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 Chapter 1 
Shanna’s Dream

(Cambridge, Massachusetts)

S

hanna Malone struggled to recall her dream. It had been so vivid
and emotionally wrought that she could not just let it fade away.
The first image—it had been the first, hadn’t it?—was of a
multicolored bird flying gracefully, at times acrobatically, through a
lush savanna landscape. The bird had lit on a branch, looked at Shanna,
opened its beak and said, “Cause, what is the cause, cause, cause?” The
“cause” had become “caw” as the enchanting bird turned into a crow. It
was immediately joined by dozens of its raucous kind. The scene had
been alarming, but the fear dissolved as the initial crow—was it the
same one?—landed, stretched its wings, and stood up to emerge as a
beautiful young woman. The naked woman was almost as dark as the
crow itself. Her hair was long, lustrous, and jet-black.
At this point of the dream, the emotional register had shifted again,
suddenly intensifying. Shanna had then felt suffused with a feeling of
benign grace, as if the young woman had a kind of holy presence. But
then the girl’s dark face had grown anxious, her eyes darting around as
if she were searching for something. Shanna thought, She’s looking for
me. No, she’s looking at me, but she can’t see me. The young woman
raised her hands, feeling for Shanna’s face, but her fingers remained a
few inches away, as if in pantomime. Suddenly, her eyes locked on
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Shanna’s in recognition. The girl’s eyes grew luminous for a second
and then softened as she began to cry, softly at first but intensifying to
piteous weeping.
Shanna rubbed her eyes, wondering if the vision could have any
significance. What a roller coaster, she thought. She could not recall
ever having been so gripped by a dream. She almost felt like crying
herself. She ran it over a few times in her mind and decided to write it
down, fearing that otherwise it would slip into oblivion.
But Shanna’s concern was misplaced. Rather than fading away as
she feared, the vision remained firmly fixed. Over breakfast in her
condominium, alone as usual, she tried to clear her mind. Her eyes ran
over the immaculate surfaces of her newly refurbished kitchen, hoping
to find some small pleasure in the culmination of a project that had
occupied much of her time and drained most of her bank account over
the past year. But this morning the granite counters seemed nothing
more than misplaced slabs of polished rock. Even the irises on her
rosewood table appeared out of place, somehow less real than the
flowers in the savanna of her dream. Instead of feeling soothed, Shanna
was irritated. How could she have imagined that renovating an
apartment would bring any lasting joy? The whole endeavor seemed
pointless, an escapist fantasy.
But Shanna had had enough of wallowing in remorse. She busied
herself making a pot of tea, but still she thought of her morning vision.
Could the dream have any connection with the news she had received
the previous day? It seemed unlikely, but what she had learned had
been as momentous—and as jarring—as the vision itself.
Despite herself, Shanna’s mind turned back to her current
professional preoccupation, which was a business of such troubling
intensity that she had remodeled her condo largely in an effort to keep
her grip on everyday life. Terranova.
After countless hours of scrutinizing satellite images, Shanna
would soon have an opportunity to see the planet close-up. Just
yesterday, she had been invited to witness the first Terranovan surface
projections at the world’s most advanced imaging facility. The irony
was not lost on her. Shanna had fought long and hard against the
invasive surveillance of Nova, and she was still miffed that the detailed
scenes would be captured and disseminated. But the battle had been
waged, her side had lost, and the recordings would soon arrive. It was a
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small consolation, but a real one, to be invited to the initial showing at
Diablo. Terranova was, quite simply, the greatest discovery of her
lifetime, perhaps of all history.
Shanna was relieved that the event was still a few months away.
She had time to prepare for her inevitable encounter with Bowman
Alexander, the most loathsome creature in her well-developed cabinet
of demons. Not only would she see and hear him, she would probably
meet him, too. Alexander was putting on the show, after all, and at no
small cost. And Malcolm would be there, too. How awkward would
that be?
Shanna rarely allowed herself to imagine how her life might have
turned out if Malcolm had not abandoned her. Would she now be
enveloped in the warmth and bustle of family life rather than facing
nightly loneliness? Certainly she would not have risen so far in her
career if she had been burdened with children. But the glow she could
usually summon by contemplating her publication record did not have
much power this morning. Instead she found herself returning to the
last conversation she had with Malcolm, the one that ended their
relationship.
She could still see the hillside on which they had sat, as soft and
green as the one she had just witnessed in her dream. A glowing April
afternoon in a northern California oak savanna in 2008, it had been a
day as beautiful as the event itself was heartbreaking. Thinking again of
the weeping girl in her dream, Shanna, too, began to cry. Her tears
dropped into her teacup. Before long she was sobbing—sobbing for the
first time since childhood.

 Chapter 2 
Across the Waste

(Shunelia, Terranova)

M

alan could not understand his master’s injunction. He was not
even permitted to speak to them? He certainly wanted to. They
seemed kind, and they were more than interesting. They were also
obviously of some importance. Why else would his mentor have been
given the responsibility of escorting them across the waste and down
the river?
Malan was equally disturbed by the fact that his master had not
even told him the purpose of the mission. Why were they guiding three
foreign women through the burned-over lands? Where were these
Westlanders headed? Peering ahead, Malan tried to catch a glimpse of
his teacher. But even at this distance, the sight of the confidently
striding monk with his magnificent falcon perched on his left shoulder
made Malan remember his place. He consoled himself with the
knowledge that being invited on the expedition at all was a sign of his
budding maturity, a kind of coming-of-age test. Malan was proud to
play his part, however inscrutable it might be, in the struggle against
the Kulgsh. But he wanted more. He always wanted more.
The boy hunched his shoulders to reposition the weight of his inner
and outer packs and then shifted his pigeon to his left arm, which
temporarily eased his discomfort. The bird remained calm, prompting
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Malan to stroke its neck feathers in gratitude. Malan tried to ignore his
sore feet and tired muscles, telling himself that he ought to be thankful
for the fine weather of the late summer morning. But he could not do
that. The rank vegetation was enough to sour his mood.
This had once been home, after all, before the Kulgsh had come.
Now the pastures were overgrown with thistles, brambles, and shrubs.
The browsing herds of animals that had once kept the vegetation in
check had been either killed or driven off. Now the scattered nut trees
stood dead, their great leafless skeletons silhouetted against the sky.
Even the dogs must find it depressing. Malan looked down at Hex, who
returned her usual droopy canine smile. Harvest, on the other hand, was
trotting ahead of the convoy, scouting the trail with a few other
shepherds. They seemed edgier than usual.
Failing to distract himself, Malan returned to his previous ploy:
stealing glances at the foreigners. He knew little about women, having
been initiated into the monastery when he was twelve, two years before
it had been sacked and burned. The three years since that trauma had
largely been spent on the run in the company of small groups of monks
and laymen who continued to resist the invaders however they could.
Having barely laid eyes on a female face since he left home five years
ago, Malan found it remarkable that his first major military duty would
be to help escort three women across the waste.
Having never seen a female Westlander before, Malan had not
known what to expect. He had met a few of their men, and they seemed
unexceptional. Most were tall, and many were odd of manner, to be
sure. But these three! One was a giantess. Well over a foot taller than
Malan, she towered over Malan’s teacher as well. Her broad shoulders
added to her formidable appearance. The other two were also tall for
women, but not freakishly so.
Their oddity was in their skin, their hair, and their eyes. They
seemed almost parodies of a normal person. The one directly ahead of
him (there had been no introductions, and he had discerned no names)
had the eyes of a cat—blue! Her skin was pinkish white and her hair so
light it was almost yellow. The other one, walking now in front of the
cat-lady, was as dark as her companion was pale, with jet-black hair
and charcoal eyes. Malan had never seen anyone of either hue. How
could both women be of the same place and of the same people? It was
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to be expected that Westlanders were strange, but he had always
imagined that their oddities would be in their ways, not their bodies.
These women’s appearances were so unusual, Malan thought, that
they were potentially frightening. Certainly he would be scared to
encounter the giantess while wandering the waste alone, especially if
she was with her dogs. The Westlanders’ three guard dogs were
gargantuan. They stood over three feet tall at the shoulder and were as
heavy as a large man.
And yet, the women were oddly beguiling and even, in some
unfathomable manner, lovely. They might be too outlandish to be
considered beautiful, but they were certainly something to behold. And
behold them was precisely what Malan wanted to do. That, however,
was the problem. His master had forbidden him even to look at the
women. For three days, Malan had trudged across the waste in a state
of frustrated fascination. At least it helped keep his fear and boredom at
bay.
Half an hour earlier, without warning, the dark one had sprung into
the air to slash her spear at a hovering dragonfly. She missed the insect,
but barely: her leap was impressively high. Why on earth had she done
such a thing? The pale woman, the only other person to have witnessed
the action, laughed lightly, and the two exchanged a few words in their
own language. So strange.
Despite his mentor’s command, Malan continued to sneak glances.
Whenever he managed to meet their eyes, he got a smile in return, at
least from the blue-eyed one. She had even tried to converse with him,
but a quick look from his teacher told him that a response would not be
tolerated. Malan noted that his master kept his own contact with the
women to a minimum, exchanging few words and only with the tall
one.
Malan’s feet ached and his shoulders smarted. Surely they were
overdue for a rest. He also wanted a drink. Although it was not hot,
Malan had to repeatedly re-adjust his hat to catch fresh breezes on his
sweaty head. He wanted to call out to his master to ask for a break, but
that would not be allowed. Instead he looked to his bloodhound for
sympathy. Hex’s nose was up, sniffing the air. She seemed concerned.
Scanning the northern sky, Malan noted half a dozen dark shapes
circling. Vultures and condors, he thought, but then he saw a much
larger form among them. It had to be a teratorn, and that meant they
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were focused on something big. A fresh kill site in the vicinity? That
was not a good sign at all.
Increasingly agitated, Malan could do nothing but keep trudging
down the dusty trail. He thought back to the beginning of the journey.
Before they even met the three Westlanders, Malan’s teacher had
explained why conversing with them would be prohibited. Speed was
imperative to their mission: any delay could be disastrous. Equally
important was the need to avoid detection. The Kulgsh could be
anywhere in the waste, and even if they could not see or hear the band
of travelers, their animals quite possibly could.
But the real reasons for the prohibition, Malan understood, went
much deeper. No Outlander could really be trusted. Only the people of
the land, those who shared in the covenant, could be counted on to do
right. Only they belonged to the moral community, bound together in
devotion to God. Outsiders could hardly be expected to lead moral
lives. One might have to interact with them occasionally, even work
with them, but friendship was out of the question. Malan’s teacher had
made it clear that they would do what was necessary to help these
women across the waste but nothing more.
Malan knew that Westlanders were especially suspect. He had
heard this his entire life, casually at first, but insistently after he entered
the monastery, especially once he came under the tutelage of his
present master.
“They may be our allies now,” his teacher had recently spat out,
“but they are hardly better than the Kulgsh. At least the Kulgsh are
openly wicked. Westlanders hide their intentions. They may act in a
civil manner, but they dissemble. They lie. They are never what they
seem to be.”
Malan kept ruminating on these prejudices as they walked the
waste, wondering whether his master’s warnings really pertained to
these three women. The more he thought, the more his doubts mounted,
and his internal conflict deepened. On one hand, he had to accept the
wisdom of his master, his monastic order, and his faith. Without that,
he was lost. Besides, there were good reasons to be hyper-vigilant
about moral dangers in these times. God would not have loosed the
scourge of the Kulgsh upon them—God’s own people—were it not for
their own lapses in faith and practice. But Malan sensed nothing
sinister in these three women. And even if there was something twisted
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about them, how could a mere conversation undermine his own solid
moorings?
Malan reviewed the monkish case against the Westlanders as they
walked the narrow path through the weedy growth. His eyes were
trained on the back of the strange white woman directly ahead of him.
The signal charge against Westlanders was that they had no religion—
no true religion, at any rate. They worshipped idols, engaged in
meaningless and sometimes depraved rituals, and prayed to a host of
imagined deities (if not to actual demonic spirits). Not only did they
fail to acknowledge the one true God, but they also stubbornly refused
to listen to the truth when evangelized. Most Westlanders had some
acquaintance with the scriptures, and many even claimed to follow the
path of the Prophet Benevolence. But they did so in a twisted way,
turning every verity into falsehood. This tendency to embrace the truth
and then warp it, many said, was the Westlanders’ most damning trait.
It was one thing to be an ignorant savage worshipping devils, but it was
quite another to accept and then pervert the gospel message.
Westlanders, to be sure, were nothing like the pagan tribes that
lived in the wilderness areas of the north and south. Quite to the
contrary, Westlanders were sophisticated, polished, and rich beyond
reckoning. Yet their very civility and wealth were sternly held against
them.
“They are a people defined by greed,” his teachers had stated.
“They make nothing that honors God. They merely barter and truck,
proffering idle luxuries to the weak-minded. They judge each other by
the profits they hoard and look down on honest, God-fearing people.”
Malan knew that even his own monastery—before it had been
sacked—had eagerly exchanged goods with Westlander traders. But his
teacher refused to take this objection seriously. “You must understand,
Malan,” he had condescended. “We live in a fallen world, besmirched
with the great lie. As a result, we ourselves must traffic occasionally
with evil. That is why we must fortify ourselves so strenuously. And
that is why you must follow my lead when interacting with
Outlanders.”
Without true beliefs, Malan had been informed, the Westlanders
lacked genuine personal cores. “Dig deep, and what will you find?
Nothing! They are chameleons, taking on the coloration of whatever
place they find themselves. Such a trait makes them ethically perilous.
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They may appear to be moral agents, but it’s all a charade performed so
they can worm in to take advantage of others.”
Malan balked at the harshness of this and similar assessments. His
own mother and father had never spoken so severely about the people
of the West. In the monastic community, however, there were none but
severe words. A few monks even blamed the invasion on them, though
Malan saw no sense in that argument. Were not the Westlanders
equally involved in the fight against the Kulgsh? Were not he and his
teacher, at this very moment, risking their lives in the common
struggle?
The day before they met the three women, Malan’s teacher had
subjected him to yet another lesson on Westlandian perfidy. “You must
understand,” his teacher had intoned, “that these people reject the
distinction between matter and spirit. Therefore they go astray.
Everything for them is topsy-turvy. They scorn sobriety, modesty, and
obedience. They are flippant and foul. Even their elders laugh and
cavort like children. Their men and woman take on each other’s roles,
never considering it inappropriate. Westlander women sometimes even
bear weapons and fight—something you may well witness over the
next few weeks. Equally important, true justice is foreign to them.
Some sit on vast riches while others have nothing. They are always
competing with each other, always trying to prove themselves better
than the rest. They are proud and haughty, although they may pretend
to be humble. It is our burden that we must serve them now, and you
must take it as that—a trial!”
For his teacher, this was the real ordeal. To him, the dangers of the
waste, where they were ever vulnerable to the arrows and animals of
the Kulgsh, were trivial by comparison. Malan increasingly found this
attitude puzzling. Their travel companions did not seem to be
dissembling, nor did they appear tainted in any way. Malan saw no
vanity or competition, no flippancy or foul manners. It was true that
their conversations, which Malan could not follow, could be
uncommonly lively and were occasionally punctuated with laughter.
They also touched each other unduly, the pale one especially, reaching
out to lay hands on the others. But their jokes and gestures seemed
innocent enough. Malan could not make himself believe that these
particular Outlanders were as nihilistic as his teacher portrayed them.
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Malan also had to admit that he was intrigued, even excited, by
some of the rumors of their customs. His teacher only hinted about the
subject, being too upright to talk overtly. But other people were more
open, especially the novices.
“Westlanders couple like animals, not humans,” one young man
had whispered. “They take no marriage vows. They don’t even know
who their fathers are!”
A particularly officious young monk had recently given a similar
assessment. “The divine state of celibacy is unknown to our western
‘friends.’ Among them one finds no monks or nuns, and even their
priests and priestesses copulate, sometimes in their own temples. Men
occasionally sleep with men, women with women, and elders with the
young. They are truly beyond salvation.”
The condemnation was universal: Westlanders were depraved. But
Malan knew that he was not the only member of his order to find such
innuendo as stirring as it was repellent.
Malan wondered about all of this as he walked behind the
foreigners. He looked at the pale woman pacing ahead of him, noticing
that the form of her body could be vaguely detected through her dustcolored tunic, which was cut too short above the odd leggings that most
Westlanders wore. The soft-seeming fabric was probably made of
cotton, quite in contrast to the rough wool of his own monastic robe.
The woman’s attire, in short, was hardly modest. He knew that he was
supposed to object, but he had to admit that it was not unappealing.
Entranced by the vision in front of him, Malan was caught
unawares when the assault began. Everyone had stopped. The dogs
stood poised, staring intently into the northern sky. Malan’s teacher
signaled them all to duck into the weeds along the trail. Malan craned
his neck to look overhead but saw nothing. Several minutes passed as
his heart continued to pound. He knew he should not risk disturbing the
vegetation, but he felt impelled to twist his body to better scan the sky
for the approaching danger. Still, he did not see the dark shapes until
they were almost overhead. An instant later, his teacher bolted upright,
released his falcon, and began to shoot. Almost as quickly, two of the
Westlanders released arrows as well. Malan fumbled for his bow and
managed to get off two shots, poorly aimed. Several birds fell before
the rest of the small flock retreated out of range.
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“Drop your outer packs,” his teacher ordered. “We must move
quickly now!”
No further commands were needed. The dogs took the lead, some
on side trails, others running well ahead or behind. Malan wondered if
he had the stamina to reach the river, which was still several miles
away, before their enemies arrived. Surely they would come. Those
birds had been Kulgsh crows.
It was awkward to maintain a firm grip on his bird while running.
Tripping on a stone in the trail, Malan fell, but almost as quickly was
scooped up by the giantess who ran behind him. Harvest, loping
behind, saw the incident and rushed to his side. Malan’s ankle smarted,
but he could still run, and he still had his pigeon. They could make it.
No patrols were likely to be in the vicinity. His master had assured him
of that. They would have time to reach the ruined monastery, descend
the bluff to the river, and board the hidden boat. Once in the stream, the
current would quickly carry them to safety. The rapids presented their
own dangers, but he trusted his teacher’s ability to steer. All would be
well: the path was clear, his master was capable, their Westlander
companions could obviously hold their own, and he had the best dogs
one could imagine.
A sharp bark banished Malan’s comforting thoughts in an instant.
One of his teacher’s coursing hounds had emerged from a side path
onto the trail in front of them and yelped twice, as if in pain.
“Halt and ready your weapons!” his teacher yelled while signaling
his shepherds to advance and meet the challenge. “Harvest, too. Send
her now!” he shouted at Malan.
Terrified, Malan complied, as did his dog. Crouching then to
comfort Hex, Malan missed the explosion out of the weeds. Startled, he
looked up to see a massive beast hurtling through the air to pounce on
his teacher. They both went down. Sprite and Dancer lunged into the
fray, honing in on the Kulgsh war-dog’s underbelly. Then everything
happened at once. Another war-hound burst out of the trail-side scrub,
only to be met in mid-air by one of the Westlanders’ guard dogs. The
dark girl raised her spear to join the battle as a third enemy beast leaped
at the giantess and the light-skinned girl, who was crouching behind
her. This hound was met on both sides by the other two Westlander
dogs and soon found itself being ripped and stabbed to death, its leather
armor affording inadequate protection.
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Next, Malan came under attack. He planted the butt of his spear in
the ground and hunkered down, hoping to impale the springing beast on
the sharp point. The war-hound’s leap, however, was cut short by
Harvest, who had somehow managed to latch onto its hindquarters. The
enraged Kulgsh animal rolled over to dislodge her and then lunged, as
if planning to finish off the shepherd before taking on her boy. Malan
jumped in to protect Harvest, but his spear thrust was deflected by the
Kulgsh dog’s iron-studded jerkin. Suddenly, another attack dog
appeared, this one even larger. It made directly for Hex and would have
had her but for the talons that suddenly raked its face. One quick snap
of the attack dog’s jaws put an end to the monk’s falcon. Malan now
had his sword out, slashing wildly at the first Kulgsh dog. Harvest
rallied herself, jumping on the dog’s back and ripping madly into one
of its ears. Then arrows began to thud into both of the Kulgsh wardogs, easily penetrating their protective coverings. In less then a minute
they were dead.
Malan’s first thought was for his dogs. A quick inspection showed
Hex unscathed and Harvest only slightly battered. He then trained his
eyes across the larger scene, sickening at the sight. Five Kulgsh wardogs lay dead, as did Dancer and Whiplash and his teacher, as well.
“No!” Malan cried. He ran for his master’s body but was caught by
the strong hands of the giantess.
“Stop, boy!” she shouted in her heavy accent. “Steel yourself now,
grieve later. He is dead, and we must act. Check with your dog, your
scent hound. We need to know if more might be coming.”
Malan dropped to his knees to communicate with Hex. He gave the
signals and watched her sniff, concerned that the wind was not right.
“Come on girl,” he implored, almost in tears. “Now’s your chance. You
have to prove yourself!” Her reply, however, was ambiguous.
“I’m not so good at dog reading,” Malan mumbled, “but I think
we’re safe for a while.”
“Very well. Your coursing hounds seem to agree. I see your pigeon
has returned—quite remarkable. Affix the band with the proper
message, and send it home. We will do the same with ours.”
Malan complied with his shaking hands. When he looked up, the
giantess was examining one of her dogs. Releasing it, she began to
gesture while making the odd clicking and whistling sounds that she
used to communicate with her pack. She turned to Malan again and
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spoke. “Are you adequately bonded with your master’s dogs? Will they
take your orders?”
Malan was not sure, but said, “Yes, I think so.”
“Good. Have one of the coursers stay well behind on the trail, and
send the other to scout the northeast. Make sure the remaining
shepherds stay close to us. And get that one,” she pointed at Sprite,
“away from his master’s body. We can’t afford to have any grieving
dogs either.”
Malan immediately set to work with his teacher’s hounds, pausing
to reassure Hex and Harvest. When he had finished, the giantess said
simply, “We must run faster now.”

 Chapter 3 
El Camino Real

(Palo Alto, California)

M

alcolm Harris was not sure whether he had been awake or
asleep. Was this a fragment of a dream or merely one of those
confused thoughts that sometimes presage sleep? Focusing, he
managed to retrieve a few images and sensations: a soothing pool and
water rushing into a tiled basin, but then carnage, blood flowing across
the mosaics. It must have been a dream. At least that meant he had been
sleeping.
Malcolm had suffered more than a few sleepless nights of late.
They came in two varieties, the first provoked by dread, the second
propelled by expectation. Last night the sensations had commingled.
How could I have expected a good rest under such circumstances? he
asked himself. Then his fear rose. How could he face the day if
exhausted? He rubbed his eyes and brought the clock into focus. It was
a bit after 4:00 AM, time to end the struggle and fortify his brain with
coffee. Perhaps he could do something productive before the day
began.
Malcolm shuffled into his spacious kitchen and flipped on the
coffee machine. He drummed his fingers expectantly as the thick black
brew slowly dripped into the pot. He was momentarily annoyed by the
pile of books his son Merrick had left on the table, not that his own
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habits were much neater. Ragged stacks of papers and envelopes littered
several of the counters. At least there were no dirty dishes
contaminating the scene. A casual visitor would quickly discover that
the rest of Malcolm’s condominium was much like his kitchen: clean
but untidy, maintained but unloved. His coffee finally poured, Malcolm
opened the blinds to reveal his walled-off, rooftop garden. Its lily pond
was suffused in moonlight. Here Malcolm’s attention, so conspicuously
absent inside, was on full display.
After draining his cup, Malcolm went though his morning
paces, monitoring his physical state. His stomach was knotted. Would
he be able to eat? Nothing seemed appetizing, although fasting would
only make a demanding day more difficult. But it would also be an
exciting day, he reminded himself—potentially the most thrilling of his
life. Malcolm had to admit that he was pleased that Shanna would be
there. It would be awkward, though. How could he interact with her?
He had not seen her in twenty-five years, not since she had broken off
their engagement.
The problem, of course, was Xander. Malcolm would have to
face Shanna standing alongside Bowman Alexander. What would she
think of him in such a position? And now that they were beginning to
communicate again, albeit indirectly, how would it feel to have it cut
short by such a blatant reminder of the path he had taken? Malcolm
brooded. If only he could be meeting Shanna now for the first time …
if only.
Armed with another hot cup of coffee, Malcolm headed down
the hall to his office. He switched on his main view screen. There was
no need to log in, much less choose a site. All he had to do was pick a
date, select his coordinates, and choose the scale of resolution. Opting
for the most crystalline day recorded, he began at ten kilometers
elevation, as if on a commercial flight: 52 degrees, 51 minutes, and 32
seconds north; and a shade beyond 52 degrees east—the dead center of
his research area. Malcolm liked to think of this spot as more central
than that. Like Delphi to the ancient Greeks, it seemed the navel of its
globe. The irony amused him.
Malcolm had labored sporadically for decades on a treatise
meant to undermine the standard geographical model of core/periphery
relations. Yet here he was, fixated on what had to be a central site. A
packed node of infrastructure, people, and activity, it was far from the
biggest settlement on the planet, yet Malcolm felt that it had to be the
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most important. But it was more than its demographic significance that
drew Malcolm. Disturbingly and enticingly, its features echoed
recurrent images from his recent dreams.
As usual, Malcolm found his eyes drawn to the intricate play of
water and land. Fjords sliced through a coastal range to terminate at
broad valleys, U-shaped from past glacial action. Even from 32,000
feet above the surface, waterfalls were visible, leaping over their
hanging valleys in full spring spate. The vista was both soothing and
entrancing. Malcolm set the controls for freefall and down he went. But
his stomach lurched. Rushing in at the acceleration of gravity was too
much for his present state. He would have to take it slower this
morning.
Malcolm reset the controls and took a sip of coffee. He had
plenty of time. His son would not be awake for hours, and the event did
not start until late afternoon. Relax, he told himself, and maybe you’ll
find something new. Twenty minutes later, the descent stopped at
maximum resolution. The same “people,” frozen in motion (the same
tops of their heads, at any rate), the same waterfall (although perhaps
too heavily engineered for that designation), the same beckoning
plunge pool, the same elaborate tile and stonework. For the hundredth
time, Malcolm Harris sat transfixed. What was this place—his place?
The tile work reminded him of Tamerlane’s Mausoleum in Samarkand,
except inverted and inundated, set down at the head of Norway’s Sogna
Fjord. But nothing on Earth was comparable—not now, not ever.
Malcolm’s reverie was interrupted by a call from the next
room.
“Dad, I need some help!”
Reluctantly tearing himself away from the screen, Malcolm
went back to the kitchen, where his fifteen-year-old son was
desperately tapping away on his keyboard.
“Why are you up so early, Merrick? It isn’t even six o’clock.”
“Dad, come on. Today? Surface images are going up this
evening!”
“Yes, and it’s now early morning, and you’ll be in school all
day. What’s your hurry?”
“School is my hurry. I have a history report due today, and my
notes are a mess. I have to do it right now, and I need some help.”
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Nothing like a minor family crisis to break the spell of Nova,
and nothing like a restless night to try fatherly patience. Malcolm’s
tone was harsh.
“What were you doing last night at Sanjay’s? A homework
session, right? You gave your word.”
“I’m sorry. We got a bit carried away. We had to decide what
to see tonight. I am so glad I get to stay at his house for a few days. He
has a way better screen than we do. I still don’t see why you, of all
people, can’t get something more up-to-date.”
Malcolm fought his irritation. “You of all people,” seemed
manipulative. Then again, maybe his son actually did admire him.
Should Malcolm be pleased by having kindled Merrick’s interest in
Nova, or should he worry that everything else was dropping out of his
son’s life? Not that either was unexpected. Everyone was intrigued by
Nova, even the habitually incurious. The popular interest had its
troubling aspects, including an economic hiccup as participation in
popular entertainment declined. The gaming industry, Malcolm’s bread
and butter, had suffered more than most. Retreat into a fantasy
landscape was evidently less appealing now that a real planet was
available to explore. Fortunately, games set on Nova were almost ready
for release, promising renewed profits.
“Dad, please, can’t you give me some help? I need to get this
done right now.”
Malcolm had almost forgotten why his son was awake. The
boy’s tone was wheedling, but the distress seemed real enough.
“All right, but quickly. History, eh? What period? Ancient,
isn’t it?
“That was last term. We’re working on modern stuff now.
Recent, I guess you’d call it.”
Malcolm smarted at the childish diction, but he let it pass.
“Sorry to hear that. I always liked ancient history better. So what is it,
twentieth century?”
“No, early twenty-first, twenties mostly. The ‘Era of Reform,’
my teacher calls it. She says it was the most important period in
hundreds of years, that it ‘made the modern world.’ She’s obsessed
about it. And I have to write a ‘succinct essay’ on the ‘crucial reforms.’
But wasn’t it really just the energy revolution? I think it’s all about
technology, but I know she won’t go for that.”
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“Do we have time for this, Merrick? It’s rather complicated.
And shouldn’t you be eating breakfast?” But the look across the table
was beseeching, so Malcolm shifted gears. “Political reform came first.
Remember what a bind we were in during the first two decades of the
millennium? Economic stagnation, middle-class decline, seemingly
interminable wars, terrorist threats, political gridlock—you name it.
Politicians focused on attacking each other rather than accomplishing
anything. And the two major political parties...” Malcolm rather
enjoyed moving into lecture mode on this subject. It was easy for him
to maintain firm opinions here, whereas, in most spheres of
contemporary life, he no longer knew what he thought.
“Yeah, I know all that stuff,” Merrick interrupted. “But this
has to be a ‘succinct essay’ on the ‘crucial reforms.’ Actually, I wish
that I could write about the earlier period instead. People were so stupid
back then. I was just reading about American prisons before the
reforms. The book called them ‘crime schools.’ They’d just crowd huge
numbers of people together, the nastiest criminals and ordinary people,
murderers with shoplifters and pot smokers. And they’d just sit by
while the really horrible ones terrorized the others. All a person could
do was learn to be a better criminal. And a bunch of corrupt politicians
benefited …”
“Your hyperbole, Merrick, overwhelms your thesis.”
“What?”
“You exaggerate so much that you undermine your own
argument. But maybe you’re figuring it out now,” Malcolm said with a
chuckle. “You could be formulating the core of your essay. Focus on
the penal reforms of the early twenties, coupled with the
decriminalization of ‘victimless crimes,’ and the elimination of cash.
The effects were cascading. By isolating the truly violent criminals
while simultaneously reducing the overall rate of incarceration, we
made sure that prisons would no longer be brutalizing institutions. With
the profits and glamour stripped out of the underworld, crime rates
plummeted. And by plowing additional public funds back into lawenforcement—finally paying police officers what they were worth—we
further undermined the criminal establishment. Finally, by treating
adults, at long last, as autonomous moral agents who were able to make
their own decisions about their own minds and bodies, we brought
about the culmination of the Enlightenment Project.”
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Malcolm inwardly cringed at his own words. He was not sure
how much of this he believed, and he imagined the scorn that would
cross Shanna’s face if she could hear him. He backed off a bit. “At least
that’s one way to argue—that the key changes were political and social
rather than technological.”
“Yeah, but if it hadn’t been for the energy revolution, the
economy would have fizzled out, the ice caps would have melted, or
something else horrible would have happened.”
“I think we’re getting rather off topic,” Malcolm said with
forced patience. “Look, Merrick, if you want to please your teacher,
just admit that the energy revolution itself was initially focused as
much on organization as on technology. You’ve seen pictures of El
Camino from early in the century, haven’t you? It’s getting light now.
Why don’t we go over to the living room window and imagine how it
used to be?”
Crossing the airy living room ahead of his son, Malcolm gazed
down from the penthouse window to the artery below. It was too early
for much activity, but Malcolm imagined how the scene would look in
a few hours, with a light rail train disgorging passengers at the Lambert
Avenue stop; people loitering about, reading on benches or conversing
around the fountains; and bicycles and scooters zipping along the path
on the south side of the pedestrian corridor.
“Now imagine this same place at the beginning of the
millennium, before the urban renaissance took hold,” Malcolm
continued. “El Camino Real, the royal highway, built to link the
Spanish missions in California. At the turn, this was one of the main
thoroughfares through the most technologically advanced place on
Earth, with Stanford University a few miles to the west, the heart of
Silicon Valley just to the south and east. But it was a car-clogged,
unsightly mess: six lanes of traffic, more if you count turn lanes, and
mile after mile of ugly low-rise buildings, arid blacktop, litter-strewn
lots, cheap motels, and fast-food stands.
“Just over there,” he said while pointing, “on the corner of
Matadero Street, was an abandoned Quonset hut. Have you ever heard
of those? World War II temporary military construction, essentially an
arch of sheet metal. El Camino, in short, ran through an unlovely,
unloved landscape that was wholly devoted to the personal automobile.
You couldn’t walk anywhere. You could hardly even ride a bicycle.”
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“How can you remember it so well, Dad? You were just a kid.
And I thought you never got to go to the Bay Area.”
“No, I don’t remember it, not directly. We were modeling it
for a new game just before discovery. Of course that’s largely
mothballed now, but a few people are still pecking away on it. It’s an
interesting project, in a tawdry sort of way. We have an almost-perfect
simulacrum of a ten-block stretch southeast of Stanford. In a first-rate
imaging facility, you wouldn’t be able to tell that it wasn’t real. Not
visually, at any rate.”
Merrick looked up. “Yeah, you mean at the Diablo Facility,
right? You are so lucky—ghosting Nova at Diablo!” Malcolm couldn’t
tell if his son’s overriding emotion was admiration or jealousy. “You’re
gonna focus on the fjord area, aren’t you? You know, me and Sanjay
have been poking around there, too. He thinks there’s some big war
going on that everyone’s trying to hush up.”
Jesus, these kids know a lot, Malcolm thought. Public-access
images were hardly of adequate resolution to show the military
preparations that had only recently been confirmed. But it was easy
enough, he supposed, for them to get into the restricted blogs and
discussion boards. That thought turned Malcolm’s mind back to
Shanna. He looked at his watch.
“Merrick, you haven’t eaten and your essay is due soon. Let’s
go back to the kitchen and get on with the day.”
“Yeah, and I still don’t know what the ‘crucial’ aspect of the
transformation was,” Merrick replied as they retraced their steps across
the living room. “Do you really think that it was legal reform?”
Malcolm admitted that he did not. “No, that was just a small
part. And of course the reforms weren’t nationally implemented.”
Malcolm now had Shanna’s objections, or what he imagined as her
objections, crowding his mind. “Certainly you’ve learned about the
‘new federalism.’ The changes that we’ve experienced haven’t gone
into effect everywhere. The Southeast went its own way on cultural
issues. In Alabama ...”
“You know Dad, now we’re really on the wrong track,”
Merrick interrupted as he walked to the refrigerator. Malcolm could
barely make out his son’s next words: “She isn’t gonna want me to
write about Alabama,” Merrick said as he rummaged for food.
He returned to the table, his hands and arms precariously laden
with a clump of grapes, a torn hunk of challah bread, and a jug of milk.
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“I understand,” Malcolm replied with a sigh, trying to ignore
his son’s breakfast choice. “First, you need to write about how
desperate the old order had become. The Bay Area makes a good
example. People couldn’t afford to live here anymore. Flimsy stick
houses sold for over a million dollars. Sure, some people struck it rich
in Silicon Valley, but only a few.”
Malcolm began to pace the room as he talked, periodically
pausing to restore a bit of order to the cluttered kitchen. He put his
coffee mug in the microwave for a quick re-heat.
“And most people were living beyond their means, overburdened by housing and transportation,” he continued. “Young
couples, avid for a little breathing room, were moving en masse across
the Diablo Range into the Central Valley where they faced
commutes—by car, of course—that lasted for nerve-shattering hours,
as well as massive foreclosure threats. The price of gasoline was
soaring, which in turn kept pouring money into unfriendly countries, if
not international terrorist networks. Meanwhile, Americans grew more
obese and stressed out by the year, stuffed into their traffic-jammed
vehicles. And nothing was being done to address the real problems.
Conservatives trusted the market to solve everything, ignoring market
failure and constraints. Liberals fought every effort to build highdensity urban environments under the banner of ‘neighborhood
preservation.’ I remember the bumper stickers: ‘Think globally. Act
locally.’ But they weren’t thinking at all, just protecting their
comfortable suburban lives.”
“In other words, they were insane. Admit it. Couldn’t they see
what they were doing?” Merrick was now slathering butter and Thai
hot-sauce on the soft, rich bread.
“I’ll give you that. People were crazy. But they still are. That,
I’m sorry to announce, is the human condition.” Malcolm rose to clear
the table, returning the milk jug to the refrigerator.
“Look, Dad. We’ve studied this pretty closely, and I’ve learned
that the U.S. is better off now than it was back then. As my history
teacher says”—here Merrick went into a theatrical falsetto—“‘on
average, all aspects of social pathology have shown a marked and
continual decrease since the reform era …’ And I now have less than an
hour to come up with a ‘succinct essay’ explaining why!”
“She sounds like a true believer,” Malcolm replied, and then,
under his breath, “a little too true.” He continued, “Look, the story is
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complicated, and I don’t know all the answers. But I can tell you what
your teacher probably wants to hear. The signal event was the end of
the monopoly on political power held by the two major political parties.
Once that happened, …”
“I knew all that,” Merrick replied with a sly smile after his
father finally finished speaking. “But thanks, Dad. And you know, this
is just a preliminary assignment. The real project is to compare and
contrast the political, economic, and social revolution of the third
decade of the twenty-first century with the revolution in knowledge that
has occurred over the past three years. But that’s not due until the end
of the semester, so you’ll have lots of time to lecture me.” Merrick’s
smile broadened.
Malcolm could not resist rising to the implication. “That
second ‘revolution’ is going to take a few more turns today, perhaps
quite a few. But you need to write your report, and I have a trip to
take.”
“Dad, you’ve got plenty of time. I don’t understand why
you’re always so early for everything,” Merrick shouted as he left the
kitchen with his computer in hand, leaving his dirty dishes on the table.
“Sanjay’s tonight. Don’t forget,” Malcolm called out.
Malcolm opened the kitchen’s sliding glass door and stepped
into his walled garden, his favorite place to think. Sitting on the stone
bench in front of the lily pond, he realized that his first task was to
figure out how to get to the Diablo Facility. The fastest way would be
to rent a car and drive, but that hardly seemed right considering the
lecture he had just given his son. Besides, he did not want to arrive too
early.
A more leisurely option would be to grab a pod on the personal
transit line, transfer in San Jose, exit in Sunol, and board a bus to
Diablo. Alternatively, he could make the same trip entirely by mass
transportation. Neither option seemed particularly appealing, mostly
because Malcolm did not relish the idea of prolonged sitting. Tired
though he was, his nervous restlessness could best be managed by
walking. Of course he could not walk the entire way, but he could make
it on foot from downtown San Jose to the perimeter fence.
Having reached a decision, Malcolm sought to clear his mind
by surveying the private world of his garden. In front of him, broad
flagstones led to steps that plunged down into the clear liquid of the
main pool. Malcolm peeled off his socks, hitched up his pants, and sat
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on the rim to dangle his feet in the cool water and watch the squawfish
swim. On the far side of the garden, water trickled out of an opening in
the wall to collect in a miniature marsh before sloshing over a concrete
lip into the pond by which he sat. Malcolm looked over the plantings
and the pools, reassuring himself that all was in order. A frog chirped
and a western pond turtle poked its head out of the water. Malcolm
smiled. There was so much diversity in such a small place: hardly a
single plant species was replicated.
Catching movement in his peripheral vision, Malcolm walked
over to the grotto, a rocked-in nook that remained in perpetual shade.
There, on the misted moss, was a dragonfly. His heart skipped a beat. It
was no ordinary dragonfly. What lay before him was a black petaltail, a
species whose range did not extend further south than Sonoma county.
Malcolm stared at the jewel-like carapace, its intricately patterned
black and yellow bands reminding him, as always, of medieval
heraldry. But what could a black petaltail be doing here, high above El
Camino Real, on this of all days? His father would have taken it as an
omen. Malcolm did not believe in omens, but he still found himself
wondering what it might portend.

 Chapter 4 
The Demon Card

(Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

T

he scattered yurts of Gatli’s encamped army grew thicker as
Dahil, second-in-command, made for the nerve center. Tired and
hungry as he was, he continued to ride hard, with duty foremost on his
mind, as always. The late afternoon scents of the mess pots caught his
attention, but he dismissed the idea of food, just as he ignored the
salutes of fellow soldiers and the barking of their dogs. Dahil trusted
that both his commander and the high councilor would be at the center
of the encampment, hard at work. He needed to reach them as quickly
as possible to deliver the dire news.
The centermost yurt, although larger than most, looked much like
the others around it: a portable, utilitarian structure devoid of
ornamentation. Above the doorway hung two personal pennants, one of
stark black and white stripes, the other marked with a diamond-pattern
suggesting the form of a lizard, which told Dahil that both Gatli and
Awtn were indeed inside. Dahil dismounted, handed his horse to a
guard, retrieved his own ram’s-horn pennant from its saddle mount, and
placed it next to those of his commander and councilor. After
announcing himself loudly, Dahil opened the door and entered the yurt.
Within the structure, the latticework of the wall was completely
covered by a solid ring of bookshelves and scroll cases. Although this
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bulky library was a challenge to move from camp to camp, it held the
rulebooks, gazetteers, maps, and statistical tools that no commander or
councilor could operate without. Several maps were out now, scattered
across three low tables that had been arranged in the middle of the yurt.
Otherwise, the room held little furniture. Porcelain cups and a few
dishes, most stained and chipped with wear, littered the tables. The
carpet, once a fine example of the geometrical style, was nearly
threadbare.
Dahil coughed, unaccustomed to the yurt’s stale air. Gatli and
Awtn, dressed in fine linen robes of red and blue respectively, were
seated at one of the tables, examining maps.
“So you have finally returned,” Commander Gatli said without
lifting his head. “Take off your boots and make yourself comfortable
before you relate the news. And have some tea. Or would you care for
something more refreshing? It’s terribly hot in here.”
Dahil dispensed with pleasantries. “My lord,” he began with
unaccustomed formality. His long face and curt demeanor prepared
Gatli and Awtn for what came next. “I am sorry to report that the Gods
have befriended our adversaries. They have managed to activate the
demon card, although exactly how I cannot say. As you can well
imagine, our champions were thwarted at every turn during the final
rounds of play. The lines of the end-battle are set, and the situation is
grim.”
Gatli’s face remained impassive. “Please tell us the outcome.”
“It will be the three of us against three of them, in a basic assaulton-high-ground, to end with the first death. They are to defend and can
select any stronghold along Erdai Ridge. No animals. Standard
weapons choice. And there is one additional misfortune. Eshat gets to
choose his two brothers-at-arms.” Dahil looked pointedly at Councilor
Awtn, the weak link in any battle.
Gatli muttered an expletive, and his face fell, but his words were
steady. “Please sit with us, Dahil. I’m sure you are tired after your long
journey. We must first acknowledge that we have done well to salvage
this much when faced with such a loathsome card. I know Erdai Ridge
well, and although the crest requires a formidable climb, its strongholds
are weak. At worst, my brothers, only one of us will die, and it will be
an honorable death. Our troops are exhausted, and it is perhaps for the

M.W. Lewis

27

best that they are allowed to lay down their arms and avoid this final
challenge.”
“Just the three of us?” inquired Councilor Awtn. “Even with the
demon Nevishdo in play, it seems an unlikely culmination to a
succession war, especially one as grueling as this.”
“Our big mistake …,” began Dahil, but Gatli cut him off.
“Let’s not second-guess our own moves,” Gatli announced. “We
fought valiantly. We strategized carefully. But fate was not on our side.
Either that or they,” he gestured to the south, toward the center of their
world, “our champions, played poorly. And if that is blasphemy, so be
it.”
“What is essential,” Awtn interjected, “is that we don’t make any
errors from here on. We could conceivably triumph. How much time
are we allotted?”
“Three full days, beginning three days from now, but we all forfeit
our lives if it isn’t over by then,” Dahil replied.
“Well, at least we can thank the Gods—or perhaps the Ascended
Lord of Shian—for the delay,” Gatli replied, disregarding his own
sacrilege.
While the prospect of death gave most people an extra dose of
faith, it had the opposite effect on the Lord of Sharen. Everyone knew it
was the Emperor and his court of Ascended Lords who played the
games that set their armies’ options on the battlefield. Although
according to doctrine, the Gods acted through them. But Gatli’s faith
had been withering for some time—ever since the Emperor ordered the
Kulgsh to cross the sea and launch the invasion of the Alterland.
“My brothers, shouldn’t we focus on the challenge before us?”
Councilor Awtn implored. “The default strategy would be to sit it out
and reserve our attack for the final day. The wait will take a toll. It’s
not easy being sequestered on a barren ridgeline. Perhaps a windstorm
will intervene.”
“Yes, let’s focus on praying to the Gods for foul weather,” Gatli
returned. “Considering the luck we had yesterday, perhaps they’ll take
pity. Maybe Sherchut himself will send a freak blizzard, blinding us all.
Then chance alone will determine who slaughters whom. But no,
Sherchut can’t do that now—not with the demon card in play. I suppose
we’ll just have to pray to some other tribe’s God for a change.” Gatli
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spat the words out, shocking his two companions into finally taking his
blasphemy seriously.
“This isn’t worthy of you, Gatli,” Dahil responded solemnly. “You
are our leader. We have put our lives in your hands. You have a
responsibility to Sherchut and all the Gods, to the ancestors, to our
Ascended Lord, and to all of the Kulgsh. You are a brave and cunning
warrior. We all acknowledge that. Why now does honor fail you? What
leads you to speak so intemperately, blaspheming the Gods? Yes, one
of us will likely die, but that is the way. That is our path, one we have
walked for generation upon generation since the time of Igham himself.
Let us face this final test with dignity.”
Gatli scoffed. “That little speech, my comrade, was unworthy of
you. You merely parrot what we have all heard a thousand times. You
know as well as I that honor died when that serpent ascended to the
throne, with his rat at his side. Everything he has done since then has
been an insult to the Gods and a grave dishonor to Igham. I tell you,
that ‘Emperor’ and his councilor are shaking the very foundation of the
world. The harmony of the peoples, the concord of the lands, the
stability of times and places—all is ruined by their wretched venture.
Do you think there is honor in killing nut-eating peasants and their
masturbating monkeys? Do you think that there will be ‘glorious
battles’ when our forces smash through the barrier and set upon Telara?
And what will happen to our own homeland when the Telarans are
vanquished?”
Dahil and Awtn exchanged glances as Gatli paused, but neither
said a word. Dahil took the opportunity to sit down. Awtn looked down
into his teacup. Dahil fanned the broad sleeves of his riding tunic.
Gatl’s voice grew louder. “Our lands will be starved of trade, and
we, ourselves, stripped of everything. Before long, we will descend
back into the primordial chaos, back to the time before Igham fixed the
world and made order. Blood wars such as have not been seen for
millennia will break out. Cities will be sacked and burned. And each
succession will bring a new crisis, with the knaves among us conniving
for power. One tribe of Kulgsh will set upon another, and then we shall
all fail. Felt walls cannot withstand those of stone unless their makers
stand united! We lions will end up being ruled by sheep, fat and lazy in
their power until it is their turn to be overthrown by some new, greedy
sheep-king gone mad. Or perhaps we Kulgsh will become sheep
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ourselves, luxuriating in our own rule until we become weak and stupid
and ripe for replacement by hotter blood. All this and worse happened
before Igham was given the truth and proceeded to right the world. No,
if the Gods exist, they are weeping for our sins. Our brothers across the
sea are slaughtering peasants, burning their homes, and destroying their
orchards. And they, in turn, are being butchered thousands of miles
from home in that God-forsaken land! Have we gone mad?”
Dahil sat still. Although he shared many of his leader’s views, he
was offended by this unusual outburst. He considered reiterating the
Emperor’s stated position, that the invasion would bring about the
culmination of Igham’s design, which would allow the promises at long
last to be fulfilled. But Gatli would only rant, and Dahil did not believe
it himself. When he finally spoke, he echoed Awtn’s note of optimism.
“Our cause isn’t necessarily lost. Even without divine favor, we
may still prevail. It may be your destiny to rise to the high lordship,
perhaps eventually to ascend to the Imperial Table itself to convey the
designs of our God in game and tourney. And even if we should fail, all
is not forfeit. The Emperor is ill and cannot live long. The succession
will follow, conducted honorably by Igham’s rules under the eyes of all
the deities. Our brothers will return from the Alterland to participate in
the great event, restoring balance. Gods willing, the new emperor will
end this pointless crusade, and all will be as it was. You know this to be
possible.”
Gatli did not respond immediately. He rose, walked to another
table, and tapped a samovar for a cup of tea. He took a sip, swilled the
liquid around his mouth, and then ostentatiously spat it out into a brass
spittoon.
Looking squarely at Dahil’s scar-lined face, he replied, “My friend,
a Kulgsh warrior does not indulge in fantasy. We three will fight
bravely, but I will surely die. That is the proper way …”
Dahil rose, turning his barrel-chested body to face that of his taller
commander. “Suicide is never honorable! Fate and skill and the will of
the Gods must decide who among us dies and lives!” Dahil’s face was
hot, his words biting.
Gatli looked to his councilor before replying. Awtn had a worried
expression.
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“My apologies,” Gatli allowed. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just
that I have an intuition, a foreboding. Please, sit down and let us
discuss our unfortunate situation as brother warriors.”
Gatli marveled at his lieutenant’s naïve faith. As commander, Gatli
would be expected to lead the assault and would almost certainly be cut
down in the process. In truth, he was ready to die. The prospect of
survival in defeat was hardly tolerable. His head and beard would be
shaved and he would be stripped of his lowland fief, forced to live out
his life on the steppes among the youths and second-rate warriors and
among the Kulgsh women and largely under their power. And that
human pustule Eshat, aptly deemed Crocuta, would lawfully march his
soldiers through Sharen and help himself to the best of everything.
Gatli’s own lordship would fall vacant until a new leader from his tribe
proved victorious in another succession challenge, a course that could
take many months.
In the meantime, the Emperor and his foul cabal of northern lords
would gain strength. And would the northerners conduct themselves
honorably during the inevitable Great Succession Challenge? Gatli was
no longer sure. His own side would never contemplate anything but
strict accordance with the book of Igham, but such punctiliousness
would only weaken them if their opponents failed to follow suit. No,
given such considerations, death on the field of challenge would be the
best outcome.
Councilor Awtn fidgeted with his pen for some time. At last he lay
down the implement and spoke. “Hopeless as our situation may seem,
it is our duty to strategize. We find ourselves in an unusual position,
and perhaps we can find some unusual way out of it. We do have
several days to think and plan. I need to go immediately to the palace
and inspect the full record of play. Perhaps we have more choices than
we know. Our champions at the Imperial Table aren’t stupid. They may
have found some way to provide us with concealed options. They
expect us, after all, to be thinking. I must also look for precedents and
examine maps in the library. Perhaps some of our forbearers once
found themselves in a similar bind and discovered the means to
triumph.”
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“Could you give me one possibility? Just one?” asked Gatli with
exasperation.
Awtn again fell silent. Dahil shifted his weight, coughed, and
eventually placed his head on the table. His long, tightly braided hair
brushed against a teacup. But Gatli remained calm, his eyes fixed on
his unprepossessing councilor.
“Perhaps,” Awtn finally began, “we could sneak a trebuchet
upslope during the night and camouflage it, hoping for a good shot at
dawn. One large stone could smash through the roof of any of the socalled strongholds on Erdai Ridge. Eshat won’t be expecting weapons
of that range, so we might take him by surprise.”
Gatli pantomimed spitting before he responded. “I am afraid, my
councilor, that you are losing your wits. All engines of war in this
tourney were by order disassembled weeks ago. A propitious move, or
so I thought at the time.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that we can’t rebuild
something,” Awtn replied. “We have the time and the expertise.”
Dahil spat in disgust. “It was ordered by the Gods that the engines
be destroyed—by the will of our own deity, in fact! By the grace of
Sherchut, how could you even think of challenging that?”
“Perhaps the Gods have changed their minds,” Awtn retorted. “Or
perhaps Sherchut himself allowed us the possibility of rebuilding from
the start. Who are you—who are we—to fathom divine command? And
who knows what cards might have been played? There are cards that
haven’t been seen for hundreds of years, cards more rare even than that
of the demon Nevishdo, yet we must assume they still exist. The Game
of the Gods is so vast that no one person can possibly comprehend it
all. There are always possibilities. Fate is never sealed. It is that way by
design, by the scheme of Igham and by the divine plan itself!” Despite
himself, Awtn spoke harshly.
Gatli again moved to calm the situation. “Yes, Awtn, of course.
You should go to the Imperial Complex. You need to inspect the
Plaque of Records as well as consult the library. Your duty as councilor
demands as much.”
Awtn inwardly smiled. The trip would be trying, but it would allow
him to continue plotting his secondary schemes, the ones to be held in
reserve in case their defeat became inevitable. He had other ideas for
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himself and Gatli than living out quiet retirements on the steppe—ideas
that were both blasphemous and treasonous.

 Chapter 5 
On Her Way to San Jose

(Boston, Massachusetts)

S

hanna found it difficult to focus on the American Historical
Review as she waited in Logan Airport for her flight to San Jose.
She initially attributed her lapsing attention to the airport noise and
bustle: flights announced, names paged, young parents reining in their
rambunctious children. Then, as her eyes came to rest on her hands, she
realized that she had never previously had any problem concentrating
in airports. Her ringless hands—they looked old, didn’t they? They
gave it away as her face did not—not yet, anyway. Shanna sighed as
she realized that she was now a late-middle-aged woman. How many
years—how many decades—had passed since she last saw Malcolm?
At least he had aged too.
Shanna castigated herself for giving in to self-pity. She returned to
her journal and again failed. What a terrible way to start her trip. The
day had begun badly, even before she awoke. She had another dream of
the dark woman. The woman had been a bird at first, a parrot perched
and babbling happily but senselessly in English. But then the parrot
was imprisoned, the walls of its cage drawing in. Then the bird became
the dark woman, and she was screaming Shanna’s name. Shanna awoke
at 3:55 AM and found no more sleep for the day.
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At the airport, Shanna shook her head to dislodge the vision of the
dark woman, the third such dream she had experienced. She tried
focusing instead on her trip back to the Bay Area. The region called,
and Shanna responded—but never for long. Her lengthiest sojourn had
been just one month during her fifteenth year. Shanna and her family
had just returned to the United States after one of their many stays in
Asia, and she was allowed to spend July with Aunt Laura and Uncle
Gavin in Marin County. The rest of the family had planned to join her
in August when her parents would take new positions at Stanford. That
was not to be, but Shanna’s summer idyll had been framed by the
expectation that California would now be home—a real home, a
permanent home.
Just spending a month with her well-to-do, childless, adventurous,
and doting aunt and uncle would have been exciting enough, but the
actual experience was much more. Shanna often considered it the high
point of her life. She was treated as an adult for the first time, was
allowed and even encouraged to drink a glass of wine at dinner, and
was astounded that grown-ups could have so much fun. Even the
weather was a revelation. Shanna was used to the inactivity of listless,
muggy summers of the Midwest and Monsoon Asia, and had no idea
that the outdoors in July could be inviting, even refreshing.
The highlight of the visit had been a trip to the Mendocino coast.
Fearing carsickness, Shanna had been leery of the winding drive. But
one dose of Dramamine had done the trick, which had been another
revelation since her parents had always been too stoic for such an
expedient. The excursion began with a visit to the remnants of Hispanic
California. First they saw the pueblo of Sonoma and then General
Mariano Vallejo’s adobe rancho in Petaluma. Already a budding
historian, Shanna was charmed.
Cutting to the coast, her uncle pointed out the redwood-clad resorts
of the lower Russian River’s “Gay Riviera” as they made their way to
Highway 1. Shanna could still remember how the coastal road snaked
up the precipitous slopes of central Sonoma County. The sea had
always called to her, but she had never imagined such a magnificent
vista. When Fort Ross, the farthest outlier of Russia's ill-fated
American empire, came in to view, her curiosity shifted into high gear.
Shanna loved historical romance, and here she found it tangible, hewn
out of solid redwood.
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An afternoon in the postcard-pretty village of Mendocino brought
further exultation. She helped her aunt and uncle select artwork,
explored the bluffs and tide pools, and ate a gourmet meal in a
charming café. Sea kayaking the next day convinced Shanna that she
had found paradise.
But paradise found was lost the next week. Shanna was summoned
back to the Midwest, her parents having turned down Stanford in favor
of the University of Chicago. Palo Alto, they concluded, was simply
too advantaged a place. Its climate was too idyllic and households too
privileged for family life.
“There’s a lot to be said for urban grit in building character,” her
father primly announced as the family reunited.
Shanna did not understand the appeal of grit and would never
understand. After coastal California, Hyde Park seemed blighted. At
least her years at the University of Chicago’s Laboratory High School
had been academically well-spent.
By then the die had been cast: Shanna was not a westerner.
Although she had set her sights on California on several occasions,
somehow its charm no longer worked. Accepted by Stanford after
graduating from high school, she anticipated matriculating but was
dissuaded by a final visit. Her parents were right. The place was too
perfect, too privileged. The decisive moment came in an elevator when
she overheard two juniors discussing their summer plans—a position at
Goldman Sachs for one, an internship in the World Bank for the other.
Shanna felt out-classed and out of place. Her parents were relieved.
“You need a more intimate intellectual environment,” her father
advised. “Reed or Oberlin would suit you better.”
Her mother’s assessment had been harsher. “Stanford’s too much
like Duke, honey. It can’t decide if its mission is to be a great
university or a minor-league sports franchise.”
In the end Shanna opted for Carleton, spending the next four years
imbibing the smell of Malt-O-Meal in ice-bound Northfield,
Minnesota. When it came time to pick a graduate school, Shanna had
once again inclined toward Stanford.
This time her mother came down hard. “Shanna, how can you even
think of turning down Harvard? It has much more money, and its
reputation is unmatched. These things matter in graduate school. I
should know …”
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Shanna had had one more opportunity to relocate in the Bay Area,
but that had been a mirage. She recalled again her meltdown with
Malcolm a quarter of a century earlier, which had finally put her off the
place that she concluded was too ideal to be real. In the intervening
years, she had given several talks in Berkeley and Davis, always taking
an extra day or two to revisit the California coast, but she had
studiously avoided the South Bay. When the speaking invitations came
from Stanford’s centers for East Asian and Eurasian studies, Shanna
declined. In reflection, she rued her own timidity, asking herself how
she could justify rejecting such an important university. Stanford was,
after all, a crucial player in all fields connected with the discovery and
exploration of Terranova.
“San Jose,” the announcement broke in. “Now boarding flight 117
for San Jose, California.”
Now that she was heading back, Shanna had to admit that she was
looking forward to seeing the newest real city in the United States, the
new urbanism’s prime showcase. There was nothing like putting
400,000 people with disposable income within walking distance of
downtown. And of course the environs were impressive as well. San
Jose—the city by the wilderness, Bruce Babitt’s dream come true.
Then too, over the past few days, Shanna had allowed herself to
become hopeful about seeing Malcolm again. It was hard not to think
of him. Although she could hardly credit it, she found herself
wondering whether something might be rekindled. But no, she told
herself, too much had happened, too many years had intervened. And
besides, Malcolm still worked for Bowman Alexander. That was reason
enough to rule it out.
Yet still she thought about him. Romantically, Malcolm Harris had
been the high point of Shanna’s life. Not that she had found sexual bliss
with Malcolm. Physically, none of her relationships had been highly
satisfying. But Shanna and Malcolm clicked in every other respect. She
could not say that about his successors. After Malcolm, the downward
spiral began, each new partner a little less attractive, a little less
compelling. Sometime in her forties, she gave it all up. No more dates,
no more lovers. Her family now consisted of her sister Gwen and her
two adolescent nieces. Shanna adored the girls and treasured the
familial connection, but they lived far away and reunions were
infrequent. Most of the time, her life was essentially solitary, supported
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by a few close friends and fond acquaintances, but not moored by a
mate.
For all that, Shanna’s sexual life was fantastic—in the literal sense.
Release for her had always required detailed fantasies, one of the
reasons she had never found physical fulfillment with her lovers. Now
that she had given up on pairing, her scenarios grew more elaborate,
their culminations ever more intense. Yet Shanna was honest enough to
admit that something was missing. She wanted another person—
someone to exchange confidences with, someone who could hear her
out and assuage her fears when sleep escaped her late at night, someone
with a warm body to accept her cold feet on winter evenings.
She recalled how it had been with Malcolm and sighed. His life
hadn’t turned out perfect either, had it? Rumor had it that he had
divorced Theresa and lost custody of their daughter. And he still had to
deal with Bowman Alexander, probably on a daily basis. Had that
odious personage changed him? Well, she would soon see.
If renewed romance with Malcolm were impossible, at least they
might be able to reestablish a significant intellectual connection. In
some ways, that had already happened. Working feverishly on the same
puzzling evidence, Shanna and Malcolm had come to rely on each
other’s research. They ought to be consulting each other on a regular
basis. With that thought, she set aside the interminable book reviews of
the AHR to pick up a copy of Malcolm’s latest posting, “Defensive
Strategies of the Fjordland Coast, Terranova.” It was more engaging,
even for the third time, than yet another interpretation of the American
Civil War.

 Chapter 6 
Outlandish Creatures

(Shunelia, Terranova)

T

isha did not bother stringing her bow, which she hardly knew how
to use. Kolta and Theelam were capable enough, and it was clear
now that they would make it safely to the ruins to join her and the
Shunelian boy, Malan. Her palpitating fear gradually abated. Although
they were hardly out of peril, Tisha’s faith that all would be well, their
journey watched over from above, reasserted itself.
Instead of preparing to fight, Tisha turned to lodge herself more
securely behind the tumbled stone blocks that lay in front of the ruined
monastery, the remains of a collapsed archway. In doing so, she sought
not safety but rather a better view of her male companion. How was he
holding up with the death of his master? He was so young, so innocent.
She needed to talk to him to discern his emotional state as soon as it
was feasible. Unable to do so now, she merely gazed, certain that he
would not notice. His eyes were intently locked on the two women—
one tall and broad-shouldered, the other dark and lithe—who were
carefully edging their way backwards across the open sward.
Tisha could finally size up the young man without interference
from his overbearing master. He was slight and none too tall but wiry
and evidently able to fight. He held his bow with a sure hand and had
performed bravely in the battle against the Kulgsh beasts. She
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scrutinized his face unselfconsciously. He was attractive enough for an
adolescent. He had no prominent features and a typical Shunelian
appearance, neither dark nor light, with a nose neither high nor low, a
chin neither prominent nor receding, and hair cropped close in a
graceless manner.
Tisha had always scoffed when fellow Telarans announced that all
Shunelians looked much the same, but she had to admit that there was a
kind of blandness in Malan’s visage. Yet it was a likeable blandness.
And then there were the fine whiskers on his chin and above his mouth.
Her girlfriends back home would have flinched in mock disgust, but
Tisha was intrigued. There was something she found appealing in such
a cub-like mien. His two dogs, who were fast by his side with their
attention equally riveted forward, added to the effect.
Tisha broke her reverie to check on her colleagues, craning her
head and shoulders around the great stone. Kolta and Theelam and their
dogs were now running flat out, leaving their canine pursuers far
behind. Before long, the two women reached the ruins.
“We … can’t chance … running for the riverboat,” Kolta
announced between her heaving breaths. “Kulgsh forces could arrive at
any time.” Switching from Telaran to her rough Shunelian, she turned
to the boy. “We need to get to a protected place, one that allows escape.
Think quickly. Are there any such spots in these ruins?”
“I think so,” replied Malan nervously. “There are storerooms below
the prayer hall. But it will be dark …”
“We have torches,” came the brusque response. “But how will we
get out if we need to? We can’t allow ourselves to get trapped.”
Malan looked flustered under Kolta’s intimidating stare, but he
found his voice. “The drain-pipe, the main sewer …”
“Is it large enough? Can we get in?”
“Yes, yes, but …”
“Where will it take us?”
“To the marshes, down in the floodplain.”
“Good,” Kolta announced with satisfaction. “Lead us there. But
first send the coursing hound back with another message to your
brothers. Do you have one prepared, or do you need to write it out?”
“I have one,” Malan replied.
“The other courser hasn’t returned,” Kolta continued. “We may not
get him back. And it looks like another one of your master’s shepherds
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is gone. That gives us eight dogs: Steadfast, Patience, Fidelity, your
four shepherds, and your bloodhound.”
“The bloodhound is Hex,” Malan corrected, “and the shepherds are
Harvest, Sprite, Bones, and Thirteen. Harvest is mine. The others were
my master’s.”
Kolta did not respond.
Passing through a gap in the stonework that had once held great
wooden doors, they entered the ruined prayer hall. The capacious room
was a jumble of wreckage, its roof having collapsed in the fire that
accompanied the monastery’s sacking.
“Solid walls of ashlar masonry but a wooden roof,” Theelam
muttered under her breath in Telaran. “As if they had never heard of a
vault.”
Tisha coughed spasmodically, sickened by the foul smell but even
more so by the general aura of desecration. Progress was slow as they
picked their way across charred timbers, shattered statuary, and shards
of stained glass, skirting the soft spots and gaping holes where the
paving stones had not been adequate to protect the underlying
floorboards from the heat of the fire. After a few minutes, they found
themselves at the mouth of a large opening with great stone steps
leading down to the cellar.
“This is it, but I’m not sure we should go down there,” Malan said.
“Maybe we can find a better hiding place in the living quarters at the
back end of the complex. The fire wasn’t …”
“We don’t have time for that,” Kolta interrupted. She motioned
Malan to go down, but he hesitated at the brink, his right hand reaching
down to his bloodhound’s muzzle. “No time to waste, boy,” Kolta
barked out. “You know the building. You lead.”
“No,” Malan hesitantly responded. “It isn’t safe. Hex thinks there’s
something dangerous down there.”
“Hex thinks?” Kolta replied incredulously. Then, shifting to
Telaran, she continued. “I’ll lead. The boy is obviously incapable.
Theelam, prepare the torches. It may be too dark to see.”
Tisha examined her companions as Theelam dove into her pack to
locate the torches. Malan’s droopy-eared hound had bared her teeth and
raised her hackles.
“Malan,” Tisha asked softly, “what’s down there? What can your
dog tell you?”
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Malan gave Tisha an inscrutable look, but a moment later he went
down to his knees, eye-level with his hound.
“She says it’s big and fierce. Maybe a bear.”
Tisha looked to Kolta, who picked up the cue. “Not many bears
around here, but we might as well prepare ourselves. Theelam, grab a
single torch, but don’t light it yet, and keep a spear in your right hand.
Everyone else, take two spears. We need to bristle! Warn your other
dogs, boy, and keep them tight.” Her short speech over, Kolta clicked
to her own animals, instructing them as well.
Tisha tried to assess their predicament as they descended the broad
stairs. She had never encountered a wild bear, but she had seen tame
ones. It did not seem likely that a solitary bear, even a huge one, could
threaten a party as well armed as their own. Of course if they somehow
inadvertently cornered one, they could be at peril. But she trusted the
dogs to guard against that.
The cellar was not as dark as the stairwell. Shafts of light pierced
through the damaged floor above.
“We need to find an enclosed space to barricade ourselves in, but
we also need access to a drain opening,” Kolta demanded of Malan.
“The storage rooms are off a corridor at the end of this hall, and
there’s a laundry room too,” Malan whispered while pointing. “But
that’s where the danger is—in the corridor.”
“Very well, I’ll lead,” replied Kolta, following her words with
more clicks and whistles. “Malan, you next with your dogs. Your scent
hound needs to be close enough to sniff out the situation.”
“Hex doesn’t want to go,” Malan replied desperately. “I’m not even
sure I can make her. Look at your own dogs,” he pleaded. “They don’t
want to go either. It’s not safe.”
“We go now!” Kolta ordered. “Look at us, boy. Together we far
outweigh any bear. Beasts aren’t stupid. They will not fight a battle
they cannot win!”
Kolta strode forward, the others duly following. Hex balked, but
Harvest darted in to nip her ear, reestablishing the chain of dominance.
Wherever Malan went, even into the lair of the most fearsome beast,
Harvest would go too, and she would make sure that Hex would follow
along.
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They reached the end of the first hall and peered through the
archway into the corridor that Malan had described. It was ink dark but
for a single shaft of light ahead. No one was eager to enter.
“I can smell it, too,” whispered Theelam. “Something is wrong—
She cut herself short as Kolta threw her a glower, but then both women
stopped as they heard Tisha’s trembling invocation. “Oh Goddess of
Shelter, protect us …”
There, illuminated by the single beam of light, was the beast. On all
four legs, it stood as tall as Kolta. What could it be? A bear but not a
bear, its legs were too long, as if it were built for the chase. Its jaws
were too short and thick, as if made for crushing massive bones. It was
a horse of a bear, a ton of ursine flesh.
“A demon,” Malan muttered, “a Kulgsh devil-beast.”
“Back up slowly, spears high,” Kolta carefully intoned. The animal
gave a deep, menacing growl. “Slowly, slowly,” Kolta continued, her
words interspersed with clicks. “If it charges, aim for its neck and eyes.
Boy, keep your dogs down and back.”
Neither Malan nor his dogs needed instructions. The slow motion
retreat continued through an abbreviated eternity. At length the party
reached the stairs and ascended backwards to the main level. The beast
evidently had elected to remain in the corridor below.
“You mentioned another option,” Kolta asked Malan when they
reached the surface. “Describe it as we make our way there.”
“The living quarters, across the courtyard,” Malan replied as they
clambered forward through the ruins. “They go down. The whole
building is on a slope, and the lower levels were never burned. There
are many rooms …”
“Can we escape if cornered? Can we get into the drain?”
“No, I don’t even think so. I’m not sure. But maybe we could get
out through the back, over one of the balconies.”
“Balconies? How high off the ground? Can we jump?”
“No, no. They’re too high. I’m sure they’re too high.” Malan’s
voice was shaking, his poise evaporating under Kolta’s abrasive
questioning.
“We have some rope but probably not enough. Will we find
bedding or robes?
“Yes, both,” Malan replied.
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“Very well. We’ll have to chance it. But one more thing, boy,”
Kolta continued in a gentler tone. “What else can your scent hound tell
us?”
As the party stopped, Hex sniffed and Malan interpreted. “Hex says
their dogs are waiting on the sward outside the ruins. No men or horses
yet.”
Kolta stared at the boy for a moment, as if to gauge the reliability
of his words. Turning away, she gave voice to the common question.
“What was that thing?”
“An arctodus, I think,” Theelam volunteered. “A short-faced bear,
a creature of the far north. From what I’ve read, they steal prey from
other predators, and they can detect carrion many miles away. What
one is doing here, I can’t say. Perhaps the Kulgsh brought it for one of
their games.”
“It’s here for the kills,” Malan returned in a dead voice. “Just like
the teratorns we saw earlier today.”
“The kills?” Tisha returned with alarm. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t you know?” Malan replied. “They slaughter the big ones
whenever they can. For no reason. Just to kill them. Maybe that’s why
the brambles and shrubs are taking over the land.”
The party was now passing out of the prayer hall and into the
enclosed courtyard, overgrown with weeds and pockmarked with the
debris of broken fountains and statues. The conversation continued as
they walked.
“I’m confused,” Tisha protested. “Who is killing what?”
“The Kulgsh, of course.” Malan replied bitterly. “They hate all big,
slow animals, especially megalonyxes and glyptodons. They are
exterminating them.”
Tisha’s heart sank. She had so hoped to see some of the outlandish
creatures of the Shunelian plains. A sloth the size of an elephant—she
could hardly envisage that. Yet they were said to be common. Before
the invasion, that is. Before the Kulgsh had come.
Tisha’s doleful musings were interrupted by a low rumbling from
the bloodhound. She looked to Malan, as did the others.
“Hex smells horses. We must run now.”

 Chapter 7 
Across the Santa Clara Valley

(From Palo Alto to the Diablo Range)

M

alcolm’s destination was an easy twenty-five miles away, but he
intended to spend all day getting there. He would not be able to
concentrate on his work. As long as he was going to fret, he might as
well grab the opportunity to take in the landscape. Malcolm rarely tired
of scenery, even in a place as familiar as the Santa Clara Valley. It was
still impressive, if no longer quite Jack London’s “Valley of Heart’s
Delight.” After apricot and prune orchards gave way to housing tracts,
apartment complexes, and high-tech campuses, delight diminished
amid the congestion. But it was still blessed with an idyllic climate
(“sun-kissed,” as London had unforgettably put it), and it was still
enclosed by magnificent mountains.
All of this was on Malcolm’s mind as he stepped out of his garden
gate onto the leafy, elevated terrace walk that ran parallel to El Camino
Real. To Malcolm, this was one of the more charming features
bequeathed by the “new urbanism” of the 2020s. Although this eightstory-high promenade was technically public space, few who did not
dwell in the luxury condos below actually walked along it or frequented
its pocket cafés.
Malcolm savored the weather as he strolled along the terrace. It had
rained during the night, but the sky was now clear and the air was fresh.
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Both of the mountain ranges bracketing the Santa Clara Valley looked
deceptively close. Malcolm had always found the contrast between the
two appealing—the lush, redwood-clad Santa Cruz Mountains to the
west and south and the wild, harsh Diablo Range to the east. He would
end his day deep in these devil’s mountains, well beyond the security
fence that marked the edge of both the Santa Clara Valley and the Bay
Area urban system.
A few minutes later, Malcolm descended to street level in an
elevator and then hesitated before turning right toward the California
Street station to catch a southbound train. A private pod on the newly
constructed personal transit system appealed to him, but he knew
Shanna would not approve.
Half an hour later, he got off the crowded train in downtown San
Jose and slipped into a café for another cup of coffee. The sticky-sweet
pastries in the display box gave him a queasy feeling, but he managed
to eat a scone. He tried to read a newspaper while sipping the black
brew, but it was no use. He could not get Shanna out of his mind. How
would she have reacted to the capsule history lesson that he had given
his son? No doubt she would have pointed out that despite their
successes, the reforms of the twenties also closed the ranks of the
global elite, shutting down options for genuinely progressive politics.
The poor were more marginalized than ever, the well-to-do more
convinced of their own superiority.
He could imagine her dryly noting that many of the positive
reforms, including the reestablishment of a progressive tax system,
were being undermined as the country entered yet another round of
accumulation by the overclass. She would surely remind him that
Bowman Alexander was richer and more powerful than J.D.
Rockefeller or Bill Gates had ever been. He merely had his money
more artfully concealed.
Or so he imagined she would say these things. Malcolm hadn’t
actually heard Shanna speak for twenty-five years. But he had followed
her work, and he knew that her basic attitudes had not changed.
Malcolm put down his paper and watched through the window the
continual flow of pedestrians, cyclists, and scooters. What, he asked
himself, did he think of Shanna’s putative objections? He honestly
could not say. His political agnosticism was now almost complete. He
suspected, and feared, that this void had generated a kind of moral
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agnosticism as well, although his personal life was so humdrum that he
hardly had the opportunity for any real transgressions of his own.
As he left the café and walked down the tree-lined streets, he
continued running his internal dialogue, gesturing as if engaged in a
real conversation. This little quirk had caused Malcolm’s ex-wife no
end of consternation, but Shanna had always found it endearing.
Shanna was right about many things, he had to admit. But had she
been on target in regard to Xander? That was the big question. When
she had delivered her ultimatum a quarter of a century earlier, Bowman
Alexander was merely Malcolm’s estranged childhood friend and
would-be employer, a rich but obscure figure. At the time, Malcolm
found her denunciations of him bizarre, fearing that Shanna was falling
off the deep end of leftist paranoia. How could she have known such
things? How could Xander have been so unscrupulous? It had seemed,
back then, like an extravagant fabrication.
So Malcolm had made his decision those many years ago. He had
accepted Xander’s offer, even though doing so meant leaving Shanna.
Moving back to California, Malcolm joined General Imaging and
Gaming (GImG), one of Bowman Alexander’s start-ups. Working
under the job title of “creative director,” his main responsibility was to
ensure geographical and historical realism in computer games.
Malcolm did not initially reestablish a close personal relationship with
his old companion, however, and he maintained an even greater
distance from Xander’s inner circle (or “perverted cult,” as Shanna had
called it).
Malcolm did make money over the next few years as GImG moved
from strength to strength. Eventually he became wealthy. But the rest
of his life had not been particularly successful. He often felt alone. He
had no siblings, his mother was dead, his father had disowned him, his
marriage had failed, and he had few fast friends. And the love of his
life?—well, at least he would be able to lay eyes on her one more time.
He might even talk to her.
But Malcolm did have one close friend, and that friend happened to
be the richest and quite possibly the most powerful person on the
planet. After they began working together again, Malcolm and Xander
had gradually reestablished the bond that had been so strong in
childhood. The fact that Malcolm resisted Xander’s cult-like entourage
only enhanced the friendship, for Xander wanted more than sycophants.
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What he needed was a confessor. Malcolm found it gratifying to be
Xander’s confidant, yet disconcerting and often chilling to learn things
that should have remained hidden. As the revelations continued,
Malcolm’s ambivalence grew. His life, his beliefs, and his basic morals
could no longer be squared.
The confessor phase in Malcolm’s relationship with Xander
eventually ended, brought to an abrupt termination by Alexander’s
religious conversion—that is, if one could call “hypothetical
polytheism” a genuine faith. To Malcolm it seemed quaint but
contrived, and he could only wonder what Shanna would say about its
general weirdness.
Xander, however, valued Malcolm’s skepticism: “You need to help
keep me in the state of agnosis, Malcolm. You’re so good at that.” So
while the friendship chilled, it by no means dissipated.
But then, three years ago, the two men grew tight again, thanks to
the discovery of Nova. They now shared the same obsession and found
that they had much to offer each other. During the same period,
Malcolm had also become rather intimate with Xander’s family—if
“family” was the right word for it. Malcolm was quite fond of the
children, Nestor and Egeria.
As he made his way into residential neighborhoods, Malcolm tried
to imagine what it would be like when Xander met Shanna. It was
staggering to realize that they would be in the same room today. Would
they converse? Shanna probably considered Bowman Alexander the
sum of all things despicable, but he was now her benefactor, albeit
indirectly. For Xander, the situation was almost reversed. For years, he
had known of Shanna Malone only as Malcolm’s former fiancée, but
now he was drawn to her as one of the most insightful expositors of
Terranova’s social and economic structures. Xander would certainly
want to talk with her and at some length. Would she let him?
In some respects, Malcolm knew, Xander and Shanna were similar.
Both were enthralled by history, and both focused on class conflict as
the driving force of change. Malcolm, skeptical of all such theories,
found it amusing that a plutocrat like Bowman Alexander would
espouse an almost Marxist viewpoint. As he walked, Malcolm thought
back to one of Xander’s sermons on the subject.
“Marx was dead-on in one respect,” Xander had insisted. “All
history, or at least all political history, is propelled by class conflict. It’s
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just that Marx had a naïve understanding of the classes involved. The
important conflicts are all between factions of the elite. Other groups
play, at best, supporting roles. The proles are never more than cannonfodder, even in revolutions conducted in their name. The key lesson is
to align your politics with those of a previously thwarted but nowrising portion of the elite.”
Malcolm understood all too well that this was not mere talk on
Xander’s part. Even as a young man, Bowman Alexander had been
politically ambitious and ruthless. He had played a major role in the
reforms of the 2020s that had stripped the hyper-elite of much of their
capital while empowering the professional classes.
But now that Alexander himself was surpassingly wealthy, his
politics had changed. Malcolm wondered what class faction he
identified with now. But he knew the answer: none at all. Xander had
come to occupy a class of his own. He identified with his own group,
focusing on its off-base ideology and regarding all others—right, left,
or center, religious or secular—with concealed contempt. But Malcolm
often wondered whether the underlying ideas really cohered and,
indeed, whether Xander himself fully bought into them.
Malcolm continued walking, foregoing public transportation
largely in order to consume time. He would cover the six miles to the
Alum Rock Gate by early afternoon if he moved as quickly as he
habitually did, his long legs propelling him smoothly along. He would
call for a driver and vehicle to meet him at the park entrance and take
him by the jeep trails to the Institute for Imagining Technology’s (IIT)
research center, deep in the Diablo Wilderness. IIT was, after GImG,
the second pillar of Xander’s empire. There would still be time to avoid
the main entrance at Sunol, which would ease Malcolm’s passage
through security and minimize the chance of an awkward, unplanned
meeting with Shanna. And fast walking might even help clear out his
preoccupations.
As he had hoped, the fresh, rain-scrubbed air coupled with fast
walking put Malcolm somewhat at ease. He was now in east San Jose,
although it might as well have been somewhere in Latin America. The
signs were written in Spanish, and the food and faces were mostly
Mexican. He was comfortable, finding pleasure in cultural and
environmental diversity. Malcolm took pride in decoding the
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neighborhood’s ties to Michoacan, which were announced in several
place names posted on the storefronts.
Malcolm had adequate knowledge of Spanish and a passing
knowledge of Mexican culture. Many of his childhood acquaintances
had been Hispanic, and as much Spanish as English had been spoken
on the playgrounds of the rural schools that he occasionally attended in
northwestern California. Not that he had had close Spanish-speaking
childhood friends, however. Malcolm’s upbringing had been too
isolated and nonconformist for much social mixing. Most of his
schooling had consisted of reading encyclopedias at home.
His education improved dramatically when Xander’s family moved
to the deep woods property that they had long co-owned with
Malcolm’s family. Suddenly, twelve-year-old Malcolm had ready
access to books, magazines, and, before long, the Internet as well. He
also found in Xander’s father, an early-retired professor, a mentor of
sorts. Unfortunately, the same change precipitated a crisis in the
relationship between the land partners. As Malcolm’s anarchist parents
grew increasingly Luddite, Xander’s moved in the opposite direction.
Their insistence on bringing an Internet connection to the property dealt
a decisive blow to the old friendship.
Whatever its idiosyncrasies, Malcolm’s childhood education was
serving him well now. “Novology” was a new game, and the thirst for
knowledge was so deep that scholarly credentials mattered little.
Research moved too quickly for the endless vetting and re-vetting
rituals of established scholarly journals. If one had a good argument
and could back it with appropriate evidence, one could get a hearing.
And Malcolm had his advantages: his knowledge of Earth history and
geography was encyclopedic; he had access to the world’s best remote
sensing and imaging infrastructure; and he had the full backing of
GImG and IIT. Shanna herself was citing his postings on Nova as if
they were colleagues.
Malcolm had narrowed his Novan investigations to a specific
region of a single continent. It was evidently a good choice because he
had uncovered some important and troubling developments. Perhaps,
Malcolm congratulated himself, he had finally learned the advantage of
specialization. It was about time. It had been his inability to specialize
that had proved his undoing in academia, leading ultimately to his
breakup with Shanna.
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Malcolm thought back to his first day in graduate school. As part of
his initiation into the scholarly world, he had to meet with three
professors to plan his academic schedule. It had not gone well.
Malcolm had been thrilled at the prospect of immersing himself in the
intellectual life of the department, expecting to sample its fruits
broadly. The committee of three, however, was not willing to
countenance much breadth. When Malcolm tentatively opined, “I
prefer to think of myself as something of a generalist,” the chair of
graduate studies—a well-heeled Marxist who wore a beret on formal
occasions to demonstrate his solidarity with the working class—gave a
venomous look while hissing, “There is no place in academia for a
generalist.”
Thus began Malcolm’s journey into political agnosticism. He had
been reared in a community so far to the left that NPR was commonly
dismissed as “National Petroleum Radio” (Click and Clack: the running
dogs of Exxon imperialism). Four years at Evergreen State reinforced
Malcolm’s inherited beliefs. But in graduate school, the leftist crowd
was not very kind to Malcolm. The deep-green anarchism that he had
imbibed did not quite cut it with the urban sophisticates he encountered
there. In reaction, Malcolm moved toward the center, rebelling as much
against his parents as his peers. He began to publicly espouse an antiradical, but still vaguely liberal, line. But when he became a professor,
a supposedly liberal faculty did its best to squash his politics and
demolish his career, destroying his relationship with Shanna in the
process.
That, at any rate, was how Malcolm had interpreted his dilemma at
the time. In retrospect, he usually admitted that his academic
adversaries had been right. Malcolm was not cut out for the
professoriate. He should have listened to the beret-wearing Marxist and
simply walked out the door, sparing himself years of pointless study.
That way, he would never have met Shanna. That way, he would be
meeting her tonight for the first time.
“Don’t go there,” Malcolm told himself out loud. “Don’t think
about it. Not today.” He wanted to see Shanna afresh. He wanted to
think of her as colleague and potential collaborator.
Malcolm dropped down into the Coyote Creek Corridor to cross
under Highway 101, finding brief pleasure in the verdant urban oasis
with its clear flowing stream. He could have remained in parkland the
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rest of the way by turning into the Penitencia Creek Corridor. It would
also have allowed him to take in the apricot and prune orchards of a
rural restoration zone, which was cobbled together from a number of
odd lots that had somehow escaped suburbanization. Instead he opted
to remain in urbania, figuring that he would have plenty of opportunity
to view nature—real, raw nature—once he crossed the perimeter fence.
Malcolm was soon deep in an old suburban neighborhood. Judging
from the shoddy ranch-style houses occasionally visible behind the
front row dwellings, he figured it must date to the 1950s or ’60s. It
amused him to think that the subdivision had been designed for nuclear
families with two cars, two kids, and a couple of pets. Every house
originally had one lawn in the front and another in the back. But all of
the garages and most of the front yards had long since been colonized
for supplemental housing, more often for an extra batch of cousins than
for the proverbial mother-in-law. Although Malcolm was now far
enough from a streetcar corridor that private cars were permitted, few
were visible. Who could afford one here? In a major metropolitan area
like the Santa Clara Valley, only the well-off could pay the required
fees and taxes, and this was not a rich neighborhood. Not fair. Not at
all, Malcolm thought. But when he recalled the simulated El Camino
Real of the turn of the millennium, made both ugly and dysfunctional
by mass auto-ownership, he could hardly object.
Malcolm wanted to focus on something pleasant but found it
difficult. Maybe it was the sleep deprivation or perhaps his queasy,
caffeine-saturated stomach. He turned his mind to Merrick, but that
provoked worries as well. He then tried to concentrate on the evening’s
events, on what he would certainly see, where he would seemingly be,
what he would undoubtedly learn. Nothing like this had ever happened.
The revelations of the past three years, as world-shattering as they had
been, would pale in comparison to what the crowd at Diablo would
soon witness. To discover an extra-planetary civilization was one thing,
to stand among its people was quite another. The simulacra would be
good enough to fool eye and ear. But would he find himself among
spectral images of people or of “people?” They certainly seemed fully
human, but one could not be sure from satellites photos of purposively
limited resolution. Today, however, would tell.
Even if Nova was not occupied by fully human beings, it certainly
supported a human-like civilization and a remarkable one at that.
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Completely pre-industrial (or “non-industrial,” as Shanna would
insist—no need to be teleological), it was in other ways more advanced
than anything that Earth had seen prior to the nineteenth century. As
one historian who was examining the largest landmass had summed it
up, “Imagine China in 1750 but with double the intensity of everything.
Twice as many towns, cities of twice the size, double the mileage of
canals …”
Malcolm suspected that this analogy did not quite get it right. Even
on the northeastern continent, the planet’s most populous landmass,
there were more fundamental differences in land use than could be
captured by the phrase “greater intensity.” And at the heads of the
fjords on the northwestern continent, which Malcolm knew better than
anyone except perhaps Shanna Malone, the discrepancies with preindustrial Earth were glaring. The built environment outweighed
anything on earth prior to 1800 by an order of magnitude. But it was
not so much the sheer size or scope that captivated Malcolm as the
grace in the overall design of the buildings, arcades, promenades,
fountains, canals, gardens, plazas, and everything else that could be
seen from above. This place was highly refined and obviously
wealthy—almost unimaginably so considering the technological level
of its people. Here was a rich mystery that entranced Malcolm. He had
made some progress recently in fathoming it out. So had Shanna.
Malcolm looked up and realized that he had finally left most of the
city behind. He hardly remembered crossing under Interstate 680, but
here he was in the prosperous urban fringe. Mission Ridge loomed
above him, the clear air making it seem closer than it actually was. He
called to have a driver meet him at the gate and then returned to his
fixation. But his mind fogged, his stomach clenched, and his first image
of the day returned—gore-strewn tile work. Again the thought: could it
be a premonition? Or was it perhaps a post-monition? Could this scene
have been, or would it be, played out on Nova? Skeptic though he was,
Malcolm could not help feeling a chill.
Some sort of major battle was shaping up on Nova’s northwestern
landmass. Malcolm had discovered massive fortifications being built in
the great fault trough that cut through the mountains—anthills of
activity. And not far to the east, in the same structural depression, a
sizable army was on the move. It was traveling slowly, for as it
advanced it was clearing the forest and building a road.
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Tree clearance, Malcolm knew, was not limited to this particular
locale. To the east, in a broad swath across the piedmont and down to
the coastal plain, burned out complexes (manor houses? temples?)
littered a landscape made desolate by miles upon miles of dead trees.
Malcolm believed that the trees were the remnants of orchards
intentionally destroyed by the invading army. Their spacing was too
regular for natural vegetation. He ticked off the terrestrial analogues:
the Spartans demolishing the olive groves of Attica; Kit Carson and the
U.S. Army felling the peach orchards of the Navaho; the Taliban
uprooting the apricots and grapes of the Panjir Valley.
Many of his peers rejected his interpretation, arguing that the
growing patterns were not that orderly and that many of the individual
trees had been too large for domesticates. And besides, one could not
ascertain how the trees died. The cause could have been natural—a
fungal infestation perhaps, brought over from the eastern continent.
Comparisons were made to the chestnut blight and Dutch elm disease.
Malcolm was not impressed with this argument. If it were a pathogen,
why would its devastation have been so indiscriminate among species,
and why would its spread have suddenly stopped where it did? No, he
was sure that he was looking at purposive destruction.
Malcolm worried about all of this, afraid that a catastrophe was
about to overtake a place that he had already come to love. Anxiety
pervaded quite a few of his hours, both waking and sleeping. From
reading between the lines of her many postings on the issue, he knew
that Shanna shared his concern. She, too, found something
extraordinary about this part of Nova, and she also suspected that it was
on the verge of a tragedy. The prospect suddenly engulfed Malcolm in
melancholy.
It was well past noon when Malcolm finally reached the edge of the
valley, the steep, grass-covered slopes of Mission Ridge rising up
starkly before him. He had forgone lunch, but the prospect of eating did
not enter his mind. Brooding as he went, he proceeded into Alum Rock
Park, once famous for its mineral springs. Crossing the pleasant public
space with its picnic grounds built around a small but perennial stream
debouching from the Diablo Range helped calm his nerves. Malcolm
could just make out his driver waiting on the far side of the gate. He
walked more quickly now, reaching the boundary in a few minutes.
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Because he knew the necessary codes, Malcolm could have simply
opened the gate and walked into the wilderness. He had done so before,
finding the dangers exaggerated, especially in the fringe areas. This
was not Kruger or the Serengeti where vehicular transportation was a
necessary precaution—at least not yet. Even grizzlies, supposedly the
biggest danger, were not well-established. Malcolm suspected that
jaguars, introduced (or reintroduced, as proponents insisted) after
significant controversy a few years earlier, posed a bigger threat. But
none of that mattered now. The driver punched a button and the gate
swung open. Malcolm entered the jeep, happy to take the weight off his
weary legs. The gate closed behind them, and they drove into the wild.

