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Chapter 1

(Friday, Day 22, morning)

I came aware in blankness. When I could
understand the memories of the moment, I actually came aware in a
body that was lying face down on the ground, tased rigid and
convulsing. But I would rather tell it from my point of view.

My last memory was sitting in the clinic at
Highlanding, getting ready to back myself up and upload my lifelog.
Now I was in a new body. I had been reincarnated.

It wasn’t the infant body I expected. This
body had its own lifelog, and the size of it told me the body was
teenaged. Unfortunately, the lifelog was totally unannotated, which
meant that I had a huge chore ahead of me, making sense of years of
raw sensory input and brain state data, otherwise known as someone
else’s unprocessed life. Even worse, the lifelog had no body
homunculus map, no time-dependent translation and connection
library, no memory mapping, nothing I needed. I would have to study
my host’s brain activity for some time before I could make sense of
the lifelog. I was starting from scratch.

Worse, the lifelog’s timestamps used an
unfamiliar date format. I was lost, with no way to know how much
time had elapsed since my last incarnation.

What about me? My own life’s memories were
intact, so far as I could tell, but I had only summaries of my
lives before that. I had been edited too. In their place, someone
had installed what appeared to be a standard pedia in a large chunk
of my memory. Useful, but not worth being edited. I would miss
those lives.

This was not how it was supposed to happen.
Normally, we incarnated in cloned infant bodies, with computers in
our skulls holding our uploaded old selves, ready to teach the
infants how to be us in their worlds. It was a matter of simple
practicality. Building an adult body and adult brain, with its
decades of conditioning to a specific environment, is as
impractical as building a thirty year-old plane while it is flying.
Better to start fresh each time. Children are better at learning
and adapting than any adult, and in the long run, it proved better
to let a child learn from the memories and personality of his
previous life than to try to rebuild the old individual. We were
scions, one life grafted into another. It worked well enough.

But that’s not what I was now. I was a late
graft, turned on inside the head of a boy who had already made his
own life. He was his own person, largely formed, and I was stuck in
his head. This was totally illegal and unethical. Why had they done
it to me?

I had mail, a process alerted me. One message
only. It was short, so I opened it. Unless I was some sort of
puppet compelled to respond to short codes, it was safe.

The message was safe in a fashion. Short
anyway. It read:

“We want your body’s annotated lifelog.

‘If you give it to us, we will help you and
reward you.

‘We will find you later.”

No signature, no metadata, time stamped 5.3
seconds before I had become aware.

Great. They wanted my host’s memories.
Why?

I was an illegal being, and if the ops caught
me now, I would be reformatted to work as a non-sentient lifelog
annotator. Aside from the lifelogger, which had been faithfully
recording my host’s life, I was initialized. I could not see out of
his eyes, talk in his head, or move his body, until I mapped his
brain and understood how he worked.

Would it be worth even attempting to take
control of the body, once I knew how? No. My host was a person,
just as I was. My twin in fact, and the closest family I had. He
did not deserve to be puppeted.

Fortunately, I did have sensors: a camera,
two microphones, and a radio, all mounted in my host’s skull.
Safety first. The radio was on, so I shut it down. If they had
turned me on through that radio, they could puppet me through it. I
had no desire to let anything take control of me again.

I activated the mikes just in time to hear
the deep flapping of huge wings and the buzz of smaller mechanical
wings receding into the distance. The sounds made no sense, but at
least they gave me a good signal to compare with his hearing. I
used the sounds to start mapping the activity of his auditory
cortex, so I could start to learn to hear through his ears.

I turned on the tiny camera in his forehead,
hoping it was uncovered. Fortunately it was. The camera showed me
wild vegetation around him as he stood up and looked around. I was
in the bush. White sky—I was on Nysus. There were indeed other
people around him, and they were what I expected: dark-haired,
tanned, slender and large-chested, all adapted to Nysus. They wore
plain clothing with small colored panels, patterns blurred by the
tiny lens. All were adjusting broad-brimmed hats as they got off
the ground. I started mapping his visual cortex activity against
the camera images, learning to see through his eyes and hoping he
wouldn’t pull a hat down over the lens.

The wingbeats were gone, but there were more
sounds. Was that a goat? If so, it was somewhere in the distance.
Perhaps they had been herding goats when whatever had happened.
Another sound seemed to be the alarm calls of parrots. Parrots?
Irene’s crazy experiment must have worked. My host looked up, and I
saw fluttering shapes with red tails high above him. He whistled to
them, but they weren’t ready to come down just yet. His companions
had no better luck.

I was already getting information from his
ears. Whatever system I was installed in, its brain mapping was
fast. I checked to see what I was running on, but the model and
version numbers were alphanumeric gibberish. No help there.

His associates started talking to him and
each other. Apparently my host’s name was Dana, but I wasn’t sure.
Their language seemed to be some sort of Lish language, a
descendant of ancient English. While I could recognize some words,
albeit skewed by their strong accent, most were unrecognizable.
They were speaking a foreign language.

That stopped me. If the language had changed
so much, I was centuries from my own time. What was going on? Why
did I exist?

I wondered if they still called the sun
Semele. Where in the sky was Dios, the gas giant around which Nysus
orbited? If I could see Dios in the sky, I would know roughly where
I was. But I had to wait until my host looked at the sky again.

Dana. If he was my family, I needed to call
him by name.

What to do next? I checked my system
resources and decided that trying to map his entire brain at once
would slow my experience down to an intolerable crawl, so I
continued mapping his vision and hearing only. Until I had more
understanding of his brain, I could do very little with the
lifelog. Without being able to map his unique brain activity into
the standard format I used, I couldn’t interact with him
effectively.

Eventually, I had to talk to him. Although I
was only a self-aware system, I was entirely too human in many
ways. Isolation would destroy me.

With that, I realized that I wanted to
survive. It was unethical, illegal, but I wanted to survive.

***

As Semele slowly climbed higher in the
morning sky, Dana and his friends searched the hillsides,
whistling. They were looking for their animals, goats, parrots, or
whatever. I was trying to figure it all out. Their whistles were
not tunes and sounded more like language. Two languages, whistled
and spoken? Why two languages?

My understanding of Dana’s hearing improved
enough that I shut down the mikes and listened through his ears.
His hearing was at least as good as mine had been. Still, the
sounds around him sent shimmers of meaning through his brain that I
could detect but not interpret.

I shut down the camera too, and used his
eyes. His vision was so much better than mine had been. Our brains
were fundamentally alike, and it was straightforward to understand
the raw images fed into occipital lobes. But those images sent
complex activity patterns streaming through his visual cortex and
the rest of his brain. Humbling, complex patterns, patterns beyond
my understanding. I had been a field biologist, and I had depended
on my eyes for work and safety. I was proud of my eyesight. But I
was an apprentice compared to this boy. Dana had grown up on Nysus,
and camouflage and mimicry are the labyrinthine bark on the Nysian
tree of life. What he was seeing had meanings and associations to
him that I simply didn’t understand, although I had spent years
living on Nysus.

Finally, he rasped a ghost of a whistle
through dry lips, and a parrot flew from a nearby tree and landed
on his outstretched wrist. He comforted it, stroking its head. It
was one of the red-tailed birds we had brought down to Nysus, when
we found how useful they could be as aerial scouts in exploration
parties. Apparently the bird’s name was Kea, and he whistled
fluently in conversation with Dana. It bothered me that the bird
was more fluent than I was, until I squelched that thought.

My hearing and vision maps were adequate for
the moment, so I switched to mapping Dana’s other senses. I felt
his sweat as he worked with his friends to gather the scattered
goats back into a herd. The sun heated his neck. A fresh little
landslide under his feet brought the ethereal flowers and dust
smell of living Nysian soil, so different from the soil of Earth.
His sense of balance was even better than I had expected. I had
known all those sensations directly once. Fortunately, I could
appreciate them secondhand.

He held a thick pole. All of them did. The
poles were about twice their heights, pike-like, with a solid iron
spike at the butt end and a socketed spearhead on top. He used it
as a walking stick, as a pole to vault gullies, and as a third leg
when climbing the steep slopes around the meadow where we had been
assaulted. Several times, he jumped off drops taller than he was,
speared the buttspike down into his landing spot, and slid down the
shaft to land safely. After a few of these dead drops, I began to
understand why his balance was so good. He was a hill child, more
used to slopes than flat ground.

They continued searching for their scattered
herd. One of Dana’s friends finally found the herd’s lead nanny
goat, and they were using her to help bring in the rest through her
bleating and her bell. The goats were different than the ancestral
animals of Old Earth. A few were donkey-sized giants with brown
coats. Someone probably created them to substitute for the horses
we hadn’t brought. Most of the goats were smaller, dairy goats and
their kids, although the breeds were nothing that I remembered,
scruffy, tan or piebald, long-legged and dark-hoofed.

They got the herd back to camp and started
milking the smaller goats into gourd vessels. Odd. That should have
been their first task of the morning.

A post-milking pause for water and a brief
meal gave me a chance to explore Dana’s senses of taste and smell.
As he drank, I recognized the distinctive taste of sun-warmed water
from a gourd canteen as it hit his tongue and nose. His meal was
warm fresh milk and a sweet potato from his bag. Kea, sitting on
his knee, shared the potato.

Dana’s compatriots were all male. One was
noticeably younger than Dana, half were Dana’s age, and the rest
were older. Two others had parrots.

With the goats quietly resting, two sat up to
watch, while Dana took a turn with the rest napping in the bright
morning sun. The break in new experiences gave me precious time to
process what I had learned. I decided to work on optimizing my
mappings of his sensory processes, so that I could use them to help
translate and annotate the sensory portion of his lifelog into
something I could understand.

He was awakened an hour later by a friend,
and kept a quiet watch over the ruminating goats while his mates
rested. That gave me more time to understand him. Even at rest, he
was aware, listening and watching. Glances flicked to crab-like
Nysian bugs rustling around in the leaves beside him, and he
watched as tiny bogies and foos darted and fluttered in the bush
around us, visible as the cryptids’ motions and flashing social
signals broke their camouflage. High piping cries gave away others
even he couldn’t see. Twice his hand closed on the stick, but in
each case, no problem manifested.

We were sitting in the shade of a copse of
daisy oaks, looking out over a field of tussock on the dry southern
side of a slope. This was a classic Nysian hillscape, similar to
what I remembered north of Highlanding. That placed us fairly high
in the mountains, around 3,000 meters or so, above child-bearing
elevation but quite livable. The tussocks were dominated by several
small species of boo, grass-like plants whose sheathing leaf bases
gave rise to feathery, divided leaf blades. The boo grew in dense
clumps, forming round spiky tussocks that were difficult to walk
on, and there were little paths and openings between them. The
older tussocks were over a meter tall, their senescent bases
colonized by many other species, including small polyfronds,
dropseeds, and frilly red nonies. The polyfronds were a species I
didn’t recognize, in full bloom, with racemes of pretty little blue
and yellow-striped kots half-way up their compound leaves.

The goats ignored the boo and browsed the
herbs, a few leaves from each plant. I was amazed that the goats
could eat Nysian plants. In my previous incarnation, that had been
a goal, a way for Gaian life to live on Nysus. I wondered if my
host could handle Nysian food. So far he had only eaten Gaian food,
but he had had only one meal. Dana, I reminded myself. Use his
name.

Dana was wearing a poncho-like garment folded
into a vest. It had a polychrome pattern embroidered into the right
panel. The others were wearing similar garments with similar
panels, probably group identity markers. Other than that, it felt
like he was wearing a shirt and short pants. The short pants made
sense, as tussock was wet with dew in the early morning, and wet
pant legs were uncomfortable. He wore a wide-brimmed hat, and
Semele had climbed high enough that the brim provided welcome shade
for his face. Beside him on the ground sat his pack, a simple bag
that contained food and a water gourd. He wore a short belt knife,
and an empty leather sheath for the spearhead socketed on the
pike.

After another hour, Dana woke his friends.
They gathered the goats and started leading them uphill. There were
trails in parts of the tussock, but the slope was steep, and their
big poles came in handy as they scrambled around boulders and
bigger tussocks. The four-legged goats had less trouble. The three
parrots flew around us, alternating between watchful alertness and
socializing.

As we hiked, we heard and saw other Nysian
wildlife. Rabbit-sized possables scampered away, alarmed by our
noise. A herd of long-legged bouncers spotted us from the far
slope. The biggest one snorted, flaring its ruff and curling horns
to flash a bold red and yellow warning pattern. As we continued to
approach, the leader emitted a discordant skirl through its ruff,
and the browsers bounced away over the ridge and disappeared, their
colors changing to camouflage them against the tussocks.

Finally we crested a high ridge, and I saw
Dios on the eastern horizon, lit by Semele’s light above it. Hera
was up too, hanging tiny in the sky a few degrees above Dios. It
was a familiar sky to me, a heartening reminder that one thing
hadn’t changed. Then again, Nysus was tidally locked in orbit
around Dios, so Dios’ position was unchanging. Only Semele the sun
and Hera the second moon traversed the sky.

In the wide valley below us was a settlement
that looked vaguely like a Dark Age walled village, surrounded by
defensive walls built from the local fieldstone. The walls were
curved, forming two joined ovals something like a peanut in
outline, one oval higher on the slope than the other. A fieldstone
watchtower stood on an outcrop on the southern edge, where it
commanded the best view of the valley and its approaches. The trail
led to a broad staircase up to the gate, with the walls looming
overhead and protectively surrounding the ramp on both sides. A
small flock of parrots came out to investigate us, to be greeted by
whistles before they flew back behind the walls, and a flurry of
sharp drum beats announced that we had been noticed.

Still outside the gate, the group stopped and
took the heads off the pikes, sheathing the blades on their belts.
Evidently this was a gesture of peace, for the gates opened as they
finished. We herded the goats in ahead of us, and the gates closed
behind.

Inside the circling walls were a number of
stone-walled, thatch-roofed roundhouses with wide eaves. Our
welcoming committee had to be relatives, men and women both, all
dressed as we were, down to the patterns on their clothes. From our
reception, we were not expected back so soon. Dana was not in
charge of the group either. One of his compatriots was answering
heated questions from the apparent leader of the group, a short and
muscular older man with black hair and a weathered face.

The interrogation calmed down enough for this
personage to wave us and the herds into the upper oval. Once we
crested the stairs, I saw that most of the round houses in the
upper enclosure were goat barns with wide doors, although one
doorless building had been taken over by the parrots. A few
chickens roamed around. The upper oval was the barnyard and work
area, with the living quarters in the lower oval. Sensible. Goats
always preferred to shelter uphill.

The discussion started again as we trooped
back down to the living area. Everyone, including Dana, was
questioned at length. At the chief’s request, one by one we pulled
off our shirts to show damage. All of us had paired small puncture
wounds on our backs, and I recognized the wounds. Dana and his
mates had been tased, probably while I was being activated. Not a
good way for me to come into the world. From what little I
understood of the conversation, our early return angered and
worried the chief. I recorded the conversation, since I was going
to have to understand their language if I was to be anything more
than a dumb observer in Dana’s head.

It was getting near noon in Nysus’ 48-hour
day, and I sensed Dana’s growing hunger. Soon enough we sat down to
a communal meal of stew with baked sweet potatoes, a vegetable stew
primarily seasoned with red peppers, a little hard cheese on the
side, and herbal tea to drink.

Lively discussions continued over the meal
and afterwards. As Dana’s crew cleaned up, another older man
insisted on cleaning the wounds on their backs, although they
seemed minor. The discussion continued, with occasional laughter,
as we were all treated.

It was frustrating to listen in,
understanding so little, so I switched to watching social
interactions. They were all fairly relaxed, and they obviously had
known each other for years. As far as I could tell, the discussion
was about the incident that morning. Dana contributed occasionally,
but he seemed to be a junior member in the group.

Eventually, the discussion died down, and
Dana went off to a hut. It was open, barracks-style, strung with
hammocks, bags cluttering the floor. He took off his outer clothes
and slid into a hammock as his friends came in. I was surprised he
fell asleep so fast, but he had had a long morning.

The conditions were spartan, similar to what
I had read about from the depths of Earth’s Post-Oil Dark Age. But
the village was clean, and they all seemed healthy. Still, the lack
of technology was puzzling, given that I existed in a normal cloned
body and they had been tased. Actually, it made no sense at
all.

Why had I been turned on? Why did they want
Dana’s lifelog? I hadn’t seen anything special about him in the
last eight hours. Was he some sort of prince in hiding? Were there
other scions in the people around me, having similar thoughts? That
almost made me turn the radio on, but it was too dangerous. I did
not want to be puppeted.

None of this was getting me anywhere.
Somebody wanted Dana’s lifelog annotated, so that it could be
accessed by anyone. Should I work on that and assume that “They”
would help me if I gave them what they wanted? Or should I focus on
helping myself? I realized it didn’t matter, because I needed to
annotate his lifelog to find the information I needed to
survive.

Prioritize, I told myself. Stop dithering. I
needed to understand his languages, both spoken and whistled. As I
had never been a linguist, I spent some time in the pedia, studying
how to learn a new language. The discussion was largely useless,
because human language learning depended on having a teacher or
learning through conversation. I was unwilling to reveal my
presence, so I couldn’t use those methods. Frustrated, I turned to
the section on machine language learning. That would work; I could
certainly tally words, catalog relationships, and create
translation maps and parse trees to help decipher meaning. As I
annotated his lifelog, I could decipher language from his memories.
It would take time, but I could remain hidden until I was ready to
talk.

Why did they whistle? According to the pedia,
whistled languages on Old Earth were found in mountainous terrain,
because they could be heard further away than a voice in the same
terrain. On learning this, I wondered why we had never thought to
whistle when we were exploring. Live and learn.

Inspiration struck. Perhaps I could learn his
languages by focusing on the time when he was learning language
himself? It would be tricky. Baby brains changed so much during the
first few years, and mapping the brain changes would be a complex
task. Where to start?

A bit of work let me understand the
fundamentals of the timestamp coding, and I learned how to navigate
the lifelog’s records. I called up a generic tagging and annotation
agent as the system mounted that part of the lifelog. I would need
it.

Before starting, I checked on Dana. He was
deeply asleep.

The lifelog was ready. I tested the sensory
mapping routines I had worked out earlier to translate his lifelog
into something I could understand. The routines worked well enough
at three years, badly at earlier ages. Three years was a little
after the time our line started acquiring language, so that was
when I wanted to start immersing myself in Dana’s life as a
toddler.

