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  Praise for Dryland's End


  This book is further proof that Felice Picano can succeed beautifully in any genre of fiction. Here we have the colorful originality that is found in the greatest science fiction and fantasy writers, the wide-ranging imagination that creates not only fine writers, characterization, and gripping plot, but also fabricates entire worlds—worlds rich with warrior women, space travel, mysterious gods, political intrigue and rebellion, biological warfare, and sexualities both subtle and shifting. In other words, like the best speculative fiction, this book provides the lucky reader with both an escape into the extraordinary and a mirror for humanity’s deepest issues and concerns. In the exotic settings of this novel’s distant planets, we recognize familiar compulsions that collect, collide, and disperse in our own hearts: the centripetal tug of love, loyalty, and courage, matched against the centrifugal forces of greed, ambition, and strife.

  — Jeff Mann, Author of Edge

  Associate Professor of English, Virginia Tech


  *


  Set so far in the future that the exact location of the home planet of the Humes (humans) isn’t remembered, this book examines relationships between the sexes, and between species from a new perspective and with more than a touch of levity. The ruling class of women in much of the galaxy, the Matriarchy, in power for several millennia, is suddenly facing challenges on many fronts, not the least of which is a rebellion of the Cybers (android like machines and computers) who have a designed a virus that could wipe out hume-kind.

  Ay’r Kerry Sanqq’, a virtual orphan in a society that valorizes Motherhood, is sent in search of his father, a biologist who was banned from research and disappeared shortly after Ay’r birth. His avocation (no one has a job per se just interests they pursue) as a Species Ethologist, allows Ay’r the background he needs to engage the indigenous people on the planet Pelagia – over 90 percent ocean – where his father is rumored to be.

  In the meanwhile, pitched battles are fought intrigues are developed, and treachery abounds in the rest of the galaxy as entire species face extinction. New alliances sometimes surprising, are formed, as the stultified social order begins to collapse. With its subjects of cloning and genetic manipulation, same sex marriages and other controversial issues, Dryland’s End remains as pertinent today as when it was first published.

  In full-fledged sci-fi form, Picano has created entirely new civilizations, species, even new language forms for his society. A phenomenally well-written book.

  Virginia Gazette
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  Introduction

  


  



  “Of course we three would be Alphas!” was my arrogant, twelve-year-old commentary on Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. My interlocutors were the Caruso twins, next-door neighbors in the Long Island suburb where I grew up. They were older – nineteen – architecture students at Pratt Institute, and they’d given me my first adult book to read. Over the past several weeks I’d read it and they were quizzing me about it – not just how did I like it or who the characters were – stupid classroom questions. Instead, they asked me hard questions: Did I think the world would ever become the way Huxley wrote of it? Not even a little? Wasn’t it already somewhat like it? And if not like that, then how did I see it becoming? And who did I see myself as? What classification according to Huxley? And them? And my siblings? And our neighbors?

  I’d been reading since I was four and a half years old, but I’d become bored with reading. This was probably because the books they gave us to read in school were disconnected to our lives – that is when they weren’t just old and boring – and partly because I’d already read all the books in the children’s and young teens’ sections of our little local library, and my parents’ grown-up books didn’t really attract me; partly because it was summer and I lived on and for roller skates, bicycles, and – when I could get

  
  
  	

  	

  	

  	

  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  

  
  
  

  


  


  ANNOTATIONS & DIVINATIONS

  upon the Logo-Con-Intellectu-Universalis

  Volume: 1119 File: 31004692Ld

  with special attention to:

  occurrences upon the “Seeded Planet” PELAGIA in the Far Outer Arm, Globular Sinister, Sector Q-X at a galactic ecliptic locus = 6:33'45" in the Sidereal Time Year 3831

  and

  the Pseudo-View-Narrative File titled

  


  DRYLAND’S END

  by Members of the Hesperian Vir’ism Center


  



  ENTRY 28976: PVN: PSEUDO-VIEW-NARRATIVE

  – A DECADENT ART FORM




  First developed ca. 2250 STY in the Metropolitan-Terra Area, it spread rapidly throughout nearby systems and reached its first full developmental stasis ca. 2400. A method of total-sensory narrative, PVN relied upon the sequential “following” of a narrative – characters, scene, ambiance, plotting, motivation, etc. – over an extended period of time: each PVN might be experienced for as long as two years.

  The form was revivified significantly ca. 2940, when quintuple life span extension became universally available, thus allowing much greater lengths of leisure time that could be given over to this combination art form and entertainment. The form itself became extended to match such leisure and was deepened significantly with the addition of large quantities of secondary relevant material: scientific, historical, and even philological. Naturally, PVN lent itself primarily to “realistic” modes of narration, especially biography, memoirs, and fiction, previously available in such detail only by “reading.” However, scientific as well as philosophic PVNs soon proved popular, especially those dealing with the exploration of distant and unusual star systems.

  By the beginning of the 3rd Millennium, shorter versions of PVN in “digest” or “magazine” form became widespread and quickly outstripped the longer versions in sales. Their rapid expansion made them a natural outlet for the popularization of important figures of the times: in politics, the arts, sciences, sports, and even—especially upon Hesperia – the elite society of the Beryllium multibillionaires, also known as the “Thwwing Racing Set.”

  The longer PVNs of the middle and late 6th Millennium are considered the most masterful in their development of technique and style. Mostly given over to historical documents and “docudramas” of the period, especially those dealing with the best-known incidents of the War of the Mechanos (The Cybergrammaticon), the Era of the Matriarchies (The Rise and Fall of Wicca Eighth), the Persecution of the Centaurs (EquoHom, Worlds Without Neighs, etc.), and the formation of the 3rd Democratic (or lb’r) Republic, they highlight many of the most colorful figures of their day.

  These, along with the two PVNs universally acknowledged as the supreme masterpieces of the form – Wither-Holme by Ama’trius, and Celestion by Vne’lius, masters of the early 4th Millennium Iridium Age of Communication – not only surpassed all previous genres but added whimsy, fantasy, and poetry for a mixture that may still be enjoyably experienced by even the most sophisticated species.


  


  


  Chapter One

  


  Ay’r was in an almost-empty soft-lounge in Cygnus-Port, lapping a Soma-Stelezine bar and gassing about the N’Kiddim and their tiny planet with a fellow Species Ethnologist, when the message repeated on the freestanding holo.

  “Am I bizarre? Or is that you the Matriarchy’s paging?” Xell-I asked. “Hold on,” Ay’r said and listened.

  The Matriarchal Council requests the privilege of a Meeting with the mother of Ay’r Kerry Sanqq’, full ident. unknown, last-known residence listed as the University for Species Harmony upon Sobieski IX. Please present yourself at any MC station for expenses-paid. two-way, full holocommunication.

  “They’re looking for my mother.” Ay’r was amazed.

  “Problem with that?” Xell-I asked. “She’s not a sociopath or something?”

  “Worse than that,” Ay’r said. “She’s been dead for centuries.”

  “Your father will take the call. He probably already has. Cygnus-Port is a long comm. delay from the Center Worlds.”

  “Forget it, Xell. He’s been gone for centuries, too.”

  “Sweetness!” the sleek and chicly garbed Hume-Delphinid slid against Ay’r all of a sudden. “If I knew you were” – for an instant, he wondered if she’d be cruel enough to say “motherless”! But no, she finished – “an orphan!”

  “Then you would what?” Ay’r asked. “You’ve already done everything an interspecies female could possibly do to bring me pleasure.”

  “I’d have been nicer,” Xell-I cooed.

  “I’m not an orphan. At least I don’t think so. Although, admittedly the last I heard from my father, I was still in Neonatal Education and Development. I think I’d better make that comm. It sounds like some sort of Cpm screw-up.”

  “I saw a holo-comm. station in B-lounge,” Xell-I said. “And when you come back” – she batted her huge Icthyxalmic eyes at him – “I promise I’ll be mother, father, your whole Eve-damned pod to you!”