 Chapter 8 
The Pleasure Yurt

(Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

P

elg, second-in-command, galloped through the scattered yurts of
Eshat’s encamped army. He had been informed that his lord had
retreated to his resting quarters for the afternoon. The relaxation area
was some distance from the center of the encampment, located under
one of the few coppices of trees found in this section of the southern
Kulgsh Plateau, adjacent to a small lake. The handful of adorned yurts,
each a different color, came into view as Pelg reached the summit of
the hill and headed down the north slope through the juniper grove. He
dismounted and gave his horse to the guards, confident that Eshat,
along with his councilor Naghil, would be in the centermost structure.
Pelg hesitated before he entered, pausing to examine a newly
embroidered emblem plaque that hung adjacent to the door: a spotted
hyena breaking the neck of a badger. He sneered but then almost
laughed at the sheer effrontery.
“Is word in?” Eshat demanded the instant Pelg entered the yurt.
Half-reclining with a drink in hand, his long black hair unbraided and
falling about his shoulders, Eshat looked the perfect picture of
relaxation.
“Yes, my lord.”
“And?” Eshat did not conceal his impatience.
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“The card of the demon Nevishdo has indeed been activated,
destroying their options at every turn. It will be a simple finale. A three
on three assault-on-high-ground with us defending.”
Eshat stood, his small eyes flashing. “Thanks be to Gods and
demons—to Khuzh, and Nevishdo! What else?”
“Completion at first death, no animals, basic weapons choice, Erdai
Ridge, a three-day limit, and it is theirs to forfeit.”
“That’s it? That’s all?”
“No, my lord. You get to choose your comrades whereas Gatli has
no choice. He must fight with Dahil and Awtn.”
“With Awtn? His runty councilor!” Eshat let out a scream of
jubilation as he bounded over to lay his ham-like hands upon his
second’s shoulders. “Oh, Pelg—my brother—I choose you!” Then he
began to laugh. “His lizard of a councilor? The Gods must have more
of a sense of humor than I had thought possible! Come now, Pelg. Get
out of those grubby clothes and join us. We’re enjoying a particularly
fine vintage.”
Eshat then turned to his councilor, who had remained seated. Pelg
quickly stripped to don a silk lounging robe that had been hanging on a
hook in the wall.
“Naghil,” Eshat inquired, “what do you say? Who shall we take for
our third? With me against Gatli and Pelg contra Dahil, who then shall
pair off against Awtn? Maybe I should be gallant and pick … you!”
“Ah, my lord,” replied Naghil, ignoring Eshat’s laughter. “For the
situation just outlined, you would want the best bowman in the ranks. I
would suggest Koro.”
“Ah yes, Koro—an excellent choice, I’m sure. But my brothers,
don’t you realize what this means? Victory is ours! We must celebrate.
We must inform the troops.”
Eshat’s enthusiastic antics prompted a bark from his favorite dog,
the only animal in the yurt. Eshat immediately stared the hound back
into submission.
“My lord,” Naghil began, “you know that it is my duty to counsel
prudence. Something could go wrong. We should strategize, and we
should certainly withhold celebration until the actual end of the war.”
Eshat smiled broadly as he clapped Naghil on the shoulders and
then embraced him, Eshat’s thick forearms drawing the lanky frame of
his councilor tight against his body. “Yes, yes, my true friend, my
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councilor, my brother, that is your duty, and I commend you for
carrying it out so expertly. But on this one occasion, I do not need to
listen, for the war is over! All we have to do is walk our paces through
the anti-climax and pick off the rats as they trudge up the slope.
Although … hmm, come to think of it, perhaps a little strategizing is in
order. Perhaps we could make something more of this opportunity.
Maybe we could catch Gatli, Gatli Meles, alive, and then I could slowly
skin him or slice off his appendages one by one. That would be sweet!
Or … I know! I’ll carve the blood-eagle in his treasonous back, tearing
his ribs out one by one while he’s still kicking! Now that would scratch
a deep itch!”
Naghil was about to remind his lord that “carving the blood eagle”
was a barbarous practice of the semi-savage Figingsh when Pelg
jumped in.
“Commander, how can you say that? The Ascended Lords will be
watching, as will our God Khuzh!”
“Oh, Pelg, don’t be such a putz!” Eshat returned with a smile. “I’m
just having a little fun. You might try doing that occasionally. Let your
hair down, cover up that ugly, earless stump!”
“More to the point, Commander,” Naghil put in, ignoring Eshat’s
teasing of Pelg, “we should still not underestimate Gatli. He may be a
traitor and a blasphemer, but he is no fool and neither is his councilor.”
“Ah, you are right, my brother, as usual,” Eshat replied as he began
to pace the yurt, kicking aside pillows aimlessly as he scratched his
thick, meticulously cropped beard. “We should focus instead on the
sweetness that will come after this so-called battle. Let us imagine our
victory parade. Better yet, let us think of our march through Sharen, our
seizing of Gatli’s palace and our taking of his wealth and women.
What, I ask you my friends, is the greatest pleasure in life? In the words
of Denuchim, illustrious predecessor of the prophet Igham, ‘The
greatest pleasure is to vanquish your enemies and chase them before
you, to rob them of their wealth and see those dear to them bathed in
tears, to ride their horses and clasp to your bosom their wives and
daughters.’ That, my friends, is what awaits us. Not wives and
daughters as in Denuchim’s time, but concubines and slaves aplenty!”
As he contemplated taking Gatli’s harem, Eshat’s joy turned to lust
and his hand slipped inside his red satin drinking robe. That brought
instant distress, however, as he realized that satisfaction was not
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allowed. They were still legally at war, and war demanded continence.
But Eshat was ardent. Surely there had to be some way around the
prohibition.
“How long,” he asked Pelg, “before the assault is to begin?”
“Three days, my lord, and then three more days for completion.”
Three days with no real battle preparations to make gave some
possibilities. But his own lowland domain of Gemd was much too
distant. What about his wife? She was not so far off. Of course, she
would not be nearly as exciting as a lineup of lowlander slaves, sheep
girls who would submit readily to his demands. Actually, was she even
worth the effort and risk? Then the realization struck. He was about to
become high lord, and, as such, he could now sire two more legitimate
children. Kulgsh children from a Kulgsh mother. To chance at making
another legitimate son or daughter, yes, even his wife would be good
sport for that! And, of course, she had her own slave girls, although he
would be in her domain and she would not exactly be pleased. Even
sneaking away from the war camp and appearing at her yurt undetected
might prove a challenge. He would have to strategize after all.
Eshat took a long, slow draft and savored the wine. He turned to
face the breeze that wafted through the gauze screens and considered
his next move. During the pause that followed, he looked around the
room. Eshat’s pleasure yurt was, all agreed, a masterpiece. It was
especially beautiful in the warm season when the felt side-coverings
were replaced with silken brocades.
Since it was a balmy, late-summer afternoon, most of these covers
had been removed to allow breezes to pass through, with only the finest
screens covering the latticework to keep out insects. The framework
itself was a marvel, the alternating black and red diagonal wooden slats
richly polished and inlaid with lapis lazuli and other semi-precious
stones. The rafters that rested atop the lattice wall were elaborately
carved, with rubies serving as dragons’ eyes and emeralds for those of
the serpents they battled. The yurt’s furniture consisted of several low,
graceful tables that were used to serve drinks, delectables, and other
substances of delight. Comfort was provided by colorful silk pillows,
many elaborately embroidered. The carpet, a phantasmagoria in dyed
wool, was largely obscured by the profusion of cushions.
“Oh, Naghil,” Eshat said off-handedly after a few moments, “why
don’t you pour yourself and my second another glass. And let’s make
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sure that you and I have some private time later this afternoon. I need to
commend you fully for your superb tactical and strategic work over the
course of this glorious succession struggle, and I’d like to rehash the
main events so that I may gain some of your keen insight.”
Later that evening, after the plans had been made (not happily on
Naghil’s part), Eshat again relaxed. He would not leave for his wife’s
camp until the middle of the following night, which gave him plenty of
time. He strolled around the leisure grounds accompanied by his two
favorite hunting dogs and gazed out at the moon-bathed lake. Pelg and
Naghil had both returned to the main encampment, leaving him with
only a few guards and menials who remained discretely out of sight.
Eshat lit his pipe and savored the fine tobacco, richly flavored with
clove. In his satisfaction, he let his mind wander to the future.
All was going so well now that the awaited moment would surely
come to pass. It was one thing to march haughtily through the lowland
domain of one’s vanquished rival, “plundering” his realm in a seemly
manner while scrupulously obeying the rules of Igham. Agreeable, to
be sure, but far too tame for blood like his. No, Eshat wanted more. He
wanted what had been the birthright of the Kulgsh in the days before
Igham. And to think that he could get it without actually breaking
Igham’s laws, without descending into sacrilege! No, the marvelous
undertaking would be done precisely to fulfill prophesy and thus,
finally, to right the world. To make every place—the Alterland, the
islands, and all else—the domain of the Kulgsh, that was how it was
meant to be. That was how it would be. The high-most God—Kulgsh
himself—had ordained as much.
Oh, the sweetness to be savored when they would finally set upon
the Telarans. To crush Telaran armies, take their cities, abscond with
their wealth and to do so in an orgy of bloodletting and rapine! Those
arrogant, impudent women with their sniveling merchant mates,
thinking that they should run the world—oh, they would soon learn
some hard lessons. Oh, would they be put in their place!
Eshat was again aroused and frustrated that he would have to wait
so long for his plotted tryst. Calling to his dogs, he stalked back to the
pleasure yurt, suddenly in need of another drink.

 Chapter 9 
Reflections on Discovery

(San Jose, California)

A

s her plane began its descent, Shanna focused on the landscape
below. The Sierra Nevada lived up to its name, its serrated peaks
glistening with fresh snow. Yet within minutes, winter was far behind.
The emerald-green foothills were in full spring flush. Then came the
checkerboard of valley farmland, then the sinuous maze of deltaic
marshland. As the plane passed over the Diablo Range, Shanna
searched for the IIT research center but failed to locate it. No matter,
the vista was captivating enough. April may be New England’s cruelest
month, Shanna reflected, but it was surely California’s kindest. When
exiting the airport some forty minutes later, she positively drank in the
air.
Later that evening, however, Shanna again had difficulty
concentrating. She had eaten dinner quietly by herself before strolling
around the city’s celebrated downtown in the brisk spring weather.
Now it was time to read for a while and then call it quits. Tomorrow
would be a big day, and she wanted to be well-rested. Her normal
routine beckoned. She usually changed into her night clothes, propped
herself up in bed with a literary novel, eased into relaxation, and then
fell asleep with the light on and the book falling to her chest. But not
tonight. Tonight, her novel seemed insipid, a well-crafted story about
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next to nothing. Repeatedly, her thoughts turned to Malcolm, and then,
just as readily, to Bowman Alexander. She told herself not to think
about them but to no avail. Perhaps she should do something daring.
Perhaps she should call Malcolm.
As Shanna contemplated making such a dramatic move, her phone
rang. She wondered whether it might Malcolm himself, by way of
some unfathomable synchronicity, but dismissed the idea before
answering. It was too late for anyone as studiously polite as Malcolm to
call, and besides, it was her cell phone. He would not even have the
number.
“Hello?”
“Hey Shanna, it’s Daphne. It’s not too late, is it? You’re not in bed
already, are you?
“No, no. I was just reading. Is everything OK?”
“Look, Shanna, I know it’s late for you, so I won’t stay on long. I
just wanted to plant a little idea and let you sleep on it. I think you
should join me in the first session for a visit to the garden district. You
did check out the images, didn’t you? The coordinates I sent a couple
days ago?”
“Yes, I did,” Shanna replied. “Intriguing, I’ll agree. But don’t you
think that I owe it to myself to start at the port?”
“There’ll be plenty of time for that! Come on, girl. You know we
might see something really fantastic up in those terraced gardens. More
important, I want to be with you when we get our first glimpse of
Nova. We’re going to be in enemy territory, Shanna, and we need to
give each other moral support. If you start out with me, I’ll accompany
you to the dingy docks in the next session.”
“OK, Daphne, I’ll consider it. But it is late, and I do need to sleep.”
“Sleep? How can anyone expect to sleep tonight? Are you sure you
don’t want to get together for a drink? My hotel is only a block away.”
“Good night, Daphne. Let’s just meet tomorrow at noon as
planned.”
“Oh, that reminds me, Shanna. I’ve decided to go up in the
morning for the wildlife tour. Why don’t you come with me for that,
too? We could meet in the lobby of your hotel, grab a quick breakfast,
and catch the nine o’clock shuttle.”
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“You’re going to exhaust yourself with such a schedule, Daphne.
And besides, I have no desire to see Bowman Alexander’s little
Jurassic Park.”
“Pleistocene, not Jurassic. You’re slipping, my dear.”
“Yes, of course I know that. I was just trying to make a little joke.
Look, Daphne, I just can’t work up any enthusiasm for a megalomaniac
playing God in some contrived Garden of Eden.”
“Get off your high horse, Shanna! Just because he’s evil doesn’t
mean we can’t take advantage of him.”
“Good night, Daphne. I’ll give your proposal about viewing the
terraces some serious thought.”
“OK, Shanna. Meet you tomorrow at the reception?”
“Sounds fine. Good night, Daphne.”
Shanna hung up the phone with a sigh. Maybe Daphne was right
about one thing. Maybe it was unrealistic to expect a full night’s sleep.
But what to do in the meantime? She certainly did not want to think
about Malcolm any more, much less his odious boss. Instead, she
decided to turn her imagination to Nova, the source of the drama in
which she found herself. Begin at the beginning, Shanna told herself,
and perhaps sleep will come.
It had all begun a decade or so earlier with a series of scientific
breakthroughs, both theoretical and pragmatic. What had started that
process in the first place? The dead end of string theory giving way to a
puissant new “bubble theory?” Or, more prosaically, new data, a crisis
in the explanations provided by “normal science,” and then a paradigm
shift? Even if one didn’t favor such a Kuhnian interpretation, the table
turn was complete. Instantaneous transmission of matter over galactic
distances was not merely theoretically possible but actually achievable.
Something could be made to disappear from Earth and reappear
immediately on planet X. In the process, the relativity of space and
time vanished, revealed as little more than an artifact of earlier
limitations. If something does not have to go anywhere to be someplace
else, time remains constant throughout the universe.
It was a magnificent scientific revolution to be sure, but an utterly
worthless one as far as practical results were concerned, at least for a
while. To begin with, the expenses were formidable. Transporting
anything of bulk required containment fields that made fusion power
seem simple. And as far as other solar systems were concerned, the
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biggest trick was to transport a transporter, otherwise the only thing
accomplished was dematerialization. Unless one was content to wait
for decades, or even centuries, for radio data, one had to bring
something back in order to learn anything. Unfortunately, the cost of
pulsing something as large as a transporter to another planet was
astronomical.
The second problem had been almost as damning, at least as far as
the public was concerned. While expenses could be surmounted, death
could not. Instantaneous transportation, even over mere terrestrial
distances, destroyed life. Machines functioned as well as before (as did
non-living cyborgs), but organisms invariably returned in a non-living
state, regardless of precautions. Even viruses failed to replicate, giving
rise to jokes about the world’s most expensive decontamination device.
Besides stifling more than a few dreams, this limitation provoked a
minor crisis in biology. Why would a virus—mere genetic code and not
really alive in the first place—be denatured by transportation? This was
just one of many mysteries surrounding the phenomenon.
Despite the extraordinary expense and the impossibility of human
missions, the prospects for interplanetary exploration were exciting
enough to ensure funding. Within a year, an international consortium
had been cobbled together. A suitable planet was chosen, one of the
right size, in the right orbit around a star of the right age and
magnitude, located at the right distance on a galactic arm. Adequate
support had been gathered to send a module containing several
satellites packed with remote-sensing equipment as well as a satellitebased transporter. Data packs returned a few weeks later to immense
anticipation. They revealed a rock more thoroughly dead than Mars,
with less atmosphere and greater temperature fluxes. There had been no
evidence of past glaciation, water flow, or volcanism, much less life.
That relative failure inhibited the second attempt as opposition
mounted. One of Shanna’s colleagues had written a biting, if
predictable, op-ed for the New York Times, attacking the whole
endeavor as a narcissistic waste that diverted resources from the
planet’s pressing problems.
Although delayed, Pulse II sent another module to another planet
on a different spiral arm. Again, massive disappointment followed. The
new data revealed a hellhole that made Venus seem clement. Like the
previous effort, it was of some real scientific value. But at what price?
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Social progressives and fiscal conservatives were equally appalled. The
United States, the European Union, Russia, India, Brazil, China, Japan,
and Korea pulled out. The entire project seemed doomed.
But it was not. Proclaiming, “It takes three strikes to make an out,”
a spokesman for Bowman Alexander’s General Imaging and Gaming
(GImG) announced that the firm would cover forty-nine percent of the
cost of another attempt. Within days, a dozen major companies and
foundations agreed to pony up. Outrage followed in some quarters
when investigative journalists linked a number of these entities to
Xander, as well. But through careful diplomacy (and well-placed
bribes?), a new international consortium emerged. Numerous scientific
and scholarly associations were brought on board, as were NGOs and
international organizations. In the resulting consortium, governmental
participation remained marginal, while Bowman Alexander’s clout was
all but paramount.
What was the third attempt really about? Shanna recalled her words
at the time: “It has to be profit driven. They must think that if they find
the right planet, they could successfully use it as a gaming platform.
New landscapes to fly over and blow things up on.”
But calmer heads had persuaded her that the outlays by GImG were
far too large to have been justified in any business sense. Shanna had
reluctantly concluded that the third launch was essentially a manic
gamble, driven by an unreasonable conviction that something really
interesting would be discovered.
But the third launch did reveal something of interest: a new world,
Terranova. The first images showed Earth-like features immediately.
The same spiral cloud formations marching across the mid-latitudes,
the same bands of thunderheads encircling an inter-tropical
convergence zone, the familiar hues of ocean and land. There was no
need to argue for the importance of pure research. Massive data
analysis began immediately. It was soon apparent that this planet was
much more like Earth than the previous two had been like Mars and
Venus. If anything, it seemed slightly better than its familiar
counterpart. Within weeks, the whole world was buzzing about
Terranova.
Most scientists, of course, avoided making value judgments when
comparing the two planets. “Better for what?” was the standard retort.
But Shanna knew that Malcolm, at least, was convinced that Nova was
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superior, although not by a substantial margin in any particular
direction. Climatological analysis had established that Terranova was
without earthly extremes of heat or cold. Its polar lands supported lush
tundra, nothing like the ice wastes of highest latitude Earth, diminished
though they now were. Nova was better watered, too. Even its deserts
were not barren. Nothing on Nova resembled the vast expanses of
seemingly lifeless rock and sand of the central Sahara. More
extraordinary was the simple fact that all Novan environments enjoyed
a higher primary productivity of life than comparable places on Earth.
The advantages here were not large, but they were confirmed by every
analysis undertaken.
Understanding Nova’s differences as well as its similarities with
Earth emerged as an academic growth industry. Climate modeling
provided many answers. With less tilt to its axis, Nova experienced
slightly reduced seasonal extremes. Carbon dioxide levels were high—
higher even than Earth’s currently elevated levels—which enhanced
photosynthesis. Nova’s greenhouse atmosphere, however, was offset by
the reduced radiation of its more-distant sun, which in turn should have
inhibited photosynthetic activity. Was it something in the soil, then? A
more even distribution of trace minerals? Or perhaps more efficient
nitrogen-fixing bacteria? Maybe it was the plants themselves. Perhaps
their metabolic mechanisms were more highly evolved than those of
Earth. No one could yet be sure.
Nova’s equable climate at least was understandable. With its few
continents being small and scattered, marine air moderated both
winter’s cold and summer’s heat across most of the planet. The
hemisphere that had been dubbed “northern” contained two major
landmasses (the one to the east roughly the same size as North America
and its counterpart to the west closer in size to Australia), as well as a
vast high-latitude island chain. The southern half of Nova was even
more archipelagic, containing a welter of islands and small continents.
Efforts were underway to determine whether any or all of these
landmasses had been linked during Nova’s most recent glacial episode.
Shanna enjoyed contemplating Novan geography, finding delight in
patterns that were at once both foreign and familiar. Some of Nova’s
distinguishing features were, of course, not visible in satellite images.
Shanna mulled over some of these minor differences as she reclined in
the unfamiliar hotel bed, closing her eyes to block out the maritime
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clichés framed on the wall. The Novan day, she reminded herself, was
just a little longer than that of Earth, as was its year. Nova was not quite
as massive as Earth, hence its gravity was weaker. One could jump
higher—if only one could get there—but not by much. Would the
disparity be noticeable? Like a number of Novan variations, it seemed
to lie at the margin of human perception. As one scholar had put it,
only the more sensitive half of the human population would be able to
tell. That thesis was conjectural, although perceptual experiments were
underway. If they panned out, what would they mean?
Her eyes still closed, Shanna pictured herself on Nova, jumping as
hard as she could, as if to test the hypothesis. Her leaps took her higher
and higher. Before long, she was bounding up into the flight path of
birds. A crow looked at her, and said …
Shanna did not awaken until six the next morning. A reasonable
hour, she thought, considering the time lag from the east coast. After
drinking a cup of tea and going through her stretching exercises,
Shanna turned on her computer and logged into her e-mail account. The
first message to come up was from Bowman Alexander.
Dear Dr. Malone,
I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you have elected to join
us for this historic premiere. If there is anything we can do to make
your stay more pleasant and productive, please do not hesitate to let
us know. Just call the number listed below at any time, and your
needs will be addressed. As I mentioned in my earlier note, we
would be happy to provide you with private transportation to the
Diablo Facility. And do consider coming early today for a personal
tour of either the research labs or the wildlife reserve.
Again, please let me express my sincere appreciation for all of
your extraordinary research on Terranova. I hope that you will
allow me the opportunity to thank you personally later today.
Yours, Xander
(Bowman Alexander)
Concluding from its formulaic phrases that the message had come
from one of Alexander’s underlings, Shanna was not even tempted to
respond.

 Chapter 10 
Bridging Cultures

(Shunelia, Terranova)

M

alan halted in the middle of the monastery’s rubble-strewn
courtyard, worrying whether he had overstepped his bounds by
saying, “We must run.” His teacher would have scolded him for such
effrontery, perhaps with a slap. The Westlander giantess, however, did
not even seem offended at such a challenge to her leadership. Instead,
she appeared to consider his directive before responding.
“No, not yet,” Kolta replied. “Now that we’ve cleared the first
building, we’re safe for a while. They won’t rush headlong through the
ruins. They’ll attack, but with some deliberation. Dogs first, and, if they
follow our path directly, they’ll encounter the beast below. What we
need now is a strategy of our own. Ideas? And keep it in Shunelian—
everyone has to be involved.”
Ideas? Everyone? Malan had assumed that the tall one had acceded
to leadership with the death of his teacher, yet here she was apparently
casting it off. He looked to the others to see how they would respond,
unwilling to speak up himself, despite the invitation.
The dark one took up the challenge. “A lookout would be useful.
We need to know when they’re coming, in what strength, and whether
they will follow our initial trail down to the arctodus.”
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“We may not have that luxury, Theelam,” Kolta replied. “We
shouldn’t separate, and besides”—her eyes scanned the derelict façade
of the monastic living quarters—“where could we post a sentry?”
Theelam moved to get a better view. “There, on the remnant of the
upper balcony. It’s well concealed, yet should command a full view of
the courtyard.”
“And once their dogs enter the courtyard, our lookout would be
trapped,” Kolta objected.
“Not necessarily.” Theelam scampered onto the remains of the
veranda of the living quarters. Like the prayer hall to which it was
attached, this building had been burned. The fire had destroyed its roof
and pocked its stone-paved floor with charred holes.
Returning a moment later, Theelam outlined her impromptu plan.
“Look at the upper balcony. The wreckage gives plenty of spars and
other potential landing spots. When the time comes, I’ll jump to that
beam and then to the remains of that pillar. After hitting the ground, it’s
a simple matter of dropping through the first gap in the floor. I doubt
their dogs will understand what I’m doing, and they won’t easily be
able to follow me below. You just need to locate my entry place into
the basement and then lead me to whatever redoubt you’ve selected.
It’s a good shooting position, Kolta. I should be able to take out a few
as they cross they courtyard.”
Kolta gave Theelam a hard look before agreeing. “So be it. Give
me your pack and climb up. Malan, you lead us to the nearest set of
basement stairs.”
Kolta peppered Malan with questions as they set in motion. How
many lower stories did the building have? How far was the drop from
the lowest level to the ground outside? What lay below the lowest
level? Might there be any large drainpipes? His answers did little to
reassure her. It seemed that their best bet would be to drop over one of
the lower balconies, two or three stories above ground level.
Some time later, in the mid-afternoon, Tisha and Malan found
themselves in a monk’s cell on the lowest level tying together sheets of
bedding to allow their escape over the balcony. The two were alone
now except for the Shunelian dogs. Theelam was on lookout duty, and
Kolta and her hounds were preparing for a fighting retreat from
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Theelam’s drop point through the two intervening floors of the
basement.
“This is exactly how I pictured a monk’s cell,” Tisha remarked
cheerfully. “Small, spartan, a simple cot and wash basin, devotional
figures. But I hadn’t imagined the balcony and view—the magnificent
view of the breaks and the river plain below. You can even catch a
glimpse of the upper falls. Somehow that doesn’t seem very … well,
very monastic.”
“One needs to behold the landscape to contemplate the flight of the
Prophet,” Malan replied. “That’s why the monastery was build here.
We call it the House of the Cascades.”
As Tisha considered Malan’s reply, Kolta burst into the cell,
striding over to examine their workmanship.
“Good, it’s almost done,” she announced. “Should be plenty strong,
although it will be a challenge to drop the dogs. But let’s not fret about
that now.”
“A few more minutes should be enough,” Tisha replied as Kolta
walked through the open shutters to the balcony, examining the way to
the river.
“Good. One more thing boy, er, Malan. Can you pilot the boat
through the rapids?”
Simple to ask, Malan thought, but not to answer. He hesitated
before saying, “I’ve never done so alone, as I’m considered too young.
But I have assisted and will eventually be honored with the
responsibility. It was a major rite of this house, the reenactment of the
flight of Benevolence from the wicked king of Ralsha. Despite the
current hardships, we Brothers of the Cascades still carry it out.” He
checked himself, wondering why he had said so much. A twinge of
pride, perhaps? It was a small comfort that these strange people would
consider trusting him with such a task now that his teacher was gone.
But just as quickly, he began to doubt that he could meet the challenge.
“Very well,” replied Kolta, still on the balcony scanning their line
of escape. Her eyes trailed over the badlands of the breaks—the soft,
eroded outcrops checkered with clumps of scrub—trying to pick out a
trail.
Feeling empowered by the giantess’s confidence, Malan joined her
on the balcony to show the way to the hidden boat. Both of them saw
the crows at the same time.
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“Down and crawl,” Kolta ordered under her breath. In the room,
Hex let out a whimper, only to receive a sharp correction from Harvest.
Within seconds the three people and five dogs had hidden themselves
in the dark hallway behind the cell.
“So much for an easy escape,” Kolta announced bitterly. “At least I
don’t think they spotted us. We’ll certainly have to wait now until night
to leave. Just before dawn would be best. For the moment, we need to
get all of you into a concealed and defensible room. You can sneak
back into the cell to finish your work when night falls. But be prepared.
They might launch an attack before then. In case they get by Theelam
and me, it will be up to you and your dogs to protect Tisha. Can you
handle that, Malan?”
“Yes, I think so. I’ll try.”
“Very well. Now let’s get you two in a better position. Are there
any rooms with intact doors down here?”
“No,” Malan answered. “They’ve all been smashed.”
“Then are there any with lower doorways?”
“No,” Malan repeated. “All the doorways are the same.”
“Why on earth …,” Kolta began, but in the end she merely said, “in
that case, any one of the interior storerooms should do.”
Moments later, Malan and Tisha again found themselves alone with
the dogs, this time in a dark, moldy, and chaotic storeroom. Kolta had
advised them briefly on defensive strategies, leaving with words that
Malan found far from assuring: “We have perhaps four hours until
night falls. If either Theelam or I return before then, expect a fight
immediately. If we don’t come back before dawn, you must try to
escape yourselves. For now, protect your bodies as best you can. At
least there’s abundant material in this chamber. Use the torch sparingly.
And, Tisha, one more thing”—Kolta’s voice now changed to a lighter
tone—“Theelam asked me …”
Kolta suddenly switched to Telaran, leaving Malan out. He did not
mind, but was taken aback when Tisha chuckled. Laughter in these
circumstances? Unthinkable. Westlanders certainly were alien.
Malan began gathering soiled scraps of fabric. Soon he was tying
them in thick wads around his neck, arms, legs, and torso. Tisha looked
mystified, but copied the actions after Malan explained their necessity.
The job completed, there was noting to do but extinguish the torch and
wait.
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Malan looked toward his companion, but could not make out
anything in the dark of the windowless interior chamber. He tried to
assess their situation, but his fear-ridden mind would not work
properly. No one moved. Even the dogs stayed still, ignoring the
rustling of small animals, rats presumably. Malan was afraid to break
the silence. As the minutes passed, he sank into despondency. How
could his teacher have died so abruptly? Even if they were to escape the
monastery, what could he do now that his mentor was gone? Where
could he go? He stroked Hex’s ears for comfort, and soon both she and
Harvest were licking his hands in sympathy. Surely grieving for their
fallen master, Sprite, Bones, and Thirteen remained sullen on the far
side of the room. Malan wondered whether they would fully bond with
him.
How much time had passed? Malan had no idea. Terror and
boredom confronted him in equal measure. At least he had his dogs.
The young woman unexpectedly came to his rescue. “Might we
converse?” she asked gently after a while. “It looks like we’ll be stuck
down here for some time.”
The proposal caught Malan off guard. He was both surprised and
thrilled. Why would this enigmatic creature want to talk with him?
What would his teacher have said? But his teacher was dead, and he
hardly knew how he could say “no” in any event.
What Malan could not know was that Tisha was also thrilled by the
opportunity. She herself was a devotee of the Benevolence, albeit in the
heterodox and polytheistic manner of her people. She was an adept
student of the scriptures, fully conversant in the sacred tongue. Yet for
all her passion and expertise, she had never had the opportunity to talk
with a Shunelian nun or monk about the Prophet of their shared
religion. She reveled at the chance to do so, pleased that this particular
monk was a still a novice. Perhaps he would be open to her
interpretations and those of her sect.
Taking Malan’s silence as assent, she continued. “I must first
apologize for our rudeness in failing to introduce ourselves properly.
My name is Tisha, Tisha of Sherpu. I am twenty-three years old, and
my home is in the far north of Telara, what your people call
Westlandia.”
“That’s all right,” Malan interjected. “My teacher wouldn’t have
allowed introductions anyway.”
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“Yes, I understand, Malan. But Kolta, Kolta of Silazh—our leader,
the tall one—should have done so when we reached the ruins,
regardless of the situation. You’ll have to excuse her. Her mind is so
focused on our mission that she neglects social niceties. The same can
be true, I must say, with Theelam of Goddayan, our other companion.
But they do mean well.”
“My teacher didn’t bother with ‘social niceties’ either.” Malan was
not exactly sure what the term meant but he had an inkling.
Tisha laughed. “Yes, I did gather that!”
“Why did you just laugh?” Malan asked.
“I don’t know,” Tisha replied. “Your response seemed so
understated, I suppose.”
“You laugh often. He didn’t approve of that at all.”
“And you, Malan? Do you disapprove as well?”
“I don’t know. Mostly I just don’t understand. Your leader said
something just before she left that caused you to laugh.”
“Oh that? That was just a little joke. Theelam told her to advise us
to listen carefully for dragonflies hovering about in the room.”
Like so many other things that Tisha said, Malan found that
comment baffling. But despite his confusion, Tisha’s light manner soon
began to draw him out. Each response prompted more inquiries. Yet it
never seemed like an inquisition. She appeared genuinely to care,
acting as if he were an old friend, though a mysterious one. Eventually
Malan’s terror subsided. He resolved to lose himself in the
conversation, confident that Hex and Harvest would let him know when
it was time to prepare for battle.
Malan had never encountered a conversational partner like Tisha
before. His own people were noted for their laconic ways. In the
monastery, conversation was never valued for its own sake, and asking
unnecessary questions was especially frowned upon. This foreigner was
so unlike what he had expected and been warned against by the other
monks. Enthralled, he lost sight of his teacher’s death—and his
teacher’s admonitions. Before long he was telling this stranger things
that he never would have imagined confiding in anyone. Yet it
continued to be an odd conversation. On some issues Tisha was erudite,
easily discussing arcane points of theology, whereas on others—often
the most mundane—she seemed as innocent as a child. But such
discrepancies only made the conversation all the more engrossing.
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The question she had just asked and he now pondered cut to the
heart of Malan’s personal dilemma. He considered it carefully before
responding.
“I chose to enter the monastery several years before the invasion. I
was twelve at the time, still a child. It was my own decision, although
my parents urged me along. This was an illustrious house, and the
abbot himself assured them that I had promise. Everyone was so proud
of me that it would have been difficult to say ‘no.’ So, I agreed and did
not think again about the decision—at least not for some time.”
“But all that you gave up, Malan,” Tisha replied. “Wasn’t that
difficult? Not just to leave your parents and siblings at such an age, but
to abandon the prospect of ever having a family of your own? Surely
that couldn’t have been easy. I could hardly imagine it. ”
“Hard to leave my parents and my siblings? Of course, but they
were pushing me along. As far as any ‘family of my own’ goes, well, I
was just a child. I didn’t think about such things.”
For the first time since the beginning of the conversation, Malan
began to feel nervous. Treading close to perilous ground made him
recall his teacher’s warnings. But what could she be driving at? A
family of one’s own? What could that mean to a Westlander? Surely
that was as foreign to her as the monastic path.
Tisha continued. “But you’re no longer a child, Malan. You’re now
a young man. Don’t you wonder about all that you rejected in taking
vows?”
A young man? Malan did not think of himself that way, nor was he
so regarded by anyone else. He was still a novice. Even if he had not
taken the religious path, it would have been years before he could have
married. But of course everything was different for Westlanders. He
weighed his words carefully before responding.
“Why does this matter? What is there now? Our dwellings have
been burned, our orchards girdled and seared, our milk animals and
monkeys slaughtered or driven away. Even if our trees were alive, how
could we harvest them? My parents, my sister, and my brother are all
dead or enslaved as far as I know. And, although this monastery was
destroyed as well, at least the brothers with whom I am bound maintain
the faith and resist the devils as best they can. All this is the will of
God, and who is to question that? How can we fathom the ways of
heaven?”
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Now it was Tisha’s turn to ponder the cultural differences that
stood between her and her conversational partner. She was intensely
interested in Shunelian thought and manners, many aspects of which
she found attractive, although others struck her as off-putting, if not
repellent. But this was the first time that she had actually spoken to a
Shunelian person. She was taken aback by hearing the characteristic
fatalism, voiced so clearly and confidently, in one so young. What
would it be like to grow up thinking that one’s actions had been
preordained by an omniscient, omnipotent deity?
Before Tisha could reengage the conversation, Malan began to
speak again. “One who remains outside monastic life is nobody. I
would have labored for years, had a wife selected for me, raised a
family, tended the trees and animals, watched a succession of dogs
grow old and die, all the while growing old myself. And after my
children and grandchildren had passed on, I would have been forgotten.
But as a monk, a man can achieve something. I might have risen to the
position of Abbott. I might have gained fame in acting out the events of
the Prophet’s life. Had I written, painted, sculpted, or composed
something of note, I would have been remembered as one who had
gloried in adoration of God. But everything is ruined now. We will
probably die in this very room tonight or tomorrow, torn apart by
Kulgsh beasts. Even if we escape, we’ll perish in the rapids. But
perhaps that would be for the best, considering …”
Tisha had to stop him, as he appeared to be losing control. They
could not risk that now. She had to bolster him, for they would depend
on his composure and ability once they reached the riverboat. She did
not want him to cry, not now, and not out of fear. She reached out and
touched him, and he did not pull away. She drew him closer, reaching
her arms around his shoulders.
Malan was shocked, but his confusion at least broke his spell of
doom. “Am I not unclean?” he asked at some length, barely audible.
“We are all unclean here,” Tisha said with a light laugh, surprised
that he knew enough about her people and their customs to say such a
thing. “Don’t worry, Malan. There won’t be anything between us
beyond this embrace.”
“But I am forbidden even that, surely you understand,” Malan
protested. Tisha withdrew her arms.
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“I hope you can accept my apology,” she said. “I am very sorry,
Malan. I didn’t realize that your order’s rules were so exacting.”
Malan’s shoulders burned where her arm had lain. He forced
himself to say, “It’s not my order’s rules, but the law of God. No monk
or nun may embrace another. No pleasures of the human flesh are
allowed us. And even if I were not pledged to God’s service … well,
we aren’t married! I shouldn’t even be in this room with you. You
know the teachings of Benevolence. How could you not know this?”
Tisha heard his voice shake and imagined now that his body was
doing the same. She was fascinated by such passionate belief but
skeptical of its sincerity. Malan was worked up, but surely his reaction
masked something deeper. Tisha would have countered that the
teachings of Benevolence did not require a shunning of sexuality, let
alone bodily contact, but she let it drop. The subject was too heated,
their interpretation of doctrine too disparate. Adroitly changing the
subject, she rekindled the telling of his life story.
They sat, whispering together in the dark. Despite their growing
discomfort, clammy air, and hard floor, time passed quickly for both of
them, lost as they were in their connection. Tisha now asked about the
invasion. Malan never talked about it. It was not discussed. But she
drew him out deftly. His stories were chilling.
Tisha began to weep, and Malan soon joined her. This also was not
done. Shunelian monks would no more willingly be seen in tears than
in laughter. Yet Malan found the experience strangely comforting. For
Tisha, on the other hand, it was an entirely familiar experience. For her,
weeping was a sacrament, a route to the divine. Here, in this cave of a
room with an unseen young man, crying was at once an act of homage
to his fallen family and friends and a means of bonding across their
seemingly unbridgeable cultural divide. If he would let her, she would
take him along the path of tears, the route taught by Benevolence
herself. First, the tears of sorrow, next the tears of redemption, and
finally, the tears of joy. Did she have the power to summon the
Goddess now, in this horrific locale? It seemed unlikely, but at least
they had begun the journey.

 Chapter 11 
Into the Diablo Range

(Eastern Santa Clara County, California)

M

alcolm recognized his chauffer but did not converse with him at
first. He focused instead on the landscape, engaging himself for
a while. Soft grasses sprinkled with wildflowers blanketed the slopes.
Small streams cascaded down the rills. Oaks clustered along the sunprotected north-facing slopes flashed their velvety new growth. In a
month the grasses and flowers would be parched and the streams would
desiccate, but all was lush now. Malcolm always found that transition,
so abrupt in California’s oak savannas, unsettling. Spring, his favorite
season, was bittersweet.
Malcolm’s last meeting with Shanna had been on such a day. Not
here but on the milder west side, on the lower slopes of the Santa Cruz
Mountains where woodland and forest interleaved with grassland and
chaparral. Sitting amidst the poppies, lupines, and clover on a gentle
slope overlooking Arastradero Lake, Malcolm had tried to convince her
to keep their engagement. He hadn’t succeeded. The scene returned,
crystalline. Malcolm envisaged Shanna as she had been: her eyes green,
her hair flaming red, her features fine, her nose with its slight up-turn.
“We could manage a long-distance marriage for a few years,”
Malcolm had implored. “The air connections aren’t bad, and we could
afford to fly regularly. Before long, something will open up in one of
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the local universities, and with your record you’re sure to be hired. Go
back and read the reviews of your book. You have some important
fans, Shanna. But more importantly, just look at this place. Don’t you
think it’s beautiful? Compare it with mosquito-infested Jefferson
Springs. I know it’s expensive to live in the Bay Area, but we’ll be able
to buy something, even something nice. Remember, I’ll be well paid.”
“I don’t doubt that, Malcolm, not at all. You have to understand,
that’s one of my fears. Your friend will do anything to realize his
ambitions, and you’re going to get caught up in it. It’s going to affect
you. No one is invulnerable to those kinds of temptations. I don’t care
how attractive his offer is, you have to give it up. Please.”
Malcolm had become irritated. “Haven’t we been over this enough?
What other options do I have? My academic career is over. Cadwall—
Dean Cadwall—just informed me that I have an ‘incoherent research
agenda.’ Incoherent scholars don’t get tenure, certainly not at the Great
Lakes University. And even if I could stay, I wouldn’t want to. The
place isn’t healthy. It’s worse than sick: it’s demonic. Stand in front of
Founders Hall and tell me it isn’t the perfect site for a horror film.”
“Come, come, Malcolm,” Shanna replied dryly. “Surely you
exaggerate. Some people in the administration regard your department
as well-run.”
“Of course they do, but I’ve figured out how it works. There are
basically two kinds of academic departments. The first is a war zone
where assistant professors have to pick sides and find patrons. Deans
don’t like them, of course. But those are actually the good departments.
The others look better from the outside because everyone agrees. But
that’s only because all decisions are made by a cabal behind closed
doors. Shut up, smile, and do what they want and someday you too
might be invited into the inner sanctum.”
Shanna had looked at him carefully. “You’re grossly exaggerating
now, Malcolm. Great Lake’s history department doesn’t fit either mold.
And even if your department is despotic, so what? Go ahead and make
your ‘research agenda’ more coherent for a while. Go back to your
dissertation and punch out four or five more articles.”
“It won’t work, Shanna. Anything out of my dissertation will be
dismissed as old research. What they want are grants—major grants.
They’re after the money. It’s really not so different from the cut-throat
capitalist world of Bowman Alexander …”
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“OK!” Shanna exploded. “So write a major grant proposal! I’ll
help. Get tenure and then do what you want. They won’t be able to
control you then.”
Malcolm pulled off the sword-like seed capsules of a filaree plant
in frustration. Avoiding Shanna’s gaze, he continued. “I’m sorry,
Shanna, but it’s no use. I will not submit. Not to them, not to—”
“But you’ll submit to Bowman Alexander?”
“No, I’m not submitting to him at all. He’s offered me a job—
without strings. He made that clear.” The conversation was going all
wrong, but Malcolm could see no way to change tracks.
“Oh, come on, Malcolm. There are always strings with someone
like him.” Shanna stood up and walked off a few paces but returned
almost immediately. “Look, I don’t want to make this personal, but I’ve
learned some things about your old friend since we last talked.”
“Shanna, please. Could we put off discussing Bowman Alexander
for a while? Don’t you understand what this is all about? They want me
to give up Cores and Peripheries in World History. I’ve been working
on that manuscript for three years, and we’ve been laboring on it for the
past two. I can’t just throw it away. I’ve invested too much in it. And
since we started collaborating, it has become dear to me. So to hell with
them. ”
Shanna bit her lip. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. “I
know. Have you been able to work on it since your call from
Alexander? Can you?”
“In fact, it’s been a refuge. Transylvania is turning out to be as
good a case as the Caucasus. Who knew that Transylvania played a key
role in the Reformation as the birthplace of Unitarianism? It’s a perfect
example of intellectual vibrancy in a quintessentially backwoods
locale.”
“Sounds fascinating,” Shanna said evenly. “I’m wondering, though,
how you could keep working on it if you were to join GImG? They
aren’t going to pay you to write a scholarly book. Won’t you be in
gaming? Isn’t Bowman Alexander asking you to give up your lifework
too?”
“I am not going to be working directly in gaming. I’ll be
collaborating with programmers to create games that have geographical
nuance and historical accuracy for a change. To tell you the truth, that
sounds interesting. I like new topics. I like to jump around, you know
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that. And now I’ll be paid for it. One day I might be trying out a flight
simulation set in the Amazon Basin. The next day I’ll be checking a
role-playing game based on ancient Egypt, and then it’s on to the
Cretaceous Period. The full span of geo-history—that’s my new
bailiwick.”
“Malcolm,” Shanna said with consternation, “you don’t even like
games, but now you want to devote your life to spewing out addictive,
socially worthless computer entertainment? That doesn’t add up.”
Malcolm considered this objection before replying. He certainly
couldn’t deny it, but he was troubled by his tendency to regard games
with contempt. It had not always been that way. During certain periods
of his childhood, he had been keenly interested in both fantasy games
and a few professional sports. But after an epiphany at age nineteen, he
had lost interest. Armed with the Buddhist concept of “cultivating
indifference,” he concluded that it was silly to let the outcome of a
contest sway his mood. As soon as he no longer cared which side won,
he ceased to have any interest. Yet Malcolm also worried that his
disdain for games separated him from humanity, especially its male
half.
After a moment he addressed Shanna. “That’s true. I’m not
interested. But I have also grudgingly come to the conclusion that my
attitude is arrogant. Playing games is deeply rooted in the human
psyche, maybe even in our genes. Perhaps I’ve been missing
something. And don’t forget, my work will still be in history and
geography.”
Shanna leaned back on the grass and cocked her head to look at
him. The late afternoon sun made an aureole of her hair, but her face
was unsmiling. “And where does that leave Cores and Peripheries in
World History?”
“I’ll have time. It won’t be like academia. It’s just a job—a real job
in the real world. My hours will be limited. I’ll even get research
assistance and a travel budget …”
“Be honest with me, Malcolm. Do you believe all that?”
“I’ll admit that my expectations may be a tad rosy, but I know how
things stand at Great Lakes University.”
Shanna turned her face away from him. “OK, Malcolm. I’ll accept
that you have no long-term future at Great Lakes. But I don’t intend to
spend the rest of my career there either. It’s never going to be first-class
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in Asian studies, and I’m not fond of the climate either. You flew out
here on Wednesday, right? Thursday we had snow flurries again.”
“I’m not surprised,” Malcolm said, smiling. “I heard that spring is
scheduled for the second week of May this year. But summers in
Jefferson Springs are so pleasant, especially when the lakes turn that
lovely pea soup color.”
“My point is neither one of us has to stay. You’ve got three years
on your tenure clock. Use that to finish the peripheries project. We can
work on it together. Your department may not value it, but other
schools will. And as a temporary home, Great Lakes isn’t so bad. You
like teaching. You love your students. Just hang in.”
Malcolm waited a few seconds to respond, his eyes closed. “I love
teaching, but I hate the way the university devalues it. Sponsored
research brings in the money, and that’s what it’s all about. Of course
quality teaching also generates money, but that comes thirty years
down the road when well-heeled alumni are asked to break out their
checkbooks. What do you suppose they think about when they do that?
The great researchers whose glow they were occasionally allowed to
bask in? No, they look back to their teachers and judge the university
accordingly. But do you imagine that the deans take that into account?
Either they lack the imagination or they discount the future so steeply
that they ought to go into politics.”
“I thought teaching brought its own rewards.”
Malcolm stared into Shanna’s eyes for a few seconds before
answering. “I may love teaching, but nowadays I feel like throwing up
every time I go into Founders Hall.”
Shanna raised an eyebrow. A flicker passed by in undulating flight.
A scrub jay cawed.
“You feel physically ill just stepping foot inside your building?
Have you thought about seeing a therapist?” Malcolm could hear a hard
edge in Shanna’s voice when she continued. “I know how close you
were to Alexander, that you grew up together in unusual circumstances.
But you have to understand what he has become if you’re going to
associate with him. You did read the article I sent?”
“I skimmed it. I doubt that it’s very reliable. It looked a lot like
sensationalism to me.”
“If anything, it wasn’t lurid enough. Tell me this. How do you
think Bowman Alexander acquired such a fortune at such an age?’
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“That’s simple.” Malcolm adopted a sarcastic, singsong tone.
“Most of Mr. Alexander’s money comes from high-end, innovative
computer games and from the technology associated with them.
General Imaging and Gaming is a leader in a rapidly growing industry,
and just wait until you see what the next generation of games offers!”
“I don’t believe that for a minute, Malcolm Harris. We both know
that GImG is just one tentacle of his octopus. The technology he’s
developing for his ‘next generation games’ is basically spy tech. Think
about it. It has obvious military applications, and its potential for
surveillance is staggering. Bowman Alexander is money-mad and
power-mad. Have you read his little manifesto?”
“What manifesto?”
“You know what I’m talking about. On Radical Meritocracy?”
Shanna’s tone was not pleasant. “I don’t know about you, but I find it
terrifying. I’ve been waking up in the middle of the night worrying
about what will happen to this country if ‘rad mer’ ever becomes a
potent political force.”
“I’ll admit that it has its ugly aspects, but you’re grossly
exaggerating. Furthermore, Xander is not the author of—”
Shanna stood up to face him. “Don’t play dumb with me, Malcolm.
You know that it comes out of his circle. You’ve got to be familiar with
its core tenets: ‘The gap between a truly superior person and a
genuinely inferior person is greater than that separating the inferior
person from a very smart chimpanzee?’ That’s noxious. That’s
sickening. ”
“I find it disturbing, too, but it’s not as bad as you make it out. If
you read that adage in context, you’ll discover that it’s actually about
respecting intelligent non-human life. Once you drop the unwarranted
theological distinction between people and the rest of creation …”
“Forget that, Malcolm. You know that it’s really about elevating
the members of his cult above everyone else.”
“At least Xander thinks,” Malcolm said impatiently. “When I came
out to hear his job offer last month, we talked through the night. I
hadn’t done that since my sophomore year in college. And he’s not as
retrograde as you make him out to be. He argues for a heavy tax on real
fortunes, contending that hereditary wealth destroys any genuine
meritocracy. That led to an engaging discussion of Ibn Khaldūn and the
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Muqaddimah. Do you think any of my colleagues have even heard of
Ibn Khaldūn? Have yours?”
“I have,” Shanna responded.
“Yes, I imagine that you have. But my point is that much of
Xander’s agenda is ultimately progressive. What happens to bright
inner-city boys who really want to succeed in school? You know the
answer to that. They are tormented and ground down by their peers.
But Xander finds some of those youngsters. He sponsors them, he
nurtures them, and they blossom. I met a few of his charges, and I was
genuinely impressed. You would be, too, if you’d give him a chance.”
“You’re right there, Malcolm, so right. Bowman Alexander,
humanitarian that he is, takes kids out of their miserable homes and
educates them. A real ’enry ’iggins, ’e is. And what’s he really doing?
Making them his. His program goes well beyond manipulation. It’s a
kind of slavery.”
“What are you talking about?” Malcolm replied scornfully. “I’ve
toured GImG’s main campus. No children chained to work stations,
nothing Dickensian at all. No house elves either.”
“Please, Malcolm. Let me finish this.”
“Continue.”
“I know how he’s done it, how his ‘business model’ works, and
how he has generated such advanced technology. His techniques, I will
allow, are brilliant. They are also twisted, reprehensible, and perhaps
evil.”
“I’m waiting.”
“OK, Malcolm. Here it is in a nutshell. Alexander has his agents
troll through high schools and middle schools looking for misfits—
brilliant misfits. Nerds, to put it crudely. Socially inept, ostracized
young people who have an affinity for mathematics, science,
engineering, and, above all, coding. He takes them in, gives them what
they crave, and then molds them. Members of his cult bolster their
egos, clean them up, and teach them social graces. Hell, they even set
them up with personal trainers. They also protect them—no more
teasing at school, that’s for sure.
“But do you know what Bowman’s real weapon is? Sex. Take a
sixteen-year-old, pimple-faced oddball who has never talked to a girl in
his life, loosen him up with alcohol, fortify him with Viagra, and throw
him in bed with an accomplished courtesan. Or have a suave,
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handsome, athletic college boy tell some gangly fourteen-year-old
intellectual that she is the most desirable girl on the planet. You know
what? It works. These brilliant kids sign up with one of his firms and
eventually they accomplish great things. As soon as they come of age,
they move into one of his ‘campuses’ where they don’t have to do
anything for themselves. Everything is perfect, unless of course an
initiate decides to opt out of the whole mess. That, rather than your
pathetic Founders Hall, is satanic.”
“Is the lecture over?” Malcolm snorted. “So Xander’s a deft
psychologist. He understands personal issues and he knows what
motivates people. He wants to create genuine social bonds among his
employees. I’m sorry if it offends you, but I don’t think that’s so
terrible. Intensive social therapy for those with Asperger’s syndrome?
That’s a good thing. Maybe we are too isolated. Perhaps we do need
more intimacy and support. If communal living helps accomplish that,
then so be it. Look, Shanna, maybe you could use a counseling session
with Xander. It’s not healthy to exaggerate problems and fall prey to
conspiracy theories. Perhaps my upbringing inoculated me against that
kind of nonsense. Unfortunately, yours didn’t. Quite the contrary, I’d
say …”
“Malcolm, you are patronizing me, and I don’t like it. Please stop.”
Malcolm sighed. “Sorry,” he allowed.
“Don’t you see the implications?” Shanna continued. “Regardless
of whether Alexander uses sexual enticement, his basic recruitment
method—focusing on adolescents—is extraordinarily expensive, no?
Brilliant though they may be, his teenage geniuses can’t produce
anything of value immediately. And the social infrastructure, the
communal living quarters, and all that land—how has he paid for it?
How did he make his initial fortune? You tell me that.”
“He was marketing games from the beginning. He was even doing
that when we were young.”
“It doesn’t add up, Malcolm. That was just petty cash.”
Malcolm was sullen. “So what’s your theory?”
“I say Alexander made his money the old-fashioned way: through
crime. Your friend made a fortune by producing and selling drugs,
especially methamphetamine, the nastiest ‘substance’ of all. Do you
know what meth does? It rots out the brain as fast as the teeth. It plows
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a path of social devastation. It’s a cancer and so is he, and you’re about
to join up. Malcolm, please, open your eyes!”
Malcolm waited before speaking, chewing on the soft, sweet end of
a stalk of wild oat grass. The sun setting behind the hills cast them in
shadow. Feeling a sudden chill, Malcolm buttoned his shirt as he began
his careful response.
“There’s some truth in what you say. Xander did make a little
money in the illicit drug market in his younger days. But remember
what it was like when we were growing up. The county DA and sheriff
were both libertarians. Nobody cared if you grew a couple of pot
plants, medical license or not. All the counter-cultural types cultivated
a few. The problem was selling the excess. Who was supposed to buy
it, the local didgeridoo maker? But Xander had connections in Los
Angeles. He got out a lot, even as a teenager, and he met people. So he
engaged in some minor arbitrage. Big deal. He was just a kid, and it
was just cannabis. Somehow, in your version, he has turned into the
kingpin of a methamphetamine conspiracy.”
“You are hurting me, Malcolm. I’m just trying to help you.”
“Shanna, I’m sorry, but your story just isn’t true. I know Bowman
Alexander. We may have drifted apart over the past decade, but I still
know him as well as I know anyone. He wouldn’t do it. Meth is an
idiot’s drug, and Xander is no idiot. My God, you haven’t even met
him! How can you say these things? If this conversation is going any
further, you have to tell me where you obtained your information.
Surely you owe me that.”
“I’m sorry Malcolm, but I can’t tell you without betraying a
confidence. You of all people should understand the importance of
fidelity after what you’ve been through this year.”
“In that case, I don’t see any point in continuing this conversation.”
They had driven back to the hotel in silence. Shanna flew back to
Jefferson Springs the next morning, two days early, without even
having seen the ocean. Malcolm did not bother to return. He emailed
his immediate resignation to his dean and departmental chair, outlining
the strategy that he would pursue should the department legally harass
him for his abrupt termination of employment. GImG, as was its way,
arranged to have someone clean out his office and apartment so that he
would never again have to set foot in Jefferson Springs.
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Malcolm had never heard back from his chair, nor from Shanna.
For twenty-five years, her silence continued.
What would his life be like, Malcolm often wondered, if he had
declined Xander’s offer, married Shanna, and remained in academia?
Malcolm nursed his regrets, as he had been doing for years. Could he
have made it as a scholar? Could he have built a happy life with
Shanna? Sometimes it seemed palpable. But in one way, the
powerbrokers at Great Lakes had been right: he was too unfocused for
scholarly life, and his disdain for fashionable theories would have
proved his undoing, regardless. He should be grateful he had escaped
when he did. And for that he had Xander to thank.
Malcolm checked his watch and asked the driver to slow down. He
did not want to arrive too early, and he was surprised at how much
progress they had made. The road was tortuously slow, but he still had
to eat up the rest of the afternoon. Malcolm gazed out the window. The
oaks were thicker here, the landscape having changed as they drove
over the first ridgeline. They passed a flock of wild turkeys. The young
were just beginning to fly.
“Keep your eyes open for bison,” the driver said. “The herd is
expanding, and they like it here this time of the year. Peccaries, too—
you might even be able to smell ’em. We’ve finally wiped out the
Eurasian hogs, so they’re reproducing pretty well.”
“Any ground sloths yet?” Malcolm asked, deadpan.
The driver chuckled. “You know, they’ve bred a 100-pound tree
sloth. The damned thing’s too heavy to hang, and it can’t really walk.
No, it’s going to be a long time before we have Megalonyx cruising
around here again.”
Knowledgeable driver, Malcolm thought. Another typical Xander
touch. He and Xander had been so excited when they read of the first
attempt to clone a woolly mammoth. But even at age twelve, Xander
had been after bigger game. “A mammoth’s no big deal. It’s just an
elephant. What we should bring back is the glyptodon. Think about
riding around on one of those things. Train it to whack that tail on
command. Would that be fuckin’ cool or what?”
No, it seemed that Malcolm would not be able to escape the past.
Not today.

 Chapter 12 
A Dangerous Tryst

(Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

E

shat looked up to examine the stars as he approached his wife’s
encampment. It was a few hours after midnight, just as he had
planned. The gibbous moon illuminated the tightly packed yurts of the
camp’s outer circle and defended entrance gate, an arrangement
appropriate for a time when the mistress’s mate was officially at war.
Eshat was hardly surprised. Alzhu had always been meticulous in
matters of protocol. But he still found it more than a little irritating. He
had no chance of stealing into the camp and slipping into her dwelling
surreptitiously.
Even in his agitated state, Eshat could grasp the foolishness of such
a gambit. Were he to enter unbidden, not only would dogs bark, but
some guard, whether Amazon or eunuch, might skewer him through the
back before ascertaining his identity. But overall, he reminded himself,
the wartime injunction against men in camp was hardly inconvenient.
The camp was full of many women, girls, and boys but not a single
man. He liked that.
Eshat dismounted, tied his horse to a post, heaved his heavy
knapsack onto his back, covered his face, and approached Alzhu’s
signature gateway while loudly intoning the proper ritual sequences. He
ran his eyes over the substantial wooden posts and crossbeam of the
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portal, which were elaborately carved with variations of her totemic
nighthawk. Many found the choice of emblem odd—the bird itself was
unobtrusive, its representations inconspicuous—but Eshat understood
the deeper connection.
The guard dogs snarled while the two eunuchs standing on either
side of the gate eyed Eshat sourly, but they sent a boy to inform Alzhu
of his arrival, as he requested. She would be even less pleased by his
presence than the sentries were, but he was reasonably confident that he
could arrange an acceptable accommodation.
Eshat’s confidence began to dissipate as his wife kept him waiting.
He offered the sentinels valuable gifts while attempting to engage them
with chitchat, but to little avail. At length Alzhu appeared, elaborately
dressed and coiffed, flanked by two Amazon slaves in outlandish
costume. Eshat scrutinized his wife’s pointed, elevated shoes and the
tight, multicolored silk bands wrapped around her body and wondered
how she managed to walk. Turning his eyes to her guards, he
suppressed a sneering laugh. The alternating purple and yellow slats of
their lacquered armor seemed like militaristic haute couture in the
middle of the night. Eshat felt a twinge of perverse pride in his own
rough, dun-colored traveling clothes.
“Father-of-my-children,” Alzhu announced loudly but coldly, “to
what purpose do we owe this surprise wartime visit, which we can only
assume has been blessed by the protocol council? We fear that some
catastrophe has befallen the lineage of Itrim to have prompted such an
extraordinary pilgrimage. Please do put our minds to rest.”
Eshat felt like spitting and cursing, but he had no option but to
reply with even greater pomp. “Alzhu, mother-of-my-true-children,
honor be upon you and our progeny until the time of fulfillment. I must
beg your leave for my unexpected arrival, but extraordinary
circumstances require extraordinary acts. Last night I had the privilege
of being visited by a dream messenger, an emissary of Khuzh no less.
He, however, was not pleased. He informed me that you and I had
improperly carried out the ritual of bloodlines before the
commencement of this glorious succession struggle. As a result, even if
I were to receive the favor of the Gods and emerge victorious, our
descendants would be in jeopardy. We must, he ordered me, repair
privately to your yurt to make amends.”
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Eshat was proud of his decorous little speech, even though it had
been composed by his councilor Naghil. Alzhu’s dagger-like stare,
however, indicated that she would not play along. After more than five
years, Eshat was still not used to the transformation in their relationship
that had accompanied his elevation to lordship. Up to that point, she
had been a perfectly supportive and adequately passionate wife. But
until his promotion, her fortunes had risen and fallen with his, as
established by the book of Igham. Now everything was different.
Once Eshat became lord of his own lowland domain, Alzhu
ascended to the circle of high women, where her status rested on her
own endeavors. Whatever happened to Eshat in the current contest thus
had little bearing on her future. She was now a free woman, free to do
almost everything—everything, that is, except divorce her husband.
Eshat had come to suspect that Alzhu now regarded him with some
contempt. He had thus seen little of her in the past few years, visiting
only when custom demanded. But she had always been devoted to their
children, and he had imagined that she would jump at the chance to
have another. His imagination, evidently, had its limits.
Despite her irritation, Alzhu led Eshat back to her residence cluster
at the center of the sleepy encampment. She instructed her guards to
wait outside the door of the large entry yurt, the ceremonial anteroom
of the inner circle, until they were summoned. Upon entering, Eshat
noticed the interior of the yurt had been transformed. The carpets and
hanging quilts were even more sumptuous than they had been on his
most recent ceremonial visit a month earlier. Beyond that, the new
quilts were all of a piece. Arranged in narrative sequence, they depicted
the story of Igham and Narai.
An enraged Eshat was about to denounce the implied heresy and
condemn “that Telaran bitch!” but he realized that such a move would
be self-defeating. Besides, a Kulgsh warrior always had to mask
passions and contain anger. Ignoring the scenes, he strode toward the
back door that led to Alzhu’s private sanctuary in the center of the ring
of yurts. She interrupted him.
“Husband, you know as well as I that the ritual was carried out
punctiliously.”
“Yes,” he said, pivoting to face her, “but we did not maintain the
proper attitude. We must therefore …”
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“When did you ever maintain a ‘proper attitude’ during rites of
hearth and blood?”
“Things are different now,” Eshat replied with a semi-forced smile.
“Have you not heard of the battle arrangements? Victory is nigh, and
we may therefore make another child. Don’t you want—?”
Again she cut him off. “As I suspected, you came here not to fulfill
but rather to violate the law. This is shameful behavior, father-of-mychildren, which can only threaten your own chances in battle.”
“You no more believe that than I do!” Eshat replied in a
dangerously loud voice.
Alzhu had to calm his anger. “Yes, you are right, my husband,” she
replied demurely, eyes downcast. Looking up softly, she continued,
“But what one believes is of no consequence. What one does and says,
on the other hand, is most consequential. Regardless of your high
position and manifold abilities, you may still endanger yourself by
engaging in improper behavior. Let us therefore carry out the ceremony
again, but then you must leave. I am sorry, but I say this with only your
interests in mind. After your victory, we will celebrate in a manner
befitting husband and wife.”
Eshat inwardly scoffed, but he knew that further protests would get
him nowhere. He would have no option but to go through the pointless
ritual, hoping to get it over as quickly as possible. He tried to screen his
anger and frustration, focusing instead on his deeper scheme.
“Very well, beloved spouse,” Eshat responded with a grin. “As
usual, your wisdom exceeds my own. But can’t we at least relax for a
while in each other’s company? I face battle soon, which could
conceivably take my life. Before I fight, may I not hear news of our
children? I have brought the finest Vlemj wine for our enjoyment.”
Alzhu looked far from pleased, but Eshat did not care—so long as
she agreed to drink. He was confident that she would once she saw the
label.
Husband and wife hurried through the ritual sequences. After
Alzhu ordered one of her guards to fetch the bath attendants, she and
Eshat repaired to the cleansing yurt to be quickly scrubbed and
anointed with oil. Afterward, they privately rushed through the
ceremony of bloodlines in even greater haste.
The ritual completed, Alzhu did not disappoint him. Such a vintage
even she could not refuse. And again, as planned, she had to hold the
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bottle to admire it. She did not notice that Eshat avoided touching it
directly, casually using a handkerchief to hand it over. She had no way
of imagining the depths to which his scheming could go.
Eshat, dressed now in a red and gold satin gown, smiled and
bantered charmingly as they discussed the children. Only their
youngest was currently in the encampment, although that was hardly
surprising given the fact that a succession war was underway. Alzhu, in
an equally comfortable and resplendent gown, gradually warmed to the
discussion, her unease slackening as she poured herself a second glass
and then a third.
As her guard dropped, Eshat gently nudged the conversation
toward his particular interest. Before long he had gathered the crucial
information. “Yes, of course she’s here,” Alzhu allowed. “I could
hardly get along without her. Her yurt is, as usual, adjacent to this one.”
Within forty minutes, tipsy conviviality gave way quite suddenly to
profound drowsiness on Alzhu’s part. As Eshat expected, she abruptly
dismissed him, telling him to have the guards stationed outside the door
escort him to the camp gates. By the time he packed his knapsack, she
was asleep. Eshat was confident that she would remain so, impossible
to arouse for at least the next four hours.
Eshat was thrilled that it had worked out so precisely, exactly as
Naghil had predicted. His next task was to remove the evidence,
accomplished by thoroughly cleaning the wine bottle and disposing the
rags in a sealable leather envelope. As he did so, he contemplated his
relationship with a certain Telaran renegade. It was one thing to deal
with run-of-the-mill turncoats, getting good deals on furs, ivory,
gemstones, and other arctic commodities of the Arushan islands. All of
the Kulgsh northern lords could claim as much.
What Eshat had was much more valuable: a connection with one of
the few renegades who had access to the southern routes and who
trafficked in goods of tropical provenance. Spices and aromatics;
perfumes and other fragrances; medical drugs and psychoactive
substances; poisons of many varieties—all these things he could obtain
with ease. But it was not so much the panoply of products as the
knowledge of what was potentially available and how it might be used
that gave Eshat his true advantage, although in his generous moments
he allowed that he owed such benefits largely to Naghil.

96

Terranova

To have a councilor who understood the intricacies of
pharmaceutical action and who had obtained some of the most closely
guarded secrets of the Telaran drug lords gave a great, if furtive, power.
And Naghil really was a marvel, proficient even with the use of
amphibian secretions. He was a veritable master of toad, frog, and
newt. Absorbed through the skin by mere touch, some of his
concoctions would kill within minutes. Others, like the one that Eshat
had just used, had more subtle effects.
Once he completed the cleanup, Eshat opened the rear door to pass
into the felt-covered hall that led to his wife’s private chamber. Nothing
in Alzhu’s circular space, however, interested him. What commanded
his attention was the entry to the quarters of his wife’s attendant, his
own sometimes-ally in the pursuit of dalliance.
“She,” chuckled Eshat, amused by the use of the feminine pronoun
when referring to the creature.
What delightful decadence to have such a being, the opposite of a
eunuch. Whereas a eunuch was neither man nor woman, Aved—the
product of some renegade Telaran apothecary—was both: pure woman
above the waist and a very feminine man below. It was so hypercivilized, and yet enjoyable, right here in the center of his wife’s
encampment—and all the while unproscribed in the rules of Igham.
Whenever Eshat started to despise Alzhu, he reminded himself how
extraordinary it was that she would keep such a personage, proving that
they really were of the same audacious, untamable spirit. She was
indeed a fitting mother for his true children, of that he was still certain.
“Her yurt is immediately adjacent,” Alzhu had said. But to which
side? It was usually to the left, so he chanced that direction. He passed
again into one of the spoke-like halls, and soon knocked on a door,
calling sweetly, “Oh, Aved darling. One has come bearing gifts. Please
wake yourself. You have company.”
A few moments later, little Aved opened the door, groggy-eyed in
the sheerest of silk sleeping shifts, pink with a spiral of monarch
butterflies. Wasting no time, Eshat moved into her abode. He reached
into his bag and then simply showered gems over her waves of auburn
hair. Rubies, emeralds, topaz, spinel, tourmaline, and other colorful
jewels cascaded down to the carpet.
“Oh, my lord,” Aved exclaimed. “To what do I owe such boundless
generosity?”
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“Soon to be high lord, did you know that? But of course you
would, as nothing is kept from you, isn’t that so? Here is the gist: your
lord is a hungry lord, and he wants to know what might be on the table.
Anybody new in the inner circle? Anyone particularly delicious?”
Aved found herself in a familiar bind. Glancing to the floor, she
understood that she had to offer Eshat exceptional satisfaction, yet she
had to do so in a manner that would not unduly distress Alzhu, who
presumably would not remain in the dark. Where could she be anyway?
How had Eshat managed to arrive here alone and at this hour?
Thankfully, he was freshly washed and sweet-smelling. His long black
hair was unbraided, combed, and dressed with fragrant oil. But never
mind all of that: she had to figure out something quickly. At least she
had been amply remunerated.
Forced into servitude with an odious mistress and periodically
pressed to attend her even more loathsome mate, Aved’s was a life of
hardship, to be sure, but she was steadily accumulating wealth.
Eventually, she would act on her own, and then she would surprise
them all. She had the financial resources and the connections, but as of
yet was reluctant to move. She was still learning—and gaining—and
besides, her plans were inchoate. But someday. Yes, someday …
“Well, in that case, my high lord,” Aved replied, “we do have
something special—a new pleasure slave, lovely and well-versed and
plenty young enough for your tastes.”
“Of what nation? One of our own sheep, I suppose.”
“Yes, my lord. She is a slave of Plidam but a particularly fine one.
She …”
“And, I presume, she comes from the usual caste of whores,
daughter of a slattern, granddaughter of another, and so on for
generation upon generation?”
“Well, yes. Where else does one obtain pleasure slaves?”
“Boring, my dear Aved. You must understand how special this
night must be.”
“You could have me as well,” Aved meekly replied.
“Of course! I wouldn’t think of leaving you out. But that’s still not
enough!” Eshat’s tone remained jocular, but Aved understood his
meaning as his eyes trailed across the scattered gemstones.
“But your honorable wife? May we not expect her company? She
will be most displeased if we move beyond her pleasure slaves.”
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“No poppet, we may not expect her. She is in the entrance yurt,
enjoying a much-deserved and very deep sleep. Her guards are under
strict orders not to disturb her until I depart the scene. Which, I might
add, I will do as soon as I am satisfied. It would thus be best for all
concerned if I could quell my desires before dawn.”
Well, thought Aved, that did give some maneuvering room. Time
was still too tight to procure anyone sleeping outside the inner circle of
yurts. But the only acceptable girl of ready access would be too risky.
Or would she? It was not as if she herself could report the incident.
“Very well my lord, my soon-to-be great lord. Alzhu did recently
acquire a special little pet, someone you might find irresistibly exotic.
She is, if you can believe it, a savage islander from the far side of the
world, entirely bereft of all civilizing influences.” Aved felt a pang of
guilt—hardly an unaccustomed sensation—for selling out the poor
child, but she saw no alternative.
“My Gods,” Eshat replied, “what will Alzhu be getting her hands
on next! How did?—no, don’t bother with that. But do tell, what is her
color? What are her physical attributes?”
“Bronze, my lord, with dark, wavy hair, full lips, and oh-so-ample
hips and breasts.”
“Interesting. Age?”
“Just now a woman. Fourteen? I don’t think that even she knows
for sure. She’s yet a virgin, as your wife has been deliberating over how
she might be broken in. Consequently, she would have to remain one
after tonight. You must understand that Alzhu dotes upon her, treating
her as a kind of mascot.”
“Very well, but then if I were to take my pleasure with her, even if
she were to remain intact, Alzhu would be furious. Even if you would
risk that, being my ever-faithful servant, I’m not so sure that I would.”
“But that’s just it, Lord of Gemd. Alzhu never need know, not if
her sleep is as deep as you describe it.”
“How could that be? Surely the girl will talk.”
“No she won’t. Because she can’t. She’s been with us only three
weeks, having come directly from beyond the Alterland, courtesy of
your own Naghil and his special connections. She can hardly say three
words of Pidgin, and she’s far too intimidated to utter anything in the
presence of the lady. And besides, who do you suppose is in charge of
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her education, of her deportment in general? I can almost be certain that
word never reaches Alzhu.”
“Very well then, my lovely,” replied an overjoyed Eshat. “I have a
plan. I’ll start with the new pleasure slave—with you as side-course
and accomplice—and then I’ll have my dessert with Alzhu’s savage
little pet.”
“But my lord, you just said that you must leave by dawn. Perhaps
the island girl should be enough?”
“Yes, it’s true that I must go before day breaks,” Eshat replied with
a broadening grin. “Which is why I’m wondering why your clothes are
still on and why we are not yet on our way to the pleasure slave. And
don’t you dare tell me her name. It spoils the fun to personalize one’s
property.”
“What would Alzhu say if she heard you arrogating what is hers?”
“That just makes it all the more exciting, doesn’t it, my little
partner-in-crime? Time to begin enjoying ourselves.”
By the time Eshat was sated, morning light was spreading over the
encampment. Passing into the entry yurt, his heart skipped when he
heard the pounding on the door, but he quickly decided that he would
let nothing ruin his mood. He put on his jolliest demeanor before
flinging open the door to reveal the two grim-faced guards.
“Please, honored Amazons, cut your racket! My wife and I have
just experienced a night of solemn ritual followed by a serious
discussion about our children over several bottles of the finest Vlemj
vintage. I am afraid that she over-imbibed and thus still needs her sleep.
But as you go in to gently wait for her, you will notice that the final
bottle remains full. Its contents are yours to enjoy. Note also that I have
left several richly bejeweled daggers of the finest workmanship on the
table. These are yours as well, as it is only fitting that my wife’s
guardians should have such weapons in their arsenals.”
The two women briefly exchanged a glance before looking back at
Eshat, their determination unwavering. He had a sudden desire to kill
them both, which he reckoned he could do in about three seconds, their
extensive training notwithstanding. He mastered the emotion by telling
himself that it might someday be possible and then tried to mask his
face again with joviality.
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“Honored Lord of Gemd,” the taller of the two women replied
icily, “it is far too late in the morning for you to be here. Please conceal
your face and let me escort you to the gate. Enime here will attend to
the lady when she awakens.”
Eshat was surprised at how late it was as they walked through the
little tent village. Many people were milling about as they went through
their morning routines. Some were carrying jugs of water, others were
returning from early forays onto the steppe laden with bundles of twigs
and grass for cooking fires. Almost all stopped to stare. Although
Eshat’s face was obscured, his mere size told everyone that he was a
man, and led more than a few to guess his identity. They would talk
and word would get out and perhaps eventually spread to the highest
circles of the empire. Nothing would be provable, he kept reminding
himself, but his reputation would be besmirched.
Why had Aved not bothered to warn him about the hour? Well, she
probably had, he admitted, for who else could have been tapping on the
door when he was engaged with the savage? But she obviously had not
tried hard enough! Could she have intentionally sabotaged him? And
after all the gifts that he had given her? What an abomination, both man
and woman!
Eshat fumed as he began his ride back to the battlefield over the
grassy swards of the plateau, his head throbbing. Here he was, the most
generous and by far the most magnanimous of all men, and yet
everyone was always conspiring against him. Even Naghil, his own
councilor. This whole escapade, after all, stemmed from his scheming.
Eshat desperately wanted a drink, but nothing was available. When
he returned to his own encampment that would be the first order. And
he was determined to continue imbibing even after he and his two
companions had to retreat to their little stronghold on Erdai Ridge to
prepare for the final battle. But Pelg was so damn cautious that he
would decline, too concerned about the coming fight. Koro was another
matter. He would make a fine drinking buddy. That, after all, was why
Eshat had agreed to his selection in the first place. The best bowman in
the ranks, pshaw. Considering the battle arrangement, why did they
have to worry about that?
Why was everyone around him so damned cautious? He could
almost hear Pelg’s sniveling warning, “But my lord, we face battle at
dawn.” As if Gatli—a cautious prig if ever there was one—would
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contemplate opening the fight at the first opportunity. Was not he,
Eshat, the only one who really understood how to enjoy life, how to
test all boundaries yet never cross the line into overt sacrilege? Gatli, of
course, was the opposite—a prissy, sanctimonious, blaspheming traitor.
Well, at least Eshat, Lord of Gemd, would continue living zestfully, no
matter what trifling impediments were thrown down in his path. His
head still pounded, but his inward smile had returned.

