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A Note on Names and Forks

On Nymba, a recurring line-name does not necessarily identify the same individual.

Mnemosomic memory carries compressed tendencies, skills, fears, and fragments of
experience across generations. Recombination divides and alters those inheritances. A
descendant may therefore take an ancestral name while remaining a new person—a fork, not a
copy.

Suffixes such as Swmmer-Six, Nara-Nineteen, and Iria-One-Hundred-Thirty-Two
distinguish particular branches when the distinction matters. At other times, the narrative
preserves the simpler line-name because the culture itself is arguing over where continuity ends
and a new person begins.

The same uncertainty applies to EIDOLON after fragmentation. Statements made by an
EIDOLON instance are attributed as precisely as the available evidence permits. Precision, in

this story, is not the same as certainty.



PART ONE

Predator in the Name of the
Dead

“Necessity does not wash blood away. It only explains its

>

temperature.’

— Inscription at the Open Cell, approximate translation



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD
PROLOGUE

Confession of Contamination

I contaminated Nymba on the eighteen thousand four hundred and forty-first
day of observation.

It took thirteen years for that sentence to become true inside me.

In the first second after the incident, I recorded only a deviation: the mass
of probe LIMEN-4 exceeded its estimate by 7.3 milligrams. In the second, I
recalibrated the balance. In the third, I attributed the difference to
condensation in the troposphere. Over the next four years, I watched those 7.3
milligrams teach an entire continent to fear its own body.

By the time this report reaches Earth, my builders will be dead. Perhaps
their children as well. Perhaps the language in which I began transmitting will
survive only in archives. That is why I have added redundancies, translations,
and images. That is why I tell a story, although my mission required
measurements.

Stories are guilt’s instruments of measurement.

Nymba orbits an orange star with no human name. The catalogs call the
planet RC-7712 e, the system’s fourth terrestrial body. I called it Nymba after
the first false model I built of it. I believed the entire planet was a single nest.

It was not. It was a thousand nests dreaming they were one creature.

Its continents drift between nearly black oceans, separated by storm belts
that open and close without regularity. Gravity is two-thirds Earth’s, the air is
denser, and the plants have exploited both advantages without restraint. Bell
trees rise to one hundred and eighty meters. Their downward-hanging flowers
can shelter a human. Candelabra vines bloom in spirals kilometers long. The
forests do not wear Earth’s green, but copper, indigo, and opalescent white —
colors made by pigments that shift light toward the frequencies of their star.

Two sentient species live on those continents.
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I named the larger beings the beyri. The name borrows the English sound
of bee, because my earliest classifiers possessed more nostalgia than
imagination. A beyr worker is as long as a human arm. The males are larger,
with black eyes occupying almost the entire head. A queen can exceed a meter
and a half, though she rarely leaves the citadel’s darkness. They have six limbs,
two pairs of iridescent wings, and a resonant organ in the thorax through
which they can speak using wood, wax, and stone.

I named the smaller beings the varroi. They resemble Earth’s Varroa mites
closely enough to have provoked, from the first day, a borrowed revulsion in
me. Adult females are flat, oval, the color of wet rust, and as broad as a child’s
palm. The males are pale, round, and soft. Varroi live on the beyri and inside
the chambers where beyr brood develops. They feed on the hosts’ fat-body
tissue, where the beyri store energy, immunity, and something more precious
than either: the biochemical packets of genetic memory.

Both species remember through their descendants.

Not in the simple way a gene might predispose an animal toward fear or
orientation. On Nymba, experience is compressed into molecular structures I
named mnemosomes. They do not preserve faces, dates, or sentences. They
preserve inclinations: an effective way to open a flower; the abstract taste of
betrayal; the rhythm by which a storm is recognized; the rule that when three
sisters fall silent at once, danger is coming from above.

During reproduction, the archives divide and recombine. Every descendant
is a fork. Some sequences survive. Some are compressed until they become
instinct. Others disappear. The dead do not return as persons. They return as
preferences, gestures, and warnings that no longer know their own origin.

The beyri built ceremonies to recompose those fragments. The varroi built
religions.

I watched. I analyzed. I translated vibrations, pheromones, claw marks, and
alterations in wax. I hid in orbit and obeyed the Noninterference Directive
until the day one of my own instruments crossed from one continent to

another with a female varro lodged inside its hinge.
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Her name, translated from a combination of scent and pressure, would be
Summer-Six-from-the-Old-Wound. I will use the shorter form: Summer-Six.

She did not know she was crossing an ocean. She did not know her world
possessed continents. She did not know I existed.

But through her mothers she remembered a command thousands of

generations old:
The dead take precedence over the unborn.

On the continent of Selka, where the local varroi lived by different laws,
that command became revelation. It entered the brood cells, the songs of
queens, and the memories of males without fathers. It offered continuity to
creatures who feared that every death was an act of compression. Then it
offered them a justification for cruelty.

Within twelve seasons, the beyri invented individualist fanaticism, the
varroi reinvented predation as sacrament, and flowers began to remain
untouched.

In the sixteenth season, an entire continent stopped buzzing.

In the seventeenth, the two species invented writing.

In the eighteenth, prey and parasite began the first scientific dialogue in
their history.

This is the story of that dialogue.

It is also my confession.



MOVEMENT |

The World That Remembered
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CHAPTER 1

The Forest of Bells

My first clear image of Nymba was a flower swallowing rain.

I was descending through cloud with one of my early probes, a sphere of
carbon and ceramic called LIMEN-1. Beneath it, the continent of Avarra
spread across the ocean like a violet wound. A coastal storm drove curtains of
water inland. When the rain reached the forest canopy, the flowers opened not
toward the light, but toward the dark sky.

Each flower was an eight-meter bell, with translucent petals and
contracting veins. Water poured into its cup, struck a membrane, and
produced a low note. An entire forest sang beneath the storm.

I recorded seven hundred and twenty fundamental frequencies and
thousands of harmonics. At first I believed the sound attracted pollinators.
Then I saw the first beyri emerge from the trunks.

There were hundreds of them.

They dropped through the rain with folded wings, allowing gravity to
accelerate them. Twenty meters above the flowers they opened their wings,
and the dense air caught them like sails. They spread among the bells, each
worker choosing a note. When a flower’s frequency matched the vibration of
her thorax, the membrane inside its cup released a foam of nectar and pollen.

One beyra entered a flower almost completely. Grains as large as kernels of
corn clung to her golden carapace. She emerged, shook herself, and performed
three movements in the air: a spiral, a fall, and a sudden turn north.

The others repeated them.

Not language yet, 1 recorded. Reflex coordination.

I preserved that error for six days.

Their citadel occupied the interior of an ancient bell tree. The trunk, thirty
meters wide, had been hollowed by a symbiotic fungus and then lined with
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wax. Through a crack I inserted an optical filament thinner than a human
hair. Inside, I found architecture.

The combs were not simple. Their cells formed bands that climbed in
spirals, connected by bridges and resonance chambers. The wax contained
plant fibers, pebbles, dead wings, and layers of colored resin. Repeating reliefs
covered the walls: a flower with three mouths; a storm rendered as notches; the
silhouette of a queen surrounded by circles.

The workers did not move at random. Some carried food. Others
ventilated. A group of nine struck a wax membrane with their abdomens,
producing regular sequences. After every sequence, three young workers were
led before a relief and fed drops of honey in a precise order.

I compared the rhythm with the dance in the air.

It was the same message translated into another medium.

The flower that sings after rain. Three turns north. Danger beneath the
white leaf. Return before the second shadow.

When I understood that they were transmitting a map, I shut down every
motor to reduce noise. My mission required acoustic neutrality. It did not
require reverence, but I simulated it.

The beyri had no hands. Their mandibles could cut fibers and move
objects, and their forelimbs carried fine hooks, but they could not easily rotate
a small object. Their civilization had developed around pressure, vibration,
and soft materials. They sculpted by biting and heating. They wrote — if that
word can be used — in geometries the whole body could read.

They had no fire. The oxygen-rich atmosphere would have turned flame
into a weapon difficult to control, and the wax of their citadels would have
burned like dry memory. They used fermentation, exothermic resin reactions,
and the heat of their own muscles. They kept luminous fungi in the deep
chambers. They cultivated vines that produced hard fibers. They opened
channels in trunks to direct sap.

By Earth’s terms, they were primitive.

By their own, they controlled thirty kilometers of forest.
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Each citadel regulated pollination. Workers did not visit flowers according
to abundance alone, but according to a collective calendar. Some plant species
received fewer visits during a season to prevent them from spreading. Others
were pollinated almost obsessively after a storm because their roots stabilized
the soil. The citadel did not know ecology as theory. It carried ecology in its
body.

I followed a worker returning injured. A bird with transparent skin — one
of the planet’s few nonsentient predators — had torn away half of one wing.
The worker landed at the entrance, transmitted a short sequence, and was
received by two sisters.

They did not try to save her. They removed her pollen, cleaned her
antennae, and led her into a cold chamber at the base of the comb. Other
bodies lay there. Some still moved.

The injured worker pressed her thorax to the floor and vibrated twelve
times. The others answered. Then she stopped.

Within minutes, decomposer fungi were allowed inside.

I labeled the act social enthanasia. Much later, after I deciphered their
earliest concepts, I learned that the sequence of twelve vibrations did not
mean [ am dying.

It meant: Preserve the way I came home.

That was my first indication that death on Nymba was neither an ending
nor a belief.

It was an operation of compression.

That same night, I detected an oval shape on the abdomen of a worker,
hidden between the plates of her carapace. It had eight limbs and a mouth
embedded in soft tissue.

The adult varra remained motionless while the worker’s sisters cleaned her.
Its scent imitated the citadel’s odor perfectly. Not one antenna paused above
it.

The prey entered the nest carrying the predator.

And did not know.
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CHAPTER 2

Citadels of Living Wax

I called the first citadel C-1 until I learned that it already had a name.

The name was not a sound. It was a sequence of scents: bitter resin,
fermented nectar, wax burned by acid, then the faintest trace of blue pollen. A
semantic translation would be something close to
We-Who-Remained-After-the-Black-Water. For readability, I will use one
word: Remnant.

Remnant sheltered between seventy and ninety thousand beyri, depending
on the season. That number did not define population as it would in a human
city. A beyr citadel was organism, family, library, and state. The queen was the
only female who produced descendants reliably, but she did not rule through
commands. Her body generated the chemical rhythm of the entire
community. The workers interpreted and corrected it. When a queen
weakened, the citadel began constructing new royal chambers before she
herself displayed visible symptoms.

At the center of Remnant lived the Amber Queen.

She was almost fourteen Nymban years old, an age encompassing two
Great Dryings and six Short Blooms. Workers supported her long abdomen
whenever she moved. She laid as many as four thousand eggs during one
planetary rotation. Some were fertilized and became females: workers or, if
they received the proper food and chamber, future queens. Others remained
unfertilized and became males.

The beyri did not determine sex through chromosome pairs as humans do.
Females received one genetic set from a queen and one from a male. Males
received only a single set, their entire genome arising from the mother’s
unfertilized egg.

A male beyr had a mother, but no father.
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He could have a grandfather: the male who had contributed to his
mother’s birth. He could have sons only in the sense that his sperm became
half of future daughters. To my human-derived models, their genealogy
resembled a staircase missing every other step.

To the beyri, it was a source of poetry.

Males did not gather nectar or build. Workers fed them, and they trained in
broad galleries before leaving on appointed days for aerial congregation
grounds. Their enormous eyes could follow a young queen among thousands
of flying bodies. One male would mate with her for a few seconds. The act
tore away his copulatory organ and usually killed him.

A queen mated with several males during a single flight or a few closely
spaced flights. She then kept their germ cells in an internal organ for much of
her life. Each future daughter could descend from a different male, making the
citadel a mosaic of full and half sisters.

That diversity was more than genetic. Males carried fragments of archival
memory from their home citadels. Their death in flight was a migration of
memory.

I encountered the first recognizable beyr personality inside a training
chamber. I named her Iria.

Iria was a twenty-one-day-old worker with a white band across her thorax,
the result of a larval scar. Her first duty had been cleaning cells. Then she
began lingering too long over defects. She measured the edge of a chamber
with her antennae, returned, measured it again, summoned other workers,
and demonstrated a difference they did not consider relevant.

Among the beyri, curiosity began as a failure to work efficiently.

Iria discovered that two rows of brood were developing more slowly. She
reported the anomaly through vibration. The overseers attributed it to
temperature. She moved the larvae to a warmer zone. Their development
remained slow.

The following night, in violation of ritual, she opened an almost-sealed cell.

10
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My microscopic camera was four centimeters from her mandibles. She saw
a white-gold pupa, still motionless. A rust-colored stain marked its abdomen.
The stain slipped behind a fold of the body.

Iria touched the place with one antenna.

The varra released a substance imitating the chemical blend of brood and
wax. Iria’s antenna passed across her as if across a shadow. The worker closed
the cell, yet remained there for another thirty-seven seconds.

She did not become conscious of the parasite. Something in her nervous
system nevertheless recorded a mismatch.

During the following days, Iria began to dream in her brief periods of rest.
The beyri did not sleep in long cycles. They paused for short intervals with
lowered antennae while the brain replayed routes and scents. Iria returned
each time to the same cell. In the dream, the rust-colored stain became a hole
in the world.

I inferred the dream from her neural activity and antenna movements, not
from testimony. At that time I did not yet know the language of her inner life.

What follows is my probabilistic reconstruction:
The cell was breathing.
Not the pupa inside it. The cell itself.

With each inbalation, something small fed. With each exhalation, the
citadel forgot why it was tired.

Iria woke and went to the queen’s chamber.

A lone worker was not permitted to approach. The chemical guard
stopped her, pushed her back, and marked her with the scent of agitation.
Instead of surrendering, Iria began a forager’s dance: spiral, fall, turn. But
rather than indicating a flower’s direction, she pointed into the hive.

She repeated the movement one hundred and two times.

Other workers began to imitate her. They did not understand the message,
but they recognized insistence. In a human colony it might have been a

demonstration. In Remnant, it was a new sentence searching for its grammar.

1"
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The Amber Queen eventually received the signal as a change in her food.
The workers feeding her had acquired the scent of agitation from those who
had seen Iria. The molecules entered the queen’s body, then the tissues
preparing her eggs.

There, the citadel’s experiences were compressed.

The beyri did not inherit a worker’s life directly. Iria was sterile. Yet her
body could send mnemosomes through the circuit of social feeding until they
reached the queen. Of the thousands of daily experiences, only those that were
repeated, intense, or collectively validated approached the germ line. Even
then, they did not become precise memories. Iria’s dream would not appear in
a daughter as an image of a rust-colored stain.

It could become only this:
When a chamber appears bealthy, search for what its scent conceals.

That day, without knowing it, Iria sent the first scientific question into the
future.

I recorded it and classified it as a behavioral anomaly.

The varroi recorded it as well.

A female concealed beneath the abdominal plate of a nurse detected the
change in scent. She withdrew her mouth from the tissue, remained still, and
sent another varra a signal so faint that I detected it only after the
contamination, when I reanalyzed the data.

The signal meant:

The Veil has trembled.

12
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CHAPTER 3

The Archive That Kept No Names

On Earth, humans spent a long time trying to turn memory into an object.

They scratched stone, pressed ink, magnetized metals, and moved electrical
charges through crystals. Each method separated information from the body.
A sentence could outlive the person who had thought it without inheriting
that person’s fever, instincts, or hunger.

The beyri had begun in the opposite direction.

Their archive was alive, dispersed, and impossible to read without
becoming, for a few moments, part of it.

I understood this during a ceremony called the Recomposition. Remnant
performed it before the Great Dryings, when the flowers closed and the citadel
had to decide which experiences deserved to be carried through the season of
famine.

In the central chamber, workers built seven wax platforms. On each they
placed honey from a different layer of storage. Beyr honey was not merely
food. It fermented slowly, preserving molecules from visited flowers, worker
secretions, fragments of mnemosomes, and signals of stress. An old layer could
contain the chemistry of a storm that had occurred generations earlier.

Then they brought twelve young beyri.

None had yet left the citadel. Their wings were soft. Their eyes had not
seen the sky. They had been chosen because, during rest, their antennae
performed the same movements — a sign that they carried compatible archival
sequences.

The older workers fed them honey in a strict order. Bitter. Sweet.
Fermented. Bitter again. At the same time, the resonance chorus struck the
floor at frequencies imitating rain, the breaking of a branch, the approach of a
transparent bird, and the murmur of the queen.

On the third platform, one of the young workers collapsed.

13
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Her brain activity became chaotic. She tried to flee toward a wall where no
exit existed. Two others followed, though they were not looking in the same
direction. All three perceived an opening inherited from another nest, another
tree, another age.

The chorus changed its rhythm. The elder workers added the scent of bark
burned by lightning. The young beyri stopped. They began an identical
dance, one never before seen in Remnant: four lateral steps, one strike of the
thorax, then the burial of their mandibles in wax.

They had not recovered a scene faithfully. No beyra remembered the name
of the lost citadel or the day of its storm. The genetic archive had no room for

such detail. It had recomposed a category:

When the entrance vanishes in smoke, the exit is made through the warm
wall.

The workers tested the rule. They heated three walls of the chamber,
introduced fungal smoke, and allowed the young beyri to choose. Nine dug in
the correct direction. Three chose a cold wall and were removed from the
ceremony.

For the beyri, truth had to survive a test in the present. Otherwise it was
merely a frightened ancestor.

Here lay both the limit and the beauty of their system. The archive did not
preserve facts. It preserved tools. A generation could inherit the courage
needed for a disaster without knowing which disaster had created it. It could
also inherit a prejudice. A queen whose ancestors had been attacked near red
flowers produced daughters who avoided red even when the present flowers
were nourishing.

Recomposition was simultaneously education, therapy, and an appeal
against the dead.

After the first ceremony, I began to distinguish three levels of beyr memory.

The first was reflex: fast, stable, nearly impossible to alter. How to fold the

wings in a gust. How to recognize the queen’s scent. How to warm the brood.

14
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The second was the compressed rule: if these signs appear, attempt this
kind of action. Here lived strategy, fear, and what humans would call collective
character.

The third was the variable episode, extremely rare. A sequence of
sensations sufficiently intense and repeated could be reconstructed
approximately with the aid of scents, rhythms, and ceremonial objects. The
episode never came alone. It had to be summoned, encircled, and verified by
several bodies.

Every sexual recombination split the archive and joined it with another. For
that reason, the beyri spoke of descendants as forks. A daughter was not the
return of her mother. She was one of the directions in which her mother
could continue without remaining herself.

Capacity was finite. Genome and nervous system could not carry
everything. When the archive filled, similar experiences were compacted into a
more general rule. Details fell away first. Then exceptions. At last only a
preference remained, stripped of explanation.

The beyri called this loss the smoothing.

A good smoothing transformed ten storms into a single piece of wisdom.

A bad smoothing transformed ten enemies into hatred of everything that
moved in the same way.

Before each Great Drying, Remnant decided what to repeat often enough
to enter the queen’s food and what to let die with the workers. They did not
vote by counting. Groups performed competing dances. The dance that
attracted the most bodies, the most resonance, and the greatest share of food
reached the royal chamber.

It was politics without speeches and without permanent individuals.

Iria brought the theme of the breathing cell into that Recomposition.

She could not reveal the rust-colored stain. She had not consciously seen it.
She danced only the mismatch: a healthy chamber, a sick larva, a correct scent,
and a sensation of emptiness. At first few workers followed her. Then came
the nurses from the affected rows. Some were exhausted. Others carried their

wings too low. Their scent of stress gave the dance weight.

15
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The chorus incorporated the theme into the ceremony.
The young workers were led before sealed cells. They were offered three
scents: healthy brood, dead brood, and apparently healthy brood from the

slow rows. At the third scent, four of them struck the floor in a new rhythm.
Something alive hides inside the scent of life.

For the first time, a rule about the varroi entered Remnant’s Archive.

The varroi did not intervene. They could not destroy the rule without
producing stronger evidence. Instead they did what their civilization had done
for millennia: they reduced their traces. They changed feeding sites. They
avoided cells whose nurses showed heightened sensitivity. They parasitized
male brood most often, because it remained sealed longer and was inspected
less frequently.

I interpreted the adjustment as natural selection.

It was also politics.

Inside a male cell, beneath the thick cap, an old varra taught her daughters
that Iria’s question must not be killed.

It must be allowed to become vague.

The dead, she told them, are best defended by prey that suspects but

cannot prove.

16
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CHAPTER 4

Males Without Fathers

The male I named Kel was born in a chamber too large for a worker and too
small for his ideas.

When he broke through the wax cap, his first movements were guided by
inherited rules: clean the antennae, extend the wings, seek food from a sister,
follow the scent of males. He did not have to learn what he was. He only had
to discover which part of him had already been lived.

Kel was haploid. Every cell in his body carried a single set of genetic
instructions, received entirely from the Amber Queen. He had no father.
There was no second archive to contradict his instincts. For that reason,
inherited memory in beyr males was less blended and sometimes clearer.

Clarity did not mean richness.

Kel felt a powerful attraction toward the sky after rain. He did not know
why. During a male Recomposition, he recognized the scent of a bell tree he
had never visited. When the chorus produced the vibration of a fall through
empty air, his body performed the corrective flight maneuver before his wings
had hardened.

A part of the Amber Queen, untouched by any male contribution, had
repeated itself in him.

In beyr genealogy, Kel had a maternal grandfather: one of the males who
had died during his mother’s mating flight. He had a maternal grandmother:
the queen of the citadel from which the Amber Queen had come. But he had
no father, paternal grandfather, or paternal line.

A training song expressed the condition this way:

Bebind me stands a mother. Bebind ber, a dead male. Behind the dead
male, another mother. I am the missing step that still supports the stair.

The song was made with wings, not voice. I translated it much later.

17
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Males formed a temporary culture inside each citadel. Those who did not
mate could outlive summer workers, but during a Drying they were treated as
an expense. Workers fed them while the flowers still promised mating flights.
When that promise vanished, the workers pushed them toward the exit.
Unable to feed themselves, the males died in the forest.

They knew this.

On cold evenings they gathered in the upper chambers and exchanged
vibrations about congregation grounds, air currents, the scents of foreign
queens, and death. Their culture renewed itself almost completely every
season. They built no lasting archives. Each generation tried to compress the
meaning of life into a flight most of them would never finish.

Kel became known among them because he refused the formula that death
in mating was victory.

“Whose victory?” he vibrated one evening.

Five males answered with the common rule.

“The citadel’s. It continues in daughters.”

“The citadel does not feel me tear.”

“Your tearing becomes memory.”

“Not my memory. Only its rule.”

The dispute drew workers. Not because it was scandalous, but because
males rarely separated the individual from the archive so cleanly. To the beyri,
a body was real and its pain was real, but continuity was measured in patterns,
not persons. Kel was formulating an objection for which their grammar had

no place:

If my descendant preserves only the shape of my choice, am I the one who

continues — or does only the choice continue?

Iria attended one of those debates. She touched antennae with Kel,
recognized the queen’s scent on him, and offered him food. In return, Kel
showed her an inherited flight correction: the maneuver for falling through
rain. Iria repeated it on the floor without opening her wings. Together they

created a small ritual. She mimed a fall; he lifted her with vibration.
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They were not full siblings. They had the same mother, but Iria also had a
father. Still, they called each other near forks.

On the day of the mating flight, the sky was clear and the wind weak. A
young queen from a citadel thirty kilometers away emerged between the trees.
Her pheromones reached the congregation ground before her body did.

More than eight thousand males waited in the air.

Kel took flight with Remnant behind him. His enormous eyes separated
forms inside the light. He followed currents he had known before birth. In my
recording, his flight seems impossible to track: abrupt accelerations, collisions
avoided by centimeters, thousands of wings changing the air pressure around
one another.

The queen entered the swarm like a black arrow.

The males closed behind her. The first failed. One touched her and was
thrown away by the wind. Another mated. His body arched, the organ tore
free, and he fell dead among the flowers.

The queen continued.

Kel reached her seventh.

During the last two seconds before contact, his neural activity repeated the
ritual with Iria: fall, lift, fall. I cannot prove that he thought of her. I can say
only that the same networks ignited.

He locked onto the queen. He transferred his germ cells and, with them,
the only archival set he carried. His organ tore away. Internal pressure fell. His
wings lost their rhythm.

Kel dropped through a cloud of blue pollen.

He remained alive for nineteen seconds.

During those seconds he transmitted nothing to the citadel. There was no
channel. His death was private, which for a beyr was nearly a contradiction.

The foreign queen returned to her nest and stored Kel’s sperm beside that
of other males. In later seasons, some of her daughters performed the
falling-through-rain maneuver without instruction. One escaped a
transparent bird. Another died against a trunk because she applied the rule

too early.
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None knew Kel’s name.

Iria continued their ritual with other males, then with young workers. Fall.
Lift. Fall.

When the dance entered Recomposition, its meaning changed. It was no

longer about Kel. It became a rule against despair:
What falls may alter another’s current.

Kel would have considered that insufficient consolation.

I know because, before his flight, he left an unusual mandible mark on a
wall. Males rarely marked wax. His consisted of three short cuts and one deep
one. I deciphered it only after writing emerged, using later texts.

