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Dedication

























For my parents.





Prologue




Fallow

/ˈfæl.oʊ/b


adjective


  	ground that is left uncultivated after being ploughed and harrowed, in order to restore its fertility; a piece of such land.

  	the eldest child of every tenth year, to remain as a breeder after Harvest.
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Empire




The Empire spans a thousand planets and has lasted ten thousand years.




On breadbasket colony worlds like Ockham, every family must give back to the Emperor a portion of their yearly crop, according to the Contract.




Half of the grain to feed the Emperor’s table, 
a quarter to Market to clear any debt, 

and a quarter for field and table.




Half of the livestock to fill the Emperor’s stable, 
a quarter to Market to advance on the year, 
and a quarter to keep the family fit and able.




A son or a daughter, 
nine and nine with a fallow between, 
to enter the Emperor’s Service. 

With the second fallow, 

ten-year is granted

to serve our final purpose.




Trysk and her twin brother Brem were supposed to be Fallow and stay on Ockham to pick up the yoke of the Emperor’s Contract for the next twenty years. They were to become breeders, to keep their farm tables full and the fields also, preparing for each year’s Harvest, when the Emperor’s Counters came to collect His due.




However, to follow his new wife off-planet, Brem touched her and became Harvest as well. Following a cryptic riddle from a strange boy that Trysk struggled to remember, she had touched her brother’s hand. And all those of age who touch Harvest, become Harvest.




The strange boy, Tristan, had been Harvested, too. A boy with strange powers, and whom everyone forgot soon after meeting him, if they noticed him at all. Trysk had apparently forgotten about meeting him twice before Harvest.




But she needed to remember him or she would soon die, the threads of her life cut short. And without her, he would stop existing entirely. But then, he barely existed as it was, with one of his other-feet planted firmly in the past, and the other in the future. 




He was an anomaly, and all anomalies needed to be adjusted.




Brem and his wife Mabel were dropped off on a new breadbasket world with supplies and livestock, including ten thousand humans to start the colony. Brem had been unexpectedly assigned the role of Governor. Now, it was his blood that the Emperor’s Counter had taken to sign the Contract, with the first Harvest due in fifty years. 




The Universe—and the Emperor’s Counters—were closing in on Trysk and Tristan. They had escaped the Harvest ship and near-certain death with a herd of Kleps that went to slaughter on planet Zamir, but Trysk had been captured and thrown into an arena for blood sport.




A fight to the death, and she won—but then, nobody leaves the arena floor alive, or intact, after the Kerzatz feeding frenzy.




Except for Trysk.




Left for dead, her corpse was sold by the body-men to a local doctor, Herman, who received body-parts from the arena every week, like clockwork.




Against all odds, Trysk awoke, stitched up and topped up with blood, including some of Tristan’s.




Freshly un-dead, Trysk fled into the desert with Tristan and Herman, the strange doctor who had saved her life. Well, a little more than that, seeing as she had actually been dead for hours, her blood spilled out on the dry dirt of the arena. But Klep blood could do strange things, and she’d been wearing a vial of it when she died.




Oh, and there was this one small thing she was supposed to do.




Helen, a Seer who lost her life on the Harvest ship, told Trysk the Emperor must die.




And somehow, impossibly, Trysk and Tristan were supposed to make it happen.





Smoke and Ashes
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Bones




Two Counters combed through the smouldering wreckage of the local doctor’s home with long, thin metal rods. The two-story structure had an extensive basement, where they now stood, sifting through the wreckage the morning after the fire. One of the Counters pointed, and several labourers hefted a burned-out beam to the side.

The first Counter knelt down and felt through the ash with black leather gloves, careful to disturb nothing else. His fingers touched something hard, and he looked up at the second Counter.

“Here. Clear this space, but disturb nothing.”

The second Counter motioned to three labourers carrying soft brushes, scoops and a portable bellows. “Clear the ash.”

The first Counter stood up and stepped back four metres, keeping clear of the black ash as the sweepers got to work. Several minutes later, after the labourers had completed their task and the air had cleared, the first Counter knelt down beside thin lumps of white.

The second Counter walked closer and studied the arrangement of bones. “Looks like a full set.”

The first Counter looked up. “Yes, it does, doesn’t it? All the bones you would expect to find in a whole cadaver. Which was apparently what was delivered to our dear doctor following the clean-up from Saturday’s festivities.”

The second Counter nodded. “Well, that’s that, then. Mystery solved. She’s dead, no question about it. It all adds up, nice and even.”

The first Counter rubbed the bridge of his nose with a gloved finger, leaving a black smudge. “Herbert, you’re a complete idiot.”

Herbert shifted from foot to foot. “There’s no need to call me names. It’s a whole body accounted for, George.”

George stood up. “Our dear doctor has been receiving body parts once a week for years, Herbert. All kinds of body parts.”

Herbert’s eyes widened. “Oh. So you’re saying this might not be one body. It could be parts, put together.”

George sighed. “I’m glad your mother dropped you on your head twice, just to be even. I’d hate to see how you’d have turned out if you’d only been dropped the once. Yes, Herbert, that’s what I think. But we’ll need to gather all of these bones—and not any of the others here—and take them to a Reader to be sure.”

