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Part I

Ascension


Chapter 1







Lincoln Finn climbed to the top of the gorge and looked back down the path toward his friend and roommate Karen.  She trudged slowly up behind him, her face red with the effort.

“It’s only another hundred meters,” Lincoln said.

“I hate exercise,” she puffed.  “I’m a thinker, not a doer.  And it’s hot.”

Lincoln nodded.  These May afternoons were getting warmer.  The sun was directly overhead, and here on the precipice the trees provided little shade.

He gripped the straps of his backpack and looked out over the narrow valley.  Fifty meters below, a brook fell down steps of shale, in the thin shade of pine trees.  Ferns and flowers grew from meager handfuls of earth in the cracks between the flaking stone walls of the gorge.  Lincoln reached down and broke a sliver of shale from the steep side of the path.  This land had been an ocean bed, four hundred million years before.  The Devonian sea mud had been pressed into pale stone.

“Why did I let you talk me into taking this class?” Karen asked him, as she rose to his side.

“You talked me into taking this class,” Lincoln said.

“Well then why did I let you talk me into climbing up here?  We could have flown the drone from our house’s balcony.  I could be having tea, sitting at my computer.”

“My mother says if you want to understand nature, you have to get it on you.”  He took a deep breath.  It smelled of pine and the stream below.  A good smell.  “Besides, it’s our last chance to walk the woods here.  We graduate in two weeks.”

“We have the lease till August,” Karen protested.

“And video footage is not the same.  What’s the point of seeing the world through a robot’s eyes?  You have to get out here and be part of the forest, not stare at it on a flat screen.”  Lincoln looked up, frowning.  “That storm last night was bad.  I’m worried about whether the nest was harmed.  I want to see it up close.  Come on.”

The ground rose gently up from the edge of the gorge.  There was no visible path, but they walked easily and silently over the soft ground, between old trees spaced well apart.  Only a few scrub oaks managed to get a foothold in the carpet of needles under the tall pines.

“This is far enough,” Lincoln said.  He slipped his backpack off and laid it flat on the ground.

“Too far,” Karen said.  But she squatted to help Lincoln unzip the pack.

Inside, a large black drone lay packed in foam.  CORNELL UNIVERSITY DEPARTMENT OF BIOLOGY had been emblazoned on the top.  Lincoln lifted it out of the packing and tossed it once into the air.  He always marveled at its light weight.  The drone was sixty centimeters on a side, with four propellers, three cameras, and an extendible grip hand, but it weighed only a few kilograms.

“You like this thing too much,” Karen said.

“I like the birds more,” Lincoln said.  He reached into the pack with one hand and lifted out a pair of goggles.  He handed them to Karen.  “This is your forte.  You fly the thing.”

She nodded and pulled the goggles on.  “You only like me for my robot chops.”

“Who said I like you?” Lincoln handed her the controller, and then he tossed the drone into the air.  Karen did not miss a second.  She flipped the engine control on and the drone bounced up just before it hit the ground.  It was nearly silent, the sound of the engines more a hiss than a buzz.  The air flowing over the blade guards made a sigh like wind in the pine needles.

The drone shot up, slipping just past thick branches as it climbed.

“Don’t show off,” Lincoln said.  “It’s the last week of classes and you haven’t crashed the thing yet.  Don’t crash it now.  I want to graduate without another bill.”

Karen ignored his plea.  “I’m above the trees,” she said.  “Moving toward the nest.  Uh… I think I see George.”

Lincoln and Karen had named the nesting pair of bald eagles they were studying “Martha” and “George.”  Karen had insisted, however, on naming the eagles’ chick “Big Bird”—”BB” for short—because he was the biggest of the three chicks that had hatched that season.

“What’s he doing?” Lincoln asked.

“Uh, he’s hoping around, from branch to branch.  Weird.  He seems distressed.  Wait.  I can see the nest now.”

Karen reached out blindly with her free hand.  She slapped Lincoln’s chest and then twisted his shirt in her fist in excitement.  “BB isn’t there.  I think he flew.  He’s flying?”

Lincoln frowned.  “It’s too soon,” he said.

“Well he must be somewhere.”

Lincoln looked through the forest, toward the nesting tree.  “Can you see Martha?”

“No.”

Lincoln stood.  “Stay here,” he said.  “Keep an eye out for Martha and the fledgling.”

He set off at a jog, suppressing his breath as he ran so he could listen carefully.  He could hear many birds—a robin somewhere, and a host of chickadees in the gorge behind them, and a finch high overhead.  A pileated woodpecker cried out in the forest.  But he had made it almost all the way to the nesting tree before he heard an eagle distress cry, a single clear note.

He stopped.  The nesting tree was four meters ahead of him.  It was the largest tree in the area, a towering pine with a wide trunk.  A big bald eagle stood on the ground in the sun-dappled clearing, its talons tearing at the pine needles and dirt.  A fledgling eagle stood uneasily near it, leaning to one side.  Its wings still had the fuzz of the first molt along their edge.  The crest on its head was still brown.

A twig snapped behind Lincoln.  Karen was coming.  He backed slowly away, and met her walking between the trees.  She had the goggles up on her forehead and the drone under her arm.

“Big Bird fell,” Lincoln said.  “He’s in the clearing.”

Karen’s mouth fell open.  “Oh, no.  Is he hurt?”

“I don’t think so.  He must have flapped all the way down and slowed the impact.  But he won’t be able to get back up there again.  I’m shocked a fox hasn’t already eaten him.  He must have fallen recently.  Martha is here with him.”

Karen’s eyes grew damp.  “Oh, poor Big Bird.”

Lincoln nodded.  They had spent months watching this family, developing and deploying robots to film them, to collect their feces, even to take blood samples surreptitiously at night.  They had watched three eggs be laid, three chicks hatch, and then they had watched as two chicks died.  But he and Karen had been hopeful about Big Bird.  The chick had lived through storms and the death of his siblings.  It was almost time for him to fly.  Lincoln had been certain the bird was going to make it.

“He won’t survive on the ground,” Lincoln said.  “And he can’t fly yet.”

“I know,” Karen said, her voice a whisper.

“We can put him back,” Lincoln said.

Karen was silent a long time.  Finally, she shook her head.  “We’re not supposed to do that, Lincoln.  You know that.  We have to get correct mortality numbers.”

“We don’t have to mess with the science,” Lincoln said.  “BB would have died, so we count him as dead.  Then we save him.  I’ll tell Professor Prishnamurti what I did.  She won’t like it, but it will be done and the data will still be good.  The math will work out.”

Karen pursed her lips, unconvinced.  “The math won’t just ‘work out.’  There will be an eagle up there, if we put him back in the nest.”

“Right,” Lincoln said.  “But we’re not studying total numbers of birds.  That’s not the datum we are trying to determine.  We’re analyzing chick mortality.  We’re analyzing the average successful rate of reproduction.  I get why there was a non-interference rule, and it made sense up to this moment, but it doesn’t make sense past this moment.  Because we have that number:  bad luck means this nest failed, no chicks would have survived this season.  Datum recorded.  Saving BB will not mess up those statistics.”

When Karen hesitated, Lincoln held out his hands.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be involving you.  It’s unfair.  So, hand me the controller, and head on back home.  I’ll call for a separate car, when I get back to the road.”

Karen grunted at that.  “You’re good with machines, Lincoln.  I mean, you’re good at making them, fixing them, modifying them.  But no one is better than me at flying this thing.  No way am I letting you do it.  You’d be likely to kill the poor chick.”

Lincoln hesitated a moment, but then he nodded.  What Karen said was true.  “Thanks.”

“Thanks nothing.  I’m doing this for BB, not for you.  But what’s the plan?”

“The drone is strong enough to lift him.  I’ll cut….”  He thought about it for a moment.  Then he looked down.  “I’ll cut off some of my pant leg.  I’ll make a sling.”

“That sounds great, but we don’t exactly have scissors.”

Lincoln grunted and reached into his back pocket and pulled out his old USMC knife.  “Never go anywhere without a good knife and a compass.”

“What, were you a Boy Scout or something?” Karen asked.

“All the way to Eagle Scout.”




____




Lincoln cut one leg of his jeans off at the thigh, then cut it along the length of the seam, giving him a rectangle of cloth.  He cut a strip off one edge and tied it to two adjacent corners of the cloth.  Karen set the drone on the ground and Lincoln flipped it onto its back and tied two corners of the cloth to extra camera mounts.  When they extended the small grip arm and closed it on the strip holding the other two corners, the drone had a sling that it could open by releasing the grip arm.

“We know the plan, right?” he asked.

The goggles, pushed far up on Karen’s forehead, lifted her red hair back into a crazy halo.  The hair bobbed as she nodded.  She stood with the drone in her arms and the controler slung over her shoulder.

Lincoln turned and walked straight toward the nesting tree.  He saw the big female bald eagle when he was just a few meters away.  The fledgling flapped its wings ineffectually and turned in place.  Lincoln walked right past BB, straight at Martha.  The bald eagle opened her beak and spread her wings.  The width was huge.  The bird beat its wings together once, twice, lifting into the air.  The gust blew dust into Lincoln’s eyes.  A few feathers came loose and twirled past his head.

“Sorry, Martha, I wish I could explain,” he said, blinking.  Then he called to Karen, “Get BB into the sling and up into the air as fast as you can.  I’m not sure how long Martha is going to keep looking at me.  As soon as she comes after the drone, we’re in trouble.”

Karen grunted.  Lincoln glanced back to see her squat by BB and firmly but gently seize the fledgling.  She packed it into the sling and then nodded her head forward hard, sending the goggles down over her eyes.  She lifted the drone into the air with one hand and by leaning to the side she expertly slid the controls into her free hand.  The drone lifted away.

Lincoln looked back at the big eagle.  It rose up and turned, screeching in protest.  The bird was too big to hover, and had to land on a branch above him.  It turned with a hop and glared down at him, its yellow talons scraping bark off the wood.

“Martha is still looking at me,” he called, without turning.  He wanted to be noisy enough to keep the bird’s attention, but not so noisy that he forced it into action.  They needed this moment of indecision, when it looked at him but was uncertain of whether it should attack him or ascend.

“Well, George is circling the drone!” Karen said, her voice edged with panic.

Lincoln cursed.  If the big eagle hit the featherweight drone, it could damage the thing easily.  The chick would tumble to the ground, this time unable to slow its fall.  But what could he do?  If he had a second drone, he could use that to distract the father eagle.  But he had not brought one.

“Dammit!  He just hit the drone!”  Karen called.

“Is it damaged?”

“Not yet.”

The female eagle glared down at Lincoln.  “Wait, I’ve got an idea!” he shouted.  He picked up a stick and threw it at the eagle, rousting it from the branch.  Then he ran back to Karen’s side.

“I’m here,” he said.  “Behind you.  I got Martha to fly up.  I’m hoping she’ll join George, and slow him down for a second.”

“I’m almost there,” Karen said.  “I’m over the nest.  Right on top of it.  I’m going to open the… Dammit!”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know, it’s…. The drone got hit from behind.  Or above.  I can hear crunching.  I think George has his claws into the drone, maybe into the propellers.  I….”

Lincoln heard the patter of something slapping through thin branches above.

“Move!” he shouted.  He grabbed Karen’s arm and pulled.  She stumbled but managed to stay on her feet as he yanked her back.

“Hey what the—” she began.

The drone slammed into the clearing, landing on one corner.  Something in the ultralight frame cracked with a loud, brittle snap.  Karen pulled up the goggles.

“Is he…?”

Lincoln walked over the wreckage.  Then he looked around the clearing.

“No.  BB’s not here.”

They both looked up.

“You did it, Karen.  You got him back in the nest.”




_____




Lincoln had a simple plan.  He would return the drone to the equipment locker, and then find a quiet computer and write an email to Professor Prishnamurti, who taught their course on robotic-assisted ecology and who had an intensely proprietary relationship to the University’s hardware.  He would explain what he had done, he would make the case for why he did it, and he would not mention Karen.  Prishnamurti would be very displeased, but perhaps if he worded the email with great care, she would have time to read, reflect, and come around to his reasoning.  A man can hope, Lincoln told himself.

But Prishnamurti stood in the doorway to the equipment locker.  She had her arms crossed and her dark eyebrows knitted.  She was a head shorter than Lincoln but intimidating at all times.

He slowed when he saw her, then felt embarrassed to have done so.  He walked boldly ahead.  “Professor, I’m sorry to say there’s be an accident.”

She held up one hand.  “Spare me your fabrications, Mr. Finn.  You left the drone’s camera and microphone on the whole time you were modifying it.”

Lincoln felt a flush in his face.  There was probably some sensor on the drone that had signaled Prishnamurti when it had been damaged, and she had downloaded and watched all the footage—including his discussion of breaking the rules to save BB.

“I’m sorry, Professor.  But I believe that I did the right thing.  You know my argument.  At this point, the data is not affected by what I did.”

“I told you, Mr. Finn, on the first day of class, that any willful interference with the animals would result in a failing grade and expulsion from the class.  You agreed to that rule.  Do you believe that each student should be allowed to decide for himself when to follow the rules, and when not to follow the rules?”

“Well, Professor, I guess I do—I mean, when it’s obvious that the intent of the rule is satisfied then I believe it is reasonable to—”

She interrupted him, not listening to his reply.  “How will we save these birds, and other endangered species, if we don’t know their actual mortality rates, their actual reproduction rates?  You undermined the scientific enterprise, and for that there can be no forgiveness.  Science is sacred, because knowledge and wisdom are sacred.  You will receive a failing grade in this course.”

Lincoln felt his heart begin to pound.  He needed this course to graduate.  More than that, he had put many hours of work into the class.  It had been the perfect class for him, the culmination of his studies, because it combined his interests in engineering with his interests in ecology.  Prishnamurti had been a terror, but that had been a small cost to pay.  He had even planned to propose a paper to Prishnamurti, in the hope that they might get a publication out of some of the semester’s research.

“And that goes for Ms. O’Connor, also,” she added.

Lincoln found his voice.  “Professor, that’s not fair.  The whole thing was my idea.”

“I well know that.  But science requires some moral fiber.  And she showed none.”

“Professor, please don’t—”

“And,” she interrupted him.  “You are paying for this drone.  The insurance is invalidated when the drone is used in an unauthorized way.  And you certainly used it in an unauthorized way.”

She held out her arms.  Lincoln sighed and took off the backpack.  The pieces inside crackled like broken glass.  The sound made him cringe.  Prishnamurti seized the pack, making the sound even louder.

“I do not expect to see you in class this week, Mr. Finn.  Nor do I expect to see Ms. O’Connor.”

She went into the equipment locker and closed the door.




_____




Lincoln walked outside, into the quad, and stood in the sun.  He turned, as if uncertain where to go.  Finally, he settled on looking West, out over the valley and the lake.  His head felt hollow.  It was too soon even to think clearly about what had just happened.  But thoughts fell on him, unbidden, disconnected, like stones falling on his chest.  What would he do?  He wouldn’t graduate.  The funding for his post-baccalaureate summer research project would be taken from him.  And this shattered his plans to travel the world in the Fall.  Instead, he would have to take an equivalent course somewhere.  If he could even afford that.

A hawk floated on a thermal out over the hillside.  He felt like that hawk.  Frozen, floating—only, of course, that wasn’t it.  He wasn’t floating.  He was falling.  And in a moment, he would hit the ground.

His watch buzzed.  He looked at it mechanically.  An email from the Dean.  “Please join me in my office now, if you can.”  Lincoln had never exchanged more than a few words with the Dean, at some orientation event his freshman year.  It had to be about the drone and the data.  What further disciplinary action would they take?  Would they kick him out of all his other classes?  Was he about to be expelled from the University?

He almost ignored the email.  But eventually he would have to face her.  He remembered what his father used to say:  “Think of the things you least want to do but that you know you must do—and do those first.  Go straight at the problems you don’t want to solve, because otherwise they just grow behind you until they fall down on you and crush you.”

Lincoln started walking toward the admin building.




_____




“Lincoln,” the Dean said, smiling widely.  She held out a hand and Lincoln shook it mechanically.  “I’m so pleased you got my message and got here so quickly.  Come in, come in.”

The Dean stepped back against her oak doorway, pushing it wide, and gestured for Lincoln to follow into her office.  Her tone relieved him somewhat—she did not seem angry.  But then he saw inside her office.

It was a nice office:  large, with two windows framed in ivy looking out toward the lake.  Shelves stuffed with books covered the other walls.  The desk was against one window, so the Dean could sit facing the view, but most of the room was taken up by a white conference table.  Two people stood on the opposite side of the table.

Lincoln’s heart sank again.  They must be lawyers.  There was a man and a woman.  The man held out a hand and Lincoln stepped forward and took it.  “Mr. Finn, I’m Steve Lee.”  He was of Korean descent, Lincoln guessed, but his accent was from somewhere in the Western United States.  The woman reached for his hand next.  “Electra Azar,” she said.  She had dark eyes and a strong accent.  Lincoln guessed she was Iranian.

“Can we call you Lincoln?” Lee said.  “Please call us Steve and Electra.  And please, sit.”

“I can pay for the drone,” Lincoln said.  “It will be hard.  It will take me some time.  But maybe I can get a loan.”

Lee and Azar stared at him blankly.  Lincoln started to doubt that this was about the drone.  It struck him then that these people did not look like lawyers.  They were straight-backed, lean, and with a kind of forceful bearing that he knew well, a bearing that he would guess was military.

“You can pay for the drone?” Lee said, making it a question.

“Sorry, yes.  I broke a drone.  I thought this was about…?”

“No, no.  Nothing about that,” the Dean said.  She smiled and nodded to everyone.  “If there are any equipment issues, I can take care of them.  Well, I’m going to leave you for a bit.  Let me know if I can be a help, later.”

She went out of the room and closed the door.

“What… uh?” Lincoln started to say.  But Lee waved for him to be silent.  He put an aluminum briefcase on the table and opened it.  It opened all the way, so that both sides lay on the table.  The interior surface of brushed aluminum gleamed. A few lights on the surface glowed, and a small screen showed some kind of sine-wave pattern.  The man pushed a button next to the screen.

“Just a precaution,” he said.  “This makes it so we can speak in total confidence.”

Lincoln looked from one of them to the other.

“Lincoln,” Azar said, “your father died at the last battle against the World Reaper and the Ulltrians.”

“That’s right.  He was Air Force.  Then he trained in the U.S. Space Force.  He was good with the Kirt ships.  And he helped design the robot attack ships we used there.”

She nodded.

“But you did not apply to the Air Force Academy,” Lee said.  “You came here.  Double major in biology and aeronautical engineering.  Very impressive.”

“I thought about the Academy,” Lincoln said.  “But… well, I’m not really sure.  It just felt like this was the right place for me.”

“And now you’ve applied for the Harmonizer Corp.”

Lincoln frowned.  How could they know that?  But he nodded.  “They had an application station right here on campus.  Excuse me, but may I ask, who are you people?”

“We are with Terran Exo-Intelligence,” Azar said.

Lincoln sat in silence a long moment.  He had many times heard that no person in Terran Exo-Intelligence ever admitted that he or she was in Terran Exo-Intelligence.  But they had just said it.  He thought, should I ask them for ID?  Should I ask them to prove it?  But the idea seemed ridiculous.  He really couldn’t doubt they were in T.E.I.  They had that air of authority he well knew from his memories of this father.  And who would go around claiming to be in T.E.I. if they weren’t?  And the Dean had been so deferential.

“You were explaining that you applied to the Harmonizer Academy?” Lee said.

Lincoln nodded.  “Campus here had one of the application facilities.  It was a big commitment.  It took weeks.  Lots of tests.  All kinds.  Most of the tests, I didn’t really understand what they were measuring, to be honest.  Some of the tests were hard.  Some of them were even a little… disturbing.  It was exhausting.”

“But you did it.”

Lincoln nodded.  “It was nice to dream of being a Harmonizer.  I knew I’d never make it.  Of course not.  Last two years they didn’t take anyone from Earth.  But, well, it let me dream.  It was fun, in that way.”

“So you want to be a Harmonizer?” Azar asked.

Lincoln looked at her.  “Doesn’t everyone?  Don’t you?  I mean, didn’t you when you were my age?”

She said nothing to that.

“May I ask what this is about?” Lincoln looked from one to the other.

“It’s about the Harmonizers,” Lee said.  “T.E.I. does not have a person in the Harmonizer Corp.  And we want to have a person in the Harmonizer Corp.”

“Why?” Lincoln asked.  “Earth is a protectorate of the Galactic Alliance.  Doesn’t the Alliance tell us everything?”

“No, Lincoln,” Azar said, her tone betraying a slight annoyance at his naivete.  “They don’t tell us everything.”

“Did you know,” Lee said, “that the Alliance tried to trade Earth in negotiations with the Ulltrians?”

“That was thousands of years ago,” Lincoln said.  “I mean, just think, it was during our Bronze Age here on Earth.  God knows what terrible things we were doing then.”

“Fair enough.  But it happened.  And did you know that the Alliance tried to trade other worlds in negotiations with the Ulltrians, just a few years ago?”

“I know a faction of the Alliance did that.  They were punished for it.”

Lee leaned forward.  “Lincoln.  The battle where your father died, that was not the end of the war.  We’re just in a pause.”

Lincoln nodded.  “I expect the Ulltrians and the World Reapers will attack again soon.”

“Exactly,” Lee said.  “There are enemies out there waiting for us, enemies that are capable of destroying all of us, and they will strike again soon.  When the fighting starts again, the war will be long, the war will be terrible, and billions—maybe trillions—will die.  Earth is a small little world in a distant little corner of the spiral arm.  If we were running the Alliance, we wouldn’t give much attention to a planet like Earth either.”  He waved one hand at the window, as if to indicate the small size of their blue world outside.  “We get it.  We’re easily overlooked.  We aren’t important—not to the Alliance.  But Earth is important to you, right, Lincoln?”

“Of course,” Lincoln said.  “What could be more important?”

Lee nodded.  “So, you see our concern.  Wouldn’t it be better to have someone in the Corp, who could talk to us, let us know how things are going, tell us things that the Alliance just forgets to tell backward little planet Earth?”

“Well,” Lincoln said.  “I guess I understand that.  But I’m not in the Harmonizer Corp.”

“But what if they accept you?” Azar asked.

Lincoln shook his head.  “The odds are one in a million.  Less than one in a million.  Besides, come to think of it, I’m probably ineligible now.  Yeah, I certainly am.  I was just thrown out of a class.  I won’t even graduate.”

The two of them frowned and exchanged glances.  “Why?”Azar asked.

“I saved a bald eagle chick that we’d been studying, which I’m not supposed to do.  I mean, if the birds get hurt naturally, I’m not supposed to intervene.  I signed this paper at the beginning of class swearing that I wouldn’t interfere.  But I did interfere.”

There was a moment of silence, while the two agents sat perfectly still.  Lincoln’s face flushed red.  But then, to Lincoln’s surprise, Lee laughed loudly and sincerely.  Azar, whom Lincoln was starting to expect never even smiled, looked at them both with a passive expression.  Finally, Lee said, “You endangered your degree to save a baby bird.  Son, the Harmonizers will love that!  They’ll love it.  They’ll put you on a poster or something.  ‘Human kid risks everything to save eagle.’”  But when he saw that Lincoln did not share his humor, Lee turned serious.  “Tell you what, Lincoln.  We’ll talk to the Dean.  We’ll ask her to take care of it.  As a special favor to us.  We can pay for the drone and she can see that you graduate.”

“Uh, can you help my lab mate also?  Karen O’Connor?  She is being punished too but the whole thing was my doing.”

“Karen O’Connor,” Azar said.  “Easy to remember.”

“Thank you.  Thank you for that.”

Azar reached into her coat and pulled out a slim pen.  It was bluish brushed aluminum, but with a regular end cap.  She held it pointing straight up.  When Lincoln did not reach for it, she said, “Here, look at this.  It won’t hurt you.  Just hold it for a second.”

Lincoln reached out and took it from her hand.  It was smooth and surprisingly heavy.

“That is a hyper-radio transmitter, Lincoln.  Earth has people on Nex, as part of our diplomatic mission.  There is a park on Nex, near the Academy, and in that park is a statue of a Sussurat named Briaathursiasalientiormethessess.  Hold down the top of that pen for ten seconds, and it transmits a short, encrypted signal.  You can meet a T.E.I. operative at the statue in an hour.”

Lincoln held it out toward her.  But she put up her hands, palms out.  “Keep it,” she said.  “Think it over.  It also works as a pen.  If you want, just use it as a pen.”

Lincoln felt its heavy weight, and the cool metal against his fingers.  He noticed only then, with a surge of embarrassment, the dirt stains on his fingers and on the back of his hands from his hike into the forest that morning.  He had changed his pants when he had returned to town, but he had not cleaned up.

“This is amazing,” Lincoln said.  “But isn’t this a waste?  I mean, what are the odds?  I won’t go to Nex.  I won’t be in the Academy.”

The two stared at him, unmoving.

“Wait.  Do you know something?” Lincoln asked.  “But how could you know something?”

“We know the Interim Representative of the Harmonizer Corp filed a flight plan to Ithaca today,” Azar said.

Lincoln felt his heart begin to race.  But he forced his breath to still.  It meant little, he reminded himself.  “There were twenty people from this college alone who applied when I applied,” he told the agents.

Lee nodded.  “That’s true.  But the flight plan included a request to land in the front yard of the house that you rent.”


Chapter 2







“This has been one hell of a day,” Lincoln said.  He stood at the end of his street, panting with his palms on his knees, and looked at the Kirt shuttle parked on three legs in the small square of grass that formed his front lawn.  The ship was brown, but with a metallic sheen, and had the shape and sleek look of a horseshoe crab.

He had run the alleys and stairways leading from campus down into town.  He came breathless to the top of his own street.  And there, a hundred meters ahead, his neighbors stood in the road, dozens of people in a semi-circle, gaping at the ship.  Lincoln watched them a moment before he walked down the street, feeling almost embarrassed to approach.  But a few of his neighbors had already turned and pointed at him.

“Excuse me,” he said as he pushed between people in the crowd.  They all turned to stare at him now, as he wove his way through to his lawn.  “Sorry.  Excuse me.”

He climbed the cracked steps to the leaning porch of his house and looked back.  There it sat, impossible yet certain, a Galactic spacecraft.  He thought he could detect a slight hum coming from it.  He could see no door, no windows.  It was utterly mysterious.

He pulled the screen door to his house open.  He almost shouted for Karen, but then felt that it would be somehow undignified.  He paused a moment, listening.  An unfamiliar voice came from the kitchen.  He walked through their living room.  It was an Arts and Crafts house, more than a century old, and not well loved by many generations of student renters.  But the gumwood trim still shone over the fireplace and around the door to the kitchen.  He walked by the hearth and stopped in the open doorway.

A Thrumpit stood in the middle of the room, by the pitted kitchen table.  Lincoln almost said it aloud:  a Thrumpit.

The Thrumpit was talking to Karen’s dog, Ulysses.  It waved its tentacles as it talked.  Lincoln stared in amazement as the dog sat patiently, wary but not too frightened, and stared up at the strange alien.

“Excuse me,” the Thrumpit said, using one of its three mouths.  It spoke in perfect English, with something approximating an English accent.  “Not being adequately familiar with this region of your globe I cannot recall if your species is sentient—perhaps as a beneficiary of uplift—and hence capable of discourse, and in case you are, please allow me then to state that I have always admired the elegance and tenacity of your clade Canis familiaris, noble descendent of the fearsome Canis lupus.  You may call me Wicklepick.  Are you also a resident of this commodious abode?  May I know your name?”

It reached out a tentacle.  Lincoln swallowed as the dog raised a paw to shake.

He would remember that frozen moment for the rest of his life:  how he stood, with his hands tightly gripping the frame of the door to the kitchen.  How the bent paw of the dog Ulysses shook a Thrumpit tentacle.  How Karen pressed her hands together, her mouth and eyes wide with a mix of awe and surprise and uncertainty, as she leaned back against the sink for support.

Lincoln had studied everything he could find about the Alliance:  the ships, the history, the worlds, but above all the aliens.  The deer-like Neelee, the crab-like Kirt, the fierce Sussurat.  But he had seen aliens only on rare occasions, usually just catching a glimpse of one from a distance when it visited the college to give a talk.  He had never been this close to one.  And now there was a Thrumpit, the rarest of Alliance members, in his kitchen.

It was a barrel-shaped being, with three eyes arranged equally around its axis, and three mouths just under these.  Its rough skin was pinkish, like the skin of a seastar, and covered with small, pointed bumps that had a darker reddish color at their tips.  Lincoln knew it had a three-lobed brain and each lobe was highly independent.

He looked over at Karen.  She swallowed.  “Lincoln,” she said, barely able to get his name out.  “This is Wicklepick.”

The Thrumpit turned slightly so that one of its other mouths faced him.  The huge, strange eye blinked at him.  It had an iris of green speckles on blue, and seemed to have no pupil.  Only then did Lincoln notice that one of the tentacles held a cookie.  Karen had given it a cookie.  It now thrust this into one of its mouths.  Lincoln prayed silently that she had not poisoned it.  Who knew if a Thrumpit could digest chocolate, or butter, or even sugar?

“You are Human Lincoln Finn?” it said.  Its voice was chorused with another of the mouths, deep and clear.  It spoke with perfect intonation.  Lincoln had heard that Thrumpits could master any language, any accent, and that they always then turned a language around in their own strange and weirdly creative ways.  But you had to hear it to believe it.

Lincoln nodded, afraid to trust his voice.  Later he would wonder if the Thrumpit understood that a nod meant yes.

“I am Wicklepick, Ancillary Recruiter for the Harmonizer Academy, and I have come bearing a message for you because its import requires the formal recognition of one being meeting another, tentacle to paw—or, rather, to hand, I believe—and thus in corpus presentus here at your lovely human habitation I bring a message of wonder, of hope, and of congratulations.”

Lincoln nodded again.  He looked at Karen.

“You have been accepted by the Harmonizer Academy,” Wicklepick continued, “to be a member of the new Larval Recruits Program—or, perhaps I should say in your language the Young Recruits Program?—so that you may test your abilities at the opportunity to become a Harmonizer, sacred warrior for life in our star-strewn Galaxy.”

At the same time it said this with two mouths, the mouth that had finished chewing the cookie said, distinctly over the other chorusing voices, “Thank you human Karen O’Connor for the delectable human delicacy of your personally crafted chocolate chip cookie.”

“You got into the Academy,” Karen whispered.  Then she added to Wicklepick, in a tentative whisper, “You’re welcome.”

They both cracked huge smiles.  Lincoln tensed all his muscles with the desire to jump up, to shout with joy, but he felt somehow it would be inappropriate.  How formal did a Thrumpit expect you to be?  Would it know human gestures that were informal?  Would it think him a rube if he shouted and shook a fist in the air?

“Thank you,” he said, unable to say anything else.  “Thank you.  Thank you.  I’m very honored.  Are there many others?”

“There are four hundred and ninety-six in the new class of land-walking oxygen breathers, of which one is from your noble clade Homo sapiens, one is from my humble clade Thrumpit—” It said the word as it would in its own language, a two beat percussive thud that Lincoln felt deep in his chest.  “Three hundred and eight are Neelee, seven are OnUnAn, forty are Sussurat, seventy-seven are Velerit, and sixty-two are Kirt.”

Although Lincoln would have thought it impossible, Karen’s eyes became even larger.  “Only one human,” she said, barely audible.

“The training begins in forty-seven of your Earth rotations,” Wicklepick said, “on the beauteous planet Nex, where all oxygen-breathing Harmonizers train.  You must decide whether to accept this honor within two Earth rotations, and you must leave during the third rotation should you accept this honor.”

Karen’s dog Ulysses walked under the table and came to Lincoln’s side, its nails clicking on the hardwood floor.  He rested his hand on Ulysses’s head.

“You may bring twenty-five kilomeasures of mass of personal items, although this is optional.  All equipment and sustenance is provided by the Academy.  Now I must leave your home and your pleasant climes for other responsibilities.”  It reached out a tentacle.  A black disk was held delicately in the four opposing digits at the end of the tentacle.  Lincoln stepped forward and took the disk.  His fingers touched the Thrumpit’s digits, and he felt a thrill of something like awe as the cool, smooth skin brushed against his skin.

But then a pang of something like guilt immediately followed his excitement.  Just an hour before, he had done nearly the same thing:  someone handed him a device and asked him to make a decision that would determine everything for the remainder of his life.

“This device will allow you to communicate with me.  Press the top when you are ready and give your answer to the offer.  The disk contains a complete description of those parts of the training regimen that are not secrets of the Harmonizers, along with a history of the world of Nex, and additional information about the Alliance and the Harmonizer Corp.  It can also act as a phonetic translator.  It can communicate with standard Alliance machines and is capable of communicating with your cunning computers of human design.  You may keep it, whether you join the Harmonizer Corp or whether you decline the offer in order to pursue the homely opportunities of your native sphere.  And so again I congratulate you, human Lincoln Finn, and must say my passing greetings and continue on my way.”

The Thrumpit wobbled forward, moving on its three feet.  Lincoln backed through the doorway to give it room.  Karen came to his side and with the dog pressing between them they followed Wicklepick out onto the porch.  They watched it move down the warped stairs—Lincoln had a moment of terror when he thought Wicklepick might topple over because of his landlord’s endless neglect—but it made it to the ground and waddled onto the lawn.  The ship dropped a door open.  Wicklepick climbed inside.

The neighbors still stood in the street.  The crowd had actually grown.  The ship lifted silently, the landing gear and the door retracted, and then it shot upwards at an impossible speed, leaving just a rush of air behind.

Everyone in the street turned and stared at Lincoln and Karen.  Karen seemed embarrassed by the attention.  She stepped to the side and pointed at Lincoln.

“He’s going to be a Harmonizer!” she shouted.

The people in the street clapped and cheered.




_____




Lincoln’s mother saw him coming when he crested the hill above her.  She had been kneeling on the ground in a small glade in the forest, looking at a patch of exposed earth between two outcroppings of pale, ancient rock.  She stood.

“What’s wrong?” she said, as he walked down to her.  She hugged him and then held him back a step, her hands on his shoulders.  “It hurts me, sometimes, to look at you.  You are so like your father.  More every day.”

Lincoln nodded.  It pleased him that she said that.  People who knew both his parents told him he took after both of them.  But he liked to be reminded that his father was always with him, always half of him.

“What happened?” his mother asked, her voice turning sharp.

“Nothing bad,” he said.

She nodded, relieved.  She looked older to Lincoln, suddenly.  Her hair had become streaked with gray after Lincoln’s father had died.  But it was still thick and strong.  She kept it tied behind her head now.  She wore field clothes:  baggy khakis and a green shirt covered with pockets.

Lincoln looked down at the equipment strewn around on the ground.  “What do you have here?  Microbots?  An ant colony?”

“What else?” she said.  His mother was an expert on eusocial insects.  She had taught at a college near Rochester but, after Lincoln had gone off to college, she had retreated to the small cottage her family had left her, in the High Peaks of the Adirondack mountains.  She continued her research, using small robots to try to test and map the behavioral parameters of ant colonies, and determine also the pheromone languages that they used.

“Karen says we should sit in the lab and let drones drop our probes.”

“Did you tell her what I say to that?”

Lincoln laughed.  “I did.”

“She’s still not your girlfriend?” his mother asked.

Lincoln shook his head.  “Somehow there was never the right chemistry, you know?  But we are good friends.”

She nodded.  They were silent a moment, then she said, “It must have cost a lot of money to get one of those rental flying cars all the way from Ithaca to here.  The news must be big news.”

“I’ve been accepted into the Harmonizer Academy.”

His mother stared at him in silence.  Then she looked away.  Tears started to well in her eyes.  “I… I knew you applied.  I knew.  But.”

Lincoln nodded.  “But the odds were impossible.”

“I know you’re capable.  But they take so few.”

“They only took one human.”

She looked back at him.  She forced a smile, though tears fell down her cheeks.  “Only one human!  You were the only one!”

“I lay awake all night thinking about it.  It must be a mistake.  For every test we took, there was someone, usually lots of people, who did better than me.”

“Maybe not every test,” she said.

“OK, maybe not all of them.  I mean, some of the tests were incomprehensible.  I have dreams—nightmares, to be honest—about some of the tests.  One in particular.  But still.  Many of the people there competing were genius smart.  And some were ex-military, utterly fearsome—tough like dad was tough.”

He pictured Lee and Azar, the two Terran Exo-Intelligence agents who had talked with him.  People like them had been in the tests with him.

His mother nodded.  “Well, the Harmonizers are not really known for making recruiting mistakes, Lincoln.  Think about that man Amir Tarkos, for example.  Some people said his admittance was a mistake, but then he saved the Galaxy a couple of times.”

“I’m not Amir Tarkos.”

“No.  You’re your own man.  From a different time.  But I think you should be proud of yourself, and assume they know what they’re doing.”

Lincoln looked down at her equipment.  “I haven’t accepted yet.”

His mother nodded.

“I… I had to talk with you.  I know you have your doubts about the Alliance.”

His mother shook her head.  She pointed at the bare patch of Earth in the center of her circle of tools and equipment.  Many summers he had helped his mother with her research, and this had taught Lincoln a good eye for ants.  He could see clearly the colony entrance, and the patch of dirt where the workers had kept the ground clear.  As he stared, a worker climbed out and walked deliberately toward them.

“This colony is Solenopsis invicta,” she told him.  “Can you believe it?  Red fire ants all the way up here in the High Peaks.  But, earlier in the season, this was the site of a colony of Alpine ants.  The fire ants came in and cleaned all the Alpines out.  There were just too many of them, and they are so well organized, the Alpines didn’t stand a chance.  That’s what usually happens, when a superior force meets an inferior force.”  She looked at him.  “My father’s people knew that too.”

Lincoln nodded.  His mother’s father had been a Mohawk.

“That’s my reservation, Lincoln.  Just fear for our fragile little world down here.  I’m afraid for us.”  She sighed.  “But it’s probably better that we join this Alliance, I suppose, and get as much status and power as we can, so we are part of their hive, and we aren’t just our own little hive, all alone.”

She put a hand back on his shoulder.  “Only…” her voice broke.  “You’ll be so far, far away.  So far.  And it’s so dangerous out there.”

“I haven’t decided yet, Mom.”

She was crying openly now, but she managed to say, “Yes you have, Lincoln, my boy, my man.  Yes you have.”




_____




Lincoln sat on the porch to his house, his duffel bag on one side, his guitar on the other.  Karen sat beside him, her feet on the top step so that her knees were against her chest.  Ulysses lay behind her, his chin between his paws.

“So how long is the training?” she asked him again.

“Six Nex years.  About four Earth years.  I’ll be given leave a few times, I think.”

“That’s a long time.  We’ll be old when you get out.”

Lincoln laughed.  But then he added, “It could be shorter.”

“What do you mean?”

“I heard that the half-life of recruits is about four Nex years.  So, every year, some of us will be kicked out while we train.  I might be one of them.”

“You?  No.  I don’t believe it.  Don’t be pessimistic.”

Lincoln nodded.  “I’m not pessimistic.  Trust me to do my best.  But I don’t want everyone to just assume I’ll get through.  The odds are against it.  I don’t want to feel I’m disappointing people if the Academy sends me home.”

Karen nodded.  “I see your point.  Well, I think you’re amazing just to have gotten into the Academy.  Worst-case scenario, you got a free tour of the Galaxy.”

Lincoln smiled widely.  “Not a bad worst-case scenario.”  But he knew that was not, in fact, the worst-case scenario.  Sometimes, candidates died.

They were silent a moment, thinking.  Finally, Karen slapped his duffel bag.  “What’d you pack?”

Lincoln shrugged.  “Just a few of my favorite sweatshirts and sneakers.  My pad with all my pictures and my favorite songs—I’ll have to figure out how to keep it charged.  Not much else.  It was hard to pick anything.”

“You bring your compass and your knife?”

“Of course.”

He had debated a long while about the guitar.  It was half the weight allotment.  But he couldn’t imagine not playing the guitar for days, much less for years.  It had to come.

That had not been the hardest choice.  He had left the radio the T.E.I. agents had given him on his bed beside the duffel bag.  He had stood there, in the center of his messy bedroom, staring at it a long while.  He meant to leave it.  Then he meant to take it.  Then he meant to leave it again.  Finally, he zipped the bag open, thrust the pen inside, and closed it.  He felt a hot flush every time he thought of it, a feeling like guilt.  It seemed impossible to know what was the right thing to do with it.

Karen looked up at the clouds.  “Things have changed a lot, since the Alliance lifted Earth out of quarantine,” she said.  “Now we have the universal income.  And the opportunity to travel the stars.  And we see and talk to real aliens.  And there are the life extension treatments coming.  And we are learning so many new things.”

“And there is the war,” Lincoln said.

“And there is the war.  I know.  But still I think it’s been for the best.  Things are better now than they’ve ever been.  Don’t you think?”

Lincoln nodded.  “I feel the same way.  That’s why I wanted to join the Harmonizers.  I still can’t believe I’m going.  I haven’t slept since Wicklepick told me.  All I’ve done at night is stare at the ceiling and wonder why.”

The last twenty-four hours had been frantic.  He had written a hundred emails, many to his professors explaining that he had to leave immediately.  The Dean had promised that she would see to it that he got credit for his courses and graduated.  It had all been a mad and nerve-wracking rush, as he remembered one thing after another that he had to get done.

But now he sat here.  All that was behind him.  He felt a painful mix of excitement and melancholy come over him.  He looked at Karen.  “I left money for rent.  It took half my savings to fly up to see my mother.  But you can have the other half.  I won’t need it where I’m going.”

The dog lifted his head and made a small noise.  He was looking at the sky, his ears erect.  In a moment, Lincoln and Karen could see it:  a black speck dropping down toward the Earth.

They stood.

“I’m so excited for you,” Karen said.  “And jealous.  And I’m going to miss you.  It will suck to do commencement without you.”

They hugged.  Lincoln wondered how much he would miss the Earth.  Would he feel terribly homesick for the life of his own world, the familiar clades that were all his kin?  And he had always been an extrovert.  What would it be like to live without human company for years?  Would he go mad without being able to talk with other humans?

The ship grew.  In a moment, they could see it clearly.  It seemed to fall strikingly fast.  It slowed only in the last hundred meters.  The landing gear extruded just in time for it to settle gently on the Earth before the house.

Lincoln lifted his bag and the guitar.  He walked down the steps.  Karen stayed above, the dog pressing to her side.  A door appeared on the side of the ship and slid open.  A ramp slipped down.  Wicklepick—or some Thrumpit, Lincoln reflected, he could not presume yet to be able to tell Thrumpits apart—waddled down the ramp.

“Greetings human Lincoln Finn, initiate into the Harmonizer Academy, you are well seen on this day.”

Wicklepick, he concluded.

“Thank you,” he said.

The Thrumpit waddled forward a bit more.  “It is time for the Oath of Ascension.”

Lincoln furrowed his brow.  “The oath of ascension?” he said.

“Since the founding of the Harmonizer Corp, during the War Against the Machines and the terror of the Lost Zones, every new recruit has said the Oath, before ascending from the soil or sea or atmosphere of its world.  It is a sacred ritual of the beginning of your quest to become a Harmonizer.”

Lincoln pushed his shoulders back and inhaled deeply.  He hadn’t known that there was such a thing.  He became suddenly nervous, worried he might make some mistake now.  He had not memorized any oath.  But he gazed into one of Wicklepick’s blue-green eyes.  “Yes,” he said.  “I’m ready.”

“You must speak as I speak, for the oath to be complete, human Lincoln Finn.”

Lincoln nodded.

Wicklepick said, “I, Homo sapien of Earth known as Lincoln Finn, pledge that I seek to become a Harmonizer of the Galactic Alliance.”

Wicklepick waited while Lincoln repeated the words.  Then it continued the oath, saying, “As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my nation or my planet alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my clade or my lifetree alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will serve all life in the Galaxy.”

Lincoln looked back at Karen.  She was his friend, and in that moment she represented all of humanity to him.  He felt a great fear sweep through him.  What would he renounce, if he took this oath?

But he looked at the Kirt spaceship, and then at the forest on the hills all around them, reaching toward the sky.  What could be more important than this, to travel among the stars, to spread life on new worlds, and to defend life in the vast sweep of the Galaxy?  That had always been his dream.  He believed in this mission—he had always believed in it, as long as he had lived.

He looked at Wicklepick as he spoke.  “As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my nation or my planet alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my clade or my lifetree alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will serve all life in the Galaxy.”

The ship’s hum rose in pitch.  It shifted and hovered a little off the ground.  Ulysses began to bark.  Wicklepick waddled onto the ramp.  Lincoln followed the Thrumpit inside.  The ramp began to rise behind them as the ship slowly lifted.

Lincoln raised a hand in goodbye to Karen.  She raised a hand in reply.

The door slid closed and the ship shot straight up, toward the stars.


Chapter 3







The interior of the shuttle was just what Lincoln expected:  smooth surfaces without visible controls.  The shuttle had obviously been designed by Kirt, and the Kirt were notorious for preferring virtual controls.  Instead, the walls were all interfaces, and any place on them could be used to summon a screen, a keyboard, and other instruments.

Immediately after liftoff, Wicklepick showed Lincoln to a seat that the ship had produced to his measurements.  Lincoln lay back into it, and arms slid out of the side of the seat and grasped him.  Acceleration began in earnest after the Thumpit sat in a strange cylindrical structure in the aft of the cabin.

Lincoln fought a rising sense of nausea, caused by the shifting directions of acceleration, all without correlated visual stimuli and experienced in the softly lit and closed interior.  It was a bit too warm, which he assumed Wicklepick preferred but which made the nausea worse.  A view would help.  “May we see outside?” he asked.

The front of the shuttle turned blue, showing the shimmering atmosphere through which they sped.  In seconds, the blue began to fade to black.  Stars appeared.  They already soared above the stratosphere.

“You will be travelling on the Neelee ship Forest Path,” the Thrumpit told him.  “You will proceed to Nex at hyperlight speeds, wonder of science slipping silent through the spaces behind space.  Several other members of your training pack are already present on Forest Path, and await your arrival.”

“Are you coming with us?” Lincoln asked.

“It is kind of you to inquire and the gesture is appreciated human Lincoln Finn, for Nex is a fine world and it would greatly honor me, unworthy though I am, to accompany esteemed recruits and future Harmonizers, soon to be legends of the Alliance, to that fabled planet, and yet my duties for the Alliance are completed for this day as I deliver you to your cohort for training, before I return to my research upon your planet.”

Lincoln felt disappointed.  He had only known the Thrumpit for a few minutes in total, but the strange being reassured him somehow.  Now he would be starting over.

“Behold,” Wicklepick said, “we approach Forest Path.”

Lincoln squinted at the projected view.  He strained his eyes but he saw nothing at first.  He wondered a moment about how strange Wicklepick’s vision of the world must be:  no binocular sight, but a 360-degree panorama of everything around itself.  Each eye also had quite acute magnification, if the Thrumpit could see something in that star-speckled black vista.  But then, as he peered, Lincoln saw a gleam, so small that he lost sight of it immediately, then he found it again as he stared.  It resolved into a speck of white, sliding across their view as they sped ahead.

I’m in space, Lincoln thought.  Many humans went into space now.  His father had travelled across many light years.  But still, in the sweep of history, only a very, very few humans ever lifted above the atmosphere that had sheltered and sustained them since the birth of their species.  Lincoln had always dreamed of what it would be like, to rise up and look at the curve of the Earth and the sun-bright edge of the atmosphere.  But now he barely savored it.  All was happening so quickly.  He did not have the courage to ask for a view backwards, toward his home planet.

The gleam of Forest Path grew.  It became a shard of white with a hint of blue.  Then it grew into a cylinder, but one that seemed roughly hewn of crystal.  You would know it as Neelee design at a glance:  it seemed to be made of facets of glass.  It rotated slightly, and sunlight twinkled off of the rotating facets.

Quickly it swelled and took up all their view, and then they were maneuvering to match its slight spin.  Some of the ship’s facets were white, or opaque, but quite a few were actually transparent.  Lincoln saw brown Neelee, their ears held high, taking big bounding strides by these windows.

The view switched to the starboard side of their shuttle.  Wicklepick slipped the ship sideways, toward a chrome airlock door.  They tapped it gently, with hardly a knock.

“You are a pilot of the Alliance?” Lincoln asked.  He meant the question rhetorically.  He had watched a thousand dockings on video and had performed a thousand dockings in his favorite simulation programs.  This docking had been expertly smooth, even if computers had done most of it.

But Wicklepick answered, “You flatter me, human Lincoln Finn, ascended recruit of the Harmonizer Corp and champion to be, but my humble interests and meager skills lie far from these airless realms, for I study clades of non-photo-synthesizing caprophagic organisms without central nervous systems, or as you would say of such clades on your lush living planet, ‘fungi.’  You may now stand.”

Lincoln would have laughed, if he wasn’t shaking with nervous excitement and fear.  A mycologist.  It could fly like a pro and speak English like the Queen, but Wicklepick’s day job was mycology.

The arms that held Lincoln to his seat retreated back into the chair.  He floated up, then slowly drifted down.  They must be moving at a small fraction of a gravity.  Five percent of an e-gee, he would guess.

He was in space.  It still felt unreal.

The starboard airlock door opened.  Finn pushed off the floor, then the ceiling, see-sawing over to the entrance so he could look through.  The shuttle’s short airlock opened into a gleaming white airlock of Forest Path.

“You may step inside,” Wicklepick said.

Lincoln looked at Wicklepick.  He felt strangely reluctant.  When he stepped through the airlock, he would be alone like few other human beings had ever been alone.  He would be the sole member of Homo sapiens on the ship, and soon speed light years from his blue planet.  But after a moment’s hesitation, he retrieved his duffle bag and his guitar, and bounced through the airlock.

“Thank you,” he called to Wicklepick.

“Good luck to you, human Lincoln Finn.”

The airlock doors closed.  A clang sounded, and through a small window by the airlock door, Finn saw the shuttle drift away, and then shoot off under acceleration.

He was alone.




_____




The airlock was a bright, short hall.  There were no controls in it that he recognized.  A thin black cylinder stood by the interior airlock door, but he did not know what kind of controls it might constitute.

He took a breath.  It was warm, probably about 32 degrees celsius, which he had read was the preferred temperature on Neelee ships.  Lucky for him, since he would have been shivering on a Velerit ship, gasping on an OnUnAn ship, and sweating in the heat and humidity if this were a Kirt ship set to Kirt preferences.  The air felt normal to him, though he knew it was probably high in oxygen.

Now came the moment he had been secretly dreading.  He had to start speaking Galactic.  He was, in fact, glad that he stood alone in the airlock.  If there had been a greeting party here, it would have been necessary to attempt Galactic immediately.  Now that he was nervous, it seemed that every word, every bit of grammar that he had learned in four years of college classes in Galactic, and in a few thousand hours of online listening, had evaporated.

The lingua franca of the Alliance was an amazing thing, one of his college professors, a linguist teaching GALACTIC GRAMMAR II, had told him.  The Alliance members had different hearing ranges and different kinds of vocal apparatuses.  Some, like the Brights, spoke in light signals.  Some, like the methane breathing Hmnarout, spoke in radio waves.  It was said that the Thrumpits, if they really let loose, could say a few thousand words a minute.  There was no way to maintain the norms of a multi-species language if they depended on the language’s speakers alone.  So instead, software maintained the language:  a person, confronted with a different species, usually ran a phonetic translation software program that changed the frequency and, if necessary, the medium of what was said, so that the listener could reply then in his own way.  Such software had acted also as a default enforcer of norms, since any tendency to drift from shared semantics would be rejected by the translators.  It was possible for different groups to have completely different phonetic languages with the same—or at least a sufficiently overlapping—semantics.  Fortunately, a completely unrelated phonetics was rare, and most species just put their own imprint on the language, emulating something like the phonetics of the existing version closest to their range of hearing and speech.

If he made it to being a full Harmonizer, he would have implants that would run the phonetic translation software in his brain.  He had discovered, while reviewing its functions, that the device Wicklepick had given him could perform this function fairly well also.  But he did not retrieve it from his duffle bag.  Not yet.

It was said that the Neelees were quite close to humans in hearing and speaking frequency ranges, so such software would be unnecessary for a fluent human speaker of Galactic speaking with a Neelee.  And that was Lincoln’s fear and embarrassment right now.  He knew his Galactic was terrible, and when he got nervous it got worse.  He would rather they put him straight into combat training with live energy weapons than have to attempt a few sentences in front of a group of Neelees.

