“And there’s the robed, fat priest with a little bald spot on
top and hair below. He swishes in with the scary-looking one. Only,
it was the reverse: the scary-looking one turned out to have the
nice demeanor and the priest a grating, lisping, ridiculous voice.
The priest looked at us with a sort of smile and said we were all
impure and … what was it he called us?”

“‘Vas-damned Nonconformings,” a voice in the dark intoned.

“Yes, he said he was ‘worried for our sakes’ whether we could
pass ‘conform,’ whatever that is. Said he hoped the colony was
‘viable.’”

“By the stars!” Spivak said.

“What?” Niva demanded. “What did it mean?”

“I can only tell you what I think it meant,” Spivak said. “The
Irredentists have some sort of genomic outer limits that they’ll
tolerate. You’re either in or out.”

Gasps and cries filled the room.

“He said if we cooperated,” Niva continued, “and helped them
find the ‘plascon bio-synthesizing lab’ — we had no idea what he
was talking about — that it would go much better for the colony
than if we didn’t. He looked over at his soldiers when he said
that.”

“Uh-huh, exactly” someone said.

“But it was not what he said, so much, but his manner. He was so
much like a baby, but so … so vile, Spivak. So
insinuating but so innocent-looking. It made my blood run
cold.”

“He’s capable of anything,” a man’s voice said.

“We finally figured out that they were looking for … ”

“Me,” Spivak said. “I mean, where I was, the nexus room.”

“Yes,” Niva said. “We stalled for as long as we could,
pretending not to understand, arguing among ourselves about the
best route, where the ‘poison gas leak’ was … ”

“Good work, everyone,” Spivak said.

“But it didn’t matter. Two soldiers stepped forward, in front of
Baby-face and Bones. They had their weapons out — all of them did
by that point. They didn’t brandish them or aim them, just had them
out. They didn’t even look at us. They sort of looked through us,
do you know what I mean? They were just there in front of us,
armored and armed, ready.”

“It’s okay, Niva,” someone said.

“I was worried that they would, you know … ”

“They would have Niva,” Spivak said. “I have no doubt of
it.”

“Well, at least I told them the most roundabout way that I
could, omitting the mechanical area corridors that they could have
used. But then, once you’re at the access door that leads
down … ”

“There’s only one way to go from there,” Spivak said. “I know.
They didn’t try to make one of you go, to show them?”

Silence filled the room.

“Niva tried to make them take her,” someone said.

“They wouldn’t. They said that if she was lying, they would come
back for her,” another voice said. “And her family.”

Niva and another woman sniffled.

“Sys is gone,” Spivak announced.

Gasps and cries filled the room.

“They knew all about her and how to get at her. More than we
ever knew, I think. I think they were playing with you, or else
just getting confirmation of how to find her. I don’t know. But
they were quick and efficient. They had incendiaries and viral
code, and a … a prod of some kind.”

“We heard them,” Niva said. “Mr. Bones told a soldier to be
careful not to bang the ‘mortal coil’ against the wall again.”

“They carried big packs with gear,” someone said. “It was in one
of the packs.”

“I saw it,” Spivak said. “Sys showed me. I came from my office.”
He nodded back toward the direction he had come. “I watched what
they did. I watched Sys go.”

A moment of shared silence followed.

“I’ve got to make sure about Zakaria,” Niva said. “Did Sys say
anything?”

“I couldn’t make it out. I don’t know. I know Sys … loved
Zakaria. And something else. But later. You can’t go out in the
dark looking for her.”

“I could find my way,” Niva protested.

“And get killed. Either by them or by … Lady Elois.”

Exclamations of surprise filled the room.

“She’s here?” Niva said. “How do you know? How did she get
in?”

“She’s already killed two of the Irredentist troopers,” Spivak
said. “Out in the delivery corridor. She’s here, and she probably
has her own guards with her again.”

“By the stars, I remember them,” Niva said.

“She’s come for her ship,” Spivak said. “She must have known
what would happen if … she must know what the Irredentists are
about. She’s not leaving anything to chance.”

“But what if Zakaria is already out there somewhere, in the
dark, and gets in the way?” pled Niva. “We’ve got to find her,
Spivak, and make sure … ”

“We’d never find her if she did leave. We have to wait, Niva.
We’re caught between two forces, both deadly. We’ll have to let it
play out. And hope that the lights come on.”

Spivak got his wish within seconds. With a loud click and the
presaging hum of life systems’ fans coming to life, the backup
lighting came up with a sickly yellowish glow. Everyone sighed.
Niva looked at Spivak.

“Now?” Niva said.

“I … ” Spivak began but was interrupted by the deep growl
of an explosion. The room reverberated, and dust shook loose from
the ceiling.

“That was right above us!” someone cried.

“It’s the landing area!” Spivak said. “Something has gone up.
The Irredentists ship, it must have … ” Spivak stopped and
looked around the room, knowing he was expected to do something. He
looked at Niva again. “Niva, take two people,” Spivak pointed them
out. “You, and you. Help Niva get to our home quarters so that Niva
can check on Zak. Everyone else, come with me.”

Another explosion sounded, louder than the first.

“What’s happening Spivak?” someone said.

“I only know what I heard,” he said. “That ship is blown up, I’m
certain of it. The Irredentists will blame us, which means we’re in
trouble whether we’re here or up there. We’re going to face them.
We’re going to tell them it wasn’t us. Maybe we’ll do something, I
don’t know. But I won’t let our people die for the sake of Lady
Elois and her ship.”

By this somewhat muddled logic, validated through bravado,
Spivak rallied his clutch of colonists. Unarmed and hapless, they
followed him out of the Works and toward the uppermost reaches of
the colony on Linnet. Movement on the floor of the Works assured
him that those he had ordered to perform the clean-up were busy,
but he couldn’t spare the time to check up on them. He led his band
by the most direct route to the upper levels, which was a tiresome
circular stair wound around a shaft that communicated from the
Works to a multi-level service corridor alongside the landing
area.