 Chapter 13 
Shanna and Xander

(From San Jose to the Diablo Facility)

A

fter logging off e-mail early in the morning, Shanna found herself
at a loss. She scanned a few Novan blogs, but could not retain
focus. In such situations, a hard workout usually did the trick. Twenty
minutes on a stair-master in the hotel exercise room proved calming,
but did not solve the problem. What to do with the day? Running out of
options, Shanna turned to Daphne, hoping to ride on her friend’s
buoyancy. By 8:00 AM, the two women were breakfasting together in a
hotel café, Shanna on oatmeal and cantaloupe and Daphne on a Denver
omelet.
“I imagine you got the same e-mail this morning that I did,”
Shanna noted nonchalantly. “Supposedly from Alexander himself.”
“Nope, not me,” Daphne returned.
“No?” Shanna asked with surprise. “I imagined that he sent them to
all the invitees.”
“You must be special, Shanna. What did he say?”
“Nothing much beyond the politely formulaic. He did say that he
wanted to personally ‘thank me’ for my work on Nova, and he asked if
I wanted private transportation to Diablo.”
“He did? Take him up on it! Do something audacious. Ask for a
helicopter. I bet he’d send one.”
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Shanna scoffed amusedly but did not respond.
“At least, Shanna, you could come with me on the shuttle and take
the wildlife tour. What else are you going to do all day?”
“OK,” Shanna allowed. “I might as well.”
The tour proved diverting but tiring, and Shanna wanted nothing
but rest when the bus finally made for the Diablo Facility in the midafternoon. She had seen images of the building, but she was still taken
aback on her first view. When the bus reached the top of a ridge,
Shanna looked down on what seemed to be a sculpted, misplaced hill.
On closer examination, the ziggurat revealed itself. It rose five stories
step-wise around a great square, and then went five stories down to the
courtyard in the interior. The edifice went out of view as the bus passed
into woods, but it reappeared a few minutes later. From this lower
vantage point, the leafy building had a shorn appearance. The vines that
cascaded from level to level had recently been cut back.
Shanna allowed a pleasant young female employee of the Institute
for Imaging Technology to escort her to her small guestroom. She did
not pause to examine the building or converse with her guide. Her head
was beginning to throb, and she needed to get into a dark room as
quickly as possible. Noting that her luggage had already been
delivered, Shanna lowered the blinds and pulled back the bedcovers.
Sleep came quickly.
Shanna awoke two hours later surprisingly refreshed. After a quick
shower, she opened her suitcases and arrayed her clothing. It was time
to act, but what to wear? As she contemplated the coming event,
Shanna found her excitement welling up. Despite the presence of
Bowman Alexander, it would be a magnificent evening.
Episodically flamboyant, Shanna decided it was time to shift into
high gear. She pulled on a light green cashmere knit tunic and cinched
it tight at the waist to show off her rigorously maintained figure. Next
came her boots. Their polished black leather extended to her knees.
Over one shoulder she slung a pashmina shawl, and over her neck she
placed a leather thong that held a mottled twist of horn. She hesitated
before selecting her earrings, but eventually settled on a jade and onyx
pair that Malcolm had given her years earlier. Would he notice?
Probably not, but no matter. Shanna was now ready to face the world—
ready to face even Bowman Alexander.
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Glancing about the guest room, Shanna noted a welcome package
on the small desk. She opened it, grabbed a map of the facility, and
made for the reception hall.
Minutes later, Shanna entered the domed main hall, a vast room
that was steadily filling with people. Before wading into the crowd, she
paused to examine the scenery depicted on the walls. It was a lovely
landscape—an Appalachian forest. But Shanna realized that there was a
little more magic to the scene than that when she detected a slow
yellowing of leaves. She was right. Within fifteen minutes, the trees
were a riot of color as the illusory season steadily advanced.
Shanna searched the room quickly, looking for Daphne and a few
other colleagues and acquaintances. Before spotting anyone, she was
interrupted by an insistent smiling man.
“Professor Malone,” he said, “I can’t tell you how illuminating I
found your article on long-distance trade, quarantine, and seasonal
demographic shifts in the fjord area. I think you’ve solved some
mysteries. We may get some confirming evidence later this evening.”
Shanna was taken aback. Alexander had not even introduced
himself. Not that he needed to. She had anticipated him to be taller, but
his sharp-featured, boyish face was well-known. Yet here he was,
acting as if he were a fellow scholar. His manner was pleasant, but that
did not surprise her. Sociopaths were often charming. His presentation
of self was hardly a surprise either. Sporting slightly disheveled hair
and wearing dark jeans, a black knit shirt, and a light-colored silk
jacket, Xander seemed at first glance to be dressed casually, but Shanna
knew that his clothing was of the highest designer quality and his
appearance precisely formulated. She did not smile.
“It wasn’t an article, just a posting. No peer review, no academic
credit.”
Xander raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
“And I’m afraid that evidence for or against my thesis won’t be
forthcoming tonight. No information will be available from the
quarantine islands, and it’s the wrong season on Nova anyway. That is,
if my interpretation is correct.”
“Ah,” Xander interjected, “perhaps not for your quarantine
hypothesis, but for your more general argument about the Fjordland’s
dependence on long-distance trade.”
“Oh. What kind of evidence do you anticipate?”
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“Sex ratios mostly. In late summer in a society heavily reliant on
long-distance trade, many men will be abroad, buying and selling.
Others will be engaged in defensive activities. A war is brewing, as you
know. Surely you would agree that we should see a marked
preponderance of women. ”
Not just arrogant, Shanna thought, but sexist to boot.
“Aren’t you making a number of assumptions?” she retorted.
“What makes you certain that their gender relations will be anything
like ours? Why not female traders? Even on Earth, the sexual division
of labor is more variable than most people imagine. And who knows,
maybe we won’t even be able to tell which sex is which. We don’t
know what these ‘people’ look like. We don’t even know if they are
human.”
“Oh, they’re human all right,” Xander replied. “Just like us. Which
means most long-distance merchants will be male. Of course I could be
wrong, but I’d be willing to bet on it. In fact, I’d bet heavily on it.”
“How can you be so confident? Do you have information that the
rest of us don’t?”
“No, Dr. Malone. Rest assured that everything is public. I’m just
arguing from the patterns we’ve seen. Nova is like Earth in almost
every way. The differences are trivial. I therefore deduce that it was
built by the same designers. They appear to be working on a plan, and
they evidently have several models going. They wouldn’t make
everything else according to the same archetypes and then come up
with an entirely different dominant species. We are, after all, the
epitome of their creation.” Xander paused to take a slow sip from his
wine glass.
Shanna studied Xander’s face carefully. “Do you really believe
that? Intelligent design? Or are you just playing the provocateur?”
Xander looked amused. “No to ‘provocateur,’ a qualified no to
‘believe,’ and a very qualified yes to ‘intelligent design.’ I take it that
you’re not familiar with our belief system. If you’re interested, I’d be
happy to fill you in. I can also recommend some Web sites or even send
you some relevant literature.”
“No to ‘literature,’ yes to ‘filling in.’ Briefly, that is.”
Xander chuckled softly. “To begin with, we don’t know, and we
can’t know. Perhaps all of this,” he gestured broadly, “is thoroughly
accidental and meaningless. We live, we die—that’s it. But the more I
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think about life, the less likely that hypothesis seems. Life is based on a
genetic code, and codes never fall into place, no matter how many eons
pass. Genes would be nothing but a bunch of protein sequences but for
the fact that they were devised to convey a message. The programmers,
whoever they might be, built a responsive code, one that morphs when
new conditions demand it. They also keep tapping out new lines of
code, inserting them into new bodies to …”
Shanna interrupted. “So you temper your creationism with divine
pluralism and Lamarckian evolution? How quaint. No place for
Darwin?”
“Don’t be daft, Dr. Malone,” Xander said, smiling broadly now. “I
was going to complete my little speech by saying, ‘to see if they can
survive the winnowing process of natural selection.’ Evolution is a fact
as certain as any other. Natural selection, on the other hand, is more
than a fact: it’s a tautology. It’s as necessary as ‘two plus two equals
four.’ Those that survive, survive. Genes that get passed on, get passed
on. Those that don’t, don’t. Anthony Flew demonstrated all of that back
in the mid-twentieth century.
“But none of that can explain innovation, much less the origin of
the genetic apparatus itself. Scientific materialists merely assume that
all change comes about randomly, since that’s a necessary postulate for
their research program. It comes with the basic scientific worldview, so
to speak. But it rests on no evidentiary base whatsoever. It’s simply a
‘leap of faith.’ Statistically speaking, the probability of major, speciesgenerating changes originating randomly is vanishingly slight. But
please, Professor, enough of that. May I ask your opinion on a matter
pertaining to Terranova?”
“Of course, Mr. Alexander. You are footing the bill.”
Xander ignored her jibe. “Tell me, do you think the Fjordlanders
monopolize trade between the Eastern Continent and the island realm?
You hinted as much but didn’t address it full on. I think they must.
How else could they have reached that level of wealth?”
Shanna frowned. “First, we don’t know how wealthy they are, and
second, we can’t even be sure that ‘wealth’ is the appropriate concept.”
“One has to call it something, at least for now. Considering the
architectural extravagance we’ve seen, I’d say ‘wealthy’ is warranted.
And here’s what gets me: no pre-modern mercantile society on Earth
ever accumulated assets on that scale. Even allowing for Nova’s higher

108

Terranova

productivity, it doesn’t add up. I suspect they have major global
monopolies, especially in inelastic goods like spices or drugs.”
Shanna smiled for the first time. “I’m not surprised that you’re
familiar with drug markets, but I wouldn’t have pegged you for an
economic history buff.”
“I don’t know if that’s the best word. But I do read widely. I’m
familiar with your work on maritime circuits in the China seas and your
more recent book on the Armenian trade diaspora. I really don’t know
how you’ve been able to do it all. Tell me Dr. Malone, just how many
languages do you have?
“Are you trying to flatter me or to catch me out?
“Are you vulnerable to flattery? If so, I’ll happily up the ante.”
Shanna paused, again taken aback. “OK,” she responded, “I’ll
answer your question. I have the basic European languages as well as
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean. My Armenian is decent too. But this
kind of research is necessarily collaborative. Did you skip the
acknowledgements? My co-author is Russian and her husband is
Georgian. They’re conversant in a frightful number of languages,
including several obscure ones from the Caucasus.”
“Really? Do they have Circassian? Abkhazian? Chechen? Avar or
anything else Dagestani? What about Ossetian? I’d really like to meet
an Ossetian speaker.”
Shanna was nonplused. Was this some sort of set up? She looked
around for a possible escape and was confronted by a waiter with a tray
of drinks. She took one, giving her time to regain her composure.
“You’re interested in economic history and the Caucasus? I don’t
understand how you could possibly have time for such an obscure
avocation. What use could it be? Does it have something to do with
games?”
“My interests aren’t all instrumental, Dr. Malone. I’ve always
loved history. It’s the best drama we have. I can still remember the
thrill I got when I was about fourteen reading From Scythia to Camelot.
To think of the Arthurian corpus being rooted in the legends of Allanic
warriors—Ossetians—from the steppes of Central Asia. Then there was
the delightfully heretical film based on the scholarship, with Keira
Knightley as a woad-dyed, archer-priestess Guinevere. That really fired
up my imagination. Malcolm’s too. We made up a couple of fantasy
games around it. I even got a copy of the Nart sagas. But that was
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disappointing—kinda like trying to plow through the Silmarillion after
having first thrilled to The Lord of the Rings.”
Now Shanna was really intrigued. “You don’t say.”
Xander continued. “I was also interested in the contemporary
Caucasus when I was young. The Chechen wars were going on,
Dagestan was hot, and then there were the breakaway republics of
Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the Russian invasion of Georgia. Do
you remember the Beslan school massacre? Of course the idiotic U.S.
media hardly mentioned the fact that the victims were Ossetians rather
than Russians. ‘Gee, if it’s in Russia they must be Russians, right?’ The
Ossetians still fascinate me. You know they’re half Pagan to this day,
openly mixing the names of St. George and Uasturji, their main preChristian God, at their festivals. As a teenager, I even cooked up a
crazy plan to visit Transnistria, although of course that’s outside the
region.”
“That makes more sense,” Shanna replied, deadpan.
Xander looked at her quizzically and then chuckled. “Ouch, I
guess. But no, it wasn’t to traffic in weapons—or women—if that’s
what you’re thinking.”
She smiled faintly, so he continued. “And the Circassians—don’t
even get me started. ‘Blond hair and blue eyes. Are you Circassian?’
‘Yes Effendi, yes Effendi …’”
It rang a bell, but she didn’t get the allusion.
“Lawrence of Arabia, the film,” Xander continued. “I had a tour of
Istanbul once from a Circassian woman whose great-grandmother had
been in the imperial harem. She looked the part too. I’m sure you know
how Circassian slaves ruled Egypt for a few hundred years. Elite
foreign slaves running a country—a pretty compelling phenomenon,
don’t you think?”
“You say that you and Malcolm were interested in all of this as
children?”
“Of course! He must have told you. We read history, talked history,
dreamed up historical games, a few of which went on, many years later,
to make some money. Medieval history was my first passion. Then I
moved on to world history in my teens. It was such a fertile period:
Jerry Bentley was editing the incomparable Journal of World History,
Wong and Pomerantz rearranged the entire world system by stressing
the centrality of China and were then challenged by several critics,
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Flynn and Giráldez had actually fixed a precise time and place for the
origin of globalization …”
“Manila, 1571. With Mexican and Peruvian silver being exchanged
for Chinese silk and porcelain, all the world’s major landmasses and
oceans were finally joined together.”
“You got it,” Xander replied with an especially broad smile.
“I may have got that one, but I’m still confused. It doesn’t seem
probable. It may make sense for Malcolm, but I just can’t picture it for
you. I’ve never encountered adolescents being drawn to such scholarly
topics.” Shanna neglected to add the essential qualifier, “except
myself.”
“Well,” Xander continued, “you have to understand that we had a
pretty unusual childhood. Malcolm had an extremely unusual one.”
“What do you mean?”
“He never told you? You were engaged, weren’t you? Did you ever
visit his parents? No, I guess you wouldn’t have. He was estranged
from them by that point. But he should have taken you to see my
parents.”
“No, he never took me. He never told me much at all. I know that
his mother and father were ‘back to the land’ types, that they lived in
the woods, and that he was partially home schooled. He also told me
your parents and his were land partners but then had some kind of
falling out and that you and he were close companions for years but
drifted apart after he started college …”
“Hold everything. Some abridged stories are so incomplete as to be
fundamentally wrong. We never ‘drifted apart.’”
Shanna drained her wine. Another server appeared, this one
carrying a tray laden with hors d’œuvres. Before continuing, she picked
up a cracker smeared with smoked salmon and ate it. “Well, it was a
long time ago. And I did devote considerable effort to forgetting
Malcolm at one point.”
“Do you care to know now? Or should we refocus on the issue at
hand?”
“Could you give me a capsule version?” she asked, intrigued to be
finally learning about Malcolm’s past
“My father and Malcolm’s father had been college buddies at
Eugene. They were both radical environmentalists. It went with the
territory up there. Malcolm’s mom inherited some money, and together
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they bought some raw land in northern California. Malcolm’s folks
dropped out of school, built a shack, and moved in. My parents, on the
other hand, went to grad school. My dad eventually became a professor
at Sonoma State, and my mom became a nurse. They paid the property
taxes, the road assessments, and so on. They put up a yurt on the land,
and we spent most of our weekends there. Then, when I was twelve,
they both quit their jobs and we moved out full time. They did all right.
In fact, they eventually made quite a lot of money from the property,
which was one of the reasons for the ‘falling out.’”
Xander paused for a drink and then resumed. “What you really
need to know if you want to understand Malcolm—wait a minute, do
you want to understand him? Didn’t you just say something about
forgetting?”
“That was a long time ago. I’m interested. Please continue.”
“Well, his parents were zealots. Greener than anyone. Their goal
was to live without money. But self-sufficiency is never easy. For years
they didn’t even have a well, just a ‘seep,’ a little hillside bog that
oozed slimy water into a bamboo pipe. You know what they ate? Their
staple food? Acorns. Tanoak acorns. Madrone berries, too, and their
arbutus wine wasn’t half bad. But there they were competing with
turkeys, squirrels, band-tailed pigeons, and wild pigs to gather mast for
gruel. They grew some winter pulses—lentils, peas, and garbanzo
beans—but I still think Malcolm was protein deprived or at least
missing out on something. He’d come over to our place famished for
dairy products.”
“You’re saying that he grew up hungry?” Shanna asked.
“No, not really. Actually the acorn crop was usually abundant and
easily gathered. But it sure didn’t taste very good, even if you did
manage to leach out all the tannic acids.”
“They couldn’t have been truly self-sufficient,” Shanna said. “That
just isn’t possible. All peoples have always engaged in trade.”
“You’re right. They grew a few organic heirloom fruits and
vegetables that they ‘bartered’ to a friend, who in turn sold them in
upscale Bay area farmers’ markets. It was a bit like modern Islamic
banking, I suppose: bending the restriction around in a big circle but
never breaking it. And they had quite a hit with pawpaws.”
“Pawpaws?” returned Shanna.
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“Yeah, you know, Ozark bananas, the big, native Midwestern fruit.
The pawpaw was designed to be dispersed by mammoths, so it’s been
slowly going extinct for most of the past 12,000 years. Absolutely
delicious, but highly perishable. You have to move ‘em fast. What’s
really weird about the pawpaw is that it’s pollinated by carrion flies,
which have also been unnaturally scarce in North America for the last
twelve millennia. To compensate, Malcolm’s parents would hang dead
meat in their orchard. Seriously. In flowering season, visitors were
asked to bring in any road-kills they happened to pass by so they could
festoon the trees with carcasses.”
Shanna gave him a perplexed look. Not knowing where to go with
such an odd topic, she switched tracks. “So just how isolated was it?”
she asked.
“Quite. We were miles from the valley, and the valley itself was so
remote historically that it had developed its own bizarre kind of argot.
As far as our property went, in the winter a two-wheel-drive vehicle
couldn’t make it in. And since Malcolm hardly ever went to school, he
didn’t have many playmates—other than me, of course—and I was
only there on weekends as a kid. As for normal society, well, his folks
pretty much rejected it entirely. They even quit reading Mother Earth
News because it carried ads for gasoline-powered machines. No
television or DVDs, but they did have a radio and quite a few books.
Although how much deep ecology and spiritual ecofeminism could you
expect a kid to read?”
“I have a hard time imagining Malcolm coming out of an
environment like that. How could he have had adequate stimulation?
How could you have had enough stimulation?”
“Well, his parents did have a copy of World Book Encyclopedia,
which Malcolm pretty much memorized. Beyond that, the place may
have been rural and remote, but it wasn’t Appalachia. In fact, it was, in
its own odd way, an intensely intellectual environment. There were
plenty of people who were as cultured and well informed as anyone—a
lot of them dropouts from the urban world. Here was this little valley,
with all of a few thousand people, supporting a weekly newspaper that
carried more intellectual and political content than most metropolitan
dailies. All skewed of course, but by going against the grain, it certainly
provoked thought. The local public radio station was another font of
political information. The place was culturally sophisticated, too. Hell,
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you could even hear Tuvan throat singers at the local fairgrounds. And
if you drove over to the coast, you could find just about anything. A
town of 10,000 people that supported its own opera—Greenwich
Village in the redwoods. What would Malcolm call it? ‘A peripheral
cultural counter-core,’ or something equally oxymoronic.”
“But how did Malcolm participate in the cultural scene? You just
told me how reclusive his parents were.”
“Oh, his family would get out sometimes. Solstice gatherings,
dancing in the moonlight, those sorts of things. And there were always
visitors. With a barter economy, you get a lot of those. A few of them
were brilliant, weird as hell but brilliant nonetheless. There was a guy
named Randy Schwartz, for example. He was a jack-of-all-trades who
could speak intelligently on just about any subject. You couldn’t have a
linear conversation with him because anything you said would take him
off on yet another tangent. Supposedly he had spent time in prison back
in the ’80s for growing dope, and he had some of the mannerisms. But
if you had the patience, you could learn a lot from him. Once when we
were working with a galvanized fitting, he took us on an hour-long tour
through the world of Galvani and the chemistry of electro-plating.”
Xander was talking rapidly now, gushing out information without
pause. Shanna found it oddly disarming, as the delivery seemed entirely
unselfconscious. But she was also dumbfounded. She had thought that
she understood Malcolm rather well. But this was all news to her. And
it continued to pour out.
“And he was by no means the only interesting character around.
Malcolm and I would occasionally walk cross-country all the way to
the valley and we’d visit people along the way. There was one guy in
particular, Will Jones, who really educated us—well, me more than
Malcolm. He taught us how to live in the woods, something that our
parents, despite their hippy ideals, were pretty clueless about. More
important, he taught me how to deal with people in all walks of life and
how to employ their language, so to speak. I’ll give you a few
examples. Once when we stopped by he was being visited by his
buddies from West LA, a gay interracial couple, both interior designers.
They were sophisticated, polished, and queer as you could imagine.
And then on the next occasion, one of the local rednecks was over, a
guy named Junior. Well, Junior had a bloody wild-boar’s head—just
the head—in the back of his truck, and he and Will were shooting skeet
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in the front yard. And then there was Will’s classic story—everyone
knew this one—about how he made friends with the police chief in
Tunica, Mississippi. Turns out that he had been driving along Route 61
through the ‘land of the delta blues,’ in his California-plated Subaru
with peace signs on the bumper and an orange sea-kayak on the top.
“He just had to stop to take a picture of a 1957 Chevy police car,
that being the year of his birth. The only problem was that he
proceeded to lock himself out of the car with the radio and air
conditioner blasting and the joint that he had just half-smoked sitting in
plain sight. A few minutes later there’s the town’s police chief walking
over to see what the problem was. ‘Oh shit,’ he says to himself, but
luckily he’d just tuned in to a county station.
“‘You like country music, son?’ the chief asked, and ‘yes, sir, I do,’
came the answer. ‘What’s yer name, son?’ asked the chief, and, when
the reply was ‘Billy Ray Jones, sir,’ the chief smiled and said, ‘That
ain’t no Yankee name.’ ‘No sir, it ain’t,’ Will returned. ‘My Daddy was
from Arkansas.’ Well, after jawin’ a bit about huntin’ in the Ozarks, the
chief jimmied open the car and proceeded to invite Will on a tour of the
town in the ‘57 Chevy that culminated in a ‘sodee’ at the local
drugstore. So that was Will Jones, a man who had mastered the art of
talking to people—to all people.
“Perhaps you can imagine the social skills I gleaned from him.
Plus, his son Jesse was a self-taught student of the ancient
Mediterranean and his girlfriend Elizabeth was a fabulous musician and
a font of information who basically ran one of the local newspapers.
Elizabeth also had a couple of fetching girls. They lived just over the
next ridge from Will, and they were friends with all the daughters of
the hippy elite, so you can image the attractions.”
The hippy elite? Shanna was both amused and perplexed, but she
did not inquire. She felt oddly invigorated, the conversation being
unlike any she had ever experienced. She kept telling herself that this
was Bowman Alexander with whom she spoke, yet she felt compelled
to keep the discussion going.
“You implied that your family was quite different from
Malcolm’s,” she now asked. “In what way?”
“Absolutely. Before we moved up to the land permanently my
parents built a cabin, a real labor of love, but then figured that they
could rent it out to rich tourists—it’s gorgeous up there, you know—
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and live in the yurt and retire. I wasn’t very happy moving full-time
into a twenty-foot Mongolian ger, basically a tent with a shack kitchen
in the back and a fly-ridden ‘composting toilet.’ But the tourist gamble
paid off, and my parents kept upgrading the operations. Before long
they were charging a thousand dollars a night and driving these rich
visitors around on wine tasting tours, beer tasting tours, sea kayaking
tours, canoeing tours, mountain biking tours, you name it. They fed
them gourmet dinners based on local—and I mean local—produce.
“We had a ‘meditation trail’ that wound in and out of the redwoods
and past little ponds, statues, tea houses, tree houses, shrines to the
Goddess, and much more. It was absolutely beautiful and totally
private. So private that you could walk the trails naked if you wanted
to. We had elaborate terraced gardens, and we cultivated (if that’s the
right word) local threatened and endangered species—animals as well
as plants. Our ponds had red-legged frogs, western pond turtles, and
various kinds of squawfish instead of bullfrogs, red-eared sliders, and
bass. We even tended some rare invertebrates like the gorgeous black
and yellow Tanypteryx hageni, or black petaltail dragonfly, whose
nymphs live in wet moss rather than water.
“We built birdhouses and bat houses and denning boxes and
equipped a few with infrared cameras. We even started to conduct
surveillance on the wildlife so you could easily find some pretty elusive
species, including ringtail cats. Malcolm and I cheated, though. You
know what we did? We subsidized the hell out of the rodent and bird
populations by scattering grain. It worked wonders. We had far more
than our share of small predators running around.”
“What did your parents make of that?”
“They didn’t know about that little trick. They just thought our land
was ‘blessed.’ But overall, they were really into it. My folks had this
thing about ‘place making.’ My father had been a cultural geographer,
and he was serious about inscribing symbolic statements on the
landscape, giving every little piece of terrain its own name and stories,
that sort of thing. It often seemed forced to me, but it could be fun. And
you can’t argue with success.”
“You said something about shrines to the Goddess. Any particular
one?”
Xander tilted his head and smiled, as if intrigued that she would
pick up on that issue. “For my parents it was fairly generalized, but if
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you had to attach a name, it would have been Gaia. Back then, I
preferred Artemis. There was something about her association with
wild places and animals, archery and moonlight that I found exciting.
But of course she’s a chaste Goddess, which rather counts against her.”
Shanna looked carefully at Xander, as if trying to assess the
sincerity of his words. It was almost too much to take at face value.
“And now?”
He smiled again and chuckled but then paused, as if uncertain
whether to continue. “All I can say is that I’m still a Pagan, although
now in a more neo-classical sense. I’d love to talk about it with you at
length, but this probably isn’t the best time.”
Shanna knew that it was late, but she somehow didn’t want the
conversation to end. She was ticked off at herself for warming up to
Alexander, but decided that she could suspend her scorn for the nonce.
As for now, she wanted information. “Could you tell me a little more
about Malcolm and your parents, about their relationship? This is all
new to me.”
Xander looked at his watch before continuing. “As you can gather,
Malcolm and I did a lot of the work on the property. Hell, we were
practically brought in as partners. My folks were generous and felt
sorry for him. But imagine how his parents felt. To them the whole
thing was one big act of betrayal. Eventually Malcolm moved in with
us. By that time, my parents had built another cabin so Malcolm and I
got to live in the yurt. But we had money to fix it up, good Internet
access and everything. That’s also the first time he actually went to
school. His mom and dad had sent him before on a few occasions, but
they had always pulled him out after a few weeks. ”
“Sounds almost idyllic to me,” Shanna ventured.
“For a while, I suppose it was. Then I started to go a bit wild. Well,
more than a bit. Malcolm, too, at first, although he hid it better. Once I
bought a car, things changed fast. My parents got disgusted with me. It
was no longer ‘idyllic.’ Let’s just put it that way.”
“Can we fast-forward a bit? “ Shanna asked. “You said that you
and Malcolm never ‘drifted apart.’ But I distinctly recall him using
those exact words. So what’s your memory?”
“What is this—Rashomon time? The truth is that I cut him off
during his second year in college.”
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“Why? That sounds cruel, especially considering everything you’ve
just said.”
“Far from it. It was one of my few acts of kindness during that
period. I was getting into deep trouble, and Malcolm was right in there
with me. But then something really awful happened to me. I knew then
that we were in over our heads. So I decided to bide my time, learn the
necessary skills, and then get back into the game. But I also understood
that Malcolm couldn’t take it. It just wasn’t the right path for him. Plus,
I had pretty much destroyed my relationship with my parents, just as he
had with his. I needed him to maintain a connection with my mother
and father.”
“So then years later, after you ‘went legit,’ you figured you could
bring him back in and, in so doing, take him away from me?”
Xander grinned coldly and looked around. Then his smile
broadened. “My God, there’s Malcolm right now. Malcolm, come on
over. I guess I don’t need to introduce you two. So sorry but I’ve got to
run. I’m supposed to address this crowd in a few minutes.”
So there were Malcolm and Shanna, looking at each other for the
first time in twenty-five years. Both smiled weakly, uncertain.
“Forthcoming friend you have, Malcolm,” Shanna commented as
she gazed at him. Although he and Xander were the same age, Malcolm
looked distinctly older. But he seemed reasonably well preserved. His
frame was still lanky, his hair still abundant but now mostly grey. The
familiar facial contours, marked by a long, thin nose, well-formed
cheekbones, and a sturdy chin, gave Shanna some comfort.
“You’re looking fit, Shanna. It’s a pleasure to see you. It really is.”
“You’re looking good yourself.”
“I’m not. But I am well. Well enough, considering.”

 Chapter 14 
In Pursuit of the Quarry

(Shunelia, Terranova)

O

n the grassy sward outside of the ruined monastery, men, horses,
dogs, and crows milled about while Malan and Tisha sought
sanctuary in the dark storeroom. Yurts were being erected, weapons
arrayed. Three men, one flanked by two huge dogs, had separated
themselves from the main group to confer intently in the afternoon
sunshine.
“And you, Enim, do you agree with Oshnam?” commander Temish
asked with a sneer. “You are my third, so I am obliged to solicit your
advice.”
Enim looked at his handsome, imposing commander with a
perfectly impassive face, masking his contempt even though his
superior had put his own on full display. He waited a few seconds, as if
giving the matter serious thought.
“Yes, my lord,” he finally replied. “I do agree. We should prolong
the hunt. Let them escape into the gorge. With waterfalls above and
cascades below, they’ll be trapped. Oshnam is right. It is much more
sporting that way.”
“Yes indeed,” Oshnam heartily seconded. “You surprise me, Enim.
Sometimes you really do. Please, my lord,” he continued, looking now
at Temish, “what else is there to do in this shit-hole but toy with the
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enemy? I’m sick of slaughtering monstrosities, and now we finally
have real quarry before us! Let us not end the game too soon. Think of
the troops, my lord. They need entertainment.”
Temish spat a few times and then adjusted the black lacquered slats
of his formal armor, as if weary of the conversation. At length he
dropped his right hand to scratch idly at the cheeks of his top male dog.
Staring off at the ruins, he began to speak in a low, sonorous voice.
“Enim surprises you, Oshnam, only because you haven’t figured
him out. You have not spent enough time with men of other tribes. But
I have, and I understand. He wants the glory of the kill for himself. As
a sniper, he can most easily claim the trophy if the final fight takes
place in the rough and scrubby gorge. He is indeed a snake, and
serpents always work alone.” Temish paused. He lit his pipe and took a
few puffs before continuing. “But you were right in one regard. I, too,
am sick of killing the grotesque animals of this benighted land, just as I
am sick of hunting down its wretched human inhabitants. Everything
about this place makes me want to vomit! So, as commander, I say we
finish our task as soon as possible. Oshnam, my second, take your men
and animals to the far side of the ruins. Spread them out, but leave no
gaps. Then we will send in my dogs in two waves. They’ll flush the
enemy out, and then you,” he looked now pointedly at Oshnam, “will
kill them. Destroy them quickly—no toying. And make sure your
troops understand.”
Oshnam’s face dropped, but he nodded his assent. It fell to Enim to
voice the pertinent objection.
“Just like that, Commander? Without even consulting the Gods?”
Temish eyed Enim coldly. “No, Enim. Rest assured that I would
never act so intemperately. Councilor Neshud shall solicit the Gods’
opinion on when we should send in the hounds. Oshnam, go fetch
Neshud and tell him to bring the dice.”
Enim turned his face away, hoping to minimize eye contact with
his commander. He could not help but look, however, when a crow
flew in and landed on Temish’s right shoulder. The bird did a little
dance. Temish responded by bobbing his own head. Another crow
swooped in, this one lighting on the back of the alpha female dog
before hopping up on Temish’s left shoulder.
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Temish stared at Enim, waiting for him to return the look. “Do you
know who they are? Do you know their names?” he asked severely
when Enim’s eyes met his own.
Enim shook his head, looking down in shame.
“You should by now,” Temish scolded. “Khukimm and Numimm,
king and queen of their kind. I can understand your ignorance of crows,
Enim, as that’s all too common, although you should realize how blind
you truly are without corvine company. But it’s your disconnection
from the dogs that I really can’t fathom. To go about with only your
own pathetic nose, with only your own inadequate human ears? Why
would a man choose to be so senseless?”
“I was not able to bring my own dogs, Commander.”
“Look around, soldier! There are many more dogs than men here.
You could easily bond with one. We are not so jealous. They are not so
jealous.”
Enim said nothing, his eyes again pointing down. Temish’s alpha
male dog gave a short bark.
“Dismissed,” Temish said curtly. Then he turned to the massive
hound. “Yes, Gasher, go find Neshud. Oshnam is taking far too long.”
Some time later when the brief ritual with the dice was concluded,
Temish turned once again to his two lieutenants. “The deities command
a two hour wait. Does that satisfy you, Enim? Give you some time to
think? I’ll tell you what.” Temish paused to spit while Numimm cawed.
“Why don’t you take this opportunity to exercise your sniping ability?
Go on, brave soldier. Stalk into the ruins and see if you can get them.
Demonstrate your ‘unmatched’ skills.”
Enim remained impassive, letting his commander’s derision pass
by as if unnoticed. “Is that your order, my lord, or your suggestion?”
“That is my order.”
“Very well.” Enim bowed and withdrew to the skeleton frame of
his own half-erected yurt. He nodded to the low-ranking soldiers
working on it and then drank a cup of tea before opening his weapons
kit. After collecting two of his best bows, several scopes, and a quiver
packed with arrows, he donned his mottled grey suit designed for
camouflage among the building stones. Then he headed for the ruins.
Enim advanced slowly through the derelict prayer hall, keeping to
the shadows yet remaining on the tracks of his quarry. He knew that his
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fellow Kulgsh warriors would consider it all but insane to undertake
such a mission without a single dog, but solitude in such situations
gave him a slight thrill. Besides, it was no challenge to track across the
filthy hall. Enim halted as he came to a large stairwell that headed
down to the basement. Footprints told him that they had descended, but
it was just as clear that they had later emerged and made for the
courtyard. Enim unhurriedly followed their latter path.
Enim paused again as he approached the open, weedy court in the
center of the complex, trying to remain invisible. Then he saw them—
three persons standing near the veranda of the burned-out building on
the far side of the courtyard. He slowly raised his scope to study their
appearances, but within moments they turned and disappeared into the
ruins. Enim did not track them. The missing member of the group had
perhaps been posted as a lookout.
He began to run his spotting scope methodically across the
environs. It took time, but he was patient and eventually spotted her—a
dark girl, well hidden in a perch on the sorry remains of the secondstory balcony. From her appearance, she could hardly be Telaran or
Shunelian. In fact, she looked like a Danir aristocrat. Most curious.
Enim studied the girl carefully as she scanned the landscape with her
own scope. She seemed to know what she was doing. But if so, why
had she positioned herself in such a vulnerable spot?
Enim decided to wait and see how the situation resolved itself, even
if the end seemed foretold. The dogs would come, locate the girl, and
bay, calling in Temish and his men. They would certainly kill her, but
how? They would probably let their animals tear her apart. Quite a
shame, but there was nothing that Enim could do about that.
Enim was surprised that his own nerves rose when he heard the
clatter of Kulgsh war-hounds charging through the hall. Could two
hours have really passed? He listened carefully, discerning that they did
exactly as he had, pausing at the head of the stairs before picking up the
trail in the direction of the courtyard. Soon the lead beast appeared in
view, running hard. Almost as quickly an arrow bounced off its
breastplate. More dogs appeared, but now the leader was down, felled
by a second arrow. Then another dog collapsed—remarkable. But now
the hounds were fanning out around the girl’s position, seeking distance
and protection. They had located her and would soon give notice. The
girl stood, perhaps finally recognizing her plight. Enim smiled grimly,
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realizing how easy it would be to take her down. Maybe he should, just
to get it over quickly. He rose to take aim, and she noticed him. But
then she made a wild leap, landing neatly on a charred spar poking out
of the lower balcony. She jumped again, this time lighting cat-like on
the top of a ruined pillar. In a second she was rolling on the ground,
and, an instant later, gone altogether.
It would be difficult to explain to Temish exactly what had
happened, but Enim hardly cared. He smiled, this time with joy, thrilled
that their adversaries possessed such abilities. A black-skinned warrior
girl in the Alterland outback who could outwit and outfight Temish’s
famed war pack? What wonders the world held!

 Chapter 15 
Bitter Recollections

(The Diablo Range)

M

alcolm dropped into the bottom of a small canyon, underneath
oak and bay trees. He asked the driver to stop so that he could
relieve himself, and was soon inhaling the pungent odors of the forest
litter, wet from the previous night’s rain. The scent of the bay leaves
brought back memories of introducing Shanna to the California flora;
guiding her hands across the smooth, cold, mahogany-red trunk of a
madrone tree; explaining how the vernal splendor of the buckeye gave
way to barren summer aestivation; leading her into the dark silence of a
redwood cathedral ring.
Soon he would see Shanna again, and soon she would meet
Xander. Xander, far from shy and keen on her work, would insist on it.
Xander was interested in almost everyone, at least until he figured them
out, and Shanna was a formidable intellect—a genuinely superior
person in Xander’s book. But would she deign to talk to him? Shanna’s
opinion of Bowman Alexander could hardly have improved over the
intervening years.
Back in the jeep, those intervening years again melted away as
Malcolm fixated on the week that had set his life course. Just before
Shanna had flown out for their fateful last encounter, Xander had
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deployed all of his formidable rhetorical and psychological skills to
convince Malcolm to leave academia and join GImG.
“You really want to be a professor for the rest of your life,
Malcolm?” Xander had asked. “A harmless drudge, to paraphrase
Samuel Johnson. Shit, what kind of life is that? From what you’ve told
me, I think I’ve figured out why so many academics are radical in their
politics. It’s because their own lives turned out so fucking boring. I’ll
bet you could have more fun at a pastors’ convention in Dubuque than
at any faculty party in Jefferson Springs. Or do you even have faculty
parties anymore?”
“A few,” Malcolm had responded. “But no ever stays past 9:30 or
has more than two glasses of wine.”
“Just as I thought,” Xander had replied. “But you know, my real
gripe with the professoriate is the arrogance. Not that I object to
arrogance per se, but a truly superior person never flaunts it. Do you
know what academia really is? It’s the realm of mutual contempt, welldeserved mutual contempt. How did Lord Rutherford put it? ‘There are
two kinds of science, physics and stamp collecting?’ That’s how they
all think. The natural scientists dismiss the social scientists for their
pretension and imprecision, the social scientists dismiss the humanists
for their lack of rigor, and the humanists dismiss all the rest for their
‘objectification.’ I just listened to Harold Bloom’s The Western Canon
on my Ipod. Jesus Christ. It was purely gelatinous contempt for his
rivals floating in a broth of author-worship. But y’know what? Bloom
argues just like his hated postmodernist foes: hyperbolic assertion
repeated ad nauseum. Yeah right. Shakespeare invented humanity.
Fuck me a giving break.”
“Bloom is a genius,” Malcolm replied. “No one understands
Western literature better than he does. And I would have thought that
you would find his audacity bracing.”
“Yeah, I like his insistence that all great literary characters
undermine the established order. But The Western Canon still reads like
the work of an asshole. I’d rather be a street person than an academic.
Hell, I’d rather be a lawyer.”
Malcolm half-heartedly defended his soon-to-be former profession,
but the conversation quickly wound down. However, he continued to
think about Xander’s comments as he weighed his career options over
the next several days. Malcolm had to admit that he was attracted to the
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more youthful and jubilant lifestyle Xander offered, especially when he
compared it with the dowdy ways of academia.
Upon joining GImG, however, Malcolm quickly discovered that his
attraction had been largely theoretical. The bacchanalia may have been
exciting at first, but they soon seemed merely tawdry. He never
managed to feel quite at ease among Xander’s followers. A few years
later, he retreated into marriage, hoping to find with another woman
what he had lost with Shanna.
As a highly paid “creative director” of one of the most innovative
and rapidly growing firms in the country, Malcolm had suddenly found
himself far more appealing to the female sex than he had ever been.
The women he now dated, however, had little appeal for him. Before
long, he found himself back in the company of an old friend, one whom
he and Shanna had both known. Malcolm had always considered
Theresa Bertrand poised, cosmopolitan, and lovely. Her abilities were
more than impressive. Having grown up in a diplomatic family, she
spoke several languages and had seen much of the world. She was
musically gifted and had a BA from Princeton and an MBA from
Harvard.
Malcolm had found her business career refreshing after his
experience in academia and was taken with her unexpected views on
such topics as environmentally responsible investing and social
entrepreneurship. He was most deeply affected by the way she
interacted with him. She easily drew him into deep discussions, looking
at him intently, asking probing questions, and treating him as if he were
mesmerizing.
Not long into their marriage, however, Malcolm discovered that
Theresa related to other people in much the same manner. Socially,
though not sexually, she was completely promiscuous. Malcolm was
staggered by the number of friends and acquaintances she cultivated
and appalled at the draw that she held over other men. But she could
not change. Being at the center of dozens of social networks was a
major part of who she was. Malcolm could not keep up, exhausted by
the social whirlwind that blew around his wife. The end came,
amicably enough, when she concluded that the United States was too
parochial and that her future had to be in Strasbourg, where her
linguistic and cultural skills might be adequately exercised. Malcolm
could no longer contemplate living anywhere other than northern
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California. So Theresa left, taking their daughter Gillian to France and
leaving Malcolm with Merrick. The children crossed the ocean
annually, but Malcolm and Theresa’s relationship devolved into little
more than polite e-mail exchanges.
After his marriage failed, Malcolm’s social life decayed. At first he
found the solitude liberating, but after loneliness set in, he discovered
that he could no longer engage easily with others. Devoted to his son,
he was reluctant to hire sitters in order to seek companionship. Only his
friendship with Xander and Xander’s offbeat family remained. He had
indeed become a harmless drudge, Xander’s intentions notwithstanding.
Despite the slow speed of the jeep, Malcolm’s stomach lurched as
they climbed the hairpin of another ridge. They were now ascending a
steep, south-facing slope that was blanketed with resinous chamise
scrub. He focused on the road and soon felt better, especially after the
terrain leveled out. Again his mind turned to the past, remaining
focused on the two major influences on his adult life: Bowman
Alexander and Shanna Malone.
In the earlier years of his employment with GImG, Malcolm had
thought he had proven Shanna wrong about Xander. Alexander had
been instrumental behind the scenes in shepherding the California drug
reforms through the state legislature and in the subsequent federal
legislation that made them meaningful. Why would Xander have done
such a thing if he had been a major dealer? After all, the reforms
destroyed the drug business. Everything was legal now, though
dangerous substances were heavily regulated. While the reforms
remained controversial, Malcolm thought the evidence incontrovertible,
at least to anyone who could understand a regression analysis. One
could just compare California with Alabama and measure up the harm
done, the lives wasted, the crimes committed, the monies spent. All
things considered, he concluded, society owed Bowman Alexander a
major debt of gratitude.
But that was then. After he was drawn in as Xander’s confidant,
Malcolm had been gradually disabused. Eventually he learned that
rather than exaggerating, Shanna had understated the situation.
Malcolm’s thoughts turned back to his friend’s revelations.
“Malcolm, I don’t understand how someone as intelligent as you
could be so fucking naïve. Any firm goes through life stages. What’s
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appropriate in one phase is not at another. When my legitimate
operations became sufficiently profitable, drug dealing became a
liability. And if I couldn’t have my profits, I didn’t see why anyone else
should either. But that was just part of it. The less social pathology, I
figured, the more money I could make. But most important, I believe in
freedom. Our minds and bodies have to be our own to use or abuse
however we see fit if we are to be free in any meaningful sense.”
“But didn’t your conscience bother you, engaging in such a sordid
business?” Malcolm had asked.
“Not back then. Vast profits were being made, and I was
determined to get my share. God but I loved meth in those days. Not
that I was ever much of a user. Sure it makes you feel great while
you’re high, but then you crash and feel like shit for hours. It’s worse
than cocaine.”
“So how could you have ‘loved’ methamphetamine if you think it’s
such a vile drug?”
“That was part of the appeal! Here was a hugely profitable trade
that was being run by nasty, whacked-out, over-grown adolescents.
They couldn’t plan or deploy strategy. It was pathetically easy to outcompete them.”
“So it was just for the money. That was the appeal?”
“Yeah, but it went deeper than that. All psychoactive substances
have their own particular magic. Meth opens a unique window on the
human soul. You know what it best does? It separates winners from
losers. Give me someone who can take a solid hit, not act like a hypedup fool or get carried away with some delusion, turn down the next
offering, plow through the come-down depression, and then say ‘no’
the next time it’s offered, unless circumstances call for a ‘yes.’ That’s a
potential lieutenant.”
“So you used it as a kind of litmus test for your muscle-force?”
“To some degree, I suppose, for certain purposes. You’ve got to
understand, that’s a fairly rare response to the drug. Most people are
either too afraid of it or all too attracted. I got to know the latter group
rather well. Jesus, they were like rats frying out their minds, all the
while convinced they and their scurvy friends were accomplishing
magnificent things. Have you ever seen how a meth freak lived back in
the bad old days? Some of ‘em were fuckin’ animals, living in trash,
renting out their bodies, selling their children.”
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“I don’t get it, Xander,” Malcolm had replied. “You’ve just
described a nightmare.”
“Shit, Malcolm, it’s complicated. Try to see it from my perspective.
If your goal is to change the world—isn’t that what we both dreamed
about as boys?—you have to understand it. That means grasping the
bottom as much as the top, the dregs along with the vintage. Excluding
a few old-fashioned cultural anthropologists, academics are clueless
about that. Statistics and models can’t provide real comprehension.
That takes ‘participant observation.’”
“It sounds like you did more orchestrating than participating.”
“Yeah, well it takes more than knowledge to change the world. It
also takes the willingness to do what is necessary to gain money and
power. I figured out how to do that, and meth was part of my game
plan. Look, I’ll admit this right up front: I haven’t been a particularly
good person. I’ve done bad things to worse people, and I’ve enjoyed it,
although I usually felt pretty lousy afterwards. I also understand that
history is full of horrific deeds done for purportedly good reasons.
Breaking eggs to make omelets and all that. But those ‘good reasons’
were just delusions, whether it was the universal peace of the Holy
Catholic Church or the global solidarity of communism. I’ll stake my
claims on empirical evidence. I’ve done some good in this world. Since
history is full of good people serving bad causes, it’s better in the end
to be a wretch like me.”
“I don’t know, Xander. That sounds self-serving. We human beings
have a powerful ability to delude ourselves.”
“OK, I’ll accept that. It’s your job to keep me honest. But hear me
out. I need to say more. That’s another given of the human psyche, isn’t
it?”
Malcolm had not wanted to hear any more. His stomach had turned
then just as it did now as he replayed the memory on the long, tortuous
drive.
Back then, Xander had not waited for Malcolm’s response. “I
needed operatives in those days. I needed people willing to do
extraordinarily dangerous things. Meth gave me those people, too.
Slaves to the drug, we could get them to do just about anything. Of
course they were completely unreliable, so we had to keep close tabs on
them. But we were pretty adept at surveillance by then, and we could
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often anticipate what they’d do. Most of ‘em weren’t good for long. A
few had to be eliminated.”
“Oh, God. You did that?”
“Fuck, Malcolm, I’m not proud of it. But in a couple of cases it was
necessary. Meth turns some people into monsters, or at least it lets the
demons that are already inside come out. A targeted ‘elimination’ can
save lives, I’m convinced. But I now understand that we were
blameworthy on some occasions. Some of them probably could have
been rehabilitated. I just wasn’t very patient with young men in those
days, and you know the reason why. But I am guilty. I confess. I dream
about them, and I don’t like that. I want to make it up somehow.”
“Xander, I can’t give you absolution.”
“Of course not. But you can help me make amends—partial
amends.”
“How?”
“We’ll figure out some way. We always do figure things out in the
end.”
Did Xander eventually find absolution through his new religion,
Malcolm now wondered. Had he made his ‘partial amends’ through his
charitable activities? Malcolm could not say. Xander’s predicament had
obviously changed because he no longer spoke about his past crimes.
But they were never entirely absent from Malcolm’s mind. At least the
terror had long since subsided. Malcolm no longer feared that Xander’s
empire would come crashing down in a massive police raid, no longer
worried that he himself had sold his soul—if he had one—for the
perfect job. Too much time had passed, too many things had changed.
But he was still left with a lingering sensation of profound regret.
Malcolm was yanked back to the present when his driver
announced, “We’re almost there. You want to take the back entrance?”
“Yes, that’s right,” Malcolm affirmed. He needed to prepare
himself before chancing a meeting with Shanna.
After passing through an automatic gate in the inner security fence,
the jeep arrived at the back of the Diablo Facility. Malcolm checked his
watch. He had only a vague idea of the schedule, but he recalled that
the opening talk was scheduled for 6:00 PM, following an informal
reception. It was almost 5:00.
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Malcolm had planned to surreptitiously enter the building and slip
into his office. All of the back doors, however, had been
reprogrammed. As his stomach settled, Malcolm realized how hungry
he was, having forgone lunch. At the reception, hors d’œuvres would
be plentiful. He considered braving the crowd and marching through
the front entrance but then realized that he had walked for hours and
was far from fresh.
Malcolm called for the new door codes and was soon in an elevator
ascending to his fifth-floor office suite. Five years earlier, when the
building was being planned, Malcolm had tried to decline these
luxurious accommodations. Preferring to work at home, he argued that
he would be visiting Diablo only a few times a month and had no need
for another penthouse. But Xander had insisted—wisely, it turned out.
After discovery, Malcolm’s priorities changed. He now spent
significant amounts of time at the Diablo nerve-center, staying
overnight whenever Merrick slept at a friend’s house.
Malcolm savored his hot shower, emptying his mind and washing
away his preoccupations. Shanna was forced back into his attention,
however, when he entered his small, undecorated bedroom to dress.
Like most members of the Bay Area tech world, Malcolm dressed
casually, if not carelessly, at work. But this was a most special
occasion. Why had he not given his appearance any consideration?
What options did he have? Flinging open his closet doors, he was
surprised to see that his wardrobe had been restocked. His anonymous
provisioner (Malcolm had an inkling of who it might be) had even left
suggestions for possible ensembles. Malcolm smiled but could not
easily decide, still mystified by the protocols of formality and
informality that seemingly rested on no logical basis. In the end, he
went for the most neutral-seeming combination: tailored black jeans
and a long-sleeve, tan knit shirt.
Entering his office proper, Malcolm poured himself a glass of
white wine before sinking into the soft red leather couch, which he used
mostly for reading in the prone position. He considered turning on the
main screen, even watching the news, but he knew that he would not be
able to concentrate. Instead, he gulped down the wine and set off for
the reception.
Minutes later, Malcolm pressed into the buzzing hall. The
invitation list included hundreds of eminent scholars, dignitaries,
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government agents, and NGO officials, joined by an equally large
number of representatives from GImG, IIT, and Xander’s other
assorted ventures. It was an almost exclusively North American crowd,
as similar “premiers” were happening simultaneously at IIT’s other
units: the Central European facility in Visegrad, the South Asian
facility in Periyar, the East Asian facility in Tsukuba, and the
Singaporean-Australian facility in Albany. Each would initially focus
on a different part of Nova. Despite the fact that the Diablo Facility was
the most advanced, its spotlight would be cast off-center, on the
smaller, less populated western continent of Terranova’s northern
hemisphere.
Malcolm passed into the crowd with uncertain intentions. The
smell of food grabbed his attention. Before long he was gobbling a
piece of bruschetta. Upon finishing, he approached another server
carrying a tray of equally delicious appetizers. A few rounds later, he
turned to a roaming wine steward. Malcolm drank quickly, surprised at
how good the chardonnay tasted. He scanned the room, finding a few
familiar faces and no disconcerting ones. What the hell, he thought. If
I’m going to talk to Shanna, I might as well do so now. Before long he
spotted her near the center of the hall. Her hair was still red but no
longer shoulder-length. She was speaking with someone—Xander.
Malcolm began to edge toward them, eager to converse yet keenly
intimidated.
Xander unexpectedly looked up and caught Malcolm’s eye, his
smile broadening. “My God, there’s Malcolm right now,” he said
loudly to Shanna. “Malcolm, come on over. I guess I don’t need to
introduce you two. So sorry, but I’ve got to run. I’m supposed to
address this crowd in a few minutes.”
So there were Malcolm and Shanna, looking at each other for the
first time in twenty-five years. Both smiled weakly, uncertainly.
“Forthcoming friend you have, Malcolm,” Shanna commented.
Malcolm hesitated before speaking, momentarily wanting only to
behold her. “You’re looking fit, Shanna,” he finally said. “It’s a
pleasure to see you. It really is.”
“You’re looking good yourself.”
“I’m not. But I am well. Well enough, considering.”

 Chapter 16 
Our Fathers

(Shunelia, Terranova)

I

t has to be a dream, thought Malan. That thing can’t be real. This
can’t be happening. He clawed his way to wakefulness, opening
his eyes to the dark, dank room. Reaching out instinctively for Harvest
and Hex, he had no idea where he was.
“Malan,” Tisha urgently whispered. “Are you all right?”
He began to remember, a little too slowly for comfort.
“I was dreaming,” Malan volunteered as his mind cleared. “People
were watching me—and you too—from behind a screen. Small people
but somehow powerful. There were dragonflies hovering around them,
but they weren’t real dragonflies, and then they began to change, to
grow larger.”
“Did you see the dragonflies on the trail?”
“No. But there’s nothing unusual about that, is there?” Malan
returned, recalling Theelam’s joke about listening for dragonflies in the
room. “They are common around here, aren’t they?”
“Dragonflies are only common around water, Malan, or at least
that’s been my experience. These ones seemed to be following us. Most
perplexing. We mentioned it to Kolta, but she wasn’t concerned.
Anyway, let’s keep our eyes open. There has to be some significance.”
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“I don’t understand. What kind of significance could an insect
have?”
“I don’t yet know, Malan. Let’s not think about that now. What
about the people in your dream? That’s more important. Were they
malign?”
Malan wasn’t sure what ‘malign’ meant, but hazarded a guess.
“No, they were mostly just curious.”
“Hmm, curious. I’ve had some curious dreams myself of late. But
right now you need food and drink. I’ll pass you the water skin.” After
Malan drank, Tisha continued. “Have some dried yoghurt and apricots.
Don’t worry about your dogs. I’ve already tended to them.”
Malan had no idea what dried yoghurt was, and had he been told
that it was a Kulgsh staple, he would have rejected it. Under the
circumstances, however, he found it palatable.
As their conversation resumed, Malan began angling for
information about the Telaran social order, too embarrassed to ask
outright. He hinted again, but to no avail. Deep in thought, he
momentarily lost sight of their predicament. It all came hurtling back
when Hex’s tail began to methodically thump against the floor.
“Something’s going on,” Malan whispered. “Hex has caught a
scent. I’ll quiet her, but then we need to listen. Harvest,” he continued,
speaking now to the dogs, “listen carefully, girl. Sprite, Bones,
Thirteen. Listen.”
All was silent. Dead silent.
“Should we go out and see if anything is happening?” Tisha
eventually whispered tentatively.
“No,” Malan replied. “Kolta said to stay here and prepare for a
fight. Maybe we should ready our weapons and station ourselves at the
doorway.”
Malan called to the dogs and they all crept through the darkness to
crowd around the threshold, set for battle. After a many tense minutes,
Malan announced, “Hex isn’t worried anymore, nor are the other dogs.
I think we can relax.”
“Relax?” Tisha replied incredulously as they sat back down on the
hard floor. “That can’t be the right word. Even if we weren’t threatened
with attack, something is bothering you, Malan. I can tell. Why don’t
you just say it?”
Malan agreed, reluctantly asking his burning question.
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“Of course we know our fathers!” Tisha exclaimed in an overly
loud voice. Returning to a whisper, she continued, “In fact, it’s actually
only we Telarans, we Westlanders, who know for certain. And my
father,” her voice sounded almost reverential at this point, “my father
was the last one to bid me goodbye. He is …” Tisha
uncharacteristically groped for words until interrupted by Malan.
“But … but …” Malan stammered, flummoxed by her stark
contradiction of what he had always been taught. He began again.
“Your father and mother were married, joined together by God? I
didn’t think Westlanders did that.”
“No, you’re right, Malan. That isn’t our way.” Unsure how to
explain, or whether it was even possible, Tisha merely waited.
Malan was too curious to let the topic drop, but he did not know
how to proceed. At length he asked simply, “How can that be? I don’t
understand.”
The question was not simple. Tisha knew that her people’s social
order was strikingly divergent not only from that of the Shunelians but
also from those of virtually all other nations.
“It’s difficult to explain, Malan. Let me begin with my own family,
my own parents. My father proposed to my mother. He did not propose
‘to marry’ as that isn’t our custom but rather that they should have a
child. She accepted, as did the other women of the house …”
“Women of the house? Who would they be?” Malan did not hide
his bewilderment.
“House is perhaps the wrong word. We call it a dalvat. My house is
dalvat Sherpu. It’s a large stone structure, more like this monastery than
a simple home. Many people share it. I was born in ours, as was my
mother, as was her mother, and so on down through the generations,
through many generations. We share it with my aunts and cousins.
There are … many of us. We form a rather large family.”
“So your cousins had to approve the marriage?” Malan asked.
“Not a marriage, Malan. But yes, they did have to approve the
pairing, at least those who were vested in the house.” Tisha
immediately realized that the concept of “vesting” would bring more
confusion, so she continued before he could inquire. “A dalvat is
basically a group of related woman and children, identified with the
dwelling they inhabit. Vesting comes with childbirth, allowing one to
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vote on issues of house governance. All vested members are equal, at
least in theory.”
Malan could hardly wrap his mind around the concept. “So men
have no rights? They merely wander around from house to house? How
then could you possibly know your father?”
Tisha had to suppress a chuckle. “No, Malan, not at all. Let me go
back to my own parents, my own dalvat. My father proposed, and his
offer was accepted. He was already wealthy from trade, and he brought
rich presents to the house. Once the ceremony of joining had been
conducted, the two of them departed to our house’s mountain retreat.
That’s how it goes with us: the couple remains in the wilderness,
isolated from all other human contact, until a child is conceived or they
abandon the attempt. In my parents’ case, they returned once my
mother was pregnant. Back in the dalvat they were accorded private
quarters until I reached the age of eight. By remaining at my mother’s
side for all those years, caring equally for their child, my father gained
the right of sustenance—the right to live out his life in our house, eat at
our table, and receive all due services.”
Malan wondered what that last phrase “all due services” could
entail, but he did not ask. Too much was occupying his mind. “But he
was not … what was that word?” As the unfamiliar term had been
whispered, Malan was not sure if he had made it out correctly.
“Dalvat. Vested in the dalvat, you mean? No, not yet. A woman is
vested with one child, a man with two. That would come later, with my
brother’s birth.”
“So you have a sibling,” Malan said thoughtfully. “That doesn’t
sound so unusual. It’s just that a couple lives in a large and shared
house, but they are still a couple, no?”
“No” was indeed the answer, but Tisha hesitated before continuing.
She knew that Malan would find her explanation distasteful.
“Not exactly, Malan. I have several of what you would call halfbrothers and half-sisters, two by my mother and four by my father. I
have no double-siblings, as we would call them. They’re fairly rare,
except in some of the outer districts, although Theelam has a doublesister and a double-brother.” Tisha’s voice took on an unusual tone
with her last statement. She continued, “To be vested in our dalvat, a
man must be accepted as a mate by another woman of the house. In this
case, it’s her decision alone, as the man has already been admitted.”
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Malan shifted his weight in discomfort. He began to scratch Hex’s
ear, and soon found his fingers intertwined with those of Tisha. Malan
thrilled at the sensation but withdrew his hand nonetheless. He would
not voluntarily touch her, though he was pleased that she was petting
his dog.
“It’s a good thing you have Hex and Harvest, Malan. Otherwise
you’d never have any bodily contact. That’s not healthy. Not healthy at
all.”
Malan ignored the comment, too preoccupied trying to puzzle out
the social relationships implied by Tisha’s description. He did not find
them repellent, as his teacher had, but they did appear bizarre, almost
comically so. It all seemed so unbalanced, so contrary to the ways of
humankind if not those of nature itself. He fixed his mind on one piece
of information: the fact that she had twice as many half-siblings by her
father as by her mother.
“There are, I imagine, more women than men in your house?”
Tisha laughed softly. “Of course, Malan. It’s that way in all
dalvats, or at least all that matter. It’s not a simple thing for a man to be
received in the first place. No, a man must prove himself worthy,
worthy of the dalvat, and many just aren’t …” Her voice trailed off as
she realized that her words might wound the young man.
“So perhaps my teachers were right,” Malan opined. “They taught
us that the Westlanders and the Kulgsh are opposites, each living
equally contrary to God’s design. Among the Kulgsh, men rule and
woman are slaves, while among your people it is the women who rule
while men are drones. Among neither people does one find balance.”
Tisha paused for a drink and then rummaged blindly in her pack for
food, finding nothing but another hunk of dried yoghurt and no dried
fruit, not even any hardtack. She was sick of her fare, almost to the
point of envying Theelam and Kolta for supplementing theirs with
jerky.
“Malan,” she asked, “do you have any apricots left?”
“No, but I do have honey-locust paste. Would you like some?”
Tisha contemplated the cultural gap that separated her from her
companion as she chewed the unfamiliar sweet and gummy substance.
She understood that most Shunelians regarded her people with a
mixture of envy and contempt, but she had not known how deep their
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antipathy could go or how ignorant even their monks could be. She
needed to set Malan straight.
“No, Malan, your teacher was not right—not on either score. Our
men are not drones, far from it. Strong men make a strong dalvat.
Everyone knows that. My father is an important man who once
represented our house at the valley temple. And Theelam’s father is
probably the most powerful person in our entire country. He is High
Priest of the Land of Telara and hence the key leader in our struggle
against the Kulgsh. In fact, we’re here because—” She stopped herself
before completing her statement. Discretion was hardly among Tisha’s
virtues, but she was usually farsighted enough to break off before
divulging too much.
Malan was young and ignorant of the world, but he was intelligent
enough to deduce some of the implications of the social structure just
described. “But what of the other men, those not accepted into a dalvat?
You have no monasteries for them … so where do they go? What do
they do?”
The question was more profound that Malan realized, but Tisha did
not dare delve into its deeper consequences. “Oh, they live abroad,” she
explained, “trading, coming home some years for winter fair, hoping to
accumulate, to accumulate enough capital so that they might find
acceptance in some lesser dalvat.” She did not mince her words even
though she knew he would be culturally incapable of seeing the
exchange of money for residence rights, let alone sexual access, as
anything less than odious. “Or they lay about the market and wile away
their time, finding entertainment in temples, living on hand-outs or
taking odd jobs not considered worthy of a Telaran. Or at least they
used to. Such men, I suppose, might be accurately called drones. But
there aren’t so many of them.”
“Used to?” Malan asked. “Why no longer?”
Tisha realized that she had again gone too far, but her way out here
was easy. “The war, you know.”
“You said ‘on either score,’” Malan returned after a short pause.
“What does that mean?”
Tisha was confused until she recalled her earlier words. “Oh, yes.
What I meant, Malan, is that your teachers were wrong about the
Kulgsh as well. So wrong. Their women aren’t slaves. Many are quite
powerful in their own right.”
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Malan grew impatient at her answer, almost angry. “I have seen the
Kulgsh. I know what they do. Their men come to our monasteries and
nunneries but never their women. They demand, they take, they
enslave. They lead our women away in chains. Young women,
beautiful women … girls as well and sometimes boys. If we resist, they
slaughter and burn. And sometimes they do that even if we give them
what they want. The wasteland that we passed through, that was my
home, and it is now dead. The trees are girdled and burned, the animals
slaughtered. You’ve seen it. There is no longer any food—no nuts, no
fruit, no milk. My people are dead or enslaved or living like animals,
scavenging for mast in the northern forests.”
Tisha knew this was true, but it was also beside the point.
Recognizing the wounds that had just been opened, she proceeded in a
different direction. “It must have been horrible. My sorrow joins yours
and flows upon you.” Resisting a strong temptation to wrap her arms
around Malan, she began to weep.
Malan did not quite understand her last statement, an impromptu
translation of a Telaran prayer invoking the Goddess of Sorrow, closely
associated with Benevolence but a significant member of their
elaborate pantheon in her own right. Nonetheless, something in the way
that it was said, and in the sentiment that it conveyed, touched him
deeply.
Once her tears abated, Tisha resumed the conversation, asking
gently, “Malan, do you know why you have never seen a Kulgsh
woman?”
“My teacher said they are kept as slaves in their tents, chained to
the door posts.”
“Your teacher was wrong. You’ve never seen a Kulgsh woman
because none have crossed the ocean and none ever will until—
unless—our entire land is fully subdued. They remain on the plateau of
Elashia, the Eastern land. They remain in their steppe homeland. They
have power there, such power that one might say that they hold sway. It
has been that way ever since the world was fixed. And even though
their emperor has now broken the seal and undone the world, the
Kulgsh won’t change their ways on that score.”
Malan listened carefully but could hardly fathom what he heard.
Several of her terms were unfamiliar. Steppe? Fixing the world?
Breaking the seal? He wasn’t sure if he wanted to remain on this line of
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conversation. It piqued his curiosity and yet seemed too tainted to
pursue. Perplexed, he began to quote scripture. That is what his teacher
would have recommended.
“Know not evil. Turn your mind from the vile thing, the noxious
deed. Evil flows from evil, good from good. Turn your heart to …”
His quotations were genuine, and Tisha had always found the
philosophy that they embodied compelling, but not in this simpleminded manner. It was one thing not to dwell on evil. It was another to
shun knowledge of it altogether. And besides, it was not as if the
Kulgsh were, as a people, malevolent. How could such a simplistic
notion of duality be held by a follower of Benevolence? She decided
that the best way to reach Malan would be to quote scripture as well,
turning to passages that focused on the inextricable mixing of good and
bad in every person. Proud of her elocution, she concluded with her
own summation.
“If no one person can be wholly evil, how could an entire race be
so condemned? Yes, they are our enemy, but that also means that we
must understand them. And we must pity them as well, pity them
especially for the sins they commit.”
Malan was dumbfounded. This was unlike any discussion he had
ever had. Her take on the world was so different from that of his
teacher or of any other Shunelian as to be almost incomprehensible.
“Are they really people?” he asked after a long pause. “Can they be
regarded as such? I was taught that God allowed the Kulgsh to come
because we had strayed from the path, our morals corrupted. My
mentor said that they were unleashed from Hell itself. To fight such
entities, we first must reform our own lives to regain purity and live as
we once lived—as differently from them as can be imagined. To regard
the Kulgsh as human beings isn’t proper. They are creations of Satan,
nothing more.”
Tisha’s heart fell. How could the teachings of Benevolence have
been so twisted? How could the Shunelians have so willed themselves
into ignorance, rejecting knowledge of the world to focus exclusively
on scripture? And now, in this time of crisis, they would redouble their
determination to remain in the dark? It confirmed every calumny
against the Shunelians that had ever been repeated in her homeland.
Tisha’s mood darkened, and soon she was again at the verge of tears.
Deliverance came quickly, but in a most unwanted form.
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“Now Harvest is worried and so is Hex,” Malan announced.
“Harvest must hear something. We have to be quiet.”
Seconds passed, then minutes. Malan kept a hand on each animal’s
shoulder, feeling their anxiety ebb and flow.
A creak above, this one audible to human ears, pitched the level of
tension a notch higher. Then another creak elsewhere and then more
again. “Someone is running hard,” Malan whispered. “Two floors
above, I think.”
Then came a thud, much louder. “Someone’s dropped …” Malan’s
comment was cut short by another thumping sound. “Two have now
dropped to the level just above,” he continued. “Ready your spear. It
could be your friends. Hex thinks it is, but she’s still really worried.”
A fast-moving thudding now sounded just above their heads,
followed by the clipping of booted feet on stairs. Then came a louder,
more methodical set of noises.
“I think they’re trying to smash the wooden stairs that lead down to
this level,” Malan explained. “They’ll be here soon.”
Malan was right. Kolta and Tisha arrived breathless at the
storeroom, each holding a torch and a large, makeshift shield.
“You haven’t barricaded the door!” Theelam exclaimed as she
placed her torch in a wall sconce. “Quick, start pulling those cases over
here. We should be able …”
“No,” Kolta interrupted firmly. “I’ve changed my mind about that.
If we barricade ourselves at this point, the dogs will bay and their
masters will follow. That’s the last thing we want. No, we have to fight
the pack now, in the doorway. We can do it. I think only eight of them
remain. Theelam, you and I at the threshold. Malan and Tisha, get right
behind us and be ready to push at my command. Attack any paw or
muzzle that sneaks through, and order your dogs to do the same. Tisha,
prepare your weapon.”
“But your dogs!” Malan cried. “Where …”
“They’re fine.” Kolta returned, understanding Malan’s concern.
“Steadfast, Patience, and Fidelity are hiding. They’ll attack from the
rear when I signal them.”
Harvest was now giving off a barely audible growl. “Silence!”
Kolta ordered.
The sounds were indistinct but ominous nonetheless. Minutes
passed, and they grew louder. Then came the hard scrabbling of paw
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and claw on stone-paved floor and then the hideous growls of the
world’s largest war dogs.
“Behind us with all your weight now!” Kolta bellowed.
When the push came, Malan struggled to make out the action as he
helped the two warrior women maintain their positions. A gargantuan
armored beast was apparently on its hind legs, bearing down on Kolta’s
shield as her spear pumped in and out. Malan caught a glimpse of
action below and dropped to his knees to confront a relatively small
Kulgsh dog trying to worm its way into the room. He jabbed his spear
at an eye and felt a firm connection.
As Malan sprang back upright, his peripheral vision noted
something above, something impossible, as if a dog had taken to wings.
But there it was as he swiveled around—a lithe and long-legged Kulgsh
hound that had leapt over the grappling fighters in the doorway. It
turned to position itself for a charge on Tisha. As Malan raised his
spear to heave it, another beast hurtled through the air. It jarred his
shoulder and knocked his weapon away before landing in a heap on the
far side of the room.
Malan regained his balance and reached for his sword, not seeing
how he could possibly fight off two devil dogs. He breathed deeply and
set into the fray.

 Chapter 17 
Ghost Realms

(Diablo Facility)

A

few pleasantries later, a break in the music in the domed main
hall of the Diablo Facility signaled that the evening’s event was
about to begin. The waiters vanished, the lights dimmed, and the crowd
began to move backwards, forcing Shanna and Malcolm together.
Shanna gave an embarrassed smile but then backed off. Soon she was
on her tiptoes peering in the direction of a spotlight beam where an
elevated stage was emerging out of the floor. On it stood Xander.
Xander no longer gave many public speeches, but he still took to
the role. Malcolm felt expectant yet distracted next to Shanna. His
attention wandered as Xander went through the expected
acknowledgements—so many organizations to thank.
“… the Smithsonian Institution … the American Council of
Learned Societies … the National Science Foundation … Ford
Foundation …”
It was unlike Xander to dwell on formalities, but Malcolm
understood that this was an extraordinary event. He tried to focus again
on the words.
“… and special thanks to the Consortium for Restoration Ecology,
which has made possible the creation of the extraordinary Paul S.
Martin Wilderness in which this facility sits.”
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Would he have to mention all of the consortium’s member
organizations? Malcolm looked at his watch and then sneaked a glance
at Shanna. And then another. And then another. He was impressed. She
looked ten tears younger than her age—no, fifteen. Her face had aged,
of course, but Malcolm was pleased to see the smile lines, evidence that
she had declined cosmetic surgery. She had also obviously maintained
her exercise regime. Unfortunately, she was not stealing any glances at
him.
“… announcing today the acquisition of the Kettleman tract,
connecting the Diablo Wilderness with the Tulare Lake and Marshland
Corridor. A continuous band of restored habitat will now extend …”
Malcolm looked back to the stage. This was something unexpected,
although surely unrelated to the events on hand.
“… General Imaging and Gaming is please to announce a onehundred million dollar donation to the California Transit Authority to
finance a viaduct along the bisecting portion of Interstate 5, which will
allow the unimpeded movement of wildlife …”
What? Malcolm frowned. Why would the funding be coming
directly from GImG and not from one of Xander’s environmental
foundations? And why would he divert so much money from his
current obsession? Trying to win over the crowd? Was it good
theatrics? No, it seemed to Malcolm the opposite of that. He was
turning attention away from the real magic to come.
“And finally, I would like to extend a special welcome to the
geographers in attendance. We are honored to have with us tonight
representatives from the Association of American Geographers, the
American Geographical Society, the National Geographic Society …”
Malcolm was again taken aback. Why the focus on geography? His
father?
“Terranova will remain a mystery without geographical methods
and scholarship. We have a new planet to explore, and the public is
thirsting for knowledge. You have it from me. Geography is about to
undergo a renaissance, reclaiming its position as ‘Queen of the
Sciences’ …”
Surely this was insulting the other academics in the audience. Were
not the contributions of anthropologists and historians equally
important? Did not geologists have a major role to play? Xander was
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usually so scrupulous about such matters. Perhaps he had become so
obsessed with Nova that he had begun to slip.
“It has given me great satisfaction that General Imaging and
Gaming is helping to restore geography to its rightful place. The
creation of fantasy landscapes, the faithful digital reproduction of
actual landscapes for gaming and virtual travel …”
Xander never touted his own achievements and only rarely those of
his firms. He had always claimed that to brag was only to reveal one’s
insecurities. Trying to puzzle this out, Malcolm had difficulty focusing
on the speech. Random phrases entered his consciousness—Terranova,
transportation device, inter-governmental regulation—but he could not
maintain his attention. He glanced at Shanna, noting her engaged
expression. If Xander’s speech were that interesting to her, Malcolm
should try harder.
“Before we begin tonight’s demonstration, I would like to briefly
introduce you to the technology that we will employ. The main form of
imaging conducted in facilities such as this, colloquially called
‘ghosting,’ involves the projection of three-dimensional images into
empty space. All of you are no doubt familiar with the stripped-down
versions of this technology used for remote conferencing and arcade
games. The verisimilitude of projection encountered in a room such as
this, however, is of a different order. Observe.”
A number of new people suddenly materialized in the few empty
spaces in the crowded room. The newcomers looked much like anyone
else, only they were paying no attention to the event. Instead they were
standing in small groups talking silently with each other. Malcolm was
hardly impressed, but he noticed Shanna’s sudden intake of air.
“Sound is easily added,” Xander noted, and it was. The chatter of a
number of disconnected conversations suddenly filled the air. “But it
would be distracting in a situation such as this.” The sound
disappeared. “For those of you who have never encountered such
images before, please take a few moments to walk over and try to touch
one of our visitors. Then you will understand why we call it
‘ghosting.’”
A minute later, Xander resumed his speech. “Some of you may be
surprised by such fidelity, especially in a room that seemingly lacks
projection apparatuses. Actually, tiny devices are embedded at close
intervals across dome and floor …”
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Frustrated by the slow pace of the talk, Malcolm half wished he
could sneak out of the hall to bide his time elsewhere, but he did not
want to leave Shanna. He stole another glance. She still seemed
engrossed by the speech.
“Of course, you have no way of knowing where, or when, these
images were recorded. They could be in real time, streaming in from a
room in another part of this facility, or they could have been gathered
on the other side of the world several years ago.
“Those of you who tried to touch one of the images may have
noticed that it lost fidelity at close range. At normal standing distance
they cannot be differentiated from reality. But within a foot or so, the
illusion begins to fail. Or at least it has failed. The next generation of
recording and projecting technology— ‘gnatting,’ as we call it—
preserves fidelity throughout the focal length of the human eye. Try
again. I urge everyone to do so now. Go up and peer at one of our
‘guests.’ They won’t care.”
Malcolm could hardly believe it. This was experimental,
proprietary technology and the subject of much industry speculation
and gossip. It had also given rise to yet more calls for heightened
regulation over IIT and GImG’s basic technology and operations. Yet
here Xander was giving the most public demonstration imaginable.
“Remarkable, isn’t it? By sight it is utterly indistinguishable from
reality. But also rather distracting, so let us remove the images.” In an
instant they were gone. Xander continued. “Gnatting will not, in any
case, be employed in tonight’s viewing. It’s still experimental and
hasn’t been approved for general use. Not on Earth, and certainly not
on Terranova …”
Shanna’s face was inscrutable, her arms now crossed. She was
clearly interested, Malcolm thought, but evidently guarded.
“In the popular imagination,” Xander continued, “ghosts are
invisible, present in some way but not apparent to human senses. By
that understanding, the images in this room were not the ghosts. We
were. In a real-time, one-way ghosting environment, one can sidle right
up to a person yet remain completely invisible, just like a ghost.
Imagine, then, that this room itself is filled with such presences—
incorporeal people who can see and hear but not touch us, and who, in
turn, remain completely undetectable by us. But in popular lore, ghosts
can become visible under certain conditions, can they not? Let us
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therefore assume that those circumstances have come to pass. Like
this.”
The room immediately gained a number of new virtual occupants.
Unlike the previous set, these images appeared to be fully aware of the
real people in the room. The likeness of a young, rather unkempt man
approached Malcolm and Shanna and began to speak.
“Dr. Malone, it is such a pleasure to meet you. We’ve been avidly
discussing your quarantining hypothesis. No, please don’t try to shake
my hand. That would rather destroy the illusion.”
Shanna looked flustered and reddened slightly. Hesitantly, as if
testing an unfamiliar device, she responded with a simple, “Hello. To
whom am I speaking?”
“Oh, sorry, I’m Jacob Jevehirjian. I work in the audio lab here.”
Armenian name and accent—not an accident, Malcolm concluded.
He wondered if Shanna would find that flattering or slightly creepy.
Jacob, or rather the likeness of Jacob, continued. “I’m sorry, but I
can’t stay. I do hope we can talk later.” With that said, his image, like
the others, vanished. Xander resumed his speech.
“Of course you all knew, from your experiences with virtual
conference rooms, that such a two-way flow of images is possible.
Perhaps you were heretofore unaware, however, that it could be done
on such a scale and with such fidelity. Here at the Diablo Facility, we
have another hall identical to the one in which we are standing. Both
chambers are replete with dual-purpose projecting-recording devices.
We can thus project our own images into the twin room while
projecting its images into our space. All ‘ghosts’ then become
interactive, allowing a free flow of information. This little
demonstration took a little extra planning, as we had to make sure that
none of the occupants of the other room were standing in the same
relative positions as any of you. Had that happened, you might have
found the overlap rather strange, although ghost-gamers tend to get a
kick out of it.
“Two-way ghosting, however, isn’t in the cards tonight. We alone
will play the specters with the Novans remaining unaware of our
presence …”
Effective enough, Malcolm thought, but he was growing concerned
about the event itself. Might there be some problem?
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“It’s one thing,” Xander continued, “to project a representation of
someone standing in a full-fledged imaging room. It’s quite another to
capture a street scene or a landscape, especially if one wants to do so
unobtrusively. This, of course, is where image recording and
transmission become particularly controversial.”
No kidding, thought Malcolm. He glanced at Shanna, and this time
she looked back, quizzically.
“Open-air, surreptitious recording of full-fidelity visual and
auditory patterns has major potential for policing, espionage, and
warfare. While some of these uses are legitimate, others constitute
invasions of privacy. IIT and GImG are cognizant of the potential
dangers involved, and will therefore fully support Senate Bill …”
The room buzzed. What could this mean? Xander had never been
in favor of tighter regulation of the industry. Could it be that he simply
no longer cared about such petty issues now that all his thoughts and
desires are focused on Nova? Or was he strategically conceding on this
front in hope of gaining additional support for Novan research? Such a
strategy could be risky, threatening his financial resources at a time
when his extraplanetary endeavors were bleeding money. Malcolm
wondered why Xander hadn’t consulted him on these unexpected
gambits, not that he would have known what to advise. With some
effort, he refocused on the talk.
“Let me briefly run through the technology of surreptitious
recording. Our basic tool is the arthropodic cyborg. Dragonflies have
turned out to be the most useful. Look up and you’ll see a host now
entering the room. Their neural circuitry is that of an actual dragonfly,
as are their exoskeletons, wing membranes, and so on. Their power
packages, however, are wholly artificial, and they are not alive. Not
having to eat or reproduce, our dragons have spare capacity for
complex data retrieval and transmission circuits. Uploading
information from them can be accomplished in several different ways.
On Nova, they relay continuously to mechanical drones flying out of
visual reach, which in turn communicate with satellites, which then
transfer the data to modules, which, finally, are pulsed back to earth.
We now await, momentarily, the retrieval of our first data packs with
surface imaging.
“On Terranova, as on Earth, dragonflies have their limitations.
Even in large numbers they can’t give full fidelity. For that, stationary
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receivers are also necessary. Pill bugs are programmed to lodge
themselves into cracks to record auditory patterns. Scale bugs, albeit
with non-bug-like visual apertures, affix themselves to walls, trees, or
other available surfaces. For indoor environments, houseflies are most
useful. Close-ups require cyborg gnats, but they’re rather pesky and not
yet licensed for work outside the lab, so I’ll spare you any further
demonstrations. But I would invite you to examine our dragonflies.
These particular ones have been programmed to land if you hold your
hand, palm out, above your head. Like this.”
The hall quickly throbbed with discussion as one of the hovering
dragonflies lit on Xander’s hand. Shanna finally turned to look squarely
at Malcolm. Her expression was questioning. He decided to speak.
“I’m as dumbfounded as anyone else. I had no idea that we would
have this kind of demonstration. It’s unprecedented.”
Shanna lifted her right hand, and was soon holding what appeared
to be a perfectly normal dragonfly, black with intricately patterned
yellow bands. “I’m not sure what I think about this thing, Malcolm.”
Shanna said. “Frightening, absolutely, but it’s beautiful, too. An
exquisite, terrifying creation.”
Malcolm did not mention that hers was a black petaltail, a very
special bug indeed. Instead he said, “I can tell you what my father
would say. He would regard that thing in your hand as an abomination.
Our county was the first to ban genetically modified organisms. That
happened back when we were children, but all it did was excite
Xander’s imagination. ‘We’re supposed to rebel against our parents,’
he used to say. ‘Hell, isn’t that what they did when they were young?
We owe it to them.’” How odd it felt to Malcolm to be speaking so
nonchalantly with Shanna, as if the past twenty-five years had
vanished.
Xander’s speech resumed. “For the Terranova operation, our
dragonflies were programmed to hover and occasionally dart about in a
realistic manner about ten feet above ground level. Undoubtedly a few
Novans will have noticed them, to their surprise. But after the specified
two-hour observation period, the dragons were instructed to fly off and
land in open water. It’s unlikely that any will be found, and if a few are
it’s doubtful that anyone will figure out that they are anything but
insects. That is assuming, of course, that Nova has the same basic
invertebrate fauna as Earth. Although we could be wrong, all
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indications are that it does. At any rate, we’ll all know the answer to
that question soon enough.
“I understand that many of you find the very process of observing
another place at such an intimate level to be objectionable. I understand
and sympathize with such a viewpoint …”
More conciliatory talk. He wants the support of the academic
community, Malcolm thought. But could that be possible, given the
hostility he encounters on college campuses? Moreover, does he need
it? He has plenty of his own researchers, after all. And since academic
work is necessarily oriented toward public access, what would be the
need to woo scholars in the first place?
“We have one final set of demonstrations to make before we begin
discussing the Novan research program. Let us begin by projecting not
individual people into the hall but rather an entire landscape. Like this.”
Suddenly they found themselves apparently standing in a large,
otherwise deserted outdoor plaza under partly cloudy skies. Trompe
l’oeil cubed.
“This little illusion is relatively simple,” Xander continued, “but it
requires a flat surface, and flat surfaces are not common out-of-doors.
What if we were to find ourselves in a more ordinary landscape, say a
rolling prairie?” As the prairie filled the room, many members of the
audience found themselves standing in “earth,” some were completely
buried and thus could see nothing, and others found the fantasy groundlevel terminating somewhere along their bodies and tall grass
apparently waving in front of their faces.
“Unsettling, no? A bit like walking through a ghost?” The illusion
vanished. “What is necessary,” Xander continued, “is a projection
theater with a conformal undercarriage. The solution, in other words, is
mechanical. Hence the floor of this hall, like that of our other imaging
rooms, is actually a gigantic pin-table. Under our feet are millions of
thin, hydraulically operated pistons. Each ‘pin’ is covered by a small
square of fabric that’s connected to the coverings of its neighboring
pins by a highly elastic film. Of course it won’t feel right underfoot.
But it will look reasonably authentic. We’ll jig the room slowly to
avoid disconcerting you too much. But please do prepare yourselves.”
The floor moved, some areas rising more than others. In a few
minutes, Malcolm and Shanna found themselves near the top of a knoll,
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giving them an excellent view of the prairie-filled room. It also made
them conspicuous, embarrassing Malcolm.
As the room returned to normal, Xander continued with his talk.
After his discomfiture on the mound, Malcolm had more difficulty
attending to the speech. But as the topic finally turned to Nova, he
found himself eager to hear how Xander would frame the presentations.
He was pleased to see that maps were now being projected across the
dome walls.
“As I’m sure you all know, this evening’s presentation will be
devoted entirely to the western continent of what has been designated
Terranova’s northern hemisphere, an area roughly the size of Australia.
Although smaller and less densely populated than the eastern continent,
the western landmass is in some ways the most arresting of the Novan
lands. Partly this is a matter of its architectural complexity, especially
along the fjord-indented northwest coast, but equally important are the
changes that we have observed over the past two years of surveillance
…”
Surveillance—Malcolm wondered if that was a slip. It was hardly a
word to endear Xander to the audience he was courting.
“Over the mid-latitudes of the eastern coastal plain and adjoining
piedmont, we have found what appears to be, based on building styles
and settlement patterns, a relatively unitary civilization. The entire area
is dotted with massive stone structures, sitting in isolation across a
savanna landscape.”
This would take forever if Xander felt compelled to go into such
detail. Malcolm glanced around the room, contemplating a quick
retreat. But just then, the dome lost its maps and filled instead with
satellite images. The effect was impressive.
“No villages are visible, although small thatched dwellings or what
look like dwellings can be seen in and among the trees. The function of
the large stone buildings is debated. Are they mansions of an
aristocracy, with the peasantry living in scattered single-family
residences? Or are they temple complexes, centers of a redistributary
economy? Another possibility is that they are fortifications.
“But if they are fortifications, their defenses are hardly
impregnable. Although constructed with massive stone walls, they have
no moats or castellations. More significant, we have witnessed the
destruction of a number of these structures. The initial satellite images
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revealed two clusters of burned-out buildings, one around the estuary of
this river, the other at the base of the western mountains.” The map
covering a quarter of the dome behind Xander began to change,
showing the spread from the original locus of destruction.
“Subsequently, the burning proceeded, eventually covering a
continuous swath of territory.” The map animation concluded, with the
entire burned-out area highlighted in red.
Shanna swiveled her eyes in Malcolm’s direction and flashed a sly
smile. He understood the once-familiar gesture. She realized that the
cartography was the work of his team and was signaling her approval.
He returned the smile before turning to scan the audience, trying to
gauge its reaction. Most people seemed rapt, as well they should be.
“Not only were the stone complexes destroyed in this area, but so
too were the surrounding trees. Many of them were massive, I should
add. Some would rival the largest specimens on earth. Satellite images
revealed roughly simultaneous browning over large areas, followed by
extensive burning. A vast area, linking coast to mountain, is now
essentially a ghost landscape covered with dead trees and punctuated
with burned-out buildings.”
All this was common knowledge to anyone interested in Nova,
which ought to include everyone in the room. Still, the audience
seemed attentive. It was the images, Malcolm figured, more than the
words. Projected into the empty space above their heads was a highresolution picture of one of the buildings on fire. The effect was
stunning.
“Like virtually everything else on Terranova, these events have
been open to interpretation. Until recently, we simply lacked the
necessary data to construct convincing narratives. According to one
early theory, the precipitating event was biological. A tree fungus,
perhaps, that was introduced inadvertently by trade from another
continent, which led the local residents to burn their temples in an act
of propitiation and then move elsewhere. More recently, however,”
Xander continued, “a consensus has begun to emerge that we are
witnessing a major war, probably provoked by an invasion from
overseas, most likely from the eastern continent. Many now think that
the aggressors have destroyed the buildings to clear out their
inhabitants while girdling and burning the trees to make room for
nomadic pastoralism.
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“The only major area of pastoral nomadism in this quadrant of
Terranova lies in the central plateau of the eastern continent, which is
suspected to be the source area of the invasion. This plateau zone”—a
particularly beautiful map of which now filled a quarter of the dome—
“is, however, quite distant, causing others to question this
interpretation. Another problem is that grazing herds are far from
common in the burned-over lands.”
Malcolm thought “to question this interpretation” was an
understated way of describing a heated debate.
“Earth history provides records of many peoples intentionally
burning woodlands to create grasslands that can support hunting or
herding. We also have accounts of the deliberate destruction of
cultivated lands to make room for pastoralism. The Mongols in the
North China Plain, Native Americans in the Prairie Peninsula of
Indiana and Illinois …” Historical re-creations of terrestrial landscapes
interspersed with maps appeared on the dome walls. Xander had
learned his lessons well. He now explained why none of the analogous
processes drawn from Earth’s history made ideal fits.
Malcolm was losing patience. He wanted new information and this
was decidedly not. Besides, his neck was getting tired from looking up
at the dome.
“Whatever the ultimate source of upheaval on the western
continent,” Xander continued, “the conflict may be coming to a head.
The initiators of the encounter are now driving to the west, apparently
aiming for the rich civilization found along the northwestern coast. This
invasion is far from easy, as a large expanse of thick forest must first be
crossed. But it is being traversed and in a most deliberate manner.
Much like Roman legions, this army is also a construction brigade. It
has been clearing trees, laying a road, and building bridges. At its
current pace, the force will cross into the core area of the maritime
culture zone within a few months. That won’t necessarily trigger a
conclusive battle, as the northwest’s other valleys would have to be
attacked by different routes. But we also know, thanks to the research
of Malcolm Harris, head geographer at General Imagining and Gaming,
that the residents of the Fjordland are responding. A massive
construction project of apparently defensive design is currently
underway …”
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Malcolm flushed. No other individual researcher had been singled
out by name. Why would Xander be so tactless? Malcolm was now
relieved that Shanna was not glancing his way. As the room darkened
for a new set of images, he began to slink away. There were a number
of possible refuges where he could wait out this interminable speech.
And besides, he did not plan on seeing the main hall’s presentation, at
least not for the initial showing. He aimed rather for a private session in
one of the secondary rooms, wanting his first sight of Nova to be of his
favorite place.
Shanna did look over to Malcolm, or at least to where Malcolm had
been standing, though not immediately upon hearing his name. She had
been too wrapped up in the visuals. They were stunning, quite beyond
what she had imagined. But they also provoked an irritation, one that
had lain dormant throughout the evening. The technologies developed
by IIT and GImG were supposed to be passed on to academia as well as
governmental and international organizations, and eventually even to
competing firms. GImG would of course extract its “fair” share of
profits from each innovation, but IIT, the non-profit arm—where the
bulk of accumulated capital supposedly lay—had a mandate to share.
Yet what she was witnessing seemed to be a generation more advanced
than anything she had previously encountered. Of course, she had never
thought that any of Bowman Alexander’s organizations played by the
rules, but this demonstration seemed blatant.
By the time she turned her eyes away from the dome, Malcolm was
gone. She understood him well enough to know that he would have
quailed under the spotlight. But would one mere mention of his name
drive him away? Perhaps he was not comfortable being in her presence
after so many years, especially while Bowman Alexander—the force
that had driven them apart—was speaking. For the first time that
evening, her mind wandered, drifting back more than a quarter of a
century. Back when she had just taken her first academic position,
Malcolm was an unexpected find, and Alexander little more than a
rumor. Back before she knew that there was any connection between
the two of them.
She was startled back to the present by her own name.
“… Dr. Shanna Malone, professor of History and Eurasian Studies
at Harvard University. Her theory of quarantine management may well
explain the profound seasonal demographic shifts seen in the outlying
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archipelago off the northwestern coast. As the northern hemisphere’s
winter approaches, ships congregate in the harbors of the outermost
islands, the populations of which surge. Several weeks later, people
stream in to the inner archipelago, leaving the outer islands almost
deserted. The inner islands, in turn, are abandoned several weeks later,
as ships fan out to harbors throughout the northwest. Others, however,
think that trade fairs …”
Shanna was the second person to be mentioned by name. Unlike
Malcolm, she was not mortified. She rather liked the limelight in
academic meetings. Still, there was something disquieting about being
singled out in this setting. Many other researchers had advanced
significant theories or made important discoveries, yet none had been
mentioned.
Although he had retreated from the hall, Malcolm was still
watching the speech on a small screen in an empty lab. He felt relieved
when Xander finally began to outline the proceedings that were to
come.
“The surface data that is now coming in, as you will soon see for
yourselves, is very detailed. But it is also of limited duration. We’ll
only have two hours of images from a handful of Novan locations. Two
specific places will center our attention. The hall in which we are
standing will portray a good portion of the central plaza of the largest
city of the northwest coast. In the twin hall, one floor below us, images
of the main courtyard of the largest surviving mansion or temple
complex of the eastern coastal plain will be projected.
“Descriptions of all the places being portrayed, as well as a map
showing the various secondary viewing rooms, can be found in your
information packets. If you will, I would like to take a few more
minutes to describe our two principal Novan locations.
“The plaza to be shown in this room extends for several miles
along the north bank of the river where it enters the bay or fjord here.”
The map zoomed in to focus on a much smaller area. “As you can see,
the south side of the U-shaped valley at the head of the fjord is rural,
dominated by small, hedged fields. The north side, on the other hand, is
essentially urban, although numerous rooftop plantings and enclosed
gardens give some areas, especially those near the cliff-like northern
edge, a suburban feel in addition to echoing some of the features of the
ziggurat in which we are standing.
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“At any rate, as this map shows”—the image changed as he
spoke—“the plaza lies just to the east of the main port at the head of the
bay. Roughly one hundred meters wide in most areas, the paved area is
dotted with fountains and ‘islands’ of greenery. Bridged canals, which
penetrate well into the residential areas, cut across it in several places.
Wheeled carts are limited to the river- and canal-fronts, and the rest of
the plaza is devoted to pedestrians. As you can see from this image, the
foot traffic can be quite thick …”
Malcolm’s heart rate increased as he checked his watch. He had
just consulted the schedule to discover that the presentation of Nova
would begin at “approximately” 8:30 PM. But when Xander gave a
time, there was seldom anything approximate about it. He had been
speaking for two hours, uninterrupted, without notes, and with scarcely
an ‘um’ or ‘ahem.’ That’s what it’s all about, Malcolm suddenly
realized. Xander had not been delaying so much as he had been
impressing. Was it working? Was Shanna impressed? How many of her
colleagues, for whom lecturing was a professional obligation, could do
the same? Well, she probably could, he thought wistfully. Undoubtedly,
she could.
Back in the main hall, Shanna had not given any thought to
Xander’s lecture style. She was too absorbed with the presentation
itself, as well as the accompanying images. But she did note how
forthcoming he continued to be.
“During the initial two-hour presentation, please feel free to wander
about in either of the two main halls or to seek refreshments in the
atrium or in any of the public lounges. The fifteen secondary rooms,
however, are reserved during this period for those who have been
conducting research on Terranova. This restriction is temporary.
Fifteen minutes after the conclusion of the opening presentation, all
projections will be replayed. At that time, you will be able to view
depictions of the current camp of the invading army, the defensive
works under construction, one of the burned-out mansions or temples,
and a variety of other locales. I must warn you, however, that these
secondary rooms are of limited capacity. As a result, viewership must
be on a first come, first served basis. Please bear with us. We do expect
that all of you will eventually be satisfied, as the showings will run
continuously until tomorrow evening. And remember, if you tire, you
can repair to your sleeping capsule at any time …”

M.W. Lewis

159

With five minutes to go, Malcolm began to make his way to the
Madrone Room where his waterfall would be shown. Inside the main
hall, Xander was concluding.
“Tomorrow evening, all of the information that we are presenting
tonight will enter the public domain and will be immediately accessible
to anyone with an adequate connection. Of course, others will not
experience Nova quite the way that you will tonight. And in a month, it
all begins again with a presentation here at Diablo of the southern
region of the eastern continent. Of course, by that time it will be old
news. Our colleagues in Periyar, after all, will be seeing that in five
minutes.”