He took a deep breath.  He had to try eventually.  Might as well try now.  “Go-kler?” he said.  Hello.  Or was it go-KLER?

“Go-kler,” a voice said.  He started even though he had expected some reply, if only from the airlock’s software.  He waited a moment, expecting some response that came too quickly for him to understand.  But no reply came.  Instead, the black cylinder by the interior door moved.

No, it unfolded.  Parts of it slipped and came away from the main body of the cylinder, forming, he quickly realized, two legs and two arms.  The top rose up slightly, forming something like a head.  It was a robot, similar to the design of one of the Executive fighting robots, but smaller and simpler.

“FititooLincolnFinnkwelinouffallgunpor,” it said.  The frequency was comfortably in the middle of human hearing.

Lincoln froze.  What it had said went by in a rush.  He thought he caught his name—yes, he had caught his name.  But the rest had been a stream of sound.  How bad was this going to be?  He started to picture being sent straight back home, after he proved unable to understand a single order or request.

He wracked his brain but, as his face flushed red with embarrassment, all the words had fled.  He managed to garble out, “Zer wiffet.”  More slow.

Very slowly the robot said, “Fitit-too, Lincoln Finn.  Kwelin ouffall gun-por.”

Welcome, Lincoln Finn.  I am here to serve you.

“Thank you,” Lincoln said in Galactic.  The words for ‘thank you’ he remembered well, at least.

Lincoln felt a great deal of relief as he realized the robot would likely be his minder.  Somehow it was much less humiliating to stumble over his words before a robot.

The robot talked very slowly in Galactic, and Lincoln found he could follow along.  “I am yours, for the duration of your training at the Harmonizer Academy.  If it is acceptable, I will now show you to your formal welcome by the Captain and your pack mates, and then I will show you to your temporary dwelling.”

“Thank you,” Finn said.

The interior airlock door slid open.  The robot must have magnetic feet, Lincoln realized, because it walked as if they were in a higher-gravity environment.  It went out into the hallway and stopped, waiting for him.

Lincoln bounced out into the hall behind it.  He immediately pulled his arms in, surprised.  A brown figure—a Neelee crew member—shot straight at him, and then slipped past, brushing against his shoulder.  He had unfortunately leapt right in front of it.  He opened his mouth to shout, “Excuse me!” but then realized he was about to say this in English.  The Neelee was already gone around the bend, in any case.

Lincoln felt a little relief as he remembered having read that the Neelees had a sense of personal space that was much smaller than that of humans.  The approach of a group of Neelees confirmed this.  They moved quickly—it seemed to him they ran about the ship—but he suspected that they just were faster on their feet than humans.  The group parted around his robot, then brushed against both his shoulders as they hurried on.

He stared after them in wonder.  They looked like deer to him, though bipedal and slimly erect.  Many of their faces were handsomely streaked with complex patterns of different shades of brown and white.  Their eyes were huge and disconcerting, as if their gaze would see everything, even your thoughts.  They were the founders and the unofficial leaders of the Alliance, one of the oldest space-faring races known.  It was good luck for the other species of their Galaxy that the Neelees existed, since they had proved to be remarkably powerful but also remarkably benign.

The ship smelled nice, Lincoln decided.  The stronger cut of oxygen masked some smells, perhaps, but the Neelees had a pleasant musky odor.  He took a deep breath.  The air would be good for the journey to Nex.  He had to hope he would like the air on Nex as much as he liked it here.

“Please follow me,” the robot said.  Lincoln turned back toward the thin black machine.

The hallways of the ship were strange.  Lincoln had known what to expect:  bright lights, walls that were white or translucent, or very often clear.  But the simulations he had enjoyed were not the same experience as actually being here.  The ship disoriented him a little, since it could be hard to judge the dimensions of the halls and rooms around them.  It was a little like walking in a carnival hall of mirrors.  He was glad that for this first stroll through the ship he had the solid black form of the robot to follow.

He tried to remember the robot’s path, but after a few turns, and after they walked up a spiraling ramp, he gave up.  Instead, he watched the Neelees, which seemed very industrious, hurrying always this way and that, and occasionally barking to each other.  That’s what their Galactic sounded like to him:  short soft barks and percussive grunts.  He understood a few words from the conversations of the passing Neelees, but most of what they said was too fast for him to catch.

In a bending hallway the robot stopped when a piercing sound rang out about them, almost like a bird cry, loud enough to make Lincoln start in surprise but not so loud that it hurt.

“Prepare for mild acceleration,” the robot said.

Lincoln set his feet shoulder width apart and with his right foot half a step before his left.  He bent his knees.  The acceleration came smoothly, a feeling like a burden being slowly piled on.  He felt his weight grow, pushing him down to the floor.  His duffle bag, slung over his shoulder, and his guitar, held in his left hand, grew steadily heavier.

“Acceleration is complete,” the robot said.

Finn nodded.  He jumped a little, to test his new weight.  He felt a bit heavier than usual, but he couldn’t be sure.  It might always seem that way after micro-gravity.

“What’s our acceleration?” he asked.

“Apparent acceleration is equivalent to that on Nex.”

Lincoln nodded.  That made sense.  If the crew had business on Nex, they might as well acclimate.  Nex, he knew, had about 1.1 e-gees.  Well, that too would help to toughen him up.

“It is time to meet the Captain,” the machine said, moving ahead.

The robot stopped before a white door, set in a transparent wall.  Through the wall Lincoln could see two Velerits and a Sussurat.  A strange mix of tables of different heights, and different configurations that he took to be diverse chairs for diverse species, were scattered around the room.  A table stretched the length of the back of the room, but no being was near that.  In the far back corner, Lincoln spotted what he thought was a food printer.

“Common social area,” the robot explained.

The door to the large square room opened.  The Velerits bobbed their heads as Lincoln stepped inside.  They were beings that resembled birds of Earth, though they stood a head taller than Lincoln.  One was mostly black, and had black eyes and a black beak, but it had a green crest and green feathers covered its throat.  The other was entirely black, but its eyes were strikingly green.  Beside these two, a huge Sussurat sat on its haunches.  Lincoln stared in amazement.  It was a male, he thought, as large as a grizzly and shaped like one, only its arms were longer and ended with huge but dextrous claws that had two opposing thumbs.  It had four eyes, two small and black over two large green eyes.  Different shades of brown, black, and green hairs created intricate diamond patterns in its fur.  Its fangs clicked together as it moved its mouth in thought.  It met Lincoln’s gaze and held it.  It seemed to find Lincoln as strange and as impressive as he found the Sussurat.  But that couldn’t be the case.  The people of an experienced race like the Sussurats were long accustomed to meeting other aliens.

“Greetings,” Lincoln said slowly, carefully, in Galactic.  “I am Lincoln Finn.”

The Velerit with the green eyes raised its throat feathers, but then the other Velerit hopped forward.  It ruffled its crest feathers and tilted its head.

“The ga-browgoralump human,” it said.

Lincoln wished he had taken the phonetic translator out of his dufflebag.  Instead, he stood there stupidly, duffle bag in one hand, guitar in the other.  He was not sure that he had caught all the words in Galactic.  And he did not recognize this word “ga-browgoralump.”  It sounded like browgor, which meant position-in-space, or place.  He frowned in thought.  What did a suffix of -alump mean?  He considered asking the robot, but that seemed embarrassing, if not rude.  While he stood uncertainly, the Sussurat grunted and shifted, its huge head turning toward the door.  The Velerit hopped back.

A Neelee stepped through the door.  She was small, slight, and moved quickly to the center of the room.  She looked at each of them in turn with her huge eyes.

“I am Captain Watallianpa,” she said.  “I lead Forest Path across the black savannah, to your destination of Nex.  Welcome recruits of the Harmonizers.”  She pointed with a delicate hand at each of them in turn, starting with the green crested Velerit, “Ascendent Harmonizer Recruits Dicit,” then at the black Velerit with green eyes, “Tir,” then at the Sussurat, “Fassiloressilen, and Lincoln Finn.  Your pack on Nex will have seven members.  The other three come by other ships to Nex.  You will travel with us for one thousand standard time units.  Your teacher programs have full access to ship facilities.  Thank you for your service to the Alliance.”

The Captain turned and left.  Just like that.  Lincoln was again glad that he had read much about the Neelees and he knew that they gave no time to salutations.  Otherwise, he might have feared the Captain disliked talking to them.

In the moment of silence, while the door closed behind the Captain, Lincoln touched the robot.  “Quietly,” he said.  “Define browgoralump.”

“An unnecessary element,” the robot said.

Lincoln frowned.  He set down his bag and guitar. The Velerit named Dicit had turned back to him.

“Incoln Inn, the token human, human,” the Velerit said.  Its crest rose up a tiny amount, the gesture barely visible and somehow having the sense to Lincoln of someone raising their eyebrows in haughty disdain.  The other Velerit stood silently to the side, shoulders hunched, green eyes moving uneasily.

Lincoln wondered whether the translator had failed him.  He spoke slowly in reply, testing out the Galactic word that the Velerit had used.  “Browgoralump?”

“It is known, well known, that Earth has failed to provide sufficient, sufficient candidates.  A failure.  Inadequate all.  Insufficient cognitive power.  Earth shame.  Sterile nest.  The Harmonizers accept a token human now, no matter how inadequate.  We must carry you from branch to branch.  Until you fall.  Do not, do not block our flight.”

Even if he had not doubted his ability to speak Galactic, he would have been speechless.  He stared, and seemingly satisfied by his silence, the Velerit fluffed its shoulder feathers and then hopped from the room.

Lincoln looked at its companion.  The Velerit that the captain had called Tir bobbed its head, as if uncertain.  “Tir listens,” the Velerit said.

Lincoln did not know what to say to that.  What did it mean?  That the Velerit had heard what the other Velerit, Dicit, had said?  Was it a way of expressing agreement with its peer?  The Velerit looked at Lincoln for a long while, before it hopped from the room behind its companion.

Lincoln stood there a moment.  A red flush had come over him.  He looked over at the huge Sussurat, wondering what it would say.  What had the captain called it?  He would have to ask his robot later.  The name had been incomprehensibly long.

The Sussurat got up on all fours.  Its nails clicked on the floor.  It started toward him, walking across the deck of the Neelee ship.

Perhaps, Lincoln thought, it means to talk to me.

But it did not slow.  In fact, it quickened its pace as it approached.  Lincoln opened his mouth in surprise, frozen in place, as the Sussurat lowered its head and leapt the last step.  It walloped him in the chest with the top of its head.  Lincoln went down, onto the deck, and landed on his rear.  He looked at the Sussurat in astonishment.  It seemed to glare down at him, all eyes wide, mouth open and showing all its white teeth and its blood red tongue.

The Sussurat waited while Lincoln sat silently.  It finally blinked all four eyes and walked slowly from the room, its claws clicking at the deck.  It had to push hard to squeeze its massive shoulders through the doorway.

Lincoln was alone in the room.  He stood.  He lifted his bag and guitar.  Then he set them back down.  What an idiot, to have brought his guitar.  What if the Velerit was right?  What if he didn’t belong here?  He had wondered why he had been accepted into the Corp.  The Velerit had just given him the best theory he could imagine:  after rejecting so many human applicants, the Alliance had to appease the humans, it had to give Earth some small consolation prize.  So, they let a human recruit in, to go to Nex to fail there.  Lincoln had left his planet, and for what?  To return home in shame.  He had made a terrible mistake.

“Welcome to space,” Lincoln muttered.  “Welcome to the Galaxy.  Welcome to the Harmonizer Corp.”


Chapter 4







Lincoln allowed the robot to lead him to his quarters.  He barely paid attention to the path that they took through the ship.  He seemed to be in a dream.  At any other time, he would have tried to savor the strange sites around him, to appreciate the wonder of a superlight Neelee ship, but he could not get over the troubling emotions he felt after the Velerit had spoken to him.

Finally, the robot stopped before a clear wall.  Through it, Lincoln could see a small empty room, the two side walls of which were milky opaque material, and the far wall of which projected a view of space.

No, he realized, it was actually a view of space.  He had been given a room with not just a window, but a whole wall of window.

The door slid open.  He followed the robot in, and the door closed behind them.  Lincoln set down his duffle bag and guitar.  He walked over to the window.  The stars, so very, very far away, seemed unmoving.  He could not see Earth or the moon; both must be below them, relative to their current acceleration.

He looked back at the robot.  “Thank you,” he said.

A swirl of blue lights appeared on the translucent wall to the right.  Lincoln watched it form into a control panel.  With this at least he felt comfortable:  the version of written Galactic on the controls corresponded tightly with the phonetics used by humans for the spoken language.  He walked over and touched the pattern.

“Greetings Lincoln Finn, ascendent Harmonizer candidate.  I am your Drejorit-mer.”

Lincoln frowned.  He did not recognize this word.  “What is a Drejorit-mer?” he asked slowly.

“Tutor,” the wall said in English.  In very good English.

He smiled.  “Well thank you,” he replied in English.  “You’re my tutor for the duration of the voyage to Nex?”

“I am your tutor for the duration of your training in the Academy,” the wall said in English.  “This program will be transferred to your quarters on the planet upon our arrival.”

“And the robot goes to Nex with me also?”

“Yes, Lincoln Finn, ascendent Harmonizer candidate.”

“Just call me Lincoln,” he said.  He crouched down and looked at the robot more closely.  “Man, I really wonder what the circuitry inside you looks like,” he muttered.

There was a sighing sound, and then a click.  The front of the robot split and parted, revealing the interior of much of the body.

“Whoa,” Lincoln said.  “I didn’t expect that.”

The interior was a complex mass of electrical and fiber optic cables.  The glass lines blinked in different colors.  In the center of it all was a rectangular metal board to which four crystal cubes were attached.  Below them, black slots showed where four more such cubes could be attached.  “Those are logic cubes,” Lincoln mused aloud.  “Your memory and processing centers.  But there is room for others.”  He looked up.  “Tutor, does this mean there is room to expand this robot’s capabilities?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

“Well, what do you know.  That would be a fun project for some future free time, don’t you think?”

“If you would enjoy that I could request additional logic cubes.”

“Well, then, let’s talk about it later.  Meanwhile, robot, you’d better keep closed up!”

Its carapace closed and locked so tightly that no seam was visible.

“Do you have a name?” Lincoln asked the tutor.  “Does the robot?”

“No.  You have the prerogative to assign us names.”

“Excellent.”  He couldn’t let the Velerit get him down.  This really was amazing.  With growing conviction, he smiled.  It was like a dream from his boyhood.  His own robot friend, and a software tutor that would move from the spaceship to the planet with him.  “I’ll call you,” he pointed at the robot, “Rossum.”

He turned to the wall.  “And you, I will call…Socrates.  Because I’m guessing you know a lot and you know when you don’t know.”

He pointed at the robot.  “Can it speak English too?  Can Rossum speak English?”

“That unit has limited grammar and language engines,” Socrates said.  “It does have a large catalog of English language documents that it can use as a resource, drawing on its semantic translation engines.”

“Try it, Rossum,” Lincoln said.  “Say something.”

“I will be correspondent to command and do my spiriting lightly,” the robot said.  The accent was strange, but not hard to understand.  More strange had been what it said.  The phrase struck Lincoln as oddly familiar.

Realization dawning, he said, “Tutor, do you mean that Rossum will speak in quotes?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

Lincoln nodded.  He stood there thinking a moment.  Finally, he shook his head.  He decided that the relief he’d felt when the Tutor answered in English was a trap.  He needed to work hard, and he needed to start immediately.  He didn’t know if what the Velerit had said was true, but it shouldn’t make a difference if Dicit spoke the truth or not.  Lincoln had to try his best.  That was all that mattered.

He turned back to the wall and shook his head.  “No.  It won’t do.  Socrates, let’s go back to you speaking Galactic.  I need to learn to speak Galactic sufficiently well, and I need to learn fast.  But you talk slowly, until I’m better, alright?”

“I have several training programs that proved successful for other sentient species learning the language,” the tutor said, now speaking in Galactic with slow, careful enunciation.

“Let us use these programs during our trip to Nex.  Let’s start tonight.”

He pointed at the robot.  “Only, I think let’s you and I continue to talk in English, Rossum.  It will keep me from getting homesick, and it might be helpful if we have our own way to communicate.  Also, I think I’m going to like hearing how you talk.”

“You have that in your countenance which I would fain call master,” Rossum said.

Lincoln reached out and touched the robot, something he had been wanting to do.  The black metal felt cool and smooth.  “I’m glad you are here, Rossum.  It’s less frightening, knowing I have you and Socrates for help.”




_____




“I, uh, I’m going to need a bathroom,” Lincoln said.  “And some way to sleep.”

“A toilet facility will be constructed to your specifications,” the tutor said.

“Constructed?  Specifications?”

“Yes.”

He frowned.  “Any chance you have standard specifications on file?”

“I can extrapolate from Earth records.”

“That would be great.”

A slight hum came from the floor of the room.  Lincoln turned and saw a cylinder raise from the floor, near the opposite wall.  As he watched, it formed into something like a toilet.

“We generally like privacy while we use such things,” he told the tutor.  Immediately, a slim wall rose up around the toilet, an arm’s reach from each side.  He would need a sink and a shower too, but he would ask for those later.

“And a bed,” he said.

Near him, a square of the floor, two meters on a side, rose up from the ground.  Lincoln went and touched it.  The top surface had somehow become springy to the touch.  It would not be a bad bed.

“Amazing,” he whispered again.  He sat on the edge of the bed, facing the stars.  “All of the floor here is programmable matter.”

“I can have other items printed for your use, if structural features of this room are insufficient,” the tutor said.

“I’d better have my proper uniform,” Lincoln said.  “It’s ridiculous for me to go around in khakis and sneakers.  And…”  He couldn’t think of a Galactic word like itinerary, so he asked the tutor, “What things are there that I am expected to do?”

“There are no duties on the voyage to Nex.”

“What about eating?”

“There is a place on the ship where you may eat.  That is in the room where you met the captain.  You may also have food brought here.”

Lincoln nodded.  They would be on the ship for several weeks.  “There are no social duties?  May I walk around the ship?”

“Rossum can show you which portions of Forest Path are open to you.  Social duties are only two:  greeting, and asking leave, of the ship’s captain.  You have done the first.”

“Alright.  I’m not hungry now.  Let’s study for a while.”

He looked back at the wall.  There was only one course of action open to him.  He was on this ship for another four weeks.  He was going to Nex.  He had to do what his mother had told him to do:  assume the Harmonizers knew what they were doing.  He would spend the time studying Galactic, and studying everything else the time allowed.

“Socrates, which topics can you train me in?” he asked.

“Applied physics, transplanetary ecology, ecological law, bio-economics, Galactic history, and Galactic protocols.”

Lincoln knew that there were nine subjects that his training would require.  There were three others, besides those the tutor had listed:  weapons and armor, flight and use of Galactic ships, and combat strategy.  These three he assumed would be taught in field exercises.  But that meant the tutor could help prepare him in most of his studies.

“Let’s start,” he told the program.

“What topic would you like to study?”

“Uh…let’s start with the Galactic language.  Then I have questions about Galactic protocols.”




_____




Lincoln worked slowly with the tutor, starting with reviewing the words needed to control his room.  He found he could make the interior wall translucent or even opaque, but the latter he suspected was considered rude to the Neelees, so he left it milky white like the floor, ceiling, and other two walls.  He left the exterior view clear, so that the stars seemed to crowd into the room.  He had the floor extrude a chair, and as he sat, symbols and images sprang up and covered the walls.

At first, Lincoln found it hard to follow what the tutor said, but as it talked, he asked it to back up whenever he did not understand something.  After a short while, he did not have to interrupt the program.  It was, he realized, learning his abilities and calibrating to them.  It seamlessly integrated visual images and short videos.  It moved smoothly from language training to inter-species protocol.  It was, Lincoln started to suspect, an extraordinarily effective teacher, learning in real time his limitations and matching them exactly, pushing him ahead and allowing him to fail in small, quickly correctable ways.  Learning this way felt more like playing a game than studying.

Lincoln practiced a host of basic phrases he already knew, getting the program to correct his pronunciation.  But as for interspecies social expectations, he discovered they were quite varied.  He started with the Neelees.  They did not expect salutations, they started and ended conversations without formalities, and they appreciated silence as a sign of deference.  Lincoln felt comfortable with all that.  He could manage silence around this crew.

Before he could ask about Sussurat and Velerit social protocols, his stomach growled.  “I’m not sure what time it is,” he said.  “I know there’s a danger of getting well out of synch on a spaceship.  Socrates, we’ll have to emulate something like a Nex day.  A Nex day is twenty time measures long, right?”

“The other tutors are running similar programs,” Socrates answered.

“Perfect.  Let’s synchronize with them.  That will help.  What time is it now then?”

“Measure thirteen.”

“I’d call that dinner time.”  Lincoln considered asking for Rossum to get him some food, but he decided against it.  He did not want his pack mates to think he was hiding in his room.

“Come on, Rossum,” he said.  “Show me the way.”




_____




It happened again.

Rossum led Lincoln to the room that he now thought of as a mess hall.  He arrived to find the Sussurat and the two Velerits there.  The Velerits had raised a high table from the floor, and they stood at it, pecking at plates of food.  The huge Sussusat chewed on something like a bone, while sitting on his haunches at the end of the table.  Lincoln noted that he alone had brought his robot.  He wondered if it seemed… weak, to be led around by the machine.

He felt as nervous about the food as he felt about the hostile seeming aliens.  What would he eat?  He wished there were some way to taste a few hundred things the food printer could produce and see what he liked.  He had asked Socrates for advice and found it mostly unhelpful.  His default now was to ask the machine for a Standard Human Sustenance Package and some water.

He did this now.  He walked to the back of the room, where a window behind a bar allowed him to address the computer controlling the food printer.  He ordered the Standard Human Sustenance Package, and immediately the computer blurted back something he suspected was a question but that he found incomprehensible.  He hesitated, resisted the temptation to ask Rossum to translate, and finally just said, “Yes.”

After a minute the panel slid up.  Lincoln reached for the tray inside, on which sat a plate heaped with what appeared to be steamed seaweed, next to a bulb of clear water.  There were no eating implements.

“Damn,” he muttered to himself.  He felt hot from all the eyes on his back.  He walked to the table, far from where the Sussurat gnawed its bone, and far from where the Velerits stood.  He set the plate down on the table.  The chair there was for a Neelee, too low and too narrow, but he didn’t want to experiment now with trying to get it reconfigured.  He sat on it, cringing slightly from the hard edges pressing into his rear.  It was like a bicycle seat the size and shape of a paperback book.  He shifted slightly, and then, doing his best to be dainty at the task, he picked up some of the food and tasted it.

He grunted.  It was like boiled spinach.  Not terrible, but not a delight.  He was going to have to get up the courage to experiment a little bit.  He couldn’t eat this the whole trip to Nex.

He had half finished his plate, forcing himself to chew methodically, when the Velerit with the green crest hopped over toward him.

Lincoln frowned up at it.  But he said, “Greetings, Velerit Dicit.”  He smiled encouragingly.  He had no idea if a Velerit could understand a smile, but it seemed necessary to make his best attempt at showing some good will.  He had reviewed the meager records that his tutor had on his pack mates here on the ship, and had learned that this Velerit was male, while the other was female.

“Human have you flown a cruiser?” he squawked.

Lincoln thought a while before he understood the sentence.  The verb was in a strange place in the word order.  Was that something he had not been taught?  Or, he wondered suddenly, had the Velerit spoken incorrectly?  But the intent was clear, after he thought about it.

Lincoln had a pilot’s license.  His own father had taught him to fly.  As a boy, he had flown Pipers and gliders.  A few times at the university he had splurged and flown again, drifting over Cayuga lake on the wide, thin wings of a rented glider.  But cruisers were Harmonizer medium-range assault ships.  He answered, “No.”

“I have flown cruisers on my world many times,” Dicit said.

Lincoln frowned.  How could the Velerit have flown one?  Only Harmonizers were allowed to fly them, he had read.  The ships were quantum key locked to implants in their crew’s brains.  They were not something the Harmonizers lent out.

“Have, have you trained in armor?” Dicit said.

“No,” Lincoln said, understanding the rhythm of the questions now.  He waited while the Velerit told him it had trained in armor.  Lincoln considered asking the Velerit if it had served in some military force, but he still lacked the courage to produce a long novel sentence in Galactic.

“Have you learned close, close close, fighting?  Wing to wing, beak to beak, blood mixing with blood?”

Lincoln sighed.  “No.”  Very carefully he added, “It is fortunate that you have, though.”  He noted with disappointment that, somehow, sarcasm did not seem to translate into Galactic.

“Yes.  Yes yes.  Fortunate.  War comes.  Ulltrians will wage war.  World Reapers will wage war.  Billions will die.  Billions, billions.  We must fight.  We must strike fast, fleet, smart.  Humans are not fast, fleet, smart.  Humans cannot fight, do not fight.”

Lincoln felt his anger rising.  It overcame his reticence.  “My father died fighting Ulltrians at the battle in the Second Green Disk system.”

Dicit looked over at his fellow Velerit.  “What did it say?”

Lincoln felt a flush.  He thought he had managed a reasonable sentence of Galactic.  But had he mangled it?  Or, he suddenly wondered, was Dicit just feigning not to understand?

Lincoln looked over at the other Velerit, Tir.  If he didn’t know better, he would have thought she shrunk a little, as if she pulled all her feathers in.  She said nothing in response to Dicit’s question.

The big Sussurat had been listening, he gathered, because his top eyes twitched while he ate.  Finally, he stood slowly.

“No, not again,” Lincoln said.  He stood and held his hands out.

“Now wait,” he said. “Wait wait wait.”  Too late, he realized he was speaking English.  “Wait fellow citizen,” he managed to blurt in Galactic before the Sussurat head butted him in the chest.  He flew backwards, into the wall, and slid down to the deck.  The Sussurat showed its teeth and glared at him with all four eyes wide.

“Damn,” Lincoln hissed.  “This just keep getting worse.”


Chapter 5







Lincoln followed Rossum back to his quarters.  A few Neelees passed him, hurrying on their business.  When he neared his room, he saw a Bright at the end of the hall, and at any other time he would have been ecstatic with curiosity to be so close to one of the most enigmatic of the Galactic species.  But the Bright went into a room before Lincoln did much more than glance it.

He trudged on.  Finally, Rossum turned through their open doorway.

The uniform had been delivered.  Black, green, and gold, it lay on the chair.  The room looked suddenly dreary to him:  a big white expanse with just the bed in its center, the black pillar of Rossum by the door, and his duffle bag crumpled into the far corner next to his scuffed guitar case.

He walked over to the guitar case and opened it.  He took out the guitar and sat on the edge of the bed.  He strummed it once.  He had loosened the strings for transportation.  He tuned them quickly, then picked out a blues lick he had copied from a Lightnin Hopkins recording.  The sound seemed to die in the soft acoustics of the room.

What a stupid idea, he realized, to bring his guitar across the Galaxy.  He set it back in the case.

“Socrates,” he said.  “I have to sleep.  I’m exhausted.  Wake me in eight time measures.  Dim the lights.”

He threw himself back on the bed.  The lights dimmed.  He feared he would lay there for hours, staring at the stars and wondering about how bad a mistake the recruiters had made, and wondering if his pack mates were going to ostracize him or, worse, get him killed.  But as he stared out at the stars, they slowly faded.  In a minute he was asleep.




_____




Lincoln dreamed of Earth.

No, not Earth.  Somewhere else.  A room on a spaceship.  The floor, the walls, the ceiling five meters above were forged of lead colored metal.  A small Neelee, the size of a child, stood before him.  To his left, a Kirt and another Neelee and a human stood.

Lincoln looked to the glow on his right side.  There, a wall of glass sealed away a gleaming blue current of energy.  Cherenkov blue, he thought.  But too bright.  Too, too bright.  He squinted as he stared, thinking that this seething fusion core had fallen out of balance.  The hum of it, the strobing color, indicated a system in a runaway fusion cycle.

He looked back at the Neelee before him.  She was female, with beautiful white stripes along the edge of her long snout.  Her huge eyes seemed to plead with him.  He opened his mouth.  He meant to shout, to yell a warning.  He wanted to shout, Cut the fuel to the reaction!  And then he meant to call out, Evacuate the room!

But he did not speak.  Blue light filled his eyes, blinding him, and something as hard as a fist hit the side of his head.  A crack and a roar were followed by a sound like bells clashing above him, growing in pitch:  the ringing of free pieces of metal smashing against metal as they fell toward him.

When the light dimmed, he found he had been thrown back onto the floor.  He touched his head and his hand came away covered with blood.  He reminded himself that head wounds often bled a lot, even when they were superficial.  He might not be in danger from blood loss.

He climbed to his feet.  A klaxon roared, so loud it was hard to think.  A crack had formed in the glass wall to the fusion core.  Blue plasma licked around the edges of the crack, like flames.  Before him, an irregular piece of metal, the size of a car, lay on the deck.  Its edge was raw, burned, smoking.  He looked up, hoping to see where it had broken loose from, but smoke shrouded the ceiling.

When he looked back at the big pieces of metal, he saw that a single fur-covered hand stuck out from under one edge.  The small Neelee lay under the big piece of decking.

He dropped to his knees and took the hand.  It was still warm.  He thought he felt a pulse, though in fact he did not know where to find the pulse in a Neelee hand.

To his left, something stirred.  The human.  A man, older than him, tall and broad shouldered.  Behind the other man, the Kirt and the other Neelee were sprawled on the deck.  They slowly began to move.  Past them, a big door in the bulkhead had slammed closed.

“Come on,” he called to the others.  “Help me!”

He grabbed the edge of the fallen metal and lifted.  The rough edge cut into his palms.  He pulled.  But the weight was too great.  He barely shifted it.  

“Come on,” he called again, “grab the edge and lift.”

He realized he was speaking English.  He cursed himself.  Every word of Galactic had evaporated from his mind.  But he managed to shout, “Help!”  The human and Neelee and the Kirt shuffled over to the metal sheet.  They each grabbed the metal and heaved upward.  It began to lift.  Blood streamed off Lincoln’s forehead and splattered on his hands.  But he did not let go.  He howled in effort.  The metal was coming away from the floor.  He thought he heard the Neelee trapped under the metal cry out to him.

Again, the blue light blinded them.  The weight of the metal that he lifted now crushed down on him, forcing him to crouch down under the weight.  No explosion followed, however.  When the blinding glare faded, Lincoln looked to his right and saw that the blue plasma flames had pushed far through the crack in the glass.  They spread across the deck now, slowly but inexorably moving toward him.  It seemed that the deck burned, as if it were wood and the plasma were fire.

He cursed their luck.  Then, to add to his fury, he realized that the others had let go of the metal.  They had stopped lifting.

“Help!” he shouted again.  He strained at the metal, trying to get his shoulder under the edge of it.  But the Neelee and the Kirt and the human stared, gaping, at the approaching wall of plasma.

The Kirt fled first.  It ran for the doorway in the far wall.  The Neelee and then the human followed.  Lincoln cursed again.  He could not lift the metal panel.  It pushed him down until it settled again on the floor.

He reached for the laser pistol in the holster on his belt.  As he drew the pistol, a voice behind him said, “Use of weapons is forbidden in this simulation.”

“Tough,” Lincoln said.  He raised the barrel and aimed at the control panel next to the big door.  The pistol’s targeting system was intelligent; it painted clear dots on his target.  He pulled the trigger.  The controls to the door exploded into black smoke and sparks.

The Kirt stopped in a cacophony of flailing, chitinous legs.  The human and Neelee ran straight into it.  All three looked back at Lincoln with expressions of panic and, Lincoln assumed, fury.

“Help!” Lincoln demanded.  He had not meant to do it, but he stood pointing the pistol directly at them.  Targeting dots appeared on the head of the human and the Neelee.  They warily approached and grabbed the edge of the metal panel.  The blue plasma flames that consumed the deck were only a few steps away now.  Lincoln could feel the heat from them.  But he holstered the pistol and together they lifted.  They heaved the panel up and over.  It clattered onto the deck.  Lincoln crouched over the Neelee.  Her face was cut.  Blood so dark it was nearly black covered her chest.  A laceration over her shoulder exposed white bone.  He bent down and lifted the Neelee in his arms.

His vision went white.

“Use of weapons is forbidden in this simulation,” a voice said.  “You have failed this test.”




_____




Lincoln jerked awake.  For a long moment he was disoriented.  He didn’t know where he was.  He sat up and looked around.  Rossum was barely visible in the dim room, a black cylinder by the star-filled window.  A small light swirled on the wall above his head, to tell him the tutor was available.  A low vibration shook his body.

He realized now where he sat:  on Forest Path.  And he’d had the nightmare again.  He’d had that dream at least once a week, ever since he had tested to join the Harmonizer Corp.  There had been something about that simulation that had troubled him, almost traumatized him.  It had seemed so real.  And the test had been at the end of a very long day, so he had been exhausted.  The deep weariness had somehow made the simulation much more real, as if, rather than a willing suspension of disbelief, he had experienced something like a tired collapse of disbelief.  The blood of the small Neelee, the heat of the flames, his own pain had all seemed terrifyingly actual.  The final announcement that he had failed the test only made it that much more distressing, as if he were kicked after recovering from a beating.

He lay back on the bed.  Odd, he thought, that they had flunked him in that test, and still accepted him in the Corp.  The whole procedure was a mystery to him.  This thought reminded him of Dicit, and the Velerit’s accusation that he did not in fact belong.  He felt a stab of despair at the memory.

“Time to awake,” Socrates said.  A swirl of color moved across the wall.

Lincoln grunted.  He sat up and put his feet on the floor.  But the sense of unease did not go away.  It was more, he realized, than just the trace of the nightmare or the memory of what Dicit had said.  He thought he heard now a faint hum, a new sound.

“Socrates,” he said.  “What time is it?”

“Seventh cycle.”

Not too early, not too late, he decided.  But still, he felt that something had woken him.  “Has something changed?”

“Forest Path has activated the superlight engines.”

“Huh.”  Lincoln stood and walked over to the window.  It surprised him and—he noted with a smile—it also pleased him that he had somehow sensed the engines coming online.  The ship had climbed out of the plane of Earth’s solar system, he knew, to get some distance before activating the engines.  Lincoln could see neither the sun nor any planets of his system.  Only dense stars shone in his view.  He was about to ask the tutor when they would jump.  But then the stars suddenly smeared.

They had entered superlight speed.

“Amazing,” he whispered.  He put his hand on Rossum.  “It’s all so amazing, don’t you think, Rossum?”

“The world is so full of a number of things,” the robot said.  “I’m sure we should all be as happy as kings.”




_____




Lincoln paced before the stretched stars.

“Socrates,” he said, speaking in English in his impatience, “why was I chosen as a candidate for the Harmonizers?”

“All who score sufficiently well on the admissions tests are offered admission to the Harmonizer Corp.”

“Did I score sufficiently well?  Did I score as well as my pack mates?  I flunked some of the tests.  They told me that.”

“I do not have access to your scores.  Those are kept by the Academy.  But we can infer that you scored sufficiently well.”

He took a breath.  He switched to Galactic, talking very slowly, forcing himself to get the words out.  “Are recruits expected to be able to fly cruisers?  And fight in armor?  And have experience in combat?”

“All the skills required of Ascendent Harmonizers are evaluated in the tests for admission.”

Lincoln stopped and considered that.  He was letting himself be overcome by doubts.  He had to consider this logically.  He did not know if the Velerit had been right, but because he felt unprepared, he had been ready to believe Dicit.  Yet Lincoln had to admit, he simply didn’t know.

And the behavior of his pack mates seemed to confirm his doubts.  In addition to the accusations of Dicit, the Sussurat had nearly attacked him.  Twice.  The huge creature seemed to want to scare him away, perhaps frighten him into quitting.

And what had he seen the other Velerit do?  She had seemed to shrink.

“Tutor, what does it mean if a Velerit… shrinks?”

“A Velerit would shrink if it went without sustenance for a period of a hundred time measures or more.”

“No, I don’t mean losing weight from starvation and dehydration.  I mean, as if it… pulled in its feathers.”

An animation of a Velerit appeared on the wall.  It seemed to shrink as he watched, presumably by pulling its feathers close.

“Yes, like that.”

“The gesture is a sign of shame or apology.”

“Huh,” Lincoln grunted.  But about what had Tir been ashamed?  About him, or just about how easy he was to humiliate?  Or was she ashamed that Lincoln was in her training pack?  Or had she been ashamed of how her fellow Velerit had acted?  Was it a gesture of apology to him?

And what about that Sussurat?  Why had it knocked him over?  It had said nothing, but it had shown its teeth.  Twice now.

“Why would a Sussurat knock me down?”

“A Sussurat would knock you down if you were in the way of its perambulations.”

“Right, but I mean, if I wasn’t in the way, why would it knock me down?”

“It would knock you down in combat.”

Had the Sussurat meant to start a fight?  “How can one tell if a Sussurat is angry?”

“Piloerection of the hair on its back,” the Tutor said.  “It may also growl.”  An illustration appeared on the wall:  a big Sussurat like his pack mate, with the hair standing high between its shoulders.

Had the Sussurat been like that?  He hadn’t really been paying attention to such details, but he remembered its fur as being flat, and looking now at the wall image, it seemed he would not be able to miss such behavior.  And his Sussurat had certainly not growled.  What, then?

“What if a Sussurat isn’t angry?  Only, what if it wants to show contempt?”

“Sussurat contempt is shown by closing the top eyes.”  The animated image of the Sussurat closed its tops eyes and glared out at him with the larger two lower eyes, mouth closed.

“And if all eyes are open and the mouth is open?”

The image changed.  “This would be a respectful approach.”

“I don’t get it,” Lincoln said.  “Socrates, is there any social situation in which Sussurats hit their heads against other organisms?”

“Sussurats hit their heads against other organisms during the play butt,” the tutor said.

“Excuse me?”

“Young Sussurat will invite other young Sussurat to play or interact by knocking them over with a gentle blow delivered by hitting with the top of their head.  It is considered unthreatening because the teeth are turned away.”

“I’ll be damned,” Lincoln whispered, in English.  “I misunderstood the whole thing.  I misread the room completely.”

To Socrates he asked, in Galactic, “What is the expected response to a… play butt.”

“One should knock the Sussurat over in turn.”

Lincoln shook his head.  That was not going to happen.  The thing looked like it weighed a few hundred kilograms.

“There is one problem with this plan,” Lincoln said.  “I could never push a Sussurat over.”

“Not on a level surface at this accelertion,” Socrates said.

Lincoln grunted.  He almost said, thanks for stating the obvious.  But then he frowned.  Not on a level surface.

“Socrates, would the floors obey me in the mess hall, as they do here?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

“Teach me how to control them.”

“Yes, Lincoln.”




_____




The Sussurat sat in the back of the mess hall, eating a slab of vat meat.  The Velerit Tir stood by one of the high tables, and near her six Neelee sat around the end of the long table.  Lincoln kept his gaze fixed on the Sussurat, after the door closed behind him.  The Sussurat, in turn, glanced over at Lincoln, turning his huge head and looking over his shoulder.  Blood dripped from his long teeth.  He set his vat steak down and stared.

Lincoln walked straight toward the Sussurat.  When he was a few steps away, he said aloud, “Activate program Sussurat tilt.”

The floor under one side of the Sussurat rose up in a long ridge, under the front and back legs closest to Lincoln.  The floor rose quickly, nearly to the height of Lincoln’s waist.  As it did this, Lincoln bent forward and leapt.  He butted his head into the side of the Sussurat just as it toppled over.

Lincoln stood straight and swallowed.  He felt hot and his heart hammered.  The top of his head hurt:  the muscles of the creature had been like wood.  If the tutor had given him bad advice, he was about to end up in an autodoc.  Or worse.

The floor returned to its original configuration as the Sussurat rolled over its back and landed on its feet again.  It turned to face Lincoln, mouth open wide, fangs displayed in their long rows.

There was silence in the room.  The Neelee all turned their heads and looked at the human and the Sussurat, no doubt thinking them savages both.  Their big eyes made Lincoln flush with nervousness, but he stood still, holding his ground.

The floor settled completely flat.  The Sussurat stepped forward and looked at Lincoln with all eyes open, teeth bared.  Lincoln tried to make his eyes as wide open as he could.  He showed his own teeth, small and flat though he knew them to be.

The Sussurat leaned forward and butted Lincoln with his head, this time not hard enough to knock him down.

“Eat,” he said.

Lincoln nodded.  “Don’t mind if I do,” he said in English.  But he added in Galactic.  “I will eat.”




_____




“Your name is Fassiloressilen,” Lincoln said, as he bit into a slab of printed meat.  He had told the food printer to emulate human-suitable meat like the Sussurat’s, but cooked.  The result wasn’t too bad.

“Fassiloressilen,” the Sussurat hissed, correcting him.  But, Lincoln noted, he did not close his top eyes.

“Fassiloressilen,” Lincoln tried again.

“Fassiloressilen,” the Sussurat said.

“Tell you what,” Lincoln said.  “I give friends names.  We call them in my language, ‘nicknames.’  I’ll call you Fang.”

“Fang?”

“Yes.  It means big…”  He stopped.  He had forgotten the word for tooth.  He pointed at the huge eye fangs on the Sussurat’s upper jaw.  “Those.”

“Fang,” the Sussurat said.  “Good name.”

Lincoln looked over toward the Velerit, which had not moved from where she stood.  Her black crest puffed slightly.  Her piercing green eyes were fixed on him.  “Tir,” Lincoln called.  “Please come and, uh, stand with us.”

The Velerit walked over to them, her talons clacking at the floor.  Lincoln thought back to the Eagles he had spent the summer studying.  It had been only days ago that he had stood in the forest with Karen.  It seemed months.  But, as he looked closely, he could see that many anatomical features of the Velerit were unlike terrestrial birds, not least their long arms that had evolved from wings but were more like his own arms than like pinions.

“Greetings human Incoln Inn,” she said, when she stopped a pace away.  “Greetings Fassiloressilen.”

“Please call me Lincoln,” he said.

“Incoln,” the Velerit repeated.

“Good enough,” he said.  He looked at Fang, then back at Tir.  He talked slowly, knowing he would garble the words but trying his best.  “We’re a pack, right?  There’ll be seven of us.  We have to get through this together, to become Harmonizers.  We should start training together now.”

“Good, good plan,” Tir said.

Fang butted Lincoln with his head.  Lincoln laughed as he picked himself up off the floor.







Part II

The Meta-Natural


Chapter 6







“Look at that,” Lincoln said.  “Look.  At.  That.”

He stood between Fang and Tir, before a clear exterior wall of Forest Path.  They had finally achieved orbit around the world of Nex, and Lincoln looked down on it, smiling widely.  The world was green and blue, an even mix of oceans spotted with huge continents.  Clouds in great circular filigrees circled the sky below and broke against mountains.  Forest covered all the lowlands, an unbroken flourishing of green that reached to the blue sea.  They could just see one pole, a small disk of ice, like a white button on the top of the world.  Lincoln knew from his tutor’s lectures that the world had a swift and small moon, but it was not visible from their current position.

“Nex,” Lincoln said.  “The world where Harmonizers have trained for a thousand years.  I can’t wait to get down there.”

“Then come,” Fang said, rising slowly.  “Shuttle waits.”




_____




Dicit stood by the open airlock to the shuttle, bobbing impatiently.  Just an hour before, the Captain of the ship had come and given all four of them leave to depart, before quickly turning away and running off to her many duties.  A typical Neelee.  Then Dicit had left for the shuttle’s dock, but Lincoln, Fang, and Tir had sought a window, on Lincoln’s urging, so they could see the world.

Seeing Dicit bobbing impatiently, Lincoln felt a familiar concern.  During their long trip to Nex, Tir and Lincoln often met in Fang’s quarters, because the Sussurat had the largest room.  There, they discussed their future and then studied together.  But though they invited Dicit frequently, they could not get the Velerit to join them during their daily meetings.

Those meetings had encouraged and relieved Lincoln.  It took them some time to find a topic they could work together upon.  The various forms of field training were impossible:  there was no simulator on Forest Path that could let them train for flying or combat.  The other topics were challenging because of the different education that each of them had received. Fang and Tir had so much more knowledge than Lincoln about Galactic history and law that it seemed a waste to discuss such matters with him—his tutor could best train him on these things.  Finally, they settled on reviewing records of famous Harmonizer actions and discussing their implications.  It turned out to be a good compromise.  Fang and Tir knew these cases well but seemed endlessly interested in the precedents they established.  And Lincoln could identify quickly in each case what he did not understand.  Every one of their required topics came up, as they talked and debated.  Their three tutor programs had coordinated seamlessly, determining which cases could best be studied by the group.  Lincoln had felt no shame that he was farthest behind and needed Fang or Tir to help him with nearly everything they learned.  These two pack mates seemed unperturbed by his ignorance.  In fact, he suspected that Tir enjoyed being able to teach him, her black crest popping up thoughtfully at each question Lincoln asked.

But all this time, Dicit had refused to join them, or even to talk with them.  It troubled Lincoln.  The four of them—plus three others—would train together for years.  They would have to learn to work together.  Dicit, he suspected, had decided that his human pack mate would be eliminated soon from the training.  Dicit seemed to want to leap over any wasted effort of working with such a backwards species.

“Greetings, Dicit,” Lincoln called now, as they approached their shuttle.

“Board the shuttle!” the Velerit nearly shrieked at him.

Lincoln nodded his head and climbed through the airlock, his guitar swinging in his hand.  Rossum kept close to his side.

It was a shuttle like the one that had brought him to Forest Path.  Lincoln stowed his gear and took the seat that had been formed to human specifications.  “Computer, exterior view,” he asked.  A view appeared on the hull beside him.

He smiled at Tir, who settled into the long, narrow seat next to him.

“I want to see everything, as we come down,” he told her.  “This is the first time I’ve been to another world.  The first time I’ve been to an Alliance world.”

Tir puffed the crest on her head, approving.  “I wish a very good, good flight to you then.”

In moments they all had their seats.  A Neelee ran onto the shuttle, saying nothing, and took the pilot’s seat.  In a moment the airlock closed, and they fell away from Forest Path.  Lincoln took deep breathes, fighting the nausea of the sudden shift to microgravity.  The shuttle turned and dove.

He watched the land mass below grow, but then it disappeared into the white haze of their reentry.  His screen showed the trembling blur of hot air until it seemed they broke through, slowing into heavier atmosphere, and the view cleared.  The endless green forests slipped slowly under them.

They were going to Nexen, capital of the world and the locus of training for Harmonizers.  Nestled in a cliff-ringed bay on the coast of the planet’s greatest continent, the planet’s third greatest river divided the city where it fed into the ocean.  Lincoln leaned expectantly toward the image on the wall, eager to see the city appear over the horizon.

It emerged from the white crescent of the planet’s edge as they dove toward it at supersonic speeds.  At first, he could see just a grey area, spotted with lights.  But as they neared the city, he saw that gray towers reached high into the sky, most of them topped with trees and flowers.  They shot past, over the ocean, banked, and slowed as they dropped close to the waves.  Great sailboats, with strange geometries of sail, filled the sea before the city.  The towers and forest grew in his view, and suddenly they were amongst the buildings, like a bird shooting between tall trees.  The shuttle lifted, turned, and slowed for a landing on a high, round patch of grass between two rows of buildings.

Lincoln looked over at Tir when they felt the landing gear touch the ground.

“Nex,” he said.  “We’re on Nex.”




_____




Lincoln walked down the ship’s ramp.  When his feet touched the soft earth, he set his guitar case and bag down.  The gravity felt like it had on the ship.  Accustomed to it now, he could not discern that it pulled him down with slightly more strength than the gravity of Earth.  The air smelled… almost like Earth.  A strange odor like some kind of herb lingered, but so subtle on the wind that he thought he might have imagined it.

Buildings, fronted by tall, willowy trees, flanked two sides of the landing area.  Bird-like creatures sang loudly in the vegetation.  At one end of the clearing, they could see out over the whole city and to the bay and the ocean beyond.  Light sparkled on the waves.  A warm, soft breeze came at them from the sea.

But Lincoln stared, open mouthed, at the complex puzzle of buildings forming the city.  It was a thing beyond his greatest dreams.  Yes, he had seen pictures and he had taken a thousand virtual tours.  But that was nothing like being there, in the air of it, under the sky of this world.

Tall towers of gray stone were mixed everywhere with forest.  It was possible, if he half closed his eyes, to see only the green of trees there.  Beautiful patterns, inspired by nature and by mathematics, had been carved into the stone of the buildings.  These patterns looked simple from a distance, but baroque up close.  A river fell through two waterfalls in the center of the town.  Some of the water split off into narrow canals along its course, forming long watery boulevards through the city.  Many of these canals ended at a waterfall, down to another canal below.

It was the most beautiful thing Lincoln had ever seen.  A celebration of life and civilization, both in balance.  A place of unfathomable, sublime beauty.

Two tears slipped down his face.  On Earth, he would have resisted the emotion, held it in check, hidden his feelings.  But here, he felt strangely unselfconscious.  These pack mates, friends though he considered them, would not understand whether tears were a sign of too much or too little emotion.  Everything he did was too much and too little, for them.  Tears would make no difference.

And yet, to his surprise, Tir tapped his shoulder with her beak.

“Incoln Inn is well?”

He smiled.  “Lincoln Finn is very well, Tir.  I’ve never been better.  It’s just… I’ve never seen anything so beautiful, in all my life.”

Tir opened her beak and puffed her crest and the feathers on her throat.  A Velerit smile.  And perhaps also a look of thoughtfulness.  The pupils of her green eyes pulsed as she looked at him.  “It is good to know you, Incoln Inn.  I fly over the familiar.  You make me see, see what I would not see.”

Suddenly, the sky dimmed.  Lincoln looked up, brow furrowed in concentration, expecting to see a single cloud on this cloudless day, or perhaps even some silent airship passing overhead.  But instead it seemed only that the sun had dimmed.

“What’s that?” he said.

“Innex, the moon of Nex.  It orbits on the plane of the planet’s orbit, orbit.  There is an eclipse each nine days.  The apparent size of the moon is small.  It cannot shadow, shadow all of the sun.”

“Yes,” Lincoln said, feeling a little embarrassed.  He had read this, but still it had surprised him.  How could it not?  It was one thing to read about the eclipses, another to experience your first one.

“The moon is swift,” Tir said.  “Occlusion will last only a time measure.”

Lincoln looked back at the city, waiting for the afterimage of his glance at the sun to fade.  If anything, the city was more beautiful now, as the colors of the foliage grew rich in the softer light, and the bright canals became dark bands of blue.  Birds and airships mixed above the towers, turning in the shadow of the moon.

“Come!” Dicit cawed.  The Velerit stood at the edge of the green landing area, by a stair of stone that descended between trees and low buildings, into the city.  His robot stood a step down the way, and looked back at them, as if impatient to lead the way.  Somehow, Lincoln noted, Dicit’s robot had learned his haste, and seemed frustrated with their progress at all times, as it ran ahead and reluctantly returned.

“You know the way?” Lincoln asked Rossum.

“I tread day and night such roads,” Rossum said.

Lincoln looked to Dicit and his robot, both furious together on the steps.  “Lead the way,” he said to them, laughing.




_____




They walked down into the city.  Lincoln stumbled often, as he walked always looking somewhere other than where his steps fell.  Aliens crowded the streets.  Nearly every land-walking species in the Alliance that could breathe an oxygen atmosphere at Nex’s concentrations, and that could bear Nex’s gravity, could be seen walking the city.  He saw an OnUnAn collective, which looked like a pile of snails, slide slowly by them on the stone walk.  Sussurats walked and talked quietly with Neelees.  Kirts moved through the crowds, the pointed elbows of their chitinous legs visible above the heads of a cluster of seated Velerits.  Four Brights, nearly translucent in the sunlight, shimmered by a door.

Architectural marvels reached up everywhere:  thin towers, bridges spanning long distances, and even a long stretch of canal suspended in a glass channel over their heads, full of fish that lazily fought the current with forked, iridescent tails.  Several times Lincoln bumped into Fang, as he stared up into the sky.  Lincoln had always read that Sussurats—or was it just female Sussurats?—were touchy about personal space.  But Fang did not seem to mind.

The smells dismayed him.  The air smelled fresh, as the air in a forest.  A scent of loam lay over everything.  But often some strange smell would strike him, wafting from some doorway they passed.  Sometimes pleasant.  Sometimes foul.  Always strange and new.

