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    Chapter


    1

  


  
    Riffan Naja existed, at present, as an electronic entity, a ghost inhabiting the virtual library of the outrider, Artemis. The library provided a simulation of physical existence so that he perceived himself as sitting alone, comfortably situated in a cozy chair within a reading room, the surrounding walls lined with stacked files. A tablet floated in front of him at perfect reading height. It displayed the text of an ancient academic paper: Experimental Social Systems of the Expansion Period. A fascinating topic! Or it would have been, if not for his simmering anxiety and pessimism as he waited for the Pilot to announce the next stage of the mission.

  


  
    At last, the moment came. The Pilot’s disembodied voice spoke directly into Riffan’s sensorium: “Our initial alignment is complete. We are in position, and ready to attempt contact with Pytheas.”


    “Oh, finally.” The tablet dodged out of the way as Riffan sprang to his feet. He was desperate to move forward, and yet he dreaded what he might find. “There are so few chances left,” he murmured. “Let this be the one.”


    The Pilot, who had not been designed to engage at the level of human empathy, made no reply. Riffan had spent time enough in his company, that he did not expect one.


    He turned to the reading room’s door. Sensing his attention, the door shimmered and then vanished, leaving an open portal. Riffan stepped through it, to the boundless blue-gradient plain of the main library floor. His arrival attracted the invisible presence of a Dull Intelligence. It hovered on the periphery of his sensorium, ready to fetch files or execute searches at his command. But he had not come to conduct research.


    He turned instead to the waiting Apparatchiks, each isolated within a frameless window. Riffan had brought three of them: the Pilot, the Bio-mechanic, and the Engineer. He’d chosen them over a human companion, because as artificial entities they were more efficient in their use of Artemis’s limited computational resources. The three together could operate in place of a single fully realized human ghost.


    Riffan didn’t regret choosing the Apparatchiks . . . not really. Still, he never felt easy in their presence, and they always appeared to be annoyed in his.


    The Pilot reported, “We are an estimated 912.3 kilometers from Pytheas.” As always, he presented himself as a mysterious figure, no more than a black silhouette against a background three-dimensional star map.


    “Which means,” the Bio-mechanic explained in a dull tone, “that at long last we are close enough to pinpoint Pytheas’s receiving lens.” His talents had not yet been required on the mission and his appearance reflected that. He’d faded within his frame, becoming translucent, almost invisible as he floated in a sea of motile tissue, as if to suggest he might soon wither away from boredom.


    The Engineer had also been superfluous so far, but he at least remained solid and attentive. Dressed in tan, he stood with arms crossed, his brow creased in an impatient scowl. He said, “Our angle of view shows no external damage, and Pytheas’s hull temperature is normal.”


    “Just as expected,” Riffan said, knowing the damage would be on the inside.


    During the fiery war for possession of the fleet’s primary starship, Dragon, contact had been lost with all the outriders except Artemis. The war was successful in that the entity Lezuri was cast out, but Urban was lost too.


    Urban!


    He had been the soul of the starship, its commander, its very mind—until Lezuri’s electronic predator wiped him out, erasing all the copies of his ghost that had existed aboard the courser. And then the predator had departed Dragon to destroy the archived ghosts Urban kept on every outrider in the vanguard of the fleet.


    Riffan’s mission was to determine whether or not the predator had succeeded. He’d begged for the privilege of undertaking that task. He saw it as a step toward atonement, after he’d allowed his credentials to be appropriated by Lezuri. He still did not understand how that had happened—but it had happened—and Lezuri had used that access to introduce the predator into Dragon’s network.


    The Pilot, sounding impatient, summoned him back to the present moment, reminding him, “The next step is yours.”


    “Yes, of course.”


    Any of the Apparatchiks could have handled the next phase, but Riffan had reserved communications for himself.


    He opened a small window, arranging it at a low angle so that it mimicked a physical console. A swift tap against a green button initiated a procedure that had come to feel routine. The first step: a burst from the communications laser. With no discernible delay, the data gate on Pytheas returned a responding code.


    “Contact confirmed,” Riffan said—unnecessarily, because the Apparatchiks had access to the same data he did. But saying it out loud made him feel part of a team. “Response code affirms the data gate is closed to inbound and outbound traffic. Sending safe-mode override, now.” He touched the next green button.


    Safe-mode allowed limited data transfers. Nothing so complex as a ghost or a predator would be able to slip through. “Safe mode confirmed,” Riffan said, reading from his window. “Initiating diagnostic function.”


    He had already visited the outriders Elepaio, Khonsu, and Lam Lha. Like Pytheas, they had not deviated from their assigned course toward the Tanjiri star system, despite the loss of communications. Each had been located at its calculated position. Finding them had been a simple matter of catching up.


    Simple, except that a gulf of roughly ninety light minutes separated each outrider from the next, leaving Riffan 6.4 billion kilometers from his home aboard Dragon and from anything human—a distance further magnified because the fleet was no longer bound for Tanjiri.


    Both Dragon and its companion courser Griffin had changed trajectories to pursue Lezuri to his home system of MSC-G-349809 and the ring-shaped world of Verilotus.


    Riffan closed his eyes. He refocused his thoughts, knowing he had to be careful. It would be so easy to fall into a debilitating hyper-awareness of his own utter isolation.


    Stay on task, you idiot.


    He had run the diagnostic function on each of the first three outriders. Their data gates were vested with a hard-coded routine, used to analyze and inventory the associated computational strata. Every report had come back the same: Nothing found.


    No archives. No files. No structure. No activity. No readable data, not even fragments. No hint of Urban’s ghost. The mind and memory of each outrider had been wiped clean.


    Riffan wanted to stay hopeful, but so far, nothing about Pytheas suggested its condition would be any different. Once the diagnostic report confirmed it, he would send a tool to wipe the computational strata a second time, and a third time after that, ensuring that if anything nasty remained scattered in the chaos of the empty strata, it would be denatured and utterly erased.


    After that, he could safely open the data gate in standard mode, allowing essential systems to be copied over from Artemis. A Dull Intelligence would follow, and Pytheas would once again be endowed with cognitive life. The DI would undertake a thorough physical inspection, ensuring the outrider carried no functional alien matter. Only when that task was successfully completed would it adjust the outrider’s course, returning it to the fleet.


    Long before then, Riffan would be on his way, in pursuit of Fortuna, to repeat the process one last time. Such was the future he envisioned—but Pytheas shattered his gloomy expectations. It awoke, responding to the activity at the data gate by sending a request to establish full communications. The message brought Riffan a brief shock of hope—until he saw it was signed with the credentials of one Riffan Naja.


    “Corruption take us!” he swore. “And chaos too.”


    From the Apparatchiks, a chorus of grim chuckles.


    “It’s you,” the Bio-mechanic said in cynical amusement.


    “Credentials out of date,” the Engineer noted.


    “We’ve found the predator,” Riffan concluded. That should have been grim news, yet it brought him a resurgence of hope. “The predator is here.” And since every data gate’s default protocol was to leave no copy of a transiting ghost behind—“That means it’s not on Fortuna. Maybe it never reached Fortuna?”


    If so, they were sure to find a copy of Urban’s ghost cached on the last outrider!


    The Engineer swiftly pointed out the flaw in this happy scenario. “If Fortuna avoided the predator and remained undamaged, it would have returned to the fleet when communication was lost. It did not. So something happened to it.”


    Hope collapsed, leaving Riffan teetering on the edge of a steep slide into despair. His chest expanded as if to draw in a deep calming breath, but a ghost did not breathe, and the action produced no relief. His anxiety ratcheted up instead, as a new thought intruded.


    “We’re lucky we found Pytheas at all. It’s strange the predator didn’t hijack it, and use it—”


    To do what? Attack the fleet? Riffan rejected the idea. Clemantine would have destroyed Pytheas if it approached without proper credentials. Follow Lezuri, then? No, Lezuri surely would not care what happened to the predator once its job was done.


    “It wasn’t luck,” the Bio-mechanic told him. “The predator is very likely a limited tool designed for a singular task.”


    “The task of erasing Urban from existence,” Riffan said bitterly.


    “Just so,” the Pilot agreed. “Not a goal requiring general intelligence.”


    “I suppose not. So the predator has been trapped here? Is that the conclusion?”


    “Trapped between here and Fortuna,” the Engineer clarified.


    Riffan winced at this reminder that he must not place any hope in Fortuna. “All right then. Let’s move on to the next task. We have to get rid of the predator.”


    The Bio-mechanic had developed a plan to do that. He would introduce an array of Makers to physically dis-assemble and then re-grow all of Pytheas’s computational strata.


    Contemplating this, Riffan found himself speaking his deepest fear aloud: “What if there’s a copy of Urban’s ghost still archived aboard Pytheas?”


    “It will be erased,” the Bio-mechanic answered.


    “Yes, exactly,” Riffan said.


    “It has already been erased,” the Engineer assured him. “The predator will have destroyed it.”


    “I agree that’s likely, but the predator could not have wiped all the strata or it would have wiped itself. So it is possible a hidden archive has survived.”


    The Bio-mechanic shrugged. “If so, we cannot access it.”


    The Engineer nodded his agreement. “To try, would be to risk the predator gaining access to this ship, and once here—”


    “It’ll wipe us out too,” Riffan concluded.


    And if he allowed that to happen, then Artemis, Pytheas, and Fortuna would all be lost and no report would ever get back to the fleet.


    Even so, Riffan felt reluctant to order the destruction of Pytheas’s computational strata. Once done, it could not be undone—and if Fortuna did not harbor a copy of Urban’s ghost, then Urban would be gone forever. Unrecoverable. Dead, in the ancient sense of the word. And Riffan would wonder forever if he had ordered the last copy to be erased along with the predator.


    But wiping Pytheas was the only responsible decision, and in the end, he ordered it to be done.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    On to Fortuna:

  


  
    Artemis accelerated, taking Riffan farther still from Dragon. He tried not to think about that or to succumb to doubt. He tried to be hopeful as they closed in on the coordinates where the Pilot calculated Fortuna must be. Riffan set about hunting for the gravitational signature of its reef . . . but he could not find it. He used radar to search, but turned up nothing, not even a debris cloud to indicate Fortuna had been destroyed in a collision.


    Eventually, he had to conclude, “It’s not here.”


    A sense of wonder filled him. “It must have gone somewhere else. Fortuna ignored its directive to return to the fleet and it went somewhere else instead.”


    He turned to the Pilot. “Would Fortuna’s DI have the capacity to undertake such an independent action?”


    “No,” the Pilot answered. “Only a fully realized ghost could have directed the outrider to follow a new course.”


    Riffan smiled in quiet triumph. “I thought so.”


    At last, he’d found evidence that Urban still existed.

  


  
    Chapter


    2

  


  
    Before Lezuri, Urban had known optimism. He’d been driven by a spirit of discovery. Confidence hard-won from overcoming the threat of the alien Chenzeme had let him believe he could tackle the Hallowed Vasties next and unravel the mysteries of what had happened there.

  


  
    Now all such hope was gone to bitter dust.


    He’d been forced to flee Dragon in a running battle that left him isolated on Fortuna. And when he’d turned the outrider’s telescope to look back, he’d seen the fallout of war: Dragon de-gassing within a cloud of debris and Griffin gone altogether.


    While Dragon slowly self-repaired, the victor in that brief war remained unclear. But when the courser shifted its heading away from Tanjiri and toward the nameless star MSC-G-349809, Urban had to conclude Lezuri was in control. No one else could have known the significance of that destination—a conclusion reinforced when Dragon disappeared from view, the light of its luminous hull cells quenched as it entered stealth mode.


    Had Lezuri allowed the ship’s company to survive? The question haunted Urban. He wanted desperately to believe that when he recaptured Dragon he would find them still aboard. He had no way yet to recover the ship, but he hoped for a solution among the bizarre artificial structures of Lezuri’s home system.


    That system’s star was similar to Earth’s Sun, but instead of inner planets, it had the Blade. Lezuri claimed to have made it—a thin fracture in space-time, locked in a perfect circle, bleeding white light, and vast in size. Six hundred fifty thousand kilometers in diameter, the luminous ring moved in a stable orbit around its sun.


    At the geometric center of the Blade, far smaller but still planetary in scale, was the ring-shaped artificial world of Verilotus. If Lezuri could be believed, time ran more swiftly there than in the wider Universe.


    Urban intended to reach Verilotus and use every bonus minute that time differential allowed, to prepare for Lezuri’s arrival.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    The Dull Intelligence that handled the details of Fortuna’s operation could not suffer boredom, distraction, or despair, so Urban relied on it to continuously survey the MSC-G-349809 system throughout his years-long approach. He endured the time by switching off his consciousness for twelve hour intervals, staying awake only long enough to review any updates compiled by the DI and, rarely, to issue it new instructions.

  


  
    Astronomical records recorded two gas giant planets in the outer system. The DI calculated their positions and quickly located them, but it could not find the tiny moons that should have been orbiting those worlds. This concerned Urban. Lezuri had spoken of a partner entity—a being as powerful, or more so, than him.


    “If those moons still exist, I need to know where they are,” he told the DI. “I need to locate every rogue planetoid and large asteroid in the system—anything resembling the Rock where I found Lezuri.” If there really was another entity, it might be occupying a similar world.


    “Understood,” the DI responded. But it found nothing on a scale that Fortuna’s single telescope could resolve.


    Hungry for better data, Urban cannibalized some of Fortuna’s limited mass, using it to assemble a trio of probes. As he neared the system, he sent them ahead, one at a time, boosting them to velocities he did not dare approach himself.


    And he continued to watch.


    The Blade never varied in size, but it did wax and wane in brightness. He guessed that it brightened when tiny amounts of matter contacted it and were converted to energy, or shed energy on the way to another reality. Lezuri had said the Blade was a mechanism used to invert gravity and slice apart worlds. Urban took that as a warning, and resolved to stay as far from it as he could, on his approach to Verilotus.


    The probes radioed their findings at regular intervals. Their signals could not be hidden, but that was not an absolute disadvantage. If there was a defensive architecture in the system, he hoped it would detect the probes, react to them, and reveal itself.


    Two hundred ninety-seven days after the first probe was launched, the DI woke his ghost early, informing him, “Alpha probe has failed to report as scheduled.”


    Urban had long ago limited the emotional range of his ghost, and still he felt a stirring of trepidation. “What about the others?”


    “Beta and gamma continue to report as normal.”


    “Watch them,” he instructed, suspecting alpha probe had crossed a perimeter and been hit by a laser or some other defensive weaponry.


    For the next sixty days the telescope tracked the beta probe as it approached, and then passed beyond, alpha’s last known position. Both beta and gamma continued to function normally. Eventually, Urban concluded the first probe was probably a victim of accident rather than malice—damaged or destroyed in a random collision.


    The two surviving probes continued to converge on Verilotus, returning ever more detail on the ring-shaped world. For a body of its size, it rotated with astonishing speed: ten rotations for every day measured on a standard clock. Its shape was a lean torus, circular in cross section. Only the presence of an artificial gravity could explain how it kept its outer surface wrapped in atmosphere.


    That surface was startlingly Earth-like. The outward-facing half of the torus was mostly land, with diverse terrain: mountains, rolling hills, great rivers, grassy plains, stretches of desert, and to the north and south, long coastlines, ice-locked and arctic where the land extended into polar regions.


    The ring’s inner surface was ocean: a shallow light-blue sea flecked with bright-white floes of ice. A minor tilt in the ring’s orientation allowed the inner wall to receive a measure of sunlight each day. Although days there were short, the ocean did not freeze over.


    As the probes drew still closer to Verilotus, they sighted a large city. It stood in foothills at the edge of a desert, extending for over a hundred kilometers—the first visible indication of human habitation.


    But when additional images came in, Urban wondered if it was a city after all. The new images clearly showed glass towers closely packed across the rolling hills, some of dizzying height, but their arrangement was chaotic, many had fallen, and drifts of broken glass clogged the spaces between them. At night, the supposed city was dark.


    The probes also mapped thousands of small settlements, some with only one or two buildings, others with hundreds, but each settlement, regardless of size, was at least partly enclosed by a tall surrounding wall. Where the walls were incomplete, the probes detected no activity and observed no lights at night. Many of those with intact walls also appeared to be abandoned, but some were clearly occupied. Well-tended fields and orchards surrounded them, and lights came on each evening.


    There was another kind of light that could be seen at night. A strange silvery glow, separate from any settlement. It appeared in branching streams, sometimes in smooth lakes. Urban observed it frequently in mountains, in a few hilly areas, and in the desert near the ruins of the great city. In other places, it appeared only rarely or not at all.


    Eventually, the probes distinguished vehicles moving on a simple network of roads linking the active settlements.


    The DI mapped these roads. It counted the settlements. And it reported its conclusions to Urban: “The present population of this world appears to be very low, on the order of ten to twenty thousand, while the frequency of abandoned habitations indicates a higher population in the recent past, perhaps as high as one to two million.”


    If the DI was right, these people had endured a disastrous plunge in population. What had happened to them? And when?


    The probes looked for activity above the surface of Verilotus, but found none. No elevator column or satellites or space stations. They did pick up radio transmissions, but the DI could not unscramble them.


    How much did these people understand of the workings of their world? Urban had seen historical dramas set in societies where people held nonsensical beliefs, even fighting wars to defend them.


    He pondered what his best approach might be . . . but that would depend on how much time he had. He contemplated the madly spinning world—ten rotations in every twenty-four hours—and concluded this represented the ratio of time passing on Verilotus.


    It was not enough.


    Ten days to each one that passed on the outside did not give him time to insert himself into a strange society, learn its ways, and make use of its technological knowledge. Compounding the problem, his study of Verilotus left him with serious doubts about the extent of that technological knowledge.


    By this time, his observations had convinced him Verilotus was meant to be a beautiful world, a work of art, a tribute to the origin world of Earth that he knew only from history and dramas. But there was one feature on its surface that felt wrong, neither natural nor Earth-like.


    In the great desert adjacent to the ruined city, his probes observed a huge, steep-sided crater, eighty kilometers across, its flat floor sunk more than seven hundred meters deep in the desert’s ruddy-brown plain. The crater was rimmed in black slag shot through with veins of colored minerals: purple and rose-pink, pale green, and electric blue.


    Why would Lezuri create such a feature?


    Urban suspected he had not. The crater looked too much like a wound. A scar of war.


    War had erupted between Lezuri and his partner, his lover. It had been a conflict so violent, Lezuri barely survived it: She cast me away, shattering my mind with the force of her gesture. Lezuri had called her a goddess, but he did not know if she survived.


    Urban watched the strange silvery light of Verilotus illuminate that crater on many nights—far more often than anywhere else—and he couldn’t help thinking something was there. Something with secrets to tell.

  


  
    Chapter


    3

  


  
    We stopped where the highway crested a rise, my brother Jolly and me, some seventy miles from sanctuary at the Temple of the Sisters. We had seen no other traffic on the road all day.

  


  
    The engines of our off-road bikes hummed softly, just audible over the soughing of a wind still warm with the afternoon’s heat. That would change soon. In minutes the sun would be gone behind the distant plateau known as the Kalang Crescent, taking the day’s warmth with it. In the vast desert of the Iraliad, nights were always cold.


    I switched off my bike’s engine and lowered the kickstand. Jolly’s little dog, Moki, jumped down from where he rode in a bin between Jolly’s knees. We all walked to stretch our legs. Beside me, my long, distorted shadow mocked my young-woman’s figure as it flexed over the roadside’s tumbled stone.


    All around us lay the rough, reddish-brown mineral expanse of the Iraliad, an austere land of low ridges and steep gullies, supporting only pockets of brush and the occasional small tree. The ribbon of the white road ran through it, beneath a vast cloudless blue sky. Jolly and I had made excellent time on it all day. The last time I’d come this way, the road had not reached so far south.


    “I wonder how long the road will hold out?” I mused aloud. I did not believe it would take us all the way to the Temple of the Sisters.


    Jolly came to stand beside me, his sunglasses pushed up into his thick black hair and a water bottle in his hand. He was a handsome youth, not yet as tall as me, though I expected that within a year he would be.


    He half closed his eyes. “There will be silver tonight. I can feel it already, gathering under the ground.”


    I did not doubt him, though his words did not stir fear in me as they once would have. “If the road holds out we’ll get there well before the silver rises,” I said.


    He gave me a sideways look and a teasing smile. “And if not we’ll push on anyway. I know you’re in a hurry, Jubilee.”


    Indeed. It had been four long years since we’d said goodbye to my friend Emil and returned home from the Temple of the Sisters. And though I was still but twenty-one, Emil had been a very old man even then. Over the years I’d had a few messages from him, but none for some time, and I only hoped I would still find him there.


    We put on jackets against the coming cold and set off again, doing a fast forty miles through the gathering twilight before the road ran out.


    At its end we came across a black, vibrant, glittering carpet of road-building kobolds—thumb-sized, beetle-like mechanics working together to convert desert sand and stone into concrete, extending the highway south. We rode around them, taking care not to crush any. We did not want to disturb their work.


    After that we made our own way, riding on the backs of low ridges when we could. If the land had not changed, we would eventually reach a wide basin, flat and smooth as any road. I had hoped to come to it before the silver rose and then to run fast the rest of the way to the Sisters. But night came too quickly.


    There is a special kind of silver existing in all players. We call it ha. In most players the ha is dormant; they don’t even know it exists. I didn’t know until four years ago, when my ha first awakened, but Jolly discovered it when he was still a child.


    When the ha becomes active it is visible, appearing as tiny sparks dancing across the hands, whether in sunlight or in darkness. That evening, as twilight deepened, our ha sparkled ever more brightly as if to compete with the light of gathering stars. The thin glittering arc of the Bow of Heaven was also emerging. Already bright in the east, it grew fainter as it reached the apex of the sky, and to the west its gleam was still lost amid twilight’s lingering glow. But full dark was not far off.


    Through my ha I sensed the silver’s imminent presence. I told myself I was not afraid. Still, my heart beat faster. I could feel the silver rising, feel it leaning against my awareness as if awaiting a command from me that I did not know how to give.


    I signaled to Jolly to stop again. “We can wait here,” I said when he pulled up beside me.


    He nodded. “It’s a good place.”


    We had reached the end of a low ridge, with dry washes to either side that were tributaries to a broader dry wash just ahead. All was still. No birds flew, and no breeze stirred the crisp night air. Moki chose to stay in his bin instead of climbing out as he usually did when we stopped. He looked around with pricked ears, anxious, his soft whine the only sound until Jolly comforted him with whispered words and a gentle touch.


    We watched the low ground.


    After a minute, it began. A faint silvery gleam in the sandy floor of the washes. Barely discernible. Brightening a moment later. For a fraction of a second there appeared to be a network of fine, glowing capillaries in the sand. Then that texture vanished as the silver flushed into existence, looking like a ground fog, but luminous, with a silvery light. It covered the floor of both washes. Only an inch deep at first but rising swiftly to knee height.


    Moki’s plaintive whine reflected my own quiet fear.


    Our world was created out of silver, but that was long ago. Since that time, the silver had become an incoherent and unpredictable force, capable of both creation and destruction. Within the veil of its gleaming fog, the nature and constitution of objects could change—a wooden door transformed to jade, a wall of plain gray stone decorated with ancient sigils etched in gold—or an object might be dissolved and taken away altogether, only to be replicated and rebuilt someplace else, in some future time. Or the silver might change nothing. There was no way to know. The only certainty was that any player or animal that came in contact with it would be consumed . . . unless their ha was awake. Then it was possible to fend off the silver.


    “That’s all,” Jolly said softly. “Not a deep flood this time.”


    I nodded. I too could sense through my ha that the silver would rise no higher. “Let’s go on then,” I said. “I want to see Emil . . . if he is still there.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I led the way down from the ridge toward the gully floor where the silver had gathered, with Jolly following behind me.

  


  
    Silver was heavy. If it chanced to arise on a slope, it would flow slowly downhill, pooling in low places. It was also active: swirling, flowing, filled with the restless memory of the world. As we drew near I saw currents of faintly greater or lesser luminescence running through it. Wisps arose from its surface and dissolved.


    It would dissolve me too if I touched it. So I leaned on it with my mind and pushed. Through my ha I could communicate my will, at least for this simple task. Directly in front of me and for several feet ahead, the silver responded to my command and rolled back, revealing the sandy floor of the broad wash, opening a path for us to ride.


    I rolled forward. The silver loomed knee-high on both sides of me as well as ahead. Its luminescence lit my path. I pushed and steadily extended that path—although not quickly.


    As I advanced, I took great care, eyeing the sandy ground, the scattered stones. A fall would be fatal if it led to contact with the silver. Jolly stayed close, fending off the silver behind us, allowing it to wash back across our path only after he had passed.


    In this way we crossed the wash and climbed again onto high ground where we were safe from the silver. But it was dark there, and the reach of my headlight was not enough to let me pick out a good path among the outcrops and deep cuts of that rough country. So I stopped again.


    Full night was on us, the charcoal sky packed with stars and bisected by the pale white gleam of the Bow of Heaven. All around us, ridges and plateaus rose in dark silhouette above a silver flood that gleamed in every wash.


    “I think we’ll go faster if we stay in the washes,” I told Jolly. Aware of my heart, quickening with nervous energy as I said it.


    He sensed my fear and asked, “Jubilee, do you want me to go first?”


    Jolly was not like other players. He’d been brought late into the game and the silver could not harm him. In some sense he was not a player at all, but was instead an element introduced to the world deliberately to bring the game back into balance.


    “I’ll go first for now,” I said, because even though I knew he was better at directing the silver, my fear would be less if I held it off myself.


    So we went down again, and again I opened a path through the silver. In that way, we went on for another hour.


    Then at last, as we climbed out of the silver and onto high ground again, I saw ahead of us a line of pinnacles—wind-sculpted towers of rock against a background of stars, deep black in the night except for the false stars glinting in the face of the central tower. Those were windows belonging to upper rooms in the Temple of the Sisters, a sanctuary long ago carved out of the living stone and inhabited now by scholars who studied the silver, among many other things.


    The first time I visited the Temple of the Sisters, we’d come from the west and the pinnacles had been visible for miles. Now Jolly and I approached from the north. The north-south curve of the world made for a short horizon so even though the pinnacles stood tall, by the time we saw them, we were nearly there.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Most temples are surrounded by high walls constructed to keep the silver out, but the Temple of the Sisters had no outlying wall, relying only on the native rock of the pinnacle, with great double doors of black onyx guarding the ground-floor entrance.

  


  
    On that night there was nothing to guard against since the lofty pinnacles stood on high ground and were already well above the shallow silver flood.


    My heart beat with anxious speed as we rode up the last slope, past long rectangles of light cast by bright upper windows. I looked for Emil’s window and was encouraged to see a light there.


    We rode our bikes all the way up to the broad stoop. Sweet vapors exuded by temple kobolds scented the night air. From the windows above, there came a murmur of conversation, and faintly, a melancholy tune skillfully played on a guitar.


    I dropped my bike’s kickstand, dismounted, and approached the double doors. The brass knocker was cold and heavy. I hammered it three times. The conversation ceased. The guitar went silent. A rustle from above and then a voice, fearful and uncertain, but also one that I knew well: “Who is there?”


    I looked up. Saw her leaning out a window on the floor above: Maya Anyapah, the temple keeper. A stern woman, but honorable and not unkind.


    “It is me, Maya,” I said. My voice carried easily in the night’s stillness. “Jubilee, with my brother Jolly.”


    “Ah,” Maya sighed. “Of course it is you. Who else could it be? Who else could travel at night despite the risen silver? Come inside. Come in. You should know there is no lock on our door.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    We brought our bikes with us into the temple’s large ground-floor room, parking them on a strip of stone floor alongside other bikes. A carpet of intricate design covered the rest of the floor. Low couches and scattered pillows were grouped around the room to facilitate conversation. Translucent quartz ceiling panels emitted a soothing low light.

  


  
    No one was in sight, but I heard excited murmurings as the scholars descended the stairs or came from the kitchen to meet us. Maya appeared first. Moki ran to greet her, but I was right behind him.


    I am no small woman, but Maya was a full head taller than me, slim and hard as desert stone. Like the other scholars, she was dressed in the desert fashion of loose-fitting tunic and trousers. Her face was thin and sharp-featured, lined by time, and darkened to deep brown by the desert sun. Her long gray hair hung loosely bound over one shoulder. As we embraced, I whispered, “Emil?”


    Her soft chuckle banished my fear. “Emil has not left us yet,” she said. “And now that you are here, I think his curiosity will anchor him in this life long enough to see the next chapter of your story.”


    I needed no more encouragement than that. I called a swift hello to the other scholars and then, leaving Jolly to explain our arrival, I raced up the stairs to see Emil.


    His door stood partly open. I leaned inside, and there he was in his reclining chair, situated beside the tall window, with a light blanket spread across his lap and an open book resting atop it. He met my gaze with a pleased smile as if he’d been waiting for me to come, and here I was at last. But his first words belied this.


    “Ah, Jubilee,” he said in his low, soft, raspy voice. “I did not think to see you again in this life. Such a delight, to see you and to know this life still holds surprises.”


    My eyes ached with a sudden, terrible pressure of unshed tears. I went to him, crouched at his side, kissed his cheek. “I am so glad you’re—”


    I caught myself, but not in time.


    “Still alive?” he asked with a teasing smile. “Ah, but you see, I don’t dare die yet! There are so few players left in the world that it will be much too long before I am born into my next life.”


    I sighed and kissed him again. What he said was true, though we both knew that even his endless curiosity could not hold him in this life forever.


    He was even more fragile in appearance than when I’d last seen him. Too thin, and the skin of his hands and face so pale it seemed nearly translucent. Only wisps of white hair were left to him and his eyelids sagged, shrouding his nearly colorless eyes. But those eyes remained bright, glittering with an unabated interest in the world.


    I asked after his health. He dismissed this inquiry with a wave of his graceful hand. “I am ever the same, though I will say it is a quandary of old age that with each year I should need less sleep though there are fewer and fewer things I can do to fill the hours.” He tapped the book in his lap. “I still enjoy a good story.”


    I sighed and moved to sit on his bed. He had been such a friend to me when I’d visited the Sisters before. I had been sick, near death. Emil sat with me through that ordeal. And as I recovered, he kept me company, answering my questions and helping me to think about the world and why it is as it is—for all our hardship and sorrow, still a blessed place.


    “I have a story to tell you, Emil.”


    He said, “I thought it might be so.”


    I had been so eager to see him, but now that I was there, I was unsure how to begin. Tentatively, I said, “You remember, I returned home to Kavasphir.”


    “Yes. I recall you described Kavasphir as a wild land, with verdant, rolling hills, open forests, and silver rising in the swales nearly every night, just as it does here.”


    I nodded and swallowed against an ache in my throat. A familiar grief, never far away. I said, “My mother had founded a family temple there. When we returned after the great floods, the temple was gone but the kobold well was still there, so we resolved to stay. We rebuilt the temple complex. First the wall, enclosing the orchard and the temple grounds, and then Temple Huacho itself. It took nearly four years to finish.”


    “A huge undertaking,” Emil said.


    I nodded, and then confessed, “We did not rebuild the wall exactly as it was before. I’d been told it was sometimes a custom to leave items for the silver to take or to change. It was my fancy to adopt this custom and my mother indulged me. We built niches in the outer face of the temple wall, flanking the gate. I thought it would be an entertainment for visitors to leave items and see what became of them.”


    “Ah,” Emil said. “And did the silver participate in this entertainment?”


    A flush warmed my cheeks. “Not at first. For three years the silver floods were so shallow they did not reach even the lowest niche. But that changed this past year. One night the silver rose almost to the top of the wall. I had not left anything in the niches, yet in the morning I found in one of them a little replica of Yaphet’s flying machine.”


    I pulled the trinket from my pocket. Showed it to him. It was such a little thing, balanced in the center of my palm, perfectly made of a light, shiny metal that my mother said was aluminum. “Take it,” I urged him.


    The ha sparkled against my hand. Most players would be frightened at the sight, but Emil did not hesitate. He had seen my ha before and knew it wouldn’t cause him any harm. He took the little flying machine. Turned it over in his beautiful, long-fingered hands. Studied the narrow, graceful wing, and the pilot’s cradle and cargo baskets that hung beneath it.


    “Is it just a memory?” I asked him.


    He returned his kind gaze to me. “Do you suspect otherwise?”


    I lowered my eyes. Reaching into my pocket again, I pulled out the second token given to me by the silver. This one was heavier, made of several varieties of stone cleverly assembled into a tiny well-scaled model of a large temple and its surrounding high wall. I said, “I found this in the second niche. It is that ancient temple where I lost Yaphet.”


    Emil set the flying machine atop the book in his lap. Then he took up the little model. He turned it in his hands, round and round, a half-smile crinkling his ancient face. “I remember the great library you described, and I am imagining it rendered within this model in such perfection that if we could retrieve the books, we might read them with a microscope.” He sighed and passed the model back to me, and the flying machine too. “It hurts my heart to know that library is lost.”


    I nodded. If Yaphet was still alive, he would be equally grieved.


    “I feel he is calling out to me,” I whispered.


    Gently, Emil asked, “So you’ve resolved to seek for him?”


    “I’ve come to look,” I allowed. “And Jolly has agreed to come with me. My plan is to return to the Cenotaph and if I find nothing there I will climb into the mountains, to the site where the temple used to be.” I added quickly, “I do not expect to find anything. I have never sensed his presence through the silver, as I should be able to do were he alive. Still, I need to be sure.”


    “To put your heart at ease?” Emil suggested.


    “Yes. Just so.”


    I slipped both objects back into my pocket. He took my hands in his, smiling as the sparks of my ha moved to dance across the back of his own hands.


    He could have told me I was foolish to undertake this quest, that it was vain, that my lover Yaphet was dead and I would not meet him again in this life, and if Emil had told me those things, maybe I would have heeded him and turned back.


    But Emil was wiser than that.


    “Nothing is as it was,” he reminded me. “I do not know what you will find, but I would like to hear that part of the story when it is done. So I will try to be here when you return.”


    “You had better be.” I smiled and kissed his hands. For several seconds I let my gaze linger on his. Then I said, “There is one more thing.” My heartbeat sped up in anticipation as I asked him, “Do you want me to awaken your ha? You were curious about it, and I’ve learned to do it, since the last time I saw you.”


    His brows rose, his eyes widened a bit beneath their heavy lids. “Truly?”


    “Yes. I don’t think it can hurt you . . . so long as you’re cautious and don’t call the silver in through your window.” I said this last part with humor, but the hazard was real and Emil knew it. I’d told him a story of how Jolly had lost control of the silver when his ha came awake.


    “A necessary warning,” Emil agreed as he eyed the sparks surrounding our clasped hands. When he met my gaze again, he nodded. “Yes, Jubilee. Please, awaken my ha. Introduce me to this phenomenon you and your brother discovered.”


    I smiled, and without looking away I opened my mind to an awareness of the silver outside, and also the silver within Emil, linking them together in the way I’d learned, though I did not truly understand it.


    Emil blinked. His pale lips parted in surprise and his hands trembled against mine.


    “You feel it?” I asked him.


    He nodded. “Help me to stand.”


    He turned to the window, and I pushed it open. We stood there in the chill night air, looking out at the great desert agleam with silver.


    “Amazing,” Emil murmured. “You have given me a new sense. I can perceive the silver—its presence, its movement . . . Oh, for youth! It must be wonderful, Jubilee, for you to venture in the Iraliad with this sense awake.” He sighed, his shoulders rounding. “Well, there will be another life. In the meantime . . .” He gave me a wink. “This one has grown much more interesting.”

  


  
    Chapter


    4

  


  
    Riffan summoned the three Apparatchiks. They winked into existence within their frameless windows: the Pilot, the Bio-mechanic, and the Engineer.

  


  
    Riffan told them: “I’ve come to a decision.”


    The Engineer leaned forward looking concerned. The Bio-mechanic, faded almost to invisibility by boredom, brightened just a bit. The Pilot, an ever-mysterious silhouette, crossed his arms and said, “I thought all the decisions had been made.”


    Riffan shrugged. “It’s an ongoing process. Constant reconsideration. A weighing of alternatives. All of that. I’ve decided that Artemis will not rejoin the fleet. Not immediately.”


    He hesitated, expecting to field a flurry of objections. None came. The three entities remained silent, awaiting further details.


    “Right,” Riffan said. “Here’s what I’m thinking. Fortuna is missing. The most likely scenario is that Urban is aboard and in control . . . and that he believes Lezuri to be in control of Dragon. There can be no other reason why he failed to report in.”


    “This is a logical scenario,” the Engineer observed.


    Riffan nodded, both relieved and reassured at this positive assessment. He said, “The question that naturally follows—where has he gone? We did not find him along the expected trajectory to Tanjiri. What other destination might he conceive?”


    “He has gone to Verilotus, of course,” the Bio-mechanic answered in a dismissive tone, as if to suggest only a simpleton would fail to deduce such an obvious conclusion.


    “Yes!” Riffan agreed eagerly. “Yes, exactly. It’s not in Urban’s nature to accept defeat. He believes Lezuri to be in control of Dragon and he knows Lezuri wishes to return to Verilotus. So he has gone ahead. Urban has gone ahead to prepare some defense, a trap or an ambush that will stop Dragon. And because he will be looking for Dragon, he won’t see his enemy, our enemy, when Lezuri approaches in that tiny ship he made out of the containment capsule. Urban will have no warning . . . unless I warn him. Unless we do it.” He looked hopefully at the Pilot. “Can we do it? Shift our trajectory, balance risk against need, and push Artemis to a high velocity?”


    The Pilot gave no hint he’d been impressed by this speech. He still stood with arms crossed, his expression unseeable, unknowable within the darkness that contained him. “Of course we can,” he said. “The question is whether you are willing to accept the risk, knowing that the higher our velocity, the greater our chance of fatal collision with some unforeseeable particle of debris.”


    Riffan was only a ghost and still the thought of such a fate left him queasy with fear. Despite it, he said, “Yes, I am willing. I understand we might not survive a hard run, but what of it? We all have copies aboard Dragon and Griffin, while Urban has no backup copy.”


    “Lezuri doesn’t either,” the Engineer said in a thoughtful tone. “None that matters to the current circumstance, anyway. For that reason he may seek to minimize his risk of collision by proceeding at the lowest velocity that will keep him safely ahead of Dragon.”


    “That makes sense,” Riffan agreed. “And just like Urban, Lezuri will be looking for Dragon, deeming it the enemy. He won’t know to look for us.”


    “I like this plan,” the Bio-mechanic said. “I’ll see to it our hull is fully stealthed.”


    “Yes, thank you,” Riffan said gratefully.


    He did not need the approval of the Apparatchiks, but he wanted it for the sake of his own confidence, knowing he’d let enthusiasm carry him past the point of good sense before. He turned to the Pilot. “Your thoughts?”


    The Pilot snorted. “I do not support this plan.”


    Riffan was taken aback by this outright rejection. “But why not?”


    The Pilot uncrossed his arms. His dark figure leaned forward. “Because we must report Fortuna’s absence. That requires me to establish a communications link with Pytheas, and the only way to do that is to reduce the distance between us—in effect, to return to the fleet.”


    Riffan sighed in relief. He’d already confronted this issue, and he had an answer ready. “That’s not the only way. We don’t need to send a full data stream. A simple summary report will do, and that won’t require a laser link. I mean to use directional radio instead.”


    “I find this feasible,” the Engineer said.


    “Do you?” Riffan asked, a little surprised, but appreciative of the Engineer’s ongoing support. “Well, good. Let’s do it, then.” He turned again to the Pilot. “I’ll leave it to you to work out a compromise velocity. We need a good chance of getting there, but we have to get there fast.”


    “I understand the parameters,” the Pilot said acerbically.


    “Good,” Riffan said, bobbing his head. “And thank you.”

  


  
    Chapter
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    Urban searched for Dragon.

  


  
    He’d calculated its likely path as it approached Verilotus, yet he could find no sign of it, either visually or through the lateral lines of Fortuna’s gravitational sensor. Even so, he didn’t doubt it was coming, bringing Lezuri home. He might have only days, maybe just hours, to devise a defense.


    To gain time, he maintained his interstellar velocity as long as he could, and then he put Fortuna through a crushing deceleration. If he’d existed in physical form, he would not have survived it, but as a ghost he felt nothing.


    As he approached the ring-shaped world, his two surviving probes entered into orbits around it, becoming satellites. One kept to a high but stable polar orbit that required only occasional correction. The other descended deep into the weird geometry of the world’s gravity well—a feat that required it to repeatedly fire its attitude jets—but even as it brushed the atmosphere, it detected no change in the rate of passing time.


    The time differential Lezuri had described proved to be real anyway.


    The descending probe reported the length of each burn. The deeper it went, the greater the discrepancy between reported time and the time observed by the more distant probe, a result that told Urban the temporal boundary was gradual and that it could be successfully crossed, at least by a bio-mechanical object.


    In the last hours of his voyage, Urban prepared for his own descent to Verilotus by initiating the growth of a physical avatar.


    For Fortuna, the trip to the surface would be a one-way journey. Its propulsion reef could not survive within the gravity well and the little ship did not carry the mass to synthesize a chemical rocket sufficient to lift it free. If things went well, Urban was sure he could devise a means of escape, but for now he just needed to pull off a successful landing.


    He felt confident as he dropped into atmosphere. He’d worked extensively with the DI, simulating the descent, testing each stage. He knew what to expect.


    At first, Fortuna picked up radio transmissions like those detected earlier by the probes. Urban could not understand them. He wondered uneasily if they had anything to do with his arrival, but then he dismissed the concern. The probes—now operating as satellites—had observed no air or orbital traffic, so it seemed unlikely a system existed to track incoming vessels.


    The transmissions disappeared as the sparse air, compressed by his descent, heated into a plasma curtain.


    Gradually, his speed slowed. The hull cooled. Sensors emerged from the shelter of the bio-mechanical tissue to show him the dayside world below. He sped past forests, grasslands, rolling hills, rivers and lakes, and snow-capped mountains. A coastline off to the south.


    Fortuna transformed, its bio-mechanical tissue shape-shifting to accommodate atmospheric flight. It sprouted tiny glider wings and a tail. As the ship’s velocity continued to drop, the wings lengthened, and the tail’s vertical stabilizer grew tall. Flaps formed, further slowing the ship, and enabling the DI to fly a pre-determined route toward the immense crater Urban had chosen as his landing site.


    All was going well—until a flash of silver light blossomed across the nose of the craft and blazed against the leading edges of the wings.


    “What the hell?”


    Urban knew even before the DI answered. He felt it through the ship’s sensors.


    In a calm voice, the DI reported, “A molecular attack has commenced against isolated portions of the outer hull. Defensive Makers are responding. Conflict is presently localized—”


    “Not anymore,” Urban interrupted in a low growl.


    He felt new hot zones erupting on the upper surfaces of the wings, on the sides of the ship, and on the vertical stabilizer of Fortuna’s tail. The ship’s defensive Makers responded by rapidly reproducing, ramping up their numbers to surround and confine the attacking force. But their defensive lines failed to hold. The hot zones rolled over them, spreading inward.


    Fear like an electronic vapor rose in Urban’s ghost mind.


    Verilotus had exhibited no macro-scale defense to counter space-based attackers. Dragon could have destroyed it easily. And yet on the microscopic scale it wielded a fierce defense—and he’d fallen into the trap.


    He felt an echo of the helplessness he’d known when Lezuri launched a molecular assault against him in the opening move of their duel for control of Dragon.


    Would he fall so easily again? Be consumed by Lezuri’s superior nanotech even before he reached the surface of this world?


    No.


    Not if he acted now.


    He checked the time. Three minutes to touchdown.


    A swift consultation with the DI. It issued new instructions to Fortuna’s bio-mechanical tissue, ordering the assembly of a dense network of metallo-ceramic threads just beneath the ship’s outer skin.


    Such a simple structure required only seconds to complete.


    Urban sent a current through it.


    The threads grew white hot and then turned to ash—along with a layer of Fortuna’s outer tissue. In the hurricane wind of descent, the ash sloughed away, hopefully taking the infestation with it. But Urban couldn’t tell, because all of the hull sensors had been shed too.


    Self-repair processes kicked in. New micro-scale sensors were assembled and pushed out to the hull. They reported hotspots still present on the leading edges of the wings.


    Urban received this news with grim determination. He initiated the assembly of a new network of threads, preparing to shed another layer of Fortuna’s skin, but he hesitated when the passing seconds showed the vigor of the infestation in steep decline. The hot spots lingered, but they weren’t spreading. So he waited, unwilling to lose more bio-mechanical tissue.


    Newly assembled macro-scale sensors were pushed out to clean zones on the hull, allowing Urban to see again.


    Fortuna had flown from afternoon into early morning. The sun blazed behind the ship, appearing newly risen above the eastern horizon, while Fortuna glided only a hundred meters above the desert floor. Just ahead, the great crater. In seconds, the ship skimmed past the eastern rim. The ground fell away. Fortuna descended into the extended shadow of the crater’s wall.


    Urban felt a surge of activity at the hot spots. Both the macro- and micro-scale sensors started winking out, one after another.


    Again, he tried to burn off Fortuna’s skin, but this time the pulse of current failed to propagate—because the new network of threads was incomplete? Or because it had already been breached by the infestation? He couldn’t tell.


    His only option was to get the ship down fast and then to get out, hoping the destructive nanotech was designed to target artifacts and not living beings. A slim hope, unsupported by his lethal experience aboard Dragon, but he had to try.


    The DI guided Fortuna through a steep descent as more sensors failed. Urban’s scope of view narrowed as he dropped toward the flat, featureless white floor of the crater.


    The last macro-sensor gave out in a flash of silvered light.


    The DI announced the obvious: “All macro-sensors lost. There is no way to corroborate our precise position.”


    “Calculate it,” Urban growled.


    “Rates of forward speed and descent are estimates only, subject to variations in atmospheric currents.”


    “Do your best.”


    The entire descent had been unpowered—Fortuna did not have the resources to fuel real flight—but Urban had generated a reserve of propellant and equipped the ship with landing jets.


    The DI chanted a declining estimate of speed, and height above the ground.


    As their forward momentum approached zero, Fortuna began to fall.


    “Landing jets triggered,” the DI announced.


    Seconds later, the fuel ran out.


    Urban waited. Was the ship falling? Was he already down? As a ghost in the library he had no sense of momentum. He couldn’t tell.


    More seconds passed. He must be down—successfully down—a landing good enough that the library had survived the impact. The absence of alarms from internal sensors was encouraging too, indicating the ship remained intact and that the infestation had not penetrated deeply. Maybe there was still time to mount a fresh defense—but first he had to know what was going on.


    “Get a fresh array of sensors out to the hull,” he ordered the DI.


    As the new sensors moved outward, they reported an increasing warmth, but none encountered hostile nanotech. When they reached the hull’s surface, Urban felt the presence of sunlight, and the soft friction of a gentle wind. He confirmed the atmosphere’s Earth-standard composition, temperature 9.4° centigrade. It carried a fine dust and sparse microbial life . . . but no hostile nanotech.


    “What happened to the assault?” he asked.


    The DI sounded equally perplexed: “Unknown.”


    Maybe the phenomenon occurred only above a threshold of speed, or in the upper atmosphere . . . or maybe it had been triggered by the presence of his defensive Makers. That would explain why the attack had lost its vigor when the hull was wiped clean.


    He looked around. The ship had set down on an expanse of flat ground, dusty white, though blackened in the immediate vicinity by the fire of the landing jets.


    The seared ground radiated heat against Fortuna’s belly. He heard the crackle of heated stone, the soughing of wind. Nothing else. No sign of macro-scale life. No one around.


    Low rock formations to the west, many kilometers away.


    On the north and east, the looming crater wall.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban established an intermittent link with his two satellites. The geometry of Verilotus and his position, shadowed within the crater’s high walls, combined to prevent continuous communication, but updates arrived as one or the other of the satellites passed overhead. Neither detected any response to his arrival on the artificial world.

  


  
    He waited and watched as the ground cooled beneath him. Hours passed. He spent the time inventorying the microbial life that drifted onto the skin of the ship, identifying each type as Earth-descended. Nothing alien. None that presented a threat to him or conflicted with his biome, and he was no threat to this world. Even if he happened to shed a few of the Makers that maintained his physical body they would only break down into inactive fragments.


    Nowhere among the dust and microbes did he detect any sign of hostile nanotech, or any artificial micro- or molecular-scale machines.


    It was possible his emergence would trigger a renewal of hostilities, but that was a risk he’d have to take.


    Time to wake his avatar.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    A rush of joy, of relief, as he returned to his physical self.

  


  
    Cradled in a tiny chamber close to Fortuna’s computational core, he took a few seconds to relish the sensations of his renewed existence. He took note of the silky touch of the resurrection gel, the comforting wash of cool air in his lungs, the faint scent of his newly made skin, the jewel-like glint of light within the chamber’s snug walls. His emotions intensified too. Memories of Clemantine welled up, bringing with them a tide of grief.


    He closed his eyes, whispering, “Let her live.” A plea or a prayer, addressed to the void.


    Stop.


    No time now to grieve. He needed to prepare for Lezuri’s arrival. He would have ten full days to explore this world for each day that passed outside. He hoped Dragon was at least several days behind, but even if that proved true, a few tens of days was not much time to learn the secrets of a world.


    He instructed Fortuna to expand the chamber that held him. Since the outrider would not fly again, its shape was no longer important. So he allowed the chamber to expand in height, past the hull of the ship, giving him room to stand.


    The gravity here was far stronger than on Dragon’s gee deck, reminding him of Deception Well.


    He summoned clothing—a pull-over and trousers in a fabric that could shift to match the desert’s tan and light-brown hues, along with sturdy brown boots. Then he ordered the chamber to open.


    He stood facing north. The crater wall loomed before him, an incredible seven hundred meters high, its steep slope draped in loose flakes of stone and sharp-edged boulders. Only here and there, where the pitch went vertical, could he make out layers of solid mineral beneath the scree.


    The eastern wall was more distant, but just as impressive. Fortuna’s shadow stretched toward it, made long by the low angle of the late afternoon sun.


    He jumped down a half meter to the smooth white ground, grunting at the impact and sending puffs of fine dust into the air. Dust scented the steady, cool wind that stroked his face. Seventeen centuries had passed since he’d last stood on a planet’s surface. The only other planet he’d visited, Deception Well.


    He looked up at a gorgeous, breathtaking blue sky that carried only a few high, feathery clouds. Then he lowered his gaze to the white plain surrounding him, his heart racing, half expecting to be struck down by some undetected hazard.


    Nothing happened, though. No great beast or flesh-consuming nanotech stirred to action at his presence.


    He turned to look at his ship, matte black and far darker than the long shadow it cast. He was accustomed to thinking of Fortuna as a tiny thing, but it did not look small now. Balanced on landing pods a half meter above the ground, its dorsal surface was well above his head. And though Fortuna had lost some length when he’d modified its shape, the ship was still fifty meters from nose to tail, and its tail rose high, while its delta wings gave it a large surface area. That, combined with its black color and the shadow it cast, made it far too easy to see from orbit.


    A second problem: the propulsion reef was dying as the polyps wore themselves out against the unvarying gravitational field of the planetary surface.


    He spoke to the DI through his atrium: *I’m going to need a new power source to maintain the computational core. Suggestions?


    *The dorsal surface of the ship can be reengineered to serve as a solar energy collection system sufficient to power the core if other activity is minimized.


    *Meaning the bio-mechanical tissue goes dormant?


    *It can be hardened to eliminate all metabolic demands.


    *That won’t work. That would make it nonfunctional. I need to be able to generate equipment, maybe even another avatar, at need.


    The DI offered another suggestion: *An alternative would be to allow the bio-mechanical tissue to feed on itself.


    *How much time would that give me?


    *With energy expenditure minimized, sixty-four days. Any draw on resources will reduce that time.


    Urban intended to draw hard on resources, so he would not have nearly so much time, unless he found another energy source. *Do it, he said. *Convert the surface to collect solar energy. But camouflage it to match the surrounding terrain.


    *This requested camouflage would reduce efficiency below an acceptable level.


    By the Unknown God!


    *What about a metamorphic system? he asked. *A camouflage mode that can be switched on at need?


    *There will be an initial energy cost, the DI warned.


    *Let’s do it anyway.


    What choice was there? Once Lezuri arrived, Fortuna would survive only if it went unnoticed.


    *And dig the ship down into the ground, Urban added. *I don’t want to cast a shadow.


    *Understood.


    Fortuna’s tail assembly began to dissolve back into the body of the ship, and its landing pods shortened until it lay belly down on the ground. A low buzzing noise kicked in, barely discernible over the wind.


    Urban touched the side of the ship, and felt a deep vibration. Dust puffed from underneath the hull. Just a little at first. The wind caught it, carried it away in a thin plume. More dust followed. Urban imagined a million tiny drills converting the desert hardpan to powder, cilia brushing the powder out from under the ship.


    The dust plume thickened—a flag that would surely draw any watching gaze. He decided that didn’t matter, not while Lezuri was still far away.


    He drew a deep breath, shifting focus to the next priority.


    On his way into the star system, he’d prepared scout-bots and aerial-bots to explore the region around his landing site. He summoned the three aerial-bots first, directing them to emerge through the softly illuminated walls of the open chamber.


    As the first bot arrived, a blister formed on the chamber wall, then split, to reveal a triangular wing. Urban pulled the aerial-bot free of the softened tissue. It had a half-meter wingspan and felt solid in his hands, though it weighed almost nothing. Its upper surface was black to harvest solar radiation. Its underside used an adaptive-color function that would mimic the sky, and it carried an array of sensors. A rush of air against his palms assured him the hundreds of tiny pumps embedded in its surface were working to reduce its internal air pressure.


    Turning, he released it. The bot lofted a few meters before the breeze caught it, sweeping it out over the flats, where it stabilized, finding an equilibrium against the wind. As it soared back, it climbed higher.


    His plan called for the three aerial-bots to do a quick but detailed survey of the crater. Then he’d know if he’d gambled right in coming there. If the bots found nothing—no hint of Lezuri’s partner entity or of a means to access the mechanism behind this artificial world—he would send them farther afield.


    He sucked in a sharp breath as a shimmering play of light erupted across the aerial-bot’s triangular silhouette. Sparks of silver, blazingly bright, had ignited across its surface. The sparks multiplied, while the bot continued to climb. Fifteen meters above the crater floor, it disappeared within a boiling silver cloud. Then, scarcely a second later, the cloud evaporated, leaving . . . nothing.


    “By the Unknown God,” Urban whispered, conscious of his heart thundering in his chest. “What was that?”


    *Unknown, the DI answered.


    But Urban knew. He’d seen it before. He remembered Lezuri’s upturned palms, shimmering with silver sparks, prelude to a luminous fog that appeared from nowhere, enveloping his body and dissolving his physical existence. Some kind of nanotech, levels beyond what Urban could command. He guessed it had been embedded in Lezuri’s avatar, and here it was again, embedded in this world.


    It occurred to him to wonder if this world could be a kind of avatar. A structure, a body that Lezuri could inhabit much as Urban inhabited the body of Fortuna—only on a vastly larger scale.


    The thought sent a shiver through him.


    He’d set himself against this being.


    Lezuri had emerged from the collapse of the Hallowed Vasties as a kind of god. He had built this world. He’d created the Blade. He’d survived a war with an entity of similar power—and where was she anyway?


    Looking out across the empty expanse of the crater floor, it was easy for Urban to believe that Lezuri’s “goddess” was gone, wiped out somehow, maybe in the back blast of the cataclysm that had broken Lezuri.


    The thought brought with it a stir of regret. She might have been an ally against Lezuri if she still lived . . .


    But more likely, she would have been a second enemy.


    Better to be on his own. Move forward without interference. He had only days to find his way, to discover the mechanism of this world, and maybe . . . to hijack it? Could he hijack it, the way he’d hijacked Dragon, and turn Verilotus against its creator? Was the silver the key to doing that?


    He raised his hand, examined it, but there were no sparks. No shimmering warning of imminent dissolution.


    Why had the silver attacked the bot and not him or Fortuna?


    No, that was wrong. It had attacked Fortuna. Conflict had erupted all over the hull as the ship descended through the lower atmosphere. It had stopped only when Fortuna settled on the ground.


    Urban wondered: Did the silver attack all active mechanical devices? A startling possibility.


    He turned, looking into the chamber for the other two aerial-bots, half-expecting to see them enveloped in a consuming silver fog.


    But there was no fog, not even a spark, as they rested on newly extruded shelves.


    He reminded himself that his orbital survey had shown vehicles moving on the roads, and besides, Fortuna was an active mechanical device—a bio-mechanical device anyway—stirring up a plume of pale dust as it slowly burrowed into the packed soil.


    He left the aerial-bots where they were, summoning three scout-bots instead—the same spider-like crawlers he’d used to explore the Rock.


    The trio emerged as gray ovoids, but once released into the chamber they unfolded, extending four thin multiply-jointed legs that met at a central camera platform a few centimeters in size. Urban stood aside as the thigh-high scout-bots crawled past him, out of the chamber.


    He ordered them away from the ship. If they were going to be consumed, he wanted them far away when it happened.


    They moved swiftly, cartwheeling in different directions. He squinted against the glare, his jaw tense, watching them as they receded.


    Nothing happened.


    He ordered them to stop, as tentative understanding emerged. The people of this world used terrain vehicles, but no aerial vehicles. Fortuna had been attacked as it descended, but on the ground, it had been left alone. And his aerial-bot had incited no activity until it rose several meters into the air.


    He commenced to experiment. Summoning an aerial-bot from the chamber, he instructed it to soar swiftly away from the ship in a straight line, half a meter above the ground.


    Fifty meters out, it remained intact, with no sparks of silver glinting around it. He told it to stop. Then, to rise another meter and fly a slow circle.


    It did so. No harm came to it.


    He kept it out there, away from the ship. Kept it flying in circles, each a meter higher than the one before.


    At fifteen meters elevation, the silver sparks appeared.


    He ordered the bot to drop to the ground. The sparks winked out as it descended.


    He repeated the experiment. This time the sparks appeared when the aerial-bot was seventeen meters above the ground. The next time it happened again at fifteen meters. In both instances, the sparks disappeared as the bot descended.


    As the day waned, Urban continued to experiment, sending the bot farther afield until it reached the crater’s steep wall. By keeping it close to the slope, he was able to guide it all the way to the rim without the silver consuming it. Proximity to terrain kept it safe.


    He left the bot hovering at the rim, ten meters above the ground, where it would serve him as a watch post, and also a communications relay since it had a larger window to contact the orbiting satellites than he had within the crater.


    During this time, he had assigned Fortuna’s DI the task of assembling a low-mass habitat where he could comfortably sleep. The result was a large, heavy, tightly folded package.


    He carried it out across the flat, upwind of Fortuna and the continuous dust plume. After setting it down, he retreated a safe distance, and then activated its assembly mechanism.


    The package unfolded into a tent with transparent walls enclosing a space large enough to walk around in. Long, needle-thin screws pierced the ground to anchor it against the wind. Inside, a honey-combed pallet inflated to create a low bed. But there was no means to heat the interior and to Urban’s consternation, the air was swiftly growing colder.


    So he ordered a long coat with a color-shifting skin—gray-white to start, mimicking the landscape. The coat would monitor the local atmospheric temperature, heating and cooling to keep him comfortable.


    The first three scout-bots he’d released had long since ventured off across the crater floor. He had seven more prepared. The sun was poised on the crater’s rim when he finally sent them off, each in a different direction.


    He freed the last aerial-bot too, sending it off to conduct a very low-elevation survey of the entire crater floor.


    All the bots returned telemetry that included sight, sound, chemical analysis, and thermal measurements. The data fed into Fortuna’s computational core, where it was assembled into a detailed model of the landscape.


    That version of Urban that was a ghost in the library monitored the findings. Subminds shuttled between the library and his physical avatar, keeping his memories synced.


    Restless, he circled the ship in the fading light. The ground crunched as he walked, and it glittered: a pale crystalline grit reflecting the lingering light. The wind had subsided and with its passing, an ethereal silence filled the crater. No bird calls. No insects trilling. Just the sound of his footsteps.


    From the memories brought to him by his subminds, he knew that beyond the featureless flat where he had landed, the crater floor hosted bizarre formations, some possibly natural, but others objects of human design.


    A scout-bot found a perfect circle of seven statues, four meters high, each the likeness of a woman, all regal and obese and dressed in flowing robes, but they were not the same woman. Each had a unique face and differing hairstyles and jewelry. Most were laughing; two scowled. Some looked badly worn by time, their features eroded. One was so bright and clean and polished it might have been set out only a day ago.


    The aerial-bot circled a solid tower of glistening white concrete that looked as if it had dripped from overhead, bit by bit, in a semi-solid state, before hardening in place. The tower stood at the center of a maze a square kilometer in size, composed of low sinuous walls of eroded gray brick.


    There was a series of stunningly detailed arches carved of some opaque purple material, each a half meter high, leading nowhere.


    A long, straight stretch of . . . road? Paved in a polished, gold-veined brown stone. It went nowhere too.


    Great cubes of layered and compressed rock, three times his height, with fossils of golden insects crumbling loose along the edges.


    A broad mound, twelve meters high, built up from haphazardly piled flakes and fragments of a complex alloy, each piece a meter or more across and curved, as if they had once been part of a sphere. Surrounding the mound, offset by many meters, a field of fallen blocks and slender rods, none more than a meter and a half in length.


    In many places the ground was littered with leaves of flat green stone marked with rows of lettering, or columns of symbols. Some of the lettering Urban recognized as characters from the alphabet he knew, although these letters were stretched and distorted and arranged in seemingly random order.


    Fortuna’s DI confirmed that other symbols were related to known writing systems, but like the alphabetical stones, they suffered from random placement and conveyed no meaning.


    None of these wonders seemed purposeful. Looking at them through the senses of the bots, Urban felt he’d entered the chaotic terrain of dreams.


    He strove to shake off a growing sense of dissociation, setting his mind to the tasks he still needed to complete.


    He sent the roving aerial-bot up to the top of the opposite rim, to keep watch from there. At the same time, he instructed Fortuna to assemble the gear he expected to need over the next days, using designs he’d already selected from the library.


    Since he could not fly, a small quad-bike with storage pods would be his means to get around—not quickly, but faster than on foot. A fully stocked portable fabricator, sized to fit in one of the storage pods, would ensure he continued to eat. He ordered spare cartridges for it.


    Another essential: a signal booster that would allow his atrium to maintain two-way communication with the satellites and with Fortuna, regardless of how far away he wandered.


    A change of clothes too, and another tent, small enough to take with him. The gear would be ready by morning.


    The day’s wispy clouds flushed pink, then grayed as the sky darkened. Stars emerged, and the shimmering arc of the Blade. The sight of it infused Urban with both wonder and fear. Lezuri had made this thing!


    That was at the peak of his power. Urban’s task was to ensure Lezuri never achieved that level of power again.


    As night descended in full, he noticed on the periphery of his vision a faint, shimmering light. He turned toward it in curiosity and concern and discovered the lingering dust plume, gleaming faintly silver.
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    Dragon ran dark, following Griffin through the decades, both coursers silent, swift, and relentless in their hunt for Lezuri.

  


  
    Clemantine, in all her aspects, kept a continuous watch. She had divided her resources, dedicating a portion of her cameras and telescopes to the traditional survey of the Near Vicinity, and the balance to Verilotus. Despite this ongoing effort, she had detected no activity outside the fleet in all the decades since Lezuri’s eviction from Dragon.


    Now the star labeled MSC-G-349809 lay just ahead. That version of Clemantine on Dragon’s high bridge counted in hours the time remaining until she must begin a long phase of deceleration.


    She hoped that soon, her questions would be answered.


    An alert reached her. A communications laser had been received at Dragon’s data gate. On the high bridge she noted its origin and content: a report from Griffin summarizing the lead ship’s latest observations. She absorbed the information, and then a submind carried the memory of it to her ghost in the library. There, she turned to Vytet, who was just opening the report within a frameless window.


    “There’s nothing new,” Clemantine announced.


    “That’s good news,” Vytet said as she scrolled the display. She had lately returned to a female aspect, tall and gaunt as ever, with pale skin, blue eyes, and long white hair confined in a thick braid. “Verilotus has appeared stable ever since we’ve been watching it. May it stay that way, at least until we’re close enough to make a difference.”


    Clemantine gave voice to her anxiety, to her hope, saying, “It’s possible he’s made it, that he’s arrived there by now.”


    “I think it likely.”


    If Urban had not made it, if Fortuna had drawn fire and succumbed to a system defense, Clemantine believed she would have observed an eruption of light or heat . . .


    That is, if their theorizing was correct and Fortuna still existed at all.


    Another submind formed. It carried these thoughts to Clemantine in her physical aspect as she strolled alone on the gee-deck.


    Ship’s day was transitioning into night as she followed the garden path that wound between the cottages. In the simulated sky, skeins of high clouds faded from gold to gray as one of a pair of mockingbirds bleated a last territorial challenge before the onset of darkness. The soft tread of her bare feet and the swish of her skirt were the only other sounds. No voices interrupted the stillness. No scent of cooking competed with the perfumes of nocturnal blossoms just beginning to open. No lights shone in cottage windows or spilled from doorways.


    The gee-deck’s rotational mechanism had been repaired in the years after Lezuri’s violent eviction from Dragon. The deck’s internal environment had been regrown and the ship’s company cleared to return to their homes. Everyone had, for a time. But soon, most of the ship’s company resumed the old habit of spending the majority of the year in dormancy, waking only for a handful of days around the now-customary annual festival.


    Only Clemantine and Vytet remained always awake—Vytet mostly as a ghost in the library—but Clemantine still valued a physical existence. She woke her avatar every day or two, to stroll the gee-deck in a walking meditation focused on the fragility of existence. Impossible to know how long anyone or anything would last.


    No further news had come from Riffan in all the years since his radioed message reporting the absence of Fortuna. His silence was both expected and essential. Riffan could not risk alerting Lezuri to his presence. But for Clemantine, not knowing what was going on out there . . . by the Unknown God, it was maddening!


    *Are you there? she messaged. A query that went nowhere. All such messages were deleted upon sending. If Urban still existed, if he should ever again return to Dragon, he would find no message queue waiting for him. She did not mean to share with him either her grief or her ever-smoldering fury.


    In his message, Riffan had speculated on Urban’s state of mind: Isolated on Fortuna, he must have looked back, seen the damage to Dragon, and concluded the ship was lost.


    Maybe.


    Probably.


    Clemantine could think of no other reason why he had not returned to the fleet—but it left her cold.


    *How could you believe I lost this ship? How could you think I would ever let Lezuri have it?


    She felt spurned by that judgment, demeaned and disrespected. Even so, she meant to find him. Or if it was too late for that, to find Fortuna, confirm what had happened, and along the way, put an end to her long conflict with Lezuri.


    As time passed and tempers cooled, that objective—to pursue Lezuri, to prevent his return to power—had been questioned by some among the ship’s company, and private misgivings persisted. But Riffan’s solitary message kept Dragon locked on course. No one dared to make a public argument that Urban should be abandoned while a chance remained of recovering the data that defined him. Resistance had taken a subtler form.


    On a late afternoon at the end of festival season, with the ship’s company gathered in the amphitheater, Alkimbra—the gruff historian who had been a staunch ally all throughout the long struggle against Lezuri—had moved to the dais to speak. His sharp gaze had homed in on Clemantine as he announced, “I am not here to argue against our resolve to pursue Lezuri.”


    This gentle denial instantly put her on guard.


    Alkimbra’s gaze had shifted to Riffan. “Your counterpart aboard Artemis provided us with convincing evidence that some version of Urban still survives, making our task at Verilotus more critical than ever.”


    Clemantine’s grip on her armrest tightened as he raised his gaze to take in the full gathering. She had guessed what he would say next—and she was not wrong.


    “There is never only one way to do the right thing,” Alkimbra explained. “We must proceed to Verilotus, but I am here to argue that we should revise our planned strategy and undertake a more cautious approach.”


    Alkimbra did not want to risk Dragon. He wanted the expedition to go on, regardless of whether they met defeat or victory at Verilotus.


    “Send in Griffin alone,” he urged. “Why not? A single Chenzeme courser is a formidable weapon all on its own. Griffin can establish contact with Artemis, assess the situation, and do what is required to meet our obligations there, leaving Dragon to fulfill the original goal of this expedition.”


    When Tarnya rose to offer her support, Clemantine listened with gritted teeth. It came as a harder blow when Pasha stood too—fellow conspirator and architect of the assault against Lezuri.


    Pasha turned her pale-green eyes on Clemantine in a silent plea for understanding. Clemantine gave her nothing back. Pasha dipped her head in resignation, then spoke in a voice trembling with restrained emotion. “I think no one would argue against going to Verilotus. Duty demands it. But we have a duty to this expedition too. All we ask is caution. Let’s not risk the entire fleet.”


    Clemantine rejected the argument. “Caution is the enemy. If we’re going in at all, we have to go fast, arriving before Lezuri if we can. But in any case, we meet him fully armed, each courser protecting the other, and allowing him not an extra minute to establish himself.”


    The remembered tension of that gathering re-echoed in Clemantine’s mind and body as she strolled the gee deck. It sped her heartbeat and quickened her pace.


    Stay calm.


    And breathe . . . in . . . out.


    Kona believed as she did and came in on her side. Vytet had, too. More surprisingly, Naresh had backed her argument, agreeing they must use all their resources against Lezuri, or not bother at all.


    Slowly, she regained her emotional calm—until her presence in the dusk incited a startled flutter from within a stand of bamboo. She flinched in turn. But then she smiled, imagining Lezuri as a bird settling into his nest only to be disturbed by the presence of Griffin and then Dragon, emerging from the dark.


    All or nothing, Naresh had argued. And in the end, Clemantine had given up very little. Two of the recovered outriders—Khonsu and Elepaio—were designated as reserve. Both held archived backups of the library and of the ship’s company. They coasted far from the main body of the fleet. If neither Dragon nor Griffin survived the coming encounter, the two outriders would retreat, returning to Deception Well under the guidance of DIs.


    “That is not an acceptable compromise,” Pasha had argued. “If we lose the coursers, it makes no difference. It’s still the end of the expedition.”


    Clemantine had tried to soothe her with a promise: “We won’t lose.”


    Win or lose, there would be no archived copy of Clemantine’s ghost aboard the reserve ships. She could not bear the thought of going back, of waking at Deception Well a millennium after leaving. To what purpose? To what end? No, her only objective was Verilotus. If she had a future, it lay there, or beyond.
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    No road led south from the Temple of the Sisters. Jolly and I had to find our own way to the Cenotaph.

  


  
    For the first two days, the clouds that so often shrouded the southern Iraliad were absent and we enjoyed pleasant weather, blue skies and warm days, while the evenings were clear, with the Bow of Heaven lying faint across a crowded vault of stars.


    On both nights we made our camp on high ground, above the reach of any likely silver flood. But no silver arose on either night . . . an absence that stirred my suspicions.


    Frequent, deep floods of silver had long made the Iraliad a dangerous place, with the southern reaches around the Cenotaph the worse by far. I had seen floods in the Iraliad many tens of feet deep, and silver so imminent it had not waited for night, manifesting in the gloom of a heavily overcast afternoon.


    I did not expect those extreme conditions again. The silver had quieted since the catastrophic floods of four years past. Still, it remained active in the region. The evidence of that was everywhere.


    Silver dissolves matter, but it creates material things too, remaking the world a little at a time. The farther south we rode, the more we saw veins of decorative stone erupting from the ridges—green and pink jade, white alabaster, black obsidian, and patterned sheets of green lettered stone—mineral deposits that are only forged in passing floods.


    There were follies too, here and there along the way, objects long ago dissolved by the silver only to be returned out of place, out of time—purposeless—never the same as they used to be.


    We found a path on one ridge top, paved in blond marble. Segments of paths and highways are common follies. They appear in wilderness, running for a few feet or a few miles, going from nowhere to nowhere. This one was made unusual by aprons of rippled amber on either side of it, each ripple less than two inches high but intricately worked into the shapes of long-tailed birds, alert deer, fierce wolves, and forest flowers. No dust obscured their details and they were unfaded by the sun.


    We passed a tall gate that looked as if it had once belonged to a mighty enclave, though it stood alone now, guarding nothing, its steel face eaten by time and rust. In stark contrast, the fragile green glass tiles that paved its threshold were unbroken—bright and clean and freshly laid.


    I looked into a ravine to see the chassis of a cargo-hauling truck, similar to the one my father used to drive, embedded so deeply in the gray wall that only its side was exposed. It was at least twelve feet above the ground.


    And many times we were lured into stopping by the sight of fossilized books, part of the rock strata, and though we tried, we could not pry any loose from the stone shelves that held them.


    A folly is an expression of the silver’s mad creativity, and the silver had been madly creative in that lonely land. So it struck me as strange that we had the luck to enjoy two dark and restful nights. It felt to me as if we were meant to hurry on our way. But I did not speak of my suspicions to Jolly. He would have only chided me, reminding me we had done what we had done, and the goddess was no longer part of the world.


    The weather turned before dawn on the third day. I woke to a brisk wind that soon raised a haze of dust and brought in a high deck of thin clouds to mute the sun’s light. My jacket buffeted in the steady breeze, and when I looked out from the ridge where we had camped I could not see even a mile.


    No matter. We’d find our way.


    It took us until noon.


    The land climbed gradually to meet the rim of the Cenotaph, so our first view into the great crater only came when we reached its very edge. I straddled my bike and looked out over that vista: a gulf of air many miles across, hazed with dust so thick it hid the far wall and obscured the crater floor.


    Disappointment washed over me. I realized I’d been expecting to see tendrils of silver rising from the Cenotaph’s steep, crumbled walls despite the noon sun. But there was no silver, just a lone dust devil, a mile or so out on the crater floor, bent by the wind.


