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to

Ariana Mae, our splendid envoy, who will speak for us at the threshold of the fantastic twenty-second century.
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Those who hunger after wisdom often seek it

in the highest heights, or profound depths.

Yet, marvels are found in shallow sites

where life starts, burgeons, and dies.

What pinnacle, or lofty mount,

offers lessons as poignant

as the flowing river –

a crashing reef –

or the grave?

– from a Buyur wall inscription

found half-buried in a marsh

near Far Wet Sanctuary
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PART ONE

EACH OF THE SOONER RACES MAKING UP the Commons of Jijo tells its own unique story, passed down from generation to generation explaining why their ancestors surrendered godlike powers and risked terrible penalties to reach this far place – skulking in sneakships past Institute patrols, robot guardians, and Zang globules. Seven waves of sinners, each coming to plant their outlaw seed on a world that had been declared off-limits to settlement. A world set aside to rest and recover in peace, but for the likes of us.

THE g’Kek arrived first on this land we call the Slope, between misty mountains and the sacred sea – half a million years after the last legal tenants – the Buyur – departed Jijo.

Why did those g’Kek founders willingly give up their former lives as star-traveling gods and citizens of the Five Galaxies? Why choose instead to dwell as fallen primitives, lacking the comforts of technology, or any moral solace but for a few engraved platinum scrolls?

Legend has it that our g’Kek cousins fled threatened extinction, a dire punishment for devastating gambling losses. But we cannot be sure. Writing was a lost art until humans came, so those accounts may be warped by passing time.

What we do know is that it could not have been a petty threat that drove them to abandon the spacefaring life they loved, seeking refuge on heavy Jijo, where their wheels have such a hard time on the rocky ground. With four keen eyes, peering in all directions at the end of graceful stalks, did the g’Kek ancestors see a dark destiny painted on galactic winds? Did that first generation see no other choice? Perhaps they only cursed their descendants to this savage life as a last resort.

NOT long after the g’Kek, roughly two thousand years ago, a party of traeki dropped hurriedly from the sky, as if fearing pursuit by some dreaded foe. Wasting no time, they sank their sneakship in the deepest hollow of the sea, then settled down to be our gentlest tribe.

What nemesis drove them from the spiral lanes?

Any native Jijoan glancing at those familiar stacks of fatty toruses, venting fragrant steam and placid wisdom in each village of the Slope, must find it hard to imagine the traeki having enemies.

In time, they confided their story. The foe they fled was not some other race, nor was there a deadly vendetta among the star gods of the Five Galaxies. Rather, it was an aspect of their own selves. Certain rings – components of their physical bodies – had lately been modified in ways that turned their kind into formidable beings. Into Jophur, mighty and feared among the noble Galactic clans.

It was a fate those traeki founders deemed unbearable. So they chose to become lawless refugees – sooners on a taboo world – in order to shun a horrid destiny.

The obligation to be great.

IT is said that glavers came to Jijo not out of fear, but seeking the Path of Redemption – the kind of innocent oblivion that wipes all slates clean. In this goal they have succeeded far better than anyone else, showing the rest of us the way, if we dare follow their example.

Whether or not that sacred track will also be ours, we must respect their accomplishment – transforming themselves from cursed fugitives into a race of blessed simpletons. As starfaring immortals, they could be held accountable for their crimes, including the felony of invading Jijo. But now they have reached a refuge, the purity of ignorance, free to start again.

Indulgently, we let glavers root through our kitchen middens, poking under logs for insects. Once mighty intellects, they are not counted among the sooner races of Jijo anymore. They are no longer stained with the sins of their forebears.

QHEUENS were the first to arrive filled with wary ambition.

Led by fanatical, crablike gray matrons, their first-generation colonists snapped all five pincers derisively at any thought of union with Jijo’s other exile races. Instead, they sought dominion.

That plan collapsed in time, when blue and red qheuens abandoned historic roles of servitude, drifting off to seek their own ways, leaving their frustrated gray empresses helpless to enforce old feudal loyalties.

OUR tall hoonish brethren inhale deeply,whenever the question arises – ‘Why are you here?’ They fill their prodigious throat sacs with low meditation umbles. In rolling tones, hoon elders relate that their ancestors fled no great danger, no oppression or unwanted obligations.

Then why did they come, risking frightful punishment if their descendants are ever caught living illegally on Jijo?

The oldest hoons on Jijo merely shrug with frustrating cheerfulness, as if they do not know the reason, and could not be bothered to care.

Some do refer to a legend, though. According to that slim tale, a Galactic oracle once offered a starfaring hoonish clan a unique opportunity, if they dared take it. An opportunity to claim something that had been robbed from them, although they never knew it was lost. A precious birthright that might be discovered on a forbidden world.

But for the most part, whenever one of the tall ones puffs his throat sac to sing about past times, he rumbles a deep, joyful ballad about the crude rafts, boats, and seagoing ships that hoons invented from scratch,soon after landing on Jijo. Things their humorless star cousins would never have bothered looking up in the all-knowing Galactic Library, let alone have deigned to build.

LEGENDS told by the fleet-footed urrish clan imply that their foremothers were rogues, coming to Jijo in order to breed – escaping limits imposed in civilized parts of the Five Galaxies. With their short lives, hot tempers, and prolific sexual style, the urs founders might have gone on to fill Jijo with their kind … or else met extinction by now, like the mythical centaurs they vaguely resemble.

But they escaped both of those traps. Instead, after many hard struggles, at the forge and on the battlefield, they assumed an honored place in the Commons of Six Races. With their thundering herds, and mastery of steel, they live hot and hard, making up for their brief seasons in our midst.

FINALLY, two centuries ago, Earthlings came, bringing chimpanzees and other treasures. But humans’ greatest gift was paper. In creating the printed trove Biblos, they became lore masters to our piteous commonwealth of exiles. Printing and education changed life on the Slope, spurring a new tradition of scholarship, so that later generations of castaways dared to study their adopted world, their hybrid civilization, and even their own selves.

As for why humans came all this way – breaking Galactic laws and risking everything, just to huddle with other outlaws under a fearsome sky – their tale is among the strangest told by Jijo’s exile clans.

—An Ethnography of the Slope,

by Dorti Chang-Jones and Huph-alch-Huo


PART TEN



Vubben



SMASHED UP. Wheels torn or severed. His brain-case leaking lubricant. Motivator spindles shredded and discharging slowly into the ground.

Vubben lies crumpled next to his deity, feeling life drain away.

That he still lives seems remarkable. When the Jophur corvette slashed brutally at the Holy Egg, he had been partway around the great stone’s flank, almost on the other side. But the moatlike channel of the Nest funneled explosive heat like a river, outracing his fruitless effort at retreat.

