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        Aaron Hammond: Oldest son of Jackson and Glory Hammond; Director of Forever Project 2160

        AnaLex: The combined minds of Ana and Lex; see also Lanya

        Anastasia Anatov: Crew on the Dressler, doctor/geneticist

        Andrissa “Andy” Hammond: Daughter of Aaron Hammond

        Bella: Andy and Shandra’s daughter

        Colin Dale: Son of Marissa and Matt (Matthew)

        Colin McAvery: Captain of the Dressler, later Director of Transfer Station; retired 2160

        Davian “Dav” Forrester: Eddy’s ex and a systems specialist

        Eddy Tremaine: Former military (NAU Marine Corps).

        Gordy: Kid who worked for the Red Badge in New York City

        Gunner: Another empath who has similar powers over the world as Andy and her family

        Jackson Hammond: Engineer aboard the Dressler, later part of the world mind

        Jayson Hammond: Younger son of Glory and Jackson Hammond

        Lex: Ship-mind of the Dressler, later the World mind of Forever

        Lilith Lott: Head of the Red Badge in New York, later was transferred into a bio mind

        Marissa: One of the oldest of the Liminal kids

        Santiago Ortiz (aka Santi): Sheriff’s deputy in Micavery, son of Dana Ortiz

        Sean Hammond: Aaron and Keera’s second child and Andy’s brother

        Shandra Clarke: Traxx driver, later Andy’s girlfriend
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      This is the second edition of “The Rising Tide,” book two in the Ariadne Cycle and the Liminal Sky series. There are nine planned books in this series: books 1-3 will be rereleased in quick order, followed by books 7-9—the Oberon Cycle. Next year I’ll start working on the middle three books in the series, the Forever Cycle, and I also have an offshoot series in the works.

      I wrote “The Rising Tide” in late 2017 and early 2018, and it’s either my fourth or fifth novel. See, I did this crazy thing where I wrote two trilogies at once, alternating between them and “The River City Chronicles,” which I wrote as a blog serial before finally publishing it in book form. So it all gets kind of fuzzy timeline-wise.

      “The Rising Tide” has a secret history of its own. My regular readers know I wrote my first novel, “On a Shoreless Sea,” back in the mid nineties. It took place in the timeframe of what will eventually be the Forever Cycle, though the new books will bear only a passing resemblance to the plot of original book from the nineties.

      There was a throwaway line in that book about a character named Davian the Betrayer, who had done something horrible to the world which I didn’t bother to specify at the time. Still, that line stuck with me, and when I went back to write Forever’s origin story, I made sure to include a shifty character named Davian who slips away into the crowd at the end of the book.

      “The Rising Tide” is basically his story, though we never see it from his point of view. It’s defined as much by his malign absence as anything—the way he warps the world around him—and his plans set off a series of events that change everything.

      This isn’t the only time a minor character in one of my books has popped up again later. These things happen to me with disturbing regularity.

      In fact, keep your eye out for a throwaway character in Part One of this one who will become a major part of book three—“The Shoreless Sea.”

      So read on—and I hope you enjoy “The Rising Tide.”
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Ana closed her eyes, visualizing the seed ship’s current trajectory. They’d rendezvous with 42 Isis in five days, their last stop in the solar system that had birthed mankind. Five years past, it had nearly been the location of its destruction.

      The asteroid contained a high percentage of olivine, a mineral high in useful elements like oxygen, iron, magnesium, and silicon—a veritable feast.

      Around Ana, the clean white laboratory that was her personal vee space domain was in perfect order, every surface spotless. A swipe of her virtual hand brought up an image of Forever, the long cylindrical generation ship hanging in the dark void of space between Mars and Jupiter.

      The world sails had been pulled in, and Ana was in the process of nudging Forever into alignment with the asteroid, firing off excess bits of waste material to bring her into the proper trajectory. If all went well, Forever would end up with enough mass to finish build-out, along with a shield to help absorb space radiation on the journey to their new home.

      Thank God.

      Ana shook her head. That was clearly one of Jackson’s thoughts. She even picked up some of Lex’s thoughts at times. The original world mind veered off into philosophical territory to a degree that often surprised Ana—how an AI had become a philosopher poet.

      The three Immortals, as they had jokingly taken to calling one another, were bleeding into each other more and more. It worried her.

      This new second life was a gift beyond measure, certainly nothing she had ever expected. A chance to go with her creation across the stark divide, between the stars. But if the ultimate price was her own individuality, was it worth it?

      She made a minor adjustment in the world trajectory, then shut off that part of her awareness. If she were needed, the system would let her know.

      She slipped off through the conduits of the world mind to find Jackson.

      The three Immortals had created a number of virtual worlds in vee space to pass the time when their skills weren’t needed. While it was possible to create AI personalities to populate each of their various worlds, these constructs took a lot of processing power, and the Immortals had quickly grown tired of that game.

      The worlds they built now were usually empty except for the three of them.

      She found Jackson in Frontier Station, sitting all alone in the gardens. The blue-green ball of Earth, as it once had been, stretched out below him.

      “You’re bleeding into me again.” Ana took a seat on the bench next to him.

      He glanced up, his face drawn, his nose red and puffy. He concentrated, and the tears and puffiness went away. “Was I? Sorry. I was just thinking of Glory.”

      Even in vee space, we emulate our old human selves.

      His wife, Gloria, had just passed away a few days before, after a protracted battle with cancer that the new world’s facilities weren’t set up to treat. So much had been lost in the flight from Earth.

      They had agonized over whether to bring Glory into the world mind.

      Jackson had requested it, but Ana and Lex, the other two Immortals, had both been against it. Their little team worked well enough together, and adding additional human minds was likely to muddy the waters. Besides, the mind only had so much capacity. It couldn’t hold everyone within its confines. It hadn’t been created for that purpose.

      Ana sighed. She wasn’t blind to the human cost of that decision. “She liked it here.” She squeezed his shoulder. Jackson’s vee space was beautiful, though it broke her heart to see Earth once again as it had looked before the Collapse.

      Jackson nodded. “This is where we first met.”

      He must have been just as annoyed at her bleed-through thoughts. She was being insensitive again, considering all he was dealing with.

      Being effectively immortal was turning out to be harder than she’d ever imagined. She put an arm around his shoulders and hugged him. “I am so sorry about Glory.”