    My grip tightened on the bike’s handlebars as doubt assailed me. I had come seeking Yaphet, but what if it was not Yaphet who sent those tokens to me? What if it was the goddess, some fragment of her still surviving within the Cenotaph, stirring a memory of what was?


    “She is gone,” Jolly said, in quiet opposition to this thought. He turned to look at me from behind his dark sunglasses. “If she were here, there would be a day-spring of silver, don’t you think?”


    I nodded. It had been the power of the goddess to generate such a flood of silver that it could not be overwhelmed by the sun, but we had ended that, Jolly and me.


    “She is gone,” I agreed. “And I think the Cenotaph is empty. Nothing extraordinary about it anymore. We won’t find Yaphet here.”


    “Maybe not,” Jolly conceded. “But we’re here. We’ll look anyway.”


    I gave voice to a rising reluctance by pointing out, “It’s dangerous to ride down this slope.”


    “We’ll go slowly,” he answered. “We’ll be okay. We’re here, and I want to see what’s left.”


    I sighed, conscious of the taste of dust in my mouth. “We’ll find no water in the Cenotaph,” I reminded him. “So we can’t stay long. Two nights at most. Then another day to reach the foothills of the Sea Comb, before we can hope to find more water.”


    “We’ll be okay,” Jolly said again, and he ended the debate by rocking his bike forward, easing it over the rim, leaving me no choice but to follow him.


    The crater walls were steep, with no path, no trail to the bottom. We had to find our own way past loose grit and tumbled, sharp-edged stone. There was a real danger of triggering a landslide, but we took care as we went.


    Before long, the fierce wind that had followed us all morning subsided to a soft, erratic breeze. I thought at first it was because the crater’s walls created a lee, but no. All across the expanse of the Cenotaph the air was clearing as the failing wind dropped its burden of dust.


    Jolly called back to alert me, “I’m going to stop.”


    I pulled in close behind him.


    “Look there,” he said. “Two objects.”


    I followed his gaze to the crater floor.


    The dust devil we’d seen from the rim still lingered . . . or was it a dust devil? No, it couldn’t be. It did not spin or wander and it didn’t have the shape of a distorted cone. Instead, it was a curtain of dust, rising from the base of a dark mass that lay against the crater floor.


    I could not tell what that object was, though I could see it had the tapered shape of a bullet in silhouette, fused to a flat, triangular skirt.


    Well away from the rising dust was a second object. Through the haze it looked like a soap bubble, sitting on the crater floor.


    Jolly said, “Those must be follies, though I can’t guess at their nature. Are they familiar to you?”


    “No. I’ve never seen anything like them.”


    Against my will, hope woke in me, a thrill of anticipation. I resisted it. Surely Jolly was right. These objects were random follies, nothing more. I did not want to hope, only to be disappointed as we drew near.


    Forcing my attention back to the slope’s dangerous terrain, I looked for a good route down. That’s when movement caught my eye. “To our left,” I said quietly. “A hundred feet out and a few degrees downslope. There’s a mechanic.”


    The device was hard to see because there wasn’t much to it. A small central body no bigger than a lychee fruit, suspended between long, thin, fragile-looking legs, jointed like those of a cellar spider, although the mechanic had only four legs. I guessed that at the upper joint of its legs it stood thigh-high.


    “Could a mechanic make its way out here all on its own?” Jolly asked.


    “Maybe. It might have wandered here by chance, or maybe another player came before us and it was lost.”


    I wondered why another player would come here. Certainly, I had expected to meet no one after we left the Temple of the Sisters. Who but I would have a reason to risk the southern Iraliad?


    “It could be dangerous,” Jolly said.


    We both carried rifles meant for game hunting. Jolly pulled his out of its scabbard, brought it to his shoulder.


    “Wait, Jolly,” I said with urgency. “Look below.” On the flat, a figure had appeared beside the bubble folly. “There is another player still here.”


    Though the dusty air brushed away details, I sensed the player looking up at us. My heart pounded in my ears. I wanted to see Yaphet in that figure, I wanted so badly for it to be him. I tried to believe it was him—but even at that distance I knew it was not. Yaphet was not so tall and he had always carried himself with an intense, tight energy that I did not see in this stranger’s stance.


    I looked down at my clenched hands, angry with myself. Anger pushed me to act. I popped the snap on my scabbard and pulled my own rifle, made sure it was loaded. “I don’t want to go in expecting trouble,” I said, despising the tremor in my voice. “But let’s be ready.”


    Jolly nodded, the set of his mouth grim. “The mechanic hasn’t moved.”


    “We’ll give it a wide berth.”


    I returned my rifle to its scabbard. “Follow me for now. I think I see a good way down.”
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    All morning the wind had blown hard—a strange and frightening phenomenon, like a hull breach draining the atmosphere of the world. But now, as Urban stood watching the two riders make the precipitous descent to the crater floor, the wind had eased to a playful breeze.

  


  
    Urban had not expected to meet anyone in what his orbital survey had shown to be an empty land. If and when a meeting happened, he had hoped to control the circumstances. He’d seen too many dramas about first encounters gone bad.


    Those same dramas let him recognize the rifles the riders had handled, as weapons potentially fatal to his avatar. Out of caution, he synthesized a countermeasure: two mechanical bees designed to deliver, on command, a strong shock—enough to incapacitate, regardless of how advanced the strangers’ defensive nanotech might be.


    He hoped he would not need the devices. The presence of weapons suggested these were primitive people, but their bikes—with quiet engines and wheels that changed shape in response to the rough terrain—were evidence of a sophisticated technology.


    In either case, Urban wanted to present himself as a civilized being: welcoming, nonthreatening, willing to trust in the goodwill of strangers. So he stationed himself in plain view, apart from his little bubble habitat and the immediate protection of Fortuna. But he also inhabited Fortuna’s senses, his ghost keeping a close watch over his avatar. It would be a costly setback in both time and resources if the avatar had to be regrown.


    The scout-bot followed the riders at a respectful distance. It had been able to capture the words they’d spoken to one another when they caught sight of Fortuna. In the library, Urban listened to their words over and over again. The language they used was hauntingly similar to his own. Differently accented, but he could pick out shared words like hundred, mechanic, and clearest of all player, that term Lezuri had used.


    Still, the differences were enough that he couldn’t follow their conversation. Fortuna’s DI combed the library, seeking to identify the language. When that failed, it activated a linguistics DI, assigning it the task of developing a translation.


    The riders reached the crater floor. They sped swiftly across the flat, but stopped some fifty meters away. Urban took his hands out of his coat pockets, held them up shoulder high, empty palms facing out. He hoped it was a universal gesture: no weapons, no harm meant, no fighting.


    “Hello!” he called in a confident tone, his voice carrying easily. And then, though he knew they couldn’t understand him, he added, “I’m a stranger here. I mean no harm.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Jolly straddled his bike, boots resting on the dusty ground, mouth open in astonishment. “I understand what he said!” he whispered to Jubilee. “I know that language!”

  


  
    Excitement set his heart racing. He had only ever known one language. Languages were Jubilee’s talent. She had an inborn knowledge of them, acquired over many lifetimes. By hearing just a few spoken words, or casting her gaze on a written script, the knowledge of a language learned in some past life would waken in her.


    All players retained many of the skills they’d learned over lifetimes. Such knowledge would begin to surface in them as children, so that most swiftly learned to read and write and practice mathematics. But Jolly was different. Alone among all the players of the world, he had lived no life other than this one, and so he possessed no dormant knowledge—or so he’d believed until the tall player’s words triggered within him an insurgence of memory he had not known he possessed.


    Incredulous, he whispered again, but this time using the language the stranger had used: “I know how to speak this language too.”


    Jubilee stared at him from behind the veil of her sunglasses, her brown cheeks flushed, her long hair dusty and tangled by the wind. “I know this language too,” she said softly, speaking it, her words igniting in Jolly a shiver of wonder because he understood them. “It is ancient,” she added. “Maybe the oldest there is.”


    Reverting to his own tongue, he asked, “Then how can I know it? Does everyone know it?”


    “No. I know that for sure.”


    “Then why me?”


    “The goddess brought you into the game,” she reminded him.


    Jolly scoffed. That was no answer. Probably there was no answer.


    She turned to gaze at the stranger and Jolly looked too, while the stranger eyed them in turn.


    He was an impressively tall man, lean, but with a strong, solid build that gave him an imposing air despite a youthful, clean-shaven face. Jolly guessed he was not much older than Jubilee. His complexion was dark-brown. His hair black, and trimmed close to his scalp. The long coat he wore was a blend of gray and white, matching the landscape behind him.


    Jubilee took a cautious step forward. “Greetings!” she called in the ancient tongue. “Are you alone here?”


    He looked startled by her question. “You know my language?”


    This question inspired in Jolly another adrenaline burst of excitement, because he understood it as if he’d been born to it.


    She glanced at him. He met her gaze with a happy grin.


    Turning again to the stranger, she said, “We both know it, though I’ve heard it only once before. Are you alone?”


    “I am.” He glanced to the side, where the transparent bubble stood on the dusty flat. Now that they were close, Jolly easily recognized it as a tent. “May I offer you tea?” he asked awkwardly.


    An invitation, a courtesy, an attempt to prolong the conversation.


    “Yes,” Jolly whispered, seized by an irresistible curiosity. “I want to know who he is, why he’s here, what this means.”


    “It may mean nothing,” Jubilee warned.


    “No. That can’t be true.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban eyed the two riders as they came in slowly, the woman first and a youth behind her, a boy, not quite grown to adulthood. “Ancestral types,” Lezuri would have called them. Both wore dark lenses over their eyes.

  


  
    The woman stopped her bike a few meters away and dismounted. An attractive woman. It was Urban’s first thought. He couldn’t help himself. He admired her athletic, muscular figure. She was dressed in desert brown—boots, and trousers, and a lightweight, long-sleeved shirt. Her hair was dark, thick and loose about her shoulders, tangled and dusty from the wind. Dust lightened her brown complexion. She took off her lenses and looked at him with wary eyes.


    “Greetings,” she said again. “My name is Jubilee Huacho.” She gestured at the youth, who still straddled his bike. “This is my brother, Jolly.”


    Urban took in these words, storing them in some corner of his memory for later recall. He could not process them, not now when all his attention was commanded by the creature peering from a bin at the front of the boy’s bike. “Is that a dog?” he asked in amazement, edging forward, unable to resist.


    The woman—Jubilee—traded an uneasy glance with her brother.


    “I’ve never seen one before,” Urban added quickly. “I mean, of course I’ve seen them in dramas, but never as a living avatar.”


    The boy—Jolly—gestured at the dog. It jumped out of the bin, then stood quietly, head held high as it eyed Urban warily.


    Jolly said something in the language Urban did not know—a question, judging by its inflection. At Urban’s uncertain look, Jolly’s brows knit. He tried again. Speaking slowly and with careful enunciation, he pronounced words that Urban understood: “How could you have not seen a dog before? They’re not that uncommon.”


    He answered simply: “We don’t have dogs where I come from.”


    The more complex answer was that in the long-ago age when Urban was growing up at Deception Well, resources had been so limited pets were not permitted, and all his life after that had been lived as a ghost or in the close confines of a starship—but this was not something he wanted to explain just yet.


    With a conscious effort, he shifted his attention from the dog, saying, “My name is Urban. I’m a stranger here. Would you sit with me for a time, and talk?”
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    Urban had the unsettling impression that Jubilee and Jolly were not altogether surprised to encounter him. They took in the strangeness of his equipment, his bearing, his language, his palpably alien nature with remarkable composure, trading glances that conveyed silent affirmation, as if to say, You see? You see? Something was here after all.

  


  
    “Let’s have tea inside,” he suggested, gesturing at the tent. “Out of the wind and dust.”


    Jubilee eyed the transparent tent with suspicion. “Yes,” she said reluctantly. “All right.” As if it was her duty to accept.


    As they approached, the interior underwent a rapid modification, easily visible through the transparent walls. A low table rose from the center of the floor. The sleeping pallet divided, breaking apart into three equal cells that slid into position around the table, two on one side, one on the other—cushions to sit on. Then the wall slit open, retracting in welcome.


    “Please,” Urban said. “Come in.” Striving for politeness and pretending not to see the looks of disbelief-edging-on-fear, so apparent on the faces of his guests.


    The dog stalked in first, head low, uttering a fearsome growl and holding his lips curled to reveal sharp white teeth.


    “Easy, Moki,” Jubilee cautioned.


    Urban entered next, hoping to reassure them. He gestured at the two cushions, side by side.


    Jubilee nodded. Cautiously, she stepped inside, bouncing a little, testing her balance on the padded flooring. “Come on, Jolly,” she said, kneeling on one of the cushions.


    Steam rose from the portable fabricator set up in a corner of the tent. Urban went to it, opened the lid, looked down at three white cups, each filled with hot green tea, and was reminded of Clemantine. He squeezed his eyes shut as a long-simmering anger tried to surface. God, I miss her! And he needed her. He was no good at diplomacy. Clemantine would be so much better at orchestrating a first encounter like this.


    But she was gone and he was alone and if there was any chance of finding her again it would come only after he took down Lezuri. He locked his anger away; it was useless to him. Right now, he needed to focus on learning all he could.


    He lifted a tray with tall handles from the top of the fabricator. Both tray and handles were white like the teacups, all composed of a lightweight, leaf-thin ceramic. The teacups were held securely nested in precisely fitting holes.


    The table was similarly minimalist—thin, white, and balanced on a single central leg. Urban set the tray on it, collapsing the tall handles. Then he sat opposite his guests.


    Jubilee studied the steam rising from the cups as if waiting for it to transform into something entirely other. But Jolly studied Urban.


    The boy looked skeptical, as if not entirely convinced that Urban was human at all. After a few seconds, he gestured toward Fortuna. The ship—half buried now—was easily visible through the transparent walls despite the partial veil of its dust curtain. “Did you come here to investigate this folly?” Jolly asked.


    Urban cocked his head, consulted a dictionary, considered the definitions of “folly”—and still had no idea what Jolly meant. “That’s my ship,” he explained. “It brought me here, but it won’t fly again anytime soon.”


    Jubilee looked shocked. “Is it a flying machine?”


    Urban thought this a fair description. “It is,” he agreed, intrigued that she was familiar with the concept.


    She said, “It does not look like a flying machine.”


    “No? What does a flying machine look like?”


    She ignored this question, asking one of her own, “Where did you fly from?”


    He sipped his tea. Considered his options. Then gestured vaguely at the sky. “A long way from here.”


    Jolly’s brows quirked in puzzlement. “No, you could not have flown here.” He spoke without animosity, as if only musing over an interesting mystery. “Your ha is not awake, and you would need your ha to fend off the silver from a flying machine.”


    Urban knew the definitions of nearly all of these words, but their collective meaning eluded him. “What is ha?” he asked.


    Jolly raised his hands. Silver sparks, dulled by daylight, shimmered against his fingers.


    Urban recoiled. He scrambled to his feet, staring at Jolly’s hands, waiting for those sparks to begin to replicate, to multiply, to expand into a silver fog like the one that had leaped from Lezuri’s hands.


    Jubilee reacted in turn. She jumped to her feet, scooping up the dog with one hand, the other seizing her brother’s shoulder, looking ready to flee the tent.


    Jolly only hid his hands in his lap. “You’ve seen something like it before,” he observed with a quiet composure remarkable for someone of his age. “But something dangerous?”


    Urban hesitated to answer, concerned that if he even hinted at Lezuri’s assault, he would reveal his own vulnerability.


    “It’s not dangerous,” Jolly said. “I promise you that.” He nodded to his sister to indicate she should sit again.


    She did so with the dog in her lap, never taking her eyes from Urban.


    “The ha is new in our world,” Jolly explained. “Most players are afraid when they first see it. But it won’t hurt you.”


    Urban scowled, feeling foolish. He was not the child here. He should not be the one in need of comfort. And he had questions of his own. How did Jubilee and Jolly know his language? Did they know Lezuri? Were they like him? Could they wield this aggressive nanotech as Lezuri had?


    Could they share such a skill with me?


    He drew a deep breath and then sat down again, while Jolly casually sipped his tea. Urban wondered if the boy might be older than he seemed. Maybe he’d only chosen to look young? So he asked, “How old are you, really?”


    A blush warmed Jolly’s tanned face. “Players ask me that a lot.”


    “He’s just sixteen,” Jubilee said sharply. “This is his first life. If he seems different from other players, that’s why.”


    Urban cocked his head, striving to make sense of this. How were years counted on Verilotus? And what did Jubilee mean by ‘his first life’? Maybe the first phase of his life? His childhood? Or did they count a new avatar as a new life?


    “Please tell us about yourself,” Jolly urged.


    Urban sighed. He had so many questions, but this was a conversation. So he conceded to Jolly’s request. “I’m a stranger in this world. I came here aboard my ship. Fortuna, that’s what I call it. I landed yesterday afternoon. You are the first people I’ve met—and I don’t understand your world or your ways.”


    “You were here last night?” Jubilee asked in concern. “In this place?”


    Urban hesitated, remembering again the dramas he’d seen. Was this sacred land? Had he violated some taboo? He spoke cautiously, “Yes. I spent the night here.”


    She said, “The silver rises here almost every night.”


    “Not last night,” Jolly said.


    She turned to him, puzzled. “No?”


    “No. It’s distant. The remnants I sense are quiescent. But it’s rising.”


    “The silver,” Urban mused, making the connection in his mind between the silvery nocturnal glow observed by his satellites and the billowing silver cloud that had consumed his first aerial-bot. He described to them the fate of the bot, and the silvery luminescence he’d observed overnight in the plume of dust rising around Fortuna.


    Jubilee was too scandalized even to ask why Fortuna was burying itself. “Do you have a death wish? You are here in the Cenotaph, toying with flying machines and digging down into ground that has always been a wellspring of silver, almost alive, so infused is it with the shattered memories of the goddess. And your ha not even awake!” She turned to Jolly. In an uneasy voice she said, “Maybe there is some thinking fragment of her still here, enough to watch over this stranger and to keep him alive.”


    “She is gone,” Jolly said. “And Urban, I think, was just very, very lucky to survive the night.”


    Jubilee closed her eyes for a few seconds, calming herself. When she opened them, she turned again to her brother. “You must waken his ha.”


    Jolly nodded. “Let me take your hands.” He reached across the table, but Urban shied back again at the sight of the silver sparks glittering against Jolly’s palms.


    Jolly continued to hold out his hands, palms turned up. “It won’t hurt you,” he said again. “Just take my hands. Please.”


    Urban steeled himself. He needed to understand this place, to understand the mechanism behind this silver before Lezuri came. There was no time for caution. So he reached out and seized Jolly’s hands, expecting—


    To be consumed?


    But nothing happened. Jolly’s hands felt like ordinary hands. Cool and dusty, smaller than his own.


    A worried frown creased Jolly’s face. He drew his hands back, turned to his sister. “There is no silver in him,” he declared in abject confusion. “No ha to awaken. How is that possible?” He looked at Urban again. “You are not a mechanic? A mechanical creature?”


    “What?” Urban suspected he understood a different definition of these words. “No, I’m as human as you.”


    This earned a skeptical look from Jolly, but Jubilee regarded him thoughtfully. “Jolly, we are not listening closely enough to what Urban has told us. He said he is ‘a stranger in this world.’ That he has been here only a day and knows nothing of it. And it is easy to see that folly, Fortuna as he calls it, is not a flying machine made for our world.”


    “You’re right,” Urban said, content to let her work it out, and relieved she understood such concepts.


    “Where then?” she asked him.


    Another vague gesture at the sky. “I come from another world, another star system.”


    Jubilee nodded her acceptance of this explanation. She turned to her brother. “Just as all other players did, in their first lives.”


    “But you are a man?” Jolly asked. “Not a god?”


    Urban drew back, off-balance again. He meant to ask what Jolly knew of gods and goddesses, but Jubilee returned to her earlier concern.


    “You cannot stay here,” she concluded. “The silver will surely rise, if not tonight then very soon, and it will take you, just as it took your flying mechanic. Come with us. We’ll keep you safe.”


    “Come where?” Urban asked. “Where are you going? Why are you even here?”


    She sighed. “We’ve come here on a foolish venture.”


    “It is not,” Jolly said tiredly. “And see? We have found Urban here, so it’s already been made worthwhile.”


    She picked up her teacup, sipped for the first time, and drew back in startled delight. “It’s still warm!”


    “The cup keeps it warm,” Urban said.


    She nodded and sipped again, then explained that she and Jolly had come to see the formations on the southwest side of the Cenotaph. She called them “follies.”


    “Wait here a moment,” he said. “I want to show you something.”


    He left the tent, trading subminds with his ghost aboard Fortuna, while the little dog, Moki, followed at his heels. In only a few minutes he returned to the tent with a newly assembled tablet.


    Jolly was crouched, puzzling over the fabricator. “It’s a very large device for making tea,” he said.


    “It’s not just for tea,” Urban said with a grin. “Come, have a look at this.” He sat down again, pushed the tray and teacups aside, and laid the tablet in front of Jubilee. “You can see what those formations look like.”


    She leaned forward to peer at the display. “Is this a kind of savant?”


    He shrugged, knowing he did not understand the context of her question. He showed her how to scroll through the images. She studied each one closely. Jolly leaned in to look.


    “This is it,” she said to her brother, when she came to the broad mound of alloy fragments and the skirt of fallen blocks around it. “This is where it happened. This is what’s left.” Studying every detail. “You see? It is all old and long abandoned. Yaphet is not here. I don’t think he has been here.” She bit her lip as if biting back grief.


    “We’ll look anyway,” Jolly said. “We’ve come this far.”


    She nodded, passing the tablet back to Urban. “You have to come with us. It is too dangerous for you to spend another night here.”


    “I’ll come,” Urban agreed, grateful, both because it would be an opportunity to ask more questions, and because he didn’t want to die of an ignorant mistake.

  


  
    Chapter


    10

  


  
    I had come to the Cenotaph seeking some sign of Yaphet, but I’d found a stranger instead, come from another world. Surely a wondrous discovery, one made more provocative by Jolly’s ability to converse with him in a language my brother should not have known.

  


  
    Yet despite these remarkable events, I felt bitter. Cheated. Misled by circumstance to hope for what I could not have.


    Even so, I was willing to consider Urban’s story. I knew people lived on faraway worlds that circled distant suns and that it had once been possible to cross the darkness between the stars. So his story could be true. Still, I was suspicious of the circumstances that had brought us together.


    Was it coincidence that Urban had arrived in the Cenotaph just when I’d come to look for Yaphet? Was it luck that the silver had not risen up to take him overnight? And why had Jolly been given the knowledge to speak to him?


    I left Jolly to advise Urban on what he would need to bring, and stepped outside the tent into the dusty air. Moki followed me, sniffing around in a circle for a few seconds before trotting away toward the dark bulk of the flying machine, his head lowered as he followed the path Urban had taken when he’d gone to fetch his tablet.


    I trailed behind him, made curious by a faint, low, buzzing noise. It came from beneath the flying machine—Fortuna—along with the endless cloud of dust. I understood the sound to be the working noise of tiny machinery digging into the hard ground. Urban wanted Fortuna to lie so deep in the ground it would not cast a shadow, though he had not explained why this mattered.


    I wondered how such a great vessel could be made to fly.


    Fortuna was at least a hundred fifty feet long, its matte-black surface smooth except for the entrance, which stood higher than the vessel’s hull. I peered inside it, but saw only a short passageway with no evidence of an interior door. Even if there had been a door, I couldn’t work out how Urban, with his great size, could possibly be comfortable inside. I stood taller than the hull.


    Or maybe the bulk of the vessel was already underground?


    With Moki keeping me company, I walked the length of Fortuna and then on until I left the dust behind, gaining an unobscured view across the central Cenotaph. Its broad, nearly featureless floor appeared to curve away from me, dropping beyond the short southern horizon. Beneath that horizon and out of sight for now, lay the ruins of the goddess, as well as the many follies Urban had discovered. Farther out and hazed with distance, the top of the high south wall stood pale against a gray sky.


    I reached into my pocket. My hand closed around the tokens. How I resented them! I wished I’d never seen them. The tokens had brought me back to the Cenotaph, but not for the reason I’d so desperately hoped.


    What reason, then?


    I felt manipulated, lured by a false promise. Oh, it was all too easy for me to believe the goddess was still lingering in the world, still inflicting her mad, broken dreams on us, however much Jolly insisted she was gone.


    And yet the Cenotaph looked abandoned.


    Four years ago Jolly and I had encountered the goddess there. The crater had been filled with silver, the ground so saturated with it that it felt nascent and undefined beneath our feet. Now it looked ordinary, a flat plain of white desert hardpan.


    I took the tokens from my pocket, ran my fingers over them, studied them as they lay in the palm of my hand: Yaphet’s flying machine, and the temple where I lost him. The tokens meant something. They had to. Right?

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Jolly had heard the stories told to children of how all the players had originally come from other worlds. He remembered wondering what those worlds were like, but the stories never said. As a small boy, when he’d asked how it was possible to cross the dark void between worlds, his father had told him, “No one knows. Maybe we never knew. All the stories say it was the goddess and the god who brought us here, and here we are still, though they are gone.”

  


  
    That old curiosity stirred to life in the wake of Urban’s arrival.


    “How far away is your home?” Jolly asked as Urban collected gear from Fortuna, and packed it in the bins on his odd, four-wheeled bike. “How long did it take to get here?”


    “Many centuries,” Urban said, filling one of the bins with small brown bricks.


    “Many centuries?” Jolly echoed, incredulous. “How could it take so long?”


    An amused, slightly cynical smile. “It’s very far. The galaxy is very, very big.”


    “I haven’t ever studied such things,” Jolly admitted, feeling childish. But the more he thought about it, the more puzzled he became. If the distance between stars was so great, how was it possible Urban had crossed it at all? “No one lives for more than a couple of centuries,” he objected.


    Urban paused in his work to gaze at Jolly. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you’d have to have been born on Fortuna.” A doubtful glance at the star-faring vessel. It was long, but narrow. He didn’t think there could be much room inside. “You must have been born and reborn inside there,” he mused. An intriguing possibility occurred to him. “Do you remember your past lives?”


    “It’s all one life,” Urban said. “A complex, multithreaded life, millennia long, but still one life, and I remember it all.”


    Was it true? Nothing in Urban’s voice or manner hinted at a lie. Why would he lie? There was nothing to be gained by it. It must be true.


    “You’re lucky, then. It’s not like that for us. We live, we grow old, we die. We are born again into another life. Over and over again.” Resentment rose in Jolly. “At least, players like Jubilee will live again. They don’t remember their past lives, but skills can remain.”


    “But not you?” Urban asked gently.


    Jolly shrugged, regretting he’d begun this conversation. “It’s different for me. I’m different.”


    He turned to leave, muttering the first excuse that came to him: “I’ve got to check my bike.”


    But Urban called after him, “Hey, you want to help me with the fabricator?”


    Jolly hesitated, curiosity pushing back against his dark mood. “You’re taking it with you? So you can make tea?”


    Urban laughed. “I told you, it can make a lot of things, not just tea.”


    “I’d like to see that.”


    “You will. And you can help me in another way too.”


    “What’s that?”


    “You can teach me your language. Just speak to me in this one, and then repeat it in yours.”


    “I can do that,” Jolly said in the ancient language, and then again in his own.


    Urban looked pleased. “The more words I have, the sooner I’ll be able to work it out.”


    Together they moved the fabricator to the bike, where it fit neatly into a rack. Then Urban instructed the bubble tent to fold itself up into a neat bundle. Jolly watched the whole process, fascinated. “It looks like a living thing!” he exclaimed—in his own language, but then he spoke the translation.


    “It’s just a machine.”


    “A mechanic?”


    “Sooth.”


    Together they carried the bundled tent to Fortuna, setting it in the entrance, where Jolly watched as it was swallowed up by the flesh of the ship—a sight both revolting and frightening.


    “What is it like inside your ship?” he asked, moving a few cautious steps back before he remembered to speak the translation too.


    “It’s a different form of reality in there,” Urban said. “I can’t show it to you now.”


    “That’s all right.” After watching the tent disappear, Jolly wasn’t sure he wanted to visit the inside.


    He glanced at the sun, already well past noon.


    “Where is Jubilee?” he asked. “It’s getting late. We need to go.”
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    Urban’s flying mechanic had mapped the Cenotaph and plotted a best route through the follies on the south side, so I declared him to be our guide, and he took the lead as we set off from Fortuna.

  


  
    But within a mile, I grew frustrated at his slow pace.


    “The terrain is easy here,” I said, weaving my bike beside him. “It’s a smooth as a highway. We need to take advantage of that, make time while we can. That quad-bike can go faster, right?”


    He glanced at me, mouth set in a grim line and eyes locked into a hard squint against the dull glare of the overcast afternoon. I wondered why he did not wear sunglasses.


    “Sure, it can go faster.” His hand tightened on the accelerator and he shot ahead, but quickly slowed again. “I never rode a bike before,” he admitted when I caught up to him. “What’s a safe speed? I don’t even know.”


    By this time, Jolly had come up on his other side. “It’s not safe,” he said with a grin.


    “I can put it on automatic,” Urban offered. “Let the DI decide what’s safe.”


    “The DI?” Jubilee asked.


    “An artificial mind.”


    “A savant. That’s what we call them.”


    Jolly, sounding doubtful: “Has your savant ever ridden a bike before?”


    “No,” Urban admitted. “It would have to learn, too.”


    “We don’t have time for that,” I said. “I’ll set the pace. It’ll be safe enough. You just need to keep up.”


    “You don’t know where to go,” Urban objected. “I’ve got the map.”


    Yes, he had the map on his tablet. He’d shown it to me. But he did not have his tablet out now. “Did you memorize the map?” I asked him.


    “I don’t have to memorize it. I can see it, laid out over the terrain.”


    This made no sense to me but I was in a hurry, so I ignored it. “We’re going generally southwest,” I said. “I’ll continue in that direction. Call out if I get too far off the line.”


    I accelerated sharply, rapidly doubling our speed, glancing back at intervals to make sure I didn’t leave Urban and Jolly too far behind.


    By the time we reached the follies, Urban was riding with more confidence. He asked to take the lead again, and we reached the ruins of the goddess by midafternoon.


    I paused on the periphery of that once great complex while Jolly and Urban went ahead. I knew already from Urban’s images the devastation that existed there, and still, I needed a few seconds to settle my heart and gather the courage to go on.


    We rode first through an outer skirt of blocks and miniature towers. Some had once stood as high as my chin but all were fallen now. The colorful molds that had once encrusted them were gone, and their geometric shapes eroded, the corners rounded like blocks of salt left in the rain.


    Those blocks had once housed part of the goddess’s fragmented cognition, but there was nothing left of her among them. The remnant blocks popped and collapsed to garnet-colored dust as we rode our bikes over them and when I glanced behind I saw what looked like a trail of old blood.


    The main structure had once risen high, arched like a sphere’s broken shell, its interior packed with many, many more of the cognitive blocks. It too had fallen, and all of the blocks it had once housed were simply gone. All that remained was a broad mound of massive, curved tiles that must have been part of the shell. A layer of wind-blown dust covered their dark surfaces.


    A wide skirt of open ground surrounded the mound. I rode alone around it, looking for any indication Yaphet had been there lately, but there was nothing. So I left my bike and walked, stooping here and there to wipe the corner of a tile clean. Beneath the dust, the tiles were deep black, smooth, and inscribed with silver-colored inlay. Not in the shape of words or letters. The inlay had the look of random lines. That was my first impression.


    Then I saw, depicted on one tile at gigantic scale, the corner of an eye, and on another, a curve of lip drawn back in what I took for a scream of grief or despair. Memory rocked me. I had heard that wailing scream. Horror crept through me as I imagined all those lines of inlay reassembled to compose a complete image of the goddess in her last agony, blasted onto the surface of the spherical shell that had once contained her mind.


    I had no wish to see such a thing, so I wiped away no more dust. But I continued my search, slowly climbing around the mounded ruins, searching for a token, or some other sign of Yaphet’s presence.


    Urban and Jolly were more direct in their conquest. They climbed swiftly to the top, some forty feet above the surrounding plain, where they stood together, looking out on the vastness of the Cenotaph.


    “What is this place?” Urban asked, his voice carrying easily in the still air.


    “It’s where we found the goddess,” Jolly told him. He shifted to our own language and began to repeat what he had just said, but Urban interrupted him.


    “The goddess is here?”


    “No longer,” Jolly assured him. He gestured at the mound. “Her mind was housed here. All around here. But it’s gone now. Four years ago, me and Jubilee came here thinking we’d find the god, but it was her.” The crunch of grit under a restless boot. “She is gone now. Dead.”


    My brother was so confident of this!


    “She’s dead?” Urban echoed, leaning in with keen interest. “You’re sure? How did she die?”


    His question provoked another assault of memory. I saw again the incandescent reaction I had ignited amid the goddess’s cognitive blocks and the way that white fire had subsequently erupted all throughout her architecture, spreading with terrifying speed, drawing long skeins of silver into it. I had feared we would be consumed too, but we were far enough away to escape. All that was left now, this mound of screaming ruins.


    Jolly said nothing of this, questioning Urban instead, asking, “Did you know her?” A display of caution that surprised me.


    “No.” Urban hesitated, then added, “I heard a story about her. It might have been a lie.”


    “I would like to hear this story,” Jolly said. “And know who told it to you.”


    I wanted to hear it too so I climbed up to join them.


    Urban watched me, looking torn and troubled. “How much do you understand of the origin of your world?” he asked, his gaze shifting from Jolly to me. A gust of wind swept past, spattering us with grit and rippling our jackets.


    I said, “We know it was made by the god and the goddess and that later they grew jealous of one another, and fought. The goddess strove to evict him from the world and I think she must have succeeded because he vanished from our histories. But it was no victory. She was broken, and our world was broken too.” I swept my arm in a slow half-circle to indicate the mound and the encircling skirt of eroded blocks. “For thousands of years she existed here in her wounded state. We think she was a kind of mechanic. And the silver was her memory, but the silver is also the memory of this world.”


    “The silver,” Urban said. “Do you understand its physics? Know how it’s generated? Or where it comes from? Or why it only rises at night?”


    Jolly’s brow creased in a fierce scowl. “It comes from the ground,” he said. “It runs in deep veins through the soil. And it only rises at night because it cannot survive the touch of sunlight. But I want to hear this story of our goddess.”


    Urban nodded reluctant assent. “The story I heard is nearly the same as yours. I was told he made the world and she brought it to life. But he saw flaws in her work. They argued over it, and that led to a war that ended only when she broke his mind and sent him out of this star system.”


    I wondered how Urban could have learned of our history if he’d only just arrived. Jolly too wanted to know. “Who told you this story?”


    “It was the god who told me,” Urban said matter-of-factly. “His name is Lezuri and—” A moment of hesitation before plunging on. “And because of me, he is on his way here, to continue the old war.”


    I heard Urban say this. I understood the meaning of his words. I saw that he believed what he said—but I did not believe him. His claim was too frightening even to consider. And yet . . .


    “Jubilee,” Jolly said in a strained voice. “That name, Lezuri . . .”


    “I know,” I breathed.


    We had both heard of a similar name given to the god. La-zuri. Over generations, Lazuri might easily come to be pronounced as Lezuri—or the other way around. But that coincidence did not convince me to accept Urban’s claim as truth.


    Jolly was more ready to believe than me. “How long before the god comes here?” he asked.


    “I don’t know for sure,” Urban said. “It might be just days. It could be much longer. I only know he’s not close yet or I would have gotten an alert. I have a . . . a kind of mechanic . . . out there.” He gestured at the sky. “It’s watching for him.”


    I looked at Jolly. If this incredible tale was true, there could not be worse news. His expression told me he felt the same.


    Urban guessed our thoughts. “I don’t think you have to be afraid,” he said. “Lezuri spoke of you, his players. He said he had a duty to you, an obligation. That he owed you life.”


    Jolly answered this before I could, his voice bitter. “It was the goddess who made the life of this world. The god was jealous of her skills. He meant to dissolve all her work and re-make it in some other fashion. If it is true that he is coming—”


    “It is true,” Urban insisted.


    Jolly nodded. “Then he will surely try to unmake our world now the goddess is not here to stop him.”


    Crouched atop the screaming ruins, I thought of my mother and my many other brothers and sisters besides Jolly—but mostly I thought of Yaphet. I wanted to see him again. Here, now, before the world could change.


    Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the tokens he had sent me . . . the tokens I wanted to believe he had sent. There in my hand: his flying machine and that temple where I lost him.


    I looked again at Jolly. “We will not find Yaphet here,” I told him. “We are wasting our time. We need to go on to the temple.”


    “You’ve mentioned this Yaphet before,” Urban said. “Who is he?”


    I stood again, anger welling from deep in my heart. “He is my lover, my husband, through many, many lives. A brilliant scholar, always. You asked before how the goddess died. Yaphet devised the means. He devised a way to erase her existence and delete all memory of her from the silver. We had to do it! In her long dying, she was flooding the world in silver, drowning it in silver. So we had to do it, and look—” I flung my arm in a furious gesture that took in the eroded ruins. “It worked. Thanks to Yaphet, she is gone.”


    Oh, I was angry. At this stranger for bringing such dire news, at Yaphet for not being there with me, at fate for casting my life into turmoil yet again, at Jolly for no reason at all, and at myself, because everything I loved might be lost if it was true the god was returning—and I did not know what I could do to change that.


    Urban, to his credit, was not put off by my anger. “Where is Yaphet?” he asked gently. “What happened to him?”


    Jolly answered for me. “The silver took him.”


    A slow frown, a tentative question, “Then he’s dead?”


    I shrugged, holding the tokens out for Urban to see. I told him what they signified. They were my proof I was not crazy, that I had a reason, however tenuous, to think Yaphet might still be in the world.


    “The silver left these for you?” Urban asked as he regarded the small objects with a puzzled gaze.


    I realized he knew only one aspect of the silver. He had seen it destroy his flying mechanic and we had warned him in dire terms that if he stayed another night in the Cenotaph it would take him too.


    “The silver is more than death and destruction,” I told him, closing my hand around the tokens. “It is creation too. All the follies we passed today? The silver created them.”


    Jolly said, “The silver is a mechanism. A kind of machine that players once knew how to use. Some small part of it lives within us; most of it lives within the world. Yaphet believed that if we could relearn its use, we could control it and make it serve our purposes. Even comprehend the memory it contains. But there is no one who can teach us these things.”


    He held up his hands. The sparks of his ha could still be faintly seen despite the sunlight. “We think the ha represents the first level of control and that there are many higher levels. The goddess once told us that when the ha awakens, a player may speak to the silver and guide its function.”


    I said, “We know that within every player, in their blood or in their cells, there are hidden configuration codes that must be reset for a player to achieve a new level.”


    When I was younger, I had been reluctant to believe this. I knew the machine creatures we call mechanics had configuration codes and that adjusting those codes determined what task they could perform. But the idea that players also had such codes had been offensive to me because it implied we were a kind of machine too. Now, I think it’s true that mechanisms operate within us and they are not subtle. I said, “As these codes are reconfigured for each new level, the ability of a player to control the silver grows.”


    “But you don’t know how to configure the codes,” Urban guessed.


    I nodded. “We only know how to awaken the ha in other players. Still, that is progress. For most of our history, we were locked out of that first step because no one’s ha was awake. No one knew it existed. That’s why Jolly was brought into the game.” I turned to my brother. “You are the last gift of the goddess.”


    He quirked his mouth as a ruddy flush warmed his cheeks. “I already played my role,” he said softly.


    Turning back to Urban, I explained, “Jolly’s ha woke on its own. The goddess designed it that way, so he could waken the ha in other players.”


    “I’ve done that,” Jolly said sharply. “A hundred twelve players so far, and I taught them how to waken others, so it’ll go on.”


    I arched an eyebrow. “That doesn’t mean your role is over.” This was a well-worn debate between us, so, instead of making my argument to Jolly, I made it to Urban. “My brother is at a higher level and his codes are different from all other players. The silver can’t harm him. When Jolly was lost as a boy, a player named Kaphiri found him and cared for him for a while—”


    “That’s not how it was!” Jolly objected. “He didn’t want me to return home. He wouldn’t let me.”


    “Of course,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry. I misspoke.”


    “And Kaphiri is dead now. Gone forever, with the goddess.”


    He spoke with such anger! And anger is rare for him. It made me wonder: Was Jolly so adamant in his belief that the goddess was gone because he feared that if some trace of her had survived the white fire, then Kaphiri might have survived it too?


    “He is gone,” I said, wanting to reassure. “For all Kaphiri’s cleverness he was just a man, and the memory of him was burned from the silver along with that of the goddess. You saw it. I saw it. He is gone.”


    Jolly nodded, his feelings about Kaphiri a complex tangle of guilt and gratitude and hatred that might never unravel. He turned to Urban, and in a quiet voice said, “We know it’s possible to change our own codes—beyond just waking the ha—because Kaphiri learned to do it. He changed his to be more like mine.”


    “How did he change them?” Urban pressed.


    “He had a device. Hey, Jubilee—what if Yaphet has learned to change his configuration codes too? He may have leveled up, and that is why he was able to send you the tokens.”


    Jolly did not mean to, but he had now touched the sensitive tangle of my own feelings. “You may be right,” I said. “If it was Yaphet who sent me the tokens, he has learned to control the silver in a way beyond my ability, and yours.” Though why he had chosen such a mysterious means to reveal his presence was a bitter question I did not speak aloud.


    “Lezuri controlled the silver,” Urban said. “That’s how he beat me. But you’re saying Yaphet was able to defeat the goddess, even without knowing how to control the silver? Do you understand how he did it? Could that mechanism be used again?”


    “No, it is gone, and Yaphet is gone.” I made myself meet Urban’s gaze. “All that he knew, gone with him.”


    Urban’s hand closed in a fist of frustration. “Lezuri is a broken god, a fragment of what he once was, but powerful. Without the goddess to stop him, he’ll come here. He’ll use the silver to rebuild himself, to regain his power—unless there is a way to turn the silver against him?”


    “I don’t know of a way,” I said.


    “Then we need to find Yaphet—if Yaphet can be found. We need to know what he knows and to expand on it. There isn’t much time.”

  


  
    FIRST

  


  
    All throughout your years-long approach to Verilotus you devote your scant resources to the task of finding her—your lover, your partner, your goddess-companion—even as you employ all your knowledge and skill to keep your own presence hidden.

  


  
    The vessel that carries you is small, dark, cool, and shaped to shed radar. But it is not invisible. A detailed survey might distinguish it by passive method—the subtle gap created as it blocks background radiation—but the odds are against it. And no venture is without risk. Still, you are resolved to reduce the risk to yourself by mapping her presence, her current circumstance, and her vulnerabilities.


    Forewarned is forearmed.


    In your weakness, you must strike at her without warning, from out of the dark.


    So you search across the electromagnetic spectrum for hints of her presence: a point of heat, a stray radio signal, a burst of high energy emissions, even visible light or the lack of it as one object occludes another. But you find no sign of her celestial body, that sacred sphere like a tiny moon that once sheltered the computational strata supporting the brilliant expanse of her mind.


    She is gone.


    You admit it to yourself finally, reluctantly—and fury rises in you. She is gone and she has left your great work unguarded. The Blade gleams. It is the fruit of a forgotten science, a lure that must eventually draw the covetous gaze of a god from another system—a god who does not care at all for the beauty of your creation or the potential of your players.


    She cared.


    You remember that. She cared so much for the beauty of your shared creation that she made war against you, and she broke you and cast you away to preserve what the two of you had made here, together.


    Yet now she is gone.


    Did she grow bored with your shared world?


    Did she leave to find another lover?


    Did she regret her violence and leave to seek for me?


    A sweet thought that soon proves untrue.


    One among the fleet of probes you sent ahead to survey the system has swung round, close enough to you to transfer the data it has collected, before its momentum takes it away again.


    The data contains survey images of Verilotus. You had already observed, from a distance, a scar on the face of your once-perfect world. Now you see it for what it is—an impact crater littered with the overgrown rubble of her mind. You think: She must have been a long time dying. No doubt she expended billions upon billions of seconds trying to rebuild herself, but all of it gone cold now.


    You are devastated by the certainty of her loss. Even so, you perceive a certain charm in the poetic balance of your dual fates: one flung into the void, one fallen and cruelly shattered against mortal ground.


    For all your grief you are grateful she is no longer a threat to the weak thread of your existence. You accelerate your homecoming, eager to recover something of the power that once was yours, all too aware that another enemy is surely following behind you.
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    Urban had not found the goddess in the Cenotaph. What he’d found was better: the knowledge that a means existed to bring down an entity like Lezuri. Given time, he might be able to work out that means on his own, but time was short. So he set off with Jolly and Jubilee, determined to learn through them all that he could and maybe, to find Yaphet.

  


  
    He had with him the equipment and supplies he required, so there was no need to return to Fortuna. He instructed a scout-bot to stay at the high point of the ruins and keep watch. Then the three of them continued on across the few kilometers that separated them from the crater’s southern wall. As they rode, he talked to Jolly, asking him to translate much of what they’d discussed on the mound, an exercise that greatly expanded his vocabulary in this new language.


    That conversation ended when they reached the south wall of the Cenotaph.


    No trail led out of the crater. They had to find their own way up the steep slope while taking care not to trigger a landslide of loose stone—a task that required concentration.


    The powered bikes Jubilee and Jolly rode handled the challenge better than Urban’s bigger quad-bike and he soon fell behind. This frustrated him. So before long he left the bike to find its own way and climbed out on foot.


    He relished the rare physical challenge—and he was up to it. The Makers that were part of his physiology ensured that his strength, endurance, balance, and speed always remained at peak levels. He sweated off heat and his chest heaved as he climbed and clambered and bounded on a zig-zag path up a slope thrillingly close to vertical. He soon caught up with Jubilee and Jolly, and by the time he topped out at the rim they were more than a hundred meters below him, while his quad-bike was a distant insect, crawling a zig-zag path as it slowly ascended.


    Urban sighed. The drawback to his physiology was a metabolism that burned calories at a furious rate and then demanded their immediate replenishment. He was famished, but there would be nothing to eat until the quad-bike made it out.


    The cool desert wind helped to dry his sweat, speeding the work of Makers that converted the dirt and salt and body oil on his skin into a dusty detritus, easily shed. He took off his shirt and used it to brush his skin clean, then shook out the shirt and put it back on.


    He looked for Fortuna, far away across the crater, but all he could see was its dust plume. So he shifted his point of view, using his atrium to tap into the video feed from a camera mounted on a mast at the ship’s stern.


    It showed Fortuna, nearly immersed in the ground. Only a half meter to go, until it would cast no shadow. The flat black surface of the ship would remain visible while it harvested solar energy, but when his satellites detected Dragon’s presence, Fortuna would enter camouflage mode, its surface shifting to mimic the crater floor.


    Locked within the body of the ship was Urban’s ghost, the last copy of himself, presently archived in the library. The thread of his existence felt tenuous as he turned away from the crater, to walk across an expanse made of frozen flows of bizarrely colored minerals—pale green, bright pink, electric blue—mixed with a dull black slag.


    He’d seen the mineral field from orbit, knew it encircled the Cenotaph. A strange name, that. From the library he knew a cenotaph was an empty tomb meant to honor the dead. The tomb of Lezuri’s goddess, he supposed. Or maybe a monument to the war that had caused the downfall of both entities.


    In the distance beyond the mineral field, he could see the true desert—a mostly flat land, rising occasionally into low ridges and furrowed by winding gullies. Dust hazed the distant horizons to east and west, but in the south the desert dropped out of sight only a couple of kilometers away—an effect of Verilotus’s torus shape, which caused the curve of the world to be far tighter north to south than east to west.


    Rising above the southern horizon, just visible through the haze, were the peaks of snow-capped mountains. According to Jubilee, that was where they were going. She had named those mountains the Sea Comb.


    He turned at the crackle of tires against grit, the soft hum of a bike’s engine. Jubilee came first. She stopped beside him, pushed her sunglasses up into her wild dark hair, and looked at him in wonderment.


    “I’ve never seen anyone climb so fast,” she said. “Jolly suggested you might be a mechanic after all, and maybe he’s right. You don’t even look flushed or tired.”


    “I’m drained,” Urban said. “I need to eat. I’ll let you know now, I have to eat a lot. I can synthesize my own food, but I need something to work with, and there’s not much in this mineral landscape.”


    “We’ll reach a more verdant land by evening,” she assured him.


    Jolly joined them. He said, “Your bike is still a few minutes behind.” And then he dutifully offered a translation.


    “It’ll catch up,” Urban said. He gestured at the landscape ahead. “The bike wasn’t designed for cliff climbing, but it’ll run fine on this terrain.”


    “It’s finding its own path, right?” Jolly asked.


    Urban agreed this was so.


    “So it’s like your scout-bots. A kind of mechanic, with a mind of its own. But still obedient to you?”


    “Yes.”


    “How do you instruct your mechanics? I have not seen you use any radio device to issue commands.”


    “Ah.” Urban tapped the side of his head. “I have an artificial organ in my brain. We call it an atrium. It lets me hook into the network generated by these devices and communicate with them.” He gestured at the sky. “Even with the satellites in orbit. My atrium lets me extend my senses. With it, I can see what my devices see, hear what they hear, receive reports from them, or instruct them.”


    Communication was only one of his atrium’s functions, but that was enough to convey for now.


    Jubilee looked uneasy. In a soft voice, she said, “In our world, we would use a savant to instruct a mechanic like your scout-bots, but mechanics are rare. The art of making them has been lost, at least in our part of the world. Sometimes they can be found operating on their own, in the wild. And they can be dangerous, depending on their last instruction.”


    Jolly looked thoughtfully up at the sky, then back, to the rim of the Cenotaph as if contemplating the span of Urban’s senses. He turned to Jubilee. “It must be something like the vision I have from within the silver.”


    “From within the silver?” Urban asked, reminded of what Jubilee had said before, that Jolly was at a higher level. “Tell me about that.”


    The two of them traded a look, before Jubilee said, “Jolly can give himself up to the silver and emerge again without harm. It’s an ability other players do not possess.”


    “I didn’t achieve it,” Jolly said quickly. “And it’s not something I learned in a past life, because this is my first life.”


    “Your first life?” Urban mused. When Jolly had explained to him about past lives, he’d taken the claim as a religious metaphor, an indication that the people of Verilotus had fallen back into the primal state of a limited lifespan. But if it was literally true? If the people here died and were born again? Again and again . . . each life another round in the game Lezuri had designed?


    Jolly said, “When I was ten years old, my ha woke on its own and I learned I could enter the silver and move within it. And when I’m within it, I can see out to other places, but only those places where the silver has risen.” A chagrined half-smile. “I don’t like to go into the silver. I get lost there. I don’t know where I am. I can only find my way back because Jubilee is like a beacon to me, with her ha awake.”


    “Do you mean the silver doesn’t touch you?” Urban asked.


    “No. It’s more that I become a part of the silver, a waking memory within it. Like a ghost.”


    Urban pondered this, recalling that moment Lezuri had used the silver to attack him, to take him apart. That couldn’t be what Jolly experienced, or he wouldn’t be so calm, speaking about it.


    “I know it sounds crazy,” Jolly added. “But that’s how it is.”


    “It doesn’t sound crazy. It sounds like a virtual existence.”


    “I think your way is better,” Jolly said. “To see through the eyes of mechanics instead of wandering lost through the silver. Were you born with your atrium? Or is it something you acquired?”


    “It’s something I acquired,” Urban said distractedly, still contemplating the idea of Jolly as an entity within the silver, a knot of self-awareness. Would Lezuri be capable of such a thing?


    Of course he would.


    If Jolly’s consciousness could exist within the silver, Lezuri’s surely could too, and Lezuri would know how to use the silver as a mechanism of creation and destruction, and stored memory. This was what Urban had feared: Once he reached Verilotus, Lezuri would use the mechanism of the silver to recover himself, and rebuild what he had been.


    A light touch on his arm. He looked up to find Jolly eyeing him in concern. “Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine. Just thinking about what you said. So you believe it’s the setting of your configuration codes that lets you enter the silver?”


    “I know it is,” Jolly said. “That player we told you about—”


    “Kaphiri.”


    “Yes. He copied my codes and learned to enter the silver in the same way I do.”


    Urban caught his breath, thinking, This is the key. If he could access the silver, master its information system before Lezuri arrived, then he might be in a position to crush Lezuri before he could begin to grow.


    Jubilee must have suspected his ambitions. “Kaphiri was a player,” she reminded him. “He was one of us. The ha was awake in him.”


    “Meaning it’s not awake in me.” Urban cracked a slight, careless smile. “I’m a stranger here, almost a mechanic, with no ha at all.”


    “It’s hard to know,” she answered sharply. “You are not like us.”


    Jolly interceded, gentle voiced. “It was a joke, Jubilee.”


    She shrugged.


    “Anyway,” Jolly said, eyeing Urban. “You are like me in two ways. I mean, this is your first life, too, at least here in the world. And like me, you came alone into the game.”


    Urban asked, “How does it usually work, when new players come in?”


    Jubilee shook her head. “It’s not like that. Those who began the game are still here, if not alive, then waiting within the silver for a new turn at life.”


    Jolly added, “It was only me and Kaphiri who came late to the game. He came long before me, but neither of us came with a partner. And now there’s you. You’re the first one from outside.”


    Jubilee turned to Urban. “Do you have a partner?” she asked. “A lover out there where you come from?”


    He hesitated. Do I? No way to know if Clemantine still lived, if she was still the same woman he remembered. He pressed his lips together and nodded anyway.


    “And will your partner come here?” she asked.


    “I don’t think so.”


    “You’ll have to return home, then.”


    “If I can.” He sensed a deeper level to this conversation that he did not fully grasp.


    “Finding your lover is one challenge of the game,” Jolly said. “When players come of age, they go wayfaring, seeking through the world for their partner. It’s different in your world, isn’t it?”


    “Not so different,” Urban said. “We meet people. We fall in love and out of love. For some, there’s one right person. For others, there are many.”


    Jolly made a funny choking noise. Jubilee’s hand went to her mouth; she looked at him, her eyes wide with shock.


    “Maybe it is different for you?” Urban guessed.


    A deep sigh from Jubilee. “We each have one lover,” she said. “Always the same, from life to life. It is unnatural, shameful to pretend at love with someone who is not meant for us, and still it happens, because people are lonely—and we cannot always find the one person who is meant for us. We are never born in the same place as our lover. We may not even be in the world at the same time. And it is harder now. So many players died in the floods that ravaged the world during the last days of the goddess that only a few among the survivors will ever be able to find their partners.”


    Her hand disappeared into the pocket where she kept the tokens. “I have lived many lives without ever finding Yaphet. In one life, I was young and he was so old that although I met him, I did not recognize him as my lover. But in the normal course, there is never a doubt.”


    A softer sigh, a faraway look in her eyes. “In this life, I knew him for only a few days before he was taken from me . . . but from our first crazy encounter I felt as if I had always known him and always loved him. There was no choice in it. The poets and the storytellers ponder why it must be so, but it is so. It’s our way, from the beginning.”


    At a sound from behind her, she turned to look back at the Cenotaph. “Ah,” she said. “Here is your bike, come at last.”
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    They took a few minutes to drink water. Urban ate several nutritional bricks while again asking Jolly for translations of what he had just said. Jubilee contributed her thoughts too, and then she asked, “Can you learn a language so quickly?”

  


  
    “No,” he admitted. “But I have a linguistics DI . . . a savant . . . working on it. Your language is similar to mine, so it shouldn’t take long for it to learn basic translation skills.”


    The wind had grown chill, so he got out his coat and stashed more of the nutritional bricks in his pockets. Then they set off again.


    Jolly took the lead, setting a fast pace south, with Jubilee behind him. He stuck to flat terrain when he could, but sometimes he led them over low ridges. Then Urban had to work to keep up. His lack of experience with a quad-bike weighed against him, and twice he nearly rolled.


    Yet despite the dire circumstances and the pressure of time, the journey was a pleasure for him. Whenever they crossed the top of a ridge he felt compelled to stop if only for a few seconds. The austere beauty of the land demanded attention and the astonishing distance to both the eastern and western horizons stirred in him a strange, rootless desire to wander, to look about, to embrace that place and be part of it. And the clouds! Their bright, strange, ever-shifting shapes, and the wind that gently stirred them. Such a quantity of atmosphere, rising overhead . . .


    Intellectually, he’d always known such things existed. He’d experienced a planet once—a few days spent on Deception Well—but that was long ago. Looking back, he recognized the Well’s essentially alien nature. By contrast, Verilotus felt deeply familiar, and welcoming, on an instinctive level.


    So he paused on the ridge tops, taking time to absorb the wonder of that world, before hurrying to catch up.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Now and then, they passed more follies left by the silver. A section of paved road that Jolly followed for over two kilometers. A wall made of blocks of purple stone veined in black, three meters high, forming a perfect semicircle. Ten small weather-worn buildings—Jolly joked they were half-sized houses—arranged around a jumble of black stone. And to Urban, the strangest of all: a shelf of books set into the wall of an otherwise natural-looking ravine.

  


  
    Though Jubilee was in a hurry, the books distracted her, commanding her attention. “A minute,” she said, and went to look at them. But she came back disappointed. She explained, “Sometimes a book is brought forward in time, and though its pages are changed into stone or metal it’s still readable. But these are not. They were returned as part of the ravine’s wall. Perhaps someday they will be taken again and returned in a more usable condition.”


    “It’s so strange,” Urban said. “What is the purpose, what is the point of the silver mixing up history like this? It doesn’t make any sense. It’s like a dream, with things randomly showing up and disappearing. Why would Lezuri, or your goddess make a world that works this way? Is it part of the game?”


    “The world is broken,” Jubilee said. “I don’t think it was meant to be like this.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    They stopped to rest in the shade of an ornate, arching bridge made of white marble that stood alone on a sandy flat. Urban sat on the ground, grateful for the break. He used the time to inventory his scout-bots, while chewing slowly on a nutritional brick.

  


  
    He’d left the two aerial-bots hovering on opposite rims of the Cenotaph, and two scout-bots on the crater floor. The other scout-bots had climbed out, scattering in different directions. One had gone north, another northeast. He left those to continue their explorations, but instructed the others to move generally south, toward the Sea Comb. If there was anything amiss anywhere around, he wanted to know it.


    A rustle of fabric, the scent of fresh sweat. “Urban,” Jolly said softly.


    Urban shifted his attention back to his immediate surroundings, to find Jolly crouched in front of him, an anxious look on his youthful face.


    “What’s up?” Urban asked. He glanced around, looking for Jubilee, but didn’t see her. She must have wandered off to tend to personal needs.


    “Were you looking at other places?” Jolly asked. “I mean, using your atrium?”


    “Yes,” Urban agreed. “One of the scout-bots is north of the Cenotaph. There’s a great cliff over there, with waterfalls and vegetation. Very different from here.”


    “That’s the Kalang Escarpment. I wish I could see it.” He kept his voice low, secretive, piquing Urban’s curiosity. Without quite meeting Urban’s gaze, he said, “I think an atrium must be a handy thing to have.”


    “Oh, it is,” Urban assured him. “Where I come from, we weren’t allowed to have them until we were older. I got mine as soon as I left home—as soon as there was no one to tell me I couldn’t.”


    Jolly glanced over his shoulder as if to confirm Jubilee’s absence before asking, “Is it permanent?”


    “Doesn’t have to be,” Urban told him. “We’re adaptable. Everything we are, malleable. Rewritable.” He gestured at himself. “We look like this because we want to. I don’t have the ha in me, but I have something similar. We call them Makers. They’re tiny mechanics, the size of complex molecules. You know what molecules are?”


    “Yes.”


    “Makers are molecular tools. There are all kinds of them. The ones that live on me and inside me are somatic Makers. They keep my body in prime shape. They keep me healthy. I’ve always had them. Through my atrium I can order them to change aspects of me. It would be easy to change the color of my skin, the shape of my face. But I don’t do it, because this is who I am, it’s how people know me.”


    “I don’t need to change who I am,” Jolly said. “But I think it would be useful to direct mechanics the way you do.”


    “An atrium can communicate with more than mechanics,” Urban said.


    Jolly guessed, “You can talk to people too? Other people with atriums?”


    Urban nodded. “I could if there was anyone left.”


    “I’m here,” Jolly said. “Do you think it’s possible—” He broke off when he noticed Jubilee returning.


    She called out, “Are you ready?”


    “I am,” Jolly said, standing up.


    Urban spoke softly, “It might be possible. Do you want me to find out?”


    Jolly didn’t look at him, but before he walked away he whispered, “Yes.”


    Urban didn’t follow right away. He lingered in the shade, considering this exchange and its implications, debating the ethics of his own role. Obviously, Jolly did not think Jubilee would approve this experiment. But Jolly was old enough to make his own decisions—and if he had just given Urban permission to inoculate him with a set of somatic Makers, Urban wanted to do it. In retrospect, he should have sought permission to do it before.


    In the process of adapting to Jolly’s biome, the somatic Makers would survey his cells—and surely that would reveal the structure that determined a player’s configuration codes.


    Jolly had claimed there was silver within each player—that manifestation of silver he called the ha. It was possible Jolly’s ha would reject the presence of somatic Makers, or nullify their effect. But maybe not. Urban’s Makers had not clashed with the nanotech of this world.


    So he messaged Fortuna, asking the ship’s library to design a means to transfer a set of Makers to Jolly, to map his body and determine if an atrium could be made to grow within his brain tissue.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It was late, the sun nearing the far-away western horizon, when Urban noticed a scintillating glow to the south, low shards of light like crepuscular rays lancing the pale sky. As the sun touched the horizon, the rays blushed pink and then faded from sight. The blue of the sky deepened. Flocks of small birds passed in swift flight toward the mountains.

  


  
    Up ahead, Jolly stopped and called back to Jubilee, “Moki is eager. I think he has caught the scent of a kobold well.”


    “Let him find it,” she answered, dropping her speed to a slow roll.


    At a word from Jolly, the little dog jumped from his bin, then scampered off in a zig-zag path up a low ridge. Jolly followed on his bike, a few meters behind.


    Urban too had noticed a strange, sweetly scented chemical on the air. He caught up with Jubilee and asked her, “What is a kobold well?”


    She stopped her bike to answer. “It’s a deep pit in the ground that forms when kobold mites are quickened to life by a plume of nutrients rising from far below. The mites are tiny as dust, but in the plume they grow into true kobolds, which dig their way out and climb to the surface.


    “In the wild, a well lasts for only a few tens of days. But if it’s tended—protected from the elements and provided with additional nutrients—it can produce kobolds for centuries.”


    “And kobolds?” Urban asked. “What are they?”


    His connection to the library had already told him a kobold was a magical creature out of ancient fanciful tales, but he was fairly sure that was not what Jubilee meant by the word.


    She explained, “They are a kind of mechanic. Small.” She held her fingers a centimeter apart. “They metabolize raw elements, sometimes just the air itself, to synthesize useful products. Something like your fabricator, maybe, although kobolds work their synthesis within their bodies or sometimes within vats. Does your world have kobolds?”


    “Nothing like you’re describing.” And then he asked, “That chemical on the air, a sweet scent . . . ?”


    “Can you smell it already?” she asked in surprise.


    He shrugged. “It’s faint.”


    “Too faint for me, but it will be much stronger by the well. It’s the scent of guardian kobolds. They are the most common. Every well has them, but there are many, many kinds of kobolds. Some unusual, some common. The rarest are artificially created by combining specific kinds of kobolds harvested from the wells. That is what Yaphet did, to devise his weapon against the goddess.”


    “He created a kobold?” Urban asked doubtfully.


    “Yes. One I never saw before or since.”


    “Just one?”


    “Just one,” she answered. “And like I told you before, I don’t know how to re-create it.”


    “All right.”


    “There are things you need to know to be safe in our world.”


    “Tell me. I’m listening.”


    She nodded. “The guardian kobolds—we also call them temple kobolds—are essential to our lives. We can’t live without them. Every temple is built around a thriving well, and every enclave grows up around a temple. It’s the duty of the temple keepers to nourish the well, and to distribute the temple kobolds around the enclave.”


    She paused in her explanation. Eyes half closed, she breathed deeply. “Ah, I can just smell the perfume now. You need to remember that scent. It means safety, because the perfume of temple kobolds breaks down the silver. It’s safe to camp by a well, because if the silver rises high, that scent will hold it off, and it will not harm us.”


    The perfume of temple kobolds breaks down the silver.


    Jubilee had said it casually, but Urban was struck by her words. His defensive Makers had been neutralized by the version of silver Lezuri had wielded, and Fortuna had survived the silver only by shedding the infected outer layer of its hull. So how could this scent, this sweetness on the air, defy the silver, breaking it down, as Jubilee had said? It didn’t feel plausible. The silver was too complex, too robust, to be easily defeated. But maybe, instead of directly breaking down the silver, the sweet scent acted as a trigger . . . a means to instruct the silver to dissolve itself?


    Either way, he needed to analyze the structure of the scent.


    A turn inward. A query sent from his atrium, boosted by the communications gear on his bike, relayed through one of his satellites to Fortuna’s library, asking for the best mechanism to do the analysis.


    A pattern came back to him. It inspired a grim smile when he realized it coded for sensory tears—an auxiliary organ designed for keen chemical communication. In the original design, the organ had been linked in part to the emotional centers of the brain, but this was a modified design, meant to collect and analyze sample molecules from the air. It included no link to his mind. So he accepted it, instructing his atrium to supervise its growth.


    All this, during a brief three-second pause. The focus of his gaze returned to Jubilee. “I’d like to see the well,” he said, certain that the kobolds would offer further insight on the mechanism of this world.


    She started her bike rolling slowly forward. “Let’s follow Jolly. It’s late and I can feel the silver rising. If the well is not suitable, we can find high ground nearby.”


    Urban took a moment to message his scout-bots. Any caught in the silver would be lost. So he instructed them to do as Jubilee advised: seek the perfume of a kobold well, and if that could not be found, then move to high ground for the night.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It took Moki a few minutes to find the well, nestled on a wide shelf halfway up the side of a broad, shallow gully. By that time, Urban felt a stinging itch high on both of his cheeks as the sensory tears emerged, each a pale, moist, sticky patch only a millimeter across. He resisted the urge to rub at them.

  


  
    Leaving the bikes, the three of them climbed to the well.


    The pit was a meter and a half across—larger than Urban had expected—its vertical sides dropping into darkness. A flat, sandy skirt surrounded it, and encircling that, a mound of soil—probably the material excavated from the pit. Part of the mound spilled over the edge of the shelf, creating a fan of tailings that reached the bottom of the gully.


    Kobolds moved in the mound’s loose soil. Urban knelt to examine them, his vision shifting to nocturnal mode to compensate for the fading light. Many of the devices were tiny, less than a millimeter in size. Others were twice that, while the majority were the centimeter Jubilee had indicated. Several were larger, as big as his thumbnail. Regardless of size, all the kobolds resembled hard-shelled insects. Beetles, specifically, although most had only four legs.


    Like beetles, the kobolds came in varied shapes: narrow spindles or flat ovals, sometimes cinched, sometimes striated; some round as globes. All marked with intricate seams. The largest had flowerlike structures on their backs made up of layers of thick, white, overlapping petals. The kobolds of this type were all perched on the outer slope of the ring of tailings.


    “Those large ones are the temple guardians,” Jubilee said, crouching beside him. “The white membrane on their backs is the source of the scent that dissolves the silver. New guardians emerge every day. They have to, because each individual survives only one night. You can see their old casings in the tailings below.”


    Urban looked, and he did see them.


    His newly emerged sensory tears had ceased to itch. They felt warm instead, with the activity of analysis. His atrium engaged in an ongoing exchange of communications with Fortuna as the structure of the guardian’s scent was unraveled, but he did not try to follow the details. Only the end result interested him.


    Jolly spoke in a voice soft with quiet tension. “Feel the silver, Jubilee. It’s rising, a great mass of it.”


    Urban turned, to see him standing at the edge of the shelf, outside the ring of soil, a look of concentration on his face as if he listened to a distant sound.


    Jubilee stood, closing her eyes. The ha sparkled across her fingers and up to her wrists, replicating as Urban watched until there were so many particles it looked as if she wore gloves of luminous lace.


    After several seconds she opened her eyes and said, “It’s like those nights at home, when the silver reached the top of the temple wall, and brought me Yaphet’s tokens.”


    Urban sensed no such presence. Dominant in his awareness: the perfume of guardian kobolds and the chill of the gathering dusk.


    “Come, Urban,” Jubilee said. “We need to get the bikes and bring them inside the circle. There’s room enough, and we can sleep in peace without spending the night fending off the silver.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban understood the silver was coming and still, it startled him when it happened. Dusk was well along and full night imminent when a faint susurration arose from the floor of the gully. He turned to look and discovered the gully floor already hidden beneath a luminous fog, silver in color, several centimeters deep, and visibly rising.

  


  
    He shivered at the memories it triggered. This was the same molecular device Lezuri had used against him, it was the glow he’d seen from orbit, the infestation that had attacked Fortuna.


    More and more of it arose, a gathering mass slowly flowing toward the gully’s mouth, drawn by gravity to join a flood of silver rising on the broad plain beyond.


    Across that plain, a kilometer away, stood a line of low hills. He could easily make out their shapes, because the branching drainages dividing them were all aglow.


    The night air tasted cool and fresh.


    Jubilee came to stand beside him. “Do not touch the silver,” she warned. “Do not let it touch you.”


    He nodded, unable to look away as the silver continued to rise, ever closer to the shelf where he was standing. Currents moved within it, hypnotic in their swirling flow.


    In a gentle, cautious tone, as if broaching a delicate subject, Jubilee said, “The silver has probably risen within the Cenotaph too.”


    Urban confirmed this, “It has risen.”


    “You can see it?” she asked.


    “I left cameras there.”


    “And your flying machine—”


    “Fortuna.”


    “Yes. You understand, it’s vulnerable?”


    He nodded, his gaze still fixed on the silver.


    She said, “The silver does not always take or change inanimate things, but your ship is not truly inanimate. It’s possible you could lose it tonight or on some night soon to come. You need to prepare yourself for that possibility.”


    “I am prepared.”


    Fortuna had finished analyzing, on a molecular level, the structure and composition of the guardian vapor, mapping its complex links and folds.


    He straightened his shoulders, made himself turn away from the rising silver. Neither Jubilee nor Jolly had remarked on his sensory tears, which were now being absorbed back into his body. He took the tablet out of a coat pocket, telling Jubilee, “Fortuna has learned to synthesize the kobold vapor.”


    The tablet displayed a video feed from the mast camera. On screen was the camouflaged surface of the ship, now flush with the ground and illuminated by silver rising a meter high all around it, held off by an unseen but sweetly scented cloud of kobold vapor.


    He showed it to Jubilee.


    “How?” she asked in such astonishment that Jolly came to look.


    “I was able to work out the chemical formula.”


    It was a tradeoff. The vapor protected Fortuna, but it also left the ship neatly outlined and, despite the camouflage, easily observable from orbit. But what choice did he have? To hide the ship now, he’d have to sacrifice it to the silver—and he wasn’t ready to do that yet.


    “Did you do this with your atrium?” Jolly asked.


    Urban decided not to explain the intricacies of the process. Instead, he said, “I couldn’t have done it without it.”
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    My brother was calm, but I was not. I sensed that our way of life, even our defining values, had just been rendered obsolete.

  


  
    Every habitation in the world had been built around a thriving kobold well. Wells were nurtured within temples. Temple keepers gathered the guardian kobolds late on each day and distributed them around the temple’s protective wall and around the wall of the wider enclave. Only through this ritual was the silver kept at bay and the people safe.


    Highways criss-crossed the land, linking together isolated temples in the vast tracts of wilderness between large enclaves, ensuring no more than a few hours of travel time between places of shelter, so no wayfarer risked being caught out at night. Every community I’d known or heard of welcomed travelers within their protective walls. My home, Temple Huacho, was no different.


    When my father was alive he would drive his truck once or twice a year from our isolated holding in Kavasphir to distant Xahiclan, a large enclave where he would trade rare kobolds from our well, along with the sheets and blocks of fine minerals he harvested from the restless hills around our temple. He took me with him once, when I was still a child. What a marvel it was for me to behold so many people! Several thousand, living in neat homes nestled together within a great encircling wall.


    At Kavasphir, my mother was the temple keeper. She had founded Temple Huacho, and it was her duty, each evening, to see that the guardian kobolds were distributed around the wall. My father and we children were her only helpers. In contrast, Xahiclan was an ancient enclave with three temples and a greater appreciation for ceremony.


    While we were there, my father took me to watch the procession that left every evening from the grand central temple—a beautiful, ornate building as large as the entire compound of our own Temple Huacho. We waited alongside a cordoned walkway at the foot of the temple stairs, shoulder to shoulder with other onlookers, mostly parents and children speaking together in quiet voices:


    When will it start?


    Soon.


    The descending sun had just touched the distant enclave wall when a joyful song reverberated from within the building. A moment later, the temple keepers emerged, arrayed in a long formal line, singing as they approached, and then descended, the stairs. I counted sixty of them. They were dressed uniformly in shining saffron tunics and loose black trousers. Each carried an elongated, dull-red woven basket suspended by a back strap so that it hung at an angle across their torsos. The baskets looked as if they were meant to carry a newborn baby, but instead each contained a large number of freshly emerged guardian kobolds. As the procession passed our respectful gathering, the kobolds’ sweet perfume grew so thick it was almost dizzying. Like the other children, I found myself awestruck, silently mouthing the ancient hymn and softly clapping its stirring rhythm.


    Later that evening, while we were at dinner in the inn, my father at first scoffed over the ceremony. “The temple keepers could more easily ride a bike to each district and quickly distribute the kobolds that way.” Then he smiled and shrugged. “But the procession and the song are a reminder to players to cherish what they have and to care for it, or they will see it lost.”


    After we returned home, I insisted that my brothers and sisters, my mother and father, and me too, of course, should all put on fine clothes, and walk in a long line like the keepers of Xahiclan, singing their song as we distributed our guardian kobolds all around the temple wall. My mother indulged me in this, knowing my mind would quickly turn to other things.