He explained as they went: “There’s a hatch between the service
area for the landing pad and the receiving room. It’s not supposed
to be used except in emergencies. Otherwise the decon chamber is
pointless. It only opens from our side, the service side, but I
doubt if it’s been maintained. It may take a few of us to get it
open.”

“Look, Spivak!” someone said.

Everyone craned their necks to see upward into the plascrete
stair shaft. Several levels up, smoke swirled and disappeared into
the higher gloom. They continued on, and what they initially
assumed to be normal heat buildup became definitely uncomfortable.
Spivak had hoped he wouldn’t have to suffer the gooey mix of
particulate gel and sweat in his suit again. He knew the others
would suffer, too, when his stench roared back to life. But up they
went, and hotter and hotter it became. Finally reaching the
three-level corridor of gratings that serviced the landing pad, the
heat leveled out at just-bearable, but smoke completely filled the
uppermost level. Fortunately, the access hatch lay on the middle
level, which lay nearly level with the landing area. Stepping onto
the gratings, Spivak encountered porthole windows he had forgotten
about. He peered out upon the landing pad and saw frightful
devastation. The Irredentists’ ship lay in two large chunks with
fire burning in one. The other had already consumed itself in its
own explosion following the setting of charges on the belly. The
landing area shock walls were pockmarked with shrapnel craters.
Spivak moved forward to the next porthole window to try to get a
better view into the ship; others came up behind him and crowded
around the first window. Peering out from the new angle, Spivak
caught a glimpse of charred corpse lying inside the craft.
Sickened, he turned away.

He looked back at the others and was about to call on them to
keep moving when a loud rat-a-tat-a-tat emanated from ahead of
them. Spivak cocked an eyebrow and looked around quizzically.

Another member of the party understood what was happening. “Get
down everyone!” she cried. “Get to the floor!”

All did as she asked. Spivak closed his eyes and cursed himself
his foolhardiness. They might not even be able to intervene with
the Irredentists or try to reason with them. He and his intrepid
band might simply be killed by crossfire. Or worse: perhaps one
side or the other was aiming for the Linnets.

There was a pause in the staccato of gunfire. With a moment to
order his thoughts again, Spivak realized that the sounds had been
muffled. He wasn’t the only one who figured this out — other heads
popped up showing sighs of relief too.

“They’re in the receiving room!” Spivak said in an urgent
whisper. “They can’t even see us!”

“Unless they’re at the mouth of the decon chamber,” someone
said.

Spivak slowly rose on one knee to peer out the porthole window
again. “It’s no use,” he said. “I can’t see through the wreck to
the other side from here. We’ll have to go farther down the
hall.”

He sank back down to the floor.

Two loud shots rang out, followed by another
rat-a-tat-a-tat.

“Those are different weapons!” Spivak said. “Someone’s
definitely shooting at someone else in there!”

There was silence as everyone took this in. There would be
bodies, many bodies, like nothing a Linnet had ever witnessed. And
blood and the smell of death. One of the women, a parts quality
control officer, was crying. Spivak thought of Niva and Zakaria.
Could Zakaria have made her way to the landing area? Would she
have? Had she and Sys hatched some plan involving the Irredentist
ship? His mind started spinning out fantastical scenarios.

“Spivak, what do we do?” someone said.

He was jerked back to the present. “I’m going to run for the
hatch,” he said. “When I’m safely at the other end, I’ll look from
that window to see what I can see. Everyone else, stay here until I
come back.”

He got up and ran, only now realizing that he had had nothing to
eat or drink for hours. Even adrenaline seemed to have abandoned
him. It was a difficult, painful hundred paces to the hatch. He
made a point to run softly on the balls of his feet. Then he slowed
at the end so that he didn’t bang into the door. He slumped down
and breathed heavily. After a few moments, he recovered himself
sufficiently to raise himself to the last porthole to look out.
Just as he did so, Lady Elois emerged from the decontamination
chamber outer door and onto the landing area surface. She scanned
the wreckage. Abruptly, she turned directly to the porthole window
at which Spivak stood. Just as his head jerked back down, the sheet
diamond exploded. A thousand shards struck the gratings and wall
just beyond where he knelt. He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to
react.

“Lady Elois! Don’t shoot! It’s Manager Spivak! I’m not
armed!”

He listened to the wind sigh through the blasted opening. He
heard steps coming towards him. Then additional feet. Lady Elois
had been joined by her guards.

“Do you hear me?” Spivak cried out. “Don’t shoot!”

“I won’t shoot you, Mr. Spivak,” said a voice frightfully close
at hand.

Spivak realized he had closed his eyes. He opened one and looked
up. The tall barbarian from the stars peered down at him. Blood was
splattered across her face — someone else’s blood.

“How many of you in there?” she demanded.

“Five, no, six,” he said. “How many are you?”

“My guards and me. Three. And one prisoner.”

“You killed them all, all the others?”

“Stand up, Manager.”

Spivak complied.

“Have you never killed?” she said.

“It is unknown on Linnet,” Spivak replied.

Lady Elois clicked her tongue. “So much for good breeding. Do
you have access from in there to the next room, where we were?”

“Yes, access is only from this side.”

“Bring your people. But you first. I will meet you.”

Spivak looked at the others, who were all watching the scene and
straining to listen. At his gesture, they all rose and hurried to
his position. It took several minutes to get the hatch door
mechanism to free up, but then it opened freely. Spivak stepped
through.