      He regarded her in surprise. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

      “Ours is a lonely path. We must make sure they get where they are going. Nothing else matters.”

      He nodded. “I know. But it’s hard. Good Lord, guide me.”

      Although she didn’t believe in a higher power, she squeezed his arm gently. “I hope he does.”
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            A Foul Wind

          

        

      

    

    
      Eddy Tremayne rode his horse, Cassiopeia, along the edge of the pastures that were the last official human habitations before the Anatov Mountains. Several ranchers along the Verge—the zone between the ranches and the foothills—had reported losses of sheep and cattle in the last few weeks.

      As the elected sheriff of First District, which ran from Micavery and the South Pole to the mountains, it was Eddy’s responsibility to find out what was going on.

      He had his crossbow strapped to his back and his long knife in a leather sheath at his waist. He’d been carrying them for long enough now—three years?—that they had started to feel natural, but the first time he’d worn the crossbow, he’d felt like a poor man’s Robin Hood.

      He doubted he’d need them out here, but sheriffs were supposed to be armed.

      He’d checked with Lex in the world mind via the South Pole terminal, but she’d reported nothing amiss. In the last few years, she had begun to deploy biodrones to keep an eye on the far-flung parts of the world, but they provided less than optimal coverage. One flyover of this part of the Verge had shown a peaceful flock of thirty sheep. The next showed eight.

      The rancher, a former neurosurgeon from New Zealand named Gia Rand, waited for him on the top of a grassy hill. The grass and trees shone with bioluminescent light, and the afternoon sky lit the surrounding countryside with a golden glow. The spindle—the aggregation of energy and glowing pollen that stretched from pole to pole—sparkled in the middle of the sky.

      The rancher pulled on her gray braid, staring angrily at something in the valley below. “Took you long enough to get here.”

      “Sorry. The train was out of service again.” Technology was slowly failing them, and they had yet to come up with good replacements.

      She snorted. “One helluva spaceship we have here.”

      He grinned. “Preaching to the choir.” Forever didn’t have the manufacturing base yet to support anything close to the technology its inhabitants had grown used to on Earth. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, if you asked him. With technology came new and better ways to kill. He’d seen it often enough in the NAU Marines. “What did you find?”

      “Look.” Her voice was almost a growl.

      Eddy looked down where she was pointing. “Oh shit.” Her missing sheep were no longer missing. They had been slaughtered.

      He urged Cassiopeia down the hillside to the rocky clearing. A small stream trickled down out of the mountains there. He counted ten carcasses, as near as he could tell from the skulls left behind. Someone had sheared a couple of them and given up. It looked like they had skinned and cut the rest up for meat, the skin and bones and extra bits discarded.

      Gia rode down the hillside behind him.

      “Didn’t you report twelve sheep missing?”

      She nodded. “Bastards took the two lambs. Probably for breeding.”

      “That actually might help us.”

      “How’s that?”

      He dismounted to take a closer look at the crime scene. “They’ll have to pasture them somewhere. May make it easier to track them down.”

      “Maybe so.” She dismounted and joined him. “This was brutal work. Look here.” She picked up a bone. “Whatever cut this was sharp but uneven. It left scratch marks across the bone.”

      “So not a metal knife.”

      “I don’t think so. Maybe a stone knife?”

      He laughed harshly. “Are we back to caveman days, then?” It wasn’t an unreasonable question.

      She was silent for a moment, staring at the mountains. “Do you think they live up there?”

      “Who?” He followed her gaze. Their highest peaks were wreathed in wisps of cloud.

      “The Ghosts.”

      The Ghosts had been a persistent myth on Forever since their abrupt departure from Earth. Some of the refugees had vanished right after the Collapse, and every now and then something would end up missing. Clothes off a line, food stocks, and the like.

      People talked. The rumors had taken on a life of their own, and now whenever something went missing, people whispered, “It’s the Ghosts.”

      Eddy didn’t believe in ghosts. He personally knew at least one refugee who had disappeared, his shipmate Davian. He guessed there must be others, though the record keeping from that time had been slipshod at best. He shrugged and looked at the sky. “Who knows?” It was likely to rain in the next day or so. Whoever had done this had left a trail, trampled into the grass. If he didn’t follow it now, it might be gone by the time he got back here with more resources.

      Gia knelt by one of the ewes, staring at the remnants of the slaughter. “Could you get me some more breeding stock? This… incident put a big dent in my herd.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” He took one last look around the site. It had to have taken an hour or two to commit this crime, and yet the thieves had apparently done it in broad daylight. Why weren’t they afraid of being caught? “I’m going to follow the trail, see where it leads.”

      Gia nodded. “Thanks. We’re taking the rest of the herd back to the barn until you get this all figured out.”

      “Sounds prudent. I’ll let you know.”

      Slipping on his hat, he climbed back up on Cassie and followed the trail across the stream toward the Anatov Mountains.

      

      Andy stepped back to look at her handiwork.

      The wooden trellis climbed about forty feet, interlacing with three others high above, each “arm” as thick around as her leg. She’d been working on this monument for weeks, crafting each part by hand, her mind reaching deep into Forever to touch the world mind and its latent routines. Each of the trellises was shaped as one of the six continents back on Old Earth, a memorial to where they had come from. Though she had never been there, she had seen it often enough, and one of her friends at the South Pole station had printed out a map for her to work with.

      The Darlith Town Council had commissioned her to do the work, transforming a sparse square into a work of art and a gathering place for the town. She had two more pieces of the sculpture to grow, but she was about done for the day. The work took a lot out of her.

      Once it was done, she’d apply a sealant and polisher to help preserve it against Forever’s limited elements.

      Around her, the city bustled. The All Faiths Church had just let out, and congregants were on their way home or out to lunch in one of the cafes that dotted the riverside.

      “It’s beautiful,” one of the women said, stopping to stare up at it.

      Others frowned and hurried on. Not everyone wanted to be reminded of what they had lost.

      There was a pile of waste she’d trimmed from the sculpture and would have to haul over to one of the town dissolution pits when she was done, where it would be dissolved and repurposed. Nothing went to waste in a closed ecosystem like Forever.

      Andy wiped her brow with the back of her hand and took a sip of water from her canteen. It was standard-issue, made from metal extruded by the world mind and stamped into shape. Forever’s production had taken on a decidedly utilitarian cast since the Collapse, as the colonists had suddenly had to do without any supplies from Earth. The world was not ready to be self-sufficient, and yet here they were. Andy saw it as her duty to bring a little beauty into a world that was basically operating at a subsistence level.

