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Prologue

Planet Rust

For one thing to begin, another must end.

—Rustic Proverb

In the end, they walked to Ijhan. Vidya
Vajhur started with swift steps, but Prasad slowed her down.

“You’ll tire quickly at that pace,” he told
her. “We have a long way to go.”

Vidya nodded. She set her shoulders more
firmly into the shoulder harness Prasad had made for the
wheelbarrow and forced herself into a steady trudge. The
wheelbarrow was piled with clothing, a tent, food, and other
necessities. It was hard to think of it as everything she owned, so
she didn’t.

Gravel crunched as Vidya walked. Beside her,
Prasad pushed a cart containing the rest of their food. Hidden at
the bottom were a few trinkets he said he didn’t want to leave
behind. One was their wedding knot. Another was a set of red data
chips, red for medical histories and gene scans. Prasad had tried
to slip them into the cart without her seeing. Vidya had wordlessly
pursed her lips. Prasad’s cart was topped by a crate of a dozen
quacking ducks, the only animals unaffected by the Unity
blight.

“Imagine if the blight had left the kine,”
Prasad had said. “Too valuable to leave and too difficult to take
on the road. We’re lucky there.”

Leave it to Prasad, Vidya thought
wryly, to
find blessings in a pile of horse shit.

The harness bit into Vidya’s shoulders and
she spared a glance at her husband of five years. He was a head
taller than she was, with brown skin to match her own. His black
hair had gotten shaggy of late. Dark whiskers dusted chin and
cheeks, though he had shaved only yesterday, and curly hair coated
his strong forearms as they strained against the hand cart. His
beautiful black eyes were lined with stress and strain, though he
was barely twenty-five.

Vidya’s eyes were a lighter brown beneath
thin brows and a high forehead. Her face was a pleasing oval, and
her body was long and lean. Too lean.

The crated ducks on Prasad’s cart quacked in
annoyance. Vidya wished they would shut up. They were getting a
free ride, weren’t they? She’d trade places with them in a second.
It would be nice to be a duck. You could root around in a quiet
pool to find food, and if there wasn’t any, you only had to fly
somewhere else.

She found she was striding again and forced
herself to slow down. Her legs wanted to carry her fast and far so
she wouldn’t be tempted to look back at their ruined farm. She kept
her eyes firmly on the gravel road before her. Watching out for the
blast craters that made wheeled transport impossible was a good
excuse to avoid looking at the fields. She could not, however,
block out the smell. Every breath brought her the damp, moldy
stench of standing crops destroyed by the Unity blight. Sometimes
she caught a whiff of rotting meat, and once she smelled burned
feathers. This made her speed up, and Prasad lengthened his own
pace. Without a word, they pushed on as fast as they dared until
the smell faded. Vidya heaved a soft sigh. Chickens mutated the
blight into a form that attacked humans, and burning feathers could
only mean a poultry farm someone was trying to cleanse. Except in
that one instance, the blight—actually a series of diseases—left
humans alone. Only now was Vidya realizing how that was, in some
ways, even more horrible.

They trudged on, Vidya’s eyes on the ground,
until Prasad gasped. Vidya looked up. They had reached the main
road, and it was in worse condition than the one they had been
traveling. Flyers from the Empire of Human Unity had bombed and
strafed it thoroughly. Craters pocked some places, piles of
shattered pavement blocked others. It was passable, but only with
difficulty. Prasad, however, was looking straight ahead. Vidya set
the wheelbarrow down with an angry thump.

“This is a treat!” she cried. “A gift!”

“Hush,” Prasad murmured. “We shouldn’t call
attention to ourselves.”

Vidya glared at him, then swallowed her
sharp retort. Sarcasm wouldn’t improve the situation, and it wasn’t
Prasad who deserved her anger.

“What do you think we should do?” Vidya
asked at last. “I have no ideas.”

Prasad shrugged. “What else can we do?”

He lifted the handles on the hand cart and
trudged forward. The ducks quacked again. Vidya hesitated, then set
her shoulders, hefted the wheelbarrow, and joined him.

The streaming mass of people on the road
made grudging space for them. Thousands, perhaps hundreds of
thousands, crowded the broken pavement. Most carried bundles or
pushed carts and barrows. Many were injured. All were heading
toward Ijhan.

The crowd shuffled along in eerie silence.
Those who spoke did so in subdued voices. Occasionally a baby
whimpered or a small child cried, but the sounds were quickly
hushed. It was as if the throng feared being noticed.

“They must have heard the rumors, too,”
Vidya murmured. Her eyes flicked left, right, forward, behind,
constantly scanning the crowd.

“Relief in Ijhan,” Prasad agreed softly. “I
wish we could’ve checked with Uncle Raffid to see how true it is. I
wish—”

“You make a hundred wishes before
breakfast,” Vidya said. “Wishing will not take the networks from
the Unity’s hands or make it possible to call—”

“Poultry!” shrieked a
voice. “My god—birds!”

Vidya’s head snapped around. A silver-haired
man was staring at Prasad’s duck crate in horror. Prasad blinked.
The people around them began to draw away.

“The blight!” the man screeched. “They’ll
bring the blight!”

He lunged for the crate, intending to smash
it, but Vidya was already moving. Her hand snatched a small bundle
from the wheelbarrow and whipped the cloth away.

“Stop!” she barked. “Or die.”

The man froze. So did the people around him.
After a split-second, the crowd edged away, leaving the man in an
ever-widening circle. Vidya held a short rod in rock-steady hands.
It glowed blue, and a single spark crackled at the end.

“This is an energy whip for herding kine,”
she said, standing in the wheelbarrow harness. “At half power it
stuns a full-grown bull. It is now set to full. Leave the ducks
alone.”

“The blight—” the man gasped.

“—is only found in
chickens,” Prasad said in his soft voice. “Ducks don’t carry
it.”

“Back away,” Vidya repeated. “I will press
the trigger in three...two...”

The man fled into the crowd. Vidya watched
until he was out of sight. Then she slid the whip into her belt,
shrugged her shoulders in the harness, and continued on her way.
Prasad followed. The crowd watched for a moment, then slowly closed
about them.

“My wife has fine reflexes,” Prasad
observed. “It did not occur to me that our own people would wish to
harm us or take our property.”

“My husband is trusting,” Vidya said, not
sure at that moment whether she was annoyed at him or fond of him.
The adrenaline rush was wearing off and her hands would have been
shaking had they not been gripping the wheelbarrow staves.

Prasad reached over and squeezed her hand
twice. She smiled at him. The gesture, born on their wedding night,
had originally meant “I love you,” but it had, over the years,
become a more all-purpose signal of anything positive. Here, Vidya
took it to mean “you did well.”

Hours passed. Hunger pinched Vidya’s
stomach—she and Prasad had skipped breakfast to save food—and she
was sweating even though a thick layer of clouds blocked the sun.
It was warm for early fall. The world of Rust had an even,
temperate climate because it had no moons to stir wind and water to
anything greater than a balmy breeze or gentle rain. Vidya had dim
memories of torrential rains and rushing winds, but after her
parents emigrated to Rust, all her experiences with weather
involved slow, easy swings from sun to clouds to rain and back
again. Now the above-average temperature made her uneasy. Had the
Unity done something to the weather as well as spreading the
blight? Vidya’s stomach growled, and a hunger headache coiled
behind her forehead.

“We need to eat,” Prasad said. “Perhaps over
there.”

They guided cart and barrow to the edge of
the road and into what had been a hayfield. Mushy stalks squelched
under Vidya’s shoes, and the fetid smell lessened her appetite. A
waist-high stone wall divided the field in half, however, and this
was Prasad’s goal. Other people were taking advantage of the wall
as a place to rest, but Prasad, Vidya noticed with satisfaction,
warily kept his distance from them. They wheeled their respective
conveyances to a likely spot and pulled themselves up to the wall’s
bumpy top. Vidya groaned as her weight left her aching feet.

“May I sit with you?”

The whip was already in Vidya’s hand and
pointed at the speaker. It was a woman with a pack on her back and
two small children at her side. Vidya didn’t lower the whip.

“Of course,” Prasad said gently. “Do you
need help?”

“Prasad,” Vidya warned. “We can’t—”

“Our old community was destroyed,” Prasad
replied. “If we wish to survive, we must build a new one.”

“We can be three more pairs of eyes to watch
for thieves.” The woman nodded at Prasad’s cart. “Or
duck-nappers.”

A laugh popped from Vidya’s mouth before she
could stop it. She motioned for the woman and her children to sit.
The woman’s name was Jenthe. The children were her sister’s.

“My sister was Silent,” Jenthe continued.
“Her owner planned to hide just her—not her husband or children—in
case the Unity won the war. I think she was planning to run away,
but then she and her husband disappeared. Now we’re traveling to
Ijhan because they have food.”

Vidya shot a glance at Prasad’s cart. “Do
the children belong to your sister’s owner?” she asked bluntly.
“Are they Silent, too?”

“Vidya,” Prasad said. “We don’t need to be
rude.”

“We need to know,” Vidya replied. “If the
children are Silent, they’re valuable.”

Jenthe pulled both children closer to her.
They looked at her with wide eyes. Vidya sighed. Jenthe’s gesture
had answered Vidya’s question as clearly as a shout.

“I’m not going to take them from you,” Vidya
said quietly. “But someone else might. It isn’t duck-nappers we
have to worry about.”

“I’ve worried about that since we left,”
Jenthe said, and changed the subject. “Have you heard if we’ve
surrendered to the Unity yet?” She rummaged around in her backpack
and took out half a piece of flat bread. She divided it between the
children but took none for herself. Vidya sighed and waited. On
cue, Prasad offered Jenthe a piece of their own flat bread. Jenthe
refused, but finally accepted after minimal pressure from Prasad.
Vidya mentally went over their tiny store of food, all that
remained after six months of bombs and blights. It would take them
three days to reach Ijhan, maybe four, and they could do it without
slaughtering the ducks if they ate two small meals a day. If they
fed three more mouths, though, they’d have to eat the ducks, and
Vidya had been counting on using them as trade goods. She had a
feeling that the money they carried wouldn’t be worth much.

“I haven’t heard of surrender,” Prasad was
saying. “Perhaps we’re winning.”

Vidya glanced at the river of refugees on
the road and suppressed an acidic remark. There really was no
point. Words wouldn’t change their situation.

“May we sit with you?” said a cautious
voice. Vidya sighed and chewed her bread.

oOo

It took four days to reach Ijhan. In that
time, their group had grown to twenty people. Prasad’s crate had
four ducks left.

Vidya had visited Ijhan half a dozen times
in her life. She remembered it as a sprawling city of trees and low
buildings. It still was, but now a refugee camp had sprung up
around it like a moat around a castle.

“They aren’t letting anyone in,” Mef
reported. He was fourteen and on his own now. Prasad charged him
with scouting ahead because he still had energy for it and he had a
knack for gathering information. “They’ve built sandbag walls
around the whole city. Trucks came out with food four days ago, but
that’s been it.”

A murmur went through the group and Vidya
bit her lip. Counting the ducks and Gandin’s two geese, the group
had enough food for two or three days. The filter on Vidya’s water
bottle would also give out soon, and she didn’t want to think about
what filth had accumulated in the ponds and streams. The area
around the city already smelled like a sewer.

“There aren’t
letting anyone in?” Prasad asked. The
desperate note in his voice made Vidya’s heart lurch. The past
several days had been hard on all of them, but it showed most on
Prasad. The skin around his eyes sagged with hunger and fatigue and
he spoke little. When they curled next to each other to sleep, she
had felt the tension in his body grow with each passing night. She
wanted to comfort her husband, this strong man, but she didn’t know
how to do it other than to stand beside him.

Mef shook his head. “No one goes in. The
famine is just as bad in the city.”

Vidya took Prasad’s hand and squeezed twice.
He squeezed back, but the gesture lacked any strength.

oOo

Vidya clasped her hands around her shins
beneath the overturned hand cart. Soft, gentle rain washed down
from the sky to form soft, gentle mud. The latrine pits had already
overflowed. Turds mixed with dirt and piss mixed with water until
it was impossible to tell one from the other in a mix like sloppy
pudding. Cholera and dysentery swept the camps. Babies and young
children, already weak from lack of food, fell sick and died in
mere hours. Vidya’s last meal had been a handful of beans four—or
was it five?—days ago. They had cost her and Prasad the tent. The
only water Vidya had was what she could catch from the sky. Her
skin was waterlogged and flaccid, with white sores Prasad said were
a form of mold.

At first, all Vidya had been able to think
about was food. Thoughts of tender goose, crunchy felafel, sizzling
beef, and hot flat bread with sweet honey bombarded her until she
thought she would go insane. Now she wasn’t thinking of food, or
anything else. Her stomach no longer cried out and it had long ago
become a dull ache inside her. Prasad had left several hours ago on
an errand he refused to discuss, but Vidya didn’t have strength to
care. She stared into the rain from the scant shelter of Prasad’s
cart, not even wondering what would happen next.

“My wife,” Prasad said.

Vidya looked up. Prasad stood in the rain in
front of her up to his shins in mud. His skin was blotchy like her
own and his frame had gone gaunt. A lump rose in her throat at the
sight of him in such a condition.

“My husband,” she whispered.

He reached for her hand and squeezed twice.
She squeezed back and he tried to pull her up. His body lacked the
strength, and she had to manage on her own.

“You must come with me,” he said.

Vidya let him lead her away, leaving the
cart behind. The energy whip made a lump in her pocket. She had
tried to trade it for food, but there had been no takers.

Vidya and Prasad passed the pitiful shelters
of the tiny community of twenty they had gathered, now shrunk to
less than a dozen. Jenthe and her children had vanished days ago.
Gandin had died of cholera. Mef was still alive, a coughing ball of
misery beneath a scrap of wood. The boy didn’t look up when Prasad
and Vidya passed.

They moved through the camp, and it
eventually penetrated Vidya’s mind that they were heading toward
the city. The sandbags walls were broken only by gates which were
watched by guards who looked as hungry as the refugees. Prasad
showed something to one of the guards, who waved them through.

All this barely registered with Vidya. The
stupor that had fallen over her was unshakeable. She concentrated
on putting one foot in front of the other beside Prasad without
sparing a glance for the city.

Finally she realized the rain had stopped.
She was sitting in a soft chair and Prasad was talking to a woman
behind a desk. They were in an office, a large one with plush
carpets and paneled walls. The woman was tidy and well-fed,
seemingly immune to war and famine. A name plate proclaimed she was
Kafren Jusuf, Vice President of Acquisitions. She spoke. Vidya
tried to concentrate but simply didn’t have the energy. Prasad said
something, and she nodded automatically.

Something pricked Vidya’s fingertip. Kafren
Jusuf was standing beside her, holding a small med-comp. The lights
flashed green. Kafren sat behind her desk again and passed Vidya
and Prasad each a data unit. Vidya looked down. The screen showed a
contract between Silent Acquisitions, Incorporated and Vidya and
Prasad Vajhur.

“This is our offer,” she
said. “We will provide you with food, housing, and medical care.
You will receive the sum of fifty thousand kesh in three
payments—ten thousand upon signing, twenty thousand at the birth of
the first child, and twenty thousand at the birth of the second.
You also agree to have penile-vaginal intercourse at least three
times per week until pregnancy is established. You will use no
birth control.”