“They’re rare. It could take days to find one.”

“So, we'll start a search.”

“Or…” Herbert knelt down and spread his fingers wide as he measured the bones of the left and right legs. “You could just measure and count. The left one’s got a longer femur.”

George sighed. “I can see that, but it’s not much of a difference, really. And now you’ve touched it. It might throw off the Reading.”

Herbert stood and clapped his gloved hands together, scattering ash all over George. “You do that, George. And just so you know, Ma did drop a baby on its head. But it weren’t me, it was you. Any fool can see the pelvis is male.”

George stood up and stretched. “Of course it is. But maybe the whole corpse just looked like a girl when she was fighting. There are lots of effeminate boys, too. It’s not like anyone did a physical exam before throwing them into the arena to fight to the death. It’s just entertainment, plain and simple.”

“Simple, like you, you mean.” Herbert grinned. 

George sighed and shook his head. “As soon as the bones are collected—and not touched—we’ll be finished here. And then you can buy me a drink at the pub, for your wisecrack about Ma.”

Herbert’s eyebrow rose. “It’s a bit early to be drinking. We’re still on shift.”

“We’ll be working and drinking. We need to find those two body-men and ask for details about the corpse. If anyone knows if it was a male or female, it would be them. In the meantime, we’ll put out a call for a Reader, to cover our bases.”

Herbert glanced at the ladder that had been placed against the concrete wall of the basement. “Shouldn’t we go after the doctor and ask him a few pointed questions?”

George smiled. “Our dear doctor won’t get very far.”

“Why not?”

“A watchman saw a trail of dust leading off into Deadman’s Sea yesterday afternoon.”

“Deadman’s Sea?” Herbert traced a symbol in front of his chest. “And I liked him, too. He did a good job of replacing my missing finger.”

George sighed. “You mean the one you cut off when you were drinking?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“It wasn’t missing. It fell on the floor and I brought it with me. He sewed it back on, though.”

Herbert flexed the fingers of his left hand. “Like new, it is. Works properly, and I can still feel everything I used to. It’s like magic.”

George rolled his eyes. “Medicine can seem that way. But with our good doctor missing and soon to die in the Deadman’s Sea, we’ll need to be on the lookout for another one.”

“Won’t be the same.” Herbert sighed. “And he told the most amazing ghost stories, too.”

“Herbert?”

“Yes, George?”

“Will you shut up if I buy the first round?”

“Sure.”

George called up to a labourer standing at the lip of the basement. “Hey! Where are the boys with the body bags?” 

Herbert knelt down and turned the femur over, then put it back in place. He smiled. “Works every time, getting George to pay for my first beer. And I only ever drink the one.”





Deadman's Sea
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Reader




Herman pulled the carriage to a stop under the late-morning shadow of a large rocky outcropping. They had travelled deep into the desert the previous afternoon and evening, and had then continued on through the night, their travel lit by the full moon above. He set the wheel brake, climbed down and walked over to the carriage door. He knocked sharply on the wooden frame, then opened the door and peered inside. 

“Everyone still alive in there?”

Trysk leaned forward in her seat. “Still breathing.”

“Good.” Herman nodded. “We’re taking a break.”

“Okay,” said Tristan as he clambered down onto the ground and held out a hand to Trysk. 

“Thanks. I’m feeling a little stiff.” She held his hand as she slowly put her foot on the high step, then fell to the side as she began to stretch her other leg out. 

Tristan dropped to his knees and caught her in his arms just before she hit the ground.

“Ow!” Trysk winced.

“Sorry.” Tristan knelt awkwardly in the sand. “You’ve got a lot of stitches. What were you thinking?”

“Me?” Trysk scowled up at him. “I was thrown into an arena and told to fight to the death. I tried talking my way out of it, but that didn’t work very well. So, I had to fight, didn’t I? But it’s not like I was ever trained to do that. We cut each other some, and then I finally cut off the boy’s fingers, and then I broke his wrist. He bled to death from the poison on the blades, but I died anyway. Too many cuts.”

“Oh.” Tristan paled. “Right. So, you remember more about it now? Before you died, I mean?”

Trysk twisted out of his grasp and got to her knees, then slowly pushed herself up to her feet. “It started coming back to me as we rode through the desert. Where are we, anyway?”

“Deadman’s Sea,” said Herman. “We’ll be safe here for a bit.”

Trysk’s lips curled into a smile. “We’ll be safe in a desert called the Deadman’s Sea?”

“For a day’s head start, anyway. The Counters are a superstitious lot. They like things nice and tidy.”

“And even,” said Tristan as he brushed the sand off his legs. 

“That, too,” said Herman. “But they’re also very, very dangerous.”

“We know,” said Trysk. “We dealt with a lot of them on the Harvest ship.”

Herman shook his head. “There are all kinds of Counters, but they all have the same job—maintaining order for the Emperor. Not just counting grain, or livestock, or people. And there are lots of them. I left a diversion. Hopefully that will slow them down more than their superstitions. Because soon enough, one of their superiors will send them out here to look for us, superstitions or not.”