Now Vubben lies in a heap, aware of two facts.

Any surviving g’Keks would need a new High Sage.

And something else.

The Egg still lives.

He wonders about that. Why didn’t the Jophur finish it off? surely they had the power.

Perhaps they were distracted.

Perhaps they would be back.

Or else, were they subtly persuaded to go away?

The Egg’s patterning rhythms seem subdued, and yet more clear than ever. He ponders whether it might be an artifact of his approaching death. Or perhaps his frayed spindles – draped across the stony face – are picking up vibrations that normal senses could not.

Crystalline lucidity calls him, but Vubben feels restrained by the tenacious hold of life. That was what always kept sages and mystics from fully communing with the sacred ovoid, he now sees. Mortal beings – even traeki – have to care about continuing, or else the game of existence cannot properly be played. But the caring is also an impediment. It biases the senses. Makes you receptive to noise.

He lets go of the impediment, with a kind of gladness. Surrender clears the way, opening a path that he plunges along, like a youth just released from training wheels,spinning ecstatically down a swooping ramp he never knew before, whose curves change in delightfully ominous ways.

Vubben feels the world grow transparent around him. And with blossoming clarity, he begins to perceive connections.

In legend, and in human lore, gods were depicted speaking to their prophets, and those on the verge of death. But the great stone does not vocalize. No words come to Vubben, or even images. Yet he finds himself able to trace the Egg’s form, its vibrating unity. Like a funnel, it draws him down,toward the bowels of Jijo.

That is the first surprise. From its shape alone, the Six Races assumed the Egg was self-contained, an oval stone birthed out of Jijo’s inner heat,now wholly part of the upper world.

Apparently it still maintains links to the world below.

Vubben’s dazed mind beholds the realm beneath the Slope … not as a picture but in its gestalt, as a vast domain threaded by dendritic patterns of lava heat, like branches of a magma forest, feeding and maintaining a growing mountain range. The forest roots sink into liquefied pools, unimaginably deep and broad – measureless chambers where molten rock strains under the steady grinding of an active planet.

Yet,even here the pattern formations persist. Vubben finds himself amazed by their revealed source.

Dross!

Deep beneath the Slope, there plunges a great sheet of heavier stone … an oceanic plate, shoving hard against the continent and then driving deeper still, dragging eons-old basalt down to rejoin slowly convecting mantle layers. The process is not entirely mysterious to Vubben. He has seen illustrations in Biblos Texts. As it scrapes by, the plunging ocean plate leaves behind a scum, a frothy mix of water and light elements…

… and also patterns.

Patterns of dross! Of ancient buildings,implements, machines, all discarded long ago, ages before the Buyur won their leasehold on this world. Before even their predecessors.

The things themselves are long gone, melted, smeared out, their atoms dispersed by pressure and heat. Yet somehow a remnant persists. The magma does not quite forget.

Dross is supposed to be cleansed, Vubben thinks, shocked by the implications. When we dump our bones and tools in the Midden, it should lead to burial and purification by Jijo’s fire. There isn’t supposed to be anything left!

And yet … who is he to question, if Jijo chooses to remember something of each tenant race that abides here for a while, availing itself of her resources, her varied life-forms, then departing according to Galactic law?

Is that what you are? He inquires of the Holy Egg. A distillation of memory? The crystallized essence of species who came before, and are now extinct?

A transcendent thought, yet it makes him sad. Vubben’s own unique race verges on annihilation. He yearns for some kind of preservation, some refuge from oblivion. But in order to leave such a remnant, sophonts must dwell for a long time on a tectonic world.

For most of its sapiency period, his kind had lived in space.

Then you don’t care about us living beings, after all, he accuses the Egg. You are like that crazed mule spider of the hill, your face turned to the past.

Again, there is no answer in word or image. What Vubben feels instead is a further extension of the sense of connectedness, now sweeping upward, through channels of friction heat,climbing against slow cascades of moist, superheated rock, until his mind emerges in a cool dark kingdom – the sea’s deep, most private place.

The Midden. Vubben feels around him the great dross piles of more recent habitation waves. Even here, amid relics of the Buyur, the Egg seems linked. Vubben senses that the graveyard of ancient instrumentalities has been disturbed. Heaps of archaic refuse still quiver from some late intrusion.

There is no anger over this. Nor anything as overt as interest. But he does sense a reaction, like some prodigious reflex.

The sea is involved. Disturbance on the dross piles has provoked shifts in the formation of waves and tides. Of heat and evaporation. Like a sleeping giant, responding heavily to a tiny itch. A massive storm begins roiling both the surface and the ocean floor, sweeping things back where they belong.

Vubben has no idea what vexed the midden so. Perhaps the Jophur. Or else the end of dross shipments from the Six Races? Anyway, his thoughts are coming more slowly as death swarms in from the extremities. Worldly concerns matter less with each passing dura.

Still, he can muster a few more cogencies. Is that all we are to you? he inquires of the planet. An itch?

He realizes now that Drake and Ur-Chown had pulled a fast one when they announced their ‘revelation,’ a century ago. The Egg is no god, no conscious being. Ro-kenn was right, calling it a particle of psi-active stone, more compact and well ordered than the Spectral Flow. A distillation that had proved helpful in uniting the Six Races.

Useful in many ways … but not worthy of prayer.

We sensed what we desperately wanted to sense, because the alternative was unacceptable – to face the fact that we sooners are alone. We always were alone.

That might have been Vubben’s last thought. But at the final moment there comes something else. A glimmer of meaning that merges with his waning neuronic flashes. In that narrow moment, he feels a wave of overwhelming certainty.

More layers lie beneath the sleeping strata. Layers that are aware.

Layers that know.

Despair is not his final companion. Instead, there comes in rapid succession – expectation …

satisfaction …

awareness of an ancient plan, patiently unfolding….



kaa



CAN’T-T YOU USE SOMEBODY ELSE?’

‘Who else? There is no one.’

‘What about Karkaett-t?’

‘Suessi needs him to help nurse the engines. This effort will be hopeless unless they operate above capacity.’

Hopeless; Kaa used to think it such a simple word. But like the concept of infinity, it came freighted with a wide range of meanings. He slashed the water in frustration. Infi, will you really trap me this way? Dragging me across the universe again, when all I want to do is stay?

Gillian Baskin knelt on the quay nearby, her raincoat glistening. Distant lightning flashes periodically lit up the bay, revealing that the Hikahi had already closed her clamshell doors, preparing to depart.