With the preliminaries done, I dove into the
Archives of Dana.

 



Chapter 2

In that long ago time, Dana had awakened in
the predawn, crying. A thin woman I assumed was his mother came to
care for him, holding and cuddling him. I wondered if she had borne
Dana or adopted him. Dana was my clone, and this woman, while not
his genetic parent, was his functional mother.

He was in a round hut, its design similar to
the one Dana slept in now. His mother was a young woman, her round
face obviously worn and tired. There was a girl of about eight
Nysian years already up and eating, a five year-old boy who wasn’t
quite awake, and the mother looked pregnant. She was wearing a
light, plain skirt and a folded, blouse-like garment, both with
panels of beautiful embroidered patterns that were faded and
stained. No sign of a father.

In the normal flurry of getting the boys up,
dressed, fed, and ready for the day, I learned basic words for
food, containers, and clothing. I also studied the way Dana’s brain
learned the language. I hoped it might be useful later.

Mother’s name was never used, but the girl
was Tosi, and his older brother was Kosi, and from their
appearance, they were her biological children. When Kosi asked if
dad was coming home, mother explained that he wouldn’t be back for
two more weeks, because he was out working for the Murani, whoever
they were. I was thrilled to parse and decipher that conversation,
although I had to replay it five times before I was confident that
I understood it. A rapid conversation between Tosi and mother was
still incomprehensible, but I recorded the words and mulled them
over. Whatever they were talking about wasn’t within my current
vocabulary. I studied their faces, tagging them into my working
memory. They were family.

I watched and listened as Dana toddled
outside with his mother. Outside was the courtyard of a peasant
farmstead, several huts surrounded by a common wall taller than
mother was. As Dana looked around, I noticed soot on the walls, and
one of the buildings in the courtyard had fresh wood for roof beams
and no thatch. The evidence pointed to a recent fire. There were
two gates on opposite sides of the yard. We went out the left one,
into a terraced common garden space surrounded by other walled
farmsteads. The farmsteads formed a larger compound. The downslope
side of the compound was a larger complex of buildings and walls,
also fire-damaged and in the process of restoration.

There was an outhouse in the garden nearby,
and our objective became clear. As we walked, mother holding Dana’s
hand, I saw people working in the garden who had fresh scars and
healing injuries, some major. The plants they tended were mostly
small, growing in mounds and raised beds. This was starting to look
less like a fire and more like a war zone. What had Dana been born
into? Still, no one was armed, and everyone looked more tired than
harried.

Outhouse business done, Dana spent the rest
of the morning playing as any toddler would. Tosi went off to play
with her friends, while Kosi and Dana played together, or rather,
played with their separate few toys in the same space, then played
together with other children of their age when mother got together
with other women to weave in the bigger building. The women all
used simple, backstrap looms, set together in side yard of the big
building, the looms strung to exposed building beams. Most of the
women wore skirts, but about a third wore the poncho-like garments
that Dana and his crew now wore. Parrots flew in and out. A good
scene, I thought, as I annotated the lifelog and listened hungrily
for new words to learn.

Instead I learned that Dana had temper
tantrums. And he had a favorite, tattered old blanket that he was
very attached to. And although he wanted to play with the parrots,
none of the birds let him get his sticky hands on their feathers.
That made him very angry indeed.

When Dana went down for a nap, I skipped
ahead to his next waking period. I was running his lifelog
substantially faster than normal speed. Belatedly, it occurred to
me to check if there was a system thermometer, since all that work
had to be producing some heat. There was, but the system was still
cool. Good. I decided to work a little faster still. I did not want
to take thirty years understanding Dana’s life. I didn’t want to
take thirty days, but at the same time, I didn’t want to fry Dana’s
brainstem with my waste heat.

I worked through a four-day week of his
childhood, picking up the basics of a toddler’s vocabulary. His
mother worried me. She worked so hard to take care of three small
children. While she did get some help, I wondered why she didn’t
get more aid from the other women she worked with.

Then she took us out the other gate of the
courtyard, and I found that our compound was part of a town. Dana’s
mother carried him in a sling on her back and held Kosi’s hand,
while Tosi ran ahead. The town was perched on the saddle of a
spectacular ridge, steep mountains around us on all sides, a deep
canyon cut by a rushing river below us. Our compound was high on
the west side of the saddle. Little streams ran in a well-made,
stone-lined channel beside the stairs and pathways that led through
the town, and small, simple fountains and basins were common. The
water was clean.

The town was being built around us onto
existing terraces. Our large compound seemed to be one of two
complete ones. Every compound had fieldstone outer walls and gates,
but inside the spaces, the huts were in various stages of
construction, the gardens still going in. People were building and
planting throughout the town. There were signs of fire on the
buildings all around, particularly near the town’s outer walls. I
couldn’t get a comprehensive overview, because Dana was more
interested in playing with his mother’s hair than looking
around.

Down on the broad center of the saddle, an
angular compound stood out from the round buildings around it. Its
mortared fieldstone wall was already being plastered white, and a
square tower was being built in front of it, the center of
attention in an open plaza that was apparently the town square.

The clothing style of the square-tower people
was different, trousers and V-necked tunics, with men and women
wearing similar clothes, and none of the ponchos in sight. Still,
the gates to the angular compound were open, and people in round
town and straight-wall clothes were both working on the walls.
Interesting. Was it an allies’ outpost, perhaps? Some sort of
temple? I couldn’t tell.

Our destination was another compound, as
incomplete as the others. Here, mother took us into one farmstead
consisting of a set of simple round boo-framed huts arranged around
the stone foundations of more permanent homes. Once inside, she
hugged an older woman, almost falling into her arms. The family
resemblance was obvious; this was her mother. I learned the word
for grandmother, aunties and uncles. Dana seemed unsure around
these people. Perhaps he was going through a shy stage.

Evidently, his mother was living with his
father’s family. Perhaps those compounds belonged to separate
clans, and she was a daughter-in-law. Still, she only stayed with
her family through lunch, before taking us back to our own home to
sleep.

I went through another few weeks of this at
high speed, slowing only to learn vocabulary. Then, just as mother
was telling us that dad would be home the next day, the outside
mike picked up noise. Dana had started moving. I checked the
thermometer. My system was too hot, and he was sweating.

He sat up, feeling the back of his head where
I was installed. I froze the run and ran the system down to the
minimum necessary to run the lifelogger and keep me conscious,
letting my system cool down. When he couldn’t get back to sleep, he
pulled on clothes and got up to wash his face and to use the
outhouse. After coming back, he returned to his hammock and finally
fell asleep again in the warm mid-afternoon stillness.

Crap. I powered up a little as he slept.
Well, now I knew that running weeks in minutes was not going to
work. This was not going to be easy. I methodically ended the run I
was on, saving what I had learned and the tagging and annotating
routines I had developed. Then I thought about it for a while.

If I wanted to keep processing at faster than
real time, I would have to focus only on his vision and hearing,
minimizing my use of system resources. The more of his brain I
annotated, the slower I would work, and the hotter he would get.
Not good.

Perhaps I could automate the tagging and
annotating to some degree, while I rode herd on the system to keep
the temperature down. Definitely a suboptimal solution. Fortunately
I had that pedia to consult. I started crawling through it, looking
for ideas on how to handle the situation. Dana dreamed, his sleep
now undisturbed by my work.

A late afternoon rainstorm started, its
thunder waking Dana from his dreams. As he stirred, I came to the
conclusion that there wasn’t nearly enough content in the pedia for
me to simply copy someone else’s procedure. I was going to have to
experiment. Crap.

***

Waking up was an uncomfortable time for me.
As Dana pulled on his clothes, he told the other seven about waking
up earlier. They put warm hands on his forehead, and assured him
that he wasn’t feverish now, but there was concern in their eyes.
None of them had felt their heads burn.

Was I the only scion in the group? I didn’t
recognize anyone else, but that could mean nothing. Clones were no
more similar than twins. Hundreds of people had come to the Semelan
System. Maybe there were other scions locked in those skulls, and
they had simply been smarter than I was about not torching their
hosts’ skulls.

Again, the radio beckoned. But I resisted the
temptation and stayed alone, with no one to talk to.

 



Chapter 3

(Friday, Day 22, evening)

This was definitely an agricultural society.
After they dressed, they took care of their animals, milking and
tending the goats, feeding the parrots and chickens. Then they took
care of themselves.

Dinner was clabbered goats’ milk, vegetables
from the garden, and more sweet potatoes. Some parrots joined them,
dignified elders who participated in the conversation, youngsters
who begged for scraps.

My rudimentary translation skills were
strained as their conversation turned to what to do if the drones
came back. Dana and his crew were all young men, so predictably,
the talk turned to combat and tactics, with everyone jumping in to
prove his martial prowess. It was difficult to follow, because I
did not recognize the terms they were using for weapons and...were
those formations? What was an astia anyway? Apparently they
practiced military-style drills too. Interesting.

The rain let up as they cleaned their dishes.
With the evening clear and bright, Dana’s crew grabbed their pikes
and slings and left their compound, walking out into the
tussock-covered valley. A similarly armed group from the settlement
followed them. Kea and the other parrots flew above them, curious
about their activities.

It was a spectacular sight from the bottom of
the valley. Dios was bright and white, a hand span wide, sunlight
reflecting off his roiling white clouds and brightening the eastern
sky. To the west, Semele was setting red behind a mountain, with
tiny Hera above it. The scudding clouds above reflected both
lights, red and white. The tussocks we walked through were
red-tinged on the western side, silvery on the east. Dusk, with its
wild light, had always been my favorite time.

Dana’s crew searched for a particular spot,
while the other group trailed behind. They found an open flat area
and started warming up, using their pikestaves to help stretch out.
The birds perched on the surrounding tussocks, watching them with
interest and some alarm. I focused on improving my kinesthetic
mapping as Dana warmed up, using his staff to stretch.

The exercise they planned became clearer as
the other group used the buttspikes of their staves to chip clods
of dirt out from around the tussocks. One experimentally launched a
clod with his sling, watching as it held together. Satisfied, they
made a supply of clods.

Dana followed instructions from his group’s
leader, whose name I thought was Logan. He was another one of those
short, energetic men, like Mano. He seemed a decade older than
Dana, a charismatic young man used to managing his crew. His crew
arranged themselves in a loose star formation, backs towards each
other, pikes out. I found the pikes were called astias. Logan
called out some instructions to the other group, something about
spreading out and not throwing too fast.

The parrots apparently understood what was
going on, for they took off protesting, circling high out of the
way. Dana whistled something that might have meant “go home!” for
Kea thought about it, then flew back towards the buildings. Other
birds followed him.

The elders ranged themselves around the star
formation and started gently lobbing clods at us using their
slings. Dana and his group tried swatting the clods out of the air
as they flew in. Our crew quickly grew dirty, both when the clods
hit, and because the clods exploded when the astias hit them,
spraying us.

Logan had the others sling until they were
out of ammunition. As Dana and the others brushed the dirt off, it
was clear that none of them liked the way it had worked. One of
Dana’s crew, a boy Dana’s age whose name I thought was Siet, said
that “they” didn’t move that way. The others were unhappy about how
few clods they had swatted.

The older group listened. One of them seemed
to think that trying to swat a slung shot with an astia was hard
anyway. Several were obviously thinking. Others looked bored. One
of had heard Siet’s comment and asked whether he could use a sling
to show them how “they” had moved.

Siet unwound his sling from his waist, picked
up a clod, and whipped off a shot at full speed. The clod
disintegrated into fragments. He was unhappy, saying something
about “them” moving that fast, his gestures showing a shifting,
unpredictable movement.

As Dana watched, his frontal lobes lit up,
and he spoke up for the first time. He asked Logan whether they
could use the clods to do something to “them,” perhaps scare them
off. Logan looked thoughtful, and asked Dana to demonstrate what he
was thinking about.

Dana studied the landscape, focusing on the
bare, beaten tracks between the tussocks. He found what he was
looking for, a patch of gravel. Using his astia’s buttspike, he
chiseled out a chunk. Then he unwound a nicely woven sling from his
waist and, crumbling the soil, loaded the gravel from it into the
sling’s pouch. Turning away from the group, he gave it an
experimental swing, then whipped the mass through a nice underhand
arc and into the sky. The gravel spread out like a shotgun
blast.

That got a discussion going, and several
others tried Dana’s gravel trick. They seemed to be skeptical that
“they” could be hit with the gravel, but the slingers thought it
might keep “them” off. My curiosity over these mysterious others
increased with each mention.

Logan set his crew to experimenting with the
star formation again, this time with slings. They worked out how to
space themselves so that their lashing slings would not tangle or
interfere. The boys had obviously been slinging for years, for they
worked it out quickly. When they were satisfied, Logan explained
another exercise to both groups.

I did not know many of the words they were
using, which was frustrating. I had not expected Dana to have
learned martial arts as a child, and their specialized lexicon had
no parallels in my native Panglish. I had to learn the words
through context.

Logan’s plan turned out to be a formation
exercise. They filled pouches with gravel, then picked up their
astias and started jogging across the tussock. When Logan suddenly
bellowed something like “sling star!” they formed the star and
fumbled a handful of gravel into their sling. Dana was the third in
the group to get his shot off, after Logan and another whose name I
thought was Bartel. Logan wasn’t happy. He repeated the exercise
until they all could get their shots off quickly.

Logan finally brought his crew back to the
other, waiting group. He wanted to try a third exercise. The older
group was to shoot clods at us one at a time, just to see if our
group could hit their shots with gravel, slung from a star
formation.

We couldn’t hit anything the first few times.
Then Bartel caught the clod with a shower of gravel. He still had
to get out of the way of the incoming clod, but he had managed to
pepper it on the way in. That cheered everyone up. By the end of
the exercise Dana, Logan, and Siet all managed the same trick.
Logan looked marginally happier, but only half the crew had managed
to hit an incoming clod. This obviously would only work against a
few opponents.

As they headed back to clean up and settle
the parrots’ ruffled feathers, I wondered what type of attack they
were trying to defend against. Perhaps it was whatever I had heard
in the morning. I needed to find out.

Fortunately, I had ample capacity for a short
term lifelog analysis. I took a few moments to set up a temperature
alarm, so that I wouldn’t make Dana sweat unnecessarily, and a
noise alarm on the skull mikes. Preparations complete, I mounted
the lifelog from the morning and dove in.

***

(Friday, Day 22, morning replay)

They had awakened in the freezing dawn
darkness to clanging goat bells and a shout from one of the crew.
Dana was up and out of his sleeping bag quickly, grabbing his astia
and belt. The belt, I noticed, had his sling pouch and blades, and
I could understand why he grabbed it. I was also impressed by his
speed as he buckled it on and mounted the spearhead on his astia,
pinning it in place.

Once armed, they quieted the goats, then
silently watched and listened. I could not tell where the silent
parrots were.

The gloom was lit by the upturned crescent of
Dios, the stars, the zodiacal light from Semele’s asteroid belt,
and the flickering green aurora. It was as dark as it ever got on
this part of Nysus.

Around them there was little night noise. The
night was too silent. Was it us, rushing about, or was there
something else? I would have expected the foos and the bogies to be
chorusing in advance of the dawn.

There it was, the crew’s whispers told me: a
regular, mechanical flapping, echoing somewhere nearby. The terrain
made the sound impossible to locate.

The wingbeats faded and swelled as it flew
around the canyons and ridges. It seemed to be searching. For us?
For me? It faded out of Dana’s hearing again, but the goats stayed
alert, and so did he. I thought to compare it to my first recording
through my skull mike. They seemed to be similar. It was the same
thing I had heard when I first came aware.

The crew worked to move the fearful goats
deeper into the daisy oak copse. Protection from above? I suspected
I knew this place already, but I needed more light to be sure.

The sky grew slowly lighter, and they heard
flapping echoing from ridge to ridge. But still they saw nothing.
No one relaxed though, and Logan muttered something. I thought he
said it was checking where they had last been, but I could not be
sure. As they waited, people quietly dressed and readied their
gear. They were clearing their camp for action, quietly, while
keeping the goats under cover.

We waited. The birds were restless, giving
themselves away by growling in the branches of the daisy oaks. The
goats refused to settle, too.

The sky lightened and the stars, though
Semele was still behind the eastern ridgeline. Dios’ crescent
thinned, leaving his disk lightning-flecked black.

Suddenly, the flapping swelled as the unknown
came over the hill behind us. Dana spun to look. He only saw
motion, for it was running camouflaged against the pale sky. It
wandered wide of us, and although I knew better, I hoped it would
pass.

It didn’t. It had seen us, and its veering
course turned into a circle, with us in the center. Its wings
hammered every beat into the air, the sound echoing off the slopes
nearby.

“Slings,” called Logan, simple enough that I
could understand him.

They unwound slings from their waist and put
stones in the pouches. Logan stepped out of the grove to face
whatever it was, ready to shoot.

The air shimmered around it, and I heard
buzzing like a swarm of giant bees. It had released a swarm of
camouflaged synsects. It continued to fly around us in a wide
circle, large wings beating the air like a drum, as the buzzing
filled the valley around us. We spread out, most tracking the big
one, though Siet and Bartel were looking around to figure out what
the buzz was.

The goats bolted, bleating with terror. The
parrots sat tight in the oaks, cowering from the threat in the
sky.

The ornithopter suddenly uncloaked. It was a
drone, a gray, insectile ornithopter, two-winged and six-legged,
body in three lean segments, no space for a pilot. Freezing the
lifelog, I studied Dana’s vision of it. The design was familiar;
insect shapes had been used for centuries for mechs and vehicles.
Sensory head, power pack abdomen, thorax holding the limbs. The
joints between the thorax and leg were standardized hexagonal
sockets, a design that allowed different legs to be swapped in and
out for different missions. The head and thorax could also be
exchanged, but the wings and their motors were an integral part of
the thorax. The active camouflage was the only difference. I looked
again. No, the head was wrong, with two weapon barrels sticking
forward. This drone was armed. Why had it uncloaked?

I started running the memory forward
again.

Logan launched a stone at the drone, but he
missed as it dodged. His crew shot as well, with similar bad
results. Slingstones weren’t good missiles against this nimble
machine, especially at the range it circled.

Then the crew noticed the smaller synsect
drones flying around them. They reloaded their slings, trying to
target one of the flying, fist-sized miniature drones. The little
ones stayed cloaked, little blurs weaving in and out, while the big
drone dove at us again, fighting to recapture our attention while
its synsects closed with us.