They came to a narrow walkway beside a canal, and bright red and yellow birds stood on a wall and screeched at them with outrageous noise.  They had beaks with serrated edges, like teeth.  And, he noted with some shock, their small eyes had rectangular pupils, like those of terrestrial goats.  Lincoln started when one leapt forward and landed on his duffel bag.  It bit at the bright pull tab.  When zipper did not come open, the bird shrieked at him and flew away.

Tir appeared at Lincoln’s side.  “Those are torgen.  They are sea birds, birds.  But these have come far into the city following the canals.  They steal anything they can carry.”

Lincoln followed the others around a corner, and the cacophony of the birds fell behind.  Lincoln now stared up at the tall tower they walked towards.  “The tower, tower of the Academy,” Tir explained.

The building struck Lincoln as a strange mix of the local architecture and the starship Forest Path.  That is, much of it was gray stone, but also large facets were of glass or opaque crystal, gleaming in the wavering light of the partly occluded sun above.  “Will we be in there?” Lincoln asked.

Tir squawked and raised her crest.  Velerit laughter.  “No recruit may enter until the fourth year.”

Dicit and its robot led them impatiently through narrowing streets, until they seemed to be just below the tower.  Dicit’s robot struck to the side, into a narrow grass path between gray walls.  They walked in shadow a moment and emerged at the edge of a great open space of green and purple grasses.  Seven low circular buildings, half sunken into the ground and with winding stairs like moats circling them, spotted the large clearing.  A huge tree grew up in the center of the area, casting shade over much of the field.  Smaller trees were arranged in what seemed a random pattern around the grounds.

There were many aliens here too, walking across the areas between the buildings.  All of them wore Harmonizer Candidate uniforms.

The robot led them across the soft grasses, to one of the round buildings.  The building looked to have two stories, one below ground level and one above.  They had to walk halfway around it to reach the descending stairs.  They passed two windows set into the ground as they walked.

Lincoln followed Fang, with Rossum and Tir behind him, down the winding stairs.  Their robots now all followed silently behind.  Fang stopped on a small patio before glass doors.  The light seemed to grow brighter as they stood there.  The eclipse was passing.

Above the doors were written words that Lincoln recognized, even in the Galactic:




Wisdom

Knowledge

Strength

Trustworthiness




The motto for the Academy.  Or perhaps, a reminder.  He appreciated the Galactic, which said more than the standard English translation.  Wisdom was the word for deep and careful thought, and had a connotation of ethical understanding.  The word for knowledge had a connotation of technical or scientific knowledge.  Strength in Galactic also meant health, and connoted a well-trained body but also a disciplined mind.  And the word for trustworthiness was his favorite.  It meant, having the just city within yourself.  The Galactic contained the sense that the trustworthy were those who had internalized the state; they did not need outside sanction in order to act correctly.  They were immune to the surges and failures of popular opinion.

He followed the others through the doors.  They led into a round room, two stories high, with a glass ceiling.  Doors of different sizes and proportions lined the walls.  On the ground level, one door was wide and low; another was huge enough for a male Sussurat; two were about the right size for a human, and two were the size and proportion of a garage door back home.  A grid of metal beams covered two portions of the wall, leading up to balconies before tall, thin doors.

Eight doors, he realized.  One for each candidate in his pack, plus one extra door.

“Are you kidding me?” Lincoln said in English.  “This is our barracks?”  Then he added in Galactic, “This is a great home.  We stay here for six Nex years?”  It seemed to him like an exotic luxury apartment.  But in fact nothing on Earth could compare to it.

One of the two large doors slid upward.  A Kirt crab walked out to them, moving sideways.  Lincoln guessed she was female, given the larger maxillae around her mouth, and the smaller fore-claws.  Her shell was delicately decorated with complex patterns in shining metal.  Her family tree, most likely, had been tattooed on her carapace, as per Kirt tradition.

Beside the Kirt walked a Neelee of average height, with white bands along the sides of her long face.  She looked at them placidly with her huge dark eyes.

Another door opened.  It was the smallest of the doors, and now Lincoln noted that a puddle of water surrounded this entrance.  A slow-moving Thrumpit padded out.  Its skin was darker than Wicklepick’s had been, and the little bumps that covered it were blue at their tips.  Lincoln caught a glimpse through the closing door to its quarters, and saw a sunken floor covered with water.

Lincoln set down his guitar case and bag.  This is it, he told himself.  The seven.  We are to train and support each other for four Earth years, six Nex years, in our effort to become Harmonizers.

The Kirt began clicking.  Lincoln was glad he had printed an earpiece that linked with the phonetic translator that Wicklepick had given him.  He could hear nothing like Galactic in the Kirt’s staccato clicks.

“Greetings, pack mates.  This one is Kil’Ti’Tik, born in the first pools of the coast city of Tide, on Kirtpau.  This one would know your names and births, so that this one may serve you and honor you, even if we soon will die, or fail and be sent home.”

Lincoln looked at Dicit, expecting that the Velerit was annoyed that he had not spoken first, and would now want to speak next.  The prediction proved true.

“I am, am Dicit,” the Velerit said, speaking very loudly.  “From the first nest of Trian-por.”

“Fassiloressilen,” Fang said.  “First litter of Fassibreeassilen.”

“Tir, first nest of Tipi and Vor.”

Lincoln was not sure what he should say.  He had neither nest nor tide pool.  He settled for, “Lincoln Finn, son of Amy Kanien and Arthur Finn.”

They looked at the Neelee.  Very softly, she said, “I am Wamupreealis.  Born and raised on Neelee-ornor.”

The Thrumpit waved its tentacles.  All three mouths said at once, “Quirk.”  Then, quickly, each mouth said something simultaneously.  The mix was incomprehensible.  Lincoln’s phonetic translator gave him nothing.  He concluded that the Thrumpit had said something—rather, had said three somethings—in its own language.  Perhaps some lineage or title.

They stood in a circle, looking at each other.  Lincoln smiled widely, head turning left and right, greedy to see more.  He couldn’t believe it.  He was here, terrified but ecstatic, in a Harmonizer training pack.  He could hardly comprehend that this was his life.

“This one recommends you examine your rooms,” Kil’Ti’Tik said, “to ensure they were manufactured to correct specifications.  No doubt they are inadequate.  This one hopes no one is killed by the facilities.”

Dicit bounded to one of the trellis grids on the wall and climbed with shocking speed up to the balcony above.  He disappeared through the door there.  Fang grunted and lumbered over to the large door beside the Kirt’s entrance.  Lincoln looked with some hesitation at the two doors about human size.  They were side by side.  He realized one must be for the Neelee, Wamupreealis.  But then the answer was obvious: the wall around the door on the left was clear.  He could see into the room.  The wall around the door on the right was opaque.  He looked over at her and found that her big eyes were on him.  She gestured to the door on the right.

Lincoln picked up his guitar and bag and went to the door, with Rossum following.  The door opened as he approached.  The room inside had been configured like his room on Forest Path.  They probably made the assumption that he liked that configuration.  A good assumption, he concluded.  The far wall was transparent, looking out into the narrow well that surrounded the building, and letting in the bright yellow sunlight of Nex.

Symbols swirled on the wall above the bed.

“Socrates?” he asked.

“Yes, Lincoln.”

“Glad you’re here,” he said.

A chime sounded in the great common room behind him.

“Your cluster leader approaches,” Socrates said.

Lincoln set down his bags and walked back into the common area.  The last door, the big door opposite Kil’Ti’Tik’s room, slowly slid open.  It revealed a small metal room—an elevator, Lincoln realized.  It had risen from some place below, he concluded.

A large male Kirt stepped out of the elevator.  His shell was gray with red at the joints.  The tattoo pattern on his back had faded to a dull metal sheen.  His foreclaws were huge, the chitin scared with burns and scratches.

A glowing blue line appeared on the floor.  Lincoln followed the example of Dicit, who hopped quickly to stand on it.  In a moment, all the candidates were lined up.  Lincoln was at one end, with Fang to his right.

“This one is called Taitik’Kai.  This one is the cluster leader for seven packs of candidates for the Harmonizer Corp.  You are one of these.  You are the least of these.”

The Kirt sidled closed to them, his many legs tapping at the floor.  His eye stalks leaned toward Fang, then moved to scan them all.

“The Harmonizer Corp seeks to spread and preserve life in the Universe.  A great mission.  The deepest mission of all civilizations.  The deeps of right living.  The meta-natural path.  It is also a hopeless mission.  Failure is assured.  The universe will dry and grow cold and dark.  The universe will kill everything, in time.  Life must end.  The Harmonizers must fail.  But some candidates fail well, other candidates fail poorly.”

The Kirt stopped and leaned his eye stalks toward Lincoln, till one was on each side of Lincoln’s face.  The salt sea smell of the Kirt washed over him.  He glanced uneasily at one eye, then the other, seeing the gleaming ommatidia.  Finally, he swallowed and looked straight ahead, at the clicking maxillae of the Kirt’s mouth.

“It is hard to find those who fail well.  You seven are not them.  You seven will not fail well.”

Taitik’Kai backed away and began pacing again.  “This pack is weak as eels.  This pack is as slow and witless as old barnacles on old rocks.  This pack is a mistake.  The recruiting algorithms failed again.”

They remained silent while the big Kirt’s hard chitinous limbs went tick tick tick as it moved sideways to the left, then the right, from one end of the line to the other.  “This one has the records from your tutors.  These are miserable.  At least the human can claim to have been raised by savages, ignorant of civilization, cowering in a gravity well, struggling to make fire while it scavenges rotting carrion that washes ashore.  You of Velerit, you of Sussurat, you of Neelee-ornor or Kirtpau or Thrump cannot offer such a suitable explanation for your lack of ability.  This one expects none of you to survive the first year of training.  This one expects none of you to survive the first day, the hardest of days.”

The old Kirt backed toward the elevator.  As he squeezed inside, he said, “Tomorrow, drop training.  Your performance will determine your final mission for this term.  Be sure you have prepared all documentation required by your cultures to manage your death, before we begin.”

The doors closed.

Lincoln looked left and right.  His pack mates appeared despondent.  The Neelee held her ears flat.  Tir had deflated again.  Fang had closed all his eyes.  Lincoln had no insight into Thrumpit emotional expression, but Quirk’s tentacles lay limp on the floor.

“Well, I like him,” Lincoln said loudly, hoping to encourage his peers.  “Come on, pack, cheer up.  Haven’t you seen this movie?  He has to talk like that.  That’s his job.  In the end he’ll turn out to be a kindhearted teacher who saves us all.”

“This one likes that one as well,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.  “That one is as honest as clear water.  This one will now write a death statement.”

Lincoln looked at Fang.  “Fang, what is drop training?”

“Drop alone from spaceship in orbit.  Land on planet.  Perhaps land alive.”

Lincoln swallowed.  That sounded dangerous.

“Fang, have you, uh, done that before?”

Fang huffed.  “No.”

Dicit squawked out, “I have done this many, many times.  Stay out of way, way, human.  Do not foul the air path.”

“Thank you, Dicit,” Lincoln said.  Again, he noticed how poorly Galactic registered human sarcasm.


Chapter 7







Lincoln lay awake much of the night.  He had hoped to go outside and view the strange constellations of this new planet.  Instead, he stayed in his room, talking to his tutor.  He alternated between pacing and sitting on the edge of the bed.  He frequently told Socrates to adjust the temperature in the room, but he never felt he got it right.  A few questions to Socrates allowed him to discover that he could open part of the exterior wall, and so he finally did this, letting the cool night air in.  He discovered that strange bird-like creatures chirped and sped through the dark outside.  Periodically one of them dove into, and then out of, his room, giving him some brief sense of connection to the outside world.

“You say there are many ways, then, that Harmonizers train for a drop?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

Lincoln felt his fear grow as he thought about the coming morning.  He did not want to disappoint his pack mates.  He had maintained a show of joviality with them, but he feared now that he might indeed fail.  He had never even parachuted before, though he had several times been hang-gliding.  Now they were going to drop him from space.

It struck him as odd.  He knew that Harmonizer training would be difficult.  But this seemed almost perverse:  their first day of training on Nex, and they take the candidates out of the atmosphere and drop them.  It seemed that Taitik’Kai had spoken literally when he said that the first day would be the hardest.

“There are three most common ways for single person drops,” the tutor said.  “These are most commonly used both in training and for emergency re-entry from abandoned small craft.  The first is with an escape pod, which is capable of partially controlled ablative re-entry in an atmosphere.  The second is powered re-entry, where propellant is used to slow the individual to relative speeds that will not super-heat in reentry.  This may or may not be assisted with a series of parachutes.  The third is with a re-entry sled, which has an ablative surface and one or two parachutes for final approach.”

Lincoln sighed.  “No chance there is a simulator near here that can simulate these methods?”

“Not available to you at this time, Lincoln.”

“Alright, take them each in turn.  Tell me the facts that are most important to know to perform well in each.”

Lincoln lay back on his bed and closed his eyes.  He had learned a technique on Earth, one that his father swore by, and which he tried to use as often as he could:  a synesthetic memorization tool.  He would picture and then associate a space with each set of facts.  So he pictured a building, three stories tall, shaped like a squat rocket.  On the first floor, he would “store” what he learned about the reentry vehicle.  He pictured the facts that Socrates gave him as signs around the room, arranged there for him to find and look at:  safe entry velocities and angles, required speed limits for parachute release, likely peak temperatures during re-entry, terminal velocity….  After they reviewed these, Lincoln imagined himself ascending to the second floor using a spiral staircase.  There, he ‘placed’ the information about powered slowed descent.  Finally, the third floor, where he arranged the facts of a sled re-entry.

The next thing he knew, he awoke, blinking.  Sunlight streamed down through his wall of windows.  Socrates was talking softly.  Lincoln realized the tutor program repeated slowly the facts it had told him before.  He suspected it had been doing so all night, reinforcing the memories as he slept.

Something pinched Lincoln’s arm.  He looked down and saw a black creature that looked like a flying spider on his elbow.  He resisted the reflex to slap it, and instead he blew on it.  It lifted away and buzzed around in growing circles, and then flew out of his open window.

“Socrates, close the window.”  He sat up.  On the wall, to his surprise, was an image of the three story building he had imagined.  He had, he remembered now, described it to Socrates.  But he had not known the program had made a virtual model.  “That’s good.  Give me a tour of our memory tower.  That will help reinforce my memorization.  Then I’d better eat something.”

But before Socrates could answer, Rossum stood and took a step toward him.  The robot said, “Then from his armory he drew his lance, his father’s spear, huge, weighty, firm, that not a Greek but he himself alone knew how to shake.”

“Huh?” Lincoln said.  In answer Rossum went toward the door to his room.  It opened.

A man stood in the doorway, dressed in full Harmonizer armor.

Lincoln stared in shock a moment, but finally he managed to say, “Hello,” first in English, then in Galactic.

The man stepped into his room.  The door closed behind him.  The armor was astonishing.  Mostly charcoal black, but also with facets of onyx that seemed to be clear into dark depths.  The limbs were red and green at the joints, which betrayed to him that this was not stealth armor, or at least it was not fully capable of stealth.  The claw symbol of the Harmonizer Corp was printed in dusky gold on the upper left of the chest.

The front of the helmet pushed forward, and then the whole helmet moved up.  A seam appeared across the side of the armor, and it opened wide.

It was empty.  Lincoln felt a moment of disappointment:  he had hoped to see another human.  He would have liked to ask someone for advice.  He knew that a few dozen humans dwelled on Nex, in various capacities.  Now would have been a great time for one of them to stop by.

He reached out and touched the soft black lining of the suit.  He had read that the liners of Harmonizer armor could be as forgiving as water, or grow progressively more firm, depending on expected acceleration.  Now, with the armor standing still, the interior felt as soft as rabbit fur.

“Socrates,” he said, “what is this?”

“This is your training vacuum armor, Lincoln Finn.  It will be your armor for your first three years of training on Nex, until you are found suitable for stealthing armor with weapons.”

“My first Harmonizer armor,” he whispered.  “Isn’t that truly awesome?”  He looked to the wall.  “Socrates, what should I do?”

“In the left leg is your suit liner.  You should wear that, and then back into the armor.”

He noticed the white bundle down in the leg of the armor.  He lifted it and unrolled it.  It was a large one piece outfit, of thin, stretchable fabric.  There was a seam in the front and back of the crotch, though to the touch it seemed firmly closed.

Lincoln had slept in the underwear that came with his uniform.  He stripped this off and then pulled the suit liner on.  It fit perfectly, which did not surprise him.  Socrates had measured him using lasers several times during their trip to Nex.

“Just… back in?” he asked.

“Yes, Lincoln Finn.”

Looking over his shoulder, he backed into the armor till his rear touched the soft interior.  He pushed his arms and legs firmly into their spaces.

The helmet slid over his face and the armor closed around him.

Lincoln yelped in surprise as the biological functions attached to him.  “Well,” he said, swallowing.  “My dad always used to say, there ain’t no glamor to life in space.”

For a moment he fought the threat of terrible claustrophobia.  He moved his arms, and the motion felt almost natural.  He took a step forward, while making an effort to gaze not at, but through, the projected view before his eyes.  The motion and the view were so well integrated that as he walked the feeling that he was encased disappeared.  The armor felt as something merely wrapped to him, not trapping him but rather letting him freely move.

“Socrates,” he said, “can you hear me?”

“I can hear you, Lincoln Finn.”  The voice came soft but very audible, as if Socrates rested in his ear.

“When do we leave?” he asked.

“Your crew carrier ascends in three and a half time measures.”

He nodded.  Enough time to eat, to wash up, and then maybe to spend a time measure practicing motion in the armor.

“Alright.  How do I get out of this thing?”




_____




Several hours later, Lincoln and his pack gathered on a large stone square a short walk from their barracks.  Lincoln had marveled and also felt some despair over watching his pack mates move in their training armor.  The Velerits, indistinguishable to him now, moved fluidly and quickly.  Fang seemed twice his already huge size, and though the big Sussurat normally seemed always to move slowly, as if preserving his great power, in the armor he nearly ran in fluid bounds out to the field.  Kil’Ti’Tik moved as if she did not wear the armor.  Wamupreealis walked across the hard stone silently.  Even Quirk seemed faster and more agile, padding quickly across the stone strip where the ships awaited them.  Lincoln felt deeply embarrassed to be stomping around in the armor, like the monster robot in some old Earth movie.

Seven ships were parked, their noses facing each other in a circle.  Dozens of armored figures stood around on the square, loosely gathered into groups.  Lincoln realized this must be his cluster.  His cluster consisted of seven packs, each with seven members.  This was the first time he had seen the other packs of his cluster, though he could not discern much about them, since all were armored.  He counted twenty-three Neelees, eight Kirts, six Sussurats, nine Velerits, and then something he could not guess at:  a black box on four legs.

Lincoln turned to Fang, and told his suit to use audio.  “Fang, what did Taitik’Kai mean, when he said performance determines our final mission for the term?”

The closer of the two Velerits leaned towards him, the black helmet leaning to the side.

“Grunkic human!” Dicit squawked.  “Each year, there is a final term mission.  Today this pack, pack must perform well or our final mission will be one of shame.”  Dicit turned to Tir.  “The nest is fouled.  We cannot survive this human.”

Lincoln considered a sarcastic remark, but then a chime sounded to his left.  He appreciated how good the spatial orientation of sound was in the helmet.  He turned and found that their cluster leader, Taitik’Kai, stepped out sideways into the center of the square.  Lincoln’s suit speakers crackled.  A common communication line had been formed with all of the members of the cluster.

“Candidates, attend,” Taitik’Kai said, “though it may help you little.  You will drop from just above the atmosphere—two hundred kilomeasures altitude.  Two teams will drop with escape pods.  Four teams will drop with powered drop units.  One team will drop using re-entry sleds.  Target for landing is a square region sixteen kilomeasures in area, center nineteen kilomeasures East of our current location.”

Lincoln frowned, feeling his brow push against the interior of his helmet as he did so.  Nineteen kilomeasures east of their current location would be well out in the ocean.

“Usually few if any die.  But this one expects great disappointment.  This one expects many of you to burn painfully in the atmosphere.  This one won’t bother to hope you all survive, lest the disappointment increase.”

Lincoln looked over at his pack mates.  But, wrapped in their black armor, how they felt about this speech was inscrutable.

“Climb into your ships.”

Lincoln had no idea which ship was theirs.  He looked again to Fang, and the Sussurat took off at a trot toward one of the nearby troop transports.  Lincoln did his best to match the Sussurat’s pace, but he managed only to clomp along behind as his pack mates sped past him and ran up the ramp beneath the craft.

He stomped up the ramp and found just a cavernous long hold.  The ceiling was clear, showing the sky overhead, but crossed with beams that contained bright lights.  A closed door in the fore led, he assumed, to the cockpit.  Whether the ship had a crew, or was commanded by AI, he did not know.  In the aft, another storage space was sealed off behind a wide double door.  The walls and floor were covered with programmable matter, recognizable to him now by its slightly granular appearance.  Along the walls, the matter had been formed into bays to seize onto armor.  Here, his own bay was obvious, where it stood between the two similar bays with higher headrests—for the Velerits, it must be—and across from a wide and low bay, perfect for Quirk.  Lincoln backed into his bay.  Bands slid from its sides and wrapped across him.  The Thrumpit backed into the bay across from him.  Its armored tentacles tapped at the walls and floor, as if nervously seeking reassurance.

The ramp folded up behind them.  The ship sighed as it sealed closed.  Lincoln felt a slight shudder, and then the ship rose smoothly but very quickly, gently increasing acceleration until he felt what he guessed to be about three gees before settling back to two gees.  Lincoln discovered he was panting—the tight armor; the dry, canned air high in oxygen; the acceleration and the deep fear of the approaching drop had made his breath come fast and shallow.  He cursed under his breath; the last thing he needed was to pass out from hyperventilation.  He forced himself to take long, slow breaths.

He looked up, through the clear ceiling of the ship.  The blue sky slowly darkened above them.  The peak acceleration lasted only a few minutes.  The ship slowed smoothly, making them lighter each moment until, finally, Lincoln felt his feet float up from the floor.  The view above revealed only black space and cold, white stars.

They had hit their peak altitude, he knew, since only then would the ship slow into microgravity.  Their wall mounts released.  Each of the candidates drifted away from the wall, toward the center of the big hold.  Lincoln noticed here that the others flew about, comfortable in free fall.  He carefully gripped a hold on the wall and clung to it tightly.  He feared that if he dared dive about, he’d end up trapped in the middle of the hold, unable to push off of anything.

His pack mates pushed off and flew to the back of the long room.  Lincoln pulled hand over hand behind them.  The double door in the stern slid open.  Lincoln pulled himself into a narrow space between one of Kil’Ti’Tik’s thin legs and Wamupreealis.

He held onto a metal handle on the floor as his legs floated behind him.  Tir floated over next to him, disconcertingly upside down relative to Lincoln’s orientation.  Before them, seven long metal sleds were affixed to the floor.  They even looked like sleds, Lincoln noted with chagrin:  rectangular, with twin rocket engines on the sides, and a shield covering just the front third.  Very fancy sleds a kid might buy to descend snow covered hills near his mother’s home.

All seven were similar in design, though one had four times the width of the others, and was clearly meant for Kil’Ti’Tik.  One was nearly as large, suitable only for Fang.  And another had a more deep profile, like a lifting body design, and would fit Quirk well.  Four sleds looked to Finn indistinguishable, and suitable either for him or the Velerits or Neelee.

“You can’t be serious,” Lincoln said in English.

“Speak Galactic!” squawked Dicit.  Lincoln cringed, realizing that his transmitter to their common channel was open.

“I am… surprised,” Lincoln said.  The sled was the most dangerous of the re-entry vehicles.  Or, at least, it was the only one that could require some skill.  Taitik’Kai had said that only one team would have to re-enter with the sleds—so it was bad luck that they were the one team of seven.

“That sled looks a bit small for you, Kil’Ti’Tik,” Lincoln said.

“This one is certain she will die now.  No Kirt ever used such a device, no Kirt ever made such a device.  This is as bad as human engineering.”

Lincoln grunted sardonically.  “No offense taken,” he said.

Red lights began to blink from the corners of the bay.  “To sleds!” Fang growled as he leapt toward the large sled before him.

Lincoln pulled his way over to the sled that looked correct.  An outraged squawk sounded in his ears.  “Move down, grunkic, grunkic human!” Dicit shouted.

Lincoln pulled his way down to the last sled.  It seemed too small by far, but he did not have time to argue.  He looked over at the others.  They all pulled themselves deep into their sleds.  Next to him, Tir climbed into her sled so that the front of the sled covered her helmet.  He noted that Kil’Ti’Tik seemed to be struggling to get her long legs folded under herself.

Lincoln imitated Tir’s posture, arms forward.  He felt for and grabbed the control sticks.  He dipped his head down into the covered section of the sled.  For a second, it was like sticking your head into a hole in the ground.  Then his view changed.  He saw the long stretch of the bay before him.  He realized he had a camera view from the front of the sled.  A tactical display rose up also.  He had practiced switching between suit visuals in the morning, when he put his suit back on.  He could switch using virtual controls and finger motions—later, after he got his implants, he would be able to control the suit using just thought.  He let the tactical view remain, sketched transparently over the exterior visuals.  The tactical showed the world below, the horizon sketched in blue, and their target area as a green blinking square on the edge of the horizon.

The crew carrier, he assumed, would send them out on a trajectory suitable to land in the target area.  But the sled was the most variable of re-entry vehicles.  It would be easy to overshoot the landing goal.

He was glad for his studies the night before.  The two control sticks were redundant, he knew.  The design did not assume which hand was dominant.  He closed his eyes and pictured the top room in his memory tower.  He found the phrase he wanted.  “Lock left control.”

The left hand control became rigid and still.  It was now nothing more than a hand grip.  The right still freely pivoted.

The sled seized his suit with arms that extended from the interior sides.  He took a deep breath.  A rumble rose up through the floor, into his chest.  He realized the door behind now slid closed.  A pressure warning appeared in the corner of this view, showing the decline in exterior atmosphere.  It sank quickly to unmeasurable.  They were in vacuum now.  A black crack appeared before them, in the back of the bay.  It grew, two horizontal doors parting onto space.

He felt a jerk, so fast it surprised him into confusion.  His view turned black.  He thought his suit cameras had failed, but then he saw stars and the horizon rose into view.  He’d been shot out into space like a rifle bullet, the twin rockets on the sled hammering out a few seconds of extreme thrust.

Then the burn was over.  The sled floated silently forward.  He realized again that he was panting.  His breath came loud in his helmet.  His hands shook with fear and adrenalin.

“I’m in space about to ride a burning metal surfboard down into an atmosphere,” he whispered to himself.  “It’s OK to be nervous.”  Then he added, “I wish Socrates was here.”

“I am here,” the familiar voice said in English.

“Socrates!”  He switched to Galactic, “Am I allowed to use you?”

“All the candidates are allowed to ask questions of their tutors at all times during training.”

“Well I’m an ass,” Lincoln said in English.  That explained a lot:  how Fang knew which ship was theirs, how Dicit had picked a sled.

“Alright, Socrates.  My understanding is that I have to just ride it out, till we hit atmosphere.  Then I need to just balance this thing while we drop.”

“That is correct, Lincoln.”

“Here goes,” he said.  He expanded his tactical view.  Blinking yellow dots appeared in the space around him.  These would be his pack mates.  He counted them.  Six others.  No one missing.  Five of them were separating slowly, but one pulled away from the pack quickly, diving sharply down.

“This is Wamupreealis,” a soft voice said, speaking on the common channel.  Lincoln noted that as she spoke, a circle appeared over one of the yellow dots in his tactical: an indicator of the location of who was transmitting.  “Best herd practice is for each member to certify consciousness.”

“This is Dicit.  Ready.”

“Tir.  Ready, ready.”

A deep growl from Fang:  “Ready.”

The chorusing overlay of Quirk, “Ready/ready/ready.  I dive/leap/plummet.”  Lincoln saw now that Quirk was the one who dove sharply into the atmosphere.  He frowned:  he had not pegged the Thrumpit as a daredevil.

“Not ready,” Kil’Ti’Tik clicked.  “This one is not ready and fears death is immanent.”

Lincoln turned on his transmitter.  “This is Lincoln,” he said.  “Ready.”

A slight tremor started.  Lincoln took a deep breath.  The tremor continued, and he knew what that meant:  they were hitting the outer atmosphere.  The green target area was far ahead of them.  Like falling from LA to New York, Lincoln thought.  Downright insane.  He thought of his friends back home who snowboarded down Whiteface Mountain with savage aggression, cutting close to trees and always taking the steepest path down.  They always beat him to the bottom of the hill, and then teased him for his caution.  Well, guys, you’ll never beat this run, he thought, smiling.

The tremor became more pronounced.  A hint of white and red began to shimmer through his visuals.  Heat and ablation.

“Entering atmosphere,” Lincoln said.  The crack of several simultaneous explosions vibrated through the sled.  He had learned of this the previous night:  the sled would release several drag cables from its sides.  These would burn free during the re-entry, but for this dangerous period they would help stabilize the ship.  On the tactical, he saw that his pack mates had spread out into a neat line—all but Quirk, who seemed sure to burn up during re-entry at the sharp angle it had chosen.

Lincoln tested the handle.  Slight deformations in the hull and changes in the orientation of the gyros could alter his angle of descent.  He should assume that the carrier shot them into the right insertion vector.  His task would be to keep the sled stable as it burned through the upper atmosphere and slowed to a more modest speed.  The parachute would not deploy until he was nearly three kilomeasures above the ground.

“A lot like the Apollo mission,” he muttered to himself.  “If humans could do that, all the way back then, I can do this now.”

The roar grew.  He began to sweat, as his field of vision blurred and then turned solid white.  At the top of his view, he could see the yellow of flames.  He did not know if fear or heat leaking through the sled made him feel hot.  He hoped it was fear.

This was the dangerous phase:  the long minutes when he burned like a meteorite through the upper atmosphere.  In his tactical display, the yellow dots indicating his peers disconcertingly blinked off and on, as radio communication between the sleds became intermittent.  It scared him:  you could not tell if a sled were destroyed or just out of comms.  And the fear of a destroyed sled was not idle:  if his sled went into a tumble, now during this hottest phase of re-entry, it would be him, and not the ablative shield, that burned away.

“Grunkic human!” a voice shrieked in his ear.

With a tap of a finger, Lincoln turned on the the common frequency transmission channel.  “This is Lincoln.  I hear you Dicit.”

Dicit’s voice came through clearly.  “Descent angle is small!  Will pass target!”

Small.  What did “small” mean? Lincoln wondered.  Against what did a Velerit measure the angle of descent? Against the plane or the vertical?  Too small against the vertical, and he would be diving and come in too soon.  Too small against the horizontal, and he would skip across the atmosphere and go too far. He decided Dicit must mean that his angle was too small against the plane—what human astronauts would call a shallow re-entry—since Dicit seemed to be saying he would overshoot the landing goal.

He swallowed.  He had a good balance.  The sled felt rock-solid stable in its descent.  A series of snapping sounds told him that the drag lines had burned away and been released, but he felt no change in his stability.  He was safe, coming in like this.  And the tactical view, laid over the visuals of nothing but white heat, revealed no problem with this trajectory.  Did he really want to risk changing his steady descent angle?

He switched off the transmitter channel.  “Socrates, any idea how this thing estimates landing coordinates?  And how much I can steepen my descent angle safely?”

“Lincoln, training rules allow machine assistance during live training missions.  I am permitted at your request to take over control of the vehicle.  But the result is a demerit for your team.”

“The hell with that,” he said in English.  He thumbed on the transmitter.  “Fang, what do you think?”

“Five sleds, angle small.  Adjusting.”

Five sleds.  He assumed Dicit had it right, and of course Quirk had gone AWOL diving straight down.  He probably looked like one hell of a meteorite from the ground.  Lincoln began to worry Quirk wouldn’t survive.

But Fang was adjusting his descent.  Lincoln trusted Fang.  He had read often that Sussurats were famous for their battle rage, but during his trip on Forest Path, he had learned to admire Fang’s catlike patience.  If Fang was right, then the carrier had inserted them too close in.

He moved his fingers slightly in his glove, trying to loosen them up.  Then he gently dipped the stick forward.

When he had learned to fly, sitting in a Piper with his father next to him, his father always told him, when he took the stick, “If you have the time, always move slow.  And if it’s a vehicle that’s new to you, then always move slow whether you have the time or not.  Some planes are sensitive.  Some planes are too sensitive.  You don’t want to get into a cycle of overcompensating to correct your overcompensation.  It takes years of experience with a vehicle before you know well how she acts, and how quickly you can move her.”

He could hear those words again.  Lincoln pushed the stick slightly forward.  He detected no change in his orientation.  He looked at the horizon line in his tactical.  It seemed the same.  The roar of fire still shook him, though he felt that perhaps it had grown slightly quieter.

He pushed again, very carefully, on the stick.

“Human correct course!” Dicit shrieked in his ear.  Almost by reflex from being startled by the sound, Lincoln’s hand jerked forward.

The sled’s nose dropped, biting into the air.  He pulled back as slowly as he dared.  The sled seemed to stabilize a moment, but the nose rose too high.  He felt a second of relief, but then the nose dropped again.  Something about the dip and retreat had created a rocking motion in the sled’s pitch.  It rocked forward and back, each time the motion more violent, until finally the tail went over and the sled flipped.

He was in a tumble.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked.

Lincoln grit his teeth.  The world was flipping, his visuals showing black sky fringed with white atmosphere; then the planet below, pale through clouds; then black sky; the white clouds below….  He closed his eyes, shutting out the disorienting visuals.  The sled had four small thrusters, with just a few seconds of thrust.  He pressed the button for the forward thrusters.

The ship flipped twice, then shuddered as it seemed to stabilize.  He opened his eyes.  The view showed the horizon.  He was almost in a good position—only, now his yaw was bad.  The starboard side of the sled was leading into the dive.  The yaw increased.  He began to spin.  Blood rushed to his head.  Any spin was dangerous, he knew.  You could lose consciousness as blood pounded into your brain.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked.

He fingered another thruster, this one on the port side.  The spin began to slow.  Now the tumble began again.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked.

Something struck the sled.  For a moment Lincoln feared that a piece of the shield had broken off and knocked against the hull as it bounced away.  But then the sound came again.  His view still showed only hot atmosphere.  It seemed that the flames were gone, though.

Something dark loomed.  Again, a sharp crack sounded against the top of the sled.

“Grunkic human,” a voice croaked at him.

“Dicit, is that you?”  Lincoln switched to dorsal visuals, glad he remembered the command.  The new view revealed the scorched ventral side of a sled, just as it slammed against the camera.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked.

“Incredible,” Lincoln said under his breath.  The Velerit had made a dive down behind him, and clapped against his sled.  It struck again.  Lincoln’s sled wobbled and then stabilized.  If his imagination had not deceived him, he could feel heat through the armor on his legs as the hot underside of Dicit’s sled came near to him.  But, impossibly, the maneuver had worked.  Dicit had pressed his sled back into a stable dive angle.

He gripped the stick tightly.  The sled wobbled but did not tumble.

He still had the ventral view on.  He saw the nose of Dicit’s sled rise, and then drop to his right.  The sled dove, shooting past him.  He switched to a forward view, but Dicit was already gone.

Lincoln suspected his descent was still shallow, but he was not going to try to correct it.  “I’m going in at a small angle,” he mused aloud.  “I’m not trying that again.”  He thumbed on the transmitter.  “This is Lincoln.  Is everyone well?”

“This is Tir.  Kil’Ki’Tik has entered a tumble.  She has asked for machine assist.  Quirk is not available by radio but has deployed its parachute.”

Lincoln wondered how the hell the Thrumpit had done that:  dropped like a stone, survived, and managed to deploy a chute without tearing it to shreds.  But he remembered also that the sled had a different design than his own.

“This is Fang.”

“This is Wamupreealis.”

Dicit did not report, Lincoln noted.  But so far, it seemed they were all safe.  They could at least show their cluster leader that they could make it, one way or another, to the ground alive.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked again.

Lincoln thumbed off his transmitter so he could ask Socrates alone, “Which is a greater demerit, overshooting the target or taking a machine assist?”

“They are the same demerit.”

“No,” he said, “I don’t want machine assist.  I haven’t missed the target yet, so there’s still hope I won’t harm the pack’s performance.”

He waited, holding his descent very steady, until the white blur around the ship diminished as the sled slowed.  Red numbers appeared in his visual field, Galactic digits counting down.  Lincoln braced himself.  When they hit zero, the parachute deployed.  It jerked him upward, and then he settled hard into his weight.  The chute was a huge triangle of cloth, like one of those older model Earth hang-gliders.  Lincoln had tried flying one of those once, diving off the steep runs of Whiteface in the summer.

“Alright,” he said aloud.  “Maybe I can get back to the target area.”  He tapped on the virtual controls, and used them to change his view to a lower-magnification.  The sea seemed to spring away.  Blue water stretched to the horizon.  The tactical overlay showed that the target area was straight below.  He would sail far past it, by the time he had slowed over the sea, if he kept on his current course.

He used the virtual interface to switch the stick control from powering the sled’s gyros to powering the two steering cords on the chute.  He watched his altitude and velocity till he felt they had slowed to a safe speed.  Then he tested the control very, very gently.  For a moment nothing happened, but after a minute the sled banked slightly.

“Good,” he said.  “Perfect.”

He kept the same slight pressure on the chute, causing the sled to slowly turn in a big circle.

“I’m going to sail this down and set it right in the middle of that damn target area,” he said.  “That at least I can do.”


Chapter 8







The last hundred measures of the drop, Lincoln instructed his suit to give him true audio.  Instantly his helmet was full of the rush of wind and the shushing of waves below.  His own breathing seemed strangely louder in his helmet.  The water rushed up, he squeezed his eyes shut and bit down in preparation for the impact, and then the sled hit the sea hard.

The sled cratered the water, which splashed back and over the hot metal.  The sled rolled over and Lincoln heard the fluid rush under the cover and surround him, gurgling.  Then he heard a loud pop! Followed by a hiss.  The sled bobbed upwards and flipped.  Lincoln gave the command for the sled to release its hold on his suit.  He shimmied back out of the front hood, careful to hold to the metal railing on each side of the interior.

When he sat back on his heels, he saw that the sled tossed now in the trough between two waves.  A skirt of plastic had inflated around the sled, making it float in the water.  The lines to the chute had tangled around the nose of the sled, but they were not wrapped around him.  A wave in front of him suddenly loomed high.  It crested and fell on him.  Out of reflex, he closed his eyes, a useless act.  The wave hit him and the sled rolled.  He clung hard to the rails, fearful that he might lose his grip and sink into unknown depths, pulled down quickly by his heavy armor.  But as the sled righted itself he saw that his grip had not failed.  Then he remembered that the armor had power assist; his hold on the railing was immobile, powerfully solid.

“Socrates,” he said.  “How did we do?”

“We are in the center of the landing area.”

Lincoln nodded in satisfaction.  He turned on his transmitter.  “This is Lincoln.  Who else is down?”

His radio crackled, then a soft voice answered.  “This is Wamupreealis.  All members of our pack landed within the drop zone.  Dicit, Fassiloressilen, Kil’Ti’Tik, Quirk and myself have been retrieved.  We are coming now to your location.”

“This is Lincoln,” he answered back.  “Has Tir reported?”

“This is Wamupreealis.  Tir has not reported.  We have the location of Tir’s sled.”

He waited, while waves splashed over him.  Several times his sled overturned and then righted itself, but eventually he learned that he could ride all but the biggest waves by leaning forward as they approached, and leaning back as he neared the crest.  He felt he could almost relax, when he finally mastered the required motion.

Long minutes passed, while he bobbed.  The back of the waves rippled with the wind.  White clouds streamed overhead.  Each time he was lifted to the top of a wave, he could see the small moon shining white on the horizon.  Nothing else was visible.

I’m on another world, he told himself.  In a moment like this, alone, with nothing to do but wait, he could afford to reflect.  He would have liked to remove his helmet, though he knew that was not wise.  But it would have been nice to smell the waves, even to taste the salt ocean.

He looked at the blue sky and the sun blazing there.  He could look straight at the sun.  The armor, knowing the limitations of human sight, occluded the sun till it was comfortable to view.  Sunspots, those black hot explosions of magnetic energy, were visible to his suit’s view.  It gave an uncanny beauty and mystery to the sky, to be able to stare directly at its home star.

Beyond the blue glowing atmosphere, he knew, stretched a universe beyond comprehension in size and wonder.  And he was out in it now, far from Earth.  The Galaxy was his to travel and to defend.  If he could prove himself worthy.

“How miraculous,” he whispered.  “I’m living in a miracle.”

“This is Wamupreealis,” a voice said.  Lincoln smiled.  He had left his transmitter on.  “Do you need assistance, human Lincoln?”

“This is Lincoln,” he said, switching to Galactic.  “What is your estimated time of arrival?”

“We can see you now.”

He scanned the horizon, and found a glint of dark metal atop a distant wave.  He watched, catching a glimpse as he topped each swell, while the boat grew.  It was black, made perhaps of carbon fiber, and rode high on a single hydrofoil that arced down from the side of the boat.  A rudder with, he presumed, a propellor on it stretched down from the back of the boat.  Black figures crowded the front of the deck.

It grew until it seemed it might land on him.  Then it slowed, and the hull dropped and splashed against the water by his side.  The boat curved around him and stopped, gently bumping his sled.

An armored figure looked down at him.  Fang, he could tell now, from the size and shape of the helmet.  He tossed a thick line down to Lincoln, who seized it with his left hand.  The power assist did not fail, making it easy for him to grip the line tightly as he was towed up to the deck.  He swung a leg up and rolled over onto the deck in the last measure of distance.  He looked up at Fang, who stood with his big boots propped against a low metal rail along the edge of the ship.

Lincoln told his suit to raise his helmet.  The salt smell of the sea hit his face.  He breathed deeply, and could not help but smile, before he said, “Thanks, Fang.”

Wamupreealis stood behind Fang.

“Well received, human Lincoln,” Wamupreealis said.

“Thanks,” Lincoln said.  He stood.  The boat’s deck was just a large, oval area, with a sunken area in the back like a cockpit.  Dicit sat alone in the cockpit.  Behind him, Kil’Ti’Tik stood with her legs pressed against the safety line and looked out over the water.  Quirk stood at the bow, tentacles waving.  It looked like it might jump into the sea.

Lincoln walked over and stepped down into the cockpit.

“Dicit?”

The Velerit looked at him, head tilted to the side.  Then Dicit raised his own helmet.

“Grunkic human!” His black beak clacked closed in frustration on each syllable.

“I’m not sure what that means,” Lincoln said.  “But I must say this.  You flew that sled like it was a cruiser.  You truly are the best pilot one could imagine.  Thank you for stabilizing me.”

“Grunkic grunk,” Dicit squawked.  “I could have stabilized Kil’Ti’Tik, had you not failed.  You foul the nest.”

Lincoln felt a pang of annoyance.  It had been Dicit who had told him to dive in at a deeper angle.  He could have re-entered on his original trajectory, and steered with the chute back into the landing area.  But there was nothing to be gained in arguing over this with Dicit.  And—he realized grudgingly—it was his own fault for not trusting himself.  He had made the choice to follow Dicit and Fang’s example.

Dicit turned away, closing his helm.  Lincoln walked back to Fang.

“Do we need to raise my sled?”

“Other boat collects sleds and parachutes,” he said, his voice clear over the audio output of the suit.

Lincoln nodded.  “So we’re not done yet.”

“Not done,” Fang agreed.  “Get Tir.”




_____




Lincoln put his helmet back on, mostly to emulate his peers.  He sat on the edge of the cockpit, as the others gathered there.  The boat accelerated forward.  It was a simple craft in exterior design, simply a flat surface for them, with a metal rail and also a safety line around the gunwale.  He suspected the ship might have cabins below, but access to these had been closed for this exercise.  No doubt an AI controlled it.

The ship banked, and then took off quickly, slapping at waves until the hydrofoil lifted them up out of the water.

“Any word from Tir?” he asked, speaking now on audio.

“No/troubling/worrisome,” Quirk said, its three voices chorusing.  It waved its tentacles.

“Where did she land?”

“She landed in center of the target field,” Wamupreealis said.  “She managed a highly accurate landing.”

“Can we interface with her suit?  Maybe it can tell us if she is unconscious.”

“Grunkic human,” Dicit hissed.  “We have tried all obvious actions.”

“There is no response from Tir’s suit,” Wamupreealis said, in her soft voice.

Lincoln nodded.

They sped over the waves for half a time measure, by Lincoln’s reckoning.  Then the ship abruptly slowed and its broad hull splashed down against the water.  Lincoln went over to the edge of the ship, with Quirk padding along one side and Kil’Ti’Tik on the other.  Lincoln noted how adeptly the large Kirt walked.  Her eight legs expertly flexed as the boat tossed, so that her body remained perfectly level while the deck tilted.  More at home on the sea, Lincoln thought, than on land.

He looked out over the waves, seeing nothing.  But then a swell tossed them up, and Quirk pointed two tentacles at a spot below.

“Look/behold/see!” it said.  Lincoln squinted.  In the trough of the wave, the scorched black underside of a sled rolled over, just visible below the water that washed over it.  The lines of its parachute led straight down into dark depths, as if something weighed heavily on it.

Their ship began a slow circling course around the sled.

Lincoln turned off his audio channel.  “Socrates,” he said.  “Are you there?  Am I permitted to ask you geographic questions without demerit?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

“How deep is it here?  How deep is the water?”

“You are currently above the Kirlis Shelf, which rises from the Kirlis Trench.  The depth at your location is on average two hundred and one to two hundred and three measures deep, depending on tides.”

“Pretty shallow for being so far out.  And what’s the maximum pressure that these suits can handle?” he asked.

“The training suit is suitable for no more than one hundred pressure measures of differential.”

Lincoln hummed in thought, converting the Galactic units in his head to Earth metric.  That was about seven atmospheres, he concluded.  “Socrates, what is our communication range of these suits, underwater?”

“Water substantially inhibits communication performance.”

“Sure but what’s the range?”

“One hundred measures or less.”

Lincoln turned on his audio.

“Most likely, Tir sank.  And that means she’s in danger.  We need to go down for her.”

“We have no vehicle suitable for descent,” Wamupreealis said.  She stood by Dicit, who still crouched in the center of the cockpit.

“Lower me down,” Lincoln said.  “Our armor is good to about the depth here, if I don’t change the pressure in my suit.  I’ll grab her and you pull us up.”

“No line,” Fang said, turning in place.  Lincoln frowned, getting his point.  The ship was nothing but a platform.  The line that Fang had used to pull him up from his sled was only a few measures long, and it was the only line on the deck.  Lincoln had been on sailboats a few times with his uncle, and there were always lines everywhere, and plenty of it.  He had found it hard not to get tangled in them.  But this boat had none.  Lincoln could see nothing that they could use to lower him down.

“Safety requires we call in machine assist,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

“You may be right,” Lincoln said.  “But how long will it take them to get some rescue robot here?  I can go down now.”  He looked back at the parachute lines connected to the sled.  They could cut those and tie them together, but that might take a long while.  He had another idea.  “I experimented with my armor this morning.  It has a braided mono-molecular filament line on the belt reel.”

Lincoln reached down and pulled the carabiner from his belt, unreeling an arm’s length of the white chord.  “This stuff is strong enough to lift tons.”

“Only sixty measures long,” Fang said.

“Right,” Lincoln agreed.  “We’ll have to form a chain.  I’ll go first, then someone come behind me, and so on, till I reach the bottom.  I’ll walk in a spiral pattern, till I find her.”

“No, human Lincoln Finn,” Kil’Ti’Tik clicked.  “This one has walked on the bottom of many seas.  No human landwalker will go in such danger when a Kirt can die first.”

Lincoln frowned.  “I am concerned, Kil’Ti’Tik.  Your suit has a larger surface area.  Are you not in greater danger of a breech?”

“This one will pressurize its suit to four atmospheres.  Kirt do not get pressure sickness, after such short time at higher pressures.”

Lincoln nodded.  He had not thought of that.  He’d get the bends, if he walked around down there with his suit pressurized, and then came up top quickly.  But Kil’Ti’Tik’s species had evolved going in and out of the sea.  It made sense that their blood had some way to compensate against the bends.

“Alright,” he said.  He held out his hand.  “Give me your line.  I’ll clip it to my belt and then pass my line to whoever is next.”

“No/Me/Hear,” Quirk said all three words in a chorus.  “My species evolved in recent seas.  We too resist pressure disease.  Water is my parent/seedsource/friend.  I go next/now/second.  Will pressurize also to four atmospheres.”

Kil’Ki’Tik handed her line to Quirk, who clipped it to a ring on the belt of its barrel-shaped armored suited.  Quirk reached out its own line to Lincoln.  Lincoln clipped that to his belt, and held his line’s clip up.

“We need one more.  Who will go behind me?  Dicit?”

The Velerit squawked, and seemed to huddle even lower into the center of the cockpit.  “I am no fish.  We have lost already.  Call, call machine assist.”

Lincoln stood there a moment, holding his clip out.  He realized then that the Velerit seemed traumatized.  Dropping burning into a planet’s atmosphere had not troubled it—that had seemed a Sunday outing to the creature.  But tossing on a sea did scare Dicit.  Lincoln remembered that their home planet was a desert world, with a few small and shallow seas, far from where the Velerits preferred to live.  Water perhaps terrified Dicit.  Fair enough, Lincoln thought.  But the Velerit should think then of how fearful Tir must be, down there on the ocean bottom.

“I,” Fang said, reaching for Lincoln’s clip.

“I advise otherwise,” Wamupreealis said softly.  “ Fassiloressilen is strongest.  Even with suit assist, none of us will match his strength.”  She turned to face the big Sussurat.  “Fassiloressilen, you must brace yourself here, and pull us up.  Dicit may assist you.  I will go next.”

They formed a chain from Lincoln, to Wamupreealis, to Dicit, to Fang.  Kil’Ti’Tik leapt into the waves and sank quickly out of sight.  They jumped each in turn behind her.

When Lincoln hit the water, he heard it gurgle around his head.  The visuals shifted, adjusting, and grew slightly brighter in compensation.  He fell quickly into darkness, pulled horizontal by the two lines at his waist.  The light shimmered down in blue-green curtains in which plankton sparkled, but even those thin bands of light faded quickly.  He switched the view in his suit to infrared, but it revealed nothing.  He switched then to sonar, but the line drawings that appeared in his vision were more disconcertingly strange than the darkness.  He turned it off.  All he could hear in the dark was his breath.  He forced that to slow, and then he realized that he could hear his heart, shushing, shushing under the dark sea.

He began to regret this plan.  It was eerie down here, in the dark water.  And who knew what creatures roamed this ocean?  Nex was one of those worlds where the ecoforming had been especially exotic, he knew.  The mad Neelees, with their strange combination of skittishness and fearlessness, might have stocked this sea with predators to match Earth’s Jurassic seas.

He also felt suddenly bone tired.  The stillness and the dark were causing his adrenaline to finally decline.  He had been hot till now, and had not even taken the time to tell his suit to adjust the temperature control.  Now he felt cool, the water no doubt leaching heat from his suit.  He tried to breathe slowly, deeply.  They just had to get Tir, he reminded himself, and then they could ride back to shore.  And sleep.  He would go to the shore, go straight back to his room, and sleep for a week.

“This is Quirk.”  The voice wavered and crackled in his ear.  “Calling Lincoln.”

“This is Lincoln,” he answered.  “I receive you, Quirk.”

“This is Quirk.  I receive you Lincoln.  Inform Wamupreealis.”

“This is Lincoln.  Calling Wamupreealis.”

The answer was swift.  “This is Wamupreealis.”

They passed the message up and back down the line, testing their communications.  Then again silence.  Several times Lincoln felt a pull on the line from his waist that led down into the dark.  He supposed that this meant Kil’Ti’Tik walked in circles on the muddy bottom below, looking for Tir, pulling the line behind.

He saw a distant glow.  At first, he thought it might be just a bit of visual noise, the glimmers you see when you’ve been in deep dark for too long.  But then he saw it again.  A blue flash, in the shape of an arc.  It came and went.  Could he be seeing a light on Kil’Ti’Tik’s suit, down at the bottom?  But it did not seem like that.  No, it was not below, but more out to his left.  Blue and green, the glow twisted, disappeared, then reappeared.

As he stared at it, it grew.  The blue-green flash bent one direction, then another.  What could it be?  He realized suddenly that he’d seen something like that before.  On a nature program.  Flourescent algea, glowing when agitated.  Something like that perhaps had evolved here, in the sea of Nex.