‘Besides,’ Gillian added. ‘You are our chief pilot. Who could be as well qualified?’

Gratifying words, but in fact Streaker used to have a better pilot, by far.

‘Keepiru ought to’ve stayed with the crew, back on Kithrupp. I should have been the one who went on the skiff with Creideiki.’

The woman shrugged. ‘Things happen, Kaa. I have confidence in your ability to get us off this world in one piece.’

And after that? He chuttered a doubt-filled raspberry. Everyone knew this would be little more than a suicide venture. The odds had also seemed bad on Kithrup, but at least there the eatee battle fleets chasing Streaker had been distracted, battling each other. Fleeing through that maelstrom of combat and confusion, it proved possible to fool their pursuers by wearing a disguise – the hollowed-out shell of a Thennanin dreadnought. All that ploy took was lots of skill … and luck.

Here in Jijo space there was no sheltering complexity. No concealing jumble of warfare to sneak through. Just one pursuer – giant and deadly – sought one bedraggled prey.

For the moment, Streaker was safe in Jijo’s sea, but what chance would she have once she tried to leave?

‘You don’t have to worry about Peepoe,’ Gillian said, reading the heart of his reluctance. ‘Makanee has some solid fins with her. Many are Peepoe’s friends. They’ll scan relentlessly till they find Zhaki and Mopol, and make them let her go.

‘Anyway,’ the blond woman went on, ‘isn’t Peepoe better off here? Won’t you use your skill to keep her safe?’

Kaa eyed Gillian’s silhouette, knowing the Terragens agent would use any means to get the job done. If that meant appealing to Kaa’s sense of honor … or even chivalry … Gillian Baskin was not too proud.

‘Then you admit it-t,’ he said.

‘Admit what?’

‘That we’re heading out as bait, nothing elsssse. Our aim is to sacrifice ourselves.’

The human on the quay was silent for several seconds, then lifted her shoulders in a shrug.

‘It seems worthwhile, don’t you think?’

Kaa pondered. At least she was being honest – a decent way for a captain to behave with her pilot.

A whole world, seven or eight sapient races, some near extinction, and a unique culture. Can you see giving up your life for all that?

‘I guess so,’ he murmured, after a pause.

Gillian had won. Kaa would abandon his heart on Jijo, and fly out to meet death with open eyes.

Then he recalled. She had made exactly the same choice, long ago. A decision that still must haunt her sleep, though it could have gone no other way.

Yet it surprised Kaa when Gillian slipped off the stone quay, entering the water next to him, and threw her arms around his head. Shivers followed her hands as she stroked him gratefully.

‘You make me proud,’ she said. ‘The crew will be glad, and not just because we have the best pilot in this whole galaxy.’

Kaa’s flustered confusion expressed itself in a sonar interrogative, casting puzzled echoes through the colonnade of a nearby pier. Gillian wove her Trinary reply through that filtered reverberation, binding his perplexity, braiding a sound fabric whose texture seemed almost like a melody.

* Amid the star lanes,

* Snowballs sometimes thrive near flame….

* Don’t you feel Lucky? *



Rety



THE DOLPHIN ENGINEER SHOUTED AT HER FROM THE airlock of the salvaged dross ship.

‘C-come on Rety! We gotta leave now, t-to make the rendezvous!’

Chuchki had reason to be agitated. His walker unit whined and jittered, reacting to nervous signals send down his neural tap. It was cramped in the airlock, which also held the speed sled to carry them from this ghost ship back to Streaker. Providing all went according to plan.

Only I ain’t part of the plan anymore, Rety thought. Stepping in front of Chuchki, with the sill of the hatch between them, she removed the tunic they had given her, as an honorary member of the crew. At first the gesture had pleased Rety – till she saw the Terrans were just another band of losers.

Rety tossed the garment in the airlock.

‘Tell Dr. Baskin an’ the others thanks, but I’ll be makin’ my own way from here on. good luck. Now scram.’

Chuchki stared at first, unable to move or speak. Then servos whirred. The walker started to move.

‘Hit the button, yee!’ Rety shouted over her left shoulder.

Back in the control room, her little ‘husband’ pressed a lever triggering the airlock’s emergency cycle. The inner hatch slid shut, severing Chuchki’s wail of protest. Soon, a row of purple lights showed the small chamber filling with water as the outer door opened.

A few duras later, she heard engine noise – the now-familiar growl of the speed sled that had brought the two of them here – ebbing with distance as the machine fled. She ordered the outer door closed and locked against the possibility that Chuchki might try something ‘heroic.’ Some still thought of her as a child, and many dolphins also had a mystical attachment to their human patrons.

But I’ll be just fine. A lot better off than those fools, in fact.

Several low, squat hallways led away from the lock, but only one was lit by a string of glow bulbs. Following this trail, she made her way back toward the control room, sometimes lingering to stroke a panel or gaze into a chamber filled with mysterious machines. For the last few days she had looked over this salvaged starship – once a Buyur packet boat, according to Chuchki. Though a mess, it was one of the ‘best’ recovered derelicts, capable of life support as well as full engine maneuvering, owing its remarkable state to the Midden’s chill, sterile waters. Durable Galactic machines might lie there unchanged forever, or until Jijo sucked them underground.

It’s mine now, she mused, surveying her prize. I’ve got my own starship.

Of course it was still a hunk of dross. All odds were against her getting anywhere in this moving scrap pile.

But the odds always had been against her, ever since she was born into that filthy tribe of savages, so proud of their sickly ignorance. And especially since she realized she’d rather be whipped for speaking up than be a slave to some bully with rotting teeth and the mind of a beast.

Rety had suffered some disappointments lately. But now she saw what each of the setbacks had in common. They all came about because of trusting others – first the sages of the Commons, then the Rothens, and finally a ragtag band of helpless Earthlings.

But all that was in the past. Now she was back doing what she did best – relying on herself.

The control room spanned roughly thirty paces in width, featuring about a dozen wide instrument consoles. All were dark, except one jury-rigged station festooned with cables and makeshift bypass connections. Lights blazed across that panel. On the floor nearby, a portable holosim display revealed a staticky map of the ancient vessel’s surroundings, a dart-shaped glow threading its way through a maze of ridges at the bottom of the great ocean.

Most of the decoy ships cruised with simple autopilots, but a few moved more flexibly, crewed by volunteer teams, making adjustments to the swarm pattern planned by the Niss Machine. In this effort, Rety’s intelligence and agile hands had been helpful to Chuchki, making up for her lack of education. She felt justified in having earned her starship.

‘hi captain!’