The goats were running away behind us. No one
bothered to look at them.

Dana, Logan, and Bartel got off wild sling
shots at the little ones, missing them all. As Logan reloaded, he
suddenly fell forward, convulsing, as a dark synsect appeared on
his back. There were tasers in the little drones’ legs.

Bartel ran to knock the synsect off Logan’s
back, but he dropped too as a synsect struck him. Dana started
using his sling as a whip, trying to make it harder for the
synsects to get to him. The others started running. They fell,
quickly, all hit by the drones.

There was a little thump and two sharp pains
in the middle of Dana’s back. Then he fell hard, riding the
lightning down.

The parrots flew out of the copse,
screaming.

The big drone backwinged into a clear space
among us, wings whipping up stinging debris. The tasing stopped,
but when Dana moved, it jolted him again, using a pain setting
rather than an incapacitator. It was a rude action, and Dana got
the message. He lay still, trembling. The twin barbs in his back
hurt.

The blasted drone had all of us down for 27
minutes before it took off. Dana’s lifelog had no record of when I
had come aware. He was only aware of the barbs in his back, of
growing anger, fear, frustration, and humiliation. He twice tried
to move, once even forcing the synsect to stun him again. Finally,
the synsects stunned everyone again to give the big drone time to
take off, before taking off after it.

I knew the rest, but I watched it anyway.
After the hours of rounding up and calming down the goats and
parrots, I could understand why they had eaten and slept. They had
been rousted out of their sleep.

I sought more information. Was there any
record of what that drone had done to me? No. The drone had even
deleted and overwritten the radio log. That implied that there was
something I could have learned from the records. Too bad.

Another thought: When they had come awake,
Dana had acted quickly. Had they dealt with it before? I could
spend hours on that, and I decided to check on Dana first. He was
still doing chores, caring for the goats. Success! I had run a
complex memory quickly enough to satisfy me, but slowly enough to
keep him comfortable.

Did I need to do a brute force search? I
decided to try cleverness first. I found where he had first heard
the drone’s wingbeats. Up until now, I had been only paying
attention to his sensory lifelog. Now, I looked at the log of his
whole brain. There, his hippocampus had lit up with a distinctive
pattern, indicating that he had heard that sound before. I studied
the pattern, and thought I could probe for previous occurrences of
it in his lifelog.

Time to try it. I copied the pattern,
specified the points of similarity I thought might be important,
and turned the search agent loose on his lifelog. It was going to
take a minute to run, especially under the processor limits I
imposed to keep Dana cool. While I waited, I decided to pay
attention to what Dana was doing.

He was cleaning a scratch on the back of one
of the milk does. She accepted his ministrations, showing a high
level of trust. More data on how this society worked. The goats
were very tame, something which comforted me. These were humane
people. Off to one side, Kea was trying to get his attention.

There was a sound, and all three of us looked
up. Bartel, dark and lithe, was sitting on top of the wall nearby,
sling and astia within easy reach, alert in a comfortable crouch,
watching the sky. Semele’s light showed the lines of his handsome
face, highlighting the scars from a Nysian ick infection on one
cheek. Not such a peaceful scene after all.

I turned my attention back to the search.
Good thing, too. It had run years back into his lifelog and was up
to fifty occurrences. I stopped the run. This made no sense. I
checked the earliest entry, and found that it was a parrot landing
uninvited on Dana’s shoulder as he ducked. The wingbeats were the
key. Still, that was not the reason for my search. I wanted to know
about the drone. There were entries going back two months, and then
the next most recent was several years before. I suspected that the
most recent recordings were the drone. Just to be sure, I checked
the two year-old entry. It was another parrot prank.

The two-month old memory was a drone. It was
flying low, south to north, silhouetted black for a moment against
Dios’ waning gibbous disk. It was mid-evening, and Dana stood with
other people, probably his family, probably in that home I had seen
in his childhood memory. Dana could hear shouts from elsewhere in
the town as others spotted the thing and spread the alert. The
drone left as a drum started to sound from the center of town.

I scanned through the other recent entries.
They were drones every time. After that first night, the drones
started camouflaging themselves against the white sky. Still, Dana
or one of the others typically spotted it moving and pointed it out
to the others. At first, it seemed to be observing the village from
a distance. In the last two days, it had been a frequent, unwelcome
interruption to their days of goatherding, although it had attacked
only this morning.

More data for me, but I didn’t know what it
meant. All I could do was hope it would all make sense
eventually.

***

About three hours into the evening, they took
the goats out to graze again. Everyone was alert, but the evening
was peaceful, gradually growing darker and cooler as Dios waned
from his dusk fullness in the evening sky. The goats didn’t mind
the increasing dusk, nor did the humans, and I was surprised to see
the parrots out in the half light as well. The birds were initially
spooked, sitting quietly in the branches or begging for reassurance
from the humans and each other. But they gradually calmed in the
peaceful evening. Everyone kept watch, listening to the belled
goats, watching the landscape and sky around them. It stayed
peaceful.

Six hours into the evening, the crew stopped
for a simple packed dinner of vegetables and more milk, clabbered
almost to yogurt this time. Goat’s milk provided much of their
basic food away from the settlement. No wonder they were so close
to their animals.

Bored, several incised a simple game board in
the Nysian soil and played with pebbles. It appeared to be some
descendant of mancala, and though they played intently, they never
raised their voices, and someone was always watching. I was
expecting music and chatter, but they were disciplined about
keeping quiet. It was hard to tell whether this resulted from the
drone attack or was simply normal practice. I would have to wait
until I knew more about Dana’s past.

Around them the night stayed calm. As Dios
darkened to half full near midnight, the air became cold, and a
different set of Nysian animals started calling in the
aurora-washed gloom.

They led the goats back to the settlement for
milking. The parrots were fluffed-out, red-tailed lumps riding on
wrists and shoulders. Kea decided to ride on the back of one of the
big goats. Neither Dana nor the goat was bothered by the bird’s
behavior.

After milking and caring for the goats, they
had a fire-lit meal of cheese, milk, and vegetables, and went to
sleep in their hammocks. I decided to set up a maintenance and
backup routine for myself. After double-checking it, I started it
running and turned myself off.

 



Chapter 4

(Sunday, Day 23, morning)

Shortly before dawn, the maintenance routine
finished and successfully booted me up again. Another small
triumph. I could reboot successfully, and I was still me.
Progress.

I was unhappy that it had taken so long,
until I saw the maintenance log. Whoever had activated me had been,
well, clumsy for lack of a better word, and I had needed extensive
repairs. Perhaps there would be evidence in the mistakes I could
use? I studied the maintenance log for some time, but I did not see
anything that could be readily exploited. Some of the deleted
patches and processes were botched attempts to install controls in
me, repaired by maintenance. On the off-chance that I could learn
more from the log, I saved it to examine later.

Dana was actively dreaming when I started
paying attention to him. Up until now, I had been working mostly
with his sensory information. Now, I simply watched, to see which
areas of his cortex were involved in his dream.

A scream awakened him.

Dana jerked, seeing the gloom of the thatched
ceiling above him. His sudden movement set the hammock to swinging,
causing the parrot sitting on the end of it to flap his wings and
squawk in protest. The screamer was Kea.

There was grumbling from the other hammocks
in the room. Some of the comments seemed profane, odd considering
that a parrot was listening. The birds picked up profanity so
quickly.

Dana picked up Kea, and fell back with him
into the hammock. Kea accepted the attention, but after a few
minutes, he whistled “hungry” and nibbled on Dana’s hand. Dana
gently caught Kea’s bill and held it for a second. Then he sighed
and pulled his clothes on in the cold morning air. He held his
wrist out, and Kea came quietly over, fluffing his feathers for
warmth as he settled on Dana’s forearm.

Dana shuffled out into a compound lit by
Semele’s growing light. He wasn’t the only one up, as other figures
walked around doing early morning tasks. Several parrots were
huddled nearby, fluffed up and cuddling each other to stay warm.
Two of them looked at Dana and Kea, and then launched themselves
into the hut he had just left. Kea had either been the hungriest,
or more likely, he had been the test case. Dana’s friends were not
going to stay in their hammocks much longer. Dana used the outhouse
and headed toward the kitchen. Several other parrots flew quietly
ahead of him, hoping to be near the front of the feeding line.
Goats bleated from the upper oval. It was another morning in the
highlands.

Over the next few hours Dana fed the parrots,
milked the goats, tended the chickens, and finally got his own
breakfast, more sweet potatoes and tea, courtesy of the women of
the small settlement. There were no children, and Dana and his crew
were the youngest people around.

I expected them to take the herd out to
graze, so I was surprised when, instead, they gathered in the
central garden. It was still cold out, but the older folks had
large pots of tea going, and they handed out full ceramic mugs to
everyone. The parrots clustered on the eaves and walls around us,
still fluffed out in the chill morning air.

The community leader, the short energetic man
from the previous day, led off. I thought his name was Mano. He
believed that Sweetwater should know what had happened to Logan and
the rest of us yesterday. He wanted to hear what others
thought.

I had trouble with the meeting, too many
people talking, but I worked carefully, listening, reviewing, and
too-slowly comprehending what they were saying. It took multiple
repetitions, and I could not follow their conversations in real
time, but my comprehension improved somewhat.

After Mano spoke, people and even birds
started to mutter, some evidently liking what Mano said, some not.
It was hard for me to get a sense of what people were saying. Like
any group of friends and relatives, they were talking in a
shorthand of pronouns and shared references that limited my
understanding. Mano let them run for a few seconds, then asked
Logan what he thought about it. The others followed his lead and
listened to Logan, and I saw a family resemblance between the two
men.

Logan was obviously torn. On one hand he
agreed with Mano, a point he repeated several times. On the other
hand, he wanted to fatten up the goats and keep them dry, and he
was doing no favors to whoever he sent back.

An older woman standing near Mano spoke up.
She was thinner and slightly taller than Mano, with a trace of gray
in her hair. From their body language, I suspected they were a
long-time couple. She wondered what was going on at Sweetwater, and
whether the Old Ones had been there too. On reviewing the meeting
later, I wondered at that last term. Drones were a normal
technology. Things had changed quite a lot if these people used
such an ominous name.

Others listened, and when they spoke, most
agreed with both of Logan’s points. Then Dana started watching the
parrots, and I lost track of the conversation. Apparently he was
waiting for it to be over.

As the discussion died down, someone asked
Logan who he might send.

“Dana?” Logan brought Dana’s attention back
to the meeting. He wanted to know if Dana was willing to go back,
since he was known for his good eyes and good reporting.

Dana chewed his lip, he flushed minutely, and
his heartbeat increased. He said he could go, but he thought it
wasn’t wise to go alone.

He looked at Bartel and asked if he wanted to
go back to Sweetwater.

Bartel quickly said yes.

Logan and everyone else agreed, on the
condition that they take no more than five goats. He also asked us
to bring the goats back as soon as we could, and not to spend too
much time with our girlfriends.

Girlfriends? I wondered if I had understood
that properly.

Kea’s squawked comment was rude, and at first
I was sure I hadn’t understood it. There were chuckles from the
gathered people. Apparently I had understood properly.

***

The morning was cool and bright, with a few
scudding silver clouds against the bright white sky, as Logan’s
reduced crew led the goat herd out, parrots goofing in the air
around them or balancing on the tips of shouldered astia shafts.
Now, everyone walked with the spearheads sheathed at their waists.
The parrots were a sight, and I was surprised that they enjoyed the
cool air.

Bartel and Dana had quickly packed. Most of
their clothes were the polymorphic poncho-like garments, and what I
had thought were pants and shirts were simply thinner versions,
folded and fastened to form pants and shirts. The outermost were
thick and apparently waterproofed. Given the swings in temperature,
it made sense to have something that could be used as a poncho or
jacket, then folded into a vest and stuffed into a pack as it got
hotter. The two boys raided the kitchen for supplies, skillfully
bundling food, water, and other necessities into their packs and
onto the packsaddle on the single larger goat we were taking with
us. As I listened to their conversation, I found out the larger
goats were called utes. Fitting. They were also taking four smaller
milk goats, and an excited Kea.

We set off out of the valley, astias balanced
on shoulders, spearheads off and sheathed. The boys were merry,
whistling to Kea and jogging easily in the low gravity. Even in
play, Dana and Bartel remained watchful. Still, they seemed much
like any boys headed back to their sweethearts.

Sweethearts. That was an odd feeling for me.
I remembered Elena, but what could I do? While I had last seen her
two days ago in my memory, in reality, our relationship was long
ago in a very different time. I missed her presence, and I really
missed having someone to confide in. Dana, this younger twin of
mine, was a nice boy I was coming to like, but I barely knew him.
And I certainly did not know his language well enough to talk to
him.

I wondered what had happened to my last
incarnation. Had I died shortly after getting uploaded? Even if
Elena was reincarnated somewhere out there, she had certainly gone
on with her life. I hoped she carried fond memories of me, wherever
she was. If she still existed.

That was a dangerous line of thought. I was
glad that, as an upload, I could dial down my feelings so that they
did not affect my performance or stability. That refocused me on
the present. When would I break my silence, and let Dana know that
he wasn’t alone in his skull? Not yet. I needed to speak his
language, well enough to make a good impression. I wondered if he
knew that he was a clone, a product of high technology. Given the
drone’s attack, I suspected he might not be happy with that
knowledge.

We travelled where the goats could browse on
the herbs growing out of tussocks, nibbling as they moved. There
was no Gaian plant life, but there was fresh green growth on the
tussocks, and that seemed to be enough for the goats. This was
certainly not settled country.

At midmorning, we stopped in a copse of tic
trees. It gave the goats a chance to chew their cuds and us a
chance to eat a little and rest.

Bartel quickly got a fire going using dry tic
tree twigs and branches, shredding dead tree bark for kindling. I
watched with interest. I knew that the resins of most of the boos
made unpleasant, toxic smoke. From the smell of Bartel’s fire, the
tic tree wood was more harmless. I wondered which species provided
the fuel, but Dana was not obliging my curiosity by looking up to
study the leaves.

Just then, Kea dropped a tic fruit onto
Dana’s head. Dana glared up at the bird, who was sitting well up in
the thin branches over his head, head feathers fluffed in
amusement. Neither boy said anything, although Bartel smirked. No
need to reward Kea with a bigger reaction. It took Bartel’s help to
disentangle the golf-ball sized bur from Dana’s hair.

They rested while their sweet potatoes
cooked, and ate while watching the goats. Afterwards, they broke
camp quickly and resumed the trek.

This became the pattern of our trip. We took
another break at noon to milk the goats, and a longer break in the
afternoon to rest through the hottest part of the day.

Late in the afternoon, cumulonimbus
thunderheads grew to form an ominous band to the east, heading
towards us as we traversed an exposed south-facing slope of open
tussock. Dana and Bartel turned to head up to the top of the ridge,
using their astias to push themselves faster, jumping and vaulting
from tussock to rock to bare ground. The goats complained and
panted, but kept up. Kea flew ahead, whistling encouragements to
follow.

We crested the ridge, panting and sweating.
Dana and Bartel leaned on their astias, studying the north-facing
slope below them, waiting for the goats to catch up. The slope
below was covered with a clumpy woodland of tic trees and daisy
oaks maybe fifteen meters tall. There was little tussock on this
shadier slope.

Bartel gestured with the butt of his astia.
“Down there?” He pointed to a flat area a third of the way down,
barely visible through the screening trees. Dana agreed.

They chivvied the goats down the hill as the
wet southeastern wind warned of incoming rain. They threaded their
way down the hill, sighting back at the ridge they had left to make
sure they didn’t lose their way. The spot they had selected was
sheltered enough for them. The sky grew dark, advancing
gray-bottomed clouds sidelighted by Semele’s light slanting in from
the west.

Working quickly, they unrolled an oiled tarp
from the ute’s back and strung it up as a rainscreen. As thunder
rumbled, Bartel hurriedly kindled a fire while Dana rushed to
gather firewood. They were planning on staying for a while. As the
first raindrops hit him, Dana unrolled his outer jacket into a
poncho to cover the dry wood he was holding. The goats gathered
around Bartel’s little fire under the tarp. Kea, parrot that he
was, sat out on a branch, happily bathing in the warm rain. As rain
turned to downpour, Dana rigged stones and branches into a
windbreak to keep the fire from being blown out. Once the animals
were comfortable, the two got to work making dinner, scalding the
milk they had collected and burying more potatoes under the fire to
bake.

The goats complained about the damp, but I
saw how the water beaded on their hair and was not concerned. I
knew that goats never like getting wet, but Nysus was a wetter
world than old Earth, and Nysian breeds had to be more
tolerant.

Kea came to get dried off, provoking Dana
into playing the old towel game that all parrots loved. After the
happy bird found a place to snooze, Bartel and Dana fell to
chatting. Bartel wanted to know what Dana was going to say to
someone named Lang when they got back. Dana wasn’t sure, and they
talked about what they had experienced. I listened, learning more
words. Watching them interact, I suspected they been friends for a
long time.

I could not follow their conversation in real
time, so I kept rerunning my memory to listen again, working hard
to understand. I had been awake about a day and a half, less than
64 hours if I deducted the time lost to maintenance and rebooting.
While I wanted to talk to Dana, I wasn’t ready. At the very least,
I needed to be fairly fluent, able to tell him that he was no
longer alone in his own head without destroying his life in the
process. So I stayed silent. I only listened, and learned, and
hoped.

I also had to think about whether to accept
the drone’s offer of help in return for the annotated life log.
What help could they possibly give me? I suspected that it was a
sucker’s offer, that if I opened myself up, I would be erased or
puppeted. Through me, Dana would be controlled. That was not
acceptable. Dana may have been created as my host, but he was his
own person, and he deserved his own life.

As the rain continued, Dana took the first
watch while Bartel slept. Kea slept, head under wing, and Dana had
trouble keeping himself awake.

Semele had set, and with Dio hidden behind
the clouds, it was dark, pre-dawn dark. We could hear rustlings
around us as nocturnal animals got busy. The rain finally
ended.

The sounds of larger, more purposeful
movement towards us woke the goats and roused Dana. Kicking Bartel
awake, Dana fixed the spearhead on his astia and stood, staring
into the darkness as the sound came closer, trying to determine
what it was. Bartel armed his own astia and fanned their fire up.
The firelight illuminated the tree trunks, but the moving creature
remained invisible, stopping and starting, obviously trying to find
the best way to approach us.

