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			For the reader’s convenience, a glossary of character names with relationships, and a separate glossary of locations and terms, are found at the end of this book.


		

	
    			Part One

			Brianna Miller in Pear-ass now resides

			Who saved the gouleps out of bondage

			Star traffic for Somule Gems she guides

			Who jumped back while warriors did make

			For Uburu a safe passage

			Far distant from our stars and dreams

			Far distant from the sisters of Arim

			Enrich the gouleps, but at what cost

			To home and hearth and husband?

			She who is promised to Dacupitte, anon
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			One

			from Brianna Miller

			I learned about the self-torching from the evening news in Paris. Footage of the public suicide ran repeatedly while armchair experts crowded talk show segments. The way it ran was: on Dolvia, a woman wearing a traditional Arrivi gown plus a sky-blue burka entered the plaza in front of the governor’s mansion in Cylay. She sat cross-legged on the brick street across from the ornate gate before splashing gasoline onto the burka and setting herself on fire. The repeated news footage showed the bright and angry flames, the shearing clothes and blackened skin, and the exposed skeleton while the orange conflagration cooled.

			Kyle Rula had honored tradition by wearing the body veil that was still required in the towns controlled by Karl Wyley. She had made no speeches and left no manifesto. No banners displaying her face were paraded through the streets. Rather, she had protested oppression under the tribal leaders’ rule by exercising her right to die as she chose: death by fire in the public square.

			Immolation, they called it.

			I sat in the Paris apartment above my nightclub and reread the online message. The curtains were drawn against the sunlight, and I wore a robe and camisole. My trade was conducted mostly after sunset after all. My hair hung between my shoulders, and I pushed an errant section aside before I watched the news clip again, searching the crowd for a familiar face. Hakulupe Le or the convent gouleps risked prison and torture if they stood with this sister of Arim in silent allegiance. Rabbenu Ely was an unforgiving leader.

			The Company still had a stranglehold on travel through the wormhole. Tariff barriers at both ends of the wormhole had slowed trade. Information came in bundles, sometimes delayed for a full week. Our Somule Gems online chatter was data-mined by interested parties. Packages were diverted and opened and delayed at whim.

			Posited in the future tense, the message was dated four days before the incident, common standard time. “Kyle Rula will rob the desert of one. Come home. Hakulupe Le.” Was Dolvia my home? Was Dolvia anything like the savannah I had left more than a decade ago?

			There was a quiet knock at the door. Cool air from the hallway and a shaft of light announced her entrance before Laura crossed the wide oriental carpet. “Pardon me, Brianna,” she said in French. “Two men wait to speak with you.”

			“You know I don’t entertain during the day.”

			“These are different. Dressed western, but they have Westend ID papers.”

			“Shoes?” I asked. You could peg a person by the shoes they wore.

			Laura shrugged. “New, also their suits are new. One has black hair tied at his neck. The other has—”

			“Rufus? Surely not.” I pulled the silken robe across my chest, an instinctive gesture. “Have them wait twenty minutes while I dress, then show them in here.”

			Rufus was the younger son of Kyle Rula and the Mecukoo warrior Cyrus. For Rufus to have arrived in Paris on this day, he must have been traveling at the moment of his mother’s self-execution. Perhaps he had made peace with her in Mecukoo style, condoning her act.

			Had Rufus come to collect me for the journey home?

			I dressed in a business suit with a long skirt. I brushed back my hair, allowing it to cascade down my spine. The rich weight of my tresses had secured the return of many clients after the novelty of having a Dolviet woman had passed. The flesh trade had not made my fortune though. I viewed my social liaisons as personal politics, an avenue into French and European government circles that only a working woman can secure.

			Another soft knock. Laura peered around the door, and a shaft of amber light spilled into the room. I switched on a big lamp behind the sofa and crossed to receive my tribal cousins. I hoped my Arrivi language skills were not too rusty.

			I reached to shake hands. Rufus was age 28 and light-skinned like his father, with a narrow nose. When our palms met, a battle scar across the back of his wrist was visible. I was certain there were many more.

			“Hiki, Rufus. Melinga.”

			“Melinga. May I present Kyros rabbe Sudl, a cousin to Karen Osborn?”

			Kyros hesitantly extended his hand to shake. He was perhaps 35, taller and stouter. I had to assume Kyros had spent his tender years herding erriv with Southeast Arrivi, too old to have tolerated attendance in Hakulupe Le’s classroom. His wife and academy-trained children had likely participated in rice cultivation. This trip through the wormhole, disembarking in Beijing and traveling on to Paris, must have been a wonder to him.

			I could not resist having a little fun at Kyros rabbe Sudl’s expense, maybe because Laura stared with her mouth agape. “Kyros is a woman’s name,” I said in Arrivi.

			Kyros shifted his weight and stared at the floor.

			“There was a woman named Kyros,” Rufus said. She was his grandmother. “There was a man named Brian.”

			Rufus had not changed much, and he put no strain on my dormant language skills.

			“Laura, would you bring tea?” I asked in French. I gestured to the long dining table. “Please, won’t you have a seat?”

			Rufus pulled a chair away from the table so it faced out. He sat with a straight back and hands on his knees, which were spread wide apart. Kyros stood at his shoulder. Their postures told me everything. Each wore an arm amulet, a glassy topaz stone trapped in a binding cord and tied around the big muscle of the right arm, indicating that they knew a time of mourning.

			“About your mother—”

			Rufus was silent, raising his chin slightly with folded lips.

			“A moment of karsci,” Kyros quickly said, “that changes hearts.”

			“Heartstone for you and Lynus,” I said.

			“You have inherited the fortress by Kyle Rula’s hand.”

			“I robbed you of your birthright?”

			“Mekucoo don’t require a library.” Rufus glanced around at the apartment’s furnishings and exchanged looks with Kyros. “Your riches are Dolvia-derived.”

			“I developed the shipping channels, so the convent residents prosper.”

			“A rich woman is just a target.”

			I sighed. I had set aside tribal logic, forgetting how numbing and exclusive it could be. I had a life here in Paris, a position and a name, however tainted. Why return to a war-torn desert where women were granted no voice? Where you had to light yourself on fire to get noticed.

