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“Th is does sound complex from a three-space view, I grant you. 
Th ough let me go on. It takes my spore years to reach the hole in 
the singularity, and the instant it gets there, it vanishes into the 
multiverse and just as instantly appears somewhere in the infi nite 
elsewhere. Of course, most of the spores are lost. Even with their 
iridium armor, the heat of the stars and the far greater endlessness of 
space defeat them. Only the tiniest fraction of the trillions of spores 
ejected by an eld skyle ever fi nd their way to a useful environment.”

“Well, you’re obviously doing something right.”
“Yes, indeed. Entirely by chance, one spore reached the planet 

Earth eighty-four million years before you were born. It hovered in 
the reservoir of ionic detritus of the upper atmosphere for a hundred 
thousand years or so before sifting down into the biosphere. A fi sh 
ate it fi rst, and the molecular lock of the spore’s surface bonded it to 
the nerve tissue of the creature. Th e spore passed along from animal 
to animal as food for millions of years. For a long while, it lapsed 
into the limbo of silt before being taken up by a plant, eaten, and 
carried once again by the life frenzy. Th irty-two thousand years ago, 
a lake-dweller in neolithic Switzerland ate a tough piece of badger 
meat that contained the spore. Th at was one of your ancestors.”

“No wonder I’m a vegetarian.”
“Th e frequency of her neural system proved complex enough to acti-

vate the spore, which immediately sited itself in her genetic material. 
Fifteen hundred generations later, the spore received a subquantal 
signal from me, the eld skyle that began its journey one hundred 
and thirty billion years in the future. Th at signal is the key to this 
whole cycle. It is an inertial wave signal and propagates through 
superspace instantly. My need is felt everywhere that my spores are, 
for the spores possess inertial identity with me. My fi ve-space mind 
selects an activated spore from somewhere in creation by sensing 
and evaluating the complexity of the spores’ hosts, and at my discre-
tion, the chosen spore begins its delivery.”

“So—bingo—here I am.”
“Would you like to hear more about the mechanism of your 

journey?”
“Why not?”
“As soon as I selected you, the spore’s master program went to 

work on two fronts—your body’s neuromolecular fi eld and your uni-
verse’s inertial fi eld.”
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“You’ve already lost me.”
“Bear with me. Th e spore fl ooded your body with a complexly de-

signed substance modeled on your body’s natural neurotransmitters. 
It mimicked your own nerve chemicals so that it could penetrate 
the RNA in the synapses of your nerves. Within forty-eight hours, 
the spore’s neurochemical retrofi tted every RNA molecule in your 
body’s synapses. Th e spore chemical modulated your nerve impulses, 
triggering a neural feedback pattern in your sensory ganglia, brain 
stem, and limbic area that you experienced as intense, inexplicable 
euphoria. But that was a mere side eff ect.”

“I’m beginning to feel that I’m just a side eff ect,” Carl despaired.
“In a manner of speaking, you are. You’re a projection of your 

body. Th e main thrust of the spore saturation was to generate a 
waveform hologram of your body, inside out, atom by atom. Once 
that waveform came on, the electric resonance of your nervous sys-
tem began harmonizing with the magnetic fi eld of the Earth. Th e 
harmonic buzz charged you with a billion-volt potential diff erence 
between the ionosphere and the surface of the Earth. You were 
walking lightning.”

“Th at explains why I sparked all day.”
“Yes, that took the better part of a day. But what happened next 

happened swiftly. Th e wave resonance of you and the planet began 
to pick up overtonal harmonics from the sun’s fi eld, the local stars, 
even the galaxy. By that time, you were hypercharged, and the water 
in your shower sustained such a strong transfer charge that it fl ew 
away from your body. Your waveform stood in resonance with the 
charge of the universe itself. A few moments later, you reached con-
crescence, the point where the resonation of you and the universe 
tuned precisely enough to supply the energy for a local collapse. In 
a sliver of a second, the immense energy transfer from the universe 
shrank your light pattern into a space smaller than ten to the mi-
nus forty-third centimeter, smaller than the grain of spacetime. Your 
collapsed waveform fell into a hypertubule, a wormhole entrance into 
the multiverse smaller than a quark. Th e inertial imprint of the spore 
guided you here. And so the circle joins.”

Th e voice vanished again, and Carl’s body tightened with the si-
lence. Ahead of him, space wrinkled, and a warp of sunlight spalled 
the blue distance.
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“You’re surfacing now,” the eld skyle spoke. “You’re rising out of my 
watery depths. You’ve listened patiently, and fi nally it’s time for you 
to confront your new life.”

“Hey, not yet,” Carl called out. “You haven’t told me anything 
about this place.”

Tremulous, sudden brilliance stunned Carl. He felt the rising 
rush of his body. His back arched, and just as he realized that he 
was indeed in water, he split the surface like a man collapsing. Th e 
air gulped him, and his hungry lungs ached with cold. He splashed 
to his back, lurching and fl apping to fi nd his balance, and then his 
senses swooped in on him.