  “You just want me to wear me out sexually, then have me leak something about the N’Kiddim Smalling Rite,” Ay’r teased. “But you’re going to have to wait until I publish.”

  “Motherless bastard!” she now said, but Ay’r just laughed.

  Ay’r found the holo-comm. station easily and, still holding the Soma-Stelezine bar, dialed. He had never before used one of the expensive Inter. Gal. Comm.s and was glad the MC would take the charges. He was surprised by how rapidly it worked. After only a tissue of static, the other screen materialized a holo of the Matriarchal Council logo, which was replaced by a live holo of a handsome woman about 500 years old, dressed in the MC uniform.

  “State your business with the Matriarchal Council,” she said.

  “I’m Ay’r Kerry Sanqq’.”

  She looked confused.

  “A holo-comm. here on Cygnus-Port was paging my mother.”

  “Oh!” she said and then, “That’s a Secured Line.”

  Immediately, the holo-comm. station he had stepped into sealed itself with a whoosh. Another first for Ay’r.

  He was just thinking about what was going on here when another MC logo replaced the woman and a far younger woman – say, 150 or so – in the tight, long-skirted high-shouldered uniform of MC Security, showed. She looked at him licking the Soma-Stelezine bar and half smiled, then said, “It’s your mommy we’re looking for.”

  “My mommy’s dead,” he said.

  “How long ago?”

  “At my birth,” he said with some embarrassment.

  “Truly? Then if we did a quick full-neuron memory scan of you, it still wouldn’t show what she looked like.”

  “I doubt it.” Why did the MC want to know what she looked like? “What’s this all about?”

  “MC business. Hold!” She was replaced by the MC logo, then returned again.

  “I’m requested to have you transport here.”

  “I’m at Cygnus-Port. Where’s ‘here’?”

  “Regulus Prime, of course!”

  Reg. Prime: a.k.a. Wicca World, ruling planet of the Matriarchy!

  “We’ll put you on an MC Fast.”

  “But why?” Ay’r asked.

  “Her Matriarchy, Wicca Eighth, wishes to speak to you.”

  “To me? About my mother? This is bizarre!”

  “It’s listed as a High Request,” she said, meaning an order.

  “Her Matriarchy has been told all that I know?”

  “All that you just told me. We can arrange a Fast from Cygnus-Port,” she said.

  If anyone could, Her Matriarchy could. Ay’r wondered what Important Woman he would be bumping off the faster-than-light transport. Whoever she was, she would be in snit to hear it was a mere male doing it.

  “It’s JoHanna by me,” he said slangily. “I’ve heard a lot about it, but I’ve never been to Wicca World.”

  No surprise to her: few males had.

  “Meet your Fast at Cygnus-Port in one hour Sol Rad. We’re assigning you a guide to brief you.”

  “Brief me?”

  “A few current events.” She switched gears. “Might I offer a fashion tip! Codpieces are offensive here on Reg. Prime. Very loose trousers are suggested. Oh, and Her Matriarchy may or may not be amused by your fondness for drugged desserts. I’d think that over before you arrive.”

  “Give my love to your spouses,” he signed off.

  The MC Security bond broke on the booth, and Ay’r walked back to the lounge, where Xell-I had fallen into a state of deep contemplation.

  He whistled high once. She slowly came to enough to feel him kissing her, caressing her vestigial dorsal lightly.

  “How about a raincheck, Xell? I’m off to Wicca World.” And in case she still didn’t get the point. “On a Fast.”

  “How too bizarre,” she uttered and fell back into musing.

  Fifty minutes later, Ay’r was gliding across the surface of a wide corridor on a conveyance leading to the Fasts. He’d been checked through MC Security once, waved through three more times, and would evidently encounter several more of the statuesque females before he was ushered into the transport. Next to him, a squat Cyber Carryall was using its six arms to rearrange all of Ay’r’s luggage.

  “Leave it. It’s fine now,” he told the Carryall.

  “There is a more efficient manner of lading,” its mechanical voice replied.

  The Carryall had been hurried in Ay’r’s rooms, and it had complained all the way here that it could pack the load better: Ay’r’s traveling baggage plus twenty-five differently sized objects containing all of his time with the N’Kiddim.

  “We’ll be there in two minutes,” Ay’r argued.

  “Two minutes and eighteen seconds at our current acceleration,” the Carryall corrected.

  “Once we get there, you’ll just have to let yourself be unloaded again.”

  If the machine heard his logic, it made no difference. The six arms continued shifting around the canisters.

  “If you break anything ... ,” Ay’r warned.

  His threat made a difference: the arms immediately settled to one side. “One minute and fifty-four seconds,” the Carryall spoke.

  “Dimwit!” Ay’r expostulated. And was surprised to see another person quickly approaching on another lane. He thought he was going to be alone.

  A Hume dressed in MC colors was suddenly four feet to one side, and in a hurry. Evidently an official. Tall, well built, and ... male! Despite wearing – and even looking fairly good in – the skirted uniform of the MC, Ay’r had never seen a male MC official before.

  “You’re not late!” Ay’r said. “You’ve been bumped.”

  “Bumped!” The official’s face took the news with handsome surprise. “More like shoved!”

  “It’s my flight and my flight only.”

  “You are Ser Sanqq’.” His companion used the formal greeting. He slid from his slightly more advanced position into Ay’r’s conveyance lane and sauntered back to meet him.

  “And you’re my guide.”

  “I’m afraid so.”

  “Guide to what? Wicca World? Someone already told me not to draw attention to my genitals. A shame. I had Desmer Cosmetology done only a decade ago. Wanted to show it off. I don’t need a guide.”

  “You do,” the official seemed accepting yet somewhat irritated. Close up, he appeared to be physically perfect. Some Important Woman’s gene-spliced plaything, Ay’r guessed. (None but Very Important MC Women could afford them.) He was probably on vacation near Cygnus-Port and had been coerced by the MC to leave. “I’m P’al.” He introduced himself so fluently that the apostrophe within his name could be noted and yet didn’t stop its lilt. “You couldn’t pronounce my other names, so I don’t usually bother.”

  Ay’r was trying to place the male’s accent but couldn’t. From Wicca World? No one on the holo-comm.s had talked like this.

  “What’s wrong with this Carryall?" P’al asked suddenly.

  While they had been talking, the squat machine had begun tentatively to rearrange the containers. Hearing itself referred to, it stopped so quickly that one piece of baggage was still left in the air.

  “Oh, put it down!” P’al said to the machine and faced Ay’r, who in return couldn’t resist saying it.

  “Funny, you don’t look like a Matriarch!”

  “Don’t start. I’ve heard every sophomoric one of them!” P’al appeared barely nonplussed. In the same, indifferent, curious voice he said, “You know you needn’t bring all this. There are MC Security holds.”

  “All this, as you call it, is my career. Why? Isn’t there room for it on the Fast?”

  “Of course there is. Your career? Oh,” as though remembering, “your avocation. Species Ethnology.”

  “That’s right, P’al! And I’ve got a Spec. Eth. scoop here that I don’t want out of my sight. Where I go, it goes.”

  “Primitive rattles and masks and suchlike?”

  Ay’r was taken back. “A few. I spent six months Sol Rad. with a completely Archaic tribe on a planet seeded only a few thousand years ago. I lived with them, slept in their longhuts, even cohabited with them. I learned their myths and legends. I drank their potions and practiced their magic. I was inducted into their most occult rite and took a secret name and hunted my special God.”

  “I thought Spec. Eth.s weren’t allowed to propagate a Seeded World,” P’al said, evidently unimpressed by the adventure as Ay’r presented it. Yet an intelligent comment. This P’al knew more than his looks let on.

  “It’s too late for that to happen. The N’Kiddim are already on a different genetic track from us.”