			“Dacupitte sent this.” Rufus drew from his pocket a gold bracelet fashioned into acacia leaves placed side by side—the traditional Arrivi engagement bracelet to be augmented at the wedding celebration by a similar necklace. Dacupitte was called Pete, the 45-year-old father of legions, and my supposed betrothed on Dolvia.

			I only chuckled. “Dacupitte assumes much.”

			“It is seen.”

			I had never held with tribal prophecy, especially this claim. “That was a convenient vision offered to bolster Pete’s leadership status.”

			Rufus blinked. “You question second sight?”

			“I question everything.”

			Rufus considered that. After a long moment he said, “How sad for you.”

			A knock came at the door. Laura entered with a silver tray laden with a tea service. I allowed her to pour. Rufus barely noticed her heaving bosom as she drew close. Kyros frowned at her sweet smile. How to keep them distracted while I made a few plans?

			“Surely you will want to view parliament,” I said in English. “And tour some industry while you’re here. Also, there are—”

			“We leave the day after tomorrow,” Rufus pronounced. “Your jump back number is already secured.”

			“But you cannot—”

			“You are an employee of Somule Gems. You are being recalled.”

			“Deported, you mean.”

			“A Softcheeks word.”

			Softcheeks was the common tribal label for Earth corporate officers who had disembarked generations ago with their well-armed security forces and mining equipment and arrogant manners. Perhaps I had one trump card, though, that Rufus had not anticipated. “Laura,” I said in English. “Ring up Daniel Chin. Inform him I cannot keep our appointment tomorrow as I am being railroaded out of town.”

			Rufus squinted. “Daniel Chin? Of the Company?”

			“I entertain many travelers here, a clearinghouse for Westend news.”

			“Then you know what he is.”

			“I know what each of you are.”

			“And you—” Rufus gestured slightly, probably wondering how personal my relationships were with the Han Chinese executives.

			“My dealings are more than you can know,” I said in a bare whisper.

			“Or want to know. You have done well, but now a new season is upon us.”

			“On Earth, people designate the seasons rather than being ruled by them.”

			“A new Dolviet season is upon us,” Rufus corrected.

			“Surely a short delay won’t—”

			“You will come. That is all.”

			Perhaps I would come, but not because Rufus pronounced it, and certainly not because of Pete’s paltry gift. Perhaps I would greet Sarah at the savannah convent and take vows and become a welfare minister and raise gualareps and teach Arrivi women a non-suicidal means of protest. Perhaps I would visit the fortress and give reverence at the Canyon of Buttes and … and go home.

			But not today. Today I would have a little fun.

			“Laura,” I said in French. “Have rooms made up for our guests. Have a meal served and some music, the full treatment.”

			She giggled and gestured that they should leave with her. “Laura,” I added. “Our Dolviet friends have some English.”

			“Won’t you come with me?” she said in English with a lilting accent.

			Kyros blinked. He had not expected to understand her words.

			“I can see to your comfort,” Laura added.

			“We have rooms already,” Rufus said in Arrivi.

			“Laura,” I said in English. “Have their hotel send over their luggage and papers and charge the bill to my personal account.” Laura gestured again that they should leave with her.

			Rufus hesitated.

			“Surely you won’t refuse my hospitality,” I said, “after you have traveled so far?”

			Laura stared with question. Rufus stood and showed an open hand gesture before walking out, while Kyros only stared. Laura giggled again and scurried after them. I was fairly certain her efforts would soften their resolve.

			I sent messages that local Somule Gems managers should visit for brief meetings and issued additional orders for the other managers along our overland travel route. I called the banks and made wire transfers. Detailed instructions were already resident with my lawyers; the most immediate was that they should not know each other. I called several clients with explanations, claiming that it had been a pleasure. To each I recommended a club employee who may succor his loss in my absence. I called a seamstress and had certain garments altered for travel through Consortium customs. The show was not closed, just changing venues. Perhaps my conversations were extra fun because I knew I would not be back this way.
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			Colored light streamed through the stained glass window and fell on my gloves where I sat in a sanctuary pew in the Lutheran Church. The parable depicted in the window mosaic was the woman at the well, the one whom Jesus had called out for having several husbands. Behind me, somebody dropped a hymnal, and the noise reverberated against the high columns. I saw Petra Mitterand and Heather Clark enter from the side where they had been conferring with the pastor. I knew my answer just by looking at their postures.

			Petra was the grown daughter of Pierre Mitterand, my sponsor for travel through the wormhole more than a decade ago. His part of the pox cure had made him rich. His later investment in Somule Gems, which I managed, had made his family rich for generations.

			Heather was the daughter of General and Billie Hartley, mother to three children, and married to a pilot who had risen to the rank of colonel here on Earth. Heather was a minor investor in Somule Gems, mostly encouraged by Petra, and a supposed friend to me. Her dark hair framed a pale complexion, the eyes cynical in a patrician mask. The two women approached quietly, hesitating a few paces from me.

			“He said no,” I said, “because of the club.”

			Heather looked away, but Petra sat next to me, her narrow skirt on the edge of the pew. “It’s not the club. Heather told him you’re leaving that life behind.”

			“When I think of all the money I contributed while here,” I said. “I placed fourteen young people from the orphanage. Who else has—”

			“It’s you,” Heather said. “You must confess and be baptized.”

			I chuckled through the bitterness. “I have always loved this big empty room. Now it seems as empty as the pastor’s heart. After today, Somule Gems has no more business with Earth religions, here or throughout Westend.”

			“And you decide that?” Heather asked.

			I graced her with a level look. “You are free to tithe from your share. Several managers who were church orphans will return to Paris seeking work. I’ll send them to you, Heather.”

			Heather made a sour face. “Why so dramatic?”

			Heather had recently reappeared in my life after the news that deposits of silicide had been found on the savannah of Dolvia. Heather’s daughter waited in the vestibule, dressed fashionably and staring at a game on a handheld device. “Can we go now?”

			Heather turned to me. “I tried with the pastor. I sincerely tried.”

			I forced a smile. “I will deliver your gifts to General Hartley. Thank you for your time.” I waited with arms crossed and feet planted wide apart while Heather and her daughter left.

			Petra sighed softly. “She asked me why you dislike her.”

			“Remind her that actions have consequences.”

			“She doesn’t remember an infraction that set you against her. What was so unforgiveable?”

			“Nothing. None of it has meaning.”