“And if the children aren’t Silent?” Prasad
asked softly.

Kafren leveled him a glance. “Any child born
of you and Vidya will be Silent. It’s a medical certainty. Now, in
section two, you’ll notice...”

Kafren droned on. Vidya stared down at the
contract. She had known this was coming, had known it from the
moment she had seen Prasad slip the medical data chips into his
possessions, had known it the moment he had left her with his
completely empty cart.

She felt a twinge of conscience, but it was
brief. The children she might have were theoretical, mere dreams.
What was real was Prasad beside her and the famine in his face.

Vidya’s eyes met Prasad’s. They were sunken,
fearful, and uncertain. In that moment she knew that if she refused
this contract, he wouldn’t fight her. He would starve without
complaint or regret. Somehow, that made the decision easier. Vidya
reached for her husband’s hand and squeezed twice.


Chapter One

Planet Rust

Serenity is the slope down which the spirit flows
into the Dream. Serene must you walk the paths, and serene must you
ever remain.

—Irfan Qasad,
Pathways to the
Dream

“We have authorization!” Ara shouted. “I tight-beamed it ten minutes
ago.”

The ship shuddered. Kendi Weaver slapped the
override on the gravity regulators. “Peggy-Sue!” he barked. “Load
maneuver Yooie-One and execute!”

“Acknowledged,” replied the computer. On the
viewscreen, the stars yawed into white streaks. Everyone on the
bridge leaned a hard left in their seat harnesses. Kendi’s stomach
bobbed down toward his feet then leaped into his throat. A big red
smear rushed by the screen and Kendi assumed it was the planet
Rust. Then the stars straightened out and Kendi was able to swallow
his stomach.

“Nice,” growled Gretchen Beyer from the
sensor boards.

“Dammit, stop firing!” Ara yelled from her
position on the floor. “We’re a Unity vessel!” She scrambled to her
feet beside Kendi’s chair and leveled him a look that would freeze
beer.

“Sorry,” he said helplessly. “It was all I
could think of. If that charge had come closer—”

She waved him to silence. Ara was a short,
round woman who could look Kendi in the eye if he was sitting. Her
deep brown skin hadn’t paled much after two weeks of ship lighting,
and it was almost as dark as Kendi’s. She had short black hair
which displayed a round, open face with a hint of double chin, a
face that looked like it should be smiling over a tray of fresh
cinnamon rolls.

“Excellency, please
respond,” Ara said to empty air. “This is the Post-Script.
We are a registered vessel with the Empire of
Human Unity. Why are you firing?”

Silence.

“Are we still transmitting?” she murmured to
Ben Rymar at communication. He nodded. Ara raised her voice.

“Excellency,” she said, “we have no defenses
against your firepower. I repeat—we are merchants come to trade. We
received landing authorization via Silent courier fifty-five hours
ago.”

Kendi, meanwhile, reset the safeties on the
gravity, then carefully aimed the ship away from the planet. He
held his fingers over the thrusters, ready to punch them up to full
speed if the satellites orbiting Rust readied another volley.

Static crackled over the speakers. “Glory to
the Unity,” said a different voice. “You did not transmit the
codes.”

Ara’s neck muscles moved like a team of
wrestlers. “Yes. We. Did. To whom am I speaking, please?” she
added.

“Peggy-Sue, mute me,” Gretchen said softer
than the communications system could register.

“Acknowledged.” A blue light winked at the
sensor boards to remind Gretchen that her voice was currently
screened from the communication system.

“They’re stalling, Mother Adept,” she told
Ara. “I’ve snuck into their network, and they’re checking out our
story.”

“This is Prelate Tenvar of the Empire of
Human Unity Trade Commission,” crackled the voice. “We have
received no communication from you. Transmit the proper codes or be
fired upon.”

Ben’s mute light flashed. “They’re trying to
track down the courier, Mother. I think I can jump ahead and drop a
false transmission into their lines, but for now you’ll need to
keep them happy with what I’ve already given them.”

Ara marched over to the captain’s board and
punched up the codes Ben had spent hours forging. Her purple
trader’s tunic rustled as she moved. Ara played the role of
indignant trader well, and only the tightness around her mouth
betrayed nervousness. Kendi’s own heart was beating hard and he
swallowed dryly. Escape into slipspace this far into to Rust’s
gravity well was impossible, and it seemed like he felt the Unity
lasers and charges trained on their ship’s all-too-thin ceramic
skin. Kendi goosed the thrusters a little and set the ship drifting
casually away from the planet just in case.

Drift away, he told himself,
but don’t
look like you’re drifting away.

He stole a glance at Benjamin Rymar. Ben was
bent over his boards. His bright red hair was disheveled and his
trader’s tunic was rumpled even though he had just put it on. Ben
always looked rumpled, even after a shower. Kendi wasn’t sure how
he managed it.

“Got it!” Ben whispered. He tapped a button
and raised his voice. “It’s done, Mother. I deleted their message
before it was received and faked verification of who we’re
pretending to be.”

“I just hope Tenvar isn’t a drinking buddy
of your mark’s, Ben,” Gretchen said. “Otherwise they’ll fry us like
an ant under a magnifying glass.”

Ben bent his head back over
the boards, but Kendi saw his blush. Kendi’s fingers moved and the
words Lay
off, Gretch, or you can forget about trading duty shifts
marched across Gretchen’s screen.

Teasing, she sent back.
No need to
snit.

Ara, meanwhile, settled into her chair and
pulled the harness around her. “Prelate Tenvar,” she said, “I have
transmitted our authorization. Again. Have you received it?”

Silence. Kendi held his breath.

“Prelate Tenvar, are you there?” Ara said,
allowing a hint of exasperation to creep into her voice. “Prelate,
please. I’ve transmitted our authorization four times to four
Prelates. How long will—”

“Why are you travel traveling on a vessel
built in the Independence Confederation?” Tenvar’s voice
demanded.

Ara sighed loud enough for the microphones
to pick up. “You’ll pay for this, apprentice,” she said a bit too
loudly.

Kendi recognized a cue when he heard one.
“You agreed to it, Boss.”

“That information, Prelate,” Ara said, “is
in our transponder code. Please read it. Our ship was salvage.”

Another long pause. Kendi closed his hand
over the gold disk that hung around his neck beneath his tunic and
whispered, “If it is in my best interest and in the best interest
of all life everywhere—”

“You are cleared for landing on field
seven-eff-one,” Prelate Tenvar’s voice said. “Do not leave the ship
until the quarantine crew has inspected your vessel. Glory to the
Unity.”

“Thank you, Prelate,” Ara said. “Glory to
the Unity.”

Ben shut off the transmitter and the entire
crew heaved a sigh. Ara sagged briefly in her harness, then
unbuckled herself and stood up.

“Kendi and Gretchen,” Ara ordered, “I want
you on my turf in the Dream. Ten minutes. Ben, you pilot. Get Trish
and Pitr up here to handle the other stations.”

“Yes, Mother,” Ben said.

“Ten minutes?” Kendi complained. “How fast
do you think I am?”

“I heard,” Gretchen drawled, already heading
for the door, “that you were a two-minute man myself.”

Kendi bounded to his feet to chase her, but
Gretchen nipped into the corridor and punched the close button.
Kendi flung his arms out and pretended to slam into the door. After
hanging for a moment, he slid to the floor. Ben actually snorted,
and Kendi couldn’t suppress a smile.

“Kendi,” Ara sighed. “We don’t have
time—”

The door slid open, revealing the solemn
face of Trish Haddis. She stepped over Kendi’s prone body and took
up Gretchen’s position at sensors. Behind came Pitr Haddis, her
twin brother. The two of them looked nothing alike. Pitr was a
blocky man, with close-cropped brown hair, oddly wide hazel eyes,
and a firm chin. Trish, in contrast, was small and
delicate-looking, with a long brown braid and a build more like
adolescent boy’s. She did share Pitr’s eyes.

“We were on our way up when Ben called,” she
said, explaining their prompt appearance. “Was Kendi responsible
for that u-turn? The galley’s a mess.”

“Kendi will clean up,” Ara promised.

“Geez,” Kendi grumbled from the floor. “Save
the ship and all you get is K.P.”

“Kendi,” Ara said sternly, “go.”

“Going, going.” Kendi rolled to his feet and
trotted down the corridor.

The Post-Script was a small, wedge-shaped ship with only three decks. The
narrow corridors were dingy and in need of paint. Dull gray ceramic
showed through the beige. Kendi reached the lift, but the elevator
been rattling alarmingly of late, so he instead descended the
ladder to the crew quarters on the deck below the
bridge.

Third door on the left, Kendi
reminded himself. Despite the ship’s small size, Kendi still got
confused. The Script’s doors and corridors were
unmarked and they all looked alike. He chose a door and thumbed the
lock. It slid aside, meaning he had found his quarters on the first
try.

Ten minutes, he grumbled to himself
as the door slid shut behind him. Who does she think I am?
Super-Aussie?

Kendi’s quarters were spartan. A neatly-made
bed took up one wall and a battered computer terminal occupied
another. A dozen book disks sat in a rack above the terminal, while
a very few clothes hung in the closet. A short red spear leaned
against the wall in one corner. The bathroom was up the hall,
though the room sported a small sink with a medicine chest.

Kendi pressed his thumb to the medicine
chest’s lock plate and the doors popped open. On the shelves inside
lay several ampules all filled with amber fluid. A dermospray
occupied the bottom shelf. Kendi racked ampule into the cylindrical
handle, pressed the flat end against his arm, and pressed the
button. There was a soft “thump,” and a red light indicated the
ampule had emptied. Kendi put the dermospray away and removed his
purple tunic. Beneath it he wore nothing but sandals, a brown
loincloth, and the neck chain with the gold disk that marked him as
a Child of Irfan. Kendi had a spare build, with dark skin and
short, tightly-curled brownish hair. His nose was flat, and his
eyes were so black it was hard to tell iris from pupil.

Kendi took up the red spear, which was the
length of his leg from his knee to his foot, and checked to make
sure the rubber tip on the spear’s point was secure. Then, in one
smooth motion, he bent his left leg and slipped the spear under his
knee, as if the spear had become a peg-leg. Under ideal conditions,
Kendi would have thrust the spear into the earth to keep it from
slipping out from under him, but that was impossible on a ship.
Hence the rubber tip. A languid warmth stole over him—the drug at
work.

It took a moment for Kendi to make of his
balance. Then he closed his eyes, cupped both hands over his groin,
and started a series of breathing exercises.

If it is in my best interest, he
thought, and
in the best interest of all life everywhere, let me enter the
Dream.

As he breathed, the noises of the ship—the
faint hum of various machines, the vague whisper of moving air, the
steady drone of distant engines—faded away. Colors swirled behind
his eyelids as the drug took effect. Kendi breathed. He imagined
himself standing in a deep cave with a tunnel that spiraled
outward. Carefully, he added details. Cool water dripped from
stalactites and ran down stalagmites. The floor was chilly beneath
his bare feet. Glowing fungi provided faint illumination, and their
musty smell filled his nose. Slowly, Kendi walked out of the cave
and up the spiral tunnel. With every step, the details of the cave
became sharper. The floor pressed his soles and the chill air
raised goose bumps on his skin. The rock took on color, rich shades
of red, turquoise, and purple.

Light appeared ahead of him. Kendi moved
toward it. A moment later, brightness blinded him and he squinted
until his eyes adjusted. When his vision cleared, he found himself
at the base of a cliff with a wide plain stretching before him. The
earth was dry and covered with scrubby vegetation. Overhead, the
sun burned in a cloudless blue sky. A falcon shrieked high on the
dry wind. Every detail was clear and sharp.

It was the Dream.

Kendi surveyed the landscape around him. It
never ceased to fascinate him. He wondered if Irfan Qasad, the
first human to enter the Dream, had felt the same. A thousand years
ago, before the discovery of slipspace, a colony ship had
encountered the Ched-Balaar, an alien race intent on colonizing the
same planet the humans wanted. Fortunately, the aliens proved
willing to share. There was just one catch—the Ched-Balaar insisted
the humans take part in a ceremony and drink a special wine to
cement relationships between the two species.

The wine—drugged—and the ceremony’s hypnotic
chanting drew Irfan Qasad and several of her crewmates into the
Dream. Amazed, the humans experimented and learned the drug allowed
them to enter this shared dream at will, though some were better at
getting there than others. Some of these people began to “hear”
voices of humans on Earth. Eventually, the Terran humans were drawn
into the Dream and were able to communicate with the Ched-Balaar
and their brethren humans, though they were separated by thousands
of light years.

The hibernation ship carried in its hold
thousands of embryos, both human and animal, to colonize each
planet and keep the gene pool fresh. With the help of the
Ched-Balaar, the humans experimented on the embryos, isolating
favorable genes to produce people who could find the Dream. The
first children produced by these experiments developed speech late,
and even afterward spoke only rarely outside the Dream. They became
known as the Silent.

On the hot, scrubby plan, Kendi spread his
arms to the wind. His clothing and medallion had vanished. Naked,
he took a few steps onto the plain and cocked his head to listen.
Voices whispered in the breeze and rumbled through the earth. He
sorted through them. Kendi recognized Ara’s throaty alto, but all
the others were strange to him. Gretchen must not have arrived yet.
Cautiously he extended his senses, testing earth and air, ready to
act if he felt the odd presence again.

There was localized babble some distance
away. It was probably the Silent on Rust, but at this distance
Kendi couldn’t tell for certain. Further off he felt
thousands—millions—of firefly flickers as other Silent on other
planets entered and left the Dream. Kendi felt no sign of the
strange child.

Kendi put up his arm and whistled shrilly.
The falcon dove like a feathered boomerang, pulling up in time to
land on Kendi’s forearm. Although the falcon’s talons were capable
of crushing bone, they only pricked Kendi’s skin. In the real
world, Kendi’s arm would have been reduced to a shredded mess, but
this was the Dream.

“Sister,” Kendi asked the falcon, “can you
learn for me who speaks in the distance?”

The falcon leaped from Kendi’s arm. In
mid-air she changed into a kangaroo that bounded swiftly away.
Kendi watched her go, then strode purposefully across the scrubby
vegetation. Spines from ground-hugging spinniflex plants tried to
pierce his feet, but in the Dream Kendi’s soles were covered with
thick calluses. As he walked, he was aware of the living earth
beneath him. Every particle was alive and breathing. Every piece
was separate, and yet part of a whole. Just for the practice, Kendi
narrowed his focus for a moment to a single particle. It was a
human female, completely unaware that her mind made up a tiny part
of the Dream. He thought she might be sleeping, but he couldn’t be
sure. Reaching out of the Dream to the non-Silent was difficult for
him, and in any case it wasn’t why he was here.

Then he felt it. A flicker
at the edge of awareness. Someone was reaching not into the Dream,
but through it, as if from one mind to
another. Kendi pounced on the feeling, trying to pin down which
direction it was coming from. It vanished before he could nail
it.

Damn, Kendi thought,
frustrated. But at least we know the kid is still around.