 Chapter 18 
The Palace of the Four Seasons

(Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

C

ouncilor Awtn kept telling himself three days might just be
adequate but only if no major problems emerged. It would take
most of a day just to reach the Imperial Complex, even with a fresh
mount at each posting station, and another day to return. So, one full
day was really all that he had. That would hardly be time enough, even
if he had nothing to do but conduct research in the library. Why was he
trying to pack in so much? Could he accomplish it all? Did he have the
strength? The answer came quickly enough: what other option did he
have? The stakes, after all, were as high as they could possibly be.
Awtn was now approaching the fifth and final post station, and
none too soon because his horse was flagging. Awtn was physically
beat as well. His muscles ached and his head was beginning to throb.
His mind was so cloudy that he had almost forgotten to invert his outer
robes after leaving the realm of war at the first post station. But at least
he was making good time.
The station crew sprang into motion as soon as they saw the indigo
garments of the approaching horseman. “My lord councilor,” inquired
the young man who ran out to grab the reigns as Awtn’s horse came to
a halt, “what will you be needing?”
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“Tea and a fresh mount is all,” he responded, “oh, and a biscuit as
well.” The thought of eating made Awtn queasy, but he knew that it
was necessary. So was rest, but he could not allow himself that luxury.
“Strong tea,” he advised the station hand on second thought.
An hour later, the top of the highest spire came into view, a most
welcome sight. Awtn was heading uphill because the summer terminus
of the Imperial Complex—the Palace of the Four Seasons—was nestled
in a pass on the crest of the main ridge. To the north, the vast expanse
of the Kulgsh Plateau swept gently downward. To the south, the Great
Escarpment plunged directly to the plains of Danirmatu. It was an
incomparable location, Awtn thought, if not, as orthodoxy had it, one
selected by the Great God Kulgsh himself. Massive peaks rose up to the
east and west—symbolic sentinels of the continental dominion of the
Kulgsh people. Awtn eyed the western-most summit, which was his
tribal God Sherchut’s supposed abode. If he, Dahil, and Gatli could
somehow prove victorious in the final battle, they would be required
(allowed?) to climb to its top, where they would struggle just to
breathe, to pay homage to their tutelary deity. That unpleasant event,
however, seemed far from likely.
Late summer’s golden pasturage thinned as Awtn climbed upward.
The rock outcroppings grew larger and thicker. Scrub and windsculpted trees clung to their lee-sides. On reaching the trail summit,
Awtn halted to dismount and quench his thirst. He would allow himself
a few minutes to take in the view. No matter how many times he had
seen it, no matter how tired or wind-whipped he was, it still inspired
him.
Here was the sum of it all: the seat of power, the center of the
world. Cradled in the notch below sat the mammoth buildings of the
summer complex. Adjacent to the escarpment sat the hexagonal
Summer Palace, the seasonal home of the Emperor; the twelve
Ascended Lords and their councilors; the Keepers of the Decks; and the
numerous Imperial attendants.
Adjoining the palace on its northern side lay the Temple of
Dominion, the sacred umbilicus of the world. Awtn eyed its massive
central dome, his gaze spiraling outward to take in the flanking lesser
domes and then sweeping around again through the minor domes of the
temple’s outer periphery. Circles encircled by circles, it was
geometrically appealing from above, but it contained such a clotted
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maze of curving halls inside. It was a mess of sacred spaces that
became ever more socially restricted and theologically rarified as one
revolved in toward Imperial Table, which was located directly below
the apex of the great dome. Finally, to the north of the Temple lay the
stone-paved Plaza of Concord, dotted with the lodges of the twelve
Kulgsh tribes, each of which was punctuated by a great spire.
Awtn now turned to face the escarpment, trailing his eyes across
the various structures crammed into niches and packed around jagged
outcrops, some of which were carved out of the rock itself. Four
thousand feet below, halfway down to the plains, lay the only level
expanse. Awtn rested his gaze there for a moment, taking in the
multicolored roof tiles of the Autumn and Spring Palace as well as the
two soaring vaults of the Imperial Library, one of which housed the
sacred collection, the other of which was home of the secular
repository. Looking further downslope brought no rewards. The Winter
Palace, situated at the foot of the escarpment, lay hidden by a deck of
low clouds.
Awtn contemplated his schedule as he examined his various
destinations, again wondering how he could fit everything in and
whether he had the personal wherewithal to accomplish it all. He would
not be able to do anything during the remainder of the day except
casually gather a few snippets of information at Sherchut Lodge. His
real work would begin at sunrise.
Awtn’s first stop tomorrow would be the Temple of Dominion
where he would ferret out the relevant facts about the succession war.
He would leave as soon as possible to board a gondola for the Imperial
Library where, with luck, he would arrange to have his research
conducted. Then he would make the final descent to the Winter Palace
and race for Danir city of Goinvadole. If all went according to plan, he
would make it back in time to get on the tram and return to the summit
for the night. More intelligence gathering would ensue, followed by a
dash across the steppes to rejoin Gatli and Dahil. Could everything
possibly fall into place? It suddenly seemed difficult, too difficult—
impossible.
Awtn remounted and dropped down into the Imperial Complex. He
handed his horse to a stable boy before walking through the Archway
of Entry. After making a perfunctory appearance at the guardhouse to
register his arrival and pay obeisance to the Emperor, he walked

164

Terranova

straight to Sherchut Lodge. He would eat first and then fish for
information from his fellow tribesmen.
“Ah, Awtn Gekko, honored Councilor of Sharen. We have been
expecting you,” the elderly porter greeted Awtn as he walked into the
vestibule of his tribal lodge. “Supper awaits you.”
Awtn recognized the gentleman, a one-time minor lord who had
failed in a succession struggle, and he was glad to see him. He might
know something useful. Although Awtn had clear social precedence, he
graciously deferred.
“The honor goes to you, Sovereign of Galul. It is good to see you,
my lord, as it has been far too long. Please accept my condolences on
the passing of your wife. And might I have the privilege of your
company as I dine?”
The porter smiled broadly, delighting in the old terms of respect he
so seldom heard these days. “Thank you, my lord, thank you. It is hard
to be alone again after so many years. But you unduly flatter an old
man who long ago lost his lordship, although I am happy enough to
hear it.”
“A Kulgsh lord who fights honorably never loses his status in the
eyes of the Gods,” Awtn replied.
“And your honored wife, Awtn of Sharen?” the porter continued. “I
hope she is well.”
“Yes, yes … she is fine,” Awtn replied, not voicing the rest of his
thought: “as far as I know.” His eyes drifted away, but he was soon
pulled back to the present by his companion.
“I would be delighted to sup with you, Councilor, but I cannot
leave my post for several hours.”
“No matter, my friend,” Awtn returned. “We could eat here at your
station. I see two chairs and a table plenty large enough.”
The old man looked at Awtn quizzically, and then his smile
broadened. A councilor eating with him in the dingy little vestibule?
Well, why not?
“The honor truly goes to you, Lord Councilor. I accept your
gracious proposal.”
After finishing supper, Awtn trudged up a few flights of stairs to
his room, which was located near the bottom of Sherchut tower. He
could have taken one of the luxury suites near the top, but he was too
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tired to climb and unwilling to be ported by a slave. Besides, what did
it matter? He had already taken in the view, and now that it was getting
dark, all he wanted was sleep.
However, Awtn did not find sleep easily. Too much crowded his
mind. He mulled over the dinnertime revelations of the former lord of
Galul. Awtn had not learned anything unexpected from the old man,
but the conversation had been worthwhile nonetheless. The whole
Imperial Complex, it would seem, was buzzing about the current
contest.
“Ah, Awtn, my friend,” the porter had informed him. “The last
rounds, as you surely know, were truly disastrous. The enemy had so
many trumps and of such variety, and they rolled so well. Almost
perfectly. And then to unleash the demon Nevishdo! I’m afraid our
champions were thwarted at every turn. Unfathomable as it may be, it
seems that heaven now favors Eshat. Perhaps even the Great God
Kulgsh himself lends his support.”
Awtn had not responded to the porter’s naïve expression of faith.
How can we prevail, he now asked himself, when such errant nonsense
is so widely embraced? Even if he could prove his suspicions, who
would believe him? A crooked Game of the Gods? Unthinkable to
most. Awtn suddenly yearned for a secret meeting with his own
Ascended Lord to discuss his suspicions, but he knew that was
impossible.
He was thoroughly downcast by the time he found sleep.
Awtn woke up well before dawn, but he did not bother getting out
of bed until light broke. He could not do anything until the Temple
opened at sunrise. So he mulled over the events of the day, trying to
discern stumbling blocks and attempting to devise more efficient
strategies. When the first hint of light appeared, he roused himself and
quickly went through his morning paces. He then rushed to the lodge’s
wardrobe. His own traveling clothes were too dusty to wear in the
Temple. With the assistance of the dress clerk, he found a spotless set
of blue robes of the domain of Sharen, its insignias freshly embroidered
in silk. He then set off for the center of the center—the spot at which
Igham, his conquests completed, had proclaimed Kulgsh mastery over
the world.
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The Temple of Dominion was a graceful but not a particularly
imposing structure from the outside. Approaching across the Plaza of
Concord, as was required of all but the select few, all Awtn could see
beyond the façade were the blue-tiled outer domes. As he drew near,
the massive oaken doors began to swing open. He strode in, exercising
the birthright of every Kulgsh. Turning, as required, to the right, Awtn
irreverently marched through the wide curved hall of the outer temple,
not bothering to take in the mosaics, pray at the altars, or genuflect in
front of the statues of the founder.
The Temple, he was relieved but not surprised to see, was almost
deserted. He continued walking in a counter-clockwise direction until
he had passed more than three hundred degrees. At that point, he
opened a small unmarked door and entered the second ring, this one
open only to adults in good standing. The guard nodded him on, and he
turned to the left and paced through another curved hall, this one
narrower but with a higher ceiling, designed to let light enter through
high windows above the outer ring. Like the first hall, it was
magnificently adorned with religious imagery and well-appointed with
prayer stations.
Awtn did not stop until he reached the fourth ring, second from the
last. Only one sacred hall now separated him from the innermost core
of the Imperial Table itself. Awtn was socially elevated enough to enter
the ultimate ring but not the center. Only a few—thirty-nine in all—had
access to the deepest sanctorum, which they entered through an
underground passageway that came directly from the Summer Palace.
Alongside the Emperor and the Ascended Lords, who lay down
their own cards and rolled the dice, sat their councilors. Behind them,
in an outer ring, the thirteen Keepers watched. The Keepers, the highest
women of the realm, managed the decks and the rest of the hallowed
paraphernalia; drew and played the cards of the Gods; and acted as
referees. Each of the twelve Kulgsh tribes was represented by its own
Keeper, and the top-most woman, the Mistress of the Realm, stood—
like the Emperor—for the Kulgsh people as a whole.
Awtn was breathing hard by the time he reached the Plaque of
Records in the Fourth Hall. The area was deserted, as he had expected
given the hour. Unfortunately, the light streaming in from the clerestory
windows was barely adequate to make out the cards posted inside the
glass cases. But there they were—all of the hands cast down in the
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current succession war, both those of the main game and of the
subsidiary contests. Here too were records of all rolls of the dice, of all
the rules invoked, of all the gambits put forth. Squinting, Awtn set to
work. He was well-informed about the main lines of play, the registers
of which had been advertised for all to see in the first ring, and he had
received confidential reports about many of the secondary moves. But
his knowledge was far from complete. The Game of the Gods was so
intricate that there was always more to discover in the Plaque of
Records.
Working backwards from the most recent round, Awtn scanned the
cards as quickly as possible, concentrating on odd and seemingly
insignificant plays. His eyes rested when he came to a lowly lentil card
that had been thrown down by the Ascended Lord of Shian, an
important ally. Playing the lentil was usually a minor weakening
device, one that applied equally to both sides of the contest. In this
circumstance, however, a miniscule advantage would accrue to his own
side.
Awtn could easily imagine Eshat’s fury on hearing that meatless
meals awaited him during the final battle. Gatli, on the other hand,
would simply shrug it off. But a lentil, like all other cards, could mean
something entirely different if modified by other plays. In the same
round, the Ascended Lord of Chabam, another friend, had thrown down
a "minus fifteen," linking the cards then on the table to an earlier set.
Awtn's gaze moved back fifteen rounds and yes! Both a watchtower
and a reflecting lake, now retroactively linked to the lentil, had been
posted. But had the ensemble been activated?
An anticipatory "plus five" play sent Awtn five rounds ahead, and
there he found it—an obscure combination of three cards that would
enable the adumbrated techniques once the lentil fell. Clever play,
Awtn thought. It was almost as if they knew what he and Gatli would
be facing. But it was not yet enough to allow the possibility of victory.
Without engines of war, it still seemed hopeless.
But if lenses and mirrors—spyglasses and periscopes—had thus
been sneaked into the final battle, it suddenly seemed possible that
siege devices had been as well. Awtn paced back through a month of
play, back to the projectile battle. It had not gone well. The
arrangement had been such that neither side could see the other. All
they could do was lob stones over an intervening wall, hoping for lucky
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hits. For two days the mutual bombardment continued without
casualties. The available ammunition had been of limited size, allowing
both contingents to construct impromptu defensive works sturdy
enough to deflect the largest possible projectiles. But somehow, Eshat
had managed to send over an unexpectedly hefty stone, which
happened to score a perfect hit on one of their little fortifications, which
happened to have been imperfectly assembled. The structure had
collapsed, killing five men and injuring several more.
As Eshat had managed to find and hurl a stone of adequate size,
Gatli and his army suddenly found themselves at some peril. At that
point, their own Ascended Lord exercised his right to invoke their tribal
God, and he, Sherchut, spoke through his own card. After the
appropriate sacred deck had been shuffled, the Mistress of the Realm
plucked a card at random: tremors. Sherchut’s resultant “earthquake”
had delivered them from their bind, requiring the immediate demolition
of all siege engines and a transition to a new phase of the contest.
Since their own God had put an end to the war machines with his
metaphorical shaking, it seemed almost inconceivable that they would
be allowed to rebuild. But Awtn knew that almost anything was
possible if the right plays had been made. The crucial question was
what had set off Sherchut’s divine trembling? His mood had not been
marked at the time. But could it have been retroactively indicated?
Awtn moved forward to the fateful “demon” play, the one that had
proved their undoing. The devilish Nevishdo. Awtn had to admire the
jewel-encrusted emblem, at once both hideous and gorgeous. He fought
off his desire to see how such a rare and demanding card had been
activated. Instead, he had to determine how his allies had responded.
A “minus 314” had been thrown down three plays after the demon
fell. Awtn counted back the hands and found himself, as he hoped he
would, back at the earthquake. Then he skipped forward again to the
demon round, noting that a joker had been tossed down by the Lord of
Pulna. On the face of it, this was little more than a feeble attempt to
confuse the demon, but Awtn understood now that it could also refer
back to the projectile battle.
Sherchut’s earthquake could now conceivably be interpreted as
having been provoked by mirth rather than rage. In that case, the
destruction of the war machines may have been inadvertent. If so,
perhaps they could be reassembled. Perhaps. Awtn quickly examined
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one of the subsidiary games, which seemed to uphold the conjecture.
He would have to seek confirmation at the Imperial Library, but it was
enough to go on. Awtn practically ran out of the temple, oblivious of
his own irreverence.
In order to descend to the library (or equinoctial) level of the
Imperial Complex, Awtn first had to cross the plaza, skirt the Summer
Palace, climb the steps to the tramline platform, and wait for the next
gondola. As long as there was daylight, the tram was always in motion,
sending stone down to the plains below and people to and from the
lowlands and all stops in between. The weight of the rocks propelled
the system, providing enough momentum to carry passengers upslope
on the return trip as well as ensuring a low price for building stone in
the alluvial plains below.
As luck had it, a gondola was sitting in dock and taking on
passengers. It looked to be filling up, but when the conductor saw
Awtn’s indigo robes, he ordered the people standing in the queue to
step aside and let the councilor in. Normally Awtn would have refused
such dispensation but not now. As the car began to descend, he closed
his eyes, steadied his breathing, and tried to calm himself.
Awtn exited at the main stop, halfway down the escarpment. To his
right lay the interlinked buildings of the Spring and Autumn Palaces.
Soon the entire Imperial community, lords, ladies, and servants alike,
would decamp the Summer Palace to set up Autumn Court in its
marbled halls and return periodically over the next nine months to the
summer level only to play the Sacred Game in the Temple of
Dominion. To Awtn’s left lay the dual-winged Imperial Library. Awtn
set off immediately toward the twin soaring vaults with their expansive,
light-letting windows.
Awtn smiled as he entered the sacred wing and spied the head
librarian of the day. As he had anticipated, the daily rotation had
brought in an acquaintance, an elder of Sherchut. She was friendly and
supportive but a bit on the dotty side.
“Honored Grandmother,” Awtn intoned while bowing deeply.
“How pleased I am to find one of my own tribeswomen in office today.
I have queries and little time.”
“Councilor Awtn of Sharen,” she replied. “I have been expecting
you. I can only hope that we might be of some small assistance. My
sympathies for your terrible plight.”
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“Thank you, ma’am. Now …”
“Oh, look at those periwinkles!” she interrupted. “Such embroidery
and such a graceful peace insignia. Your geckos as well, quite an
elegant design, although perhaps a bit too abstract. Tell me again, what
is Sharen’s war emblem? The short pike, no? Are yours as lovely as
your flowers? Would you mind?”
Despite Awtn’s hurry, he had to humor the old woman. He
removed his outer robe and inverted it so that she could continue
admiring the stitch-work.
“Eight gorgeous pikes,” she mumbled. “What nimble fingers must
have made them. And such a rare weapon. Have you ever chanced to
use one in battle?”
“Me? No. But Gatli has.” Despite his hurry, Awtn knew that it
would be useful to regale the librarian. “It was during our first
succession war, just before he ascended to the Lordship of Sharen. It
was also our worst misfortune, before the present one, that is. Gatli had
to face a charging, fully armored knight alone, on foot, with nothing but
a short pike and a pair of blades. The situation would have been
desperate but for the fact that the horse was lightly protected and its
rider was young and inexperienced, though he was supposedly a rising
star of the Ghazhal. As it was, Gatli pegged the horse’s neck with a
throwing knife, distracting the beast and allowing him to bring it down
with his pike. An instant later, Gatli disarmed the knight, who was
humiliatingly sprawled on the ground. The poor young man would
have been destroyed by such total failure, might even have killed
himself, but do you know what Gatli did? He called on Sherchut to
protect his young adversary and save him from disgrace! With a victory
of that magnitude he had earned the power, but to use it in such a
magnanimous manner? Simply remarkable.”
“That’s our Gatli. Gatli Meles!” the old woman beamed. “So
chivalrous! If only he could occupy the High Throne.” Her expression
suddenly changed as she continued speaking. “But now to be faced
with a demon! How can that be? Not even able to call on our God
during the final battle? Oh, Sherchut where are you?” The old woman
was now shaking, utterly distraught.
Awtn grabbed her hands. “Don’t lose hope, Grandmother. Sherchut
may be out of reach for now, but he will soon return. Even the strongest
demon can’t keep a God out of play for long.”
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“But what will you and Gatli do in battle now? To whom can you
pray? How can you receive help from above?”
Wanting to console the old woman, Awtn improvised.
“Grandmother, there are many other Gods of our land, deities much
older than Sherchut.”
“But they have so little remaining power!”
“But there are many of them,” Awtn comforted. “Together they
have might. We know how to invoke them, and they will help.”
“Oh, I hope so,” the librarian replied, visibly soothed. “For the sake
of our tribe. For the sake of the Empire itself.”
“Yes, honored Grandmother. For the sake of the Empire itself. But
we need more than divine assistance. Right now I require nothing more
than your help. Can you provide it?
“Of course, Councilor. Of course. Anything for you and Gatli.”
Awtn quickly outlined his questions about the possibility of
rebuilding the siege engines.
“It is a complicated issue, Councilor,” she replied, “which will
require some research. I will set my best assistants to work on it right
now. You could return this afternoon for your answer.”
“I am so sorry to impose, Grandmother, but I may not have time to
return. Could you possibly send the answer with one of your assistants
to Sherchut Lodge tonight?”
“But of course, Honored Councilor. Whatever you require.”
Awtn exhaled in relief as he exited the building. He shook his head
and this time had to suppress a sardonic chuckle. How could such
unquestioning faith be maintained? Such fervor based on nothing.
Awtn now entered the secular wing, noted for its history collection.
Here every succession war of the Kulgsh domain was memorialized,
their details recounted in innumerable books and pamphlets. Awtn
wanted records of three-on-three assaults on high ground, especially
any that had taken place on Erdai Ridge. Above all, he needed maps of
that location, detailed, topographic maps.
If he had a full day, Awtn could have found the required documents
on his own. But because time was precious, he had to consult a trusted
agent. Unfortunately, he had no idea who might be present. Awtn had
been cultivating the library staff for some time, seeding it liberally and
illicitly with gold and silver. Someone would probably be around to do
his bidding, but it would not necessarily be easy to make contact.
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Unlike at the sacred collection, he could not hope for a fellow
tribesperson volunteering extraordinary assistance. Whereas the Sacred
Library was staffed by elderly Kulgsh who, for services rendered to the
Empire, were allowed to retire from the steppes, the secular stacks were
a preserve of the mixed folk, the offspring of Kulgsh fathers and
lowlander mothers. Most were young and, in Awtn’s experience,
bribable. He reached into his purse to finger the gold coins, and his
heart began to pound. He would soon enough relieve himself of the
forbidden metal, but the transaction would be nerve wracking.
The secular library was almost deserted. Was that good or bad?
Two librarians sat at the front desk—one a familiar female, the other an
unknown male. They bowed their heads low when they saw him enter,
intoning the proper terms of submission in Pidgin, the stripped down,
uninflected version of the Kulgsh tongue. Awtn was pleased to see the
woman, but he had to separate her quickly from her colleague.
“Please, please, my friends,” he replied in the same language.
“There is no need for such formality. We are all fellow scholars within
these confines. Please, Miss … Miss …” Awtn fished for a name that
he knew full well and was immediately reminded. “Yes, Miss Shimam.
If I recall correctly, you have some expertise in cartography. I have
several questions about one chart in particular. Perhaps you could
accompany me to the map repository?”
“Yes, of course, my Lord,” she replied meekly as she rose from her
chair.
The map room, as expected, was empty. As the librarian extracted a
map scroll from its case and began to unroll it on a table, Awtn handed
her a detailed list of queries and instructions, as well as a small sack of
heavy coins. She read quickly and then looked up to say, “We will need
most of the day, Lord Councilor. Perhaps all of it if you require a
thorough search and detailed cartographic analysis.”
“Take the day,” he replied. “I’ll return first thing tomorrow
morning.”
Awtn’s library quest had gone as well as could have been expected.
But his mission was hardly over, as the truly daunting challenges now
awaited him. He reflected on these remaining ordeals with sickened
resignation. First, he would have to re-board the detested gondola and
descend to the hot and sticky plains of Danirmatu. There he would meet
his contacts in the otherwise deserted Sherchut Lodge of the Winter
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Palace, remove his robes, put on the disguise of an Goleam slave, and
allow himself to be trundled through the gates and across the three
miles of countryside to the Danir city of Goinvadole. Once in town, he
would be passed to another agent who would lead him, still dressed as a
slave, to his safe house. There, if all went according to plan, he would
be debriefed on the goings-on in the Danir court in Natulai before being
ignominiously smuggled back to the Winter Palace.
Successfully returning to the Winter Palace would not put an end to
Awtn’s trials. Several more gondola rides awaited him, as did several
more assignations. Meeting again with the librarians was no major
concern, but the same could not be said of his final task. Awtn would
have to secretively come face to face with his agent from the camp of
the enemy, a turncoat of the northern Uzhdet tribe. Despite the risks,
Awtn had to see if there was any news from their man in the Alterland.
Much of interest had already been conveyed, but the latest report had
been distressing. Had the situation changed? Awtn was compelled to
find out.
Waiting alone at the tram station, Awtn watched the approaching
gondola, and his stomach lurched. The mere thought of getting on the
contraption made him queasy. Suddenly it was all too much. He dashed
from the platform, found a small clump of shrubbery, and emptied his
stomach. Afterwards, he sat facing the morning sun. When it was
obscured by a passing cloud, he rose and made his way to a fountain to
clean his mouth. Looking up, he saw the tram departing the platform.
Awtn castigated himself for the delay. His spinelessness had
wasted precious minutes, putting his whole intricate plan into jeopardy.
Could he go on with it? Did he have the stamina, the required grit?
Again, his doubts mounted. Awtn had always acknowledged that he
was not a bold man. Quailing in the face of danger, he had been derided
as a coward his whole life. Only through Gatli’s faith, which had never
wavered since boyhood, had he been able to summon the courage to do
what was necessary and to do it over and over again. But when his
nerve ebbed, as it did now, it all seemed improbable, like a charade in
which another man, a more courageous man, played his part. Even his
body betrayed him. With his small stature and mousy features, how
could he possibly be a Kulgsh warrior? His unprepossessing
appearance, of course, had its uses, allowing him, for example, to pass
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easily as a Goleam slave. But even such subterfuge required valor,
something that he simply did not possess.
Or did he? Gatli, after all, considered him adequately brave,
arguing that his fear was a superficial rather than constitutive feature of
his personality. But then again, if Gatli knew what he was planning,
what would he do? Disown him? The Lord of Sharen would have no
truck with such dishonorable conduct. But Gatli did not yet fully
understand. Although he knew the stakes, Gatli had not recognized the
extent of the enemy’s depravity. Awtn comprehended it well enough.
Confirmation kept pouring in, did it not? Clearly their opponents could
not have legitimately scored such successes at the Imperial Table. To
be sure, they had their skilled players, and luck could have come their
way but not like that. Something had to be amiss. If only he had had
more time to examine the Plaque of Records. But no matter, he told
himself. Most likely, nothing would ever be provable.
If Gatli refused to acknowledge the full truth, then Awtn would
have to act on his behalf, even if that meant behaving as deviously as
their opponents. He would not let Gatli down. He would do everything
possible to avoid seeing his friend destroyed by anyone, much less by
the execrable Eshat, so aptly deemed Crocuta. The proper course was
unmistakable. He would have to persevere. With that thought, Awtn
rose, spat repeatedly into the gutter, and returned to the platform.
A day later, Awtn had completed his audacious agenda in a
generally satisfactory manner. But he still had to return to the war
camp, still had to go through the final battle. That trial would make the
past two days seem like a vacation. How could he face it, exhausted as
he already was? Again he vomited, this time into the washbasin of his
room in Sherchut Lodge. But the transient sickness gave him an idea.
He could feign something more serious and request a coach to ferry
him back to the encampment. Gatli would be concerned and Dahil
contemptuous, but so what? With luck and the right medication, he
might even be able to sleep his way through most of the return trip.
When the departure time came, Awtn settled comfortably into the
nicely appointed coach to ponder what he had learned. The library
search had been rewarding, allowing him to envision an acceptable
outcome of the final battle, if not quite an outright victory. The meeting
with his secret contact, on the other hand, had been disappointing. No
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news. Conditions were unchanged. Awtn would just have to wait it out
and hope for the best. He was not even sure why he was so taken with
this particular case. They had no proof that the contingent was
important, but Awtn could not shake the suspicion that it was.
And then there was the news from Danirmatu. Now that was
interesting, if of uncertain consequence. The queen’s own sister was
currently on her way to Natulai. Why would that be? Could there be a
connection with the other item of intrigue? Awtn still had much to
learn, both about the case at hand and the general practice of espionage.
But now, reclining in the comfort of the coach, he had to admit that he
enjoyed it all, even if it did periodically make him sick.

 Chapter 19 
Novan Encounters

(Diablo Facility)

A

lthough Shanna had initially intended to begin her Novan
explorations at the port, Daphne had persuaded her to start
instead with a quick visit to a walled garden in an elite housing district.
Intrigued as she was by the intersection of long-distance trade and class
dynamics, Shanna was eager to visit a wealthy neighborhood. Daphne
convinced her that the aesthetically impressive garden district housed
the apex of local society.
This particular site lay at the edge of the valley, near the almost
vertical side wall. A few kilometers from the main port, it was situated
several hundred meters from a canal that branched off the river. Wide
steps led up from the canal to a series of terraced housing units,
evidently built on top of an old rockslide. The uppermost residences lay
about one hundred feet above the valley floor, affording an excellent
view. Although this was almost certainly a residential area, it was
sometimes difficult to tell where one house left off and another began.
Patios and gardens were interspersed among the interconnected
buildings. The most intriguing thing, Shanna thought, was a small
tramway adjacent to the steps. Unfortunately, little of this would be
visible today. Instead, their view would be confined to one of the topmost enclosed gardens. It looked impressive from the available satellite
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images, and, as often as not, it was occupied by a few people. Daphne
figured them to be the cream of local society.
At 8:30 PM, Shanna and Daphne found themselves alone in the
room except for a single tech agent, an ITT employee. Shanna was
irritated by his presence, although she knew he could prove useful.
“It’s bigger than I had expected,” Shanna remarked. “Alexander
described these rooms as small. Is this small by IIT standards?”
“I have no idea,” Daphne replied, “but I can tell you this: it
happens to be almost the same dimensions as the garden itself.
Evidently we’ll miss only the front arcade and a bit of the eastern wall.
God, I hope it’s not empty now. If it’s a cool day …”
“Come on, Daphne. There are plenty of other places to explore, and
even if no one’s there, it should still be interesting.”
“I’m not a landscape architect. Without people it will be interesting
for about five seconds. By the way, do you find this whole setup as
creepy as I do?” She cast a quick glance at the techie. “How many
layers of hidden agendas and ulterior motives do you think we could
peel back? And in this weirdly blank room …”
Before Daphne could finish her sentence an announcement broke
in. “Presentation will begin in ten seconds, nine, eight …”
When the countdown reached zero, the empty space was suddenly
filled with brilliant late-afternoon sunlight, colorful flowers, and
people. People, indeed—human beings talking and laughing. Shanna
felt that she could have been on Earth, although when and where would
have been impossible to say. She could not help but stare, knowing that
for once it did not matter. She was a ghost—not even a ghost.
“Oh my God. People! And they’re so real! Shanna, can you believe
it? They’re gorgeous. Look at the jewelry! Look at the hairstyles! And
that dress. It’s almost Minoan. The people are darker than I was
expecting, considering the climate. And what’s with all the parrots?
And the dogs, too.”
Shanna did not respond. She opened her mouth to speak but then
closed it. Her eyes moved quickly from one person to another, from
one knot of individuals to the next. Her first thought went to Bowman
Alexander and his confident predictions about Novan humanity, but
that was quickly arrested by a profound sense of deja vue. The
sensation was most strongly evoked by a group of people gathered at a
table in front of the others. And then came recognition, palpable and
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transfixing. The young woman seated at the table. The dark girl with
long black hair—she was the figure from Shanna’s dreams. Shanna
could not speak.
“What’s going on here?” Daphne asked. “They’re smiling and
laughing. Look over here. And they all have glasses. Do you think
they’re drinking something alcoholic? It sure looks like red wine to
me.”
Shanna regained her composure to focus on the larger scene.
“Daphne?” she asked. “What do you think the sex ratio is here?”
The techie interrupted. “Would you like that calculated, ma’am?”
Before Shanna could respond they were interrupted, this time from
the party itself. Deep drumbeats were followed by a blast from
something like a trumpet. Shanna had not noticed the musicians.
Conversation ceased as eyes turned toward a dais next to the front
table. A middle-aged woman with her grey-streaked hair elegantly
wrapped around her head strode to the table and began to speak. Her
voice was low, measured, and almost regal. Her countenance was
dignified and her bearing handsome. What could she be saying?
Shanna’s gaze moved back and forth between the speaker, the
young woman from her dreams, and the audience. She looked for clues
that might indicate mood if not content. At first the temper was
positive, almost jocular. Laughter occasionally erupted. People were
repeatedly looking at the young woman—Shanna’s young woman—
who remained seated, eyes downcast, at the center of the front table.
Presently she rose, approached the speaker, and kneeled at her feet. The
orator’s words were now rhythmical, the mood solemn.
Daphne sidled up to Shanna to whisper in her ear, “Do you think
it’s her birthday or maybe some sort of graduation ceremony? Her dress
is simple but so graceful. There’s something quite fetching about the
stark white fabric against her black skin.”
The young woman rose, removed one of her three necklaces, and
placed it in the older woman’s outstretched hands. She said a few
words, and then the other woman resumed speaking. Shanna
approached, staring intently. Daphne followed.
Shanna whispered, as if not to disturb the ceremony. “She’s
extraordinary, don’t you think? There’s something about her face …
what’s she feeling now? I can’t quite make it out. And look at her body,
her carriage. Daphne, I have a feeling about her. I …”
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“Shanna, turn around and look at the others,” Daphne softly
interrupted.
“My God, they’re crying,” Shanna said. “Most of them are crying,
aren’t they? Look at that man.” She pointed. “He’s beside himself.”
Shanna returned her eyes to the two women on the dais. They too
were weeping now while embracing. Bleary eyed, they broke off as the
others approached. One by one, the guests bowed in front of the young
woman and then hugged her. A few smiles broke out, but there was
something heartrending about the scene.
“She’s leaving them,” Shanna announced. “She’s leaving home. I
think, perhaps, never to return.”
How could I have seen her in my dreams? Shanna kept asking
herself. How could that be? But she had, had she not? Three dreams—
three staggering, slap-you-in-the-face dreams. And now the young
woman was standing right there, though light-years away. Surrounded
by tears, she was leaving home.
Several children who had escaped Shanna’s notice approached and
lightly kissed the young woman. One was holding a cat. Another had a
parrot on her shoulder. The animals were duly kissed too. Then came a
dog, demanding and getting more attention. Finally, the young woman
grabbed the arm of a middle-aged man and together they turned and
walked toward a garden gate. As the gate opened, they passed through
and vanished.
Daphne turned to the other partygoers, approaching closely to
examine dress, hairstyles, shoes, cosmetics, and so on. Looking for the
markers of social class, Shanna thought, but was she finding any? They
were all, apparently, elite. No obvious servants or other underlings
were in sight.
“Take a look at their necklaces,” Daphne said. “They’re all wearing
three, men and women alike. And they’re all the same … no, not
exactly, but with similar motifs. No, look at his. His inner chain is
completely different.”
Shanna was staring at the gate. She asked, as if to herself, “Where
does it lead?”
The tech-staffer, now at her side—when had he approached?—
replied after examining his tablet. “There’s a short path that ends at the
main stairs, which lead down to the plaza. Unless they’re headed to
another house, they’ll likely be going down. Maybe you can find them.
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Let me check … yes, we do have the intersect … at the southwest
corner of the main hall.”
Had he read her mind? She looked at him and smiled. “I’m sorry. I
didn’t catch your name?”
“Gregor.”
“Gregor.” Her smile deepened. “It would take some time for them
to get there. In the meantime, I’d like to visit the port. That’s in room
…?”
“In Live Oak Room. You’re in Blue Oak now.”
“Yes, Live Oak.” She tried to picture the facility’s layout but failed.
Too much was crowding her mind. “And then I’d like to try to find
those two when and if they enter the plaza. Could you help?”
“I need to stay here, ma’am, but I’ll get you an escort.”
Unlike Shanna, Malcolm had not dithered before selecting his
initial viewing room. His main research agenda would have called for a
visit either to the fortification being built across the invasion route or to
the “castle” situated on a ridgeline some thirty miles away. But
Malcolm bypassed both sites in favor of his waterfall, located a few
kilometers to the south of the main plaza. A narrow trail with steps
apparently cut directly into the rock face led from the falls out of the
valley and up to the castle. Impressive though it seemed to be, the trail
was not heavily used, unlike some of the other pathways heading into
the highlands.
For Malcolm the main attraction was the waterfall itself. Like many
hydrological features of the region, it was heavily engineered and
architecturally enhanced. Dams, diversions, flumes, and tunnels
upstream ensured a constant year-round flow, while the plunge pool
and the area around it seemed to form a kind of temple complex.
Despite his fixation, Malcolm had not written about this area, which, as
a result, had remained little known by others.
As the appointed time approached, Malcolm waited in the highceilinged, empty chamber. No one else was present, not even a
technical staffer. It was quite possible that nobody else would visit this
particular room. Perhaps it was a waste of resources to record and
project the waterfall, and it was a sign of Malcolm’s unassuming clout
that it had been done.
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Suddenly the room went black and just as quickly it re-illuminated.
Accustomed as he was to the seeming reality of a ghost room, Malcolm
still gasped. It surpassed his expectations. He was standing in front of
the falls, staring into the plunge pool. It was deep, the water limpid and
alive with fish. The tile work was more exquisite than he had imagined.
He felt an odd compulsion to dive in, the kind of feeling that would
often hit a novice but one which Malcolm had not experienced for
years.
He turned to scan the rest of the area. Before him lay a small,
elegant building, with a deep shady porch, a heavy ceramic roof, and
elaborately tiled walls. Even the lower reaches of the cliff face had
been plastered with tile and stone mosaics. Here were pictorial
images—animals, plants, people. Discrete scenes were visible, entire
stories it would seem. Text, or what appeared to be text, was
incorporated as well. What a feast for the mind—the iconography, the
epics, the artistic genius of a new civilization, ultimately a slew of new
civilizations. Malcolm wondered how much would ever be interpreted.
Focusing on the images, he was sure that a good deal of information
could be extracted. On the cliff face at least, the representation was
naturalistic and narrative in orientation. He began to “read” a series of
scenes in sequence. Left to right, top to bottom? Yes, that seemed
correct.
But then he stopped to re-examine the room as a whole. No one
was present. That should not have been a surprise. Malcolm had
analyzed hundreds of hours of satellite images and he knew that that
the area was empty more often than not. Yet he had somehow expected
to see bodies. He did not want to leave, although he feared that it would
be a waste of time to remain. The poolside designs and depictions could
be studied endlessly from this day on. What Malcolm should be doing
was examining the Novans.
But he could not leave, not just yet. He walked to the building and
stood under its eaves. A large doorway was open, but there was no
point in peering in, much less trying to enter. Under the consortium’s
agreement, no interior recording had been allowed. But he did hear
something. Faint, it sounded like chanting, which was more evidence
that this might be a religious complex. Malcolm called for remote tech
support, asking for the roar of the waterfall to be removed. As the
sounds from inside the building were consequently amplified,
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Malcolm’s suspicion was confirmed. It was two voices, reciting at
times in unison and at others separately, almost in syncopation.
Another noise turned Malcolm around. At the edge of the projected
scene lay an open arch, joined on both sides by a low stone wall.
Malcolm had noticed it before but had paid little attention as it lacked
the ornamentation so extravagantly displayed elsewhere. Through the
opening he heard voices, and then he saw two persons approaching: a
young woman arm-in-arm with an older man. They stopped under the
arch and faced each other. Malcolm drew near.
The man was speaking as Malcolm approached. More like
intoning, or perhaps reciting poetry. It did not, at any rate, have the
cadence of normal speech. When the man finished he extended his
arms, palms up. The young woman then began to speak in much the
same manner. While reciting she removed one of her two necklaces,
placing it in his outstretched hands. He then dropped to his knees,
bowed low, and kissed the tops of her sandal-clad feet. He subsequently
rose, pivoted, and walked down the path without speaking or looking
back. The woman entered the tiled courtyard, cast off her broadbrimmed straw hat, and strode directly to the plunge pool. Then she
began to sing.
Malcolm followed her, getting as close as he could without losing
resolution. She was fully, completely, absolutely human—no doubt
about that. Not that Malcolm had expected anything else. Everything
about Novan architecture indicated Homo sapiens. What transfixed
Malcolm was not her humanity but her beauty. She was magnificent—
tall, glowing with health, and with perfectly symmetrical features. Her
hair was long and blond, her eyes sparkling and blue, her teeth straight
and white. He had expected light skin. Considering its latitude and
west-coast location, Fjordlandia was not exactly sun-drenched. But he
had not imagined a Viking goddess.
Her vocal performance was equally impressive. Remarkable but
also odd. It was unlike anything Malcolm had ever heard. The tones
were clear, the melody haunting. Yet it was oddly dissonant, and it
ended abruptly without reaching any sort of climax.
After finishing her song, the young woman turned and walked
toward the building. Standing in front of it, she sang a few more notes
before kneeling, assuming a position that looked like one of prayer.
Presently, two other women emerged from the structure and

184

Terranova

approached her, one old and short, the other youngish, perhaps thirty,
and extraordinarily tall and broad-shouldered. The kneeling woman
rose and extended her arms, palms up. As the tall woman responded in
kind, the old one began to speak. Malcolm looked at the elder carefully.
She wore a white, floor-length robe lavishly decorated with shining
vertical strips of abalone or mother-of-pearl. A headband of the same
material held back her long, grey-white hair.
The three women appeared to Malcolm to be engaged in ritual
behavior, seeming to confirm his suspicion that this was a sacred place.
But he struggled to rein in his speculations. These were a different
people, after all, and this was not Earth. Perhaps it was not a ritual at
all, or perhaps ritual pervaded their lives. In either event, the waterfall
was not necessarily of religious significance. But it certainly seemed
holy to Malcolm.
The three women alternated in speech while the younger two
clasped hands, right to left, left to right, fingers intertwined. Their eyes
locked as well. The old woman cupped her hands over theirs and began
to chant. When they broke off, the elder extended her hands, palms up,
to receive the young woman’s remaining necklace.
Malcolm noticed that the tall woman wore no necklaces or any
other kind of ornamentation. He looked back and forth between her and
the newcomer. The two were different in almost every way. The tall
one looked Mediterranean or perhaps Persian. Most conspicuous was
her stature. She was large indeed, standing 6’ 3”, perhaps 6’ 4.” Not
exactly masculine, but certainly not feminine, she was striking, evenfeatured, and handsome. Malcolm compared their clothing. The
differences were marked. The light-haired woman was wearing a
simple but elegant shift, bright with patterned colors. The resolution
was not good enough or his eyes were not adequately educated to
determine the fabric. But it looked fine—silk, perhaps? The tall
woman, on the other hand, was dressed in a utilitarian manner. She
wore rough, dust-colored clothes—pants and a tunic, or so it seemed.
Presently the light-haired woman turned and approached the falls.
Malcolm gasped as she disrobed, casually tossed her dress aside, and
walked down a set of steps to the edge of the plunge pool. Then she
dove in. The voyeuristic elements of the tableau struck Malcolm with a
twinge of guilt, but she had undressed and entered the water so quickly
that he hardly had time to react. Presumably she would soon reemerge.
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What then should he do? He would have some difficulty averting his
eyes. What would Shanna do in such a circumstance? For the moment
he simply watched her swim. Repeatedly she rose to the surface and
then descended to the bottom of the clear pool. Her actions seemed
deliberate, almost choreographed.
A few minutes later she emerged from the water. Malcolm did not
move, nor did he turn his eyes. The decision to look, to examine
Terranova in an intimate manner at this time, in these specific places
had already been made. It had been thoroughly debated, and although
the controversy did not abate, a consensus had emerged. And Shanna
herself was in the facility participating, watching. Malcolm decided to
gaze and not worry about it. Her skin and her form were flawless,
without blemishes, and seemingly lacking even a trace of body hair.
Malcolm was transfixed.
The naked woman dried herself with a towel and was then
approached by the elder, who carried several baskets. The tall woman
had disappeared. Chanting again, this time harshly, the old woman
reached into one of her baskets, pulled out a handful of white power,
and threw it across the young woman’s body. The action seemed
almost violent, preparing Malcolm for the slapping and striking that
followed. White powder was followed by brown, then black, and
finally red. The young woman stood still through the ordeal, bearing
her physical insults with composure. Finally, the tall woman reappeared
and began to gently brush off the colored dust. She then helped dress
the newcomer in clothing like her own. The three women then retreated
to the interior of the building, vanishing from Malcolm’s sight.
Malcolm waited, but they did not re-emerge. He listened at the
door, but heard little. Fascinated by what he had just seen, he was not
about to leave the room. He began to inspect the mosaics, looking for
scenes of the rites that he had just witnessed. After a few fruitless but
diverting minutes, he heard new voices approaching the entry arch. He
swiveled back to face it and saw two persons approaching. Again it was
a young woman and an older man. This woman was as dark as the
previous one had been pale. Again, the bestowal of the necklace was
followed by the departure of the man. Malcolm noticed that the man’s
feet never extended beyond the threshold of the archway. There was
again the approach to the pool, again the singing (although in a
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strikingly different style), again … again … again. As before, Malcolm
watched.
Some time later, the ceremony evidently concluded, the three
younger women conversed for a spell, and then the tall one disappeared
into the building. She emerged shortly with three bundles, accompanied
by three huge dogs. The next event was altogether unexpected and
rather delightful. The two newly arrived women were evidently being
introduced to the animals in a stylized manner that concluded with wet
doggy kisses all over their faces. Malcolm laughed in embarrassment,
as did the light-haired woman.
One of the dogs rolled onto its back but soon sprang upright. It was
a vigorous and apparently healthy animal. Something about it,
however, looked odd and not quite right for a dog. Before Malcolm
could puzzle it out, his attention was drawn to the parcels now being
unbundled. Each one held a long spear, several short spears (darts), an
atlatl (thrower), a bow and arrows, a sword, and several daggers. The
dark woman was handling them eagerly, seemingly with admiration,
while the fair-haired one appeared reticent. The tall one hurried back
inside, returning with a target as the dark one began to string a bow.
Then the scene faded and the room darkened. When the lights came
back on, nothing was visible but a large, bare, white chamber. Malcolm
glanced at his watch: two hours had indeed passed. Intermission now,
and what to do? He needed to talk to someone about the scene. He
opened the door and stepped into the corridor. Immediately confronting
him was a tech staffer engaged in an animated conversation with
another techie and a woman with her back toward him. It was Shanna.
She wheeled around, as surprised to see Malcolm as he was to see her.
“Oh, it’s you.”
“So it is,” Malcolm replied.
“She wouldn’t tell me who was using the room. I didn’t know that
viewing reservations were secret. Is that policy, Malcolm? What about
the transparency that we were promised?”
“I wouldn’t know about that,” Malcolm replied. “To be honest, I
haven’t paid much attention. But what brings you here? I assumed that
you’d be at the docks or up in the residential terraces.”
“Well, I had thought so myself, but I got a bit carried away and
ended up following someone here.”
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“That can’t be. I was alone the entire time. I didn’t even have a tech
agent—”
“I don’t mean an actual body, Malcolm. I was following a Novan.
Two Novans, to be precise.”
“How could you ‘follow’ someone here? It’s self-contained. All of
the viewing rooms depict areas that are isolated from each other. You
can’t just tag after someone.”
“Malcolm, I may not understand this ersatz environment like you
do, but I was aware of that. I didn’t literally ‘follow’ anyone here, but I
did trail two persons through part of the plaza, and, with some help
from Alejandro,” she gestured toward the IIT staffer standing next to
her, “I deduced that they probably ended up here. If they came, they
would have arrived about forty minutes ago. I wanted to be here as
soon as the simulation ended so I could find out from whomever was in
the room whether she, whether they, had actually come.”
“Why this place? Do you know what’s being projected here?”
Shanna’s impatience made her speak more deliberately. “I saw
them step onto one of the bridges leading across the river from the
plaza. From there, they could have walked to any of a dozen farmsteads
or they could have gone to this waterfall, from which I understand, a
trail leads out of the valley and onto the plateau. From what I saw
earlier, I concluded that she was heading off on a long trip. I don’t
think she was going to visit a rustic cousin on the other side of the
river.”
Malcolm was intrigued by her formulation, “from what I saw
earlier,” but decided not to press it. The last thing he wanted was to
have Shanna irritated at him. It gave him an edgy pleasure to be talking
to her again, and his nervousness began to lift. He decided to risk the
truth.
“A young woman, maybe eighteen years old, and a much older
man, perhaps her father? Black skin, dark eyes, straight black hair—
looked like they could be Tamil dalits. Nicely dressed. A very goodlooking pair.”
“That’s them,” Shanna replied, immediately brightening. “Thank
you, Alejandro. Great work.” Addressing Malcolm, she asked
breathlessly, “What happened? What did they do in there?”
“He never came in. They had a short exchange at the entryway, and
then she crossed the threshold alone. After that, well, I don’t think I
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should explain. You should watch it yourself. You can, you know. Or
at least you can in about fifteen minutes.”
Shanna thought before responding. “No, not really. They arrived
here about forty minutes ago, no? And the next session will start at the
beginning, no? So I’d have to wait rather longer than that.”
“You’re in quite the hurry, aren’t you?” Malcolm teased, but he
understood her desire. There was something compelling about that
woman. About all of them. “She’s rather extraordinary, isn’t she? I
don’t suppose that they—all the Novans, I mean—are equally
attractive? I didn’t leave this room so I haven’t seen much.”
Shanna looked at Malcolm keenly as she answered. “They’re a
handsome people, I would say: well-dressed, well-coiffed, wellgroomed, and the men are all clean-shaven. No one begging or in
tatters, and no one obese, for that matter. Good teeth, amazingly good
considering their technological level. But this one does seem
extraordinary. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone quite like her. I don’t
know exactly what it is.”
“I could probably arrange to have the next showing in this room
begin immediately,” added Malcolm. “We could start the presentation
at their arrival at the gateway. That way, we could see a good portion of
her ceremonies during the break.”
Malcolm held his breath in anticipation. Would she be offended by
his offer to bend the rules? Would she be impressed by his influence, or
would she regard it with scorn? He had dropped the term “ceremonies”
as a lure. Her enthusiasm was hardly concealed.
“What, you’d just call up Alexander or something and that would
be that?”
He couldn’t read her voice so he took the question at face value.
“Basically, yes although we’d want Alejandro or Marta”—he gestured
at the two techies—“to locate the precise place in the data stream.”
“Piece of cake,” they responded in unison.
“OK, I’m game,” Shanna replied. “Let’s go.”
“Wait a second. I do have to make a call.”
Moments later, Shanna, Malcolm, and Marta were in the room.
Darkness came, then full light accompanied by the crashing sound of
the waterfall. Shanna was again dumbfounded. She had not given the
actual location a second thought. All that she knew was that there was a
waterfall and a trail.
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 Chapter 20 
An Ancient Discovery

(Shunelia, Terranova)

C

lutching his sword in his left hand, Malan scrambled to retrieve
his spear with his right. The Kulgsh dog that had jarred his
shoulder was still sprawled on the floor, giving Malan an opportunity
for a quick kill. But as he moved toward it, he caught sight of the first
beast that had leaped through the entryway. The dog was bearing down
on Tisha, who had dropped to her seat in terror and was clutching her
spear upwards for protection. Malan hurled his javelin into the animal’s
unarmored hindquarters. Wounded but still deadly, the long-legged
beast closed in on Tisha, knocking her spear away with one swipe of its
head. The Shunelian dogs were little help until Harvest managed to
sneak underneath and tear into its belly. The enraged hound swiveled
wildly, allowing Malan to drive his sword between its armor plates,
deep into its chest.
As Malan pulled out his blade, the other Kulgsh war-dog leaped
onto his back, knocking him over sideways. The animal craned for his
neck, but its armor and the rapid in-and-out assaults from Malan’s four
shepherds made it clumsy. One of the shepherds, Bones, withdrew too
slowly, which allowed the enemy hound to clamp down on its neck.
The ensuing struggle gave Malan time to stand and prepare for a
renewed attack.

192

Terranova

This time the enemy dog feigned high but lunged low, grabbing
Malan’s ankle and biting hard. The cloth padding that Malan had
wrapped around his body offered some protection, but the war-dog’s
thick, hyena-like jaws and bone-crushing teeth shifted and twisted,
soon digging into flesh and then cracking bone. As Malan howled in
pain, Harvest again proved the hero. She flew through the air and
seized the muzzle of the Kulgsh dog, maintaining her grip even as it
released its hold on Malan’s ankle to shake its head manically. Despite
his pain, Malan managed to slash down fiercely on the animal’s lower
back, snapping its spine. Harvest, Sprite, and Thirteen joined in to
finish the beast off.
Glancing at the threshold, Malan saw a confused melee of humans
and dogs. He set toward the turmoil but crumpled as his left foot made
impact. Prone now on the floor, he found himself almost face to face
with Tisha. She was on her side, fumbling with something.
“Malan,” Tisha cried. “Hold my legs and pull hard if one of them
grabs me.”
Not waiting for a response, she slithered between Kolta and
Theelam’s rapidly moving feet and into the thick of the fight. But then
she stopped, propped herself up on her elbows, and raised a narrow
cylinder to her mouth. A second later she reached down to a small case
on her belt and then inserted something into the cylinder before
bringing it again to her lips. Malan watched, mystified and then
dumfounded as the Kulgsh dogs began to drop. Seconds later, Theelam
and Kolta charged out of the room in pursuit of the remainder of the
now-fleeing war pack.
Malan’s first thoughts went to his dogs. Both were immediately at
his side licking and nuzzling, apparently unscathed. It was not so with
his teacher’s animals. Bones was dead, and both Sprite and Thirteen
were slashed and bleeding. He reached out to comfort the wounded
animals as his eyes met Tisha’s. Neither spoke for several seconds.
At length Malan asked, “What happened? What did you do?”
Tisha held out her weapon. “Do you know what this is, Malan? It’s
a blowgun, a weapon from the equatorial archipelago. The darts are
poisoned.”
Malan sat dumbly stroking the dogs, deep in pain and confused. He
wanted to ask for clarification but then there came the sound of Kolta
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and Theelam returning. Malan looked up to see two women and two
dogs entering through the blood-splattered threshold.
“Injuries?” asked Kolta immediately. She was bleeding from
several superficial wounds and generally looked battered and beat, but
her face registered something worse.
“Did the rest escape?” Tisha asked as if to determine the source of
Kolta’s anguish.
“No, they’re all dead,” replied Theelam. “As is Patience.”
Tisha understood and rushed over to embrace her leader. Kolta
broke it off a second later, saying, “No, not now. As I told Malan, we
grieve later. For now, there are wounds that need attention. What is the
situation here?”
Malan reported his cracked ankle and the torn flesh of his teacher’s
dogs. Kolta began to examine the injuries. “This one’s seriously ripped
up,” she said while inspecting Sprite. “Can you help with the surgery,
Malan? I don’t want to operate alone on strange dogs. But here, let me
look at your ankle first.”
“Of course I’ll help. I’m not bleeding much.” Malan reported while
exposing his injury. “But there’s another problem. See how the flesh
has been shredded? It’s sure to become infected. You do know how
they prepare their dogs in circumstances like this?”
Kolta answered blankly, “Yes, I understand septic bites. All our
wounds will have to be cleaned and treated—yours first. We need
water and the medical kit. We have medicine for your pain, but we
can’t wait for it to take effect. Better brace yourself, Malan.”
“Medicine?” Malan asked. “Will it cloud my head? We may have
to fight again.”
“No,” Kolta calmly replied. “We rest now until dawn. All effects of
the drug will be gone by then.”
“But what if they attack again?” Malan protested.
Theelam stepped in to explain. “The current phase of the game is
over. The enemy will devise a new strategy, and they won’t act until
dawn. The Kulgsh never fight at night. Isn’t that your experience?”
Malan had to admit that it was, but he was still confused. Why had
she said “game”?
Clean water was in short supply, but at least the medical kit had
been retained during their flight. Malan bit a leather strap as Kolta
scraped out the wound with a hot steel blade that she had pulled from
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the torch. As she applied the poultice and then tied the bandages, Malan
lost consciousness.
“Perhaps that’s for the best,” Kolta announced as she walked back
to the lineup of injured dogs. “That is, Tisha, if you can handle the
shepherds.”
“Yes, of course,” she replied.
“Let’s start with Steadfast,” Kolta said, looking at one of her own
guard dogs. “He has a nasty gash on his shoulder. I need a clean razor,
the iodine, and the suture kit. Tisha, you comfort him while Theelam
holds the torch.”
“How is it these Shunelian monks fight so well?” Theelam asked as
they worked. “Aren’t they pacifists?”
“It’s been several years since the invasion,” Kolta opined. “Skills
can be acquired.”
“There’s more to it than that,” Tisha added, “especially when it
comes to the Brethren of the Cascades. They are famed throughout
Shunelia as reenactors, and they have long reenacted much more than
the flight of Benevolence. There were many battles in this land during
the days of the Prophet, and they play them out as well.”
“As games, you mean?” Theelam asked incredulously.
Tisha laughed. “They would never put it that way. They take their
historical recreations with dead seriousness. Well, not exactly ‘dead.’
Fatalities are rare, but the physical exertion and training are real
enough. Why don’t you ask Malan about it when he wakes up? He’d
talk if you frame your questions properly.”
Neither Theelam nor Kolta responded, having little desire to frame
their questions to fit the worldview of a Shunelian apprentice monk.
“I suppose we should count ourselves lucky with our own injuries
as minor as they are,” Kolta said as she finished sewing up the last
wounded dog. “Even so, it’s a shame we don’t have the dog’s
recuperative powers. They’ll all be fine—all except Patience. Could
you two do me a favor? Could you take his body out of the hallway?
Maybe try to bury it under something? He’s been with me since he was
born. His great grandmother was my first dog.”
A few minutes later, the two young women were trudging down the
gloomy corridor weighed down by a pole from which the dead animal
hung. They passed several doorways, unsure whether they should enter
and uncertain what exactly they were supposed to do. The fifth portal
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on the right arrested their progress. Its door, far more massive than the
others, had been removed from its hinges rather than smashed.
“I suppose this is as good a place as any,” Theelam noted as she
held out her torch to throw light on the scene.
The entryway into the room formed another short hallway, turning
at a right angle. It soon turned to the right again, which made it difficult
for them to negotiate their way through. Eventually they entered a
chamber far larger than anticipated: it extended all the way to the outer
wall. It was well illuminated by the late-afternoon sun, its large glass
windows unbroken.
“Oh my!” Tisha exclaimed as she scanned the room. She turned to
her companion, reaching out to touch her arm. “Theelam, it’s a library,
and it looks intact.” Several cases had been overturned, their contents
scattered across the floor, but the others were upright and packed tight
with books.
“Why wouldn’t the monks have sneaked back to rescue these
volumes?” Tisha asked. “They value their libraries above just about
everything.”
The answer dawned on her as she began to read the titles.
Discourse on Sympathy and Suffering read one, Manifold Paths to the
Divine another.
“Heretical texts,” she proclaimed. “Forbidden. Forbidden to anyone
but their highest-ranking monks. That’s why the door was so thick.
That’s why the books are still here.”
“Those sorry Shunelians,” Theelam scoffed, “so afraid of
everything. ‘Oh the horror, an improper manuscript!’ Look, Tisha, I’m
sure you find this fascinating, but I don’t think we should loiter. Kolta
may need us. Let’s just leave the body and go back.”
“Please, Theelam. Please.” Again, Tisha reached out to touch her
companion. “I only need a few minutes. And can’t we put Patience
somewhere else? This is a library—an important library.”
“All right, but hurry.”
Tisha gave Theelam an appreciative glance before she began to
scamper from case to case, trying to assess their contents as quickly as
possible. She stopped when she reached a collection of books
recounting sacred journeys.
“An entire shelf of heterodox itineraries!” Tisha could barely
contain her glee as she began to flip through the volumes. “Original
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Shunelian handbooks,” she said while bringing one of them up to her
nose, “and only slightly moldy. The Voyage of Benevolence to the Land
of the Southern Savages. Benevolence in the Islands of Snow and Ice.
Manuscripts of this title are rare, extremely rare. Of course the whole
thing is spurious. Benevolence never went to Arusha. No wonder they
banned it. Oh, what’s this? Oh my Goddess, it can’t be! It isn’t
possible. Theelam, look!”
After Tisha passed the manuscript, Theelam read the title page
aloud. “A True and Complete Account of the Journey of the Prophet
Benevolence to the Far West, Recounting Her Proselytizing among the
Telarans and her Sojourn in Dalvat Damasht in the City of Damul.”
Although Theelam had no particular interest in or knowledge of the
Prophet, she knew enough history to understand the significance of the
text. Dalvat Damasht: Narai’s home.
“So it does exist,” Theelam said with wonder. “An extraordinary
discovery.”
“Theelam, it’s priceless. It’s the find of centuries! She must have
guided us here herself!”
“Well, I don’t know about that. But our time is out. Let’s just place
the body in the next room and get back to Kolta. She won’t be happy
that we’ve been gone so long.”
Tisha was not sure whether she should tell Malan about the
discovery. The text was after all forbidden to him. But she was certain
of one thing: her own journey was certainly suffused with divine
significance.

 Chapter 21 
Introductions

(Diablo Facility)

I

t seemed to Shanna as if the viewing of the waterfall scene had just
begun when Marta, the tech agent, broke in. “Sorry, but the next
session starts in two minutes, and we’ll have to play this loop over from
the beginning, audience or not.”
Neither Shanna nor Malcolm objected. “I’ll stay,” Shanna
announced. “I’d like to see the whole thing.”
Malcolm thought about remaining as well. He wondered if there
was anything he had missed. He hoped to spend a little more time with
Shanna, but mostly he wanted to keep looking at the Novan women. He
had worried that he would be embarrassed by their nudity in Shanna’s
presence, but her enthusiasm eased his mind. However, he also
acknowledged his responsibility to see more of Terranova than this one
site, and even though he was far from tired, he knew his energy would
soon flag. And what would Shanna think if he were to remain, seeing
again what he had already witnessed when there was so much else to
explore?
The sudden appearance of Bowman Alexander, followed by three
younger companions, put an end to Malcolm’s indecision. Xander was
speaking as they entered the room.

198

Terranova

“There must be something pretty exciting going on in here for you
two to call for a replay during break and, since you’re still standing
here”—he glanced at his watch—“to stay for the next showing. Do you
mind if we stick around?” As no one objected, Xander continued. “Dr.
Malone, I’d like to introduce you to some important people. This is
Cassia Arkin, president and chief of operations at IIT.” Handshaking
began as the introductions continued. “My assistant, Liam Bohne …
and Ms. Arkin’s assistant, Harleigh Kim.”
Harleigh laughed. “Assistants? I thought we were protégés. Don’t
we get to be protégés anymore?”
“I’d prefer associates,” Liam put in.
“And I thought that I was your protégé, Xander, not Cassia’s,”
added Harleigh.
“If you’re trying to embarrass me, you’re succeeding,” Xander
returned, but his smile said otherwise. He turned to Shanna. “I’m afraid
our job designations and lines of responsibility are rather complicated.”
Shanna surveyed her new acquaintances. She had certainly heard of
Cassia Arkin, the official head of IIT. But Shanna had always figured
her to be one of Alexander’s tools, so she had not given her much
attention. Cassia now struck her as a slightly awkward but toughly
competent woman in her mid- to late thirties. Her hair was short and
her clothing business-like: a snug, green, button-down shirt with grey
trousers. Liam looked to be in his early to mid-twenties, handsome,
closely groomed, nattily dressed, and somewhat slight. Harleigh was a
shock. Impossibly young looking, she had a fetching Eurasian
countenance and a gymnast’s body advertised by tight-fitting clothes.
Shanna found her presence disturbing, wondering what a girl of her age
could be doing with this crew, whether as assistant, associate, or
protégé.
“… could we get a quick summary?” Xander was saying.
Malcolm responded. “It’s some sort of ceremony involving three
young women and one old one. The younger women acquire new garb
and weapons. I think they’re preparing for the upcoming battle.”
“Unlikely,” Xander retorted. “We’ve done a thorough analysis of
the defensive works. What was the breakdown, Liam?”
“Almost entirely male. A bit over ninety-eight percent.”
Shanna rose to the challenge. “Two percent is not negligible,
especially considering the concentration of forces.”
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Malcolm seconded Shanna. “You need to see these three. They’re
well-armed and one of them looks like she could have taken down
Heracles. She—,” Malcolm was cut short as the room darkened and
then sprang to life.
“Let’s fast-forward to the approach of the first people,” Cassia
announced. “Too much is going on tonight for us to stand around and
wait.” Shanna raised an eyebrow at the irregularity of the maneuver but
said nothing.
A few seconds later, the light-haired Novan woman and man were
standing in front of them, just beyond the arched threshold. As soon as
they began to exchange words, Cassia sprang to action. “We need to
consult a specialist in ritual speech,” she announced, directing her
comments to both Liam and Harleigh. “And let me know as soon as
you figure out anything about their language.”
Less than a minute later, Harleigh looked up from her tablet to
announce, “I’m waiting on a couple of good speech experts. I’ll tell you
something, though. It’s certainly not A. I’m looking now to see if
anyone else has been speaking whatever it is.”
“What are you talking about?” Shanna demanded. “A? What does
that mean?” Then, addressing Xander, she continued, “Have you been
surreptitiously recording and analyzing speech before today? That’s not
…”
“No, no,” Xander said in a jocular tone. “We’ve been analyzing
sounds for a little over two hours. It’s just that we were prepared. Fairly
obvious that this would be important, no?” He looked at Liam and
Harleigh, hunched together over a computer tablet. “What are the stats?
Could you fill in some information for our colleagues?”
Harleigh replied. “Seventy-three percent of conversations in the
main plaza have the same phonemic signature. That’s what we’re
calling ‘A.’ The remaining discussions appear to be in a wide array of
languages. We’re up to fifteen—no, let’s see … sixteen now. So we’re
up to P. You gotta to be patient. This takes a lot of data crunching.”
“OK, sixteen languages and counting,” Xander said. “We can now
conclusively state that Fjordlandia is …”
Shanna finished for him. “A highly cosmopolitan society, as befits
the mercantile nexus of an entire planet.”
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“Yeah, I think that’s about right, Dr. Malone,” Xander responded.
A brief pause allowed Liam to add, “Nothing on this language yet, so
perhaps we should say seventeen.”
“Have you examined Blue Oak?” Shanna asked. “If not, you might
want to. Look for a middle-aged woman speaking to the crowd, just a
few minutes into the scene. I suspect that it’s an uncommon language
that later comes up in this room.”
“Good … nice,” said Cassia. “That’s how we get things done. But
right now we need to stop this projection. The scene is getting well
ahead of our analysis.”
Shanna balked this time. “You can’t do that! What if someone else
wants to visit this room? It’s hardly full. What about the agreement?”
Cassia gave an enigmatic look but didn’t speak. Xander did. “I
doubt if anyone else will come: this place is rather obscure. If they do, I
don’t see why they can’t wait. And besides, we’re not going to spend
much time here unless we find something really interesting. There are
many other places to explore.”
Malcolm sensed danger and stepped in. “I think Shanna’s right.
There’s a chance that someone will want to see the falls, and they’re
supposed to be running. Can’t we move into an unscheduled room?”
Shanna glowered at Malcolm. Xander, apparently grasping her
unstated objection, replied. “An unscheduled room? That would be
even more irregular, certainly less transparent. Everything is supposed
to be open to all attendees at this point, so long as a room isn’t full.
Don’t you agree, Professor?” he added while looking at Shanna.
“Of course,” Shanna said tartly.
“Got it! Yes! A perfect fit. Have a listen.” All eyes turned to
Harleigh as she sauntered up brandishing her tablet.
“Got what?” Malcolm and Shanna said almost simultaneously.
The young woman’s smile looked like it would consume her face.
“The language they’re speaking at your little gathering in Blue
Oak, Dr. Malone, and the one that’s later spoken in this room—they are
indeed the same.”
“That’s interesting,” Shanna replied, although it was not. The only
interesting thing was the speed with which Harleigh had performed her
analysis.
“Oh, but that’s not the cool part,” Harleigh returned, beaming and
bouncing. “There are two languages at your party, Dr. Malone. But

M.W. Lewis

201

they’re apparently related, one perhaps more formal, the other more
conversational. I’ve been talking with Periyar and guess what? Come
on, guess!”
Xander looked at Shanna, who answered. “They match languages
on the eastern continent?”
“No, just one does! The ‘conversational’ variant is a perfect match
with the main language of the Eastern continent’s largest city. But we
can’t find the other one at all—the one the second woman and man
speak at the threshold over there. How do we explain that?”
“I don’t know, you brilliant girl!” Xander returned, grinning
broadly as Harleigh flew into his arms and hugged him. Shanna thought
she saw the girl’s tongue flit into his ear.
Shanna could hardly believe Harleigh’s claim. “How could you
figure that out so fast?” she asked, trying to get the image of the
embrace out of her mind.
“Oh, I have access to a little bit of computing power,” Harleigh
replied nonchalantly.
Shanna continued, “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely,” answered Cassia as she examined Harleigh’s tablet.
“We have no idea what they’re saying, but it’s not so complicated to
match sound structures.”
“Can we get a visual image from Periyar as well?” Shanna asked.
“The people at the party look different from the others here, that’s why
I brought up their language. I’d like to see if their physical appearances
match those found on the eastern continent as well.”
“If we are going to gain anything from this conversation,” Xander
interjected, “we need to get out of this room so we can project at will.
Will you look at what’s happening in the scene? We haven’t been
watching them, so we have no idea what they’re doing. We need to
back it up. Cassia?”
“Absolutely.”
“Malcolm?”
“Agreed.”
“Dr. Malone?”
Shanna looked down and pursed her lips. It did not take her long to
say, “Fine.”
A few minutes later, they were all ensconced in a small, wellequipped tech room viewing Novan images, both two- and three-
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dimensional. After watching the initial act at the archway, the group
turned its discussion to skin coloration, which required additional
illustration.
“OK, here’s your party scene, Dr. Malone,” announced Liam. “It
looks like a kin group. Everyone is dark, a few essentially black. Now
take a look at the plaza. Most of the people there are neither dark nor
particularly light. What would be a good Earth analogue?” He
continued before anyone could answer. “But if you move around,
you’ll find a lot of diversity. People have obviously come here from all
over their world. These people or their ancestors”—the scene shifted
back to the party—“must have originated in the southern portion of the
eastern landmass.”
“A mercantile diaspora,” Shanna observed.
“Can we go back to the blonde man and woman at the archway?”
Xander asked. Assent was gained and the Novans reappeared.
“What else do we have on them?” asked Cassia.
After a few seconds of silence, Harleigh piped up. “I’ve finally got
good ritual speech analysis coming in. Let’s see. Formal aspects: meter,
rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and complexity … amazing complexity.
They’re putting forth lots of information. They’ve got to be reciting
memorized lines. People just can’t talk that way, not even Novans.”
“What do you mean, ‘not even Novans?’” Shanna’s intonation now
conveyed only curiosity.
Xander stepped in. “Shanna, we’ve been able to demonstrate that
Novans—or at least Fjordlanders—convey, on average, more
information than we do.” It was the first time that Xander had used her
given name. “They apparently have larger vocabularies. Again, it’s on
average and not necessarily by a huge margin, but it’s clear from all the
data we’ve analyzed. And we’re starting to see this pattern across all
the languages we’re investigating. We’ll have to see how things add up
elsewhere, although I suspect it’ll be the same.”
“No surprise there,” said Malcolm.
“No, not for me. But it certainly is satisfying,” Xander replied.
Shanna contemplated the situation. She was impressed—no,
stunned—by the rapidity and sophistication of Xander and company’s
study of Nova. But she remained skeptical. Were they reading more
into the data than was warranted? Or, more disturbingly, could they
have been conducting clandestine surveillance, reporting things now
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that they had previously discovered? She voiced her concerns, this time
politely with smiles and even a measure of self-deprecating humor.
Xander looked from Cassia to Malcolm. Malcolm responded.
“Shanna, I can assure you that this is the first up-close encounter
that any of us have had with Nova. But we have been preparing.”
“What an understatement, Malcolm,” Xander said when it became
clear that his friend was not going to elaborate. “We have focused,
almost exclusively in some quarters, on Terranova for the past several
years. We have devoted billions of dollars to the cause. So yes, you
might say that we are prepared. Far more prepared, I would hazard to
say, than all other organizations devoted to extra-planetary exploration
put together.”
“Why?” Shanna asked with genuine curiosity. “It could hardly be
profitable.”
Giggles broke out from Harleigh and Liam as Xander bellowed.
“Profitable? Nova is the exact opposite of profitable! No, we are
bleeding here—hemorrhaging.”
A number of questions popped into Shanna’s mind, but she decided
not to pursue them just yet. Instead, she returned to an earlier thread of
conversation. “Why were you not surprised, Mr. Alexander, by the
linguistic complexity encountered here?”
“That’s simple,” Xander replied. “It’s because they are superior.
Their whole fu—their whole planet is. Grasp that, and you’ve begun to
understand Terranova. Everything there is better. The average
Terranovan is a bit smarter—a bit more evolved—than the average
Earthling. Our bell curve is offset to the left of theirs. Our inferiority
will, of course, be difficult, if not impossible for most of us to accept. It
will be so fiercely denied—from right to left, from fundamentalists to
materialists—that we’ll have to tread carefully in our public
pronouncements. But it’s true. Better accept it.”
Shanna thought before responding. “If that’s so, why are they stuck
in a pre-technological economy while we ‘inferiors’ are spying on them
across light years of space?”
“Rather teleological reasoning, Professor Malone,” Xander replied.
“As if we were somehow destined to create a high-tech economy
merely by virtue of our native intelligence.”
Shanna, not expecting such a comeback, was intrigued. “That may
be what you think I think, but that’s not what you think.”
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Xander laughed. “Spot on! Unfortunately, we don’t know, but we
do have a few ideas and we need to learn more. We’d like nothing more
than to have your help in figuring out the puzzle. And in turn, of
course, we’d help you. A bit more interesting, I’d say, than parsing
early-modern trade routes.”
Xander looked at her carefully, as if wondering what mix of flattery
and offense his statement might have conveyed.
Shanna did not take the bait. “A simple continuum of ‘superiority’
and ‘inferiority?’” she asked. “Everything easily pigeonholed. Isn’t that
a rather simple-minded and potentially bigoted schema?”
“Of course it’s far more complicated than that,” Cassia put in,
suddenly stepping forward. “But the basic pattern holds. It’s difficult to
grasp with people. Let’s see … there aren’t, by chance, any dogs in this
scene?”
“Yes,” replied Malcolm, “quite a canine to-do, in fact.”
A few moments later the dogs appeared, bounding out of the
building toward the women.
“Freeze it,” ordered Cassia, “and focus in on one dog. What’s
distinctive about that animal?”
Shanna, feeling patronized, said nothing.
“Malcolm, can you tell?” asked Xander.
“Yes, I can.” Malcolm replied. “I hadn’t put it together before,
although I knew that something was off. Look at its head, Shanna. It
has a kind of forehead. Dogs don’t have foreheads.”
Cassia continued. “The people here may be slightly superior, but
some of the animals—especially the dogs—are markedly so. Exactly
how much, we can’t say. But their cranial capacity is distinctly larger
than that of any canines on Earth, and that’s a solid indication. Since
the Paleocene, most mammalian lines have shown a gradual increase in
brain size. Nova seems to have about a twenty million year advantage
on Earth, at least in regard to the Canidae. Novan animals were
evidently more advanced than ours when Homo sapiens made its
radical appearance.”
Shanna, staring at the dog, was temporarily stumped.
After a few moments of awkward silence, Xander spoke. “Of
course, Terranova itself might look rather primitive compared with
some other planets.”
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Shanna found the discussion disturbing and decided that they
should refocus.
“Can we go back to the rituals?” she asked. “Some interesting
things are happening. You saw the necklace handover? Well, I
witnessed the same act several times today in different places, as well
as something similar with rings. When the dark woman entered the
plaza, the first thing she did was to genuflect in front of a statute. Then
she took off a ring and put it on one of the statue’s fingers. She seems
to be stripping off the markers of her identity.”
“Sounds right,” added Malcolm. “And in the end she seems to be
acquiring a new identity, a much rougher one.”
“Intriguing,” said Xander and Cassia in unison.
Shanna continued. “Shall we return to the performance?”
When the scene recommenced, the blonde Novan woman began to
sing. The observers were rapt, listening intently to her plaintive tones.
Shanna spoke when the song ended. “Do you know that style?
Seconds, sevenths, and ninths? Some find it discordant.” Shanna
looked from face to face, but no one showed recognition. “It’s found on
Earth as well,” she explained, “especially among traditional Bulgarian
female singers. It’s usually done diaphonically. Voix Bulgares? It
enjoyed some limited popularity in the U.S. when I was a young girl.”
Xander glanced at Harleigh, who, looking down at her tablet,
replied, “I’m already on it. OK, here it is. Wait a minute … here’s a
really close fit! You wanna hear? This is just outrageously cool.” She
was again bouncing like a schoolgirl.
Shanna looked askance, finding her display—indeed, her very
person—unsettling.
“Let’s get back to the scene,” Shanna said, as the tones of a
Thracian harvest song, recorded in late twentieth century Bulgaria,
filled the room.