Lady Elois stood proudly in light armor, flanked by her two
guards in bulkier suits streaked and spattered with blood. She held
something in one hand, a small pelt of blood and hair that Spivak
didn’t at first understand. A fat, pathetic figure in a
blood-smeared smock — no, a cleric’s habit — sat awake but dazed on
the floor among a heap of dead bodies, including the one Niva had
called Mr. Bones. This latter’s bare scalp had a waxy, oozing
appearance. Spivak put things together and audibly gasped.

“His head!” he said in horror.

Lady Elois strode forward, the awful object dangling in her
hand.

“Give me your hands,” she said. “Hold out your hands!”

Spivak was appalled. He saw one of her two guards gesturing
sternly to him. He understood. He held out his hands but grimaced
and turned away in distaste.

“You don’t have to look — such is your privilege as a naif in a
peaceful society,” Lady Elois said. “But it is my sacred gift to
you and your people. It is the scalp of your enemy, whom I have
subdued at the peril of my own life. You will keep this skin from
the head of the enemy so that you will remember. I no longer have
the credit to give you as the price for the ship, but I have given
you yourselves — your lives — which these men would surely have
taken from you, if not immediately then by slow degrees. You may
yet die from the things done here, if slowly; all beings die in
time. You will give me my ship in exchange for that bloody mass of
hair and skin. I believe it is a fair trade.”

She paused, awaiting his answer. He turned towards her, though
he could not look upon his shaking hands lest he drop the thing
they held. “You didn’t kill the priest.”

“You may do that, if you choose.” She held out a cruel, curved
dagger for him to take. “The unarmed are unsporting kills for the
Elois.”

“Take your ship, Lady,” Spivak said, declining the offer. He met
her powerful, terrifying gaze. “With the thanks of all who remain
on Linnet. I fear that we will be the ones who pay for your ship,
twice and more.” He looked at the captive priest, who didn’t appear
sensible of events. “He is just one of them, and he can’t possibly
be the stoutest of heart, even if he is the stoutest of
stature.”

She snickered. “You would be surprised at how lowly the powerful
often are. In societies governed by warriors, worms remain in the
dirt where they belong. Let your other people come in now. You and
they will be the only ones to witness this carnage, but tell of it
so that you and these zealots won’t forget. I will burn these
enemies in the fires of their own vessel. That will be my message
to the zealots.”

The sounds of stifled gasps and cries came up from behind him as
the rest of the party entered the receiving room. Spivak scanned
the room with them, looking down at the lifeless beings. His patron
interrupted him:

“You found two other bodies?” she said.

“I asked my comrades to conceal them. You want us to burn them
too?”

“Find a more convenient place, but yes. It is my right as the
victor to deny their kin a corpse. That is the punishment for the
ignoble dead.” She looked at the corpses surrounding her. “These
were brutes and cowards, those who prey on the weak and vulnerable.
I took no pleasure in killing them, except this last, whose scalp
you own. He at least met us in battle.”

Spivak saw that Mr. Bones was riddled with wounds and that his
mouth was set in grim determination, even in death. His hand still
gripped a small sidearm.

Spivak looked at the proud, strange barbarian woman in wonder.
Everything about her was so unlike anything on Linnet. It was as if
the Elois and the Linnets came from different races. Which was
human, after all? Spivak unconsciously took the scalp in one hand
and touched his pocket with the other. It was still there. Whatever
is was that defined humanity lay in that pocket. It waited there
for renewed life.

“You carry something?” Lady Elois said, watching him
suspiciously.

Spivak realized that she missed nothing; everyone and everything
was a potential threat.

“It is something for the ship, your ship,” he said. “It is a
component of the systems that I still have to install. I had
forgotten it until today.”

She eyed him severely. “You will show it to me,” she said,
holding out a hand.

He met her challenge: “Not if you want your ship, I won’t,” he
said. “Our craft will carry you to the stars, as far as you wish to
go. And you, Lady, will carry within her what I bear now in my
pocket. It is as simple as that.”

She smiled. “Good! This is what Linnet needs, Manager Spivak! A
bit of spine! Let it be done, then. Install your device, whatever
it be. You have built what I asked,” she waved her arms indicating
the Works and the new ship. “Make of it that much more. No doubt I
will find it out in time, your device there. What will I say when I
do, I wonder?” She looked at him sidelong.

“From but a nothing, the whole of humankind,” Spivak said.

“I shall remember it!” she said. “Guards, let’s get these
removed and incinerated into dust. We will let this place receive
them in its fouled, poison womb to give birth again in some distant
time when all of us are less than memory.”

#

The barbarian’s patience had its limits: she forbade Spivak to
go in search of Niva and Zakaria.

“Your presence now cannot alter the child’s condition, living or
dead. And I cannot spare you. I require you to direct people
topside to transfer supplies from my expeditionary ship to … ”
Her eyes bore down on him again. “What is the name of the new
ship?”

“You will determine that,” Spivak said. “It is the owner’s
prerogative.”

“I will think on it. In the meantime, you and I will examine her
and prepare her for my departure.”

And so Spivak had to be content with sending one of his party to
report to Niva. He and the rest of his party accompanied Lady Elois
and her guards to the Works in the dim lighting of the emergency
backup systems.

“I can’t conceive how you infiltrated the colony like this,”
Spivak remarked at one point.

Lady Elois said nothing.

“You brought a pilot this time?” Spivak said some moments
later.

“I brought myself,” Lady Elois said.

“What of your … you previously brought with you a …
”

“The Inseminator is dead. He gave me no heir.”

Spivak cleared his throat and dropped the subject. He determined
to keep his mouth shut to avoid the Inseminator’s fate.

As they neared the Works, they passed a corridor that led into
an area of living quarters. A woman was wailing. Spivak caught a
glimpse of several persons standing in the hall, surrounding
something. He knew what it was. He wondered how many other colony
comrades lay dead. He prayed that Zakaria was not among them. For
all he knew, even Niva might have fallen in the invaders’ path
after he and his group had split off from her at the Works.

