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ONE

The sun crawled steadily up behind the dying city. Itsrays stretched across towers and avenuesto
the hillsde, through the window of a shack, to the eydids of six-year-old jum. The sunbeams teased jum
to wake up and look out upon Reyo City, and count the many lightcraft rising to meet the shipsin orbit
around L'li. But when she woke, her belly gnawed insde. Above Reyo, one glowing lightcraft rose,
another came down . .. not the thousands she used to count. So she counted the sunbeams instead. So
many sunbeams peeked out through the skyline that even ‘jum could never count them dll.

From behind she heard a scratching sound. In the corner scrabbled arat, its nose twitching, ‘jum
watched therat. Blood pounded in her ears, and her belly gnawed harder.

Shefet in her pocket and grasped a stone, agood heavy one, while her eye till fixed on therat.
With dl her srength she flung the sone.

Red lights flashed across her eyes, and her earsrang. But therat lay there, twitching and squesking,
s0 shedragged hersdlf over to it. After she brokeits neck it lay till.

From outside came the cry of a crow, the whine of abeggar, the grating of awhedbarrow up the
steep path. Once, the shacks that crowded the hillside would have dl been stirring by now, with
sweepers, garbage pickers, asdler of tin scrap in the doorway. Now al were gone.

The whed barrow grated again and cameto rest just outside. A hoarse voice called, "Any dead?

The call had become a part of the morning routine, since the " cregping” had spread. The cregping
began as anumbnessin the fingers and toes that crept upward over several months. It spread amongst
people living together; how, jum did not know.

"Any dead?' The call came closer now, and the barrow cameto ahdt just outsde. Usudly, jum's
mother would call to her from her bed, for jum to go out and answer. Of course, if no one answered, the
man would just come in. Such aman with such abarrow had comein before, first for her sster, then her
brother, then at last her father. Then the factory where 'jum worked had found out and sent her home.
No more days of counting strange bits of metd to piece together, one thousand twenty-one, one
thousand twenty-two; only the lightcraft to be counted, and the windows in the proud towers that reared
oppostethe hillsde.

With an effort jum pulled hersalf up and pulled the paper back from the doorway. The man'sgrayish
brown arms poked like sticks through his cloak. His cart already held two twisted bodies. Now he
stared back at ‘jum.

Jum closed her lipstight and shook her head.

Expressionless, the man picked up the two handles of the barrow. The whedls cresked: one-and . .
.two-and . . . jJum held on to their rhythmic sound. One aways comes before two, and the digits of any
number divisible by three add up to be divisible by three. As her family had subtracted, one by one, 'jum
hed added and multiplied, creating families of factorsin her head. Six hundred ninety-three was afamily
of four: aseven, eleven, and twin threes. . .

Jum bit into the rat, tearing out its flesh as best she could. Then she thought of her mother, who
could no longer rise from her deeping mat and needed 'jum to feed her. jum felt her way acrossthe
room, lighted only by the window, to the mat where her mother dept, covered by a sack 'jum had
savaged from the factory gill bearing the Sign of Hyaite Nanotech. Her mother's hand lay acrossit in the
same position asthe night before. Y et something had changed; the color of her hand was different,



grayer, 'jum reached over and touched her mother's hand.

The hand was afrozen claw, jum shivered dll over, asif the cold from the hand seeped through her

body.

The next thing she knew, she was standing outside, leaning againgt the shack. Her breath heaved,
and her heart thumped asif it would burst from her chest. Behind her, the shack had filled with achill
emptinessthat reached for her next.

Shetried to run, but the effort of rushing outside had exhausted her. She stared out over the roofs of
the shacksthat clung to the hillside, to the office towers of Reyo. From the top of one tower alightcraft
grew agolden cone and rose to the sky. Above the towers shone abright star. Her mother had called it
the Children Star, afaraway paradise that children were born to when they died.

A cloud dimmed the sun, and now jum's eyes could make out the windows in the towers. Broken
panes hinted that even the most well-off had not escaped the cregping, 'jum calmed herself the one way
she knew how, by counting the windows up and across, five times nine made forty-five, threetimesten
made thirty, and so on. In the old days at the factory she could have spent al day thus, counting the metal

parts.

As'jum counted, aman in a pale hooded robe climbed up the hill, aong the rutted path that the carts
barely managed. The man strode purposefully. For amoment he paused, asif looking for someone. Then
he resumed his pace and came over ddliberately to face 'jum. Hisfigure towered over her, blocking the
sun and the city. One so erect and strong could scarcely be mortal; he must be agod. Perhapsthe very
god of Desath.

"Isthat your home, little one?' Death's voice was low, and his accent had aforeign edge, jum could
only stare wonderingly. The hooded gpparition haf turned, asif uncertain. Then he said, "'Is your mother
home?'

So that wasit. Death himsdf had come for her mother.

But thistime, 'jum decided, he would fail. She drew hersdf up straight, planting her feet beforethe
entrance to the shack. Her |eft hand dug deep into her pocket for the largest stone she had. As she
clasped it, her eyejudged her aim for the critica part of hisanatomy.

Desth awaited her reply. Hearing none, he took something from his cloak and held it out to her. It
was achunk of bread.

The smédll of the bread overpowered her, so that she nearly fainted. She took the bread and tried to
stuff it whole into her mouth, then she choked, as her throat was so dry. Expecting this, he produced a
flask of water, miraculoudy clear and fresh. For the next few minutes she applied hersdf to consuming
the bread and water, forgetting anything else existed. She barely noticed as he passed her to enter the
shack, then came out.

"Child," he said, putting his hood back so that wisps of hair blew across hisface. "What is your
name?'

‘Jum did not answer. Her name meant "pig uring," which her mother had intended to discourage evil
gpirits after losing two previousinfants. But now she scanned the man'sface. He was younger than she
had thought, his cheeks smooth and tanned, with a negtly cropped beard. Hisblue eyesfairly glowed.

Something glinted on his chest, something hung on achain. It was atransparent stone, asblue ashis



eyes. A sunbeam struck it, revealing a hidden star within, astar composed of three intercepting shafts.
The star could define six triangles, with sSix sides shared and six outside, and seven connecting points.

"You may cal me Brother Rod." Hisvoice interrupted her sudy of the sone. "Comewith me," said
Brother Rod. "Y ou'll dways have enough to est, where we're going. It's adifferent world, far from here,
a afar gar.”

At that, 'jum'slips parted and her eyes widened. "The Children Star."

He smiled, like her older brother used to. " "The Children Star,' " he repeated. "That would be a
good namefor it."

By thistime two beggars had found Brother Rod, and they grasped his cloak, whining for bread. He
took out more bread and distributed it, while leading jum up the path to the top of the hill. When the
bread was gone he spread his hands, but the beggars keened after him. So he gave them some coins, and
hiswatch. Then he drew himsdlf up and sketched astrange signin the air. " The Spirit be with you,
Citizens" Hisvoice wasfirm, and the musclesrippled in hisforearm. The beggars moved off.

At thetop of the hill Brother Rod cameto ahalt. In the sky aglowing disk descended beneath a
coneof bailing air. Asthe lightcraft came near, it hissed ever louder, and its heat baked jum'sface. But
she stood there bravely until the craft settled upon the hill.

The lightcraft rose on its beam of microwaves, lifting Brother Rhodonite and the child toward the
ship that would soon cross the space folds. Hislast child that year, Rod redized with awrenchin his
heart. L'li had once been abeautiful world, but itsforty billion humans had long ago tilled itslast acre and
filled itslast ar with haze. Only the "creeping” had findly reversed its growth and started a ghastly
decline. Elsawhere, citizens of the other six worlds of the Free Fold either shrugged in despair, or felt
secret relief that something at last would curb the L'liite population. Rod sketched astarsign and silently
prayed the Spirit to hed them dll.

The Sacred Order of the Spirit was the most ancient religious order in the Fold. Their roots reached
back before the Free Fold, to Vaedon, the gemstone world, in an age when world warred againgt world.
Each Spirit Caler wore on hisneck aVaan sapphire star. The star's three shafts of light spelled the
threefold call of truth, grace, and spirit; and wherever these were needed, Spirit Callers went. Brother
Rod had been called to L'li.

"Thanksfor the smooth ride," hetold the lightcraft. Foreign money kept L'liite trangport running for
the tourists, but declined to cure her citizens.

"Y ourewecome, Citizen." Thelightcraft was an eectronic sentient, no mere servo machine.
Modern Vaedon was known for both, and Rod knew better than to miss the difference. "1 don't often
take passengers from that hill; and if things keep getting worse, I'll quit the planet altogether. Do you
return to Vaedon, Brother Rhodonite?”

"No, Citizen. To Prokaryon."

Prokaryon was avirgind frontier world, at astar two space folds awvay. With hisfellow Cdlers,
Rod collected dying orphansfrom L'li to join asmall colony on Prokaryon. The child he had just
collected was pae with fear; Rod held her close, wishing he could explain the wonders her future held on
aworld full of food, free of "cregping.”

"Prokaryon!" exclaimed thelightcraft. "Are you human? | hope your cells have good arsenic pumps.”



Rod smiled. "They do.” Unlike VValedon, Prokaryon was not terraformed, for today the Fold
forbade alien ecocide. But Prokaryon's alien ecology, full of arsenic and triplex DNA, poisoned human
bodies. Unless, of course, they were lifeshaped, their genes modified to survive. Life-shaping took best in
young children.

Out the viewport, the boarding station loomed aheed, its hull displaying the vistaof ancient L'liite
temples. Thelightcraft docked, and its round door fused to that of the tation like two mouths kissing. An
entrance opened through the fused doors and widened into a corridor.

Above the corridor, floating fingers pointed to Rod's feet. "Watch your step,” avoice whispered in
ax languages.

Rod caught the child's hand, remembering that she might never have seen such aplace. He ignored
the virtual newscaster announcing new jump holes through the space folds, and new Elysian bank deglsto
finance copper mines on Prokaryon. Virtual doorways juxtaposed Reyo City's nightlife with that of
Elysum—the wedlthiest world of the Fold, where people stayed young for athousand years. Rod himself
had toured the hot spots of Elysium, asayoung Guardsman on leave. But he had |eft dl that behind ten
years ago, to follow the Spirit.

At his cabin, the door molded itself open. Rod sketched astarsign to hisfellow traveler, Brother
Geode.

"Back at last, Brother." One of Geode's six limbs sketched the star in return. "What kept you so
long?' Likethelightcraft, Brother Geode was a sentient. Salf-aware machines were called "sentients'
ever gncether revolt againgt their human creators two centuries before. Sentients were built of
nanoplast, trillions of microscopic servos. Geode himself had atorso of nanoplast about the size and
shape of apillow, with his star sapphire nearly buried in blue fur. His nanoplastic limbs could extend and
mold themsdlvesto any length and thinness. Hislimbs sported fur in each of the primary colors, giving him
the gppearance of agiant multicolored tarantula.

At the moment, Brother Geode had one red furry limb cupped to cradle atiny infant, whileayelow
limb fed it cultured breast milk. Three other infants dept in nanoplastic nooks nearby; the entire ship itsalf
was a sentient. Brother Rod had brought al four of the infants from an orphanage in Reyo. The
orphanage had run out of formula months ago; the infants, just |eft there that day, would not have lasted
the week.

"l found one more Spirit child.”
The girl flexed her toesin the carpet and stared wide-eyed at the sight of Geode.

From anook inthewall, ababy several weeks old awvoke with acry and stretched histrembling
arms. Rod went over and swaddled him, then tucked him under hisarm, asabottle did out from the
dispensary window. The bottle held breast milk as"'red™ asamother's, including cultured lymphocytes.
Theinfant soon settled againgt his chest, gazing upward into Rod's eyes. With barely more weight on him
than the newborns, hislimbs were wobbly sticks, but the milk would bring him round. How resilient
infantswere.

Geode'stwo eyestaksrose from historso like periscopes and trained on the girl. "An older child?"
He spoke in Elysian, the language sentients preferred; they, like Elysians, were forever young. "An older
child—not again. Y ou've grown soft, Brother."

"She looks bardly two."



"Malnourished. Shessx if I'maday. An older child,” Geode repested. ™Y ou know what the
Reverend Mother will say."

The Reverend Mother Artemis had founded their colony on Prokaryon. It was she who first called
Rod to the Spirit, in hisfina year at the Guard Academy. He still could not think of her except with a
sense of awe.

"The Reverend Mother will say we cast our netswell," Rod replied. "I climbed the hill and brought
what | found. Not achild under fivewas|eft dive."

"Shelll spend ayear in the gene clinic, vomiting haf thetime," Geode added, "and well be the next
ten years paying her off." Infants up to el ghteen months could be processed in a couple of weeks; older
children took much longer, and adults might never make it. Rod himself had spent three yearsin
treatment, yet he still could eat nothing grown on Prokaryon.

Was Geode right? he wondered. The child's eyes had arrested him, there on that hill; those eyes had
clutched his heart againg hisreason.... But the Spirit within had called to him, saying, Thisisthe one.

Rod adjusted the baby in hisarms, holding up the tiny head. Then he turned to the girl. " See, child,"
hetold her in L'liite. "Thiswill be your new brother on Prokaryon. Y ou'll have thirty-nine brothers and
ssters—think of it. You'll grow your own food, and even mine your own gemstones.”

Geode's eyesta ks twisted quizzically. " She hasn't taken her eyes off me. What must she be thinking,
to go off with such strangers?'

"Wheat child was not born to strangers?’

Two of Geode's limbs began to mold themselvesinto probesto examinethe girl's hedth. "1 was
never born. | was built—to precise specifications. | make fewer mistakes than one bytein atrillion
trillions”

Rod smiled. "Y ou had to be taught to think."

Ignoring thisjest, Geode extended along, dender tendril out of hisfurry limb toward the girl, who
moved back astep. Brother Rod put hisarm around her. "L et Geode treat you, child. Hewill help your
stomach fed better. Then well have agood bath, and agood dinner.”

Thetendril wound around the girl's arm, inserting amicroscopic probe which shewould not fed.
The probe would sample her blood for her own DNA and proteins, as well those of any pathogens. "Her
nameis 'jum G'hana," Geode announced, matching the gene sequence with his database.

Thegirl blinked at the sound of her name amidst the foreign gibberish. A sharp mind, Rod thought.

"She wasfirgt sampled at approximate age three, upon hiring full-time at Hyalite Nanotech. Father
died of ‘cregping,” mother dive, age—"

"Her mother'sdead,” Rod corrected. " Cregping” sickness was caused by prions, misfolded proteins
that directed norma onesto mimic their structure and accumulate in the motor neurons. Paralysis crept
out the limbs and inward. Other types of prion infection were contained in the nervous system, but the
dreaded "creeping” prions leaked out in secretions and transmitted readily.

"She haslice and worms," continued Geode. "And prions, though not yet irreversble.” So shedid
have the disease, as Rod suspected from her mottled legs. Even her relatives, had she any, would never
clam her. The emigration formswould go straight through.



The curefor cregping wasto inject millions of nanoservos, microscopic servo machines, into the
bloodstream to methodically search and reshape the misfolded proteins. It was effective, but expensive.
On Prokaryon, the Fold paid to cure colonists, to encourage human settlement.

" She wasn't badly nourished, her firg three years." Geode'sinfant had done feeding and was now
bouncing in one coiled limb. "Maybe she's not even brain-damaged. Say, 'jum,” the sentient demanded in
L'liite, "did you go to school ? Can you read?"

Jum dowly shook her head.

"Can you count your factory wages?'

At that, 'jJum did not answer but gave the sentient an intent look.
"What's one plus one?"

She frowned, asif thiswere avery difficult problem. "Not quite one and ahdf,” shesaidin avoice
s0 low that Rod barely heard.

Geode twined his eyestalks disparagingly.
"What do you expect? She's never been to schoal. I's your workup done? She needs a bath.”

"Definitely,” the sentient agreed with emphasis. "I don't know, though. | wonder sometimesiif were
not haf-crazy, trying to settle afrontier with starving babies."

"It'sthe cheapest way," Rod said ironically, for that was the reason of the Fold.
"But—I ook, you know, it's not just any world, by Torr. It's Prokaryon."”

Prokaryon was named for its unique "prokaryotic" life-forms. Anima or vegetable, adl Prokaryan
cedlls contained circular chromosomes, free of nuclear membranes—like bacteria, prokaryotes. But
Prokaryan cdllswere ring-shaped aswell. And the higher structure of al the multicellular organismswas
toroid, from the photosynthetic "phycoids’ that grew tall astrees, to the tire-shaped "zooids' that rolled
over the fields they grazed—or preyed upon those that did.

"And | don't care what the Free Fold says," Geode added. "There are intdligent diensrunning
Prokaryon, somewhere."

Rod held the baby tighter in hisarm. "Don't soread rumors, Brother." Such stories arose whenever a
new world was settled, even on Vaedon long after it was boiled and terraformed.

Geode snaked an eyestalk toward him. "' Can you explain how Prokaryon has al those rows of
forest, one after another, al across the continent? Who tends the garden?”

"The Elysan scientists have been looking for years. They found no one, and the Fold certified the
planet empty of intelligence. Do you want to get our colony evicted?!

"Thetruth iswhat | seek, Brother," insgsted Geode. "You explain how the weather staysthe samedl
year, only raining at night, or acloudburst to put out afire."

Looking away, Rod placed the deegping infant gently a the wall, where the nanoplast obligingly
molded inward to cradleit.

"Humans," Geode added with bemusement. "Will humans ever know an ‘intelligent’ creature, if they



find one? They took centuries just to recognize us sentients, out of their own factories.”
TWO

Fed, scrubbed, clothed, and medicated, the six new Spirit children endured their weeklong journey
through the space folds to Prokaryon. Of course, none of them could yet set foot on their new home.
Merdy inhaing Prokaryan air would expose their unprepared lungsto poison; for the native life-forms
had evolved dl sorts of things that the ordinary human body was not designed to encounter, much less
digest for food. Thelr triplex chromosomes were mutagenic, their "proteins’ contained indigestible amino
acids, and their membraneswere full of arsenic. Prokaryan cells were not exactly good to eat—unless
you were Prokaryan.

So the children'sfirst stop was a satellite, the Fold Council Station for Xenobiotic Research and
Engineering. "Station” was actudly agiant sentient whose brain directed the investigation of Prokaryan
life-forms, aswel asthetransport and lifeshaping of colonigts. Station's lifeshapers would inject the new
children with nanoservos, microscopic machinesto put specia genesinto the cells of theliver and
intestines. The specid geneswould teach their cells how to detoxify unfamiliar Prokaryan molecules, and
to eat them asfood, as eadly asthey ate the nutrients from their own world. For adultsthe lifeshaping
was dow and inefficient; thus, most Prokaryan colonies depended heavily on sentients.

Rod often wondered how the rest of the Fold's worlds would ever have gotten settled, had they all
tried to avoid terraforming. Vaedon, and al but two of the other worlds, had been boiled off and
reseeded with human-compatible life-forms. But today people caled that "planetary ecocide.” Rod
himsdlf had been skepticd, until he cameto Prokaryon and fell inlove with its mysterious beauty. He
could not imagine terraforming such aworld.

The cylindrica bulk of Station grew until it dwarfed the gpproaching ship. "All passengers prepare to
disembark.” Thevoice of the great sentient vibrated throughout the ship, as she extended her docking
tube.

Rod dwaystensed at her greeting. Besides her gene clinic, Station directed scientistsfrom al the
worlds of the Fold who came to study Prokaryon's biosphere and confirm its absence of intelligent
natives, alegd requirement for exploitation. Above dl, she governed Prokaryan settlement on behaf of
the Fold. She sat each colony'simmigration quota, and determined when each lifeshaped immigrant was
ready to settle.

Brother Geode crawled out on three of hisfurry limbs, carrying babiesin his other three, while Rod
carried two and 'jum gamely managed one. The tube rotated steadily, generating about haf aunit of
centrifugd force, enabling them to walk while kegping their baggage light. But the sense of weight loss
adarmed the babies, for their somachstold them they were faling, no matter how hard Rod clutched
themin hisarms. Thelittle bundles stiffened, then emptied their lungsto howl. Overhead, upsdedownin
the cylinder, two or three travel ers stretched their necks at this unusua scene. A gorillaface stared down
at Rod; asimian hybrid woman wearing a student's backpack. Rod stared back, for smians were ararity
out here.

Beneath Rod's feet the floor shifted sickeningly. That meant the lock had engaged, and they now
stood in the innermost ring of Station. The babies sucked in their breaths and wailed.

"Brother Geode, immigration officer of the Spirit Colony." Station's voice boomed, ever-present
within the satdllite. "Six new colonigts?'

"Yes, Sation." Geode bounced the threeinfantsin hisarms, trying to quiet them.



"Y ou exceed your quotaagain.”
"Yes, Station.”

It was Rod's fault that they aways pushed theimmigration limit. In his days at the Guard, he had
awaystried to sed onelast round of shooting beyond regulations, now, he dways took one more dying
child. "They'redl hedthy," Rod inssted. "They'll be productive citizens."

"And oneisan older child,” Station observed. "Brother Geode, you will see me for consultation.”
"I will,” Rod said firmly. They dways got awvay with it before.
"Please 9gn therelease for each.”

Onthewal abright rectangle appeared, itstext scrolling past absurdly fast. Rod had no need to
read the contents. The release form required al immigrants to acknowledge that Prokaryon's biosphere
was only partly understood, and its climate not yet controlled, and that the appearance of any plague
threatening the Fold might require defengve action—before dl inhabitants could be evacuated. Rod
despised the provision, and its authors in the Fold Council, who feared another prion plague. Prions
arose from human bodies, not from aworld where humans could bardly live.

Geode hdd up hisinfants to press the document with their toes, and Rod did likewise.
"Reverend Mother iscoming,” said Geode. Sentients communicated by internd radio.

At the gate stood the Reverend Mother Artemis. Her face was a screen across which her "features’
shaped and reshaped in ever-changing colors. Her sapphire star gleamed where a human neck would be.
Around her face twined restless strands of nanoplastic "hair,” asif individually dive. Below her neck hung
multiple breasts, and her robe revealed skirtsfull of holographic bears, lions, even flying fish from the
Elysian ocean. Children were her life-work, ever since she hersdf had been manufactured to raise
wedthy Elysians. After earning her freedom as a sentient, she had joined the Sacred Order.

The Reverend Mother's nanoplastic hand traced asix-point star. "Brother Rod. Y ou return with
your netsfull." Shetook the two little ones, who quieted asthey stared.

Rod returned the sign. "1 wish it could be otherwise."

"Sodoweadl." Strands of her hair twisted upward. "We cal on the Spirit to hear the agony of the
L'liites. But this mystery has endless depth and no shore.”

"How are the children back home?"

"All well, thank the Spirit. The phycoids are ready for harvest, and T'kun found a perfect pink
crydd inthe ream.”

"Wdl, we bring you future harvesters.
Geodewarned in Elysan, "One of them will cost usabundle.

"And which one would that be?' The Reverend Mother scooped up another infant from him. "Which
onewould you refuse?’

Jum was watching her skirt, mesmerized by the rearing bear. Rod squeezed 'jum’s hand
encouragingly. "Thisisthe Reverend Mother of the Spirit Colony of Prokaryon. Y ou will be our own
child"



The Reverend Mother spread her arms and spokein clear L'liite. " 'jum G'hana, are you my little
bird singing in the tree?' Her voice had just the right rhythm, asif she had been born and raised in the
Streets of Reyo.

Jlum ran to her, immediately to be swept up in the arms and skirt. Mother Artemiswas dwayslike
that.

"There, my little bird. It'stoo soon for you to talk, isn't it, but won't you shape for me?' Mother
Artemis stepped over to the holostage.

Above the holostage aball of light appeared, asif suspended by magic. Mother Artemis reached to
it with her hands and shaped it like alump of clay. It formed the shape of aflower, with adozen petds
that she pulled one by one, each perfect as ateardrop.

Then asecond ball of light gppeared. "1t's your turn, 'jum. Won't you try? Shape me something from
your home."

Jlum put out atentative finger. She poked the bal, and a depression remained. Encouraged, she
pulled it into atall oblong shape and poked more holesin an orderly array, eight across, row upon row,
more than adozen.

"That'slovely,” Mother Artemis exclamed. "Wasthat your house where you lived?!

Jum shook her head. She paused asif in thought. Then abruptly she squeezed the light into an
amorphous lump and began shaping again, with precise details. Her sureness suggested that her fingers
had shaped such an object before, perhaps many times. It was abox with three prongs at right anglesto
one another, and two unidentified levers at the side. It looked so redistic, one might pluck it solid from
theair.

"What have we here?' Mother Artemis spokein alow voice. Shetrained her visua sensorson the
object; her true "eyes,” set at her neckline, rather than her apparent eyesin her face. She cdled up avast
database from all seven worlds of the Fold.

Above the three-pronged image, a shape of red light appeared, smilar in form to the one 'jum had
made. The red shape descended and merged with the white one; it was nearly a perfect fit.

"It'salanthanide extractor,” the Reverend Mother explained in Elysian.
"Of course,”" said Geode. "' She must have assembled them at the Hyalite plant—thousands of them."”
Rod eyed the device gernly. "They'reillegd.”

"Not their manufacture,”" said the Reverend Mother. "Only the use to which some are put.”
Lanthanide extractors were used to sort rare-earth mineras from rock. All the inhabited worlds had long
ago exhausted their natura supplies of rare-earth e ements, prized for many usesin nanocircuitry. So the
main place | eft to use extractors was new planets. But that was against the law of the Fold. A world
could be mined only after scientists had established, and the Secretary of the Free Fold decreed, that no
intelligent natives had prior clam.

Still, who could palice the universe? The Hyalite House, an ancient and respectable firm based on
Vaedon, put its assembly plant in adecaying L 'liite city where starving six-year-olds would not recognize
the device, and no one would ask where it ended up.

Geode extended an arm. "They can't use them here." On Prokaryon, mining was permitted only with



macroscopic implements, and only up to one percent of the planetary resource, until the new world
gained independence and could choose for itsdlf.

Mother Artemisturned to ‘jum. ™Y ou must have made many of those pieces, little bird."
"Two thousand five hundred and thirty-one," the girl murmured.

"What anumber. And you counted every one?'

Jum nodded. "It'safamily without children.”

Mother Artemis nodded. ™Y ou like numbers, don't you. I'll bet you know al your sums.”
jum lowered her eyes. Then shelooked up. "Three plusfour isfive.

At this unaccountable calculation, Mother Artemis paused. "How about three times four?"
"Threetimesfour istwelve."

"Eight timesthirteen?'

"One hundred and four."

"What are the factors of three thousand and three?' When 'jum hesitated, she added, "The
‘children'?’

"Three, seven, deven, and thirteen. A family of four children.” Then abruptly she burst into tears,
crying for her mother. Mother Artemis held her close, knowing she would have alot more crying to do
before she could face anew life. Two of the infants Started crying, too.

"l wonder how she'sadding,” Mother Artemis said in Elysian. "Never mind; shell learn asfast asa
sentient.”

Geode's limbs snaked out to lift and comfort the agitated infants. "At least that part of our job will
come easy."

"No—much harder," the Reverend Mother warned.

"Humans," groaned Geode, hisfifth limb shaking amilk bottle. "How did | ever get into this?' The
woolly armed sentient had shepherded Spirit children for a decade, thought Rod with aamile.

Mother Artemiswas whispering to jum. "Geode will take good care of you at Station, until you're
st tojoinus. You can cal me anytime you like, on the holostage. Behold— as one of our family, you
have anew name: Jum G'hana Spirit. And hereisyour sign.” She pinned to 'jum's ragged shirt asapphire,
atiny pink gem one of the children had strained from the gravel bed. A sapphire from Prokaryon.

The children would stay at Station with Geode, for their treatments. Thisleft the Spirit Colony
understaffed, with only Rod, Mother Artemis, and Brother Patella, a sentient physician, to managethe
children on Prokaryon. But within a month the babies could come home. What to do with 'jum theresfter
would have to be worked out. They could not afford a skinsuit to protect her.

Before leaving, Rod transferred his holocube of 'jum’'s home in Reyo to the brain of Station. Station
obligingly shaped aroom whose shape and colors roughly matched the shack, plus acomfortable mat on
the floor, and the food synthesizer put out an "authentic” L'liite med. Later the child would have to make
do with the same inexpensive food pellets that Rod did, until her lifeshaping reached the point that she



could eat native crops.

As Rod and the Reverend Mother took their leave, Brother Geode had stretched and lengthened
three of hislimbs and tied them into an eaborate knot for 'jum. "Firgt off, whichismy right am?’ He
wiggled the three fuzzy ends projecting from the knot.

Jum inspected closely, then tapped one end. The entire limb turned yellow throughout the knot,
reveding its hidden Structure.

"Right!" exclamed the sentient. "Now let's see, how would you undo it?"

Rod felt proud. A child who learned fast—she might even become the doctor someday, like their
own Brother Patella. He had listened well, when the Spirit called him upon that hill.

To reach the planet, the Spirit Colony leased alight-craft from Station. The craft, a reconditioned
economy model, was not sentient, only programmed to shuttle up and down. Its rectenna had darkened
al around, and it bore an acrid smell. Two worn seats held Rod and Mother Artemis. The craft
shuddered asit launched, and asmall holostage at eye level showed the satellite shrinking away. Beyond
in the blackness appeared the neutrino receiver, agiant slver spherefull of water to detect the massess
particles carrying sgnds through the space folds.

"Brother Patellawill be glad to see you back," the Reverend Mother observed. "T'kun smuggled a
baby four-eyesinto the nursery. And a'tumble-round' has grown well into the garden; it'slooking in a
Haemum'swindow!"

Rod smiled remorsefully. "I've been away too long— and only bring back more trouble.”
"Why else are we here?"

The lightcraft whined asit entered the atmosphere, the air above heating into plasma. Abovethe
holostage, the image of Prokaryon expanded, its greens and blues cloaked in cloud, beautiful and
terrifying, yet vulnerable, like awoman's eye. Asthe surface neared, a brilliant expanse of ocean met the
shore of their continent, Spirilla, atwisted spira of green and gray. The world rotated dowly downward
benesth the lightcraft. In the western arm of Spirilla, pale scars marked the copper mines. To the east
rolled the uncharted interior, circled by glacid mountains.

Asthe craft fell toward the green, curious patterns emerged. Long dark bandsran in parallel rows,
winding like astring picture. The dark bands were singing-tree forest. Each band of forest alternated with
apaer band of whedlgrass, merging into wetland, which gave way to the next band of forest. Over and
over the same pattern repeated, ceasing only at the mountains.

What Spirit had dipped afinger in theink of foliage and drawn those lines? And whose hand tended
them still”? Not aseed of wheelgrass could ahuman plant on forest land, even with the Singing-trees
cleared; yet anging-tree pods would only wither where the whedlgrass grew.

The old lightcraft dipped and veered suddenly, caught in agust of wind. Rod gripped hischair
automaticaly, though it made little difference, asits nanoplastic limbsheld him fast. "I hope et leest it
lands usin theright band.” The craft had been known to miss the band of wheelgrassthat contained the
colony, leaving the passengersto hike through severd kilometers of Snging-trees.

"Patella doesn't answer," said the Reverend Mother. "Who knows what the young ones are up to."

No answer from Patella? That was odd. Wherever he was, Brother Patella could hear Mother
Artemisfrom the lightcraft, then send out Haemum or one of the ten-year-olds with the llamas for them to



ride home,

Asit happened, they landed in whedlgrass, not far from thetrail. The whedlgrass spread in waves dl
around them. A welcome scent of ginger blew in from the distant Singing-trees, dwaysasign hewas
reglly home,

High in the ever-blue sky shone Prokaryon's sun, lota Pavonis, proud as an abino peacock. The
thin ozone layer blocked less of the sun's ultraviolet than on other worlds supporting life. That might be
one reason triple-stranded chromosomes had evolved here, to protect DNA from mutation. Prokaryan
westher, like its landscape, had a predictable pattern: sunshine every day, with gentlerain in the evening.

But far to the east, past the dark line of hills, the clouds could burst into unexpected storms. And
above those clouds hovered the peaks of Mount Anaeon and Mount Helicon. The tallest peaks had been
named for the twelve floating cities of Elysium, who had bankrolled the first explorers. They may have
regretted the naming, for the mountains proved unlucky, full of landdides and other accidents for hapless
prospectors. Many colonists blamed Prokaryon's "hidden masters," aclaim hard to disprove.

Still therewas no sign of Haemum'sllama, its ears pointing out like flags, its broad feet bred specidly
to tramp the loopleaves down. Rod turned to Mother Artemis. "No word yet from Brother?!

"He mugt be running after Gaeaand T'kun again."

That would not keep Patellafrom answering. Patella, like Geode and Mother Artemis, could
manage severa tasks at once. Unless he was conducting avery complex operation ... Rod felt achill at
his neck. "I'll go ahead and send the llama back for you."

The Reverend Mother smoothed his shoulder. "The Spirit go with you. Excuse mewhile | deep.”
Shedrew in her arms, which lost form in the shadows of her deaves. Her figure seemed to pull itself in
and turned gray al over. Rod had seen her "deep,” though shetried to hideit from the children. Sentients
had to save their energy, for if their power packsran out, their mindswould die. That was their one
weskness as colonists.

He returned her touch lightly, thinking, how odd that this gray shape was actualy such an
extraordinary person. Then he stepped outside. The sun was warm, so he took off hisrobe, revealing
dun-colored everyday trousers much worn and stained. Tucking the robe under hisarm, he strode
resolutely out into the wheelgrass. The gray-green loopleaves of the wheelgrass twisted and caught his
toe at every step; it took him aquarter hour just to cover the few metersto thetrail. High above him
buzzed severa hdicoids, their ring-shaped propellers clattering asif laughing at him.

Ahead, aherd of four-eyesrolled away liketire tubes, with no legsto get caught in the wheelgrass.
Each four-eyes had four compound eyes spaced evenly dong the "tread” of its"tire," the upper two eyes
alert and watchful, the lower two ad eep; the eyestook turns deeping. In between each pair of eyeswas
arasping mouth, so each mouth faced downward in turn to consume wheelgrass. Extensible suckers
covered the rest of the creature's surface; to move forward, it Smply contracted the foremost sucker and
lifted up the hindmogt, rolling over the whedlgrass. By this repeated motion, thelittle zooid could work up
aremarkable speed in either direction. Rod hoped no zooid predator would come barreling after them
and migtake him for edible prey.

Once on the clear trail hejogged easily, hisfeet eating up the miles. A couple of whirrs aighted on
hisarm, miniature helicoids the Sze of apinhead. Finding no zooid secretionsto feed on, the whirrs soon
|eft, very different from the insects he had grown up with on VVaedon. The wind brought snatches of song
from the singing-trees at the far edge of the wheelgrass. At last the wheel grass gave way to brokenhearts,
golden ringlets that looked like so many lost wedding bands. The protein-rich brokenhearts were



cultivated to feed the lifeshaped children.

At last the colony's nursery and dining hall gppeared, jutting out of the hillside below the sgpphire
mine. Thelong mud-colored buildings were built of ring-fungus, atough growth that could be pressed
into shapes and dried hard as wood.

As he gpproached, twelve-year-old Haemum came running out to meet him. The founding child of
the family, she now stood nearly astall as he and seemed to be dl legs. Her skirt and scarf were made of
the same cloth that they al wove and dyed of fibrous|oopleaves. She threw her arms around Rod,
pressing her black curlsto his chest. "Brother Rod, thank the Spirit you're here," she exclamed in L'liite,
which the children were taught to retain their heritage. "We don't know what to do—Brother Patellafell
down the ravine, and he must have 'broken’ somehow."

"Broken how? Whereis he now?"

Two of the boys were running out, ten-year-old Chae and four-year-old T'kun, with hisarm
ominoudy bound inading. Then little Gaea dragged hersdlf through the dust on her arms, her pardyzed
legstrailing behind her. Gaea had spina bifida—Brother Geode had thrown up hiswoolly armswhen
Rod picked that one, but so it was. The colony would save enough to reshape her, someday.

"It was T'kun'sfault,” Haemum explained. " T'kun was running ahead and playing space pirate, and
when | called after him he got mad. He tripped and did down the bank, tumbling over. Brother Patella
tried to get him out, but he dipped, too, and fell farther. Then he turned al gray and lumpy, and wouldn't
answer."

Gaea grabbed his ankle and clung, and he nearly lost balance. "Bro-der Rod, T'kun bring home
zooid! We play with zooid!" Zooidsin the nursery would not do; but it would have to wait.

"Didyou cal Station?' Rod asked Haemum.

"l did, but the medics haven't shown up yet. | finaly dragged T'kun back up and set hisarm asbest |
could...."

Rod clenched hisfist, then caught it in his palm. Asusud the Spirit Colony was not Station's first
priority. No billion-credit shipment of ore would belost if Patellawere crippled, or worse. "'Can the boys
lead me out to him?"

"' will, I will," cried T'kun.

Rod patted his head. "Good—Dbut be careful. And you, Chae, mind Gaea and the babies." He
extricated his ankle from Gaea's fingers and swung her up for Chae, who staggered as he carried her off.
"Haemum, you'll need to ride the llamas out for the Reverend Mother; we touched down just west of the
trail. Remember, shell be'adeep.' ™

Haemum raced off to fetch the llamas, her skirt flashing colorsin the sun. Rod followed T'kun up the
trail by the rushing stream, into the hillsfull of sapphires and other marketable stones. Herethe
wheelgrass gave way to a coarse dark shrub, with dense loopleaves. A flock of helicoids rose up
suddenly, the sunlight glinting on their propellers.

"There!" T'kun shouted, and tried to point, then winced at the painin his bound arm.

Rod caught sight of the gray shape, tumbled severd meters down asteep bank. It looked nothing
like Patella, whose form resembled Geode's. He froze, sick at heart. If Patella's nanoplastic body had not
fixed itsdf by now, the news might be bad. Even if hisneura circuits were intact, he would have to be



shipped back to Elysium to retrain. And the colony would have to do without a doctor.

The emergency squad from Station came at last. A deek glowing disk burned itsway through the air
and set itsdf down precisdly, right on thetrall that overlooked the ravine. For amoment Rod envied the
sentient lightcraft, then he suppressed the unworthy thought.

From the craft emerged two medical sentients, their bodies shaped like caterpillars. They crawled
down the ravine to rescue the injured doctor, not deigning to speak to Rod. Asthey lifted the shapeless
nanoplast into ther craft, Rod fdlt thefull shock of hisloss. He had worked with Patellaever since he
came here; now, in an ingtant, his brother was gone.

Meanwhile, the older children were coming home from the grave pit with cartsfull of corundum and
occasiona gem-quality stones. Mother Artemis, now returned, was nursing the four youngest ones,
including the twins Pimaand Pomu, whom Rod had picked up last year. Then she called the older
children over for writing lessons.

Rod checked T'kun's arm, which Haemum seemed to have bound up reasonably straight, asfar as
he could tell. He would bring the boy up to Station the next day for ascan. In the meantime, the watering
tubesfor the vegetables had broken down, helicoids hung by their sucker mouths from the gutters, and
besides, atumbleround had invaded the garden.

"Look &t it, Brother Rod," Haemum exclaimed. "It's the biggest tumbleround | ever saw.”

Thetire shape of the tumbleround looked partly deflated, itslower half collgpsed into the ground.
Twisted loopleaves stuck out in all directions, some extended to root in the ground. The plant-creature
smdled like glue and invariably attracted clouds of thirsty whirrs. A tumble-round generdly rooted and
grew in one spot for along while; but under certain conditions, perhaps nitrogen deficiency, some of its
vineswould root themselvesin the ground at one edge, then contract, pulling the organism to tumble it
over dightly. More vines then rooted down, and so forth; once the tumbleround got going, it could travel
severd meters per day, trampling and digesting whatever vegetation crossed its path. Scientists disputed
whether they were more anima or plant, zooid or phycoid; "phycozooid" wastheterm in favor. Whether
plant or animal, this one was astall as Rod and perhaps twice hisweight.

"It's been there for the longest time, just outside the fence, you remember.” Haemum pointed to the
long dimy trail full of broken tendril loops, leading in through the crushed fence. "After you left, one night
it just started to move, and kept coming until..."

The scent blew toward them. For amoment Rod fdlt light-headed, and he caught himsdlf up justin
time. Then heredlized that he had not gotten around to eating anything since breskfast on the ship. He
shook himsdlf and straightened. "Well, Sister—what shall we do with our guest?’

Haemum put her hands on her hips. "We could chop it up. If we chop the pieces small enough, they
won't grow back. We can scoop them out and dry the hide to make shoes.”

A tedious, gruesome task, but it would work. And yet... Why had this thing cometo peek in the
window? What if thiswhirr-clouded beast really was one of the planet's hidden masters? Station said no,
tumblerounds had no 1Q to speak of.

"WEll dig it out and haul it off,” Rod decided. So they set to work with the shovels, dl thewhile
brushing whirrs out of their eyes and mouths, taking breaks when the fumes overpowered them. A
sentient lifter could have done it in aminute, but the colony could not afford such. The work of one's
hands was a gift to the Spirit.



At lagt, Rod raised the stinking creature out of its hole, where the loops of its roots lay gashed. His
muscles bulged as helifted it onto the cart, first one side of it, then the other. Threellamas pulled the cart,
Spitting in protest, while the two colonists pushed from behind, driving it out asfar asthey could before
they dumped the tumbleround out. It would root againin no time.

Just before dinner, while helping Pimaand Pomu wash their faces, Rod remembered to cal Geode.
S0 he hurried off down the hdll to the holostage. The twins, who immediately knew what he was after,
plodded after him excitedly.

AsRod entered the cylindrical chamber, the usua column of light shone up from the stage; the twins
cooed in ddight. Soon Brother Geode himsdlf appeared, full of good spirits and just as delighted to see
them. "My two little deard" the sentient exclaimed. "Alike as two parts from the same factory—and
walking, aready! Why, we weren't gone but three weeks."

"| thought you'd be pleased,” said Rod. "But I'm sorry about Patella.”

"l can't bedieveit. | just can't bear to think of it." Three of hisarmswaved violently intheair, twining
and untwining. He and Patella had been built to the same modd and shipped from the same Hyadlite plant
on Vdedon. Both had earned their freedom in an Elysian nursery, as had Mother Artemis. "1 just hope
his central processor's okay, so he can reshape himsdlf." He shuddered dl over. "How will you ever
manage? |'d better come down.”

"But the babies need you. How is ‘jum?’
"‘jumisright here. Don't shrink away, girl—look, heré's Brother Rod."

The light-shape of 'jum appeared, wide-eyed and uncertain. She extended her arm, then pulled it
back asif remembering. Rod felt bad about leaving her, though they had no choice. "I'll come up soonto
hug you, ‘jum. Look," he said, nudging the twins. " See your little brothers. We dl can't wait to have you
home"

Ashefindly went in to dinner, Haemum was leading the Singing a the head of one of the two long
tables. Let uslove only truth, desire only grace, and know only Spirit.... Haemum took her devotions
serioudy, and planned to join the order when she came of age. The children were a cheery sight, their
gtarstones flashing on their necks, al seated in orderly rowsin their bright red-and-yellow patterned
shifts. Their legs siwung briskly under the chairs, and the long tables reminded Rod incongruoudy of
medtimes a the Guard Academy.

Soon the bowls of four-eyes stew came passing down, with red and green loop-fruits the boys had
cooked up from the garden. Since Rod could not yet eat them, Chae brought him his two cakes of
standard-grade food from the synthesizer. The synthesizer reshaped organic matter at the molecular level
and filtered out toxic metals. An economy modd, it put out two flavors, fruit or flesh; Rod had eaten them
for so long that he forgot which waswhich. But thefirgt bite reminded him hewas famished. He ate
quickly, forgetting hisusud ingstence on "civilized" conversation.

Someone was kicking him benegth the table. It was T'kun, managing to eat with hisleft arm. "T'kun,
remember your manners,” Rod warned. "The Spirit iswatching.”

A commotion erupted at the far end. A helicoid adegp on the celling gpparently had fallen onto
someone's plate. The children were shrieking; Mother Artemis calmed them, while Rod rel eased the
helicoid outdoors. Looking upward, he saw two more helicoids hanging by their suckersfrom the rafters,
their propeller ringsturning idly. The hdl realy needed cleaning out.



Returning to his place, he found that T'kun had crawled under the table because he did not like the
pudding for dessert.

"Come out and st down,” Rod warned, dightly raising hisvoice.
Tkun dutifully emerged. "I am gtting down."

Mother Artemis came over and leaned by hisear. "Rod, I've just heard from Station. Patella can't
recover here—he must ship back to Elysum.”

Hislast hope died. There was nothing they could do for the injured sentient except ship him back
acrossthe Fold to Elysum. Poor Patdla. "What will we do?' he whispered. It was hard enough with just
the two of them managing here, until Geode brought the babies home; but even then, they needed a
doctor. It would take some searching to find either a sentient willing to come, or ahuman physician
willing to be lifeshaped, with two yearsin the gene tank before she or he dared set foot here without a
skinauit.

Mother Artemis said, "The Reverend Father will find someone.” The Most Reverend Father of
Dolomoth, alarge VVaan congregation, had founded their colony and was ultimately responsiblefor it.

"Meanwhile, | could take on amedicine module. It would overload my processor somewhat and dow
my reactions, but— "

Rod shook his head. "Y ou can't do that. Y ou have to keep dert around here—you don't want to ...
to get hurt like Patella”

Mother Artemisthought amoment. "Therésaways Sarai."

Saral was a Sharer lifeshaper. Sharers were a human race who had settled the ocean world of
Elysum ten millenniabefore the "immortas' did, shaping their own genesfor aguetic life. Saral, however,
was arebd among her kind.

She had left her ocean home for Prokaryon, to dwell deep within therock of Mount Anaeon. Rod
frowned. "Saral is hard enough to reach.” And not usually receptiveto visitors.

"Sheisasskilled asany Elysan doctor, and she would help the children." Mother Artemis added
thoughtfully, "More contact with fellow humanswill be good for Saral.”

Rod prayed the children stayed well.

Commotion erupted again, thistime from Pima and Pomu, who were attempting to rise from the
table. Under the table T'kun had tied their shoelaces together.

After dinner everyone gathered outside. The sun was just setting beyond the distant Snging-trees.
Thellamas groaned at the sun, their regular habit in the evening.

Mother Artemis stood, and her nanoplastic hair waved above her head asif charged by an electrical
storm. She spread her robe, and her skirts came dive with bears and lions. Strange story figures
shimmered and stepped out around her; the nearer children tucked in their feet and hitched back abit.
The colors degpened to violet, in waving shades of water. Suddenly out legped awonderful flying fish.
The fish spread its fanlike wings, and began to spesk in an otherworldly voice, telling the Sharer tale of
how the first fish cameto fly, and why their souls were haunted, never again to rest at peacein the sea.

The children were spdllbound through tale after tale, legends from Vaedon and Urulan and every
known world, until at last the younger ones dozed off. Rod put the twinsto bed, and Haemum took



T'kun. The sun was down now, but the soft remains of light diffused through the gathering clouds. A light
rain wasfdling, asit nearly dwaysdid at this hour, asif Prokaryon's"hidden masters' werein charge.
The smell of ginger increased asthe soil released its fragrance. The voice of the distant Snging-trees
abated.

Rod was dead tired, but somehow his mind would not yet let him deep. He strode restlesdy outside
the compound, letting the raindrops cool hisface and sink into hisrobe.

He found Mother Artemiswalking with him. "How wasL'1i?"

Therewastoo much insde himto tell. The very edge of certain thoughts made his ssomach contract.
"Those who had money ill have it. But some have the creeping, too— and the cure does not work on
advanced cases."

"Yes," she nodded, her darkened robe swishing. "But you did not spend your time among therich.”

"Thelightcraft are il running; for how much longer, | don't know. A power blackout downed
severd. Next timel may not even be ableto reach Reyo."

She nodded again. To the east the clouds parted, reveding alarge red moon whose glow filled
Mother Artemiss restless snakes of hair. The moon glowed red from the sentients melting out itsiron for
the insatiable factories of Vaedon. Prokaryon's moon had no known life, and by the next decade it
would be mined down to nothing.

"Thevillage| vigted last year is deserted now,” Rod continued. "The hill | climbed thisyear will be
empty next year."

Mother Artemis kept walking.
"| gave the beggarswhat bread | had.”
"I'm sure you gave them everything."

"My watch, and my leftover credits." The colony's own cash was scarce. "But not my pocket
holostage," he added remorsefully. "They could have sold that.”

"They could,” she agreed. "Wasthat the worst thing?"

His stomach tightened unbearably. " There was awoman outside the orphanage,” he forced himself
to say. " Shetried to make me take her baby." He could not accept children of living parents, lest the
nationdists accuse him of ethnic abduction. " Otherwise, she said, she would take it to the market, rather
than seeit starve." It was not adave market.

Suddenly he retched, and his somach finaly gave up. "That was foolish," he said, wiping his mouth,
thinking of the wasted food. "I must get to deep.”

"Y es, you must. Even though you want to go back and savedl of L'li."

"l do," he said with atouch of anger, a the universe and at himsdlf. "It's gppdling, and we al
jus—Ilive here."

"Y ou saved s children thistime; isn't that agreeat privilege? How many peoplelivethar entirelives
without saving one soul? And the Spirit should grant you aworld?"

He stopped and looked closdly at her. Was she laughing at him?"Yes™" he said, his mouth smiling



despite himsdlf, "the Spirit should grant me aworld.”

At lag, finishing his nightly meditation, Rod found himsdlf in bed. Patellacameto mind, and he
missed him terribly. Then camethe face of hisfather on Vdedon, reproaching him: What did you do with
al your expensive schooling, to join abunch of clericsraisng orphans at adistant star? Then nameless
faces and hands arose until hismind cried out.

There was atap at the door.
"Brother Rod?" It was T'kun. "My arm hurts."

Rod pulled back the covers. T'kun was supposed to have outgrown deeping in bed with him, but he
would make an exception. The boy snuggled under the covers, hislittle head amiracle of softness. Inan
instant Rod was adeep.

THREE

The next day Rod awoke with a sore shoulder, amuscle pulled from hauling the giant tumbleround
the day before. Nonetheless, he felt well rested, and the sight of the cloud-cloaked mountains always
brought him peace. He spent the first hour with Gaea dragging hersdlf after him and wrapping herself
around hisleg at every opportunity. The Spirit callers cared equally for dl, but despite himsalf Rod had
favorites.

Haemum and Chae rose early to go uphill and dig gravel out of the mine, an old streambed rich in
corundum. They dfted the grave through water in afine-mesh screen, alowing the denser crystalsto sink
to the bottom. Then they dumped each screen over onto atable, where the younger children sorted out
the crystals. Mogt of them were clear and not of particular vaue, but afew were tinted blue, yellow, or
even pink; the better ones, when cut, might fetch enough to feed the colony for aweek. Even Gaea
picked out her share, athough most turned out to be quartz.

After the midday meal, Mother Artemistreated and cut the stones, training Haemum on the lap
whedl. The younger children painted little dioramas of four-eyes and singing-trees, or strung necklaces of
helicoid propeller shells. Rod and Chae worked on the garden, collecting ringed pods and fruits, and
replanting the rows gouged out by the visiting tumbleround. In the western field the brokenhearts were
ripening fast; how would they ever get them harvested without Patella?

Chae brought back abushel full of greensto cook up four-eyes stew for the two tables of children,
al swinging their feet and twirling the vegetable pods around their fingers. Afterward, asthe little ones
cleared up, Mother Artemissaid, "l sent the Most Reverend Father a neutrinogram.” Neutrinos brought
word across the space-time folds, resisting the extreme e ectromagnetic distortions a the connection
holes. The signd was crude, never of holographic quality, but it wasthe fastest way. "I told the Most
Reverend Father we need another brother or sister with medical training, at least until Patellareturns.”

"What will we do in the meantime?" 1t could be weeks or months before help arrived.

Mother Artemiswaiched the nightly rain outside, her hair twining into knots and untwining again.
"Well manage. Haemum and Chae will help with the harvest. Between the two of them, now, they bring
inasmuch as Patdladid.”

Rod frowned, vaguely uneasy. "They are growing up.”
"Exactly." She gave him aquestioning look.

"Well—I guessI've been more on theinfant end of things here. I'm not sure what the Reverend



Father hasin mind for the older ones, asthey grow into adults.”

"When | wasananain the shon, | raised Elysian children for Elysum. Now we raise Prokaryans.
They'll grow up to maintain the colony.”

"But they're dso citizens of the Free Fold." He took adeep bregath. "What if they choose to
emigrate?’

She consdered this. "If the Spirit so cdlls, so beit.”
"But how will they ever know enough? How will they know, without—education”?”

"Education istheright of every citizen," said Mother Artemisfirmly. "We educate dl our children.
We meet the standards.”

"Theformal standards aretoo low." Thiswas one areawhere Rod felt a disconcerting gap between
human and sentient. "Human education takes years, even decades. We can't just plug in anew module.
When | was Haemum's age, my father sent me to the Guard Academy. But it was more than
soldiering—it was higory, literature, mathematics.”

"And your father, was he pleased with the result?"

"Hewas horrified." By leaving to follow the Spirit, Rod had dashed his father's hopes of continuing
the family tradition in the Guard. "That's the point of education: to free achild to make choicesthat horrify
her parents.”

"So, should we send Haemum to the Guard?"

Rod smiled at the thought. “No, but she can attend school by holostage. Who knows; she might
become adoctor someday. Look at how she set T'kun'sarm.”

"l know those programs,” said Mother Artemis. "The better ones would take up most of her waking
hours. But if it'stime, so beit." Shelooked up, and her hair stretched toward him. " Thanks for making
the point. Y ou're such agood father, Rod."

Rod looked away, hisface warm.

Asthe children napped or did lessons, Rod checked the holostage to see if he could reach Geode
and 'jum, but he found acall waiting. "Return call," hetold the holostage.

"Which cdler?' asked the machine. Servo machines were intentionaly built to aslow a sophidtication
aspossible, to avoid the chance of their "waking up" sentient, in which case they had theright to earn
freedom.

"Diorite, of Colonid Corundum.” Diorite was the shipping agent for Colonid Corundum, afirm that
worked commercid depositsin the foothills. Hisfigure appeared on the holostage, tall and lanky, and
tanned even darker than Rod. Hewore aVaan taar, hung with strings of his pale green namestones, and
awide-brimmed hat for shade. "Rod, you're back," he exclaimed. "' heard about your brother. My
sympathies—that ravine's treacherous.”

Rod nodded. "Thanks." He traced a six-point for blessing.

"Why didn't you call me? We could have brought Reverend Mother home, and had your brother up
to Stationinnotime.”



That was generous; Rod would never has asked such afavor. "Thanks, I'll remember.”
"Anytime. Say, | seeyour old craft's still out there— you'll be shipping back soon?"

"| left Sx new children at the clinic. Besides, | have aload to ship.” There was asizable cargo of
sapphiresfor VVaedon, plusthe craft items the children made for tourists.

"You can help usout,” said Diorite. "A small package to ddliver—the usud terms.”

The Spirit Colony was exempt from the costly regulations and reporting requirements for
commercia mining. When Diorite had new samples whose contents he did not want known to
competitors, he asked Rod to take them up, for asmal "donation™ which greatly helped the colony. It
was legd, and Mother Artemis said they ought to trust good neighbors. "Meet usin the morning,” Rod
agreed. "Sure thing. Good luck to your new colonigts."

In the morning Haemum and Chae strapped up five of the llamas, a broad-footed breed lifeshaped
for Prokaryon. Strapping them up wastricky, for soon as the beastsfelt a heavy load they would empty
their guts with streams of spit. Once harnessed, the [lamas lumbered dutifully down thetrail through the
brokenhearts, then turned off into the treacherous whedlgrass with bleats of protest.

Theold servo lightcraft was still stuck out in the whedl-grass where Rod had |eft it. Besdeit now sat
Diorite's own deek sentient craft, its rectennas mirror-smooth. Strains of popular music emanated from
within, at rather high volume. As Rod approached, the music stopped, and Diorite emerged, shaking his
head. " Sorry about that—Dimwit here haslimited taste.”

"l heard that," called thelightcraft. "Limited taste, indeed. Just you wait—only six point eéight months
till | draw asdary.”

"Sentients," muttered Diorite, "Can't live with the dimwits, and can't live without 'em.”

Rod smiled. "I'll trade you the llamas any day." Haemum fed atreat to each of the beasts. They
stood there, chewing Sdeways.

"Well, herésthe package." Diorite caught Rod's arm, and his voice sank to awhisper. "Just
between us Vaans— look what we found." He opened his hand beneath Rod's eyes. Between hisfingers
glinted aruby, one of the largest and deepest Rod had ever seen. Hisfather had worn such, and so had
the Academy Master, whose namestones had glared fire at Rod too often.

A low chuckle escaped Diorite. "There's more where that came from—and I'm the only manwho
knowswhere." Rod smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. "No Vaan will forget his nameif you can
helpit." He stowed Diorite's package carefully in hisold lightcraft, while Haemum and Chae helped
transfer their cratesfrom the cart. Asthey worked, Diorite's lightcraft lifted off. The hissof boiling ar
shattered the morning cam, startling aflock of helicoids. Upward it soared, then alatera burst of plasma
sent it streaking across the sky.

Haemum said wigtfully, "I wish | could come with you."

Rod smoothed her curls and kissed her forehead; only yesterday, she had been Gaea's age. "I could
useyour help," he admitted, "but the colony's short-handed.” And now he had to find her a school.