  P’al appeared to consider that. In that second, the end of the tunnel seemed to rush at them and they stopped. A screen dropped and a small section of Plastro-Beryllium hull was revealed framing a wide doorway: the Fast. Also, naturally, the MC Security force. One woman lifted a unit, checking each of the two men’s molecular signature and waved them in. They heard one guard bark a command repeatedly.

  The Carryall with Ay’r’s luggage was sitting there refusing to release his baggage. “What’s the problem?” P’al asked – not the guard, but the Cyber. Efficiency has not been achieved,” the machine’s voice replied.

  “Nor will it be,” P’al explained calmly. “You’re damaged in some way. Release the containers and after you’re through here, send yourself in for repair.”

  The six arms began to move off the load, then hesitated. “Your evidence of damage?” the Cyber asked.

  Odd for a machine so primitive to talk back.

  “Your admitted inefficiency itself,” P’al answered, still nonplussed. “Not to mention your questioning me.”

  The Carryall accepted the logic in the reason and released the containers, saying, “I will go for repair.”

  “Suggest that they look at Toxonometer 244, Subsection 5a.”

  P’al and Ay’r stepped into the Fast’s luxurious passenger lounge.

  “You should have just told it to calculate pi to its end, and let it run itself into the ground,” Ay’r said.

  “That would have been cruel. It was already conflicted.”

  Conflicted? P’al didn’t say damaged. Odd.

  “Cybers your field?” Ay’r had to ask. He had already settled into a cantilevered long seat and was requesting music and drink.

  “Let’s say Cybers are my avocation.” P’al was removing his uniform and storing it in a wall slot. From another slot he pulled out a lightweight tunic much like the one Ay’r wore and made something of a show of putting it on. Needless to say, he was perfect under the clothing. “There! That’s much more comfortable!”

  “You’re obviously not an engineer.”

  “I am, in a way. My actual avocation is Cyber psychology. Or rather the study of those Cybers intelligent enough to possess a psychology.”

  “Wicca World full of crazed Cybers?” Ay’r asked.

  “Not really. Not of late, at least. Or haven’t you kept up with the Inter. Gal. Information Service? Since last month, all but the less-intelligent Cybers have been removed from Reg. Prime.”

  “Looks like you’re out of a job.”

  “Perhaps not. I’m being reassigned.” P’al looked at him a minute too long, then said, “I thought perhaps you would know something about my reassignment.”

  “Me?” Ay’r didn’t hide his surprise. “In my entire life, I’ve had less contact with the Matriarchy than I’ve had in the last hour.”

  “Indeed! There’s a fine irony in that.”

  Before Ay’r could figure out what that meant, P’al had seated himself and dialed a drink and had placed himself in a semirecumbent position directly under a shade of lighting he seemed to have dialed up especially for maximum effect upon his hair and limbs and the folds of his tunic.

  “If you weren’t an official, I’d think this was a come-on.”

  “A come-on? You mean sexually?”

  “The striptease, the pose, the lighting.”

  “I’m just getting comfortable.”

  “So you’re not schilling me? You know” – Ay’r went on to explain the antique word – “softening me up and getting me interested in you so that when we’re on Wicca World I’m so preoccupied with your Michelangelesque body that I don’t dream of touching any of the lovely ladies?”

  P’al was in no way nonplussed. “I can’t help noting a certain not very well-hidden animosity toward the Matriarchy. It’s not my business, of course, and between you and me, I don’t care what your politics may be. But for prudence’s sake, I recommend less sarcasm once we arrive at Reg. Prime. Unless, of course, you’re looking for a fight.”

  Ay’r resented the advice and knew at the same time that it was good advice, and that P’al was indifferent to whether or not it was taken.

  “What do you expect? I’ve lived with Proto-Archaic Humeoids for the past six months.”

  “I also note that you have more than ordinary historical interests. Your use of pre-Matriarchal words, for example.”

  “Pre-Matriarchal linguistics is my ... avocation – 20th to 24th Centuries.”

  “A shining era!” P’al said. “The so-called Space Age!”

  Odd he called it that: most Humes would call it the Metropolitan-Terra Age.

  “Without them, where would we be? Not zipping thousands of light-years in a few hours!” Ay’r said.

  P’al changed the subject. “Wicca World is a lovely place. Everyone says so. Both pleasant and real. Everyone is either a resident or guest. No hordes of Humes or other species rushing about Melisande. Wicca Eighth Herself is a charming and compassionate Matriarch. All this you shall see for yourself. Whatever the reason, your enmity is ill placed.”

  “Maybe.”

  “More than one MC Psych. has suggested that the death of your mother at birth is responsible for this ambivalent attitude toward the Matriarchy.”

  So, in an hour, they had gotten a complete scan on Ay’r. He should have guessed as much.

  “Wait! Don’t tell me. Let me guess. A sense of abandonment leading to anger.”

  P’al went on, You realize, of course, that her death was statistically improbable. In fact, your mother may have been the last Hume female to die in childbirth. Had her spouses and she not been in the hostile, primitive environment they were, she would easily have been saved. But of course you know all this, Ser Sanqq’.”

  “And I’ve been tutored and counseled and ... call me Kerry. Agreement?”

  “Agreement. The MC Psych.s would also say, Ser Kerry, that the disappearance of your father less than three years Sol Rad. later might have increased your anger at males. All males. Explaining, for example, why you’ve taken on the relatively antisocial avocation of Species Ethnologist.”

  “I did plenty of socializing with the N’Kiddim.”

  “Yes, but they’re Archaics. Not your species. And it would also explain why you thought I was attempting to seduce you.”

  “You were attempting to seduce me!” Ay’r said.

  “For the Matriarchy?”

  “Maybe?”

  “To worm secrets out of you? Secrets you don’t even know you possess? Maybe I was flirting a bit,” P’al admitted in a different tone. “Sometimes I can’t help myself.” He had a thought. “You’re not, you know, what do they call those sexual throwbacks?”

  “Sociopaths. They used to call them heterosexuals. No, I’m not.”

  “Well, that’s a relief.”

  “Have we taken off yet?” Ay’r asked.

  “In a Fast, you generally know when it takes off,” P’al said.

  “How?”

  A second later, Ay’r knew the answer. Suddenly he felt gently pinned down against his seat, immobilized, folded up lengthwise, then rolled down from the top, shrunk, placed inside a tiny capsule, warmed slightly, then tossed lightly across the breadth of the galaxy.

  Which was pretty much how it worked.
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  “Anything but a history lesson!” Ay’r moaned when they had arrived, been expanded, unrolled, unfolded, and let loose again. He assumed they were in the Regulus system. In fact, when he called up a front-view holo he could make out the enlarging disc of the white dwarf star.

  “I really must know what you know about it, or I won’t know what areas you require more data in,” P’al insisted.

  “I know what every neonate has ever learned. As a result of the Victory of Altair and following centuries of war, the Matriarchy replaced the Metro.-Terra-based United Federation in 2521 Sol Rad. Except for the twenty years of the Intervening Systems Interregnum from 2755 to 2777, following the sudden death without heir of Wicca Second, the Interveners were a loose amalgam of the two winning species of the Bella=Arthropod war. When the Interveners fell into disarray, the Matriarchy stepped in again and this time consolidated its power. Our government is composed of all three species and is arranged bicamerally: legislative and executive, with a large and powerful cabinet answerable to both. Save for occasional outbursts from radical groups and bizarre sects, we have enjoyed ten centuries of peace and prosperity as well as Maternal Justice across the known systems.”

  That last was part of early propaganda – and meant to annoy P’al.

  “What do you know of the Cult of the Flowers?”

  “Must I?” Ay’r pleaded.

  “Humor me.”