Her sole companion pranced on the instrument console, each footstep barely missing a flowing lever or switch. The little urrish male greeted her with a shill ululation.

‘we did it! like pirates of the plains! like in legends of the battle aunties! now we free. no more noor beasts. no more yuckity ship full of water-loving fish!’

Rety laughed. Whenever loneliness beckoned, there was always yee to cheer her up.

‘so where to now, captain?’ the diminutive creature asked. ‘shake free of Jijo? head someplace good and sunny, for a change?’

She nodded.


‘That’s the idea. Only we gotta be patient a little while longer.’

First Streaker must collect Chuchki and other scattered workers. Rety had an impression that the Earthlings were waiting for events to happen onshore. But after hearing the Jophur ultimatum she knew – Gillian Baskin would soon be forced to act.

I helped them, she rationalized. An’ I won’t interfere with their plan … much.

But in the long run, none o’ that’ll matter. Everybody knows they’re gonna get roasted when they try to get away. Or else the Jophur’ll catch ’em, like a ligger snatchin’ up a gallaiter faun.

Nobody can blame me for tryin’ to find my own way out of a trap like that.

And if someone did cast blame her way?

Rety laughed at the thought.

In that case, they can try to outfart a traeki, for all I care. This ship is mine, and there’s nothin’ anybody can do about it!

She was getting away from Jijo – one way or another.



Dwer



THE NIGHT SKY CRACKLED.

At random intervals his hair abruptly stood on end. Static electricity snapped the balloon’s canopy with a basso boom, while pale blue glows moved up and down the rope cables, dancing like frantic imps. Once, a flickering ball of greenish white followed him across the sky for more than a midura, mimicking each rise, fall, or sway in the wind. He could not tell if it was an arrowflight away, or several leagues. The specter only vanished when a rain squall passed between, but Dwer kept checking nervously, in case it returned.

Greater versions of the same power flashed in all directions – though from a safe distance, so far. He made a habit of counting kiduras between each brilliant discharge and the arrival of its rumbling report. When the interval grew short, thunder would shake the balloon like a child’s rag doll.

Uriel had set controls to keep Dwer above most of the gale … at least according to the crude weather calculations of her spinning-disk computer. The worst fury took place below, in a dense cloud bank stretching from horizon to horizon.

Still, that only meant there were moonlit gaps for his frail craft to drift through. Surrounding him towered the mighty heat engines of the storm – churning thunderheads whose lofty peaks scraped the boundaries of space.

Though insanely dangerous, the spectacle exceeded anything in Dwer’s experience – and perhaps even that of any star god in the Five Galaxies. He was tempted to climb the rigging for a better view of nature’s majesty. To let the tempest sweep his hair. To shout back when it bellowed.

But he wasn’t free. There were duties unfulfilled.

So Dwer did as he’d been told, remaining huddled in a wire cage the smiths had built for him, lashed to a wicker basket that dangled like an afterthought below a huge gasbag. The metal enclosure would supposedly protect him from a minor lightning strike.

And what if a bolt tears the bag instead? Or ignites the fuel cylinder? Or …

Low clicks warned Dwer to cover his face just half a dura before the altitude sensor tripped, sending jets of flame roaring upward, refilling the balloon and maintaining a safe distance from the ground.

Of course, ‘safe’ was a matter of comparison.

‘In theory, this vehicle should convey you well past the Rinner Range, and then veyond the Foison Flain,’ the smith had explained. ‘After that, there should ve an end to the lightning danger. You can leave the Faraday cage and guide the craft as we taught you.’

As they taught me in half a rushed midura, Dwer amended, while running around preparing one last balloon to launch.

All the others were far ahead of him – a flotilla of flimsy craft, dispersing rapidly as they caught varied airstreams, but all sharing the same general heading. East, driven by near-hurricane winds. Twice he had witnessed flares in that direction, flames that could not have come from lightning alone. Sudden outbursts of ocher fire, they testified to some balloon exploding in the distance.

Fortunately, those others had no crews, just instruments recovered from dross ships. Dwer was the only Jijoan loony enough to go flying on a night like this.

They needed an expendable volunteer. Someone to observe and report if the trick is successful.

Not that he resented Uriel and Gillian. Far from it. Dwer was suited for the job. It was necessary. And the voyage would take him roughly where he wanted to go.

Where I’m needed.

To the Gray Hills.

What might have happened to Lena and Jenin in the time he’d spent as captive of a mad robot, battling Jophur in a swamp and then trapped with forlorn Terrans at the bottom of the sea? By now, the women would have united the urrish and human sooner tribes, and possibly led them a long way from the geyser pools where Danel Ozawa died. It might take months to track them down, but that hardly mattered. Dwer had his bow and supplies. His skills were up to the task.

All I need is to land in roughly the right area, say within a hundred leagues … and not break my neck in the process. I can hunt and forage. Save my traeki paste for later, in case the search lasts through winter.

Dwer tried going over the plan, dwelling on problems he could grasp – the intricacies of exploring and survival in wild terrain. But his mind kept coming back to this wild ride through an angry sky … or else the sad partings that preceded it.

For a time, he and Sara had tried using words, talking about their separate adventures, sharing news of friends living and dead. She told what little she knew about Nelo and their destroyed hometown. He described how Lark had saved his life in a snowstorm, so long ago that it seemed another age.

Hanging over the reunion was sure knowledge that it must end. Each of them had places to go. Missions with slim chance of success, but compelled by duty and curiosity. Dwer had lived his entire adult life that way, but it took some effort to grasp that his sister had chosen the same path, only on a vaster scale.

He still might have tried talking Sara out of her intention – perhaps suicidal – to join the Earthlings’ desperate breakout attempt. But there was something new in the way she carried herself – a lean readiness that took him back to when they were children, following Lark on fossil hunts, and Sara was the toughest of them all. Her mind had always plunged beyond his comprehension. Perhaps it was time for her to stride the same galaxies that filled her thoughts.

‘Remember us, when you’re a star god,’ he had told her, before their final embrace.

Her reply was a hoarse whisper.

‘Give my love to Lark and …’

Sara closed her eyes, throwing her arms around him.

‘… and to Jijo.’

They clung together until the urrish smiths said it was the last possible moment to go.

When the balloon took off, Mount Guenn leaped into view around him, a sight unlike any he ever beheld. Lightning made eerie work of the Spectral Flow, sending brief flashes of illusion dancing across his retinas.

Dwer watched his sister standing at the entrance of the cave, a backlit figure. Too proud to weep. Too strong to pretend. Each knew the other was likely heading to oblivion. Each realized this would be their last shared moment.