The goats grew uneasy, and Bartel spoke to
calm them, moving them behind the fire and tying their leads to a
tree.

A huge saurian head a full two meters off the
ground thrust forward into the firelight. It was a makara, and it
studied us with trapezoidal black pupils wide in the darkness. It
had the fixed lower jaw and moving upper mandible of all Nysian
cryptids, and the long-muzzled head was backed by a slicked-back
ruff that sighed as the makara exhaled through it. Two long
tentacles writhed on its lower jaw. Its body was long-necked and
long-tailed, lean, sinuous, and perhaps ten meters long. This one
had uncloaked out of its superb camouflage, and was showing a
complex pattern of stripes limned by strobing black edges. In the
flickering firelight, I could not determine what color the stripes
were.

Bartel charged around the fire, leveling his
astia at it as he ran to stand by Dana. Together they stood,
speartips tracking the creature, yelling at it to go away.

The tableau held for an intolerably long
minute. Then Bartel called “One!” and advanced a step, with Dana
matching him. “Two” and they were five meters away from it, within
three meters of striking distance with those long sharp pikes, and
well within lunging distance of the great beast.

Makaras are not stupid. This one left
sinuously, tail cocked to swat us if we pursued. The tail was
longer than our astias, but the giant cryptid did not want a fight.
Dana and Bartel carefully watched the tail, ready to dodge if it
swung, but they did not pursue. They remained watchful, raising
their astias high and ready to drop in any direction, just in case
the makara circled around, or another was lurking.

Makaras could be clever that way. I
remembered the stories from the first lowland explorers.

When Dana and Bartel finally felt safe, they
went to comfort the goats and Kea. All the animals had been quiet
through the whole affair.

This was not a settled land. No wonder they
kept watch.

Around mid-evening the sky cleared. With
Dios’ three-quarters disk providing ample light, we struck camp and
continued on. Well after midnight, we stopped in a copse of daisy
oaks. No makaras interrupted our rest, but Bartel and Dana kept an
alternating watch regardless.

Our travel continued for another day. We
hiked, bounced, skidded, and slid through the mountains, more or
less following foot trails. At one stream, it took an hour for Dana
and Bartel to find way to cross a fast-rushing stream in a gorge,
as the goats refused to swim. The goats got milked every twelve
hours or so, and their milk was most of our food. There were no
Gaian plants available and few Nysian plants that were at all
edible by humans. We shared most of our vegetables with Kea. The
goats were subsisting solely on Nysian plants, something that
continued to amaze me. I would have loved to talk with Dana about
it.

The next evening was dry, and as Semele set,
we came to a garden. It was a simple pioneer garden, a bit of Gaian
soil with some large grape vines rooted in it, the grape vines
sprawling over the skeletons of fire-killed daisy oaks. I admired
its simple practicality. With tending, the grape vines would grow
huge and sprawl out over more Nysian trees, shading them out and
simultaneously fertilizing the ground with Gaian leaves. I
suspected there were dryad fungi in the soil. If so, their mycelia
would digest those leaves and help grow the Gaian soil out in a
ring. Eventually there would be enough Gaian soil for a grove of
fruit trees, or perhaps a small farm. It was a system we had been
developing, back in my previous life. It was good to see that one
of our first ideas had withstood the test of time.

The goats bleated eagerly and rushed forward.
They wanted grape, and there were no leaves within browsing range.
I suspected they would have chewed the vines through in their
eagerness, but Dana and Bartel diverted them with their astia
shafts and tied them away from the grapes, much to the goat’s vocal
disappointment. We weren’t going to leave them unfed, though.
Bartel socketed the blade onto his astia and used it as a pruner,
cutting grape branches down, pruning carefully so that the vines
were not hurt. Dana divvied up the leaves and branches for the
goats, making sure they each got a fair share. Evidently the goats
were not content to live solely on Nysian browse.

Kea whistled from high in a grapevine
thicket. Dana walked over, whistling a question at him. Kea
whistled a reply that later I learned meant “grapes.”

Dana imitated a parrot call, sounding like a
begging youngster. Kea chuckled and started dropping clusters of
grapes down on him. Dana managed to catch a few, using his hat.
More splattered the ground and his shoulders. Kea seemed to be
attempting to hit Dana more than help him. They were obviously both
used to the game, and they both played cheerfully. Dana filled his
cap and told Kea to eat as many as he liked, not that the parrot
needed his approval. The grapes were a mix, some green, a few
perfectly ripe, some overripe. Fortunately none were rotten, since
the rot would probably be some sort of poisonous Nysian slime.

Dana carefully ate his grapes, spitting the
seeds into his hand. They were sour, but I could understand why he
liked them. Even sour, grapes were a welcome change.

Kea dropped grapes on Bartel as well. They
carefully buried the grape seeds where new vines might gain a
foothold. We stayed in the grapeyard until the next morning,
tending the vines, spreading goat droppings where the dryad fungi
could best use them, even chopping up woody old dryad sporocarps
and spreading the spores throughout the stand. As they worked, Dana
whistled something jaunty. At one point he sang an unintelligible
verse, until Bartel lobbed a stick at him. They were both grinning.
I wondered what the song was.

I saw a dendroglyph carved into one of the
dead trees. It resembled the pattern on their clothes, and I
suspected it was a property marking.

That night, I continued to explore Dana’s
memories, this time working backwards. I found that he had spent
weeks walking with the goats with his little band. I went slowly,
giving into my biologist’s passion for learning the plants,
animals, and terrain he had seen, taking time to study the members
of his crew and his place in it. I reviewed his memories of how
they had herded the goats out along the path we now followed. I was
impressed. Dana and Bartel obviously knew this country well enough
to navigate it without a map, sometimes without a trail. I
suspected this was not the first time they had gone goatwalking.
Now I had a good idea of who his friends were, and set my agents to
searching for their faces in Dana’s lifelog, tagging as they went.
That massive lifelog, covering over 2900 long Nysian days, was
yielding its secrets.

 



Chapter 5

(Humpday, Day 25, morning)

As we continued east and downslope, the
landscape grew warmer and wetter. The formerly continuous tussock
fields were more and more confined to isolated patches on
ridgelines and steep slopes, surrounded by larger and larger stands
of tall trees. The copses of tic tree and daisy oak were joining
together into more continuous woodland, clustering into hummocks as
Nysian plants tended to do, but open under their canopies. The
woods were more pleasant to travel in, cooler than the open
tussock, but there was less browse for the goats. When we stopped,
Dana and Bartel would use their bladed astias to cut leafy branches
from the trees to feed the goats. On the north-facing slopes, the
trees sported patches of Nysian mosses, eldritch lichen, and
epiphytic nonies and polyfronds.

While Dana and Bartel walked, the two of them
discussed what to tell Luken. I had no idea who Luken was, but from
their conversation, I deduced that we would meet him soon. The two
boys thought he was a bit nosy and would want to know everything,
and they debated whether to tell him everything or not.

Around mid-afternoon we crested yet another
forested ridge. Below us, we saw a rectangular compound, nestled on
an open flat beside a dirt road. The compound’s four high-walled
rectangular courtyards had rectangular towers of different heights
at their corners, plus a fortified gatehouse on one end. Blue and
white flags flew over in the afternoon breeze over the massive
walls, of whitewashed field stone. I recognized the type of
structure from Dana’s childhood memories. There were gardens in and
around the compound, and the slopes to the west were neatly
terraced, plots high-hedged for protection from the goats. I
suspected that this was the stronghold of the mysterious Luken.
Since it was the middle of the afternoon, it was quiet, and people
were probably asleep.

Dana and Bartel started yodeling and
whistling as we walked down the slope. Apparently we didn’t want to
surprise anyone. After several minutes, a squad of five parrots
flew low over our heads. Kea, sitting on Dana’s hand, slicked his
feathers back and watched them.

“Olmuli,” Dana called. The lead parrot dipped
a wing and they circled back to the compound, disappearing into a
tower in the center of the compound. Four drumbeats from the
largest southern tower finally sounded as we got close, and we
escorted the goats up to the gatehouse without further
incident.

I wondered who these square builders were.
Their flags were rectangular, panels of blue and white with a
staircase border between them. The diagonal zigzag was edged by a
wavy line of stylized water crests flowing down the steps. The
white panel was emblazoned by a stylized pair of curling blue
goat’s horns, while the blue panel held a stylized white sweet
potato flower. Those might be rank markers, perhaps some sort of
organizational marker. Maybe they were the equivalent of inn signs.
I was about to find out.

***

The gates opened a minute after we got there.
They were heavily built from blue tic planks, but wide enough that
we entered through one with no difficulty. Inside the gates was an
open courtyard lined with multistory buildings on all sides. The
towers opened onto the wall tops, and the white walls reflected
light into the courtyard. As I had expected, very few people were
awake, but there was a gate guard who seemed to recognize us.

The gate guard was wearing a blue and white
patterned tabard over a simple v-necked tunic, short pants,
sandals, and a fedora-like hat. Although he had noticeable
epicanthic folds around his brown eyes, he was like most people on
this world, tanned, with dark hair, slender limbs, and a large
chest. He carried a two-meter spear, but the long spearhead had a
wood sheath on it. Four others in similar attire were standing
nonchalantly nearby, and from the way they leaned on their spears,
I didn’t think they expected trouble from us.

“You two Olmulis? Where is your crew?” Odd.
The gate guard had an accent, and he used simple words in the
present tense as if he was speaking a foreign language. Another
language? Had our Panglish fragmented into babel?

“We had trouble up at Dry Ridge, Pau, and
Mano sent us to tell Lang and the others.” Dana answered. They did
know him.

“Where’s Logan?” Pau asked. “I think he is
your crew chief.”

“He’s okay, still up at Dry Ridge. They could
spare us to travel.”

“What trouble?”

Dana looked at Bartel, who shrugged
minutely.

“Old One,” Dana said.

Pau thought about it. “Come and clean up.” He
said finally. “I tell Luken and he talk to you. There are Olmulis
here. They sleep. I take you to them.”

“Where do we take our goats?” Bartel
asked.

“Same place.” Pau replied. “Your bird better
behave.”

He turned without waiting and led the way
around the planters in the center of the paved courtyard to an
archway to the second court. The others locked the gates behind
us.

Bartel turned to Dana. “Kosi is here,
right?”

“Yes. It will be good to see him again,” Dana
replied.

“Yes it will be,” Bartel agreed.

I was thrilled that I could understand the
conversation with only one repetition. Following it in real time
was my next goal.

But I was filled with questions. Was Kosi the
older brother I had seen in his toddler memory? Why did they make
forts in the middle of nowhere? Were Dana and the others subjects
of some sort of foreign empire? And there was Old One for the
drones again. That led to a deeper question: what were we doing
here, Dana and me? If these people called a drone an “Old One,” why
had they allowed me, a scion, to even be born? Some woman had
carried Dana and given birth to him. She must have known what she
was doing.

My ruminations were interrupted by the guard
knocking on a slat door. From its placement on the wall, it looked
like it led to a barracks room.

The door was opened by a young man wearing
only one of those poncho-like garments, rolled down and hastily
thrown on. He had obviously just awakened and felt some need for
modesty.

“Pau, what is it?” Then he looked past the
guard. “Bartel? Dana? What are you doing here?”

From inside I heard, “Dana?” Another young
man came to the door. He was taller, thinner, and older than Dana,
and I suspected it was Kosi. “What’s going on?” he asked.

Dana glanced at the guard and Kosi saw it.
“We need to get the goats in, Kosi.” Dana said. “Want to pull on
some clothes and help us?”

“Okay,” said Kosi. “Pau will show you where
you can put them. I’ll join you.”

“Can you show us, Pau?” asked Bartel.

“Neh. Over there.” He pointed to an open shed
that took up half the other wall. There were goats in there, mostly
the large utes. “Room at the end. Water in that corner, tanchae
over there, next to the Mogyog” the privies and a bath, opposite
the water source, probably to keep them from contaminating each
other. “I tell Luken.” He walked off.

There was Gaian fodder for the goats, cut
from the gardens around the complex. We filled up their feeding
trough with a variety of materials for them to browse and got them
water. As we were starting to clean the goat’s coats, Kosi and the
other Olmuli came in. Both of them wore pants and tunics. Was
Olmuli the name of our people?

Everyone exchanged hugs. Apparently,
affection was okay in private. Or at least, okay away from Pau.

“Okay Dana, what’s going on?” Kosi asked.

Dana brushed the doe’s back for a moment.

“Old Ones attacked our group while we were
out with the goats, about a eighth-day out of Dry Ridge.”

Kosi looked shocked. “Did they kill
anyone?”

“No. No one got seriously hurt. There were
two kinds. One was that big kite-sized bee thing that we saw
before. It carried a bunch of little ones, like fist-sized bees.”
Dana held up his fist as an example. He was talking fast and the
others focused on him. “The big one flew around to distract us,
until the little ones could land on our backs. They stung us to
knock us down. It hurt. If we tried to get up, they stung us again.
They stayed on our backs for a long time while the big one just sat
there, like it was studying us, thinking about what to do with us.
Then the big one took off, and the little ones stung us to make us
stay down until the big one was out of range. Aside from the holes
in our backs where they hit us, we’re fine. We talked about it, and
Mano and Logan thought we should tell Lang and the others. We all
agreed.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” said Kosi’s
friend. “We heard on the road that that big one has been flying
over Sweetwater after you left. It was even here a couple of times,
but it hasn’t attacked any of us.”

“And Pau got us to tell him it was an Old
One, so he’s off telling Luken,” said Bartel, from the far side of
the ute. He brushed vigorously as he talked.

“Luken’s pretty good, Bartel,” the unnamed
Olmuli said. “He’s just busy.”

“I know. I just hate having to make Pau happy
before we come in. They know us here.”

“True, but there aren’t any Olmuli living
here full-time. The third and fourth compounds are Namellipti and
Boicado. You know how it is,” Our unnamed friend sighed.

“Yes, but our mom’s Namellipti,” Kosi
rejoined, “You know that, Bimin. That’s why we get all that good
food from them. Pau should have been more respectful.”

“Oh yeah,” Bimin said, “But I’ll bet Pau
doesn’t know all that.”

I was now sure that Kosi was Dana’s older
brother.

“He should, we’ve been here long enough.”
Kosi turned to Dana. “You better visit them before you go to
Sweetwater.”

“Okay, I was planning on it,” Dana replied.
“I like their cooking.”

“We have spare chamis,” Kosi offered. “Why
don’t you and Bartel go get clean, and we’ll finish caring for
these kids. That will give you some time to rest up and eat. That
okay, Bimin? I’ll show them where the stuff is and come right
back.”

“Sure. Dana, let me have that brush. Bartel,
just leave it. They’re fine anyway. You two took good care of
them.”

“Thanks.” There was a little teenage sarcasm
there, but Bartel left his goat.

Bimin took the brush and Dana’s position.
Evidently the goat knew him, because aside from an ear flick, she
didn’t object to the change.

Kosi took us back to their barracks room. It
held hammocks containing about twenty people. Those who weren’t
asleep greeted us as we walked through. He led us to a trunk by the
wall and pulled out a couple of the poncho-like garments. I guessed
these were the chamis. He held them up to us to make sure they fit,
then gave us some towels and showed us to the bath room. It was
cold water, but it ran, and a shelf held soap, rags, even simple
toothbrushes. Dana and Bartel both stripped and washed themselves
and their clothes, enjoying the cool water on the hot afternoon.
Kea followed us in and got washed too. He enjoyed it. Once dry,
they folded their borrowed chamis into simple pants and tunics, and
hung their travel clothes to dry on lines in the sun. They
compulsively checked on the goats again, finding them settled in
happily, and went into the barracks. Kea clung to Dana, and I
guessed that he might not want to deal with the other parrots.

Kosi and Bimin had strung up a couple of
hammocks for us, so they settled in to sleep.

***

While Dana slept, I decided to tackle my
radio. I wanted it on, because I was sure those drones were using
radio to communicate. Still, I didn’t want them to take me over.
Time to learn and experiment.

First I studied the process that controlled
the radio. Was there anything in there that looked for particular
codes? No. The process was normal, just a bundle of scripts that
handled the functions of a mitola-style radio. Okay, where did the
outputs go? I looked at the processes which read the signal. Some
of them were sensory inputs, but I noticed one went to a large
module in the hardware.

Ah hah. I didn’t see a way to determine what
that particular module did. Its processor would not allow me
access. Worse, that processor was networked to all of my other
processors, and I suspected that they could use it to control me.
That was bad, because it meant that I could not readily reprogram
myself to ignore its commands.

I rooted around and found that a number of
fundamental functions that kept me working and compiled the lifelog
ran directly through that processor. This was worse. I couldn’t
disconnect that processor from my network and expect to survive the
loss.

Understanding my system would involve
substantially more study and experimentation, and I had to be
careful not to destroy myself by turning off the wrong process. My
fundamental problem was that, although I had been an uploaded
several times, I had never been interested in the fine art of
hacking myself. Now I was going to have to learn the hard way.

Even I knew the first rule was to make sure I
was backed up, and that the system was competent to reinstall me if
I crashed. That much I knew how to do, and after running the
maintenance program, I thought that the system was competent.

Backing myself up took hours, as I had to
keep it slow so that I didn’t wake up Dana again by overheating his
skull. Finally, I finished and had a point to restore myself from.
Now I had perhaps another hour or two before Dana awoke.

Anything I could do in that short a time?
Perhaps. The simplest way to deal with that suspect module was to
run some sort of spoofed feed into it, keeping it clueless, and to
buffer its output, so that it couldn’t take me over. That would
require substantial effort, and I certainly could not do it in two
hours.

Inspiration hit. Perhaps I could simply run a
null feed from the radio, as if there was nothing coming in. I
studied the radio process. Let’s see, the suspect module accepted
having the radio off, so that was okay. How to mimic a dead radio
and divert the real signal?

I got to work writing a new module, making
notes about what I was thinking and writing. Then I compiled my
hacked program and rebooted.

 



Chapter 6

(Humpday, Day 25, evening)

That evening, I reconstructed what I had done
after maintenance brought me up and got me working. I had no memory
of creating the hack, but the notes were clear enough. So were the
logs from the maintenance system. Evidently, I had crashed the
radio control process, triggering all sorts of flags, and the
system had booted me to my last restore point and restored the
radio to its default state, on. Crap. I quickly turned the radio
off again. Fortunately, I hadn’t lost more than a few hours on that
particular endeavor.