Haws of bird noise burst on all sides, and a fl ock of snakeheaded 
blue egrets swarmed off  the water and into the air. Th e sky, sunless 
yet gleaming, shone radiant purple. Its brightness heaved off  the 
water and hurt his eyes.

“Jesus Flippin Christ,” he gasped, the words cold in his mouth.
Th e snaky egrets fl apped toward a boulder-stubbled shore. He 

swam after them even though he did not know how to swim. Th e 
water was thicker than water, so buoyant it held him up. His most 
meager eff orts to move spun him wildly, and several moments 
passed before he coordinated himself to move in one direction. By 
then, his eyes had adjusted to the strong light, and he could see the 
shore more clearly. It wasn’t a shore. It was a rim—a wall. Immense 
boulders rose before him. Th e bigger ones on either side loomed as 
small islands wraithed with misty fl owers. Ahead, the blue egrets 
landed in bright shallows.

“Before you reach my edge, I do have something more to tell you.” 
Th e sound of the disembodied voice alarmed him. It seemed to come 
from every direction. Carl whirled. After he had calmed himself and 
begun sliding toward the shallows again, the eld skyle’s lucent voice 
continued: “Th e Werld is vast, Carl. Its appearance will awe you, 
for you’ve never seen anything like it. Crags of tree-crowded rock 
fl oating in space, glinting with waterfalls and rainbows, the purple 
sky around them swarming with their shadows and the tumbling 
clouds. It’s beautiful beyond words. Hard, even for me, to believe 
that when the infi nity virus fi rst arrived here, there was nothing but 
infalling cosmic dust and light. Th e virus proliferated close to the 
inside of the event horizon in the high-energy radiance and collect-
ed cosmic dust into exoskeletons. Th at served as shields, allowing 
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the organism to draw even closer to its power source. Like coral, the 
exoskeletons accumulated along the fi elds of force laced throughout 
this gravity vacuole. Over millions of years, planetoids formed around 
the standing resonance patterns of those gravity waves. Th e gaseous 
emissions of the swiftly evolving viral descendants created a watery, 
oxygen-bright atmosphere, which now is only slightly richer than 
the one you once breathed.”

Th e sky shone so bright that Carl had to fl oat facedown. When 
he turned his head for air, he asked: “Where are the people you said 
were around?”

“Many sentient lifeforms are present in the Werld at this time,” 
the eld skyle answered, its voice sounding as if speaking from the 
core of his brain. “Few are humanoid. In fact, the most technologi-
cally advanced planetoid, Galgul, is occupied by the predominate 
sentience of the Werld—the zōtl. Th ese arachnoid creatures exist 
as fused male-female units. Th e female, almost twice the size of a 
human and apparently featureless, looks like a black, furry barrel 
to human eyes—but endowed with incandescent intelligence. Th e 
males are smaller, not as clever, though very deft and fast. Th ey’re 
spidery, about the size of your hand, and red or black depending 
on their social status. Th ey’ve adapted four of their eight append-
ages into wings, and they can hover or soar. Th eir other four legs 
are actually arms with powerful and agile grippers. Th ey see with 
remarkable acuity in infrared and your visible range. Most of their 
communications utilize hormones, though the zōtl also have a click 
language several orders more complex than dolphin speech. Th e 
male-female components must unite regularly to survive, since each 
half alone completes only part of their metabolic cycle. Th ey eat ni-
trogen, light, and the pain-products of other creatures. Here in the 
Werld, their favorite food is humans.”

“Great.” Now that Carl felt himself awake and embodied, the 
inner voice had become semantic ice, numbing his logic centers. He 
quipped to downplay his fear, “You’ve eaten my strange, and they 
want to eat the rest.”

“I’m warning you about the zōtl, because once you go over my 
edge, you’ll move beyond my reach. Th e zōtl are as intelligent as 
humans, with a technology of their own. Th ey herd humans and 
use them as they need. A zōtl feast is ghastly. Th e male zōtl piths 
the back of the skull, and a needle-fi ne tubule is inserted into the 
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amygdala, the pain center of the brain. Th e paralyzed human retains 
awareness of what is happening. Awareness is important to the zōtl’s 
digestion, so they inject the captive brain with a serum that height-
ens perceptions. Th en the pain center is activated, and the human 
suff ers. Th e torment is horrendous, a molten tearing, all the more 
terrible because the body remains intact, nourished by the zōtl’s glu-
cose wastes. Th e feeding can last for weeks.”

“I want to go home!” Carl cried and rolled to his back in the 
thick water, suddenly overcome by the surreality of his abject reck-
oning. His white body gleaming in the hot light at the end of time, 
he sobbed, “Look at me—I’m naked. How can I defend myself 
naked?”