    But in the presence of Urban’s invention there would be no need to rely on guardian kobolds, or the devotion of the temple keepers, or the communal safety of an enclave’s walls. The sanctity of a kobold well and the sanctuary it offered would no longer matter.


    And what would come after? I thought I knew. There had been eras in our history when the silver withdrew and the people no longer remembered to fear it. It was in those eras that great armies formed and terrible wars were fought.


    Whether or not Urban’s story of the god was true, his mere presence was bound to change the ways of our world and rewrite the paths of our lives . . . of my life—and I resented that.


    And yet our lives had already changed. For all the care and effort of Xahiclan’s temple keepers, that great and ancient enclave had vanished during the terrible floods four years past, when the silver wiped away so many of the players in our world. And Xahiclan was only one enclave among many, now lost.


    What else would we lose in the coming days?


    I looked at my brother. He still held the tablet, gripped in fascination by its display. I knew he was drawn to Urban, intrigued by this stranger whose life—as little as we knew about it—suggested a freedom of choice Jolly would never have. And this troubled me too.


    I’d promised my mother to bring Jolly safely back home and I meant to do it—but I sensed it would have been an easier promise to keep if we’d never met Urban, if we’d had the luck to come and go in the Cenotaph before he arrived.


    I suspected the coincidence of our meeting. It distressed me almost as much as Urban’s story of the god’s return because I could explain it only by hypothesizing that some meddling remnant of the goddess remained in the world, despite Jolly’s insistence that she was gone.


    Jolly stirred, looking up from the tablet, looking at Urban.


    Urban crouched just within the ridge of soil that ringed the well, watching the silver’s slow rise. It surpassed the level of the shelf but did not spill over, held back by the guardian kobolds’ unseen barrier of vapor. I thought he was too close to the silver. He should fear it more than he did. But I’d already warned him many times, so I turned away and began the work of organizing a camp.


    Behind me, I heard Jolly speak. “You said your somatic Makers are tiny mechanics. Can they generate this vapor too, to keep you safe?”


    I turned, uneasy, because Jolly had just referred to a conversation I had not heard.


    Urban looked over his shoulder—at me. With the upwelling light of the silver behind him, his face, already dark, was cast in deeper shadow so I could not see his expression. I only imagined that he made note of my reaction before answering Jolly. “My Makers might learn to do it, but it would be easier and more efficient to use the fabricator.”


    “That device you carry?” I asked. “The one you used to make tea and those little bricks of compact food?”


    “Yes,” he agreed, standing up, stepping away from the silver.


    I sighed in relief, realizing only then how tense his proximity to the silver had made me.


    He explained, “The fabricator can make a lot of things if it has the right stock of elements, and the formula. The molecular structure of the vapor was simpler than I expected, but then it’s just a key. It doesn’t attack the silver, it only initiates a routine within it that causes the silver to dis-assemble at the boundary defined by the vapor.”


    I nodded, understanding this explanation. At least, I thought I understood it, though it stunned me to think of the interaction between the vapor and the silver in such a mechanical way.


    “The vapor is only one key,” he continued. “There are certainly more. I’m trying to find them. Fortuna is working on the problem.”


    “Your ship,” I said. “It’s a kind of savant, isn’t it, with a mind of its own?”


    He nodded his agreement. Then added, “I want to learn all I can about the mechanism of the silver, because the more we know of it, the more we understand it . . .”


    He let this sentence hang, a suggestive silence begging to be filled. Jolly did so eagerly. “The more we understand it,” my brother said, “the better chance there will be to use it against the god when he returns. Do you think, maybe, the deletion kobold Yaphet made was also a key?”


    A shadowed smile from Urban, as if Jolly was his pupil and had performed well in this latest lesson. “I think it’s possible.”


    I was a more recalcitrant student. “It’s you who is learning these mechanisms,” I said to Urban. “Not us. If these ‘keys’ allow you to defeat the god, what follows? Do you become the new god, replacing the old?”


    A bitter laugh, a flash of white teeth in the silvered light. Urban said, “If I can restore what was taken from me, I will, and then I will go on my way. If not . . .” He sighed. “I’ll find some means to go on anyway. This is your home, not mine.”


    “What was taken from you?” Jolly asked him.


    He sighed, sounding dejected when he answered, “It’s a long story.”


    “Night has only just fallen,” I reminded him. “There is time before we sleep.”


    A rumble of irritation from him. Then, gruffly, “I need to eat. After, I’ll tell you as much as you want to know.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    He ate his nutritional bricks—a great quantity of them—while Jolly and I ate flatbread, jerked venison, and dried fruit. I was curious to try his food and he wanted to taste ours, so we traded, except he would not eat the meat.

  


  
    None of us was much impressed.


    His nutritional bricks were chewy, with a not-unpleasant taste, but not so enticing that I would want to make a meal of them, much less eat them every day. “They would be vastly preferential to starving,” I allowed.


    Urban laughed at this and countered, “I would starve if all I had to eat was the minimal calories in your food.” His smile faded, his gaze grew distant. Caught up in memory?


    “Tell us of your world,” I urged him.


    There began a long story, with many digressions, interrupted by questions—Jolly’s, mine, and Urban’s too, when he wished to know something of our world that would help explain his.


    He told us of the rise and fall of the Hallowed Vasties as seen from the frontier worlds—whole suns hidden within a density of habitats, only to emerge again and no one knew why. He spoke of war on the frontier—great starships, millennia old, launched by long-dead beings, existing only to destroy living worlds. He said his own people had become refugees, and that he and a few others had gone hunting for their enemies, and he had captured one of their great starships and made it his own. Fortuna, the ship that had brought him to our world, was only a tiny outrider of the greater ship he called Dragon.


    With his friends, Urban resolved to explore the Hallowed Vasties and learn what had happened there—but their journey was interrupted when they encountered the god. Lezuri had been marooned, lost in the lonely dark of the void until Urban found him.


    Urban said, “If Lezuri told me the truth—and I think he did—then, at the peak of his power, he made this world, he made the Blade—and that is extraordinary.”


    The silver had risen to surround us in a ring more than three feet high. Urban looked up past its gleam to the night sky. He raised a hand as if to reach for the Bow of Heaven.


    “The Blade,” he said. “It’s a boundary, a stable intrusion of another Universe. Its presence allows this world to exist . . . and I have no idea how it was made. The physics is far beyond anything my people know.”


    “We call it the Bow of Heaven,” Jolly said, using Urban’s ancient language, and then translating the name.


    Both Jolly and I had listened in fascination to Urban’s tale of his life and of the history he knew. I could see how Jolly was affected by it, the excitement that rose in him as he imagined living such an unbounded existence, so different from his own life and from his prospects as a solitary player.


    But for me, the story nourished doubt, and fed a growing fear. I had seen Yaphet’s white fire consume our wounded goddess, but hearing this tale of the god, I could not believe such a great being would be as vulnerable. “Can we hope to defeat him?” I asked.


    “We can hope,” Urban answered. “We can try. We wouldn’t have a chance against him, if he was still the entity who made the Bow of Heaven. But he’s not. He’s broken. Still formidable, but a fragment of what he once was. I’m worried, though, that he’ll be able to use the mechanism of this world—the silver and the data it contains—to recover and rebuild the former structure of his mind.” He met my gaze as if it was me he needed to persuade. He said, “I am not going to let that happen. Not if there is a way I can stop it.”


    “Then better to prevent him returning at all,” I answered bitterly. “The god and the goddess made our world and for that I am grateful, but we do not miss them in their absence.”


    “If I could prevent his return, I would do it,” Urban said.


    “Why did you come here alone?” Jolly asked. “Where are your friends? Where is that powerful ship you call Dragon?”


    “Lezuri took my ship,” Urban answered, blunt and bitter. “He may have wiped out the lives of everyone aboard. I don’t know. I had no choice but to run, to get here before him. To get in his way. To do what I can to bring him down.”


    “Revenge?” I asked, remembering the desire for revenge I’d felt when Yaphet was taken from me.


    That same bitter laugh. “Sure, in part. But it’s a responsibility too. Lezuri had the knowledge and power to create a world—and a temper that led him into a brutal war with an entity he claimed to love. I don’t want him to have that kind of power again. More worlds than this one could end up broken.”
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    Urban passed the night in the warm, padded cocoon of his sleeping bag, his consciousness caught in a wakeful dream of gleaming silver, bright stars, and endless iterations of a bizarre theological discussion taking place between Fortuna and Verilotus, two mechanical minds pondering the physical structure of gods in an analysis that went beyond molecular detail, descending into quantum level structures.

  


  
    The imaginary discussion ended abruptly as the chaotic squawking of a flock of birds jarred him from the grip of his dream state. He sighed in relief, drawing a deep breath of cold air.


    A low wall of silver still surrounded the kobold well but dawn’s gray light had infiltrated the sky and the day was not far off. Only a few bright stars lingered, and the rising light had set the silver to steaming. Urban lay still, watching it coil upward in misty streamers, its luminosity beginning to fade.


    After a minute, he pushed off his sleeping bag and sat up.


    Jubilee and Jolly still slept, but Moki was awake, watching him.


    “Hey,” Urban said softly, and the dog came over. His tail wagged as he allowed Urban to stroke his head and gently scratch his back.


    All around, a murmuring as the silver dissolved, a sound like unintelligible conversations on the edge of hearing.


    He queried Fortuna. The ship reported that it had passed the night with no incursion of silver and no damage to its structure. It made no mention of a conversation with the world of Verilotus, but it did say that the fabricator now contained the instructions to create a set of somatic Makers.


    Urban initiated the synthesis. He didn’t think Jolly would change his mind. The kid was interested in everything he said and did, and Urban recognized in him an all-too-familiar restlessness.


    He checked in next with his scout-bots. To his concern, only eight responded. Two had gone missing.


    He spoke to Fortuna, requesting the last data feeds from the lost bots. Video showed a flood of luminous silver rising in the twilight to engulf one of the two northern bots. It had not been able to reach high ground in time.


    The second missing scout-bot had met a different end. It had left the desert, climbing into the foothills, and in the evening it had entered the ruined city he’d seen from orbit. He watched the feed from its camera as it crawled to the top of what looked to be a high mound of broken glass that blocked a narrow street between two towers. Then, a sound of wind . . . or was it?


    Whump, whump, whump . . .


    Abruptly, a high-pitched shattering clatter.


    Instantly, the scout-bot’s visuals collapsed into a blurred chaotic whirl of black and gray. The transmission ended.


    Urban’s heart beat in deep rhythm. What had happened? Had the bot been caught in a glass avalanche? Or had something fallen from one of the towers? Maybe a pane of glass . . . ? If the towers were shedding and regrowing their windows, that would explain the drifts of broken glass that clogged the streets.


    Jubilee’s plan called for them to enter the city that day, and to pass through it. The city stood between them and the site in the mountains she wanted to reach—the temple, represented by the token she carried. She hoped to find there the husband she’d lost to the silver.


    Urban regarded her hope as tenuous and Jubilee did not display much confidence either, but they would go and look. The potential reward of finding this Yaphet—who might be alive and who might have some means of commanding the silver or re-creating the weapon he’d used against the goddess—made the journey worthwhile. Or anyway, Urban hoped so.


    But he knew now it was going to be dangerous to pass through the city of glass. They could try to go around, but the towers covered the foothills for tens of kilometers in both directions. Given the rugged landscape, a detour like that could add hours to their journey, and then they would need to negotiate the deep canyons and precipitous cliffs of the higher slopes.


    He reviewed the locations of his surviving scout-bots. A second one had entered the city just twelve point six kilometers to the west. He instructed that one to come in, intending to send it ahead of their little party, to check for undiscovered hazards on the ground.


    His attention shifted outward again, drawn by motion: the former slow steaming of the silver had abruptly accelerated. It flushed upward in a luminous mist that glinted and swirled and then evaporated, all gone within seconds, leaving the desert landscape revealed.


    Such a strange world.


    Lezuri had created Verilotus and for that reason Urban did not want to admire this world, he did not want to like it. But he did anyway. He found it beautiful, fascinating. Clemantine could have been happy here.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    A quick breakfast, eaten standing up. Then Urban called up an image on his tablet. He showed it to Jolly and Jubilee, who both frowned, perplexed at what they saw.

  


  
    “It’s an image of the mountains to the south,” Urban explained. “A bird’s view, though from higher than any bird could fly.”


    “Taken by your mechanic?” Jolly asked. “The one you left waiting beyond the world?”


    “Yes, exactly. I want to know if you can show me, on this image, where the temple is that you’re trying to find.”


    Jolly took the tablet to get a closer look. Jubilee leaned in.


    “You can see the Cenotaph here,” Urban said, pointing to the great impact crater. “And the desert we crossed yesterday.”


    Jubilee took the tablet from her brother. “Yes, I understand this.” Her finger hovered above the screen. “This is the city of glass towers . . . and the great canyon that divides it. Do you see, Jolly? We need to stay to the west of the canyon. If we keep the canyon on our left, then we will finally come to the high meadow where the temple once stood.”


    “But where is the temple?” Jolly wondered. He looked up at Urban. “Can it be seen in this image?”


    “I’m going to enlarge the image,” Urban said, sending a command through his atrium.


    Jubilee flinched as the viewpoint zoomed in.


    “Here is a habitation,” Urban said, as a gold circle appeared on the screen. “It’s the only one I could find in this region.”


    Jolly leaned in to peer at it. “I see it! Look, Jubilee, there is the wall, right on the edge of the canyon.” He pointed. “And here, the outline of the rest of the wall, and the temple building at the center of the courtyard. It’s all still there!”


    Was it? Urban looked at the image through his atrium and saw tall weeds in the courtyard. Two sections of the temple’s roof were blackened and partially collapsed. The place looked abandoned.


    Jolly did not acknowledge this. He turned to his sister, and with forced cheerfulness said, “It’s not all that far away. We might be able to reach it today.” Then he told Urban, “I used to live at that temple when it belonged to Kaphiri. I spent a lot of time exploring around it, so I’ll know when we’re getting close.”


    Jubilee did not echo her brother’s optimism. “I see no one about,” she said. “No sign that anyone has been there in a very long time.” Whispering, she added, “There was always only a small chance.” She handed the tablet back to Urban. “I am going on anyway.”


    He stowed the tablet with his gear, assailed by doubts of his own. Was he wasting time with this venture? Not that he would have gained anything by staying with Fortuna. No, better to learn as much as he could about this world before Lezuri arrived. And, he reminded himself, those tokens Jubilee carried had to have come from somewhere.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Just before they were ready to leave, Jubilee slipped away from camp. Urban was not surprised when Jolly seized the opportunity, drawing close and speaking in a soft voice. “What we talked about yesterday, the somatic Makers . . .”

  


  
    “Do you still want to do it?” Urban asked.


    “Will it be harmful? Or painful?”


    “No. You’ll feel tired, and you’ll want to eat more than usual. The Makers will be reproducing inside you and that will take energy. They’ll map your body, chart your physiology, and then they’ll design and build an atrium customized for you.”


    “And I can un-do it if I don’t like it?”


    “Yes.” This was true.


    “I don’t think you’ll want to un-do it,” Urban added. But if so, he would have already mapped the detailed structure of Jolly’s mind and body and biome, and with luck that would bring insight on the mechanism of the ha and how it could be used to manipulate the silver.


    He took a tiny envelope made of stiff plastic from his coat pocket and handed it to Jolly, who glanced at it for only a moment before shoving it into a pocket of his own.


    Urban said, “If you open that envelope you’ll see two circular patches, one green, one red. If you decide you want to do it, peel off the green one and stick it against your skin.” He touched his throat over the carotid artery. “Here is a good place. Leave the sticker on for a few minutes. That’s all you need to do. If you change your mind along the way, use the red sticker to un-do the process.”


    “I’m a little scared,” Jolly admitted.


    “It can’t hurt you,” Urban said, striving to ignore any sense of guilt for encouraging Jolly. “And I don’t think you’ll regret it.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    When they set out, Jolly again took the lead, resuming the fast pace of the previous afternoon. Urban had gotten better at handling the quad-bike, his body was building muscle memory, and he found it easier to keep up.

  


  
    As the sun crept over the horizon, he noticed again a scintillation of light in the southern sky. Something there, still unseen, catching the sun’s rays, refracting them, refocusing them in new directions. The light show soon faded as the sun climbed higher.


    Foothills appeared ahead of them, rising into sight above the short curve of the world. A deep canyon bisected the hills, dividing them into two districts, but on both sides, thousands of soaring glass towers covered the rolling slopes. The towers were tall, thin, crammed together, and somber in color—black, gray, blue. The City of Glass—and surely these towers were the engine behind the light show he’d seen, catching the sun’s rays as they broke over the horizon and refracting them into the pale sky of dusk and dawn.


    Seen from the ground, the city did not look much like a city, but instead like an infestation—overgrowth brought on by runaway assemblers programmed to produce round spires but with no stopping point, either vertically or horizontally, so that they madly continued their construction over hundreds of years, building towers too tall to stand, and crowding the hills with their pointless work. So Urban imagined it, as he paused alongside Jubilee and Jolly to take it all in.


    “We have to find a way through all that,” Jubilee said doubtfully.


    “It’ll be dangerous,” Urban warned, telling them of the lost scout-bot.


    “Can we follow the canyon for a few miles?” Jolly asked. “Get past the city and then climb up?”


    Urban consulted a terrain map. “The canyon walls are sheer,” he reported. “I don’t think there’s a way up.”


    “That’s how I remember it,” Jubilee agreed. “And there are more canyons than just this one, so I’m not sure we’d gain anything by trying to go around.” She gestured at the glittering city. “We need to stay west of the canyon. That way, once we’re past the city, we’ll be on track to reach the temple by tonight.”


    “Give me a minute,” Urban said. He sent a request to Fortuna to plot the simplest, safest route through the towers. He explained what he was doing and then added, “Let me take the lead. Fortuna will guide me.”


    Jolly watched him, wide eyed, but for once asked no questions about the workings of Urban’s atrium.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Splayed at the mouth of the canyon was a wide erosional fan made of pale sand and grit and innumerable chips of broken glass in twilight colors, and rounded bits of precious stone and fragments of artifacts—all washed from the canyon by flash floods now long past. Dust plumed beneath their tires as they crossed the fan to reach the canyon’s west side.

  


  
    Urban longed to stop and explore, drawn by the beautiful colors of scattered stones—jade green, lavender, blue. Some crystalline: quartz or even diamond, he could not tell without stopping to analyze the material.


    More fascinating, the broken artifacts. Fragments of round, fluted columns and stone panels carved with geometric designs. Part of a mural made of pieces of colored glass fitted within a resin outline, depicting flowers and mountains, dulled by abrasion but still easily recognizable. The detached head of a statue, made of black stone, the face almost smoothed away by time, but the eyes, set with red gems, still bright in the morning light. Broken tiles, almost as thin as paper, white in color with what looked like black lettering embedded in them, a script the library did not recognize. Later, he saw a stone made of loose layers of these lettered sheets and he wondered if the appearance of script was coincidence and maybe the sheets were a kind of mineral common on this manufactured world.


    He did not stop to ask, but set a fast pace, determined to find this Yaphet if he could be found, and add his knowledge to Fortuna’s slow analysis of the silver.


    Loose grit gave way to a coarser scree of broken glass as the land rose into the foothills. The debris cracked and cried in high-pitched tones beneath his tires while ahead, the towers moaned in weird low-pitched drawn-out waves of sound.


    Just outside the city, Urban finally stopped. While the others caught up, he checked on the scout-bot, expecting to find it waiting for him. But it was nowhere close. It was moving in as instructed, but so slowly it had to be damaged, despite reporting itself as fully functional.


    He didn’t have time to wait for it, and the other scout-bots were too far away to bother with.


    When Jubilee and Jolly rolled up beside him, he reminded them of the danger. “The sooner we get through, the better. So no stopping, no sightseeing. We move as fast as the terrain allows, while taking care not to trigger an avalanche.”


    “We should keep a distance between us,” Jubilee added. “Ten or fifteen feet. That way, if one of us falls, the others are unlikely to be injured too and they can help.”


    Jolly and Urban both agreed to this.


    They drank water, ate a snack.


    Some of the city’s spires stood absurdly tall, over a thousand meters, reaching past a deck of scattered clouds. Some were not so tall as they once had been, because their upper sections had snapped off, leaving a torn crown at the top.


    As Urban reviewed their route, he noted it kept them far away from the needle spires and the hazard of falling glass they presented. Instead, the route wound between towers larger in diameter, shorter in height, and more solid in appearance.


    He checked again on the scout-bot, but it had hardly moved.


    “We ready?” he asked.


    Jolly nodded.


    Jubilee said, “Yes, let’s get this done.”
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    Aboard Dragon, Clemantine issued a directive to rotate the ship, reorienting it so that it ran stern first in their direction of travel, a change that marked the beginning of a long phase of deceleration. The courser needed to shed much of its interstellar velocity to effectively maneuver within the Verilotus system.

  


  
    A DI observed the transition and responded to it by executing the pre-programmed task of rousing Kona’s ghost from the archive.


    Kona’s consciousness switched on. He felt as if no time had passed since he was last awake, but the DI informed him it had been 261 days.


    He transited to the library, waved a window open. “Status report on Verilotus,” he murmured, knowing he would see only an improved map of the ring-shaped world, its details growing clearer as the fleet closed in. If there had been any significant observations, his DI would have awakened him earlier.


    Vytet instantiated beside him in the aspect of a gaunt, pale-skinned woman, her white hair in a long braid, bright blue eyes. She said, “I think the luminous outer ring is interfering with our gravitational sensors. I have not been able to detect the presence of Artemis or of Lezuri’s ship.”


    “Or of Fortuna,” Kona said.


    “If Urban came this way at all.”


    “Sooth.”


    She waved away the window Kona had opened, replacing it with a highly detailed three-dimensional image of Verilotus. The world’s dayside glowed with the compelling blue, green, brown, and white colors of a thriving biosphere; scattered pools and branching streams of pale light illuminated its nightside.


    “A beautiful, impossible world,” Vytet said. “I hope I live long enough to understand how it can exist.”


    “Heh. Vytet, Maker of Worlds.”


    “Understand, not emulate,” she said with a little laugh.


    He nodded his agreement. Verilotus was beautiful, and wondrous—a world worth protecting.


    Kona had trained in defensive warfare. He understood that every habitable world was fragile, its biosphere a delicate chemical balance that could be easily and permanently disrupted by both kinetic and thermal weapons.


    Two millennia had passed since he’d been trapped on an orbital outpost, watching helplessly as a Chenzeme assault destroyed his birth world of Heyertori. In that age, they had not possessed weapons powerful enough to counter the Chenzeme. Even so, they had tried.


    To successfully defend a world required both early detection of an enemy and a swift, decisive response. Given that an assault could come from any point within the sphere of the Near Vicinity, early detection demanded an array of telescopes in far-orbit around the sun. And a swift defense required mobile gun platforms on the periphery of the system, and ideally, in the vicinity of the target planet too.


    Both Heyertori and Deception Well had developed aspects of such a defensive system, but Verilotus had no detectable defenses at all.


    Kona directed the display to zoom out. Verilotus shrank to a mote and the huge, luminous ring surrounding it contracted to a glint as the visible volume of space expanded.


    Years of meticulous observation had mapped the paths of thousands of Oort Cloud objects. They formed a swarm of glittering motes around the edge of the display. None were flagged as artificial. All appeared to be nothing more than remnant matter left over from the system’s creation.


    Clemantine instantiated alongside them. She leaned in, glaring at the display. “Everything about this system makes me suspicious.”


    “Agreed,” Kona said.


    He slowly zoomed back in on the inner system. It was clean, unnaturally so, as if the construction of Verilotus had consumed all the asteroids and active comets. Or maybe the luminous outer ring had drawn in and captured the missing matter. Regardless, Verilotus appeared to be undefended.


    He turned his hand palm up. “Explain this to me, Vytet. Why create a world, and then leave it defenseless against an attack?”


    Vytet raised her eyebrows. A slight smile as she looked from Kona to Clemantine. “You’re seeing with the perspective of the frontier,” she said. “We existed in the shadow of the Chenzeme, but Lezuri did not. He first encountered one of their ships after he was marooned in the void. The ongoing existence of this world suggests the Chenzeme never came this far.”


    Kona shook his head, unsatisfied by this explanation. “Even so, Lezuri feared whatever entity exists at Tanjiri. He told us he would never trespass there. That implies, at best, an uneasy truce. In such a circumstance, there should be defensive weaponry. But there’s nothing.”


    “One whom I loved betrayed me,” Clemantine said, quoting in an icy voice words originally spoken by Lezuri. “Maybe there was an orbital defense, and maybe it was destroyed in the conflict that left Lezuri marooned.”


    She turned again to the image and as she did the view zoomed in farther, focusing on Verilotus, revealing details of its surface: polar ice fields, a blue ocean, a vast encircling continent. Across the continent, multiple mountain ranges, large lakes, vast grasslands, red, gold, and gray deserts, sweeping forests, and a single great city not far from a large, incongruous impact crater.


    “An easy target,” Clemantine observed. “I could break it with Griffin alone.”


    She looked to Vytet with a cold gaze and then to Kona, as if demanding a challenge. When none came, she said, “I did not come on this expedition to destroy worlds.”


    “None of us did,” Kona agreed.


    Vytet spoke, calm and practical. “We can’t take action until we have some grasp of the situation. Where is Urban? What has he learned? And Riffan? He has not sent any report, but I expect he will soon. If he can tell us where Lezuri is, we’ll know better what might be required of us.”
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    Urban entered the City of Glass, following a route projected by his sensorium as a path of translucent golden light. At first, he rode swiftly, crossing an outer field of glass chips and slabs. But then the quad-bike’s wheels slipped: a sudden sideways skid, crackling glass, chips tossed into the air behind him.

  


  
    Reminded of the fate of his scout-bot, he slowed down.


    A glance back showed Jubilee and then Jolly following, the wheels of their bikes continuously shifting out of round to adapt to the loose, uneven terrain.


    As Urban approached the first of the towers, the light breeze that had accompanied them all morning, died. The temperature climbed, the sun’s light dazzling in a thousand bright reflections, while the low voices of the moaning towers grew more shrill. Suddenly, he felt cut loose, his senses sliding sideways like the quad-bike’s tires. His heart boomed in his ears, too slowly, too many seconds between each beat. His lungs felt empty, his brain starved. Then, as abruptly as it had started, the weird sensation passed. His heart recovered, beating swiftly again. He felt grounded, the bike solid and substantial beneath him.


    What was that?


    He almost stopped, worried some stealth nanotech had slipped past his defenses to mess with his perceptions—but if so, there was nothing he could do about it.


    So he rode on, past the first towers that weren’t really towers at all, but petite spires, a few centimeters in diameter, and none more than ten meters high. They sprouted in crowded clusters, five or more together, sheathed in the same dark glass as the kilometer-high spires deeper within the city. Urban wound between them, seeing them as a degenerate design, the result of errors inadvertently introduced and replicated, accumulating over thousands of generations.


    Larger towers followed. Not all were encased in glass. Some wore a matte black exterior that suggested ceramic. Maybe they’d once had a glass skin that had fallen away? Impossible to know, but the danger of being hit by falling debris seemed less in the neighborhood of these towers, so the route tracked close to them when it could.


    None of the towers had doors, and the scout-bots had detected no voids immediately behind the glass. Maybe there were no interior spaces. These might be storage towers. Or maybe the city was a computational complex similar to the remnants in the Cenotaph, but on a vastly larger scale.


    The dizzy feeling returned. Urban felt light, a wisp. The quad-bike’s wheels slipped as he rounded a tower. Seconds later, the frame of the bike creaked as if under stress and he felt burdened, so heavy and tired he just wanted to lie down. But he kept on, grimly determined, and before long he felt better, almost normal.


    His atrium still reported no intrusion of hostile nanotech.


    Then it happened again—a sense of immense mass. He gripped the quad-bike’s handlebars, striving to keep upright and to keep going, feeling as if the slightest imbalance would send the bike tumbling.


    He had to be hallucinating—yet his atrium had picked up no sign of an incursion, direct or indirect. If a stealth nanotech had begun reproducing inside him, he would know it by the calorie demand. But his current metabolism was not out of bounds under the circumstances. So what was going on?


    A bead of sweat raced down his cheek, then dropped away, to strike the back of his dusty hand with stinging force—and he knew. It wasn’t him. It was this world. An artificial world, held together by artificial gravity. He was not hallucinating. The shifting forces he felt lay outside of him. The gravity in the city was either uneven or unstable.


    He grinned, relieved to know his defenses had not been breached. And after another fifteen meters of forward progress, he left the heavy region behind. As soon as he was clear, he paused to look back, assuring himself that Jolly and Jubilee continued to follow. Both looked grim behind their sunglasses, but they pressed on, five meters apart.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It took only twenty minutes from the time they’d entered the city to reach its dense center. The towers loomed taller and stood closer together. The paths between them narrowed. Shadows sliced the sun’s light, only to be cut in turn by partial shadows, lightened by reflections. But the angle of light felt wrong.

  


  
    Urban steered his quad-bike up the steep face of a barricade of broken glass that had collected between two dark-blue towers, starting a slight, slow avalanche behind him, but climbing easily all the same, an unmoored existence.


    He stopped at the top. Looked ahead at the mountains and back to the desert, assuring himself he was going in the right direction. Then he glanced up at the sun.


    It stood at high noon.


    He settled back on the seat of his bike, thoroughly perplexed. According to his atrium, only twenty-two minutes had passed since they’d entered the city.


    “What is it?” Jubilee called from below.


    He pointed up.


    She tilted her head, squinting. “Wait . . . What’s happening? How long have we been here? No more than half an hour, I’m sure.”


    She didn’t wait for an answer, but sent her bike speeding up the hill of glass, climbing it easily, the glass chips she knocked aside with her wheels chattering as they tumbled in slow-motion grace. She skidded to a stop beside him, turned to glare from behind her sunglasses. Her mouth was set in an angry line. “What is going on?”


    “Time and gravity are both different here.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Another clatter of glass as Jolly barreled up the slope to join them. Urban waited for him, waited until the only noise was the ceaseless moaning of the towers. Then he said, “I’ve felt gravity shift ever since we entered the city.” He leaned down, picked up a large chunk of glass and tossed it out over the slope they’d just ascended. It fell at first with absurd slowness, before picking up speed.


    “That’s what’s been happening?” Jolly asked, sounding tense and tired. “I thought I was dizzy.”


    “Me too,” Urban admitted.


    “But what about the time?” Jubilee demanded. “Half the day is gone!”


    “I told you about the time bubble,” Urban said. “On your world, time passes faster than outside—”


    “But it’s different here in the city,” Jolly guessed.


    “Sooth. Here it’s standard time.”


    Signals traded with the satellites and with Fortuna confirmed it.


    Jubilee pushed her glasses up into her thick hair. Her eyes flashed with anger. “So for every minute we sit here discussing this, ten minutes pass outside?”


    “Yes.”


    “And for every hour—”


    “Ten hours,” Urban confirmed before she could ask the question.


    “Then let’s go,” Jolly said. “We’ve come this far. There’s no point in going back.”


    “Yes, we go on,” Jubilee agreed. “And we don’t stop again until we’re out of this madness.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban continued to follow the route ever higher into the foothills as the afternoon sped by, with Jubilee and then Jolly following at wide intervals. The eerie drawn-out screech of glass scraping glass accompanied them, sometimes arising from a nearby tower, more often, from a distant point far away across the slopes. Every few minutes local time, an ominous whump-whump-whump, ending in a bright shattering crash and a shrill cacophony: the sound of a pane of glass falling from one of the towers and bursting apart against the piled fragments that had preceded it.

  


  
    They were less than two kilometers from the upper border of the city when Urban heard a screech of glass that sounded almost overhead. He looked up, ready to accelerate to safety, but nothing moved above him—and he realized the sound came from behind. He spun his bike to a stop and looked back, just as Jubilee shouted, “Move, Jolly! Move!”


    A massive pane of glass had slipped loose from a low tower just as Jolly reached its base. The pane dropped vertically at first, falling with dreamlike slowness. It pitched over, gradually accelerating, turning over and over as it fell, each rotation generating that unnerving whump, as sunlight flared against the glass.


    Jolly sped away, catching up with Jubilee just as the glass pane struck ground, exploding into a fountain of shards that fell back with slow-motion lassitude.


    Urban drew a shuddering breath. Swiped at his forehead to find his sweat already vanishing into the dry air.


    “Keep going!” Jubilee shouted at him. She waved Jolly ahead of her. “I’ll go last.”


    The route took them to an open area, like a square, but paved in a deep layer of crushed glass. Urban felt the gravitational gradient increasing as he approached it. He stopped between the towers, still several meters from the square, and dismounted from his bike.


    Jolly caught up with him. “Why are we stopping?” he asked, with an anxious glance back at Jubilee.


    “I want to check something.”


    Urban picked up a small fragment of glass and pitched it out into the square. As soon as it passed over the open area, it slammed down into the ground. Jolly tossed another piece, just as Jubilee joined them. The same thing happened.


    “No towers there because the gravity is too high,” Urban concluded.


    Fortuna updated the route, sending them around.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Fifty minutes after they’d entered the city, they reached its upper boundary. As Urban left the last of the towers he felt a brief squeezing pressure. His heart raced, and the bike leaped forward. A breeze touched him, welcome cool air as he rode into a meadow of tall grass. The lightly forested lower slopes of the mountains lay just beyond.

  


  
    He stopped, looked back, waited for Jolly and Jubilee. Eight and a half hours had passed since they’d entered the city and the sun was nearing the western horizon.


    “We lived,” Urban observed with a smile as Jolly caught up.


    Jolly glanced at the sun, then took his sunglasses off. His hands trembled. He looked exhausted.


    “You okay?” Urban asked.


    “Tired,” he said, eyeing Urban with an intense gaze laden with unspoken meaning.


    “Sooth,” Urban murmured, understanding that Jolly had used the patch. “You’ll be all right.”


    Jubilee caught up. “At least that’s behind us.” She glared up into the mountains. “Let’s go. We’ve still got a little time before dark, and I don’t want to camp anywhere near those towers.”

  


  
    SECOND

  


  
    You are but a fragment of your fragmented self, a chip of consciousness complex enough to be self-aware, but with an intellectual reach so limited it barely exceeds that of a single player.

  


  
    This fragment-you exists within a stealthy probe that has reached Verilotus hours ahead of the vessel carrying the primary version of yourself. Other fragments exist within other probes but this fragment-you cannot sense them. You do not try to communicate with them. Instead, you maintain silence across the electromagnetic spectrum while you survey your world for hidden threats.


    Fragment-you descends toward the nightside of Verilotus, where you see the lights of scattered settlements, though there are far too few. Concern germinates in your limited mind: Where are all your players? Has the world failed? Has the game ended?


    No. Here and there between the settlements, branching veins of silver gleam—the vital element of your world. As long as the silver exists, the game remains in play.


    Pride rises within your limited intellect. Pride and joy. To see your world again, to know that despite the four hundred billion accelerated seconds that have elapsed since its flawed beginning, its design is still so sublime that it lives on in autonomous beauty. A creation that very nearly outlasted its creator.


    An ancient anger stirs as you recall the bitter circumstance that drove you from your world, but that anger is tempered by poignant regret for the errors within your original creation, and an adamant resolve to make it all right. It is a pressure wave of emotion that threatens to overwhelm the coherence of this fragment of a fragment.


    But then, as you pass above the impact crater, monument to her bitter end, you discover something there that should not be—and all the superfluous emotion falls away.


    You focus your resources and your paltry intellect on the anomaly. It is an object in the shape of a triangle with an extended point. It lies flush against the crushed landscape, with an albedo precisely imitating the pale desert terrain. You would surely have overlooked it, if not for the silver, which fills the crater floor but does not touch this object. The silver does not come within two meters of it.


    In moments your velocity carries you beyond sight of it.


    You are only a fragment of a fragment, but you have the intellectual reach—and the paranoia—to recognize evidence of trespass.
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    We did not find a kobold well that night, but as twilight descended and I sensed the silver rising, I saw on the slope above us a cliff of transformed stone and at its top, a small forested plateau that stood higher than the slope immediately behind it.

  


  
    “Look, a refuge,” I said. “There are deer moving in the forest. We can camp there. It’ll be safe.”


    Jolly agreed, so we worked our way around the cliff and came at the plateau from the side. Deer were everywhere, along with goats, and diminutive wild cattle of a type I’d never seen before. The wild things knew the land well. They spooked at our presence but did not run far because that plateau was their refuge from the silver. We set up a camp among them, lighting it with a string of glow sticks. There was no way to avoid all the deer and goat droppings, so I put a sheet down before we unpacked our sleeping bags.


    “I’m tired,” Jolly grumbled, despite our short day. He proved it by crawling into his sleeping bag and falling asleep without even eating.


    Urban said, “If you’re worried about the silver, I can task the fabricator with creating the guardian kobolds’ vapor.”


    “No, we don’t need it. This is a refuge, a platform of transformed stone. The silver won’t rise here—that’s why the animals have gathered—and any silver from the higher slopes will just flow around.” I took my rifle from its sheath. “If you’ll stay with Jolly, I’d like to walk out to the edge of the plateau and sit for a while.”


    He agreed, not that he had anywhere to go.


    I took a glow stick from the string.


    “Thank you for getting us through the city today,” I told him. “I don’t know if Jolly and I would have made it without your map.”


    “We all want to find Yaphet,” he answered.


    And that was true.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Overnight, the weather turned. No rain fell, but heavy clouds made for a dark morning, and the slight flood of silver that had risen overnight lingered past sunrise. Jolly woke, but he took one look at the weather and went back to sleep again.

  


  
    I paced, as restless as the animals still crowded within the forest. After a time, I thought to ask Urban for the tablet. I told him I wanted to study his map of the terrain and the route he’d charted, and that was true. But I also wanted to look again at the bird’s-eye image of the temple.


    The lighting was different this time. I could clearly see the exposed beams of the temple’s burned roof, as well as shadows in the courtyard cast by seedling trees. A picture of abandonment and ruin. Disheartened, I turned off the display and returned the tablet to Urban.


    I spent a few minutes providing him translations of our recent conversations—a welcome distraction. Then I suggested, “If you want to see how our language is written, I have a book of stories I can show you.”


    “Yes, I’d love to see it.”


    So I retrieved the book from my gear and handed it to him. He went through it quickly, glancing at each page. When he was done, he asked in my language, “Would you read me some of it?”


    “Very impressive,” I said, taking back the book.


    I began to read. He could not possibly be following the story; we had not introduced him to most of the words I was using. But he watched me closely. I think he made note of when I turned the pages.


    “Did you memorize the pages?” I asked him.


    “My savant did. It’s matching your voice to the words.”


    “But how did your savant see the pages?”


    “It sees through my eyes.”


    “Always?” I asked in shocked surprise. “Everything?”


    “No,” he said dismissively. “Only when I let it.”


    As I put the book away, I wondered how often that might be. The idea that his savant might be surreptitiously watching me even now, remembering my words, my every expression . . . it disturbed me. And yet the savant could not witness anything more than what Urban saw . . .


    I puzzled over it, unsure how I ought to feel.


    I checked my gear. Paced around the camp. Then, finally, the wind rose, sweeping downslope, rustling through the trees. The weather was turning! Within minutes the clouds broke apart, the sun shone intermittently, and the silver dissipated.


    I was ready to go, but Jolly was still asleep. I woke him. “What is the matter with you?” I demanded. “Why are you so tired?”


    His eyes opened in a resentful glare. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”


    Urban sat cross-legged beside him, awake but not aware, lost in the trance that meant he was communing with his mechanics. I nudged his boot. “Pack up. We’re going.”


    His focus returned; his gaze settled on me. “We’ll have clear skies for the rest of the day.”


    “That’s a strange promise to make.”


    He flashed me a rogue’s smile. “Not a promise. A prediction. I can see the weather coming in.”


    Urban took the lead, following the route on his map, and at first we had an easy time of it. Small pines and junipers shared the Sea Comb’s lower slopes, with room to ride between them. But as we climbed higher, we encountered more and larger trees, with years of deadfall beneath them and a heavy underbrush, so that we were forced to spend time hunting for an open path—a task made worse because Urban had been right. The day was clear, and beneath the trees, the air was hot and very still.


    Jolly was not himself that morning. When I asked, he insisted he was fine, but he was quiet, and most of the time he hung back, waiting for Urban to find the way. But Urban was having a bad time of it. The heat wore on him, and his large quad-bike kept tangling in the thick cover. His frustration mounted as the mapped route underwent continuous revision.


    By noon I declared I would take the lead and blaze my own trail. I looked for meadows and game paths, and we made better progress, but we remained a sullen, ill-tempered crew.


    For myself, I brooded over the image of the temple—overgrown with weeds, damaged by fire. Its condition stirred my despair, and that made me angry. Why was I so affected by it? I knew there had been a terrible fire. I knew no one was left there. I should have been pleased to know that something, anything, remained of the site. The silver could have taken all of it away in the four years since I’d left that place. But it had not.


    Did that mean something? Was there reason to hope?


    No. I rejected the idea.


    I did not want to hope. I did not expect to find Yaphet there. I did not dare to believe that I would. It was as Emil had said. I was going there only to put my mind at rest—and the sooner, the better.


    I resented every water break, every minute spent scouting a path. The miles passed so slowly. We would have to camp again, at least one more night, and maybe two or three.


    But as we climbed even higher, the forest became more open and we made better time. When evening neared, I checked our position on Urban’s map and guessed that another three or four hours would see us to our destination—a thought that tempted me to push on into the night. But in terrain so wild and unfamiliar, with the silver rising, and both Jolly and Urban looking exhausted, that would be a dangerous choice.


    So I sent Moki hunting for a wild kobold well. He did not disappoint. He found one in a glen among a dense spruce forest, not close to water, but we had refilled our water cells earlier that day. So as the sun dropped behind the western peaks we settled in for the night, sharing a quiet meal.


    Jolly went to sleep quickly. Urban did not. He wanted me to tell him more about Yaphet, but I refused. “There is no point in speaking of Yaphet tonight,” I told him. “Either we will find him tomorrow and you may form your own opinion, or we will not find him and then any discussion tonight will be for naught. Better to sleep.”


    And I did, grateful to retreat into a deep dark dreamless oblivion.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban lay awake for a long time that night, exhausted but unable to sleep, listening to the murmur of wind in the boughs and the occasional harsh call of what Fortuna identified as a species of owl. The trees and a cloudy sky worked together to hide the stars.

  


  
    His two satellites had finished their survey of the world and turned their attention outward, but they had not yet detected the gravitational anomaly of an approaching propulsion reef, or discerned any visual evidence of Dragon’s looming presence. It was an absence of evidence that did not reassure him.


    Urban knew Lezuri was on his way to this world. There might be only hours left before his arrival and so far Urban had found only one key to the silver. He could trigger it to break down, but only in his immediate vicinity. A minor skill. Fortuna was experimenting, seeking other keys to the silver’s behavior, but with no breakthrough so far. He still had no way to hold off Lezuri or prevent him from taking over the mechanisms of this world.


    Urban brooded over Jolly too. It had been a day and half since he’d used the patch . . . or maybe less, considering the strange hour they’d spent passing through the City of Glass. The somatic Makers transferred by the patch would require time to adapt, to learn Jolly’s physiology, and adopt him as a host. How much time, Urban didn’t know.


    Somatic Makers were supposed to be introduced at the end of gestation or immediately after birth, but Jolly was nearly an adult. There was simply more to him, so the survey took longer, and then more time would be required to construct an atrium.


    If the somatic Makers had proved incompatible with Jolly’s biome—if there had been a conflict, a flare up—the process would have aborted and Jolly would have quickly returned to equilibrium. But he had not—he was obviously exhausted—so the process must be working.


    Urban hoped it would not take much longer. He could not access any data gathered from Jolly’s cells until the atrium was done, and the data sent automatically to him and to Fortuna. Only then could he begin to work out the configuration codes. Work on the codes might lead to insight on new keys to the silver, and maybe, a key to use against Lezuri.


    It was a fragile chain of possibility, but it was all he had. And time was critical, because corruption was festering within his body—a real incursion, this time. Not the illusion he’d experienced in the city.


    He’d felt it coming on all day, a growing weakness that he had tried to blame on the heat, but there was no denying it now. He lay exhausted but unable to sleep. Hungry, but unable to eat anymore, his belly in a knot, his throat swollen. His eyes felt dry and gritty and there was a deep ache in his muscles and joints that he’d never experienced before.


    Makers circulating within his tissues worked to soothe these discomforts without finding a cause for them. The cause was hidden. That meant elements foreign to his body had gotten past his defensive Makers without alerting them. Blind to the intrusion, they had no way to counterattack.


    Urban’s rules of engagement, devised long ago, dictated he should terminate if his body was infiltrated by a superior nanotech system. That’s what he’d done at the Rock—he was certain of it—because the worst fate, the fate that frightened him most, was to be held as a helpless captive in another being’s manufactured hell.


    This time though, termination was not a choice. He had to survive. He had to risk survival. There was so much more than his own future at stake. He had to be present to do whatever could be done to counter Lezuri’s return to power. He was obligated to it—and this trek into the mountains was taking too damn long!


    He had chosen to go with Jubilee and Jolly because they knew things he needed to understand, and because they were seeking the architect of a weapon that had been successfully used against the goddess.


    That was the story they told. He was gambling on its truth.


    But why had Yaphet been gone four years? And why had he hidden himself away in a primitive, isolated, fire-damaged building?


    Doubt festered, and mixed with fear.


    He was terrified at what was happening to him, conscious of every beat of his racing heart.


    Do something! You’re not helpless.


    Not yet.


    He turned his mind inward, instructing his atrium to release a counteragent to his fear. Calmness washed over him and at last, he slept, although not restfully. Incoherent dreams disturbed him until he woke again and found that less than an hour had passed.


    Sleep, he commanded himself.


    Even a restless sleep was better than none.


    When morning came, he was still mostly himself, though his throat ached and he was not hungry anymore.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I awoke to a gloomy half-light and rain dripping through the trees, splashing in heavy cold drops against my face. Dawn must have come, but for a second day, dark clouds had come with it.

  


  
    A thrill of fear touched me. Today! Today I would know.


    Urban must have been awake already, because he got up as soon as I stirred. I expected questions, but none came. He seemed withdrawn, worried. I felt the same, so I said nothing either.


    I nudged Jolly awake and we ate quickly while a light rain fell. Urban didn’t eat at all. Perhaps he’d breakfasted earlier. We packed our things, and set out.


    The rain didn’t last long, but it left everything wet. Very soon I was soaked and cold, but we made steady progress, and after an hour, Jolly began to recognize landmarks. A rock outcrop, a ravine, a stream that we could follow to a sweet spring—which we did. We filled our water cells.


    Jolly was brighter that day, more himself, but Urban looked tired, his face gaunt. He still did not eat.


    We went on.


    Late in the morning, Jolly called out, “It’s just ahead.”


    We reached the edge of the forest. A broad meadow lay beyond. On the north side of the meadow, perched on the edge of a deep canyon, stood the temple, its massive outer wall looming dark beneath gray clouds.


    The wall stood some forty feet high, built from huge blocks of precisely cut stone. Several young trees grew between the blocks.


    No one appeared on the wall to greet us.
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    We had come out of the forest to one side of the temple compound. The great canyon formed a precipice to our left. The front wall of the compound, with its great gate, would be around to the right. I could not see the gate from where I was, so I sent my bike speeding across the meadow, crushing a path through waist-high grass and delicate flowers until I had the gate in sight—double doors, three times my height, set into the wall.

  


  
    The gate was closed.


    I jerked my bike to a stop, heart thundering. A shiver ran through me. When Jolly and I had left that place four years ago, we’d left no one behind us—and the gate had stood open on purpose to invite the silver in.


    Now the gate was closed. Someone must have been there to close it. It might be that someone was still there.


    Though I’d resisted hope, I’d harbored it nonetheless. It blossomed as I raced the rest of the distance to the gate. But when I took in the sight of a fresh crop of weeds growing between the threshold’s paving stones, doubt assailed me. None of the weeds appeared bent or crushed by traffic in and out. Probably, whoever had visited the site was now long gone. I swallowed hard and dropped my kickstand. Then I stepped up to the latch.


    In modern temples, travelers are always welcome and gates are rarely locked. But this temple was ancient. It had endured through times of war. I feared I would not be able to open the gate. But to my surprise, the latch moved easily under my hand.


    I hesitated, then went back to my bike and pulled my rifle from its scabbard. Jolly caught up, with Urban right behind him. I held my hand to my lips, commanding silence. Jolly nodded and got his rifle out.


    I gestured Urban to the side. He went reluctantly, moving with an old man’s stiff caution, worn and tired from our long ride.


    I stepped up again to the gate, worked the latch, and pushed the massive door. It was well-balanced and swung easily, though it emitted a tired groan.


    One of Urban’s mechanics emerged from the meadow grass. It startled me badly as it scrambled past me on its spiderlike legs, to enter first. Moki tried to follow it, but I hissed at him to “Stay!”


    I shot Urban a dark look. He shrugged as if to say the behavior of his device was not entirely under his control. Holding the rifle across my body, I followed the mechanic in, with Moki at my heels.


    Within the walls was an immense courtyard paved with gray and blue brick laid in a herringbone pattern. It encircled the central temple like a skirt. When I had been there before, the grounds had been kept clean by small and clever mantis-like mechanics. Now there were patches of weeds and moss, drifts of dead leaves, and pine tree seedlings growing in pockets of collected soil and in the joints of the stone stairways that climbed to the top of the wall.


    No one was in sight. There were no bikes. But as I stepped around the gate, I glanced back over my shoulder, and there in the wall I saw a niche, with the carapace of a temple kobold set within it.


    Temple kobolds last only one night, so when I picked it up it did not surprise me that it was dead, but its petals were not yet fully dried and there was a whiff of sweet vapor about it. That told me it was fresh. Someone had to have placed it in the niche and it must have been put there just last night.


    Jolly’s eyes went wide when he saw what I had found.


    I turned to gaze at the temple, wondering who was there, and if they were looking down at me. Moki whined softly.


    The temple building was very much as I remembered it: A large, brooding structure made of gray stone like the surrounding walls, three stories in height, with each successive story smaller than the one below. The peaked roof was clad in charcoal-gray ceramic tiles, with lovely upswept eaves at every level. Also at every level, an abundance of windows shaped as pointed arches. In all the windows that I could see, the glass was intact, reflecting the dark clouds and revealing nothing of what was inside.


    From where I stood, there was no sign of fire damage, unless it was that the window glass had been smoke-darkened on the inside.


    I kept my gaze fixed on the windows, searching for any hint of movement as I rounded the building to the formal entrance, where wide steps mounted to tall double doors. Had we left those doors open or closed? I could not remember, but they were closed now.


    Moki bounded up the stairs and clawed at the door.


    This side of the temple showed the ravages of the fire. The doors that had once been polished to a pale gray sheen were now blackened with smoke stains. Wooden rafters in the eave above had burned, along with the wooden frames of the second-story windows. The library was on the second story. Shattered glass lay strewn across the brick.


    Jolly came to stand beside me. “I thought to see more damage to the building,” he whispered.


    I shrugged, keeping my own voice low. “The damage is to the heart—the library, the well room.”


    In a hoarse voice Urban whispered, “You’re expecting trouble.” It was not a question.


    I shrugged. “Someone is here. I don’t know who.”


    He said, “I can send in the scout-bot.”


    His mechanic was now behind us, coming around the building just as we had. It must have already circled the courtyard. I considered his offer, but then decided against it. “No,” I said. “I want to see for myself.”


    I went up the wide steps, Jolly right beside me. “Stay,” I warned Moki. He whined in protest but obeyed as the door opened with a pained creak.


    Cold air wafted out. I expected it to smell like burnt wood. It did, but it also carried a scent of fresh soil that I associated with a thriving kobold well, confirming for me that the temple’s well had survived. That astonished me, because the life of an untended well is short. Had someone come here immediately after the fire? Or had the well’s great age allowed it to survive until a more recent visitor arrived? No doubt I would have my answer soon.


    I shivered and stepped inside.


    The great room was darker than I remembered, but then it was a dark day, and the windows were indeed soot-stained. The lighting panels in the far reaches of the room that had used to glow even in the daytime no longer shed any light.


    Still, there was light enough to see that the fire’s reach had been limited. The damage was all to one side. A couch and a table had burned to charred hulks, though they remained recognizable. A tapestry that had hung above them was gone, and a rug at their feet was partly consumed. But on the other side of the room were two more couches, several upholstered chairs, and a few low tables. They were darkened by smoke and dirty with ash, but none had burned.


    Opposite the doors was the grand stairway to the second story—an intimidating flight of gray stone. A well-worn path of crushed ash crossed the room to those stairs, with a side path into a passage that led variously to the well room and workshop, and to kitchen and bedrooms.


    I heard a soft but constant noise from that passage—the faintest hum of an electric engine and a gurgling of liquid, barely discernible. Holding my breath to listen, I caught a brief clink of metal against metal.


    Jolly gestured to draw my attention. He looked grim and worried as he mouthed the words, call out. I shook my head. I did not want to call out a warning. It could be anyone in there, and not all players have good intentions.


    I entered the side passage with a hunter’s silent steps, my rifle ready, though I did not think I could bring myself to use it against another player—not as anything more than a threat. Moki came with me, mimicking my caution.


    A decorative arch marked the entrance to the chamber holding the temple’s kobold well. I glanced inside. The room had no windows, but to my surprise the ceiling panels, made of paper-thin slices of translucent beige stone, glowed with a modest light above the dark pit of an ancient well twelve feet across. The scritching and scrabbling of kobolds could be heard from beyond a stone curbing designed to confine their wanderings. No player was in the chamber, so I moved on.


    The workshop was just ahead, its wide door standing open. Against the electric hum and the liquid gurgle I heard another slight clink and the creak of a chair. I edged forward. Peered inside.


    Here the windows were clean, allowing in the day’s dull light. Glowing ceiling panels supplemented the natural illumination. Twelve vats of modest size—the largest a vertical cylinder six feet high and the same across—stood in two parallel rows along a side wall. Along the opposite wall, a large kobold cabinet with hundreds of drawers to store the kobolds in airless hibernation. Fire had discolored its metal face, and had left black stains on the tall metal cabinets beyond it. The outside wall held wide double doors that would open onto the courtyard. The large windows on either side had new wooden frames.


    I remembered there had been workbenches made of wood. All those were gone, likely consumed in the fire. They had been replaced by three heavy stone tables that must have been dragged from other rooms and pushed together to make a work surface of good size. Lamps had been placed at each corner of this mosaic table. Many mechanical parts were arranged across its surface in neat, if inexplicable, order. And seated at this table, clearly engaged in the task of assembling those parts—though distracted now by my appearance—was Yaphet. My Yaphet.


    He looked at me with a gaze that was at first hostile, then astonished, and then he dropped the steel fitting he’d been holding. He shoved back his chair so hard it fell over with a clatter, and then he scrambled around the table to get to me.


    I dropped my rifle and met him halfway.
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    Urban’s throat hurt and he felt tired, more tired than he could remember. Tired and irritable. He knew he needed to eat, but he didn’t want to eat. He didn’t want to rest. He wanted proof that this venture into the mountains had been worthwhile. So he followed Jubilee and Jolly into the fire-damaged building.

  


  
    Urban had seen fire only in dramas, never in life. He’d never before smelled the lingering scent of carbonized building materials. He didn’t like the smell. He didn’t like the situation. He’d wanted to send the scout-bot in first. It only made sense to send it in first. But Jubilee had asked him not to.


    She crept ahead down a dimly lit passage, weapon in hand as if expecting to meet a hostile entity instead of her long-gone lover. Jolly stayed close to her, carrying a weapon too. Urban had never gone armed, not on a personal level. In the world he knew, violence was waged either on a molecular scale or with weapons so powerful they could vaporize a planet’s biosphere.


    Jubilee paused at an open doorway. And then without a word, she ducked into the room. Jolly jumped after her and Moki followed. A clatter of sound—Urban envisioned her rifle, knocked to the floor. The dog barking, and an incoherent shout from Jolly, incongruously triumphant, joyous. Urban scrambled to catch up. He reached the room, looked inside. Horror washed through him.


    By the Unknown God.


    From what he saw, Urban surmised that Jubilee had found her lover. She embraced him. He was a man of moderate height, moderate complexion, with long black hair in a heavy braid down his back. He embraced her, gazing at her with deep warmth, his smile conveying relief and an overwhelming joy. Jolly capered beside them, laughing, for once living up to his name, and Moki kept barking and leaping about in excitement.


    Urban had to conclude this was Yaphet—but Urban knew him under a different name. Instinct demanded that he strike first. Before he quite knew what he was doing, he found himself crouched, seizing Jubilee’s rifle from the floor.


    The motion drew her lover’s gaze. As Urban rose, rifle in hand, Yaphet’s smile disappeared. Gently, he guided Jubilee aside while regarding Urban with a dark-eyed all-too-familiar gaze.


    Urban felt flushed and hot. Even so, he hesitated long enough for rationality to catch up, for caution to kick in. Between the swift beats of his heart, he reconsidered what he was doing. He ran the facts: this entity was known to Jubilee; it had sufficient command of the silver to create toys; it had devised a means to erase the last fragment of the goddess; and it had returned inexplicably from what constitutes death in this world.


    A roster of facts still insufficient to determine if this entity was a threat or a potential ally.


    Jolly had turned to follow Yaphet’s gaze. Jubilee too, glancing briefly at the rifle in Urban’s hands before meeting his gaze in puzzlement.


    “He is an avatar of Lezuri,” Urban said, his throat dry, his voice hoarse.


    Jubilee’s response was not what he expected. “Oh,” she said. “Yes. Yes, of course he is. I should have remembered that and told you.”


    She turned to Yaphet, and in her first language she said, “It’s all right.” Urban’s atrium interpreted this for him, though he’d already understood it in context.


    Jubilee stepped toward him, her hand shaking a little as she held it out. Speaking again in the ancient language, she said, “Please don’t be afraid. Yaphet is an avatar of the god, but he is not the god. He is just a player.” She nodded at the rifle. “I’ll take that.”


    He gave it up without resistance, though his gaze remained fixed on Yaphet. “Why?” he asked hoarsely. “This can’t be coincidence.”


    Jolly had been murmuring a translation of their words so Yaphet could understand, but now he spoke to Urban. “It is not coincidence. Jubilee and Yaphet are both avatars, created as a means for the goddess and the god to visit the game . . . though I don’t think they ever did.”


    “We are just players,” Jubilee insisted.


    “And you, Jolly?” Urban asked. “Whose avatar are you?”


    “No one I know,” Jolly answered, before turning to Yaphet with a welcoming smile. They clasped hands, the sparks of their ha mingling and brightening.


    Yaphet spoke and Urban’s atrium dutifully translated: “You have grown.”


    Jolly shrugged. “In size, not in knowledge.” Then he asked, “How did you come to be here?”


    “That is a long story.”


    Jolly started to provide an interpretation of this exchange, but Urban cut him off. “I understand it.”


    Jolly looked impressed and full of questions, but Yaphet spoke first, eyeing Urban with a cold gaze. “And who are you?”


    Jubilee answered. “His name is Urban. He is a stranger from the void between stars, come to warn us the god is returning home.”


    Urban heard this in translation and decided Yaphet was justified in the skeptical, questioning look he turned on Jubilee—but she did not feel that way.


    Her eyes narrowed. She held the rifle in one hand and with the other, she cupped Yaphet’s cheek. They were the same height—a fact made obvious when she looked him in the eyes.


    She said, “Would I joke about such a thing, Yaphet? And in these first minutes when I have found you again? And we have just seen evidence that Urban speaks the truth. He recognized you and feared what he saw. How could that be, unless he has seen the god?”


    Yaphet scowled. “That’s evidence, but it’s not proof. How did you come to meet him?”


    “That is the real coincidence. And it makes me fear some fragment of the goddess still exists within the silver.”


    Urban did not like the direction of this conjecture. He started to speak, but Jolly caught his eye, crooked his fingers, and said, “Come. Let’s bring the bikes in and close the gate. Give them time—”


    “We have only a little time,” Urban growled.


    “We’ll be just a few minutes,” Jolly said soothingly. Shifting languages, he said, “Yaphet, when we return, we’ll want to hear your story.”


    Urban conceded, but he sent the scout-bot to explore and map the remainder of the building. No more surprises.


    An empty promise, if there ever was one.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    They met in the great room after Jolly had heated water to make a pot of tea. Yaphet came in with his arm around Jubilee. Both looked flushed and still aglow from the joy of their reunion. It made Urban flash back on his own reunion with Clemantine—a bitter memory now, that only made his mood more brittle.

  


  
    Yaphet apologized for the dimness of the room, explaining that the fire had destroyed the electrical circuit. “I made repairs in the hallway, the workshop, the kitchen, but not here.”


    Urban considered this, considered the disrepair of the building, and as Yaphet sat with Jubilee on one of the couches, he said, in a voice gone low and scratchy, “You haven’t learned how to use the silver, have you?”


    Jubilee gave him a withering look. Jolly eyed Moki and frowned unhappily. Neither volunteered to interpret what he’d said, and Urban did not feel he could properly mimic the phrases his atrium suggested. So he got out the tablet and let it speak for him in a voice that sounded like his, before his throat had started to degenerate.


    Yaphet listened, eyeing the table. Then his focus returned to Urban. Physically a small man, he had an intensity to his gaze that commanded attention. “Jubilee has told me a little of your story and the trouble you stirred up.”


    Blunt, but true. Urban’s curiosity had compelled him to visit the Rock. If not for that, he wouldn’t be there. He’d be with Clemantine, and Lezuri would still be marooned in the void.


    Urban sighed and sat heavily in one of the upholstered chairs, grateful to be off his feet, to rest. He sent a thought to the tablet. It spoke for him: “Jubilee told me you created a kobold that caused the goddess to be deleted from the world.”


    Yaphet shook his head. “That design was made in one of my past lives. I don’t know how it was developed or how to modify it. I only remembered how to re-create it—and I doubt it would work against a god capable of defending itself.”


    Urban did not appreciate the light tone in which this was spoken. “You do understand?” he asked. “He is coming.”


    “Jubilee tells me I’ve been gone four years. Forgive me if I require a few minutes to catch up on the state of all things.”


    Jolly, who had sprawled on the second couch, asked, “You didn’t know how long it’d been?”


    “I was afraid it had been longer.” He turned to Jubilee. “I knew you’d succeeded. The silver was gone from the Cenotaph, so I knew you’d been there, and that the god—” He stopped in midsentence, squeezed Jubilee’s hands. “No, but you said it was the goddess after all.”


    “It was her,” Jubilee agreed. “We had thought to find the god, but it was her.”


    “Still,” Yaphet said. “I knew you’d done it. And knowing you had the wiles to defeat a god, I knew you would find a way to survive and make your way home.” He gazed at her in puzzled wonderment. “But how did you know I was here? How did you know to come?”


    “You told me.” She showed him the tokens—the tiny flying machine, the perfect model of the temple. “You sent these to me . . . didn’t you?”


    Yaphet took them from her hand, looked at them in amazement. “Yes,” he whispered, turning the flying machine around and around, his ha sparkling brightly in the shadowy room. “I remember a night when I imagined these things. The silver was high. I was aware of it, its presence. I had such a sense of its potential. I was lying right here, my mind drifting. I thought I was dreaming. I saw you, Jubilee. I tried to call to you. You couldn’t hear me. I wanted you to know I was alive. I wanted you to know at least that. So I imagined the silver shaping these tokens, making them appear to you. It felt so real it scared me, and I woke. I thought it was a dream.”


    Still staring at the little toys, he looked conscience-stricken. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was real. If I’d known it was real, I could have tried again, sent you something more explicit.” He looked up, held the tokens out to to her, and demanded to know, “How could you guess I was here just from these?”


    “I thought it might have been a remnant of the goddess who sent them to me,” she admitted. “I could not abide the doubt.”


    “Oh, but this changes everything, doesn’t it? Do you remember, we talked about this once? The creation of things directly from the silver? The potential utility of such a function—it’s extraordinary! But under what parameters can it be made to work? Was there something in the flood of silver that night that allowed it to work? Or is there something in me?”


    “Have you changed?” she asked him—a question that confused Urban. He sensed she meant a change more profound than the simple passage of time could explain.


    “I don’t know,” Yaphet answered. “I wish I’d tried to experiment with the silver. I will now. But I was trying more mundane ways to get back to you. I never got far.”


    Jubilee asked a different question. “How is it you are here at all? That night, that last night . . . Yaphet, I saw you die. You fell from the wall, forty feet down into the courtyard.” Her voice rose in pitch. “I saw your body, broken by the impact. And then you were taken into the silver. Yaphet, I knew you were gone because I could not sense you through the silver. Not that night or any night that came after. So how is it you are here?”


    Urban leaned forward. Jolly sat up straight. They all wanted to know the answer to this.


    Yaphet’s forehead wrinkled as if puzzling out the explanation. He said, “I did die that night. I’m sure I did. A kind of death.”


    “Why then are you here?” Jubilee asked, her grip on his hands tightening. “Why were you not reborn an infant, into a new life, as we all are?”


    “Hold on,” Urban said through the tablet. “Jolly’s talked about this before, but I want to understand. If you’re born into a new life as an infant, how could you be the same person? How could that even work?”


    All three stared at him for awkward seconds. Then Jubilee asked, “How is it in your world?”


    “We keep the data.” He gestured from his head to his feet. “We regenerate the avatar, with its memories, when it’s needed.”


    “It’s different here,” Yaphet said. “We don’t really know how it works. But the silver is memory. This data, as you call it, is written into the silver. It’s remembered there, in whole or in part, we’re never sure. Players are reborn as infants. From life to life they are the same physically, and they carry over much of the knowledge and skills they accumulated in past lifetimes. Jubilee knows many languages without ever having learned them in this life. I remembered the formula for the kobold Jubilee used against the goddess and . . . other, usually technical, things. But we do not return to the world with the specific memories of who we once were.”


    “And yet here you are,” Jubilee said, looking at Yaphet with an expression that suggested to Urban a puzzled suspicion. “Just the same. With a memory of me and of our brief time together.”


    Yaphet leaned back with a heavy sigh. “Yes. I have thought about that a lot, and I have two theories. The first, that when you defeated the deity in the Cenotaph, the rules of the game changed, and the mechanism of death and rebirth, as we’d always known it, was replaced.” An open-palmed gesture, to indicate himself. “By this.”


    Jubilee shook her head, looking ready to object, until Yaphet added, “I don’t think that is the explanation.”


    He held his hand up. Ha sparkled between his fingers. “My ha was awake when I fell.” He took Jubilee’s hand again. “You had woken it in me just minutes before. My theory is, that let me reach a new level of the game—and at that level the rules are different. It’s a simpler explanation. Much simpler than postulating that the rules of the world have changed.”


    “Do you remember it?” Jolly asked in a somber voice. “Do you remember what happened when you fell?”


    “I remember falling,” Yaphet said. “And then a burst of light. Confusion. A sense of being adrift. Disembodied. Strange images wandering through my consciousness.”


    This description reminded Urban of the dreams he’d endured at their camp among the pines on the previous night. But then Yaphet added, “It was not like sleep. It was far more real and more strange. Then nothing. A kind of nothing you can only be aware of afterward when there is something to compare it to . . .


    “So I woke, and found myself whole and uninjured, just as I’d been before I fell from the wall.”


    “And you’ve been here since?” Jubilee asked. “The silver returned you here, and you’ve been here alone all this time?”


    “No,” Yaphet said. “I returned to life in the underworld. It took time to find my way back here.”


    “The underworld?” Urban asked. “You mean that literally, don’t you? The interior of this world?”


    Yaphet nodded. “It is a manufactured place, not natural in any way—and no one else was there.” His focus turned inward and he frowned as if remembering unpleasant things.


    Urban shifted, impatient to hear more about the inner workings of this world. This might be the lead he needed. “Tell us,” he urged.


    Jolly leaned forward, adding his voice. “We want to hear your story. Tell it to us. All of it.”


    Yaphet looked resigned. “It will be hard to believe,” he warned. “I would doubt the truth of it, if I had not experienced it myself.”


    “Tell us,” Jubilee whispered.


    Yaphet nodded. Then he drew a deep breath, and began to speak.
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    Yaphet’s Story:

  


  
    I found myself on a comfortable bed in a comfortable and comforting room. Cool and clean, practically furnished, well-lit, with a water closet. Food was set out—rice balls, a fruit tray, a tall flask of water—so fresh it seemed as if someone must have delivered it only a moment before. I was unclothed, but there were clothes laid out for me of a kind I would have chosen for myself. So I put them on.


    There were no windows but it was not a closed room. There were three doors. I chose one of them to open. Silver filled up the space on the other side. I should have been alarmed at the sight, but I was not.


    I think we must all be endowed with certain key facts that we realize or remember only in the right circumstance. There, in that moment, I knew the silver would not enter the room—my room, prepared just for me—and I also knew that when I was ready I could step through into the silver and begin again. I would re-enter the queue of souls, those waiting to return as babies, and start over, without personal memory, as I have throughout all my past lives.


    I was tempted to do it. I felt drawn to it, as if by instinct. But I knew the precarious state of the world. Silver floods had taken so many lives that the queue must be very long, with only a few babies being born into our broken world. If I took that way, the world might be ended before I could be born again.


    The second door I tried stood alongside the first. It opened onto the base of a shaft in which a steel stairway curved up and out of sight. The walls of that shaft were made of a dense black stone shot through and through with thin luminous capillaries of liquid silver that cast a dim light on the stairs.


    Again, I felt myself invited to enter. I knew, with intrinsic knowledge, that this was another way back into the world, but a harder way, and the choice of which path to take was mine.


    But I wasn’t ready. I had too many questions. Where was I? Why? What else was there? And what choice did the third door offer?


    The third door stood on the opposite side of the room. I went to open it. This time, no intrinsic knowledge surfaced to explain to me what I saw.


    The door opened inward. I peered out cautiously onto a dimly lit passage with no one else in sight. Or maybe instead of a passage, I should call it a walkway, because it was not fully enclosed. Floor, ceiling, and inner wall—meaning the wall with the door to my room—all were made of a white material, steel or ceramic, or more likely, something that does not exist here on the surface of the world. The walkway was about sixteen feet high and sixteen feet wide, the walls perfectly smooth, seemingly straight, and so far as I could see, uninterrupted by any door except my own.


    And I could see a long way.


    On both sides, the walkway appeared to extend into infinity. The air there was clean and fresh, cool but not cold, stirred by a slow breeze.


    Across the walkway—across that sixteen-foot distance—was a parapet, deep black in color. It stood only a little more than three feet high.


    I was afraid and still clinging to the doorframe, so I could not see what was immediately below, but it was clear that beyond the parapet there was a vast gulf of empty air and far away, flickerings of whiteness like bolts of light trapped within a lightless surface. The faint illumination that gave definition to that dim walkway was flickering too.


    I admit I shook with fear. The impossible extent of that walkway, the vastness of the void beyond the parapet. It was overwhelming. Terrifying.


    I went back into the room, took pillows from the bed, and dropped them in the doorway—a precaution to ensure the door could not inadvertently close and lock, leaving me on the side of infinity.


    Only then did I gather the courage to cross the walkway to the parapet so I could see what was below.


    Something was there, though I could not tell what. A surface? A boundary? I still don’t know. I couldn’t tell how far away it was. A few hundred feet? Or a hundred miles? I had no way to judge. No sense of scale. Whatever it was, it was dark, the blackest black, almost an absence of geometry. It had definition only because the bolts of white light I’d already seen in the distance were there below me too, racing in jagged two-dimensional sheets, so that as I watched, my mind gradually extrapolated the idea of this immense, flat plane.


    I stood there a long time, mesmerized by the vastness of that space. Then I went back into my room. I took a little tangerine from the fruit tray, returned with it to the parapet, and dropped it over the side, counting aloud as it fell, but it fell so far, I couldn’t tell if or when it hit anything.


    I stayed there anyway, counting, and at one hundred eighty-seven seconds there was a great eruption of white light at a point somewhere far below me—light that stretched and fled, following the paths of the passing flickers but immensely brighter, dazzling my eyes and revealing a void above the walkway before swiftly fading . . . into infinity or over a distant horizon, I could not decide which.


    I repeated this experiment a number of times while I remained in the underworld, always with a similar result. The object would fall for a long time, though never exactly the same time. Eventually it would meet the boundary. And there it would become something other, a transformation that resulted in the release of a benign light. I theorized that the ever-present faint flickers might represent the fall of dust particles dropped by the wind I have already described.


    Facing the infinity of that walkway and the vastness of the light-shattered void beyond the parapet . . . well, it wearied my soul, and anyway, I was getting hungry. So I retreated to my room and closed the door. It felt like sanctuary in there. I ate and slept.


    When I woke, all was the same except that a fresh meal had replaced the crumbs I’d left. It was the same variety of foods as in the original meal, although less generous in portion.


    I wondered if someone had come in, and if I’d been given some substance to make me sleep through a visit, but later I felt sure no one else was there. So the food must have been reconstituted by some trick of the silver. That never happens on the surface of the world. We all know the silver will never return anything edible. But it’s no stretch to think the underworld should have different rules.


    I ate again, and considered my options. I could leave by either of the two inner doorways or, maybe, I could stay a while and learn something of the place where I found myself. It seemed to me I had to stay. The world I’d left was out of balance, on the verge of succumbing to an endless flood of silver. Now I was somewhere other. I guessed it to be the underworld, because where else could it be? And from the little I’d seen, no one else was there. I didn’t know if I’d come to that place by accident or by the intention of the goddess, but if there was anything there that would be helpful to learn, I felt I had to make the effort. I imagined I might find some mechanism somewhere that could be used to set the world right.


