Terry Dow i ng
COLOURI NG THE CAPTAI NS

In the Great Passage Book there are seven Col oured Captains. Their nanmes have
becone fampus: Col den Afervarro, Red Lucas, Wite Massen, Geen {daive, Yellow
Traven, Bl ack Dol oroso, and the last to be chosen —the Madman, Bl ue Tyson
known to many as Tom Rynosseros.

There are other National captains who have colours in their nanmes —Rust
Morganus is one, and Gay Ridley, and the | egendary Bl ack Jack Tenenos, to
nane a few —just as there are other great captains, high and | ow, who are
permtted to cross nost of the tribal territories. But there are only seven
Nationals who are allowed to use all Roads, to cross all the Ab'O States in
their fine sand-ships, whose names and Col ours have been entered in the Geat
Passage Book.

Is this what you wanted to hear? You who sleep there in Cold People storage,
in your long safe cryogenic sleeves, waiting in your hundreds to be grafted
out on to constructs and surrogate bodies, to make the Grand Tour, hungry for
sensate |ife again.

| tell you, there would be none of it, no hope for you at all were it not for
the seven. This circuit is shielded; the link is still open, one of the few
have left, so | can tell you. The world out here has changed since first you
slept. The abiding spirit of an age can be rooted to many things: a
preoccupation with identity, with new lands and frontiers, with sexuality,
norality or repression, nostalgia for the past, with luxury and sacrifice.
Then know that not since Pharaonic Egypt, not since the Mexi can and Madagascan
festival s of the dead, not since the Pre-Colunbian civilizations of America
has such a preoccupation with death marked an age. O rather, seen anot her
way, a preoccupation with maki ng, understanding and holding onto Iife —al
part of the same Zeitgeist, the same Weltanschauung.

If | sound the apol ogist for the Ab' O Princes, the Cever Men and their Al and
genetic planning, bear with ne. Sone of you, the recent ones, wll renenber
the belltree program how it was neant to nibble at the concepts

of life and death, how it reflected the crucial and vibrant spirit of an age.
So then, let me tell you. Let me answer the questions the sanple mnds

have put to generations of Col dmasters w thout success, while waiting and
longing for life again.

| ama belltree. It is true. Though it shocks many of you and puzzl es

others, the nore ancient personalities among you, | ama half-life creation, a
lowly machine to sonme, with a plasmatic intelligence crafted around a
crystalline lattice. Though I murmur to you in your dreams, | stand here

beside a rarely-used desert Road, with paint peeling fromthe | ower totenic
ei ght feet of ny fourteen-foot shaft, and half ny sensors damaged by wi nd
and sun and ti ne.

My crystalline core cones fromthe great |I-D tribal belltrees at Tell, and
they, in turn, fromthe Iseult-Darrian prototypes at Seth-Amon Photenps. MWy
essence was decanted fromthe life-bottle of one of those marvell ous
structures; ny identity shares sone nenories fromthe host-

core.

And, as | say, | amwell-acquainted with the seven Captains. In a sense, |
am an oracle to them no less than to the Ab' O tribes who caused ne to be
made. If the truth be told, and | cannot prove this to you yet, though you

will know the truth in time, | amthe one who gave themtheir Colours. It is
true and it neans everything to ne.
My core was originally scheduled for the Tell Scul ptury. | was to have

become a prime Aulus or a Twilister, fashioned by the greatest organic-

scul ptors we have in Australia, but there were debts to pay in those early
days of no patrons and huge research costs, and mny inception was first

del ayed, then made forfeit. It was a bad year, and ny core was sublet to the



Immortality factors at Tell. They bonded nme to two fading cryogenic per-
sonalities like yourselves, Janes and Byner, two old Cold Peopl e whose bodies
were spoiling and who had pai d handsonely to have their matrices

grafted out into biotectic life, their final chance (apart fromthe charling
injections) for any kind of |ife considering.

So | lost ny pedigree, ny pure link with the great Iseult-Darrians. |

became an ordinary junk-post, a hunble road-scul pture out on the desert,
spoi l i ng, piggybacking two ghosts, neglected, with dwindling subtlety in

nmy receptors and limted function

But a strange and wonderful thing happened, the first of many in this

story | amtelling you

James and Byner's bonding —for all the wealth the factors got from

their estates, and despite the guarantees —was only partially successful. M
spliced and re-routed I-D core was sinply too strong for a true graft,
despite the careful danmpening and the repressors. Instead of |osing ny
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identity, it went the other way: my passengers lost theirs in the rallying
identity matrix. As a host-post | failed, and quietly out here on the desert,
James and Byner, your friends, Cold People veterans |ike yourselves, becane
nore and nore dim the thing you all fear

Now see how the Ab' GCs trap thenselves (and note it, for you will wake into a
world built on this).

Once the Iseult-Darrian prototypes were ratified by the Princes as true life,
as an integral part of the Dreantine fabric, they imediately had the Tel
authorities do a genealogy on all the I-D cores. The lattices were

codified; the disposition of every drop fromthe life-bottles registered and
traced.

They found ne standing by my forgotten Road, faltering and in poor repair,
with the ghosts of two dead humans whi spering through ny frame, coming and
going like the lonely night wi nds which had kept me conpany for so many years.
The biotects were vastly relieved to find the hosting hadn't taken, but they
di scovered that James and Byner —what was |left of them —nested deeply in ny
pl asmatic soul. The recovery teamdid an i mediate search on ny two
passengers, to find if ny life —they called it that, even then —was tainted
at all. That search took them back many years, a long way indeed, but
Immortality produced the mandatory records as readily as the Tell staff had

m ne.

James had been a senmiol ogist, a specialist in signs; Bynmer was the col our
symbol ogi st who had once advised the Ab' O biotects on the inlay designs

for the Living Towers at Fosti. Even by tribal standards, they were great men,
worthy men. Had been.

The problemwasn't so great then, after all. The technicians restored and
adjusted ny sensors, honed ny dimrecall rods, added val uabl e new | am -
nations to my diligent, bounty-box and shaft. Artists touched up the totemnic
panel s on the | ower eight feet; C ever Men consecrated them anew.

But they couldn't nove nme. Their own rulings about the ritual placenent of
road-trees, arrived at nmore than a century before, back when the belltree
program becane the definitive artformof the tribes, the focal point and
repository for all their |ife-science endeavours, meant that | had to stay out
in the desert, measuring nmy length of Road for passing ships, precious and
ref urbi shed, belonging to no tribe, a rogue Iseult-Darrian. A rogue, do you
see?

They kept the secret of nmy value well and made the refurbishing subtle

so no passersby would tell. And without knowing it, they gave ne the Captains.
The story of Tom ny last Captain, resolving even now, today, as | speak, is
the story of themall. Let me tell you of it and of him
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Saj anna Marron Best, that hard wi se wonderful woman, two hundred years ol d,



once proud, once cruel, once young and, then, achingly beautiful, the subject
of nore | egends and | ongi ngs than you woul d believe to see her now, had you
the eyes, found Tomon the Sand Quay at Twi light Beach that day. She noved
anong the great sand-ship hulls under a hot norning sun,with three robed

Kur dai t cha assassins, and stopped by the nmooring where Tomand his old

ki temaster, Scarbo, were discussing their charvolant, Rynosseros, so recently
won in the ship-lotteries at Cyrimri. The rest of Tomis crew —Rim Trenba
and Kylas, were still on shore | eave.

"We nust talk," she said with characteristic directness, startling both

men with her strong distinctive voice and with her fearsome entourage of
avengers. Wen she introduced herself, the |ooks of astonishnment on their
faces remai ned. Because of the inplants in Sajanna and her silent conpanions,
I know what took place.

Ab' Gs on the Sand Quay. Tom and his kitenmaster were no doubt wondering why.
Kurdaitcha and this one, the ancient Ab' O biotect, this fanmous, worn, haggard
scientist away from her |abs and testing-chanbers. | sawit on their faces.
Around them other sand-sailors watched with awe and anused curiosity, then
turned away, not wanting to antagoni ze Kurdaitcha.

The smal |l group boarded Rynosseros then, and bel owdeck in the main

cabin, with Scarbo posted on the docks to warn off intruders, she announced
her purpose. She told Tom about the Captains and about nme, a little of the
account | have just given you, and, typical of Sajanna, she was anmazingly
frank.

And understand! Here were two people who cane to | ove one another in their
short time together, who m ght have been |l overs, dear friends, life

conpani ons. Here they were, separated by nore than a hundred and seventy
years, by too nuch time, each of themtrapped in the years which | know is the
constant, charmng, despair-ridden tragedy of human life the source of the
strange | ongi ng | ooks nen and worren sonetinmes show, the inconmunicabl e sadness
in the eyes of the old regarding the oblivious young. The m ght-have- beens.
Saj anna showed not hing of this, though telenmetry reveal ed the warmnth of

her response to him and gave what she saw the tanned, blue-eyed face of a
man barely thirty, with a full rmustache, strong browine and brown hair swept
back in the style of so nmany National sailors; a man of ned ium hei ght

and build, wearing plain buff-col oured m ssion fatigues adorned only by the
bri ght new charvi insignia below the right shoul der. She did not mention that
she had watched his dreans in the Madhouse, that she had sought him

for reasons she woul d never divulge to another living thing apart from ne
—her child. She spoke briefly of the six Captains in the Geat Passage Book
t hen concluded in her cal munhurried way.