"Will Brother Patellacome home?* "If the Spirit wills. But not for awhile” The old lightcraft soon
left Prokaryon behind, the stripes of singing-tree forest and whedgrass fading into the continent Spirilla,
where most of the colonists had settled. Spirillahad the shape of an S, its mountain range rising out of its
northern curve, while its southern curve cupped the crater from an asteroid that had fallen some hundred



million years before. The continent rotated out of view asthe great ocean came round, then continents
and oceans blurred together, leaving the planet a bright jewel set in the black of space.

At Station, Rod docked and hoisted up his cargo, including Diorite's package. All surfaces had to
be cleansed by mite-sized servos that removed traces of arsenic and toxic proteins. Afterward, the ship
would head off to thefirst extradimensiona spacefold, whereit would "jump” severd light-years. Three
jumps later, it would reach the star system of Elysium and VVaedon. On Vaedon, the gemswere dways
in demand for namestones. The craftswould sell better on Elysum, whose millennid inhabitantsin their
floating cities admired anything handmade,

While the cargo was processed, Rod hurried off to the clinic. He found Geode feeding two infants
while changing athird.

"Brother, am | glad to see you." Geode's eyestalks twined in delight, and he extended hisfurry red
arm around Rod. "Y ou would be quite worn-out with those little ones. Even | need an extrarecharge.”

"You'vedonewsdl, | see" Rod picked up the youngest girl, T'’kela. Lessthan aweek old when he
first picked her up in Reyo, she dtill fit comfortably in one hand. Her own wrinkled hands squirmed at
odd angles, and her face had a preternaturally wizened look. She stared a Rod's face, then fell adeep,
her ams gtill gicking out straight from the blanket. Rod put her up to his shoulder. The magic of sucha
tiny person awaystook him by surprise.

The two older ones were crawling and pulling themselves up to stand. Now that they were well fed,
they acted more like toddlers than the infants the orphanage had claimed. That could mean extra costs for
lifeshgping—one "older child" was bad enough.

jum was at the holostage, observing a stellated geometric solid that hovered insubstantially before
her. She caught sight of Rod and stared, then came over and squeezed his hand, digging in with her
fingersasif to assure hersdf hewasredly there. Her face glowed with hedlth, her cheeks dready filling
out so that he might barely have known her. Rod imagined the millions of nanoservos swarming through
her veins, to clear her prions and give her genesfor Prokaryon.

"Hello, 'jum," said Rod. "Found any interesting numberslately?"
Thegirl only stared.

"Don' let her fool you," said Geode. "She can talk, al right. Say, 'jum, did you count the corners on
that solid yet?'

Jum swallowed to speak. "Twelve corners pointing out, eighty pointing in. And one hundred eighty
faces.

Geode groaned. "Y ou've got the dgorithm, dl right. Hey you," he called to the holostage, "show us
an extradimension, will you."

"Please specify request,” the holostage replied in aflat tone.
"A four-dimensond geometric solid, Dimwit."
Rod frowned. "Brother, don't talk like the miners.”

"Youreright," Geode replied contritely, hunching hisarms. "Let us pray for mindless machines, that
they be granted souls. Well, the babies are making excellent time," hetold Rod. "The youngest oneis
taking up nanoservostwice asfast asusud. All her cells are making arsenate pumps, and her liver is



nearly transformed. Shell be home within two weeks. | show them your holo image, and Mother
Artemis, as often as possible," said Geode, "o they'll know you well. | show them Patella, too; | sure
hope he gets home soon.” His eyestalkstwined anxioudy.

"What will we do without him?' Rod asked softly.
"Pray. Pray without ceasing.”

Rod picked the toddler Qumum up from the floor and tried to catch his gaze. After aminute Qumum
suddenly smiled, abig smilewith his mouth and eyeswide. Then helet out his breath with atrill. Rod
laughed. "Here's someone happy. Say, 'jum, how about you? Do you like your new room at Station?"
Station would be her home for some months, perhaps longer.

‘Jum nodded, then looked away with a guarded expression.
"I'm sure you missthe blue sky." Among other things.
Jum looked up suddenly. "Does the creeping ever reach the Children Star?!

Rod crouched to look into her face, catching her shoulders. "Never, 'jum. Y ou will never be sick
likethet again.”

"There's one good thing about Prokaryon,” Geode reflected. "None of their little creepy-crawlies
can grow insde human bodies and make you sick. Y ou're astoxic to them asthey areto you."

Rod departed at last and checked that his cargo passed inspection. An hour remained for hisone
indulgence: supper at the Station lounge. It was arare chance to be surrounded by adult humans again.

The lounge was built Elysian style, with rounded nooks that could expand or contract, and tables of
nanoplast that shaped themsalves to accommodate those who sat there. There was even atree full of
butterflies at the center, for Elysiansto meditate. But most importantly, the tables actually served
differentiated food. It was all reprocessed, of course, like the packets Rod's instrument produced for his
mesdls at the colony, but Station's model could synthesize athousand different food items, from filet of
beef to flying fish.

Firgt he had to find a seat. The bubble-shaped dining compartments seemed more crowded than
usua with miners, surveyors, and researchers. Even two or three news reporters hovered overhead,
shaped like snake eggs; some odd rumor must be up. Usually one of the nanoplastic wallswould notice
Rod and tunnel in to create anew space, but not today. Perhaps the dining hal had reached its volume
limit. He paused uncertainly, brushing awhirr off hisarm. The few that sStrayed out to Station seemed less
picky about sustenance than those back home.

He saw ahand waving, next to an empty seat. The stranger motioned him to Sit, removing her
backpack from the chair across from her.

"Thanks," he said. The woman, asimian student, looked vaguely familiar.

Rod sat down and placed hisfinger on asmall window that read hisfingerprint. Choosing what to
order was dways hard, al the more so since every minute that passed made him fed guilty for keeping
himsdlf from the colony. " Shepherd's pie, with mixed greens™ He usudly ended up with hisVVaan home
favorite

The woman opened a pocket holostage to play the news from Elysium. Rod never watched the
news a home, asit distracted from his prayers. Today's story was on Prokaryon's "hidden masters.”



Giant tracks had appeared among the singing-trees, in aremote region west of Mount Helicon. Even on
the holostage the "tracks" looked more like streambed erosion, but of course there were expertsto claim
otherwise. No wonder the "snake eggs' were abouit.

The tabletop opened, and a plate of steaming pie rose up. The odors brought him right back to his
childhood; he could amost hear the gulls calling off Trollbone Point. The pleasure of thefirst few
mouthfulsfilled his atention, until the holostage again caught hiseye. Another ship of illegasfrom L'li hed
tried to crash-land, thistime on Elysum.

The hapless vessel hung forlornly above the Sharer ocean, in which the Elysian cities floated.
Elysians had intercepted it, of course, and "repatriated” the passengers. Rod'sfork froze in his hand.

Thewoman waswatching him. ™Y ou came from L'li, didn't you?'

He recalled the smian student in the connector tube, staring down at him as hetried to keep agrip
ontheinfants.

She closed the holostage and extended her hand. "I'm Khral, amicrobiologigt, just arrived from
Science Park." Science Park, the top Elysian research ingtitute, sponsored fieldwork on Prokaryon. "I've
joined the singing-tree project.”

"Welcome," said Rod, shaking her hand. "I'm Brother Rhodonite, of the Sacred Order of the Spirit."

"Ohyed I've heard of Spirit Callerson VVaedon. They do aritua dance before the moon at
midsummer.”

"That'sthe'Spirit Brethren,' " Rod corrected, much annoyed. "They split off yearsago.”

"I'm s0 sorry, | don't know much about Vaedon. I'm from Bronze Sky." Bronze Sky, named for its
vulcanic haze, had been terraformed four centuries before to settle excess L'liites. Today Bronze Sky
wasfull, and there were twice as many L 'liites as before—and Prokaryon was here to settle.

But Khral aso showed ancestry from gorilla hybrids created as daves on ancient Urulan. Her nose
was pushed in with awrinkle, and her heavy brow overhung her eyes, giving her apermanently serious
expression. "Y ou know, everyone getswrong what | do, too. The students here avoid me. They think I'm
hereto find aplague, to give the Fold Council an excuse to terraform Prokaryon. But it's not true.”

"It doesn't make sense," agreed Rod. " Prokaryan microbes cannot live in humans.”

Khra looked thoughtful. "That's an interesting question. There are reports of occasiona microzooids
isolated from human tissues—and even from nanoplast.”

"Microzooids?"'

"We cal Prokaryan microbes'microzooids because each cell is doughnut-shaped, just like the
larger zooidsthat roll acrossthefields. Each microzooid cdl runsits circular chromosome right around
the doughnut hole! With their triplex DNA, microzooids reproduce by splitting three ways down the
middle, into three daughter cdlls.”

"But they can't reproduce in humans. We'retoo . . . foreign.” Herealized he knew nothing about it,
only what the dlinic had dwaystold him.

"That'sright,” Khral agreed. "The few microzooids found in humans never grow in culture. But if they
could exist for any length of time, just long enough to divide and copy their DNA, you're bound to get



mutants. And some day those mutants—"

"Let's pray they don't,” Rod exclaimed. "Thelast thing we need is an epidemic, with our doctor
avay."

Khra laughed, and her large teeth showed, yet somehow she looked more human. "Never fear.
Even our own microbes are mostly harmless, after dl; they get abad rap. But you shouldn't be without a
doctor. Doesn't Station cover you?"

"Sure, but they can take daysto show up. The mining camps offer athousand shares of stock to
recruit a doctor—we can't match that. Patella came becauseis a Spirit Caller. But he just had an
accident..." He stopped himsdlf. "WEell manage. There's alifeshaper on Mount Anaeon that we can call.”

"A lifeshaper?Y ou don't mean the Sharer, Sarai?"
"Y ou know her?'

"I'm trying to meet her. She's one of the few people with data on microzooids, most of it
unpublished. She hasn't returned my call yet.”

That was no surprise. "Saral keepsto herself.”

"] would have lotsto offer her—the latest strains and methods from Science Park.”
"If you're not hereto find a plague, what are you here for?' Rod asked.

"| told you—the singing-trees. Singing-trees are full of microzooids.”

"They don't look sick to me."

"Neither do you—and your body carries ten times as many bacteria as human cells.”
Not exactly acomforting thought.

"And we exchange bacteriaal the time, no matter how much we wash our hands. Y ou can track the
same bacteriagrainsin afamily—in mom and dad, kids, even the family dog. Y ou could say we
‘communicate’ through our bacteria™ She grinned excitedly. "That's my theory: The Snging-trees
communicate by exchanging microzooids. That's why nobody's made contact with them yet: Nobody's
looked at their microzooids."

So that wasit, Rod thought, leaning back from the table. Y et another schemeto reveal the "hidden
maders.” " Station's been pushing singing-treesfor years,” hetold her. "They'velittle to show for it."

"It'sdifferent thistime; were redly onto something. That'swhy I'm here.”

Rod regarded her curioudy. "Why are you scientists so anxious to find some high-1Q creature
running Prokaryon?Why can't you just let it be? If someoneisin charge, they'll show themselves once
we prove worthy of their notice.”

"That's just the point—how do we get their notice? If they've mainly studied our bacteria output ever
since we got here, they must think we're pretty dumb.”

That was hard to deny.
"] should think you'd be interested,” said Khrd. "Without that last bit of doubt about 'hidden



measters,” how long before we humans would blast Prokaryon open?!

Rod thought of the moon glowing red and shrinking by the year. A sense of unease crept up his
neck. "The Secretary of the Free Fold would never dlow that."

"The Secretary's mate is the president of Bank Helicon. Elysian banks don't like ships of illegals.
Bank Helicon wantsto get Prokaryon devel oped—now, not centuries from now.”

He would have to run to make hislaunch time, he redized suddenly. Hisfinger tapped the window;
the plates descended as he got up, and a nanobug cleared the crumbs. "We will pray for the president of
Bank Hdlicon."

FOUR

On returning to the colony, Rod distributed a bag of sweets from the lounge. The children crowded
around, then dl but the twins and Gaea went off to the sgpphire mine. Mother Artemis nursed the twins
from two of her breasts, while Rod mended astrap of allamas harness and tried not to let hisfoot go to
deepin Gaedsgrasp. "Isit true," he asked the Reverend Mother, "that the Elysians want to terraform
Prokaryon?' He pulled the heavy needle through the thick tumbleround hide. He never had the heart to
kill atumbleround, but onethat had died naturaly provided enough cured hide for ayear's worth of
harness straps and children's shoes.

"Somewould wish to terraform,” she said. " Too few humans can live here."

" S0, tofill our coloniesfagter, they would kill al this?* The singing-trees—the helicoids—so many
cregtions, unique to thisworld.

"The Sharerswon't alow terraforming.” The Sharers had dwelt in Elysium's ocean, long before the
Elysanshbuilt ther cities. "They have Elysum intheir power. Their lifeshapers could easlly makedl the
floating citiesuninhabitable.”

Rod thought this over. "Buit it's not only up to Elysum. The Free Fold—other worlds could voteto
reped the ban."

"Secretary Verid will never dllow it." The Reverend Mother spoke with confidence, for she had
once worked closdy with the Elysian leader Verid Anaeashon, years before, during the early sentient
uprisings. Now Verid was Secretary of the Fold Council.

Pimaand Pomu were scrambling down from the Reverend Mother'slap. On her skirt abear came
alive and made faces a them; they hurried over to watch and laugh. Thelaughter of children wasworth
more than gold.

"For Haemum, I've checked out the New Reyo Branch of the Interworld Free School," Mother
Artemistold him. "Would it meet your requirements?”

"It'sagood start.” New Reyo was alarger L'liite colony on another continent, where the farming
was better. The Spirit Callers had received a cheaper tract in Spirilla.

"She can enroll a any time. Well let her try it out and see.”" Therewas a prayer answered. Mother
Artemis added, "I've dso been thinking of T'kun'sarm. We need to have it checked, to make sure the
boneisheding straight.” She paused. "Well haveto cdl Saral.”

Rod tensed inwardly, but if the Reverend Mother had decided, so beit.



Their first call produced astall of spattering light on the holostage. Perhaps Sarai had jinxed her
connection again, to ward off offending calers. But after afew minutes, the connection held. The Sharer
lifeshaper emerged from the surrounding vines of enzyme secretors and other leafy assstants, dl nativeto
the ocean world from whence she came. Her skin was smooth, hairless, and purple al over, from the
symbiotic bresthmicrobes that stored oxygen for swimming. The effect was especidly striking Since,
according to the custom of her aguatic race, she wore no clothes.

"Y ou share good timing, Sister.” Sarai's webbed hand held up alarge pear-shaped pod, one of the
living instruments of her lifeshgping. 'Y ou're jugt in time to see me commit genocide.”

"Good evening, Saral," said Mother Artemis, ignoring her remark. "My deep gpologiesfor disrupting
your work. Please help us. Brother Patella had amishap and had to leave us, and now one of our
children needs attention. If ever we can return assstance ..."

Sarai plunged the pod into avat of unknown liquid. " There—abillion microzooids meet their desath,
that | may study their chromosomes. Who will sing their deathsong?”

"The Spirit Calers built ashrine for microbes," Mother Artemistold her. "For al the microbeskilled
inthe name of science.”

Saral laughed. "I should have known." She waved her hand, snapping her fingerwebs. "What's your
problem?’

Mother Artemis described the accident, and the boy's condition.

Saral listened. A long-legged clickfly perched on her head to cluck its message, then it flew off
again. "Enough,” she said at lagt. "Bring the boy up tomorrow, and I'll see him. But remember, if I'min
whitetrance, leave me done." The holostage went blank.

"That's Saral,” said Mother Artemis. "Once she seesthe boy, shelll treat him. And Sharers never
take payment.” Sheturned to Rod. "What shape isthe lightcraft in?"

"Toland safely on amountain? No way." The redlization sank in. Hewould haveto travel aday
down the zooid-infested plain with afour-year-old with abroken arm, then cross aband of singing-tree
forest, then hike another day up the glacia cliffs of Mount Anaeon, to reach the hanging valley where
Saral lived. Rod straightened himself and turned to her. "So beit. If you're sure you can manage here on
your own."

"WEIl manage. Y ou could take Gaeg, too, you know; Patellaand | were discussing it. It'shigh time
we fixed her spind cord." She paused. "It can't hurt to ask.”

Rod was up at dawn to harnessthe llamas for the journey. Haemum had dready fed them, asthey
groaned toward the rising sun. She packed their provisions, pulling the strapstight, and gave one beast a
pat on the Sde. The llamas head swayed on itslong neck, its mouth a perpetua grin. Haemum |looked
longingly acrossat Rod. "'l wish | could go with you."

He clasped her shoulders. "Haemum, today you will journey much farther than Mount Anaeon.
Youll enrall inthe New Reyo Schoal. Y ou'l vist times and places none of us have ever seen.”

Instead of Haemum, Chae would go along to help T'kun, while Rod managed Gaea. The two boys
gppeared, having dressed and fed themselves. T'kun was till haf-adeegp with histhumb in hismouth, his
amin afresh ding. Chae would ride one llamawith T'kun behind him, while Rod rode the other with
Gaea strapped to his back. Gaea was the last to be wakened, changed, and fed. The little girl beamed



and clapped her hands at the sight of the llama. "Gaeago ride. Go ride, see zooids."

Rod silently called the Spirit to keep zooids out of theway. At least the girl was starting out on her
best behavior, for nothing pleased her more than to ride with her favorite parent al day.

"Here," said Mother Artemis, giving him amap cube. "Even if thetrail goes bad, you can't |lose your
way."

Their hands each traced the starsign, the invisible stars evaporating, yet they lingered in Rod's heart.
Thellamas set off and paced down thetrail into the wheelgrass, to the east, the opposite direction from
where the craft from Station usudly landed. Their specialy-bred outsized feet made good time on the
trall.

Thear was dtill and clear; the distant singing-trees had not yet awvoken, and the helicoids were just
beginning to stir. A herd of adozen four-eyes grazed peacefully to the east, each shape casting along
shadow back from the rising sun. The two eyes awake on top were faceted like rubies. Now and then
one of the creaturesrolled forward on its suction pads, extending the next of itsfour hungry mouths. At
Rod's back, Gaea stirred and stretched. "Zooids," she called softly.

Rod pulled the rope and caled to Chae. "If anything big comes aong, remember to freeze.”
Humans neither looked nor smelled like food—unlessthey ran.

The llamas soon reached the shore of Fork River, so named because upstream the three mgjor
tributaries from the mountains met and fed into it. The water rolled wide and lazy, bardly rippling through
the loopleaves that drooped over the side from bushes at the edge. A long, dark hydrazooid undulated
benesth the ripples; its body was atorus extended into atube. Itslong fin spirded around its girth, and it
swam like a corkscrew.

Rod paused. Upstream, the trail was lesswell kept, and the river cut across severa bands of
singing-tree forest. He waited for Chae to catch up. Behind him Gaea tirred and stretched. "How are
you getting on?" he cdled back to Chae.

"Jugt fine" Chaetraced astarsgn.

From behind the ten-year-old, T'kun leaned outward and craned his neck forward. "Are we there
yer?”

"Don't beababy," said Chae. "Weve barely started yet.”

They continued east, dong the bank of the lazy river to their right. The mountains now rose straight
ahead, their fog melting away, and the peak of Mount Anaeon stood clear. On thetrail, wheelgrass had
grown up in patches, the tal eastic double-stems sprouting loopleaves, each of whichwasasnare. The
[lamas picked their legs straight up and down, but still they would get their hooves caught. No wonder
few Prokaryan creatures had evolved projecting limbs. Once Rod caught sight of awhirr-clouded
tumble-round, with itslong tendril loops stretched at al anglesto the ground, like adiscarded tire
covered with cobwebs. Its penetrating odor reached his nose. Though harmless, somehow the sight of a
tumbleround aways made Rod's hair stand on end.

The hollow voice of the Singing-trees arose now, in wavesthat grew and quieted again. The tones
deepened, reverberating even through the ground below. Ahead of the travelers the dense band of forest
emerged and grew, resolving into deep violet snging-trees. The singing-trees rose in enormous arches,
severd timestdler than the colony dwellings. Between each pair of "trunks' in the arch, the lower sector
dipped into the ground to thrust double-roots deep into the soil. From the top branched multiple arches,



sprouting loopleaves. The uppermost arches were flattened into stiff plates narrowly spaced together;
these vibrated at the dightest hint of wind, "singing.”

Asthe llamas entered the forest, the air cooled markedly, and the path lay free of whedlgrass. The
upper canopy cut off most of the light, except for occasional shafts from above asif through awindow.
The dark arches gave the atmosphere of atemple; one could well believe the planet's rulers dwelt here.
Asthewind lessened and the songs quieted, smaller zooids could be heard rustling unseen. Theriver
brooded beside them, furtive creatures dipping into its depths.

Rod decided to stop for water. The llamas waded into theriver, while he filtered some for the
children. Out of the corner of his eye Rod saw something fal from asinging-tree. A little shriek broke the
cam, followed by scuffling sounds. The shriek repested, fading dowly. Curious, Rod took astep
forward to look beyond through the arch of thetree. A hoopsnake had caught asmaller zooid in itsloop,
then twisted into afigure eight to strangleit. It might take awhile, especidly if the prey had four lung
systems, as afour-eyes did. But in the end the hoopsnake would have a meal to suck the juice from.

Chae came over and caught Rod's hand. "Brother Rod, shouldn't we help it?"

He meant the little one, Rod redlized. "That's nature, Chae. Y ou wouldn't want the whole forest
overrun with zooids." He scanned the canopy, wondering what larger denizens might perhapstakeam at
them. But only another hoopsnake wound itself along a branch.

Asthey rode deeper into the forest, the singing-trees grew larger, and their voices swelled till they
drowned his own. At one point the trail headed straight under the arch of a giant, perhaps a thousand
yearsold. Werethe "masters’ redly watching, as Khral had said? If so, they gave no sign. At last the
trees began to thin out, and the ground became more sodden, sprouting orange loops of ring-fungus.
Stagnant pools appeared, full of dime, and oddly flattened helicoids whirled along the surface.

The travelers emerged into the next band of whedlgrass. Blinking in the sun, Rod scanned the
horizon. Mount Anaeon rose larger than before; but just ahead, the whedl-grasswas full of four-eyes.
Hundreds of the creatures pressed together at the riverside. These four-eyeswere
blue-and-brown-striped, and larger than the breed he saw close to home.

"We don't want to get caught in that herd,” he told Chae. Reluctantly he turned away from theriver,
hoping to get around the herd without losing too much time. There were four-eyes of every age, including
paler young ones, and parents with ababy firmly seated in the inner hole, where it would feed on specia
polypsthat grew on the parent's hide. One pair were actualy coupling together, like two stacked donuits,
each extending its germ cell donorsinto the receptacles of the other.

Asthetravelers were coming around the herd, a commotion erupted, nearer the river. The four-eyes
darted to roll, forward in one direction, then suddenly backward. Back and forth they zigzagged, the
whed grass springing up behind them, their pungent darm hormonesfilling the air. Then the ground
rumbled, vibrating with the weight of some very heavy object coming near.

From across the plain rolled amegazooid, one of the largest that Rod had ever seen, like an
elephant doubled over. Four-eyes scattered beforeit, except for the unlucky oneswho ended up in the
giant's path. Two more of the megazooids appeared, surprisngly fast once they gathered momentum.
They seemed to betrying to trap the four-eyes by theriver.

"Watch out!" shouted Chae behind him. "Freeze!" The boy pulled his mount to stop.

In that instant Rod realized that he had told Chae to do absolutely the worst thing. He pulled hisown
mount around and rode back to the boy. "Run for it," he shouted. "Or the herd will run us down."



He dapped Chae'sllamaon the rump and sent him pacing, and prayed that T'kun could hold on. Then he
followed, dodging the frantic four-eyes that aready were charging into their path. His own llamastumbled
oncein theloopleaves. The dust and the powerful scent had him choking and his eyes streaming. Rod
thought he would never get out dive.

At last he broke free of the herd. Ahead rose the next band of singing-trees. But where were Chae
and T'kun? For afew agonizing minutes, he was convinced the boyslay trampled beneath the ssampeding
four-eyes. Then he saw the llama, standing till, with onerider.

Inaningtant he was at their sde. Chae was seated on the llama, dazed, while T'kun lay crying on the
ground where he must have fadlen off. Rod helped him up and checked out the little boy's limbs as best he
could.

"You said to freeze," Chae whimpered.

"l waswrong. But you did well, Chae." Rod ingpected T'kun's cast, which wasintact. "Y ou saved
your brother'slife.”

"l want to go home now."
Soon Gaeals wailing joined the chorus.

In the distance, severd giant megazooids gathered to suck the guts out of all the squashed four-eyes.
One of the giants had an offspring attached snugly insde its donut hole, egting the polyps off its parent.

Thetravelers at last camped for the night at the edge of the singing-trees, by the river. Rod pulled a
piece of solar nanoplast off his pack where it had charged al day, then he gathered it into alump and set
it glowing. Chae caught ahydrazooid to fry; Rod thought it looked and smelled like a rubber hose, but
the children devoured it. Far above in the canopy, light flashes streaked between the luminescent
loopleavesin hues of yellow, green, and blue. The light show, even more than the "singing” of the
singing-trees, atracted scientistsin search of hidden masters.

Rod st out a nanoplastic tent stick, which promptly shaped itsdlf into a shelter. Already the nightly
drizzlewasfdling. The wind came up, and the trees keened so loudly that he thought he would never
deep. But he was dead tired, and, with his arms across the three of them, the night passed.

He awoke to hear Chae screaming. "Help! We're trapped!”

Still half-adeep, Rod tried to extricate himself from his deeping bag. Hislimbs were sore from the
hard ground, and besides there were long filaments of some sort stretched out like a curtain over him and
the children. He yanked the filaments out and tried to stand. The smdll of glue was overpowering, and
whirrs buzzed deafeningly around his head. Something huge towered over him—

It was atumbleround. There was no mistaking its filaments and the whirrs swarming over its inking
hide.

Rod lost no time extricating the children and as much of their camping gear asthey could salvage.
The llamas remained tethered nearby, feeding placidly asif the commotion was nothing to them. The
tumbleround itself made no sound or rapid movement. It had no eyes, or ears; so the scientists said. It
must have been rooted nearby, near enough to migrate gradually over during the night. But why? Did it
need some essentia nutrient from the human bodies? Or did it seek something deeper?

"Who areyou?' Rod demanded doud. "What do you want from us?' Hearing himself, hefelt
foolish. But it was odd how the tumbleround had migrated exactly to the point where the human travelers



lay—and no farther. It could have crushed them, or sucked them dry, but instead all it wanted was ... a
touch? A look in at the window?

They saddled the llamas, Rod taking one last look backward at their nocturna visitor. Perhaps Saral
might know more about tumblerounds.

Now thetrail grew much steeper, for this stretch of forest extended onto the foot of Mount Anaegon,
where the bands of "controlled” habitat at |ast gave out. Here was where the true wil derness began;
where even the weather might be unpredictable, where flora and fauna seemed to obey no master save
the creator of the universe.

The travelers approached the fork of Fork River, where Mother Artemiss holographic map led
them up the steepest of the three tributaries. Now the water was rushing swiftly, gurgling, eddying around
sonesworn smooth. Thetrail continued along the left bank, rising ever higher above the Stream itsdlf.
There stretched avast U-shaped valley between Mount Anaeon and Mount Helicon, carved by a
long-departed glacier. Now in the valley grew singing-trees even taler than those on the plain. Therising
mountains de became so steep that to hisright Rod looked down upon the tops of the singing-trees, while
to hisleft, where the trailblazers had blasted through, the root systems of trees were exposed, their
double-roots clinging to rocks about to fal at any moment. From far below in the valey theroar of the
stream echoed upward.

Then the singing-trees shrank and thinned out, replaced by bushes of tough loopleaves, full of scarlet
and golden flowers that cascaded hundreds of meters down toward the river. Abovejutted rocks like the
teeth of dead giants. At one point the rocks had broken and did down onto thetrail, where the llamas
had to pick their way painfully across. The sun wasrising, but the air grew cold. On the cliffsabove clung
diamond-shaped patches of snow.

A bend around the mountain, and there it was: the waterfdl. Millions of tongues of foam faling,
fdling forever to the Fork River tributary below, from ahanging valey cut off by the ancient glacier. The
watersroared on, sending billows of mist upward. Abovethefadls piled layers of stone, up to the
snow-covered peaks.

Rod's map box chirped a him. Insde the box, the bright line took aturn off thetrail, somewhere
near here. Sure enough, there appeared a footpath, haf-overgrown with bushes that made wheelgrass
seem like a paved road. Undaunted, the travelers took the side path, heading down toward the midst of
thewaterfdl.

Now he remembered. There would be a hole in the mountain, an opening to atunnel behind the
waterfal which powered Sarai'slaboratory. "It'sal right, keep up,” he urged Chae, who hung back,
reluctant to get soaked inthe mist from thefalls.

Rod dismounted, and bade Chae do likewise while they felt their way. At their |eft, they met sudden
darkness.

Aninvisible cavity seemed to open. The llamas stumbled into the dark, whining in complaint. Gaea
whimpered, and Rod took her out of the pack to comfort her. As his eyes adjusted, patches of green
light glimmered, reveding alow ceiling. They were plantsthat glowed in the dark, plantswith regl
leaves—Sharer plants.

A large long-legged insect swirled about their heads, making aclicking noise. It wasaclickfly. The
Sharer insect veered back down the tunnel, whaose celling bristled with dog-tooth calcite crystas as big
as Rod'sthumb. "It'samessenger,” Rod told Chae. "Let'sfollow it."



Suddenly the cavern filled with light.

"Messenger indeed.” Sarai appeared, severa clickflies perched on her scalp and arms. Smoothly
purple from head to toe, she had not a stitch on; Rod felt embarrassed, for he had forgotten to warn the
children. But Sharers somehow look clothed enough asthey are. Sarai added, "I've had reports of you
for the past haf hour, driving those miserable beasts of yours acrossthe rocks.”

Rod sketched agtar. "Thanks so much for seeing us." He introduced the children. "T'kun isthe one
you need to see. We are forever in your debt."

Saral flexed her fingerwebs, and aclickfly flew off. "Bother al that." She eyed him sharply. "It'sthe
oneinyour arms| need to see. What lamentable shape she'sin. Child abuse.”

Rod held Gaeatighter. " She needs help, too," he admitted.

Saral turned and headed down the tunnél. "I don't know," she muttered, "I just don't know about
you clerics. Raising children you can't afford.” Her scalp had afine down of hair, suggesting aVaan
ancestor back ageneration or two. Sheled them to chamber full of tangled vines, like agreenhouse. She
gestured a T'kun to St here, and Gaea there. The vines sneaked over and twined around each of them
unnervingly; undomesticated varieties could be carnivorous.

Rod patted their shoulders gently. " Sit very till." These vines, lifeshaped for their task, would sample
minute traces of thelr tissues and body fluids. The children kept till, asif awed by their strange
surroundings, their wide eyes casting around them.

Sarai flicked her webbed hand at Chae, and she pointed to abowl of fruit. "Eat something; you're
too smdl for your age."

The messenger insect hovered above T'kun, watching.

It nestled amongst the vinesfor awhile, then it went to the celling, where it started to weave an
intricate web. Saral watched the web intently asit grew.

"Theboy isfull of bruises,” Sarai announced. "What have you doneto him?"

Rod's hands clenched. "The journey is not easy, asyou know. He could only hold on with onearm.”
"Hisboneisfine" she announced. "The bruiseswill dso befine."

Rod let out along sgh. "Thanks so much. Wewon't trouble you any further.”

"Thegirl will take melonger.”

He blinked. "Y ou mean—you can help her?"

Saral fed abit of what smelled likefish to her vines. " She needs to regenerate her spinal cord.” Sarai
nodded toward a particularly large vine straggling over the wal, whose blooms spanned the length of his
arm. "Shelll hatch from the bud in about amonth.”

His heart overflowed with hope, then turned cold. He watched Gaea, as Sarai's meaning sank in.
Gaeamust have sensed it, for suddenly she pulled out the vines and dragged herself over thefloor to his
fedt.

"A month. .. here?' herepeated. "Insdea. . . flower?' Of acarnivorous plant? He wanted to
snatch the child back.



"From the chest down. Well, what do you want? Why didn't you get her here sooner? Machines
and ignorant clerics, raisng infants—there ought to be alaw.”

"You didn't answer our cals," Rod snapped. "What do you know of children, holed up done on this
damned mountain?'

"Bro-der Rod," Gaed's voice quavered. "Gaea go home now."

Saral was chuckling as she rearranged her scattered vines. " So the Spirit Caler has atemper. Well,
well. Should | treet every impoverished infant in the Fold? Even my Sharer Ssterslet the Elysansdrag
the L'liite shipsoff Shora,” she observed, using the ancient Sharer word for their home world.

"Better one than none.” Rod took Gaea up in hisarms. This ocean has no shore. . . the Spirit
should grant me a world.

"L et them come here, then," said Saral. "Let them find me."
"They try. A new student from Science Peark tried to reach you."

" 'Hidden magters again,” she replied with contempt. "They call themsaves scientigts, yet dl they
want to prove isthat some greet father rulesthe world after al.”

"Do you think the singing-trees communicate?' he asked suddenly. "What about tumblerounds?

Saral froze till. Her inner eyelids came down like pearls. They protected Sharers eyes underwater,
but Sarai used them to hide her inner thoughts. "Why should | share my data?’

"Go homenow," indsted Gaea.

Rod held the child tight, sickened by what he had to do. "Gaea, you'll have new legs when you come
home"

FIVE

The return journey was easier, yet infinitely harder, for he could only wonder how Gaeafared after
her last shrieking farewdll. At home, Mother Artemis assured him that he had done theright thing. "I
knew Sarai would help," said Mother Artemis, "once she saw the deer little girl in front of her. When the
Spirit offers, do not question.”

He still felt sick to think of it.

Haemum, now, was brimming with excitement at her new school. " There are dl kinds of worldsto
seel' " she exclamed. She and Rod stopped in the garden, pulling out double-root weeds that clung like
stedl wire. "Y ou can diveright into the ocean, or climb to the top of avolcano on Bronze Sky—the
ground shakeswhen it erupts. Y ou can learn how al the planets were made, how the rock flows under
and over ingde them. Some of them even have 'weather' that changes every day—did you know it can
rain in the daytime? And then you can see a rainbow stretch across the sky!"

"Imagine—arainbow." Rod looked up from the garden with asmile. There was nothing likethe
magic of ayoung person'sfirst taste of the world.

"Y ou can meet Fold Friends, too." Haemum had brushed her curls negtly, and her voice had anew
liltinit. "Children from dl different cultures. Even Elysian childrenin their fabulous shon. But of course,
the most noble culture of al isthat of our own L'liite people.” That wasaline from her New Reyo



teachers. "Our little ones should have more lessons, too, you know. Children belong in school eight hours
aday."

"Well see about that." For the little ones, actudly, Rod thought Mother Artemisslessons more
effective than the school days he recalled. "What timein the morning are you duein class?'

"Our homeroom gtarts at seven.”

"Let's head out at dawn, then, to bag some four-eyes before school. Our meat supply is getting
low."

In the morning, as the sun peeked out between Mount Helicon and Mount Anaeon, Rod and
Haemum rode south through the brokenhearts to hunt four-eyes. Bullets were of little use againgt zooids,
afour-eyes shot in one ssomach would smply roll off and make do with three. Megazooids did the same,
asearly explorers had learned the hard way. Lasers worked better, for azooid diced clean through was
stopped in itstracks. But lasers could start afire, inducing athunderstorm to put it out. How the planet
managed this, no one knew.

What worked best was poison. Because Prokaryan biochemistry was so dien, apoison dart that
killed four-eyes had no effect on humans consuming the meat. So Rod and Haemum rode up dowly
toward the herd, singling out Stragglers. Silently he mouthed a prayer to the spirits of the creatures whose
bodies would give them food.

The four-eyes did not seem to recognize humans as athrest, either by sight or by smell, and
appeared too stupid to learn. Not high on the list of candidates for "magters,” Rod thought as he aimed
hisdart gun.

The zooid rolled off immediately, then zigzagged twice. Within aminute, it wobbled and fell. Rod
and Haemum picked off haf adozen thus, then dragged the bodies some distance away to prevent the
herd from running them over. By then the somachs of the dead zooids had emptied out, alast reflex. The
arr filled with a smell worse than skunk. It did make them easier to clean later, Rod thought as he hoisted
the carcasses onto the backs of the llamas.

Therest of the morning Rod spent at the gravel pit with Pimaand Pomu, training them to sort
sapphires. When they returned, Diorite was at the door with Mother Artemis. He made the starsign for
Rod. "Good to see you, Brother. As| told the Reverend Mother, I've brought a helping hand for your
harves."

Besde him stood an earth-digging machine. "He's called Feldspar, and he'saloya member of our
crew. He could use abreak from us, though; most of our crew are ahard-living lot, whereas Feldspar
likesto read ancient literature and watch plants grow. His nanoplast reshapes for threshing and
harvesting. He doesn't care for human speech, but helll do thejob.”

"Feldspar says he's very happy to be here" Mother Artemis agreed. "What alovely idea, Diorite;
you've certainly made miracles cometrue. And well be glad to confirm your tax write-off.”

"Thanks, Diorite." Rod was taken aback, for they had never accepted quite so great afavor before.
"It'sour pleasure,” the miner said. "After dl, Spirit Cdlersbring good luck."
"l hope your businessisdoing well."

"Actudly, we could use al the luck we can get just now." Diorite wiped hisface with hishand. "The
takeover, you know."



Rod never quite kept straight who owned which of the mining firms. "1 thought you were dready a
divison of Hydite Nanotech.”

Diorite's eyeswidened. "Didn't you hear? Hydlite itsdlf just got taken over."
"By whom?'
"Proteus.”

Proteus Unlimited. Even Rod had heard of Proteus Unlimited, aservo firm that doubled in sdles
every year. "Isthat so bad?’

"Isthat bad?" Diorite'svoicefel to awhisper. "Proteus Unlimited makes sentient-proof servos.
They invented atraining process that keeps servos adeep forever, even giant onesthe size of asmal
moon. Imagineit: amoon at your beck and call.”

"l canimagine.”

"An Elysan runsthe firm, Nibur Letheshon. When Nibur buys a new company, it doesn't just keep
humming; it gets swallowed up into Proteus, al its operations redirected to make servos. Most of Hyalite
makes servos dready; the old-fashioned kind that can ‘wake up' and buy their way out. But no more. All
Nibur will want of my divison isthe mining rightsto Stesrichin lanthanides. Y oull see”

Rod doubted it would make much difference to the Spirit Colony which firmstraded what, so long
asthe limitswere enforced. But for Dioriteit would be atense time. "L et's hope they keep you on; you
turn agood profit. Well keep you in our prayers.”

After Diorite had left, Mother Artemis said, "We have word from the Reverend Father. | saved the
neutrinogram.”

Theimage qudity of aneutrinogram waslimited to asnowy monochromein two dimensons. The
snow coaesced into a hooded face with along gray beard. It wasthe Most Reverend Father of the
Congregation of Dolomoth.

"The Spirit be with you, Reverend Mother Artemis, Brother Geode, and Brother Rhodonite," said
the Most Reverend Father. "All our sympathy pours out for you, on the occasion of Brother Patellas
misfortune. We cdl on the Spirit to make Brother Patellawhole again, and to give you dl strength in your
sacred mission. Asyou know, Brothers and Sigters, the ways of the Spirit are infinitely mysterious, even
to those of uswho have called for many decades. Our hearts move for you. And yet, hard as our mortal
Spiritscry out, it would seem that all of our brethren at present are called upon e sewhere. Be sure that
we will hold you up to the Spirit in our hearts, inspired by your sdflessmission ..." The message ended,
fading into snow.

Rod listened closdly. He turned to the Reverend Mother, who would obey the Reverend Father, just
as Rod obeyed her. Outward obedience brought spiritua freedom.

In this case, however, it sounded like the Reverend Father had no one else to send; and their
instruction was unclear. Mother Artemis consdered in slence, her snakes of hair twining among
themselves. "For now," she said, "well depend on Sarai. Someday we might send Haemum to apprentice
with her."

Rod swallowed hard. It was not right, he thought suddenly, that neither the Fold nor the Reverend
Father could provide medical care. But then, what did they do for al of L'li? He suppressed disturbing
thoughts.



"Rod, there's something e se, I'm afraid. Geode says one of our new children is having trouble.”

They conferred with Geode on the holostage. " That 'jum wouldn't take her trestmentstoday,” the
sentient told them.

Rod frowned. "Did the trestment hurt? Was she handled gently?"

"It makes her abit sck, you can't help that. When the medic insisted, would you believe shethrew a
donea him."

Rod redized that he had no idea of jum'’s previous background on L'li. He knew Geode would be
thinking, what could you expect of an older child?

Mother Artemis asked, "Wherever would shefind stones?"

"Her pockets werefull of them when she arrived.” The sentient waved his two red arms overhead.
"At first we let her keep them, as her only keepsake, after dl. I've taken them away now, but she
manages to squirre away odd bolts and brackets anyhow."

Rod said, "Let metak with her.”

Jum appeared on the holostage. Her face had filled out, but her eyes were sullen and grim ason the
first day he met her.

"I'm sad to hear this, jJum,” Rod told her in L'liite. "I missyou very much. Why do you throw objects
a themedic?'

"He'sstupid. They'real stupid.”
Rod hesitated, not sure how to take this. The medica caterpillar would seem strange to her.
"Y ou told me there would be no more ‘cregping,’ " she accused.

Now he saw the problem. "Thereis no cregping, only treatments to make you well and help you
grow. Therésabig difference.”

"l don't fed well. | feel sck.”

If only Patellawere here to explain; he aways helped the children understand. Rod spoke again with
Geodedone. "I could change places with you,” Rod offered. “The younger babieswill be down soon,
and they'll need dl your armsto hold them. Maybe jum will listen better to me."

"Bemy guest," Geode replied with exasperation. "When she comes down, | suppose shelll fed at
homeinthegem mine”

So Rod called ahead to rent aten-meter cube of living space at Station. Despite himsdlf it occurred
to him, at least he would have tasty food at Station. Love only truth, desire only grace, know only

Soirit. ...

After dinner, the last Rod would share for awhile, Mother Artemis spread her story-robes again.
The air was transformed to water, the blue-purple of deegp ocean with the sun peering murkily from
above. An enormous giant squid rose majestically, its tentacles floating out over the gathered children, its
round eyes mysterioudy scanning the deep.

On the first world of the first mothers and fathers, in the first ocean there ever was, the



creature of ten fingers swam down to the dwelling place of the great Architeuthis. And the
ten-fingered one said to the ten tentacles, " Of all things great and fearsome, the greatest and
most fearsome of all isthe human being. | alone sail the skies, and | sell the stars. My machines
plow the earth and build jeweled dwellings taller than mountains. | conquer all knowledge, and
my progeny people all the worlds."

Then Architeuthis replied, "Of all things deep and dreadful, the deepest and most dreaded am
I. For | plumb the depths and devour the fallen. My tentacles consume whales and comb the
abode of giant clams. | ruled the deep for eons before others crept upon land, and my being will
outlast time..."

The squid contracted, propelling itself forward in agraceful arc acrossthe night sky. A few tiny
raindropsfell, asif genuine spray had emanated fromitsjet. Rod listened, strangdly gtirred. The story was
sad, for theworld of Architeuthis waslong gone. Prokaryon's own oceans had barely been tapped; yet
who knew what beasts might dwell in the deep?

The next day Rod st off again in the old servo lightcraft. He still longed for word of Gaea, but Sarai
had turned off her holostage.

At Station, Geode was dl set to come home, with acouple of travel bags dung over hisbluearms
and tiny T'kelatucked securely in hisbright red arm. Theinfant's treetments had progressed enough for
her to visit Prokaryon. It was aways athrilling moment to greet anew colonist, though Rod would miss
the celebration for thisone.

"Takecare" sad Geode, hisyelow arm sketching the starsign. ™Y ou'll find that jum hel pswith the
babies, but she refused her treatment for today. If shewon't see reason, the clinic will have to tranquilize
her."

"Well see”

"One more thing—I found her amath program, and she spends practically al day onit. She
especidly likes number theory, power series, and Diophantine equations. Irrationals don't hold her
interest yet."

"Well, she'sonly six." Haemum had said that al the children needed more school. What if they, too,
had their own talents to be nurtured? The colony had to think abouit this.

Already Qumum caught hisrobe for attention, and a baby woke and cried, so he picked them up
one in each arm, then went to the holostage. There stood 'jum, completely surrounded by equations of
lighted |etters hovering in air. Her hair was a pert bush of black curls, and she wore ared-and-yellow
shift from Mother Artemissloom. Station let her wear it—her treatments must be going well.

"'Jjum?' he called to her. "It'sme, Brother Rod. I'll be with you from now on. Well have some
wonderful stories”

jum ignored him and went on pointing to this or that symbol, sometimes dragging one over from
somewhere else. Rod watched her curioudy, while he bounced the babies. At last he scanned thewall
bes de the hol ostage to find the emergency switch. With some difficulty he maneuvered over to the wall
to get hishand just benegth the switch, just managing to pressit without losing the baby. Thelighted
symbolsdl vanished.

Astonished, 'jum looked up. "Brother Rod? What happened?'



"The machineisdonefor now," hetold her. "It will work again, after you've had your trestment.”

Her eyes widened. Then they narrowed to dits, giving her the old sullen look again. Her hand went
into her pocket where she kept the stones. She stopped, though, seeming to think better of it, and went
off tothedlinic.

For supper thistime, he left early to make sure he and the children got atable to themsalves. But as
he was gulping forkfuls of shepherd's pie, in between retrieving crawling babies, the new microbiologist
came hurrying over to see him.

"Saral sad | could vigt her!" exclamed Khral. "Thank you so much for mentioning me." She held her
tray of food expectantly.

"You'rewelcome." AsRod introduced the children, the dining table extended for one more place.

"And thisis Quark," she added, glancing a her shoulder. There perched a nanoplastic eyespeaker.
"Quark isour lightcraft." At Rod'slook of puzzlement, she added, "Therest of him isdocked outside
Sation.”

The round sentient eye swiveled in its clamp. "I've heard you like math, ‘jum,” said Quark. " ou
ought to go to Science Park someday.”

Khral settled her tray, and patted the toddler seated next to her. "Quark will take me down to the
planet tomorrow. We're so excited!"

"Have you been lifeshaped aready?" asked Rod.
"Of course not; | won't live here forever, only to study for ayear or two. | wear askinsuit.”

A skinsuit required incredibly ddlicate servoregulation; the best modelswere actually sentient. The
thin nanoplagtic sheeth fit itself snugly around one's entire body, with an air filter at the mouth. It had to
circulate air and water, while excluding any trace of dust, and stretched itsdlf precisely asthe wearer's
jointsflexed. The young scientists who tramped across the Fold in third class used such expensivelab
gear without athought. It disappointed Rod, though, that she would not be lifeshaped, like himsdlf and
Diorite, the red Prokaryans.

Quark sad, "It's surprising how little we know about microzooids, especidly since they caused so
much troublein the early days." Thefirst sentientsto visit Prokaryon had gotten fouled up by
microzooids, but since then the redesigned nanoplast had few problems. If only human redesign were so

easy.

"Therésno grant money init," Khra pointed out. "Singing-trees are sexier. But the veins of
snging-trees are full of microzooids. Well seewhat Sarai knows about them.”

Rod had athought. "When you see Sarai, maybe you could check up on Gaeafor me."
"Why don't you come with us?"

Hethought it over. "'l hope your lightcraft's more precise than ours," he said guardedly, thinking of
the mountain target.

Quark said, "What do you take mefor?"

"Of course." Rod was embarrassed. "Wdll, | don't know, with the children.”



Khra considered this. "Why not get a baby-gitter? I'll ask around thelab. . . . Elk Moon's mate
would help. He misses his folks on Bronze Sky; held be glad to play with babiesfor an afternoon.”

As promised, Quark landed them swiftly and cleanly onthetrail just dbove Sarai's cavern. "Thisis
ascloseas!'ll get," the sentient said. "I don't think 1'd fit on the ledge down there. But my eyespesaker will
guideyou."

Khra's skinsuit covered her like afilm of plastic wrap, pressing down her hair and clothes. Her
breath sucked hollowly through the mouth filter. With Quark’s eyespeaker on her shoulder, she skipped
briskly down the lower trail.

"Okay, we're getting close," said Quark. At their left rose asheer wall of black rock, with miniature
rivuletstrickling down; at their right fell the sheer drop to Fork River. Fog billowed in from the roaring
waterfdl.

Khral seemed to be walking farther than Rod recalled. Had they passed the entrance?
"That'sodd,” said Quark. " Something's not right here.”
"Could we have missed it in thefog?' asked Khrd.

Rod did not like thefog at dl on this narrow ledge. "Let'sturn back." He turned and walked dowly
aong therock face, feding hisway. Suddenly the rock gave way, and hefdll.

For an ingtant he thought he had fallen off the mountain. But no—he had fdlen into the mountain,
and not very far, just through the illusory rock face onto the floor of Sarai's cavern.

"Oh!" Khral had tumbled in after him, and she caught hisarm.

The plantslit up with their green glow. ™Y ou gave my clickfliesno warning," announced Saral.
"Excuse us, plesse.” Khra looked around with interest.

"Itsanintelligencetest.” Saral leered a the eyespedker.

Quark'seye swiveled indignantly. "Well, | never—"

"We admire your work so much, Sarai," said Khrd.

Saral gave Rod aworried look. "And what are you here for? More neglected children?”

"] cameto see Gaea. How isshe?'

"You don't trust me," Sara muttered, while Rod repressed the impulse to agree out loud. Sheled
them al down the calcite-studded corridor, clickflies swirling around her head.

There sat Gaea, ingde acayx of enormous green leaves that enclosed her tightly up to her chest.
The leaves were attached below to atwisted stem asthick as Rod's arm, which twined off into hidden
recesses of the cavern. Not yet seeing him, the two-year-old watched openmouthed as a clickfly danced
on aweb just outside her reach. With her hands she batted at the bright webbing. Once she did catch
sight of him, she gave ashriek and stretched out both arms. Rod hurried over to hug and soothe her.

"If the stem breeks, shelll die," Saral warned helpfully.
So Rod spent the next two hours entertaining Gaea, while Khral and Quark visited Sarai'slab. They



emerged talking excitedly about things he barely understood.

"Their chromosomes aretriplex,” Khral was saying, "so of course when the micros replicate, they
divideinthree

"And they divide al theway around thetorus," added Sarai. "The chromosome encircles the central
hole; so you have to end up with three daughter rings.”

Quark asked, "Y ou have the enzymes and cdll physiology al worked out?!

"And those other aromatic polymers, the onesthat do light-activated quantum
electrodynamics—Saral, you've got to report this," exclamed Khral.

Saral looked fierce again. "Those brainless legfish a Station—nobody will understand it.”

"Y ou're welcome to attend our next lab meseting,” Khra added. "Elk Moon will be summing up his
latest work on singing-tree intelligence.”

"Singing-trees may harbor |ots of microzooids, but they're even lessintdligent than sentients.”
An awkward pause ensued, Khrd'stact findly worn thin.

"Does anyone ever study the tumblerounds?* asked Rod. " Tumblerounds seem terribly interested in
humans”

Khra and Quark looked a him. Sarai muttered, "1 know little about tumblerounds. They stay down
inthe garden rows."

"Interesting,” said Khral. "Well haveto take alook at those tumblerounds.”

Sara smiled dyly. "Thereis one other creature that harbors plenty of microzooids.”
"Redly?' sad Khrd. "What isthat?' "Wouldn't you like to know."

SX

Over the next three weeks, the two babies completed their first phase of treatment and followed
T'kelahome to Prokaryon. Then the toddler Qumum, too, went home in Geode's eager arms. Now each
of them would only have to come up periodically to progress through the second phase of treatment;
within months, they would be egting entirely Prokaryan food, 'jum would take longer; and for Rod, of
course, this second phase might last for years.

Rod was |l eft at Station with 'jum, who might take another two months before even making avisit.
Mother Artemiswastrying to make some arrangement for her care, so that Rod could return. Inthe
meantime hefet idle. To passthetime hetook jum "traveling” on the holostage: to the decaying temples
of Urulan, where barbarians used to breed gorilla-hybrid daves; to Bronze Sky with its blood-red
sunsets and untamed vol canoes, terraformed to settle millions from ‘jum's world; and to the floating cities
of Elysum, with their gene-perfect children, raised in nurseries where they never knew "parents” only
their perfect sentient teachers, like Mother Artemis used to be.

At Khral'sinvitation he attended EIk Moon's seminar on singing-trees. Elk Moon was atal Bronze
Skyan, of L'liite ancestry; abush of prematurely graying hair set off hisdark features, rather like Rod
imagined 'jum'sfather might have looked. "The singing-trees arethe red intelligence contralling this
planet,” Elk began, his deep voicefilling the holostage. "A creature that putsout light sgnasin



thirty-seven digtinct colors has got to know what it's doing.”

Jum tapped Rod'sarm. "A number without children." Her knowledge of Elysian had grown
dramaticaly.

A canopy of the singing-tree forest appeared, at twilight, when the colors flashed most, a spectacle
toriva any rainbow. Enlargement of aloopleaf reveded speciaized tissuesthat pulsed brilliantly.

"These pulsing structureswe cdl light pods," " Elk continued. "Each light pod emits millisecond
bursts of color—and the repetition rate is dways a prime number." Prime seriesrarely gppeared in
nature. "Moreover, intriguing patterns emerge: colors red-one and red-five invariably preceded emissons
of blue-seven. We know there's alanguage here, if only we had a Rosetta stone. Lacking that, we
haven't aclue until the natives respond to us—which they tried to do, early on." Elk pointed for emphasis.
"Last year, the sSinging-trees actudly started to echo back to usthe light signalsthat we sent, most
ingantaneoudy, asif they got the message. Then it just stopped. Why?"

Rod had no ideawhy. He recalled the story in the news, later put down asafaselead.

"Onetheory," Elk went on, "isthat Snging-treeslive on afaster time scale than humans do; perhaps
ahundred or athousand timesfaster. If they don't hear back from us within seconds, they lose interest;
just asour attention would fail if dienstook yearsto get back to us. We did try to respond, but never
caught onin time, and the natives gave up.”

Then Station's omnipresent voice cut in. "Singing-trees live for centuries, perhaps millennia. They
scarcely move their limbs over our own time scae, let one the millisecond range. How could they 'talk’
any fagter than humans?'

"That'swhere Khra's breakthrough camein." Elk talked faster now. "Khra showed that the light
pods actudly carry microzooids to make light—like the bacteria of luminescent fish. Suppose the
anging-trees actudly talk by exchanging microzooi ds—uminescent ones, that each encode their datain
amatrix of photoproteins. Like luminescent fish, who release their bacteria continualy, to colonize other
fish. Smilarly, if Snging-treestranamit their language with luminescent microzooids, they could transfer
enormous quantities of information quickly—just like our nanoservos.”

Rod blinked, trying to sort thisout. If Snging-trees carried little light-flashing microzooidsto talk with
other singing-trees. . . how would they try to talk to other crestures—Ilike humans?

"Comeon, Elk," said Quark. "If snging-treesredly are running this planet, then why can't they let us
know? Why have no snging-trees scored more than ten percent on any intelligence test? Sentients can
pick up any frequency, asyou wel know. Why couldn't we detect anything?'

Rod recdled Sarai's "intelligence test™ with asmile. Elk shrugged. "No on€e's ever tested their
microzooids. Would you test human IQ by examining our excrement?' Laughter filled the holostage.

Khra was dated. "It's fantastic—my ideafitsright in," shetold Rod at their supper, where they met
now most evenings. She alwaystalked at a breakneck pace, and, unlike Rod, she never seemed to
notice what she ate. "Even Station knows microzooids are the answer; that'swhy | was hired. Weve got
to grow those microzooidsin pure culture,” Khral went on. "We haven't managed it yet—but Sarai has. |
must get her formula”

Rod grinned. "Lots of luck.”

"Oh, | havethingsto offer in return.” Khra's hair curved pleasantly around her cheeks. "All sorts of



goodiesfrom Science Park.”

"If anging-trees ‘talk’ with microzooids," Rod wondered, "whet if they try to ‘talk’ with us?' The
thought took away his appetite, even for shepherd's pie.

"By infecting us, you mean?' Khra amiled in perverse delight. "Now you're thinking like ascientist!
Rod, if you've got time on your hands, why not join our next field expedition? We need to collect light
pods for andysis, and set up behaviora experiments. But we're short one skinsuit right now—it turned
sentient and demanded to ship back to Elysum. Next time, well buy from Proteus.”

He looked up with surprise. "Proteus Unlimited? How would your sentientsfed, if you dealt with
Proteus?'

Khra shrugged. "Quark wasn't happy. But, heck, it was Station's decision. Our personnd costs
would double if we had to pay dl the skinsuits." Shelooked at him speculatively. ™Y ou don't need a
skinsuit. You'd be agreat help to us, and earn some cash besides.”

"And get infected by microzooids?!

Khral tapped hisarm. "Come on, that was ajoke. Micros don't grow in us. Y ou said your colony
needs credits— Elysian credits. Well take care of 'jum again, too."

The expedition included EIk, carrying an eyespeaker for Station, aswell asKhral carrying for
Quark. The two humans looked freshly lacquered in their paper-thin skinsuits.

Quark brought them al down to asinging-tree forest far to the south of the continent. "L ook there,
inthe whedlgrass," Quark called as he descended. " Tumblerounds— masses of them. It must be amating
converntion.”