“Th e only defense against the zōtl for you is to avoid them. Th ere 
is a tribe of humans at your level of development who live avoid-
ance. Th ey have no advanced technology, as that would attract zōtl 
hunters; however, their culture is rich. I’ve inscribed their language 
in your brain, and you’ll have no trouble communicating with them. 
Th ey call themselves Foke. I’ve arranged for a thornwing, a kind of 
bird-plant, to take you to Tarfeather, the Foke’s present secret home. 
And to complete my birthing of you as a man, I’ve modifi ed your sex 
hormone, alpha androstenol, to attract a woman I know among the 
Foke to complete you. Her name is Evoë, and she understands the 
Werld. If you treat her wisely, she will be your best ally.”

Carl’s backstroke picked up as a gigantic sense of future rose in 
him. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Th en listen. Th ere are a few more things you should know about 
the Werld. Th e scattered foci of gravity nodes that give the Werld 
its unique contours also magnetize space in such a way that the 
unwinding of your supercoiled DNA is inhibited. Th at means you 
won’t age. Genetic chipping by cosmic rays is limited at the Midw-
erld level of the Foke by the atmosphere and the planetoids between 
them and the horizon, where the radiation enters. Th ere are as yet 
no viral cancers, colds, or diseases. Death is an accident here. And 
there is bounteous opportunity for accidents, for the gravity con-
tours and the winds of the Werld are treacherous. Not to mention 
gumper hogs with maws like sharks, poison dagger lizards, and man-
sized blood beetles. Learn well what the Foke have to teach you, and 
you will live long.”
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“Oh, God, eld skyle,” Carl moaned, seized by the horrid convic-
tion that everything he had heard from the voice was true. “I feel 
like fi shfood fl oating in an aquarium. Can’t you give me a gun or a 
knife or even some clothes?”

Th e eld skyle’s presence had vanished. Only the sounds of the 
shorebreak fi lled his hearing.

Carl’s eff orts had carried him over the slippery surface to the 
beach. Black sand dimpled under his hands as he pushed himself 
to his knees. Th e shallow water unruffl  ed, and he saw a red-bearded, 
brass-haired man with a square-boned face and thick shoulders. It 
was he! Th ose tentative hazel eyes were his own. He reached out and 
touched the blindness of the water. Th e refl ection wobbled. Slow 
with disbelief, he lifted his arms and stared at the circuitry of veins 
and packs of muscle straining for use. His chest smoky with russet 
hair and abdomen squared with strength, he embodied virile strength. 
Th e blood-drum beat louder as his wavering fi ngertips followed the 
taut planes of his face to his mane of sleek, redgold hair. Suddenly, 
the silence of the eld skyle reached into him deeper than its voice 
had ever sounded, and Carl sat back in the thick water as what it had 
said returned.

“Adamized,” he mouthed, peering at his refl ection, tugging at 
his hair, and grinning like a lunatic. Th e numbness of the eld skyle’s 
ecstasy thinned, tingling with the implications of all Carl had just 
learned.

“Carl Schirmer,” he said to himself, “look what’s happened! Can 
this be real? Eld skyle, if you can hear me—you did a great job. If 
only I could take this home with me.”

He looked about to see where he was. Th e sandbar curved into 
a black sand beach beneath dolmen rocks. Carl took one more look 
into the surprised explosions of his eyes, then heaved himself to his 
feet and slogged up the beach. Th e windhoned rocks, pitted and 
fractured, off ered good footing, and even though he was naked, he 
had no diffi  culty scaling the rockface to the top.

A wall of wind surfed along the ledge, and he squinted against 
the cold rush and brash sunlight at islands fl oating in the sky. For 
as far as he could see, mountainous chunks of rock fl oated in space, 
their irregular surfaces covered with slim, elegant trees and grass 
hillocks. Th e nearest skyle hovered several hundred meters away. 
Dark-green curtains of spruce draped cliff walls that banked a long 
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lake. Another eld skyle, Carl realized, and he glanced back toward 
where he had come from. Th e glare off  the water sprained sight, and 
he had to stare at the tree-staggered coast to clear his eyes. Trem-
bling smells of cedar and pine laminated the air.

When he could see clearly again, he gazed back over the edge 
into the gulf of fl oating islands. Delirious cloudshapes obscured dis-
tances, gulfs of space archipelagoed with skyles. With astonishment, 
he noticed a waterfall at the bottom of a nearby skyle falling upward, 
toward the skyle.

While he studied this apparent anomaly, a thick bark-tattered 
vine skirled its way along a fi ssure in the outside wall, moving ser-
pentwise toward him. He wandered deep into a mental review of 
what the eld skyle had told him about focalized gravity nodes, and 
when the slither vine curled over the edge and snagged his ankle, he 
jumped with fear.

“Ee-yow!” Tripping forward, he fell to his face. Another startled 
bark escaped before the vine yanked him off  the wall and into the 
abyss. Wind kicked the breath out of him, and he sprawled, expect-
ing to fall. Instead, he fl ew sideways along the rimwall and plunged 
into a net of thorny meshed vines. Th e net snapped about him, en-
wrapping him tightly in a pod that broke away and plummeted into 
the gulf.

