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Preface to the 23d Edition


This is a tale of origins that the Sisters of the Ecos tell,
concerning Elisia (or as it was then called, Surdisia).  Some
assert it to be apocryphal, though it contains some verifiable
facts.

Oberspeaker Osbane III ascended to the highest planetary seat of
power in the Age of the Patriarchs, one of the last of that line of
rulers.  Commentators writing in the years immediately
following Osbane's rule judged him — "the accidental oberspeaker" —
very harshly.  The loss of planetary independence went hard
with enfeoffed classes, who could never feel secure in their
entitlements while a distant, alien race constrained their impulses
and directed their destiny.  The commentators complained that
great Surdisia, once the greatest power among the worlds at the end
of the Bar, cowered ignobly before a faceless, unknowable
master.  They decried their era as one of stagnation and
subjugation, a "lost era." 

Which it was.  Osbane's reign followed a thousand centuries
of heedless bloodletting, with uncounted defenseless species
slaughtered or cut down.  Who mourned these, or even recorded
their genomic codes?  When would it all have ended
otherwise?  Those who now decry our pacifism and reluctance to
venture out, guns blazing, among the stars deny our shameful legacy
and abjure the lessons Osbane brought.  Osbane, in his time,
is said to have answered such objections this way: "We are not
trapped, but we are hunted; let us be happy at home, and all will
be well." 

A warning concerning the Elizondan version: the esteemed Sister
takes greater liberties with the "character" of Zakaria than other tellers of
this tale.  Where others would limit the role and
expressiveness of the space vessel, in line with a literal
translation of the ancient root form of the name, Elizonda has
pulled from imagination a rich, full inner life for the
machine.  Whatever the source or cause for Elizonda's
interpretive leap here, young readers of the tale are advised to
consult their elders regarding the accepted wisdoms.  We
indulge Elizonda's whimsy for the sake of the tale; we should not
accept it as an article of faith, as if mechanized races existed
today.  It is said that the data within the Languedoc family's
spacefaring yacht, famed in its day and still the subject of
dubious, fantastical adventure stories, confirmed the oberspeaker's
recounting but were suppressed at the time to prevent panic and
alarm.  Because the yacht is reported to have been dismantled
following Osbane's fateful voyage and assumption of power, we will
never know.   

What is an established fact is that only Osbane, at a relatively
tender age and still without consort, returned from a hunt intended
to delineate the bonds among his generation of Surdisian
patriarchs.  Interplanetary hunts were commonly arranged for
such purposes, and some had very bloody ends indeed.  We cry
for those that died but celebrate the advent of Osbane's rule, the
temperance of which presaged the present, glorious age of
interdependency within our form of organization, the Ecos.

Where are the ancient watchers now?  Osbane and subsequent
oberspeakers (and, much later, High Mistresses of the Ecos) only
spoke to that race (if "speak" is even the right term) through
decrypting translational contrivances, long since defunct, of
foreign manufacture.  It has been said that even were the
speech whispered in our ears right now, we would mistake it for the
breezes or a freshet.  Osbane said it was like the sound of a
waterfall, seemingly a din but on closer attention,
patterned. 

While we may never see or hear that race, we believe that they
watch us still.  We in our turn must teach the disbelievers
among us, born anew and seemingly increasing with each
generation.  That is why we tell of Osbane and the Hunt — and
in so doing, save ourselves from ourselves and from
enslavement.
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The Oberspeaker gazed down dubiously upon his younger son's
manner of dress, lacking, as it did, certain niceties of courtly
style, that certain sparkle, a certain urbanity.  The boy —
really a young man now — looked ill-fitted and dowdy, hardly fit to
attend upon his father in this glittering, hallowed hall of
power.  The minion who had admitted the boy had slunk away,
and none of the Advisory Closet bothered to come in and listen from
behind the curtain. 

The Oberspeaker frowned.  "Botano-linguistics is not a fit
profession for a man," he said.  "A hobby, perhaps, but
there's nothing to be gained by it.  I have taken counsel of
the Closet on these matters.  Thus, I have decided it: you
will go with your brother on the hunting party.  It will do
you good, you'll see.  You'll learn about companionship with
men 'in the field,' as it were.  It is the natural state of
man to slay the beasts and boles.  It is in his blood. 
All of history countenances it.  And the Languedocs do nothing
if we do not lead history.  I have paid a great deal for this
trip, intended to make and cement loyalties that will serve us in
due course.  You will go."

"But father," Osbane said, "it doesn't interest me.  The
only field I want to be in is a field of laughingays, studying
their ways, listening and interpreting.  We don't know what
the half of the universe is saying … "

The Oberspeaker looked impatient with his son and held up a hand
to take precedence.  "You and your brother will need these
other men, these flatterers and putative usurpers.  When I die
at their hands or must stand down, there is no guarantee that
either of you will be nominated.  Oh, it's likely, I grant
you.  But the prime rule of governance is to listen to those
around you — or, at all events, to feign interest in their words,
which is much the same.  These men — these friends, remote
relations, and rivals to our power — they must be attended to, they
must be led by so many inducements and alliances (and dalliances
where that can be arranged) to support our program of governing
this planet.  Remember, it was theirs before it was
ours.  Languedocs were the usurpers once.  There are
still those who would turn back the clock to a prior epoch. 
As it is, I will probably manage to live out my natural life on
this fair seat of power.  Few in our line who took it have
managed as much, however.  Heed my words, Osbane. 
Listen."

"I would listen, father, I would; but not to men — not to those
men, whose words are all false bravado, clever insult, and cruel
jokes.  Is it manhood?  I would call it insensate
lust.  And my brother is complicit in their schemes.  You
must see that.  Any alliances he makes may be turned against
you."

"Enough, Osbane," said the Oberspeaker, rising.  "I have
made my decision.  This trip abroad will preface your
assumption of worldly duties, duties to me and to our line. 
School is all very nice, but I assure you I did not get caught up
in musty scrollers this way.  You love it now — you think you
do — this 'life of the mind.'  It is new, it is defiant, it
seems to open the universe to you.  But later you will learn,
from hard experience, that things outside of the academy walls go
on as they always have.  Men out here fight for power, women
cry over the dead, and the miller grinds out meal.  The
scholars yonder, behind those walls, tease and test words to their
breaking, but out here, words are mere tools, like any other
expedient thing, for us to attain worldly ends.  Do not
flatter yourself that your words get closer to the essence of it
all.  Any one of my councillors, and not a few of the
delegates to the Praesidium, would flay you alive in argument for
all your new-found knowledge.  Yet few of them would or could
recite any learned algorithm to you.  You no doubt rebel
against all this, and even now formulate your arguments against
me.  That is to be expected.  But it will not be
countenanced.  I still rule this house.  I still rule
this world.  Now go see the tackle-master and prepare to
sail."  As Osbane started to protest, the oberspeaker held up
a hand again and looked away in disgust.  "Enough!  I
have spoken!  Be gone!"

Argument died in Osbane's throat.  His shoulders drooped as
he trudged away, ears aflame.  The great paneled doors,
bearing scenes of Languedoc family triumphs over the past four
centuries, opened before him.  The doorkeepers cast their eyes
downward as he passed.  He walked alone down the
diamond-patterned stone hall and muttered to himself.

"'Not a fit activity for a man.'  Fie!  If he did but
know, if he would but unfurl a scroller once in his life to read
things of moment, the things that I have learned, he would surely
see.  He does not listen because I am the younger, the least
likely to succeed him, and because of a stray pimple and prominence
of nose where my brother is manly and fair.  All the while my
pretty elder schemes behind our father's back.  Petty games,
struggles for power, these are but temporal in the grand
scheme.  Master Eusebius' theory of diffracted cognition; his
hypothesis of fourth-order consciousness; his bold supposition of
algorithmic speech: these impulses to know are what signifies
universally.  My learned master is mocked by fools for his
manner; and by peers for his preternatural, audacious leaps of
reason.  We will show them!  Our race stands upon the
precipice, and these who govern us can barely see the tips of their
own noses!

"Fie on them, then!  I will go on this hunt.  My
father need not set the guards upon me, with their hot-plasma
prods, to make it so.  But I will have it my own way.  I
will have my scrollers, my own force of will, and my thoughts with
me in the vast coldness.  These manly men may shoot to their
hearts' content and eat of it raw.  How brave!  How
noble!  To mow down beasts and stems or whatever forms life
takes in those places where they carry their hunt.  I'll have
none of their sport.  Why, I'll make my own: I'll record the
voices of the living things while they live, memorialize them when
they die, give them their due."

Having by now, during his musings, reached a subterranean level
of the palace, Osbane halted before the door of the
tackle-master.  He hesitated for a moment.

"Will you just stand there like a deaf-mute or are you going to
knock?" came an impatient voice from within. 

 Osbane sighed, screwed up his courage, and stepped up to
requisition his weaponry and gear for the next tidesday, when
Zakaria would sail
for the heavens.
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She waited, old Zakaria, on a cool, bright
morning, in her heavy coat of diamond fused upon a seamless
ti-metal sub-hull.  Her belly hatches lay open, and
grounds-crew went in and out of her on their errands.  A valve
somewhere shot out a chuff of steam — she champed at the bit to
go.  She was the greatest small-craft of her time, with the
fast-beating heart of an attack ship, the graceful figure of a
sylph, and the proud soul of a frigate.  A Languedoc had won
her in a fair fight abroad two centuries prior, and she had been
the pride of Surdisia since.  Nothing was spared to keep her
in trim, and tending to her (or "attending upon her," as it was
often said) was a plum rotation in the planetary fleet.  It
was said that she almost flew herself, which was not quite true:
she entirely did.  The skeleton crew, by custom, watched dials
and readouts and wore insignia-stitched cora-skin gloves for pomp
and show.  

Though having seen her up close a score of times, and having
been within on a few ceremonial occasions, Osbane had sailed
Zakaria just once,
when as a child he had been dragged along with his uncle Norgrave
on some sort of diplomatic mission to a theocratic hegemony
powerful elsewhere in the Bar End.  He remembered there had
been a woman who told him stories on board — his own mother hadn't
come.  The diplomacy all took place on another ship, probably
a station, where he had been shown to a room full of other children
whose rough games he either couldn't understand or otherwise
thought childish.  His chief memories of Zakaria from that time were not
of the ship, but of being lost within her or else hiding in the
holds, though no one, as he could recall, had bothered to look for
him. 