 Chapter 22 
Battle Begins

(Erdai Ridge, Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

A

s first light crept over the rugged landscape, Awtn braced himself
for the drums of dawn. Once the first thrums sounded, faint
though they would be at this distance, the battle would commence, and
he would face the greatest trial of his life. He had not slept, having
struggled feverishly through the night with his two companions to
assemble the war engine and then drag the massive projectile to their
base. It was hidden behind a clump of scrubby pines below their
opponent’s stronghold.
After successfully meeting the physical challenge, Awtn faced an
equally difficult mental test in fixing the settings on the trebuchet in the
dark. If his aim was off, the great stone would miss the building, almost
certainly dooming their mission. But he had been able to measure the
angles, establish the distance, and estimate the weight of the stone the
previous day—apparently while avoiding detection—and had run
through the calculations many times. He was reasonably confident that
they were correct.
With his trepidation mounting, Awtn scanned the landscape
through his scope, hoping to gain some new bit of knowledge that
might provide an extra sliver of advantage. The sun was now
illuminating the observation kiosk, which was situated to the west
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along the same ridgeline that held Eshat’s stronghold. How many
Ascended Lords would be gathered there to observe the morning’s
proceedings? Perhaps all twelve. The Emperor himself was presumably
too ill to attend, but he might have been carried in. Surely he would be
keenly interested in the contest, preordained though its outcome
seemed.
Awtn’s gaze moved eastward toward Eshat’s position. The
ridgeline dropped off sharply before rising up again in a virtual cliff
just to the west of the little redoubt, precluding any assault from that
direction. Awtn turned his attention to the building itself and the stone
platform on which it stood. Once more, he was struck by how
insubstantial the little fort seemed. More troubling than the edifice itself
were the half-dozen stone shooting podiums that ringed the edge of the
platform, each of which would give almost full protection to an archer
while allowing easy shots downslope through slots in the masonry.
Not encouraged by the enemy’s defensive setup, Awtn scrutinized
two of their own prospective shooting positions, located upslope
between their present locations and the platform. He had selected three
such protected niches the previous day: one for himself, one for Dahil,
and one for Gatli. Only the former two positions were currently visible.
Gatli’s position lay on the opposite, north-facing slope. As Awtn’s gaze
continued to inch downslope, it finally came to rest on the line of flags
and pennants, emblems of the two opposed contingents, that marked
the edge of the battle zone. Neither he nor his two colleagues could
cross that line until the drums sounded, but surely that would happen at
any moment.
Still waiting, Awtn contemplated his measurement of angles and
distances, hoping he had gotten them right. So much of his plan rested
on simple geometry. If the topographical maps that he had obtained at
the Imperial Library were accurate, the shooting positions he selected
would be hidden from their opponents, but just barely. In any event, he,
Gatli, and Dahil all had to reach their locations first, which even a
direct, smashing blow against the stronghold would not ensure.
Awtn could not help but ponder the incongruity of the situation. It
was his charge to reach the highest of the three destinations while
Commander Gatli’s position was the easiest to obtain. Awtn had never
been one to seek danger, nor had Gatli ever been one to shirk it. But as
all their subsequent plans rode on Awtn’s reaching the high ground,
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Gatli had consented. If Awtn could only get to the sheltered spot on the
saddle of the ridgeline just to the east of the stronghold, he would be
able to see both Gatli and Dahil, located on the north and south slopes
respectively, as well as the three crucial sides of their enemies’
position. Once there, Awtn would orchestrate their tactics, using birdwhistles, signal flags, and coded rock tosses to let Gatli and Dahil know
when they could take safe shots and where their targets would be. That
is, if he had gauged the lines of sight correctly.
Gatli’s real reason for agreeing to Awtn’s unconventional plan was
psychological. Gatli understood that Eshat would not allow anyone to
kill Awtn or Dahil, whose identities would be immediately apparent by
their colors (Awtn in his blue councilor’s garb and Dahil wearing the
orange of the second-in-command). If either of them were to die, Gatli
would survive—the battle ending at first death—something that Eshat
could hardly tolerate, having publicly boasted that he would personally
slaughter his rival. Awtn therefore did not expect to perish, although he
thought he might end up with a couple of arrows lodged in his thighs.
In fact, he gave that a one-third chance, depending on who was
defending the approach he would be charging. Eshat and Pelg would
not risk shooting, fearing that they might inadvertently kill him. The
marksman Koro, on the other hand, almost certainly would.
The drumbeats finally sounded. Dahil’s ax immediately fell,
severing the ropes that held up the counterweight. As the massive load
fell downwards, up sprang the lever, catapulting the great stone
skyward. Awtn immediately sprang forward, as did Gatli and Dahil,
scrambling hard upslope across the rough-edged scree.
Now that the battle was started, Eshat and his comrades were
allowed to leave their tiny fort to examine the scene below. As Awtn,
Gatli, and Dahil struggled upward, they made increasingly easier
targets, and vulnerable ones at that, because they had abandoned armor
in the interest of speed. Only the confusion and, with luck, injuries
generated by a direct hit would allow them to reach their minuscule
corners of safely. If the damage were severe enough, they might even
attain their sanctuaries undetected. An even better outcome, of course,
would be the death of one of their adversaries crushed by the stone
itself or by the collapsing roof. In that case, the enemy’s trumpet of
defeat would sound, the battle would be over, and victory would be
theirs.
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As he struggled upward, Awtn quelled his expectation of hearing
that horn. As time passed without its sound, he began to lose hope that
one of the enemy had died, unless of course all were dead, severely
injured, or trapped in the wreckage and hence unable to sound the
trumpet. Could he allow himself to consider that possibility? As he
approached his destination without incident, Awtn began to think that
such a miracle might have occurred until an arrow whizzed over his
head, wildly off target. Puzzling over why the shot was so poorly
aimed, he ducked behind the protecting rock.
The previous evening, sequestered in their ridge-top lair, Eshat had
given his second-in-command explicit instructions. “Wake me when
the drums sound, but not one second earlier. I’m short on sleep.”
“But my lord,” Pelg had implored, “shouldn’t we prepare ourselves
before battle is joined?”
A contemptuous look from his superior convinced Pelg that further
remonstrations were pointless. He was dumbfounded, however, when
Koro, the sniper specially recruited for this contest, casually chimed in,
“Oh, in that case, could you wake me at the same time? I, too, need to
be well rested. Important for one’s aim, you know.”
Pelg inwardly fumed, incensed that he should be so addressed by
an inferior, but as he looked to his commander he knew that he would
get no support. Both of the other men were now smiling broadly,
signaling supreme confidence. Koro’s large-toothed grin coupled with
his scraggly beard and over-sized lips made him look ridiculous.
Hardly tremarctos despite his appellation, Koro reminded Pelg more of
a deranged beaver than a spectacled bear.
“Don’t fret, my brother,” Eshat exclaimed heartily. “Nothing will
happen tomorrow. They’ll just wait. What else could they possibly do?
Catapult themselves up the slope?” Both he and Koro chuckled snidely
at the little joke. “So on second thought,” Eshat continued, “don’t wake
me until you have something substantive to report. You and Koro can
guard the approaches until then.”
Pelg was distressed by his commander’s attitude. Eshat was
maintaining the same stance he had adopted upon learning of the
arrangements for the final battle, his amusedly disdainful attitude
remaining fully in character. But Pelg realized that there was nothing
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he could do, nothing that would not anger his superior and exacerbate
his own problems.
Halfway through the night, Pelg awoke with a feeling of dread.
Failing to get back to sleep, he opened the south-facing shutters and
stared out into the darkness, contemplating the coming fight. His
ruminations were interrupted by vague noises emanating from the
lower slope. He focused, but could not make out anything distinctive.
Could they be doing something, building some kind of contraption
perhaps in preparation for an assault? If he had a more reasonable
commander he would wake him to broach the matter, but with Eshat
that was out of the question. No, he would have to mindlessly obey
orders and do nothing until the enemy came into sight. Even then,
Eshat would probably be irritated by any mention of “curious noises.”
As the first hint of light appeared, Pelg, already dressed for battle,
rose and refocused his attention. This time he definitely heard sounds
coming from behind a clump of whitebark pines on the south slope, the
only substantial vegetation in the vicinity. He would have to point out
the possible danger to his commander as soon as possible.
When the drumbeats sounded from the observation kiosk, Pelg
moved toward his sleeping leader, intending to wake him. Before
reaching Eshat’s cot, however, he paused and then pivoted toward the
south-facing door, deciding to find out if anything was visible or
audible before rousing his unpredictable superior. Just as he opened the
latch, a massive rock smashed into the roof directly above him. Down
came the header, a handful of rafters, and a great weight of tiles,
snapping several of Pelg’s bones and pinning him to the floor. He
barely had the strength to call out to his comrades as they were startled
out of sleep.
Eshat and Koro, habituated to the routine demands of battle,
quickly roused themselves. By the time he got to his feet, Eshat faced a
crucial decision. Should he rush outside to ascertain the danger, or
should he and Koro first free Pelg from the wreckage? The first option
might seem cowardly, showing more concern for his own safely than
for the life of his lieutenant. Besides, Gatli and company would have to
charge up the slope before they could present any real danger. Then
again, another projectile might be coming. But how was such an attack
even possible? More to the point, how could it be legal? Think, he told
himself, but his mind remained cloudy.
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Eshat’s reverie was cut short by an exclamation from Koro, who
was on his knees amid the debris. “Lift here, my lord,” he implored,
“and we’ll quickly free him.”
Ignoring a flash of anger at receiving a seeming command from an
underling, Eshat set to lifting and pulling. The two men extracted Pelg,
ripping off his eagle-crested mantle in the process, and then dragged
him away from the wreckage. He was severely hurt, presenting Eshat
with another agonizing decision. If Pelg’s injuries were life threatening,
it was his duty to call a recess in the battle. That, however, was the last
thing he wanted.
Eshat stared steely into his lieutenant’s eyes. “Pelg?” was all that
he said.
“I’ll make it,” Pelg replied bravely through his pain, “but I can’t
walk. Just pull me over to a window, open the shutters, and prop me up
with a couple of loaded crossbows. I can still guard the approach.”
“Very well,” Eshat replied, suddenly concerned about the passage
of time.
He and Koro manhandled their wounded comrade into position.
Pelg groaned, but at least he was not losing much blood. The task
accomplished, Eshat faced yet another choice: which approach to man?
The stone had evidently been launched from the south slope, tempting
Eshat to head in that direction. But Gatli, he suddenly figured, would
likely be charging up the opposite, less-steep side. He bolted for the
north, ordering Koro to take the south.
An instant later, Eshat reached the edge of the platform, bow in
hand, searching intently for enemy activity. He saw nothing, but he
knew that Gatli or Dahil might have been able to reach a small outcrop
within easy shooting range. Eshat paced with fast and jerky motions
along the edge of the platform, trying to find an angle that would allow
him to see—and shoot—some portion of whatever body might be
lurking behind the rock. Failing to find anything, he decided to consult
the others. He turned his head to shout out a coded message, saw a
flash of movement, and felt the sting of a crossbow bolt grazing his left
side. Down he fell, skittering as quickly as possible over the smooth
stone surface to the safety of the nearest shooting podium.
Eshat kicked himself for allowing the enemy to have made such a
close shot. But how had he done it while remaining hidden? They must
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be using mirrors, a rare and contemptible tactic, but evidently a legal
one as far as this battle was concerned.
“They’ve got periscopes affixed to crossbows,” Eshat hollered in
code to his comrades. “Remain in safe positions!”
“Don’t worry, my lord,” shouted Koro. “I wouldn’t think of leaving
the podium. Their second is hidden just below me. I saw a flash of his
colors but couldn’t take a shot. If he moves out of cover, he’s mine.”
“Very well,” Eshat yelled back. “But be patient and remember: the
kill is mine. I take out their commander.” Eshat smiled grimly, sure
now that Gatli was hiding just below his position (Awtn never could
have made such a shot), and he had nowhere to run.
But then Eshat realized that his call had failed to elicit a response
from Pelg. His stomach clenched as his mind began to race. If both
Gatli and Dahil had been able to get as high as they had, could that
pathetic runt Awtn have actually reached the saddle? That would not
present any real threat, so long as Pelg remained capable of defense.
But Eshat was no longer sure about that. Why had he not responded?
Could he have passed out? If so, might that little shit Awtn be able to
sneak up and kill his second-in-command? If that were to happen, the
humiliation would be unbearable. Something had to be done.

 Chapter 23 
Shanna’s Decision

(Diablo Facility)

M

alcolm had a metallic taste in his mouth, and his head was
beginning to pound. “It’s 4:00 AM, and I’m beat,” he
complained. “I didn’t sleep well last night.” No one seconded his
observation.
“We’ve probably spent enough time here for now,” conceded
Xander as he glanced around the tech room. “Those who are still game
might want to go back to one of the main halls or check out another one
of the secondary rooms. But first, I have an important question for all
of you. Just how significant do you think these three women are?
Granted, they are intriguing, captivating even. But there are many
significant things going on elsewhere on Nova. To put it bluntly, is it
worth our while to keep investigating them? Do you think they’ll play a
major role in the coming struggle?” No one answered. “Malcolm?”
“I can’t say why,” Malcolm replied, “but I do feel that they’re of
some importance. Then again, I’ve yet to see anyone else on Nova.”
“OK. Professor Malone?”
Shanna was slumped in her chair. “Does it matter?” she responded.
“Haven’t we exhausted the possibilities? How many analyses have we
run? What else is there to do?”
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It seemed to Shanna that Xander suppressed a smile. “No,” he
replied. “We haven’t been exhaustive. There are many other
possibilities. We could, for example, go back to your original party
scene and subject it to similar scrutiny.”
“Of course,” Shanna responded. “But there’s plenty of time for that
down the road. Why does it matter now whether these three women are
important?”
Xander thought for a few seconds before responding. “It matters to
me, to us, Dr. Malone. We’d like to know what your intuition says. We
know Malcolm’s perspective. I don’t think it’s too much to ask for
yours.”
“I don’t necessarily put a large store in intuition.”
“That doesn’t matter. I do.” Xander countered. “This is important,
Shanna. Give it some thought before you respond.”
The room went silent, only to be interrupted by a loud sigh from
Malcolm, followed by a quiet, “oh no.”
“What is it Malcolm?” Xander asked. “Are you getting some bad email at four in the morning?”
“No,” Malcolm said, looking up from the phone cradled in his
hands. “It’s Merrick. He was at a party that just got busted and
evidently something illegal was going on. He’s in police custody right
now.”
“Probably just under-aged drinking, Malcolm. I wouldn’t worry too
much,” consoled Xander.
“Be that as it may,” Cassia cut in, “you should get to him as soon
as possible. Take the helicopter. Liam, could you make the
arrangements? And Harleigh, you should call Frank. They’re going to
need a lawyer.”
Malcolm gave a grateful nod, said goodbye, and left the room.
Within minutes, the necessary arrangements had been made so that the
rest of the group could return to the issue at hand.
“OK, I’ll tell you what I think,” Shanna finally said. “I have a
hunch that the Novans we’ve been watching are very significant. But I
also doubt the professionalism of that judgment. Anyway, it’s all beside
the point. It’s not like we could follow them, find out where they’re
going or what they’re doing. If another Novan surveillance session
were to be authorized and carried out, it would be months, if not years,
in the future. We’ll never see these three again. So what’s the point?”
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Shanna carefully examined Xander’s face. This time she definitely
detected a censored grin. She did not let it go.
“OK, what are you not telling me?” Shanna demanded, her eyes
swiveling quickly from Xander to Cassia, Liam, and Harleigh. She
could read their faces, all but Cassia’s, well enough to confirm her
suspicion. Barely maintaining her composure, she stared directly at
Xander while coldly saying, “I’m going to get angry very soon. I have
been totally forthcoming with you, collaborating this evening as closely
as possible. And now you’re keeping something from me. I will not be
treated this way. Not by you, not by anyone.”
Xander was now suppressing laughter, intensifying Shanna’s
disquiet. “No point, I suppose,” he allowed, “in trying to keep any
secrets around you.” He glanced quickly at Cassia, and after she gave
an almost imperceptible nod, he continued. “Professor, you are quite
right. There is more. Much more.”
“So you were simply lying,” Shanna said, “when you told me that
everything was above-board with tonight’s presentation?”
“No,” Xander replied slowly. “Everything was transparent up to
that point. Of course we’ve been a little secretive over the past few
hours, haven’t we?”
“So now you’re saying that you practice superficial honesty in
order to mask deeper dishonesty? And I’m complicit?”
“No, you’re not ‘complicit.’ But right now I’m not concerned with
principles. I’m interested in the specifics of our situation.”
“And what precisely are the ‘specifics’ that you find so intriguing,
Mr. Alexander?” Shanna asked bitingly.
Xander’s tone of voice suddenly shifted. “I’d like to elaborate, I
really would. But I’m not sure I can trust you. Suddenly you’ve turned
hostile, which reminds me that I am your enemy. You’re not mine, rest
assured. Far from it. But I don’t suffer any delusions about how I’m
viewed by others. You do hate me, don’t you?”
“I … I …” Shanna was stunned into stammering. Recovering, she
shifted tense. “I have hated you. I don’t know how I feel now.”
“Well, at least there’s been progress. But how can I share
confidences with someone who might well loathe me as well as our
whole endeavor? And yes, you have indeed ‘collaborated’ with us this
evening. That is precisely the correct word. But the process has been
mutual. We have profited by your insight, and you have benefited by
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ours and by our technical analyses. I think the slate is roughly balanced
at this point, don’t you?”
“Xander, would you like us to leave now?” asked Cassia.
“Dr. Malone, would you like Cassia and our young protégées to
leave? We could continue this discussion with or without them.
Alternatively, the conversation could simply come to an end. We could
part company, and that would be that. It’s up to you. The ball is in your
court.”
“Part company, just like that? That would be acceptable to you? I
know that you have a secret. You know that I know that you have a
secret. Doesn’t that make me a threat to you?”
“Not really,” Xander responded. “Go tell all your friends and
colleagues that we’re plotting something. They’ll believe you: they
always suspect the worst of me. That’s a given. So you tell, and I deny.
But if you go on a crusade, I might snap back, wholly within the
framework of the law, of course. If that were to happen, you would
suffer more than I. No, Dr. Malone, I’m not frightened of you.”
“So now you’re threatening me?”
“I merely responded in kind. The game we are playing is called ‘tit
for tat.’ You said, ‘doesn’t that make me a threat to you?’ Isn’t that a
veiled threat?”
Cassia nudged her compatriots, and the three of them quietly
slipped away as Xander gave a nod.
Shanna stepped back in. “If you have no fear of me, how could I
possibly threaten you? You must be adept at assessing danger.”
Xander chuckled before saying, “Excellent point, Professor. You
win. I retract fully. Go ahead and say anything that you like about me.
I’ll do nothing in return. I promise.”
“Now you make it sound as if that’s what you want me to do,”
Shanna said with exasperation.
“Of course not!” Xander laughed. “What I want you to do is focus
all of your considerable intellectual gifts on Terranova—in particular,
on those three young women. Isn’t that what you want yourself? What I
want is to help you get what you want.”
Shanna bit her lip before responding. “Yes, I guess you have me
figured out. I do want to learn everything I can about them. But how
can I participate in your project if I’m hobbled? If vital information is
kept from me?”
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“That’s the rub, isn’t it?”
Shanna faced Xander squarely, trying to think several steps ahead.
In a second she made the leap. “Is there an offer forthcoming, Mr.
Alexander?”
“Oh yes, indeed,” replied Xander rubbing his hands, pleased that
she had so rapidly cut through the preliminaries.
“Could I please hear it now? In its simplest form?”
“OK, Dr. Malone. You deserve as much. In fact you deserve more
than that. A lot more. So that’s what we are offering: everything you
need and anything you want. First, absolute disclosure on our part. No
more secrets. Second, whatever your research requires, so long as it’s
feasible. Third, anything you desire personally, you get. I imagine
you’re grossly underpaid.” Xander’s tone, like his expression, was
wholly serious.
“You mean, if I ask you for a million dollars?”
“It’s yours.”
“A billion?”
“That’s a silly question, so why ask it?”
“OK, I’ll ask a weightier question. What do I owe in exchange for
such fathomless generosity? My soul?”
“No,” Xander replied with a smile. “Our requests are quite simple.
Just two conditions. The first, that you devote your talents to our Novan
research project, has already been stated.”
“And the second?”
Xander did not hesitate. “That you keep our confidences. While
you can leave at any point, secrecy must be forever and absolute. Once
you have real inside information, you could seriously compromise the
project.”
“If it’s so important, how do I know that you won’t put me under
surveillance? What happens to my privacy?”
“That’s not a bad question. We used to do things like that, although
never to anyone like you. But I swear we won’t. I will trust you. We do
trust you. Absolutely. And you would have to trust us in return.”
“Can I?”
“Ask Malcolm. He’ll tell you. Look, I’ll admit I’ve been guilty of
many things, but I’ve always kept my word. I couldn’t have done what
I have were that not the case. All truly successful enterprises have to
rest on trust. Think about it that way. Alternatively, we could set you
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up with our counter-surveillance unit. You can imagine how
professional it is.”
“So why would you trust me, Mr. Alexander? You just said that
you couldn’t, but now you will?”
Xander responded carefully. “Because I know that you have
integrity. I may not fully trust you now, but that’s only because you
haven’t given me your pledge.”
Shanna cupped her hands to her face, hard in thought. After some
moments she said quietly, “I don’t suppose that I’m going to get any
additional information before deciding?” Xander merely shook his
head. “In that case,” she continued, “I’ll need time to think it over.”
“We don’t have much. A day, no more. But I’d rather start sooner.
There’s a lot to do.”
“Why the rush?”
“No, that would give it away. I’ve already said too much. You just
need to decide: in or out.”
“And if I choose ‘out?’”
“You’ll do what you will. We’ll read your postings on Nova,
Malcolm will read and cite them, and you’ll probably read and cite his.
That’s about it. A little knowledge will be gained and shared.”
Shanna’s face contorted. She needed time alone to think. She also
needed to sleep on it, but that hardly seemed possible. Her stomach was
already in knots, and she feared that she would become physically ill.
“I’ll need the twenty-four hours, Mr. Alexander, or at least twelve.
Could we meet again in the afternoon?”
Xander suppressed a sigh. “Very well, Dr. Malone. Tomorrow at
5:00 PM. Would my office do?”
Shanna felt world-weary as she walked through the IIT corridors
back to her small guest room. The passageways seemed sterile, almost
eerily so. The first thing she did upon reaching her quarters was take a
sleeping pill. Then she showered, brushed her teeth with extra vigor,
changed into her nightclothes, and slid into the unfamiliar bed. She
would let her thoughts run as they would before the soporific effects
hit.
She seemed to be in an impossible bind. Joining Xander’s team
would contradict her most basic beliefs. How could she even
contemplate it? Besides the stench of radical meritocracy, hedonistic
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“religion,” and nauseating levels of wealth, they would be working in
secret and probably outside the law (although how did the laws of Earth
apply to extra-planetary exploration anyway?). She would be teaming
up with a man of chilling moral qualities: a monstrous egotist and most
likely a serious criminal, at least in his earlier years. Bowman
Alexander had, moreover, embraced a panoply of bizarre and
inconsistent ideas—speaking like a hard-core Darwinian evolutionary
psychologist one minute and a moss-backed intelligent-design
fundamentalist the next. He appeared to be having a physical
relationship with a girl who looked to be about fourteen. For years she
had considered him the sum of all things reprehensible, and now she
was contemplating selling out to him? How could that be?
And while the psychological costs to saying “yes” were substantial,
the social price could be devastating. She would probably be disowned
by most of her friends and colleagues. Working on Nova had already
proved damaging. Why would a historian, after all, be examining
another planet? Historians, her more conservative colleagues insisted,
worked with documents in archives. They certainly did not study
satellite images. And then to team up with Bowman Alexander? Would
people even speak to her if they found out? Then again, would they
find out? Was that inevitable? Could she be as secretive as the
GImGees? Probably not. That just was not who she was.
Having reached a “no,” she decided to inhabit the position for a
while to see how it felt. Equally bad, she soon discovered. She just
could not bear to miss out on whatever it was that Xander and company
were brewing. Shanna had to admit that she was entranced by the dark
Novan woman. What did her dreams signify? If at all possible, she had
to find out. If they could get more information about her, Shanna just
could not refuse.
Shanna also realized how deeply she was drawn to the facilities
themselves. The prospect of exploring Nova on mediocre, twodimensional view-screens punctuated with occasional visits to out-ofdate ghost rooms had lost much of its appeal tonight. Finally, as
uncomfortable as it had sometimes been, Shanna had to admit that it
was an attraction to be with Malcolm. The thought of collaborating
with him had quick appeal. They had worked well together before, and
it was clear that they would be able to do so again.
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Even Bowman Alexander, Shanna had to admit, was attractive in
his own way. Despite herself, she found him oddly charming and
consistently compelling. There was something inspiring about his
energy and seemingly perennial good cheer. She found his willingness
to bend rules, as a well as his disregard for convention, almost alluring.
But why should that be? Unlike so many women, she had never been
attracted to rakish bad boys. She made a mental note to delve into her
own psyche to ponder that question.
And the others? A mixed bag, to be sure. Liam was clearly a draw.
His manner was easy, his style of interaction personable, his charm
palpable. Could he be gay? Harleigh was plenty attractive in her own
right but so damn young! Cassia, on the other hand, seemed an odd
bird, perhaps not adequately socialized, possibly borderline autistic.
No, that probably was not right. While Cassia did not always make eye
contact, Shanna had sensed several times that she was secretly staring
at her, which was hardly an autistic trait.
Above all, Shanna was intensely curious about the secret being
withheld. What exactly would she be missing if she were to walk
away? Alexander and his associates seemed to have access to
additional information, but of what kind? Did they, despite their
denials, possess Novan recordings that they had concealed from the
public? If so, could they pertain to the three women? They were, after
all, the focus of attention. Had not Xander said as much? Shanna found
it almost intolerable that he, Malcolm, Cassia, and the two youngsters
would have access to information on the Novan women that was denied
to her.
So why was she, Shanna Malone, a successful, middle-aged
professor, obsessed with a young woman whom she would never meet
and interact with? Had she really seen her in her dreams? The sensation
that had seemed so real in the initial viewing of the party had now
faded, much like the dreams themselves. But it was not just the woman,
it was everything about her: her planet, her continent, her valley, her
city, her companions, her actions. It was all so enticing—the best, most
realistic dream one could ever hope for. Shanna began to run through
the Novan images, not struggling to remember the details but just
letting the scenes play themselves out. That proved calming and
eventually relaxing. Sleep followed.
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It was well after noon before Shanna rose. Her head ached, leading
her to regret her late night as well as the sleeping pill. She brewed a cup
of strong green tea and sat at the little table of her guest room, looking
out through the sliding glass door at the terraced garden and then to the
hills beyond. On the third level of the ziggurat, her room afforded an
excellent view of patchy landscapes of the Diablo Range, velvet greens
in their full spring splendor. Sipping tea and taking in the scenery,
Shanna found her mind gradually clearing. But returning to the issue at
hand, she realized that she was no closer to reaching a decision than she
had been when the offer was broached.
Shanna decided to play out the day in indecision. Perhaps she
would have an epiphany before meeting Alexander, she told herself as
she rummaged through the clothing hanging in the guest room closet.
Shanna routinely over-packed, but nothing seemed right this morning.
In the end she opted for her most businesslike ensemble, a white blouse
with a dark grey jacket and matching gaucho pants. As she pulled on
her high black boots, she almost felt ready to face the world.
As the day progressed, nothing presented itself. Shanna did not feel
entirely well, her bodily sensations edging her toward a “no” decision.
She wanted to lose herself in the main hall where the Novan plaza was
still being projected but found it impossible. She repeatedly found
herself being accosted by colleagues, acquaintances, and even strangers
who wanted to ask her opinion—or provide their own—on some aspect
of Novan society. Shanna just wanted to look, not talk.
By mid afternoon, Shanna abandoned the plaza. She decided to
have a quiet lunch by herself and jot a quick note to her sister. She had
contemplated talking to Gwen about her dilemma, but she knew that
her artist sister was frantically preparing for an exhibit. Shanna entered
one of the IIT cafeterias, which was tastefully decorated with black
walnut wainscoting, and made for an empty table. Almost as soon as
she sat down, Liam and Harleigh entered the room with laden trays.
“Hey, Shanna,” Harleigh called out. “Mind if we join you?”
“I suppose not,” Shanna replied guardedly. “I was going to write...”
“Ah, come on, girl,” Harleigh interrupted. “You need some social
interaction. We spend enough time as it is hunched over our tablets.
And we—Liam and me, that is—want to get to know you better. If
we’re going to be working together—”
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“Harleigh,” Liam cut in, “you know that Dr. Malone hasn’t made
her decision yet. You’re being rather presumptuous.”
“Well, I’m just the presumptuous sort, aren’t I?” Harleigh
responded while sitting down next to Shanna. “So, to keep in character,
I’ll just presume that it’s OK to ask ‘Dr. Malone’ a personal question.”
“What kind of ‘personal question?’” Shanna drew back, visibly
wary.
“Nothing to get huffy about! It’s just that Liam and I were trying to
figure out your biography. He says that you were basically raised in
Asia, but I think that you grew up in the States and just made a lot of
overseas trips.”
Shanna sighed. “I don’t see how that could be of any interest. And
couldn’t you just check the Wikipedia?”
“We have,” Liam replied. “Your entry is detailed on your
scholarship, but sketchy about your personal life.”
“Shanna,” added Harleigh. “Don’t get defensive! We want to know
because we like you. We want to be your friends. That’s allowed, isn’t
it?”
Shanna eyed the girl before responding, not certain what to make of
her. She decided to answer openly. “I spent less than half of my
childhood in Asia and a little more in the U.S., but we were never in
one place for more than a few years. My parents were always jumping
around from one university to another, and they found every
opportunity they could to take sabbaticals overseas. Cochin, Jakarta,
Hong Kong, and Seoul—a year in each, punctuated by longer stays in
Iowa City, Bloomington, Durham, and Chicago. I never really had a
home.”
“Cool!” Harleigh enthused. “Well, kind of a drag not having a
home, but to have traveled like that as a kid. No wonder you speak so
many languages.”
“So how old were you when you lived in Cochin?” Liam asked.
“I’ve always wanted to go to Kerala myself.”
“I was eight,” Shanna returned. “That’s what ultimately launched
me on my career. I’ll never forget visiting the Cochin synagogue,
which had been essentially abandoned by then. All that Chinese tile
work and porcelain decorating a Jewish house of worship on India’s
Arabian Sea coast. I was mesmerized, started fantasizing about sea
voyages and exotic locales. Ever since then I’ve been trying to figure
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out how it all fits together, how trade networks and cultural exchange
made the modern world.”
“Wow!” Harleigh responded, clapping her hands. “That is so
awesome.”
“That is intriguing,” put in Liam. “But it strikes me as odd that an
eight-year-old would be so taken with a synagogue, exotic decorations
or not.”
“Hmm, odd,” Shanna reflected. “Well, I suppose you could say that
about me. But there was more to it. My best friend back in
Bloomington was Orthodox Jewish. The two of us had spent a lot of
time trying to figure out our religious differences and what they meant,
and I was missing her terribly. We also had several Indian and Chinese
friends, you know how college towns can be. Combine that with my
mother’s research and my childhood fascinations don’t seem all that
unusual.”
“Is that what took your family to Cochin, Shanna?” Liam inquired.
“Your mother’s work? I seem to recall that she wrote something about
Christianity in the region. But you father was an engineer, right? So
what was he doing in India?”
Now Shanna carefully eyed the young man before responding. “It
seems that you two have been doing some investigation.”
“Of course!” exclaimed Harleigh. “We always do our homework.”
Shanna smiled thinly. “My mother, as I suppose you know, was a
scholar of comparative religion. Back then she was working on the
linkages among Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam in southwestern
India. Hindu processions to Syrian Churches to honor Mary as a
consort of one of Vishnu’s avatars, that sort of thing. My father was a
professor of electrical engineering, with colleagues all over Asia, so he
was eminently portable.”
Harleigh laughed. “A portable dad. There’s an image.”
“But that wasn’t what your mother wrote about, was it?” asked
Liam.
“Yes she did,” Shanna returned. “Articles, at any rate. You’re
probably thinking about her book on south India. That was on Christian
caste.”
“Christian caste? Isn’t caste a Hindu thing? How can you have a
Christian caste?” Harleigh asked incredulously.
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“In India,” Shanna replied, “all things are possible. The Syrian
Christians, whose community dates back to the fourth century, had
originally been high-caste Hindus, and they retained their social
position after their conversion. As late as the nineteenth century, a caste
Hindu polluted by contact with a dalit—an untouchable—could be
purified by laying hands on a Syrian Christian. Roman Catholics, on
the other hand, had been converted by the Portuguese from low-caste
fishing communities. And you have to understand that Kerala, for all of
its social progressiveness, was once the most caste-ridden part of India.
It even had ‘unseeables,’ unfortunate souls who were supposed to ring
bells when they were out in public so that high-caste Hindus could
avert their eyes to avoid ‘visual pollution.’”
“Bi-zarre!” commented Harleigh.
Liam stirred his tea. “So what took your family to Jakarta, Hong
Kong, and Seoul?”
“New research projects, what else? My mother started working on
the spread of Christianity among the Chinese and in South Korea. She
was devout herself, although in an ecumenical, liberal manner, and the
vitality of Asian Christianity appealed to her. But she also found it on
the doctrinaire side.”
“But Jakarta’s Muslim, isn’t it?” asked Harleigh.
“Not the Chinese population. It was mostly Christian by then. But
Jakarta wasn’t our happiest interlude. We had to leave because of antiChristian—anti-Chinese—rioting.”
“Was the rest of your childhood happy?” Liam asked.
Shanna was about to say, “Why should that matter to you?” but she
held her tongue. The question was sincere, and both Liam and Harleigh
seemed to care. “We were a close family,” she volunteered. “A happy
family. But friendships were hard, always being uprooted like that. By
middle school I never really fit in when we were back in the States.
Plus, I was extremely late entering puberty. I looked like a little girl at
fifteen.”
Harleigh brightened at Shanna’s words. “Well whadda ya’ know,
Shanna. Maybe we’re long-lost sisters!”
Shanna was about to ask Harleigh her age when they were
interrupted by Cassia’s appearance.
“Sorry to barge in,” Cassia said to no one in particular, her eyes
failing to meet Shanna’s, “but Xander needs you.”
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“Righty-o,” chimed Harleigh as she and Liam stood. “It’s been fun,
Shanna. Let’s make sure we continue the conversation later on.”
“Yes, let’s,” replied Shanna in a noncommittal tone. An instant
later, the three departed.
Shanna turned back to her tablet to type out the note to Gwen but
no longer had the heart. What to do now? She wondered where
Malcolm could be, but mostly she wondered what Xander, Cassia,
Liam, and Harleigh might be doing.
After lunch, Shanna returned to her room. She was beginning to
understand the layout of the facility, which had seemed so labyrinthine
at first, and she knew that the most pleasant route would be along the
first terrace level on the exterior side of the ziggurat. The widest of the
terraces, Level One sported the most luxuriant and diverse array of
flowers. When a particularly beautiful iris came in to view, something
in Shanna’s subconscious mind overrode her inhibitions. She leaned
over and yanked it out. Her guest room needed decor, and here it was.
It gave her little pleasure, however, when she placed the bloom in a
water glass a few minutes later.
After trying fruitlessly to divert herself with a book, Shanna gave
up and decided to find Bowman Alexander. A quick call let her know
that he was in a tech room on one of the lower levels.
A little after 4:30 PM, Shanna entered the room, a utilitarian
workspace devoid of ornamentation. There, on a wall-sized, twodimensional view screen, was the object of her obsession frozen in
place. Xander, Malcolm, Cassia, Liam, and Harleigh, along with two
strangers—a middle-aged man and woman—were examining the
image.
“Dr. Malone, so good to see you,” Xander began. “We were just
having a bit of an argument over what to call this young woman. Dr.
Chin”—Xander gestured toward the middle-aged woman—“has
suggested ‘the dark lady,’ but I find that rather too anonymous. And I
imagine that you wouldn’t like it either. Sexist, classist, and altogether
too Shakespearian, no?”
“It wouldn’t be my first choice,” Shanna responded.
“And what would that be?” Xander returned.
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“Don’t worry about it,” interjected Cassia, concentrating over her
tablet. “It looks like we’re narrowing in on her real name. She might be
called ‘Theelam.’ Note the voicing of the ‘Th.’”
Shanna looked at her quizzically, as if to ask, “Can you really know
that?” Instead she turned to Xander. “Why have you frozen her
image?”
Malcolm stepped in. “We’ve been analyzing the movements of her
facial muscles as well as her larger gestures, trying to figure out what
she’s feeling. Professor Chin is an expert in facial musculature and
expressions and Professor Holgrin in other forms of body language.
Novans’ emotional signatures are probably the same as ours. Although
we have no way of knowing what she’s saying, we should be able to
figure out her basic non-verbal cues.”
Shanna was now getting used to the emotional state that such
revelations provoked in her: a mixture of voyeuristic shame and
burning curiosity. “And how will figuring out the emotional state of
one young woman help us understand Terranova?”
All eyes focused now on Xander, who did not disappoint. “Don’t
you find her fascinating? Of course, one should find all Novans
fascinating. I certainly do. But there’s something special about this
‘Theelam,’ don’t you think? What do you reckon she’s doing right
now? Let’s back up a bit and replay the scene for Dr. Malone.”
Shanna studied the screen carefully and hazarded a guess. “She’s
exchanging a confidence with the other woman, perhaps in the form of
a little joke. Her companion seems intrigued and amused.”
“Not bad, Dr, Malone,” replied Professor Chin. “Have you studied
non-verbal communication?”
“No, but we all know these things at an intuitive level, don’t we?”
“Yes, although some better than others,” came the reply. “And no
one can catch everything, not without careful study, detailed knowledge
of facial musculature, and freeze-frame imaging.”
Shanna frowned. “I still don’t see the point.”
“Are you sure your own expressions aren’t indicating the
opposite?” Xander teased. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t fair. OK, I’ll explain
it. It’s really quite simple. Just as people vary in the range of their
vocabularies, they differ in their repertoire of non-verbal signals. Some
of us have expressive faces. Others don’t. Poverty of expression can
stem from emotional temperament; depressed people tend to have dull
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visages. But it’s also a matter of basic intelligence.” Xander exchanged
a glance with Malcolm before correcting himself. “It may be a matter of
intelligence. Those who form a wide range of complex expressions tend
to be bright. Novans—Fjordlanders, at any rate—best us Earthlings
here as well, isn’t that so, Dr. Chin?” The professor nodded and Xander
resumed. “That, of course, was to be expected. But she”—he pointed to
the screen—“is off the charts. Same with the blonde-haired woman.
That’s basically why we find them surpassingly charming. There is so
much there there, if you catch my drift. But I suppose I should ask? Do
you react to them as I do?”
Shanna was nonplussed. “Could we just watch for a while? And
could you,” she looked at the two experts, “please explain what we are
witnessing?”
“Of course,” replied Xander. He pressed a button on his console
and the scene came into motion.
Shanna was immediately engrossed, although she did not grasp all
of the technical discussion that followed. She had had no idea that so
much information could be extracted from non-verbal behavior. While
remaining skeptical of some of the interpretations, she was certain of
one thing: she did not want to quit. She could not abandon the project.
After some twenty minutes, Shanna looked at Xander and said
quietly, “Mr. Alexander, may I speak with you in private?”
“Of course,” Xander replied brightly. “Let’s step into my office.
It’s right here.”
Xander rose and walked to a door, beckoning to Shanna. She was
surprised to see that the door opened on to a half set of descending
stairs. Shanna followed as Xander descended, opened another door at
the landing, and entered the room.
“Office?” Shanna remarked.
Her eyes swiveled over the quarters, resting momentarily when she
finally found the desk, if indeed it was one. A shiny, black, bare
surface, it lay down another half flight of stairs in a little alcove
equipped with a large view screen. Next to it was a tiny kitchenette
from which another set of stairs led down, apparently heading
underneath the main section of the larger “office,” a square space lined
with built-in, cushion-strewn couches. In the center of the main area
was a low table holding a red-figure Greek vase, or a replica of one.
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Scanning the entire area, Shanna counted five doors but not a single
window.
Shanna had intended to get right to business, but her curiosity
intervened. “This is your office? It looks more like a …” Shanna could
not think of a good comparison.
“Well, it’s much more than an office,” Xander allowed. “Now,
back to—”
Shanna could not let it go. “The couches and the table? And the
Greek vase?”
“For symposia. Intimate ones, at any rate.”
“You mean ‘symposia’ in the original sense, don’t you?”
“Yes I do, sometimes even with a game or two of kottabos. If you
join our team, we’d be delighted to have you attend. Cassia and I run a
symposium just about every evening when we’re here, although not
always in this room. We have a different topic every time and the guest
list varies widely. Malcolm comes when he’s around. But this is all
rather personal, and you’re still an outsider—or are you? Have you
come to tell me something?”
Shanna looked intently at Xander. “I don’t want to say no.”
“Then say yes,” he replied. “That seems simple enough.”
“I need more information. I don’t want to give it up, but I also
don’t understand what it is that I’m contemplating joining. Perhaps you
could tell me a little more.”
“I’m very sorry. I wish I could. But I cannot compromise this
project. It’s too important. At the risk of sounding melodramatic: it is
the culmination of my life. Everything has led to this point—at least it
feels that way now. Perhaps the same is true for you, but you’ll have to
decide. You’re at a turning point. Forward or back. Either way will
bring its own rewards and its own hardships. I’ll make no further
efforts to influence your decision.”
“Further efforts? So that demonstration back in the tech room was
for my benefit?”
“In part.” Xander looked determined.
Was this how Malcolm had felt twenty-five years ago, Shanna
wondered. Utterly torn, yet somehow compelled in the end? Obliged to
follow this Pied Piper? The image made her smile in reminiscence. She
recalled how excited Malcolm had been back when they were working
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on the peripheries project, after he had learned yet another fascinating
tidbit about Transylvania.
“Do you know who the Pied Piper of Hamlin really was? A land
colonization agent of the Hungarian King recruiting young Saxons to
guard the Carpathian passes and work the Transylvanian mines!” he
told her.
Xander smiled thinly at Shanna, waiting for her to speak.
When Shanna surfaced, she took a deep breath, her heart pounding.
“OK,” she said. “Count me in.”
“Really? You give your word? You pledge secrecy?”
“Yes, Mr. Alexander. I give you my word.”
“Wonderful!” Xander beamed. “But please, no more Mr.
Alexander. I’m called Xander.”
“All right then, Xander,” Shanna said. “What now?”
“We need to explain a few things to you, and then we’d better start
planning. Let’s go find Malcolm and Cassia and set up a meeting.”
“And what exactly will we be planning?”
“Just what you suspect. Another pulse to Nova. We need to get it
off quickly so that we can follow those three. We have to find out
where they’re going and what they’re up to.”
Shanna was stunned. She had not anticipated anything so elaborate,
not by a long shot.
Xander noticed her surprise. “So you weren’t expecting that, yet
you agreed nonetheless? I’m deeply flattered, Dr. Malone.”
Shanna did not comment on his use of “Dr. Malone.” Instead, she
dove in with her questions and concerns.
“You can do that? I’m sorry, but I’m having a hard time taking this
in. I’m not even going to worry about legalities. But the transport
expense alone has got to be beyond even you. And what do you mean,
‘follow them?’ How will you intercept them? How can you …”
“I can’t answer everything at once,” Xander chuckled. “But your
last question is easy. You can probably figure it out. Where do you
think they’re going?”
Shanna paused. “I imagine they’re headed to what Malcolm calls
‘the castle.’ That’s where the trail leads, although I suppose there are
branches going elsewhere.”
“That’s what I’d bet on. They’re going to the castle. They might be
able to make it in a day. As for transport costs, they are astronomical
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only because of the gross inefficiencies of the consortium that manages
the show. We now have our own transporter, and we can pull off a
pulse for a fraction of what it charges. Of course, we’ll have to rely on
the consortium’s satellites to run our Novan network, and on its
transporter to get our information back. But it automatically punches
data packs to Earth every six hours, which is how long it takes to
accumulate enough energy. Those data packs, the ordinary ones
devoted to remote sensing, have plenty of spare capacity, so that part’s
easy.”
“Wouldn’t you also have to pulse through to the main Novan
satellite to insert programming changes?”
“Yes.”
“But what about the consortium? Won’t people know?”
“Shanna, the Novan consortium’s brain center is here at Diablo.
We control it. No one will ever know.”
“Oh.” Shanna was not pleased, not by the duplicity and not by the
concentration of power. But there was more to figure out.
“How can you track people over such distances?”
“It’s actually relatively easy,” Xander replied, “although of course
we could always lose the trail. Our dragonflies are quite capable. And
besides, what you saw earlier wasn’t exactly ‘state of the art.’ We’re
always a step ahead of anything that the public gets to see.”
“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to hear that.”
“Shall we then return to the others and finalize our next steps?”
“Just one more thing,” Shanna insisted. “Why are you doing this?
Am I to believe that you are willing to spend untold millions of dollars
to track three young people on a planet that’s light-years away simply
because they have expressive faces? You recruit me to help you figure
out the social dynamics of an entire planet, and then we go chasing a
group of beautiful women? I’m sorry, but it just doesn’t add up.”
“Excellent questions, Dr. Malone, as I would expect. But don’t
worry. We’ll keep looking at the big picture. We’ll analyze the
planetary data as it comes in, and we’ll work closely with the
consortium to plan the next large-scale transport. These three will just
be our special project on the side.”
“But you still haven’t told me why you find them so important. Am
I supposed to believe that it’s just your intuition?”

M.W. Lewis

233

“Yes, it’s my intuition, Dr. Malone. And yours as well, no? And
Liam’s and Harleigh’s. Please don’t dismiss them for their youth. More
important, Cassia feels and thinks the same. No, that’s not true. It’s
stronger with her. She has a connection with Nova. Don’t ask me to
explain it. I couldn’t. What’s more, it’s equally strong with Malcolm.
He dreams about Nova regularly, and you know what? He was doing so
before discovery.”
Shanna gasped.
“Maybe you don’t take dreams seriously, Professor Malone. Maybe
you consider them the product of the random firing of synapses or
some other materialist just-so-tale. Our belief, however, is that we are
simply not yet advanced enough to understand most of our dreams, and
that we ought to pay them more attention than we do. What does it
mean that Malcolm dreams about the Waterfall Temple being defiled,
the mosaics oozing blood? We take that very seriously. Perhaps you
can understand why Malcolm wants to focus on people who’ve just
gone through a major waterfall ritual. It connects him to the place. And
to be perfectly blunt, whatever Malcolm wants, Malcolm gets.”
Shanna was again taken aback. The coincidence of the dreams was
too much. She could not talk.
As Xander began to head for the exit, Shanna shook her head.
“Why?” she asked.
Xander paused. “Why what?”
“Why does Malcolm get whatever he wants?”
Xander closed his eyes before answering. “First, Malcolm saved
my life when we were boys. More than once. Second, he reconciled me
with my parents. Third, in his own pedantic way, the man is brilliant. I
have learned more from him than from anyone else. Finally, when push
came to shove decades ago, he chose me rather than you. I’m sure that
wasn’t an easy decision. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he regrets it
every day. In short, I owe him like I owe no other. And I always make
good on my debts.”
Shanna was satisfied with his answers for the moment. “Shall we
get to work?” she asked.
“Yes indeed,” Xander replied. “Yes indeed.”

 Chapter 24 
A Sniper’s Position

(Shunelia, Terranova)

T

emish Corvus, commander of the Kulgsh strike force, scratched
his natty beard as he stood staring at the ruined Shunelian
monastery. His sniper was past due, and he was not happy. He turned
his head to signal Khukimm, the crow perched on his left shoulder. It
was time to send in a small flock to reconnoiter the situation. The bird
flew off, vocalizing an assembly caw. Just then, the man appeared.
Temish cancelled the order with his own caw as he watched his sniper
ambling slowly across the open sward in front of the ruins.
“So, sniper,” Temish called out as Enim approached his position.
“How many kills did you make?”
“No kills, Commander,” Enim replied. “But I did witness two
members of your pack going down. I checked. Both are dead.”
Temish glowered at Enim, finding everything about him
objectionable. He was ugly: his nose misshapen, his ears too large, his
beard too long. And his accent? Simply repulsive. Being stuck in the
abominable Alterland was bad enough, but being forced to accept a
high-ranking warrior from another tribe was an insult he could hardly
tolerate. Best marksman in the realm? Temish did not believe it, and
even if it were true, what difference did it make? He had no need for a
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sniper. And besides, the man seemed incompetent at just about
everything else.
Temish motioned Enim to follow him away from the others, not
wanting the troops to hear their confrontation. His two top dogs
followed.
“Witnessed? What do mean, ‘witnessed,’ sniper? You just stood
there and observed? You didn’t do anything?”
“No commander, I didn’t,” Enim calmly replied, “because your
dogs came too early. I was in a courtyard in the interior of the complex
scoping out one of our adversaries, but I was not yet in shooting
position. Then your pack charged and the girl—a sniper girl—jumped
out of her hiding place, got off several deadly shots, and then dropped
through a hole in the floor of the building. Your hounds are now
searching for a way down into the basement.”
Temish hawked and spat, barely missing Enim’s face. He wanted to
demand that Enim tell him which particular dogs had been killed, but
the idiot would not know their names. Instead he muttered, as if to
himself, “A girl. So the birds were right. And she took out two more
members of my pack. Well, the other dogs will get their revenge soon
enough. Isn’t that so, Gasher?” On cue, the massive dog growled.
An hour later, Temish’s soldiers were preparing their late afternoon
mess, expecting to hear the baying of the hounds at any time. But no
dogs called—or returned. Supper was consumed in silence. Even the
crows seemed morose. Temish grew increasingly agitated. At length,
he called for his councilor and two highest-ranking lieutenants, as
custom demanded, to discuss their options. As soon as Oshnam, his
second, returned from the far side of the ruins, Temish pulled him
aside, along with Enim and councilor Neshud.
“Should we send in more hounds?” Oshnam inquired. “Try to find
out what happened to the first wave?”
“How many dogs have we lost thus far, Neshud?” Temish asked.
“Evidently sixteen, my lord,” Neshud replied.
“So we are down sixteen members of my pack!” Temish hissed. “I
am not going to risk any more today.”
“Birds, then,” Oshnam returned. “Surely, my lord, we need more
information.”
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“No, Oshnam. I have a different plan.” Temish’s voice dropped. “I
know what they’re scheming. They’re going to drop over one of the
balconies in the back and then run. Numimm and her crew have been
watching the far side, you see, and they have reported a few things. Tell
me, Enim, if you were a Telaran commander, when would you make
your break?”
Enim supplied the obvious answer. “At night, my lord.”
“Yes of course,” Temish continued. “They’ll leave at night. It is
now our duty to make sure that they don’t. Oshnam, tell the men
stationed on the far side to bivouac there tonight, and to post plenty of
guards. You stay with them, and keep it tight. I don’t want any sentries
falling asleep. Then, if nothing has happened, I’ll send another wave of
dogs into the ruins at dawn to flush them out. Do you understand my
orders?”
“But … but … my lord,” Oshnam stammered. “Bivouacking for
war at night, with watchmen posted, just to catch some Telaran
stragglers—and females at that? What will the troops think? They will
not be happy.”
Temish shrugged but said nothing.
Enim, disgusted by Oshnam’s pathetic objection, could not let his
commander’s outrage pass unchallenged. “Fighting at night is never
honorable, but against a small company of merchant women? You will
bring grave shame upon us and risk the wrath of Igham himself!”
“Get off it, sniper,” Temish scornfully replied. “You know there’s
no honor in any battles fought in this depraved land.”
“But there are codes by which we live, and fighting in darkness …”
“So what are you going to do, Enim? Challenge me in an honor
court? Go ahead. I welcome it. But let me tell both of you one thing:
there’s more to our current mission than you know. I’ll put it simply.
We are ordered, at all costs, to eliminate this group. I will not take any
chances and neither will you. And I’ll let you in on one more matter,
although I don’t know why. There’s a good chance that none of us will
have to do much of anything else, whether by night or by day. I have a
little nocturnal game in store for our enemies, although you, Enim,
would never comprehend how it works.”
Enim remained quiet for a few seconds. “That may well be,” he
said at length. "You are my commander, and I will follow your
directives. But may I make one request, sir?”
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Temish sighed. “Go on.”
“May I take leave of this immediate operation and position myself
in the floodplain below? They may yet escape your encirclement, and,
if so, I should be waiting for them. As you said, it is imperative that
they do not escape.”
Temish laughed sardonically. “I am pleased, sniper, that you have
become such a loyal servant. Yes, by all means absent yourself—as
quickly as possible.”
Enim returned to his small yurt to change from his grey to his green
and brown camouflage suit. Minutes later, he glanced at the troops
sipping their tea and smoking their pipes, crows hopping among them,
as he strode out of the encampment. He distrusted most and loathed
many, and they evidently returned the feeling. Not only was he of the
wrong tribe, but he had no knowledge of crow craft and was an amateur
with dogs. Enim was not even a master horseman—hardly a true
Kulgsh, he gathered, by their way of thinking.
Enim had to admit that their animal skills were impressive, and it
chagrined him that he would never be able to compete on that score.
One had to be reared with crows to acquire that uncanny ability to
decipher their enigmatic signals. He suspected that Temish’s soldiers
exaggerated their own avian mind reading capacities, but they had been
right on one score. At least three of their adversaries were female.
But to think that a handful of Telaran women had not only fought
off two dog assaults but had taken out half a dozen crows in midair.
That was impressive! His comrades had no idea what they were facing,
no means of appreciating the skills of their opponents. But Enim did,
and he was determined to prove his mettle with these particular
Telarans. He might be ignorant when it came to animals, but he had his
own talents, and with luck he would soon demonstrate them. But could
the Telarans make it out of the ruins, considering Temish’s
encirclement? Weighing the evidence, Enim gave it a fifty percent
chance.
Not only did Enim possess abilities unexampled among his fellows,
but he also knew something that they did not. It was not exactly a major
piece of intelligence. By itself, it was just a simple fact. But Enim had
used this bit of knowledge to puzzle out their situation, allowing him—
or so he hoped—to carry out his ultimate orders.
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Enim quickly took leave of his compatriots, setting off on foot,
packing nothing but a stout bow and a quiver of arrows. He imagined
they would be laughing at him as they sipped their tea, both at his mode
of conveyance and at his plan to spend a dogless night by himself in the
open.
“Don’t be a fool,” he had been told. “There’s no way they can get
out of the ruins.”
Enim had replied that fate is never sealed, and that if they did
somehow manage to escape, he wanted to intercept them before they
could disappear into the rugged, scrubby gorge.
“But comrade,” his interlocutor had persisted sneeringly, “where
could they go? They’d be trapped in the canyon, unable to cross the
river, and blocked in by escarpments both upstream and down. We
could hunt them down with animals at our leisure.”
Enim, on the other hand, understood that they could escape the
canyon. This is where his secret piece of intelligence figured. He knew
that the rapids downstream could be traversed. It was hard for him to
believe that any boat could survive such a torrent, but the source was
reliable, and besides, he had discovered confirming evidence several
days earlier: a well-stocked riverboat hidden in a little backwater
directly below the ruins. Where could this vessel be going but
downstream?
He and his comrades all knew that the Telarans would eventually
head to the river to board a boat, but everyone else assumed that they
would first have to get around the cataracts on foot. Only Enim
comprehended what they were planning, and he had prepared a few
surprises for them at their river craft. But first he had to demonstrate his
skill. He would interrupt them before they reached the backwater, bow
in hand, arrow notched.
Walking down the steep, rock-strewn trail to the floodplain, Enim
could no longer smell the camp or hear the conversations of his fellow
soldiers. The solitude pleased him, and he took pleasure in the low rays
of the late afternoon September sun. Only an occasional cry from a
hawk broke the silence. He noticed a crow perched in a dead tree and
quickly inspected the environs for others. Seeing none, he raised his
bow and quickly brought down the odious bird. Then he had to crawl
into the brush to cover it with leaves and branches; otherwise its
fellows might locate their dead flock-mate and report the news. The
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nasty task completed, Enim made his way down the slope to the
floodplain, walking to the side of the trail to avoid leaving footprints in
the dust. As he reached his ambush site, dusk was approaching. He
hoped the light breeze would hold through the night, preventing the
Telaran dogs from catching his scent.
Before darkness fell, Enim practiced his archery. He was all but
certain that the fleeing party would pass directly in front of a large
cottonwood tree. He paced off the distance from the tree to his ambush
site, and then checked the wind velocity. His first shot was almost
perfect, his second spot-on.
As he smoked his evening pipe, Enim felt oddly confident. Reason
told him that he could not assume that the Telarans would escape, much
less that they would come this exact way. Still, his sense of assurance
remained. He would likely see them precisely at dawn. That would be
an ideal time for flight and they would probably seize upon it. They
were shrewd, but he was learning to think as they did. He was, in fact,
counting on their craftiness to allow his intricate plan to succeed.
Hours later, Enim examined the stars, determining that morning
light was not far off. He prepared his bow and settled into a
comfortable shooting position. Dawn came, but they did not appear.
Enim remained calm, and, in no hurry to rejoin the troops, he decided
to linger a while. He could be as patient as any Telaran.

 Chapter 25 
Invitation to a Party

(Diablo Facility)

T

he basic plan is simple,” Liam announced to the group. Xander,
Malcolm, Shanna, Cassia, and Harleigh were in attendance, as
were a handful of other GImG and IIT insiders. “We’ll pulse through
tonight and blanket the castle area with bugs. Mostly dragonflies.
We’re programming the network now”—he looked at Shanna—
“including the satellite, the soaring controllers, or ‘hawks,’ and the
flying surveillance bugs, to recognize and hone in on our three targets.
The dragonflies won’t follow them inside buildings but houseflies will,
and we’re also thinking about attaching a few small bugs to their
clothing, mostly for audio. If they enter a structure with thick stone
walls, transmission will fail. The dragons will hover outside and wait
for their targets to get back on the trail.”
“And just how many ‘dragons’ are we talking about?” Shanna
interjected.
“Hundreds,” came the answer.
“Won’t they be noticed?” Shanna returned. “What are these
travelers going to think about a cloud of insects following them?”
Xander stepped in. “Most bugs will fan out, well ahead, behind, or
off to the sides. A few will remain close in, and several will dart in and
out of the group, but not so near that they could be swatted. There’ll be
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a lot of random movement and it’ll look reasonably natural. Sure, a few
will be noticed. We’re not dealing with fools here—far from it.
Someone will say, ‘Gee, have you noticed all those dragonflies? They
seem to be following us.’ And that will be that.”
“I’m not so sure,” replied Malcolm. “They might be regarded as
omens. Don’t you remember your father’s dissertation? When Igorot
traders came across unpropitious insects or birds, they’d simply turn
around and go home.”
Xander pursed his lips. “Good point, although I doubt these three
are vulnerable to superstition. Anyone else?”
“It’s a risk we’ll just have to take,” said Cassia. The others nodded
while Xander and Malcolm looked at Shanna.
Shanna dug her hands into her pockets. “I guess we’ll have to,” she
agreed. “But I smell trouble.”
“OK, back to the main scenario,” continued Liam. “The bugs we’re
using are ‘superflies,’ next generation, never-been-used. They’ll last
three or four months in the field.” Murmurs followed. Evidently, this
was a big deal.
“We can keep doing this for how long?” Shanna asked.
“That’s not clear,” Cassia replied. “But we could certainly follow
them all the way to the eastern continent, if that’s where they’re going.
We’d want to program the bugs to back off when pursuing them across
the sea. Dragonflies hovering around a ship would look really odd.”
“We’re gonna freak ‘em out regardless,” countered Harleigh.
“They’ll just have to get used to it.”
Malcolm winced, avoiding Shanna’s gaze.
As the meeting broke up some time later, Xander motioned
Malcolm and Shanna aside.
“Next Saturday, we’ll be having a little celebratory party at the
campus,” Xander said. “We’d be delighted if you two could come. As
guests of honor, so to speak.”
The “campus” was GImG’s main facility, located in downtown
Windsor in Sonoma County. Workers could reside off campus, but
most chose not to and everyone had a guaranteed room onsite for
periods of intensive work. Malcolm made only occasional visits for
important meetings and had not attended a party in some time. He now
found the whole idea sophomoric and was still determined to maintain
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some distance from the inner circle, cult, or whatever else one might
call it. He looked expectantly at Shanna but neither spoke.
Xander tried again. “Malcolm, I know that parties aren’t your
milieu, but this is special, don’t you think? We’ll make sure that
everything is discrete. Nothing objectionable. Well, nothing very
objectionable.”
“Nothing objectionable?” Shanna asked. “What am I not being
told?” Her demand came with a smile.
“As befits a campus environment,” Xander replied, “we maintain a
‘work hard, play hard’ ethos. As I’m sure you remember, college
parties can get rather wild. We don’t put much store in sobriety. We
also honor the tradition of the bacchanalia, so we often throw in some
ritualistic elements. But everything is voluntary. No coercion ever.
Everyone is always treated with respect, unlike at genuine college
blowouts.”
“Xander never attended a university,” Malcolm explained, “and he
has forever been trying to capture the experience.”
“Capture the best, and improve the rest,” Xander added. “Do a
quick poll of your friends and I think you’ll discover that college was
the high point of most of their lives. Learning, freedom, discovery, new
friends, psychic exploration, athletics, arts. It doesn’t get better than
that.”
“I doubt it,” said Shanna. “It wasn’t the high point of my life, and I
don’t think many of my colleagues would say that it was theirs either.”
“Well, academics aren’t representative. Ironic, isn’t it, that those
who stay on campus often have the weakest understanding of its true
advantages?”
Shanna had to admit to herself that he had a point. While
deliberating, she was surprised to hear Cassia jump into the
conversation.
“I think it is only fair to warn Dr. Malone that there is more to our
parties than a little intoxication.” She looked at Xander, who took up
the challenge.
“Cassia is merely saying that we’re not exactly shy about our
sexuality. We’re discrete, but—”
Cassia interrupted. “Let me put it this way, Dr. Malone. If you
would like a partner, you won’t have trouble finding one. You should
realize that you are already honored among us for your work on Nova.
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But a woman of your age and accomplishments who has maintained
…”
My God, thought Shanna, what have I got myself into? She glanced
at Malcolm, but he was looking at his shoes, his face indecipherable.
“Cassia darling,” Xander interrupted. “I don’t think we need to be
so personal.” He turned to Shanna. “Dr. Malone, rest assured that our
gathering will be basically respectable. A bit more lively than faculty
parties, but nothing outrageous, unless you seek it out. No one will
proposition you, at least not overtly. And it will be fun, it really will.
Lots of laughter, some silly games, great food, wine, and beer. All the
finest products of Sonoma and Mendocino counties.”
Faculty parties, Shanna thought, when was the last time I went to
one of those? She could hardly remember. Again, she felt flooded by
contradictory emotions: offended yet flattered, excited but nervous. She
glanced at Cassia, who gave her another inscrutable look.
“I’ll think about it,” Shanna said. “Right now, I need to unwind.
You must have a yoga studio here. Could someone show me the way?”
The studio was lovely, with spotless mirrors, large windows, and a
shiny hardwood floor, although Shanna found it strange to be its sole
occupant. Having been out of practice for several days, she felt stiffer
than usual. She wished that she had an instructor, partly for coaching
and partly for company. But the magic still worked. By the end of the
session she was physically relaxed, her mental equilibrium restored.
Shanna could now center her attention and face the difficult tasks that
confronted her.
Her immediate needs had been met with little effort on her part.
Soon after she signed on to the project, Liam asked whether she wanted
to interview prospective personal assistants or have one selected for
her. Shanna had resisted the idea, but Liam had been unexpectedly
insistent, reminding her of how much work awaited them all and
stressing the professional nature of the position. Declining the
interview process, Shanna was soon introduced to Ellen, an austerelooking woman in her mid twenties. Ellen first asked Shanna about her
preferences for living quarters at Diablo, as surely her current room
was far too small. Would she like a suite opening onto a private atrium
in one of the lower levels, or perhaps a secluded bungalow on the
surface? Shanna took the former option, which seemed both more
convenient and less extravagant.
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Ellen next asked her about her attire, as surely Shanna needed more
clothes than she had brought for what was supposed to have been a
three-day trip. Would she like to order online or go shopping? As
neither possibility appealed, Shanna casually stated that she would
prefer access to her own wardrobe.
“That shouldn’t be too much trouble,” Ellen replied, “so long as
there’s someone at home you can trust and who has keys to your
apartment.” The next day, Shanna’s belongings arrived.
Shanna could not rely on Ellen to make all of the arrangements
necessary for remaining in California. Being on sabbatical, she had no
pressing need to return to Cambridge, but she did have a number of
difficult calls to make. Most worrisome was the prospect of personally
facing her friends and colleagues. She would have to bend the truth
while remaining as cryptic as possible.
Begin with Daphne, Shanna told herself. They had seen little of
each other since their initial viewing of Theelam’s departure party.
Shanna thus postponed a lunch invitation from Malcolm, who wanted
to meet her in the dining car of the reserve’s wildlife-viewing train. As
much as she was intrigued by the offer (his enthusiastic description of
the experimental herd of elephants—or were they mammoths?—had
momentarily returned her to the old days), Shanna felt that she owed
the time to Daphne.
At Malcolm’s suggestion, they met at the lone restaurant located
outside of the main facility: an outdoor terrace café a half mile from the
ziggurat where they could enjoy the warm April sun while overlooking
a seasonal marsh alive with waterfowl. What Shanna had not
anticipated was how difficult it would be to discuss events on
Terranova with people outside of Xander’s circle. The encounter began
well enough. Daphne was even more voluble that usual, excited about
delving into Novan social dynamics with a fellow expert. The location,
moreover, was unbeatable. But Shanna, having been sequestered away
with Xander and company, found herself confused by some of
Daphne’s questions and observations. She did not enjoy the sensation.
“So do you think they’re indentured servants?” Daphne was asking.
“They must be, if you consider their demographic characteristics: all
young, mostly female. They’re clearly differentiated from the
Fjordlanders, and many of them have a different physical appearance as
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well. But where could they be from? You must have some theories
cooking.”
Shanna was not sure what Daphne was talking about. A serving
class? That certainly made sense, but how was it differentiated? During
her time on the plaza, she had been too busy following the dark woman
or avoiding colleagues to observe much else. It must be dress, but that
did not make intuitive sense. Shanna’s impression was that everyone
was well-dressed—no, more than that, elegantly clad.
“Daphne, I have a confession to make. I’ve been preoccupied. I’ve
been devoting all of my attention to the young woman we saw leaving
the party. I haven’t examined much else.”
Daphne looked baffled. “Shanna, isn’t that why you came here? To
figure out trade patterns and class dynamics? Are you sure you’re
feeling OK? Have you slept?”
“Not much.”
“Well, she was rather fetching, I suppose. But now you’re
obsessed, is that what you’re saying? Anyway, we can talk about her if
you’d like. What do you make of her insignias? If I remember
correctly, she gave away a necklace, a particularly beautiful one, too—
onyx and jade. Anything else unusual about her?”
Insignias—an intriguing term. Her necklaces, her rings … her
insignias. “Daphne, what do you make of the insignias? Could you give
me your interpretation?”
“Sure. To begin with, they’re obviously important. My God, have
you ever seen so much jewelry in your life? So many gems and semiprecious stones! Necklaces, broaches, rings, anklets, amulets. The
necklaces must indicate membership in kinship or residential units. My
theory is that the innermost one designates extended families. Did you
notice that at the party? Almost all of them had the same basic design.
Out on the plaza, however, everyone seemed to have a different inner
necklace. But come on, you must know all of this.”
Shanna ignored Daphne’s last statement, instead remarking, “But
not everyone was wearing necklaces. I did notice that on the plaza.”
“Of course! They’re the ‘indentured servants.’ At least that’s what
I’m calling them. All young, mostly female, no?”
Shanna was humiliated, although also oddly satisfied that she could
still learn from her colleagues and not just from Xander and his crew.
Would this be news to them? Probably not, and certainly not for long.
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Although she wanted to hear more, Shanna was too uncomfortable to
continue the conversation. She broke it off, looking down at her watch
and telling a small lie.
“Sorry, Daphne, but I forgot that I have an appointment. We’ll have
to end lunch a bit early and resume this conversation later on. I’ll take
care of the bill.”
“You’re going home tomorrow evening, right? Out of San Jose? I
have a flight then as well. Could we meet at the airport?
“Uh, no, I’m afraid not, Daphne. I’ve had to change plans. I’m
staying in California a while longer.”
“Oh. Why? Where will you be staying?”
“It’s no big deal. I just wanted to look up an old friend. He’s in—”
she paused for a second, searching for a suitable location, “Santa
Cruz.”
“Oh, I see,” Daphne returned with a knowing smile. “And I
suppose you’ll take a nice, slow drive up the coast to San Francisco
after that! But you will be online, right? You’ll be following the
discussions and posting your ideas?”
“Not for a while, Daphne. I’m afraid I need some rest. Maybe I
need a vacation.”
“Oh Shanna, what is it? What’s wrong?”
Shanna, shaken by the exchange, mumbled something
noncommittal. She felt angry. Angry at Malcolm, angry at Xander,
angry at Daphne, and especially angry at herself. How could she
neglect her own research? How could she just drop out of sight? How
could she turn away from friends and colleagues? Her mania was not
healthy, even if it was shared by Malcolm, Xander, and the rest of the
team.
A few of her fears were assuaged the next morning when she met
Xander and the others for a small seminar on Novan social
organization. The data given and the analyses offered went well beyond
Daphne’s speculations. It was exhilarating, and Shanna began to put
her concerns aside. Then she remembered the party invitation. Should
she go? Should she break loose a little? On that score, Shanna was
more confused than ever.

 Chapter 26 
A Whiff of Danger

(Shunelia, Terranova)

Y

ou might as well try to sleep, Malan,” Kolta said. “You too,
Tisha. Theelam and I will take turns with sentry duty, but we
don’t have much to worry about until dawn.”
Malan closed his eyes, but he knew that sleep would not follow.
The chamber was too foul, the floor too hard, the air too clammy. His
ankle throbbed, and his body ached. He scratched Hex’s neck and was
surprised at the tension in her muscles. She obviously sensed
something. Malan spoke to her and her fear eased.
“You have a fine pair of dogs, Malan,” Tisha whispered. “They
obviously worship you, which speaks as highly of you as of them. Oh,
how I wish mine were here! Kolta’s dogs may be fine defenders, but
it’s not the same.”
“What’s your dog’s name?” Malan asked.
“Shiver. He’s a ball dog, five years old.”
“A ball dog?” Malan returned. “What does that mean?”
“It means that he’s built for playing ball. That’s his breed. I don’t
know why I got one. I’m a poor player myself. My aim is off, and I
can’t throw for distance at all. But I do love tossing for him, and he’s
crazy about it. He sleeps with his favorite ball between his paws.”
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Tisha went on to explain the rudiments of the game, Telara’s
national sport. She was finishing up with an anecdote, “You should
have seen Theelam’s brother playing with his dog, Djinn, in the
regional tournament last month …” when Malan gave a hush signal.
“Hex is wound up again,” he announced. “Something is wrong.”
Kolta, having gained respect for Hex’s nose, signaled her assent.
Tense minutes passed in dark silence. Eventually, Malan sheepishly
said, “Well, maybe not. I think it was a false alarm. Hex says we can
relax.”
“Very well,” Kolta replied. “You two can go ahead and talk if you
must, but keep your whispers low. And Malan, let me know if your dog
senses anything else.”
The conversation did not resume immediately, distressing Malan.
Talking with Tisha was the only thing that could take his mind off his
fears and worries. At length, he returned to a broken thread from their
earlier discussion, trying to square what he had learned from his mentor
with what Tisha had told him.
“Malan,” Tisha said, “you must understand that your teacher was
wrong about that and so much else as well. You can’t comprehend your
own faith if you remain ignorant of the world. He tried to keep you in
the dark. But now he is dead and you are alone, completely alone. You
must decide what path to take. Do you want to be like him, struggling
against something you can’t understand, won’t understand? Or do you
want to learn how the world functions?”
Malan was shocked by Tisha’s response. He contemplated her
words silently. Minutes passed and the silence seemed to deepen. His
teacher was dead and his life would change, that much was certain. But
what direction would it take? The obvious path led back to his monastic
community, now scattered in small, mobile bands. Of course he first
had to survive the ordeal at hand. It all hinged on the will of God. But
had not that will been made manifest already, taking him to this place,
putting him in this dismal room with these strange women? Perhaps
there was a necessary lesson, one that he had best attend to in the next
few hours, which were perhaps his last on earth.
Malan eventually reopened the conversation, tentatively and on her
terrain. “What did you mean by ‘the fixing of the earth?’”
It was the right question, the one that she had hoped for. Now, the
floodgates opened, as Tisha eagerly took on the role of teacher,
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explaining the rudiments of the world system. The task was not
difficult. For a Telaran, to be unaware of global history and geography
was to know nothing. Knowledge of the lands and waters, of their
products and inhabitants, was the foundation of their economic order.
Malan was ignorant, but he listened attentively, asking occasional
questions but mostly just absorbing information. He tried as best he
could to see things as she did, struggling to break the spell of his
education.
While describing the geographical rudiments of Elashia, the eastern
land, Tisha was again taken aback by Malan’s lack of knowledge. This
was Benevolence’s homeland, after all—a continent much larger and
vastly more populous than their own. So she dug down to the deep
reaches of ancient eastern history, back to the chaotic era before the
fixing. As she told it, kingdoms rose and fell as wars, pillaging, and
famine remained the constants of human life. Organized persecution of
certain communities had been commonplace.
Although it was difficult for Malan to follow the twisting narrative,
it seemed that one pogrom just before the fixing had targeted a
prophetic faith, the leaders of which fled westward across the sea,
Benevolence among them. This was, or would have been to Malan’s
teacher, rank heresy. Doctrine stated that Benevolence came alone,
fleeing the irredeemably sinful, God-abandoned world of her youth to
spread light in a new land still open to divine mercy. Tisha’s version of
her flight seemed so mundane, so human. But Malan did not object. He
wanted to hear more.
Realizing that Malan was still confused about several fundamental
issues, Tisha outlined what she called the “central dynamic of eastern
history”: the struggle between the sedentary civilizations of the
lowlands and the nomadic societies of the interior plateau. Malan had
difficulty understanding not just the political relations, but even the
subsistence practices of the various peoples involved. But they had
time, and Tisha was a patient instructor. The crucial personage, she had
just explained, was Igham, the man who united the Kulgsh, subdued
Elashia, and ultimately “fixed the world.” Malan found the story of
Igham’s rise interesting, but he recoiled when she described him—a
Kulgsh warrior—as a “peacemaker.”
As Malan’s mind balked, his physical discomfort grew. In shifting
positions he inadvertently sat on Harvest’s tail. She gave a little yelp,
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and he reached down to nuzzle her. Malan fumbled for the water skin,
but couldn’t find it. With Tisha’s assistance, they located it and then
had a drink, dogs included. The supply, he could feel, was becoming
worryingly low.
After sating his thirst, Malan failed to find a comfortable position.
The pain in his ankle was intensifying, and his back and shoulders were
now aching as well. He shifted and turned, but could not relax. The
dogs noted his discomfort, as did Tisha.
“Malan, you must be in pain. I can’t provide more medicine, but I
could give you a massage, massage your back and shoulders. It’s not
easy sitting for hours like this. You’re hurt, and you need attention.”
“Massage?” Malan did not know the term, but it sounded
suspicious.
“Knead the muscles. Undo the knots. Release the tension. It’s
strictly therapeutic—nothing beyond that.”
Malan reluctantly agreed, and Tisha set her expert hands to work.
Within minutes he let himself sink into her ministrations. Malan was
gripped by sensations hovering on the cusp of pain and pleasure and
was amazed at the relaxation that followed. Soon they were back in
conversation, Tisha again providing basic instruction.
“Look, Malan,” she continued, “I can’t explain everything now, but
what is essential to understand is Igham’s prophethood.”
“But how can I understand a warrior being a prophet? It makes no
sense!”
“They think of prophets differently than we do, Malan. Consider
the Book, the Book of Igham, which runs to dozens of volumes. How
could one man, they ask, have written such perfect prose, its glorious
words marching across thousands upon thousands of pages? He must
have had divine guidance, or so they conclude.”
“So how did he write it?” Malan inquired.
Tisha balked. She did not want to explain Igham’s relationship with
Narai and her housemates of Dalvat Damasht. “Could we just get back
to the story, Malan? I can explain that later.”
Malan assented and Tisha continued.
“By the time he was forty,” Tisha explained, “Igham ruled a secure
empire encompassing all of Elashia. His successors command it still,
and in all that time there had never been another real war. Peace has
reigned and reigned continually throughout the East. That’s why the
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events I have recounted are called the fixing of the world. The era of
chaos was over. Henceforth, all would be orderly. No more risings and
fallings of kingdoms, no more competition among states, no more
raiding and savaging, no more sieges or rapine.”
Malan was now even more confused. The Kulgsh were defined by
raiding and pillaging: it was their nature, if not their very function in
the cosmos. From Hell they came and to Hell they must be returned,
returned through a combination of moral rectification and martial
struggle. Yet here she was telling him that their victory, some two
thousand years ago, brought lasting peace! Tisha did not add that it also
brought wealth—vast wealth—to her people. Again, Malan voiced his
concern and confusion, focusing on the bizarre idea of “the fixing.”
“The world,” Tisha allowed, “is no longer fixed. All is again in
motion, motion moving into chaos thanks to the current Emperor of the
Kulgsh and his councilor. And don’t misunderstand: it was never the
entire globe that was ‘fixed.’ There are many other ‘worlds’ overseas,
in—” Tisha stopped short. “I’m sorry, Malan,” she continued. “What I
meant to say is that when the Kulgsh speak of ‘the world,’ they
traditionally refer merely to Elashia. Even our own continent was
excluded from the scheme, that is, until the present emperor ascended
to the throne. Since he believes that ‘the world’ includes us as well, he
thinks it’s his obligation to ‘fix’ our land, and therefore make
everything right, as he understands it. In truth, our land has been fixed
as long as theirs, but in a completely different manner.”
“What do you mean, ‘our land was fixed?’” Malan begged. “I don’t
understand.”
“It was fixed, or healed as you would say, Malan, in the sense that
we have had no wars for two thousand years. That’s not how it was
before, and that’s not how it is now on the other side of the world.
There, nations fight. Cities are sacked. Innocents have their throats cut
and are strung up to die in agony. There, it has forever been Hell. Here,
it is again Hell, as it was in the days before Benevolence.”
“You make it sound as if this Igham had been a great man,” Malan
replied, “bringing peace to their land just as Benevolence brought it to
ours. How can I accept that?”
“You don’t have to, Malan. All that I ask is that you try to see
things as the Kulgsh do, in Kulgsh terms. To them, Igham is as
Benevolence is to you. And to me as well.” Tisha’s last phrase came
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out softly, and she wished that she could have looked at him while
uttering it. “Before Igham,” she continued, “the various tribes of the
steppe apparently had no beliefs in common, as they all worshiped their
own Gods. We can’t know for sure, however, as they never wrote about
such issues. They were mostly illiterate and had no scriptures …”
As if they could have scriptures today! To Malan, the very notion
was so twisted as to be inconceivable: devils with bibles. And why did
she use the term “Gods?” Surely she must have meant “demons.” But
he said nothing.
As Malan remained silent, Tisha continued her lecture. “What
Igham gave the Kulgsh was a potent brew: lordship of the earth,
selection by God to be agents of his divine plan, and an eventual
earthly paradise.” Tisha paused again, rebuking herself. The Kulgsh
theological system, like their language, was not meant for outsiders.
Any lowlander caught speaking true Kulgsh (rather than the truncated
version called Pidgin), or even recounting their legends, could be put to
death. Their culture was for the nomads only, for those born on the
steppes and by a Kulgsh mother. But Tisha had a difficult time
censoring herself, especially seeing as everyone in her homeland knew
these basic facts. She therefore resumed.
“Igham, of course, wanted not merely to conquer the East but also
to ensure that the Kulgsh would retain permanent dominion over it,
dominion over all the kingdoms. He considered it his mandate to design
a perfectly ordered system that would remain stable through the ages.
He knew enough history to understand the sources of instability. Some
of these, Malan, derived from the steppes themselves. The uniting of
the pastoralists, the provisioning of a common sacred text, language,
rituals, and so on, would help obviate the fissiparous …”
Malan objected. “Obviate? Fis … fissi … I don’t understand.”
Tisha was speaking his language, but she still held the advantage.
What would his teacher have made of all of this? Malan imagined that
he would have denounced Tisha as an expert in demonology. “Those
fascinated by evil are themselves tainted!” Or something on that order.
“What’s most important,” Tisha continued, “is that Igham made the
war of succession a centerpiece of his scheme, a centerpiece to be
regularized and ritualized. Up to this day, a Kulgsh man can rise to a
position of power over a lowland realm only through victory in such a
war. But these are odd sorts of wars. Really, they’re more like games,
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deadly games. Homo ludens, that’s the Kulgsh. I know that it must
sound strange, Malan, but the system functions well enough. Or at least
it has for the past two millennia.”
If Tisha could have seen his face, she would have known that
Malan was again baffled. He did not even know where to begin
questioning. To him, games were for children. No adults he knew
would ever play one. Indeed, ‘to play’ was to be a child, regardless of
one’s chronological age. War as well was a mystery to him. He
understood all too well what the invasion and its aftermath entailed, but
that was hardly war as properly understood. Wars were the dreadful
things that had happened before Benevolence came, martyred herself,
and then posthumously spread the grace of God across all Shunelian
realms. And now, to be told that among the Kulgsh wars were actually
games? His mind boggled. “I don’t understand,” was all that he could
say.
“It doesn’t matter, Malan,” Tisha said. “No one can be expected to
master world history in a single evening. But I do think …”
A sharp “shhhh” arrested Tisha’s explanation. “Hex is worried
again,” Malan announced in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Weapons ready,” Kolta rasped.
Hex was now fully tense, as if ready to fight. But against what? It
was obvious from her signals that it was not another dog. Malan ran his
hands over her body. She seemed almost in hunting mode, her tail
straight out, about to pounce on some small prey. There were plenty of
rats in the monastery, but she was too savvy to get excited about them.
Malan turned his attention to Harvest, but she remained nonchalant,
adding to his confusion.
“She’s definitely caught a scent,” Malan declared. “There’s
something in here. Right in this room!”
Kolta responded curtly. “How can that be? The other dogs aren’t
even concerned. It can’t be anything dangerous. Perhaps it’s another
false alarm.”
Hex was now growling and deeply agitated. Malan, increasingly
distraught, stroked her back. Suddenly she lunged out. It sounded to
Malan as if she had caught a small animal and was now shaking it to
death. He was about to demand attention from the others when a sharp
‘ow!’ sounded from across the room, followed by desperate rustling
and then Kolta crying out, “Light the torches! Something bit me!”
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Within seconds, Theelam ignited a torch. Kolta was on her feet
shaking vigorously, several rats clinging to her padding.
“Ahgh!” Tisha cried, as she jerked her neck and brought her hands
up to her yellow mane, trying desperately to dislodge another rat. The
dogs immediately launched themselves into a rodent killing frenzy, but
there were so many of them.
“More light!” Kolta ordered. Theelam quickly ignited the two
torches ensconced on the wall.
“Look up at the ceiling,” Theelam warned. “They’re dropping
down.” She leaped high, slashing her sword and neatly bisecting two
particularly large ones. Malan stood and tried to stomp, but collapsed in
pain as his injured foot hit the floor. As a horde of rats swarmed toward
him, Harvest jumped on his body, slashing out with her teeth
manically.
As Malan struggled to a sitting position, he noticed a massive rat
chewing at the base of one of the torches. Below it was a heap of soiled
fabric. “The torch!” he yelled, fearing that the room would soon be
ablaze.