Carl’s face strained clear of the binding tendrils, and he saw the 
raptor of the pod’s tiny hooked head and the taloned vines dangling 
below. Th e underside of the eld skyle swung into view, revealing an-
other lake ringed with twisted trees, its surface velvet black.

Carl heard the fl ap of wings above, and the thornwing caught a 
powerful current and swooped through a swarm of skyles. Th e tug of 
the abrupt curves squeezed his insides, and the physical reality of 
what was happening loomed up in him. As the thornwing glided 
through bright tatters of cloud among sky-hung buttes, he fl ashed to 
his old life—the Blue Apple, Caitlin, and Sheelagh. An astonished 
hilarity trembled in him, rippling with fear. Th e memory of the eld 
skyle’s voice alone reigned in his madness. One hundred and thirty 
billion years had passed. Th e wind of the thornwing’s fl ight streamed 
over him, yet he gleamed, basted with sweat.

As they dropped deeper into the Werld, the light of the sky 
changed. Vast wells of peacock-blue space churned with golden 
clouds. Flocks of winged animals arrowed along fl yways in all di-
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rections. And everywhere, black rock and blue forests hung in the 
air. Some of the skyles ranged so huge that skimming over them 
off ered the illusion of fl ying on Earth again, watching the woods of 
Pennsylvania roll by, until the edge curved past and the sky billowed 
with distance.

Among far-off  skyles, glass towers fl ashed. Carl glimpsed them 
briefl y before a metallic scream ripped overhead. A black, fi nned 
boomerang big as a Ferris wheel spun out from a tower of clouds and 
sliced through the air only meters away. Th e thornwing squawked 
and looped a tight arc, volplaning with the slipstream of the craft. 
Th en, the thornwing’s glide cut into a cloud and oystery obscurity. 
Th e fl ightscream of the craft thinned with distance, and the thorn-
wing rolled into a relaxed glide.

Th e cloud’s diff use light rusted as they went deeper. When 
they swooped out of the clouds, the Werld gloomed dusky. Scarlet 
walls of cumulus toppled on all sides, and the hollows of the skyles 
brimmed with night.

Tiny lights winked from the darkside of a skyle. As the thorn-
wing rushed closer, Carl observed lanterns held by shadowy fi gures. 
Th e thornwing arrowed toward them, frayed tips of trees brushing 
past above the hurtling forest fl oor. Th e lantern bearers wore animal 
skins and leather thongs. When they sighted the diving thornwing 
with its torpedoed passenger, they bolted, and their startled cries 
cracked the nocturnal silence.

Th ey howled as they ran, conferring frenziedly while dodging 
branches and fallen trees. All at once, they halted and heaved their 
lanterns at the thornwing, Th e lamps collided in midair and burst 
into sparks. Hot fl echettes stung Carl along the length of his body, 
and he heard the thornwing’s shrill cry as the burning embers caught 
in it shaggy hide.

Its tendriled embrace broke, and Carl collapsed onto the duff -
cushioned ground. Flopped out on his back, he witnessed the 
thornwing’s retreat. With its sheer wings withdrawn, it looked like 
a tangle of spiked vines and vetch. Rolling along the ground like a 
tumble-weed, glinting with the sparks it had caught, it fi nally un-
wrapped into a gawky, spider-legged fl ap of bluegreen wings.

One of the fur-wrapped people snapped open a bow and swiftly 
strung an arrow. But as he sighted the thornwing, Carl lurched at 
him and spoiled his shot. Th e thornwing arched overhead in time 
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to see Carl thrown back to the ground. It rauked once and soared 
out of sight.

Hoots and shouts clattered in the chill air, and the hunters de-
scended on him. Th ey chided his nakedness, clumsiness, and inter-
ference. And he understood them. Th eir language entered his mind 
as a rushed sibilance, a strange whisper-tongue, that he recognized: 

“He let the fl opwing get away! Break his wrist!”
“Leave him be. He’s nothing. Did you see him hit the ground 

like a bag of roots? Haw!”
“At least we can see he’s a man,” a woman’s voice added, “and a 

large-sized one at that!” Giggles and female voices fl uttered.
“Obviously an eld dropping,” a male’s coarse voice said. “Leave 

him here.”
“No!” jumped from the women in the small crowd. “We must 

bring him to the wizan,” one spoke. “It is the law.”
“Craw!” Th e man’s harsh voice again. He stepped forward where 

Carl could see him: a bleak hunter in wolf and snakeskins, youthful 
black-bearded face already sharp and hard as fl intedge. At his hip, he 
carried a handgun in a lizardhide holster. “I’m the chief of this run, 
and I say we leave him. If he’s alive when we circle back this way, 
we’ll take him to Tarfeather.”

“Right, Allin!” another of the men called out. “Let’s get to Rhene 
and free our Foke now.”

“Please, go,” Carl agreed from where he lay, looking up at the 
forest-hackled ridges of the skyle. “I can make myself comfortable 
here if you’d leave me some clothes.”

Silence boomed. Allin took one step closer to Carl. “You speak 
Foke.”