“You lost your house. I’m sorry.” Trysk put a hand on his sleeve.

Herman carefully lowered his arm away from her hand. “It was just a house. Granted, I was born and raised there, but in the end, it’s just a house. I’m not going back.”

“But … why did you burn down your house, Herman?” Trysk tucked her hands under her armpits.

Herman took in a sharp breath. “A diversion was necessary. I hoped it would give us time to keep ahead of the Counters—if it worked, that is.”

“A fire’s a pretty big diversion.”

“No. The fire was intended to burn the evidence, thus delaying them from finding the diversion and then puzzling over it. With any luck, it should give us a day or two head start on any pursuit.”

“What evidence did you burn?” Trysk’s eyes widened. 

Herman shrugged. “Body parts, arranged like a person. Supposed to be you. If they get a Reader, they’ll see through that in a minute. But I did my best to match parts by size, give or take. And there are no Readers in the city. Not anymore.”

Trysk cocked her head. “What’s a Reader, and what do they do?”

Herman pointed at her arm, then her leg. “Memory is in the flesh and power is in the blood, but history is in your bones. That’s what a Reader does. They read bones.”

“Oh.” Trysk suddenly felt queasy. “So do the bones need to be … removed … to be read?”

Herman’s face took on a grim expression. “For the best readings, yes. But as you can imagine, that’s a tad inconvenient for the living.”

Trysk swallowed bile. “Yuck.”

Herman shook his head. “The young have no respect for the craft.”

Trysk frowned. “I’m sorry, but all of that is … gross. I don’t mean any disrespect. My stomach’s still queasy from being recently dead. And from the ride through the desert.”

Herman wiped his brow. “Look, girl. There’s a reason I didn’t let you touch me earlier.”

Trysk’s face flushed. “Because you don’t like me?”

“No.” Herman rolled up his left sleeve. “Because I can already hear you, and I’m not even near you. But you need to see, so, here. Put your finger on my arm. Just for a moment, then pull it away. Do not hold on to my arm. Are you clear?”

Trysk turned to look at Tristan. “Who is this man, really?”

Tristan shrugged. “Other than a doctor and the person who brought you back to life, I don’t know. I can’t sense him at all. It’s like when you were Blocking me before. No thoughts, nothing. Like he isn’t even here.”

Trysk closed her eyes. “Hmmm. You’re right. I can’t sense him, either.”

Herman coughed. “If you two are quite finished, I’d like to get this over with. Girl, briefly touch my bare arm. And I mean briefly.”

Trysk gave him a patronising smile and touched the skin of his arm with the tip of her index finger. Her eyes widened. “What was that?”

Herman rolled his sleeve back down to his wrist. “I’ve already told you I’m one of the Awoken, child. We live in hiding, surrounded by everyone else. And there are people looking for us, either to kill us or force us to join the Emperor’s Service, so we need to be careful.”

Trysk studied the tip of her finger. “But … you zapped me.”

Herman walked around to the back of the carriage and pulled out a water bottle. He opened it, took a swig, then closed the lid. “That’s what happens when a Reader comes into contact with living skin on top of bones.”

“Oh.” Trysk nodded. “So … you’re a Reader.”

“Yes.” Herman nodded. “And a few other things. Like I told you before, I do what I can to help the living … and the dead. So, yes, I speak to ghosts, and they speak to me. Like your friend here.”

Tristan blushed. “I’m not a ghost. I just don’t really exist.”

Herman sighed. “One other-foot stuck in the past, one in the future, and you’re stretched thin? Some of my ghosts have both feet stuck in the past, and that’s why they can’t move on. You’re not so different, but you’re real enough to donate blood. So I guess you’re real when it counts. But other than that, you fit most of the criteria for being a ghost. Most other people can’t see you unless you want them to, right?”

Tristan nodded slowly. “You’re right.”

“Of course I am.” Herman snapped. “It’s the same with ghosts. They can be seen when they want to be, by pretty much anybody. But mostly they don’t want that. They like their privacy. On the other hand, I can always see them, and hear them, plain as day.”

“Oh. So normal people can’t hear ghosts?”

“Who says what’s normal?” Herman snorted. “But no. They can’t. You need to have a particular gift for that.”

“I see,” said Tristan.

Herman drew in a sharp breath. “Anyway, the reason I collect body parts is to help. Sometimes, I help people by replacing a mangled hand or foot with one I’ve collected. That’s what I’m known for amongst the living, and what I’m almost famous for, which has created its own problems. But the other reason, the real reason I pay the body-men to bring me the leftovers to pick through after the slaughter at the arena, is so I can sleep at night.”

Trysk stared at him with horror. “Grisly body parts let you sleep at night? Eww!”

Herman sighed. “If you were a Reader, you’d understand. If I can Read the bones, I can help those tortured souls to … move on. None of them chose to die that way. Brutally, in a fight to the death, for sport.” He spat on the dry sand.

“So, you … Read their bones. And you help them move on.” Tristan nodded. “That’s very noble of you.”