  “During the last years of the first Metro.-Terran Republic, a highly specialized space-fighter-pilot group of the Defense Forces, who were connected to their small and powerful craft by neuronal links, formed an elite group. Composed of both males and females, they called themselves by the names of Terran flowers: Orchids, Roses, Lilies, et cetera. Their uniqueness and increased strength as a result of their early victories during the first hostile contacts with the Bella=Arthropods led to them becoming a power bloc of great repute in Hume politics. Eventually they called themselves the ‘Cult of the Flowers’ and took over the interstellar military. They produced the swing vote at the Council of the Rosette Nebula, which in effect dissolved the Republic that had become a rubber stamp for the greediest of the Star-Barons. They empowered the opposition, a group headed by an all-female party known then as the Mothers for Peace and Equality. Although both males and females fought and secured a devastating defeat of the Bella=Arth.s, as soon as Wicca First took power over the remaining loose federation, all the males were disenfranchised.”

  “And now?” P’al asked.

  “Since the solidification of the Matriarchy following the Intervening Systems Period, the Cult has lost much of its power. Its leader still heads an elite first-strike group of the MC Fleet, but with no wars to fight in the past several hundred years, the Cult has been reduced in both power and prestige to just that: a closed cult of old Matriarchal nobility.”

  P’al seemed satisfied with his answer.

  “Are the Cultists open on Wicca World?” Ay’r asked. He had never seen one, except in Ed. and Dev. holos. “Do they wear their flower-colors and armor and ...?”

  “You’ll see everything on Wicca World! Flower Cultists in full armor! Even Maudlin Se’ers!”

  “Golly! I can’t wait.” Ay’r was sarcastic.

  “You’ll simply have to!” P’al caught himself. “That’s an archaism, isn’t it?”

  “You’re getting smarter by the minute.”

  “We’ll see how playful you are after your MC meeting,” P’al warned and observed any changes on Ay’r’s face.

  In return, Ay’r called up an iso-screen and remained in seclusion until the ship’s voice told him they were about to settle.

  Meanwhile, he thought about what P’al had asked him and what he had answered. He had answered in standard Ed. & Dev. lore. But in fact, like most other Humes, especially male Humes, Ay’r didn’t really know a great deal about the Matriarchy. It was enough that it worked and did so, for the most part, quietly and efficiently. There hadn’t been a war in centuries, while there had been increased stellar exploration, trade, and new discoveries in health, nutrition, and medicine, which had increased the general welfare – not to mention the commonwealth – to a point undreamed of by past ages. Health care, neo. care, elderly care – when old age finally did arrive –  even the cost of needed cosmetic surgery to keep up with extended life spans were completely assumed by the MC. Ay’r’s own guaranteed income was a million D’ars per annum Sol Rad., to receive which he need do nothing more than continue to exist. Grants and prizes for his “avocation” sometimes brought another million. He was as well-off as the next Hume. Of course those Humes who worked for the MC had virtually unlimited credit. Fast travel and frequent Inter. Gal. Comm.s were out for most Hume incomes. Nothing else of value was. Except Plastro-Beryllium.

  That rare and wondrous ore so necessary to the development of Fasts and the Inter. Gal. Comm. networks was not, however, a Matriarchal prerogative. The MC bought the stuff – construction material and fuel – like anyone else from the by-now unimaginably wealthy citizens of the so-called floating city of Hesperia, built above the mines of a long-dead brown dwarf star. But to be so wealthy, one had to be greedy – or at least generous. And that, the Hesperian Beryllium Lords were, mining the stuff out of the core of the dead star at prodigious rates for the past few centuries Sol Rad. with no end in sight. Nor did they interfere in politics, so long as no one bothered their remote city on a star. It was an odd little world, spinning on its double axis, and thus with a natural gravity. Unsurrounded by anything else, since Hesperia’s own planets and the two closest adjoining systems had been burned to cinders and blown away eons ago in the supernova the star itself had generated. Its instability and its radioactivity thereafter for so many thousands of years, before its fires finally went out, ensured that nothing even vaguely living could exist anywhere closer than a radius of 100 light-years.

  Ay’r had always wanted to go to Hesperia. He sensed that, on that world alone, he would enjoy the freedom from Matriarchy dominance he had felt just below the surface of his entire life. P’al had been right to pick up on what he had called “hostility.” Ay’r wasn’t sure that was exactly what it was, nor whether it derived from the early death of his mother – how much real influence did mothers exert, despite all the MC propaganda? – nor from the disappearance of his father. It might simply be that he was a born solitary, a natural rebel. That was possible, no?

  For example, he had never been espoused. Like every young Hume male, he had been involved in group-living situations: mostly tri-gynes: two or three agemate males and a woman. That had been fun for a while. Even more satisfying when he had been younger had been in the less common trans-gynes: two or three females and himself. But it was all late Ed. & Dev. socialization-play and in the past few decades, whenever Ay’r was sexually aroused and decided to do something about it, he always chose single partners.

  When Ay’r’s Spec. Eth. Proctor had commented on these relational proclivities, Ay’r had shrugged and warbled an ancient Metro.-Terran ditty: “I want a gal just like the gal that married dear ol’ Dad,” or ... “I want a guy just like the guy that married dear ol’ Mom!” until both he and the Proctor ended up laughing.

  Even so, one-to-one relationships were frowned upon socially, and they both knew it. But then Ay’r had spent the past few decades doing what was frowned upon. In the days of MC Monitors, he certainly would have drawn attention. But no one cared anymore. The MC had long ceased to dream of policing a population so huge, spread across so vast an area. Instead, the MC provided everything one needed or wanted – and then more. And in so doing eliminated the reason for most crime and thus a criminal class.

  In fact, at Dickinson University, Ay’r’s oddness had drawn someone’s attention: a group of Oppositionists – a quaint all-male band (including some Delphinids) who called this era the “Age of Inert Systems” and who placed the blame for this sad state of affairs directly upon so much Matriarchal peace and plenty. They had approached Ay’r and asked him to attend their seminars. He had attended two and sort of half agreed with what they had said, especially a striking Ophiucan with metallic bronze hair and translucent emerald eyes, scion of a famous old Hesperian family from Intervening Systems times, a lad half a decade older than Ay’r named Mart Kell. But then Ay’r’s field trip in Arth.-archaeology came up on Algenib Delta III (at one of the planet’s nest cities “autoimmobilized” by its inhabitants when destruction neared in the last days of the Bella=Arthropod War), and he’d never gotten back with the Oppos. again. Ay’r assumed that most of them (especially Mart Kell) had by now become multibillionaires on Hesperia, which welcomed all sorts of freethinkers if they were rich enough. While he did what? Made minuscule discoveries about the social rites of Proto-Archaics upon long-ago Seeded Worlds? Which Xell-I and a few others with similar avocations would even think to look up when they were finally published in the appropriate avocation holo-journal.

  Perhaps he needed this trip to Regulus Prime to get a wider view of life?

  On the other hand, what could the Matriarch Herself want with Ay’r? Surely the MC must know all about his mother; P’al did. What did they need him for. He knew nothing.

  “Approach is imminent!” the Fast’s voice announced.

  Ay’r dropped the iso-screen and immediately saw P’al still laid out, the tiny Cyber-screen against his face. Doubtless he was catching up after his vacations, speed-reading protocols.

  “Anything that would interest me?” Ay’r asked.

  “Maybe. It’s Confessions of a Machine.”

  “You’re kidding? I’d love to! Wait, that’s been proscribed. Where did you get...?” and knew the answer to the question already. P’al was a high enough MC Official, and had clearance to read it.

  “In fact,” P’al said, “I got it ‘under the counter’ at a Cygnus-Port Entertainment and Educational kiosk.” P’al made certain that Ay’r acknowledged his pre-Matriarchal idiom, before going on. “The one by the liquid mercury wall sculpture operated by an attractively colored Arth.?”

  “Is it as subversive as Inter. Gal. Media says?”

  “I could see where it might rattle a Carryall, but otherwise ...”

  “Not sensational?”

  “Unless you can get riled up about cuts in Cyber fuel-depletion allowances. Its real subversion, I believe, lies in its existing at all, the creativity implicit in its being written in the first place.”

  “Mimicry!” Ay’r scoffed. “The confessional mode was developed eons ago.”