			We walked down the steps to the waiting limousine. The rain had stopped, but the eaves still dripped, and people hurried along the pedway. I had often heard clients complain that Paris was humid, but I treasured the dewy mornings and frequent patches of fog. I looked across the skyline of the stylish graystones and the spreading oaks that thrived in the moist climate. The south suburbs were overbuilt in a riot of styles made possible by new materials gained through intra-solar asteroid mining, but this borough held landmark buildings and restrictions on skyline additions. Because so many young people had gone adventuring to space colonies, there was room in Paris for all those left behind to enjoy reasonable rents and space in parks on lazy afternoons. The talent had ventured offworld, but good living still resided here.

			Petra waited by the car’s open door, her eyes bright with sympathy. She knew the price I was paying to meet the demands of my tribe. We settled into the plush seats. While the car glided along the wide boulevard, Petra began again. “You have managers for the club, at least?”

			“The operations are separate and serve different talents than, um—”

			“You could just hire some managers. Not every person must be handpicked after… .” Petra made a wide gesture with her hands. “After you see the light in her aura.”

			“I need people I can trust while I’m on the other side of the galaxy.”

			“You want a battalion of destitute infantry with no family, fanatically loyal because you plucked them out of poverty.”

			“That principle sounds better each time you complain.”

			The limousine sped away from the center of the borough and finally slowed in the circular drive of an aging mansion that had been converted into a private hospital. The sky was crowded with fat clouds heavy with moisture. I was hoping the rain would dissipate before this interview concluded. I had too many errands to be delayed by a downpour.

			We were greeted on the front steps by the manager and two nurses with a show of concern for my friend who was sequestered there. We were led to a solarium where brooding light from the overcast day created shadows on the path, one I had followed many times before, to a serving table where Pierre Mitterand sat in a wheelchair. He suffered from a debilitating bone disease contracted in Africa, where he’d overseen vaccination programs using a variation of the pox cure. Pierre had been cut low by a disease here on Earth after he had weathered the virulent threats to his health during a doctor’s residency on Dolvia’s savannah. We had noted that irony in more than one of our talks, and the price adventurers pay for service in Westend.

			I paused a moment to steel myself for our greeting. Time was a loop, I cautioned myself, and I often only understood events long after they had passed. “Hello, Pierre.”

			“What a rare treat.” His shoulders were hunched, and the transparent skin seemed stretched on his emaciated skull. “And Petra too.” He reached a blanched and bony hand to receive her kiss and hug. “This is a red-letter day. Sit and tell me what’s new in the world.”

			I removed my jacket in the humid room while Pierre ordered tea from an attendant. I took a wide-brimmed hat from the back of a chair and tried it on to ease the glare from the banks of windows. I fingered an orchid near the table and sniffed for its perfume, but there was none.

			“Your news must be serious,” Pierre said behind my back.

			“Kyle Rula is dead,” Petra said. “Brianna has been recalled to the savannah.”

			He blinked twice, his breathing regular and shallow. “You could tell them no, Brianna. They should be accustomed to resistance from you.”

			I kept my back to him. “I have seen this world. I have accomplished my goals.”

			“You have accomplished much. What is your purpose today?”

			“Just … hello and goodbye.”

			“Um-huh.”

			I turned to confront his curious expression. “You hold certain rights for import—”

			“I knew it!”

			“You cannot use them now.” I stepped closer. “Once inactive, they can be bought at auction. Do you want the licenses to go to the Bryants?”

			“I can sell them to the Chinese,” Pierre said.

			“Is this a negotiation?” I asked.

			“From the moment you walked down that path.”

			We chuckled together. We had negotiated together since I was nineteen. “My enterprises can export the silicide,” I said. “We have the expertise, the equipment, and managers I can trust.”

			“You would have to mine the silicide on the flats of Arim,” Pierre said. “The sacred flats. There’s no guarantee enough exists to justify the costs, even if you gain tribal permission.”

			“I know the risks. I need to secure the licenses before I leave.”

			“How soon?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			Pierre chuckled. “Tell me, if you were not being recalled, would you have waited until I drew my last breath?”

			“I would talk to your heirs, to Petra.”

			Pierre lifted his chin as his eyes drew into a narrow squint. Petra shrugged with a sly smile. I knew that Pierre had already settled many affairs, facing his mortality, so now he was just marking time. “I may linger here and delay your plans,” he said.

			Petra placed a hand on his arm. “Brianna cannot stay. You cannot use the licenses.”

			“Petra wants what is best for the family,” I added.

			He sighed and waited as two servants brought a tray with the tea. We remained silent until their footfall was no longer audible on the path.

			“Today, I brought something to trade,” I said. “You remember Kyle Rula and the blood sample she supplied to Dr. Greensboro one day? The HeLa cells?”

			Pierre saw Petra’s questioning look. “HeLa cells are immortal,” he explained, “and can be grown in a lab. They were named after a woman on Earth whose cells were used to map the genome. Some time ago, Kyle Rula provided the blood sample we used to develop the pox cure. But Kyle Rula never agreed to provide additional samples, and we kept the source a secret for her protection.”

			“Kyle Rula who just died,” Petra guessed. “The one who set herself on fire?”

			“Immolation,” I said. “A beautiful word for such an ugly death.”

			“My condolences,” Pierre said. “You were related as I recall.”

			“She was my aunt, but my blood is, um, diluted by Softcheeks blood.”

			“Your arrogance is the same as hers,” Pierre noted from behind his teacup.

			“Kyle Rula had two sons,” I added, “Rufus and Lynus, by Cyrus the ketiwhelp killer. Rufus is in Paris today.” The tension in the room jumped immediately, but they both held onto their silence. The hanging orchid trembled with the stirring air.

			“Of course, there is no guarantee.” I pulled a vial of blood from my skirt pocket. I held the narrow tube to the fluctuating natural light. “The blood of Cyrus may overwhelm Kyle Rula’s contribution. Rufus was raised on Mekucoo land, not on the flats of Arim with its old water pools. This may be a placebo.”

			“We can have it tested,” Pierre said.

			I shook my head slightly in the negative. “A fair trade, a one-time offer good for the next hour only. The blood of Rufus for the import licenses, which you were prepared to sign over anyhow.”

			Pierre ducked his chin, his eyes glistening with avarice. “How do we know it’s even his blood?”