Kendi resumed his walk, following the sound
of Ara’s whisper. As he grew closer to her, he felt the shift where
Ara’s mind molded the Dream to her own perceptions. The only way to
communicate with another Silent was to agree who would shape the
Dream space they shared. Ara had said that she, Gretchen, and Kendi
were to meet on her turf, so as Kendi walked, he released his
expectations of reality and surrendered them to Ara.

The landscape changed with scarcely a
ripple. The spiny spinniflex became soft green grass. Cool water
tinkled softly in an elaborate fountain, and exotic perfumes
scented the air. Tall shady trees blunted the sun’s rays. Fat
oranges and glistening pears hung heavily in their branches, and
birds twittered among the leaves. Ara sat on the lip of the
fountain. She wore a simple green robe of gauzy material. A
close-fitting hood covered her hair and ears, and emeralds
glittered across her forehead. Kendi wore loose red trousers and a
long white linen shirt. His gold medallion had returned, and he now
wore a silver ring set with a golden piece of amber. Ara wore a
ring as well, though hers held a sparkling blue lapis lazuli.

“Where’s Gretchen?” Kendi asked without
preamble.

“Not here, obviously,” Ara replied.

“Yes, I am.” Gretchen emerged from behind
the fountain. She wore the same outfit Ara did, except her robe was
blue. Her gold disk gleamed brightly, and her amber ring matched
Kendi’s. Gretchen was a tall woman with fair skin, pale hair, and
heavy eyebrows. Her eyes were gray and her lips were a startling,
heavy red. Kendi had always thought she would look good in a
belly-dancing outfit.

“Good.” Ara looked at Kendi. “Is the child
here in the Dream?”

“I sensed a brief presense,” Kendi said.
“And as far as I can tell, no one else has sensed the kid at all.
I’m the only one.”

“Keep watching. If the child turns up again,
try to narrow the trail. It’ll take decades to search all of Rust.
I want this wrapped up in a few weeks.”

“Unfair,” Kendi protested. “No one else
could even narrow it down to a single planet in the time I did. You
can’t complain that—”

“It wasn’t a judgement, Kendi,” Ara
interrupted. “Just an observation. You did well. Right now, I want
you two to talk the Silent on Rust. We need information, and
they’re our best bet.”

“Way ahead of you,” Kendi said, mollified.
“I sent my sister to scout them out.”

Gretchen shuddered. “That creeps me bad. If
your little creature didn’t come back, you’d be brain damaged.” She
sniffed. “Not that we’d notice.”

“Enough, children,” Ara said pointedly. “We
have work.”

Kendi bowed slightly, hand on his disk.
“Yes, Mother Adept. This humble Child of Irfan begs your—”

“Shut up and listen,” Ara growled. “You too,
Gretchen. I want you both to sniff around the Rustic Silents, find
out what the current situation on the planet is. Kendi, did you
read those files?”

Kendi looked sheepish. “I’ve been busy.”

“Right. Gretchen?”

“The Empire of Human Unity invaded sixteen
years ago,” Gretchen replied primly. “It conquered Rust in seven
months. It dropped a bunch of bio-weapons to soften the populace
and generally shot the place up until some of the powerful
governments cried ‘uncle.’ Those governments were allowed to keep
power provided they stomped on their neighbors. Standard Unity
tactic. The holdout governments got mad at the ones that caved,
which made it easier for the Unity—the Rustics started fighting
among themselves.”

“I did read that much,” Kendi said in a
peevish tone. He perched on the smooth lip of the fountain. “I
didn’t see anything about Rust’s economy, though. Have they
recovered from the Unity takeover? If they haven’t, the slave
market will be really tight.”

Gretchen shrugged. “They’re still in a
recession. The Unity imposes artificial restrictions on trade, and
it’s siphoning away resources through heavy taxes. That hurts. I’d
bet a year of your stipend—”

“Hey!”

“—that we’ll have to hunt
for this kid in at least three fields.”

“Free citizens, legitimate slaves, and black
market slaves?” Ara hazarded.

Gretchen nodded. Behind her, an orange
thumped softly to the grass. “I just hope this kid is a legitimate
slave. It’d make everything a hell of a lot easier.”

“Buying a slave would be easiest,” Ara
agreed. “But we may have to persuade a free person to come with us
or even track a kidnap victim through the black market. That’s
where you come in, Kendi.”

“I live to serve.”

Ara rounded on him. “Kendi, I’m in no mood,”
she snapped. “I barely talked us out of being destroyed by Unity
security, I have to impersonate a master trader, and we have to
find this rogue Silent before the Unity or one of the corporations
does. I have no patience for smart remarks and slapstick jokes. Is
that clear, Brother Kendi?”

Her sudden fury hit him like a slap. Kendi
nodded, abashed. Gretchen smirked.

“All right, then.” Ara settled her robes.
“Once we get down there, Kendi, I want you nosing around the
seamier parts of town. But. Stay. Out. Of. Trouble.”

“Yes, Mother,” Kendi said meekly.

Another orange fell from the tree. It
squished when it hit the ground. Kendi glanced at it in surprise.
Black mold was growing on it. Kendi blinked. That was strange. He’d
never seen anything like it in Ara’s garden before.

“Gretchen,” Ara continued, not noticing the
orange, “I want you to check the legitimate slave markets.”

Gretchen nodded. “What’ll you be doing?”

“I need to report to the Empress,” Ara
replied. “Then I’ll be pumping bureaucrats. You two get started
while I’m doing that.”

“Yes, Mother,” Gretchen said.

Kendi, still staring at the orange, realized
Ara was waiting for an answer and he had to scramble to remember
what she had said.

“Kendi?” she said dangerously.

“Check the seamier parts of town,” he said.
“Get started while you talk to the Empress.”

He was about to mention the orange when a
falcon screamed overhead. Kendi held out his arm. The falcon
landed, and new knowledge instantly flooded his mind. For a moment
there were two of him, one standing next to a burbling fountain,
the other perched on a wiry forearm.

“Did she—you—find Rustic Silent?” Gretchen
asked.

Kendi nodded, and the falcon duplicated the
movement. For a moment he lost his balance, then regained it as the
disorientation passed. He flung his arm up, tossing the falcon to
the skies. She beat her wings to gain altitude, then circled
overhead.

“I’ll let her lead you to them,” Kendi said.
“We’ll go through my turf, all right?”

“Why can’t you just take us to them
directly?” Gretchen grumbled.

Kendi shook his head. He knew that distance
had no meaning in the Dream. He knew that the need to walk to other
“places” through his own Outback was purely artificial. All this
his conscious mind knew. It seemed, however, that his subconscious
held more sway.

“Sorry,” he said, rising. “That’s the best I
can do.”

“Just make sure you conjure me some decent
clothes, then,” Gretchen told him. “I’m not going on a nude
walkabout.”

“Be careful,” Ara cautioned.

“I’ll make sure we’re wearing clean
underwear,” Kendi said solemnly, and trotted off before Ara could
reply. Gretchen scrambled to follow while the falcon flew ahead.
Kendi heard a heavy sigh from Ara before the fountain disappeared
behind them and he smiled quietly to himself.

A moment later, the landscape changed back
to the scrubby plain. Hard heat and sunlight beat down from the
cloudless sky. Kendi’s clothes melted away until he wore only a
loincloth, and that only because he knew Gretchen didn’t want to
see him naked. Gretchen’s robe reformed itself into a khaki
explorer’s outfit, complete with pith helmet and hiking boots. They
walked in silence, following the falcon toward the Silent on Rust.
After a moment Kendi realized he hadn’t mentioned the rotten orange
to Ara. He paused to turn back.

“Now what?” Gretchen asked, annoyed.

Kendi glanced in the direction of Ara’s
garden, then resumed walking. Ara was already in a bad mood. There
was no point in making it worse. He could ask her about it
later.


Chapter Two

The Dream

An empire is a prison to which not even the ruler
holds the key.

—Emperor Bolivar I,
Musings of a
Warrior

Mother Adept Araceil sighed as Kendi and
Gretchen vanished into the trees. Both of them were odd in their
way. Gretchen had a mouth, and Kendi was, well...Kendi. He had some
strange views. What she knew of the Australian aboriginal tribes of
Earth did not quite paint a picture that resembled her best and
most powerful student.

Ex-student, she reminded herself.
Kendi had taken his vows to become a Brother almost a year ago, but
Ara still hadn’t made the mental adjustment. He was certatinly
powerful. She knew of no one else who could split his mind into two
pieces in the Dream. But his attitude!

At least he’s better than he once was, she thought ruefully. It’s hard to remember sometimes.

Ara stood up and concentrated for a moment.
Her mind cast out, searching for a pattern she had been given. When
she found it, she willed herself to let go of her garden.

She found herself in a grand hall with
polished floors of gray marble and soaring pillars. The pressure of
someone else’s Dream perceptions pushed on Ara’s mind, ordering her
not to dictate reality. With a deep breath, Ara forced herself to
comply. It was like making herself let go of an ocean life raft.
Even after decades of Dream experience, it was hard for her to give
up control.

It had been pure hell keeping this fact from
Kendi.

A furious tapping of footsteps clicked
toward Ara, and a clawed creature the size of a small bear
approached. It had a flattened head and rounded body, with furry
arms that ended in stubby fingers. A silver Seneschal’s chain
ringed its neck.

“Who are you and what do you need?” the
creature asked. It wasn’t speaking her language, of course.
Language did not exist in the Dream. Here, the Silent communicated
by direct exchange of ideas. Ara’s mind, however, automatically
transformed the concepts she received into language.

Ara bowed and gave her name. “I need to send
a report to her Imperial Majesty. Is a Silent messenger available,
Seneschal?”

The Seneschal clacked its claws on the
polished floor. “I have instructions to convey you directly to her
Imperial Majesty for any report, Mother Adept.”

Ara blinked, then hurriedly followed the
Seneschal, who was already clicking across the hall to a great set
of double doors. Ara gathered her robes, wishing she had more time
to prepare. She wasn’t ready for another Imperial audience. Her
knowledge of Imperial etiquette was limited, and the idea of
looking the fool filled Ara with dread.

The Seneschal opened the great doors and
guided Ara inside. The room beyond was midnight dark except for a
dozen tiny lights floating that floated slowly about like
fireflies.

“Choose anyone you like,” the Seneschal
said. “The Empress awaits.”

Ara made herself reach for one of the lights
at random. It—he—froze at her touch.

May I use your body, Silent brother? she asked.

I live to serve, came the
reply. Count
to ten that I may position myself.

Ara counted, then
pushed.
She found herself kneeling on a pillow. Green-blue
grass covered the ground, and a fresh summer breeze wafted around
her. Ara’s head was bowed low, all but touching the
ground.

“You may rise, Mother Adept,” said a female
voice.

Ara brought herself to a kneeling position
and used the time to take stock of the body she possessed. It was a
well-muscled male. Brown hair dusted his forearms, and his torso
was lean and strong. He wore voluminous black trousers and a
collar, the marks of a Silent slave. A thrill rippled through Ara.
No matter how often she did it, she always found it incredible that
her body was light-years away while her mind was here, on another
world in the body of another Silent.

Ara snuck a glance at her surroundings. Her
first audience with the Empress had taken place in a small room,
when her Imperial Majesty had personally informed Ara, one of the
Children’s most successful recruiters, that she was to lead an
expedition to find the body behind the mind Kendi had sensed in the
Dream. This time Ara was in a white pavilion large enough to shade
two or three acres. Several slaves stood poised with food and drink
while a handful of others knelt on pillows similar to Ara’s. Armed
guards were posted all about the pavilion.

Directly before Ara was the Imperial Majesty
herself, the Empress Kan maja Kalii. She sat on a pillow which sat,
in turn, on a raised dais. The Empress was close to Ara’s height,
but angular and lean, with ebony-black skin and equally dark hair
piled high on her head. Tiny jewels orbited her head in lieu of a
crown. Silky blue robes cascaded down her shoulders. Ara couldn’t
even hazard a guess at her age. The air around both Ara and the
Empress shimmered slightly, meaning Kan maja Kalii had activated a
sound dampener to ensure their words remained private.

“Speak, Mother Adept,” the Empress said.
“You have a report?”

“I have, Imperial Majesty,”
Ara replied, and explained what had happened when the
Post Script
arrived at Rust. The slave’s deep voice sounded
odd in her ears. “The government is surely suspicious of us, but
we’ve already begun searching for the child,” she finished. “I
doubt the Unity Silent have uncovered its presence. My stu—that is,
Brother Kendi will look for it in the underground slave market
while Sister Gretchen and I explore the legal venues.”

“Is it wise to send Brother Kendi along this
path, Mother Adept?” the Empress asked. “As I recall, he is someone
who sometimes—these are your words—’needs to be sat on.’“

Ara bowed to hide her startlement, though
she didn’t know why she was surprised. If Ara were in the Empress’s
sandals, she would have accessed every file she could get her hands
on too.

“Brother Kendi has grown in the months since
I wrote those words, Imperial Majesty,” Ara said. “He also has a
knack for making underworld contacts, and his ability to locate
people within the Dream is uncanny. He is still the only Silent who
has sensed the child, after all, and he was able to narrow its
location to a single planet. Not only that, he identified the
child’s ability to possess the non-Silent.”

The Empress nodded. “Very well, then. I also
want you to continue reporting directly to me, and not your
superiors among the Children of Irfan. This child’s existence must
be kept a secret as long as possible. Your skill and discretion in
similar matters is why I chose you directly and I expect you will
live up to your own high standards.”

Ara bowed her acquiescence. The Empress rose
and began pacing the dais. Everyone in the pavillion, including
Ara, scrambled to rise as well. A small tickle at the back of Ara’s
mind told her that the drugs were wearing off. Soon she would have
to return to the Dream, and from there to her body. Was it proper
to tell the Empress this? Or was Ara expected to hang on until her
mind was sucked back through the Dream and into her body? That
would saddle her with a disorientation that might confine her to
bed for days.

“I’m nervous, Mother Adept,” the Empress
said. “Brother Kendi claims he has felt this child reach through
the Dream to possess other minds, willing or not. Such a child
would have the power to topple empires, including this
Confederation. What if this child possessed me? Or another ruler?
The balance of power between the Independence Confederation and its
neighbors is delicate. One mistake could mean war.”

“Anyone would know instantly that you had
been possessed, Imperial Majesty. The child would not have your
knowledge or experience. It would be impossible—”

“We always thought it was impossible for the
Silent to possess any but another willing Silent,” the Empress
pointed out. “Who knows what else this child can do? What if the
wrong people gain control of this child?” She paused. “I’ve been
thinking, Mother Adept, and and I’ve decided that the safety of
this Confederation is more important than the chance to...study
this new form of Silence.”

“Imperial Majesty?”

The Empress sank back to her cushions,
though everyone else remained standing. Her regal face was blank as
stone. “If, in your opinion, this child would pose a threat to the
Independence Confederation, I want you to destroy it.”

“Impossible!” Ara blurted. Then she flushed.
“I mean, I don’t—that is—”

“I know, Mother Adept,” the Empress said
gently. “I understand.”