 Chapter 27 
Merrick and Sanjay’s Discovery

(Diablo Facility)

S

everal days later, Shanna had finally found an opening to speak
privately with Malcolm about their dreams. Or so she thought. She
approached him as he was leaving one of the IIT cafeterias after lunch.
“Shanna, I’m so sorry. I’d love to talk, but I need to spend some
time with my son. I’ve been neglecting him lately, and there’s
something that he wants to discuss with me. He sounded rather
desperate on the phone.”
“OK,” Shanna replied, trying to hide her disappointment. Then a
note of concern entered her voice. “Is he in trouble again?”
“No, he’s fine,” Malcolm assured her.
“That’s good. When will you return to Diablo?”
“I’m not leaving. He’s here.”
“Oh? That’s allowed?” Shanna did not hide her surprise.
“Evidently it is. He begged, I asked, and here he is. He says he has
to show me something on one of our screens. I hope it’s important.
He’s been trying to wheedle his way into this facility for a long time.”
“Do you mean he wants to show you something on Nova? What
could a child have found? And Xander allowed him to come?”
Malcolm gave a curious look. “He’s not a child. But no, I didn’t
ask Xander. I asked Cassia. She’s more open-minded than you might
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think. I’ll admit that I don’t really understand it either. I don’t know
why I agreed to let him come. I suppose I feel guilty about my own
preoccupations.”
“He’s not here to discuss anything personal? It’s really something
about Nova?”
Malcolm gave another puzzled look. “He knows a lot, Shanna. He
and his friends have been poring over satellite images for more than a
year. You understand what that’s like. It’s conceivable that they’ve
found something significant.”
Shanna’s interest went deeper than Malcolm suspected. She was
not just intrigued that Merrick would be drawn to Terranova or even
that he would be allowed into the inner sanctum of extra-planetary
research. She was also curious about the boy himself. He was, after all,
Malcolm’s son—and Theresa’s. When Shanna and Malcolm had been
together they had had a close friendship with Theresa and her thenboyfriend, who had been Shanna’s old college sweetheart. That was
how Malcolm and Theresa had met. Shanna had been as taken with
Theresa as Malcolm had been, although simultaneously jealous and
occasionally intimidated. Finding it all too intense, Theresa had
withdrawn. Shanna had not communicated with her since, but she
thought of her occasionally. She certainly wanted to meet her son—
Malcolm’s son.
Shanna had been thinking of children rather often of late. Over the
years a kind of half regret over her own childlessness had periodically
filtered into her consciousness, but recently such feelings had
intensified. She generally attributed the budding concern to having
reached the age of precluded possibilities, yet she occasionally
surprised herself by imagining that she was not quite there yet. True,
most women had reached menopause by her age, but she had not. She
was as late in that phase of physical development as she had been in all
others. But the fancy had always passed quickly, and Shanna always
felt like slapping herself as soon as it did.
Shanna forced herself out of her reverie. “In that case,” she
impulsively asked, “do you mind if I come along?”
“I suppose not. Actually, it might be useful to hear your opinions. It
can be difficult for me to remain disinterested when judging his
efforts.”
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A few minutes later, Malcolm and Shanna entered a private
viewing room to find Merrick sitting with his best friend. Malcolm was
not pleased to see Sanjay, and his expression was not difficult to read.
“Come on, Dad!” Merrick exclaimed as he looked up at his father.
“Sanjay was the one who found it. It wouldn’t have been fair for me to
come alone. You’re the one who’s always so obsessed about being
generous with your friends.”
“All right, Merrick,” Malcolm said with a sigh. “Show us what you
have. But first let me introduce you to one of my friends. Merrick,
Sanjay, this is Shanna Malone. Shanna, this is my son Merrick and his
friend, Sanjay Rajiv.”
“Oh,” was all that Merrick said in reply, his face registering
recognition and a little more. Sanjay gave a muffled “hi” and then
looked shyly away.
Shanna quickly assessed Merrick. He was tall and thin like his
father, but lighter in complexion, with a broader nose and full lips. He
also had a mischievous grin that Shanna found appealing. She did not
feel the same about his short pants and ragged tee-shirt.
Malcolm broke the tension by turning to the issue at hand. “Let’s
see what you two have. We’re really busy right now, so we can’t waste
any time. Just give me the co-ordinates and the precise time.”
“Uh, Dad. Could we run the controls? That would probably be
easier.”
“This isn’t like our screen at home, Merrick. It’s rather more
sophisticated.”
“I think we can handle it.”
Malcolm eyed the boys with suspicion but merely said, “Go
ahead.”
The two youngsters set to work, conferring with each other
excitedly as they figured out how to manipulate the machinery. It did
not take long.
“This is so swot!” Merrick exclaimed as he looked up to see the
screen coming to life.
“Wait a minute,” Malcolm interjected as the image resolved into
view. “We’re going to be looking at something on the Eastern
continent? You know that I don’t have any expertise there. And
besides, you told me that you and Sanjay have been exploring the
Fjordland coast.”
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“We’re interested in the whole planet, Dad, not just the fjords. You
just gotta see what’s going on here!”
“Uh, Mr. Harris,” Sanjay cut in. “You know my aunt in Bangalore,
Radha Nair, dontcha?”
“I’ve never met her,” Malcolm returned, “but I’ve certainly been
following her postings.”
“Well, we’ve been following her work too, sorta going back and
forth between the two places.”
Shanna was not sure if she had just witnessed a precocious
diplomatic maneuver or merely an inadvertent display of grace. In any
event, the gambit worked. Malcolm was mollified.
“I know her,” Shanna added. “She’s a fine scholar, very creative.
We’re lucky to have her working on Nova.”
Malcolm smiled for the first time since entering the room. “OK,”
he said. “Let’s see what you have. And fill us in on the context, don’t
just show us.”
As the image on the screen zoomed downward, Merrick began to
explain. “We found this last night when we were checking out the
remote stuff from the latest pulse. It’s really great rez, by far the best
we’ve seen. Sanjay called his aunt, and she looked at it too. She’s
working on it now, but she said we ought to talk to you.”’
“We’re almost there,” announced Sanjay. “OK, take a look at this
little building. It’s about forty miles from the big clump of stuff on the
cliff, just sitting by itself on top of a barren ridge.”
“What do you suppose it’s used for?” asked Shanna. “And what are
those things surrounding it?
“Oh, you’ll see,” said Merrick with a grin. “It gets pretty
interesting. But first, let’s take a look down slope. You got it, Sanjay?
You sure you’ve got the right time?”
“Oh yeah,” Sanjay replied, glancing up from the controls. The view
on the screen coursed downslope to stop just below a small grove of
scrubby trees. Malcolm and Shanna were now looking down on an oddlooking contraption with an orange-clad person standing alongside it.
“Do you know what that is Dad?” Merrick asked excitedly.
“I’m not sure,” Malcolm replied. “Does it do anything?”
“You’ll see,” Sanjay said. “And here it goes! I’m gonna track it if I
can. Yeah … take a look at that arc. And now … impact!”
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“Is that sick or what?” Merrick enthused. “It’s like Sieges and
Strongholds III, only it’s real. That happened yesterday.”
“A trebuchet? That is amazing,” observed Malcolm.
“A what?” asked Shanna, who knew little about military
technology.
“A medieval siege engine,” answered Sanjay. “The Mongols used
them a lot, and so did the Europeans. Let’s watch it firing again. Here
goes!”
“Pwned!” exclaimed Merrick.
“Pwned?” asked Shanna.
“Gamers’ talk,” Merrick replied. “Been so for about thirty years, I
think. Means ‘owned.’”
“Then why the ‘p?’” asked Shanna.
Merrick looked sheepish. “I dunno. Maybe its just because the ‘p’
is next to the ‘o’ on the keyboard.”
Shanna laughed, easing the tension and prompting Merrick to add,
“Wanna see it again?”
“No,” Shanna replied. “I want to know what’s happening. What’s
your interpretation?”
“Seriously?” the boys responded in unison.
“Seriously,” came the response.
“Well, it looks like a war game or something,” Merrick explained
excitedly. “A bloody one. Three guys are attacking that little building,
and a couple other guys are defending it. Someone gets killed and some
weird stuff happens. It gets kinda hard to follow. But it really could
have come out of Sieges and Strongholds III. We ghosted something
like this a couple months ago.”
Shanna was intrigued, both by the Novan conflict and the two
adolescents. Malcolm, however, seemed irritated.
“Merrick,” he said slowly, “I’m sure it’s fascinating to see one of
your games seemingly being played out on Nova. But why should that
concern me?”
Merrick’s face fell as he looked to Sanjay for support.
“Uh, Mr. Harris, that’s not exactly why we called. The really
important stuff comes later. It turns out that they’re being watched the
whole time by a bunch of people higher up on the ridge. And then,
when the battle is over, they … no, let me show you what happens.
Wait just a sec.… OK, now take a look at this … at this …”

262

Terranova

Merrick supplied the term “parade.”
“Yeah,” Sanjay continued. “Parade, I guess that’s what it is. With
elephants and a band and everything.”
“Yes indeed,” Shanna broke in as the screen changed. “With
lavishly caparisoned elephants. It looks like something you might see
in Cochin. Malcolm,” she continued with a pointed look. “I agree with
the boys, and evidently with Professor Nair as well. This is important.
It might even help us understand what’s going on in the West. The
invasion was almost certainly launched from this region.” A double
look of thanks from the youngsters prompted Shanna to raise her bid. “I
think that we should ask Xander and Cassia to come see this.” The boys
now looked at each other in wonderment.
Malcolm chuckled. “All right, maybe you two have found
something significant. If Shanna is convinced that it merits Xander and
Cassia’s attention, then I’ll have to give them a call. Let’s hold off now
until I hear back from them. Just stay here. I need to excuse myself for
a few minutes.”
Merrick followed his father out the door. “Dad,” he implored.
“There’s something else, something I need to tell you. Just you.”
“All right, Merrick,” he replied. “I’m listening.”
“That place, that building. I’ve dreamed about it.”
Malcolm stopped, staring intently at his son. “Really? What
happened?”
“There’s this guy. He’s dressed all in red and he’s teaching me how
to fight. Maybe he’s one of them, ‘cause two of the guys in the scene
are wearing red. But then he turns into a skunk or a badger or
something. Dad, I’m kinda freaked out about this.”
“Does he say anything?”
“Yeah, he says …” Merrick paused, looking down.
“Yes, continue please,” Malcolm urged.
“Uh, Dad, I’m sorry but I can’t tell you. Not right now.”
Merrick fidgeted, fighting the urge to reveal the message.
“Merrick,” the Novan had told him, “I need to teach you how to be
a man. It’s time now, and your own father is failing you. Steel yourself,
for you have many painful trials ahead.”
Within a quarter of an hour, Xander and Cassia entered the room.
Having been through a practice run, Merrick and Sanjay handled the
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controls easily, repeatedly switching views. They also provided enough
commentary to make a coherent if not eloquent narrative. The two
newcomers remained quiet during the presentation. When it ended,
Cassia stood to face the boys.
“I’m impressed,” she announced. “You’ve discovered an
interesting event, and you’ve done a decent job of explaining the
actions. I’d like to hear your interpretation of the broader context, as I
suspect that your knowledge goes deeper than you let on. But first, if
no one objects, I want to ask you a few questions, difficult questions.
You can think of them as a test if you like to. Can you handle that?”
“I guess. Yeah, sure. Why not?” Sanjay said with a broadening
grin. Merrick shrugged in agreement.
“Very well,” Cassia continued. “But I’m going to start by giving
you some harsh advice. You are now in professional company. I expect
you to speak as adults, not as adolescents. I don’t want to hear, in other
words, anything about ‘stuff’ happening to ‘guys.’ I understand that
inarticulate speech can be adaptive in the social milieu of the typical
American secondary school, but it is not helpful here. Can you make
the adjustment?” No hint of a smile accompanied her request.
Sanjay gulped, and Merrick looked stunned.
“O—” Merrick cut himself off before the “K” came out, wondering
whether that expression were off limits. “Yes,” he affirmed, mustering
his confidence. “We can do that, can’t we Sanjay? I could even imitate
my dad, if you think that would help.”
Malcolm smiled, Shanna chuckled, and Xander laughed out loud.
“I want to hear your positions,” Cassia continued humorlessly, “on
three theories pertaining to the socio-political dynamics of Terranova’s
northeastern continent. After I have finished outlining them, you may
take a few minutes to confer with each other in private. And both of
you must supply answers. Neither one of you gets to play ‘spokesman.’
Agreed?”
The boys nodded.
“Very well, here it goes. Please discuss Ng’s interpretation of the
division of the lowlands into twelve regions separated by unpopulated
wildland corridors, Field’s ideas about the position of the plateau in the
continent’s political order, and Ahmed’s theory about the function of
the massive complex of buildings that extends from the edge of the
highlands down to the margin of the southern lowlands. And when
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answering these questions, include information derived from this
week’s surface surveillance, as posted on the open Periyar blogs.”
An awkward pause followed. Malcolm asked, “Merrick? Sanjay?
Are you sure you can handle this? If you haven’t been keeping up with
the postings, there’s no need to continue.”
“Uh, yeah. I mean yes. We can. But we do need a few minutes,
right Merrick?”
The boys’ discussion of the three theories proved lively, engaging,
and reasonably articulate. Their examination gradually morphed into a
free-flowing discussion involving all the participants. Xander finally
broke it off.
“As Cassia has been allowed to play inquisitor here,” he
announced, “I think it is only fair that I should be given the same
opportunity. Unlike her, I have only one question. May I ask it?”
The room went quiet.
“I’ll take that as an affirmative. So here goes. If you two were to
conduct serious research on the ‘war game’ we have just witnessed,
how would you go about it?”
Merrick and Sanjay eyed each other and the latter spoke. “Um, Mr.
Alexander, I don’t think that we could answer that question unless we
had more information. We would need to know what kind of resources
we could get. And what exactly do you mean by ‘serious research?’”
“Precisely the right questions,” Xander responded. “My answer is
simple: maximal. You would have at your disposal, for the purposes of
this discussion, the utmost level of resources.”
“You mean like at Diablo—like here?” asked Merrick.
“I don’t mean ‘like’ anything. But yes, let’s imagine that you
would have full access to IIT’s technical infrastructure here at the
Diablo Facility. Since Cassia allotted a few minutes of conferral time, I
will do the same. Why don’t you two step outside and discuss this
between yourselves?”
After the door closed, Malcolm turned to Xander and Cassia.
“What are you two driving at?”
“Malcolm!” returned Xander. “You should be beaming, not
fretting. That was most impressive! I guess I’ll just have to gloat in
your stead.”
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Malcolm grabbed the corners of his mouth with his thumbs and
pulled upwards. “There. Is that enough of a ‘beam?’ Now could you
tell me?”
“This is a conversation that we must have,” Cassia said seriously.
“But not quite yet. I want to hear their responses to Xander’s question.
After that, we can confer at length.”
Malcolm also wanted to hear how the boys would respond. “All
right,” he sighed.
When they reentered the room, Sanjay spoke first. “The first thing
to do would be to run a search of the image archives for similar events.
Write a program to look for similar combinations of men and
armaments. Color might be a good marker. We’ve got men dressed
here in solid red, orange, and blue, something you probably don’t see
every day.”
“Could you write the code for the search parameters?” Xander
asked.
“No,” Sanjay returned, “but we could work with the programmers.
We’d understand what they were doing.”
“Then what?” Xander continued.
Merrick stepped up to the plate. “Well, that would depend on what
the search found. But let’s assume it was successful, giving us a goodsized sample. In that case, we’d want to figure out if the battles have
predictable patterns.”
“What kind of patterns?” asked Xander.
“Well, we’d want to see if they happen in the same places …”
“Temporal and spatial patterns,” Sanjay interrupted.
“And if you found such patterns?”
“Well, the ultimate thing—is that what you want?” Xander nodded.
“OK, the ultimate would be to get some dragonflies down to where we
think they might do it again. That way we might be able to figure out
what’s really going on. But that would be impossible, right? I mean,
we’re not even sure another surface recording will be allowed, are we?”
“Nothing is certain, Merrick,” Xander advised. “And now, class
dismissed. Could you two wait in the hall again while the rest of us
discuss the situation?”
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“All right,” Malcolm repeated after the boys had left. “I’ve been
more than patient. Could you please tell me exactly what you’re
thinking?”
“What I’m thinking,” Cassia replied, “is that those two ought to be
on the next flight to Bangalore. They should be working full-time at
Periyar, although I suppose that they’re a little young for that.”
“A little! They’re fifteen!”
“Then at least they should be here,” Cassia retorted. “We’ll be
working closely with Periyar over the next few months to analyze the
connections between the two continents. Malcolm, I’m sure they’re
wasting their time in high school, oppressed by the social trivialities of
their peer group. They’d be much better off here, and we could
certainly use their help.”
“But Cassia, they’re children! They just got lucky.”
“I don’t believe that, Malcolm,” said Shanna. “I also don’t think
you’re an impartial judge, as you just admitted. But think about it. I’ll
bet their knowledge of the western continent is equally extensive.”
“It’s not a question of knowledge. It’s a question of maturity. You
don’t know my son the way I do. You don’t live with him! And
besides, he’s still in school. He can’t just walk away from that. He
needs guidance.”
“Exactly,” said Cassia. “And who is going to be living with him
and guiding him over the next few months? He’s already getting in
trouble, isn’t he? And you’re not there. So what’s it going to be,
Malcolm? Are you going to leave us, participate in this project
remotely from home? I think not. You have a big problem on your
hands that you have evidently avoided confronting, and we’re offering
you the perfect solution.”
Malcolm went to the window, hands thrust in his pockets. Xander
walked up behind him and put an arm on his shoulder.
“Look, Malcolm, I know this is a big step. But think about what
you were like at fifteen. You took risks, didn’t you? And have you ever
regretted that? Do you really think you would have been better off if
you had lived a normal suburban life? Wish you had gone to Gunn
High School like your son, maybe joined the chess club and played in
the marching band? Do you honestly think that there’s more for
Merrick in Palo Alto than at Diablo?”
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“I have a lot of regrets,” Malcolm replied vehemently. “You know
that! And it’s not just Merrick that we’re talking about, it’s also Sanjay.
What do you suppose his parents would say to this?”
“We’d obviously have to find that out,” Xander replied calmly,
“but we can be pretty persuasive.”
“I know. That’s part of my problem!”
“May I say something?” Shanna interrupted. All eyes turned
toward her. “Unlike all of you, I have never been one to take risks.
When I was a schoolgirl, the most daring thing I ever did was comb my
hair in class, and my third-grade teacher’s scolding was so humiliating
that I vowed to never break another rule. And I have, by and large,
followed that pledge. I’ve never had so much as a parking ticket. Like
Malcolm, I have regrets, but unlike his, mine are specific. To put it
bluntly, now that I am on the cusp of ‘late adulthood,’ I wonder where I
would be—who I would be—had I made different choices. What I
needed was someone to help me venture into the wider world. But that
person never came around. No, he did, but he didn’t stay.”
The room went silent. Malcolm blushed and looked out the window
again. It would be much easier, he had to admit, if Merrick were to
remain with him. They could spend the weekdays at Diablo and then
return to Palo Alto for the weekends. Maybe he could establish a
genuinely close relationship with his son, who was now at the age at
which parents usually become nothing but embarrassing impediments.
“All right,” Malcolm allowed. “Let’s bring the boys back in and
see what they think of your idea. I’m pretty sure they’ll be thrilled. I am
worried, however, about what Sanjay’s parents will say. If I let Merrick
in but they keep Sanjay out, the friendship will take a blow.”
“Don’t worry,” Xander said with a laugh. “I’ll work something out.
Shanna, do you think you could give Professor Nair a call?”
At the end of the day as he tried to sleep, Malcolm’s doubts
bubbled to the surface. What kind of decision had he just made? How
could he have done it? It wasn’t as if Merrick had signed up with
GImG, but he would still come under Xander’s influence. Xander loved
spending time with teenagers, and he already had a decent bond with
Merrick.
“Most people,” Xander had said more than once, “never have an
original thought after they reach twenty-five. They develop their life
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scripts, and then just live them out to the end. After the school years are
over, it’s anti-climax for most.” And if Xander found an adolescent
with promise, he would really engage. He would want to groom. He
would want to empower. That’s what he wanted now for Merrick and
Sanjay. They had passed the test.
Not that Xander would do anything behind Malcolm’s back. He
would not hide his desires. Instead, he would cajole endlessly. He
would want to drink with the boys, sitting up with them in late night
bull sessions where they would explore everything of potential interest.
He would want to introduce them to cannabis, assuming that they had
not been introduced already. Malcolm could assume that, could he not?
And he would eventually want them to hook them up with sexual
partners. Did Merrick have any experience there? Malcolm had no idea.
That was Xander. That was who he was. It was one thing when he
sought out other people’s offspring, but Merrick was Malcolm’s own
and with his best friend in tow. Malcolm thought again of one of
Xander’s confessions, or was it a boast? “Ah, come on, Malcolm. You
know that contributing to the delinquency of a minor has always been
my favorite crime.”
Malcolm would have to demand that Xander maintain distance
from Merrick and Sanjay. It would not be easy. Xander would just
laugh it off, requiring Malcolm to push. Malcolm didn’t like to push—
not Xander, not anyone—but he would if necessary. In this case, the
necessity seemed obvious.

 Chapter 28 
A Dishonorable End

(Erdai Ridge, Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

A

wtn, with his back lodged tight against the jagged rock, had no
intention of charging the stronghold. Gatli’s backward-facing
shot had failed, but Awtn still had a few more tricks in store. He raised
his periscope to examine the defenses. A crossbow was visible in the
narrow opening between the heavy shutters of the facing window, but
whoever was wielding it failed to act. Awtn lowered his lens and
methodically extracted the weapon kit from his knapsack.
It was not easy to assemble the device in his cramped position, but
Awtn was satisfied once the job was completed. The stone on which he
sat was level, and his hiding place was large enough to conceal both
himself and the weapon. He tested the mechanism, pleased with how
smoothly the bow pivoted in its cradle. After rechecking his compass
reading, he set the angles. If the maps that he had obtained at the
Imperial Library were as good as they seemed, the shot should find its
target.
Awtn might have poor aim, but he could calculate, and he had had
plenty of time to do that. Wind was the unpredictable element. It was
not exactly a gusty morning, but the air was in motion. Wind speed
would, moreover, vary along the bolt’s high-amplitude trajectory. But
no matter. A direct hit was not necessary.
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Awtn extracted the tar bolt from its container, placed it in the slot,
and repositioned his periscope to get a good view of Koro’s shooting
podium. A glimpse of Koro’s helmet told him that his adversary was
still in place, standing upright. When a breeze-free interlude came,
Awtn struck the flint, lit the tar, and released the latch. He did not
bother to track the fire bolt as it rose and then fell, fixing his view
instead on Koro’s position.
The bolt missed the podium, landing a few feet behind it. But as
Awtn had hoped, the flaming tar splattered widely. With luck,
incendiary flecks would lodge over Koro’s clothing, forcing him out of
protection and allowing Dahil to get off a few good shots. But that did
not happen. Koro barked out a desperate-sounding gibberish message
to his comrades, but he stayed put within his small defensive space. His
helmet, however, disappeared from view. He must have dropped to his
knees to put out the flames and then assemble the portable roof and
barricade that would protect him from further fire assaults.
Awtn swore softly. Like Gatli’s backward-facing periscope shot,
his flame launch had failed. But he had one more scheme in reserve,
this one known only to himself. Although simple, it was not easy to set
in motion. But now was the time. If he hesitated, they would be forced
into a waiting game that they would certainly lose.
Awtn felt sick in anticipation of the act. But he flashed the flags
nonetheless, conveying the message. Then he held his breath and came
as close to prayer as a thoroughgoing skeptic can.
Dahil understood the signal: there was a gap in the defense, an
unoccupied position immediately above. Assuming that Koro had
retreated to the stronghold after the fire attack, he charged out of cover,
hoping to reach the protection of the stone podium before Koro
reemerged from the building. With his eyes fixed on the uneven slope,
Dahil did not look up and thus never knew what happened.
After putting out the sputtering flames and then assembling the
roofing apparatus, Koro sprang to his feet to peer through the slots. He
did so almost instinctively, never comfortable when the enemy’s
position was out of sight, but he was not expecting to see anything. Yet
there was Dahil, unprotected in his orange robes, struggling uphill in a
seemingly suicidal rush. It would have been too easy to pick him off
immediately. Instead of firing, Koro grabbed a stout composite bow
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and stepped away from the podium. But as his adversary continued
heedlessly upwards, he determined that he had no option but to act. It
hardly seemed proper, but at least he ought to be able to get off a
perfect shot. And that he did, sending an arrow directly into Dahil’s
skull, almost exactly between his eyes.
Koro hoped that none of the Ascended Lords had scoped in on his
moment of triumph. It seemed too anticlimactic. But at least the battle
was over, and he had played his part well enough. Returning to the
podium, he pulled out his victory horn and gave it a forceful blast.
Awtn sighed in relief. He could hardly believe that his final ruse
had worked. Not that his worries were completely over. Suspicion
could still fall on him, especially if any of the high spectators had
witnessed his signal flags. If it could somehow be proved that he had
betrayed a battle brother, he would face a gruesome death. But Gatli
was the only other person who knew their codes, and it was highly
unlikely that any of the Ascended Lords would ever talk to him about
the event, much less mention the actual signals deployed.
Awtn thus concluded that he had little to fear other than vague
suspicions. But as he rose to climb the ridge, his knees shook. Was that
from guilt, lingering terror, or perhaps just relief? Relief, he tried to
convince himself. Almost unimaginably, he had arranged for the
survival of his commander and himself. They would be able to continue
the struggle, provided, of course, that he could convince Gatli that it
would be worthwhile to do so. But that should be easy compared to
what he had just accomplished.
Lost in thought as he picked his way up the rocky slope toward the
stronghold, Awtn almost missed the unexpected denouement, the
violent last act that made his sordid triumph truly successful. But he
heard Eshat’s roar of rage and looked up in time to see him do it. Awtn
froze. His fear of further provoking Eshat’s wrath was all that kept him
from leaping in jubilation.
Eshat had found himself staggered when he heard the trumpet of
Koro’s victory horn. How could that be possible, considering the
explicit order that he had repeatedly given? He dropped his bow and
stormed through the stronghold, not even bothering to glance at Pelg,
who was now slumped over on his side. Within seconds he emerged to
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confront Koro. There was his marksman, bow in hand. Eshat glared at
him before peering down the slope to gather the relevant information.
Dahil was indeed dead, the war-ending arrow protruding from his
forehead.
Eshat turned to his comrade, his eyes smoking. “I told you that the
kill was mine!”
“But my lord,” Koro replied with consternation, “he was charging
my position. What else could I have done?”
“You could have shot him in the thigh! You are a sniper, after all!
Or you could have taken a rock and knocked him out, like this!” Eshat
spat out the words while swinging his massive, gauntleted fist directly
into his colleague’s face, dropping him to the ground. Koro remained
prone and unmoving, apparently unconscious.
The realization of what he had done hit Eshat instantly. He knelt
down to help Koro to his feet, but that was obviously not going to
happen. His heart skipped a beat as he checked the body. Koro was
steadily breathing, but he would not come to, even after receiving a few
smart slaps to his face.
Eshat sat down heavily to contemplate his situation. Gatli and his
little punk would arrive within minutes, followed not long afterwards
by the observers from on high. If Koro did not revive by then, Eshat’s
own situation would be dire. Striking a fellow soldier, especially to the
point of unconsciousness, was a dire breech of Kulgsh decorum, one
that could result in the stripping away of his lordship. He would
certainly have to face trial.
His stomach knotted tighter as he recalled his recent contretemps
with his wife. By all the Gods, he would probably not even have her
support! In that case, how could he possibly emerge unscathed from a
court of honor, run by the high women of the steppes? Eshat looked
down at his blood-splattered gauntlet, wondering if he could lie his way
out, but he dismissed the idea. In desperation, he called out to Pelg, but
received no answer. He shouted again, louder now, but heard only a
fragile and indeterminate response. More bad news—Pelg’s injuries
were evidently worse than he had realized.
Eshat was on the verge of panic. He needed Naghil, but his
councilor was miles away. What could he do? Perhaps he should kill
Gatli and then take his own life. That way at least, one of his goals
would be accomplished. But no, he was not ready for death. But neither
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was he willing to live out his life as a dishonored man, a childish fool
who had destroyed himself at his moment of triumph by failing to
master his passions. Suddenly, the realization hit. He could flee the
steppes altogether, escape the indignity of a trial, and join the Telaran
renegades. They would welcome him, thrilled to take in someone with
his knowledge and skills. He might even rise to a position of leadership
among them. Perhaps he would eventually be able to slowly slit Gatli’s
throat and live to savor the memory.
Eshat’s present challenge was to gain self-control. He could not
flee immediately. He needed time to formulate an escape plan. For the
nonce, he would simply have to withdraw, saying and doing nothing
until more propitious circumstances presented themselves. Such a
course was not easy for a man as headstrong as Eshat, but at least he
had had practice. The Kulgsh legal system was unforgiving when it
came to crimes of passion: an honorable warrior always had to be in
firm control of his emotional state. The book of Igham expressed horror
at all forms of unregulated violence. Disputants could certainly come to
blows, deadly blows, but only in a ritualized manner. The Kulgsh
soldier thus had to master the art of withdrawal.
Eshat sat down and tried to recall how he had pulled back from
pitched conflict as a youth. But at the last moment, he remembered one
action that he could still take. He scrambled down the slope to Dahil’s
corpse, extracted his dead enemy’s sword from its sheath, and then
carefully anointed its handle with one of his special salves. After
placing the weapon incongruously across the body, he returned to his
previous position to retreat from the world.
Gatli had not been surprised to hear his opponent’s victory blast,
but he still felt a pang of humiliation for having survived the battle.
Rather than walking directly to the stronghold, he hiked diagonally to
the saddle that Awtn occupied, expecting to find his friend’s dead body.
Oh, you too clever man, he thought. How could I have acceded to your
convoluted plans? But then he looked up to see Awtn standing,
apparently unharmed.
“Dahil?” he asked as he approached.
Awtn nodded.
“How?”
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“I don’t understand exactly,” Awtn replied with a well-rehearsed
lie. “Koro was crouching in his podium, so I signaled Dahil to rise and
take a quick shot. I knew it was risky, but there was a chance that
Dahil’s arrow could have found its mark through a slot. But he must
have misread my message, for he charged directly up the hill. It was all
too easy for Koro to finish him off.”
Gatli paused, flabbergasted that such a fatal miscommunication
could have occurred between two such highly skilled men. His
response, however, was measured.
“Dahil was always impetuous in battle. That, evidently, was his
fatal flaw.”
“And the Gods, as is their wont, seized upon that flaw to take him
away,” Awtn replied.
Gatli gave a puzzled look but then nodded. “That’s what he would
have said. That’s how he would have wanted us to remember it.”
“Yes, Gatli, and that’s how we will remember it, in honor of Dahil,
a brave and honorable warrior, a true Kulgsh in every sense. Fitting, I
suppose, that the ram would die charging heedlessly uphill.”
As Gatli nodded, Awtn felt the satisfaction of another piece
clinking into place. Although Gatli would no doubt feel guilty about
Dahil’s death for the rest of his life, he would probably never mention
it again, let alone question its circumstances.
The two men trudged up the rock-strewn ridge to the little
stronghold. They dropped to their knees and crawled through an open
door to offer submission to the victor, as custom demanded. But Eshat
was not at the altar of triumph and, in fact, was nowhere to be seen.
The only other person in the room was Pelg, half-collapsed and
unmoving. His eyes were barely open, his color shockingly white.
Displaying the earless, misshapen left side of his face, Pelg presented a
gruesome sight.
Gatli and Awtn eyed each other in amazement. Gatli turned again
toward Pelg, asking simply, “Are you all right?”
The naïve sincerity of the question prompted Pelg to laugh,
provoking a gurglingly sick coughing spasm.
“I have … broken ribs and a broken leg,” came a feeble response
once the fit subsided. “But it must be worse than that. Everything is
going blurry.”
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Awtn studied Pelg’s face, looking for signs of blood around his
mouth, but the evidence was inconclusive. His examination was
interrupted by Gatli’s bellow.
“And he let the battle continue?”
Pelg did not respond, for the answer was all too obvious. With
wounds of that severity, the fight should have been called off for the
requisite death-wait. Of course it was often difficult for a commander
to make a prudent call in such situations, but this case seemed clear-cut.
“Where is he?” Gatli demanded.
“I don’t know,” Pelg managed to say before shutting his eyes.
Awtn and Gatli picked their way though the ruined doorway and
soon found Eshat, sitting statue-like, his eyes closed, next to another
fallen comrade. Koro lay motionless on the ground. Could he be dead?
Gatli wondered. But no, Koro was clearly breathing. Gatli’s
bewilderment was now extreme. He approached Eshat with deliberately
loud footfalls, yet his opposing commander remained impassive.
Nonplused, Gatli did not even know how to address Eshat. He cast his
eyes about the scene, resting them briefly on Dahil. At length he turned
back to Eshat.
“Explain yourself!” Gatli growled.
Eshat neither moved nor spoke.
“What can we do, Gatli,” implored Awtn, “but wait for the
watchers? We seem to be the only sentient beings left in this execrable
place. But first we must attend to Dahil. His eyes should be closed and
his weapons placed in order before they arrive.”
“Why would his sword be on top of his body?” Gatli asked as they
approached the corpse. He reached out to retrieve it, but his hand was
arrested mid-motion by Awtn’s.
“Don’t touch it, Gatli, not barehanded. I’ve learned a few things
about Naghil’s contacts among the Telaran renegades, and one of them
has an amphibial whiff about him. We should take every precaution.”
Gatli gave his councilor a questioning look, but realization soon
dawned. He peered closely at the weapon, noticing the oily sheen
around the hilt. “That scoundrel!” he hissed, spitting and spitting again.
Awtn unfastened his belt and looped it around the sword, avoiding
its touch. He then closed Dahil’s eyes and removed his long hair-braid
from his chest, placing it atop his shoulder. Both men returned to Eshat,
Awtn tossing the blade in front of his lap.
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“Pick it up,” Awtn ordered.
Eshat slit open his eyes. “You may be a clever little toady, Awtn,”
he hissed, “but my councilor is just as smart, and he could kill you any
day in less than a minute. As for you Gatli Meles, badger-man, you are
nothing. You may think that you have won, but you’re not half man
enough to defeat me. Your end will come when I leisurely slit your
throat, just after you’ve watched me slay everyone dear to you. Until
then, you treasonous turd, good riddance.” With that, Eshat shut his
eyes to black out the world.
Gatli turned to his councilor. “Ignore him, Awtn,” he advised.
“He’s not worth our thoughts. He is a foul being, and we sully
ourselves by remaining in his presence. But I suppose,” Gatli continued
as they walked away from the sphinx-like Eshat, “that we should bring
the poisoned sword to the attention of the watchers.”
“No Gatli. I don’t think so. They know nothing of toad-craft, and it
is best they remain ignorant. But the world is certainly no longer as it
was. We need to carefully consider the implications of Naghil’s
newfound skills. For now, we must clean the hilt and dispose of the
rags, and we should probably bury the blade itself as well as my belt. If
he had access to the right species of rainforest frog, the potency can be
extraordinary.”
Although Awtn managed to keep his tone measured and serious,
inwardly he gloated. It was almost enough to rekindle his belief in the
Gods. But whose deities? Those of the Kulgsh? He had done
everything possible to insult them over the past few days, yet the course
of events had nonetheless gone his way.
“What will happen now?” Gatli asked as they attended to the
tainted blade.
“I’m not sure,” Awtn replied while motioning toward Pelg. “Much
depends on what happens to him. Since Eshat let the battle go on
despite the severity of his wounds, we will likely be awarded a
prolonged death-wait, perhaps a month. From what we saw in there, I’d
say that his chances of surviving that long are no better than even.”
“And what of Koro? What if he dies? And what do you suppose
could have happened to him, Councilor?”
“No suppositions are necessary. I witnessed the event, although I
had no idea at the time how serious it was. Eshat struck him, driving
him to the ground and knocking him out. I’m sure he’ll revive. As to
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Eshat’s reason, well, he has a hot temper, and he did pledge to kill
you.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s it,” Gatli replied. “But what does it entail for
us? I imagine that this sort of thing has happened before. So tell me,
what are the precedents?”
“Unless Koro wakes before the watchers arrive, Eshat will be
handed over to the high honor court. It will almost certainly strip him
of his lordship, and may even sentence him to a life of solitude on the
steppes. But that won’t mean much for you and me: no doubt he’ll keep
scheming to kill us, although his options will be limited. Pelg, if he
somehow fully recovers, will accede to leadership, but I doubt that will
happen. The big question is whether you will retain your lordship over
Sharen if Pelg survives. Most likely you will, but I can’t say for sure.”
“Well, Awtn, I suppose I should be thanking you, if not the Gods,
for salvaging so much out of a desperate situation. Most remarkable.
This battle will be famous, studied for centuries hence.”
“Not so much famous for our tactics as infamous for Eshat’s
conduct.”
“True, a squalid affair all around. And with Dahil’s death, I’m not
going to feel like celebrating even if I do rise to the high lordship.”
“Don’t think about any of that now Gatli. The watchers will soon
be here. We should meet them before they encounter this shameful
mess.”
“But it was Koro’s victory horn that sounded. How then could we
be the ones to greet them?”
“It will be fine, so long as we lay down all weapons and strip off
our clothing. There are rules to follow for this occasion as for all others.
They will understand or at least their protocol officers will. We’ll be
cold, however, so we ought to engage in some brisk exercise while
waiting.”
Trusting Awtn’s counsel, Gatli began to disrobe. The next few
hours, he knew, would be excruciatingly humiliating. But he would
endure them stoically in the manner of the Kulgsh.

 Chapter 29 
Confrontation

(Diablo Facility)

O

n the morning of her sixth day at Diablo, Shanna realized that her
unsettled condition was due partly to a simple lack of exercise.
She had been keeping up with her yoga, but had neglected the aerobic
side. After finishing her morning routines, she therefore set off for the
gym, intending to climb a hundred and fifty flights on a stair-climbing
machine. She hesitated, however, before exiting her quarters. Why
settle for something so routine in this setting? Why not take advantage
of what was offered? She called Ellen and, within minutes, was
escorted to a jogging trail.
Located within the inner security fence, the trail wound its way
through a variety of scenic habitats yet was safe from the oftenexaggerated dangers of Diablo. “Don’t worry,” her personal assistant
had assured her. “The barrier keeps out large animals but allows the
free passage of smaller species. Keep your eyes open. You might see
something interesting.”
Shanna thanked Ellen and then dismissed her, preferring to run
alone and trusting her sense of direction to get her back to the facility.
She felt stiff at first, but soon settled into a smooth pace. The woodchip
base softened her footfalls, and the twisting route engaged her senses.
The first stretch followed a seasonal stream through a ghostly sycamore

280

Terranova

grove before veering across a grassy slope, pock-marked by a thousand
ground squirrel burrows. Passing into woodland again, the path
steepened as it made its way up a north-facing slope. Shanna slowed to
strip off her sweatshirt. At the summit, the vegetation cleared out and a
light rain began to fall. To Shanna it felt like a suspended mist, cool
and fresh on her sweaty face.
After covering most of the four-mile loop, a physically relaxed but
emotionally exhilarated Shanna quit running. Her stamina was far from
spent, but she wanted to fully breathe in the atmosphere of the
magically misted morning. Walking along the derelict remains of an
old barbwire fence line, she noted movement in the vetch thicket
alongside it. She stopped to watch, and soon enough, a black and white
face pushed out of the growth, followed by a striped body and then four
little replicas. Shanna watched in delight as the nonchalant mother
skunk led her babies down the path, seemingly oblivious of the
looming human. When Shanna took a step nearer, however, a warning
tail flashed. She backed off, and the leisurely procession resumed with
periodic pauses for sibling antics. Who would have thought of skunks
at play, yet here they were.
Shanna returned to the Diablo Facility later than planned, but it
hardly mattered. For the first time since arriving in California, she felt
on top of her game, on top of the world. Passing into the ziggurat, she
was hit by an inspiration. Why not march into Xander’s office right
now and ask her burning questions? When better to confront him than
while she was in top form?
Shanna called, and Xander readily agreed to a meeting, inviting her
to his den-like office complex. He instructed her to take a specific
elevator, providing an access code for the lift’s keypad. Shanna was not
surprised when the door opened directly onto the symposium nook.
Xander was seated on one of the couches, sipping coffee and reading a
newspaper.
Shanna entered with a broad smile. “OK, sir,” she said. “I’ve
agreed to participate, and you’ve agreed to answer my questions. I have
a few.”
“Are you sure this is the best time, Shanna? We have a lot to do
right now.” Xander motioned her to sit while placing his coffee cup on
the table.
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“We don’t have to cover everything,” Shanna returned. “But there
are a few things I’d like to know. They’ve been … eating at me.”
“Very well.”
As Shanna noticed Xander’s eyes darting over her body she
instinctively sucked in her stomach. What would he make of her in
damp red sweat pants and a white running top, with a red sweatshirt
tied around her waist?
“First,” Shanna asked as she lowered herself onto the couch facing
Xander, “the big secret. Just where does it all come from?”
“It?” Xander replied blankly.
“The technology. The magic? One staggering advance after another
with who knows how much kept in reserve.”
“Oh, I know what you’re getting at,” Xander replied with an almost
shy smile. “You want me to tell you about our secret passageway into
Area 51 and our nefarious dealings with the U.S. Air Force and the
Intergalactic Whatever-the-Hell-It-Is. Or is there some other tabloid
story you favor?”
“The existence of Nova does lend some credibility to those
stories.”
“Perhaps,” allowed Xander, “but they’re still nonsensical.”
“I don’t doubt that, but it simply doesn’t make sense to me. Let me
put it this way. If I had picked up a science fiction novel when I was a
teenager and read about cyborg dragonflies being ‘pulsed’ to another
planet in our day, I would have dismissed it as rank fantasy. Yet here
we are. I don’t care how many geniuses you’ve recruited, it doesn’t add
up.”
“Well then, here it is, in a nutshell,” Xander replied. “It isn’t so
much the number of our ‘geniuses’ that matters as the fact that most of
them have worked together since adolescence. The mind is still plastic
at that age, and if the mental pump is properly primed and the
environment is just right, remarkable things can happen. We’ve learned
to harness the explosion in creativity that occurs at about age twenty—
just as the frontal lobes mature—and then magnify it through guided
group bonding. You can think of the brainpower that we generate as an
emergent property of the collectivity.”
Shanna deliberately raised her eyes to the ceiling to clear her head.
She wanted to hear more, but she also needed to use this opportunity to
good effect. It was time to raise the stakes.

282

Terranova

“‘Collectivity?’ she asked, her eyes wheeling back to Xander.
“That’s a curious word for a ‘radical meritocrat.’ Pardon my bluntness,
but just how reactionary are your politics?”
“I thrive on bluntness!” Xander’s smile broadened. “And my blunt
reply: I’m not ‘reactionary’ at all. When it comes to politics, I’m a
radical democrat.”
Shanna laughed. “What you are is a tangle of contradiction.
Radically democratic meritocracy? I don’t think so.”
Xander chuckled and twined his fingers. “Radical democracy
means embracing the wisdom of the electorate. If my candidate loses,
there was something wrong with the person or the platform. Such an
attitude is far too democratic for most people. Most of your friends, I
imagine, are convinced that the ‘enemy’ only wins elections because
voters are stupid, misinformed, or just plain greedy.”
Shanna cocked an eyebrow. “How does that square with radical
meritocracy?”
“Why don’t I get you something while I think about that,” Xander
replied. “Water or juice?” He stood and walked a few steps away from
the couch, but stopped and returned when the lights almost
imperceptibly dimmed. Shanna watched as he touched one of the raised
spots on the wooden armrest adjacent to his seat.
Shanna smiled a question mark. Xander shrugged.
“So to answer you question,” Xander continued, “it all depends on
the level of resolution. At the individual level, I am an arrant elitist. But
there’s wisdom to be found in crowds. Have some mathematical genius
guess the number of jellybeans in a jar and then ask a thousand random
people to do it and average their answers. The crowd wins every time.
It’s the same with politics. When the country goes too far in one
direction, the electorate pulls the pendulum back. That’s why
democracy works so much better than any other system of
government.”
“Really, Xander! You surprise me. The American voters have
proved themselves capable of electing worthless candidates, and the
electoral process itself is hardly immune to gross manipulation. We’ve
seen that a few times over the past several decades, haven’t we?”
“I never said the process was perfect,” Xander allowed. “Just better
than the alternatives.”
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“What do you think of the current administration? It was, after all,
duly ‘elected.’”
“If you want to know the truth, I gave a considerable amount of
money to the opposing candidate. But she lost and I accept that. If the
current administration goes too far, a correction will come.”
“I’d be willing to bet that you also contributed to the other side.”
“So you’re a betting woman?” Xander countered. “I wouldn’t have
suspected that.”
Shanna chuckled. “You’ve got me, I’m afraid. I never gamble.”
“You can start now if you’d like. Maybe you’ll have beginner’s
luck. Let’s see. You just bet that I contributed to both sides. Guess
what? You win! How much was our wager?”
“An ice cream cone,” Shanna burst out before thinking.
“Very well. I owe you an ice cream cone. Anyway, the truth is that
I voted for and gave a lot more money to the defeated candidate. In
politics, it seems I often pick losers.”
“I don’t know Xander. It all sounds too convenient.”
“Perhaps, but isn’t convenience a good thing? My political
philosophy is a lot more conducive to happiness than the alternative. I
never get worked up over election results.”
“So is it all about personal well-being?” Shanna returned. “That
seems like a cop-out.”
“It’s not ‘all’ about anything, Shanna. But I do believe in pursuing
happiness. Don’t you? And are you sure you don’t want something?
Maybe something to eat? Your hair’s wet. Can I get you a towel?”
Shanna shook her head like a dog, spraying drops in all directions.
Xander laughed.
“Come on, Shanna,” he said. “I know you’ve got tougher questions
than that. Hit me with your best shot.”
“OK. Let’s talk about superiority. You obviously believe that it
applies at the group level, Novans, for example, besting us Earthlings.
What about social aggregates here on Earth? Are some groups superior
to others?”
“No, not really,” Xander replied calmly and then paused to sip his
coffee. “Change happens too quickly. Take some low-performing
group and change the incentive structures under which it operates by
rewarding academic performance, and after a few generations its socalled ‘IQ’ will jump quite a few notches. Partly that’s a matter of the
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environmental component of intelligence, but the genetic element
changes too, whether due to the responsive nature of the genetic
apparatus or to the fact that some higher-level beings figure it’s time to
start inserting new lines of code …”
“I’m sorry Xander, but that sounds sophomoric!” Shanna
interrupted. “Cosmic lab technicians in some sort of parallel
dimension—is that really what you believe?”
“I keep telling you, it’s all hypothetical.”
Shanna pursued her lips, wondering if this line of conversation had
come to a dead end. Xander took the opportunity to ask, “How about a
cup of tea, Shanna? I have the best sencha.”
Shanna shook her head. “As you said, time is short. But I do have
more questions.”
“That’s why we’re here.”
The lights briefly dimmed, this time twice, and Shanna again noted
Xander fingering the bumps on his armrest. She gave him a quizzical
look, pointing at his right hand.
Xander addressed the unvoiced question. “It’s just someone trying
to call. I suggested they try again in a half-hour.”
“Hmm,” Shanna hummed with curiosity. Thirty minutes. If she was
going to find out, she had to do so now. She flashed a grim smile and
dove in.
“Could you tell me what happened that made you cut off your
relationship with Malcolm when you were young?”
Xander shook his head. “Knock-out blow Shanna. You win. I’m
down for the count.”
“Look, I know that’s personal, but I’m only trying to understand
the course of my own life, which has just taken an unexpected turn. To
do that, I need to understand your life and your connection with
Malcolm. Besides,” Shanna smiled, “I think you actually want to tell
me.”
“I’m not at all sure I want to tell you, but I promised, so here goes.”
Xander’s face turned serious. “I was nineteen years old and making a
bit of money selling drugs, cannabis at first but then others as well. I
started by buying the excess harvests from the local hippies—an ounce
here, a few ounces there—and retailing it in LA. It was just a smallscale business, a bit of minor arbitrage. But then I found a better source
of supply. A lot of the local Mexicans also grew a few plants, but
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unlike the Anglos they didn’t smoke up most of their own harvests.
They usually had nowhere to sell it, so I got it cheap. I soon had dozens
of new friends, and I started hearing about their problems. None of ‘em
were legal residents, so most were exploited in various ways. I started
to help them. Suffice it to say—please—that in doing so I stepped on
the toes of some nasty people who decided to teach me a lesson.
Actually, they decided to eliminate me.”
“They didn’t succeed.”
“You want to know why?” Xander replied, staring intently.
“Because of their sadism. Because they wanted my death to be as
prolonged and painful as possible. Their cruelty is what allowed me to
escape.”
Shanna paused, taken aback. She was not sure that she wanted to
continue, but something forced her to go on. “Please tell me what
happened. I need to know.”
“I was kidnapped and tortured for two days. In the end, my legs
were broken and I was dumped in an isolated area during a January
rainstorm. I managed to crawl my way to a road and flag down a
passing car. If you want confirmation, I could show you the scars.”
Shanna shuddered. All the joy had suddenly drained out of the
conversation, but she had to finish what she had begun. “And that’s
when you dropped Malcolm? Just when you needed a true friend more
than ever?”
“Maybe that is what I ‘needed,’ but that’s not what I took. I
decided to lay low and plot my revenge. I was playing for the highest
stakes, and I knew that Malcolm couldn’t handle that. I wanted to
protect him, so I did.”
“Did you respond in kind? An eye for an eye?” Shanna’s tone had
become harsh.
“I had them killed. But no, I didn’t torture them, although I’ll admit
that extracting the necessary information about their organization
involved a few unpleasantries.”
“That’s horrifying, and yet you seem proud of it!” Shanna suddenly
felt almost ill.
“No, far from it.” Xander replied quietly. “I’m ashamed of many of
the things I’ve done. I have spent time on the ‘dark side,’ as it were,
and I can only assume that I will eventually be punished for it.”
“Punished?”
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“In the afterlife or in reincarnation,” Xander replied.
“If you were truly repentant, you would have turned yourself in
long ago. But here you are enjoying all the fruits of your criminal
past!” Shanna’s words were biting, her eyes burning.
“Here you are too … No, sorry Shanna, I shouldn’t have said that.”
Xander paused, looking up at the ceiling. At length he simply stated,
“Not directly.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean that the money I made decades ago in criminal activities
was utterly trivial in comparison to what I—what we—have earned in
legitimate businesses.”
“But indirectly …”
“Yes, Shanna, indirectly!” Xander interrupted, this time with
passion. “I am well aware of that. You want total honesty? OK, I’ll
give it to you. Even my bloody crusade against my tormentors turned
out to be very remunerative in the long run.”
Shanna closed her eyes and shook her head. He does want to tell
me everything, no matter how horrific. She rose to the bait. “And how
exactly was that? An expansion of your franchise? New markets or new
suppliers, once the competition had been eliminated?”
“No, no,” Xander replied, his smile returning. “What I mean is that
I was forced to master the art of information gathering. I had to know
everything about my enemies before I could move against them. That,
in turn, required that I delve further into surveillance, something that I
already knew a bit about from the work that Malcolm and I had done
with animals. I won’t bore you with the details, but suffice it to say that
many of the technologies you see around here had their genesis in that
experience. I imagine you’ll now see them as even more tainted than
you did before.”
“Yes, I suppose tainted is an appropriate word. But just how
tainted? Rumor has it that you made your initial fortune by selling
some of the vilest drugs imaginable, including methamphetamine. Is
that true as well?”
“You’re just going to keep digging aren’t you?” Xander returned.
“Well, I did promise, so I will answer. The answer is yes. I once made a
minor fortune in that particular line of business.”
Shanna hugged her bare arms. “How do you feel about that now?
Conflicted, I suppose.”
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Xander breathed in and out audibly several times. He raised his
coffee cup to his lips but didn’t drink. “Since we don’t have time for
nuance,” he continued in a measured pace, “I’ll give you my pat
answer. People will take dangerous recreational drugs regardless of any
prohibitions leveled against them. The only question is who gets the
profits. Hardened criminals or business firms working under close state
regulation? I can’t see how any rational person would prefer the former
arrangement to the latter, and thanks in no small part to my efforts, we
ended the policy of prohibition.”
“Yet you were part of that criminal establishment.”
“Yes, but I wasn’t nearly as nasty as the others, and I—no, we—we
put our profits to good …”
“A bit self-serving, wouldn’t you say?”
“OK, I’ll admit it. I am guilty. What more can I say? Do you want
to punish me yourself, Shanna? Is that what—?”
“And you were also guilty, I suppose,” Shanna interrupted, “of
running prostitution rings?”
“No, absolutely not. I have never trafficked in sexual services. I
don’t approve of trading money for sex.”
“So the rumors are false?”
“And those rumors would be?” inquired Xander.
“Come on, you must know. That you lured your ‘young geniuses’
into your organization by providing them with sex.”
“Well, that’s not entirely false.”
“What does that mean?" returned Shanna.
“Since this seems to matter a great deal to you, I’ll explain, but
you’ll first have to bear with a little evolutionary psychology.”
“I don’t need that, but since you have been forthcoming, I’ll endure
it.”
Again Xander chuckled. “The first thing to understand is that we
humans—no, we animals—suffer inescapable sexual asymmetries.
Young men tend to be desperate for sex, hence they are often
indiscriminate about their partners. Young women, although equally
sexual, usually prefer quality over quantity. Not all young men,
however, are viewed by their female counterparts as particularly
desirable. This generates a potent force for social destabilization: male
sexual frustration. In sexually repressive societies, such frustration
often boils over into violent fanaticism.”
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“That’s a gross simplification,” Shanna returned, “and utterly
beside the point. Plus, it’s not as if sexually ‘liberated’ societies are free
of either violence or fanaticism. Just take a good look at ours.”
“Perhaps, but please bear with my explanation, Shanna. So, at the
same time, there are always a few young women with sexual appetites
similar to those of young men. They crave multiple partners without
emotional strings. Despised as ‘sluts,’ such girls can be subjected to
extreme social abuse. It’s been that way ever since the spread of
universalistic religions. Yet at one time, wanton women were honored
as temple prostitutes serving the Goddess. Even in ancient Greece, for
all of its horrific misogyny, the hetaerae had privileged positions and
could choose their partners freely. Laïs, for example, was beyond the
reach of all but the most successful men, yet she coupled with the
penniless Diogenes the Cynic because she valued his mind. And
Phryne, the toad …”
“I don’t need a history lesson,” Shanna finally interrupted. “Please
don’t patronize me. Besides, high-class courtesans have never
numbered more than a handful in any society, and they don’t tend to
have much of a life once their beauty fades.”
“Sorry, Shanna, but I tend to get carried away on this subject. The
point is that we in GImG operate according to the ancient model. We
have always been open to people of many different talents and
proclivities, not just ‘young geniuses.’ Some members serve the
community with their social and, let us say, emotional and physical
skills. Such people receive no money for individual sessions, but they
are afforded full sustenance and all due services merely for being who
they are. Our view is that everyone—well, almost everyone—ought to
enjoy basic sexual fulfillment. ”
“Perhaps you need a history lesson, Xander. There are good reasons
why the vast majority of successful human societies have settled on
basically monogamous sexual relations, not the least of them hygienic.
You make ‘open living’ sound paradisiacal, but even the recent history
of such experiments has proved the opposite. Jealousy alone is enough
to ruin it all.”
“It’s not utopian. Of course we have problems. I’ll give you one:
some people, almost always male, have depraved desires. We have no
room for pederasts, necrophiliacs, or coprophiliacs. And you are right.
Jealousy does intrude. But the social arrangements that can
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accommodate the basic human emotional-sexual response are
remarkably diverse. Among the once polyandrous and extremely
powerful Nayars of India’s Malabar Coast …”
“Sorry again, but I still don’t need a history lecture, especially one
on Kerala! The arrangement you’ve just described certainly sounds
convenient for you. As cult leader, I imagine you pretty much get your
pick …”
“Maybe you imagine too much, Shanna. We’ve thought this
through. We’ve done our homework. No one is ‘privileged’ among us
in that way.”
“Maybe not formally.” Shanna shuddered. “Oh, this is so tawdry.
Do you really view life mainly as an opportunity to experience
pleasure? Is that what hedonism means to you? You are a selfproclaimed hedonist, no?”
“Yes I am, but no I don’t. Just look around. Does it appear to you
that we do nothing but pursue sensual gratification? Being a hedonist is
not the same as being a libertine.”
“So what exactly do you mean by the term? Something tells me
that you get a thrill out of its shock value, thumbing your nose at
conventional morality, putting yourself and your group above everyone
else, pretending that the basic rules of social decency just don’t apply to
the likes of you.”
“I suppose there’s some truth there, but that’s not what it’s all
about,” Xander replied in a slow, measured tone. “Since you seem so
interested, I’ll give you my views on the matter. You are interested?”
“Continue,” Shanna said curtly.
“The creators, whoever they may be, have eased the burdens that
we face in this demanding world by endowing us with a profound
capacity for pleasure. That is a gift that they have given us, one that we
would be foolish to deny. More than foolish. Ascetics think that they
are wiser than the Gods themselves, contending that even though we
were given by our creators an intense sexuality, we must nonetheless
forsake it. The only way to make sense out of that proposition is to
assume that deity is sadistic, giving us joy essential for the very
perpetuation of life and then telling us that to be good we must reject
it.”
“I don’t think you know much about asceticism,” Shanna replied.
“Maybe you should read about it. I could recommend some books.
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There are good reasons why all major religions make room for an
ascetic tradition, a tradition that has yielded profound spiritual insights
not to mention deeply moving literature.”
“Sorry, Shanna, but I prefer the paganism of the ancient Greeks. As
James Davidson so elegantly put it, ‘While Buddha is commemorated
as a skeletal figure meditating under a Bo tree and Jesus is
monumentalized in triumph over the flesh on a cross, Socrates is best
remembered in conversation at a lavish symposium, fretting that
another guest is being too greedy with the fish or arguing gently in
favor of the small cups.’”
“And in so doing, Socrates was still arguing for self-denial, which
is precisely what ‘hedonism’ rejects!” Shanna insisted. “That’s exactly
what’s wrong with our society. When I survey the cultural scene, I see
the glorification and commodification of sexual and other sensual
pleasures everywhere I look. We’re deluged with it and it’s far from
healthy. It undermines the social order just as it saps the individual’s
spirit.”
“That may be one side of the coin,” Xander returned, “but what
about the other? Won’t you admit that our Christian/post-Christian
ethos is still deeply suspicious of any kind of pleasure for its own sake?
Why else would anyone describe eating a piece of chocolate cake as
‘decadent?’ What’s decadent about enjoying something delicious? If
that were the case, every child in the world is decadent, which rather
perverts the meaning of the word.”
“Traditional Christianity has always stressed the bestial nature of
children.”
“Yeah, well that’s yet another strike against it!”
The lights dimmed three times in rapid succession.
“So sorry, Shanna, but I can’t ignore this one. We’ll have to pick
up this conversation later on.”
Shanna excused herself, rose, and walked to the elevator. The door
opened for her automatically. As she stepped in, Xander spoke.
“May I say one more thing, Shanna? Get in the last word so to
speak?”
Shanna looked puzzled but simply said, “Of course.”
“That … was magnificent. No, you, Shanna Malone, were—are—
magnificent.”
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Xander looked down, the elevator doors closed, and Shanna found
herself being whisked away.
For the rest of the day, Shanna was off-balance. She was excited
one moment, wallowing in doubt the next. Despite herself, her thoughts
kept returning to her conversation with Xander. She tried reading in the
facility’s luxurious library. She tried viewing footage of Nova. She
tried making phone calls to her friends. Nothing worked.
At bedtime in her new living quarters, Shanna was not sleepy.
What was it that she was now engaged in? Something thrilling or
something unseemly? At least she understood Bowman Alexander
better. Considering the horrific experience he had gone through as a
young man, his unlikely assemblage of personality traits made some
sense. At the same time, he now seemed much more dangerous. He had
killed people, probably many and evidently easily.
The worst of it was that Shanna had begun to find Xander
physically attractive. He acted as if he found her appealing as well, but
surely that was a put-on. He had made it clear what he was after: her
mind. No, she knew full well what he was attracted to. She had seen
him with Harleigh. How old could that bouncing girl be? True,
Harleigh had indicated that she did not look her age, but she was still a
girl and he a man—and not even a young man.
Sleepless and distressed, Shanna paced her rooms trying to
remember what life had been like before Bowman Alexander, before
Nova. It had not been perfect. She had suffered more than her share of
loneliness and sexual dissatisfaction, but she knew who she was and
what she was doing. Shanna had not given much thought to religion in
those days. She had an emotional warm spot for Christianity,
cherishing the image of Jesus the Compassionate and believing that
there was a great truth underlying the faith, and she occasionally
chastised herself for not going to church. But attendance was
impossible. She could not swallow the Nicene Creed, and she always
felt out of place, like an interloper from another world.
Perhaps that was exactly what she was. In her academic circles,
God was irrelevant, as it was assumed that the universe and everything
in it arose through strictly natural processes. Shanna handled the
resulting contradictions by never thinking about them. Try to lead a

292

Terranova

good and productive life and be kind to others—that had been her only
creed.
The initial Novan revelation did not disturb her equilibrium. Like
most basically secular people, she did not pause to consider its
implications for her view of the cosmos. But her new acquaintances
forced the issue on her. She thought back to yesterday’s lunchtime
conversation with Liam and Cassia. It had taken place on the wildlife
viewing train Malcolm had praised, but Shanna had been too engrossed
in the metaphysical dilemmas being posed to take in much of the
scenery. Cassia kept coming at her with seemingly well-rehearsed
objections to the secularist world-view.
“How could it all possibly be the result of mindless processes if the
same results had been reached on both planets?” Cassia had demanded.
“To remain within a materialist framework, one would have to revert to
a strict determinism shot through with teleology. Given a similar
environment and, perhaps, the same genetic seed brought in randomly
by a meteorite, organic evolution on Earth and on Terranova had to
yield the same results. No room for contingency. Are you really ready
to go back to that conception of nature? Back to Lucretius and
Democritus?”
Shanna realized that she could not. So what did it all mean? One
solution was simply to give it no thought and to focus instead on
immediate issues. That, after all, was how she had previously handled
the paradoxical. But Shanna could not get Cassia and Liam’s advice
about “thought and emotion experiments” out of her mind.
At the end of the train ride, Cassia had, at last, looked Shanna
squarely in the eyes and said, “Go back to your quarters tonight,
Shanna, and try dwelling on the materialists’ view of the universe.
Think about it as deeply and with as much emotional engagement as
you can muster. Imagine that there is nothing but the observable.
Suppose that life is merely an accident, with no larger purpose.
Visualize your death and the nothingness that follows. Grasp, from that
cosmic perspective, the insignificance of your existence and of all
others. Imagine the immateriality of whether you conduct your life
well, whether you are basically good or bad. Do that and see how you
feel. See if there isn’t an aching hollowness in your chest. Concentrate
on that void. Make it yours and understand what it does.
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“Now once that exercise is over,” Cassia went on, “try the opposite
tack. Imagine the universe as suffused with meaning, purpose, and
divine grace. Imagine greater powers, your creators, caring about what
you do and how you live. Imagine compassion not as an
epiphenomenon of evolutionary struggle, but as a real cosmic force,
one that you can align yourself with. Do that and see how you feel.
Find the glow, the warmth, the solidity that it brings. The pleasure.
Find that and you begin to understand our hedonic path to spirituality.
“After you have experienced those two emotional states, those two
spiritual positions, analyze them abstractly. It could be that we incline
to such feelings merely because of the blind process of natural
selection. Maybe those who had the genes predisposing them to a belief
in divinity and purpose survived and reproduced better than those who
didn’t. But isn’t it more likely that the creators simply built us that
way? Perhaps they did so as a gift, one designed to ease our burdens.
Or maybe they made us that way because that’s how the universe is
really structured.”
At the time, Shanna had considered Cassia’s parting advice
poignant yet off-putting. She certainly had not intended to follow
through, unwilling to submit to anyone’s attempts at psychological
manipulation much less those of an odd bird like Cassia. Compassion,
moreover, hardly seemed to be Cassia’s signal personality trait. Still,
there was something compelling about her words, her look, and her
entire performance, and Shanna could not shake the impression that it
had made. She tried repeatedly to add it all up, but the equation would
not balance. Both Cassia and Liam had seemed genuine in focusing
their arguments on divine empathy. Yet here was Xander, their leader,
readily admitting to past enormities while spewing contempt on
everything that Shanna considered wholesome and commendable.
Having tired of pacing back and forth between her bedchamber and
living room, Shanna opened the sliding glass door and entered the leafy
atrium. She looked up, somehow expecting to see stars, but then
remembered that she was deep underground. This environment, she
reminded herself, was ersatz, made neither by the God of her childhood
or by the hypothetical deities of the GImGees but rather by human
ingenuity alone. But then she reached out to finger a philodendron leaf,
and understood that the underlying magic—that of life itself—went
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much deeper. OK, she told herself, I’ll do as Cassia advised. Perhaps
something good will come of it.
Shanna went back inside and lay down on her bed to submit herself
to the experiment. It went somewhat as Cassia had predicted. Shanna
found the despair, found it far more easily than she had thought
possible. Joy, on the other hand, was not so readily summoned,
although she did feel its glimmers.
So what? her skeptical self insisted afterwards as she wandered into
her kitchen to brew a cup of herbal tea. Emotional states are always
vulnerable to suggestion. Nothing was proved, although of course they
never argued for proof. But then again, Xander always acted as if some
sort of proof would be forthcoming: that central paradox ran through
everything he said and did. That which he fought against he
simultaneously seemed to embody. At a deep level, he seemed as
arrogant, convinced, judgmental, and intolerant as those he arrayed
himself against. How could she trust anyone like that?
Shanna now felt as if she had gotten herself into a nasty trap. The
thought and emotion experiment had left her with a residue of despair
that her subsequent efforts had not erased. She tried to rekindle the
brief flush of well-being from the second half of the test as she sat at
the kitchen table, but this time it all seemed too remote, too contrived,
too implausible. She glanced around the room. The walls were bare, the
aura sterile. This was not her place. She did not belong.
Yet was the notion of divine purpose really that far-fetched? Could
Terranova actually have bearing on the issue? Could it all add up as
Cassia argued? Shanna thought back to another argument put forth on
the train.
“When we knew of no other worlds than Earth,” Liam had
contended, “merely imagining another, recognizing that our home is
not the center of the universe, was almost impossible. It was considered
the height of heresy just to postulate a plurality of worlds, leading the
Catholic Church to burn Giordano Bruno to death. Now we understand
that there are billions of stars orbited by billions of planets just in our
own galaxy, which of course is one of billions. Why then can’t there be
billions of universes within a ‘megaverse,’ which in turn is just one of
billions? If one accepts that possibility, surely it’s no great leap to
postulate intelligences existing at higher levels of existence,
intelligences that can and do impinge upon our tiny speck of a planet. I
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can easily imagine a myriad of entities that we might rightly call Gods,
heresy though that may be to both religion and science.”
Shanna could not tell whether this philosophy was sophisticated or
childish. Was it wishful thinking or free thought unencumbered by the
received wisdom of either conventional religion or equally
conventional scientific materialism? It seemed a bit of both.
One nagging worry was that Xander liked to postulate a
multiplicity of Gods because he wanted to be one himself or at least to
act like one. His firm designed and sold a plethora of “god games,”
sophisticated toys that encouraged players to exercise their excess egos.
She also knew that Xander had Mormon ancestors and feared that he
had subconsciously imbibed one of that faith’s central, if hushed,
dogmas: As man is, God once was; as God is, man may become. That
frightened her. The last thing Shanna wanted was any part in playing
God on a distant planet. But as soon as that revelation hit, an unbidden
image filled her mind: the dark woman from her dreams, searching for
her, beseeching her and then crying uncontrollably.
Who was the dream visitor? Was it really the dark Novan woman,
Theelam? If so, how could she possibly be communicating with
Shanna? Could their connection conceivably be the handiwork of a
deity? Or, more likely, was it just a trick of Shanna’s mind, the image
from the dreams having been subconsciously reinterpreted to fit the
reality of the woman later projected in the viewing room?
Shanna needed more evidence, but she was not getting any. She felt
thwarted and alone, more alone than she had felt in years. She suddenly
wished that she could be with Malcolm and talk to him about his
dreams. She picked up her phone to punch in his number but put it
down before finishing. She could not call Malcolm or anyone at 2:00
AM. Her only hope was otherworldly.
“Please,” Shanna implored audibly. “Please Theelam, if that’s who
you are, come to me again tonight. Talk to me. Tell me what to do.
You, I will listen to.”

 Chapter 30 
Tisha’s Mission

(Shunelia, Terranova)

T

he torch!” Malan screamed again. Unable to do anything about the
rat gnawing away at its base, he joined in the general rodent
slaughter, smashing the flat edge of his sword against the darting
animals. Theelam heard his call and, in an instant, pegged the chewing
animal with a throwing knife. By this time, the dogs had perfected their
tactics with the rats, breaking their backs with single snaps of their jaws
and then pouncing immediately on their next targets. As the death toll
mounted, the remainder of the horde made a quick retreat, scurrying out
of sight in a dozen different directions. The dogs pursued them, but
within a few moments the survivors had exited the room through
narrow cracks in the walls and floor.
“By the mother of all Gods, what was that?” Theelam asked.
Kolta picked up a dead rodent and examined it, carefully sniffing
its fur. “Attack rats, evidently. They’ve been dipped in some sort of
chemical broth to camouflage the smell. Very clever. But it didn’t fool
Hex. That’s some dog you have, Malan. We can only assume that the
rats’ teeth have been treated. We’ll have to clean and cauterize the
bites.”
“Yes, of course,” Theelam responded. “I’ll get the kit.”

298

Terranova

“Malan, have you encountered this tactic before?” Kolta asked.
“These rats were well trained. It must be an established Kulgsh trick.”
“My teacher warned me about rodents in the ruined monasteries,
but he never said anything about war-rats.”
“I thought I understood Kulgsh techniques, but evidently I have a
lot to learn,” Kolta mused.
“Do we need to keep the torches burning?” asked Theelam. “I’m
not sure if we have enough …”
“No,” Kolta interrupted. “Once we’ve attended to the injuries we’ll
have to extinguish them. The dogs know what to expect now. They
don’t need light to protect us.”
Malan was shaking. Tisha saw and understood. She offered another
analgesic, and he took it. When the torches were extinguished, darkness
descended, and gloom and boredom returned in equal measure.
Exhausted, Tisha tried to sleep but failed. Eventually, she nudged
Malan and asked if he would like to resume their discussion. Within
minutes they were once more conversing about the Kulgsh.
Tisha was soon outlining Kulgsh succession wars, explaining how
each contest had to begin with even odds. Malan did not understand the
concept of odds. Gambling was highly frowned upon by the Shunelians
and forbidden to their monks and nuns. The addition of gambling to the
already bizarre combination of “war” and “play” further upset Malan’s
mental equilibrium. Tisha explained the concept to him.
“What if the side seeking the open lordship loses?” Malan asked.
“What then happens to the victors? Their leader comes from a different
tribe ruling over a different lowland realm, right? So does he become
lord there?”
“He gets glory and certain other benefits as well. But one can’t rise
to a lordship unless it’s vacant. It rarely happens that opposing parties
will both be seeking such a position. But as it so happens, such a dual
contest, one for two high lordships, is currently underway.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, Malan, that the Ascended Lord of Danirmatu did indeed
die last month, which means the former High Lord has taken his place
at the Imperial Table. The same thing occurred a month earlier among
the Khuzh, who rule over the lowland domain of Plidam. Hence a war
of succession for both vacated high lordships is now under way, a war
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pitting Gatli Meles of the Sherchut, Lord of Sharen, against Eshat
Crocuta of the Khuzh, Lord of Gemd. ”
Malan was curious about the contest just mentioned, but other
questions crowded his mind. “What happens when the Emperor himself
dies?” he asked.
“A Great War ensues,” Tisha explained, “one involving all twelve
tribes. It’s more like a real war, but even it remains rule-bound, as
established by Igham. Some of our strategists argue that the entire
system becomes precarious at that point. Yet in two thousand years, all
Great Succession Wars have been conducted honorably, the new
emperors installed smoothly. But perhaps it will be different this time.”
“This time?”
Tisha paused before explaining. “The Emperor is ill, Malan. He’ll
die soon, most likely within the year.”
Malan recalled that Tisha had blamed the Emperor himself for the
invasion, and hope rose in his chest. “And when he does? What will
that mean? Will they leave?”
“Yes, but perhaps only temporarily. It really depends on who wins
the ensuing war. Most of the Great Lords opposed the invasion. Some
think that it’s blasphemous, others are angered at the disruption of
trade. Oh, Malan, if only all the Ascended Lords opposed it! Then our
problems would be over, for an Emperor must have the support of at
least one of them if he is to retain his throne. But the Serpent still has
his followers, in part because the northern lords are served well enough
by … by certain renegade merchants, and they lust after … after
something. I’m not sure what. At any rate, these northerners follow the
Emperor in arguing that they are actually bringing Igham’s designs to
fruition, which will in turn finally deliver the promised age of bliss.
“But what were Igham’s ‘designs?’ And why do the Kulgsh argue
about them? Weren’t they written, in their scriptures?”
“It all comes down, Malan, to a single word: world. To the
traditionalist party of the Kulgsh, ‘the world’ denotes only their
continent of Elashia. The Emperor and the northern lords argue instead
that ‘the world’ includes our lands as well. ‘Why has the promised age
not arrived,’ they contend, ‘if we have fulfilled the mandate of Igham?
Obviously, we must do more. We must also bring peace to the other
lands.’”
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“They think they are bringing peace!” Malan’s exclamation earned
a rebuking click of the tongue from the other side of the room. The
conversation paused. Distressed, Malan reached for Hex and Harvest
and was at least reassured that they showed no signs of alarm. He
listened carefully for rats but heard nothing.
“Please, Malan,” Tisha whispered after a few minutes. “Try to
understand how they think. That is what one must do to be successful
in either trade or war.”
Understanding other cultural systems was, for the Telarans, a basis
of global knowledge. To Malan, however, it was still almost
inconceivable. To put one’s self in the position of a devil? Could he do
that?
“How do their opponents explain the failure of the promised age to
appear?” he asked, trying to do as she suggested.
“They blame themselves, arguing that they haven’t been true to
Igham’s creed. Many Kulgsh, for example, handle money. That is
forbidden to them, forbidden to all except the select few who have
ascended to the Imperial Table. Oh, they have money aplenty, gambling
it incessantly. For all other Kulgsh, cash is a lowly thing, fit only for
lowlander sheep or foreign merchants.”
This revelation distressed Malan, reminding him too much of
theological debates that exercised his own society. Seeking more
comfortable terrain, he turned back to an earlier issue.
“Does the Emperor deny that Igham knew of our land, since he
made no moves against it? If he was a prophet, how could he have been
so ignorant?”
“They say, Malan, that Igham had been misled by Telaran
merchants who claimed that they lived only on a few minor islands.
The Emperor and his councilor argue that it was our lies about the
globe that have prevented the promised age from being realized.
Subduing Shunelia was therefore a necessary first step, but the
conquest of Telara has always been their main goal.”
Malan sat silently, contemplating her words. He was grateful that
she was so forthcoming, yet angry with her people. If what she was
saying were true, then it was the Westlanders’ fault that the invasion
had been launched in the first place. The silence, however, only
darkened Malan’s mood, drawing his attention to their dismal location
and to his physical discomfort. Tisha, sensing his unease, asked about
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his wound and again supplied water. Harvest, equally attentive to
Malan’s temper, nuzzled his ear.
Realizing that only conversation would allow escape, Malan
returned to an issue that was nagging him. “You mentioned something
about ‘other benefits’ gained by the victors. What did you mean?”
Tisha gave an odd, muffled sound, but quickly answered. “That
involves another issue altogether, Malan. The issue of the settlement.
Are you sure you want to know?”
“Yes, I do,” he replied. “What do you mean? The settlement
between whom?”
Tisha patiently outlined the arrangement made between the Kulgsh
and the conquered peoples, designed to establish permanent stability.
The lowland kings, she explained at length, were not only allowed to
retain their thrones but actually had them guaranteed both for
themselves and their heirs.
Malan was again perplexed. “But what use is it to be king if one’s
kingdom is ruled by the Kulgsh?”
“That’s just it,” Tisha continued. “The Kulgsh wouldn’t really rule
the subjugated lands. Lowland ways are not their ways and to meddle
with them would be dishonorable. Igham was explicit about all of this,
stressing the complementary natures of nomadic and sedentary folk.
One might even argue that Igham preached the equality of nations but
with one signal exception. The subject people, he maintained, lack
honor. As a result, he forbade them any connection with war, weapons,
or any forms of violence. This is where the Kulgsh enter lowland
society. They alone can use force to keep order. For the leaders of the
lowland societies, the resulting compact has been satisfactory,
generally satisfactory. But it automatically fails when applied to
Shunelia, where status is gained through monastic position …”
Malan’s confusion redoubled as Tisha referenced his homeland. He
shook his head, not wanting to think about his people’s social
arrangements in such abstract terms. Instead, he repeated his question
about the unexplained “benefits.”
“Be patient, Malan. I’m getting there. Most Kulgsh warriors never
actually spend much time in the lowlands. They visit on ceremonial
tours, tours where they get to taste the pleasures of city and palace life,
but they must soon return to their yurts. Those young men who prove
most successful in game and tourney, however, rise to the position of

302

Terranova

minor lord and occupy their assigned lowland seats. But still, they can
never completely abandon their traditional ways. Do you follow,
Malan?”
Malan considered her response, frustrated that she was evading his
question. He pressed and she reluctantly continued.
“Think about it, Malan. The Kulgsh don’t do the dirty work of the
lowlanders merely out of a sense of duty. They get benefits from their
position, rich benefits. Tribute flows in on a regular basis, and on
certain occasions special duties are levied. Consider the war at hand. If
Gatli proves victorious in his struggle, he and his companions will
stage a triumphal tour through the great city of Natulai before he takes
power over all of Danirmatu. In this festive event, the celebrating
citizens will reward them with lavish gifts. If Gatli loses, his opponent
Eshat will travel to Natulai, but his will be a different kind of triumph.”
Tisha paused, as if trying to collect her thoughts.
“It will be … it will be the ritualized equivalent of the sacking of
the city. Vast quantities of goods will be demanded, demanded and
taken. This experience has to be unpleasant for the citizens. That way,
the lowlanders will always view their own Kulgsh lords as their
protectors.”
Malan tried to envisage the scenario but failed. He was familiar
enough with pillaging and taxation, but he could not grasp a system
that somehow combined the two.
“What do they take?” Malan inquired after a long pause.
“Everything, or at least everything portable as long as it can’t be
construed as money. It is all done in a regulated manner. The quantities
are fixed by law, and the citizens bring out the goods on their own
volition, although if they didn’t, the goods would be taken by force.
But everyone—well, almost everyone—understands the rules and plays
accordingly.”
Malan knew about the desires and demands of the Kulgsh. For the
Shunelians, the biggest practical burden was the demand for grain, an
Eastern staple almost unknown in Shunelia. The haughty invaders
disdained the Shunelians’ tree crops, ordering the land plowed and
sown. Malan passed over these issues quickly, however, as his mind
turned to the moral burden of human bodies, slaves. He imagined that
the same demands were made across the sea. Wanting a clear answer,
he asked outright.
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Tisha did not evade. “Yes, Malan” she answered. “That is part of
the settlement as well. The Kulgsh rely heavily on slave labor,
especially that of female slaves. The most favored female slaves
become concubines in the lowland abodes of the lords, both great and
minor. It is they who run the palaces, act as day-to-day mediators
between the Kulgsh and the subject peoples, and keep the judicial and
administrative records. They and their children, to be more precise.”
Malan’s voice was now shaking. “How could they tolerate such
outrages? Why do they not resist? Perhaps they are sheep after all.”
Tisha tried to sooth her companion. “They’re so used to it that few
consider it outrageous. And besides, these are all class societies. Do
you understand, Malan, what that means?”
“Yes,” he responded. Actually, Malan’s comprehension of class
was minimal. To him, the term denoted the evil of social inequality that
had existed in Shunelia before the coming of Benevolence and that still
perverted human relations among other peoples. Had he outlined for
Tisha that understanding, she would have dissented. To her, a class
society was one of ranked estates in which movement from one level to
another was difficult, if not impossible. Among her people, vast
differences of wealth separated dalvat from dalvat and individual from
individual, but a person could always change position, as could a
house, although generally at a slower pace.
Tisha continued. “Slaves are taken only from the lowest classes.
The Elashian poor are often so miserable that they don’t mind giving
up their children, for a slave of the Kulgsh can become an important
person in her own right, as can her children.”
Malan went silent, not knowing what to say. He soon grew restless.
At length he whispered to Tisha, “Do you think it’s close to dawn?
Maybe someone should sneak out to a balcony and examine the stars.”
“No, Malan. No need to worry on that score. Theelam and Kolta
are keeping track of the time.”
“But how could they do that, here in the dark?
“By taking turns silently recounting sacred epics. They’ve been
doing so since dusk. If one maintains the proper rhythm, time is kept.
Of course the rats interrupted them, but they’ll take that into account.”
Malan was more than impressed by their evident powers of
concentration. A few monks of his house could devote an entire night
to prayer, but not while simultaneously keeping time.
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“Are such abilities common among your people?” he asked.
“No, not common,” Tisha answered, “but not exactly rare. For
those like Kolta who travel and fight, it’s an important skill. Timing is
crucial in many operations. Theelam has evidently mastered the art or
Kolta wouldn’t be lending her trust. But that’s hardly unexpected.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Oh, Theelam excels at everything. Everything that she cares
about, anyway, and that covers a broad terrain. So young and yet so
accomplished. She constantly shows me up, although perhaps my skills
will prove more useful in the end.”
“Your skills?” Malan asked. “What would they be?”
Tisha chuckled lightly. “Let’s just say that I’m good with people.
That’s hardly true of Theelam, who can be quite sarcastic. More to the
point, will she be able to conceal her abilities and mask her knowledge?
Of course, she may outperform me there as well, as I can’t easily hold
my tongue.”
Malan was beyond perplexity. How could this person who seemed
so inordinately knowledgeable and skilled be intimidated by one of her
fellow travelers? He asked simply, “Have you known her long?”
“Oh, I’ve known of her for years, and I had met her a few times
before we left. But I had never had a serious conversation with her, and
I still haven’t. Perhaps I never will.”
“But how did you known about her?” Malan asked. “Aren’t your
homes far apart?”
“Yes. By hundreds of miles. But her dalvat is famous, famous
throughout our land. It sits near the center of the great city of Damul
and has vast wealth. It’s so rich that its main business is managing its
capital. Theelam’s father is prime defender of Telara, while her sister—
her double sister—is outstandingly powerful and her double brother is a
famous athlete. So some of Theelam’s fame comes automatically. The
rest she has earned. She apprenticed herself at important temples,
performing brilliantly at sacred dramas. She was celebrated as an eightyear-old for portraying the young Goddess Aldenish. And to think that
she would now volunteer for an assignment as dangerous as this, well,
it’s breathtaking. I hardly know how to talk to her.”
“So I am to understand,” Malan interjected, “that Theelam comes
from the richest family—”
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“No,” Tisha interrupted, “from one of the richest houses. But she
has no money of her own.”
“How can that be?”
“Evidently she just doesn’t care. Of course, it would be easy to be
unconcerned if one were in her position.”
“And you’re not?” Malan bluntly asked.
“No,” Tisha sighed. “My dalvat is broken. We once ran a rather
prosperous trade in salted fish. But those routes were lost, taken over
by the renegades. Our house is now an empty shell. We’ve experienced
nothing like your tragedies, but our sorrows are real enough.”
“And you yourself? Do you have money?”
“I have some, Malan,” she said curtly.
Malan could tell that Tisha did not want to pursue this line of
inquiry. He was uncomfortable again and his ankle was throbbing. He
reached out for his dogs. Hex licked his hand, and he scratched her
neck. Then Harvest requested the same treatment. In the silence, his
fears seeped back in. Once again, Malan could only escape by reviving
the conversation.
“Where are you going?” he asked blankly.
Tisha responded slowly. “We plan to go to Natulai in Danirmatu,
the largest city in the world.”
“Why?”
“Theelam’s sister Paranami is there. She is powerful, and we need
to meet with her.”
Malan’s curiosity was piqued. “Is she rich from trade?”
“No. She’s a monarch—Queen of Danirmatu. She is also most
imposing, or so they say.”
Malan was mystified. “How could one of your people become a
ruler across the sea?”
“Easily, Malan,” Tisha answered. “By marrying a king. Or, in her
case, a crown prince. Theelam’s people, like many others in Damul, are
of Danir descent. You can tell just by looking at her.”
“How could that be?” Malan naively asked.
“Oh, they’re all black in Danirmatu, or at least their upper classes
are. Their presence in our land dates back to the fixing. Since one of
Igham’s main goals was to isolate the lowland kingdoms from each
other, only Telarans were allowed to deal in the products of other lands.
If the main Danir mercantile families wanted to retain their livelihoods,
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they had to flee. At that point, they were invited to settle in Telara.
They eventually became part of us, pillars of our society. Yet they
remain distinct, tied to their land of origin.”
“They don’t marry others?” Malan inquired.
“Their most illustrious dalvats, like that of Theelam, don’t allow
mating with others. That way they can pass, pass easily as Danir elites.
They maintain the language and keep many of the customs, although in
matters related to mating and residence they’re like the rest of us. But
they’re hardly alone in such practices, as we have many foreign houses.
Of course such duality presents its own problems. If the pool in Telara
is too small, they need to recruit fresh blood from their original
homeland.”
“Is that why Theelam’s sister went overseas? To get a mate?”
“No. Paranami was sent as a Telaran liaison to the house of the
king,” Tisha explained. “There she attracted the attention of the crown
prince, and before long he asked her to marry him. That was quite a
step. It’s almost unheard of for a Telaran woman to pledge herself,
pledge herself to one man. But that’s the Danir way. When the king
died last year, her husband took the throne and she became queen.
Quite a convenient situation for us at the moment.”
For a woman to pledge herself to one man, and vice versa, was, to
Malan, the only imaginable sexual arrangement, but he said nothing.
He was filled with other questions. “Does the king know that she’s a
foreigner?”
“Of course, Malan. He is her husband. Members of the court know
but not outsiders, or so I’ve heard.”
“What does she do as Queen? What could she do?” Malan was still
having a difficult time grappling with the idea of monarchy, especially
a subjugated one.
“She runs the bureaucracy of Danirmatu. That gives her power,
power aplenty,” Tisha replied.
As Malan considered this revelation, the conversation entered a
lull. It did not add up. Visiting a sister he could understand, but why
now, traveling through such perilous terrain and in such haste? Why
not go by sea? And why the three of them? The others did not seem
close to Theelam, and they certainly were not related. At length he
asked, “Why do the three of you need to see her so urgently, putting
yourselves in such danger?”
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Tisha hesitated, but then drew closer to Malan and lowered her
voice. “Seeing Paranami isn’t our main reason. We … we have other
things that we must do.” She balked, unable to finish her sentence, and
then began to cry softly.
Hearing her muffled sobs, Malan’s heart sank. His growing
suspicion that their mission involved a terrible secret had been
confirmed. But what could it be?
Regaining her composure, Tisha began again. “The war of
succession that I mentioned before will soon be over. The old men keep
a strict schedule. We must be in Natulai several days after its
conclusion.”
She stopped, prematurely it seemed. But it was enough of a hint.
“Are you to be war prizes?” Malan asked, his voice trembling with
shock. “To be taken as slaves?”
The bluntness of his summation only deepened Tisha’s grief. In
tears, she could not speak. Malan grew angry. “Why?” was all that he
could say.
Tisha struggled to speak. “This … this is a war of survival. Our
homeland is at stake, and they are coming. What else can we do?
Abandon our land and flee? Flee to the new lands on the bottom of the
world? No, we must fight for our homes and for our lives.”
Tisha’s response did not seem to Malan like an answer at all. “How
can you fight by being enslaved? I fail to understand.”
His concern helped her recover her bearing. “There is much,
Malan, that you do not know.”
“Then tell me,” the boy demanded.
“Very well,” Tisha responded. “If Eshat wins, potential captives
will be lined up in the main square of Natulai: young women, girls,
boys. He and his lieutenants will take their pick, and we will be among
the offerings. Eshat himself will almost certainly take Kolta for a harem
guard. Theelam would also be selected. Danir aristocrats are never
encountered in slave marts.”
“And you?”
Tisha laughed. “Oh, I’ll be chosen, Malan. I’ll stand out even more
than Theelam. We know Eshat’s tastes.”
As Malan considered her yellow hair, pale skin, and blue eyes, he
grasped what she was saying. He could not help broaching a nagging
question. “Are there others like you?”
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“Yes, in the far north of Telara. But people like me are seldom seen
in Elashia. That makes us of value, considerable value.”
The idea that a person could be “of value” made Malan feel
nauseous. “But how could you serve your country as his slave?” he
asked. “I still don’t understand.”
“Because I have their language,” she replied. “All of us do. If they
were to find out, they would kill us. But they probably won’t even
consider the possibility. As a result, they’ll speak freely, and we’ll
listen. Later, we’ll report.”
“If their language is secret and forbidden,” Malan demanded, “how
could you have learned it?”
“We’ve mainly learned it from captives. A nasty business, I know,
but this is war, and in war we do what we must. I have done little else
for the past year than study, study their language and customs and
prepare for this new life. It’s probably been easy for Theelam. But I’m
reasonably good with languages, and I have other gifts, which is why I
was asked to take part.”
That she was good with languages did not surprise Malan. She was
so fluent in his, after all, that he had to remind himself that she was a
foreigner. He wondered how many tongues she might have, but did not
inquire. Instead, he asked what she meant by “other useful gifts.”
Tisha again balked. When she tried to respond, her voice failed.
Malan did not press her. He could not decide what, if anything, he
should say.
Tisha was so unlike anyone he had ever met. She would laugh one
minute, cry the next, and then recover immediately to launch into a
rapid-fire explanation of some complex social or historical
phenomenon. She would have been viewed by his teacher as mentally
unstable as well as thoroughly immoral. But for all this, Malan felt
himself increasingly drawn to her.
At length, Tisha began to speak, haltingly. “I … we … we may be
asked to do more. We might have to kill Eshat. We might have to kill
many of them.” Malan could hear the short, heavy intakes of air
passing though her nose, her lips obviously clenched.
He asked, as gently as he could, “You can do that? You know
how?”
Her answer came more easily this time, although her voice was still
clotted with emotion. “Yes, Malan, I have learned. I am now well-
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versed in the art of poisoning. And I can kill in other ways, many other
ways. You saw the blowgun. I can also open arteries with a flick of my
wrist, wielding an almost invisible glass blade. And both Theelam and
Kolta, believe me, can do all of those things and more. We are all
trained assassins.”
The silence lasted longer this time. Finally, Malan said, “But it may
not come to that. You said as much yourself. Perhaps the northerner
will lose.”
“Oh yes, yes indeed. Gatli may well be the victor. He is kind and
wise, at least in the manner of the Kulgsh. And his councilor is quite
extraordinary. Oh, Malan, how I pray for their triumph!”
“But if he wins,” Malan returned, “will you not become his slave?”
“I will enter his house—we all probably will—and I will become
his bed partner, but not his ‘slave.’”
Malan was stunned. “What’s the difference?”
“Gatli is a good and honorable man. He will be a powerful lord if
he wins and an indispensable ally come the Great Succession War.
With our help, Gatli himself could climb to the ultimate position or, if
not him, then one of his allies. If that were to happen, the Kulgsh army
would be withdrawn, withdrawn for good. The Empire itself would
help us root out the renegades. The world would be mended, and all
would be as it was.” Although she kept her voice low, her vehemence
was unmistakable.
“I’m sorry,” Malan replied.
“It’s all right,” Tisha replied. “The situation is difficult. I’m not
proud of the skills I’ve acquired, but I am ready to do what I can to
save our people and our land.”
Malan wanted to know more, but he could no longer keep his eyes
open. He rolled toward Harvest and soon gave in to his exhaustion.
Some time later, Tisha shifted her weight in the dark, trying to find
a more comfortable position. Malan was now sleeping, his head
inadvertently cradled in her lap. She wanted to stroke his face and hair,
but knew that he would not approve. Instead, she reached out for
Harvest, who was more than happy to receive her affection. What an
amazing animal, devoted, intelligent, and astoundingly fierce and
capable in battle. In other lands, no one would ever expect a mere
shepherd to have such capacities, which greatly enhanced her value.
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And Malan’s other hound was equally impressive. Could Malan and his
dogs possibly accompany them across the sea? If so, how might they
prove most useful? Tisha began to speculate.
Tisha did not find it problematic to think of a friend in such
instrumental terms. Ambition ran in her as deeply as compassion.
Always be kind and helpful, her credo ran, and your friends will
multiply. They, in turn, will treat you accordingly, and goodwill will
compound through each iteration of benevolence.
Tisha thus saw Malan as both friend and ally. But beyond his help,
she wanted his company. How comforting it would be to have a man at
her side as they crossed the sea and set forth through Elashia, a safe
young man and a malleable one at that. But how malleable? Would he
accept her behavior, her mode of interaction? What would he make of
her ambitions?
Tisha’s mind now turned, as it often did at moments of solitude, to
her long-term plans. She contemplated her future with a mixture of
pride, shame, and uncertainty, beginning with her initiation into the
world of espionage. Beginning, in other words, with her descent into
slavery.
After the postwar tour, Tisha would enjoy one profound advantage
over Theelam when the victor selected his human prizes: her virginity.
This was something that Kulgsh men valued inordinately. Theelam was
decidedly chaste by Telaran standards. Though a virgin, Tisha, on the
other hand, had mastered several erotic arts and enjoyed numerous
lovers. Physical contact was hardly shunned by the members of her
sect. Giving another joy, whether through kindness or caresses, was
nothing less than a sacrament. But Tisha had maintained her virginity
to enhance the powerful sway that she held over the male half of the
species. Some of the most influential men of Telara vied for her
affection, offering rich gifts just for her company and in hopes of an
embrace, a kiss, or more. For the possibility of gaining the ultimate
prize, some Telaran men would do almost anything.
For Tisha, as for others of her country, there was nothing morally
vexatious in her behavior. Men were supposed to fawn over beautiful
young women, losing their sense—and their money—in the process.
Why should it be otherwise? And the young women of Telara were
expected to take advantage of such passion if they were at all so
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inclined. To let one’s beauty and charms go to waste would be foolish,
especially if one came from a poor or ruined dalvat.
Tisha did not retain her virginity, however, merely to drive up the
value of her affection. Her schemes went much deeper. She had set her
mind on the Kulgsh dominion from her early years, well before the
invasion had been launched. For that purpose, virginity would be an
invaluable attribute.
Tisha’s current mission was thus part of her own long-laid plan. Its
success now hinged on Gatli’s victory in the succession contest. In that
event, she would become his concubine, bringing him under her
influence. With her help, Gatli would eventually ascend to the highest
throne. Together they would begin to re-right the world. She would
play Narai to Gatli’s Igham.
But if that scheme were not ambitious enough, it was just the
beginning. Tisha ultimately sought not merely to re-fix the world, but
to transform it, to first mend and then unravel the world system of
Igham and Narai and ultimately reweave it into something completely
new. This novel structure would be based not on Kulgsh mastery but on
the path of Benevolence. When her ways had at last gained universal
acceptance, the world would be truly healed.
But it was a surpassingly audacious plan. Many puzzle pieces
would have to fall in place before it could come to fruition.
Mulling over these complexities and obstacles, Tisha suddenly felt
cold and very much alone. She longed for human contact, for an
embrace and comforting words. She yearned to place her lips against
those of the young man beside her, to teach him the ways of human
pleasure so that he could at last begin to understand what life was
meant to be. But he would not allow it, and, being out of quarantine and
far from bathing facilities, they both were all but untouchable. And of
course he would be ungroomed, perhaps even lightly forested with
body hair. But Tisha, who was far from squeamish, did not really care
about that.
In her loneliness, Tisha’s doubts mounted. She began to focus on
her recent dreams, wondering yet again what they could mean. She
could not even tell whether they boded ill or well. Who could that
woman be, with her awkward expression, bobbed hair, and bizarre
clothing? Everything about her was unworldly. She was linked to
Benevolence, that much seemed sure. But how? And why would she be
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visiting Tisha now, at this time of trial? Could it have any connection
with her discovery of the book? Perhaps in Danirmatu, if they could
only get there, she would find answers to her questions.
Her mind thus occupied, Tisha did not hear Kolta stand and walk
over to her corner of the room. She was thus startled on hearing her
voice.
“It’s time, Tisha. We need to wake Malan and get him and his scent
hound over to the balcony.”
“What?” Tisha replied in confusion.
“The scent hound, Hex. We need her nose. We need to know if
there are Kulgsh soldiers on the far side. If not, we drop.”