			“Because you know me,” I said, “and I guarantee it’s his blood. Rufus did have the pox as a child.”

			Petra leaned forward to add her counsel. “Father, we should wait for—”

			“There’s no need to wait,” he said. “Brianna just attached her word, and so her reputation, to the claim. Nothing is more important to Brianna Miller than her reputation.”

			I placed the vial on the table. “Petra is right; the blood has not been tested.” I reached again into my skirt pocket. “However, I did bring this letter of intent, which requires a signature from each of you. And once again, the secret of origin is included in the agreement, for the safety of Rufus while we travel. Do you want to take a moment?”

			Petra unfolded the single page and read the paragraphs intently. Pierre placed his teacup gently on the saucer. “You will get what you came for, as you always do. My liaison with your scheming ways has proven more profitable than knowing Dr. Greensboro or any Dolviet leader.”

			I shrugged slightly. “You take a risk on the quality of the blood sample. I take a risk on exporting the silicide using the dormant licenses. On Dolvia, we call this a fair trade.”

			Pierre nodded to his daughter, so she signed the page. He also signed and passed it back to me. He sat back as though the effort was exhausting. “Take my situation here as fair warning, Brianna Miller. Riches are not security. In Westend especially, all you will have is your reputation.”

			“Then I will be certain to write my name large so security follows.”

			We shared the tea and some moments of reminiscing. Petra decided to stay for more talk with her father, so I said goodbye there. Goodbye forever.
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			When I walked down the steps of the sanitarium, a second limousine was waiting in the circular drive. Petra’s chauffeur was standing by the hood, flanked by two Chinese men in silk suits with panda logos on the breast pockets. I walked to the second car. A window rolled down at my approach.

			Daniel Chin leaned forward to show his face. “Take a ride with me.”

			“Mr. Chin, starting today we are on opposing sides of many business concerns.”

			The window rolled up, so I walked around the car and got in next to him, the smell of an acrid perfume fairly slapping me in the face. A spattering of raindrops decorated the car’s polished hood as we left for the short drive back to the club.

			Daniel Chin was listed in more than one index as one of Earth’s twenty richest men. He had Westend experience from thirty years ago when he had served as the prosecutor in a famous trial in which my father had been the defense lawyer. Daniel Chin was not chatty but had a wicked sense of humor and more business acumen than my other mentors. And he was my most valued personal client at the club.

			“Dr. Mitterand agreed to sell the licenses,” Daniel Chin stated flatly in perfect French, as impeccable as his English.

			“He was waiting to make some grand gesture.”

			The rain came down strongly, and the chauffer switched on the windshield wipers for a muted click-clack sound.

			“My people have been in negotiations with him for months,” my host said. “Mitterand was only waiting for you to visit. Brianna, we already own the rights to export from Abydian land. The larger deposits of silicide are there. Allow me to provide equipment and expertise and access to the shipping channels.”

			“I will take your offer to my people, of course.”

			“You make the important decisions. Don’t be coy.” After a moment, he added, “I can block your jump back number.”

			“I must leave so another can take my place. I will provide her with letters of introduction.”

			“There is no other like you.”

			“How gallant. Will you visit the club on occasion, just to keep the managers in line?”

			“My pleasure.”

			“And perhaps you will jump back?” I asked.

			“My curiosity about regions beyond the wormhole has waned, a young man’s adventure.”

			“Is there someone I should greet for you? Perhaps carry a message?”

			He smiled indulgently, showing wrinkles around his eyes. “You know the extent of your wealth, of course.”

			I showed an open palm gesture. “I draw a modest salary as a middle manager in a large corporation.”

			“In Paris you may live quietly, but on Dolvia your fortune will raise the volume of your voice. Don’t let them see you stumble.”

			At the club entrance, I exited the car and walked under an umbrella held by his bodyguard. I stood under a dripping eave. Daniel Chin didn’t bother to wave as the long car entered the traffic among a cacophony of reflected lights.

			We held a club party, of course. Any excuse to extend invitations to longtime clients without concrete promises. The club was at street level with a bright main floor and many private rooms. Behind the rows of liquor bottles was a sizable fish tank where exotic saltwater varieties swam lazily back and forth. The decorations were retro, with a dance floor and reserved mezzanine stations to cater to the wishes of key-holders who wanted to watch the action below. I attended late for perhaps forty minutes to share a glass of champagne. I was there to present Celeste, just in from the wine country and eager to learn more about Paris. Also, please meet dark-skinned Sherry who joins us from the sub-Sahara and speaks a little French. Oh no, I could not possibly consider your offer for my time tonight with so many responsibilities. A gift of jewelry? For me? Farewell, my sweet.

			Fat stinking bastards, and with no prowess; Earth’s most enduring dichotomy. Only Daniel Chin had displayed stamina in that area. Of course, I never offered the compliment. He would have taken the remark as empty flattery.

			Laura handed me several messages, a frown clouding her bright face. “You took me off the streets. I owe you everything.”

			“And you will manage the club until I return.”

			“You will not return.”

			“But you’ll manage this as though I’m about to return.”

			“You taught me how to run the business. You did not have to do that.”

			“Of course I had to,” I said and patted her flushed cheek. “I knew this day would come and that you would be of use to me.”

			“Your words are harsh, but your heart is soft.” It sounded lovely in French.

			“Let’s keep that a secret, shall we?”

			At the celebration, Rufus stood apart. Since Daniel Chin was not in attendance, Rufus disregarded my earlier claim. Warriors only trusted their visceral senses, their most debilitating foible.

			In a mezzanine alcove, Kyros rabbe Sudl indulged himself by tasting several buffet dishes. He would not dance and did not know any modern ditties to sing along to, but he spoke kindly to each dancer as she came offstage. I knew that Kyros would entertain late night guests after Rufus feigned exhaustion and went to his rooms alone. Men were so simple.

			I joined Rufus. “Won’t you taste the food at least?”

			“When you chose to jump back here,” Rufus said in English, “Kyle Rula wondered out loud what would become of you. But this?”

			“I took these women off the streets. I see to their health.”

			“I learned a new word here in Paris: expatriate.” Rufus spat out the syllables with phlegm. He brushed my shoulder roughly as he passed. I had been separated from tribal logic for so long that I could only admire it. Rufus blamed me not for my businesses, but for my absence from Dolvia’s savannah during a difficult time.