Only, he now wondered:  what was doing the agitating?

Then he saw it.  It was like a trick of the mind:  he had to stop looking at the flashes of color, and see the dark left in the middle of them.

It looked like a shark.  No surprise there, he concluded.  Fluid dynamics were a universal constraint.  But it had two parallel dorsal fins, and parallel forks on its tail fin.  He could see no eyes, and the rippling edge of the front of it moved side to side as it swam, as if tasting the water.

And it swam straight towards him.

Lincoln started panting.  His heart hammered.

“Socrates,” he said.  His voice barely sounded out.  His mouth had dried till his tongue stuck to his teeth.  “Socrates,” he tried again.

“Yes Lincoln?”

“Does this suit have any defensive capabilities?  Any at all?  Maybe for an emergency?”

He could see how big it was now.  Four or five meters at least, though he couldn’t be really sure in the dark, without reference.  It came on, straight toward him, its tail leaving a green glow behind.

“Only the power assist of the armor, Lincoln.”

Suddenly the shark-like creature sped up.  “No no no no no!” Lincoln howled.  It charged—

And went straight past him, moving close, its long length seeming to take forever to slide by.

The only thing more frightening than this shark of alien seas heading straight at him was having it behind him.  The lines going down and up from his suit kept him held horizontally.  He paddled at the water, which in his suit felt hopeless.  He barely moved.  Slowly, slowly he began to twist, while he gracelessly flailed his metal-clad limbs.  He turned, turned—

Just in time to see the flash of white teeth.  A horrible screeching filled his helmet.  He was shaken, side to side, but he could see nothing.  The creature had his head and one shoulder in its mouth.  It jerked violently, trying to tear him in pieces.  Its teeth screeched on the armor like steel nails on a blackboard.

“Lincoln, would you like machine assist?” Socrates asked.

He would have begged for it, if the sudden violence of the attack had not overwhelmed him.

The creature shook free.  He could not see it.  Before him some small fish passed close, no doubt hoping to scavenge what the monster killed.  He paddled, trying to turn—and then, from behind again, he was struck.

This time it closed its huge mouth over his arm and torso.  Lincoln could see that the creature had short tentacles, like the whiskers on a catfish, that trembled along the snout over its mouth.  These waved over his shoulder, filling his vision.

“Lincoln,” Socrates said, “do you require machine assistance?”

Lincoln reached out with his free arm and seized one of these whiskers and squeezed.  The power-assist of the gloves kicked on, and he felt the flesh pulp under his grip.  Blood, red and black, clouded the water.  He grabbed the next whisker and crushed that.

The creature jerked away, the teeth scraping along the back of his armor.

Then silence.  His suit was filled with his own panting, loud and panicked in his helmet.  He paddled again, turning in place, looking for the creature.  But he could not see it.

He told his suit to turn on exterior lights.  He looked at the armor as best he could.  Deep scrapes glinted on his hip and chest.  And then, he saw the frayed threads of the line that led up to Wamupreealis.  It seemed bright in the lights from his suit.  It had been in the creature’s mouth also when the beast bit his hip.  The line had been partially severed, and a few strands waved in the water around the thinned braid.  He looked down, but all he could see of the line below looked unharmed.

How weakened might the line be?  He could not guess, but it seemed eminently possible that it might break.  Then all of them would be stuck falling to the bottom.

Quirk’s voice sounded in his helmet, somehow audible over his own terrified panting.  “This is Quirk.  Send message to Fassiloressilen.  Raise/pull/lift us up.”

But the stress on the line would only grow then.  Lincoln grabbed the line above the frayed section, but in the water he could not get a reliable grip on it.  He tried to wrap it around his fist, but it was pulled too tight for him to do so.  He looked around again, terrified that he might get attacked from behind a third time.  But he could see only one solution.

“This is Lincoln.  Wamupreealis, we must lower down a measure or two more, so that I can grip the line.  My line is damaged.”

Wamupreealis repeated his message.  There was a long pause.  With his left hand he gripped the line as far above the frayed section as he could, waiting for some slack.  But the line did not slacken.

“This is Lincoln,” he said.  “What is happening?”

“This is Wamupreealis.  Dicit does not want to enter the water.”

Lincoln resented that he had no way to swear in Galactic.  But then the line seemed to loosen in his hand.  Quickly, he reached up with his right hand, seized the line above his left hand, and pulled.  He wrapped the line three times around his left hand, then pressed his fingers closed with the full power assist.

“This is Lincoln,” he said.  “Pull us up.”

In a few moments, he felt himself being tugged upwards.  He ascended slowly, unevenly towards the surface.  His arms tired, then began to shake from exhaustion because of the awkward way he held it to his side, holding all his weight.  But he did not release his grip.

The water grew brighter.  Soon, he could see the shimmering surface, and the dark hull of the boat.  He rose up past its big hydrofoil, and then his head was above the waves.

The others pulled him to the edge of the deck.  He flung a leg over and pulled himself up.

“Careful,” he said.  “The line is damaged here, below my hand.”

Fang reached for the line on the other side of Lincoln.  Using the great power of his assisted armor, Fang pulled the line in, hand over hand.  Lincoln saw that Wamupreealis now reeled in the slack from her line attached to his belt.  But he left it attached to his belt, so that she and he both could act as secure backup to Fang’s efforts.

“Sorry,” he said to her.  “You’ll need to replace the line.”

“Your armor is abraded,” Wamupreealis said, gesturing at the deep scrapes on his chest and hip.

“I encountered a…”  What to call it?  He didn’t know a good Galactic word for ‘shark.’  He settled for, “A large predator organism.  It tried to eat me.”

“This is what weakened the line,” Wamupreealis said, tilting her head.

“Yes.”

“A distressing experience,” she said.

“That’s right,” Lincoln said, smiling at the mild way of stating it.  “A distressing experience.”

He stood uneasily and got behind Fang.  He tried to help, grabbing at the line that Fang pulled aboard, hoping to ensure that he could hold it if Fang’s grip failed.  But Fang’s grip never faltered; Lincoln never felt so much as a tug at the line.  So he settled for feeding it into his suit to ensure it did not coil at their feet.

Dicit, Lincoln noted, crouched in the cockpit again.  “I was worried that Dicit was not going to give me the slack I needed,” he said to Fang on audio.

“Threw into sea,” Fang said.

Lincoln could not help but laugh at that.  He could imagine Dicit’s indignation as the Sussurat tossed him overboard.  But then he had the troubling thought that Dicit would likely hold a grudge.

They pulled Quirk out next, and then finally Kil’Ti’Tik loomed up out of the dark.  They heaved her up, with water steaming off her wide back.  Her many legs reached forward and hooked over the edge of the hull.  Lincoln and Fang pulled on her line, helping her get over the edge and onto the deck.

No line went from Kil’Ti’Tik’s suit into the water.

“You didn’t find her?” Lincoln asked.  “You didn’t find Tir?”

Only then did he notice the black cylinder that Kil’Ti’Tik held out toward them in one of her claws.  Wamupreealis accepted it and set it on the deck.

The cylinder glowed briefly.  Then it spoke loudly with a mechanical voice, “Candidate Tir has accepted machine assist to remove her from the sea bottom.  She waits for Pack Seven on the shore.”

“Grunkic human wasted all our time,” Dicit croaked.

The boat lurched forward, rising from the waves.


Chapter 9







“Lincoln?” a voice growled in his ear.  Lincoln blinked.  For a moment he felt confused.  Something heavy lay upon him, covering his face.  He jerked by reflex and watched his arms rise up in his view, clad in black armor.

He had fallen asleep, sitting in the cockpit of the ship.  He realized it had been Fang that spoke.  He looked up, and the huge Sussurat loomed above him.  Lincoln stood.  The ship had stopped.  It rocked side to side gently, where it sat in a strange kind of slip at the end of a long dock, which connected to land at a stretch of grass before a gleaming tower.  A troop carrier sat parked on the grass.  Lincoln suspected that it was the ship that had taken them to orbit.  His head groggy, he stood and followed Fang as the Sussurat leapt to the dock, and then joined the others who walked toward the ship.

Dozens of the scarlet sea birds had landed on the window sills of the building behind the grounds, and stood on bending branches of trees by the shore.  Lincoln bumped shoulders with Wamupreealis as he looked up at them.

“Sorry, Wamupreealis,” he said.  “I was watching the torgens.  They are silent.  Do they fear our armor?”

“No, Lincoln,” she said, her voice close to his ear in the radio.  She pointed at Quirk, padding along at the front of their line.  “They fear Quirk.  These birds evolved on the Neelee homeworld, where there is a sea predator like a Thrumpit in shape, though much smaller.  We call it the fowalus, the sand lurker.  It hides in sand, and jumps out and seizes birds, often locating them by their sound.  These birds are silent by instinct, when they see anything of that shape.  Even in its armor, Quirk has the form of the sand lurker.”

Lincoln smiled through his exhaustion.  It was funny to imagine Quirk as a fierce hunter of sea birds.  But then, he imagined that the white-tail deer of his world would go rock still if they saw Fang, taking him for a bear.

Lincoln trudged sleepily up the carrier’s ramp, and backed into his harness by the wall.  He aimed to get out of the armor and sleep for a week, as soon as they crossed the city, got off this ship, and descended into their barracks.

He fell asleep again as he stood there, clutched to the wall.  When he opened his eyes, the ship had already landed, and the ramp descended loudly into what looked to him like a forest floor, covered with black and green leaves.

The berth released him.  Blinking, he followed behind Quirk, coming last.  The ship had parked in clearing beside a stand of trees.

“Socrates,” Lincoln asked.  “What are we doing?”

“Follow the path,” the tutor said.  A blue line appeared on the ground.  Dicit led the way, walking into the forest at the head of their line.

Lincoln followed his pack mates into the forest, too exhausted to demand they explain what was happening.  They stopped in a small clearing.  Before them a slim figure stood in armor, beside a large box.

“Tir?” Lincoln asked, using the common radio line.

“This is Tir,” she answered.

“Good to see you back with us,” Lincoln said.

Behind her, seven tall black robots stood in a curved row at the far side of the clearing.

Lincoln felt a small surge of energy, probably the last of his adrenaline.  At any other time, when he might be less exhausted, he would have been excited to see Executive robots for the first time.  These were the police force and primary foot soldiers of the Alliance.  He stared at their sleek trim lines.  They looked like they should be weak and fragile, so slim were their limbs.  But he knew they could withstand incredible punishment and keep fighting.

His helmet crackled.  A voice sounded, klicking and snapping.  “This is Taitik’Kai.  Least of packs, one exercise remains for your first day.  Simulated combat.”

The lid to the box before them parted in its center and opened.  Lincoln walked forward.  Inside lay seven long rifles.  He reached in and lifted one out.  It looked like a heavy particle beam weapon.  But he thought perhaps it was too light for that.

“These are non-lethal laser weapons,” Taitik’Kai said.  “The Executive robots are designed with the same capability.  Your armor will identify and assess simulated damage for each contact of a laser beam with your armor.  The robots will also simulate damage and reduced or stopped functionality.  Your task is to defeat the robots.”

“You have to be kidding me,” Lincoln whispered in English.

“This one does not jest, Candidate Lincoln Finn,” Taitik’Kai answered swiftly.  Lincoln cringed in embarrassment.  He never guessed the Kirt would be running high speed translation software that could understand English.

The others in Lincoln’s pack reached in and seized a weapon.  Kil’Ti’Tik, Lincoln noted with some admiration, somehow deftly mounted the weapon on her shoulder.  But the others held the long guns as a human would.

They backed away, eyeing the immobile robots.

“The exercise begins now,” Taitik’Kai said.

Lincoln dropped to a knee, raising the rifle.  But, to his shock, Kil’Ti’Tik leapt forward, in front of all of them, and reared back.  Her huge carapace filled all his view.  For a moment Lincoln felt angry at the Kirt for blocking his line of site at the robots—though he had caught in a glimpse that they were already in motion.

Then he realized what Kil’Ti’Tik had done.  She had sacrificed herself.  Her armor had frozen, registering simulated fatal damage from the hundreds of laser shots that had hit her already.  She remained there, reared up, creating a large shield between the other six members of the pack and the robots.

Fang was at Lincoln’s left.  Quirk and Wamupreealis were to his right.  The two Velerits seemed to have disappeared.  Lincoln saw that Fang aimed to the left side of Kil’Ti’Tik.  So Lincoln aimed to the right, just past the edge of the Kirt.  He fired, though there was nothing to see there.  His suit lay a tactical display over his visuals, and his beam, and the beam from Quirk’s gun, appeared in his view.

Quirk was lucky.  An Executive robot ran directly into its beam.  The robot froze and tumbled stiffly across the ground, registered as a kill.  Then two other robots shot past it.

Lincoln felt a surge of panic.  He had not known the robots could move so fast.  They were just a blur.  He stood and swung his gun, firing over Quirk.  The two beams of their lasers went ineffectually always behind the moving figures.  He was firing wildly, uselessly.  Wamupreealis had backed up to the tree and used it for cover, trying to train her fire on the robot that now ran toward her.

A third robot appeared, firing at him and Quirk.  Another robot rushed forward, but firing upwards.  Lincoln wondered why, but then a figure—Dicit—fell from the trees and landed hard, frozen, on the forest floor beside him.  Lasers fired down out of the tree—that must be from Tir, Lincoln realized—and one of the robots seized and tumbled.

Wamupreealis lay on the ground behind him, registered also as killed.  In the thick foliage of the tree above, Tir’s weapon stopped firing.  Quirk had stopped firing also.  In Lincoln’s tactical view, a red X appeared over the Thrumpit.  Now, inadvertently, Quirk shielded Lincoln from the laser fire.

All this had happened in a flash, in two or three seconds.  Then two robots struck into Lincoln, the one that had shot Wamupreealis came from behind, and the other charged from the front.  The laser spun out of his grip.  But he seized onto each robot, gripping the arm of one and the throat of another, squeezing hard with his power assisted gloves.  It was like holding onto two bandsaws:  their limbs struck at him in a blinding flurry of blows.  He smashed them together, as hard as he could.  Then he tossed one aside, and used his fist to strike the other.

Two laser beams matched on his chest, and then, blinking in furious speed, a counter in his visual field registered several hundred hits.  His armor froze.  He fell back, toppling like a statue, but still holding the throat of one robot.  He watched, in his frozen view, as Fang tore one robot in half, before the remaining robots converged their fire over his armor.




_____




A chime woke Lincoln, minutes after he had thrown himself on his bed.

“Report for review by Taitik’Kai, your cluster leader,” Socrates said.

Lincoln struggled to drag himself off his bed, where he lay face down in just his suit liner.  Slowly, he pulled on his uniform.  He was delirious with exhaustion.  He walked past his armor, the toes of his boots dragging with each step.

“Thanks Rossum,” he said, touching the robot as it opened the door for him.

“Welcome, welcome, do I sing, Far more welcome than the spring,” the robot said.

Dicit and Fang already stood on the line.  The others dragged themselves toward it.  Lincoln came last.  They stood there a moment.  Lincoln felt himself wobbling.  Then the elevator doors parted.

Taitik’Kai stepped out.  Something about the way he moved his gray legs made Lincoln think that this elder was exhausted also.  Lincoln imagined he had spent the whole day monitoring and managing all seven packs.  Then he likely had talked with each of them.  Perhaps they were the last of his duties.

“This one is surprised that all of you still live,” their cluster leader said, as he clicked over to their line and leaned his eyestalks forward.  “Your team placed sixth of the seven teams.  Nonetheless, you remain the least of teams.”

The old Kirt crabbed sideways and lowered his eye stalks down till they were a hand’s width from Lincoln’s eyes.  Lincoln had the odd thought that his own eyes were embarrassingly small, compared to the fist-sized eyes of a Kirt.  Did humans look like pin-eyed rodents, to a creature like this?

“Human Candidate Lincoln Finn, had Velerit Dicit not stabilized your craft, you would have required machine assist.  Or you would have died.”

The Kirt shuffled sideways, and stopped before Quirk.  “Thrumpit Quirk, you destroyed your sled with an extreme reentry.  Your survival is an accident.  Courage is not stupidity.  Kirt Kil’Ti’Tik, you needed machine assist for re-entry.  Poor flying.”

Kil’Ti’Tik dropped her eye stalks dejectedly.

“Velerit Tir, you needed machine assist for marine rescue.”

The old Kirt stepped sideways and stopped before Dicit.  “Velerit Dicit, you lasted only two time instants before being shot by four robots.  You fell first, after Kil’Ti’Tik’s sacrifice.  Neelee Wamupreealis fell shortly after.  Only the savagery of the human, and the power of the Sussurat, lasted more than six time instants.”

The Kirt stepped back and looked at them a long while, eye stalks moving slowly.  Lincoln was surprised how long it stood there in silence.  Finally Taitik’Kai said, very softly, “Why are we here?”

A long while passed before Dicit answered.  “We train to be Harmonizers, Cluster Leader.”  Lincoln was impressed that the Velerit managed to sound so strong and disciplined, after their exhausting day.  He didn’t like the Velerit, but he kept finding him impressive.

Dicit’s voice echoed off the ceiling above, and slowly died in the large room.  Taitik’Kai remained silent and unmoved, standing in meditative calm.

After a long while, he repeated, “Why are we here?  Why am I not in the seas of Kirt-pau?  Why is Fassiloressilen not hunting the forests of his world?  Why is not Quirk sliding through the mud swamps of Thrump?  Why does Wamupreealis not now walk the fabled streets of Neelee-ornor’s great cities?  Why does the human struggle out here, an orphan larva tossing in the currents of an alien universe?  Why are we here?”

They stared, silent.

Finally Kil’Ti’Tik spoke.  “To explore.  To spread life.  To protect life.”

“To explore?” the old Kirt said.  “Why not have the robots explore for us?  To protect life?  Why not have the robots protect all life?  The robots fly better than us—yes, even better than a Velerit, they can fly.  The robots dive deeper and swim farther in the depths even than a Kirt.  The robots move faster, fight faster, than any Sussurat.  They can think the thoughts of battle from more perspectives than a wise Neelee or any three-minded Thrumpit can think.  They can fight with greater tenacity than any human savage.  The robots can do everything better than us.  Everything.”

The old Kirt waited a long while in silence, before saying again, “Why are we here?”

“If you want to understand nature, you have to get some of it on you,” Lincoln said in English.  He surprised himself:  he had not meant to speak.  The exhaustion had loosened his tongue.  He did his best to repeat the phrase in Galactic.

The old Kirt waved his eye stalks.  “From the mouths of savages, a savage truth.”

Taitik’Kai lifted a claw.  “We are the living.  We are life.  Our purpose is the meta-natural way:  to live, to spread life, to foster life—in balance.  We are here because we the living must bear the burden of our living.  We must take responsibility for our purposes.  We cannot give our burden to machines.”

Lincoln was surprised when the old Kirt walked forward and reached out a claw to tap his chest, not too gently, but not so hard that the bruises wouldn’t heal after a week or two.  Lincoln had to step back to avoid being knocked over.  He leapt back to the line.  “Remember this,” Taitik’Kai said, peering intently at Lincoln.  Taitik’Kai repeated the words, as he slipped sideways and poked Fang, Dicit, Tir, Kil’Ki’Tik, Quirk, and Wamupreaalis in turn.  “Remember this, remember this.”  His voice grew soft, the clicks a gentle percussion.

He backed away so that he could look out over all of them.  “Remember for the duration of your short, short life.  A Harmonizer not only defends life.  A Harmonizer not only spreads life.  A Harmonizer is life.  This is why you must fail.  Life is slow.  Life is ponderous.  Life always ends in decay and death.  But only fragile, failing life can represent itself, out here in the Galaxy.  And perhaps someday, perhaps when it is needed, and perhaps when it is just enough, you will fail well.”

The Kirt backed into the elevator.  The door closed.

They all stood there a long moment, not moving.  Lincoln wondered whether the others had felt the great solemnity of the Kirt’s words, as he had felt them.  But he was too exhausted to talk.

Quirk moved first.  The Thrumpit slowly padded to its room, dragging its tentacles.  It splashed through the puddle surrounding its door.  The rest of them dispersed then, as if the Thrumpit had awoken them.  Lincoln shuffled to his own room.  The door closed behind him.  Rossum folded itself neatly by his armor.  Colors swirled on the wall.

“What do we do tomorrow, Socrates?”

“Galactic Law and History are the main training goals for tomorrow.”

“Thank god,” Lincoln said.  “I couldn’t fight a mouse or fly a paper airplane tomorrow.”

He threw himself face down on his bed, still wearing his uniform.  He was asleep in seconds.


Chapter 10







“Human Candidate Lincoln Finn, I produce now a question for you.  Share answer.  Pack will discuss.  Who are the enemies of the Alliance, of ordered category dangerous, of rank most dangerous?”

Lincoln stared in wonder.  The instructor was a Bright.  He had never seen one up close before.  He’d only ever caught a glimpse of one on Forest Path and then a few times in the streets of Nexen.  She was shorter than him, but wider.  Bilaterally symmetric, with four limbs and two eyes.  Her bluish, nearly translucent skin, glistening with moisture, glowed and scintillated.  She looked like a brilliantly sparkling newt, standing on two legs.

Socrates had explained to him, that morning, his schedule for the next sixty days.  Lincoln had been relieved to discover it included no other day-long field exercises.  He would spend his mornings studying, and the afternoons in flight or combat training.  He would start that very day with his first flight simulator, for a small combat aircraft.  Most days, his morning studies would be his own responsibility, working with his tutor or, if they agreed to do so, any of his pack mates.  But sometimes, a lecturer would visit them.  And this day, the Bright had come and introduced herself as Ighf.  She summoned them into the common room.  A thick mist began to fall from the ceiling over the team, as they summoned chairs and sat before the teacher.  The Brights were amphibians, evolved in swamps beside great green seas, and apparently when Ighf lectured them, she intended to make their common room swampy and warm.

She turned her watery whitish-blue eyes towards him.  The Brights talked with color patterns on their skin.  A robot standing beside her, in outward appearance not unlike Rossum, translated the light messages to aural Galactic.

“Uh, the Ulltrians, of course,” Lincoln said.  The robot projected colored patterns on the floor, a translation of what Lincoln said for the Bright to observe.

Behind the instructor an image of an Ulltrian appeared on the wall.  Lincoln felt a shudder.  Ulltrians were nightmarish creatures, with a long history of radical modification to make them more potent in war.  They looked like mutated, lopsided scorpions, but scorpions the size of a rhinoceros.  The one on the wall waved its bloated tail—both a weapon and a sex organ—over a segmented carapace the color of lead.

“The Ulltrians drove many species of the Alliance to near extinction,” Lincoln continued, “a thousand years ago.  Their ideology and their economy are based on the idea of accelerated evolution through accelerated competition.  They want all life to compete to the death, or end up slaves, and they believe they are destined to win this contest and be masters of all life.  Presumably they are gathering their forces again, and will attack us soon.”

“Human candidate Lincoln Finn offers an accurate but superficial summary of the Ulltrian threat.  Do we have other enemies of ordered category dangerous, of rank most dangerous?”

“Of course,” Lincoln said.  “Our other enemies are the World Reapers.  They eat planetary systems, crushing planets into material for their symbiotic biological machines.  They are perhaps not motivated by any ideology.  Instead, it seems we just happen to be living on what they consider food.”

Behind the instructor, the image of the Ulltrian was replaced by an image of a star system with a bright green disk around the star.  All the planets in the system had been crushed, and the green symbionts of a World Reaper lived on the greatly-increased surface area of the resulting rubble.  Those symbionts were the body of a World Reaper, constituting its distributed mind.

Lincoln felt a plunging sensation in his solar plexus.  This was a picture of what had been known as the Second Green Disk system.  The picture was probably taken just before the battle fought there—the last great battle between the Alliance and the combined powers of the Ulltrians and the World Reapers.  His father had died at that battle.

The Bright instructor became very dark, and then a pattern of blue lights flickered over her skin.  Lincoln had no idea what that meant.  The robot did not offer a translation.  Lincoln concluded that the Bright had expressed some kind of emotion.  He wondered what it could be.  Disapproval?  A sigh at his simplicity?  Thoughtful consideration of his answer?  He hoped that Socrates could tell him later.

Drops of water had formed on Lincoln’s eyelashes.  He blinked and ran a hand over his face.  There might be tears in the water, he realized.  He ran both hands over his short hair and shook the water off.

“Human Candidate Lincoln Finn forgets another enemy of the Alliance, of ordered category dangerous, properly ranked among most dangerous, along with Ulltrians and World Reapers.  Thrumpit Candidate Quirk will identify the omission.”

Quirk twitched its tentacles.  The Thrumpit seemed to be loving the mist.  It stood slightly apart from the pack, so that it could hold its tentacles up towards the falling white drops of water, like flower petals collecting dew.

“Machines/Computers/Meme-replicators,” it said now, the three answers chorusing from its three mouths.

The image of the Second Green Disk was now replaced with an image of another star.  Lincoln did not know which star, but that did not matter:  all the stars in the Lost Zone looked like this one:  almost dirty, because a haze of machines surrounded the star, forming a kind of haphazard Dyson sphere of metallic trash.  That was what happened to a system where the Machines had dominion.

Ighf turned her huge eyes back to Lincoln.  A translucent membraned blinked sideways over one eye, then the other.  “Human candidate Lincoln Finn, you recognize the error at this time?”

“Thank you, teacher Ighf,” Lincoln said slowly.  Talking with a Bright made him feel as he did his first day on Forest Path:  nervous and afraid that he couldn’t talk Galactic without stumbling over his words.  But he managed to say, “Teacher, may I ask, why do we rank the Machines among the most dangerous?  They have not attacked the Alliance in hundreds of years.  Is this not proof that peace with them is possible?”

Again the blinking blue colors played over Ighf’s skin.  Then she said, “Previous assessment:  probability of continued peaceful indifferent parallel existence high; probability of coordinated cooperative co-existence moderate.  Assessment is now revised.”

The room grew dim.  In seeming sympathy with the darkness, Ighf’s skin grew dark blue, almost black.  It seemed to Lincoln to convey great solemnity.  Ighf waved a sparkling blue hand.  The long, flapping frog fingers traced light through the air.  The gesture was some kind of command, for now in all of the room the walls became screens, revealing a panoramic view of stars slowly turning past.

“Information  now presented for candidates is classified.  Information is currently shared only with Harmonizers and leadership of Executive.  Information cannot be discussed by you with any sentient that is not also a Harmonizer or a candidate for Harmonizers.  Assent will signify oath of secrecy.”

“Assent!” Fang shouted from beside Lincoln.  His pack mates called out the same, in loud, sharp voices.

Lincoln, realizing only then what was asked of them, shouted after the others, “Assent.”

The image on the wall rotated, the stars rolling past, until a gleaming, frayed bouquet of metal rose into view behind the instructor.  Lincoln realized it had been some kind of ship or space station.  It had been torn apart.  Cables dangled from gaping holes in its sides.  Debris floated around it.  He had trouble guessing its original shape, though it seemed likely to have been a rotating ring.

The image continued to slowly turn.  A planet came into view.  The spaceship they saw was in orbit of a brown world.  It looked like Mars, the surface mostly dusky red and dry.  But meager wisps of cloud sped through the lower atmosphere, and as their view shifted more, long valleys of ice became visible near the pole.

“Image shows planet E793.  Planet orbits dwarf star in system 793.  Six planets in the system.  Order based on size of elliptical orbits:  a metallic world close to sun; this world E793, at a distance optimal for liquid water; and four gas giants in distant orbits, one, two, four, and seven gigameasures farther from the sun.  E793 is candidate for ecoforming.  Kirt, Neelee, Bright joint mission, with assistance from Velerits.  This structure was the ecoforming control platform.  It was destroyed eighty-four Nex days before present.”

Lincoln wondered where this E793 was.  As if reading his thoughts, Ighf waved another flapping hand, and the ceiling above grew black, making the whole room shift from dim to dark.  Then, on their darkened glass ceiling, an image of their galaxy appeared.  Lincoln blinked repeatedly as he looked up at it and mist fell into his eyes.  Ighf seemed to enjoy this, her huge frog eyes aimed up at the falling water and the image glowing above it.

The Milky Way was a spiral galaxy, with a bar in its center, and two very prominent spiral arms, but with a dense mist of stars between the arms.  A red light blinked in their own spiral arm, indicating star 793.  The image expanded till just the outer half of the local spiral arm showed.

“Velerit Candidate Tir, I produce now a request for you.  Share answer.  Pack will discuss.  Describe this region of the Galaxy.”

“This sun 793 is on the edge, edge of Lost Zone,” Tir chirped out melodiously.  “Nearest Alliance world is Thrump.  Nearest quarantined world is Q707.  Nearest protectorate world is P313.”

Lincoln had already guessed this, looking at the star map above.  But still the reference shocked him.  P313:  the Galactic catalog designation for Earth.

“Teacher Ighf,” Lincoln said.  “May I ask a question?”

“Questions count as discussion, and therefore have been requested of you.”

“How do we know that this ecoforming station was destroyed by the Machines of the Lost Zone?  Could it have been Ulltrians?”

“A candidate will answer,” Ighf said.

Fang grunted.  He pointed at the image of the station on the wall.  Lincoln realized that Fang had been studying it, not bothering to look at the map above.  The Sussurat, he suspected, already well knew the neighborhood of star 793.

As Fang pointed, the image grew in magnification.  Lincoln frowned, realizing Fang understood how to use this technology all around them.  Later, Lincoln resolved, he would ask Socrates how one could take control of the teacher’s images.

As their view magnified, Lincoln could see that something moved—no, something rippled—along the open cuts in the station.  He realized also, frowning, that some of the tumbling debris in their view included the bodies of Neelees and Kirts, turning softly from the last of the spent momentum of explosions and decompression.  Lincoln wondered suddenly what probe the Alliance had, that had gathered such information and gotten away to report it back to them.

Lincoln focussed on the seething, moving edge of the wreckage.  Gleaming machines moved and intertwined there.  The zoom focussed in closer, and he could see now insectile robots, gleaming in silver and chrome.  They looked like termites, and chewed away at the ship with jaws lined with lasers.  After tearing a piece of material free, each machine used one of its dozens of limbs to pass the shard to the machine behind it, and that machine did the same, passing the salvage farther along their line.

Their view followed a piece of material torn from the ship, as it moved from machine to machine, until it was passed into the gaping jaws of something that looked like a bloated ant queen, clinging by only a few thin limbs to the ship.  The view ran along the body of this giant machine, which pulsed and glowed along its entire wormy length.  Lincoln guessed it was at least a kilomeasure long.  Their view stopped at the end of the long machine.  An orifice there pressed out a round sphere, like a silver egg.  This egg unfolded as it floated away, revealing many long limbs and a huge jaw.  It was one of the machines that was consuming and disassembling the station.

“Those are Converters,” Dicit said, his voice harsh and piercing.

Quirk slapped the floor with his tentacles and said, “Certain/Unique/Confirming.  Not Ulltrian.  Not World Reapers.”

Lincoln felt a deep sinking in his chest.  He had to assent to the greater experience of his pack mates.  He knew they were likely to be right.  He had studied only a little about the Machines.  They descended from a race called the Feydekill.  Thousands of years before, the Feydekill had copied their minds into software, and developed a whole ecosystem of machines to carry this software.  The result had been a disaster.  The biological species of their world went extinct as the machines ran wild.  They consumed the matter of their planetary system, converting everything over to hardware for computation.  Then they moved on to other planetary systems.  Many species died as their worlds were consumed.  A long and brutal war with the newly formed Galactic Alliance resulted only in a stalemate, with a long border that divided the realms of the living from the realm of the Machines.  The Alliance members called the realm of the Machines The Lost Zone.  Earth was not far from The Lost Zone.  If the Alliance had not fought their war against the Machines, long before, then all the living things of Earth would be only memories inside Machine libraries.

The stalemate had endured centuries.  Most Alliance members thought it was dangerously unstable.  On Earth, where humans had less fear of autonomous artificial intelligences than did the other species of the Alliance, there were many scholars who expressed in recent years the hope that some kind of peaceful interaction with the Machines might be possible.  Those hopes would now turn bitter.

“Teacher,” Lincoln asked.  “Why is this secret?”

“The event, its causes, its implications are uncertain,” the Bright said.  Lincoln frowned at that.  Whatever else the Alliance might learn about the event, this looked to be clear evidence that the Machines were testing their border.

“This is terrible,” Lincoln whispered.  He had spoken without intending to, out of reflex as the terrible weight of this truth settled on him.

“Human Candidate Lincoln Finn, I request now elaboration,” Ighf said.

“We have a…” Lincoln hesitated, not knowing how to say ‘three front war.’  He settled for, “We have three enemies, on three sides.  The Ulltrians alone could destroy us.  The World Reapers alone could destroy us.  But now if the Machines attack with intensity, and if the World Reapers and the Ulltrians join their assault…. How will we survive?”

Ighf looked at him.  Her huge eyes flashed white as she blinked.

But it was Kil’Ti’Tik who answered.  “This one predicts we will not survive,” she clicked out mournfully.  “The Alliance will die and wash ashore, a dry shell shattered on a barren star beach.”




_____




Some hours after Ighf had left them, Lincoln returned to the common room after he spent some extra time with his simulator training.  The common room of the barracks was empty, but as he stood there, Quirk entered behind him.  The Thrumpit seemed flushed, its dimpled red skin darker in color.

“Exploring the city of Nexen?” Lincoln asked.

“Beach/waterside/cool,” Quirk said, waving a tentacle.  The Thrumpit began to pad toward its room, but Lincoln spoke again when it passed closest to him.  “Quirk, may I ask you a question?”

Quirk stopped and turned slightly.  A huge blue eye fixed on Lincoln.  “Yes/please/listening.”

Lincoln had been gathering his courage to ask this question since Ighf’s lesson had finished.  He knew that his Oath of Ascension suggested he should not ask the question, but he also reminded himself that the Alliance always insisted that everyone should speak their minds—to a degree, in fact, that had caused many scholars on Earth to call the organizational structure of the Alliance borderline anarchist.  He didn’t really know how to manage that tension—perhaps the ability to manage it was what the Galactics meant by their words for wisdom and trustworthiness.

“I am concerned that….”  He stopped.  He felt he had to speak carefully and slowly.  “I am concerned about what we learned today.  It appears the Machines are encroaching into Alliance territory.  My homeworld and your homeworld are near the Lost Zone.  Because my people are primitive, relative to the Alliance, almost all humans are there, on our planet.  Because Thrumpits mostly prefer to stay home, most of your people are on your homeworld also.  The danger to our species and our lifetrees is therefore very great.  Is there no way that we can ask that our worlds be warned, so that they can prepare defenses?  My people are good with artificial intelligences.  Perhaps we could prepare unique strategies.  Your people I know could do even more.”

Quirk did not answer immediately, and Lincoln felt the need to say everything he wanted to say, speaking now in a rush.  “And, and we should have a program—I mean, the Alliance should have a program to get some of our clades off our worlds, to preserve them in case of an attack.”

Quirk twitched its tentacles for several moments, as if agitated in thought.  “My lobes entrain with each other and with your brain in concern/fear/purpose.”

Lincoln waited.  He wanted to talk, to mount an argument.  A million thoughts had raged through his mind all afternoon, distracting him during his simulation training.  But now he knew he should wait.  He could talk over Quirk, and probably at some point the Thrumpit would just start talking back.  It would assume that Lincoln could handle two conversations at once.  But he wanted to be sure he understood what the Thrumpit thought.  He did not know what he expected—perhaps that together they could speak to Taitik’Kai, or Ighf, and ask that they lobby for a warning to be granted to their planets.  It seemed a stupid idea.  But he could think of only one other alternative—the radio from the Terran Exo-Intelligence agents—and he felt flushed with confusion whenever that came to mind.

After a long while, Quirk shrugged all its tentacles.  “Lincoln/Quirk are oathbound.  Both must trust/wait/hope.”

Lincoln waited but the Thrumpit said nothing more.  Quirk was like this, he had learned.  The Thrumpit would sometimes seem attentive, staring at you intently with one of its huge eyes, but it would say nothing.  He often wondered what it thought, with its three mostly-autonomous brain lobes.

Lincoln stood there as long as he could bear it, eyes to eye with Quirk.  Then he finally said, “I shall go to my room and study, if I cannot help you in any way, pack mate Quirk.”

“You are always helpful, Lincoln,” the Thrumpit said.  “But it is wise/knowledgeable/soothing to study.  We must be Harmonizers together, and serve life/sentience/justice.  In this way, we will serve/protect/honor Earth/Thrump.”

Lincoln nodded and went to his room, trying not to feel disappointed.  He closed the door and threw himself on the bed.  He had lied to Quirk—he did not mean to study.  Maybe he would walk around the city, which he had not done often enough.  But now that impulse seemed frivolous to him.

He lay there a long while, thinking, before he said, “Socrates, what topic am I most behind in?”

“You are farthest behind in transplanetary ecology.”

Maybe work would help.  “The energy flow equations are challenging, Socrates.  Can you make a game out of it?”

“I have a game that illustrates the energy flow equations for a closed planetary ecosystem, after substantial practice.”

“Let’s try it.”




_____




He could not concentrate.  An hour passed, while the tutor went over the same material again and again, and Lincoln failed to answer questions correctly.  The words did not penetrate his mind.  He paced, and could only imagine Machines attacking Earth, killing everyone and everything as they converted all the matter there into computers.

“Stop,” he told Socrates.  The graphs and equations that covered his walls disappeared.  He felt hungry, and he knew that the others had probably gathered in the common room to eat, but he still felt troubled and unready to talk.

Lincoln picked up his guitar and tuned it.  He picked out a few bars of a blues riff, then settled back into his chair.

His father had introduced him to the blues.  His father had most of all loved jazz, from the golden age in the 1950s—Wayne Shorter, John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderly, Miles Davis, and most of all Thelonius Monk.  Lincoln had respected that music—the mere mention of Coltrane started the opening bars of Ascension playing in his head.  But somehow the blues had fixated him.  And when he was sixteen, his father gave him an old heirloom vinyl record of Lightnin’ Hopkins’s “Blues in my Bottle.”  From the moment that he dropped the needle on the record, using his father’s antique turntable, Lincoln had to hear all the blues that he could find.

He strummed out another chord progression.  It seemed strange to play the guitar here.  He wondered again if it had been a mistake to bring the instrument.  At home, he could not go a day without playing it.  It helped him clear his mind.  But here, it seemed… superfluous.  It seemed too connected to home, too distracting.

But he tried again, striking out the chords with a bit more force.

Then he heard a thud at his door.  He frowned.  “Socrates, is someone at the door?”

“Yes, Lincoln.  Candidate Fassiloressilen is in proximity to your door.”

“Please open the door,” he said.  Then he called out loudly, “Fang, come in.”

The big Sussurat lowered his snout over the threshold, as if smelling around before he entered.  Lincoln decided that this hesitation revealed the fastidious manners that he had heard Sussurats always maintained.  Fang was politely waiting to be sure of the invitation.

“Please, Fang,” he said.  “Enter my room.  I would be pleased to have you come inside.  How may I help you?”

“Heard human music,” Fang said, squeezing through the doorway.

“Yes,” Lincoln said.  “This is a—how do you say, music machine?  We call it a ‘guitar,’ on Earth.  I like to play music from my world.  Music called ‘The Blues.’”  He used the English words for The Blues.  It would be too misleading to use the Galactic word for blue, which meant literally ‘the high frequency standard visible EM bands.’

“Can hear?” Fang said.  He sat back on his haunches, a few steps away.  The smell of him washed over Lincoln.  A good smell, he thought.  Only, Fang’s breath was a terror.  He wondered how bad he smelled to Fang—especially given that the Sussurat obviously had a much better sense of smell than he did.

“Sure,” Lincoln said.  He scooted back in his chair, and then leaned forward, with an erect posture, to get a better position.  He wasn’t a great singer, he knew.  But he wasn’t bad either.

“This is a song called ‘Mannish Boy.’”

He hit the guitar aggressively, striking the chords hard, making them loud.  He played two bars, letting the chords ring at the end of each bar, before he sang,




Now when I was a young boy, at the age of five

My mother said I was gonna be the greatest man alive




Fang huffed, lifting and dropping his head.  Lincoln smiled.  He felt encouraged by the big Sussurat bobbing his great head in time.  He stood, feeling himself loosen up.




But now I’m a man, way past twenty-one,

Want you to believe me baby,

I have lots of fun,

I’m a man.




Lincoln laughed in joy when Fang held his snout high and howled.  The sounds surprised and excited Lincoln—and his excitement doubled when he realized the howl was a chord.  The Sussurat sounded like a wolf, yes, but his voice carried three notes, the tonic, a major third, and a flat fifth.  A beautiful, bluesy sound.

“Yeah!” Lincoln shouted.  He pounded out the chorus, with Fang providing a strange harmony.




I spell M, I spell A child, I spell N

That represents man.

Not B O Y

That means mannish boy.




He saw motion in his open doorway.  Quirk waddled into the frame.  Lincoln waved the Thrumpit in, then waved to Tir when she put her head around the corner, her green eyes flashing.




Sitting on the outside, just me and my mate

You know I make the moon, honey,

Come up two hours late

Wasn’t that a man?




Fang joined the chorus again, howling with the words.  Only, now Quirk slapped at the floor with the flat palms at the end of his tentacles.  The rhythm that the Thrumpit beat out was strange, at first confusing.  Lincoln almost lost his place, his hand hesitated as he strummed—but then he realized that Quirk beat out a complex 7/4 pattern that strangely matched his simple 4/4 time.




I spell M, A child, N




And then Tir made a high, bright sound, like birdsong.  It was not unlike having a harmonica in the background, Lincoln realized.




That represents man

No B, O, no Y

That mean mannish boy

I’m a man




They were just finding their fit.  Lincoln looked back at the door and found that Wamupreealis had come in.  She stood by the wall, looking at them with her big, patient eyes.  Kil’Ti’Tik steeped close to the doorway and stuck her eye stalks far into the room.

He went back to the first verse, and by the time the chorus came, the four of them synchronized into something strange and beautiful, some barely-coordinated intra-Galactic improvisation, as he sang out again,




I’m a man.




He just reached the end of the chorus, and was singing with all his force,




I’m a hoochie coochie man,

I’m a hoochie coochie man!




When Dicit squeezed around Kil’Ti’Tik’s legs and hopped into the room, his green crest high with indignation.

“Grunkic grunk!” he shrieked.  “Stop this horrible human sound chaos!”

Lincoln struck a ringing chord and let it die, while he laughed and laughed.  Tir bobbed her head, her black crest going up and down, while Fang huffed and then Quirk said, “Play-Again/Once-more/Play-now?”


Chapter 11







Lincoln liked the simulator.  It trained him to fly an atmospheric attack vehicle, as the Galactics called it, but he would have simply called it a plane.  He had been told that each year his training would start on the simulator, and end with real flights.  And, each year, he would get a different vehicle for training, starting with an atmospheric plane and ending with a predator cruiser.

The simulators were in a long, low building beside an airstrip, and one thing Lincoln greatly appreciated about the walk from his barracks to the training facility was that it required him to pass a long line of the parked combat aircraft.  They were beautiful, sleek black planes, with engines pointed down for vertical lift off, and small wings swept back.  He longed for the day, later in their term, when he would be able to fly one of them.  Until that time, he had to settle for staring at them, open mouthed, as he walked to the simulator.

Piloting the simulator was strikingly realistic.  It could not simulate the g-forces of flying the small combat plane, but nearly everything else felt real—the visuals were perfect, like looking out a window.  And everything else felt like flying:  the sound, the banking, the roll and shudder of vertical lift-off and landing.  When he lowered into the small cockpit each day and “started” the engines, he felt a thrill like he was really about to lift high above Nex.

The instructor was a Velerit, a female with all black feathers like Tir but with black eyes.  She talked to Lincoln only after training, in short, clipped explanations of his errors, her crest bobbing slightly as she explained.  At the end of every evening, Socrates received a more extensive report from her, complete with frame by frame analysis of the recordings of his activity.  Lincoln found her polite, precise, but intimidating.  There were times she reminded him of Prishnamurti, his instructor in robotic biology back on Earth.

“Today,” she told them, as the pack lined up between her and the row of simulators, “combat, combat training.  Pairs again.”

Lincoln frowned.  He liked the combat exercises—he would have loved them,  in any other situation.  Only his pack mates always slaughtered him.  The pack had been paired in every combination, and had also done exercises where they divided into two groups, three fighting the other four.  He was always the first killed.  If he fought Quirk, the Thrumpit plotted some extreme trajectory that he could not manage to follow, and which ended with Quirk behind him.  Fang just seemed to somehow shower him with laser fire before he could turn the stick.  Tir and Wamupreealis let him last a few seconds, mostly out of pity he suspected, but then it would inevitably end when one of their two missiles struck his plane.  He had a better chance with Kil’Ti’Tik, who was too big to fly the planes outside, and was training on a heavier ship.  It was slower, but much more heavily armed.  Lincoln had learned to hide behind the big ship, pestering the Kirt, but eventually the scores of guns rained ruin down on his petite simulated jet.

And Dicit was the worst.  Dicit let him live a few minutes, enjoying dodging Lincoln’s laser fire, and his two missiles, before the Velerit would barrel roll right over toward him and destroy him, and then perform some deft spiral around his falling, flaming aircraft.

“Please don’t give me Dicit,” he whispered under his breath, “please don’t give me Dicit, please don’t—”

“Human candidate Incoln Inn will train against Velerit candidate Dicit,” the instructor said.

“Yes, teacher!” Lincoln shouted, trying to show commitment.  He looked over at Dicit, but the Velerit did not deign to look back at Lincoln.  Lincoln went to his simulator and climbed up the ladder on the side.  He dropped through the top hatch.

“Alright, Socrates, you there?”

“I am here, Lincoln Finn.  Do you require machine assist?”

“Are you kidding?  It’s bad enough that I’m going to get murdered in this bird.  It would be the ultimate humiliation to have you take over a simulation.  Only, come on, there must be some weakness this Velerit has other than a fear of deep water.”

“There is a sea region in the simulation.”

Lincoln frowned at that, as he ran the startup checks.  Dicit feared water, but flying over the ocean was not going to bother him.  He’d still be in his element:  piloting a ship, free in the sky.

“That won’t help.  But there must be some difference between us that I can exploit.”

“The average Velerit is taller than the average human.”

“Not helping, Socrates.”

“The average Velerit has less grip strength and limb strength in both contraction and extension than the average human.  The average Velerit can maintain performance while avoiding sleep for twice as long as the—”

Lincoln stopped listening.  None of what Socrates told him was helpful.  He completed the last steps of the pre-flight check.  Now, he just had to wait for the klaxon signalling the start of the combat.  It would simulate something like the world outside, only with him and Dicit alone in the world, and starting from the ground, a kilomeasure apart.

Socrates droned on.  “Wait a minute!”  Lincoln said.  “Back up.  What was that you said about g-forces?”

“The average Velerit will become unconscious at 73% of the acceleration that a human would.”

“Damn, that would have helped me in the real world.  But the simulators can’t fake g-forces.”

“The simulator restricts pilot flight to the parameters of the species piloting.”

Lincoln frowned.  “What will the simulator do?  What if he pushes an acceleration that would knock him out?”

“The simulator will pause controls for the calculated likely duration of unconsciousness.”

Lincoln smiled.  “Thank! You! Socrates!”

“You are welcome, Candidate Lincoln.”

The klaxon sounded.

His cockpit view changed from gray to a perfectly realistic view of a round stone field, surrounded by trees.  His was the only plane in view.

Lincoln lifted the plane up smoothly.  He always felt the vertical take-off was delicate, and he treated it as such.  Working alone, he had crashed the plane dozens of times in his first simulation training sessions.  Now, he never wanted the embarrassment of having crashed in the first few seconds of a simulated exercise with his teammates.  But once he was up, and above the tree line, he leaned the ship forward, raised the engines into their flying position, and shot off over the trees.

Radar showed Dicit was already up and well on his way to intercept Lincoln.  Alright, that was what Lincoln wanted.  He climbed, but did not accelerate much.  He fired a few aft lasers at Dicit’s plane, just to let the Velerit know he was awake and also to keep him focused on flying.  Lincoln had to lure Dicit into pursuit, without making it obvious that he was about to try to outrun him.

Dicit’s plane closed the distance.  The Velerit’s forward lasers would become highly accurate soon.  Lincoln instructed his lasers to fire automatically at any incoming missile.  These planes could carry two of the air-to-air interceptor missiles.

He pulled back on the controls, making the plane climb in a smooth arc.  He thought he caught a glimpse of Dicit’s plane in an optical rear view, but then he lost sight of it.  The radar showed clearly that the ship had cut sharply upwards, hoping to intercept his climb.  Lincoln waited as long as he thought he could dare, and then he turned on the afterburners.  The plane surged.  He pulled the controls back steadily, evenly.  He wanted to ease Dicit into the climb.  But it still happened fast:  in seconds he lay flat, facing straight up.  He was looking at clouds, then he punched into them, and in moments he shot up into clear sky.

Dicit kept close behind.

“How in the hell is he closing on me?” Lincoln asked aloud.  He meant the question as a rhetorical one, but Socrates answered him.

“His simulated vehicle is lighter than yours.  His simulated vehicle is modified.  He choose to leave fuel and ordinance behind.”

“Well I’ll be damned,” Lincoln whispered.  He put the throttle all the way forward.  “I didn’t know that was an option.  Clever bird.  I’ll have to remember that trick.”

There was nothing he could do now but ride it out, and hope that he hit extreme g-forces before Dicit filleted his plane.  In the radar, Dicit’s craft grew closer.  The view ahead dimmed and stars began to appear.  Lincoln was pushing out to the limit of the atmosphere.

But still Dicit closed on him.

“Nows the time,” he growled.  He banked hard, turning the plane in as tight a circle as the controls allowed.  The horizon turned around him.  If this had been a real flight, the acceleration of his turn could have him hammered down into his seat.  Dicit followed his course, matching his sharp turn.

Lincoln’s screens went blank gray.  The controls all went dark.

“What?  What happened?  Dammit!”  Lincoln howled.

“The simulator has determined that you would have become unconscious from acceleration.  The ship’s controls are unavailable for a random period of time, suitable for predicted average human unconsciousness in such a case.”

Lincoln cursed again.  He had not been looking at the accelerometer at all.  He felt the simulator leaning forward, the orientation slowly settling back toward horizontal.  Then the screen lit up.  The controls blinked with colors again.

He seized the controls tightly and turned hard to the side.  The ground below was spinning.  He was in a stall.  He turned against the spin and eased back very slightly on the throttle.  He needed to power out of this, but he already had the throttle wide open.  The spin slowed slightly, and then he throttled up again and straightened, soaring ahead.  He had the plane under control.  He banked hard.

He scanned the radar.  He couldn’t find Dicit’s plane.  “Where is he, dammit?  Where is he?”

Then he saw the ping.  The plane was directly below.  Dicit’s aircraft fell, spinning on the tip of one wing.  He was in a stall.  And, Lincoln inferred, his plane was still simulating a period of blackout, because Dicit made no effort to pull out of the drop.

“It’s almost unfair,” Lincoln said.  “I almost feel guilty doing it.  But not too guilty.”

He dived at the plane and got a firm target lock.  He fired both his missiles as he followed the ship down.  The missiles were destroyed by automatic defensive fire from the plane, but they exploded close enough to the plane to shear off one wing.  Lincoln set his lasers on self-targeting and repeating fire as he tracked the crippled ship all the way down, till the aircraft hit the surface.  Lincoln pulled up hard and soared through the very-convincing simulated mushroom cloud from Dicit’s exploding plane.




_____




He tried not to smile, as he climbed out of the simulator.  After all, he had lost every combat simulation but this one.  He did not have bragging rights.  But he could not help it, he grinned ear to ear.  He knew it was probably best that the others would not easily grasp human facial expressions.

Dicit stood alone in front of his own simulator.  The instructor softly talked with him.  Lincoln stood by the ladder of his simulator, until the instructor moved on to evaluate him.  She criticized the sloth of Lincoln’s vertical take-off, told him he had failed to maintain safe acceleration, and finished with an explanation that he had gotten out of his stall only by luck.

He was the last to be advised.  The instructor dismissed them.  His pack dispersed, each of them it seemed in a rush to go somewhere.  But Dicit remained behind.  He approached Lincoln as he passed by the sleek parked planes.

“You defeated me, human, human,” he said.  His green crest had deflated, the feathers held close to his head.

Lincoln looked up at him.  “Yes, I did.”