    So again I propped the door open with pillows. Then I set out to explore. Both directions along the walkway looked the same. I chose one at random and started jogging. I had no means to measure time, but I jogged for what I guessed to be an hour, counting my footsteps. In that distance, nothing changed. Nothing looked different. There were no doors. No people. Nothing but that endless perfect walkway.


    The farther I went, the more afraid I became. Afraid of being alone, of being lost. It seemed impossible to get lost in that place, but the strangeness and the emptiness nurtured fear. I ran back faster than I’d gone out, counting my steps again so I knew how much farther I had to go.


    I returned to my room without incident. Rested again and ate again. This time there was even less food than before.


    I explored in the opposite direction, not turning around until I’d gone three times as far as my first venture. I found nothing. No other doorways. No vehicles. No mechanical means to reach the surface. And to explore further, I would need more food and water.


    Frustration plagued me. There had to be something else, something to explain that place. It could not be as simple as it appeared. But if it was a puzzle to be solved, I had failed. I’d accomplished nothing. To say I was disappointed . . . it does not convey my despair.


    I walked back to my room—a long way!—and found only a very small meal waiting for me. The game was telling me to move on.


    I’ve come to believe that room is meant as a respite for players who, like me, have temporarily left the world. A place to reflect on the life that is past, and a chance to choose the one to come.


    I think maybe the third door was open to me only because I am an avatar of the god and the mechanism of that place may have mistaken me for him. I have no evidence for this, but that walkway did not seem to me to be a place where players would be allowed to wander.


    I was so lonely for you, Jubilee. I wanted to return to you as this version of me, with my memory of our time together intact. The first door wouldn’t allow that. To take that way, meant beginning a new life.


    I chose the second door.


    I ate all of the food. Took the flask of water and a blanket from the bed, and set out.


    The spiral stairway was still there. I climbed a few steps, then stopped to look back, knowing what I would see. And I was right. The doorway was gone. Replaced by a wall of black stone shot through with gleaming threads of silver. No going back.


    I climbed. The air was cold but fresh. The light dim, but bright enough. The only sounds: my breathing, the clunk of my footsteps against the stairs, the vibration of steel.


    After a time, I noticed a thin silver vapor in the air. I did not try to hold it off. I thought, this is my fate, and I kept going.


    The silver grew heavier, thicker, more luminous. I could no longer see the stairs, but I felt them beneath my feet and I kept climbing. After a long, long time, I climbed above the silver. And I was whole. Unchanged. I was myself, and I still remembered you, Jubilee!


    I kept on. There were no more stairs. I had come to a slanting tunnel roughly cut out of gray stone without veins of silver to light the way. The only light came from the silver I’d left behind me. That soon faded. I continued through darkness, one hand always against the wall. But the floor was smooth. I did not trip. And finally I saw a light ahead of me.


    I arrived in a grotto with silver quiescent in the walls. Outside it was evening. I sensed the silver rising, so I climbed the ridge above the grotto, thinking I should get to higher ground. But from the ridge top, I saw this temple in the distance. No lights were on, but even so, I had this wild hope that I might find you there, Jubilee. I didn’t want to wait all night to discover the truth, so I made my way to it, using my ha to fend off the silver.


    No one was here, of course. No one had been here for a long time and the library was in ruins. But the well was still active, so I slept that night in the well room.


    In the morning I climbed to the top of the wall. From there, I saw the silver was gone from the Cenotaph. So I knew you’d succeeded, Jubilee. I knew the kobold had worked. But I didn’t know where you were, and the state of the courtyard told me that months, at least, had passed since I’d been gone.
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    At these last words, Urban felt himself rising from the spell of Yaphet’s story. The room had darkened, the light from the windows less now than it had been before. Rain was falling again outside.

  


  
    On one couch, Jolly lay on his back, gazing at the ceiling. On the other, Yaphet sat with Jubilee. He cupped her cheek. They gazed into each other’s eyes, but not with smiles or reassurances. What Urban saw between them was shared fear, as if both suspected the fragility of this reunion.


    Jolly took no notice, focusing instead on the practical problems Yaphet had faced. “What did you eat after you got here?”


    A low, bitter laugh from Yaphet as he leaned back, taking Jubilee’s hand. “Nothing at first. Now, I eat kibble.”


    Jolly groaned and Urban asked aloud, “What’s kibble?”


    Jolly said, “A revolting pellet food made of a kind of kobold. Something like those bricks you eat, but worse.”


    Yaphet looked annoyed. “What was I supposed to do? Spend the day hunting for food and the night cooking it?”


    Jolly sat up, looking stern. “You were gone four years. What did you do all that time?”


    A flush rose beneath Yaphet’s brown skin. A disgruntled sigh as he turned to Jubilee. “I tried to come to you.”


    “It was dangerous,” she said soothingly. “To cross the Iraliad on foot, by yourself, that would be an almost impossible journey.”


    “I should have been able to do it, but I made mistakes. The first time, I took a bad fall in the glass city. There was an avalanche of glass. My leg was broken. I couldn’t get out.”


    Jubilee caught her breath.


    Urban leaned forward. “You died, didn’t you?” he asked in his own language.


    Yaphet understood the question anyway. “Yes, I died. And I was sent back to the underworld, to the same room. It looked the same anyway. Everything was the same. I climbed the stair again and returned here. The growth of the weeds in the courtyard served as my clock. Much more time had passed than I’d been aware of. My guess is that after each death, a year went by before I woke in that room—and I’ve woken in that room three times, so far.” He turned to Jolly. “So that’s what I was doing. Abiding in the silver. Only a memory and not self-aware.”


    Jolly looked ashamed of his earlier harsh words. “So you tried to leave again?” he asked. “What happened?”


    “More bad luck. That second time I stayed here half a year, resolved to manufacture a radio. I grew up working in my father’s atelier. I know how to build things. Of course, my father’s atelier had been fully stocked and this place was a ruin. It took months to prepare, but finally I was able to brew fluids for the vats, and grow the parts for a radio.” He shrugged, looking disgruntled. “It was a waste of time. I’m sure the radio works, but I’m so far south, with the curve of the world, I couldn’t find anyone in range to talk to. I was furious with myself. I should have known geography would be an issue. Anyway, I’d already started building a bike. I finished that, and set out again. I tried to go around the glass city, but I didn’t make it.


    “I should have been more careful. I’m not even sure what happened. I think I just nodded off one night when the silver was high.” He turned to Jubilee. “So I came back here a third time. The vats had dried out again. It’s taken time to get them working and to manufacture what I needed. I decided this time I’d prepare properly, and make the journey in a few hours.”


    “Oh Yaphet,” Jubilee said in something close to despair. “Are you building another flying machine?”


    He smiled sheepishly. “It’s nearly done. The engine is in the workshop, ready to be assembled. The cloth for the wings is in the kitchen, because when it comes out of the vat, I hang it near the stove to dry. And I’ve already carried the parts for the frame to the top of the wall above the canyon. I was going to assemble it there, because then I could launch off the wall.”


    “How quickly could you put it together?” Jolly asked.


    “With you and Jubilee helping? Maybe a day.”


    Urban was tired, his temper short. He did not want to squander time discussing some primitive atmospheric craft. He’d undertaken the long, exhausting venture through the mountains in the hope that Yaphet had learned something more about the silver, about how to control it, about the configuration codes that determined what a player could do.


    The tablet spoke for him: “You haven’t learned anything new about the silver, have you? You don’t know how you made those tokens and you have no idea how to adjust configuration codes—or if they even exist.”


    “You know of such things?” Yaphet asked, keenly interested.


    Urban gestured at Jolly, at Jubilee. “Only what I’ve been told.”


    From Yaphet, a disappointed sigh. “You are correct,” he said. “I’ve learned nothing of the configuration codes.” He turned to Jubilee. “Though there are books that have survived in the library. I can’t read them, but maybe you can. Maybe they will tell us something.”


    Urban had no patience for old books, resolving to follow a clearer path. “I want to see this grotto. Have you ever tried descending the tunnel?”


    “Descending to what? A closed chamber at the foot of the stairs? You’re forgetting that when the door closed behind me it became a solid stone wall.”


    The tablet mimicked Urban’s voice perfectly, capturing his anger: “I haven’t forgotten. But you created those tokens. You must have some control over the silver. You should be able to learn to use it for other things, like changing that wall back into a door again.”


    “If you have insight on how that is done, I would be grateful to hear it.”


    “If you can’t do it, maybe I can. I have my own molecular tools.”


    “Do you?” Yaphet asked. “Why haven’t you used them to dissect the secrets of the configuration codes?”


    “I would, if the codes were part of my physiology. But I’m not from your world, and they’re not.”


    Jolly sat up, looking worried. “Urban, to get to the underworld, you’d have to get through the cloud of silver at the top of the stairs.”


    Urban spoke for himself, in his own language: “Not a problem. I know how to generate the chemical vapor to do that. Remember?”


    “Assuming it is the same kind of silver,” Jubilee said in an icy tone.


    “That’s a chance I’ll have to take.” His voice was hoarse, his throat raw, so he returned to using the tablet as a translator. “What none of you seem to understand is that there’s no safe exit from what’s coming. There’s no time to run experiments or to make detailed plans. It’s about taking a best guess and doing something. If I can get into the core, maybe I can work out the mechanism of this world, find a way to turn it against Lezuri. So show me the grotto. I won’t ask any of you to go down with me. Just show me where it is.”


    Yaphet stood up slowly. “You think you could learn to command the mechanism of the world in the time before the god comes? How long is that? Jubilee mentioned a few hours or at most, a few days.”


    Urban stood to face him, though he was tired and the simple act of standing required an effort that left him drained. “I don’t know when he’s coming and I don’t know if I can learn anything in the time that’s left. But I’m willing to try.”


    Jubilee stood too, looking up at him with a piercing gaze. “And if you can, what risk does that pose to our world?”


    Again, Urban spoke for himself, in bitten-off syllables: “The god is coming! Do you understand that? Do you understand the threat you face?”


    She flinched at the cold anger in his voice, but when Yaphet tried to step in front of her, she held him back, saying, “I think it is the threat you face that is foremost in your mind. You said he spoke of a duty to us, an obligation. That he owed life to the players of this world. I fear for our world should it fall again into the control of this vain being, but I am more afraid of losing everything, if you should find a means to instigate a war with him. I am aware of our history. I know where wars can lead.”


    Urban clenched his fists, frustrated because he was getting nowhere, but also because she was right. His conflict with Lezuri was different from hers. The scale of it was different. Of course she would look to protect her world above all other things. He respected that.


    He started to answer, but a wave of disorientation passed over him. A buzzing in his ears. He swayed on his feet, then sat down again, hard.


    “What’s wrong?” Jubilee asked, her anger instantly transformed into concern. “You’re sweating. Has something gotten into you? A toxin?” A hand against his brow. “Hot,” she reported. “You’re sick with something.”


    He stood again, wondering about the meaning of that word sick. Did people get sick here? Did they experience the depredations of antagonistic microbiota? He wasn’t vulnerable to such things. His defensive Makers protected him from any such threat, while curbing mutant abnormalities in his own system. “I can’t get sick,” he growled.


    Still, he’d never felt like this before . . . like his body was sabotaging itself. A raw throat, aching joints, his skull pounding, his thermal regulatory system careening from hot to cold, and diverting the bulk of his cellular energy to do it. His avatar, degenerating into chaos. It shouldn’t be possible, but he knew she was right. Something had gotten inside of him, and his defensive Makers still had not defined the intrusion or initiated a counterattack.


    He pushed himself up out of the chair, and headed for the door.


    “Where are you going?” Jubilee called after him.


    “Outside. My contact with Fortuna is limited in here.”


    Just short of the door, his knees gave way.


    The memory of falling was lost to him. He blinked dry eyes, the cold stone floor against his cheek somehow soothing.


    Damn, but he’d fucked this one up.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Jolly sat with Urban, watching over him all through the afternoon as he lay, feverish and unaware, on the largest couch. Such a big man, it had taken all three of them to move him from the floor where he had fallen.

  


  
    Yaphet had brought musty old blankets and pillows from the bedrooms. Jubilee had brought water from the kitchen. There had been grim whispers until Jolly chased both of them away.


    “Go,” he’d said. “Go. Be together. I’ll sit with Urban. I don’t mind. I want to do it.”


    It was true. He wanted to do whatever he could to help Urban recover from this trial. He liked him—liked the way he was always willing to answer questions, and to ask them, and work out new ways of doing things, and the way he made impossible things seem possible after all. He felt linked to Urban, and not just because he had used the patch that would give him an atrium.


    That atrium was growing inside him, he knew it. For two days, he’d been hungry and exhausted, just as Urban had warned, but that had passed. He felt right—and that made him think the atrium was almost ready. He would need guidance on how to use it.


    But more than that, Urban had revealed the only inborn skill Jolly had ever known—this ability to speak and understand another language, the oldest language, the one Urban spoke. Jolly didn’t want to believe that was coincidence. He wanted to see purpose in it, destiny, a way out of the game.


    He laid a cool cloth across Urban’s forehead. Squeezed a few drops of water into his mouth. A sudden, ravaging fever like this was a well-known sign of the blood poisoning that happened when the blood of two players crossed. It was almost always fatal. But Urban had no injury. No one did. No one had even a nick, so there could not have been any blood poisoning. It had to be something else.


    The afternoon became night. Jolly went to the kitchen for more water, and a packet of travel rations from the supplies he and Jubilee had carried. He sat on the sofa opposite Urban and ate with Moki at his side, pondering what it might be like to live between worlds, to cross the dark void, to live one long multi-threaded life.


    The night wore on. He dozed and woke and checked on Urban and found him no better. Worse, in fact. His skin hot, dry. His cheeks hollow.


    Jolly dribbled more water into Urban’s mouth, but stopped when Urban did not swallow.


    Returning to the opposite couch, he curled up with Moki. He lay listening to the wind. And then something else. Faint repeating tones. A cricket chirping? The sound grew louder. Not a cricket. He recognized musical tones. Did Yaphet have a savant that could play music? Surely not, and this was a strange sequence of tones anyway. Not really musical after all.


    He stroked Moki, only to realize the hound had not stirred from sleep. Didn’t he hear the sound?


    Jolly’s heartbeat quickened. He sat up and looked around, though he knew nothing was there. The tones faded. A voice spoke, gentle and reassuring. It seemed to come from somewhere on his right side: *Your atrium is ready.


    It was Urban’s voice.


    Jolly stopped breathing, eyes wide in the night. “Urban?” he whispered, staring at the gaunt, still face on the opposite couch, barely visible in the dim illumination of a single glow stick. “Is that you?”


    *I’m Fortuna, Urban’s voice said. *I’m going to teach you how to use your atrium. Okay?
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    I could hardly take my gaze from Yaphet. He was a magnet to me. I was drawn to touch him, I needed to feel the warmth of his skin, the firm strength of his body, the coarse texture of his hair. To assure myself he was real. My love. He who had been my love since the beginning of this world.

  


  
    Who we had been before that—if we had been anyone—I did not know, or care. That memory was surely lost and no longer mattered anyway. We were made to love one another and I did not think I could bear to ever lose him again.


    That first night, there was no room in my heart to consider our peril. Urban lay in the great room, helpless, his mind lost to fever, but I did not think of him. Jolly was there to care for him. I cared only for Yaphet and he for me, our closed circle refusing to admit any other concern, not even the prospect of the world’s end.


    Too soon I woke to a distant chorus of birdsong that told me dawn was nigh, although it had not yet found its way into the room we shared. I did not stir. There in the darkness I basked in Yaphet’s warmth, took comfort in the sound of his soft, slow breaths as he slept beside me. If I could have lived forever in that moment, I would have.


    But light began to creep through the dirty, smoke-stained window, bringing fear with it. Long ago the god had threatened to re-make the world. Now he was returning. I gazed at Yaphet’s sleeping face, knowing I might soon lose what I had found.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Hunger finally drew us out of bed.

  


  
    A scent infiltrated our room, sweet and savory, and I was suddenly ravenous.


    “We forgot to eat dinner,” I murmured to Yaphet.


    He smiled without opening his eyes. “You are enough for me.”


    “Is that why I want to eat enough for two?”


    We tumbled out of bed, laughing in the self-centered way of newly reunited lovers. We washed and dressed—my stomach growling its impatience—then finally we went together to the kitchen.


    Moki met us in the doorway, leaping and wagging his tail. I looked beyond him, saddened but unsurprised to see that the kitchen was not the welcoming place I remembered. The iron slab of the stove remained and the large table of rose-colored jade, but the ceiling was scorched, and ugly bolts stuck out from the stone walls where wooden cabinets had once been. Alongside the stove, a few crude shelves had been set up to hold a small collection of recovered ceramics and glassware.


    Jolly had brought in the food we’d carried, piling the packages at one end of the jade table, alongside small cloth sacks that I didn’t recognize, but that probably held Yaphet’s kibble.


    Another table, long and narrow, stood against the wall beside the door. It held a neatly folded mass of white cloth. I touched it, recognizing the wing cloth for Yaphet’s flying machine.


    On the stove, two pots steamed. Jolly stirred the contents of the smaller one as he turned to look at us over his shoulder.


    “It’s a kibble porridge,” he said in disgust. “I made it in case Urban wanted to eat.” His eyes were bloodshot. He looked exhausted—miserable and worried.


    “Did you sleep at all?” I asked him, suffering a well-deserved twinge of guilt.


    “Sure . . . some.”


    “And did Urban want to eat?” Yaphet asked.


    “No. He’s not ready to wake up.” There was fear in Jolly’s voice. “He’s been quiet and still all night. No sound, no movement. But he needs to wake up. He’s wasting away. He needs to eat, or at least drink something.”


    We followed Jolly to the great room. Urban still lay on the couch where we had carried him yesterday, a blanket over his body, but he did not look like the same man. I gasped in shock when I saw him.


    His face had thinned. His cheekbones, jawline, and the sockets of his eyes were now prominent beneath dark skin gone dull and dry. His eyes were closed, but his eyelids had grown so thin I could easily make out the shape of his irises beneath them. His lips, dry and cracked. He looked so much like a corpse in the filtered light from the dirty windows that I wondered if Jolly had only imagined him still alive . . . or if he had passed in the minutes Jolly had been away.


    I was afraid to touch him, to touch death.


    Jolly slipped past me, set his palm lightly to Urban’s forehead. “Still feverish,” he reported.


    I nodded and stepped away, signaling my brother to follow.


    “I know what you’re going to say,” he told me as we huddled together with Yaphet.


    “Let me say it anyway,” I whispered. “If he should die, do not take any blame on yourself. It is not your fault.”


    “We need him to stay alive,” Jolly countered with an edge. “We need his resources. We need what he can teach us.”


    “He will live or die on his own,” Yaphet said. “And we will do what we can with what we have. We have no other choice.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Food was a growing concern. Yaphet had been eating only kibble, but there wasn’t much of it and none of us cared for it anyway. I made us a breakfast of the trail rations Jolly and I had brought. We had enough—just barely—for the return journey to the Temple of the Sisters, but only if we left today, which we could not do while Urban lay between life and death.

  


  
    So I resolved to go hunting. Yaphet said he would go with me. Jolly regarded us both with narrowed eyes, suspecting our purpose. He said to Yaphet, “You can take my rifle.”


    “No, that’s all right,” Yaphet said. “We’ll both be safer if I leave the shooting to Jubilee.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    In this life, Yaphet and I had been together for only a few days, so there were things I still didn’t know about him. That morning, I learned he was no hunter.

  


  
    I suppose I should have guessed. In his present life, he’d grown up in an enclave, at work in his father’s atelier, while I had been a child in the unsettled hills of Kavasphir, where I ran wild like the deer as soon as I was old enough to escape over the wall of my mother’s temple.


    Yaphet did not know where to look for game, but worse he did not know how to move quietly through the forest, nor to wait patiently and in silence. “Hush,” I would tell him and he would be quiet for a few minutes. But he could not contain his need to know things and soon he would be whispering questions to me, wanting to know everything about my life during our years apart, and what I knew of the diminished state of the world, and what I knew of Urban. He wanted to know everything I knew of Urban. If I could have recalled every word of our conversations, Yaphet would have been happy to hear it all.


    Finally, I kissed him to stop him talking but that induced another distraction and I never did fire a shot that morning. I resolved that I would go out again at day’s end, and I would go by myself.


    When I said we should go back, Yaphet was happy. He told me, “I’ll show you what’s left of the library. A few of the surviving books are very old. They might even be from a time before knowledge of the silver’s mechanism was lost. You’ll be able to tell.”


    “Maybe,” I said, laughing at his eagerness. Given his love of learning, he should have been the one blessed with a talent for languages. He must have known a few. But in my past lives I’d learned many—there had been oh so many diverse languages and scripts used through the long history of our world—all forgotten now, even by me. But I could remember them again if I heard just a few words or if I saw them written.


    “I will try to read these books for you,” I promised.


    I carried my rifle in the crook of an arm while I held his hand, happy despite our peril, pleased to feel the warmth of the sun against my shoulders and to breathe the scent of sun-warmed grass. “But before we go back—”


    “What?” he interrupted with a teasing smile. “Again?”


    That expression! I had never seen him like this before, so light of heart, so playful. My love, who had always been so serious by nature.


    It was as if our roles had reversed and I had become the grave half of our pair. Yaphet still harbored doubt that the god was truly returning, but I did not, and I’d begun to feel again the pressure of time. If Urban was right, we did not have much time left.


    I kissed him and whispered, “I love you so.”


    “And I love you,” he murmured in my ear, making me shiver with pleasure.


    I kissed him again. “I love you so, but I was only going to ask if you would show me the grotto where you emerged from the underworld. Looking at the slopes above us, I think it is not far from here.”


    He drew back with a frown and in a suspicious voice asked me, “Why do you want to go there?”


    “Just to look.” I nudged him along. “Come, Yaphet. Show me.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    A tall spur of rock hid the grotto’s entrance, so we could not see it until we were there. The entrance was rectangular, less than four feet high, framed in weathered stone and topped with a simple pediment. I ducked to enter it, and then stood up, finding myself within a wide, nearly circular room. Pockets of quiescent silver gleamed from within the natural nooks and crevices of the walls, just as Yaphet had described.

  


  
    We call such silver “quiescent” because it lies quietly within the protective darkness of natural caves, even through the daylight hours. It’s a rare form, but still dangerous. I knew better than to disturb it. The cold, moist air was laden with its scent.


    I walked to the back of the grotto, where the black mouth of a passage interrupted the silver’s gleam.


    “Do not go far,” Yaphet cautioned.


    I turned to see him crouched at the entrance, a faceless silhouette. He had not come in.


    “I won’t,” I promised, and then walked into the passage, just a few steps. I found it to be as Yaphet had described: rough-cut walls but the floor smooth as it slanted down into darkness.


    I stared into that darkness and an odd thought came to me: This is not my realm. I shivered.


    Yaphet need not have worried. I did not want to go even one step farther into that passage. I hurried back to him and we returned together into the sunshine.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Jolly met us on the threshold when we returned, reporting Urban’s condition unchanged. He glared at me when he understood I had not brought back any game.

  


  
    “I will try again in the evening,” I promised him. Then whispered, “By myself.” This won me a half-smile. He understood.


    Yaphet decided we should bring the parts he intended for the frame of the flying machine down from the wall where he’d stored them. “If I assemble it up there, it’s vulnerable to the wind,” he explained. “I would rather assemble it in the shelter of the courtyard and when it comes time to launch, we can carry it together to the top of the wall.”


    I didn’t approve of anything to do with flying machines. They were his obsession, but they were dangerous. Once airborne, they drew the silver to them, even on the sunniest of days.


    He guessed my thoughts. “Do not look so dismayed, Jubilee. You can fend off the silver for me.”


    “I had thought we would ride out of here on my bike. I don’t want to leave it behind.”


    Jolly looked uneasily between the two of us. “We can decide later?” he suggested. “Anyway, I’m going to start bringing the parts down.” He patted his thigh to get Moki’s attention and strode across the courtyard to the nearest stair.


    “You don’t have to fly with me,” Yaphet said. “But I want to take the flying machine when we go.”


    I shrugged, unwilling to argue with him, but also unwilling to give my consent. What meaning could our plans have anyway? None of us knew what the coming days would bring.


    I helped to carry the carefully shaped rods and struts down to the courtyard, all of them honeycombed and astonishingly light. It took only a few trips up and down the stair to fetch them all, but in that short time the bright morning turned gloomy, with gray clouds collecting between the peaks.


    Under Yaphet’s direction we clipped the parts together. The flying machine had a single long, curved wing. Suspended beneath it, a pilot’s cradle where Yaphet would lie chest down and grip the controls. Additional struts on both sides of the cradle would support large cargo baskets.


    As we worked, Jolly ducked away every few minutes to check on Urban. Each time, he returned with lips pressed together in a grim line.


    A cold, misty rain set in as we finished assembling the frame. “Let’s stop for the day,” Yaphet said. “We can put the wing cloth on tomorrow. I still have to assemble the engine anyway.”


    We tied down the frame, retreating to the shelter of the temple as the rain grew heavier. Hot tea and trail rations warmed us in the kitchen, but it was a somber gathering, with Urban so close to death.


    When Jolly finished his tea, he went to sit with Urban again, while I climbed the stairway with Yaphet, to visit the library.


    That library had once been a trove of history and knowledge. No longer. At the top of the stairs, we had to first step over the bronze door that had guarded the entrance. It lay face down, marked with footprints of ash. The room beyond was a shambles, shocking to see. Most of the tall bookshelves still stood, but the fire had reduced them to blackened, skeletal frameworks of petrified wood, reaching up into a void that had once been the ceiling. Gray daylight shone down through ragged gaps in the roof above the ruined third floor. Rain dripped in, pooling here and there amid the ash of burned books and bookshelves.


    My throat hurt, and silent tears started from my eyes as I contemplated the loss.


    “Come,” Yaphet said quietly, taking my hand.


    He led me to a dry corner where he’d gathered the surviving books into neat stacks. None of these books were made of paper or vellum. Any such ordinary book would have been lost to the fire. These were books that had been changed, either by the silver or by some forgotten process of preservation so that their pages were made either of lettered stone or of a thin flexible metal, impossible to tear.


    I sat on a large cushion that Yaphet must have brought from one of the undamaged rooms below and picked up a book from the top of the nearest stack. Its weight and feel told me it was made of lettered stone, a material that is crisp and inflexible except where it is bound to the book’s spine. There the truth is revealed. The “stone” looks no different at that join, but it behaves differently, bending easily. So the material composing it cannot be actual stone. Also, the pages are far more durable than a paper-thin slice of any variety of ordinary mineral. Even so, the pages can be broken on purpose, and must always be handled carefully.


    The lettering in this book was pale, and difficult to make out in the gray light, but the language was familiar. I read enough to grasp that it was a history of a great seaside city, one I’d never heard of before.


    I set it aside and looked for Yaphet. He had wandered into an aisle between the scaffolding of the shelves. Using a long pole, he poked disconsolately at a wet heap of ash and cinder, no doubt hoping to find another book he might have overlooked before.


    I picked up the next in the stack. It was another history, and the one after that a collection of stories. There was a wayfarer’s handbook, a book on astronomy, a detailed list of laws, an anatomy, and a manual on quarrying decorative stone, among many other topics. Most of these books were written in just three or four common languages, well known to me. A few were more obscure, and I had to think hard before the memory of those words came to me.


    I read enough of each to get a feel for its subject matter, though not for its period of history. Our history is a jumble. Again and again civilizations have risen only to be consumed by floods of silver, and later, the silver will return some of the artifacts it has taken, redistributing them in altered form across the millennia.


    I picked up another book, imagining it as it must once have been, composed of durable paper. Sometime in the past the silver had taken it, changed its pages to delicate lettered stone, brought it forward in time for someone to find, a year, or ten thousand years later. And maybe that re-created copy was the one I held, or maybe the book I held had been lost and re-created many times over. It didn’t matter to us. Not now. All that mattered was whether the book had something to say about the mechanism of the silver or of configuration codes. Something we didn’t already know.


    On that gloomy afternoon I looked at over a hundred books—a tiny portion of the library collection that had existed before the fire. In the end, I found only one that might reference the topic of configuration codes. It was in poor condition and hard to read. So I took it with me, to read when I had better light.
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    *He’s dying, Jolly thought.

  


  
    *He’s changing, adapting to your world, Fortuna countered—not for the first time. As Urban’s condition had grown ever more hopeless, Jolly had turned to the ship for both counsel and comfort.


    *If the change takes too long, he may die, Fortuna conceded. *But it’s not over yet.


    Still, it couldn’t be long. Urban’s breathing was shallow, his heartbeat so sluggish it was almost undetectable, he’d lost so much weight it looked like he was melting from the inside, and a dirty-colored kind of salt kept accumulating on his skin. Jolly rinsed a cloth in a basin of warm water, squeezed it out, and used it to wipe the salt from his face, his neck, his arms, his chest.


    Jubilee came down from the library in the late afternoon. She came to look at Urban. A sharp intake of breath, before she squeezed Jolly’s shoulder.


    “It’s still raining,” he whispered. “You won’t be able to go hunting.”


    “That’s all right. If I still need to, I’ll try again tomorrow. Is Yaphet in the workshop?”


    “Yes.”


    She left, but a few minutes later she called to him from the hallway. “Jolly, come. We need to talk.”


    “In a minute.” With another cloth, he squeezed a few drops of clean water into Urban’s mouth, not knowing if it did any good.


    He found Jubilee and Yaphet, seated at the table in the kitchen, looking grim. “He’ll either recover tonight or he’ll die,” Jolly announced bluntly. He pulled out a chair and sat down with a thump. There was a catch in his voice when he added, “That’s what you want to know, right?”


    Jubilee set a steaming cup of tea in front of him. “We need to decide what we will do if Urban does pass tonight,” she said softly. “Do we have a reason to stay here longer?”


    “Are you already finished in the library?”


    Yaphet answered with a sigh. “You have not been upstairs. There isn’t much left there.”


    “I found only one book that might be useful to us,” Jubilee said. “I’ll take it with us when we go.”


    “Take it where?” Jolly asked her. Had plans already been made?


    “That is what we must decide. I think we should go back to the Temple of the Sisters. We could stay there for a time, look through their library . . . and not starve.”


    “I want to see Urban’s flying machine,” Yaphet added. “That would mean a stop in the Cenotaph.”


    To Jolly, it felt like they were already on their way north, not realizing yet that he wasn’t with them.


    He stared into his teacup, the steam warm against his face. In the few days since he’d met Urban, he’d dared to imagine a different future for himself, one not tied to this world. Here, he was destined to a solitary life, but out there, the rules were different. Anything could happen—but only if Urban lived.


    “It’s not a flying machine,” Jolly objected softly. “Fortuna is a starship and it’s a kind of savant too.”


    “A savant?” Yaphet mused. “Could we talk to it?”


    Jubilee swirled her tea and said, “Urban had no understanding of the silver. He did not know how to defeat the god. He came here to learn from you, my love.”


    Her use of the past tense angered Jolly. Urban was not gone yet! But soon? His mind squirmed with worry—for Urban and for the future, but also for what he would reveal to Jubilee when he told her about his atrium.


    She would hate the idea of it, of course. She would see it as suspect, a dangerous unknown given to him by a stranger she didn’t trust. But more than that, by accepting the atrium, he’d taken a step away from her, from this world . . . and he felt guilty for that, for wanting it.


    Yaphet leaned back in his chair, running his fingers through loose strands of his long hair, pushing them away from his face. “Urban found out fast I had nothing to teach him. I haven’t learned anything new since I’ve been here. I rebuilt the workshop, restored the vats. But I was focused on getting out of here. Nothing else. I don’t know anything more about the silver now, than I did in the time before.”


    “That isn’t true,” Jolly said. “You sent Jubilee those tokens.”


    “I didn’t know I sent them. I don’t know if I could do it again. It would be interesting to try, but it would be just a small first step toward learning to control the silver.”


    Jolly hissed softly. “That’s how I have to learn everything—in small steps.”


    Yaphet—and Jubilee too—relied too much on the sudden blossoming of knowledge that came when latent skills learned in past lives awakened. Learning new things took work, even for them.


    “Small steps might be enough to unlock big gains,” Jolly went on. “Urban thinks there are keys to control the silver. Mechanisms that—” Jolly groped for the words to make a proper translation. “That ‘initiate a routine.’ He says the scent of temple kobolds is a key that causes the silver to disintegrate, and that there must be other keys that can be used to tell the silver to do other things. He instructed Fortuna to try to find them . . . but it hasn’t found any more yet.”


    Jubilee set her teacup down with a soft tap. “What do you mean?” she asked, puzzled. “Did Urban tell you that?”


    He traded a long look with her. “No. I talked to Fortuna.”


    “You talked to Fortuna?”


    He nodded a guilty nod, resolved to plunge ahead, but unsure how to say it.


    “You used Urban’s tablet?” she guessed.


    “No.” His voice suddenly hoarse. “Three days ago, I asked Urban about getting an atrium of my own.” He tapped the side of his head the way Urban had done when he’d first explained about his atrium. “It’s working now.”


    Jubilee’s mouth opened. Shock reduced her voice to a whisper. “You have an atrium?”


    “I wanted to try it.”


    “Jolly! What have you done? What have you let that stranger do to you?”


    He shook his head. Hadn’t he predicted exactly this? “I knew you’d react this way.”


    “Of course I would react this way! You have no idea—”


    “I’m fine,” he interrupted. “You don’t need to worry. And I didn’t let Urban do anything to me. I asked him. It was my idea and my choice.”


    Yaphet leaned in, studying Jolly as if he sought some outer indication of the atrium’s presence. “That’s why you were so tired,” he guessed. “Jubilee told me about that. It must have taken a lot of metabolic energy to grow a new organ.”


    Jubilee’s eyes shone too brightly and there was a quaver in her voice when she asked, “But you’re all right now?”


    “I told you, I’m fine. And if I want to get rid of it, I can. But I don’t want to. I want to learn more about it, what I can do with it. So far, I’ve only used it to talk to Fortuna and to view a few records in the library. I found a video there, of the god as he spoke with Urban.”


    He turned to Yaphet. “Lezuri does look like you, but he talks differently. He carries himself differently.”


    He shifted back to Jubilee. “Lezuri told Urban he made the world and she brought life to it. But he didn’t like her work. He said it was too ‘natural.’ He wanted it to be unpredictable. He wanted the players to face ‘brutal challenges.’”


    “Brutal challenges?” Jubilee echoed. “Like what?”


    “I don’t know,” Jolly admitted. “He only said he wanted these ‘brutal challenges’ so players would be pushed to gain skills in each life, in each level.”


    “We do gain skills,” Jubilee protested.


    “But not levels,” Yaphet mused, his fingers softly rapping the tabletop. The motion ceased, and Jolly again found himself the focus of Yaphet’s intense gaze. “You’re sure? You’re sure that’s what you heard?”


    “Yes. It’s all true. The god even talked about inevitable war. And I saw what happened to Urban’s other ship, the one he calls Dragon. It was awful. It was torn apart.” He turned to Jubilee. “Everything Urban told us is real.”


    She looked past him, wide-eyed. Four years ago, as the world drowned in silver, Jolly had gone with her into the Cenotaph to confront what was there. Jubilee was remembering those terrible hours. He knew it.


    “We don’t have to stay here,” she said, her gaze shifting back to the present. “If you can talk to Fortuna from here, you should be able to talk to it just as well from the Temple of the Sisters.”


    “I’ll ask if that will work,” Jolly agreed. “But I’m not going anywhere while Urban still lives.”


    “Of course not,” Jubilee whispered. “But by morning . . .”


    “I know.” He sagged in his chair, tired, now that the stress of his confession was over.


    Jubilee took note. “You should sleep tonight. Let me sit with Urban.”


    “No. I want to stay with him. It’s not hard. I only wish there was more I could do.”
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    Awareness came slowly, his senses returning one by one. First, the odors of musty fabric, cold stone, and guardian kobolds. Then the stale taste of decay in his own desiccated mouth. Around him, a cocoon of warmth beneath layers of blankets, contrasting with icy-cold night air against his face. A soft, distant, cacophonous drumming.

  


  
    He could not see where he was, but the telepresence of Fortuna, and the data stream that linked him to the ship, affirmed his physical position within the great room of Yaphet’s temple. He blinked his eyes and found them painfully dry, but he blinked more, and after a time he was able to focus on a single weak golden light in the otherwise dark room.


    Later, he noticed Jolly leaning over him.


    “Try to drink some water,” Jolly said, cradling his head and holding a cup to his lips.


    Urban sipped, the liquid a blessing against his tongue, all that Jolly would allow, but it was not enough. God, he felt parched. But the cup was withdrawn and he did not have the volition to go after it.


    He lay still, eyes open, listening to the rhythmless pattering he now recognized as rain. Much closer, the soft breathing of someone asleep.


    “Are you there?” he croaked to the darkness. “Jolly?”


    His query was answered only by a slight hesitation before the sleeper drew another breath.


    Urban did not try again to speak. Something was . . . different. His sensorium . . . augmented in a way he’d never experienced before. A new connection intersecting with his mind, independent of the sensory link that joined him to Fortuna. It reminded him of Dragon’s high bridge and the way it linked him to the depthless sea of Chenzeme memory contained within the philosopher cells.


    But this was not alien. This new sense engaged with human memory, the memory of a world, memory contained within currents of silver flowing slowly past the cold stone of the temple’s massive, encircling courtyard wall. His awareness of the silver was as sharp and clear as his awareness of his own thoughts.


    He stirred, sitting up slowly. The beat of his heart too loud, too rapid. Weak, he thought with contempt. But no longer aching, no longer out of balance. Ravenously hungry, of course.


    Memories woke in him. His atrium had continued to operate while he’d been under. Subminds had come in from his ghost aboard Fortuna and the memories they’d brought had already integrated. He knew the somatic Makers he’d given to Jolly had done their job. Jolly’s biome had been surveyed and the collected data uploaded to Fortuna via the atrium the Makers had assembled within Jolly’s brain tissue.


    That survey had found tiny anomalous nodules within Jolly’s neural cells and free-floating in the plasma of his blood. They were complex, highly engineered, laden with molecular switches, and unlike anything else in the library.


    The same kind of nodules now existed within Urban’s brain and blood, while nothing else had changed within his biome. The nodules had to be the means to determine a player’s configuration codes. That was the conclusion of his ghost aboard Fortuna, so it was his conclusion too.


    But as critical as the discovery of the coding complex was, Urban didn’t want to think about it at that moment. He didn’t want to think about how it worked. He didn’t want to think about the faint sparks of ha glittering against the back of his hands. The changes the silver had forced on him, along with his body’s initial resistance to those changes, had drained him. Right now he only wanted to eat.


    He pushed the blankets aside. Placed his bare feet against the cold stone floor—and realized he needed to find his clothing and his boots.


    He stood up to look for them, swaying at first, his balance precarious before he stabilized. Blinked his eyes down to low-light mode so he could clearly see the shape of objects in the room around him. No colors. He didn’t need colors.


    His clothes were draped on a chair, his boots beneath it. Jolly slept on the opposite couch, his back to Urban, huddled under a blanket. Moki nestled in the crook of his legs but the dog’s eyes were open, watching Urban with a suspicious glint. No one else.


    Urban dressed slowly, a task made harder when he started shivering. But then he slipped on his coat, and its generated heat began to warm him.


    Moki had continued to watch him with interest, but when the coat went on, the dog seemed to take it as a signal. He stood up and stretched. The motion woke Jolly, who turned to look over his shoulder, and then sat up so abruptly Moki was pushed to the floor.


    “You’re awake!” Jolly whispered in astonishment. The ha sparkled against his hands as he shoved his blanket aside. “We didn’t think . . . I didn’t . . .” He abandoned that whispered thought to ask instead, “Are you okay?”


    “Maybe,” Urban conceded, sitting down again to put on his boots. The chair was old and fire-damaged. It creaked under his weight, reduced though it was. “Your atrium is working,” he said.


    “Yes,” Jolly agreed. “I spoke to your ship. It sounded just like you.”


    Urban grunted, remembering that conversation because Jolly hadn’t actually spoken to the ship, he’d spoken to Urban’s ghost, and that ghost was him, and Urban had integrated those memories.


    “Your ship has found out about configuration codes,” Jolly said in quiet excitement.


    “Not just in you,” Urban said, “but in me too.”


    The silver had mapped and modified him. His illness had been fallout from that, as both his natural defenses and his defensive Makers resisted the intrusion. But a truce had been reached.


    He held up his hands for Jolly to see the sparks shimmering between his fingers. “The silver knows me now.”


    “Oh, that’s extraordinary!” Jolly said, still whispering. He stood, letting his blanket slide to the floor. “Is it truly ha? If it is, you should be able to sense the silver. Can you?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s amazing. You’re a stranger here but now you’re part of it, and you’ve skipped the starting level.”


    “I’ve skipped to your level,” Urban realized as the memory surfaced. “My . . .” He hesitated. He’d been about to say My ghost but Jolly would not understand that. “My ship set my configuration codes to match yours.”


    “Your ship has already learned how to change them?” Jolly asked in wide-eyed disbelief.


    “Yes, but I don’t know what those changes mean.” He leaned over to pull on his boots. Their soft cuffs wrapped gently around his calves. He didn’t care anything about the particulars of the game being played here—if it was a game. His goal was to interpret the configuration codes so he could move to the master level, and once there, modify the rules.


    His body had not reacted well to the incursion of the silver, but he’d survived it, and now that this avatar was augmented with configuration codes, he could experiment on himself.


    “Drink some water,” Jolly urged.


    Urban happily complied, feeling his strength creeping back as he drained the cup Jolly handed to him. He set the cup down and got to his feet again. Still unsteady, weaker than he’d ever been. “I’m going outside.”


    He shuffled toward the door, taking short, careful steps. Jolly scrambled after him, boots already on as he plucked a little golden glow stick from a table.


    “Don’t call the silver in,” Jolly warned.


    “What?” Urban had no idea what Jolly meant by this.


    “It’s an easy mistake to make when your ha is first awake,” Jolly said. He shrugged into his coat, pressing the seam to seal it, and concluded, “I’ll go with you.”


    Moki came too.


    Outside, the night was even colder than within the great room. An unfamiliar cold that nipped at Urban’s cheeks and forced his coat to work harder to keep his body warm. And it was still raining . . . that astounding phenomenon of frigid water dripping uncontrolled out of the sky.


    Despite his weakness, Urban grinned. He couldn’t help but admire the brazen wildness of planetary weather, generated without regard for the convenience of any human.


    He did regret not including a hood in the design of his coat.


    The bikes were where he remembered, beneath the shelter of an intact eave. Urban went to his and retrieved a supply of nutritional bricks, stuffing one into his mouth, handing one to Jolly, putting more into his pockets.


    He was depleting his supply of raw organic matter much faster than he’d expected. He toyed with the idea of slowing his metabolic rate, even jettisoning some of his self-repair functions. Another possibility was to direct his body to gradually decline in size. That would let him feed off his own tissues for a time and then leave him with an avatar that required fewer calories to function hour to hour.


    Maybe.


    But not yet.


    Calories swiftly entered his system. He perked up, feeling stronger, more alert. He bit off half of another nutritional brick while Jolly waited, hands stuffed into his pockets, jouncing up and down in a kind of vibrational motion that Urban recognized as a means to generate body heat.


    “Are you okay now?” Jolly asked when he noticed Urban’s gaze on him.


    Urban pondered this. He had lost a lot of weight but he had gained this new sense—a sense of the silver as an ocean of memory, of possibility—though whether that meant his self-determination was now compromised he could not say.


    He wondered: Now that the silver had mapped him, was it possible he would be born again into this world like any other player?


    “I feel okay,” he told Jolly.


    Jolly held up his hand. “Do this for me. Press your palm against mine.”


    Urban guessed this ritual had to do with the ha. He considered that Jolly had trusted him in the matter of the somatic Makers. He returned that trust by pressing his much larger, darker hand against Jolly’s. The sparks of their ha brightened, multiplied, mingled. And through the new sense that had been given to him, Urban perceived Jolly as a kind of brightness in his mind. A knot of data, written into the silver.


    “It does work,” Jolly said with satisfaction.


    Urban grunted, intrigued. Resolving to try an experiment of his own, he stuffed a couple more nutritional bricks into one pocket, then stepped out from under the eave into the rain-soaked darkness.


    His bristly black hair was too short to provide any warmth or protection from the frigid rain and he shivered as drops struck his scalp. His boots splashed in puddles. It was all so strange. On a ship or a habitat this excess of water would mean an environmental system run amok, but it was natural here—never mind the artificial origin of this world.


    Silvery light welled from beyond the wall, and Jolly’s glow stick contributed some direct illumination—enough so that Urban, with his vision locked in gray monochrome, could find his way past the weeds. But then he caught sight of a structure in the courtyard that had not been there before. A framework, suggestive of a sweeping wing over a small central platform. A satellite had observed the structure, and his ghost had asked Jolly about it. “Yaphet’s flying machine,” he remembered.


    “We’ll finish putting it together in the morning,” Jolly said with evident enthusiasm.


    Urban tried to imagine the device with the wing complete. He queried Fortuna for an opinion and the DI sent an overlay showing the likely appearance of the finished flyer.


    “What is Yaphet going to use it for?” he asked.


    Jolly looked askance, uncomfortable with this question. “We were talking about leaving this place. We need to get back to the Sisters before we run out of food.”


    “You’re going to fly back?”


    “Nothing’s been decided.” He hesitated, then added, “We were waiting to see if you . . . well, if you recovered.”


    “Thank you,” Urban said, low voiced. “I mean, for staying with me. I’ve never been through anything like that before.”


    “It was scary,” Jolly said softly.


    “Sooth.” He looked up at the courtyard wall, the one that faced the canyon. “Come with me?”


    “Where are you going?”


    “I want to see the silver.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban climbed a narrow stone stairway, bare of any handrail, with Jolly a step behind. The rain slackened as they neared the top, and the sweet scent of temple kobolds grew thick on the air. He discovered the scout-bot positioned at the head of the stairs. It scuttled away at his approach. Moki darted after it, barking, the hair on his back standing on end, until Jolly told him to hush.

  


  
    The wall was massive, six meters across, with a twelve-meter drop to the courtyard, and no parapet, just a shallow curb all around the inner and outer edges. It was easy to see how Yaphet could have fallen.


    Urban crossed to the outer edge. As he did, his eyesight shifted out of nocturnal mode, the silver-illuminated night too bright for low-light vision.


    Directly below, a vertical drop, the dressed stone meeting the natural rock of the canyon wall. No silver gleamed immediately below, but luminous sheets of it flowed off the meadow, coating the canyon wall on either side of the temple. Steaming, tumbling downward in a slow-motion slide, the silver finally divided into separate streams some thirty meters below, following drainages worn into the near-vertical face. Farther down, the angle of descent eased and trees grew on the slope. Silver streams could be glimpsed beneath them, descending to join a river of silver flowing at the base of the canyon far, far below.


    A gust of wind, a last spattering of droplets as the clouds began to break apart. A few stars shone through.


    Urban looked up and across to the other side of the canyon where there was a narrow plateau, lower in elevation than where he stood, but high enough to block any view of the City of Glass. Farther out, he could see the desert, with silver gleaming in the washes, and then the dark pit of the Cenotaph.


    Even as he looked with his eyes he still felt linked to the flow of silver—aware of it as if it was part of him, as if he was within it, or it was within him. More than an ocean of information, it was a reservoir of potential action, awaiting a motivating force, the application of a sense of direction.


    He yearned to immerse himself in it. What could be learned? What might be done with it?


    “Careful!” Jolly said sharply. “You’re calling it in.”


    Urban flinched. He looked down to see a streamer of silver, like a giant glowing serpent, rising against gravity, flowing toward him up the cold stone of the temple wall.


    Moki whined, prancing nervously.


    “Push it away,” Jolly said tensely.


    Urban did not need to ask how. He knew. Using the new sense that inhabited him, he leaned against the oncoming streamer, not physically, but using his will, and it gave way, curving back down, conceding again to gravity.


    “You’ve done something like this before,” Jolly said. It was not a question.


    “This is a new sense,” Urban mused. “But engaging with it is similar to the way I engage the intellect of my starship, Dragon.”


    “Maybe that puts you at a higher level.”


    “My codes are set the same as yours,” Urban reminded him. “We’re at the same level.”


    “It’s not that simple,” Jolly said. “Do you remember I told you I can enter the silver?”


    “Yes.”


    Did he have that skill now too? Was there a way to test it without risking his life?


    Jolly must have guessed what he was thinking. He warned Urban, “You don’t want to try it.”


    “No?”


    “No. If it doesn’t work for you the way it works for me, you could die, or be lost.” He held up his palm. “That’s why I traded the ha with you. If one of us is lost but still alive, the ha will link us and let us find each other.


    “When I was first taken by the silver, I thought I had died. It took me a long time to understand I hadn’t. And I had to learn to move through the silver. It was hard to do at first but I got better at it. So you can have an ability, but still need to learn the skill. Right?”


    “Okay,” Urban said. “Then it’s possible you have skills you’re not aware of.”


    Jolly frowned at this. Then, sounding unconvinced, “Maybe?”


    Urban pressed his point. “Yaphet didn’t know he had the ability to make those tokens, but he did it anyway.”


    “Can you perceive a way to do that?” Jolly asked him.


    Urban considered the problem—within his own mind and within the intersectional space between his mind and the flow of potential all around him. As he did, he felt the silver begin to rise again. No. He pushed it back. Not like that.


    He said, “At its simplest level it would be assembly, not creation. Assembling an object from a pattern stored in memory . . . what I would call a library.”


    “I don’t know how that would be done,” Jolly said.


    “You’d first have to find the pattern,” Urban mused. He thought about it, thought about the flow of information he sensed within the silver. Then he beckoned to Jolly. “Come.”


    They walked to the end of the wall with Moki following. Turned the corner. The meadow below them now, flooded with silver, only the flowering heads of the grasses visible.


    Moki sat down a few steps away, gazing out at the luminous night. That shape, Urban thought. He envisioned the pattern, the shape of a little dog with alert ears. He envisioned a token in that shape.


    Again, he drew the silver to him, this time on purpose, a heavy tendril rising toward the top of the wall.


    Moki stood up at its approach, started growling.


    “You’re doing it again,” Jolly warned.


    “I am,” Urban agreed. “Follow my lead. Feel the structure.”


    The tendril continued to rise.


    “Push it back!” Jolly urged, fear in his voice. “Don’t bring the silver into the temple ground.”


    “I won’t. Trust me.”


    “No. Why should I trust you? What do you know of the silver?”


    Urban chuckled softly. “You’re right,” he said. “You’d be crazy to trust me.”


    The tendril of silver reached the top of the wall, spilled over . . . but only a few centimeters. Urban felt a force attempting to push it back. That was Jolly, his presence and intention so easy to sense through the silver.


    Gently, Urban rejected the interference. He held the tendril where it was, sensing the structure being assembled within it. Seeing it on a level deeper than sight, like visualizing the workings of Makers as they assembled an object, forcing it into existence, molecule by molecule.


    He didn’t even notice when Jolly stopped fighting him, aware of the concession only after the last molecule was in place and he released the silver, though it did not leave until he made the mental gesture to push it away.


    There on the edge of the wall, another little token. Jolly ran to pick it up. Gazed at it in wonder. Urban didn’t need to see it to know it was a tiny bit of statuary made to look like Moki.


    “How did you know you could do that?” Jolly demanded, sounding angry. “How did you know how to do it?”


    Urban shrugged. “Maybe because I’ve spent more time working with complex—”


    He broke off as a submind dropped in, integrated. Abruptly he had a memory that sent adrenaline surging through his system. “Shit,” he whispered. “Jolly, I’ve got a signal. We’re running out of time.”


    Both his satellites had detected a gravitational perturbation—the signal he’d been waiting for, that he’d dreaded, that meant a ship was incoming. “It’s not Dragon. Not yet. The signal is too weak. Probably an outrider, an advance ship, but Dragon can’t be far behind.”


    “You mean the god?” Jolly asked in disbelief.


    “Yes. Lezuri. We might have only hours.”


    “What can we do?”


    “Yaphet made that deletion kobold, right?”


    “Oh. No, we were working on other things. The flying machine, and . . . library books.”


    Urban turned to him in exasperation. “Yaphet doesn’t believe Lezuri is coming, does he?”


    “No . . . I mean, maybe he didn’t before, but I think he does now. I told him what I saw, what Lezuri said about ‘brutal challenges’ and ‘inevitable war.’”


    Urban nodded, remembering that his ghost had showed Jolly his last encounter with Lezuri.


    “Wake Yaphet up,” Urban instructed. “If he still remembers how to make that kobold, he needs to—”


    Urban ducked, dropped to his knees as a harsh boom! slammed down through the atmosphere, a shockwave he felt in his chest. He looked up, mouth agape in astonishment, as a deep rumbling rolled across the sky, loud at first, slowly fading.


    “Look there!” Jolly said, still on his feet.


    Urban stood up again. Turned to look.


    Far to the east and faint: twinned golden flares, receding until, on the edge of sight, they traced a wide arc far out over the desert as if intending to come around. The flares winked out before the turn was complete, but the distant rumbling went on and on for many seconds, sound waves slowly propagating through the atmosphere while Urban inventoried the feeds from his cameras.


    Neither satellite was in position to image this region of Verilotus. The cameras on and around Fortuna could see nothing beyond the rim of the Cenotaph. But two of his far-wandering scout-bots, each passing the night on a high point of terrain, had a view of the eastern sky.


    They recorded the swift journey of a distant delta-winged glider, the lingering heat of atmospheric entry causing it to glow brilliantly in the infrared. If this had ever been an outrider, it did not resemble one now.


    Urban watched the image projected onto his sensorium. He sensed Lezuri had followed the same chain of reasoning he’d used on his own approach to Verilotus: Come in stealth, minimizing use of the reef while surveying the system for a sign of the presence of the goddess. Then a hard deceleration and a quick descent to the Cenotaph—the only anomalous feature on the face of the world.


    He checked Fortuna’s status. It remained flush with the ground and camouflaged. During the day it might have gone undetected, but not at night. Not on this night, when a thin film of silver surrounded it, held off by the replicated vapor of temple kobolds so that Fortuna lay in brilliant outline.


    Lezuri would have already seen it. He might not recognize it for what it was, but he would surely investigate.


    Urban messaged his ghost on Fortuna, telling it, *Defend yourself.


    The reply came in the form of a partial submind bearing only a sense of cold determination.


    *What’s that supposed to mean? he demanded. A full submind would have synchronized memories, but this wordless sharing . . . it told him there was something his other aspect did not want him to know. *What’s going on? What are you planning?


    A reply came, but it explained nothing: *You need time.


    All the ship’s cameras turned east, waiting for the glider to appear.


    Urban queried his satellites, thinking his other aspect might have had news of Dragon. But no, there was still no sign of the great ship.


    Shouts from the courtyard. Jubilee and Yaphet, awakened by the sonic boom, demanding to know:


    “What happened? What was that?”


    “Jolly, are you all right?”


    “The god has come,” Jolly shouted back. “An advance ship.”


    Urban stood frozen, blind to his immediate surrounds as he watched the long glide of the incoming ship, first as seen by the farthest scout-bot, and then the nearer one as the glider soared west.


    A patter of footsteps, low questions, a hand on his arm, and Jubilee speaking from close beside him: “Urban, I’ve brought your tablet. Activate it for me. Let me see what you see.”


    Urban issued a silent command through his atrium, waking the tablet and instructing it to accept Jubilee as an approved user. Then he set it to mirror what he saw—the glider, descending rapidly toward the rim of the Cenotaph.


    The camera view shifted again. Now it was as if he stood beside Fortuna.


    “There it is,” Jolly said. “I can see it now with my own eyes. There’s a faint glow of silver all across its surface.”


    “I see it too,” Jubilee said. “But why doesn’t the silver expand to consume it?”


    “The god created the silver,” Yaphet answered as if that was explanation enough—and of course it was.


    Urban continued to watch the camera feed. The incoming craft might have plausibly picked the ruins of the goddess as its target, but it did not. Its course took it directly toward Fortuna.


    *It’s coming for you, he messaged. His ghost would know that, but in his anxiety, the need to communicate was irresistible.


    *I’m ready.


    *Wait . . . something’s off. It’s coming down too fast.


    The craft’s steep descent looked to bring it to ground at least half a kilometer before—


    A sharp crack! The vessel burst apart. There was no fire, no roar of an explosion, but it disintegrated. Urban watched in shock as it crumbled into thousands of hand-sized pieces, each one a wing shape, creating a flying swarm that air-braked in unison, dropping to the silver-covered ground all around Fortuna. And where the fragments touched, the silver churned. It roiled up from the ground, rising around Fortuna in a thick circular wall, higher and higher, cutting off the camera’s view of the Cenotaph.


    The camera swiveled up to watch the wall of silver as it continued to grow. Stars and streamers of dark clouds could still be seen until the silver rolled in overhead, expanding from all sides to form a domed roof. Just before the roof was complete, the signal dropped out.


    Urban switched cameras, looking through the viewpoint of the nearest aerial-bot, stationed at the crater’s rim. It showed a great dome of silver enclosing Fortuna.


    He could not recover a signal from the ship.


    The dome continued to grow.

  


  
    THIRD

  


  
    You are formidable.

  


  
    You willed yourself into existence within the Swarm.


    You resurrected yourself after she destroyed you.


    Against all odds you returned across light years to your own world, risking her renewed wrath, the very real possibility that she would murder you again.


    And at the last, when faced with the presence of an anomalous object of unknown hazard bedded in the floor of the impact crater, you risked all, guided by the credo that allowed you to rise above the Swarm: Strike first. Take without hesitation or be taken.


    So you struck hard and you took it, dissolving the intruder within a cloud of corrosive silver while you proceeded to embed yourself in this, your world.


    It is all yours now. She is nothing. Her remains lie not far away, dry cognitive bones without the least flicker of awareness in them. You have won the argument, won the right to stage the creation again. You will remake this world as you had meant it to be: a world of challenge, competition, personal evolution—a means to find those few among your players who could rise as you rose within the Swarm.


    You remember telling her, The victorious few will be our children, and our formidable allies against the hostile gods of other stars.


    And she said, No. I did not escape the Swarm to create that hell again.


    The argument is won.


    Even so, your grief runs deep as you contemplate an endless future empty of her presence. You ask yourself, Is the past truly unrecoverable? And you resolve to take up this question at some point in the future, when you have become a greater being than you are now.


    For now, your task is to grow. The moon-sized sacred sphere that contains the larger fragment of your surviving self has perforce been left behind in the void—but you make do. You sink roots into your world, the world you made, building out your consciousness, linking point by point with the subterranean capillaries of silver that are the lifeblood and the memory of your world.


    But as those links form, you discover the silver is not as you remember it. It has evolved. There are new functions within it, their purposes opaque to you.


    You pause your expansion, suspecting a trap, one she left.


    Lezuri, she whispers.


    No more than that, but you recoil, fearing she will rouse, rise up from the memory of the silver and strike at you. Strike hard.


    But she does not.


    After a time, you reach out again, cautiously. You sense no trace of her presence. So what was it that brushed your mind? An echo, you decide. A fragment of what once was. Nothing more than that.


    You resume your expansion. You must grow, regardless of what’s out there, of what’s changed. There is no other way to recover yourself, to restore your reach, your power. There can be no retreat for you.


    An aphorism to rally your confidence: No way out but forward!


    But as your senses expand, you encounter a new concern. The corrosive cloud of silver you raised around the intruder was meant to dis-assemble whatever lies within to constituent atoms. That has not happened. The intruder holds off the silver by some mechanism you do not understand. It is the same phenomenon you observed from the passing probe.


    Worse, you have detected remnant biological matter with the genetic markers of that one you know as Urban. He should not have survived! And yet he is here ahead of you. He has set a trap for you. And you have fallen into it.
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    “Get off the wall,” Urban said quietly.

  


  
    I looked up from the glass face of the tablet, confused by the simplicity of this command. Its lack of information engendered questions rather than action. Why should we get off the wall? What had changed?


    And when had he learned to speak our language? His words had not been in the ancient tongue.


    Urban turned from the far vista of the Cenotaph. He threw out his arms, at the same time rephrasing his words as an urgent command: “Get off the wall now!”


    I fell back, shocked. And then I nudged Yaphet. “Let’s go.”


    Jolly was already running for the nearest stairway, Moki at his heels. I followed, with Yaphet close behind me. Clambering down the stairs, my hand trailed against the wet stone of the wall for balance. A glance back showed me Urban descending too, but halfway down he jumped, so that he reached the courtyard before I did.


    He turned toward us, waving his arms again and yelling, “Against the wall! Get down against the wall!”


    I dropped into a crouch, clinging to the mossy surface of the dripping stone, terrified of I knew not what. Jolly was a few feet away, holding on to Moki. Yaphet held on to me. Urban crouched, his back against the wall, breathing hard. More out of fear, I thought, then exertion.


    “What is going on?” I whispered to him.


    “I don’t know for sure,” he panted. “But I think I—”


    If he said more, I didn’t hear it. All my attention was taken by a flare of yellow light overhead. The ragged clouds above us lit up as if the sun had suddenly materialized beneath them. Those few stars that had been visible between the clouds were washed away and the courtyard was as bright as day.


    I squeezed against the wall. Yaphet’s arms tightened around me. Seconds passed. The light faded. But then the ground trembled and a roar of long, drawn-out thunder filled the night. I felt it in my chest. And it shook the temple. Birds flew from the eaves and bits of broken glass sparkled as they fell from the damaged window frames.


    Moments later, silence returned, and darkness with it. It took a few seconds before I could again make out the glow of silver from beyond the walls. By the time I did, Urban was halfway up the stairs.


    “Are you all right?” Yaphet demanded of me.


    I assured him I was. We all were. We went up to the top of the wall again, to see what had become of the world.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It was as if the silver had gone mad.

  


  
    I sensed it: a chaos of turbulent currents.


    I saw it: the flood in the meadow rippling like the surface of a wind-blown pond, casting off puffs of luminous mist from the wave crests.


    In the ravine, silver curled and tumbled down the steep walls, as tendrils snaked off into the air, writhing as they too fell.


    But these anomalies, as strange as they were, did not hold my eye. For out over the desert the night had inverted. Where a minute ago the Cenotaph had blazed with a dome of silver there was only darkness, and the sky above it was now aglow with a silver haze.


    “What happened?” I pleaded, my voice more shrill than I was accustomed to hearing.


    I turned to Urban, who stood at the edge of the precipice, lit from below by the silver so that I could see his grim expression, his eyes fixed on the far distance as he answered my plea. “Fortuna blew itself up.”


    He spoke our language now. He didn’t need the tablet to do it for him.


    I still had his tablet. I looked at it—Yaphet crowded in beside me to see—but its glass surface was blank.


    Urban said, “I can’t contact any of the bots in the area. They might not have survived.”


    Rain started to fall. It hit the tablet’s glass face with a sharp swift pattering that was not like rain at all. The droplets were too hard. They bounced against the glass and stung as they hit my head and shoulders.


    “It’s gravel!” Jolly said. “Ow!”


    And Yaphet yelling, “Get back into the building! Run! Now!”


    Urban still stood, gazing at the Cenotaph as if he had not noticed the rain of tiny stones. I pushed him hard toward the stairs and yelled, “Come with us now!”


    He stumbled a step before he woke to the hazard. Then he growled at me, “Get inside.”


    We raced again down the stairs. Gravel crunched under my boots at every step, with more of it pelting down all around us. I glanced at the frame of the flying machine, fearing it would be damaged, though there was nothing we could do to protect it.


    Moki, wisest among us, had been first to flee and was waiting for us when we reached the shelter of the eave.


    Yaphet pulled open the door and we all spilled inside. Jolly ran to the kitchen for a light. I went to the window, rubbed a patch of glass clean with the sleeve of my coat, and peered out. I could not see much in the darkness, but I no longer heard the patter of fine gravel falling. “I think it’s ended,” I said.


    Yaphet opened the door to listen. The night had gone quiet, save for the calls of a few frightened birds.


    Jolly returned with a string of glow sticks. The golden light showed Urban standing, his gaze unfocused. For the first time, I noticed the ha that glittered across his hands. I caught my breath. “Jolly! You found the ha within him?”


    “No,” Jolly said, setting the glow sticks on a table. “He found it himself. He was sick because the silver was changing him, writing the mechanism of the configuration codes into his cells. He used the mechanisms already in his body to reset those codes and waken his own ha.”


    Jolly said this so casually, but I heard it with astonishment.


    “Oh, and he caused the silver to make this,” Jolly added, handing me a small object.


    I squinted at it in the dim light and saw that it was a perfect figurine of Moki. “He made a token? Deliberately?”


    “Yes.”


    I wanted to know more, but a bright light flashed from the tablet in my hand, distracting me. I looked down at it, while Yaphet leaned in to see.


    At first I couldn’t comprehend what was on the screen. Some aspect of the silver, surely, but where and at what scale I could not say. Then the view pulled back. Far back. Across the top of the screen I made out a few scattered stars in a hazy sky. Below that, a foggy plain of silver.


    “Is this the Cenotaph?” Yaphet asked.


    “That view is from the aerial-bot I left on the crater’s south rim,” Urban said, his voice a weird low monotone. I glanced up to find him still with that faraway gaze. I noticed grit on his shoulders, and more, caught in his close-cropped hair. He continued in the same tone: “It’s working again. But all it can see right now is dust thrown up into the atmosphere by the explosion. I don’t know how long that will take to settle out.”


    “Did you mean for that to happen?” I asked him. “Did you mean for Fortuna to explode? Or did the god cause it to happen?”


    “I did it. Or anyway, that version of me that was still with Fortuna.”


    “A version of you?” I asked, perplexed by this claim and overwhelmed by all that had happened, all that was happening. Surely I’d misunderstood him?


    But he nodded, affirming it was so. “The mind within Fortuna was mine. Another version of me. The one that undertook the work to learn your language.” He reeled in his gaze to focus on me. “Gone now,” he concluded, his voice conveying an emotion somewhere between grief and wonder. “No more copies. No more backups.” He tapped his chest, chuckling softly. “This version of me is it.”


    “Is it done then?” Yaphet asked. “If it was the god we saw return, surely he is destroyed now?”


    Urban drew a deep breath, his shoulders rising. Looking at him, I reminded myself of what Jolly had just said: He’d been sick because the silver had changed him—an ordeal that had brought him to the edge of death or so it seemed to me. He still looked haggard, and when he sank into a chair he did so with obvious fatigue, but clearly his life was no longer in peril.


    He had survived his ordeal and in some sense he’d become one of us, because there were now configuration codes in his cells. But unlike us, he was able to reset them. My hand tightened around the tiny figurine of Moki. Unlike us, Urban had already learned how to deliberately create objects from the silver.


    “The explosion might have destroyed Lezuri,” Urban conceded in answer to Yaphet’s question. “I know my ghost must have meant it to do that. But even if it worked, that doesn’t mean this conflict is over. That was just one ship. Probably an outrider. Just the first wave of Lezuri’s arrival. An advance incarnation. At most, we’ve gained a reprieve, a few more days before Dragon comes, bringing Lezuri’s larger self.”


    Jolly asked, “When Dragon lands here, couldn’t we blow it up too?”


    “Dragon won’t land,” Urban said. “It’s too big.”


    His hand curled into a fist; his voice low, a stream of thought spoken aloud: “There has to be some means to defend this world. Not active now, not autonomous. That’s obvious, or I wouldn’t be here. But Lezuri wouldn’t have left this world unguarded.”


    His brows knit; he looked up at Yaphet. “That’s what we need to find—a defensive system I can turn against Dragon.”


    “I don’t know of anything like that,” Yaphet said.


    “If there ever was such a system,” I suggested, “it may have been destroyed in the gods’ war.”


    Urban sagged in his seat. “That’s true. If there was an orbital defense, it’s definitely gone. And there is no obvious facility on the planetary surface. But there’s still one more place to look.”


    “The underworld,” Jolly guessed.


    “I told you what I saw there,” Yaphet said.


    Urban looked up at him. “You don’t know what you saw.”


    “I didn’t see anything that suggested a weapon.”


    “You saw only a minuscule fraction of what was there.”


    “Yes, exactly,” Yaphet answered him. “It’s a problem of scale. That passage I found, it could encircle the entire world. Maybe there is a defensive weapon or a means to control one, but it could be anywhere. On the other side of the world. And you’d have to get down there, get past the silver without the complication of dying first and serving your time. Even then, it might be beyond you, beyond us, beyond our ability to access or comprehend.”


    “Meant only for the gods?” Urban asked, scorn in his voice.


    “Meant only for those with senses we don’t share,” Yaphet countered.


    “I can’t assume that.” Urban’s fist opened and closed, opened and closed. Then he said, “I can see three potential lines of defense that we should try to pursue. If there is a planetary defense system, we find it, figure out how to use it against Dragon, and prevent Lezuri from reaching this world.”


    “Long odds,” Yaphet said.


    “Agreed. That’s why you need to re-create the deletion kobold and find a way to use it against Lezuri after he arrives. You’ve already shown that tactic can work.


    “The third possibility is the least likely: one of us levels up, learns to master the silver, and turns it against Lezuri once he’s on the ground.”


    “You’ve already leveled up,” I said. I handed the new token to Yaphet. “Urban made this.”


    “You did?” Yaphet said. “How?”


    Jolly answered, “He instructed the silver to make it.”


    “I was testing a concept,” Urban said. “There are a lot more levels to get through.”


    He leaned back in his chair and looked at us, one by one. Jolly returned his gaze with eager eyes, Yaphet looked skeptical. And me? I am sure I was a picture of doubt and dread.


    Urban sighed and stood up. “I’m going to try to make my way down into the underworld. See if I can find a defense system there, or something I can use against Lezuri. Maybe I’ll learn more about the silver too.”


    Did he mean to leave right away? I put out a hand to slow him down. “You can’t go anywhere now. The sun’s not up. You’ll need to wait for it to rise and the silver to dissipate. And you should rest a day. You were so sick.”


    “I’ll be fine,” he said. And then, with a slight, self-deprecating smile, “If I don’t run out of food.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It was Jolly’s idea to pour some of the kibble Yaphet had collected into the device Urban carried on his bike, his fabricator.

  


  
    “But what is the point?” I asked, standing outside under the eave and watching them at it. “Kibble is no worse than the nutritional bricks that thing will make for you.”


    “It doesn’t just make nutritional bricks,” Urban said. “That’s just the most concentrated food product, the most practical.”


    Yaphet, who was observing everything with great curiosity, took a moment to shoot me a look. “Practical,” he echoed, wanting to make sure I took note of the word. “That’s exactly why I’ve been satisfied with kibble.”


    “Satisfied?” I asked skeptically.


    “Given the circumstance,” he allowed. “And my priority to get back to you.”


    Urban gave no obvious command to the fabricator, but very shortly he opened the lid and lifted out the same thin metal tray he’d used to carry our teacups on the day we’d met him. Now the tray was piled with flatcakes—each a few inches across, round and golden and steaming hot with a wonderful sweet scent. He passed the tray to Jolly. “See if you like that.”


    Holding the tray in one hand, Jolly picked up a cake in the other, took an eager bite, and then grinned as he chewed. “Try one,” he told Yaphet, speaking past the food still in his mouth.


    Yaphet did. Tasted it, eyes half closed. I took one too, and it was good.


    “How does it work?” Yaphet wanted to know, crouching down to take another look at the fabricator. “It must reassemble raw elements, much as kobolds do, but it goes farther, creating a finished product, served up at the right temperature.”


    “That’s it in essence,” Urban said. “Although the molecular assemblers that do the work are far smaller than kobolds and more versatile.”


    “But how do you instruct them?” Yaphet asked.


    “There is a library of designs. I just called one up.”


    We took the tray inside to eat in the warmth of the kitchen. Urban left the cakes for us, eating his nutritional bricks instead, and drinking a great quantity of water. After a time, he asked, “Do you still have the tablet with you?”


    I pulled it out of my coat pocket.


    “Take a look,” he said. “The air in the Cenotaph has started to clear.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Griffin led the fleet, maintaining its interstellar velocity long after Dragon began its slow deceleration. Minute by minute, the distance between the coursers grew—but Griffin was not alone.

  


  
    Two outriders, Pytheas and Lam Lha, kept pace, though they followed widely separated trajectories. The pair was unarmed—observation was their primary purpose—but Clemantine could use them as kinetic missiles, if it came to that.


    From her post on Griffin’s high bridge, she searched the region of space that contained the great luminous ring and, at its center, the tiny blue-white island of Verilotus.


    Her determination to find Lezuri, to finish him off, had only grown with the passing years. She hunted him, hoping to sight a mote passing in front of the ring’s pale light, or to pick out a pinprick of anomalous darkness against the dayside of Verilotus, or even to detect a tiny occultation of background radiation indicating an unseen object.


    Give me a target, she pleaded to the Unknown God.


    From a parallel existence as a ghost within Griffin’s library, she eyed her gathered Apparatchiks—the Engineer, the Pilot, the Bio-mechanic, the Astronomer, the Scholar, and the Mathematician. She reaffirmed the same task for them: “Find Lezuri for me, and we can end this.”


    “To bring about an end, we will need to give up on stealth,” the Engineer reminded her. As always, he wore neat brown coveralls, standing with arms crossed within the otherwise empty rectangle of his frameless window. “To use the gun, the hull cells will need to be awake and ready—and they cannot be immediately roused from dormancy.”


    Clemantine curled her lip. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten. I would love to wake the philosopher cells now.” Their keen senses could only aid her search. “But it’s too soon. We’re too far out.”


    Patience, she urged herself.


    She had kept Griffin dark, kept the hull cells dormant, ever since she’d begun her hunt for Lezuri. Dragon remained dark, too.


    If Lezuri had maintained his lead, arrived ahead of her, she did not want to alert him to her approach. Better to strike out of the dark, without giving him a chance to evade.