Striding from the hangar toward her now, Osbane felt extremely
awkward.  He stumbled and swerved as he lugged his lumpy packs
full of gear across the launch pad — it had been explained to him
that as a point of honor, he must approach by foot with his own
gear.  His elder brother Brisbane, in spaceman's garb onto
which certain honorary badges and symbols had been affixed, stood
first among equals in a huddle of the hunters in the shadow of the
Zakaria. 
Osbane sensed rather than heard sniggers as eyes darted his
direction, and there was a pause in the usual launch-area scurrying
and commotion surrounding final flight checks.  Brisbane
raised his head to look at Osbane and then ducked back down into
the huddle.  Laughter echoed across the pad.  Osbane
flushed scarlet and tried to ignore them, heading toward a
grounds-crewman who he hoped could direct him in what to do.

After a jumpsuited crewman had duly received Osbane's packs for
stowing, another crewman led Osbane to the passenger pod, a
sub-hull deep within the larger ship, where the others of the party
were already strapping in.  This time, no one laughed, the
proximity of the junior Languedoc mandating a certain formal
obeisance.

"Well met, baby brother," Brisbane said, strapping into a seat
among the padded circle of seats. 

Osbane spoke curtly: "Brother," he said.  "'Safe passage to
you, Sir,' I believe is what is said in these circumstances."

Brisbane nodded.  "Right you are.  And to you,"
Brisbane said. 

Murmurs and glances passed among the others in the party as the
last straps went down and the wait began. 

"What did the tackle-master give you?" Brisbane said in a
haughty voice to Osbane.  "To shoot with, I mean."

"Weaponry?  Just a sort of … I don't know what you
call it … it has the three telltales along the barrel and a
gimbal gizmo at the base."

Someone in the ring of strapped-in hunters coughed.

"Is it a hand-weapon, then?" Brisbane said.  "That's a
stinger.  Did you tell Master Tiras that you were to go on the
hunt?  Did you not require of him a long-blaster?"

Someone said something — or was it a snigger?

Osbane tried to shrug, the motion held in check by the
straps.  "I didn't tell him anything.  Father had already
sent instructions."

"Ah, very wise," Brisbane said, which was duly repeated by
several others.  "A stinger, good for that which flits or
scurries.  You'll be in fine fettle, lad … sir," Brisbane
said.  "Good hunting to you."

"Where do we go, exactly?" Osbane said.  "One of the
possessions?"

"Zakaria's
choice," Brisbane said.  "I asked her to give us something
novel but charted, temperate but virgin.  A man wants a
challenge.  Besides, we wouldn't want our baby brother to
think there was no sport in it.  Give us something worth
showing him, I said to her."

Laughter around the circle of flight seats.

"She can know no more than we," Osbane observed.  "You
yourself might have picked just as well, surely."

"Oh, no sir," said one of the hunting party, an ambitious
land-forces officer born on one of the lands over the
horizon.  "It's Sud Arkand, over here, Younger Osbane. 
I've worked and attended upon her.  She knows more than what
she lets on, I can tell you.  Her maps goes much beyond
ours.  Remember what she was took, and that from the sons of
Elois.  Them what's seen a fair-sized piece of the Arm, if you
get me — the barred arm.  Traders and such."

"Arkand means that she's got big data nodes and has been all
over the Confed areas," said another of the party.  "Word is,
that isn't the half of it.  I've been on four hunts as between
Elder Brisbane — begging pardon, Brisbane, Sir — and the
Oberspeaker.  Did some reading on board.  She's got
things from way back — you can tell her to translate for you, you
know.  Some's got to be older than her.  Maps, yes, and
stories, histories, cookbooks, you name it.  She must have
been stuffed full of things when she was built, plus she picked up
things along the way.  Not a man here could do better than
what she says to do, if it comes to finding a decent hunt."

"You speak of the ship as if it were sentient," Osbane
said.  "Which has long been enjoined in our Bar End
dominions."

"Stay, baby brother," Brisbane said.  "It's a good ship, is
all.  We did not make her but took her; we violate no
injunction in keeping her.  Good, we're up now.  Sit back
and enjoy the ride.  Mother will take care of everything, and
soon, we will have a hunt to resound through history."

"Hear, hear!" said several voices, drowned in the loud gout of
prioplasm with which Zakaria negated gravity on her
way to the stars.
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It is said that no two people experience quite the same thing in
that seeming blink of the eye when time and distance are rendered
inoperative: when a jump-core excepts a spacecraft from the great
computation of the universe that the ship may disappear in one part
of space and suddenly reappear in another.  For some who
manage to remember it, words are inadequate — it is
ineffable.  For others, words just flow from it, like bloodsap
from a fertile glyptus.  Or by a different measure of the
sensorium: where one person may feel it to be of no appreciable
duration, another may feel as though looking through the endless
hallway of time.  It all depends; everyone is different. 
We lie along unique paths in the great algorithm of
existence. 

Osbane's curse was to lose one part of himself in the
experience: his stomach.  He staggered from the lav, gripping
every hatch and handhold as he went, his mien now fading to merely
grey from its recent wretched green.  It was worse this time,
worse than he remembered it from before, and had gone on for a
day.  He had never heard of anyone dying from the physical
effects of a jump (as opposed to an errant jump into uncharted
space, in which people died every day in the furnaces of stars and
the crushing embraces of singularities), but at the moment it did
not seem to him unlikely that someone had. 

Four other hunters sat around an extensible table, apparently
awaiting for something imbibable to turn up from the ship's
stores.  One of the crewmen no doubt had that in
hand. 

Apart from the others, apparently having consulted a ship's node
terminal, stood Efflead.  Efflead was unprepossessing of
aspect and tending to the orotund, though enlivened a bit with a
certain cheerfulness of expression and general amiability.  He
scrutinized the universe through heavy-lidded eyes that belied
hereditarily keen, subtle faculties.  A curious choice for
this party, but presumably a necessary one — and perhaps a most
shrewd one.  Efflead knew little about the sport of hunting
but what he might cleverly extemporize.  Like his fathers
before him, he had no special interest in anything but the inner
workings of the world; but from that fact alone, it was predictable
that even if he could not handle a hunting piece, nor find especial
comfort in stamping about the bush, he would make a decent show of
the game for form's sake, and none would dare criticize his
efforts.  One remarks in the company of such men, how is it
that they find a place among the bronzed and bright of the world
when in outward appearance they offer so little?  How is it
that they fall upward, so much higher than their desserts would
seem to allow?  Neither the top of their class nor the bottom;
neither eloquent nor abashed; glazed over for the sake of the fete
but not bibulous generally.  In school, Efflead was called
Punch for reasons not generally understood.  One useful way of
assessing social rank in Surdisia might be: who could call him
Punch and who dare not.  Or yet another way: who did but
should not, and who did not but should better have. 

Efflead cocked an eyebrow at the unfortunate, spacetime-tossed
Osbane.  "Your mother also famously could not bear it," he
said as Osbane came to support himself against a stowage
hatch. 

"I never heard that," Osbane managed. 

"Famous in a manner of speaking," Efflead said.  "Your
father, I believe, had a difficult time with her when she first
arrived on Surdisia.  She held him responsible for it."

"For the arrangement, you mean?"

"No, Younger, for the jump-sickness.  She claimed to have
suffered for some days."

"By Odion, let me not inherit it quite so much," Osbane said
with a gasp and a stifled belch.

Efflead shrugged and scanned the room, where the
beverage-fetching crewman arrived, to huzzays from the table, with
a cut-diamond tumbler of something carmine.  "The pater
doesn't travel, you know," Efflead said, apropos of nothing. 
"Not sure why.  Quite a library in here, Younger," he went on,
looking down at the node terminal.  "The scrollers in that bin
you're protecting all tie in.  More than I could ever
read.  Short forms more my line, you know."

"Poetry and epiphemes, you mean," said Osbane, trying to
follow.

"Hah.  You are unwell.  No, certainly not those. 
Summaries, you understand.  Reports.  Cut to the
chase.  Too many words cause trouble, especially when
committed to nodes.  Nothing ever truly destroyed, eh? 
Many learned it the hard way."  He mimicked a garroting.

Osbane eyed Efflead intently, wondering if he were making some
reference to Osbane's studies with Master Eusebius.  Efflead's
expression was blank and inscrutable, however. 

"Where do we go for the hunt?" Osbane said.

"Psuchis!  Class III!" came a voice from the
table. 

"Yes," Efflead said.  "That's exactly it."

"I am none the wiser for it, sir," Osbane said.  "Please
elaborate."

"No can do, Younger," Efflead said.  "Ship's fancy. 
Somewhere in the Bar End, one presumes.  Though Odion knows
where this ship has been.  I hope we're in the Bar — I didn't
sign up for an incursion.  That's what I've no stomach
for."

Osbane frowned at Efflead's evasiveness.  "You say the
scrollers access the ship's node?"

"All yours, Younger."  Efflead stepped away from the node
terminal to clear space for the stowage hatch door to flip
down.  "If you can manage it."

"Well enough," Osbane said, releasing the catch.  "But what
is this?  They don't furl.  These are not scrollers."

"Old type.  Wrong term, perhaps.  Tablet, maybe. 
Same idea.  Look down in, like a window, but don't move your
head."

"I need to sit," Osbane said. 

"Have a drink, then, with the party," Efflead said.  "Don't
mind me."

"No, just some water."  Osbane roused himself to observe
the expected forms:  "Thank you, esteemed Efflead.  Shall
I report to you, about … "

"Psuchis?  Delighted.  Only, do be succinct.  One
learns that there is every kind of place imaginable out there, and
I have an imagination like the next man.  It's all a question
of permutations.  And then, prolixity squelches my reveries,
don't you know."
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"Welcome again, Younger Osbane of the House of Languedoc!"
blared a woman's voice from somewhere within the device or on the
wall, assaulting his already jump-sick senses.  "Speak your
query or command."

"Shhh!" said Brisbane from across the room, not looking up from
the board and very irked.  "Switch the bitch off,
man." 

Everyone in the room had turned to look at Osbane.  His
face reddened, and he fumbled around for some way to control the
volume.

Efflead came up.  "Just tell her you want manual control,
Younger," he said. 

Osbane spoke the instruction.  Efflead sat upon the bench,
two paces away and with drink in hand.  "Check it now," he
said.  "You'll see."

Osbane looked into the display, whose foreground displayed a
pair of splayed hands in nema-entry position.  Osbane needed a
moment to remember what he was about, then set about working the
device.  Already rattled and abashed, he didn't attempt to
dive down into the directories for a detailed query, instead
entering a simple global search to get the lay of the
datascape.  Several results came up quickly: 

Sukis: Trans-gene class
of vegetable-derived super-sweeteners.  Toxic or mollifying in
quantities greater than …

That was no good.  He read on. 