      Call from Colin, the world mind whispered in her head.

      “I’ll take it.” She tapped her temple to accept the call and wondered what Lex, Ana, and Jackson thought of her little art project. “Hey, kiddo.” Colin’s jovial voice through the loop connection made her smile.

      “Hey. Where are you?”

      “We’re coming down to Darlith today to sell some produce at the market. I heard you were in town.”

      Her father, Aaron, asking Colin to check up on her. Andy grinned. “Yeah, working on the art thing.” It had been a hard sell with the Darlith town council, until she’d offered to do it in exchange for room and board. “It’s coming along nicely. Here, take a look.” She sent him a capture of her own vision.

      “Oooh, that’s beautiful. Pretty good for a girl who never made it down to Earth.”

      “Thanks. I have a good map. When are you arriving?”

      “In the morning. Want to meet us there? Stall 72.”

      “Of course. Tomorrow’s perfect. Gives me a chance to clean up. I’m a mess now. This is sweaty work.”

      He laughed. “Can’t be nearly as difficult as building latrines for a tent city.”

      “Maybe not, but this takes a lot more concentration.” She wanted it to be right so future generations would be able to look at it and remember the world their ancestors had come from.

      “Is Delia with you?”

      “No, she stayed back at Micavery.” It was weird sleeping alone, but she’d be home soon enough. “The fabrication center keeps her busy.”

      “It’s amazing what they’re doing over there. Have they cracked a new loop yet?”

      Andy shook her head. “No, that’s fiendishly difficult with the materials and tech level we have right now. Most of their time is spent on new plant and animal hybrids and on medicines to combat the viral and bacterial bugs the refugees brought up with them.”

      She could hear his mental sigh. “Yeah, I’d hoped we were free of the common cold forever.”

      She laughed. “’Fraid not. See you tomorrow?”

      “Sounds good, kiddo. I’ll bring you some berries from the estate.” There was a double click in her head as he signed off.

      She grinned. McAvery-Trip red berries were the sweetest in Forever.

      Andy checked the time. She had just enough to get back to the house where she was staying before the ceremony began.

      She missed her grandmother. Glory had been a beautiful woman, inside and out, even in her final year. Andy had been with her that last night, holding one hand while her father held on tightly to his mother’s other one.

      Today they would honor her memory.

      

      Davian watched as Gunner sealed up the rock wall behind his little raiding party, “growing” the rock via tiny capillaries that the human eye could barely see. The man was a marvel, able to manipulate the world in ways that would have made him a god, if he weren’t so badly damaged. As to his real name, Davian hadn’t a clue, but Gunner had been his dog when he was a kid, and the name seemed oddly appropriate.

      “Good boy.” Davian tousled the man’s hair.

      Gunner smiled weakly.

      Davian fished in his pocket for one of the fungus “candies” they’d started growing back at camp, with Gunner’s help. The man took it eagerly and put it in his mouth, chewing on it contentedly.

      Gunner rarely spoke. Who knew what kinds of thoughts, simple or otherwise, went on beneath that bland exterior?

      It had taken a stroke of luck for Davian to figure out that the refugee had such a connection to Forever. He’d caught Gunner playing around with his power, using it to make little twisted men out of extensions of the roots that grew far under the world’s surface. Like that Andy girl and her father. He’d known then that the man was something special.

      The others of the hunting party stood in silence, awaiting the orders of the Preacher.

      Davian grinned. Being called the Preacher suited him. He wasn’t quite ready to claim godhead status. Not yet. “Come on. I want to make camp within the hour.” He’d taken his men on a raid to sharpen their skills and to get some red meat. It was good to feed killers on red meat. It made them stronger.

      The wool was a secondary benefit, as was the fear and uncertainty his little raid would sow in the above-grounders. They had no idea how to run a long-term, functioning society. They didn’t have the skills to keep control of the human impulse for centuries at a time until the ship reached its destination.

      “Come on, Gunner.” Over time and hundreds of brief conversations with the man, he’d worked out that Gunner had been sent up there as a weapon by the Sino-African Syndicate to bring down the project by destroying Transfer Station.

      It still made Davian whistle whenever he thought about it. He’d been one of the few human witnesses to the catastrophic destruction.

      Gunner had inserted the virus into the station-mind, the one that had killed it and then blown the station’s core. That Gunner had done it, mentally handicapped as he was… he was a powerful weapon.

      Gunner had been picked up on the streets of Spokane by the Sino-African intelligence and pressed into service as the war was heating up.

      Davian knew firsthand some of the methods that the Chafs would have used. He still woke up some nights screaming, thinking he was in the hotbox.

      No matter now. The Chafs were gone to blood and dust, and they’d unwittingly left him the key to taking over this new world.

      Now he just had to figure out the best way to use it.

      

      Aaron stared out the window of his office at the gently waving, glowing branches of the Mallowood trees.

      Today was the day. His mother was gone, and they would celebrate that fact with some kind of ceremony that Keera had whipped up. It rubbed him wrong, somehow, to think about celebrating Glory’s death.

      His office was a far cry from the white, pristine office he’d had on Transfer Station. Here almost everything was made of native wood and other local materials, lending the office a warm, almost golden radiance.

      Of course, it was aided by the glow from the plants and the sky outside. At this distance, the spindle—a stream of windswept pollen that provided a diffuse glow over the whole world, augmenting the plant light—was almost uniform. It obscured the view of about a third of the world above his head.

      It had taken him the better part of six months on the ground to get used to that strange and wonderful vista—the sight of the world curving up around him like a great multicolored patchwork wall, cresting like a wave far above his head. Now he rarely noticed it, though some deep animal part of his brain still grumbled about it from time to time.

      Once he’d relied on his AI for data. Now, his reports were mostly on paper. Sure, the colony still had technology—the world mind itself was a supreme achievement of Earth’s high-tech society—but they no longer had the infrastructure to build so many things they had come to rely upon on Earth and at Transfer Station.

      His train to Darlith, for instance, that would likely never go any farther.

      The Collapse of the Earth had come on too quickly for neat planning and careful stocking of equipment and supplies. It was left to the survivors to figure out a way to make it all work.