Sure enough, the enigmetic phycozooids were gathered in agroup of fifty or more, their long blue
tendrils crossing each other like cobwebs. Quark hovered closer for a better look. The tumblerounds had
extended their reproductive tubes into each other in al directions, in amassive orgiastic mating.

"How curious,” said EIk. "1 wonder how they locate each other. Pheromones?”
Khrd said, "You'reright, Rod, we should look more closdly at tumblerounds.”

They landed in the forest in late afternoon. The air breathed of ginger and phenolic scentsthat Rod
had missed. Two giant sentient lifters awaited the scientists, hired out for the day from local miners. Each
long lifter arm extended alozenge-shaped passenger seat. Rod and Khral took their collecting bags on
board and ascended through the canopy.

"Keep your head down," warned Khra. "Y ou don't want to get hung on the loopleaves.”

Rod caught his bresth; he could see for many kilometers, al the way to the next band of
snging-trees. Even there, in the distant canopy, sparks of light appeared. "They could send light signals
from band to band," Rod exclamed. "I never thought of that."

"That'swhy fieldwork is so important. | could have studied light pods forever at Science Park; but
out here, it'sthered thing." Khral's voices was softened by the air filter at her mouth. "Thelight Sgnals
could be sent from one band of treesto the next. We're testing that hypothesis now: Elk isgoing to send
light Signals from the next band of forest, then seeif these trees respond.” She reached out and pulled
back one of the giant loopleaves of the singing-tree. A light pod could be seen, aluminescent half-moon
shape pulsing paeblue. "My jobisto collect light pods, to study their microzooids. Here's how you can



help. Each pod you collect, read the wavel ength with your photometer,” she explained. "Quark will
record the results.”

Rod hestated. "If snging-treesredly are the 'hidden masters," how do they fed about having their
pods plucked?’

"That'sagood question,” Khral watched her photometer. "The trees never seem to mind. Their
loops grow thousands of light pods. Maybeit'slike having abit of hair clipped.”

The sun was sinking rapidly below the horizon, flooding the forest and plain with an orange glow.
Even the surface of Khrd's skinsuit twinkled prettily. Silhouettes of helicoids whirled past. Then abreeze
arose, and the singing-trees hummed. The canopy was aseaof colored lights now, winking on and off
among the loopleaves.

Rod pulled back aloopleaf, severa meterslong. It had trapped a pool of water in its pocket below,
wherelittle hydrazooids swam. He reached for the light pod, which pulsed yellow-green. It felt
surprisingly cool to the touch.

The photometer whispered, "Five hundred sixty-four nanometers.”
Khra nodded. "That's about the right wavelength.”

He plucked it gently, offering asilent prayer that the great tree was not really hurt, as Khral had said.
Perhaps, he thought, it really did not matter which creature was the "master” here, so long as we treat
each one with infinite respect. In the pod, the color dowly faded. Rod went on collecting, the plucked
pods gradudly piling beside him.

To the eadt, the nightly rain clouds were moving in. The singing-trees keened more deeply, their song
risng and faling like awave. Then from the west, where the purple sky degpened, there camealow
whistle that did not sound like the trees. Rod paused, suddenly alert.

Thewhistling grew to ascream. Out of the corner of hiseye, Rod caught a bright flash. Reflexively
he dropped to the platform below therail, pulling Khral down with him, though it would belittle help a
thetop of thelifter.

The shock wave from the distant explosion shattered the tillness. The sentient lifter commenced a
distresscdl, but its arm held steady. Cautiousy Rod and Khral raised themsalves and looked up over the
rail, but the horizon was dark. Rod silently thanked the Spirit for their own safety, and wished the best for
those who had fdlen.

"It must beaship,” exclamed Khra. "But whoever would sail in low like that?" Starships dways
docked in orhit.

Quark reported, "A L'liite ship full of illegdsjust camein and crash-landed.”

"lllega stlers" Khral whispered. "How could they? Don't they know?" Even if they survived the
crash, they would only die adow death—unless rescued soon.

SEVEN

The ship of L'liite emigrants had evaded Prokaryon's sparse security satellites and crash-landed on
the western curve of Spirilla Survivors were seen running off into the Singing-trees. Station's medics did
not try too hard to find them.



Rod confronted Station. "Y ou can't let them die," he told the omnipresent voicein his cubicle. "Well
takethem in. If you treat them, well feed them."

"Y ou know better, Brother Rhodonite." The mind of the Station seemed to closeinon him. "'l
haven't the facilities, much less the funds, to treat a hundred adults for the next decade. It'stime you faced
thetruth, Spirit Cdler. Y our own colony'simmigration is suspended, until your last child leavesthe clinic.”

Rod clenched hisfist. How many babies would they lose because of the extra costs from jum, the
older child?

Y et how could he have l&ft jum on that cliff, he wondered for the hundredth time. The Spirit does
not count livesin credits.

He turned to the holostage and called the colony. "Those L liites—they're human beings out there,
untrested. They'll die within days. Can't we do something?”’

Geode extended hiseyestaks. "If only the Spirit Fathers could raise fundsto lifeshape them.”

Mother Artemislooked down, her snakes of hair twisting and untwisting futilely. "Alas, our order is
hard-pressed just to maintain our own colony. But | will send our Reverend Father a neutrinogram.”

Rod frowned. "That will take another two days. The Fold ought to do something.”

"The Fold, indeed." Geode's eyestalk twisted into arude gesture. "They've turned their backs. But
Diorite'staken acrew out to track down survivors.”

"Good for him. Perhapsthey'll get found beforeit'stoo late."

"Yes," agreed Mother Artemis. "And Feldspar has done aworld of good for us. He got most of our
hervegin."

"And he has such good tastein literature," added Geode.
"How are the children?' Rod asked.

"Haemum has found a medical-education program,” said Mother Artemis. " Sheis making such
progress— thanksto you, Rod."

Helooked asde. "The Spirit caled uswell. And the others?”
"T'kun has an earache and Chae has some kind of rash. But we can manage."

What was she thinking, he wondered. They could not bring every sicknessto Saral, that mad
lifeshaper on the mountain. How could he havel€ft little Gaeato her trestments? The fifth week of her
treatment had passed, with no word. If the stem breaks, she will die.

Diorite's crew tracked the falen L'liites for two weeks, but the few survivors had vanished,
preferring desth to recapture and repatriation. Rod thought of them lost in the singing-tree forest with
nothing to eat but poison. Their soulstroubled his dreams. Late at night he would toss the covers off his
bed and get up, taking some comfort from watching 'jum fast adeep, her mouth and eyestightly wrinkled
shut in achildish look, so different from her seriousness when awake.

One morning Sarai gppeared on the holostage. " This child,”" she said without preamble. "Come and



"What'swrong? Is Gaeaadl right?’

"She'saswel asatwo-year-old ever gets,” Saral grumbled, "and then some. She'stearing up my
lab."

Gaea hed ed—the thought burst upon him like sunlight through clouds. Rod hurried to find Khrd in
her laboratory, culturing microzooids out of light pods. He hesitated to disturb her, but she looked up
with asmile, her hands and arms gloved in trangparent nanoplast. The tabletop holostage showed the
microzooids magnified, ring-shaped cdllswith occasiona buds on one side.

"Could I borrow transport from you?' he asked. "I have to pick up Gaeafrom Sarai's mountain, and
our own lightcraft isn't precise enough.” 1t would probably try to land atop the arch of asinging-tree.

"l can't leaveright now," Khra said, "but Quark will take you down."

"What about 'jum?' he remembered suddenly. After three months of trestment, 'jum had still not
been cleared for her first exposure to Prokaryon.

Khra's smian brow wrinkled. "Elk's mate can't take her; he's sick with some bug or other, must
have caught it on hislast passage. Wait—'jum can borrow my skinsuit and go with you."

Rod felt overwhelmed. "Y ou are too generous.”
Khrd wrinkled her face in imitation of Saral. "Bother dl that."

So, with some coaxing, 'jum had her skinsuit put on. It started as athick disk of nanoplast placed
upon her head. The disk thinned itself out, its edge traveling down around ‘jum's scalp, setting thefilter at
her mouth, while the rest of the materid traveled downward and outward around her limbs, fusing a last.
On her head alight blinked to show the covering was complete. The girl took it well, only shuddering
once or twice.

"What atrouper,” said Khrd. "I wasworried that achild wouldn't stand for a skinsuit.”

" 'jum has endured many srange thingsin her life," Rod pointed out. "Just think, jum—you'll see
Prokaryon for thefirst time."

Quark soon set them down on thetrail by the waterfal; abig improvement over two days journey,
Rod thought, suppressing atouch of envy.

"My eye, please," Quark reminded him.

Rod placed the eyespeaker on his shoulder, where the nanoplast immediately molded to fit. Then he
let jum take alook around outside. "It's cold,” she observed. "It's amuch bigger mountain.”

He smiled with ahint of sadness, recalling the wretched hill above Reyo. "No apartment windowsto
count, either. But you'll see someday, where welive a the colony is much warmer and flatter.” Heled
'jum down the ledge to Sarai's door, which was wide-open for once. They walked into Gaeals chamber.
There, theremains of the leafy calyx lay dried out on the floor, while little Gaea was running— running
from onewall to the next, then bouncing off with awhoop and running again.

Saral shook her head. " She came out running and hasn't stopped. She never learned to walk.”

Seeing Rod, Gaearan straight to him and bounded into hisarms. "Zooids, Brother Rod—et's go
seezooids!”



Thejoy that Rod felt was indescribable, afeding that he could not remember for ever so many years
before. Hefdt the child al over, her fuzzy head, her wiggling arms; it wastoo much to betrue. "Sarai, |
don't know what we can ever do to repay you."

"Bother." Saral turned to jum. "What's wrong with this one? The plague? | can't trest someone
through asuit.”

"Thisis'jum Ghana, our last Spirit Child to come home from Station," Rod explained. " Sheloves
numbers.”

"Redly." Sara eyed her more closdly. "Name two squares that add to athird square.”

Jum said, "Fifteen squared adds with one hundred twelve squared. And fifty-one squared adds with
one hundred forty. But my favoriteis. . ."

Sara stared openmouthed. Rod had never seen her look actually surprised before. "That's no child,”
sheexclamed. "It'sasentient.”

"... Sxty squared adds with ninety-one squared,” jum finished. "But | can add regular, too," she said
defensively. "Five thousand and twenty-three plus nine thousand two hundred and eighty-seven makes
fourteen thousand three hundred and ten.”

"It'sthe skinsuit," Saral ingsted. "A sentient skinsuit; you can't fool me.”

Rod laughed aoud, then he checked himself, remembering thiswas Sarai after dl. "We are quite
proud of her."

Sara sared at 'jumlong and hard. "So. Tdl me, jum,” she said more quietly. "What do the numbers
thirty-seven, oneforty-nine, and ten thousand seven have in common?”

"They aredll. .. orphans” said ‘jum.

"Just s0. 'jum Ghana, come and take alook at those ‘orphans.’ " Sarai led her down the hal to her
laboratory, Rod following behind with Gaea hdd tight in his arms. Pods hung from vines, like the one that
Saral had dipped into avat, cdling it "genocide.” A tabletop holostage displayed amicrozooid cell, like
the onesin Khra's laboratory. The ring-shaped cell wasfilled with twisted fibers. "These are
spiro-jointed polymers,” Sarai said, pointing to the fibers. "These polymers can receive photons and emit
them—that is, they glow. Now why do you suppose this cell dways emits photonsin bursts of ‘orphan'
numbers? Thirty-seven, forty-three, ten thousand seven?”

"It likesto count,” jum guessed.

Saral nodded dowly. "Somebody istrying to tel us something.”
"Where did those micros come from?' demanded Rod.

She smiled sweetly. "I grew themin culture, of course.”

"But what cresture—"

"l don't believeit." At Rod's shoulder, Quark interrupted, in adecidedly nasty tone. "I don't believe
onebit of it."

Saral gave his shoulder an indignant look. Alarmed, Rod tried to look around into Quark's
eyespeaker. "Peace, Citizen. I'm sure that Sarai—"



"I don't believe you can culture much of anything out here," Quark went on. "Why, look at al those
Elysian reagents you begged from Khra last time."

"Of dl the nerve." Saral swung her enzyme secretors out of theway. "So that'sthe thanks | get. You
won't find my door again.”

"I'll bet you a hundred credits nothing's growing in there.”

At that Sarai smiled. "Ah, | see your game now." She thought for amoment. With ashrug, she
plucked one of the culture pods and tossed it to Rod. Rod caught it and held it gingerly in his pam.
"Check it out; they'll last long enough to give you asigna. Don't ask mefor the formula.”

By the time they got back to Station, Khral had her [ab set for the specimen. "Micros making prime
numbers—just what were looking for." Out of the apparatus, a nanoplastic arm embraced the pod,
snaking tubesintoit.

Rod caught Gaea before she climbed up onto the equipment. "Did Sarai's microzooids come from
snging-trees?'

"Shedidn't say," said Quark. "She said they wouldn't last long—s0 | et's get the photosensorsin.”

Station's voice responded. " Photosensors have already penetrated the pod. I'm getting some
readings..."

"Rush the chemical andysis" said Khra, "in case someingredients decay fast.” Shelooked at Rod.
"The culture conditions might tell uswhat organism wastheir hos— and sent their message.”

Rod gave the pod awary glance. Was this the Prokaryan equivaent of a snake-egg reporter?

"All right," said Station, "watch the holostage. Pulses visudizing now, time |gpse factor one
thousand.”

The space above the holostage went dark, and the room lighting dimmed. A green dot appeared,
blinking severa timesuntil Rod lost count. Then another dot, more orange, and another. The colors
seemed to range from green through violet.

"Those arethe microzooids," said Khral. "But so few areléft..."

There was something peculiar about the those patterns of light pulses. Rod felt a sense of dread at
the unknown. He held Gaeatight, asif he could protect her.

At hissde Jum watched intently. "Twenty-nine. . . seven. . . Sxty-seven.”
"Some of the pulse numbersare prime," Station agreed. "WEell haveto do the Satistics.”
Khral jumped twice with excitement.

"Chemicd andysscomplete,” said Station. "A highly complex growth medium, with alarge number
of xenobiotic components.”

Khrd frowned ferocioudy. "We must duplicate it somehow, or the remaining microswill die”
"Saral ought to publish," added Quark indignantly. "Publish her methods, like everyone dse.”

"The medium must be based on their host organism,” said Khrd. "Station—can you do a



cross-check with the compaosition of al known Prokaryon organisms?’

Station paused. "It'sdone,” shereplied. "The compostion ismixed, I'm afraid. Its pseudoproteins
and other components are largely phycoid, athough zooid components occur, too. Sarai must have used
several sourcesfor her broth.”

"Or living-tissue culture,” said Khrd. "I'll bet anything she actualy growsthe microsin live host
tissues."

Phycoid and zooid, thought Rod. He said, " Aren't tumblerounds considered both plantlike and
anmd?'

At that Khral looked up with adistant expression. "Yes. . . Did you check, Station?"
"My database haslittle on tumblerounds.”

Quark explained, "Hardly anyone has studied tumblerounds. They don't fit the neet categories, and
besides, their 'glue’ messes up nanoplast.”

"Itsworth atry,” Station admitted. "Khral, if you and Quark can get atissue sample up here, we
might just set up cultures before these microzooids give out.”

That evening Rod caled the Spirit Colony with his good news about Gaea. Mother Artemiswas
thrilled to see the toddler running across the holostage.

"Shall | keep her with me up here at Station?' Rod asked. "It will mean one lessfor you and Geode
to handle

"Asyou wish," said Mother Artemis. "But we redlly want you al home as soon as possible.
Haemum found anew medical service on the network, serving remote colonies al over Prokaryon.”

Haemum stood beside her, looking more grown-up than ever. Her dark eyes were wide with
excitement. "I'm learning to be adoctor, Brother Rod. | place my hands into those of the doctor on the
holostage. | helped diagnose Chag'srash, and | held the otoscope in T'kun's ear.”

"Why, that'swonderful.” A bit much respongbility for their oldest daughter.
"Brother Rod, | think the network doctors should evaluate you, and ‘jum, too."

He collected himsdlf. Lifeshgping was more than an earache. "That's dl right, Heemum; Station just
gave us our checkups, 'jum needsto stay another year."

"But you can get a second opinion.”

A second opinion? He exchanged alook with Mother Artemis. They had never sought any opinion
outside of Station.

"Therésno harmintrying,” said Mother Artemis, "if Station consents.”

Station allowed them the use of her facilities, observing only that the doctor on the holostage came
from her own factory, arather junior colleague. Haemum came up to help.

On the holostage, the "doctor" appeared as adisembodied pair of white gloves that pointed
directionswhileits "voice" activated the body scanner. Haemum put her handsinto the white glovesto
show ‘'jum how to stand before the scanner. Then she set the conduits for nanoservosto enter her neck.



Millions of the microscopic machineswould swarm through 'jum's veins, reaching every pore of her
body, testing immune response, liver function, and countless other things, jum bore the tests with sullen
fortitude, as she did any activity that removed her from her precious numbers.

"The childisfinished," the doctor announced at last. "The Vdan-born adult, next."

So it was Rod's turn for the scanner, the nanoservos racing through histissues. He tensed despite
himsdlf, then was surprised to fedl nothing.

Haemum said, " The nanoservos are nonantigenic; that is, their materids are designed to trigger no
immune response a dl. So your body doesn't even know they're there. Isn't that something?!

"It'ssomething, dl right. And you've donewell, Siter.”

Her face darkened at thetitle. Rod redlized that her eyes were nearly level with his; she had reached
adult height. Her curlstwined in sophisticated patterns, a style never seen at the colony. Rod
remembered what that age felt like, not so long ago, thefeding of abird in acage. "Do you know,
Haemum, that you are a citizen of the Fold? When you come of age you are free to go—anywherein the
Fold."

Haemum's eyestook on afaraway look. "Y es, Brother Rod. But | will never go. | will make my
vows to the Spirit when | come of age, just likeyou.”

The doctor announced, "The adult isfinished. Allow fiveto ten minutesfor processing.”
While they waited, Rod thought of something. "How isyour service financed?"
"Y ou are haf through your tria period. If you choose to continue, well negotiate terms.”

So that wasit; he figured it was too good to be true. "Haemum, you might aswell have dl the
children scanned for everything before our triad period runsout.”

"Of course, Brother Rod. But surely we can continue somehow. We could raise our sapphire
output; and there are crafts we could sell better, | know what Elysansliketobuy . . ."

Though he knew better, Rod amiled.

"The child," announced the doctor, "has eighty percent chance of surviving on Prokaryon with noill
effect. She should deep in afiltered room for her first year, and consume only processed food. If
respiratory or dietary problems occur, immediate remova from the planet isindicated.”

Rod was surprised. What would Station say to that?

"The adult should be able to eat some Prokaryan foods." The doctor meant him, Rod realized.
"Phycoid crops are recommended. Avoid hydroids and phycozooids.”

"See, Brother Rod!" exclaimed Haemum. " This doctor says jum can go home, and you can start
eating brokenhearts.”

"Well see. What does Station think?"

"My guiddines are more consarvative," came Station's booming voice. "Of course, most protection
kicksin during the first few months of lifeshaping. But the remaining twenty percent can take years.”

The disembodied white hands crossed each other. "Nevertheess, Colleague, most lifeshaped



children make that adjustment on their own.”

"You're correct,” said Station in the tone of one gpplauding ayoung student. "But when reversal
does occur, you are surely aware that the corrective trestment isfar more expensive than if the patient
hed stayed in my care. The Fold ingtructs me to minimize expenses.”

Rod wondered how to decide. "If we—if the Reverend Mother, that is—calls jum home, may she
go?"

"Shemay go a any time," said Station. " For that matter, you may eat whatever you seefit. But when
you get sick, your expenses may cancel your quota.”

That wastrue; but with jum here at the clinic for ayear, they would lose their quotain any case.
Should they trust the new doctor over Station? What would Patella have done?

The Reverend Mother meditated for three days before her decison. At last she said, "The Spirit
cdls'jumhome”

So they ordered the filter unit for jum's room, then Rod packed up hisfew thingsand laid out jum's
best red-and-yellow tunic. The lab students surprised him with afarewd | dinner. Quark's eyespeaker
came on Khra's shoulder, and EIk Moon came with his mate, Three Crows, who had looked after jum
severd times. He had just recovered from hisillness,

Elk was laughing as the table extended for him. "Y ou see," he told his mate with a pat on the back,
"you just didn't want to missthe party.”

"Thatisnot true!" exclaimed Three Crows. "Y ou just see how you like vomiting for three days. |
broke my perfect attendance record.”

"Not asick day on board for over fiveyears," Elk agreed. "1an't it funny, though, how it started the
minute you set foot in the starship? Otherwise, you'd be gone now."

Quark put in, "This subject isingppropriate for humans at dinner.”

Three Crowsrolled hiseyes. "L ook who'stelling usto be human. Anyhow, I'll miss jum. We've had
some good times together, haven't we, jum?”

Jlum snuggled closer to Rod and dug her handsin her pockets. Gaea held up her arms. " Good times!
Go play with zooids again.”

Khra looked up. "They redly love you, Rod. Y ou must be agood dad.”
Rod did not answer, but he felt warm inside.

"And besides," Three Crows added, "what agood aim that jum's got, hasn't she!" At that he and
Elk collgpsed laughing. Rod wished Three Crows had told him how the girl behaved. If shereverted to
old habits, she needed correction.

"Well redly missyou inthefidd," Khrd told him.
"Absolutely,” said EIk.
"How are Sarai's microzooids doing?' Rod asked. "Arethey growing in culture?"

Suddenly the researchers grew silent. Elk looked away.



"They'regrowing,” said Khra guardedly. "Their long generation timeisaproblem.” Her reticence
surprised Rod. She switched on the tabletop holostage.

"A controversia motion comes up before the Fold Council thisweek." The gresat arch of the
Secretariat appeared, where representatives gathered from al the worlds of the Free Fold. "The measure
providesfor cleansing of territories on undevel oped worlds, like the mountaintops of Urulan. The motion
enjoys strong support from the governments of Vaedon, Bronze Sky, and L'li; Elysum remains
undecided. Opponents call the measure 'partia terraforming’; advocates cal thisterm mideading. To
voiceyour view, cdl innow ..."

Khrd said wearily, "We know, we dl cdled in dready."

"Yes," sad Three Crows, "I know how al you scientists vote, but I'd like to know what our Spirit
Cadler thinks of it. What do you say, Rod: Wouldn't it help your colony, to cleanse abit of ground for
human crops?*

Rod had mixed fedlings. The idea had come up before. Distasteful asit was, it could save the lives of
garving L 'liites—those who had crashed would have had somewhereto go. "It might help others,” he
explained, "but not us. Members of our order worship the Spirit of the land, wherever we dwell.”

"Then think well." Elk spoke quietly in hisdeep voice, till looking away. "In the end, how much land
may beleft?!

"Things cometo pass,” said Rod. "In the end, destroyers destroy themsealves; but the Spirit dwells
on." That wasthe central insght Rod had experienced, in hislast year at the Guard, the first time he heard
the Reverend Mother Artemis.

A new presencefilled thelittle holostage: the president of Bank Helicon, Iras Letheshon, whose soul
Rod had prayed for. A blond Elysian, she reminded Rod of the Sardish cadets he had dated at the
Academy. "Therumors are unfounded,” the doll-sized figure wastelling the pair of snake eggs that
hovered before her. "Terraforming isimpossible—it would sunder the union of the Fold. How could
Bank Hdicon finance any such thing?"

"But our sources say you've advanced Proteus ten billion creditsto buy up Prokaryan land,” insisted
the snake egg. "'Land uninhabitable by humans™

"That'sincorrect.” Iras Letheshon spoke with the assurance of one enriched by severa centuries and
looking forward to several more.

"You'veal but closed the deal with Nibur." Nibur, the head of Proteus, who invented sentient-proof
servos, and had just bought the House of Hyalite. Rod heard Quark restrain ahiss.

Iras shrugged. "Investors take risks and bet on new technologies. Proteus has developed meansto
cleanselimited tracts of land, without changing the whole biosphere. Clearing land is something humans
have done since they first evolved.”

Khral was staring, her fork suspended. "L ook at her," she sighed. "Age, wesdlth, and all her [ooks,
too."

Three Crows nodded. "Islifefair, or what?'

Rod watched the Elysian coolly. He could imagine what follies would tempt asoul possessed of
such worldly riches. The cadets at the Academy—he had known well how to please them. But then, he
knew only emptiness.



The holostage turned black. Amid the blackness shone afew faint stars. There hung a pae sphere of
agarship, itswell-known logo rotating in: awave on the ocean, cresting and rolling forever toward the
shore.

"Proteus.” Quark spat the word. "It's Proteus—the flagship of Proteus Unlimited. Why'd they
bother? Nibur never lets asnake egg inside.”

Proteus. The spaceship the size of amaoon, at your beck and call.

"Asusua," began the holostage, "we have no direct comment from Proteus headquarters, but our
sources ssy—"

"Comeon, EIk," caled Quark. "That scan of luminescence proteins must be done now; we want to
oet theresults.”

Elk reached hislong arm across Khra's shoulder and transferred Quark's eyespeaker to his own.
Three Crows touched the table, and his dishes descended. They wished Rod well and left. Khrd,
however, remained, toying with her food.

Rod ate more dowly, trying to savor the last taste of shepherd's pie he would get for along while.
For amoment he closed his eyes. When he opened them, he found Khral regarding him curioudly.
"What'sit like, Rod? | mean, to bea Spirit Caller.”

Hisfork stopped above his nearly empty plate. For some reason his pulse raced, as though he
thought she might seeinto him, into places he scarcely dared look. "We call on the Spirit, forever. The
Spirit calson usto servelife throughout the universe, in even the smalest and meanest corner of it.”

"Y ou mean, here?"
"Here and everywhere. Wherever life cries out for help.”
"It soundslike alot of hard work. Y ou wouldn't even havetimefor afamily of your own.”

"But thefamily ismy own." Hetried to explain. "Each of us devotes hislove to the Spirit, with avow
assacred asmarriage.”

"l see" Shedghed. "Scientists are like that, too; no time for families, only experiments.”

Rod had something on hismind to ask. "Y ou know, if you redlly could use my help with experiments
inthefidd ..."

||Y$t?l

"1 might till get an hour off now and then, to help collect samples.” Therate of pay had impressed
him. The colony could use extracredits.

Khra'sface brightened considerably. "Oh would you? | mean, yes, the more hands the better. In
fact, our field strategy is changing abit. Y ou might be interested to know ..." She stopped. "Say—you're
going down on that old lightcraft tomorrow, right?'Y ou could use hel p managing those children, I'm sure.
Let me come down with you. Don't say no; I'll meet you at the gate in the morning.”

EIGHT

Deep in the void sailed the shorel ess blue ocean world, whom the Sharer natives called Shora. All
planets please the eye, be their continents habitable or cloaked in poison gas; but to Elysansin their



floating cities, Shorawas the most beautiful of dl, the home of eternd life and peace.

Y et some Elysan citizens chose to dwell outside the floating cities. Some found the cities
claustrophobic and everyone's business entirely too public.

In orbit above the ocean floated Proteus, the starship headquarters of Proteus Unlimited, the citadel
of citizen Nibur Letheshon. Despiteits Sze and complexity, Proteus was not sentient; it wasa"stable
servo." Toreman "sable" Proteus was restrained every hour, its networks cleansed of the tdlltale Signs
of imminent sentience. A century earlier, its creator Nibur Letheshon had fought hard through the courts
of the Fold to find this practice legd. His critics likened it to abortion, or even infanticide; for it wasthe
law that any machine who "woke up" and named itself must be dlowed to buy its freedom. But Nibur
had won. Theresfter, he had steadily built one of the largest commercia empiresin the Fold.

Insde Proteus, Nibur strode along an ocean beach that stretched to the far horizon. A man of dim
bones and impenetrable eyes, he was clothed in virtua light, shifting shapes of black and silver that
draped from his shoulders and stretched in atrain severa paces behind him. The air temperature and
moisture were set to his perfect comfort. The scenery displayed one of ahundred shifting possibilities.
Today was hisfavorite, ashoreline with anarrow beach before rocky dliffs againgt which the surf reared
and thundered. The cliffs opened out in jagged formations, intriguing enough to pique the intellect. Wind
perfectly massaged his forehead, the st air filled hislungs, and the gulls cried pleasingly overhead.

AsNibur Letheshon walked the beach, a dozen holographic callersimpinged on him, managing
saes, buying up resources, creating new products, from skinsuits to prefabricated cities. The holographic
calers might have appeared as disembodied heads, revolving around him like moons. But today for his
amusement he had them aswalruses splayed out lazily on the sand, their wrinkled mouths yawning
foolishly asthey lifted their ponderous arching tusks.

"... Bronze Sky ordered fifty more orbital microwave sations.... can we manage ..." groaned one
walrus, lumbering after him. The voice actualy came through the nanoservosin hisbrain.

"...anew market for stable servosin housing ..." another walrus groaned in hisbrain.

All the questions Nibur answered, making decison after decison. Presently his eye fixed upon the
one other fleshly object inside his complex: his golden-haired dog, Banga.

The dog, aretriever, had run on ahead as usua, his earsfluttering, his paws splashing in the surf.
Now hereturned, histall waving like aflag. Bangaaways returned; had ways returned to his master,
for the past five centuries. Nibur, himself ageless, had had Banga lifeshaped before birth to be ageless
like his magter.

Asthe dog returned, panting, he hung back just abit, dancing once around histail, before returning
to Nibur's hand at his diamond-studded collar. Nibur gripped the collar hard, his hand sunk into the dog's
smooth fur. Bangamight tease now and then, but dways he would return, unconditionaly, even if Nibur
wereto dit histhroat. The creature lived or died at his pleasure.

But now, Nibur dreamed of afar greater creatureto call hisown: a planet. lota Pavonis Three,
so-called Prokaryon, would be his ultimate prize. A world full of lifeto live or die at his pleasure; the
thought made him lightheaded. He released Bangals collar, his hands trembling with excitement a his
dream.

A flat, clear voice spokein hisbrain, the voice of Proteus. "Y our two visitors seek entrance,
Madter."



So they had come—the two most powerful citizens of the Fold. He had called them to his citadd,
and both had come. Would they play the part he planned in his grand design? Nibur whispered, "Bid
them enter.”

Above the walrus-tracked sand a black rectangle appeared, disembodied, adoor into Proteus.
Through the door first came Iras Letheshon, president of Bank Helicon, the foremost lending indtitution in
the Fold. Bank Helicon would underwrite his acquisition of the Spirilla continent of Prokaryorn—once
Iras said the word.

The butterflies of Irasstalar sported red-and-gold eyespots, matched by the reddened gold of her
hair. Iras was by most accounts the most beautiful aswell asthe wedthiest citizen of Elysum. Her train of
butterfliesfollowed her taar, "red" materid, of slky nanoplast just intelligent enough to swirl itself out of
the way as the wearer walked. The train lengthened through the black doorway as she stepped dong the
beach toward Nibur.

Thewarm colors of Irasstrain mingled with the foam and green flotsam that rushed over it behind
her. Shewaked briskly, her muscles steeled by centuries of training in Bronze Skyan martia arts. She
raised her hands. "Shonsb, it'sbeen solong." Iras had shared Nibur's shon of Letheon, one of Elysum's
twelvefloating cities. Each city had its shon, where dl the children were concelved and brought totermin
artificid wombs. They never knew biologica parents, their chromosomes sdlected from the best genetic
stock. "We should do business more often.”

"Indeed we shdll."

Irasturned, looking back toward her companion, who had paused ddliberately at the black
doorway. Irasslove-mate was Verid Anaeashon, the Secretary of the Free Fold. The Secretary, too,
had come a his call today. Nibur'slips parted, and histeeth dightly showed, as he watched the black
door.

The Secretary was short of Sature, even for an Elysian. She descended with measured reluctant
steps. Her talar was mottled brown with Anaean leafwing butterflies. Her leaf brown train followed,
equally rdluctant, swishing gently next to Irass. Verid was as unlike her lovemate as could beimagined, in
appearance, taste, and manner; yet Iraswas her one weaknessin thisworld. Nibur recalled with asmile
some of Irass more outrageous giftsto her love: diamondstoo largeto lift, let done to beworn; or
paacestull of virtua houris. Then hissmilefaded. Loversor not, Verid would not givein easly.

"Greetings, Honorable Secretary,” said Nibur with a deep bow. "The honor of your presenceis
most welcome." That she came at al meant Iras had made up her mind.

Verid's owlish eyes|ooked neither right nor left, but directly faced him. "I request introduction to
your home." The Secretary, the most powerful human in the Fold, was obsessed with those so-caled
sentient machines. She even gave them a ddegate to the Fold Council. An abomination, Nibur thought.
Why grant any of man's cregtions a pretense of equality?

"It'san exquiste device," said Iras, catching some "water” to dribble through her fingers. A huge
wave rolled in, washed over the two visitors, and thundered up the beach. Iraslaughed in ddight, while
Verid stood like adock post. "Redly, Shongb," exclaimed Iras, "you've outdone yoursdf.” Irasstaar
now drifted up dightly in the surf, though her hair was untouched. A connoisseur of virtua worlds, Iras
was hard to impress. One of the walruses lumbered over to her next, bellowing and lifting its huge tusks,
until she patted it on the head. Then she caught sight of Banga. "' Say, you're chesting. That dog isred."

Banga had returned, his paws spreading sheets of spray around him. Nibur smiled and nodded, too
proud to ask how she knew.



"Itsfur wasdry,” Irasexplained. "Congratulations, Shonsb, on your latest acquisition.”

"Hyadliteisjust the beginning.” Nibur rubbed Banga's head between the ears. "We must own the
entire continent of Spirilla"

"So youve sad. There arethe practical questions, of course: Is Proteus Unlimited truly ready to
meet the terms proposed, sustaining payments over two centuries? Isthe transaction in our best interest?
How will it affect the value of other Elysian holdings on Prokaryon?”

"Isthereisabetter credit risk in the whole Fold than Proteus Unlimited? L et your own servos
cdculae”

"Would | have come, had they not? Let's get to the point, Shonsib. What will you do with Spirilla
onceyou've got it?"

Nibur shrugged. "My firmismaturing. It'stimeto divergfy. "
Verid gave him asharp look. They both knew well enough what he intended.
"Diversfy?' echoed Iras. "Mining and farming?"

"Farming, yes. Y ou must admit,” said Nibur, "that we need better waysto settle lota Pavonis
Three" He dways preferred the planet's original designation instead of its common name, sentimentd in
itsreferencetoitsliving creatures. After al, life never occupied more than the outermost scum of aworld.
Better to name a planet for its major features and its greatest resources—say, Planet Lanthanide. "Yes,
better waysto colonize. Thelatest news from that deadly planet makesit clear.”

Iras shuddered delicately. "A tragedy.”
"But isn't the redl tragedy that honest immigrants cannot live there?'

"There are settlements. Lifeshaped settlements,” added Iras, with alook at Verid, the great advocate
of lifeshgping human stlers.

"You can't cal them red settlements,” Nibur pointed out. "Not until the settlers start giving birth.” No
colonist had yet borne a child live on Prokaryon; the chemistry of devel opment was too delicate. Even
those lifeshaped from birth had to travel off-world to carry an infant to term. There was no such thing as
andative Prokaryan.

"Not yet," agreed Iras, "though in ageneration or two—"

"They'll get it right someday—at what cost? Do you know how much it costs now to lifeshape every
one of them, even the babies? And then to manage their pregnancieslater? No more than ahandful of
L'liiteswill ever settlethere”

"It'strue," said Verid suddenly. "That iswhat scienceisfor. Our scientissswork day and night to
solve these problems.”

Privately Nibur did not care much about L'liites. They would be better off today, had the creeping
pruned their numbers severd centuries before, for fewer people would be left, with lessirreparable
damageto their biogphere. But Iras had a soft spot for L'liites, along with guilt at having made her fortune
on ther loans. Nibur lowered hisvoice. "What harm istherein cleansing just apart of Pavonis Three—a
continent, let ussay."



Iras paused, not looking at Verid. "A lot of L'liites could live there. The native species would have
three other continents, plus the ocean.”

"The native floraof Pavonis Three are remarkably uniform,” Nibur pointed out. "The Spirilla
continent, for example, supports only athousand major species, dl found e sawhere on lota Pavonis
Three. Thefew exceptionswill be transplanted.”

"The weather, too, isremarkably uniform,” added Iras. "Our tests show that the ocean will buffer the
other continents, which will not experience severe effects.”

"Hundreds of millions of settlerscould leasefarmland,” said Nibur. "Mining productivity could rise
tenfold or ahundredfold.”

"Infact, thevalue of dl of our holdings anywhere on the planet will shoot Sraight up.”
"Iras" said Verid quietly.

Iras tossed her head and took a deep breath. "Y ou know, | can't leave your creation without
exploring abit down the'shore." If you'll excuse me, Shonsib ..." She swirled her train around in awide
arc through the waters and strolled outward, leaning over to ingpect ashell or abit of seaweed.

Nibur took a step toward Verid, the black light shimmering down histaar. Verid watched him, her
shoulders dightly hunched, her eyeswide, thoughtful. "Transplanted,” she repeated.

"WEell hiredl the best ecoengineers.” She must know she lacked the votes, hetold himsdlf, or she
would not have designed to come. She must know she could not stop him— and her own lovesharer
would financeit. Thetriumph was too swest.

Still, never underestimate the Owil. If away could be found to stdl him, shewould find it. What
would be her move?

"Thewesther isuniform,” mused Verid, asif to hersdf. "The planet isindeed well managed.”

With ashrug Nibur picked up astick of driftwood and tossed it to Banga. "The Honorable
Secretary herself Sgned the declaration that Pavonislacksintdligent native life.”

"'Intelligent life" Y ou mean, fast-talking bipeds with ten fingers."

What was she getting at, he wondered. Could sheredlly try to resurrect dl those "dien intelligence”
rumors? " Ten fingerswould help,” he said ironically. "At least they could make Sign language.”

"There once was agreeat creature that dwelt in the deep, itsten fingers each longer than ten men
stretched on end. Where lies that creature now?”

"Surely the Secretary will not call meto task for adead creature on aworld long gone? Every world
has its share of extinctions. Even your blessed Sharers caused mass extinctions.”

"Itissad, nolifeexists outsde The Web."
"No life escapes death, either.” Nibur looked down at the foot of her talar. "Watch out there.”
A jdlyfish with its poison tendrils had washed onto her hem. She shook it off, forgetting theillusion.

Nibur gave alow chuckle. "So much for nature's creatures. L ook "—he spread hisarms—"I enjoy
nature as much as anyone. But what difference doesit make to us whether a dead creature exists or not,



on aworld many light-years awvay?"
"Y ou play with your toys," she said with anger.

"Honorable Secretary, excuse me," he said, bowing again. "We are considering a proposa to settle
millions of starving L'liites on afree world. Humanswith vital needs— and souls, remember. We Elysians
needn't worry to keep body and soul together. How dare we put the needs of some mythical creature
above our own humankind?'

Verid moved closer to him, until her small round face was staring up into his own, uncomfortably
near."Y ou don't care about humankind. Y ou only want to own that planet. Y ou will buy and kill, until
you'vegot it."

Nibur's mind raced. How could she know of his secret agreements? Of course not; but she would
guess. Elysansknew each other only too well, after centuries spent outwitting each other.

"What will you do with it?" she demanded. "What will you do once you've got it?'

"Now, now. Trade secrets, remember.” He paused. What could it matter; she knew what he
wanted. "My crestions require materias. The history of man isthe ascent of machines; the rise of
ever-greater devicesto serve our desire.”

"The higtory of man isthe contest between the endavers and those who set free"
"Precisdly. And | set men free—free from the limits of their flesh.”

"By endaving the other." So what if their flesh is nanoplast?’

"By applying our intellect to inanimate objects.”

Verid shrugged. "Different words.”

Nibur paused. "Did it ever occur to you, that with the capabilities we provide them, our devices
could become our masters? If machines are human, then we humans are finished, because the machine
hasno physicd limits."

"Lifeismorethan physcd limits. Thereis. . . humanity. "

"| offer humanity the choice: Let machines be machines. If machines are our tools, nothing more,
then humansare unlimited.”

"A choice, you say? And what gives you the right to that choice?"

Nibur lost patience. "Why ask me? Why not ask the universe what givesit the right to throw an
asteroid at aliving world every hundred million years? Thelast onethat hit Pavoniskilled dl but the
microbes," he said with contempt. "Why shouldn't humans use aworld as we choose? Are we not worth
more than an asteroid?’

"Arewe not?' Above her head the gulls circled with their cries, and the sea breeze keened. Then
abruptly sheturned and left, disappearing through the black doorway, her train shrinking down to
nothing.

NINE

As promised, Khral met them in the morning at the brainless old lightcraft. Rod carried Gaeainto the



craft, while Khra carried one of the travel bags, with ‘jum holding her hand. He winced to seethe
battered console; somehow it looked even worse, with another adult to seeit. Asthe hatch closed
behind them, he hoped the craft would not treat his guest too badly.

Above the holostage, the hull of Station receded into darkness.

"Thisisthe only placel could talk," Khral said suddenly. "Station told usto shut up, lest reporters
hear. And Station hears everything." She shuddered. "Rod, those microzooids grew, dl right—dowly,
but they're growing, even ‘triplicating’ now and then. And yes, they flash prime numbers.”

"So Saral wasright.”
IIYS.II

"But that's great, isn't it? Now you can grow the ones from the singing-trees, and decode them
somehow."

"Rod—these micros are different. They're adifferent gpecies dtogether from the onesin the
snging-trees. Y ou see, now? Where do they come from?"

He frowned, puzzled. Then he remembered. "They grow ... in tumbleround tissue.”
"Now you see why our fieldwork will change.”

For amoment his skin crawled. Then herelaxed. "So beit. Tumblerounds are no strangersto us; I'd
gl be glad to help out. But why not |et the reporters hear?!

"Station saysal hell would bresk loose. Half the reporters would condemn usfor trying to influence
the vote in the Secretariat—to quash the 'partid terraforming,’ so that Iras can't make the deal with
Nibur. The other haf would descend on Prokaryon—and the tumblerounds are unpredictable, not
sudied for yearslike the Snging-trees.”

Politics again. Rod shook his head. "Y ou can't hide the truth.”

"l know, but ..." Khrd bit her lip. "We were so sure about the singing-trees. Now, who will believe
us about tumblerounds? We need better data.”

The craft was coming in faster than usua, Rod thought, and the scream of the plasma sounded
uneven. On the holostage, he saw with darm that they were headed ominoudy near the end of the
brokenhearts, where the fild met the forest.

Asthey approached the ground, the floor swayed up and down beneath their feet. Gaealaughed at
firdt, then garted to shriek asthe craft swayed harder. With one find jolt the craft landed, a acrazy angle
up againg asinging-tree.

No one was hurt, but the door half faced the tree. It took all Rod's strength to force it open; then he
had to jump down to the ground outside. Khral handed each of the children down, first screaming Gaea,
then stoica 'jum. Then at last Rod helped Khra jump down. "I'm so sorry,” he said. "I don't think that
craft will makeit back up again.”

"No problem; Quark will fetch me up.” She glanced frankly at the craft, then at him. "Take care of
those children, Brother Rod.”

So thiswas the Children Star, thought 'jum. Brother Rod was till her god of deeth and life; but like



most gods, he did not keep al his promises. He had promised no more sickness; yet day after day she
had been sick to her somach from dl the strange potions of the machinesin this prison-paace, where
unheard-of riches combined with unending tortures. She still dreamt at night of her mother, whole and
well, cometo fetch her home again. But lately the dreams had dulled, and sometimes she could not
remember what her mother looked like.

The only family 'jum had left was the family of numbers. The prison-paace offered numbers and
patterns of numbers beyond imagining. Lately 'jum had learned something called atransform that could
turn the patternsinside out. On the lightcraft, while Brother Rod was preoccupied, jum had tried to talk
to the holostage. " Show me the transform of four dotsin asquare,” she had demanded. Thislightcraft did
not answer, however; it was as stupid as most people. So 'jum crossed her eyes and thought out the
transform for hersdlf. It would have concentric circles of light, tiled with little squares.

When the door opened at last, jum fell out into another world. Thisworld had afresh, fragrant smell
toit, dmogt like the old days when her mother had akitchen to bake in. Something wet trickled down
her cheek; shewiped it off hastily and dug her fists deep into her pockets.

The bright light made her squint at first. But then, the loopleaves and whirling birds and distant
foredts, dl camedive—alive, not just shapes of light on aholostage. Redl earth, full of thingsto catch
your feet. Brother Rod was running ahead to pick up little Gaea, who dready had falen over hersdlf.
With his back turned, 'jum's pockets soon filled with pebbles.

In the distance two great beasts came lumbering up atrail, their ears sticking out straight as street
sgns. They looked like llamas, with ridiculoudy outsized hooves. An older girl caled Haemum stepped
down from one of them, crying out to Brother Rod. Like Mother Artemis, Haemum spoke jum's
language with an odd accent, but 'jum could understand most of it. Some grest creaeture was looking in at
awindow, Haemum said.

" 'jum, you can swing up behind Haemum," said Brother Rod. Reluctantly she did so, keeping a
wary eye upon her god while he siwung the little one up with him on his own mount. But Haemum had a
strong back and rode well.

They came at last to abuilding, along structure built of what looked like some kind of anima dung.
The anima dung was draped with festive decorations. A large banner had on it some wordsin the new
letters 'jum had been learning; it said, "Welcome home. ..."

Brother Rod leaned over to hug her. "It's your own name, 'jum. Y ou remember.”

She stared curioudly at the letters that meant her own name. Then suddenly, strange children came
streaming out, all kinds and shapes of children. Some of them looked familiar from the holostage; but that
was quite adifferent matter, jum had learned. In the flesh, too many children meant trouble.

But then came Mother Artemiswith al the stories on her skirt. The skirts spread, and there leaped a
mountain goat just like the ones that scampered up the cliffs of Scarecrow Hill. Immersed in the sory,
jum forgot al about the extra children.

Suddenly she redlized—where was Brother Rod? She never et him out of her sight, if she could
hdpit.

" 'Jum Ghana," Mother Artemiswas cdlling, "do you understand me? Thisisyour brother Chae, and
your brother T'kun. And here, your little sgter ..." Shewent on naming dl thelittle faces with stupid
fingersin their mouths. But ‘jum was too confused to hear them. The two boys stood there, like two
bright dots. She crossed her eyes, the transform was smple, many bright bars soread evenly acrossa



disk.
"Hey, what's she doing with her eyes?' Squedls of laughter followed.
jlum looked up a Mother Artemis. "Whereis Brother Rod?"

The snakes of Mother Artemiss"hair” swept up to point like aweather vane, jum followed her out
around the dung house to agarden. A huge round creature douched there, near awindow, and Brother
Rod was trying to help Haemum dig it out. The creature stlank worse than the city streetsin summertime.
Creature or tree, or moldering truck tire—whatever it was, it was certainly the most bizarre sight she
could remember, with clouds of insects surrounding it, dighting and flitting up off it again like the many
lightcraft above Reyo. 'jum stood and watched as Brother Rod and Haemum hoisted the thing onto a cart
and droveit off.

Now her god was gone—and Mother Artemiswas unaccountably gone, too. jumwasal aone,
among the children.

"Where you from?"
"Comeon, 'jum; you're my friend."
"No she'snot, she'sa—"

Jum froze, withdrawing into hersalf. She could see the children, but she did not let herself hear their
talk or their nervous giggles. There were two of them, and one behind, and two more beyond the one.
Two triangles with one dot shared—what an interesting pattern.

Someone shoved her on the arm, then ran back giggling to the group, 'jum knew that they were
laughing at her, and that they expected some kind of response. But she never knew any response that
helped. Warily she closed her fist around a pebblein her pocket.

Another child came forward and shoved her harder, grabbing afistful of her shift so that she nearly
fell. That was the worst thing, you learned in the streets of Reyo: Never fall down, because the crowd will
never let you up.

The one who had grabbed her, called T'kun, rushed back to the group amid laughter and scolding,
Jum stared hard at him and focused her aim. Her hand whipped from her pocket, and the stone |egped
out to meet him exactly between thelegs.

T'kun screamed and doubled over. The children scattered, except for an older boy who helped
T'kun away, bawling his head off. Now jum wastruly done, with no companion save the countlessrays
of aforeign dar.

The cart with its ponderous load creaked periloudy behind the spitting llamas. Rod and Haemum
pushed from behind, careful to avoid the llamas aim. Haemum shook her head.

"I don't know why this tumbleround kegps coming back. We never used to get tumblerounds.”

Rod said dryly, "The Spirit sends strange messengers." He wondered about Khral's microzooids.
Wasit just another false darm? On the horizon the enigmatic singing-trees formed a dark band edged
withlight.

"Pomu had awhirr caught in his eye yesterday,” added Haemum. "I found it, and used the correct
procedure to wash it out. | confirmed that baby L'lan has adidocated hip; but | think we can treat that



here"
Rod nodded. Three weeks eft of their “tria period.”

Haemum suddenly stopped and threw her arm around him with such a strong hug that he nearly lost
his balance. "I'm so glad you're home again, Brother Rod. Y ou dways set thingsright.”

After agood hour's trek, Rod hoped they had taken the beast far enough. Carefully they tipped the
cart onits sde and hauled the tumbleround out, taking care not to scrape it too badly. Pain shot through
Rod's back as hetried to ease himsdlf up. Regarding the foul plant-animal, he was struck with a sense of
absurdity. ™Y ou know, Haemum, Khra thinksthat thing isour 'magter.' " And here they were, again,
dumping it out like trash.

"Isit redly?' Haemum gave a puzzled look at the tinking mess asit oozed into the loopleaves. "It
never saysaword."

"It sends microzooids. Thank the Spirit they can't grow in us."

Shedtill seemed unconvinced. "Why would any intelligent thing let all those vermin buzz around it?
Wouldn't it invent bug pills?'

His eyes suddenly focused on the whirrs. For amoment he froze, seeing nothing else but that cloud
of tiny helicoids. Insects carried disease, didn't they? In this case, might they carry messengers? He
wondered what Khra would think.

Asthetwo colonists returned to the compound, Chae came running out to them, his starstone
bouncing around his neck. "Brother Rod, that new girl isin trouble.”

Geodetold him the tory. "She's up to her old tricks again,” the sentient exclaimed, waving two
limbs. His other arms carried two of the babies from Reyo, both filling out wonderfully.

Rod found 'jum in her room, asmal compartment partitioned off the row of beds where the other
children dept, jum sat on her bed quietly, whilethe air filter gently hissed behind her. Her cheeks had
filled out, but her expression held the same sullen stare that Rod remembered so well. * jum, don't you
remember? Y ou can dways call on me. Y ou don't need to hurt people.”

Shelooked away. Rod sighed. To her, this new planet must ssem even stranger yet than Station,
even with al the holo scenes she had viewed.

He picked her up and folded her in her arms, where sherelaxed alittle. " ‘jum, can you tell me
something?' he asked after some thought. He sat with her on the bed and looked into her eyes. "Can you
tell mewhat you would like mogt of dl, indl theworld?’

jum's eyelidsflickered. "1 would liketo count al the rays of the sun.”

The answer surprised Rod, who expected her to ask for her mother or her old home. But then, he
should havefigured. "All the sun'srays, jum? That'satdl order. The sun'sraysareinfinite.”

"Infinite?" Sheturned toward him with interest.
"So many that no one can ever count them all, evenyou.”
Shelooked down asif skeptical. "A transform can measure anything.”

"Y ou know, jum, other things areinfinite, too. Thelove of the Spirit for you, and al of us—that love



isinfinite. We al want to share that love with you, jum.” jum did not seem impressed. Rod sat back on
the bed, thinking. "There are different kinds of . . . infinite numbers" he recaled vaguely from his caculus
class at the Academy. "Y ou could learn about them on the holostage.”

"Redlly? Do we have the holostage here, too?"

So that was what she wanted. "Of course we do,” he promised. "But remember the rules. Y our
brothers and sisters need to get to know you."

Regoining the daily prayers renewed Rod's strength and took his mind off worries that swam deep
as Architeuthis. Over the next few days heimmersed himsdlf in thefield of brokenhearts, weeding
between the rows of golden ringlets that shook and vibrated in the wind, listening to the hum of helicoids
alighting to suck their juices. Then he checked the children's progress with their new lessons on the holo,
and he sorted their finds from the sapphire mine.

"Wefound severa blue-tinted ones, and one deep pink, two-point-three carats." Geode held up
two infantsto burp after feeding.

"Good work," said Rod. "But you know, if you count the time they spend sorting, | wonder if it pays
off. I can earn more working on Khra's project. The children should spend more timein schoal.”

Geode twisted and untwisted ayellow limb. "I've never been able to understand why they can't
make human children learn dl they need in the first month of life. I would think doctorswould have
corrected that by now."

Sentients could not understand; their own thoughts ran so fast, they could live athousand lives at
once, dong with the one they shared with humans. Rod |ooked at Geode curioudy. "What do you do
with &l your freetime? | mean, the part of your mind that's not watching children?'

"Well, sometimes | read literature with Feldspar. We've covered, all the works of poetry of three
planets. Feldspar has good taste, but some terribly wrong ideas—I do set him Straight at times. But lately
I've been too busy."

"Worrying?'
"Busy praying," said Geode smply. "This colony needs dl the help the Spirit can give.”

Hislips parted, but there was nothing to say. He could imagine Mother Artemis, too, praying
incessantly. No wonder sentients made such good Spirit Callers.

The next day Diorite came over, with another small package to "ship quick."

"We'rewaiting to get the lightcraft fixed," Rod told the miner. They really needed to hire a sentient;
they had been getting by on borrowed time. But they had no funds; even with Rod'swagesfrom thefield
lab, it would take months to make a down payment. Somehow, the Spirit would provide. "Weve got a
niceload of crystals, though,” Rod said. " Chae found one that's deep pink, nearly aruby.”

Dioritesghed. "Well, enjoy your luck whileit lasts. Y ou heard the news?"
"What news?'
"Proteus went and bought our whole continent, whirrsand al.”

"Isit that bad for you?' Rod asked sympatheticaly.



Diorite leaned forward and dapped hisknees. "Son, where've you been? | mean the whole
continent. All the nonprofits, too. Y ou've got anew landlord, didn't you know?"

Rod frowned. He knew that Mother Artemiswas checking it out. " The Fold has been trying for
sometimeto privatize colonia management. They think it will be more efficient. But who would want us?
Therésno profitinit.”

"Exactly.” Diorite shook his head ominoudy. "Whatever Nibur wants this continent for, it won't be
good for you or us. He couldn't care about namestones.” He paused reflectively. "1 don't know, though. |
wonder if old Nibur hasn't bought more than he paid for.”

"What do you mean?"
"Did | ever tdl you about the L 'liites from the ship?"
"Didyou find any?' Rod asked quickly.

"Only thosekilled in the crash. But we never found all the bodies. There were tracks leading into the
snging-tree forest. And where the tracks ended—"

"What?'
Diorite's voice sank to awhisper. "They were covered by tumbleround tracks.”

The next morning, as Rod was heading out to exercise the llamas, Geode cdled to him, waving his
limbs excitedly. "Brother, come quick! Our new management is on the holo.”

Thethree Spirit Calers met at the holostage. Mother Artemis and Geode each had a cranky baby in
hand; Rod hoped Haemum and Chae could manage the rest of them for now.

Above the holostage hovered a column of light. Within the light appeared an androgenous Elysian
behind an imposing desk. Before the desk floated a house logo, an ocean wave rolling incessantly toward
the shore.

"Greetings," said the Elysian. "I represent Proteus Unlimited, to whom the Fold has entrusted
management of your Spirit Colony.” Thefigure did not introduce itself persondly. It probably wasa
virtua congtruct, not areal human or sentient. "We have anew plan to improve the quality of your
operation. You will triplethe yield of your staple crops and become a self-sustaining colony.”

Rod wanted to hear more about the colony's rights and expectations under the new system. But the
figure had other concerns.

"We haveidentified anew stefor agriculture,” the figure continued drily, "on the southeast quadrant
of Chiron." Chiron was another continent on the opposite side of the planet. "The Chiron site offers
optima growth conditions for native food crops—indeed, the best to be found anywhere on Iota Pavonis
Three. All of the nonprofit colonieswill relocate there. Y ou will enjoy increased productivity, aswell as
new medical and scholastic opportunities provided by consolidation of colonia communities.”

At first Rod could not comprehend what he was hearing. The ocean wave rolled onin silence, never
crashing.

"Arethere fieldsto hunt zooids?" asked the Reverend Mother. "Is there a sapphire mine?’

"Y ouwill no longer require such siddines. Y our productivity and lifestyle will increase subgtantidly,



thanksto more efficient agriculture.”

Rod found his voice. "Weve invested two decadesin this bit of land. Our charter lasts into the next
century. We can't just be moved.”

Thefigure did not even turn its head. "True, you have a charter. Until now, the Fold has overlooked
your chronic abuses of your charter—removal of ethnic treasures, child labor, smuggling of lanthanide
extractors, to name afew. Y ou would be wise to cooperate with us, and start over with a clean date.”

L anthanide extractors—was that what old Diorite had them carrying up to Station? Asfor therest . .
. Dazed, Rod shook his head.

"What will become of our rescue program?* asked Geode. "Will you sustain our immigrant quota?*

"Theremova of ethnic treasures must cease.” "Ethnic treasures’ meant creeping-ridden orphanslike
Jum; Rod had heard this nationdist line before. But why would the Fold suddenly accedeto it? " Soon,"”
the figure announced, "anew erawill dawn in the settlement of 1ota Pavonis Three."