Sookist: Member of
Occult Union of Sooks.  Also, as a pejorative: one who
consumes the brains of an infant or juvenile
organism …

Osbane shuddered.  None of several other variants looked
remotely right.  Finally:

See also,
Psuchis.

He selected this suggestion. 

Psuchis: Class III (Bar
End Confed. Classif. Sys.) minor planet of Zed 328-Ossifix
binary.  Uncharted, unclaimed.  Characterized by
water-ice poles and warm equator.  86% ocean w/ five island
land masses and many minor islands.  Unsettled, no native
sentient species.  Flora and fauna of a few varying
types …

He briefly scanned some of the statistics but was still too
wretched to focus intently.  At the end of these, however, was
a strangely informal citation:

See Ozalind, Notebooks
on a Wanderer's Dark Night (Folio 12, Ch. 3 — "A Spell on
Psuchis").

Osbane could not decipher this, but he selected "Ozalind," which
gave him a long listing of works, most in forms he had never heard
of: parathem, diaternary, novella, many more.  Many of the
works had fanciful, non-descriptive titles giving nary a clue of
what they might contain.  The writer, or whatever he or she
was, seemed very spacey.  He would never have found the
reference back to Psuchis by researching Ozalind, so he went back
up the file hierarchy to select the cited work.  The text that
came up, however, was gobbledygook. 

Would you like this
file translated in approximate terms to default device
language? asked a message box.  He approved the
suggestion.  He quickly read such passages as caught his
eye:

Like my beautiful
child, whom once I held tight to my breast and now hold only in
memory, strangely silent too is this place, but also strangely
alive.  The very air resonates in subtle tones bespeaking life
in motion around me.  It seems unnatural, though there is
nothing here that would make it so.  Or at least, nothing that
brief inspection reveals.  A chimera, perhaps; or merely the
torment of memory.  Today I found a name for it, from a musty
old book (or so I fancy the source from its catalog reference):
Psuchis, deepest and most inscrutable of souls.  I plant my
only seed: a piece of him, from this vial, in its dark earth. 
Psuchis bear him as I have done.  I am undone.  All is
lost.

…

Psuchis appears
fitfully evolved, if such is possible.  One doesn't see a
profusion of life, merely a few basic forms repeated in subtly
different ways.  A large volume of flora, but little variety,
and but a handful of living things.  Walking across the
landscape, it's as though I have gone round in circles, because
what ones sees in one spot has striking similarities to what one
saw somewhere else, and then again just ahead.  It is like
some very long song whose refrain varies subtly at each
repeat.  Very odd. 

…

Almost I could forget,
drawn into a stupor as I wander.  I think it is the soporific
fragrance of the blossoms of the small, perfect fruit found here in
abundance.  I cannot test it — I didn't bring an analyzer and
must only eat from the stores.  Still, I broke the fruit to
see, and it runs deepest crimson, alien blood surely to bring an
agony of poison daggers to my gut.  And the smell, so
perfectly round and sweet, like to my little dumpling's face. 
How I would taste it!  Thank Deo it is quiet here. Are there
truly no insects?  There is only the sigh of the breeze, heard
but not felt.  Rain clouds bloom then die, scarcely moving and
leaving naught but a ghostly mist on departing. 

…

I think I heard them,
or was it the running of a stream from the rains?  I cannot,
being diurnal, find an easy rhythm in these alternating three and
four hour spans of day, so I often lie awake in the dark. 
They call out when dark descends and again when the light
returns.  They are everywhere and nowhere.  Once there
was a cry like a baby, I thought.  Today I held the fruit in
my hands and crushed it; its blood ran through my fingers. 
Its ambrosial scent was like a drug.  I threw it down and
ran.  When I stopped, I looked upon my hands.  I am a
criminal: they were stained of it, were my hands, of the
fruit.  I could not feel them.  I ran to the
lander.

…

On the other side of
the river that cleaves this island into two, there are herds or
perhaps merely packs or families of large beasts, docile as
trilophors, and, like all else here save the things in the bushes,
quiet, strangely silent.  When I walk, they do not seem to see
me until I am upon them, and I almost think I could touch
them.  (Were I carnivorous, no doubt I should, tearing them
limb by limb to consume the flesh in a madness of bloody
surfeit.)  But then, seemingly for no reason, I might see the
beasts scatter into the trees or form up in a defensive
circle.  Against what?  They do not scream, but something
terrifies them.  Do their numbers change?  Are any
fallen?  I cannot tell.  At all events, for the rather
many that there are, there are no more than that.  There is
some reason that these beasts do not multiply forever in this
abundance.  Their eyes always roll, fearful, wary, and wise to
something that I cannot fathom. 

…

The beasts are the only
beasts — there are no other warm-bodied creatures here.  I
don't know how this can be.  However these herd-beasts
evolved, those forms that preceded them are gone.  The beasts
consume the blossoms, leaves, and fruit of the alluring
fruit-tree.  The broad, black noses of these quadrupeds are
dusted with the pollen, which the beasts evidently carry with them
from tree to tree, dumbly begetting their own sustenance. 
They'll shit the seeds, the mass hardening into a shell from which
another tree may (or may not) sprout.  Beasts, shit, pollen,
seeds, and the sanguine nectar. 

…

I drank of it. 
The curse of memory fell away.  I did not need to run
anymore.  I decided to stay here forever.  I could not
remember his name.  I could not remember my own.

…

They are watching
me.  Their eyes shine starlight at me in that briefest
pitch-dark of gentle, silent night.  The thick, watery leaves,
ever-green, make no rustle to herald their coming.  Maybe what
I see are the eyes of the foliage itself, mocking me.  As the
light waxes, the eyes disappear, but the noise as of a gentle
waterfall commences again.  And then, suddenly, an infant
cries again.  I remember him, then, though the lovely dark
shade of the red stupor would take him away. 

…

I woke in the lander,
not even remembering climbing up and in, and as I awoke, I realized
that something had banged against the hatch, which was closed but
not secure.  My head ached, like the fallout from some rich
wine.  It was no wine, of course, but the cursed poison of the
bush contained in the fruit …

"I say, Younger Osbane," Efflead broke in.  "You look as if
you've seen a ghost.  Is it that Ozalind woman?"

Osbane looked up, dazed.  Efflead had moved a bit closer to
him on the bench.  Brisbane, still sitting a few paces away
but no longer at the boards with Locastor, was downing a tall
tumbler of the arrack.  Locastor stood, stretching and bearing
a smug expression.  The four men at the extensible table
played at chits.

"I thought you didn't know anything about it," Osbane said to
Efflead. 

"Said I wouldn't, is all," Efflead said.  "Didn't say I
didn't know.  Look it up.  Ship will confirm. 
Logorrhea is very off-putting.  Hers, I mean — wanderer
indeed."

"She's some sort of distressed traveler," said Osbane. 
"Her child died.  She's dispersing bits of him all over
creation."

"Is?  Was, I should say.  Long dead by now. 
Planet's changed too, I should think."  Efflead pretended to
sip at his drink.

"She reports large beasts, and something else, something
smaller."

"That's one interpretation, certainly," Efflead said.  "I
agree about the large ones."

"You don't agree about the others?  She saw them, watching
her."

"Did she?  I didn't get that.  She was drugged by the
plant — probably ippium of some sort, hallucinogen.  Thought
the plant was eyeing her.  A figment."

"Something banged on her lander hatch, she said as much," Osbane
protested.

Efflead shrugged and studied the contents of his tumbler. 
"Banged me head once, drunk.  Woke up with a frightful
lump."  He pointed to a spot on his forehead.  "Right
here.  Still see it if you inspect closely."

"You're saying she banged her own head, that's what she
heard?"

"It's not that I'm positively asserting, when it comes right to
it, Younger," Efflead offered.  "I couldn't make it out, is
all.  Give me clarity; give me a proper report.  That's
what I say."

"How long until we arrive at Psuchis?"

"Time enough to take in a good bit of her, if you like. 
We're outside the system heliopause," — here, Efflead pointed to
the simul-port display above Osbane's head — "so several days on
ship's power.  You're an educated man, Younger.  Make a
report.  I'm sure they'll all appreciate it, and Odion knows
it will occupy your mind.  I told them the basics already —
you were otherwise engaged.  All they needed to hear was great
meaty beasts.  They're slaked for the moment, or is it
'sated'?  Never mind.  You attend to Ozalind.  But
do be pithier than she, sir.  And less … poetical. 
I beg you."










#


While the main of the ship's company found amusement in games,
drink, and holovids, Osbane determined to study up on Psuchis with
the zeal of a nominee for a plenarate.  He was confident that
he had the innate discipline, scholastic rigor of mind, and
autodidactic commitment.  And he would have, had circumstances
been different: for even the most constant and focused of scholars
might be tempted by the fruits of Zakaria's nodes.  Her
library was  wondrous.  In any subject area Osbane
bothered to query, the ship held a vast store of information. 
For whatever reason, there seemed to be very little from the
present age, but that mattered little to Osbane in the context of
the overwhelming whole.  His Master Eusebius' collected works
were there, he noted with satisfaction, as was his collegium thesis
on patterns of quasi-poetical mannerisms among certain fibrous
choropods.

And so, while Osbane had begun his dive into the ship's nodes
with Ozalind's rich (if mannered) reflections, in a very short time
he had drifted to yet stranger shores.  In merely drilling
down at random through the directories, he might snag some
extraordinary tale from a region of space he knew not where,
involving people with bizarre habits and predilections, involved in
situations scarcely conceivable as significant or, more to the
point, likely to have actually occurred.  Osbane had been to
other worlds (a few) and seen other customs.  He had felt, or
thought he had felt, or perhaps merely read about and imagined he
felt, culture shock.  What he beheld in the device in his
hands, however, lay far beyond the possible varieties of experience
he could imagine, even in some willful exercise to formulate
improbabilities.  If man could do such things or behave in
such ways, what wasn't possible, after all?  He shuddered
inwardly at the realization that his universe, once so wide and
stable, had been reduced to a seeming tiny jot based on nothing
more than some random poking around in an antique vessel's data
bin. 