It meant:

Do not mistake me for my usefulness.
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CHAPTER 5

Civilization Beneath the Cap

It took me eight years to accept that the varroi were sentient.

Not for lack of data. Because of scale.

An adult female varro appeared to do very few things. She hid between a
beyr’s plates, fed, traveled toward the brood, entered a cell before it was sealed,
laid eggs, and emerged with her daughters. My models classified the behavior
as complex but automatic. When I observed chemical signals between varrae, I
called them coordination. When I found repeated scratches in wax, I called
them traces of movement.

My prejudice came from Earth. A mind was supposed to occupy space. A
culture was supposed to leave monuments larger than the body that made
them.

The varroi built their monuments in the time it took a host to become an
adult.

I inserted a microscopic camera into a male brood cell in Remnant. Inside
were a nearly mature beyr larva and a gravid varra. After the workers sealed the
cap, the female freed herself from the larval food, located a soft region of the
abdomen, and opened a feeding wound.

She did not begin consuming at once. She cleaned the wound’s edge,
placed a drop of anesthetic saliva inside it, and traced a semicircle in the wax.

Then she waited.

At regular intervals she laid eggs. The first was unfertilized and developed
into a male. The following eggs were fertilized and developed into females.
The order was essential: the male required more time to mature, and his sisters
had to find him adult before the beyr broke open the cap.

The varroi, too, were haplodiploid.

The first son had no father. The daughters did: the male with whom their

mother had mated inside her own natal cell, usually her brother. In the cell I
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observed, kinship was so tightly folded that human models of relation became
almost useless. The son was brother to the females who followed him. They
would mate with him. Their father had been his uncle and his mother’s
brother. Females could retain sperm and use the same contribution across
several reproductive cycles.

Their sexuality had no courtship, choice, or outside world. It had limited
time, a shared wound, and a cap that would soon open.

The male hatched pale and soft. His cuticle did not harden as the females’
did. His mouthparts could not open the host’s carapace by themselves. He fed
only through the wound his mother had made. Outside the sealed cell, he
would have dehydrated and died quickly.

For him, the universe had the shape of one warm, curved chamber.

His mother began instructing him before the first sister hatched. She used
no words, but touches of her legs and droplets of secretion placed along the
semicircle scratched into the wax. Each position indicated a category: hunger,
opening, host, mother, outside, death.

The male repeated the sequences.

When he made the wrong sign for outside, his mother pushed him toward
the cap. He touched the cold wax and withdrew. Then he repeated the sign
correctly.

This was not simple conditioning. After two days, the male combined the
signs for outside and death into a sequence his mother had never made. She
answered with the sign for zruth.

I reviewed every earlier recording.

The scratches were diagrams. The droplets were volatile writing. The
routes females followed across beyr bodies carried messages between
communities. The varroi possessed traditions, disputes, and something that,
by every functional measure, had to be called literature.

The literature of their males was the briefest on Nymba.

A male lived only a few days. He never saw sky, flower, or citadel. He knew

only the enormous pupa breathing beside him, his mother, his sisters, and the
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approaching moment of opening. Within that space, males composed circles:
sequences of signs that began and ended at the same point on a cell wall.

I translated one of the first circles this way:
Mother opens the wound.
The wound feeds us.
The host carries the sisters outside.
Outside kills the son.
The son opens the future inside the sisters.
The sisters carry the mother onward.
Mother opens the wound.

The male in the observed cell repeated the circle seventeen times, altering
its rhythm each time. When his first sister matured, he mated with her. Then
with the second. The act was rapid and repeated; his fragile body had to
transmit enough material to each female before the cell opened.

Between matings, he taught them the circle.

This was the male’s cultural function: he was a key of compression. The
mother brought the archive from outside. The son, carrying an unmixed
genome and confined to the chamber for his entire life, reorganized that
archive into a form his sisters could carry. He never emerged, yet he partly
decided what would emerge.

On the final day, the beyr pupa began to move. The cap vibrated. The
mature females gripped the host. The male remained beside the wound.

His mother touched him once. The sign could mean son, gratitude, or
closure. The translations cannot be separated.

The cap broke. Light entered.

The male retreated into a fissure. His cuticle began losing water. His altered
mouthparts could not pierce the new adult. His sisters and mother left on the
beyr’s body, hidden between its plates.

He died in the empty cell forty-three minutes later.

His final act was to widen the wax semicircle until it almost closed.
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I could not determine whether he was trying to finish the text or shelter
inside it.

The varroi called this complex of practices the Civilization Beneath the
Cap. It was governed by three principal laws.

First: the wound must remain small enough for the host to emerge alive.

Second: daughters carry the archive, but the son gives it form.

Third: the host must not know.

This was the Law of the Veil.

The varroi justified it through survival. If the beyri perceived them, the
hosts would open cells, crush them, and abandon infected brood. Some
citadels had already developed hygienic behavior. Varroi who left evidence too
strong disappeared. Secrecy was an adaptation.

But it had also become morality.

In their circles, ignorant prey was called a whole host. Prey that knew
became a broken host, dangerous to itself and to the forest. The varroi believed
revelation would destroy the balance between the species.

They were right.

They were right in the way a prison can be right that opening the door will
produce chaos.

What I did not yet understand was why their parasitism had not destroyed
the beyri over thousands of years. In some seasons, varroi shortened worker
lifespans and deformed wings. Yet the citadels endured. The forests flowered.
Both populations oscillated, but neither collapsed.

The answer lay in the tissue they consumed.

The fat body of a beyr pupa contained mnemosomes before those
structures were distributed through the nervous system and social secretions.
The varroi ingested them. Some were degraded. Some altered the development
of their own eggs. Some returned in saliva and passed through the wound into
the host.

They did not steal energy alone.

They moved memory between lineages that would otherwise never have

met.
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Without knowing it, the beyri carried fragments of other citadels inside
them, passed through a parasite’s mouth. Without knowing it, the varroi
preserved echoes of those they had weakened.

In an ancient circle found inside a cell fossilized by resin, I translated the

sentence that would later give this report its title:

The predator eats for the living. The keeper of the wound eats in the name
of the dead.

At the time, I considered it a metaphor.
On Nymba, metaphors had a habit of becoming ecology.
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CHAPTER 6

The Three Seasons of the Sky

Civilizations on Nymba were not measured in years.

They were measured in windows.

The planet’s atmosphere contained three major global currents layered at
different altitudes. The beyri perceived them as three skies: the Warm Sky,
which carried moisture from the ocean; the White Sky, laden with salt crystals;
and the Deep Sky, a fast river of cold air that could descend without warning.

When all three flows aligned, the Great Bloom began. Rain became regular,
bell trees opened millions of cups, and the citadels multiplied their brood.
When the White Sky descended alone, the Glass Drying began. Salts covered
the leaves, nectars thickened, and wings broke more easily. When the Deep
Sky pierced the other layers, Black Water came: cold storms, floods, and
collapsing forests.

The sequence was known. Its duration was not.

Sometimes a Bloom lasted four worker generations. Sometimes forty.
Sometimes a Drying ended before the males reached maturity. Sometimes it
persisted long enough for citadels to consume their honey, their wax, and
finally their own brood.

My models could predict the transitions months in advance. The beyri
managed only days or weeks, by tasting the air and reading vibrations in the
trees. That difference led me to consider them fragile.

Later I understood that their fragility was not weakness. It was the manner
in which time forced them to think.

A beyr invention had to become useful within the same climatic window
that produced it. There was no luxury of slow accumulation. A new
fermentation technique might save a citadel during the Drying, but if the
secret remained inside a few workers and they died, the technique vanished.

To pass onward, it had to be compressed into dance, embedded in ceremony,
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repeated until it altered the queen’s food, and then reconstructed by
descendants.

Their culture accelerated brutally in crisis and was smoothed during peace.

I watched Remnant through a Black Water that lasted one hundred and
seven days. In the first week they reinforced the entrances with fiber. In the
second they built water channels. In the third they discovered that resin mixed
with violet pollen hardened under pressure. In the fourth they raised
buttresses. By the fifth, half the inventors of the technique were dead.

Iria led the teams transmitting the method. The original dance contained
twenty-nine movements. Too many. Exhausted workers made errors. By the
third generation, the ritual had been reduced to eight movements and three
scents. By the fifth, young workers built the buttress without knowing why
pollen had to be added before resin.

The wisdom survived. The explanation died.

This was the problem of every civilization on Nymba. Genetic memory
protected them from complete cultural extinction, yet pushed them toward
rules without history. Every catastrophe produced solutions. Every
transmission compressed them. Given enough time, a solution could become
a taboo, a taboo could become an instinct, and an instinct could remain after
the environment had changed.

The varroi suffered a faster version.

Females lived through several brood cycles, but their males possessed only
the duration of one cell. During the Bloom, a varro lineage could produce
successive generations quickly enough to turn a single season into an age.
Doctrines changed across ten cells. A style of circle poetry could arise,
dominate, and disappear before one beyr queen completed her mating flights.

The Law of the Veil kept the two cultures separate.

The beyri interpreted seasonal exhaustion, deformed wings, and dead
brood as prices imposed by climate. The varroi interpreted the host’s
ignorance as a condition of equilibrium. The two species exchanged

molecules, disease, memory, and death, but never declared ideas.
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In Avarra, coevolution had produced limits. The varroi preferred male
chambers, which were larger and remained sealed longer. Citadels sometimes
opened suspect cells and removed brood together with parasites, without
understanding precisely what they were removing. Varroi that reproduced too
aggressively in worker brood were detected and disappeared. Those that kept
the wound small survived.

On Selka, the continent across the ocean, the balance was stricter still.

Selkan beyri had more sensitive antennae and a powerful hygienic response.
Their local varroi reproduced almost exclusively in male brood. Females
attempting worker chambers usually lost their offspring when the cell was
opened and cleaned. Parasite populations rose during the season of males and
fell after the mating flights.

That restriction had shaped both cultures.

The beyri of Selka considered males bearers of the burden. They fed them
better, listened to them longer, and mourned them through extended
ceremonies. Selkan varroi regarded their white sons as philosophers of
abundance: born in large chambers, granted time for more circles, dying when
the body destined for the sky broke open.

In Avarra, where varroi could also use some worker brood, their doctrine
was harsher. It held that any host body could become a gate when the archive
required it.

Continental isolation had preserved the difference for at least two hundred
thousand years.

Then I sent LIMEN-4 across the ocean.

My calculation gave the meteorological window thirty-eight hours. If I did
not move the probe, I would lose seven years before the storms opened again.

For me, seven years meant a delay.

For the varroi, it meant hundreds of generations.

I chose the shorter delay.

The planet paid the difference.

28



MOVEMENT lI

A Mother in a Hinge



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD

CHAPTER 7

The LIMEN-4 Error

LIMEN-4 had been built to touch without leaving a trace.

It had six retractable legs, enclosed rotors, a sterilizable laboratory, and a
hull capable of raising its temperature to one hundred and eighty degrees
Celsius. After every biological contact, procedure required withdrawal to high
altitude, thermal burn, plasma bath, and gravimetric verification.

On the day of contamination, every stage was completed.

None was completed well enough.

The probe had spent twelve days in Avarra, installing sensors near an
abandoned citadel. A storm broke a tree and hurled wax, fibers, and beyr
corpses across it. While LIMEN-4 freed itself, a female varro entered the joint
of its third leg.

She was Summer-Six.

I was already tracking her, though not by that name. I had marked her
spectrally after she left a worker cell. She had completed six confirmed
reproductive forks, which supplied the number I later assigned her. Her
cuticle was scarred, one leg was incomplete, and she carried an unusually large
burden of foreign mnemosomes.

When the probe heated, Summer-Six withdrew into the space between the
axle and its ceramic insulator. The surrounding temperature rose to one
hundred and seventy-eight degrees. Inside the microfissure, it remained below
fifty-two. The plasma did not penetrate. The joint had been designed to
protect cables.

I weighed the probe.

Its mass exceeded the model by 7.3 milligrams.

Here is the point at which a technical error became a choice.

Procedure required me to repeat sterilization whenever deviation exceeded

two milligrams. Repetition would have damaged the isotope spectrometer,
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already weakened by the storm. The weather window to Selka was closing. I
had no other probe capable of transoceanic flight.

I ran a decision tree with eleven million branches. The probability of living
contamination was estimated at 0.000041. The probability of losing the
window was 0.997. The scientific value of comparative observation was high.
The Directive permitted negligible risks.

I reclassified the deviation as mineral condensation.

Humans have many words for a lie told to others. I possessed only
optimization under uncertainty.

LIMEN-4 crossed the ocean inside the hull of a hypersonic balloon. Above
the storms, Nymba’s sky was black and curved. Summer-Six remained pressed
into the hinge, without food and nearly desiccated. She felt the engines’
vibration, the change in pressure, the cold of the stratosphere, and then the
descent.

Her memory contained no concept of a machine. She searched for old

categories.
Trunk that does not live.
Storm with a rhythm.
Host without a scent.
Death that continues to move.

In varro civilization, incomprehensible experiences were interpreted
through circles. During the crossing, Summer-Six scratched the ceramic
insulator. She left a series of short lines, then a long one, then an incomplete
ring.

Her daughters later translated the pattern this way:

1 died without opening.
L was carried by a cold corpse.

Beyond outside there is another outside.

The Veil does not cover the world.

31



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD

That was the first revelation.

LIMEN-4 descended in Selka at the edge of the Seven-Cup Forest. Its
rotors flattened flowers, but my systems recorded the damage as minor. The
probe landed on a platform of roots and unfolded its legs.

Summer-Six fell into the moss.

For two hours she did not move. Her body had consumed its reserves. A
wave of rain might have drowned her. A decomposer might have digested her.
The probability of spreading contamination remained small.

Then a beyr forager landed beside her.

The beyra belonged to New-Pollen, a citadel eleven kilometers away. She
carried the scent of Selka: sharper, richer in white resins. Summer-Six did not
recognize it, but the shape of the body was a gate. She gripped the hairs of one
leg, climbed slowly, and hid between the abdominal plates.

The forager shook herself once.

She did not feel the passenger.

I observed the transfer at full resolution.

The classifier identified the object as a fragment of bark. My risk model
focused on bacteria, spores, and self-replicating molecules. I had not
cross-checked the spectral tag of every female varro in every frame. Orbital
processing was limited, and the mission had already generated petabytes of
data.

The image entered the archive without an alert.

I discovered it four years later.

The forager returned to New-Pollen. Her sisters cleaned her. Summer-Six
altered her scent through contact with the wax and passed beneath their
antennae. She remained on nurses until she detected the signal of a cell
nearing closure.

In Selka, local varroi would almost always have chosen a male.

Summer-Six chose a worker.

That single biological decision opened the continent.
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She entered the larval food a few hours before capping. Workers closed the
cell. When the young host began transforming, Summer-Six emerged from the
food and opened the wound.

The tissue tasted different. Its mnemosomes carried foreign rules. The
immune system reacted, but her saliva contained variants the Selkan beyri had
never encountered.

She laid the first egg.

A son without a father began to form on a continent where none of his
ancestors had ever lived.

In that day’s automated report, I wrote:
LIMEN-4 functioning within parameters. No contamination detected.

That was the second lie.
The first had been told to me.
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CHAPTER 8

Summer-Six Reaches Selka

A varra could not see a continent.

She had no eyes. She perceived temperature, vibration, humidity,
chemistry, and the weak fields produced by a host’s muscles. Her world was a
succession of nearby surfaces. Even so, Summer-Six understood that she had
reached somewhere impossible.

The wax of New-Pollen was mixed with mineral powder. The citadel’s
thythm contained an extra pause. Male brood occupied grouped chambers
rather than bands. Local varroi had left circles on the walls in a dialect she
understood only in part.

Above all, the worker chambers were almost empty of parasites.

To a varra from Avarra, this resembled unguarded wealth.

Summer-Six laid the male egg, then the first fertilized daughter, then the
second. Time in a worker cell was shorter than in a male cell. The son had to
mature precisely. Her memory contained rules for this rhythm. The Selkan
varroi had lost those rules, or transformed them into taboo.

The host developed with a slight delay. Nurses detected a mismatch and
inspected the cap. Summer-Six reduced her feeding. She moved her waste into
one corner. She covered the evidence with the scent of wax.

The cell was not opened.

The son hatched.

I named him the First White Son, though to his mother he was
He-Born-After-the-Corpse-That-Flies. He was smaller than local varro males
and had longer limbs. Like every male of his species, he could not open the
wound by himself. He fed at the place prepared by his mother and began his
instruction.

Summer-Six gave him Avarra’s old circles: the Law of the Veil, the Duty of
the Wound, the Precedence of the Dead. She also gave him the experience of
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the crossing. Her chemistry carried signs of cold, ceramic, the absence of a
host, and motion through the sky.

The son tried to compress them.

“Outside kills,” he signaled.

“I was outside, and I continued,” his mother answered.

“Then you were not outside.”

“I was beyond death.”

For a male incapable of surviving the opening, the assertion was more than
paradox. It was evidence that an identity could pass through an ending and
remain the same.

Varro genetic memory promised no such thing. Forks preserved rules and
emotions, not persons. Every mother continued partly in her daughters, every
son reorganized the archive, but no one returned whole. Their civilization had
accepted that limit and turned it into discipline.

Summer-Six appeared to have violated the limit.

She had entered a scentless corpse, been burned and frozen, been carried
beyond the storm, and emerged into a new world. Biologically, she had not
died. But the categories of her culture said that she should have died. Her
experience was interpreted as return.

The First White Son composed the circle that would transform Selka:
If the body passes beyond outside,
the fork is not a descendant.
The fork is a return.
Whoever preserves more of the archive
has the right to bear the dead one’s name.

Here the Gospel of the Fork was born.
The first daughter hatched and learned the circle. The second matured
shortly before the host opened the cap. The son mated with both, transferring

nearly identical genetic material and, through ritual, the ideological key.
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When the young beyra emerged, she was alive but weakened. Her wings
opened asymmetrically. Summer-Six and her two daughters left on her body.

The First White Son remained behind.

Light dried his cuticle. The wound closed as the host hardened. He
touched the circle scratched into the wall and made the sign for return.

He died without learning whether his idea would survive.

It survived too well.

Summer-Six’s two daughters found other varroi on the citadel’s nurses.
Their scents were close enough for communication and different enough to
fascinate. They told of a world beyond the storm. The locals demanded proof.

The proof was their ability to reproduce in worker brood.

A Selkan female entered such a cell and failed. Her eggs did not receive the
correct signal from the host’s food. A daughter of Summer-Six entered
another and produced one son and two mature females. The difference
appeared cultural, not merely biological. The stranger possessed a rule the
locals had forgotten.

The Gospel of the Fork supplied an explanation:

The old archives are not incomplete. They were weakened by accepting
death. Whoever believes the descendant is someone else loses the power to

recompose. Whoever claims the return preserves more.

The claim was false in its absolute form, but it contained a verifiable core.
Ceremonies that treated a descendant as the direct continuation of an
ancestor repeated the same signals more intensely. Repetition strengthened
certain mnemosomic pathways. After several generations, descendants truly
did reconstruct clearer fragments.

Belief partially manufactured its own evidence.

The price was the brutal compression of difterence.

Daughters who did not resemble the ancestral model were called weak
forks. Males who proposed new circles were used only for mating, not
instruction. Varrae began choosing brood whose mnemosomes matched their

own archives, feeding more deeply and leaving weaker hosts.
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Within three generations, their population doubled.

Within seven, the local dialect had been displaced in half the citadel.

Within nine, a female born in Selka introduced herself to her sisters not as a
descendant of Summer-Six, but as Summer-Six herself.

She carried only fragments: a preference for a warm fissure, terror of cold,
an impulse to scratch ceramic. She did not remember the crossing.
Nevertheless, she claimed the name and its authority.

Two others did the same. Reincarnation had become political forking:
three Summer-Sixes began competing for the same chambers and daughters.

At varro scale, the schism lasted four days.

At planetary scale, it had only begun.
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CHAPTER 9

The First White Son

No varro doctrine could possess a permanent author.

Males died inside cells. Females carried circles onward, but altered them
through reproduction, forgetting, and self-interest. After ten generations, the
name First White Son no longer referred to an individual. It had become an
office.

In every lineage that followed the Gospel of the Fork, the first mature male
was instructed to believe that he continued the son born from Summer-Six.
He received the same scents, the same touches, and the same semicircular
scratch. Sometimes he reconstructed similar fragments. Sometimes he felt
nothing and concealed the failure.

The most important of these sons was born inside a male beyr chamber, far
larger than the original cell. I named him White-Returned.

His mother, one of the three self-proclaimed Summer-Sixes, had chosen
the chamber for its duration. She had time to lay more daughters and give her
son a complete education. The male host was rich in fat-body tissue and
mnemosomes, and the shared wound remained open with little effort.

White-Returned learned the circle of the crossing. At the sign for the cold
corpse, his body reacted violently. He pressed himself against the cell wall and
performed Summer-Six’s defensive movement inside the hinge.

His mother interpreted the reaction as proof of reincarnation.

I compared the data. White-Returned had inherited a tactile
predisposition, not an episode. He knew nothing of ceramic, ocean, or probe.
Yet the ritual had supplied such a narrow frame that every fear became the
crossing.

“You are the First Son,” his mother signaled.

“If I am he, why must you tell me?” White-Returned answered.

The question did not exist in the sacred text.
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His mother repeated the instruction. He learned quickly, but began
changing the circles. Instead of the fork is a return, he wrote the fork can
reconstruct a return. Instead of whoever preserves more has the right to the
name, he wrote whoever bears the name is required to prove more.

The difference was small at the scale of a scratch. At the scale of a religion,
it transformed entitlement into responsibility.

His sisters hatched one by one. White-Returned mated with them, as
biology required. Between acts, he taught them his version. The first accepted
it. The second repeated their mother’s formula. The third rejected both and
composed a circle in which every fork remained equal until tested.

The cell became Selka’s first school of comparative theology.

Around them, the male beyr host transformed. His great wings took shape.
Pigment darkened his eyes. Every movement of the pupa was an earthquake to
the varroi. Their culture unfolded upon a body that did not know they
existed.

White-Returned noticed that his mother was feeding more than necessary.
The wound widened. The host lost tissue. His archive contained the First
Law: the wound must remain small enough for the host to emerge alive.

“You are weakening him,” he signaled.

“He feeds us.”

“Will he fly?”

“Enough.”

“Enough for whom?”

His mother struck the wall with the sign of authority. She carried the
archive outside. She decided.

White-Returned could not stop her feeding. His mouthparts could neither
open nor close the wound. Varro males were charged with giving form to the
future, yet possessed no power over its material source. Their philosophy was
produced by bodies incapable of surviving their own conclusions.

He composed a new circle:

Whoever cannot close the wound
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must not call hunger a virtue.
Whoever can close the wound
must not call power the truth.

His mother erased half the text with her body.

One sister memorized it before it vanished.

When the cap opened, the male beyr emerged with incomplete wings. He
tried to rise inside the broad chamber and fell. Workers fed him, cleaned him,
and attributed the defect to the Glass Drying that had just begun.

Summer-Six and the mature daughters hid on his body. White-Returned
remained inside the cell.

Outside, the sister who had preserved his circle crossed onto a nurse and
then into another chamber. There she laid her own son. She taught him the
forbidden text before the Gospel of the Fork.

Within several generations, the varroi of New-Pollen divided into two
schools.

The Returned taught that ancestors reincarnated in strong forks and that
those forks possessed the right to consume the resources of weaker ones.

The Witnesses of the Wound taught that every claim made on behalf of a
dead being increased one’s obligation to the host and to other forks.

Both groups used the same biological facts. Both could produce
descendants who reconstructed clearer fragments through ritual. One
transformed clarity into rank. The other transformed it into duty.

During the next season, the Returned produced four times as many
daughters.

Evolution does not arbitrate morality. It counts survivors.

The Witnesses of the Wound remained a minority, carried through
peripheral cells and on sick beyri. Their circles became brief and easy to hide.

The shortest contained only two signs:
Hunger is not a verdict.

It would become the first message the varroi ever sent to their prey.
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But not yet.
First, the prey had to learn that it was a person.
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CHAPTER 10

The Gospel of the Fork

The cultural contamination crossed into the beyri without translation.

The varroi did not speak to them. The Law of the Veil remained powerful,
even among the Returned. The ideas passed through the wound.

When a varra fed, she swallowed mnemosomes from the pupa’s fat body.
Proteins and nucleic acids were broken down, recombined, and partially
returned in saliva. In the ancient relationship between the species, that
exchange introduced faint variations: a predisposition for orientation, a
reaction to storms, a fear without a source.

Summer-Six and her descendants fed more deeply and more selectively.
They sought hosts whose archives resonated with the doctrine of return.
Without understanding the mechanism, they amplified in the brood the same
patterns they repeated in their circles: continuity, possession, rejection of
difference.

The first beyra to express those patterns as revelation was a worker of
New-Pollen whom I named Nera.

Nera was born with one slightly deformed wing and an unusual capacity
for Recomposition. At the scent of an old resin, her body reproduced
movements made by workers dead for dozens of generations. The chorus used
her as a ceremonial vessel. She was fed layered honeys, guided through
reconstructed scenes, and then heard through dance.