"Since | amthe last of the Tell biotects responsible for the graftings which
produced this rouge tree, it has been decided that | amresponsible for it
now. These stoney-faced avengi you see about ne here are both my servants and,
in a sense, ny executioners. Their |eader has yet again nade ne an honorary
Pan-Tri bal Kurdaitcha. He has C ever Men who will hunt me, sing nme, for
failing my mssion, or dispose of me sone other way unless | can account for
why the names of National captains are appearing in the Book."

"This is Dreantine business,"” Tom said.

"Absol utely. You know what the oracle trees nean to us, | think. Are supposed
to nean. The belltree programwas part of a sacred quest in the truest
possi bl e sense. W esteened that Artificial Life then nore than we do now,

wi th proper reverence for what we had done. Think of it! Nonhuman life
conferring with us, counselling us, made by us but never owned, sharing
life-views we had nurtured but could never have oursel ves. They becane
privileged and wi se counsellors —the best, the nost sophisticated of them It
was considered fitting, and there is a powerful tradition still, despite the
years of cynicismand uncertainty. Technically, they remain oracles, though
nostly they are cherished as quaint and fascinating relics. Their status was
never revoked, you see, probably because it was never used this way. This
rogue is giving out Colours to non-Ab' O captains of its own choosing, then



entering those names in our Records beside those of our greatest

battl e-captains."

"How did it start?" Tom asked. "Wat made the rogue give its first Col our and
cause all this?"

Saj anna shook her head, unable to risk nore, forced to hide so nuch fromthis
man she needed nore than she could say, if indeed he was the right choice.
"Persecution, Captain, though, admittedly, we were slow in reading the signs
for what they were: the budget cut-backs, the political disfavour, the
increasingly strict security neasures —all egedly because of threats from
True-Lifer groups. Fewer projects were sanctioned; fewer Als cleared for

rel ease. We discussed the trends and where they could | ead; we were aware of
True-Lifer factions gaining power. And, ironically, this tree sawit all and
under st ood sonething had to be done. Perhaps it nonitored strategy di scussions
or com nessages, who can say? —it was always inquisitive and surprisingly
resourceful. It took a chance; made sure our expertise was needed. It went
straight to our nost prized honour system and entered National nanes."

As Tom listened, | think he sensed the old woman's dil emma, suspected that she
was being made to serve her enemies, and had to play a part, both revealing
and concealing. The intent |ooks of her silent conpani ons nust have confirned
it.

"I's there nethod here?" he said. "Were they the first Nationals to happen

al ong?

"Ch no. These men were carefully selected. They passed sone test, were chosen
then compl eted sone service for the tree. W need to know what these duties
were. We need to control this, you understand. Nothing like it has ever

happened before. This rogue is an |-D oracle after all. W nust accept its
rulings unilaterally the nonment they appear in our conp systens. So we mnust
stop it."

"Tribal investigators would .
Saj anna | aughed, a sharp bark of anusemnent.

"Do you know what it said to our tribal investigators, to our senior biotects,
to ne? Not a word! Not to nme, not even to the ones who restored the thing. Six
Nationals are its only audi ence now. Each one Col oured and naned in the G eat
Passage Book. W suspect it will talk to another National captain."

"And wi |l probably give a Colour and a nandate. Do you want that?"

"That is our ganble, Captain Tyson. And our deal. You are newy out of the
Madhouse, with reasons to seek Ab' O support. You have just won your ship; now
you need |icences, accreditation, funds."

"Yes," Tomsaid. "I do."

"But nmore to the point, you know the machines in the Madhouse. |'ve seen your
records. You will not be swayed or wooed by Artificial Life as others mght.
W will give you a permit and the details of where this road-post is |ocated.
Yes, it will probably Col our you and give you the sane |liberties as the rest,
but this time the captain we send will have made a bl ood oath with us first,
to serve us and use those sane perquisites for the tribes once he has put an
end to the rouge's mischief The only National captain the tree gets now wil|
be our man. Working on our terms. The tree can have you as its seventh,

briefly, while we solve the nystery, solve the problem And you will solve the
nmystery!"

"If I can.”

"You will," Sajanna said, and some of the old Kurdaitcha ruthl essness returned

to her eyes, fed by bitterness and disillusionnent, by the fast-fadi ng hopes
and | ongings this wonan had that the tribes m ght soneday accept the very life
alternatives they sought so relentlessly.

"You have been turning back other National ships approaching the area?"
"True."

"Destroyi ng any?"

"Only two. Satellites found themfirst. Laser strikes fromorbit. The rest
have been turned back. Al ships are barred fromthe region indefinitely.

The ot her Col oured Captains could get through, but they know how provocative



that would be right now W need only worry about strays and pirates, the
reckl ess or the curious, bold Nationals on a dare, freight or nercenary
captai ns who think running any bl ockade is fun."

"You mean to use the tree's own systemagainst it."

"That is the plan," Sajanna said, and | believe Tom di d understand —was sure

t hat she spoke now for soneone el se, soneone who had only lately decided to
use this approach to the problem

There was a pause while he considered the situation

"Well?" the old woman said when a silent mnute had el apsed. "I have no choice
here," Tom answer ed.

Saj anna gave another bitter laugh. "No. Nor have |."

Tom did research that afternoon. He sat in the stern cabin at his ship's conp
systens and used Sajanna's private codes to access the data he needed, while
two Kurdaitcha waited on deck and the third went off about some errand.

Saj anna cane in at 1450 and sat to one side in a hand-carved chair, her frai

I i ned-vel vet hands pressed over her dark-velvet face as she neditated,
probably reflecting on the weave of chance which had brought her to this.
First, Tomconfirmed all that the old biotect had told him that across nearly
ten years the rogue belltree had chosen six National captains to be its

chanpi ons, and that for the performance of some unknown task —and in order to

do it —each had been assigned a Col our and given an all-lander mandate, a
gift beyond price for any National limted to the coastal territories.

The Col ours were easy to fathom ny ghost, Bymer, had been a col our
symbol ogi st after all. To any observers, he had apparently supplied me with ny

col our synbols, just as Janes' ghost woul d have provided the nind-sets

el evating those colours into special neanings, ny private nysteries.

For Tom however, translating the col our-synbols was Task Number Three. The
first was to discover what secret m ssions had pronpted the action, the second
was to stop the process.

Towar ds evening, while he was reviewing the Tell nmaterial on personality

bondi ng, Sajanna left her chair and came to stand by him Tomdid not hear
her. He pushed back fromthe display to find her there, then asked the
qguestion that let her reveal nmore of her true position. He had al ready deduced
she woul d be nonitored. Now he entered into the conspiracy, and spoke for the
benefit of her unseen superiors.

"Dr Best . . . Sajanna" —she did not correct him—"if this tree is serving
the Dreamtinme for you all, why not let it give out its Colours, do what it

i kes?"

And his eyes explored the flawed vel vet of her face. Perhaps he sought further
confirmation. Perhaps he found it in the barest suggestion of a smle

"I mentioned politics," Sajanna said softly. "Expedi ence. The last thing the
tri bes want are non-Ab' O heroes acquiring status, usurping the Dreamtine
privileges, bringing other Nationals into our deserts."

"But if this Iseult-Darrian is an oracle tree, as you say, then its rulings
remai n sacred. Unless, of course, the tribes proclaimit mad, say it was
tainted by Janmes and Byner. That would void its rulings wouldn't it?"

"They tried that," Sajanna said. "But other Iseult-Darrians endorsed its

deci sions, said the rogue was sane and whole. National interest increased, as
you can i nagine."

"Then you nust accept the Captains too, accept that there is sone worthwhile
reason behind it all." | think Tom spoke to show he was her ally.

"Exactly what | have told the tribes," Sajanna said, acknow edging his place
in this, confirmng hers. Then she noved to the [ arge stern-w ndows to watch
dusk settle on the desert beyond. "They do accept —grudgingly, secretly, nany
of the Princes. But in view of so little information about a dangerous trend,
it is expedient for themthat the trend be controlled."

Tom frowned. "And how many ot her 'honorary' Kurdaitcha |ike yourself have
forfeited their lives already because of this? Six?"

The Ab' O woman turned to hi mand nodded. "Yes."

"And they were your colleagues at Tell, weren't they?"



"Yes," she said, and | knew she adnmired his quickness. "It is as you saw in ny
files. The first captain was Phaon Afervarro, the fanobus songsmith hinself.
When the tree gave him Gold, Satra Amanty was in charge of the Tel

life-houses, the wi se | eader of our team a great nan, an innovative nan, ny
teacher. The head of the Pan-Tribal s appointed hi mhonorary Kurdaitcha as | am
now, his life held forfeit, and gave hima nmonth —no nmore —to di scover why
the tree had done it. At the end of that time, the singers began. H s body was
found at his desk shortly afterwards."

"That is madness!" Tom sai d.

"It is. A useful and expedient tradition also," the old biotect said, always
conceal i ng her heartbreak because the assassins were listening and there were
t hi ngs she had to do. "And a way for worried Princes and tribal factions to
l[imt the power of the |ife-houses, to make up for the nore disturbing
excesses of ambitious predecessors. Wen the tree gave Lucas Red a year later
Amanty's successor suffered the same fate. This time, however, realizing the
difficulty of the problem and noting National nedia interest, they allowed
Chen Colla two nmonths. "

"But no |uck?"

"Again, no. They sang himtoo, hunted himdown his mnd-line. He was found
lying dead in the desert. You see ..."

