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      Grays and browns. Mesas, outcrops, ridges, and gullies.

      So different to the wooded landscape of Aerlys’s childhood, the planetoid’s eerily desolate terrain rolled toward and beneath her shuttle, Gatherer 9. Aerlys watched each new feature emerge from behind the horizon’s curve with growing relief.

      Home.

      I’m almost home.

      After a prolonged period of flight—first within the weird non-space of the Hyphae, and then outside it through the drudgery of normal space—even this barren vista seemed beautiful.

      It struck her then: that horizon way over there would remain exactly that—a horizon. Forever unreachable, forever untouchable. Something she could see, but in many ways a thing that didn’t really exist. A horizon was more concept than physical reality.

      Cute thoughts, girl. Sending a sheepish glance sideways at Shift standing beside her pilot’s chair, and allowed herself a wry sigh of relief that she wasn’t sharing such philosophical ideas out loud. I should write a poem or something.

      “You all right?” Shift asked. He’d caught her look.

      “Fine.” She straightened in the chair, faced forward. “Yep, fine. Glad to be home.”

      Finally, a new sight emerged above that horizon.

      The Great Archive of Humankind loomed before her, the stone spires marking the ends of its two side-wings reaching towards the stars. Much of the sprawling structure had been embedded in the surface, with skylights fitted at ground level to allow in starlight. Above ground, a spread of low domes and squared-off outbuildings serviced spacecraft or else had been left empty since its original inhabitants who’d died out over one base-century earlier.

      Throttling right back, Aerlys guided the shuttle inside one of the domes and turned the ship’s cooldown and sleep processes over to its limited AI for completion.

      She met her two passengers in rear at the airlock, feeling a weary enthusiasm. After the harrowing events on Abundantiam—the wins and the losses—the prospect of the space library’s cool air and cavernous spaces seemed like a balm to her soul.

      Castors squeaked at her side as Mikah joined her. His thin thighs were spread either side of the decorated wheel-board he’d brought along. Since his legs ended at the knee, this was his best method of getting around.

      “So we’re at your famous Archive,” he mused, looking up at her. He was trying very hard to maintain the gruff and unruffled persona he’d maintained throughout his harsh life on Abundantiam. But he couldn’t keep some wonder from lighting his eyes. “I was looking at images on your computer. It’s kind of... a shleffin old-lookin’ place.”

      “Because it is old. Was a kind of monastery for centuries before the first Archivists arrive.” Waiting for the ship berth dome outside to fully seal again and repressurize, she nudged him to keep his attention. “And did you say it’s my famous Archive? Do well at the training and tests, Mikah, and it’ll be yours too.”

      His face dropped as he looked daunted by the Unknown awaiting him.

      She added, “Facing the unusual and learning about it—that’s what makes this life exciting.”

      Her interior voice snorted. Sure. Exciting. And dreamed dangerous.

      “Can’t wait,” he said. Despite his attempted gruffness, his voice sounded like a child pretending to be an adult.

      At their shoulders, Shift bustled impatiently. “Isn’t there enough atmosphere outside yet? Why do I get delayed by air-breathers all the time?” Being a mineral-organic constructed lifeform, Shift needed elements such as oxygen and nitrogen in far smaller quantities that humans did. And could survived without them entirely for prolonged periods of time.

      “Because you love us dearly, my friend,” she told him over her shoulder.

      The Composite made a human scoffing noise; apparently Mikah’s crustiness was catching. Or perhaps he was as tired as her; the poor—

      Guy? Thing? Person? Being?

      —had been through some awful experiences recently. Thankfully that sequence of dangerous adventures was over now. For the time being, Aerlys would be happy with an extremely boring and cossetted existence right here in the Archive.

      She’d earned a respite.

      Her next thought triggered a twist of her gut: she might have earned some negative consequences also, for her flying against the librarian code on Abundantiam.

      No, she thought and squared her shoulders when the hatch told her it was safe to open. I’m home. And nothing’s going to stop me feeling great about it.
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      When the trio entered it, the Central Hall wasn’t exactly bustling with activity. In fact, compared to the healthy population numbers on the planet they’d just flown from, this place was more like some of the ruins Aerlys had visited.

      “You’ll be equipped with a Bracer of your own,” she told Mikah, indicating the device around her forearm as they came out of the tunnel from the ship berth. “Make translation and language learning easier for you.”

      “I understand some of your words without that.” His eyes kept switching from her Bracer to the majestic gloom of the Hall and the ill-matching items clogging it. “They’re like words our elders used on special occasions.”

      “Ritual invocations,” she nodded. Two of the elders she’d met had fluently spoken a version of the Archive’s common language. Shift had theorized this had to do with ‘seed languages’ from the Long Migration, the boom period of planetary colonization so very long ago.

      Such tidbits fascinated her. One day, she would love to investigate how those seed languages had survived, how they’d been preserved, how they’d mutated across regions of the galaxy entirely cut off from each other. Words; she just adored words.