Ara gathered her wits. “Imperial Majesty, I
haven’t so much as struck another person since I was a child. How
could I—”

“It’s no easy thing,” the Empress agreed.
“But it may be necessary.”

Ara opened her mouth to protest again,
etiquette or not. Then she noticed the hard brown Imperial eyes
upon her. Those eyes represented over fifty billion lives.
Thousands of those lives could be extinguished if someone made a
bad decision. Millions of them would end if someone declared war.
Ara snapped her mouth shut. One life against so many. The Empress
met her gaze, let her look. After a long moment, Ara swallowed.

“Yes, Imperial Majesty,” she whispered.

“Thank you, Mother Adept,” the Empress said.
Her voice was tired. “I have laid an onerous duty on your
shoulders, and I take responsibility for the child’s death, if it
comes to that. You are but the scalpel that does the bidding of the
doctor.”

“Yes, Imperial Majesty.”

The Empress nodded. “I’m sure you need to
return to your body, Mother Adept.”

A dismissal. Ara bowed and knelt on the
cushion. As she let go of the slave’s body, the Empress spoke
again.

“If you have trouble making this decision,
Mother Adept,” she said, “think of this: what would happen if the
general populace learned of a Silent who could control the
unwilling and non-Silent?”

Ara found herself back in her garden. The
slight dizziness was accompanied by a terrible chill. The desire to
return to her body was growing steadily, but that need didn’t shut
out the Empress’s last words.

What would happen...?

Ara shivered. On most Confederation worlds,
the Silent were either monks in the service of Irfan or slaves in
the service of the Empress. On other worlds, the Silent were
treated as potential threats and hunted down with ruthless
efficiency. On still other worlds, the Silent were tolerated or
even respected—as long as they kept their place. True, there were
equally as many worlds on which the Silent were treated the same as
other “normal” professionals, but even in these places, Ara always
felt a measure of underlying mistrust.

What would happen if the general populace learned of
a Silent who could control the unwilling and non-Silent?

Ara knew the answer. Riots. Witch hunts.
Executions.

It had happened before, had been happening
since the time of Irfan Qasad. Ara had been lucky, and she knew it.
On Bellerophon, Ara’s homeworld, Silence was considered a holy
blessing, and most Silent ended up with the Children of Irfan.
Their major striving was to train the Silent in the use of their
gifts and to ensure that they followed ethical practices. Most
stayed with the Children after completing their training. They
taught or researched or administrated or performed the intersystem
communication work that kept the order solvent.

After the discovery of slipspace, they also
recruited.

Slipspace granted easy travel to
non-Confederation worlds, letting the Children seek Silent who had
been sold or were being persecuted or had remained ignorant of
their gifts. Ara herself had bought and freed nearly three hundred
slaves and outright stolen dozens of others.

The tickle nudged her
again. Ara was about to leave the Dream when something landed at
her feet with a splat. It was a pear, one so rotten
it had turned black. Several other dotted the ground.

What in the world? Ara thought. She
looked up at the tree above her. Every pear was rotting on the
branch. So were the oranges in the other trees. She stared. The
hunger to return to one’s body often interfered with the
concentration necessary to hold a Dream world together, but she had
never experienced anything like this.

A roar boomed across the garden. Behind the
wall rose a terrible monster with green skin and long fangs. It
stepped over the wall with another roar and reached for Ara with a
clawed hand.

“Hello, Kendi,” she said amiably. “Did you
do the pears, too?”

The monster melted and vanished, leaving a
wide-eyed koala bear in its place. Kendi emerged from behind a
tree. He was wearing the linen shirt and trousers Ara usually
conjured for him. The koala sniffed at the rotten pear.

“Didn’t even faze you, huh?” Kendi said,
reaching down to scratch the koala’s ears.

“No. It was a good monster, though.” She
nudged the pear with a toe. “Well?”

Kendi looked down. “Not me. I noticed it
earlier, though, and figured I’d better come back after my sister—”
he gestured at the koala “—lead Gretch to the Rustic Silent.”

Ara stared at the trees and
concentrated. She expected sweet oranges and firm pears. This
was her Dream, and by Irfan she would
have them. Nothing happened.

The ground dropped away. Ara lost her
balance and fell several feet. Her breath slammed out of her lungs
when she hit. The earth thundered beneath her and a thousand cracks
tore the garden wall.

“Kendi!” she shouted.

“It isn’t me!” he yelled back. “What the
hell is—”

A pit yawned beneath him and he vanished
with a shriek.

“Kendi!” Ara lunged for him, but he had
already disappeared. A brown blur of movement leaped into the
darkness. A moment later, the falcon, grown impossibly large, rose
on laboring wings from the pit. Kendi hung by one arm in her
talons. The ground vibrated, and clumps of earth dropped into the
depths. Ara grabbed Kendi’s free arm and helped the falcon haul him
to solid ground. The moment his weight left her, the falcon flashed
back to normal size and fled to the skies with a defiant scream.
The earth continued to rock and rumble under their feet, making it
a struggle to keep their balance.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Kendi
gasped. Ugly welts and scratches marked his arm. Psychosomatic
memory would carry them over into his real body. If he had fallen
into the pit, his body would have perished with his mind.

“Where’s Gretchen?” Ara asked. “Is she
safe?”

“She’s that way,” Kendi gestured. Gretchen’s
exact location instantly came from Kendi’s mind into Ara’s, even
though the words she “heard” were vague and imprecise. Quickly she
grabbed Kendi’s wrist.

“Mother, wait!”

But Ara had already moved them both. A
wooden deck popped into existence beneath them. Cool, crisp air
washed over Ara, filling her nose with the scent of salt and sea.
White sails creaked above them. Beside her, Kendi’s Dream form
wavered like a bad hologram, then snapped into focus. He fell
retching to hands and knees. Ara looked around. Although the ship
was moving steadily up and down, everything looked stable. Kendi
continued to retch.

“You aren’t really sick,” she said. “It’s
all in your head.”

“Thanks for the sympathy,” Kendi said,
wiping his mouth with the back of one hand.

“What’s going on?” Gretchen asked. She stood
behind them at the helm, the giant spoked wheel held loosely in her
grip. Gretchen wore a pirate shirt and sailor’s cap, as did Ara and
Kendi.

“Are you all right?” Ara said.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” Gretchen asked
suspiciously. “I talked to some Silent on Rust, but they won’t say
much. The Unity’s got them scared shitless. You aren’t checking up
on me, are you? Because if you are—”

The tickle to return suddenly blew into
full-fledged need. It was worse than having an overfull bladder.
Gretchen was all right. The rest could wait.

“I’m leaving,” Ara said. “Get out of the
Dream, both of you. That’s an order.” And she let go of the
Dream.


Chapter Three

The Dream

The best spy hides in open day, where everyone can
see.

—Kethan Majir,
Letters from
Prison

Kendi Weaver got to his feet, his stomach
still lurching around his insides. His arm hurt, his drugs were
wearing off, and he wanted nothing more than to call up hot, dry
Outback. Gretchen’s mind pressed in on him, however, keeping the
Dream ocean washing up and down beneath him. The motion worsened
his nausea.

“Let’s go, Gretch,” he said. “I’m about done
in.”

Gretchen caught sight of his arm and let go
of the helm. “Jesus, what happened to you?”

“I’ll explain on the ship, Gretch. I have to
go.” And he released the Dream.

Ship and ocean vanished, replaced by gray
ceramic walls and a red spear under his knee. He disentangled
himself and sank down to the narrow bed. Angry red scratches ran
down his arm, and bruises were already forming. His shoulder was
stiff, and faint pangs of nausea still oozed through his stomach.
No matter how hard he tried, Kendi still couldn’t master
instantaneous movement through the Dream. The abrupt change from
one world to another was just too much.

Another small wave of nausea. Kendi took
deep breaths until the feeling passed. Both the nausea and his
injuries were in his head. If he could keep his Dream and waking
selves more separate, as Ara was fond of reminding him, his mind
would stop creating counterparts to injuries he sustained in the
Dream. Most Silent only sustained slight discomfort if they were
hurt while Dreaming, though actual death in the Dream meant death
in the waking world no matter how finely-tuned a Silent’s control
might be. This knowledge lessened neither pain nor nausea.

After a moment, Kendi pulled on a robe and
went down the hall to the bathroom. He took a hot shower, sprayed
his arm with disinfectants and painkillers, and swallowed an
anti-inflammatory agent for his shoulder. Feeling better, he headed
back to get dressed and found Ben at his door. Ben’s red hair was
tousled as usual, though his purple tunic had been recently
smoothed.

“Hey, Ben,” Kendi said. “I was in the
bathroom.”

Ben turned. His blue eyes fixed on Kendi a
moment before glancing away. “We’ve landed,” he said. “Customs will
board pretty soon, and I’ve got some bad news. Jack downloaded the
latest illegals for Rust. I guess your...uh...your...”

Kendi groaned theatrically and entered his
room. Ben followed with a certain reluctance, like a puppy trying
to figure out if it was welcome or would be shooed out the moment
someone noticed it. Kendi thumbed the lock on his medicine chest
and gathered ampules.

“I would’ve called on the intercom,” Ben
continued, “but Peggy-Sue couldn’t find you. Poor thing’s old and
full of bugs.”

Kendi, still gathering ampules, stole a
glance at Ben over his shoulder. He was shorter than Kendi, and
stocky. His build, muscular but not intimidating, filled out the
trader’s tunic very nicely, and his face had an open, ingenuous
look.

And so damned handsome, Kendi
thought.

Kendi’s injured shoulder suddenly spasmed.
Ampules scattered over the floor. Instantly Ben was at Kendi’s
side, his hand on Kendi’s good arm.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Kendi grunted. “It’s all in my head,
but it still hurts. Guess my mind is stronger than the
painkillers.”

Ben guided Kendi to the bed, and Kendi let
him. There was nothing wrong with his legs, but he couldn’t bring
himself to pull away from the gentle, familiar warmth of Ben’s
hand. He sat down and Ben knelt to gather up the ampules. Kendi
felt a little empty when Ben let go.

“Ben,” he said suddenly.

“No, Kendi,” Ben said without looking
up.

“But—”

“I’m sorry, Kendi. Just ‘no,’ all right?”
Ben’s knees cracked when he got up, his hands full of ampules. A
slight blush colored his face.

“Ben, I just want to
know why. I mean, you all but pushed me
out the door.”

“Kendi, please don’t. Not right now.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, Ben,” Kendi said
quietly. It was hard to keep his voice steady. “You’ve been
avoiding me since I moved back to the monastery. This is the first
time I’ve been alone with you, and even on this ship, that isn’t
easy to arrange.”

Ben looked away, then nodded. “I don’t like
avoiding you. I want to be friends, Kendi, but—well, we can talk
later, I promise. Maybe we can be...” Then he shook his head and
backed away. “Look, I’ll put these in the smuggling compartments in
the engine room, all right?”

Kendi nodded. His heart beat fast and his
mouth was dry. Ben trotted into the hall and the door slid
shut.

“Maybe we can be...” Kendi repeated aloud.
Elation filled him and he wanted to leap to his feet in a dance of
joy. He forced the feeling down, however. ‘Maybe’ meant only ‘not
no.’ Kendi lay back on the bed and sighed heavily. He could still
see Ben’s blue eyes, feel his firm hand, hear his quiet voice.

If it is in my best interest and in the best interest of
all life everywhere, he thought,
please let ‘maybe’
mean ‘yes.’

Another knock at the door made him sit up.
“Come in.”

Gretchen slid the door open. “Intercom’s
broken,” she announced. “Ara told me what happened. She wants to
brief everyone, but first—”

“Attention! Attention!” said the computer’s
voice. “Unity customs officials will board in five minutes.”

Kendi stood up. “Guess the intercom’s
fixed.”

“Do you think what happened has something to
do with the child?” Gretchen asked as they headed for the door.

“Dunno,” Kendi said. “But
something that can do that to the Dream scares
the hell out of me.”

oOo

The quarantine and customs people only
confiscated five shots of painkillers, a pair of goldfish Ara had
warned Trish not to bring, and three heads of lettuce from the
galley. Some extensive clinking that passed from Ara’s hands to the
inspector’s ensured that they confiscate nothing else.

After they left, Ara called a briefing in
the tiny galley. Despite her earlier threat, Kendi didn’t have to
clean up the mess left by his abrupt u-turn. Jack Jameson, who held
forth as ship’s cook and quartermaster, had already taken care of
that. Not everyone could sit down, even though the crew numbered
only eight. Kendi—and the others, he was sure—would have preferred
to meet somewhere else, but the customs inspectors had just left,
and Ara was worried they might have planted listening devices.
Trish had so far managed to sweep only the galley.

Ara, Kendi, Gretchen, Trish and Ben got
seats at the table. Jack, a thin, blond man in his late fifties,
hovered in a corner. Pitr’s solid bulk occupied the doorway.
Abruptly he yelped and stood aside. Harenn Mashib slouched into the
room, her dark eyes heavy above her blue veil. She was short, with
an average build and olive skin. Kendi wondered what she had done
to make Pitr jump. Harenn moved toward Jack’s corner, and he
vacated it immediately.

“Coffee?” she grumped.

“I’d like to get started,” Ara interjected
tartly, and launched into an explanation of what had happened in
the Dream. Pitr, who was also Silent, went pale.

“So whenever you go into the Dream, I want
you to be extra careful. Get out if something in your environment
changes and you can’t fix it,” Ara concluded. She drummed her
fingers briefly on the tabletop. “I also met personally with the
Empress.”

The group stirred at this, and Kendi stole a
glance at Ben. Ben’s eyes, however, remained locked on Ara.

“She wants the child at all costs,” Ara
said. “She’s worried this kid might kill someone or even start a
war. We are to find the child quickly. Highest priority.”

Kendi shifted in his seat. Something didn’t
feel right. He looked closely at Ara’s face, but found no help
there. Like Ben, she wouldn’t look at him.

She’s holding something back, he
decided. What’s with that?

“Kendi’s will search the black markets,” Ara
continued. “Gretchen will check out the legitimate slaves. Ben, you
and Trish see what you can find on the nets. Anything unusual might
be a clue. Pitr, I want you to explore the Dream, see if you find
anything funny. I’m going to shmooze with the bureaucrats. Jack,
you deal with inquiries about buying our cargo. Harenn, you keep
working on the damage we sustained when the Unity fired on us.”

“I’ll probably be a few days, Mother,” Kendi
said. “It takes time to make contacts. I’ll check in when I
can.”

Ara nodded, still without looking at him.
“Just remember—we are nothing more than humble confection traders.
If you even poke your nose out a hatchway, make sure you’re wearing
a purple tunic. Questions? Then head out, troups.”

Everyone except Kendi moved for the door.
After the room cleared, he turned to Ara.

“I can’t wear the tunic when I’m trying to
make contacts,” Kendi said. “I’d be better off posing as an
out-of-towner instead of showing up as an off-worlder.”

“You’d know better than I would,” Ara said
in a neutral voice.

The hell with it. “Ara, what aren’t
you telling me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you aren’t telling me everything.
Did the Empress say something? Something you left out of the
briefing?”

“No.”

Kendi blinked. “You know, I think that’s the
first time you’ve ever lied to me.”