But Tomindicated the screen, to save her the sudden rush of distress he read
in her voice. "There were seven biotects on the original Iseult-Darrian
project. They mean to halt the opposition fromthat quarter by elimnating the
whol e team "

Saj anna nodded, and | noted her relief, her gratitude again, though it barely
reached her ancient face. The sane relief, the same gratitude Amanty, Colla
and the rest had felt when their appointed Captains were proven to be worthy.
"Yes. That is what they intend. The head of the Pan-Tribal Kurdaitcha is Bolo
May." (At last she named hinml) "He has used these al arm ng di spensations from
the rogue to justify doing what he has wanted to do for years: the disnmantling
of all Artificial Life prograns.” And the old scientist smled. "He is our

Mat t hew Hopki ns —our Wtchfinder General."

"What of the rest?" Tom asked, saying what he al ready knew from conp, speaking
it to give what reassurance he could. "Four other Captains neans . . .

"The sane. Eventually the sane. Alliga, Mtroy, Lang, ny old friend Taber, al
forfeit. The rogue refused to speak to any of them The chosen Captains said
not hi ng; nost went on voyages to distant States, using their special status to
evade Kurdaitcha and Clever Men. It was as if the tree was taunting us. Each
time we lost a chief investigator, the tree created a new Captain, and so
caused Bolo May to select yet another of us. Now, finally, after ten years, it

is my turn. Bolo May kept ne for last, |I'mcertain, and —for reasons approved
by the tribes —I1 have been given far less tine than Amanty had. Less than a
week. "

"But why so little time?" Tom demanded. "If the tribes want this sol ved,

surely they would give a nore realistic time-franme."

Saj anna seened distracted as she answered him "No. It has already taken too

l ong. Now they want this business finalized as soon as possible." Listening to
themtal k, to what Tom said and how, nmade nme sure of it then, that | had made
a good choice. He had clearly grasped the reason behind Saj anna's sudden

det achrment. The biotect was nonitored and so woul d need to show open support
for Bolo May's conmission fromthe tribes. But she had | ost her dearest,

| ongest, only friends, and now her life —rendered useless in nearly every way
—was at stake as well, the only counter she had left in the ganme. That's what
wel | -chosen, life-sensitive Tom nust have realized, nmust have read in the
tired anci ent eyes.

"My answer is you, Captain Tyson," Sajanna said. "Tonorrow you go out to the
tree." Then, regardl ess of the listening assassins, she said the daming
words. "My believes | chose you because of your reactions to the Al machi nes
in the Madhouse. What he will now learn is that | chose you in spite of those
reactions as well, for the dreans and i mages you had whi ch showed such a



natural affinity for life, any life, and for our evolving and yet unchangi ng
Dreantine."

And nmoving with surprising swi ftness, she went to the cabin door and | ocked
it.

"Quickly now" she said, drawing a snuall-bladed knife fromher robe. "Let ne
have your oath before the others come. Whatever happens, |1'lIl have that, and
May m ght just have one nore National nane to contend with."

And Tom wat ched as the narrow bl ade drew bl ood fromhis wist and from her
own, then repeated the words, concentrating on the dialect, not know ng what
it was he said, concentrating even when fists pounded on the door, and the
door burst open, and the armed avengi were upon them
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Tom stood by the quiet desert Road | ooking up at ne, shading his eyes fromthe
glare of late nmorning sunlight reflected off the hot sand. Al about us was
desol ation, just the Road stretching off in one direction to lose itself in
some low hills, in the other gradually dropping down to an anci ent watercourse
where it could be seen winding a few tinmes before it too vani shed from sight.
Apart fromthose few hills and that dry river bed, we were the only features
in the hot unnoving terrain.

Tom was studying ne, no doubt wondering how an ordinary junk-post could hold
such power over the tribes.

"I'"'m Tom Tyson," he said finally, calling out across the dry air. H's words
echoed down the Road, resounded in the dry river bed, came back to us fromthe
quiet hills. H's voice was | ower when he spoke next. "I've wal ked six k's in
fromtheir perineter to see you.-

| did not answer him letting the silence of ny place touch his soul, testing
hi m t oo.

"No nore Nationals will be com ng unless we reach an understanding," he told
ne.
Still I was silent, though | used the small nonitor note Saj anna had pasted on

his forehead to do a fascinating thing, to scan nyself as he saw nme: the
narrow shaft rising six feet above the eight-foot totem c trunk, the sensor
spines thrusting out, the diligent canister at the top of the main stem

Rat her than use the portable comink he wore at one ear, | activated the old
voice circuit | have used when playing out the role of oracle to wandering
nomads.

"Ten years ago," | said, "the Ab' Os discovered they could not close down the
belltree programat Tell and Set h- Ammon Phot enbs. Once made public and

cel ebrated throughout the world, they could not denean their own anazing

achi evenent so easily."

Tom | ooked about him once, tw ce, then noved in closer

"The Princes and Cever Men net the crisis in a fitting manner. | had j ust
been restored; | had excellent data and function resources. | |earned that the
first part of their plan was to elimnate gradually, steadily, the entire
research teamresponsible for the Iseult-Darrian strain, to renmove the
respected resistance fromthat quarter over a period of years —a |ab
accident, or an assassination attenpt by angry National True-Lifers.

"Bol o May was appoi nted by pan-tribal dispensation and sel ected a strategy
group. | found the nmeans to delay them to nmake them cautious. | acted in a
provocative way, in a manner which | knew woul d nake them need those very Tel
specialists they neant to discredit and then discreetly destroy."

"You gave a Col our," Tom said. "Your oracle-post function."

"True. Dreanmtime function. | appointed a National to all-lander status. Phaon
Afervarro. And | gave out an undi sclosed nission —not to an Ab' O who deserved
such a privilege, but to ny own first Captain.- "They got around that-

"Yes. One by one they made the Tell biotects responsible for discovering how
and why the aberration occurred.”
"They woul d have been kill ed anyway,'

Tom sai d, standing quite close now,



reacting to the ion flux frommy bounty-box, affected by the nood-bending

emni ssi ons.

"Yes. But at |east the Kurdaitcha did not return to their original intention
It was a delaying tactic only. It bought ten years in which they needed those
specialists. But they were shrewd, those avengi. They would not let the Tel

bi otects comrunicate with ne directly, no comink, no transm ssions of any
kind. Bolo May made sure of this.”

"He nust have had other trees, other conp systens probe you. Then and now.
Whi ch was anot her astute observation from Tom Tyson

"Yes. Constantly. But there is the random zi ng el enent of James and Byner,"
told him "My own strategy is filtered through nysteries devised by identity
matrices they cannot access, rendered in code. Bolo May can yet harmthe
things | love, but he cannot decide how to undo the harm | have done in addi ng
to the Great Passage Book, and he cannot understand what it is |I am doing."
"What of the m ssions you gave the Captains?" Tom asked, serving Saj anna,
honouring the small wound on the inside of his right wist where the

bl ood- bond had been drawn. | was grateful to himfor that though it put us at
odds for this first neeting. "Could May not find ways of invalidating whatever
t hey were?"

"You are still newto the Roads, Tom" | said. "A nmandate is binding on all or
none. Either the Great Passage Book exists and is valid with its liberties and
honours or it doesn't and isn't. The Kurdaitcha tried, but the m ssions were
carried out. There is that much consol ati on —knowi ng how furi ous May mnust

be. "

Tom nodded, but absentm ndedly, considering things | had no way of

di scovering. He turned and | ooked along the Road in each direction, at the dry
river bed and the low silent hills, glanced up at a single w sp of cloud half
a mle overhead. For a nonent | used his forehead note again to scan the world
rather than use ny own sensors. It let me see nyself beside ny Road. It let ny
ghosts behold their lonely home. | felt themstir in nme at the sight. This is
what we are, what you cold hearts may one day becone.

"Why did you choose those captains in particular?" Tom asked.

"They passed a test."

"Wich is?"
| did not answer so he tried again.
"WII | be Col oured?"

"You are a sworn tribal man."

"You heard Saj anna Marron Best speak of expedience. Like her | ama slave to
the Kurdaitcha. It is a price | pay for the small favours any National needs.
| recently won . "

"Rynosseros. A fine ship."

"You know that, of course,"” Tom sai d.
"I amtied in to Tell, Seth-Ammon Photenos, Cyrimri, other places. | know how
the lotteries go. | mnded you in the Madhouse."

Tom frowned, piecing it together, but working with the little he understood.
could not tell himthen how effectively May had linmted nme, how a hundred
power ful comp systems burdened ne with questions and demands, how sapper units
constantly worried at me, how !l was cut off fromall but Tell and a handful of
| ocales. Wth the Kurdaitcha nonitor fitted to him | could not show ny
l[imtations, tell himthat the Book was the only real solution left to ne,

that | now depended on my Captains and ny final creator to do what | could
not, passing on ny account to Cold People |ike yourselves through the few

ot her connections left to nme, so that if | fail at |east someone will know
what was tried here

The enpty Road, the solitude of this lonely place, were deceptive, though
still a blessing. But Tom renenbering the cunning dream nmachines in the
Madhouse, perceived it in his way, though no doubt | seened al oof and
arrogant, a cool dispassionate thing.

"There'll be no nore Captains," he said, returning to his assignment. "No nore
nanes in the Book. Please, help ne now Help Sajanna. Wiy did you choose those



Capt ai ns? \What were their m ssions?"