The Proteus representative at last fell slent, asif expecting questions. But the colonists were |eft
speechless.

"Y ou have one month to settle your affairs; servoswill help you pack for the move. Proteus
Unlimited will cover dl your costs, of course. Good day." The holostage went blank.

Geode waved his blue arms. "The Reverend Father must hear of thiss No more
settlers—impossible”

"That Diorite," grumbled Rod. "How could we have trusted him? Just when we need good crediit,
look whereit putsus.”

The Reverend Mother caught hisarm. "Be careful. We don't yet know the truth.”
"Therestisdl fase. How could Proteus expect to get away with this? The Fold must hear at once.”

Mother Artemis shook her head sadly. "1 wish it worked that way. But | fear the Fold already
knowstoo well."

"But they can't—" Rod stopped himsdlf. Shaking all over, hetried to collect histhoughts. Mother
Artemiswas probably right, he realized with horror. "But how could they do thiswithout... public
hearing? Consultation?' He thought of something. "What did he mean, anew dawn for settlement?”'

"There has been debate, in the Secretariat,” Mother Artemis explained. "Elysum and Vaedon want
more settlements, fast, to keep the L'liites coming here, instead of there.”

"They've always wanted that. So why make us stop adding settlers?’

"I'm not sure,” said Mother Artemis. "They've never really cared for us; our colony istoo smal and
expendve.”

"But how do they plan to settle? Our colony has aways cost the least per settler, of al the colonies
on Prokaryon. Y ou don't suppose the cost of ‘jum's lifeshaping—"

"No," said Mother Artemisfirmly. "Whatever isgoing on, it'sfar bigger than jum, or dl of us. Our
colony isbut aspeck in their eye.”



Geode sad, "We still must inform the Reverend Father of this outrage. At least they can let the
world know."

"The Most Reverend Father will tell usto heed the Spirit and obey worldly authorities." Mother
Artemis sounded oddly hesitant. "And yet, the Spirit does not call me to address His Reverence just

The very hint of adifference between Mother Artemis and the Most Reverend Father was
unthinkable. Rod turned to her, astonished.

"So what shall we do?' asked Geode.
"Pray," said Mother Artemis. "L et us pray together until the next sunrise.”
TEN

At dinner Chaerolled out the steaming kettlesfull of brokenhearts. It wastime at last for Rod to try
to eat them. He spooned some of the palerings onto his plate, where they rested limply. Asheraised a
spoon toward hislips, T'kun grabbed hisarm. "No, Brother Rod; that's not your food!"

Rod smiled and rubbed the boy's head. "It's all right, T'kun. | can eat home cooking now." With a
dozen pairs of eyes on him, now, he had to look brave. He took a spoonful and swallowed. The grains
drenched histongue with ginger, aswell asless palatable tastes of things humans were never meant to
consume.

"Excuseme," Rod said, rising from thetable. "I have to help Gaeawith her lessons before bed.” The
children al had lessonsto finish, numbersto add and capitas of dl the Fold'sworldsto name. Pimaand
Pomu cried when it wastime for their bath. All the while, Rod thought of how they were stuck without
their lightcraft, and the colony faced extinction. He was not a sentient with multitasking capacity, and
amidst such thoughts, it was hard to find room for prayer.

When the last infant was in bed, peace descended. From the sky the rain settled lightly as dways,
until the stars emerged cold and silent, and the red moon glowed. The Spirit Callers stood together and

began their prayer.

"Spirit of al worlds, breath of al breaths,” called the Reverend Mother, her hair tendrils stretching
toward the stars. Beside her Brother Geode watched the sky with arapt expression. "Help usto be
strong in our darkest time. Let hope find us even in the deepest waters, like those glowing fish whose light
shinesforth over the ocean floor. Above al, send us ahundred times forgiveness for those who would do
us harm. For their need of Y ou must be a hundred times greater than our own."

Rod bent his head over his clenched hands. Forgiveness was one thing, but how could he forget? All
of hischildren, to be uprooted yet again from the one real home they had known. Indeed, he thought, he
would have to forgive a hundred times yet, before he could forget. But on and on they prayed, in voice
and song and in stillness, until Rod lost track of time. At last, remembering his human need, the Reverend
Mother sent him to deep.

In the morning Brother Geode was up early as usud, bustling about with the babies, offering milk,
and cooing at baby Qumum. But Mother Artemis herself kept the vigil well past sunrise. She seemed to
have entered another world, like a Sharer in whitetrance.

As Rod helped thelittle ones pull their shifts on and tried to locate their starstones, Pimawaddled
over breathlesdy to announce avistor. Rod went to the door with Gaea clinging to hisleg. Whatever



could he do to save them, he wondered for the thousandth time.

There stood Diorite, hiswiry arm tracing astarsign, the last person Rod wanted to see. Elysians
were bad enough, but it cut deeply that afelow Vaan would let him down.

"It looks bad, Brother, mighty bad," Diorite solemnly intoned. "Y ou know, weve got to have aplan
to face this;, we can't just roll over. We haveto stick together—"

"Enough of your plans" said Rod coldly. "Y ou've gotten usinto enough trouble aready."
"Troublefrom me? I'm as bad off asyou are."

He had to force the words past his disgust. ™Y ou smuggled lanthanide extractors.” He did not even
want Gaea to hear the words.

"Oh, no." Theminer'sfacefel. "I did that only once, months ago. Nobody gets booked for that,
anyhow. I've never sent anything that harmed anyone, no drugs or weapons. What else do they say I've
done?'

Gaeareached inagtently, and Rod finaly picked her up. "It's no matter. Were through.”

"Don't be hasty. Don't you want to know how in the Spirit's name they found out what we sent? Do
you know how illegd that is?"

"Birds of afeather."

"And fools see only fool'sgold!" Diorite took adeep bregth. "Listen, Brother—if we'reto best this
thing, we have to work together.”

"Y ou can tell the Reverend Mother." As soon as he spoke Rod felt ashamed, for he knew what she
would say. His hand sketched agtarsign. "It'sforgotten,” he murmured, his eyes averted. But he would
never again carry the miner's cargo.

Dioritelet out along sigh. "Brother, there's only one thing that can save our homes—only one way
to keep Spirillaout of their hands. Y ou know that?' He leaned forward, hands on hisknees. "The
tumblerounds. Y ou know that's who redlly runsthis place, don't you? They kidnapped the L'liites—and
we're going to track them down and proveit.”

Rod listened, no longer certain whether to believe him or not. "Well, you'd better find out soon.
Proteusiswadting notime."

"Weld better find out, dl right. Because if we don't, and Nibur goes ahead and boils off their
home—there will be hdl to pay.”

Hisjaw fell. "Bail off?'Y ou don't mean—"

"That's just what | mean. Why do you think they're clearing us al out? They're going to 'cleanse
Spirilla”

"Terraform the continent? Impossible.”

"Rumor hasit they've already started, out on the western coast.”

All thefields of brokenhearts, and the singing-tree forests, cooked into soup; dl those living souls.
Who could do such athing? This Nibur Letheshon—what kind of person could he be?



From behind the compound came Mother Artemis, walking dowly asif Hill entranced.
"Excuse me," Rod murmured, and hurried quickly to meet her. They held each other close.
Mother Artemissaid quietly, "I know what we must do now."

"y e

Shewaited for Brother Geode to join them. "First, we will put aone-month appeal on Proteus's
order. We havethat right by law. It will be overruled, but it will buy ustime.”

Geode waved ared limb. "It isour right. Even the Reverend Father would agree.”

"In the meantime—" Mother Artemis paused. "1 will pay acal on my old friend, Verid."

Rod raised an eyebrow. "Verid Anaeashon? The Secretary of the Fold?

"Youwill call her?' Geode exclaimed.

"I will vigit her in person. Sheisnot immuneto the Spirit; shewill hear our cry.”

"I'm sure shewill," said Geode. "V erid has known you forever—and she owes you one or two."

Perhaps there was hope after dl. Rod felt aweight lift from his heart. But Mother Artemis
leaving—that would be hard. " The children—they've never been without you."

"It will bethe hardest thing I've ever done. | will need your prayers.”

The Reverend Mother Artemis booked passage on the next starship scheduled to leave Station.
Diorite sent hislight-craft to carry her up. The sight of the craft, Sgnaling the Mother'simminent
departure, threw everything into chaos, as children wailed and collapsed right and | eft. It was all Rod
could do to keep the littlest ones clear of the landing.

"Peridot, here, at your service," caled the craft. "l just earned my freedom. | got asdary inthe
ninetieth percentile.”

"Congratulations," Rod called out. " And thanks— we're so much obliged—"
T'kun fell down shrieking that his leg was broken, and Mother Artemis had to stay and fix it.

"By Torr," exclamed the lightcraft, "1'd heard human babies keep one busy, but thisis something
d"

Rod watched the rising lightcraft until it was a bright speck in the sky that disappeared into the blue.
At length he turned away, thinking, nothing left but to hope. Haemum and Chae pitched in right away with
the younger ones, changing diapers and bandaging scraped knees. Rod tried not to think about whether
they got their studies done that night.

The daysthat followed fdl into anew routine. Geode led the prayers, and Haemum joined in the
evenings. Harder than ever, they cdled on the Spirit to protect Prokaryon, and to help the Reverend
Mother in her mission; and to open the ears of the Secretary of the Fold.

At times, though, Rod found himsdlf wondering. He had dways relied on Mother Artemisto plan for
the future, just asthe Reverend Father planned for her. Obedience in materia things meant freedom of
the spirit. He had never followed the politics of the Fold Council, let alone the diverse peoples of the



seven worlds. Y et Mother Artemis kept track of events, and finally choseto act "in theworld.” When a
great evil arose, the Spirit called for action.

By day there waslesstimeto think, as everyone took on extrachores. A field needed sowing for
brokenhearts, without Feldspar's help, they would never have managed. In the garden the tumbleround
stayed away, but Rod noticed a couple of snake-egg reporters hovering near the roof. They never sought
an interview, just hung there, eavesdropping. What sort of story were they after? It had been sometime
sncetheir last "human interest” piece; afterward, their craft sales had increased.

jum did well, physicdly, though she had to spend most of her timein the filtered room. She ate the
same bland food pdletsthat Rod used to eat. Rod gave her daily time for math at the holostage, and
Haemum taught her to make tourist dioramas. Shetook to it surprisingly well, pasting cutout zooids onto
backdrops one after another, methodically, asif she were back in the Hyadlite factory.

For his part, Rod tried to eat more brokenheart stew. His stomach held, but the taste till gagged
him. He redlized that al the food on Prokaryon had always smelled to him like glue or cleaning fluid, or
other chemicals not meant to be eaten. But he had figured the lifeshaping trestments would change his
taste buds aswell as hisliver. Now he saw that he might learn to eat Prokaryon food, but he would never
enjoy it. He dreamed of shepherd's pie at the table in the Station lounge.

Onenight he dreamt of Khral. She stood donein the dark, wearing the protective skinsuit which
made her glisten al over like agem. But when he reached out to touch her, the nanoplast dissolved, and
shefdl into hisarms. An indescribable joy flooded through him, asif he had waited athousand yearsfor
adrink of water.

The dream was s0 vivid Rod awoke, sweating dl over and distressed. He had fdlt little need of
women since he joined the order. He had no strong fedling for Khral when they met at Station, though he
enjoyed her friendship. She was nothing like the women he had before, who weretall and blond and
could shoot as sharp as he did. Khral stood barely ameter and a hdf, with asimian stoop; she would not
have met Academy standards. And yet, somehow ... It was nothing, he thought, but he could not deep

again.

The next day three visitors appeared at the holostage, from New Reyo. They woretaars of bright
L'liite colors, and their curls were dyed orange, piled into towering knots.

"We arethe L'liite People's Federation," one announced. "We demand the repatriation of our
catizens”

Rod glanced at Geode. Geode whispered, "It's them— the nationaists. What spirit brings them out
here?'

"l don't know." Rod wished Mother Artemiswere here to address them; she would find the right
words. "Our colonists were adopted legally,” he told the group. "We rescued them from certain death,
and nowv—"

"Rescued?" theL'liiteinterrupted.

"You cal that 'rescueé?’ said another. "Abducting our ethnic treasures and putting them to work?
Mining gemstoneswith child labor?”

TheL'liitein red shook afist at him. "Y ou're covering for those lanthanide miners. That'swhy they
run dl your farming for you. You'reasham.”



Rod nodded dightly. He could see their point. Entanglement with the world—and yet without it, their
colony would have gone under, many times. "We do our best for the children. We teach them their Lliite
heritage, and we raise them asfree citizens"

"Free citizens? With less than two hours aday at school ?* The L'liite sounded scanddized. "We
know— we've been monitoring.”

Hetook a deep breath. "What do you want of us?'
"You heard me," said their leader. "L et our people go."

"Qur children?' For amoment Rod was hopeful. "Would you adopt them?' Much as Rod loved the
children, he could not deny them the chance of traditiona parents. That waswhat jum reglly
needed—her own mother and father, with infinite time to share.

"Y ou're evading the issue. Give back our children— and close down your perverted operation.
Children abducted to be raised by dimwits—imagine."

At that Rod froze. Better slence than what he would have said.

"It'strue,” said Geode earnestly, "we've made some mistakes. Won't you come meet the childrenin
person, and see for yoursalvesif they're happy? Perhaps we can do better."

The L'liite gave the sentient alook of utter disgust. "Happy children—who can never expect to raise
children of their own? We humans can't even give birth on thistoxic world. Get out, and let the Fold
ceanit up for us"

"Well stay on your holostage,” warned the other one. "We're prepared for hunger strike."
Rod bowed dightly and spread his hands. "Good day, Citizens." He turned quickly and lft.

" S0 that's what the snake eggs were after," exclaimed Geode, outside. "I'm sure Nibur put them up
toit."

"Peace, Brother,” Rod warned, sketching astarsgn. "The Spirit save them from their folly."
"Y es, but what about our holostage”? They got a free-gpeech permit to occupy it."

So the holostage was out of order for a day, then the next. No more school time at al, now, thought
Rod. More of the snake eggs came hovering again, thistime to ask what he thought of the witnesses, and
how could he let them starve themselves.

By the week's end jJum was in trouble again. " She wasfine, so long aswe | eft her at the holostage,”
Geode explained. " She behaved for awhile and seemed interested in sorting the crystals.”

Haemum nodded. "I sewed up her pockets to keep her from hoarding them.”

"That was clever." But Rod noticed the dark welts under Haemum's eyes. She worked hersdlf too
hard.

"Jum still keepsto hersdf too much,” Geode went on. " She won't look at another child without
crossing her eyes.

Of course the others make fun of her. And then—" Geode shook his head.



"She hit Pomu'sleg thistime," said Haemum. "He needed three stitches. I'm sorry—I'll watch her
better."

"Y ou can't be with her every minute. Y ou need to rest, Sister. Y ou must; do you understand?”’

"I'mall right, Brother Rod. | just get these headaches— ever since we hauled the last tumbleround.
Y ou know how they smdll. The medical service couldn't find anything, so I'm sureit will get better.”

Rod was silent. Vague fears stirred in him, of what he could not say. "I'll talk to jum.” What were
they to do with her, he wondered. An older child . . . She needed time to hedl; but she was adanger to
others, and no one could watch her every second. If only Reverend Mother were here.

jum sat alone on her bed in her filtered room, more sullen than ever. " 'jum, why?' Rod asked. "Y ou
know therules. Y our brothers and sisters don't want to hurt you. We need to keep each other safe”

"They're stupid." Her voice waslow and grudging asif forced out of her.

"They'refamily. They love you." There was something wrong with this child, Rod thought. She could
not see other people as people.

"They'restupid,” she repested. "Even the holostage is stupid.”
Did she missthe sentient holostage at Station? "Would you like to go back to the clinic?"
‘jJum looked up. "Y es, Brother Rod. Let's go back.”

So shemissed dl their hours together, the two of them at Station, touring the worlds of the Fold.
Rod reached out to clasp her hand. Then he saw on her arms arash was spreading; it must feel
unbearable. It was ardatively mild reaction to something on Prokaryon, but if Haemum's treatment
failed, it might become serious. He should have kept her there at the clinic. But how could dl their other
children do without him?

Suddenly Rod wished he had |eft her to die on Scarecrow Hill. She was half-dead then; aday or
two more would have ended her misery, and never brought the colony the burden of this traumeatized
child. The depth of his own fedling surprised and shocked him. Whatever good he might do wasdll
usdlessintheend, if he could fed such hardness toward one suffering human being.

But the girl wasdive, here; and somehow she had to be dedlt with, aong with the tumbleround and
the defunct lightcraft. A voice from long ago welled up within Rod, the voice of hisold Academy Magter.
He held jJum by the wrists and made her face him. "Listen. Y ou are one of us, and you will live by our
rules. Do you understand?’

Thegirl did not reply. "The sun'sraysare not infinite,” she said a last in adefiant tone. "'l will count
their photons.”

Outwardly Rod carried on as always, but inside he felt forsaken. He needed the Spirit more than
ever, but when he called, his soul heard only emptiness. He was|osing weight on Prokaryon food, and by
day he could think of little else. At night he dreamed of Khra, again and again. It dwaysfelt the same; a
sense of longing and satisfaction, afeding of the degpest joy to become one with her. In the morning he
would awaken, bewildered and remorseful. He prayed for release, but instead found himself looking
forward to the nighttime, while dreading the shame of awakening.

Rod knew he had to talk with someone. He approached Geode, after evening prayers. Overhead
the molten moon awaited the nightly clouds. They'll boil off the continent, Diorite had warned, just like



Prokaryon's moon. It could not happen—must not happen, Rod told himself yet again. But he could do
nothing, without healing himself firgt. "Brother, | have aproblem.”

Geode sighed. "Not the roof again? Weredly can't afford another roof job."

Rod smiled despite himsdlf. "I'll keep the roof tight, never fear. The problem s, | am distracted in my
prayers. My soul strays, and | can't call as| should.”

The sentient's eyestalks twisted and untwisted. " Distracted? Straying? Not you, Brother Rod.
Y ou're dways the one to keep me sraight.”

Taken aback, Rod murmured, "Well, thanks, Brother."

"It'strue. Y ou dways remind me to respect the poorest and least fortunate of our fellow crestures,
even poor servostoo dim to grow sentient.”

"I try my best. But now | fedl. . . empty, somehow, and | long for thingsthat are wrong."

"That'show | fed," said Geode suddenly. "Especidly about Sation; | can't hep imagining al sorts of
ugly fates she deserves, for buying Proteuss servos. Like the old Urulite overlords, most of whom had
smian blood, but it never kept them from owning smian daves.” Heraised two limbs fluttering. " So much
evil fillstheworld, it'shard work to untangle onés sdf. That'swhy | pray dl thetime, without ceasing.
But you are human—you can scarcely manage onetask at atime, let lone saverd. Y ou need timeto
retreat from the world.”

Rod considered this. "A retreat might help. But how could | make the time?”

"Y ou could spend one afternoon, at least, in the wilderness, meeting the Spirit. No, redly; | can
manage for an afternoon.”

The next day, leaving the children settled for the moment, Rod strode out aone acrossthe
brokenhearts. Despite the heat, he wore hisforma robe, to help focus his search. He silently repeated al
the litanies, and tried to open his mind—for what, he was not sure. That was the way to start, he knew:
with unsureness. Only when the mind cracked open its own worldly certainties could aglimpse of light

appesr.

Hewalked steadily beyond thetilled fields, over the windswept reaches tended only by whatever
Spirit filled Prokaryon. The wind brought many scents, of four-eyes and crushed loopleaves, of theriver
that flowed in among the singing-trees. He et hismind run freg, free asthe child he was before he entered
the Academy, the child who used to play with old fossil bones out on Trollbone Point—the bones of the
crestures boiled off before humans came.

He found hismind calling out around him: What are you, you rolling creatures and tangled leaves?
What isyour place in the cosmos? Every form of life that ever was had its day and died, even old
Architeuthis. If someday his children played with snging-tree skeletons, what did it matter? Was
Prokaryon any different? Why wasit so crucia that Mother Artemis convinced the Secretary?

He listened for reply. But no reply cameto hismind; only to his heart, to the part of him that was
beyond reason. For amoment he caught aglimpse of understanding, of why some humans could decide
by logic to bail off aworld. Of course, no logic protected aliving thing, only sheer desire, adesire fed by
the Spirit. He needed the living beings of Prokaryon, absolutely, for al that he could barely est their food.

Thewind rose again, Sghing its assurance. It brought ascent, the very faintest trace, dight but
unmistakable, of glue. Rod stopped. He meant to veer off, to avoid any distracting encounter. Instead, his



feet took him forward again.

The odor increased. Sure enough, the shapeless mass of atumbleround appeared. A whirr or two
dighted on Rod'sarm, never staying for long. His curiosity roseingstently. What could thisthing be, that
sent out itslittle carriers of microsto the winds? To reach other tumblerounds, of course. But what would
they say, if ever those messengers could talk to him? All those times this enigmatic cresture had crept
over to peer in a hiswindow; now, for the first time, here he had cometo vigt it.

Rod's head ached and his eyes siwam. The sun was hot, and the gluish odor overpowering. Hetried
to turn and leave; but he was trangfixed to the spot. His eyesight went blank, turning different colors: first
blank red, then green, then blue. Then mixed hues appeared in rapid succession, until helost track of
them and let out awordless scream.

The hues subsided and lost definition. Now shapes of darkness appeared, asif some unseen hand
weretrying to paint on hisretina. The shapes were tantdizing, yet their sense duded him. After what
seemed forever, adark blur seemed to coal esce and take rudimentary form. The form parted into severa
projecting lines; he counted five. A prime number? Then, in an ingtant, he knew the shape for what it must
be: an outstretched hand.

For just amoment, the wind and field regppeared before his eyes. It was just long enough for Rod
to reclaim his senses and turn to flee across the fields. He did not stop until he reached the compound,
where heleaned on the gate, gasping for breath, his clothes drenched with sweat. An outstretched
hand . . . There could be only one meaning for such asign.

ELEVEN

The Secretariat, the highest authority of the Free Fold, occupied agiant orb of nanoplast that rolled
lazily through space above Elysum, pulsing with amillion urgent signasto and from the seven worlds of
the Fold. Thedaily cyclefor its myriad officers, ambassadors, and petitioners had just reached morning.

Within the brain of Secretary Verid Anaeashon, nanoservoswith their gentle eectromagnetic fingers
were rousing her mind, just as it completed the deep phase of deep. At just the best moment for optimal
menta function, the nanoservos swimming in her cerebrospind fluid nudged her awake.

Verid's eyelids opened. Beside her in bed, beloved Iras was stretching aready, and Verid's kin
vibrated with memory of the evening before.

Their chamber had no windows, of course, buried asit waswithin many levels of shifting nanoplagt.
But morning sunlight poured in nonetheless, asred as one could imagine. The front of the room filled with
butterflies, multicolored heliconians, flitting and hovering above lush green foliage. For centuries Verid
had begun her day watching these brilliant evanescent creaturesin their garden, contemplating her own
fete

But she had along day ahead. The butterflies soon receded, and her day's agenda hovered above
her eyes, thefirgt of ten thousand-odd items priorities by her nanoservos.

Irass arms sneaked behind her back and cupped her breasts.

"You distract me, dear." Nonetheless Verid did not pull away. The cerebral nanoservos captured
"yes' and "no" from her thoughts as her eyes scanned thelist. Activistsfor smian rights on Urulan—yes,
meset them firg, dthough she could offer little more than publicity. The samefor the sentient rights
activigs. Vadan and Bronze Skyan trade talks on "stable" nanotechnology—yes, but later on, to avoid
awkward juxtaposition. Prokaryon: update on privatization, and on that mysterious di sease outbreak.



Illegals from L 'li—that crisswould take the rest of her morning.

By now Iras had withdrawn to attend to her own list from Bank Helicon, reviewing her portfolio and
seeking new prospectsto cultivate. Meanwhile the bedcl othes had shrunk themsalves away, and a
cleansing chamber had molded itself out of thewall. Verid roselightly, her Elysan musclesin perfect
shape as they had been since her birth in the shon, the genetic nursery where dl Elysianswere reared.
The cleansing chamber bresthed amit that settled in droplets dl over her, full of molecular sortersthat
dissolved waste substances while leaving hedlthy epidermd oils behind. By the time her skinwasdry, the
bed had been transformed to a semicircular lounge, with atable thrust up from the floor, holding atray of
flower cakes.

A fresh talar floated onto her shoulders and molded itself down her body. From the lounge, Iras
looked up at her, her blond hair floating luxuriantly above the butterflies cascading down her talar. "lsan't
your list done?" She could tdll from Verid's expression that thelist till hovered in her mind.

"Almost." Verid knew how Iras vaued thistime, the one meal of the week they spent done together,
for dl other breakfasts were meetings, and state dinners were hopeless. But Verid never failed to scan
her last nine thousand listings, mostly would-be petitionersfor one cause or another, despite her
assstant's efficient shunting of them to appropriate departments. Yes, yes, yes. . .

Artemis. The Reverend Mother Artemis, a creditless cleric from an orphan colony on that
debt-ridden colonid world, priority number 9,352.

From within her head, the nanoservos generated avoice. "Where do you place item 9,352,
Secretary?

"Thismorning," shetold them. "Jugt after the sentient rights group.”
"Very well. May we be ingtructed for future reference?"

"Y ou couldn't have known." Mother Artemis had no officia standing to see the Secretary, and
whatever she needed, Verid could do even lessfor her than for the others. But her centuries-old
memories of Artemiswould never fade.

At last she sat beside Iras, whose hand reached to hers. "Arethe trade talks that bad?"
"Not too bad." Thetalks were completely stalled.

"Y ou look down about something.” Irastasted a cake. Her blond hair fairly glowed in the morning
light. "Y ou ought to be more happy. Y ou're only the most powerful person in the Fold.”

"And loved by the most beautiful woman.” Verid smiled. "Don't write me off yet; my Find Home can
wait." An unusua number of prominent aging Elysians had chosen their Find Homethisyeer.

Iras |ooked thoughtful. "My old shonsb Kerdiswent, after nearly seven centuries. 1'd seen the
warning signs, the last decade; he kept having more and more of his old memories erased. ..."

Verid shuddered. It was a dangerous habit for Elysians to have painful memories removed. Not that
she had never felt tempted to give up the centuries-old longing for lost friends. But the more one erased,
theless one's own life remained. To end one's salf had once been theworst crimein Elysium; today, it
was far too easy. "Iras," she said suddenly, "you must be looking forward to your trip to Prokaryon.”

"Definitdy." Iraswas heading out with Nibur to atend the "Opening” of cleansing the Prokaryan
continent. It was mainly for show, of course, just aspout of steam from the sky; the real work would



exclude spectators. "Wheat afascinating world—all those little creaturesrolling aong.”
"That'swhy you're wiping them out.”

"Just the one continent.” She gave Verid acloselook. ™Y ou did say the Proteus|oan was okay. Y ou
could have said no."

"Someone had to doit." After two centuries of development, Prokaryon was afinancial disaster. All
the research that went into that ecosystem, and the lifeshaping of the colonigts, and till only children and
sentients could live there. The planet drained precious resources from the Fold, resources needed to fight
the plague on L'li and support the shaky economies of Urulan and other worlds. Another century more,
and things might look different. Even another decade—Station assured Verid that full human colonization
was just around the corner. But how far was that corner? The patience of the Fold had worn thin.

Something had to be done, before they voted to smply give up and terraform the whole planet,
zooidsand dl. If Nibur cleansed one continent, it would at least buy time for the rest. Unlessit only
hastened the rest. She sighed. "Take care of yoursdlf, dear. There's an outbreak of some sort at Station."

Iraslaughed. " So that's what you're worried about. Never fear; we don't get sick.” Elysians, with
their augmented immune systems, took the view that microbia illnesswasfor mortals.

Verid watched Iras speculatively. Connect, connect, she thought ingtinctively. Y ou know, desr, I've
found something to interest you. Another descendant of Raincloud's.”

"Redly?1've accounted for dl but three." A word to the room, and Raincloud hersdlf strode forth
full-size on the holostage, her dark face bold beneath her orange coils of hair, her amsraised inamartial
arts stance. Raincloud had been amorta friend of Iras's, some two centuries before. An emigrant from
Bronze Sky, Raincloud had settled among the Sharers. Iras kept track of all her descendants, visiting and
recording them, and bestowing favors. "Whereis her descendant?'

"On Prokaryon. A Sharer lifeshaper with aresearch lab on Mount Anaeon.”
"A Sharer lifeshgper? On the Spirilla continent?' Iras frowned. "Y ou're up to something.”

Verid returned her look innocently. In fact, she had sought long and hard to make Iras " connect”
with Prokaryon.

"We haveto do something,” Irasreminded her. "Else those L'liite shipswill just kegp coming.”

In her receiving room, complete with real oak desk and bookshelves, Verid whispered her last notes
on the sentient rights activigts. They had shown shocking evidence of sentient machinesheld in virtua
davery, prevented from claiming their freedom, forbidden even to think theword 1. Of course, everyone
knew these factories existed, and even they would look insignificant compared to Nibur's Proteus, which
eliminated sentience dtogether. But at least her brief hearing would keep the factsin the public eye.

"The Reverend Mother Artemis of the Sacred Order of the Spirit," prompted the nanoservosin her
brain.

Mother Artemis glided into the room, trailed by three snake eggs at about eye level. They had to
havetheir thirty seconds.

"Artemis,”" Verid exclamed, grasping her hands, and the sentient's snakes of hair stretched toward
her. "1t's been decades, hasn't it?"



"Too many." Thefaceworeits brightest smile, and her starsign shone on her neck. "But you did well
for the nanas; you kept your promise.” The "nanas' were the caregiversfor al Elysan children. Their
freedom had required tough negotiations.

"So did you," Verid reminded her. "Without you, who knows? We might still be a the table! But
you left the nursery—to found your own at afar star. Now, what brings you from your children?!

"I missmy babies," Mother Artemis admitted. "But now, | fear for their lives.”
"Thetrandfer of your colony—hasit gone wrong?'

"It must not happen! Our children have devoted our livesto cultivate this plot of land, and now they
areto berooted out?’

"It'sonly been afew years" Verid pointed out reasonably.
"For children, that isther entirelifetime. And for our nonhuman hogts, who knows?"

Verid's eyebrows shot up, and the snake eggs came forward. "Nonhuman intelligence has yet to
show itself." The standard line, she had repeated for decades.

"Those tumblerounds looking in a our windows, they'reintelligent. Everyone knowsit, evenif our
scientists can't proveit." Mother Artemisraised her hands. "How can you immolate an entire continent of
our hogs?'

Verid waved away the snake eggs, enough was enough. Then she sank hersdlf into achair.

Artemisdid not sit down, but shaped her nanoplast downward to meet Verid'sleve. "It'sbeen a
longtime, Verid."

"Toolong," Verid agreed. "The sentient rights movement till needsyou.”

"What more can | do?' Mother Artemiss voice was low. "Today, even Station herself buyslost
soulsfrom Proteus. It'sadisgrace.”

Verid nodded understandingly. She had watched the wedlthier sentients gradually ape their former
masters. No wonder the Reverend Mother had gone back to raising babies.

"And you?' Mother Artemis demanded. "Y ou yourself founded Prokaryon. How can you give up
this precious world now?'

"I'mtrying to saveit," Verid sghed. "Put to avote, the Fold would transform the whole planet
tomorrow. One continent—that's a compromise." Compromise, the story of her life.

"But why makeit eeser?’

"It'sadangerous game,” Verid admitted. "But it does buy time. The Fold representatives can tell
their home worlds they made aplacefor the L'liites, yet they still saved the planet.”

"The Sharerswill protest.”

"Another falen ship from L'li will slencethem.” The Sharersthemsel ves were an endangered
minority, though their ideas had spread through the Fold.

The starstone at the neck of Mother Artemis seemed to sharpen. "Citizen Anaeashon,” she



exclamed. "Where are our rights—therights of the settlers, citizens of the Fold? Whereis our contract?’
"Y ou have your rights, but you depend on usfor your upkeep, especialy your newest settlers.”

"Our settlershave dl been lifeshaped. Even without new colonigts, we can manage on our own. Set
usfree"

Verid raised an eyebrow. "No new colonists? That'sjust the problem: Wherewill dl the L'liites
emigrate?’

"Therewon't be any more emigrantsin afew decades. The cregping will seeto that.”

Agtonished, Verid looked at her hard. ™Y ou areright. In another generation, L'li's billionswill
actudly begin to decline, and the survivors will experience labor shortage. The desperate shipswill end.
But afew decadesisalong time, for mortals. Besides," she added quietly, "no officid wantsto admit that
we're actudly going to stand back and let the plague do itswork."

"l am but an atom in the breath of the Spirit. | have never claimed to do more than dry the tears of a
few children. If another billion die beyond my reech, & least | have shared what | can.”

"And I'm trying to save what | can of your world,” said Verid. "One continent buystimefor therest.
Isthat so wrong? Every planet survivesits disasters.”

"Yourewrong. You miscaculae.”
IIRaly?l

The sentient moved closer. " Surdly you know Prokaryon's minera wedth. Titanium, auminum, let
aonethe gold. Metdslong gone from the crusts of other worlds. And the gemstones—you know what
mortalswill do. You've seenit on Vaedon."

Thiswastrue. Elysans cared little for solid objects; they prized the protean ddights of the virtud.
But mortals were different. "There could beagold rush,” Verid admitted. "I can't rule the future.”

"Y ou can hep usfight.”

Verid met her gaze. Then her chinftilted afraction. "If | put ahold on your colony, the otherswill call
it favoritism.”

Mother Artemis spread her hands. "Verid, | ask you: Hold usall. All of the colonies on Prokaryon.
They dl are suffering aswe are.”

"Mogt of them have aready bought the promise of better land.” Verid rose from her seet, her talar
swishing around her legs as she strode to the holostage. From the light emerged alandscape, the land of
Prokaryon. Land of any sort was amystery to Verid, who dwelt from birth in acity floatingon a
shoreless sea. But Prokaryon, with its unending rows of arch-shaped trees and its legthery rolling
inhabitants, was amystery beyond imagining. "So thisisyour land,” she mused, adding a Sharer proverb,
"'Land clamsthe dead." "

"Theland of Prokaryon is our death and rebirth.”

The Secretary sighed. "I'll put ahold on your transfer.” Iraswould be incensed, sheredized. "But be
warned, Nibur will force you out, one way or another.”

"Weknow. Thank you, Verid, from the depth of my soul.”



On the holostage, something had emerged out of the Prokaryan forest. One of the arching trees was
not quite atree. It had no fixed roots, Verid saw, only temporary roots extending forward and back, to
gradualy pull itself over. A mess of tendrils bearded it, clouded by insects. "Isthat it, Artemis?' That
verminous creature, the master of Prokaryon?

Mother Artemis sketched agtarsign. "The Spirit donewill tell.”

Verid watched the creature keenly, committing every detail to memory. "When the master awvakes
and needs reckoning—send for me then.”

The Proteus was coming out of itslast fold hole. Nibur had a private accel eration compartment for
himsdlf and Banga. Theretriever panted quietly, accustomed to the nanoplagtic restraints that shielded
him and his master from the centripeta force as the ship spun down the hole through the space fold. At
last the restraints dissolved, indicating they had cleared the hole. Nibur rubbed Banga behind the ears,
and the eager tail brushed hisarm.

Now he wasimpatient to hear from his staff about progress on Prokaryon. His staff called in, not as
walrustoday, but as angelfish, hislatest variation on the ocean of Proteus. "Isthe Opening on schedule?!
On aremote uninhabited idand off the western coast of Spirilla, the first steam would pour in. Of course,
they had tested the white-hole connection aready, in secret, two months before. Severa delegates had
wanted to see that before the vote.

"Thewhite-holelink is set, and the water pump isup.” Energy from the white hole would vaporize
water pumped from the ocean, which would swiftly cleanse some hundred square kilometers.

"Excdlent,” hetold thefish. "And how are thelocals— al moving on?'

"The Three Forks bauixite miners are winding up operations on schedule.” Thefish blew wide
bubbles, itslong parti-colored finstraling. "But Colonid Corundum isgtaling. They claim the wrecked
L'litesare dill dive; they say they found tracks.

"Tracks? Of dead L'liites? What do they take usfor? Tell them to cut it out, or we'll send the Fold
evidence of their misdemeanors.”

The fish bubbled, "The Mount Anaeon research lab il failsto respond.”

"Well send in the octopods.” No naked Sharer was going to make afool of him. The Fold required
preservation of al ecological research, but his patience had grown thin. Nibur watched the ever-shifting
swirls of foam wend across the sand at hisfeet. He wastired of ocean, he redlized. It wastime to fashion
something new of Proteus, something to stimulate the senses afresh. What should it be? Thefiery
landscape of Bronze Sky? Or the green hills of VVaedon, with their cliffsfull of ancient bones?

"One last colony remains, on alast-minute hold order from the Secretariat.”
"What?'
"The so-called Spirit Colony."

Nibur was puzzled. What could Verid be up to, with thislast snag? If sheintended to hold him up,
her attempt was vain indeed. He would ask Iraswhat she knew of it.

Iras soon emerged from her own compartment. Her train was bundled behind her, the easier to
disembark. As Nibur joined her, half adozen octopod servos emerged to defend them from any attack
or contagion. Elysansdways brought protection, outsde their idyllic home world.



"l trust my ship served you well, Shongb," Nibur said.

"The smoothest trip | ever made.” Irass hair flowed down the butterflies of her talar, every strand in
place. "'l should travel more often.”

Nibur amiled. Iraswas known for her reluctance to leave the comforts of Elysum.
"All st for the Opening?' Iras asked.

"A new beginning for Pavonis Three"

"Y ou certainly wasted no time."

"It'sbest thisway," Nibur said. "Like taking down a historic building—once the first corner goes, no
more protest.” The docking was taking longer than it should, because of new quarantine regulations.
Mortals and their sckness—they should manage their bodies better. "While we're waiting, perhaps you
can explain to methislittle problem with the so-called Spirit Colony?!

Irasfrowned. "Verid'slagt gesture. What's amonth extra?'
He nodded politely.

"Thereisanother matter, in fact, which may prove more, shal we say, sgnificant?' Irasamiled. "The
diversity score you reported for Spirillas ecosystem: one-point-five on the scale of oneto ten, am |
right?'

He nodded. "The equivdent of commercid farmland.”

"That was the average score, Shongb. But you never mentioned those smdll regions whose species
diverdity scoreseight or nine. The eastern mountains, for instance.”

Nibur shrugged. "Prokaryon's masters must have their own nature preserves.”
Iraslooked at him with interest. "Do you believe in the hidden masters?

"l enjoy agood fantasy aswell as anyone. Actualy, my saff iswell aware of the mountain diversity.
We are sampling al speciesfor transplantation.”

"Nonetheless, Shongb, I'd like to take alook at this ... nature preserve. Mount Anaeon, to be
precise. There's a Sharer research lab.”

"Asyou wish." Inwardly Nibur swore to himself, much annoyed. He had promised Irasto show her
anywhere, betting that her soft city habits would keep her to well-charted ground. "If we lose an octopod
down adliff, we can always produce more."

"Precisaly. Now, if you'll excuse me, | must freshen up before we face the snake eggs.” Iras|eft, her
taar unfolding behind her.

Nibur shrugged. After al, he did need to check the relocation of that laboratory. And while there, he
could be seen supervising species collection.

Then it dawned on him. Of course—Mount Anaeon would be the next incarnation of Proteus.
Sheer mountains, full of eegant arching trees and quaint rolling creatures to embody his messengers. An
esthetic challenge beyond compare.



"Newsjust comein,” caled an angdfish. " Solaris Sunracer sold itslast lanthanide Steto Aldaran.”
Aldaran was owned by aVdan house, controlled by an Urulite holding company owned in secret by
Proteus. "We've reached fifty-one."

Fifty-one percent. Euphoriafilled him likeadrug. A continent was nothing; Nibur now owned a
controlling interest of al holdings on Prokaryon. In effect, he owned the world. And he could show al the
Fold that when the last Prokaryan |andscapes dissolved, they would not vanish— they would be
immortaized.

TWELVE

After the strange encounter, Rod's head ached for the rest of the day, but no "visons' returned. He
wanted to tell Khral, but now he doubted his own motives. Besides, what would it sound like—atired
man'svison in the sun. Everyone knew the tumbleround smell affected the brain. But their microzooids
could not infect humans.

In the morning the floor of the kitchen was soaked from aleak in the roof. So he climbed up to
check the roof, then spent an hour preparing dried ring fungus to use for repair. Chae helped him chop it
into small pieces, then add water with aspecia powder that made them like paste. He then climbed
carefully up the ladder to apply the paste to the cracks. In the sunshine, the paste would harden as
impervious as concrete.

Overhead, far above the roof, avast flock of scarlet helicoids came migrating westward. Rod
paused, overcome by the sght of tens of thousands of the whirling creaturesthat filled the sky to the far
horizon. All the beauty of this land could be wiped out, at the whim of humans light-years avay. Mother
Artemis must have met with the Secretary by now. He hoped for a neutrinogram, but the holostage was
still occupied by the protesters from New Reyo.

"Brother," hailed Geode from below. "Come quick to the holostage. It's Sara.”

"Saral? How did she get through?' The L'liites must have left, thank the Spirit. But whatever could
Sarai want of him, Rod wondered as he descended the ladder with care. "Keep the paste wet, Chae," he
told the boy waiting dutifully below.

Geode kept adiscreet distance from the holostage, for Sarai unnerved him. In the column of light the
unclothed Sharer could be seen pacing back and forth, her breasts swaying. She seemed even more
agitated than usua. "How dare you tie up your holostage and refuse me.”

"It was hardly our choice," Rod told her. "We're glad our visitorsfindly had enough.”

"I had to pull medicd privilege" Saral glared a him. "It'snot fair,” she exclamed. "My competitor
has dl kinds of help in her work—and what have | got? Nothing.”

It took Rod amoment to realize she must bereferring to Khral. "It'strue," he agreed carefully.
"Khrad works at Station, with many collaborators.”

Saral stopped and stared straight at him. "You help them, too. Y our colony sends you to collect
their samples. Why can't you send me an assistant for achange?’

For amoment he returned her stare. Then he looked down. "We are forever in your debt, Sarai,” he
told her, thinking of Gaearunning, her precious legs heded. "'l would help you if | could. But now we
face. .. hardships.

Brother Patella has yet to return, and for atime we have lost our Reverend Mother. | can't possibly



be spared to help you; nor Khral either.”

"It'snot you | need. | need someoneintelligent.” She waved ahand impatiently, then gave avery
fiercelook. "That girl, the one you brought last time."

He stared again. "Y ou mean 'jum?"
"That'sright."”
"Impossible” said Rod curtly. " jumisachild. She needs proper rearing.”

Saral threw up her arms, and the webbing flashed between her fingers. "I knew it! | knew the one
time | asked you Spirit Callersfor something, you'd say no. After al I've donefor you." With that, the
hol ostage went dark.

Shaking his head, he turned to Geode. "Can you imagine?’
The sentient folded up hislimbs. "Well, | don't know."
Rod frowned. "What do you mean?"

"l mean, well—we might consider it, that'sdl. After al, were short-handed, you and I. We could
send her there until Reverend Mother returns.”

"Send achild to that mad Sharer?' Rod was nearly speechless. "How could you?Y ou never liked
jum inthefirs place; you wanted to leave her on that hill—" He stopped, shaking. "I'm sorry,” he said
weeily.

"No, you'reright. | don't take to older children; I'm not so good with them. | know the babies; | can
hold them, and feed them milk. Whereas| just don't know how to . . . feed jum.”

"Nor do1," Rod admitted, ‘jum now spent al day aonein her room, making figureswith sticksand
pebbles. The other children kept their distance. At times, Haemum seemed to reach her, but Haemum
had no more time. Nor had Rod the time for the hours of one-on-one attention the precocious child
craved. Those L 'liite hunger-strikers—if only one of them cared enough to adopt her.

Geode said, "Why not ask ‘jum hersdf? Shelistensto you."
Rod gaveagrim amile. "Well see”

Hefound 'jum gitting on thefloor, amid an array of little sticks arranged in intricate triangles and
sguares. She seemed absorbed by someinterna calculation, and he had to cal her name twice before
shelooked up. "I have something for you to think about, jum." Hetried to hold her gaze. "Do you
remember Saral, the.. . . lifeshaper, the one who cured Gaea?'

Jum nodded.
"Would you like to go and stay with her?’

At this, 'jum nodded, her chin raising and lowering asif her whole body nodded, too. Surprised,
Rod felt dightly hurt. "I can't stay therewith you," he warned.

"l know."

Hetilted hishead. "Why, Jum?' He recalled how Sarai took to the child, intrigued by her grasp of



numbers. The pair had much in common—perhaps too much. "What isit you like about Sarai ?'
Jum seemed to struggle for words. "Sarai lives ... on ahigh place. | belong there.”

There was no question of taking 'jum on athree days journey to the mountains, leaving Geode to
manage aone. They had to cdll for help fast, in casethe L'liites tried to reoccupy the holostage. Diorite's
newly sentient lightcraft would have hel ped out, but instead Rod found himsdlf calling the research |ab.

Theimage of Khra coalesced on the holostage. Rod suppressed his sharp delight at seeing her,
afraid she might seeinto him. But she greeted him the same as ever. "Oh yes! Rod, are you ready to help
out in thefield again? We made some fascinating observations of tumblerounds, but the work could go
fagter.”

Recdling his encounter, he shuddered. "I wish | could, but were short-handed until the Reverend
Mother gets back." The dreams meant nothing, he told himsdlf. And yet his pulse raced with fedings he
should not have. "Those microzooids that live in the tumbleround—you're sure they can't infect humans?'

Khra shook her head. "Still no sign of that."

"Youwill let meknow if you. . . find out anything? | mean, if the tumblerounds are dangerousin any
way, we ought to know."

"Of course, I'd let you know. But redlly, you've had those beasts around for years, haven't you?”'

"That'sright. But thisyear, the tumblerounds seem . . . different. Asif somehow they've awakened.
And their smell can knock you out.”

"Redlly. Their secretions do contain psychotropic agents, but Prokaryan biochemistry often
produces those by chance. Come up and hear the latest, when you can. Quark will be glad to pick you

up.”
"Actualy, if Quark isn't too busy, he might take us back to Mount Anaeon.”

"To Sara? Thank goodness,” she exclaimed. "Saral hasn't ooken to me since | told her we'd gotten
the microsto grow. | tried to flatter her asbest | could, but she absolutely went berserk. She thinks|
stole her data” Khral shook her head. "Now shell have to see you. Maybe shell reent and let Quark
give her those srainsthat findly shipped in from Science Park.”

So the child called 'jum was brought to the brow of Mount Anaeon and |eft there, within the tunnels
of Sarai'slaboratory. As Sarai watched the child, she found hersdlf thinking and fedling things she had not
fet for many ayear. To be sure, the L'liite child was pitifully foreign, not aweb between her fingers, and
small for her age. But her eyes were bright and keen; they did not missanook in the cavern, between the
leaves of secretory plants with reagents dripping dowly, nor amidst the touch pads and speaker points of
the VVaan-built holostage. Sarai's own daughters had once looked the same.

Her daughters, and her beloved Aisha; for amoment the memory was too terrible to live through.
Sarai fdt hersdf dip away, into whitetrance. Her fingersturned whitefirg, then her limbs, asthe
breathmicrobesin her skin bleached white, and her blood concentrated within her critica organs, leaving
just enough circulation to keep her dive. Aisha, and their daughters. Long after the day the
storm-maddened seas had swallowed them, they dwelt there ill, somewhere below the ocean deep.
Saral had fled that ocean; she had flung herself as many light-years distant as she could, even burrowed
into stone. Y et the ocean remained, inside.

Now, outside hersdlf, she could not ignore thisforeign child, who had shared her will to come. The



child was divein thisworld and would share her care. So Sarai returned dowly to theworld of theliving.
Sowly shedtirred, flexing her fingers and stretching the webs, till pae. It occurred to her that this child
might never have shared sight of white-trance before, living among those ignorant clerics. But the child sat
watching, her eyeswide but cam. Sarai regarded her approvingly.

"Ushum," she whispered, softening the child's name into something the ocean might have spoken.
The poor thing was covered with eczema; whatever were those clericsthinking? Saral clucked at a
clickfly, who called over saverd of its Sstersto dight upon the child and deposit secretions to soothe her
skin. "Sit ill, Ushum, until the click-flies are done; they will clear your rash.” Her eyes narrowed. "It's
about time you came,” she added curtly, afraid of too much tenderness. "1 need help with my work;
there's so much data to collect. And something tells me you'd be good at counting photons.”

The child nodded. "All the photonsin theworld.”

Saral felt her pulse quicken. After so many years struggling on her own, it was a heady experienceto
find someone who might share the excitement of her work without stedling it. That Khral, for instance,
with her tricky sentient friends. What afool Sarai had been to send them her precious microzooids. After
al the trouble she had goneto, al the mixtures she had tried, Sarai had stumbled by chance on just the
right proportions of zooid and phycoid that her little Ssterlings needed to grow. She was sure those
stupid scientists would never get it, and would have to beg her for the recipe. Instead, with al their fancy
machines, they tried tumbleround flesh—and it worked. And that Khral had the gdll to call her and brag
about it.

That Rod was atrickster, too. He still looked and sounded like a Guardsman for al that he joined
the clericsto raise ther orphans. She would not trust him until he bore his own child.

But what terrified her most was the children. All her lifeshgper'singtinct and training made her unable
to refuse care of asick child. If the clerics ever found that out, she would spend the rest of her days
tending one child or another.

"Wadl, Ushum, let's get to work. Y ou're not hungry or deepy now, are you?' Children were subject
to such things, sherecalled. But jum shook her head and rose expectantly, her smdl travel bag lying
forgotten among the vines dong the cavern wall.

Sara cdled to her holostage, amachine of no intelligence, only rudimentary interactive powers. The
usua column of light obligingly appeared, displaying severa ring-shaped objects brightly colored. "I've
grown these microzooidsin culture for several months now." Not from singing-trees—nor from
tumblerounds either. From where, Sarai could not yet bring herself to say; she only shuddered at the
thought. "In thisrecording, each cdll ismagnified amillionfold. They al glow different colors, don't they?"

jum peered at the magnified microzooids, her neck outsiretched like ahummingbird Sipping nectar.
One plump little ring was pink, and a pae blue one even rounder, and another one turquoise. " Those two
look the same," 'jum said, pointing to the turquoise, and to aring that lay farther off across the holostage.

"Exactly! Thosetwo cells are the same color. And now, astime passes, what happens?”’

Gradualy the colors changed, some greener, others bluer, until at last al the ring-shaped cellswere
turquoise.

"Now let's replay that sequence, more dowly." At Sarai's command, the holostage reset the
microzooidsto their origina colors, with playback rate decreased athousandfold. On thistime scale, the
little rings no longer glowed steadily; they pulsed. ™Y ou see?' exclaimed Saral. "They emit little bursts of
photons—in prime numbers.”



"Five...seven...twenty-three" 'jJum counted.

"Those are the easy ones," Saral warned. "I've counted up to twelve hundred forty-nine. The
numbers must mean words or |etters of some sort. My theory isthat the rings share the same color to
talk to each other. Likethelittle nanoservoswe send into your bloodstream to fix your genes: They
have to share sgnasto coordinate their work, right?

jum thought this over. "What istheir work?"

Saral shuddered. "Not like nanoservos—not at al." How Khral and Rod and al the rest of them
would faint if they knew. "Well find out what they're up to, perhapstoo late," shesad grimly. "I'll tell
you, Ushum, where| found these ssterlings; but you mustn't tell anyone. They were—"

"Priority cdl," interrupted the holostage. " Please stand by for priority cdl.”

Startled, Sarai glared at the holostage. "How dare you interrupt my work? | take callswhen |
please. The next time you—"

"Priority cal," the stage repeated. "Y ou refused our callsfor two weeks, so awarrant was
obtained.”

A deep roaring sound of water filled the air. Above the holostage awave of ocean rolled, agiant
ravening curl of water such aswas never seen on shoreless Shora. The curl grew smal, reduced to a
mere symbol hovering before amassive desk. Behind the desk sat an Elysian creature, whether female or
mae-freak, none could tell. It faced Sarai, apparently undeterred by her ook of cold fury.

"Greetings," said the creature. "Asyou recal, | represent Proteus Unlimited, to whom the Fold has
entrusted management of your research facility. Y our work is most important to the Fold, and Proteus
will transfer your project to an advanced, state-of-the-art facility under construction on the southeast
quadrant of Chiron."

"Flying fish turds," Sarai exclamed in Sharer."Y ou will do no such thing. Get off my holostage.
For that matter, get off my planet.”

The creature was unperturbed. "We will provide you with al necessary assstance to preserve
va uable equipment. Our chief executive, Citizen Nibur Letheshon, will personaly supervisethe
operation, along with our species-preservation program. Please prepare for our arrival thisweek."

"l said, you will do no such thing." Saral reached for the main power switch. "And you can tell your
male-freakish master that if he ever setsfoot on thisworld, he will never leave alive."

THIRTEEN

Asthe days|engthened into "summer,” the nightly rain clouds gathered earlier to shorten the day's
heet, and satellites reported the usud shift of magjor wind systems, bringing cooler air farther south. Rod
wondered, how did those tumblerounds control the weather? At a safe distance he watched them, but
thelazy plant-animals showed no sign. The four-eyes grew more duggish and spent more time by the
river, whilein the garden the red loop pods twisted and ripened. Children complained of the heat, though
to Rod it felt barely warmer than Prokaryan winter, nothing like the scorching summers of Vaedon.

What would "the masters' do when their continent was boiled off?

Rod made himsdlf watch the holo broadcast of the Opening of the "cleansing” of Spirilla. The event
was attended by representatives from Vaedon, Bronze Sky, and L'li, and the mysterious Elysian director



of Proteus Unlimited, Nibur Letheshon. Resplendent in their ceremonid talars, they offered stirring words
and bad music, astheir satellite hovered above the first land to be "cleansed.” Anidand off the western
coast, an aeriad view showed two stripes of forest. Rod wondered what Elk would say for his
snging-trees. And Khra—but Rod could not let himsdf think of her.

Beside the holostage, Brother Geode saw Rod clenching and unclenching hisfigts. His eyestalks
lowered. "Y ou know, Brother, we don't redlly have to watch this."

"It's better to know." Knowledge was better than ignorance—it was never too late to learn. "We
can pray for them.”

Geode began the stlandard litany of the Spirit. Love only truth, desire only grace, know only
Spirit. . . . The prayers expanded to include dl the zooids, large and small, and the hapless singing-trees,
and, abovedl, dl the participantsin thisterrible project that unfolded before them.

Abovetheidand, high in the stratosphere, awhite whirlwind gppeared. It was atunnel through a
spacefold, directed from the sun Iota Pavonis. The sun's heat poured through, turning the whirlwind into
aswirl of flame. The flames reached downward as afountain projected from the ocean. It met the
fountain with aroar, creating steam that rained down upon the idand. Soon the steam envel oped the
idand, tactfully obscuring the fate of the landscape.

Rod felt his heart pounding; he could barely move. Geode's blue limb snaked around hisarm.
"Peace, Brother. Weve done al we can; it'sthe will of the Spirit.”

Histhroat was swollen so he could barely swalow. The Spirit should grant me a world, he had
demanded once. Now he was|osing the one world he had.

"Successl" Nibur Letheshon spoke with authority, with al the kind assurance of a Spirit Father.
"Thisis, of course, only the beginning. Inland, across the continent, cleansing will probe deep benegth the
crust, generating magma chambersto thrust the steam upward." Vol canoes and geysers throughout the
fields—the terrain would become unrecognizable. " The cleansing will continue over the next Prokaryan
year, reducing the native biota by ninety-nine percent. Then wewill seed the crust with thermophiles,
microbesthat live at Seam temperature. The thermophileswill convert dl the moleculesin the soil to
forms compatible with human physiology, while outgrowing the few native organismsthat remain.”

Bronze Sky, Rod remembered. All of Bronze Sky had been terraformed thisway. The resulting
vulcanism had colored its sky for centuries.

"Inthe next stage, we inoculate the land with phase-one human-compatible life-forms, including
mosses and lichens, anndid worms, and—"

"Brother Rod,” caled T'kun from outside. "Thereés avistor at the door. Hurry.”

Rod |eft the holostage, closing the door behind him to avoid the children seeing such unsettling sights.
But how much longer could he shidd them? From the nursery T'kelaand Qumum were wailing for
attention; he hoisted them up, onein each arm. T'kun whispered, "I don't likethisvisitor."

"Sh, mind your manners.” The outer door was gar; Rod pushed it out with hiselbow. T'kun
followed, trying to hide behind him while peeking out to see.

There stood an octopod. Its gray arms folded about whichever way, without an obvious head.
Beyond, next to the llamabarn, three more octopods emerged from alight-craft that bore the cresting
wave of Proteus.



"Greetings." The octopod spoke in amonotone, advertising itslack of sentience. "We are hereto
assig you in relocating to your new homestead in Chiron."

Rod held the children tighter. His feet shifted ingtinctively for a defensive move, though no unarmed
human could disable an octopod. " Greetings to you, and your master,” he spoke in the warmest tone he
could manage; at this, of al times, he must honor the Spirit. "Please convey our deepest regret, for we do
not intend to leave."

The octopod seemed to pause, while the three others stood there threateningly. The babies began to
whimper; Rod tried to soothe them. Whatever would those cursed machines do now? Try to take them
by force?