“It will never happen, never happen again,” the Velerit said.  “You are still weak.  You slow the pack.  You will be cast out soon, and sent back to your savage planet.  As your planet must be cast out of the Alliance soon, and given to the Machines.”

He stalked off, his shoulders bobbing.




_____




When Lincoln returned to the barracks, still angry and disturbed by Dicit’s words, he found Fang and Wamupreealis standing before Quirk.  The thrumpit waved its tentacles with agitation.

“Has something happened?” Lincoln asked, as he walked over to stand with them.

“Quirk has received a message from Thrump,” Wamupreealis said.

Lincoln had wondered why Quirk had hurried away after their training, something it had never done before.

“You seem concerned,” he said, looking at one of Quirk’s big eyes.  “The message tells some bad news?”

“Worrisome/dangerous/catastrophic,” Quirk blurted.

Lincoln looked over to Wamupreealis.  She blinked and lowered her head slightly before she said, “There as been another attack.  This one on a Thrumpit ship.”

“The Machines?”

“Yes/certain/confirmed,” Quirk said.

“Were many of your people lost?” Lincoln asked.

“Thirty seven,” Quirk said.

Fang growled thoughtfully.

“Is there a statement from the Alliance?  Is something being done?”

“I must give all three lobes to communicating with Thrump,” Quirk said.  It waved its tentacles impatiently and wallowed back to its room, feet splashing loudly at the puddle before the door.

Lincoln looked at Fang and then Wamupreealis.  Wamupreealis answered the implicit question.  “The Alliance will speak of this, in time.”

In time.  Lincoln knew it was wise to be patient.  The temporal scales of inter-stellar war were slow, sometimes glacial.  But he could not help but feel the urgency of these distant events.  Earth would not last an hour if the Machines decided to attack the planet.

“Are we at war with the Machines now?” he asked.  “I mean, do you think this means there will be large scale combat now?”

Wamupreealis seemed to think that over a long time, but it was Fang who finally answered.  “Not war yet,” he growled.  “But they have their teeth in our leg.”




_____




Lincoln put his duffel bag on his bed and stared at it for a long time.  When he couldn’t stand the tension of just staring at it, he began to pace, moving back and forth before the glass wall to his room.

Thrump was as far from the Lost Zone as Earth was.  Any attack on ships in the Thrump system could be mounted just as easily against ships in the Solar system.  But Earth had only a fraction of the defensive capability of Thrump.  Humanity needed to prepare immediately.  They needed to be on a full war footing, or they would not manage to save even a small part of the human population or Earth’s ecosystems.

And what Dicit had said ran over and over again in his mind.  Lincoln had no idea how many Galactics felt like Dicit, and wanted to trade away worlds for peace.  Lincoln knew that a faction had proposed this some years before, during the battle where his father had died.  Those who proposed the exchange were expelled from the Alliance government.  Some were exiled, and a few were imprisoned.  But in his naivete, Lincoln had imagined that all such people had been purged.  Now he realized he had pictured the Alliance as somehow homogenous.  It was a natural mistake, but still a mistake: to imagine that unknown other peoples were all the same.  A childish view.  But what then did it mean now:  were there many who wanted to hand worlds over to the Ulltrians, and hand Earth or even Thrump over to the Machines?

It was not fair that Earth did not know about these threats.  They should know not only about the threat of the Machines, but also about the threat of these political disagreements.

And yet, he had taken an oath.  He believed in that oath.  The words ran through his head again.  He could see perfectly in his mind Wicklepick standing there on the ramp to his shuttle, reciting the words to Lincoln.  As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my nation or my planet alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will no longer serve my clade or my lifetree alone.  As a Harmonizer, I will serve all life in the Galaxy.

Would warning Earth really break that oath?  He promised not to put his clade above other clades.  But he had not promised to abandon his clade.  How would it harm the Alliance, how would it put Earth above the Alliance, if he told them this?

He plunged his hand into the duffle bag, felt around for the cool metal of the pen, and then he slipped it into his pocket.  He left the room, taking big strides, not certain of what, if anything, he meant to do.

He knew where the park was, the one that Steve Lee, the T.E.I. agent, had told him of.  He walked past one corner of it on his way to the simulators each afternoon.  He went there now.  It was a wide ribbon of land, distinguishable from the city only in that there were no structures other than art within it.  Trees were dense here, and monkey-like creatures with owlish faces shrieked with shocking volume in the canopy above.

He took one of the wide, earthen paths into the forest of the park, fingering the pen in his pocket.  He did not know where the statue was that Lee had told him about.  He didn’t want to know.  Somehow, it seemed if he just stumbled upon it, he would be less duplicitous.

Two nuts hit the path before him, bouncing.  The damn monkey-creatures were throwing them down at him.  This was a pattern he had observed before:  they seemed to single him out for punishment, throwing things down whenever he walked alone beneath them.  He glared up at their round faces, haloed with feathers that flashed white at him in the green foliage.

Lincoln sped up his pace, thoughts racing.  He had a duty to the Academy.  He felt that duty deeply.  He knew he was barely managing to stay in the Harmonizer Academy, but he still felt the honor was immense.  The honor was undeserved and beautiful.  But then he thought of his mother.  Involuntarily, he imagined her weeping as she watched machines eat the forests of her beloved home in the North Country of New York.  He imagined Karen, scooped up by some machine that dismantled her.

Human beings were good with AIs.  It was the one thing that distinguished them as not backwards in all possible ways.  If they had warning, they could perhaps do something to prevent such an outcome.  Or at least they could try to develop cyber weapons or other means of attack.

He hardly attended to where he walked.  He crested the top of a low rise, and stopped in the middle of a stride when he saw a group of Velerits a hundred meters ahead, gathered at the bottom of the trail.  He took a step back, and then noticed that one of them looked familiar.  He felt certain that it was Dicit.  He didn’t know why, at first.  Just something about his height, the way he moved, and the rare green crest, but more so the beak had its own, distinctive shape relative to the others.  Dicit did not wear his uniform.

Lincoln backed up another step, watching them talk quietly.  He felt a stab of indignation.  What was Dicit doing here?  Were these other Velerits members of the faction that wanted to shrink the Alliance?  Was Dicit sharing secrets with them, with people from his own world.

As he watched, Dicit raised one arm, then the other.  His crest snapped up high—higher than Lincoln had ever imagined it could reach.  It was a beautiful metallic green, flashing in the dun forest.  Dicit hopped once to the side, and leaned far over, his head and crest trembling.  Then he hopped to the other side, leaning in the other direction.  The other Velerits, all black, stared, mesmerized, with their heads tilted.

Dicit is dancing, Lincoln realized.  He’s dancing for some females.

Lincoln turned and walked a few steps away, out of view.

He stood there a long while on the path, thinking.  He had felt angry at Dicit, because he had assumed that Dicit was doing what he had considered doing.  And now he felt something like jealousy.  If there were humans here on Nex that he knew, he would gladly meet with them to talk, to seek friendship.  And if there were human females, he would have liked it even more.  Dicit seemed better at everything, and more lucky in every way.

He started walking back.  He didn’t know if he meant to go back to the barracks, or just to wander the city for some hours.  But he knew he had to get out of this park.  He felt ashamed.  He had been angry, to think that Dicit might be breaking their oath of secrecy.  And yet he had been considering the same thing.

“Lincoln Finn,” a voice said.

Lincoln froze.  It was a human voice.  It was a female voice.  He turned.

Electra Azar stood there, under the shade of a low flowering tree, beside a low stone bench covered with a purple lichen.  The last time he had seen the Terran Exo-Intelligence agent had been in the Dean’s office, far away and—it seemed now—long ago.  Lincoln stood a long while, staring at her, before he said, “Hello.”

She stepped over till she stood close to him.  He flushed with embarrassment and confusion.  He felt somehow that she could see right through him, that she could read his internal struggle as if it were obvious and adolescent.

But she said nothing.  He stood there a moment and slowly he calmed down.  She seemed to sense that he needed the time.  Finally, she said, “How are you?”

He had hardly noticed before how attractive she was.  There had been so many things on his mind that time he had met her.  But now, standing close to him, her long hair and dark eyes transfixed him.

Lincoln felt a roil of emotions.  Guilt, a pique of anger, a stab of lust.

“Are you following me?” he asked.

“That’s unkind,” she said softly.  “I’m just taking a walk in the park.  I work here.  In the embassy.”

He nodded.  “Sorry.”

“What are you doing?” she said.  “Are you following me?”

He had to smile at that.  “I’m… just taking a walk in the park,” he said.

“Really?  You seemed… upset.  Or worried.”

He nodded.  He wasn’t sure what to say.  The pangs of guilt and then jealousy he’d felt when he watched Dicit remained with him.  Reflecting on that made his determination solidify.  He did not want to talk to her.

“I was… I needed some time to think.”

“Is there something that is troubling you?” she asked him.  “It might be helpful to talk to another human.”

Was he so transparent?  “The training is challenging,” he said.

“It must be.  But you are still here.  They say it gets easier over time.  Or maybe not easier.  No, I suspect it gets harder, as you proceed.  But, I mean, it becomes less likely they’ll expel you, as time goes on.”

“Let’s hope that’s true,” Lincoln said.

She pointed down, at his pants.  “Only, you brought your pen.  I thought perhaps….”

Lincoln touched his pocket involuntarily.  He felt the pen through the cloth.  He felt certain that the pen did not show through the material of his uniform.  So that meant Azar had a way to detect it.  Didn’t that mean it would also be trivial for the Harmonizers to detect such a device?

“I thought I might write something,” he said.  He felt himself blush, because the disclaimer was so patently stupid.

“I see.”  She backed away and sat on the low stone bench at the side of the trail.  She waved him over and then patted the stone next to her.  Involuntarily, Lincoln sat.

“What were you going to write?” she asked.

He struggled to think of an answer.  The only thing that came to his mind were the words over the entrance to his barracks:  wisdom, knowledge, strength, trustworthiness.

She put her hand on his arm.  “I am not trying to strong arm you, Lincoln.  We can just sit here, a moment, if you like.  We can talk about Earth.  Or anything.”

“Thanks,” he said.  Though he did not know if he should be thankful, or if she were instead just very adept at telling him what he needed to hear.

She looked down the trail.  They sat near the edge of the park, and the trail ended a few meters away, giving them a view over the bay of the city.  “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

“I love Nexen,” he confessed.

“So do I,” she said.  She leaned her head forward, so that her dark hair fell over her face, and she looked at him sideways.  He felt that she had to know how attractive that made her.

“A woman can love the Alliance, and love her homeworld,” she said.  “There’s no contradiction in that.”

“No,” he said.  “No contradiction.”  But the words felt like a trick to him.  Because there was a contradiction.  Earth should know that the Machines might attack.  They should be allowed to prepare.  They should be allowed to move many humans onto colonies deep in Alliance territory, to ensure the safety of their race and lifetree.  But he should also keep his oath.  The Alliance was good—it was mostly good—and he owed it everything for the trust it had put into him.

They sat in silence a long while.  That was the most effective thing she could have done, Lincoln realized.  She no doubt sensed somehow his indecision, his near torment of uncertainty.  To have pushed him would have forced him into silence.  Instead, she let his thoughts boil.

Finally he stood.  “I have to go.  More training.”

She nodded.  “I would like to see you again.  No strings attached.  Just… human to human.  It must be hard, to be alone like you are.  It’s not easy for me here either.  I am not really… socially integrated with the embassy staff here.  They don’t trust or like me.  I think we could both use some time alone together.”  She looked at him again through her hair, her head bent down.  He noted again what he had noticed on Earth:  she did not ever smile.  But, now that he had talked with her, he did not find this troubling.  It struck him instead as something like a kind of reserve.  A cautious distance.  She reminded him, suddenly, of Wamupreealis.

He nodded and swallowed.  “Thank you.  I…”  He almost said, I would really really really like that.  But he stopped himself.  “Thank you,” he said again.

She handed him a card, a paper card, like they used in the last century.  Coordinates were printed on it, in Galactic.  “My apartment here,” she said.

He put it in the pocket with the pen.

“Thank you,” he said again.  He could not meet her eyes.  He hurried away, and when he turned the corner and was sure he was out of view, he ran.  He ran to try to put the smell of her, the sight of her big eyes, behind him.  He ran all the way to his barracks, and arrived there just as the sky grew dim while the moon bit into the sun above.


Chapter 12







A few weeks later, Lincoln awoke to have Socrates tell him all training activities for the day were cancelled.  Lincoln felt a surge of joy—he would love a day to do nothing.  He wanted to wander the city and just let his brain rest.  But then he thought:  I wonder if something so terrible has happened that all Harmonizers, even those who run the Academy, are busy.  Did that mean that Earth was in danger, that the Machines were attacking again?

Thoughts of Earth made Lincoln feel a stab of guilt for not having written to Karen yet.  He had written his mother several times.  But part of him felt that when such dangers approached them, sending a note to a friend was frivolous.  But then he thought, when such dangers approached them, nothing was more important that sending a note to a friend.

So he decided to remedy that first, before he even ate breakfast.  He told Socrates to take dictation, and he composed a letter, pacing his room.  When done, he looked over his words, which appeared on the white wall in letters as big as his hand.




Dear Karen,

I know, I know, I should have written many weeks ago.  Most days here are so busy, so cramped for time, that at night I throw myself on my bed and fall asleep instantly, and wake reluctantly after what seems just minutes of sleep—and minutes before my duties start.  But today has been suspiciously quiet.  I suspect they’re waiting to spring something on us.

Is it strange that I prefer to write?  Well, a compact message goes quickly, they tell me.  Something about the limitations of hyper-radio—it’s expensive, but a small message can be tacked on to some large and important message and passed along.  And, to tell the truth, I feel more comfortable writing.  I always feel ridiculous trying to record video messages.  Where do you put your hands?  Where do you look while talking?  Etc.

They haven’t kicked me out yet.

I have six pack mates—that’s like my platoon, I guess you would say.  There is a Sussurat, two Velerits, a Kirt, a Neelee, and a Thrumpit.  Remember Wicklepick?  My pack mate is nothing like Wicklepick.  Wicklepick was epic poetry, all those long sentences.  My Thrumpit pack mate is all Haiku.  When it speaks, you get three words, spoken simultaneously, and the results are as clear as a Zen Koan.

Every morning, when I rise and see my pack mates, I am again shocked by my life.  We humans, having grown up in the solitude of a single intelligent species, cannot grow accustomed to other beings talking and planning.  It continually strikes me as magical, as fantastic, that I spend my days with what appear like a talking bear, a talking deer, two talking birds, a giant talking crab, and an enigmatic oracular starfish.

It is not false modesty to say that I am by far the dimmest wit of the bunch.  They are raised knowing so much about the Galaxy, the Alliance, its technology.  Many have flown in starships as children, and have used Galactic tech all their lives.  I have to learn it all for the first time.  Strangely, this has been an interesting challenge for the others.  My confusions often reveal that they do not agree on everything.  Ignorance gives me license to ask the hard questions.

We divide our time between studying, flight training, combat training, and other exercises.  I have a tutor—an AI—it is taking my dictation now—that helps me with studying.  I suspect that it knows just how hard it can push me, to the edge of exhaustion but only rarely over that edge.  Every day here seems like three days.  In a way, I am grateful for that.  It makes me feel like I am getting three lives for my time.

As I said, they haven’t kicked me out yet, though I suspect they are considering it.  Sometimes the training exercises are so exhausting, and so uncertain in their demands and their outcome, that I feel I am barely holding on.  It is during the field exercises that I most appreciate that my pack mates seem not to mind my lack of experience, and they are eager to help me.  It’s one thing to fail a test or two.  It’s another to almost crash a plane.

Just between you and me, I am starting to suspect that I’m their mascot.  Or, at least, that most of them consider me their mascot—I admit that there’s one of my pack who is eager to see me returned to savage Earth.

You cannot imagine the beauty of Nex.  The city is transcendent.  It’s all towers of stone and glass, that seem somehow natural but also obviously fine art.  And dense forest grows through all of it.  It is not uncommon to see wild animals in the streets.  A herd of things like pigs nearly trampled me yesterday, as they hurried down an alley where I walked, their huge tusks clearing the way.  Strange, bracchiating monkey-like creatures sometimes swing by in the trees overhead, and I swear they make an effort to try to urinate on me whenever I pass them.  They evolved from flying creatures, and have heads like owls.  There are sea birds, called torgens—almost as big as our eagles—that will steal anything small you leave about.  They are aggressive thieves.  I saw one stick its head into the pocket of a Neelee.  I saw another unzip the satchel of a Kirt.

The city is on the sea, and I cannot even begin to tell you what that is like.  There is a colony species that forms something just like a reef, and that reef grows far out from the city’s beach, and it’s so dense with fish you cannot see more than a meter through them.  Several of the city’s buildings reach out into the water, so that from within there are windows that are under the sea.  Huge, intelligent giants from around the galaxy swim at the edge of the reef, where the water grows terribly deep.  The water-living oxygen-breathing Harmonizer candidates are all there, in undersea cities, training in those dark currents while we train up here on the shore.  Sometimes I see their heavy spaceships, full of water, crash out of the waves and take to the skies.

The city is near the equator, the weather is mild for a human, though they tell me there are heavy rains for days, at the end of the year.  So far, it has been sun all day, and sprinkles at night.

If the Galactics teach us to make our cities like Nexen, we will have achieved heaven on Earth.  Can you imagine Manhattan full of buffalo, towering redwoods lining the length of Broadway, snow monkeys sulking in Central Park, and whales and dolphins breaching in the East River?  That would begin to give you a glimmer of it.  Let us hope that we live to see that happen.

I cannot write to you of the war.  It is not permitted.  But I know you must be worried, as are we all.  I can say only what you already know:  it might start again soon, and we all fear it will be terrible.  I just hope that I manage to succeed at my training, and that I manage to finish my training before the war starts up again, so that I might be of some use to you, to Earth, and to the Alliance.

I wish you were here, somewhere in Nexen, perhaps, so I could visit you sometimes.  I miss human beings, and I even miss your constant complaining.  And, well, you know, I miss the things that humans do.  It’s for the best, perhaps, that the training is so intense that it does not give me time to think about that.

It will be another Nex year, before I am given leave sufficiently long to allow me a trip to Earth and back.  Meanwhile, write and tell me what’s up.




Lincoln




PS:  how’s Ulysses?

PPS:  Socrates—my AI tutor—tells me my data quota for a hyper-radio message to Earth has lots of room left, so I’m adding an attachment.  I found out that Socrates records everything that happens in my room.  I know you always hated my singing and guitaring, but you can see all of my pack mates in this video.  So I clipped a few minutes where I play some blues for them.  Well, I play with them, actually.  It’s kind of amusing, I think.  Or ridiculous.  You tell me.  But keep it between us.




“Alright, Socrates,” Lincoln said.  “That looks good.  Send it.  Rossum, let’s eat something, and then explore the city.  We’ll make a day of it.”

“Will the day’s journey take the whole long day?” Rossum said.  “From morn to night, my friend.”




_____




Lincoln found that his pack mates had already cleared out of the barracks.  While he had lingered, composing his note to Karen, they had eaten and gone out to use their free time.  He ate the modified human ration that he had developed, which came closest to morning oatmeal.  He swallowed one of the gut biome tuning-pills that the Harmonizer medical machines had developed for him.  Then he set off to walk the city, down to the shore, with Rossum following.

They wandered at a slow pace.  Lincoln tried to empty his head and just enjoy seeing the aliens, the towers, the trees.  Eventually the sound of waves crashing grew as loud as the sound of the birds above, and they came to the end of a walking street that ended at a descending stair.  The smell of the saltwater came over them in a strong wind.  Diamonds of sunlight glittered on the sea.

“Let’s go down to the water,” he told Rossum.  They walked down and found themselves in a warren of small buildings with balconies facing the sea.  Narrow alleys and staircases dark with shade slipped between the buildings.  The sea wind blew strongly through these narrow passages.  They walked till they came to a small square, and beyond that a few steps down to a balcony just above the sea.  Waves crashed against its wall, sending spray over them.  Torgens riding the wind hovered over them, screaming.  One landed on Rossum and pecked at his cameras, hoping to steal a bright lens.

A narrow and steep stair at the corner of the balcony descended into the stone.  Lincoln stood atop the stairs and looked down.

“I wonder where these go?  To some below-water observation deck I would guess.  Rossum, am I allowed down here?”

“Liberty!  For this sake only do thy dissonant cries delight my discreet soul.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Lincoln said.  He started down.  But after a few steps he realized that Rossum did not follow.

“Are you coming?” he asked.

“Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you, You must travel it for yourself.  It is not far, it is within reach.”

Lincoln frowned, nodding.  Perhaps it made sense that some places permitted a Candidate but not his robot.  Security, perhaps?

“I’ll be right back,” Lincoln said.  “Stay there.”

Another torgen landed on Rossums head, shrieking, but the robot remained still.  Lincoln smiled at that, and then continued down the steps, into darkness.  The stone walls were covered with moss near the entrance, but in the dim depths below a blue glow revealed bare damp stone.

The stair turned three times as he descended.  The sound of crashing waves grew soft, then finally inaudible.  He felt a thrill of excitement.  It was a wonder inexhaustible to walk on Nex, to step through this city Nexen.  But this moment felt somehow special:  to have wandered off the paths of common activity, and be venturing into the dark depths alone.  He wasn’t relying on his pack mates or even Rossum.  He was exploring with his own two feet.

The air smelled strongly of the salt sea above.  The temperature became cool.  Thin blue light leaked from LEDs hidden in a seam at the top of the wall.

The steps came to a square platform, and when he stepped out onto it he saw that another three steps descended to a large rectangular room.  The floor and walls of this room were the same gray stone, but the far wall was glass, and deep underwater.  He stopped and stared in wonder a moment.  A few fish slipped past the glass, dimly visible.  Lincoln smiled at the beauty of his finding:  a window to the dark sea, four meters high, ten meters long.  He walked down the last steps, and crossed the damp stone until he could reach out and touch the cool glass.

A trace of light fell in turning sheets down to the deep sea here.  But he could see almost nothing, just a few shimmering fish that sped by, shining and then invisible again as they turned through rays of light.

How big the sea, he thought.  How great the sea, the world, the sun of Nex, the Galaxy, the universe.  Sometimes, when he thought of it, he felt a kind of ecstasy.  He felt sorry for his pack mates, for whom all this wonder had been made invisible through familiarity.

Something turned out there, in the dark.  A gray form.  As he watched, it grew.  Then it sped toward him.  It was huge, blue and gray—a twisting, ambiguous form.  He remembered those terrifying moments on his first day—only weeks before, but it seemed a lifetime before—when the sharklike creature had tried to take a bite of him.  But this creature was different.  It had wide tentacles streaming behind.  Suddenly, it filled all of his view.  It was bigger than he had imagined.  He couldn’t help himself:  out of reflex, he shouted out, “Ah!” and leapt back as the giant creature slapped up against the glass, covering much of the huge window.

It seemed a giant squid in form, only the body was less flexible or malleable than the squids of Earth.  The creature shifted, its tentacles contracting.  Its great body turned in place, until an eye the size of Lincoln’s chest turned and gazed through the glass at him.

A squeal, punctuated with clicks, filled the room.  Lincoln realized that some kind of hydrophone was built into the wall.  To his great surprise, his phonetic translator spoke into his ear.

“I am Songleader, of the species Yourenglouroup, from the sea world Hydrus.  I am here the leader of a cluster of Harmonizer recruits.  Greetings, candidate.  Would you name yourself?”

Lincoln realized with embarrassment that he knew little about the Yourenglouroup.  It was a natural prejudice of the Alliance species that each knew most about the species of their own media:  the land-walking oxygen breathers spent most of their time with land-walking oxygen breathers, and barely interacted with the methane breathers.  But the case was little different for the water-bound oxygen breathers.  Their requirements for ships, and the kinds of missions that were suitable for them, meant they had limited interaction with the land walkers.  Yet here was a member of one of the oldest and most respected sentient species in the known Galaxy.  A race powerful in the Alliance.

“Uh, I am Candidate Lincoln Finn, of the species Homo sapiens, from the planet Earth.  Greetings Cluster Leader.  It is an honor that you would talk with me.”

The huge eye blinked.  How small I must seem to it, Lincoln thought.  Like me talking to a cat.

A long series of whistles and clicks passed, and his ear piece translated in mechanical tones, “You are the only human in your class.”

“Yes,” Lincoln said.  “It is an honor and a burden.”

“Do you enjoy Nex?”

“I have never seen a place more beautiful,” Lincoln said.

“You must come to Hydrus, and see the shining cities that light up the darkest depths of our great sea canyons.  Then you would know beauty.”

“I hope I live to see that,” Lincoln said.

“How many years do you have?” the creature asked.  It rolled as it spoke, and suddenly Lincoln was gazing at the creature’s other eye, this one also as big as a doorway.

“Uh, thirty Nex years.”

“You are a child.  You will come to Hydrus before your end.”

Lincoln smiled.  “Thank you.  I will.”

“And how is your progress in your training, land walker?”

Lincoln frowned.  This creature, likely ancient and wise beyond his imagination, was itself also a leader of a training cluster.  It was, therefore, the equal of Taitik’Kai.  Should Lincoln mouth platitudes of enthusiasm to this cluster leader, so it had only good reports for his cluster leader, in case they ran into each other at the water cooler?  But something about the huge eye, the dark cavernous room, and the infinite sea made Lincoln give up on caution.

“It is difficult.  My pack mates feel that we are failures.  That we are the least favored pack.  This might be true, and so I feel—” he struggled, searching for the word, and finally hit on it, “I feel sympathy for them.  But I do not feel as they feel.  It is all a great honor to me to be here.  I think we should do our best, and even if we are the least of teams, it will be enough.  It will be an honor to have tried our best.”

The huge eye stared at him in silence.  Nervously, Lincoln added, “But then, who am I?  A barbarian of a barbaric race.”

The pupil of the huge eye pulsed.  A deep hum came through the speakers.  “Hmmmmmmmmm.”  Lincoln even felt this hum through the floor.  But his phonetic translator said nothing.  He hoped that this meant the great creature was perhaps just humming in thought.  Finally the sound changed to clicks and squeaks.

“The young should sing also,” Songleader said.  “Sometimes the young should sing loudest.”

Lincoln nodded thoughtfully, then realized the foolishness of the gesture.  Or perhaps not.  Who could guess what an ancient creature of an ancient race knew?

“I will think on this,” Lincoln said.

“I must go, candidate Lincoln Finn.  My school dives errantly into depths they cannot sound.  Return here again, on another day, and we will talk of your progress through the currents of your studies, and we will talk of the fate of our Galaxy.”

“Thank you,” Lincoln said.

The huge creature pushed off the glass, and then was gone.




_____




Lincoln walked back up the stairs, the air growing warmer and the sound of the waves growing louder as he climbed.  He emerged into sunlight, blinking, and found himself alone.

“Rossum?” he called.  The balcony was empty.  Maybe Rossum went back to the barracks, Lincoln thought, having been left alone here? But that seemed unlike Rossum’s usual behavior.  The robot stayed close to him unless dismissed.  And he had asked it to remain still.

He walked over to the stairs ascending to the square above.  He thought he caught a glimpse of something moving in there, but it slipped out of view before he was certain.  A sound like flesh slapping stone retreated.

“Rossum?” he called again.  He climbed the steps.

Rossum stood there in the center of the square.  Torgens perched on the edges of the buildings all around the square, staring down at him and the robot sullenly.

“Rossum,” he said.  “I wondered where you were.”

The robot said nothing.

Lincoln put a hand on its head, as he came to its side.  “Let’s head back.  We’ve walked a long while, and it’s all uphill on the way back.  I’m starving.  I’m going to eat a huge meal and go to bed early.”

“Yes, candidate,” Rossum said in Galactic.

He stared down at the robot.  “‘Yes, candidate?’  I’m sure no poet wrote that.  You get some kind of reboot or upgrade or something?”

“I have not been upgraded, Candidate.”

Lincoln frowned.  “Well, let’s get back.  Then we’ll investigate why the new Rossum is monolingual and rather a stiff bore.”

He started for the next stairs.




_____




“Candidate Lincoln Finn, awake and dress in your uniform.”

All the lights in Lincoln’s room had come on with harsh, blinding brightness.  He blinked.

“Wha?  What?  Socrates, what’s going on?”

It felt like he’d gone to sleep just an hour before.  What time was it?

“Candidate Lincoln Finn, awake and dress in your uniform,” the voice repeated.

Not Socrates, he realized.  Some kind of drill?  He groggily got out of bed and started to dress.

“You will report immediately to your carrier for an exercise.  Your robot will accompany you.”

“Aye, aye,” he said.

He stumbled out into the common area.  Fang was already there, looking wide awake.  Lincoln had learned during their trip on Forest Path that Fang seemed to need little sleep.  Or rather, perhaps, he did not need less sleep but rather his sleep needed no regularity.  The others were already outside, ascending the stairs.  He followed Fang out.  The other barracks of their cluster were dark, Lincoln  found as he climbed onto the field.  This was an exercise for their pack alone, it would seem.

They walked silently over to the airfield, where their carrier waited.  The hint of dawn was coming.  The small moon was bright overhead.  Lincoln climbed inside the ship and took his berth without comment.  Rossum joined the other robots in the aft of the hold, where they nestled in a tight row.

They were in the air in moments.  An image appeared on all the walls, over the berthed candidates.  Lincoln stared up at it, over Quirk’s berth.  It showed a map of this continent they currently inhabited.  The view quickly shifted West, and then focussed down to a densely forested region.  The view became somehow live, and shifted to the infrared:  perhaps drone footage or satellite footage, he decided.  They could see the motion of trees in the wind, though it was still night.  A tactical overlay of seven hexagons appeared.

“Each candidate has been assigned a region of the forest of the Tiornex wilderness preserve.  In each individual region is a simulation of a lifecrime.  Without special equipment or preparation, and without machine assist or your tutors, you must identify and assess the lifecrime.  It is not enough to identify harm to the ecosystem.  You must identify the cause and form a hypothesis of the motive.  You have two Nex days to do so.”

Lincoln felt suddenly very glad that he had feasted the night before, sitting beside Fang and trying to keep up with the ravenous Sussurat.

“Your robots will accompany you to observe and record your efforts.  This region is without communications or computational technology, although from orbital satellites we will periodically contact your robot.  Your robot can advise you on the boundary of your region but provide no other assistance.  You will report your findings to the robot.  You will automatically fail the exercise if you leave your region after entering it, before accomplishing the task.”

Three red dots appeared at apexes between the hexagons.  “Candidates Lincoln Finn, Wamupreealis, and Quirk will begin at this location.”  One of the dots blinked.  “Candidates Kil’Ti’Tik and Tir will begin at this location.”  The next dot blinked.  “Candidates Dicit and and Fassiloressilen will begin at this location.”

The wall went blank.  The ship was moving fast.  Nothing to do now but wait.  He closed his eyes and tried to sleep.

In a time measure, he felt the ship slowing.  He blinked.  The sky visible through the transparent top of the carrier was bright and blue now.  The ship slowed and dropped.  The ramp cracked and wind rushed in.  As it dropped, Lincoln was surprised to see they were still a few meters from the ground.  Tall grassed whipped in the wind from the engines.

His berth released him.  He stumbled forward, not having expected the sudden loss of support.  Three robots hurried from the back of the craft and started down the ramp.  Wamupreealis followed behind, then Quirk, and last Lincoln.

The robots jumped the distance to the ground and scattered.  The ship lowered farther, and when it was about two measures from the ground, Wamupreealis jumped.  Lincoln came to the edge of the ramp, looked at Quirk, and leapt after.  He hit the ground and rolled.  Quirk did the same, rolling past him.

The ship rose swiftly.  They watched it disappear over the tree tops.  They had been left in a small field, surrounded by dense forest.  A pond with a muddy bank took up much of the clearing.

“Good luck to you,” Lincoln said to his pack mates.

“All will perform well,” Wamupreealis said.

Lincoln nodded, hoping that he was counted in her optimistic assessment.  He looked at Rossum.

“Your region is in this direction,” Rossum said to Lincoln, in Galactic.  Lincoln frowned: he had not yet taken the time to discover why the robot was behaving differently.  But now was not the time.  He was on a clock, with only two days to finish this exercise.

Rossum walked toward the dark trees.  Lincoln took a last glance at Quirk and Wamupreealis, and then followed the robot.


Chapter 13







It was a beautiful forest, with a high and thick canopy that glowed green from the shrouded sunlight.  Birds screeched and sang loudly above.  The ground had spacious room between the trunks of the trees.  Nex had been ecoformed five thousand years before, and most of the species had been from Neelee-ornor and other Neelee worlds.  But forty percent of the species were a carefully selected collection from other planets in the Alliance.  There were predators, the two most dangerous being wolf-like social animals that hunted in packs of a dozen or more, and solitary puma-like hunters that used stealth to sneak up on prey.  There were also a range of poisonous smaller organisms.  He would have to be careful.

He reached into his pockets and touched his compass.  Then he touched the case on his back where he kept his USMC knife.  He smiled to remember Karen teasing him for having them both with him at all times.  Very handy now.  He wondered if any of the other candidates in his pack happened to carry useful tools in their uniforms.  He bet they would after this exercise.  “A Boy Scout is always prepared,” he said aloud.

The challenge before him had not yet made him worried, though he expected as the day grew and he had to switch from thinking about the test to thinking about preparing for the night, he would feel the time limit pressing.

There were many kinds of lifecrime.  Most common was the improper seizure, use, trade, or spreading of organisms.  Destruction of habitat, usually for the exploitation of natural resources, was next most common.  Pollution or other forms of improper maintenance of ecosystems was next, but much less common because it was relatively easy to catch, and enforcement in the Alliance was strong.  And finally there were the rare but very diverse other forms of lifecrime, like trying to destroy an ecosystem for waging economic or direct warfare.

A Harmonizer’s official duties were to find and punish lifecrime.  Since the war had begun, Harmonizers had other duties, ranging from collecting intelligence to general combat.  But their historical function—and one hoped their function again in the future that followed the war—was to protect life in the Galaxy, while the Alliance sought to spread it.  The case studies he had reviewed with Fang and Tir on Forest Path returned to him as he walked.  Tir had wanted to discuss current problems, the most famous of which was the challenge of Q476s:  a species of floating methane breathers in a gas world orbiting a dual star system.  One of the dual stars was g-class, the other was a white dwarf star sucking fuel off the larger.  A white dwarf supernova would occur in the system at some unpredictable moment within the next hundred thousand years, and the planet would be sterilized.  The problem was:  how long did you wait before you broke quarantine and saved the species?  Fang and Tir could argue about it for hours.  But Lincoln preferred to discuss older cases, where small Harmonizer teams—typically just two agents—found, solved, and punished some small and specific lifecrime.  Those cases seemed to him to capture the concrete experience of being a Harmonizer.  This test now would be more like that.  He recalled one interesting case, where the Harmonizers had found a group smuggling rare protected organisms.  It reminded him of Rhino poachers back on Earth.  He hoped the rhinos lived long enough for the Alliance to send a team to handle that problem.

In this vast track of land assigned to him, there would be the simulation of a lifecrime.  It couldn’t be any kind of attack from orbit on the ecosystem.  That could hardly be something they expected him to find walking around the forest.  So he assumed he should seek out any signs of harm to the ecosystem.

But how to proceed?  In case what he sought was subtle, or small, he did not want to just strike out and hope to get lucky.  He pulled his compass and checked it.

“Rossum,” he asked.  “What are you permitted to tell me about this area?  Can you give me coordinates?”

“You will be informed when you near the border of your region,” the robot answered in Galactic.  Lincoln frowned.  Rossum was still acting strangely, not at all his usual self.  But that would have to be a mystery for another day.

So Rossum would just act as a warning about the boarder.  Well, it was better than nothing; he would be disqualified for stepping out.

He decided to walk straight ahead, hoping to estimate what might be the center of his territory.  Then he would walk out in an expanding spiral.

The magnetic field of Nex was good, and the map they had shown on the carrier indicated that he would be dropped at the south-east corner of his region.  Corner to corner, his region was two kilomeasures across.  He would have to estimate when he had walked a kilomeasure, and then find some easily identifiable landmark to count for his center.

So he started walking toward north-west.  The land rose slowly from his position.  Rossum fell in behind him.  Lincoln had to smile:  the robot might not be officially helping him, but if it followed behind it would be an impediment to any rear sneak attack from the catlike creatures that stalked these forests.




_____




Lincoln was beginning to wonder if he had come half way across his test area,  and thus if he should start to change his direction, when he climbed a small rise of bare stone and found on its other side a clear patch of the forest where bright sunlight fell.  He stopped to stare.  Two trees had fallen, opening some of the canopy to the sky.  But instead of the sunny ground being thick with transition species, the ground was brown and mostly bare, as if it had been scorched.  There was a noticeable depression in the center of the patch.

The day was cool, but he still had started to sweat from the effort of the brisk pace he set.  He wiped his forehead and walked over to the bare ground.  Rossum followed, its feet clicking on the stone.  The land here, as he had hiked, had become more rocky.  It reminded him of the Adirondacks back home.

He circled the bare patch, frowning at it.  Then he stared at the fallen trees.  Both had been upturned from the roots.  He’d seen that before with trees in shallow soil, when a strong wind had passed.  Both trees looked to have fallen only a short while before.  The wood of the split branches was not long weathered.  And Nex had its own version of mushrooms—what had been Wicklepick’s name for the analogs of such organism, across ecosystems?  Caprophagic organisms without nervous systems or photosynthesis.  Well, none of those were here.  The tree’s trunk seemed free of rot.  He crouched and pulled his knife.  He turned over dead leaves in the clearing with the tip.  But he did not walk in the brown region.

“Looks like damage by radiation or toxicity or both,” Lincoln said.  Rossum did not reply.

This could be the puzzle that they had set for him.  But what was the solution?  It did not look like a place where a ship had landed.  Nor did it look like a dump of pollutants—or, if it were, it was oddly small and nothing visible remained of the initial material.

He pressed his lips together in thought, and finally decided he needed to look around more.  He would spiral out in a clockwise pattern.  A spiral was rather difficult to pull off in a forest, but he hoped with the compass he could manage it.  He flipped up the rear and front sites of his compass, and found a landmark he thought was about 100 meters away, and 15 degrees to his right.  He headed for it.

He walked about an hour like this.  The day seemed to turn much warmer, and the wind died.  Immediately, small flying insects, with bright, metallic-red exoskeletons, began to swarm around him.  One finally landed and bit him.  He slapped out of reflex, then thought of the irony of a Harmonizer out here killing bugs.  He had to continually wave at them as he walked.

When he had circled most of the way around, he came across a narrow stream coursing down from the high hill to the West.  He could see, and just hear, a waterfall nearby where the water smashed down on rocks.  He noted that:  he would need the water later.  Not far beyond that he passed some fallen trees with dry branches sticking into the air.  They could make good fuel:  he would camp nearby that night.

But he had nearly completed a circle when he came across another patch of scarred earth.  No trees had fallen here, but the ground was brown, seemingly scorched.  Here too the soil was depressed in the center of the region.  He walked around the patch, and then headed due south.  He found the first patch just a few hundred paces ahead.  He returned to the second patch, and then continued his spiral.

In the next few hours, he encountered two more patches.  The four of them lined up in a neat row on a north-by-northwest line.  But by the time he found the fourth patch, the forest had grown dim.  He had trouble seeing more than a few dozen strides ahead.  He knew he did not have much visibility left.  He hiked back to where he had noted the fallen tree with many dry branches.  He spent an hour breaking and piling them on a nearby patch of pale stone.

He walked then to the stream.  He had nothing he could use to boil water.  He’d noted some huge leaves on a bush nearby, but though he thought it might allow him to fold a cup, it would not let him boil water.  He decided he had no choice but to chance it.  He could not go two days without water, and he had faith that if any organism in this water managed to attack a human body, he could get assistance from an autodoc at the Academy later.  He followed the stream up to the waterfall.  It was three times his own height.  Some parasites might be killed by the impact on stones, he hoped, after dropping six or seven measures.  He drank as much as he could from the pool under the lea of stone, while the spray from the waterfall soaked his hair and the shoulders of his uniform.

He descended back to his camp.  There was a flint rod in the handle of his knife, and he used this to cast sparks on some curled dried leaves.  After a few tries he managed to coax a flame that caught in the pyramid of wood he made.

He sat with his back against a boulder, feet toward the fire.  Lincoln cursed himself now for not having studied the edible plants of Nex.  He had meant to do so, but he was so far behind in all his studies that it seemed something best put off till he could actually walk in the forest a while.  He had imagined he’d go camping in the break between terms.  Now he felt hungry and annoyed with himself for not having done better.  So much for feeling smug about having his knife and compass.  Well, it was only two days, and he would survive that time without food.

Rossum stood just outside the circle of the fire.

“You can come sit with me, Rossum,” he said.

The robot said nothing in reply.  It folded down and did not move again.




_____




Lincoln awoke to screaming.  He started, eyes suddenly open wide, and found himself staring out at the trees and feeling cold and clammy.  The scream came again, from above.  A bird.  It was dark still:  the space between the trees  revealed nothing, and he could barely make out the shape of Rossum, all folded up a few steps away.  But the small gaps in the canopy above were brightening with the hint of dawn.

He groaned and slowly stretched.  He rubbed his eyes with his palms.  A dull pain throbbed, throbbed, throbbed through his head.  Dehydration, he guessed.  He peed a small amount, very little for a morning.  Then with his knife in hand he marched to the waterfall.  Rossum followed silently.  At the pool, he drank as much as he could, waited a while, and then drank some more.

He felt woolly headed, even stupid.  He would have to make an effort to focus and to work hard.  He wanted a meal and a nap on his bed.  But that didn’t matter.  Right now he needed to solve this puzzle.

He walked slowly toward the last of the four bare patches he had found.  He got a bit lost because two small stone ridges looked identical at first glance, but finally he found the patch.  By the time the tips of his boots touched the edge of the dead soil, the sun was up and the forest birds cried loudly all around.  The red flies returned in a vengeful cloud, buzzing around him and dive bombing his eyes.  He waved at them, cursing.

But something struck him as different.  It had been almost dark the night before when he had found this patch.  But now, to the north, the forest seemed strangely bright.  He walked that way now, descending a mild slope.  In a moment he realized why the light shone more brightly now:  there was a break in the trees.  As he got close, he saw it was a cliff.  He could see clear sky, and below that the tops of trees.  He stopped a few steps from the cliff edge.  He looked north now, over forest that stretched to the horizon, under white speeding clouds.  The small moon stood near the horizon.  Birds moved in great flocks over the canopy below.

“It’s beautiful,” he said.

“Warning, Candidate Lincoln Finn,” Rossum said.  “You near the edge of your test territory.  If you cross out of the territory, you will flunk the exercise.”

Lincoln looked back at Rossum.

“How far away is the border?” he asked.

“Ten measures from our current location.”

Lincoln gave a short snort of laughter.  He was about three measures from the cliff edge.  There was little chance he’d walk eight measures more.  If ever a warning were unnecessary, this was the time.

He went and stood a step from the precipice.  It was not a vertical drop, but rather a steep 75 degrees or so.  A mix of stone and hard packed earth composed the cliff face.  Small, scrappy little trees and shrubs grew here and there in the pockets of soil.

He looked left and right.  The cliff seemed to curve away in each direction.  To his left was a big tree with dense shrubs around it, right on the edge of the drop.  Some kind of trail ran along the edge, but it was narrow and cut under some low bushes.  He thought it might be the path of small herbivores, but as he crouched to look at it, he noted two big prints, one on each side of the trail.  A four-toed foot with long nails, big enough to belong to one of those stealthy cat-like predators he’d seen recordings of.  The print looked fresh.

He stood and looked around, warily eyeing the edge of the forest and the dark pockets that could hide a predator.  “You stay here,” he told Rossom.  “I’m going to walk a little ahead.  I think you just standing there is going to make sure nothing sneaks up behind me.”

He walked along the edge, circling around the tree and shrub.  He walked a hundred paces or so, but saw nothing that might help with his puzzle.  He returned part of the way, then stopped and walked to the very edge of the cliff.  He wondered how his pack mates were faring.  He expected Fang to have solved the puzzle in an hour.  Well, he would know soon—

Something rustled behind him.  He started to both turn and reach for his knife, when he was struck hard in the back.  He shouted involuntarily as he fell into open air.  Then his hands hit the slope.  He tumbled over once, but he managed to spread his limbs.  This fixed him on his back, sliding.  A bush smashed between his legs, causing a painful blow to his testicles, and then it was gone before he could snatch at it.  He slid down close to a tree—he grabbed, and his fingers caught.  He desperately clawed at the small tree with his other hand, rolling onto his chest.  He got a grip, and the tree slowly started to bend over as he slid.  He looked down:  below, the slope steepened into a genuine cliff where it met the canopy of the trees.

His motion stopped.  With both hands, he held on to the small tree a long while, panting.  Finally he called, “Rossum!”

No answer.

“Rossum!”  His voice echoed off the cliff.  “Rossum!”

The robot appeared on the cliff edge to his left, where he had left it behind.

“You are four centimeasures from the border of the prescribed area for the exercise,” Rossum said in his calm mechanical voice, now amplified to echo over the forest.

“I don’t care about the damn border,” Lincoln hissed, his cheek against the dry soil.  He had called Rossum out of reflex.  But now he remembered it was useless:  there was no machine assist on this exercise.  He would have to climb out alone.  Would he have asked for machine assist, if he could get it?  He hoped not, but as he clung here, a short slide from death, he also wished he had the option.

He held on there to the drooping tree a long while, his forehead on the earth, till he felt his heart slow.  Then he raised his head and looked around very carefully.  He thought he saw a possible way up to the top of the cliff.  To his left, back near where he had first stood, the drop was less steep, and seemed to go at the same incline all the way to the ground far below.  If he slipped there, he would survive.  And, better yet, he picked out a path from small tree to tree, from shrub to shrub, with a few shelves of rock in between, where he could climb up to the cliff edge where Rossum stood.  The tree and shrub that he had walked around, at the top of the cliff, had big exposed roots that he could use to climb the steep last measures.

The hardest part would be the motion sideways.  He moved very slowly, very carefully, his chest pressed to the steep earth.  He moved till the tree was in the very extreme of his grip, and then he let go and continued to move, with small sliding shuffles, sideways.  He finally managed to grab the next small tree.

He looked up.  Rossum was out of view because of the slight overhang of earth at the top of the incline.  But something else caught his eye:  a dark spot on the cliff.

He squinted at it.  Some dust fell in his eyes and he coughed and blinked a long while.  The damn red flies had found him too.  But he managed to squint up.  The dark spot was a hole in the cliff, and not into the dirt but into stone.  It was perfectly round, and about a measure in diameter.  The bush just above it, and the overhang, had hidden it from his view.

“Now what is that?” he asked himself.

Moving very carefully, he followed his path up.  The short Nex day seemed to speed up.  The sun passed its pinnacle as he worked with caution up the slope.  His headache had started again.  His hands shook terribly, and he knew it wasn’t all fear and adrenaline—some of it was the lack of food and water.

But he climbed to a place just below the hole in the cliff side.  He clung to a stumpy tree, and managed to get his foot atop the plant.  He pushed himself up so that his arms could reach the hole.  He pulled himself into it.

Cool air rushed over him.  The hole was perfectly round, with smooth sides.  It had been dug with lasers and precision grinding instruments.  He slapped the stone as he pulled himself up, and the sound echoed far back into the hole.  It was deep.  The entrance was free of weeds or the local equivalent of spider webs.

The hole was not big enough to sit up in, so he lay there with his chest on the cool stone, catching his breath.  He noted strangely bright crystals had collected in the low part of the tunnel.  He picked one up and held it where more light could reach it.  It was greenish yellow.

He backed out of the hole, and reached for a root of the tree above.  He used the last of his strength to climb up till his hands clung to a root above the cliff edge.  He swung his legs up.  It took three tries—he was exhausted—but he managed to get both legs up onto the narrow trail.  He let go of the root and rolled away from the cliff.  He rolled till he bumped into the legs of Rossum.

“Thanks for all the help,” he said.

The robot did not answer.

Lincoln sat up.  “What pushed me off the cliff?”

“I did not observe you being pushed off the cliff.”

Well, if it was a Nex puma, it might not be far.  He stood on trembling legs and pulled his knife.  He touched his pocket with the compass, reassuring himself that it still rested there, but he did not pull it out.  He knew exactly which direction he would walk now:  straight to the nearby patch of scarred earth, which was also straight in the direction of the tunnel beneath his feet.




_____




He had avoided disturbing these patches of dead plants and brown soil, not wanting to ruin evidence.  Now he walked straight into the center of the patch.  He dug with his knife.  The soil was loose and had obviously been recently disturbed and churned.  Eventually, he overturned some small green crystals.

He nodded.  Just what he expected.  He stood and walked all the way to the first patch he had seen, the largest patch.  There too, he used his knife to dig in the center of the depression.  He dug a while and then spread a fist full of the soil flat with the edge of the blade.  This exposed a dozen of the crystals, bright yellowish-green on the black soil.

He looked up at Rossum, waiting silently at the edge of the patch.  The robot looked to him, for the first time, faintly ominous, as it stared at him silently.

“I will report my answer now,” Lincoln said.

“I am linking with the Academy coordinating programs,” Rossum said, speaking Galactic and in its new and uncharacteristic tone.  “Your answer cannot be changed after reporting.”

Lincoln did not expect to change his mind.  He said,  “The lifecrimes are illegal extraction of resources, extraction of resources without permit, extraction of resources in a protected ecosystem, extraction of toxic resources without proper mitigation of toxic byproducts.”

“Extraction method?” Rossum asked.

“A small robotic mine.  One or more robots followed a vein of metal from the cliff all the way to here.  When the vein reached up to the forest soil, they dug up to the surface and extracted some material at the surface.  This happened four times.”

“Material extracted?”

Lincoln wasn’t certain, but he had a guess.  His father had taken him mineral hunting a few times, when they lived on a base in Arizona for a few years.  He had even gone to a few mineral collector shows.  He thought these crystals were of autunite, but he did not know the Galactic word for that.  But he had memorized the Galactic names of all the elements:  they were easy to remember, being statements of the standard atomic number.

“A mineral with a high content of element ninety two,” he said.  Uranium.

Rossum was silent a long while.  Then it said, “Follow me to the carrier landing site.”




_____




Wamupreealis was already there, when he arrived.  She had cleared a small area and made a kind of soft sitting platform out of boughs woven together and with their stems thrust into the ground.  A huge pile of reeds lay beside her, and she methodically stripped the outer leaves off of each one.  Her uniform was pristine, as if she had just arrived.  Lincoln looked down at his own uniform, which was covered with dust and dirt stains, after his scramble on the cliff face.  His last drinks of water from the stream had turned much of the dirt around his collar to mud.

A typical Neelee, she gave him no greetings, though she looked up at him expectantly.

“Good to see you, Wamupreealis,” he said.  “Tell me those things are edible.”

“The cores of these reeds are edible, and considered a rare and fine food on Neelee-ornor.”

“You think I can eat some?”

“Humans on Neelee-ornor have eaten them.”

“Alright,” he looked around.  “What can I do?”

“A fire will be needed soon.”

“That I can do,” he said.  He spent an hour collecting fallen wood.  Then with the fire starter in his knife handle he coaxed some sparks into flames.

Wamupreealis handed him what looked like a plastic bag, about gallon sized.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“You can fill it with water, and boil it.”

Lincoln shook the bag, impressed.  “This can stand boiling heat?  How did you have it?”

“I carry this and tea in my pocket,” she said.

Lincoln laughed.  Talk about stereotypes.  The savage human carried a knife and compass.  The civilized Neelee carried a portable pot and tea.

He went to the pond and carefully filled the bag with water, trying not to disturb silt into the flow.  When he returned, Wamupreealis had wandered away, looking at the ground.  She returned with a handful of herbs.  She threw them on his fire.  The smoke that rose from them was strong but pleasant.

“This will keep away the pites,” she said.

“The ‘pites’?”

“The red biting organisms.”

He nodded.  So his tormentors were called pites.  He sat close to the fire, and was pleased to find that the pites did indeed thin out and then disappear.

“Come to Earth sometime,” he said, “and I’ll try to impress you just so.”  Though he feared he wouldn’t do as good a job as Wamupreealis was doing now.  She proceeded to make a seat for him out of boughs.  He boiled the water, with the bag balanced between stones, and then set it aside and drank it as soon as it had cooled enough to be potable.  He started another bag full of water boiling.