Dana was eating dinner with the others in the
barracks courtyard by the time I checked the outside world. His
meal was spicy vegetable stew and corn tortillas, with
herb-flavored thin yogurt to drink and orange-like citrus fruits
for dessert. Soon after he finished, Pau came to get us. Dio’s
white light was reflecting off the whitewash of the western wall,
and the courtyard was warm and damp from late afternoon rains.

Pau led us back to the first courtyard and up
into a tower. At the top of the stairs was an office with wood
floors and a beamed ceiling. There were two men working at desks on
opposite sides of the room, and one desk was substantially larger
than the other. As Pau led us in, the graying man at the smaller
desk excused himself, while the other man turned and stood up. We
exchanged bows, and he gestured us all to sit on low seats on a
colorful rug. The small-desk man returned with tea and left
again.

Evidently the big-desk man was Luken. He was
in his sixties, with lined eyes and a long scar on his jaw. He wore
an intricately woven blue and white tunic over ordinary pants and
sandals, along with a sash that bore a complex pattern of stylized
horns and maize plants, studded with enameled metal badges. I
wondered what they all meant. His face was politely friendly. There
was no malice or menace in his eyes, simply an intense
awareness.

“Welcome, Bartel and Dana Hallis. Have you
rested and refreshed yourselves sufficiently?” His voice had the
same accent as Pau, but he was fluent in the boys’ language.

They nodded, but neither took his eyes off
him.

I wondered if Bartel and Dana were brothers
or cousins.

“Pau told me what you said at the gate.”
Luken said. “Can you tell me what happened? If there is need, I can
send riders or drum messages to Sweetwater faster than you can get
there.”

At that point, Dana surprised me by saying
something in a different language. Bartel nodded. Luken responded
in the same language, relaxing a little. They talked for some time,
and I was sure that Dana was telling him some version of what had
happened up at Dry Ridge. I heard some English-descended words in
his speech, but most sounded some Asian language mixed with
Spanish. It was obviously not Dana’s first language, for he had to
pause frequently, and Luken had to help him find the right words.
As Dana’s recital progressed, the older man relaxed almost into the
role of a teacher, coaxing more details out of Dana. I simply
recorded the dialog. I now had another language to learn.

Luken asked a few questions of Bartel, who
proved less fluent than Dana. Luken switched to our prime language,
his questions confirming my guess that they were talking about the
Old One. When he was done, we all stood. This time, Luken shook our
hands and bowed as he showed us out of the room.

Once we were out of the tower and out of
earshot of any of the Murani, Bartel turned to Dana. “Why did you
tell him so much?” he said, upset and struggling to keep his face
still. “I thought we were saving it for our people.”

“Weren’t you listening to him?” Dana replied.
“He was ready to start drumming out the story to everyone and
sending cabreros out to Sweetwater and Windpass and all the towers
in between. If I hadn’t told him enough to persuade him to keep it
quiet, everyone would know before we got back to Sweetwater.”

“But you promised him we would tell
Atilio.”

“Yes I did. We’ll see what Lang and the
elders say, though.” He saw the look on Bartel’s face. “It will be
the clan’s decision, not mine. Okay?”

Bartel thought about it for a while. They
passed through the arch into the second courtyard. “Okay,” Bartel
finally said. “I’ll go along with that.”

***

Before we resumed our journey, Dana and
Bartel went to visit Dana’s relatives, who lived in the fourth
courtyard. Rather than a barracks, this appeared to be a family
compound, with tunic and trouser-clad men repairing farm tools,
skirt-wearing women weaving cloth, and one woman teaching children
to weave baskets. They insisted we stop for tea, gossip, more food
in the courtyard, and yet another recitation of what had happened.
This time it was shorter, with Dana telling the men and women less
than he had told Kosi. While Dana and Bartel caught up on gossip
and I struggled to make sense of what I was hearing, one of the
women went inside a building. A few minutes later, she came out
with a simple cloth bag and instructions to take it to Tera,
whoever that was. Dana accepted the bag and tied it on his
belt.

Stuffed with food and ready to leave, we
rescued Kea from his interrogation by the local parrots. I found it
fascinating, as the birds were whistling to each other, salting
their conversation with occasional words and supplementary parrot
screeches for those nuances that whistled language just could not
handle. Kea looked unhappy, feathers flattened, and he flew to
Dana’s shoulder as soon as we found them. Dana transferred Kea to
his wrist and told the other parrots politely that we had to go to
our own clan. The parrots accepted this, but watched, whistling
comments, as we left the compound. Kea stayed close to us the whole
time.

Pau did not return our nods as we left. The
gossip had it that he was involved with a Kasang woman who had a
reputation I couldn’t translate. I guessed half correctly that the
Olmuli, Namellipti, and Kasang were names of clans.

In the dark evening sky to the east,
silver-limned clouds partially blocked Dios’ swollen disk. The
bright zodiacal light arced across the clear southern sky, and the
brighter stars were out. A cool, moist wind came from the
southeast.

Dana and Bartel studied the clouds. As they
walked, they talked about where they could stop if it started
raining too hard. From their conversation, I gathered that there
were drum towers probably every ten klicks or so. They moved into a
slow jog as they talked, the gait more comfortable in the low
gravity than a fast walk. The goats grumbled but kept up. Kea
decided that flying was preferable, and he flew ahead of us from
perch to perch, his comments mostly irreverent and irrelevant. As
they moved, they discussed getting off the road for protection from
the rain, or making better time on the road and putting up with the
goats’ complaints. They decided movement was probably a better
alternative.

The road itself was dirt, but hard and level,
easily accommodating two jogging abreast. Although it ran along the
side of a mountain, it could probably handle two pack trains
passing each other.

Near the complex, the road was lined with
Gaian herbs and vines. Dana and Bartel repeatedly used their astias
to direct the goats away from the temptingly succulent leaves. I
couldn’t blame them, but we needed to move.

The road passed into a Nysian forest of
straight-boled young tic trees and tall boo thickets, granite
outcroppings showing where ridges had been broken down to
accommodate the road. We jogged, slowing occasionally to let the
goats rest.

A few klicks later, we heard song and
conversation ahead of us. Where the road ran across an exposed
active slide, our Olmuli kin were busy clearing a recent rockslide
and fixing the road. They were singing a work song, and its rhythm
helped men with tampers coordinate their work as they thudded the
heavy tools into the road surface. Others were moving stones and
filling holes. People wearing both Murani and Olmuli clothing
worked together, although the Muranis seemed to be doing more
supervision than heavy labor.

Dana and Bartel put the goats on tether and
led them through the work zone. It took time, because they had to
talk with Kosi and the others, tell them how the conversation with
Luken went, and memorize messages to take to Sweetwater.

After Dana and Bartel got free of the jam,
they continued on, freeing the goats so that they could run with
us. The wind grew colder as dark clouds blew over us, but the road
ran across a steep, open slope, and there was no protected area to
stop in.

It started to rain. Kea didn’t mind, and the
boys simply unrolled the collars of their chamis into hoods. The
goats slowed and loudly bleated their complaints. Finally Bartel
put them all on tether, and he and Dana took turns leading them.
Kea was amused.

The rain continued with intermittent
downpours. The night was dark around us.

Eventually we reached an exposed point
occupied by a square three-story tower with a small walled yard.
There was fire-light coming out its slit windows. Dana hammered on
the door until someone answered, and a few sentences of Murani got
the door open to us. The people in the drum tower were wearing
blue-and-white Murani tabards over chamis. They seemed to be from
Sweetwater, working for the Murani.

The conversation switched back into the
language I could decipher, as Dana and Bartel haggled for a few
hours of shelter and a meal from the tower. The three men in the
tower were not in our clan, and we ended up putting our meal on a
written account. I watched with interest as they inked the deal
onto crude paper sheets, one of which we kept. They used vaguely
familiar symbols rather than an alphabet.

The goats went out into the yard, with the
tarp tied to provide a weather break. After tending the goats, we
sat down to a meal of sweet potatoes and herbal tea on the second
floor. The conversation was polite and sparse.

It was still raining when the meal was over,
and dark and cold when Bartel and Dana checked the goats in the
yard. After discussing whether to go on that night, they decided
that it was safer to spend the night at the tower, even if they
were not particularly welcome. That led to a long discussion back
inside the tower and another inked deal. Afterwards, Dana and
Bartel were angry enough that they took their astias and went
outside to collect foliage for their goats. As they complained
about the greedy Boicado, I noted that they collected armfuls of
both Gaian ruderals and Nysian foliage, and I wondered if they
needed to keep the goats’ rumens conditioned to eating Nysian
food.

That was the problem with being a passive
observer. I was curious about everything, and all I could do was
surmise and wonder. The more I saw of his life, the more questions
I had, yet I wasn’t fluent enough to talk to him. I was also
concerned that he might have a very negative reaction when he found
out his origin. What to do? My thoughts circled fretfully,
uselessly.

Stop, I told myself. I was safe for the
moment. My radio was off, and while I was sure the drones could
identify Dana’s face, everyone wore similar clothing and hats, so
the drones would have to get close to identify him. I suspected
that they could track him by smell, but again, they would have to
get close. I was safe, I told myself.

Dana seemed to be healthy, too, despite the
rain. That was good, because I got my energy from his body.

Sooner or later, I was going to have to talk
to him. Because I needed to be able to talk with him, I therefore
needed to become fluent his language first and foremost. That
remained my first priority. It was good to have a plan to act
on.

I tuned back in to watch them feeding the
goats and setting up bedding in the bottom room. We soon had a fire
going in the small fireplace. Our hosts insisted that the goats had
to stay outside, and the boys wondered whether that was a better
option for them as well.

It rained harder, so Dana and Bartel went out
again to check the tarp. The goats had given up trying to get
inside, and they huddled together, resigned to their fate.
Fortunately, the tower blocked most of the rain, and the tarp
caught most of the rest. Still, the goats were going to have a cold
night. I hoped that the boys had gotten enough of the right feed to
keep the goats warm. It had looked right, and I trusted them.

Back inside, they strung a line and spread
their clothes out to dry. In doing so, Dana had to take the pouch
off his belt.

“What did your cousin give you?” Bartel
asked.

“It’s for my mom, Bar.” Now I knew who Tera
was.

“Shouldn’t you check it, to see if it got
wet?”

Dana felt it. My mapping of his postcentral
gyrus wasn’t good enough to distinguish everything his fingers
felt, but it seemed to be soft, some sort of string or fabric.

“Yeah, the outside is wet. I better check...”
He slowly worked the knot that held the bag closed. “She tied a
tattle-tale knot into it.” He stopped to study it before untying
it, tracing the loops with his finger.

“Making sure you can retie it?”

“Yup.”

Bartel snorted.

The bag contained a bundle of cords and
strings, carefully wound up. In the dim firelight, it appeared to
be multicolored.

Dana held it out to show Bartel. “I’m going
to need your help with this.”

“Do you think they have a frame here?”

“Is this tower round or square? Of course
they don’t have a frame.” Dana looked around. “Maybe we can use
something on the wall? No. How about the clothesline?”

Bartel shook his head. “I’ll hold it. We’ll
have to work near the fire so you can see the colors.”

“Thanks.” Dana took the mop, undid a loop,
and found a complex knob of a knot. “Here’s the root node. It looks
like it has a main strand and pendants. Here,” He handed Bartel the
end with a big complex knot, his root node. “Let me unwrap it.
Yes...” It was a cord about an armspan long, with a number of
thinner strings dangling off it, and a long tail ending in a small
knot at the other end. He handed the other end of the main string
to Bartel, who pulled it taut. Then Dana ran his fingers through
it, gently combing the pendant strings straight. I saw that there
were knots up and down the pendant strings.

It looked familiar, so I accessed the pedia.
Where was that? Inka? It looked like the quipus from the old
articles in the ancient Wikipedia. The Inkans had used them for
recording data back on Old Earth before the Columbian Exchange, but
all known examples were lost in the post-Oil Age. All that remained
were carefully preserved electronic records, part of the rainbow
hoard that had helped spark the Rewiring. What on Earth was it
doing here?

“What does it say?”

“You haven’t read it yet, Bartel?”

“You know I’d rather do field work than sit
in the Culture House, Dana. That’s your thing. I’m pretty sure it’s
not a harvest tally, field boundaries, or a yearly account. What is
it?”

Dana was studying it carefully, fingering the
threads to feel how they’d been spun.

Kea came fluttering over to look at the new
toy. I knew that red-tails loved to shred knots, and metaphorically
held my breath, waiting to see how they handled it.

Dana put his hand on the main line and
growled “Mine” at the parrot.

Kea decided to sit on Bartel’s shoulder. Dana
stopped his examination, and looked at Bartel, who twitched an
eyebrow at the cocky bird.

“No, Kea, you belong down here.” He put the
parrot on the floor.

The parrot squalled and fluffed his head
feathers.

“Be polite Kea, and I‘ll play with you when
I’m done.”

“Want toy,” the bird spoke, rather than
whistling.

“It’s Tera’s. I’m making sure it’s dry.”

Kea blew a raspberry, but his head feathers
subsided.

“When I’m done.”

After checking to see that the bird believed
him, he went back to examining the... well, call it a quipu until I
had the right term. Where had they got the idea for it?

Dana studied it. “It’s in three sections.
These two sections don’t have tags,” he pointed to the second and
third, “and I don’t recognize the code. I’ll bet it’s some
Namellipti thing.” He focused on the third section. “This part is a
plan for something. It looks like these might be proportions.” He
stroked the second, “This is some sort of message. Not too long,
only fifteen strands.”

“What about the first section? It’s just that
one strand?” The string in question was heavy with knots, and tied
close to the root knot.

“Yes.” Dana studied it. “Oh.”

“What is it?”

“It’s in first code. It says, “Tera, if dry,
Dana read.”

“Wow, she tied that on fast. You look
embarrassed.”

“Ummmm....”

“You want to take it outside and get it wet
again?”

“No. I’d rather not lie to her. Besides, how
was I to know Aunt Mona used water-fast dyes? And I still don’t
know what it says.”

“And you’re not going to figure it out by
firelight. Let’s get it and the bag dry, and keep it away from
string killer down there.

“You want to hold it while I distract him?”
Dana asked.

“I guess.”

I was much more cheerful when I finally
finished translating that discussion. So they had writing, yet they
used codes in knotted strings? Curioser and curioser, as the
ancients had supposedly said. Secrets were important to them.
Why?

Dana fetched a little stick from outside and
strung it up as a toy for Kea. Kea nipped Dana’s finger while they
were playing with it. Fortunately, he did not draw blood, and Dana
took it well enough. Kea shredded the stick, and the cords attached
to it, with great gusto.

When the quipu was dry, Dana wound and
twisted it back into it back into the bag with an ease that
suggested long practice.

After checking the goats and milking them,
they made another meal with the milk and went to sleep by the fire.
They had gone to sleep before midnight, and that gave me over
fourteen hours to work. Perhaps I could even run a little faster?
No.

Language. That was the plan. Their language
parsed roughly like English, although the verbs were conjugated
oddly, and I wasn’t sure whether I was translating their plural
groupings properly. But there were so many words I just didn’t
know. Their language had changed so much, and there were enough
borrowed words to make me wish I had more lexicon files to try
multiple language translations.

I thought about the quipu. Why would they use
string when paper was so much more information dense? Maybe they
didn’t always have paper? Was it something about secrecy? Maybe
that was the basis for their languages as well? That made sense,
except that I didn’t know why they thought it was so important to
keep secrets. And they did have a lot of string and rope around.
Maybe it was just simpler to use string than make paper?

Before I started dithering again, I reminded
myself that I needed to learn their language. Interesting that they
still used ‘okay.’ It was archaic even on the ship that had brought
us, but the kids had revived it as an affectation, and it seemed to
have survived.

More dithering. I decided to review the time
with Luken. I knew, in general, what story Dana was telling. Maybe
that would help with learning Murani. I reviewed that conversation
over and over again. Yes, the language had a number of English
words, but it seemed to be the descendant of some Asian/Spanglish
creole grown into a distinctive language of its own. I thought
about going back to the pedia to see if I could figure out where it
came from, and decided that would be avoiding the issue. I needed
to understand it in the present, and there was no reason to think
that understanding its history would help me learn it faster.

After more work, I had a short list of Murani
words that I was confident in, and a start at basic translation
tables. I wondered how useful it would be to work on Murani. Dana
obviously had been learning it. Did that mean that it was spoken
frequently in Sweetwater?

After more consideration, I created agents to
tag all lifelog instances of his speaking in his primary language
and in Murani. Since his primary language was spoken
subconsciously, it activated a different part of his brain than did
the more recently learned Murani. Knowing when he was speaking
would make it easier for me to learn each language, once I
annotated the log data.

Through the mikes, I heard the goats stirring
outside. Should I wake Dana? No need. He was up before I could
figure out how to wake him. So was Bartel. They grabbed their
astias and headed out.

Something cat-sized and long-tailed scampered
over the wall as they opened the door. The goats were not terribly
worried. After standing quietly in the rain for a few minutes to
make sure that something nastier wasn’t going to come in after a
goat, they decided to go back in. Inside, they dried off, fed the
fire, and went back to sleep.

They woke a few more times during the night,
to relieve themselves and check the goats.

Despite the disruptions, I tagged all
instances of speech back into his childhood. Knowing when he had
talked did not tell me what he had said, of course, but it made it
easier to look. So I used the tags of talking in the lifelog to
learn more of his language.

The weather was better the next morning. It
was only drizzling. We left at dawn, and reached another drum tower
about three hours later. This one was round. We stopped briefly,
receiving a much better welcome from people dressed in clan
clothes. We were walking through Nysian forest, but along the road,
there were more grapeyards and small feral Gaian gardens and
groves. We came across burned areas that I thought were the result
of charcoal makers, even some unoccupied round thatched huts with
hedged gardens. The landscape was becoming settled and Gaian, at
least where it was vaguely close to flat. On the steep slopes, only
Nysian plants grew away from the trail margins.

Before midmorning, we crested another ridge,
and saw Sweetwater on the ridge beyond us. Dana was almost
home.

 



Chapter 7

(Friday, Day 26, morning)

Sweetwater was the largest town I had seen on
Nysus. I recognized it from Dana’s lifelog, but seeing it live was
a riveting mix of new detail over old memories.