“He’s not a skyle dropping,” one of the others guessed.
“I think I am,” Carl sat up. “Th e eld skyle gave me your language 

before sending me out into the Werld. You’re the Foke, right? From 
Tarfeather.”

Mutters shivered through the group. Allin hushed them with 
a slant look. Black hair pleated tightly to his skull and dangling in 
corded bangles to his shoulders, the chief of the run moved in very 
close. Th e small hairs at the crown of his forehead twitched. “You 
are the fi rst dropping that I’ve heard speak.” Tiny eyes, brown and 
fl ecked with gray glints as though sweating, narrowed. “Where are 
you from?”
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“Well—Earth. A planet that existed a very long time ago—”
Allin cut him off : “No, fool! Where in the Werld are you 

from?”
“Th e eld skyle?” Carl off ered.
Allin snorted with frustration. One of the others stepped up, 

a broadfaced woman with short, brindled hair; she spoke to Carl: 
“Allin wants to know where the thornwing picked you up. Th ere are 
millions of eld skyles. What you saw on your fl ight from there to 
here could help us a great deal.”

“Craw, it could save our lives!” Allin snapped.
“Did the thornwing fl y the Cloudgate?” the brindle-haired 

woman asked. “You know the Cloudgate?”
Of course he did. Th e information resided there with the lan-

guage, rising to his awareness as an image: Clouds swirled like the 
galactic wheel, a spiral that corkscrewed the length of the Werld. 
Because of the large-scale gravitational refraction of infalling light, 
one side of the Werld glowed pearl-blue and the other side ruddy. 
Th e direction of the cloud’s drift toward either of those diff erent sky 
colors told which side of the Werld one traversed. Also, the intensity 
of the light revealed depth from the Eld, the fi re of photons and 
nucleons falling down the sky, out of the event horizon. At the Eld’s 
antipode loomed the Rim, the land of night and the lower edge of 
the Werld where spacetime tunneled rapidly toward the core of the 
black hole.

Th is information bristled in him, yet he lacked specifi c knowl-
edge—he did not remember the shade of haze in the sky or the drift 
of the clouds. He told them as much, and Allin turned away from 
him with disgust.

“Wrap him up,” the leader ordered, “and let’s go. Long journey 
to Tarfeather.”

Before Carl could react, several of the men seized and bound 
him with leather cord in a rough blanket. Two men carried him like 
a rolled-up rug, and everyone ran through the trees toward the fall-
off  of the ledge. Carl’s head pushed free, and he saw the front run-
ners bound off  the cliff , somersault in midair, and shoot high into 
the sky.

He gawked to see the feet of the men carrying him rush through 
a crinkling of dead leaves to the edge of the ridge and leap. A veil of 
forest unfolded below, and Carl clenched against the tug of gravity. 
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Instead, the forest spread below and retreated. A powerful undertow 
hoisted them upward. Th e skyle fell away, and they sailed swiftly 
into a lake of empty space. Th ere, the contour of banked space lev-
eled, and they positioned their bodies to glide in the direction of 
their choice.

Allin led them toward a keyhole of brilliant light among a clus-
ter of skyles. Th e fl ight was a lengthy one, for on the other side 
of the cluster ranged another, huger sea of emptiness. Deprived of 
the familiar temporal rhythms of night and day, the many hours 
seemed interminable to Carl. For a while, he occupied himself with 
the wonder of his new experience. But that felt too bulky. Every-
thing was so new to him that the information that the eld skyle had 
implanted in him packed his mind, and nothing was clear.

He concentrated and saw the Werld in his mental eye the 
way the Foke did: Th e fi erce light of the collapsing universe came 
through the Eld and fell fi rst into the Welkyn, the upper Werld; 
then through the gold spiraling clouds to the crepuscular Midwerld, 
where they now fl ew; and fi nally down into Rataros in the darkness 
at the Werld’s edge—the Rim. Flexing his neck, he could see the 
arc of the sky and just barely discern the pastel diff erence in shades 
between red and blue extremes. He dozed and pondered and dozed 
again.

Carl roused when the men guiding him along their fallpath took 
a fi rm grip and pulled him sharply to one side. His insides lurched, 
and he woke to fi nd himself gently rolling in the sky toward a tiny 
crevassed skyle. “Where are we?” he asked in English and then again 
in Foke.

“Be quiet,” one of the carriers admonished. “We’re being 
stalked.”

Th ey rotated him so that he could see the black, boomerang-
shaped craft hovering a thousand meters away. It looked like a splin-
ter in the dusk.

“Th ey haven’t seen us yet. We’re going to hide and wait until—”
A star glinted at the head of the viper craft, and the air around 

them thumped with the pressure of a nearby explosion. By the time 
the boom erupted, they had rolled through the sky to the other side 
of the skyle.

Another blast scythed the top off  the small skyle and fountained 
the surrounding space with gravel.
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Th e Foke touched down on the tiny skyle and kicked off  again 
immediately, bounding toward the nearest skyle. Before they reached 
it, the small skyle they had thrust off  wobbled under repeated fi re. 
Th e din ruptured hearing, and with a deafening force, the skyle 
shattered.