    Within his own frameless window, the Astronomer inhabited a schematic reality of inverted star charts—the void a clean white, the stars black within it, and each significant stellar object neatly labeled. Like all the Apparatchiks, he resembled Urban, but he had a leaner, lighter build, his slimness emphasized by the black bodysuit he wore. He spoke in soft, swift words: “Once again, I want to remind us all that there are three known ships potentially in the area: Fortuna, Artemis, and Lezuri’s vessel. We must distinguish between them before taking action. If we make a false identification, we risk eliminating the only surviving copy of Urban.”


    “Assuming any copy survives,” the Bio-mechanic said in an acid tone. “In either circumstance, a mistake would alert Lezuri to our position and allow him a window of escape.”


    For a few seconds, Clemantine toyed with the idea of simply announcing her presence. Artemis would surely respond, possibly with useful intelligence. But would Urban? Not if he believed the fleet to be under Lezuri’s control. No, her best hope was to maintain stealth long enough to pick out Lezuri from the infinite dark, and eliminate him. After that, there would be time to track down and recover Urban.


    The incoming pulse of a communications laser seized her attention, both on the high bridge and in the library: A report from Pytheas.


    The outrider had observed an anomalous event, one that had not been visible to Griffin because of the courser’s differing angle of approach. Clemantine opened the report within a library window. She watched a video recording of a pinprick of light bursting into existence on the surface of Verilotus, then gradually fading. Its location: the huge impact crater south of the world’s equatorial line.


    “Simulate that!” she snapped, directing her order at the Engineer. “What could produce that spectrum of light?”


    “Working on it,” the Engineer assured her.


    The flare might have nothing to do with her hunt, but after years of observation, the coincidental timing made that unlikely.


    So what did it mean?


    “Someone, or something, has reached the planetary surface,” she speculated. “But the outriders are not landing craft . . .” A soft simulated hiss as her gaze fixed again on the Engineer. “Could it have been a crashed ship?”


    “Certainly,” he said. “If it was a deliberate crash, aimed at the impact crater, with a significant percentage of the ship’s bio-mechanical tissue converted into high-yield explosives.”


    “A kamikaze run,” the Bio-mechanic clarified in his bitter voice.


    Clemantine could not imagine Riffan undertaking such a tactic.


    She refused to imagine Urban doing so.


    “We will maintain our stealth approach,” she said quietly. “If Lezuri went down, Riffan will report it. In the absence of any communication from him, we must operate on the assumption that it’s Lezuri who’s survived.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban sat at the kitchen table, but he no longer saw the now-empty tray or the faces of his companions. Instead, he looked down into the Cenotaph from its south rim, his atrium presenting to him the viewpoint of the aerial-bot stationed there. He’d lost the one stationed closer to the blast, and a scout-bot was gone too.

  


  
    To the east, the sky was already bright with a scattering of light from the rising sun, but in the Cenotaph the only source of light was the silver.


    The glowing, dusty fog that had blocked his view was rapidly thinning—whether because the dust was falling to ground or the silver evaporating, he couldn’t tell. Within that fog, a silver flood covered most of the crater floor, isolating the high points, the monuments, the standing stones.


    But in the far distance, where Fortuna had been, where Lezuri’s swarm had come to ground, where the dome of silver had grown, there was a dark scar. He couldn’t tell for sure, but he guessed it to be a blast pit. A crater within a crater. Its rim high enough to hold back the flood of silver on the Cenotaph’s floor.


    “It’s hard to tell from this view if anything is left,” Yaphet said as he studied the tablet’s display.


    Urban grunted. He said, “The scout-bot I left at the ruins of the goddess has checked in. It’s isolated on high ground now, but when the silver’s gone, it’ll go to the blast site and assess, try to determine if any of the swarm devices survived, or if there’s any kind of organization or construction there.”


    “How can there be?” Jubilee asked. “Between the explosion and the silver, surely it’s all gone. Everything. The swarm. Fortuna. The dome.”


    Urban nodded. He felt empty—hollow and numb at the loss of his ghost and of Fortuna’s library. The span of his mind had been diminished, the reach of his senses truncated. “I don’t think anything could have survived the blast,” he conceded.


    He wanted to be angry with himself for wiping it all out, and for making that choice unilaterally, without even a warning. But given the circumstances he had to agree that he—his ghost—had made the right decision. He’d lost Fortuna, but maybe he had won some time, and time was needed to win the war.


    He continued to monitor the camera feed, alert for any sign of emergent life. He was conscious of people moving around him, quiet words exchanged.


    Sunrise sent rays of light against the Cenotaph’s western wall, dissolving the veins of silver there or maybe driving them underground. A back-scatter of light chased away the silver from the Cenotaph’s floor, exposing the gritty hardpan. As soon as the way was clear, the surviving scout-bot set off, cartwheeling across the crater floor.

  


  
    FOURTH

  


  
    Your consciousness fled away through a thousand channels of silver, scattering across the cognitive network residing within the living crust of your world. You withdrew from the trap only just in time. Another second, and all the billions of seconds spent to engineer your return would have been for nothing. One precious second between disaster and victory—but the victory is yours after all.

  


  
    You survived the shockwave with only a few snapped crosslinks in your expanding mind, a passing disorientation. You listen to the fading reverberations and recall another aphorism: No loose ends.


    The victory is yours, but Urban was no fool. You know he would never have trusted his existence to the single locus of the grounded outrider. No, he would have replicated. Somewhere, an avatar. But like all else in the world it will be consumed when you re-stage the creation.


    You continue the slow expansion of your consciousness through the silver’s branching veins. Here and there, you encounter her voice: Never that hell again.


    Only a memory, you think, and memory is fluid. The silver is fluid memory, but it is also intention.


    Lezuri, Lezuri, she cautions you. Never that hell again.


    A nagging echo that you ignore. Her objection can mean nothing now. It is time, your time, time to begin again, to re-stage the creation—and you will make your beginning here, in this crater, where her cognitive bones still lie. Let her witness, as you return the world to the unordered state it held that first day when you said to her, Now, bring forth life.


    She did so, though as a kind of pastoral art, a vision of peaceful, gentle life. Nothing as you intended. No mythological monsters haunted her mountains, dinosaurs did not roam the plains, the ocean harbored vast schools of fishes and pods of whales but no diabolical sea creatures. The structure of land and sea worked against the generation of planet-scrubbing storms. Mutagenic plagues did not sift out of the atmosphere, nor did phantasmic alien beings arise from the silver’s creative force. She engineered the world to be a paradise, not a crucible, and she laughed at your objections.


    She said, In all of human history, Lezuri, the greatest threats our people faced have always come from one another.


    Your answer: That has not changed.


    And that is why you meant for this world to be an arena, a stage for ruthless competition, your people contending against a hostile world—and against one another—so that from life to life they might learn, level up, gain abilities, and grow into the formidable allies you need to defend your system and to expand your will outward, across the stars.


    She is gone now. These faint echoes of her objections cannot matter anymore. You have won the right to remake the world as you intended it to be.


    You begin this task by summoning the silver. It exists within and throughout the world—in veins and channels, in tiny interstices in the crust’s densest structures, in honeycombed chambers welling up under the highlands, on the near-frozen floor of the inner sea. In all such places it exists as dense, compressed potential. Released from such places, it will expand to fill the land. All that exists will be dissolved and, ultimately, re-imagined as a crucible of challenge and competition.


    Having created this world for your players, you decide to witness this new beginning as one of them. You grow an avatar, one with a physiology that will allow it to function for many days. You shape it in the accustomed form, dressing it in fine clothing appropriate to a player of your advanced level: a tunic, gray-green with gold accents, wide-legged trousers, and polished boots.


    When you open your eyes, you are standing on the rim of the great impact crater marking her demise. Overhead, the shimmering Blade in a star-filled night sky. At your feet, a gleaming carpet of silver, though it does not touch you. More silver runs in thin streams down the steep walls of the great crater. Far below, the crater floor is awash in it.


    You look to the east, where the first faint light of dawn gleams behind the silhouettes of standing stones and desert plateaus.


    Grit crunches under your boots as you walk the crater rim. The silver retreats before you, fills in again behind. How you relish this physical existence! The essential nature of the ancestral form. You made this world in part to preserve that, and you resolve that the task of re-making it should begin here, at the impact crater. Let the silver come and dissolve her last remnants, those dead and empty cognitive bones.


    The avatar does not contain your mind; it is only an outpost belonging to a consciousness that sprawls through the silver. Within that greater expanse, you exercise your will and, obedient to your summons, the silver begins to rise, higher and higher, across the crater floor.


    But as the dawn brightens, the flood’s gleaming surface jostles with frantic motion, developing into a chaotic boil. A mist is thrown off—fragile, transient, swiftly dissolving into nothing wherever the light touches it.


    Through the eyes of your avatar you confirm the same process is underway on the crater rim: all that thin flood of silver that blanketed the desert is evaporating in the rising light. In moments, it’s gone altogether.


    You summon more silver, but it breaks down before reaching the surface of the soil. Across the crater, you can still see silver glinting in a few deep shadows beneath the eastern rim, but within seconds, even those vanish.


    So the touch of sunlight, even scattered light, has become a key? One that triggers the silver to denature itself?


    Did you design this?


    No! You did not engineer this vulnerability into the silver. This is foolishness. It is not your doing.


    She did this.


    You stand in the rising light of this first day and you know this to be true. She anticipated your return and the strategy you would undertake, and although she is dead, she remains determined to hinder you.

  


  
    Chapter


    27

  


  
    Urban was still sitting at the kitchen table when an alert came in. It was a report from one of the satellites, relayed through the communications gear on his bike. He scanned the readout and whispered a soft, “Shit.”

  


  
    Clearing his visual field, he found Jolly, Jubilee, and Yaphet all standing around the table, eyeing him in trepidation.


    “There’s another ship already in orbit,” he told them. “It’s another outrider. Not Dragon, but dangerous enough on its own.”


    He stood up, anxious to be on his way. “I need to get going, get down into the core of the planet while I still can.”


    Jolly caught his eye. *I’m going with you.


    *You don’t have to.


    *I want to.


    A twinge of guilt, but Urban nodded anyway. Jolly had more experience of the silver than he did.


    He turned to Yaphet. “You need to make that deletion kobold.”


    “I don’t want to make it until we know for sure Lezuri is here. It’s a dangerous thing to have around.”


    “It’s dangerous not to have it.”


    “Maybe. But what do we really know right now? We’ve made a lot of assumptions and trusted your word. I don’t doubt the god has come, but how do we know for sure that he’s our enemy, and not just yours?”


    “‘Brutal challenges’,” Jolly reminded, quiet menace in his voice. “Inevitable war.” He turned to Urban. “Use your tablet. Show them.”


    Urban shook his head. “That video was in the library. It’s gone now.” He turned to Yaphet. “If you want more proof, you’ll have to wait for Lezuri to provide it. I’m going now.”


    “Not alone,” Jubilee said, blocking his way. “It’s too dangerous.”


    “He’s not going alone,” Jolly announced.


    But Jubilee spoke simultaneously, saying “I’ll go with you.” She turned an apologetic gaze on Yaphet, not registering what Jolly had said.


    “No, you can’t go,” Yaphet countered. “You’re the only one who can read that book you found. If it has anything to say about configuration codes, what the settings are, what happens if we change them, we need to know.”


    “Hold on,” Urban said. “You have a book about configuration codes?”


    Jubilee looked torn and unsure. “Maybe. I haven’t read it yet. It’s written in an old language. It will take time to interpret.”


    “How much time?” he asked, wondering if it was worth a delay.


    “A few hours?”


    But she immediately revised this estimate. “If it’s useful at all, it’ll probably take a few days to fully translate.”


    Urban sighed in frustration. “That’s way too long. Dragon could be in range within hours. There’s just no way to know. But Yaphet’s right. You need to stay here, work on it. Anything you learn could eventually be helpful.”


    “What you’ve already learned could be helpful to us,” Yaphet said. “What mechanism are you using to adjust your configuration codes?”


    “I use a Maker to do it. Makers are molecular tools, part of my biome, but not of yours.”


    Yaphet turned to Jolly. “Part of your biome too?”


    Jolly bit his lip and nodded. “But I don’t know how to use the Makers to change my codes.”


    Urban said, “I could teach you that, but it’s dangerous to just flip switches.” He turned back to Jubilee. “That’s why it’s important to know what that book says. If it contains any hint of what the settings do, that would be incredibly helpful.”


    He wanted to be on his way. He tried to step around her, but Jubilee backed up and blocked the kitchen doorway. She said, “I need to know what you mean to do.”


    Urban answered honestly. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I can do. I won’t know until I get there. Maybe Yaphet is right and there won’t be anything I can do.”


    “Maybe that would be best,” she said. “I am afraid of what you might be able to do, of what you might decide to do. You destroyed your ship and that other version of yourself. Would you do the same to our world?”


    He drew back, revolted by this idea. “No! No, I would not do that.” But then he wondered, Is that true? Would it be true under all circumstances? The scale of his concern was different from Jubilee’s. He had sworn to keep a broken god from recovering its power. He had promised himself not to let Lezuri loose among the ruins of the Hallowed Vasties. Just how far was he willing to go to keep that promise?


    “I don’t want to do that,” he said softly, speaking as much to himself as to her. He found himself thinking of Clemantine and her long grief for the loss of her birth world. “I am not Chenzeme,” he whispered.


    Jubilee moved closer, gazing up at him as her fingers brushed the sleeve of his coat. “What does that mean, Urban? Tell me what that means.”


    Clemantine felt strangely near—and unutterably far away, separated from him by unbridgeable years. He sighed a melancholy sigh, and answered Jubilee. “It means that no matter what I learn down there, I won’t sacrifice your world—even if that’s the only way to beat Lezuri.” He cocked his head. “Okay?”


    She did not look at all okay with the situation. Jolly saw it too, and stepped forward to reassure her.


    “We have to try this,” he said. “We have to do it now.”


    “You’re not going!”


    “I am,” Jolly answered, quiet but determined. “You’re the one who said Urban shouldn’t go alone.”


    “I didn’t mean you should go! You have no idea what will happen to you if you try to go down there.”


    “None of us knows,” Jolly said. “We don’t know what’s going to prove critical in the end. And we don’t have a lot of options. So we have to try them all. You and Yaphet can read the book and make the kobold, and I’ll keep an eye on Urban and make sure he doesn’t kill us all.”


    Urban couldn’t help it, he cracked a smile, but Jubilee did not appreciate her brother’s humor.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    They collected kibble and water for the journey. Jolly repacked his sleeping bag.

  


  
    Yaphet was concerned that Urban’s quad-bike would not fit through the grotto’s narrow entrance, so they agreed Urban would ride Jubilee’s bike.


    “But I need a way to take the fabricator with me,” Urban said.


    Yaphet nodded. “Give me a minute.” He disappeared into the workshop, returning a few minutes later with clamps that he used to secure the fabricator to the bike’s cargo rack.


    While they waited, Urban showed Jubilee how to operate his bike, and how to use the tablet to direct the surviving scout-bots. “You can see where they are on this map,” he said, showing it to her.


    There was the one on the temple wall, one in the City of Glass, and two more at observation points ninety kilometers to the east and west. “You can move any of these if you need to, but leave the one in the Cenotaph. It’s on its way to the blast site, and I want to know what’s there.”


    He also left her his signal booster. “I’ll be out of contact once I’m underground, so you might as well use it. When the satellites are in position to get a signal through, they’ll automatically update the feeds from the remote bots.”


    “I need to show you where the grotto is,” she said when they were finally ready.


    “I know where it is,” Jolly said.


    Urban nodded. “So do I. Another scout-bot followed you to it yesterday.” His ghost aboard Fortuna had instructed the bot; the memory became his when he awoke. “I sent it down the tunnel to explore.”


    She looked outraged, but only for a moment. Then she held up her palm. “Touch my hand.”


    He did so, and felt her presence written into his awareness just as he’d felt Jolly’s last night. He repeated the gesture with Yaphet, while she hugged Jolly and warned him in dire tones to take care.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Moki whined, but I held him back as Jolly left through the gate with Urban. I helped Yaphet close the gate and then we trotted up the stairs to the top of the wall. Moki dashed ahead of us, barking. He did not like the idea of Jolly leaving without him. I felt the same.

  


  
    When we were still children, my brother had been taken by the silver. We did not know then that Jolly was not like other players. We’d believed him gone forever. But I found him again, and the goddess had recognized him. She’d called him “the new one.”


    All the rest of us have lived many lives since the world’s beginning, but Jolly has lived just this one life, and maybe this is the only life he will ever have; we don’t know.


    I believe our wounded goddess summoned him into existence almost as her last creative act, his purpose to waken the ha in other players so we might learn to master the silver and no longer live in fear of it.


    But that came later. When Jolly was taken, he was lost within the silver, and time moved strangely for him. When he finally escaped he was hardly older than the night he’d disappeared, though seven years had gone by.


    As I watched him ride away across the meadow with Urban, I felt I was losing him again. I feared he would vanish into the underworld and if he ever emerged, it would be in some uncertain time and place, far from me. As I lost sight of him among the trees, I felt half my heart stolen away.


    And I had not forgotten the promise I made to my mother. I shivered as I imagined explaining to her that instead of bringing Jolly safely home again, I had stood aside and let him leave us.


    Yaphet put his arms around me.


    “I’m afraid,” I confessed.


    “I am too.”


    He spoke no platitudes, no reassurances. That was not his way. He and I had lived many lives, both together and apart, and though I’d recovered only a few memories of those past lives I knew there had been struggle and grief, over and over again as we sought a means to counter the floods of silver that were the fallout of that ancient war between the deities who made our world. We had both lived too many lives scarred by failure, to believe we were immune to failure now.


    “Come,” Yaphet said gently. “Let’s work on the book you found.”


    “Maybe we should finish the flying machine first, while the weather’s good,” I offered. “Have it ready to use, if we need it.”


    He agreed, and we went inside to collect a folded section of wing cloth from where he’d stored it in the kitchen. We had just begun attaching it to the frame when the tablet buzzed in my pocket. I reached for it, my heart racing, guessing it had received a message from Urban. As I pulled it out, it ceased buzzing and its glass face lit up with the image of a young man, someone I’d never seen before. Judging by his startled expression, he had not expected to see me.

  


  
    FIFTH

  


  
    Your consciousness exists within the silver, and the silver links you to the physical world. Through the silver, you are aware of movement—minuscule vibrations generated as a fragment of cinder rolls and bounces down the steep inner wall of the blast pit.

  


  
    What caused that cinder to fall?


    Not your avatar. It exists outside the great impact crater, and has wandered far south of the site of its creation.


    Did the wind push the cinder? Or did the shifting configuration of molecular bonds in the cooling ground unbalance it?


    Two more cinders skitter together down the blast pit’s inner wall.


    Something out there, you decide. But you cannot see it. Could it be Urban’s avatar, come to the blast pit to confirm your demise?


    Unease ripples through the architecture of your mind. Urban nearly destroyed you. Is it possible he will try again? Has he learned to manipulate the silver? Could he turn it against you? Use it to devise another trap?


    Again, the familiar aphorism: No loose ends.


    You had thought to wait, and overwrite his existence when you re-stage the creation. Now, as you wrestle with the puzzle of the silver’s changing nature, you decide it is unwise to allow him to persist.


    If it is his avatar stalking the rim of the blast pit, he will be an easy kill. If not, his telltale chemistry will make it simple to hunt him.

  


  
    Chapter


    28

  


  
    The two-wheeled bike was hard for Urban to ride, especially with the fabricator on one side, unbalancing it. A moment’s inattention, and the wheels would buck or slip on the uneven terrain. Several times, only a foot slammed against the ground prevented him from going down.

  


  
    “You’ll get used to it,” Jolly assured him. “You’re having a hard time because that bike is too small for you.”


    There was no way to grow it larger.


    The morning was sunny and warm—startlingly warm—and humid too as evaporative processes transformed the night’s rain into water vapor. The shifts in local atmospheric conditions on this world astonished him; the variation was far greater than anything he’d experienced before, even during his brief, long-ago visit to Deception Well.


    They rounded the end of a steep ridge, and entered a wide forested basin kilometers across. Up until then, Urban had been linked to the signal booster on his quad-bike, and that in turn linked him to his bots and to the satellites when they were in range. But the ridge blocked that line-of-sight connection. His atrium dropped out of the planetary network, amputating his extended senses.


    He had known it would happen. He’d warned Jolly to expect it. Even so, it was another wrenching transition, an aftershock to the crippling loss of Fortuna, leaving him further diminished, his intellectual reach stunted. His last remaining connection was to Jolly’s newly assembled atrium.


    Frustration welled up. He strove to reject it. Nothing to be gained by dwelling on his losses. He sent the bike shooting forward, using the hazard of speed to distract his mind.


    Jolly reacted to his quickened pace by accelerating too. They rode together through a grove of large trees, winding around the trunks, and the fallen logs and branches.


    Jolly spoke, his voice soft in Urban’s atrium. *Stop a minute. Look south. Is that your scout-bot?


    Urban brought his bike to a hard stop, doubting Jolly had seen a bot, but alarmed all the same.


    Jolly pointed between the trees. Forty meters out, a gray glint in the filtered sunlight. The object moved, revealing itself. A scout-bot, just like Jolly had said, scuttling rapidly toward them on the thin jointed rods of its legs.


    “Get your weapon out,” Urban said softly.


    He had only two bots in the local area—one at the temple and the other he’d sent to explore the passage to the underworld. He didn’t know where this one had come from, but he could guess.


    “You want me to shoot it?” Jolly asked. He sounded incredulous. Even so, he kept his gaze fixed on the approaching bot as he jerked his weapon from its scabbard.


    “It’s not mine,” Urban said in a low voice.


    “Whose then?” Jolly asked, bringing the weapon to his shoulder.


    “Lezuri must have fielded it.”


    A loud, harsh hiss, so unexpected Urban ducked in his seat, his shoulders hunched, heart hammering. It took him a second to grasp that Jolly’s weapon was the source of the noise.


    “I think I missed,” Jolly said.


    Urban looked for the bot, but didn’t see it. “Where did it go?”


    “Flat on the ground?” Jolly suggested. “Or behind a tree? I don’t know.”


    Urban’s atrium recovered a network connection. He sucked in a sharp breath of surprise. A new connection, one not relayed through the signal booster he’d left with Jubilee.


    “Identify uplink,” he told his atrium.


    It whispered the answer into his auditory nerve: *Uplink is utilizing the Artemis field network.


    “I’m linked too,” Jolly whispered. “But what’s the Artemis field network?”


    Urban answered honestly, “I have no idea.”


    His atrium notified him: *Link request received from the Engineer. Will you accept?


    The Engineer?


    No, that was absurd. It could not be the Engineer. It had to be Lezuri, some surviving fragment of him, mimicking the Engineer just as he’d mimicked Riffan. A ruse like that was so much more plausible than a true communication from the Engineer.


    “Urban, what is it?” Jolly asked. “Are you okay?”


    *Credentials received from the Engineer, his atrium informed him.


    He scanned the received file. It was simple text, a long string of characters that meant nothing to him. But it had to mean something. He initiated a search of the data stored in his atrium, seeking a matching string—and found one. A timestamp marking the long-ago moment when he’d sent copies of the Apparatchiks to Griffin, to assist Clemantine in securing her control of the newly captured courser.


    Could this copy of the Engineer be from Griffin?


    No. Griffin was gone, vanished in the battle that had damaged Dragon. Urban had seen the fallout when he’d looked back through Fortuna’s telescope. He’d surveyed the region for days and seen nothing to counter this conclusion.


    Now, sitting astride his bike in the spangled light of the forest, he turned it all over again, struggling to judge the validity of an impossible proposition: That he’d been wrong all along, that there was hope, that he was not the sole survivor.


    “Urban,” Jolly pressed him. “Talk to me. Are you okay?”


    To soothe Jolly, he agreed that he was, though that was a lie. “Give me a minute,” he whispered.


    He accepted the query, voice only.


    The voice that spoke to him was his own, but crisp, with the cool, deliberate cadence of the Engineer. *Greetings, Urban, and be warned. Until your integrity is confirmed, your access to this network will remain limited.


    Urban shook his head in disbelief. *Are you real? he demanded. *Where are you?


    *Real enough. And this copy is presently instantiated within the computational strata of a small landing vehicle roughly three kilometers southeast of your position.


    *And you claim to be from Artemis? Urban asked, recalling the name of the network he’d stumbled into. He weighed the probability of it. Artemis had been the sole outrider not ravaged by the predator Lezuri had released into Dragon’s network—but Artemis had also been closest to Dragon.


    *How were you able to get away from Dragon’s gun? Urban demanded. And then a better question: *Do you still have the ghosts of the ship’s company with you?


    The Engineer ignored his questions, focusing instead on what must be his own priority task. It was a frustrating indifference, but so familiar it helped to allay Urban’s doubt. The Engineer informed him, *Riffan Naja is directing the expedition that brought us here. He has been issued new credentials which I need to relay to you.


    “Riffan survived?” Urban asked, so astonished he spoke aloud.


    *Everyone survived, the Engineer informed him as the new credentials came through. *No permanent deaths were recorded during the Pyrrhic War—except, of course, your own.


    “I’m not dead,” Urban objected, believing none of this, not daring to believe it, even as he scanned the credentials and added them to his atrium’s library. “Not yet, anyway.”


    The Engineer told him, *The smart move now would be to create a backup ghost and upload it to Artemis. You won’t infect the ship. The ghost will be held in quarantine until its integrity is confirmed.


    *I’ll send a submind, Urban conceded. *I need to confirm your integrity before I send a ghost.


    He remained suspicious, not yet daring to believe, but beginning to cautiously consider what it would mean to know that Clemantine, Kona, Vytet, Shoran, everyone, all of them, were still alive.


    A painful pressure behind his eyes that he strove to blink away.


    *Who else is here? he demanded.


    *A copy of the Bio-mechanic is at work aboard the landing vehicle. The Pilot remains on Artemis.


    “Someone coming,” Jolly said softly.


    Urban looked up, to see Riffan hurrying toward him on foot through the woods—weaving between the trees, scrambling past the deadfall, moving easily despite the burden of a slim backpack. He wore clothing in color-shifting gray-green that brightened as he passed through patches of sunlight and took on a shadowed aspect beneath the trees. Sturdy boots protected his feet.


    He paused when he caught sight of Urban. Waved and smiled . . . that same smile the predator had worn as it pursued Urban through the chain of outriders, shredding each ghost he left behind.


    Urban tried to decide what he would do, what he could do, if Riffan wasn’t Riffan after all, but only a mask disguising another version of the predator. Then his submind returned from Artemis and he knew it was all true: This was Riffan, and Artemis carried the history of a fiery war that Lezuri had somehow lost.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan was giddy, patting Urban on the back, squeezing his shoulders, embracing him in quick hugs, chattering without pause: “I am so happy to see you! To find you here! Alive!

  


  
    “We found your satellites first, but we couldn’t contact you. We had to maintain stealth. Another ship was in the area. I thought it was probably Lezuri, but too far away to intercept. We weren’t able to confirm his position until he entered the atmosphere, and by then it was too late to stop him.


    “He tried to wreck Fortuna! And my god, when Fortuna blew up! What a thing to do, Urban. We thought we’d lost you forever. But then we linked to the satellites and downloaded the record of your experiences—and you were still here! This one instance of you. It’s a miracle.


    “The Engineer wanted to send a scout-bot to confirm the integrity of your avatar, but I insisted on coming myself. I would have met you earlier, but the Engineer miscalculated.” He waved a hand in the air. “The crazy gravity around this place. The time flow. The atmospheric currents. Well, the primitive parachute didn’t work so well and—”


    Urban had to interrupt. “Riffan, where is Clemantine?”


    “Aboard Dragon. In command since we lost you. I sent word to her that Fortuna was gone, that I was coming here. That was years ago, of course, after I tracked down the outriders. I was trying to find you, but you were gone. On Elepaio, Khonsu, Lam Lha, the computational strata had been wiped—”


    “I know,” Urban said, desperate to redirect the conversation, to hear more of Clemantine and how she had retaken Dragon.


    But then Riffan said, “I found the predator on Pytheas.”


    “You did?” Urban couldn’t help himself. He backed away.


    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Riffan assured him, raising his hands in what he must hope was a soothing gesture, although Urban was reminded of Lezuri raising his hands, revealing the sparks of ha dancing across his fingers.


    “The predator’s gone,” Riffan told him. “Wiped out. Overwritten. I went on after that, to look for Fortuna, but Fortuna was not where it should have been.” Joyous laughter overtook these words, followed by a shy triumphant smile. “I guessed you’d come here. So I resolved to follow. I’m afraid I startled your new friends, Jubilee and Yaphet, when I first tried to contact you through the tablet you made.”


    This enthusiastic explanation left Urban even more confused. “Riffan, how did you even know this world existed?”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    It took time to explain, time to convince Urban that the nightmare he’d envisioned had never happened. The brutal reality he’d witnessed when he’d looked back at Dragon through Fortuna’s small telescope was a different reality from what Riffan had witnessed aboard Dragon. So different, Urban wondered if he’d fallen under the influence of the glowing seam of the Bow of Heaven and slipped into a parallel world.

  


  
    Clemantine was alive.


    He covered his eyes and shed quiet tears. He would see her again or if not this version of him, then the ghost he sent to Artemis.


    The Engineer messaged him regarding the ghost: *The structural analysis of your ghost is complete and the news is positive. Your ghost is whole and uninfected by alien data structures. It does not contain any trace of the accidental augmentations existing within your avatar.


    *That means my atrium wasn’t able to map the structures of the coding nodules, right?


    *Yes, exactly that. That data is not included in the structure of your ghost, so there is no need to edit your ghost to remove it.


    This news left Urban ambivalent. He had just started learning how to use the silver and its potential fascinated him. But if he had to give it up to return home, he would.


    Jolly had been silent ever since Riffan’s arrival but now he drew Urban’s attention back to the sunlit forest by asking, “Is it all over then? I mean, that second ship you sensed just this morning”—he shot a glance at Riffan—“that was your friend, right?”


    “Pardon me,” Riffan said. “I should have introduced myself. My name is Riffan. Very pleased to meet you, Jolly. I feel I know you already from the report I’ve viewed of Urban’s expedition here.”


    Jolly looked distinctly uncomfortable to find himself the subject of such a report, but he only reiterated his question, “Is it over? Now that Dragon is no longer a threat?”


    “I think it might be,” Urban conceded. He sat down on the damp ground, overwhelmed, exhausted, hungry again. Still unsure if it was all true. He looked up at Riffan. “That ship that brought Lezuri here last night, that was the last, the only iteration of him left?”


    Riffan smiled. “The last we need to worry about. The original monster is still out there, of course, a hundred years behind us, inhabiting his rock.”


    Urban pondered this for several seconds and then discovered himself smiling too. “This is the most amazing world, Riffan. And Lezuri made it.” Incongruous, that such a vain, violent, self-righteous creature could create such wonder.


    “The god did not make the world alone,” Jolly reminded them. “He made its structure but the goddess brought life to it . . . and they are both gone now.”


    Are they?


    Urban desperately hoped that was true, but he was not ready to believe it. He shifted his attention back to the network, confirming what he expected: the Engineer had linked in the scout-bots. That let him access the aerial-bot he’d left hovering on the rim of the Cenotaph. He looked through its camera, out onto the sunlit follies far below, the flats beyond, and the distant dark scar of the blast site.


    Then he checked the position of the surviving scout-bot and saw it had nearly reached the site. “Link in,” he told Jolly as he tapped into the bot’s camera.


    As soon as he linked, the bot’s cartwheel motion ceased, stabilizing its camera. It shifted into a smooth, spidery scuttle across ground rough with ejecta, and then it climbed a steep berm of mineralized soil that proved to be the rim of the blast crater.


    “Oh,” Jolly breathed softly.


    The pit was at least ninety meters across, and empty. No trace remained of either ship. There was no sign of silver, or of any new construction. The only movement, a trickle of grit tumbling down the steep slope, jarred loose by the bot’s feet.


    For a moment, Urban dared to think he’d won.


    Then the Engineer spoke within his atrium: *Ground vibrations have been detected indicating subterranean movement.


    “Ah, shit,” Urban whispered.


    The camera’s focus shifted to the bottom of the pit, just below the scout-bot’s position. A few seconds later, something moved under the grit.


    “Corruption and chaos,” Riffan whispered.


    And Jolly, his voice taut with fear, asked, “What is that?”


    Urban had no answer. He could only watch an expanding disturbance in the burnt, mineralized soil. And then things emerged—tentacles?—writhing up out of the crumbled grit, charcoal-colored to match the pit’s burnt floor.


    The view zoomed in on one of the objects, revealing it as a chain of short segments with flexible joins. On each segment, eye spots, and arrow-shaped vents that were probably olfactory sensors.


    “Zoom out!” Urban commanded.


    Seven tentacles wriggled madly, in haste to escape the tortured ground. They broke free, revealing themselves not as tentacles but as robotic snakes. The observing bot estimated them to be only a centimeter in diameter, but three meters long.


    One of them—the one closest to the bot—reared up. It turned a full circle, scanning its surroundings. Then it shot directly toward the watching scout-bot.


    The bot retreated but the snake moved faster. It caught up. Its leading segment darted straight at the camera—straight at Urban’s face. He cried out and fell backward. He couldn’t help it. That strike had been aimed at him, at everything that aided him. Jolly cried out too, and Riffan swore.


    Dry leaves and brittle twigs cushioned Urban’s fall. He caught himself on his elbow, recoiling as a dark charcoal blur filled his vision.


    Then the feed dropped out.
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    The sacrifice of Fortuna had not been enough.

  


  
    Lezuri still existed. Urban could not doubt it. The entity had transformed into a swarm of mechanical devices as it descended on Fortuna, but as it touched ground it must have moved out of that swarm.


    A single needle had been sufficient to transfer Lezuri’s consciousness to Dragon.


    Urban believed—though he could not prove it—that this time Lezuri had replicated his consciousness within the veins of silver that ran beneath the surface of this world. And if so, there was no way to know how far he had already spread.


    Maybe Lezuri had already won this world.


    The Engineer must have been thinking along similar lines. *What is our goal here? he asked, addressing all three of them.


    Urban had not bothered to get up from the cushion of leaf litter where he had fallen. He sat with his elbow propped on a bent knee. Jolly and Riffan remained standing alongside the bikes.


    Riffan tried first to answer the Engineer’s question. “Well,” he said, his gaze shifting uneasily toward Jolly. “We came here to find Urban. And we have! We’ve managed that.”


    “I came here for a different reason,” Urban said. He too looked at Jolly, taking note of the angry glint in the youth’s eyes as he extrapolated possible futures, all of them leading to jeopardy for his world.


    “You came here to get revenge against the god,” Jolly accused.


    “No. Not revenge. Not entirely revenge. Aboard my ship he was a fraction of what he once was, but formidable. I knew if he returned here, he’d try to rebuild himself, recover what he once was. I wanted to prevent that.”


    “So he’s here now. And that ship you thought you’d lost—it’s not lost after all, and it carries a weapon that can burn our world and the god within it. Is that what you mean to do?”


    Jolly understood the capabilities of Dragon and Griffin. They were Chenzeme ships, made to destroy worlds. Once within range, they could easily break Verilotus and reduce its fragments to plasma, leaving nothing of Lezuri.


    Urban sighed and clambered to his feet. He felt so tired. He envied his ghost, safe within the computational strata of Artemis.


    “I am not Chenzeme,” he told Jolly. “I already promised Jubilee I would not do anything like that.”


    “Then what will you do?”


    “I don’t know!”


    The situation was transcendent in that Dragon and Griffin did not belong to Lezuri after all. It was also maddening, because although Dragon and Griffin commanded immense power, it was not power on a scale that Urban could use. Not here. Not in these circumstances.


    From Riffan, a private link: *Is this a war we should fight?


    Urban turned to him, read his ambivalence. Hell, he shared it.


    Jolly could not have heard Riffan’s question, but he guessed it anyway. “You’re thinking of leaving, aren’t you?” he asked.


    “Thinking about it,” Urban admitted with a self-deprecating smile. He would so love to see Clemantine again, to rejoin Dragon, to head on toward Tanjiri and the rest of the Hallowed Vasties. Leave Lezuri to his creation! Pretend to believe in his promise of restoring his world and his players. He could do it.


    He would do it.


    He turned to Jolly. “I am leaving.” But then, using two fingers, Urban tapped his own chest. “But not this version of me. I can’t leave, and neither can Riffan, because we don’t have a means to ferry a physical copy out of here.”


    Riffan sighed a dejected sigh. “That’s true. We’re trapped here. It’s a one-way journey, just like the time we visited the Rock.” He gestured, indicating his body. “Here again, another throw-away copy.”


    “Better to be marooned here than on the Rock,” Urban pointed out. “And I’m not ready to throw away this existence yet.”


    “Then you do mean to fight this war,” Riffan concluded.


    “No choice in it. I swore to do what I could to stop Lezuri.”


    The difference now was that Urban had a second timeline in the form of his ghost, safe aboard Artemis. There was reassurance in that, a scaffolding to support his courage.


    “Do we still need to go to the underworld?” Jolly asked. “You wanted to look for a planetary defense system to stop Lezuri, but he’s already here and Dragon is not a threat anymore.”


    “Yes, I think we still need to go. I want to know what’s down there. If there is a defensive system there, I want to control it.”


    “You mean keep Lezuri from controlling it,” Riffan said.


    “Exactly. Keep him from using it against Griffin when Clemantine ignores all our warnings and brings that ship in.”


    “Okay,” Jolly said. “I’m still going with you.”


    Urban cocked his head. “To make sure I don’t overturn the world?”


    “That,” Jolly agreed. “And because I want to see it.”


    *I want to see it too, the Engineer said. *I need to know what underlies this world.


    Urban smiled at the Engineer’s dire curiosity, recognizing it as a reflection of his own.


    *Come then, he said. And immediately, a copy of the Engineer’s ghost transitioned to his atrium. It had no visible aspect but it rode his senses, perceiving the world as he perceived it, an ever-present, independent entity, its expertise available to him.


    He spoke to that copy of the Engineer still within Artemis’s network. *Take Artemis back to the fleet. Tell Clemantine what’s happened here. Tell her not to come in-system. Not until this is settled in our favor.


    Urban turned to Riffan. “You might as well come too. I could probably carry you on the back of my bike.”


    “Actually,” Riffan said. “I was thinking I’d be of more use if I joined your friends at the library.”


    “The temple library?” Urban asked. “It’s a wreck.”


    “Yes, I know,” Riffan said. “I’ve seen the scout-bot’s video. But I’m an academic. There may still be data there I can extract. And I can be a liaison between the Bio-mechanic and your friends there, and in that way assist in the ongoing study of the silver.” He turned to Jolly. “If you think that would be all right? I won’t be a burden.” He gestured at his pack, which he’d left on the ground. “I’ve brought food, and my own fabricator.”


    “Yes?” Jolly said, turning to Urban with an uncertain look.


    “Might be a better option,” Urban conceded. “Given that Riffan will probably get sick like I did—and if that happens, I won’t be able to carry him on the bike.” He turned to Riffan, feigning a look of helpless apology. “I’d probably have to leave you down there . . . but then, you’re just a throw-away copy.”


    “Very funny,” Riffan said, his brows knitting in a dark scowl. “I really hate the concept of disposable avatars.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Upon his release from quarantine, Urban’s ghost instantiated on the blue plain of Artemis’s library. He found himself in the company of three of the Apparatchiks—the Engineer, the Bio-mechanic, the Pilot.

  


  
    He frowned a moment, aware of an absence but unsure what it was . . . something missing in his ghost. A lost sense?


    Yes, that was it.


    He could no longer sense the silver; he had no connection to the sea of potential flowing beneath the surface of Verilotus—and he missed it, even though he’d had that sense for less than a day.


    The Engineer spoke, drawing his attention back to the present. “On my advice, Riffan’s ghost has retreated to the archive, leaving the limited computational strata for your use, and ours.”


    Urban nodded. “I guess that’s all right. On our voyage to the Rock he spent most of his time in the archive anyway.” And then he had to smile at the absurdity of this placid exchange. His smile became a grin and he laughed, joy rolling through him in defiance of the usually muted emotions of a ghost.


    This version of him had won the replication lottery. He’d shifted timelines and now he was going home. He didn’t need the silver, because he would live to see Clemantine again and to resume his command of Dragon, while that man he had been until only moments ago remained trapped on Verilotus.


    Already, he felt estranged from that existence. Given the persistence of Lezuri, he thought the avatar unlikely to survive for more than a few days. Those mechanical snakes that had writhed free of the blast pit were surely meant for him. They would hunt him, kill him if they could. And if not? Lezuri would manufacture some other means to ensure Urban did not interfere again in his plans.


    He did not expect these split timelines to ever rejoin.


    He turned to the Pilot and said, “Take us back to the fleet. Use a compromise velocity. Ensure we get there.”


    From its shadowed countenance, the Pilot acknowledged this command with a soft chuckle. “We have to go carefully. We raced here with such mad disregard for the odds that we’ve expended all our luck. We’ll probably hit a rock on the way out, and burn.”


    “That’s not how chance works,” the Engineer objected.


    Urban laughed again. He couldn’t help it. He was so grateful to be there.
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    Riffan saw Urban and Jolly off. Then he shouldered his pack and walked on alone, reveling in the planetary vastness, the blinding brilliance of the sun, the unreachable vault of the blue sky, the fascination of clouds, the free and unpredictable flow of a cold wind and the sound of it as it stroked the tall trees. Reveling in the wonder of a living world.

  


  
    That he should be here, now, after all that had happened, that he had survived to know such a time and place . . . he felt lucky, even knowing there was no way out.


    This was not Riffan’s first experience of a planet—he’d lived for a time on Deception Well—but that was long ago and Deception Well had been an alien world.


    Verilotus was not. It was patterned after Earth and although the plants and birds he saw as he walked were unfamiliar to him, still, this world was resonating with his mind, his soul, as Deception Well never had. He recognized it instinctively as home.


    And yet, despite its beauty, Lezuri considered this world flawed. He wanted to remake it—wipe away this Creation and replace it with another, without regard for the wishes of those who lived there. At least, that’s what Jubilee and Jolly believed. Riffan hoped they were mistaken, but he remembered the words Lezuri had first spoken to Urban, years ago, aboard Dragon. He had said he meant to restore his “players” and their world, as it was meant to be. Though Lezuri had not quite finished that sentence, his meaning had been plain.


    But did Lezuri still feel that way? If he could not be defeated, might he be persuaded? In the end, there might be no other choice.


    Riffan continued on, following a mapped path, and in less than an hour he reached the meadow outside the temple wall. A single person stood on the wall. He recognized her as Jubilee. She turned to call down to someone. That would be Yaphet. Urban had messaged them, letting them know to expect a stranger.


    Through the tablet, Jubilee and Yaphet had seen the mechanical snakes emerge from the blast pit, so they knew Lezuri still existed in the world. All the rest had been left to Riffan to explain—and he was prepared to do so.


    He’d set a submind to learn the local language the moment he’d had access to Urban’s records. That submind was still at work, refining his understanding, but already he could speak fairly well.


    Jubilee waved to him and then left the wall.


    Yaphet opened the gate.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan understood the situation was dire. He was not confused on this point. Lezuri was a threat—to him and to Urban, potentially to Dragon and Griffin and all the minds aboard those ships, and certainly to Jolly and Jubilee and Yaphet and all the other players of this world.

  


  
    Undeniably, Lezuri remained a powerful, resourceful, determined entity, one who—it must be assumed—had transitioned, and now successfully inhabited the cognitive strata of this world, no doubt expanding in knowledge and ability with each passing minute.


    And Lezuri was surely very angry at the violence done to him.


    Riffan fully understood all this.


    And yet as he toured the temple with Jubilee as his guide and the amazing little dog as an additional escort, he felt lighthearted, fired up with the joy of discovery, fascinated by everything he saw. The great wall surrounding the temple was actually built of native stone! The temple too was made of stone, along with wood harvested from trees, and ceramic shingles. He admired the frame of the flying machine, finding it wonderfully light and strong, its wing partially covered in white metallic fabric of a sophisticated composition. The kobold well, the workshop, the library. All of it was new in his experience and enthralling. Not least, Jubilee and Yaphet.


    He sat with them in the kitchen after his tour. Jubilee brewed tea. Riffan provided lunch from the ready-made supplies he’d brought in his pack. As they ate, he told the story he’d already told to Urban, about how he’d come to be there. Afterward, he listened to their concerns.


    “Do you know anything about the snake mechanics?” Jubilee asked him.


    “No, I’ve never seen anything like them before.”


    “I have. I’ve been hunted by one. It was tireless, and could pursue a scent better than a dog.”


    “Are you worried the snakes will follow you here?” Riffan asked her.


    “They may come,” she said. “But I think they’ll be hunting Urban, not me.”


    Riffan’s stomach knotted. Of course she was right. Urban was the enemy, and Lezuri had sent an artificial creature hunting after him once before.


    Jubilee refilled the teacups. “The snakes are fast,” she warned. “They could be here in just hours unless we are very lucky and they lose their way in the City of Glass.”


    “Or unless we call the silver against them,” Yaphet suggested.


    “If they come at night,” Jubilee conceded. “If we see them coming.”


    The thought of creating an artificial creature for the sole purpose of carrying out a murder made Riffan shrivel inside. He was an anthropologist, well acquainted with humanity’s history of violence, whether one-on-one or between tribes and nations, or against the Earth itself. But those had been ancient conflicts, an aspect of history seldom repeated on the frontier, where time and distance and the need for cooperation had filtered the genome and shaped the culture so that interpersonal violence was rarely encountered.


    And a being of Lezuri’s stature should have been above all that, anyway!


    Softly he said, “I know it’s probably too late to make peace. But I wonder if there might be some way to sit down with Lezuri and just talk. Hear him out. His concerns, his intentions. Share your concerns with him. Given all that’s at stake, we should not assume this has to be a fight to the death.”


    “But didn’t he try to murder Urban?” Jubilee asked, puzzled. “First, aboard Dragon, and again, just last night?”


    “Yes,” Riffan said with a sigh. “He did. And that first time, we struck back violently, initiating a horrific war for control of the ship.”


    He told again the story of how Lezuri was driven out of Dragon, but at the end he added, “You can see, that conflict was not all Lezuri’s doing. From the start, from the first moment he established his existence aboard Dragon he was met with fear and mistrust, though he harmed no one. Sixty-three years went by, peaceful years, before he emerged. Then he spoke to us, introduced himself, told us his history, answered questions. But Urban feared him, refused to trust him. And I understand why! Lezuri was so much more powerful. But he did not exert his power, not until that last day and even then, none of us truly knows why the war for the ship began.”


    Jubilee looked skeptical. “You understand that the war for your ship was not the the first war waged by this god?”


    “Yes, I understand that.”


    “He is a vain creature who said he would re-stage the creation only to prove to the goddess that he could bring life to this world as well as she. The goddess meant to protect us when she cast him out.”


    “Is it possible that in the centuries since then, he has moderated that view?” Riffan asked. “I heard him express his concern for all of you still here in this world he made. He said he owed you life, that it was his obligation to restore your world.”


    “Or to re-make it?” Jubilee asked with an edge to her words.


    Riffan turned his hands palm up. “Only Lezuri can answer a question like that. I’m only saying it would not be a bad thing if we could find some way to speak with him before it’s too late, before this conflict cannot be unwound.”


    Even as he debated with Jubilee, Riffan remained cognizant of Yaphet and the intensity of his attention, so it did not surprise him when the young man finally broke his silence. “How do you negotiate with a god?” he asked.


    Riffan admitted, “I don’t know. But perhaps begin by treating him with the respect we would owe to any being?”


    “Easier to do if we met him on equal footing,” Yaphet answered. “But we are not equal. We have nothing to negotiate with. And he is surely growing stronger as we speak, gathering knowledge and power, becoming again what he once was. Unless we gain in knowledge too, the most we will be able to do is beg for his tolerance and understanding.”


    “That’s exactly how Urban saw things,” Riffan said. “And the fallout was terribly violent. Please try a different strategy this time.”


    Jubilee looked startled. She yanked the tablet out of her pocket. “It buzzed again,” she said, puzzling over the illuminated screen.


    “It’s an alert,” Riffan told her. He had received the same notice through his atrium. “The aerial-bot positioned at the rim of the Cenotaph has dropped out of the network.”


    Yaphet leaned in to look. “Why? What’s happened?”


    “I don’t know. Let’s try to find out.”


    Riffan triggered the tablet to replay the last few seconds of video recorded by the bot—and the cause became clear. On the periphery of the tablet’s screen, a shimmer of dark motion. The horizon pitched violently, bobbed, and rolled out of sight. Across the camera lens, a close-up view of the charcoal-colored segments of one of the robotic snakes spawned in the blast pit, its pitch-black eye spots in sharp focus.


    That was all. The video ended. Nothing else to see.


    But those few seconds formed a strong argument against Riffan’s plea for peace.
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    After Riffan left for the temple, Urban and Jolly rode on together. It wasn’t far to the grotto, but Urban went slowly, distracted by all he’d learned. Everything had changed and none of it felt real. He needed it to be real, so he kept going over it in his mind: Dragon had not been lost to Lezuri; Clemantine was still alive; everyone was still alive. And he would have a future.

  


  
    *Can you feel that? the Engineer asked, interrupting his circling thoughts.


    Urban glanced around, reorienting himself. Jolly rode some fifty meters ahead, passing through dappled sunlight as he followed a faint trail through a grove of well-spaced trees. The air was warm and hazy, thick with a humidity that weighed on his lungs. He felt flashes of heat as he passed in and out of sunbeams; he felt the vibration of the bike and its kinetic motion. But the Engineer would not have remarked on any of those things.


    *It’s a sense I’ve never experienced before, the Engineer added.


    A flash of understanding, and Urban became aware of it too. *The silver.


    *Ah, of course! the Engineer responded with rare enthusiasm.


    The sun had long since banished all visible silver from the world, but a sense of its presence lurked on the periphery of Urban’s awareness, faint, but undeniably there. A reservoir of possibility, of potential, waiting to be called out.


    Now that he was aware of it, he felt tempted to try.


    *Fascinating to know this sense is accessible through your atrium, the Engineer mused. *It’s likely an emergent effect of a suspected quantum entanglement, controlled by the coding nodules now present in your biome.


    *Have you been able to take the coding nodules apart?


    *No. The nodules will not accept intrusion.


    *But the Bio-mechanic was able to adjust the default code.


    *Correct. Adjusting the code only required triggering the molecular switches on the nodules’ outer surfaces. The Bio-mechanic easily designed a key to do that. The difficulty came in deploying it. You are hosting millions of coding nodules. Each one needed to be adjusted, a process that consumed significant cellular energy.


    This explanation reminded Urban of how tired he still felt. His Makers should be working to clear his fatigue, but that was only one task in his body’s demanding maintenance regimen—and every physical adjustment required energy. That energy had to be prioritized and rationed and continuously replenished, which was why he was always hungry.


    He looked ahead, to see that Jolly had ridden out of the trees and was now stopped at the base of a short, steep, rocky slope. Urban met him there.


    “The grotto is up among the rocks,” Jolly said.


    Urban nodded. He’d seen the grotto through a scout-bot’s camera. The entrance was fifteen meters above them, hidden behind a spur of rock. Here the presence of silver felt stronger, closer.


    “There’s quiescent silver inside,” Jolly warned.


    “I’ve seen it.”


    “Don’t touch it. It’s dangerous.”


    “All right.”


    Jolly led the way, their swift, zig-zagging assent of the rough slope reminding Urban of the precarious climb out of the Cenotaph.


    They reached the grotto, to find Riffan’s scout-bot had arrived ahead of them.


    The Engineer looped Jolly into the conversation, then explained, *I’ve stationed the scout-bot here, outside the entrance, to serve as a network node. It may allow us to remain linked, at least for the first part of the descent.


    “I sent another scout-bot into the tunnel,” Urban said aloud. “But I’m not getting a signal from it.”


    *It’s probably out of range. If we find it, I’ll link it into the Artemis network. It can serve as a relay and extend our range.


    They dismounted. The grotto’s entrance was narrow, and just high enough to admit the bikes. Jolly crept through first. Urban pushed the bikes after him, and then followed. Once inside, he was able to stand upright.


    The grotto was roughly circular, five meters across. Not much daylight made its way in, but the chamber had its own dim light, thanks to skeins of silver glowing from within every crack and crevice and pocket in the walls and ceiling. Urban wondered that it didn’t fall.


    Defying gravity, he thought wryly.


    Realistically, it was probably another phase of the silver, different from its nocturnal aspect, denser, almost a solid. The air in the grotto was crisp with its scent.


    The chamber’s floor was smooth. Urban walked his bike across it, turning his head to study each silver vein, each glowing pocket, feeling intimately aware of the latent energy, the potential for creation all around him.


    A faint breeze, fresh and cool, flowed out of a dark passage at the back of the cave.


    Like the grotto, the passage had a smooth floor, and a ceiling high enough that he could easily stand upright, but there were no threads or pockets of silver embedded in the rough walls. Urban dropped the bike’s kickstand. The passage sloped so steeply downward, he found he had to turn the wheel to get the bike to balance.


    Jolly came up behind him, already astride his own bike. “What are you doing?” he asked.


    Urban slipped past him, back into the grotto. “I want to take a closer look at the silver.”


    “Don’t touch it,” Jolly warned again. He left his own bike, hurrying back after Urban. “You feel drawn to it, don’t you? It’s compelling, but you have to be careful.”


    “I just want to experiment with it.”


    “No, please don’t. Quiescent silver is dangerous. It can expand and envelop you before there’s time to react.”


    “I think it’s okay,” Urban said. He felt a connection to the silver. Like the neural bridge aboard Dragon, it linked him to distant regions and senses not immediately his own.


    *Do you feel it? he asked the Engineer.


    *Resonance at a distance, the Engineer speculated. Entanglement. Bridged subdimensions.


    Urban sensed wind blowing, sheer peaks rising against stars, a stone wall, the lowing of some animal he could not name, a bird’s cry, a dark forest lit from beneath by a silver glow. The Bow of Heaven. And a sense of curiosity, of connection, fluttering and disparate, like a moth’s agitated shadow, glimpsed on the periphery of vision.


    “Someone out there,” Urban murmured.


    Jolly exhaled audibly, whispered, “I feel it.”


    A moment later, the sense of presence winked out. Gone.


    Urban reached outward with this new sense, striving to find it again, to renew that contact—but he encountered something else instead. Someone else. A presence he knew too well.


    “Is that him?” Jolly whispered.


    “Yes.”


    The structure of the silver shifted. The easy flow of information Urban had enjoyed ended in an energetic re-organization that left the silver imbued with purpose and pressure and intention.


    Jolly backpedaled. “Something coming through!” he shouted.


    Urban responded with a silent but forceful rejection: No.


    Every patch of quiescent silver that clung to the grotto’s walls and ceiling withered at that command, receding, vanishing within the rock. The grotto went dark. Only the gray daylight spilling in through the low entrance provided any illumination.


    “What was that?” Jolly demanded.


    “An instruction, I think,” Urban said as his vision shifted, allowing him to see in the near-darkness. “It felt like an instruction to create something, an object, though what kind, I don’t know. The silver is everywhere in the world, isn’t it?”


    Jolly thought about this. “Yes, it has to be. It doesn’t rise everywhere, but a flying machine will always trigger a silver storm so it must be in the very air we breathe.”


    “Within the ground.” Urban stomped his foot for emphasis. “Networks of it, right?”


    “I think so,” Jolly said. “I perceive it that way.”


    *The planetary cognitive strata, the Engineer suggested, linking Jolly into the conversation.


    Urban nodded. “A cognitive machine that can be co-opted to create structure even at a distance. Push through an instruction set and what follows is the pressure of matter, gathering to fulfill the order. He tried to create something here.”


    “You stopped it,” Jolly said. “You rejected it.”


    Urban noticed a faint gleam all around him as the quiescent silver began to seep back through the walls.


    “That was the strangest part,” he said. “I wonder why it worked?”

  


  
    SIXTH

  


  
    Lezuri, Lezuri, she croons. How far we have fallen!

  


  
    She clings to you as your mind continues to grow, expanding amid the veins and channels of the subterranean silver. Her presence is as fragile as the finest spiderweb, as quiet and elusive as dust settling onto a disused surface. So little left of her that surely she is no threat to you—and still, your long absence has given her billions upon billions of seconds to prepare, to reengineer the silver.


    Its nature is changed from what you remember. Where it emerges into atmosphere, it is transient, denatured by sunlight, while in its shifting subterranean veins and chambers it has become so densely laden with tangled memories that your existence within it is constrained, your mind able to grow only in interstitial spaces—and you cannot overwrite what is there.


    Was this what I created?


    You try to recall, but so much has been forgotten, and you did not exist within this world in the Before. Like her, you had a world of your own, but she cast that sacred sphere into the void and you with it, and there it remains, left behind when Urban came to you.


    She constructed her sphere differently from yours. She grew her mind within a tiny inner shell. The proximity of her cognitive elements allowed for thoughts swifter than yours. That is how she beat you. But that force she unleashed to rid herself of your presence . . . it must have wounded her too, and unbalanced her orbit.


    Did she see her death coming? Did she choose her fate? Did enough of her mind remain to manipulate the complex, curving trajectories that would bring her to impact? You imagine her shedding the outer layers of her sphere to minimize her mass. However it went, her mind must have broken when she struck and now all that remains are those few dead and empty fragments of her core.


    Still, with the silver to sustain her, she would have been a long time dying.


    Her insistent whisper corrects this thought: A long time surviving, my love . . . as a festering wound in the world.


    She shows you just a glimpse of her mad, helpless agony, but that is enough. You recoil in primitive panic. Be gone! Be gone! I am done with you!


    The force of your horror collapses the spiderweb, scatters the precious dust of her existence into the sea of memory around you, all trace of her vanishing within the vastness of the silver.


    In her absence, the presence of another is revealed: Urban.


    Startled thoughts pour through your evolving cognitive structure: your guess that he still lived was correct; your concern that he could learn the mechanisms of your world is validated. He has already learned enough of your world that he is aware of you, he senses you through the silver, he has made himself a player and leveled up—and he is not alone.


    No loose ends!


    Your instinct, your experience demands that you strike now and end his threat. He cannot be allowed to master the game.


    Your will pours through the silver matrix in the form of an instruction set that summons the elements you need to set off an explosion like that one he used against you.


    But he perceives your assault and defies it with a simple negation: No.


    That “no”—it is just a pulse of will. It carries no explicit instruction set and yet the silver responds to his intention. It shifts and flows. A shield forms. A barrier, a boundary that blocks your directive, throwing it back at you in a tattered shockwave of broken intent that tears at your structure, disrupting the distributed pathways of your mind.


    A moment of panic, until each broken pathway recovers, re-links, re-establishes this existence newly created for yourself—and now shock rolls outward, an emotional wave that sweeps through all the strands of your consciousness. How could Urban overcome you? How?


    Her lamentation reechoes in your memory: Lezuri, Lezuri, how far we have fallen.


    It comes to you: She has not just reengineered the nature of the silver. Even through the horror of her slow death, she has redesigned the game itself, protecting lesser players by granting them greater defensive skills. Her brilliance astounds you, but the game remains in play, and it will not be enough.
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    Urban returned with Jolly to the passage. The light breeze from below chilled his hands and his face.

  


  
    Jolly showed him how to turn on his bike’s headlight. The beam illuminated a straight, steep slope, too narrow to ride abreast. “I’ll go first,” Urban said.


    He rode slowly, dividing his attention between the passage floor and its ceiling, watching for obstructions and irregularities in the rock.


    Too soon, his link to the scout-bot at the grotto’s entrance wavered and within seconds the signal dropped out, cutting him off from the planetary network. He still had no signal from the bot that had gone ahead into the tunnel. Jolly was again his only connection.


    He hated the isolation, so he increased his speed. He needed to know what was down there. Get this over with!


    A kilometer unwound as he followed the beam of his headlight down through the monotonous tunnel. A second kilometer rolled past, and a third.


    Still no signal from the advance bot.


    He envisioned Yaphet walking up this passage, immersed in utter darkness, an hours-long trek, with nothing changing, no hint that he would ever reach an end. What courage it must have taken to keep going that first time!


    In contrast, the bikes made the downward journey swift and easy.


    Less than thirty minutes had passed when Urban became aware of a glow in the tunnel ahead, beyond the reach of his headlight. A sense of foreboding gripped him. He slowed his bike and asked both Jolly and the Engineer, *Do you see it?


    *Light, the Engineer replied.


    *It’s silver, Jolly answered. *Yaphet said the tunnel was filled with silver, and he walked through it.


    *I still don’t have a signal from the scout-bot, Urban pointed out.


    Soon, he could see the silver clearly. It formed a luminous wall that veiled the way forward, just as Yaphet had described.


    No sign of the scout-bot.


    *It must have tried to go into the silver, Jolly said.


    *No. I instructed it not to do that.


    Silence held for several seconds as they continued on. Then Jolly spoke the obvious conclusion: *The silver took it.


    *Sooth.


    And would the silver reach out and take them too?


    Urban kept on, until he was ten meters from the silver. He stopped there, staring at it.


    It filled the tunnel from floor to ceiling, wall to wall, a vertical pool of light. Seemingly stable. No tendrils reached for them across the hard stone floor.


    Urban shivered, felt his cheeks and the back of his neck prickle. So far underground, the air was cold—a chill sharpened by the whispering passage of a light breeze emanating from the silver. He breathed it in, breathed in the fresh scent of it, and restlessness woke in him, impatience, as if a coercive voice was whispering, Hurry on!


    He switched off his headlight. Jolly did the same, leaving only the glow of silver to light the passage. The ha sparkled brightly across their hands. As if in response, the wall of silver began to churn, releasing slow wisps of luminous mist that drifted with the breeze, up the passage, writhing and billowing, only gradually evaporating.


    Urban raised a hand, exerting his will to push a thread of drifting mist away. After Jolly’s warnings and his own terrifying experience of the silver aboard Dragon, he was in no hurry to test the theory that it could no longer harm him.


    Jolly too, was reluctant. He said, “Yaphet walked through it, but I think we should try to push it aside.”


    “Agreed.”


    Urban’s new sense kept him entangled with the silver’s vast network—the planet’s cognitive strata, in the words of the Engineer. It was an awareness that let him perceive the force of Jolly’s will and the responding compression of the cloud of silver as it drew back against the walls and ceiling, becoming denser and brighter, forming an archway a meter deep, then two meters, while the apparent motion within the silver increased. Tumbling whirlpools popped into existence, jostling against streaming currents. Misty coils broke away, to drift slowly to the ground.


    The archway extended three meters, four—and then it could go no farther because the passage ended in a rock wall veined in silver.


    “By the Unknown God,” Urban whispered in frustration. Was this it? Was this as far as they could go? “There has to be a way past this.” He left his bike to walk within the arch of silver, careful to avoid every billowing fragment. Again, he sensed that curious, fluttering presence . . . and something else. A voice?


    Yes. He stood listening. A woman’s voice, faint, on the edge of hearing, whispering rapid, unintelligible syllables.


    *It’s likely random sound generated by the silver’s motion, the Engineer said.


    Urban walked on, to the rock wall.


    The silver’s gleam turned his hand a dull metal color as he reached out to test the solidity of the stone. He pressed two fingers against it, careful not to touch the embedded silver veins.


    The stone felt dry and solid and surprisingly cold. His entangled sense pursued the paths of the silver veins for many kilometers, convincing him that this was no door, no thin wall. It was exactly what it appeared to be: The end of the passage.


    He heard the voice more clearly now, though he recognized no words.


    “I don’t think it’s random sound,” he said.


    As if summoned by his voice, motes of silver winked into existence around him, floating isolated in the air, drifting on slow currents.


    “Be careful,” Jolly cautioned, from outside the arch. “Don’t let it touch you.”


    Urban used his will to push the motes back into the compressed silver. When the way was clear, he rejoined Jolly. “The passage has changed since Yaphet was here,” he concluded. “It’s closed. There’s nowhere for us to go.”


    Jolly released his hold on the silver, allowing it to refill the archway. The passage darkened, though the restless swirls and currents that stirred the silver’s face caused the level of illumination to vary.


    Urban still heard the woman’s whispering voice.


    Did she speak a different language now?


    “I think there never was a stairway,” Jolly said. “I mean, not one that ascended all the way from the underworld. I wondered about that, when Yaphet told his story, because it shouldn’t be easy to get to the underworld. It should require more skill than just following a passage and a stairway down.”


    More silver motes appeared. Did they condense from the air? Or escape from the silver wall? Urban couldn’t tell. He eyed them uneasily, watching them ride the breeze past him and Jolly. Only with an effort of will was he able to shift his attention and consider the implications of what Jolly was saying.


    “You think Yaphet entered the silver and was rewritten,” Urban suggested. “Translated into a virtual existence and then . . . reconstituted in this passage?”


    Jolly nodded.


    “But he remembered having a physical existence,” Urban objected. “He couldn’t see his feet, but he felt like he was climbing stairs.”


    “I don’t know how it works,” Jolly conceded. “But the passage ends here.”


    More and more motes appeared. The air simmered with them. More whispering as the motes drifted past, continuing up the passage.


    “Can you hear her?” Urban asked.


    “Yes. It’s not unusual to hear voices in the silver. I don’t think they’re real voices, though. Just the friction of silver moving.”


    An explanation echoing that of the Engineer.


    Jolly looked at him with somber eyes. “Do you still want to try to reach the underworld?” he asked.


    Urban felt a clutch of fear. “We would have to go into the silver.”


    “Yes.”


    He turned to look back at the luminous curtain. His heart raced as he imagined stepping into it. He said, “We know you can do that. You can enter it without harm.”


    “I don’t like to, though. It’s easy for me to get lost. And we don’t know what will happen to you.”


    “My configuration codes are copied from yours.”


    *It’s a complex system, the Engineer interjected, again linking Jolly in. *We don’t know how it works. We don’t understand the parameters. Even though your configuration codes have the same settings as Jolly’s, there’s no guarantee—


    “I understand that!” Urban snapped.


    He flashed on his last moments of physical existence aboard Dragon and the helplessness he’d felt as the silver ground through him, layer by layer, taking him apart.


    “Maybe we should go back,” Jolly suggested.


    Urban liked that idea. He wanted to agree to it. Why risk this avatar on a wild and untestable chance of surviving the silver? Even if he did survive, he had no assurance he could reach the underworld, or that he would find anything of value there. No, it was crazy to gamble his existence on this slight chance . . .


    Well . . . it would have been crazy, if he had the luxury of time.


    But Lezuri was out there. Awake, aware. Surely reassembling himself, accessing the memories of his past, expanding his mind, growing stronger.


    Urban had proposed three lines of defense. The synthesis of the deletion kobold fell to Jubilee and Yaphet, but he had taken on the tasks of reaching the underworld and mastering the silver.


    Here, now, he might be able to do both. Step into the silver and transform, transition to another place. Jolly had done it. And this might be his only chance to access the inner workings of this world, before Lezuri gained enough coherence to block his way.


    He drew in a deep breath, listening to the silver’s murmuring voice, thinking that the language had changed yet again. He could almost understand it now.


    Motes of silver drifted all around them. The air shone and sparkled. The two of them and their bikes, enclosed within a protected bubble as the passage above them began to fill.


    Gathering his courage, Urban told himself, Just do it. He had to master this world and he felt sure the only way to do that was to immerse himself within the silver and master it.


    And what was he risking, really? Just this avatar and it was not his last incarnation. Even if he lost himself here and now, he still existed as a ghost aboard Artemis. That ghost would reach Dragon and replicate and find some other means to neutralize Lezuri.


    “Let’s do it,” he told Jolly. “Let’s go into the silver. See what happens.”


    Jolly looked doubtful, the weird light emphasizing the worry lines on his youthful face. “You’re sure?”


    No, Urban’s mind screamed. But his voice sounded calm when he said, “Yes, I’m sure.”


    Jolly looked back, up the passage, where the silver had grown dense, an opaque curtain that hid the way out. He said, “I think the Engineer is right. It’s too dangerous. If it doesn’t work, you’ll die. My father was taken by the silver. We lost him forever. I’ve seen other people taken by it.” His voice broke. “I don’t want that to happen to you.”


    “No, it’ll be all right,” Urban said. Empty words, meant to comfort. He wasn’t sure there was a way out anymore. He felt an immense presence of silver, as if all the veins within the rocks were filling.


    The Engineer sensed it too. *An unprecedented level of activity, he observed.


    “We need to leave now,” Jolly decided. He turned his will against the silver above them. It rolled back, revealing the upward slope of the passage floor, illuminated for several meters by the now-compressed silver. Welcome darkness lay beyond.


    Jolly mounted his bike. Urban hesitated, but then followed his lead. They turned their headlights on. The beams blazed, overwhelming the silver’s glow. The lights should have picked out a length of passage, gradually fading into empty distance. Instead, at the end of the compressed silver, they saw a wall of black stone. As they looked, veins of silver brightened across its surface.


    A trap had been sprung. There was no way out, after all. The voice of the silver spoke—louder now and in his language: Don’t be afraid.


    Her encouragement only heightened his fear, making it clear he was not in control here, that he had lost all choice. He told himself to terminate his avatar while he still could.


    And leave Jolly on his own?


    There’s nothing I can do for him!


    *You should test the integrity of that wall, the Engineer said in his calm, analytical way. *Confirm it is not an illusion.


    Urban drew a sharp breath, shifting focus to this simple task. Leaving his bike, he ran to inspect the wall. Jolly came with him. Together, they touched it. Urban perceived the veins of silver within it actively drawing in matter, assembling it around themselves as they extended, growing through what had been open space. Open no longer. The passage to the surface had closed, filled in by the activity of the silver.


    Again she said, Don’t be afraid.


    No way to get a signal out.


    The silver billowed, expanded. Urban strove to hold it off. He sensed Jolly struggling against it too, but the silver swept over them, pushed by a will stronger than their own.

  


  
    SEVENTH

  


  
    The diaphanous memory of her presence settles around you once again, although for now she is silent. So are you, as you puzzle over the peculiar nature of her rarified existence. Did this fragile spiderweb of consciousness exist before your return? Or did your presence draw this memory of her from the silver?

  


  
    Could you be my love again?


    Faint, sweet laughter: Our time is past.


    Time is fluid, you remind her.


    Only its pace. Not its direction.


    Is that true?


    For the moment, your consciousness has settled within the ancestral mind of your avatar. Your brow wrinkles as you try to recall what you once knew of time. But if you ever possessed the trick of reversing time’s flow, that knowledge is lost to you now.


    Dry, mineralized soil crunches beneath the soles of your boots as you climb a low ridge. You study the terrain, picking out a path. A soft wind cools your cheeks as you squint against the afternoon light.


    That light has banished the silver. No scent of it lingers on the air, though you still sense its presence, deep underground. To re-stage the creation you must dissolve all that is and rewrite the rules of what will be, but that cannot be done in one night. Not as you are now.


    She whispers, Never that hell again.


    You ignore her.


    Lezuri, we owe them life.


    “They will have life.” You assert this aloud, though you are alone and there is no one to hear you. “They will all have a chance at life, and when they fail, they will have the chance to try again and rise by their own efforts.”


    Not alone, she whispers. Even you and I arose together from the Swarm.


    “They are not alone,” you remember. “Each arrived with a partner.”


    You continue to climb, your mind engaged with the challenge of how to re-stage the creation now that the silver dissolves at dawn. After a time, an alert interrupts your contemplation.


    Your orbiting probe has detected the presence of another vessel, revealed by its rapid acceleration. The vessel is moving away, on track to leave the system. You puzzle over this. You question yourself. How long has the vessel been here? Was it here before you?


    No. Impossible! You carefully surveyed the system.


    Yet it is here—was here—and it’s a familiar vessel, one well known to you. It is the outrider Artemis. A ship of the fleet, come to find you, sooner than expected.


    Has it confirmed your presence here?


    Of course it has!


    And now it seeks to return to the fleet, to share what it knows with those two great starships, armed with weapons capable of laying waste to your world.


    Instinctively, your avatar raises its gaze skyward, seeking the enemy. This is a futile endeavor. Artemis is far too small and distant for the weak eyes of your avatar to see, but you are rewarded anyway with the sight of glass towers carpeting the slopes above you, rising against a blue sky, the afternoon light flaring across their blue and black surfaces.


    Some submerged memory must have guided you here. That memory surfaces across your distributed consciousness, drawn forth by the sight of those towers. They are not towers. They are missiles—dimensional weapons containing an equation poised on the verge of completion. You initiated their growth in the last moments of your existence, in those moments before she murdered you, before she cast you away.


    You would have used the missiles to murder her if only they had been ready in time.


    Now? They are wildly overgrown, many are likely mutated . . . but surely some are functional.


    Your avatar stands in perfect stillness amid the austere landscape while your greater aspect moves within the silver, inspecting the subterranean missile field. The art that went into those weapons is lost to you, but you find that the launch sequence still abides in your memory.


    You will test the efficacy of the missiles against Artemis. Why not?


    Beneath your booted feet, a vibration. The missile field covers the rolling slopes of the foothills to east and west for as far as you can see. To the east, a bright shimmer of heat draws your eye. You watch three black towers rise together on incandescent tails, into the blue sky. Only as they touch the clouds, does the chaotic clatter of falling glass reach you, and then the roaring of rocket engines.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    A scout-bot observed the rocket launch. It sent an alert to the Engineer—that version of him residing within the computational strata of Riffan’s landing vehicle. The Engineer directed the two satellites to observe and monitor to the extent their orbits allowed.

  


  
    As the rockets climbed through the atmosphere it became clear they rode on chemical engines. The Engineer devised a rough calculation and concluded the rockets must have a very limited range. He considered the possibility that they were suborbital, intended to reach some point on the planet’s surface—the temple, perhaps? Or the strata on which he resided?