The sky had started to dim when Quirk wallowed out of the forest.  Its robot went and stood next to Rossum and Wamupreealis’s machine.  Quirk waved its tentacles and promptly walked straight into the pond.

Lincoln sat on the soft cushion Wamupreealis had made.  She handed him a cup she had made from a leaf and also one of the stripped reeds.  Lincoln hesitated, and then took a bite of the pale core.  Not bad.  Very good, actually.  A taste somewhere between celery and asparagus.

“Delicious,” he said.  “Thank you, Wamupreealis.”

“You are welcome, pack mate.”

Quirk shouted something, but it was incomprehensible because all three of its mouths were below water.  It blew up bubbles and waved its tentacles happily.




_____




“What was your puzzle?” Lincoln asked.  It had grown wholly dark.  Wamupreealis’s big eyes seemed to catch the firelight and glow as she looked up at him.  The stars were stunning above.  Nexen controlled light pollution well, but there was still much of it.  Here, in the dark forest, the Milky Way shone above.  He felt a tremendous surge of pride.  He was studying to be a Harmonizer.  He just might make it.  And if he did, that whole band of stars would be his responsibility.

“Illegal hunting and seizure of organisms for medical purposes,” she said.  She explained how it was a subtle operation, using small and very stealthy robots in the tree canopy to capture eggs from one species of flying organism.  She had discovered it in part because of the strange imbalance in the types of birds visible, with this species being unusually sparse, even though many of their favorite berries grew in this area of the forest.  Lincoln quietly said a thanks to the universe that this was not his puzzle.  He never would have solved it.

“What was your puzzle?” she asked him.  He told her briefly, though he left out the detail of having been pushed off the cliff.  Then he ate some more of the reed stems.  He felt better than he’d felt in a long while.

Quirk had not come out of the pond, though it splashed away audibly in the mud nearest to them, a gesture that Lincoln took as a modest show of comradery.  Lincoln looked at the Thrumpit, his brow knitted in perplexed thought.  He had read that Thrumpits were verbose creatures, who loved to experiment with language.  And Wicklepick had been a good example of that; Wicklepick had perfectly fulfilled his stereotype of a Thrumpit.  Its long, eloquent sentences had been something like he had expected of one of their race.  Even Wicklepick’s name was obviously some Dickensian invention that the Thrumpit had concocted for itself, to be of use when talking to humans.  But Quirk was another matter.

“I always thought that all Thrumpits talked a great deal,” Lincoln said.  “But Quirk is rather quiet.”

Wamupreealis looked toward the pond, chewing.  Lincoln liked to see her chew:  her jaw moved sideways.  She always seemed so precise and delicate, but she chewed like any Earth ruminant.

Bell curves, Lincoln reminded himself.  Bell curves.  Yes, the Thrumpits talked a lot, on average.  Yes, the Sussurats were taciturn, on average.  Yes, the Neelees were dignified and thoughtful and abrupt, on average.  But in every species, there was great variation.  Quirk was just a rather quiet Thrumpit.  For that matter, Fang was a rather talkative Sussurat.  And Lincoln had read that Sussurats disliked encroachments on their space.  But Lincoln spent half his days shoulder-to-shoulder with Fang, and a few times, when he had not been thinking about what he was doing, he had even rested his hand on Fang’s shoulder.  Fang had seemed undisturbed.  And, though the Sussurat talked in fragments, he talked often.

How strange, Lincoln realized.  He actually knew these people.  They were—or so he liked to believe—his friends.  Or, at least, could become his friends.  And he saw them now as individuals, not examples of their species but rather members of his pack.  It was a miracle, if you thought of it.  That beings from different worlds, born under different suns, could catch some glint of understanding of each other, and even come to grow fond of each other.

Quirk slapped the mud with a tentacle.

“You make that look pleasant, Quirk,” Lincoln shouted over to it.

The Thrumpit pushed itself up enough to have its mouths above water, and said, “Cool/Wet/Smooth.” It flicked all its tentacles for emphasis and sank back down.

Lincoln turned back to the fire.  “Quirk is very different from my expectation of a Thrumpit.”

Fire danced in Wamupreealis’s eyes.  She barked once, a short laugh.  “Quirk belongs to the Order of the Tristeme.  You know of this?”

“No,” Lincoln confessed.

“It is a… philosophy.  Perhaps we could say a religion.  They believe the universe is infinitely complex, and that all our theories are thus wrong because too simple.  They practice trying to see and consider many paths at all times, and to remain silent when speech is not necessary.”

Lincoln tried to think of how to say relativism in Galactic.  He settled with asking, “Do you mean they believe all theories are true?”

“No.  They recognize that some theories are better than others.  But all theories can be improved, and to do this, they claim, you must consider always many perspectives and possibilities and alternatives.”

Hence the talking in Zen Koans, Lincoln thought.

“It is a rare order,” Wamupreealis said.  “Few Thrumpits belong to it.  It is demanding and very disciplined.  Quirk is the first of the Order to attend the Academy.”

She took Lincoln’s leaf cup.  She worked with her bag of heated water a moment, pouring into Lincoln’s cup.  She held it out towards him.  “Try this.”

“Do you think I can digest it?” he asked.

“My tutor said it is suitable for humans.”

He took the cup and held it in both hands, feeling the warmth on his palms.  He took a sip.  It was grassy, with some hint of floral sweetness.  Not bad.  Something between green tea and hibiscus tea.

“Is this something you drink at home?” he asked her.

“On special evenings,” she said.

“Do you miss Neelee-ornor?” Lincoln asked.

She looked at him with her huge eyes.  “I would say that I miss the rings, but those are gone now.”

Lincoln nodded.  The fabled white rings of Neelee-ornor were destroyed in one of the recent battles with the Ulltrians.  Much of the planet had been harmed then, although the Neelees had done truly awesome acts of repair to their ecosystems in the years since.

“I miss my parents,” she said softly.  “And my siblings.  And I miss the males who fought to take my hand.”

Lincoln smiled.  This must be some kind of expression for the Neelees.  He could not imagine a pair of the always-civilized Neelee males brawling over a female.  But then, what did he know?  This species had fought the Ulltrians and won.  It was easy to forget how awesomely fierce they could be.  He could picture it, if he tried:  two Neelee males with bloody snouts, fighting like raging bucks in the grassy lawn to Wamupreealis’s home.  When he thought of it, the image had a kind of beauty.

“I miss running in the fields of Noris,” she added, “when the flowers grow high.  I miss the food.”  She blinked her disconcertingly big eyes.  “Often, I feel these things.  But then, I remind myself:  it is to preserve these things, that we become Harmonizers.  Home is always before us.  Home is our mission.”

Lincoln smiled.  The damn Neelees were always so profound.

“What do you miss, Human Lincoln Finn?”

Lincoln hesitated, then decided to speak honestly.  “I miss human females,” he confessed.

He looked over at Quirk, gurgling about in the mud.  The Thrumpits were hermaphrodites, a relative rarity among the intelligent species in the Galaxy.  Lincoln wondered whether being a hermaphrodite made abstinence easier or worse.

Lincoln took a sip of his tea.  It wasn’t bad.  He could imagine getting to really like it.  He felt gloriously relaxed, almost light-headed.

“I will not have sex relations with you, human Lincoln Finn,” Wamupreealis said.

Lincoln coughed, almost spitting up the tea he had just sipped.  “I… I…” he hacked several more times before he managed to say, “Pack mate, I did not mean say anything inappropriate.  And I certainly did not mean to ask anything of you, even by implication.  I apologize if I gave offense.”

Wamupreealis barked repeatedly, a Neelee laugh.  “You are as stiff as a Sussurat female,” she said.

“And you are unusually… exuberant this evening.”

“It’s the tea,” she said.

Lincoln looked at the cup.  “It’s psychoactive?”  What was a Neelee psychoactive tea going to do to a human brain?

“No wonder Dicit calls you grunk,” she said.

Lincoln smiled.  “That’s me,” he said.  “Grunkic grunk.”


Chapter 14







The transport picked them up the next morning, at the merest hint of sunrise.  Quirk happily trailed wet mud into the ship, and Lincoln and Wamupreealis followed.  They picked up the other candidates next.  No one seemed to want to talk.  They were all tired and strangely solemn with the dawn.

The sun shone high over Nexen when they arrived back in the barracks.  Lincoln ate a big meal, silently intent on stuffing himself.  Fang did the same, sitting beside Lincoln and chewing a huge slab of vat meat.  Then Lincoln shuffled off to his room with Rossum following.  He felt exhausted.  But, as he unbuttoned his uniform, eager for a shower, he frowned down at his robot, noticing it again.

“Rossum, I’ve been meaning to figure this out.  You’ve changed.”

The robot said nothing.  Lincoln threw his uniform jacket over his chair and crouched before the robot.  “Open up,” he said.

“Candidates are forbidden to access the interior of their robots,” Rossum said in Galactic.

Lincoln frowned.  Rossum had not said that on Forest Path.  It had simply opened up.

“Socrates,” he asked.  “Are you able to override Rossum’s controls?”

“I cannot affect the operation of the robot’s central control processes.”

“But can you open its carapace?”

“Yes.”

“Please do so,” Lincoln said.

Rossum parted open.  Again, Lincoln looked in at the mass of cables, many of the fibers that blinked and glowed in different colors.  He immediately felt stupid.  He knew nothing about this architecture.  What did he expect to see, looking at a mass of wiring?

But then something caught his eye:  there were five logic cubes stuck in Rossum’s control board.  He distinctly remembered that there had been only four, when he had looked in Rossum during his journey on Forest Path.

He reached out and touched the fifth cube.  Then he pulled at it.  It stayed there, firmly in place.

“Socrates, is a special tool required to remove one of these logic cubes?”

“No, Lincoln.  Force will remove the cube.”

He pulled harder.  The cube seemed stuck there, unmoving.  In frustration, he yanked.  It came free.  All the lights inside Rossum went dark.  The robot bent forward and almost toppled but somehow stayed on its two feet.

Lincoln felt a burning in his hand.  “Ouch!” he cried out.  “Damn!”

He dropped the cube, which glowed white hot now.  It hit the floor of his room and began to smoke.  After a few seconds, it stopped glowing.  Lincoln bent over it, and his breath caused it to fall apart:  it was just a pile of ash now.  An acrid smell, like burnt plastic, filled his room.

He looked up at Rossum.

“Rossum?”

Lights tentatively blinked on inside the robot.  It rose till it stood straight.

“Rossum?”

“I once was lost, but now am found,” the robot said in English.  Its carapace closed slowly and sealed.

Lincoln smiled with relief.  “That sounds like you.”  He looked back at the self-destructing chip.  “There’s nothing here that can be traced, I’d bet.  Rossum, now that this logic cube is gone, do you remember what happened?  Did someone else ask to see inside your carapace?”

“I cannot ope to everyone who taps, and let the draughts come whistling through my hall,” the robot said.

So Rossum didn’t remember.  Somehow, that memory had been purged from him.  Still:  this bit of sabotage was rather ham-fisted, Lincoln thought.  How could anyone believe he would not notice the change in Rossum?  But then he realized:  perhaps it was not an unreasonable expectation.  The other Candidates did not use their robots regularly.  They did not talk to them except to give commands.  Lincoln was, by the standards of the Alliance, rather strange for treating the robot like a person.  And during these months of training, he had mostly talked with Rossum alone here in his room.  So only Fang and Tir, who had spent time with him on Forest Path, knew that he talked with Rossum the way he did.  If someone assumed instead that he talked with Rossum the way that, say, Dicit talked to his robot, they would expect him to notice nothing.

Lincoln stood and paced by his tall window for a long while.  Two thoughts swirled in his mind.  First:  something had pushed him off the cliff, while he’d been out there on his exercise.  He had assumed it was the creature that left the big tracks he’d seen, one of the pumas of Nex.  But a predator shouldn’t be so stupid as to attack him at a cliffside, should it?  That meant losing your prey.  The more likely explanation, he had to admit, was that Rossum had pushed him, and then run back to its original position.

Second:  what should he do now? He could report what had happened, but he had little or no evidence.  Socrates would have video footage of him pulling the cube, and of it burning.  That would be some evidence.  But he had nothing else.

And why?  Suppose that Rossum—or rather, Rossum under some kind of influence—had pushed him off the cliff.  But for what purpose?  Did someone mean to kill him, or to just make him fail and be ejected from the Corp?

And who had done it?

The only suspect he could imagine was Dicit.  The Velerit obviously thought Lincoln should not be in the Corp.  Dicit had said many times that his own chances of becoming a Harmonizer would be better without Lincoln in the pack.

And yet, Lincoln knew that he speculated wildly.  He had no evidence against Dicit, or anyone else.

“Socrates, has anyone come into this room when I have been at any training exercise?  Or, I mean, has anyone entered this room when I was not here?”

“No sentient biological organism has entered the room when you were not present.”

“What about robots?”

“Only Rossum has been in this room when you were not present.”

There had been only one other time that Rossum had been out of his sight:  when he had visited Songleader.

“Rossum, when we were at the shore here in the city of Nexen, three days ago, did someone open your carapace?  Or approach you?”

“I wandered lonely as a cloud.”

“Alright.  How about this:  is your memory of that time complete?  How did you come to be not where I left you, but in another square?”

Rossum was silent a long while.  Lincoln nodded:  it had to mean that the question had uncovered a problem.  Rossum always answered quickly.  Finally, the robot said, “The past and present wilt….  Do I contradict myself?  Very well then I contradict myself.”

“So you have some contradictory information.  Time stamps I bet.  Well, someone added the logic chip then.”  He looked at the wall.

“Socrates, does Rossum contain images of what happened during my last field exercise?”

“There is a substantial time period of missing recordings in Rossum’s records,” Socrates said.  “This is the last recording.”

On the wall appeared the image of Lincoln walking down the steps by the sea, about to meet Songleader.  So Rossum’s recordings were wiped and ceased after that.  And the recordings during the field exercise were likely altered but in any case had been lost when he pulled the other logic cube.  However, he realized that likely the Academy had a copy:  they probably had followed his progress in the forest.  But he held out little hope about those.  No doubt there would be gaps, especially for that time period when he was pushed over the cliff.

“Socrates, I’m going to write a report about what happened, but just the hard facts, no speculation.  I’ll send it to the Cluster Leader.  I think it would be a dereliction of duty to do otherwise.  I’ll need you to provide the visuals for me removing the chip.  Rossum, can you get a container and collect that ash?  It might at least allow some analysis.”




_____




It was an hour before Lincoln finished and sent the message.  He did not expect anything to come of it, but he wanted a record of what had happened, in case something similar happened again.  Then he took a leisurely shower while Rossum fed his filthy uniform through a cleaning machine.

“What’s on the schedule for today?” Lincoln asked Socrates, as he dressed afterwards.

“There are no trainings required this day,” Socrates said.

“You hear that, Rossum?  We’re free!”

“Liberty will shriek and whirl her showery torch to see it blaze,” Rossum said.

“Well, no shrieking and whirling just yet.  What do you recommend that I study next, Socrates?  What are my pack mates studying today?”

“Your term study schedule is complete,” Socrates said.

Lincoln frowned.  “Complete?  But that cannot be right.  We’re only a bit more than half way through the year.  What now?  Should I start studying for next term?”

“That is advisable Lincoln, but first there is your term mission.”

“Right, I remember Fang telling me about this.  Each Nex year, we get a solo mission together.  When do we learn about that?”

“Immediately,” Socrates said.

Lincoln was about to say, “Really?” when the assembly chime sounded.  He buttoned his uniform up and hurried out to the blue line.  Dicit and Tir were there already, as usual, standing in the pool of sunlight that fell through the glass ceiling above.  Lincoln took his spot on the line, the same place he had taken his first day.  He smiled, when he thought of it:  people were the same everywhere in the Galaxy, it seemed.  Kids liked to sit at the desk they took the first day.  And aliens liked to line up as they had first done, at the start of the term.

Fang stepped next to him and huffed.

The elevator opened.  Old Taitik’Kai stepped out.  He spread his legs wide, and lifted himself high on straightened knee joints, making himself seem huge as he stepped toward them.  Lincoln wondered what this gesture meant.  Some kind of solemnity, he suspected.

The Kirt leaned his hard eye stalks down at them.

“Least of teams,” he said.  “This day we assign the missions for each pack’s first term.  I am telling you last.  Teams one, two, and three will go to the former Ulltrian Homeworld of Dak-Kull, also known as the Well of Furies, to investigate reports of abandoned second generation Ulltrian technology.  Teams four and five will assist with the terraforming project near the border of the Lost Zone, at site E793.  Team six will investigate Q476, where a quarantined species dwells in orbit of a dual-star pair with the potential of a nova occurring soon.  And your team, least of teams, will go to the system of quarantined world Q707.  There, stealthed probes have detected an asteroid on collision course with the inhabited planet.  Such a collision could extinguish the sentient species native to this planet.  Or, worse, could cause a sterilization event.  You will be provided with a Kirt ship of the Asteroid Miner Class Four.”

An image appeared on the wall behind Taitik’Kai, above the elevator door.  It showed a ship that looked to Lincoln more like a crab than a ship.  He’d not seen the design before, which surprised him, but it was definitely a Kirt ship.

“You will use this ship,” Taitik’Kai continued, “to redirect the asteroid into a trajectory that will put it into the yellow dwarf sun of the system, thus preventing a potential extinction event on Q707.  You will leave in seventeen Nex days.  This is a great responsibility, least of teams.  Your failure will mean the death of countless millions and the loss of untold future potential.  You should not be trusted with so great a task.  I have protested to the Academy Council that you are inadequate.”

Taitit’Kai relaxed into his usual, low posture, and stepped backwards into the elevator.  The door closed and he was gone.

Lincoln looked around at his pack mates.  He was smiling widely, but his smile died as he saw their expressions.  They were all silent.  Tir had shrunk again, drawing her feathers close.  The ears of Wamupreealis were flat against her head.  Fang held his head low.  Dicit seemed to actually tremble with some emotion—rage?  Quirk’s huge eyes seemed half closed.

Lincoln turned in place, confused.  Finally he said, “This is a great mission.  Do we agree?”

The silence continued.

“An extinction event,” Lincoln said.  “We’re going to prevent an extinction event!”

“The ship is refuse!” Dicit shrieked.  He pointed his long black arm at the image still on the wall, of the Kirt mining vessel.  He raised his crest so quickly that it made a snapping sound.  “Three hundred Vel years old.  Refuse, refuse!”

“OK,” Lincoln said in English.  Then he added in Galactic, “Why should that matter?  Think of the mission!  Who cares about the ship?  It’s the mission that matters.”

“We have been given a useless, useless mission,” Dicit said.  “Fourteen generations of Harmonizers have come from my nest.  My ancestors fought, fought the Ulltrians in the first war.  My mother fought the Ulltrians at the battle of the Second Green Disk.  And yet, yet, trapped here with a human barbarian and other refuse of the Galaxy, I have been given this groundling’s mission.  You humans foul all you touch.  It is because of you that we have this useless mission.”  He pointed a long arm at Rossum.  “That device could complete this mission.  Alone.”

“What do you say, Rossum?” Lincoln asked.  “Want to come along and do this mission with us?”

“I will set this foot of mine as far as who goes farthest,” Rossum answered in English.

Dicit ignored this attempt at humor.  “We have been given, given a mission suitable only for the stupidest machines.”

Lincoln shook his head.  He counted to five and thought carefully about what he wanted to say.  He worked slowly through the Galactic.  He wanted to be loud and clear as he spoke to his despondent pack mates.  As far as he was concerned, they were all acting like spoiled brats.

“How many have the honor of saving a world?” he said.  “In the billions of years that have passed in our universe, how many individual living beings have been given such an honor?”

He slammed his fist into his palm to emphasize the words as he repeated:  “Saving.  A.  World.  A whole clade.  A complete round world of ecosystems.  And intelligent life!  A species that might join us here in the stars some day!  It’s amazing.  We are so fortunate.  No one is luckier than us.  None of my ancestors ever dreamed of such an honor.”

“A machine could do it,” Dicit repeated.  “If we fail, fail, they will send a machine that will do this task in seconds.”

But Kil’Ti’Tik raised a claw high in the air and waved the maxillae around her mouth.  When they all looked to her, she clicked out, “This one appreciates the innocent glee of the Human.  It is delightful and oppressive, like the currents that pleasantly spin you in surf before they smash you on the rocks.”

“Uh, thanks, I think,” Lincoln said.

Fang grunted.  All heads turned toward the taciturn Sussurat.  He sat back on his haunches, showing his full massive form.  “Mission is ours.  Must do best.  Each mission is honor.”

Lincoln pointed at him.  “What about that?  Pride in your work.  Always do your best.  Let’s get this done as well as it can get done.  Let’s get this done better than it can be done.”

“That is a grunkic contradiction,” Dicit said.  “The human cannot, cannot think.”

Lincoln looked at Tir, hoping for some moral support, but the Velerit gazed with her bright green eyes at their Neelee pack mate.  “Speak, Wamupreealis,” Tir said.  “I listen.”

Wamupreealis looked at each of them in turn.  Her huge eyes seemed to consume all of them and make their argument seem small in comparison to the horizons of her sight.  But Lincoln noticed that her ears stood proudly, if not a little tentatively, now.  Finally she said, very softly, “Life is paradoxical.  I agree with our human pack mate:  let us do this mission, let us do it better than it can be done.”

Lincoln clapped his hands.  “That’s it!  So let’s divide the labor.  Dicit, you can fly anything, and you can fly it better than anyone.  You learn what you can about this garbage scow we’ll be flying.  See if you can locate a simulation.  Learn to fly it so you can make it do impossible things.  It may be old, but if anyone can make it fly like a predator cruiser, you can.”

“Another grunkic contradiction,” Dicit squawked angrily.  But he did not say no.

“Fang, you can do dynamics in your sleep.  You find it easy to think in four, five, six dimensions.  You should plot out every trajectory you can, imagine the worst and best case scenarios, and have a plan to handle any case of trajectories gone bad.  Tir, you are the best at ecosystems and cultures.  You should become our expert on Q707 and of the sentient species there.”

“That is useless,” Dicit squawked.

“We don’t know that,” Lincoln said.  “That’s the world we’re saving.  We should know something about it.  In the end, it’s what matters most.”

Lincoln pointed at the Kirt.  “Kil’Ki’Tik, you can fix anything.”

“Must this one suffer always under the prejudice of the Kirt engineer?” the Kirt said.  “This one’s soul longs not to manage the hard impermanence of machines, but to click out poetry beneath the indolent waves.”

“Sorry, there’s a reason for the stereotype, old girl.  So learn this ship.  Know how to fix it under any disaster.  If there’s a way to modify it to make it do something extraordinary, then figure that out.  And Wamupreealis, your big eyes see everything.  You should plan the whole mission.  You should lead.”

Lincoln looked around at all the others.  “Don’t we agree on that?  That Wamupreealis should lead?”

All of them but Dicit said yes.

“And what would you do, human Lincoln Finn?” Wamupreealis asked.

“If you agree, Wamupreealis, then I think Quirk and I should work on contradictions, as Dicit calls them.  I mean, we should think about all the things that we’re not thinking about.”

“Yes,” said one of Quirk’s mouths.  Another said “No.”  The third said, “Perhaps.”

Lincoln pointed at Quirk.  “See.  That’s what I’m talking about.”

“Another grunkic human grunkicas,” Dicit hissed.

Wamupreealis waved an arm at all of them, as if gesturing at all that Lincoln had said.  “Follow this path,” she said.  “Run far down this path.  Begin immediately.”




_____




Lincoln was pleased to find that, like him, Quirk was eager to begin their preparations.  At the Thrumpit’s invitation, they met that afternoon in Quirk’s quarters.  Lincoln asked the floor to produce a chair for him, and he sat, his feet ankle deep in water that soaked through his shoes.  Mist from the ceiling gently but inevitably accumulated on and then penetrated his uniform.  He was glad the room was too warm, given that he was soaked within thirty minutes.  But he considered it an insignificant price to pay, to be working with the Thrumpit.

“So, we are going to try to imagine as many possible contingencies as we can,” Lincoln said, “and develop preliminary responses.  Agreed?”

“Wise/Agreed/Commence,” Quirk said.

“I’ve thought of a few,” Lincoln said.  “I know you’ll have thought of more.  Let’s take turns.”

“Second/after/patient,” Quirk said.

“Alright.  I’ll go first then.  What if there are Ulltrians in the system, or World Reaper symbionts in the system?  I guess that’s two scenarios to consider, but still the same problem:  how to handle hostilities?  There is no record of either of them being observed there, but our sensors in the 707 system are limited.  And I’ve checked:  we will have no weapons, and limited communications.  So, I think we at least should find a way to create weapons.  And we should find a way to get a hyper-radio warning back to the Alliance, if that were ever needed.”

They discussed this for an hour.  Lincoln was amazed at the erudition of the Thrumpit.  It knew tremendous amounts about Galactic technology.  They formed a list of possible strategies, which they would study further later.

“Your turn,” Lincoln said.  “What concerns you?”

“Asteroid is wrong,” Quirk said, with a shrug of its tentacles.

Lincoln frowned, tilting his head.  He unbuttoned his uniform, to get some relief from the hot, humid air.

“How is it wrong, Quirk?”

The Thrumpit waved its tentacles and said something incomprehensibly fast.  In response, its tutor put an idealized chart on the wall.  It showed system 707, with the planets in exaggerated size.  “Three/Trio/triplet of gas giants.”

Lincoln nodded.  He got up and walked over to stand close to the images.  Water squished uncomfortably in his shoes.  He would have to print some waterproof boots after this session.

Four planets orbited the sun.  In the smallest orbit was a gas giant that had drifted toward the star after it formed.  It had several moons, one of which was an ocean planet teeming with primitive life.  Second was their target planet, Q707.  Then a very thin asteroid belt, with a density only a tenth of that of the Solar System’s belt.  Much farther out, two gas giants, both with rings.

“Also/consistent/notice:  system has few asteroids.”

“Yes,” Lincoln said.  “What does that tell us?”

“Asteroids with initial eccentric orbits would have been captured by one of the gas giants at a mean/likely/median time of a billion years before.”

Lincoln nodded, realization dawning.  “I see what you mean.  This asteroid, suddenly coming in at a steep trajectory and straight at the smallest world in the system—that’s… improbable.  It should have been swallowed up by one of the gas giants millions of years ago.”

“Improbable/disturbing/suspicious,” Quirk said.

“Alright.  Let’s consider hypotheses, and the implications of each hypothesis, and also how we would test each hypothesis.”

They worked like this for hours, until Lincoln felt his stomach complain.  He almost told the Thrumpit he had to go eat, then realized it might be an impolite thing to say, given that he had recently discovered that the Thrumpit considered eating a private matter.  So he said instead, “We’ve made a great start, don’t you think, Quirk?  But I’ve got to rest.  Can we meet again later?”

“Yes/wise/do.”

Lincoln took a step toward the door.  Then he turned around.  “We have a custom on Earth.”  He held up a hand.  “To celebrate work done well together, we clap our hands together.  And before that, we say, ‘Give me five.’”

He held up his hand.  Quirk slapped it five times quickly with the flat ends of two tentacle, whipping out one after another.  It stung, but Lincoln laughed.

“Not five times!” he said.

“Give five.”

“We say, ‘give me five,’ because humans have five fingers.”

“I have four digits on each tentacle,” Quirk said.

“Right you are.”  He held up his hand again.  “Give me four.”

Quirk slapped his hand.




_____




He spent the week like this, studying problems alone sometimes, but meeting with Quirk frequently.  Only a few times did he wander the city to clear his mind.  A few days before they were to leave, he was just preparing to go to Quirk’s room to review their latest studies when Socrates spoke to him.

“Lincoln, you have a message from Earth.”

“From my mother?”

“No, from Karen O’Connor.”

“Let’s see it.”

The English words appeared on the wall.  It was a pleasure to see English and read it.




Lincoln,




You are always a pain in the a * *.  I don’t want to write letters.  I can only type code, not English.  But here I am, typing words, words, just because of you.  Remember that time last year when you made me walk out into the woods and then I almost got expelled?  Well this having to write letters thing is worse.

That out of the way, I’d better get to the apology.  Look, I’m sorry.  I don’t know if you’re ever going to forgive me.  You know I love you—like I might love an annoying little brother, of course—and I don’t want to lose our friendship.  But I did a thing and maybe it’s going to hurt your chances there at the Academy.  And there’s nothing I can do here to fix it.  I have cried a lot.  I say that in all sincerity.  I lost a week of sleep.  But harder than the crying and the guilt is having to write this now and confess.

You see, I showed to a friend that video you sent me.  The one where you have a jam session with your pack mates.  My friend promised to keep it between us but anywaze she showed it to a friend.  Who showed it to a friend.  And now, well, it’s been seen by two billion people—probably three, by the time you get this.  It has been shown on almost every major news program on Earth.  There are a few cable news programs that show it hourly.  There are raves in Rome and Paris and Amsterdam and New York and Toronto and LA and Adelaide and Tokyo and Shanghai and Mumbai and Luanda, where people dance with the video playing on the wall.  There’s a dance mix version of the video that is the most popular song on all major streaming services.  I was in a grocery store yesterday, just trying to buy some potatoes and some toothpaste, and what do I hear coming from the ceiling but you and that Sussurat howling.

So, I’m very sorry, but what I’m trying to say is, you’re the most famous person on Earth right now.  Well, not really you, so much as your pack mates.  Especially the Sussurat, the Thrumpit, and that Velerit that comes in at the end and calls you an idiot making sound chaos (someone finally translated what it was saying and added subtitles).  You’re like The Beatles.  People fight over which of you is their favorite.  (Don’t worry, you’re always last.  It’s a tie between the Sussurat and the Thumpit, with the green-eye bird coming in a close third.)  And everyone’s favorite part is the end:  that Velerit with the green on his throat who’s like an old man yelling, ‘Get off my lawn!’

There’s a K-pop band now called Human Sound Chaos.  And it has become a thing to hang fake Kirt eyestalks in doorways, as if a Kirt is looking in.  And I swear to you, I was in town the other day, and a lady went by me with a baby in a stroller, and the baby’s onesie had printed on it, Grunkic Grunk.

I don’t know how much harm I caused.  I mean, maybe you’re not supposed to show who your pack mates are, or something.  Maybe I got you in trouble.  Please write and tell me whether or not I got you in trouble.  And whether you’re going to kill me.  I assume you can kill me with some kind of lasers that they are installing in your eyes or something.  So let me know if I have to write my will.

Transinfinitely apologetic,




Karen




PS:  I’m living in Vermont.  Did I mention that?  I have a post-bac here, trying to get a count of the wolves migrating from New Hampshire.  It’s alright.  Kind of lonely, to be honest—I only have virtual friends nowadays, other than Ulysses.  I’m thinking of graduate school but I’m also thinking of just traveling.  Word is that the Neelees are letting biology students visit and assist with nearby (well, you know, in space terms nearby) ecoforming projects.  I plan to put in an application for that.  If I do that, Ulysses will have to move in with my mom, I guess.  Poor guy.




Lincoln read the letter three times.  Then he stood there, before the wall, and thought for a while.  Finally he said, “Socrates?”

“Yes Lincoln.”

“I did not intend this outcome, but it appears that as a result of my letters to Earth, many people on Earth have seen images of my pack mates.  Is this forbidden?  Did I violate a rule?”

“You violated no rule of the Academy, Lincoln.  I cannot determine whether your pack mates will consider the revelation a violation.  I can instruct their tutors to ask them.”

“No!” Lincoln shouted, holding his hands up.  “No.  Everybody is on edge.  We need to prepare for this mission.  I’ll figure out how to tell them on my own, later.  Or, with any luck, I’ll die before I have to try to explain.”

“Are you in medical distress, Lincoln?  Should I activate a medical analysis program?”

“No, Socrates, it’s just a joke.  Now, can you take dictation for a short letter to Earth?”

“Yes, Lincoln.”

It took him a few tries, but he finally settled for a short note.




Karen,




Getting lasers installed in my eyes next week.  It might take a while before I get to you, though.  I have to go save a planet from an extinction event first.




— Lincoln




PS:  I promise to take care of Ulysses after you have been vaporized.




“The best revenge is to leave her in suspense,” he said.  “Alright, Socrates, send that off to Karen O’Connor on Earth, as soon as is convenient.  Then download those files I asked for on the 707 system.  I have to go talk them over with Quirk.  We leave in two days.”







Part III

Cooperate, Retaliate, Forgive


Chapter 15







They took the crew carrier up into orbit, and docked with a Kirt ship called Steady Current.  Lincoln was pleased that he had grown accustomed to ascending into orbit and being tossed into microgravity.  He had flown high into the atmosphere on several training missions in the last few weeks alone, and each time they had fallen back to Nex, weightless for much of the descent.  After a while he had learned to become, if not comfortable, at least functional during constantly changing acceleration.  The nausea still came over him as the acceleration shifted, but he just ignored it and moved on with his tasks.  It was easier somehow.

Steady Current was a long, smooth, brown ship, looking like something that had washed ashore on the planet of Kirtpau.  The captain—an unusually large Kirt with a shell that seemed to be polished to a blinding shine—greeted them perfunctorily, told them it was an honor to have Harmonizer Candidates aboard, and said he was sorry that they would no doubt die before the end of their mission.  They were given rooms that were tiny by Kirt standards, but Kirts were big so Lincoln found his own accommodations comfortably spacious.

The ship immediately accelerated to a Kirtpau gravity, a little less than an Earth gravity.  Lincoln found it pleasant, to walk around with a slightly lighter step.  It would be a long trip out to Q707, and Lincoln thought it somewhat ironic that their course would take them within a few light years of Earth, though of course they would not stop there.

Once a day, Wamupreealis had them gather in a common room that had been made available to them.  They had no duties on the ship, so Wamupreealis asked them all to review their tasks, and continue their preparations during the journey.  Their common room was far from their quarters, and the wide tunnels of the ship seemed tight for the Kirt crew and were often crowded, but Lincoln found that he could skim along, one shoulder to the wall, and get through any traffic jam.  Then, shoulder to tentacle to chitinous leg, the pack crowded together, and Wamupreealis asked each of them in turn if they had any additional insights on the mission.  This exercise drove Dicit to angry squawking.  He found it monotonous and resented that Wamupreealis had been elected their leader.  But Lincoln appreciated it.  He always found repetition and discipline reassuring.  And the fact that Wamupreealis was going to ask you what you’d learned in the last day made him study and research hard, to be sure he and Quirk had something to answer.

In one of these meetings, Wamupreealis turned to Tir and asked, “Tell us of the sentient species of Q707.”

“Q707s is an amphibious species,” Tir answered softly.  But Lincoln was pleased that her voice grew more confident as she talked.  “Bilaterally symmetric and bipedal, but with two sets, sets of upper arms.  Four eyes.  They are amphibians, not unlike the Brights, but they speak an aural language.  Significant sexual dimorphism.  Male average height is two measures.  They are often in conflict with males of other extended families.  Female average height one and a half measures.  Females appear significantly more intelligent than the males on average.”

“Isn’t this always so?” clicked out Kil’Ti’Tik.

Tir continued, “They live in extended family groups of average fifty members.  Within these, they are organized in matrilineal families with extended connections across matrilineal ties.  The males are extremely territorial and often kill others of their species found in territory they consider their own.  There are only three large settlements on, on the planet.  These are the only three places where agriculture provides sustenance for a population larger than a normal tribal unit.  We estimate the total global population is forty million.”

“How likely are they to make it to the Omega Threshold?” Wamupreealis said.  “And when?”

Lincoln leaned forward.  He wondered this himself.  The Omega Threshold was the name the Galactics had for that stage in the social development of a society when the ability to destroy the species or its ecosystem became widespread among members of the species.  Species that approached this threshold were considered in great danger of self-extinction.

In the realm of space that the Alliance controlled, technologically primitive races were quarantined.  Quarantine meant that the presence of the Alliance was hidden from the species, and the Alliance also kept all non-Alliance space faring species away from the planet.  But when a species approached the Omega Threshold, then the Alliance intervened.  With advice and technology, they tried to prevent self-extinction.  Earth had been lifted out of quarantine only a few decades before.

“They appear extremely adept at abstract and spatial reasoning,” Tir said.  “This speeds development.  But they are warlike, and organized in only small groupings.  This slows development.  The, the sociodynamic models are preliminary.  Thirty to thirty-one N-centuries is predicted.”

N-centuries.  Neelee centuries.  Neelee years were close to Earth years.  So, a long time.  These creatures were at a stage of technological development—relative to Lincoln’s Earth—that was, perhaps, not unlike the Homeric Greeks.  The Q707 sentients were in their Bronze Age.

“It will be long before they join us in the stars,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

There was a silence.  Lincoln frowned a moment in thought, and then said, “We assume they will join us.  And I noticed, as we’ve been studying history, that always the Alliance has expanded.  Why does the Alliance expand?  It could stay one size.”

To Lincoln’s surprise, his pack mates were silent.  They all shifted uneasily, except for Fang who stared at him with the usual placidity.  Finally Quirk spoke and said, “Grow/Stabilize/Shrink.”

“Right,” Lincoln said.  “I was being incomplete.  There are three possibilities, of course.  The Alliance could also shrink.”

Lincoln looked to Tir, but her green eyes shifted uneasily to Wamupreealis.  Lincoln looked over at Wamupreealis next, and she seemed thoughtful, her ears forward but low.  He had the impression that she could answer, but that she stayed silent out of politeness.  Lincoln sometimes felt a tinge of pity for the Neelee.  She was always expected to speak for the Alliance as a whole.  The fact that her species had founded the Alliance somehow seemed to mean that the pack expected her to represent orthodoxy to the group.

Well, he thought, I’m as guilty as the rest of them.  I argued she should lead us.  But dammit all, the Neelees were so smart and stable and civilized.  It was hard to deny that the average Neelee was wise.

Wamupreealis tilted her long face, and her big eyes moved slowly over the group.  Finally she spoke, after it was clear that no one else wanted to answer Lincoln’s question.  “The Alliance is like life itself.  It must grow, if it is to remain stable.  We have long studied the possibilities of coordination across vast interstellar cooperation.  Growth is the only way to keep the coordination favorable to all participants, to ensure stability.”

Dicit hissed.  Lincoln looked at him in surprise.  “A theory,” the Velerit said.  “One theory.  There are others, others.”

“What others?” Lincoln asked.

Wamupreealis bowed her head in acquiescence, encouraging Dicit to explain.  She waited, but when Dicit said no more, she blinked and then said to Lincoln, “Some models show that growth causes collapse.  In these models, the Alliance is not like a living thing, but rather it is like an ecosystem.  It must be bound in a region of stable circulating resources.”

Lincoln nodded thoughtfully.  “And is there an argument for shrinking the Alliance?”

“Yes,” Wamupreealis said.  “Those who believe this are called the Waners.”

Everyone looked at Dicit.  The Velerit puffed his green throat feathers once in indignation.  He clacked his beak, as if unable to start the words.  But then quickly, reluctantly, he blurted out, “As even the grunkic human once said, we are surrounded.  The sky is full of enemies.  Machines fly at us from on one side—Rinneret and Ulltrians fly at us from other sides—Worldreapers dive down at us from the Magellenic Bridge.  Growth stretches our flock thin, thin.  This size of the Alliance cannot survive.  War demands losses.”

“Which world given to Machines?” Fang asked, his low, deep voice quietly rumbling.  “Which world given to Ulltrians?  Which world given to World Reapers?  Your worlds?”

Dicit clacked his beak again.  “All the choices are bad.  All bad.  But we must survive first.  We cannot survive this many, many enemies.  Even the grunkic human knows this, even the grunkic human said this.  Shrink now, or shrink more after the defeats of war.”

Lincoln looked at the others, but none of them spoke.  Finally, he said, “You are mistaken, Dicit.  I made no claim.  I asked a question.  It seems I asked a question that is awkward for us all.  And I am not sure why.  Is this a matter of contention in the Alliance?”

“Grunk,” Dicit said.

But Quirk said, “Contentious/Agitating/Difficult.”

Lincoln wondered what Kil’Ti’Tik and Tir thought.  He looked at the green-eyed Velerit, but she remained deferentially quiet.  Lincoln looked at the Kirt, and her eye stalks seemed to droop forward, in dejected thought.

“Here is my claim,” Lincoln said, “if you want it.  I have not seen those models that you talk of.  My people are far behind the technology and science of the Alliance, as Dicit kindly reminds me each day.  But I have always found that models of complex phenomena are never certain and are often wrong.  We cannot decide our lives by such models, especially when instead of the model, we simply know what is the right thing to do.  So here is my claim:  I think the Alliance must grow because it would be immoral not to grow.  How could you look at that world we studied earlier in the year—Q476—and say, ‘those sentient creatures could die in this supernova, their whole ecosystem could die, but we will look away.’  Even my world, Earth—how could you look at that world, before you lifted my planet out of the Quarantine, and think, there’s Earth, let’s just let them die?  An asteroid is heading for their world, let’s look away.  They approach the Omega Threshold, and may destroy themselves, let’s look away.  They are being sought by the Ulltrians, and would fall in a day to Ulltrian weapons—but let’s look away.  No.  Once you have found the true way, the Meta-natural path of the Harmonizers, you cannot turn your back on other living beings.”

Fang grunted thoughtfully, but it was Kil’Ki’Tik who spoke.

“The human is new to the beach,” she said softly.  “He is not like us, who have been on the shore long and have sunk soothingly into the cool mud.  He sees what we no longer see.”  She was silent a moment before she added, “But he might burn in the sun.”




_____




After they entered superlight speed, the Captain allowed them access to the ship they would be using for their mission.  It was docked in an open bay on the underside of the big Kirt star ship.  They went there together and stood in a line, gazing at it through a window by the airlock.

“I think it’s beautiful,” Lincoln said.

“Grunk,” Dicit said.

“Does it have a name?” Lincoln asked.

“It is registered Kirt Mining Vessel EBE704,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

“Hmm.  It should have a name that’s a little better than that.  Asteroid Hunter?”

“It is a junk scow,” Dicit hissed.  “It does not deserve a name.”

“Alright, we’ll call her Scow.”

Lincoln had examined many pictures of this class of ship, and had studied schematics of its interior, after their cluster leader had told them of the ship.  He was pleased to find, after they climbed through the port door, that he knew just how to run the airlock.  He made it cycle through and then its big doors parted wide enough for a Kirt to walk through comfortably.  They climbed in together.  The interior of the ship seemed strangely different than he expected.  In pictures, these ships seemed neat but small.  In reality, the interior seemed messy but large.  The main cabin was one long room, with the piloting bridge at one end.  Acceleration berths lined the walls.  Their armor had moved itself into the room, and each suit stood tethered beside its owner’s berth.  Lincoln smiled to see his armor there.  The deep scratches from the shark still showed on the shoulders and one hip.  Socrates had offered to have them fixed, but they did not impair the suit, and Lincoln felt a little vain about them.

A second engineering area was beneath the bridge, and three smaller rooms—two cabins and a storage locker—were at the aft.  They had already decided that Kil’Ki’Tik would share a room with Quirk, since they could keep it damp; Fang and Wamupreealis and Lincoln would take another room; and the storage locker could be refitted into a crude room for Dicit and Tir.

The interior had a strangely dingy feeling to it.  It took Lincoln some time to realize why he felt that way.  But there were scratches and scars on the walls and floor, an unusual thing for a spaceship in his experience.  None of the interior outside the bridge was smart matter, though all the walls could act as screens and interfaces.  The food printer looked strangely primitive, like an old steam engine of some kind.

“We will be dropped in the outer system, just past the second gas giant,” Wamupreealis said.  “We will have six hundred time measures in the system to complete our mission, before we are retrieved at our original position.”

“This mission, mission will require three hundred time measures,” Dicit squawked.  “We will have long, long days in this waste of a ship to do nothing.”

Space would be tight, Lincoln could see.  But he spread his hands and said, in English, meaning only to think aloud, “My friends, this is a spaceship.  How can we complain about a few weeks cruising around in a spaceship?”

“Speak a civilized language,” Dicit hissed.

“Scow isn’t so bad,” Lincoln said.  “And it’s a spaceship.  That’s enough for me.”

“Simulation/training/safe mode,” Quirk said.

Wamupreealis tipped her head.  “Quirk reminds me of an interesting discovery that it has made:  this ship has a training mode, in which controls are disabled but they operate a simulation program.  We can train here, for the rest of our trip to system 707.”

Dicit hissed, his crest pressed flat.  “Even more hours in the garbage ship.”

“We will follow this path,” Wamupreealis said.  “We have some days to practice.  Then some days to travel in the Q707 system.  But soon we will be landing on this asteroid.  We must be prepared for all possibilities.”


Chapter 16







“So that’s it,” Lincoln said.  He pressed close to the screen that showed an exterior view.  A black gray rock turned slowly, barely visible except for the stars it occluded, and also the pale gleam of the edge that faced the sun.  They passed it and rotated so that it came back into view.  Now they were on the sunlit side of the asteroid.  It was pitted and irregular.  Radar showed that it had a large solid metal core, but most of the mass was boulders and dust affixed to this dense center.  It was a kilomeasure long, but in Lincoln’s view it looked both larger and smaller.  The rough surface gave him no scale.

“Prepare for contact,” Dicit said.

“No!” Lincoln called towards the cockpit.  He pulled himself forward so that he could face Wamupreealis where she sat in the co-pilot chair.  “Wamupreealis, please, can we delay contact with the asteroid for a short while?  Quirk and I have some concerns about this asteroid.  We need to observe it for some time.  A measure at most.”

“Grunkic human!” Dicit said.  “This is not a science expedition.  And humans cannot do science.”

Lincoln frowned.  Dicit had grown ever more sour in the long days it had taken them to travel through the system and rendezvous with the asteroid.

“You said it yourself, Dicit, many times:  we have nothing to do here for another week.  What’s a time measure or two now?”

“We will maintain this distance,” Wamupreealis said.  “But Quirk and you must present your findings immediately.”

“Thank you,” Lincoln said.  He pulled back over next to Quirk, who whacked at the virtual keyboard on the wall with furious speed.  “What do you see, Quirk?”

“Too hot/warm/radiant,” the Thrumpit said.

Lincoln squinted at the readings on the wall.  Quirk liked an impossibly small font for messages from the computer, but Lincoln could just make out the data reporting the thermal spectrum of the asteroid.  Quirk had calculated the expected temperature of the rock during one of their preparing-for-the-unexpected sessions.  The radiant heat of this rock revealed a temperature many heat-measures above the predicted value.

He kicked off the wall and floated over to the screen they had set to an exterior view.  “Why would it be hot?” he wondered aloud, watching the rock spin.  “Could a collision have done that?  A collision could explain our mystery of why the rock is on this trajectory.”

Proof of a collision could include some kind of crater on the surface, Lincoln knew, with sharp edges not yet smoothed by solar wind.  As he watched the asteroid complete a rotation, he saw only a smoothly lumpy surface.  But he could not see the front of the asteroid; perhaps the collision had occurred on a surface currently out of view.

Quirk made a loud, sharp percussive sound with all three mouths.  Some exclamation in his native language, Lincoln assumed.  He wondered if it were a curse.  He looked over to see the Thrumpit wave its tentacles in excitement.

“See/behold/beware!” it said.  Lincoln pulled over to Quirk’s side.  He looked at the screen, where the Thrumpit had been studying an optical view using the ship’s telescopes.  At first glance, Lincoln saw nothing of interest.  The view was a close-up of the surface of gray dust and black stone slowly rotating.  Fang and Tir drifted near, to look over his shoulders.

“What is it?”  Lincoln asked.

Quirk reached out a tentacle and adjusted the controls for the image.  It increased the magnification and rotated the view backwards, then froze the image.

“I see it,” Lincoln whispered.

There was a hole in the asteroid.  The hole was perfectly round, and went straight down into the stone, like someone had drilled a core.

“What would do that?” he asked.

“Laser,” Tir said.

“Laser,” Fang agreed.

“So someone hit the asteroid with a laser,” Lincoln said, thinking it through aloud.  “A powerful laser.  The laser causes a fountain of burning gases.  This acts like thrust, and it redirects the asteroid.  Which means whoever hit this rock with a laser has aimed it at the planet.  But why?”

“Who/why/where?” Quirk agreed.  The screen beeped.  One of Quirk’s algorithms had completed.  Quirk pulled closed to the screens, reading data.  “A second laser cavity had been located,” it explained.

“I note you didn’t ask ‘when?’ Quirk,” Lincoln said.  “Because the rock is still hot from the laser strike.  Whoever did this, they first struck the rock a while ago, getting it on a trajectory to hit the planet.  But they used a laser again recently, to correct or refine the trajectory.  And the rock is still hot from that second strike.  They are very likely still in system, then.”

Tir trilled thoughtfully.  “World Reapers have never used such techniques.”

“Agreed,” Fang said.  Lincoln understood why they felt confident about this.  Their enemy the World Reapers had an incomprehensible ability to affect gravitational fields on a large scale.  Their technique for attacking a system was to use this ability to grind the worlds apart, creating vast rings of ruble around the star, which created the maximum possible surface area for them to consume and inhabit.  Also, the World Reapers were beings of vast size.  They had never before interacted on such small scales.

Dicit unbuckled his seat restraints and deftly pulled himself up and over his seat.  He dove precisely over toward the group.  Wamupreealis did the same.  The seven of them floated close together now,  in a circle.  They oriented mostly in the same direction—except for Kil’Ti’Tik, who seemed content to affix to what Lincoln considered the ceiling, and Quirk, who stood sideways, feet on the wall.

“So it seems most likely that it is someone, anyone, other than the World Reapers,” Lincoln said.  “But who would want to do that?   And what would be the purpose of attacking this intelligent but primitive species?”

“To sterilize the world, grunkic human,” Dicit said, but his voice was soft.  Lincoln almost thought he heard something like affection in it this time, as if Dicit recognized him as the token idiot of their pack.

“But Ulltrians collect life, they use it, they value it.  Or they fight life to prove their strength.  Right?  They don’t assassinate unthreatening worlds.”

Fang growled thoughtfully.  “Scent is unclear.”

“Our mission has changed,” Wamupreealis said.  They all looked at her attentively.  “Our original goal remains.  We must save this world by moving the asteroid.  But we have now discovered a lifecrime of the most extreme kind:  attempted sterilization of a planetary ecosystem.  We thus have three other duties.  We must report the crime immediately, we must investigate the crime, and we must protect the world Q707 until well-armed Alliance ships can come here.”

“This one sees grave limitations to our capabilities,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

Dicit clacked his beak angrily.  “The hyper-radio of this worthless, worthless ship is not able to transmit beyond the oort cloud.”  He clacked his beak again before adding, “We have no weapons.”

Kil’Ti’Tik waved a claw.  “This one must agree with the Dicit’s drear assessment.  Wamupreealis leads us and speaks the truth: we are needed, our duty is clear.  This one will die for our duty.  But how can we achieve this duty?”

“Considered/Planned/Possibilities,” Quirk said.

Wamupreealis looked over at the squat form of the Thrumpit.  “Tell us the paths you see, eminent Quirk.”

“Lincoln/Human/friend explain,” it said.

Lincoln nodded, acquiescing.  “Quirk and I considered some worst case possibilities.  One was that we were attacked here.”

“We do not care about your primitive fantasies, human,” Dicit said.

“Well, you should.  And the fantasies are as much Quirk’s as mine.  It was Quirk’s ‘fantasies’ about this asteroid that led us to look for, and discover, signs of tampering.  So you’ll have to include him as a primitive, if our plans are primitive.”

Dicit ruffled his feathers angrily.

“We realized that in a case where we face hostilities,” Lincoln said, “we would need two things:  weapons, and a way to send for help.”

“Satellites/lasers/stealth,” Quirk added.

“Right,” Lincoln said.  “As for communication, as Quirk observes, there are four stealthed Alliance probes in the asteroid belt, equidistantly spaced around the orbit of the band.  I think it’s safe to assume they haven’t been discovered, since those probes identified this asteroid’s dangerous trajectory and reported that to us, without being interfered with.  Each of those probes has the ability to tight-beam a hyper-radio message to E793, the nearest Alliance outpost.  If we can convince one of those satellites to do as we say, we can use it to send a warning.  That should be possible.  They are not really communication satellites, but a little persuasion should be possible.”

“This is wise.  Follow this path,” Wamupreealis said.

“Weapons?” Fang asked.

“Drill/fusion/projectile,” Quirk said.