      Some reports did come in over the network. Most people still had loops in their temples, though those that malfunctioned couldn’t be replaced. He took this information down on paper, by hand, using graphite pencils made at the fabrication center. At least they could manage that much.

      There were more reports of Ghost activity all along the Verge. From the sheep slaughter that Eddy was out investigating to petty larceny—clothing stolen off the line, crops raided, etc.—things were getting tense. There’d even been a fire along the foothills of the Anatovs, which the world mind had quickly put out with some well-timed rainfall.

      The Anatovs. Aaron shook his head. That had been a hard name to get used to. He could still see Ana’s face when he closed his eyes. She had let herself be subsumed into the world mind as he held her in his arms, deep in the bowels of the world.

      She was still alive, in a sense, and his mother, Glory, was dead.

      He spoke to Ana from time to time about matters important to the colony, such as the upcoming asteroid rendezvous, and she was still the same cantankerous genius she’d always been.

      He turned his attention back to the reports on his desk. There was something going on out there, and it bugged the hell out of him that he didn’t know what it was. A rising tide of strangeness.

      There had been personnel disappearances, too, over the last six years, in addition to the surprising undercounts at the refugee camp after the Collapse. Aaron was sure it all added up to nothing good. He needed more data.

      Aaron sighed. He was putting it off. He knew it, but he had to get going.

      “Hey, Dad.” Andy’s voice came through his loop. “You ready?”

      “Yeah. I suppose so.” He’d spent the last month fighting with the world mind—with his own father even—begging for them to take Glory in. She didn’t have to die, not forever. His father was proof of that.

      But Jackson had been steadfastly against it. “It’s not fair,” his father had said. “We can’t save Glory because we can’t save them all. And she would never have it.”

      They’d kept the knowledge of Jackson’s existence in the world mind from his wife. From just about everyone, actually. Few people knew about any of the Immortals. Now Aaron wondered if that hadn’t been a mistake. In the end, he and Andy had been there for her as she departed this mortal plane, although Jackson had stolen the last few moments from him.

      Jayson, Aaron’s younger brother, had been the first of his nuclear family they’d lost—God rest his soul—in the War on Earth. Now it was just him and his immortal father.

      Andy pinged him. “Can I ride along?”

      “Of course.” He felt her slip in alongside him in his mind as he opened his senses to her so she could see what he saw and hear what he heard.

      Feel what he felt.

      It wasn’t true telepathy, but it was as close as he’d ever experienced, a product of Jackson Hammond’s gift to his children and grandchildren.

      He put the papers away in a folder in his desk and left the room, glancing out the window once more at the serene scene outside. Jayson would have liked it here.

      Andy agreed.

      He closed the door softly behind him, and they went out to find Glory’s friends.
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            Lights in the Wind

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex soared over his world, his golden eagle wings extended to ride the trade winds. He had taken his male form, exulting in it. Some days he discarded gender altogether, flowing through the day without worry for which side of himself he was presenting.

      Far below, Earthsea stretched out for hundreds and hundreds of miles, smaller and larger islands dotting the azure blue.

      He’d taken inspiration for it from an Old Earth sci-fi series, one that spoke to him even if it was just bits of ones and zeroes representing the printed characters of mankind. These humans, some of them at least, were adept at painting pictures using only words, stretching a twenty-six-character alphabet and some assorted punctuation across canvasses as wide as a world. Or larger.

      He liked to go there when he was feeling stressed. To soar, to swim, or just to bask in the sunlight for a few moments. It helped him clear his head.

      Only part of him was here, of course. The rest was still grounded in the world mind, running its processes, responding to its needs.

      Lex shifted his perception. He had no eyes, per se, but he could see through the eyes of the humans he carried, those with loops and those with augmented abilities. Those who allowed it, anyhow.

      He also had a small army of biodrones.

      Lex could see the universe outside as well, through the sensors embedded on the flanks of the world. The universe mankind could no longer see and might one day forget altogether.

      The sun was just a small ball of light from here. Five years of travel had brought them out to the asteroid belt, to their last stop before leaving Sol and her planets behind. The seed ship had been in slowdown mode for weeks as they matched velocity with Isis.

      Lex went back to his sanctuary, settling down on a small island whose volcanic cone towered above a black sand beach. His wings disappeared, and his feet crunched on the sand, the waves lapping over them to leave a foamy rime on his toes.

      “Who… who are you?”

      Lex turned to see a woman standing on his beach, staring at him, her eyes wide open. The woman had black-and-silver hair and copper-colored skin. Lex would have guessed her age to be in her late sixties or early seventies.

      He was as startled to see her as she was to see him.

      “Are you an angel?” Her mouth was wide open.

      Whoever or whatever she was, she couldn’t be here. It was impossible. Lex checked his subroutines. There were no AI personality files running in his Earthsea sim. And yet… “I’m Lex. And… who are you?”

      “Glory.” The woman stood up taller, as if uttering her own name had given her back some of her confidence. “Glory Hammond.”

      Lex didn’t pay much attention to the goings-on in the human world, but he knew who Glory was. “You’re—”

      “He’s gone. Jackson. I can’t find him.”

      How are you here? “I don’t understand—”

      Glory vanished. A wave washed over the sand where she had been standing, wiping away her footprints.

      How strange. Jackson would know what was going on. Or maybe Glory was one of his memory figments, bleeding through.

      Lex slipped off to look for him, checking all his usual haunts.

      There were telltale signs in the system that would usually lead Lex to him, even when he had shut himself off to work on something. Or to mourn, a human emotion he had only truly come to understand when Ronan, the Transfer Station mind, had died.

      Lex searched for Jackson with growing concern.

      He couldn’t find the other immortal anywhere. Lex felt a rising sense of panic, something he wasn’t used to and frankly didn’t like much.

      Ana. He had to tell Ana. Then they could figure out what to do.

      

      Cassie climbed the foothills at the edge of the Verge, carrying Eddy up toward the Anatov Mountains. The horse seemed to enjoy being out there in the wilds. As wild as they could be on a man-made world.

      Eddy stared up at the vast peaks that towered above them. Even after six years, Forever still had the capacity to surprise him. It was hard to accept that the world—built on such a grand scale—was the work of the hands of man. Or woman. The Anatov—Ana Anatov—who had gifted her name to these peaks.