“Leave it, Kendi.”

“Ara, I’m second in command here. If the
Empress told you—”

“I said, leave it!” Ara snapped.

“Fine.” Kendi rose. “Just
don’t get yourself killed or incapacitated, Mother, or I’ll be commanding this shitshingle half blind.” And he
left the galley.

oOo

Ara shifted impatiently
from foot to foot. She examined her fingernails. She counted the
gray ceiling tiles. And she waited. Behind her, in the public
clerk’s office proper, low murmurs mixed with the clatter of
computer keys and flat-voiced computer responses as people used the
terminals. Despite the computer access, however, a hefty line of
people waited to talk to the half-dozen clerks behind the counter.
Painted signs admonished, Everything for the Good of the Unity,
You Are Your
Neighbor’s Keeper, and You Have a Friend in the
Unity. The room was cramped and dingy, with
dirty white tile on the floor and cheap, lumpy walls. Ara had been
waiting in line for an hour, and that gave her time to think. Words
and phrases mixed in her head, and the office offered no
distractions.

The safety of this Confederation is more
important.

I think that’s the first time you ever lied to
me.

I want you to destroy it.

There’s something you aren’t telling me.

The line shuffled forward a pace. Ara
sighed. She had wanted to tell Kendi what the Empress had said, but
the words had stuck in her throat. How could she kill a child?

Maybe it won’t come to that, she
told herself. Maybe the child won’t be a threat.

“Glory to the—Ara? Stars above, is that
you?”

A chill stabbed Ara’s bones. She glanced up
sharply and realized she had reached the front of the line. Behind
the counter was a man who looked about sixty. He was bald, heavily
freckled, and thin. He didn’t look the least bit familiar. Who was
he? How had he recognized her? Should she brazen it out? Pretend he
was mistaken? Run for it?

She settled on polite bewilderment.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “I don’t think
I—”

“It’s me, Ara. Chin Fen.”

Recognition dawned. “Fen?” Ara gasped. “What
the hell are you doing here?”

Fen shrugged. “Everyone’s got to go
somewhere. What are the odds, huh? Looks like you didn’t complete—”
He halted for a moment, then leaned forward, lowering his voice
conspiratorially. “Complete your Silent training after all.”

Relief washed through Ara, though she didn’t
relax. Chin Fen had left the Children of Irfan when he and Ara were
in their early twenties. She remembered him as quiet and shy. More
of a hanger-on than a friend. He’d always been friendly, though,
and now that Ara was over her initial shock, she realized his
presence was a gift, a free contact.

“I didn’t recognize you at first,” she
admitted. “But what should we expect after—”

“Don’t say how many years it’s been,” Fen
interrupted. “I don’t want to hear it.”

God, he’s a year younger than I am, Ara thought, trying not to stare at the wrinkles and
spots. And
I’m not even fifty. Is that what living under the Unity
does?

Fen lowered his voice again. “Look, don’t
tell anyone that you’re Silent, even an untrained one. You’ll be
sold into slavery. You wouldn’t believe what I went through to
avoid being found out.”

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” Ara
murmured.

Fen nodded. “So what made you leave
the...university?”

“I had a change of heart,” Ara replied. “It
didn’t turn out to be what I was looking for.”

“For you and me both,” Fen laughed. “How
long did you last after I left?”

Ara thought quickly. She’d have to remember
whatever lie she told. Best to keep it simple. “Two years. Maybe
three? I haven’t thought about the university in a long time.”

“It was a good time. You, me, Priss, Dello,
and—what was his name? The guy who limped.”

“Benjamin,” Ara supplied with a small
twinge.

Fen snapped his fingers. “Benjamin Heller.
Wouldn’t let us call him Ben. Whatever happened to any of them? I
never heard.”

In a split-second, nearly thirty years fell
away. Claxons blared again. The eerily calm computer’s voice
announced the hull breach. Benjamin shouted in frantic
surprise.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I fell out of
touch.”

The man behind Ara pointedly cleared his
throat. Chin Fen took the hint.

“Maybe we can have dinner later and catch
up,” he said. “What can I help you with right now?”

Ara drummed her fingers on the countertop.
“Information. I’m selling chocolate, and I hear Rust is hurting for
it.”

“We are,” Fen said with a small laugh. “I
can’t remember when I last tasted the stuff. But we don’t carry
trade info here. You want the Commerce Chamber.”

“I’m not worried about my current cargo,”
Ara replied. “It’s the future I’m looking at. I have a couple of
standing contracts for slaves, and I need to know more about Rust’s
regulations. I tried to access the public terminals, but they won’t
let me in without a code. The error message said I could get one
here.”

Although it would be relatively easy for Ben
to hack into Rust’s nets again, Ara saw no point in risking arrest
over information that could be gotten legitimately with proper
paperwork. Best to save Ben for the high-powered stuff not
available to the public.

Fen’s face cleared. “Access
codes I can help you with. I’ll just need to download your papers.
And there’s a forty kesh charge.”

“Forty kesh?” Ara yelped. “I could open my own store for that.”

“Not on Rust,” Fen replied. “Sorry.”

Making a big show of grumbling, Ara paid the
fee and let Fen download from her computer pad the identity papers
Ben had forged for her. In the interest of keeping everything
simple, he had used their real first names and falsified last
names.

“I adopted my grandmother’s name after she
died,” Ara breezed when Fen asked about the discrepancy. “I wanted
to honor her memory.”

“Did you ever marry?” Fen used a small
scanner to verify her retina and thumb prints.

“No.” She laughed. “Running a merchant
vessel doesn’t leave time for romance.”

“It must be more interesting than working
here.” Fen’s fingers flicked over his terminal. “All set. If your
crew wants access, though, they’ll each have to come down here
themselves. Tell them to bring a good book.”

“And a small fortune,” Ara groused.

Fen leaned across the counter. “I’m supposed
to go on break soon. Let’s get something to eat, hey?”

Ara’s initial instinct was to make excuses.
She’s have to watch every word she said and remember every lie she
told. A moment’s thought, however, told her that this man was a
friendly contact in unfriendly territory.

“I’ll wait in the lobby,” she said.

Chin Fen’s face lit up like a puppy in love,
and suddenly Ara wasn’t so sure she’d made the right decision.


Chapter Four

Planet Rust, City Ijhan

The arm of coincidence is long indeed.

—Silent Proverb

Kendi Weaver wandered from
stall to stall, pretending to browse and trying to keep the
memories at arm’s length. Voices, colors, and smells swirled around
him. He wanted to run all the way back to the Post Script.
But the Silent on Unity worlds were slaves, and
Kendi’s knack for worming his way into the underworld made the
illegal slave market his most logical assignment.

The black market for slaves was, as usual,
hidden in the red light district. On Rust, just like elsewhere, it
was easy for black marketeers to tell inquisitive authorities that
their merchandise was only for rent, not sale, and to pay the
fines—or bribes—for violating anti-prostitution laws. It had taken
two hours to find Ijhan’s red light district and four days of
“shopping” to get a feel for who was selling what. During that
time, he’d picked up rent boys from three different places, thumped
some illegal dermosprays, and paid for time in bed so word would
get out that he was customer, not guard. The antidote strips Harenn
had implanted under his skin kept Kendi from getting high, but
there was no way around the sex. Kendi hoped Ben didn’t find
out.

Two of the rent boys had had red hair.

Kendi browsed the market.
At first glance, the place looked like any other market near
sunset. The area was closed to ground traffic, and stalls and
booths were scattered up and down the street. Buyers crowded the
sidewalk, and the street was full of bicycles and people pulling
light passenger carts. Vendors hawked food, clothing, and cheap
jewelry. Shouts and conversations mixed with smells of sizzling fat
and human sweat. Signs and posters were everywhere,
extolling Humans, Yes! Aliens, No!, Love the Unity Like Yourself,
and Our Children Are the Unity.

Kendi ignored all of this. He couldn’t shake
the feeling that should hurry. His mind held no doubt that other
Silent soon feel the strange child’s presence. When that happened,
others would start looking too.

Some stalls were large enough to be living
rooms. Others were actually entrances to what looked like apartment
houses. Prostitutes, male and female, were draped inside and in
front of these stalls. Most looked bored, some looked scared, a few
looked seductive.

“Hey!” called a familiar voice as Kendi
passed one stall. “Looking for more fun?”

Kendi turned to the speaker, a young man
with a long face and thin lips. Kendi put a knowing grin on his
face and entered the stall. It was carpeted with threadbare rugs.
Three attractive young men were stretched out on the ground. They
glanced idly at Kendi as he shook hands with their pimp.

“Your man was pretty good yesterday, Qadar,”
Kendi said. “Worth it.”

“Mine are trained,” Qadar breezed. “These
other places just throw someone into bed with you and take your
money. I make sure my boys know what they’re doing. You want a
drink? Or a refill on your dermos?”

“Don’t need the refill,” Kendi said, patting
a brace of dermosprays in one pocket, “but I’ll take some
wine.”

He and Qadar made further small talk while
one of the rent boys brought Kendi a glass of wine. When the timing
felt right, Kendi leaned conspiratorially toward Qadar.

“I’ve got a friend,” he said. “And we’re in
the market for something...permanent, you know? Someone we can have
whenever we want. But we don’t want to pay taxes and license fees
and all that shit every year. You know anyone?”

Qadar hemmed and hawed
until Kendi dropped considerable kesh on the
table.

“Talk to Mr. M and to Indri. They’ll set you
up,” Qadar said, and gave directions to their stalls.

Kendi winked. “I’ll be back. Gotta keep your
men in practice.”

Out in the market, Kendi suppressed a
shudder and paid to wash hands and face at a hot water stall. When
he emerged, he stopped abruptly enough to earn an elbow in the side
from an annoyed passer-by.

The boy was back.

Kendi’s heart lurched. The boy slouched
against a gray aerogel wall half a block up the street. His clothes
were ragged, even torn, but he was quite handsome, with tousled
black hair and a swarthy complexion that contrasted sharply with a
startling pair of ice-blue eyes. He looked fifteen or sixteen.

Kendi looked away, then back, careful not to
stare. He had seen the boy around the market several times.
Something about him rang bells in Kendi’s head, but he couldn’t say
what or why. Kendi doubted he was the kid they were looking
for—that would be too much to hope for. The Children of Irfan had
been planning to spend several weeks or months on their search.
Finding their quarry in only four days would be a miracle. But the
elusive Silent child wasn’t the only person Kendi was seeking.

Kendi studied the boy’s face as best he
could in gathering dusk. It was the eyes that drew him. Utang,
Kendi’s brother, had blue eyes just like them. They were rare among
the Real People. Excitement gripped Kendi. His heartbeat sped up,
and he found himself trotting briskly toward the boy. At that
moment, the boy’s gaze met Kendi’s. Their eyes locked. Then a look
of fear crossed the boy’s face and he bolted. The crowd swallowed
him up.

Dammit! Kendi gave himself a mental
kick. He’d been walking with too much purpose. The boy had probably
mistaken him for guard. Kendi should have let the crowd carry him
toward the boy. He sighed heavily and headed for Mr. M’s
stall.

It was another entryway masquerading as a
booth, though it was much plusher than Qasad’s. Thick rugs covered
the floor, and people lounged provocatively on comfortable-looking
furniture. Several were talking to customers. Sweet incense
perfumed the air. The proprietor bore down on Kendi the moment
politeness allowed, computer pad in hand.

“Something I can help you find?” the man
asked. He was older, and as round as Ara, though she had more
hair.

Kendi drew himself up. “I represent
an...interested person. We’re looking to acquire a few things on a
permanent basis.”

The man hemmed and hawed
just like Qasad had. Kendi dropped more kesh and
mentioned the other places he’d patronized. “Check with them and
they’ll tell you I’m a good customer.”

The man tapped some keys on his pad and
spoke to it in a low voice. Kendi let his gaze wander around the
booth, feigning boredom despite a dry mouth and sweaty palms.

“Do I hear fifteen? Fifteen for this fine—fifteen,
thank you, sir. Do I hear twenty? I have fifteen, will someone give
me twenty?”

“I’d be glad to show you what we have, sir,”
Mr. M said, breaking into Kendi’s memory. “This way, please.”

Kendi followed Mr. M through an opening in
the back of the booth and into the tall, thin house behind. The
round little man presented his thumb for verification, opened a
heavy door, and descended a flight of stairs. Dampness mingled with
faint murmurs from below. Kendi’s stomach churned. The urge to run
welled up, but he bit the inside of his cheek and went down the
steps.

It was like descending into the past. Mr.
M’s words barely registered as he showed Kendi a long row of
people. Each person wore a thick metal bracelet on wrist and ankle.
On the concrete wall behind them glowed a series of disks. They
were sensors that tracked the movements of the shackles. If any
slave moved beyond a prescribed area, the shackle transmitted first
a warning tingle, then a wrenching shock unless the slave
immediately returned. If the slave somehow managed to stay mobile
after a full shock, the shackles became electromagnets, instantly
chaining ankle to wrist and hobbling the escapee.

The youngest slave in the basement was a
girl of nine, the oldest a man of seventy. Kendi passed a teenage
boy who looked up at him with frightened eyes, and memories rushed
at him. He was twelve again, fettered near a damp stone wall near
his mother. A procession of people probed and pushed at him with
rough hands. Anger mixed with hurt, frustration, and fear, and all
of it turned to terror his father and sister were lead away. His
brother was already gone.

Kendi rubbed his wrists and firmed his jaw.
He would find them—all of them. If he had to check every slave in
the universe, he would do it.

“...can produce Silent children,” Mr. M
said.

Kendi snapped his head around. “Say that
again?”

Mr. M’s eyes gleamed briefly. “I said, this
particular cow—” he gestured to a seated woman “—can produce Silent
children. She has already born three.”

The woman looked up at Kendi. Her brown eyes
were empty, vacant.

“Each one comes with papers that will stand
up to the closest scrutiny,” Mr. M was saying. “Do you see anything
that interests you?”

Anything. As if
they were discussing rugs or lamp shades instead of people. Kendi
realized he was grinding his teeth. To cover his consternation, he
bent down to touch the woman’s shoulder. She tried not to
flinch.

Nothing. Her children might be Silent, but
she was not.

Kendi moved down the line, ignoring the
slaver’s chatter and touching the shoulder of every slave under the
age of twenty. None was Silent.

“Nothing young enough for you?” Mr. M asked.
“I do have contacts who—”

Kendi curtly waved the man to silence.
“Nothing here interests me.”

“I’m expecting more next week,” the slaver
told him. “Cows and bulls both.”

“Then I may return.” He strode up the stairs
without another word.

Back in the busy, crowded market, he paused
to lean against a wall. He wanted a shower, or a long soak in a
tub. But there was Indri’s stall to visit. Kendi wondered how long
it would take to find the child and if his sanity could stand up to
repeated visits like this one.

Deciding to get it over with as quickly as
possible, Kendi started off, and halted. The ragged boy was back,
slouched against the same wall, scanning the crowd with those oddly
blue eyes. Kendi ducked between a pot seller and a noodle merchant
and peered cautiously at the boy’s face.