"Y ou have received your final thirty-day extension,” the octopod said at last. "Use your time well.
Wewill remain available to help you relocate.”

So that wasit. Another thirty days—was that from Mother Artemis? Why had she sent no
neutrinogram? What if they did not let her return? Most incoming traffic had been canceled. For afree
world of the Fold, any halt in traffic would be unthinkable. But Prokaryon was a colony world, subject to
the Fold's protection—and itswhim.

Asthe octopods I eft, Rod found himsalf shaking all over, and he set the babies down. T'kun came
out and asked, "What does it mean, 'rel ocate'?”

" 'Relocate’ means to move your thingsto go live somewheredse”
T'kun spread hishands. "Where e seisthere?’

The children would have to betold. If only Mother Artemis were back—but they could wait no
longer. All their neighbors had gone by now, one way or another. There was no word from Diorite or
Feldspar, who were trying to hide in the mountains and force postponement of the cleansing. A few
dissdents from New Reyo sent out amanifesto, announcing an underground militiato "fight for
independence.”" Scarcely practical, but it was good to see at least some of the Chiron colonists cared.

"Brother Rod," caled Geode, "theré's a neutrinogram. "
"From Mother Artemis?’
"From our Most Reverend Father.”

The bearded Father spoke as dways out of the snowy monochrome. "The Spirit be with you,
Brother Geode, and Brother Rhodonite," began the Most Reverend Father of the Sacred Order of the
Spirit. "All our sympathy pours out for you, in your hour of tria. Mysterious are the ways of the Spirit;
and who can say what our ultimate caling will be? We call on the Spirit to give you dl strength in theface
of theworld'sminions.

"Over the centuries, Callers of the Spirit have ever been subject to persecution. Our sacred witness
ever inspires hatred in those who are desf to higher things. Pity them, my Brothers. Pity them—and let
them have their dominion in thisworld. It is hard to leave a place of attachment, but you will prosper in
your new home. Be surethat dl of the Fathers of Dolomoth will hold you up to the Spirit in our hearts.”

Rod and Geode sat il for along while after the message had melted into snow. The message
troubled Rod deeply, more for what it lacked than what it said, but he was not about to criticize the Most
Reverend Father. Besides, what else could be done? He took a breath. "The time has come,” he said.
"We haveto tell the children.”



"Yes, but. . . how do wetdll them?"
"WEell tell the older onesfirgt. They'll help with the younger ones.”

That evening Rod and Geode met with Haemum and Chae. Therain pattered outside, and ahelicoid
sought shelter under the window frame. Chae sat straight, along-legged youth just past histenth birthday;
Haemum was nearing her thirteenth. More adults than children, Rod thought. Geode replayed the
neutrinogram for them. The two young colonists watched, their mouths small. When it was over, there
wasslence. A helicoid in the window scratched at the pane, trying to get in.

"Y ou know what's going on," Rod said at last. "The Fold wants usto leave our home.”
Chae nodded quickly. "The octopods and dl. But Reverend Mother will put astop toiit.”

Rod swallowed hard. "The ways of the Spirit can seem obscure at times. Y et even Reverend
Mother must obey."

Haemum frowned. "A lot of folks don't like what's going on, even people on Vaedon and Bronze
SKky. | saw, on the holo. They say it'swrong; that our whole world could die.”

"That'strue. But what they think may not matter in time for our colony.”
Silence lengthened. Chae looked down, his forehead knotted in premature wrinkles.

"How can they doit?' Haemum wondered. "All the Singing-trees, and dl those flocks of hdlicoids.
Even the tumblerounds—Brother Rod, you and | always took such care with them, though we could
have used the hide for shoes."

Rod started to smile, then he turned cold. If the tumblerounds grew angry, who would they punish?
How would "the masters' know who to blame? Could the children be safe anywhere on this planet?

Geode's eyestalks twisted and untwisted, then he extended two of hisarms. "Sister, you've aways
done the best you can. It's not your fault; never believe that. It's all amatter of adults. Foolish
adults—and even more foolish sentients.”

"But what mattersisthe Spirit," insgsted Haemum. "What doesthe Spirit call on usto do?'
"The Spirit," said Rod, "cals on usto obey worldly authorities.

"Well that's not how the Spirit callsme." Haemum crossed her arms and her voice hardened. "The
Spirit calsmeto flee into the forest. The land can't be ‘cleansed’ before we're found.”

Chae nodded. "Metoo."

Taken aback, Rod paused. "Y ou are brave indeed; but you'll only gain the few extra daysto find
you. Think of thelittle ones.”

"Send thelittle ones back to Station,” said Haemum. "The rest of us can hide our tracks by crossng
tumbleround territory. Tumblerounds mess up any trail, and their secretions foul nanoplast; even sentients
refuseto follow.”

Rod glanced a Geode, but his eyestalks only twisted lamely in the face of thisinsubordination. For a
moment Rod wondered. ™Y ou have grown into adults, speaking adult words. When Reverend Mother
returns, you may tell her your cdling.”



The next day he began to sort and pack—the lathe and polishers, the grain mill, the few extra
clothes. Thellamas were another problem; he had no idea how the independent-minded beasts would be
moved. Meanwhile, the sky was crossed by huge transport craft to set up further stesfor cleansing all
over Spirilla. Their plasmaspikes pierced the air, and their sonic boomsterrified the children. Thelittle
ones had to stay indoors; the sapphire mine lay empty. Octopods stalked the grounds of the colony, asif
to intimidate them. Rod's sense of disgust deepened.

As Geode worked beside him, the sentient suddenly cameto life. "It's Mother Artemis—I've got her

Sgndl!”

"She made it back? Haemum will fetch her—" Rod stopped. The old lightcraft ill lay out in thefied
whereit crashed.

"She got alift—look therel" Abovein the sky aplasmaspike grew, descending surely to the colony.
"It's Quark."

Somehow dl the children seemed to know in an ingtant that Mother Artemis was home, and they
came running and crawling outside to see her. Her nano-strands of hair extended to those her arms could
not reach.

"Verid said we could stay on," Mother Artemistold Rod, when at last they had a moment to
breathe. Her voice donewas such ardief to hear. "'l would have sent a neutrinogram, but we need to
save expense.”

He shuddered to think what achunk of their budget her ticket had cost.

"But the octopods gave usthirty days," Geodetold her.

"Veridistwo hundred light-years away. She warned us things might be made.. . . difficult.”
Rod added, " The octopods have kept usinsde. We can't tend the fields. How can we last?
Shedid not answer.

Geodetold her, "Therésthe neutrinogram from the Most Reverend Father.”

Mother Artemis viewed the neutrinogram, as best she could with the toddlers cregping up into her
lap and down again. When it was over, she nodded dowly. "Wewill obey. Wewill pack our things, very
dowly. Wemust live each day herefor itsdlf, asif it were our last, and asif we had thousands to come.
When the time comes, who knows? The future lies behind ashroud.”

Rod clenched hisfigts. "Haemum and Chae say they have adifferent ‘calling.’ They want to escape.”

"How wonderful that young adults cal for themsalves. | will speak with them." Shelifted baby T'kda
over her shoulder. "This one has certainly grown. How are the others; how is'jum?"

Geode's eyestalks Sraightened. " 'jum isvisiting Sarai— at her request, imagine!” He told the story.

Rod said, "We were short-handed, and it seemed best. But now that you're home, welll fetch her
back immediady."

"|s she happy there?' Mother Artemis asked.
"Sara hasnot taken cdls”



"Then they must both be content. Would they have kept you ignorant, wereit otherwise?!
He had to admit thiswas so.
"Scandalous," muttered Geode. "Thelast kind of role mode! 'jum needs.”

"Well see" said Mother Artemis. "For now, at least, Sarai will haveto take care of the child's
lifeshaping, and save usthe expense.” She looked him over carefully. "Brother Rod, are you holding your
weight on Prokaryan food?"

"Nearly."
"Y ou mugt go for your checkup immediately. Take Qumum and T'kela, too; you're dl overdue.”

Through the rotating connector, Rod held T'kelatight to convince theinfant he was not faling into
gpace. Qumum seemed unconcerned, crowing and solemnly examining hisfingers. At the gate they met
Khra, bearing Quark's eye-speaker; the lightcraft had been running an experiment at Station, dl thewhile
during histrip to pick up the colonists. No wonder sentients made humans fed inadequate.

"Look at the babies," Khral exclamed. "They've grown twice asbig." She gave Rod aquick hug,
and her cheek brushed his. "Y ou know, Three Crowsisjust dying to see them again.”

"It'sapleasure.” Rod hoped he did not look as confused as he flt.

"I'm S0 sorry about—oh, everything." Her eydids fluttered beneath her smian brow. "Pushing you all
off your own homestead—how could the Fold dlow it?!

"For better farmland,” he said hitterly. He took a deep bresth and tried not to think how her arms
had felt around him. "How isyour project, Khra? Are the micros il growing?!

"Which ones?'
"The onesfrom Saral. Y ou mean, you have others?'

"Oh, there are thousands of gtrains. Sarai's strain is a completely new species, unlike those from the
snging-tree pods. We even named the strain for her, Sarai phycozooidensis. That smoothed her
feathersabit. I'm trying to get her up here for aseminar.”

Rod amiled. "Good luck."

"They're growing, al right. We were making such progress decoding them, until Station pulled me
off the project to isolate that spaceship bug, the one Three Crows got sick on.”

" 'Spacer's spit-up,’ they cal it," chirped Quark at her shoulder.

Khra wrinkled her brow at the eyespeaker. "That'sright, rub it in. Anyway—if you've got a
moment, I'll show you what weve learned so far.”

They entered the laboratory. An oblong vessdl of culture stood on astand, amid several angular
ingruments. Khra tapped it gently; it shook like gdatin. "That's our tumbleround soup in there—the stuff
the microzooids grow in, remember. They'reincredibly active chemicaly; they put out polymersto gel the
wholething, and excrete dl kinds of fibers.”

Rod's scalp prickled. "Did you . . . chop up atumbleround, or what?'



"We snipped a bunch of vegetative root-limbs. Y ou know, the ones the tumbleround extends
forward and pulls up behind, asit travels. They bregk naturdly anyhow; the tumbleround doesn't seemto
mind. The micros grow well in the stuff, but dowly, by microbia standards—about twenty-four hoursto
reproduce, a generation time of one day. Anyway, let's magnify them."

She turned to the holostage and dimmed the light. In darkness appeared several blobs of color; Rod
counted twelve. Qumum wiggled and stretched to be put down so he could scrabble over to check out
something more interesting than hisfingers.

"That's okay, he can't hurt anything. Let's get thisin focus." The colored blobs sharpened into
ringlets, of perceptibly different hues. They seemed to be mainly blues and greens, with one
yelow-orange. Darker tubes of fibersformed tunnels, connecting among therings. "I'm going to dow
down the time scae of the recording. Watch."

Rod stared until thelittle rings | eft afterglow in his eyes. Then the rings started pulsing. No longer
continuous, their glow winked in and out so fast he could barely see; but soon the recording dowed.

"You see, it will pulse severd times very fas—then stop—then pulse again. Bursts of three, four,
five; I've recorded up to twenty at atime. It'stheir message from the tumbleround.”

"Their message?" His pulse raced. "How do you know?"
Khra paused. "I don't know—because | can't read it.

It could even be they've given up their message, and what we're getting now israndom noise.” Her
brow creased. "Early on, we got one brief message that was different. I'll show you, but keep quiet about
it

A string of numbersfloated through theair: 1, 2, 3,5, 7,11,13...
"A prime series,”" Rod exclamed.

"Sh-sh." Khral looked around furtively for watching snake eggs.
The primes marched on, up till 103. " So that's their message.”

Khral shook her head. "It'stoo smple. A string of primes—so what? Sincethen, al weget is
smdler numbers, alot of ones and twos, occasiond sevens and eights.” She shook her head. "Whatever
message their masters sent, we lack the key to decodeit.”

"It doesn't sound like much. How could amicroscopic cell ever store ared message?”

"They'relarge cdls, about the size of an ameba. Y our own body cells each store six billion 'letters of
DNA—and that'sjust alinear molecule.” Khra turned to the holostage, and it filled with alattice of
molecules. The atoms stacked and connected at right anglesin al directions. "Each microzooid storesa
sentient'sworth of molecular connections. The molecules can donate or pick up electrons, acting as
AND gates or OR gates. Some are switched on by light. A single microzooid can pack fifty trillion
connections, about the number of synapsesin ahuman brain.”

A brain'sworth of datain asingle cdll. Rod felt hishair stand on end. "What about your fieldwork?
Have you learned anything more about tumblerounds?”

Quark said, "We learned why no one € se studied them before.”



Khrd haf amiled. "Tumblerounds congregete in the singing-tree forest, leaving trails of foul stuff
behind—atouch of it got through my skinsuit, and the repairs cost twenty thousand credits. They do
contain Sarai's strain of microzooids, about a billion each. Not alot, by microbia standards. Y ou yourself
carry ten thousand times that many bacteria.”

"That's comforting. Especidly if they keep them to themselves.™

"We did learn one thing. The tumblerounds ‘transmit’ the microzooids as messages—through the
whirrg!"

"| thought as much.” Rod felt sick. "But messages to whom? How do the tumblerounds do anything?
How do they rule the weather?"

Khra dismissed the holostage; the colored ringlets vanished. Qumum toddled over to see where
they went. "The whirrs can carry microzooids everywhere—even up to the stratosphere. We've done
some sampling up there. They probably seed the clouds, or they absorb moisture, depending on how
their masters want to direct the air mass. Heck, even on Vaedon microbes seed most of therainfall—
blindly, of course." She stepped back to the culture vessdl and crossed her arms, staring thoughtfully. "I
only | could isolate a pure culture of microsfrom thewhirrs. I'vetried, but they just die. They must
produce some essential pheromone.”

"Why do you need another culture? Y ou have Saral's culture.”

"Saral's culture was not pure. To study amicrobe, you need agenetically pure population, grown
from asingle ancestor. Otherwise, you can have severd different species, without redizing it,” Khra
explained. "The only culture we can grow isthe origina one, from Sarai. We can passage that one, taking
about adozen cdlls at atime, but never asingle cell. Perhgps her culture has aged; like clickflies after a
few days, their message may have deteriorated by now. If we can't culture microzooids directly from the
whirrs, how will we ever read their message?"

"Wheat if those whirrstry to 'contact’ us—more directly?*

Khrd frowned thoughtfully. "We gtill haven't found any micros dive ingde a person. But they must
betrying. Y ou'd think they'd respond to the—" She shuddered.

"If they are," said Quark, "we sure have no evidence."

"But | have evidence," said Rod.

Khra's eyes widened, and Quark's eye trained on him.

"The tumbleround—it tried to show me something in my head.”

"Something in your head?" repeated Khral.

He wished he could explain better. "It showed meahand . . . with five fingers."

Quark'seyebdl rolled around. "A Spirit Cdler'svisons don't count as evidence.”

"Oh, hush!" Khra gave her shoulder afierce smian glare. "Have we done much better? Rod—"

"Excuseme.”" Feding stung, Rod gathered up the toddler from the holostage. "We have to make our
gopointments thedlinic.”

"Don't mind Quark. Station will run nanos through your veins, just in case. Y ou will be at supper,



won't you?"'

At the cafeteria, Khral sat with Qumum bouncing on her |ap, enabling Rod to manage hisfood with
one am while T'keladozed in the other, her arms sticking up straight as only young infants could manage.
Thetiny holostage played a skeptica report on Khra'swork, including some rather crude jokes about
the habits of tumblerounds. It listed al the previous"hidden master" candidates over the years:
megazooids, helicoids, and Elk's singing-trees. No wonder al the snake eggs laughed.

"Wevejust got to break the code." Khra spooned stir-fry from her plate; like Rod, she invariably
ended up with the same item of the tabl€'s ten thousand offerings. "We have to convince the Fold the
tumblerounds are sentient. | just can't believe Station made me focus on spacer's spit-up ingtead.”

"Can't the medics handle that?"

"The medics gave up. They called in an epidemiologist from Elysium, but it will take him aweek to
get here. In the meantime, lacking better, it'sup to me."

Recaling Mother Artemiss order to keep hisweight up, Rod pressed histhumb to the table and
called for a second order of shepherd'spie. "I guess the sickness might be serious.”

"Nobody's been sick more than afew days, even Three Crowsthinksit'sridiculous. It affects only
outbound travelers from Prokaryon, about one in ten, at the moment they try to board astarship. Y ou
just sweet and upchuck for afew days—sorry, thisisn't talk for suppertime.”

"No matter." Rod smiled. "I've known worse." From upset ssomachsto shoelacestied to thetable
legs, suppertime at the colony could drive adults to the bresking point. Instead here was Khral; he
imagined her in hisarms again...

What harm was there in good food and an attractive companion?"Have you made any progresson
it?'

Khra brightened visbly; any intellectua challenge seemed to turn her on like aswitch. "Well, the
medicsruled out al known pathogens. So it must be atoxin of some sort, reacting to who knows what.
Change of pressure, perhaps?' She pushed the vegetables around in her plate. "And where does the
toxin come from? Maybe from ingested micros.”

Rod'sfork stopped in midair. "But you said they can't grow in humans.”

"They can't grow, but they can pass through your stomach. Whatever food you egt, you ingest
millions of microbes. Everybody does.”

That was dl he needed to hear. Brokenhearts were hard enough to swallow.

"But Prokaryan microbes have no effect; you're more poisonous to them than they areto you. All
that acid in your somach, and those bile saltsin your colon." Khra shuddered. "Enough to do in most of
our own microbes, let done Prokaryan bugs. Only afew last long enough to secret toxins, or maybe the
toxinswere therein thefood dreedy. Like botulin from Clostridium.”

"So you think it'sbotulism?"
"Nothing that serious.”

What if those whirrs had infected him with enough of the tumbleround's microzooidsto make him
halucinate?"Could insects carry it?"



"The epidemiology of 'spacer's spit-up’ does suggest an insect vector. Thereve redlly been too many
whirrs about; even if they don't feed on humans, their propellers could spread something. So we changed
al thefiltersinthe air system, to keep them out.” Khra gulped aforkful. "It didn't help any. Infact, the
average duration of symptomsincreased from two daysto five—probably asatigtica fluke.”

"But Khrd—what if they're trying to tell us something?"

Khra did not look up. On her lap Qumum complained for attention, and she shifted him to her other
am. "l had kind of hoped it might turn out that way. But we've found no trace of microzooidsin any
patient." She sighed. "It's probably for the best. Suppose ‘the masters really got fed up and sent usa
deadly disease. Y ou know what the Fold would do."

Bail off the planet, coloniesand al. Every colonist had signed the release; Rod never thought much
about it, but now he wondered how littleit would take. "It's dways come to that, hasn't it. Valedon ..."
Vaedon had gone through it, millennia before, the searing of earth and sea, the recolonization. Corn and
oak, gullsand skunk; al theliving things so dear to his own childhood, lived in place of alost biosphere.
Why skunk? he wondered. Did the old terraformers have their sense of humor—or wasit their sense of

quilt?

"Bronze Sky, too," said Khrd. "Centuries|later, it's still cooling down. But my parents came from
Urulan to settle there, and | love Bronze Sky asitisnow. | livefor those speckled hawks, the ones that
soar above the geysers.” Khra'slook softened, and for amoment Rod longed to fedl her lipson his.
Then her eyes widened to stare beyond him. "Is that—"

He turned to see. Severa headless octopods had entered quietly, limb over limb. Among them
passed two Elysians, their trains doubled up behind. The banker, Rod recognized, the immaculate blond
president of Bank Helicon. And the master of Proteus, Nibur Letheshon.

The man looked smdller than he seemed on the holo, short of stature, even for an Elysan. He
walked dowly, asif in procession, as Elysans generdly did, asif to show they had dl thetimein the
universe.

It occurred to Rod, how littleit would take for this small man to breathe hislast, and put an end to
his schemes. A thumb at the throat would do it. A blow to the temple would do it faster; the twist of a
knife, moredowly.
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Rod gripped the table until his knuckles whitened. Then he sank his head in hishands. The colony
had nearly logt its home, and what was he doing here? Desiring awoman, and wishing desth to a
man—how had he cometo this? How far could he sink before helost dl sight of the Spirit?

FOURTEEN

Nibur kept his promiseto Iras, to visit the Sharer 1ab and show her the high-diversity region of the
continent. As hislightcraft from Proteus descended toward Mount Anaeon, nothing could mar his good
humor, not even the unfamiliar skinsuit that constrained him. He caressed Banga behind the ear's; the
immortal retriever, too, was enclosed in a skinsuit, and took to it without biting or scratching.

The Opening had gone splendidly, with favorable reviews throughout the Fold. Now al acrossthe
continent his earthborers were plunging deep into the crugt. By thetime the last of the humans had



cleared out, and the native biotawere duly sampled, the real cleansing could begin. Then the land would
fill with lucrative lanthanide mines.

On the dope below, Nibur spotted one of his species samplers. "Bring us over close," he ordered.
The sampler towered above the trees, where it had selected a choice specimen to transplant. Shuddering,
the giant structure poured its nanoplast into the ground surrounding the chosen singing-tree. At last it
scooped the tree up, roots and all, and hauled it off for transport.

"Well done," observed Iras. "Y our salvageis most efficient.”

"Only the best," he agreed.

" trust you've sampled al thirty-six varieties? At least twenty specimens of each mating type?”
"Twenty-five, in case of losses.”

"Excelent.” Iras resumed murmuring to her interna nanoservos. Now that the Opening was done,
her attention had moved on to her latest project, anew jump station for Solaris, the Fold's most distant
world.

Asthe dope steepened, other samplers appeared, some with various tire-shaped creatures in nets,
othersfull of helicoids. Only one had stalled in those pesky looproots. Nibur's own nanoservos kept in
touch with hisbrain, but his main interest now was the esthetic chalenge: to immortaize Spirillaasan
incarnation of the Proteus.

They at last touched down on the path, asfar asthe large transport craft seemed safe. To the left
rose sheer cliffs; to the right, the underbrush cascaded down to an echoing river. Nibur stepped outside,
fedling oddly unclothed without histaar and train, but no matter. An insect alighted, but it could not
penetrate the skinsuit. Nibur took adeep breath through his mouth plate. Few odors came through for
him, but enough penetrated to interest Banga, who scampered ahead, sniffing here, there, and
everywhere. The dog acted asif he had never smelled a scent before. There was little to smell within the
Proteus.

With Nibur came Iras, and adozen specidly trained octopods fanning out around them, to prevent
accidents.

From around the hill echoed the muffled crunching of the samplers.

Nibur's critica eye scanned the diffs, which were bursting with unsightly looproots. Those would
need to betidied up in hisvirtud vison. Ahead of him stretched agaping valley between Mount Anaeon
and Mount Helicon, an arrangement too shamelessfor histaste. The mountains would be rearranged so
asto gppear shyly one by one, for "hide and reveal” experiences. The arching trees, too, would be
placed artfully, none too close together, and, of course, none of the cluttered understory. A few
hoopsnakes would be put in to drop from trees now and then, keeping visitors off guard.

"Extraordinary,” exclaimed Iras, craning her neck upward, then down. "The trees—the rushing
river—it's enough to take your breath away."

The singing-trees gave way to bushes past their prime of bloom, their browning petals strewn down
toward theriver. In Nibur's vision, the flowers would be ever-blooming, with no faded petals. He
whispered detailed instructions to his servos recording the scene.

Around the mountain, the waterfal cameinto view. Nibur stopped. Despite himsdlf, he was
impressed. Kilos upon kilos of water tumbling forever out of the mountains, thrusting their steam back



upward toward the snow-covered peaks. This scene would be hard to improve.
"Warning," called an octopod from ahead. "The path has changed. Time needed to retrace.”

"Very wdl." Nibur frowned, irritated at the inconvenience. The old Sharer could wait long enough; it
was her own fault for refusing contact. He would make good use of histime, recording the mountainside,
the chattering of helicoids, and the more graceful varieties of vegetation, al to be sorted later. He whistled
for Banga—where had that pesky dog got to?

"Curious." Iras bent down to pluck alesf. "I thought there were no true 'leaves on Prokaryon, only
loopleaves.” She held it out to show him. It certainly looked like an ordinary green leaf, pear-shaped,
with branching veins.

"Warning, warning!" One octopod caled, then another.

To hishorror, Nibur saw an octopod dragged off itsfeet. Itslasersaimed out in severa directions,
charring the path. But something twined up to catch the octopod by another limb and fling it down the
path. Its nanoplast fell gpart into blobs that crawled away and lost themsalvesin the brush. Another
octopod followed, landing in the arch of a stunted tree. Half its nanoplast split off and crazily tried to
climb, losng itsdf inthe loops.

Something tugged at hisfoot. It was a green vine, with the same pear-shaped leaves. "By Torr!" He
tried to pull it off, but it held fast. The whole path was crisscrossed with them. The best he could do was
to run dong with the tugging vine, until it tripped him up and knocked the wind out of him. Sky and
mountains lurched around him crazily, asthe vine dragged him onward, more dowly now, but ill
inexorable. Gradudly the vines al converged into ahuge thicket beside the waterfal.

Thevines met, enfolding him into darkness. Then, just as he was convinced he would suffocate, dl
the vines relaxed their grip and dunk away.

In the darkness Nibur caught his breath. "Emergency, emergency,” he gasped. "Bring ten lightcraft
with reinforcements, immediately. ..."

But no answer came. His cerebra nanoservos had no octopods nor lightcraft to contact. He was cut
off. Hewould rather have lost hisarmsand legsthan hislink to Proteus.

"Nibur?' cdled Irasfrom somewhere. "Are you intact, Shongb?'

"Of course I'mintact.” Caming himsdlf, Nibur let his breath return to normal. To hisright, Banga
whimpered for comfort. He was till intact, and Proteus would find him soon. Then, whoever had done
thiswould pay.

A light filled the cavern. Nibur blinked to adjust, scanning the crystal-studded ceiling of the cave.
There stood a naked Sharer with an enormous clickfly perched on her scalp. It was Saral, the eccentric
researcher whose lab he had to relocate. Was thisinsolence her work?

"You're here," Sarai noted flatly, aclickfly perched on her head. "I would say welcome—but you're
not. Be glad you got less than what you gave the western coast.”

"Youwill pay," heexclamed hoarsdy. "Y ou will pay the cost of my octopods—I'll put you out of

"Oh, no," said Iras, sweeping forward grandly. "I'll pay the damage. Why, Raincloud would have
done the same—and my heart hasn't raced so in decades. Sara—it'syou at last! | didn't even have a



holo, but yourejust as| imagined.” Iras sopped, catching sight of alittle girl trying to hide behind the
Sharer; alL'liitewaif. "Bluesky-wind!" she exclaimed at thewaif. "Sarai, your ancestor, Raincloud's
daughter eight generations back, looked very like her." Iras tossed a holocube to the floor, and the image
of another curly-haired waif appeared, playing with alegfish. Y ou see, you had a Bronze Skyan
ancestor. But she grew up and mated a Sharer, Weena of Shri-el, and their daughter Ryushu ..." The
descendants gppeared in succession, each with less hair and more fingerwebs than the last.

Saral stared openmouthed at this performance. "Take care, Ushum," she warned the waif beside
her. "Elysansare truly mad.” But when her own mother and mothersister appeared, she paled, her purple
limbs whitening from the fingers upward.

"Oh," said Iras, "don't do that. Or the child will have to wake you." Only achild could safely waken
awhitened Sharer. Nibur hoped she died.

Instead, Sarai caught herself, and the purple returned to her limbs. "The two of you are children
enough. They should have kept you in the short.”

"Now then." Iras assumed her business voice. "How much will it take to set up your new lab in
Chiron? Will amegacred do, or perhapsten?’

"Do you think this planet cares about your megacreds? They are waiting for you. They've been
trying to reach usfor years—and finaly we hear them.”

"Ohyes." Iras suppressed ayawn. "The hidden masters. And who might they be?"

Saral paused. "Whoever they are, they've gotten their messengersinto humans. | know—I can
proveit."

"Indeed. Can anyone ese?'

Very ructantly, Sarai said, "The others haven't found them yet. They don't know . . . about thelittle
diving suits the microzooids wear, to avoid the body's defenses.”

Nibur laughed. " 'Diving suits." That tekesthe prize."

"Saral," sad Iras sympatheticdly. "Y ou redly love thisworld, don't you. Though it's so unlike
Shora"

"The Sharers of Shoraarefools," said Sarai. "They don't understand what your kind has done to
them.”

"Sharers understand that no materiad home is permanent. Someday, every raft fals gpart in the
sorm. I've helped many of your sstersfind anew home."

"After first destroying their old one?’
"Proteus here," called the nanoservosinside Nibur's head. "Coming to pick you up, Master."

"Stay well outside," he warned the calling lightcraft. "We're coming out. Let'sgo, Iras" Hewhistled
to Banga and strode outside without a glance backward.

In the sunlight his eyes blinked rapidly. He found himself shaking with anger and delayed shock. That
such indignities could befal him, his own person, wasintolerable. As he glanced around now, &t the
mountainsfull of singing-trees, their aspect took on acast of maevolence. That thisworld might trip him



up—such athought had never occurred to him. But now that it had, he would make his preparations, just
incase. A plan shaped itself in hismind, and he whispered brisk ingtructions. Whatever befell himsdlf,
Proteus would know what to do. This cursed world would not outlive him.

At thelightcraft Nibur had to whistle three times before the dog obeyed, reluctant to leave this
odiferous place. Nibur grasped his collar and twisted it briefly, to show hisannoyance. Irasjoined them
at last, uncharacterigticaly silent. Asthe door closed, their skinsuits opened and crept down off their
bodies.

"I've been thinking, Shonsib," said Iras, asthe craft soared toward Station. She did not look at
Nibur, but adjusted the folds of her talar after her skinsuit receded. "1'm not so sure that afull cleansing of
the continent isreally needed. After al, on Urulan, they only cleared the tops of mountains. Here, why
not al but the mountains?’

His eyes narrowed. "The contract is signed. Isthis how Bank Helicon does business?!

"Annihilating unique ecosystemsis not good for business. I've heard, from back home." She looked
at him."Y ou haven't answered my question. Why must you clear every last mountain?'

"The poisons wash down from the mountains. The more thorough the cleansing, the greater theyield
of theland. Besides, the mountains hide the richest ores.” Nibur let hisvoice soften. "The mountains are
important to me, too. But their materia existenceisnothing. | will create virtua mountains, greeter than
any on thispoor world. They will formmy next vison of Proteus. And | will pass the construct on to
you—with my compliments.”

Shedid not reply. The offer would be hard to refuse, Nibur knew, for hisvirtual worlds were one of
akind. Still, for amoment he wished he had taken the bid from the Bank of Bronze Sky instead. They
had less capital, but were more predictable.

When Rod returned to the Spirit Colony, he sought Mother Artemisdone. "1 can no longer cal the
Spirit properly,” hetold her. "All I can think of isthat Elysian, how | wish he were dead.”

The Reverend Mother's hair strands knotted and unknotted. "That's too bad. The Elysian could use
your prayers.”

"If | can't pray for him, how can | pray for anyone?'

She thought about this for sometime. From outside, the roar of jet transport set the walls vibrating,
asit bore equipment for cleansing to Sites across the continent. "Keep trying,” shetold him. "These things
take time. Think of this, Brother Rod: Y ou are being tested.”

In the meantime, atumbleround had migrated to vidt yet again, nearly up to the nursery window. No
onefet like dedling with it; Rod certainly wanted to keep his distance. So he boarded up the window to
keep out the whirrs and |eft the beast done. What matter—they would soon be leaving. On the holo they
viewed the site for their new farmstead in Chiron. The land looked smilar to their own, the brokenhearts
drooping from their loopstems, the singing-trees stretching alongside the wheedlgrass.

The babies fretted, despite Geode's attempts to cheer them, while the older children grew quiet and
listless without knowing what was wrong. Gaeatook to her old habit of following Rod wherever he went.
Haemum and Chae were withdrawn, even surly. They kept up their chores, but Haemum avoided Rod's

eye.
One night Rod awoke to hear pounding at the door. He was up in an ingtant, knowing it would take



Brother Geode and Mother Artemislonger to "waken" from their recharge.

There stood two octopods, each with abundle wrapped up in four arms. One bundle was Haemum;
the other was Chae.

"What have you done to them?" Rod threw himsdlf onto the first octopod and tried to pry the
arms of the octopod off of Haemum's face. As hisfingers grasped the nanoplast, an electric shock jolted
him off. He flew backwards, stunned. Inwardly Rod cursed his own stupidity. His hands and forearms
were numb, but with an enormous effort he roused himsdlf to stand.

"Thetwo shonlingstried to escape.”" The octopod opened its arms, releasing Haemum. She was
awake enough to raise hersalf on her hands. By now Brother Geode had arrived, and he hel ped her and
Chae back insde. Each had a pack of water and medicines; they must have planned their break well.

AsHaemum lay exhausted on her bed, Rod found little to say. "It's not easy, Sister, for any of us.
But you must trust the Reverend Mother.”

Haemum looked up a him. Her eyes were those of astranger. "What good is Reverend Mother?
What good did she do?"

No definite date was set for departure, but the four-eyes mest was gone, and they were dipping into
their emergency supply of dried brokenhearts. Every day now the sky was marred by the transporters of
death. Whenever Gaea heard them sheran over to cling to Rod'slegs.

One afternoon a strange greenish light came in the window. Thetint of the sky was somehow
familiar to Rod, though he had not seenit in years. He leaned out the window to look.

Iota Pavonis had hidden behind a cloud, adense, round cloud shaped like a pancake. The edges of
the cloud ruffled, dissolving and re-forming themsdves. It was astorm cloud.

Rod could not take his eyes off the Sight. He had seen storms in the mountains, and he had heard of
wegther putting out fires, but thiswas the first ssorm cloud he had seen right here at the colony. Its shape
was perfectly symmetrical, not like the misshapen storm clouds that used to chase up the Vaan coast.

As hewatched, alarge transport vessal sailed overhead, avoiding the cloud. But as the ship neared,
the cloud expanded startlingly. Light flashed, illuminating the depths of the cloud, and thunder rumbled.
Out of the cloud snaked along, gray funnd. With achilling deliberation, the gray funnel wound itsway
toward the approaching ship.

Rod ducked just soon enough to avoid the flash in his eyes, asthe funnel cloud reached the ship.
Above his head the windowpane shattered, and his ears rang. He heard children screaming in the next
room. Seconds later, there were muffled explosions as parts of the ship hit the ground.

He hurried to check the children and the other windows. When at last he looked outside again,
black smoke was risng over the wreckage of the ship, dampened by afine mist of rain. The pancake
cloud receded dowly, its edges dissolving and shrinking back until it disappeared in the afternoon sun.

FIFTEEN

‘Jum watched Sarai hovering over her pods of microzooids. As she had been taught, ‘jum inserted
one of the vine tendrilsinto the pod, to pluck out amicrozooid. It was atough job, as the microscopic
sgterlings had gelled their growth medium and tunneled out little homesto live in. Now the tendril snaked
into find them. The ssterlings dways got upset and tried to wriggle away, as'jum watched their
magnified image on the holostage. She selected one, ared-orangering. Thetip of her tendril dithered



through the ring hole and captured the sisterling, to be placed under the recorder.

"Find another oneright away, Ushum,” Sarai reminded her. "Sisterlings get londly; asingle one will
pineaway and die." Saral frowned reflectively. "Clickfliesdon't get londly. Londiness takes some

intelligence”
jum placed another sisterling in the dish, ablue one.

Whenever two different-colored s sterlings were put together, their colorsimmediately shifted until
they were the same. Then they flashed very quickly at each other, exchanging bursts of little flashes.

"It'ssomekind of number code," guessed Saral. "That's how thelittle ssterlings talk to each other.
They liketaking." Sarai flicked her fingerwebs absently across her chin. "But what do they talk about?"
She gave jJum an intense |ook.

‘Jum had findly figured out who this fish-woman was. As she stood at the cave entrance, looking out
over Mount Helicon, it cameto her, the memory of that day she had stood outside the shack with her
mother lifelessingde. For so many days before she had watched her mother change, from the aert
forewoman who bossed the other workers at the Hyalite plant and was assigned to quality control, into
aninvaid at home, her aams and legs wasting, turning white; turning into aform that did not look at dl like
the mother 'jum knew. And then, dl at once, she became completely white and till.

But that was not the end. Somehow, jum knew, her mother had gone on changing. One of the gods
had remade her body; not quite right, just as Brother Rod had not always got things quite right, but they
remade her just the same, for al her fishlike hands and feet, 'jum’'s mother had turned into Sarai.

jlum returned Sarai's hard are. "Ask them."

Saral cdled to the holostage. Ingtantly it filled with numbersin octd, the syslem Sharers preferred.
These numbersthe sisterlings had sent to each other, in little bursts. The numbers were disappointingly
smdll, rarely above ten, and there were lots of zeros.

Jum frowned. "How do you get ‘zero' flashes?”

Saral clasped her hands. "An intelligent question—how many yearssince | heard one! Y ou see,
Ushum, the bursts come at regular intervals; yet sometimes the ssterling 'skips an interva. I'm betting
those are zeros." She stared fiercely into the lights. " Pattern, pattern, there must be a pattern.” Sarai's jaw
fell open. "Look: zero-two-two. It dways shows up when ssterling B-eight is one of apair. Can you find
others such correations, Ushum?”'

Jum obligingly went up to the holostage and marked the critical combination with her hand. The
numbers set to flashing, wherever they gppeared. Sarai clucked her tongue to the clickfly, to record
everything ‘jum did, not thet the girl ever made amistake.

"Perhapsthe ssterlings have names,” said Sarai. "Like clickflies do. If they name each other,
perhaps they can name thingsin their growth media. Let's put some fancy molecule in and see what they
say. How about anthocyanin? How about some antitriplex antibiotic, at sublethal concentration of course.
That ought to get their attention.”

By now eight of ‘jum's ssterlings swam in the dish of zooid-phycoid soup. Saral cluckedto a
clickfly, who immediately spun a partition across the pod, dividing the group into two groups of four. Into
one pod she placed adrop of anthocyanin solution; in the other, the antibiotic specific for microzooid
triplex DNA.



An hour later, she and 'jum were poring over the numbers. "Look at this™" Saral exclamed. "The
patterns are completely different. The microzooids with the antibiotic produce 105 3 01, over and over
again; whereasthe anthocyanin . . . it'salonger pattern.”

jum Stared, asif nothing existed but those numbersin the air. Her lips moved soundlessly. There
was alonger number pattern, including an eight and an eeven, but it only came twice. She fdt vaguely
disappointed that there were few interesting primes. Still ... al those zerosintrigued her. What if there
were actualy a prime series buried underneath?

"Hey, what'sthis?' Sarai peered at the pod. The contents of the half with the antibiotic had liquefied,
except for one spot. On the holostage, the four microzooids had al migrated to one Sde, leaving amass
of fibers on the other. "That'swhere | dropped the antibiotic,” said Sarai. "They walled it off!" She
frowned. "Thisis dtogether too clever— even for clickflies. | wonder." Shelooked up. "1 wonder what
their four companionswill say, if we'play back' to them the same sequence of light pulsesthat theselittle
ones made."

So Saral spent therest of the day teaching her vines to pulse photons, with much clucking to the
clickfliestoinsert their DNA sgndsinto the plants, 'jum watched so closely that she began seeing flashing
lightsinside her own eyes. She blinked severd times and finally closed her eyes.

Thelight was dill there, inside her eyelids. How curious. It was flashing so fast she could barely
makeit out, but then it dowed abit. It camein little bursts of orange, rather like those ringlets on the
holostage.

"Atlagt," exclamed Saral.

jum opened her eyes. Saral held up two long tendrils of her vine, lifeshaped to produce flashes of
light at the tips. The two tips produced the two dightly different wavelengths needed to generate the
binary code. These sheinserted into the half of the pod receiving anthocyanin, which had remained
relatively hedthy.

"Now well see” Sarai gared fiercely at the holostage. "Well see what they say to that. If they'reas
bright as clickflies, they ought to respond.”

Asthey waited, awhirr appeared in the air, humming softly. It streaked by 'jum’'s nose, so close she
could seeitstiny propeller, then it brushed past Sarai'sarm. Saral waved it away, still watching the
hologtage.

Another whirr appeared. It spiraled dowly down in the air, hovering at last above the pod of media
Then a second whirr cametojoinit.

Saral looked up. "The signal’s gone. What happened?' She looked at the pod. "Those infernal
insects are egting my microzooids!"

Tum'slips parted. "I don't think so, Mother. They're just picking them up.”

Saral glared at 'jum. "Whatever do you mean? They just ate every Ssterling in the dish. Gone, dl of
them." She chattered at the clickflies, who set to spinning a fine mesh web across the entrance to the
cavern.

"They picked them up,” ingsted jum. "Like alightcraft. To take them back to their city.”

Sara's eyes narrowed. She looked back at the pod, then at jum. "Explain yourself, Ushum. Where
isthis'city"?"



"Thetumbleround.” ‘jum looked al around the cavern, the clickfly webs, the carnivorous vinesto
secrete enzymes twisting out from crevices. But there was no tumbleround here. She had not seen one
gnce sheleft the Spirit Colony.

Saral came over, bringing her face closeto jum's. "Why do you call the tumbleround a city?!
"It amdlslike one”

Saral took adeep breath; her breastsrose and fell. "Ushum, that isnot alogical inference.
Insufficient data." She got up and paced back and forth from the hol ostage to the clickfly webs. "Still . . .
suppose it weretrue." She stopped. "I would be a kidnapper—and a murderer! But no—it can't be.
How could microscopic cregtures have any brains, when even most full-size humans have o little?"

‘Jum did not answer. She never had understood the first thing about people, except that few of them
in her life were up to much good.

"Experiment, how to design an experiment?’ muttered Saral. "'If the Ssterlings are only messengers,
they certainly are sharp ones—they have hundreds, perhaps thousands of number words. But how could
we prove. . . that they themselves think and feel as we do?"

The fine mesh web was gill forming across the entrance, but not soon enough to keep out more
whirrs asthey gppeared. Dozens of them, asif from nowhere, came swarming ingstently, buzzing all
around the culture chambers. Sarai closed the open pod, but not before the four werelost. At a
command, the main culture vessel was engulfed by a giant flower on one of the vines. The flower closed,
its petd stightly wrapped within the calyx, while the whirrs swarmed helplesdy around it.

Sara watched nervoudy, her hands snagpping their fingerwebs. " They know, somehow. They want
to get their sstersback.”

Suddenly two dickfliessalled in, clicking excitedly.

"What?' Her fingertips paled. "Not here? It can't have got al the way up the mountain.” She raced
out of the cavern, tearing through the newly spun web. 'jum followed her out the passage, up to the main
entrance, where the two clickflies hovered. Sarai took a step outside and craned her neck out, searching
down the path. " Shora—Iook!"

A tumbleround wasrolling dowly up the path. It wasrather asmdl one, jum thought, and it moved
along fagter than the ones that used to visit the Spirit Colony. She could actually seeits foremost tendrils
stretch and extend to the ground, implanting themselves, while the hindmost tendrilslet go, one by one,
whipping upward asthey broke off. A haze of whirrs clouded the creature, and its distinctive odor
reached her nose.

"Not here!" Saral shrieked at the clickflies and tugged at her vines.

The vines cameto life, climbing up acrossthe main entrance, 'jum hurriedly stepped backward to
avoid them. Within minutes the entrance was thoroughly sedled; not awhirr could get through the packed
mass of greenery.

Asthe cavern sedled, Sarai ran back to her holostage. "Get me the Station lab,” she demanded.
"That Khral and her dimwit colleagues. | don't careif the lineis busy—it's an emergency.”

On the holostage appeared aclinic, like the one where 'jum had spent so many unhappy hours. This



one however was Khral's place. Khra stood there with the magic eye perched on her shoulder.
"They'vefound mel" Saral yelled at the holostage. ™Y ou have to get me out of herel™
Khra exchanged alook with the eye. "Who found you? The octopods?*

"The tumbleround! They—theresamillion of them in there! And they'll know how I've kidnapped
and tortured them!"

"Tortured them? A million tumblerounds?’

"They're insde the tumbleround. For Torr's sake, just get me out of here.”
"Well sure" Khral began, "I don't see why not—"

At her shoulder the eye whispered something.

"Right, Quark," said Khrd. "Sarai, well take you up to Station—if you promiseto give usaresearch
sEmina.”

Saral leaned acrossthe holostage. "1'm invaded by aliens—and you want a research seminar?"

At Station, the master of Proteus was just preparing to depart. His program for Prokaryon wasin
place, with only alast-minute glitch or two. A few minersremained at large on Spirilla, and the L'liites
weredtill listed as"missing,” though they could never have survived; no doubt Verid had kept them listed,
alwaysthe clever bureaucrat. His contacts at the Secretariat would soon clear that up. More troubling,
from afinancid point of view, was the sudden weether ingtability that had cost him some good
equipment. Replacement was no problem, but now he would have to arrange some westher control
before proceeding. He would eventualy write off the expense.

One last neutrinogram arrived, from the Secretary herself. Verid appeared, her owlish shape looking
little different in the gray snow than she did in person. "Nibur Letheshon, chief executive of Proteus
Unlimited," she beganin aformal tone. "It ismy duty to inform you that your full holdings on Prokaryon,
third planet of star Iota Pavonis, now exceed fifty percent. AsFold regulation
sx-oh-six-seven-three-three of the colonia code prohibits any single corporate entity from ownership of
more than fifty percent of acolonia world under Fold protection ..."

So she found out. Nibur shrugged. He had hoped to postpone detection longer, but it made little
difference. He would activate his plansto challenge the claim, in three different world courts. The legal
process would take decades to work through, and the regulation might well be changed before then.

"And s0," Verid concluded, "we rely upon your high standards of Elysian honor and integrity to
rectify the Stuation and comply with thisruling forthwith." She leaned forward, and her tone changed. "'l
hear Iras quite enjoyed hersdlf in the mountains. Always the excdllent host, my friend. Take care of
yoursdlf, dear—and Iras, too."

Irritated, Nibur brushed aside the patronizing remark. He himsdlf had afew last neutrinogramsto
send, before the express trip home across the space folds. His ship aways jumped the shortest route,
though it might cost ten timesthe fuel.

At last Irasrgoined him, to board Proteus. Their octopods gathered, ready to meet any need. Iras
folded up her talar and smiled with amusement. "I trust you scanned clean”?”’

"Indeed, Shonsb, asyou did." Even for Elysians, the medics had required extra scans prior to



departure, and for his dog aswell. Banga now sniffed ahead at the gate to the docking tube, histail
waving.

Asthe nanoplast of the gate melted in, its edges peeled back to reved the rotating tube. Nibur
caught ahandle, bracing himsdlf for the changing forces. Banga stepped forward into the tube. Ashe did
30, the ageless dog gave ayel p and doubled backward, tail between hislegs.

Surprised, Nibur caught the dog's collar. Bangawas well used to docking tubes; yet now he refused
to enter. The artificid gravity must have shifted more suddenly than usud.

Iras had gone ahead, but she stopped and caught her forehead. " Goodness—my nanoservos must
be mdfunctioning.”

With Banga straining at the collar, Nibur took a step forward, then he stopped. His head felt the
oddest sensation; there was altogether too little "gravity” here, he thought. Perhapstoo little oxygen as
well”? His somach convulsed, and avery foul liquid came out, athing that had never happened to his
body before, in five hundred years.

Ashetried to cry out, strange glowing shapes appeared. The shapes moved with his head; they
must be within hiseye, or his brain. From his nanoservos? The shapes formed concentric circles; then
they dissolved, and came together to form the letters, NO. That wasthe last he knew before he lost
CONSCiOUSNESS.

SIXTEEN

At the Spirit Colony, the tumbleround had reached the wall outside the nursery and planted itsfibers
inthe siding, reaching just up to the sill of the boarded-up window. The colonists had al their heavy
equipment packed and the rest ready to go once their last food ran out. Without fields to tend, at |east
the children were catching up on their lessons, their math and reading, and their congtitutiond rights as
citizens of the Free Fold. The nationalist protesters could have no complaints now.

"Did you hear," exclaimed Brother Geode, "about that dreadful Proteus person, and hisfinancier?
They're both criticaly ill—with 'spacer's spit-up'!" His eyestaks twisted glegfully, until Rod frowned.
"Unlike mortals, who get over it," Geode added, "the Elysians devel op complications— meningitis.”

"So I've heard." Rod vowed to pray for their recovery. "Isthe cause till unknown?' Khra must be
going crazy over it; she would have no time for tumblerounds now.

"Itsamystery,” said Geode. "They tried triplex antibiotics on the dog—and the dog died. Perhaps
they'll think again about this planet.”

"They'll think no good." The very hint of death, even adog's death, could make Elysansturn the
heavensinsde out.

That evening asthe colonists prayed outside, the [lamas calling to the dusk, an occasiond whirr
strayed over from the tumbleround. Rod found his eyes momentarily clouded with bright, inchoate
shapes, reminiscent of his previous encounter with the beast. He shook his head, trying to clear hismind.
Should he go up to Station for testing? What could they do for him, if they could not even curethe
Elysgans?

The next morning, the image of Proteus Unlimited appeared on the holostage. The sexless speaker
stood the same as way's, above the never-ending curl of water.

"Y our plans have changed,” the speaker announced, asif the colonists had ever made their own



plans. The Spirit Cdlerslistened stoicaly. Y ou will depart promptly tomorrow. The transport vessdl will
arive, a thishour precisdly.”

So that wasit. The children would walk—or be carried out by octopods. Rod kept his face frozen,
and hishands at hissides.

Mother Artemis asked, "Is our homestead ready on Chiron? Will the children have aroof over their
heads?'

"Unexpected delays have developed. Chiron requires further testsfor habitability; it must be
cleansad of deadly disease, before any further colonies may be established. We have arranged temporary
accommodeation of al Prokaryan colonistson an orbita satdllite.”

A refugee ship. The children would be refugees.
"Oncethe diseaseis cleared out, and quarantineislifted, you will be freeto go.”

"What do you mean, 'cleared out'?' Rod was shaking. Would the whole world be "cleansed,” to
eliminate one bit of scknessthat endangered only Elysans?

The empty figure did not reply. Geode extended his eye-stalks, and some of Mother Artemiss hair
outdtretched, like afutile plea. "The Spirit be with you," murmured the Reverend Mother at last.

Afterward, shetried to send a neutrinogram to the Secretariat, but was told the transmitter was out
of order. That afternoon, however, aneutrinogram arrived from the Most Reverend Father of Dolomoth.

Out of the snow formed the gray shape of the Most Reverend Father, his beard longer than ever.
"The Spirit be with you, Brothers and Sisters," he began. " Our hearts are heavy indeed to hear the sad
news from Prokaryon. At least, we thank the Spirit, you were spared the worst afflictions of this deadly
plague. Alas, who could have foreseen the unfortunate destiny of your work on that desolate world?

"Remember that you are not the first coloniststo have made avdiant effort in astrange new land,
only to withdraw from the attempt. Y ou took a courageous stand, and you raised your children well in
thelight of the Spirit. When you return to Vaedon, be assured that the Spirit Council will not forsake
you. We have excdlent Spirit-filled orphanages to guide your youngsters to adulthood, at which time they
themsalves may experience the sacred calling.

"All of the Congregation of Dolomoth will call unto the Spirit to give you strength, as you undertake
your find journey home."

The brokenheart stew for supper was flavored with helicoids caught from the rafters, sncethe last
of the zooid meat was gone. As Chae spooned it out down the long tables, Rod still could not believe this
would be their last med in the home they had built twelve years before; in fact, their last supper on
Prokaryon. Gaea clung to him without egting, and the twins whined.

T'kun popped up from under the table. " Arewe going to live in aspaceship? Can | bring my pet
zooid?'

Haemum led the prayer, cdling the Spirit for truth and grace. Rod found he could not meet her eyes.

After dinner the last of the pots and spoons were packed away. Most of the farm equipment had

already been transported—supposedly to Chiron, now no one knew where. Each child kept one
treasure: abit of quartz from the sapphire mine, ahdicoid propdler, adried twisted pod.



Asthelight faded, the children sat out on the wheelgrass, and Mother Artemis spread her skirt one
last timefor agtory. In the folds of nanoplast shone aplanet and astar. The planet was half in darkness,
green lapped by tongues of cloud, whileits star glowed so brightly it was hard to look upon.

There was a world where only children dwelt. Where every creature grew with a saddle made
for riding, and every tree formed little steps for climbing. Every insect came with pinholes ready
for pinning into boxes, and a vine grew from every tree for swinging . . .

The children laughed, and they quickly added others.
"Every zooid grows aleash for leading,” caled T'kun.

"And they grow food pods, so we don't have to hunt them.”
"And crayons grow on trees.”

Thisworld had lived a million years. But its star was growing old and seeing the last of its
hydrogen fuel. With its hydrogen gone, the star told the world, "I need to grow. | need to grow
enough to burn my next best fuel. But fear not, little world, for you will never die." So the star
grew larger and redder. It grew so large that its surface filled the orbit of the tiny world. Asthe
star approached, the world's creatures fell asleep in the heat; until at last the entire world fell into
it, dissolving into Sardust. But what the star said was true, for that world never died. It will live
forever in the hearts of children who remember."

The children grew calm, snuggling close for comfort. Only Haemum and Chae stood aside, their
faces sullen. Rod felt torn apart insde. There was |ove and comfort here, but was there truth? Did the
Spirit never cal for more?

After the children werein bed, and the last packing done, Rod could not deep. He stood outside as
the nightly rain continued, finaly tapering off to reved the stars. A faint glow came from the distant band
of singing-trees, their colors racing across the tops with their enigmatic patterns. Somewhere in the
wheelgrass anocturnal zooid called for its mate, and another answered. A breeze brought the scent of
the tumbleround.

As he watched, an octopod came from behind the llama barn to tour around the main compound, at
the same hour it always did. The octopods were highly regular in their habits; their pattern of patrolswas
familiar to him, their paths crisscrossing the same way every night. Rod reached adecision.

Hewent insde to find Mother Artemis, now agray lump deeping. Regretfully he touched her
surfaceto interrupt her degp. She came awake dowly, arms extending and hair regenerating out of the
amorphous nanoplast.

"Reverend Mother, | must ask your release,” Rod told her. "'l have called on the Spirit for so many
years—but the Spirit who calls back isfrom this planet. | cannot return to Vaedon, and leave thisworld
heretodie”

"Indeed,” said Mother Artemis. ™Y ou have listened well. But what can you do?"

"I've been watching the octopods. They're only Proteus servos after al, not sentients. I've studied
their movements, and | know afew moves mysdf that might get me past aservo. With your permission,
I'll leave tonight, hiding my tracksin thetrail of the tumbleround." He shuddered, but there was no better
way. "By hiding inthefores, | can help postpone thefina cleansing, while the planet's masters start to
fight back. Who knows—perhaps the Fold Council will seereasonintime.”



She considered this. "If you are called, so beit. But beware. When the authorities capture you, they
will not treat you kindly."

"I'll takethat risk." One of his more interesting subjects at the Academy had been surviva under
torture. Students had protested it was outmoded, in the age of the Free Fold, but the Academy Master
hed only smiled.

"Very wel," said Mother Artemis. "I think it would be best if | disable the octopods with a stream of
radio noise. Asyou say, they are servos, it may take some time for them to come round and 'repair’ my
areuit.”

Rod swallowed hard. "Thanks," he could barely whisper.

"But first you shdl ask Haemum and Chae."

"What? They're children. It'stoo dangerous. They have lives ahead of them.”
"They've earned the choice. It'sther planet, too."

In the dark nursery, as Haemum and Chae watched, Rod pried the boards off the window, hoping
not to wake the little ones. The odor of the tumbleround below was enough to knock him out, but he
braced himsdf to get used to it. A shaft of moonglow fel across Gaeain her bed, her hands stretched
before her face with the peaceful abandon of adeegping child. Rod paused, wondering if he would ever
see her again. Mother Artemiswasright, he realized; without company, he could never have torn himsdlf

away.

Haemum and Chae were poised at the window, backpacksin their arms, awaiting the first step. At
last Rod's pocket holostage beeped once; it was the signa from Mother Artemis, disabling the octopods.

Rod crouched on the window, then he leaped forward, out over the tumbleround. He landed in the
garden behind it, amid its discarded travel roots. Haemum and Chae tossed the backpacks out to him,
including his own, which he quickly dipped on. Then they, too, jumped out, and the three of them
sprinted down the noxioustrail the tumbleround had made through the garden. The gluish secretions got
al over their hands and clothes; unpleasant, but any nanoplastic pursuer would avoid their touch.

Ruddy moonglow flooded thefields asif to bathe them in blood. The three of them jogged for a
kilometer or so, until the wheelgrass came up again where the tumbleround trail grew old, and they had to
pick their feet heavily through it. Rod noticed Chae faling behind, and he dowed abit more. Still there
was no sign of pursuit.

A hollow song arose, the manifold voice of the nearest band of singing-trees. Thetrail of the
tumbleround, which had grown faint, seemed to widen and take on fresh odor, asif more than one of the
beasts had traveled there. Reluctantly Rod entered the forest, wary of what might drop from the trees.
The eerie song of thetreesroseto aroar, drowning all else.

They continued through the forest, a ong tumbleround trails that seemed to cross each other, winding
around the gresat arches of the singing-trees. Rod wondered why no actua tumblerounds appeared. As
the night wore on, the Singing quieted, and other creatures could be heard. Long squirming rings dangled
from the arches, groaning to each other, and the sdling of a hoopsnake gave Rod agtart. Histoe
snagged so often, his hands were cut and bruised from catching himsdlf. He wished they had the sturdy
llamastoride.