      And ideas.

      And facts.

      And histories.

      And, she thought, with a doting glance toward Shift and Mikah, there are some people who aren’t so bad either.

      This warm and glowing feeling was short-lived. Marching in their direction, as fast as his elderly legs would take him, and as fast as the obstacles between them would also allow, came Master Lǎoshī.

      Aerlys had of course sent a preliminary report ahead of her through the Hyphae relays, although the Master would only have had hours to digest it. But he would at least know about Mikah.

      Unfortunately, he’d know about her actions, too.

      Lǎoshī wore a Bracer for the occasion. He carried a second one. Coming to rest with one hip propping him against the nearest workstation, his wizened face creased with a smile for Mikah. As he spoke, his own Bracer interpreted to Mikah using the language recordings Aerlys had included in her report. “A warm welcome to you, young man. Aerlys sent me word of your arrival. I trust your time with her and with Shift has proved enlightening?”

      Mikah’s eyes were round as saucers as he basked in this great man’s attention. “That’s one shleffin’ word for it, sir. Um, she said something there’d be about a hoverboard lyin’ around?”

      Lǎoshī nodded without so much as a glance toward the young man’s legs. “I believe we can arrange something. If you’re not too tired from travel, we’ll commence a handful of preliminary lessons and tests immediately. Commencing with language learning.”

      “I speak three languages, sir,” Mikah said, chin high.

      “Excellent! Shows aptitude. Nevertheless, there are a number of others we’d like you to attempt proficiency in. This is yours.” He passed across the Bracer. “I’ll have Gerik calibrate it for you. But I’m sure we’ll have you speaking our workplace tongue before your next birthday.”

      “Shleffin’ terrific.”

      “Hm,” said the Master, not sure what to make of the particular word the boy kept using.

      Aerlys knew for a fact none of their Bracers would translate that. Not into any language.

      With a cool expression she wasn’t used to, Lǎoshī addressed her next. His voice tone matched his face. “Welcome back, Aerlys.”

      Oh, I’m in trouble. “Hello, Master.”

      To Shift, he added more warmly, “Glad you’re in one piece. Although from what I understand, not being in one piece is less of an issue for you than it would be for us.”

      “I’m glad I’m alive, too,” the Composite agreed.

      “After I settle our potential acolyte in, Aerlys, I will convene a meeting. You’ll be required.”

      “Oh—” Crap. “—great.” She offered a cheery smile.

      He hummed a little, then led Mikah away to get settled in.

      Shift touched her shoulder. “Something tells me I don’t want to be part of this meeting.”

      “Neither do I.”

      His touch broadened out as his ‘hand’ molded to her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. She reached over and patted it. “You’re sure? About what you said on the trip?”

      “That it’s time I go it alone?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “I am.”

      “But you hated being alone on M’Fwurti.”

      “And, as we’ve already discussed, I’m hoping I won’t be alone for long. If there are others like me, either I’ll find some at the Artifice Farm where we were originally designed. Or there’ll be information at the Farm that will lead me to them. With access to the Hyphae...well, I have options to travel that I never dreamed of before.” Reading her expression, he leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “But I’ll stay long enough to ascertain whether you need to come with me.”

      “Whether I’m getting kicked out of the Archive, you mean.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “That.”
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      Once Mikah had been dispatched to the farthest end of the Hall to experiment with his dusted-off hoverboard, Lǎoshī convened the meeting. The crisis meeting, as he termed it. (Aerlys thought that word was a bit of an overstatement.)

      As expected, its topic was her ‘extreme intervention’ in the affairs and future history of Abundantiam. (Aerlys didn’t object to the words extreme intervention: killing off an entire mothership full of predatory chilopods was extreme—especially when it brought generations of human sacrifice to an end).

      Shift’s involvement in the events was noted by the Master in his opening statement, but labeled secondary to Aerlys’s since she was the one sworn to an Archivist’s code. Present at the meeting were:

      
        	the male linguist Gerik,

        	Zranci who was slightly older than Aerlys and the closest thing she had to a best friend,

        	and an Archivist in her 30s named Andrilina who’d returned to the Archive from her own mission whilst Aerlys had been away.

      

      Andrilina was one of Aerlys’s least favorite people in the universe. She regularly treated Zranci like a little sister while treating Aerlys like background noise. What the woman had against her had originally been the subject of many sleepless nights’ worrying. In the end, it had earned Andrilina an equal amount of dislike from Aerlys.

      After the Master delivered his introduction, Aerlys presented a brief timeline of events. This was followed by a short defense of her motivations on Abundantiam—a short defense, because all she could think of saying was...

      “They were a planet filled with robust human societies and they still are. Preserving them seemed to be an Archivist’s duty. Preventing them sacrificing their young people like cattle seemed to be my duty as a human being.”

      Thoughtful silence followed this statement.

      Other opinions were asked for.