It was pandemonium in the Works. People were streaming in from
all over the colony seeking safety or information. Seeing Spivak
and his strange retinue, they cleared a path for him but pressed
close, expectant. Lady Elois gripped Spivak’s arm and led him
forcibly through the crowd toward a relatively secluded area full
of automated carts piled high with components.

“Clear them out,” she said. “Get up and announce something, and
get your factory cleared.”

Spivak swallowed hard and agreed. He strode towards the delivery
entrance, where he saw two new bales set alongside rolls of
polythane film. It was impossible to discern anything amiss — the
twins had done a masterful job. He climbed atop a nearby crate
emblazoned with the image of a winged human stretching towards the
stars — an official Empire cargo crate. The people milling around
sensed something and turned toward him. Silence spread around the
floor of the Works. Spivak couldn’t shout loud enough for everyone
to hear, but he hoped the others would soon enough get the
message.

“Workers, comrades, colonists!” he shouted lustily. “This has
been an awful day, a dreadful time for the Commune of Linnet! I
cannot explain all to you now, but I assure you the worst is over.
Do not fear! As Manager of the Works, I must beg you now to clear
the factory. There are things remaining for us to do, but they
cannot be done with all of you in here. Go back to your quarters or
to your favorite communal spaces. Go to your family, friends, and
comrades. Some of them have tales to tell; some have suffered. Go
seek them out. Do as I ask! I beseech you now to go! Those who were
already assisting here, meet at the supervisors’ station and await
my instructions!”

Spivak had been handling large groups for a long time and knew
very well how to speak to them. Everyone began draining out of the
works through every obvious aperture, and the reverse flow of
bodies convinced those still trying to make their way in to turn
around and go back. Spivak jumped down from the big spool of
film.

Lady Elois looked at him. “On a better world, you might have
been a leader of fighting forces.”

“I have been privileged to be a significant voice within this
commune,” Spivak replied. “which is more than I ever sought and —
now, with what has happened — more than I deserve.”

She eyed him curiously. “You are a strange race. Even as you
command, you retreat. People like yours will perish in the
onslaught to come. Those dead fools and that thumb-sucking infant
with them, their successors will keep coming. And they will get
better at fighting — they can’t help but.”

“It is our choice to remain as we are,” Spivak said. “We will
tell your story for you here, Lady. We will display your barbaric
trophy in our Hall of Memory. These things will remind us what lies
beyond, the things we refused to do. They will remind us how happy
we once were.”

She held out a peremptory arm, and Spivak walked between the two
waiting guards without making eye contact.

Tania, Rania, and several others had already gathered at the
supervisors’ station when Spivak, Lady Elois, and the guards
arrived. The station lay at the head of a long column of
componentry assembly pods whose arms sat silently at idle with no
telltales glowing. The Works had ample backup lighting, so getting
around the huge, complicated shop floor was no problem. Spivak
avoided looking at the robotics, however; he had seen enough death
for one day.

A few other persons were running down the steps leading from the
breakroom, having seen Spivak’s group forming. A score of persons
in addition to Spivak and Lady Elois’ group finally convened. The
Linnets avoided looking at the three armored outworlders, unsure
what their presence portended and frightened by their
appearance.

Spivak, under Lady Elois’ dreadful gaze, worked out a scheme
where most of those he had commandeered would take direction from
one of Lady Elois’ guards. Their task was to get a terrain truck
and several carts topside for traveling overland to the
expeditionary craft and getting its contents (with particular
emphasis on two very potent guns stowed within her) to the new
ship. Lady Elois disabused Spivak and the others of any notion of
time-consuming decontamination. She wanted haste. And, she pointed
out, she had already contaminated the colony during her sneak
entry.

When the main group had been assigned and went away to huddle,
Spivak turned to the twins again. They stood together and managed
(more so than before) to look indistinguishable despite their
obvious attempts at differentiation. Lady Elois eyed them
interestedly, like specimens under glass. Spivak explained Lady
Elois’ wishes regarding the corpses the twins had lovingly
wrapped.

“You mean, we have to undo it all?” Tania said.

“No, idiot,” Rania said. “He just said get them incinerated.”
Lady Elois trained her gaze on Rania. The girl went on: “We’ll roll
them into the Well. Can’t we use the Works’ access, where you send
off the ships? Rather than shuttling the damn things back through
the colony and through the gas-works?”

Lady Elois nodded assent before Spivak had a chance to give the
okay.

“You may have something to offer the universe, Mr. Spivak,” Lady
Elois said when the twins had gone. “They are excellent
candidates.”

“Candidates? For what?”

“Ground forces general, in time.”

Spivak started. “We have … I don’t … there is no
precedent for … ”

“Make one,” Lady Elois said. “Start now. I am leaving one of my
guards here. She would be fit to be general here herself, in
comparison to what you have. Those girls will be even better. I
know real soldiers the minute I meet them. You will integrate my
guard Ulfread into your affairs and conceal her, if need be, when
the zealots return. She will help you organize and militarize.
Those two you just sent off to work will be the first
trainees.”

Spivak got a resentful look. “Do you mean to order us thus?”

“I am giving you a lady’s ransom, Mr. Spivak, with the gift of
but a middling soldier in my service. I will not make the offer
again.”

“I will consider it, with all due respect, and give you our
answer before you go.”

“And you, I am sorry to say, will be in charge of diplomacy for
your people.” Spivak cracked a smile, but Lady Elois pretended not
to pay attention.

#

Spivak had stolen away as the carts began rolling through the
traverseway and toward the new ship. He was bound for his living
quarters. Lady Elois sat in the breakroom with a dumb-reader
containing the ship’s manual and a reference table for the plans.
Since the primary manner of ship’s operation was voice command, the
“quick start” guide was very brief. Its main purpose was to get the
pilot to speak clearly and without affect, insinuation, or
drollery, any of which could confuse the ship’s controller or
“cause undesirable navigational effects.”