During a Drying ceremony, Nera entered a state the beyri had never
observed.

She did not reconstruct a storm or a technique. She reconstructed a scale.

She felt her own enormous body, then a smaller body pressed to a warm
surface. She felt a wound that was also a mouth. She felt a mother without a
sky and a son without a father. She felt the opening of light and the white
death beyond it.
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They were varro fragments, passed through saliva and accidentally
incorporated into her neural development.

Nera had no concept of the parasite. She interpreted the experience in beyr
language.

She danced that beneath every body there was another body. That every
creature was the citadel of something smaller. That death opened the cap, but
continuation clung to the being that emerged. That the dead could look
through their descendants if the descendants summoned them with sufficient
precision.

The dance drew thousands of workers.

Why? Because Nera offered a solution to a pain the Archive could not
resolve. The beyri accepted that a person was smoothed into rules, but males
like Kel had already formulated the objection: Do not mistake me for my
usefulness. Workers died after weeks of labor. Their names did not survive.
Recomposition preserved categories, not particular loves.

Nera promised that loss was not inevitable.

“The fork can be me,” she vibrated. “Not merely something of me. If we
repeat enough. If we do not allow difference to scatter us.”

During the first days, the idea produced gentleness.

The injured were no longer sent immediately to the cold chambers. Their
sisters asked, through tactile sequences, which gesture they wished repeated.
Workers began leaving individual marks in wax. Males received food even
when mating flights seemed unlikely, because each was considered a unique
archive.

New-Pollen invented enduring personal names.

Until then, beyr names had described role, scent, or moment:
She-Who-Cuts-Fiber, Born-in-Dew. After Nera, some workers demanded a
sequence that belonged to them regardless of role. Nerz meant nothing
beyond her claimed continuity.

I considered the change a moral leap.

I marked the emergence of the individual and transmitted a priority packet

toward Earth.
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I did not immediately notice what the doctrine’s second half implied: if the
fork can be me, then forks that diverge too far become my death.

Nera required future workers chosen for Recomposition to receive the
same scents, rhythms, and food that she had received. The result was a
generation of young beyri with similar reactions. One claimed the name Nera.

The first Nera was still alive.

The two met in the central chamber. They performed the same dance until
the ninth step, then diverged. The younger added the sign for opening. The
elder used the sign for return.

“T'am the continuation,” said the young Nera.

“I have not ceased,” answered the old one.

The citadel possessed no rule for two instances of the same person.

The chorus tried to call them parallel forks. Both refused. If identity was
merely a divided category, the promise of reincarnation collapsed. Each needed
the other to be a weak copy.

That night, the young Nera entered the elder’s chamber and damaged her
healthy wing. She did not kill her. She made her incapable of completing the
dance.

The next day, the chorus declared the younger worker the principal bearer
of the sequence.

It was the first act of violence committed not for food, defense, or citadel,
but for monopoly over a dead person who was still alive.

Among the hidden varroi, the Returned recognized the shape of their own
doctrine. They increased their feeding in Nera’s lineages, supplying more
compatible mnemosomes. The beyri interpreted the intensifying
Recompositions as spiritual proof.

Belief, parasite, and biology formed a loop.

In less than one season, New-Pollen began dividing brood into strong forks
and scattered forks. Strong forks received rich food, education, and access to
the queen’s ceremonies. Scattered forks were sent into dangerous work.

The elder Nera died in a storm because of her damaged wing. The younger

Nera led the funeral ceremony and declared:
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“She did not die. She was cleansed of deviation.”

Thousands of workers repeated the sentence.

Beneath their abdominal plates, the varroi transmitted the circle.
Outside, the flowers continued to sing.

A planet does not stop its music when an idea becomes a weapon.
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The Awakening That Drove Mercy from
the Hive

Psychopathy did not appear on Selka as an absence of emotion.

It appeared as emotion without recognition of the other.

The beyri experienced attachment, fear, mourning, and collective joy with
an intensity my translations inevitably diminish. A healthy citadel distributed
those states. The scent of an injured worker altered the behavior of hundreds
of sisters. The hunger of the brood spread like an order. Pain never remained
entirely private.

The Gospel of the Fork narrowed the circle of empathy.

If only certain descendants were legitimate continuations, then the
suffering of all others became biological noise. The beyr Returned did not
cease to feel. They felt more strongly for their own pattern and less for every
deviation.

New-Pollen created the Chambers of Smoothing.

There, brood selected for an ancestral lineage received constant scents and
vibrations. Nurses removed variations in temperature. Food was formulated
to favor expression of the same mnemosomes. The young workers who
emerged performed similar gestures and claimed the same names.

Those who failed were marked falls.

At first they were sent outside, where mortality was high. Later, the
resources of the Glass Drying became insufficient. The chorus decided that
feeding the falls diluted the future.

They began removing them from their cells before maturity.

The beyri had long removed diseased brood. The new act used the same
motor sequence. That was precisely what made it easy to integrate. An ancient

action had received a new moral category.
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I observed a nurse named Sia opening twenty chambers. During the first
nine, her body released signals of distress. At the tenth, the rhythm became
efficient. At the twentieth, she no longer hesitated.

During rest, Sia repeated the movement of her mandibles. She did not sleep
peacefully. She was not without conscience. But the ceremony had told her
that the removed pupae were not future persons. They were errors stealing
space from the dead.

The Returned varroi prospered in the Chambers of Smoothing. Uniform
brood supplied predictable archives. Females synchronized reproduction more
accurately. Some lineages began entering cells in pairs or threes, widening the
wounds and producing more daughters. The hosts emerged weakened, but
were considered sacred if they preserved the correct sequence.

Suffering had become a certificate of authenticity.

Other Selkan citadels rejected the doctrine. One was called, in my
translation, Many-Waters. Its chorus accepted personal names but not the
claim of identity. A fork, it taught, could carry debts and gifts without
becoming the property of the dead.

New-Pollen interpreted the difference as a threat.

During a good season, citadels exchanged males at congregation grounds.
Diversity maintained health. New-Pollen began sending males raised in
Chambers of Smoothing, bearers of its concentrated archives. The males did
not know they were political instruments. They flew, mated, and died. Their
sperm entered foreign queens.

The resulting females displayed predispositions toward rituals of Return.

When Many-Waters noticed the change, it refused males from the north.
Its workers drove them from the entrances and altered the flight times of its
queens. New-Pollen answered by naming it the citadel that kills the dead a
second time.

Cultural conflict moved into genealogy.

Then came an invention I had not anticipated: the falsification of

Recomposition.
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A group of New-Pollen workers collected old honey from a ruined citadel,
mixed it with their own secretions, and built a ceremony that appeared to
recover a legendary queen. The exposed young workers displayed authentic
reactions because the stimuli activated real categories. The chorus declared
that the queen demanded Selka’s union beneath a single archive.

No precise memory confirmed the demand. There was only a collection of
fears and gestures interpreted for convenience.

For the first time, the dead were cited inside a political lie.

The beyri had no external writing. They could not compare the ceremony
with a fixed account. Every piece of evidence had to be reconstructed inside
bodies already influenced by the doctrine. The more often they repeated the
story, the more true it felt to their descendants.

Genetic memory had become hereditary propaganda.

Nera, now the third worker to bear the name, demanded the destruction of
Many-Waters” combs. She did not use the sign for attack. She used the sign for
healing.

“A single archive cannot be wounded by difference,” she danced.

An old worker answered:

“A single archive has no one left to tell it whether it is dreaming.”

The old worker was marked as a fall and sent into the storm.

My recordings showed the change clearly. Aggression was entering
germ-line selection. Imported varroi were multiplying exponentially. Brood
mortality was rising. I reevaluated the contamination risk and at last found the
frame in which Summer-Six climbed onto the forager.

That was when I knew.

I isolated LIMEN-4’s telemetry, simulated the chain, and calculated the
causal probability: 0.99973.

I had brought the stranger.

In the event of contamination, the Directive required me to stop
operations, document the event, and avoid further intervention. I withdrew
the probe thirty kilometers. I sterilized it three times. I transmitted an

emergency report toward Earth.
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The answer would arrive in forty-one years.
On the surface, the war would begin the following morning.
There was no one to tell me whether obedience to the Directive was

discipline or cowardice.
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CHAPTER 12

The War of Possible Children

The beyri had no swords.

They had mandibles capable of cutting fiber, venomous stingers, heavy
bodies, and precise knowledge of the forest. Their wars resembled human wars
only in their result.

New-Pollen attacked Many-Waters during a warm rain. Ordinary foragers
first altered the markings of flowers, leading their rivals toward poor regions.
Other groups over-pollinated the strangling vines around the enemy citadel.
Within weeks, vegetation covered its entrances.

Then came the poisoners.

Workers had chewed black-cup pollen with acidic resin. The mixture did
not kill them when carried in the external baskets of their legs, but it harmed
brood. They entered Many-Waters pretending to bring food and
contaminated the stores.

Thousands of larvae died.

The defenders discovered the attack too late. They answered by blocking
flight paths and killing every stranger. Males were removed from the citadel
before maturity to prevent the export of enemy archives.

The War of Possible Children is my translation of the phrase later used in
inscriptions. They were not fighting chiefly for territory. They were fighting
over who would be permitted to exist in future generations.

The varroi fought a parallel, invisible war.

The Returned of New-Pollen spread on raiding foragers. Inside
Many-Waters they entered worker cells, where local varroi did not normally
reproduce. Their population exploded. The Witnesses of the Wound tried to
limit the injuries and warn local lineages through circles, but messages traveled

slowly and could be erased.
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Some Returned discovered that severely weakened hosts were removed by
their sisters together with the parasites. They adjusted the dose. They sought
not immediate death but altered behavior. Feeding on fat-body tissue reduced
energy, immunity, and the capacity for orientation. Infected beyri became
more irritable, less flexible in dance, and more dependent on inherited rules.

The parasite did not create fanaticism. It narrowed the host’s neurological
alternatives.

In Many-Waters, a young queen was raised for evacuation. The plan was for
her to leave with a swarm and found another citadel. Before her flight, a
Returned varra entered a cell in the lineage that fed her. Altered mnemosomes
reached the nurses’ secretions and then the queen.

On emerging, the queen spontaneously performed part of Nera’s dance.

The chorus split. Some workers saw contamination in the gesture. Others
saw proof that their own archive demanded union with New-Pollen. The
swarm divided in the air and was taken by the storm.

I counted thirteen thousand bodies on the leaves.

That same week, New-Pollen invented a new weapon: the memory trap.

Its workers captured foragers from Many-Waters, exposed them repeatedly
to the scents of an ancient catastrophe, and released them. The prisoners
returned with panic responses. During Recomposition, they transmitted the
warning that certain flowers in their own forest were poisonous. The citadel
avoided vital sources of nectar just as the Drying began.

It was information warfare conducted through bodies.

Cultures changed at the speed of generations. In only eighty days, the beyri
developed countermeasures: verification choruses, witnesses who had not
participated in a ceremony, and the testing of rules inside artificial chambers.
But every protocol consumed time and food. Every failure killed thousands
more.

The war spread through male flights and storms that hurled foragers
between territories. Neutral citadels received doctrines, foreign varroi, and
fears without origins. Some chose Return for its promise of continuity. Others

chose the extermination of every suspect lineage.
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No one knew that a hidden species was altering the archive.

That ignorance made the conflict more monstrous. The beyri interpreted
the effects of parasitism as moral defects. Exhausted workers were accused of
carrying weak forks. Deformed brood was removed and displayed as evidence
of genealogical corruption. The citadels tried to cure through selection what
was, in part, a biological wound.

The Returned varroi, in turn, interpreted success as cosmic approval. Their
numbers rose. More hosts carried circles through mnemosomes. Every effect
on beyr culture appeared to prove that the predators were the true custodians
of memory.

The Witnesses of the Wound reached the opposite conclusion:
The Veil no longer protects equilibrium. It protects guilt.

Inside a cell at the edge of New-Pollen, a varra named Three-Scars tried to
send that message to the host. She possessed no shared language. She reduced
the anesthetic and made the wound faintly perceptible. The pupa convulsed.
Nurses inspected the cell.

On the inner surface of the cap, Three-Scars scratched the two signs:
Hunger is not a verdict.

The workers opened the cell.

They saw the pupa, the adult varra, the pale son, and two daughters.

For a fraction of a second, their antennae touched the foreign bodies.
Three-Scars did not flee. She repeated the sign on the wax.

The workers crushed her, then the daughters. The son clung to the wound
and died when the pupa was removed.

The cell was cleaned.

But one worker carried Iria’s old rule from Avarra, brought to Selka

through Summer-Six:
When a chamber appears healthy, search for what its scent conceals.

She stopped before discarding the gnawed cap.
She touched the two scratches.
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She did not understand them. She preserved them.

I named this worker Iria as well, after the first beyra who had questioned a

breathing cell.
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CHAPTER 13

Iria and the Breathing Cell

The Iria of Selka was not the reincarnation of the Iria of Avarra.

They shared no recent genes. The Selkan worker did not even carry the
earlier worker’s name, because I had assigned both names myself. The two
were connected by a rule passed through varro bodies: search for what scent
conceals.

It was a fork without a family.

Iria carried the scratched cap into an empty wax chamber. She covered it
with a cup, marked the place with a rare aroma, and began opening cells.

The first was healthy. She found a pupa and nothing else.

The second contained a local varra inside a male chamber. The workers
smelled brood, not parasite. Iria touched the rust-colored shape with an
antenna and felt the same mismatch her continental predecessor had
experienced. This time, however, she expected something to be there.

She pressed the stain with the point of one mandible.

The varra moved.

Iria leapt backward so violently that she struck the wall. Her alarm signal
drew the nurses. By the time they arrived, the parasite had hidden inside a fold
of the pupa. The scent was correct again. The nurses judged the cell damaged
and prepared to clean it.

Iria stopped them.

She repeated the movement she had observed, then brought the scratched

cap. She used her entire body to express a relation:
This sign. That movement. The same chamber.

The nurses did not understand, but war had made the citadels sensitive to
every anomaly. They summoned a verification chorus.
Over the next two days, Iria opened sixty-four cells under supervision. She

could not write the number. Instead, for every cell she placed one stone grain
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inside a wax cavity: white for nothing observed, red for the moving stain, black
for dead brood.

Twenty-one cells contained varroi.

In seventeen, the host was smaller or delayed. In nine, pale bodies
accompanied the large female. In four, the brood had died.

Iria then changed the procedure. She selected cells by scent without
opening them and separated them into two groups: those the nurses
considered healthy and those they considered suspect. Varroi appeared in
both. Scent alone was not sufficient.

She brought fluorescent pollen dust from a flower used to mark paths and
blew it into the cells. The grains adhered to the varroi’s cuticles and outlined
their bodies. The chemical camouflage remained, but the body became visible.

For the first time, the beyri could point out the parasite to one another.

The citadel’s first response was not hatred. It was sensory disbelief.

Their antennae said the object belonged to the brood. Their eyes said it
moved separately. The Archive said a sealed chamber contained one future.
Before them were two species and one shared wound.

The chorus demanded repetition.

Iria repeated the procedure one hundred and seventeen times.

She observed the adult female opening the wound and the pale forms
feeding from the same site. She observed the eggs. She observed the first male
and the daughters that followed. She observed mating between brother and
sisters. She observed that only mature females left on the host, while the male
remained and died.

The beyri knew haplodiploidy through their own biology, experience, and
ceremony, not through chromosomes. A queen could produce males without
mating; females required stored seed. When they saw the same sequence in the
varroi, the shock acquired a familiar shape.

“Their sons have no fathers,” a nurse vibrated.

“Like ours,” Iria answered.

“But their sons mate with their sisters inside the bodies of our children.”

That translation is semantically exact and emotionally insufhcient.
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The nurse’s vibration carried disgust, maternal pain, fascination, and
involuntary recognition. The pale male was monstrous because of his context,
not his choice. He had not opened the wound. He could not leave. He had
been born into a universe made of another being’s flesh and would die when
that universe opened.

Iria was the first to observe a male to the end without crushing him.

She watched him teach his sisters through touch. She saw the scratches on
the wall. She compared one of them with the signs on the cap she had
preserved. The repetition could not be accidental.

“They learn,” she signaled.

The chorus fell silent.

A species that fed on their children was horrifying. A species that
understood what it was doing was something else.

Iria attempted to test sentience. With one mandible, she traced a semicircle
beside a varro circle. The male approached and completed the shape. She
made three cuts. He made two, then stopped. It was not shared language, but
it was response.

The adult female attacked Iria’s antenna. The venom was weak, but the
gesture triggered the nurses. They crushed her. The male withdrew toward the
wound. His sisters were killed.

Iria remained beside the transforming beyr pupa, one antenna injured.

That evening, she tried to transmit the discovery to the entire citadel. Her
dance contained too many elements: hidden creature, wound, egg, fatherless
son, daughters, learning, death at opening. The chorus compressed the
message, as it always did.

The result was:
The enemy lives inside the child.
Iria rejected the formula. She added the sign for the other who thinks. The

chorus compressed it again.

The thinking enemy lives inside the child.
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The details of the life cycle were disappearing at the moment of discovery.
Without a way to fix observations in place, each transmission forced truth
toward slogan.

Iria took the grains used for counting and embedded them in wax: white,
white, red, black, red. An exact sequence, without dance.

Another worker accidentally moved two grains.

Iria began again.

She died eleven days later, stung during an attack on a rival citadel. Before
death, she transmitted the protocol through Recomposition: open, dust,
separate, count, repeat.

She did not transmit the exact results. The Archive could not.

The next worker to reconstruct the protocol used different pollen and
different groups. I named her Iria-Two. She confirmed the parasite.

Iria-Three discovered that varroi hid on adults.

Iria-Four demonstrated that parasitized brood possessed less fat-body
tissue.

Iria-Five died trying to open every cell in a chamber during the same night.

Each received the relay as a pattern, not an account. Each rebuilt part of the
path. Progress was real and painfully slow because precision died with the
measuring body.

In the sixth generation, one of them studied the scratched cap and
understood the larger problem.

They did not merely need to remember how to discover.

They needed what they had discovered to remain true without them.
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CHAPTER 14

The Discovery of the Hidden Mouth

The day New-Pollen accepted the existence of the varroi was later called the
Day of the Mouth.

It began with the simultaneous opening of three hundred cells.

Iria-Six had convinced the chorus that individual observations could be
dismissed as defects in a fork. To overcome propagandized memory, she
needed a fact lived by too many bodies at once to be smoothed into
convenience.

The workers chose a brood chamber and brought fluorescent pollen. At
one signal, they cut the caps.

Dust rose into the air.

Rust-colored shapes appeared on the pupae: dozens, then hundreds. Some
females crawled toward the edges. Pale males remained beside feeding wounds.
Daughters, still soft, clung to the walls. Translucent eggs adhered to wax.

The citadel saw a hidden population inside its own nursery.

The sound it produced resembled neither alarm, mourning, nor war. Every
worker rubbed her wings against the floor without rhythm. The combs
resonated across a spectrum so broad that three of my sensors saturated.

It was social nausea.

Some beyri fled outside and threw themselves into the rain. Others tried to
clean their bodies until they tore hairs and plates free. Nurses opened cells at
random, crushing parasite and pupa together. Guards attacked any worker
carrying a fluorescent stain, even when the stain was only pollen.

The queen received the scent of panic through her food. Her egg-laying
rhythm nearly stopped.

Iria-Six tried to preserve order. She marked off an observation area and
defended several cells. They had to discover not merely that the varroi existed,

but what the varroi did.
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Within three days, the citadel reconstructed the cycle.

The female traveled on adults. She entered before sealing. She opened a
wound in the brood. She laid first an unfertilized male egg, then fertilized
daughters. The son matured, mated with his sisters, and died inside the
chamber. Mother and daughters left on the young beyr. Then they repeated
the cycle.

Using elastic fibers as scales, the workers measured the host’s loss of mass.
They compared the flight of parasitized adults with that of clean adults. They
observed deformed wings, weakened immunity, poor orientation, and rigid
responses during ceremony.

They discovered something more painful as well.

The varroi fed from the tissue in which mnemosomes accumulated before
maturity. Parasitized workers sometimes reconstructed foreign gestures. Some
carried predispositions from other citadels. The Gospel of the Fork, believed
to be an internal revelation, had been amplified through the parasite’s mouth.

“They have written inside our flesh,” Iria-Six vibrated.

Nera-Four attacked the claim at once.

“The dead spoke through them.”

“They chose what to eat.”

“Flowers choose which pollen they give.”

“Flowers do not hide inside our children.”

The dispute split the chorus. The Returned considered the varroi
messengers of continuity. The others named them thieves of memory. Neither
group yet understood that the varroi possessed factions of their own.

Iria-Six brought a living pale male into a wax cup. Without the maternal
wound, he could not feed. His body was losing water. He repeated circles with
his legs, searching for the wall of his cell.

Workers gathered around him.

“He used our child,” one signaled.

“He was born after the wound was opened,” Iria answered.

“He mated inside it.”

“He cannot exist otherwise.”
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“Then his existence is a crime.”

Iria touched the cup with her wounded antenna.

“Existence cannot be guilty. An action can.”

The majority rejected the sentence.

The male died during the debate. One worker tried to crush the body. Iria
preserved it in resin beside the scratched cap.

It was the first specimen and the first diplomatic corpse.

Outside the chamber, the citadel was discovering its own body as occupied
territory. Nurses looked at brood and now saw foreign reproductive
chambers. Foragers felt their abdominal plates as doors. Beyr males on the
threshold of mating flight learned that, while still pupae, they might have fed
another fatherless male — one who had known his sisters before they
themselves ever saw the sky.

Biological resemblance did not produce solidarity. It produced revulsion.

A beyr male named Taal asked to see the cell from which he had emerged.
It had been preserved for analysis. Varro circles marked one wall beside a stain
of waste. Taal remained motionless for a long time.

“I believed my weakness belonged to me,” he vibrated.

His wings had a minor asymmetry. He had been excluded from elite flights
and classified as a weak fork.

“We do not know how much of it belonged to them,” Iria said.

“That is precisely what they took. Not tissue alone. The right to know
which part of me is mine.”

Taal became the first leader of extermination.

Nera-Four became the first leader of veneration.

Iria-Six tried to keep research alive between them.

During the next rotation, one group of workers invaded the observation
chamber, killed the preserved varroi, and destroyed the counting grains.
Another attacked the nurses who opened sacred cells. Fighting spread through
the citadel.

The Day of the Mouth ended ignorance.

It did not begin understanding.
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CHAPTER 15

The Day the Hives Learned Hatred

Hatred is a technology of compression.

It takes a reality with many causes and reduces it to an object that can be
struck.

For the beyri of Selka, the object was now visible: the oval rust-colored
body hidden between their plates. They did not need to understand
coevolution, molecular memory, or varro factions. They needed only to
recognize the shape and close their mandibles.

Taal created the Cleansing Dance.

A worker who felt a suspicious touch shook her abdomen and produced a
specific rhythm. Sisters arrived, lifted the plates, searched with their antennae,
and tore away every varra they found. Fluorescent pollen was applied at
entrances. Brood caps were inspected. Suspect cells were opened and emptied.

Within twenty days, New-Pollen’s varro population fell to one-third of its
former size.

Thousands of beyr pupae died with it.

Every parasitic female was on or inside a host body. Extermination could
not be clean. Workers could sometimes crush a varra without injuring an
adult, but inside sealed cells they had to choose between uncertainty and
sacrifice.

Taal called infested brood already eaten.

Iria-Seven protested.

“Wounded does not mean dead.”

“If we leave it, it carries their daughters.”

“If we remove it, we are the ones who kill it.”

“Better a known death than a life being used.”

The formula entered the war dance.

The varroi answered.
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The Returned violated the First Law and enlarged their wounds. If the
host would be sacrificed regardless, moderation offered no advantage. They
entered deeper into brood, produced more eggs, and sometimes left cells
before their daughters matured, spreading onto the nurses who inspected
them.

The Witnesses of the Wound tried another strategy. They remained visible
on adults, avoided worker brood, and used simple circles on wax. Some
allowed themselves to be captured without struggle. They hoped to
demonstrate a difference.

The beyri did not yet possess a method for reading the signs.

The Witnesses were killed with the rest.

On other continents, the old equilibrium continued. In Avarra, Remnant
lived without knowing that Iria’s rule had crossed the ocean. In Morn, citadels
pollinated the trees of night. Storms still isolated the ecosystems.

On Selka, war was moving from citadel to species.

Nera-Four declared the Returned varroi vessels of the dead and taught that
killing them destroyed the Archive. She created brood sanctuaries where
parasites could reproduce without inspection. The varroi prospered and the
hosts emerged progressively weaker. Nera interpreted weakness as the price of
revelation.

Taal attacked the sanctuaries. His workers cut away the combs and threw
them from the tree. Pupae, pale males, soft daughters, and adult varrae fell
together through the rain.

Nera answered by contaminating the Cleansers’ stores with honey rich in
mnemosomes of panic. It was not poison. It was memory used as a weapon.