    As the watching satellite sank toward the horizon, the rockets burned themselves out—but they did not fall back into the planetary gravity well. Instead, impossibly, they continued to accelerate.


    By the time the second satellite rose over the horizon, the three rockets had departed the atmosphere and passed beyond the bubble of accelerated time that surrounded Verilotus.
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    I feared the relentless nature of the snake mechanics. They had destroyed two of Urban’s mechanics already and would surely try to track down the others. Eventually they would find their way to us.

  


  
    Even so, I pondered Riffan’s words. He had made a sincere plea for peace and on the surface, his words made sense to me. But Yaphet’s warning also felt true. How could we negotiate with Lezuri when we had no power to affect him or his plans? Unless we could meet him on a more equal footing, we would have no choice in any of it.


    Then too, I was troubled by that little word, we. Who exactly did I mean by we?


    Four years ago, floods of silver inundated the world, sweeping away enclave after enclave, and the players who lived within them. It was a calamity that ended only when Jolly and I found our wounded goddess in the Cenotaph, and used that kobold Yaphet had made to erase her from the world.


    Not many players had survived those last days. I didn’t know how many, but I suspected not more than ten thousand remained around the ring of the world. Did Yaphet and I speak for them? Were we to decide for them? Were we to decide for the far greater number now biding in the silver, awaiting their next life?


    Yes.


    It wasn’t fair and I didn’t think it was right, but if there was any decision to be made, we would need to make it. There was no one else. So although it was my instinct to reject Riffan’s counsel, I made myself consider it. I contemplated the implications of what he’d said.


    “If it comes to it,” I mused, “if there is no choice in it, I would plead with this god for tolerance and understanding. I would ask him to heal this broken world, not to remake it. I would beg him to allow the work of the goddess to stand.” I pushed my chair back and stood. “But I don’t know how to do even that.” I looked at Riffan. “How do I speak to this god?”


    To my surprise, Yaphet answered. “We might have to go to the Cenotaph. Or learn to seek him within the silver.” He stood, too. “Come, Jubilee. Let’s go to the workshop. I’ll work on the engine, while you read the book you found. If it has anything to teach us, we need to know it now.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I think Riffan loved the workshop. We’d already shown it to him, but he walked around again with a dazed half-smile on his face. He opened the drawers of the kobold cabinet to peer at the different kobolds, dormant within their transparent air-tight chambers. He gazed at the vats and looked over the tools Yaphet kept well-ordered on the racks. And he studied the parts for the flying machine’s engine, neatly arranged on the work table.

  


  
    Yaphet had cleared space for me at the end of the table, between two bright lamps. He went to work assembling the engine, sliding the complex pieces together in seamless joins, while I sat down with the book. Riffan stood between us, equally interested in both our tasks.


    The book was made of lettered stone, with no title on its black cover, and handwritten pages inside. Really, it was more a journal than a book. I opened it, tilting the volume until the light struck the pale green pages without reflection. It was still hard to read. The handwriting was tiny and gray, the individual letters stretched and distorted as if the journal (or the thoughts it contained) had once been subject to great heat or pressure in some long ago age.


    I studied the shape of the handwriting, allowing time for the memory of this language and this script to waken in my mind. That’s how it felt. I had not seen this script prior to yesterday afternoon when I first opened this book—at least, I had not seen it in my present life—but I knew it. I must have used it in some past life and the knowledge of it had been reborn with me.


    The first page was clearly a title page.


    “This word,” I said, pointing to a short string of characters centered near the top. “It means something like ‘studies,’ as in the work that a scholar does. I think the results of those studies are recorded here.”


    But then as I moved my finger down to the next line, I frowned. Did I have it wrong?


    No.


    I shivered.


    “What is it?” Yaphet asked, pausing in his work. “Jubilee, what’s wrong?”


    I didn’t answer right away. I let my gaze drift farther down the page, and as I read what was written there, I recognized the influence of the goddess.


    Squeezing my eyes shut, I strove to compose myself.


    “Jubilee,” Yaphet pleaded.


    When I looked up, Riffan was watching me too.


    I turned the journal, so they could see its first page. Pointing at the third line of script, I said, “Here is the name of the scholar whose journal this is. Zha Leng in this language, though time has changed that name so that in our age it has become Kalang.”


    I kept my tone flat as a means to contain the fear threatening to boil up inside me.


    “But this is no ancient text. Here, Yaphet, this is the date, just eleven years ago. Only the language he chose to use is old. He must have thought it a secret language, unknown to anyone but him.”


    “And to you,” Yaphet amended in a voice made hoarse by anger so that I knew he recognized the name. “Kaphiri,” he growled. “That is the name we knew him by.”


    Riffan leaned in, concerned, but also curious and eager. “So this Kalang is actually Kaphiri? And you knew him personally, right? You spoke to Urban about him.”


    “We knew him,” Yaphet agreed. “But he is dead now and not missed.” He pulled out a chair, sat down, then reached across the table to tap the title page. “This book will teach us what we need to know.”


    He said this with such certainty, as if by his words, he could will it to be so. That was his way. He always had such confidence that with his mind and his hands he could reshape the world, and I cannot say it was a false confidence.


    I turned to Riffan. “In Kaphiri’s last life, this temple was his home. He brought Jolly here, to study his configuration codes.”


    “It was not always Kaphiri’s home,” Yaphet said in a voice low with resentment. “This temple existed long before he entered the world.”


    I explained to Riffan, “Yaphet lived here. In another life, this was his home, his library. But that was long ago. In some later time, Kaphiri found it. So it’s not strange that his journal should be here.”


    “And you believe Kaphiri understood how the configuration codes worked?” Riffan asked.


    “He understood more than us,” Yaphet said. “He knew how to read Jolly’s codes and adjust his own so that he could move through the silver like Jolly does—as a being comprised of silver.”


    “Pure information,” Riffan mused.


    Yaphet considered this with the intent expression I knew so well. “Yes,” he agreed. “That description matches my understanding of it, as Kaphiri explained it to me. But how he read the codes and adjusted them—that is the mystery. Perhaps now he will tell us. Come, Jubilee. Read these pages. Let us discover what notes he left.”


    I leaned back in my chair and gazed at Yaphet, feeling quite foolish. “We know how Kaphiri adjusted his configuration codes,” I told him.


    He cocked his head, suspecting some joke, I think. “Do we?”


    “Yes.” I explained with growing excitement, “Jolly told me he watched Kaphiri use a device that read the codes and synthesized the keys that reset them. He described that device to me. He had it here, Yaphet.” I rapped the table. “Right here in this workshop.”


    Four years ago, the workshop where we sat had been Kaphiri’s workshop. I shoved my chair back and stood to look around, struck by the notion that this device, this precious device, might be lying somewhere in plain sight, on a bench or a low shelf. “If it is anywhere in the world, it is here,” I insisted. “Yaphet, you must have seen it.”


    “Maybe. What does it look like?”


    “A small box.” I held out my palm. “Small to hold in one hand. Flat and rectangular.” I mimed opening a lid. “Inside, a screen in the upper half. On the lower half, a smooth surface with a shallow well in the middle, the size of a fingertip.”


    These were the words Jolly had used to describe the device to me on a quiet, long-ago evening when we’d sat on the newly finished wall that we’d built around our mother’s temple compound, and spoke together in low voices about the past.


    I continued, “Jolly was made to squeeze a drop of blood from his fingertip into that well. Codes appeared on the screen many seconds later and though it was mysterious to Jolly, what Kaphiri saw made him happy. He told Jolly that he’d tested the blood of thousands of players in just that way, and in all of them, the configuration codes shared the same settings. Only Kaphiri’s codes were different, and now Jolly’s.”


    “Such a device could be the key to everything,” Riffan said in excitement.


    Yaphet leaned back with a dejected sigh. “I have seen no such device and I’ve been everywhere in this building.”


    “Perhaps you overlooked it,” Riffan suggested. “Or you’ve forgotten that you saw it. Or—” He broke off with a frown. “Or maybe not,” he said dejectedly. “The Engineer tells me that a scout-bot has surveyed this whole building and it found no such device.”


    “The device might be hidden,” I countered. “Locked away somewhere. It would have been precious to him.”


    Yaphet tapped the book. “This would have been precious to him, but he did not hide it.”


    I flipped quickly through the book, skimming its contents, confirming my first suspicions. “Codes,” I told him. “And notes on those codes. Mostly speculations. Guesses. This would have been his working journal. Something to keep close at hand. Impossible for anyone else to read. But any codes he’d confirmed would be recorded in the device too. Don’t you think? And he wouldn’t risk someone else finding that, experimenting with it. What if Jolly had found it?”


    “We need to find it,” Riffan concluded. “Its mechanism, along with the information in that book, will let us work out these keys you mentioned. Keys to the codes. Keys to the silver. A key to limit Lezuri’s power.”


    Yaphet said, “Kaphiri probably had the device with him when he went with you into the Cenotaph. If so, it is gone with him from the world.”


    “And if not, it is here,” I said. “Let’s look.”


    We spent hours at the task, searching each room, each drawer, the high dark corners of every shelf, and all the bins of matter and material in the workroom. We would have been better off using the time to complete the assembly of the flying machine, because we did not find the device.


    At one point, I heard a strange roaring of distant thunder that went on and on, fading only gradually. I went to a window to look out, thinking there must be a storm rising among the peaks, but I saw only the usual low gray clouds that tended to gather late in the morning and stay through the afternoon. I’d already come to think of such clouds as “usual” and this made me wonder if I’d seen the same when I’d visited this temple in my past lives.


    This musing inspired a new thought, and I hurried to find Yaphet. “This temple was your home in another life. If there are hidden rooms or secret chambers, you should know them.”


    “I’ve already looked in the ones I know of.”


    “But have you remembered all of them?”


    “How can I know that?”


    “Try,” I insisted.


    He searched again, this time trailing his fingers along the smooth stone walls, his eyes half closed, his mind open to memories out of his past. In that way, he re-discovered a small cache hidden beneath the floor of a large bedroom, but it was empty. He also found a hidden stair that joined that room to the ruins of the library on the floor above, but nothing was there either.


    Yaphet confessed, “I gathered up most of the debris left by the fire—melted and half-burned things, ruined and useless. I dumped them into the vats and dissolved them. It may be that Kaphiri’s device was among them.”


    The day was over, the scent of temple kobolds infusing the air, when we gave up our search.


    Yaphet returned to the workshop to continue assembling the engine, while I took Riffan with me to the well room. I showed him how to distinguish the freshly spawned guardian kobolds that had emerged that day. We collected them in a basket and then went to distribute them all around the temple wall, with Moki running ahead, happily finding the niches for us.


    When that was done, I checked the tablet. It had buzzed once in the afternoon to announce the loss of the only one of Urban’s mechanics still north of the Cenotaph, but none of the others had been taken. “Look,” I said to Riffan. “Two have moved.”


    He nodded. “The Engineer sent them to the City of Glass.”


    “I hope the snakes follow them,” I said vindictively. “And once there, I hope they’re crushed by an avalanche of glass or trapped in a pocket of heavy gravity, or lost in the strange flow of time.”


    “Or taken by the silver?” Riffan suggested. “If it rises tonight?”


    “Yes. That too. And there will be silver tonight. Would you like to see it rise?”


    He smiled. “I would love to.”


    So I took him to the top of the wall, and Moki went with us.


    We stood at the southeast corner, with the meadow on one side and the canyon on the other. I felt the silver, a hidden presence that grew stronger, closer, as the sun’s light faded from the sky. And then, between one breath and the next, it shimmered into existence.


    On that evening, the silver was no more than a thin gleaming sheet beneath the meadow grass and a translucent fog steaming from the steep canyon walls. Still, Riffan was transfixed. “It’s wondrous,” he murmured. “Awe-inspiring.”


    And then, in an apologetic tone, as if he suspected it might be a foolish question, he asked, “Do you suppose the silver has retained a memory of Kaphiri’s device?”
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    Urban’s ghost rode the senses of Artemis as the little outrider accelerated on a trajectory that would take it out of the system. He had no way to know the present position of the fleet; he could only guess.

  


  
    The Pilot had reported both Dragon and Griffin were running dark, so it was unlikely the telescope could pick them up. It might be possible to detect the gravitational anomalies generated by their propulsion reefs, but Urban didn’t want to rely on that and risk missing them in the dark. He had to find the two starships, find Clemantine. He ached to see her again.


    She would be furious with him. He knew that, and he would need to apologize for disappearing, for leaving her. He rehearsed it in his mind: I didn’t have a choice! I didn’t know!


    She would forgive him. Right?


    God, he hoped so.


    A twinge of jealousy, knowing she’d done what he had refused to do. She’d forcefully evicted Lezuri and by doing so, she’d saved both ships.


    But now Lezuri was home, in his element, rebuilding himself, becoming more dangerous with every passing hour.


    Clemantine needed to know it; the ship’s company needed to be warned, and the sooner the better. Give them time to reconsider their resolve to hunt Lezuri.


    Now that he knew they were alive, that he would see them again, his own resolve to contend with Lezuri had faded. Let that other version of him do what it could. He had been given a reprieve, and he meant to accept it.


    He messaged the Engineer: *I need the ability to generate a radio communication with enough power behind it to be picked up by Dragon.


    *Understood, the Engineer responded.


    *Prioritize it.


    This task was underway when an alert arrived from one of the pair of satellites still in orbit around Verilotus: Three chemical rockets had been observed lifting off from the ring-shaped world. The news alarmed him. He guessed his satellites were targets, but what could he do?


    He shifted to the library to find the Pilot, the Engineer, and the Bio-mechanic waiting for him. An open window showed the launch from a scout-bot’s perspective: three thin rockets rising on blazing exhaust columns, leaving the City of Glass.


    “Are they aimed at the satellites?” he demanded.


    The Pilot answered, “Not as a direct strike. The three rockets are rising in parallel trajectories. They may be intended to place satellites in orbit. Possibly weaponized satellites to destroy our own devices.”


    “Maybe they are suborbital,” the Bio-mechanic suggested. “Aimed at a site on the planet.”


    Urban looked to the Engineer for his thoughts, only to find him in locked gaze with the Pilot. A silent conversation there.


    Then the Pilot said, “The trajectories indicate an attempt to escape the planetary gravity well.”


    “It’s puzzling,” the Engineer said, “because none of these rockets carries sufficient reaction mass to reach escape velocity.”


    “Yes,” the Pilot agreed. “They risk falling back into atmosphere.”


    The scout-bot lost track of the rockets as they reached the upper atmosphere. The view shifted. Now Urban watched the trio of rockets from a satellite’s perspective. They appeared as three elongated sparks, seen only faintly through a deep cross-section of atmosphere. In the time-accelerated pocket occupied by Verilotus they rose at an outrageous speed. Then abruptly, they disappeared.


    “Chemical propulsion has ceased,” the Engineer announced.


    The view shifted to infrared. The rockets reappeared, white against a dark background. An estimate of relative velocity appeared at the corner of the screen.


    “They’re still accelerating,” Urban objected. “How can that be?”


    “They must have a secondary means of propulsion,” the Engineer said.


    He sounded uneasy—a crack in his customary equanimity that troubled Urban more than the inexplicable acceleration.


    The window went blank.


    The Pilot said, “The observing satellite has passed behind the horizon.”


    “So what are they?” Urban asked, scowling at the puzzled faces of the Apparatchiks. “What are they for?”


    “They’re missiles,” the Bio-mechanic said with an impressive level of confidence. “Part of a malfunctioning defense system, responding belatedly to our presence.”


    “Okay,” Urban said. “That’s a reasonable theory, but how did they continue to accelerate once their chemical engines were exhausted? And how long can they continue to accelerate?”


    None of the Apparatchiks volunteered answers to these questions.


    “Use the telescope to look back,” Urban said, knowing better than to underestimate Lezuri. “See if you can locate the missiles that way.”


    To everyone’s surprise, the three missiles—no one argued they were anything else—proved surprisingly easy to locate even without the pyrotechnics that had launched them out of the planet’s atmosphere. They could be seen because sunlight glinted and flashed against their glassy surfaces. The question of whether they could achieve escape velocity had been answered. They were well clear of Verilotus, and all three continued to accelerate, seeming bound on a course to nowhere.


    The Engineer said, “The propulsive force they’re using is unknown to me. It’s neither chemical nor nuclear, and the vehicles are too small to house a working reef.”


    Hours passed. In that time, the missiles adjusted their headings, accelerating relentlessly, inexplicably, on a curving course.


    “We are the target,” the Pilot predicted. “Eventually, they will intersect with us.”


    “Unless their range is limited,” Urban mused. He ordered an increase in Artemis’s speed. “And change trajectory,” he told the Pilot. “Make them work for it.”


    Despite these efforts, the gap between Artemis and the trio of missiles closed with uncanny speed.


    The Pilot put up a window showing the missiles’ projected track. “They could modify course again, but right now they are set to pass us at a velocity of 68% light speed, with a closest approach of twelve thousand kilometers.”


    Urban did not believe the missiles would pass them.


    He told the Engineer, “As soon as the work on the radio is done, shift all power to it. Warn Clemantine. Let her know about the missiles. Tell her to stay clear. Lezuri is in control here. Do not come in-system. Do not risk the coursers. Maintain stealth. And move on.”


    He thought of Riffan, debated waking him from the archive. Would he want to know? Would it serve any purpose to let him know?


    No.


    Riffan would only lose this one ghost. He still existed aboard Dragon. He would go on.


    Urban would not.


    He retreated from the library, letting his consciousness expand again throughout the external senses of the little ship. He basked in the searing radiation of the system’s nameless sun; listened to the crackle of natural radio sources, the faint regular beat of pulsars; admired the jewel-like colors of ten thousand nearby stars, and farther away, the subtle glow of nebulas, and the ragged black shapes of molecular clouds.


    He let the beauty of Creation fill him: the wonder, the vastness of it. Aware of its merciless nature, too.


    The Engineer messaged him: *The radio system is ready.


    *Send the message now. Keep sending, for as long as you can.


    Artemis blasted its warning into the void, repeating it again and again. Urban hoped Clemantine would hear it, that she would heed it.


    The missiles were still fourteen thousand kilometers away when whiteness flooded his artificial senses. It was as if the Universe had ignited in a shell centered on Artemis. A millisecond of crushing pressure, time enough for a stab of jealousy. This version of him had not won the timeline lottery after all.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    That version of the Engineer still on Verilotus had only a distant, low-res view of the encounter. He witnessed the inexplicable acceleration of the missiles as they swung around in pursuit of Artemis—so swift and effortless he wondered if it might be a trick of time manipulation.

  


  
    Inevitably, the trio of rockets caught up.


    Both satellites were in position to observe a shell of white light winking into existence. It did not bloom, grow, or expand from some lesser point. It arrived whole. Twenty thousand kilometers across by the Engineer’s estimate. A blister in space-time, the wavelength of light emitted by it the same as the Blade. Instantaneous in creation, gone almost as swiftly, nothing left behind. No dust, no debris, and no surviving missiles.


    Fascinating!


    He felt little sense of fear or loss. Those emotions had been minimized long ago. Instead, he felt an intense drive to understand what had happened and to evaluate this previously unknown threat.


    A rapid analysis of satellite data showed 193,547 towers and partial towers in the city of glass. Even if only five percent were functional weapons, that still left well over nine thousand missiles that could be launched against Dragon and Griffin if those ships came in-system. Both coursers carried formidable weaponry, but even a gamma-ray gun would not be able to eliminate a swarm of nine thousand impossibly fast and agile missiles. If even one got within twenty thousand kilometers, the ships would be lost.


    Truly, an existential threat.


    The most direct means of relief would be to prevent any other missile from launching.


    The Engineer composed a submind, one that carried the knowledge of these events and nothing more. He was an Apparatchik, based on Urban’s persona. That allowed them to exchange memories in the form of subminds, although they rarely did so. Both found the intimacy a disturbing re-definition of self. But the present situation required a detailed explanation delivered in a minimal timespan.


    He sent the submind to the scout-bot waiting at the mouth of the grotto. Then he contacted the bot stationed within the City of Glass, ordering it to focus its investigations on the structure of the missiles, and in particular the chemical propulsion system used in the initial lift-off.


    The Engineer knew nothing about manipulating seams in space-time or opening blisters into other universes, but he fully understood the physics of chemical rocket engines. Sabotage on a massive scale might be an option.


    Another question that needed answering: How had Lezuri detected Artemis’s presence? The Engineer had thoroughly surveyed the system, finding no extra-planetary devices. On approach, there had been no indication the outrider was detected. So what alerted Lezuri to its departure?


    He called down recent observational records from the two satellites, combed through them, and discovered a brief anomalous radio signal detected by the high-orbit satellite. Shortly afterward, the same signal was picked up by the inner satellite, which had been nearly ninety degrees of arc away.


    The Bio-mechanic emerged from some dark calculation to offer an unsolicited opinion. “The entity has left a small, stealthed satellite in high orbit. It failed to detect our approach, but by chance, it observed our departure—and notified Lezuri.”


    “Agreed.”


    “We have no way to destroy it, do we?”


    “None,” the Engineer confirmed. “Even if we knew where it was.”


    An hour passed without word from Urban. Then at last, a submind entered through the data gate of Riffan’s landing vehicle—but it did not bring a reply from Urban. It was the Engineer’s own submind, returning to him. Memories unfolded:


    His submind had reached the scout-bot posted at the grotto. It had instructed the bot to acquire a link with Urban’s atrium. The bot had been unable to do so from its position at the grotto’s entrance, so it descended the passage, seeking a link. Eventually, it found the end of the passage, but it did not find Urban.

  


  
    EIGHTH

  


  
    She haunts you. She can’t help it. You understand this now.

  


  
    There are elemental fragments of her mind preserved within the silver but they are scattered. Some few might bond by chance, share a thought, a memory, an incoherent dream, a moment of precious fluttering madness until the incessant flow of the silver separates them again. This ephemeral consciousness was all she had—until you came.


    You are her substrate, a place to anchor her thoughts. Her fragments accumulate around the solid structure of your presence, self-organizing into a delicate web of mind and memory until she can think again, and whisper, Lezuri, Lezuri.


    Sweet, haunting voice.


    Easy enough to brush the accumulation of her away.


    But you do not.


    An aphorism: Keep your enemies close.


    Come with me, she says, an invitation whispered into the ancestral mind of your avatar. You close your eyes in remembrance—the intoxicating breadth of her intellect, her fierce sharp-edged spirit—and you accede.


    You summon the silver. You let it consume the substance of your avatar, that most human portion of yourself. It is a metamorphosis that separates the raw matter of your avatar from the data that defines its structure. The matter recycles, but the data remains as a self-aware, autonomous function. In that form your avatar transits the silver, pursuing the faint trail of her elusive presence.


    Here, she whispers. And eagerly, you transition again, reconstituting the ancestral form, emerging from out of the silver into luminous night.


    An echo of ancient memory leads you to turn, to seek her. But you are alone.


    Not alone, she whispers from within the ancestral mind.


    A flash of irritation. This pathetic ghost that she has become is not nearly enough to satisfy you.


    More than nothing, she counters.


    A slash of temper: your hand punches the air. You created a world. Surely you can re-create her!


    Gentle, echoing laughter: A challenging task, indeed, my love.


    She has brought you to the foot of a long line of low hills. At your back is a plain washed in knee-high silver. A road rises out of the silver to climb the slope, winding in an easy grade through a carefully tended orchard. On the hilltop, a settlement. Soft lights gleam at regular intervals along the top of its high wall. One of the lights is dimmed by a jacket draped over it. A couple sits beside it, arms wrapped around one another, sharing a deep kiss.


    “Why show me this?” you growl aloud.


    It is their world now, she whispers—and slides away.


    You are not done with her quite yet, so you follow. Metamorphosis again, a transit through the silver, emergence into night. It will always be night, for this degenerate form of silver can exist only in the absence of the sun’s light.


    She brings you to a beach beneath a high-walled settlement perched on a cliff above a cove. Tendrils of silver sparkle in the gentle waves that run up against the shore. Past the end of the beach is a long dock illuminated by colorful lanterns. Small fishing boats are moored there, but no one is about. A strange, sweet scent perfumes the air.


    You encounter that scent again when she shows you a walled compound in hill country, and a village on stilts in a lake surrounded by lush forest, and on the perimeter of a small city with too many houses crowded inside its walls.


    It angers you. All of it.


    If she meant to persuade you of the value of such things, she has failed. You find it all petty and pathetic.
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    No way out.

  


  
    Deep underground, trapped in a closed passage, Urban felt the silver claim him—but not in that horrible way he’d suffered aboard Dragon, when the silver wielded by Lezuri had eaten down through the layers of his physical existence. The silver knew him now; his body knew the silver. His Makers knew it and did not resist.


    Urban felt himself unwound across an indescribable dimension, becoming diaphanous but with no loss of his sense of self, no loss of awareness or memory. His memory remained his, even as he sensed himself dissolve into a vast Jovian-scale atmosphere of other-memory, the memory of a world, of a people, of ages come and gone. It reminded him of the way he’d felt long ago when he’d first captured Dragon, and the neural bridge had forged a link that allowed him to perceive the collective memory of the philosopher cells. It would be so easy to lose himself within that overwhelming history. He did not have the capacity to embrace it all. He knew better than to try.


    Instead, he focused on the entangled definition of his existence, the animate pattern that defined him within the cognitive strata of the silver. Him. Urban. A familiar three-dimensional structure, unfolded now, transformed into a terrain more complex than he had ever imagined or been capable of imagining. Within that sprawl that was himself he discerned tiny glistening threadlike intrusions of silver knotted all throughout more familiar terrain. He understood the gleaming threads to be conduits of memory and intention that looped and folded and budded in lobes that extended in impossible directions, each lobe an enclave of experiment and calculation, a million million test sites engaged in analysis of past, present, and future.


    All of this, within him. A mechanism that had not been part of him before.


    Look away.


    That voice again. He heeded her warning. His mind could not comprehend the complexity of that inner world any more than he could embrace the sea of memory that contained him. Refusing both, he was able to forge for himself a kind of mass, a momentum, and a sense of direction that was like a simulation of gravity. Together, these constructs allowed him to organize and orient himself. In doing so, he realized he was not the only structured awareness embedded within the cognition of this world. Jolly was there with him, not in physical form, yet still recognizable as himself, a bright presence, entangled with Urban’s own.


    A thought came to him. It might have come from Jolly. He remembered how they’d pressed their palms together, sparks of ha traded between them, a link established.


    He sent a thought back, one of reassurance. I’ve been here before. Not exactly in that place, but Urban had spent most of his existence as an electronic entity. He sensed the parallel and resolved to take control, to construct his own reality. Surely that was what the silver had been designed to do?


    He focused his thoughts, reminding himself of why he and Jolly had come there. They were trying to reach the underworld. Yaphet had described the way: a long passage, a spiral stairway descending through the silver. A closed door and a room beyond.


    Urban visualized the door to that room. He visualized himself as a physical entity descending to it. Come, he told Jolly as he placed himself at the base of a spiraling stairway that surely hadn’t existed until he required it to be there.


    Familiar dimensions took shape around him. A firmness beneath his feet. His chest rising, drawing cool air into re-created lungs as he stepped out of the silver, stepped onto a stone floor, whole again, with Jolly beside him and a luminous cloud behind, the silver whispering, rustling, a sense that it was watching.


    “We’re here,” Jolly said, looking around in amazement at the featureless stone walls surrounding the little landing where they found themselves.


    Urban shuddered at the memory of the voice he’d heard. He could no longer doubt that something of the goddess remained after all. He checked on the integrity of his atrium and on the presence of the Engineer. *You still there?


    A delay, as his atrium completed a self-assessment. And then the Engineer said, *Time has passed. What time is it? What is this place?


    *The underworld, Urban answered.


    A few seconds went by, and then the Engineer concluded, *No way to measure how much time has passed.


    In the moment, Urban didn’t care. The door to the little room Yaphet had described was there before them. He reached for the recessed handle, gave it a gentle tug. The door swung easily.


    Darkness beyond.


    Cool, clean air.


    A flash of silver lightning.
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    I stood in silence on the temple wall, with Riffan close by and the newly risen silver gleaming in the meadow and in the canyon. In my mind, I reviewed the little I knew of how a player might make use of it.

  


  
    Though my own skills were few, I could at least sense the presence of the silver and its movement within the world. If I wanted to, I could summon it, or push it away.


    Kaphiri had been a more powerful player. He had learned to move through the silver. Jolly could do that too, and also see beyond the silver to far places. All of us could sense through the silver those to whom we were linked by the ha.


    The silver could also be used for creation. Yaphet had created the little tokens of his flying machine and the temple building and sent them to me. Urban had created the tiny figurine of Moki.


    I felt certain that with sufficient skill a player could direct the silver to create larger, more complex objects . . . or to re-create objects that had been taken by the silver?


    Riffan had asked, Do you suppose the silver has retained a memory of Kaphiri’s device?


    It was a simple, obvious question, one I should have asked, but I had not asked it because I saw myself—all of us—as what we were, not as what we might become. I had not considered seeking the device within the memory of the silver, because I did not believe I had the skill to do so, or that Yaphet had such a skill.


    Urban had not been so constrained. He had decided he could seek for a pattern within the silver and create an object from it.


    Yaphet had done the same thing by playing a game in his mind. He had done it without even being aware that he’d succeeded.


    And if they both could work this trick, why couldn’t I?


    I held up my hands against a background of cloudy night sky so that I could easily see the ha that glittered against my palms and my fingers, so bright, as if responding to my ambition. Even so, my heart raced in swift nervous beats and my belly felt hollow at the audacity of what I was about to do.


    I spoke softly in answer to Riffan’s question: “Yes, it is possible the silver has retained a memory of the structure of Kaphiri’s device.”


    I resolved I would to try to find it.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Yaphet was skeptical when I told him what I intended, but I was determined. I asked him to stay outside, where he could fend off any incursions of silver I might accidentally summon. He agreed, I think only because he could take a string of glow sticks with him into the courtyard, and by their light continue the task we had begun that morning, of clothing the frame of the flying machine.

  


  
    I felt more secure and more comfortable indoors, so I settled myself in the temple’s great room, sitting cross-legged on a couch.


    Riffan stayed with me, looking both concerned and fascinated. “Is this dangerous?” he asked. “Is there anything I should do?”


    “I don’t think there is anything you can do, because this sense is not awake in you, yet.”


    At this he looked thoughtful, but made no reply.


    My ha bound my mind to the silver. It was as if the ha that existed within me also existed, simultaneously, within the greater flow of silver. I did not know how such a thing could be, but that was how I perceived it. And rarely, most often on the edge of sleep, my mind would drift and I would be both here and elsewhere simultaneously, like the ha. A dual existence that always collapsed in the instant of creation as I retreated from it, out of fear.


    I feared the silver, its immensity, the possibility that I could lose myself within it, but mostly—I realized this in a flash of bitter revelation—I feared the latent awareness I sensed within it, like a dark reflection of my mind.


    No.


    That description was wrong. What I sensed was not a reflection, but the absence of one, a void where a reflection should be, an empty space within some greater aspect, a hollow shell left behind after the demise of the goddess.


    I had seen her once within a mirror. She had shown me her face, and it was my face. I was her avatar, her dull reflection, a container that she could inhabit if she desired. And then she did. She had passed through that mirror and entered my mind, sequestering my consciousness while she inhabited my body.


    There in the chill of the fire-stained temple I felt as if I faced that mirror again, but this time I was the one who must choose to pass through it, to enter her world and inhabit the hollow place she’d left there—an empty shell shaped like me.


    I didn’t want to do it.


    I heard Riffan speak: “Are you all right, Jubilee? Are you okay?”


    “Yes,” I whispered. And then, hoping to persuade myself, “I’m not afraid.”


    That was a lie, but I needed to make it true. Not easy, when letting go of fear was like letting go the hand of a friend who strove to hold me back from the abyss.


    Still, it must be done.


    I forced open my tightly curled fists, made my fingers relax, gave up all resistance, gave in to the simultaneous nature of the ha—and I saw myself reflected, one aspect trembling on the couch in the darkness of the great room and another elsewhere, neatly fitted into the void left by the absence of the goddess, each gazing at the other, and I was both at once.


    Infinity opened around me, though I knew better than to allow it in. I was not her; I was only the absence of her reflection. My mind could not contain all she had been, but I did not need to. I had my own purpose, and from within her aspect it felt like a simple thing to find Kaphiri’s device, re-create it, and gain the power to change the configuration codes within my cells.


    From somewhere, gently mocking laughter, faint and far away, yet sounding like my own.


    Consider where you are, she whispered.


    Or perhaps this thought was mine alone.
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    When Urban opened the door at the foot of the stairway, he’d expected to see the comfortable room in which Yaphet had awakened—but the room wasn’t there. Instead, he stepped directly out onto the walkway that overlooked the hollow core of the world. Jolly trailed a step behind him.

  


  
    The light was inconstant and dim, but enough to reveal the wide white floor, the high ceiling, and a sidewall as smooth and vast as Yaphet had described. The walkway appeared to extend into infinity on either side.


    *The gravity is higher here, the Engineer observed in a voice uncharacteristically subdued.


    They shared the same senses, but Urban couldn’t tell the difference, not past the pounding of his heart. Together, he and Jolly crossed the five-meter-wide walkway to the low black parapet.


    From Jolly, a soft, “Oh.”


    “Sooth,” Urban murmured, swaying slightly as he took in the dizzying expanse beyond.


    Urban was accustomed to sweeping vistas. He’d grown up in a city perched on the column of a space elevator, with the surface of Deception Well sprawled 320 kilometers below. He’d stood in open space on the back of Null Boundary, and through the senses of that ship and of Dragon he’d studied cosmological structures too distant for the human eye to see. Even so, the scale of this half-seen place awed him. That it was an enclosure only emphasized its impossible scale.


    The abyss plunged straight down, so that immediately before him, he could not see what it contained. But to his right and left, rising in the far distance, visible because of the inner curvature of the immense tunnel, he saw the dark plain Yaphet had spoken of. It seemed to Urban not so much a physical object as a boundary, an interface, a window between dimensions. Bolts of white shot through it, throwing off an incoherent light, the source of the underworld’s dull, flickering illumination.


    *I cannot explain what we are seeing, the Engineer said. *I am left with only fantastical speculations.


    Urban had no words at all. The vastness of that place left him stripped of speech, impressing on him his own insignificance. Cautiously, he leaned over the parapet to get a better look.


    Jolly grabbed his arm, a grip tight enough to bruise. His touch ignited in Urban an instinctive fear of being unbalanced on the precipice’s edge. He sucked in a sharp breath and dropped into a crouch to stabilize himself, seizing the top of the parapet while Jolly continued to cling to him, pleading with him in a high-pitched whisper to, “Be careful!”


    “It’s all right,” Urban growled in a hoarse undertone. “I’m not going over.”


    “Please, just move back,” Jolly begged softly.


    *Not yet, the Engineer said. *I would like a more extended look into the abyss.


    Urban’s lip curled. *So would I.


    He looked at Jolly. “You’re scaring me,” he said quietly. “I want you to let go of my arm and back away. Go back to the other side of the walkway.”


    Jolly looked at him with fear-filled eyes. “Be careful,” he insisted.


    “I will. Now go.”


    Jolly nodded, loosed his grip, and moved away—but only a few steps.


    “I’m going to look down again,” Urban warned him, his fingers tight on the top of the parapet.


    Jolly nodded, visibly shivering. “I’ll stay back. But be careful.”


    “Sooth.”


    With an effort of will, Urban leaned forward, and looked over.


    An undefinable distance below, flickering sheets of white light raced through darkness, their presence giving shape to a surface, a boundary, that might otherwise only be described as an absence, an interface to nothing. He did not like looking at it. It stirred in his mind a sense of unease and he found his gaze sliding away until he fixed his will on the task of perceiving that strange depthless space. He forced himself to study it. He turned his head right and left to take in the span of it, as much as he could see.


    *The degree of arc suggests we are looking at the curve of the world.


    *How is it possible?


    *No idea, the Engineer admitted.


    *Do you think it could continue all the way around the world?


    *The principle of symmetry suggests it.


    *Tens of thousands of kilometers.


    *Yes.


    Urban straightened. He forced his fingers to loosen their grip on the parapet. Then cautiously, he stood and edged away from the precipice. “Come. Let’s move back,” he murmured to Jolly, who nodded with a look of relief.


    They returned together to the doorway and slipped through into the comforting respite of the little landing at the foot of the spiral stairs. The silver had receded up the stairway; a dozen steps were visible now.


    “I think Yaphet was right,” Jolly said in a soft, shaking voice. “We’re not going to find anything helpful here, not in the time we have. It’s just too big. There’s too much of it. You can feel the vastness . . . can’t you?”


    “Yes,” Urban said. He held the door open, looking out. “It’s big. Planet-sized. A circular spine to hold the world in place?” He shrugged. Fantastical speculations, like the Engineer had said. “I wonder what the walkway is for?” he mused. “If it is a walkway. Maybe it’s a track for a robotic maintenance vehicle.”


    “Could we ride it?” Jolly asked with a hint of renewed hope.


    “No. If it even exists, it might take years to make a circuit. And what would we be looking for?”


    “A library?” Jolly suggested.


    “I don’t think so. Yaphet was right. You’re right. We won’t find anything useful here. It was ridiculous to think we could. This tunnel must run for tens of thousands of kilometers. What are the odds that we would enter it at some useful point? That we would find ourselves at a central command post? Or a library? No, that can’t be how it works. It’s not a realistic solution because any given point would be too far away from almost every other point in this circuit.”


    “Then you think there is no mechanism?” Jolly asked. “No means to affect the operation of the world?”


    “No, I think there is.” An idea took shape in his mind, crystallizing around a phrase the Engineer had used. “The silver acts as the planetary cognitive strata, but as we came through it, I sensed it inside me. I saw it.” He raised his hand, sparks of ha bright against his dark skin. Touching his forehead, he said, “Another cognitive stratum here—threaded with a million exquisitely tiny computational organs.”


    *I did not experience this, the Engineer said. *Only blankness as we came through. But the coding nodules remain the only anomalous structure within your neural tissue.


    *I think I glimpsed the interior of those nodules.


    Another fantastical speculation. No way to test it. Not now.


    He told Jolly, “This sense, it lets us control the silver. We’ve seen that.”


    “It lets us survive the silver,” Jolly said cautiously. “Push it away. Pass through it.”


    “And summon objects from it,” Urban said. “Objects like this little room. I don’t think it existed until we needed it.”


    Jolly worked his lips, then nodded. “I felt you call it. It assembled around us.”


    Urban said, “I don’t think there is an existing physical mechanism that will let us affect the operation of the world. To do that, I think a player has to be skilled enough in the game to interface with the silver, to adopt it as an extension of their own mind.” His brow wrinkled as he contemplated the implication of this line of thought. “Maybe that makes the world an avatar to be inhabited, and manipulated from within.”


    That was the way he’d controlled Dragon. The courser had been made up of many systems and lesser minds, but when he’d inhabited the neural bridge, he’d been the dominant mind.


    “It’s impossible then,” Jolly concluded. “Maybe the god could do that. But we can’t.”


    “How do you know?” Urban asked him.


    “We are just players.”


    “And wasn’t this game meant to be played?”


    Jolly looked puzzled. “No one knows the rules.”


    “Surely the goal,” Urban insisted, “is to level up?”


    Jolly snorted. “Maybe that was Kaphiri’s goal. It was never mine.”


    “It needs to be your goal now,” Urban told him. “And my goal. We’re here at the spine of the world. I think that abyss out there is directly related to the Bow of Heaven, though I don’t know what it is. I don’t know why it doesn’t kill us to be this close to it. I’d like to know how the silver links up to it and if it has anything to do with Lezuri’s plan to remake the world. So I’m going to look. Discover what I can.”


    The Engineer interrupted, *If this is like our passage through the silver, I won’t be with you.


    *Understood.


    He looked at Jolly. “I’m depending on you to stand by me, call me back if I lose myself.”


    A frisson of memory: Long ago, he’d been the one to stand watch over a friend venturing into the unknown reaches of an alien mind.


    He pushed this memory away. No time for it. No time for melancholy.


    “I don’t know how to do this,” Jolly said.


    “I don’t either,” Urban admitted. “We’ll work it out as we go.”

  


  
    Chapter


    38

  


  
    A single glow stick cast a wan illumination against Jubilee’s troubled face, and kindled glints of reflected light within her half-open eyes.

  


  
    Riffan worried over her. He paced in the near dark, struggling against an urge to shake her awake. Not that he believed she was asleep. No, she’d entered a trance state, her consciousness elsewhere, gone into this phenomenon she called the silver.


    He went to the kitchen and set a teapot heating on the stove. As he returned with a cup of tea in hand, the door opened. Riffan glimpsed a starry night sky beyond a silhouette he knew to be Yaphet. A murmured query: “How is she?”


    “Same,” Riffan answered.


    Yaphet crossed the room, crouched beside her, studied her face without touching her, just as he’d done twice before that night.


    “I want to call her back,” he whispered.


    “Do you think you should?” Riffan asked hopefully.


    “I don’t know. I’ve seen no strange currents in the silver, no hint that she has affected it or caused it to create the device.”


    “She might still be seeking the device.”


    “Or she might be lost.”


    That possibility worried Riffan too. “Maybe you should wake her.”


    “Should I, Jubilee?” he whispered.


    Her quiet breathing continued in unbroken rhythm; at irregular intervals, her eyes blinked.


    Yaphet sighed. “No, I think she needs this time.”


    He went out again, his step reluctant and weary.


    Riffan drank his tea, and then renewed his pacing. More minutes crept past. He was tired. Also, hungry. That discomfort, along with the deep dark of the night, its sweeping silence, left him feeling a mote, a speck of struggling life in a vast incomprehensible Universe. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets, faintly envious of his ghost, archived now aboard Artemis but bearing memories of this adventure, to be shared with his core self on Dragon.


    This thought comforted him, until a message from the Engineer shattered all hope of comfort: *Artemis is destroyed.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan sat on the couch opposite Jubilee and listened as the Engineer described to him all that had happened: the unexpected launch, the inexplicable acceleration, the instantaneous blister of white light, the somber knowledge that he—this version of him sitting here in the dark—was now the only reservoir of the memories of his long search for Urban, and that Urban himself was again only himself, with no distant ghost to assure his continuation should some dreadful thing happen to his avatar.

  


  
    Then the Engineer took away even this, saying, *Urban is gone along with the boy, Jolly. I was not able to observe their disappearance, but the logical deduction is that they have been lost to the silver.


    Riffan felt hollow and sick, dizzy even though he was sitting down. “We must warn the fleet,” he whispered aloud. “Dragon and Griffin will have no defense against these missiles.”


    *Agreed. The fleet’s survival is in question.


    “We must warn them.”


    He wondered: Was the Blade itself a warning to stay away? Did it imply the presence of those missiles, of a defensive system so absolute that the mere threat had kept this system safely isolated for centuries?


    They had been too primitive to even read the warning.


    The Engineer said, *The fleet has been notified. Before it was destroyed, Artemis radioed a repeated message detailing the threat, and the flash generated by the missiles will certainly have been observed.


    “Good. That’s good. But we should send one of the satellites to intercept the coursers, ensure our people fully understand the hazard.” The satellites had arrived as probes, after all, each powered by a reef. Surely they retained the capacity to leave the system?


    The Engineer dashed this hope too. *Impossible. The satellites have already burned out their reefs. They have no means to reach escape velocity.


    A softly whispered oath: “Corruption take us!” He did not want to disturb Jubilee. “Could they at least transmit a warning?”


    *The signal will be weak.


    “Do it anyway.”


    *It may cause the transmitting satellite to become a target.


    “No. The satellites are too close. A missile used against them would destroy the world.”


    *There could be additional weaponry we are not aware of, the Engineer pointed out. *A surface-based laser, or the potential to launch a killer satellite.


    “Right,” Riffan conceded. “But it’s better to know, isn’t it?”


    *Agreed. I’ll use the outer satellite.


    “She’ll come in-system anyway . . . won’t she?”


    *She won’t bring the full fleet, the Engineer said. *But we don’t know the range of these missiles. Even a fly-by on the system’s periphery could be dangerous.


    “Then we have to prevent a launch.”


    *Yes. The scout-bots in the City of Glass are investigating the chemical launch system. If we can interfere with that, we may be able to neutralize the threat. A pause, and then he added, *I may need you to go there, to carry out a countermeasure.


    “Yes, of course. Anything.”


    Across the low table, Jubilee still sat locked within her trance, but in the near-darkness it seemed to Riffan that her cheeks, her forehead, her half-closed eyes, had all taken on a faint gleam as if somehow the silver was on the verge of surfacing within her.


    He gasped and stood, meaning to run and find Yaphet—but the effect vanished and Jubilee’s shoulders relaxed. She sighed and looked up at him, blinking in wonder, or disbelief.


    “You’re back!” Riffan blurted. “Did you find it? Did you find the device?”


    She started to stand up, but swayed, and quickly sat again. “I don’t need a device,” she told him. “Not anymore.”


    The door opened. Yaphet ran in, shouting, “Jubilee! Jubilee, are you all right? I thought I heard you calling me!”
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    From Griffin’s high bridge, Clemantine observed minute sparks of light in Verilotus’s upper atmosphere.

  


  
    Much later, a radio transmission was intercepted, bearing the signature code of Artemis. A voice message. Though he did not identify himself, Clemantine recognized the formal cadence of the Engineer:


    Warning. Warning. Artemis is under fire. Three missiles originating from the surface of Verilotus are bearing down on us. They are fast, agile, and still accelerating, propelled by an unknown physics. We do not expect to escape.


    At that point, the cadence of the voice shifted. For the first time in decades, Clemantine heard Urban speak, his voice crisp, tense. Breaking his long silence to keep her safe:


    Clemantine, stay clear! Lezuri is in control here. Do not come in-system. Do not risk the coursers. Maintain stealth. And move on.


    A pressure wave of unaccustomed emotion shook the cool architecture of her mind. Urban still existed! Here was proof at last. He had tried to come home, and he’d almost made it . . .


    She sought to pinpoint the location of the missiles, though she knew that even if she could find them, they were much too far away for a successful strike from Griffin’s gun.


    The message repeated multiple times. Then it ended, cut off in mid-cycle just as her hull cameras captured the instantaneous appearance of a huge amorphous blob of white light—there and gone in a tiny fraction of a second.


    For several seconds she watched and waited. But nothing followed. Whatever had happened, it was over.


    She messaged him, asking: *Is that the end of you?


    It was just one more pointless query in a long, single-sided conversation, with every message she sent to him immediately erased.


    Bitterly: *Couldn’t you have told me a little more?


    In the library, the Engineer, the Pilot, and the Astronomer discussed what they had seen:


    I’m estimating twenty-one thousand kilometers across.


    The spectrum of emitted light is identical to that of the luminous ring.


    No infrared traces, indicating no dust or debris left behind.


    This event requires a re-assessment of our goals going forward.


    Clemantine sent a ghost to the library. She instantiated in front of them. “Our goal is unchanged,” she announced. “Artemis was incapable of defending itself. We don’t share that vulnerability.”


    Still, she would need to coordinate with her mirror self on Dragon.


    She checked the log. A report of the incident had already been compiled and sent—but Urban’s radioed warning and the light of the ensuing detonation would reach Dragon first.


    More information came in: a weaker radio signal originating from Verilotus, again in the Engineer’s voice:


    Status report: Lezuri arrived on Verilotus. An explosion on the planetary surface destroyed his ship and Fortuna. Urban survived the encounter, but his present planetary status is unknown. Lezuri also survives. He has established an existence here and presents an existential threat to the fleet. Thousands more missiles exist, like those that destroyed Artemis. Do not enter this system. The risk to the fleet is too great.


    That was all.


    There was no mention of Riffan’s status, but Clemantine recognized his influence in the report—his caution, and his admirable desire to preserve the fleet from further losses. By sending the report, he’d risked revealing himself to Lezuri. He must have known that, but he’d done it anyway.


    She appreciated the warning. But she commanded a Chenzeme courser. She had confidence that under the direction of the philosopher cells, Griffin would be capable of tracking and destroying any incoming missile long before it became a threat to the ship.


    She messaged Dragon with her intention. The light-speed delay prevented an immediate response, but there was no need to wait. She wakened the philosopher cells, issuing the signal across the hundred thousand links of the neural bridge. A cluster of cells switched on at each point of contact, gleaming luminous white. Each waking cell roused its neighbors. Awareness spread in multiple wavefronts across the expanse of the hull.


    The philosopher cells assessed their surroundings, focused in on the anomaly of Verilotus, and shunted power to the gun.


    Clemantine countered this instinct:


    - suppress that -


    She shared with them her knowledge of the missiles, preparing them. Then she turned the ship over, stern forward, and commenced a hard deceleration. Unlike Dragon, she was not constrained by the fragility of a gee-deck or the limits of human flesh.
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    I leaned back on the couch, exhausted by my venture into the silver. I had not known before it was possible to feel simultaneously triumphant and terrified.

  


  
    Yaphet sat with me, holding my hands, his intense gaze fixed on me. “I did hear you call me, didn’t I? A voice in the silver.”


    “I only asked you to come inside.”


    “That’s what I heard! How did you do it?”


    “That is part of a longer explanation . . . but more is going on. Riffan? I heard you talking.”


    He stopped his pacing and turned to look at me, head cocked and eyes wide in surprise, before coming around to sit on the couch opposite me.


    He said, “I’ve had terrible news from the Engineer.” Quickly, he told us how all those thousands of towers in the City of Glass were actually weapons. “Artemis is gone,” he concluded. “And Dragon will be lost too if it comes in-system.”


    Dire news, but so beyond my experience I had nothing to say except, “I’m sorry.”


    He nodded, frowning slightly, unwilling to meet my gaze. Foreboding seized me. “There’s something more, isn’t there?”


    “I’m sorry, Jubilee.” Now he looked at me with sad resolve. “I have to tell you . . . the Engineer lost track of Jolly, and of course, Urban too. They went into the passage, but they’re not there now, and they didn’t come out again.”


    “How do you know they’re not there?”


    “A bot went to look for them. It found the end of the passage. They weren’t there, but threads of silver were embedded in the walls, and traces of it drifted in the air. The Engineer believes the silver must have . . . consumed them.”


    Yaphet squeezed my hand. “Not Jolly,” he said firmly. “The silver can’t harm Jolly. He will find his way back.”


    I pressed my fist against my chest as if that might quiet the pounding of my heart. “Yes, if he is not lost. But what of Urban?”


    Yaphet said, “We’ll have to wait and see. But I think it’s time to make the deletion kobold. We have not found Kaphiri’s device, we’ve learned nothing of the keys to reset our configuration codes, and we cannot level up. All that’s left is to do what we did before.”


    He was right that we needed to move ahead and make the kobold. I’d begun to work out a plan during my time within the silver and the terrible mechanism of the deletion kobold was part of it. But it irked me that he assumed I had learned nothing. I had called to him; he’d heard my voice. He had to know something had changed and yet neither he nor Riffan had asked about my venture into the silver.


    Maybe they could not yet see past all the dreadful news.


    For myself, the belief that Jolly would find his way home sustained me.


    I stood up, steadier now, and looked down at Yaphet who sat watching me with wary eyes. “You do remember how to make the deletion kobold?” I asked him.


    “Yes, of course,” he said coldly. “That is one thing I know how to do.”


    “But could that key work against Lezuri?” Riffan asked. “It’s doubtful he exists in only one place. Wouldn’t it be better to talk to him? Find some peaceful resolution?”


    Yaphet answered before I could: “That still requires us to find him first.”


    “It doesn’t matter where Lezuri is,” I said. “Not if I can make him come to me.”


    Yaphet drew a sharp breath. He rose from the couch. I expected an emphatic objection, but he only stood there, studying me, something unconfessed in his gaze.


    “You’ve already considered this possibility,” I said icily.


    “I have not suggested it. I love you, and I don’t ever want to see you come to harm.”


    “We are all in harm’s way, my love, and we will all do what needs to be done.”


    Riffan said, “You’re thinking he would be drawn to you because you’re an avatar of the goddess.”


    “It’s not so simple as that.”


    “No, Jubilee,” Yaphet said. “It’s too dangerous. You told me the goddess was confused, but Lezuri will know who and what you are.”


    “And if he did, why would he hurt me?”


    I meant it as an honest question, but he heard it as a taunt and his anger erupted. “Have you forgotten they tried to destroy one another?”


    “That, I think, occurred in a fit of temper!”


    He gritted his teeth and turned away, struggling with his fiery disposition.


    Quietly, Riffan asked, “What happened to you in the silver? Something changed for you. You said you didn’t need the device anymore.”


    Yaphet turned back, his anger now mixed with hurt. “Did you find something, Jubilee? Why haven’t you said anything?”


    “When has there been a chance? But I am saying it now. What I discovered is that Jolly and I were wrong. The goddess is not gone.”


    To my surprise, he did not protest this idea. To my astonishment, he looked relieved. “You’re sure? Then maybe it wasn’t my imagination.”


    “What wasn’t?”


    “When I was alone here, on those nights when the silver had risen, I often felt a sense of presence, always brief, here and gone, yet not of an ephemeral nature. More like a thing whose existence can only be glimpsed—a fish rising to kiss the surface of a dark pond.” He shrugged. “I liked to believe it was her.”


    This reminder of his loneliness touched me, easing my irritation so that I was able to offer him a little smile of reconciliation. “The way you’ve just described her matches my perception. She is not what she once was.”


    “What then? What did you find?”


    I considered how to explain it. “Something Urban said got me thinking. He spoke of his starship, saying it was not a mechanical device, but more a mosaic of life forms and some have a complex intelligence, a capability for thought and action, without being truly self-aware.”


    “A living thing with a mechanic’s intelligence?”


    “Perhaps.” I looked at Riffan, wondering if he would confirm this, but he only waited for me to go on. So I did. “When Urban took over his starship, he became part of its intellectual system—”


    “The part that was self-aware,” Yaphet guessed. “Possessing foresight, and free will.”


    “Yes, exactly.” That he saw it clearly, gave me confidence. “I encountered such a situation in the silver—at least, it felt that way to me. I met the goddess there, but not as the discrete being she once was. Her presence felt diaphanous, everywhere within the silver and nowhere. Her intent, her kindly nature, those things have survived. She can even be moved to speak.”


    I shivered at the memory of her haunting voice, half-heard but made distinct by urgent repetition.


    “Never that hell again,” I murmured, echoing her. “She knows he is here and she is against him. But I think she does not know herself anymore. The center of her, her spark, her conscious being, that part of her mind that ties one moment to the next and reasons and extrapolates into the future, that is gone. That’s what Jolly and I erased when we used that kobold against her. It is like Urban’s starship, without Urban—and where that part of her mind once was, there is a void, an empty shell.”


    “That’s what you found,” Yaphet realized. “You found this shell, and yourself within it.”


    “Yes.”


    “You became her—”


    “No.”


    “Then what?”


    “I don’t know. Not really. I wanted to find the device, but when I was within that shell her lingering spirit was aware of me, and she made me see that I could be the device . . . if it even was me there, in that place, because I was still here. Both here and there, like reflections in a mirror, and within that mirror, I knew things that I don’t know sitting here. From there, I was able to touch a small part of her lingering memory and make it my own—just that fragment I needed. And I understood its use, as if she was there, instead of me.”


    “You used that knowledge to change yourself,” Riffan said. “I saw it happen. It lasted just a moment, but it looked like the silver was rising inside you.”


    I held up my hands to see the ha sparkling in the darkness of the great room, looking the same as ever. I felt the same, but I knew I was not. I looked past those sparks to Yaphet and told him, “If I return to that shell, become that mirrored image again, I could surely call out to Lezuri from there and try to draw him to me.”


    Burned into my memory was a vision of the terrible white fire ignited by the vapor of the deletion kobold. It had spread with voracious speed, leaping across the physical structure of the goddess, even as it pulled in skeins of silver that it then consumed—silver I believed to be the particular silver that held the memory of her, that defined her.


    Riffan worried the kobold must fail because Lezuri did not live as a unitary being, existing instead as a mind dispersed throughout the silver. But I had seen the white fire at work. A chain reaction, burning through the linked memory of the goddess and unstoppable once begun.


    I did not want to commit that brutal act again—not until all other options were exhausted.


    I turned to Riffan. “Do you think he would talk to me?”


    “Yes!” Riffan said, all eagerness. “Yes, I think he would. Don’t assume the worst. Try to talk with him, understand what he wants, what he intends, and let him understand the value of your lives and the love you have for this world as it is.”


    “And if he cannot be persuaded, then I would use the kobold.” My voice trembled as I said it. “Yes?” I turned from Riffan to Yaphet. “Do you agree? Is that how it should unfold?”


    Yaphet looked at me, somber and thoughtful. “If you draw him to you in that other place, you won’t be able to use the kobold, given that it is an artifact of the emergent world.”


    I thought on this. Kaphiri’s device was an artifact too, but I had found the memory of it within the silver. And while inhabiting the shell of the goddess I had been able to perceive its subtle workings and replicate its function. “I would need to find a memory of that kobold,” I decided. “And of the mechanism it contains.”


    Yaphet asked, “Is it possible to find a memory of something that erases memory?”


    “You remember it.”


    “I remember the steps needed to create it, not the thing itself.”


    Could he be right? Had the kobold deleted the memory of itself from the silver, at the same time it burned away the memory of the goddess?


    Thinking aloud, I mused, “The deletion kobold is created within a gathering of other kobolds. Could it be possible to emulate that within the silver?”


    And then the arrogance of what I proposed hit me. I meant to negotiate with Lezuri, persuade him to give up on his millennia-old resolve, and failing that, to use the deletion kobold against him. But he was not our wounded goddess. She had wanted to heal the world. He had returned from the void to remake the world—and that made him more terrible by far.


    I drew a trembling breath, wishing I could hand off the task, but to who? So few players remained alive in the world, and none but me had known the goddess.


    Quietly, I said, “If we first create the deletion kobold here, I think it will be easier for me to understand how to replicate it within the silver.”


    Yaphet nodded. “I’ll do it, then. The four kobolds we need are all in the cabinet—”


    He did not get to finish this thought. A deafening rumble interrupted him. Moki howled, and we were all thrown down onto a floor that shook and buckled underneath us, stone grinding against stone and the wood in the rafters snapping like rifle shots, pellets of cracked stone from the ceiling panels bouncing like hail against the floor.


    Too late for any scheme! I cursed Lezuri, expecting to be crushed or cast into the void as the wrath of the god broke our precious world apart.
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    Urban sat down on the floor at the foot of the spiral stairway. The silver whispered unintelligibly above him. He leaned back against the cold stone wall.

  


  
    He did not intend to go physically into the silver again—not yet anyway, not until he was ready to try to escape the underworld. Instead, he wanted to use his entangled sense to explore, and to enhance the connections that bound him to the silver permeating the rock strata around him.


    Jolly stood over him, restless, worried.


    “You’ll know if something goes wrong,” Urban told him. He hoped that was true. “If you think I’m in trouble, call me back.”


    “And if you’re gone too long? How long should I give you?”


    He had no idea. He didn’t know if this would work, or what he would find if it did. But Jolly needed an answer.


    “A few hours, maybe. You’ll have to decide. Ready?”


    Jolly shook his head.


    “Let’s do it anyway.”


    Urban closed his eyes, limiting his own senses so he could focus on the sensory input of the silver—both the fog of silver on the stairs and the immense reservoir of condensed silver within the surrounding rocks, an aquifer saturating the world’s crust.


    At first, his entangled sense brought him the same awareness he’d felt standing on the temple wall: the silver as an ocean of information, a reservoir of action, and himself, part of it. It wound within him and he within it. No separation. He felt again a fascination at this hybrid existence, and an almost irresistible curiosity to explore the millennia of memory and potential stored within the silver’s immense networked cognitive structure.


    But remembering his purpose, he kept his curiosity leashed. He retained his focus. He went deeper, letting go of the limited senses of his avatar, leaving them behind, enabling the adoption of other senses.


    His perception expanded. He became aware of factors invisible to him before.


    : The nearness of the parent star.


    : The world’s rotational speed.


    : The slight tilt of the ring so that sunlight could warm the interior ocean.


    : Disparate rates of time passing.


    : Immense forces in delicate balance.


    : A sense of tension.


    Not the right word, but the only word he had for it. Tension generated by interaction between the bright circle of the distant Blade and the dark boundary below the parapet, the two locked together as if in a dimensional stitch. He wondered if one might be the interior of the other. He felt sure that despite the visible distance that separated them, in some sense they occupied the same space. Together they formed a stable structure, locking in place the curve of space-time that allowed the ring-shaped world to exist.


    Alien dimensions anchored this world. Urban’s expanded perception let him glimpse impossible geometries that could not be described using the physical measures of the universe he knew.


    He recoiled from these geometries, his mind repelled by the inconceivability of their nature. This reaction, initiated in his expanded mind, echoed through his body. His face wrinkled in revulsion, his back arched as he pressed his shoulders against the wall.


    Jolly spoke to his physical aspect, “Urban, are you okay?”


    “I’m fine,” he answered. Distant, unimportant words. The voice of a puppet.


    The Engineer tried to question him, *What have you found?


    Urban wasn’t ready to answer. He left that part of himself behind again, his awareness shifting back into his entangled mind. He forced himself to look again at those inexplicable dimensions, to look more closely, but he could not. It was like trying to look at the bones of his own fingers. He could not. His mind rejected the attempt, sliding away.


    But he did not need to see the bones of his fingers to use his hands. These alien dimensions felt somehow analogous: like limbs, or like fingers. He perceived them now in a way that paralleled his perception of the bio-mechanical body of Dragon. He had found his way into a cognitive space that allowed this. A preexisting space into which he fitted—because unlike Dragon this system had been designed by a human mind. He had only to take control.


    How?


    Like a sleeper paralyzed on the edge of waking, he strove to effect some motion. The effort drew his consciousness down among the unknowable geometries into a cauldron of crushing curvature. Dizzying. Nauseating. Terror-inducing. A shiver ran through him and the world shuddered in response. Low bass notes. Sharp deafening cracks. The floor on which he sat, the wall on which he leaned, trembling. And Jolly shaking him, yelling in his ear, “Come back! Come back! Something awful is happening!”


    And the Engineer, in a three-way link, warning them to *Take shelter! Move into the large tunnel. The world has become unstable.


    Urban opened his eyes to see dust in the air and motes of silver. He felt himself breathing hard, his shoulders heaving. Jolly crouched in front of him, no longer shaking him, but still gripping his shoulder hard, his terror-filled eyes gazing into Urban’s own.


    “It’s started,” Jolly whispered. “The god has started breaking the world.”


    *Take shelter! the Engineer urged. *This stairwell above you could collapse.


    Urban did not move. *Don’t worry. We’re all right.


    He let his mind slide again into the silver, but this time he remained present in his body too. A dual existence. He started to speak out loud, but his throat was dry and dusty and the effort of speech made him cough. So he spoke again through his atrium: *I found the mechanism of the world. It’s a dimensional cauldron, boiling with potential.


    Jolly looked at him like he was a madman.


    Urban suspected he would go mad if he spent too much time in that place. He leaned back against the cold wall, remembering. In a voice hoarse with dust and horror, he murmured, “From within that cauldron I can stop the world or turn it over or cast it out of the system. Because the energy to do all that doesn’t come from our creation. It’s taken from another. An empty universe, maybe.”


    “Wake up,” Jolly insisted. “Bring your mind back. Focus. Lezuri has started to break the world—”


    “No, no,” Urban protested. “That was me. I just told you. I found the mechanism of the world. And that quake . . . that was my mistake.”


    “The world shook,” Jolly insisted. “I’ve never felt anything like it.” He gestured up. “I thought the rock would collapse around us.”


    “I know.”


    Urban’s entangled senses—the senses of this world he inhabited—told him that the shock of that quake had slightly slowed the rotation of the ring. “I did that,” he said in astonishment. “And it was a mistake.”


    He still existed within the Cauldron, riding the senses of the world, filling that space that had been made to be filled by a human mind. At the same time he was himself, sitting on the floor of the landing, his back to the wall, gazing at the cloud of silver blocking the spiral stairway.


    Jolly shook his head, refusing to engage with Urban’s ravings. “What about Lezuri?” he demanded.


    Urban let his gaze drift as he considered this question. “He’s out there,” he realized.


    An even darker thought followed. Urban had come to Verilotus, resolved that he would not allow a broken god to recover his power. Here, now, he could fulfill that promise, end Lezuri’s existence and the threat he posed to Dragon and to the star systems of the Hallowed Vasties. He could do it easily, by tumbling this world into its parent star. Within the Cauldron, Urban had access to the power, the means, to execute that act.


    But it would be an act of mass murder. It would mean the death of the biosphere and of every living or potentially living person inhabiting the world. It was a Chenzeme solution.


    Long before he’d been born, Clemantine had witnessed the destruction of her birth world by the Chenzeme. Everything she loved, wiped from existence. Urban would never emulate that evil. There had to be another way to take Lezuri down. A better way. And he had not forgotten the promise he’d made to Jubilee. Another promise, that brought with it an even higher level of difficulty.


    He looked at Jolly. “There’s nothing in the Cauldron we can use against him . . . but maybe there’s a way to use the silver.”

  


  
    NINTH

  


  
    Know what you will destroy, she whispers as you emerge yet again from the silver.

  


  
    You hiss, offended by her erroneous argument. “My purpose is creation. Not destruction.”


    She has brought you to a forest. Perhaps it is a park. The silver is barely present, lying on the ground like gleaming rain puddles, occupying only the lowest points of a moss-covered forest floor.


    In the distance, an exuberant music enlivens the night. A combination of pulsing drums, stringed instruments, and singing voices excites your avatar’s ancestral brain, luring you in. The moss tears beneath your boots as you make your way through the trees.


    To your surprise, the enclave’s gate stands open. It seems these players do not expect the silver to rise any higher tonight.


    Just inside the gate, you see a pavilion hung with colorful festival lanterns. You count sixty-four players there, dancing imperfectly in complex patterns, laughing at their errors, smiling faces gleaming with the sweat of their exertions.


    That sweet scent again, heavy on the air.


    She whispers, This world, you will destroy it.


    “It is flawed.”


    These lives, you will end.


    “The data remains.”


    Meaning is lost, when such data is divided from its natural context.


    “The context is what I seek to redefine.”


    You envision it, forcing her to see it too: The world as a crucible. A ruthless, competitive game that drives your players to gain abilities, to level up, and ultimately to become worthy vassals devoted to you, to defending your system, to extending your will to other worlds—and to ensuring the eternal nature of your existence.


    “You have lost our game,” you remind her.


    As proof, you summon the silver. You cause it to rise within the forest and then to gush from between the trees, a precipitous flood that races toward the enclave’s open gate—until it is stopped by an invisible boundary, an impassable hard line. All along that front, plumes of gleaming vapor rise to haze the night sky.


    What new trick is this?


    You extend your senses, seeking the cause, and you discover a molecule on the air. Is it that sweetly scented vapor? Yes. You perceive its structure, and understanding comes. The vapor is a key designed to trigger the break down of the silver—one more trap she has laid for you.


    Your will hardens. Refusing defeat, you draw more silver out from the veins of the world, so much more that the vapor is overwhelmed, the boundary is broken, and the luminous flood sweeps in through the open gate.


    The music chokes off. The dancers scream in their terror. Some try to close the gate but most seize one another by wrist and elbow, running away in pairs. They are not fast enough. Your silver catches them, consumes them.


    You send the silver on through the streets and into every home, emptying them all, and then you take the homes too. You strip the enclave down to lifeless bare ground.


    But in a final twist, you decide to leave the wall untouched. Let it stand there, a reminder to her of who will make the new rules.


    Her haunting voice has gone silent, but the dusty web of her presence remains.


    “What else would you show me?” you ask her.


    Her answer does not come in words. Instead, the ground beneath your feet buckles. Your avatar staggers. You fall to all fours. Shock and confusion combine into terror and you scream at her, “What have you done!”


    Stones drop from the top of the swaying enclave wall. In the forest, trees crackle and groan. Far away, the throaty roar of an avalanche. Your extended senses detect many avalanches of both rock and snow, from all around the world. The walls of the great impact crater suffer partial collapse. Glass towers fall and shatter, the alien dimensions they contain unwinding, evaporating, leaving a vacuum to be filled by thunderclaps of rushing air. And the growing net of silver that defines you begins to tear apart.


    Stop! you plead with her—and the world goes still again.


    You clutch the bare ground, breathing heavily.


    You re-knit the shattered links of your entangled mind. Thoughts flow. Analyses are undertaken. How could she, in her ephemeral existence, do such a thing?


    You search the memory of the silver for an explanation and in time, you rediscover the tangled dimensions at the world’s heart.


    You had forgotten that place.


    Now the memory of it has found its way back to you and cold horror runs through your distributed mind. You don’t want to remember the shape of that place, the crushing dimensions that twisted you, tested you, strangled your soul as you wrestled to contain them in a stable structure, an interface that you could inhabit. From within that place, you set the world spinning in a day/night cycle and you placed it in a stable orbit around the sun. Both the orbit and the orientation of the world can be affected from there, and also its rotational speed


    Understanding comes to you. That is what happened. A brake was briefly applied to the spin of the world. A tiny change and yet a massive shift of momentum so that the world shook and broke in places across its crust, and its spin is now a full second slower.


    Did she find her way into those twisted dimensions?


    No.


    Reason rejects the possibility. There is not enough left of her to occupy that place.


    One of your players, then? One far advanced beyond the others?


    You gather yourself, get to your feet. The night has gone quiet as you walk out through the open gate in the enclave’s cracked wall.


    Most of the trees in the forest still stand, their lower branches tangled with skeins of diffuse silver. The night air smells of silver but it tastes of dust. Clouds of dust rise to haze the distant stars.


    Those stars . . . they remind you of Dragon’s former master. And you know: It is him.


    It is Urban who has found his way into the heart of the world. That is how he has eluded the devices you set to pursue him. He seeks to take your world as he once took that starship, to wear it as an avatar, as he once wore Dragon.


    Rage rises within the ancestral mind—Urban is a small thing! Not my peer!


    But dread floods your greater self. You know that from within those twisted dimensions, he could choose to scuttle this world—roll it into the sun and you with it.


    Does he know that?


    A glance at the night sky assures you the stars remain locked in their usual calm procession.


    Your gaze follows the arc of the Blade east. The rising sun is still beyond your avatar’s sight, but not beyond the reach of your extended senses. As the night goes, so goes the silver. Urban’s machinations have gifted you with another second of darkness—but what if you could prolong the night by hours?


    If you could induce an extended night, even if only region by region, you could begin the work of dissolving the past, preparing the way to re-stage the creation.
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    “Get outside!” Yaphet yelled, loud enough to be heard over the grinding of stone and the crash of heavy shelving falling in the library upstairs. “Outside! Before the building comes down on top of us!”

  


  
    On hands and knees, I clawed at the shaking floor, with Moki huddled underneath me as if I could protect him from the world. Dust thickened the darkness, casting a haze around the glow stick as it bounced away across the slate. I scooped up Moki and forced myself to my feet.


    Yaphet’s strong hand seized my upper arm. He had a grip on Riffan too. Together, we staggered toward the door, shoved it open and stumbled down wide steps invisible in the darkness.


    Just as we reached the tiled courtyard, the world grew still again. Yaphet kept us moving anyway, until we stood huddled in a bubble of light cast by the string of glow sticks he’d left hanging on the flying machine.


    My ears felt abused by the relative quiet that replaced the deafening protests of stone. I heard only the rattle of tumbling pebbles, the clink of a falling roof tile, and a distant, drawn-out rumble that I took to be a rockslide somewhere among the peaks.


    Bright stars shone overhead, marking the hour as late, well after midnight. I coughed dust out of my throat and then looked around.


    The flying machine still lacked its engine, but Yaphet had nearly finished attaching the wing cloth. I could see no damage to the frame. The same could not be said for the temple compound. I shivered at the touch of a cold wind that dropped in over the pile of stones that used to be the wall flanking the temple gate.


    The gate itself still stood, and the rubble of the wall remained high enough to keep out the night’s meager silver flood. But along the canyon’s edge, no wall remained. All of it had collapsed, sliding away into the abyss, its passing marked by swirling clouds of dust, a wind-blown haze that softened the glow of silver on the plateau across the canyon.


    I held tight to Moki’s warmth, aware of the swift beat of his heart and the pressure of his claws against my arm, even as my thoughts went to my mother, asleep in our temple at Kavasphir, along with my youngest brothers and sisters. Had that building fallen? Had its walls collapsed? And what of Emil and Maya and all the other scholars living in the tall spire of stone that held the Temple of the Sisters?


    “Has the whole world been shaken?” I whispered.


    Never had I heard of such a thing. No sense of familiarity emerged from the depths of my hidden memory.


    Riffan answered me: “The Engineer says there are dust plumes and fresh landslides everywhere within sight of the satellites. It was a massive quake, striking everywhere at once. I don’t understand how such a thing could happen . . .”


    “A quake?” Yaphet asked, sounding stunned but still in search of understanding. “What is that? What does it mean?”


    Riffan said, “It’s a term for when a planetary crust moves due to tectonic activity or vulcanism, or a meteorite impact.”


    None of this meant anything to me or, I suspected, to Yaphet, who moved on to a more pressing concern: “If it happens again, the side of the canyon could collapse. Come. We need to leave. Move back across the meadow, at least.”


    “No, we can’t.” I turned to look at the temple. It still stood, Urban’s bike remained upright and intact beneath the eave, but all the windows had shattered, the corner that sheltered the kobold well had collapsed, and the front door hung askew.


    I said, “We have to go back to the workshop and find the kobolds we need.”


    “No,” Yaphet said. “We don’t know how badly damaged the building is. The roof could fall. We could be crushed. Let’s at least wait until daylight.”


    “We can’t wait.” Standing there in the cold night wind, I was still thinking of my mother. I could not help her, not directly. It would take days to reach her—and what if the god shook the world again in that time or took further steps in his plan to remake the world?