The town was built on the saddle of an
east-west ridge, between two small peaks. A river flowed in the
canyon below us, curving around the Sweetwater ridge to surround it
on three sides. The southern slope below the town was terraced, all
the way to the river, and the terraces were covered by gardens and
groves. There were stands of young trees, mounds showing young
beans, sweet potatoes, peppers, tomatoes, and many, many others.
Many gardens were hedged. Dana could see people working both in the
fields and in the irrigation system that served them. Seeing water
cascading in chutes around the terraces, I realized that too much
water in the wet season would be as much of a problem as too little
in the dry season.

The town itself was protected by a wall
braced with towers. The heavy fieldstone town walls were straight
between the towers, but the towers themselves were round, perhaps
some sort of political compromise. The wall construction varied
between sections, suggesting that different groups had built
different segments. Inside, the town had the large central square I
remembered, with the white rectangular Murani complex on the
plaza’s north side. The other buildings in the town were round
huts, some of stone, some of wood, all with thatched roofs rising
to a high central peak. Scattered through the town were eleven
oversized buildings, like the roundhouses but substantially bigger.
The central peaks of the great houses had tall north- and
south-facing gables lined with shuttered windows under wide eaves.
The round buildings seemed to be grouped into about a dozen great
walled compounds, each surrounding a central garden and fronted by
an oversized house.

The road exited the Nysian forest and crossed
a blast zone—bare ground with a few Nysian pioneers and Gaian
ruderals, dead trunks of Nysian trees rotting under dryad fungi,
vines, and wide swaths of bare soil. It was the border zone where
Gaian and Nysian soil biota battled ceaselessly for supremacy. We
crossed it quickly and, after putting the goats on lead, started
climbing the long, winding stairway to the town. This was not a
road for wheeled traffic, but we and the goats handled it readily.
Mountains made wheels impractical.

Flocks of parrots flew around the town and
gardens, and we were soon noticed. A group of parrots flew over to
check us out. Dana whistled “Olmuli!” to them, and they wheeled
chattering to fly back behind the gate. Kea sat on the back of the
ute, unmoved by the display.

The stairs led up to a strong, square
gatehouse, but the gates were open. The guards were armed with
spear-tipped astias and wore plain green chamis rolled into vests.
They knew us, and simply saying that we had messages for our clan
got us into the town. As we walked by, Dana looked to one side, and
I noticed a group of happy parrots sitting on a rack near the gate,
while a guard fed them nuts out of a box. Kea, sitting on Dana’s
shoulder, noted Dana’s attention, and grumbled an unintelligible
comment. Dana had his hands full with astia and lead-line, so he
whistled a neutral response. I thought it was a great way to reward
tattletales.

There was a small plaza near the gate, but
the town itself was a maze of walls, sloping pathways, and stairs.
Water ran in stone-lined channels beside the paths to elegant
fountains at major intersections. Dana and Bartel stopped for a
moment.

“Where should we go? Home or to the Culture
House?” Dana asked.

“Did anyone recognize us on the way in?”

“No.” Dana sounded certain.

“We need to get the goats in first. Hopefully
we’ll see someone around the goat barns, and while we get clean
they can figure out how they want to hear us.”

“Okay. Which tower did these kids come
from?”

“Second. Don’t you pay attention? Doesn’t
matter anyway, the lady here wants to go home.” Bartel indicated
the ute, twitching gently on the halter rope he held. She was
standing with strained patience, waiting for the stupid humans to
move.

The Olmuli compound was at the top of the
western hill. As we climbed the hill, I noted that the walls and
stairs were taller and better built than near the gate.

“Let’s go in through my parent’s yard,” said
Dana. “It’s closer.”

He opened a well-built daisy oak gate and
jogged across a familiar courtyard to open the inner gate. Bartel
walked the goats through. No one was home. Kea suddenly took off,
wing whacking Dana’s head in the process.

“Ow!” Dana said reflexively as he
flinched.

Kea circled, whistling something that sounded
like an apology, before taking off for the garden.

Bartel hmmphed. “He’s going to get greedy
isn’t he? Think the other birds are ready to make up with him?”

“Hope so.” Dana replied. “He’s got to learn
proper manners though, and we can’t teach him all of them.”

“True that.”

The goat barns were on the upper side of the
inner gardens, which were stoutly hedged and walled to keep the
goats out. The boys split the goats up, Bartel taking the dairy
goats up the second of three squat towers, Dana taking the ute to a
shed nearby. I was sure the she could climb the staircase spiraling
around the outside of the tower, but utes were apparently given
special treatment.

Dana carried armloads of forage cut from
nearby hedges to all the goats, and took his time cleaning the ute,
checking her cloven hoofs and cleaning her coat, before carrying
their packs outside. Shortly thereafter, Bartel came down from
bedding the goats in the middle level.

“Anyone up there?”

“No. I guess everyone’s down in the Culture
House or out in the gardens. We should check in before we clean
up.”

Dana suddenly stopped. “What did you feed
your goats?”

Bartel swore. “Gaian stuff only.”

“Me too. They’ve been eating mostly Gaian
stuff along the road too. We had better get some Nysian browse into
their racks, or they’re going to start converting and be miserable.
Should we go out now?”

“Yes. And we’re going to have to take most of
that nice browse back.”

“They’re going to complain.”

“Less now than later.”

They removed the goat’s feed, to loud
protests. The normally quiet ute was louder than I had
expected.

“Well, let’s move the bags to our houses.”
Dana said on the way down. “Here’s yours.”

They paused long enough to drop their bags at
their respective houses, then, carrying their astias, they went all
the way back into the forest to cut bundles of browse, which they
tied with ropes tumplined to their foreheads and hauled back up the
stairs. It was getting close to midmorning.

As they walked tiredly back into the yard of
Dana’s house, an older man was waiting for them. He had a short,
thin beard, long hair braided in back, and thoughtful, deep-set
eyes.

Dana dropped his bundle. “Dad!” He ran
forward to hug his father.

Bartel got a hug too.

“Kea came and found me. What are you two
doing here?”

Dana told him.

“Mika and Arn were in a group that got hit
the same way the same day you did.” To Dana and Bartel’s
expressions of outrage, he added, “they’re fine. We’re fine.
They’re out with the Mauntens, getting the charcoal in from the Oak
Gorge burn. Don’t worry about it.” He looked at the foliage loads
on their backs. “That’s going to the goats? Let me take it. You two
need to tell Lang and the others.” As Palo lifted up Dana’s bundle,
he added, “I’ll see you later.”

A few minutes later, Dana was standing at a
gateway with Bartel. The roof of a truly enormous roundhouse
towered behind the wall in front of us, and I could also see trees
behind the gate. We walked through a garden of tea plants, small
bananas, citrus, ginger, and herbs of all types. There were groups
of parrots in the trees. Some were dark-eyed youngsters, most were
adults. From the groupings, I wondered if I was seeing the
psittacine equivalent of a school. On the garden’s other side we
found another normal-sized roundhouse abutting the giant structure,
which I suspected was the Culture House. The big building was like
a hen, tending the surrounding smaller buildings like a cluster of
eggs. The boys knew their way in, and we made our way into the main
building, which proved to have a big central space with rooms
around the periphery.

There were people throughout the main
building, mostly women, chatting as they worked. Young children
played around them. In the corner, an old man played a kora-like
harp lute, while a circle of young children sprawled around him. I
noticed a few men in the group, all wearing chamis much like ours.
The women were wearing skirts and dresses.

Most of the adults looked up as we quietly
entered.

“Bartel, Dana.” A woman called, standing up.
“What are you doing here? Is there a problem at Dry Ridge?”

“Ummm. Yes,” Dana said, cautiously. “An Old
One attacked us about four days ago. No one was hurt, but Mano and
Logan decided everyone needed to know down here. Where’s Lang?”

“Over here.”

We turned to see an older man at a door
across the round hall. His face was deeply lined, his hair streaked
with gray, and he was short, muscular, and vigorous. He was wearing
a tunic and short trousers with a chami on top, a bit much for the
warm air. His face was a scarred version of a politician’s
professional mask of empathy, and his dark eyes were warm and
bright.

“Come over here, you two,” Lang said warmly,
but it was a command.

We went into an office space much like the
one we had been interviewed in by Luken but with smaller, higher
windows. There was a desk in the center of the room and cabinets
against the walls, and I noticed a bundle of carved wooden walking
sticks in a basket in the corner.

The interview was much like the one we had
with Luken, except that I understood more of the words. Lang looked
enough like Logan that I wondered if he was Logan’s father. He
offered us tea, and he was caring enough, even checking the scabs
on our backs with gentle, calloused hands. Regardless, he wanted to
know every detail, including the messages from the road crew. Later
on, I reran the conversation many times, learning more vocabulary
and syntax.

After he got the details he wanted, he said,
“We had a similar incident here, about the same time. The Maunten
colliers were attacked, along with the group helping them.”

“Dad said something about that. Who was
hit?”

There was a long list of names: Kapti, Mika,
Arn, and many others. As he finished, he studied the boys briefly,
and continued. “They’re all okay. Don’t worry. Why don’t you get
cleaned up and rest a little. We’ll need to get a meeting together
for the midday meal. You’ll have to tell your story again to
everyone, but then again, so will the other group.”

“Okay.”

We turned and left. The boys’ mothers were
standing outside. I recognized Dana’s mother from his lifelog. She
was much older, of course, but still vigorous. She wore a skirt and
a well-tailored chami with patterned multicolored panels. Dana
hugged her tight.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes Mom. You heard?”

“A lot of it. Lang should have invited us in,
but that’s okay. He needed to figure out whether there was a
serious emergency.”

“How are you?”

“Fine,” she replied. “Go to the baths. I’ll
get some clean clothes for you.”

“Okay.”

 



Chapter 8

(Friday, Day 26, morning)

Later and much cleaner, Dana sat down for
brunch with his mother and father. They ate sweet potatoes, salad,
and an egg each, with tea to drink.

After the meal, Dana rummaged through his
pack and found the package for his mother. She opened it and tied
it to a nicely carved wooden frame where the sunlight could
illuminate the colors. I admired the quipu, untidy as it was. The
colors evidently meant something, as did the diverse knots and
their placement on the string. As to what it meant, I had no clue
beyond the first string that Dana had translated.

She ran her fingers over the first string and
smiled. “It’s dry.”

“I know. We were walking for hours in the
rain, and I wanted to make sure it was okay.”

“Of course. Did you read the rest?”

“No, I don’t know that code. Is it
Namellipti?”

“Oh yes.” She looked at it, feeling the
strands of the other two sections. “It’s nothing really. Cousin
Mona is just passing on some gossip. Her youngest son is about to
turn 16, and she wants me to make a sling for him. She just sent
along some design ideas and accounting details.”

“Why didn’t she put it on paper?”

“Because she would have to pay the Murani for
the sheet. Also, this is a little family business.”

“But you’re in the Olmuli.”

“Yes, but you never leave your original
family.”

“Oh. Ummm, yeah.” Dana rummaged through his
pack and pulled out the sheets from the watch tower. “The paper
reminded me. The Boicado at the first drum tower were really cheap,
and made us pay them to stay there. What do I do with this?”

Tera took them, and frowned. “They wrote in
blissims? And you did too?”

“It bothered me, but we were in that square
tower, and since I could write them...”

Tera studied the symbols, her eyebrows knit.
I thought she preferred the strings of the quipu, but it was what
she was reading that made her frown.

“I need to teach you more about bargaining.
You promised too much. Take these to Muro or Maire down at the
Culture House. Since Logan and Mano sent you down here, the clan
should cover this, not us.”

“Sorry Mom.”

“Not your fault. Logan should have said
something, and I can understand you not wanting to go between the
two towers last night.”

“Okay.”

“Still, a Boicado writing Blissims. They
should have used jamos or knotted it properly.”

“They didn’t even have a frame for the cords.
Bartel had to hold that one from Aunt Mona in front of the fire to
dry it, while I kept Kea off.”

“Hmp. Well, they’re living in a Murani square
tower.” She shook her head. “Are you planning on getting some
sleep? I think Lang’s planning a meeting at noon, and I need to get
back to my weaving.”

“I’m not sleepy right now, Mom.”

She looked at him. “Aki’s working, you
know.”

“I’m sure I can persuade her to take a
break.”

“Well, don’t tell them any details. We
haven’t discussed this outside the clan yet.”

“Yes Mom.”

“And get back here well before noon.
Otherwise I’ll send the old gang after you.”

“Okay.”

I wondered who the old gang was. Nasty old
men?

Well. Make sure you’re clean first.” With
that, she went over to help Palo finish the dishes.

“And take those...gralixing sheets down to
Muro or Maire. They’re both in the Culture House.”

“Yes Mom.” He took them.

“See you at noon. Don’t get Aki in trouble if
she’s working.”

“I won’t Mom.” Dana straightened up, then
jogged to the outer gate. “Bye. Tell Kea I’m over at the Namelpopo,
if he comes around.”

“Okay.”

He took the offending receipts back down to
the big house and found an older woman. I guessed it was Maire, but
I still wasn’t sure about their names. She gave him much the same
harangue that his mother had, then huffed and sent him off. I
acquired more useful vocabulary.

Dana walked through the main room of the
Culture House and out the front, a south-facing door. The building
had a high central peak dotted with tall, latticed windows facing
north and south, their heavy shutters drawn back by ropes and
pulleys, ventilating and lighting the great round hall below. Some
people were using it as a common work space, and I noted that most
of the people working inside seemed to be working on delicate
projects. The weavers and basketmakers had taken their projects out
into the warming morning air of the front courtyard, working and
talking on the front porch of the Culture House. Robust citrus
trees maybe ten meters tall shaded the forecourt, and some people
were working under them. Dana jogged out the open front gate.

How much of a voyeur did I want to be? I was
quite sure he was on his way to find his beloved, someone I didn’t
know. I knew she wasn’t my lost Elena, and I terminated that thread
of thought before it could spiral me into depression or tempt me
into something foolish. Did I want to pay attention to the details
and learn, or did I want to turn off and give both of us some
privacy?

My cultural training was towards privacy. We
let people choose what they wanted to share about their lives.
However, I was not part of that culture any more, and considering
my current state, I probably could not rejoin it. Therefore, if I
wanted to survive, I had to pay attention. Probably it was worth
learning their language of love and friendship, and given Dana’s
behavior to date, I doubted I would learn it from listening to the
comfortable silences between him and his friends. Uncomfortable
because they were so young, I decided to watch, to see what I could
learn.

As Dana ran across the central plaza in front
of the angular Murani complex, I wondered if he had thought about
getting sweaty before he saw her, not that I knew what their
standards of attractiveness were. We would both soon find out.
Relatively few people were around, and I suspected that most people
were working. I noticed also that Dana took paths and stairs that
avoided the big Culture Houses. Maybe being out in the woods had
made him a little shy of people. Or maybe he was trying to avoid
gossip. That seemed like an oddly mature motive in a teenager.

There seemed to be a structural hierarchy in
Sweetwater. As Dana went down-slope and east from the Olmuli
compound, the walls were lower and the compounds were smaller. I
thought I recognized the Namellipti compound from Dana’s toddler
memories, although there were far more, and more substantial,
buildings behind walls that were taller and better built than I had
seen in the lifelog. A few people hailed Dana as he passed, but
aside from a wave, he didn’t respond.

He seemed to be steering towards a smaller
culture house on the downslope side of the town. I could hear
blacksmiths from a nearby compound. From another, the shouts and
clash of sticks told of martial training, hidden behind another
high wall. The Namelpopo compound was on the opposite side of
Sweetwater from the Olmuli.

Finally, as he approached his goal, Dana
stopped to consider his attire. He hastily smoothed and refolded
his chami, ran his fingers through his hair, brushed his hat. He
stalled, pulse racing. Then he took a breath and stepped forward
into the plaza in front of the Namelpopo Culture House. It was
empty, and he walked through the gate into their compound.

The courtyard in front of the Culture House
was bordered with several varieties of papaya trees, with fruit in
various stages of ripeness. Papayas were large herbs more than real
trees, and they didn’t cast much shade. To supplement them, there
were two lattice-roofed ramadas bordering a central walkway that
led into the building. A group of parrots were playing around the
roof, with children underneath happily shouting up at them.

Dana approached a woman sitting on the porch
and asked if Aki was available. She looked at him for a moment.
“She’s in the middle of weaving, you know.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll see if she’s free.”

“Thank you.”

She disappeared into the building.

An older woman finally came out of the
building. She was wearing a loose blouse and skirt, panels showing
a different set of patterns than those on Dana’s clothes.

“Dana, what are you doing here? I thought you
were out with the goats.”

Dana shuffled. “We had to come back.”

“All of you? Was it an emergency?”

“Uh, no, just me and Bartel.”

“Do they know you came back?”

“Yes. They sent us.”

“Why?”

“I’m not supposed to talk.”

“Hmmm. You’re not in trouble.”

“No ma’am. They sent us. We’re okay.”

“Okay. And they told you not to talk about
it. Why aren’t you working right now then?”

“Umm, I just got back into town, and we’re
meeting at noon, and, um....” He paused. “I was hoping I could see
Aki.”

“Mmm-hmmm.” The old women studied him with
hard eyes. “I’ll see if she wants to see you. Don’t waste too much
of her time, though. We’re a little short right now, and we need
her to get the lot woven.”

“I could sit in with her while she
worked.”

“You will not. We’d just have to rip those
rows out if you did. Wait here.”

Dana waited for quite some time. He even used
the corner of the eastern ramada to mark Semele’s progress up in
the sky. People came and went, but aside from a few quiet waves and
greetings, they mostly ignored him. I noticed everyone watched him,
though. These people were admirably aware.

“Dana?” A slender teenage girl with
shoulder-length dark hair and a gentle, heart-shaped face came out
the front. I noticed she had taken a little time to clean up, but
she was still wearing work clothes, well-folded chamis that looked
good on her.

Dana noticed her before they spoke, and moved
so rapidly to embrace her that he went airborne in the low gravity.
The caught each other in mid-air, somehow managing not to smash
their faces as they embraced and dropped to the ground.

I couldn’t take it, even with my emotions
dialed back. Aki was nice enough for a girl, but she was way too
young for me, at least in my current version of a grown man. I
stopped reading Dana’s senses, and decided that I might as well see
if his current brain state was distinctive enough to be used for
yet another memory search. It was, and I started mapping his
romantic history in the lifelog. Finally his brain state changed.
They seemed to be talking, and I decided that I better listen in. I
cued his lifelog back to the state change and started paying
attention again.