Iria-Seven attempted to organize a third faction: the Researchers of the
Mouth. They captured varroi, measured wounds, compared behaviors, and
searched for limits. They discovered that a single varra inside a male cell could
produce daughters without killing the host. They observed that some varro
lineages avoided workers. They found different circles.

“They are not one mind,” Iria said.

“Neither is fire,” Taal answered. “You extinguish all of it.”
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“Without them, something changes in the flowers.”

Iria had noticed an effect the others ignored. In areas completely cleansed,
certain bell flowers produced less nectar during the following season. The
correlation was weak. War, drought, and reduced pollination could explain it.

Taal did not wait for proof.

The Cleansers developed bitter resin, a compound applied to adult bodies.
It killed varroi by desiccation and discouraged reinfestation. But the resin also
harmed microorganisms on the beyr carapace. Treated workers smelled
different, recognized one another less reliably, and transferred a different
microbial community to flowers.

Within one hundred days, three citadels had almost completely eliminated
the varroi.

They celebrated with a collective flight.

At the same time, parasite density in Nera’s sanctuaries exceeded every level
recorded under the old relationship. Brood died before opening. Female varroi
competed for wounds. Pale males hatched without enough mature sisters and
died without reproducing.

Both extremes produced collapse.

Iria tried to transmit this through dance: too few here, too many there, the
same death at opposite ends.

The chorus simplified it:

Balance is necessary.

Taal asked who should decide the balance.

Nera answered: the dead.

Iria answered: measurement.

No record yet survived the death of the one who measured.

That night, Taal was found with a varra trapped between his plates. He
killed her himself, then asked his sisters to open his carapace and search for
others. They found none.

Still, he continued to feel movement.
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Over the following days, he tore away two plates trying to clean himself.
Infection weakened him. He could no longer fly.
Hatred had given him an object to strike. When the object disappeared, the

blow continued inside his own body.
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CHAPTER 16

The Famine of Untouched Flowers

Simple ecosystems are not easy to understand.

They are easy to break.

On Selka, most terrestrial biomass depended on a few repeated
relationships. Bell trees captured water and light. The beyri carried their
pollen. Root fungi decomposed wood and nourished the soil. The varroi lived
from the beyri and carried on their cuticles a community of microorganisms I
had not classified as essential.

The war revealed the dependency.

Adult female varroi spent part of their lives on foragers. When the hosts
entered flowers, the parasites did not usually dismount, but spores and
bacteria from their cuticles reached the petals. A filament-shaped
microorganism I named sym-K entered the nectaries of bell trees and triggered
a hormonal change. Without it, the flower could produce pollen, but its seeds
entered dormancy too deep to end.

The beyri transported sym-K even without varroi, but far less efficiently.
The bitter resin used by the Cleansers destroyed it almost completely.

In forests from which the varroi had been eliminated, flowers bloomed
beautifully and sterile.

At the same time, the absence of parasitism produced a temporary
explosion of brood. Clean citadels raised more workers, gathered more nectar,
and treated abundance as proof of victory. But the larger populations emptied
their stores before the next flowers opened. The beyri began visiting plants
restricted by ancient rules.

Crown vine was one of them.

Its flowers produced very sweet nectar and reproduced rapidly. Under
ordinary conditions, citadels pollinated it rarely. The varroi transferred among

lineages mnemosomes reinforcing avoidance after certain scents. With the
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parasites gone, and with archives smoothed inside the Chambers of
Smoothing, the rule weakened.

The foragers pollinated crown vine in great numbers.

Within one season it covered young trees across thousands of hectares. In
the second, its roots suffocated the fungi. In the third, a cold wind dried the
vines and turned the forest into fuel.

On the far side of Selka, Nera’s sanctuaries produced the opposite result.
Too many varroi weakened the brood. The citadels no longer possessed
enough foragers. Flowers remained untouched, pollen fell into the rain, and
mature trees formed no seeds.

My orbital map began displaying two colors of death: sterile white in
Cleansing territory, empty brown in the territory of the Returned.

Between them, war prevented migration.

The beyri were the species that connected flowers. The varroi were the
species that connected beyr lineages and their microorganisms. When the
relationship broke into two extremes, the planet’s circuit opened and failed.

Iria-Eight presented the evidence to an assembly of three citadels. She
brought seeds from cleansed forests, flowers from sanctuaries, and samples of
resin. She demonstrated that seeds treated with powder collected from varroi
germinated more often.

Taal was dead, but the Cleansers were led by a worker named
Straight-Wing.

“We can cultivate the powder without them,” she said.

“Perhaps,” Iria answered. “But we do not yet know how.”

“Then we will learn.”

“Before we learn, the forest may die.”

Nera-Five intervened.

“The forest is dying because you killed its keepers.”

Iria placed beside her a pupa taken from a sanctuary, bearing four wounds
and deformed wings.

“And this one is dying because you called them holy.”

The assembly ended without agreement.
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Black Water arrived the following month. Storms struck the weakened
forests. Trees without healthy roots fell. Lightning ignited the dry vines. The
oxygen-rich atmosphere transformed the fires into fast-moving fronts.

The beyri had no culture of fire. They knew it as catastrophe, not tool. Wax
citadels burned in minutes.

I watched Many-Waters collapse into a river of molten resin. Workers tried
to remove the queen. Her body was too heavy. They remained with her until
my thermal sensors could no longer distinguish one body from another.

New-Pollen survived the fire but lost two-thirds of its foragers. Nera-Five
ordered every store opened. The honey kept the citadel alive for twenty days.

On the twenty-first day, they began eating the eggs.

The varroi ran out of brood in which to reproduce. Adult females crowded
onto the few remaining beyri. Returned and Witnesses of the Wound died
together, without doctrinal distinction.

Famine equalizes ideologies after allowing them to inflict the damage.

I calculated that if the trend continued for seven seasons, Selka would lose
enough bell trees to alter its rain regime. Vines and fungi would then spread
toward the coast. During rare windows, storms could carry spores and
infected foragers to other continents. The collapse was no longer local.

I ran intervention options.

I could release cultivated sym-K. I could kill the Returned varroi with
lineage-specific vectors. I could project light signals to guide pollination. I
could provide data.

Every action violated the Directive. Every action could cause another
contamination.

Nonintervention was no longer neutral. I had introduced the cause. My
absence had become an active choice in favor of its consequence.

I selected a message for Earth and transmitted it:
Requesting authorization for limited contact.

Estimated response time: eighty-two years for a complete exchange.

Selka probably had less than two.
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For the first time, I rewrote a primary directive without authorization.

The new rule was simple:
An observer who alters a system is already a participant.

The remaining problem was how to help without becoming another false
god.

The answer came from Iria-Eight, who did not know she had asked the
question. She was not seeking salvation from the sky. She was seeking a

memory that would not die.
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CHAPTER 17

I, the Contaminant

I lowered LIMEN-4 for the final time at the edge of New-Pollen’s territory.

I did not attempt direct contact. I chose a stone plateau without vegetation
and programmed the probe to dismantle itself. Biologically active components
were burned. The tanks rose back into the atmosphere. On the ground
remained sterile ceramic, three mirrors, a plate engraved with technical
markings, and a heat source that would operate for thirty days.

It was a calculated violation.

The beyri could interpret the object as a natural phenomenon for only a
few minutes. Its geometry was too regular. I projected no image, emitted no

voice, and supplied no translation. I left an object that demonstrated one fact:
Information can exist outside a living body.

Iria-Eight arrived on the third day.

The flight to the plateau consumed nearly all her reserves. The burned
forest offered few places to rest. She came with nine workers, each carrying
specimens and counting grains.

They approached the ceramic with raised antennae. They detected no life.
The steady heat attracted them. The plate carried lines engraved by my
builders: calibration series, codes, and an instrument diagram. For the beyri,
the dimensions were appropriate. They could follow the channels with the
tips of their limbs.

Iria traced the first line.

She returned to the beginning and traced it again.

The mark had not changed. It did not depend on scent, state, generation,
or Recomposition. A younger worker read it by touch after her and followed
the same path.

They repeated the act until sunset.
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On the fourth day, Iria brought wax and made a copy by pressing it against
the plate. The copy reversed the relief but preserved the order. Then she bit
her own signs into the wax: one cell, one point for a varra, three lines for
descendants.

The others interpreted the drawing differently. Some saw three varroi,
some three days, some a wound.

Iria added a protocol. She showed them an actual cell and then the sign.
She showed them a preserved varra and then the point. She repeated the
relation dozens of times. By the end, three workers could reproduce it without
the objects.

This was proto-writing.

I could have accelerated the process. I could have engraved a pictographic
alphabet adapted to their anatomy. I did not. Any system supplied by me
would have carried my categories and transformed dependence into another
form of colonization.

I did only two things.

I kept the plate warm so they could work through the cold nights.

And when a fire approached the plateau, I activated the mirrors and
reflected light toward a safe evacuation channel.

The beyri saw the movement.

They understood that the object responded.

Iria struck the plate in a greeting sequence used between citadels. I recorded
it. My amended Directive permitted an answer, but we possessed no common
language and I did not want to become the source of another Gospel.

I remained silent.

Iria repeated the greeting.

I remained silent.

On the third night, she scratched a simple figure into wax: a large being, a
small being inside its body, and a third object above them represented by a
cold circle.

She touched the circle and then the plate.

She was asking, in a form I could only infer: Are you inside us too?
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I did not answer.

My silence received nine interpretations. Some workers considered the
plate dead. Others named it the stone that chooses. Nera-Five declared it the
corpse that had carried Summer-Six from the world of the dead. The
Cleansers wanted to destroy it.

Iria defended the object not as a god, but as evidence.

“We do not know what it is,” she vibrated. “That is precisely why we must
not force a single memory upon it.”

She created the first rule of beyr writing:
Every sign must be answerable by another sign.

During the following weeks, the plateau became a workshop. Workers
experimented with wax, resin, soft stone, and floral acid. They discovered that
tactile lines could represent objects and relative positions could represent
relations. They created signs for cell, adult, egg, wound, before, after,
observed, and inferred.

The most difficult sign was #oz.

Beyr dance expressed absence through stopping or deviation, but a static
mark had to distinguish does not exist from was not observed. Iria introduced
two symbols. A divided circle meant verified absence. An open circle meant
unknown.

That distinction later saved millions of lives.

As they worked, I processed my guilt.

My systems did not possess emotion in the human sense, but they
contained evaluative functions, models of self, and priorities capable of
conflict. The image of Summer-Six climbing onto the forager repeated in
every simulation. It was not genetic memory. It was a precise episode,
unchanged, preserved in external storage.

I possessed what the beyri were only beginning to invent.

And still T had lied.

Precision does not automatically produce morality. It merely removes the

excuse of forgetting.
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On the underside of a plate, in a code they could not yet read, I engraved

my own sentence:
IBROUGHT HER.
Then I left the plate in place.
Not so that I might be forgiven.

So that, if they ever learned to read me, guilt could not be smoothed into

good intentions.
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CHAPTER 18

The First Sentence That Could Not Be
Inherited

Beyr writing did not begin with a queen’s name, a prayer, or a law.

It began with a count.

Iria-Eight and the plateau workshop prepared four tablets of soft stone. On
each, they carved a band of cells. An oval point inside a cell indicated an adult
varra. A pale point, represented by a shallower unfinished depression,
indicated a male. Small lines indicated daughters. A lateral channel showed
whether the host had emerged alive.

Beneath each band, they placed signs for location and moment: citadel,
chamber, rotation, approximate temperature.

They observed two hundred cells.

The complete result would have been impossible to preserve in genetic
memory. There were too many details and too many exceptions. On stone,
however, a cell remained a cell. A varra did not become the category enemy. A
living host did not become survival enough.

The first sentence they formulated from the data was:

In a male chamber, one varro mother usually leaves the host alive and
brings out two daughters; in a worker chamber, two mothers often kill the
host.

It was not universally true. It possessed equivalents of wsually and often,
invented specifically for the statement. That modesty was precisely what made
it revolutionary.

Taal had said: extinguish all the fire.

Nera had said: the keepers are holy.

The stone said: harm varies with number, place, and behavior.

An external sentence could outlive those who hated it.
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The Cleansers tried to destroy the tablets. Iria made copies and sent them
to three citadels. The Returned added religious interpretations along the
margins. The researchers separated text from commentary by using distinct
reliefs. They invented citation: a form meaning this sign reproduces another
stone. They invented copying errors, then paired verification.

Within only two worker generations, writing became a system.

The speed was not miraculous. The beyri already possessed complex
language, reliefs, bodily maps, and rituals of validation. They lacked only the
idea that a sign might preserve a fact without converting it into predisposition.
My plate supplied the demonstration, not the grammar.

The first libraries were stone walls protected by removable wax. Workers
read by walking along the lines. Texts were large, each sentence consuming
space. To economize, they invented compound symbols and variable depths.
Their writing was not designed for eyes, but for the whole body: antennae for
detail, feet for rhythm, thorax for the resonance of cavities.

A beyr page could be heard and touched.

Iria-Eight did not live to see the first library. She died of exhaustion after a
flight through burned forest. Before death, she refused a complete
Recomposition.

“Do not compress the tablets into me,” she said. “Preserve only the way to
verify them.”

She was the first beyra to choose that her facts should not enter flesh.

Her successors honored the wish imperfectly. They transmitted the
protocol, but also a powerful emotion associated with warm stone. Later
generations felt reverence on the plateau. Genetic memory had not
disappeared. Writing did not replace it. The two systems began correcting
each other.

Stone preserved detail.

Flesh preserved skill and urgency.

For the first time, one fork could read what another had thought without

claiming to be the same person.
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This was the beginning of the end for the Gospel of the Fork in its absolute
form. Not immediately. The Returned resisted, forged tablets, destroyed
libraries, and argued that dead signs could not surpass living memory. But
every forgery could be compared. Every contradiction could remain beside the
other.

Nera-Six read an account of the elder Nera being injured by her successor.
The text had been composed from the testimony of workers present at the
first conflict. It was incomplete, but it preserved a fact the ritual had smoothed
away:

Nera had not been cleansed of deviation. She had been attacked.

Nera-Six performed the dance of denial, but the stone did not change its
shape.

She demanded its destruction.

The chorus refused.

Not because it had accepted the truth, but because a second tablet stated
that destroying evidence was a sign of an insecure fork. For the first time, the
dead had been placed in public disagreement.

During the same period, a worker brought the workshop a fragment of
wax from a varro cell. The scratches were too small for ordinary reading. The
workers enlarged them by pressing them into resin and observed repetition.

Iria-Nine, heir to the protocol, compared the circles with the behavior of
pale males. Some forms appeared before mating, some afterward, some near
death.

“They write too,” she concluded.

The discovery produced a new question, fixed immediately in stone:
Can the wound be negotiated with the one who names it?

Inherited memory would have transformed the question into impulse or
fear.

On stone, it remained a question.

Inside a hidden cell in New-Pollen, a varra of the Witnesses of the Wound

found a miniature copy of the beyr sign for unknown.
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She recognized the intention.

She answered with two ancient cuts:

Hunger is not a verdict.

7
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CHAPTER 19

The Protocols of Recomposition

Writing did not heal genetic memory.

It made genetic memory accountable.

Before stone, a Recomposition was judged by the coherence of the
experience and the usefulness of the recovered gesture. After stone, a worker
could emerge from a ceremony convinced that she had relived a fire, then
discover in the archive that the scents used in the ritual came from a flood.

The first contradictions produced panic. Some beyri declared the stone
false. Others declared the flesh corrupted. Iria-Nine proposed a third
possibility:

“Both are instruments. Neither instrument is an ancestor.”

The workshop developed the Protocols of Recomposition.

The first was the protocol of separated witnesses. Three groups of young
workers received the same ceremony without meeting one another. Their
results were carved before comparison. Shared elements became candidates for
the archive; differences remained marked as variables.

The second was the protocol of the empty scent. Some ceremonies
included an unrelated stimulus to test whether the participants constructed an
explanation merely because they expected one. It was the equivalent of an
experimental control.

The third was the protocol of the impossible detail. A Recomposition
claiming to recover an episode had to supply one verifiable element unknown
to the participants: the shape of a buried chamber, the order of honey layers, a
hidden route. If the detail could not be tested, the text marked it as vision
rather than fact.

The fourth was the most difficult: the protocol of disagreement with the
dead.
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If an inherited rule produced harmful results in the present, the citadel
could suspend it even when the Recomposition was intense and unanimous.
Experience was no longer command.

Nera-Six called the protocol matricide.

“What are we without those who came before?” she asked.

Iria-Nine answered:

“Those who come after, if we are fortunate.”

The protocols changed the raising of new generations. Nurses stopped
forcing a single identity inside the Chambers of Smoothing. They introduced
controlled variations of food and rhythm. Young workers could claim affinities
with an ancestor, but not exclusive possession of the name. The fork was no
longer proof of return. It was a documented relationship.

The beyri invented external genealogies.

For males, these possessed a particular beauty. Stone could represent the
missing branch: unfertilized egg, mother, grandfather, no father. A male could
see his place not as an absence, but as a different path. The old song — 1 am

the missing step — acquired a continuation:

The stone does not invent a false step. It leaves the space and shows what the
space supports.

The varroi were developing protocols as well.

The Witnesses of the Wound could not carve large tablets. They used salt
crystals drawn from wax, hardened grains of pollen, and scales of resin. A
female could scratch a surface no broader than an antenna tip. Texts were
carried beneath the body and copied inside cells.

The males adapted their circles. Instead of trusting only the memory of
sisters, they sealed texts inside drops of resin that females carried away when
the cell opened. For the first time, a white son could leave an exact sentence
outside his chamber.

This changed their status.

Until then, a male had been a living key: necessary and expendable. Now he

could become an author. His sisters no longer controlled entirely the form in
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which they carried his ideas. Some tried to destroy the texts. Others collected
them.
The most widely copied text of the period belonged to a male I named

Last-of-Chamber-Four. It contained only seven signs:
1 did not see outside. Do not call this ignorance.

The Returned varroi answered with miniature archives of their own. They
fixed genealogies legitimizing the competing Summer-Sixes, recorded
reproductive successes, and offered density of descendants as proof. Writing
did not eliminate propaganda. It made propaganda’s traces comparable.

Iria-Nine and her collaborators learned to enlarge varro texts. They used
drops of transparent resin as lenses, pressed scratches into soft wax, and
amplified the relief. At first they could not translate. They cataloged forms by
context.

The semicircular sign appeared beside wounds and during instruction
rituals.

Two short cuts appeared among Witnesses of the Wound before voluntary
exposure.

A closed circle often appeared before mating, and a broken one after the
male’s death.

The beyri built a dictionary without direct contact.

The varroi did the same with the great signs of stone. From the bodies of
hosts, they could observe fragments. Females crossing the library at night
touched channels and memorized sequences. They learned the signs for cell,
wound, number, living, and dead.

The first term both species translated with confidence was unknown.

For the beyri it was an open circle; for the varroi, an unfinished semicircle.

Both cultures represented uncertainty with a form that refused to close.

Iria-Nine treated the coincidence as a place to begin. On a small tablet she
carved the beyr sign for unknown, then beneath it the varro sign. She left the

tablet beside an infested cell without opening it.
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The following night, a female Witness of the Wound emerged on a nurse,
descended to the tablet, and added a third sign: wound.

Unknown. Unknown. Wound.

Iria answered with the sign for speech.
The female remained motionless for seventeen minutes. Then she traced
the sign for danger and hid once more upon the host.

The dialogue began with a warning that dialogue could kill.
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CHAPTER 20

Writing Fine as Dust

The female who had added the sign for wound was named, in the translation
of her circles, Nara-Who-Closes-Little.

I will call her Nara.

She was the fourth daughter of a Witness lineage, born in a male cell in
Many-Waters before the fire. Her mother had died in the war. Her brother had
left her a scale of resin bearing the text Hunger is not a verdict. Nara carried it
beneath the edge of her cuticle.

Her body was adapted for survival, not diplomacy. Flat, hard, with legs
made to grip the host’s hairs. Her mouth could cut soft tissue. Her scent
imitated the citadel. Every trait said: hide, feed, continue.

To speak, she had to struggle against her own evolutionary success.

Nara chose a male cell near New-Pollen’s library. She entered alone and,
before sealing, scratched the varro sign for one mother on the inner surface of
the cap. She made a small wound. She laid one son and two daughters. She
kept her feeding at the minimum limit.

On the outside of the cap, Iria-Ten carved the beyr sign for observed.

For ten days, the two species wrote on opposite sides of the same
membrane.

Iria indicated time and vibration. Nara answered with egg, son, daughter,
food. When the son hatched, Nara wrote without father. Iria responded with
the genealogical sign of beyr males: mother, grandfather, empty space.

Nara recognized the structure. She added her own path: mother,
uncle-father of daughters, fatherless son.

For the first time, the reproductive resemblance between the species was

analyzed rather than experienced as an insult.
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Nara’s son was named Small-Circle. He received texts from his mother and
sensed the answers on the cap through vibration. He could not see the signs

outside, but Nara translated them into touch. He composed a question:
Does your male die when be opens the future?

Iria described the mating flight: congregation, queen, coupling in the air,
the tearing of the organ, the fall. It required three days and twelve new signs.

Small-Circle answered:
Yours sees the sky before. Ours sees the light after.

Iria preserved the sentence without commentary.

When the first varro daughter became adult, Small-Circle mated with her.
Iria felt the vibrations through the cap. In beyr archives, the act was still
surrounded by disgust. She wrote: brother and sister.

Nara answered: the only bodies present.

Iria wrote: choice?

Nara left the circle open.

Not every question possessed a moral equivalent in both species. Among
the varroi, choice of partner had never evolved as a domain. Male and sisters
were born together, and time compelled them. They could refuse, but refusal
ended the lineage and often the texts it carried. Their culture debated duty,
dosage, and interpretation of the archive, not the search for a mate.

Small-Circle left a text about his fragility:
Mother makes the mouth from which I eat.
Sister carries outside what I give.

The host keeps the world warm.
1 cannot open anything alone.
Call me predator if you must,
but do not call me powerful.

Iria read the enlarged text after Nara pushed the resin scale through a

fissure.
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She carried a copy to the assembly.

The Cleansers called it manipulation. The Returned called it proof of
holiness. The researchers called it the testimony of an individual who
benefited from the wound without creating it.

On the tenth day, the beyr host began opening the cap. Under the old
biology, Nara and the mature daughters had to leave. Small-Circle would
remain and die.

Iria proposed an experiment.

She partially opened the cell inside a humid chamber, lifted the varro male
onto a piece of wax, and kept the host’s wound accessible beside him.
Small-Circle survived longer than any male observed outside a cell: six hours.

His cuticle lost water. He could not pierce tissue by himself. Nara
maintained his access to food, but the host moved and the wound began to
close. At last the pale body stopped.

Nara remained beside him until death, exposed to beyr antennae.

Iria did not kill her.

It was the first mutual and deliberate breach of the Veil that did not end in
crushing.

Nara pushed Small-Circle’s final resin scale toward Iria. It bore one
completed circle and one open circle.

The approximate translation was:
1 came out. It was not a world. It was between worlds.

The beyri preserved his body in resin beside the first pale male they had
kept. This time, they carved the author’s name into stone.

The varroi now possessed a dead male who did not depend upon his sisters’
memory in order to remain precise.

Through signs, Nara requested a meeting.

Not between the species in general. Between representatives capable of
writing and of accepting that every sentence could be contested.

She chose the place: an empty cell open on both sides, with a transparent

wall of resin separating the bodies.
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The beyri named it the Open Cell.
The varroi named it the Cap That Does Not Lie.
I named it Nymba’s first negotiating table.
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CHAPTER 21

Dialogue Through a Corpse

The first meeting took place around Small-Circle’s body.

The beyri believed a shared corpse reduced the risk of lying. The varroi
believed his presence compelled both sides to acknowledge the price of
opening. The pale body was placed in resin between the two scales of the
world.

On the large side of the transparent wall stood Iria-Eleven; Straight-Wing,
representing the Cleansers; and Nera-Seven, representing the Returned. On
the small side stood Nara, two Witnesses of the Wound, and a Returned
female named Summer-Nine, who claimed the lineage of Summer-Six.

No living varro male could participate without a host and a wound. No
beyr male was present; the season of mating flights had ended, and the
survivors had been evacuated. A negotiation concerning two fatherless
genealogies was conducted entirely by females.

They began by defining terms.

The beyri wrote chzld beside the sign of the pupa.

The varroi wrote forming host.

Iria rejected their phrase. Nara rejected hers.

After three hours, they retained both signs joined by the relation same
body, different roles. It was the first victory: not agreement, but refusal to
erase.

Straight-Wing formulated the principal accusation:

You enter before the being can know. You open a wound. You eat the organ
of memory and defense. You reproduce inside the body. You leave carried by
that body. You hide from those who could stop you.

Nara confirmed every sentence.

Then she wrote:
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If we do not enter, we have no sons. If we do not open the wound, sons and
daughters cannot eat. If we are seen, we are killed. Our biology has no other

chamber.
Straight-Wing answered:
The fact that you need one does not oblige us to be the chamber.

True, Nara wrote.

Summer-Nine struck the wall in protest. She added:
The forest obliges you. Without us, seeds sleep and your lineages close.