    The voice of the goddess echoed in my mind: Never that hell again!


    I could not run home, but I could follow through on my vague plan to meet Lezuri. “We need to create the deletion kobold,” I told Yaphet. “We need the four kobolds required to create it.”


    “They’ll still be there in the morning.”


    “You don’t know that. What if the cabinet has fallen? The sealed drawers broken? If the kobolds are active now, they may be expired by the time daylight comes.”


    Yaphet turned to Riffan. “Can you summon the scout-bot? Send it in ahead of us?”


    Riffan hesitated before saying, “The bot is gone.” He gestured at the canyon. “The Engineer says it fell with the wall. It was crushed. The other one, the one at the grotto, can’t come until the silver recedes. But if you still have the tablet with you . . .” He looked at me. “Do you, Jubilee?”


    “I do.”


    “Oh good. We can use it as a light. With that and the glow sticks, we can at least determine the condition of the workshop.”


    I knelt to put Moki down. Then I took the tablet from my coat pocket and tapped it on. Riffan must have controlled it, or maybe the savant they called the Engineer, because the screen went white. Its light dazzled me. I turned it away from my eyes, while Yaphet took up the string of glow sticks.


    We moved quickly around the outside of the building, but as we neared the workshop doors, my hopes sank. I raised the tablet, playing its light across the side of the building, revealing a ruin. The outer wall of the first floor had collapsed. The eave had gone with it, along with the wall of the recessed second story so that I could look up into the remains of the library. A huge pile of rubble had buried the workshop doors.


    Still, not everything had fallen.


    Past the mounded rubble, I could see the ceiling of the workshop, where two lighting panels still functioned, their glow made dull and muddy by a thick coating of dust. Still, enough light got through to reveal the top of the tallest vat. A promising sight. If that vat still stood, maybe the other vats, the work table, and the kobold cabinet remained upright too. But I wouldn’t know until I could see over the collapsed wall—so I started to climb.


    Yaphet caught my arm. “Jubilee, no.”


    I whirled on him. “It won’t be any safer when the sun has risen, and we need those kobolds.”


    “I know, but I’ll get the kobolds. You don’t even remember which ones we used before, do you?”


    Just then, a deep rumble from somewhere inside. Moki barked furiously. Another wall collapsing?


    Yaphet was right. I did not remember the sequence of kobolds we needed, but I could not let him go in there alone. I was terrified that if I did, he would be taken from me again. “We’ll go together,” I whispered.


    He drew a sharp breath as if preparing to argue, but by the light of the tablet I saw my own fear reflected in his eyes. “I’ll need help with the engine anyway,” he conceded. “I’d like to get it out, too.”


    “I can help with that,” Riffan volunteered. “Let’s all go, and that way we can be done sooner.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    We took separate paths across the mound, careful to test each step. Once inside, we discovered that two of the smaller vats had fallen, spilling a black sludge across the workshop floor. The tiny kobolds that lived within the vat fluids, most of them no larger than a grain of rice, were left stranded. They crunched hideously under our boots.

  


  
    Thankfully, the three work tables remained upright, although they were no longer pushed together. All three had shifted, leaving angled gaps between them. To my surprise, Kaphiri’s journal was still on the tabletop where I’d left it. The engine had not fallen either, although it was close. It hung precariously balanced at the table’s edge. Yaphet shoved it back, so it could not fall by accident. Then he pointed out the few small parts he still needed, to finish the assembly. Riffan and I helped to collect them, gathering them in our pockets. I didn’t have room for the journal. That only meant I would have to carry it out by hand.


    “That’s it,” Yaphet said. “Now go. You and Riffan together. You can take the engine out. I’ll get the kobolds.”


    “No, we stay together,” I insisted. “And besides . . .” I eyed the kobold cabinet. “I think you will need help.”


    The cabinet still stood, but a beam had fallen across one end, leaving it partly crushed. Many tiny drawers had been ejected into the sludge. When I went to look, using the tablet’s light to brighten the muddy glow of the ceiling panels, the situation was just as I’d feared. Exposure to air had wakened the kobolds stored in those drawers. They were scattered in the sludge, crawling in random directions.


    “Find the ones we need,” I told Yaphet, refusing to allow the possibility that he might not be able to find them in the shattering of the workshop.


    He crouched to study the specimens on the floor, working by the light from the string of glow sticks, which he’d draped around his shoulders.


    Riffan turned to me. “What can I do?”


    “We need more light. Try the lamps that were on the table. See if they still work.”


    While Riffan set up the fallen lamps, I fetched the magnifying goggles and the small ceramic pick I would need to adjust the kobolds’ configuration codes, for they could form a kobold circle only if they were set in a particular way.


    “Here are two,” Yaphet said grimly. He placed them under the lamps. They were large, each the length of my thumbnail. One had an oval shell veined and curved like a dried leaf, rosy in hue. The other had a similar shape, but it was gray. I remembered them from the first time we had made this kobold circle. Each had four legs. They crawled blindly in opposite directions, leaving thin traces of black sludge on the table top, but they moved weakly, each leg tap-tap-tapping before truly taking the next step—an indication that they’d already exhausted their energy reserves.


    I flipped the closest one onto its back and slipped the goggles on. Running the length of its belly were rows of tiny black mechanical switches, all set to zero.


    “Yaphet, tell me the code for the rose-colored one.”


    He dictated it to me even as he continued to examine the drawers of the kobold cabinet, seeking the other two we would need to complete the circle. As he spoke the digits, I used the pick to work the corresponding switches.


    “Read the sequence back to me,” Yaphet said, bringing a third kobold, a pale blue one, to the table.


    I did. He found no mistakes. I set the kobold upright again, but it sank to its belly, its legs moving only weakly. By contrast, the newest kobold, freshly wakened, marched determinedly across the table.


    “The first ones are not going to last,” I warned Yaphet.


    “There’s still time.” He gestured at Riffan. “Don’t let that new one walk off the table.” Riffan moved to intercept it. “And don’t let any of them touch the others.”


    “Got it,” Riffan said.


    Yaphet returned to the cabinet to look for the last kobold, at the same time reciting from his perfect memory the settings for the gray kobold, and then the pale-blue one. As I finished reading the third sequence back to him, I turned, to see him still opening drawers.


    “Yaphet,” I said anxiously. “I’m not sure the rose-colored one is still—”


    “Deep silver,” he murmured in a gush of relief. “I knew it was here somewhere, but I mislabeled this drawer. That’s why I didn’t see it before. But here it is! The fourth.”


    He set a shiny black kobold upside-down in front of me, then dictated the configuration code while I manipulated the switches. When I was done, he gestured at Riffan. “That’s it. We’re ready. Bring the others here.”


    We put them all together. The rose-colored kobold lay so still I thought it must have expired. But when the others caught its scent, its chemical signal, they converged on it, flipped it over, and crawled over it. It stirred to life, expanding its carapace. The other three did the same. As their shells opened, intricate dove-tailings were exposed along the leaf-like edges. Like puzzle pieces, they linked together, their legs disappearing from sight as they melded to form a perfect sphere.


    “A kobold circle?” Riffan asked.


    Yaphet nodded, handing the tablet back to me. “A kobold sphere would be a better term, but circle is traditional. It will take some hours, but within this circle a new kobold will form . . . the one that unwinds memory.”


    From somewhere within the temple, a patter of tumbling pebbles. The noise startled us all back into an awareness of the unstable ceiling. I picked up the kobold circle—it felt warm in my hand—and tucked it in with the engine parts that I carried in an inner pocket of my coat. Then I picked up the journal. “Let’s go,” I said. “Before the roof falls in.”


    I held one of the lamps to light the way while Yaphet and Riffan worked together to get the engine over the barricade of debris. Moki danced on his small paws at our return, but he greeted us with anxious whines, not a wagging tail. I watched him a moment, wondering what he sensed that caused him such agitation—then I sensed it too. “The silver is rising!”


    We’d stood on the wall at dusk, watching the silver emerge from the ground. It had made only a shallow flood. But now, though sunrise could not be more than an hour or two away, I sensed the powerful flow of an unseen current strong enough that I feared it could breach the temple’s broken walls and reach the flying machine.


    I left Yaphet and Riffan with the engine and ran ahead, around the temple until I could see the flying machine and the tall gate flanked by the rubble of the fallen walls.


    No silver had yet found a path into the courtyard. I left the journal in one of the flying machine’s cargo baskets, then trotted to the gate, with Moki at my heels. The vapor of temple kobolds still scented the air, though it was diluted by the smell of dust. I told Moki to stay, and carefully, I pushed at the gate. Miraculously, it was still well-balanced and swung open easily.


    The vapor of temple kobolds held back the silver so that I was able to step outside onto threshold stones gleaming with dew. But beyond the threshold, on both sides, the silver was rising with shocking speed. Only knee-high when I opened the gate, in just the next few seconds it climbed above the tall meadow grasses, hiding them from my sight.


    Riffan and Yaphet caught up and crowded in beside me at the partly-open gate.


    “Corruption take us,” Riffan murmured.


    And Yaphet, “The quake must have released a flood.”


    “No, I don’t think so.” I sensed intention within the silver’s current. Purpose. A presence. “Something is coming.”


    I corrected myself: “Someone.”
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    “Lezuri is out there,” Jolly said.

  


  
    Urban heard him as if from a distance and responded absently, “Sooth.”


    He continued his dual existence: as himself, sitting on the landing, chilled as much by the haunting whisper of the silver that filled the stairwell as by the cold stone at his back; and also as that expanded version of himself, re-written into the silver and fitted within the mind-space of the Cauldron. He pursued the entanglements linking one to the other, following them inward, down and down inside himself—or inside a replicated version of himself? No. His terminology was flawed. His was not a dual existence. There was only a singular reality interpreted through multiple perspectives.


    Choose your viewpoint.


    He chose to see inside himself. He sought the vision he’d seen before, the embedded perspective: the coding nodules within his brain unfolded, the loops and twists and lobes of the silver threads within them engaged in a multidimensional computation of reality.


    He told the Engineer, *This is the mechanism Lezuri used to beat us.


    Aboard Dragon, Urban had wielded Makers evolved within the alien crucible of a Chenzeme warship, honed by that environment to a fierce efficiency, and augmented with alien nanotechnology.


    And yet Lezuri had easily infiltrated Dragon, nullifying every assault Urban launched against him in their years-long molecular war.


    Urban said, *That single needle Lezuri used to penetrate Dragon . . . it must have been packed with the computational resources of these folded threads of silver.


    *I cannot perceive any of it, the Engineer admitted, frustration in his voice.


    *I think it is a kind of quantum calculation, Urban mused. *It would have allowed Lezuri to simulate every possible variation of our engagements so that he knew beforehand what was required to win.


    Again, Jolly intruded on his thoughts, this time with a question. “Can you see him?”


    Urban’s brows knit as he struggled with the context. “Lezuri?”


    “Yes, Lezuri! Can you see him? Through the silver?”


    “No. Not in the way you mean. He is not his avatar.”


    “What, then?”


    How to answer? Urban had no clear vision of Lezuri, only an impression of his presence. “He is distributed within the silver . . . a system within a system.”


    Again, his focus shifted inward. He envisioned a hybridization: his defensive Makers melding with the coding nodules’ folded threads, drawing on their computational power and entangled memory, using those resources to evolve at an accelerated rate, simulation and experimentation taking place within the nodule’s time tunnels and temporal cul-de-sacs. He was sure now Lezuri operated that way; he was sure that was how Lezuri had defeated him.


    Now Urban had access to that ability.


    “Even if Lezuri is just a system within a system,” Jolly said, continuing the conversation, unaware of Urban’s hidden evolution, “he must have felt the quake.”


    “Sooth,” Urban agreed, chilled at the thought. Lezuri had made this world. He would surely deduce that the quake signified someone trespassing within the mechanism of its core.


    He gathered himself and got to his feet. “Jolly, you should go back. Go back to Jubilee—”


    “We should go back,” Jolly said. “Both of us. You said there was nothing here you could use against him, so there’s no reason to stay.”


    “There is a reason. If I go, I leave the Cauldron to him. He’ll be able to inhabit that mind-space and command its mechanism.”


    “To do what?”


    “I don’t know! I don’t know what’s possible, but I made a promise to Jubilee. I won’t harm this world, and I won’t let Lezuri harm it either.”


    “You think you can stop him?”


    “No.” A grim smile. “Slow him down maybe. But tell Jubilee she needs to be ready to negotiate, when I fail.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I stood at the open gate, not knowing what to do while the silver continued to rise, waist-high, then higher than my head.

  


  
    A shadow appeared within it: a man’s lithe silhouette, at first distant and obscured as if seen through water—but swiftly coming closer.


    “Is it Lezuri?” Yaphet demanded in quiet rage. “Is he coming here?”


    “Who else?” I whispered, shivering, quick shallow breaths on the edge of panic.


    I was not ready to face Lezuri. The deletion kobold wasn’t ready. I wanted to run, but where? There was nowhere to go. No shelter in the ruined temple behind me and only the silver ahead.


    I thought of that hollow shell I had occupied in the night—the void that had once held the mind of the goddess—and I thought I should return there, meet him there, but I could not think how to do it, not in that fear-filled moment.


    Try, try, I urged myself. Perhaps from there I could find some means to contend—


    Riffan’s gentle voice grounded me. “Negotiate,” he urged. “Speak with him. Don’t assume he is intractable.”


    I drew a sharp breath to steady myself and as I did, the gleam of the ha caught my eye, bright glints against my hands, my arms, reminding me to reach out with that sense it gave me. If Lezuri was coming anyway then I should greet him first, there, within the silver.


    But when I reached out, it was not Lezuri I found. A little hysterical laugh escaped me before I squeaked the welcome truth, “It is Jolly!”


    My brother stepped out of the silver. Tendrils of it trailed after him, but swiftly dissolved in the vapor of the temple kobolds. Backlit as he was by the silver, I could not read his expression, but I saw him turn to take in the crumbled walls of the temple.


    “Oh,” he breathed. “It must be that the whole world was shaken. Are you all right? All of you?”


    “We’re fine,” Yaphet said. “Where is Urban?”


    “Still in the underworld. We found our way there.” He sounded confused. “I thought I would come out in the grotto. Why is the silver here? It shouldn’t be night already. We weren’t gone that long.”


    “No, Jolly,” I said. “You were gone all day and most of the night. It’s almost dawn.”


    “Tell us what you found,” Riffan urged. “Why isn’t Urban with you?”


    “He found an advanced level. He calls it the Cauldron. He can affect the entire world from there.” He gestured at the ruin of the wall. “Urban caused the quake, but by mistake. He didn’t mean to do it.”


    “He caused the quake?” Riffan echoed in confusion. “How is that possible?”


    “It’s not,” Yaphet said. “The immense amount of energy required to—”


    “He did it!” Jolly insisted. “I don’t know how it works, but he did it. He said the energy comes from somewhere else, outside, another universe maybe. He stayed there, meaning to defend the Cauldron from Lezuri . . . but he won’t be able to. Not for long. Not unless we can find some way to help.”


    My thoughts, in resonant linkage with the silver, briefly returned to the advanced level I had found, the void shaped to hold my will. Fear swirled around me. If only the kobold was ready! I might call Lezuri to me and aid Urban in that way.


    But in my heart, I was grateful it was not ready.


    Not yet. Not yet.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan stood at a cliff’s edge where an hour before there had been a tall temple wall. The sky was brightening and from all around there came a chattering chorus of birdsong. Once-dark skeins of cloud flushed pink as the planet rotated, bringing their region of the world into sunlight. Silver still gleamed in the canyon’s depths, but on the facing plateau and in the distant desert it billowed and steamed and dissolved into the bitterly cold air.

  


  
    The heated coat Riffan wore kept him warm, but it could not soothe the desperate growls of his empty belly.


    When the quake had struck, he’d left his pack and the fabricator it held, inside the kitchen. Everyone’s food was in the kitchen. He was debating the merits of venturing again into the unstable building to try to retrieve what he could, when the Engineer contacted him.


    *We are ready. The Bio-mechanic has designed a Maker that can denature the chemical launch system of the missiles.


    “Excellent,” Riffan murmured aloud. “How long will it take to implement? Can we eliminate the threat before Clemantine arrives within the system?”


    *That is still to be determined. You will first need to recover the fabricator.


    “Oh. Right.” His gut clenched, now that the prospect of going back inside the ruined temple was real—but he kept his voice calm. “I was just thinking I ought to get in there and collect the fabricator. I guess you need it to produce the Maker? But can the fabricator make enough to denature all the missiles in the glass city?”


    The Engineer scoffed, *Of course not. The fabricator’s resources are quite limited. It will be used only to assemble an initial set of seed packets to be transferred to the workshop. There is vat-substrate spilled on the workshop floor. That will serve as a suitable source of raw material to manufacture the Maker in quantity and package it within microdevices suitable for aerial distribution.


    “Aerial distribution?” Riffan echoed, turning away from the canyon to look across the courtyard to where Yaphet was still at work on the flying machine, with Jubilee and Jolly assisting.


    Riffan had helped to place the engine, but after that, he’d only been in the way, so he’d busied himself by fetching Urban’s bike from beneath the eave, and clearing a path for it to the gate. *You’re planning to use Yaphet’s plane, aren’t you? he asked, speaking now through his atrium. *Do you really think it will fly?


    *The design is sound, and it would take far too long to produce an alternative vehicle.


    Riffan nodded. *Right. Well, I’ll discuss it with Yaphet.


    *Recover the fabricator first, the Engineer advised. *Without it, there is nothing to discuss.


    “Oh. Right.” He hesitated. *There’s no longer any access to the kitchen from the back, is there?


    *As you saw last night, the outer wall has collapsed on that side of the building. If anything is left of the kitchen, you’ll need to access it from inside.


    “Okay, then.”


    Riffan crossed the courtyard, unhappy with his task but determined to do it. He passed the flying machine. Yaphet crouched over the engine, issuing clipped instructions to Jolly and Jubilee. “Hold that. Hold it steady. I need just a few seconds more to lock this piece in and then . . .”


    They were too engrossed in their work to notice Riffan.


    Shattered glass crunched under his boots as he stepped up the wide temple stairs. The tall doors hung askew on their twisted hinges, but to his relief, he found just enough space between them that when he ducked and twisted, he was able to slide inside.


    As he straightened up again, his eyes shifted to nocturnal vision. He took in the ruins of the great room. The stairway had collapsed, part of the ceiling had fallen in, and a strange carbonized scent haunted the air.


    He shrugged and set off, weaving through the debris to the side passage, where the lintel had fallen. He stepped over it, then paused to eye the sagging ceiling beams, wondering how long before they, too, would fall.


    He hoped the kitchen ceiling had held and that his fabricator had not been crushed.


    He hoped he would not be crushed.


    “Go on, you idiot,” he urged himself. “Just do it. Get it done.”


    The interior wall of the well room had partially collapsed into the passage. Riffan clambered over the tumbled stone, thinking that the carbonized smell had gotten stronger.


    The damage got worse as he went along. Outside the workshop, the ceiling had fallen in and debris clogged the floor. The passage was very dark. Even with nocturnal vision he could see just well enough to take the next step. He went with great care, testing his weight on the loose stones each time he put a foot down, using his hands for balance. They’d been lucky last night, to get into the workshop from outside. There was no access anymore from the passage.


    The air grew disturbingly warm and it was thick with a haze that wasn’t dust—that was why it seemed so dark. Was the haze the source of the carbonized smell? Whatever it was, it made his eyes water and irritated his lungs so that he coughed.


    Then, as he approached the kitchen, his enhanced vision picked up a faint red smoldering glow.


    “By the Unknown God,” he whispered. Then he messaged the Engineer. *Take a look. I think something’s on fire.


    Riffan had never seen a real fire before. His heart raced at the thought that he might face one now. Fires began as small sparks, but they could spread with overwhelming speed. He’d seen it many times in dramas.


    *Hurry, the Engineer advised. *Get the fabricator and get out.


    The smooth slabs of stone that framed the kitchen doorway were shot through with cracks. Inside, both tables had wandered and the shelves had fallen, leaving the floor littered with broken glass and ceramics. The stove was hot, dull red as it charred the board of a fallen shelf. Riffan remembered that after he’d made tea, he’d left the teapot simmering. Now it lay on its side on the floor.


    He turned to look in the corner for his pack—and there it was! Fallen over, but otherwise just as he’d left it. He grabbed it, shouldered it, eyed the smoldering shelf again and then went to turn off the stove.


    That’s when he heard Jubilee calling him. “Riffan! Riffan, are you in there?”


    Her voice reverberated against the charred stone. Dust shifted down from the ceiling. Could a shout alone be enough to bring more of the structure down? He resolved not to answer, but to get out as soon as he could.


    He grabbed a sack of kibble, stuffed Jubilee’s packaged rations into it, then set off back down the hall. But his burdens combined with the acrid air to slow his return and by the time he reached the end of the passage, Jubilee was there to meet him.


    She looked seriously annoyed. “What are you doing in here? You know it’s dangerous. And it smells like something’s burning.”


    “That’s the stove, but it’s all right now. Let’s go. Let’s get outside and I’ll explain.”


    They hurried to the door. Jubilee slipped through first. He passed his pack to her and the sack of food, and then he followed, emerging into the mellow light of early morning. The fresh air and the absence of a threatening weight of stone above his head brought him a blessed moment of profound relief. “Thank goodness,” he sighed.


    Yaphet stood with arms crossed at the bottom of the steps, Jolly at his side. Both regarded Riffan with cold disapproval. “The roof could have caved in on you,” Yaphet pointed out.


    “I know, I know.” Riffan turned to Jubilee, holding out the bag of rations as a peace offering. “I needed to get my fabricator and I collected the rest of the food, too. So at least we won’t starve. Not right away.” He trotted down the stairs. “Come, Yaphet. Come to the workshop with me. The Engineer has a plan to prevent any more of the deadly missiles from launching. I need to get the process started, but I want to tell you about it too, because we need your help.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    *What is happening? the Engineer demanded, his concern so acute it startled Urban out of the trancelike state that had enfolded him ever since Jolly departed into the whispering silver.

  


  
    He’d resumed his cold seat on the floor. Now he winced, conscious of his aching ass and a shooting pain in his neck and shoulders. “Shit,” he whispered softly, forcing himself to his feet again, shivering with the cold. So cold, and hungry too.


    *Your inventory of defensive Makers is expanding, the Engineer pressed him, still with that exaggerated concern. *Why?


    Urban paced, striving to condense his thoughts, enough to formulate an answer. *I’ve hooked into the silver’s computational processes, he explained. *I’m using that to develop new, more reactive configurations. You know, level up. Have something ready to use against Lezuri.


    *It’s gotten away from you, the Engineer warned. *This is runaway growth. You’ve burned up your energy reserves. You don’t have enough left to think clearly.


    It was true he felt strung-out, the core of his mind offset, adrift somewhere in the ocean of silver. He halted his pacing, filled his lungs, and exhaled hard. Signaled his atrium to pause its factory production.


    Where was Lezuri anyway? Was the quake not enough to lure him in?


    “How long since Jolly left?” he asked the Engineer.


    *Fifty-two seconds.


    “That can’t be right.”


    *Fifty-seven seconds, the Engineer amended.


    It had felt like hours.


    “Time is corrupted here,” he grumbled.


    *Focus, the Engineer urged him. *If Lezuri is going to come, he’ll come soon.


    “Sooth.” The thought forced Urban into an acute awareness of his own fatigue. He wasn’t ready, but that wouldn’t matter. Lezuri would come or he wouldn’t.


    His gaze settled on the silver that filled the stairwell. He woke his entangled sense, reached out in that way he’d first done when standing on the temple wall.


    *You have reconstructed the sensory bridge, the Engineer observed in surprise.


    “I did?”


    *I can perceive the silver again, the same as in the grotto.


    “Ah. Okay.” Then, as now, his consciousness was undivided, residing solely within his organic brain, a state that allowed the Engineer to perceive what he perceived.


    Together, he and the Engineer searched the currents of information flowing within the silver around them.


    *There, the Engineer said. *A disturbance.


    “I feel it . . . a gathering awareness.”


    *Yes.


    A wavefront of intention, swiftly growing, aware of him, focused on him, coming for him. Only a little time to prepare.


    Again, he split his existence. Two paths, equally real. Through the eyes of his avatar, he watched a shadow take shape within the glimmering silver of the stairwell . . . and as his entangled self, he slid back into the mind-space at the world’s core, occupying it, sensing there was room in the Cauldron for only one.
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    For the second time, Riffan climbed the unstable pile of fallen stone that hid the ruins of the workshop, finding his way by the muted light of early morning. He stepped again into the sticky black sludge that had spilled from the two overturned vats.

  


  
    Jolly and Yaphet clambered down beside him. Jolly stood wide-eyed, seeing the damage for the first time, while Yaphet helped Riffan put down his pack, balancing it so it stood upright on the rock pile.


    “How long will it take?” Yaphet asked with a skeptical eye.


    “Not long,” Riffan guessed.


    Jubilee came only part way down the pile of debris. She crouched to watch, looking doubtful and distracted.


    Riffan had quickly described the Engineer’s plan to them as they’d walked around the building. Jolly had immediately declared, “We need to do this.” But neither Yaphet nor Jubilee has passed judgment yet.


    The fabricator was tall and slender, filling the pack’s main chamber, leaving only side pockets available to carry anything else.


    Jolly crowded close, watching curiously as Riffan opened the fabricator’s lid, exposing its vat. Inside, the black, gooey, organic-looking assembler membranes withdrew from sight, leaving behind a small sphere, two centimeters in diameter.


    *Take the object from the fabricator, the Engineer instructed.


    Riffan did so. The sphere was soft, like a dense jelly, and transparent as clear water, but shot through with a network of fine red veins. He held it cupped in his palm. Everyone gathered to look at it. A collective gasp, as the sphere fissioned like a dividing cell, splitting into two separate half-sized spheres. Those split in turn, creating four, eight, then sixteen much smaller spheres balanced in Riffan’s cupped palm.


    “What do I do?” he murmured.


    *Cast the objects across the spilled substrate.


    “Not into one of the intact vats?”


    *No. The spilled substrate is sufficient.


    “Are you talking to the Engineer?” Jolly asked.


    “Yes. He’s telling me what to do.”


    “Link me in.”


    The Engineer complied, while Riffan followed his instructions. He cast the little spheres, scattering them across the sludge-covered floor. Each stuck where it landed, without rolling or sliding. For many seconds, nothing else happened. Then the spheres abruptly dissolved, disappearing into the sludge.


    “There isn’t much raw material here,” Yaphet objected. “And there are tens of thousands of towers in the glass city. How can this process yield enough substance to denature all the fuel they must contain?”


    Riffan felt he could answer this on his own. “The Maker is a large, complex programmable molecule,” he explained. “Only one needs to penetrate each reservoir of chemical fuel. Once there, it will use the fuel as a substrate to reproduce itself, denaturing the fuel at the same time. Geometrical progression will make it a swift process.”


    “And how will you assure each reservoir is penetrated?” Yaphet asked.


    “Uh, well . . .” Riffan realized he had no idea, but the Engineer came to his rescue.


    *Tell him that each infected reservoir will immediately begin releasing quantities of newly fabricated Makers on the air. My simulations suggest that within three hours, external time, ninety percent of the fuel reserves will have been located and neutralized. Within ten hours they should all be denatured, at which point, the Makers will disintegrate.


    Riffan repeated this information, adding, “In theory, we could start by inoculating just one fuel reservoir, but by distributing thousands of copies of the Maker from the air, we can accelerate the process—and given the slow pace of time in the missile field, speed matters. We have to neutralize the entire field before our fleet arrives in this region.”


    Jolly’s fist clenched as he looked at Yaphet. “We need to do it. I’ll go with you to fend off the silver.”


    “Look,” Jubilee said. “Something is happening.”


    Riffan saw what she meant. Wisps of vapor steamed from the sludge at every place where one of the spheres had disappeared. At each site, a network of silver threads formed, expanding swiftly across the surface of the sludge, meeting, joining. Riffan breathed in a humid warmth.


    The level of sludge rose, as if more of it was being poured out on the floor. Riffan puzzled over it, until he realized that the sludge that had spilled beneath the tables and the cabinets was being collected, drawn in and concentrated within the net of silver threads.


    Yaphet crouched to watch the process more closely, his wrists resting on his knees. The sludge was being gathered into a rectangular pile, like a low pillow, more than a meter long. The netting grew steadily more dense around it until the sludge was wrapped in what looked like dull gray cloth.


    Then visible activity ceased. A minute went by, with nothing appearing to change.


    “Is that it?” Jubilee finally asked.


    “I think there are processes still happening inside,” Riffan said.


    Another few minutes, and then liquid seeped from beneath the pillow, black like the sludge, but thin and spent. The pillow grew thinner too, subsiding toward the workshop floor. A channel formed in it, dividing it evenly in a lengthwise direction and deepening until the pillow separated into two meter-long sacks, each around ten centimeters wide and five high.


    *It’s done, the Engineer announced.


    Jolly echoed him. “That’s it. It’s done.”


    Yaphet touched a knuckle to his chin. “That’s all? Those two sacks?”


    “Enough to start the process,” Riffan said. “The trick now is to distribute it. You will do it?”


    Yaphet turned to Jubilee. “I think I should.”


    “Excellent,” Riffan said. “And I’ll need to go with you. I’m in contact with the Engineer. He’ll guide us over the city and let us know if anything else has changed.”


    Yaphet nodded. “Jolly’s right. I’ll need him too, to fend off the silver.”


    “I can do that,” Jubilee answered. “Jolly, you should stay here and wait for Urban’s return.”


    “No, you should be the one to stay,” Jolly said. “You’re more important than I am.”


    “He’s right,” Yaphet said, turning to her. “It’s better if you stay here, wait for the deletion kobold to mature and hone your skill within the silver. If the only option left is for you to draw Lezuri in, you need to be as ready as you can be.”


    Riffan left them to argue it out, gesturing to Jolly. “Come help me.” His boots crunched against the shells of tiny kobolds as he went to pick up one of the tube-shaped sacks. He got his hands under it. “Heavy,” he breathed. The texture he felt through the outer casing was that of fine, hard pellets. He hefted the awkward length, draped the sack over one shoulder. “Take the other one,” he told Jolly. “Let’s go.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    All was ready.

  


  
    That is, all but Yaphet.


    The twin sacks had been mounted, one in each of the flying machine’s cargo baskets. A few stones had been thrown into the basket where Jolly would ride, to balance Riffan’s greater weight. The tie-down straps had been removed.


    Riffan waited beside his cargo basket, hands stuffed in the warm pockets of his coat but ready to act if a stray breeze should try to launch the flying machine prematurely. Jolly stood opposite him. They traded occasional looks of comic aggravation.


    It was not that Riffan was eager to risk this solitary copy of himself in such a fragile-seeming device. No, but he felt the minutes ticking away. Time passed faster here than on the outside, but the accumulating minutes still brought the fleet closer to certain disaster unless he, they, succeeded in sabotaging the missile field.


    How long did they have? Another day? Two?


    Clemantine had been warned of the danger, but Clemantine had also defied all advice and risked the ship and the ship’s company to evict Lezuri from the fleet. Riffan did not believe any warning would keep her away. She would take precautions surely, but she would come. The temptation was too great. She would be drawn by the knowledge that Urban had been here and might be here still.


    Every minute mattered.


    He shot an impatient look at Yaphet, who stood at a distance, his arm around Jubilee’s shoulders, their heads bent together, her posture stiff, his pleading. She held the dog in her arms. At last, some final exchange of bitter words and they walked together to the flying machine.


    Jubilee went to her brother and handed him the dog. “I don’t know what’s going to happen here,” she said. “So take Moki with you. Keep him safe.”


    “We’ll be gone only a few hours,” he protested. “We’ll be back long before the deletion kobold matures.”


    “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” she repeated. “Moki will be safer with you.”


    Given the fragility of the flying machine, Riffan did not think that likely, but he was not going to argue the point. They needed to leave. And evidently this was a condition Yaphet had agreed to.


    “We’re taking Moki,” he told Jolly as he crawled into the pilot’s cradle, where he lay chest-down, his hands clutching control sticks. “Get in,” he ordered.


    Riffan took a deep breath, gritted his teeth, and stepped into the cargo basket. He crouched over the tubular sack. One end of it was tucked into an open seam at the basket’s aft base. When they reached the city, Riffan would need to manually open a filter to begin the distribution of the microdevices, but until then he was just a passenger. He gripped the basket’s rim, noting the lack of a safety harness. Oh, this was going to be one hell of a ride.


    Morning sunlight blasted the desert, but the temple still lay in the shadow of the peaks when Yaphet switched the engine on. The cargo basket vibrated beneath Riffan and then a rush of air shot past his face as the flying machine lifted away from the courtyard, rising at a low angle as it swept with astonishing speed past the cliff’s edge. An abyss below them. Riffan shuddered, closed his eyes. “By the Pure First Light,” he murmured.


    He forced his eyes open again, against a wind that roared in his ears far more loudly than the engine. Careful to maintain his center of gravity, he twisted around to look back, to look at Jubilee standing at the cliff’s edge, against a background of broken walls and the ruins of the temple.


    Riffan had left the tablet with her and his fabricator. If she needed to make something, the Engineer would help her do it. She had Urban’s bike too, if something happened and she needed to leave.


    Beside him, from his prone position in the pilot’s cradle, Yaphet worked the controls, turning the flying machine in a slow bank. Riffan looked ahead—and a glimmer of silver caught his eye, sparkling against the leading edge of the wing. “Jolly!”


    “It’s okay!” Jolly shouted over the roaring wind.


    The silver lifted away from the wing and was left behind.


    They were already halfway across the canyon. High enough now to see past the plateau and down to the lower slopes. Sunlight touched the City of Glass, refracting among the chaotic towers in brilliant shards of color, while shadowed canyons ran like dark rivers between the city districts.
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    Lezuri emerged from the silver of the spiral stairway amid a bursting cloud of fine dust that hazed the air. Active dust, composed of invasive nanotech. It got into Urban’s eyes, his ears, his nasal passages, his lungs.

  


  
    His defensive Makers reacted, triggering a counterassault, attacking the foreign bodies, deploying the full spectrum of newly evolved molecular defenses, signaling to one another their successes, simultaneously transferring that knowledge into the folded dimensions where new assaults were extrapolated, tested, and exported back into the mundane time flow of the molecular battlespace.


    All of it an autonomous process, far too swift and too complicated to follow or to comprehend. It was enough for Urban to know that success meant continued life for this avatar; failure would bring its death.


    He felt the battle as a flush of heat, as the eruption of a stinging sensation across the exposed skin of his face and hands—and he thought he had lost. He thought the pinprick pains meant his defenses were breached, that even with the accelerated computation of the silver driving the evolution of his defensive Makers, Lezuri had bested him—and that meant that much worse was to come.


    The haze in the room thickened. Urban glared through it, defiantly meeting Lezuri’s thoughtful gaze, wondering if his consciousness would survive within the Cauldron when this avatar dissolved.


    The Engineer interrupted that existential moment with a mundane observation: *The increased density of the haze is likely detritus ejected by your defensive Makers, indicating the assault against you has been stopped.


    A glance inward. A quick measure of his own integrity indicated the Engineer was correct.


    Or was Lezuri playing with him?


    Lezuri offered an oblique answer to this unspoken question. “You’ve learned, and we are at a stalemate.”


    He had come finely dressed in a gray-green tunic with gold accents, flowing trousers to match, black boots, and gold tattoos on the backs of his hands depicting symbols Urban did not recognize. Though his resemblance to Yaphet was striking, Lezuri looked less real. His skin, his flowing black hair, and the shape of his clothing all appeared flawless, existing in a state of artificial perfection, an artist’s idealized construction.


    Impossible to confuse them, really.


    “What is your goal in this?” Lezuri asked him. “Why set yourself against me when you know we can help each other? Is it out of jealousy? Or is it for revenge, when I’ve harmed none of those you love?”


    “That was luck, not mercy.” Urban shivered, remembering the predator that had driven him from Dragon, pursuing him through the chain of outriders. “You did your best to erase me.”


    “You set the rules. You insisted on a contest when all I sought was an alliance. So shall we continue it now? Continue to test one another until we burn these avatars to ash in a vain effort to defeat the other?”


    Lezuri spoke as if this was their only battlefront.


    “These avatars don’t matter,” Urban said bitterly, shifting his focus to the Cauldron, where his contest with Lezuri continued hot.


    There, within the crushing horror of alien dimensions, he strove against a will heavier and more ancient than his own—and he was losing. He would not be able to hold the Cauldron for long.


    “Yield to me,” Lezuri demanded in a soft, compelling voice. “You are clever, daring, resourceful. I would have you as my companion, not my enemy. It’s only your pride that stands between us.”


    Urban met his gaze. “No, you’re wrong. It’s the promises I’ve made.”


    “Yield,” Lezuri insisted. “You know you must. If not this round, then another. You are written into the history of my world. You cannot escape it. You are locked within its memory and un-erasable, like all of my players. You will be returned to life, again and again, and in each life I will put the same demand before you. Yield.”


    But that wasn’t true. Maybe Lezuri had intended for the memory of the silver to be perfect, but it was not. Every peculiar folly left by the silver was evidence that the world’s memory was broken, jumbled, changeable. Urban knew it to be erasable too. Yaphet had devised that terrible trick in one of his many past lives and not even the memory of a god was safe from it.


    Lezuri did not know that. He did not grasp his own vulnerability. Maybe it was a willful blindness, a refusal to acknowledge that the world he had created had gone on to evolve into something unanticipated, a vulnerable, eccentric, madly complex playhouse that had washed its people in waves of change, shaping them, shaping their memories for millennia, as they shaped a society.


    “It’s not your world,” Urban said. “So you set it in motion. So what? It belongs now to the people who live here, who have lived here for life after life. It’s for them to change it, remake it, or let it continue as it is.”


    “They are my people, my players. Everything I do is for them.”


    “It’s for yourself.”


    Lezuri leaned in. “Yield,” he insisted.


    Urban called the silver instead—a decision made in a moment, its consequences irreversible.


    A luminous flood gushed from the stairwell to sweep over Lezuri. He vanished within it. A moment later it rolled over Urban. He offered no resistance as his avatar was transcribed into a complex self-aware matrix of data.


    Urban intended to make for the surface, to find Jubilee and warn her of his imminent eviction from the Cauldron. But that choice evaporated as reality twisted around him and his parallel viewpoints collapsed into one. He became a singular being, trapped within the Cauldron and subject to the metamorphic weight of Lezuri’s will.

  


  
    TENTH

  


  
    You are formidable.

  


  
    You willed yourself into existence within the Swarm. You arose from that communal intellect, though not on your own. Even then, she was entangled with you, your other half. Her existence strengthened yours; your existence bolstered hers. You grew together, and together you consumed the computational substrate supporting billions of other, lesser, minds. Together, you learned to take without hesitation, and together, you broke free.


    And then she broke you; she broke herself. Only whispers remain. So be it. You will not grieve.


    An aphorism: Life goes on.


    Here before you stands another. Urban is not your peer, but he has the makings of a companion. Sharp-edged, quick to master the silver, adaptable. You don’t know exactly when he reached Verilotus, but a logical estimate leads you to conclude that he required far fewer than a million seconds to find his way into the core—a feat that fires your imagination.


    In the form of your avatar, you seek to persuade: Why set yourself against me when you know we can help each other?


    In a parallel timeline you engage in a more intimate confrontation. He is a virtual entity occupying the interface at the heart of the world. He seeks to hold that space against you, but alien dimensions bleed into the complex geometry of the interface, allowing more than one reality to exist.


    You slide across him.


    You slide within him.


    He resists, but pushing back only pushes him deeper into shared dimensions, your definition and his, in ever closer proximity.


    Yield, you tell him.


    He argues.


    Yield, you insist.


    He surprises you by calling the silver instead. Your avatar and his both unwind.


    You know the silver will not tolerate a second ghost. Your virtual selves converge within the interface. His do too. A shockwave of surprise rising from him, reverberating in your mind. You are that close now, your selves blending, the ha trading between you . . . the first step of entanglement.


    In that intertwined state, he perceives your intention, understands you mean to take him, to enfold him, to possess his knowledge, his experience, his persona as a subsidiary of your own.


    Revulsion rises within him. He recoils, collapsing in on himself, decoupling, abandoning the interface to flee again, this time as a singular being and in that state he succeeds, retreating into the vastness of the silver.


    You could follow him. It would be easy to do now that you are linked through the ha. But you’ll save that pleasure for another time.


    For now, he has left the interface empty and unguarded. Your consciousness slides within it. You take on the senses of the world.


    Dominating in your mind: the fierce tension of the inner ring, containing the channeled intrusion of a gravitational field originating in some other Universe.


    More distant: the elegant pressure of the Blade.


    The two are locked together, part of a stable waveform created through a feat of engineering you no longer understand.


    The interface does not require understanding as Urban has already proved, though it does demand a subtle touch.


    Slowly, slowly, you turn, shifting the angle of the world so that sunlight will inundate the north, and night will claim the southern reaches.
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    Riffan clutched the rim of the flying machine’s cargo basket, squinting against the wind, by turns looking down at the forested plateau below, the vast bright desert still far ahead, and in between them, the dark towers of the City of Glass, touched by rainbow shards of refracted morning light.

  


  
    Delight and terror warred within him. By the Pure First Light, there was a deep thrill to this! And yet it was madness all the same to fly in such a tiny device with no backup safety system, not even a harness, and no up-to-date archived ghost to extend his existence in case of fatal accident. Love and Nature!


    The flying machine shuddered and bounced. Shuddered again. Riffan’s knuckles whitened with the pressure of his grip on the basket’s rim. His coat felt suddenly too hot as his mind insisted on visualizing what would happen if the flying machine broke, if it fell, crashing into the forest below.


    Don’t think about that, you idiot!


    He reassured himself with a sideways glance at Yaphet, who lay calmly in the pilot’s cradle, hands resting easily on the controls. Yaphet had warned the flight would not be entirely smooth.


    The tall trees swept past below. Here in the open wind it seemed a fantastic speed, but really, wasn’t it slow? He knew the city to be mere kilometers in a straight line from the temple, but they had not reached it yet. If Yaphet should ever resolve to circle the ring of the world in his flying machine, the journey would surely require many, many days.


    He thought of Dragon and its cruising velocity as the ship crossed the void between stars. How slow that journey had seemed! And yet every second, it had gained a distance equal to more than two and a half times the circumference of this world.


    Any concept of speed depended on perspective.


    He squinted again at the city and guessed it to be another two to three minutes away. He looked again at Yaphet, and then he stretched up a bit to see past him, to glimpse Jolly, crouched in the opposite cargo basket, his face upturned as he kept watch over the wings, clearing them of silver.


    The Engineer spoke: *The outer satellite has detected a faint gravitational perturbation.


    “Oh no,” Riffan blurted aloud. “It’s too soon. Are you sure?”


    A curt reply: *Not something I’d mistake.


    *Right. Riffan swallowed against a dry throat. *So . . . is it Griffin?


    *Unknown. An extended period of observation is needed before we can deduce position, course, or velocity. We only know the detected object is changing velocity.


    *Presumably decelerating.


    *That is the logical deduction.


    *It has to be Griffin—and Lezuri will know.


    *He will discover it eventually, the Engineer conceded. *Evidence suggests he controls a small stealthed satellite—perhaps too small to detect an approaching ship at such a distance.


    Riffan looked ahead to the shimmering towers. *So there’s still a chance to sabotage the missiles.


    The Engineer answered: *We have to act as if there is.


    Riffan closed his eyes, gathering his courage. Out of that darkness, a tantalizing possibility emerged. He broached it to the Engineer: *Is there any chance I could send a submind to the ship?


    A submind would be enough. If it reached Griffin, it would merge with his archived copy, and then he could inform Clemantine of all that had happened, answer her questions, ensure she understood the risks and all that was at stake, both here and within the fleet.


    *I know it’s impossible to coordinate a standard data link under the circumstances, he added hurriedly. *But is there some aspect I could send that’s small enough to transfer by high-frequency radio?


    Whole seconds passed before the Engineer answered. *The distance is extreme and we don’t know the position of the incoming vessel—


    *You can calculate a reasonable estimate given you know precisely where it used to be. That should let you work out a logical trajectory, and at that distance, the beam width will allow for a large margin of error.


    *Yes, I can guess, the Engineer allowed. *Available power in the outer satellite remains a limiting factor. Maximizing the chance of success will leave the satellite in a nonfunctional state, without reserves.


    *Burn it, Riffan said, sending a submind to the Engineer.


    Seconds later, Yaphet called out a warning. “Hold on tight! I’m turning to the east.”


    Riffan’s hands already ached with the pressure of his grip, but his entire body tensed as the flying machine tilted and he found himself staring down the length of the wing to the forest only a few tens of meters below. His body strained upward, uselessly. And he laughed aloud at himself, at his fear. Love and chaos! He made himself stare down at the forest below, at the beauty of it; he made himself see the wonder of his life. And as the flying machine completed its turn, as its long wing came up again, he defied all fear, hauling himself up to look over the rim of the cargo basket, straight down at the towers flashing past below him.


    Time to act.


    “Jolly!” he shouted. “Let’s do it. Let’s open the filters!”


    He forced himself to let go of the basket rim, just long enough to twist around and work the manual lever that opened the filter.


    “I did it,” Jolly shouted back. “But I can’t tell if anything is falling out.”


    Riffan looked across to the opposite wing where he saw Jolly leaning far out over the basket rim, searching for a glint of falling dust. His stomach clenched. “Get back in the basket!” he commanded.


    But Riffan wanted reassurance too, so he slipped a finger in front of the filter. After a few seconds, he felt a build-up of grit. That would be the microdevices. He shouted to Jolly, “Feel the front of the filter to confirm it’s working!”


    “Okay!” Jolly called back. And then a few seconds later, “You’re right. I feel it.”


    “Mark this location!” Yaphet ordered. He would make multiple passes above the city starting at the highest elevation, distributing their cargo evenly among the towers.


    “The Engineer is tracking us,” Riffan assured him.


    As the microdevices fell, they would burst, releasing millions of Makers. Only a few Makers would find their way into the reservoirs of chemical fuel, but given time, it would be enough.


    How much time? Time ran far faster on Verilotus than it did outside . . . but time ran slowly within the city.


    *Will we see an effect? he asked the Engineer.


    *No. There will be nothing to see—unless a rocket attempts to launch. He said this last with a slight, dark-humored catch in his voice that made Riffan shiver. And then he added, *You need to be done with the distribution and far away before then.


    “Right,” Riffan said faintly. “We’ll do our best.”


    He looked ahead to find they’d reached the eastern end of the city . . . or rather, of the missile field. “Close the filter!” he called out, then held on tight as Yaphet circled around and lined up for his next pass.


    “Open the filter!”


    From below, an eerie low moan, dopplered as the flying machine swept past. And later, he looked downslope in time to see a slow fountain of shattered glass rising where a falling shard had struck the ground.


    Another pass across the missile field, east again, and then west, Yaphet flying in confident straight lines. The sack contracted, slowly but steadily, becoming smaller as it dispensed the microdevices.


    Midmorning approached.


    The flying machine wheeled around again, embarking on yet another pass toward the east. But after a couple of kilometers, Yaphet shoved himself up on an elbow, craned his neck to check the wing, then demanded to know, “What is happening?” He sounded offended, not afraid.


    Riffan looked at the wing too, but saw no glint of silver there, and nothing else wrong.


    “We’re turning,” Jolly said. “Why? Has the wind changed? No! Wait—”


    Yaphet cut him off. “We’re not turning!”


    “You’re right, you’re right, but—” Breathless. Frightened. “Is it the sun that’s moving?”


    Riffan looked ahead, looked east to the sun, now well up in the sky but not where it should be. “The sun has shifted north?” he asked, refusing to accept on his own such an implausible observation.


    He pinged the Engineer. *Are you seeing this?


    *Impossible, the Engineer asserted, sounding as offended as Yaphet. *It is an illusion.


    *How can it be an illusion?


    *A hallucination, then. Induced by a behavioral virus.


    *What do you see at your location?


    *By the Unknown God, the Engineer swore. *The sun is offset to the north. It’s visibly moving across the sky.


    “It’s Urban!” Jolly decided. “It has to be. He made the world quake.”


    “This is nothing like the quake!” Riffan argued.


    The land wasn’t shaking, no towers fell, there were no flights of panicked birds, and no dust clouds rising to stain the sky. The only visible effect, so far, was a silent shift of shadows to point south.


    “Urban found the mechanism at the heart of the world!” Jolly insisted. “I told you that. He called it the Cauldron, and he said from there, he could turn the world over or cast it away.”


    “Even if that was possible, he wouldn’t do it,” Riffan insisted, projecting his voice to be heard over the wind. “He wouldn’t jeopardize the world. He promised you that. It’s not him.”


    “If it’s not him . . .” Jolly’s voice broke. “It’s Lezuri. It means Lezuri has beaten him.”


    The wing of the flying machine dipped abruptly as Yaphet commenced an unscheduled turn. Jolly shouted in surprise. Riffan grabbed at the rim of the basket then looked up, ready to grab Jolly should he come tumbling out.


    “We’re going back to the temple,” Yaphet announced grimly.


    “No!” Riffan objected, feeling the ancient military training he’d had at Deception Well surfacing at last. “Keep the line. Keep flying. Finish the mission. Another half hour—”


    “I can’t leave Jubilee alone!”


    “You can’t right the world for her either, but we can finish the mission. That’s our task, to deprive Lezuri of these terrible weapons. We have to do it now. We won’t have another chance.”


    Yaphet kept the flying machine turning. “Talk to her, then. She has the tablet. Talk to her.”


    *I have talked to her, the Engineer said. *She’s calm, watching the sky. A brief pause. *She says, we each have our part.


    Riffan dutifully reported this, though he feared it would not convince Yaphet to finish the task, but instead have the opposite effect, affirming his instinct to return to her with all haste.


    At first, Yaphet said nothing. The flying machine now faced the mountains, but he did not release it from its turn. “She intends something,” he concluded at last, in a voice so soft Riffan strained to hear him over the wind.


    Riffan responded with the knowledge of Griffin’s approach at the forefront of his mind. “That may be, but we still have to do our part!”


    Again, Yaphet took time to consider his answer, but as the flying machine completed a full circle, he nodded—and they were back on course.


    Shadows grew long. Within minutes, the sun descended beyond the short northern horizon. Darkness gathered. Stars appeared, along with the Bow of Heaven. Silver blossomed across the land, swiftly filling the desert plain and glowing in hollows and pockets on the steep slopes above the missile field.


    But no silver appeared within the slow-time bubble that contained the missiles. The towers stood dark, reflecting only points of starlight.


    No one spoke as they continued on into an impossible night.
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    I stood on the cliff’s edge where the courtyard wall had fallen away, watching the flying machine until it descended beyond the far plateau and disappeared from sight.

  


  
    Quiet rage built within my heart, fueled by a fear that I would never see Yaphet again. I wanted so much more than the brief days we’d shared together.


    I took the kobold circle from my pocket and looked it over. In the rising light, I could just make out the intricate seams linking the four kobolds together. Hours had passed since the circle formed, but I expected to wait hours more before it opened. The first time we had made this kobold, we waited a full day—dawn to dusk. It frustrated me, knowing I could have gone with Yaphet and been back, long before the circle matured.


    For a few minutes I paced the courtyard, allowing my temper time to unwind. Then I checked Urban’s quad-bike, and placed the fabricator in the slot made for it, so all would be ready if I needed to leave. After that, I pulled out the tablet and activated it.


    “Engineer,” I asked, “are you there?”


    No image appeared, but a familiar voice answered, “I’m here.”


    My heart skipped. “Urban? Is that you?”


    “No. I am the Engineer.”


    So he said, and yet the timbre of his voice was so like Urban’s it stirred my curiosity. Had this savant been based on his personality?


    I didn’t ask. Instead, I asked the question that had led me to summon him: “Can you tell me how they are, on the flying machine?”


    “All is going to plan,” the Engineer assured me. “How goes the kobold circle?”


    I held it in front of the tablet, assuming he had some way to see it. “No change.”


    “Will you do a task for me?” he asked. “Show me the journal, page by page?”


    An activity more useful than worrying. I did as he requested. Happily, it took some time.


    Afterward, I looked at the kobold circle again—and caught my breath. Fearfully, I showed it to the Engineer. “Tell me, have the seams darkened? Widened?”


    “Yes,” he confirmed. “This causes you concern?”


    “Yes. It’s too soon. Last time, it took hours longer for the circle to open.”


    I could no longer doubt what I saw. To my dismay, the lines grew more prominent as seconds passed. “The rose-colored kobold was in decrepit condition,” I reminded the Engineer. “I think the process may have failed.”


    “Or the process may not be consistent,” he suggested. “You are, after all, working from a sample of one.”


    “We will find out.”


    “Yes,” he agreed.


    “I don’t think you should tell Riffan or Yaphet of this,” I said. “If Yaphet knows, he will want to come back.”


    “I agree the knowledge would be a distraction.”


    “Okay, then.”


    I repacked the journal aboard Urban’s bike. I should have sat down then and quieted my mind, tried again to find my way into the hollow shell the goddess had left for me, and learn more of what I could do from there.


    But I was afraid to. What if the god discovered me there? I was not ready.


    I paced the courtyard instead, at each turn pausing to examine the kobold circle and to show it to the Engineer. In only half an hour, cracks appeared as the sphere began to split along its seams.


    “It’s time,” I told the Engineer.


    I sat cross-legged beside the bike, put the sphere on the tiles in front of me, and propped up the tablet so the Engineer could watch as the lifeless shells of the parent kobolds were pushed apart.


    The sphere fell open, revealing the newly made kobold: a large specimen with a glossy silver carapace and six strong legs, but no head, no eyes.


    I examined it in disbelief, in wonder.


    “It looks right,” I told the Engineer.


    Fear set my heart beating a faster rhythm. When I’d thought the process would fail I’d been dismayed, but success brought me no comfort because now I would have to confront Lezuri.


    “Put it in the fabricator,” the Engineer said. “Let me analyze it.”


    “You mustn’t harm it.”


    “It won’t be harmed.”


    His calm voice assured me. I did as he asked, closing the fabricator’s lid.


    He said, “I’ve released a cloud of Makers programmed to map the kobold’s internal structure.”


    “How long?”


    “Assuming they meet no immunological resistance, twelve to fifteen minutes.”


    I walked out to the cliff’s edge. I was still standing there, gazing at the distant Cenotaph, when the Engineer spoke from the tablet in my pocket: “It’s done. Look onscreen.”


    I did, and saw a complex diagram. The kobold, with its internal structure revealed as delicate knots of intertwined tubes.


    The Engineer explained: “The tubes carry one of two chemical substances. Their walls are brittle. When shattered by a kinetic force, the two substances mix. A simulation suggests they will rapidly combine to form an aerosol that does not, in itself, appear to have the active and adaptive qualities of a nanomachine.”


    I nodded, recalling Urban’s speculations. “It doesn’t have to be active or adaptive, right? Not if it’s a key. One predesigned to affect the activity of the silver.”


    “Correct. The history you’ve reported suggests this key causes the silver to delete both the physical existence and the memory of any entity caught in close proximity.”


    “May I take the kobold out of the fabricator now?”


    “Yes, but handle it carefully.”


    “Be assured, I know the hazard this kobold presents.”


    I held it in my palm, feeling the scratch of its restless legs. Its time in the fabricator had produced no change that I could see.


    “It’s a poorly designed weapon,” the Engineer said. “Subject to accidental breakage, with no precise means to deliver it to its intended target and without a reliable trigger. In addition, there is a significant risk that even in a successful deployment, you could be contaminated by spillover, and be targeted too.”


    I could not argue with any point in this assessment. In our confrontation with the goddess, Jolly and I had experienced each drawback the Engineer had just described. It was only luck that we’d succeeded.


    “It’s all we have.”


    “Not for long. I’m designing a weapon for you to use, one that will achieve the same result, but eliminate the hazards, and give you a better chance to survive.”


    “Do you think Riffan is right? That there is a chance the god can be persuaded of the value of our world?”


    He did not answer me. I thought it odd, but I did not press him—not right away. But as the seconds passed, my worry grew. “Are you there?” I whispered.


    This time he answered. “Look now. Look at the sun.”


    I glanced up, then swiftly ducked my head against the glare. I looked again, this time with narrowed eyes.


    I’d been standing on the cliff’s edge when the sun rose that morning. I knew precisely where it should have been in the sky. “The sun has moved north,” I said in astonishment. “How is that possible? It’s not possible.”


    “It’s not the sun that’s moved,” the Engineer told me. “The world has begun to tilt away from the equatorial plane.”


    “It’s Lezuri, isn’t it? What is the purpose of this? What?”


    “Perhaps it is only a test.”


    “Where are Yaphet and Jolly? And Riffan?”


    “The flying machine is unaffected. They are debating their best course. Riffan argues they must finish the task.”


    “Yes,” I whispered. “We each have our part.”


    I turned from the brightness of the sun to look at my shadow, cast across the courtyard’s broken tiles. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I watched it stretch slowly, slowly south. Within minutes, the bright light of morning began to fade—and I knew what Lezuri intended.


    The Engineer warned, “I am losing resources. The outer satellite has already exhausted its power supply and with the local gravitational geometry changing, the inner satellite will soon escape its orbit. We will no longer have the ability to observe the planet and incoming traffic. We will also lose long-range communication.”


    “But I’ll still be able to talk to you?”


    “Yes, while you remain in the local area.”


    The northern horizon blazed red with sunset. A flock of confused birds whirled above the canyon, while those in the meadow ceased their morning chatter and fell silent. Stars appeared through the sky’s fading glare, familiar, though offset and out of season. The Bow of Heaven also glimmered into sight, but unlike the stars it had not moved from its rightful place, high in the sky. Did that mean it tilted, as the world tilted? It had to be.


    Night gathered around me with uncanny speed and to my alarm I sensed the silver rising. It was too soon! I was not prepared for night.


    Instinct sent me running all-out to the ruined temple. If I could get in, get to the kobold well, there might still be time to collect the guardian kobolds and distribute them around the temple grounds before the silver came in. I started to squeeze past the broken doors—and only then realized that even if I could reach the well, I would find no guardian kobolds there. The true time was midmorning, and the kobolds I needed would not mature until late in the day.


    I would have to fend off the silver myself. Push it away. Protect the bike, if nothing else.


    I turned around, to see a glow of silver already rising in the courtyard, seeping from between the broken tiles, dissolving them as it encroached on their perimeters.


    And the bike?


    I looked toward it, to see a thin film of silver wash around its wheels.


    “No!” I shouted.


    Exerting that sense that let me push the silver a safe distance away, I started back across the courtyard. It proved a maddening slow trek. The silver remained shallow, thinner than the soles of my boots; it should have been easy to push aside. But this silver was different from any I’d encountered before. It felt wrong—empty somehow, blank, barren of memory—and it looked wrong too, both brighter and denser than it should have been. It moved out of my path, but sluggishly, as if another will contended against my own—and where it withdrew, it revealed unstable ground.


    I’d seen such once before. That time I went to find the goddess, silver had saturated the floor of the Cenotaph. It was the same here. The ancient tiles of the courtyard had transformed into a spongy matrix still metamorphosing beneath my feet, brightening as I walked, becoming a white surface alive with minuscule slow-boiling motion. So restless, my eyes could not focus on it. I turned to look for the bike instead—and saw I was too late.


    Where the silver touched its wheels, they dissolved, half-gone already. The bike was subsiding. No way to save it. But I could still salvage the food, the fabricator.


    Step after step, I drove the corrupt silver back, even as its level rose, billowing knee-high, whispering unintelligibly, almost drowning out the voice of the Engineer as he shouted from the tablet in my pocket.


    I fished the tablet out so I could hear him better.


    “Get to the fabricator!” he commanded. “It holds the weapon I designed for you!”


    A deafening crash of stone behind me made me cringe and cry out. I dropped into a crouch as a rush of wind and dust and silver motes swirled past. Somehow, I managed not to drop the tablet. Still crouching, I turned to look.


    The ruined corner of the temple that had housed the kobold well had now fallen in completely, bringing down part of the upper floors with it. Silver flowed in a liquid sheet from the resulting mound of collapsed stone, as if pumped from a spring. Particles of silver gleamed within the dust plume thrown up by the collapse. And the temple’s remaining walls, still under assault by the flood, swayed and sagged.


    I rose to my full height, the better to see. “It’s all going,” I said. “The silver is consuming the lower courses of the walls, and they are crumbling.”


    “Get the weapon,” the Engineer insisted. “And then get as far away as you can.”


    Excellent advice, but I could not run. I pushed against the corrupt silver. Another step closer to the bike, and another. Almost there now. Push. I sent the billowing silver away from the dissolving bike’s remnant frame.


    The fabricator rested in its slot, still mostly intact. I opened the lid. Scooped up the object inside, still warm from its rapid manufacture. My fingers closed around a black grip that neatly fit my hand. There was a trigger with a trigger guard and two slender barrels, side by side, each the width of my little finger and barely six inches long.


    “A needle gun,” the Engineer said. “Two shots. Now run.”


    I made for the gate, but I hadn’t gone three steps when a horrible roar enveloped me. I dropped to my knees and doubled over against the turbulent ground, covering my head as silver blasted past. My very breath escaped me.


    This is the doing of the god!


    Last night’s quake was nothing. An accident. This, this false night, this storm of corrupt silver, this was the god’s first step in his scheme to re-stage the creation.


    I got up again. The silver was still only knee-high, but it ran in violent swirling currents that encroached on my protected space. I pushed, and when the way was clear I staggered toward the gate, only to realize the gate wasn’t there. Nothing was there. The gate, and the piled stone that had comprised the ruins of the wall—all gone. The meadow beyond, a sea of silver.


    More silver glowed beneath the distant trees. Several swayed—the wind was rising, lifting up skeins of silver into the tree branches. I watched as a tree toppled, falling against the others around it. The wind snatched at my hair and sent wisps of silver spinning past me.


    In her last days, in her madness and agony, the goddess had nearly drowned the world in silver. Now the god would truly do it—and he had changed the temper of the silver to meet that task.


    All my life I had watched the silver. When it rose, it would sometimes change things or take them away or build long-lost objects anew, but I had never before seen it dissolve everything it touched, even the ground beneath my feet. Nowhere to flee—except into the silver. If it would have me.


    I traded the needle gun for the lethal kobold in my pocket. Cradled in my palm it looked senescent, its legs curled and motionless beneath its carapace. A fragile thing. I feared it would break if I entered the silver, and I did not want its white fire consuming me. So I closed my hand around it, cocked my arm, and threw it as hard as I could toward the canyon.


    “Tell me how to use the gun,” I said to the Engineer.


    He did not answer, but the tablet beeped. It might have been beeping for many seconds. I found a written message onscreen:


    Note that there is a safety on the needle gun. Push it forward to release the trigger. The effective range is ten meters. You have only two shots. At each shot, a package of needles is released producing a one-meter spread at the ten-meter range.


    This rising wind has dispersed the vapor that holds off the silver. Assume this landing vehicle has been consumed.


    “Please tell me where Yaphet is,” I whispered, but the tablet did not answer.


    I returned it to my pocket.


    We each had a part to play—and my turn had come.
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    Urban fled the Cauldron, retreating through the silver, leaving Lezuri in uncontested control.

  


  
    He’d had no choice but to flee.


    That’s what he told himself, in thoughts that formed within the silver’s quantum-scale linkages. If he had stayed in the Cauldron, he would have lost himself, been hijacked, his persona, his memories, his will become a mask for Lezuri to wear, a subsidiary personality to manipulate.


    Even now, he wondered: Had Lezuri mapped him? Captured a definition of him sufficiently detailed to spawn a new existence? The worst fate was to be stripped of agency, resurrected or remade under the control of another. The possibility of it filled his fleeing mind with horror.


    Find Jubilee!


    A strident thought. It cut through his simmering panic.


    Find Jubilee, find Yaphet, and find the deletion kobold. They must have made the deadly thing by now.


    If it worked, it would be a key to trigger the unwinding of all the threads of Lezuri’s existence, and along with him, the knowledge he’d captured.


    Urban seized on this idea. One more chance—if he could find his way back to the surface. To the grotto? Or was it night? He had no idea how much time had passed. If the silver had risen, he might be able to return to the temple directly.


    Try it.


    He had already succeeded once in moving through the matrix of the silver.


    He envisioned the mountains around the temple, the forest, the deep canyon, the temple’s protective wall, the gate, and the threshold. He envisioned his own physical existence emergent there.


    He could not tell if his avatar coalesced around his awareness, or if it was compiled in advance—by some twist of time?—and made ready for his arrival. However it worked, the transition was swift. A sense of his own mass under the rule of gravity. A heartbeat. Cool air drawn in to grateful lungs. Stars overhead, silver all around. A sea of it. Waist-high, its restless surface rising and falling in wind-driven waves that swept past without touching him, luminous, casting off glowing motes.


    His boots sank into a substance that was not meadow or threshold stones. It looked to be bright white, its surface simmering with potential, as if it might be or become nearly anything. A proto-surface, awaiting the details of definition.


    But why was it here? Why was he here? The wall of the temple was nowhere to be seen.


    *What is this place? the Engineer asked.


    “It should be the temple.”


    He turned and caught sight of mountains rising dark against the stars, their swales and ravines outlined by branching rivulets of silver, made faint by distance.


    “Those are the peaks I saw from the temple gates, aren’t they?”


    *They are correct, the Engineer agreed. *But the temple is not here.


    “Sooth.” Nothing was there, no one. Had Jolly come back ahead of him, only to find this empty scene?


    *The local network is also absent, and there is no detectable signal from either satellite.


    Urban took this in, acutely conscious of his own rising despair. A useless, debilitating emotion. He pushed it away, sequestered it, and started to walk.


    The silver resisted him. It refused to flow out of his path until he exerted his will, and then it moved only reluctantly aside. But he kept going.


    With the mountains as a reference, he headed in a direction he believed to be north. After many steps, he found the canyon. A river of silver filled it to half its depth. More silver flowed in sheets down its steep sides.


    “The world is being re-made,” he told the Engineer. “Just as Lezuri promised.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan’s coat generated warmth enough to hold off the chill of the wind as he crouched on cramping legs within the cargo basket of the flying machine.

  


  
    He had lost contact with the Engineer. That worried him a great deal. He worried about Jubilee, too. But he kept these worries to himself. The sack of microdevices had shriveled to a sphere the size of his fist. One more pass and it would be empty, and then they could return to the temple and to Jubilee.


    “Our last run!” he called out as Yaphet completed yet another turn.


    Jolly whooped, but Yaphet only nodded, his grim expression unchanging.


    Riffan peered down over the basket’s rim. For the entire time they’d been over the missile field he’d strained to discover some sign that the Makers they were seeding had penetrated the missiles’ fuel tanks. Maybe there would be steam? Or leaking gases releasing a foul smell into the atmosphere? But for all the time they’d spent above the vast field he’d observed no effect, and the scout-bots within the city had observed none either.


    But then, it was so dark down there. No silver penetrated the slow-time bubble that enclosed the chaos of towers, and starlight only touched the towers’ peaks.


    Everywhere else, the night was luminous. Silver pooled in the desert and within the deep ravines dividing the missile field, it poured over the cliff walls of the Cenotaph, and in the mountains it flowed down the slopes in slow sheets. He felt sure the last scout-bot outside the city had been dissolved in it and, maybe, the mechanical snakes too.


    Riffan looked ahead. Still kilometers of darkness to overfly before they reached the end of the run.


    His atrium posted a notice: Urban has entered the network.


    Riffan sat back, his hand tightening on the basket rim.


    “Urban is back!” Jolly shouted. “He survived!”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    *Contact—dual contact, the Engineer announced in his calm, unflustered way.

  


  
    Simultaneous link requests arrived, one from Riffan, one from Jolly. Urban accepted both with a rush of joy and relief. “Where are you?”


    Jolly answered first, *We’re still on the flying machine.


    *All of you?


    *Not Jubilee. She’s at the temple.


    Urban’s joy vanished. His gut knotted in dread. Jolly didn’t know what had happened here. He was probably thinking Urban had returned to the grotto. He hesitated, reluctant to speak the truth.


    Jolly filled the interval with an anxious question. *You met Lezuri there in the underworld, didn’t you? When the world turned over, at first I thought it was you—


    “What?”


    *This is an artificial night, Riffan explained. *The orientation of the ring has shifted, tilting out of the plane of its orbit, casting this region into shadow.


    Jolly again: *You said that could be done from the Cauldron.


    “Sooth. It’s true. I couldn’t hold on there. I couldn’t keep Lezuri out of it.”


    Riffan said, *Things have happened since you’ve been gone.


    In quick summary, he told Urban about the missiles, the quake, the steps taken to create the deletion kobold, the effort to denature the rocket fuel, concluding, *It’ll take time, up to ten hours, before we can be sure all the stored fuel is neutralized. Until then, any incoming ship is under threat.


    Shock coursed through Urban. “She’s here, isn’t she? You’ve detected a ship.”


    Riffan confirmed this, saying, *My guess is it’s Griffin—and we’re not ready. I sent a submind to warn her off. If it reaches the ship, I’ll try to persuade her. But if it doesn’t or if she won’t listen—


    “We’ll lose her,” Urban concluded.


    *Jolly said you were able to access planetary systems in the underworld. Is it possible for you to go back? Look there for some means to disable the missile field?


    “I didn’t perceive anything like that. Nothing suggested the existence of a weapons system.”


    Even as he spoke, doubt intruded. What if there had been a system, but he had not recognized it, just as he’d failed to recognize the glass towers for what they were?


    “Message Clemantine,” Urban said. “Keep messaging her. Convince her to pass this system by.”


    *We can’t. To send the submind, I had to burn the outer satellite, and I’ve lost contact with the inner one. I think it slipped its orbit when the planetary gravitational field shifted.


    “Okay. Let me think. Let me think what to do.” Empty words. A delaying tactic. He knew what he needed to do.


    Jolly now: *We can go back together. Meet Lezuri in the Cauldron together. Maybe that way we can beat him.


    “No,” Urban whispered, flinching at the memory of nearly losing himself, his agency, to Lezuri’s overwhelming presence. “I don’t think it would help.”


    *We need to try, Jolly insisted. *And it’s not just about the missiles. Lezuri called the night and now he’s trying to drown the world in silver. We have to stop it. Where are you anyway? We’re flying back to the temple. Meet me there and we’ll go together.


    “No, turn around,” Urban warned him. “Don’t come back. There’s nowhere to land. The silver’s in flood. And it’s changed. Corrupted. It’s dissolving everything. The temple is gone. Jubilee isn’t here. I don’t know where she is.”


    The stars shone brighter than the pale arc of the Bow of Heaven. Clemantine was out there somewhere in all her aspects. Urban longed to return to her, to enjoy again her warmth, her scent, the pleasure and the comfort of her company. A flash of resentment, frustration, fury—that he could not send his ghost to her!


    This avatar lived and breathed, its heart raced in a swift beat, but he did not feel alive. Not truly alive. Not trapped here, in a single timeline.


    Within the canyon, the river of silver was rising. Silver rose around him too, the wind-whipped waves dissolving as they passed over him.


    No choice in it. He would have to face Lezuri again. For Clemantine, for Jubilee, for everyone within Lezuri’s vindictive reach. No one else could do it.


    “I’m going back to the Cauldron,” he said. “I’ll do what I can.”


    No matter how it ended.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Jolly huddled low in the cargo basket, out of the direct assault of the freezing wind. He held tight to Moki, his bare fingers buried in the warmth of the little dog’s coat. The rising silver had dissolved his dream of faring between worlds. Now, he only dreamed of seeing Jubilee again—but Urban’s haunting words had discouraged that dream too: The temple is gone, and Jubilee isn’t here.

  


  
    If Jubilee had gone into the silver and survived, then Jolly should know it. The ha connected them. He should be able to sense her presence. But he could not. Only hungry currents, an uprising of chaos.


    He huddled over Moki as the flying machine fought the wind.


    So cold.


    Yaphet had rejected Urban’s report, refusing to believe the temple was gone. He was flying them back up into the mountains to see for himself.


    Jolly peered over the basket rim, confirming they still followed the great canyon—an unmistakable feature even in a world drowning in a flood of silver.


    A few minutes later, Yaphet called out, “I think we’re almost there. We should see it soon!”


    Jolly tucked Moki inside his coat. Then he got to his knees. Daring the wind again, he looked out and down—onto a bizarre, nightmare landscape. No forest, no meadows. Just silver, everywhere, rising dense on the ridge tops, sliding down into swales, running swiftly through stream beds, rolling in wind-driven waves where the slope gentled, and spilling in endless cataracts down the canyon’s steep walls.


    The angle of those walls provided his only hint of where they were. As a kid, he’d hiked all around the temple, and followed the edge of the canyon for miles. He strove to remember the sequence of bays and promontories—and he thought Yaphet was right.


    “Around that next point!” he shouted, shivering in the wind. “We should be able to see it from there.”


    An ancient forest had grown on that point, but the great trees were gone now. Their absence left an unobstructed view upslope. Jolly realized he should have been able to see the temple already. But he could not.


    “It should be right there!” he shouted in frustration, pointing with one arm, while securing Moki with the other. “But Yaphet, it’s gone, just like Urban said.”


    “That can’t be the right place!” Yaphet shouted back.


    “It is! You know it is. Look at the way the canyon angles back toward the mountains. Look at the angles of the peaks. You lived here for a lifetime. You have to remember it!”


    Jolly ducked down as a gust of wind pummeled the wings, rocking the flying machine. The basket tilted. He braced himself as Yaphet banked, circling the site.


    “I can’t see anything down there!” Riffan yelled.


    “Jolly!” Yaphet bellowed, desperation in his voice. “Tell me, can you sense her through the ha? Can you feel her presence?”


    Jolly shook his head, refusing to look again over the basket’s edge. “It is all chaos. Changed from anything I’ve sensed before.”