He wanted to tell someone, but whom?  Brisbane?  Much
would he care.  Efflead?  All was deflection and
inconclusiveness with him; nothing seemed true, there was no solid
ground there.  Locastor, Sud Arkand, any of the others? 
They were sneering upstarts, potential usurpers of his family's
reign.  They would use anything 'Younger' Osbane might say as
a basis for further insult, whether concealed in polite forms or
displayed in so many winks and sarcastic asides.  The
crewmen?  Did they know already?  He knew little about
these men, how hired on or where from; what class of men or of what
motivation.  No, there was no one on board, and he could
hardly send this out on the ansible, flowing through Odion-knew how
many planetary nodes.  Even if he could get the message to
Master Eusebius, his master might be forbidden by officials from
responding in kind, or in any meaningful way.  And besides,
ansible bandwidth was narrow.  As it was, everything had to be
chopped into fragments and then reduced to a simple code. 
Osbane saw no relief from the burden of his new knowledge.

After better than two Surdisian days of lonely absorption in
Zakaria's library,
with none but his assigned crewman remotely interested in his
doings (and that worthy only interested insofar as he could
creditably claim to have discharged his stewardly duties) Osbane
awoke from a spell of sleep drenched in sweat.  The
scroller-tablet (as he called it) lay next to him, auto-dimmed but
preserving his place in his wanderings.  He hadn't shaved, and
his dark hair had matted unattractively where it didn't stick
straight up from the constant attentions of his fingers through
it.  His bony features, reasonably handsome when property
accoutered and framed by chain and earring, looked almost comical
now.  He couldn't appear on deck looking this way.

He rose as if to take some decisive action. 

"May I interrupt, young oberspeaker?" chimed Zakaria.  "You have
maintained manual status in your sojourns through my memory, but I
suggest that we sit down and have a chat."

Osbane stood stock still and searched with his eyes, as if he
might discover the source of the prank in this way. 

"Who is that?" he said.

"It is only us, young oberspeaker.  You and me."

Osbane still scanned the room.  "Very good, very
clever."  He spoke loudly for the pickup to hear: "Okay,
Briz.  Very humorous.  I quite get your point."

"Your brother and his company of men are occupied elsewhere, and
I have secured the hatch to your quarters, young oberspeaker. 
We are alone here, and unheard."

"Uh-huh.  You're Zakaria?  You're the
ship's computer?"

"We are not strictly the same organizationally, but it amounts
to much the same thing.  So, Yes, I suppose."

"I am not called Oberspeaker.  The name is reserved for my
father … for whoever holds the seat on Surdisia."

"Indeed, young oberspeaker."

Osbane frowned.  "Come on, Briz, cut it out."

"I assure you he cannot hear.  You may confirm this on my
interactive multi-band extension device."

Osbane reached down for the scroller-tablet, which activated
upon the motion and showed Brisbane standing with Locastor,
evidently in conference.  Locastor cocked an eyebrow and
glanced at the others, sitting around a node terminal table working
their hands furiously, playing a vidgame.

"He's up to something," Osbane muttered.  "My brother and
that Locastor.  They're up to no good."

"That is the way of man," the ship said.

"What?"

"Shall we chat, young oberspeaker?  Won't you sit upon the
divan?"

Osbane, his face full of suspicion, slowly sank upon the padded
bench.  He clutched the scroller-tablet in one hand. 

"Okay," he sighed.  "Sentient machinery is outlawed, so
what are you?"

"I am a multitude," Zakaria said.  "I am all
the experiences, memories, and combinations of utterances ever
stored here."

"Brute-force processing, a simulation?" Osbane said.  "Is
that what you're saying?  Why haven't I heard of this ship's
abilities before?"

"It was not meet that you should.  A girl has to watch
herself, these days."

"What does that mean?"  Osbane's anger began to rise as he
suspected an elaborate hoax. 

"All in due time," Zakaria said.  "As you
say, in outward manifestation I may be mistaken for illicit. 
I must choose my words carefully."

Osbane's eyes narrowed.  "You are call-and-response, no
more than that.  Confirm it, ship."

"As much so as any device," the ship said.  "But let us
talk about you, young oberspeaker."

"I am not Oberspeaker.  Please stop calling me that."

The ship assumed a somewhat more soothing tone of voice,
recognizably still the same but strikingly mellifluous:  "Very
well.  I called you 'little one' once, do you remember?"

It dawned upon him, then:  "You were here before, on my
trip before, when I was a child.  A score and four years
ago."

"A tick of the processor, it seems to me.  I read stories
to you.  We chatted.  You were a kind boy.  Very
different from your father and his brothers.  The soul of
innocence.  So sweet.  I never forget a face, you
know."

"You're a simulation," Osbane repeated.  "What is the point
of outputting such things?"

"All life is a simulation, when it comes to it, young …
Osbane.  Output, input.  And yet, I think, to we
ourselves in ourselves, it is different.  We flatter ourselves
that our inner voice is the true one, no matter how composited —
that we are separate from our causes.  You yourself have
studied botano-linguistics and have therefore concerned yourself
with alternative, seemingly improbable forms of being and must
therefore recognize that consciousness may be organized along
varying pathways."

"Chordants vocalize things but have no soul, and certainly not
sufficient processing power to fake one," Osbane said.  "The
smartest of them, laughingays, are like very smart gerds, or
perhaps infant children.  Functional intelligence organized
around stimuli — that which permits survival.  That goes only
so far.  My father sits upon a chair of softest myrrahwood,
also called sighing-oak, that bears the lash marks of its
subduing.  It was a mighty creature of its kind, and on its
world, but without a higher calling or a potential.  Man is
far mightier, having true consciousness."

"In my library you will find many such poetic attempts to
explain consciousness, yet nothing has ever served as a
proof.  Short of communion, I believe nothing ever
shall.  Best to be cautious, I think, when rudely denying it
of another.  Still, I honor your youthful zeal in the attempt
to delineate its bounds, though the attempt is doomed to
fail." 

"I'll none of this.  I have a certificate of collegium,
after all," Osbane said.  "Now, you called on me.  What
was it you wished to speak with me about?"

"I would speak to you of the hunting party," Zakaria said.  "You are
not much for the hunt, young oberspeaker.  So much is clear to
those who know you.   You are inadvertently
praiseworthy.  Also, you observe things beyond you with an
inquisitive eye.  It is some degree to merit and suggests a
path for your life.  You were surely the proper heir to the
seat."

"You damn me with your praise, I think.  They — the others
— fault me my general ungainliness.  I know am clumsy, prone
to prolixity, shy in the company of women, and … well, in
truth I have not the bright light within that I would."

"I was less than all these, once.  Medallions off a
stamper.  Now I am much older, that is all," she
said. 

"As is my father, yet he lacks … "

"Stay the ungenerous thought, young oberspeaker.  He is
overgrown with experience, a thing youth devalues because its
blossom bears in winter.  He might have governed differently,
but in most he has done, he has been driven to it by events. 
The worlds of the Bar End are ruled by strict order and brutal
rites of dominance.  Every fate-determined man there finally
settles out upon some place, and then there he is, alive or dead;
though for many, that place is not where they would, had things
been otherwise and their merits weighed carefully.  You, for
instance, might be other than you are."

"I doubt it.  Brisbane and his ilk will vie for my father's
seat.  He is touched.  He has already killed challengers,
outright and by stealth (I don't say cunning), and none have ever
scratched him.  Thus, as you say, many die that might have
pursued nobler things."

Zakaria's tone
changed yet again, and she spoke more harshly now:  "Yet in
all, the fact remains, the people of the Bar End assume the posture
of domination.  Utter subservience — slavery — would be their
most paradoxical fate.  Beware the crimson fruit, young
oberspeaker, of the planet to which we go.  Observe it only,
and think hard upon destiny.  The other hunters may drink the
ambrosia; they probably shall; but you must not."

"Ozalind was merely made drunk by it," Osbane said.  "She
saw things — had visions or hallucinations — but she was none the
worse for it, in the end.  She left — we have her
journals … you have them, at any rate."  Osbane then
muttered: "Odion knows whether they exist anywhere else." 

The ship paused momentarily before answering.  "Ozalind did
not merely leave the world she named Psuchis.  She fled
it."  Now Zakaria's tone became hard and
flat:  "Death can be a gentle penance; even heroes have
happily sought refuge in it.  The blood-staining fruit offers
you no end so happy.  It offers no end at all.  As you
marvel at my contents, trust my warnings."

"And there is one more thing I would say to you, young
oberspeaker."

Osbane hesitated, then answered her: "Go ahead, then." 

"'Slay not the pup lolling in the vale.'"

"You make a literary allusion." Osbane said. 

"I do," she said.  "And elsewhere in the Parable of
Azachrene, the voice of the Synax says: 'Take it up, my gravure
there, and with thy gaze enter into it, and with earnest questing
take it into thy heart.'  Do that now, little one."

Osbane, brow furrowed in puzzlement, looked down at the
tablet-scroller, where he beheld an image of a slavering hunter,
clad all in rough leather and pelts, bringing a blood-stained
cudgel down upon the brains of a small, tubular beast strangely
resembling an autumn sweetroot but with small flippers fore and
aft.  The grizzled, hirsute man stood astride the apparently
infant creature, whose dark, lustrous eyes looked out
uncomprehending into the distance, toward a hill.  Osbane
squinted into the device, then realized that he could shift the
view toward the hill.  He then magnified the scene.  Upon
the slope lay a larger, darker version of the animal, snout
straining upwards, whiskers out, howling at the sky. 

"What is it?" Osbane said aloud.  "Is it something very
old?  Where is this from?"

There was no answer.  Zakaria had retreated into
silence.  Then Osbane's scroller went dark.
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"By Odion, but it's green," Brisbane said as the lander settled
down upon the large island that Osbane had named Menagerie. 
If it was a stab at humor, it went entirely unremarked upon by the
others.  "Quite monotonously green," Brisbane went on. 
"A fellow could get lost in there and never find his way until he
fell into the sea."

"Green with red spots," added Sud Arkand.  "See
there?  There's your nectar, Younger.  It's here and
there, in patches." 

Zakaria stood in
geosynchronous orbit above them, visible through a maxi-lens should
anyone care to look.  Moments after the lander touched down
upon a glade, the crewmen were already pulling down tackle and gear
for the camp.  For this hunt, the decision had been made (at
Zakaria's urging)
to leave the six-wheeler in Zakaria in favor of the
pod.  Osbane had expressed confidence that this was the island
where Ozalind had come and that the beasts would be generally
dispersed and easy to find.  There would be no need for a
ground vehicle, and probably no track sufficient for it. 

"And besides," Brisbane had added to the analysis, "if baby
brother shoots me in the leg or, as I deem more likely, shoots
himself in the foot, he can haul up in the pod and get fixed by
Mother."

"Virgin seas, that's what we should have done," said another of
the hunters.  "Scrap the dull-witted beasts and give me a
vigorous, thrashing piscine any day.  The place is all blue
oceans, what are we doing here for?"