"I will not tell you."
"Dr Best will be sung! One of your own makers!"
"I cannot save her. May will elimnate her one way or another. Let the Ab' Gs

bear the consequences of what they have made."

"Artificial Life!" Tomsaid, resorting to scorn, out of a sense of futility
perhaps. "A clever imtation!"

"Possibly. But I don't knowthat. |I feel as if I live."

"That's the personality grafting. Janes and Bymer have accel erated your
sensitivity."

"Tom can we forget this? It is not an issue for ne.
"Sajanna will die!" he cried. The low hills, the dry river bed echoed the
words, distorting them sending them back as accusati ons.

"That's a terrible, unnecessary thing. It is partly why | refuse however.

will not have themcreate what | am lock me into a purpose over the lives and
dreans of so many, then revoke it all when it suits them Sajanna deserves
this vindication. Ask her. It is nore inportant than her life."

"You make it sound very wong of them"™

| tried to calmhim to ease the hard feelings in him "Petulant, punitive,
unhurman. Their responsibility, just as | am whatever I am"

I could see Tom agreed, that much as he resisted Artificial Intelligence, he
knew | was doing no less than the Ab' Gs t hensel ves were doi ng. "Understand,
Tom " | said, aware of ny dear Sajanna, of the spiteful Bolo May, I|istening,
wat ching. "I nmust not change on this. You are a captain with a good fast ship.
Protect Sajanna if you can. If they will let you." Tomturned and began to
wal k down the Road. | could not help calling to him

"What will you do?"

He did not turn, but kept wal king towards the dry hills.

"Find the six Captains!" he called back

"They will not tell you."

But he did not answer.
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When he was back at the Twilight Beach nmoorings cl ose on sunset, even as he
made preparations for the following day to | eave the Sand Quay and seek out
the scattered Captains, Tomnet Bolo May at |ast.

Once again Sajanna canme to the Quay, but this time she had with her six robed
Kurdai tcha, five carrying power batons, as if anyone would dare attack them
and the sixth, a short heavily-built man with severely cropped hair, wearing a
pair of exquisite Japano swords, a striking red and gold set in contrast to

t he dark red-black Pan-Tribal djellaba he wore. Bands of col our, the sane
red-bl ack of old blood, divided his already dusky face into panels, thwarting
an easy grasp of the man's features, but he was one to be seen only at a

gl ance for his power to be evident.

Tom did not knowit, few Princes were even aware of it, but Bolo May was at
that time probably the nost powerful man in Australia, the only Ab'Oto be

al l owed a personal satellite for the duration of the crisis.

Saj anna knew it; all the Tell biotects had realized it early on. May had
mani pul ated affairs in a unique way. And like so many powerful, privileged
servants of the common good before him the clergy, the generals, the bureau
chiefs of history, Bolo May had used his office quietly, cunningly, to build
an invisible enpire about hinself.

But Tomdealt with nore i mrediate things than that single terrifying truth.
More di sturbing than the know edge of the sixth Kurdaitcha's identity, of who
it was that painted face belonged to, was May's silence.

When Saj anna had introduced him she then asked the questions he had obviously
put to her earlier, leaving May to stand watching, his eyes like petals of

bl ack gl ass.

"Where will you go first?" she said.



Tomtried to neet the Kurdaitcha's dark gaze, but finally turned to the old
woman and made his answer to her

"I have the | ast-known port registrations for the six. Afervarro is at
Jarrajurra, at the Spoiler sites. Massen and d aive are bound for Angel Bay.
Traven is north of Adel aide; Doloroso is taking Cever Men to Port Tarsis; and
Lucas is on a |layover at Inlansay."

"You prefer this course of action to dealing with the tree?" Saj anna asked,
anot her question fromMy. "It will take tine."

Tom made hinsel f face the forbidding formstanding off to one side.

"The tree does not care if Dr Best dies. It knows your intentions, Lord. It
knows many things | do not. That probably you do not. | sensed purpose in what
it was doing —careful, patient purpose.”

Bol o May chuckl ed, a single short sound of derision.

"Do you al so know it Col oured you?" he said. "Blue."

Tom stared in surprise. "Did it? But | thought . . . Wy?"

Agai n Bol o May chuckl ed, turning so his back was to them bot h.

Saj anna answered. "The tree could not do otherw se. Once your nane is

regi stered at Tell, you no | onger have to wear that." She pointed to the
sensor mote on Tomls forehead. "You serve yourself O, nore to the point,
because of your oath," —and she | ooked across at May —"you serve ne."

Bol o May swung about. "And you are dammed for that, Sajanna," he said softly,

poi sonously, but with a curious touch of anusenment, as if an old rival | had
suddenly proven unpredictabl e again and somehow worthy. "Whatever second

t houghts I may have had are gone."

Then he expl ai ned what he nmeant to Tom before Sajanna could. "The oath you
gave before you left for the tree was neant to be to the tribes. Dr Best was
careful to have you repeat words in a quite obscure dialect originated at

Tell, to nake it an oath to her exclusively. W have finally deciphered it. So
if she dies . . "You are a free agent, Tom " Sajanna said. "Wthin hours of ny
death, possibly less —m nutes, your nane and Col our will be confirmed in
Records . . ."

"Unl ess you are dead al so," Bol o May added.

"But | have no mission!" Tomcried. "None was given."

"There will be one," the old biotect told him

"Real |y, Sajanna!"™ May said, controlling his anger. "Enough!" But Sajanna did
not heed the comrand.

"Tom the tree treated you differently because you were being nonitored too
heavily. It understood the oath you had nmade, but we were playing for tine.
The Kurdaitcha m ght not have checked. Lord May shoul d have been nore careful
about | eaving us alone together, letting me arrange your oath. You wll not
fully appreciate what cal m obedi ence preceded your involvenent in this. | am
obliged to honour certain injunctions and |ife-debts placed on ne by ny triba
heritage and now —agai nst ny wi shes —by Kurdaitcha authority. My surface
acceptance of those sanme strictures flattered and decei ved hi m —we go back
many years together. | was carefully tame before this. Now he knows better. He
is here because of it —to warn you in person.”

"To sinmply nmeet Captain Tyson, Sajanna, that is all. H s oath m ght be to you,
yes, but your sworn obligations are to us. It changes nothing."

"It does,"” Tom said suddenly. "Only the tree can cancel the names. Until then
we are your heroes. There are tribal obligations here too that you nust
honour . "

"Until the tree renoves them vyes," My agreed. "Which nay be sooner than you
think. But as | say, it changes nothing."

"And as | say, it does," Tom said again. "Please get off ny ship!"
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It nust have been somewhere between Twilight Beach and | nlansay that Tom
realized that no-one —not Sajanna, not Bol o May, not the Captains or mnyself,
could afford to tell himwhat was really happening. The inplants in Sajanna,



t he prospect of conmsat scans, gain-nonitors and Kurdaitcha agents put limts
on all that.

In a sense, Tomwas as solitary as he had ever been shut away in the Madhouse
gloomfor all those subjective years, 50 years in 3 | knew fromthe records.
But he found confort in that in a way, nost assuredly. No man coul d al t oget her
cone to grips with what it nmeant to be given an all-lander mandate, not in the
smal | space of tine Tom had had. But since Rynosseros itself was so new, and
the sinple freedom of being outside the dark chanbers of Cape Bedlam this
strange good fortune was sinply one nore incredible factor in a reality which
was itself totally new again and totally precious.

Tom accepted it as readily and as necessarily as he had Saj anna and Bol o May.
And to stave off the absurd dreamike quality of it all, he lost hinself in
pragmatic things, in the running of his ship, in the imrediate crisis of
Sajanna's fate. He did not worry unduly about comsat scans; he knew that the
sounds of a vessel in transit would hide all ship-talk not using outside corn
transm ssions. The scanner unit bought in Twi light Beach | ocated the

hal f - dozen sensor notes hi dden aboard by Sajanna's conpani ons earlier; renote
sensors trained on his ship would make nothing of the softly-spoken
conversations carried on bel owdeck. Sajanna's inplants —her own signs of
great rank and privil ege now used agai nst her —were the only constant worry,
but they were consciousness-aligned and no use at all when Saj anna was

sl eepi ng.

So Tom enjoyed this first real voyage. He took Rynosseros through Wadi Horn to
t he burning stony expanse of the Barrabarran, on to the archaeol ogi cal beds at
Jarrajurra where ny first Captain, Phaon Afervarro, had noored his charvi,
Songwi ng, close to the Adda- Spoil er excavati ons.

When Rynosseros stood beside the dig on the hot silent approach road, Tom went
al one to the trenches and exposed m ddens, found his way anong the twenty or
so Ab' O men and woren hard at work to where Afervarro stood talking with two
site supervisors

"Captain Afervarro,"” Tom call ed.

"Captain Tyson," Afervarro replied, his long grey hair brushed back and
shi ni ng around hi s weat hered handsonme face. "Step over. But watch the
pegged- out areas. W are after Spoiler munmm es, and many are buried upright
and fitted with biter-hoods and proxinity charges. |1'd hate to have you |l ose a
f oot -

-Honest tribal work," Tom said, carefully avoiding a marked-off section

"It is that. But it lets me see the sacred Adda-Spoiler sites with their

bl essing. W& bring out the Spoiler traitors and neutralize them It hel ps us
all.”