      Gerik’s straight-faced response was that the situation was simple: Aerlys had broken a vow, and a broken vow should result in consequences. This was delivered in a tone that sounded like one long shrug.

      Zranci stated in a choked voice that she supported what Aerlys had done on moral grounds and agreed Aerlys had preserved knowledge by preserving the planet’s living societies.

      Though he said nothing, Lǎoshī’s disapproval was written on his face.

      This felt like a vote. But if that vote didn’t favor her, the potential consequences were rather frightening. If this was a vote, and if Aerlys’s counted, it was now a two-way tie. So, all eyes turned to Andrilina.

      Aerlys’s stomach sank. The woman had observed the meeting with her face set in an unreadable expression and without saying or asking anything. Now, she took a moment to study her fingernails, took a deep breath, and spoke one sentence.

      “Aerlys’s logic seems sound.”

      It took a moment for Aerlys to realize it meant Andrilina’s vote was with her, for her.

      Her sinking stomach started lifting again. Zranci hid a little smile behind one hand, pretending to cough.

      Lǎoshī seemed about to speak, and his sour demeanor indicated his irritation that two more Archivists had sided against his opinion and against tradition. But Andrilina, still fixated on her nails, went on before he could...

      “We all remember the events at Hope’s Reach, a world who’d used nanotechnology to avoid a total ecological collapse. Cleaned their atmosphere, revitalized their soil, repaired pollution-based cellular damage in themselves and their fauna. Archivist Heronica used the excuse of their moon-based art gardening project to put them in touch with other neighboring worlds via the Hyphae. This contact helped those worlds reclaim some of what they were losing. If Aerlys did the wrong thing, then so did Heronica. If you kick Aerlys out, Master Lǎoshī, then you’d better banish Heronica with her. If we’re being logical and consistent about this, that is.”

      Heronica was a woman midway between Aerlys’s age and Andrilina’s. But twice as arrogant and imperious as Andrilina.

      If I’m banished, the only thing worse would be getting banished with Heronica!

      The mild smirk on Andrilina’s face might be because she thought she’d out-argued the Master. It might also have been because she was manipulating him to banish two people she detested in one fell swoop. Aerlys never could tell how her mind worked.

      This time, the Master was going to have his say. He drew his shoulders back, rustling his robes and taking a long moment to clear his throat so that no one would interrupt. “Now...”

      From somewhere mid-Hall, there came a whoop and a long string of happy words that included the shleffin’ twice. Something fell over. Zranci snorted, then covered her nose with her hand and pretended to have a sniffle.

      Lǎoshī chewed his lip a moment, staring into the middle distance as if spying Mikah through the towering shelves and hulking workstations. He cleared his throat once more.

      “Now...”

      “Hello!”

      The voice from above startled them all—as did the sight of a wide, flat silver angel-shape hovering overhead. Very close overhead.

      Brightly, Shift added, “I’ve decided which FTL-shuttle I’d like to borrow and wondered if now’s a good time to ask if I can give it a tune up?”

      “You have my permission,” Lǎoshī grated through clenched teeth, “to ‘tune’ any of them up. But don’t leave before I’ve noted which one.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it!” Shift purred. A happy wave undulated across his wing-forms. “And anything I borrow, I promise to return in one piece.”

      “Very good, very good.” The Master tried to shoo him away by waving.

      Shift began floating off, then quickly returned. “It’s the blue one I have my eye on. Blue in the light spectrum you can see in, I mean. The way I see it, it’s also a bunch of other colors, some I don’t even have names for, such as—”

      “Very good!” growled Lǎoshī.

      “Oh.” Shift lifted a couple of meters higher, realizing his intrusion. “I’ll go … tune it up.” As he floated hastily away, he added, “The blue one.”

      “Where’s he going?” Gerik asked Lǎoshī.

      “He has his composite heart set upon the very distant orbital facility in which he and his brethren were created. If it still exists. I would actually like to know if it does,” he said as an afterthought. “Now, if there are no more ... interruptions?” This last word was delivered at a louder volume, booming a great distance both ways along the Hall.

      No interruptions came. Somewhere, Mikah was chattering cheerfully to himself, and seemed to be moving around a lot. The lack of disruptions meant Aerlys’s reprieve from the Master’s judgement was over.

      She steeled herself, pressing her bottom to the back of the chair, straightening her shoulders the way Lǎoshī had.

      “As one becomes older, one remembers one’s younger self with a more honest perspective. When we are young—as all of you are young—we hold onto black-and-white beliefs, we seek out certainty and we anchor ourselves to it, we hunger for a clear and rigid way to understand the universe, our place in it, and the behavior that requires of us and of others. But not even physics works with any certainty.” He squirmed in his chair, gathering his thoughts. “Primeval hominids believed that celestial objects were gods and the world didn’t exist much farther that they could walk. Early Homo sapiens believed they were the superior species in the universe and we took a very long time to grow out of that belief. Individuals throughout history have believed that their culture was
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