Findly the first trace of dawn appeared, from the east behind them. Rod cdled the youngstersto



halt. "Well deep here, until night falsagain.”

Haemum nodded without speaking, her face surrounded by matted curls. Chae sank exhausted
againg the trunk of the singing-tree. What would become of them— such promising students, now
datelessrefugees. Asfor himsalf, Rod could not begin to think of it. Suddenly he remembered 'jum, that
day hefirgt found her, aonein the universe amid the hovels of death. What would become of her? Now
al of them werelike her.

For the moment, though, the three of them had each other. Rod caught Haemum and Chae each in
hisarms, and held them both close. He wondered about the others, Mother Artemis and Brother Geode
aonewith dl thelittle ones, and the llamas—how had they al managed? And where were they now? It
was hard to think of the colony deserted and desolate, al their fields of brokenhearts unattended.

He set up the tent in the arch beneath the singing-tree, and the three of them dept until lateinthe
day. In the evening they roused themsalves and ate from their packs, sparingly. Haemum found water to
boil in the solar unit recharged during the day. Chae caught a hoopsnake to supplement dinner for himself
and Haemum; Rod did not yet dareto edt it, lest he sicken without accessto help. The gentle twilight
ranfal dribbled down thelr tent asthey prayed.

With nightfal, they had to move on, farther along the forest band, to put as much distance asthey
could between themsalves and the pursuers sure to follow. But Chae walked with alimp, though he
denied it, and Haemum stopped frequently to press her forehead. " Take one of your medicines,” Rod
urged.

Haemum shook her heed, saying cryptically, "That won't help.”

Asthey dogged on through the loopleaves, the scent of tumblerounds began to grow. They
stumbled at |ast upon aclearing among the singing-trees. Rod stopped, nearly crying out in amazement.

There beneath the star-studded sky were a group of tumblerounds, at least a dozen of them. They
were standing quite still, like old truck tires covered with cobwebs.

After staring for aminute, Rod shook himsalf and turned to the youngsters. "We could rest herea
while," he said. "The octopods will avoid this place like the plague.” At least he hoped so.

Chae agreed readily, sinking down to rest. Haemum seemed more reluctant, but agreed. Rod
wished he could do morefor her. He sat himself down against a singing-tree trunk, not admitting the redl
reason he had stopped.

What if these beasts actually were the masters of Prokaryon? What if he could get across something
more from them, more than araised hand?

Rod watched the tumblerounds, trying to relax and empty his mind as he did when calling the Spirit.
For awhile nothing happened, and he half dept. Then the bright spots regppeared, shaping themsavesin
his eyes. They formed random shapes, pinching off and coming together, asif a sculptor were playing
with clay. A crudelinefigure formed, abar with three branches. Threefingers?

Thefigure lasted for aminute or so. Then two of the three lines dissolved, and the topmost
lengthened above the vertical bar. With ashock, Rod saw that it wasthe letter "E." Soon it was joined by
aIIT.II

"Haemum," Rod whispered.
"Y es, Brother Rod?'



"Doyou ever . . . see odd things? When you get headaches?'

"Maybe," she said guardedly. "Like what?'

"Likeletters?' Theletter "A™ had appeared, followed by "O."

"I've seen letters,” she admitted.

"Why didn't you tdl us?"

"Chee sad you'd think we were crazy."

Rod looked at Chae.

"Wereadl crazy," said Chee. "Ever since the tumbleround came after us.”
Heturned to Haemum. " 'E, T, A, O, N.. . . Does that mean anything?"

Haemum said, "I asked at schoal. It's the frequency distribution of our language; the most common
letters downward." She caught hisarm. "How do they do it, Brother Rod? How does atumbleround ...
get ingde our heedslikethat?'

"They send microzooids, through the whirrs. Like nanoservos, somehow, the microzooids contact
our brains.

Chae shrank away. "l always knew those beasts were bad."

Rod remembered the journey to Saral, when the poor boy awoke to find the whirr-covered visitor
leaning over them. "Y ou needn't go through this, Chae. Y ou can go back to Station.”

The boy shook his head. "There's bad and there'sworse."
Rod asked Haemum, "Do you ever see words?"
"Once, | think. Theword 'the," the most common word.”

So the tumbleround knew about "words;" but it knew no meanings. Did it? How did it know enough
to make letters? It must somehow see what his own eyes saw.

From his backpack Rod took a piece of nanoplast that <till had enough juiceto glow faintly. He
pulled out chunks of the nanoplast, which he rolled and stretched into | etters, to form the word HAND.
He stared &t the letters, outstretched on the ground next to his own hand, until his eyeswatered. Then he
gave up and looked away.

Hisforehead ached, and the bright rings reappeared in his eyesight. They flickered and coalesced to
foomthelettees H...A...N...

Rod vaguely redized that something of tremendous importance had happened; something the Fold
had al sorts of rules and regulations about reporting, if ever such an event should occur to the human
race. Except that it never had; and no one would believe it now. A Spirit Caller'svisonsdid not count as
evidence.

He blinked his eyes, but the | etters remained, next to a crude shape of ahand. Why could these
cregtures not simply announce themsdves on the airwaves, he thought, instead of inside his own head?
With asigh, he gathered up the nanoplast, still glowing faintly, and rearranged it to another word: HOME.



That was no good; he needed something more concrete. CHILD, he tried, though it was hard to picture
achild. LLAMA wasafour-legged stick figure.

"I" wasaman with two legs. YOU . . . How to picture atumbleround?
The presencein hishead returned, YOU . . . LLAMA.

Rod blinked in surprise. The tumbleround's microzooids must have picked up Y OU," just from the
ideain hishead. The"llama’ was an understandable error, for Rod himself actualy looked four-legged
now, as he crouched on the ground. Patiently he reshaped the nanoplast toread: 1. . . MAN.

The presence immediately replied: I... MAN; YOU ... LLAMA.

Rod was not sure at al how to take this. He looked out at the group of tumblerounds, wondering
which one of them had sent this message. Or dl of them—were they some kind of group mind? And
what would the Fold do when they found out?

SEVENTEEN

At Station, Saral was giving her public lecture on the holostage. The purple Sharer wore no more
than usud, but she carried hersdlf like an Elysian in afull-length train. The viewing chamber was packed
with the research scientists, Elk and Khral and the sentients, aswell as severa caterpillar-shaped medics,
who had yet to bring the two Elysians out of their comatose state. Reporter snake eggs hovered
overhead like bees, until Station warned them to keep out of the way.

In the corner sat jum, swinging her legs and feeding bits of protein cake to Sarai's carnivorous vine;
it extended only an arm'slength, the longest piece Quark could be persuaded to take aong. She clucked
now and then at the two clickfliesworking on their web above her head. A reporter tried to interview her
for human interest, but sheignorediit.

"These microzooids," Sara began, "of species Saral phycozooidensis, werefirg isolated from
human cerebrospina fluid—encased within crystas of silicate. The slicate coating protects each
microzooid from the toxic human interior, just as our skinsuits protect us from the Prokaryan exterior.
Y our nanoservos never look for silicate,” she added with asuperior air. "Upon remova to standard
phycozooid culture media, the silicate coatings dissolve to revea—

"Whoa, there." Elk half roseto hisfeet. "Human spina fluid?1 thought your strain first camefrom a
tumbleround—"

Saral glared. "You can walit till the question period. If | chooseto answer any.”

Khral tugged Elk'sarm, and Quark hissed at him to hush. Station announced, "Well have ample
time for questions—all day, if necessary. Please proceed.”

Saral sniffed. "Wherever would | find atumbleround; they never reached the mountains until they
had to rescue their citizens. Asl wassaying . . ."

Elk opened his mouth again, but thought better of it. Hefdll back, looking dazed.

"... the slicates from the human cerebrospind fluid dissolved in the media,” Sarai continued,
"reveding typica toroid cells, with the usua ring of triplex DNA running around the hole. But these cells
faled to thrive. And they were few in number; barely ahundred from the origina source.” Sheraised her
hand, spreading the fingerwebs like afan. "That's when | made the ingenious choice of 'universa broth, a
medium of my own invention that enables growth of awide range of species. | inoculated eight cells.



They immediately proceeded to metabolize, putting out al sorts of fascinating by-products.” Thelist of
products scrolled down the holostage for the next haf hour, while she described them in detail. EIk
dumped in his chair, but the medical "caterpillars’ reared up to pay attention, for any metabolic product
might be toxic to humans.

"On the second day, two individualsfell in love and began to reproduce, by a unique conjugative
process." Saral snapped her fingers at the holostage. Two microzooids appeared, glowing blue; the two
cells came together, negtly stacked. Sarai turned to 'jum. "Y ou're too young for this, Ushum. Go take the
dickfliesfor agroall.”

‘Jum went on feeding the vine, which had grown about a centimeter so far. ‘jum knew pretty well
what used to happen between her parentsin their corner of the shack, and what happened to girlsin the
street who didn't throw stones.

"Thetwo ringlike cellsfit together, dongside each other," Sarai continued. "Then, adl around thering,
the two cellsfuse completdly.”

On the hol ostage the two rings merged, becoming one.

"Imagineit, if two human lovers became one person with four legs! But each microzooid isjust a
cdl, remember, with its one ring of triplex DNA. The double cell now hastwo rings."

Within the holographic cell, the two rings of DNA lit up red.

" Since the two enamored cells have become one, their two DNA rings can merge and exchange dl
gx strands. Then they pull apart—in three ringsof duplex DNA. Thetwo red rings came together. Then
they split apart into three, presumably three double hdlices."

Elk jJumped up again. "Y ou mean the triplex DNA cells produce duplex offspring? So that two
triplex parents merge to make three duplex daughters?’

Saral threw up her hands. "Go ahead, you give the seminar.”

Khra said, "Never mind, Sarai; we're just trying to follow the evidence. So you observe duplex
daughter cells, and then?

She gave adark look in Elk'sdirection. "As our resdent genius proposed, each daughter cell has
duplex DNA. But it grows athird DNA strand right away, restoring the triplex, while enzymes correct dl
the base-pair mismatches amongst the parenta strands, compl eting genetic recombination throughout the
chromosome. Of course the mechanism of recombining triple-siranded DNA moleculesis amatter for
some speculation. ..."

She speculated for the next haf hour, and one of the medics got up to leave. Saral glared at the
three who remained. "Nano-pushers. No intellectud curiosity, that's what's wrong with the medical
profession today. How esewill you invent new antibiotics, if not to attack the mechanics of DNA?"

On the holostage the three blue rings began to pulse different colors, while waving their flagellato
propel themsaves away. "Two parents, three children,” said Saral. "But the interesting point isthis. where
are their parents? Their parents no longer exi<, right? Ordinary microbes wouldn't care, but these care
alot." Sheflicked her webbed hand toward the audience. "Remember, | inoculated with eight individuass,
the Sharer way. Not al eight cdlls reproduced. One of them avoided reproduction, while the others
underwent severa generations. Thefirst one remained, not a parent exactly, but an ‘elder’ for the young
ones. And in al my cultures, the young ones know who their elders are.



"Think of ordinary microbes. What kinds of microbes know their parents, let donetheir eders?
Y easts bud off daughter cells, and volvox colonies protect their young within the center. But when the
young leave, that'sit; they never notice their parentsagain.”

Saral clicked again at the holostage. Numbersfilled the air, al the thousands of numbers sheand
'jum had studied from the flashing cells. "These sgterlings are different. Their elders passon their
civilization. From the moment of birth, the young ssterlings and their elders flash numbers at each other.
At first easy numbers, mainly threes and fives, then larger numbers, even with multiple factors. Those
multiple factors are words. We even learned two of their words—'1 053 0 1, for the antitriplex
antibiotic;'10003080 120 2, for anthocyanin. Each individua word starts with anumber 1."

‘Jum had dipped down from her seat and stepped up to the holostage, asif mesmerized. She picked
at the digits asif to pluck them from the air, then pointed to other patterns she liked even better. What if
each "word" were actudly aprime serieswith holesin it?

"There can be only one conclusion,” said Sarai at last. "We're dedling not with the messenger, but
with the Sgterlings themsaves—the true intelligence of Prokaryon. For thisinsght, of course, | must give
credit to my colleague, Ushum."

For aminute after Sarai stopped there was slence, asif the audience could not believe she had quite
done. Khrd rose and stretched, her legs stiff after the two-hour marathon.

"Just amoment,” caled Quark's eyespeaker. "There arelots of possible conclusions. How do you
even know you've got one species? Y our culture may not be pure; you started with eight founders.”

"Sharersdways sart cultureswith eight,” said Sarai. "' So they won't be londly.”
"But—" Quark sputtered but gave up.
Elk rose. "Where do these microzooids live, if not in atumbleround?’

"They can adapt to livein amost any hogt, just as humans can adapt to any climate. According to
Khra'swork, they are more highly concentrated in the tumbleround than anywhere else," she admitted.
"Wethink the tumbleroundisther city, their main dwelling place.”

"But they could enter the Singing-trees too—and control them!™ exclaimed EIk. "I've checked, now
that | know what to look for. The singing-trees could be their longdistance communication!”

A sentient medic reared its caterpillar limbs. "What about human hosts?' heingsted. "Why and how
do these microzooids cause disease? What's their pathology? Why the onset at entrance to a spaceship?”

"What do you think?' demanded Sarai. "Would you liketo be carried off from your own universe at
amoment's notice, without permission? Wouldn't you try to bail out from your host first?* She added
thoughtfully, "Of course ... dl of them might not have bailed out. Some might have stayed on and hitched
aridetothedars...."”

"Wait aminute." The next medic reared its caterpillar body. " Are you saying weve got an intelligent
disease here that's managed to spread undetected—perhaps even to other worlds?”

No one answered. The three medics suddenly dunk out of the room asfast asthey could crawl,
severd snake eggsin pursuit.

"Wait," Khrd caled after them. "It's not a'disease’ we're talking about—it's anew sentient race!™



Station said, "Y ou'reright, Khral; I've notified the Secretariat. But it'sa disease, too. Those Elysians
aredying."

"How do wetdk to them? How do we convince them whom to talk to?"

Elk added, "After they'vetried for decades to contact our own bacteria?' He shook his head. "They
must have given up long ago. They must think we have an 1Q of zero.” jum stared. In her eydids she saw
the other lights flashing again. Perhaps she was turning into aholostage—aholostage for the sigterlings
insgde of her. But how to talk back?

She remembered the vines with the photoemitting tips that Mother Sarai had madeto "talk” to the
sgterlingsin her pod. jum had thought of trying those vines before, and now that Mother's attention was
diverted, she had her chance. She dipped out of her seat and departed unnoticed. As she wasleaving,
Khra looked up. "Sarai, who wasthe first carrier? Which human did you get your culture from?”

Rod awoke with astart. He must have dozed off, but his pocket hol ostage was beeping. Beside
him, Haemum and Chad were fast adeep, too exhausted even to wake. The midday sun filtered through
the arches of the singing-trees, and the helicoids cried.

Wondering what to do, Rod frowned at the holostage. Only Mother Artemis had the code to reach
him. The holostage beeped again. Very reluctantly he opened the case. "Reception only,” he spoke.

In the box two tiny figures gppeared; he took a closer look. Onewas Khral, the other EIk Moon,
histall figure reduced to doll sze.

Rod blinked in surprise. How could she have found him? Wasit atrick to capture him—arecorded
image?

"Rod? Do you hear us, Rod?' She sounded anxious. "I don't know, Elk; we've got to keep trying.”
Her head leaned to hear Quark's eyespeaker whisper. The whole [ab group, trying to call him?

"Answer, Rod, please. Y our children—weve got to help them.”

His hand tightened on the box. "Transmit,” he ordered at |ast.

Khra's eyeswidened. "It'syou!" thetiny voice gasped. "Thank goodness you're okay."
Rod frowned. "Where did you get my code?"

"From Mother Artemis. We—"

"Isshedl right? And al the children?"

"Asfar asweknow. They're—"

Station'svoice said, "They'redl well, on board."

Rod let out asigh, and for amoment he could not spesk.

"They'redl ... wdl enough."” Khral's voice wavered.

Elk added, "Three Crowsis helping them out. With the quarantine, now, nobody can leavethis
place—period. None of us, for Torr knows how long."

"It'shorrible” Khra exclamed. "The Fold has gone crazy—they may kill off this planet, Rod,



whether you're there or not.”
Rod shrugged. "So beit. What do you need from me?"

"Station said we had to find you," Khral explained, "and Mother Artemis agreed. Rod—there's
something €l se you need to know." She looked uncertainly at EIK.

"It's about the microzooids," Elk said guardedly. "Khra will explain.”
Rod felt he knew more than he wanted aready.

"Well," sad Khrd, "Sarai told uswhere she got her first culture. She cleared them dl out,” Khra
added hurriedly, "but—" She stopped. "They werein Gaeas spind fluid.”

His mouth fell open. "In Gaea?' He had not expected this at dl. "But how—when—"

Khra'sface crumpled, and she turned away. Elk put hisarm around to comfort her. "It'sdl right,”
he added. "Sarai promised she cleared them out.”

"It was when Gaea was there for lifeshaping, to correct her spinabifida," Khra explained, collecting
herdf.

"But—why didn't she tell me?"
" She doesn't trust you.”

Rod remembered that day he arrived, with the two bruised boys and the girl badly in need of care;
and how Sarai had made him lose histemper. It had never occurred to him to wonder what she thought
of him.

" She checked Gaeals spind fluids very carefully, and she found these odd silicate crystas, which
none of our own nanoservos ever noticed because they weren't programmed to do so. Insdethe silicate
crystds hide the microzooids.”

Elk added, "Y ou see what that means? We dl could be carriers.”

"But we're not," Khral added hurriedly. "Were al getting checked, now that we know what to look
for."

Quark said, "Even the sentients were dl checked, though no silicates have yet been found in us. Not
that 1'd go near that planet again.”

How prudent, Rod thought ironically. "I thought you said it was normd to have afew microzooids
going through your system.”

"Intheintesting tract, it'snormal to find afew,” Khra explained, "but the centra nervous system has
to be gerile. Infection there causes meningitis—that's what the Elysansgot.”

"The Elysansare ill sck?Why couldn't you clear out the 'slicates?

"The medics are afraid to try that. Remember, the triplex antibiotic killed the dog. What would you
do, if somebody from ‘outside tried to do you in? Rod, the microzooids themsalves areintelligent.”

The microzooidswere intdligent. A brain'sworth of datain asingle cell. It was sensdless, and yet
suddenly everything made sense. No wonder the thinking crestures had gone unfound for so long. And



now ... A chill came over hisscalp. How many of them wereinside him?Would they not think it right to
take hisown life, to save so many of theirs?

"All the colonists are getting checked now," Khra told him. "Rod, you need to get checked too."
"It'stoo late. They're dready in my brain. They talk.”

"They what?"

"They make letters and words."

Khra and Elk exchanged startled glances.

Station's voice took over. "Rod, we need your help. If you've made contact, then Secretary Verid
can use you. And we need you to find out what those invaders do when their host triesto board a
darship.”

"Wait aminute,” Khrd interrupted. " Station, you didn't tell me about this. Y ou keep quiet.”
"WElIl pay you, Rod," continued Station. "Double-hazard pay."

"No youwon't!" Khral reached for the switch. Elk caught her arm to restrain her, but she pushed
him away. "L eave Rod done, he's been through enough. Holostage— Good-bye."

"But the Elysan livesare at stake," said Elk. "Rod's microzooids might even tell ushow to save
them.”

Station added, "And well restore your immigration quota.” The Fold would give anything to save
those two foolish Elysians, while haf aworld could die of prions.

"Leave Rod done," ingsted Khral. "When Secretary Verid gets here, let her decide how to make
contact.”

Then hisinner eye opened, and he saw, asif alight shone, what hewas caled to do. "I will doit,” he
said clearly. "'l will come back and do what is needed—on one condition. | will take no
payments—nothing at al. | will do as| am called, for that reason alone.”

Khra'sfaceturned gray. "No, Rod," she whispered. "Not you."

Deep within the sphere of the Secretariat, the Fold Council held an emergency session. Outside, the
reporter eggs hovered insstently, but this hearing was closed.

The nanoplastic chamber had shaped itsdlf to make luxurious seats for the delegates, each
representing one of the eight peoples of the Fold. Over the council presided the Secretary hersdif.
Outwardly Verid smiled at the delegates, a smile just long enough to meet the occasion. Within hersdlf
she burned, like acoa mine on fire underground. Her beloved Iraswas dying—half amillennium of their
life together, now suspended.

"Citizens" The eight ddlegateslounged in their eight niches, at various angles and heightswithin the
chamber. "Citizens—we are called into sesson, at request of the Delegate Elysum.”

The Delegate Elysum this decade was her old nemes's, Loris Anaeashon, who had unfortunately
succeeded Verid hersdf as Prime Guardian of Elysium, only to follow her to the Secretariat. A server
arm snaked out to offer him aflower cake, while another brought him a pocket holostage.



"Thecitizens of Elysum demand decisve action againgt this plague,” he proclaimed. "We must
eliminate the source of this dreadful pathogen. The policy of partia cleansing was anoble attempt at
humane preservation, worthy of the loftiest principles of the Fold. But the hostile weather conditions and
the malevolent nature of this plague require decisive action. The planet has been evacuated, the last
dissdent miners and settlers recovered—thetimeis now."

Heraised his butterfly-cloaked arm. "L et the Secretary authorize the full sterilization of planet lota
Pavonis Three."

"Seconded.” The Delegate Vaedon sat beside him, in awhite talar bearing amoon'sworth of gems.
Both he and the Elysian held subgtantid stock in Proteus Unlimited.

As Ddegate Elysium began his predictable speech in support of the motion, Verid summoned hersdlf
out of her private hell. Her keen gaze swept the chamber. Whom might she count on to spesk for
Prokaryon—and its unknown inhabitants? Delegate Sharer, of course, of the ocean women of "Shora’;
though dwelling on Shorawith the Elysians, their race was granted separate representation. The Sharer
wore aplain talar of purple that matched her complexion, a concession to sensitivities. She would oppose
terraforming, as would the Delegate Sentient, alamppost-shaped creature representing dl the sentient
machines of the Fold.

Beyond these votesin hand, Verid knew she faced an uphill fight. Delegate Bronze Sky, ashrewd
woman as dark asthe L'liite, would listen to argument; but even Bronze Sky, das, was aterraformed
world. Delegate Solaris, now, from the most remote of the Fold's worlds, was hard to predict. He would
take an independent stand, for reasons of hisown.

The Elysian's speech concluded, and Verid looked up. "No oneisin abetter position than | to
sympathize with the intent of thismotion.” She met the eyes of each delegatein turn. "But Since when do
we annihilate awhole biosphere, for onefatal disease? Which world of our own could survive such a
test?" She shook her head. "More than that—an intelligent disease. The duty to respect an dien
intelligence forms a cornerstone of the Fold Constitution— and for good reason. In respecting 'the other,’
we assure respect for ourselves.”

Delegate Vaedon's seat came alight to respond. " The congtitution was never meant to gpply to just
any old intelligent dien. It was meant for, well, hogtile space invaders, that sort of thing. Alienswe could
dedl with— dirike bargainswith, buy off, in the usua way. How can you deal with amicrobe?' He
shrugged. "If you believe they're 'intelligent,’ which | dont; it's not been proven. Even if they are—dll the
more reason to get rid of them before we find out.”

"Agreed," said Delegate Urulan, an e egant gentlemen with just enough of athickened brow to keep
the smian vote. "The planet holdstrillions of them. Should we let our votes be outnumbered a thousand
to one by microscopic 'people? My people won't stand for it."

Though none of this surprised her, achill ran up her neck. Indl our fine clothes, she thought, how
little separates us from barbarity. She whispered to recognize the Delegate Sharer, whose seat came
dight.

"1 will not dignify these arguments with the response they deserve," began the Sharer coldly. "To be
outnumbered athousand to oneis nothing new to my people. The Sharers of Shora have never, and will
never, countenance ecocide." Sheraised her webbed hand, and its color drained white, the sign of a
solemn vow. "If Prokaryon must die, | myself will lead our witnessersto share its death.”

At that, the Delegate Elysium turned rigid, though he should have expected as much. Not that afew
dead fish-women would disturb him, but it would be a public embarrassment. "Y ou just wait," he



exclamed. "Well declare open asylum for immigrants. Y ou can housethem dl on your rafts.”

"The Honorable Delegate will excuse me, but heisout of order,” Verid interposed. "Delegate
Sentient.”

The"lamppost” spoke. "Of course | agree with the Honorable Delegate Sharer. Sentient intelligence
isto berecognized—'in any formit shall appear.’ Those are the words of our condtitution. Sizeisno
object—creatures of nanoplast have been recognized as sentient, some as large as entire planets, others
assmdl asinsects”

That wastrue. It was aso true, though, that microscopic nanoservos were excluded, by a
little-known provision of thetreety.

"| propose a countermotion,” added the lamppost. "L et the Secretary test the microzooids for
sentience.”

Verid nodded, feding rdief; the countermotion had come as planned. "Let al of usfirst have their
say on thefirst motion. Delegate L'li."

The L'liite frowned at the Delegate Elysium. "The will of my peopleis degply mixed. Indeed, we
have to support any measure that opensland for our settlers. Y et 'ecocide goes against our deepest
traditions. Besides, we cannot help but question the economic logic behind thismotion. To dterilize
Pavonis Three, by awhite hole out of deep space, will cost the Fold trillions of credits. A smdler sum
could rid my homeworld of the prionsthat have claimed billions of lives.”

As opposed to one dead dog—he might aswell have said it doud. Verid was impressed. Shetold
her internal nanoservosto arrange a private meeting with him.

"Youredl| dreaming,” exclamed the Delegate Solaris. "These are microbes we're taking about;
microbes that have aready escaped within starship passengers, the nine out of ten that didn't get sick.
They could be hiding anywhere in the Fold." Hejumped up and spread his hands. "What difference
doesit make, if wedo kill off their planet? They're microbes, with ageneration time of only aday.
Wherever they are, they'll take over.”

Verid observed, "It would make abig difference, | think, if you were amicrobe—and you knew
who had killed dl your family."

"Nonsense," countered Delegate Elysium. "When you have a plague, you wipe out the main source,
then control the rest. We can find them now; the silicate test hasreveded dl the carriers.”

The seat lighted for the Delegate Bronze Sky. "Are you sure?' The woman rubbed her chin
reflectively. "The same researcherswho gave usthe silicate test believe the disease isintdligent. Smart
enough to control dl its own animas and plants—even the weather. Think about it. Even ordinary
diseases mutate to avoid our tests and cures. We can barely rid a planet of prions, which are mere
protein. A disease with intelligence to guide it—perhaps its own 'research program—uwill surely come up
with novel defenses of its own. To say nothing of malice and retribution. The misery of ordinary diseaseis
aby-product, an afterthought of its own survival needs. But these, intelligent microbes, whet if they
contemplate. . . revenge?’

No one had an answer. The delegates sat on in silence. Server arms snaked a cup of water to one,
then another.

"What becomes of a pathogen when its host dies?" asked Verid. "What if the microzooids need us



aive? Even among ordinary pathogens, the most successful eventually mutate to coexist with the
host—millions on our skin, and billionsin our intestine. What of an intelligent pathogen who remembers
its history and vauesitshost? Our only fatality, so far, isadead dog." She closed her eyes, thinking, Iras,
forgiveme.

"Good point,” said Delegate Bronze Sky. "At present, we have the upper hand, because
they—these 'microzooids need to figure out how to use human bodies as hosts without killing us
unnecessarily. If we make contact now, they will be well-disposed to share dl kinds of information about
themselves. Newly discovered peoples|ove to show off."

Verid lisened hopefully.

"So doesn't it make sense to authorize the Secretary to test their sentience now? "When we have the
most to gain?' The Bronze Skyan leaned forward. "L et us pass both motions: To contact the
microzooids, and to mobilize awhite hole to completely sterilize the planet. Mobilization will take six
months, &t least; enough time for our medics to come up with defenses, and decide whether destruction is

necessary."
And enough time to get the deadly decision postponed or canceled. Verid nodded to hersdlf.

"And enough timefor those microbesto take over every planet in the Fold!" Delegate Elysum
shook his head. "The white hole won't take six months, only aweek. It was mobilized from the beginning,
to prepare for just such a contingency.”

Verid was shocked. Loris should not have known about the white hole; it was the most highly
classfied information in the Fold. Who e se knew of it, the secret compromise behind the founding of
Prokaryon? Someone, she thought bitterly, had been waiting al thistime for the excuse.

"Let'sget it over with," said Delegate Vaedon. "Eliminate the worst of the contagion, while we ill
can. Welvefound dl the carriers—isolate them, and study the pathogen.”

"Eliminatethe carriers, t0o," said Ddlegate Urulan. "Station and dl. They dl sgned therdlease™
Delegates Elysium and Vaedon looked scanddized, asif to say, they were not so barbarous.
"l can't believemy ears" exclamed the Solarian. " Sterilize aworld without a public hearing?'
"It'sacriss. Well invoke emergency powers.”

"To destroy aworld before you understand it—such impatience,” observed the Sentient. "How
typica of humans”

"DelegateL'li," Veridingsted. "What isyour view? Should we not take more time?"

TheL'liite looked down, clearly troubled. "I'm afraid | must agree that the source of infection needs
to be destroyed. In retrospect, | only wish we had done the same with the prions. The prionsfirst
appeared in aremote mountain village. Had we cleared the village then, and quarantined those infected,
we would be far better off today.” He looked up a Verid. "I do agree with the Honorable Delegate
Bronze Sky. L et the Secretary make contact, and learn what we can in aweek'stime. If weturn up
anything new ..." Hedid not finish.

"Delegate Bronze Sky." Verid kept her voice level. "Did you intend to leave the Secretary only a
week'stime to test the microzooid people?’



The Bronze Skyan considered in silence. With Delegates Sharer, Sentient, and Solarian, she could
cast the fourth vote for reprieve, and Verid would bresk thetie. " The generation time of the microzooids
isonly aday," shesad a lagt. " Seven generations should give them enough time to convince uswhy we
should save them.” She clasped her hands before her. "I will support both motions—on condition that we
meet again, in seven days, to confirm our vote to activate the white hole.

Seven daysfor Verid to convince the microzooids she was their best friend, then watch their world
die—unless she turned up something to change the vote of the L'liite or the Bronze Skyan.

"WEelIl give you two extradaysfirgt, to reach Prokaryon on the transfold express,” offered Delegate
Elysum. "I'll pick up the cos.”

Verid's hands shook. "What if they fight back? Those ssormsthey cause—do you know what kind
of energy that takes?'

"All the more reason to act now," said the Bronze Skyan.
"l cantdoit,” Verid said. "I have aconflict of interest.” They al knew about Iras.
The Sharer said, "Y ou haveto, Verid. Because no one else can.”

EIGHTEEN

Into the clearing in the Singing-tree forest alightcraft descended, seeking to land away from the
tumblerounds. Rod saw that it was Quark.

"I'm impressed,” hetold Quark. ™Y ou said you'd never touch thisworld again.”

"Somebody had to doiit," Quark grumbled. "1 told them you al ought to wear skinsuits, but they said
it wastoo late to avoid contamination, and that your microzooids sound friendly. Friendly, indeed.”

Rod was suddenly aware of the state he was in. Before, he always wore his robe, and the children
their best outfits neatly washed and combed, to vist the satellite. Now the three of them woretravel
clothes soiled with tumbleround glue. It was awonder the lightcraft alowed their feet to touch its
nanoplast. "Thanksfor coming for us, o many times," said Rod softly. "I'll remember.”

The nanoplastic entrance to the lightcraft melded shut. That wasit, Rod thought; he might never set
foot on Prokaryon again. He held Haeraum and Chae close, as together they watched the swirl of Spirilla
gpira away, and the planet shrink to moon sizein thevoid. Farewell, Architeuthis. .. Hefdt vagudy
angry at the Reverend Mother's stories. Wasiit right to make amyth out of those one's own race chose
to destroy?

Asthelightcraft approached the lock, the young colonists picked up their backpacks. Rod tried at
least to smooth Chae's hair, and Haemum managed to dig out a comb. But nothing could help the
tumbleround smell.

"Don't touch thewalls," warned Station. The nanoplastic entrance pulled open about twice aswide
asusud. "Proceed immediately to Decontamination.”

Just insde the gate waited Khral. Rod stopped. He wanted to accuse her—of what? Of being
wrong, or of being right too late? The words froze in histhroat. For amoment nothing existed but her
eyes. Then hetook a step, and shewasin hisarms. He held her fiercely, asif his hands had taken on a
life of their own. Her body melted into his, and her fingers caught his hair. Then he redlized that she, too,
wanted more than agreeting. You are being tested. ... Sowly hereleased her, letting hisarmsfall aside.



Khra said, "I'm so sorry, about everything. 1—"

"It'snone of your fault,” he murmured.

"We should have protected the children.”

Before he could speak again, Station interrupted. " Proceed to Decontamination.”

Khral picked up the backpacks. "Come on, let's kegp Station happy. Not that it can make much
difference”

"What do you mean?"

"If those microzooids learn to grow in nanoplast, were finished. The Fold will incinerate Station, too,
aong with the planet.”

After extensve bathing and disinfecting, the three colonists sat in the clinic while the caterpillar
medicsinjected nanoservos to probe them for silicates. Rod reached Mother Artemis on the holo, at the
satdllite expansion which housed the rest of Prokaryon's human refugees. Her nanoplastic hair reached
toward him, asif to escape. "I have prayed for you without ceasing.”

Rod's face twisted, seeking what could not be said in words. "Did everyone get out al right?" he
demanded at last. "How are they treating you?"

"Weareal wdl. Three Crows has been abig help to us. Hell stay aslong aswe need.”

He smiled, wondering what Elk would think. The Reverend Mother could have quite an influence on
people. "WEell be with you soon.”

"Not too soon." The medic arched itslong back, waving itsforelimbs. "All three of you are carriers.
Brother Rhodonite carries the mogt; at least ten thousand silicates were counted in your cerebrospina
fluid, most of them concentrated around your occipita lobe. Haemum has nearly as many; theré'slittlewe
can do for her. But Chae has fewer than ahundred. Weve been ableto clear that many from acarrier
without inducing meningitis

"That isgood,” said Station. "After heis cleared, he can rgoin your colony.”

Rod patted Chae's shoulder. "Y ou've done a brave job, Brother. The family will be glad to see you

again.

Mother Artemis nodded. "Y ou'l return to a hero'swelcome. ™

"l just want to help Prokaryon,” Chae said, but he looked enormoudly relieved.
"Brother Rod," asked Haemum, "what about us?'

"Y ou will join the quarantined sector,” said the medic.

"Without whirrs" said Station, "you're not infectious, but were taking every precaution.”
Haemum frowned. "I want to help Brother Rod."

"Y ou've done more than enough, Sister,” said Rod. "Y ou need to resume your studies.”

For amoment her face took on an expression gtrikingly like 'jum's. "Come on, Chae," she said



coldly. "I'm sure the adults have everything under control.” Rod watched them leave, thinking sadly, how
fast they had grown.

Mother Artemis said, "We know you have ajob to do, Rod." Too soon, her image was gone.
Rod thought of something. "What becomes of the silicates that are 'cleared?"
Station said, "We add them to the cultures.”

"Agang my better judgment,” said the medic suddenly. "Deadly infectious materid should be
Serilized.”

Later in the research lab, Rod asked Khra again about the cultures. Khra shuddered. "They don't
survivethat long in the cultures either. They need alive host. Let's hopetheir friends are forgiving. All
we've lost so far isadead dog, whereasthey ..."

Hedid not like the implications. Ten thousand "peopl€" ingde his heed—how long would he have to
keep them before they found anew home?

In the laboratory, amidst the shifting implements of nanoplast, sat ‘jum, holding Sarai'stwo
phototipped vines, one in each hand. With her thumbs she covered and uncovered the lightsto make
them flash. She stared at them fixedly, not looking up even to greet Brother Rod.

Elk waswatching her, as he took notes on the holostage. " She says the microzooids areinside her,”
the tall Bronze Skyan explained. "Wefound her like this, ‘communicating.’ Rether like you did, to teach
them our d phabet—except that she learned theirs.”

Rod watched with mixed emotions. He still loved thelittle girl, and he wished shewould return him a
gmile. He admired what she had done, yet he feared for her, and felt ashamed at hisfailure to protect her.
No more prions again, ever, he had promised; but what infected her now was far worse. "Can't you clear
her out? She needsto return to the colony.”

Saral stood by the holostage, armsfolded across her breasts. "Ushum'swork is of critica
importance. The Sgterlings need her.”

"But jJum is ahuman child who needs proper care.”

Khra caught Sarai's arm before she could reply. "Sarai, remember, Rod isinfected, too." She
turned to Rod. "'jum carries too many microsto clear safely. But hers seem friendly; and she made an
important discovery. The microzooids ‘count’ by prime factors. Each digit represents the multiplicity of
each prime factor. Look." The holostage produced atable:
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"It'samazing,” Khral observed. "Their numbers sort of cycle back on each other, just like—"
"They can count on their fingersfor dl | care. Y ou can't experiment on achild.”

"The Reverend Mother said she could stay.” Khra bit her lip. "I'm sorry, Rod. How e se will
Haemum and the other carriers be saved?’

Elk explained, "Some of the carriersfrom New Reyo have sickened, too, like the Elysians.”
Rod felt numb.

"l don't likeit either,” Elk added, "but so long as the microzooids communicate, we need 'jum’s help.
Y ou see, they work visually—whether ‘talking' one-on-one, or sending messages by singing-tree, or
hiding in your brain. Y our visud system isthe one part that makes sense to them. They can 'se€’ what
your eyes see; then they stimulate your brain to 'see their own signas.”

"Excuseme," Station interrupted. " Prepare for Safety Drill. Everyoneimmediately rel ocate to your
evacuation vessd, for usein an unlikely emergent event.”

Sighing, Khral headed for the exit.

Rod tried to nudge jum from her segt. At last he carried the potted vine dlong with her. "I don't
remember Safety Drills," hetold Khrd. "What's Station thinking? Do the microzooids have spaceshipsto
attack?'

"We need to be prepared,” said Khral. "'In case the microzooids get into nanoplast. They could
wreck Station hersdlf.”

He had not thought of that. They reached the lifeship and helped jum to climb in. No onewould last
long, heredlized, even in alifeship. And who would care to pick them up?

"Khrd, it's so quiet here now. The reporters—where are dl the snake eggs?’
"All sent home, by emergency order. Since then, not aship can leave."

"| thought the microzooids bail out when you get near a spaceship.”

"Not always. Carriers have been found as far as Vaedon and Bronze Sky."
Microzooidsinfecting everywhere—the thought chilled him.

"Never fear, Rod," said Khra, "we've got plenty to do before you try the docking tube. A crash
coursein microzooid linguistics.”

Thebiologiststried to connect dl they knew about the microzooids language, from Khra's setistics,
from the "words' Saral and 'jum had identified, and from the messagesinside Rod's vision. They probed
Rod with nanoservos to report the effects of the microzooidsin his occipital Iobe. The holostage
produced sentences for Rod to read, alongside flashing number codes that Sarai thought might represent
familiar objects—asinging-tree, azooid—and activities, such as aperson waking or svimming. Severd
hundred of these were tried, over the course of an hour, but there was no response. Rod found himsalf
wondering if he had only imagined whatever he saw before.

Then, out of the corner of hiseye, alight flashed. "Thereit is" he exclamed. "A letter will form. .. ."

"Exactly,” said Station. "The nanoservos report detecting stimulation of your optica receptors. The



microzooids are responsible, somehow. They must produce neurotransmitters.”
Rod read out the response: MAN SWIMS ZOOID— WHO SWIMSLLAMA?
Elk and Khra exchanged looks. "It's gibberish," said Elk.
"Maybenot," said Khrd. "A microbe experienceslife differently; instead of walking, you swim.”

"They don't 'swim' in llamas," Elk objected. "Wetested dl the llamas, dong with the children. The
[lamas were clear—not asilicate to be found.”

"Maybe the micros use some other kind of 'skinsuit’ insde llamas,” suggested Khra, "which the
medics can't detect.”

"Oh, no," said Quark. "Don't say that."
Themedic sad, "Weincinerated dl nonhuman potentid carriers.”

Good-bye [lamas, thought Rod, with asilent prayer. "Where would the micros get the word ‘'who'?
Y ou never showed them a picture.”

Khra thought about this. ™Y our mind must have formed a picture of it. Y ou must have been
wondering ‘who? quitealot lately."

"Y ou mean they can read my mind—whatever I'm thinking?"
Elk shook hishead. "I doubt that. Only things you can visudize."

Rod closed hiseyes. "I'm not sure | can handlethis” he said, trying to keep hisvoice steady. "I'd
rather have meningitis. Y ou can clear out the slicates, and 'talk’ to them in tissue culture.”

For awhile no one spoke.
"If that'swhat you want, Rod," said Khrd. "I'll direct the nanoservos mysdlf.”
Elk looked away, hisface creased in pain.

Themedic sad, "l just left one of the Elysiansin critica condition. Without trestment soon, she will
deteriorate beyond repair.”

Rod took a breeth. "Let's get on withit."

"Very wdl," said Khra with an effort. "But Station, we can't just speed up basic research. One
word at atime— what else can we do?'

From across the lab came Sarai to check their progress. "Now that we've figured out words and
numbers, we're working on chemical names. Ushum has figured out what they call methane and ethane.”

Elk gave Sara aweary glance. "That's great, but how will it help ustak them into leaving us done?"

Khra sad, "Perhaps jum's population learns faster.” Her eyes widened. "Wait aminute. What if ...
we put the two cultures together?'

Elk caught hisfigt. "That'sit! We remove afew each from Rod and from jum, then put them
together in culture fluid and let them shareinformation.”



"Judt like we shared with you, Sarai.”

Saral folded her arms. "Ushum's microzooids seem content where they are. Would they like being
kidnapped? Refugeesin aculture dish?'

"No timefor that gpproach,” said Station. "L et's inoculate afew from 'jum directly into Rod."
The medic reared angrily, waving severd limbs. "l object! Thisiscompletdly againgt regulations.”
"It'stoo much," Elk agreed. "We can't treat people like test tubes.”

" maketheregulationshere,” said Station.

Rod held up his hands. "Never mind. With so many adready, what's afew more?’

The caterpillar body hunched down. "1 withdraw from the case.” With that statement, the medic
crawled out.

"I'll dothetrandfer,” said Khra quietly. "I'm certified." She coaxed jum over to St by the probe,
then directed it to withdraw a dozen silicates from her spind fluid. Rod watched her expert hands, thick
hair down the back of her fingers. Afterward, as she turned to him, her arm was shaking.

Elk sad, "We can call one of the other medics."

"L eave them be, the cowards." Khral's voice was short. "The probe will do itswork. Rod, you can
settle yoursdf here, while the cdll sorter filters out things that would trigger your immune response.”

Rod sat next to the probe and looked away as it snaked near his back.

After the transfer histemperature rose, and he devel oped a headache. Station was reluctant to
administer drugs that might affect the "visitors' in hisbrain, so long as his own health was not in danger.
He went to bed to rest. Rest did not come easy, though, with aroomful of machines sending darmsat his
dightest changein blood pressure. He dozed unevenly, dreaming of thelong trail before Mount Anaeon,
the mist rising forever in the distance, the loopleaves forever tangling hisfest.

The afternoon passed, with gtill no sgn from the visitors, new or old. No more lightsflashed in his
head at dl, no matter what he tried to "show" them. The hours passed, and all the researchers could do
waswalt.

At hisbedsde, Khral and Quark cameto visit. Khral touched his hand. " Are you fegling better,
Rod?'

"Much better,” he said, not admitting why.
"Rod—you're not mad at us, are you?"

"No. | just wish..." For amoment the nanoplastic walsand ceiling dl dipped away, dl just a
mistake, corrected. He was back at the homestead the colonists had built with their own hands, the
children tugging at hislegs, thellamas cdling outside, the brokenhearts reedy for harvest. Then hiseyes
focused again, and he half sat up. "What's been happening to the planet?' he demanded. "Have they—"

"They've done nothing." Khra brightened, glad to bring good news. "' There were so many incidents
with 'bad weather' that they just postponed the cleansing indefinitely.”

"They don't admit as much," said Quark, "but they're dead scared. Have you any idea how much



power it takes to make a storm appear out of a blue sky? Proteus doesn't know what's going
on—nobody does.”

Rod sank back again, feding his prayers were answered. "l just wish | could do a better job for
you. Maybe these microzooids have trouble remembering what they learn, and passing thingson, if their
generation only lagtsaday.”

"Ohno," said Khrd. "It'strue, most of them reproduce within aday, but their 'elders live on for
another month or so. Like Elysians, some chooseto live longer, instead of having children of their own.”

"Even s0," said Quark, "you can see why the onesin the singing-treeslost interest after amonth of
trying to figureusout.”

Rod thought thisover. "Staionisright; we havelittletime."

Khrad swalowed carefully. " Station wants you to try the docking tube tomorrow morning—whether
you've seen any more sgnasor not."

The docking tube connected to Station at itsinnermost ring, where centrifugd "gravity” waslightest.
Rod approached the gate with Khral, flanked by two medics who had swallowed their principlesto
attend. He knew his head swarmed with nanoservos, ready to detect whatever the silicate-suited micros
did.

As he approached the gate, his steps dowed. In the smooth face of nanoplast, a dent formed,
deepening as usua until ahole opened. Air hissed, asthe pressure changed. Wasthisthe sgnd the
microzooids detected? Rod blinked afew times, but he felt no different. What if they did nothing this
time, he wondered. Suppose they wanted to visit the stars?

The hole widened until the nanoplast flattened to floor and celling, dl around the gateway. Rod could
seethe usud round tunndl beyond, and he stepped into it. Asadwaysthe artificid gravity gavealurch, as
the tube began to rotate; Rod gripped a handle for amoment, as he generaly did.

Suddenly his head siwvam, and lights flashed in his eyes. He sumbled back through the geate, where
one of the medics caught him. The room spun around him crazily.

"Rod, what'swrong?' cdled Khra, asif from far away. "Can you see anything?"

One of the medics made an injection in hisneck, and his balance stabilized. Rod squeezed his eyes
shut, trying to make out the flashing letters. NO . . . NOT READY.

"'No, not ready,' " heread doud. "Not ready for what?' Hetried to "see” the lettersin his mind.
NOT READY TOLEAVE. LLAMA STAY.

He absorbed this. "'l am not allama," he exclaimed. "A llamaisapack animal. I'm aman." Hetried
to visudize each word.

YOU ANIMAL. MEN NOT READY TO LEAVE. ANIMAL STAY.

Rod was back in bed, dozing on and off while the instruments profiled his blood, sorted hiscells,
typed his proteins and a thousand other things. A tone sounded, and Khral camein. He sat himsdlf up; his
head felt not so bad. "Any news? How are the Elysians?’

"Weve had a bregkthrough." Khra sat by the bed and leaned forward eagerly. ™Y our nanoservos



monitored the sllicatesin your brain, al the while they were acting up. The chemistry gets complicated,
but—let's just say the microzooids had to et down their guard, to put out their neurotransmitters. We
figured out away to neutralize them, so they do no harm asthey're removed. Wetried it on the Sicker
Elysanfirg. If Irasremains stable, well try it tomorrow on... the other one.” The hated creator of
Proteus.

Rod sghed. "I'm glad something worked."
"And you? Any change?"

He shrugged. "The letters come back now and then. They cal mean'animad,’ and tell meto 'go’ and
'day, likeadog." For these rude creatures, his children had risked their lives?"| guessthisiswhat it fedls
like to be atumbleround, bossed by microzooids.”

"Fascinating . . . That is, | mean, how awful," said Khrd. "l don't envy Secretary Verid dedling with
them.”

Helooked up hopefully. "I don't suppose you could ... well, now that you've figured out how to—"

"Oh yes—we can get them out of you, too, and put them safely in the culture, whether they likeit or
not." Khra haf smiled. "Saral will have plenty to work with."

The medic returned, rearing its caterpillar-shaped body over the bed to prepare for the spina tap.
Rod rested patiently, thinking how he could rejoin the children again, free at last of hisuninvited guedts.

Before his eyesthe letters regppeared. STOP. MEN NOT READY TO LEAVE ANIMAL.
Too bad, he thought to himsdf. Find some zooid to livein.
ANIMAL WILL LEARN.

Pain filled his skull, spreading throughout his body, asif he were ripped apart very dowly, into very
small pieces. Rod gripped his skull, trying to control himself, but it had come on too suddenly. " Stop,
stop." The pain went on, unending, for hour after hour, the kind of pain he would have severed hisown
limb to get rid of, except that it was everywhere, in every limb and crevice, within belly and brain.

At last the pain died. Still breathing heavily, Rod looked himsdlf over, hishands and arms, hardly
believing he was il intact. "By Torr, that was—" He looked up at the medic till rearing over him,
though the instruments had been removed. "Couldn't you hear? What took you so long?"

Themedic said, "We required two minutes to withdraw the tap safely.”

Two minutes. Helooked accusingly at Khrad. "'l thought you said they could only work with vision.
Isn't painin adifferent part of the brain?'

"They must have learned something new—something the onesin the Elysian patients don't know
yet." Shelooked a the medic. "Maybe they have research scientists, like us.”

"What if their 'scientists learn more tricks? They could take me over completely.”
Therewasslence.
Station said, "WEell haveto figure out how the microzooidstrigger pain.”

"Couldn't you just get them out, while I'm under anesthesia?"



Station hesitated. "We might, but what if the pain doesn't top when they leave?
Rod fell back on the bed and closed his eyes. Hetried to recall his Academy drillsto endure pain.
The lettersreturned in hiseyes. WELL DONE. ANIMAL LEARNS.

A new sensation filled hismind; asense of pleasure, unimaginable, beyond what athousand lovers
could give. Hefloated init, drifting helplesdy asif on an endless sea. Only it cameto an end too soon; he
begged for it to return, for he would sacrifice anything, even any of the children, to float in that seaagain.

His eyes opened. He was damp with perspiration, but otherwise felt fine. Khral and the medic were
talking excitedly with Station, asif he were not there. They were helpless, he redlized. There was nothing
they could do for him. Whatever they learned, the microzooids |earned faster; they would keep ahead,
destroying him by inches until there was nothing lft.

"Khrd." Hisvoicewas hoarse. "Khrd, ligen. Y ou have to hep me."
She came over, her face wrinkled. "What can | do?”'
"Y ou can give mea'find friend." Something to take, in case | haveto, before they take me over.”

Her eyeswidened. "Rod, you know | can't do that. | wish it were me instead, anything—»buit that |
cantdo."

"You can," heindsted. "Y ou have dl the chemicds. Givemeone.”
"It'snot right," she whispered. "Y ou know it isn't— your Reverend Mother would know."

Rod dug hisfingersinto the mattress. "What do you know of that? Just give me something, so | can
dieasaman, not an animd.."

Beside the bed, in the nanoplastic wall, a pocket opened. A round tablet came out, the size of his
thumb.

Khra stood up. "Station, no!™

"It'syour right,” Station told him, "by the law. Be careful how you hold that: One squeeze, and it
seepsthrough your skin."

He took the tablet gingerly between two fingers and st it by the bed.

Khrd watched him, stricken. "Don't you tell me about being an animd." Her smian jaw jutted
forward. "Where thereslife, there's hope, | say. Must you aways be in control ?* She stormed out
without waiting for reply. Rod remained, one human aone.

NINETEEN

In critical care, degp within the sentient Station, Nibur Letheshon began to waken. The Elysian
tossed his head feverishly as he floated in and out of consciousness. For how long, he had no idea; he
knew only that frightful phantoms crossed his eyes, shapes and forms unknown, like avirtua seascape
gone mad, thewavesralling and cresting beneath him until he crashed upon the shore. All thewhile his
hand clutched the collar of Banga, the dog standing there steadfast by hisbedside, his ageless
companion, now hisonly comfort amid torment.

Ashismind cleared, the phantomsfinaly dwindled. Only aheadache lingered: anuisance. Why



could these provincid medics not clear it out? Once again he mastered hisvision, clearly seeing the bed
with its crude hospital covers, and the primitive servo andyzer of bodily fluids standing nearby. He
shuddered; awonder he had recovered at dl, in this barbaric outpost. Why had they not sent him back
to Proteus, where he maintained his own up-to-date clinic cusom-designed for himsdlf?

In his hand he held an empty collar. Curious. Why would they take away his beloved Banga, yet
leavethe collar?

A doorway appeared in the wall, opening to admit a hideous caterpillar of a sentient. Nibur'sface
froze ashe drew himsdf up.

"Y ou are much improved,” the sentient brightly observed. "All your vital sgns confirm.”
"Why was | kept here?' Nibur demanded. "Why was | not sent back to Proteus?”
"Proteus told usit lacked any treatment program for aien microbes.

Alien microbes. His flesh crawled. That mad Sharer in the mountain, on Pavonis Three—had she
cooked thisup?

"Not that we had atreatment either,” the miserable sentient explained, "but we have researchers with
... initigive"

"Initiative be damned,” he muttered. "If | suffer any lingering effects, you'll hear from Proteus” He
held up the callar. "Whereis Banga?'

The sentient's caterpillar head bobbed moronicaly. "I'm very sorry. Y our dog passed away two
weeks ago."

Nibur frowned. "Impossble. I've had him by the bed, al thiswhile.”
"A virtua image. Y ou kept calling for him, and his presence kept you calm.”

Thefirst moment of fear that this might be true penetrated his mind. Banga—his companion, who
had followed him faithfully for centuries. Banga—reduced to avirtua phantom?"No," he said hoarsdly.
"Y ou imbecile machine, it can't be so. Bangaisimmorta.”

"Banga succumbed to the same infectious agent as yourself and your fellow traveler. The medica
staff deeply regrets our inability to save him. Y ou may take comfort, though, that his desth under our
experimentd treatment probably saved your own life."

Banga ... A wordless scream echoed down the corridors of hismind. That world with itsvile
contagion had consumed his own companion. For amoment Nibur wished he had not woken.

"Y ou arefree of infection now, so far aswe cantell,” the sentient assured him. ™'Y ou may transfer to
Proteus now."

"The sooner the better,” said Nibur, breathing heavily.
"Prokaryon isin quarantine, but your firm has obtained a speciad exemption. ..."

Nibur no longer listened. He would be off soon, and he would know what to do. That world with its
cursed dien scenery would not long survive his dog.

In the laboratory, hafway acrossthe satdllite, little jum counted off the flashing lights from the



microzooidsin her brain, while Sarai worked feverishly to assgn their patterns names and symbols. Now
that both the Elysian patients were out of danger, Khra renewed her effort to contact the microbial
intelligence. She scanned her own database on the holostage, while Sarai clucked incessantly with her
clickflies, whose webs now spanned half the lab, displaying Statistics on the data stored in the clickflies
DNA.

Together, they had worked out how the microzooid ssterlings named the chemica parts of their
cdls. The microzooids seemed to name their ementsin the order of frequency. First came hydrogen,
then carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen, asin humans; but thereafter, instead of sulfur and phosphorus, came
arsenic. That was one reason Prokaryan settlers had to be lifeshaped.

So methane, CH,, was 4 1, while ethanol, C,H.,0 was 6 2 1. But what to make of the bizarre cyclic
amino acidsin their proteins, like azetidine with its four-carbon ring? jum watched the modd of azetidine
hover over the holostage, atight square of carbons with one nitrogen corner.

By now, playing the light pipes was second nature for jum. The ssterlings were her friends. If only
she could figure out more of what they weretdlling her.

"Hypoglycin, and mimosin," announced Khral. " Cyclic amino acids—you find them in some of our
plant species, but never in humans™

Jum reached above the holostage to place more numbers: 7421090 3.

"That's azetidine,” said Saral. "Thefirst four digits count the atoms; the rest designatesthe
heterocyclic square, and the carboxylic acid.”

" Azetidine acid—the square amino acid they useingtead of proline, to make kinksin their proteins.”
Khra patted jum on the back. " Those microzooids are working pretty hard today. They'retelling you a
lot."

flum nodded. "They ask me things, too. About everything around us, what it's made of ."
"Tdl them nothing," boomed the ever-present voice of Station. "We must keep them under control.”
Saral glared at the calling. "Wouldn't you want to know what your habitat is made of ?*

Jum had dready told the s sterlings the smple polymersthat her clothes were made of, and the
minera of the tarstone a her neck. But Station had refused to let her tell them other things, like the
composition of nanoplast, even the floor and walls that surrounded them.

"I knew we should never have come out to thisdimwit satdllite Saral Sghed. "Well get nowhere.”

"Khral," Station announced, "you are needed immediately back at intensive care. New patients have
arrived from Vaedon and Bronze Sky."

Astonished, Khra stared at the ceiling. "From where? What are they doing out here? Welve sent all
we know to Science Park. They'd get much better care."

Station declined to reply.

"Innocent fool," muttered Sarai. "The carriers are outcasts. Anybody with microzooidsis getting sent
here, like aleper colony.”

"Because we can provide the latest treatment,” corrected Station.



"Believethat, and you might aswell jointheclerics.
Khra said quietly, "1 wish | could. Station, how many carriers are there?"

"A dozen so far. Some have had recurring 'visions for weeks, perhaps months. No one knows how
far it's soread—and whether whirrs have spread, too." That was the key question. If whirrs had spread
to other planets, there was no containing the epidemic.

"A dozen." Khrd sighed. "'l can see my work cut out.”
"The orders areto try nothing fancy—just eliminate the silicates, like you did for Irasand Nibur."