      The foothills were sparsely planted, mostly a crabgrass variant that spread on its own, and occasional wildflowers—though to call anything on Forever “wild” was a stretch.

      There were only scattered trees up there. The glowing grass had been beaten down along the path of the marauders, creating a dark and ugly stain across the hills.

      It was hard for Eddy to imagine anyone doing something like this on Forever. He’d seen enough of the crimes of humanity when he’d fought in the wars that had consumed Earth in her last decade. But his world was supposed to be different.

      The world was like an island among the stars. Where was there to hide?

      He checked his loop for the time. It was close to nightfall. His circadian rhythms had adapted, aligning themselves with Forever’s days and nights, but he missed things like cold and hot. On Forever, it was always temperate, a side effect of the seed ship’s living architecture. It never snowed, and it was most certainly never hot.

      He climbed to the top of one of the rolling foothills and turned to look at the world behind him. From here, he could almost see the South Pole, the wall that marked the end of Forever. Around him, the walls of the world curled up to meet high above, their point of merger hidden by the sky glow.

      Micavery was too small to see at this distance.

      He’d come all this way on horseback, while traveling inside a ship floating in the void. It was surreal. He supposed future generations would come to see it as normal, everyday even—but he was still an Earth boy at heart.

      The grasses around him went dark, as did the glow that emanated from the middle of the sky. Nightfall swept toward Lake Jackson far below, passing the Verge, the ranches and farmlands, and the orchards where so much of the world’s food came from.

      At last, the shores of the lake winked out, and he could finally see Micavery Port, the lights of it, anyhow, as they shone in the newly come darkness.

      Above, the golden glow of the spindle had diminished to a silver gleam.

      He sighed. It was such a beautiful world, but it seemed it still harbored some of Old Earth’s evil. Wherever mankind went….

      Eddy dismounted, lit a lantern full of luthiel, and set about making camp.

      

      It was time for Glory’s ceremony. Aaron had been avoiding thinking about it all day, but his mother kept creeping into his thoughts.

      He followed the path that wound through Micavery Port down toward Lake Jackson. The town had doubled in size after the influx of refugees during the Collapse, as everyone was pressed into work gangs to build housing for the new and unexpected population.

      Two little girls ran past him, shrieking.

      Aaron laughed. It was good to have so many new children in the colony. Though he supposed they were a colony no more.

      People were doing what people did when there was space to be filled. They’d managed to keep up with growth on the food-supply end—barely—but at some point they’d have to look at some kind of population control. Another one of the long-term plans that had to be sped up to stabilize this new world.

      Keera met him at the village green, under the tall antenna that supported the colony’s communications. They’d need more of them, eventually—another pressing problem that was put off until another day, when they could find the time to build the infrastructure they needed to manufacture that kind of tech.

      “Hey.” He kissed her on the forehead.

      “Hey there. Rough day?” She massaged her belly unconsciously. She was five months pregnant with their second child.

      Even the director wasn’t immune to the pressures of his base humanity.

      Keera had insisted on keeping up her work responsibilities running the fabrication center, and Aaron knew better than to push.

      “Yeah, a bit. More Ghosts.” He was sick of Ghosts.

      Hand in hand, they walked down to the wharf.

      “That again? Half of those are just folks forgetting what they did with their stuff. Or not wanting to admit how they screwed up and lost it.”

      Aaron nodded. “But if even half of the rest are real?”

      “The marauders?”

      “Yes.” Aaron was worried about the growing lawlessness. They were only two steps away from chaos.

      “Enough time to worry about them tomorrow. Tonight, we’re honoring your mother.” She squeezed his arm and leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “Why your father wouldn’t take Glory into the world mind?”

      “Yes. It’s been a great comfort to me knowing he’s there. Talking to him when I’m lost. When I don’t know what to do.”

      “He has his reasons.” She sighed. “I know that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” It was hard enough knowing Glory’s body had been reclaimed in one of the dissolution pits. They had to come up with a better name for those. Her constituent parts were now a part of the world around them. There was no room to bury the dead. She was truly lost to him now.

      He hadn’t spoken to Jackson since his mother had died, and every time he thought of it, it made him angry. Even Ana had been accepted into the mind—the woman whose actions had taken away Aaron’s father so many years before. So why not Glory?

      “Let it go. Just for tonight.” Keera kissed him on the cheek.

      He nodded. She was right. Keera was almost always right, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      “Aaron, look!” She let go of his hand to run down toward the dock.

      Hundreds of people were waiting by the water of Lake Jackson, each one holding one of the new candles Keera had made, the ones that burned clean without any smoke. The crowd parted as he approached, clearing a space for him along the wooden pier that jutted out into the lake. “Are you seeing this?” he whispered to Andy. His daughter had been riding his mind in respectful silence.

      “It’s beautiful.” He could hear her tears.

      He wiped his own eyes with the back of his hand. “It is.” His mother would have loved this.

      People touched his arms and shoulders as he passed, whispering condolences.

      “So sorry for your loss.”

      “She was such a sweet woman.”

      “You okay?”

      “I will be,” he said to the last.

      Aaron reached the end of the pier and turned to survey all the waiting faces. He checked his loop—he had about three minutes.

      “I am happy to see all of you here. To realize how many of you my mother touched in her time at Transfer, and later on Forever.”

      Keera handed him a candle. Aaron held it while she lit the wick with her own.

      He held it up in the air. “Like her name, she was a bright light in the world. Mama, I miss you. God is waiting in heaven for you.” The last bit trailed off in a sob, but he didn’t care. He’d not been as religious as his parents, but right now he could use a little old-fashioned faith that she was in a better place.

      Keera squeezed his arm. “May I?”

      He nodded and stepped to the side.

      “Later on, we’ll tell each other about our memories of Glory.” She held her candle high. “But nightfall is upon us. Each of your candles has an apparatus attached to a hinge. Please rotate the hinge like this.” She demonstrated. “This will make an air sail.”

      Aaron looked down at his own candle in wonder and smiled gratefully. When had she had time to arrange this? He raised his own candle’s sail.

      “Here comes nightfall!”

      The light of the world dimmed all around them, the trees and grasses and cattails fading, and within thirty seconds it was dark. The jetty was lit only by a few lanterns and by more than a hundred candles.

      Keera’s face shone with a golden glow. She lifted her candle again. “Love you, Glory,” she whispered so softly that only Jackson could hear.