They wal ked away fromthe trenches and precious funerary strata until they
were anmi d some broken rock-forns and quite al one

"I"ve been to the tree," Tomsaid. "I was given Blue. Now | need

"Tom" Afervarro interrupted. "At |east one, probably nore, of those diggers
back there are Kurdaitcha. We are no doubt nonitored at this noment. May wil|l
have us scanned. "

"But | need to speak to the other Captains. | have to

"No. You don't. Don't seek out the rest of us. You'll learn nothing. Just go
hi lied Lucas at Inlansay. He has spoken with the tree since you did, used
status to make the voyage and cross the perineter. The avengi will nonitor
what is said but we have devi sed codes. Seek himout. He may

e sonething to tell you. And | ook here! Read carefully and quickly!" He opened
out a small scrap of flag-foil, shading it fromlong-reach sensors with one
hand cupping the other so Tomhad to peer at it through a cage of own call used
fingers.

He will tell you howto Shield your House from harm

"Now back to my munmies,"” Afervarro said, and rubbed the flag-foil against
itself until it burst into flame. "You have a long journey." Then he turned to



confront a site supervisor and two diggers who had hurried over Hill stood
waiting with troubled | ooks on their faces.

"An order fromthe Adda Prince," the supervisor said. He now wore a kurdaitcha
bl azon pinned to his djellaba. "You rmust declare the words shown to Captain
Tyson.

"Say them Tom if you wish," Afervarro said.

"I have forgotten them al ready."

Afervarro smled. "So have I|."

"You must say them " the Kurdaitcha said.

But my Captains smled at each other, shook hands and parted, w th not another
word sai d between them
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At nid-afternoon on the followi ng day, Rynosseros drew close to the Inland
Sin. 1 t was eerie weather to be sailing in, one of those days unique to
Australia that can only be called silver days, when there is a sheet of
shining white cloud fromhorizon to horizon and a warm blustery wind fromthe
west bringing dust and restl essness and an odd nel ancholy.

"l'im commented on it to Sajanna as they approached the w ndswept university
town, with the Inland Sea on their right, a vast shield of water the col our of
pol i shed pewter, flashing dully at them as they neared the sand and wat er
quays of I nlansay.

Rynosseros found anchorage at the Sea Yards; Tomreceived directions fromthe
portmaster, then fromthe registrar's office, and finally |located Red Lucas on
the Concourse at a cafe terrace called Arns of the Sea. The captain of the
Serventy al ready knew that Tom was due, and that he was ny | atest chanpion
the only one all owed near Sajanna. They greeted one another, and took drinks
out to one of the tables sheltered fromthe full brunt of the wind. The cloud
had thinned in places; now the water gl eamed before them

"I was told you would be coming," Sam Lucas said, and fingered the small

com ink worn high on the throat, ny comink, effective at only a few pl aces.
"It all feels futile when | hear this," Tomsaid. "lIt's like |I'mnot needed at
all.

"You're the only one of us Sajanna is permtted to talk to," Lucas said. "W
can try to go to her but Bolo May woul d bl ock us, possibly take extrene
action. Because of our unusual status, we have to wal k very carefully, observe
a host of tribal rituals. You don't wear his note any nore, Tom but he reads
al nost everything through Sajanna's inplants. Your ship is secure?"

"I believe so. W have a scanner. The crew is constantly checking. Tell ne
what | can do, Sam"

Sam Lucas smiled. "Do you know that right now there are five Kurdaitcha

wat chi ng us, probably listening in?"

"There's no note on ne!" Tom said, then followed Red Lucas' eyeline. Severa
tabl es away, two young mal e students sat talking softly. To the right, on the
high wall of the Arms of the Sea where it rose to forma roof-garden, another
| eant on the bal ustrade | ooking out at the silvery expanse of water. Near him
stood a girl, also considering the Sea and the funerary islands scattered
there |like spikes of anthracite in their harsh chrome setting. And cl oser by
far was the waiter, a young Ab' O quadroon clearing tables, but working too
slowy, lingering, so obvious now

Sam sm |l ed. "Wiile Bolo May | eads the Kurdaitcha, we are under constant
surveill ance. You cannot conceive of what a threat, an insult, an affrontery
we are to them" Then he spoke for the listeners as much as for Tom "But we
take confort and reassurance fromthe know edge that we have been chosen by
the greatest of the oracle trees, that our mssions and our namng are for a
purpose all tribes respect, for the Dreantinme. Bolo May nust honour us."

The young waiter glanced over once, a brief telling flicker of response, and
Sam Lucas smi | ed again.

"Thank you," Tomsaid. "I won't seek out the others; Afervarro told ne not to.



But there is so little tinme. The mi stakes
"Good m stakes," Lucas said. "W all made them But there's only one sol ution.
Just remenber, |ike us, Bolo May nust know when to be delicate, when to be
bol d. The Princes and the C ever Men have given hi m enornous power. They are
wat ching hi mnore closely than ever; they know they are setting precedents.
Most Captains in the Book were nanmed posthunously. We are living, non-Ab' O and
here now, Dreantinme chanpions. They hate that. The tribes reacted excessively
to the belltree problem Qur rogue tree responded with an equally unusual and
excessive solution; the tribes then had to revise and expand their strategy.

Now it's down to eight of us —seven Captains and one brilliant old Ab' O wonman
who is the last of those the Iseult-Darrians identify as their creators.”
"Killing Dr Best won't elimnate the names in the Book!"

"You're right. So Bol o May nmust be going for sonething nore. Sonething to
discredit or harmthe tree and us. Perhaps he'll try to take it over. He has
sappers constantly at work on the tree, feeding in fal se codes, stressing the
feeder lines. Perhaps there'll be assassins waiting. W may find ourselves

faci ng Pan-Tribal ships or laser strike, disappearing without trace. Anything
i s possible. Now you see why we do not discuss our mssions." Lucas pushed his
enpty glass away fromhim "But what did Afervarro say?"

"It was a note," Tomsaid. "He destroyed it."

"You recall the words? Don't say them™

"Of course.”

Lucas nodded. "Good. You will find it a capital idea."

"A what ?" But Tom understood. He saw how Lucas was alert to everything about

t hem

"Nowhere is really safe anynore," Lucas continued, now that he knew Tom di d
under st and, good fine Lucas, ny second Captain. "Only out there on our ships.
| thought that here would be safer in a way, but no. The only advantage we
have is surprise, the elenment of time, the scant minutes or hours we remain
ahead of the avengi at this crucial point, outguessing them Wen you net

Afervarro on the desert, May's comsat had gain-nonitors on you, listening from
a hundred nmiles up. But it could not be in tw places. Wile it scanned
Songwi ng and Rynosseros together, | went to the tree."

"A strategy," Tom said.

"A desperate one, Tom But let's speak of other things. Have you ever seen the
sunsets they have here —when the sky is clear, not |ike this? Menorable
sunsets, never to be forgotten."

Tom went to speak but stopped, nmonentarily perplexed by the oddly-

rhapsodic turn the big man's conversati on had taken, then aware that nothing
Lucas said would be idle tal k now

"Ah, the colours! Do you know Bymer's work at Fosti? The col our inlays at the
foot of the South Tower? No? No matter. Al these colours are there, and nore.
The sunset gold that is such new hope for us, so brilliant and pure. The
trusty reds you see out there; the tinge of green you sonetines get at the
skyline, so bountiful; the palest, softest, nbst conpassionate yellow, can you
see it there, TonP"

"Yes," Tomsaid, and the initial puzzlenent at Lucas' words changed to

fasci nated understanding. "I do."

"And over there!" Lucas said, ignoring the flurry of movenent behind them on

t he promenade. "Can you see it amd this silver and white that is the only
truth now? On clear days at sunset you can even see a hint of blackness

al ready, the prom se of the peaceful dark. But still up there, |look, there
will be some of the blue which brings all the others into a whole, that gives
unity and purpose to the whol e thing

"You! "

Both nmen turned in their chairs and saw four armed Ab' Gs approachi ng, young
grimfaced nmen noving through the tables towards them They wore fighting

| eat hers and Japano swords under their djellabas, and their faces were

newl y-decorated in the totem c bands and ci phers of vendetta.

Lucas laid a hand on Tomis arm "Be ready. This is a strike from Bolo May."



"You!" the forenpst of the Ab'Gs cried again. "Nationals! My grandfather was
Bay Moss Tanneran. C ever Man of the Burgenin. You shane him" Swords flashed
out, four then eight.

It was to be a lowy seaside brawl, a m sunderstandi ng, an act by young

hot heads who shoul d have known better

Sam Lucas heaved with his nmighty arnms, sent the table spinning across at them
giving Tom and hinself roomto get free of the chairs. Before the youths could
react, Lucas had caught the waiter by the sleeve.

"You, Kurdaitcha!" he said. "Clever Man! Tell them"

"Hol d!" the waiter cried in astonishnent.

"Or be dammed and sung!" Lucas added in a loud voice. A crowd of passersby had
gat hered, tourists and students pausing to stare in wonder at what was
happeni ng. The young nen stopped, angry and confused.

"Think carefully about what you say next," Lucas told the waiter. "Think very
careful ly."

The C ever Man did not need to do so. "Wthdraw " he said. The | eader of the
young nen | ooked uneasy. "But . . ."

"Break offl Go! | won't be blanmed for this. CGo!"

The yout hs sheat hed t heir weapons and noved away, mnuttering among hensel ves.
When they had gone, Lucas released the waiter, then | ed Tom al ong the
Concourse, smling for the unseen caneras.