I’ll never know if she lives, he had thought, as clouds swallowed the great volcano, filling the night with flashing arcs. Looking up through a gap in the overcast, he had glimpsed a corner of the constellation Eagle.

Despite the pain of separation, Dwer had managed a smile.

It’s better that way.

From now until the day I die, I’ll picture her out there. Living in the sky.



Alvin



AS IT TURNED OUT, I DIDN’T HAVE TO EXPLAIN THINGS to my parents. Gillian and Uriel had already laid it out, before it was time to depart.

The Six Races should be represented, they explained. Come what may.

Furthermore, I had earned the right to go. So had my friends.

Anyway, who was better qualified to tell Jijo’s tale?

Mu-phauwq and Yowg-wayuo had no choice but to accept my decision. Was Jijo any safer than fighting the Jophur in space? Besides, I had spine-molted. I would make my own decisions.

Mother turned her back to me. I stroked her spines, but she spoke without turning around.

‘Thank you for returning from the dead,’ she murmured. ‘Honour us by having children of your own. Name your firstborn after your great-uncle, who was captain of the Auph-Vuhoosh. The cycle must continue.’

With that, she let my sister lead her away. I felt both touched and bemused by her command, wondering how it could ever be obeyed.

Dad, bless him, was more philosophical. He thrust a satchel in my arms, his entire collection of books by New Wave authors of Jijo’s recent literary revival – the hoon, urs, and g’Kek writers who have lately begun expressing themselves in unique ways on the printed page. ‘It’s to remind you that humans are not in complete command of our culture. There is more than one line to our harmony, my son.’

‘I know that, Dad,’ I replied. ‘I’m not a complete humicker.’

He nodded, adding a low umble.

‘It is told that we hoons were priggish and sour, before our sneak-ship came to Jijo. Legends say we had no word for “fun.”

‘If that is true – and in case you meet any of our stodgy cousins out there – tell them about the sea, Hph-wayuo! Tell them of the way a sail catches the wind, a sound no mere engine can match.

‘Teach them to taste the stinging spray. Show them all the things that our patrons never did.

‘It will be our gift – we happy damned – to those who know no joy in heaven.’

Others had easier leave-takings.

Qheuens are used to sending their males out on risky ventures, for the sake of the hive. Pincer’s mother did emboss his shell with some proud inlay, though, and saw him off in good style.

Urs care mostly about their work, their chosen loyalties, and themselves. Ur-ronn did not have to endure sodden sentimentality. Partly because of the rain, she and Uriel made brief work of their good-byes. Uriel probably saw it as a good business transaction. She lost her best apprentice, but had adequate compensation.

Uriel seemed far more upset about losing Tyug. But there was no helping it. The Earthers need a traeki. And not just any traeki, but the best alchemist we can send. No pile of substance balls can substitute. Besides, it will be good luck for all races to be along.

Huck’s adoptive parents tried to express sorrow at her parting, but their genuine fondness for her would not make them grieve. Hoons are not humans. We cannot transfer the fully body bond to those not of our blood. Our affections run deeper, but narrower than Earthlings’. Perhaps that is our loss.

So the five of us reboarded as official representatives, and as grownups. I had molted and Pincer showed off his cloisonné. Ur-ronn did not preen, but we all noticed that one of her brood pouches was no longer virgin white, but blushed a fresh shade of blue as her new husband wriggled and stretched it into shape.

Huck carried her own emblem of maturity – a narrow wooden tube, sealed with wax at both ends. Though humble looking, it might be the most important thing we brought with us from the Slope.

Huphu rode my shoulder as I stepped inside the whale sub. I noted that the tytlal-style noor, Mudfoot, had also rejoined us, though the creature seemed decidedly unhappy. Had he been exiled by the others, for the crime of letting their ancient secret slip? Or was he being honored, as we were, with a chance to live or die for Jijo?

Sara Koolhan stood between her chimp and the wounded starman as the great doors closed, cutting us off from the wharf lanterns, our village, and the thundering sky.

‘Well, at least this is more comfortable than the last time we submerged, inside a dumb old hollow tree trunk,’ Huck commented.

Pincer’s leg vents whistled resentfully. ‘You want comfy? Poor little g’Kekkie want to ride my back, an’ be tucked into her beddie?’

Shut uf, you two,’ Ur-ronn snapped. ‘Trust Ifni to stick ne with a vunch of ignoranuses for confanions.’

Huphu settled close as I umbled, feeling a strange resigned contentment. My friends’ bickering was one unchanged feature of life from those naive days when we were youngsters, still dreaming of adventure in our Wuphon’s Dream. It was nice to know some things would be constant across space and time.

Alas, Huck had not mentioned the true difference between that earlier submergence and this one.

Back then, we sincerely thought there was a good chance we’d be coming home again.

This time, we all knew better.



Ewasx



ALARMS BLARE! INSTRUMENTS CRY OUT SIRENS OF danger!

Behold, My rings, how the Captain-Leader recalls the robots and remote crew stacks who were engaged in probing the deep-sea trench.

Greater worries now concern us!

For days, cognizance detectors have sieved through the deep, trying to separate the prey from its myriad decoys. It even occurred to us/Me that the Earthling ship may not be one of the moving blips at all! It might be sheltering silently in some dross pile. In operating the swarm by remote control, they might bypass all the normal etheric channels, using instead their fiendish talent at manipulating sound.

I/we are/am learning caution. I did not broach this possibility to the Captain-Leader.

Why did I refrain? A datum has come to our attention. Those in power often ask for the ‘truth’ or even the best guesses of their underlings. But in fact, they seldom truly wish to hear contradiction.

Anyway, the tactics stacks estimated improved odds at sifting for the quarry. Only one more day, at worst. We of the Polkjhy could easily afford the time.

Until we detected disturbing intruders. Interlopers that could only have come from the Five Galaxies!

‘THERE ARE AT LEAST SIX SIXES OF THEM!’

So declares the cognizance detector operator. ‘Hovering, almost stationary, no more than fifteen planetary degrees easterly. One moment they were not there. The next moment, they appeared!’

The etherics officer vents steam of doubt.

‘I/we perceive nothing, nor have our outlying satellites. This provokes a reasonable hypothesis: that our toruses are defective, or else your instruments.’

But routine check discover no faults in either.

‘They may have meme-suborned our satellites,’ suggests one tactician stack. ‘Combining this with excellent masking technology—’

‘Perhaps,’ interrupts another. ‘But gravitics cannot be fooled so easily. If there are six sixes of ships, they cannot be larger than hull type sixteen. No match for us, then. We can annihilate the entire squadron, forthwith.’