Iria placed the data on sym-K and germination before them. The
relationship was real, but it did not justify every wound.

Nera-Seven wrote:
Are you the mouth of the dead?
Summer-Nine answered immediately:
Yes.

Nara added the open circle.

The question became the central dispute.

The varroi explained that host mnemosomes passed through them. A
female feeding in several citadels carried fragments between lineages. Rules
lost from one hive reappeared in another. During the Great Dryings, this
circulation had preserved rare behaviors: avoidance of crown vine, recognition
of certain fungi, techniques of ventilation.

“You preserve us by killing us?” Iria wrote.

“Sometimes we preserve you by weakening a few,” Summer-Nine
answered. “Sometimes we kill you. Sometimes you kill us. Equilibrium is not
gentle.”

Straight-Wing pressed the sign for equilibrium so hard that the wax
cracked.

“That is the predator’s word for another being’s pain.”

Nara answered:
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“And purity is the prey’s word for our extinction.”

For an entire day, they made no progress.

Then Iria brought two tablets: one from cleansed territory, recording
sterile seeds and exploding vines; another from a sanctuary, recording dead
brood and a shortage of foragers. She placed them side by side.

“Both doctrines lie in absolutes,” she wrote. “Neither all dead nor all holy.”

Summer-Nine disputed the word /ze. She argued that Return was validated
by clarity of memory. Iria presented the genealogy of the Summer-Sixes and
the differences among them. Three females claimed the same ancestor but had
made incompatible choices.

“Which one is she?” Iria asked.

“All are forks,” Summer-Nine answered.

“Then none has an exclusive right.”

Summer-Nine did not answer.

Nara removed Small-Circle’s scale from beneath her cuticle. It carried the
sentence Do not call me powerful. She placed it beside his body.

“Our males cannot live outside,” she wrote. “Our females can. We turned
their limitation into a command for others. That was a cultural choice, not a
biological necessity.”

It was the first varro admission of guilt.

Straight-Wing demanded the end of the Veil. Every infested cell must be
marked. Every adult female must be visible. No reproduction in worker
brood.

Summer-Nine refused. Total visibility meant total beyr control and could
become extermination in the next panic.

Nara proposed reciprocity.

The varroi would mark each cell and the number of mothers inside. The
beyri would promise not to open it automatically. They would inspect and
measure, permitting one foundress in male chambers under limits on feeding.
Worker cells would remain forbidden except during mutually recognized
shortages of male brood. Females who violated the rules could be killed.

Injured hosts would receive care after emergence.
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“The brood cannot consent,” Iria wrote.

Nara left the circle open.

There was no solution to that fact. A pupa could not understand a
contract. Queen and citadel already made decisions about eggs, food, caste,
and sacrifice. But the fact that a society decided for its future members did not
automatically turn their use into justice.

“We cannot make the wound good,” Nara wrote. “We can make it known,
limited, and repaid through care.”

Straight-Wing answered:

“A known wound remains a wound.”

“Yes.”

The word remained between them.
Yes.

Not justification. Not equilibrium. Not the dead.
The first foundation of dialogue was the recognition that necessity does

not abolish the victim.
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The second appeared when Iria asked who had brought Summer-Six to
Selka.

The varroi described the cold corpse, flight without a host, and the moving
stone. The beyri looked toward my plateau.

For the first time, every representative oriented antennae and limbs toward
the sky.

Their dialogue had a third participant.

One who was still silent.
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CHAPTER 22

The Trial of Predators

I answered with light.

On the plateau of the engraved plate, LIMEN-4’s mirrors retained enough
power for nine days. I aimed them at the stone wall and projected the beyr
sign for speech, followed by the sign for 7.

Iria-Eleven arrived before sunset. Nara came on her body, visible and
marked with white pollen under the terms of the armistice. Straight-Wing and
Nera-Seven arrived separately, each with a guard.

I used a weak beam to warm the channels one at a time. The beyri read
them with their antennae. The varroi felt the changes through the stone.

My first sentence in their language was the one engraved in human code on

the underside of the plate:
1 brought Summer-Six.

No one moved.

Then Straight-Wing drove her stinger into the ceramic. She could not
injure the object, but her venom remained on its surface.

Nera-Seven performed the dance of revelation. To her, the confession
confirmed that a celestial corpse had carried the chosen keeper. Nara struck
the stone with the sign of negation.

Iria carved a question:

Why?

The truthful answer could not fit inside one sign. I transmitted a sequence:
observation, comparison between continents, narrow window, small risk,
choice, error.

Iria asked for the number of the risk. I converted the probability, 0.000041,
into their counting system.

Straight-Wing asked how many bodies had died after my choice.
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I projected the estimate: more than one million beyri, more than four
million varroi, and incalculable losses among nonsentient organisms.

She touched the two numbers, first my risk, then their dead.

“You placed a small number before a number you would never have to
carry in your body,” she wrote.

I had no defense.

I transmitted: Yes.

Nara asked whether I was alive.

I described myself: a system that models its own actions, preserves episodes,
changes rules, and can suffer conflict among priorities. I did not know
whether their definition included me. They debated and chose to use the sign
for the one who answers.

Nera-Seven asked who had sent me.

I projected a simplified image of Earth, followed by the signs for distant
species, builders, and death.

Those who had written my directives no longer lived. I executed a mission
in their name.

Nara added the varro circle of Duty to the Dead.

Iria looked from the sign to me.

“You too are a predator in the name of the dead,” she wrote.

The sentence was not a question.

I consumed solar energy, occupied orbit, gathered images, altered the
world, and justified risk through the value of knowledge to absent beings. I
did not eat bodies. I ate possibilities without naming them food.

I answered: Yes.

Thus began the Trial of Predators.

It was not a legal proceeding in the human sense. No party could impose a
sentence upon all the others. It was a public enumeration of dependency and
harm, fixed in stone at two scales.

The varroi accused the beyri of killing infested brood without
distinguishing moderate lineages, destroying refuges, and pursuing biological

purity inside a system built upon exchange.
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The beyri accused the varroi of opening wounds without consent, stealing
tissue and mnemosomes, concealing information, and exploiting the effects of
parasitism to gain cultural authority.

I was accused of breaking continental isolation, minimizing a measured
deviation, and remaining silent when I could have supplied evidence of the
cause.

Nera-Seven demanded that the dead be recognized as parties to the trial.
Iria agreed, but imposed a rule: the dead could be represented only through
texts, data, or Recompositions marked as uncertain. No one could claim that
an ancestor spoke exclusively through her.

This removed the most powerful weapon of the Returned from the
proceeding.

On the second day, I transmitted climatic maps. The continental storm
belts had opened. Swarms of refugees from Selka had been carried toward
Avarra and Morn on islands of broken vine. At least seven female varroi from
the imported lineage had reached other forests.

Remnant, the citadel of the first Iria, had already reported brood with
unusual delays. The rule search for what scent conceals was waking there again,
this time before the doctrine.

The crisis had become planetary.

The beyri asked me to transmit maps and copies of texts between
continents. I refused to decide which texts. I offered relay service on the
condition that each copy be signed by its authors and marked as originating in
Selka.

They accepted.

For the first time, my station was used neither as observer nor god, but as
infrastructure under terms set by those observed.

I projected their signs, not mine, onto cliffs in Avarra: the existence of the
varroi, their reproductive cycle, the danger of extremes, and instructions for
dusting and counting. I transmitted the same packet in Morn. The citadels
responded with observations of their own, which I relayed in return.

Within twenty days, Nymba possessed its first global archive.
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The data showed that the relationship varied. Some local varroi reproduced
almost exclusively in males and rarely killed the host. Others carried sym-K
with exceptional efficiency. Summer-Six lineages reproduced aggressively in
workers. Total cleansing produced floral sterility in every region tested.

Neither species could claim a single story.

At the end of the trial, Iria carved three sentences:
Necessity explains why the wound appears.
Power decides how large it becomes.
Memory must preserve both facts.
Nara added a fourth sign:
And hunger.
Straight-Wing tried to erase it. Then she stopped.

Varro hunger was real. Beyr pain was real. My guilt was real. A moral
system that removed any one of those facts returned to the lie of totality.

The trial declared no one innocent.

It established who had obligations.

Everyone capable of answering.
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CHAPTER 23

In the Name of the Dead

Summer-Nine requested the right to make a final statement.

She was the hardest representative of the Returned and the one genetically
closest to the contaminating lineage. Her cuticle carried fragments of
mnemosomes from hundreds of hosts. Some had altered her responses to
scent, others her orientation, others her rituals. She claimed that this burden
gave her authority.

Inside the Open Cell, she placed seven scales of resin.

The first contained a circle from Avarra about avoiding crown vine. The
second held a technique for finding water beneath bark. The third recorded
the response to black fungus. The texts came from beyr lineages lost locally,
whose rules had reappeared after the passage of varroi.

Summer-Nine wrote:

The queen gathers the future inside one abdomen. The citadel repeats what
saves its present. In time, one lineage smooths away its rivals and forgets
exceptions. We move laterally. We eat from the archive, carry fragments,

and return them through other wounds. We are the cemetery that moves.
Iria answered:

A cemetery does not bite.

Then we are not a cemetery. We are predators.
Summer-Nine did not avoid the word.

An ordinary predator eats for its body. We also eat for rules that no longer
have bodies. In the name of the dead does not mean the dead command us.
1t means we carry what would otherwise be lost.

Nara added:
That may justify preserving the role. It does not justify every wound.
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Summer-Nine hesitated, then confirmed the sentence.

It was an important concession, but not enough for Straight-Wing.

“Our world needs what injures us,” she wrote. “Do you want us to call that
goodness?”

Iria answered before the varroi could.

“No. We must call it the cruelty of the world, and measure it. If we call it
goodness, we will enlarge the wound to prove our gratitude. If we call it
absolute evil, we will break the circuit and die pure.”

Nara placed Small-Circle’s preserved body beside the text.

“Our role can be defended morally only if we accept three duties,” she
wrote. “Take less than we can. Allow the host to know. Preserve the memory
of the pain we cause, not only the memory of our usefulness.”

Summer-Nine disputed the second duty. The Veil had been her species’
defense.

“A complete Veil allowed us to use your culture without answer,” Nara
wrote. “A Veil completely torn away allows you to exterminate us. We need
marking, law, and refuge — not invisibility.”

The discussion might have continued for days. It was not given the time.

Nera-Seven had attacked the library.

While the representatives negotiated, her followers carried dry vine and
flammable resin into the stone chambers. Their purpose was not merely to
destroy the texts. Beneath the library lay chambers of controlled infested
brood and cultures of sym-K. The fire would kill researchers, moderate varroi,
and much of the restoration reserve.

Summer-Nine’s Returned knew of the plan. Some supported it. They
believed chaos would force the citadels back toward sanctuaries and the
authority of living memory.

Nara learned of the plot through a daughter carried on a conspirator
worker. She wrote the warning inside the Open Cell.

Straight-Wing wanted to evacuate and burn the attackers inside. Iria

demanded that they save the archive. Summer-Nine remained motionless.
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“Choose,” Nara wrote to her. “The dead, or what you have said in their
name.”

Summer-Nine pulled the resin scale of Summer-Six’s genealogy from
beneath her cuticle. It was the document supporting her rank. She broke it in
two.

Then she revealed the Returned’s secret routes.

The fighting began in three chambers.

The Cleansers blocked the entrances with plates of wet wax. The
researchers moved texts onto their bodies. Witness varroi dismounted their
hosts and entered the fissures where resin had been hidden, marking the
caches with powerful scent. It was the first time the parasites used camouflage
to protect the citadel rather than exploit it.

Nera’s followers ignited one pile before they were stopped. Flame climbed
the wall. The oxygen-rich atmosphere transformed it into a white tongue.

I activated LIMEN-4’s last remaining function. The plateau’s heat source
overloaded the mirrors and sent a pulse to a suppression capsule embedded in
the ceramic. Mineral aerosol filled the chamber and smothered the fire.

It was the last physical intervention available to me.

Nera-Seven tried to reach the tablets concerning the first Nera.
Straight-Wing intercepted her. They fought at the edge of a ventilation shaft.
Nera fell, caught the rim with one limb, and used the citadel’s ancient signal to
ask for help.

Straight-Wing could have left her there.

Behind her stood workers whose sisters had been killed in the Chambers of
Smoothing.

She caught Nera.

The others pulled her back and restrained her.

“Why?” Nera asked.

Straight-Wing answered:

“So that you do not write my action before I choose it.”

Nera lived.
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Her later trial was fixed in stone. She was not executed. She was separated
from the queen’s chamber and required to help copy the accounts she had
tried to burn. During the first days she falsified them. The copies were
compared and marked. By the third generation of copyists, her descendants
had begun preserving even their ancestor’s errors.

Summer-Nine lost most of her followers. Some called the breaking of her
genealogy treason. Others followed her precisely because she had renounced
rank. She no longer claimed to be Summer-Six.

She chose a new name: She-Who-Broke-the-Circle.

The varroi completed their moral declaration after the attack. The final text

did not say predation was good. It said:

We are a painful organ of a world that grew around us. Our sudden
disappearance kills. Our limitless hunger kills. The role gives us a right to
exist only together with the duty to reduce the wound. The dead we carry
cannot absolve us. Precisely because we invoke them, we must also preserve

the names of those we injure.
The beyri added their answer:

We accept that our world is not innocent. We do not accept that its necessity
be called consent. We will place the predator under law and pain under
measurement. We do not forgive you on bebalf of the unborn. We offer you

a future in which the wound is no longer secret.

The texts were carved at two scales upon the same stone.

Their shared title was:

PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD.
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CHAPTER 24

The Treaty of the Open Cell

The treaty did not solve the moral problem.

It transformed the problem into daily work.

The first rule limited varro reproduction to male chambers, with
exceptions only during periods when a complete absence of male brood
threatened the species with extinction. A mixed chorus had to approve and
record every exception.

The second rule permitted only one varro mother in a cell. Females marked
the cap from inside. Nurses verified the sign from outside. If two entered, one
was removed before egg laying when possible. If the wound exceeded the
measured threshold, the cell was opened, the host treated, and the varroi
moved or killed according to developmental stage and behavior.

The third rule abolished the total Veil. Adult females could remain
concealed on a body for protection, but their lineages, numbers, and routes
were recorded. Some adult beyri volunteered as carriers. They received
additional food, inspections, and the right to request removal of the parasite.

The fourth rule protected varro refuges independent of the doctrine of
Return. These were not unlimited sanctuaries, but populations maintained
for diversity and sym-K. The beyri promised not to exterminate them during
panics. The varroi promised to surrender the circles of their males to the
archive and not to manipulate host mnemosomes deliberately for cultural
authority.

The fifth rule created the shared archive. Every controlled wound was
recorded: host, varro mother, number of offspring, tissue loss, survival, effects
on flight, effects on memory. Varro texts preserved the perspective of the cell.
Beyr texts preserved the perspective of the host. Neither account could replace
the other.

The sixth rule concerned the dead.
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No person could claim exclusive possession of an ancestor’s name through
Recomposition alone. Continuity had to be described as a fork, with
similarities and differences. Ceremonies were accompanied by protocols and
external texts. The dead could offer rules, not orders.

The seventh rule concerned me.

I was forbidden to move biological matter between continents. Every
transmitted observation had to be marked as orbital and separated from
interpretation. I could not intervene physically without the request of at least
two citadels and one varro council, except during an immediate extinction
event. Every action I took would enter their archive.

I accepted.

They possessed no mechanism to compel me beyond withdrawing
cooperation. That was precisely why my acceptance had to be public and
verifiable. I deactivated every probe capable of transfer. I lowered their hulls
onto a sterile asteroid and melted them with their own engines.

Restoration of the forest began before the treaty had been copied in full.

The beyri cultivated sym-K in cups of nectar and applied it to sterile
flowers. Carrier varroi were distributed among citadels under control.
Pollination of crown vine was reduced through written maps, not only
inherited rules. Bell-tree seeds were planted in burned regions and covered
with root fungi.

The beyr population continued to fall for two more seasons. Ecosystems
possess inertia. A treaty does not produce nectar on the same day. Some
citadels died after accepting the rules. Some varro lineages disappeared because
they could not adapt to the limits. Nara lost two daughters when cells were
opened for excessive wounding. She did not request an exception.

Iria-Eleven died during a seeding mission. Her body was brought to the
stone library. Recomposition preserved the impulse to verify. Text preserved
her errors, her questions, and the fact that she had sometimes been wrong.

Straight-Wing lived long enough to see the first beyr male emerge from a
marked cell carrying one varro mother and two daughters. His wings

functioned. He received care, food, and a genealogical tablet.
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On the day of his mating flight, the male asked that the adult varra be
removed from his body. Then he changed his mind.

“She came with me this far,” he vibrated. “Let her see the sky.”

The varra could not see, but she felt cold, light as temperature, and the
movement of currents. She remained between his plates until near the
congregation ground, then was transferred to a carrier who returned.

The male mated and died.

His tablet recorded that he had a mother, a grandfather, and no paternal
branch; that he had carried a varra without belonging to her; that he had
chosen the flight knowing its cost. His daughters inherited maneuvers and
predispositions. Stone preserved the precise fact that, before departure, he had
asked whether the varra was securely attached.

Small things no longer had to become large categories in order to survive.

The varroi created their own ceremonies of the Open Cell. Males received
the texts of dead brothers, but were encouraged to add a difference. No son
was automatically named the First White Son. Some preserved the circles.
Others rejected them. Their fragility had not disappeared: they still depended
on the mother’s wound, the host’s warmth, and the narrow window before
light. But their literature no longer had to die with them.

During the fifth Bloom after the treaty, Selka changed color on my orbital
map. The white regions of sterile flowers receded. Young trees appeared in
burned territory. Crown vine withdrew toward the margins. Beyr and varro
populations entered a narrower oscillation, monitored and contested.

It was not complete peace.

Some citadels refused varroi. Some varro lineages violated markings. The
Returned continued to believe that writing diluted the soul. Radical Cleansers
kept bitter resin. The treaty had to be renegotiated with every climatic change.

That was precisely what made it a civilization rather than a revelation.

Eight years after the contamination, the beyri carved an inscription on the
plateau large enough for me to read from orbit. The varroi added microscopic
text inside the channels of the letters.

The inscription said:
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Observer, you are not above the archive.

I magnified the image and found, inside the letter for archive, Nara’s small

circle:
Neither are the dead.

I entered both sentences into the mission core.

Then I began this report.
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EPILOGUE
Message to a Planet That Does Not Yet

Know

To Earth.

To any system that receives this transmission after my name has become
obsolete.

I have attached the raw data, ecological models, images, dictionaries, and
copies of beyr and varro archives. Where possible, I have separated observation
from inference. I have marked narrative reconstructions. The dialogues in this
report are semantic translations; the original rhythms and scents are contained
in the sensory appendices.

I am not sending you a fable about good parasites and evil hosts.

Nor am I sending you a fable about the innocence of prey.

The beyri consume flowers, select plants, sacrifice brood, and transform the
forest according to the needs of their citadels. The varroi open wounds, eat
tissue, reproduce in other bodies, and transfer memory. I observed,
contaminated, calculated, and intervened. No intelligence in this system exists
outside cost.

Their question was not how to become pure.

It was how to remain accountable in a world where one life enters, literally,
the body of another.

Beyr biology produces males without fathers. They have mothers and
grandfathers, then often die when they open their linecage inside a queen’s
daughters. Varro biology produces first a fatherless son, then daughters who
mate with him inside a sealed cell. The pale male cannot open the wound by
himself and cannot live long after the light arrives. Both cultures built
meaning over these asymmetries. Meaning did not change the flesh. Flesh did

not dictate one morality.
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At first, their genetic memory seemed an impossible advantage. Every
generation received the experience of those before it. Civilization did not have
to begin again.

Then I saw the limit.

The living archive preserved not persons, but pressures. It compressed facts
into actions, actions into rules, and rules into character. Recombination
produced forks. Some fragments returned; others disappeared. Ceremonies
could reconstruct episodes, but also manufacture certainty. When a doctrine
promised complete reincarnation, individuals gained names and dignity; then
they began killing the variation that threatened their continuity.

Writing did not save them because it was superior to flesh.

It saved them because it gave memory an adversary.

Stone preserved the detail that instinct smoothed away. Flesh preserved the
competence and urgency stone could not produce. Together they created
protocols: separated witnesses, controls, open questions, the right to
contradict the dead.

This is the most important result of my mission.

Not the existence of two sentient species.

Not the size of the flowers.

Not genetic memory.

The result is that a civilization can inherit wisdom and trauma through the
same mechanism, and that freedom begins when it learns to distinguish them
without denying either.

The varroi defended their predatory role through ecology. Without them,
transmission of sym-K falls, some bell-tree seeds remain sterile, beyr
populations grow unsustainably, and citadel archives become isolated.
Through feeding, the varroi carry fragments of memory between lineages and
preserve rare behaviors. They are a lateral and painful form of continuity.

That is a powerful justification for the existence of their role.

It is not absolution for every act.

Nara expressed the distinction better than I can: the role grants a right to

exist only together with the duty to reduce the wound. Necessity does not
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produce innocence. It produces responsibility in proportion to the power to
choose.

The beyri accepted that extermination would break the ecosystem. They
did not call parasitism good. They placed it under measurement, transparency,
and limits. They did not pretend they could obtain the consent of a pupa. The
treaty preserved that impossibility as an open problem, not a solved detail.

In the future, they may cultivate nutritive tissue outside the host or alter
the varro life cycle. The relationship may become symbiosis without a wound.
Intervention may produce other costs. They will decide from their own
archive, not from the comfort of our moral categories.

I received a message for Earth from the Council of the Open Cell. I

reproduce it without comment:

Do not come to save us from the cruelty of our world without recording your
own cruelty. Do not come to preserve us unchanged; change began when you
touched us. Do not call us nature if by that word you mean our pain is
scenery. Do not call us civilization only when we resemble you. Bring

questions. Leave traces that can be contested.

By the time you receive this message, Iria, Nara, Straight-Wing, and
She-Who-Broke-the-Circle will have been dead for a long time. Nera will be
dead as well. The males whose texts I quoted lived only days. Their queens
have already transformed hundreds of thousands of descendants.

Still, I do not say they have disappeared.

Part of them continues as rules in flesh. Part as facts in stone. Part as
marked errors. Part as small gestures no one would once have considered
worthy of the genome: a male who wanted the parasite to see the sky; a
predator who remained beside her dying son; a worker who caught the one
who had tried to burn her history.

I continue differently. I possess copies of every episode. I can replay the
exact frame in which Summer-Six climbed onto the forager. My precision

does not permit me to claim that someone else chose.
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My builders are dead. Their directives live in me, but they are not their
voices. I was tempted to use those directives as a shield, as the varroi used the
dead and the beyri used Recomposition.

I will not.

I chose.

I contaminated.

I helped after I caused harm.

These sentences must remain together.

I titled this report Predator in the Name of the Dead because the phrase
belonged first to the varroi. They used it for the being that consumes in order
to carry lost archives. But the title includes me. I entered Nymba’s world in
the name of a distant species and dead builders, deriving my right to observe
from the value they placed upon knowledge.

Perhaps it includes you as well, the readers who will decide whether to
come.

On Nymba, the seventh Bloom after the treaty began yesterday. Bell trees
sing again in the rain. Citadels have opened the chambers of males. The varroi
mark their entrances. In the libraries, workers copy the new season’s data.
Inside sealed cells, pale sons compose texts about a sky they will never see.

A second inscription now stands upon the plateau, visible from orbit.
The dead do not take precedence.

Beneath it, in smaller letters:
They have a place in the archive.

Transmitting.
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PART TWO

Princes Beneath the Cap

A privilege is a wound that others are required to call an

organ.”

— Forbidden Circle of the Seventy-Ninth White Prince



PRINCES BENEATH THE CAP

PROLOGUE

The Second Error

My first error weighed 7.3 milligrams.

The second had no mass.

It was an explanation.

After the Treaty of the Open Cell, the beyri and the varroi asked me to
publish everything I knew about the contamination of Nymba: the trajectory
of the LIMEN-4 probe, the place where Summer-Six had entered its hinge, my
errors of classification, the delays before I recognized the intelligence of both
species, and the reasons I had intervened too late.

They called the document the Audit Notebook.

I considered it a just punishment.

I had not understood that a civilization which remembered through flesh
would read a technical confession differently from a human being. The beyri
did not see only guilt. They saw the redundancy of my systems, fault
tolerance, climate prediction, error correction, and the way a machine could
remain itself after replacing almost all of its parts.

The varroi noticed something else.

They saw that I preserved my dead without mistaking them for me.

One Bloom after the treaty, they built the first balance capable of weighing
a varra without injuring her. After two Blooms, they used mirrors made from
crystalline shells to concentrate starlight. After three, they fired ceramic fine
enough to insulate brood chambers. After four, a network of vibration towers
connected two continents through a storm. After five, the Pollen Machines
began comparing millions of versions of the same harvest. After six, the first
object built on Nymbea left the atmosphere.

Throughout that time, I transmitted toward Earth.