Th e pulverized rock spun away from a writhing, electric-blue 
bolt of ionized air. A fragment of crushed stone pierced the skull of 
the man carrying Carl. His partner clutched at Carl, and the two 
whirled with the humbling force of the devastation.

A dizzying plunge whipped seeing to a blur. Impact jolted sense 
out of Carl, and he lay supine, staring at the distant black grin of the 
killer ship.

“Get up, you fool!” Allin’s angry voice cut deeper than Carl’s 
daze.

Carl sat up and realized that the binding straps had burst. Th e rug 
moved slickly under him. He had landed on the man who was carry-
ing him. Th e dead man’s face had twisted around a purple scream.

“Come on, idiot!” Allin shouted again. “Get over here before 
they fi re again.”

Carl staggered to his feet and gawked at the spired precipice. 
Allin waved to him from another skyle across a gap that dropped 
into gaudy, cloud-fi ery distances.

Carl balked. Allin called out once more: “Just leap as hard as 
you can! Th e fallpath will carry you.”

Fear stymied Carl’s muscles. Allin moved to bound toward him, 
but at that moment the gunship fi red again. A brain-stuffi  ng roar 
shook Carl to his knees. Th e ship had hit the spired skyle.

Voices cried through the muddy echoes of the blast. He looked 
up and saw fi ve of the Foke vaulting toward him. Th e sight of them 
coming for him stood him up. He waved, the ship fl ashed again, and 
the fi ve fl yers burst like blood bags.

Allin roared and leaped into space. He shot over the gap and 
rammed headlong into Carl, hurtling them both off  the spire as it 
splattered under a direct hit.

Carl retched for breath and glimpsed veins of inky dust bleed-
ing into the alien sky—glimpsed streaming manes of blood and a 
blue tangle of intestine—before Allin hit him and soared him into 
darkness.
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He came around a minute later, and they lay in the tall grass on 
the edge of another skyle. Th e blow had unlocked his clarity, and he 
saw with sharp precision for the fi rst time. His head twanged with 
pain, sight greasy with tears, and he quaked with the memory of his 
cowardice and the grim result. But for once, he recognized the truth 
of where he was. Overhead, the corpses were unwrapping across the 
fl ow of the fallpath. In a cloud of blood, ravelings of entrails wavered 
like a shredded banner, and heads and limbs in rags of fl esh toppled 
in a slow spin.

Behind the spur of rock where they lay, the gunship waited. Its 
name shimmered into Carl’s awareness: It was a zōtl jumpship—per-
haps the zōtl jumpship that he had seen earlier when the thornwing 
glided with him through the Welkyn. Now that he remembered, 
he was convinced that the ship had been arcing down toward these 
gloaming levels. It would wait to see if there was movement. Th e 
zōtl’s detectors were useless against them, because they had no ra-
dios and little metal with them, apart from Allin’s pistol. Th e jump-
ship, a carrier vessel, would be reluctant to come closer. Too many 
others had been destroyed by plastique bombs. Th at understanding 
settled Carl into a wait, though his insides jangled with what had 
just happened.

He pressed his back into the wet ground under him and stared 
through the mess of broken shapes at the motes of skyles hanging 
higher than his sight into tottering reaches. And in that moment, 
under the fl uttering smoke of smashed bodies, lives lost to save him, 
he awoke.

Until the keen agony of that time, he had merely been a name, 
Carl Schirmer, in an endless life that could have been happening on 
Earth or in the Werld or anywhere. He was just the shadow of his 
smiles and words and habits. He existed as just the scree of time, a 
jumble of genetic and historical accidents that he called I. He had 
been too muddy with fl aws and selfi sh emotions to carry any refl ec-
tion, so he never really knew self-awareness, he had never been an I, 
until he had been chased to the tip of death.

Lying there, watching the fl ame-antlered clouds and, nearer, the 
drifting gore of the dead, the voltage of his life sizzled into aware-
ness. His hard brain went soft, and he experienced his livingness as 
never before. His body felt strong, powerful even, and the animal 
tension in his nerves smoldered in his muscles, eager for movement.
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Th e eld skyle had indeed adamized Carl, for he had never expe-
rienced before the integrity of bone and tendon that he knew now. A 
new health, made terribly alert by contrast to the stew of body parts 
swimming above him, centered his perceptions. All at once, Carl 
existed as an I, an ephemeral summoning of minerals, water, and 
light into mind. Th e gruesome deaths of the fi ve Foke jarred him 
into the itchy, gummy, renitent physicality of his body. Th e adam-
ized changes made that immersion easier and more palatable. His 
fl at feet had gone and the achy calves that went with them. Th e 
hair on his hulled chest had the glow of fur. And the vitality of his 
lifeforce stretched him above the dumbness of his meat into the un-
changeable domain of I.