"You see how sensitive they are to nmy ramblings about sunset. Such weat her

di sturbs them"

And as they crossed the | awns and terraces of the university, heading towards
the Sea Yards, they tal ked of nothing el se but ships, kites and the young
worren t hey saw.
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Forty minutes later, Rynosseros ran at 80 k's into the southwest under a brace
of display kites: two Denmis, a Sode Star and six racing-footnen. For a while
Lucas' Serventy paced her on the 732 Lateral, but finally swng off onto the
Great Bell Road headi ng due south.

Tom call ed a crew nmeeting on the poop and gave new orders. There was a course
change, but Saj anna was bel ow deck napping in her cabin, her

consci ousness-aligned inplants closed to nme, and | could not be sure what it
was. Tom had not yet |learned to | eave his ship-conp open so | could get input.
He did not know of how | had managed the ship-lotteries at Cyrimri —of the
part | had played in selecting his ship for its shielded systems, did not know
how careful ly chosen he was.

But an hour later, he told Sajanna their destination.

"We're going to Fosti," he said. "May knows."

Saj anna nodded. O course he did. She knew that nmpbst of his resources were
directed at either the tree or Rynosseros.

"What can | do?" the old biotect asked. "There nust be sonething."

Tom shook his head. "It's hard for you to be idle, I know, but please | eave ne
to nyself during the voyage. | need to work at conp. Do you know Fosti ?"
"Yes," Sajanna said. "I know Fosti well."

Al the rest of that day, Tom sat at conp down in the conparative quiet of his
cabin, away fromthe roar of transit, the constant rhythm of ship-sounds.
Using the guide progranms, he finally discovered and interpreted the Protected
codes, and knew that May had no link to his ship —just Sajanna.

He pressed on, studying the displays and speaking to me, aware that | was
listening but —beset by sappers —could tell himnothing nyself. First he
accessed the material on Bymer, reviewing all that was known about my col our
symbol ogi st —the work he had done on the Towers at Fosti.

"Why a col our expert there?" he enquired aloud, murrmuring the words softly in
the Iight through the stern w ndows.

He called up the Fosti records, saw the seal ed menu, the Unavail abl e
responses, and abandoned that for what he did have. Then he brought out his



pocket recorder, keyed the pass-code, and replayed Lucas' words from Inl ansay,
his reflections on weather, all the while noting the Protected cipher flashing
in the corner of the screen. At the words: 'sunset gold that is such new
hope', he wote 'Gold —Hope' on the pad before him At 'trusty reds', he
wote "Red —Trust' below the first entry. For a '"tinge of green . . . so
bountiful', he added ' Green —Bounty', and beside 'Yellow —'the softest,

nost conpassionate yellow —he wote 'Conpassion'. For 'Wite' it was
"Truth', he decided, no doubt remenbering that strange silver day; then it was
"Bl ack' —'the prom se of the peaceful dark' —and he wote "~ Peace' beside
that. Al ongside 'Blue', his own Col our, he wote '"Unity', though Lucas had

sai d ' Purpose' as well.

Once he had the correspondences, he arranged themin Book order, as an

i ncrenent pattern, then keyed themin instead of speaking them —still not
trusting voice |inks.

ol d —Hope (CGol den) Red —Trust

Wiite —Truth

Green —Bounty (Bountiful) Yell ow —Comnpassi on
Bl ack —Peace

Blue —Unity (Purpose)

There was not hing, not for the main array, not for the variants. The screen
showed: No File.

Tomtried again, different conbinations of the nanes and synbol ogi cal
attributes.

"It has to be a cunul ative password,” he said aloud, then tried the next
approach, using the nessage fromAfervarro: 'He will tell you how to Shield
your House fromharmi, with Lucas' 'You will find it a capital idea'. The
capitalized words.

Shi el d House.

Tom keyed that in and got a waiting signal. He added the increnent pattern
again and received the seven-word display left for him—for Blue, whoever it
was to be —so long ago.

Shi el d House —South Tower —Bl ue

Tom cl eared the screen, pushed back from conp and went up on deck, to receive
a double surprise. First, he found that it was dusk, sonething he had known
fromthe fading light through the stern casenents but had not really noticed.
Then, incredibly, he found Sajanna, not Scarbo or Rim at the helm

He stared in wonder, not having known that the old biotect was a duly licenced
captain too.

"I had to do sonething," she said, and added unnecessarily: "Your nen have
been working hard, and | know the way to Fosti. They didn't mind." "Should you
rest?"

"I barely sleep these days, Tom Just naps. One of the few gifts of age. And
couldn't; not in this, not now"

Tom | ooked about them watched the darkeni ng overcast sky, the sad deepening
gun-netal blue of it, chill in spite of the warmtailwi nd, and for a tine gave
his attention to a | ong narrow opening in the cloud close to the horizon —a
gash, a vent, a slash of light, an utterly forlorn thing for himto behold, to
judge by his silence.

"It's so still,"” he said finally, a trivial remark in view of where his

t hought s had been.

Sajanna smled, a line of white silk in the dark and age-patterned vel vet of
her face. "lIs it? Can't you feel the pressure? Above us is May's consat. It
noves as we do. Or perhaps it already sits above Fosti, waiting for us with
all that power, waiting to destroy what we have built. And about us, out

t here, behind, sonewhere, are Kurdaitcha ships, May's private fleet. W will
not see them they will not register on scan, but they are there. You have



di scovered what he needs to know, haven't you?"

"What ?" Tom said distractedly, watching the gash in the cloud fill up with
dar kness. "Yes. How do you know?"

"You are up here with me. You found Afervarro; you found Lucas. There are no
Captains at Fosti but we go there now The tree has told you sonething

no, you've found sonething, something left by the tree in Rynosseros' conp.
"I could always wite what "

"No! Optical, remenber!" Sajanna said. "My inplants are fully optical as well.
And | would be violating oaths to the tribes. For all ny dreans and beliefs,
I"mnot conpletely one of you in this."

"Al'l right, woman!" Tom said, smling. "Then you suffer!™

"Yes," she said, laughing. "I do."

It was so good to hear Sajanna |laugh, to know that she could still do that,
that sailing Rynosseros was a healing positive thing for her, a way of
forgetting for a while, of reaching back and cancelling out the years —the

| oss those years represented, a way of bringing sone of those scattered pieces
t oget her.

They stood side by side, alnost touching in the night wi nd, growi ng closer and
amazingly cl oser despite the yearsand in spite of the ships and the watching
eyes of Bol o My.
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The next day was brilliantly fine. All nmornin great lions of cloud |azed by
overhead, dividing the sky into vast corridors of air and |ight, making every
kilometre too vivid to be wearying.

At 1420, Tom stood with Sajanna in the boys and scanned the shoreline of the
dry desert sea ahead, watching the hndful of |onely Towers grow | arger
"Fosti," Sajanna murnured softly, alnost to herself, obviously recalling this
abandoned life-project and the strange dutch of artefacts it had produced.

The first of the Living Towers —the only partly-successful North Tower —was
in poor repair. Stones had fallen away, exposing the punp system and part of
the CNS-Vitan stem showi ng whee robbers had | ooted the |ife-chanbers and
storage roons, and breached the feeder tanks. Then canme Sun Tower East and Sun
Tower West, the fanous Mad Tower, the Lonely Hatter, the Bent Tower, the Wite
Tower. all bleached sandstone and sephalay, still dazzling with its |imestone
facings, and further along the desert shore, the South Tower.

Qut on the desert sea itself, a sad ruin n the afternoon |ight, stood Sunmer
House, the only serious attenpt the Towers had ever made to create one of
their own kind, a defornmed and deranged creati on abandoned | ong ago. Beside
it, the first tiers and foundation conduits of Little Brother rose a few
pathetic feet above the red sand. And that is what Fosti had remai ned —a
brave attenpt to bridge the gap between architectural formand organic life.
Few people visited them now, and at night there was only the keening of the
diligent chanbers and the nournful chattering of the Sun Towers to one anot her
across the cold dry air. Still, the nonitors registered life-fields about
their hulks, distinct if faint auras, whatever they neant.

Tom had never seen the Towers first-hand; Sajanna had studied them
exhaustively nore than a hundred and ei ghy years before, and, bridging the
epochs of her life, had even led a routine Tell expedition into Lonely Hatter
one hundred and seventy years later, allow ng the deaths of Amanty and Col Il a.
Now, as Rynosseros rolled down the acces road, they watched in silence as one
after another of the distinctive shags noved across their line of sight.

"Bolo May has to be close by," Tomsaid, as the access road dwindled to an
apron of stones before the last structure in the group

"Yes," Sajanna said. "Very near

The rest of the crew, Scarbo, R mmon, Kylas and Trenba, saw to the turning and
anchoring of the ship while Tom put a sensor note on his forehead, tied in to
ship's conp and so to ne. Then he took his captain's sword, a Japano-style

bl ade made in Spain under the guidance of Tensum, and set out for the South



Tower , headi ng towards the small enrichnment door at the base.

He found Bolo May waiting for himthere, sitting alone at the foot of the
Tower on sone di scarded and sem -bondi ng bl ocks of chindlian trisephalay, his
own splendid sworn across his lap, his red-black djellaba hangi ng open over
ol d black fighting-leathers, his banded face expressionless.

There were only the two of then. The occasi onal noi ses Tom heard, the tiny
spills of gravel, the creaking and ticking sounds, were caused by the Tower
itself, by the sephal ay bl ock expanding and shifting in the heat, by the punps
wor ki ng away deep within, not by hidden Kurdaitcha waiting in anbush.