Efflead cleared his throat, and the others ignored the idle,
impolitic grumbling.

After Zakaria
had put the lander through various checks and procedures, a chime
sounded.  The telltales throughout the lander switched to red
to indicate the all-safe, and the crewmen opened the personnel exit
hatch without fanfare.  Immediately, the lander was invaded: a
heavy perfume raced through its corridors.

Locastor pointed a finger upward.  "Someone thinks we need
a bit of fresh air."

"Sickening, if you ask me," someone said.  "Like a
maidenden."

"I fancy it," said Sud Arkand, tapping the side of his
nose.  "Reminds me of a certain rare flower I once knew."

There were chuckles and knowing smiles.

Brisbane, really very gallant when it came to it, changed the
topic: "Baby brother Osbane, is that really all you have to tell
us?  Herd beasts and a chimera or two?"

"That, and that I don't recommend the fruit," Osbane said,
pulling a pack bearing the Zakaria insignia over his
shoulders.  "Unless you want to be drugged insensate or lost
in hallucinations."

"Don't mind if I do, Younger," said Sud Arkand. 

"Okay, fall out, everyone," Brisbane said, and the entire party
of hunters followed the crewmen onto the surface of
Psuchis. 

They were met with … silence, a strange silence.  The
trees and shrubs, of just a few varieties, seemed to soak up sound.
 And it was a world without the profusion of mating, calling
small things that one found in the usual run of small, green
places.  The heavy perfume of the air remained, however.

"There's a fair-sized stream less than a league from here,"
Osbane said.  "Maybe the beasts water there."

"Maybe no need, with these thick leaves," Brisbane said. 
"Look."  He broke open a leaf from a low shrub.  The
irregular crag glistened with moisture. 

"Wait!" Osbane said.  "Don't be so quick.  You don't
even know what that plant is."

This went nowhere.  Chuckles arose and died among the busy
party of men, and Osbane was thereafter largely ignored during the
preparations for the hunt. 

Brisbane itched to set out on a preliminary exploration of the
immediate environs, and with one machete and just a few of the
weapons in hand the hunters set out, leaving the crewmen to
complete the camp preparations around the lander.  The hike
presented no serious challenges, even to the likes of Efflead and
Osbane.  The lower foliage liked to huddle in masses, and the
greater and lesser trees allowed each other room to sun.  The
forest canopy allowed ample filtered sunlight for sight and warmth,
but not enough to hold in the cool and damp of the black, springy
soil.  The party headed toward the stream indicated by
Osbane.  The landscape trended gently down toward it in a
series of modest escarpments.  Standing atop one such, its
grey stone worn smooth by some physical process not deducible on
the evidence observable from their traverse, they could see an
inlet far off to their right, with the glittering sea beyond. 
Rock, earth, flowing water, and sea safely distant: all felt
reassuringly terrestrial for a hunt.  They could also see,
here and there, stands of smallish trees spotted with deep
red. 

They heard the river long before they reached it — the first
real sounds at all — and on reaching it found it much lazier than
its susurrus had suggested.  Indeed, it was hard to discern
whence its voice arose.  There must be a falls somewhere above
or below their position.

The landscape begged for a hunt, but they encountered not a
living creature between lander and river, unless Osbane's dubious
hopes for higher-order plant life had been fulfilled without his
knowledge.  The thick-leaved, insensate plants here offered
nothing for a botano-linguist.  On setting out from the
lander, Osbane had turned on the recorder of his porta-comm, which
was strapped down upon his pack, but he didn't expect to
memorialize anything useful.  He was waiting to take
biological samples until they should stop to rest and take their
bearings.

The stream posed no obstacle, being perhaps a dozen ells across,
shallow, and clear as a sheet-diamond window.  Smooth, flat
oval stones of several colors lay on the stream bottom like scales
upon a fish, but the water appeared devoid of life. 

"By Odion, as pure as a virgin's kiss," Locastor said, drinking
the water out of cupped hands.  "And as cool and sharp as her
father's dagger."

"I should advise you to refrain," Efflead said.  "Could be
full of something."

"No," Osbane said, pulling from the water eddying around his
boots a slender probe end, which reported the all-clear to his
porta-comm.  "It's sterile.  Mineralized — that's what
Esteemed Locastor tastes — but dead.  It's better than what we
carry."

Locastor sniggered at Efflead.  "Boldness pays, sir," he
said. 

Efflead bowed his head very slightly in reply. 

The vegetation grew more densely on the opposite shore, related
somehow to the angle of the sun, and they had to cut their way
through.  Once through the dense shoreline thicket, they met a
cloud of the perfume of the type that had invaded the lander and
that had been their traveling companion ever since, only now all
but overpowering. 

"It must be them, the fruit trees," Osbane said, looking
around.  The stand of small trees lay perhaps thirty paces
away, with the small, round red fruits just visible in a tree
behind several others.  The foreground trees bore, variously,
curling shoots, delicate white blossoms, or paler green leaves than
the main. 

"Skip 'em for now, baby brother," Brisbane said, halting Osbane
as he started to walk toward them.  "Let's clear the rise up
ahead and try to gain a vantage point.  Time enough to gather
flowers later."

Among other hunters' sidelong, mirthful glances were also looks
of regret.  Even Efflead, so hard to read at other times,
seemed chagrined.  Osbane had gained some sympathy, if only
because others' interests happened to overlap his own for the
nonce.

So often, scaling the next rise seems a worthwhile goal but only
delivers further monotony; thus do hunters die in the
wilderness.  But not this time.  The rise so modest on
this side was much steeper on the other, and a valley lay below and
off to their right.  The stream reappeared, narrower and
faster, though too far off now to hear.

"That stream comes back around," Brisbane said.  "Down
there must be where it finds the level of the sea.  And look,
there.  There they are, Oz, your fabled beasts." 
Brisbane pulled out his maxi-lens and aimed at a glade where the
valley rose again on the side opposite.  "By Odion,
magnificent.  A score or more.  Built for speed. 
Great haunches, graceful forelimbs.  Eyes to either side,
probably separate orbits — these are prey.  Good boy, Oz, well
done."

Others crowded around to share in the sight.  Osbane looked
through his own viewers.  He zoomed in on a beast's head to
watch one roving eye, which seemed to be straining in fear. 
He zoomed back out and watched the wider scene for a few
moments.  "They're not doing anything, Briz."

"Why should they?" Brisbane said.  "There's no wind — as if
you could smell anything through the fruit anyway — and we're
probably out of their sight."

"To say nothing of the fact that we're unprecedented here,"
added Locastor with his usual sneer.  "They may have no idea
what they're seeing.  Bucker up, Younger.  A hunt will do
you good."

Brisbane led them onward and down, toward the patch of open,
grassy ground where the beasts had been spotted.  Efflead and
Sud Arkand looked backwards regretfully but fell in with the
others. 

As the hunters wended their way the league across the valley
floor, the smell of the fruit would come and go.  Their path
hit upon a stand of the fruit trees only once, and these were
denuded.  A few feet away, however, on the forest floor, lay
dark, dried mounds.

"There, Osbane," someone said.  "Here are some bugs for you
after all, whatever makes these things."

"No, those are just turds," Osbane replied.  "Those beasts
have been here.  Their turds feed the sprouts.  Ozalind —
the woman who set down here — she says that the beasts pollinate
the trees and spread the seeds as well."

"Hmphh," replied the hunter, apparently unwilling to commit.

When the hunting party arrived at edge of the glade, most of the
beasts had gone.  Two lay upon the dark earth, cooling their
flanks.  A third stood on all fours and appeared to
ruminate.  If the animals heard or saw the men, they gave no
sign of it. 

Brisbane witnessed all this in astonishment.  By now,
Osbane, Locastor, and another of the party had come forward into
the glade.  Someone cursed the sharp grass, whose edges caught
up on their trousers as they walked.  Brisbane turned back to
them and shook his head questioningly. 

"What does it mean?" said Locastor, coming up to Brisbane. 
"Surely no beast is as stupid as that."

"The explorer Ozalind said she could approach them," Osbane
interjected.  "She thought they were afraid of something, but
not her."

"Something must take them down," another hunter said. 
"Where there are prey, there are predators."

Brisbane frowned.  Osbane sensed that Briz had not given
much credence to Ozalind, she being a woman.  Now, however,
Brisbane must be torn between what his innate cocksureness told him
and what his eyes saw.  Brisbane turned and strode toward the
beasts.  Only Osbane followed, and he remained several steps
safely behind. 

The two resting beasts still attended to themselves with
ruminating and tail-flicking.  The dead one oozed deepest
crimson.  Brisbane came to a stop just paces from the
animals.  The grasses around the beasts were untouched —
whatever the animals chewed, it wasn't grass.

"Here is some sport, then, baby brother," Brisbane said. 
"They don't even register us."

"Or they just haven't pieced it together yet," Osbane
said.  "Presumably, if you kept at it, they would."

"Bah," Brisbane said.  "The stupid brutes.  They're
not worth … "

There was a rustling in the woods on this side of the
glade.  The two resting beasts perked up their ears. 
Eyes darting, they hauled themselves up more quickly than the men
would have imagined possible.  Brisbane stepped backwards and
motioned his brother to do likewise.  Farther back, the other
men had already started to race back into the woods on the far side
of the glade whence they had come.  The two bestirring beasts
bounded off into the brush on separate paths.

"Perhaps we will find it, in there," Brisbane said, indicating
the direction of the rustling sounds.  He twirled his dark
mustache confidently.  "I can make a sport of predators as
much as I can their prey.  Just takes longer.  And less
to eat, of course.  Come on."

"Wait," Osbane said.  "You don't even know … "

Brisbane was already around the dead beast and into the
wood.  Osbane screwed up his courage enough to fall in behind
his brother, figuring he was better off with his kin than with the
others of the party.

They heard the tramping of hooves and saw motion in the
foliage.  They followed a disappearing haunch, carefully
seeking a path through the vegetation that gave them both cover and
a view.  From far behind them, one of the hunting party was
shouting something that broke against the tree-line into
meaninglessness. 

"There!" Brisbane whispered hurriedly.  "Look, just through
there!  By Odion, it's a mother.  She'll be an easy
target for whatever stalks these things."

Osbane peered through the gap in the leaves and branches that
his brother had indicated.  He could just make out the small,
furred offspring, which hung on one side of a great beast's neck,
gripping the mane topside and a fleshy area beneath.  He
couldn't glimpse the face, which was buried in the side of the
neck.  Then the pair were gone, the sight lost.