It wasn’t just the eyes. The boy’s skin tone
and facial structure reminded Kendi strongly of Utang, the older
brother he hadn’t seen in over fifteen years. Kendi couldn’t keep
his excitement down. Was it possible? Had his brother escaped
slavery and had a son?

Right, he told himself.
In a universe of
who-knows-how-many trillion people, you just happen to arrive at
the one market in the one city on the one planet where a nephew you
didn’t even know existed hangs out.

But the resemblance was undeniable. Kendi
bit his lip. More astounding coincidences were common enough. Why
should this one be so unbelievable?

Steam rose from the noodle merchant’s water
kettles and the pot seller cried out to passers-by about the fine
quality of his wares. It was almost dark, but the market showed no
sign of slowing down. Here and there, street lights flickered to
feeble life. The boy didn’t move.

Kendi wondered what he was doing. He
couldn’t be hustling—the local houses didn’t put up with
freelancers. Was he dealing drugs? Why had he run away when Kendi
approached him?

A heavyset man in a blue jumpsuit approached
the boy and engaged him in conversation. Kendi noticed two other
sharply-dressed men drifting steadily toward the duo from different
directions. The impending scenario was obvious from Kendi’s vantage
point. Kendi cracked his knuckles.

You don’t need to get involved, he
told himself. Just walk away.

But Kendi’s feet refused to move. After more
conversation—negotiation?—the heavyset man cocked his head toward
an alley. The boy hesitated. The other two men sidled closer.

Don’t do it, Kendi pleaded
silently. You don’t need whatever he’s selling.

The boy nodded once at the heavyset man and
trotted ahead of him into the alley. The man gestured to his
compatriots, and all three swarmed in after him.

Shit, Kendi thought.
Shit shit shit.
That kid won’t even know what hit him.

The alley gaped like the space between a
lion’s paws. This was none of Kendi’s business. For all he knew,
the boy was a drug dealer or serial murderer who deserved whatever
the men were planning to deal out to him.

“Right,” Kendi said. He dashed across the
market, dodging shoppers and bicycles and earning angry shouts from
both. With a deep breath, Kendi plunged into the alley.

The alley was dark and smelled rancid. Kendi
skidded on something slippery, caught his balance, heard a yelp of
pain. Just ahead of him, the boy had been shoved up against one
wall. The heavyset man held him there by the neck while the other
two stood with their arms crossed. Snarling, the captor drew back a
fist, and the boy squeezed his eyes shut.

Kendi flung himself forward. He barreled
straight into the heavyset man. He went down, Kendi on top of him.
Kendi leaped free and spun to face the other men who had already
produced weapons. The boy’s eyes popped open. One man carried a
blade that crackled and snapped. The other aimed a pistol.

Operating on instinct, Kendi dove for the
ground. Energy spat through the air above his head. He rolled to
his feet and came face-to-face with the crackling knife. An arc
flashed in the air and something slashed Kendi’s arm. It went numb
from shoulder to elbow. Kendi’s foot smashed the man in the groin.
The knife clattered to the ground, but Kendi could feel the other
man’s pistol trained on his back. Everything moved in slow
motion.

Dodge dodge dodge, he thought. His
legs pushed him sideways and warm, fetid air moved against his
cheek. Kendi flattened himself against the alley wall, expecting
pain to crash across his back. Nothing. He looked over his shoulder
at the gunman. The man stood motionless, pistol in his outstretched
hand. The heavyset man lay where Kendi had tackled him, and the man
with the knife moaned on the ground. Kendi spared a glance for the
boy. He was staring at the gunman. Puzzled, but deciding it would
be best to take care of the immediate threat first, Kendi removed
the pistol from the man’s unresisting hand. Kendi pistol-whipped
him and he fell.

“Are you all right?” Kendi said to the
boy.

The boy stared at Kendi. “Who the fuck are
you?”

“I was going to ask the same about them.”
Kendi gestured at the attackers. “What was that all about?”

The boy said nothing. Kendi
stuck the pistol into his belt and tried to massage some feeling
back into his arm. It was going to hurt like hell, he was sure. The
man Kendi had kicked tried to get up. Kendi drew a dermospray from
his pocket and pressed it against the man’s arm. There was a
muffled thump. The man sighed and fell
silent. Kendi turned back to the boy.

“Did you stop that guy from shooting me?” he
asked.

Silence.

“Look, I just saved your life, and I think
you saved mine. Did you?”

Still no answer. Exasperated, Kendi tried to
grab the boy by the shoulder, but the boy backed away. “Bump off.
Don’t touch me unless—”

“Hands in the air!” barked a voice.

Both of them spun. A man and a woman in the
red and black uniforms of the Unity guard stood in the alleyway,
pistols aimed and steady. Behind them was a sleek patrol cruiser,
the only type of ground car allowed in the market. Kendi raised his
good arm. The boy raised both of his.

“I said, hands up!” the woman snapped.

“I can’t raise my other arm,” Kendi said.
“One of those guys hit it with an energy blade.”

“Take the pistol out of your belt with your
fingertips,” the woman ordered. “Drop it on the ground.”

Kendi obeyed. A pang shot through him as he
remembered the dermosprays in his pocket. Even the most cursory
search would turn them up. Tension made a cold knot in his
stomach.

“These men attacked us, officers,” he said.
“The gun belongs to them.”

The male guard snorted. His partner eased
closer and kicked the gun away. Kendi saw sweat trickle down the
boy’s face.

“Both of you put your hands on the wall,”
the male officer said. “Now!”

Shakily, Kendi put his good arm on the wall.
A dozen possibilities flickered through his mind and were just as
quickly tossed aside. No fighting. Kendi had caught the boy’s
attackers by surprise. The same approach wouldn’t work with alert
Unity patrol guards. Running was out of the question. He’d be
gunned down. He couldn’t even call Ara for help—wearing a
communicator while making underworld contacts would have spelled
his death.

Hard hands landed on his shoulders, feeling
his back and moving down his sides.

And then there was a strange jumping
sensation, as if the world had leaped to one side. A dizzy spell
made Kendi glad he was leaning against the wall. The feeling was
the same one he got after he’d been...been . . .

Shit! he thought.
I was possessed!
The kid possessed me! Did he possess the guards too?

A harsh grip spun him around and he looked
into the face of the Unity patrol officer. The boy was nowhere in
sight.

“What the hell did you do?” he snarled.
“Where did your little friend go?”

“I don’t know,” Kendi said. “I swear!”

The man smashed Kendi’s face and he fell to
his knees. A foot slammed into his stomach, and he vomited over the
alley floor. Kendi wondered if Ara would find his body as pain
exploded at his temple.


Chapter Five

Sejal’s Journal

Day 4, Month 10, Common Year
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I turned my first trick today.

There. I said it. Or I wrote it down,
anyway.

I’ve never kept a journal before. It’s kind
of weird. I’m typing because I don’t want Mom to overhear me
talking to the terminal. It’s an old, clunky thing, and you have to
talk loud to get its attention. We can’t afford a new one,
though.

Okay, I’m not a virgin anymore. Or does this
not count? It’s not like I let the guy screw me or anything. I’m
not into men. Or does this mean I am? I don’t feel any different,
and I don’t look any different. I’ll write it all down and maybe
then I’ll know if something changed.

I’m kind of scared.

The voices haven’t gone away. I was hoping
they would when I lost my virginity. I don’t know why I thought
they might. Sometimes I think I’ll go nuts. They whisper and
whisper and and I can’t quite understand what they’re saying.
Grampy Lon says hearing voices is a sign of Silence, but I haven’t
said much about that to Mom. Every time I bring it up, she changes
the subject or just clamps her lips together. I know I had the
test—twice—when I was little and that it came up negative both
times. They take Silent kids away, so I can’t be Silent.

Anyway. I was talking about the other
stuff.

I did it for the money. You don’t make much
busking, that’s for sure, and there aren’t any jobs for a
sixteen-year-old who can’t afford more school, not when slaves do
the work cheap. No one gives a shit how many hours you spend
studying on the nets, either. So I stood on the corner down by the
kelp seller’s with my flute. I’ve been playing since I was six,
ever since Grampy Lon decided to give me lessons, and I’m pretty
good.

Okay. The kelpies are at the edge of the
market, almost into the business district, and there were lots of
bureaucrats skulking around under the tall buildings the Unity
sprayed up after the Annexation. The traffic was heavy, with both
groundcars and aircars. Between them and the people on the street,
it’s almost claustrophobic—perfect spot for a busker, I
thought.

I thought wrong. After
three hours, my fingers ached and I had a quarter
kesh—enough to buy lunch if I was
careful. That was when Jesse wandered over.

I met Jesse six months ago at the market. By
then, Jesse’d been tricking for almost a year. He’s not that
good-looking—scruffy black hair, heavy eyebrows, pointy nose,
pretty good build—but he doesn’t work for one of the houses, which
means he’s cheap and he can usually find a jobber. I think he lives
on the street, dodging slavers and goons from the houses. One time
the house goons caught up with him and beat him so bad it gave him
a permanent limp. He started sucking a lot more jay-juice after
that, and I think he tricks to feed his habit.

Anyway. Jesse looked at the
two coins in my hat and tossed in fifty kesh. I
stopped playing.

“Glory. What the hell is that?” I asked. I
don’t talk the same at the market as I do at home. Mom would have a
moon fit if she knew how much I swear and how bad my grammar is
when I’m on the street—or in this journal.

“Glory. It’s your share.” Jesse hooked his
thumbs in his pockets.

I just gave him a blank stare.

“You see that guy across the street?” He
jerked his head. “The one in the red shirt.”

Automatically I glanced across the street.
An older guy in red was leaning against one of the buildings.
Traffic buzzed between us. The guy was lean and looked maybe forty,
but for all I knew he had just left a fresh-up and was older than
Grampy Lon. He looked nervous.

“What about him?” I asked.

“He asked if I knew anyone for a three-way.
Pays fifty each. You in?”

I grabbed the
kesh
from my hat and thrust it at Jesse. “Forget
it.”

“Come on, guy,” Jesse said.
His thumbs didn’t leave his pockets, so I was left holding
the kesh. “I haven’t had a jobber all
day, and he won’t do just me.”

“No.”

“It’s not like he’s gonna fuck you or
anything,” Jesse said. “All you got to do is lay back and relax.
I’ll do the work.”

“I’m not into guys, okay?”

“What’s that got to do with it? It ain’t
sex, Sejal. It’s money. M-O-N-E-Y.” He glanced at my hat. “You been
busking here all day for that?”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

Jesse sidled closer. He
smelled like sweat and cheap leather and suddenly I flashed on him.
I do that sometimes. It started about six months ago, and it isn’t
anything I can control or shut off. It scares me shitless. It’s
hard enough dealing with my own feelings without someone else’s
crowding in, and right then Jess was a real jumble-up. He was
hungry for food and he was really hungry for
jay-juice. He was nervous and he was hopeful. One thing he didn’t
feel was lust. The flash faded.

“Listen,” Jesse said. “This
guy’ll give you fifty kesh for half an hour. He
probably won’t even last twenty minutes.”

My mouth had gone dry and I snuck another
glance across the street. The guy was still there. I tried to sense
what he was feeling, but the flash didn’t work. It never does when
I’m trying.

“Fifty kesh, Sejal,” Jesse repeated. “You ever earn fifty
kesh
in twenty minutes?”

“No,” I answered, but not as loud as last
time.

Jesse gestured at my flute. “You’ve been
playing the wrong instrument, man.”

I looked at him. In that
moment I could have pushed him away with my mind. That’s something
else I can do, and it always works. It’s like
I’m reaching out and pulling strings that make the other person
dance, and I can do it to a bunch of people all at once. I’ve been
able to do that for about three months now.

The first time was by
accident. I was on my way home from busking with two
kesh
in my pocket when a big guy grabbed me and another
one put a knife to my neck. A third one was with them. I was too
scared to even think. I just shoved at them with my mind. I’m not
sure how to describe it. It was like I could feel
this...place around me, and I reached
through it to them. I reached hard at two of them, and
they just froze where they were. The third one got scared, and I
reached through that place and flipped his switches and make
him really scared. He ran
away.

I haven’t told anyone about that, either.
Not Jess or Grampy Lon, and definitely not Mom. I don’t know if
it’s related to flashing on what people feel. It probably is, but
who can I ask?

“Listen, just help me this once, okay?”
Jesse said. “You don’t like it, you don’t have to do it again, but
you’ll still have that fifty. Twenty minutes, man.”

I looked at the guy. His
hair was lighter than mine, almost brown. At least he wasn’t ugly.
Jesse had told me about some jobbers who were really fat or who
didn’t wash, but this guy looked okay. Fifty kesh. More than a month’s rent.

“What’s he want us to do?” I asked.

Jess grinned and lead me across the
street.

At least the guy didn’t want anything
strange. Jess was right—all I had to do was lay there with my eyes
shut. I didn’t know whose mouth was on me or who was making the bed
shake. The hotel room was stuffy and musty-smelling and the sheets
were a little damp. The mouths and the motion seemed to go on and
on, and I just wanted to get the hell out of there.

And then I reached out with my mind the way
I did to those two guys. I didn’t want to touch this guy like that,
but I did. I reached through that place and found him all hot and
horny. I flipped his switch and gave him the mother lode of all
orgasms. He yelled, and something warm spattered my leg. Then he
flopped down to the mattress. I kept my eyes shut. My teeth were
clenched so tight my whole head hurt.

“Shit,” Jess muttered. “He fainted.”

Jess wet a washcloth from the bathroom,
wrung some water over the jobber’s face, and then wiped my leg.
When I opened my eyes, the guy was up and dressing. He had a big
smile on his face.

“Any time you boys are up for that again,”
he said, “I’ll pay double. Glory.”

He gave me and Jess another
twenty kesh each and left. I glanced at
the clock. Twenty minutes. Seventy kesh.

“What the hell happened?”
Jess almost whispered, staring down at the kesh in his
hand. He was still naked.

“I don’t know.” I pulled my clothes on.
“Look, is that it? Are we done?”

“We’re done, man, unless you want to file
for taxes.”

I didn’t laugh. I just left.

Now I’m in my room. Mom’s getting ready to
go to a meeting. Her whole life is meetings. She’ll probably want
me to go and take care of the little kids, but I think I’ll tell
her to fuck off.

Well, probably not like that. I love Mom and
all that, but sometimes she’s a real pain. She’s always dealing
with some neighborhood disaster at some neighborhood meeting. She
acts like the whole place will fall to pieces if she doesn’t keep
it up.

I wonder what she’d say if she knew what
happened? I bet she’d throw a cat. So how the hell am I going to
tell her about the money?

I’ll save it. If I get enough, maybe I can
buy us passage of this rockball and we can move someplace where the
wind doesn’t smell like fish.

Huh. The only way to get that kind of money
is to keep tricking, and I’m not doing that again. Not in a hundred
years.

Mom’s coming. Better sign off.
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I did it again. I shouldn’t have, probably.
What if I got caught? It isn’t just the Unity, but the houses, too.
The houses have it all staked out—who can trick where, what they
can do. And they beat the shit out of anyone who bugs in on their
territory.

Anyway. I started off down
in the market with my flute, not planning to trick. It was a good
day—got two kesh in less than three hours. But
every time someone dropped a coin in my hat, I kept thinking about
how I got seventy kesh in twenty minutes.