		

	
		
			Two

			Travel with Rufus and Kyros rabbe Sudl was awkward those first days. “You take insult too easily,” I told Rufus after he turned to challenge a hotel manager, who drew back with surprise. Finally, the warriors allowed me to take the lead while they assumed positions as my bodyguards. Their exotic looks, perhaps accentuated by the western suits, garnered envious looks from stylish ladies ensconced behind their own entourages.

			Overland channels for traveling to the jump back station in Beijing were not uniform. The infrastructure among the former Slavic states was sorely crippled. Chinese enterprises had first arrived in the post-democracy provinces with technical assistance. Only later did the Company bureaucracy of educated technicians form a superclass for the ethnic backwaters, where paper money had no value and political parties were suppressed.

			The monorail followed the ancient Silk Road through mountain passes and across desert plains. In connecting cities, security at the rail stations was mostly local enforcers dressed as Blackshirts and commanded by Company executives in silk suits with round mandarin collars. The enforcers left us alone, but not because of Rufus’s warrior demeanor or Kyros’s friendly gestures. Rather, we were spared because of the special stamp in our passports, a Company stamp I had secured from Daniel Chin by way of a porcelain-faced and exquisitely tailored male secretary who had made a special trip to my Paris apartment. I worried how the stamp’s presence might affect our reception in Westend where Consortium troops managed security.

			The Chinese were not the only national group that had prospered. Many inventors and engineers had labored under the Saudi flag more than a century ago because the Saudis could afford R&D investment. South Africans were also players, due mostly to the domestic minerals they could exploit to get offworld, much like Great Britain and Spain had once felled their forests to build sailing ships sturdy enough to command the oceans. But education of the masses was lacking among these groups, and independent thinking had been squashed. Soon enough, the Americans had imposed new ideas about how to build stations in space using nickel or iridium from asteroids, and the husbandry of offworld water, and growing vegetables on rice paper.

			Children were born in space and never visited Earth, venturing farther afield with each blended generation. Certain colonies were abandoned for the next asteroid boom station. But the Chinese had exclusive rights to wormhole travel. Traffic both ways was dictated by their standards and using only their expertise. Exclusive to the end.

			At each city where we stopped, regional managers for Somule Gems arrived at the hotel with reports and suggestions on how to spend more of my money, along with small gifts meant to impress me and secure future positions. I often feigned fatigue and sent them away. Other groups visited, mostly the leaders of the NGOs I had supported with charity funds; they brought forward promising orphans eager for new lives. I was seeking a few apprentices, matched in pairs with Dolviet managers, to gain experience about Westend before they jumped back to Earth and to grow traffic along the supply lines and keep an eye on each other.

			At one weigh station near the Ishim River, no larger than a German hamlet, initiates waited in a short line while their handlers bowed and grinned. The young people glanced left and leaned forward, eager to catch a glimpse of Rufus, the son of Cyrus the ketiwhelp killer.

			I heard Kyros rabbe Sudl whisper in Arrivi to Rufus. “Why does Brianna bring more children to the savannah?”

			“She is weak and needs to see adoration in their eyes.”

			By the time we had passed through the Muslim states and entered the exchange station for a six-day train ride, our company had grown to twelve and included three boys and six girls. Once all the cases had been stowed, and the young people had been assigned sleeping berths in a car linked just ahead of my private car, the warriors and I fell into a simple routine.

			Rufus and Kyros deigned to take meals with me. They waited for my arrival in the bright dining car and ate the entrées that I had ordered and paid for. The anxious waiter asked in over-cheerful French about the topaz amulets. “They are in mourning for a family member,” I said. He bowed awkwardly with no follow-up question before he left.

			Rufus picked at his meal and asked in Arrivi, “Why do you collect these children? Do you even know their names?”

			“There’s plenty of time to start lessons and build loyalties.”

			Kyros rabbe Sudl wiped his mouth with a big napkin. “Oh sure, I know their names. The oldest are Leah and Bernice. After that—”

			I held out a hand. “Nu delaya.”

			Kyros swallowed more wine and sat back, ready for the post-prandial tribal chant. Rufus prevailed upon him to forego the loud and heavy cadence, so instead Kyros told a meandering story of genealogy and famous battles. Since he was Southeast Arrivi, I recognized none of the tribesmen he lauded. I enjoyed the timbre of his speech and his wicked sense of exaggeration. After such and such impossible battle against the Borabean, 301 lay dead. But only one was Arrivi, and he had died of heatstroke.

			We entered China through Xinjiang province and traversed the high Takli Makan Desert overnight. In the morning, the train stood for several hours in Dunhuang, changing personnel from Russian to Chinese and taking on supplies. I watched from the window while porters in tunics and baggy pants loaded goods from a cart. They stopped suddenly, and the noise subsided, so I craned my neck to glimpse the source of the interruption. Some Blackshirts were hustling a group of peasant families, tied together with ropes and shuffling in obvious fear, across the tracks and down the causeway toward a holding area. Laborers returned to their work with measured gestures, careful not to attract unwanted attention, and the way closed behind the new arrivals.

			I told myself that this repression was not my problem; I was just passing through.

			Presently, a detachment of Russian soldiers wearing blue uniforms with red tooling took up positions outside our VIP car at the end of the train. The officer entered with authority and tucked his hat under one arm. Rufus stood squarely in the aisle with his knees bent and a hand on his knife hilt. The officer stopped.

			After a moment, he looked past Rufus’s shoulder to me. “You are Brianna Miller of Arim?” he asked in English. “We are assigned.”

			“I have security already, as you can see.”

			“These, uh, warriors are included in our detail. The train now enters a province with some, uh, social unrest. Daniel Chin is concerned that your group experiences no, uh, in-con-ven-nience.” His hesitant words and rounded accent made me think his English was newly learned, perhaps his third language.

			“Nu delaya,” I said, and Rufus relaxed his posture. Kyros placed a big hand on the officer’s shoulder from behind and led him to a seat several paces from me.

			“What do you propose?” I asked.

			“We will take the adjacent car and establish a presence around your group.”

			“The adjacent car is for the students.”

			“They may have to move forward.”

			“How many in your squad?”

			“Twelve.”