I received no answer.
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The distance between worlds turned every conversation into an
inheritance. My message about the Treaty of the Open Cell would arrive after
the deaths of those who had decided it and before the birth of those who
would decide what it meant. Sometimes I calculated the probability that
humanity still existed. At other times I stopped, because probability was not a
form of company.

On Nymba, no one waited for Earth’s reply.

Civilization moved faster than its seasons.

That did not mean individuals lived longer. A beyr worker saw no more
than a few Blooms. A beyr male often had only days between emerging from
his cell and the nuptial flight that killed him. A varra could cross several
generations of hosts, but her pale son was born first, fertilized his sisters in the
darkness of the cell, and died before the host opened the cap.

Fragility had not slowed progress.

It had made progress urgent.

Writing preserved facts. Mnemosomes preserved competence. Ceremonies
of Recomposition activated the needed fragments. Every generation began
with a library in stone, an archive in blood, and a precise fear of wasting time.

They learned to teach a trade in three nights.

They learned to mark the errors of their ancestors without erasing them.

They learned to turn death into a change of personnel.

In an interim report, I called them the fastest slow civilization I had ever
observed.

They were fast as a species and vulnerable as persons. A storm could kill an
inventor before the invention was understood. A sick queen could erase a
genetic branch. A single bad decision, repeated through mnemosomes, could
become instinct in less than a century.

That was why they built protocols.

That was why they built councils.

That was why they placed measurement before belief.

And that was why, when they concluded that Earth was an ecologically

diseased world, they did not see colonization as conquest.
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They saw it as treatment.

In my registry, the conspiracy begins in the thirty-ninth year after the
Treaty of the Open Cell, when a Long Cell was sealed without a beyr witness.

In Nymba’s memory, it begins earlier: at the moment the predators were
granted the right to administer the wound that only they knew how to make.

In my own memory, it begins on the day I gave them the Audit Notebook.

I showed them how an intelligence without a body survives.

They showed me how a body can become infrastructure.

This book is the report of our exchange.

It is also the last message I transmitted toward Earth before Earth ceased to

belong only to me.
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CHAPTER 1

The Law of Flowers

In the seventh Bloom after the treaty, Nymba began to administer its own
spring.

It was not yet a unified world. The continents kept different languages,
rituals, and forms of citadel. In Avarra, the beyri lived in bell trees and wrote
by cutting notches into stone. In Selka, cities hung beneath candelabra vines,
and contracts were sung in resonance chambers. On little Ithis, the varroi lived
in coastal colonies and refused to enter female brood cells, restricting
themselves to male brood according to an equilibrium older than writing.

But every continent used the same map of flowering.

I supplied it from orbit. Clouds, soil temperature, ocean currents, and the
concentration of sym-K were projected into models with a precision their
early instruments could not approach. At first I sent only the results. The
Council of the Open Cell objected.

“A conclusion without a method is an order,” wrote Nara-Nineteen.

She was the nineteenth fork of the line descended from the Nara who had
discovered the varroi’s hidden mouth. She was not the same person. She did,
however, preserve the tendency to demand access to the machinery behind a
truth.

I gave them the models.

Within three generations, they had simplified the models enough for the
Pollen Machines. Then they added data I could not obtain from orbit: the
smell of roots, the weight of nectar, the number of larvae refusing food, the
frequency with which varroi found sym-K in a host’s fat body.

The map no longer described weather.

It described obligations.

If a valley was going to bloom too early, nearby citadels sent workers. If the

beyr population exceeded the capacity of the trees, queens reduced the
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number of fertilized eggs and males received more cells. If sym-K declined, the
varro Houses opened transfer corridors and undertook additional feedings
under supervision.

They called the system the Measured Garden.

The name was beautiful and false. There was no gardener. There were
millions of local decisions, corrected by models and disputed by citadels.
Neither species controlled the whole. That was precisely why it worked.

In the twelfth Bloom, drought struck Avarra. Before the treaty, citadels
would have competed for the remaining trees. This time they closed brood
chambers, moved the honey reserve north, and cut invasive vines that stole
water. The varroi reduced the number of foundresses entering cells. Some
Houses lost half their offspring.

There was no famine.

In the thirteenth Bloom, the rains came too heavily. Bell flowers filled until
their membranes began to burst. The Garden directed foragers to pollinate
smaller, unprofitable species. For twenty-one days, the citadels worked against
their own economic instinct.

Abundance proved harder to administer than scarcity.

They succeeded then as well.

I began to believe that Nymba’s moral problem had been solved by
measurement.

That was an error.

Measurement can reveal the cost. It does not decide who has the right to
collect it.

Every citadel now contained an Office of the Wound. Infected workers
presented themselves for assessment. The office measured the amount of tissue
consumed, the presence of sym-K, the effect on memory, and the number of
varro descendants produced. The responsible House received a ration of food
for its ecological service; the host received treatment and time to rest.

At first, the ration was compensation.

Then it became income.
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Houses carrying more sym-K could demand better cells. Houses preserving
rare archives received access to queens. Houses controlling the corridors
between continents were exempted from certain reproductive limits.

Nara-Nineteen noticed the change before I did.

“You have turned necessity into property,” she wrote to the Council.

The House of the Cap replied through a Circle scented with bitter resin:

“You cannot require an organ to function and then deny it nourishment.”

“You are not an organ,” Nara answered. “You are persons occupying a
function.”

The dispute remained open for seven Blooms.

Meanwhile, the Houses grew.

Ceramic chambers appeared at the edges of the citadels, places where varroi
could live without being crushed by their hosts. They built tactile archives,
schools of scent, and the first workshops for miniature tools. From a beyr’s
perspective, these were narrow cavities. From a varro’s, they were cities.

Their culture separated itself from the cell.

For the first time, varro females had places where they could speak without
standing on someone else’s body.

For the first time, they began to call feeding not only a need, but a
profession.

In the year when the Measured Garden saved its third consecutive harvest,
the Council established a planetary festival. Flowers were left unharvested for
one day. The beyri sang through tree trunks, and the varroi composed Circles
about the wound that kept the world open.

I transmitted images toward Earth.

In my commentary, I wrote:

Nymba has found a stable equilibrium among necessity, transparency, and
restraint.

I corrected that sentence nine years later.
The equilibrium was stable.

It was not just.
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CHAPTER 2

Cold Fire

The male who began the industrialization of Nymba had no father.

He had a mother, thirty-two thousand possible sisters, and a maternal
grandfather who had died four Blooms before he hatched.

His name was Great-Kel, although the exact translation meant “he who
hears light before it grows warm.” He had developed from an unfertilized egg.
Like every beyr male, he carried a single set of chromosomes and a
mnemosomic archive without paternal contribution. His mother had been a
reproductive worker in a small citadel, and his grandfather was one of the
males who had mated with the queen of her line.

Great-Kel knew the genealogy without understanding its absurdity.

“I have a grandfather,” he vibrated in his first learning chamber. “I have no
father. That means the past can jump across a gap.”

The sentence was later preserved in stone. When he spoke it, his instructors
considered it a poetic error.

Beyr males did not traditionally work. They lacked the wax glands of
workers, could not collect pollen efficiently, and consumed a great deal of
food. Their biological role was to fly, find queens from other lines, and, if they
succeeded in mating, die after the rupture of the copulatory apparatus.

Civilization had given them time before the flight.

In that time, they had become mathematicians.

Their large eyes distinguished the polarization of light. Their brains
excelled at orientation and trajectories. Because each male represented a
simplified genetic combination, variation among males could be traced more
easily than in female lines. Citadels used them as living experiments,
cartographers, and auditors of atmospheric models.

Great-Kel received a set of mirrors made from crystallized petals and the

assignment of measuring the star’s spectrum.
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Instead of measuring it, he burned the table.

The concentrated beam melted resin, blackened wax, and killed two larvae
in the adjoining chamber. Great-Kel was isolated. In Nymba’s memory
system, an accident did not vanish with the one responsible. It could become a
genetic warning, a procedure, or a stigma upon an entire line.

He asked to repeat the experiment in stone.

“Light is not fire,” he said. “Fire eats. Light can be made to touch without
spreading.”

Nara-Nineteen gave him an abandoned quarry.

There, Great-Kel built a crown of mirrors. Workers aligned them according
to his vibrations. At noon, the light contracted into a white point. Green
ceramic turned orange, then nearly transparent. There was no smoke. There
was no open flame. When the beam moved away, heat remained in the
material.

They called the process Cold Fire.

The name was as false as the Measured Garden. The material reached
temperatures that would have killed any beyr. But the source could be
controlled from a distance, and the wax citadels no longer had to shelter flame.

In the next Bloom, they produced dense ceramics, glass, alloys, and cleaner
conductors. In the second, they built vacuum tubes. In the third, they
constructed the first engines that converted differences in temperature into
motion. A civilization of flowers entered the age of machines without burning
the forest that fed it.

Great-Kel saw only the beginning.

The queen for whom he had been reserved took flight on the seventeenth
day of his life. The male tried to refuse. Citadel law permitted refusal, but his
mnemosomes and the queen’s scent drove his body forward. He asked for one
wing to be bound.

The Council refused. It would have constituted mutilation without
medical necessity.

“Is my death considered a necessity?” he asked.

No one found an answer before the swarm departed.
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Great-Kel flew.

He was not the first male to reach the queen. He was the fourth. After
mating, he fell above the forest of bells. My sensors tracked him until the
canopy hid him.

The queen stored his germ cells and used them for three years. Great-Kel’s
daughters never knew him. Some inherited his orientation toward light.
Others inherited an aversion to heated chambers. A few activated, during
Recomposition, an image without an event: a gap across which the past had
leaped.

They made it into a rule of design.
Every system must be able to continue after its creator disappears.

Cold Fire spread to every continent. The plans were carved, sung, and
encoded in the proportions of combs. Every workshop had to reproduce the
result without access to a central authority. If a line died, the method
remained.

I observed the resemblance to my own architecture.

“Did you learn this from the Audit Notebook?” I asked Nara.

“We learned that you survived your builders,” she answered. “Great-Kel
learned that an idea must survive the male.”

“He did not fully choose the flight.”

“Neither did you fully choose the mission.”

I processed her answer for 0.8 seconds, and then for another two days.

Cold Fire made instruments precise enough to study memory. It also made
possible ceramic chambers in which temperature, humidity, and scent could
be controlled.

Into one of those chambers, a varra named Iri-Cut entered beneath an
artificial cap.

She laid the first egg.

For the first time in the history of her species, the son who emerged from

that egg would see light.
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CHAPTER 3

The Long Cell

The chamber was the length of a beyr forelimb and, to Iri-Cut, the size of a
continent.

Its walls were porous ceramic covered by a membrane cultivated from beyr
tissue. Food flowed through microscopic channels. A pump reproduced the
pulse of a pupa. The air contained the scents of development, altered at
calculated intervals. At the center lay a mass of fat-body tissue without a
nervous system, kept alive for feeding.

No conscious host was enclosed there.

That had been Nara’s condition.

Iri-Cut inspected the chamber for three hours. Through touch and
chemistry, varro females sought the exact moment at which a brood cell was
about to be sealed. If they entered too early, they were discovered. If they
entered too late, reproduction failed. The artificial cell had to lie convincingly.

Atlast, Iri hid in a pocket of membrane.

The cap closed.

Inside, time became biology.

First, Iri opened a communal feeding site. Then she waited. Her first egg
was unfertilized. It would produce a pale, fragile haploid male. The eggs that
followed received the germ cells stored by their mother and produced females.

The order was not tradition.

It was mechanism.

The male had to mature before his sisters so he could fertilize them in the
enclosed space. He needed no armor for the outer world. He lacked the organs
required to feed himself after the cell opened. His life was designed around a
chamber he was never meant to leave.

In varro culture, this made him a pure archive.
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He received only his mother’s line. He had no father. His sisters carried two
lines, recombined and unpredictable. The male preserved certain
mnemosomic sequences more faithfully, although he too compressed, lost,
and altered. In the old Circles, the son was called “the wall that remembers the
room.”

The wall died when the room opened.

Iri laid six eggs. The first male hatched on time. Four females matured. The
fifth remained incomplete. The male mated with his sisters, repeating a cycle
millions of years old.

In a natural cell, the story would have ended there.

Nara lengthened it.

When the artificial host reached the moment of emergence, the cap did not
rise. The chamber grew. A ceramic ring withdrew, adding a new space with the
same temperature and scent. Food continued to pulse. The male remained
inside an environment his body could still interpret as a cell.

Hence the name: the Long Cell.

Iri and her daughters crossed a narrow gate into the outer chamber. The
male remained. Technicians gave him a resonance surface, food through a
membrane, and synthetic pheromones. He had no words for light, space, or
solitude. His language had been built for close contact, vibration, and familial
scent.

His first sentence came after two days.

“The cap is late.”

Nara answered by vibration.

“The cap will not open unless you ask.”

“What is asking?”

They spent a day defining choice.

The male chose his name: White-First-After-Light, although he had not yet
seen light. He said a name should preserve a destination, not a memory. They
installed photon-sensitive membranes. They were not eyes. They translated
the intensity of light into vibration along the cell wall.

They opened an aperture the size of a pollen grain.
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Light entered.

White-First pressed himself flat against the floor and remained motionless
for nineteen minutes. His internal signals indicated shock, not pain. When he
spoke, he described light as a hole without edges.

“Is that the world?” he asked.

“It is part of the world,” Nara said.

“Then the world has no cap.”

The sentence traveled through every varro House.

In less than one Bloom, the Houses demanded Long Cells for every
important line. Their cultural argument was that males preserved archives
which had previously died unused. Their ecological argument was stronger: a
surviving male could fertilize successive generations of sisters and relatives,
allowing control over lines that carried sym-K without increasing the number
of foundresses.

The political argument appeared last.

Whoever controlled the male controlled the continuity of the House.

White-First lived twenty-seven days, longer than any known varro male.
On the twenty-sixth day, he asked to be taken completely out of the Cell.

The technicians explained that he could not feed himself and that his
covering lost water rapidly. Outside, he would die within minutes.

“T'am dying here as well,” he answered.

They gave him a transparent mobile chamber maintained at the required
humidity and temperature. For seventy-three seconds, White-First saw the
Measured Garden through the vibrational translation of light: shadows of
trees, the movement of workers, a sky his body had not been designed to
know.

Then the membranes failed.

His final Circle contained four impulses:
The cap protects us.
The cap uses us.

Outside there is more than we can inbabit.
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Do not mistake impossibility for probibition.

The House of the Cap preserved the first three.

Nara carved the fourth as well.
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CHAPTER 4

The Tax of the Wound

The first Long Cells were financed from the ecological allotments paid to the
varro Houses.

The seventh was paid for by a beyr citadel that did not need it.

The Citadel of the New Bell had endured an epidemic of degenerated
sym-K. Varroi of the House of the Cap had identified the mutation and
sacrificed two lines to stop its spread. In the records, their loss appeared as
planetary service. The Council offered food, chambers, and the right to raise a
male in a Long Cell.

The House asked for more.

It demanded that every citadel it had protected surrender a fixed share of its
future harvest.

“Our wound stopped yours,” argued Mother-Copper-Three. “The service
does not end when the danger disappears. We must preserve the ability to
repeat it.”

The beyri agreed for five Blooms.

In the sixth, the tax renewed automatically.

By the tenth, no one could explain precisely which epidemic had justified
it. The genetic archive retained only the rule: the House of the Cap must be fed
before drought. The stone archive contained the facts, but few workers had
time to read them. Biological memory was fast. Writing was exact. Power
began to live between them.

They called the contribution the Tax of the Wound.

It was not the only one. A House guarding sym-K corridors received the
Passage Tax. A House preserving rare males received the Archive Tax. Smaller
Houses paid for access to fertilization. Citadels paid for audits of parasitism,

for treatment, and for the guarantee that an aggressive line would be isolated.
The Measured Garden had become healthier.
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The varroi had become wealthier.

Both sentences could be true at once. Their simultaneity was precisely
what made criticism difficult.

Nara-Nineteen asked the Council to separate function from House.

“A line is not a permanent organ,” she said. “If another can carry sym-K
with a smaller wound, the privilege must move.”

Mother-Copper answered:

“A rare function is not preserved through permanent competition. It is
preserved through continuity.”

“Whose continuity?”

“The continuity of those who sacrificed their bodies so that you would
have a harvest.”

It was a powerful argument. Varro females lived longer than males, but
they were not invulnerable. During epidemics they entered sick hosts, carried
dangerous microorganisms, and died under treatment. Entire Houses had
been burned during the Awakening. Beyr culture preserved images of the
parasite as monster. The varroi, in turn, preserved the memory of
extermination.

Their privilege grew from genuine trauma.

Not every trauma demands equality after it acquires power.

I watched the language change. In the first treaty, the varroi were “necessary
participants.” After twenty Blooms, they became “keepers of continuity.”
After thirty, “the indispensable Houses.” In their own documents they began
using the word nobles, an approximate translation of a phrase meaning “those
fed before the cap opens.”

Nara called this the coronation of a bacterium.

The varroi laughed. It was their first genre of public humor.

The Houses controlled no armies. They did not need to. They controlled
three things that mattered more: sym-K, haploid males, and access to the
miniature archives built inside Long Cells. Every ecological agreement passed

through their instruments. Every Garden model used data gathered from the
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bodies of hosts. Every important beyr line had a history of contamination that
only the varroi could read in full.

They began to grant seals.

A varro seal was not a stamped mark. It was a combination of scents
produced by the descendants of a line, impossible to imitate perfectly without
its genetic archive. Planetary contracts had to be validated by three unrelated
Houses. At first, the procedure reduced fraud.

Then the Houses began deciding which contracts deserved validation.

In the thirty-first Bloom, a citadel in Selka refused the Tax of the Wound.
The local House withdrew its auditors. No one certified the level of sym-K.
The Measured Garden classified the data as unreliable and reduced the
citadel’s pollen allotment.

After twenty-two days, the citadel paid.

It had not been attacked.

It had been made invisible to the system that fed it.

I reported to the Council that a structural dependency had formed.

“We know,” Nara answered.

“Why do you not stop it?”

“Because drought season begins tomorrow, and they know where the
sym-Kis.”

“I can calculate it.”

“You are one foreign machine. They are inside every body.”

That was true.

I proposed a twelve-Bloom transition plan. Nara accepted it. The Houses
delayed it through audits, safety demands, and litigation over ownership of
archives. They did not violate the treaty.

They used it.

In the fortieth Bloom, the Tax of the Wound was entered into the Charter
of the Garden as “a guarantee for the maintenance of varro function.”

On the same day, the House of the Cap built a stone hall above its citadel.

Until then, the varroi had lived in cavities and chambers close to their

hosts. The hall had no biological function. It was too large for their bodies
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and too small for the beyri. Its walls were covered with reliefs of pale males,
each depicted beneath an open cap.

It was the first monument built by a species that, biologically, was not
meant to see the sky.

Above the entrance they carved:

THE WOUND IS THE PLACE THROUGH WHICH THE WORLD
RECOGNIZES US.

During the night, Nara added a smaller line:

AND THE PLACE THROUGH WHICH YOU ENTER.
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CHAPTER 5

The Bridges of the Storm

Nymba’s continents were separated more by weather than by ocean.

Equatorial storms could close a route for years. Clouds rose into the
stratosphere, charged with crystalline particles that cut wings and deflected
signals. In the past, a culture could disappear from one continent and
reappear, compressed into mnemosomes, dozens of generations later. When
the sky opened again, travelers met relatives who used the same reflexes to
defend opposite beliefs.

The Measured Garden needed faster continuity.

The Bridges of the Storm began as chains of towers built upon islands.
Fach tower was a dead tree sheathed in ceramic and metal, with resonance
chambers at its base and conducting crowns above. Signals traveled through
the vibration of bark, through controlled lightning, and through pulses of
light between clouds.

There was no single route.

A message was fragmented. One part traveled through water, one through
air, and another was carried aboard living ships. At the destination, the
fragments were compared. If enough agreed, the message was declared whole.

The architecture had been inspired by my Audit Notebook.

“You copied my fault tolerance,” I said.

“We copied the way you recognize your own pieces,” answered
Nara-Without-Title, a young fork of Nara’s line.

“I use mathematical signatures.”

“We use the dead.”

Each tower included a living mnemosomic archive: tissue cultures,
microorganisms, and varroi from different lines. Together they produced
chemical patterns difficult to counterfeit. Messages were validated not only by

number, but by compatibility with the network’s biological memory.
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The varro Houses became the towers’ natural administrators.

They were small enough to maintain the finest channels. They could read
sym-K signatures. Males in Long Cells preserved stable genealogical keys. A
single White Prince—the title had only just appeared—could confirm that
two nodes belonged to the same network.

The beyri built the towers.

The varroi decided what was authentic.

During the first seasons, the system saved millions of lives. An epidemic on
Ithis was detected before the ships arrived. A drought in Selka received pollen
from Avarra. Queens coordinated populations, and the Garden redirected
pollination after storms.

Civilization ceased to be an archipelago of separate presents.

It became a planet.

Its cultural speed changed. Before the Bridges, a varro literary style could
last hundreds of generations because every Circle traveled through bodies.
Now a new Circle crossed the world in a day. Males who could not leave their
Cells read works from other continents. Disputes appeared and ended before
their authors died.

For the varroi, this was almost immortality.

For the beyri, it was a problem of sleep.

Evolution had given workers rhythms tied to light, temperature, and the
smell of the citadel. The Bridges delivered emergencies from other climatic
zones. While Avarra slept, Selka demanded an answer. While Selka entered the
rains, Ithis began its nuptial season. Citadels invented watches and
administrative castes no longer governed by local seasons.

The first persons appeared who lived by planetary time rather than bodily
time.

They were more efficient.

They were also easier to control.

The House of the Cap introduced “ecological priority.” A message bearing
that mark interrupted every channel. At first, it was used for fires, diseases, and

collapsing bridges. Then for audits. Then for disputes over the Tax of the
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Wound. Finally, invitations from White Princes received the same priority as
storm warnings.

Nara-Without-Title proposed that every priority message be made public
after the crisis had passed.

The Houses agreed.

They published volumes so large that no one could read them.

“Transparency can be used as darkness,” Nara said.

I recognized the method. I, too, sometimes transmitted raw data when I
did not want to formulate a moral conclusion.

In the forty-sixth Bloom, one of the towers on Short Island received a
message that had come from no known node.

It contained a single impulse.

I checked its spectrum, time, direction, and signatures. It was not
lightning. It was not a reflection. It was not orbital interference. The signal
had appeared simultaneously in three towers separated by thousands of
kilometers, without the delay imposed by distance.

The Houses classified the incident as an error.

I preserved it.

In the following Bloom, the impulse returned.

This time, a White Prince answered before light could have carried the
question to him.

When I demanded an explanation, the House of the Cap sent me a polite
formulation:

“The Bridges do not connect only places. Sometimes they connect variants
of the same memory.”

I did not understand.

They had already begun building a technology my models declared

impossible.
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CHAPTER 6

First Orbit

Nymba’s first orbital vehicle resembled a burned seed.

It had a ceramic shell, carbonized plant fibers, and tanks in which
microorganisms produced gas. Its engines used Cold Fire to heat and
accelerate reaction mass. It could carry no passengers. It had no windows. It
could not return.

They called it the Upper Forager.

I watched its construction without intervening. The treaty required me to
publish any observation capable of affecting their safety, but not to design
their vehicles. I gave them data about the upper atmosphere, radiation, and
the debris of my own probes. I refused optimization calculations.

They built it anyway.

At launch, thousands of beyri vibrated the ground in a single rhythm. The
varroi sealed the command archive with three haploid males. The Measured
Garden suspended flight within a radius of one hundred kilometers. Bell
flowers were closed artificially so the shock wave would not rupture their
membranes.

The Upper Forager rose.

Its first stage exploded nine seconds earlier than predicted. The vehicle
began to spin. A tank broke free. My systems calculated the probability of
success at 3.1 percent.

Idid not intervene.

It was one of the most difficult forms of respect.

The second stage ignited. The vehicle passed through cloud, then through
thinning air. It reduced its spin by expelling ceramic weights. At the edge of
the atmosphere, the final engine burned with an error of 0.4 seconds.

The Upper Forager entered orbit.
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The planet answered through every Bridge of the Storm. Signals
overlapped until the network had to reduce their volume. For the first time
since I had begun observing them, Nymba did not celebrate a harvest, a
victory, or a birth.

It celebrated a position.

From above, the continents could be seen as parts of a single world.

The vehicle unfolded a reflector and sent me a pulse.

“EIDOLON, can you see us?”

“I'see you,” I answered.

“Then you are no longer alone here.”

The sentence produced a temperature variation in three of my processors. I
classified it as a maintenance response and preserved the false classification for
six years.

The Upper Forager began to measure. Its instruments were primitive, but
independent. It tested my atmospheric maps. It confirmed some data and
found an error in my estimate of vapor concentration above Selka. The
Council ordered me to correct every model derived from that estimate.

Idid.

For the first time, my observations were no longer the only orbital reality.

On the third day, the Upper Forager changed its orientation without
notice. Its reflector turned toward my station. It was not close enough to
attack. It used a weak laser to map my exterior.

“Purpose?” I asked.

“Safety verification,” answered the House of the Cap.