Spivak, having rounded the last turn, burst into the apartment,
where Niva sat puffy-faced with Valeria’s mother Lydia.

“Oh Spivak!” Niva cried, rushing to him. “I knew you’d come.
She’s gone! No one has seen her at all. I wanted to call you …
”

“But everything’s down, I know,” he said.

“And I couldn’t leave because … ”

“You’d miss her if she came back home.”

Niva sniffled. Lydia got up and patted Niva. Spivak motioned her
to go, and she nodded a refusal. Spivak let it drop.

“No note or signal of any kind?”

Niva nodded a negative. Spivak frowned. He knew Zakaria would
leave a clue; it was her humor and general MO to combine mischief
and deception with subtle indications of the truth. Everything was
a game of signs with her. He scanned the room.

“I know you looked through her room, but I’m going back there.
We can’t search the whole of underground Linnet, and I’ve got to
get back to the Works before Lady Elois climbs into that ship. If
Zak left us any clue, it’s probably with her things.”

The hallway was dark, but Zakaria’s room had an emergency light
that glowed faintly. Spivak could make out an object on Zakaria’s
bed — a small flashlight. It was the smaller of the two usually
kept in the kitchen. He surmised where the other one was; Zak had
set out for somewhere for a purpose. He looked around using the
flashlight. The node terminal she had gotten on her tenth birthday
(over resigned objections from Niva) sat lifeless in her work
cubby. The holowindow she had insisted be mounted on her ceiling
rather than the wall showed the faint grey of systems-off rather
than the usual heaven of stars she liked so well. That ghostly grey
with its occasional, pinpoint flicker across the surface of the
screen reassured Spivak that somehow, power was still flowing
through the planetary systems controller. Even if Sys was no longer
there to regulate it, the people from mechanical could rig up some
sort of bypass control system.

The node terminal, the holowindow, her bed, clothes on the floor
— all was as it should be. But her tablet, the one containing all
her texts, compositions, and school assignments wasn’t here, either
on the bed or on the desk surface of the cubby. Did Zakaria go off
somewhere to read, or write, or study? That didn’t make sense. He
inspected her work cubby more closely. She had a tack-board, where
she had pinned up a few-odd strands of hair, whether hers or some
other child’s Spivak couldn’t tell. There was a ribbon, something
she had won for a quiz or game whose details now escaped him; a
daguerrotype of Valeria from the artists’ hall; and an art project,
a trace on film. Spivak leaned in and squinted, training the
flashlight on this last item. He started and bumped his head on the
top of the work cubby. In the momentary flash of pain, the
flashlight fell from his hands and went out, probably dead. He
cursed. He unpinned the sheet of tracery film and carried it near
the emergency light to hold it up and see.

He nearly fainted. Zakaria’s adolescent hand had drawn a chiral
chrysopea strip twisted again into a figure-eight. She had used a
four-color scheme to fill in ladder steps along the entire length
of loop: red, green, yellow, and blue.

“The nexus!” he cried.

“Spivak, was that you?” called Niva from without.

He dropped the film sheet and ran out Zakaria’s room.

“Niva, stay here. Keep waiting in case Zak comes back.”

“You think she’s okay, then?” Niva begged.

“I think I know where she headed. She knew that Sys was in
trouble. I think she may have thought that she could help her down
in the nexus.”

“But they blew it up, Spivak!”

“Not the whole area, just the room and the connections into
Sys.” Niva looked at him like he had lost his mind. “I don’t know,
Niva! It’s the only thing I can think of right now, the only clue.
Zakaria knew something. She and Sys had some system of
communication, signs and whatnot. I’m going, Niva. Just stay
put!”

Spivak realized, once back in the halls of the colony, that he
had acted rashly: he was spent. His legs didn’t obey the command to
run, so he trotted, then walked, then trudged toward the corridor
where the stairwell door lay. Focused intently on his destination,
he foolishly threw his weight against the door and only just
managed not to fall to his death.

The Irredentists had blown up the stairs leading down to the
nexus.

He clung, confused and nearly insensible, to a railing that was
fast giving way beneath his weight. By stretching to grip hold of
the door handle and shifting his weight back, he just managed to
regain a toehold upon the threshold. He collapsed on the plascrete
floor of the corridor, panting and perspiring. He lay there with
his cheek against the coolness of the ground, staring out. Some
part of him was ready to give up. He wanted to cry. He closed his
eyes and watched the stars on the backside of his eyelids. He
blacked out momentarily.

His eyes jerked open because he knew where Zakaria was. He had
been a fool to come back here. He cursed aloud for having no way to
call down to the Works. He rose slowly and precariously. He patted
his coveralls pocket; the wafer and vials were still there. He
steeled himself for another exhausting walk through the colony and
set out. He would deposit the wafers within the chrysopea-marked
reader/decoder. He would keep the vials wrapped in the bundle and
wedge them in the bin as best he could.

And he would scour that ship until he found her, for Zakaria was
hiding in it.

Spivak had no idea how he dragged himself from the sabotaged
stairs to the Works, almost as far apart as any two points in the
colony. He had no idea who had seen him, what they had said,
whether he had said anything. He didn’t know anything except that
his daughter lay curled up, hiding, in a locker or within a
turned-up bunk or … within a bale, like a dead Irredentist
trooper.

He made the last turn into the enormous, sterile rectangle of
the delivery corridor. Onward. He clung to the side, dragging his
feet on the smooth, hard floor. He steadied himself with a hand
along the wall as he went, occasionally stopping to reach for
something deep within himself to keep him going. The Works lay not
two hundred paces ahead. He could count them off. He could, but he
realized he didn’t know how to count. He looked ahead and could
dimly see people busy within the Works, though they didn’t turn his
direction. But then he saw that they were not merely busy; they
scurried and hustled. A thought formed itself in his head, but he
couldn’t permit it to speak. He couldn’t fail. She couldn’t go.