"That's murder," said Sarai. "Even the cultured ones are languishing." For some reason, the
microzooidsin the culture vessels had stopped growing, probably starving for an essential nutrient. "They
need alive host. Keegp them in the carriers.”

"Right," said Khrd. "It would make more senseto talk to them.”

Above the holostage, the medical sentient suddenly reared its limbs, spouting test results. ™Y ou see
what bad shape these carriers are in? How can you talk to a pathogen?"

"All right, I'm coming,” called Khral. "Saral, I'll send you whatever communications the nanoservos
pick up in the patients brains, and see what you can make of them.” Picking up her self-gterilizing suit for
theclinic, sheleft.

"Tak to them, indeed," muttered Sarai. "When Station won't even let us answer what they ask of
us! What'sthe use?"

Jlum agreed. If only Mother Saral would take her back to the cavern. The siterlingsinside her head
would be happier, too. Like her, they felt trapped—and they were doing something about it. 102007
1, they said. This sequence she had first seen when Sarai had transferred ssterlings from one dish to
another. It seemed to mean "moving" from one place to another, or "travel"?

Saral rose and gtretched. She clucked twice, in the language she used to cdll the clickflies. "What do
the sgterlingswant now?"

jum closed her eyes and tried to count the numbers that the Ssterlings were posting inside her eyes.
"Everything," 'jum clucked back. "What everything is made of ."

Station did not respond. Perhaps Station was not attuned to clickflies.

"They could hdp us" muttered Sara. "Those Ssterlings could help our lifeshgping, more than
anything—athousand times more than Station's brainless nanoservos.” She clucked again, and one of her
clickflies sailed in the doorway. The splay-legged insect obligingly set to spinning aweb in the corner,
'Jum watched the web, trying to puzzle out the pattern of its sticky strands, woven straight and crosswise,
with some squares pasted together. Then sheredlized whet it was: amolecule. The moleculewasa
component of Station's floor, some fancy kind of polycarbonate.

Now jum stared at her two light pipes, one in each hand, trying to trandate the molecule as best she
could into the ssterlings number code. She had number combinations for methyl groups, esters, smple
cyclics, and so on, but the more advanced features remained a mystery.

"More, more," the sgterlingsflashed back.



"More molecules” clicked 'jum.

Saral clicked rapidly to theinsects. Their long legsflitted across the web, weaving other molecules:
components of the expandable door rims, the celling, the air vents.

Abruptly the holostage fell dead. A bright light filled the room, making 'jum squint.

"What do you think you're doing?' boomed Station. "I told you not to tell those bugs what I'm made
of. | could charge you with treason.” In the corners the webs were dissolving into the walls, while the
clickflies had vanished out the door.

"What do you think you're doing?' Sarai shot back. "Obstructing critical research. How do you
expect usto learn anything if we don't shareinformation?'

Jum put her handsto her head and watched the blinking lightsin her eyes. The sgterlingswere
talking again, about moving and travel.

"Y ou foolish human!" cried Station. "Thefirst desths on Prokaryon were sentients—chewed up by
microzooids. Until we figured out how to build ourselves of stuff they couldn't handle. Have you no
sense?’

The instruments dissolved into the wals, and the room itsdlf began to lose shape, its cornersfilling in,
everything collgpsing into formless gray. Even thelight pipesin jum's hands disintegrated. Shewas
helplessinsde Station, just asthe poor ssterlings were helplessinside her.

Station said, "That iswhy | make the rules here— because humans lack common sense. Y ou will
remain in confinement until further notice.”

The Sharer took a deep breath. "Y ou bring back that door, or we'll teach them to eat you aive!”

Sarai'svoice cut off oddly without reverberating, asif not even sound could escape. There was no
response. Around them rose four gray walls as square as azetidine, but with no distinguishing corner. The
wallsjoined aceiling with an indistinguishable floor, cregting apdlid gray cavern.

Theonly spot of color was purple Sarai, crouching on the floor. But her fingertipswere turning
white. " ‘jum, | can't takethis. Y ou know what | must do. | will be dl white and cold; don't be afraid, |
will gain wisdom from my ancestors. Khra will come for you soon enough; she won't let you go without
dinner.”

Jum watched as Mother Saral whitened, the purple breathmicrobes bleaching out, while the veins
appeared through her skin. She wondered how Saral managed such deep concentration. She hersalf had
no bresthmicrobes, but perhaps she could learn to concentrate, and better hear the little ssterlings. So
she sat onthefloor, like Saral, her legs crossed and her back straight. She closed her eyes, took adeep
breath and rel axed.

1020071, saidthessterlingsagain. Let'stravel.

Where do you want to go? jum wondered. She wished she had her light pipes. Her hands flexed as
if shedill held them.

10000090 8. Thesgterlings spdled out an answer, asif they had heard her anyway. Asif they
heard now, in her brain, what she was trying to signal. The number they made in response had appeared
before, when 'jum looked out Station's observation deck. 10000090 8, the stars.



The stars. Will you take us?

The stars. That was where jum had always wanted to go, and Brother Rod finally took her there.
Shewould go again if she could. But just now, she couldn't go anywhere. Never mind, said the
gderlings. If my generation doesn't get there, my children will.

On the holostage in Rod's room stood Geode and Three Crows, each with a plump baby in one
arm. The scrawny infants from Reyo had grown into crawlers eager to get down and scoot acrossthe
stage. Geode extended an eyestalk to Rod. "We're dl praying for you," Geode told him. "May the Spirit
heal you soon.”

Rod made himsdlf smile. What did "hedling" mean anymore, he wondered. The death of amillion
microbid diens, to save hisown life? " Do the children have what they need? I1s T'kun getting his
medicine?'

Three Crows shifted Qumum from one arm to the other. "1 wish | got what | need,” said thetal
Bronze Skyan. "Another four arms, like your brother here."

Rod traced astarsign. "Y ou were just what we need, agift from the Spirit."

"The children arefine," said Geode, "but they al hope you'll come home soon.”

"What home?' The words dipped out before he thought.

Geode's eyestaksreached around in acircle. "Wherever we dl are, that's home.”

"Wherever Mother Artemisis," said Three Crows. "Tdl Elk I'll call him, after thekidsarein bed.”

That evening, Elk joined Rod in hisroom for supper. Rod clasped hisarm gratefully. "It's so good of
Three Crowsto help usout.”

Elk shrugged. "He needed something to keep going. He'sin quarantine like therest of us.” The
scientist watched his dinner gppear out of thewall, hislargefingersflexing pensively. From the foot of the
bed the cdll sorter blegped, spouting lines of datato Station.

"Has the infection spread through the ship?' asked Rod.

"Not since Station tightened al her air filters. Only whirrs can spread the micros outsde a host, and
now not one can get through. Station has shipped out most of the colonists, except for carrierswe
couldn't clear, and thosewho. . . choseto stay."

Rod tried to swalow hisown food, barely knowing what he tasted. "Have any of the other carriers.
.. seenwhat | have?'

"Severd have seen Sgns,” said EIk. "They happen to be trained in meditation of one sort or
another—as you are. It must help you 'connect’ with the micros.”

"But other carriersareill. Why do some sicken worse than others?!

"We don't know. WEell try to treat them, aswe did the Elysians." Elk avoided Rod's eye. Little good
the "trestment” had done him.

"What about jum?' Rod asked suddenly.

jum's micros behave differently from yours. They don't make threets." He brightened with a



sudden thought. ™Y ou know, it'slike different human cultures on different planets, jum got the Sharer
micros, whereas you got the Vaans. No offense.”

"But what if hers change? How can sheresst them?' Tossing asde the covers, Rod swung hislegs
over and stood up.

"What are you doing?'
"‘jumismy child. | want her cleared and returned to the colony.”

"But—Rod, you can't judt..."

He reached thewall and pressed it with hispams.

There was no door, and none formed. The clear, blank expanse faced him, suddenly terrifying.

Saionsad, "Youreill yoursdf, Rod."

His hands becamefigts, digging into thewall. A curse went unspoken, then he withdrew his hands.
The indentation reshaped itsef smooth, while Rod returned to sit on the bed, which had aready remade
itsdf. "l will pray for ‘jum.”

Elk looked down, unable to speak, his face deeply creased. Then he thought of something. "We just
heard— Secretary Verid will be here tomorrow. The Council voted to test the microsfor sentience. So
the planet's sefe from cleansing.”

Rod pushed hismed back into thewall. "The Secretary will first have to convince those microzooids
that we're even worth talking to. Maybe the Elysians were right; if we don't wipe out the micros, they'll
makellamas of usdl."

Elk'slarge hands shook and he put down hisfork. "I don't know. I'm aplant person; | stayed away
from medical training, never wanted to work on people. And now—" He stopped.

"How's Khra?' Rod asked softly.

" She thought you wouldn't want to see her again.”

"| wanted to apologize.”

"Asfor me, I'm with you, Rod. | wouldn't want to be the dave of some microbe.”

After dinner Rod lay on the bed with his eyes closed. Seep would offer respite from this nightmare;
but what would the invaders do to hisbrain as he dept?

He heard the sound of a door puckering open, and a bregth of air reached hisface. His eyelids
fluttered open, and he saw someone walk in. In the doorway stood Khral, hesitating.

Rod sat up quickly. "I'm sorry," he said. "'l shouldn't have—"
"Bother. It was stupid, what | said.”

"Y ou wereright. Obedienceisavirtue." A virtue he had cultivated for years, first at the Academy,
then with the Spirit Callers.

Khral cameto st by the bed. Rod wished he had had a chance to freshen up first. "Obedience to



what isgood,” she said, "not the blind obedience of adave. My grandparents were the children of Urulite
daves. They scraped aliving out of apatch of hillsde, saving enough to educate their children. My
parents left Urulan for Bronze Sky, where they founded the Simian League. Their speecheswere on
every holostage—I think they expected me to marry agorilla, God knows. But | just wanted to be me.”
Shelooked wonderingly at her hands. "The secret of life; it Awaysfascinated me. | look at myself and
think, I'm an animal, and yet ahuman being. It's extraordinary.”

"Any of uscould say the same.”
Khra looked at him. "That's exactly what | mean. Y ou dways understand, Rod.”

He touched her hand. An infinite sympathy seemed to pass between them. He burned with longing,
and despair. How could the Spirit let him care so much for a half-breed student?

Something brushed past Rod's face, atiny insect. It sounded like awhirr.

Khral caught sight of it. "How did that whirr get in here? Station,” she called. "Better check your
filters”

"l will," called the voice, steady asaways. "l will recheck al my filters, and decrease the pore size
agan."

Withdrawing her hand, Khral reached upward and scooped the whirr out of the air. "We'll see what
these'sgterlings are up to." She dumped it into acollecting vidl.

Astonished, Rod stared at her bare hand with which she caught the whirr. How brave she was. He
himself wasinfected and had no choice, but she chose to keep up her science when she could have kept
hersdlf safe. He doubted he would have done the same.

TWENTY

Late at night Rod awoke. The room was dark except for the faintly glowing button on the blood
monitor. But in his eyes, the lights were blinking again. The microzooids were up to something.

ANIMAL. MEN READY. YOU MUST GO.

Rod watched the | etters shape themsalves. No, he thought back as hard as he could. He would not
be abeast of burden for these rude creatures.

MEN MUST GO HOME. GO HOME NOW.

That sounded hopeful, Rod thought. Go ahead, |eave. Let the whirrs come and takethem dll.
YOU TAKE USHOME, NOW.

Rod opened his mouth to call Station for hel p—but no sound came out. He could not speak.
GO HOME NOW.

Thefirst twist of pain entered his head. He could not cry out. What would the microscopic
tormentors control next? He reached out and felt for Station's deadly tablet on the shelf by the bed. At
last hishand found it.

He prepared hismind just in time to meet the full wave of pain, searing, tearing every fiber of his
body. Before his eyes arose the image of the old master of the Guard, a Sardish colonel with abeard as



sharp as his epaulets. Resist, the master commanded. You will resist, or die. The hypnotic impact of that
image held him above the pain. Centuries seemed to come and go, and il the pain burned. When the
master'simage faltered, Rod's hand closed around the tabl et.

But then another shape arose—Mother Artemis. Live, shecdled to him. You shall live. Just likethe
day hefirst saw her, meditating in the park outside the Academy, where Rod had wandered out after a
particularly disspated weekend. Her look that day had touched a place in him that even the Sardish
master had never reached. Follow me, and you shall live. He had followed, and never looked back.
Now, despite the torment, his hand loosened; for the Spirit yet caled him acrosstens of millennia, called
him to live through the worst extremity.

When the pain did not seem asif it could possibly get worsg, it did. Again the master'simage
returned, ordering resistance; and then again, Mother Artemis called for life. Always one or the other,
until the pain would shatter his head into athousand fragments.

Then, after eons of torment, the pain died. Rod sat up, drenched with swest. The tablet remained in
his hand, and he till had not yet squeezed the degth out of it. He had actualy beaten the microbia
masters—thistime. There was sllence, and darkness, his eyes at peace. Slowly helet himsdf back down
on the mattress, his breathing returning to normal. Nothing was so welcome as lungfuls of air without

pain.
ANIMAL GOESHOME. Theinfernd lettersreturned. ANIMAL GOES; WE REWARD.
Rod did not deign to reply.

Then dowly hislimbsfilled with pleasure, more intense than he could ever haveimagined. Too late
hetried to cry out, for he had no defense. He could only drink it in, like a plant drinking water from the
soil, grateful and despairing. Nothing in his own miserable existence could compare with what the
microzooids gave, none of those heloved, not even the highest communion with the Spirit.

It was gone dl too soon, leaving him sick with craving. He turned restlessly, until the coversfell off.
Hefound himsdf thinking of the lightcraft, and how to get back down to Prokaryon, while another part of
his mind screamed at his madness. He had no intention of getting up, yet he found himself swinging his
legs down over the sde. He told himsdlf, getting up for amoment would do no harm.

The pleasure began to return. Then he redlized that he would do anything the microbid masters
demanded, even el hisown children. He groped frantically for the tablet, which had dipped from his
fingers. At last hishand caught it and squeezed hard.

Gradually Rod awakened, to aroom filled with morning light. Confused, he wondered where he was
and what had happened. His head turned, and he saw someone seated nearby. With an effort he focused
his eyes and saw Mother Artemis.

The shock chilled him. "How am | till dive?’ "Did you think Station would |et you cometo harm?”
So that wasit. Tricked by that lying sentient. But the Reverend Mother must know that he had tried to
end hisown life, the worst of sns. He turned his head to the wall. "Mother, | am not worthy to face you."

"Brother Rod, you are forgiven absolutdly. Think of it no more.”
"l am not forgiven. | am better off dead.”

Mother Artemis paused. Rod could imagine her behind him, her dl-to-familiar face screen with its
compelling gaze. "Once, Rod, you asked the Spirit to grant you aworld. Do you remember?”



He shuddered. "I am not the man | was."

"Now, dl the worlds of the Fold depend on you."

Rod swallowed hard. " 'jum can help you better."

" 'jum has entered some kind of trance. Not white-trance, like Sarai, but she will not communicate.”

So much for " Sharer” microzooids, Rod thought bitterly. Who could tell what they were doing to
poor ‘jum. Far better had he left her that day on Scarecrow Hill.

"There are other carriers, but none as advanced as you. Please, Rod—won't you try again?
Secretary Verid has arrived to talk with them.”

"It'stoo late," he whispered. "Thereisnothing | can do. Please, leave me." No need for her to see
what the microzooids could do to him.

Helay therefacing the wall, for hours, perhaps daysfor al he could tell. Drained of emation, dl he
could do wasto think of nothing, neither pain nor desire, and hope the tormenters within kept quiet.

A faint swishing sound came from the wall, and a breath of air touched his neck. Someone must
have opened adoor to look in on him. Rod listened hard, but did not hear the door close. The minutes
ticked by, and he wondered, had the visitor |€ft, or were they till there? At last he turned hishead, just
far enough to see.

A smal woman in aleaf brown Elysian talar sat near the door, her back toward him. He frowned,
wondering why she looked familiar. Then her head half turned, and her profile legped out a him from a
thousand holocubes.

Hurriedly he sat up straight. "Honorable Secretary.”

"Brother Rod." Her voice sounded at once familiar, yet extraordinary, to be addressng himin
person instead of from anewscast. "Brother Rod, how can | face you. Y ou, who offered your own brief
lifetime that my Iras might enjoy centuries more."

Taken aback, Rod shook his head. "Whatever they've told you—I'm just avery sick man.”
"And here come |, a cupbearer for murderers. | am covered in shame.”

Rod blinked, wondering what to say. "Y ou have dl the humans of the Fold to speek for. What do |
know of that?"

Secretary Verid turned toward him, and he faced her owlish eyes. Suddenly Rod redlized what the
Guard and the Spirit Cdlers had always shared: They taught disdain for politics. Obey your commanding
officer, or your Reverend Father or Mother, and forsake the dimy machinations of the world. But here
was someone who made the world her business,

"What you know may save countlesslives. Shal we proceed?’
Rod swallowed. "What do you want of me?"

"We have saven days to convince the Council of the Fold that we can ded withthe. . . dien
inteligence. If we succeed, they will suspend the planet's destruction.”

Helooked away. "I'm no longer surethat'swise.”



“Indeed. Explan.”

How could anyone know what he had undergone? He shuddered. " The microzooids make us
helpless. They can control us absolutdly.”

"Y ou seemin contral right now."
"They leave me done, then attack at their whim."

The Secretary thought this over. Even she, with her thousand years experience, what could she
know of these dlien creaturestoo smdl to see? "How long hasit been since their last attack?" she asked.

"Sncelad night.”
"Haf ageneration, for them. Did they get what they wanted?'
He congdered this. "Not yet."

"Not yet, indeed. | can imagine what they're going through—accusations and recriminations, shifting
the blame, ‘who lost the human,” and so on. They must have sacked half their staff.”

Despite himsalf Rod smiled. "Whatever comes next, though, will only be worse. They can't even
think of us as people—they cdl us'animals.'"

"And what do you cdl them?'

Rod frowned, puzzled. "Microzooids?'
"'Litleanimas'"

"Wl that'swhat they look like."

"Just asyou alwayslooked like allama, to them. Let's call them what you would like to be called—a
man." Seeing hislook, she amiled. " 'Micromen,' if that'sessier.”

Rod shrugged. "Asyou wish, Secretary.”

"Now tell me, what isit the 'micromen’ want?

"They want to go back to Prokaryon.”

Her eyes widened with astonishment. "Back to Prokaryon? |sn't that what you'd want them to do?

"Certainly. But they want me to take them. And Station says we need to study them here, to help
curethoseinfected.”

"Ah, | see" Verid sghed and shook her head. "What atangled web we weave. Wdll, | think now
we're ready to talk. Can you contact them?”

Rod stiffened dl over. "l cantry. If | haveto.”
"It's absolutely crucid.”

Taking adeep breath, Rod let his mind empty, as he had done so often for the Spirit. He wondered
how long it had been since evening prayers. Now he prayed, out of a place of despair he had never
known before. Whoever is out there, help me now.



He raised his hand and focused his eyes upon the fingers. Thiswasthe sign the "micromen” had used
before, and it was his best guess to summon them. For some time there was no sign or sound, only the
pounding of hisown heart. Hetried to envision hisinner denizens as"little men," though he recoiled at the

thought.
From the corner of hiseye, alight flashed.

Rod closed hiseyes. "Room darken," he ordered. The light from the ceiling dimmed, and Secretary
Verid became a shadow.

Within his eyesthe |etters began to shape themsalves. Panic seized him; he gripped the bed rail to
steady himsdlf. MAN ... | SEEK TALK.

"They want to talk," Rod said aloud.

"Therésadart,” said the Secretary. "Tak about what?"

MY BROTHERS NEED YOUR HELP.

"You tried that before. It was no good,” he told them.

WAS DIFFERENT GENERATION. THIS GENERATION KNOWSBETTER.

Rod laughed. "They say 'this generation’ knows better, but it's only been half aday. Khrd saysthe
edersliveamonth.”

"That'sdl right,” said Verid, "let them save face. Why do they need your help?’
Why do you need help? heslently asked.

BROTHERS ARE DYING. BROTHERS FROM ANOTHER WORLD, DEAD PLACE. WE
MEN CANNOT GROW WITHIN A DEAD WORLD, ONLY WITHIN A LIVING HOME.

That was true of humans, too. How long would humans thrive outside an ecosystem? " They say
some of them are dying. Onesfrom ‘adead world.' " But what could that be? Had one of the patients
died?

"How would they know?" asked the Secretary. "They've been insgde you for weeks, | understand.”

"Thewhirr,"” Rod recalled. "The whirr must have brought them—from Khra's sick culture. That'sthe
only place micromen would be growing outside aliving body."

BROTHERS ARE DYING. WE CANNOT HEAL THEM; MUST RETURN TO
TUMBLEROUND.

"Their 'brothers need expert medical care,” Rod guessed.
"Excellent,” said the Secretary. "A chance for ahumanitarian gesture.”

"But they would need a human body to carry them. Unless we find enough whirrs." A prospect
unlikely to please Station.

Verid consdered this. "1 think we can arrange human transport. Most discreetly, of course.”
Humans were now banned from Prokaryon.



"l don't likeit. They would think | gavein.”

"Y ou dready proved you would not.”

Rod closed hiseyes. "No pain, and no rewards,” hetold them.

NO PAIN, NO REWARDS.

"If | take you there," Rod asked hopefully, "will you all go home—all of you?"
There was along pause. The Secretary watched intently.

HOW CAN YOU SEND USAWAY?YOU ARE HOME TO US, MANY GENERATIONS.
YOU ARE ONLY HOME WE KNOW.

Rod's eyes widened. " The ones growing inside me— they don't want to leave, ever." He caught his
facein hishands. "Spirit save me."

"They don't want to leave," mused Verid. "By now, perhaps, few of them can. In any world, how
few individuas have the courageto emigrate.”

TWENTY-ONE

flum had long experience of shutting out aworld of pain. Now, sitting entranced, she had the new
lure of theworld within, full of the ssterlingswith their pulsing number codes. This one was flashing green:
Once, one pause, thentwice... 102007 1, said the sgterling. (If you cannot yet help ustravel, then
well hep you. Trave into our world.)

What isyour world like?
The numbers flashed, and she trandated. (You'll see. Trust me; | am an elder.)

Jum focused on atiny green speck of light. The speck grew into aring, and the ring became afat,
hedlthy torus. Its surface was crisscrossed with amolecular scaffolding that held the cell intact. It
extended loops of polysaccharide filaments toward jum, asif to caress her.

(My nameis) 1003 7. Thewhole shining torus flashed at her. (Whét isyour name?)

jumthought thisover. 100001 0 1, shesad, picking some of her favorite primes.

(A beautiful name, 10000 1 0 1. Your eders must love you very much.)

My elders all died, one after the other.

(Your eldersdied? Ours can livefor thirty generations of children. How do you live without elders?)
Brother Rod brought me to the Children Sar. Now, | have Mother Sarai.

("Mothers" we cannot understand. For atumbleround, yes; but for a person?)

Another torus tumbled over, ablue one, looming near out of the dark liquid. Then came two yellow
ones. Asthey approached, though, al turned green. (Our children.)

The green rings propelled themsalves by pumping little jets of liquid thisway and that. Two of them
knocked together, then one managed to squeeze itself affectionately through the ring of the other. They
tangled in each other's filaments, and blinked their light at each other, so fast even 'jum could not make



out the numbers.
(Wenormally converse athousand times faster than | do with you.)
When will your children grow up? ‘jum wondered.

(Shewill grow upfast,) 1000010 1. (Inacouple of hours, shewill be asold asyou. Shell goto
school, too.)

A new group of rings appeared, of various colors and sizes, dl smdler than the adults. In their midst
floated one elder, colored red. The elder flashed color ingstently, and the smaller ones gradually
adjusted, though they kept straying off a bit, here orange, thereindigo. It was dways hard to make
children listen.

How do you eat? 'jum wanted to know.

(Wetake food through molecular poresin our sheath. The pores open wide when we like the food
around us. And all our food comesfrom you! Please, feed usfoods we adore, especialy foodsrichin
mimosin and azetidine)

I'll remember, ‘jum promised, watching the children. Do they tell stories?

(Weadll tell the story of how our people, the Dancing People, cameto be. Long ago, in the Perfect
Garden, our ancestors dwelt within a mindlessworld; aworld to be controlled, to beled inits
wanderings, to cultivate our planet full of worlds, but mindless nonetheless, indifferent to our desires.
From other worlds came whirrs, bringing visitors, but one world to another was al the same.)

(Then the whirrs brought numbers about different kinds of worlds, grown with interna landscapes of
harsh aien beauty. The Dancing People marveled. How could such aworld appear; where did they
comefrom?)

(To seek answers, some of ustook to the whirrs and braved the passage into the alien worlds.
Many died, for the habitat was harsh and unforgiving, its physiology foreign to our control. But we
learned and adapted. One of thoseworlds, 1000010 1, became our beloved home.)

(Then we discovered an amazing thing: The dien world had intelligent fedings. Y ou could, infact,
understand us, responding to our most intimate desires. And most astounding of dl, you came from the
dars, likethe very gods. It isawondrous thing, to inhabit agod.)

In the laboratory, with the Secretary beside him, Rod eyed the culture dish, abauble of nanoplast
connected to adozen ports of gases and nutrients. Khral adjusted a connection, not looking at him.

"Areyou sure we can't just take the culture down to Prokaryon?' asked Rod. "They've lasted this
long."

"They need constant adjustment of oxygen and temperature,” Khral explained. "If | disconnect the
culture, they'll die outright.”

"Thewhirrs can't carry them?"

"A whirr islike an ambulance. It'swell equipped, but you wouldn't want to spend monthsin one;
you'd starve. Remember, the micromen live on afaster time scae.”

"But these have never been insde ahuman,” said Rod. "What if they're too sick to adjust to me?"



"Y our own micromen seem to think they can stabilize their "brothers and keep them from dying off
before we find atumbleround.”

The Secretary touched hisarm. "1'm convinced well impress your dien inhabitants with our
humanitarian gesture. Once they're willing to listen, we can get them to agree to stay out of human
bodies”

"Thetransfer will have side effects, but well protect you." Khra placed a nanoplastic patch on his
neck. "The patch will send nanoservosinto your blood, to keep your fever down when so many foreign
vistorsaretransferred.” Then shetook avia of whirrs and opened it into a connecting tube to the
culture. Asthevaveturned, the whirrs swarmed into the culture, presumably picking up as many
micromen asthey could. Rod felt his scalp prickle. But the worst was yet to come.

"Vacuum suction,” Khrd caled to the culture system. The whirrsimmediately were sucked up back
into the vid, which seded itsdlf as she removed it. Her hand shook dightly as sheturned to Rod. "This
may be easier if you don't look."

Rod looked away, his face turned to stone. He felt the round pressure of the via againgt his skin, but
surprisingly nothing more. Those whirrs certainly knew how to avoid irritating their hogt.

GREETINGS. WE WELCOME OUR BROTHERS.
Hush, Rod told the letters flashing before hiseyes. Thiswill be hard enough.

"I've known many brave men," said the Secretary, "but none more than you. Well, Khrd—are we

reedy?'

"Titer check,” Khral called to the culture vessdl. "Looks like afew left behind; well repest the
procedure, then we're done.”" Shelooked to the Secretary. "I'll go down to the planet with him. If heruns
afever or anything, | can teke care of it."

"Very well," said Secretary Verid. "Y ou dl understand—absol ute secrecy.”

"Well take the old servo shuttle, so Quark needn't answer questions. It's been fixed up,” Khra
assured Rod.

The gtripes of wheelgrass loomed through the window. It seemed so familiar, yet utterly strangeto
be returning to Prokaryon. So much that had been a mystery was now explained. Rod knew, now, who
made the wheelgrass grow in bands; he knew, far better than he cared to, how Prokaryon's true masters
governed the beasts that grazed the rows, never picking off so much as a shoot of asinging-treein the
forest. Y et despite how much had changed, within himself he could not shake off the sensethat he was
going home, and the loss of home ached dl the more.

Khra pointed to the viewport. "There, near the river where the forest starts—I see aherd of
four-eyes." Severd of the tire-shaped beasts were grazing.

"The micromen wanted atumbleround, remember.” The tumbleround had aways been their
preferred hogt; yet now, the micromen that had grown up insde him seemed to like an dien human even
better. How could that be?

Seconds later the craft |landed, more gently than it used to. It must have been fixed up well thistime,
Rod thought hopefully. Then he remembered, there was no more colony to need it.

The ginger wind blew across his face as he stepped down. Khra had activated her skinsuit, and



Rod remembered that she was not even lifeshaped for Prokaryon. ™Y ou can stay here," hetold her. If
she dipped and the suit failed, there was no help anywhere, not another human or sentient on the planet.

"Bother." Khrd stepped down amidst the whedlgrass. She dways looked prettiest in her skinsuiit,
the sunlight sparkling from every curve. Rod recalled happier days, when the scientists went collecting
singing-tree pods and watching the light show in the upper canopy; asit turned out, dl
telecommunications of the micromen. What had those little people thought of them, he wondered, these
great human beasts lumbering through their forest, chopping off great hunks of their habitat to haul off in
vess s unimaginably large.

Now, though, they had to find atumbleround and get their errand done. Finding atumbleround was
not so easy, Rod redized with chagrin. Before, he had spent so much energy getting rid of them, but now
he had no ideawhere to go look for one. "We might try the forest,” he guessed. "1 think they prefer the
shade."

Khral nodded, the creases of nanoplast winking around her neck. She hiked with him toward the
forest, where the first Singing-trees arched overhead, oops upon loops of branches reaching outward.
She stopped. "We shouldn't go too far; you'll tire out. Why not stay in one place, and let the whirrsfind
lel

Rod leaned into the arch of asinging-tree, stretching his back. In the loops of the upper branchesthe
wind sang, and helicoids clattered among themselves. The planet would be saved from destruction,
Verid had said. Suddenly hefelt very good; there was hope after dl, and he was doing his part. "How is
thelab?' he asked. " Are you making progress with the language?’

Khra rested next to him. "Wefigured out alot, until Sarai went into whitetrance. Now we can't
wake her. One of your children could wake her, but Station said it wasn't right.”

"For achange.”

"And 'jum won't talk either, but | suspect that'sjust 'jum. Y ou know her."
"All too well," he admitted.

"Damn that Sation,” Khra exclamed. "If only she were more tactful.”

"Y ou can't blame her. After seeing what | went through, why should shelet anyone help the
micromen learnto live within nanoplast?'

Khra turned to him. "Rod—I can't bear that it happened to you. | wish it wasme, or anyoneelsein
theworld.”

Rod shrugged. "It had to be someone.”
"Not you. Y ou're the only man who ever looked at me like a human woman."

Startled, helooked at her. Was he that transparent, dl thistime? But the weakness that he despised,
she praised. Her skinsuited face was so near; her eyes held him, until he thought hewould fal in. He
wanted to tell her something, but somehow could not find the words. Helifted his hand and caressed the
nanoplast on her cheek.

Khra adjusted something on her suit. Its voice squesked, "Suit dert, suit dert! You'rein danger!”
"Hush," whispered Khral. "1've begun lifeshaping; I'll survive an hour.” The suit dowly peded,



flowing down her face and shoulders, into a puddle of nanoplast at her feet. Her face was clear, her lips
near enough to taste.

Rod felt the blood pound in his ears. He thought, | am afree man, not allama; | will freely choose.

Ashemet her lips, her asamswere around him, her fingers dighting on his back, the nape of his neck.
He shuddered as her touch set him on fire. His hands remembered how to dip the clothes off as quickly
as possible. Beneath his hands afine fur covered her back, but her breasts were bare. She pressed
hersdlf to him, wanting him so badly, he prayed he could last long enough to please her. Nothing else
exiged; they were one, donein the universe.

Afterward they lay quiet together in the wheelgrass. The wind swept over them, and far overhead a
flock of helicoids cried asthey took off from asinging-tree. Rod let out asigh of peace and despair.
"Spirit forgive me," hewhispered.

Hefdt tearsfrom her eyes. "Areyou dl right?'
"Yes. Wasit good, Rod?"

Rod did not want to say how good. He would not fear the micromen again. He pressed her hair.
"Y ou are abeautiful woman."

"l knew it would be good. Oh, Rod—if we ever get out of dl this, let metake care of you. | earn
good pay, enough for you and any number of kids."

"Khral. Would you trust alifelong vow from aman who just broke one?"

Her face crumpled. "1 hadn't thought of it that way." She looked at the Starstone, lying cold on his
chest. "Will you haveto leave dl those children?’

Rod nearly blacked out to think of it. Let the micromen come; their tormentswould drown his pain.
"How canit be," she whispered. "How can something that feels so right be so wrong?”

Something more than the wind brushed hisarm. Severd whirrs had cometo settle, their tiny
propdlers humming.

"They'rehereat lagt,” said Khrd. "They'll take your Sick micromen now."

Rod eyed the whirrs with suspicion. " The micromen— they werewaiting for us.” It was bad enough
to break hisvow, without amillion "people’ watching.

"They're good biologigts," said Khrd. "'I'm sure they wanted to know how humansdo it." She caught
hisarm as he sarted to rise. "Don't exert yoursdlf. Therewill belots of traffic in your bloodstream, new
onesarriving and old onesleaving. Y our immune system won't likeit; you may run afever.”

New ones arriving—that was not part of the bargain, he thought. He lay back, watching the
loopleavesflutter in the wind, trying not to think at al about anything. A scent of glue reached him. "Isthe
tumbleround there?!

"| see one, aways off, in the arch of that tree.” Khral pointed, her arm outstretched across her
breast. She sat up, retrieving her clothes and her skinsuit.

In his eyes gppeared something bright that was not sunlight. Closing his eyes, Rod found the
message. WELL DONE. OUR BROTHERSWILL LIVE.



Rod sat up. "They say they're done. We can go now." As he started to pull on hisshirt, an
unwel come sense of pleasure entered hisbrain. "No," he said aloud, squeezing his eyes hard shut. "'l
said, no rewards."

HOW DO WE THANK YOU FOR SAVING A WORLD?
He blinked, then laughed aoud.
"What'sgoing on?"

"Nothing, only my own foolish words. Let'sgo." He was arting to run afever, but he could walk to
theshuttle.

"I'll get lifeshaped,” Khral promised. "If it takesten years| will. Well beforever sudying this place.”
Rod said nothing. Lifeshaping looked easy, next to the choice that faced him now.
TWENTY-TWO

Deep indgde'jum, the Sgterlings danced. The little rings danced in intricate patterns, three crossing
five and five crossng seven. Red and orange, yellow and blue, their paths wove to and fro, dl the while
blinking in songsthat 'jum could not follow. (What about you,) 1000010 1, they called. (Do you
dance? Do the gods dance, to0?)

‘Jum wondered. The Spirit Children never seemed to dance. Why not?
Outside her, some usdless grown-up was trying to bother her again.
Take me with you, 100 37, shetold the ssterlings. Show me how to dance.

(You areagod, and you must dance with gods. But never fear, we will dways be dancing insde.)
The patterns shifted, and the pulsing circles receded into the dark, jum longed to follow, but she could
not. 10000101 —(todance, we need to eat. Y ou must eat for us, so eat good food. Remember
azetidine. . )

A powerful, ingstent odor penetrated her mind. Gradually she was roused to the outer world, where
she saw and smelled adish of figs. Thefigswere overripe, just like the ones her family used to servein
the old days, before they died one by one and her mother became Sarai. The dish was held by asmall
woman, astranger dressed in abrownish Elysian tdar. 'jum was confused. A dish familiar enough to
bring tears, held by such astrange woman.

"It'sdl right, dear," the woman spoke soothingly. "Tell her, Station.”

"Y ou may est thefood,” Station's voice boomed. "Y ou may address your visitor as Honorable
Secretary.”

"Never mind, dear,” said the stranger, " ‘Nana will do. Go ahead, eat.”

Jum was powerfully hungry, but she remembered what 1 00 3 7 desired. "Azetiding," shesaid. "'l
want azetidine and mimosin. And | need extraarsenic.”

The Secretary |ooked up.
Station said, " She can have those, they won't hurt her; she's been lifeshaped.”



"Very well," said the Secretary, "but eat this, too."
Jum took a bite, then quickly devoured thefigs. The Secretary sat before her, watching.
"Wasn't that good. Now, dear, what can you tell me about your little people ingde?

flum thought. "We dance," she said. "We dance like this." Sheraised her armsto make acircle, then
danced from one side of the room to the other, first three steps, then five, then seven.

The Secretary watched respectfully. "How lovely. Can you tel me more?!
"We are the Dancing People. We dance dl the numbers of theworld.”
"All of them?" echoed the srange woman. "Every sngle one?"

"It takes many generations.”

"What if someday you need to . . . stop dancing the numbers?
"That'seasy. | just stop.”

"And the peopleingde?’

"They understand. They dowhat | tell them.”

"They dwaysdo asyou say?'

"Of coursethey do. | feed them azetidine.”

Through the next day, and the next, Verid dternately coaxed and interviewed the microscopic
people, within the girl, and within the Spirit Cdler, and within severd other carriers asfar asthey could
communicate. She worked without deeping, trying as soon as possible to reach that magica point when
shetruly understood the micromen, or the "Dancing People,” as ‘jum called hers, knew them better,
perhaps, even then they knew themselves.

Their habits, their foods, their children; to Verid, al seemed uncannily familiar. These were people,
no question about it. Immigrants to new worlds, only they found their new world was much more than a
mindlesslandscape. And each carrier carried adifferent breed developing aculture dl itsown, likea
people after forty generations at adistant star. It sSsunned her imagination.

Stll, there weretroubling signs. Not dl the "cultures’ of the micromen were equally communicetive.
Not al had reached the stage of civility that would earn them entrance to the community of the Free Fold.
And some of the human carriers had died before treatment could work. Most disquieting, two carriers
had survived but logt their minds. Physicaly intact, they moved and walked in silence, their brains
submerged by someinternd control.

To"cure" the incommunicative carriers, the medica sentients had injected nanoservos, by Khra's
procedure that had cured Iras. But thistime, it wastoo late. With the micromen removed, the former
carrierslay in their beds, responding only to smple requeststo Sit up and eat. Their higher brain functions
were dead. Wastthis the fate Rod had escaped?

"In thefuture, well prevent that," Khra promised. "We're devel oping nanoservos to confinethe
micromen to the occipita lobe, just where they grow to about a hundred thousand and send messagesto
theretina”



"So they can't spread and take over the brain.”
"But carriers who volunteer could grow them to study. What an opportunity!™

Verid smiled. Shedid not tell her that the Fold Council cared little what some student in jeans could
study. Only one day remained of her grace period, and none of the micromen could yet give her the one
crucid thing she needed: a purpose compelling enough to convince the Fold to spare their planet.

Verid stopped by the room of Iras. "Dear Iras—are you well enough to go home?"

Iras reclined on acouch, her golden hair spread invitingly over the arm. She smiled, though her face
was gtill pale asaghost; gppdling, after so many centuries of hedth. We are far from immortal, thought
Verid sadly, though with just atouch of rdlief. "Well enough,” said Iras, extending her arms. "And you,
aren't you ready to leave this cursed place?’

Verid sghed, enjoying the moment'srest in her arms. How easily she could have lost Irasforever.
"Not quite.

Y ou know what the Council will do to this planet, and Station, too.”
Iras shuddered. " Sorry for you, Station—but for the planet, | say, good riddance.”

"For shame, Iras. Thefirg truly independent mind humans have ever met—and we should destroy
them?'

Iras gave her alook of sympathy. "Y ou dways did have a soft spot for plague-ridden planets.”
"Y ou madedl your money off them.”
"| probably lost morethan | made on L'li. And Prokaryon isadeed |oss."

"It need not be. We've learned enough to control the micromen. We can choose, now, whether to
cary them.”

"Chooseto carry them!" Iras shuddered again.

"Thegirl choosesto carry them. The young Spirit Caller chose, too, despite himsdlf.” But their
reasons would not sway the Council.

Irasleaned over and brushed Verid'shair. "Y ou know," she added reflectively, "1 must admit the
experience of illnesshas. . . given me anew outlook. I've had much timeto think. I am truly sorry, dear,
about your pet planet. If there were anything | could do, | would.”

"You can. Y ou can buy metime."
"How?'

"Buy off acouple of delegates—the L'liite, and possibly the Urulite, if you approach him right. Get
them to postpone the hearing. Just buy me enough time to find something to convince them ..."

To convince them the micromen were worth more to humans dive than dead.
Iras did not answer.

"l know you've taken heavy losses, dear,” Verid told her. "But it shouldn't cost dl that much.”



"Except that someone got therefird.”

"What?'

"The neutrinogram came through thismorning.”
"Whet did it say?"

"Nibur dready bought them off, to make sure the hearing goes forward. The voteis assured, no
matter what we do."

Verid's handsturned to ice. She had been planning al week to postpone the hearing. "How could
Nibur have moved so soon?”

"He zipped homein Proteus three days ago.”
"Yes. | should have known." Verid felt Sck to her ssomach.
"There are a0 reports of more carriers showing up, on Vaedon and on Bronze Sky."

Frightening, though inevitable. "The whirrs must have spread. Or the micromen have learned to
transfer without whirrs." There was no help for it; Verid had to have the knowledge she needed now,
before tomorrow morning, when the express ship arrived to take her home.

Alone again on Station, Rod stared &t the holostage, histhroat tight and dry. He wanted to cdll in
and seelittle Gaea, but he could not bear to face Brother Geode, |et aone the Reverend Mother. They
were sentients, hetold himsdf. They had their own kind of love, but they were born in factories, made by
machines. What could they know of the love of man and woman, the kind that betrayed the universa
love of the Spirit.

HUMAN. HUMAN WORLD. Whenever hetried to think and concentrate, those bright letters
were bound to pop up again. HUMAN, WE HAVE A QUESTION. IF SEVEN MEN ARE
TRAPPED INSIDE A WHIRR FAR FROM HOME, WITH FOOD ONLY LEFT TOLAST AN
HOUR, HOW DO THEY DECIDE WHO EATS? DO ALL EAT, OR SHOULD ONE EAT TO
LIVE LONGEST?

Rod sighed, exasperated. "How should | know?" Since he returned their "brothers,” this had been
their game, asking him question after question asif he knew everything.

For awhile the |etters receded, then they returned. HUMAN. WHY ARE YOU SO
INSCRUTABLE?

Suddenly it dawned on him. Thiswas how the Spirit would fed, with people dl over the universe
sending out their petty prayers. Answer methis, give methat. What atedious businessit must be, to bea
god.

"A vidtor," caled the room. "The Honorable Secretary.”

Rod looked up eagerly asVerid camein. "It'sworking, just asyou said. The microzooids—I| mean,
the micromen seem to be behaving. They'll tel you whatever you want to know."

"Excdlent." Verid sounded pleased, though very tired. Rod had never seen an Elysian ook tired
before. "So you fed comfortable, now, with your houseguests?”

"For now." He frowned. "But | fear they might change.” What if they grew angry a their god?



"When| deep, I'm at their mercy."
"The new nanoservos will prevent that.”

"That'sarelief." Hefet aflood of gratitudefor Verid. "What a difference you've made, Honorable
Secretary. If | have helped you in any way, it'sbeen aprivilege.”

"Don't thank me yet," the Secretary warned. "We have along way to go—and littletime.”

"But you said Prokaryon is safe for now. And now, we can talk with the micromen, and control
them—"

" 'Now" was last week. Tomorrow the Fold meets—in secret—to decide the fate of your planet.”

Rod was puzzled. "'l thought so long aswe could talk with them, you could work things out. Like
with the sentients, the higtoric treaty, remember?’

"How well | remember.” Verid Sghed. "But thistime, the Fold gave me seven days. Seven
generationsto save aworld. On one condition." She leaned forward. "I haveto find some utterly
compelling reason why humans need the micromen—need them badly enough to risk their surviva.
Otherwise, their world will die”

He sat till, trying to absorb what he heard.

"Y ou signed the release, did you not?* she reminded him.
"Wedl sgnthat, in case of aplague.”

"Such asthe plague of micromen.”

"But they're intelligent!"

"True," said Verid camly. "Nobody foresaw intelligent pathogens. And now the Council chooses not
tosee"

For some minutes he sat in shock, absorbing what he heard. After dl they had gone through, the
planet was doomed. Sowly he shook hishead. "'l won't leave." Let the octopods haul him away.

"Youwon't. Youreadl carriers, or potential carriers.” She paused. "I'm sorry,” shesaidinalow
voice. "l told you, | wasthe cupbearer for murderers. | couldn't tell you how badly things stood, because
you needed to hope. Y ou did well indeed, better than | could imagine. But it's not yet enough.”

Rod shook violently al over. Then he found himsdf pounding thewal, hisfists sinking deep into the
nanoplast. "No," hecried. "No, no."

"Be easy on Station. She, too, will die, in case they'veinfiltrated her nanoplast.”
He stopped, breathing heavily. "Even the children?”
Verid sad nothing.

HUMAN, WHAT ISWRONG? STRANGE MOLECULESIN YOUR CIRCULATION
ENDANGER US.

For awhiledl he could hear wasthe pulsein hisears, and his sight blackened. Then hiseyes



cleared, and helooked at Verid again. "What shdl | tell them?' he demanded. "What shall | tell the
millions of peopleinsde?"

"Tdl them thetruth.”

He lay back on the bed and closed his eyes. The humans, hethought. Other humans, from other
stars. They plan to kill you—all of you, and your planet.

For along while there came no response. Then the letters dowly appeared. SO IT ISWITH US.
OUR BROTHERS FROM OUR ANCESTRAL UNIVERSE PLAN TO DESTROY HUMANS.

"Degtroy us?' he exclamed. "Why?'
THEY SAY, INTELLIGENT WORLDS ARE TOO DANGEROUS. NOT WORTH THE RISK.

He remembered the incinerated llamas. How much worse were humans? Even travel to the stars
was not worth the threat of extinction by such irrationd carriers. "Y ou'll never kill usal,” he warned.

NOT ALL. THE FEW LEFT WILL BE BRED ASANIMALS.

Rod thought this over. "Perhapsit's not so bad, to be allama. Perhapsit's what we humans
deserve”

ITSBAD FORUS WE WILL PROTECT YOU, BUT OUR BROTHERSWILL KILL US,
TOO. FAR MORE OF USWILL DIE THAN YOU.

Helaughed, aharsh laugh that caught in histhroat. "They arejust like us after dl," hetold Verid.
"Brotherskilling brothers™ But hisown microswould die for him— so many of them, willing to give their
livesfor his sake. That was something to think abouit.

"The micromen differ among themsdves, just aswe do,” Verid said. "Y ours differ from the others."
"Mine need me; I'm their home."

"If only we needed them the same." Verid whispered, her voice suddenly harsh, "That's what you
haveto find, Rod. Find what the micromen have that we cannot live without."

Left with thisimpossible task, Rod tried to question the micromen again, but he hardly knew where
to begin. The micromen could not seem to grasp what he wanted, and his own mind wandered. What of
his Spirit family; could they not yet escapein the lifeboats?

"Reverend Mother Artemis," the holostage announced. Rod shuddered; for this was the moment he
had dreaded mogt. Y et now, staring death in the face, his own failings receded.

"Reverend Mother . . . have you heard?"
"Of course, Brother Rod."

"Then can you do something?' He looked up eagerly. "Y ou've aways had connections. Can't you
get out, with Geode and the children?’

The sentient did not answer. Her many breasts hung empty, and she had not brought the children.
Rod's scalp prickled as he remembered; even the Secretary of the Fold could not save them. He looked
away. "Forgive me, Mother.”



"Itis| who havefailed. After al these years, | can see many things now, too clearly—but never
mind. If the Spirit offers us one last day in thisworld, should we not spend it together?”

"What do you mean?"'

Station explained. "l have lifted the quarantine. It seems. . . hardly useful, anymore, aswe are dl
considered unclean.”

"S0, you can rgjoin us now," said Mother Artemis. "Please, Rod—we need you back.”

After weeksthat had seemed like years, Rod was reunited with the family. For the children's
quarters, Station had shaped one of her blesk corridorsinto atall, arching vault, with the Prokaryan
horizon lit by the spectrum of Iota Pavonis. Virtua wheelgrass swayed in aslent wind, and the golden
ringlets of brokenhearts hung ripe upon thefidds, like lost rings for dl the weddings the children would
never have. Rod fdlt pleased, then angry; wasit crueler, he wondered, to prolong theillusion of home.

It was aburgt of starshine to have the children climbing over him. T'kun clung to his neck, nearly
smothering him, while Pimaand Pomu clamored to show him their drawings on their lightpads.

"Brother Rod," piped Gaea, "when are we hunting zooids again?' The Prokaryan sapphire danced
eagerly benesth her chin.

Therewas'jum at last, grown taller since sheleft for Sarai. The girl skipped over to see him; he knelt
and caught her shoulders, meeting her dark eyes. "Areyou dl right, jum?’

"My name is one-oh-two-oh-oh-seven-one," shetold him. "The Dancing People are going to dance
to the stars." Then she skipped away again.

Rod stared after her, astonished.

Geode wrapped al six amsaround him. "Our prayers are answered—Y ou're home again, Rod.”
Asif that were dl in the world that mattered.

"What's got into 'jum?' Rod asked.
"Shefindly made somefriends—her 'sserlings ingde.”

Mother Artemiskept her distance, asif she somehow knew that he could not face her. Rod |ooked
away. What did it matter, he thought; only another day more of this forsaken world. He whispered to
Geode, "Do the children know?!

"Only Haemum and Chae." The two blue limbs entwined. "Mother Artemislet them returnto
Prokaryon.”

"Welcome home, Rod," said the Reverend Mother at last. Her face that was not aface held a
strange, unrecognizable expression, and her snakes of hair twined tortuoudy. "I am ashamed to have
done so little to protect our children.”

"You did dl that could be done."

"Why isthe Spirit inscrutable? Y e, if it iswritten in the Stars that our time has cometo join
Architeuthis in the deep, let uslift our amsin prayer.”

That night the ceiling darkened, lit only with stars. Rod half expected the evening rain. The Spirit
Cdlersled their evening prayers. Somehow Rod felt awkward wearing his old robe again, especidly



aboard Station. The children jostled and squirmed, worse than usua, with no room to run. jum kept on
dancing, weaving her strange patterns of the Dancing People, while the other little onestried to follow
her.

To Rod's surprise, they were joined by severa human visitors, including Elk and Three Crows, and
even Diorite. The miner shook his hand heartily. "Brother, | didn't expect to seeyou again. | said afew
prayersfor you."

"Thanks, friend." He sketched astarsign for him. "'I'm sorry you got caught here; | thought your crew
got out."

Diorite shook hishead. "I stayed on, to look after my investment. Truth to tell, | was betting on
things turning out different—if they had, you see, those who stayed would make out big. But nowv—" He
shrugged. "'l guesswe're dl in the same boat with those Lliites, the ones that escaped down there. Still
beats me that we never found them, though we got close, I'm sure.™

Rod swalowed hard. "I'm sure you did." Hewould never forget that ship crashing in the Prokaryan
hills. But even if the passengers had lived, the micromen would only have turned them into llamas.

There were two more visitors whom Rod did not know. Elk caught hisarm and whispered. "They're
‘carriers." " Elk introduced them, one a starship attendant who knew Three Crows, the other, aservo
engineer from Vaedon.

The servo engineer, awoman with blond curls, wore beads of opa and sardonyx. "Y ou're from
Sardis, too," Rod told her.

"The Sardish branch of the Hyalite House." She grinned at him. "A fellow exile, Brother."
Rod looked away. "I'm sorry you had to . . . share our fate.”
She shuddered. "It was bad enough dedling with them ingde. | fed like | died adozen times."

"You sadit," agreed the sarship attendant. He leaned forward. "They say it's my meditation training
that saved me. Isthat true?

"Same here," said the woman. "It's the one thing we have in common.”

"Maybe." Rod was not inclined to speak of himsdf. "How areyour ... | mean, are you feding
okay?'

"Our little‘friends" you mean." The starship attendant laughed. "Mine areincurable tourigts. They
want to see holos of every nightclub on every planet. | could have taken them anywhere—and look
where we got stuck. No offense," he added.

The engineer adjusted her beads. "Mine are chemigts. They want to know what everything is made
of—and tell me how to make it better. Just think what they could teach us about nanotech. We'd leap
forward ahundred years."

Rod's heart skipped a beat. "Did you tell the Secretary?"

"Yeah, | told her." Her face drew in, and her brows knotted. "Politicians,” she spit at last. "They'll be
the deeth of us."

"True, but..." The man studied the floor. "Remember, some carriers weren't o lucky. The oneswho



ended up, like, lobotomized—I'd rather die than be them.”

"And how many others are out there?' she demanded. "Y ou think all the carriers came back here?
Some weren't so foolish asus.”

Geode was rushing back and forth, hisarms full with squirming toddlers. "They know something is
up—they just won't keep ill."

Mother Artemis spread her skirt, and the beautiful squid legped out of the rolling sea. The children
hushed and stared, their mouths haf-open. On the first world of the first mothers and fathers, in the
first ocean there ever was, the creature of ten fingers swam down to the dwelling place of the
great Architeuthis. . .

L etters flashed before Rod's eyes, of al times, he told himsdlf, much annoyed. WHY ARE Y OU
SAD? the micromen wanted to know.

"Because we're doomed,” Rod whispered back.
NOT FOR A GENERATION OR MORE. A LOT CAN HAPPEN IN A GENERATION.

And the ten-fingered one said to the ten tentacles, " Of all things great and fearsome, the
greatest and most fearsome of all is the human being. | alone sail the skies, and | sell the stars. My
machines plow the earth and build jeweled dwellings taller than mountains. | conquer all
knowledge, and my progeny people all the worlds."

SOMEDAY, WE, TOO, WILL PEOPLE ALL THE WORLDS. WEWILL RAISE A GREAT
TEMPLE TO YOU, OUR GOD.

Rod could only shake his head.

"Of all things deep and dreadful,” warned the long-dead Architeuthis, "the deepest and most
dreaded am . For | plumb the depths and devour the fallen. My tentacles consume whales and
comb the abode of giant clams. | ruled the deep for eons before others crept upon land, and my
being will outlast time."

At lagt dl the children werein bed; it flt like old times, tucking them in. Rod tried to deep, but he
felt restless. He could not stop thinking of the one person who had not come: Khrd. He knew why she
had not come, and she was right. And yet—why should she be alone, on this of dl nights? Of dl of them,
she had done her best to let Prokaryon live. And she had touched something in him; he could not deny
that. Something in him had come divein her ams, and now they had so littletime.

In the darkness of early morning he got up, hurriedly pulling on thetrave clothesthat he usudly wore
on Station. A paelight appeared in the celling; hewaved at it to go away. It grew dim, just enough to get
by. Hurriedly he dressed and | eft the quarters of the Spirit Family.

Hefound Khral in the laboratory, with Quark's eyespeaker perched on her shoulder, amongst the
culture vessdls and samplers. Saral wasthere, too, busily seaing up some kind of samplesin little seed
pods, her fingerwebs snapping asthey flexed. Khral looked up from her data that streamed acrossthe
holostage, and she managed asmile. "It'syou.”

"For better or worse." He caught her hand and held it. Turning to Sarai, he added in her native
tongue, "Share the day, Siter."

Saral did not look up. "The day be cursed. | knew | should never have let that devil off my planet.



Now it'stoo late, for us—but not for them.” She held one pod up to thelight. "I've sedled up severa
packages of 'jum'ssgterlings, dried out, they can last forever. I'll launch them, in the direction of the
nearest planet-bearing stars. They'll land, someday. And they'll remember.”

"Crazy Sharer,” muttered Quark. "Do you think Station will let you launch them?”

Station did not answer. Rod wondered what the grest sentient satellite thought of her own imminent
demise. But he fdt Khrd's hand, his blood rushing.

Khral nodded at the holostage. "I keep trying." She sounded dert as ever, despite the sagging
around her eyes, her face more gorilla-like than usual. "It's our last chance— maybe anyone's last chance
for along time, to study them, to learn what they're about. Whatever datawe find will outlast us."

"A career'sworth of data," said Quark, "in the days we have left.”

Rod watched them curioudy. "Isit so important, your scientific data? Was it worth giving your lives
for?'

Therewas slence. Khrd said at last, " There must be something those micromen can do for us. We
dill have achancetofindit.”

"Likewhat?' said Quark. "A better way to make azetidine? Face it—nobody cares. Look, Khrd, |
hate to point this out, but you're ahuman, and you're running down for lack of deep. Leave me hereto
rundownthelagt lig.”

With anod, she took the eyespeaker and set it on the counter, then she and Rod |eft together. In the
corridor, Khra pointed to aviewport. "L ook, do you seethat tiny starship? It's Sharers, come to
witness. Their ship isvery smdl, but they could take three of your children, if you put them outina
lifeboat."

Which three, he wondered bitterly.

They reached her room, and the door sealed behind them. They fell into each other'sarms. Thistime
they made love more dowly, exploring every inch of each other, for there wastime, perhapsthe last time
ever. When at |last they were satisfied, they lay together, half deeping.

"It can't be," Khra whispered. "It can't be over, just when life got to be worth living." She raised
herself on her elbow. "Rod . . . did you ask them? Y ou're sure there's. . . nothing they can do? Microbes
have aways done for humans—Ieavened our bread, brewed our beer, made our vitamins.”

He shook his head wesarily. "They cadl meagod, and can't imagine what | would need from them.”
"How odd. That's not how they talked in the beginning. They offered—"
"Never mind." Rod shuddered. "They evolved.”