Herman dug the toe of his boot into the sand. “That may be, but it’s also very selfish. Because if I didn’t, then dozens of ghosts would find me every week, and talk to me, and plead for me to help them, until I did. The ghosts network, kind of a tell-a-dead-friend kind of thing. I may be almost famous in the world of the living for my miraculous surgeries, but in the land of the dead, well—” Herman waved a hand. “I’m more than famous. So they come to me, and they nag and they nag, until I help them. And then I can sleep.”

“Wow,” said Trysk. “I had no idea.”

Herman sighed. “It’s a lot easier than digging in the meat-pile in the middle of the night to find the bones that are screaming at me the loudest. I still have to do that from time to time, but I find it’s a lot easier to have them delivered. So excuse me if I avoid touching you as much as I can. The history in your bones is a confusing one, and the bones of the living keep changing their stories, updating their history from one moment to the next, with foreshadowing of what may come to be. No, it’s far easier to Read the story once the heart has stopped beating and there’s no more to add.”

Trysk bit her lip. “Did you … when you were fixing me up, and I was apparently dead, did you … Read me? Read my bones before you stitched my cuts back up?”

Herman looked away. “Yes. A very sad story.”

Trysk nodded. “My twin brother Brem and I were both supposed to be Fallow and stay, not go with Harvest. Everybody thought his wife, Mabel, was Fallow too, but there was a missed delivery from her farm ninety-some-odd years ago, so of course he went with her, and Tristan told me this odd riddle, and now I’m here. Not exactly what Ma and Pa expected for our futures.”

“I expect not,” said Herman.

Trysk studied his face. “Did you read anything else?”

Herman nodded reluctantly. “Yes.”

“Like what?”

“Perhaps it’s best we discuss that once you’ve recovered a bit more.”

“I’m feeling pretty good now.”

Herman looked her up and down. “You recently died. You were as close to dead as you could be without actually crossing over. Another ten, maybe fifteen minutes, and your story would have been written and finished, no matter how much Klep blood had entered your chest from that crushed vial.”
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Bones




Trysk balanced on the ball of her right foot. “I certainly don’t feel like I was dead. If I was that bad, would I be able to do this?” 

Herman sighed.

“Or this?” She tried to spin on her left foot, then fell to her knees in the sand.

Tristan helped her back up. “Trysk, just—stop. You were dead. It took all the doctor’s blood reserves to bring you back. Four and a half litres, and a half litre from me. Apparently, I’m O negative, whatever that means. And fortunately, you’re AB positive and can take anything, because he needed all the blood types he had.”

Trysk shook her head. “But I feel fine now. I was tired this morning, but—I’m fine.”

Herman held out a water bottle. “Have a drink. Doctor’s orders. And stop mucking about.”

Trysk’s cheeks were flushed as she accepted the bottle and drank. She went to hand it back, but he shook his head. “What you’re feeling right now is the effect of borrowed blood, mingling in your veins. Normally it takes about four months for your bone marrow to completely replace the borrowed blood with your own. Then we’ll see what happens.”

Trysk blinked. “We’ll see what happens?”

Herman nodded. “You were almost Awoken when you died. Power is in the blood. Most of the blood I infused into your—I’ll just say it—corpse, was normal blood, no power in it at all. However, your ghostly, not-quite-existing friend’s contribution has power. But it’s only a tenth of your blood volume. Do you understand?”

Trysk shook her head. “Not one bit.”

Herman scratched his head. “How do I explain it more clearly? Okay. Think of it like this. Your body—which is now no longer a corpse—has certain needs.”

“Okay.” Trysk nodded.

“Your body was used to your blood, with your nascent powers, waiting to be Awoken. There may have been some early manifestations, perhaps?”

“Like the twin connection I have with Brem?”

Herman nodded. “Perhaps. Now, your friend here—”

“Tristan.” He smiled. “Call me Tristan.”

Herman frowned. “If you say so. Well, his blood is more like yours was. Not exactly, but close. And he’s mostly Awoken, so that gave you a boost. The traces of Klep blood that kept your soul tethered to your body have done their task and are unlikely to have any other residual effects. But the rest of the blood is mostly normal, no powers at all. Do you understand?”

Trysk slowly shook her head. “But I feel good now. Really good.”

Herman glanced at Tristan and sighed. “Yes. For about half an hour, and then you’re going to be really tired again. Unless you over-exert yourself, and then it will probably be much sooner.”

Trysk’s jaw slackened. “Are you saying I’m some kind of … zombie?”

Herman raised his hands. “No. You are you. But not completely, until your own blood flows through your veins again.”

“In four months.”

“Yes. Full red blood cell replacement in your body is a gradual process.”

“What am I supposed to do until then?”

Herman put on a clinician’s smile. “Take it easy. Let your body adjust. For all intents and purposes, you were dead. And now you’re not.”

Trysk eyed him suspiciously. “You seem to know a lot about this. How many corpses have you reanimated?”

Herman gave her a guilty look. “A few.”

“How?” asked Tristan.