“Let’s go,” Allin breathed from nearby.
His voice sharpened Carl’s focus, and Carl felt the chill air 

gnawing him. Still naked, he rolled to his side and saw Allin belly-
crawling deeper into the long grass. He scuttled after him, ignoring 
the switching cuts of the blades and the thistly ground. At the far 
end of the long fi eld, the earth (ah, ironic word) crumbled into a deep 
deciduous pit.

“We’re going to jump again,” Allin told him, his red eyes a smear 
of disdain. “Do you think you can do it?”

Th e side of Carl’s jaw where Allin had hit him pulsed louder. 
“Hell, let’s go.”

Allin pushed to his feet, dashed to the lip of the pit, and leaped 
upward.

Carl followed. His urgency to embrace this miraculous life 
erased his fear, and he lunged off  the precipice. Th e upward under-
tow snagged him at once, and he lofted on the cold wind into the 
opal sky of Midwerld.

Allin had techniques for riding the fallpath that allowed him 
to vary speed and direction. He bowed his body, reaching behind 
him for his ankles and the straps of his strider sandals. He slowed 
and slid back until he sailed beside Carl. He took some moments 
to show Carl how to hold himself—sleeking himself for speed and 
twisting for direction. Th e Foke used fl aps of furs like sails to steer 
himself. Finsuit, the term came to Carl.

Carl glanced back but did not see the black splinter of the jump-
ship. When he looked forward again, he noticed survivors of the 
group circling ahead. Th ey were furious at him, and he couldn’t 
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blame them. He had shown himself a coward, and if he’d had a tail, 
it would have been tucked.

Th ey gave him clothes, a spare ill-fi tting fi nsuit and tight strider 
sandals—but for the remainder of the fl ight, no one spoke to him. 
Th e journey lasted longer than he could guess. He received a horn of 
water and purple twists of meat tough and spicy as jerky. As the sky 
indigoed and the great gorges of cloud glowered a longer red, he had 
plenty of time to ponder his situation.

He carefully reviewed everything he could remember of what 
the eld skyle had told him, and he explored further the remarkable 
information that imbued the Foke language he had been given. He 
contemplated Foke time. Th e gravitationally refracted colors that 
banded the whole Werld turned slowly, completing a full rotation 
in a span of time he estimated equaled his sense of a century. Th e 
Foke who survived that long earned the title wizan. Th ey were the 
tribe’s spiritual leaders, contemplators of time, being, even question. 
He knew they would orient him, but he couldn’t have guessed then 
how profoundly.

Tarfeather, the nomadic home of the Foke, sheltered thousands 
of people, who migrated in continuous advance groups to test other 
regions of the Werld for the future locales of Tarfeather. Th e speed 
of the endless journey varied. When Carl arrived, the site was well 
settled. Skyles for many kilometers around showed signs of cultiva-
tion: grazing herds, farmland, tree homes, and the sky busy with 
the movement of people and barges. Th e fallpaths appeared distinct 
with activity, and he could clearly discern the network of gravity-
curved fl ightlanes that enmeshed the skyles.

Th e band progressed toward the largest skyle, a mountain range 
extending both up and down and with an encircling river curling 
about the equator. Jungles fi lled the valleys, and all the prominences 
and abutments that jutted away from the skyle showed naked rock.

Closer, Carl recognized black-and-gray camoufl age tents. Bright-
blue-robed fi gures rushed out of one tent onto the fallpath to meet 
the returning group.

Allin had taken the lead when they entered Tarfeather, fl ashing 
mirror signals long before Carl noticed any sign of a settlement. Al-
lin saluted the squad when they approached and recounted how Carl 
had been discovered and seven of the group lost.
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Carl studied their faces. Th ey had the same racial characteris-
tics as the people who had found him: dark and striated hair, broad 
bones, cinnamon-toned skin, and fl ecked, agate-banded eyes. Well-
used faces, they did not return his stare kindly.

Th ey said nothing directly to Carl until they helped him land—a 
trickier maneuver than taking off . He stumbled with the abruptness 
of the shift from glide to fall and had to be helped to his feet. It was 
like stepping out of a pool after a long swim. Gravity owned him, 
and he slumped along the rock path with the others to one of the 
larger tents. Th e interior had the walnut smell of autumn and a soft 
sheen of woodsmoke. Sheets of light hung from slit windows in the 
tent roof. Th e long hall looked as busy as a bazaar, yet the sound 
level mimed a temple.

Carl, led swiftly as his ponderous legs could keep up, followed 
through the silky warmth, past curtained stalls of conversing peo-
ple—offi  ce, food stalls, gamerooms—till they came to a stall with 
only one man in it. He was dressed in black and stood out boldly 
against the intricate cloud tapestry behind him.

Th e others regarded him deferentially, and Allin greeted him as 
wizan. “He speaks the language, sir. Perfectly.”

“Is that so?” Th e wizan appeared younger than any of them. His 
immaculately groomed features seemed mild as amber.