“Why are you here?”

“Aki, I...we had some problems up with the
goats, and they decided to send me and Bartel back.”

“What happened?”

“I...well, you know, it’s...”

“Clan business,” they both said in cynical
unison.

“But you can tell me,” she continued, smiling
at him.

“Do you think you could keep it a
secret?”

“Yes” she said with youthful confidence,
looking lovingly into his eyes.

Dana hesitated, looking hard into her
chocolate brown eyes. I admired him even more. I wasn’t sure what I
would have done in his place.

“Well, I’ll probably have to go back out with
the goats tonight. I couldn’t stand not seeing you at least
once.”

“Let’s go for a little walk.”

“Will they care?” Dana tossed his head at the
Culture House door.

“I’ll just tell them we’re going to walk up
to the square. Wait.”

She came back quickly. “Mom wasn’t happy, so
I told one of the others.”

Dana chuckled as they walked quickly out the
front gate.

She grabbed his hand and led him through more
alleys. They found a private place and kissed again. I endured
it.

“Now, what happened?”

“Aki, I want to tell you, but they asked me
not to tell anyone here. What do you want me to do? It’s important,
I think.”

“How many days did it take you to get
back?”

“Three days.”

“Okay. It sounds important.” She smiled as he
nodded, then turned petulant. “But you know you can trust me!”

“Yes, I do trust you, sweetie, but....they
trust us. Your mom wants you to tell her, right?”

She nodded, I thought reluctantly.

“This way, we keep everyone’s trust. I will
tell you when I can. Okay?”

“Okay.”

They kissed again. Aki pulled away.

“So we’ve got a little while before they send
the parrots after us.”

Dana nodded at a wall, where a couple of
parrots skulked.

She looked at the birds for a moment. “Those
are Yangcado birds. They’re just curious, and I don’t think the
Namelpopo flock will be able to hide around them. That’s why I came
over here.”

“You’re so smart.” Dana said.

“Smarter than you.”

“Hah.”

“Well, you’re not studying with the Murani
right now.” Aki observed. “I’ll be a whole season ahead of you when
you get back.”

“I know. And I’m going to have to take that
test anyway.”

“I’ll help you. You know that.” Aki said.
“Just help me with your parents. And mine.”

He considered. “I’ll do it,” sealing his
promise with yet another kiss.

Yes, he was like me. Interesting that he
enjoyed kissing the same way I had.

They started walking slowly, hand in hand.
Their feet were staying firmly on the ground.

“So what have you been doing? Your mom said
you were behind.”

“It always happens. The Murani ask for a lot,
and we do have a contract. Right now, it’s hard to study and do all
the weaving, too.”

Dana made some sympathetic noises as she
continued on, explaining some technical details of what she was
doing. I didn’t know much about weaving, and lacking that context,
I had no idea what she was talking about. I suspected that Dana
might not know too much either, but he had learned when to listen.
Being in love probably made it easier for him.

“What are the Murani teaching now?” he
finally asked.

“History. It’s mostly Blue Road history, and
the other three roads too, and the whole Murani founding story. Did
you know that the Murani clans on the Green Road are actually
working down there?” She pointed to the east and down.

I thought she meant the lowland rainforest. I
was impressed. We had thought that humans couldn’t survive in the
lowlands. Dana evidently thought the same thing.

“Aren’t they just exploring down there?” He
was skeptical

“No, Kurossi said that they’re actually
trading down there. I would have thought that the makaras would eat
them all, if they didn’t get slimed and die horribly.”

“Weird.”

“Yes. The white road is weird too. They go
all the way to the Stars on the west coast. Kurossi said that they
have only one man running a lot of clans in a whole city out there.
He called it a chiefdom.”

That’s what I thought she said, anyway. Dana
pronounced the unfamiliar word several times.

“Our foci better not hear about those
chiefdoms. They might get ideas.”

Aki giggled. “Yes. I think a lot of them do
think about it. That’s why the Murani try and make sure everyone
knows.”

“And why do the whites go out that far? Oh
yeah,” he answered himself. “Salt.”

“Good. Two point.” She was evidently
mimicking someone they knew, for they both giggled.

“I’ve still got so much to learn,” Dana
groaned.

Aki squeezed his hand. “You know I’ll help
you. I mean it.”

“I know. We just have to get through the rest
of the season.”

“Yes,” she sighed. She looked up at the
misting sky. “And I really should get more work done before noon,
or I’m going to be working all by myself this afternoon.”

“Okay.” They turned and started back. The
mist coalesced into drizzle.

“Oh yeah. Bartel and I were caught out in the
rain one day out of Himiski, and we decided to stop at the square
tower. There were three Boicados, I think they were some of those
Kasangs, and they made us pay to stay with them. The worst part was
we wrote a contract out on paper. Using blissims!”

Aki stopped and stared at him theatrically,
covering her mouth in mock horror.

“Oh, Mom was mad when she saw it. She
actually said ‘gralixing sheets.’”

Aki giggled. “Oh she must have been mad. It’s
weird. I keep thinking that we kids were the first ones learning
the blissims. I wonder if she would show us any of the
gralixes?”

“Probably not. She wants us to learn to write
properly. Still, I’ll ask Kosi if he’s learned any.”

“Show me when you get back.”

“I will. I promise.” They kissed again.

A trio of parrots came flapping towards them.
One flew down at Aki, and she put an arm up. It backwinged into a
neat landing.

“Mom wants you back. To work,” it whistled,
looking distinctly pleased at delivering the message.

“Good bird. Tell mom that we come. Okay?”

“You come. Okay.” It flew off. I was
impressed. Aki was annoyed.

Dana was looking upwards. “Mom said she’d
send the Old Gang after me if I was too late, but I don’t see them
yet. I’m off until noon meeting, anyway.”

“Lazy.”

They strolled on, still holding hands. Aki
didn’t seem to want to get back to work soon.

“Yes, but I’ve probably got to talk at the
meeting. Not sure I’ll get any sleep.”

“So go grab your flute. Annoy Kea. Where is
he, by the way?”

“He left us when we got back into town. Dad
saw him while we were tending the goats, so I guess the elder birds
are still working on him.”

“How was he on the trail?”

“Good. He helped a lot. I’m not sure what’s
going on with him and the other birds.”

“You know, he’s getting old enough to settle
down with a mate, but I don’t think he’s high enough in the pecking
order to get anywhere with the hens.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Well, he’s probably smarter than most of
them, but he’s not as strong.”

“So you’re saying he’s a fey parrot?”

“I don’t think the parrots understand fey
that well.”

“I guess that’s why he likes us.”

“Yes.” She looked behind him, then shouted,
“Hey Kea!”

Dana spun, searching the sky, and she
laughed. He spun back and tickled her. They walked on, his arm
around her shoulder.

As they walked back, Dana suddenly whistled,
shrilly. A parrot, fluttered down onto his hand, on her shoulder.
She ducked. Dana laughed, as did Kea.

“You were early, is all.”

She was laughing too.

“Mom want me back?” Dana asked Kea.

“Don’t know.” Kea whistled, his feathers
down.

Aki brought a hand up, but Kea did not want
her to stroke him. She didn’t push the contact.

“Be good, Kea,” Dana said. “I was telling her
about how good you were.”

“Good bird,” Kea agreed, but he still didn’t
want her to touch him.

Aki went to take Dana’s free hand. As Kea
fluffed his head and his eyes narrowed to pinpoints, Dana brought
him down until he was riding at Dana’s waist level. Even I knew
that he was reminding Kea who was boss.

“Good bird.” Dana reminded.

“Good.” Kea muttered sullenly.

“We will both be good, Kea.” Aki offered.

As they came close to the Namelpopo gate, Kea
became nervous, shifting around on Dana’s wrist.

“I’ll be home soon, Kea. Go tell Mom,
please.” Dana raised his wrist.

Kea didn’t want to go.

“Kea, please tell Mom I will be home soon.
Okay?”

“Okay.” The bird didn’t leave.

“Bartel and I will be leaving this evening.
You want to go with?”

“Yes. Good bird. Tell mom you will be home
soon. Okay?”

“Bye Kea.” Dana tossed the bird up, boosting
him several meters into the air. Kea took the hint and flew
off.

“They do pair bond, you know.”

“I know.” Dana sighed. Then he straightened.
“I hate saying bye, you know.”

“I know. Pair bonder.” They kissed again, in
full view of the open gate. “Come back safe. Okay?”

“You be safe too.”

“I’m always safe here.”

I was sure Dana wanted to say more, but he
didn’t. One last kiss, and he let her go back through the gate. She
looked back once just as she disappeared, smiling.

He turned and jogged back to the Olmuli
complex.

Kea, whatever he was feeling, had delivered
his message. Tera was waiting for him.

“You didn’t tell her, did you?”

“No, I didn’t.”

She hugged him. “That must have been
hard.”

“It was. I told her to be safe. I hope she
can be.”

She hugged him tighter.

As Dana strung up a hammock, I decided that
it hadn’t been quite as bad as I had expected. Emotionally? I
considered. No. Objectivity was the best pathway for survival at
the moment. I kept my feelings scaled way down.

After he fell asleep, I got back to work on
his lifelog, rechecking the days’ conversations and practicing his
language.

 



Chapter 9

(Friday, Day 26, noon)

Dana was awakened by another teenager, a
scraggly younger version of Kosi. I assumed it was Mika. From the
cautious approach, I thought they were distant for a moment. Then I
remembered how fast Dana had reached for a weapon, and realized
that they respected each other’s reflexes.

“Dana!”

Dana stretched and easily flipped himself out
of the hammock.

“Mika!” It was his younger brother. I could
see their father’s bright eyes in him, although he was somewhat
shorter. They hugged. Good, an affectionate family.

“Mom told me why you came back. Did the Old
One get you?”

“Yes. I heard you got hit too.”

“It was bad, being on the ground like that,
pinned by a bug.” Mika was angry. “It made no sense, either. Why
would they do it?”

“Don’t know. I didn’t like it either, but
everything seems okay.”

“Did they check you?”

“What do you mean?”

“They made us strip in front of a group of
men and fey, who checked us over. They felt the skin around the
holes, because they’re afraid that the Old Ones stuck something
into us. They’ll probably do the same to you.”

“Crap.”

“They try to be gentle. It has something to
do with what happened last time.”

“Did they find anything?

“No.”

“Good. I’m probably free then too.”

“I’m sure you are. I’ll let you get dressed.
Mom wanted you to get up anyway. Meeting is soon.”

“Thanks.”

“We checked on the goats already, too, me and
dad.”

“Thanks,” Dana was sincere.

“You’ll need to get them back out soon, but
they’re okay for now.”

“I know. We’re going out this evening, I
think.”

“Oh.”

As Mika left the room, I considered his
statement. There was probably a scion in the other group. Who? I
was pretty sure it wasn’t Mika. He looked too much like his father
to be a clone.

I wondered if I would recognize anyone from
my old life. Or if they would recognize me. The more I studied
these people, the more I saw ghosts and bits of the faces that we
had brought to this world. They were clearly our descendants. I
even saw bits of my own face, although I had left no children.

***

Dana and his family walked down to the
Culture House. As Mika had warned, Lang, Palo, and a group of old
men took us to a side room, closed the door, and checked our naked
bodies over carefully. Two men checked us carefully, their calm and
experienced hands labeling them as medics. When they were done,
they helped us put our clothes back on.

Bartel was angrier than Dana was. Apparently
he hadn’t been told of the impending strip search. “Why?” he asked
Lang.

Palo answered, “Last time, the Old Ones stuck
something into us when they caught us. It was thin, about this
long,” he held his fingers a two centimeters apart, “like a
splinter of a rainbow glass bead. Here, I’ll show you.” He took off
his chami and turned around. “See that straight scar below my left
shoulder blade? That’s where Lairen took it out.” It was a clean
white line, nearly lost on his back. “A lot of us have those
scars.”

“That’s bad,” Dana said. “Do we have those
splinters?”

“No. None of you do. I guess they learned
from last time. At first we noticed that the Old Ones were
following us. They always seemed to know where we were, as long as
we were above ground. We checked, found the splinters, and took
them out. They followed the splinters. not us. We used those things
to set a bunch of good ambushes before the Old Ones caught on.”

“So why did they jump us this time?”

“I don’t know.” Lang said. “Have either of
you felt anything odd?”

Bartel said, “Dana, remember when you woke up
with that fever?”

“Yeah. The afternoon after the attack, I woke
up hot and sweating.”

The men stood silent. Lang asked, “And you
haven’t felt anything since?”

“No ser. Everything has been normal.”

“Bartel, what about you?”

“I’ve been okay.”

“Has Dana been acting normal?”

“Yes ser.” Bartel replied. “That one
afternoon was the only thing.”

The men considered. Lang finally said, “Well,
you seem okay to us now. But if anything weird happens, you tell
us, okay? It’s important to the whole clan.”

“Yes ser,” Dana and Bartel responded in
chorus.

“Sorry we had to do that, but you
understand?”

“Yes ser,” they repeated.

“Good. Now we need to talk about it to the
whole clan. Food first, though. Why don’t you two go ahead, so you
get first shot at the line.”

Dana and Bartel did not need more prompting;
they slid out of the room. The food table was a potluck of bowls,
baskets, and plates, the ubiquitous sweet potatoes, an
amaranth-bean dish reddened with chilies, hard cheese, eggs, and
slices of papaya, avocado, and citrus. The drink, though, was a mix
of wine, citrus, and herbs, displayed in a well-made ceramic basin
that I admired for its sheer size. Someone in Sweetwater was a
master potter. It even had what I finally recognized as the flowers
of the Olmuli logo, abstracted into graceful calligraphy along its
swelling sides. Both Dana and Bartel took large mugs of the punch.
There was more than enough food to go around.

The big round chamber had been lined with
mats and rugs, and everyone sat cross-legged on the floor with
family and friends. Even the elders sat easily.

I noticed Lang carried a short, thin staff,
about heart-high. It was simple, straight polished wood, with lines
and crosses carved into it. As people cleaned the remnants away, he
used that staff like a gavel, pounding it on a podium to get
people’s attention. He was wearing a crisply folded, beautiful
chami with the Olmuli sigil woven through it. Men and women wearing
similar chamis and carrying similar staves stood quietly around the
room. I guessed that they were the clan leadership. Both women and
men were staffers, as I labeled them. I later found that they used
the same idiom.

“Has everyone had enough?” Lang was used to
speaking within the chamber, and his voice easily carried. A chorus
of assent filled the room. “Good. Let’s get the meeting underway.
Please join me in reciting the covenant.”

It was a surprisingly unified recital.
Everyone spoke with the bored ease of many repetitions. I
understood it as a formalized covenant to honor and care for each
other, their plants, animals, and all that they had, together, in
love and peace. Despite the formal style, I found nothing archaic
in it, no nods back to the old language I knew. I wondered if the
clan was relatively new, or whether they simply preferred to use
everyday language in rituals.

Lang resumed his leadership. Nodding to the
other officers, Lang said, “We all concurred that the clan needed
to have a meeting. As all here know, the Mauntens and their helpers
were attacked by Old Ones three days ago. Even my own son, Kapti,
was hit. As some of you know, Logan’s group up at Dry Ridge was
attacked the same day. Dana and Bartel brought the news back this
morning, and it sounds like they were all attacked in the same way.
We have checked Dana and Bartel, and nothing was put in them, same
as the other group. Everyone at Dry Ridge is okay. I have not heard
that any other clan was attacked, nor have I heard of any attacks
on the Murani. We wanted to make sure you all heard the same thing,
and to work out as a clan what we should do. If you have any
questions, feel free to ask them.”

What followed was the familiar chaos for me,
too many voices speaking a language I understood very imperfectly.
I pieced it together as fast as I could, happy that it took fewer
repetitions.

People asked Dana and Bartel for details. An
older man named Coll Maunten asked whether the Murani would provide
guns or riflemen, a question that got brushed off with what seemed
to be a standard response. Others asked for details of both
attacks, confirming Lang’s summary of the same style of attack: two
types of drones, the big one flying as decoy, and then the
surprisingly long ground hold. Lang asked his son Kapti for an
account. I thought that was odd, because he was not one of the
Maunten group leaders. Kapti was Dana’s age, taller and thinner
than his father, with a long, bony face. He was wearing a chami
folded into a tunic.

The meeting wandered on, with Dana feeling
the wine and increasingly ignoring the conversation. Finally, Lang
redirected it to suggestions about what to do about the situation.
At his prompting, Dana spoke up about the strategy of using gravel
in a sling to bring down the synsects. That provoked more
discussion, as it had been tried before by their parents. The group
approved spreading the news to the other clans and the Murani, and
working with everyone to meet the threat.

I was surprised at that, given the politics I
had seen in private. Then I thought about the fact that Sweetwater
had a common wall surrounding all the compounds. They were capable
of a common defense, and I wondered what had provoked them to build
the wall in the first place.

Towards the end, Lang announced that Dana and
Bartel were going back to Dry Ridge in the evening, and that we had
room to take a few things up with us. Dana quietly groaned, and his
father patted his arm. I could imagine the additional baggage that
announcement would generate.

Finally, they concluded the meeting by
reciting a pledge of communal unity. The chores done, the mood
changed. They rolled up rugs, and got more to drink. Drums and
flutes started to appear, as did harp lutes and mandolin-like
instruments that used gourds for resonators. It was party time, and
I found out that Dana liked to dance, whether it was in a group or
with a partner.

He checked on the goats before he went off to
sleep. In mid-afternoon, he woke to rain, and decided to check on
them again.

The goats were producing watery diarrhea,
their stomachs bloated, their stance stoic. Dana swore, and I
suspected that the goats’ rumens had started an ecosystem shift,
away from the microbiota they used to digest Nysian plants to
something more suited for the Gaian plants they had been eating.
They looked uncomfortable, and I understood Dana’s feelings.

He was cleaning up their stalls as Bartel
slunk in. His red eyes suggested that he had drunk more than Dana.
Bartel studied the situation blankly, sighed, and pitched in to
help Dana clean up the mess in the two buildings.

“Good thing we’re getting them back out,”
Dana ventured.

“I guess.”

They worked in silence for a while.

“Aki?” Bartel asked.

“Yes, I saw her. How was Rowena?”