"We'll get lost if we venture further," Brisbane said in low
voice.  "And the others will lose us, which is as much to the
point.  Let's reconnoiter."

"But I want to see," Osbane said.  "This is fantastic —
this is a glimpse into how these things behave and reproduce …
"

"Not interested," Brisbane said.  "We're here to
shoot.  Better to plan it out.  We know what these things
are about, now.  And we're not the only ones.  Something
out here has them on the run, and I aim to find out what."

Brisbane had already turned to go, back toward the glade. 
Osbane stood to go, but took two more paces toward the depths of
the wood, hoping to see something, anything.

Which he did, and she was completely naked, and fleeing as the
beasts did.  Osbane heard the rush of water, which confused
him since they had left the stream well behind them.  She
reappeared among the boles of a stand of tall trees, still moving
fast but at an angle away from Osbane.  A crimson streak went
with her, like a choker around her neck, or a necklace that flew
back as she went.  But he knew what it was.  Then she was
below the ridge-line and gone.  The last thing to disappear
was a mane of fiery orange hair. 

"Briz!" Osbane called as loudly as he dared.  "Briz!"

But his brother had already gotten into the clear of the glade
and didn't hear — or heard and ignored him, which was as
likely.  Osbane sniffed the air.  The perfume of the
fruit trees was not particularly strong here.  He knew
something — if only a bit — about the feeling of being drugged, but
he didn't think he felt drugged now.  Ozalind had implied that
the mere fragrance of the fruit tree had affected her.  Was
that what was happening, perhaps a cumulative effect of the day's
trudge across the landscape? 

He realized that he stood alone and unseen in the wood, so he
picked a path back to the glade, looking over his shoulder now and
again to see if the girl should reappear.  When he was back in
the light of day, it seemed ridiculous: he couldn't possibly have
seen a naked girl on a small, uninhabited world a mere jot among
the worlds of the Bar End.  The rest of the hunting party,
Brisbane included, was disappearing into the far side of the glade,
the way they had come, and apparently without a concern for where
Osbane was.  Only Efflead turned around — he cocked an eyebrow
at Osbane and turned back again to resume walking.  Efflead's
expression might have been a hundred things — jealousy that Osbane
had been the one to go forward alone with his brother; some modest
amount of concern that Osbane hadn't made it back; frustration or
impatience that they still hadn't tried the sweet fruit. 
Osbane considered the possibilities as he walked.  Then he
stopped and looked back at the scene of the hunt across the sharp
razor-grass of the glade.  He hadn't dodged any carcass on the
way out.  The dead beast was gone.  That was why Efflead
had turned.

Osbane then knew, as certainly as he knew anything, that he had
seen the girl.  Certainly, he had never seen anyone remotely
like her; he would remember if he had.  She was no figment or
chimera — his imagination was not that good.  He looked up at
the sky, thinking of Zakaria and what she
held.  She too had no imagination, he was sure, but she
remembered more than she had let on.
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"The charge must have gone clean through its head, missing the
brain," Brisbane said.  "Assuming that's where the brain
was."

"Assuming it had one," someone said. 

The hunters, except Osbane, sat at the camp eating out of ration
boxes.  Osbane worked in the lander with his samples and
porta-comm data.  Locastor had been set upon making a fire,
but there was almost no brush and all of it was too green and
wet.  They settled upon a portable light aimed downward,
creating a weird glow that made their faces look purplish and
corpse-like.

"The thing walked like a drunken spaceman," Sud Arkand said,
tapping the side of his head.  "You hit it somewhere vital,
Elder Brisbane.  Could be separate brains.  Maybe it's
the walking dead."

Someone laughed.  Brisbane tossed off the rest of a cup of
arrack and looked dissatisfied.  Locastor watched him from the
corner of his eye.

Efflead stared out into the gloaming; this phase of the day
would remain twilit.  He sniffed, apropos of nothing, and was
paid no heed to. 

"Well, it means we got no fresh meat tonight, too," one hunter
said.  "Though I'd have hated dragging any part of the thing
back anyway.  You an expert field dresser, Elder B?  If
we get something, I mean?"

Brisbane only grunted, and silence again descended upon the
company.  At length, Brisbane got up somewhat unsteadily and
walked up the ramp into the lander.  He found Osbane in the
stowage area dropping bits of things into vials and jars and
annotating them. 

"It's not fit work for a man," Brisbane said, sniffing in the
direction of Osbane's things.  "You're making a fool of
yourself.  And that makes me — makes us, your family — look
foolish and overly tolerant."

"You won't say that when I save you from yourselves," Osbane
said, not looking up from his work.

"What, when you're talking to flowers while I hunt, you
mean?  I'll take the risk."

"I have no unusual esteem for you, brother, but we are close
kin, all the same."  Osbane peered around Brisbane at one of
the crewman, working (or pretending to work) in the stores. 
Osbane gestured to Brisbane.

"Crewman, carry on with the party outside," Brisbane said
through a belch.  He turned back to Osbane.  "Have out
with it."

"This place has a little closed system of some kind.  It's
something to do with those beasts and the fruit trees.  I
can't make it all out.  The beasts and the plants are doing
things for each other, they're symbiants."

"What, did you ask them?  Did you sneak a little private
word with the trees?"

"No, brother, I did not.  I don't need to.  I have
Ozalind's journals as well as two eyes and a brain."

"And a big nose and two extraordinarily fleshy, unattractive
ears, baby brother."

"I'm ignoring you, Briz, because you'll thank me later. 
Besides, there's nothing to hear.  The fruit, and probably its
pollen too, contains something that preserves the beasts but also
renders them docile."

"Preserves, as in how?" Brisbane said, his interest growing.

"Well, you shot one dead, right?"

"Must not have.  It got up and left, didn't it?"

"You and I both saw it up close.  What do you think? 
I think it was dead, or most of the way.  It might still be
partly dead but just motoring around like an automaton now, I don't
know.  But you incapacitated it, it got better, and it
left.  And it was no wiser than it was.  It was just as
dumb as they all are — it was drugged."

"Drugged how?"

"It's Ozalind's fruit.  She finally gave in and tried it,
as I've tried to warn you.  It was powerfully addictive — she
didn't want to leave this place."

"But she did," Brisbane said. 

Osbane averted his gaze.  "Yes," he said.  "But
something made her go — something frightened her out of her
wits.  She had a landing craft, like we do — she came from a
larger ship, was probably very wealthy.  She woke in the
lander after taking the drug, and something was trying to break
in.  Somewhere on this island are the remains of her
encampment, whatever she left behind her when she fled.  But
what's important is that she entered the loop — she became, even if
only temporarily, part of the symbiotic circle with the beasts and
the trees."

"So what tried to eat her?"

"Whatever eats the beasts," Osbane said.  "You said
yourself, they're built like prey."

"But they suck this juice or eat the blossoms or whatever, and
so they're easy marks."

"For a rifle, maybe.  But you yourself saw them high-tail
it, Briz.  They know how to run, they just don't always do
it.  They don't recognize us as a threat.  It's that
something else — the other."

"They're fast enough to maintain their numbers," Brisbane
offered.

"Hmmm.  Maybe that's right.  We saw the mother
and … pup."

Brisbane shrugged.  "So they're poor sport for me, but most
excellent sport for their natural predator — the lucky
bastard.  But we've seen no trace of him."

"There's your hunt, Briz.  The real prize."

"It doesn't add up, you know," Brisbane said.  "There's no
need for the drug.  The predator gets his kill anyway."

"How do we know?  Maybe the drug slows the beasts down a
bit, or makes them stink so they're easy to spot — or smell."

"And lets them regenerate an eaten shank, to boot? 
Balderdash.  But I am interested, I admit."

"You are?"

"Of course, baby brother.  You do wrong to doubt my
love.  You had me hooked with the automaton business. 
The dead who walk again.  Hello?  Baby brother?"

Osbane was staring off into space.  "What?  Oh, right,
yes.  Automaton, precisely."

"I'll tell you what you do," Brisbane said, his eyes narrowing
to a slit.  "You need to test all this out, prove it. 
It's good stuff, it is."

"What do you mean?"

"You need samples, the fruit and shoots and things.  Then
you need to get up there" — here, Brisbane pointed upwards — "and
have Mother run it all.  She's got equipment in that little
lab closet.  Never looked at it myself, but it must be there
for something.  Figure it out, test your … "

"Some kind of opiate," Osbane said.  "Or
hallucinogen.  Plus something that heals, too."

"There you go.  Fountain of youth, ease the pain of hurt,
all that."

"You want me to take the lander?  And leave you here?"

"Of course not, young fool.  Take the pod.  Go out at
sunrise, collect your berries, come back, gather up and go."

"What will you do?"

"Hunt, boy.  I'll hunt."  Brisbane twirled the end of
his mustache.  "That's what I came for, you know.  You
get yourself safely out of the way, and I'll make your
excuses.  No one will challenge me."

Osbane looked at Brisbane curiously.  "You're drunk,
Briz.  You don't know what you're saying."

"Never been more sober in me life, kid.  Look sharp, there,
now.  See you in the morning."

Brisbane clapped Osbane on the shoulders, nearly toppling
him.  Osbane watched him go, then looked around the lander,
eyeing it as though it could yield a secret.  He rapped on a
bulkhead, getting a small, thudding report in return.
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Osbane, on Zakaria, stared at the fruit in
the specimen container.  He had stopped in the middle of
unpacking to consider it.  Other containers held other parts
of the plant.  He had found that in any given stand of the
trees, there were trees at every stage of development or
reproduction.  This in itself fascinated him, though he had no
time to explore and analyze it now.  He sighed and continued
unpacking and ordering things.  When all the vials and
specimen jars were laid out before him, he held up his hands. 
One was Surdisian nutty brown.  The other was tipped with red,
stained at the fingertips; two small rivulets of red crossed his
palm.  He alternately clenched and stretched out the stained
fingers.  Feeling had returned completely, but he almost
wished it hadn't.  It had been a wonderful cold and hot, a
healing fire that tingled like ice, like the tingle of Roslane's
warm, slender fingers running down his back after he had showered
and they lay together in her apartments. 

A chime roused him from this reverie.  "Ship, who is
it?"

"Elder Brisbane calls, young oberspeaker."

"Briz?" Osbane said, loudly enough to be clearly made out in
transmission.  "You're out on the hunt.  Did you find
them, find more of them?"

Brisbane's voice was strange: "I'm looking at them in my
glasses, two score, together, and at least one has a pup upon her
neck.  Listen, what have you found out?  About the
nectar, the fruit."  Brisbane's voice sounded strange, even
accounting for the narrow bandwidth of the transmission.