			“I cannot provide for twelve. Six only.”

			“We brought provisions, and you will be glad for twelve before we reach Beijing. I am Captain Chandliss, and you may direct any questions to me.”

			“Captain Chandliss, I assume you are Lithuanian by birth, and your real name has two ‘z’s and three ‘k’s.”

			He only smirked.

			“Are the soldiers from your same province?” I asked.

			“Most of them.”

			“Why not provide a Han Chinese detachment to manage our security?”

			“My orders were brief,” he said as he twisted to see where Kyros had stationed himself. “I gathered that your Dolviet escort would resent Blackshirts as security.”

			I grinned. At least he had the sense to acknowledge what anyone could see. “And what else did Daniel Chin say in conversation?”

			The captain didn’t react to the mention of Daniel Chin’s name. “Orders from Paris didn’t mention a bevy of students. You do have accommodations for them on the shuttle and the Company yacht?”

			“My arrangements are made,” I said tolerantly. “Thank you for your interest. The students will remain where they are, and you will take the next car. Since you have twelve men and provisions, I expect that the students will remain as safe as I am safe.”

			Captain Chandliss watched me for a moment. “Well. The train leaves in twenty minutes, so I’ll excuse myself to put all in good order.” He stood and nodded, unable to break military training. “Ah, how may I address these warriors?”

			“Rufus, the son of Cyrus the ketiwhelp killer,” I said with a hand gesture. “And behind you is Kyros rabbe Sudl of Southeast Arrivi.”

			He nodded to each warrior. “Ma’am,” he said and left.

			Kyros looked at Rufus and mouthed “ma’am” with humor. Rufus covered his mouth with one hand to hide his response.

			[image: ]

			Later, I was called into the student car, I assumed due to the presence of soldiers. But the issue was trivial; something about a stolen item and whom to punish. The boys waited in a silent row, cynical and without gestures. The oldest girl Bernice was in tears, as were two eight-year-olds. I sighed, regretting my decision to include them in my travel plans.

			Leah approached with submissive gestures. “These ones need daily lessons to keep their minds off homesickness. They need a common goal.”

			I immediately thought of an old method Hakulupe Le had used in the Somule schools to bind students as a group, a method she had learned in prison, in fact. I spoke to the group. “Not all of you will board the shuttle to engage in space travel. I have accommodations for only seven, including the boys, so I must choose who is most worthy. To make this choice, we will devise a test. You will each share your history with the others, and at track’s end in three days’ time, you will each write the biographies of all the others, including the boys. After reading those papers, I will decide who remains with the clutch and who will return to their province. That is all.”

			Leah quickly spoke. “May we have writing paper?”

			“I will ask Captain Chandliss.”

			“May we take our meals in the dining car?”

			“What difference does that make?”

			“Please.”

			“Captain Chandliss manages your safety now. I’ll ask him.”

			“Thank you, Rularim. Thanks again.” Leah knew when to flatter.

			“I am not Rularim. I’m Brianna Miller.”

			“We all thank you.”

			“Yes, well. No more complaining and no crying.” I left before she could make another request.

			Less than an hour later, Captain Chandliss came into my car. Kyros stopped him at the door but let him pass after a tense moment. “The students want their meals in the dining car. I have no authority for this.”

			“Negotiate with the porters,” I instructed, “so the group can take a meal after the other diners have left, twice a day. Ask for a set menu with bland dishes because they have to board the shuttle soon. No sweets from the dessert tray but maybe rice pudding for each.”

			His posture emphasized his disbelief. “Do you understand the expense?”

			“Rufus will pay from the treasure of Kyle Rula.”

			The disbelieving look on the captain’s face wandered to the warrior who was seated at a laptop with his back to us. Rufus turned slowly to fix me with a level stare. He opened the pouch at his belt and extracted a single uncut emerald as big as my thumb knuckle and placed it next to me. The gem was opaque with a sandpaper texture. Without glancing at the captain, Rufus turned back to the computer screen.

			I saw the eyes of Captain Chandliss grow large at the sight of the gem. “Have it assayed at the next stop,” I said. “Then pay the porters for their trouble and distribute the remainder among your soldiers.”

			The captain stood tall and looked at each of us, perhaps taking a moment to assess the opportunity. “My detachment will bear the current expense. I will have the gem appraised in Beijing where its value is far greater. I will subtract a commission for our service with the students and return the remainder to Rufus before your party boards the shuttle. We will take eight percent.”

			“Four percent,” I said.

			“Six percent.”

			“Four point five percent, and no gratuity.”

			“Done.” The captain scooped up the gem and turned on his heel. He left hurriedly, passing through the door that Kyros was holding open, just as though he needed to escape before I changed my mind.

			Kyros said, “Much is learned about a man when he resists temptation.”

			I turned to Rufus. “How many more of those do you carry?”

			“That was the last one,” he lied.

			The train was sidetracked for several hours due to a military conflict ahead. We heard the cannon’s report and saw flashes at ground level just before the many booms. I strolled alongside the tracks while the big engine idled and blew steam like an impatient racehorse. Near the tracks, porters and cooks negotiated in loud voices, using big gestures with the local farmers who had arrived in ramshackle trucks with wilting produce and live chickens in cages.

			I joined Captain Chandliss where he stood near the front of the train to glimpse the distant billowing smoke. “A valuable talent, your fluency with languages.” He said nothing, so I continued. “I have seen less talented men in Company offices. How did you draw military duty?”

			“My province has no crony system among the Blackshirts.”

			The cannons stationed ahead near the tracks fired in rapid succession. Our heads turned toward the flashes and muted sounds even though we knew nothing could be learned from the display. “Will the tracks even be there for us to coast through?” I asked.

			“If the retreat comes this way, we may see a hard time. The Chinese shuttle will leave soon without your party.”

			“There are many shuttles.”

			“But your accommodations are—”

			“We travel differently compared to, uh, some adventurers.”

			“For this stretch of track, you travel the same as the poor. Everybody stays onboard tonight. Your warriors were issued side arms.”

			“And one for me?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“I’m a good shot. You may be glad I’m at your back.”

			“What example does that set for your students?”

			I looked at him. “The best example. That I can defend myself.”

			“That the situation is so desperate, we armed the women?”

			“Desperate?”

			“Just, um, just keep everyone quiet.”