Bartel’s satisfied grin put some life into
his face. Apparently they had found a more private spot than Dana
and Aki.

Dana swatted at Bartel. “Quit bragging,” he
said. “You get caught, it’s going to get expensive for all of
us.”

“We won’t get caught.”

I learned that Dana could snort eloquently.
Maybe Bartel had given him practice.

“Anyway, we need to get these kids back onto
bush food soon. Between here and Himiski, they’ve been eating way
too much Gaian browse.”

“I know, Dana. We had the same lessons,
remember?”

“Okay. I just figured you were thinking about
Rowena and not the goats.”

“Mmm.” They went for buckets to clean the
floor. The dairy goats complained when they got splashed.

“So...what about Aki?” Bartel continued as
they checked the floor. They’d done a thorough job, however they
felt.

“She’s good.”

“And did you?”

I wondered if that brain pattern was Dana’s
blush or Dana getting angry.

“You should have.” Bartel continued,
undeterred. “You’re not going to get another chance until the rains
are over.”

“I know. We did get to kiss.” Dana growled.
“And talk.”

“That’s good,” Bartel placated him. “ See you
at dusk?”

“Okay.”

Dana stayed with the goats for a while,
currying their coats, until Kea found him. He switched his
attention to the bird, going out to play with him in the garden in
the rain. He focused on keeping the bird from nipping at the
growing tips of the new shoots, before taking him back to the
hammock for another nap. Dana fell asleep just as the real storm
started.

As he slept, I spent my time reviewing the
noon meeting and sorting his relationship with Aki. They hadn’t
been together for long, but he was like me. He had fallen hard for
her.

The evening was chaotic, but the whole family
had expected it. Dana and Bartel’s families banded together to get
the goats tethered up and on lead, waiting in Dana’s farmstead. The
older men checked the condition of the drooping ute with practiced
eyes, then proceeded to tie chamis into packs as people showed up,
bringing little gifts and packages to go up to Dry Ridge. Finally
we had too much, and a few things quietly disappeared into the huts
rather than our packs. The ute got light trail packs, at least for
now. Tera made sure Dana had a good dinner and food for the
trail.

As Dana and Bartel led the goats out the
gate, it was gently raining. I understood the wisdom of the astias,
for Dana and Bartel were carrying heavy packs, and the long staves
helped them balance as they descended the long staircase out of
town, and helped propel them up the long, slippery road, back
across the blast zone and into the Nysian bush. The goats bleated
their complaints about the rain, until the broad leaves of the
lowland daisy oaks gave them shelter. Kea whistled happily, shaking
the water off his fluffed up nape, and a few other young parrots
accompanied us until Dana shooed them back to Sweetwater.

 



Chapter 10

(Friday, Day 26, evening)

The storm finally blew through when they were
an hour out of Sweetwater. The combination of Dios, the aurora, and
the zodiacal light of Semele’s huge asteroid belt lit the trail
sufficiently for us to hike straight to the Murani complex, which
we reached three hours past mid-evening.

The place was active, and we got in with
little trouble. Kosi and Bimin arrived three hours later at
midnight, leading in a string of utes heavily laden with road
tools. Since we had not passed them on the road, they had been
working elsewhere. We helped them with their animals. The communal
dinner with the road crew was more vegetable stew, heavy with
potatoes and perilously spicy, some hard cheese, and more watered
wine to drink. The evening was relaxed, with people talking,
playing the pebble game, or singing along with a boo flute. Kea was
one of only five parrots in the room, and he ignored the other
four, preferring to play with Dana, shredding the corner of Dana’s
chami until Bartel rigged a better toy for the feathered nuisance.
Dana borrowed the flute and accompanied the singers for a turn.

With Dana asleep in his hammock, I went back
to work. While I could follow simple conservations in real time, I
was not where I wanted to be to talk with Dana. As he slept I
worked on, striving for fluency.

***

(Sunday, Day 27, morning)

The next morning, we headed back up into the
hills west of Himiski, through the wild countryside back to Dry
Ridge. The goats trudged until we let them browse in the first good
tussock patch we found, high on a south-facing ridge. Their delight
in searching out the tussock herbs was evident, despite the
rain.

Gradually, they got better as they fed more
on Nysian plants. As they moved more easily, we travelled faster.
Still, Dana and Bartel carried large bulky packs, and they needed
all the balance and leverage their long astias could give them to
cross the muddy slopes.

It continued to rain.

We came to a flat, open area under a tall
stand of orange-barked tic trees, bisected by a well-defined trail.
The goats bleated suddenly in alarm, and Dana, sniffing the air,
quickly fixed the speartip onto his astia. Bartel was even faster.
They both quickly tethered the goats on leads.

Maybe twenty meters away, a body lay across
the trail. It was some sort of large gorgon, a dingy-furred Nysian
animal that was maybe three meters from nose to tail-tip. It had
the typical horns and facial ornaments of a gorgon, twin tongues
hanging out of the open mouth. This kind was an herbivore,
kangaroo-like, with heavy shoulders, long hind legs, and a long
tail. The skin of its ruff was exsanguinated white, and it had been
gutted by something that left large toothmarks. The coagulating
pool of dark blood was drawing Nysian bugs, and the smell had
alerted the goats and Dana.

The bite marks were typical of a large
makara, but as Dana and Bartel looked around, they couldn’t see the
big cryptid. The soil was churned up, no tracks showing where the
predator had gone.

“Where is it?” asked Bartel, turning as he
scanned behind them, astia at the ready.

“Dunno.” Dana was watching the area around
the corpse.

“Crap. We’re going to have to get past this
somehow.”

“I know. Where is it?”

“And how many.”

They kept looking, tensely. Minutes passed.
Kea was nowhere to be seen, the goats strained against the leads.
Things could get very bad, very fast.

Sudden movement caught their attention. It
was a single makara, the same size as the one they had encountered
before. Dana’s astia tip tracked its head as it approached the
corpse. It was beautifully camouflaged, patterns flowing across its
skin to match the background as it moved.

“Dana, watch that one. I’ll watch our
backs.”

“Okay. Be ready to spin.”

“You too. Be ready to drop the leads if you
have to.”

“I am.”

The makara suddenly uncloaked, green and blue
loops and curves blooming on its skin. The patterns were outlined
in bold, strobing black. It watched us carefully as it came to
stand over the kill, ruff erect, scars marring the intricate
pattern on its lower jaw. It raised its long muzzle, sniffing us,
the paired tentacles on its lower jaw writhing slowly like pythons.
Its eyes were large, the pupils trapezoids with curves at the upper
corners.

Standoff.

“It’s the only one.” Bartel said.

“Keep watching.” Dana replied.

The standoff continued, all of us, goats
included, frozen in place. Flies buzzed. Raindrops rattled the
leaves.

“What the...”

Bartel spun as the makara stepped forward,
leaned down, and nudged the corpse towards us. Then it stepped back
off the path, ruff still erect, still brightly patterned, but well
away from the body.

It was offering the gorgon to us?

Stillness returned. Rain dripped off the brim
of Dana’s hat.

After a frozen minute, the makara stepped
forward and repeated the gesture.

“Now what do we do?” Bartel asked.

“You want that thing?”

“Crap no.”

“Trick?”

Bartel snorted. His astia pointed at the
makara, unmoving.

The goats grew restive, again straining the
lines. Somehow, Dana and Bartel held them and kept their points
level.

The makara repeated the gesture for a third
time.

“Okay, how do we tell it no?” Dana asked.

“Let’s step back and tether the goats to
trees, okay?” Bartel replied.

“You first.”

“Right. Moving.” Bartel led his goats back
and tied them, while Dana held guard. I was surprised at how long
he could hold the astia without wavering.

“Your turn. I guard.” Bartel returned to
Dana’s side.

Dana slipped back, tying his two dairy goats
to a tree. They struggled and complained loudly, eyes rolling.

“Now what?” Dana asked.

“We advance, and use our astias to move the
body off the trail?”

“With our points down, we’ll be dead if that
thing moves.”

“Better idea?” Bartel asked.

They considered for a time. The goats’
complaints escalated, and the makara didn’t move.

“No.” Dana finally decided. “You want to call
it?”

“Okay. Advance on the numbers.” Bartel
called. They formed up, shoulder to shoulder. “One.” They stepped
closer, each step to Bartel’s call. On eighteen, they were within
range of the gorgon’s corpse. The smell of Nysian blood and guts
were shimmering patterns of disgust in Dana’s brain. I recorded it
for later, focusing on his vision and hearing.

“Dana, spear the hips. I’ve got the
shoulders. On one. One.” They speared in, deftly wedging points
under the big bones. They shortened their grasps on their pikes by
feel, eyes watching the makara, which moved slightly but held its
ground two body lengths away.

“Lift two. Two,” he gasped. It was heavy.

“Your side, three,” he grunted. Bartel was
leaving himself open to the dragon.

“Drop it! Guard!”

Dana jumped back, pulling his astia out.

Bartel swore, “My point’s in the body.”

“Get it quick.”

It wasn’t quick. Bartel had to rip it out
with his belt knife, swearing the whole time. Dana covered him,
point shaking.

The makara watched.

“Clear!” Bartel finally panted.

“Back, by the count.” Dana said.

They retreated, slowly, points shaking, to
guard the goats.

Standoff again. Time passed.

The makara watched. Colors shimmered on its
skin, but it held the main pattern and its place.

The goats complained at the stench on the
astias, pulling on their ropes.

“We’ve got to get them out of here.” Dana
said.

“If we take them in hand, they’ll tangle us.
Want to stampede them?” Bartel asked.

“No, it will take the rest of the day to find
them, and that blasted thing will just come after us.”

“I don’t know. It had us down there.”

“Yeah. Why is it trying to be nice?”

“Don’t know.”

“Let’s wait.”

“Guess so.”

A few more minutes passed.

“This is getting heavy.” Dana said.

“Let’s ground the butts and crouch.”

“Receive a charge?”

“Yup.”

“Okay. Down.”

They crouched, planting the butt spikes into
the ground. The makara could avoid them with ridiculous ease, but
it relieved the strain on their arms.

More time passed.

Finally, the makara moved. The boys came to
their feet fast.

The big beast slowly advanced, easily picked
up the gorgons’ bug-covered body, and backed up until it was well
out of range. Then it turned sinuously and slowly made its way off
into the trees, down the valley.

The boys waited. It was noisy, and I wondered
if the noise was deliberate, especially when silence suddenly
fell.

Bartel exhaled hard. “Let’s get out of
here.”

“Run the goats?”

“Yes. We’ll have to hold the leads
though.”

“It’s going to be hard.”

“I know.”

“Want to breathe first?”

“No, let’s get up to the ridge.”

“Okay.”

They untied the goats, struggling to keep
them from bolting. They ran through the blood-stained copse, goats
stiff-legged and bleating their terror. On the other side, they
pushed themselves up the hill, panting and sweating, until they got
to an open ridge top. There they stopped. The goats had run off
their panic.

“Let’s find shelter.” Dana said.

“Near a makara?” Bartel asked.

“I can’t go too much further, and we should
get dry.”

“How about that hummock over there?”

“Looks dense.”

“Keep the rain off, and there’s tussock
around it.”

“I don’t see anything better.”

We struggled up the ridge to a small stand of
twisted highland daisy oaks, clinging to an exposed granite
outcrop. Getting into the lee, we found a bit of shelter, which was
improved with the tarp supported by a few broken branches. Bartel
quickly gathered dry wood from the inside of a dead trunk, using
his spear-tip to hack it open. He and Dana carefully built up a
little fire, but there wasn’t much fuel in the area. We couldn’t
stay here for long.

As water heated for tea, Bartel and Dana took
the time to clean and sharpen their astia points, Dana teasing
Bartel for forgetting to put the pin in his astia’s socket to fix
it in place.

‘Where’s Kea?” Bartel asked.

Dana looked around. “Dunno. Hope he’s not
lost.”

They tended to the goats, rubbing them down
and reassuring them.

They drank warming herbal tea and munched on
sweet potatoes. The goats browsed a little nervously, sniffing
downslope.

“We have to go on.” Bartel said.

“I know. I was hoping Kea would find us.”
Dana sounded a little worried.

“Let’s get back to the trail. He’ll find us.”
Bartel sounded like he was trying to be confident.

“Maybe the makara is offering that bouncer to
him?”

“Right. I know they’re weird, but I’ve never
heard of anything like that. Wonder what would have happened if
we’d taken it?”

“Either it would have jumped us, or we would
have gotten sick.” Dana pronounced. “Gray bouncer’s supposed to
taste okay, but you know, it’s Nysian meat.” He started
packing.

“You’ve tried it?” Bartel asked.

“No, just heard.”

“Who?”

“Kosi.”

Bartel snorted. “He would.”

“Hey, he brought one down with a sling last
year.”

“That’s good shooting.”

“And you know how it goes.”

“Kill it, eat it.” Bartel said

“I think his whole crew tried some. They had
the runs all night.”

Bartel chuckled.

“Where do you want to camp? We need a better
place, but I’d rather not go too far.”

“Let’s see what we find on the trail.”

After packing up and dousing the fire, they
led the goats back along the ridge. As they walked, face into the
rain, Dana noticed a small gray blur against the trees. He whistled
as loud as he could, then shouted.

“Kea Kea Kea!” he called.

Bartel took up the call. Kea landed in a
tree, then seeing them upslope, he flew up to Dana’s outstretched
wrist.

“Good bird!” Dana praised him

“Good bird,” Kea panted.

Dana studied the parrot, stroking his head.
“He looks okay.”

“That’s good,” Bartel said. “Let’s get off
the ridge.”

They hiked west, Kea riding on the ute’s
saddle. Finally we made camp in a well-sheltered grove with good
tussock nearby. The astias helped the boys bring down a dead dry
branch from high off the wet ground, and we got a good fire
going.

As they were setting up camp, Kea
volunteered, “Followed it. To the river. Gone,” he whistled
proudly.

“You followed the makara?” Dana asked,
surprised.

“Yes. Followed it.”

“To the river? It left?”

“Yes,” Kea chirped.

“Good bird! You’re really good Kea.” They
showered him with compliments until he fluffed up with
happiness.

The encounter was the only real excitement
that marked the otherwise wet, gray hike back to Dry Ridge. The
tussock-covered hills were drier, if only because the storm had
passed by the time we sighted the walls of Dry Ridge.

 



Chapter 11

(Humpday, Day 29, evening)

We were welcomed back with open arms,
especially when we opened up the packs and distributed the presents
we had carried back. Dry clothes and warm food were probably the
best part of the welcome. Logan fortunately gave us a half-day to
recover before we went back out with the crew. After caring for Kea
and making sure the goats were settled in, Dana went to sleep.

More time for me to work. Aside from the
makaras, Dana’s life as a goatherd was fairly monotonous. I decided
to rig some alarms, so that I could work internally and be alerted
if something interesting happened outside. It wasn’t hard: I set up
alarms rigged to my skull mikes, to be triggered by speech or loud
noises. Still others monitored activity in his amygdalae, so that a
strong emotional reaction would alert me. After more thought, I
decided to create the thermal alarms to alert me when I was
producing too much waste heat. No more hot heads.

Time to try these all out.

I was bored with doing nothing but language
practice, and I decided that I wanted to know more about the “Old
Ones,” rationalizing that it would help me see how well my agents
had been tagging his lifelog.

Had he seen anything like them before? Except
for the drones, everything I had seen was operating with
human-powered, sustainable macrotechnology using local resources,
so I could assume that there was no permanent high-tech
civilization nearby. This was consistent with their fear of the
drones.

From my last incarnation, I remembered that
the drones typically only worked for a few months, at most a year,
before their joints became fouled by Nysian microbes. The disasters
caused by fouling on our first propeller craft had forced us to
switch to ornithopters, complex as they were, because all their
joints could be sealed inside their bodies. Even then, the seals
were not perfect, and lubricants were usually the first things
infected.

Insulation was usually the next to be
consumed. It was hard to send power through uninsulated wires. We
had switched to optical controls early on, but faced with a choice
of using a lubricated combustion engine or an insulated
electrochemical system, we had chosen the later for durability.
Still, according to Nysian microbiota, wire insulation tasted like
moss spore casings and boo resins, both of which were plentiful all
over Nysus.

Structural polymers lasted longest, but even
those resembled chemicals in boo epidermis and pom woods, which was
why we were so careful to burn daisy oak and tic tree wood in our
campfires. Nysus was perhaps a billion years older than Gaia, and
the microbes here were more catholic in their dietary preferences
than anything Gaia had evolved.

So, given how well they worked, those drones
had been active for maybe three months, and Dana’s oldest memory of
them went back that far. Probably someone had parachuted them down,
along with some sort of mother ship. I didn’t think they had been
around for more than two seasons, as they moved too well in
capturing us. Therefore, I could start my search around that first
time Dana had seen a drone, and move backwards. And I did so.

Dana hadn’t always herded goats. Before they
took the herds out to avoid the wet season, they had wildly
celebrated the winter solstice. Through Dana’s eyes, I watched
wrestling competitions, stick fighting, and he had participated in
a push contest where his crew used their blunt astias to push
against the padded chests of their opponents. I felt the impact of
an astia on Dana’s chest, before he slipped it aside and advanced
to push the other team back. They exulted over their wins, until
they were beaten by a team of older men from another clan. There
had been drinking and dancing, with Aki and others.

Back another week, I saw a warm, dry morning.
He had been harvesting sweet potatoes in the terrace fields below
Sweetwater, working with family and clan-mates. I fast-forwarded
through his repetitive morning of field labor, watching the visual
record only so as not to heat up. The families competed in the
fields, to see who harvested the fastest. They took their potatoes
up to the town’s central plaza, to brag about their productivity.
Competitive harvesting was certainly one way to get done
faster.

I’d thought his life was unremitting farming
and herding, but earlier still, he sat under a citrus tree in the
Culture House, portable desk on his lap, copying an old manuscript.
Their writing material was dried pom leaves, treated with something
aromatic that dyed them yellow. Rather than writing with a pen or
pencil, he scratched symbols into the leaves with a sharp metal
stylus, then blacked the marks with ink. The symbols looked a bit
like Hangeul jamos, but as I studied them, I realized that the
character blocks were made up of simplified English letters.
Entranced, I studied these hours of his lifelog until I could read
the syllabic blocks. It appeared to be a recipe for culturing a
fungus. Didn’t they read anything that wasn’t directly related to
gaiaculture? And why did they have both writing and quipus?
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