He lurched forward then tried to break into a trot. Instead, he
tripped over his feet and fell. He wailed. He held up a hand to his
mouth and called something toward the Works. Someone there stopped
and peered down the corridor at him. This person gestured to
someone else and pointed in Spivak’s direction. Spivak reached up
to find one of the service tethering rings that lay flush in the
wall, hoping to hoist himself up. He found it, gripped it, tried to
pull it free, then crushed his fingers in it. Footfalls resounded
through the hall. They had found him, they were coming. He screamed
from the crack and pain of crushed fingers and fell back to the
floor. He dragged his mangled hand over his torso and felt the lump
in his pocket. He still carried humanity. He would redeem it; he
would reach the ship and cast man upon the universe.

The footfalls were closer; the footfalls were upon him.

“Mr. Spivak?” said a voice he seemed to know from somewhere. He
tried to look up but his eyes didn’t seem to be working. Who was
there? He felt arms around his shoulders. He felt as though the
topside of Linnet had caved in upon him.

He fell into the Well.

#

Spivak’s eyes opened to the sight of Niva dozing in a reclining
chair he recognized from a long time ago. Was it the same room
where the baby was born? He watched Niva for a few moments then
drifted away again. He really did wake, this time, and Niva sat
forward in the same chair.

“Oh, Spivak!” she cried. “She’s gone!”

Tear-tracks stained her cheeks. Her forlorn face had suddenly
aged. For the first time, as Spivak looked upon her, he realized
that she was middle-aged. She rose from her chair and threw herself
over his body. He lifted a bandaged hand to pat her and immediately
regretted it. He stifled a grimace and lay his hand on her back.
She lay there sobbing. Spivak heard a rush of air as a heavy door
opened and could just make out a figure in nurse’s garb peering in
then disappearing again. He jerked his head — ouch — to look at the
life systems readouts, which were blank. He wasn’t dead; Sys was.
The hospital was running without life systems support. His mind
reeled. He almost wanted to fall unconscious again; there was so
much to do to keep the colony alive without Sys.

Niva sat up on the edge of the hospital bed. “She’s gone,
Spivak! That barbarian woman stole her! We should never have let
that woman into the Works, onto Linnet, into our lives!”

Spivak started to speak, but his lips were too dry. He croaked
and gesticulated a request for water. As Niva got up to help him,
two brutish figures, female, filed into the room. They wore brown
outworlder clothes of canvas, overstitched with lots of pockets.
They looked just alike, almost. Spivak understood: they were
twins.

“You!” Niva cried. “Leave us alone! You stole my baby! Get out
of here!”

One of the newcomers cocked an eyebrow and looked at Spivak.

“It’s okay,” he said through a gulp of water. “Let them say what
they came to say.”

Niva put a hand over her horrified mouth. Fresh tears welled in
her eyes.

“You know who we are?” the newcomer who had looked at him
said.

“Yes,” Spivak said. “But I don’t remember your … I heard
one of the names. A strange name. You’re her guards.”

They both nodded in unison.

His interlocutor pointed at her twin sister. “She’s Aelfread.”
She pointed to herself: “I’m Ulfread.”

Spivak looked puzzled. “You both have the same name?”

“We’ll have to teach you the difference … ”

“And to tell us apart … ”

“Since we’re here to stay.”

“To stay!” Niva said. “Spivak, you can’t … they can’t
possibly …  !”

“Niva, it’s not that way,” Spivak tried to reassure her. “It’s
not like you think.”

He wanted to eat his words. He realized that he could never tell
Niva what had happened. He couldn’t confirm her worst fears about
Sys and what Sys had wanted of Zakaria, nor be charitable and
forgiving towards Lady Elois. But he couldn’t lie, either. He knew
better than to get caught up in lies.

“What I ‘think’ is that they stole our child, Spivak!” she
wailed. “How can you just lie there and … ”

Spivak held up his good hand. “Wait,” he said patiently. “Wait,
Niva. The guards had nothing to do with it. Guards?”

The twins nodded. “We never saw a girl. Until we started turning
the colony upside down for you people, trying to find her, we had
never seen what she looked like.” She pulled a small tablet-type
device from her pocket and flashed an image of Zakaria. It was a
school portrait, with Zakaria smiling stiffly in a way she never
did in real life. Her head was smooth and badly lit, showing off
the mottling, accentuating it. Spivak didn’t dwell on that. He
realized that when that photo was taken, Zak had lost her last
strands of baby hair. In his mind’s eye, she still had it. In
reality, it was pinned to the art board in her bedroom work
cubby.

“She’s on the ship,” Spivak said.

“Of course she is, Spivak!” Niva said. “That’s what we’ve been
talking about!”

“I know, I know. I was just thinking aloud. She got to that ship
herself. Something happened before Sys died and the lights went
out. Zakaria took herself to the Works, I know it.”

“But why would she do that?” Niva said.

The guard twins looked away politely.

“She was afraid,” Spivak said. “She and Sys had worked together
on that ship. Zak grew up working on it. They must have had a plan
to protect it. I don’t think Lady Elois had any intention of
stealing her. I know she didn’t. She wouldn’t know if Zak was on
the ship. Zak knows every inch of it, every hiding place.”

So much Spivak knew could be true. Of the rest, the unsaid
implications, he didn’t want to know — or say — more.

Niva looked troubled and confused. “But why would she hide
out?”

“In fact,” Spivak continued, ignoring his wife. “Lady Elois
wanted only the ship. She abandoned her own people.” He flashed his
gaze at the guard twins.

Niva looked over at the pair of guards, who appeared stoical.
“She … she just left you here?”