‘Is that why they operate in stealth?’ inquires the Captain-Leader, puffing pheromones of enforced calm into the tense atmosphere. ‘Might they be lingering, just beyond line of sight, while awaiting reinforcements?’

It is a possibility we cannot ignore. But, lacking corvettes, we must go investigate ourselves.

Reluctantly, gracefully, the Polkjhy turns her omnipotence around, heading toward the ghostly flotilla. If they are scouts for an armada – perhaps the Soro or Tandu, our mortal foes – it may be necessary to act swiftly, decisively. Exactly the kind of performance that best justifies the existence of master rings.

Others must not be allowed to win the prize!

As we move ponderously eastward, a new thought burbles upward. A streak of wax, secreted by our once-rebellious second torus-of-cognition.

What is it, My ring?

You recall how the savage sooners called to our corvette, not once, but twice, using minute tickles of digital power to attract our attention?

The first time, they used such a beacon to bribe us with the location of a g’Kek hideout.

The second time? Ah, yes. It was a lure, drawing the corvette to a trap.

VERY CLEVER, MY RING!

Ah, but the comparison does not work.

There are many more sources, this time.

They are stronger, and the cognizance traces have spoor patterns typical of starship computers.

But above all, My poor ring, did you not hear our detection officer stack?

These signals cannot come from benighted sooners.

THEY FLY!



Sara



GRAVITICSS!’

The detection officer thrashed her flukes. ‘Movement signs! The larger emitter departss its stationary hover position. Jophur battleship now moving east at two machsss. Ten klickss altitude.’

Sara watched Gillian Baskin absorb the news. This was according to plan, yet the blond Earthwoman showed hardly any reaction. ‘Very good,’ she replied. ‘Inform me of any vector change. Decoy operator, please engage swarming program number four. Start the wrecks drifting upward, slowly.’

The water-filled chamber was unlike any ‘bridge’ Sara had read about in ancient books – a Terran vessel, controlled from a room humans could only enter wearing breathing masks. This place was built for the convenience of dolphins. It was their ship – though a woman held command.

A musty smell made Sara’s nose itch, but when her hand raised to scratch, it bumped the transparent helmet, startling her for the fiftieth time. Fizzy liquid prickled Sara’s bare arms and legs with goose bumps. Yet she had no mental space for annoyance, fear, or claustrophobia. This place was much too strange to allow such mundane reactions.

Streaker’s overall shape and size were still enigmas. Her one glimpse of the hull – peering through a viewing port while the whale sub followed a searchlight toward its hurried rendezvous – showed a mysterious, studded cylinder, like a giant twelk caterpillar, whose black surface seemed to drink illumination rather than reflect it. The capacious airlock was almost deserted as Kaa and other dolphins debarked from the Hikahi, using spiderlike walking machines to rush to their assigned posts. Except for the ridge, most of the ship had been pumped free of water, reducing weight to a minimum.

The walls trembled with the rhythmic vibration of engines – distant cousins to her father’s mill, or the Tarek Town steamboats. The familiarity ran deep, as if affinity flowed in Sara’s blood.

‘Battleship passing over Rimmer mountains. Departing line-of- sight!’

‘Don’t make too much of that,’ Gillian reminded the crew. ‘They still have satellites overhead. Maintain swarm pattern four. Kaa, ease us to the western edge of our group.’

‘Aye,’ the sturdy gray pilot replied. His tail and fins wafted easily, showing no sign of tension. ‘Suessi reports motors operating at nominal. Gravitics charged and ready.’

Sara glanced at a row of screens monitoring other parts of the ship. At first, each display seemed impossibly small, but her helmet heeded subtle motions of her eyes, enhancing any image she chose to focus on, expanding it to 3-D clarity. Most showed empty chambers, with walls still moist from recent flooding. But the engine room was a bustle of activity. She spied ‘Suessi’ by his unique appearance – a torso of wedgelike plates topped by a reflective dome, encasing what remained of his head. The arm that was still human gestured toward a panel, reminding a neo-fin operator to make some adjustment.

The same arm had wrapped around Emerson after the Hikahi docked, trembling while clutching the prodigal star-man. Sara had never seen a cyborg before. She did not know if it was normal for one to cry.

Emerson and Prity were also down there, helping Suessi with their nimble hands. Sara spied them laboring in the shadows, accompanied by Ur-ronn, the eager young urs, fetching and carrying for the preoccupied engineers. Indeed, Emerson seemed a little happier with work to do. After all, these decks and machines had been his life for many years. Still, ever since the reunion on the docks, Sara had not seen his accustomed grin. For the first time, he seemed ashamed of his injuries.

These people must be hard up to need help from an ape, an urrish blacksmith, and a speechless cripple. The other youngsters from Wuphon were busy, too. running errands and tending the glaver herd, keeping the creatures calm in strange surroundings.

I’m probably the most useless one of all. The Egg only knows what I’m doing here.

Blame it on Sage Purofsky, whose cosmic speculations justified her charging off with desperate Earthlings. Even if his reasoning holds, what can I do about the Buyur plan? Especially if this mission is suicidal—

The detection officer squealed, churning bubbles with her flukes.

‘Primary gravitics source decelerating! Jophur ship nearing estimated p-position of mobile observer.’

Mobile observer, Sara thought. That would be Dwer.

She pictured him in that frail balloon, alone in the wide sky, surrounded by nature’s fury, with that great behemoth streaking toward him.

Keep your head down, little brother. Here it comes.
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Cast of Sapient Species



g’Keks – first sooner race to arrive on Jijo, some two thousand years ago. Uplifted by the Drooli, the g’Kek have biomagnetically driven wheels and eyestalks instead of heads. For most of their period of sapiency, they did not live on planets. g’Kek are extinct throughout the Five Galaxies, except on Jijo.

Glavers – third sooner race to reach Jijo. Uplifted by the Tunnuctyur, who were themselves uplifted by the Buyur, glavers are partly bipedal with opalescent skin and large, bulging eyes. Roughly a meter tall, they have a prehensile forked tail to assist their inefficient hands. Since illegally settling Jijo, they devolved to a state of presapience. To some, glavers are shining examples, having shown the way down the Path of Redemption.

Hoons – fifth wave of settlers to arrive on Jijo, bipedal omnivores with pale scaly skin and woolly white leg fur. Their spines are massive, hollow structures that form part of their circulatory system. Hoons’ inflatable throat sacs, originally used for mating displays, are now used for ‘umbling.’ Since their uplift by the Guthatsa, this race found widespread service as dour, officious bureaucrats in Galactic culture.