 Chapter 31 
Lost

(Diablo Facility)

S

hanna smiled as she entered the viewing room, caught Malcolm’s
eye, and then eased herself into a pivoting console seat next to his.
Quickly scanning the room, she noted a dozen or so people, all IIT or
GImG insiders. She recognized most of them but knew few names.
“This should be good, Shanna,” Malcolm said. “We’re on their trail
now, and the dragonfly network is functioning superbly. We’ll see
some interesting images.”
“To say the least,” Shanna noted.
A few moments later, the wall-sized view screen in the front of the
room burst into life. Bright morning sun illuminated a weedy
landscape, across which five people and a dozen or so dogs were
walking. Shanna quickly lost herself in the visuals. She was impressed
by the quality of the composite image, derived from the output of
several dozen dragonflies. Shanna and the others looked at the Novans
from behind as if they were following them. The room’s side screens
showed other Novan vistas, and each console had two small, retractable
view screens from which a wide array of alternative scenes could be
selected. One could follow the perspective of a single dragonfly or
assemble composite images from particular assemblages of bugs. The
other researchers flipped easily from the common screens to their
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personal viewers, moving back and forth in both space and time.
Shanna, not accustomed to the equipment, focused on the center screen.
They had by now decoded the names of the Novan principals. The
dark woman was indeed called Theelam, the light one Tisha, and the
tall one Kolta. These three had been joined at the castle by a man and
an adolescent boy called Malan. The man’s name had not been
determined, so for the moment they called him “X.” The two
newcomers seemed to be acting as guides. X took the lead with Kolta
bringing up the rear, at least as far as the humans were concerned. In
actuality, dogs went first and last. Other animals accompanied the
convoy as well: X kept a raptor on his shoulder and two of the others
carried pigeons. The party was largely silent, but hand signals as well
as brief whistles and clicks, apparently directed at the dogs, were rife.
The Novans were trudging through a burned-over area in the
piedmont, just to the east of the main cordillera. It had grown thick with
thistles, brambles, and scrub—hardly prime pasture, if that had indeed
been the purpose of the burning. The group walked on a narrow trail
that led to one of the largest of the demolished temple/mansion
complexes. Spectacularly sited, it lay on a bluff overlooking a fastflowing river.
The geographical situation of the Novans was immediately visible,
depicted currently on two large maps on the side screens of the
presentation room. The personal view screens tapped into the same
cartographic archive, allowing one to flip through a slew of maps, to
change scale or projection, to select for thematic content, and to arrange
complex overlays. The mapping of Nova was a well-advanced project.
A shriek interrupted the researchers, followed by, “Oh my God, oh
my GOD!” Harleigh was now standing and jumping. “Check out bug
fifty-nine. Do you see it? Oh no, it’s already going past.”
Xander hurried to Harleigh’s side as Shanna searched for the
image. She was not particularly impressed when, with Malcolm’s help,
she found it. It looked somewhat like a slowly moving hillock. Then
she saw the tail. What the hell was that? A giant tortoise equipped with
a mace?
“Glyptodon,” Malcolm whispered to her. “We’ve been hoping to
find one. We had some indications of their presence from satellite
images, but this is the first one we’ve actually seen. This is important to
Xander. He’s always been keen on Pleistocene megafauna, especially
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the large xenarthrans. He’ll consider their survival yet more evidence of
Novan superiority.”
Shanna looked at Malcolm blankly. My God, she thought. These
people can be too weird for words.
A few minutes passed before attention returned to the main screen,
which had continued to run forward while everyone was gawking at the
glyp. “Something’s wrong,” said a voice that Shanna could not place.
When she looked up, the Novans were running.
“Back it up!” Xander shouted. “Back to where we left off!”
The replayed scene went on for a few uneventful seconds. X was
then observed holding his arm out and giving a quick one-note whistle.
Everyone, both human and canine, stopped. Another gesture and the
people crouched, looking upwards. Everyone held position, remaining
motionless for several seconds. Then the Novans, human and canine
alike, eased themselves into the weedy vegetation next to the trail.
“What were they looking at?” came a voice from the front of the
room. The question was obvious but had not been voiced.
“We’re probably not going to get adequate resolution on any
upward scans from the dragonflies,” said Cassia. “Same goes for
downward scans from the hawks, but let’s give it a try.” She had just
assigned three people to the task when the main screen exploded into
action. The falcon hurtled into the air as bodies sprang out of the
weeds. X, Theelam, Kolta, and Malan were on their feet, releasing
arrows. A few sharp words were exchanged, packs were dropped, and
then everyone was running down the path.
“What the hell!” exclaimed Xander as all eyes turned toward him.
“What’s going on? Everyone search while I …”
“Here’s something.” It was Cassia. “Not much … it looks like a
couple of birds. Crows?”
Xander barked out more orders. “Put Cassia’s view on side screen
left. Amalgamate all pertinent data there. Keep the main screen running
forward.” The room was frenetic with activity.
The map on the left side of the room was replaced by a northfacing vista. It lacked the crystalline quality of the main screen, but it
was clear enough.
Cassia gestured toward the image. “We’re back five minutes before
they stopped.” A red laser point appeared on the screen. “Watch the
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black dot here. Notice how it’s sweeping back and forth across the
sky.”
“It looks like the flight pattern of a surveillance drone,” said Liam.
“I don’t think it’s a bird.”
The dot grew larger, approaching the party with each sweep.
“Looks like a bird to me,” announced another participant. Then the
object suddenly swerved to head back in the opposite direction.
“Wait just a minute and look carefully into the distance,” Cassia
said. “There, it’s coming back with reinforcements.”
Shanna’s eyes were evidently not as good as Cassia’s, but before
long she saw the approaching dot, then several more. Five? No, six,
seven, eight. Several were flying high, others lower to the ground. They
did look like crows. Suddenly the lead bird was under attack. A
powerful falcon hit it from below with clenched talons. The other
crows swooped in to help as arrows flashed past. One crow down—
now two, now three. Several crows were harrying the raptor, which
swerved to avoid attack.
“Maximum amplification,” Xander ordered, and suddenly the room
was filled with harsh cawing. Another crow fell, at which point the
remainder of the flock pivoted around to fly off in the direction from
which it had come.
“That’s when they all start running,” Liam announced.
“So what does it mean?” asked someone. “They’re afraid of being
pecked to death?”
Shanna did not appreciate the levity. She felt almost sick. The
crows … the cawing … it was all too familiar. She struggled to think
clearly, realizing the gravity of the situation. When her eyes caught
Xander’s, he motioned her to speak.
“Crows are intelligent birds,” Shanna said. “Shouldn’t we suppose
that Novan crows are more intelligent still? If so …” Her voice trailed
off, failing to complete the sentence.
Low conversations broke out throughout the room, which Cassia
ended by calmly stating, “The crows are obviously important, but we’ll
have to determine their role later on. For now, let’s concentrate on the
people. Scan the peripheries. We need to know as soon as possible if
anything else is coming.”
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Malcolm nudged Shanna, showing her one of his personal screens.
He had frozen an image of Theelam’s face, captured as a dragonfly had
randomly swooped past.
“I don’t think we need Dr. Chin’s expertise now,” he said. “She’s
clearly terrified.”
Shanna was terrified herself. This was not what she had expected.
She yelped as the boy tripped, sighing as the tall woman scooped him
up and he resumed his pace. They had been running now for a good
fifteen minutes at a hard clip. All were obviously in superb condition.
“Something’s coming, and it looks like an intercept course,”
Harleigh announced. “Tune to sixty-three—no, not any more, you’ll
have to go back a second. The grass was swaying, and you could get a
glimpse of an animal. It’s moving fast.”
“Scan that area,” Xander ordered, his voice suddenly unsteady.
Malcolm, eyes fixed on the main view screen, noticed several of
the dogs bunching around the people. Liam and Cassia had moved to
the front of the room, squeezing each other’s fingers. Xander walked
over and put his hands on their shoulders. The others were glancing
rapidly back and forth between the common screens and their personal
viewers, keyboards clacking. Shanna kept her attention on the center
screen, bracing herself for something terrible.
It did not take long. A large shape hurtled out of the vegetation to
land directly on X, knocking him over and virtually covering him. My
God, what kind of animal is that? Shanna thought. A bear? A huge
wolf? The scene grew chaotic. Several more beasts leapt out of the
grass to attack the Novans. Humans and canines alike responded with a
vigorous defense. The fight ended with the death of the attacking
animals and apparently of the man they had been calling X. Within
minutes, the survivors were again running, now almost flat out.
An exhausting ten minutes later, the Novan party entered an open
area of low grass, affording a better view of approaching dangers. On
the other end of the clearing lay the complex of ruined buildings.
“They’re just dogs,” someone said. “Big, dead dogs.”
The group’s attention remained glued to the main screen. The
Novans were well into the open sward when two huge hounds emerged
out of the surrounding vegetation. Then four more.
“They won’t outrun them,” Liam announced. “The ruins aren’t far,
but they don't have a long enough lead.”
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“Calculate,” Cassia ordered.
“Got it,” came a quick reply. “Nope. No way.”
Shanna grasped at Malcolm’s hand. They were going to be torn to
pieces by ravening mastiffs? She covered her eyes, unable to watch.
Malcolm nudged her urgently.
“Shanna, look. Something’s happening.”
On the main screen, Theelam and Kolta were walking backwards,
flanked by their three largest dogs, bows in hand, arrows notched. The
enemy dogs were approaching at the same pace, warily.
“The animals have considered the risks,” Xander said. “Amazing.”
The retreat continued. Malan and Tisha were now at the edge of the
ruins, lodging themselves into protected spots. After one of their dogs
barked, Theelam and Kolta began to sprint. The enemy dogs did the
same but soon broke off. The three women and the boy then vanished
into the ruins. One of their dogs remained outside, taking off for the
west as soon as the other canines followed the people inside.
“Is that dog built for speed or what?” exclaimed Harleigh.
All that was visible now on the main screen were the silent ruins.
The dragonflies would hover above them, waiting for the reemergence
of their targets. Thirty-four minutes later, the data they had collected
would be pulsed to Earth so that Xander, Malcolm, Shanna and the
others could be watching it now.
“I don’t imagine that any houseflies kept up with them during that
run?” Cassia asked as if not expecting an answer.
“When do we get our next data?” Xander asked.
Harleigh made a quick calculation. “In about five hours. At 2:30 in
the morning.”
Xander dully announced, “I don’t much feel like having a party
anymore.”
It’s too early to go to bed, thought Shanna, but she was concerned
about being sleepy during the next session. She should talk to Malcolm.
Perhaps she should finally tell him about her dreams. She looked
around for him, but he was gone. Surely he would soon return, if only
to bid her goodnight. Liam asked her a question, and before long they
were conversing. Fifteen minutes later, Shanna realized that Malcolm
was not coming back. Her enthusiasm for the discussion with Liam
evaporated. She excused herself, went to her room, took two sleeping
pills, and set the alarm for 2:15 AM.
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When the group reconvened, Cassia announced a new procedure. “I
think we should start at the end. Anyone disagree?”
Shanna felt almost obligated to object but remained silent.
“You got it,” said someone in the first row. “The pulse is coming
though in ten seconds, nine, eight … OK, it’s in. Configuring … data
streaming. Here we go. Terranova, as it was in the very recent past.”
The ruins filled the screen, looking as they had before. Presumably
the women and the boy were still inside. Had they departed, the
dragonflies would have followed. Everyone in the viewing room was
working anxiously, occasionally calling out news.
“Down two dragonflies. Not bad.”
Then Malcolm piped up, “I have something. Mind if I put it on the
main screen?” An instant later the view changed to show the open
sward that the Novans had sprinted across. Several figures on
horseback were visible. Shanna was surprised at how still they
remained until she remembered that this was the last image recorded
before the pulse, a freeze-frame.
“Shit,” and similar expletives erupted from the room.
“We need to see it in motion. Should we start from the beginning?”
No one answered Cassia, emboldening Shanna.
“All the way?” she said. “The horsemen probably won’t be there,
and then we’ll just have to wait for their arrival.”
“I’m on it,” volunteered Harleigh.
A few seconds later the main screen filled with a flickering image
of the arrival of five men on horseback. Several dragonflies had
hovered close enough to capture their faces, which were thickly
bearded but closely cropped. One thing was clear: they were tricked out
for war, armed and armored.
“Some of their defensive gear looks almost Japanese,” someone
volunteered. “Like lacquered plates held together with fabric bands.”
Shanna could not disagree, but what struck her was the variety of
their clothing and protective coverings. Some wore colorful capes.
Others were clad in dull grey mail. Many had crows perched on their
shoulders. Forward scans of the area showed little more than the arrival
of additional dogs and mounted soldiers. Several of the newcomers
greeted the earlier arrivals, dismounted, and ambled over to an
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entryway leading into the ruins. Eventually they returned to their horses
and began to set up camp. Crows continued to flutter into the scene.
“This particular complex has an open courtyard in the middle,”
Malcolm announced. “Any chance that a dragonfly or two might have
dropped into it?”
“Interesting question,” Liam responded. “I’m not sure how the
programming parameters function in a case like this. Does a courtyard
count as interior or exterior space?”
As Liam speculated, Harleigh acted. A minute later she piped up.
“Three bugs in the courtyard, which should be enough for an adequate
view. Oh! What do we have here? Wanna see?”
“Center screen,” Cassia ordered.
A neglected set of stone-paved patios interspersed with overgrown
flowerbeds filled the view screen. Broken statues and vandalized
fountains gave the plaza a vaguely sinister air. The scene panned until it
came to rest on the remains of a charred second-story balcony on the
far side of the open court.
“Do you see her?” Harleigh asked.
“Can we get a better view?” Xander asked.
“I’ll try,” Harleigh replied. “There. I think that’s as good as we can
get.”
Although the view was far from perfect, a hiding Theelam could be
seen, as could her bow.
“This is important.” Cassia announced. “Let’s work this scene and
see what we can get. Try to find her entry into the courtyard.”
“She must have reached the plaza before any of our dragonflies,”
someone announced a few moments later.
“She’s certainly patient,” Xander observed after a while. “More
patient than me, I’m afraid. What else do we have? What do the
dragonflies on the far side of the ruins show?”
“She sees something, Xander,” Liam interjected. “I think we should
keep our focus here. Something’s about to happen.”
The main view screen leaped to life. The dark woman sprang to her
feet and began to shoot. Then, without warning, she jumped off the
balcony to land on a frightfully narrow spur. Another leap took her to
the top of a broken pillar. One more jump, broken by a roll, brought her
to the ground, and a few seconds later she disappeared into the ruined
building. Dogs, massive and armored, appeared in pursuit.
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“Jesus,” someone muttered. “They do parkour too? That looked
like classic David Belle maneuvers.”
“Do we have a good visual on the dogs as they enter the
courtyard?” Cassia asked.
“I can’t answer that,” Liam replied. “But take a look at this. It
seems that she’s being watched the whole time and by someone equally
stealthy. By his garb, I’d say he’s no friend.”
“Impressive camouflage,” someone reported. “Looks like it was
designed for this complex.”
Theelam’s ambush of the charging war-dogs appeared to conclude
the drama. The remainder of the recording showed nothing of
significance beyond war-like men conferring with each other and going
about the routine tasks of setting up camp.
“We can’t do much, can we?” Malcolm said resignedly. “Our party
is probably hiding inside. As you can see here”—the main screen
switched to an rear view of the complex—“the back side of the
building extends down the slope heading to the river. The lower levels
haven’t been burned. They even have intact wooden balconies. Maybe
they’ll try to drop down from one of them. In the meantime, we’ll just
have to wait. We can analyze the horsemen, and we can compare our
information with what’s available elsewhere on Nova. But I don’t think
there’s anything we can do about our friends.”
Shanna was surprised by Malcolm’s use of the term “friends.” She
rather thought of them in that way but would not have said it.
“Of course—,” Xander began but was interrupted.
“Brilliant! Jesus, but we have some amazing programmers.” It was
Harleigh. “A housefly came out of the ruins and uploaded! It must have
gotten into one of their packs and then flown out.”
“Here it is. No … no point with the screen. It’s pitch dark in there.
Either that or the fly’s visual circuits have failed. But we have audio.
Should I put it on?”
A hushed conversation filled the room. Shanna recognized Tisha’s
voice, talking with the boy. They listened intently, understanding
nothing. But they knew what it meant when the two began to cry.
Shanna’s stomach tightened. First the crows, now the weeping. “Do
they think they’re doomed?” she asked Malcolm softly. He did not
answer.
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Xander was now pacing in front of the room. He looked on the
verge of tears himself, thought Shanna.
“This isn’t good, not at all,” he said. “They’re evidently trapped. Is
there anything we can do? Any ideas?”
Stricken and perplexed, Shanna turned her attention to an
announcement from a fellow participant.
“An enemy dog emerged from the ruins and went back to the
horsemen. How did we miss it going inside? It’s not huge like the
others. Looks like a bloodhound.”
Xander jumped on it. “Trying to sniff things out. They know
they’re down there. Now they’ll surround the ruins, wait them out, and
then kill them.”
Shanna objected. “That doesn’t necessarily follow.”
As Malcolm voiced his agreement, Xander looked back and forth
between the two of them.
“It’s certainly a strong possibility,” Xander returned. “But the real
question is whether we have any options.”
“We wait. What else can we do?” asked Shanna.
Xander looked at her piercingly. “How ‘bout we act? Deus ex
machina. We have that capacity if we are willing to accept the
responsibility.”
Baffled, Shanna turned to Malcolm.
“Xander, what exactly are you suggesting?” Malcolm asked. “That
we attack the horsemen? Pulse through a little bomb?”
“Killing them would be extreme, but why can’t we scare them
off?” His voice rose. “I need everyone’s attention. You’ve seen these
women. You’ve seen them talking, laughing, praying, fighting. You’ve
heard them sing. You’ve heard them cry. And there they are, terrified in
the dark, about to be butchered by a pack of uber-Huns and their
fucking war-dogs. Can we allow that? If we saw something comparable
on Earth, what would we do?”
The last statement made Malcolm wince. He knew exactly what
Xander and his old associates would have done in the early days—had
done, many times.
“They don’t seem to be in any immediate danger,” Shanna
ventured, although part of her wanted nothing more than to follow
Xander’s suggestion. The dream returned. She’s looking for me. She’s
begging for my help, but she can’t find me, can’t see me. Xander’s eyes
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met Shanna’s, seeing her anguish just as she saw his. His face contorted
as he made for the door with Cassia, Liam, and Harleigh at his heels.
“No way to get data back from Nova earlier than scheduled, is
there?” Shanna asked Malcolm.
“No,” he replied. “We’ll have to wait. “
“Will he do something?”
“Unlikely,” Malcolm replied. “At any rate, that’s not what his face
indicated. Of course it largely depends on what Cassia thinks, but who
can ever tell with her?”
“Will he be OK?”
“Xander is nothing if not strong,” Malcolm replied. “It might take
some time. But what about you?”
“I’ll manage,” Shanna returned, but that was not how she felt. She
wanted someone to talk to, if not a shoulder to cry on. Now would be
the time to tell Malcolm about her dreams and to ask him about his. But
just then one of the young IIT employees who had been working
alongside them came up to ask Malcolm a question. Before long she
and Malcolm were conversing about some esoteric aspect of
cartography. Shanna suddenly felt old and very much alone. She
slinked away to spend a lonely interval by herself.
An exhausted crowd gathered back in the viewing room when the
next pulse came through from Nova. In the interim, no acts of God had
rained down on the oblivious “Huns” waiting outside the ruined
buildings.
Xander stopped pacing the room as the new image came up. Again,
it was a still shot, showing the situation at the very end of the recording
period, just a few seconds before the present. The view was entirely
novel, but only because it was in infrared, night having fallen at the
ruins. The screen flickered into new images, showing views recorded
by different sets of dragonflies.
“Let’s work backwards,” Cassia suggested. “Look for anyone,
human or canine, entering the ruins or leaving the environs.”
Shanna watched as everyone set to work diligently. Nothing came
up quickly. Leaning over, she whispered to Malcolm, “Can you get me
back to dusk?” As he did so they were confronted with a number of
horse riders conferring before mounting and riding off into the scruffy
vegetation. Malcolm put the images on the main screen.

324

Terranova

“They’re evidently not as patient as we are,” Malcolm quipped,
looking slyly at Xander.
“Apparently not,” Xander returned. “But they haven’t all left, have
they?”
“We need to examine all the data to see if our party leaves,” Cassia
announced. “Let’s form groups and assign tasks.”
Shanna noted how quickly they assembled into work groups and
divided the responsibilities. Evidently they had done this sort of thing
many times before. Shanna did not care what she ended up doing. At
least a slightly upbeat mood had returned to the room.
But the good mood gradually wore off. No one else was seen
leaving the ruins. It was possible that the women and boy had sneaked
out through the back but unlikely since the area was fairly well-covered
by dragonflies.
“Uh oh,” came a voice from the front row. “The horsemen we saw
riding off? They’ve returned—to the far side. Looks like they’re
surrounding the ruins.”

 Chapter 32 
Under the Monastery

(Shunelia, Terranova)

M

alan crouched next to Hex near the small balcony in the
monastic cell. Staring into the predawn night, the dog sniffed
and her boy interpreted. When certain of her assessment, Malan
whispered to Kolta. “Hex says there are many of them out there. Men
and dogs and other animals, too.”
Back in the musty storeroom, Kolta delivered the news to Tisha
and Theelam. “If not over the balcony, how do we get out?” Tisha
asked with concern.
“I have a backup plan,” Kolta calmly said. “Theelam, light some
torches. Tisha, grab your makeshift rope. We may need it yet. Malan,
direct us to the innermost recesses of this building, the most secure
place possible. Can you do that?”
“Yes, I think so,” he replied.
A dull thud followed by a muffled “ow” interrupted Kolta’s
instructions and refocused her attention. Malan was evidently unable to
walk. He was too short to throw his arm over her shoulder and lean
against her, unless Theelam were to help. But more stumbling would
follow, delaying their escape. Kolta would have to carry him.
A moment later the party exited the room, Malan having been
hoisted onto Kolta’s strong back. They soon found themselves in a
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labyrinthine series of narrow hallways and despoiled storage rooms.
With Malan directing, they made their way to a secluded pantry deep in
the interior of the building.
“This will do,” Kolta announced, setting Malan down heavily on
his good foot. The room’s stench was overpowering. After placing two
lit torches in wall sconces, Theelam glanced about at the mold-covered
crates of acorns and the jars of rancid walnut oil.
“Even the dogs object to the smell here,” she commented.
“No matter,” Kolta replied. “We shouldn’t be here long. Theelam,
get me that stone, the big one on the lid of that barrel. Brace
yourselves,” she continued as Theelam handed her the rock.
Down it came, clutched in Kolta’s heavy hands, smashing against
the tiles. Again and again she pounded, pulverizing the ceramic
flooring. Breathing hard from her labors, she instructed Theelam to
clean away the debris, making sure to remove all the shards. Turning to
Malan, she asked rhetorically, “What is it you Shunelians have against
plain wooden floors?”
After Theelam removed the smashed tiles, Kolta grabbed her
broadsword and peered down at the exposed floorboards. “An ax would
be better, but this will do,” she announced before beginning to hew
through the thick planks. After fifteen minutes she handed her sword to
Theelam, who took over while she rested. Five minutes later, Kolta was
back at work, sweat dripping from her face. Within half an hour, the
hole was large enough for Kolta to pass through.
“How far down? Any guesses?” Kolta asked as she dropped the
pounding stone. A thud sounded almost immediately. “Not far at all.
We won’t even need the rope. Hand me a torch,” she ordered. Kolta
lowered the torch to examine the space below. She emerged, handed
the torch back to Theelam, and then dropped her upper body into the
hole.
“As we expected,” she announced as she pulled herself out. “It’s
just a cavernous subbasement, with a steep dirt and rock floor and
many pillars. Day is breaking, with some light coming though gaps in
the stonework.”
“Any sign of the drain?” Theelam asked.
“No, it’s too dark to tell that. We’ll have to drop down and
explore.” Pausing to scratch the cheek of one of her hounds, she said,
“Steadfast, old boy, are you up for a little more adventure? Ready to
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drop down into that pit?” She turned to Malan. “Better have Hex sniff it
out first. We don’t want to encounter another surprise.”
Malan did not have to urge his curious animal toward the opening.
Tail wagging, she seemed eager to go down. “Hex says it’s fine,”
Malan announced.
“How can we block the hole once we’re down?” Theelam asked.
Before an answer could be given, Harvest gave a low growl.
“Silence!” Kolta ordered. She looked at Malan and then dropped to
her knees to confer with her own dogs. “I don’t hear anything, but they
do. We’d better get down quickly.”
“They’ll track us down here in no time,” Theelam cautioned. “We
should set fire to this room after we drop. That will buy some time and
perhaps take out a few of them. It’s damp in here, but with all the oil
…”
“No!” Tisha objected. “The library! We can’t destroy that!”
Kolta looked grim. “We may have no choice. But once these casks
catch fire, the whole structure might cave in. Theelam, stay here with
Steadfast and Fidelity and make your preparations. But don’t ignite it
unless I give the signal. The rest of us will drop below and look for an
opening. Malan, can you have Hex search for the sewer pipe?”
“I think I can,” Malan replied. A crashing sound far above made
Malan freeze, but Kolta jumped down and pulled him through the hole.
Within a few moments, Tisha and the dogs had joined them.
Kolta could barely manage to stay upright on the steep-pitched
earthen surface with Malan on her back. Tisha held her breath as she
cleared rafts of spider webs and helped Kolta maintain her balance.
Malan motioned his dogs to stay on task, sending Harvest, Sprite, and
Thirteen out to reconnoiter while urging Hex to sniff out the drainpipe.
“What’s that?” Tisha asked, pointing to a symmetrical form
emerging out of the shadows. Hex noticed it at the same time, signaling
Malan.
Panting, Kolta eased Malan off her back. “Good work, Hex,” she
said. A half-cylinder of mortared bricks running down the sloping
surface in a straight line lay before them. Kolta drew out her sword to
tap on the pipe with its hilt.
“Without a hammer and chisel, I don’t think I can punch through in
time. We’d better hope there’s a clean-out somewhere down here.”
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Kolta instructed Tisha to climb on top of the pipe. “Malan, stay
here with your dogs and help. Like this. Attack the mortar with your
sword hilt. Tisha, you scurry down the pipe to check for openings.”
Malan’s progress was maddeningly slow. Harvest was growling
steadily now while Hex whimpered. Malan thought he could hear
clambering above between every clunk of his and Kolta’s synchronized
blows.
After what seemed like an eternity, Tisha called out. “It’s no use.
The pipe plunges into the ground before it reaches the outer wall. I
can’t find a clean-out anywhere.”
“Go get Theelam,” Kolta ordered when Tisha returned.
“Theelam,” Tisha called up moments later, her head almost
reaching the hole in the floorboards. “What’s happening?”
“They’re coming,” Theelam replied. “More dogs are definitely on
their way. I think they’ve dropped down another floor.”
“Kolta wants you down soon,” Tisha said before hurrying back to
the pipe to relay Theelam’s information.
Kolta shook her head. “Maybe we should set it aflame. Perhaps we
could trap them in an inferno.”
Tisha offered no objection as her mind raced. She struggled to
recall something about plumbing. Sewer pipes always had entryways,
that much she knew. Malan had described one such opening in the
basement of the main prayer hall, and it seemed likely there would be
another one. But where? Not here, where the pipe sloped steeply, but in
the flat area near the monastery’s outer wall. It might be on the far side
of the wall, but not necessarily. How could she find out? She could not,
but perhaps someone else could.
“I have an idea,” she announced. “I want to take Hex to look again
for an entry.” As Kolta grunted her consent, Tisha turned to Malan.
“Can you tell Hex what I want her to find?”
“I’ll try,” he said.
Tisha and Hex were soon at the edge of the subbasement, along the
canyon-facing wall. With light seeping through numerous gaps in the
masonry, Tisha realized that she was in the best-illuminated part of the
subbasement. As Hex put her nose to work, she looked up. There,
several stories above, was a trapdoor. She looked down to encounter
Hex’s inimitable smile and immediately started to clear away the dirt
where the dog indicated. Moments later, the outlines of a manhole
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appeared. After clearing its surface, Tisha tried to pry out the heavy
metal cover with her fingers. It budged, but she could not remove it.
Resisting an urge to call out, she scampered back to report her
discovery.
In little time, the ragged party gathered at the sewage pipe entrance.
Kolta jammed a dagger handle into one of the slots in the cover and
pried upward. Theelam neatly dropped a stone into the gap. Kolta
repositioned her body, gave a forceful heave, and yanked away the iron
lid, releasing a rank odor and revealing the tight passageway below.
Just then a heavy thump sounded above. The enemy had evidently
reached the lowest basement level.
“Tisha, you first, and crawl fast,” Kolta ordered. “Malan next, then
Theelam. Malan’s dogs go last.” Theelam looked up beseechingly, only
to hear Kolta bellowing, “Now! And don’t wait at the boat!”
Malan thought he might pass out as he dragged his body down the
foul, inky passageway. At several points, he required a tug from Tisha
or a push from Theelam, but somehow got through largely on his own.
After a few minutes of agony, the tunnel began to slope downward,
easing their passage. Within a quarter of an hour, a faint light could be
seen. The pipe finally opened into a tiny room exposed to a scrub-filled
sky, separated from the outside by thin metal bars. The three of them
tumbled into a heap with the dogs, gasping for fresh air as their eyes
slowly adjusted to the early-morning daylight. Seconds later, Theelam
rose and began testing the bars.
“We have our escape,” she announced. “They can be easily
removed.” Before long she had yanked three rusty bars out of their
slots.
“But where is she?” Malan asked in a weak voice.
Theelam shook her head and looked down. “Can’t you see,
Malan?” she whispered. “Neither Kolta nor her dogs could fit. I’ll have
to bear you now. There’s no other way. Once we get out, I carry and
you direct.”
Malan’s heart sank. He had never imagined that Kolta would be
unable to make it into the pipe. How could they survive without her and
her hounds? He doubted that Theelam could bear his weight, especially
considering the condition of the path.
“Wait here,” Theelam continued, “while I scout for danger. I have
to see if it’s clear. Someone might be waiting for us.” Holding her bow,
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she jumped onto a narrow ledge and then practically catapulted herself
to the surface.
The others did not see her shoot, her arrow catching a crow just as
it took flight from a branch of a dead tree. Seeing no other dangers as
she scanned the scene, Theelam signaled for Tisha to help the boy and
his dogs get out. It was not easy for Malan, but with Theelam pulling
and Tisha boosting from behind he finally hauled himself out.
“We have to get on the trail and under the scrub immediately,”
Theelam harshly whispered. “They have birds on the lookout. Malan,
do you know where we are?”
“Yes, I’ve been here before. The trail is just over there,” he said
while pointing.
Smeared with waste and jostling roughly on Theelam’s narrow
back, Malan could not shake the impression that they had already died
and been cast into Hell. One nightmare scenario seemed to follow
another. He could not fathom how this girl could possibly support his
weight. When they finally reached the floodplain at the bottom of the
slope, scrub gave way to meadow and the trail vanished. Theelam fell
to her knees, easing Malan off her back while keeping his right arm on
her shoulder. She motioned Tisha to support the left side of his body,
and they set off across the short grass, an ungainly threesome hampered
by Hex’s repeated attempts to wedge herself between Malan and
Theelam. Malan indicated a stand of cottonwood trees across the
meadow. The marshy backwater where they would find the hidden boat
lay just beyond.
Their speed picked up as they found their rhythm. Harvest and
Thirteen had already reached the trees and showed no signs of distress.
Escape seemed within reach.
As soon as they reached the first tree in the stand, Theelam, drained
and fearing that she might collapse, reached to support herself against
its trunk. As she did so, a shrieking whistle pierced the air just before
an arrow twanged into the bark inches above her hand. The linked trio
dropped to the ground, pain shooting through Malan’s ankle as it
twisted in the descent. The nightmare was not over yet.
In the courtyard of the ruined monastery, a small conference was
taking place. Three men conversed. One of them was flanked by two
huge dogs and had a crow perched on his left shoulder.
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“I trust that you two spies have done your duty as well as our new
colleague Enim could have,” Temish coldly remarked. “So tell me,
what did you see in that nether-world? They are, I assume, down
there.”
Dinul looked at Gaam, hoping that he would report. He did not.
“No, my lord,” Dinul finally said. “Only one is left—a gigantic
Amazon, with two Telaran guard dogs.”
“And my pack, the last wave I sent down, did you see them?”
“Dead, my lord. They all appear to be dead. Their bodies are
scattered around the woman and her dogs.”
The crow flew off as Temish rapidly twisted his shoulders. It
landed on a stone post a dozen yards away. Temish lowered his head,
making sick gagging sounds. He did not talk for some time, and when
he did his voice was unsteady. Eyeing the younger man, he asked,
“And you, Gaam, do you concur with your comrade’s assessment?”
“Yes, my lord,” Gaam replied. “We examined the entire area under
the building. The pack you sent in has been killed, and there is no place
for the other Telarans to hide.”
“Then where are they?” Temish shouted with uncontained fury.
“The basement levels have all been scoured, and we have the entire
complex surrounded. They cannot simply vanish! Where are Numimm
and Khukimm? Where are my eyes?” Temish glanced about, searching
for the bird that had just flown from his shoulder. When he spied
Khukimm perched on the stone, he stared intently and then made four
prolonged cawing sounds. The crow took off in flight, vocalizing
raucously.
“There is a drain pipe down there,” Dinul volunteered. “The
Amazon seems to be working on it, trying to enlarge the opening.”
“Arrgh!” Temish yelled in fury and then crouched down, covering
his face with his hands. His dogs eased in to see what the matter was,
but he shooed them off. Regaining self-control, he glanced quickly at
the two young men. Both held their eyes downcast, ignoring their
leader’s shameful lapse of honor.
“You, Dinul, go now and find Oshnam. Tell him to search for a
drain opening and to catch our quarry before they escape, and tell him
do so immediately!” Dinul bowed and ran off.
“And me, my lord?” asked Gaam.
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“Why should I care what you …?” Temish sputtered. He slammed
a fist into his thigh in frustration, knowing that to keep giving in to
anger would only jeopardize his own command. “Go get Neshud,” he
said once he could speak. “He is to wait here while I go down alone to
finish off that Telaran bitch in the basement. You say she has two
dogs? Then I take two dogs as well. My two top dogs and my two top
birds and that’s it!”
Gaan looked questioningly at his commander.
“Now,” Temish ordered before swiveling around. He marched out
of the courtyard, through the ruined prayer hall, and across the grassy
sward in front of the monastery. As he approached his yurt, two crows
swooped down, their wings held up in a dihedral position as they
descended. They landed just in front of Temish. He stopped to observe
their dance, his grimace intensifying. Staring at the birds while
hunching his shoulders, Temish cawed harshly three times in quick
succession. He then ducked into the tent.
Once inside his own felt walls, Temish turned toward his battle
array, breathing a sigh of relief. He always felt calm donning his armor,
a task he performed alone. He moved methodically, selecting a
medium-weight breastplate, solid black with a prominently embossed
raven. He slid on his black mailed boots, enjoying the feel of the leather
against his bare skin.
Next came his greaves and gauntlets, patterned with dozens of dark
birds. Temish then studied his collection of shields, selecting one of
ancient Kulgsh design, built up from layers of leather and thin steel.
Strong and light, it flashed a gold crow in front, and its rims were
decorated with semi-precious stones. Temish did not hesitate when it
came time to choose his helm, grabbing his legendary crow’s head with
thin eye slits and a beak of layered gold.
Satisfied with his choices, Temish examined himself in the mirror,
equally proud of his battle array and his own good looks. He admired
his striking, scar-free face and his black, natty beard, thinking that they
made a perfect match with his corvine insignias.
Now it was time for his weapons. Temish picked up his prized
possession, a beautiful hand-and-a-half (or bastard) sword, which had
been a gift from the Emperor himself. His hand felt empowered as he
gripped the black snakeskin leather wrapped around its hilt. He paused
to admire the workmanship of the blade. It was made of the best steel,
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folded and refolded by the finest blacksmith of the Empire. Inlaid with
red gold, the blade-runes read simply, “Bravery. Honor. Strength.”
Reading these words, Temish contemplated Igham and the founding of
the Kulgsh domain and gained fresh resolve. He was now prepared,
ready to cut down any enemy who might possibly stand in his way.
Only one task remained.
Temish burst out of his yurt, shouting, “Skull! Gasher! Come here.
We have a fight to prepare for.” Temish’s favorites, alpha male and
female of his entire pack, bounded to his side the moment they heard
their names.
“Into the yurt now,” he ordered. “Khukimm and Numimm, you
too.” Temish concluded with a quick assembly caw, making sure the
birds understood.
Inside the tent, Temish prepared his animals for battle. “You ready
for a fight, Gasher?” he asked as he lowered his head and punched the
massive dog hard in the shoulder. Gasher growled and head-butted the
unarmored back of Temish’s right thigh with force just shy of a
bruising blow. Man and dog grappled on the floor for a few minutes
before Temish sprang up and shouted, “We are going to fight! We’re
going to tear them apart, aren’t we? You’re going to grab that Telaran
by the throat once you’ve killed off her dogs! Then you’re going to tear
her fucking head off!” Both dogs were down on their front paws, ready
to pounce and barking wildly. The crows flitted about the yurt, adding
to the cacophony with their wild cawing.
The motivational session concluded, Temish and his familiars
exited the yurt. He called for a page to armor-up the dogs and otherwise
prepare them for battle. He then paused to stare at the two black birds
perched now at eye level on their door-front roost before he gave off
the rasping five-syllable caw of war. Khukimm and Numimm
responded in kind, always ready to do their master’s bidding.

 Chapter 33 
Windsor

(From Santa Clara County to Sonoma County)

F

or a while, it looked like the big GImG party would be canceled.
Shanna knew that Xander was excoriating himself for his
overconfidence, angry that they had failed to attach transponder bugs to
the Novans’ clothing. Xander himself had overruled the idea, insisting
that they had enough flying insects to follow the party wherever it
went. No one had anticipated that they would outrun most of the
houseflies and sequester themselves in an abandoned building. No one
had foreseen the possibly of sneaking out of such a building undetected
by the hovering swarm of dragonflies.
They had retrieved one final upload from another housefly that had
stowed itself in the personal belongings of the travelers. This one
recorded a gruesome scene—a bloody fight against massive dogs. It
was difficult to make out exactly what was happening in the flickering
torchlight as recorded by a single fly. The struggle was intense when
the insect exited the building.
At that point, it seemed likely that the Novan women and boy lay
dead in the ruins, ripped apart by animals. Another transport was
arranged, this one with bugs programmed to scan the room in every
possible manner. Echolocation revealed nothing resembling human
bodies. Their corpses could have been dragged outside by man or beast,
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but chemical analysis showed that, while a great deal of canine blood
had been shed, human blood was almost entirely absent. A consensus
then emerged that the Novans must have survived. But where could
they be? Might they have sneaked out through some concealed exit? If
so, could they have eluded the warriors surrounding the ruins? The
mystery was not clarified when the horsemen abruptly left the complex
at the end of the following day.
What to do now? The answer at first seemed simple. If they were
still in the building, wait for their eventual departure. If they had
already left, look for their new position. But as time passed, waiting
and looking grew ever more frustrating, and the possibility of finding
the escaped party seemed ever less likely. Another launch followed,
blanketing nearby trails with scores of dragonflies. Flocks of
elaborately programmed houseflies scanned the ruins for human bodies.
Next they ran search simulations, based on multiple launches with
scads of dragonflies.
But each pulse took time, and with each passing hour, the search
parameters would have to be expanded. Not even Xander would
countenance the required expenditures. Satellite images were
constantly being captured, but while the scale of resolution was
adequate for the area around the ruins, it was insufficient further afield.
It was hard to avoid the conclusion that the Novans were lost.
In the end, Xander agreed to hold the party, although without much
enthusiasm. His reduced expectations, however, allowed Shanna to
attend, dispelling her fears about the wildness that she had imagined.
To everyone outside the innermost circle, there were still good reasons
to rejoice. The achievements over the past week had been remarkable
and the visions of Nova astonishing.
Still, for Xander and Cassia, disappointment was keen. Vast sums
of money and a good deal of emotional capital had been invested in the
pursuit of the three women, and now they were lost. Shanna, reckoning
that her venture with GImG and IIT would be coming to a premature
end, decided that the party would be a diverting finale. She also wanted
to speak with Malcolm in a more relaxed setting, hoping to re-cement a
baseline friendship.
It was with mixed emotions that Shanna boarded the BART line in
San Jose, intending to transfer in Richmond to the Marin-Sonoma rail
line and then exit in downtown Windsor a few miles north of Santa
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Rosa. She had finally had another Novan dream the previous night,
and, although she was relieved that the unfathomable connection
remained intact, the vision was hardly soothing.
Shanna eased her mind by focusing on the charming landscapes of
Marin and Sonoma counties, delighting at the interleaving of suburbs,
wetlands, oak-dotted pastures, and vineyards. Windsor was even more
of a surprise, reminding Shanna of a prosperous if contrived European
town. Ground zero of the new urbanism, Windsor’s downtown was
anchored by the GImG campus, which occupied a solid three-block
section.
Shanna consulted a map to figure out which building held the party
venue. The three structures looked much the same. Occupying a full
block, each building was six stories high, brick below and wood above,
with mansard rooflines and shop fronts on the street-level. None was
marked as GImG property. Shanna knew from Google Earth that each
building was structured around an open quad in the center, and she
understood Bowman Alexander’s design sensibilities well enough to
know that as much of the complex would be underground as above. She
figured—correctly—that the main reception hall would occupy a
basement level.
Passing through a leafy entrance foyer, Shanna found herself facing
a bank of escalators. At the bottom was a security station, but the
guards waved her through. A moment later, she pushed open a set of
double doors and entered the hall. The bustling room was oddly shaped,
with extensions radiating out of an open area. Scanning the room,
Shanna set out to find Malcolm. It did not take long. He had been
waiting for her.
“Shanna,” Malcolm ventured with a half-smile, offering her a glass
of wine. “I hope you don’t mind, but I have to ask. What is it that you
see? A person or a place? Or perhaps something altogether different?”
“Come again?” she replied quizzically. “What are you talking
about?”
“When you dream. When you dream of Nova. What do you see? I
hope it’s not something terrible.”
Shanna eyes widened. “How could you possibly know that? I
haven’t told a soul.”
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“Do you think you’re the only one? And more to the point, why
else would you have signed on with Xander in the first place? Shanna,
believe me. I've given this a lot of thought.”
Shanna set down her wine glass and looked at Malcolm steadily.
“Xander told me about your dreams. I’ve been meaning to ask you
about them, but something always came up. Are you telling me now
that others have experienced something similar?”
“Yes. Xander has dreamed of Nova and so have Cassia, Liam, and
Harleigh. A few others as well, even Merrick. I hadn’t realized all of
this until recently. It’s taken us all a while to figure out what’s going
on. You know how hard it can be to remember dreams, and some aren’t
sure if theirs are really set on Nova. But I don’t have any doubt about
mine. Mostly I see the waterfall temple, and I’ve been doing so for
some time, even from before discovery.”
“Malcolm,” Shanna reached out to grip his hand. “I dream about
Theelam. I was stunned to see her in the garden during the first
projection. I recognized her. I’ve had the same basic dream four times.
She’s trapped and asking for help. She’s begging me personally, and I
do nothing. They’re wrenching dreams, Malcolm. I had another one last
night.”
“Are you sure?” Malcolm asked, seemingly taken aback by the
specificity of Shanna’s visions.
“No doubt whatsoever.”
“My God,” he replied, looking around the room to see if anyone
was listening. “That’s amazing. You’ve been dreaming about someone
we’ve been following, and she’s asking for your help? I haven’t seen
anything that specific, and I doubt anyone else has either. This is
important, Shanna.”
“I know it is,” Shanna replied. She let go of his hand and turned
away, suddenly self-conscious. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring it up before.”
“No matter,” returned Malcolm. “It’s on the table now.”
Malcolm coaxed Shanna to describe each of her four dreams in as
much detail as she could marshal. On finishing, she asked Malcolm
about his dreams. He described his waterfall visions and outlined a
number of fragments that he figured might be connected to Terranova.
Shanna was enthralled, probing his memory as thoroughly as he had
explored hers. Once Malcolm’s recollections were exhausted, she asked
about the others.
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“I can’t say much,” Malcolm admitted. “I’ve only talked to Xander
and Merrick. They’ve both been dreaming about the steppe people, the
warriors. Xander’s dreams seem to be all over the place, and most of
them are vague.”
“The steppe people?” Shanna asked with curiosity. “That’s
interesting. Have they described the tone, the emotional register?”
“It’s basically positive in Merrick’s case. He says one of them, a
leader evidently, talks to him about fighting. Maybe the kid has played
too many electronic war games.”
“And Xander?” Shanna persisted.
“His tend to be disturbing. One was about a large, jovial man who
turned nasty and transformed into some kind of demon. Xander’s keyed
up about it, although he’d never let on.”
Shanna threw her head back and stared at the lights. The hubbub of
a hundred conversations momentarily filled her ears, but she shut out
all sounds to concentrate on the issue at hand.
“Malcolm,” she finally said, “this is important. We need to talk
about it.”
“Shanna, we are talking about it.”
“No, no. We all need to talk. Everyone who’s been having Novan
dreams. How could we be connected like this? Maybe it’s because
we’re so obsessed, but in my case, and evidently yours as well, there
has to be more to it. What about the others? What do you know about
their dreams? Where is Cassia? We should talk to her right now.”
“Shanna, slow down. You are right, it is important and we do need
to talk about it. But now’s not the time. Xander’s trying not to think
about Nova tonight. There’ll be plenty of time later.”
“I’m not going to be able to think about anything else! How could
we possibly be having dreams about real people and places that we
later discover on another planet?”
“I don’t know, Shanna. Maybe Cassia’s ‘hypothetical deities’ really
are guiding everything. But I don’t see how such speculation gets us
anywhere. Perhaps we should go back to the dreams themselves.”
Shanna sighed. “You may be right, but I’m not sure if there’s
anything else to say.”
“Think carefully,” Malcolm returned. “Are you sure that you
haven’t had any other dreams that might link to Nova? Any
connections your conscious mind hasn’t made?”
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“I doubt it,” Shanna sighed. “The only other fixed image of late is a
boat shooting through whitewater. Exciting but fleeting, and it didn’t
necessarily seem Novan.”
Malcolm’s pupils dilated. “Oh my God, Shanna! That could be it!
Look, I am so sorry, but I don’t have time to explain. I have to check
this out right now. Please, don’t leave. I’ll be back in a half hour or
less. If you’re hungry or thirsty, walk down one of the spokes. They all
open up into lounges of various sorts. Explore a little. You might enjoy
it, and I’ll return in no time.”
“Malcolm, what’s going on? Where are you going? Can’t I come?”
“No, please. I have to make sure myself first.” With that, Malcolm
was gone, practically running out of the room.
Shanna bit her lip in consternation. What was Malcolm up to? His
action seemed so rude, and just as they were finally having a real
conversation. What was she to do while waiting for his return? She
wandered around the room looking for a familiar face. In little time she
was confronted with one. Xander’s. He had evidently been looking for
her, wanting to talk.
Dispensing with pleasantries, Xander launched immediately into
the metaphysical dilemmas posed by the existence of Nova, a
compelling if disturbing topic that had already been thrust into her
consciousness by Malcolm’s revelations. But tonight Shanna did not
find Xander’s observations enlightening or entertaining. The
conversation was not even bracingly provocative. Xander’s words and
mannerisms were too insistent, his tone too barbed. He soon steered the
conversation toward religion, apparently hoping to draw her into a
debate.
Shanna had been about to excuse herself but reconsidered. She
glanced around the room for Malcolm, irritated at not seeing him. What
else could she do but spar with Xander? She motioned a waiter, who
came by to refill their glasses. If Bowman Alexander wanted an
argument about religion, she would give him one.

 Chapter 34 
Enim’s Signal

(Shunelia, Terranova)

T

rying vainly to burrow in the dewy grass after the arrow thudded
into the tree, Tisha found her heart racing. Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw Malan reaching out to check his dogs. Hex and Harvest,
apparently unscathed, were close by his side.
Even in a prone position, they made passable targets, yet they could
hardly move. The two women might bolt for the woods, hoping to
thwart the sniper with rapid and uneven motions, but Malan would not
be able to follow. If they were to support the lad by running as a
threesome, they would almost certainly be cut down. Searching for the
archer’s hideaway, Tisha noticed a hidden shield in a small patch of
shrubs emerging out of the meadow some fifty paces away. She tried to
telegraph the information to the others.
“If we stay down he might not be able to get a good shot,” Theelam
whispered harshly. “Malan, ask Hex if she smells anyone behind us,
and have Harvest scout the path to the boat.”
Malan conveyed Theelam’s requests. The animals, as always, were
eager to comply. Tisha’s mind raced as time seemed to stall. A jay
cawed. A flicker passed by in undulating flight. “Hex says it’s clear,”
Malan hoarsely whispered a few seconds later.
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“Then creep backwards into the trees,” Theelam commanded. “Do
exactly as I do.”
Tisha balked at the plan. “Theelam, didn’t you hear the whistle?
Look, look at the arrow. It’s …”
“Not now,” Theelam scolded. “Crawl backwards. Follow me. Keep
as low as possible.”
“But just look—,” Tisha continued with exasperation.
“There’s no time! Move!”
Tisha realized that even if Theelam were to listen, she would
probably not take her explanation seriously. The arrow had landed so
perilously close. And could she assume that Theelam was versed in the
intricacies of Kulgsh signaling?
“Move!” Theelam again ordered.
Tisha twisted her head to peer over her shoulder, noting Malan’s
pained expression as he crept backwards through the thick, wet grass.
Seeing no other option but to gamble, Tisha decided to play her full
hand. She rose in a single graceful motion, stood tall, and spread her
arms, making herself a perfect target.
Malan gasped as Theelam lurched forward to pull Tisha down.
“We can’t surrender!” she shouted. “They don’t take prisoners!”
Theelam’s remonstration was cut short by Malan, who was now
trying to stand as well, using Hex for support. “Look!” he said as he
pointed toward the clump of shrubs.
There he was, armorless in camouflage dress, standing with his
arms outstretched as widely as Tisha’s. Theelam could have taken him
down in seconds, but she lay transfixed. The archer made a complex,
enigmatic gesture with his arms and hands before sprinting back across
the meadow toward the monastery.
Tisha approached the tree calmly and wrenched out the arrow.
Handing it to an astonished Theelam, she explained. “We’re in no
immediate danger. The whistle told us that it was a message arrow, and
a yellow one is always a sign of friendship. The black stripes indicate
that he’s asking for an alliance. It says much more, coded in the striping
pattern, although I can’t decipher it all. But I do think he’s giving us
something. ”
“He tried to kill me!” Theelam retorted incredulously. “That arrow
came within a hand’s breadth of my body!” Theelam motioned Tisha to
help her support Malan so they could continue moving.
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“I don’t exactly know,” Tisha grunted as they struggled forward.
“But I imagine he was trying to impress us. Impressing us by showing
what a formidable ally he would make. They do things like that, you
know.”
Theelam said nothing. Tisha fretted that she had humiliated her
companion by showing a superior mastery of Kulgsh semiotics. A
yellow arrow definitely signaled a peace overture. But could they trust
him? Theelam would probably think it was part of an elaborate trap, the
unexpected “gift” being something that would eventually present their
undoing.
It was proving difficult to support Malan as they plowed through
the increasingly thick riparian undergrowth. “Gifts?” Theelam asked as
they stumbled forward. “How could he be giving us anything?”
“Perhaps,” Malan opined in a weak voice, “we’ll find them when
we reach the boat. There’s Harvest. The way is clear. See those
cattails?”
The ground grew marshy as they approached the hidden backwater,
the reeds bright green in the early morning sunlight. Frogs croaked and
plopped into the water as Malan’s good foot began to sink into the
muck. Theelam tried to hoist him onto her back again, but her knees
buckled. In the end, Malan half-crawled and was half-dragged through
the reeds. A foul smell rose from the oozing ground. A horsefly landed
on Tisha’s arm, took a bite, and left a painful welt.
“There it is,” said Malan. “The boat is right where we left it.”
Suddenly he stopped short. “But someone has been here.”
Sitting in plain sight on the forward bench was a crate, closed but
unlocked. After easing Malan into the craft, the two women eyed each
other, saying nothing. Tisha looked down, as if to acknowledge
Theelam’s leadership. Theelam opened the box. It contained food—
dried meat, yoghurt, and cheese, as well as bottles of liquid.
“Cheese!” Tisha exclaimed as she grabbed one of the parcels from
the crate. “What a treat. Let’s—”
Tisha stopped as Theelam threw her a glower while saying,
“Remain guarded. We have our own stores in the boat.”
Theelam set to work on the container, examining it for hidden
compartments, while Tisha dove into the gunwales to look for food and
drink. Sure enough, the crate contained several documents under a false
bottom. Theelam extracted them and began to read.
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Tisha peered over her shoulder and was soon reading aloud for
Malan’s benefit. The first item was a terse letter, plainly written in
common Shunelian.
Telaran Friends:
If you depart quickly you will probably be safe, for my
comrades believe that you cannot escape by boat. If you
survive the cascades, you will likely be ambushed at Sentinel
Rock where the river narrows (as indicated on the maps
below). Our commander recently ordered a garrison established
at this point to prevent river running by you and your
compatriots. Cables and netting, spanning the width of the
river, will soon be set. This will take some time, but within a
week I expect the river to be closed to you and your traffic.
I have no further intelligence for you, but attend to the letter
below, written by my true lord’s councilor. Know me by the
glyph of striped racer on foxglove on the chance that we may
someday meet. I will always help.
“Striped racer on foxglove? What does that mean?” Theelam asked.
“Foxglove is his lowland domain’s peace symbol,” Tisha replied.
“But I have no idea what a ‘striped racer’ could be.”
“It’s a snake, a fast one,” Malan said as he tore into the hunk of
pressed dried fruit and crushed hazelnuts that Tisha had just handed
him.
“Then it’s his animal sign,” continued Tisha. “He’ll have his own
personal symbol. Some Kulgsh faunal icons are abstract, others
figurative.”
Theelam looked up sharply. “This isn’t good news about the river,
if it’s true, but I suppose we should be grateful for receiving it. Most
unfortunate that we’ve sent our pigeons back. Why don’t you read the
next one?” she asked as she handed the packet to Tisha and then
reached for a drink.
As Tisha opened the seal and unfolded the page her heart fell. She
would not be able to read it. It had been penned in Old Telaran, a
formal language that she could not decipher. She kicked herself for this
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lapse in her education but said nothing. It was not the demanding
ideographic script or the arcane grammatical formulations that had put
her off mastering Old Telaran, but the fact that it was useful only for
exploring the legends and histories of her own homeland. She had
always been much more keen on other places and peoples.
Concealing her ignorance, Tisha casually passed the page to
Theelam, saying only, “Could you?” but wincing inside.
Theelam scrutinized the heavy, embossed paper with its elegant,
formal script.
“Look at this! In Old Telaran? How could any Kulgsh possibly
compose in this script and language?”
“Please, Theelam,” begged Tisha. “Could you just read it?”
Theelam began to read, first in Old Telaran and then translating
into Shunelian. She did so fluently, without pause. Unlike the previous
letter, this one started with conventional salutations. Everything about it
was archaic and flawlessly so. It could only have been produced by a
highly educated person.
Most of the letter had little concrete substance. The writer wished
them well while commenting poetically on the futility of war and the
pointlessness of the invasion. The meat came at the end.
If you are heading to Natulai, look for Kulgsh men with the
insignia of the periwinkle. They are not your enemies. Any
with five or more of these flowers embroidered on their sleeves
can be trusted. Please, talk to them if you can. Say, in the
language of the Danir, “My lord, our home has been struck by
pestilence and we are in need of your charity,” and you will be
taken into their confidence. But we cannot merely hope for a
chance meeting. Rather, you must seek me out. In the
documents provided, you will find a map showing the location
of one of our safe houses in Natulai. The list of the necessary
passwords …
Theelam looked up before finishing the letter. Her eyes locked on
Tisha’s, which were wide with wonderment and growing misty.
“Tisha,” Theelam ventured, “I don’t think that we can accept this at
face value. It could be part of an elaborate game involving some
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educated renegades. Do you really think that one of them could have
mastered Old Telaran? And even if so, why employ it in such a letter?”
“Oh, he has evidently learned it,” Tisha replied, “and it doesn’t
surprise me that he would have. And as for his reasons, well, his
reasons are simple. First—like our archer friend—he wants to impress
us with the seriousness of his purpose. Second, he would need to
conceal the message lest it fall into unwanted hands. And he came up
with a solution, a brilliant solution!” Tisha spoke excitedly and
carelessly.
“You sound as if you know who the letter writer is,” Theelam
objected.
“Of course I do! It’s Awtn, Awtn Gekko, Gatli’s councilor. Don’t
you see what this means? Oh, I have never even prayed for anything so
auspicious! Benevolence herself must be working on our behalf.”
“But how can you possibly know who it’s from?” came the blank
response.
“It’s obvious! A letter ‘from my true lord’s councilor’ that tells us
to look for the periwinkle, the peace-emblem of Sharen, Gatli’s
domain. Haven’t you studied Kulgsh heraldry either?”
Tisha’s excitement was annulled when she saw the pained
embarrassment spread across Theelam’s face. Realizing that she had
given deep offense, Tisha had to make immediate amends. That was
nothing less than her religious duty. She grabbed Theelam’s hands,
peered into her eyes, and then dropped to her knees.
“Forgive me, Theelam, forgive me. Please forgive me! It’s just that
you are so perfect in every way, setting standards that I could never
hope to meet. I am always so intimidated, and I … and I … can’t even
read Old Telaran!”
Theelam pulled Tisha to her feet as the latter groped for words, and
the two women embraced, hugging each other not just as colleagues but
as friends, friends who faced yet another grueling ordeal that might
well take their lives.
“Oh, Tisha …” began Theelam. “I am so afraid,” she continued
when she could. “What has happened to Kolta? How long can we wait?
She said we shouldn’t, but I don’t know how we can go on without
her!”
Tisha glanced at Malan, concerned that he was feeling left out,
especially seeing as she and Theelam had shifted from Shunelian to
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Telaran. He looked forlorn, but she was pleased to see Hex’s nose
muzzling into his ear and Harvest’s tongue spreading across his hand.
The rest of the letter presented nothing particularly significant nor
did the other documents in the collection. But what they had learned
had been momentous enough.
Despite the threat downstream, the three travelers saw no other
option than running the river and hoping for the best. But should they
delay their departure on the off chance that Kolta could escape and join
them? A successful rendezvous with Kolta seemed unlikely. Even if
she did escape the ruins, would she head for the riverboat, which, by
her own orders, would have already departed?
Their deliberations were broken off by several dark shapes in the
sky.
“It looks like we’ve been spotted,” announced Theelam, pointing to
the crows. “We must leave now.”

 Chapter 35 
The Mistress of Revelry

(Windsor, California)

I

n the main hall of the GImG campus in Windsor California, Shanna
and Xander continued to tussle over religion. Shanna began by
countering his attacks on the “life-denying” tenets of Buddhism before
diving in to defend Christianity, a faith she no longer held but still
cherished. It was not particularly difficult. Xander’s condemnation, like
those of most Christianophobes, rested on a simple-minded
identification of Christianity itself with its most anti-intellectual,
hidebound interpretations. He also continually changed tracks, often
contradicting himself in the process. From an attack on Christian
pacifism, he veered off to excoriate the faith for failing to live up to its
pacifistic ideas.
Despite Shanna’s irritation, she had to admire Xander’s erudition.
He moved smoothly from the early church fathers, pausing to denounce
the “truly diabolical” Cyril of Alexandria, to twentieth and even
twenty-first century authors. Yet he continued to vacillate, attacking C.
S. Lewis at one point for “literally turning the lamb into the lion,” yet
going on to contend that, “Lewis was one of the finest apologists
Christianity ever had. What a shame that he was theologically seduced
by that uber-conservative, that sexless, legitimist prig, J.R.R. Tolkien.”
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Shanna tried to ease out of the conversation at several points, but
Xander would not relent. But when he turned to aim his attacks at
Islam, she suddenly had quite enough of the conversation. Xander had
crossed a line, spouting views that could play into the hands of the most
reactionary elements in American politics. There was also something
about his intensity that she found off-putting, even frightening. Perhaps
it was the certainty with which he spoke, especially considering how
often he railed against certainty in all things. If she were to confront
him on his inconsistency, he would probably enjoy it. Shanna decided
to deny him the pleasure.
“I can accept all of this as your personal philosophy,” Shanna
interrupted. “But it doesn’t square with your stated beliefs, with your
own faith, which stresses the truth in all religions. How can you make
up a religion that is so contrary to what you actually believe?”
Shanna could not read Xander’s expression. He breathed deeply a
few times before answering. “For the nth time, there is no ‘faith’
entailed in our religion, nor did I ‘make up’ any of it. Why are you now
mocking me? Have I not been kind to you?”
“I don’t think that you’ve been particularly kind this evening. Here
is this new fai—this new religion, closely associated with you and your
group, and nobody knows where it comes from? It all sees so
contrived.”
Xander looked stricken. His voice cracked with emotion as he
began to speak. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but it has made me a
better person and given meaning to my life. I’m just sorry that I can’t
better follow the precepts.”
Shanna wondered if she had pushed too hard. She was about to say
something vaguely apologetic when Xander resumed speaking.
“You know, I have no problem with the positive side. I can be as
benevolent as anyone. But I can’t help hating, hating with a blue-flame
intensity. I keep it under wraps now better than before, and I have our
religion to thank for that. But it’s still there, just under the surface.
Whenever I see a photo of some Jihadi threatening violence, I get an
overwhelming desire to end his miserable existence. I now know that
hatred is evil’s pry-bar, so I’ve learned how to control it. I don’t kill
people anymore. I don’t hurt people.”
Shanna thought that he might burst into tears. She was
dumbfounded. The performance seemed genuine, but she still had a
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difficult time accepting it as fully sincere. When Xander resumed
speaking, his voice was shaky.
“But you know what really gets me? I sometimes doubt myself for
having changed, for having abandoned the fight. Maybe I haven’t
reformed. Maybe I’ve just become a coward, too old for the struggle.
Back in the old days we saved lives, lives that would now be forfeit. It
was good that we did that, but it came at such a price … such a price.”
Xander buried his head in his hands.
Shanna stood perplexed, not knowing what to do. She was soon
rescued by an approaching person, by Harleigh, smiling broadly in a
slinky black dress.
“Nice jacket, Shanna,” Harleigh commented as she walked over. “I
love the colors. The greens go well with your hair and jewelry. Hey,
let’s—oh come on! Xander, what’s going on? This is a party, not a
wake. We’re supposed to be enjoying ourselves.” Swiveling back to
face Shanna, she continued. “What about you Shanna? Don’t tell me
you’ve been miserable. Please tell me you’ve been having some fun.”
“Not really,” Shanna admitted.
“Xander!” Harleigh scolded. “We promised Dr. Malone a good
time, didn’t we? Well, I guess it’s up to me. I’ll have to be the mistress
of revelry.”
Xander gave a sheepish smile and then asked, “OK, mistress, what
do you propose?”
“By the looks of you two, I’d say something out of the ordinary.
What say we jump in the helicopter and fly to San Francisco to go
clubbing?”
Xander shook his head. “Harleigh, how would that be any different
from what we have here, except for the fact that we’d be surrounded by
strangers?”
“Let’s see, the fact that we’d be surrounded by strangers. Xander,
you need to get out of that black shirt, disguise yourself in something
colorful for a change, and then put on a fake beard …” Harleigh’s voice
trailed off as she caught Shanna’s expression.
“OK,” Harleigh continued, speaking louder now as the musicians
began to tune their instruments. “Forget the city, and I suppose that
means that Vegas is out as well. So how about something completely
different? How ‘bout we fly over to the coast, just the three of us, and
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spend the night watching the waves crash? Maybe eat some mushrooms
first.” Harleigh moved as she talked, almost in dance.
Xander remained silent, waiting for Shanna’s response. She did not
give one, her expression remaining inscrutable.
“You want to stay here, is that it?” Harleigh tried again. “Fine, but
we have to have fun! We can dance later, when the music’s right, but
for now let’s find some fun people. How ‘bout some funny people?
What about Willy? Have you seen him, Xander? Willy’s always good
for laughs.” Harleigh’s face went through a number of exaggerated
gestures, as if in imitation of the comedic Willy.
“I don’t think he’s on campus now,” Xander returned.
“You two are impossible!” Harleigh shouted as she stomped her
foot. She swung around to face the reception hall and marched off a
few yards. Shanna thought that she was leaving, but instead Harleigh
started to bob and stretch, evidently searching the room. After a few
seconds she returned and touched Shanna on the arm. Pointing, she
stood on her tiptoes to whisper in Shanna’s ear. “See her over there, in
the red, low-cut dress? That’s Helen. Want to meet her? We could have
a lot of fun with Helen and her friends tonight.”
Shanna saw and almost gasped. “Low-cut” was an understated
description of the woman’s scandalous gown. Gorgeous and graceful,
Helen appeared to be having the time of her life.
“Harleigh,” Xander ventured, “I think Shanna would prefer
something a little more low-key this evening.” Turning to face Shanna,
he continued. “Would that be correct?”
“I suppose so,” Shanna replied as she reluctantly tore her eyes
away from the lady in red.
“Very well,” Harleigh allowed. “Conversation then. Shall we
scintillate? And the topic is? I know! Whatever you two were not
talking about when I walked over.”
“We were discussing religion,” Shanna said. “Xander let me know
how much he disapproves.”
“That’s because you were talking about fuddy-duddy religion,
right?” Harleigh opined. “Faith, doctrine, orthodoxy—all that heavy,
stultifying stuff. Better to stay with games and stories. That’s what
quickens the spirit. So that’s what it’s all about. Life is a storied game,
designed by gamesters and storytellers. We are all of us always ‘at play
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in the fields of the Lord,’ or Lords, as the case may be, playing in
games and play-acting in dramas.”
If Xander’s take on religion was too convenient, this construal
seemed positively puerile. Shanna wondered whether Harleigh could be
pulling her leg, but she decided to experimentally take her comments at
face value.
“Life is not a game,” Shanna retorted. “It’s much more than that.
It’s much more serious.”
“Well, games are more than games, aren’t they?” Harleigh
returned. “Ever play around with game theory? Pretty heavy stuff.”
“Beware the ludic fallacy, my dear,” Xander interjected. “Game
theory can never encompass the wild contingencies of real life. Identify
a possible black swan and you’ve already colored it grey.”
Harleigh threw back her head and laughed. “It’s no use, Xander. I
can quote Taleb too: ‘We build toys. Some of those toys change the
world.’” Turning to a perplexed Shanna, she continued, “And when any
game escapes its own rules and its makers’ intent, then you’re on to
something beyond serious. Like with god-games. The more
sophisticated we make them, the more we become like Gods ourselves.
Some of our digital creations are already showing signs of taking on
lives of their own.”
“You do realize how sacrilegious that sounds?” Shanna inquired
with a faint smile.
“I think, Shanna,” Harleigh returned, “that any eavesdropping
deities would be pleased by my comments. Their own highest creations
are finally figuring it all out, and that reflects as well on them as it does
on us.”
“That is … that is so …” Shanna was dumbfounded, unable to
finish her sentence.
Xander stepped in, placing a hand on his young protégé’s shoulder.
“Harleigh’s rather over-enthusiastic about god-games. But that’s
understandable.”
“And why is that ‘understandable?’” Shanna asked.
“Oh, that’s right, you wouldn’t know, would you?” Xander
returned. “Harleigh’s a major god-game maven. We’ve earned
hundreds of millions from her innovations, closing in on a billion, I
think.”
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“That’s an exaggeration,” Harleigh beamed, “but I’m still going to
kiss you for it!” She jumped up to throw her arms around him, pressing
her lips tightly against his as her feet dangled a few inches above the
floor.
Shanna was again confused. “I sometimes think I don’t understand
you people at all.”
Disengaging from Xander, Harleigh swung around to look squarely
at Shanna. “Well, I don’t think you take me seriously at all. I want your
respect, Shanna, and I haven’t figured out how to get it.”
“If you wanted me to know about your accomplishments, you
could have told me.”
“No I couldn’t,” Harleigh laughed. “I am Xander’s protégé, after
all, so I can’t exactly go around bragging about my exploits. He’s
supposed to brag for me, and he has been remiss!”
“Perhaps, Shanna, you would like to hear—” Xander began, but
Harleigh cut him off with a fleeting frown. The musicians were no
longer tuning their instruments, but as the hall and its extensions were
filling up, the din mounted. Xander, Shanna, and Harleigh were forced
closer together by the swelling crowd, their bodies almost touching.
“So how exactly do god-games work?” Shanna asked, hoping to
nudge the conversation along. “I’m really quite clueless.”
“Well, there are only about a million variants!” Harleigh replied.
“Did you ever play The Sims as a kid? That’s where it all started. By
now you can even build your own simulated universe. Conjure up a big
bang, but rejigger the basic parameters. Change the constants. A faster
speed of light perhaps? Or maybe make the weak force a bit weaker
…”
“We haven’t made much money on that particular line, sweetie,”
Xander commented.
“That because it’s too sophisticated to … wait, wait, I know!”
Harleigh cried. “Here’s a new god-game we could market. Let’s start
with a model of a planet almost exactly like Earth, but slightly better in
every way. Let’s design it so that the people are just a little smarter, the
animals a whole lot so. But we don’t want any high tech there, do we?
Nothing that could get in the way of our own godly powers. So we
have to be clever, figuring out some way to ensure technological stasis
despite superior brainpower. Hmm …”
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Xander chuckled. “Very clever, Harleigh. But I told you that I
didn’t want to talk about Nova tonight.”
“What do you say, Shanna?” Harleigh continued. “Why don’t we
go off to a private room to continue this conversation? Xander can
come along if he promises not to be grumpy.” Harleigh grabbed
Shanna’s hand and began to lead her to a quieter area away from the
hall and its crowd. Xander followed.
“Maybe we should smoke some herb and really plumb the depths,”
Harleigh said as they walked. “We could talk about something
outlandish, like playing around with bubbles of negative space. You
know what I’ve been thinking? What if we could envelope a negative
bubble of Novan space within a negative bubble of Earth space? Then,
the first pop will take you from negativity to negativity.”
“Even if it did,” Xander countered, “you’d still have to burst the
negative Earth-space bubble …”
“But if we were to burst it on Earth …”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Shanna interjected as
they came to a halt.
Xander provided the larger context. “Harleigh, I’m afraid to say, is
on some kind of grail quest. Her idea of the holy chalice, you see, is a
technique or device that would allow one to transport one’s self to
Nova and live to tell the tale.”
“First off,” Harleigh replied, “a grail quest is perhaps the greatest
of all games, so I thank you for the analogy. Second, ‘one’ can already
transport ‘one’s self’ to Nova and ‘live to tell the tale.’”
“What?” Shanna exclaimed.
“Only in a trivial sense,” Xander explained. “Transportation itself
doesn’t kill. What kills is bursting the bubble of Earth-space that was
pulsed over. You could survive on Nova, or anywhere else for that
matter, as long as your oxygen holds out, provided that the bubble
remains intact. But while enveloped in a bubble of negative space, no
exchange of information is possible: nothing in, nothing out. So it’s all
pointless.”
“But what about Harleigh’s idea?” Shanna asked with seemingly
genuine curiosity.
“Yeah, what about my idea?” Harleigh seconded.
“We’d have to consult with the experts, but I’m sure it wouldn’t
work.”
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“Shards of negative space then,” Harleigh returned undiscouraged.
“Let’s talk about learning to control them. Maybe we should take
Shanna to the lab and let her experience negativity first-hand. ”
Shanna was about to ask for clarification when Harleigh exclaimed.
“Hey look, there’s Malcolm! He might be keen on this discussion.
Malcolm, Malcolm, over here!”
Shanna looked over to see Malcolm’s smiling face pushing through
the crowd. “I’ve found something that all of you might want to see,” he
announced.