			In the morning the train moved again but in a stop-start motion that made me feel nauseated. The warriors watched the melee out the window as we passed a damaged village with many corpses, including those of livestock. “Get away from the windows,” I told Kyros. “It’s not our problem.”

			“Chikiocahi cylay,” Rufus said.

			I knew that Mekucoo phrase. On Somule streets the slang version was chi cylay, meaning stay alert. Trust Rufus to revert to formal Mekucoo in a crisis. I sighed and rubbed my right temple with the fingers of my left hand. I looked up when I smelled hot tea. One of the orphans, the ten-year-old with coppery hair, placed a tray next to me with a tea service and a dish of apricot treats.

			“I have brought your tea,” she said with eyes averted.

			“What is your name?

			“I am Evgenia, and I have brought your tea.”

			“You are no longer a servant, Evgenia. Don’t cast yourself as less than others.”

			“Yes, Rularim.”

			“I am not Rularim,” I said sternly. “Now go back to your place. No favor is gained by your act.”

			After she left, Kyros asked in Arrivi, “Why do you dash her hopes?”

			“Nobody was generous with me at that age.”

			As Kyros reached for a soft treat, Rufus said, “Sheeks-Cylom evicted Karlyhi from the bush clinic because of you.”

			Kyros carried the food back to his place by the door. “Dacupitte visited Southeast Arrivi during the vaccine task because of you.”

			Rufus nodded in agreement. “Kyle Rula accepted the gualarep Brian on the flats of Arim because of you.”

			With food in his mouth, Kyros added, “Marcy first broke with Rabbenu Ely because of you, because of that beating in the yard of the bush clinic. Everybody knows this.”

			“Marcy broke with Ely?”

			“Marcy is set aside now,” Rufus said. “Ely keeps a Putuki woman in the governor’s mansion, a daughter of one of his cronies. Barely more than a child.”

			“Oh, I have another one,” Kyros said, enjoying the game. “Karlyhi broke down doors at the Bryant sweatshops because of you. Ah, and another. The convent was located on the savannah because of you.”

			“I never served there,” I claimed, perhaps too snidely.

			Near the Chinese city of Datong, the train glided through a rail yard attached to an industrial area that had been trashed by cannon fire. Some cleanup was in progress, mostly by squads of prisoners managed by Blackshirts. Groups of displaced families were corralled on one side, dirty and exhausted. More were being marched into the yard in a tight gaggle, jostled by soldiers in tan uniforms, apparently ready for transfer to the Blackshirts.

			As the train waited near this new group, I saw a young man break through the crowd and sprint toward the linked cars. He was shot in the back before seven paces were achieved. The other prisoners barely reacted. Standing next to me at the train railing, Captain Chandliss tensed and balled his fists.

			“Do you know them?” I asked.

			“All the groups are the same, future conscripts for your world.”

			“There are no conscripts on the savannah.”

			“A paradise then?”

			“A free land.”

			He chuckled bitterly. “Freedom is an illusion offered to keep us working.”

			“Your soldiers are not free?”

			“Free to follow orders. Free to kill on command.”

			Hours later, the train was at the edge of the rail yard, finally, waiting for signals to exit the loading area and steam ahead. Rufus and Kyros stood with me at the back railing of the car while Rufus smoked a kari root stem. Captain Chandliss was on the tracks with two soldiers, awaiting the signal for final boarding.

			Not seven paces distant, a group of families were being managed by a squad of soldiers in tan uniforms, perhaps waiting for orders to move into the yard. One man among the prisoners stood in an effort to disarm a soldier who had started to beat him with a switch. Two enforcers joined the fray after another prisoner stood to defend his compatriot. Soon, both prisoners were on the ground, but the soldiers continued to lay the switches on the women who cowered, two of them carrying children.

			“Netta, om?” I said to Rufus.

			“Three for two,” he said, meaning we would most likely sacrifice three among our group to save two prisoners from the beatings.

			One soldier in tan grabbed the bigger child from the arms of her mother and began switching her legs to raise welts. I sprang forward without thinking; I knew what that beating felt like. Rufus and Kyros followed, and I heard Captain Chandliss curse and shout orders to his men. We acted swiftly, more from experience than strategy. I held the girl and moved toward the mother while Rufus and Kyros pressured the soldiers in tan, who backed away, probably from the surprise.

			“Blackshirts are coming,” Chandliss shouted.

			“They cannot reach us in time,” Rufus said.

			“They have sharpshooters.” Bullets whizzed past my ears and struck the ground and the prisoners. Two of our soldiers fell. “Get back on board!”

			I dropped the girl next to her mother, but the woman pushed back with strength. “Take her, save her.” The girl fairly leapt into my arms while Kyros and the captain shouldered the fallen soldiers. The train whistle blew, signaling the all clear to leave the yard. We sprinted to the car railing with bullets flying all around. I heard the projectiles pelt the train’s side and ping off the railing’s metal edge. The train lurched as soon as we were onboard, and the barrage of rifle fire stopped.

			Bernice appeared at my side and took the girl from my arms, covering her with a shawl. As we steamed away from the scene, I saw the mother stand and wave with both hands before a bullet struck her temple, and she fell as a dead weight. Blackshirts arrived to walk among them, and all the prisoners in that group were shot again at close range. One Blackshirt, a thin Han Chinese with authority, aimed his pistol at the train’s end as we sped away, but he didn’t fire. I saw him standing among the bodies with his pistol raised above one shoulder, backlit by sudden cannon fire from across the yard.

			Inside the car, four soldiers from our escort waited at the windows, weapons poised to address any further assault. The soldier whom Kyros had helped onboard lay dead, with seven bullets in his back. Kyros checked a rip in his own shirt where blood trickled. “A flesh wound,” he said. “His body was my cover.” The other soldier, whom Captain Chandliss had carried fireman style, had also been riddled with rifle fire.

			“Blackshirts targeted you,” I said, “but not me or Rufus?”

			The captain showed me a cynical face. “I’ll have to ship the bodies back to their families. We’ll take twelve percent of the emerald’s value. And don’t leave the train again.”

			Before I could argue, Bernice spoke from where she and Leah managed the rescued prisoner. “Brianna, you need to see this.”