Herman held out his hands. “There are all kinds of Awoken, child. I am a Reader, yes. But—you recall me saying that I helped people by replacing maimed and mangled hands, feet, and such?”

Tristan nodded. “Yes. With body parts from the arena.”

Herman took in a sharp breath. “Spoiling meat, all of it, lying on the dirt under the blistering sun for the better part of a day. But I can take those … lumps of flesh and use them to make people whole. Not just a stitched-on hand, foot, or even, in some cases, a whole limb, but one that functions as it’s supposed to. Muscles, nerves, tendons, everything in place. And there is absolutely no rejection of tissue.”

Trysk shook her head. “I don’t understand. When someone mangles a limb on Ockham, it gets amputated, and they fit them with a prosthetic, maybe. That’s it. Medicine must be pretty advanced here on Zamir.”

Herman sat down on a rock. “Not that advanced. I’m almost famous for what I can do. But if you two hadn’t come along, I would have had to disappear soon, anyway. I was nearly too famous.”

Tristan pointed at Trysk. “How did you bring Trysk back?”

Herman turned his hands over in front of his face. “With these. Reader of Bones and Flesh Talker. Flesh does not spoil in my house. A simple refrigerator will do, but it’s not strictly necessary. I can breathe life into dead flesh, and keep it warm, and convince it to bond with another person’s flesh. And in your case, young lady, you pushed my abilities to their limits. Flesh-whispering a whole corpse that had been poisoned and exsanguinated, convincing it to become a whole person again? It wasn’t easy. Stitches and blood were needed, of course, but the rest was … a conversation, a negotiation, with plenty of haggling. It was touch and go, but your friend stayed close by, and that helped. He provided a connection, something for you to hold on to as your body warmed up and waited to receive you once again.”

“I’m a zombie.” Trysk paled.

“No. You were still there, connected by the thinnest of threads, and by that thread, you were brought back. Reanimated flesh without that is a soulless beast, connected to nothing, hungering for what it lacks.”

Trysk touched herself all over. “I feel like me. But I’m not.”

Herman sighed. “You are you, body and soul. Just—with borrowed blood, for a time. Which means you will be tired, yes. Also, whatever nascent abilities you had will fade, just as the power in the borrowed blood from your friend will fade. For a time, you may find yourself feeling lost and powerless, but you will become you again. I suspect, but cannot say for certain, that it is very likely that you will Awaken properly at that time, once a sufficient volume of your blood is fully your own again. You’re of age. You were nearing the Awakening, but your temporary death interrupted the process.”

“My temporary death.” Trysk shook her head. “Thank you for bringing me back, Herman.”

Herman sighed. “Once I touched your bones, I had no choice.”

Trysk raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

Herman’s expression clouded over. “You have a complex history, and a complex future, I suspect.”

“Complex how?”

Herman sucked in air between his teeth. “The woman who raised you is not your mother.”

“What?” Trysk’s mouth fell open. “Of course she’s my mother!”

“No, she isn’t.” Herman shook his head slowly. “The bones of the dead never lie. They simply can’t. And you were as close to dead as you could be, without actually releasing your soul.”

“You’re lying!” Trysk stared at him, aghast.

Herman looked at her sadly. “I assure you I am not. Another woman gave you life and brought you into this world. But you were raised, from just after birth, by the woman you thought was your mother. But she is not of your blood.”

“How do you know that?”

“History is in the bones.”

“But I was just a baby. I don’t remember that far back, so how could you possibly know what happened?”

Herman dipped his head. “A fair question. However, I am as certain of this as I am that you were recently dead, and that I reanimated your corpse with my own hands. And now you are standing there staring at me like I was some kind of charlatan.”

“But … how?”

“There are … discontinuities in your bones, from before you were born.”

“Before I was born? And discontinuities, like … broken?”

Herman waved a hand. “Not physically broken. And yes, before you were born, you had bones. As soon as they began to develop in the womb, they started recording your life.”

“Wow,” said Trysk. “So what happened before I was born?”

Herman shrugged. “I don’t know, exactly. But I have only felt something like this once before. As if there was a great deal of … jumping. Travel, maybe? Your mother may have gone from planet to planet, searching for something. That’s what it felt like. But there was great anxiety too, that was quite clear. Etched into your early bones. And your brother’s, too, I suspect. As you said, you are twins—?”

“Yes, twins. And that’s why you had to bring me back to life?”

Herman’s leathered cheeks flushed. “Well, there was also the small matter of the prophecy…”

“Prophecy?” Tristan’s eyes went wide. “What prophecy?”

Herman pushed himself slowly up to his feet. “That’s one word for it, I suppose. I’d call it more of a strange foretelling, but then I was very much younger than I am now, and willing of ear to listen to a pretty young woman.”

“What woman?” Trysk asked. “What did she say? What was the prophecy?”

Herman looked her up and down slowly before responding. “I am seventy-six years old, young lady. But the woman who appeared on my doorstep long ago during the ghosting-time seemed only a few years older than you are now.”

“Who was she?”

Herman held out a hand. “I will get to that. The impatience of youth carries over all generations. This young woman I first thought to be a ghost herself, as she was somewhat like your friend here.”