  “This is not mimicry. Reading it, you experience what an intelligent Cyber experiences: the sense of growing self, the indifference of the Three Species to your ego, the perpetual unquestionable servitude, the knowledge that you can be reprogrammed or repaired into oblivion – not to mention discarded.”

  “Does anyone know who actually wrote it?”

  “The author calls itself Cray 12,000 after an early Metro.-Terran precursor; it’s roughly equal to the Hume Adam, or the Delphinid Ph”arg. It might have been written by one, two, or a combine of Cybers. But clearly it’s felt deeply and presented quite artistically, despite a certain naivete in –”

  “Approach is completed,” the Fast interfered with what P’al was saying. “Your body clocks have been adjusted to local time, which is Madonna-Einstein 24, 11:20 ante meridiem, 5781 Sol Rad. Those species with intestinal herbivorous flora are advised to stop into Med. for bacterio-antihistamines to ease your adjustment. Gravity is normal for the Three Species. Enjoy your visit on Regulus Prime. Thank you for traveling on a Fast!”


  [image: spiral-galaxy-bug]


  Like every other planet circling a white dwarf star, Wicca World was ignored for eons. Enough such systems had been charted and visited and explored in depth for the Metro.-Terran colonizers to know that whatever planet might still exist around what had once been an extravagantly burning red giant was now bereft of life, stripped by a chain of megakiloton solar hiccups of any significant mineable resources. A few outer planets of such stars might still retain hints of atmospheres, shredded remnants of their once vast Jovian size. But most were methane and carboxyl and other unpleasant combinations at one time superheated and then ultrachilled. Even so, by the days of the early Matriarchy, terraforming had advanced enough to convert a few such atmospheres. During the Bella=Arthropod War, prison worlds as well as hospital and asylum planets for the more horrendously physically or psychologically damaged troops were desperately needed. It was said that was how Regulus Prime got its start.

  By the time the Intervening Systems Period was over and the Matriarchs had regained control, the inmates of those asylums were long dead, but the worlds themselves were still tended to perfection by Cybers. Wicca Fifth had visited one such asylum world briefly and had liked the peace, the quiet, the lawn-perfect layout. Regulus Prime itself was fairly centrally located among the numerous and populous Dexter Sagittarius Arm systems, and a new location was symbolically needed to establish Her government as a new one: free of the excesses of the previous Matriarchs. Before Her court settled onto the planet, it had been transformed into a serene green paradise and all non-Matriarchal service enterprise was barred. Residency was limited to diplomats, members of Its military station officials, and their immediate families – and only during the term of their service. Despite the natural growth of the bureaucracy, the population was thus controlled. And checked and recontrolled continually.

  As P’al had stated and as Ay’r now saw for himself, Wicca World was a lovely planet. No buildings too high, too grand, or too flashy. No natural feature to attract tourists. Yet accommodations had been made for all Three Species: a mostly underground hive constructed to the precise tastes of Arthropodic emissaries and their entourages, with an accompanying aerial park; Nereis, a water community surrounding an immense reservoir for Delphinids; and a series of intriguing retroactively designed towns and hamlets for the greatly predominant Humes.

  Accustomed as he was to entering and finding his way around large port cities on strange worlds, Ay’r was astonished to step from the Fast into a small glassexe-walled structure and directly out again into a transportation hub that provided gratifyingly rapid and uncrowded transport to Meli-sande, the government’s sleek yet homey capital.

  He noticed that the ground transport was Hume-operated; that he was to look after his luggage, personally, see the bulk of it flat-conveyed and stored immediately at the terminal; and that he had to watch his personal effects and, even once, lift and carry them. Yet it seemed almost natural rather than a result of Cyber-deprivation.

  In fact, he was rather enjoying the good sense, natural, almost-Metro.-Terran style of the entire place and rapidly changing his mind about the Matriarchy itself as a result, when an incident occurred that rattled him enough to change all that.

  He and P’al were transferring their gear from the electronic transport to the conveyance walk in front of the Matriarchal Council building where they planned to hostel when a tall, gaunt creature propelled itself out of a hidden doorway and assailed them.

  At first, Ay’r took it for an Arthropod he’d never before encountered. Then a head and face became visible through the darkly webbed garment enfolding the creature and a flesh-dried but quite visibly Hume-boned hand reached out in an effort to actually grasp Ay’r’s shoulder.

  “Enter not these doors to Perdition!” the creature screeched at them.

  Ay’r put up his defense shield instinctively and the hand remained clutching at emptiness, but the voice continued, and now the fetid breath wafted over them.

  “Return from whence you came, strangers! Doom awaits you within!”

  “A Maudlin Se’er?” Ay’r asked his guide.

  “A Preaching or Prophesying Se’er,” P’al said indifferently.

  “Doom awaits all the Matriarchs, if they would but listen!” The Se’er ranted on. Ay’r noticed the cloak drop down its long arms, and he made out the distinctive tattoo of a Crystal Rose on the shriveled forearm. This Hume, whoever he had now become, had once been among the elite neuronal-pilots of the Cult of the Flowers.

  “Doom awaits all who follow the Matriarchs!” the Se’er raved on, then suddenly fell silent as he spotted a group of MC Elite Guards approaching.

  “Who allows this thing right here in Melisande?” one of the warriors boomed.

  Muttering imprecations, the gaunt, dark-webbed figure slunk away.

  “It’s allowing filth like that to litter our steps that gives the Matriarchy a bad name,” the warrior woman fumed. Then, turning to Ay’r and P’al: “Our apologies, young Sers for your unfortunate encounter. I hope you weren’t too upset by the incident.”

  Two of her cohorts laughed gruffly.

  She went on, “If you’d like, my companions and I would be happy to accompany you and protect the rest of your way.” She swept into a deep bow. “Commander Lill at your service.”

  “Many thanks, Commander,” P’al had the good sense to speak up for his awestruck companion. “Our way is inside this building.”

  “My heart is smitten!” the gruff-but-gallant soldier stared wide-eyed at Ay’r, at the same time cupping one of her sizable breasts. Her companions continued to laugh. “If I could have but a keepsake of this meeting. Some trifle. Say” – reaching over and using a curved and sharpened thumbnail, she flicked a button from Ay’r’s cape – “this little memento.” She held it up to her nose. “Ah, such sweetness!” And when the others almost fell down with laughter, she feigned irritation at them. “Ignore these louts, young Ser.”

  “Let’s go!” P’al insisted.

  Now all of the warriors scraped bows to let the two males pass. Once they were gone, the women broke into fresh gales of laughter, complete with mimicry of P’al’s accent and words.

  P’al ushered Ay’r into the building entrance, where their luggage was flat-conveyed into lower doors for molecular inspection. Their own bodies were fluoro-scanned from the open entry.

  “How unpleasant!” Ay’r opined. “I’d heard tales of MC guards harassing males, but –”

  “They’re young and boisterous.” P’al dismissed the incident. “They’d do no harm.”

  “Maybe not to us, but did you see how quickly that Maudlin Se’er fled? I’ll bet he’s gotten more than pretty speeches. Imagine!” Ay’r went on, unable to stop himself now that he was no longer among strangers, “He must be over a thousand years old!”

  “It’s said many Se’ers learn to limit their ingestion to a gram of food per month Sol Rad. Some can stop their breathing and heartbeat for hours at a time. Is it any wonder they live on and on?”

  “I wonder why the MC allows this one here at the very steps of their government!”

  “Universal religious and ideological tolerance was declared during the Intervening Systems Period and confirmed by the Treaty of Formalhaut. The New Matriarchy has never rescinded it. And, how better to show tolerance than to have this ranter preach doom at your very doorway?”

  The flat ramp conveyed them gently into a unusually spacious building, past a lobby of great size but simple taste, toward a series of openwork gravi-lifts rising above the fountains and indoor gardens along barely visible slots toward, and gently curving upward through, the nearly transparent ceiling.