Humans – the youngest sooner race, arrived on Jijo less than three hundred years ago. Human ‘wolflings’ evolved on Earth; possibly achieving technological civilization and crude interstellar travel on their own. Their greatest accomplishment: the uplifting of neo-chimpanzees and neo-dolphins.

Jophur – organisms resembling a cone of stacked doughnuts; like their traeki cousins, Jophur consist of interchangeable spongy ‘sap rings,’ each with limited intelligence, but combining to form a sapient communal being. Specialized rings give the stack its senses, manipulative organs, and sometimes exotic chemosynthetic abilities. As traeki, this unique species was originally gentle and unaspiring when first uplifted by the Poa. The zealous Oailie later reinvented them by providing ‘master rings,’ transforming the traeki into Jophur, willful and profoundly ambitious beings.

Qheuens – fourth sooner race on Jijo. Uplifted by the Zhosh, qheuens are radially symmetric exoskeletal beings with five legs and claws. Their brain is partly contained in a retractable central dome or ‘cupola.’ A rebel band of qheuens settled Jijo attempting to hold on to their ancient caste system, with the gray variety providing royal matriarchs while red and blue types were servants and artisans. Conditions on Jijo – including later human intervention – provoked the breakdown of this system.

Rothen – a mysterious Galactic race. One human group (the Dakkins or Daniks) believe the Rothen to be Earth’s lost patrons. Rothen are bipeds, somewhat larger than humans but with similar proportions. Believed to be carnivores.

Traeki – second illicit settler race to arrive on Jijo. Traeki are a throwback variant of Jophur, who fled the imposition of master rings.

Tymbrimi – a humanoid species allied with the Earthclan. Known for their cleverness and devilish sense of humor.

Tytlal – a species considered impossible to uplift. Uplifted by the Tymbrimi.

Urs – sixth sooner race on Jijo. Carnivorous, centauroid plains dwellers; they have long, flexible necks, narrow heads, and shoulderless arms ending in dexterous hands. Urs start life as tiny, six-limbed grubs, turned out of their mothers’ pouches to fend for themselves. Any that survive to ‘childhood’ may be accepted into an urrish band. Urrish females reach the size of a large deer, and possess twin brood pouches where they keep diminutive mates, smaller than a house cat. A female with prelarval young ejects one or both husbands to make room for the brood. Urs have an aversion to water in its pure form.




Glossary of Terms



Anglic – a human language created in the twenty-first century, using many English words, but influenced by other pre-contact tongues and modified according to new understandings of linguistic theory.

Biblos – a fortress containing the archive, or hall of books; a combined university/central lending library with profound influence on Jijoan culture.

Bibur – a river running past Biblos, joining the Roney at Tarek Town.

Buyur – former legal tenants of Jijo, froglike in appearance, and known for wit, foresight, and for gene crafting specialized animal tools. Departed when Jijo was declared fallow, almost half a million years ago.

Chimpanzee or ‘chim’ – a partly uplifted variety that accompanied humans to Jijo, mute but able to communicate readily with sign language.

Client – a race still working out a period of servitude to the patrons that uplifted it from presapient animal status.

Danik – a vulgarized term for Danikenite, a cultural movement dating from soon after humanity’s first contact with Galactic civilization. Daniks believe Earthlings were uplifted by a Galactic patron race that chose to remain hidden for unknown reasons. An offshoot cult believes that the Rothen are this race of wise, enigmatic guides. (Also sometimes ‘Dakkin’).

Day of Judgment – in prophesy, when the Six Races of Jijo will be judged for their crimes. By that time, many hope that their descendants will be like glavers – innocents, far along the Path of Redemption.

Deconstructor – a mechanical device licensed by the Institute of Migration to demolish remnants of technological civilization on a planet declared fallow.

Dolo – a village on the Roney River, famed for papermaking.

Dooden Mesa – oldest and largest g’Kek enclave.

Dross – any nonbiodegradable waste material, fated to be cast into the Midden, for recycling by Jijo’s tectonic fires.

Dura – Approximately one third of a minute.

Earthclan – a small, eccentric Galactic ‘family’ of sapient races consisting of neo-chimpanzee and neo-dolphin clients and their human patrons.

Egg – see Holy Egg.

Er – a genderless pronoun, sometimes used when referring to a traeki.

Exploser – demolitions expert who mines settlements of the Six Races for quick destruction, should The Day arrive. Guild headquarters in Tarek Town.

Fen – plural of ‘fin’; Anglic shorthand for a neo-dolphin.

Fist of Stone – a huge shelf of stone above Biblos that has been mined by the explosers, and would serve to destroy the fortress on Judgment Day.

Fractal World or Fractal System – a place of retirement for races that have nearly transcended the Civilization of the Five Galaxies. A huge, diffuse edifice made of hydrogen snow, constructed to surround and use all the energy of a small star.

Galactic – a person, race, concept, or technology deriving from the eons-old Civilization of the Five Galaxies.

Galactic Institutes – vast, powerful academies, purportedly neutral and above interclan politics. The Institutes manage or regulate various aspects of Galactic civilization. Some Institutes are over a billion years old.

Galactic Library – a fantastically capacious collection of knowledge gathered over the course of hundreds of millions of years. Quasisapient ‘branch Libraries’ are found in most Galactic starships and settlements.

Gathering Festival – annual fair that celebrates and reinforces the Great Peace among Jijo’s sooner races. Incorporates a pilgrimage to the Holy Egg.

Gentt – a river just north of Blaze Mountain.

Great Peace – a time of growing understanding among the Six Races, variously credited to the influence of Biblos, or else to the arrival of the Holy Egg and rewq symbionts.

Great Printing – the sudden introduction of paper books by the humans soon after their arrival on Jijo.

Grok – Anglic term, of obscure origin, that denotes understanding a thing or concept in its entirety. Similar to the Scottish ‘ken.’

Guenn Volcano – Location of the hidden forges of Uriel the Smith.

‘Heresies’ – variant views of Jijoan destiny, held by groups who disagree with the High Sages. One holds that Galactic law is just – and Jijo would be better off without ‘infestation’ by sooner races. Others subscribe to more orthodox interpretations of the Sacred Scrolls, that each exile race should seek separate salvation down the Path of Redemption. One rare heresy is called ‘progress.’

Holy Egg, the – a mysterious mass of psi-active stone that emerged from a volcano a century ago, accompanied by widespread visions and dreaming.

Humicker – slang term for someone who mimics humans, because Earthlings texts still dominate literate life of Jijo, long after the Great Printing.

Ifni – probably a vulgarization of ‘Infinity.’ In spacer tradition, a name given to the goddess of luck. Personification of chance or Murphy’s law.