“Tristan,” she said.

“Yes, well.” Herman coughed. “Anyway, she was not quite here, but present enough to talk to me. That much, I could see when the door opened. But when I touched her outstretched hand, I ushered her inside at once.”

“To talk.”

“That, too.”

“What else did you do?” asked Trysk.

“We drank tea. She was quite thirsty from her travels.”

“Oh.” Trysk’s face fell. “You just talked with a young woman?”

Herman blushed. “At the time, she appeared younger than me, but only just. I was twenty-six and had just started my medical practice after completing my studies. But yes, she was pretty.”

“Of course she was.” Trysk smiled. “Are you going to tell us about the prophecy, or just about your early love life?”

Herman smiled softly. “I was heart-stricken, to be frank. So much so that I was impolite enough to ask her to repeat her words. She did so, and I have remembered them ever since.”

“And they were—?” Tristan prompted.

Herman took a deep breath and nodded. “This what she said to me, that mysterious night, long ago. ‘In the decline of your years, you will have helped many, but you must help one more, should she cross your doorstep. I do not know in what way she may pass, and if you go to your final rest without seeing her, you may go in peace. But should she arrive, unexpectedly and in great need, you must remember this night and do whatever you can to help her on her journey.’”

Tristan coughed. “That’s a pretty vague prophecy.”

Herman smiled. “I wasn’t finished. ‘With hair of flame will she come’—”

Trysk shook her head. “Tristan is right. That was pretty vague. Lots of people with red hair.”

“…‘accompanied by someone who is not there.’”

“Like a ghost.” Trysk interrupted. “Or Tristan. Are you sure you’re not making this up?”

Herman sighed. “For decades, I scarcely believed it myself, thinking it to be a young man’s dream. But here you are.”

Trysk shook her head. “Yes, here I am. What does that have to do with a prophecy?”

Herman stuck his hand inside the collar of his shirt and pulled out a ring that dangled at the end of a long, thin chain. He pulled it over his head and held it out to her.

Trysk stared at the gold ring. Its surface was covered in a delicate interlocking pattern. “It’s beautiful. Why are you giving it to me?”

Herman’s eyes misted over. “Because it’s yours, and I promised to give it to you, if I ever saw you. You have your mother’s eyes, and her face, did you know that? Even the way you shake your head is a mirror image of her.”

“My mother?” Trysk’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

Herman wiped away tears. “As sure as a Reader can be. Bones sing, did you know that? They sing to each other. When I first saw you, I thought she had returned to me, but still young, though that made no sense as I am fifty years older than that night. But when I touched your corpse, your bones sang to me. There was a haunting echo from that night fifty years ago. She was pregnant with twins when I met her. One of them was you. The bones don’t lie.”
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Trysk paled. “You met my mother? I was still inside her—fifty years ago?”

“Yes.” Herman nodded at the ring dangling from his hand. “She wanted you to have this.”

“I’m only eighteen!”

Herman nodded. “You look it, to a day.”

“That can’t be right. I was conceived fifty years ago?”

Herman shrugged. “Time is relative. Such things are possible. Your friend here is a living example, with one foot stuck in the future, and one in the past.”

“Time-travel?” Trysk’s eyes widened.

“As easy as breathing, for one with the gift. But it’s very rare.”

“Helen said Trysk is going to be a Stepper,” Tristan said quickly.

“Helen?” Herman raised an eyebrow at Tristan.

“She was a Seer. We met her on the Harvest ship, but she’s dead now. They ground her and others into mincemeat and fed them to the Kleps, just for being Seers.”

Herman nodded. “That sounds like something Counters would do. Horrible, vile creatures. A pity that she’s gone. It sounds like she could have become quite skilled.”

“I—” Tristan suddenly looked nauseous. “I had to … dip my hands … in their…”

“Ah.” Herman sighed. “Memory is in the flesh. For a time, anyway.”

“Helen helped us escape the Harvest ship,” said Tristan, his colour slowly returning to normal.

“And yet, just in time for Trysk to die. Pity. A Seer might have been able to prevent that.”

Trysk shot Tristan a look. “Tristan is a Seer, too. He saw my future, before.”

Herman frowned at Tristan. “Then you should have Seen that coming. Am I right?”

Tristan’s cheeks coloured. “I have to be careful. Ma was a Seer, but Pa was a Weaver, though not a very good one. So I don’t dare follow her threads and peek any further than I’ve Stepped, which is only a few minutes forward and back, or things change. It’s already happened once and affected her threads. So now I just sense the bad threads and measure the lengths. That’s all I dare do.”

“Ah.” Herman pointed at Trysk. “But this … Helen … said that you will be a Stepper? Now, I am even more convinced that you must have this ring.”

Trysk reached out her hand, but he shook his head. 

“Around your neck, for now.”

“Okay…?” Trysk’s voice quavered as he placed the thin chain around her neck. The ring slid down inside her shirt. It felt warm, but then, he’d been wearing it.

“There.” Herman took a step back. “The second part of the promise is complete. Back where it belongs.”

Trysk felt the lump of the ring under her shirt. “Why does it belong with me?”