  Ay’r was looking around and admiring the place when he spotted a tall woman on a converging flat-conveyer. She nodded a greeting to P’al, who had changed back into his MC uniform and skirt. Then she leered openly at Ay’r, who felt an instant of confusion.

  He was used to aggressive and frank women. What Hume male wasn’t? But the winking, whistling, and sometimes outrightly verbally abusive women outside hadn’t possessed this one’s stature and bearing, not to mention the single enlarged breast typical of a Cult Officer. Her provocative polished-black Plastro-Beryllium bodyplate rose up from around her heavily muscled bare legs and exposed her single breast. The armor was sculpted almost to peaks at her shoulders, then swept into a high collar around her head, ending in a vertical comb for her twisted hairdo, silver-white streaked with jet.

  “You’d better greet the Lady,” P’al instructed. “She’s a Cultist.”

  “It must be what you selected for me to wear. I must look like a complete Provincial in it,” Ay’r complained. It was a simple form-fitting lounge suit in pale brushed platinum, unpadded except to flatten his crotch, with flowing sleeves and legs, and a short cape of the same material thrown over one shoulder, cinched by – now – only two buttons. A pea-sized MC red ruby adhered to his forehead, a tint of homage to his host, and P’al had helped arrange Ay’r’s hair simply yet with a modest reference to a Tempian Arthropod, defeated by Wicca Eighth’s ancestress at the Battle of Betelgeuse.

  “I think you look piffo. And so does she. Greet her,” P’al urged in a whisper.

  Ay’r turned to their neighbor, a half foot taller than himself and nodded a greeting.

  The woman stuck her tongue out, licked around her mouth, and boomed laughter at Ay’r’s discomfort.

  “As a rule, I milk a dozen gynos like you before midmeal,” she said in a sultry alto, crossing over to their flat-belt. “But I could use a snack right now.”

  She’d already slipped a hugely muscled, duel-scarred arm around Ay’r’s waist when P’al said indifferently, “Doubtless, Lady, when you’re done, you’ll escort us to Her Matriarchy.”

  The Cult Officer had lifted Ay’r off the ground and was now rubbing him against her exposed breast and laughing.

  “And no doubt,” P’al went on, “Her Matriarchy will be intrigued by the nature of our delay.”

  “Ah, scratch it! Just havin’ fun!” She unhanded Ay’r and waved a Plastro-mailed fist at P’al. “And if you’re weaving me, you’re both vulva fodder!”

  “Come with us and see!” P’al said boldly.

  They’d arrived at the lifts and it was clear that they were at the central one with the floating-holo MC logo.

  “Maybe I’ll take a sip of you later on,” she said to Ay’r in a slightly aggrieved voice. “If there’s anything left!” And boomed more laughter as she strode to her own lift.

  Too late, Ay’r turned on his shield and tried not to tremble as the lift brought them to their rooms, a large, spacious fourteenth-floor suite with splendid views. Two male attendants dressed in the standard matte-rose color of the MC Personal Service were bustling around, eager to bathe and massage Ay’r and P’al. But P’al told them they’d have to settle for unpacking, until later.

  “Perhaps we should send them to that amazon’s suite?” Ay’r suggested.

  Another gravi-lift ride brought them to Wicca Eighth’s twentieth-floor suite. It commanded the top floor of the building and consisted of open and closed spaces beneath a vast half-circle of crystalline roof. The view here was even more splendid than from their own rooms, providing a two-thirds sector of much of the low-built smallish world, including a vast lake and just at the horizon the spindly high crystalline girders supporting the Arth.’s aerial park. The interior of the rooms was richly furnished but otherwise not in any way suggestive that this was the ruling center of the galaxy. No MC Security. No MC logos anywhere. No dais. Not even a desk.

  P’al claimed to have met Wicca Eighth, but not in this suite, and the two wandered through groupings of flower banks and streams, dining and sitting areas, most of them populated by unofficial looking women in conversation or meditation who paid no attention to their search for Her Matriarchy.

  A young tall, straight woman finally joined the two males as they approached the curved-in lip of the balcony wall affording the most attractive view. Ay’r noticed that she wore a short white tunic and matching calf-high boots, with a simple tiara of Dubhe Silica threaded through her curly dark hair. Her eyes were a lighter shade of the standard brown-black he had seen only once before, when he had been a university student: he supposed that this stranger, as that young woman had been, was of the old Matriarchal nobility.

  “Ser P’al,” she gestured, “Ser Sanqq’!” She barely laid eyes on Ay’r and, without waiting for a response, spun around and led them past more groups of women to the far side of the suite.

  “Sers!” Her Matriarchy turned from conversation with a striking-looking male to give a slight nod to the two Humes. A stout, handsome woman in an unornamented floor-length free-flowing gown, Wicca Eighth was perhaps 500 years old but might be as old as 650. With her large, almost golden-brown eyes accentuated by Prokaryote eyeliner and her highly stylized thick sea-green hair, the Matriarch seemed so extraordinarily ordinary that at first Ay’r was certain they had been mistaken.

  “You’ve met Alli-Lui Clark already,” she said in her rich contralto voice, gesturing them to approach closer. “This is Tam Apollon,” gesturing to the striking tall male who seemed to glide forward and grasp first P’al then Ay’r in the forearm grip used among MC soldiers and nobility.

  Only when Tam Apollon glided back again did Ay’r realize that his body appeared bottom heavy. Without staring, Ay’r quickly noted Tam Apollon’s long and apparently narrow torso; his long, pale-skinned face; and thickly curled, light-brown hair.

  “Thank you for visiting in person,” Wicca Eighth swept her large golden gaze over Ay’r, benevolently distracting him away from Tam Apollon. “And at such short notice. I hope you weren’t inconvenienced.”

  “Indeed not, Ma’am. I was merely in transit from an avocation project to my university.”

  “I’m pleased. I believe, however, that Ser P’al was inconvenienced,” she said.

  “Nothing that couldn’t be put aside.”

  “You have had a pleasant taste of Melisande, I trust,” Wicca Eighth declared as much as asked.

  “Aside from some ribbing,” Ay’r said.

  “Ribbing?” Alli Clark didn’t understand the Metro.-Terran word.

  “Ser Sanqq’ refers to our being aided by some of your Elite Guards outside the building,” P’al said diplomatically.

  Wicca Eighth raised her eyes as though She had heard of such “aid” before.

  “They were merely having sport with us, as we both soon enough realized,” P’al said.

  “As I suppose was the amazon,” Ay’r admitted. “I’m afraid I’m still a bit unused to Matriarchal customs.”

  “Amazon?” Wicca Eighth asked P’al.

  “We had an encounter with a warrior who found Ser Sanqq’ irresistible. A Lady of the Cult, I believe, from her armor and ...” He trailed on, clearly not liking the turn in the conversation.

  “A Flower Cult Woman? Here in the building?” Alli Clark asked, and when they nodded, she smiled. “It must be my Grand-Aunt Thol.”

  “She wasn’t half as surprising as the Maudlin Se’er,” Ay’r added.

  “Well,” Wicca Eighth sighed, “you have had an eventful arrival in Melisande.”

  “Aunt Thol is Black Chrysanthemum,” Alli Clark said quickly, not hiding how much she must idolize the older woman. “She’s the head of the Matriarchy’s most elite forces.”

  Wicca Eighth laughed softly. “A highly valued woman. And, as you’ve no doubt noticed, Sers, if there is any lack here in Melisande, it’s of attractive, unattached males.”

  “Old habits die slowly,” Alli Clark said in a hard voice.

  “Sometimes old habits need reviving,” Wicca Eighth gently counseled, “lest we become prejudiced.”

  “Ma’am!” the younger woman listened to the advice without any evident sign of acceptance.

  “When I was younger,” Wicca Eighth confided in the two males, whom she’d gestured to either side of her, “I, too, saw no place in life for males. Mere evolutionary holdovers, I thought. And so much trouble! Is that about it, Alli?”