 Chapter 36 
Into the Muck

(Shunelia, Terranova)

A

fter hurriedly stowing the crate left by their Kulgsh benefactor,
Theelam and Tisha arranged the passengers, human and canine.
Malan would occupy the pivotal back seat, Tisha the first of the two
middle benches, and Theelam the front. Malan signaled Harvest, who
quickly herded the other dogs into their assigned positions on the
bottom of the boat.
“Hurry!” Theelam exhorted as Tisha struggled to help Malan into
position. Despite the urgency of her orders, Theelam paused
periodically to examine the sky. Five crows circled above, well out of
arrow range.
Malan tried to calculate their chances of survival as they pushed
into the stream. Even accomplished river runners occasionally perished
in the rapids. Malan had learned much about the river and its moods,
and he had taken the front position on several occasions. But he had
never guided a boat through the white water, never occupied the back
seat. He would now have to set the course, steer with the broad paddle,
and call out instructions to Theelam and Tisha, yet he felt far too weak
and light-headed to take on any responsibility. He did not, in fact,
expect to make it. He tried to conceal his fears as he explained the
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commands that he would give. It was clear that while Theelam had
some familiarity with river-craft, Tisha was a complete novice.
I can only trust in God, Malan told himself as he began to silently
pray. Perhaps Benevolence herself had not expected to survive as she
and her companions plotted their escape ages ago, before the rapids had
ever been successfully run.
“The conditions are good,” Malan announced with a brave face as
they entered the current. “The river is high enough to cover most rocks
but not too high. In this season the flow is usually lower.”
Theelam exhaled audibly. Within minutes they approached the
drop, the roar of the falls magnifying rapidly. They easily positioned
the boat in the center of the current to enter the first chute. Hex yelped
as they hit the pool at the bottom, and Tisha’s straw hat flew off, but
everyone remained inside the craft, soaked and scared but unharmed.
“Hard right!” Malan ordered with a strong voice, suddenly coming
alive. He dug in with his shoulders to back paddle on the right-hand
side of the boat, Theelam and Tisha pulling forward as strongly as they
could on the left. They could not avoid scraping against a jagged rock
just below the surface, but the sturdy boat took the collision without
apparent damage.
“Straighten out and hold on!” cried Malan as he threw a glance at
Harvest while snapping his fingers and pointing at Hex. The shepherd
nipped the ear of the bloodhound, forcing her into a prone position on
the bottom of the boat. In an instant they were all racing ahead and then
plunging through a larger drop. Everyone again stayed in, but just
barely, and then they had to claw themselves away from the next
obstacle. But the subsequent plunge went more smoothly, their motions
better coordinated.
The vessel passed neatly between two rocks that had destroyed
more than a few pilgrimage boats over the centuries. They negotiated
the next set of dangers almost as well, suffering a few rough but not
debilitating impacts and then proceeded through the less dangerous
lower rapids as if they had done so a dozen times. Malan and Theelam
matched motion against motion as they shot from pool to pool, cutting
through the intervening cascades precisely.
Before Malan knew it, the whitewater was behind them. He could
only thank divine intervention, refusing credit for himself. But as the
adrenaline subsided his fatigue and pain returned. Although it promised
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to be a warm day, the sun was low and the air cool. Chilled by the
dowsing of cold water, he began to shake. Tisha found a blanket in the
gunwales and wrapped it around his shoulders.
“You need to strip off your wet clothing, Malan,” Tisha said. “I
found a dry tunic, and I’ll help if you would like.” She was now
wearing a makeshift turban to keep the sun off her face, which Malan,
having never seen such headwear, found slightly ridiculous. He had
retained his own felt monk’s hat through the rapids, cinched tight with
a strap around his chin. Dark-skinned Theelam went bareheaded, as she
usually did.
“No,” Malan responded, “I can manage on my own, but you’ll need
to steer.” After switching places with Tisha, he huddled under the
blanket to change clothes. He did so with considerable pain, distressing
both Tisha and his dogs.
The river bluffs disappeared as they progressed down the swiftly
flowing stream. Cottonwood and alder trees thickly lined the banks,
cutting off the view of the larger landscape. Eagles and ospreys perched
on dead snags, occasionally hurtling themselves at the water in search
of a meal. The sky remained clear, allowing periodic glimpses of the
pursuing crows, which now numbered only three.
“These crows have no honor,” Theelam joked. “If they did, they’d
drop down to harass the eagles.”
Malan’s condition improved as he warmed up. Theelam was able to
steer by herself now, allowing him to curl up on the bottom of the craft
between Hex and Harvest. Soon he was asleep.
Evening was approaching when Malan finally awoke. Confused at
first by the sight of the exposed riverbanks, blanketed here with drifts
of sand and silt, he soon realized that many hours—and many miles—
had passed while he slept. A short while later, Theelam steered the boat
into a placid side channel that led into a willow thicket. It seemed to
make an ideal camping site, but as they docked the boat Hex began to
growl, giving off a low and oddly discontinuous rumble.
“Hex says we can’t stay here,” Malan announced. “There’s a
snake.”
“Maybe Hex could tell us exactly where the serpent is,” Theelam
said sarcastically.
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Malan, unused to mockery, took the comment at face value. “I’ll
ask. Hex,” he said as he cupped his hands around her face, “show
Theelam where the snake is. Find the snake. Find the snake, girl.”
Hex moved forward under the willow boughs, her nose to the
ground, her head swiveling back and forth. Theelam followed. Seconds
later the bloodhound stopped, raising her right front paw. Several feet
away, an adder lay coiled at the base of a tree. Theelam skipped back to
the boat, returned with a spear, and dispatched the serpent.
“You are quite a dog, Hex,” she said while patting her head. “I had
no idea scent hounds could be so helpful. Why don’t we use them?”
Her question, meant for Kolta, went unanswered.
The following day was not pleasant. The breeze died and the sun
beat down. Malan, moreover, was not well. Tisha attended to his
wound, which showed signs of infection. At least they had ample food
and drink, thanks in part to their mysterious Kulgsh friend. As neither
Malan nor Tisha would eat the jerky, the dogs in particular had their
fill.
Camping on a small, brushy island later that night, they reviewed
their situation. Considering Malan’s condition, they had to keep
floating downstream, braving whatever surprises the Kulgsh might
have prepared for them. The maps seemed accurate enough. Malan
confirmed that Sentinel Rock, where the river swung around a final
outcrop before entering the coastal plain, would make an ideal ambush
site. But he also thought that the stream would be wide enough to allow
a safe nocturnal passage. Theelam agreed. A midnight crossing would
also allow them to loiter on the little island through most of the
following morning, letting them attend to the battered boat.
They awoke the next morning to a cool drizzle. Theelam and Tisha
patched the boat while Malan and the dogs remained inside one of their
two small tents. The weather was still wet when they returned to the
stream at noon. Malan huddled under a wool blanket. When the rain
ended in the late afternoon, fog set in. By sunset it was impossible to
navigate, but the river was now running smooth and deep. The
thickening mist would conceal them from ambush, unless they crashed
into the rock itself.
“Tell me, Tisha, what God has provided this weather?” Theelam
joked as the fog deepened. “One of ours or one of theirs? Maybe it’s a
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gift from Mischief himself, with the entire pantheon gambling on our
fate.”
Malan found the pagan referents distasteful, and thought it odd that
Tisha took it merely as good-natured banter.
In the dense fog, float and hope were all that they could do. They
would let the river carry them as it would. Seeing nothing, they could
not even tell when they passed the ambush site, if indeed one had been
set. But as the hours marched on, they gradually concluded that they
must have survived it. When the boat gently beached itself on a
sandbar, they simply let it sit and tried to sleep out the night. Dawn
brought continued fog, and back into the current they went, relieved but
still tired. When the weather finally cleared the next morning, Malan
was surprised at how far they had come. The river had grown wide and
placid.
Days later they glided into the delta. Malan’s wound was now
seriously infected, and he lapsed into fever. His head remained clear
enough, however, to direct the boat as the river branched into its
numerous distributory channels. The mosquitoes grew so thick that
Tisha worried they might be drained of blood until she found the
stowed netting. After awkwardly installing it, she and Theelam had to
paddle ever harder as the current waned. Tisha gasped as a huge
alligator slipped into the water from a log only a few feet from their
boat, simultaneously thrilled and unnerved by the prehistoric sight.
When they finally passed into the black-water swamp that held
their refuge, both women were beyond fatigue, and Tisha was
sunburned despite her precautions. The water was barely deep enough
to float the vessel, and the bald cypresses grew thicker and larger as
they pressed deeper into the wetlands. Soon the trees’ upper branches
laced together a hundred feet above their heads, blocking the sun. Tisha
and Theelam feared they were lost, but Malan continued to point
lethargically. At length, he indicated a passage that wended through
emergent cypress root-stumps sticking out of the water like little, bald
gnomes.
“Malan,” Theelam objected, “it’s too narrow. The boat won’t pass
through.”
“Go ahead,” he mumbled. “Just do it.” With that, he closed his eyes
and slumped back on his bench.
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As Theelam had feared, the boat wedged neatly between the
cypress knees, coming to an abrupt halt. Theelam stood to examine
their predicament, scrutinizing first the stumps and then the water
ahead. She gawked at the massive trees, which were far larger than any
she had ever seen.
“Tisha, if you could push against that stump while I shove against
this one, we might be able to free the boat. This place smells foul. Let’s
get out of here.”
“No,” Malan softly protested, his eyes still closed. “This is the right
spot. It will come, and the air is more wholesome above.”
The musky odors of the wetland took Malan back in time, back to
his first visit four years earlier. It had been his first journey away from
his homeland. He had thrilled at the experience, excited both by the
exotic locale and the feeling of maturity that came with the assignment.
The world had seemed so fresh in those days, just before the invasion.
As he opened his eyes to gaze on the lime-green duckweed
blanketing the water, he recalled his exhilaration on first ascending into
the canopy. Would he ever have such adventures again? Right now, it
seemed impossible.
“Before it comes,” Malan said solemnly, “promise me one thing,
Tisha. Promise that you will take Hex and Harvest if I die. I can’t leave
them with strangers.”
“Of course, Malan,” Tisha replied. She was surprised when
Theelam took the boy’s hands and spoke gently to him.
“Rest assured,” Theelam said, “that if the worst happens we will
not abandon your dogs or those of your master. Hex and Harvest have
proved themselves more than worthy, and we would be honored to care
for them. But you need not die, Malan. The herbal medicines of the
Shunelian monks may not be strong enough to cure your infection, but
they will keep you alive for a while, long enough for you to cross the
sea with us. Once we reach Elashia, you will be tended by the finest
Telaran pharmacists, who are skilled in mold-craft. Their remedies will
cure you in short order.”
Malan looked confused and reached out for his dogs. “But surely I
cannot cross the sea. I …”
His protestations were cut short by an odd sound.
“What is that?” Tisha exclaimed, prompting a frightened bark from
Hex.
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“It’s fine,” Malan said. “Once the cage is down, just pull me in.
Don’t worry. We’ll all fit.”
Malan did not remember that he had neglected to inform his
companions about their destination. All Theelam and Tisha knew was
that they were heading to a monastery deep in the swamp. They
certainly had not expected it to lie one hundred and fifty feet above the
water amid the tangled branches of the ancient cypress trees.
“Of course!” Tisha exclaimed. “I should have realized it! We’re
still following her path, the path of the prophet. After fleeing the king
of Ralsha, Benevolence and her companions floated down the river,
just as we have done. Knowing that the king’s men would pursue them,
they sought refuge in the swamp. Soon they were lost, hungry, and
desperate. But then, here—at this precise spot, I imagine—a rope
ladder appeared in front of them, as if by a miracle. They climbed into
the canopy to find the Old Man of the Muck, a holy hermit dwelling in
a tree house. He fed them, nursed them, and eventually led them to
safety. Then, many years later, long after the prophet’s death …”
“Martyrdom,” interrupted Malan.
“Yes, martyrdom,” allowed Tisha. “The Shunelians must have built
a monastery in the branches to honor …” She did not finish her
thought, for a cage-like structure suspended by eight large ropes now
rested directly in front of them.
“Dogs, too?” Theelam asked Malan as he struggled to get out from
under the netting and into the elevator.
“Yes, of course,” he replied in a barely audible voice.
Soon they were ascending and reached the first branches, which
were as thick as the trunks of Telaran trees, within a minute. They
found themselves in a virtual jungle, passing narrowly between tangles
of boughs seemingly fused together, forming a three-dimensional
latticework. The larger branches were festooned with epiphytes,
supporting virtual gardens of mosses, lichens, bromeliads, and even
small shrubs on their broad upper surfaces. After the cage passed
through a narrow opening, it came to a halt. In front of it lay a series of
wooden walkways equipped with rope handrails, well-built but
seemingly precarious, that linked together a collection of small wooden
huts. It seemed like a hamlet set in a dense and brushy woodland, so
long as one did not look down. Several monks now approached, their
pace increasing as they noted Tisha and Theelam helping Malan walk.
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“What is that flitting about their heads?” Tisha asked. “It looks like
a bat, but at midday?”
“Please come forward, my children,” one of the monks called out.
“You’ll be eaten alive without the protection of our winged friends!”

 Chapter 37 
Invitations

(Windsor, California)

I

’ve found something that all of you might want to see,” Malcolm
announced as he approached Shanna, Harleigh, and Xander.
“And what might that be, Malcolm?” Shanna returned, curious but
still ticked off at him for abandoning her earlier in the evening.
“No, you have to see it. We also need some expert help for
confirmation. It would be best to find Cassia and Liam. Does anyone
know where they are?”
“I have no idea,” Shanna said, “but I haven’t been circulating
much.”
Xander supplied the answer. “You won’t find them at the party.
They’ll be working. They’re not yet convinced that our Novan friends
are irretrievably lost.”
Malcolm was pleased that Cassia and Liam had not abandoned the
quest. “So I assume,” he addressed Xander, “that they’re somewhere on
campus. Do you know where?”
“Could Cassia be right?” Shanna asked Xander. “Do they have any
leads?”
Xander responded in a tired voice. “I wouldn’t rule it out. It is
possible to find a needle in a haystack. There are millions of satellite
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images; Terranova is always being watched. Maybe they’ll find
something. But I’m not optimistic.”
“They have patience,” Harleigh added. “Preternatural levels of
patience.”
Malcolm repeated his question. “I need to speak to Cassia and
Liam. They’re not answering their phones. Does anyone know what
room they’re in?”
“My apologies,” replied Xander. “I think you’ll find them, and
perhaps a few others, in 213. They don’t want to be disturbed, but I’m
sure they’d be willing to talk to you. Do you mind if I ask why? Do you
have any new leads?”
“Not really. Just an idea. A long shot.” Malcolm did not want to
raise expectations quite yet.
Shanna glanced back and forth between the two men, trying to
figure out what was going on. Not discerning any clues, she said that
she would like to tag along and observe Malcolm’s show-and-tell.
Harleigh was eager to accompany them as well, but Xander declined.
Harleigh tried to converse with Malcolm and Shanna as they rode
an elevator and then walked down several corridors before arriving at
the specified tech room, but neither took up her leads. The room was
locked but quickly opened after Malcolm announced their presence.
Cassia and Liam were alone inside the small, equipment-packed
chamber, looking glum.
Malcolm did not waste time. “I think they might have escaped
down the river. I want to check the satellite imagery.” Shanna gasped,
suddenly understanding why Malcolm had run off and chagrined that
she had not made the connection on her own. Her mind raced. Malcolm
had neglected to mention that he had already examined the evidence
himself, which seemed slightly underhanded. She wondered if he were
remaining mum because he was not sure what he had found or because
he wanted the others to feel that they were involved in a breakthrough.
“Don’t you think we would have thought of that?” asked Cassia in
an uncommonly sour voice. “Sorry, but it’s not possible. There are
huge rapids immediately downstream. If they tried, they are dead.”
Malcolm kept his voice level. “Yes, I know about the cascades, but
they’re not necessarily impassible. People run rivers …”
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“What do you think, that they hopped in an inflatable raft and shot
the rapids, like it was the Colorado?” Cassia countered. “Or maybe they
got in a barrel, Niagara Falls style?”
Malcolm was not amused. He spoke slowly. “I’ve spent a lot of
time over the past three years scanning images of this area, and I seem
to recall several small boats making it through the rapids.”
“It’s worth a try,” Liam piped up. “We’ve pretty much exhausted
all other possibilities.”
Harleigh sat down at one of the two unoccupied workstations. “I’m
on it. It looks like pretty good satellite coverage for that area. So when,
exactly, should I look?”
“Dawn,” Malcolm replied. “Start at dawn of the morning after they
entered the ruins.”
“Why dawn?” asked Liam. “No, forget that. That would be the best
time to escape.”
“OK,” interrupted Harleigh. “We’ve got decent images to work
with, not perfect. We’re near the edge of good coverage. Nothing yet
… still nothing.”
Trying minutes passed in silence. Then, “Oh, here’s something.
Could be a boat, a bit above the rapids. I’ll put it on the main screen
and magnify. The resolution isn’t great, but it should be good enough.”
A grainy image appeared of a small boat pushing into the current
just above the falls.
“There are only three persons in it, not four,” Cassia said. “How
many dogs? Can anyone tell? If it’s them, they’ve had losses.”
“No surprise that they would have lost a few dogs,” Liam added.
“And if it is our party, the missing person has got to be Kolta. Those
three look to be roughly the same size. And the one under the big hat is
almost certainly Tisha.”
“Harleigh, can you check upstream a little earlier?” asked
Malcolm, trying to restrain his enthusiasm.
The still shot of the boat remained on the screen as Harleigh
looked. “Nothing … nothing. Nope … nothing.”
“Liam, can you follow the boat downstream through the rapids?”
“Absolutely,” Liam replied. “We have three-second intervals for
this location. But beyond the rapids there’s very little. If it’s them and
they survive, they’ll soon be out of view again.”

368

Terranova

“I’m not finding anything,” announced Harleigh. “If the boat had
come from upstream, I’d be able to locate it. Oh, here it is. It just
suddenly appears in the river, just downslope from the ruins. It must
have been hidden in the reeds in that little side-channel and then
launched shortly after dawn.”
The main view screen showed the craft, in still intervals, as it
approached the first drop, each image time-stamped in red at the
bottom right-hand corner. At 6:51:09 AM local time, the boat stood at
the brink; at 6:51:12 it hung in midair; at 6:51:15 it floated in the first
pool, tight against a jagged rock. Malcolm held his breath as the images
flickered past.
“My God, they did it,” Cassia exclaimed a few minutes later. “I
wouldn’t have thought it possible. Malcolm, I owe you an apology.”
Before she finished speaking, Harleigh sprang up from her workstation
and bounced over to give him a hug. Cassia continued, now with a
smile in her voice. “It’s got to be them. Right time, right place.”
Shanna did not share in the jubilation. “But Liam just said there
isn’t enough satellite coverage to follow them downstream.”
Malcolm looked to Cassia to provide the answer. “It’s highly
unlikely that they’ll be leaving the river anytime soon. It has to be the
safest, easiest, fastest way to cross the terrain now that the rapids have
been navigated. So we do a simple intercept: send in a flock of
dragonflies and have them wait for the boat downstream. Not
foolproof, but close enough.”
Shanna peppered Malcolm with questions as they walked briskly
down the hall. Cassia, Liam, and Harleigh followed a few steps behind.
“Do you honestly expect to find them that easily? And what about
the expense? We’ll need yet another pulse and many more surveillance
devices. Surely Xander can’t keep this up indefinitely.”
Malcolm answered with a shrug. “The big costs were all upfront in
developing the technology. Pulsing through one more batch of
dragonflies isn’t such a big deal. And it’s getting easier. There may
even be another breakthrough on the horizon.”
Malcolm wheeled around a corner so quickly that Shanna had to
run to keep up. “What kind of breakthrough?” she asked. “What are
you talking about? I haven’t heard anything to suggest that.”
Malcolm abruptly stopped and pressed a button on a panel in the
wall, opening an elevator door. “Sorry Shanna,” he said as they all
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entered, “but I’ll have to tell you later. Right now, we need to find
Xander.”
The doors of the lift opened onto the darkened main hall, which
had been transformed into a dance space. Malcolm hesitated, taken
aback by the barrage of music, its heavy beats pounding into his body.
Recovering, he followed Shanna and the others into the hall, searching
for Xander.
Harleigh soon spotted him moving listlessly on the dance floor. She
took off toward him, launching herself into his arms. After planting a
kiss on his lips, she could be seen whispering in his ears. Xander broke
into a huge smile and shouted for joy.
Malcolm again excused himself from Shanna, telling her that he
would be back in a few minutes. Shanna had not eaten, and he thought
that the best way to cap off an eventful evening would be to arrange a
cozy dinner with her in a private room on campus. It would take some
effort, but he figured that he could set it up in five or ten minutes and
then surprise her with the invitation.
Malcolm was feeling unaccustomedly upbeat as he left Shanna to
make the arrangements. Everything seemed to be falling in place. He
had, against all odds, found the lost Novans while reconnecting with
Shanna. He was also free of family obligations since Merrick was
spending the weekend with Sanjay’s family in Los Altos Hills. The
good news had put Malcolm in a festive mood. Perhaps he and Shanna
could even dance after dining.
But dinner proved harder to arrange than Malcolm had expected.
No private rooms were available on campus, and the local eateries were
packed. After several dead-end phone calls, Malcolm settled on a
mediocre Indonesian restaurant facing the Town Green. But by the time
he returned to the reception hall, Shanna was in the swing of things. He
watched her for a while, ebullient in her swirling skirt, and his heart
sank.
An unbidden idea struck Malcolm: Shanna was being drawn into
the GImG web. Would even she be unable to resist? Her political
conscience would grant her a degree of immunity, but her loneliness
might betray her. And what of her complicated sexuality? That, he
supposed, could lead either way. But they obviously wanted her, and
they usually got what they desired. It was more than ironic. A week
earlier, all he could think about was Shanna’s contempt for Bowman
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Alexander and everything he stood for, and now here she was, dancing
vivaciously right in the heart of GImG-land.
Assuming that Malcolm would return momentarily, Shanna had
been eager to resume their conversation. But after a quarter hour
passed, she was irritated, wondering where he could be. When a
handsome young man asked her to dance, she agreed, her feet taking
her to the dance floor before her mind knew what she was doing. She
tossed her red and green silk jacket over a chair. Eyeing the young
women who crowded the floor, she was grateful for her long, full skirt
and black leotards.
Shanna had forgotten how much she loved to dance. It was not the
music that she had been raised on, but the heavily syncopated beat was
quite danceable. Before long she had kicked off her open-toed heels.
Before long, she had lost track of the time—and Malcolm as well.
Whenever he crept back into her consciousness, she swatted the image
down, irritated that he would have walked out on her twice in one
eventful evening.
Shanna was soon enjoying herself so much that she began to
wonder whether one of her drinks had been spiked with some sort of
“dance drug.” She would not put it past them. Then again, alcohol itself
was a dance drug. How much had she had? More than usual, that was
certain. But what the hell, she was having fun, more fun than she had
had in years. She even felt sexy tonight.
The party setup was perfect for social enjoyment. It was easy to
dance with others here, just as it was easy to dance alone. People were
freely circulating, couples forming and reforming. Dance alternated
with talk. When there was a break in the music, the hall suddenly filled
with chatter. Then the music would start up again as the room
seemingly rearranged itself. It all seemed spontaneous and freeform,
yet somehow also stage-managed to the effect that each person would
end up dancing with, and talking to, as many other partygoers as
possible. At one point, Shanna noticed certain people being led about
and introduced to others, and the phrase “social shepherding” jumped
into her mind. Had she heard that term before? She could not
remember.
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As he spied Shanna on the dance floor, a deflated Malcolm
contemplated retreating to his seldom-used campus room to
contemplate the new situation on Nova. But no, not this time. Tonight
would be different. He had already worked a little magic, had he not?
Perhaps he could summon a bit more.
But merely affirming his intention was hardly enough for Malcolm.
He could not just walk up to Shanna now that she was dancing. At the
very least he had to be prepared to dance with her, and for that he
needed another drink. He tore his eyes away from his one-time fiancée
to set off in search of alcohol and something more. Although he seldom
attended company parties, Malcolm knew the setup well enough. He
swallowed his latent contempt for the contrived sociability of GImG
celebrations and made for a lounge where he could find a healthy
selection of the beautiful people.
GImG’s beautiful people—professional extroverts, bestowers of
charm, makers of cachet. They had their own kind of magic, although
Malcolm understood that the real conjuring was again Xander’s.
Xander had, after all, harnessed the glamour of the glitterati to his own
world of ultimate geekdom. Under ordinary social circumstances, the
socialites that Malcolm now sought out would hardly give a glance to
awkward techies who so thickly populated the GImG corridors, but of
course there was nothing ordinary about these halls. A charitable
extension of bonhomie was not so difficult considering the
remuneration and perks enjoyed and the fact that those hired by GImG
for their social attributes could make partying a veritable profession.
“My goal,” Xander had once explained, “is to make concord among
all members of the natural elite, whether their gifts be those brains,
beauty, or any other facet of human existence. There ought to be a
place at GImG for anyone who is truly extraordinary. You know,
Malcolm, I once thought that our motto would be ‘we’re so uncool that
we’re cool,’ but we’ve actually done a lot better than that. We’re now
so fucking glamorous that we can be as nerdy as we want and it only
redounds to our image. We can play it both ways—always.”
Malcolm walked down a couch-lined spoke extending out of the
main hall, which soon opened into an oval space with a curvilinear bar
in the middle. Within seconds he had ordered a drink and was
surveying the scene. As he expected, it did not take long. As soon as he
raised his glass, a lovely young woman approached, calling his name.
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“Malcolm. Malcolm Harris! Don’t you remember me?”
Malcolm registered vague recognition but nothing more. Perhaps
she had attended one of his informal GImG seminars on Novan society,
but he could never remember students’ names once a course was over.
But that hardly mattered, as it was her job to know him, not his to know
her. Soon enough she would be untying his knots of shyness, deftly
tickling his ego. Soon enough he would be dancing, too.
Shanna lost track of her dance and conversational partners. Most
were much younger than herself, though by no means all of them. Most
were male but not all of them. Most were somewhat clumsy dancers but
not all. As the evening progressed, the post-dance chats increasingly
entailed invitations. Invitations to future social events, invitations to
different kinds of parties, including one at a nightclub in Oakland
“Surely I’m too old for that,’ Shanna had replied, receiving in turn
only a questioning look.
Additional invitations included requests to lunch and nature walks.
One rather chaotic dance with a young couple ended with a request to
“hike the Lost Coast.” Shanna demurred, having no idea what they
were talking about. But she was intrigued.
The next invitation, from Liam—the best dancer she had been
paired with yet—was more interesting. “Would you consider attending
church with us this coming Sunday? It’ll be an intimate service.”
Shanna was taken aback. “What? Church? Are you pulling my
leg?”
“Of course not. Well, maybe that’s the wrong term. Xander doesn’t
like it. Too Christian for his tastes. But I figure we might as well use
the common English word.”
“And what will ‘church’ entail?’”
“Trying to reach the presence of the divine.”
Shanna wanted to hear more, but before she could respond, the
music started up and she found herself face-to-face with a new partner.
With Harleigh.
Harleigh’s moves were suggestive if not lascivious. Shanna fought
to remain unmoved, to retain her critical faculties. This is wrong, she
told herself, but she could not disengage. The post-dance conversation
did not resolve her conflict.
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“Shanna,” Harleigh said. “How ‘bout joining us next Tuesday for a
family evening?”
“A what?” Shanna asked, not sure that she had heard correctly.
“A family evening. You haven’t even met the children.”
“What children? Whose children?”
“No one’s told you! My God, we have all been remiss! Cassia’s
children, of course. One’s Xander’s, the other’s Liam’s. They’re
darling. Egeria’s seven and Nestor’s five. I really think you’d enjoy
spending some time with them. Oh, and the pets, too. You do like
animals, don’t you? One can’t have a proper manage a quatre without
felines, after all!”
I thought I was beginning to understand this place, Shanna said to
herself, but I’ve obviously just excavated the surface, and maybe that’s
far enough. Shanna said something noncommittal and began to slink
away. Then the music started and she felt another tap on her shoulder.
It was Cassia.
Rather than asking Shanna to dance, Cassia walked around her in a
counter-clockwise direction. Then, with her face tilted down and her
hands pressed together, she said in a low voice, “Yogini, may we honor
you tonight?”
Shanna heard the comment, but it did not exactly make sense. Then
the realization hit: left-handed Tantrism. Could that be the context?
Shanna froze, not wanting to hear what was coming next, unwilling to
make any move in that direction. For all of Shanna’s thousands of
hours in the yoga studio, she had never delved into the sexual side,
never uncoiled the serpent in that manner. She stepped back, shaking
her head.
As Cassia stepped forward, her look and demeanor changed. She
reached out to gently touch Shanna’s hand. When her mouth opened
she was speaking in a new voice.
“Please listen to me, Shanna, and understand. I know that you’re
not happy, that your life isn’t right. It’s written all over your face,
visible in your every move. We humans are not meant to live alone, in
isolation, not touching others. You’re withering for want of a caress.
It’s holding you back. It’s keeping you from realizing your potential.
Please, Shanna, please let us help. Let us show you who you really
are.”
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Shanna was engulfed by a profound sense of unreality. She no
longer knew who Cassia was or where they were. But then she
withdrew and the spell broke. Oh my God, Shanna thought, what have I
got myself into? She turned to look instinctively for Malcolm and there
he was, approaching arm-in-arm with a gorgeous young woman in a
shocking red dress. With Helen.
“I’ve had so much fun dancing with this man,” Helen told Shanna.
“But I know that he’d much rather be dancing with you.”

 Chapter 38 
Eshat’s Scheme

(Kulgsh Plateau, Terranova)

E

shat suppressed a smile when it became clear that they would be
taking the low road to the High Honor Court, which was located
in the Imperial Complex. He had to remain impassive, dead to the
world as far as his captors knew, but he felt like shouting for joy. The
Gods had to be favoring him. Why else would they be walking the low
road—the slow road, the river road, the road that ran right through the
section of the Imperial Pasturelands reserved for the tribe of Khuzh
during succession challenges? They would be passing within a dozen
miles of his wife’s encampment, Gods be praised! Alzhu would not be
informed of his shameful conduct and subsequent arrest for a day or
two, but he still could not risk making contact with her, especially
considering what had happened on his previous visit. But where Alzhu
was, others would be nearby, and they would help.
The light morning breezes died down as the sun rose higher. Eshat,
fresh from battle and clad in his padded under-armor garments, began
to sweat. Good, he thought. Bring it on. Bring on the heat! As his mood
improved, Eshat felt like joking with the five horsemen who were
escorting him to the Imperial Complex. Far too serious, they called out
for a good teasing. But that would not do. He could not break any rules
until the time came. Instead, he would just trudge along, pretending to
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be nothing, a nonentity. That way, the guards would trust in his residual
honor and their vigilance would diminish.
An hour later, they began to drop down from the tablelands into the
river canyon. Be patient, Eshat told himself as he peered down at the
rushing stream, and find the perfect place. Before too long, the road
reached its lowest level, cut out of an almost vertical slope about a
hundred feet above the rushing, boulder-strewn stream. Too dangerous,
he thought. Keep waiting and opportunity will present itself. Sure
enough, the cliff soon gave way to steep slope, blanketed with small,
angular rocks. Eshat inspected the river. Yes, this was the place.
Eshat stopped and crouched down, pretending to remove a pebble
from his boot. The guards paid no attention. He smiled as he sprang
upwards and outwards in a mighty leap. Eshat resumed a crouched
position as his feet hit the rubble. As planned, he rode the sliding rocks
down the slope, leaping outwards again when he knew he could dive
into the deep pool below. The cold water was a shock, but Eshat stayed
below the surface and swam hard downstream for over a minute. He
emerged where the pool ended, bringing his legs up in front of his body
before he entered the rapids. The flow carried him quickly, smashing
his feet into several submerged rocks, but it was nothing that Eshat
could not handle.
Eshat did not exit the stream until threatened by hypothermia. The
river had rounded a wide bend, and the guards were well out of sight.
He imagined that they were still on their horses, marveling that their
captive could have pulled off such a feat. He quickly studied the steep
slope above him before setting off to surmount it at a brisk clip.
Bruised and breathless as he was, he had no other option.
Upon reaching the canyon rim some twenty minutes later, Eshat
spied several jagged, south-facing rock outcrops. He jogged to the first
set, stripped off his clothes, and spread them to dry. As he did so, he
fingered the garments’ seams. Yes, they were there, well enfolded in
their fabric nests.
Naked and facing the sun, Eshat wanted to scream out to the world,
“Who but Eshat, deemed Crocuta, lord of Gemd in Plidam, scion of
Itrim of the Kulgsh tribe of Khuzh, could have done that!” But he
remained silent. Exemplary man that he was, Eshat knew when to keep
quiet and watch his step.
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Eshat’s next move was clear: he needed to locate an encampment
of Khuzh youth, adolescents too young for battle but old enough to
wander on their own over the course of a succession war. He briefly
reminisced of his younger days, back to when he had met Alzhu. Was
there anything better than to be a teenager during a succession
challenge of one’s own tribe? To travel to the southern plateau, visit the
Palace of the Four Seasons, roam freely over the Imperial Pasturelands,
mingle in fluid camps where boys gathered around one fire and girls
around another close by? It was almost as good as actually fighting. By
the Gods, was not war the most glorious aspect of human existence?
But then Eshat recalled his own just-concluded battle and its inglorious
outcome. Well, something better soon awaited—real war, raw war, war
unencumbered by the tedious rules of Igham.
Eshat glanced at the sun. It was midday. Cooking fires would soon
be lit. He cursed his lack of a scope, but it did not take him long to
locate a smoke plume. He put on his still-damp clothes and set off
running toward the campfire, loping smoothly over the closely cropped,
gently rolling grassland.
A little more than an hour later, Eshat reached the top of a rise to
look down on a dozen or so yurts nestled amid a scraggly copse of
larch trees. The camp was well-situated and neatly maintained. Eshat
scanned the pennants to determine who might be present. By the grace
of Khuzh, there it stood: the emblem of Itrim, his own progenitor. One
of Eshat’s adolescent sons—no doubt his eldest—was there below. Yet
another sign of divine favor, Eshat marveled.
Eshat rehearsed his story before descending into the encampment.
The youngsters would be astounded at his presence, so he needed
something good. But that should not be too difficult, as the Gods were
often capricious.
“Kulgsh himself has intervened, and now it’s down to Gatli and me
alone.” That sounded good. That would awe the young colts. “The
high-most God, as is his wont, has put us on individual trial before we
face each other in mortal contest.” Yes, it was quite convincing. “Our
first task was to leap into a torrent and survive a set of rapids. Then we
had to find, on foot, a camp of our own tribes’ youth to obtain mounts
and weapons.” This was getting better all the time. “Bring me your
finest horses, lads! I need them if I am to prevail.” Oh, but would they
eat that up!
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Once so provisioned, Eshat would cross the plateau alone, aiming
for the port of Plishdor, close by his own domain of Gemd. When he
arrived, he would disguise himself and find portage to Arusha, the
arctic archipelago of the renegades. Such a course should not be too
difficult, provided the Gods continued to grant favor. That thought,
however, made Eshat pause. A Kulgsh warrior must never rely on faith
alone. Strategizing was always in order. And who knew what measures
the High Honor Court might undertake now that Eshat had taken flight?
Perhaps they would anticipate his escape route and send agents to
Plishdor. It would be far better if he could plot his final breakout at a
more leisurely pace. What he needed was a secure base of operations,
preferably in a northern realm other than Plidam. To obtain that, he
required an ally.
As Eshat pondered his dilemma, only one name presented itself.
Surely she had the connections, the knowledge, and the wherewithal.
But would she agree? More to the point, would she be adequately
trustworthy? Certainly not from any sense of honor, or love, for that
matter. But she was a greedy little thing, was she not? Bribery had
always worked in the past, and Eshat figured it would again. But this
occasion called for extraordinary enticements. He would have to cough
up something significant, promising greater rewards down the road.
Eshat fingered the gems sewn into the padded seams of his clothing.
This time he would bring out the diamonds, the large diamonds, the
rare diamonds of varied hue.
Communication presented its own difficulties, but surmountable
ones. Thanks again to the Gods that he had landed where he had!
“Galla, my eldest,” Eshat would say, “I have an urgent task for you and
you alone, one of high secrecy, divinely ordered. You must take this
packet immediately and deliver it, in secret, to your mother’s attendant,
Aved. Khuzh himself commands as much, do you understand?
Completion will bring high honor.” Eshat hesitated as he rehearsed the
final line, understanding full well the dishonor that would fall on his
son. But no matter. Desperate situations called for extreme actions.
As Eshat pondered his designs, further challenges emerged. He
would have to arrange to meet Aved or at least one of her operatives.
To do that, he would have to establish an itinerary, letting her know
where he would be on specific dates. But Eshat had a good sense of
direction and an excellent feel for place, and he had traveled the
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seemingly limitless expanses of the plateau many times. He could pick
several spots ideal for such an assignation, and she would respond, if
she responded at all, with equal care.
The plan, Eshat realized, would put much power in Aved’s hands,
perhaps too much. But he would worry about that later. For the nonce,
all that was necessary was to lure her in. A few more diamonds
perhaps. Best to flabbergast the avaricious little fuck. Little fuck? Yes
indeed, what a sexy creature she was, and what fun it would be to
scheme up something devious with her, something overwhelmingly
audacious. The Gods love audacity, do they not? And they favor Eshat,
the most intrepid of all men, do they not? Was not today proof enough?
Perhaps striking Koro was the wisest thing he had ever done.
Henceforth, Eshat would live differently, breaking rules with abandon,
unleashing his natural impulsiveness. A wild Eshat—the hyena set
loose upon the world. What could be more magnificent than that?
Eshat contemplated the limits of audacity as he dropped down into
the cluster of yurts. Should he aim higher than mere leadership over
some mangy crowd of renegade cutthroats? Surely there were more
elevated possibilities. What about Naghil’s story about the island on the
other side of the world, the ultimate alterland? Some place called
Neshigo. Eshat had laughed it off as just another bizarre tale, but
perhaps there was something to it. Naghil’s information about obscure
places, peoples, and practices usually proved accurate, and he had
claimed to have heard the story first-hand from a supposedly reliable
buccaneer.
But could there really be a place so odd? More like a small
continent than an island, Neshigo lay on the underside of the world,
with completely different stars illuminating its night sky. Stranger still
was its fauna. According to Naghil’s informant, the entire land had no
native mammals, only birds and reptiles, some of which were the size
of a pony! Eshat had found the whole story hilarious, but now he
wondered. Who knew? Perhaps the Gods themselves had arranged for
the information to come his way.
But it was not Neshigo’s odd natural history that piqued Eshat’s
interest so much as its inhabitants and their anonymous social order,
that was if the stories were correct. Isolated from the rest of the world,
the islanders were appallingly exploited by Telaran traders who took
advantage of their abundant precious metals and their inordinate regard
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for plumage. Bartering feathers for gold and silver—imagine that! For a
boatload of dead birds, a man could supposedly live like a king for
years.
But Eshat did not want to live like a king. He wanted to be a king.
Even that might be possible. According to Naghil’s contact, the
Neshigans were quasi-barbarous, possessing cities, slaves, and states
but not much more. They had no steel blades, no bronze weapons or
armor. They fought with flint-tipped spears and glass-edged clubs!
They had no horses, and their dogs were hardly worthy of the name and
useless for war. And topping it off was Neshigo’s division into a
multitude of perennially warring kingdoms, any one of which would be
well-advised to take on a troop of foreign fighting men, mercenaries
from abroad with unusual talents and powerful new weapons.
If true, the possibilities beckoned. With fifty Kulgsh warriors, he
could set himself up as kingmaker. With five hundred, he could
conquer and rule the entire land. Now that was an ambition worthy of
Eshat, Lord of Gemd. Lord of Gemd? How about Emperor of Neshigo?

 Chapter 39 
The Taxonomy of the Odonata

(Shunelia, Terranova)

T

isha held tight to the rope handrails as she made her way across
the swaying pathway of interlocked branches to spend a final
evening in the trees. She was grateful that the top of each branch had
been flattened and scored for improved footing but alarmed by the
bouncing and swaying as she reached the end of the bough and had to
step onto the connected limb of the adjacent tree. She refused to look
down, not wanting to see her feet, let alone the drop. Peering ahead
through the foliage, she wondered if Theelam had begun preparing for
their morning departure.
Tisha looked forward to conveying the good news: Malan would be
allowed to accompany them across the sea. The abbot’s concern for
Malan’s health had ultimately outweighed his worries about the lad’s
moral development. The head of the monastic community evidently
took the message of Benevolence to heart. Tisha was disappointed that
the same was not true for all the Brethren of the Muck.
The cabin that the two young women shared was so well
camouflaged that Tisha could hardly detect it until she was a few yards
away. It looked like a bulbous growth protruding out of the trunk—a
moss and lichen draped tree-tumor sporting two small windows and a
tiny door. Tisha rapped lightly and entered. She was surprised to see
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her friend hunched over the cramped table, medical supplies strewn
over its surface.
“Theelam, are you hurt? What are you doing? Are you operating …
on your own hand? Please let me—” She stopped as Theelam looked
up, an air of worried wonderment on her face.
“No Tisha, it’s not me. It’s … it’s this.” Theelam withdrew her
hands to reveal something altogether unexpected.
“A dragonfly? What on earth are you doing? Dissecting it?”
“You saw the dragonflies on the trail and around the boat,”
Theelam replied grimly.
“Yes, and we’ve talked about that. Odd, I agree, but nothing to get
worked up about, or is it?”
“They’re here, too.”
“But Theelam, we are in a swamp! I’m sure there are always lots of
dragonflies around here.”
“Not like this. Here, let me turn it over and stretch out the skin so
you can see the markings. There. Have you ever seen a dragonfly with
this kind of yellow and black patterning?”
“No, but there must be hundreds of dragonfly species, and they all
have different designs.”
“Not like this.”
“Theelam, how do you know that? How could you know?”
“Because one of my uncles collects them. It’s his avocation. He has
all our continent’s species pinned under glass, and I’ve spent hours
with him examining his collection. Believe me, I know the taxonomy
of the Odonata.”
“Oh,” came Tisha’s chastened reply. In her social circles, people
had vocations, not avocations, but Theelam’s kin were so wealthy that
the more eccentric among them could devote their attention to
collecting beetles, butterflies, or barnacles, and evidently dragonflies as
well.
“But that’s not the real oddity. What concerns me is their
behavior,” Theelam continued. “Hovering, waiting, following?
Ordinary insects don’t do that. But these aren’t normal. Far from it. In
fact, they aren’t dragonflies at all.”
Tisha lowered herself into a chair. “Theelam, what exactly are you
saying?”
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“I don’t know exactly what I’m saying! It keeps getting more and
more bizarre. I’d been worrying that they might be Kulgsh agents, like
miniature crows, but that can’t be. You can’t train insects like that. So I
had to do something. While you were conferring with the abbot, I
talked to one of the monks, a bat-keeper. It took us three bats and a
large net, but we finally caught one. Here, take a good look, and use the
lens.”
Tisha stood and then walked around the table. She bent over to peer
at the insect, its abdomen splayed open.
“Oh my Goddess!” she exclaimed. “It’s … it’s not even organic, is
it?” She reached her right hand toward the bug, resting her left on
Theelam’s shoulder. “Can I touch it?” she asked tentatively.
“Yes, go ahead, gently,” Theelam replied
“It’s hard, unyielding. What’s it made of? Metal?”
“Parts of it seem to be. The rest? I have no idea. We need a more
powerful lens. Do you think the monks might have one?”
Tisha chuckled lightly. “No, they have a hard enough time
accepting reading glasses. But Theelam, is the whole interior like that,
or is it just something lodged in the abdomen? Could it possibly be
something that it ate?”
“No. Look, it goes all the way down the length. I was just starting
to open the thorax when you came in.” Theelam picked up a scalpel
and again set delicately to work.
“There’s something different inside the thorax,” she announced a
minute later. “But it’s no more real dragonfly than the rest.”
Tisha peered through the magnifying glass and blanched. “It’s from
the Gods, Theelam. It has to be. Who else, what else, could have made
something like this?”
“I don’t think so. The Gods, if they exist, aren’t going to be sending
freakish insects after us. Why would they do something like that? More
to the point, why would they need to?”
“You tell me, Theelam, where else this could have originated? It
must be an omen. Perhaps we were supposed to catch and dissect it as a
kind of test. They are watching us, Theelam, and she is looking over
our journey with interest, I know it. That explains the discovery of the
book. That explains …”
“That doesn’t explain anything! You’re letting your faith get the
better of your reason.”
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“We have to retain our hope! Without that—”
“Tisha, listen!” Theelam stood and seized her companion’s
shoulders with both hands, staring intently into her eyes. “There’s more
to it. I … I …”
Tisha reached up to lay a hand on her friend’s cheek as Theelam
fumbled for words. “It’s alright, Theelam. I’m sorry if I seem naïve and
credulous, but I am open-minded. Please, tell me the rest.”
Theelam inhaled audibly as if to collect her thoughts. “I’m afraid
this will feed your fantasies, Tisha. That’s why I didn’t want to say
anything, but I can’t ignore the coincidence.” She looked up into
Tisha’s accepting eyes before continuing. “I’ve been haunted by
dreams ever since we started this trip.”
Tisha’s eyes widened. “Have you dreamed about dragonflies?”
“No, not that …”
“Malan has, and he hadn’t even noticed the dragonflies on the trail.
It would seem that we’ve all been having visions.”
“You, too?” Theelam asked.
“Oh yes, me as well. But first, Theelam, tell me about yours. Do
you see a particular person?”
“Yes, but she’s hiding, so I only catch glimpses.”
“What does she look like?” Tisha asked eagerly.
“I can’t really tell. She’s too furtive. But she has pale skin, almost
as light as yours, and red hair.”
“Malign or benign?”
“I can’t tell!” Theelam exclaimed. “She just looks at me, watching
my every move. Examining me like I was … like I was some sort of
insect. But I also get the impression that she cares. Last night she called
my name, repeatedly. Otherwise she says nothing.”
“Theelam, we need to talk to Malan about this. He’s seen
something similar: people watching us from behind a screen, along
with size-shifting dragonflies.”
Theelam’s eyes seemed to lose focus, then she looked down as
Tisha grasped her hands. After a few seconds she resumed speaking
without looking up, her voice low and unsteady.
“That thing inside the dragonfly? It’s as if it belongs to the place of
the woman in my dreams. I see her surroundings and they are so
different … so unworldly. Things there are so hard, so glossy, so
illuminated. But it’s the size changes, the macroscopia. That’s the most

M.W. Lewis

385

disturbing part. Twice now I’ve seen objects that look like that … that
thing, and then … it’s as if I fall into them. Everything gets larger and
larger as I move in, all in a rush. And each new level is as intricate and
angular, as sterile and inorganic, as the one before. What I see isn’t real
or at least isn’t part of any reality that I know. These dreams are
disturbing Tisha, in some ways more frightening than anything we
experienced in the monastery.”
Noting Theelam’s shaking, Tisha wrapped her arms around her
body, holding her tight. For several minutes they remained silent. The
walls and floorboards creaked as a gust buffeted the trees, the sway of
the little house almost turning the embrace into a dance.
“Not of this world,” Tisha muttered as she broke off from Theelam.
“No, not of this world. I understand. I’ve had similar sensations myself.
I dream about people who don’t belong here, who don’t belong
anywhere that I know of. I can only assume that they are from the
realm of the Gods.”
“What makes you say that?”
“I can’t be precise, Theelam, but I always awake with a strong
sense of how different they are from us. Even what they wear is so
peculiar. Over the past few nights I’ve dreamed of a young woman, a
girl really. Her eyes look Kulgsh, maybe half-Kulgsh. But her attire!
Sometimes it’s so tight that it’s like a second skin, conforming to her
body and stretching as she moves, which she does continuously. She
bounces, she jumps, she flips completely over. Last night she was
gliding across a smooth black surface on little wheels attached to her
boots!”
“I haven’t seen anything like that,” Theelam volunteered. “But I
understand what you say about the clothing.”
“But as odd as their garb is,” Tisha continued, “I don’t think that’s
the essence. It’s the emotional content—that’s always the key. You say
that you are frightened, but I am not. My dream visitors are kind. I
know you don’t accept the Prophet, Theelam, but I feel her presence in
some of my visions.”
“What about the young woman you just mentioned?” Theelam
asked. “Do you find her holy?”
“No, not really. With her I didn’t sense benignity so much as
simple joy. She radiated elation in living. But what about your sly red-
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haired visitor, Theelam. What does she exude? Are you sure it’s
something off-putting?”
Theelam thought for few moments before answering. “No, she’s
not forbidding herself, and she’s certainly not malign. She’s … she’s
conflicted, I think. She seems to be torn. It’s as if she wants to speak to
me, but she can’t. I beg, but receive only silence in return. And yet she
watches … always.”
“So who do you think she is, Theelam? If she’s not a Goddess or a
messenger from the Gods, then where could she be from?” Tisha pulled
her eyes away from Theelam to scrutinize the flayed insect, scratching
the side of her head.
“I don’t know,” Theelam replied at length. “But I certainly don’t
think she’s divine. I just can’t believe that.”
“Where do dreams come from, Theelam, if not from those above
us? We can’t create dreams ourselves out of our own imaginations.
They’re too extraordinary, mystically charged by their very nature.
They have to come from another place.”
“I don’t know where dreams originate. I don’t think we’re capable
of knowing. Dreams are beyond knowledge altogether. I sometimes
wish that I had your ingenuous faith, but I never will.”
Tisha gazed into Theelam’s eyes, wondering whether she should
advise her to pray, but she knew it would be useless. Instead she simply
asked, “So what should we make of these coincidental visions, visions
that grab our minds and hold fast? Pass them off as unfathomable and
let that be that?”
"I don’t know," Theelam said softly. "We wait. We carry on. What
else can we do?” She gently pushed the dragonfly away, turning her
eyes to the little window and staring out at the foliage beyond.
“Well, Theelam,” Tisha returned, “at least we can pay attention to
our coming dreams, and discuss them immediately on waking.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” Theelam replied, turning back to face her
companion. “But I don’t want any more visions. Right now, I would
rather be left alone.”
Tisha folded her hands over Theelam’s. “No, Theelam, don’t hope
for that. Don’t turn away. We have to try to figure out what all of this
might signify.”
“Maybe so. But in the meantime, what do we do with this?”
Theelam pointed to the dissected dragonfly.
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“We take it to Danirmatu. Perhaps someone there will know
something. In Danirmatu, I’m sure many of our questions will be
answered.”

 Chapter 40 
The Black Petaltail

(Diablo Facility)

N

ow watch carefully as the bat swoops in and the dragonfly begins
to dodge,” Joe announced to the small group of observers at the
Diablo Facility watching the action on the room’s main screen. “It’s
hard to follow, as we have the output of only two bugs and one of them
is under hot pursuit.”
Shanna didn’t know Joe. Far too many IIT and GImG “insiders”
had been rotating through the main Novan surveillance sessions. He
had a confident, if not commanding, manner, however, and everyone
paid him careful attention. Evidently he had discovered something
potentially troubling. One of their dragonflies had been chased by a bat
in broad daylight. Shanna did not like the sound of that at all.
“Impressive avoidance behavior,” Liam commented. “These
superbugs really are extraordinary.”
“Yeah,” added Harleigh. “They out-dragonfly dragonflies.”
“Keep watching,” advised Joe. “Here come the other two bats.”
“Seems our little superbuggy can handle ’em,” Harleigh said.
“Look at that dance!”
“I’m afraid the bats aren’t ‘dancing’ so much as herding,”
countered Joe. “They’re forcing the dragonfly down and over, right into
… OK, here it comes. Right into that.”
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Xander stood to better observe the action. “What is that, Joe? A
net?”
“Yes,” the young man responded. “One of our dragons has been
hunted down and … well, look now. It’s being captured.”
“Oh no,” Xander responded. “I can’t see what it is. Please tell me
it’s just a western pondhawk or a blue darner?”
“No such luck,” Joe said. “I’m afraid it’s a petaltail—a black
petaltail.”
“Shit!” Xander’s face registered as much distress as his voice.
Shanna noted that Xander was not the only one dismayed by the
news. Leaning over to Liam, she whispered, “What’s going on? What’s
a ‘black petaltail?’” She found the term faintly familiar, but could not
place it.
“The black petaltail has always been the favorite, the most
advanced. We only have five on Nova. They have a controlling
function for the entire network of …”
Liam’s reply was interrupted by Xander. “Someone made a big
mistake. None of the petaltails should have been that close in, let alone
a black one.”
“That’s not the issue right now,” countered Cassia. “We need to
find out what happens next. Just tell us, Joe. We don’t have time to
watch the scene unfold.”
“Agreed,” Joe replied. “But I can fast-forward so you can see and
hear the important parts while I explain. It’s hard to make it out, as the
observing dragonfly exited the scene. But the captured bug’s visual and
auditory circuits remain undamaged throughout the recording period.
They’ve got it—no doubt about that. Here, you can get a sense of it
being extracted from the net …”
“Yes, by Theelam, or so it appears,” observed Cassia.
“Now,” Joe continued as the scene jumped, “it’s being taken into
Tisha and Theelam’s little tree-house … and now it’s being placed on a
table. It will remain there throughout the recording: no more
movement. Unfortunately, we can’t make out what she’s doing to it
from the visual sensors.”
“But you do know what she’s up to, don’t you?” Xander asked,
looking keenly into the young man’s eyes.
“Yes,” he returned. “But to show it I need to change the view and
display the bug’s internal sensor output.” Once a brief nod was given,
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the main screen transformed into a diagrammatic image of the
dragonfly.
“Oh my God!” Harleigh shrieked. “She’s cut it open, hasn’t she?
She’s peeled back the skin!”
“Precisely,” replied Joe.
“What else happens?” Xander sighed. “You might as well tell us
the rest.”
“Not much,” returned Joe. “Tisha enters the cabin and evidently
examines the bug. The two of them talk for a while. It would appear to
be a heated, or at least emotionally charged, discussion. The recording
cuts off while they’re still conversing. We’ll have to wait for the next
pulse for anything else.”
The room went silent for a few moments as everyone processed the
news.
“We shouldn’t be surprised,” Cassia announced. “Although I
thought it would have taken them longer, and I certainly didn’t imagine
them getting a black petaltail. We’ll need to pulse another one over as
soon as possible to maintain network integrity. But we also need to
speculate about what our Novan friends might be thinking right now.
Let’s go ahead and listen to their discussion, but we should get
professional voice analysis for the emotional content.”
After the recording had run its course, Xander paced to the front of
the room to face the group. “It appears that we have come to yet
another crux,” he announced. “As I see it, we have two basic options:
withdraw or advance. We can’t maintain the current surveillance
regime in good conscience. And besides, they might just keep catching
our bugs. We could program the dragonflies to maintain their pursuit
but back off, although that would increase the chance of losing our
party again. Of course we could finally get transponders attached to
their clothing. Alternatively, we could up the ante by doing something
dramatic, perhaps even try to communicate with them. They might be
ready for that. I’m not sure.”
“How could you ever be sure about that?” asked Malcolm.
“Good point,” Xander conceded, “it’s not a matter of certainty, is
it?”
“No,” Malcolm returned. “It’s a matter of volition.”
Xander nodded. “Be that as it may, our immediate task is to think
broadly about our current dilemma. It would probably be a good idea to
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sleep on it. What do you all say we disseminate this information to
everyone inside the loop, and then call a plenary meeting tomorrow
morning? Meanwhile, everyone should give it careful consideration. I
urge you all to question your own assumptions. Liam, I know you’ll
want to advise backing off, just as Harleigh will say, ‘forward
posthaste!’ but you both need to scrutinize those positions. We’ll want
as many options on the table tomorrow as possible. Does that sound
reasonable?” As mummers of agreement filled the air, Xander asked a
final question. “Shanna, what about you? What do you think?”
Shanna was startled by hearing her name but rose to the challenge.
“What do I think, or what do I feel? I ask myself that a dozen times
a day, and every time I do, the turmoil only deepens. Last night I
dreamed again about Theelam. She asked me to reveal myself. She
begged me! Every intellectual instinct I have tells me to back off, but I
don’t see how I can do that to her in good conscience.”
After the session broke up a few minutes later, Shanna was
summoned by Liam, who was standing in the hall chatting with
Malcolm.
“I was just asking Malcolm if he’d like to join us this coming
weekend up at the cove. We’ll fly up Friday afternoon. We need an
opportunity to discuss the situation on Nova more intimately. But we’re
also going to have some family time. Nestor and Egeria want to see
their Uncle Malcolm, and we’re hoping that Merrick can come, too.
Shanna, we’d be delighted if you could join us as well.”
“Uncle Malcolm?” Shanna asked amusedly.
“Oh, they love him!” Liam replied. “Don’t you know that about
Malcolm? He’s as good with children as Xander is with adolescents.”
“That’s an exaggeration,” Malcolm returned. “But they really are
great kids, Shanna. I think you’d have fun with them.”
“Hmm, the ‘cove’ you say?” asked Shanna. “Where would that
be?”
“It’s up near Elk,” Liam replied, “on the Mendocino Coast.
Stunning views of the ocean, and completely private. I think you might
like it.”
“Now that’s an understatement,” observed Malcolm.
“If the weather’s calm,” Liam continued, “we’ll do some sea
kayaking, but it might rain. In that case, Xander wants to hike to
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Valentine Falls. He thinks it high time that we made the pilgrimage
together.”
“Pilgrimage? Valentine Falls? In the rain? Could someone fill me
in?” asked Shanna.
“It’s one of those hidden wonders of the Coast Range,” Malcolm
answered. “Unmarked on maps, unknown except to a few locals.
Xander and I used to wander all over the hills when we were young,
and Valentine Falls was our favorite place. Some important things
happened there.”
“But in the rain?” Shanna returned.
“You have to embrace the rain if you live on the north coast,” Liam
replied. “Otherwise you’d be locked inside much of the winter. Isn’t
that so, Malcolm? Wasn’t that your adage as children?”
“That’s true,” said Malcolm. “Xander would always sing John
Lennon’s lyrics: ‘When the rain comes, they run and hide their heads.
They might as well be dead.’ But we were actually glad about that. To
get to Valentine Falls you have to go through private land. You have to
trespass. You never encounter anyone, however, in a driving storm.”
“You’re comfortable doing that, Malcolm? Trespassing?” asked
Shanna incredulously.
“No, not really,” Malcolm replied. “But I do agree with Xander that
it’s important to keep in touch with our childhood home and to pass on
to the next generation what we learned. We could even take you to the
little seep where we discovered the black petaltail nymphs.”
That evening, Malcolm knew what had to be done. He needed to
break through their impasse, to think on their dilemma with as much
creative engagement as he could summon. He had to see things afresh,
unmooring his mind from the strictures of quotidian life. He waited
until Merrick was asleep, made the preparations, and settled into his
most comfortable chair. His thoughts went, as he knew they would,
immediately to Nova, immediately to them.
How could they just passively follow the travelers across the
perilous Novan terrain, seeing but remaining unseen, hearing but
remaining unheard? Could they just sit by and watch the group come
under attack? Possibly be butchered? Could they live with themselves
afterwards? How could they forgo attempting to communicate? The
frustration would be overwhelming. No, they had to make contact.
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Xander would want that. Cassia would want that, or would she? And
Shanna? What would Shanna want? Malcolm knew that Shanna’s
principles would hold her back but that her compassion would propel
her forward.
It was Malcolm’s task now to think about making contact. He had
to devise a scheme to present to Xander, Cassia, Shanna, and company.
That was Malcolm’s most important job: to dream up and offer
audacious ideas. He and Xander had been working together that way
since childhood. Malcolm could cook up schemes aplenty, that was
never a problem. On his own, however, he could hardly actualize any
of them. But he did not have to, as he nestled within the embrace of
Bowman Alexander, Cassia Arkin, and their omnipresent octopus.
Malcolm’s challenge was not simple. How could he and the other
unseen Earthlings communicate across the language barrier?
Graphically expressed mathematical equations would be an obvious
initial ploy, but building up from such a base would require great
patience and much time. It would be far better if they could
communicate more directly. Could they appear before the Novans as
visible ghosts? Transporting the requisite projection machinery to the
right place and time would be difficult, but probably not impossible.
They would have to weigh compunctions about cultural
interference, and Malcolm knew that there were good reasons to desist.
But he would put all doubts away for the nonce. He would let his
fantasies run, focusing his imagination on the one he found the more
entrancing. He was glad that she had a mellifluous name: Tisha. It did
not even sound foreign, let alone extraterrestrial.
If how to act was one question, how to interact was a more
intriguing one. A mere “act of God,” as Xander had suggested, might
be necessary at some point, but it could hardly prove adequate.
Malcolm wanted more than that.
Still tethered to his purpose, Malcolm’s thoughts wandered further
a field. Before long, a vision began to crystallize. It would be some
months down the road, after the Novans had crossed to the eastern
continent (Malcolm found himself unaccustomedly confident that they
were going there and that they would make it). The women would
likely have rooms of their own, and surveillance would reveal the hours
when she would be in hers, alone.

M.W. Lewis

395

Permutations of the encounter presented themselves, but a favored
one eventually emerged. Tisha would come into her chamber one day
and find a strange object. As she approached, an image would gradually
appear before her eyes, a cloud resolving itself into the likeness of
Malcolm. Malcolm’s avatar would call her name and then put his index
finger to his lips, a gesture that evidently indicated silence in her
culture as well as his. Then the magic show would commence in
earnest.
A globe of Nova would appear, slowly spinning, next to Malcolm.
This she would find familiar, much like the Novan globes of intricate
stone inlay commonly displayed in public places. Then the image
would change into a view of Nova from space, replete with swirling
cloud-masses. It would stop spinning as Malcolm placed a fingertip on
her homeland. At that point, the globe would transform into a satellite
image zooming downwards, coming to rest only when it reached the
holy plunge pool, herself beside it.
Tisha would thus see herself in her own place. But what of
Malcolm? An idea soon hatched. Transformations of scale would once
more ensue, the image in front of Tisha withdrawing until Nova as a
whole again came into view and then continuing as the entire Novan
solar system presented itself. Would she understand this? Presumably
their astronomy was equal to that of early modern Earth, but would the
reigning conception be Ptolemaic, Copernican, or something different?
The image would continue to recede into galactic space until a
depiction of the entire Milky Way floated before her eyes. Then it
would zoom in again, not resting until it revealed Malcolm’s rooftop
courtyard, himself within it. Thus a connection would be established, as
honestly and as openly as possible.
But this was going too far, was it not? Surely Cassia and Shanna
would never want to reveal so much. Malcolm put their imagined
objections away, wanting only to continue savoring his brazen scenario.
After Malcolm had introduced himself, gifts would be proffered.
Drawers within the case that had been transported into her room would
open to reveal them. But what should they give? What had Athena
donated to Perseus? Her mirrored shield, no? Well, there were no
Gorgons to fight, but perhaps he could give something comparable,
something both useful and remarkable. A powerful set of flashlights?
He would have to give the issue some thought. Then he chuckled as the

396

Terranova

irony hit. This time it was almost as if the Goddess would be on the
receiving end of the bargain.
Malcolm paused his fantasy to consider its implications. It was
arrogant, absolutely, but it was also breathtaking. Would Shanna find it
breathtaking or simply egotistical? But with Theelam calling to her in
her dreams, she was almost forced to act, was she not? Malcolm’s
thoughts suddenly swerved from Tisha to Shanna. He needed to talk to
her. He needed to do more than that. Their dance at the GImG party
had gone well, and now it was time to take the next step.
Malcolm glanced at his watch and picked up his phone. He was
surprised to find Shanna awake and eager to converse. A minute later,
he was heading out the door.
Malcolm paused in the threshold, realizing that he ought to bring
something. A fine bottle of wine? No, that would not mean much to
Shanna. But then he remembered something that would. He marched
through his quarters and opened the glass door leading to the terraced
garden. There, cascading over a wooden trellis, was a magnificent
spray of sweet peas, as fresh and fragrant as the springtime itself.
Malcolm gathered an armload of blooms before making his way to
Shanna’s subterranean abode.

 Chapter 41 
Awtn’s Report

(Kulgsh Plateau and Sharen, Terranova)

I

should at least accompany you,” Awtn objected. “It was my signal
that led to the fatal act.”
Awtn studied Gatli’s haggard face. It was the morning after the
battle against Eshat, and Gatli had not slept well.
“And what would that accomplish?” Gatli replied.
“It would give you company.”
Gatli scoffed. “Truth be told, Awtn, I’m looking forward to the
solitude. I need time to think right now. I have to figure out what all of
this means. Our succession battle annulled, erased from history? How
can that be?”
“It can be,” Awtn returned, “because it serves their purpose. The
High Lordship of Danirmatu stands vacant, and will for some time, a
most convenient situation for our enemies.”
“As does that of Plidam,” Gatli added.
“Little matter,” Awtn replied, “so long as our side remains in
disarray. Which is precisely why we need time to think. We have to
formulate our next moves.”
As Gatli paused to sip his tea, Awtn scanned their surroundings.
Their bedrolls and camp paraphernalia scattered around the trebuchet
gave the area a forlorn appearance. Awtn wondered why the Ascended

398

Terranova

Lords had not already ordered the machine to be disassembled. Surely
they would not want any reminders of the sordid battle.
“No friend, don’t push this any further,” Gatli said at length. “I am
commander. I was in charge, and I will take the punishment alone. Of
course we need to strategize, but not now. For the time being, you
could best serve our cause by gathering information. Go where you can,
use whatever contacts you have.”
“Very well, my lord.”
“‘My lord?’ Come off it, Awtn. Save that language for when it’s
necessary.”
Awtn smiled. “Where and when shall we meet, my friend?”
“As soon as we can at the Sharen border post. On foot, it should
take me five days.”
Awtn closed his eyes while calculating. “You’re tired Gatli, and
shouldn’t push yourself. Plus, you’ll also be carrying your supplies. So
I’d say six days, maybe seven. Perhaps we should examine maps and
discuss the best camping spots before I leave.”
“No, Awtn. That’s not necessary. I’m on my own in this one.
Please just go now. I must strip off my robes in favor of a hair shirt,
and I’d rather you not witness that shameful act.”
As he took leave of his friend and commander, Awtn wondered
what would occupy Gatli’s thoughts as he trudged all the lonely miles
from the base of Erdai Ridge to the plains of Danirmatu. It pained him
to have Gatli face the ordeal alone, but he was relieved to avoid the
journey himself. And Gatli was right that his time would be better spent
collecting information. There was always more information to gather.
Early in the afternoon nine days later, Awtn waited in the
watchtower of the Sharen border post near the foot of the great
escarpment. His eyes and arms smarted from scoping out the road on
the slope above. His entire body ached from nervous exhaustion and
lack of sleep. He lay down his spyglass and considered abandoning the
vigil, his worries mounting. What if Gatli had died on the journey
back? In that case, Awtn would lose not only his best friend and
commander, but his home and adopted homeland as well. With that
thought, he turned his eyes downwards to the border post, seeing it and
its environs in a new light.
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Sharen—was there a finer domain in the world? No, nothing even
came close. Awtn considered the watchtower in which he sat. Emblem
of the realm, it was adorned with countless lapis, turquoise, and
sodalite periwinkles. What a glorious anachronism the tower was,
dating back some five hundred years before the fixing of the world,
before even the unification of Danirmatu, back to the time when Sharen
itself was an independent kingdom, the strongest state of the Danir
people. And well it should have been, for what realm was more fertile
or better sited, commanding as it did the roadway from the plains of the
Danir to the plateau of the Kulgsh.
But the time of Sharen’s glory was also a time of unbridled war,
when a two-hundred-and-forty-foot watchtower served vital military
purposes. What function did it fill now? A pigeon post and that was
about it. Of course it also formed a high perch from which one could
admire the scenery or watch and wait for a returning commander … a
lost comrade … a dead friend.
As he gazed at the scene below, Awtn contemplated how
anachronistic all of it was. The post station itself, built around and over
the great stone arch spanning the Danir Road, served no essential
function. Important visitors with official business in Sharen were
supposed to register with the station clerks, but that was about it. Far
more significant was the post of Danirmatu itself, located only a
hundred yards away, just in front of the Winter Palace and thus almost
tight against the great escarpment. What was Sharen now but a juridical
subdivision of the Kingdom of the Danir? A mere bureaucratic vestige,
its walls and watchtowers and border posts were nothing but reminders
of a long-dead world, a long-dead world that was always at war, a longdead world that seemed to be resurrecting itself. Perhaps the tower
would not be anachronistic much longer.
What could have gone wrong with Gatli? Could Eshat have tracked
him down? No, surely that could not be possible, as Eshat would have
other priorities. Could Gatli have suffered some misadventure in
descending the plateau? That seemed just as unlikely, considering
Gatli’s patient strength. But what could possibly be taking him so long?
Such a delay was not like him at all. Awtn wiped the sweat off his brow
and fanned his plain blue cotton robes. Detecting movement in his
peripheral vision, he lifted his scope. A pigeon … returning? Yes,
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returning. Awtn held his breath when the bird landed and he extracted
the capsule. “Nothing,” the message read.
The time had come to send search parties up the little-used and
highly perilous secondary paths leading up to the highlands. Awtn set
his scope on the bench and descended the stairs. After walking across a
small grassy court, he passed through a rear door and entered the
station. Before heading to the high-ceilinged, marble-lined registration
hall to order an expanded search, Awtn made for the cloakroom in
search of lighter robes. He opened the door and there he was, seated on
a granite bench, removing his boots.
“Gatli! You’re here—alive! How did you get inside? I’ve been in
the tower, waiting. For hours. For days.”
Gatli gave a tired but affectionate smile before responding. “My
apologies for distressing you, Councilor. I took the Path of Sherchut
and then slipped in the back.”
Awtn gave his commander, now standing, a quick embrace, and
then stood back to scrutinize him. Dusty—no, filthy— ragged, and
beat, Gatli looked like he had just finished a grueling battle. As Gatli
stripped off his hair shirt, Awtn scanned the scratches and cuts that
bloomed over his torso. Satisfied that none were infected, he decided to
plunge into the matters at hand. But first he had to make sure that their
conversation would be private.
“The cloakroom clerks—” Awtn began, but Gatli interrupted him.
“I sent them out to spread the word of my return. I take it that
people are concerned.”
“Yes, Commander. Not only are you several days overdue, but no
one has even seen evidence of you on the road.”
“As I said, I took Sherchut’s Path. You wouldn’t expect anyone to
see me there, would you?”
Descending the plateau by way of the Path of Sherchut, it seemed
unlike Gatli to do anything so pointlessly dangerous. Should he be
questioning Gatli’s mental state? If so, should he even deliver the
news? More information was obviously needed.
“But why, my friend? With the risks involved—to what purpose?”
Rather than pulling a fresh set of robes off the racks, Gatli sat back
down on the hard stone bench, wearing nothing but a gauzy loincloth.
Noting Awtn’s puzzled look, he responded to his councilor’s
expression rather than his words.
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“Perhaps the Danir are right, Councilor. Perhaps it is better to go
about wearing next to nothing during the summer in this country. I’m
almost comfortable now.”
Awtn considered the obvious rejoinders, ranging from the simple,
“But we are Kulgsh, not Danir,” to the more reasoned, “But we don’t
have their dark skin and would burn in the sun,” but instead he merely
advised Gatli to have a doctor attend to his abrasions. Then he
reiterated his question.
“As I told you, Councilor, I needed time to think. I needed to
reflect on our situation with a level of engagement that I have never
before mustered. To do that, I decided to climb Sherchut’s shoulder and
stare up at his abode. I don’t know why. I have scant faith, but I did so
anyway. There I remained for a day and a night.”
“Did you find enlightenment in the thin air, Gatli of Sharen?”
“Of Sharen,” Gatli muttered. “Do you say that to take my mind off
our tribe and its supposed God? But think, Councilor. What does that
formulation mean? How can I possibly be ‘of Sharen?’ Over Sharen
would be accurate, but not of.”
“What are you saying?” Awtn asked with curiosity and concern.
“No Awtn, I did not find enlightenment, quite the contrary. All that
I found was doubt. Yes, we struggle against an enemy of surpassing
iniquity, although that’s hardly news to you. But do you know that I
was lectured during my little hearing on Erdai Ridge by the Ascended
Lord of Plidam? He took the occasion to remind me of the travails
faced by our brothers across the sea. He told me how the dishonor of
our succession challenge has insulted the sacrifices that they are
making on our behalf. He even outlined some of those sacrifices:
fighting the nefarious Telarans and their wretched Shunelian allies;
clearing the land of its demonic animals; making a benighted continent
fit for true Gods and their chosen people.” Gatli shuddered and then
spat repeatedly into the bloodstained hair shirt lying at his feet.
Awtn thought that Gatli had concluded with that gesture, but his
commander soon resumed speaking. “Yes, I understand what we fight
against. But I no longer know what we fight for. For honor? For the
Kulgsh dominion, as it is supposed to be? For Igham and his perfect
scheme that eliminates change? For one Emperor following another, for
one succession challenge fast upon the prior, for game after game,
contest after contest, and all to prove what? What is accomplished if
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stasis is our ultimate goal? I no longer believe it, Awtn. I no longer
believe any of it. Perhaps I am no longer Kulgsh.”
The two men sat silently as Awtn pondered Gatli’s revelations. It
seemed that they would play into his hands. He decided to proceed
according to his original plan, ignoring for the time being his
commander’s startling confession.
“I have done as you requested, Gatli.”
“Oh. And what did I request, Councilor?
“That I seek information. I have some,” Awtn replied.
Gatli sighed. “Start with the worst,” he said, his face showing only
sadness. “I might as well hear it now.”
Awtn gave a curious look, wondering how to proceed. “That’s not
a simple request. In immediate terms, I suppose, the worst news is that
Eshat escaped the Imperial Guards not three hours after they left Erdai
Ridge. His whereabouts are unknown. I must admit that I feared that he
had tracked you down and killed you.”
Gatli closed his eyes and shook his head before speaking. “No,
Awtn, I’m sure Eshat has more important things on his mind, such as
survival. I do have to hand it to him, he is a crafty cur. But what will he
aim for in the long run? Do you think he’ll head for Danirmatu? I’m
sure my death is high on his list.”
“There’s more to the story,” Awtn replied. “It seems that Eshat’s
wife’s attendant, a Vlemj transsexual named Aved …”
“A Vlemj slave with a Kulgsh name?” Gatli interrupted. “How is
that possible?”
“She’s no slave, Gatli. She’s Kulgsh by adoption.”
Gatli raised his eyebrows. “That must have required some ‘divine’
intervention.”
“Indeed,” Awtn replied. “But Eshat has earned more than his share
of Godly favor on the battlefield, has he not?”
Gatli chuckled and shook his head. “Continue, Councilor.”
“At any rate, this Aved has also disappeared. Rumor in Alzhu’s
camp has it that she’s in league with Eshat. Aved is evidently quite the
schemer, but her connections are in the north, mainly in her own
homeland. I expect they’ll head in that direction.”
Gatli stared hard at Awtn and then laughed grimly. “So Eshat likes
ladyboys. If we ever reach old age, my friend, you are going to have to
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tell me how you acquire your information. We could thus occupy many
an evening of our senescence.”
“Yes, Gatli, that we could.”
“Do you have other news? What about Naghil, and what about
Pelg?”
“Pelg hangs on to life, but just barely. Naghil, as far as we know,
remains with the other Khuzh leaders, no doubt conferring intently.
That’s all I have on them, but I do have further news pertaining to
Eshat. News from the wider world.”
Gatli nodded. “Bad as well, I suppose?”
“Overall, it’s hard to say. Staggering might be more precise. It
seems, my friend, that the Telarans have scored an unexpected victory,
although ‘coup’ might be the more apposite term.”
Gatli’s face brightened and his motions quickened. “Really?
Where? In Arusha?”
“No, their position in Arusha remains precarious, limited to the
southern shores of the southernmost islands. The loss of their northern
battle fleet was an irrecoverable blow, I’m afraid.”
“Then in the Alterland itself?”
“No. Brace yourself Gatli. In Plidam, in Plishdor itself, with a few
skirmishes rumored to have taken place in Eshat’s Gemd. The Telarans
have taken the Plishdor docks, burned the warehouses, and seized the
palace. They hold the garrison captive. The city is theirs. With the High
Lordship of Plidam vacant, you can imagine the uproar. It has provoked
an Imperial crisis, and the Emperor himself is supposedly organizing an
expeditionary force to reclaim the city.”
“The world has … has truly gone insane, Awtn. So we Kulgsh can
no longer trust in the security of our own homeland? Chaos isn’t
coming. It’s here, by the Gods, in Plishdor and Gemd of all places.”
“Yes my friend, the time of stasis is over: two millennia on and
now it’s finished. But as you just hinted, perhaps that is not altogether
bad in and of itself. But let’s not make too much of this one event.
Surely the Telarans will retreat before the Imperial force arrives. It’s as
much a psychological ploy as a military tactic.”
“Do not underestimate the psychological aspects of warfare, and
never underestimate the talent of the Telaran commanders,” Gatli
replied, adding, “not that I would ever expect you to.”
“Yes, Gatli, and I have news on that score as well.”
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“I’m listening.”
“Remember how I told you that Queen Paranami’s sister was
traveling to Natulai?”
“Yes.”
“It turns out it’s her double-sister.”
“What do you that mean by that?” Gatli asked with irritation.
“It’s true. They’re Telaran. The sister is apparently trying to cross
over from Telara itself.
“Paranami, Queen of Danirmatu, is a Telaran? A black Telaran?
And her double-sister, another black Telaran, is coming our way?
Awtn, that is the craziest thing I have ever heard.”
“You just said that the world is going insane,” Awtn responded.
“Well, here is yet more evidence.”
“Even insane actions, councilor, remain within bounds of
possibility.”
“Crazy or not, I do think it’s true. Evidently, there’s an entire
cohort of the Danir —their former mercantile elite—living right in the
heart of Telara, in Damul itself. From what I’ve gathered, they’ve been
there since the fixing. But regardless of such historical curiosities,
there’s more to the current story.”
“Astounding, if true,” Gatli noted. “Go on.”
“It seems that this particular Telaran girl, or Danir princess, or
whatever she is began traveling across the Alterland in the company of
a huge Telaran Amazon, a blonde Telaran beauty and a Shunelian
monk along with his young apprentice. Their little party successfully
eluded, albeit with a few losses, a strike force commanded by Temish
of Dushgamy. They fought off several of his assaults. If my
information is correct, the sister—though one would never suspect it by
her appearance—is herself a formidable Amazon, an amazingly capable
warrior and archer.”
“You’re telling me that they thwarted Temish of Dushgamy?
Temish Corvus? Are you serious? Did he have his own force?”
“Yes, that Temish. And with his own troops and animals.”
“The Imperial authority in the Alterland sends its finest
commander—third in rank overall, master of the best dog and crow
company in the world—to track down a miniscule party, composed
mostly of women, sneaking across the waste … and he fails? But why
would they have sent Temish in the first place? What is going on?”
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“The ‘miniscule party,’” Awtn replied, “is obviously of some
importance, and they obviously know it.”
Gatli said nothing for a few moments. Then he smiled and laughed,
prompting a quizzical look from his councilor.
“Tell me, Councilor, would Temish’s strike force include men from
other tribes? Men noted for their particular, complementary skills?”
“It would include one such man,” Awtn admitted.
“In that case, would he happen to be an amazingly stealthy young
fellow preternaturally skilled with the bow?”
“It seems that we don’t have to wait for old age, do we, old
friend?” Awtn remarked.
“Not for the source of that particular bit of information. What a fine
young man Enim is. What an exceptional second-in-command he
would make.”
“Yes, well too bad he’s not of Sherchut.”
Gatli looked at Awtn pointedly but did not respond. Instead he
asked, “What else did Enim recount? Knowing him, I imagine you got
a few details.”
Awtn outlined Enim’s report, beginning with his description of the
Telarans. He concluded with Enim’s secondhand account of the final
struggle in the subbasement of the monastery.
“Evidently Temish was enraged,” Awtn narrated, “barely able to
maintain composure as these Telaran females and this Shunelian boy
with a few scraggly shepherds laid waste to his renowned war-pack.
When he heard that all of them had escaped but a single Amazon,
guarded only by two Telaran dogs, he figured the only way he could
salvage any honor was to cut her down by himself, with his two
favorite hounds taking out the remainder of her pack. One of Enim’s
friends in the contingent sneaked below and witnessed the contest in
the half-light. According to his account, it was an epic battle, one for
the history books, if only that were possible.”
“Temish, I assume, emerged victorious?”
“Yes, but just barely. His top dogs are dead, and he is seriously
injured himself, perhaps disabled. He’s on his way home as we speak.”
“Well, that’s one way to get out of the Alterland,” Gatli noted.
“Imagine the humiliation.”
“I understand that he lost quite a few crows as well,” Awtn added.
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“Let us consider the implications of this story carefully, Councilor.
If what you say is true, we have a blonde Telaran beauty, a black
Telaran-Danir princess whose archery skills seem to rival those of our
man Enim, and a gigantic Telaran Amazon, all running posthaste across
the Alterland, guided by a fighting monk and his apprentice, and, it just
so happens, during the time of our succession war. Is all of that
coincidental?”
“Perhaps more than coincidental. But for now Gatli, you should
consider going home to rest and recover. Luxuriate for a spell in the
arms of your women. You deserve as much. At least they’ll be happy
about the outcome of this succession challenge. You are still lord of
Sharen, yet you return with no new rivals for them to fret over. Imagine
their jealousy had you had come home with a blue-eyed Telaran beauty
in tow.”
Gatli laughed. “Let’s not jump to conclusions, Councilor. There
could be many other reasons for their journey, and besides, that would
only explain the presence of the blonde woman and perhaps the
Amazon. The ‘princess’ probably has duties in her sister’s court. But
you are certainly correct in noting my condition. I am bone weary. I
have already sent for a coach, which should arrive soon. Before it does,
could you give me your parting counsel?”
“I have more to relate than final counsel, Gatli. We haven’t yet
discussed the full implications of the news that I have related.”
Gatli sighed and shook his head before saying, “The Imperial
Command must have a highly-placed spy in Telara.”
“Yes,” Awtn agreed. “That’s one implication.”
“And I imagine,” Gatli continued, “that the Emperor and his
cronies are not pleased about the news from Plishdor.”
“They are infuriated, angry enough to have ordered an acceleration
of the war effort. The Emperor wants ten additional contingents sent to
the Alterland. But it gets more interesting. The Mistress of the Realm
has countered that the deployment of such forces would compromise
the integrity of the Great Game. The Imperial Court is nearing
pandemonium. But all told, it’s almost certain that at least a few
contingents will be sent.”
Gatli spat, but did not speak.
“It’s possible, Gatli, that they’ll want to send you—to send us.”
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“No!” Gatli objected. “Our rank is far too high. We would be too
much of a threat. They would never dare.”
“Yes, Gatli, your status is too elevated for their comfort. But with
Temish gone, they’ll need someone of elevated battlefield rank.”
“I’m not the only one eligible. What about Chenir of the Arday or
Gemaam of the Torkan?”
“Do you think they would want to go to the Alterland? They could
probably avoid it.”
“But how could the Imperial Command trust us with such
responsibility?” Gatli asked.
“Consider the possibility that your rank would be a mere formality,
that you—that we—would remain fully leashed and closely watched.”
“Then why send us?”
“Partly for punishment, I suppose, but mostly to get us away from
the homeland.”
Gatli sighed again. “Yes of course. How long before they decide?”
“At least a month. You can imagine the political complications. I’ll
do what I can, as will our allies at the Table, but you should prepare
yourself for the possibility. On the bright side, take into account how
the escalation is being received. The Emperor is hated more fiercely by
the day, and his support is withering.”
“But like the Emperor himself, not withering quickly enough,”
Gatli added. “So what do we do in the meantime, councilor? A few
days of rest would be welcome, but what then?”
“You know what I really think, Gatli? Considering everything I
have reported, as well as your own crisis of doubt, I think we need to
reconsider our entire long-term strategy. First, let’s contemplate
contacting this ‘princess’ and her companions if they do indeed cross
the sea. If they reach Paranami’s court, I could probably arrange it.”
Gatli closed his eyes. “It would be far better,” he eventually said,
“if we could intercept them before they reach Natulai. Catch them
before they come under Paranami’s baleful influence.”
“I won’t disagree with that.”
“Might that be possible? They’ll likely put in first at Makelgoir.”
Now it was Awtn’s turn to think before speaking. At length he
asked, “Do you feel like donning the purple robes, Gatli? A pilgrimage
to the Temple of Goge Nomkge in Makelgoir would be most fitting for
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a commander and his councilor who have just gone through a shameful
succession contest.”
Gatli chuckled. “Do you really think the Telaran blonde was
coming for me? Me or Eshat, I should say. If so, to serve as a spy, I
imagine. Well perhaps we should let her fulfill her mission. You know,
Awtn, I have had many women in my day, but I have never had a
Telaran, and I have certainly never had one with blue eyes or yellow
hair. Have I ever bedded a spy? That’s one for you to answer,
Councilor.”
Awtn smiled, trying to envision what would happen when Gatli
Meles—the most capable of all men, the best of all men—met the blueeyed, yellow-haired, would-be-spy concubine of Telara.

Note: On two occasions in Terranova: The Blackpetaltail,
characters quote passages from actual books. In Chapter 29, Xander
repeats a line from James Davidson's Courtesans and Fishcakes: The
Consuming Passions of Classical Athens (Perennial, 1999), and in
Chapter 35, Harleigh quotes from Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s The Black
Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable (Random House, 2007).