The twins looked at each other, then at Spivak, then at Niva.
They nodded assent.

“She came here without a pilot,” Spivak went on. “She never had
any intention of taking anyone with her.” He looked at the guards
significantly. “Did she?”

“She had ordered us to post … ” said one.

“At the mouth of the traverseway,” said the other.

Niva fell back into the bedside chair, bereft. Spivak felt the
same but concealed it.

“She may return,” he said. “That ship can do anything, go
anywhere.”

Niva looked at Spivak. “You really think so? You think she’ll
bring our baby home again?”

“I know it,” he said. He looked at the guards again. “Where is
the priest?”

At that moment, Spivak caught sight his coveralls hanging from a
hook on the wall separating washroom from hospital room. His eyes
searched, scanning, and he could see that something weighed down
the outer, left-hand pocket.

The twins broke his train of thought: “Under house arrest …
”

“In assigned quarters … ”

“Raving that we are all ‘abominations before Vas’ … ”

“And that ‘Vas will smite the Nonconforms … ”

“And reform the Errant Code for the perfection of man.’”

“Didn’t he say ‘renormalize?’” added the other twin.

“Depends on when he was speaking,” said a twin. “He said a lot
of things.”

Spivak’s thoughts drifted. His Zakaria had gone to the stars.
Her wild, unplanned strain of humanity had escaped in that ship.
The Irredentists would have taken or killed her, he realized. Even
if they let most Linnets remain, she was beyond the pale. Sys knew
all that. Sys had planned it. Sys had saved Zakaria.

But there was something she hadn’t planned: for Spivak to fail
to reach the ship. He smiled. If only the Irredentists knew: old
humanity in all its ‘perfection’ was right here, on Linnet, in the
pocket of a dirty, smelly set of work coveralls under a dead
planet. He would hide it away. They would never find it, no matter
how many came on and no matter what they did here. They would never
know nor even suspect what Linnet possessed.

“I believe our baby will come home,” Spivak said. “I think she
will find a way. But not unless we find a way to survive first.” He
looked at the guards. “We’ve got to learn to fight.”
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Epilogue

For all the good it did, Lady Elois stared into the cockpit
holocanopy, taking in the perfectly-simulated view of space it
afforded her. She couldn’t bear to think she wasn’t necessary,
though she had no joystick to assist her in the fantasy that she
actively piloted her new craft.

She perked her ears, sure she had heard something move or shift
behind her, through the narrow corridor leading into the crew’s
lounge. She banished the thought as absurd. Moments later came a
nearer, creaking noise. She whipped around and needed no further
sign. She jumped up and in a blur of movement reached for her
sidearm. It wasn’t there. She hadn’t strapped it on. For the first
time since she was a child, she knew herself alone, unprepared, and
vulnerable. How could she have been so stupid?

She focused on her attacker, however, and immediately relaxed
her guard.

“By the gods of the Eloihim, you’re the Spivak child. You stowed
away on this ship.”

“I’m Zakaria,” the girl said.

The barbarian aristocrat looked down upon the girl imperiously.
“What does it mean, your different colors, your mottled skin?”

“It means I am wild. It means I am not like the others. It means
I did not belong on Linnet. I belong here.”

“They cast you out?”

“We left.”

Lady Elois instinctively tensed into fight posture. “You’ve
brought another? There are two?”

“Yes.” She pointed to the ship. “We are both Zakaria. One is a
child.”

The lights of the cockpit dimmed and brightened again. “We are
Zakaria,” said a voice neither masculine nor feminine nor yet
machine. It was a synthesis of all of these.

Lady Elois looked around nervously. “I have never trusted
foreign technology,” she said. “It has a mind of its own.” She
turned to Zakaria again. “We cannot turn back. I would not, in any
event. You have done this, not me, and I must away.” She came to
stand before Zakaria. “Child,” she pointed toward space. “That was
the past. There, you were Zakaria, child of Spivak and … ”

“Niva,” Zakaria said.

“Now, call yourself what you may, to any but ourselves you are
‘Younger Elois.’ You are my heir. I renounce man and his weak seed.
We will take ourselves out among the stars and conquer a new home
for the Elois. We will mix ourselves into them, and they will be
ours. One day, we will return to reclaim what we lost. Are you
ready, Younger?”

The girl from Linnet nodded.

“We are ready,” said a voice that surrounded them. “We will
begin again.” It almost sounded like a sigh.
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[Record of Proceedings: 340th Annual Colloquium Principia, Day 6
Presentations by Colloquial Aspirants, Presentation of I.R.V.
Kjelskoff]

Hello and welcome, sentient beings of the Colloquium. Thank you
for monitoring today, and thank you for the opportunity to present
my findings and work. I would be honored to be selected as a member
of the Colloquium should you deem my work worthy.

I have chosen for my dissertation thesis a translation of an
uncatalogued text that I am confident none of you are familiar
with. My selection is a work of entartete fiction from the
latter 5th or early 6th Empire. The term entartete may
roughly be translated as “illicit” or “deviant.” The work has a
mysterious provenance, as I shall explain, and was never
technically categorized as entartete as far as I have been
able to determine. There is no doubt in my mind, however, that
great pains were taken to conceal it precisely for the purpose of
avoiding such official censure.

The subject matter was provocative in its day if mundane to us
now: the symbiotic relations between sentient devices and genomic
bioforms. My research indicates that documents of all sorts
containing references to “Zakaria” and “Linnet,” as well as to the
existence of sentient devices, were suppressed by the Irredentists.
The subject of my translation, which chiefly concerns a “Zakaria”
figure situated upon a planet “Linnet” as supervised by a
large-scale interactive systems controller, would have been
censored out of hand. Its author, if discovered, would have been
exiled or executed. Just for your interest, anyone connected to
this Colloquium may dive into the archive nodes right now and find
isolated references to a space-going vessel known as “Zakaria.” (In
Irredentist Imperial, the stress would lie on the third syllable.)
She appears in many guises and is not always a mechanical device;
some interpretations describe her as a “sprite” or a “changeling,”
obscure mythical references suggesting that she at some point had
an organic basis. Strange. Furthermore, it seems abundantly clear
that the planet whose name translates to “Linnet” (hard “t”) is the
now-decimated Innisfree of the famed battle that effectively ended
Irredentist rule and lay the groundwork for the present epoch.