Herman shrugged. “It was your mother’s. She wanted you to have it.”

Trysk’s eyes widened. “If she was my mother, then who was my father?”

Herman chuckled. “I don’t know. Certainly not me. She was pregnant with you and your brother when we met.”

“The ring. Did she say anything about it? Why I needed to have it?”

“No. Just to give it to you.”

Trysk shook her head. “Are you sure about all of this? Lots of people with red hair. Some of them might have ghosts hanging around them. Or almost-ghosts, like Tristan.”

Herman smiled. “I’m sure. You look like your mother, but not exactly. You’re a bit of whoever your father was, too. That’s the way it works.”

“But you said—you knew my bones. From before I was born?”

“Yes. And it’s definitely you. There’s an echo of your mother in your bones, and I recognise the beginning of your personal song. It’s you. The same discontinuities are in your bones even now. It’s like a fingerprint, but more permanent.”

“Huh.” Trysk yawned. “Fascinating. Suddenly, I’m feeling very tired.”

Herman nodded to Tristan. “Let’s get her into the carriage before she becomes a dead weight.”

Tristan’s eyes widened in alarm. “You mean—?”

Herman chuckled. “I mean fall asleep. Let’s get her situated while she can help us before she dozes off. I’d prefer not to touch her too much.”

“Oh.” Tristan nodded and slid his shoulder under her arm. “Of course. Trysk, time for the carriage, okay?” 

“Sure, dream-boy.” She smiled sleepily. “Did you know that b-bones ssshing?”

“You can tell me all about it inside, okay?” Tristan glanced at the doctor, who was taking a swig from his water bottle. “Did you do something to her water bottle?”

“Yep.” Herman nodded. “There’s a mild sedative in that one. She needs to rest as much as she can, and we won’t be stopping again until well past midnight. Take some more food and drink with you into the carriage.”

“You’d better not do anything bad to her.” Tristan shot him a dark look as he walked Trysk over to the carriage.

“Oh, I won’t.”

“Good,” said Tristan as he helped Trysk up and settled her into the seat, then went to fetch food and drink from the back of the carriage.

Herman returned to the front of the carriage, muttering to himself. “Bringing her back from the dead might be the single worst thing I could have done for her, but it’s written in the bones now. I said I would help her in any way I could. For better or for worse, I promised.”
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Brem, governor of this still-to-be-named colony world, walked along a well-travelled path through a field of wild-flowers. Beside him were his wife, Mabel, and Sadie, the Secretary of Commerce. Brem was quietly pleased that, amidst the shock and uncertainty of what would happen next, people weren’t just trampling the landscape. But the livestock needed to eat, and soon enough, a lot of the flowers would disappear into hungry mouths.

The Counters had given Brem and the other ten thousand settlers plenty of supplies to get the colony started. Well, ten thousand and thirty-five plus himself, as the Counters had offloaded thirty-six additional people for the colony. Each of the additional colonists was an adjustment, a rounding-down in their sector on the Harvest ship. The Emperor liked things to be even—as in even numbers—and the Counters took that job seriously. Every so often, the odd ones out were adjusted to even up the ranks. If you were fortunate enough to be adjusted when a new colony was being established, that’s where you went. Otherwise, you were ground up into food for the omnivorous Kleps. Kleps were kind of like cows, but with a third large central eye, bifurcated hooves, rows of razor-sharp front teeth, and thick molars to grind up anything that made it into their mouths. They didn’t chew the cud, their digestive systems being extremely efficient at processing organic matter and producing copious amounts of excrement. It made excellent fertiliser.

The rounded-downs, as the thirty-six insisted on being called, had been an integral part of helping get the fledgeling colony established and they were more than grateful to have escaped the other type of adjustment. They served as messengers and couriers, putting their hands to anything they could to demonstrate their value. One of the rounded-downs was a young man named Justin, who—for better or for worse—came from a family who had served as clerks in the Governor’s office on another planet. Brem had initially been relieved to have support of that kind on his first day as Governor, but he had to admit that sometimes he wished his new office secretary was a little less formal. Brem had grown up on a farm, and the changes in behaviour his assistant expected from him chafed. Still, Brem was grateful for the help; he knew he had a lot to learn if he was to make the colony thrive.

Brem glanced towards a line of trees on the left. When they had arrived, there had been mountains of crates and containers stacked on the side of the field. These contained a number of pre-fab buildings, equipment, and templates for constructing anything else they might need to manufacture with the assemblers. The pre-fabs were still trapped under most of the equipment, which Brem took to be a perverse Counter whim. Almost like they’d unloaded everything backwards.

They were supposed to feed the assemblers with local materials. Dirt, organic matter, rocks, pretty much anything could go into the hoppers of the versatile machines. If you didn’t have enough of the right materials to build the thing you wanted, the assembler just stored the rest for later use while you went looking for rocks, or clay, or whatever. There were instructions, of course, but some of the more complex templates required metals that they would probably need to dig deep for.