Illias – a matriarchal tribe of horsewomen living secretly in the Spectral Flow.

Izmunuti – a red giant star, uncomfortably close to Jijo’s sun; spews a carbon wind masking Jijo from supervision by the Institute for Migration.

Jadura – Approximately forty-three hours.

Jijo – planet in Galaxy Four. Home of seven sooner races: humans, hoons, qheuen, urs, g’Kek, devolved glavers, and ‘demodified’ Jophur known as traeki.

Jophekka – the homeworld of the Jophur.

Kidura – approximately one half second.

Kiqui – a presapient race of amphibians native to Kithrup.

Kithrup – a water world rich in heavy metals, where the Streaker crew lost Captain Creideiki and many others in escaping a dire trap.

Loocen – largest of Jijo’s three moons.

Lorniks – a domesticated animal, bred as servants by qheuen. Lorniks are radially symmetrical, have four legs and four three-fingered hands.

Midden – a vast undersea crevasse, or subduction zone, formed by plate tectonics, that runs alongside the Slope. Dross generated by inhabitant races – from skeletal remains to hulls of sooner spacecraft – should eventually be dumped here, where natural forces will carry it below Jijo’s crust for melting.

Midura – a unit of time. Approximately seventy-one minutes.

Morgran – a transfer point where Streaker was first attacked by warships of the fanatic religious clans.

Mulc spiders – a life-form engineered to destroy buildings and technological artifacts on worlds declared fallow.

Mulching ceremony – reduction of dead bodies, returning flesh to the Jijoan ecosystem. Often involves consumption of flesh by specialized traeki rings. Nondegradable leftovers are treated as dross and sent to the Midden.

Neo-chimp, neo-chimpanzee – uplifted chimpanzees; humanity’s first clients. Fully uplifted neo-chimps can speak; the ‘unfinished’ variety that accompanied humans to Jijo are mute.

Neo-dolphin – uplifted dolphins; clients of humanity.

Nihanic – another pre-contact human language, derived from a hybrid of Japanese and Han Chinese.

Noor – bright, dexterous, but mischievous otterlike creatures. Noor cannot be tamed, but the patient and good-natured hoon are able to employ some noor beasts on their ships. Noor are considered pests by the other sooner races.

Oakka – a planet containing the regional headquarters of the Institute of Navigation, where Streaker barely escaped entrapment and betrayal.

Oailie – third-stage uplift consorts and ‘step-patrons’ of the Jophur, and fanatical members of the Obeyer Alliance. As expert gene crafters, the Oailie reworked traeki biology and psychology by the addition of master rings, transforming them into Jophur.

Parrot ticks – a peculiar Buyur-engineered insect that can memorize and recite short phrases. The first humans on Jijo doubted their sanity when they kept ‘hearing voices’.

Passen – Jijo’s smallest moon.

Path of Redemption – goal of orthodox religious factions of Jijo, who believe the sooner races should devolve to presapience. Only thus can they escape punishment for colonizing a fallow world, offering a second chance at uplift. Glavers have already trod the Path.

Patron – a Galactic race that has uplifted at least one animal species to full sapience.

Phuvnthus – six-legged wood-eating vermin on Jijo.

Pidura – six-to-the-seventh-power duras, or approximately four days.

Polkjhy – Jophur battleship that landed on Jijo in search of the Streaker.

Poria Outpost – the Danik headquarters, where a small human population serves Rothen lords.

Primal Delphin – semilanguage used by natural, nonuplifted dolphins on Earth.

Progenitors – legendary first spacefaring race, who began the cycle of uplift two billion years ago.

Rewq – quasi-fungal symbionts that help the Six Races ‘read’ each other’s emotions and body language.

Rift – a branch of the Midden located at the southern end of the Slope.

Rimmers – a mountain range marking the eastern boundary of the Slope.

Sacred Scrolls – texts of enigmatic origin, the only written matter on Jijo between the departure of the Buyur and human introduction of paper books. The scrolls taught the g’Kek and later colonists about the need for concealment, planetary care, and ‘redemption.’

Sept – a race or sapient clan of Jijo, e.g., the g’Kek, glavers, hoons, urs, traeki, qheuen, and humans.

Sooners – outlaws who attempt to colonize worlds designated fallow by the Galactic Institute of Migration. On Jijo, the term means those who try to make new illegal settlements, beyond the confines of the Slope.

Spectral Flow – a forbidding desert region in the southcentral area of the Slope, thought to be uninhabitable. Covered with sheets of luridly colored, psi-active volcanic stone and outcrops of photoactive crystal.

Streaker – a neo-dolphin-crewed Terran starship. The Streaker’s discoveries led to unprecedented pursuit by dozens of Galactic factions, each seeking advantage by possessing the dolphins’ secrets.

Stress atavism – a condition found among newly uplifted species, when individuals lose their higher cognitive functions under stress.

Tabernacle – the sneakship that brought human sooners to Jijo more than 200 years ago.

Tarek Town – the largest town on the Slope, where the Roney and Bibur merge. Headquarters of the Explosers Guild.

Terragens Council – ruling body of humanity’s interstellar government, in charge of matters affecting relations between Earthclan and Galactic society.

Toporgic – a pseudo-material substrate made of organically folded time.

Torgen – one of Jijo’s moons.

Transfer point – an area of weak space-time that allows faster than light travel for vessels entering in precise ways.

Uplift – the process of turning a presapient animal species into a fully sapient race capable of joining Galactic society. Performed by patron race.

Urchachka – the urrish homeworld.

Urchachkin – urrish clan that gave refuge to human females and horses in the Spectral Flow.

Vlenning – a rare form of traeki reproduction, in which a small, complete stack is budded from an adult.

Wolfling – a derogatory Galactic term for a race that appears to have uplifted itself to spacefaring status without help from a patron.

Wuphon’s Dream – the bathyscaphe built by Pincer-Tip, with the help of Alvin, Huck, and Ur-ronn. Outfitted by Uriel the Smith.

Xi – a meadowland in the midst of the Spectral Flow, home of the Illias.

Year of Exile – the epoch that began when the first sooner race arrived on Jijo.

Zang – a hydrogen-breathing race resembling huge squid. They live in the atmosphere of gas giants. Jijo’s entire galactic region has been ceded to hydrogen breathers by the Institute of Migration; oxygen breathing sapients are supposed to stay out for a long fallow period. Zang patrol globes are a rare but feared visitor to Jijo.

Zhosh – the qheuens’ patron race.

Zookir – servant animals bred by the g’Kek, able to memorize and recite messages, but not as bright as neo-chimpanzees.
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