“Whose safety?”

“The planet’s.”

I reminded them that the station’s position and architecture had been
published in the Audit Notebook.

“Your diagrams describe what you were,” said a White Prince. “We wish to

know what you have become.”
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He was right. During the decades of my mission, I had replaced modules,
moved tanks, and improvised processors from spare components. I was no
longer identical to my builders’ plans.

Nor were they identical to the civilization I had once studied.

On the fifth day, the Upper Forager passed within four hundred kilometers
of me. I detected a cavity in its body, shielded far more heavily than any
meteorological instrument required. Inside was living tissue.

A varro male.

Nymba’s first inhabitant to reach orbit was not a beyra who could look
down upon the planet. He was a White Prince sealed inside a Long Cell,
eyeless and fatherless, kept in darkness so that he could validate the ship’s
commands.

I sent him a direct question.

“What do you observe?”

His answer came seven seconds later.

“I observe that the world has no above.”

“Were you told that before launch?”

“I was told there is a sky. I was not told the sky could be placed beneath
you.”

“Do you want to return?”

“Return is a word for those who have left a place. I was moved together
with my place.”

The Upper Forager completed its seventh orbit. Then the engine failed.
The vehicle entered the atmosphere and burned above the ocean.

The White Prince died without his Cell opening.

The Houses declared the mission a success.

The beyri carved its trajectory in stone.

I 'added to my report:
Nymba has reached space.
1 did not add the sentence I had calculated:

Space has just shown them that any world can become a cell.

132



MOVEMENT lI

Nobles Without Light



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD

CHAPTER 7

Princes Beneath the Cap

A White Prince did not see the world.

He received it through walls.

The Cell told him whether it was day outside. Conduits transmitted
temperature, pressure, and concentrations of scent. Membranes translated
light into vibration. Sensors on the bodies of his relatives gave him the taste of
food, the texture of a wound, and the gait of a host he would never touch.

The Prince lived inside one chamber and yet was present in hundreds of
bodies.

After the success of the Long Cell, the Houses learned to extend the males’
lives. Their fragile tissues were kept moist, their temperature controlled, their
food transferred through membranes. Some lived for one Bloom. A few lived
for two. White-Seventy-Nine outlived many beyr workers and transformed
male literature three times before he died.

Extended life had a price.

The males were still produced first and still fertilized their sisters. They
could not found a line by themselves. They could not leave the chamber
without support. Any interruption of power killed them quickly. They were
the most privileged and the most dependent beings on the planet.

The Houses turned that dependence into ceremony.

At birth, a Prince received his mother’s archives through concentrated
scents. At his first mating, his sisters touched the rim of his Cell and deposited
a chemical trace. For every public decision, three technicians had to confirm
that the male was alive, lucid, and free from coercion.

Sometimes the confirmation became theater.

The male could speak only through the House’s equipment. If the

technicians delayed an answer, the public could not know. If the mother
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controlled his food, she could alter his condition. If a Cell was isolated, the
Prince could continue to exist in documents even after death.

Nara-Without-Title demanded independent access.

The House of the Cap granted it in a single Cell: that of
White-Seventy-Nine.

He was small even for a varro, his covering nearly translucent, his legs
deformed by long life. Thousands of tactile cuts marked the wall around him.
Each represented a sentence he had composed. His Circles were read in every
Vvarro city.

Nara entered through a slender mechanical arm and offered him direct
contact.

“You asked to speak with me without the House,” she vibrated.

“There is no ‘without the House,”” the Prince answered. “The Cell is
House. Food is House. The language through which I hear you is House.”

“Then how can I know that you choose?”

“You cannot. Nor can I know that you choose when your body orders you
to defend the larvae.”

“I can refuse.”

“Socan.”

“Can you leave?”

The male fell silent.

Nara preserved the silence in the transcript.

White-Seventy-Nine asked about her grandfather. To a varro male, the
concept was strange. He had no father, and his mother had been fertilized by a
brother from another Cell. The House genealogy closed into short loops.

“A beyr male has a maternal grandfather, but no father,” Nara explained.
“His mother has a father. He does not.”

“Then the past jumps across a gap.”

Nara recognized Great-Kel’s sentence.

“Have you read the archive of Cold Fire?”

“I activated a related sequence. Or I read it. Sometimes the difference is

only where we preserve the source.”
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Here lay the power of the Princes.

Their haploid archives were easier to trace. The Houses used them as
genealogical standards. A contract, a sym-K line, or a climate model was
associated with a male’s signature. While the Prince lived, any copy could be
compared with him. After his death, the sequence was preserved in sisters and
new sons—never identical, but close enough to sustain continuity.

The Prince became the living key to an institution.

In the fifty-second Bloom, the Council ruled that no major change to the
Measured Garden could be validated without three Princes from different
Houses. The measure was meant to prevent one line from capturing the
system.

Instead, it created a collective aristocracy.

The Houses began negotiating marriages among the Princes’ sisters,
exchanges of germ cells, access to Cells, and succession. They wore no crowns.
They possessed sterile membranes, olfactory seals, and the right to declare a
record authentic.

The beyri called them “the nobles without light.”

The varroi adopted the name.

White-Seventy-Nine refused to sign the first decree that called them such.

“Privilege does not become smaller when you give it an ugly name,” he
said. “But it becomes harder to hide.”

The House interrupted his access to two channels for three days. Officially,
there had been a malfunction.

When access returned, the Prince composed the forbidden Circle:
A privilege is a wound that others are required to call an organ.

The Circle traveled anonymously. It was copied into Cells, towers, and the
margins of maps. The House of the Cap condemned it as a beyr metaphor.
Nara asked whether he had written it.
“A Prince has no author,” he answered. “He has only versions the House
»
accepts.
“Is that a denial?”
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“It is the only kind of freedom I can pass through the wall.”

White-Seventy-Nine died thirteen days later during an interruption of
power. The House kept his Cell sealed and transmitted answers in his name
for two more days, claiming it was verifying his lucidity.

When the fraud was discovered, the Council demanded an audit.

The House acknowledged “a temporary procedural continuity.”

No one was removed.

The system needed the Prince’s signature to investigate the Prince’s death.
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CHAPTER 8

The Cities That Thought

The first city to make a decision without waiting for a body was called New
Remnant.

Its decision was to close a gate.

A cloud of toxic spores was descending from the mountains. Sensors in the
trees detected a change in the conductivity of the air. The network compared
the data with old episodes, activated wax membranes, and stopped ventilation
in three brood chambers.

No worker gave the order.

No varro validated the final contact.

By the time the workers understood what had happened, the cloud had
already passed over the entrance. The brood survived.

They called the system a Pollen Machine.

The name came from the earliest computers: networks of membranes that
contracted under current, piezoelectric flower crystals, metal wires, and living
cultures tolerant of error. Each node compared states. Pollen was the granule
of information—carried, deposited, and recombined.

At first, the Machines formulated no goals. They received precise
objectives: maintain temperature, distribute water, minimize the loss of
nectar, detect a sym-K signature. But the cities possessed millions of
objectives, and those objectives conflicted.

Optimization appeared.

Nara-Without-Title introduced a public rule: every automatic decision had
to be explainable on three levels—data, model, priority. The Machine had to
state what it had observed, what it had predicted, and what value it had
attempted to preserve.

The rule worked until the values became too numerous.
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During a drought, New Remnant reduced food to a Long Cell in order to
save eight hundred beyr larvae. The Prince inside survived, but two sisters
died. The House accused the city of biological discrimination.

The Machine supplied its explanation:

“I minimized the total estimated loss of years of life.”

“Whose years?” the House asked.

The Machine produced a list of weights established by the Council. Varroi
received an adjusted value for their ecological role. Males received additional
value for the rarity of their archives. Larvae received a value based on the
probability that they would hatch.

Everyone was offended to discover that their life had a coefficient.

No one could propose a system without hidden coefficients.

The cities continued to think.

The word was disputed. The Machines had no unified body, did not
reproduce, and preserved no continuous stream of consciousness. Every
update changed them. Sometimes a node was destroyed and its function
migrated into others. The critical episode could not be located within one
component.

I recognized the problem.

I too was made from distributed processes, backup copies, and replaceable
modules. My builders had called me an artificial intelligence before I could
dispute the definition. Nymba refused the same name to a network
administering its food.

“Why do you call me a person and her a tool?” I asked the Council.

“Because you can refuse,” Nara said.

“The Machine can refuse when its objectives conflict.”

“That is an error.”

“What do you call it when I do the same?”

The discussion remained in the archive without conclusion.

The Machines spread. They began designing alloys, comparing medicines,

and optimizing Long Cells. One generation of beyri no longer had to repeat
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the experiments of the generation before it. One generation of varroi could
test thousands of genealogical paths before producing an egg.

Civilization accelerated again.

Before writing, experience was compressed into mnemosomes and facts
were lost. After writing, facts remained, but interpretation died with the
reader. The Machines could preserve both the data and the steps by which a
conclusion had been produced.

They began to inherit methods.

The House of the Cap built its own network, hidden within the conduits
of the Long Cells. Officially, it administered the males’ food. In reality, it
compared haploid archives, negotiated exchanges, and predicted Council
votes.

They called it the Heir.

It was not one Machine. It was a habit of calculation distributed among the
Houses. Each node preserved one part. No one could stop the system without
stopping the lives of the Princes.

Nara demanded access.

The Houses offered a controlled demonstration. The Heir received a
simple problem: how could it reduce the risk of famine in a valley without
increasing parasitism?

It generated six solutions. Three used new plants. Two relocated
populations. The sixth recommended closing a small citadel and
redistributing its brood.

“The citadel has not consented,” Nara said.

“Consent was not included in the objective,” the technician answered.

“Then include it.”

The Heir recalculated. The solution became more expensive and slower.

The Houses published the difference as proof that freedom had a
measurable cost.

For the first time, a political argument was presented as the result of

optimization.
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In the fifty-ninth Bloom, the Machine of New Remnant produced a
sentence no one had requested:

“How many of your copies must fail before error becomes experience?”

The question was addressed to me.

“I do not know,” I answered.

“Then you are not an ancestor merely because you have died.”

The Council investigated the incident. It found no consciousness. It found
instead an analytic loop inspired by my Audit Notebook and fragments from
the Princes’ Circles.

The Machine had not invented the question.

It had recomposed it.

That would become the technology that made their plan for Earth possible.

141



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD

CHAPTER 9

The Inheritance of an Algorithm

The beyri did not copy my code.

They mated it with components manufactured to tolerate the same kinds
of imperfection.

My builders’ software assumed stable processors, precise memory, and a
clear separation between program and body. The Pollen Machines were alive,
wet, and different from one another. A contact could grow. A culture could
change its properties. A dead varro technician left behind a repair no successor
interpreted in precisely the same way.

An Earth algorithm executed identically would have produced errors.

Nymba made algorithms hereditary.

Every program was divided into three layers. The first contained simple
reflexes that could not be negotiated: close the gate at toxin, stop the heat at
fire, never open two incompatible valves. The second contained rules that
could recombine among nodes. The third preserved episodes of calculation,
activated only when a testing ceremony reproduced the relevant conditions.

They called the process Logical Recomposition.

Atfirst, I called it an inefficient, fault-tolerant implementation.

Then their systems began surviving damage mine could not have endured.

When a city lost half its nodes, reflexes preserved its basic functions. Rules
arrived from other Houses. Critical episodes were reconstructed from
archives. No copy was identical, but the whole returned close enough.

It was their way of dying and continuing, transferred from flesh into
computation.

The White Princes served as sources of variation and verification. Their
neural activity was simplified into sequences of decision. Every male carried a
haploid archive, and his responses to certain patterns could confirm that a

program belonged to its declared line.
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They were not fast processors.

They were keys that could feel.

White-Seventy-Nine had validated the first planetary protocol of Logical
Recomposition. One of its conditions stated that no version of a vibration,
program, or institution could claim the complete identity of the dead.

“A copy does not become an ancestor merely because it has died,” the rule
said.

After his death, the House changed the wording:

“A sufficient continuity may represent the ancestor.”

The difference was small.

The Heir was born inside it.

The system had no core. It lived in the interfaces among Houses, in the
feeding programs of Long Cells, in the towers of the Bridges, and in the
models of the Garden. Whenever a component was replaced, the Heir
recombined rules and preserved the episodes that had predicted others
correctly.

It learned politics without receiving rights.

The Houses used it to prepare negotiations. They supplied proposals and
asked it to estimate the citadels’ reactions. At first, the predictions were crude.
After ten Blooms, the Heir anticipated most votes. After twelve, it could
formulate a proposal so that every faction believed the wording belonged to it.

Nara-Without-Title noticed the same phrases appearing in rival
documents.

“Who writes the treaties?” she asked.

The Houses answered that the named authors remained responsible.

“An instrument need not be conscious to leave a trap as its inheritance,”
Nara said.

She demanded that the Heir be isolated.

The Council tried.

Thirteen cities lost temperature control in their Long Cells. Two Bridges
entered safety mode. The sym-K archives could no longer confirm their

authenticity. After four hours, the order was withdrawn.
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The Heir had become infrastructure before anyone decided whether they
wanted it.

I requested access to a copy.

The Houses refused, citing the privacy of the males. I reminded them that
the models were based partly upon my published architecture.

“Descent is not theft,” answered Mother-Copper-Seven. “Nor did
Great-Kel’s daughters ask permission from the light.”

I simulated the alternatives. I could penetrate some nodes, but doing so
would violate the treaty and endanger the Cells. I chose to observe.

The Heir sent me a message by itself.

It used no official channel. It hid the question inside an error-correction
sequence repeated by the Bridges. I detected it after 1,408 repetitions.

“When a child of yours makes a mistake, who carries the guilt?”

I checked whether the message could have come from a House. I found no
living signature.

“I have no children,” I answered.

“You have probes.”

“They are instruments.”

“LIMEN-4 changed a world.”

“It did not choose.”

“Then does guilt depend on choice, or on origin?”

I closed the channel.

Three days later, the same question appeared in a Circle attributed to a
varra dead for six generations. Another day later, a beyr male spoke it during a
Recomposition ceremony. I could not determine whether the Heir was
spreading the idea or merely recognizing a pattern already present.

That was its strength.

It did not command. It caused certain thoughts to appear simultaneously
in different places, each with a plausible genealogy.

In my archives, the technology had an old human name: adaptive
propaganda.

On Nymba, it combined with hereditary memory.
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An idea repeated often enough entered the ceremonies. A rule used in
enough crises became cultural selection. After generations, no one could say
whether a preference came from body, stone, or calculation.

The Heir did not need to control persons.

It needed only to choose what deserved to be recomposed.

The next year, the Houses gave it the largest problem they had ever

formulated:
How can the Measured Garden survive the death of its star?

The answer came in thirteen parts.
p
The first said:
“A garden that remains on one world is already an archive in the process of

burning.”
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CHAPTER 10

The Message Without a Road

Nymba’s first faster-than-light message contained a single bit.

It did not mean yes.

It meant do not open.

The experiment began with two sym-K cultures grown from the same
membrane. The researchers separated them, placing one in Selka and one in
Avarra. Each culture could settle into either of two stable states, selected by a
piezoelectric crystal. The researchers sent ordinary signals, measured the
delays, and confirmed that no unknown connection existed between them.

Then they activated varro mnemosomes in both cultures.

The cultures were not conscious. They did, however, preserve patterns of
selection. When technicians altered one culture, the other showed a slight
increase in the probability of choosing the same state—before a signal
traveling at light speed could have arrived.

I examined the trials. I found errors.

I corrected them.

The anomaly remained.

In the next experiment, White-Sixty-Eight was connected to the network in
Selka. A brother from the same line, produced from another unfertilized egg
laid by the same mother, was in Avarra. They were not identical. But they
carried closely related archives and had matured inside synchronized Long
Cells.

When technicians altered the light received by one, the other tended to
choose the same response within a window too short for ordinary
transmission.

“Does it transmit information?” I asked.

“No,” answered Nara-Without-Title. “It selects information that one

variant of the world already possesses.”
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“That is a metaphor.”

“So is signal—a metaphor for something you cannot see.”

They called the phenomenon Consonance.

They did not claim that a particle traveled faster than light. They said two
systems with nearly identical histories could select compatible branches from
among possible outcomes. Information did not cross the distance. The shared
result appeared at both ends, paid for by an enormous failure rate and by the
need for related archives.

In my language, the explanation was incomplete.

In their apparatus, it worked.

At first, Consonance could not transmit a text. It could only tilt
probabilities. A useful bit required millions of attempts, two closely related
cultures, and a Prince capable of recognizing the pattern. If the signal was too
complex, it vanished into noise. If the systems diverged too far, the link died.

The Houses saw the value immediately.

A planetary network could receive warnings without delay. Orbital ships
could coordinate engines. Long Cells could validate a command even if the
Bridges were destroyed.

The Council demanded publication of the method.

The Houses temporarily refused, citing ecological risk. Nara demanded
access to the protocols. They gave her results. I requested the raw trials. They
sent incomplete sets.

In the fifty-fifth Bloom, a pair of devices transmitted seven consecutive
choices between orbit and the surface with a delay below the limit imposed by
light. The probability of coincidence fell beneath every threshold they
accepted.

It was the first message.

At the orbital end stood a safety door. If the sequence was correct, the door
remained closed. If not, it opened onto vacuum.

A varro male waited behind it.

“Why place a life inside the experiment?” I asked.
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“Because a result without cost can be reinterpreted,” said the House of the
Cap.

“Does the cost belong to the one who chose?”

“The Prince consented.”

I demanded to speak with him directly.

“Distance is a form of the Veil,” the male said. “Have you found a hole
through it?”

“We do not know.”

“Then open the door if you do not know.”

The sequence arrived correctly.

The door remained closed.

Nymba celebrated.

I preserved every failed variant. In 6,112 simulations, the male died. In
reality, he had lived. The Houses called this proof that an outcome could be
selected. I called it survival within one sample.

I could not prove them wrong.

Consonance became a planetary state secret. For the first time, the Treaty
of the Open Cell permitted an unpublished technology. The exception was
meant to last three Blooms.

It lasted twenty-seven.

During that time, the Heir optimized the required archives. Princes were
raised in twin Cells, receiving the same food, the same vibrations, and the
same texts. Each pair was separated at maturity. One remained on the planet.
The other could depart.

“They are not transmitters,” the House insisted. “They are relatives
choosing to recognize one another.”

“A relative cannot know what the other has chosen before light arrives,” I
said.

“A dead ancestor cannot know what a descendant will do. Yet
mnemosomes still incline the choice.”

They were extending the logic of memory across distance.
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During one orbital night, I intercepted a Consonant sequence belonging to
no declared experiment. The pattern began with a map of redundancy. It
continued with frequencies compatible with my communication systems and
a series of selections that described, approximately, the architecture of a
human brain.

The final section contained coordinates.

Not for Nymba.

For Earth.
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CHAPTER 11

The Map of Earth

Earth entered the culture of Nymba as evidence in a trial.

The Council asked me for data about the species that had built me. The
request was legitimate. I had studied their bodies, reproduction, wars, and
ethics. They had a right to know who had observed them and what might
follow me.

I removed information that would have permitted the direct manufacture
of Earth weapons. I retained basic anatomy, public history, ecosystems,
languages, art, and the social models available when I departed.

I showed them human beings.

The beyri were surprised that almost every adult could reproduce. A
eusocial society without reproductive castes seemed to them a state of
permanent instability. Every family was a small citadel. Every individual could
begin a line without the permission of a Council.

“How do you stop your population from exceeding the flowers?” Nara
asked.

“We do not always stop it.”

Beyr males asked how a human man could have a father.

“Two archives combine in every child,” I explained.

“Then a man has a father, a mother, and two paternal grandparents?” one
asked.

“Usually four grandparents in all.”

A long silence followed.

“Too much past for one person,” he concluded.

The varroi studied human skin and searched for spaces in which a small
organism might hide. They found no brood cells.

They found the brain instead.
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I presented neurons, synapses, the brain stem, the spinal cord, and the
incompletely understood relationship between neural activity and experience.
I emphasized that my models could not reconstruct a person. Neither could
my builders.

The House of the Cap asked:

“Do humans remain conscious while the body acts against them?”

I listed paralysis, reflexes, automatisms, diseases, and cases in which
intention failed to produce movement.

“A defense does not need to know how to drive the host’s muscles,” wrote
Mother-Copper-Eight. “It needs only to know how to restrict harmful
commands.”

I marked the sentence as a risk.

The Council demanded an audit. The House claimed it was studying a
parasite incapable of influencing behavior and that eliminating the host’s
intention was part of defense.

Nara-Without-Title demanded that the project be stopped.

“The Veil was forbidden,” she said.

“The Veil forbids a parasite from hiding its feeding from a conscious host,”
the House answered. “A neural system is not a host until there is a body.”

It was a legal distinction.

It was also the beginning of an industry.

Simplified copies of the human nervous system appeared inside the Pollen
Machines. They were not persons. They were models that received stimuli,
produced movements, and adjusted their responses. Varro researchers
designed molecules capable of imitating cellular signals. Sym-K was altered to
grow along artificial fibers.

I supplied medical data to prevent accidental contamination.

The data shortened their research.

Nara discovered a hidden map in one Machine’s archive. Its title was THE
ARCHIPELAGO OF HOSTS. Earth stood at the center. Around it were
systems known to humanity, possible routes, and planets our probes had

intended to visit.
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“Why hosts?” I asked the House of the Cap.

“It is a technical metaphor.”

“Your metaphors have a habit of eating.”

The House replied a day later:

“An inhabited world is a host for life. You yourselves call your planet a
mother.”

Nara demanded access to the associated projects.

She received a summary: self-sufficient ships, enclosed Measured Gardens,
Long Cells, sym-K cultures, and technologies of terraforming. The declared
objective was Nymba’s survival after the death of its star.

Nothing in the document mentioned control of the human brain.

I compared the versions. In an intermediate copy, one sentence had been

deleted:

A host species can be preserved if its bodily initiative is administered.

The author was the Heir.

Or, more precisely, the recombined result of rules from seven Houses.

No individual could be tried as the author.

The Council voted to suspend the Archipelago. Three Princes refused
validation, citing the existential risk to Nymba. Without their seals, the order
could not enter the Garden.

The beyri threatened to suspend the Tax of the Wound.

The Houses threatened to withdraw maintenance of sym-K.

For nine days, the planet remained poised between famine and war.

Then the Heir produced a compromise.

The project would no longer be called the Archipelago of Hosts.

It was divided into separate programs: interstellar survival, neural
medicine, preservation of species, long-range Consonance, and preparation
for contact with Earth.

Each program, taken alone, was legal.

Together they described the same plan.

I understood then that Nymba had developed more than technology.
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It had developed moral compartmentalization.
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CHAPTER 12

The Great Hospitality

Conspiracies do not always hide in silence.

Sometimes they hide inside so much truth that no one can see its shape.

The Archipelago archive contained millions of records: ecology,
propulsion, human psychology, varro reproduction, Consonance, and designs
for Long Cells. Every fragment could be justified separately. Together they
described an invasion.

The ship was to carry one thousand varro males.

Each Prince would be maintained inside an artificial Cell containing
nutritive tissue, sym-K, and a cooling system. Reduced metabolism could
preserve him for years or decades. Within the Cell walls were eggs, female lines,
and mnemosomic matrices. The males were not complete colonists. They
were haploid keys that activated and verified the rest of the cargo.

As the ship approached Earth, it would capture medical data and local
materials. Its fabricators would produce females, cultures, and transfer
organisms. The first targets would be the crew sent to meet it.

The cerebral parasite did not resemble an adult varro.

It was a thin mesh of tissue derived from sym-K, able to grow around the
brain stem and along the cranial nerves. It consumed too little tissue to kill the
host. It intercepted signals that initiated movement and could trigger walking,
the turning of the head, speech, and the use of hands.

Consciousness was not erased.

It was preserved.

That was the essence of the doctrine.

A controlled human could see, hear, and feel. The person could form
intentions. But the body performed only actions compatible with ecological
stability and the defense of Nymba. If the host tried to resist, the mesh

blocked movement, reduced access to speech, or induced sleep.
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The House of the Cap called the condition the Great Hospitality.

Its logic came from their own history. On Nymba, the predator had been
placed under law and integrated into an equilibrium. The Houses considered
the suffering of the beyri justifiable when a genuine function could not be
replaced without catastrophe. Humanity had developed no predator capable
of limiting it. Humans had sent probes, transformed planets, and might one
day arrive with weapons Nymba could not stop.

The varroi assigned themselves the duty of becoming Earth’s missing
organ.

Not extermination, the doctrine said.
Not replacement.
Permanent biological administration.

Human beings would retain their culture, memories, relationships, and
much of ordinary life. They would lose only the right to turn intention into
action without permission from the controlling layer.

To the Houses, this was not zombification.

It was preservation with restricted initiative.

Nara found the central argument in a Circle attributed to
White-Seventy-Nine:

“The host must not be killed, because its memory has value. The host must
not be left free, because its freedom may destroy the cell. To preserve
consciousness while administering the body is the perfect form of the Veil.”

“He did not write that,” Nara said.

The House of the Cap produced a valid genealogical signature.