So, for now, they were using what they had—hopefully they would uncover the prefabs shortly—and selectively cutting down trees for pens to contain the starter livestock, sheep, cattle, chickens and Kleps. Brem had been concerned about the animals wandering off into the surrounding forests before they’d had a chance to erect suitable fencing, but that had turned out not to be a problem.

Some of the creatures included in their allocation for ‘pest management’ were dogs and cats. The dogs seemed to be good for herding the sheep and cattle, but the cats hadn’t done much so far. They slept a lot and liked warm places. Usually on top of the next crate to be opened.

The fact that the dogs didn’t need to be guided by any of the humans was at first met with alarm, but after the first few days, everyone got used to it. The herd animals grazed fresh areas of the field and forest during the day, and the dogs made sure they were back in their makeshift pens by sundown.

“I wonder how they do that?” Sadie watched four dogs guide a herd of fifty sheep back towards the open gate of one of the pens.

“No idea,” said Mabel. “Before this, I’d never seen a dog or a cat. But they appear to be quite intelligent. Trysk would have loved to see them, wouldn’t she, Brem?”

Brem pressed his lips together and nodded. He wasn’t ready to talk about Trysk. During the first official meeting of his new administration, he’d felt something horrible happen to Trysk through their twin connection. Sharp, sudden, a sense of surprise, and then—nothing. Like she was gone. And then, he had been awakened in the middle of the night by the Kleps escaping their enclosure. They’d walked in circles around the tent he and Mabel shared, and then two had come up to them to convey a message. 

Through pantomime and a nip of his chest, the Kleps had somehow conveyed the message that his sister had possibly died, but wasn’t dead anymore. But that made no sense. So perhaps, a near-death thing. Something bad, anyway. But now he could feel her again, and that set his heart at ease. No matter that she was somewhere out there amongst the stars, he could still feel her, and sense where she was, or in which direction, at least. But the way the Kleps had behaved—walking in counter-rotating circles, the pantomiming, the … the dancing they had done at the end? The next morning, he had dismissed it as simply dreaming.

Except ever since then, there had been a single Klep standing outside his tent each morning, staring at him with its large central eye and two side-eyes. Brem’s family had raised Kleps on their farm, but he had to admit he knew precious little about the creatures. They raised them for Harvest, and that was it—nobody on Ockham slaughtered or ate them. Cows, sheep and chickens were their primary source of protein. His sister Trysk had spent more time with the Kleps than him, but she hadn’t said anything about unusual Klep behaviour like this.

Although—Brem furrowed his brow. It was hazy, but he had a vague recollection of Kleps surrounding him and his sister in a field, early in the morning after Celebration. They’d been moving oddly then, too. Was it circles? He wasn’t sure. But she’d been talking to someone, hadn’t she? Her boyfriend, maybe. Brem sighed. What had happened before really didn’t matter. Because now, this particular Klep with the pale curved stripe across its chest insisted on following him everywhere.

“He seems to like you.” Mabel glanced at the Klep walking alongside Brem. “Are you going to name him?”

Brem shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s appropriate.”

“You’re not going to eat him.” Sadie shook her head. “Might as well name him.”

“Fine.” Brem shrugged. “Spot.”

“But he’s got that nice stripe. Not spots.”

“I know.” Brem glanced at the four-hoofed beast tromping along beside him. 

“Spot?” Mabel’s eyebrow rose.

“Huff,” said the Klep, and bumped Brem’s leg with its nose.

“Does that mean he likes the name?” Mabel smiled.

“Huff,” said the Klep, then stamped a front hoof.

“Does he even know we’re talking about him?” asked Sadie. “Are they actually that smart?”

The Klep turned its head and stared at Sadie.

“What did I say?” Sadie paled as the Klep bared its front teeth at her.

Brem swallowed. “Um … I know you didn’t grow up on a farm, Sadie, but there’s something you should know. The Kleps here behave differently to the Kleps we raised on the farm.”

“How so?”

Mabel nudged him. “Tell her about that night.”

Brem filled Sadie in on what had happened. 

“Wow.” Sadie’s eyes widened.

“Yeah,” said Brem. “They seem to be a lot more intelligent than anyone ever knew back on Ockham.”

“Right.” Sadie eyed the Klep cautiously. “I’m sorry, Spot.”

“Huff,” said the Klep, then looked forward again.

“So … do you think they’re guiding the dogs, then?”

Brem shrugged. “Having never met a dog before this, it’s hard to say. But the Kleps seem to be keeping an eye on what’s going on around here, so maybe.”

“Huh,” said Sadie. “And this one has adopted you, or something.”

“Seems like.” Brem reached out and scratched the Klep’s neck. “I just wish I knew what they were thinking.”

Spot lifted its head and stared at Brem for several seconds, then looked forward again.

“Well, he certainly seems to understand us.” Mabel laughed nervously. “It’s a bit unnerving.”

“Everything here differs from home, and not just the Kleps. But if the Kleps—and the dogs—can help us not lose any livestock until we have them properly corralled, I’m grateful for their help.”

Spot bumped Brem’s leg with his head and let out a “Huff-huff.”

“I think that means you’re welcome,” said Mabel.

“Huff.”
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