      Then she let the candle go. It floated into the air over the lake, drifting up into the darkness. Soon it was followed by another and another, then tens, hundreds of them.

      Aaron held his up. “May God find you.” He let his go and looked up into the sky. It was filled with lights.

      He pulled Keera close. “It’s so beautiful. How did you—”

      She put a finger over his lips. “Leave me a few secrets.”

      One of the lights flared, an incandescent supernova in the night, and then it was gone.

      “What the heck?”

      “Watch.”

      There was another, then another, and suddenly the sky was full of flares.

      Glory really would have loved this.

      Aaron closed his eyes, remembering the last time he had seen her:

      Glory held his hand.

      “I’m here, Mama.”

      “Jackson?”

      A strange surge had run through him, and suddenly he was a bystander in his own body.

      “Yes, Glory, I’m here.”

      Aaron looked on as if over his own shoulder, feeling paralyzed and angry.

      How had Jackson done it? And why? This was his time with his mother.

      “I knew you’d come back to me.” Glory cupped his face with her hand.

      “I wouldn’t let you go into the night alone.”

      Jackson squeezed Glory’s hand and kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you soon.” Then everything had gone black.

      When Aaron had come back to consciousness again, Jackson was gone from his head, leaving a bad taste in his mouth.

      When Aaron looked down at his mother, he saw she had gone too.

      His father had taken that final moment from him and then had vanished from his mind without a word.

      Keera was right. He would let that go, for the night.

      Tomorrow he was going to find his father and give him hell for it.

      

      Andy sat back in her chair at the River Bend Café looking over the Rhyl, sipping a cup of morning brew, or embrew, as the locals had taken to calling it. Some folks still yearned for the days of coffee, but Andy had tried it once and thought the whole thing was wildly overrated.

      She stared out over the river, visible in the darkness by the lanterns hung along the Riverwalk. People passed by in couples and small groups.

      Glory’s ceremony had been beautiful, but she was uneasy about her father’s mental state.

      Few people knew about this thing they could do, riding on each other’s perceptions. They’d discovered it by accident, about a year after the Collapse, when they’d been rock climbing in the Anatov Mountains.

      Her father had been right below her.

      She’d slipped on a rough footing, sliding past him, and he had reached for her….

      And then he’d been in her head, grasping at a handhold and bringing her slide to a stop.

      She’d never known if she would have survived without his help—but in that moment, they’d discovered a new way to connect with each other.

      Her father was so upset by her grandmother’s death, and by her grandfather’s response to it. Normally he didn’t let her see what was going on behind the curtain when she rode with him. But he’d clearly been distracted and had forgotten she was there.

      When the ceremony had ended, she’d backed out of his mind quietly.

      Why wouldn’t Jackson want Glory to be part of the world mind?

      It puzzled her. Her father hadn’t spoken a word about it to her over the last few weeks, but clearly it was something that had been eating at him.

      She closed her eyes and sought a connection. Jackson?

      She never really called him Grandpa. He’d only been a ghost to her, an online companion, and his name had always seemed a more natural way to address him.

      There was no answer. Maybe he needed his space too.

      Andy resolved to talk with her father about the whole mess when she got back to Micavery.

      She finished her embrew and sandwich and made her way back to the little house where she was staying while she worked on her art project.

      The McHenrys, her hosts, were a nice couple who had come up as refugees and now ran a small laundromat out of their home on the outskirts of Darlith.

      She had promised to improve the place in exchange for lodging and breakfast, but she had her work cut out for her. It was gonna be a long night.
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      Ana was deep in consultation with Keera about improvements to be made to some of the feed crops in the next release when she felt someone else’s presence in her lab.

      “Those are all great ideas.” She wrapped up her notes and flicked them back into her archive, and they popped and vanished. “We’re in rendezvous mode, so things are hectic now. But I’ll see what I can do when I have a moment.” Keeping an ecosystem in balance—especially a small closed one like Forever—required constant small changes to keep the trend line running straight down the middle. If things got too far out of whack, they could rapidly spiral out of control.

      “Thanks. Will we feel the effects of the rendezvous here?” Keera’s disembodied voice floated through the air.

      “Maybe a slight bump. If all goes smoothly, the disruption will be minimal, but there are always risks when you bring together two large objects in space. We’ll do the best we can to warn you ahead of time.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ana paused. “It was a beautiful ceremony.”

      “You saw it?”

      “Yes. Through one of the other colonist’s eyes.”

      “Did Jackson see it?”

      “I don’t know.” Keera was one of the few people who knew about the split identity of the world mind.

      “Tell him hello for me.” Keera was a peacemaker, always trying to bridge the gap when the people in her life were at odds. Ana admired that about her.

      “Will do.” Ana cut the connection. “You’re lurking,” she said without looking up.

      Lex emerged from the shadows at the edge of the lab. “I didn’t want to intrude.”

      “Appreciated. What do you need?” She turned to give Lex her full attention.

      “He’s gone.” Her face looked tired and drawn. After the first year, Ana had long since stopped wondering at how well the virtual world mirrored the real one.

      “Who?”

      “Jackson.” Lex created a chair for herself out of the white floor and sat down, worry lines at the edges of her lips giving away her anxiety. “There was a ghost in the system.”

      Ana frowned. “What kind of ghost?” Lex wasn’t prone to superstition or error.

      “Glory.”

      “Ah.” Probably a memory slip. Of late, there’d been an increasing amount of bleed-through between the three of them. One of the consequences of sharing a mind. “Maybe Jackson’s?”

      “Maybe.” Lex looked up, her eyes bright. “She said she couldn’t find Jackson, and then she was gone. I checked everywhere. I can’t find him either.”

      Ana covered her mouth with her hand. “Do you think he…?” She couldn’t say it. Self-deleted, they called it. An option they had become aware of a few years before—the ultimate death for those who otherwise could live for centuries.

      “I don’t know. He’s still drawing processing power, but I can’t find him anywhere.” She looked dejected. Lex and Jackson had grown close—big brother–little sister close. AIs really were human, in their own way.

      Ana pulled Lex in for a hug, aware of the absurdity of what she was doing, offering a virtual hug to an artificial life-form. But somehow that didn’t matter. “We’ll find him.”

      Lex nodded. “I hope so.”