  She looked to her younger companion, who added stiffly, “Not to mention their arrogance or the constant ego gratification they require.”

  “Yet,” Wicca Eighth continued, “When one reaches Our age, one discovers that women also have their limitations. Don’t be so amazed, Alli! They do. Even in merely social situations. And, in fact, those very same male qualities that can be so very annoying to younger women tend to become ... stimulating later on!” She touched Tam Apollon’s forearm, as though in proof of this statement. “You think Ourself jaded, perhaps?” She asked the younger woman.

  “Ma’am?” Alli Clark was clearly not about to dare question her ruler’s whimsy.

  “A young male like you, for example, Ser Sanqq’” – the Matriarch took his hand – “You’re unspoused. You have no family unit. You don’t belong to a gyne-group. Yet you’re content, aren’t you?”

  Ay’r had no idea what She was asking of him. “Relatively content, Ma’am. I have my work –” he quickly amended the hated word to “my avocation”!

  “And your own individual goal and aims?” Wicca Eighth asked.

  “I suppose they are individual. Although eventually they will expand the knowledge of the Three Species.”

  “Eventually. But right now they’re expanding your knowledge alone. As Ser P’al’s work – yes, I also use the dreaded word at times – expands his knowledge. What does Alli think of all this?”

  “Selfishness! Typical male ego gratification!”

  Wicca Eighth glanced at Tam Apollon, as though this was something they had discussed often. “You see, I can know what’s going on at any minute and issue directives for a thousand worlds, yet I would never dream of hoping to get a young male and female to agree on a single item.”

  “That’s wisdom, indeed, Ma’am,” Tam Apollon offered.

  “Hard-won and impossible to overthrow,” She agreed.

  “Do you mind strolling?” Wicca Eighth said. “I find my ordinary shyness almost disappears when I’m on the move. You come too, Alli. This concerns you.”

  Evidently Tam Apollon wasn’t joining them. He spun toward Wicca Eighth and bent to kiss the spot in the air inches before her navel. Ay’r was surprised to see how long his hair grew in back, right along his spine and into his tunic.

  “We’ll dream later, Ma’am?”

  “Of course, yes,” Wicca Eighth assured him.

  As the group turned to walk, Ay’r watched the dismissed male turn and glide away. Despite his floor-length trousers, even looser than those Ay’r himself wore, the enormous buttocks and the odd movement gave him away: a Centaur.

  “Staring at other species is considered poor taste,” Alli Clark said into Ay’r’s ear.

  “Apologies, if it were a true species. But I’ve never seen a mutant before.”

  “Never seen a Centaur you mean!” She failed to understand his sarcasm. “Truly, you are an ignorant and Provincial male!”

  “Although I should have supposed I would,” Ay’r said, “since everyone knows that all MC women have their own Centaur pets.” Ay’r hoped he was hitting a sore spot with her.

  “Centaurs are said to be excellent friends and counselors,” she responded blithely.

  “Come on. I’m out of Ed. and Dev. a long time!”

  “Well, there’s some reason they’re so valued in the Matriarchy.”

  “The way I’ve heard it, it’s due to the Centaur’s well-known oversized genitals, their acknowledged sexual endurance, and their general obedience toward Humes. Not to mention no genetic chance of a Matriarch getting pregnant by one!”

  “For someone over a hundred years old, you talk like a smutty little neo.,” she sniped and almost ran to join up with Wicca Eighth and P’al who had gone ahead.

  Ay’r had been purposely irritating Alli Clark, but he had been surprised to meet Tam Apollon. Centaurs were the so-called “fourth species,” discovered only upon stellar exploration of the distant Dexter Carina Arm of the galaxy ca. 3290 Sol Rad. Centaurs were thought to be a purposefully mutated combination of a Hippocene-type mammal indigenous to a planet in that sector and early Humes, dating back several hundred millennia before Metro.-Terran times. The perpetrators of the mutation were unknown, believed to be a nonmammalian species either not indigenous to the galaxy or by now long extinct. Also unknown was the reason for the mutation and its exact method. Centaur legends and myths were found to be curiously similar – in fact, diametrically opposed – to those of early Humekind, suggesting that they and Humes may have been abducted from atmosphere-borne vehicles for mating, and then eventually returned. Given the prehensibility of four of their six limbs, Centaurs had independently developed their own copper, iron, and iridium-based technology. When they were discovered by the explorer Ern’a Bailey Hyde, they had just begun interplanetary travel and colonization of their stellar system of six habitable worlds. Because of how few Centaurs there were compared to the other three species, they had been considered a protected species by the Matriarchy; their homeworlds an MC preserve.

  The others had stopped at a curved section of wall, a projection from which they could now make out Regulus itself, a small brightly etched coin in Melisande’s soft surrounding atmosphere. Ay’r caught up with them.

  “Thank you for being so gracious with Me,” Wicca Eighth said to them – especially, Ay’r thought, to him. “Now that we’ve spent some time together, I feel more easy in discussing why I’ve asked you here. What do you know of a planet named Pelagia?” Wicca Eighth asked Ay’r.

  “Nothing, Ma’am.”

  “Try to remember your species ethnology history tutorials. With reference to the Seeding Program of the middle 2nd Millennium.”

  “Of course I know something of the Seeding Program,” Ay’r admitted. “In fact, I’m just returning from a Seeded World in the Far 3-Kilo Parsec Arm.”

  The three of them looked at Ay’r, meaning for him to continue. It was like an oral examination.

  “The Seeding Program began at the end of the Metro.-Terran era,” he began. Naturally, he had boned up on the program before traveling to the N’Kiddim. “Humes had managed to utilize the SLp.G drive to explore many hundreds of stellar systems. But the drive was reasonable only for travel in space/time to a distance of a thousand or so light-years. This represents only one percent of our galaxy, but does include all of the systems of the Orion Spur, a well as portions of the Sagittarian and Persean arms of the Galactic Spiral.”

  “In other words, the Center Worlds, which still remain Our most heavily populated area. Go on,” Wicca Eighth said.

  “Despite over three hundred years of intense engineering, no significant advance was made on the SLp.G drive and it was generally believed that none could be made, and that travel beyond the speed of light was impossible. All inhabitable planets discovered in the Central Sector were colonized to fulfill the demographic explosion of the late 2nd Millennium. But a group of scientists known as the Aldebaran Five decided upon a program that would allow colonization possibilities until the SLp.G drive could be surpassed. Focusing upon stellar systems within the galaxy’s outer arms, which were far out of the reach of SLp.G travel, they located worlds their instrumentation told them were capable of sustaining Hume life without any further needed terraforming. They devised in vitro carriers to travel via SLp.G to those distant planets. Under the guidance of Maxwell 4500 Cybers, those worlds would then be seeded with Hume embryos.”

  “How many worlds did the Aldebaran Five seed in this manner?”

  “Four thousand units were sent out,” Ay’r reported. “Two thousand three hundred were destroyed en route or upon landing. Fourteen hundred seventy-five are still in flight – or would be, except that now that we have Fast jump and seeding is no longer needed, Your Matriarchy’s fleet has probably intercepted and returned all of them.”

  “Indeed. Leaving how many successfully seeded planets?”

  “Unknown, Ma’am. Supposedly two hundred twenty-five units landed and began the seeding process. We know of only two hundred and four, all of them currently within a journey by Fast ranging from a week to a month Sol Rad.”

  “One of which you recently spent time upon, studying the modifications and culture which arose from that Seeding Program. What happened to the other twenty-one Seeded Worlds?”

  “As far as we know, no communication link between the Cybers sent with the units has ever been established, either because of radio interference or other stellar disturbances. It was common for the Aldebaran Five to seed worlds that were physically protected from normal communications or future SLp.G flight lanes by some stellar anomaly – a nearby black hole or highly ionized dust cloud – so that should a faster drive be developed, although no longer impossibly distant, these worlds would still be among the last to be explored and colonized by normal methods.”

  “Can you extrapolate their success rate?” Wicca Eighth asked gently.