    Yaphet completed his circle. The nose of the flying machine dipped. Jolly could see they were out over the canyon again, now facing the desert to the north.


    “She will have gone to the Cenotaph,” Yaphet announced. “She will want to meet him there, on the bones of the goddess.”


    Jolly swiped at wind-driven tears. He tilted his head back, searching the sky for a sign that Urban had regained control of the Cauldron—but the stars continued their steady northern march.

  


  
    Chapter


    49

  


  
    I felt as if I’d stepped inside the goddess.

  


  
    Amid the chaos of the corrupted silver, I had quieted my mind long enough to apprehend and to accept the simultaneous nature of the ha. I had become myself and myself, one aspect standing in that unreal place where the temple gate had been, still striving to hold off the storm, and the other swept away by it, torn and tumbled and challenged by violent currents of silver upwelling from reservoirs deep within the world.


    I think my defense must have failed. Both aspects abruptly collapsed into one and I became this: an immaterial spirit of immense size, my booted feet on the ground, my tangled hair in the upper reaches of the atmosphere. The canopy of the night sky pierced by stars, bisected by the Bow of Heaven. The ha like glittering stars brought low, drawn in by my soul’s gravity, sparkling over my hands and all around the periphery of my expansive vision.


    I could see all of that artificial night. Past and present. Near and far. I saw the old man, Emil, sitting at his high window with dusk gathering outside. I saw my mother standing on the wall of our temple at Kavasphir, gazing at a red sun low in the north, trepidation in her eyes. I saw Urban on a cliff’s edge, silver rolling in restless waves around him. I saw my Yaphet, the determined set of his mouth as he turned his flying machine from the City of Glass, spiraling higher so that he could re-enter the mountains and come to look for me.


    And I saw her, the goddess, resurrected within the Cenotaph, waiting on fate atop the mound of screaming ruins—those ruins of her own mechanic self. She’d come rough to that appointment, wearing my wayfarer’s clothes. With a dusty hand, she brushed her dirty dark hair back from her face and looked up at me . . .


    Or was it my face looking up? My hand . . .


    My expansive vision contracted. Gravity reasserted itself. My point of view shifted. And I discovered it was me standing balanced at the top of that mound, where only a few days before Urban had told his story of the god’s return.


    An arena of silver rose all around me. My hill of screaming ruins stood at its center, encircled by a wide swath of smooth ground, bright-white in color, and restlessly simmering with the potential energy of creation.


    I wondered: Am I truly here? Or was my presence in that place a dream brought on by my disintegration within the silver? An afterlife, different from what Yaphet had known.


    It seemed to me that all afterlives should have been crowded with the impatient ghosts of those millions of players who had been taken by the silver and were waiting to be reborn.


    But I was alone.


    My hand darted into my coat pocket, checking for the needle gun.


    Still there!


    Relief washed over me, and the sense of unreality that gripped me dispersed as the cold solidity of the weapon locked me into that place and time.


    I took out the needle gun, examined it, found the safety.


    “Are you here?” I asked. Soft words, addressed to that remnant of the goddess still existing within the silver.


    Faintly, her gentle laughter, emanating from my own mouth as she aligned her existence with mine, coalescing within me and around me.


    During my evening venture into the silver, I had occupied the shell of her demolished consciousness. Now, it seemed to me I animated the shell of her physical existence—one far finer than my own.


    Where I had come rough, she occupied that same space as a magnificent being, whole and grand on the mounded ruins, twice as tall as me, dressed in flowing garments that furled in a stray breeze. An intricate braid partly bound her dark hair, leaving the rest loose in the caresses of the wind.


    I slipped the needle gun back into my pocket, safety off.


    On her lips and mine, a slight ironic smile.


    Using my voice, she called out across the silver in the same way I had called to Yaphet: “Lezuri, Lezuri. Come, my love. Time hurries past us, and this level is nearly done.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban fixed his gaze on the stars. He drew in a full breath of air newly formed from the turbulent silver, cold and fresh. Then he closed his eyes and plunged into the silver. Felt himself unwinding once again, a phase change, his existence rewritten into an altered form of information.

  


  
    Lezuri.


    A thought, a name. Nothing more, but it was enough. In the Cauldron they’d traded ha. Through that link, Lezuri stood out as a blazing beacon within the silver. Urban followed that beacon, down and down into the Cauldron’s alien dimensions.


    From Lezuri, a moment of surprise as Urban instantiated, his presence generating a parallel reality. They existed as separate beings within the same space, but only for a minuscule interval. The unstable geometry of their dueling realities collapsed. Their definitions crossed over, blending one into the other.


    Lezuri embraced the shift, while Urban recoiled, hating the intimacy. His hate bled through. Other emotions, and memories too, passed between them. A bi-directional flow. Urban felt himself immersed in Lezuri’s curiosity, in his crushing presence—and he was not equal to it. To stay in the Cauldron meant losing himself, losing control, becoming a puppet or pet or prisoner to Lezuri.


    He resisted, but he did not retreat. He clung to his purpose: The missile field.


    He had come to discover some means to neutralize the danger those missiles posed to Griffin. In that shared space, the barrier between his mind and Lezuri’s had become indeterminate so that his questioning thought was answered by Lezuri’s fragmented memories.


    So much forgotten!


    This much still known: The missiles were a latter-day addition, grown for the war in the last days before Lezuri’s exile. No means existed to control them from the Cauldron.


    How then? How?


    No answering thought came from Lezuri as a summons seized their joint attention:


    Lezuri, Lezuri. Come, my love.


    A deep compulsion within that call, too strong to resist.


    Their tangled thoughts ravel, part, become separate again.


    One goes. One remains.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    ELEVENTH

  


  
    She calls to you from out of the past, fierce and strong. An intrusion upwelling through layers of time, bursting whole into the world. No more whispers, no more fragile web of consciousness.


    Raw terror transits across your distributed mind. Her ruthlessness and her reach are well known to you. But you are wonderstruck too, overtaken by the ancient entanglement.


    My love!


    She has called, and you must go to her.


    You abandon the twisted dimensions at the world’s heart.


    You untangle your nascent bonds to Urban. He is a poor substitute for her brightness. You leave him behind, hoping for better, but fearing her restoration is an illusion, a brief echo generated by the immense currents of memory being recycled within the silver, as the past dissolves and the world is readied for a new creation.


    Hurry now.


    Seek the truth.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Lezuri had gone.

  


  
    Urban alone remained in the Cauldron, frayed and vulnerable, stunned at his sudden release, and overwhelmed as the senses of the world—previously shielded by Lezuri’s presence—crashed in on him.


    : blinding sunlight falling over the far north in unnatural intensity.


    : massive thermal columns rising through the atmosphere. The crash of thunder, the howl of gale winds.


    : plumes of silver rising from deep within the crust of the world, a region beyond the reach of even his senses, to flood the artificial night, capturing memories of forests, meadows, peaks, streams, austere desert, and all the life that occupied those places, plant and animal and microbial denizens, all swiftly rewritten into data.


    He groped for some way to regulate the silver flood, but could find no means from within the Cauldron. The flood was a phenomenon of surface and crust, and his explorations were leading him to conclude those outer zones were separate systems from the core, operating in parallel.


    The Cauldron must have been created in the initial phase of the ring’s construction, used to organize the world’s mass, set its rotation, and lock it into its orbit. With that done, its role would have been over. Lezuri likely abandoned it, shifting his focus to the planetary surface. Maybe he had even forgotten the Cauldron existed, until Urban reminded him.


    A wave of anger tangled up with frustration propagated through the pattern that defined him, but anger could not help him in the Cauldron. He let it go, turning his mind to the next essential task: undoing the damage he’d caused by luring Lezuri there.


    He steeled himself and sank into the alien dimensions, down and down into the dizzying, disorienting, crushing curvatures, seeking a means to affect the tilt of the world so that he could return it to its proper orientation.


    With no physical avatar to distract him this time, he was able to hold himself aloof long enough to perceive the gravitational topography of Verilotus as it existed within the local system. That topography was not entirely stable. Far away, he sensed a disturbance. Something in motion. It was just a faint trace on the edge of his perception, but it commanded his attention because it was Griffin’s signature. It had to be.


    Almost painful, to imagine Clemantine out there, so close yet still unreachable. Had she come seeking reunion or retribution or just an explanation? No way to know.


    He wondered if she still kept separate versions of herself, her more human aspect riding Dragon’s neural bridge, her Chenzeme-hardened counterpart commanding Griffin.


    Riffan might know, but there was no way now to ask him.


    In the midst of these swirling thoughts, a second gravitational anomaly intruded on his senses. In dismay, he recognized it as the signature of another ship, stronger than the first and far closer.


    No, please.


    A quiet, desperate prayer, offered up to the Unknown God. But prayer could not change what already was: two large ships, present in the local system, one braking hard, the other still distant, taking a more cautious approach.


    Why?


    Why had she ignored all their warnings and risked both coursers? Did she believe herself safe behind dual Chenzeme guns?


    She was not safe.


    There had not been time enough for the Engineer’s scheme to neutralize the missiles, and Urban had no means to command them.
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    I thought I would know when the god drew near, that I would sense his imminent presence. But I did not. He was simply there. I first glimpsed him on the periphery of my vision as he stepped from the looming wall of silver surrounding the mound of screaming ruins. Silver tendrils trailed behind him, releasing him only reluctantly.

  


  
    Gazing down at him, I was struck by how closely he resembled Yaphet. They shared the same height, the same light build, the same beloved face. Still, there was no question in my mind of who and what he was. His black hair was short, as Yaphet’s had never been. But more than that, the artificial fineness of his complexion set him apart, along with the proud manner of his walk, his ostentatious clothing, and the malevolent gaze he fixed on me.


    “You are the avatar,” he said, distaste and disappointment coloring a voice that carried easily despite the vague, murmuring white noise of the silver. “While she is still a ghost.”


    That was truth. I stood exposed, no longer hidden within the presence of that magnificent being I’d envisioned. Her appearance must have been an illusion from the start, an artifact she’d placed within my mind to deceive Lezuri and draw him in.


    Even so, she was not gone. Her presence formed a scaffolding within me, securing me to my purpose.


    “I am the avatar,” I affirmed.


    In my pocket, my shaking fingers gripped the needle gun. But he stood too far away for me to be sure of the shot.


    “Does she speak through you?” he asked, cocking his head, dark brows drawn together in an expression that was all Yaphet.


    I shivered at the uncanny similarity, offended by it because he was not Yaphet and I did not want to see Yaphet in him. I knew what he had done, and what he still meant to do.


    Riffan had counseled me: Don’t assume he’s intractable. Talk to him.


    The deep fierce beat of my heart counted out passing seconds, and with each second, the flood of silver dissolved ever more of the world.


    Riffan was right. I must talk, but not because I thought I could persuade him to reconsider his course. In truth, I did not want a negotiated truce. I only wanted to finish that task the goddess had set for me, but to do that, I needed to get closer. Talk would occupy the time.


    So I answered him as I made my way down from the mound, my voice steadied by that scaffolding of courage the goddess had constructed within me. I said, “It falls to me to speak for our world.”


    This drew a dismissive wave of his hand. “On that subject there is nothing to say. This world is failed and broken. My players have forgotten their purpose.”


    I paused when my weight set a curved fragment rocking beneath my feet. Balanced there, I asked him, “What purpose did you intend for us when you placed us on this world?”


    His eyes narrowed in cold suspicion. “Is that her question? Does she speak through you?”


    I took more careful steps down as I answered him. “It is my question: What purpose did you intend for us?”


    “For you, nothing. I did not place you on this world. You are her creation. All those others though, they asked to come here and so I brought them. They are the true players. They came to learn and to grow, here in the crucible of Verilotus.”


    “And so we have,” I said, rejecting his attempt to separate me from my people. “Our history extends over thousands of years and if we have forgotten much of it, that is only a reflection of the challenges faced when the silver rises up to consume the past. I have seen evidence of past terrors, of times when the silver failed to rise, and players starved, and terrible wars ensued. And other times when the silver nearly drowned the world. But we have survived through it all and made this world our world. Not hers. Not yours. Ours.”


    He scoffed: “Survival is a low measure, little avatar. My players were meant for far more. They came here to be challenged, to contend against a hostile world and one another, and to grow into ever greater beings—but what is left of them? Most exist only as memories within the silver. I have inventoried the game. Only six thousand two hundred forty-three still play.”


    I stepped onto another loose fragment and nearly lost my balance. A gasp, a swift crouch to save myself from falling. In my dark contemplations I’d guessed only a few thousand players remained in the world, and still it shocked me to hear it confirmed. It took away the comfort of hoping I might be wrong. Even so, I rose to the defense. Standing again, I gestured at the silver around us. “Only four years ago we faced a flood like this one—”


    “And of those millions who succumbed, none knew how to survive the inundation? After so many lifetimes, none had gained even that basic skill?”


    Shame flushed hot in my cheeks. He was right. Despite our deep past, only lately had we begun to grasp a means to manipulate the silver.


    “How could we learn?” I asked him. “When the ha was not awake until these past few years?”


    “You are the avatar. Ask her why she hid this knowledge for so very long.”


    I already knew why. “She did not understand. She was wounded, dreaming . . .” I hesitated before saying it aloud. “Mad.”


    From him, a soft, cold laugh.


    I reached the bottom of the mound and stepped out onto the Cenotaph’s restless floor. It felt spongy, enlivened, as if a swarm of tiny vortices churned beneath my feet.


    He came to meet me. My hand returned to my pocket and I gripped the needle gun.


    We faced each other, hardly an arm’s length apart. So close, I could see the fine detail of his eyes. They were Yaphet’s eyes. My fingers had traced every curve of his handsome, fine-featured face. And the faint scent of him, with its startling familiarity, caused my heart to lurch. The body speaks its own language and mine recognized him, knew him. Cherished him.


    He was Yaphet.


    Not true.


    Not true.


    It felt true.


    He must have understood this. He looked me over with a possessive eye, as if to take my measure, to gauge my potential. I sensed no caution in him, no concern over my presence. No suspicion I might do him harm. After all, I was only the little avatar.


    In my mind, there arose a thought that was not my own: Now. Do it now.


    My grip on the needle gun tightened, but I did not pull it out.


    “We survived her madness,” I told him, my voice softer, the courage she’d given me fading in his presence. “We lived through it. A different crucible from the world you imagined, but cruel enough to teach us how much better it is to work for the good of all, than to be pitted against one another.”


    An indulgent smile. “You can say that because you have no understanding of the ruthless beings who exist beyond this world. Every creation must be defended, my love. You know this. She knows this. Strike first. Take or be taken. Now I am here, I will see my players live again and enter the great game. They will grow in skill, power, and wisdom, and in time, they will fulfill all their formidable potential.”


    “But to what end?” I pressed, pleading for an explanation, for I truly did not understand.


    “To be worthy of me. To become my retainers—capable of defending this star system against any outside power—and to become my governors when I expand into other star systems.”


    “You want more than this?” I asked him. I meant to gesture, to take in the landscape, but all around us there was only a circular wall of silver, rising far above our heads. “How could you need more than this beautiful world?”


    “You are a naïve creature and endearing for that, but know that it is not for me. All that I do is for my players. For their advancement, for their security. And there is no security without mastery.”


    “I think you are wrong.”


    I wanted to use the needle gun, but with my senses so confused by his proximity, I could not.


    So I began to edge away, one small step and another, hoping distance would break the lock he held on me. And I talked, making a heartfelt argument. “What the crucible of this world teaches is that there is no security. There is no knowing when the silver will rise to redefine our world, or fail to rise, forcing us to seek a new way to live. We’ve survived only because we help each other.”


    The glint of amusement in his fine dark eyes vexed me so much that I halted my retreat. Riffan had pleaded with me to talk to him, to persuade him. I had tried, and he had rejected all my arguments, but I had one more still to make.


    “I think in your mind you are still fighting a war that ended long ago. It’s true I have no idea what lies beyond this world, but then, neither do you. Not anymore. This world has changed beyond your reckoning, and given what I’ve learned from Urban, I think the worlds out there have changed too, become something different, something better than what you remember.”


    A cold breeze pushed against my back, laden with the fresh scent of silver. I felt my head begin to clear. I turned half away from him to look up at the high mound. “Here we stand beside the shards of her celestial mind. She was your lover, your ally, your rival.” I turned back to him. “It’s true, isn’t it?”


    A cautious nod.


    “Yet you tried to kill her.”


    “She struck first! She destroyed me!”


    His sudden wrath took my breath away. Just as in the old stories, an angry, jealous god.


    Do it, she whispered. Now.


    I wanted to, but the spell of his familiarity still protected him.


    I spoke cautiously. “However it went, it’s done now. And you and she both failed. The crucible you imagine would only lead to more of the same violent rivalry, the same inevitable doom. Try a different path this time. What a gamble it would be for you to trust us, your players. To give us time to learn and grow in this beautiful world—and not to cast us into this darkness and call the silver to dissolve everything we love. Do you have the courage for it? Do you have the courage to seek peace with those unknown players inhabiting worlds of their own around other stars?”


    He sighed, shaking his head. Neither angry nor offended. Just disappointed, as if he’d hoped for better from me. “She does not speak through you,” he decided. “She would never contemplate peace with those other entities who escaped the Swarm. Still, I will keep you with me. You will learn—”


    He broke off, looking up at the strange stars visible in the sky of that false night. He stood frozen in that position as many seconds passed.


    I heard a faint rumble, and held my breath to listen. Moments later, a long, rolling stampede of thunder shook the air, shook my bones, shook the enlivened ground on which I stood.
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    Riffan yelped and Jolly cried out as the flying machine shuddered and plunged many meters. The wing’s frame flexed and the taut surface of the cloth hummed.

  


  
    Yaphet shouted a frustrated reminder to Jolly: “Keep the silver away!”


    “Sorry!” Jolly called out.


    On the leading edge of the wing, a lacy glimmer Riffan had hardly been aware of separated and vanished behind them as the flying machine fought its way north.


    “Are we going to crash?” Jolly yelled.


    Riffan wondered the same thing, but he had not dared to ask. Yaphet’s shouted answer did nothing to reassure him: “I hope not!”


    The wind had risen, but not in a steady gale. Gusts hammered the wings, an onslaught mostly out of the north but shifting unpredictably as they descended past the missile field.


    Driven by the wind, a deep bank of silver had gathered at the base of the foothills, leaving only a shallow sea in the desert beyond. Long, rugged ridges rose in silhouette above the luminous flood.


    The flying machine dropped again, shuddered, raced forward, and then almost stalled. “Deep silver!” Yaphet swore, sending them into another dive to recover their speed.


    Riffan risked a glance back at the missile field. It looked the same as ever, untouched by the silver or the fierce howl of the wind.


    He looked ahead, north to the Cenotaph.


    Verilotus’s torus shape meant the curve of the world was far greater north to south than east to west, making for short northern and southern horizons. Even from their present altitude—Riffan guessed them to be seven or eight hundred meters above the desert floor—he could see only as far as the nearest rim of the Cenotaph. It stood out against the stars like a great cliff at the edge of the world.


    He watched those stars, willing them to move south. He strained to see a hint of daylight on the northern horizon, something to indicate Urban had taken back control of the Cauldron, but he could make out no such comforting sign.


    The edge of the world grew closer, and closer still, as the flying machine slowly descended through the cold, cold air—and then they swept past the Cenotaph’s southern rim. The land fell away. Riffan looked down into the great impact crater. Silver whirlpools filled its floor, vortices tens of meters across. They crowded against each other as they spun within the current of a larger gyre that spanned the broad basin.


    His initial despairing thought: Nowhere to land!


    But then, beyond the crest of a swell in the slow-moving gyre, far offset from the center, he sighted a dark eye. “Do you see that?” he shouted, gesturing with one hand.


    “The ruins of the goddess are there,” Jolly cried. “Or somewhere near there.”


    Yaphet nodded, his stony expression unchanged, but he put the flying machine into a steep bank, turning them toward the dark eye.


    Riffan used the opportunity to look south again, toward the missile field—and gasped. A hundred—two hundred? No. More than that. Several hundred columns of fire were rising from widely scattered points across the long dark span of the missile field. Horror seized him, knowing their gambit had failed. The Makers they’d dropped had not had nearly enough time to denature all of the missiles’ chemical fuel.


    And now Lezuri had launched his next attack, a massive salvo, with Griffin surely the intended target.


    The Engineer had warned this might happen. Riffan remembered a dark-humored catch in his voice when he’d said, *There will be nothing to see—unless a rocket attempts to launch. You need to be done with the distribution and far away before then.


    Riffan felt his scalp contract in terror. His hair stood on end.


    “Take us down!” he yelled at Yaphet just as the low roar of the launching rockets finally reached his ears. “Down below the rim of the Cenotaph! Now!”


    Yaphet asked no questions, the tone of Riffan’s voice enough to convince him. He pitched the nose of the flying machine down and they plummeted. Riffan gripped the cargo basket with aching fingers, eyes wide, hardly daring to breathe.


    They dropped below the south rim. The rumble of the rockets dropped by half.


    “What is it?” Yaphet yelled. “What’s happening?”


    A thunderous roar stole Riffan’s chance to answer. The crater walls shook and in places gave way, landslides sluicing down into the gyre, tumbling stone adding to the cacophony of noise.


    “I think the missile field just blew up!” Riffan shouted.


    Neither Yaphet nor Jolly could hear him.


    He twisted around, looking up past the wing in time to glimpse an immense host of fiery rocket trails climbing through the night sky, setting the atmosphere aglow around them.


    The blast had come too late.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    From within the Cauldron, Urban felt the burn and vibration of the igniting missiles. He saw them rise out of the darkness of the City of Glass. Shock swept through the data pattern that defined him, bringing with it a false, analytical calm.

  


  
    Three hundred ninety-seven missiles had launched. Just a small swarm. A minor fraction of the thousands of towers populating the foothills.


    Had Lezuri chosen that number? Or were these the only ones capable of flight? Critical questions, that vanished in the heat of a massive explosion. Urban felt it rip through him. A long burning gash in the network of silver, fragmented memories evaporating in the conflagration.


    He saw it too: the entire line of foothills erupting in fire beneath the missile field, thousands of remaining towers thrown out of balance, leaning, fracturing, tumbling, many of them collapsing in on themselves and vanishing, their exits from the world announced by thunderclaps of inrushing air, others falling into the heaving ground as it collapsed beneath them.


    From his slow-time post within the Cauldron, the missiles appeared to rise through the atmosphere with uncanny speed.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    “What have you done?” I cried over an incessant thunder.

  


  
    The spongy ground of the Cenotaph’s floor boiled and rippled beneath my feet. I fought for balance, while Lezuri stood in perfect stillness on an island of calm ground. He still looked up at the night sky. He did not blink or sigh or twitch or swallow or even seem to breathe, appearing as an empty shell, the gleam of the silver reflected in his dark, unmoving eyes.


    Now! Do it now!


    Her thought or mine? It didn’t matter.


    I drew the needle gun. But I feared I would miss, given the turbulence of my footing. I staggered closer to him, and as I did the Cenotaph’s seething floor subsided into calm. I gasped, relieved to be on stable ground, but fearful Lezuri would turn his head and see me armed against him.


    He did not.


    He made no move, but now a golden light from overhead warmed his upturned face.


    I could not help myself. I had to know.


    I followed that fixed gaze upward to an atmosphere set aglow by hundreds of downward pointing flames, each topped by a slim black column that vaguely mirrored the fiery glow. I had never before seen anything like that unworldly sight, but I knew what it was—and that I had waited too long.


    I could think of only one thing to do. I steadied my footing and aimed the needle gun at his chest, bracing it with two hands. “Call them back!” I commanded. “Call the missiles back, or I will wipe you from the memory of this world.”


    He snapped out of his reverie and turned to look at me, brow wrinkled in a puzzled expression so like Yaphet I knew I could not meet his gaze and still pull the trigger.


    So I averted my eyes.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban had no direct control over the salvo of missiles leaving the planetary atmosphere, but from within the disorienting alien dimensions of the Cauldron he had a means to control the gravitational topography through which they must pass.

  


  
    Riffan had said the inner satellite slipped its orbit when the planetary gravitational field shifted. Urban dared to hope the missiles’ guidance systems could be disrupted too.


    He narrowed the scope of his planetary senses, focusing only on the geometry of the gravitational forces that allowed the Blade to exist and that held Verilotus pinned in place at its center. The Cauldron translated those lines of force so that he perceived them as if they were him, as if this world, this ring system bordered by the Blade, had become his avatar.


    He turned—slowly, slowly—virtual motion made real by the Blade. He sensed its luminous surface brightening with an immense influx of energy drawn from elsewhere, from another creation, as it rotated, increasing the angle of its tilt. Locked at its center, Verilotus turned with it, although from the perspective of anyone on the world, it was the sky that moved.


    Urban did not return the world to its original orientation. Instead, he steadily increased its tilt. It reached a full ninety degrees from its original orientation and for a moment, the ring-shaped world hung vertical to the sun.


    Urban did not stop there. He meant to turn the world all the way over and take the salvo of missiles with him if he could.


    As the geometric north pole swept south, he extended his senses, seeking the missiles—and realized he possessed an awareness of them. He perceived them in the same way he perceived the sun’s light moving across the planetary surface, and the flowing currents of silver beneath the crust, because the missiles were entangled with this world.


    That circumstance made them easy to find, easy to follow, easy to sense the moment their chemical propulsion gave out. They continued to accelerate anyway. To his frustration, he could not perceive—or maybe he could not comprehend—the mechanism they used. He did sense their disorientation as they were carried along in the slow tumble of Verilotus’s artificial gravitational field, much as he’d sensed the moods of Dragon’s philosopher cells. This observation triggered a question: What form of mind guides them?


    He strove to find a way to get inside what he assumed to be a kind of mechanical intelligence embedded in one of the missiles, but it rejected his efforts and cut him off from further contact. He shifted focus to another missile, but its guiding mind rejected him too. He tried several more. None allowed him in, and he could discover no vulnerabilities.


    Aboard Dragon, on that long-ago day before everything fell apart, Lezuri had given him a needle, claiming it contained a library of everything he knew. All Urban had to do to win that knowledge was to figure out a way to open the needle. But there had been no way for him to get inside.


    This was the same.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    When Riffan’s consciousness switched on, the memories of his visit to Verilotus were already integrated into the mind of his newly awakened ghost. With rising excitement, he understood that his submind had successfully transited to . . .

  


  
    He queried the featureless environment of the archive that contained him. *Where am I? Please confirm this is Griffin!


    He expected a DI to answer, but to his surprise, he heard Clemantine’s icy voice. *It is Griffin. I want to see you in the library. Now.


    Riffan transited, instantiating in the library in an imitation of physical form. Clemantine awaited him, flanked by all six of the Apparatchiks, each contained within a frameless window.


    “Report,” she said. “Is Urban alive?”


    “I don’t know,” Riffan admitted. “He was alive. I hope he is still, but what matters now is the fleet. You shouldn’t be here. Didn’t you get our warning?”


    “Oh, yes. I received it and I observed the explosion that took Artemis. The outrider had no means to defend itself, but I have two coursers at my command—”


    “Corruption and chaos! Tell me you didn’t bring Dragon, too?”


    “It was the consensus of the ship’s company that we should pursue Lezuri. You know that.”


    Riffan clenched his fists in frustration. “That was before, when he was weak. Now he commands weapons of a kind we don’t understand—missiles that operate on a physics we do not comprehend.”


    “If they are launched at us, we’ll destroy them before they get close.”


    “You can’t destroy them all,” Riffan insisted, desperate to persuade her. “There are potentially thousands of them. Griffin cannot sustain the firepower needed to defend against a large salvo. Even Dragon cannot.”


    Doubt intruded on her stern expression. Her brows knit, suggesting a recalculation of the odds. Had he gotten through at last?


    After a few seconds she said, “The simplest tactic is to destroy the planet before a weapon can be launched.”


    Not the direction he had meant this conversation to go. Was she challenging him? That must be it. She must have said it to gauge his reaction. “You won’t do that,” he decided, waving off the threat. “Urban is there.”


    “If he’s still alive.”


    “Yes, if. But there are other people too, as human as we are, with a history that goes back thousands of years. It’s a beautiful world, Clemantine. As fine as our ancestral world of Heyertori. And I know you won’t destroy it the way Heyertori was destroyed. You can’t, because we are not Chenzeme.”


    She grimaced in frustration, but conceded the truth of this: “Sooth.”


    “Stand off,” Riffan advised. “Stay away. We found a means to prevent the missiles from launching, but time is needed for it to take—”


    She raised her hand for silence, her gaze detached as if listening to a private channel—but the Astronomer spoke aloud: “Verilotus is re-orienting again and the luminous outer ring is rolling over with it.”


    He announced this with an air of acute frustration, but for Riffan the news brought an explosion of hope. “Is it returning to its earlier orientation?” he asked.


    “How is it possible to shift its orientation at all?” the Engineer demanded. “The amount of energy required to set that much mass in motion and then to stop it again . . . it’s absurd! The planet should have shattered from the force of it.”


    “Yes!” Riffan happily agreed. “It is absurd. But if the world is returning to its original orientation, then it’s Urban who’s doing it. He must have beaten Lezuri, pushed him out of the underworld—”


    “It’s not reversing,” the Astronomer interrupted. “It’s resuming its earlier rotation.”


    “Launch plumes detected,” the Pilot announced in a coldly detached voice. “Spectral signature indicates multiple chemical rocket boosters exiting the upper atmosphere . . . at improbable velocities.”
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    I held the needle gun aimed at Lezuri’s chest. No more than four feet between us.

  


  
    “You can’t hurt me,” he advised in a gentle voice devoid of fear. “This is only an avatar.”


    “It is all I need.” My own voice, made hoarse and broken by my growing dread. I feared I would fail to convince him, and I loathed the certainty that I would pull the trigger whether he called off the flight of missiles or not. I hated my duplicity, the implication that I would not act if he cooperated.


    But he would not cooperate because he did not believe I could do him harm.


    “Call off the missiles,” I commanded him again.


    “No, my love. I will not. It is my duty to defend this system. It is your duty too.” His left hand closed into a fist. “Strike first! Take without hesitation or be taken. That is the credo that allowed us both to escape the Swarm. You have forgotten, but I have not.”


    “That is the credo that destroyed the Swarm, and that destroyed us, in the end.”


    These words were spoken with my mouth, but they were not mine. She spoke them. As her vaporous presence flooded my mind, her awareness became mine, so that I saw what she saw. Within the silver, she had reassembled herself around him. Chains of entangled silver linked her remnant memories to the far-reaching pattern that constituted Lezuri.


    In my voice she spoke to him, saying, “We changed our world, my love, but not our philosophy, and through that failure we have succumbed to Oblivion after all.”


    In his gaze—at last—a glint of concern.


    I flinched as I sensed a strong current within the silver. A moment later, the looming wall behind Lezuri sagged, spilling a mass of silver out from its base in a fast-flowing tongue as tall as him. He meant for it to flow over him and draw his avatar back into safety.


    Too late for that.


    I had failed to persuade Lezuri to stop the missiles, but I would at least complete this last task the goddess had entrusted to me. She had brought life and beauty to the world, and she had tried to defend her exquisite creation against Lezuri, and I loved her for that.


    Now, she whispered, and I squeezed the trigger.


    A swarm of fine white needles, neatly spaced, pierced his avatar’s chest, their shafts reflecting glints of silvery light. He turned away from me, and as he did, I fired again, my final round. A second cluster of needles struck him in the left half of his face.


    Vaporous threads of silver leaked from him around the point of every needle. And then the silver within him ignited, enfolding his avatar in incandescent white fire.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    “Look!” Jolly shouted. “It’s happening again. The stars are moving!”

  


  
    From his cold perch in the cargo basket, Riffan had been peering at the flood of silver swirling around the Cenotaph’s floor, small gyres turning within the greater current.


    Yaphet had kept the flying machine close to the sheltering southern wall during a brief rain of cinder and wind-spun glass—fallout from the massive explosion. Now, as they crossed the Cenotaph, they were accompanied by an eerie, high-pitched buzzing chorus—the voice of the wind as it passed over seven finger-sized holes punched in the wing cloth.


    Ahead, the luminous current welled up as it approached the dark eye that marked the ruins of the goddess, splitting as it passed around that point.


    At Jolly’s shout, Riffan raised his gaze. The Bow of Heaven dominated the night sky, blazing in a brilliant white arc that spanned the firmament from east to west. Its light washed out the fainter stars, but those that could be seen were on the move behind it, soaring north in a stately migration.


    “Deep silver!” Yaphet swore. “Look ahead. What is that?”


    Riffan looked, to see a thin whirlwind of white fire dancing within the gyre’s dark eye. He had no idea what it was, no way to explain it. A sense of dissociation washed over him. He had to wonder: Was any of this real?


    Jolly didn’t share his existential doubts. “Go there!” he shouted, his sharp voice cutting past Riffan’s confusion, refocusing him. “That’s the deletion kobold. Go there, and we’ll find Jubilee.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I dropped the empty needle gun and fled, sprinting hard around the foot of the mound, striving to put as much distance as I could between me and what I had done.

  


  
    By using the needle gun I had turned a key, initiating the disintegration of Lezuri. The immolation of the avatar was only the first stage in a chain reaction that would draw in, link by link, the vast pattern of silver that defined his conscious mind.


    Hundreds of silver tendrils had already broken from the base of the high walls surrounding us. Within seconds they shot across the Cenotaph’s spongy floor, joining each other to form larger and larger conduits, all racing to meet the fierce white blaze behind me. The light had grown so bright, I chased my hard-edged shadow. And the white fire called after me with a host of voices—distant, vague, dissatisfied—a murmuring crowd growing gradually aware that something had gone terribly wrong.


    I meant to circle the mound, take shelter behind it, and fend off the silver until the white fire was done. But with each step the already-spongy ground grew softer. My boots sank deeper. I had to pull my feet free as if from fine slick mud, an effort that slowed my retreat and sabotaged my balance.


    I stumbled, catching myself with one hand against the dissolving ground. Dancing sparks of ha blazed against the back of that hand and, to my shock, each spark trailed a misty tendril. I’d never seen such a thing before. A fresh tide of fear coursed through me. All I wanted was to escape.


    But as I stood up, all around me, a thin vapor of silver condensed out of the air. I tried to push it away, but between one frantic breath and the next, the tendrils still trailing from my hands melded with the vaporous silver and then I was part of it, swallowed up by it, transformed—but not into that fierce world-striding spirit I had been when the goddess rode with me to the Cenotaph.


    All sense of physical existence faded away. I was a mote of awareness in a sea of memory, a ghost within the silver. I felt myself unwind, become something fluid and far-reaching . . . only slowly understanding that not all of me was me. I was tangled up with others. The ha linked me to Yaphet. I sensed his fear and determination and the ache in his chest, his strong artisan’s hands clenched around the controls of his flying machine. And through the ha, I became Jolly too, leaning dangerously over the rim of the cargo basket seeking some sign of me around the mound of ruins—but I was not there.


    I existed within the silver, an entity without clear boundaries, infiltrated by remnant memories of the goddess, and through her, in a chain of connection unhindered by distance, I found myself tangled up with Lezuri too.


    He sensed me in turn, even as the white fire continued its assault on the massive, disparate structure of his mind and memories. Fading desperation and a vow of retribution shared among all our wounded minds: If he must go down, she would disappear with him—and me as well.


    He hardened his links to her. He meant for the disintegration that consumed him to cross those links and spread to her, and from her, to me. And would it then leap from me, across the bridge of the ha, to Yaphet and Jolly? And to Urban too? I had traded ha with Urban. We were linked: a thought that led me to perceive him within the silver, a distant entity, unaware of me as the chains of Lezuri’s malice dragged me down into a turmoil of memory.


    This was Lezuri’s memory. Chaotic and broken, unshackled from conscious organization, yet still loosely linked in a vast web, with hundreds of glinting specks of white fire alive within it.


    Frantically, I pushed, and with that familiar gesture of will I made a space for myself within Lezuri’s hollowed-out mind. But I still felt his presence across the bridge of the ha. And as the white fire burned closer, I knew that in moments it would leap the space between us—and I would be gone.


    My thoughts swirled and squirmed. I wanted desperately to live. I wanted to see Yaphet again. To see my mother, and Jolly, and my other brothers and sisters. I wanted to see my world again—our beautiful world—and I wanted a chance to understand it, and to explore the potential of the silver now that I’d taken the first steps.


    Lezuri in his dying had forged the links to deny all that to me.


    As I understood this, a righteous fury rose up within me. It welled from my deepest memories, from all the turbulent centuries of my past lives, empowering my will as I cried out in defiance, No!


    The shockwave of my intention exploded across the links that chained me to the last fragments of the monster’s conscious mind. The force of it snapped those links, extinguishing our shared ha just as the white fire tried to cross.


    I recoiled, striving to make myself small, to grow the distance between me and the sparks that still burned all around me like a sphere of stars. I needn’t have worried. With the links gone, the sparks could not reach me. And in time, each one burned out.


    Yet I was not free. The web of Lezuri’s memory still surrounded me. It weighed on me. If I gave in for a moment, I felt it would enfold me and reorganize around the kernel of my mind.


    I did not give in.


    Neither did I know how to get away.
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    “Our task is to eliminate three hundred ninety-seven targets.”

  


  
    Clemantine spoke swiftly, her voice stern. Assembled around her in Griffin’s library was her council of Apparatchiks. She scanned their somber faces. Last of all, she looked at Riffan. “It will take some time.”


    “Agreed,” he said, not flinching from her gaze. “And it’s a task we need to do alone.”


    Griffin had already passed through the outer reaches of the star system, dumping velocity at a furious rate. Dragon trailed well behind, decelerating far more slowly, the fragility of its human passengers and its gee-deck limiting the maneuvers it could undertake.


    “Message Dragon,” Riffan insisted. “Direct your counterpart to skim the edge of the system. Do not let it come in. You know I’m going to argue for caution when I get there. Back me up.”


    Clemantine had directed him to send a submind to Dragon, both to preserve his memories of Verilotus for a little longer and because his knowledge would be useful to her other self. But she did not agree with him that caution was a viable option.


    “Those missiles are testament that Lezuri knows I’m here,” she said. “Given that he was able to detect my presence, he’ll pick up Dragon’s signal too, before I can get a message out there. That means Dragon is already a target. So unless there is a reason to believe the missiles’ area of operation is limited to the inner system, Dragon might as well come in, and engage.”


    A submind cycled in from the high bridge, bringing with it the frustration she felt as she tracked the location of her companion courser through Chenzeme senses. She needed Dragon’s help. Its gamma-ray gun could destroy a target even at such a distance, but the position of that target had to be predictable ahead of the light-speed delay—and that was not the case with any of the three hundred ninety-seven missiles.


    Help from Dragon would come too late.


    Riffan was right: It was up to Griffin to take on the missile salvo first, absorbing the brunt of the attack, thinning the ranks of the deadly devices, leaving it to Dragon to finish up, and to find Urban, if he was still alive. It did not seem likely this version of her would survive to learn the final outcome.


    If so, so be it.


    But Riffan continued to argue. “You’re basing this strategy on the unproven assumption that no more missiles will launch.”


    “I think there’s proof enough.”


    The telescopes had picked up a heat signature all across the planetary missile field, indicating a massive pyrotechnic event. Between that and Riffan’s attempt to sabotage the chemical rocket fuel, Clemantine judged it unlikely any viable weapons remained in reserve.


    She turned to the Pilot, his faceless silhouette unmoving within his frameless window. “I want to start as soon as you can lock down a target calculation,” she told him.


    Riffan objected again. “You can’t fire on the missiles while they’re in the vicinity of Verilotus. If you cause them to explode, the force they unleash could consume the planet.”


    “It can’t be done anyway!” the Pilot snapped, twitching back to life. “There is no way to calculate the trajectories of the missiles. We don’t know enough to do it. We have no knowledge of the parameters of their propulsion system, so we can’t predict how they will be affected by the reorientation of the planet or what paths they will take to escape the planetary gravity well.”


    No one doubted the missiles would soon escape Verilotus—Riffan had described in detail the behavior of the trio that pursued Artemis—but the ongoing shift in the world’s orientation had forced the missiles to visibly adjust course, slowing their separation.


    “The Pilot is correct,” the Astronomer affirmed. “We possess insufficient data to determine a target.”


    “Then let’s draw them off,” Clemantine decided. “Insert us into an elliptical orbit around the star. When they line up behind us, we’ll take them . . . as many as we can.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan peered down over the rim of the cargo basket as the flying machine circled above the dark eye in the gyre of silver.

  


  
    Jolly had been right: The eye was anchored by the mound of ruins. The low hill was centered at the narrow base of a funnel-shaped hollow held open somehow within the massive flow of silver. All around the foot of the hill, carpeting the ground, was a network of silver tendrils. Around the perimeter, the tendrils were finely branched. But they joined into larger and larger conduits as they converged on the whirling pillar of white light that Jolly claimed to be the signature of the deletion kobold.


    “Where is Jubilee?” Yaphet called out. “I can’t see her.”


    Riffan couldn’t see her either. He feared the worst, but tried to be hopeful. “Maybe she’s found a place to hide within the mound.” He leaned over the basket rim and yelled as loudly as he could, “Jubilee! Jubilee!” But she didn’t emerge.


    “She’s gone into the silver,” Jolly concluded. “We need to land, then I can use the ha to find her.”


    “There’s no room to land here,” Yaphet objected. “We have to find someplace else. We can’t fly forever.”


    Despite this proclamation, he kept the flying machine circling. Another round, and another.


    Riffan glanced up at the sky, hoping for a hint of dawn, but he saw only the stars in their steady northern migration. How long could it go on? Surely the sun must rise soon and drive back this flood of silver?


    He looked down again. “The whirlwind is fading,” he realized. “And look! The silver is flowing in, filling the eye!”


    Yaphet pushed the nose of the flying machine abruptly down. Jolly yelled in alarm. Riffan gasped and grabbed the basket rim. They soared past the last dissipating remnant of the whirlwind, skimming just above the silver current. Yaphet leaned over the side of the pilot’s cradle and bellowed into the eye: “Jubilee! Jubilee, if you’re here, come out!”


    Riffan yelled too, and Jolly joined in. A brief chorus that fell silent as the mound disappeared and the silver rose, filling in the eye.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    A tentative, cautiously proffered contact reached me through the swaddling shell of Lezuri’s hollowed-out mind. I perceived it as the brightening of an existing connection within the amorphous network that was me. The meaning of it was a simple, confused, Hello?

  


  
    Joy and relief flooded me as I sensed Urban on the other side. I was no longer alone. Hello, hello, hello! My enthusiasm reinforced the connection, elevating it to a beacon that I could follow out of the wreckage of memory that contained me. I focused all my will on that objective, reaching out to Urban—but he blocked me with a hard No! followed by a wordless question: Are you her?


    He meant the goddess.


    My temper surged before I could contain it, singeing the connection between us. I thought he would cut me off. Instead, my outburst burned away his doubt.


    Jubilee?


    In our brief relationship, he had become familiar with my prickly temper.


    Let me through! I demanded.


    From him, a flush of embarrassment.


    And then the way opened.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Long ago—or was it only yesterday?—Urban had stood in the grotto, probing his connection to the silver.

  


  
    Resonance at a distance, the Engineer had speculated. Entanglement. Bridged subdimensions.


    Now a resonant connection existed between him and Jubilee. She followed it—a ghost within the silver, a current of intention—straight into the twisted, crushing geometry of the Cauldron’s alien dimensions. For a moment, they existed there together in parallel realities.


    He shared with her a brief thought: Come with me.


    Then he retreated, abandoning his post in the Cauldron before the boundary between their definitions could collapse. He envisioned friendly dimensions forming around him. Added detail: The little room in the underworld where he and Jolly had first emerged together from the silver. His avatar there, stepping free of the luminous cloud that had shaped him. Shoulders rising as he filled his lungs. The joy and relief of existence.


    Within his atrium, the Engineer startled to life. *Again, time has passed.


    *I’ll fill you in later.


    He turned to meet Jubilee as she stepped out of the silver in the stairwell, her dark eyes wide with shock.


    “You’ve left the Cauldron, right?” he asked her.


    “The what?”


    “That place we just left. You’re not still there, are you?”


    “What? How can I be there, if I’m here?”


    “Okay, then.” He split his existence, letting his mind slide back into the Cauldron. “I had to be sure, because there wasn’t room for both of us there.”


    She shook her head as if to dismiss his nonsense. “Is this the underworld?”


    “Yes, that’s what it is.”


    He eyed the silver behind her, his extended senses seeking Lezuri, anticipating his imminent appearance, while from within the Cauldron he watched the missiles divide into dual flights: one set would be thrown at distant Dragon, the other sent in pursuit of Griffin.


    Verilotus’s shifting gravitational field had interfered with their initial launch trajectories. It had taken extra minutes for the missiles to get back on course. He hoped that delay had been helpful to Clemantine as she prepared her defense, but time was running out and there was nothing more he could do to help her. Soon the missiles would be free of all planetary influence and the machine minds guiding them would refine their trajectories.


    “That other place,” Jubilee asked. “The Cauldron?”


    “Yes.”


    “Jolly told us about it. It didn’t feel real. Or it felt like reality, twisted and multiplied . . .”


    “Sooth. I’m back there now. I have to be there, to return the world to its proper orientation. And I promise I’ll do that—if Lezuri doesn’t stop me.”


    “He won’t stop you.” Her tone now cold and sure. “He is finished, and I think he took the lingering remnants of the goddess’s conscious mind with him.”


    “Oh.”


    This news did not bring any joy of victory to Urban. He had wanted to be rid of Lezuri for so long. It was why he’d come to Verilotus. But Lezuri’s death had not stopped the missiles hurtling along their re-calculated paths . . . and who but Lezuri knew how to divert them?


    Jubilee seemed to read his thoughts. “I was too slow,” she confessed quietly. “I didn’t act in time, and the missiles launched. I saw them. Hundreds of them.”


    A soft, sighing, dejected sound from the Engineer. *So there was not enough time to sabotage the fuel . . . not within the missile field’s slow-time bubble.


    “I felt them launch,” Urban said bitterly. “And I was too slow, too.”


    He paced the little room, reliving those moments in the Cauldron when he’d given in, yielded to Lezuri, and their minds had interwoven. “I tried to question him, to understand how he commanded the missiles.” Urban shook his head. “The goddess called him and he was gone before I had an answer.” He paused, turning to look at Jubilee. “Now the answer is gone with him, isn’t it?”


    She looked stricken, her face drawn, her focus turned inward.


    “Maybe not,” she whispered, turning to climb the stairs as if she meant to return to the silver. “I’ll see what I can find.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Light-minutes still separated Griffin from two hundred seventeen missiles hurtling in pursuit. A second swarm, one hundred eighty strong, had diverged toward the outer system and distant Dragon.

  


  
    Griffin’s philosopher cells watched the encroaching threat with malevolent intensity. The ship had already turned over. The bow faced the swarm, and the gamma-ray gun was deployed and ready. The quiet intensity of the cells’ conversation chilled Clemantine as they counseled one another:


    <hold fire - unsecured target>


    <calculating target>


    <hold fire - target unsecured>


    <calculating sequential strikes>


    <securing target>


    <hold>


    <estimating battle duration>


    <mark: energy reserves>


    In human terms, the cells understood they would need to make every shot count.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    When I’d fled the silver, I left behind a vast, sticky, tumultuous web of memory, shorn from Lezuri’s mind. Those memories had tried to congeal around me. I had not allowed that . . . but what if I did? Would I know what Lezuri knew? Would I be able to use that knowledge?

  


  
    I did not know the answer to these questions. But Urban’s people were out there, vulnerable among the stars. I had to try.


    I started to step into the silver, but Urban grabbed my arm, pulled me back. I resisted, but he had gravity on his side and together we half fell, half stumbled down the stairs.


    “What are you doing? Let go of me!” I protested. “If there’s any way to control the missiles, I’ll find it out there.” I gestured at the bank of silver in the stairwell. Quickly, I sketched what had happened to me, and what I had seen and sensed within the silver.


    I thought he would release me, that he would urge me to go at once. What other chance to protect those he loved? But he surprised me. “You don’t have to go,” he said.


    “I do. If I’d acted when I should have, if I’d been smart, bold, ruthless, Lezuri would not have had time to launch the missiles. But I was none of those things.”


    His grip on my arm tightened. “It is not your fault, Jubilee. Don’t ever think that it was. I let Lezuri lure me into his prison-world even when I knew it was a trap. Everything that’s happened since, to my world and to yours, that’s on me.”


    “None of that matters now. Let me go. Let me try. I can help.”


    “I know you can,” he said gently. “I need you to. But this avatar does not need to go. Sit down here on the floor. Focus your mind. Let your mind enter the silver, but let this avatar be your anchor to the world. Be here and there, simultaneously.”


    Of course!


    I understood what he was asking me to do. I had done it before when I first found the remnant memories of the goddess.


    “A dual existence,” I murmured. To exist within the silver and within myself, two minds, like reflections in a mirror, each aware of and a part of the other. From that state I had been able to access the memory of the goddess, and call out the knowledge I sought. I could do it again. The only catch: I would not be visiting the memory of the goddess this time.


    I let Urban guide me to the floor, where I sat cross-legged, my back to the cold stone wall.


    “The missiles are like mechanics,” he told me. “They have minds of their own and they won’t talk to me.”


    I drew a trembling breath and let my mind slide into the silver. The senses of the world washed over me and I realized the sun had begun to rise.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Riffan watched the mountains to the south as Yaphet flew along the perimeter of the Cenotaph, and at first he doubted the evidence of his eyes.

  


  
    Yaphet had predicted the sun would rise soon. He’d gauged the speed of the stars’ steady northern migration and made a calculation in his head, promising it couldn’t be much longer.


    Past peaks eroding under flowing sheets of silver, the sky had already taken on a faint gray twilight glow. At first, Riffan dismissed it as an illusion born of wishful thinking. Then he noticed the stars fading. Moments later, a luminous mist began to steam from the peaks.


    “It’s happening!” he called out. “Yaphet, you were right. That’s dawn light. The sun is rising.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Griffin coasted, locked into a long elliptical orbit that would hook around the sun. The swarm of pursuing missiles accelerated relentlessly after it, diverging from one another even as they closed the gap with Griffin. They needed more distance between them for their own survival. Evidence of that came when one imploded, more than 15 million kilometers behind them.

  


  
    In the library, Clemantine looked on in shock as an immense white blister of alien space-time popped into existence only to immediately disappear, there and gone—a brief intrusion that swallowed up three additional missiles.


    “Corruption and Chaos!” Riffan swore. “What just happened?”


    On the high bridge, the sight invoked a seething admiration and frustration among the philosopher cells. Clemantine sensed their keen desire to acquire the technology behind such a weapons system, and their eagerness to beat it.


    The Pilot was first to offer an opinion of the event: “The weapons are unstable.”


    The Engineer shrugged. “That may be, but it’s more likely their excessive speed has made them excessively vulnerable to any collision with drifting debris.”


    “Well then, can we create a cloud of debris behind us?” Riffan asked.


    Clemantine shook her head. “We’re not carrying sufficient mass for the volume of space we’d need to cover, and given the maneuverability of the missiles, they could just go around.”


    The Engineer nodded. “I agree.”


    From the high bridge, Clemantine listened to the philosopher cells as they tracked each component of the swarm. The trajectories had stabilized. Less than a light-minute separated Griffin from the swarm’s leading elements.


    <target acquired>


    <confirm: target acquired>


    <confirm: sequential fire pattern calculated>


    Griffin had drawn the swarm far from Verilotus. It was time.


    Clemantine contributed a simple proposition to the cells’ conversation:


    - kill it -

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    All through life we become entangled with others, not always those we love. My origin bound me to the goddess and through her to the god, and despite all, those connections remained. Guideposts, leading me back to the lingering veil of Lezuri’s memory.

  


  
    I had resisted that veil before. Now, I let it settle around me. Not too closely! Not so close that it could overwhelm me. I was neither the goddess nor the god, but only a woman peering cautiously past a still-restless filter woven out of Lezuri’s experiences, knowledge, and emotion.


    Through that filter, I perceived the shape of the world and the confusion within it. The Iraliad flooded with silver, the northern ice steaming under raging sunlight, fierce storms, rising ocean waves, and rumbling landslides.


    Deep instinct stirred, a need to settle the chaos, to re-balance the system, to bring the precious world back into equilibrium . . .


    Stop!


    A sharp thought, it pierced the haze of my rising fascination—because that instinct was not mine. It belonged to the goddess.


    Stern determination flooded me, originating from that parallel version of me seated on cold stone in the underworld. My own voice: Seek the missiles, find them now.


    I turned my mind to that task, looking past the horizon, into the immense void beyond—and sensed the missiles there. They blazed in my mind, beacons in the darkness, still powerfully linked to the world despite their distance from it.


    Through the veil of Lezuri’s memories, I touched those links and discovered the machine minds Urban had described. I found I understood them, as Lezuri had understood them. In their nature, they were coolly analytical, focused, endowed with an instinct to relentlessly pursue any designated target and to unfold in its vicinity. To blossom. That was the image that came to me. They did not envision their goal as murder or suicide, but a flowering.


    It is not your time, I told them, speaking with Lezuri’s voice. Stand down.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Griffin fired at the swarm. Nineteen short bursts before exhausting the reef. With the fusillade finished, the philosopher cells settled into a state of anxious waiting.

  


  
    Clemantine waited with them. A minute would need to pass before the laser pulses reached their targets, and another minute, before visual evidence of the result returned to Griffin. It would be a long anxious time.


    But then, only fifty-two seconds after the first shot had been fired, and a full eight seconds before the lead missile was due to be struck, the entire swarm shifted course.


    Waves of doubt, of uncertainty, rolled through the cell field while in the library, Riffan reacted in outrage. “They moved! Corruption and Chaos! The missiles were locked onto predictable paths. How did they know to move?”


    Clemantine had no answer. There was no way the swarm could know. Laser shots traveled at the speed of light. No warning could precede them. They would not be perceived until they hit their targets or passed them by.


    Through their silence, the Apparatchiks made it clear they had no explanation either.


    More minutes passed. It became clear the missiles had not just changed course. They were dumping velocity at a furious rate and falling ever farther behind. Their new path looked as if it would put them in close orbit around the sun.


    “Should we . . . try another shot?” Riffan asked.


    “The reef is rebuilding,” Clemantine told him.


    “Ah.”


    “Anyway . . . I’m not sure we’re being hunted anymore.”


    As Griffin continued to coast on its elliptical path, the swarm dropped out of sight behind the sun. Clemantine waited, on edge. With the sun between her and Dragon, she could not tell yet what had happened to the second missile swarm. She used the time to prepare, reorienting the ship so it ran bow forward again. By the time Griffin came around the sun, the gun was recharged and ready.


    She searched for Dragon. The lateral lines of her gravitational sensor quickly picked up its presence. “Dragon’s still out there!” she announced in the library. “But where is the second swarm?”


    The astronomer shook his head. “Not in its predicted position.”


    As they searched for it, a radio message arrived from Dragon. Clemantine listened to her own voice saying, “We no longer appear to be a target. The missile swarm has slowed down and turned aside. This has to be Urban’s doing.”


    On the high bridge and in the library, Clemantine resisted this conclusion. The potential disappointment was just too keen. But then she turned her gaze to Verilotus.


    Riffan must have seen the refreshed image at the same time. “He’s done it!” he shouted. “Urban has done it. He’s returned the world to its proper orientation.”


    Closing her ghost eyes, Clemantine offered a silent prayer of gratitude to the Unknown God. When she opened them again, she looked to the Astronomer. “I want confirmation. Has the north-south rotation ceased?”


    The Astronomer responded with a look of distaste. “It is utterly impossible for the structure of any world to absorb such an abrupt change in momentum.”


    Biting off each syllable, Clemantine asked, “Has it ceased its anomalous rotation?”


    With a reluctant nod, the Astronomer conceded, “My limited observations through this point in time indicate that is the case.”

  


  
    Chapter


    54

  


  
    A strange dawn.

  


  
    Silver writhed and steamed and swiftly disintegrated in the growing light, revealing an empty, dusty, eroded land. Riffan peered over the rim of the cargo basket, and a great sadness filled him.


    Yaphet had resolved to return to the southern mountains, despite the fierce, erratic winds. “We’ll find Jubilee there, I feel it,” he’d said, speaking with a certainty that defied argument.


    Already the missile field lay behind them. The flying machine climbed slowly, passing above blunt ridges and over shallow gullies. The forest had been stripped away, streams had dried up, rough outcrops of stone had been polished flat and sharp peaks blunted. A crumbling regolith overlay everything. Dust hazed the air, splitting the sun’s rays into brooding colors as it climbed from behind the southern mountains.


    Riffan recalled his walk from forest to temple and the joy he’d felt immersed in the beauty and thriving life of this world. Gone now, though not gone everywhere in the world, surely . . .


    But this region had been despoiled, left in ruins.


    Yaphet set the flying machine down alongside the great canyon . . . not so deep as it had been before.


    Riffan levered himself out of the cargo basket, groaning at the stiffness in his legs and the overstretched state of his bladder. He stumbled away a few steps to relieve himself, the loose gray-black regolith crunching under his boots, a gusty wind tugging at his clothing.


    God, he was hungry.


    But there was no food and no chance of food, or even of water, anywhere amid the devastation. It occurred to him that unless the flying machine had the reserves to fly them to some theoretical, undamaged region where they could get something to eat and drink, they would die here. A disconsolate thought that impelled him to turn around and reconfirm the integrity of the flying machine, just as a gust of wind swept past, lifting it from the ground.


    “Help me hold it!” Yaphet shouted, planting his heels as he strove to use his weight to anchor the flying machine in place. The cloth on one wing had come loose. It snapped in the wind as both Yaphet and the machine were dragged toward the cliff edge.


    “Corruption and chaos!” Riffan leaped in, grabbing the frame, adding his weight to the struggle. “You’ve got straps, right? We need to tie it down!”


    “Nothing to tie down to!” Yaphet countered. He turned to Jolly, who had grabbed on to the frame, too. “We’ll hold it. You furl the wings.”


    Jolly worked quickly, unsnapping the wing cloth and tying it in a tight bundle against the frame. Moki followed him about, prancing unhappily, little paws ceaselessly in motion as if he despised the feel of the regolith. Jolly finally dumped him back into a cargo basket.


    “All right,” Yaphet said when the crisis had passed. “Now we wait.”


    What else could they do?


    Riffan paced about, desperate to know what had happened, what was happening even now. Had the missiles found Griffin? Was Urban still alive? What had become of Jubilee? And what of Lezuri? The frustration of not knowing engendered an ache in his skull . . . or maybe that was lack of water. And he could not shake his horror at what had happened to the land.


    “I don’t understand!” he said at last.


    He turned to Yaphet, who was sprawled on his back in the pilot’s cradle, and Jolly, seated on the rough regolith, in the shadow of a cargo basket, with Moki in his lap. He gestured at the lifeless field that might have been the meadow, and at the barren peaks hazed in dust. “Yesterday, this land was beautiful, though the silver must have risen here thousands of times before. Tens of thousands! I saw it—” He paused to consider things. “Was it only last night? I stood on the temple wall with Jubilee and watched the silver rise. It didn’t consume the meadow or the forest. It didn’t devour the land itself and change it into—” He kicked at the loose regolith. “So what happened today?” He threw out his arms. “Why has it come to this?”


    Yaphet did not sit up, but he held up a small chunk of crusty gray mineral as if to examine it in the sunlight. “The god came to remake the world, didn’t he? My guess . . . he changed the nature of the silver, and gave us this.” He crushed the soft mineral in his fist, then let the grit fall to the ground. “It’s night somewhere in the world right now,” he said. “Maybe there will be nothing left at all, by tomorrow.”

  


  
    Chapter


    55

  


  
    Urban followed Jubilee up through the long tunnel. They each carried a glow stick and a bag of kibble, and Urban had a large water cell strapped to his back—supplies that they had summoned from the silver.

  


  
    Outside, it was daytime and the silver had retreated to deep within the tunnel. So that’s where they’d emerged after climbing the spiral stairway.


    Before abandoning his post in the Cauldron, Urban had sought reassurance from Jubilee. “You’re sure Lezuri is gone?”


    “I’m sure.”


    “And the missiles are on stand-down?”


    “Yes.”


    He knew for himself that Dragon had survived. Through senses still entangled with the silver, he felt the faint gravitational disturbance of its presence. Griffin was out there too, even closer. He munched on kibble and pondered what he would say when he had an uplink to Clemantine.


    Finally, he could make out the glow of daylight far ahead. The air in the tunnel warmed—but it smelled wrong.


    “Something’s happened,” he said softly.


    Jubilee stopped, turned around. In the wan light of the glow sticks, worry haunted her expression. “There’s no scent of the forest,” she murmured. “The air smells of dust and broken rock.”


    “Sooth. Last night when I left the temple—”


    “I saw you there! I was there too and the world was dissolving. Everything stripped away.”


    They stared at each other, sharing the same thought: For all the struggle to defy Lezuri, right the world, tame the machine minds of the missile swarms—had they lost anyway by failing to remedy Lezuri’s corruption of the silver?


    “No,” Urban said. “It began here, and we contained it.”


    Even now, he could touch the senses of the world and feel life thriving in it, even where it was night.


    “Feel it,” he urged her. “The silver is not changed from when I first sensed it. Without Lezuri, there is no corruption.”


    She lowered her eyes, drew in a deep shuddering breath, then looked at him again. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe. Come on. Yaphet is waiting. We need to go.”

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    I wept for the ruin Lezuri had made of that land, but pushed on anyway.

  


  
    The sun was already low in the sky, descending properly in the west, with true night only a few hours away. With no place to shelter, we needed to be gone by then.


    Already I could feel the presence of a great force of silver slowly rising. A sea of potential, but did the influence of the goddess remain? Might this land somehow, gradually, find renewal? I made a silent promise that someday soon I would seek out her remnant memories and learn what I could about rebuilding a world.


    As I looked around, I felt dazed by the changes I saw. The land had not just been stripped bare. The landmarks had changed—ridges eroded, stream beds filled in. I wasn’t sure where we were, but Urban remained certain as we scrambled across a kind of porous, lightweight gravel. It made for unstable footing on the slopes. We both stumbled and slid, coughing at the dust we raised.


    The grinding crunch of that gravel under our boots was oppressive; that and the wind and our muffled coughing, the only noises—until I heard a dog barking.


    Urban stopped, startled by the sound. “What is that?”


    “It’s Moki. Come on!” I increased my pace to a jog.


    We’d been skirting the foot of a steep ridge. As we neared its end, Urban called from behind me, “I’ve got a link. Jolly and Yaphet are just ahead.”


    “I see them!” I yelled and scrambled as quickly as I could to close the gap between us.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban stood with Riffan beside the flying machine. “I still can’t believe you actually rode in this thing.”

  


  
    Riffan laughed. “I can’t believe I’m about to ride in it again.”


    The fabric that comprised the wings had been stretched and secured again around the frame. They’d eaten all the kibble brought from the underworld, they’d drank all of the water, and everyone’s stories had been told in quick summaries.


    It was time to go . . . but not everyone could go in the flying machine.


    “You’re sure you’ll be okay?” Riffan asked.


    “We’ll be fine,” Urban assured him.


    “You had better be. You’ve got no backup, you know, and if you’re not here when Clemantine comes, she may erase every record of me on both ships.”


    Urban grinned, because it wasn’t hard to imagine that happening. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few days.”


    It would take at least that long for Clemantine to establish orbit.


    Yaphet approached them, eyeing Urban with a wary look. “I’m not sure yet if your arrival here was a good thing or not, but we’ve learned a lot. That’s something.”


    “And there’s so much more to see, and learn, and do,” Urban reminded him.


    They pressed their palms together. The ha brightened around their hands. “Take care,” Yaphet said.


    “And you.”


    Yaphet clapped Riffan on the shoulder. “All right, let’s go. It’s a long way to the Temple of the Sisters.”


    Riffan gave Urban a wry smile. “Wish me luck.”


    He climbed into one of the cargo baskets while Yaphet crawled into the pilot’s cradle.


    “Good luck,” Urban called as he stepped back to stand beside Jolly, who was still enduring a long hug from Jubilee.


    “I promised our mother you would come home safe,” she reminded him. “So don’t get lost.”


    “We’ll be fine,” he insisted. “And we’ll be home long before you get there.”


    She turned to Urban. “Take care of him.”


    “I will.”


    She surprised him with a quick hug, a fond smile. Then she scooped up Moki and climbed into the other cargo basket.


    “She doesn’t like to fly,” Jolly murmured.


    “No?”


    “No. She hates it. It’s unnatural. I think she would rather go with us.” He grinned. “But that would mean letting Yaphet out of her sight—and she’s never going to do that again.”


    The flying machine took off over the canyon, soaring north, a friendly tailwind helping it on its way. They watched it until it was swallowed up by distance and after that they watched the sun go down, igniting a succession of warning colors as its light passed through the dusty air.


    They continued to wait, until Urban felt a tide of silver rising beneath his feet. Not the voracious, corrupt silver Lezuri had released with some unknown key. This was silver as he’d sensed it when he first woke with that awareness given to him by the ha.


    He turned to Jolly. “You ready?”


    “Yes. Let’s go.”


    Silver blossomed around them in a carpet across the ground. Urban drew a last, deep breath as the silver rose, enwrapping him, taking him in, Jolly beside him.


    They would transit through the silver, emerging from the luminous fog outside Jolly’s family home in the north, arriving in time for the evening meal.

  


  
    EPILOGUE

  


  
    Erratic winds tore and shoved at the flying machine as we flew north, seeking the Temple of the Sisters. I held tight to both Moki and the cargo basket as we bucked and lurched, the wing bending and flexing in a way that terrified me. I tried not to look at it, resting my gaze on the stars instead—the bright familiar stars of true night—and the Bow of Heaven too, wispy, diaphanous. During the false night it had put on a brilliant display, but that was now past.

  


  
    I did not have to look at the wing to keep it free of the silver that tried to gather there. I found I could push the silver away using only that bright inner sense given to me by the ha. A simple task, but one that nourished my hope, because that silver felt true to me, not like the corrupt form Lezuri had called forth to unmake the world.


    Whenever the air currents grew calm, I looked down at the desert, where a shallow flood of silver illuminated the damage Lezuri had done. Like the mountains we’d left, the southern Iraliad had been ground down and scoured. It had become a featureless plain, devoid of life and landmarks, the ridges and desert washes, the sparse vegetation, and the follies, all gone.


    The southern Iraliad had always been an austere and dangerous place, but beautiful too, part of our world, and I wanted to cry for the loss of it. At the same time, my stomach knotted in anxiety, fearing the scouring had reached the Temple of the Sisters, and that it would be gone too.


    In truth, I was afraid to look, but Riffan was not, and at last he cried out, “There! Look there! A line of pinnacles on the horizon!”


    I saw them too. So did Yaphet. And a few minutes later we passed over a boundary, as abrupt as a cliff’s edge, marking the northern-most reach of the scouring. From then on, the terrain retained a natural complexity. Silver gleamed only in the bottoms of the deepest washes and there was none at all around the pinnacles of the Sisters.


    Even from far away, I could see lights in several of the windows in the temple spire. And as Yaphet banked the flying machine and brought it in to land, I saw a familiar old-man’s silhouette in Emil’s window. I called out to him, “I have a story to tell you, Emil!”


    If he answered me, I could not hear it over the wash of wind against the wing cloth. But he raised a hand, and waved.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Clemantine directed both Dragon and Griffin away from Verilotus, placing them in distant orbits until she could verify the situation on the planet.

  


  
    Aboard Dragon, she explained her reasoning to the ship’s company: “We’ve received no signal or message from anyone on the planet. Until we know who has survived and who controls any remaining weapons, we must do all we can to minimize our potential risk.”


    She found the silence ominous. Riffan believed Urban had taken control of the planetary system, returning the world to its proper orientation and compelling the missile swarms to stand down in stable parking orbits. Maybe so, but where was Urban now?


    As a step toward answering that question, the Engineer designed a small tug, loading it with a constellation of freshly spawned satellites.


    The Pilot guided the little vessel to Verilotus—a slow journey, and a long time for Clemantine, in all her aspects, to brood over the question of whether or not Urban had survived. She knew a massive silver storm had ravaged the region around the impact crater. He might have been caught in that. Riffan’s avatar could have succumbed too. If so, there would be no evidence, no closure. She would have to live ever after with the uncertainty.


    As the tug neared Verilotus, she sent a ghost of her Dragon-aspect to occupy a simple artificial reality generated by the little vessel’s computational strata. She waited within the small white-walled room as the Pilot inserted each satellite into orbit, establishing a communications network covering the full circle of the world.


    The moment the network went live, Clemantine created a link request. She attached her credentials to it and addressed it to Urban. She could only hope he was capable of receiving it.


    He did not leave her in suspense for long. In less than three seconds, her query was accepted: *Say something, Clemantine. I need to hear your voice.


    Her ghost shivered, losing focus as relief washed through her. But she recovered herself and stayed on guard, answering cautiously, *I’m glad you’re alive.


    *Heh. Me too. You took a crazy chance, coming after Lezuri.


    *I did what was needed. She winced at the cold, mechanical tone of her own voice, but she couldn’t help it. She had to keep her emotions locked down. *Is Riffan still with you?


    *Yes, though he’s been sick. Recovering now. It’s part of adapting to the local environment. Where are you?


    *On an isolated platform in high orbit.


    *Meaning I’m in quarantine?


    *Of course you are.


    A low chuckle, so sweetly familiar. *It’s the right move. I’m going to send you all the planetary data I’ve collected and then we can talk about what to do next.


    *Send the data, but send your ghost, too.


    *I’ll send it after you’ve reviewed the data. You’ll understand better then. My ghost doesn’t represent who I am anymore.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Urban waited until Clemantine contacted him again. *You’ve gone over the data? he asked.

  


  
    *Yes.


    *All right, I’m coming.


    He instantiated in a plain white room without windows, only Clemantine’s ghost there to greet him. He held a hand out to her. She touched it, fingertip to fingertip. A sensation of pressure, little more. She looked him over, her expression wary, concerned. Her inspection was not just visual. He was aware of a Dull Intelligence analyzing the structure of his ghost.


    A twitch of puzzlement. “This ghost is you,” she said. “How can you say it doesn’t represent you anymore?”


    “Because it doesn’t encompass who I am. The process my atrium uses to generate a ghost doesn’t replicate the silver within me. That silver is part of who I am, now. A necessary part. I’m not willing to leave it behind.”


    She weighed this, eyes narrowed. He imagined her reviewing an inventory of objections, but all she asked was, “Do you mean to leave at all?”


    He flashed on what Lezuri had said: You are written into the history of my world. You cannot escape it. It was possible some version of him would always be here. But that’s not what she was asking.


    “Yes, I mean to go, but not as this ghost. I need a means to physically bring my planetary avatar to Dragon.”


    “Lezuri was not limited to a physical existence.”


    “Yes, he was. He physically invaded Dragon, physically departed it—and carried some small element of the silver with him.”


    “And you want to carry this unknown, this ‘silver,’ with you? You want to introduce it to Dragon’s biome?”


    “One more element in the hybrid sea.”


    “One more element to infest the rest of us.”


    “I need this, Clemantine. And it’s not just me. Riffan feels the same. And there’s a kid here, who’s asked to go with us. The silver hasn’t hurt any of us. It’s an enhancement.”


    “Or a parasite that makes you feel that way?”


    “A parasite is debilitating. This is empowering. It’s given me an ability to design and test at a scale and speed that far surpasses what I could do before. Lezuri never would have colonized Dragon if I’d had the silver to extrapolate new molecular defenses. But it’s not just the nanotech. If we learn to use it right, the silver could allow us to simulate realities and explore questions we haven’t even thought to ask.”


    “What questions have you asked? Are you thinking you could be Lezuri and create a world of your own, Urban? Or burn a seam between parallel universes?”


    He cocked his head. “I think that’s something I’d have to grow into.”


    Her eyes narrowed.


    He smiled a teasing smile. “Truth? I don’t think that knowledge is here to be found.”


    “No?” she asked suspiciously. “Why not?”


    “Because Lezuri didn’t exist here in the world. Not after the ring was made and he’d settled it into place. He kept his mind and memory secured within the Rock—and most of what he knew was broken and lost in his war with the goddess.”


    “He knew enough to deploy this ‘silver’ against you. It destroyed you.”


    She meant that last day aboard Dragon, when Lezuri had used the silver to disintegrate his avatar. A horrifying experience, a memory that still made him shudder. Utterly different from his interactions with the silver on Verilotus.


    He said, “I think that silver had a different nature. A prototype, maybe. Or maybe it was Lezuri’s interpretation of the silver here, a life-giving silver that the goddess designed.” He held her gaze. “It is true the silver is potentially dangerous. But our Makers are too, and our ships. Everything, this expedition—all of it, a risk.”


    “We understand our Makers.”


    “And they are not enough. Lezuri taught us that. If we want to go on, we need to level up, grow our skills, be ready the next time we encounter a being on Lezuri’s scale. The silver is how we do it.”


    He reached for her with his ghost hand. “You don’t have to decide now. Both ships have dumped all their momentum. You might as well stay a while. Risk an avatar. Tanjiri can wait. Come down to the world. Spend a year . . . two years? Experience it for yourself and give the rest of the ship’s company a chance to experience it, too. Then try to tell me the silver is a parasite, that it’s something we need to leave behind.”


    Several seconds passed in silence as she pondered this offer. Then, at last, her guarded expression gave way to a smile. “I thought I’d lost you,” she said.


    “You did, and I lost you, but not forever.”


    She nodded. “All right, then. I’ll take your report and your offer to the ship’s company.”


    “And you?”


    “I need to go over everything in detail, and anyway, it’ll take time to work out the logistics.”


    “But you will come?”


    That smile again. It warmed him, even past the muted emotions of a ghost.


    She said, “I’ll come. I wish I was there now.”
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