      

      Eddy woke to a perfect Forever morning. The air was comfortable on his skin, and the morning light had already crept by, brightening up every blade of grass and every “wild” flower that dotted the meadow where he’d stopped for the night.

      Cassie grazed contentedly off to one side of the camp.

      He climbed out of his sleeping bag and wandered over to the creek that ran alongside the campsite. The watercourse brought fresh, clean water out of the mountains whose foothills he was climbing. The water was warm, having run down from the heights where the rising heat provided an almost tropical atmosphere. It would cool as it ran down toward Lake Jackson.

      Eddy knelt beside a shallow pool in his underwear, dipping his hands into the water to splash some on his face and over his arms, giving himself a rudimentary cleaning.

      Then he sat back, looking around at the paradise he’d struggled so hard to reach six years before. That crazy ride in the Moonjumper in the last days of Earth seemed simultaneously so fresh and so long ago.

      He wondered for the hundredth time what had become of Davian, his partner on the long, hot, claustrophobic trip up from Earth.

      Eddy splashed some water over his hair and massaged it into shape with his fingers, smiling as he remembered how much time he used to put into his appearance when he’d been Evelyne. He caressed his flat, firm chest absently, comfortable in his current form. That had been a long time ago too.

      He returned to the camp, shaking out his shirt and pants and pulling them on. Some of the estates outside Darlith were growing a new hybrid cotton, and Forever was finally gaining its first homemade fashion—if you could call lumpy shirts and baggy pants fashion.

      Eddy packed up the camp and put Cassie’s saddle on her. He turned to stare up at the sky. It would rain later in the day—he could feel it in the air.

      Eddy ate a roll and some cave cheese, along with a bit of dried fruit. Some entrepreneurial spirit had discovered the curdling powers of the glowing mold that filled Forever’s caverns. It made a tart, light-bodied cheese that was delicious despite the off-putting bright green marbling the fungus left behind.

      He fed Cassie a couple of sugar cubes, patting her neck gently. Then he tied down his pack and his sleeping bag and climbed onto the saddle, guiding her to follow the path of trampled grass. It was already starting to recover—another day and the way would be almost impossible to see amid the general glow of the hillsides.

      Ahead, the Anatov Mountains were arrayed around the circle of the world like a gap-toothed dragon’s grin, the inspiration for their original name. Legend said that Ana Anatov had died there, but it had happened twenty years before Eddy had arrived on Forever.

      He followed the trail up and over the rolling hills, crowned with glowing copses. Whoever had slaughtered the sheep didn’t seem to have made any attempt to conceal their trail. It made a straight path through the grassy hills toward the mountains. If anything, it was as if they wanted it to be followed.

      That thought gave Eddy pause. He could be walking into a trap.

      The land ahead had many places where marauders could hide, hills and folds and stands of trees, hedges of wild red berry bushes that might conceal three or ten or more.

      His old instincts from his dark time in the Hong Kong battle zone kicked in.

      

      Eddy backed up against the smooth wall of the old temple, a two-story building in the heart of a land of superscrapers. He beckoned his squad to come up behind him. One by one, they crossed the street and slipped up against the same wall.

      A carved green dragon with a red tongue stared at him from the corner of the temple roof.

      Crap, he missed the NAU.

      It was quiet on the street. Too quiet. In Eddy’s war experience, quiet was almost always bad.

      When all his men were with him, he poked his head around the corner. The street seemed empty, but two-hundred-story buildings lined both sides of it, with lots of windows and a fair share of gaping holes staring down on the street.

      It could be a death trap.

      This mission stank to high heaven—sneaking through the edge of Hong Kong to find some Chinese dissident who supposedly had information critical to the war effort.

      Eddy was a soldier. Soldiers followed orders.

      He signaled his men to follow and slipped around the corner.

      That’s when all hell broke loose.

      

      Eddy grimaced. He’d witnessed the best and the worst of behavior during the war—the depths of human depravity and the reactions of decent people in the face of it.

      In the end, of course, depravity had won. The world he’d known was gone.

      Eddy slowed down, taking care to search out each potential hiding spot as he followed the trail. He fingered the leather whip at his waist uneasily.

      Toward midafternoon, the sky started to darken as clouds slipped along the spindle. He pulled Cassie to a halt and stared at the storm clouds for a few minutes, still fascinated at how tempests formed in Forever.

      It started as a thin gray line, which threaded its way along the spindle, following the world’s trade winds. The line expanded into a series of billowing clouds, darkening as they spread out toward the ground.

      Eddy continued on, hurrying to beat the storm. He crested another hill, and the trail he was following went… strange. It led down to a dry gully that ran along a gray rock wall. All the grass at the base of the hill was trampled, as if the party had stopped there for a few minutes to rest. Then the trail just ended.

      Eddy pulled Cassie to a halt, slipping off her saddle and tying her to an alifir tree on the hillside.

      His instincts told him to stop. Something was wrong here. Something bad was about to happen, like that day in Hong Kong when he’d lost half of his men.

      He slipped down the hill cautiously, looking for any sign of where the bandits might have gone. On the hillside above, Cassie neighed nervously.

      The rain started, just a few drops at first. The storm had reduced the light by half.

      Eddy reached the base of the hill, scrambling to review the scene before the rain washed any evidence away. There had been at least five or six people here, from the various shoe treads he found. They seemed to all lead up to the rock face.

      It made no sense.

      Eddy ran his hand along the rock. It was rough for a stretch, and then it smoothed out. He traced the smooth patch. It was about six feet high and four feet wide. He stood back, unsure what to make of it.

      The rain grew stronger, pelting the disturbed earth.

      Eddy turned to head back up the hill and stepped on something hard. He knelt to pull it out of the mud.

      It was a knife. A black stone knife, beautifully crafted as if it had been molded instead of chiseled. He touched the edge. It was wickedly sharp and stained with blood.

      Eddy guessed the world mind could have made it, but he hadn’t seen its like before.

      He tucked it into his belt next to his long knife and decided he needed to get out of the gully before the water from the storm started flowing down the watercourse.

      Eddy turned to go, but his left leg wouldn’t lift. He looked down to see that he’d gotten stuck under a root. He tried to pull his foot out, but another one curled up around his ankle. “What the hell?”

      A third root wrapped itself up his right leg, and when he tried to grab it to break it off, it snaked around his arm as well.

      Eddy pulled out the knife and tried to cut it off, but the effort was like trying to slice through iron.