“Yes,” Carl replied. “An eld skyle imprinted it in my brain. Th en 
I was sent to the Foke in a thornwing. It’s the craziest thing that’s 
ever happened to me—”

“Yes,” the wizan cut him off , “the eld skyles are sometimes help-
ful in those ways.” Seated on a cushion, he looked still and square as 
a Mayan icon. “You don’t look much like a Foke, but you are clearly 
human and strong at that. From where did the eld skyle take you?”

“I’m from the planet called Earth.” Th e words felt like tinsel in 
his mouth. “It existed a long time ago.”

“What position did you have in your world?”
Carl couldn’t fi nd the words businessman or bartender in the Foke 

language. “I was a trader and brewseller.”
Th e wizan sighed softly with disappointment.
“He’s just a dropping that knows how to talk,” Allin said. “He’s 

not useful. I sensed that when we found him, but the others insisted 
that he be brought here. On the way, seven of ours were killed. A 
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zōtl jumpship. I’ve passed the location along and a strike force is on 
the way.”

Th e wizan silenced him with a limp wave. “What is your name?” 
he asked the new arrival.

“Carl.”
“Carl, do you want to stay with us?”
“Th e eld skyle sent me to you,” Carl answered. “He warned me 

about the zōtl and gumper hogs and blood beetles and told me that 
you could teach me how to survive here. I’d really appreciate that.”

“I’m sure you would,” the wizan acknowledged. “But our ranks 
are closed. Th ere are other human communities in the Werld. Rhene 
is a city where someone like you would be much happier.”

“I think the eld skyle would prefer I stay here.”
“Th en you must demonstrate your usefulness to the Foke.” Th e 

wizan’s voice teetered on boredom. “What skills does a trader and a 
brewseller have?”

“I can learn.”
“Tarfeather is not a school.” Th e black bits of his eyes drilled 

Carl. “Can you make plastique? Can you ride the fallpath? Can you 
even tell time?” His eyes hooded, and he went into a rote routine: 

“As a wizan of the Foke, I fi nd you unacceptable for inclusion in our 
ranks by reason of your inutility—”

“I can work,” Carl objected. “I’ll do labor.”
“We all work, Carl,” he explained, his voice scaly. “Th ere are no 

laborers. We share responsibility for labor equally.”
“I’m sure I’m good for something.” Carl didn’t want to start off  

his new life by thwarting the eld skyle’s will: He wanted the Foke 
to accept him. Allin grinned lushly, and Carl knew that whatever 
pleased Allin was no good for him. “Is there a court of appeal?”

“No, my review is suffi  cient,” the wizan replied in a voice of raven-
ing fl atness. “I order that you be taken directly to Rhene and traded 
for imprisoned Foke or sold for manufactured goods. Away—away.”

Carl let himself be dragged out of the stall. Allin strode beside 
him, kicked him into a walk, and leered with satisfaction. Th e blue-
robed guards followed to the exit.

“What is Rhene?” Carl asked at the doorway.
“You speak Foke and you don’t know of Rhene?” He slapped 

Carl on the back and pushed him out of the wizan tent.
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Th e beauty of the blued clouds and dark skyles had an unearthli-
ness that made Carl shiver. “Is Rhene a prison city?”

Allin allowed himself a black laugh. “You were the reason my 
friends died, dropping. I’d just as soon imprison you as fl ay and 
gut you. But I am Foke. We don’t have penalties or prisons. Just 
exclusion.”

He motioned Carl toward a steep trail that mounted a sinuous 
terrain to the giant log moorings of a sky barge. Th e barge, a sleek 
wooden craft with a needle prow, furled black sail-fi ns.

“Rhene,” Allin explained, “is a zōtl-built city for people—their 
favorite food. You might say it’s a farm. Because it exists, we are 
spared the zōtl hunt.”

“You said Rhene wasn’t a prison,” Carl reminded him.
“It isn’t,” he answered.
“Th en what keeps the people inside?”
“Th e people are free to come and go. But going isn’t really a hope 

for most of them.” He gestured at the yawn of purpling sky and the 
skyles that cluttered space like motes of dust. “Th e cloudlanes, the 
fallpaths, and the skyles, that is the home of the Foke. But most of 
the people in Rhene would not survive to their next meal out here. 
Th ey are content with their busy lives in the city. Th e zōtl androbs do 
most of the manual work and the people are free to cavort with one 
another. Th e only price they must pay is the lottery.”

“I get a bad feeling about that.”
“When the zōtl need to feast, they conduct a lottery. Th e one 

percent who lose are eaten. If you survive seven lotteries, your name 
is permanently removed from the risk. Many people fi nd the odds of 
losing more attractive than struggling for existence all the time out 
here. Isn’t that really the way with you?”

Th ey had come to the boarding ramp of the barge, where Foke 
bustled to load the hold with crates of blue cabbages. Th e sweet 
citron fragrance of the vegetable swirled in the air. Unbidden, the 
thought rose to Carl’s mind that those were dream boles, a muscu-
larly euphoric hallucinogen.

“Th ere are great pleasures in the Werld,” Allin said with a chill 
in his voice.

“Yeah, well, where I come from, the greatest pleasure is to be 
free.”