“As for weapons, this ship has a laser drill,” Lincoln said.  “Quirk thinks we can use that laser to communicate with the satellites in an undetectable way:  tightbeam optical signal straight at the nearest probe.  But then, if we remove the safety controls on the laser, it would be a formidable weapon at close range.  Next, as Quirk mentioned, fusion.  This ship has four fusion cores for power.  We could remove one or, if we are desperate, we could remove two.  Each of them can be forced into an unstable cycle, which would cause a substantial explosion.  Third, the ship also has, stored outside, the parts of an old magnetic gun for accelerating ferrous rocks.  It’s how the miners would send material to a collection point.  If we assemble that, and get some iron, it can act as a projectile weapon.”

“Start with the laser,” Wamupreealis said.  “Removal of fusion cores or assembly of gun should not be done unless required later.  We will not move the asteroid until after we have sent warning.”

Lincoln nodded.  He hadn’t thought of it till that moment, but Wamupreealis was right.  Moving the asteroid might draw attention to their ship.  Better to warn the Alliance first, in case they were destroyed while altering the asteroid’s orbit.

“Kil’Ti’Tik,” Lincoln said, “I think that managing the laser is a job that you should help with.”

“Always they make the Kirt fix the machine,” she said.  But she moved immediately toward the back of the ship, where the round port to the lower deck glowed.

Wamupreealis turned to Dicit.  “We cannot fight an enemy we do not see.  Somewhere in this black savannah, an enemy hides in the grass.  Tir, Dicit, look for our enemy.  Fang, our most important duty is to protect Q707.  Plan a trajectory to take us into orbit around the planet, using minimal energy, so as to hide us in the cold of space.  In orbit of the world, we may be of some use, if the world is in danger again.  Everyone, we must run now.  We must run quickly on this path.”




_____




Lincoln and Quirk carefully targeted the laser, so that its beam would hit the nearest of the stealthed Alliance probes.  At the great distance that they fired from, even this extremely well-tuned laser beam would have expanded to cover an area nearly a kilomeasure in diameter.  Spread that thin, the beam could do no harm, but it would be detected by the satellite.

Kil’Ti’Tik undertook the harder task.  She forced the beam generator to accept modulatory signals, making it into a communications laser sending a binary coded message.

“This one must warn,” she clicked out mournfully.  “The information transfer rate is slow.”

“It will be a short message,” Lincoln said.  “So I’m sure it will be fine.”

“This one fears your disappointment will be terrible, human friend candidate Lincoln.  But this one enjoys your hope.  This one would like to hope for life, before we certainly die in this cold and barren star system.”

Lincoln tapped her bigger claw with the knuckle of his forefinger.  “We’ll live.  We’re a good pack, even if we really are the least of packs.  And back on Nex, I’m going to say, ‘I told you so.’”

“No need.  This one will remember.”

Lincoln pulled himself over to the portal to the main cabin.  He stuck his head through.  “Wamupreealis,” he called.  The Neelee had been floating between Tir and Dicit, looking at their work on a virtual screen.  Her ears were flat, an expression that Lincoln thought showed distress.

She pulled along the wall until opposite the door.  Lincoln backed away and she pushed off the deck and sailed through the door, flipped in the air, and touched the opposite deck with her hooves, right next to Kil’Ti’Tik.

“We are ready to send the message,” Lincoln explained to her.  “The probes are stealthed, but it should answer a direct request for assistance from a registered ship like this one.  The probe has tight hyper-radio capabilities, so the message will come back in hyper-radio.  We’ll have to manage a conversation like that:  hyper-radio to us, laser to the probe.  Quirk has put together a message to relay off to E793.”  It was longer than Lincoln would have preferred, including much of their data and visual recordings.  But he trusted Quirk knew better than himself what the Harmonizers would need to see.  “It’s a statement that we are Harmonizer Candidates in need of assistance, plus relevant data.  The message explains that the asteroid was moved intentionally, and that we need immediate assistance defending the system.”

Wamupreealis looked at Quirk.  “There is more that must go in the message,” she said.

“Explain/dictate/I-comply,” Quirk said.

“Dicit and Tir have not found a ship moving in the dark savanah of this system, though it must have been a ship that moved the asteroid.  But they have detected radio, and some hyper-radio signals.  Coming from the planet.”

Kil’Ti’Tik snapped her claws.  “This one finds that information very troubling.  We shall have our shell cracked between enemies above and enemies below.”

“That’s bad,” Lincoln said.

Wamupreealis flicked an ear.  “Well put, Candidate Lincoln.  That is bad.”

“Will add/include/append explanation that electromagnetic and hyper-radio signals emanate from the planet,” Quirk said.

Lincoln helped Kil’Ti’Tik as they checked the laser one last time.  Then they sent their first message.  It transmitted in binary a request for communication, coded in a standard Alliance protocol.  Lincoln held his breath, imagining that they might have to try repeatedly.  But immediately Tir called out, “Hyper-radio message received.”

Quirk tapped at the wall and the message appeared there.  It was nothing but a recognition of the protocol.  They sent Quirk’s packet, which included the request for transfer of the message to E793.  On the low bandwidth channel that their laser provided, it took several long minutes for the message to complete and then for the reply to come.

Authorization required to send messages to E793.

Quirk typed furiously, We are Harmonizer Candidates.

Provide Harmonizer identity code, the probe sent back.  Lincoln silently cursed in his mind.  All machines in the Alliance were programmed to defer to Harmonizers.  The deference was so complete that a Harmonizer could generally walk onto a ship and take control of it, if so desired.  But this required a code proving one was a Harmonizer.  And he and the others would not be given such a thing—a quantum key in their brains—until they graduated.

Quirk tapped out a reply.  We are Harmonizer Candidates.  We do not yet have Harmonizer identification codes.  This is an emergency.  Send message immediately.

Provide Harmonizer identification code, the probe replied.

“This one believes the waves are crashing on stones,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

Lincoln frowned at Quirk.  “What did we miss?” he asked.  “We checked.  We confirmed that it had to send on emergency messages.  Was our information about the probes faulty?”

“Or:  probe concludes it is not an emergency,” Quirk said.

“Right.  Right.  That could be it.  What kind of a message counts as an emergency message to its simple brain?  It’s not smart enough to reason about invasions and lifecrimes.”

“We can tell the probe that our ship fails,” Quirk said.

Lincoln looked at Wamupreealis.  “That’s better than nothing.  But… it’s not good enough.  We need a Harmonizer ship with combat capbilities to come here.  Perhaps several.  But instead we might get a ship that just happens to be nearby, and is not able to defend itself.”

Wamupreealis blinked.  “What will go with emergency message?  If request for emergency help is sent, what is in the message?”

“Registration/location/time,” Quirk said.

Lincoln smiled, nodding his head at Wamupreealis.  “Now that raises an interesting possibility.  Let’s put the message in the ship’s name.”

“Explain/unclear/intrigued,” Quirk said.

“The message we need to send can be small.  So we send out a mayday.  And the mayday is forwarded to E739.   Only, we change the registration name of our ship.  Instead of sending a May Day for EBE704, we send a May Day request for….”  And Lincoln called up a keyboard on the wall, and typed out a potential message, backing up a few times to fix errors or improve a phrase, but otherwise working quickly.  He pushed away when he was done, and gestured at the message.  “There, I hereby rename this ship:  EBE704-we-are-Harmonizer-Candidates-in-system-707-we-have-identified-an-attempted-lifecrime-of-intentional-extinction-and-unknown-hostile-elements-are-in-system-and-on-planet-we-seek-to-orbit-planet-thus-send-armed-assistance.”

Wamupreealis barked once.  “There is the famous human cunning we have heard described before,” she said.  She flicked one ear, an almost flirtatious gesture.  “Follow this path.”

Lincoln looked over at Quirk.  The Thrumpit held up a tentacle.  “Give me five,” it said.  Lincoln slapped its palm.




_____




They composed the new ship identification, and then sent the simple may day signal.  Holding his breath, Lincoln looked over Quirk at the display on the wall.  In a moment, the reply came.  “Emergency help request sent to E793.”

“This one is pleased,” Kil’Ki’Tik said.  “Now we can die moving the asteroid.”

Lincoln rapped a knuckle on her claw again.  “Don’t forget, I’m going to say I told you so.”  He pushed off the deck and led the way back into the main cabin.

Dicit sat in the pilot seat, and behind him Tir examined data on the wall.  Fang and Wamupreealis talked in low voices.

“We could reconfigure the laser to push the asteroid,” Lincoln said.

“No,” Fang said sharply.  “Must push asteroid with ship engines.  Have plotted trajectory.  High speed, into sun.  Desired trajectory too fast for laser to reorient toward planet.  Requires ship thrust.”

Lincoln nodded.  Thinking about what Fang said, he felt stupid.  He had been feeling cocky after their victory outsmarting the probe.  But if they pushed the asteroid with a laser, it would eject hot molten rock.  If it was being watched, the hot gases would be easy to detect.  So they did not get any stealth advantage out of not firing their engines.  And given that their enemies might try to push the rock back onto a course to impact the planet, then they needed a trajectory for which no laser could accelerate the asteroid back onto a collision trajectory without just cutting it into pieces.

Lincoln thought this through, but settled for saying “I see” by way of admitting he had been too quick.  Fang blinked but did not close his top eyes.

“Give Dicit the thrust instructions,” Wamupreealis said.  “Put on armor.  Prepare for acceleration.”

They did as she said.  As Wamupreealis climbed into the co-pilot seat next to Dicit, the rest of them locked into their acceleration berths.  Lincoln told the ship to project a panoramic exterior view on the deck over Kil’Ki’Tik’s berth.  He watched attentively as the ship moved its spider arms down, into a landing position.  Then the ship rotated one hundred and eighty degrees, till the legs faced the asteroid.  Dicit slipped the craft perfectly around to the aft of the asteroid, and then matched its slow spin.  The Velerit had identified a spot where the iron core of the asteroid reached to the surface, where they could land and also push on the mass without shredding it.  Lincoln focussed on the asteroid in the big image, ignoring the spinning stars, and watched as they came in for contact.  He expected a jarring impact, but instead he felt nothing.  The ship touched the asteroid without the slightest shudder.

“Damn, he is good,” Lincoln whispered.

“Prepare for acceleration,” Wamupreealis said.  Dicit eased them up from free-fall to a small fraction of an N-gravity.  It was not much, but Fang had calculate it was the most the asteroid could take without coming apart.  Beside Lincoln, Fang growled thoughtfully.  He was watching numbers on the ceiling, carefully monitoring that Dicit followed his exact instructions.

The thrust stopped.  They floated up in their restraints.  Lincoln looked over at Fang.

“We do it right?” he asked.

“Yes,” Fang said.

The brief firing of a control thruster pulled them away from the rock.  It seemed to drift away from them, toward the distant sun.

If they were going to die, out here in space, it would most likely happen now, Lincoln figured.  They had made themselves very visible.  A missile, or a very powerful particle beam would mean an instant death.  But a laser like the one that hit the asteroid would cut into the ship but might not cause an explosion, depending on where it hit.  They might be lost out here, floating in a crippled ship, running out of air as they waited for a rescue from the Alliance, a rescue that might require too many days to arrive.

He found himself holding his breath.  But nothing happened.  Of course, that was space warfare.  Some times your death was certain but it still did not arrive for hours or days.

“Wamupreealis and pack mates,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.  “This ship has two exploratory probes.  I recommend we send one toward the planet at maximum acceleration, to gather additional information.”

“Follow this path,” Wamupreealis said.  “We will follow the probe, to the planet.  Fang, share best course.”

Kil’Ki’Tik was able to launch the probe within minutes, without leaving her acceleration berth.  Then the ship turned slightly, and they took off again, this time at a Nex gee.  Lincoln looked over at Kil’Ti’Tik.  She seemed to know that he was thinking:  so far we are still alive.

“This one reasons that there are still many more opportunities to die,” she said.




_____




For the period of initial acceleration, Lincoln stood in his berth facing Quirk.  He struggled a long while to get up the courage to ask the Thrumpit a question.  Finally, he managed to blurt out, “Hey, Quirk, I’ve been thinking.”

“Consciousness produces thought/observation/purpose,” Quirk said.

“Yeah, you don’t say.  But, well, I was wondering.  This sacred order of yours, the Tristeme.  That whole thing where you set aside the self to see the world in its complexity—that probably means that fame is a bad thing, huh?”

“Yes/wretched/distracting,” Quirk said.

“Even if you were famous on another world, far away?”

“Yes/wretched/distracting,” Quirk repeated.

“Even if you were famous wholly by accident, completely without anyone’s intent, on another world, far away?  A barbarian world like Earth, say?”

“Yes/wretched/distracting,” Quirk repeated.

Lincoln sighed.  “I was afraid you’d say that,” he said in English.




_____




When they had been under acceleration for several hours, Tir made a trilling noise and then called to Wamupreealis.  “We have located the source of the signals from the planet surface,” she said.  “The messages come from a single location.”

Wamupreealis leaned her ears forward in interest.  “Where?”

Tir typed at a bare patch of the wall, calling up a control board.  She quickly displayed a topological map on the co-pilot’s screen.  “The source of the signals is here.”  She painted a red dot on the map.  It lay in the center of a level, forested area with mountains on one side, and a river delta feeding an ocean on the other.  “This is five kilomeasures from the largest proto-city of the native sentient species of the planet.”  She indicated the river delta.

“How do you know, know?” Dicit asked.  “Where did you ascertain this map of the cities of the sentients?”

Tir blinked her green eyes.  “My task for the mission was to become expert on sentient species 707s.  I brought this map and all other available data with us.”

“Perhaps this is favorable information,” Wamupreealis said softly.  “If there is an invasion, it is possible it is limited to one location on the planet.  That may mean it will be easier to contain.”

“Or destroy,” Fang said.

“Can we see anything yet?” Lincoln asked.  “I know the probe is not far ahead of us, but it has a good telescope.”

“Yes,” Tir said.  She touched the wall again.  A grainy image appeared there.  The mountains showed as grey stones capped with white snow.  The area all up and down the coast was green, except for—in the center of the visual image—a bald patch of ground, silver and brown.

“It looks like something cut the forest completely away,” Lincoln said.  He’d seen pictures like this one before, when he’d seen high aerial photos of an open pit mine that had been started in the Congo.  “The white patches look like they could be metal.  What would do that?”

“Machines,” Fang grunted.

“The Machines,” Wamupreealis agreed.


Chapter 17







They calculated it would take two N-days to move down system and match the orbit of the world.  Lincoln began to chafe at wearing armor at all times, but Wamupreealis demanded it for the first day.  Then she made a schedule where half of them would wear their armor at a time.

Meanwhile, they all took on different tasks in monitoring the system, looking for any sign of another ship.  The asteroid, which he and Quirk watched closely, remained on the trajectory they had pushed it onto.  Lincoln was relieved:  he had feared another laser strike would be used to push the asteroid back onto collision course with the planet.  But they detected no other ships or signals.  As far as they could tell, no attack on their ship or the world was immanent.

They were three-quarters of the way to their destination, when Fang grunted.  He scratched an ear and tilted his head while looking at a wall of data.  “Troubling,” he said softly.  Lincoln barely heard it, but he noticed that Wamupreelis’s ear’s turned sharply toward the Sussurat.

“What troubles you, Fassiloressilen?” Wamupreealis asked, as she walked over to his side and looked over his shoulder at the wall of dynamical equations he examined.

Lincoln felt a stab of humility to look at them.  He could manage dynamics well enough, by Earth standards.  But Fang seemed able to just take in the most complex dynamical relationships instantly.  Lincoln had seem him blink at a wall covered with equations, look away, think a moment, and write out a solution.

“Have plotted original trajectory of asteroid.  More accurate now because additional data.”

“Yes,” Wamupreealis said.  “You have located where the asteroid would have impacted?”

“Center of Machine incursion,” Fang said.

Lincoln walked over by Wamupreealis’s side.  “That’s very strange,” he said.

“Perplexing/complicating/imperiling,” Quirk shouted, from the back of the ship.

“What is the accuracy of your estimate?” Wamupreealis said.

“Fifty kilomeasures error range,” Fang said.

Wamupreealis blinked.  “The village could not be the target.  Or, it could not be the sole target.”

Lincoln could see that.  The explosion of the impact would destroy the village and the Machine incursion whether it landed on one or the other.

“So someone aims to wipe out the Machines,” Lincoln said.  “But, whoever it is, they are not trying to protect the clades of this planet.  Who would do that?  Could it be the Ulltrians want to keep the Machines from spreading, but they don’t want us to know they are in this region of space?”

Fang blinked but said nothing.

“Lincoln, Quirk, Kil’Ki’Tik,” Wamupreealis said.  “Prepare an additional message with this information.  Use Alliance probe to relay it to the station at E793.”

Lincoln opened his mouth, about to explain all the reasons that would be difficult.  Would the probe relay a new emergency message, with a new registration name?  And, sending a message now would make this ship much more likely to be noticed.  They were farther from the asteroid belt, and their beam would be more dispersed at their current range.  But then he realized that of course Wamupreealis knew all this.  She had made the judgement that their safety was much less important than the potential threats to the Alliance and to the species below.

“Aye, aye,” Lincoln said, using the English.  He’d have to explain that expression later.  Right now, he walked over to the hatch to the aft section of the ship.  Since they were under acceleration, the hatch door had converted to an elevator.  Kil’Ti’Tik was already on it, waiting to descend.




_____




Lincoln was excited to see the world, and he pulled close to the pilot seats to look at their high-definition view when the planet became visible.  They came into orbit on its dark side, and watched the sun disappear behind the horizon.  The planet had three swift and small moons, and all of them were on this side of the world and still in the sunlight, so they glowed brightly.  The region of the incursion was on the morning side of the planet.  Below, the world was dark.  He had looked at the optical images as they had approached, and saw that it was a green and brown and blue world, a planet of contrasts—deserts and forest on the land, and long thin seas between continents.  But here in the shadow of the sun, he could see nothing below.  He wondered what it would look like in 3000 years, when the sentients there might have technology and large cities that would twinkle brightly in the night.

His revery was broken when Tir spoke.

“I have new images of the Machine incursion from our forward probe,” she said.  Wamupreealis accepted them and put them on the main screen.  At first, Lincoln could not understand what he saw.  In the center of the brown and gray field, dark concentric bands had spread out.  One side of each dark band was thicker than the opposite side.  A single dark line lay from the center of the circle to its edge, like a clock arm.

He stared, uncertain.  Then it seemed to pop out for him.  The rings were circular cuts into the ground.  The dark bands were shadows.  And the dark line was the shadow of a tower or tall structure in the center.  “It really is an open pit mine,” he said in English.  He couldn’t remember any Galactic word for ‘mine.’

They stared in silence a long minute.  Finally, Wamupreealis said, “They are seeking metal to manufacture additional Machines.”

“What’s this?” Lincoln pointed at the edge of the image.  Under his finger, something green and brown shifted, changed shape.  He realized then what it was:  a big tree, or perhaps several trees, had fallen as they watched.

“The area of their incursion is expanding,” Wamupreealis said.

“How long till they make it to the village where the sentients live?” Lincoln wondered.

“Could expand there within one hundred time measures,” Fang said.

Lincoln nodded.  Fang had probably formed a model and run it in his head.

“May be there already,” Fang said.

That was true, Lincoln realized.  The invaders could have sent footsoldiers to the small village.  He pictured one of those consuming metal caterpillars tossing the frog-like sentients into is maw.

“Can we strike from orbit with the laser?” Lincoln asked.

“Weak/diffused/disturbance,” Quirk said.

Lincoln could see that.  Perhaps they could do some minor damage, but at two hundred kilomeasures, most of it through atmosphere, their beam would be weak.

“Drop the fusion bombs on them?” Lincoln said.

The others thought about that.  Finally Fang said, “Difficult to target.  Do not know how many of the Machines are in the forest, out of view.  Do not know how many of the sentients are in the forest, out of view.  Weapon will be dangerous to biologicals.  Gamma rays.”

Lincoln took a deep breath.  He knew what he had to say, given that they had no way to attack from orbit.  Only he knew his pack mates weren’t going to want to hear him say it.  “We have to go down there.”

“Grunk!” Dicit shrieked.  “No landing on a quarantined world is permitted without Council permission.”

“The Council is light years away,” Lincoln said, “on Neelee-ornor.  We don’t have time to wait for them to be told.”

“Forbidden,” Dicit said angrily.  “Centuries, long centuries forbidden.”

“I understand why the rule is there,” Lincoln said.  “But this is a major lifecrime, and we have a duty to stop it.  If we land, we can use the laser at close range.  We can stay away from the sentients, but we can use the laser to protect the sentient village until Executive troops or more Harmonizers arrive.”

“We argue over seeds that have been eaten,” Tir said softly.  “This ship cannot land.”

“Quirk thinks we can do it,” Lincoln said.  “Quirk thinks we can land this ship on the planet, intact.”

Dicit let out a piercing shrill.  His green crest stood tall.  “Grunkic human, this ship cannot enter atmosphere.”

“False/uncertain/not-not-possible,” Quirk said.

“Quirk and I did the math,” Lincoln said.  “As one of our contingency scenarios.  This ship has more than enough fuel for a powered descent.”  He did not say this with the kind of confidence he meant to project.  He could remember on their first day at the Academy, how Quirk practically did a suicide dive into the atmosphere.  The Thrumpit did not seem to have fear of anything.  But still, what he said was true.  The math did seem to work.

“Unstable, unstable,” Dicit said.  “This ship has a turbulent structural design.  Minimal stability controls.  Minimal gyroscopes.”

“You’re right, of course, Dicit.  This ship is not aerodynamic.  And it wasn’t meant for such a landing.  But the basic physics tells us it can be done on powered descent, if the pilot is very careful.”

“Lincoln,” Wamupreealis said.  “We would be a target as we descended.”

Fang grunted.  Wamupreealis looked over at the big Sussurat.

“Can hide,” Fang said.  “Expel small probes for decoy in last kilomeasure of descent.”

Wamupreealis bobbed her ears in approval of Fang’s suggestion.  “Landing on a quarantined world is forbidden.  But this is a major lifecrime.  We are Harmonizer Candidates.  Our duty is to protect.  We will land.”

“No,” Dicit said.  “It cannot be done.”

“The physics says it can,” Lincoln repeated.  “And, if there is any pilot in the Galaxy that can fly this thing through an atmosphere, and make it land safely down there in the narrow little slot between these Machines and that village, then it’s you, Dicit.  You know what to do.  We slow our approach and use thrust to keep us from overheating, then we use thrust for a slow descent until we land.  It’ll be like a vertical landing of a rocket.  Even humans had vertical landing of rockets coming down from orbit, before the breaking of quarantine.  We all strap in, you power up the gyros and pull in the ship’s robot arms and only let them out when we’re about to land.  You can fly it down, Dicit.  You can do it.”

Lincoln knew this might seem like manipulative flattery, though it was still hard for him to understand the subtleties of his pack mate’s emotions.  But he also meant it.  Dicit could fly better than anyone else in their cluster.  He was simply the best.

No one spoke for a long moment.  Fang looked on with his infinite patience.  Wamupreealis waited, thinking, her ears forward but twitching slightly.  Finally Dicit spoke.

“No.  I will not permit it.  We have completed our mission.  We must await further instruction.”

“The purpose of the mission has not been achieved,” Wamupreealis said softly.  “The ecosystem of Q707 is endangered.  Many sentients of Q707 are endangered.”

“They will not be extinguished before the Executive troops arrive,” Dicit said.

“Tir has confirmed that this is their first and only city,” Wamupreealis said.  “We must act.  We have our duty.”

Dicit raised his crest high, till it leaned forward over his beak.  He seemed to swell and grow much larger.  Even the feathers on his arms and shoulders puffed up, doubling his volume.  “You are a candidate!” His shrill voice rang painfully loud in the small space.  “You are not a Harmonizer.  And you do not lead.”

Lincoln held his breath.  He felt his limbs get shaky with adrenaline.  Everything had become uncertain, suddenly.  He agreed with Wamupreealis:  they should go down and try to protect the sentients.  And he felt that they had agreed that Wamupreealis would lead, and they should follow her now.  But he also saw how tenuous it all was.  Dicit’s proposal was reasonable.  They could wait, in orbit, keep an eye out for other ships or projectiles.  Eventually, Harmonizers would come in cruisers and with weapons.  Of course, he knew that part of him wanted to agree with Dicit out of fear.  It would be dangerous to fly down, and dangerous to be there on the surface.  The safe thing would be to hide in orbit.  And he had to admit there was nothing official about Wamupreealis’s leadership.  Granted, there was never anything very official about leadership in the Harmonizer Corp, but this was even less official than usual:  they were just first year candidates who had elected her in a spot poll.

Part of him wondered if there would be a fight—an odd worry that flashed into his mind and then would not leave.  Who would side with Wamupreelis?  He would.  But he was not certain about the others.

But Wamupreealis seemed unmoved.  Even her ears, usually quick to betray her mood, did not flick.

Kil’Ti’Tik clicked her claws.  “This one calls for agreement.  Let us not fight the waves of the sea.”

Dicit snapped his crest feathers impatiently.  “What will we do on the surface, if we survive to land there?  We will die in minutes, fighting the Machines.  We have no weapons.”

“Each will die, someday,” Fang growled out, deep in his throat.  “Best to die fighting as Harmonizer Candidates, biting true.”

Lincoln looked at Wamupreealis.  He wanted to ask her, “What should we do?” but somehow he knew asking her would weaken her position, and his own.  Still, he could not guess how this would end.  Would they actually fight, and have to restrain Dicit?  Or would Dicit win the argument simply because they could not force him to help?

Lincoln waited, and he thought Wamupreelis was about to speak, but then Quirk blurted out, “Alternative/resolution/solution.”

All eyes turned on the Thrumpit, where it clung to the wall, perpendicular to them.

“Escape pod,” it added.

Lincoln nodded.  “Right.  This ship has an escape pod, for atmospheric reentry.  It’s big enough for two Kirts.  So, I could go down, with one or two others, using the pod.”

“Yes!” Dicit said, clacking his beak.  “Send the grunkic human!”

“No/listen/re-hear,” Quirk said.  “Land ship.  Ship has laser/gun/cores.  Leave Dicit/dissident/denier in orbit for later rescue.”

Fang huffed and tilted his head.  Wamupreealis blinked and said, “We will follow this path.”

“No!” Dicit said.

“Yes,” Wamupreealis said.  “All who would not follow this path can stay in the escape pod.”

“Alliance ships may not arrive while life support continues,” Dicit protested.

“Then land the escape pod on the planet, far from Machines and sentients,” Wamupreealis said.  “The planet’s atmosphere is breathable.  Much matter there will be suitable to feed the escape pod’s food printer.  One could survive long months while awaiting rescue.”  She gestured at the pilot seat.  “I will fly the ship down.  We will run down this path.”

“I will not get into the escape pod,” Dicit protested.

“Then you will land with us.”

“I will not land on the planet.”

“Then you will go into the escape pod,” Wamupreealis said.

Dicit looked at Fang, then Kil’Ti’Tik.  Finally, his eyes settled on Tir.  Dicit said something in the language of their homeworld.  Tir flinched at it.  Lincoln suspected it was both a demand and an insult.  But Tir did not relent.  It was clear that she would be coming down to the planet, with the rest of them.

“You could help us,” Lincoln said.  “Please, Dicit.  You could provide information from orbit and about incoming ships.  Especially if we place you in a geo-synchronous orbit over the Machine incursion.  Quirk is right.  This is a good solution.  Your concerns are addressed:  you’ll be here to inform the Alliance forces, when they arrive.  And you can help us while we wait.”

Dicit hissed some long phrase at Lincoln.  Again, Lincoln’s earpiece gave him no translation.  But he felt certain it was an insult and also a denial.

Fang grabbed a hold on the wall and pulled forward, toward the Velerit.  His top eyes were closed.  Dicit moved away but Fang kept coming, until the Velerit had backed up against the pilot seat and could go no farther.  Fang put his huge teeth close to Dicit’s beak.

“Harmonizer is trustworthy,” he said.  “Know duty.”

Dicit blinked his black eyes.  His feathers seemed to tremble all over his body.  Fang waited a long while, but Dicit said nothing in reply, and slowly shrank.  Then Fang huffed and pushed back.

“Quirk,” Wamupreealis said, “I ask that you join Dicit.”

Lincoln nodded, understanding the decision.  With Quirk in the escape pod, they could be sure that their requests for orbital reconnaissance would be answered.  And, it put one less candidate in danger.

The Thrumpit waived a tentacle.  “Wise/useful/agreed.”




_____




Dicit did not speak again, as they prepared for the landing.  Tir took the copilot seat, and started to check all the controls that would be required for their descent.  Fang sat broodingly silent, staring at the equations that he projected along the interior hull, as he reviewed Quirk’s math and evaluated the requirements for their descent.  Lincoln felt useless, suddenly.  He settled for reviewing the information about the planet and its intelligent inhabitants.

The idea of a powered descent was not hard to understand.  If a ship fell to the surface, as their sleds had done on their first day, then the re-entry speed would typically be very fast.  A ship just falling into the atmosphere would have speeds that made air a dangerous source of friction.  This did not happen when a rocket ascended, of course, because the ascent was so slow.  The trick then was to do the ascent in reverse:  use thrust to slow the descent, increasing power as they neared the ground so that they slowed to a gentle touch down.  In a traditional rocket, the math was even somewhat favorable.  Lifting from the ground, a rocket had to have the most fuel when it took off, and so it required sufficient thrust to lift both its payload and its fuel.  But in a powered descent, a rocket would burn fuel in the descent, and so get lighter as it approached the ground.  This Kirt ship had a reactionless engine, but for emergency acceleration it had a fusion engine that expelled mass.  They would use that as they fell, and so the ship would get a small amount lighter as their journey progressed.

But the problem was staying straight.  Because the thrust slowed, rather than accelerated, the descent toward the ground, remaining balanced was more difficult than during ascent.  Worse, this ship had not been made to enter an atmosphere.  It would have strange eddies of lift around its awkward shape.  It also had few gyroscopes to maintain stability and control.  The only solution was to drop very precisely, never slipping more than a few degrees from a perfect balance on the combined vector of the thrust, drag, and the pull of the planet.

Lincoln helped Quirk open the door to the escape pod.  It parted with a sigh.  Very dry air vented from inside, as lights blinked on.  It was a small ship, with minimal capabilities.  But it had air and stocks for its small food printer, which meant Quirk and Dicit would be fine there for a week or more.

Dicit had his armor on, and it made him expressionless as he silently climbed inside.  Quirk paused in the doorway and said, clearly on audio, “Give me five.”

Lincoln held up his hand.  Quirk tapped it gently, a deft sign of control in the powered armor.  Quirk pushed off, floating into the pod.  The pod’s door closed.

Lincoln closed the ship’s door and sealed it.  He looked at the screen over the door.  He heard a sound like metal clattering against metal, then he watched the pod slowly drift back.

“They’re away,” Lincoln called.  “We can begin descent.”


Chapter 18







Maybe—Lincoln thought to himself, and he pressed back against his acceleration berth—this had not been a good idea.  First, they experienced the apparent gravity of slowing the ship.  They had been circling the planet now at fast speed, and killing this orbital velocity started their descent.  Wamupreealis kept this deftly at a Nex gravity.  Lincoln approved of the choice.  Fang had recomputed the trajectory so that they did not need to take any additional risks.

The apparent gravity changed as they pushed down toward the planet.  Ideally they would wait while they dropped, but they did not have enough time for that.  Given their landing target, they had to experience several gees while braking before they hit the atmosphere.

Lincoln did not appreciate all the changes in direction and apparent gravity, but he knew that this was the safe and easy part.  Next, they began to fall down into the atmosphere.  He asked his suit to give him an exterior view.  The view came so clear that he felt like he had thrust his head outside.  The planet loomed large below.  They approached it now at a sharp angle.  They would need to slow angular momentum as they fell, and this meant the descent would be a big arc down to the surface.

The atmosphere grew thicker.  Condensation trails formed off the edge of the ship.

“Initiating fusion burn,” Tir said on their common channel.  To Lincoln, it seemed the floor now pressed up under his feet.  The gravity of the planet would grab them now, as their angular velocity decreased.  The planet surface seemed to be rising up at them.

Then Lincoln felt it.  The ship swayed.  One side of the ship, the edge leading their descent, began to lift.  Wamupreealis did something to compensate, and the ship swayed back the other way.  But it went too far.  Again, Wamupreealis compensated.

The ground was coming at them fast.  Their engine’s tail of flame seemed to be waving back and forth in Lincoln’s view.

They would almost certainly die, if the ship began to flip.  He didn’t think that Wamupreealis would be able to get the awkward ship out of a bad tumble.  The ship swayed back and forth, back and forth, refusing to stabilize.

He grit his teeth.  There was nothing he could do but watch.  The green land below, striped with clouds, seemed to swing back and forth.  Then they were in the clouds.  The ship wobbled to and fro, but did not flip.  Lincoln started to think they might make it.  Green trees loomed up, and beyond them the sea.  He did not know how they would land if the ship swayed like this, but he was not afraid of crashing against the ground if they managed to slow their descent the whole way.  They would survive a short drop.

The swaying seemed to slow.  They had reached a stable velocity, he guessed, so that the turbulence around the ship had much less force.  He realized that he’d been holding his breath.  He exhaled sharply in relief.  “Wamu is really going to land this monster,” he said.

The trees below were now close enough that he could see the forest canopy surge in the wind.  He realized then that they had another problem.  From orbit, their telescope had identified a region of what appeared to be grass—or, perhaps, some low foliage.  But below he saw only tree-like organisms.  There was no suitable landing area in sight.

“Release decoys,” Wamupreealis said.

Fang grunted in reply.  Lincoln heard a sound like clattering as dozens of small mining probes were expelled from the ship.  It wasn’t much protection, but if a missile targeted heat or metal, one of the probes might be hit instead of their ship.

Wamupreealis delicately shifted them north, over the narrow strip of land between where the Machines had landed, and the sentient’s village.  Lincoln switched his exterior view to the forward cameras, and saw that the trees seemed to end farther ahead.  The ship carefully slid forward.  The field came into view.  Only, Lincoln saw now, it wasn’t a field.  It was a plateau strewn with boulders, and the boulders were all partially covered with green moss.  No shadows had shown from their orbital view because between the rocks tall grasses grew.

“We have seven time increments of fuel remaining, at current consumption,” Tir said gently on the common line.

“Seven time increments,” Wamupreealis said, to indicate she heard.  A hum went through the ship.  Lincoln felt it through his suit and the berth.  They were extending the ship’s big legs.  Those might be long enough to fit between any of the boulders.  But how could Wamupreealis possibly set this wobbling ship down just right?  Lincoln could not help but wish that Dicit were flying.

The ship shifted to the starboard.  Lincoln saw why.  There was an area just ahead without any of the stones.

“Prepare for landing,” Wamupreealis said.

She shifted the ship over the open area.  Lincoln switched again to the anterior view.  Below them, grasses shriveled in the fusion flame.  They lowered down, causing burnt ash from the plants to shoot off in each direction.  Flames and smoke swallowed his view.  He turned off his exterior view, and was looking again at Fang, berthed across from him.

“Engine cessation in three, two, one.”

They dropped.  The impact was hard, but to Lincoln’s surprise the legs of the ship had a nice spring to them, and the ship seemed to bounce once and then stabilize.

He waited, listening.  The ship made no more sounds.  He had been fearing tearing metal or even an explosion.

“We made it,” he said.  But then he felt himself leaning backwards.  He thought for a second that the ship had just settled some, but it kept tilting.

“Oh no,” Lincoln said.  By reflex he tried to lean forward, but the restraints on his berth held him in place.  He slammed back into the berth as the ship fell on its side.  It threatened to continue turning, as if it might flip onto its top, but then it settled back.  Lincoln looked up at Fang and Kil’Ti’Tik.  They hung now to what was the ceiling:  the part of the deck highest from the ground.

“I’ll get up first,” Lincoln said.  He sent the release command to his berth and the restraints pulled back into the bulkhead.  He climbed out of the berth and walked along the wall to the cockpit.  Tir, who had been sitting in the copilot seat, removed her restraints and stood on the former wall.  Wamupreealis still sat in her seat, strapped in sideways to the new down.  The screens still worked, and they showed the view outside:  the field of boulders and grass, and beyond them a row of trees.  The trees were not like earth trees:  their trunks also were covered with big, drooping leaves.  The whole edge of the forest had the look of a dense and solid wall of green.

“We can help you down,” Lincoln said to Wamupreealis.

“I will not need assistance, human Lincoln,” she said.  She typed quickly at the virtual controls still active before her.  “I am discontinuing all unnecessary ship processes.”

Finished, she reached up with one hand and grabbed a rail on the port side of the cockpit.  She released her seat restraints and swung free, holding from the wall.  Tir stepped back into the hold, and Wamupreealis dropped down on the starboard deck.  Then she climbed over the copilot seat to stand by Tir.

Fang and Kil’Ti’Tik had already climbed down from their berths.

“We need to ensure that the ship’s laser is operational,” Wamupreealis said.  “And we need to move its mount so that we can fire over this area.  The hard landing may have destroyed the magnetic gun, but if not it should also be assembled.  Lincoln and Kil’Ti’Tik will remove the fusion cores and prepare them for use as explosives.”

“Aye, aye,” Lincoln said.

Eager to get outside, Fang was already climbing into the ventral airlock, which now seemed like the starboard side of the ship.




_____




Lincoln and Kil’Ti’Tik left the ship after the airlock cycled again.  Fang was nowhere to be seen; he had run off into the tall grasses, circling their ship to ensure that nothing lurked in wait for them.

Lincoln and Kil’Ti’Tik stood in purple grasses as high as their knees and looked at the ship.  It lay on its port side, looking like a big metal house that had been toppled.  Behind them, a forested hill rose up, biting high into the horizon.  Just beyond that hill lay the incursion of the Machines.  Before them, a low forest ringed the grassland, and beyond it the sea glimmered.  Thin lines of dark smoke rose up from the seaside, signs of the homefires of the village of the sentients.

“You think we can remove the laser and mount it where it will have a clear range of fire?” Lincoln asked.

“Yes,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.  “Four time measures of work.”

Wamupreealis, who was still in the ship, sent a suit to suit radio message.  “We are receiving a low intensity laser message from orbit,” she said.

“Clever Quirk,” Lincoln said.  “It must be using the escape pod’s ranging laser to send a message.  With our laser on its side, we should be able to reply.”  It seemed a wise decision.  If they used radio, they would signal their position to the Machines, and to any ship in the space around the planet.  Probably the Machines knew just where they were, but no need to make it easy.  A laser allowed tight beam communication, much harder to intercept.

Their ship’s laser turned as they watched, so that its glass eye pointed straight up into blue sky.  Tir aimed it at the geo-synchronous orbital location of the escape pod, to send a reply.

“I have included you in the exchange of information,” Wamupreealis said.

“This is Tir,” Tir said, “we have linked with your protocol.  Do you receive our message?”

The answer came back immediately.  Quirk’s voice was recognizable in the audio reconstruction:  “This is Quirk, we receive your message.  Are all crew undamaged?”

“This is Tir.  The ship is harmed, but no crew are harmed.  What is your status?”

“This is Quirk.  Our status is unchanged.”

“This is Wamupreealis.  Do you observe any change in the Machine incursion?”

“This is Quirk.  Yes/Erodes/Spreads.  Trees have been severed during this time duration.  Incursion expands toward the sentient settlement.”

“Continue observation,” Wamupreealis said.  “Contact us if there is any change in the rate of expansion.  We will update you each time measure, to ensure connection.  End transmission.”

Lincoln sighed.  Slow but steady expansion, it seemed.  Like they’d seen from orbit.  It meant that some kind of conflict was going to be inevitable.  Eventually, the machines would be consuming the sentients, just like they now consumed the trees.

“I will remount the laser,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

“Alright,” Lincoln said.  “I’ll work on the walking robots we have.  Call me if I can help you.




_____




The ship had four mining robots, stored in drop bays on its ventral side.  Lincoln went to the first that he could reach.  There was no way to get the robot out but to have it extend its legs, let the ship release it, and then have it tumble to the ground.  It worked fine with the first one he tried.  The robot looked like a small Kirt with glass lens eyes.  It bobbed on its eight legs and stared at him expectantly.  Lincoln moved it a few steps out of the way, and released each of the other robots in turn.  One landed on its top, smashing its antennae, but the others seemed to survive the drop intact.

They were designed for moving on asteroids in no gravity.  Their limbs were thin and weak.  No doubt a good rain would short their circuitry out.  But right now, it should be possible to use them as scouts.

Fang appeared at Lincoln’s side, just as he was giving the robots a set of commands.  Their operating systems were highly autonomous regarding locomotion.  He only needed to give each of them a search pattern in the forest between the ship and the Machine incursion, and ask them to report any moving metallic object.  They dutifully walked off into the grass.

“You learn anything?” Lincoln asked.

“Large prints, likely from sentients, in nearby forest.  Foraging area.  Likely come here often.”

Lincoln looked off to the low trees on the slope below.  “Well, here’s hoping that they find us scary, and keep away.”

Kil’Ti’Tik waved a claw to them from where she perched atop the ship.  She stood precariously on the edge, all her legs akimbo, but her claws and forelegs moved with deft precision over the laser she had remounted it.  “The laser is ready for operation,” she said, “with sight over this field and the hills beyond.  This one believes it will not save us from certain death, but we may take a machine down as we burn.”

“Sounds great,” Lincoln called up to her, laughing.




_____




They gathered in the ship to eat something and discuss their plans.  Fortunately, the food printer still worked, though getting an order out without making a big spill proved difficult.  They sat on the wall and ate, thinking over their options.

They agreed that they had to send a message to the Machines, warning them to cease their activities.  Or, at least, to cease expanding their incursion.  Wamupreealis thought that while they did this, they should hold position and stay in the ship.  They could use the robots to monitor the border between the Machine incursion and the village of sentients.  Fang grunted at this.  He did not like it.  “Large border,” he said.  “Difficult to protect.  Must join robots in the field.”

Tir had clacked her beak, about to offer her own opinion, when a beep sounded from the wall.  Lincoln recognized it as the alarm he had programmed for the robots.  They looked at the ceiling where status reports for the four robots showed.  Lincoln started an interface on the wall and got an exterior view from each robot.

“What have you discovered, Lincoln?” Wamupreealis asked.

“One of the robots detects a large metallic object moving toward it.  Now two detect such objects.  Now all four.”

They looked up at the screens.  The views from the robots showed trees, dark forest, but nothing moving.  Then, on the leftmost screen, Lincoln saw something glitter.  A metallic object rushed at the screen, and then it was gone, having hurried right past their robot.

“Something is coming this way,” Lincoln said.

Wamupreealis stood.  “Fang, you are the best at targeting.  Take control of the laser.  We can no longer delay.  We will make our demands immediately.”

Fang grunted and found a clear piece of wall to call up a control.

Wamupreealis touched another portion of the wall and got it to show exterior views from the ship.  It had grown dark outside, and their view came in infrared.  The purple grasses waved.  Nothing else seemed to move.

Then a machine flew out of the tree tops.  It was some kind of drone, with propellers of seemingly random size and configuration.  It moved smoothly toward them, a few measures off the ground.

Wamupreealis touched the wall, turning on their radio.  Lincoln watched her turn the transmission power to full.  “We represent the Harmonizer Corp.  This is a quarantined planet in Alliance space.  Your landing here is a lifecrime.  You must cease expansion of your incursion immediately.  Then you must leave the planet and remediate the ecosystem as you retreat.  If you cannot leave the planet, the Alliance can remove your incursion.”

The drone slid forward, slowly now.  It was out over the field.  It descended slightly.  The grasses waved violently under its downdraft.

“Do not approach this vessel,” Wamupreealis said.

The drone kept coming.  Wamupreealis looked over at Fang.  “Destroy it,” she said.

Fang stood with his claw over the controls.  He touched them.  On the infrared view, Lincoln watched a blazing line appear on the drone.  It fell apart, and then as its pieces tumbled to the ground, they were sliced again and again into smaller pieces as they fell.

“Remind me never to annoy Fang,” he said under his breath.

Wamupreealis repeated her message, and then listened patiently to the radio.  No reply came.

The same beep sounded again:  the tone Lincoln had programmed to notify him if a robot’s status changed.  He looked up at the four views from the robots.  One, then the next, blinked out.  Their signals stopped.

Everyone looked up at the four blank screens.

“They destroyed our four robots,” he said.  “That likely means they have lots of robots in the forest.”

Wamupreealis flicked an ear.  “Lincoln, Fassiloressilen, Kil’Ti’Tik, assemble the magnetic gun as quickly as you can.  Tir and I will monitor the forest and control the laser while you work.”

“Aye, aye,” Lincoln said somberly.


Chapter 19







Kil’Ti’Tik managed the details, while Fang and Lincoln helped her as she instructed.  The magnetic gun looked like nothing more than a scaffolding of bright metal, aimed at the sky, when they completed its assembly.  Wamupreealis came outside and examined their work.

A hint of dawn spread over the sea.  A beep in their helmets told them that a message was coming in.

“I relay communications with Dicit,” Tir told them, speaking from within their ship.

“This is Wamupreealis,” the Neelee said.  “Report, Dicit.”

“This is Dicit.  The Machine incursion has ceased expansion.  We have not observed a change in the border foliage in the last six time measures.”

“That would be not long after we asked them to stop,” Lincoln said.

“This is Wamupreealis.  Dicit, maintain observation.  Report any change.”

She cut the line.  She looked at Kil’Ti’Tik.  “Do we have sufficient power to run the magnets for the gun?”

“This one says yes.”  The Kirt pointed at Fang.  “Pack sibling, you agree?”

Fang paused.  Lincoln knew he was running over the math in his head, one last time.  “Yes.  Can power.  Can reach incursion with one hundred kilomeasures of ferrous mass.”

Wamupreealis looked toward the rising sun.

“We have received signal from one of our robots,” she said.  “It was not completely destroyed.  It may be possible to repair it sufficiently well for additional use to monitor the area.  Kil’Ti’Tik, remain here and prepare two fusion cores for launch.  Lincoln, Fassiloressilen, and I will retrieve the robot.  We will also try to determine if Machines are harming the sentients or approaching their settlement through the forest.”

They walked across the grass, spread out a few measures from each other.  Lincoln had felt conspicuously nervous, standing by the ship while they worked.  If the Machines wanted to attack, he and Kil’Ti’Tik would have been easy targets.  But as they worked and the hours passed, he became more calm.  So far, they had seen no sign that the Machines meant to attack them again.  Of course, it could just mean the Machines prepared now for an overwhelming show of force.  But he took some solace in the fact that they had stopped expanding their encroachment.  Maybe it was a sign of willingness to negotiate.

The forest’s wall of green, which appeared solid from a distance, was filled with dark shadows when they approached to within a few steps.  Lincoln tried to walk as smoothly as he could.  The armor still felt awkward to him:  the very slight pressure of it against him always made him overreact in his movements.  But he hoped that he walked more naturally now, and did not stomp around quite as aggressively as he had done that first day he’d worn the armor.

He saw a place in the foliage where there seemed to be a break between two great tree trunks.  He put his hand out, and reached through the green wall, into empty space.  He pushed through.  Wamupreealis and Fang followed behind.

Now they walked under the trees.  Lincoln’s suit compensated for the dim light, switching to lay infrared over his visuals.  They walked a few steps into the forest before Lincoln hear a distinct clink!  Something hard had knocked at his suit.  A stone, he thought.  He looked to his side, meaning to ask Fang if he heard anything—and at that moment a long spear struck Fang’s armor.  The spear skittered off, not even scratching the surface, and fell to the ground.

Fang stopped and stood tall on his hind legs.  Wamupreealis pointed.  At the top of a small rise before them, one of the sentients stood.  It leaned far forward, obviously having just thrown the spear.

“It looks like a bipedal frog,” Lincoln said, using the English word.  “A creature on Earth,” he added as explanation.  “Maybe if we stand still, it will calm and we can attempt communication.”

They stood a moment in silence, trying to look unthreatening.  Lincoln wondered how they could best attempt communication.  He held up both hands, palms out, hoping the gesture conveyed some universal unaggressive display.

But an explosive roar of croaking and howling sounded out, all around them.  Over the top of the ridge, where the sentient stood, dozens of other sentients now charged, some of them hurling stone tipped spears, others throwing stones.  Many swung stone axes, held in both hands.  Lincoln and Wamupreealis moved closer to Fang, closing ranks.  Spears struck at them, clattering off their armor.  Lincoln blinked and even cringed involuntarily at the great lances that arced through the air and then hammered against him, but none could penetrate his armor.

“We must retreat,” Wamupreealis said.

But as they backed up, sentients now charged from the two sides.  One leaped on Wamupreealis, striking at her head with a stone ax.  Another leapt at Fang.

Fang deftly swept the sentient aside with the open, wide palm of one hand, redirecting its momentum.  The creature rolled across the ground, squealing in complaint.  Lincoln helped Fang pull the other sentient off of Wamupreealis.  It was heavier than he expected, a strain even for his power-assisted armor.  It struck at his head with its ax before Fang tossed it back.

The sentient charged again, its ax held high.  A spear, thrown by a sentient farther up the slope, struck their attacker in the back.  It dropped its ax and fell to the ground, gasping and croaking.

Fang stood to his full height and spread his arms wide.  He howled, using the full volume of his armor’s exterior speakers.  At the same time, he turned on all the lights on the suit to their maximum brightness.  Lincoln’s suit turned its sound gain down to nearly nothing, to compensate for the deafening roar, and his visor went nearly black to cover the blinding glare.

When the sound and the glow faded, Fang dropped to all fours.  The stunned sentients fled up the hill before them, their war cries turning to sharp little chirps of retreat.

A dozen steps away, the hurt sentient lay.  Some of the others had been trying to carry it away, but they had dropped it in their flight.  The creature still breathed, but purplish blood oozed from a jagged wound in its back.  Wamupreealis took a step toward it, but as she did so, another barrage of stones and spears sailed over the hill.

“Should we take it back to the ship?” Lincoln asked.  They had a minimal autodoc on the ship.  Whether that old model of medical machine had a library that could determine the appropriate treatment for such an organism was very uncertain.

Fang looked up the hill.  “Second attack,” he grunted.

Wamupreealis tipped her head, a gesture Lincoln recognized from when she flicked an ear.  “Most probably, more will get hurt, if we linger.  And this unfortunate warrior may be speared again, as we carry it off.  Best we retreat.”

She ran toward the ship.  Fang and Lincoln followed, as stones snapped at their backs.




_____




They stayed in the ship, warily keeping watch over the field.  They saw nothing, though infrared cameras could detect the heat signatures of sentients moving just beyond the green cover.  But when the dark of the night came, stones began to rain down on the ship.  They clattered for hours against the hull.  Lincoln and the others sat in a circle, their armor removed and stowed, and waited for the dawn.  Kil’Ti’Tik fretted, tapping the floor with four or five legs, worried the laser or magnetic gun might be hurt by a well-placed stone, but Wamupreealis insisted she not go outside to attempt shielding their only two weapons.

With the dawn, the sounds stopped.  Kil’Ti’Tik tapped at virtual controls, clicking her claws as she ran diagnostics on their laser and the magnetic gun.  Finally she announced that both still worked.  Wamupreealis used the laser to check in with Dicit and Quirk, and received confirmation that nothing had changed:  as far as those two in orbit could tell, the Machines had not expanded the area of their mine.

“This forest is dense,” Wamupreealis said, “The telescope on the escape pod is weak.  The Machines could have many small intrusion units under the canopy, moving toward the settlement of the sentients, and these would not be detected.”

Fang growled thoughtfully.  “Cannot hunt this long border,” he said.  “Not while avoiding sentients.  And sentients now move toward the machines.”

“I agree,” Wamupreealis said.  “We must patrol this region as best we can, but the sentients can get harmed attacking us, if they find us walking in their forests.  And the area to be protected is large.”

The real problem hung in the air:  should they set a fusion core into an unstable cycle, and launch it with the magnetic gun at the Machine incursion?  It would be a drastic response, technically justified, but extreme.  If any of the sentients were nearby, they could be hurt.  But if the incursion spread, the five of them might never again have the chance to destroy it with a single attack.

“We can relinquish three fusion cores.”  Wamupreealis said.  “Can we set them into unstable cycles, and time the explosion with sufficient accuracy to use the magnetic gun to launch the fusion cores into the center of Machine incursion?”

Fang blinked.  Finally he said, “Yes.”

Kil’Ki’Tik raised a claw.  “This one agrees:  we can manage the timing with sufficient precision.”