Again | observed the paradox of this land: the ancient unrelieved enptiness,
and the sure know edge of what filled it now —of the constant scanning, of
May' s consat focusing exactly, precisely, on where they net. No Prince had
ever used his tribal satellite as relentlessly as May used the special unit
assigned to him Though the life-fields of the Towers interfered, the sensors
probed regardl ess, taking whatever they coul d.

"Close to the sephalay like this, May said suddenly, leaning in close to the
stones, "you can feel the life ofthe Towers. W are in their fields. They
shield us; play tricks with our nonitors. But sitting here | can al nost
understand the conpul sion, see why he biotects return to it —to this

si ngl e-m nded quest of theirs."

"Why here then?" Tom asked. If the readings are difficult?"

May | ooked al ong the desol ate sand-shore, strangely serene in his power but
plainly distracted as well.

"I have advice to give," he said turning his eyes back to Tom com ng back in
fromthe desert again. "Sometines | want no records kept--And this advice is?"
Whi ch was an unfortunate quesion for Tomto press with just then, for Bol o My
was at his nost disarmed, his nost reflective and human and exposed. He was
possi bly recalling things which none of ny Captains knew. how once a young
initiate rimed Bolo May had applied to the Tell directors for an
apprenticeship at one of their regional |ife-houses, many years ago, too many
hardeni ng spoling years, so that the |life quest of the man becane the neasure
of a crucial rejection, a truth long since put out of mnd. Tom should have
asked: "wWiy?", but he did not. He already thought he knew why.

"Sajanna has so little tine," May said. "I alnpst have the tree. There is so
much contam nation, so many sappers and seedings that | doubt it can protect
itself much | onger."

"Go on," Tom answered, still relentless, mssing the inclination to reverie
and sharing, the reaching out in the man, not seeing it for what it was.

"If you fail and Dr Best dies, the crisis changes and nmy power necessarily
ends. Why do you think Sajanna was all owed just the week? One week? It was not
wholly nmy doing. Different tribal factions pressed for it, nore worried by ne
than the tree, wanting this whole business with the biotects settled. Wo can

predi ct how the Princes are reacting —what they will now do to be free of ne;
at what point they will count their |osses and revert to the conditions of ten
years ago? | may very well |ose everything: my rank, my orbiting consat with
all its weapons, but worse, do you see? | amshanmed. | have left the tribes
with their problemstill, which . "

"Whi ch was never a major problem” Tomsaid. "Not really. Not until you saw
room for personal advantage, the pursuit of some private vendetta, convinced
the Princes and persecuted the biotects at Tell. That made the tree react,

whi ch then justified your precipitate action."”

Bol o May nodded once. "Wat does this tell you?"

Tom blinked in the glare of the afternoon sunlight, intently watching that
regi ster of the Ab' O s banded face which held the eyes. "You will do anything
rather than face that shane."”

"Hah!" The Kurdaitcha's |augh echoed around the stones. He smiled, the first
snmle of three in the exchange. "Sajanna did choose an innocent to save her
Rat her than | ose ny power, Captain Tyson! My power, do you see? The contro
and privilege which only crisis brings, which no Prince can ever truly have, a
crisis condition | need to see endure. This tree and | share an understandi ng,



but it has forgotten something. If you do not succeed now with your origina
nm ssion on mny behal f, providing ne with the means by which | can unlock this
abomi nation's nysteries, then even as Sajanna dies, before | forfeit ny

powers, | destroy you, the Captains and the tree. So at |east part of ny

m ssion will have been acconplished: the biotects elimnated. Al the tribes
need to do then is live with the insult of seven National nanmes in the Book —
a certain but small insult considering."

Tom under st ood May's preferred scheme now. "You would take over the tree," he
said. "You would have it continue to make Captains, aggravate this problemfor
the tribes! At least until a nore | asting power-base exists for you."

But May was | ooking at the desert once nore, and Tom soon did so as well,

wat chi ng the ruins of Sumrer House and Little Brother out on the sand-sea,
shimering in the heat. In the silence, he lifted his gaze to the mass of
South Tower | oom ng above them He heard the gravel spills and the ticking of
hot stones and the sudden eddi es of wi nd which often sang about the
structures.

"The tree knew you would do this,” Tomsaid at last. "It knew ten years ago
when it first naned Afervarro and gave him Gold, when it still had Satra
Amanty and Chen Colla and the others to work with, to nake plans with. It even
arranged for me to have a ship with shielded systens. Yes," -he said when My

| ooked back —"I discovered that yesterday. Probably arranged it ten years
ago. It will have taken other precautions.”

Bolo May all owed hinself a second snmile, nore shrewd and know ng than the
first. "I amclosing down all its resources. | ambuilding walls, driving in

spi kes of unreason, saturating it. You cannot imagi ne what stresses are
present now. There are so few |links open to it: one to Records and t he Book
and the Scul ptury at Tell; one to your comink, though that is intermttent
now and nonitored; one to some place at Imortality, very few"

"It will have taken other precautions,”" Tomsaid again, feeling little of the
confi dence he tried to show on his face.

"Then be careful, Captain Tyson. For the nonent | believe that is so, ny proud

little leveller up there will burn your precious tree, your Captains, the
life-houses, everything, all over in seconds."
"You have an answer,"” Tomrem nded him "Do not let themkill Sajanna. Wbrk to

spare her and let the status quo remain! Accept what your people have made —
there has to be sone purpose!"

A third smle, hard against the stones, sharp and deadly between the bandi ngs
on Bolo May's face.

"And still | lose ny privileged position. No, Captain. There is no going back
for me. And it would do no good. The tribes know Sajanna's mission. At

m dni ght tonight, the appointed C ever Men begin to sing her. By m dnight

tonmorrow she will be dead. Nothing can be done unless you solve the nystery of
the tree before that time. Then and only then can | nmake a claimfor continued
special status. | only pray for all our sakes that you do not fail."

Bol o May rose and set off down the red beach to the sand-sea. From behind
Sunmer House and Little Brother, as if by nagic, appeared the |ow arnmoured
hul | of a ninety-foot charvolant, Mwy's |ean flagship, Ingrin, sumoned by
inmplant fromits hiding place. May was several netres out on the sand when he
turned and call ed back

"And don't bother to seek out some message in Bymer's col our inlays, Captain
Tyson. It is regrettable, but those inlays no | onger exist."

Tom wat ched the figure dwindle in size till it reached Ingrin and bl ended
,wth it, black on black, and the sleek deadly vessel noved off into the
north, its thirty black kites filling the sky.
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Tom searched all the same, and found the seared remains of Bymer's totenic
work —the fused wounded sephal ay maki ng an al nost stylized melt-band around
the bottomtwelve tiers on the northern face. May had been thorough



But Tom was not di smayed. He knew that Red Lucas woul d not have nentioned the
inlays if they were so inportant, and knew therefore that Fosti's South Tower
had some other part to play, a legacy froma time when the tree knewit would
someday have this added ruthlessness of Bolo May to contend with. The wonder
of it was that May had bothered to burn the precious facings —spite as much
as thoroughness had to be his notive, for Iike Tom he woul d have assuned
Lucas' remarks rendered themuninportant. And then assumed, for that reason
that they did have a part to play, and then assunmed on and on until it becane
expedient to act, just in case.

On Rynosseros once nore, down in his cabin, Tom began to suspect what the
Tower's other key role could be. Yet again he accessed the Col oured Captains
program on conp, though now he sniled to see the final words displayed there
before him

Shi el d House —South Tower —Bl ue

For this tine Tomsaw that line as a password in itself, and keyed those sane
five words back into conp.

And obt ai ned a new di spl ay:

Repeat —Transnmit at 98236FJN — Repeat

Tom adj usted the settings for that frequency, not yet aware of what his ship's
com systens could do. That password sent a coherent anplified pulse into South
Tower's di m quasi-organic core, into the receiver wave that surrounded the
structure and forned its life-aura —a wave new y-repl eni shed by May's own

| aser-strikes at the colour inlays: power sucked off by drone accunul ators

hi dden behi nd the decorated sephal ay, snatched and stored in the living stone
—t hough even without Amanty's nodifications to Bymer's inlays, the signal may
wel I have carried: South Tower had the strongest life-flow readi ngs of them
all. That signal triggered, in turn, anmd spills of gravel, a sinilar pulse
back from Lonely Hatter half a kilonmetre away, froman installation Sajanna
had |l eft there during her expedition eight years before, working with the very
col our responses Bynmer had unwittingly created, following on with a plan
Amanty and Col |l a had devi sed.

The signal brought four words to Tom s screen

Shield House —Tell —Bl ue

"Tell!" Tomcried. "Tell!" And when he keyed in that |ine as a password, he
was gi ven maps, building plans and detail ed schematics.

He saw too what his mission was in that flood of data, and he studied it,

| earning every detail, checking them over and over until night had settled

al ong the quiet Fosti shore. He becane aware that the Kurdaitcha watchers
woul d have nonitored the increased broadcast activity around the Towers, and
no doubt he wondered what technol ogy was now turned their way, what extra

al l ocations May mi ght have received from nervous Princes because of it.

At 1945, Tomcalled a neeting with Sajanna, Scarbo and Rinmon in the starlit
dar kness at the foot of South Tower, having them stand as close to the cooling
sephal ay bl ocks and ruined still-warminlays as they could so the Tower's
power field masked them Kylas and Trenba remai ned on Rynosseros, searching
the horizons with their deck-scans, now and then being startled by sudden
cracklings of interference, by odd plays of light spilling across their
screens, by biolune ghost-light flickering high in the crowms of the otherw se
dark qui et shapes.