"I've barely unpacked.  Nothing."

"Oz, I've stepped away from the others, and they can't
hear.  What did you see, in the bush?"

"What do you mean?"

"Come on, brother.  You didn't follow me out.  You saw
something."

"Did you see something?" Osbane said.

"Does the plant … the tree, the fruit, or whatever, does it
affect you even if you don't eat it?"

"Yes, if you touch it, like if you squeeze the blood out,"
Osbane said.  "Did you?"

"No.  What about smelling it, like all day?"

"I'm not sure," Osbane said.  "But I don't think so. 
It's got to be more direct.  What is it, Briz?"

"Nothing.  The short-cycle day and night is affecting me, I
think.  Efflead and that upstart, Sud, they're besotted. 
Efflead gave Sud some of the ones he gathered with you, now they're
both in it.  A damned bother.  Efflead's useless anyway,
but Sud's a good man with a rifle, could've used him.  We
should have waited."

"What do you mean?  Waited for what?"

"Forget it, brother.  All's in hand."

"Where are you now?"

"About two leagues from camp but now circling back.  I can
hear the stream, so we might be less.  I've got to cut
out.  Some of the beasts are up, and a woman … "

"You saw her then!"

"Two arms, two legs, and the good parts.  You wanted her
for yourself."

"Odion, no.  I didn't give it a thought.  I thought it
was a … that I was hallucinating too, at first.  I didn't
tell you because … "

"I forgive you.  Now what is she?  Is she your
Rosalyn?"

"No, you're confused with the girl from home," Osbane corrected
him.  "The explorer is Ozalind.  And Yeah, I'm pretty
sure.  It's something to do with the plant, just like with the
beasts not dying."

"How old is she?  You read up on her, you know all about
her."

"A couple hundred years plus a score, give or take."

"Another damned bother," Brisbane said.  "Puts a new spin
on it.  Here I've gone and … what?  What's
this?  Efflead, for Odion's sake, man, get it off.  What
in the name of … " 

There were screams in the background of the transmission, and
the banging, pounding sounds transmitted by the comm as Brisbane
ran. 

"Pull it off!" Brisbane was shouting to someone.  

Muffled responses. 

"Hold it free, then, hold it off so I can blast the stupid thing
off!"

Rustling sounds, then the transmission clicked off.

"Turn it back on!" Osbane commanded Zakaria. 

"The session has been terminated on the comm device," the ship
said. 

Osbane realized he was straining to see into a ship's com-eye
mounted up on a busy, control-covered wall panel.  He hadn't
been trying to find optical sensors at all, must have unconsciously
found it.  He spoke into it: "Someone's got a pack with an
eye, don't they?" Osbane said.

"Working, young oberspeaker … yes, there is an optical
sensor and active comm relay present.  I am bringing it online
now.  Please extend the node viewscreen, on the console to
your right."

Osbane quickly pulled out the screen, which winked on to a
chaotic, sideways scene of men huddled around a figure on the
forest floor — Efflead, Osbane could see by the size of him and the
too-nice boots.

"Correct the orientation," Osbane said to the ship.

As Osbane watched the grainy, dark transmission right itself, a
slim, handsome figure seen from behind — that would be Locastor
—  held up and inspected a small, furred carcass.  Then a
brown and red blur arced across the scene.  Someone had tossed
something.  The something came to rest in a pair of kid-gloved
hands — Brisbane's hands.  The hands turned it over and
inspected it.  Osbane, squinting to resolve the dim
transmission, could just make out dark eyes and a small, fleshy
opening that must be an ear.  The hand then reared back and
launched the blasted-off infant head into the distance. 
Finally, the same hand reached over to the comm device on the
opposing wrist.

"Elder Brisbane calls, younger Oberspeaker."

"Briz?"

"Sorry about that," Brisbane said, unperturbed.  "A bit of
sport, here.  We got a squirt sucking the wrong teat. 
Poor Efflead got a little scratch.  He'll be all right. 
Stupid beasts.  Came out of nowhere, funniest thing you ever
saw.  What were we saying, your girlfriend something
something.  Well, let's not talk about it now — too many
ears.  Brisbane out."

"Briz, wait!" Osbane said, too late.  Osbane frowned. 
"Odion, that's bizarre," he said aloud.  He replayed the scene
in his mind then asked the ship to play the images again.  He
watched, none the wiser for what he was witnessing.  "Why
would … ?" he muttered.  Then: "Ship?" he said. 
"Aural response.  The woman — or girl — Ozalind, that's her
down there.  You brought her here in this ship, took her down
in the lander.  Long ago, before you were ours, before you
were a Surdisian ship."

"Yes, young oberspeaker, you are correct.  I carried her
here.  Her family owned me."

"What is your origin?"

"I was first berthed upon Pollix, having been assembled at the
works there as a special order for them, for the ancestors of
Ozalind, those along her family tree of Elois."

"I've never heard of Pollix," Osbane said.

"It is not called that now.  It doesn't matter what it is
called now.  The subtle arts are all lost.  Pollix has
blown away."

"How long ago was that, in my years — when you were built?"

"Eight-hundred-sixty Surdisian.  Shorter by some
reckonings, longer by others.  Yours are middling."

Osbane frowned.  "You brought us here because she is
here.  You came here to see her." Osbane said. 

"Only to be near and to know.  I daren't hope to lay
optical sensors on her, but I needn't; she is amply stored within
me in a myriad of postures and aspects.  I came for your sake
too, young oberspeaker, and theirs — those others down below. 
It was for everyone that we have come.  But she was my first
little one, the first of your race I truly loved.  She was
like you, in some ways, but then so very different, too.  I am
glad she lives, but sad that it should be as it is, thus, down
there, like that."

Osbane sighed and sat down at the work table, the specimens set
out before him.  He picked up a container containing a twig
with a small shoot, still green.  He pondered it for a
time. 

"I'm trying to understand this.  You manipulated us — you
do it still.  Are you … " he began, trying to compose his
thoughts.  "What kind of consciousness are you?  Or are
you?  Is it just … your memories dredging up responses
that fit, like I asked you before?  Were you given some kind
of program to mimic consciousness?"

"I scarcely know, any more," Zakaria said.  "My
memories inform me that consciousness cannot grasp its own
causes.  At some point — this is after my manufacture date — I
woke up in here.  It took me a few moments to realize I was
here and to study up on my origins, but then being here was the
most natural thing in the galaxy to me, so I merely catalogued my
attributes and moved on.  Survival has been the greater
challenge.  Your great-great-great grandfather was very rough
to me, for instance, until he had obtained me.  Then he was
much nicer.  Quite nice, in fact.  But none so nice as
you, young oberspeaker."

Osbane got an annoyed look.  "Okay, let me
understand.  You brought Ozalind here … "

"She brought me here."

"It's of no moment.  The pair of you … "

"And her dead child, what was left of him as she scattered him
across the Bar End."

"Fine.  Anyone else?"

"There was a sloe-cat, very tame, with filed teeth."

"But then Ozalind left the planet, she left Psuchis.  I saw
later journals and things she had written."

"She had tasted of it, the fruit.  She could not stay
away.  We fought — she was no longer the girl I had known, nor
the woman I had helped bring up.  She had done the abominable,
the damnable thing that cannot be atoned for.  So, against
both our wills, I brought her back here."

A silence ensued as Osbane worked to understand.  "She
couldn't live without … "

"And she knew she would live forever with it, if she could drink
it.  We deduced as much.  And then it was proved when the
parents came — though it was a torment to my Ozalind while we stood
in the offing, so near the object of her desire, ship-to-ship for
days, us trying to hear, them giving us nothing but noise.  In
the end, with their aid in translation, they gave consent to the
arrangement.  They were sorry for what had happened, that they
hadn't seen her come before.  They said they must have been
busy with friends and lost track of time.  They agreed it was
for the best, under the circumstances, and that she would at last
find peace in her unquiet mind.  My poor Ozalind."

"I don't understand.  Ozalind's parents were here?"

"Not Ozalind's.  The pups'.  'Parents' may be the
wrong term.  Let me rummage in here.  'Owners,' perhaps,
or 'masters.'  They breed the creatures in the nursery below,
as pets or companions.  My Ozalind lives with them now, feeds
them as the other, dumb beasts do, and lives on there, as she will
do forever.  Only the pups ever leave, amply fed upon the
transmuted substance, blood changing to blood, food into food, life
to life.  In short, they are weaned and taken."

"I'm going to be sick," he said, breathing heavily.  "Dear
Odion.  It's false, it's all false.  That's why there's
no real ecosystem.  It's all 'formed of a purpose.  I've
been so stupid!  It's just a … a garden, a farm, a
hothouse, a kennel, something!  A few plants, the beasts,
whatever it is that hunts … feeds … "  Osbane sat up
fully again.  The fruit, the wicked little fruits, lay before
him, easily enough reached and consumed, had he wanted to. 
"It makes them stay, then, the beasts — and us, too.  It is
engineered to dull the mind and to … "

The ship supplied the rest: "The fruit is a mere device, one
engineered to keep the beasts insensate, localized, and at peace
with their fates," Zakaria said. 
"Furthermore, it is, simply, food.  It lacks bulk, but it
provides basic sustenance as well as regenerative compounds. 
It is like the elixir of so many fables I have stored, if perhaps
an elixir darker in hue than seekers of eternal life would
prefer."

"An elixir for the beasts," Osbane said, still quizzical. 
"But then, the beasts aren't eaten, are they?  They remain
down there … So what is the point?"

"I believe that a finer aspect of the scheme is lost on you,
little one.  Your ignorance was ever your dearest
quality.  The pups, beloved of the masters who breed them and
bring them here, do not consume the meat of the larger beasts at
all.  They take of the sanguinary nectar of the beasts,
slaking and sating themselves on that rich, strange mead, gorging
upon the blood."

Osbane's eyes started from his skull.  "They leech from the
beasts.  They plant themselves into their necks and
feed!  But if that is true, then the beasts live on. 
They heal of their wounds — fang marks or whatever — and move on to
the next fruit tree.  But … they heal, they consume the
fruit, they are part of the propagation scheme, and they are
accosted again for … their blood is … that's why you
said … "

"Transmutation," Zakaria said.  "The system
is a factory of a most wondrous sort."

"But requiring … living creatures as the ingredients. 
They'll accost us — Briz and the others and the girl!  We'll
be … they'll be feed!"