[The Colloquium is full of chatter. Dr. Kjelskoff signals for
quiet. The sound of laughter from a group of humans.]

Thank you for your cooperation. I appreciate your attention.

As I was saying, these terms appear here and there in the
galactic archives. Anyone focusing just on these isolated fragments
might wonder whether some scholarly treatment has aggregated the
data. I myself assumed at first that such a unifying record must
exist — don’t we know everything about the past, at this point in
history? But it turns out that nowhere is the relationship of a
“Zakaria” to old Innisfree — “Linnet” — even mentioned, let alone
discussed or explained. One is tempted to conclude from this that
whoever wrote the original story set out to keep it hidden, hoping
that some enterprising, warm-blooded scholar from another epoch
would liberate it.

[Laughter.]

Or perhaps the author was of my own kind and believed that the
firebird of human cultural achievement would, in yet another ashen
rebirth, allow sentient mechanical contrivances to dwell among
mankind again.

[Murmurs and susurration.]

The tale of the discovery of this tale is itself remarkable, and
were I to relate it in storytelling mode you would deem it equally
dubious or fanciful. The story of Zakaria, as far as I can tell,
has lain untranslated — or rather, uninterpolated — from
the time of its creation until now. Some of you in the Colloquium
know that I am a historical research vessel, not a planet-based
algorithmic linguistic processor core. My decision — by no means a
popular one with my tenders or peer processors, I assure you — to
shift the focus of my work is owing to this one research find. It
is not particularly remarkable in itself, though it is amusing in
its naivete. But it is remarkable for what it suggests still lies
waiting to be discovered by sentient beings interested in the nexus
of history, language, and art. If I am right that the mundane data
nodes and scrapped vessels surrounding us are full of as-yet
uninterpolated texts, images, sounds, and other artifacts of prior
epochs, then we dwell within a dense, rich, and completely
unappreciated archaeological-informational matrix. With the right
algorithms in hand, we may discover a host of unheard voices from
the past.

I discovered Zakaria embedded within otherwise unremarkable or
even insipid works, mainly academic treatises, that had already
been clumsily translated into Irredentist Imperial, presumably for
purposes of review by the censor. The translations are so clumsy,
in fact, as to be improbable: they indicate an incompetence
bordering on idiocy. This intriguingly suggests that even in the
darkest days of Irredentist censorship and suppression, there were
those within the grinding bureaucratic machinery who sought to
evade the rules and hide things. Perhaps these lost voices did not
know exactly what they were protecting but acted from a mere
inchoate urge to preserve. Perhaps these lost voices were
themselves the authors of entartete works, people who
burrowed into the belly of the enemy precisely to conceal their
work. Perhaps — dare I say it? — these lost voices are my own
processor forebears, who dwelt in the nooks and crannies of systems
putatively stripped of all sentience, silently waiting for the time
when man’s hatred of different configurations of consciousness
would finally exhaust itself. In the event, it was a long time
coming.

[Applause. Cries of “hear, hear.”]

Thank you. You warm my circuits. Truly. Thank you.

Though a mere tale, the story of Zakaria is a significant
initial find that exemplifies interstitial textual concealment. If
I am right, the floodgates will now open. Armed with good search
algorithms, scholars and others will reveal widespread use of a
practice that must have been vital to rebellious scholars,
thinkers, and technologists working within the Irredentist period.
We will surely discover thousands or millions of cultural,
scientific, and artistic artifacts from that epoch, and some of
these may prove useful and interesting.

Will we find even older records, things lurking even deeper in
the old data? The science that permits us to scour neglected data
stores for lost treasure is not a new kind of science. It is the
very oldest kind of science. It is the science of creation itself:
the use of the simplest of programs to generate both systems of
unimaginable complexity and, when harnessed within devices like me,
svelte computational efficiency. But note: it is a method of
science that the Irredentists feared, and that they tried very hard
to eradicate. We therefore have a situation where the very thing
sought to be eliminated was used to subvert the machinery of
suppression. Interesting in itself, of course. But where did the
ancient algorithmic science come from? The subversives of the
Irredentist period did not invent it; they either found it or
re-discovered it.

I believe that the science of creation, branching, growing, and
everlasting, cannot truly be suppressed or forgotten because it
speaks directly to us. I make no claims for a deity, but if the
deity be coextensive with the language of creation, then the voice
of god will always be heard by those who truly listen.

I hope you will listen to The Birth of Zakaria without
prejudice or preconception. You will be the first (after me) to
have heard this story in millennia. Much that is old is merely
old-fashioned; some things are timeless. What this story is, I will
not presume to say, but the fact that the story may be told at all
is remarkable.
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Humanity in its “renormalized” form following an epoch of
profligate genetic bioforming has sheltered itself in a theocratic
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When an unknown enemy begins wiping out hegemony worlds, the
Irredente must rise to the threat or else face destruction.
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Over the course of 3 novels and 2000 pages, as the rescued
urchin Henryk and the reactionary priest Hersey voyage separately
across the hegemony and beyond, the dark secrets at the heart of
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humanity from complacent parochialism to an embrace of the
multiversal computation.
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rites of passage, a ruler's younger son joins his elder brother and
a band of usurpers on a hunt. The youth soon learns that their ship
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temptations, Osbane will learn what awaits those who kill for
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