“We may be forced into this course of action,” Wamupreealis said.  “We will prepare for it.  If we have any evidence that the Machines are leaving their incursion area, we will attack them with the fusion cores.  If they remain in their area, we will await Alliance support.”

“I have a concern,” Lincoln said.

Everyone looked at him.

“Explain your concern, human Lincoln.”

“We don’t really know why they are here, or what they are doing.  They have sent one… what do you call it?  Extension?  Body?  Robot?  Well, they sent one robot here.  But that could have been just to examine what we were.  We have no evidence they have crossed into the village of the sentients.”

“This is a quarantined planet in Alliance space,” Tir said.

Lincoln nodded.  “I get that.  They should not be here.  But what if they crashed here?  Could they just be trying to repair their ship?  Or maybe that tower is some kind of hyper-radio, and they mean to call for help.  I’m just… concerned that we don’t know what’s happening here.  Who tried to drop that asteroid on them, for example?  They did not do that themselves, I assume.  So something doesn’t add up.  We should not drop unstable fusion cores on these Machines until we know what they are doing.  Meanwhile, the longer we wait, the more danger the sentients are in.”

“What alternative, alternative course of action do you suggest?” Tir asked.

“I want to force them to talk.”

“We have tried electromagnetic communication,” Tir said.

“Yes.  We radioed them.  But we accused them of a lifecrime, and we had just destroyed their robot.  I want to go out there.  By myself.  Showing up, alone, would tell them that we are serious about talking.  I’ll ask them why they are here.  We’ll see what they say.  If they refuse to talk, I’ll return, and we can attack then.  Or, if they attack me, then fire the fusion cores over the hill.”

“This one believes you will die a horrible death,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.

“As Kil’Ti’Tik indicates,” Wamupreealis said.  “Executing your plan could be costly.”

“If it goes wrong, then only I would bear the cost.  I think we at least have to try.”  He looked at each of them in turn.  “We are not officially at war with the Machines.  I think we have to hope there’s some chance war can be avoided.  I’m willing to bear the risk.”

“Sentients,” Fang said.

Lincoln nodded.  “The sentients seem to come and go.  After throwing rocks all night, I’m guessing they are done for now.  I imagine eventually they have to go back to their village and eat something.  But, if I see one of them, I’ll just turn around and come back.”

Wamupreealis looked at him, her huge eyes unblinking.  Lincoln met her gaze, which seemed to drop him into bottomless depths.  But then she said, “We will follow this path.”




_____




They helped Lincoln into his armor, and then Fang and Tir looked at him as he backed into the ventral—now starboard—airlock.  Lincoln paused in the airlock, with his hand over the control to close the interior door.  “Hey, uh, Fang, you’re a typical Sussurat I suppose.  You don’t like fame?  You just want to keep your head down, do your job?”

Fang looked at him blankly.  He blinked.  Then he said, “Harmonizer works for life.  Not fame.  Fame destroys effort.”

“Yeah, uh, I figured you’d say that.”

Now the Kirt and Neelee moved to stand behind Fang.  They looked at Lincoln expectantly.

“You too, Kil’Ti’Tik?” he asked.  “Wamupreealis?  Tir?  You’re the kind of folks who prefer to avoid the spotlight?  You prefer to do your job quietly?”

The Kirt lifted her eyestalks.  Tir said, “What are you asking, asking, pack mate Incoln?”

Wamupreealis’s ears pointed dangerously back, as if she expected bad news.

Lincoln spoke in a rush, “I, uh, I just wanted to say I’m very sorry I sent a video of us singing together to Earth and now you’re all very very very famous there—bigger than Elvis—everyone on the planet knows you four and Quirk and Dicit—you’ll be famous there for the rest of your lives, and I’m very sorry but it was an accident and tell Quirk and Dicit I apologize and don’t be too angry I’m probably going to die now anyways.”

Fang had closed his tops eyes, a sign of disgust.  Kil’Ti’Tik’s eye stalk were held far apart in shock.  Tir’s crest stood straight up, and spread out wide, an expression Lincoln had not seen before—it made her look like an angry flower.  Lincoln quickly punched the controls that shut the airlock door while Wamupreealis flicked her ears forward angrily.

Lincoln turned off his radio.  Let them yell a while, then he would turn it back on.




_____




Lincoln walked to the field’s edge.  He entered the dark forest, not far from the place where they had been attacked by the sentients.  The dense foliage above and behind him greedily consumed most of the light.  It was dark, and his suit compensated with infrared.  The colors bleached out of his view as it became more bright and sharp.  But he saw no heat signatures.

“This is Lincoln,” he radioed.  “I’ve entered the forest.  It is unusually dark, as before, but it is also easy to move here—there is little vegetation between these trees.  I’m going to start my approach.  I haven’t seen any of the frogs.  The sentients, I mean.  If all goes well, I’ll avoid seeing any of them, and the next you will hear from me is my message to the Machines.”

No reply came.  He took that to be good news, and turned off the radio.

Although his transmissions were encrypted, it would give away his location.  His hope was not so much to surprise the Machines as it was to get very close to them before they paid him any attention.  Then, he hoped, they could see that he had come alone, and was not the forefront of some attacking army.

The ground sloped up before him, but in the dark and with the canopy close above, it looked almost as if it sloped downward.  He marched on, moving as quickly as he could.

He wished Rossum was with him.  And Socrates.  But the mission had required they act alone, as Harmonizers would.  He marched on, alone.  No one attacked him.

He walked for a time measure—an hour, by his own reckoning, and this brought him to the top of the high hill that they could see from the ship.  He paused at the top and looked down.  The forest revealed nothing.  The trees were too dense for him to see out, over the canopy, to the open pit mine below.

He started his descent.

About half way down the slope, he saw bright light ahead.  Then, as he descended more, it became more clear:  the edge of the forest before him had no foliage, no dense border.  There had not been time for the low, light-hungry transition plants to get started.  And beyond that stretched barren ground and the glint of metals.

He walked to the edge of the bowl that the Machines had excavated.  It was huge, a kilomeasure across, and nearly a third as deep.  Silver machines seethed, like a pile of insects, in the low center of the bowl.  From their midst stood a tower, a silver narrow spire that reach high into the air.  He expected it, having seen the shadow from orbit, but it was impressive and strange to see it from this perspective.

It’s a machine, Lincoln thought.  But what is it for?  What does it do?  Is it a ship?  Or some kind of transmitter?

He stared, feeling something like awe, and also a great fear.  Machines crawled over the surface of the tower, and from this distance they looked to him like ants crawling over a tree.  He thought for a second of his mother.  What would she say?  Were the Machines just very complex eusocial insects?  But they seemed so alien to life, and so ominous.  If they started a war now, it would be terrible.  Earth, so close to the border of their domain, would quickly be destroyed.  All that he loved—the forests of the north country of New York, the cities of New York or London, the ocean waves falling on Connecticut beaches—all those things would become like this open pit mine.  The Earth would be one seething scar, covered with remorselessly hungry machines.  It was a terrible, terrible vision.

Time to act.  He came for a reason, and when they noticed him, time might be up, and he might not have another chance.  He turned on his radio and turned the transmission power to maximum.  Then he hesitated.  Had he been right, to recommend this course of action?

Only one way to find out.

“I am a representative of the Harmonizer Corp!” he transmitted.  “This is a quarantined world under Alliance protection.  Your incursion here is a lifecrime.  We ask that you cease activity and communicate your intention with us immediately.”

He waited.  No response came.  He added, “It is not necessary that we fight.  Explain your intent, and we can negotiate an outcome that will not harm any more of the inhabitants of this planet.”

Silence.  Lincoln looked out over the vast crater.  He realized, suddenly, that the Machines on the ground and on the tower had ceased moving.  It was a frightening sight:  all that activity coming to cessation, as if preparing for an attack.  He held his breath, waiting for an answer.

“I am a representative of the Harmonizer Corp!” he transmitted again.  He did it because he felt suddenly overwhelmed by the silence.  “We ask that you cease activity and communicate your intention with us.”

A ripple went through the metallic horde below.  The horde there looked to him now like a strange, mercury sea.  The ripple in its surface rushed toward him.

“I don’t know if I like the look of that,” Lincoln whispered.  The ripple seemed to grow in size as it approached.  It took all his courage to stand still, waiting for a reply.  The machines surged toward him—

And then the wave neared his edge of the bowl.  He could see now what it was:  large machines of diverse forms, running forward on four, six, a hundred legs, climbing over their peers.  They approached quickly.  The machines at the front edge sprung up, scrambling along the dirt slope.  In seconds, several big machines came to the lip of the bowl.  Lincoln turned to flee, but he had waited too long.  One of the machines, covered with grasping tentacles, leapt up from the bowl and slammed into him.  Behind it, other similar machines rose, binding and twining their tentacles, so that Lincoln was held tightly at the end of a silver chain of the seething machines.

“I am a representative of the Harmon—” he began.  But then a huge tentacle slammed into the face of his helmet.  He fell back, or rather the force slammed him to the ground and the tentacle pressed his head to the soil.  He beat his fists against the pipe, but it did not loosen its grip on his armor’s face plate.  He expected darkness, but instead, colored lights blinked and flitted across his vision.  Something projected onto the face of the helmet.

Are they trying to communicate? he wondered.  But he could not understand what they showed to him.  He saw shapes—he wondered if they were symbols.  Something like a green lambda.  A figure like firey, yellow light bending around a black hole.  A series of red dots.  Several lines coming together and bending around each other.  And then a blue figure like a diamond, with a vertical line through its center, and two dots in red above the right side apex.

Something about the images seemed to cloud his mind.  He could only stare as the sequence repeated, again and again.  He felt himself being dragged toward the pit, and he had sufficient vestiges of thought to hammer his fists into the ground, digging in, slowing the motion.

He tried to speak, but he did little more than move his lips silently.  The images repeated relentlessly.  He had the strange sense that they were not before him, but were inside him, as if he imagined the colors and symbols and shapes deep in his brain.  His grip in the soil weakened.  His motion toward the edge accelerated—

But then the machine let go of him.  White light, painfully bright, filled his eyes.  He blinked, and realized he looked at the sky.  He rolled over and pushed himself up.  He managed to stand, feeling woolly-headed.

He turned.  The chain of machines slid backwards, away from him, retreating into the crater.

A squealing began inside his helmet.  “Wamupreealis?  Fang?” he said, thinking that perhaps it was some failed signal from their crashed ship.  “Quirk?  Dicit?”  His radio gave no reply, only a howl of noise.  He realized that something was jamming radio now.  Some signal came in with incredible power, overwhelming his radio connection with the others.

He stumbled backwards, into a tree.  The horde of machines still retreated from him, seething and leaving a trail of broken plants.

A strange, mechanical voice sounded out in his helmet, shouting from the speakers that pressed against his earlobes.  The painful volume made the sound incomprehensible at first.  But then he realized it spoke Galactic.  Or rather, it shouted Galactic.




THE INCURSION AT 739.842.843 IS NOT SANCTIONED.

THE INCURSION AT 741.331.007 IS NOT SANCTIONED.

THE INCURSION AT 742.973.804 IS NOT SANCTIONED.




Lincoln had found his suit always deftly adjusted all input so that he could hear or see anything comfortably.  He could stare at the sun, or stand next to a howling jet engine, without discomfort.  But somehow, this signal overrode those safeties.  It screamed in his helmet.  He put his hand over his ears reflexively, ceramic metal gloves clacking against the metal helmet.  He realized then that the signal was also outside, in some monstrous, loud audio that shook his armor and that his suit relayed to him with its audio pickups.




ALL INCURSIONS WILL BE RENDERED INERT.




The sound stopped.  Lincoln dropped his hands.  For a few seconds he just panted, looking up at the sky.  His ears rang.

Something crackled in his helmet.  “Ink…re…re…tre….”

The diagnostics in his suit showed it was another radio signal, but this one very weak.  Suddenly it became clear.  Dicit’s voice, loud and fast, “Incoln evacuate area!  Incoln, move away from the Machines!”

A radio signal from orbit, he realized.  Dicit had been struggling to get a signal to him but now he’d managed to do it.

“Incoln, fly fast from the Machines!”

“Damn!” Lincoln shouted.  He pushed off the tree and started running.  He was not fast.  The hard boots of his armor dug into the soft soil, so that some of his steps were like running in sand.  And he was still inelegant in the suit.  He managed only to make it over the top of the hill when the explosion hit.

A sudden eerie silence fell.  The plants in front of him all bent toward him.  Loose leaves flew past his head.  He ran—but then suddenly dirt smeared across the visor of his helmet.  Somehow he had been thrown face first into the ground.  Soil exploded around him, and then he began to slide and roll violently down the hill.  His view went black.  Sound became a muffled roar.  He tumbled for a long while before something hard pinned him down.  He lay on his back, unable to see anything, and listened to a patter like a violent rain.  It was debris, he knew, falling all around him.

After a long while the sound grew quiet.  He could see nothing.  His arms and legs resisted his attempts to move.  He was buried.

He fought panic.  Knowing that soil buried him made the suit—to which he had grown accustomed—suddenly seem again like a tight-fitting case.  A terrible claustrophobia threatened to rise up and consume him.  He forced his breathing to slow.  He tried to move his left arm but he couldn’t.  He tried the right, and slowly he pulled it forward, straining against the piled dirt.  His breath seemed harsh and strained and loud in his helmet.  He concentrated on the arm, raising it up.  He could move his legs but not his body:  his hips seemed pinned.  He accessed the suit diagnostics.  There was damage to his leg servos, but nothing had penetrated the suit.  No breaches.

He pushed hard with his arm.  Finally he felt his fingers suddenly move freely.  They were out in free air.  A tremendous relief came over him:  the soil over him was only an arm’s length deep.

After a time of ineffectually moving his arm slowly this way and that, he found he could start to push soil aside.  It took a long while but he managed to throw small amounts of dirt away and dig a small hole around his chest and shoulder.  Eventually he managed to get some of the dirt off his helmet.  He saw sky, and then dirt fell back over his view.  But a few more tries and he could see his situation.

He lay buried in a big landslide.  A tree had fallen across him.  Its gray trunk lay across his hip.  He was lucky:  dozens of trees had fallen all around him, many of them huge.  The one on his hip was small.  He had little freedom of movement, but he thought he might be able to dig out from under the tree, if most of its weight rested not on his armor but on the soil around him.

“Lincoln, report,” a voice said.

“Kil’Ti’Tik?” he said.  “I’m glad to hear from you.  I’m sore but not seriously injured.  I’m trapped under debris.  I can’t seem to get out.  How are you?”

“This one is as miserable as ever,” Kil’Ti’Tik said.  “This one expects to die soon.  But none are harmed here.  The broken ship is not more broken.”

“And Quirk and Dicit?”

“They continue to live a while longer.  A Machine ship entered orbit, but it is now retreating.”

“Those three coordinates that the Machines transmitted—those are the coordinates for the three attacks, I assume.  I mean, I assume those are coordinates for this planet, and for where the Thrumpit ship was attacked, and for E793 where the ecoforming station was attacked?”

“That is correct,” Tir said.

Lincoln felt relief at the confirmation.  It certainly was better that some rogue Machines, and not the Machine Empire, had incurred into Alliance space.  Earth could not stand against the united Machine Empire.  But if the Machines and Earth and the Alliance together were fighting incursions by some splinter group, then the threat might be one that could be overcome.

But the relief quickly faded.  It must have been the Machines who had put the asteroid on the collision course with the incursion.  They had been looking for a way to destroy the rogue Machines on the surface while hiding their own intrusion into Alliance space.  And that meant that they had decided to wipe out a village of innocent sentients, and many other organisms, to cover up the embarrassment of some rogue Machines.  Not a pleasant thought.  Such beings were a danger to all life.

“Alright,” Lincoln said.  “I’m going to try to dig myself out.  But do you think someone could come help me?”

“Fassiloressilen comes to you now,” she said.

“That’ll do it,” Lincoln said, smiling.

“He said he wants to talk to you about the recording you sent to Earth.”

“Oh, uh, maybe I’d better dig myself out, come to think of it.  Before Fang lifts this tree and sets it on my head.”


Chapter 20







It was a week before a Neelee starship arrived in system.  The five of them had spent the week crowded in their toppled mining scow, not wanting to put the sentients in danger again.  It was not an easy week.  Fang grew sullen and withdrawn.  Kil’Ti’Tik worked compulsively on the ship, repairing broken systems that would never be used again.  Tir used the ship’s telescope to study the sentients that occasionally walked along the edge of the field, warily spying on the ship.  At night, often the sentients threw stones at the ship, and the sound of the blows would ring for hours, keeping them awake.  Wamupreealis and Lincoln tried to distract themselves with watching for signs that any of the Machines survived.  They found a small maintenance robot in a closet, stripped it of its heavy tools, and marched it out to the mine where the incursion occurred.  It marched for days through the wreckage, but they found nothing except carbonized soil and melted shreds of metal.  Nothing moved, no additional energy was emitted.

“It looks like the Machines made very sure that nothing remained,” Lincoln said.  “Almost as if there were something they did not want us to know.”

In orbit, Quirk and Dicit were about to bring the escape pod into the atmosphere, and land somewhere far from any known location of sentients.  The stocks for the escape pod’s food printer had run out, and the air had been recycled so many times that the oxygen count was dropping.  Dicit began the countdown to fire the engines to slow their orbital velocity, and he and Quirk had already strapped in, when the hyper-radio message came through.

“This is Alliance ship Edge of Forest.  Harmonizer Candidates, respond.”

Dicit replied with coordinates for both the pod and the ship on the surface.  In the dim light of the next dawn, Lincoln and the others suited up and went outside.  A sharklike cruiser came down out of the sky and landed beside their ship.  Its starboard door slid open.  There was a shimmer in the grass, and then just a few steps away a figure materialized out of nothing:  a Kirt in full Harmonizer armor.  It had been in stealth mode, nearly invisible to the eye.

Lincoln felt a strange mix of emotions.  First, awe.  Here was a Harmonizer, a soldier respected throughout the Alliance, a warrior with a sacred duty to protect the meta-natural balance and to spread life.  And then, he felt a surge of pride.  He studied to be one of this tribe.  If he succeeded, he would someday be like this Harmonizer now before him.

“Ensure that all technology is stowed in your ship,” the Kirt Harmonizer clicked at them.  “Then board the cruiser.  We will get your crew to the safety of Edge of Forest.  A lifter will come down later to remove your ship.”

They packed away the laser and the magnetic gun, piling the parts roughly inside the cabin of the scow.  When they closed the airlock, Lincoln patted the ship’s hull a few times gently.  “Thanks, Scow, you were a finer ship than anyone could ever have expected.  I hope they fix you up and find another good use for you.”

Fang huffed approvingly.

They climbed into the cruiser.  It was the first time that Lincoln had been inside one.  The crew was just a pair of Harmonizers:  the Kirt and also a Neelee.  The two of them moved quickly, efficiently, ensuring all of the candidates were berthed.  Then they climbed into their pilot couches and the ship took off at high acceleration.

Lincoln sighed.  When he had stood by that crater, and the machines had rushed at him, he’d felt certain that his life would end in the next minute.  But it hadn’t.  They had all survived.  They were going home.  He reached out and rapped on Kil’Ti’Tik’s armor.

“Hey,” he said.  “I told you so.”




_____




Long weeks of travel followed.  The Neelee ship Edge of Forest took them to the E793 system, where it met with the Steady Current for the sole purpose of handing over the candidates.  Lincoln returned to his room on that Kirt ship, and found Rossum waiting just where he had told the robot to remain.

“Good to see you again, Rossum,” he said.

“Now, good morrow, friends.”

“I’m going to sleep a few days.  Wake me up if anyone comes looking for me.  Otherwise, I intend to lay here till we land on Nex.”




_____




Lincoln awoke in the dark.  He had to look around to remember where he was.  He saw the glass wall, the glowing patterns above his bed indicating that Socrates attended on him, and Rossum a still figure in the dark.  Ah, he remembered now.  He had made it home.  He was back in his room in the barracks.

The last leg of their return had been uneventful.  Wamupreealis called three meetings to discuss their mission and what they could have done better, but then they each settled into solitude.  After Steady Current came in orbit of Nex, and their transport returned them to the planet, they each had silently retreated to their rooms, eager for decent sleep in a familiar gravitational field.

And yet, here Lincoln lay awake.  Something had troubled his sleep and woke him.

“Socrates, what time is it?”

“It is the first hour.”

What had he been thinking again, just as he fell asleep?  He had been thinking about Rossum.  While they pursued their mission, he had not had time to even think about the mystery of the sabotaging logic cube.  When had the logic cube that controlled Rossum been inserted?  Over and over, Lincoln pictured the scene after he met Songleader, when he had ascended to the small square in search of Rossum.  He had heard slapping feet run away.  He had come into the square, where torgens lined the roofs and stared down at Rossum.  Something about that moment troubled Lincoln.  Perhaps he should have run after whatever had run from the square?  Had he been cowardly not to pursue it?  It would have been easy to follow the retreating being:  in the square it had been so quiet that the sound of the footsteps echoed loudly.

“It was quiet,” Lincoln whispered.  He sat up and put his feet on the floor.  “It had been quiet.”

“Do you have a request, Lincoln?” Socrates asked.

Lincoln stood and paced before the glass.  He thought about it again and again:  the torgens had been silent.  He knew of only one possible explanation.

We call it the fowalus, the sand lurker, Wamupreealis had told him.  It hides in sand, and jumps out and seizes birds, often locating them by their sound.  These birds are silent by instinct, when they see anything of that shape.

This recollection gave Lincoln an idea.

“Socrates, are there recordings from inside the escape pod that was used during my mission?”

Socrates was quiet a while.  Lincoln assumed it was passing the query on to machines elsewhere in the Academy.  Finally Socrates said, “There are such recordings.  You are permitted to see them.”

“Good.  Alright.  Uh, look at the backups of the records from my armor.  Can you find the time stamp for when I received a radio signal from orbit, when I was on Q707?”

“No, Lincoln.  I cannot discern the location of the transmitter of the signals received by your suit.”

“No problem, let’s review all the radio messages received in turn, until we find the one I want.”

They did this, until Lincoln found the recording of the signal from Dicit.  “Incoln evacuate area!  Incoln, move away from the Machines!”

“Note the time of that,” he told Socrates.  “Now, show me the recordings from the Escape Pod, say, a tenth of a time measure before this time.”

The wall of his room gave him a fish-eye view of the small interior of the pod.  Both Dicit and Quirk stood in their armor, their feet magnetically attached to a wall.  Dicit looked closely at a screen showing an exterior view.  A huge hulking ship, its shape ominously irregular, was slipping into orbit.  They had turned the camera to watch it.  There could be no mistaking its origin:  the approaching ship had been made by the Machines.  All over its surface, robots seethed.

“They are powering particle beam weapons,” Dicit said.

“Likely/probable/perhaps target is incursion,” Quirk said.

Dicit tapped at the controls.  “We must warn Incoln.”

Quirk reached out one, then two tentacles, seizing Dicit’s arms.  “No/refrain/wait.”

Dicit’s helmet turned to gaze directly at the Thrumpit.  Lincoln could imagine that the Velerit’s crest pressed violently against the roof of his helmet, as he tried to show furious indignation.  How dare another being doubt him—even less, seize his arms to stop his action.

“Dangerous,” Quirk said.  “Ship may notice/target/attack us.”

Dicit’s voice was cold and calm.  “Fourteen generations of Harmonizers have come from my nest.  I will not fail to honor, honor their service.”

He deftly moved both arms in a fast circular motion, breaking Quirk’s grip.  He touched the screen again.

“Incoln,” he said.  “Incoln evacuate area!  Incoln, move away from the Machines!  Incoln!”

Lincoln waved a hand and sat on the edge of his bed.  “You can stop the recording, Socrates.”

“Yes Lincoln.”




_____




The next morning, he showered, cut his hair, and shaved, before Socrates spoke to him.  “Lincoln, your cluster leader has summoned you to his administrative control area.”

“You mean his office?” Lincoln asked, using the English word.

“Yes, Lincoln.  Rossum will guide you there.”

“About time,” Lincoln said.  On their first day on Nex, each of the others in his pack had been debriefed.

He quickly put on a new uniform, and then followed the robot through their common area and into the open elevator.  He stepped inside the huge car.  The doors closed and he descended so quickly he thought his feet jumped.  The car stopped with equal abruptness, making his knees bend.

He followed Rossum out into a wide, white hall.  Neelees and Velerits in Harmonizer uniforms hurried by, ignoring him.  Rossum led him to a huge door.  It parted.  Inside, Taitik’Kai stood behind what Lincoln took to be a desk.

“Enter, Candidate,” Taitik’Kai said.

Lincoln walked to the edge of the Cluster Leader’s desk and stood at attention.

“This one summons each member of your pack for discipline.”

“Yes, Cluster Leader.”

“I have read your complete personal report.  Your activities on Q707 went beyond the required mission.”

“Yes, Cluster Leader.”

“Do you have an explanation?”

“We witnessed a lifecrime in progress.  It was necessary to try to protect the settlement of the Fro—I mean, of the Q707s sentients.  We developed the most effective plan to do this.”

Taitik’Kai poked himself with his small claw.  “This one disagrees.  Your ship was not suitable for landing.  Your incursion on the surface resulted in harm—perhaps fatal harm—to at least one sentient.”

“Cluster Leader, if we had not landed, it is possible the Machines would have attacked and destroyed the settlement.”

“You have insufficient evidence for this claim.”

Lincoln considered arguing further, but then he resisted the urge.  The Kirt no doubt had an IQ twice is own.  It would have already considered all the arguments Lincoln now wanted to make.  He stood at silent attention.

This seemed to gratify the old Kirt, who said, “You will not be disciplined at this time, though your Academy record includes an observation that you showed poor judgment on this mission.  Candidate Wamupreealis has been expelled.”

Lincoln stood with his mouth open, shocked.  Finally he managed to say, “But cluster leader, I agreed with her decision to land on the planet.”

“Yes.  This one has recommended that you be expelled also.”

Lincoln swallowed.

“Because you are an ignorant savage,” Taitik’Kai added, “some leniency was considered appropriate.  Also, as the only human in the academy at this time, sending you home would be a painful embarrassment for your species.”

Lincoln flinched.  That was too close to what Dicit had said:  the bragowlorump human.

“Your next error will cause you to be expelled.  This one expects you to be expelled in the new term.”

“Yes, Cluster Leader.”

Lincoln started for the door.  But he stopped in the open doorway and looked back.  “Cluster Leader, if we had not landed, the Alliance might not now know that there are two factions of Machines.  Wamupreealis did us a great service, helping us discover that.”

“You have insufficient evidence for this claim,” Taitik’Kai said.  “And this was learned by accident.  A Harmonizer cannot depend on accidents.”

Lincoln knew he’d best shut up when he was falling behind, but he couldn’t help but blurt out, “We tried to do the right thing on Q707, Cluster Leader.”  He felt immediately sorry:  it sounded pleading, petulant.

“You failed, Candidate Lincoln.”  He lowered his eye stalks, already starting on another task.  He waved his huge claw.  “Leave this one’s administrative control area.”

But as the door began to close, Lincoln heard the old Kirt say, “You could have failed worse.”




_____




Lincoln found Wamupreealis in her room.  He watched her through the clear glass of her wall a moment, but then she saw him and waved for him to enter.  The door opened.

“Wamupreealis, I’m so very sorry,” he said.  “I just learned from Taitik’Kai.  I don’t think it’s fair.  Going to the surface was something we all agreed to—well, all of us but Dicit.  I don’t know why you must be punished.”

Wamupreealis flicked her ears.  “I am not being expelled for the landing, Lincoln.”

Lincoln frowned.  Taitik’Kai had left him believing just that.  “What?  Then why?  I mean, for what?”

“For not bringing the sentient into our ship to treat it.”

Lincoln thought about that.  Without meaning to, he started pacing, as he always did when his thoughts seemed to race away from him.  “Wait a minute.  You made a judgment.  You had to decide whether more of the sentients would be hurt, if we tried to treat that one.  I was there, the sentients were charging us a second time.  Many others may have been hurt if we did not leave immediately.  And if we carried that hurt sentient, it would have been in the barrage of spears and stones.”

She flicked her ears again.  “Yes, that was what my reasoning concluded also.  But perhaps we could have shielded it and assisted it.  Perhaps it died, because we failed to do so.”  She twisted her nose, an expression of thoughtfulness.  “This is what we on Neelee-ornor call a jaluhout:  an impossible situation.  A conflict of purposes where making the right decision is hard, where it may be impossible to know what the right decision is.”

“A jaluhout,” Lincoln said.  “Valuable word.  Valuable idea.  I used to think there was always a solution.  Now I’m thinking maybe all of life is one big jaluhout.”

Wamupreealis barked once in laughter.  “You would make a good Neelee.”

Lincoln frowned.  “Still,” he said.  “You are a great candidate.  The best of us.  It’s not fair.  It’s not fair that I am here and you must go.”

“This is not a strong thought,” she said.

When Lincoln did not answer, she said, “We are all here because this is our path.  We were found suitable for this path, Human Candidate Lincoln Finn.  Why do you doubt this?  Tell me.”

“Right.  Of course.  But, you know, Dicit says that I am a browgoralump, a token to Earth.”  And he thought of what the Cluster Leader had just said:  he was forgiven for his ignorance.

“Every candidate is a browgoralump,” Wamupreealis said, “We are all inadequate to the challenge.  But we are selected for being least inadequate.  Do you doubt you are less inadequate than many others?”

Lincoln shrugged.  “During the application, I flunked many of the tests.”

Lincoln told her the story of the test that had caused his reoccuring nightmare:  the simulation where he tried to save the young Neelee.

“Yes,” Wamupreealis said.  “We were all given many tests like that.  And we all failed the tests.”

“What does it measure, then?”

“A Harmonizer must struggle always to follow the right path, even if it means attempting paths too steep to climb.  And even if it means trespassing the rules.  Sometimes even if it means dying.  You were accepted because of the way that you failed that test.  Trustworthiness—having the just state within—that is the hardest thing for a Harmonizer.  You showed that virtue.  Others follow all the superficial rules of the test, and they do not fail, and they are not accepted into the Academy.”

Lincoln shook his head in consternation.  He did not know if this revelation made him feel better or worse.  It seemed to mean that Dicit was wrong to accuse him of being a browgoralump, but it also seemed inconsistent with Wamupreealis being expelled.

As if reading his thoughts, Wamupreealis said, “They have only expelled me for a year, Lincoln.  Then I am permitted to return.  And I will return.  Sometimes they even return a candidate to the original pack.  If not, I will seek you out, Human Candidate Lincoln.  Our paths will run hoof-by-hoof again.”

“That’s good,” Lincoln said softly.  He had not realized that she had only been expelled for a limited term.  He felt great relief at the discovery.  He tried to force a smile.  A typical Neelee, Wamupreealis turned away and returned to her packing.  Lincoln started to leave, but he stopped in the doorway.

“Wamupreealis, you seem to know a lot of history.  Do you know, did the Alliance stop any asteroids from hitting Earth?  I mean, P313?”

“Yes, Lincoln.  Twice in the last four thousand N-years, the Alliance moved asteroids, thus avoiding two potential extinction events on your planet.”

“As you are a First Citizen of the Alliance, I thank you.”

“The honor and the glory were all ours,” Wamupreealis said.  “We celebrate our accomplishment, and we celebrate that you are here now with us, among the stars.”

Lincoln bowed and left her there, neatly preparing her things.


Chapter 21







The next morning Lincoln asked Socrates, “Do I have any scheduled duties for the day?”

“No, Lincoln.”

“Alright.  There are some things I have to do in the city.  Two things, in fact.  I’ll be back later.”

He went to his duffel back and dug out the pen from the Terran Exo-Intelligence agents, and the card of paper with the coordinates for Electra Azar’s apartment.  He slipped them both into his pocket and then said, “Come on, Rossum.  Let’s go for a walk.  Some things to think, some things to do.”

Rossum unfolded and followed him.  “I went out to the hazel wood, because a fire was in my head.”

“Sounds about right,” Lincoln told him.




_____




He wandered the city with Rossum at his side.  He had to think clearly about what he wanted to say next.  But the city never ceased to amaze him, and so no matter how troubled his thoughts, he always felt cheered and revitalized to stroll its streets.  If serving the Alliance meant spreading life, and if that including building cities like this one, then the choice he was about to make could sit more easily with him.

The monkey creatures found him out, after a while.  As he walked down a street with huge trees reaching over the road, the beasts shrieked and their owl-like faces peered at him.  They jumped on the ends of long branches and threw nuts down.  Lincoln felt certain they were singling him out for special abuse.  He knew, at least, that Fang did not suffer this indignity when he crossed below the biggest trees.  And two Neelees passed him as he walked, and the monkeys fell silent till they were around the corner.  But Lincoln laughed it off and worked his way down toward the waterfront.

He meant to walk to a beach he knew of, one favored by Quirk.  But as he turned a corner and saw the sea, he realized he was not far from the observation deck where he had met Songleader.

“An ocean is beautiful on every world, Rossum,” he said.

“It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the key to it all,” the robot said.

Lincoln smiled.  He walked down to the platform where the waves crashed against the black stone wall.

“Don’t leave this spot,” he told Rossum.  He descended the dark steps into the glass-walled room beneath the sea.

He stood in the room a long while, watching small fish and squid-like creatures pass by, until he saw the huge pale form of Songleader coming out of the dark.  The giant came quickly at the glass, and at the last few meters swung his huge form with surprising dexterity so that his tentacles slapped against the window.

His song rumbled through the room, both conveyed by the hydro-acoustic microphones and by the conduction through the thick glass.  Lincoln’s earplug translated smoothly.  “Greetings, human candidate Lincoln Finn of the air-breathing land-walkers.”

“Greetings, Songleader,” he said.

“You have returned from your first term mission?  Did you succeed?”

“I’m not sure,” Lincoln said.

“Explain.”

“It may take a while, Songleader.”

“Explain.”

Lincoln summarized their mission, as quickly as he could, from when they discovered the asteroid had been moved with a laser, to the point where Fang dug him out.

“We did save the world from the asteroid, and we informed the Alliance of the incursion.  And the incursion did not reach to the settlement of the sentients, and perhaps that was because we were there.  And, also, we were able to discover that the incursion had been unsanctioned, because there are at least two warring factions of Machines.  That’s an important discovery.  But, my Cluster Leader has expelled the best of our Pack, Neelee Candidate Wamupreealis.  And I feel responsible.  I feel that was not fair.  It would have been more just to exile me, not her.”

“Did you succeed?” Songleader asked again.

“I guess if we ask the question about whether the things I did were correct, then… well, I thought so.  But now I’m not sure.  I tried to make peace with the Machines.  I felt I at least must make an offer of peace.  And that seems to have failed.  Perhaps I was foolish.”

“Hmmmmmmm,” Songleader hummed long.  Lincoln felt the vibration deep in his chest.  The feeling was strangely reassuring, almost soothing.  As if an old friend had put an arm over his shoulder.

“The thing is, Songleader, I always thought that understanding could resolve any conflict.  For example, that if we could understand the Machines, and they could understand us, we could cooperate.”

“This is an error,” Songleader said.  “Land-walker, what are the greatest causes of strife in the Galaxy?”

Lincoln felt confused by the question.  He almost asked a question in reply, then realized that would be a disrespectful thing to do.  A cluster leader had asked him a question, and he’d better answer as best he could.

The war with the Ulltrians came first to Lincoln’s mind, followed by the earlier war with the Machines.  Those were very different.  What did they have in common? he wondered.  “Resources,” Lincoln said.  “Or, to say the same thing again:  wealth.”

The pupil of Songleader’s huge eye pulsed, seeming to focus in on Lincoln.  He felt again his tiny size relative to this giant of the depths.

“You think in the currents of the meta-natural.  Flow now in the deeper currents of the natural.”

Lincoln frowned in thought.  “I… I can’t decide between whether predation, or parasitism, or competition for territory or other resources is greatest.”

“Aaaaannnd….” Songleader hummed.

“And sexual competition.”

“Yessssss,” the great Yourenglourta said.  “Life contests weakness.  Understanding does not change this.”

“I see that understanding a predator will not change that it wants to eat you,” Lincoln said.  “But we live by the meta-natural values.  We defend not just growth, but also balance between the lifetrees.  We defend cooperation.”

“Yessssss.  Kindness and cooperation are meta-natural virtues.  We cultivate them.  But we must remember always that we are animals too.  We are animals before we learn the meta-natural way.  We are animals after we learn the meta-natural way.  And life contests weakness.  Often, the purposes of life must strive and contest.”

The great creature pushed away from the glass, holding to the wall with just a single tentacle, its long rectangular suckers white with the strain.  A school of small silver fish seized the moment to shoot all around Songleader, shimmering.  Then the great creature pulled close to the glass again, this time looking at Lincoln with its other eye.

“But how do we maintain then the meta-natural virtues?” Lincoln asked.

“Cooperate, retaliate, forgive,” Songleader said.  “Cooperate, retaliate, forgive.”

Songleader pushed off from the glass and disappeared into the dark.

Lincoln held up a hand to the sea depths.  “Thanks,” he whispered.

He walked up into the light, his thoughts slow and deep like the currents where Songleader dwelled.  Rossum stood right where he had left the robot.  He tapped the robot affectionately.

Lincoln believed he saw what the great thinker had tried to teach him.  The Alliance’s way was to preserve ecosystems and to give them space—and, with ecoforming, create ever more space for ecosystems.  And among the meta-natural—that is, among the sentients who could form ethical theories that went beyond the demands of personal biology—the Alliance’s way was to create vast coalitions.  But, as Songleader had said, some sentients will always try to cheat—just as the maverick Machines on Q707 had cheated both the Alliance and the other Machines.  So what then?  Retaliate.  You must be strong, or you will be destroyed.  He remembered the ant colony his mother had shown him, where the Alpine ants had been driven out by the fire ants.  That was the way of nature, like it or not.  So punish those who break cooperation.  Make cheating have a cost—a cost greater than any benefit of cheating.  But how do you avoid an endless cycle of retaliation?  At some point, you must experiment with forgiveness, you must offer again the possibility of cooperation.

He had been naive, to imagine that everyone could come to agreement and cooperation, if they understood each other.  But still, by the measure that Songleader had given him, he had not fouled things up so badly on the world Q707.  He had tried to forgive the renegade machines.  He had tried to offer them a chance at cooperation.

“Alright, Rossum, as I was saying, we have two things to do, and as my father used to tell me, do first the thing you most don’t want to do.”

“If you can fill the unforgiving minute,” Rossum said, “With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, Yours is the Earth and everything in it.”




_____




Lincoln walked the streets that bordered the shore, until he came to a small stretch of sand between two tree-covered buildings.  Quirk stood in the waves there, its tentacles rising and falling with the surf.  The crash of waves made the only sound; the nearest torgens were farther down the coast.  Lincoln watched until Quirk began to waddle ashore.  Then he told Rossum to wait, and walked over to stand on the sand next to the dripping Thrumpit.

“I thought this might be a good place for a private conversation,” Lincoln said softly.

“Always/forever/continually good to converse with human Lincoln.”

Lincoln nodded.  “I know you put the additional controls into my robot.”

Quirk was silent.  After a long while, Lincoln pointed down the beach, to where scarlet birds floated on the sea wind.  “It was the torgens that made me discover it.  There were many around Rossum when I found him, after he had been modified.  They were all silent.  I didn’t think anything of it at the time.  But then I remembered it, and I remembered the one thing that makes them silent.”

Lincoln had never seen Quirk hold its tentacles so still.  His words had frozen it.  But with just a single mouth, Quirk said, “There are many Thrumpits in Nexen.”

“Not many,” Lincoln said.  “A few others.  But what motive would they have?  No, you alone have a motive.  I have read a bit about this order that you belong to.  The Order of the Tristeme.  Your order is devoted to the preservation of Thrump and of the many accomplishments and traditions of your people.  And they are concerned that the Alliance is growing too big, and is homogenizing culture thoughout the Galaxy.  I respect those concerns, Quirk.  But I also see that adding Earth to the Alliance might be something your order would oppose.”

One of Quirk’s big eyes remained fixed on him.  Water dripped from its skin onto the sand, as it breathed slowly and deeply

“What I’m not sure of,” Lincoln added, “is this: were you hoping to kill me, or were you just hoping to cause me to fail and get cast out of the Academy?”

Still the Thrumpit remained silent and unmoving, there by the waves.  But Lincoln waited.  Finally Quirk said, “Impossible/Improbable/Unsought that I would hurt Lincoln.”

Lincoln frowned.  The word for ‘hurt’ in Galactic that Quirk used meant physical harm.  Quirk meant then to disavow violence.  A clever reply, in its way.  Quirk had admitted nothing, but it had told Lincoln that the answer to his dilemma was the less frightening choice:  Quirk had hoped to get him to fail out.

“I assume it is not personal animosity that motivates you,” Lincoln said.

“I like Lincoln,” one mouth said.  Lincoln wondered whether that meant Quirk felt a third of a share of affection for him.

“So it’s politics.  I’m the only human in the Academy.  Driving me out would be a set-back for the efforts to integrate Earth into the Alliance.”

Quirk said nothing.  Lincoln looked out over the sea, where the swift moon Innex seemed large near the horizon.  Songleader was out there somewhere, cruising through the depths.  Cooperate, retaliate, forgive.

“I will tell Cluster Leader Taitik’Kai what I suspect,” Lincoln said.  He did not add that he could prove nothing, and so nothing would come of his report.  Quirk surely could see that.  Only, Lincoln felt it was necessary, as Songleader had reminded him, to punish the breaking of good norms.  Then he would forgive Quirk—they had to spend five more Nex years together, after all.  But he would not forget.

Lincoln stared at Quirk in silence a long while, before he walked back into the city.




_____




Rossum helped him find the building where Azar lived, using the coordinates on the card.  It was a beautiful stone structure, next to a building that contained the meager Embassy of Earth.  Lincoln just stopped and starred when he saw a human male in the distance walk toward the building.  He waved, but the man did not see it before he entered the embassy.

“You’d better stay here,” Lincoln told Rossum.

“He’ll stand at your door like a sheriff’s post, and be the support to a bench,” Rossum said.

“You do that,” Lincoln said.  He went through sliding glass doors into a vestibule.  “I seek the apartment of Electra Azar,” he said aloud.  An elevator appeared.  He stepped in.

Azar seemed unsurprised when she opened her door and found him standing in the hall.

“Come in.”  She stepped back, holding out an arm to indicate the apartment.

It was a nice apartment, top floor in the five-story building.  Windows looked out over the city, all the way to the park.  The branches of a tall tree almost touched the balcony, and a few of the monkeys huddled on the branch with their backs to the window.  She had printed furniture to make it look like an Earth apartment.  And it smelled like Earth—and also of a woman’s perfume, which almost made him swoon.  Azar wore a uniform of some kind, tight fitting and dark.

“Would you like some coffee?” she said.  “I have some real coffee from Earth.”

“Oh god, you have some real coffee from Earth?”

She nodded and said, “I’ll make it.  Sit.”

Lincoln picked the chair, not the couch, to sit on.  He took the pen from his pocket and set it on the low table there.  He waited.  When she came back she handed him a small cup of very strong coffee.  He tasted it and closed his eyes.  “That’s wonderful.”

She sat on the couch and gestured at the pen.

“So.  You’re unwilling to help us then.”

“No.  No, I didn’t say that.  Please don’t put it that way.  But I’m a Candidate for the Harmonizers.  And my dream is to help Earth as a Harmonizer.”

“I’m not sure that works, Lincoln.  There are certain… conflicts in interest.  No, I’m not at all sure that works.”

Lincoln thought of that Neelee word that Wamupreealis had taught him:  jaluhout.  This was another jaluhout.  “I’m not sure it does either,” Lincoln said.  “I’m starting to learn that such conflicts are something a Harmonizer never gets to escape.  They’re built into life.  But it’s what I know I should try to do.”

That sat in silence a while, sipping their coffee.  Then she bent forward and reluctantly took the pen.

“Will you get in trouble?” he asked.  “I mean, do they expect you to convince me?”

“No, I won’t get in trouble.  This always happens.  I’ll tell you a secret, Lincoln.  You are not the first Harmonizer candidate who has said no.  Amir Tarkos himself even considered and then refused the offer.  And you know what?  We think the same thing happens to all the other species in the Corp.  We believe that most of the worlds—all but the Neelees or Sussurats, perhaps—try to get their candidates to report back to them on what the Harmonizers are doing.”

Lincoln thought of how he had at first suspected Dicit, when the Velerit had met a group of females in the park.

“We believe few if any of them accept the offer,” Azar added.  “Why do you think that is?”

Lincoln tilted his head to convey skepticism.  “I don’t know if you’ll believe me.”

“Try me.”

“The things they say about the Harmonizers—they’re true.  They really are trying to do the right thing.  They really try to live the right way.  I want to do the right thing too.”

She almost smiled at that, her lips barely turning up at the corners.  “That’s what all the candidates say.”

Lincoln took another sip of the coffee.  It tasted so good.  He had learned not to notice the dullness of the printed food.  This coffee reminded him what food from home tasted like.  He felt suddenly terribly homesick and sad.

“Listen,” he said softly, “there is one thing…. Not a secret of the Harmonizers, and not something I’ve been asked to keep confidential.  It’s just… something in the air, that you pick up.  And maybe you haven’t noticed it.  I don’t know.”

“Alright,” she said, leaning forward.

“There are still factions in the Alliance that don’t want Earth to join.  They don’t want all humans to become full citizens.  Many of them—most of them, I suspect—feel this way because they think the Alliance is growing too quickly, and it will be hard to defend and to manage.  So it’s not anything like a hatred of human beings.  It’s more a fear of losing control.  They are sometimes called ‘Waners.’ I don’t know how widespread the conviction is by species, but I know there are Velerits and Thrumpits that feel this way.  One Thrumpit used a dirty trick to try to get me flunked out of the Academy, in the hopes that it would weaken our integration into the Alliance.  I guess, since there are so few Humans in the Corp still, I’m symbolic.”

She nodded.  “That’s good to know.”

Lincoln stood.  He held out his hand.

“You don’t have to leave,” she said.  “I mean that.  I accept your explanation.  We could just talk.”

He nodded.  It hurt him to be leaving so soon.  He longed for human company.  And, he had to admit, he felt a strong sexual attraction to this woman.  But he did not trust himself.  If she suspected his desire, she could easily seduce him if she wanted, and he doubted he could resist.  And then he would be bound to her in a way that would make everything much more complicated.

When he did not answer, she took his hand and shook.

“I am grateful to you,” Lincoln said.  “Thank you.”

“For what?”  She frowned in what Lincoln took to be sincere curiosity.

“For putting Earth first.  Someone has to.  I’m glad that you are.  Thank you.”




_____




When he finally came to his room, Lincoln said, “Socrates?”

“Yes, Candidate Lincoln?”  Colors swirled on the wall, indicating the tutor’s active attention.

“I want you to put a list of… aphorisms… on the wall here.  The first will be, Life contests weakness.  The second will be, Cooperate, retaliate, forgive.”

“Yes, candidate Lincoln.”

He lay on his bed and stared up at the words, written in black on the pale wall, in letters the size of his hand.  The phrases still seemed strange, written there in the Galactic language, though each day the language had grown a little more familiar to him.

He had underestimated his own abilities in many ways:  he could fly, he could fight, he could manage—just barely—to learn the required biology and engineering.  He could speak Galactic well enough.  He had felt great fear of failing at those things, and he could see now that he might succeed at them.  But his pack mates—he had not feared for his ability to understand them.  He had thought he understood these other species, and the strains within the Alliance.  But he did not understand these things.

He had disliked Dicit, who had twice saved his life.  He felt great affection for Quirk, who had tried to either kill him or to get him kicked out of the Academy.  He would have to think much more carefully about these things, in the future.  The hard part of being a Harmonizer, he could now see, was not just managing to do the right thing, but also understanding why other people disagreed with that.  He had been naive, but then, he couldn’t imagine that any book he read or simulation he ran would have changed that.  Naivete probably always was invisible to you, until you fell down—or got pushed off a cliff.

Well, that was life.  He could think of his pack mates as friends.  At least, he felt that Fang and Kil’Ti’Tik and Tir and Wamupreealis were his friends.  But also he had to make some hard choices on his own.  No one could help you with those.

He looked over at his robot.  “You know, Rossum, I had to make some big decisions today.  I think they were the right decisions.  But it was hard.  My choices will have… repercussions.”

“Two roads diverged in a wood,” Rossum said.  “I took the one less travelled by, and that has made all the difference.”

Lincoln smiled.  “Ain’t that the truth,” he whispered.  “Ain’t that the truth.”

But something else troubled him.  He paused a moment, frowning.  He walked over to the wall and touched it with his finger.  Socrates allowed him to write by hand, if he chose to do so.  “Blue,” he whispered.  The area under his finger turned blue.  He drew a blue diamond, and then drew a vertical line through it.

“Red,” he said.  Twice he touched the wall next to the left corner of his diamond, leaving two red dots.  He stepped back and frowned.  This last image that the machines had shown him troubled him.  Many nights on their return voyage, he had woken with this and the other images dancing in his mind.  It taunted him.  He felt it was gravely important, but also he felt that he could almost understand it.  What was it?  What did it mean or represent?  And why had they shown it to him?

He heard a grunt at the entrance, then the loud breath of Fang, puffing through his nose, followed by a thud.  The big Sussurat often knocked by banging the top of his head against the door.  Lincoln smiled:  it reminded him of his first encounter with Fang, when the Sussurat had head-butted him right onto the floor.

Lincoln wiped his hand over the wall, erasing the symbol.

“Come in, friend,” Lincoln called.

“Make human music?” the Sussurat asked him, pushing his shoulders through the narrow entrance to Lincoln’s quarters.  “No recording to Earth.”

Lincoln smiled and reached for his guitar.  “No recording will go to Earth, ever again,” he said.  “That’s one of the many lessons I learned this year.”  

He sat in his chair.  The big Sussurat sat on his haunches and waited patiently while Lincoln tuned.

“You know, Fang,” Lincoln said.  “I’ve been thinking, and my thinking is that we did the right thing on Q707.  Maybe we could have done better.  But we mostly did the right thing.”

Fang blinked all his eyes.  “Difficult mission,” he growled.  “Difficult opponent, difficult planet, difficult challenges, difficult decisions.”

Lincoln struck a minor chord.  “Yes.  That’s it exactly.  And you know what?  You just summarized the spirit of the blues.”


Epilogue







Some days later, while the bright day dimmed as the small moon Innex crossed the sun, Socrates said, “Lincoln, you have a message.”

Lincoln was putting on his uniform, about to go for a walk.  Tir had told him that she had found a cluster of tall trees in the city around which a stair had been wound, so that you could climb up into the canopy and gaze out over the sea.  He did not find heights as comforting as Tir did, and he suspected the damn monkeys would be up there, throwing nuts at him, but he appreciated her enthusiasm for the view, and he felt grateful that she wanted to share it with him.

“Really?” Lincoln asked.  “From whom?”

“The message is from Karen O’Connor.  The message is sent from Earth.  There is a letter and a video.”

“That’s great,” Lincoln said.  “Let me see the letter first.”

The writing appeared on the wall in tall letters.




Hey, Linc,

We’ll I’m still alive so I’m guessing that you decided not to vaporize me.

Meanwhile, I’ve been busy working while you do nothing but play at being a school boy, taking classes all day.  Really, someday you’ll have to do something practical.

Only, I had a break at work, and I went back to Ithaca to see some of our old friends.  I’ve been here a few days now.  Yesterday, I walked out to the forest where we last hiked together.  I brought one of my own drones.  I’ve attached some video that I took with the drone, once it was up above the canopy.

Yeah, it’s him.  Big Bird.  The eagle you saved.

—Karen




“Socrates, play the attached video,” Lincoln said.  It appeared on the wall then, taking up much of his room.  A telephoto view, a little shaky, but still dramatic and clear.  A big eagle stood on a dead branch at the top of a tall pine.  Behind him, round clouds drifted through the blue skies of Earth.  The eagle looked off to the North, his hooked beak in profile as he gazed over the forest canopy.  The edges of this chest feathers seemed iridescent in the sunlight.

“Look at that,” Lincoln whispered.  “Look at that.  He’s all grown up.”

The eagle turned his head and gazed at the camera.  His golden eyes gleamed.  Lincoln enjoyed the illusion that he and the eagle saw each other, across the millions of years that divided their species, and across the many light years that separated them now.

The eagle crouched and raised his huge wings behind his shoulders.  He leapt into the wind and brought his wings together in a single beat that lifted him into the sky.







THE END
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