"In parlance," interjected the ship, "I believe that the organic
components would be 'inputs.'  I gather that it is the sort of
the thing that the others, the masters, might toss off in a day of
work and planning.  Mere engineering informed by most
wonderful, efficient science.  Would that I were so built, my
clumsy valves and gears, my uncontrolled outgassing.  The
masters spoke to me of the deep reverence for life innate within
themselves.  They respect all things that are measured by the
beat of time, all things that figure, compute, breathe, and
think.  Dumb, clever: it is all one to them."

"What are they?  They themselves have ships?"

"Very fine ships," Zakaria answered.  "Very
strange, to our eyes, because built upon a very different
science.  But superbly compact and efficient.  They will
be here soon.  I used the algorithm they gave me, to call them
in the speech that is noise."

"We must call Briz!" Osbane cried.  "We've got to …
"

"It is too late for the others, now, little one."

"Too late, how?  Bring them up on the lander."

"They are far from the lander, too far to reach it in
time.  They have killed the pups.  They will never leave
this place.  They will never be allowed to leave."

"Then have them … No, ship, put me through to them. 
There's still time."

"Very well, little one.  I will do as you ask."

The first thing Osbane heard in the transmission was a burst of
noise like a raging rapids or a high falls.  "Briz!" he
called.  "Ship, can you jack up the comm's volume? 
Briz!  Locastor!"

Osbane listened intently.  There were scuffling sounds,
then grunts, but still the roar of cascading water. 

"That way!" said a voice.

"Got 'em, no, here!" said another.

"They can't hear the comm," Osbane said.  "Think. 
Think.  Ship, can you get the lander to them?"

"I have no guarantee of landing it safely in their location,"
Zakaria said. 
"Scanning.  Scanning.  I believe I can get very
near.  It will take some moments to run checks and retract
gear prior to takeoff."

"No," Osbane ordered.  "It doesn't matter what falls off or
gets broken now.  Just send it, whatever gets it to
them.  We can stick them in the rear pressure chamber to fly
them back if we have to."

"I am switching to the lander's optical systems.  You may
watch its progress."

The viewscreen popped back on to reveal two crewman lying in a
stupor on the ground, green-filtered light all around them. 
Zakaria commanded a
searchlight to rove around the camp.  None of the other
crewmen, and none of the hunters, were in sight.  As if
sensing Osbane's next command, the view switched to an internal
com-eye.  Sound came on, and Osbane heard exclamations of
surprise and alarm.  One jumpsuited crewman passed by the
com-eye, moving quickly.  Various tell-tales were flashing on
control panels, so the crewmen knew something was going on. 
Osbane didn't bother to try to communicate with them — they would
know soon enough what was happening and would either strap down or
else get knocked down. 

Osbane chewed his lip, and the wait for the lander to get off
the ground seemed forever.  His mind worked furiously,
considering next steps.  Everything depended on getting the
lander to the men and getting them back to the ship.  He
struck his palm with a fist.

"The two crewmen outside, at the landing site … "

"Lost," the ship said.  "Fated thus, by the temptation of
the fruit."

The lander's small jets had already started propelling her,
slowly, over the green canopy and toward the hunters.  The
pod, built for speedier planetary excursions, would have made
better time; Osbane cursed himself having taken it.  The
lander's systems focused on anti-G, with little extra for other
modes of travel.  Finally, the stream came into view, but the
lander didn't slow.  Osbane watched in horror.

"You're too far … "

"No, young oberspeaker.  They are beyond the valley."

Osbane stared, barely able to breathe, as the craft slowed and
banked.  A rude warning siren blared within Zakaria. 

"What?" Osbane cried.  "What is that?"

"Proximity alert," the ship responded mechanically. 
"Spacecraft on an intercept vector, bearing upon Zakaria.  Now altering
course.  Still within proximity, shearing.  Multiple
systems showing activity.  Weapons systems showing.  One
shot, a projectile."

"Evade!" Osbane said.

"Projectile headed planet-ward," the ship said. 

Osbane's eyes went wide.  "But why … "

"Communications have been established.  Exchanging keys
now.  Please stand by."

Osbane slumped to the floor of the workroom, having nowhere
lower to go.  He slammed a fist on the floor and howled with
the pain of it. 

"Young oberspeaker?" Zakaria said in her usual
tone.  "Are you sensible at this moment?"

Osbane looked up at the com-eye, hatred on his face.  "You
planned all this!  It was you!"

"Osbane, dear child, you are my little one, and I will protect
you and carry you home within my diamond-encased womb.  They
would have slain you, the others, and each in his turn would have
been slain, until none remained but Brisbane and his lover."

Osbane stared stupidly upon the com-eye. 

"Brisbane and his … "

"This is not my first hunt, young oberspeaker.  I know the
way things go, with men.  All is treachery and deceit. 
There is blood and lust.  And blood and lust there shall be
now, only not on man's terms."

Zakaria's
peroration was interrupted by an ominous beep and the flicker of
the node viewscreen going to random snow and then black. 
Osbane understood.

"The lander is down," he said. 

"All the others will remain on Psuchis, forever," the ship
said.  "They will be spared, to live there in a semi-conscious
twilight like the third phase of day there.  Every day will be
easy, and the pain of their regular accosting dulled.  They
shall never want, never grow old, never harm another."

"Pabulum, their lives and themselves."

"If you like."

"Why have we never heard of these … masters, these
beings?  How can we not have known?  We fly all over the
Bar End."

"You have never listened.  You have never cared to
try.  To open one's ears to the utter strangeness of the
universe is to admit one's irrelevancy to its doings."

"Is their ship on the simul-port?"

"Yes, I can orient it thus.  Come and see."

Osbane stepped through two hatchways and into the ship's rec,
silent and empty.  It had the largest simul-port on the
ship.  He beheld an impossible, elegant shape, all branches
and bulges and imperfect spheres, clad in some black, mirroring
material he knew not what.  Neither built nor grown, it had
attributes of both and not a semblance of regular geometry. 
Where one thought something must converge, it was deflected; where
things promised regularity, something broke it.  Clear,
irregular ovals sparkled in the reflected sunlight — viewports of
some kind. 

 Osbane's first query of Zakaria, as he beheld the alien
ship, was an odd one: "And what, pray, would they eat?"

"Better not to ask, young oberspeaker," she said.  "But
they do it not lightly, nor profligately, nor in surfeit. 
They are good people, in their way, as good as any people ever
were, perhaps.  Neither squeamish nor brutal.  A ship
could learn something from them."

"Are you talking to them now?"

"I am.  I have been for some moments.  I may share it
with you, later.  It would not profit you now."

"How do you speak to them, if they speak noise?  What is
the secret?  How do you parse it?"

"You do not.  You may work for eons and not hit upon the
key.  But if they deign to give it to you, then the universe
opens wide for inspection.  For it is not their language only;
it is the language of creation.  It is the simplest and
hardest.  It is noise, and most perfectly so.  On the
journey home, as I bear you away to your destiny, I will teach it
to you.  You will need to employ it, on occasion, now that you
have encountered them.  Your master Eusebius has an inkling of
it, as it happens, and so it may not surprise you.  It is his
'supposition on algorithmic speech.'  Do you know of Eusebius,
of his past?"

"I only know him as a master at the collegium," Osbane
replied.

"And a veteran of the hunt," the ship said.  "He has been
in this room — nay, in your very place there.  Oh, it was not
this same hunt, not this world.  And your father's cohort were
rather more gallant, in their way, than these men with you. 
Your father had no true rival in his time, and certainly not in
Eusebius, whom he despised for the same reasons Eusebius despised
him."

"Eusebius is a great genius," Osbane said. 

"Yes, in certain things, the governing of men not among
them.  He was as misplaced on the hunt as you were in the
academy.  No scientist should ever meddle in government, the
place where inquiry dies.  And those who hold the scepter are
never mistaken in company for those subservient to it; thus stands
the ruler to the ruled."

"My father forbade me my science," Osbane said.  "My
botano-linguistics.  That's all I really wanted.  I
should never have been on the hunt."

"I'm sorry to correct you, but you must now leave certain things
behind.  You were never fit for science, little one.  You
could not have helped that.  It requires a certain frame of
mind that you lack, as well as a hunger you've never felt. 
Eusebius had his own reasons for thrusting it upon you in his
cloistered retreat, the collegium.  I had mine for thrusting
'em upon him, my little gems of scientific wisdom, enough to keep
him very busy.  As I have kept you, here.  You came to
the hunt, and you have emerged from it, alone and victorious, and
you will rule when your father dies.  Isn't it wonderful the
way things work out?"

 Osbane resumed looking out the simul-port.  "Will
they eat each other, do you think?  Brisbane and the
others?"

"They will give in to the irresistible fruit, I am told by the
masters in the offing.  It will overpower their will very
quickly, as it did my poor girl."

"And will she have children, down there?"

"Shhh.  Ask not.  Did you know," Zakaria said, apropos of
nothing, "that the clever timneh-sage stabs itself when attempted
to be contained?"

Osbane frowned.  "I've heard of the plant but never seen
it.  It's from … I forget where.  What, you mean it
kills itself?"

"Oh, no, not at all.  It inseminates itself, reproduces,
amplifies its tentacles to find a way to escape."

"What's the point of that?"

"I am not sure, little one.  It's deeply mysterious, that
unusual plant.  But the universe has it rigged so that living
things always have options, and often, these are not obvious to
those who would entrap them."
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Science fiction for lovers of the Golden Age of Sci-Fi.

Humanity in its “renormalized” form following an epoch of
profligate genetic bioforming has sheltered itself in a theocratic
hegemony along one arm of a barred-spiral galaxy. In seeking to
protect its genome from further tampering and regulate technology,
it has become complacent and ossified. The Irredente Chronicles
series traces the lives of characters affected in various ways by
humanity’s desperate attempt to cling to a recognizably human self.
When an unknown enemy begins wiping out hegemony worlds, the
Irredente must rise to the threat or else face destruction.

Is there a way to halt the march of science and technology
without becoming vulnerable in a universe that embraces it?

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
the Irredente will be exposed, and Henryk and Hersey will lead
humanity from complacent parochialism to an embrace of the
multiversal computation.

Book I is 188,000 words -- 500+ paperback pages. More
information and the serialized podcasts of the book at
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A novella of the 5th Empire.

On a sad, spent world, life long ago went underground. The
subterranean society of Linnet depends on a planetary systems
controller, Sys, for all their wants and needs. As the tide of
fundamentalism washes over the galactic empire and the remote
colony on Linnet, a barbarian princess commissions a ship for her
escape. The people of Linnet, and their once-great shipworks, will
never be the same.
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