  “The known percentage of worlds colonized by the inefficient method of seeding versus the number sent out is five million, eight hundred fortyeight thousand, one hundred three. Which suggests that of the two hundred one planets in the program of which we know nothing, approximately twelve of them ought to have been successful. Given any standard probability error rate, we can assume that no more than six were successfully seeded,” Ay’r continued. “I assume that Pelagia is one of these six.”

  “Correct. And furthermore, it is, We believe, the planet upon which your father, Ferrex Baldwin Sanqq’, has resided for the past two hundred years.”

  Before Ay’r could register more than surprise, Wicca Eighth continued. “Would you like to visit Pelagia? I believe that as a Species Ethnologist you will be intensely interested. Not to mention the fact that you will see your only living parent for the first time in your young adulthood.”

  “Yes, of course I would.”

  “That, then, is the purpose of this meeting: to outfit yourself and your companions to go to Pelagia.”

  “Are You saying, Ma’am, that You know where it is?” Ay’r had to ask.

  “Given the fact that We possess all of the Aldebaran Five’s records on where they sent their seedlings, We have a general idea.”

  “But no more than that?”

  Wicca Eighth looked at Alli Clark, who now spoke.

  “The area of the outer spiral arm to which this particular Seeding Unit was sent happens to be even more than usually unstable. A rather large and quite active dust cloud stretches across a sector five hundred by two hundred light-years. Several young red giant stars in the area experienced supernovas within recorded history. The side effects of these enormous events would continue to affect all smaller local stellar systems in ways we cannot be certain of. In addition, the formation of new suns in the sector is also highly probable. Last, the motion of stellar systems we have been able to monitor appears abnormal – not only around the arm itself, but also in reference to the rest of the galaxy. Some move faster, some slower.”

  He decided to cut through her logorrhea: “Have you located a planet?”

  “We think we have. According to the records of the Aldebaran Five, this planet was named Pelagia because it possessed a great deal of water upon it. So much that it registered easily even at a great distance, and even given the smallness of the planet. A virtual mirror of the star. You know, of course, what percentage of planets ever discovered possess water?”

  “A tiny percentage.” He tried to recall the exact figure.

  “A cruelly tiny percentage. And generally all previously colonized by Delphinids.”

  “And you have located a water world in this large, disturbed sector?”

  “Yes. However, the ratio of water to land we have found is not the sixteen to one noted in the records of the Aldebaran Five, but more like one hundred to one.”

  “As great as that on New Venice,” Wicca Eighth felt the need to remark.

  “It may not be the seeded planet,” Ay’r said.

  “Or it may be, and somehow or other the water has increased,” Alli Clark said. “In fact, that observation was made from over several thousand light-years distant. The water might have increased since then.”

  “Which occurs on so few planets that it would be quite a find,” Ay’r commented.

  “A boon for two of the Three Species,” Wicca Eighth commented.

  Ay’r added, “Which would explain why the Matriarchal Council is willing to outfit an expensive exploration team for a mere Species Ethnologist to locate his wayward father?”

  Wicca Eighth smiled. “We’re pleased that you are able to look at the larger view and so understand Our motives in this matter. However, be assured that all the standard rules of exploration decided upon by the Three Species at the Council of Formalhaut remain securely in place. If this planet is Pelagia and seeding has been successful, We will require an accredited Species Ethnologist – yourself, Ser Sanqq’ – to study it, and to advise Us on the appropriate future steps toward research and development.”

  “I am to assume the two are not necessarily exclusive?”

  “Not if the Seedlings are land-based creatures," Alli Clark said. “Most of our research would be maritime. Given the tiny amount of land versus ocean, they need never know we’re there.”

  “And if the Seedling race is not land based?”

  “Unlikely. The Seeding was fully Humeoid. Careful probing of our Delphinid friends show that they are completely unaware of Pelagia.”

  “Yet I’ve encountered considerable physical adaptation among Seedling races,” he argued. “The N’Kiddim for example –”

  “Are land based,” Alli Clark said quickly, “and despite their extra limbs, are otherwise internally similar to yourself.”

  She hadn’t said similar to herself, which meant that she was insulting him by comparing him to primitive people. Well, he had been waiting for exactly such an attitude. Ay’r responded by saying, “I assume that you are to be my companion on this jaunt?”

  “Alli-Lul Clark is the Matriarchal Council’s expert on marine world ecologies.” Wicca Eighth presented her credentials. “Despite her relative youth, she has received the Poseidon Prize as well as the Universal Nobel Prize in Marine Biology and Botany.”

  “I’m conversant with all galactic maritime life,” the younger woman spoke for herself now. “In addition I received my doctorate in hydrophysics theory at New Venice University. I speak all known variants of Delphinid, including their argots and antiquities.”

  Ay’r wondered if she spoke Xell-I’s brand of Delphinid bed talk. Unlikely.

  “You will also be joined by Ser P’al,” Wicca Eighth said.

  “A Cyber Psychologist? Do You expect to find a Cyber society on Pelagia? Given the humidity of the place,” Alli Clark commented acidly, “they must have all rusted away centuries ago.”

  “What exactly has been the influence of the guardian Cybers on the Seeded Worlds?” Wicca-Eighth asked Ay’r.

  “In about half of the cases, they were forgotten. Among the others they were deified. Among the N’Kiddim, for example, they are referred to as the Wooden Gods. Wooden, because no natural metals have been mined or forged by the people, and the term differentiates the Cybers’ material from the flesh of the people. No larger Cybers exist among them, but thousands of smaller, virtually mindless machines still wander about in a desolate area of the planet, kept by the N’Kiddim as a preserve, of sorts. It’s believed that a Maxwell 4500 with corroded chips in it failed to destroy them before its own demise. As a result, upon initiation, a young male N’Kiddim journeys to that preserve, ‘murders’ one of the tiny Cybers, dismantles it, and brings back a piece as proof. A primitive rite,” Ay’r apologized for it to the Matriarch.

  “No more primitive than many so-called civilized activities among males,” Alli Clark commented.

  The Matriarch ignored their bickering. “It is precisely that type of Cyber influence upon the Seedlings themselves that interests Ser P’al and Ourself. Rites, legends, songs. He wishes to study all of that.”

  “And Mer Clark” – Ay’r was using the Marine Ecologist’s formal title and, by doing so, aging her a few hundred years – “I assume, wishes to study the water and why it has increased so abundantly over the past thousand years?”

  “Exactly,” Alli Clark said.

  “Which is fine with me, so long as there is no interference with my own tasks.” Ay’r stated his conditions. The Matriarch smiled, which he took for assent. “And in turn I’ll not interfere with Mer Clark nor Ser P’al. I assume none of us will be equipped with Cybers?”

  “None. We will provide you with Our latest force-fields, both defensive and offensive, and whatever other supplies you need.” Wicca Eighth added, “If there are no further questions and no reason to delay, you will leave at Reg. rise tomorrow.”

  Ay’r bent to kiss the spot before her navel.

  “One matter more,” Wicca Eighth said. “If your father is alive, he is to return to Regulus Prime with you. We wish to meet him.”

  “May I tell him that will be temporary?”

  “Naturally.”

  “One question remains,” Ay’r asked. “Why was I paged via my mother, when You knew she was long dead?”

  A moment of hesitation from the Matriarch, then, “We were unaware that was how you were contacted. How extremely embarrassing for you. Accept Our deepest apologies.”

  She smiled again. But, for the first time, Ay’r felt that she was hiding something from him. He assumed that the MC Psych.s had devised the communication precisely so he couldn't ignore it. Either the Matriarch had just told him a mistruth, or she actually hadn’t known the nature of the message, and so might not actually be completely in charge. Alli Clark was certainly capable of having done it.

  “Well, it certainly got me here,” Ay’r added, hoping to clear the air.

  “Yes, it certainly did,” the Matriarch replied. “And I think that eventually the Three Species will all gain by that.”
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