"I know the tree's mission," Tom said, and when Sajanna went to stop him he
shook his head sharply, glancing up beyond the | oom ng mass above them beyond
t he occasi onal twi nkle of biolumnescence in the diligent chanber, up to where
May's consat listened —in spite of what May had said about danpeni ng.

The ol d woman understood. This was for May. She did not speak, but she noved
in closer to the stones and to Tom

"Sajanna, | need to know for certain. Your inplants are consciousness-aligned



not aut ononous?"

"l need to be conscious," she affirned.

"Good. W will drug you so that when they start singing you tonight you wll
not suffer. Also May will have no input. There is a Living Tower project at
Tell. Shield House." He spoke as if Sajanna had not known of it, keeping his
voi ce | ow and showi ng just the right anpbunt of excitement. "The tree has been
protecting it. A true viable Tower right there where the biotects have worked
all these years, making their belltrees and mankins. It may even house the
Book and

Records, who can say? W will go there, verify
this using the information | now have. W'll get the rest of the answer then."
"May will be there first," Sajanna said. "He could well destroy it."

"Not till he finds out what part the Captains play in the schenme. He know t hat

too, otherwi se he has only half of it. Utimtely, he cannot change anyt hi ng
or justify what he does unless he knows how the pieces he —cannot know what
transgressions he mght commt. It will be a hard on Ben," he said to Scarbo.
"We set out in thirty mnutes —ence Saj anna drugged and stowed safely in the
ship's lazaret. | will be at conp tonight and tonorrow, you and R mw || have
t he deck. Trenba and Kyl as can alternate on sending a corn transm ssion out to
all the Captains and tribes to neet us at Tell, a manual message-repeat, you
understand, so no renote nmisdirections can interfere. 1'lIl tell themthe exact
wor di ng when we' re underway. "

Forty minutes later, Rynosseros began her run for the coast, a desperate rush
back to Tell and the |ife-houses there. At midnight, when the C ever Men began
singing out Sajanna's life in the old way, she did not know of it except in

t he deepest tidal bottoms of her soul, in the darkest npbst seem places that a
person is.

Al that night the run proceeded. Tom worked and sl ept, worked and sl ept,
whi l e Scarbo and R m swapped hel m wat ches and Trenba and alternated at com
supervi sing the nmessage-repeats:

From Bl ue Tyson: All tribes —protect Tell —
protect the tree —Shield House —Shield House —
From Bl ue Tyson: All tribes —protect Tell —

Tom coul d not be sure what was happeni ng, whether that |onely call was heard
or a futile thing —what the tribes thought hearing it, and what the would do
—but he kept the crew at it, ganbling that Bolo May woul d not strike at
Rynosseros, not yet, not while a tribal sumobns was going out, w thout know ng
the part the Captains played.

At sunrise, they were at the 874 Lateral at |ast. Scarbo sent up the sins
snares to replenish the power cells, and filled the sky around themw th it

di splay of kites that was wondrous to see: huge red Sodes and Stars, Dem s and
raci ng-footmen, turning Rynosseros into a 'god-ship'.

At noon, Trenba received transnissions froma National captain who had been
near Tell.

"The place is burning!" the voice said, piped through com "Two out buil dings
were hit from space. A Kurdaitcha fleet has cordoned off the area."

The outbuildings!"™ Tomcried into the com nmesh. "Wat about the Scul ptury
itself? The core and Imortality? The Records section?" Intact,"” the reply
cane. "But there's an avengi search going on. That's all | know. "

Rynosseros ran on, averaging 110 k's, past Ankra and CGuranjabi, along the Line
Road to Tank Aran and Tank Feti, out onto the Great Arunta And towards the
coast .

"Forget Tell," Tomtold Scarbo at |ast, when the time canme to make

choi ces, in case that added deception had mattered. "Head for the tree."

"\What about Saj anna?" Scarbo cried above the roar of wheels on sand. "As safe
as she can be," Tomsaid, so that | still wasn't sure just what he knew. "Bolo
May has Tell. He'll go for the tree.”



And as they reached the lonely desert Road that is ny honme, the weary crew saw
the low crown of hills at the horizon, and above them clustered |I of col our
that meant the sailing canopies, parafoils and death-1anmps of gathered shi ps.
Ten mnutes later, Rynosseros reached the spot, and Tom and his crew found a
Kurdaitcha fleet, twenty vessels drawn up in a battle perinmeter, one of them
May's Ingrin. There was another smaller circle inside that |arger three ships
grouped about me, facing outwards: Afervarro's Songw ng, Massen's Evel yn and
Lucas' Serventy —as many of the Captains who had able to reach ne in tine.
Drawn by sun-snares now, Rynosseros rolled through the Kurdaitcha and on
wi t hout incident, still privileged, and joined the smaller group near where
st ood.

It was a silent confrontation for the nost part, no-one speaking or novint,
t he

qui et disturbed only by the nessage soundi ng from Rynosseros through its
hail er, the words nodified now, precisely as conmp had given to Tom at Fosti,
and nore alarnming in its steady cal mrefrain.

Al tribes —Shield House —Shield House —
Al tribes —Shield House —Shield House —

As Tone cut the nessage and the final words echoed off across the desert, Bolo
May clinmbed down fromhis ship and wal ked t owards ne.

When Tom saw the Kurdaitcha, he left Rynosseros and net him hal fway, though
none of ny other Captains did; they stayed on their ships and waited.

There is no Living Tower at Tell," May said. "No sephalay at all."

"No," Tom adnitted

"And Saj anna?"

"Drugged. Safe. On Rynosseros."

"No," the Ab'O said. "I know that too now. Her inplants may yield no sensory

i nformati on, but we do have status and proxinmity data. W know she is not your
ship or even near here. Were is she?"

"At Fosti.'

"So," May said, having suspected it already. "You used the Tower field as I
did, as | expected you would. But you thought to trick ne further.""

"I knew you'd be listening."

May ignored that remark. "W noticed the life-fields becone stronger he said."
"You caused that, | think; rmade the Towers draw on power reserves. W thought
t hem nori bund. And Saj anna, she is alive?"

"She has until mdnight,” Tomsaid, and | could see that Muy's discl osures
about the Towers had surprised him

"What is the tree's purpose?" My pressed.

Tom did not reply.

"Shield House was a code word," the Ab' O persisted. "A signal."

"Yes," Tom agreed, striving to soften the anger in the man. "But | don't know
for what. | really don't."

"I don't believe you. It was powered by the Fosti Towers. They gave up their
poor excuse for lives to enhance the Shield House cipher.™

"What!" Tomcried, and for the first tine Bolo May knew t hat Tom under st ood

| ess of what was happeni ng than the Kurdaitcha had believed The Ab' O s eyes
unf ocused nonentarily between the dark bands on his face. | saw that too using
ny sensors.

Then he turned and strode off to his ship, nmore deadly in his bafflenent I
knew, than in his earlier resolve

Tom wat ched hi m go, no doubt wondering about Sajanna, about what woul d happen
now, about what Shield House was and the precise part he hinself had played in
the work of the Captains.
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risked his only proven life, who, without ever really deciding to, had been
willing to give his life for ne.

And there had been enough time, do you see it now, you cold hearts there?
Enough time for Tomto cross the sand to Sunmer House carrying my ancient
frail Sajanna in his arms, follow ng conp directions he had no way of know ng
woul d still be valid. Tine enough to open the hidden door in the sephal ay and
| ocate the narrow grafting chanmber, to place Sajanna within it just as the
schemati cs had described —a place readied by Tom s saying of 'Shield House
into the living stones of South Tower. Tinme to place the bonding casque over
her head and face, to make the connections and activate the relays. Just
enough tinme to return to Rynosseros and begin that |ong run back towards Tell,
follow ng instructions, carrying out the nessage that the Towers then made
their final song together, building Shield House anmbng them even as they drew
Saj anna's personality forth.

Now t hat Tom has departed with the others, | take time to reflect on the quiet
desert once nore, on the hot enpty Road beside which | stand. There is so
little in this desolation —only the hills and the Road and dead Ingrin two
hundred netres out, a smoul dering black flower, its petals closing in the

dyi ng |ight of day.

Bymer and James sigh through me as ever, briefly, a fond faded doubl e-ghost in
the fal se silence: one who gave nme the Col ours, who gave ne Fosti itself, the
other the secrets and nysteries and signs to use them

| feel Sajanna very real inside too, safe now, murrmuring in her sanctuary,
sharing with the others, with Amanty and Col |l a and Taber and the rest, and
deeper down, strange house guests, with Lonely Hatter and South Tower and as
many of the others as | could save —all bonded irrevocably to ny soul for
what ever nmay cone of it.

Blue is unity, after all, my cold cold listeners, so Bymer tells ne; and soon
soon now, you will be able to come to ne as well should you wish it.

But now I cannot listen to the others. Byner's final Colour is too strong, too
sweet, and | nust savour what it has cone to nean after all this tine.
Conforted by the voices within, by the discourse of |life deep down, sharing,
planning life, affirming it over and over for what it is and can yet be, |
signal Records to confirmthe last name in the G eat Passage Book. | tell them
that Blue is the way of it, that Blue is all there is, and that for ne
everything, everything, will be that Col our from now