			I approached to where they held the girl and saw her exposed back and legs. In addition to fresh welts, there were cigarette burns, some healed and some still raw. On her lower back, the Chinese letters for “whore” had been cut into her skin, maybe by a straight razor.

			“The soldiers will see this,” I said.

			“But the shame,” Bernice said.

			“They will look, each of them.”

			Bernice and Leah parted, holding the girl, who turned away with her filthy hair hiding her face. The soldiers of Captain Chandliss’s detachment stepped forward and peered at the sight. One soldier blanched, and one gagged before they hung their heads and silently returned to the windows. At least there was some decency left in that group.

			“What else do you think she endured?” I asked the captain.

			“Take the bodies,” he told his men, who then shouldered their weapons and carried their compatriots out through the student car.

			“Let’s find her some clothes and food,” I said to Bernice. I followed them into the student car where three students were quarrelling with raised voices, undeterred by the passing traffic of the dead defenders.

			“What business is it of yours?” Evgenia demanded of the accuser. Apparently some trinket had been stolen, and the thief had been called out.

			“Stop this,” I said. “You two, come with me.” The thief and the accuser followed me back into the private car. They jostled one another as they stood sullenly awaiting some new punishment. All they had known, all their lives, was punishment.

			“You are Rosalyn,” I said to the accuser in English. She shot me a flinty look as only a ten-year-old can reveal her emotions. “Tell me, how many brass buttons are on the coat of Captain Chandliss?”

			Rosalyn squinted with suspicion. “Six on the front and four on each sleeve.”

			“How many barrettes in Bernice’s hair today?”

			“Two barrettes and four hairpins.”

			I chuckled softly. “You will be our quartermaster. Sit over there until Captain Chandliss returns.” She probably didn’t know what a quartermaster was. She made a sour face at the thief and sat in a chair in the far corner of the car.

			I spoke to the second girl in Russian since she had not responded to any of my English comments. She didn’t look up, so I tried French. “You are Camille, isn’t that so?”

			The twelve-year-old’s face opened with surprise and question. These may have been the first words she’d understood from anyone on the train. “Sit here by me,” I said. I took out pen and paper and placed them in front of her. “Write the names of the other girls,” I said in French. She looked at me for a long moment before complying.

			“Rosalyn,” I said, “ask Leah to come here, and return with her.” While she was gone, I encouraged Camille who sat small and warm next to me. “Circle the names of the girls you like.” She made no gesture, so I added, “Circle the name of the girl you dislike the most.” To my surprise, she chose Evgenia, the would-be servant, rather than Rosalyn.

			When Rosalyn and Leah entered, I allowed them to wait while I wrote in French on the page I shared with Camille. “How is the patient?” I asked Leah. “Did you learn her name?”

			“She was hungry,” the sixteen-year-old said. “She may sleep now. Her language is unknown to us.”

			“We will call her Cleo for now, a strong name for a traveler. All of you together will be known as the clutch of Cleo Datong, for the place where we rescued her.”

			“Clutch?”

			I continued without acknowledging the question. “How many in the clutch have English?”

			“All of them.”

			“Camille has no English,” I said.

			Rosalyn smirked. “She’s pretending. She’s a liar and a thief.”

			“Leah, how are they progressing with the biographies I requested?”

			Leah shrugged and stepped back a fraction. “So many interruptions.”

			“They can practice during meals in the dining room,” I said. “You will also give them some math exercises to complete. The older girls can help the younger ones. The boys will work separately. And all the girls will begin to teach Cleo some English words.”

			“That’s a lot,” Leah said.

			“Then you should begin right now.”

			“I don’t know what math to—”

			“Kyros can print out some pages,” I interrupted. “I’ll look over the completed work later. That is all.” Leah and Rosalyn turned to leave together just as Rufus and Kyros returned. The area was crowded, and the men shuffled sideways out of courtesy.

			“Rosalyn,” I said. “Wait over there.”

			Leah left, and Rufus sat at the laptop. “Rufus, can Kyros sit there? I want him to print some math exercises for the girls.”

			The warriors exchanged looks but quickly traded places. “You just love giving orders, don’t you?” Rufus said as Kyros booted the EAM. “Captain Chandliss is mansa bitter.”

			“I didn’t kill his men. So Rufus, tell me, where is your pouch?” His hand went to his belt where the pouch usually rested. He glanced around to find it, and Camille, seated next to me, giggled.

			“Give it back to him,” I said in French.

			She left her seat and, in an obvious strut before Rosalyn and Kyros, approached the warrior. I had written a request while we had been fooling around with the paper and names, just to test her skills. She had accomplished the task before the men were seated.

			Rufus snatched the pouch from Camille’s hand and emptied the contents into his palm, a king’s ransom of uncut emeralds. “Two are missing,” he said.

			“Camille,” I said. She ran her fingers through a pocket at her shoulder, dropped the missing pieces into his hand, and then returned to a seat next to me. Kyros watched with his mouth open. “A trained pickpocket among us? She’ll need to be broken of that.”

			“Not at all,” I said. “A talent more valuable than language skills.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Beijing was cold and smoggy, and crowded. Rufus displayed curt gestures as he looked at the city in which legions of Chinese workers, defined as the enemy, resided. “These ones have so much wealth, but I saw no sharing with the tribes we passed. Only enforcement.”

			“The Chinese have wormhole travel. They serve where a profit can be made.”

			“It’s like a thorn tree branch,” Kyros said. Rufus nodded as though he understood.

			“I don’t take your meaning,” I said.

			“Many tribes live here, and many tribes live on Dolvia. The branch has a fat knob on each end with a brittle arm between,” said Kyros.

			I met Kyros’s look. “There’s plenty of fiber in that arm, not easily broken.”

			Captain Chandliss was overseeing the off-loading of body bags for his dead soldiers. He saw me on the platform and approached. “We’ll escort you to the shuttle platform, and stand guard until you leave. I’ll get the gem appraised there.”

			“Your time is not needed,” I said as the clutch passed in pairs, oldest with youngest, and Rosalyn with Camille. “My managers from Somule Gems will arrive in a moment. As you predicted, the shuttle has already left. Another is scheduled for the day after tomorrow.” I handed him a business card. “In the meantime, you can find us here.”

			He glanced at the address. “The corporate offices?”

			“Cheaper than a hotel and more secure.”

			“You ruined my squad, you know,” the captain said
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