      He shoved the knife into his belt and tried his own. The sharp metal fared no better than the sharpened stone.

      He tapped his loop. The rain was pelting his back now, and he was trapped in an awkward position as the roots continued to wrap their way up and around him.

      “Get me, Andy,” Eddy gasped over the connection.

      Agonizing seconds passed while the world mind tried to connect him.

      Water was flowing down the gully now, running over his feet, and the roots continued to pull him inexorably toward the ground. He would drown if he couldn’t get free.

      “Hey, Eddy, what’s up?” Andy’s voice sounded cheery as always.

      “Andy, you have to help me!”

      

      “It’s beautiful.” Colin rubbed the silver beard on his chin, staring up at the partially completed sculpture.

      Trip nodded. The other former starship captain was still wildly handsome in his senior years, with his silver hair, blue eyes, and booming deep voice. “You have a lot of talent, young lady.”

      Andy beamed. The afternoon rains had just passed, the clouds threading their way past the ring of the Anatovs toward Micavery and the South Pole. Her sculpture glistened in the afternoon light.

      “It’s really quite impressive. It’s funny how things seem—smaller?—when you ride on someone else’s shoulders.” Colin stepped up to touch the wood. “Feels quite sturdy too.”

      Andy laughed. “The town council insisted on it being able to bear a lot of weight. They think it’s a big jungle gym.”

      Colin laughed. “I could see that.”

      Andy traced the edge of South America. “I got the inspiration from one of our talks that time I came to your house.” She closed her eyes. “You told me what a shame it was that I’d never see the skies of Earth.” She remembered that day like it was yesterday. She opened her eyes and walked around the sculpture, picturing the last bits that still needed to be grown. “There’s so much we won’t remember in another fifty or a hundred years.”

      Colin nodded. “The world mind will remember for us, but I know what you mean.” He looked up again at the sculpture. “It’s a good thing you’re doing. Someday our descendants will have no memory of Earth at all.” He laughed ruefully. “It’s thoughts like that which make me feel old.”

      “You’re not that old.”

      He looked up at her with a twinkle in his eyes. “I am that old. But it’s kind of you to say so.”

      “I’m—” Something was coming through on her loop. “Oh fuck Ariadne!”

      “What’s wrong?” Colin frowned.

      “I’m sorry. It’s Eddy. He’s in trouble.” She knelt and touched the wood at the base of one of the parts of the sculpture, making a strong connection to the world mind. She closed her eyes and dipped into it, leaving Colin behind. She followed Eddy’s signal out of Darlith, past the mountains, and down into a gully where he was trapped as the runoff rose. He was thrashing about in panic.

      “It’s okay, Eddy. I’m here,” she said in his head through the loop.

      “Andy?”

      “It’s me.” Something was holding him down. “Look, I can’t help you unless you let me in.”

      “I can’t… the water is rising….”

      “Eddy, listen to me.” She marshaled as reassuring a tone as she could manage. “Close your eyes. It’s gonna be okay. Let me in.”

      “Okay.”

      She felt Eddy’s mental resistance drop away and slipped in through his connection to the world mind. Then she was riding his perceptions like she’d done with her father the day before.

      She opened his eyes.

      The rain was heavy, and the runoff from the mountains was quickly rising in the narrow gully. She didn’t have much time.

      Eddy dipped down into the ground below him.

      Roots, like those she had summoned for the sculpture, had wrapped themselves around his legs and arms. They weren’t from a tree or bush. These were part of the world itself. Something or someone had trapped him.

      She concentrated on the one around his left arm, urging it to withdraw. It loosened its grip, but then it stopped moving, resisting her efforts.

      Andy had never seen that happen before. The world was always responsive to her.

      She had loosened it enough to pull out Eddy’s arm with a bit of wiggling, and it didn’t reengage. That was something.

      She touched the root that wrapped his other arm, and it too loosened. Then it stopped too.

      The water was up to his chest now, and she could feel Eddy starting to panic again.

      “Hang in there. You’re going to be okay,” she said with more confidence than she felt. If she couldn’t get it to withdraw….

      She gripped the root tightly and commanded it to break.

      This time she succeeded. It fell into a handful of pieces that were immediately washed away by the rushing waters.

      Emboldened now, with both of Eddy’s arms free, she grasped the roots that held his legs with his hands. In seconds, both of them crumbled to bits too.

      She let go of Eddy’s mind and shouted, “Run!”

      Eddy wasted no time, scrambling out of the water and up the hill, while she rode his senses. He collapsed on the wet grass above the water line, gasping for breath. “Holy hell, what was that?”

      “I don’t know. I’d get farther away from it, though, just in case.” The world mind didn’t attack people. This felt intentional, though how someone could have done it, she had no idea. In fact, only she and her father and the world mind itself had the capability, as far as she knew.

      Was there someone else on Forever who could manipulate the world’s subroutines like she could? Or maybe better than she did?

      Andy shivered. She remembered the day Ronan, the Transfer Station mind, had died. Someone from Earth had broken into the mind to infect him with a virus that had destroyed the Station and killed him, and had almost resulted in the deaths of hundreds of station personnel.

      She and her father had discussed the possibility that there was another talent on Forever. Someone who could connect to and manipulate biominds directly with their own mind.

      If that were true, though, how had they stayed hidden for so long without anyone noticing? Were they there still?

      “Eddy, did you see anyone here when you arrived?” she asked through the loop.

      “No. The place was abandoned. I’m chasing a band of Ghosts who slaughtered a dozen sheep on the Verge.”

      “Some Ghosts, if they can manage something like that.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Look, I have to go. Colin is with me, and they’ll be getting worried. I need to see what you have there. Can you wait for me? I’ll come as quickly as I can.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In Darlith. I can be there in the morning.”

      “Okay. I’ll pull back a little. I don’t want to get trapped again.”

      “Good idea. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Andy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for saving my ass.”

      “Hey, what are friends for?” She let him go and slipped back to herself. She opened her eyes to find Colin by her side, staring at her anxiously.

      “Everything okay?” Colin helped her up.

      She shook her head. “Something—someone like me, I think—attacked Eddy.” She explained what had happened. “I’m worried.”

      Colin whistled. “You think there are more people like you and Aaron?”

      “I don’t know.” The thought made her head hurt. “I need to go see what Eddy found. Damn.”

      “What?”

      “I didn
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