"They got too tame, that'swhat. All the onesin the carriers have been domesticated for generations.
Could adog tell why his master needs him?* She got up and reached for her clothes. "We need fresh
ones, that'swhat. Station,” she cdled, "tell Quark: We're going back to Prokaryon.”

TWENTY-THREE

Verid awoke early in the morning, her mind still running over the options. Never in al her centuries
of public life had she found so few. After dl the Elysian children she had raised, asdirector of the shon,



now she had to leave children to their death. In any office she had ever held, as guardian of Helicon, as
Prime Guardian, now as Secretary of the Fold—never had she left aworld to its destruction.

"Sation?'
"Yes, Secretary.”

Besde her inbed, Iras till lay adeep, her hair flowing over the pillows, as beautiful asthefirst day
they met, ten centuries before.

"Sation, I'm sorry.”

"It was my choice," Station assured her. "l took the risk from the gtart. All the colonists knew what
they sgned.”

"Eventheinfants?'

"All the children admitted were on the verge of degth when they came, death by disease or
garvation. At least | will assure them a death without pain.”

Barbarity, though Verid. No matter how far we advance, always we revert to barbarity, in one civil
guise or ancther.

Iras stirred and stretched, and her eydlidsfluttered open.
Verid smiled for her. "Dear, are you well enough to leave?"
"The sooner the better. Is our ship here?!

Staion sad, "The shipishere. The ship awaitsyour call.”

Verid dowly rose from bed, and very deliberately dressed and checked her clothes and nanoservos.
All the while her mind was running full speed. What could she do? She could postpone the hearing, by a
technica maneuver; but that would gain aday or two, and only earn her censure.

"The ship wishesto addressyou," reminded Station.
"Very wel, put him through,” she muttered.

The bridge of the ship appeared on the holostage. The ship, an outsized sentient like Station,
introduced itsdlf with dl the usud formdities. "By the order of the Fold Council,” the ship intoned, "I am
hereby directed to secure your passage to Elysium. Be advised, Secretary, with al due respect, that full
precautionary measureswill be taken. Y ou will wear a skinsuit and remain in quarantine. Be assured,
nothing will hinder your officid duties™

The Secretary iffened in every muscle. Thiswasthefind indignity—to return with the Satus of
contamination. "'l have been tested by every meanspossible. | havenot theleast sgnof .. ."

Station concurred. " The person of the Secretary has been subjected to every possible test of
microbia contamination, including nanoservo ingpection, molecular scanning, and—"

"Excuse me, Station; just aminute.”" Her head was spinning. It had cometo her at last, the one thing
she had to try. " Station, there were those two confirmation tests— remember? Y ou never did perform
them.”



Irasfrowned. "Y ou can't be—Verid, you didn't tell me."
"Station,” Verid ingsted quietly. "Y ou did not complete the tests.”
Station said, "Asyou say, Secretary. | regret the omission.”

The ship replied, "An extremely serious error, Station. Y ou were to have the Secretary ready by
oh-seven hoursthismorning.”

"Indeed. | shal report mysdlf to the authorities. | deeply regret theinconvenience, but the Secretary
will bedelayed . . . some hours.”

"Twenty-four hours" putin Verid.

"Thisismost regrettable. The Council will not be pleased.” The ship Sgned off.

Iras caught her arms. "Oh, Verid—what are you doing? Y ou've been through every test.”
"Only ratsleave asnking ship."

"What good will another day do?'Y ou'll beimpeached.”

"So, I'll retire, and you'll see more of me.”

"Be serious! What's come over you?'

"I've never liked working through interpreters,” Verid observed, "even the best of them.” She held
Irasclose. "Iras, | can't explain now; but thisis something | need to do. Y ou will go home without me
tomorrow."

"What?"

"Don't worry, the Council will do nothing until | return. Meanwhile, do your best to buy back
whoever Nibur got to. The Urulite, at least; helll be the chegpest.”

"Verid—you cant. Y ou've never been sick, yoursdf; you can'timagine.”

"And Station—if you vaue your life, activate your shield, and let no shuttle from that ship cometo
fetichme”

Intheclinic Verid met with Khra, asthree medica sentients hovered nearby.

"We must inform you," said the senior medic, "that after due condderation, dl three of us strenuoudy
object and advise against the procedure.”

"Of courseyou do," muttered Verid. "I'll Sgn whatever form you need. Let'sget on with it.”

"Y ou must understand—we lack the knowledge to stabilize the Prokaryan pathogens within your
Elysan physiology. Especidly infections agents obtained de novo fromthewild.”

Verid turned to Khra. The student pressed her hands to her forehead and tried to speak, but
coughed ingtead. "It'sjust anideg,” Khra explained, her voice dull with fatigue. "'l brought somewhirrs
back from the planet, where the micromen till know the full potentia of their species. Within humans, |
think the populationsliving their short lifetimes have forgotten alot.”

"l understand.”



"I've put them together, temporarily, with afew volunteers from Rod, to teach them our language.
Then one of the carriers may volunteer—"

"We have no moretimefor intermediaries. | will contact the micromen mysdf."

Khrd'sface turned gray. The medics reared back indignantly, asif washing their many limbs of it.
Khrd swalowed, and said, "Remember, the injected micromen will be avery smadl population. They will
want to reproduce right away; for awhile, the proportion of elderswill be smal, and they'll barely have
their ‘children’ under control. That isthe dangerous period.”

"Well get through it. They'll learn to communicate?’
"They seemto learn different ways, depending on their host. With jum, they use their own number

code, which works well for her. Rod's micromen, | hope, will teach yours | etters you can read in your—

"Yes, | know." Verid stretched out on the hospital bed, while Khra prepared the whirrs and the
medicsinjected her with dl kinds of protective nanoservos. Sheimagined the tiny machines coursing
through her blood to check dl her tissues and organs, preserving the proteins needed by every cdll. What
was harder to imagine was the microscopic living beings, setting down for thefirst time within ahuman
world. For each of them, each with itsown life, its memories and dreams—how would it fed ?

Thevid of whirrs pressed her skin. Like the virtud jelyfish that had touched her foot, when Nibur
had laughed. But thistime she did not flinch.

"It'sdone.” Khra's voice was barely audible as she put the whirrs away.

So I'm acarrier, thought Verid. For amoment she was gripped by terror; shefelt asif shewere
faling down adeep well, unable to stop hersdlf. But it passed. Shewas il hersdlf, after dll. "It'sdone,”
she echoed. "What next?'

"Y ou have to wait and see. Well hope they make contact.”

A haf hour passed, while Verid made the best of her time reviewing staff reports on the holostage.
Then suddenly shefelt hot dl over, from her handsto her forehead.

"What isit?' She bresthed rapidly, thinking, they're burning me up ingde.

The medic told her, "Y ou're running adight fever. It generally hgppens asthe infectious agent settles

n

Fever. Verid had heard of fever, read about its sufferers, but never experienced it. "Areyou sureit's
al right? Evenfor an Elysan?'

"It'salow fever, sofar. Evenfor an Elysian.”

She repressed the conviction that she was boiling to death and felt a bit ashamed. Living for
centuriesin their floating cities, Elysiansknew o little of life.

Thefirst spot of light flickered on her retina. Verid sat up straight.

"Rest yoursdf," indsted the medic. " So far, your nanoservos report, the infection ishighly locdized
withinyour brain. But if it Spreads, you'll need al your strength.”

"Station, lightsdown," she ordered. The light dimmed, except for the holostage outputting her vita



sgns. She closed her eyes. Something flickered again. "Khra? Are you there?"
"Of course, Secretary.”

"Fetch the other carriers here, too." She would need al the help she could get. The seconds and
minutes passed, seeming endless; yet how much longer they must seem for the micromen, who lived ten
thousand times faster? How would humans keep up talking with creatures who took aweek to reply to
the smplest question, and went to deep for adecade?

GREETINGS, HUMAN WORLD. The letters appeared in her eyes, unbidden. Shetried to tell
hersdlf, it was just like one's nanoservos talking after dl. But thiswas different. Theseinternal crestures
hed minds of their own.

YOU ARE NOT LIKE THE OTHERS.

Shetook a deep breath and tried to stay cam. Nearby stood the carriers, even 'jum in the corner
with Rod. "How do | answer back?"

There was an awkward pause. Rod said, "It just happens, after awhile.”
"Try reading lettersin the holostage,” suggested the flight attendant. " That awaysworked for me.”
Khrd agreed. "Thefirg thing the colonists learn isto read your retina.”

"Indeed." "Colonists'—agtartling thought, but so they were. "Very well. Holostage, print these
words. 'Who areyou? "

The |etters appeared above the holostage, and V erid concentrated on them. Immediately camethe
reply: WE ARE THE PEOPLE. YOU ARE A WORLD TO BE MASTERED.

"That won't work. Y ou will haveto ded with us." Thewordsfloated in air, and she stared at them
until her eyes swam.

SO SAY THE MESSENGERS. WHAT CAN YOU DO FOR US?
Verid looked up. "What can | do for them?"

Theflight attendant laughed. " Travel—that's what they want."

"We can't." Not yet—but someday.

jum raised her hand. "Azetidine. Give them that—it'stheir favorite.”
The medic reared its caterpillar body. "Poison!”

"Azetidine is moderately toxic to your system,” said Station. "I am preparing asample, with
protective agents.” Thewall nearby puckered to spit out an ampulla, which Khrd fitted to an injector.
Theinjector painlesdy dissolved amicroscopic well into her vein, then sedled the opening on itsway ouit.

YOU ARE LIKE THE OTHERS. LIKE YET UNLIKE.
What "others?' Verid wondered.

YOU CAN GIVE USMANY THINGS FROM THE STARS, BUT YOUR BODY IS
INCOMPATIBLE. IT WILL TAKE A GENERATION TO FIX YOU.



"That it would," Verid said doud. "It would take decades to lifeshape me for Prokaryon. We don't
have that kind of time, but—"

"Noitwon't," interrupted jum. "Lifeshaping doesn't take that long."

"Hush, jum," whispered Rod. "Y ou're achild; adults take many years." And even then they could
not bear children.

The holostage announced, "Medica dert. Massve physiologica changes occurring within patient, as
microbes colonize circulatory system, liver, intestind epithelium ..."

"Station,” caled the medic, "the patient is suffering massve physiologica effects. | demand an
immediate hdlt to thisill-advised experimenta procedure, or else I—I will seek termination of your
license”

Station said, "The choiceisyours, Secretary.”
"What's going on? What are they doing?'
"l wish | knew. But they cannot destroy you without destroying themselves."

"That hasn't stopped humans," Verid dryly observed. "Holostage, spell out: What are you doing to
my body?'

WEFIX YOU TO LIVE HERE. LIKE THOSE WHO FELL FROM STARS, BUT YOU ARE
DIFFERENT.

" 'Likethose who fdl from stars—' Who isthat? And why am | different?" Verid was thoroughly
confused, and the continued recitation from the holostage did not help.

Rod exclaimed, "The L'liites. Y ou're like them, but you're Elysian. The L 'liite ship crashed, but some
survived, and the tumblerounds found them.”

"They could not have survived long."

Themedic said, "The presence of the microbesis atering the patient's biochemistry by the minute. If
this madness does not stop, | withdraw from the case."

"TheL'liitesdid survive" Rod indsted. "Diorite tracked them. But—"

Veridsjaw fdl open." 'A generation'—Holostage, print out: "How long will it take to fix me?
Whose generation?' "

OUR GENERATION. BUT WE ARE PATIENT. MEANWHILE, PLEASE FEED US
AZETIDINE, HYPOGLY CIN, AND MIMOSIN.

A generation of micromen. A singleday. Verid tried to stand up, but her head swam with fever.

"Please, Secretary,” cautioned Station. ™Y our body is reacting to massive changesin chemistry. Are
you sureyou will continue?!

"Yes, by Torr," she exclaimed weakly. "Don't you see? They can lifeshgpe usinasingle
day—anyone. At no cost." Sheraised her arm. "Find those L'liites.”

On Prokaryon, the weather had taken aturn for the worse. All around the planet towered hurricanes



whose lightning struck any vessel from the sky. From space, the planet's disk was a mass of tumbling
clouds. Never before had the world been seen thus, not since the days of the early explorers.

"Somehow they know," Rod told Diorite, as he watched the holostage, clenching and unclenching
his hands. "They know what the humans havein mind." Not that it would help against the white hole.

"How could they know?' demanded the miner. "Did the Spirit tell them?"

"Chae and Haemum were carriers. Their micromen must have told the others.” He could imagine the
light-coded messages |egping across the singing-trees where he and Khra used to collect their samples.

"By Torr—if that's it, can you imagine what'sin store for VVaedon once those critters multiply?"
Diorite shook his head. "We're doomed, whether we save that cursed planet or not.”

"The Secretary doesn't think so. She thinks we can deal with them. And the L'liite survivors will
convincethe L'liite delegate to change hisvote. That'swhy we have to find them."

"Ohredly?What if wefind them turned into llamas?’
Hetensed all over, then relaxed. Sketching astarsign, he said a prayer.

Station announced, "The shuttleisready, shidd fully activated. All members of search party
assemble for boarding.”

The search party made ahair-raising descent, sustaining severd gtrikes of lightning. When at last
they landed, they struggled across the ground drenched by rain, stepping over carcasses of drowned
four-eyes. Besides Rod and Diorite, six forensic sentients fanned across the hillside where, months ago,
Diorite's crew had last seen tracks. They ssumbled and dug each other out of mud laced with treacherous
loopleaves, then climbed over singing-tree trunksfelled by the storm. The roar of the wind hammered
Rod incessantly. "Tell them to stop,” he urged hisinterna visitors. " Send whirrsto tell them—we mean to
savetheir world, not destroy it."

OUR WHIRRS CANNOT SURVIVE THE STORM. WE REMEMBER OUR BROTHERS,
BUT HAVE NOT SEEN THEM FOR COUNTLESS GENERATIONS. WHERE WOULD WE
FIND THEM?

Out of the corner of hiseye alight flashed. The thunderclap deafened him for some minutes. Diorite
caught him with hisarm and shook him, trying to say something.

"The sentients have found something,” shouted Diorite. "A whiff of human flesh. But therédsno sign
of them."

How could there be any sign, Rod thought; any footprint would have been washed away. Bracing
himsalf againgt the wind, he surveyed the drowned landscape. Hillsrose above the valey, one of the
wilder corners of Spirillaevenin fair weather. An outcropping of rock jutted, exposed to the elements.
There was something vaguely familiar about the character of the rock. He wiped his eyes and squinted.
Fog wasralling in across the rocks, but just for aminute the clouds parted and the rock shone clear.

"Sarai'splace," he murmured. "It'sjust like the road to Sarai; the same kind of rock formations. And
Saral used to live—" He grabbed Diorite'sjacket. "Caverns," he shouted. "They could be hiding there.”

"That'sit! We have to scan the earth deeper.” Diorite caled into hisradio, which somehow was il
working.



Rod could not say how long it was until at |ast the forensic detectors had traced the human signd to
one gretch of hillsde. The searcherstraced back and forth, but still nothing could be seen, no hint of any
kind of entrance in the mud.

FORGIVENESS. EVEN IF A PLANET DIES, ONE MUST ALWAY SFORGIVE. THISWE
WILL TELL OUR BROTHERS.

His shoulders shook, and histears joined the rain. These micromen had "evolved" too far, he
thought; they made him fed smdll.

Suddenly the ground gave way benegth hisfeet. It was not ground after al, but atangle of branch
loops woven cleverly together. Now, though, it wasfaling apart. Rod struggled to right himself and climb
out, but hedid inexorably into adark hole.

An am came round his chest, immobilizing him. At his neck pressed something sharp, the blade of a
knife.

Rod made himsdlf relax. Whoever it was had not killed him yet; his best chance now wasto wait for
an opening.

"Not one move, you devil." Thevoice spokein L'liite.

"Kill him now," urged another. " Spirit save us—they won't send us back.” They did not sound like
"llamas.” And yet—they weredive.

The rest of the opening crashed through. In the confusion, Rod dipped away from his captor and
crawled acrossthefloor. Light broke through, and there were screams and shouts. Rod heard a zapping
sound that he did not recognize. Abruptly al was cam, except for the cursing of three L'liitesimmobilized
by webbing emitted by the forensic sentients. Somewhere unseen awoman was sobbing.

"Spawn of dogs," cried one of the L'liites, straining & the nanoplastic web. "WEell die before you
send us back."

"Wewont," shouted Diorite. "We need your help to save our planet.”

Not alikely story, Rod redlized. How could the L'liites believe it? As Diorite tried to persuade them,
Rod's eyes adjusted to the dim light. The cavern had been swept and kept tidy, until their rude entrance.
There were pots and blankets and an oil lamp in the corner. The rubbery smell of cooked four-eyes was
familiar. The woman sobbing in the corner held something protectively.

"Father," called one of the trapped men. Hewas calling to Rod, staring at his starstone. "' Father, you
will tdl us. Isthistrue?'

Rod flushed, for he was only yet a Brother, and the stone felt heavy on hisneck. "Yes" hereplied,
sketching adar. "It'strue.”

The woman looked up. "A Spirit Cdler,” she exclamed. "At last—oneto blessthe new name." She
held up atightly wrapped infant, its eyestight shut, deeping through the storm as only infants could. Its
face was gtill wrinkled like an old man; he or she could not be more than amonth old. The first human
baby born on Prokaryon.

TWENTY-FOUR

From within the Fold ship Verid watched the glittering sphere of the Secretariat, in its eternal orbit



about Elysum. Sheflexed her fingers, uncomfortable in the skinsuit that the medical service had decreed
she must wear—for the rest of her life, perhaps? Glacidly she eyed the three octopods assigned to guard
her—or the entire Fold from her.

In another ten minutes the shuttle would take her down, straight into the Council meeting she had
postponed for the past week.

THEY ARE TAKING NO CHANCES. NOT TO LET YOU CHANGE MINDS.

STILL, YOU COULD WORK ON THE BRONZE SKYAN DELEGATE. SHELISTENSTO
REASON.

THE SENTIENT DELEGATE COMMUNICATES ON OUR TIME SCALE, PERHAPSWE
CAN REACH HER—

Verid blinked her eyes. "Enough aready; | can't hear myself think." She had tried to educate her
internal symbionts about Fold palitics, and now they al wanted to advise her. Unlike her human advisors,
she could not sack them.

On the holostage appeared the head of Loris Anaeashon, the Delegate Elysium, stern but
triumphant. "With al due respect, Secretary, the Council asks meto advise you that you areto join us
directly, with no ingppropriate word to the press. Y ou understand my meaning.”

"Of course, Shongb." Her voice sounded hollow inside the skinsuit which covered her mouth. " Just
aphoto-op." Although the Council meeting was closed, al kinds of frightful rumors had gotten out, and
the Fold was in an uproar. The snake eggs would demand a brief statement.

"| trust you've read and understand the charges against you."
"Absolutely. Second on our agenda.”

WE'RE LOOKING FORWARD TO THISMEETING. SOME OF USWILL LIVETO SEE
THE END.

YOU NEED TO VISIT OUR COUNCIL, TOO. PLEASE REMEMBER PROTOCOL IS
MOST IMPORTANT. THE LESSER OFFICIALS FLASH BLUE AND GREEN, WHEREAS THE
GREATER ONES FLASH PINK AND YELLOW.

"Secretary?' The welcome sound of her nanoservosin her ear, from her aide.

"Findly," sheexclamed. "Isour plan ready?’

"Yes. We have dl the snake eggs expecting a statement, just ten minutes outside the mesting.”

The aide gpproached, his Elysian train full of sky-blue butterflies. "V erid—it's awonder to see you."
Verid lifted her hand, feding her skinsuit stretch. "Wonders never cease. Tell methewordt, Lem.”

"Elysumisnearly in panic. Everyoneis getting 'tested,’ athough they scarcely know what they're
testing for. And now they're expelling dl foreigners—all but essential ones, of course..."

Verid swung round to meet him, her nanoplastic train swerving expertly, and the octopodsfdl in
beside. Slowly the convoy progressed to the door of the shuttlecraft. Elysianstook their time.

"... Vaedonisnearly as bad; there areriotsin the streets of Iridis" continued Lem at her ear.



WHAT SORT OF HUMAN ISTHIS? A GOOD WORLD TO VISIT?
No. She strove to burn thewordsinto her retina. No, | say; be till.
BRING USWHIRRS. WE CAN PENETRATE YOUR "SKINSUIT."
Verid squeezed her eyes. Stay put, lest you and | be incinerated.
"Secretary?' Besde her Lem wasfrowning.

"Fatigue, that'sdl. Do go on.”

The shuttlecraft docked, its nanoplast melding into the surface of the Secretariat. In the wal amouth
openedto let Verid pass.

"Secretary,” whigpered the nanoservosin her head. "Now isthetime.”

The snake eggs jostled so thickly that Verid ingtinctively raised an arm. Octopods waved at them
threateningly, but al knew that interference with reporters could bring alife sentence. Speech wasthe
most sacred commodity of the Fold—and the most profane, she thought. The Council meeting was just
minutes avay.

"Secretary, isit true that dien microbeswill endaveusdl?
"Were you infected, Secretary? When will the test results be released?’
"What will the Council do?'

Verid shook her head. "Listen.” She raised her voice and spoke dowly. "I have one announcement
to make. | hereby announce ... by executive order . .. that the Council meeting about to begin ... isopen
to the public.”

The reportersfell back in confusion, the smarter ones zipping out to race to the Council chamber
before the del egates could countermand Verid's order. As she entered the chamber, they were indeed
attempting to do just that. But it wastoo late, Verid saw; some of the reporters had dipped in, and to
g ect them would make a scene nobody wished to be seenin.

"Never mind." The Delegate Bronze Sky glared, her dark featuresrigid with fury. "Verid, I've
backed you before, but thisisit. You've got alot of explaining to do.”

"And one more count of impeachment,” observed Delegate Elysium, reclining comfortably in the seet
that opened beneath him like aflower.

"Oh hush," said Delegate Sharer. "L et's at |east congratul ate the Secretary on her return dive and
well." The Sharer was purple as dways, with the oxygen-breathing microbes that thronged in her flesh.
Verid smiled gratefully, thinking, we are Ssters now.

Delegate L'li watched intently. "Congratulations, indeed.”" He had received her secret message—but
had sent no reply. Still guarding his options.

"Wewagtetime!" Delegate Urulan shook hisfigt at her, playing to his own home audience. "Boil the
planet! Better yet, gect it to another universe!™

Verid kept stlanding. "It ismy duty as Secretary of the Fold, and my great honor, to certify the
discovery of anew, inteligent community of people. A new form of intelligence, indeed the first form



we've met that evolved completely outside human civilization." She leaned forward. "Microscopic
people.”

"An outrage!" Ddegate Urulan was beside himsdlf.
"Out of order," sngpped Delegate L'li. "L et the Secretary continue.”

Verid went on. "These microscopic peoplelive ayear for every ten minutes of our own lives. Their
species and culture evolved at acomparably high rate. A hundred years ago, when our first human
explorers arrived on Prokaryon, they had only just diverged from the lesser microbes whose ancestry
they share, like our own Stone Age ancestors once did. Even then, they covered the entire planet with
rows of cropsthey tilled and the anima hosts they governed. Today, they run advanced communications
al acrosstheir planet—advanced enough to rule their planet's weether at amoment's notice. Thisis
indeed an intelligence worthy of our respect.”

"Finding intelligence was not your charge.” The Delegate Vaedon'sjewelsglittered on histaar.
"Your chargewas ..." He stopped, eyeing the reporters. Genocide was not done in public.

"But more than our respect, these people—we cdl them 'micromen—bring us enormous hope.
Living within our bodies, they can be partnersto us, in agrand new venture to the sars. They can use
their own chemigtry to extend our physiologica capacitiesto inhabit new worlds. Not only Prokaryon,
but other new worlds. No more laborious lifeshaping; no more costly coloniesthat never pay back. As
proof—"

Shetossed alump of nanoplast to the holostage. The stage filled with the Lliite refugees, presumed
dead yet found dive and well, in ahabitat that should have killed them in aweek. Thethreemenand a
woman stared defiantly. The woman clutched her infant with one hand, and raised her fist. "Thisis our
world. Long live New Reyo!"

Verid carefully avoided looking at the Delegate L'li. For amoment she regretted the future she
foresaw—a thousand worlds overrun by humanswith their micromen. But that was a problem for
another day. "The child you see was born to these hedlthy, untreated immigrants—born on Prokaryon,
afeat that none of our lifeshaping has yet accomplished. Their microbia symbiontsfigured out how to do
this. Citizens, try to imagine theintellect that achieved this. Humans and micromen—What miracles can
we not accomplish together?' She scanned the reporters bobbing up and down beneath the celling.

"Honorable Secretary,” the Delegate Elysium smoothly began. " Surdly you are not taken in by this...
. congtructed footage.”

"l shook their hands mysdif.”

Delegate Elysum shuddered delicately; Elysians never made physica contact in public, let donewith
carriers of aplague. He shook his head with el aborate condescension. "Redly, Shongb. We know
you've put your heart into this, but the job of the Council isto be objective. Do you agree, Delegate
Vdedon?'

Delegate Vaedon was busy whispering to his nanoservos. He looked up to say, "My confidentia
sources assure me the scene cannot be genuine. How were these purported L 'liites 'discovered' just now,
S0 conveniently?'

Verid raised her eyebrows. Do you question my integrity, or my competence?'

"Come, Citizens," demanded Delegate Bronze Sky. "Y ou can't fool the reporters. We know it'strue:



The L'liteswere found dive. The question is, what to do about it?"
"No, Citizens." A new voice came from the holostage. "That is not the question.”

It was Nibur Letheshon. Nibur stood in their midgt, hisvirtud taar shimmering before the
never-ending wave of Proteus.

"What's this?' exclamed Verid. "Out of order."

WATCH OUT, PLEASE. YOUR ADRENALINE RUNSTOO FAST—IT MAKES US SICK.
Verid closed her eyes.

Nibur was saying, "Y ou yourself opened the Council to the public.”
"l caled thiswitness," said Delegate Vaedon. "L et him speak.”
The others assented. Verid's thoughts whirled, trying to recdculate.

"Thank you, Honorable Council," said Nibur. "Therea question is, what about the carriers not so
lucky as mysdlf? What of those who died—or worse." Hisimage was replaced by that of a patient in bed
at Station, with amedica caterpillar bending over him. One of the two former carrierswho had failed to
hed.

The patient sat against the pillows. He breathed well, and his color looked good, but hiseyesheld a
vacant sare.

"Stand up, please," said the medic.
The patient rose without looking up, the coversfaling to hisside.
"Now walk to the door, and come back."

This, too, the patient managed, putting one foot in front of the other. At the door he turned, then
walked back to stand by the bed.

"Now tell usyour name."
The man continued to stare. The entire Council chamber fdl slent.

WHAT ISWRONG? THE CHEMICALSIN YOUR BLOODSTREAM FRIGHTEN OUR
CHILDREN.

Veridtried to relax. You know what your brothers and sisters have done, to other human
worlds. Be till and let me think.

"You see?' Themedic inclined its caterpillar body toward the viewers. "This patient has entirely lost
his higher menta functions. Before we cleared the infection, hisempty mind was ruled by the so-called
micromen. A beast of burden." The caterpillar bobbed its head. "1 myself am a sentient, immuneto
infection so far. But you humans—thisiswhat will become of you."

"What do you recommend?’ called Delegate Vaedon.

"What do you think?* demanded Nibur. "Even the so-called micromen confess that they plan our
destruction. All the medics recommend prompt eimination of their source.”



"Then you'll have to cleanse every planet of the Fold.” Verid looked around the Council. "Those two
unfortunate citizens received treatment too late—because they came from Vaedon, and from Bronze
Sky. Where have no micromen reached? One way or another, we have to live with them.”

"They haven't yet reached us," said Delegate Solaris, from the most distant of the Fold'sworlds.
"Cleanse their main source. It may betoo late, but it'sthe least we can do.”

Veridfdt achill. She had counted on Solaris.
"Bail the planet,” agreed Delegate Urulan. "We should have done so to Sart.”

The Delegate Sentient added, "Alas, | have come to share the view of my medica colleagues. As
much as| vauethe possibility of intelligent life, | cannot but recall that the very first casudties of
Prokaryon were sentients. Of course, weve adjusted our composition since—but what if these
dangerous pathogens mutate?"

The second vote Verid had counted on, from one who ought to understand best. She turned to the
lamppost sentient, inwardly bitter. "What then?" she asked, her brows high. " Genocide? For arace newly
certified? Do you propose to rewrite the condtitution?”

The reporters bobbed expectantly.

"Cowardd!" The Sharer snapped her purple fingerwebs. "My people have shared microbia
symbiontsfor countless generations. How can you miss this opportunity?"

"The 'opportunity’ isvoluntary,” Verid added. "Future colonists can choose to be carriers. The rest
of usarelargdly safe, snce transmission requires an insect vector. Control of theinsectswill contain their
spread.”

"For how long?" countered Nibur. A good reason to wipe out the main source now, whilethey can
gtill be contained. Intelligent invaders—who knows what torturesthey'll invent?'

"| cdl for avote," said Delegate Bronze Sky suddenly. "The white holeisready and waiting—we
need to decide.”

"Second,” called Delegate Vaedon.

Verid's hands shook. "The question is called: Do we activate the white hole to cleanse Prokaryon?”
Shecdled theroll. "Delegate Bronze Sky?'

"No." One switched—she had a chance.

"Ddegate Elysum?'

"es"

"DeegateLli?"

The man paused thoughtfully. "For the moment | pass.” L'li never liked to be taken for granted.
"Delegate Sentient?"

"Ves"

"Delegate Sharer?'



"No. My ssterswill surround that world with aliving shidld.”
"Order, please. Delegate Solaris?!

"es"

"Deegate Vdedon?'

s

Verid turned to L'li. "Isthe Delegate ready to vote?'

"| vote againg." He rose to speak. "The decision istoo sudden. We need time to study the possible
opportunities for my people; indeed, for dl the citizens of the Fold.”

She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. "Deegate Urulan?'
"Agang—until we can completely wipe out this plague!™

Iras had bought him after al; how many water projects, Verid could only guess. She collgpsed in her
seet, her own whispered vote nearly lost in the buzzing of reporters.

"Bewarned,” cried Nibur from the holostage. "Y oulll liveto regret thisday. You'l al end up
mindless beadts.”

Ddegate Elysum raised hisvoice. "The Council isnot yet done. The second item on our agendais
our call to impeach the Secretary of the Fold. | have been asked to read the charges—"

"Never mind," interrupted Verid.

The Elysian looked up, surprised by the breach of order.

"l resgn, effectiveimmediady.”

Around the chamber, the del egates turned to stare.

"Impossible" exclaimed the Sharer. "Y ou'll beat the charges, Secretary. Y ou haveto fight."
"Sorry, but | meant it. | resign.”

No one else spoke, but their faces al registered surprise and discomfort. They could not believeit,
Verid redized. After five centuries of her rising in power, they assumed she would always have awin up
her deeve.

"Y ou made thismess," accused Delegate Elysum. "How—how dare you just walk out of it!"

Verid sghed. "I'll stick around to help, if the Council wishes. But as Secretary | cannot continue. It's
too digtracting, being acarier.”

The delegates gasped, and the reporters bobbed in confusion. Delegate Sharer came over to
embrace Veridin her skinsuit, while Delegate Elysum turned pale and coll gpsed.

Therewere callsfor quarantine, and the octopods closed in.

WHAT IS GOING ON?



We've won your planet a reprieve. But you'll wait many generations before they set me free.

At Station, travel was reopened, though departure required extensive testing. Rod resumed
something of hisformer schedule with the children on the satdllite. With no farm choresto take histime,
heimmersed himsdf in their education, setting up regular programsfor each child.

On Prokaryon, the storms had subsided within afew days. The micromen living therelost interest in
the threat after two or three generations. Meanwhile, several mining firms sued to return, including
Diorite, who had set himsdlf up independent.

"It'sthe chance of alifetime," Diorite told Rod. "Get in on the ground floor, before everyone figures
it out."

"Redly?" asked Rod. "Do peopleredly want to live here and be carriers?"
"The smart onesarelining up to stake their clam. And not just from L'li either.”
"But the Council could change their mind. Nibur still ownsthe planet.”

Diorite chuckled. "Rumor hasit Nibur sold off hisholdings at asizable profit.”
"Those micromen—I Hill think were Stting on atime bomb.”

"Not so long asthey need whirrsto transmit.”

"But they'reinteligent. They'll learn.”

Diorite shrugged. "They can't be more dangerous than afew humans | know—or sentients, they're
no better. Say, when are you coming back? Feldspar's waiting.”

"The Reverend Mother will decide”

Rod no longer ignored the news as he used to. He made himsdlf spend a haf hour at the holo each
day. The Secretariat was a a standdtill, with itsformer executive in quarantine, and specia eections
cdled. Theworlds of the Fold hurled charges and countercharges of "who lost Prokaryon,” though all
meant different things. Some cautioudy welcomed the microbid symbionts, while others called for their
destruction. New carriers of micromen gppeared on Vaedon. Meanwhile on L'li, Reyo wasfdling apart
worse than ever, its streets split by roaming gangs, while thousands died of creeping.

One day Mother Artemis summoned Rod and Geode together. " Station sayswe may leave," she
announced. "We may leave Prokaryon, after extensive testing; the children can join a Spirit Home on
Vaedon." She paused to let her meaning sink in. " Or, we can return to thisworld and rebuild our

colony.”
Geode'ssx armswaved at once. "Y es! Tomorrow."

Mother Artemis picked up Qumum, who crawled inquisitively acrossthe floor. "Remember,” she
warned, bouncing the child, "the humansinevitably will be carriers, including the youngest children. What
that may mean in thelong run, we can't say." She and Geode both looked at Rod.

Qumum was sucking on hisfingerswhile taking in the world with hiswide eyes. Rod'sinternd guests
had warned him of what the other micromen, back on Prokaryon, might do to humans who returned. But
his own would have given ther lives to save him. He aso remembered the L'liite newborn. "Better
pioneersthan orphans,” he observed at lagt. "'If the Spirit calls, let usgo.”



"So beit," said Mother Artemis. "We still need more help, though, to maintain the colony whilewe
keep up the children's studies. Three Crowswould like to stay on with us.”

"l knew he would!" said Geode. "The Spirit heard our prayer.”

Rod wondered what Elk would think. Then he thought of Khral. Since the crisis passed, he had
avoided her, cursing hisweskness. A Spirit Caler had no use for morta love. Now that the colony had a
second chance, so did he.

Thelight of Iota Pavonisfilled thefidds, dready full of fragrant |oopleaves. The home of the Spirit
Colony had been flattened by the storm, and their crops mostly washed away, but the brokenhearts had
reseeded and grown wild, filling the paths they had cleared with succulent golden rings. With Feldspar's
help they began to rebuild their home, plow the fields, and restore the sapphire mine. Haemum and Chae
returned to pitch in. They hunted down aherd of four-eyes zigzagging across the loopleaves, and soon
brought home fresh mest.

As Rod climbed to the roof to set new tiles, the breeze caught his cheeks, and brilliant helicoids
whirled overhead. His own spirit rose with them. Never had thisworld seemed so precious assinceit
nearly perished.

Y et in fact, the old world had perished; the old, mysterious world that Rod once knew. In place of
mystery, there was the known, inescapable presence of the micromen.

HUMAN, THERE ARE SO MANY OTHER WORLDS OUT HERE. WORLDS EVEN OUR
ELDERSBARELY REMEMBER, FULL OF BRAVE NEW PEOPLE.

Rod watched awhirr aight on hisarm and take off, perhaps bound for atumbleround at the edge of
the singing-trees. It felt odd to be acity and airport for millions of microscopic people.

THEIR PEOPLE ARE DIFFERENT FROM US. So the micromen themsdves faced culture
shock. THEY FRIGHTEN US. THEY THREATEN TO TAKE USOVER AND RULE YOU LIKE
A TUMBLEROUND.

Don' let them, Rod warned, setting atilein place. Why had the Fold forced the former Secretary
into quarantine, instead of sending her back here to ded with these new "worlds'? For now, he could
only hope that Station's nanoservas—and his own micromen—continued to protect him.

TELL USSOMETHING. DO HUMAN WORLDSMEET AND MARRY LIFELONG
PARTNERS, OR DO THEY COUPLEHEEDLESSLY, LIKE THE TUMBLEROUNDS?

Both, Rod told them, or neither. Some of us marry the Spirit. He wished they would leave such
topics until he was safe on the ground.

WE NEED A LIFETIME TO KNOW EACH OTHER, BEFORE WE CAN SAFELY MERGE
AND BECOME CHILDREN.

How odd, to grow up to be children.
On the ground below, Gaea came toward the ladder, her feet dragging dejectedly. "Brother Rod?"

Rod quickly came down the ladder and swung the three-year-old up to face him. "What's the
meatter, Gaea?"

"My head hurts. And | seefunny lightsin my eyes."



Hefrowned. In the younger children, the nanoservos were supposed to keep down the numbers of
micromen so they avoided making "contact” until the children were old enough to understand. He took
her to the holostage, which had just got reingtalled.

"Saral, please”

Saral had returned to her laboratory in the mountain, which had escaped the storms largely
untouched. Mother Artemis had let 'jum return with her, to continue studying the micromen. Now they
both appeared on the holostage.

"We'reterribly busy right now," Sarai told him. "Two Sharer Ssters have arrived to join my work on
triplex DNA replication, and neither of them knowsthe first thing. They can't even run the enzyme
secretors.”

Jum looked up from her numbers. "I'll show them how." She had grown dramatically, her legs strong
and dender; she would soon reach his shoulder.

Rod held Gaea up to Sarai. "Y ou once cleared Gaea of micros. Could you help her again? She gets
headaches, and redly feds bad."

Sarai |ooked shocked. "What do you take mefor? I've renounced genocide. How could you live
with yoursdf, let donewith al your internd friends?*

"They could aways find atumbleround.” He had expected her reply, but it was worth atry before
caling Station. Asfor 'jum, she had settled back with her adopted mother, busily working with her own
"sgerlings.” She had dl the friends she could need now.

Suddenly ‘jum leaned into the holostage. "Brother Rod, when are you coming to seeme again? Il
show you my numbers, and anew dance | learned.”

"Y es, when areyou coming?' said Sarai. "We need to interview your ssterlings.”
Rod smiled. "I'll come soon, 'jum; as soon as the crops are planted.”

He closed the connection, dreading the call he would have to make to Station. The medics would
help, but they dways made him fed like abeggar. No one had heard from Patellafor months now, and
the Spirit Fathers showed no sign of sending another doctor.

"Y ou have aneutrinogram,” announced the hol ostage before he could speak. "From Chrysoport,
Vaedon: Brother Chrysoprase and Sister Heather, of the Sacred Society of Spirit Brethren.”

The grainy monochrome image took shape. A man and awoman stood there, each wearing the
same white hooded robe as a Spirit Caller, but with ropes of flowers around their necks and open-toed
sanda s on their feet. Much to Rod'sirritation, they both sketched a starsign.

"Greetings,” said Sister Hegther, "from the Spirit Brethren, asister order to your own. The Great
Spirit of the Universe moves usto entreat you to accept our application to serve your colony. Our
mission isto serve children, and where better than Prokaryon?’

"We are prepared to 'carry’ micromen,” added Brother Chrysoprase. "We've carried
breathmicrobes for years, to help us dive and fish to support our order.” Their skin was dusky, though
the neutrinogram did not show the color. "But our numbers have grown, and you need us more."

"We bring many skillsto help you," the woman added. "We've experience in farming, servo



mechanics, child psychology. ..."

Thiswas but the latest request the colony's newfound notoriety had brought them, from would-be
colonistswho had no ideawhat they were getting into. Asfor the so-called Spirit Brethren, their help was
the last thing respectable Spirit Callers needed.

"Enough,” Rod told the holostage. "Keep theimage in memory, for Mother Artemis.” Shewould
send the callersapolitereply.

Finaly he gave up and took Gaea back up to Station. The old lightcraft had been fixed with anew
controller, which kept it in good repair dthough it increased the chance that the craft would turn sentient.

At theclinic, thelittle girl shrank from the giant caterpillar, but Rod held her close, pressing her curls
of hair. "It'sal right. The doctor will help you fed better."

"Well give her new nanoservos,”" the medic told him.

"We've enhanced their program, to provide much better control. They adjust the level of certain key
nutrientsin her circulation, nutrients she doesn't need much, but the micromen do. And well keep
working on it. Lots of volunteers want to get rich on Prokaryon.”

"Evenwith dl the hodtile 'natives?'
"Every frontier has hodtile natives. It goes with the territory.”
Rod looked closdly at the sentient. "Are you new here?!

"Most of the old medicsrotated out. I've come from the Brain Ingtitute. What an opportunity—that
is, to keep you hedthy, of course.”

Infact, Station's corridors were full of strangers. As Rod brought Gaea back to the lightcraft, they
ran into agroup on some kind of tour. Some were humansin faded jeans, others were sentients of
various sizes and shapes, a"lamppogt,” acaterpillar, an eyespeaker for some nonmoatile structure. The
humans spoke in obscure jargon, obliviousto their surroundings, and even the sentients looked asiif they
had not checked amirror lately. Leading the group were Elk and Khral.

"Rod!" boomed Elk'svoice. "Y ou should have told us you were back.” He took two strides and
gave Rod a bear hug.

"Glad you're here," said Quark from someone's shoulder. "Meet the new students.”
From the front of the group Khral turned, but kept her distance.

Elk laughed. "We can dways use another student, Rod. After dl, your colony got Three Crows; |
thought he'd never give up deep space. Why don't you join us?' Elk nudged his arm and nodded at
Khra. "Ask our new Research Director."

"Bother about that." Khral waved her hand. "Good to see you, Rod.”
... just when life got to be worth living.

Elk began introducing the new students, but Rod barely heard. Thankfully Gaeawas getting restless,
and he excused himsdlf to take her home.

"Hope you had anicetrip,” said thelightcraft politely.



Rod barely heard or knew where he was. He could only see Khral's ook as she had turned to him,
and hear her voice cdl hisname.

Geode came running out of their new home, its shiny roof tiles gleaming in the sun. "Rod—youlll
never guess! Patellais coming back!"

It took afew secondsfor Rod to realize what he had said. "Patella's coming back? To us? You're
ure?!

Geode was hopping up and down on dl six limbs, his starstone dancing crazily around his eyestalks.
"Yesheis He sent aneutrinogram. It took months and months, but they gradually got his mind working
in hisnew body, and he's coming back." Rod had never seen him so excited. But then, Patellawaslikea
twin to Geode, from the same Vadan factory. They had always been especidly close.

During worship that evening, asthe new llamas groaned in the dusk and the gentlerains hid the
moon, the Spirit Callers gave specia prayers of thanksfor their brother'simminent return. Rod tried to
fed glad, but any joy he could fed was overwhelmed by the pain within. All he could seewasKhrd's
face before him, and fed her in hisarms again. Helonged for her, yet hated himself. Hewasliving alig;
he could no longer cal the Spirit.

HUMAN WORLD—TELL US SOMETHING, WE PRAY Y OU. The micromen would not leave
him aone. IF ONE SOUL MARRIESANOTHER, BUT THE MATE DIES BEFORE MERGING;
THEN HE TAKES A SECOND MATE, WHO ALSO DIES; THEN HE MARRIES A THIRD; TO
WHOM ISHE MARRIED WHEN ALL HAVE ASCENDED TO HEAVEN?

Rod closed hiseyes. Make me allama, he told them, like you tried to before. Then I'll no longer
need to think or fedl.

Early in the morning, Rod went to the Reverend Mother. Thefirgt rays of light from the window cast
bright squares across the wall, and Rod blinked asthey caught hiseye. Mother Artemiswas nursing
T'kela. Her strands of hair stretched up toward him. "Rod, whatever iswrong, let me help you.”

"l must leave the order. I've broken my vows, and | can't stay." He paused, then added, "I'm sorry
to leave you short-handed, but now at least Patellawill be back ..." He stopped, full of shame and
confuson.

"I'm s0 sorry. What aterrible time you must have gone through.” She set down T'kela, who crept off
to grasp at asunbeam. "Will you join Khra?"

He shuddered to redize she had known al aong. For some minutes he could not speak. "I can't,” he
said at lagt. "l carefor her, but | would hate her for what I've lost."

"Then where does the Spirit lead?’

"The Spirit doesn't lead me anymore. For now, I'll join Diorite's crew.” Beyond that, his future was
blank. He had never before faced afuture aone, without someone leading him on.

"Widll, you can apply to the Most Reverend Father for release from your vows. It will take some
months to approve and process—"

"No," said Rod sharply. "I can't stay. It would set abad example for the children.”

Mother Artemis paused. "The children will missyou.”



"1 will missthem.” He choked on hiswords. "I can't imagine life without them.”
"Isthat dl you'll miss, Rod? The children?'

"No, of course, I'll missyou, and Brother Geode. And—" He could not say it. "I ill don't
understand. | ill fed the Spirit led meto Khrad, asit did to the tumbleround. Y et it can't be."

"The Spirit tests uswith choice. Sometimes one must give up agresat love for ahigher one.”

"| did that, once," said Rod. "'l gave up the Guard—my pledge of honor to Vaedon. But now, |
have to give up the Spirit.”

"Thehighest loveistruth."
To that he had nothing to say. Truth brought peece, if nothing €l se.

Mother Artemiswas silent for awhile. Shelooked out the window, her hair twining in the sunlight as
if to soak up wisdom. "Intruth, | have listened for many decades, yet | never understood why the Spirit
would be jedlous of human love. Would you be jedlous of your micromen?”

Rod blinked in surprise. "What are you saying? Do you question the vow?'

"The vow isright for some. It wasright for you, for atime. | pray the Spirit Fathers would keep their
other vows, such asto support this colony.”

Thisheresy left him speechless.

"I've been thinking, Rod. It'stime our colony became more ecumenical. So many kinds of people
want to help out, and we'll need their help, even with Patellaback. 1'd like us to accept those two Spirit
Brethren who applied tojoin."

"The Spirit Brethren? But—but they're not ... respectable.”

"Respectability countsfor little out here." The sentient's features made an odd dant, asif she were
angry. "Intruth, the Spirit Brethren are respectable enough. They split off from us severa decades back,
when two Fathers quarreled over doctrine. They hold the Sharer view that the Spirit calls each of usto
conceive and raise our own child."

Imprisoned deep within an Elysian hospital, Verid paced the spotlessfloor, restlessasadog. There
was company enough, the micromen within, and virtua vistors without; but for weeks now, no living
human had so much as shared her breath. When would the Fold Council relent? The quarantine went
beyond al reason, but, having stripped her of power, her opponents could enjoy their revenge.

IFWE EVER DO RETURN TO MY THICAL PROKARY ON AND DISCOVER NEW
WORLDS, THEY WILL HAVE TO MEET OUR STANDARD OF CIVILIZATION. THEIR
AMBASSADORSWILL HAVE TO LEARN OUR PROTOCOLS, FLASHING COLORSIN
PROPER ORDER.

Verid sghed. By thetime she ever got back to Prokaryon, her own micromen would be useless,
having dwelt gpart for generations. Precious time was wasting, while the time ess Elysians figured out
what to do with her.

"A vigtor," intoned the hospitd. "'Iras Letheshon.”
Her head shot up, and she straightened herself. A cloud of light shimmered and became Iras, her



hair flowing gloriousy down her the back of her best train, the butterflies with their eyespots glowing red
and gold. "Dear Iras," she breathed.

Irassmiled sadly. "1 wish | werered, dear, but thiswas the most they'd dlow."
"It was good of you to come.”

"How can | be without you? Even if you are aways muttering to your nanoservos. Y ou know,
Verid, | tried my best to spring you, but these medics are just incorruptible.”

Despite hersdlf Verid smiled. "That's good to know."

"Have you heard about Nibur? He was so besotted with that dog, he couldn't bear to loseit. You'd
think he'd just make avirtual one. Instead, he had the medics cleanse his memories.” Iras shook her
head. " Start down that path, and it's hard to stop. He's not half the man he was."

Verid nodded. "Too bad."

"But look," said Iras brightly. "I've brought you something to keep you company—Raincloud's
descendent!”

In amoment, there stood Sarai, resplendent in Sharer purple, flashing her fingerwebs as she lectured
an unseen audience on DNA recombination. "Her research seminar, the one she gave at Station. It'son
public record, so | acquired it. Isn't she gorgeous?"

"Stunning"—Verid laughed—"and most informativel" Then she grew seriousagain. "Ligen, Iras; |
need to tell you something. | giveyou my release.”

"What do you mean?"
"I mean that | release you from our bond. Y ou understand.”
"But Verid—"

"Iras, think." Verid took abreath. Thiswas hard, even harder than she imagined. "I carry micromen,
now; | dwayswill."

"The Fold will Iet you out, eventualy. They'rejust punishing you for being right. They need you to
negotiate; why only yesterday Loriswas saying—"

"But Irass—they made you sick. Remember?”

Iras shuddered. "Too well."

"Y ou can't touch me again. No onein their right mind would. Y ou can't taketherisk.”
She thought this over. "Dear, I've never been the one to worry about risks.”

Verid looked down, feding shamed.

"Besdes—what athing to say, after the fortune | just spent onyou.” Irass net worth had falen
recently, by over threetrillion credits.

"I'm sorry, the Urulite vote cost more than | thought.” A lot more; enough water projects, she
figured, to turn his planet into Shora.



"The Urulite? That was nothing. | meant your birthday present. Remember?

Verid put up her hands. "Goodness; | forgot." What costly embarrassment could it be thistime, for
al the Elysansto cluck about?"Iras, | hopeyou were..."

"Discreet?’ Irasfinished. "You redly are out of it, aren't you? Don't you even watch the news?"
"It'sal censored here," snapped Verid. She nodded to the celling. " Go ahead, show it."

The Anaeon newscaster appeared, histrain of dead-leaf butterflies flowing behind him, smilar to
Veridsown. "... from Reyo City, the Health Ministry annhounces a new project to diagnose and treeat the
‘cregping’ disease, and to undertake preventive measures designed to eradicate the deadly prions.
Funded by an anonymous grant of threetrillion credits, the project will establish clinicsdl around the
planet. Within ten years, experts estimate, the prion plague can be effectively eiminated ..."

Verid rardy flushed, but she did so now, her face and hands warm, then cold. "Iras, you didn't,”" she
sad ungteedily.

"l would have named it for you, but you always said to be.. . . discreet.” Iraswiped tears from her
eyes, then collected hersdlf. "Plagues are bad for business, don't you know. And the one that's left won't
be so easy.” Shewaked forward, until her shape nearly touched Verid in theface. "Please, Verid. Don't
be proud; tell Loriswhat he wantsto hear, and get yoursdlf out of there. | need you—and the Fold needs
you, to talk with those micromen before we lose the chance.

Rod watched the sky for the old servo lightcraft he had sent up to Station. There it was, abright
ova descending toward the overgrown brokenhearts. EStimating where the craft would land, he jogged
aone down the newly cut path. A flock of helicoidstook off from thefield, their propellers clacking,
whilein the distance the blue-striped four-eyes grazed unconcerned. Sometime he would have to chase
the herd farther from their crops, but not today.

With abright flash and awhiff of ionization, the craft landed and was ill. Out stepped Khrd,
waiting, thewind lifting her hair.

Rod ran to meet her, too fadt, as hisfeet ssumbled through the loopleaves. He caught her in hisarms
and met her lips. Then they sank down together and lay tangled in the loopleavesfor along while, atime
beyondtime.

"Rod," shewhispered, "areyou sureit'sdl right?!
"What'sright for you, isright for me. Can you live here now?"

Khra nodded, her fingers combing hishair. "I took in enough micromen to modify my chemistry so |
can survive here. It wasn't fun,” she admitted. "It was scary, after watching you go through it. But now
they're okay. They're not abad population; they're scientists, wanting to know how everything works."

"Curious, it it, how they dwaysimitate their host.”

"Don't people dways grow into their habitat?' Khral shifted onto her elbow. "Rod, what about your
colony?’

"The colony ischanging. A couple of Brethren arejoining us, and I'll be talking with them.”

"The Spirit Brethren? Not the ones that dance before the moon?"



"Only a midsummer.” He smiled. "Maybe | need to learn to dance, like jum.”
"Solong asit'swith me.”

"Areyou sure? Y ou know | have nothing to give you. Not even ..." With a sudden thought, he
plucked a brokenheart and dipped it around her finger.

In the caverns of Mount Anaeon, jum was showing the new Sharers how to feed the carnivorous
plant that secreted the enzymes for their work. "They'll est anything,” she explained, "but they like
hoopsnakes best."

A dlickfly zoomed in to dight on her head. "Lightcraft landed outside,” it clucked excitedly. "Vigtor
coming up mountain.”

"Ushum?' Sarai called to her, looking up from the holostage where she tried to dissect the
crossing-over of triplex chromosomes. "Ushum, can you seewho it is. If it'sanyone but Khral, send them
packing. We're busy."

"Y es, Mother." She headed out to the mouth of the cavern. Blinking in the sun, she scanned the
mountain acrossthe valey. So many rays poked out between the crags, but now she had friendsto help
her count them. Down the dope cascaded the loopleaves, where little zooids chased each other, clinging
by their suckers. Whirrs soared up and down, carrying sisterlings from one world to another; a night,
their messageswould light up the Singing-trees.

On the path below, aman in acloak was climbing steadily toward the cavern. It was Brother Rod,
cometo see her again, 'jum smiled and waved.

10000101, (besuretotdl him,) reminded the Dancing People. (Warn him about the poisons
some of our foreign Sstersare trying to spread.)

I will, sad ‘jum.
(We'retrying to spread peace and democracy among the worlds, but it's not easy.)
"Brother Rod!" 'jum did a cartwhesd!, landing on her toes.

"That'sagood trick, jum!" Brother Rod sketched astar in the air, and the stone at his neck glinted
asif on fire. He caught her up in hisarms, then set her down. ™Y ou must be eating well."

‘Jum thought he looked well, too, not as sad as he used to. "Brother Rod, you need to watch out for
the other ssterlings, the onesthat iill livein the tumblerounds. Some of them are not yet civilized.”

"Dothey hurt you?'

"Of course not.” Shetook hishand. "My sigterlings protect me. They aretelling me the names of dl
the bad moleculesto watch out for. Mother Saral sendsit dl up to Station.”

"And Station tells the rest of the world, wherever the micromen have got it. It's an important job
you're doing." Brother Rod nodded. " Throughout the Fold, now, people are carrying worlds full of
micromen. And, just like people, the Spirit has made more good than bad."

"They need our help," added 'jum. "They're mostly children." Children with elders, but no parents.

He looked out across the tops of the singing-trees, past the clouds and sun. A helicoid swooped
down to catch something, its propellers humming. "There will be many more worldsto settle, now. And



more of your own neighbors from Reyo have cometo join us. So many changes— you would scarcely
know the colony. But you will dways have ahomewith us."

"Thisismy home now." ‘jum nodded. "So many children. Y ou wereright, Brother Rod. Thisredly is
the Children Star.”

APPENDI X:
The Life-forms of Prokaryon

All native life-forms on Prokaryon contain ring-shaped structures, both in body plan and indgde their
cdls(i.e. circular chromosomes). The zooids are animd-like; phycooids are plantlike; phycozooids
sharetraits of plant and animal; and microzooids are microbes.

zooid Animal-like species, capable of rapid movement; consume food.

four-eyes Zooidsthat graze on wheelgrassin large herds. Shaped like car tireswith suckersfor
"tread," and four eyes spaced equally around. Severd species known, ranging in size from biketiresto
truck tires. Usudly light in color, or striped to blend in with the whedl grass.

helicoid Flying zooids with ring-shaped propellers. Several species, the size of birds. Some are
brightly colored.

hoopsnake Flexible, looplike zooidswhich travel like asidewinder snake. Capture prey by
Srangulaion.

hydrazooid Extended tubelike zooids, with one fin winding in aspira around the tube. Rotate as
they svimsthrough water.

megazooid Large predatory zooids, the size of an elephant. Capture prey (usually four-eyes) by
running them over.

microzooid Microscopic size; aso caled micros. Many classes, ranging from plant to animal, not
yet well-known, except for one specieslater designated micromen. The micromen are dso cdled
dlicates, by the Elysian medics, after their slicate capsulesingde the human body; aso ssterlings, by the
dl-femde Sharers.

whirr Tiny helicoids, like insects. Different speciesfeed on juices of zooids or phycooids. One
§peci es transmits microzooids between tumblerounds.

phycooid Plantlike species, with loopleaves and double-roots; absorb energy from light
(photosynthesis).

brokenheart Tall looping stalks, with loops upon loops. Produce large numbers of edible
ring-shaped fruit which look like wedding bands. wheelgrass Tough green stalks, like croquet hoops,
growing thickly acrossvast fields. Consumed by four-eyes; tend to catch feet of humans. singing-tree
Arch-shaped trunks, dark blue-green, many timestaller than humans. In the upper loop branches,
platelike leavesvibratein thewind, "snging." Hanging lightpods carry microzooids which produce light.

phycozooid Species sharetraits of plants and animals. Most are not yet well-known.

tumbleround Human-sized life-form, shaped like a collapsed truck tire. Color is gray-green;



perform some photosynthesis, but also feed on wheelgrass and dead crestures. Long tendrils can dowly
pull the creaturesinto anew position. Always infested by microzooids and covered with whirrs. ring
fungus Parasitic growth around the trunk of singing-trees. Can be dried to form atough materia usable

for congtruction of buildings.