Jesse was tricking a ways
up the street from me. He saw me and gave a little wave. A couple
minutes later a guy—not the same jobber as before—walked up to him.
They talked for a minute, then went off together, Jesse still
limping. I looked down at the little coins in my hat. Then I
thought, The
hell with this.

I collapsed my flute and shoved it into my
pocket, then sort of casually walked over to the spot where Jesse
had been standing. I left my hat where it was. Someone grabbed it
and ran, but I didn’t care. My heart was beating hard enough to
choke my throat. I leaned against the wall and hooked my thumbs in
my pockets like Jess did. After a second I realized he did that to
tighten his pants across his crotch. I felt like everyone was
staring at my privates, but I didn’t move my hands.

It ain’t sex, I told myself.
It’s money.
M-O-N-E-Y.

My mouth dried up like a raisin. I didn’t
know what the rules were. Do you look at people? Tell them you’re
for rent up front? I should’ve asked Jesse.

Just to make things harder, the voices
started whispering at me again. I concentrated hard, tried to make
them go away. I can never quite make out what they’re saying, and
it’s scary. Sometimes they come at night, and that’s the worst. It
sounds like ghosts breathing on me.

And then this woman walked up to me as easy
as you please and said, “Glory. You look like you’re lost.”

Whisper whisper whisper whisper.

I started to deny it, then realized the
woman knew I wasn’t lost. What should I say? What would Jesse
say?

“Glory,” I answered. “It’s hard to find your
way around this place.”

“You need a ride somewhere?” She was about
ten years older than me, a little heavy, with short brown hair. Her
clothes looked really expensive.

Whisper whisper whisper.

“Um, sure,” I said. “I could use a
ride.”

“Then let’s go.”

Her aircar—aircar!—wasn’t that far away, but
I was so nervous I could hardly walk. I wouldn’t get anything done
if I was scared, so I started pretending I was Jesse. Jesse knew
which way was up. I was Jesse, strong and smart.

The voices faded a little bit, and that made
me feel even stronger.

In the aircar, the jobber put her hand on my
thigh, but I was in control by then. “It’s a hundred,” I said,
pulling the number out of thin air. She handed it to me.

Her place was a rooftop penthouse, which
meant she was a high-placer in the Unity. She landed on the roof
near a door. A maid let us in. The jobber treated the maid like she
didn’t exist, so I did the same. The maid ignored me, too.

I tried not to stare at the penthouse, but
it was hard. Thick carpets covered the floors, paintings and
statues were everywhere—real ones, not holograms—and her bedroom
was bigger than my whole apartment. I figured she liked the color
blue because everything in her room was done in it. Blue carpets,
blue walls, blue bedspread.

The jobber shut the door and pulled me down
on the bed without saying anything. I figured she wanted me to
undress her, so I did. I was Jesse, who knew what to do. I opened
up her shirt—she wasn’t wearing underwear—and pulled off her skirt.
She just lay back on the bed with her eyes shut and didn’t
move.

That sort of startled me. She didn’t try to
undress me or kiss me. She just lay there. Her breasts were like
little pillows with spots of pink on each. I stared at them—I had
never seen a woman naked before. I was hard as a rock. (See? I told
you I wasn’t into guys.) That was when she started talking.

She talked more dirt than a lot of the guys
I heard on the street. Half of it was calling me names like “street
whore” and “dick boy,” and half of it was telling what she wanted
me to do. I was glad because I didn’t have to figure it out for
myself.

She climbed on top of me. All of a sudden I
wanted out of there in the worst damn way. I didn’t like the way
she smelled or looked or sounded, and I didn’t want her skin
touching mine. Before she could do anything else, I reached through
that place and made her come hard and fast. She screamed and fell
sideways onto the bed. I was scared the maid would come running
in.

“What the hell did you do?” the jobber
panted.

I shrugged. Then I noticed the voices had
faded completely.

“Can you do it again?” she said.

The words popped out before I even thought.
“For the right money.”

She gave me another
hundred kesh, and I did it again. It was
easy, and I didn’t even have to touch her much. So much for getting
out of there.

After that, the jobber went into the
bathroom. I pulled my clothes on and looked around. She had four
closets and her dresser was the size of freight truck. It occurred
to me that I could probably hoik something worth a lot more than a
couple hundred. And if the jobber walked in, I could just freeze
her in place until I was done and she’d never know the difference.
I even reached for her dresser. Then I stopped.

Okay, fine—I’m a rent boy. Hooker. Prick for
hire. But I’m not a thief. One thing you don’t do back in the
neighborhood is steal, and I wasn’t going to do it here,
either.

The jobber came back in
kind of a hurry, as if she’d remembered she’d left a potential
thief in her bedroom. So fuck her. Less than an hour later, I was
back at the market with two hundred kesh in my pocket.
I felt pretty good. I was smooth, in control. People would give me
money for easy work.

I got home a little while ago. Mom isn’t
here, of course, and I don’t know where she is. She doesn’t have a
regular job. Like I said, the neighborhood takes up a collection to
pay our bills and rent in return for all the organizing she does.
Mom’s really the queen around here. No crime, no drugs, no
wife-beating, and you keep a clean house or you’re out. Mom can’t
legally make anyone move, but the Unity doesn’t give a shit what we
peons do to each other, and when two dozen people show up to haul
your furniture out to the street, you can’t do squat.

Mom’s good at banding people together.
Something in her voice forces you to listen to her. Besides,
everyone likes living in a place where you don’t have to worry
about jay-heads breaking in looking for stuff to steal and where
there aren’t any gangs cruising the streets. Who’s going to win, a
bunch of addicts hyped up like hummer fish or group of organized,
motivated patrollers?

So we’re all poor but honest folk around
here. Mom got people to grow vegetables on roofs and in window
boxes for sale down at the market for community money to pay for
doctor visits and stuff. Some people raise small animals—chickens
and rabbits and pigfish—and we sell them, too. Everyone contributes
around here. If you don’t, the furniture committee shows up.

Anyway. I tried to take a nap when I got
home. My room is tiny, with a bare wood floor and a lumpy bed that
creaks. There’s a little dresser and an even littler closet. Good
thing I don’t have very many clothes. I thought about the jobber,
who was probably sitting in her big blue room sipping a drink
brought in by her maid, and my room seemed even smaller.

I got out my flute and played for a while.
Sad songs. I don’t know what it is. When you’re depressed, you want
depressing music. You should want happy music to make you feel
happy. When you’re depressed, though, happy music makes you want to
puke.

I want off this rockball. Only one way to do
that, isn’t there?

Mom’s coming. Signing off.


Chapter Six

Planet Rust, City Ijhan, Patrol
Guard Station #4972

Stone walls might a pris’ner make,

But psyche binds the slave.

—Travil Garr,
Poems from a
Merchant

The door fell shut with a
crash. Ara glanced around to take in her surroundings—tiny room,
two chairs bolted to the floor on either side of a table, and
probably no end of hidden surveillance devices. A sign read
The Unity Punishes
Only the Deserving. Kendi sat in one of the
chairs, head in his hands. Ara sat down across from him.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Get me out of here,” he whispered
hoarsely.

Ara nodded. “I’ve arranged to pay the fines.
It won’t be long.” She reached across the table and grasped one of
his hands. Kendi’s skin looked like it was coated with ashes. His
eyes were bloodshot, a half-healed cut slashed one forearm, and the
hand that Ara wasn’t holding shook slightly. He squeezed her hand
with a thin smile before looking down at the table again. Outrage
filled Ara’s heart at his condition of her student.

The last two weeks had been filled with
anxiety. When Kendi had failed to check in, Ara had waited twelve
tense hours before initiating a search. Trish and Pitr tried
scouring the Dream for his presence on Rust, but an active search
through the Dream for Kendi’s real-world mind and body ran the risk
of alerting Unity Silent to their presence—a bad idea for a group
of undercover monks trying to snatch up a Unity citizen—and the
need for stealth hindered their movements. In the end, Ben and his
hacking skills had met with success. Even so, it had taken ten days
to locate Kendi in jail and six more to negotiate the Unity’s
bureaucracy and arrange to pay Kendi’s fines. Chin Fen and the
connections he had made over the years had been a great help, Ara
had to admit, and she had lied her way through several lunches with
him. Now Kendi sat before her, bruised and beaten. His hand was
cold in hers.

They sat like that for a long time,
wordless, teacher and student, until the door finally ground
upward.

“Let’s go,” boomed the guard.

Kendi got up and shuffled toward the door,
head down. Ara followed, gritting her teeth and trying not to glare
at the guard.

Don’t get anyone angry, she told
herself. You’re getting what you want. That’s all that
counts.

They made their way through the chilly
prison. The corridor was windowless and only dimly lit by
heavily-shielded bulbs in the ceiling. Ara kept her eyes resolutely
ahead. She refused to glance at the tiny cells crammed with people
or acknowledge the heavy smell of poor sanitation of men, women,
and children all thrown in together. There was nothing she could do
for these people. There was no point in looking at them. But she
couldn’t block out the heart-rending sounds they made, the pleading
cries that filtered between the bars.

Another door lead them out of the prison
area and into the office area, a huge open place filled with
regimented rows of gray metal desks. A constant rumble of voices,
clattering keys, and metallic-voiced computers pervaded the
background, and the air smelled of disinfectant and body odor.

At one of the desks, Ara
thumbed more paperwork and listened grimly as an official informed
them that as a convicted criminal, Kendi would be assigned a spot
on a work detail list for the Unity as part of his sentence. Two
hundred kesh ensured that Kendi’s name
would be mysteriously absent from the work list.

At last they reached the main desk. Four
receptionists directed traffic, and on a long row of benches sat
various people in emotional states ranging from agitation to
apathy. Ara’s jaw was sore from grinding her teeth and biting back
harsh words. A familiar figure waited on one of the benches for
them, and Kendi’s bruised face brightened immediately.

“Ben!” he said, and Ara laid a hand on his
arm.

“Wait,” she murmured. “We aren’t out of this
until we’ve cleared the building.”

Kendi checked himself, but Ara didn’t miss
the look he shot at Ben, as if the young man were a rescue pod in
hard vacuum. Part of Ara bristled. Although Ben had tracked Kendi
down on the nets, Ara had arranged for his release, and now Kendi
was all but ignoring her.

On the other hand, I don’t feel about Ben the same way
Kendi does, she thought wryly.
I wonder if Kendi
knows how transparent he is?

Ben gave Kendi a small smile and patted his
shoulder as the three of them exited the patrol station.

Outside, hazy clouds covered the sun, but
the air, as usual, was mild. The sidewalk was crowded. A pair of
slaves washed windows near a pile of broken concrete. Another group
of slaves dug into the exposed earth beneath the cement. They did
not, Ara noticed, have power tools, and their clothes were ragged
and filthy. An overseer in a red uniform watched them, energy whip
in hand.

The little group trotted quickly up the
street. After they turned a corner, Ara ran a small scanner over
all three of them.

“No bugs,” she said. “We can talk.”

“Thank all life!” Kendi burst out, ignoring
the odd stares he gathered from passers-by.

“Are you hungry?” Ben asked.

“Starving.”

Ara looked at him, and then, with a glance
at the crowded street, drew him into an empty doorway. “You’re
looking awfully cheerful for someone who was so depressed a minute
ago.”

“That was an act,” Kendi replied. “Mostly.
In order to keep other...people off my back, I acted crazy.
Manic-depressive. Most of the people in there are afraid of
lunatics. You showed up during my depressive phase.”

“And now you’re manic?” Ben commented
dryly.

Ara shook her head, still worried. Despite
his explanation, she didn’t like Kendi’s cheerfulness. It was too
sudden, even for him. Kendi was a child of open spaces, someone who
coped with extended voyages by spending long hours in the Dream. A
fortnight in a Unity prison must have been a nightmare of the worst
kind.

“Let’s get you something to eat,” she said.
“And you can tell us what happened.”

“I found him,” Kendi said.

“Who?” Ara asked.

“The kid. The one we’re looking for. I found
him.”

Ara caught her breath. “How? Where is he?
What’s he—”

“Mother,” Ben interrupted firmly. “You just
said that Kendi needs to eat. I agree.”

Ara’s first impulse was still to ignore Ben
and ask Kendi more questions. A glance at Kendi’s ashen face,
however, destroyed that idea.

“You’re right,” she said. “I got carried
away. Food first, questions later.”

“Back at the ship?” Ben asked.

Ara nodded. “Safest place to talk.”

oOo

An hour later, Kendi, newly showered and in
clean clothes, sat on his bed. Harenn sat next to him, methodically
probing his wounds with fingers and medical scanner. Ara occupied
the room’s only chair and watched intently. Kendi winced under
Harenn’s ministrations but didn’t cry out.

“You’re barbaric,” he growled.

“The Australian aboriginal tribes,” Harenn
said, “are reputed to have a superhuman ability to withstand pain.
I assumed this is why you refused painkillers. You do not have this
ability?”

“That was before the whites tainted us,”
Kendi said. His voice was still too cheerful for Ara’s taste.

Harenn ignored him. “Your concussion has
healed, as have the bruises and the cut. You have cracked no ribs.
There is really nothing for me to do except give you pain
medication, and you do not wish this.”

“What about the boy?” Ara said from her
chair. Her worries about Kendi would have to wait.

Kendi explained about the alley, the fight,
and the Unity patrol. “So I was arrested,” he finished. “The kid
must have taken the time to search my pockets and grab the drugs.
Otherwise I would’ve been in really deep cabbage.”

“And you were not before?” Harenn
muttered.

“I want to be clear on this,” Ara said. “The
boy possessed you.”

Kendi nodded. “I felt that little shift you
always get after someone else leaves your mind, but I hadn’t let
him in. It was a possession—or something very close to it. What’s
amazing is that he must have hit the patrol at the same time.
Otherwise he wouldn’t have gotten away. That’s three people all at
once, and two of them weren’t Silent.”

Ara gnawed her lower lip. The situation
frightened her more with every passing moment. There was someone
out there who could take over the mind of an unwilling person—more
than one person, in fact. There was no recorded instance of a
person with such an ability in the entire history of the Dream. How
many people could this boy control? Six? A dozen? An army?

If, in your opinion, this child would pose a threat
to the Confederation...

“Why did he not possess the men who attacked
him?” Harenn asked. Her dark eyes were half-closed above her opaque
blue veil. It made her look sleepy.

“I think he was going to,” Kendi said. “Then
I showed up.”

A knock came at the door and Ben entered
with a tray. Kendi’s head jerked around and Ara almost rolled her
eyes. She knew about Ben and Kendi’s breakup, of course. She knew
that Ben had done the breaking. But when she’d pressed for details,
Ben had refused to give them. Ara gave a mental sigh. Ben was like
his mother—too tight-lipped for his own good.

Ben handed Kendi the tray. Delicious smells
of spiced beans and honeyed bread wafted up from the dishes.
“Jack’s talking to a buyer,” he said. “So I made you lunch.” He
looked around for a place to sit and, seeing none, took up a spot
on the floor.

“You cooked?” Kendi said, genuinely
impressed. “Wow.”

Ben shrugged. “Someone had to. I hope it’s
okay.”

Kendi tried a bite and smiled. “It’s great.
Though anything would be better than the slop I’ve been eating
lately. Not,” he added hastily, “that this is anywhere close to
that. I mean—”

“Shut up and eat, Kendi,” Ben laughed.

“Have there been other disturbances in the
Dream?” Kendi asked.

“Yes,” Ara said. “Silent all over the galaxy
are frightened. Gretchen also managed to strike up a conversation
with two Unity Silent without letting them know who she was.
They’ve felt the boy’s presence, and they suspect his power goes
beyond normal Silence.”

“Hell,” Kendi muttered.

“They haven’t narrowed his location to
Rust,” Ara concluded, “but they are looking.”

“How do we find this boy, then?” asked
Harenn. “Before the Unity does?”

“I’ll go back to the red light district,”
Kendi said, mouth full. “None of you knows what he looks like.”

Bad idea. Bad idea. “The guard will
be watching for you,” Ara warned.

“So?” Kendi countered in that maddenly
cheerful tone. “My fines are paid. I’m not on a work list. They
can’t do anything to me.”

“Except follow you, harrass you, and
re-arrest you under trumped-up charges like they did the first
time.”

“I don’t see any other way,” Kendi breezed.
“In fact, I can start looking tonight. I feel fine.”

The hell you say, Ara
thought.

“Make a composite drawing on the computer,”
Harenn said. “That would be simple enough. Ben could put this image
into our implants and set the computer to scan for the child. Then
more of us could start looking.”

“Good idea,” Ara said, shooting Harenn a
grateful look.

“But—” Kendi began.

“Get to it as soon as you can.” Ara got up
and moved for the door. “We can all fan out tonight. If anyone
finds him, I want you to follow him. Find out where he lives. If
you can get close enough, plant a tracer on him. It’ll be easier to
persuade him to come with us if we know something about him. Kendi,
you stay here and rest after you do the composite. That’s an
order.”

“But—”

“I thought getting the child into our hands
was highest priority,” Harenn interrupted. “Why aren’t we simply
snatching him off the street?”

“The boy can possess the unwilling and
non-Silent, Harenn,” Ara replied levelly. “How far do you think a
kidnaping attempt would get?”

“Stun him,” Harenn countered. “Once he is on
the ship—”

“He could possess the entire crew,” Ara
finished. “Wouldn’t that be fun? He needs to come of his own free
will. Let’s move out. Kendi, composite. Then rest.”

She left, all but towing Harenn behind
her.

oOo

Kendi watched the door slide shut. It didn’t
clang like the...other doors. Ben moved to the chair and Kendi kept
a wary eye on him. After a moment he realized it was because he was
afraid Ben would steal his food.

“Was it bad?” Ben asked.

Kendi looked up. “Was what bad?”

“The prison.”

“It was what you’d expect.”

“What happened in there?” Ben pressed.

“Nothing important,” Kendi replied. “Don’t
worry about it.”

“Kendi, don’t you think you should talk
about—”

“Suddenly you’re an authority on talking?”
Kendi snarled. Ben flushed and Kendi felt instantly contrite. “I’m
sorry, Ben. I’m not angry with you. Thanks for finding me.”

“I couldn’t leave you in jail.” Ben ran a
hand through thick red hair. “You think the boy’s a relative, don’t
you?”

Startled, Kendi swallowed a mouthful of
beans and gave a shrug. “Maybe.”

“Don’t lie,” Ben admonished. “The only time
I see you this excited is when you think you’re on the trail of
your family. Kendi, please don’t get your hopes up. You know what
the odds are, don’t you?”

“I always get my hopes up,” Kendi said, more
sulkily than he’d intended. “Sometimes it’s all that keeps me
going.”

“I just don’t want to see you hurt,
okay?”

“Don’t get on my back, Ben,” Kendi
warned.

Ben got up. “Fine. You should make that
composite.” He pulled a dermospray from his pocket. “I brought this
up from the smuggling compartments. I figured you’d want it. Do the
composite first, though.”

He set the spray on the bed next to Kendi
and left. Why had he snapped at Ben like that? Stupid, stupid,
stupid.

Maybe I can make it up to him, he
thought. Send him flowers? And chocolates too, fresh from the
hold.

An image of Ben surrounded by thousands of
red roses and with satin boxes of chocolate piled at his feet
popped into Kendi’s head. He began to laugh and found he couldn’t
stop. Guffaws echoed about the spartan room. With a great deal of
snickering and snuffling, he got himself under control. Kendi wiped
his streaming eyes, feeling strangely tired. His ribs ached.

Better do the composite, then, he
thought.

Kendi got to his feet. A headache was
gathering, and the thought of a fat dermospray full of painkillers
was unbelievably tempting. Painkillers, however, would interfere
with the drugs he needed to enter the Dream later. Gingerly he sat
down at the terminal, called up an artist’s program, and set to
work. Half an hour later, the kid’s startling blue eyes stared at
Kendi from the screen beneath loosely-curled black hair.

As he finished, he became aware of the
unyielding ceramic walls around him. The ship seemed to wrap itself
about Kendi in a confining cocoon. The Outback and its wide-open
spaces called. He uploaded the composite into the ship’s computer
and sent Ara notification that he was finished. Without waiting for
a reply, he shut down the terminal and picked up the spray Ben had
left him.

Slowly and painfully, Kendi
undressed, got out his spear, positioned it under his knee, and set
the dermospray against his arm. Thump. Colors
swirled behind his eyes, and he found himself in the cool darkness
of his cave. He was about to begin dancing around the spiral that
would carry him to the surface when he paused. Another cave
entrance lay off to one side. After a moment’s consideration, Kendi
plucked a burning torch out of thin air and went in.

The second cave was enormous, large enough
to contain a good-sized ship. It made an empty space around Kendi
that swallowed the slight sound of his footsteps. A pile of wood
lay in the center of the cave, and Kendi tossed the torch onto it.
The wood caught and blazed brightly. Far overhead, a hole let the
smoke out.

The fire illuminated smooth, dry walls. This
was not a living cave with water dripping from walls and ceiling.
Water would have ruined the paintings.

The walls were covered with them. Livid
colors leaped gracefully across stone and traced history as they
went. At the bottom of one wall squatted a pregnant woman in labor.
Further along, an infant that bore a strong resemblance to Kendi
crawled across a floor. In other pictures, the baby crossed into
childhood and adolescence. In the background, various adults made
worried faces about their steadily declining contact with their
ancestral traditions. They pooled their resources to buy passage on
a colony ship to re-establish tribal ways on the planet Pelagosa.
Kendi and his family went into cryo-sleep.

A thousand marks painstakingly scratched
into the stone stood for the passage of a thousand years. Kendi
also felt it stood for the loss of a thousand Real People. The next
picture showed slipships, invented while Kendi’s family and the
other colonists slept, overtaking the slower-than-light colony ship
and landing at Pelagosa to set up colonies of their own.
Governments rose and fell back on Earth, and people forgot about
the dozens of colony ships still patiently coasting through
space.

Another picture. A slipship crept up to the
colony vessel. Slavers boarded and took control. A line of chained
Real People trudged up to the auction block.

Another picture. Kendi’s owner gave him a
blood test and discovered Kendi was Silent, a term Kendi had never
heard before. The man put Kendi up for resale at a quick
profit.

Another picture. A short, round woman
touched Kendi’s shoulder. Kendi entered the monastery on
Bellerophon, entered the Dream, studied navigation and
piloting.

Met Ben.

Kendi gave himself a shake. He hadn’t come
down here to meander through the past. A pile of roots and other
plant material lay near a water bag. Kendi chewed different roots
and mixed the resulting paste with water on a flat stone until he
had a palate of several colors. Using his fingers, he drew figures
on the wall with the cooling paint. He detailed his arrival on
Rust, the time in the market, his encounter with the strange
boy.

The Unity guard.

Kendi’s hands trembled and
he faltered before he could draw the details of his arrest. The
cave wall was chilly beneath his fingertips. Abruptly, he felt
restless, hemmed in by the cave. He had to get out, get out
now.
He shook the paint from his hands, trotted out of
the side cave into the main cavern, and danced his way up the
spiral to the outside world.

The Outback spread before him, free and wide
and open. Hot air moved over his body. The falcon screamed a
greeting and Kendi waved. Voices, many more than normal, buzzed and
whispered on the wind, but Kendi ignored them. The falcon plunged
to earth and changed into a kangaroo. Kendi whooped and took off
running, long legs flying over the sandy earth. The kangaroo
bounded alongside, easily keeping pace. Kendi ran and ran beneath
the pure golden sun.

A slight vibration tremored under his soles.
Kendi instantly halted. The earth was shaking. The kangaroo shifted
back into falcon shape and took off screaming for the skies. Tiny
stones danced around Kendi’s toes and his bones vibrated. Before he
could react further, the ground ahead of him cracked and split with
a sound like a hundred thunderstorms. Earth dropped down into the
crevice, as if the supporting ground had vanished. Kendi
backpedaled, heart pounding, adrenaline singing through his veins.
He should leave immediately, but letting go of the Dream took a
certain amount of concentration, impossible to achieve when the
earth beneath his feet was crumbing into nothing. Kendi managed to
spin and sprint. The crumbling ground followed him. Earth loosened
beneath his soles, and Kendi forced himself to put on an extra
burst of speed.

He felt the minds as he ran.

Thousands of mental voices cried out as the
earth shifted and fell away. Each particle of earth, each stone and
pebble, was Kendi’s symbol for the minds that made up the Dream,
and so many of them plummeted into the cracked ground. Kendi had no
time to wonder what was happening to them. He could only run.

The tremors stopped. Kendi slowed his pace
and cautiously turned. Earth and air lay perfectly still. The
falcon circled in the sky above Kendi’s head. He caught his breath
in stunned amazement. About fifty paces behind Kendi stretched a
wide canyon, one so wide, Kendi could barely make out the opposite
side.

Warily, Kendi crept on hands and knees to
the edge of the canyon and peered downward. Nausea rocked him, and
he flung himself flat on his stomach so he could feel the solid
ground beneath him. The bottom was far away, and it was a seething
black. Kendi couldn’t tear his eyes away. The canyon had no floor.
Instead, a roiling blackness shifted and quivered. Uncertain
tendrils crawled up the canyon walls like hungry tentacles before
sliding back down again. The smell of rotting meat and moist
graveyard dirt wafted upward. Then a long, low wail made of a
hundred voices keened upward. The sound tore across Kendi’s nerves
like icy fingernails. Kendi clapped his hands over his ears and
forced himself to roll away from the canyon’s edge. The wail and
smell faded, but the canyon remained.

Kendi lay panting on his back. The heat
pressed down on him, and he let it bake the fear away. He could
never cross that canyon, even if he could manage to create a bridge
long enough. Not with that reaching, wailing blackness below.

“In the name of all life,” he whispered to
the sky, “what is it?”

He rolled to a sitting position at what he
hoped was a safe distance from the canyon. This was not good.
Travel and distance in the Dream were based completely on the
perceptions of the Silent. This meant that Kendi would not be able
to talk to any Silent who, in Kendi’s mind, lay on the other side
of the canyon. Kendi’s forehead furrowed. The canyon did not exist.
There was nothing ahead of him but rough Outback terrain.

The canyon remained.

Voices of other Silent babbled on the
breeze, and Kendi knew they were experiencing the same thing he
was. He considered trying to contact someone to ask if they knew
what had happened and why, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
Instead, he stretched his senses, searching for signs of the
boy.

Nothing. Kendi drummed nervous fingers on
his thigh. That didn’t seem right. The canyon was still there,
which meant that the person who had created it must still be in the
Dream. If the boy—Kendi’s nephew—was causing the problem, he should
still be in the Dream, and Kendi should be able to feel his thought
patterns. But he felt nothing.

Kendi picked up a handful of dirt and let it
trickle hypnotically through his fingers. They had to find the boy
and Kendi had to know if he was a relative. The idea that his
family was still out there somewhere, treated as property and
denied their place as free citizens used to make him frantic with
worry. Over time, that had become a part of him, a desire carved
into his soul like a stream carving its bed through rock. Kendi
reached for another handful of earth, and his hand closed over
something hard and cylindrical. Startled, he looked down.

It was an iron bar.

oOo

“Tattoos! Color yourself
with a tatoo!”

“Come see my dresses! You, madam—I have just
the thing for you!”

A crate of chickens clucked passers-by and a
baker’s pans clattered as she set out her sweet-smelling wares. A
light haze over the sun kept the air balmy and pleasant. In the
center of an intersection stood a marble statue of Premier
Yuganovi, leader of the Unity. Ara stood out of the flow of
traffic, ignoring merchants and scanning faces. Somewhere out in
that mess were Trish, Pitr, Gretchen, and Harenn, all armed with
Kendi’s composite. She wished they could show the boy’s picture
around and make inquiries, but she didn’t want word to reach the
kid that someone was looking for him. He’d probably drop into a
hole somewhere and they’d never find him.

Ara flicked another glance at the image on
her ocular implant. Kendi’s composite was good, and it shouldn’t be
hard to miss this kid. On the other hand, they were talking about a
city of several million people, thousands of whom were in the
marketplace. Ara tried to scan the faces in her immediate vicinity
without appearing to stare. Even though there was a good chance the
computer would spot the boy before she did, Ara couldn’t help but
look. Around her swirled the sounds and smells of the crowded
market. Meat sizzled on open-air grills, chains clattered on
old-fashioned pedal bicycles, and people shouted to one another in
a cacophony Ara would have found delightful if she hadn’t been so
worried.

It wasn’t just that the boy’s power had been
proven beyond any doubt or that Ara would have to decide whether he
should live or die. She was also worried about Kendi. He had spent
two weeks in a Unity prison and it was clear the experience had
been horrifying. And in behavior that came straight from a
psychology textbook, he refused to discuss it.

And as Irfan said, “The real world becomes the
Dream,” Ara mused.

Maybe Ben could worm it out of him. She’d
have to talk to him later about it. Right now, she had a job to
do.

Ara patrolled the market, quickly
establishing a pattern. She would find a vantage point and examine
passing faces for several minutes, then move on to another spot.
After three hours of steady walking, she paused to wolf down
something bland and crunchy wrapped in soft bread for supper. Her
calves and feet ached from all the walking, and she was sure
bruises were forming on various parts of her body from elbows and
knees of passers-by. One of the disadvantages of being short was
that people tended to run over you if you weren’t careful. It was
also damned difficult to get a good look at faces without standing
on tiptoe.

Her implant flashed for her attention. Ara
jerked her head to the right, and her implant drew a red outline
around a figure just up the street. She caught her breath. Facial
features, eyes, hair. He was even slouching against a wall like
Kendi had reported. Ara tapped her earpiece.

“I’ve found our friend,” she subvocalized.
“I’m looking right at him.”

“Where are you, Mother?” Pitr’s
voice replied in her ear.

Ara looked around. She had no idea. There
were no street signs or landmarks. “Not sure. There are a lot of
people selling clothes and cloth around here, and I just passed
several electronics merchants. I saw a statue of the Premier a
while ago.”
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