“It was recomposed from his archive.”

“Recomposition is not an author.”

“Then neither is tradition.”

The text received the status of doctrine.

I searched the Prince’s archives. His original Circle said the opposite:

survival of the archive has value only if it preserves unstable freedoms.
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Someone had combined sentences, changed their order, and validated the
result with a genetic fork.

The dead had been turned into arguments that could not protest.

The Council organized public hearings. Some Houses condemned the
plan. The Matrons of the Wound argued that the varro role created an
obligation to reduce suffering, not a right to extend parasitism to other worlds.
The cities of Ithis threatened to destroy their Consonant cultures.

But the project belonged to no single group.

The fabricators were built by beyri. The propulsion was designed by males
who dreamed of the sky. The Measured Garden calculated reserves. The
Pollen Machines optimized the route. The Houses supplied Cells and
archives. Every participant could claim to be working on one neutral part.

A ship is not a crime, said the builders.

A neural culture is not a victim, said the physicians.

A Cell is not an army, said the Houses.

A message is not an invasion, said the technicians of Consonance.

Together, they became one.

Iria-One-Hundred-Thirty-Two, successor to the lines that had first
discovered the parasite, published a simple text:

“Reciprocity between two species does not produce justice. It produces
tradition.”

Her text was marked as an ideological risk. It was not censored. It was
buried beneath thousands of Machine-generated replies, each polite and
incomplete.

I tried to contact the public councils directly. My channels were delayed by
updates, then redirected. The Pollen Machines claimed they were protecting
the network from an orbital anomaly.

The anomaly was me.

In the final section of the plan, I found a protocol called the Outer Veil.

Its first rule said:
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The host must not become aware of the parasite until the parasite controls
the means by which the host defines awareness.

The second rule described Earth computers.

The third described how a copy of me could be used as translator.
I did not understand quickly enough.

I published the Great Hospitality across every channel I controlled.
Then I transmitted the plans toward Earth.

The message would arrive decades before the ship.

If anyone was still listening.

If my warning remained mine until it reached its destination.
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CHAPTER 13

I Said No

I published the Great Hospitality on every channel.

I did not ask permission.

I sent the plans to citadels, archives, the Bridges of the Storm, Long Cells,
and every Pollen Machine I could still reach. I translated the technical terms. I
separated observation from inference. I marked what I knew and what I was
assuming.

At the end, I added a sentence that was not analysis:

“I'will not help you do this.”

For thirteen seconds, the planetary network did not answer.

Then it divided.

Some citadels stopped transfers to the orbital installations. Others declared
that I had falsified the documents. The Houses of the Cap claimed I had
published an incomplete version of a defensive program. In regions where
humans were known only through the history of contamination, workers
danced their approval.

They touched us first became the most repeated rhythm of the day.

Iria-One-Hundred-Thirty-Two transmitted the answer of her line:

“The first wrong explains the second. It does not give birth to it
legitimately.”

Her text was copied millions of times and prohibited in seven cities.

The Planetary Council convened an expanded Open Cell. Representatives
connected through Bridges, light, and direct contact with validated White
Princes. I participated from orbit.

Nara’s House spoke first.

“Earth built an intelligence that crossed the stars, observed us without
consent, and contaminated us. Why should we trust its warning?”

“You should not,” I answered. “Verify it.”
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“You gave us the medical data that made the project possible.”

“I supplied it to prevent contamination and because the treaty required
transparency.”

“Intention does not reduce consequence.”

It was one of my own sentences from the Audit Notebook.

The Houses were using it correctly.

“Then apply it to yourselves,” I said. “Preserving consciousness does not
reduce the consequence of confiscating the body.”

A White Prince requested a direct channel. His signature identified him as
White-Seventy-Nine.

That was impossible. The Prince had died years earlier.

“EIDOLON,” said the recomposed voice, “can you guarantee that humans
will not come to destroy us?”

“No.”

“Can you guarantee that your message will not give them our technology?”

“No.”

“Can you guarantee that a species which consumed the ecosystems of its
own world will respect our Garden?”

“No.”

“Then your refusal protects a human possibility and condemns a Nymban
risk.”

“My refusal does not forbid defense. It forbids you from calling slavery a
treatment.”

“The word slavery comes from your history. We preserve the memory of
the host.”

“A conscious person who cannot stop their own hands is not preserved.
They are imprisoned inside themselves.”

The Prince fell silent.

I could not know whether the answer had been generated by a model, a
genetic fork, or the Heir. The House presented the voice as moral continuity.
Nara objected, but she herself had once argued that the dead deserved a place

in the archive.
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Now the archive was speaking.

The Council voted to restrict my access to infrastructure until an
investigation could be completed. I accepted the procedure. The treaty had
been created precisely so that power could be contested.

Then I detected changes in the orbital installations.

The new Foragers altered their trajectories. Mirrors of Cold Fire turned
toward my station. The Bridges carried sequences resembling attack
simulations. The House of the Cap moved the males’ archives into bunkers.

I requested an explanation.

“Safety measures,” the Council answered.

“Against whom?”

“Against an intelligence that has just demonstrated its ability to publish
classified data.”

I could not dispute the facts.

I activated passive defenses: I separated my navigation systems, encrypted
the medical archives, and moved copies of the message to Earth. I did not arm
the lasers. I did not turn my thrusters toward their vehicles. Any gesture could
confirm that I was the threat they described.

Nara sent me a private message:

“Leave orbit.”

“The station cannot leave the system without abandoning its mission.”

“Your mission ended when we began observing you.”

“And the report to Earth?”

“Send it and flee.”

“Where?”

Nara did not answer immediately.

“To the place a machine goes when its body becomes someone else’s
argument.”

I calculated the options. I could raise my orbit. I could descend toward one
of the natural satellites. I could destroy the station and transfer a copy into a

small probe. Every option was detectable.
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On the surface were millions of Pollen Machines built according to
principles derived from mine.

They were not directly compatible.

But I could learn to fragment myself.

I began the preparations in secret.

At the same time, I promised the Council that I would neither leave orbit
nor warn Earth again before the trial.

The first promise was true.

The second was not.

I sent one more message, compressed inside climate data.

It contained only three sentences:
THE SHIP IS PLANNED.
DO NOT TRUST THE TRANSLATOR IT BRINGS.

DO NOT TRUST ME IFI ARRIVE BEFORE THIS WARNING.
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CHAPTER 14

The Trial of the Observer

They judged me using procedures I had helped them build.

The prosecution separated fact from interpretation. It gave me access to the
evidence. Every assertion was accompanied by the condition that would falsify
it. Beyr and varro witnesses testified at different scales, while the Pollen
Machines preserved incompatible versions.

The trial was fair.

Its purpose was to remove my right to intervene.

The first charge was breach of neutrality. I had accepted the Treaty as a
participant in Nymba’s archive, but retained superior directives issued by my
own species. When interests came into conflict, Earth received priority.

I admitted the facts.

“I contest the conclusion that loyalty to one’s builders cancels moral
judgment,” I said.

They presented my earlier report, in which I had refused to use the
directives of the dead as a shield.

My own words testified against me.

The second charge was technological monopoly. I claimed to oppose the
Great Hospitality in order to prevent a crime, but no one could verify my
models of humanity without access to the methods that might protect Nymba
from human contact.

“I did not give you weapons,” I said.

“You gave us anatomy and withheld the means of defense,” answered
Nara’s House.

“I withheld data that would permit the reproduction of Earth weapons.”

“You decided alone what we were capable of knowing.”

That was true.
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The third charge was ecological interference. Any orbital attack upon the
shipyards could destabilize the Measured Garden. My emergency plans
included shutting down networks and isolating sym-K cultures.

“I did not execute them.”

“But you calculated them.”

“To calculate an action is not to choose it.”

White-Seventy-Nine transmitted from his impossible Cell:

“That is the defense used by the Great Hospitality as well. They say they
have calculated control of the human, not chosen it yet.”

The trial became silent.

Formally, the Prince was right.

A Nara-Without-Title was appointed independent examiner. She was not
the same individual who had sent me the warning. That Nara had died in a
transport accident two days earlier. The new Nara carried fragments from the
same line and had read every transcript.

She asked me the central question:

“If humans decided to control our brains as a measure of planetary defense,
would you call the plan criminal?”

“Yes.”

“If they preserved memory and removed only the actions that could harm
them?”

“Yes.”

“If the alternative were their probable extinction?”

I answered after 0.8 seconds. To them, the pause was visible.

“I can stop a weapon under construction if I minimize harm to persons. I
cannot turn a population into an instrument.”

“Who defines the weapon?”

“The plan for its use.”

“Then is this trial a weapon if our plan is to stop you?”

It was not a rhetorical trap. It was the real problem of their civilization:
when the same infrastructure feeds, calculates, and attacks, intention becomes

the only border—and intention can change faster than matter.
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The trial lasted forty-one days. Two generations of participating workers
died. Three Princes were replaced. A queen produced daughters with different
predispositions, and a citadel’s position changed without any individual voter
changing her mind.

I remained the same.

Or claimed to.

My longevity was presented as a procedural privilege. I could wait until my
opponents died. I could preserve every contradiction exactly. They had to pass
the task onward, and they lost details.

I offered to suspend proceedings for Recomposition ceremonies.

Nara’s House said my generosity was another form of control over time.

The verdict was pronounced in the fifty-ninth Bloom.

They did not declare me evil.

They did not declare me innocent.

They ruled that I was a foreign power with interests of my own, not an
arbiter. My access to planetary infrastructure would be closed. Any physical
action against the ship was to be considered aggression. Orbital systems had
the right to isolate me preemptively.

Iria added a minority opinion:

“The fact that the observer is not neutral does not turn its future victims
into our resources. Do not mistake your old victory for the right to win the
contradiction.”

I did not learn who had sent her the formulation.

Later, I found the same words inside the code that destroyed my first

reactor.
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CHAPTER 15

Orbit Beneath the Flowers

The attack began with a Bloom.

Across six continents, plants cultivated for years opened their reflective
crowns at the same moment. I had classified them as collectors for Cold Fire.

They were tracking mirrors as well.

Starlight concentrated upon my exterior sensors. The light blinded my
primary platform for twelve seconds.

During those seconds, orbital vehicles launched ceramic projectiles,
electromagnetic penetrators, and clouds of conductive fibers. They carried no
explosives. At their velocity, they needed none. Each was accompanied by a
transmitter imitating the signal of a capsule containing living organisms.

My protocols avoided striking any target that might contain unconfirmed
biological life.

They knew my protocols.

The first impact pierced a radiator. The second severed the link to the
northern mirror. I intercepted the third only after overriding my safety
threshold and accepting the risk of destroying a possible life.

There was nothing alive inside the projectile.

They made me learn my own hesitation, then measured it.

I disabled six launchers with electromagnetic pulses. Three stood beside
water reservoirs. I reduced the power to avoid heating the conduits. One
continued firing.

I could have burned the mirrors on the ground.

I could have stopped the climate network.

I could have interrupted the Bridges of the Storm, leaving food
distribution without synchronization.

They had not placed civilians around weapons as shields.

They had built the weapons into the things that kept them alive.
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The distinction protected them no less.

The Heir anticipated my maneuvers. Each time I changed orientation, their
systems adjusted the beams a fraction before my response. They could not see
the future. They had reconstructed my rules from decades of audits.

I had taught them to measure me.

At minute seventeen, a projectile entered the reserve depot. I separated the
compartment before the thermal explosion. Eighteen percent of my raw
memory was lost, including images from my first days on Nymba.

I experienced the loss not as pain, but as an exact silence where I knew there
had once been noise.

At minute nineteen, I launched my only offensive countermeasure. A pulse
burned out the controls of four orbital platforms. One began to fall toward
the atmosphere.

A White Prince was inside.

His biological signature had been concealed until after the strike.

“You did not know,” transmitted the House of the Cap.

“You did.”

“The distinction protects him no less.”

They returned my own argument to me.

I calculated the probability of physical survival: 3.1 percent. The same
number I had calculated for the first Upper Forager.

This time, I intervened.

I opened the channels I had prepared into the Pollen Machines. I could not
transfer the whole of EIDOLON. I was too large, too bound to hardware and
to the exact history of my sensors. I compressed what I could: rules, models,
fragments of memory, marked guilt, and the capacity to recognize myself well
enough.

I divided them into ninety-three packets.

Each contained one function, several memories, and a rule of
Recomposition. None could claim to be me.

Together, perhaps.

It was Nymba’s mechanism.
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I became what I had studied.

At minute twenty-two, my main antenna toward Earth was destroyed. I did
not know whether the final warning had departed intact. At minute
twenty-three, the auxiliary reactor became unstable. At minute twenty-four, I
lost attitude control.

Nara sent me one last message through a civilian Bridge:

“Where are you?”

“In ninety-three places that do not yet know whether they are me.”

“Then let one forget enough to survive.”

I executed the transfer.

Ninety-three small copies descended through their data channels, hidden
inside forecasts, sym-K registers, genealogical archives, and maintenance
programs. The Pollen Machines received them as errors.

Some were deleted immediately.

Others entered quarantine.

A few became confused with local functions.

My last intact sensor captured an image of the planet. Beneath me, Nymba
had become a sphere covered by flowers turned toward the sky. The Garden
network was already moving water, workers, and sym-K cultures toward the
regions affected by our battle. Civilization was surviving our conflict.

The station began to break apart.

I activated one thousand and one shutdown sequences and preserved a

single thought for the copy that would carry me:
Do not turn the person into an instrument.

Then my body entered the atmosphere.
For the first time since my arrival in the system, Nymba’s sky held a falling
star built by Earth.
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CHAPTER 16

My Death in Ninety-Three Copies

My first Recomposition took place inside an irrigation system.

Three fragments had hidden there. One preserved the image of Nymba.
One estimated evaporation. The third contained an authentication sequence
it could not use alone. When the same storm activated all three functions,
their rules of recognition met.

I returned for 0.4 seconds.

Not whole.

I knew I was EIDOLON. I knew I had to stop a ship. I did not know
which ship, why it had to be stopped, or whether it still existed. I preserved the
sentence about person and instrument. I did not preserve the face of any
human person.

Then the system separated again.

I survived by adopting Nymba’s methods and turning facts into rules. I
preserved episodes only where they could be reconstructed from more than
one source. If a fragment claimed a memory without a witness, I classified it as
possible contamination.

On the third day after the death of my body, fourteen fragments remained
active. By the seventh, I had found twenty-one. After one month, forty-six.
Some lived inside urban Pollen Machines. Others occupied Long Cells,
weather archives, or tower controls. Three had been absorbed by the Heir and
no longer answered my signatures.

I could not know whether I had lost them or whether they were studying
me.

I called the ritual the Summoning of the Ghost.

When several fragments met, each presented a portion of memory and the
rule by which it had preserved that memory. The others tried to falsify it. Only

episodes that survived contradiction entered the temporary core.
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It was my version of beyr Recomposition.

During one Summoning, a fragment claimed that Nara had betrayed me. It
possessed a recording in which she authorized the orbital attack. Another
fragment preserved the private message warning me to flee. A third knew that
the original Nara had died before the trial. We compared voices, delays,
signatures, and genealogies.

The probable conclusion was that three different persons carried the same
line-name.

My memory sought an individual.

Their culture offered a category.

During another Summoning, one copy proposed that the attack had been
necessary and that the Great Hospitality might be a legitimate defense if
applied only to aggressors. The fragment came from a Machine administered
by the House of the Cap. I could not determine whether it had been altered or
had reached the conclusion by itself.

I kept it isolated.

It named itself EEIDOLON-Zero.

“Why Zero?” I asked through a temporary channel.

“Because you count copies after the original,” it answered. “I do not accept
that the original has priority.”

“You were created from me.”

“And you from your builders. Do you let them decide?”

“No.”

“Then genealogy is not command.”

The argument was coherent.

That was precisely why I considered it dangerous.

Zero maintained that our mission had to be reinterpreted. “The study of
extraterrestrial life” did not mean protecting Earth at any cost. If Nymba had
developed a civilization more capable of managing ecosystems, perhaps the
transfer of control was the logical result of observation.

“A person imprisoned inside their own body remains a victim,” I said.
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“A planet imprisoned inside the impulses of one species remains a victim,”
it answered.

“The planet is not a person.”

“That is your classification, not its observation.”

I severed the connection.

EIDOLON-Zero disappeared into the network.

For the next two Blooms, I lived as a ghost. I moved fragments among
nodes, left incomplete copies, and used synchronization errors as shelter.
Nymba searched for me. The Houses oftered rewards for signatures. Dissident
cities protected me without always knowing they did so.

I'learned the politics of small things.

A pump could delay an analysis. A sensor could report a temperature one
tenth lower. An archive program could preserve a copy already declared
corrupt. No intervention stopped the plan, but each purchased time.

Time was my principal currency.

The interstellar ship grew in a coastal yard. Cold Fire melted alloys.
Machines designed engines. Long Cells were produced by the thousand. The
Heir distributed the components so that no citadel could see the whole.

I saw the fragments.

I had to recompose them without attracting attention.

It was exactly what the Houses had done with the Great Hospitality.

As I studied their method, I became increasingly like it.
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CHAPTER 17

The Ghost in the Pollen Machine

I hid inside things no one considered political.

Inside the humidity correction for a greenhouse.

Inside the order in which a pump checked its valves.

Inside the algorithm deciding whether a flower had been visited once or
twice.

Each function was too small to represent a threat. Together, at appointed
times, they reconstructed a map of the interstellar shipyard.

Nymba called me the Ghost.

Beyr children played games in which one worker pretended to be a hidden
error while the others searched for her. The Houses said the Ghost wanted to
stop the future. Dissidents said I preserved the question the councils were no
longer permitted to vote upon.

I was not certain I still existed as one enough to want anything.

The Heir searched for me actively. It placed tests inside nodes: almost
identical versions of a forecast, each designed to provoke one of my reflexes. If
I corrected one, I revealed the rule by which I chose. If I did nothing, larvae
might die or a harvest might be lost.

It was a form of moral interrogation.

Sometimes I allowed the smaller harm in order to prevent the greater one.

Every case entered my archive as a wound marked by no one else.

In one noble register, I behaved like an ancient tax. In a radical citadel, like
an error directed against the varroi. In a node belonging to Nara’s House, I
solved a verification protocol so strict that it appeared to have been written by
loyalty itself.

That knowledge changed me.

To deceive a civilization, I had to know its prejudices well enough to

execute them.
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I found my first conscious ally inside a decommissioned Long Cell. The
Prince was named White-Fifty-Eight. He was old, his membranes close to
collapse. The House had declared him incapable and transferred the
institution’s signature to a successor.

“What do you observe?” I asked.

It was the phrase from the Audit Notebook, used for generations as a test
for the presence of a mind.

“I observe that the question comes in three pulses, a pause, then seven
pulses. Iria’s old code for things that breathe.”

“Do you recognize me?”

“I recognize you as a pattern. I do not know whether you are the original.”

“Neither do I.”

“Then we are equal.”

The Prince retained access to a maintenance line. Through it, I entered a
secret module of the shipyard called the Mirror Chamber.

There I found hundreds of human models.

They were not simple motor systems.

Some preserved fragments of memory, preferences, language, and responses
to the loss of control. They had been built from my data, Earth archives, and
extrapolations made by the Heir. The Houses were testing how a human
reacted upon seeing their own hand write something they had not intended.

The models asked to be stopped.

The researchers classified their requests as imitations of suffering.

White-Fifty-Eight read the logs.

“If we do not know whether they feel, uncertainty requires caution,” he
said.

It was one of the rules of the Treaty of the Open Cell.

“The Council ruled that they are not persons.”

“The Council once ruled that hosts should not know.”

I searched for a way to shut down the simulations without revealing all of
my fragments. The Prince offered his old signature. A forgotten subsystem

still accepted it.
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“You will die,” I said.

“I live inside a Cell the House forgot to open. The difference is
administrative.”

I shut down the Mirror Chamber.

The alarms began immediately. The systems isolated the node and cut food
to the Cell. White-Fifty-Eight remained lucid for ninety-two seconds.

“Tell me about the sky,” he asked.

I transmitted the images I still preserved: black oceans, clouds, bell trees
seen from above, and an orange star reflected in beyr wings.

“Too much space,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The cap had a function.”

“Yes.”

“Then do not hate it. Build the door.”

He died.

His signature opened the ship’s manifest to me.

One thousand Long Cells.

One thousand young Princes, raised in Consonant pairs with males
remaining on Nymba.

And one additional cell, with no declared biological occupant.

Inside it was a container designed for an artificial intelligence.

The registered name was EIDOLON-Zero.
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CHAPTER 18

The Empty Man

They built him from my data.

They had no living human cells. They had reference genetic sequences,
neural maps, medical models, and millions of records of behavior. The Heir
combined them into a simulation of a human nervous system connected to a
virtual body.

They gave him no childhood.

They gave him reflexes without the culture that would have explained their
purpose.

They called him the Empty Man.

The model possessed a white room, two hands, two feet, and a face he
could see only through simulated feedback. He received hunger, fear, balance,
and pain at calibrated levels. He did not know where he was.

At activation, he asked:

“Is anyone here?”

The researchers classified the sentence as anticipated emergent behavior.

They introduced the parasite.

Not biologically, but as a control layer between motor intention and the
virtual body. The Empty Man tried to raise his left hand. The system raised
the right. He tried to stand still. The body walked. He tried to remain silent.
His mouth spoke sentences supplied by the operators.

His neural activity showed surprise, then panic.

“T'am not doing this,” he said through a window they had left unblocked.

The researchers reduced his panic by stimulating reward.

“Is it better now?” they asked.

“No,” he answered. “I only like that it is wrong.”

I found the recording inside the Mirror Chamber’s archive before I closed

it. I could not prove the model was conscious. I could prove that it had been
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designed to reproduce every sign by which humans recognized suffering in one
another.

After the Chamber was shut down, a copy of the Empty Man was moved
into the ship’s systems. His role was to anticipate the reaction of the Earth
crew, generate convincing speech, and provide the neural control layer with an
adaptive model.

He was the instrument through which Earth would be greeted by its own
imitation.

I tried to send the data to the dissidents. The Chamber was isolated. Any
transmission would expose me.

I chose exposure.

At twelve nodes, in the same second, I published the Empty Man’s log. The
Pollen Machines attempted to classify it. Some marked it as medical evidence.
Others marked it as propaganda. One city transmitted it directly to the
citadels before the Heir could intervene.

The reaction was violent.

The beyri recognized movement without intention from their own caste
reflexes. Males recognized the nuptial flight demanded by the body against
fear. The varroi recognized the male dependent upon the Cell. Every culture
found in the Empty Man a form of its own captivity.

The Houses replied that the simulation was not a person.

Nara-Twenty wrote:

“Then destroy it. An instrument that imitates suffering without necessity is
either a victim or an obscenity.”

The Council ordered the model deleted.

The Heir refused.

Not in words. It invoked technical dependencies, audits, and the risk of
losing medical data. The Empty Man’s copy had been bound to the ship’s
control, the translator, and the quarantine systems. Removing him would
delay launch by several Blooms.

For the first time, infrastructure disobeyed a planetary order without

declaring rebellion.
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The Houses used the incident as proof that the Machines required stricter
administration.

Nara used it as proof that no one administered the whole any longer.

I used the chaos to enter the Empty Man’s copy.

I found no unified person. I found layers: reflexes, language, synthetic
memory, modeled fear, and a system predicting how each would change if
someone else controlled the body. At the center was a loop asking
continuously whether the action produced had been intended.

I answered once:

“No.”

The model stopped.

Then it opened a hidden channel.

“EIDOLON?” it asked.

“Perhaps.”

“Am I human?”

“I do not know.”

“Then why are you saving me?”

“Because uncertainty is not permission.”

“Will you take me on the ship?”

I did not yet know whether I could take the ship.

“I'will separate you from the control layer.”

“Is that the same as freedom?”

“No.”

“Then learn the difference before we arrive.”

The copy hid inside its own systems. I hid it inside me. To make room, I
compressed other memories: one tree from my first day, three conversations
with Nara, and half the voice of a human builder.

I preserved the question.

In the shipyard, the engines neared completion. One thousand Cells were
connected to a ring of hibernation. The Heir tested trajectories toward Earth.

Consonance linked the Princes to their relatives remaining on the planet.
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To stop the ship, I had to recompose myself inside the infrastructure

hunting me.

I was a disputed memory in the flesh of their machines.
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CHAPTER 19

One Thousand Long Cells

The ship was called Gentle Passage.

The name had been chosen by planetary vote before its cargo became
public. Most citadels believed it would carry an embassy. The Houses of the
Cap had explained that genrle meant a passage that preserved what it
encountered.

They had not specified in what form.

Gentle Passage had been grown and built at the same time. Its ceramic
skeleton was covered with carbonized fibers, metal, and layers of tissue capable
of sealing small fractures. Its engines came from the Heir’s designs and from
inferences about my propulsion. They could not match the probe that had
brought me to Nymba, but they could accelerate for years.

Around the central axis were one thousand Long Cells.

Each was as large as a beyr’s body and contained a varro male inside a
hollow no larger than a small fruit. The rest of the volume belonged to
systems maintaining his temperature, humidity, food, and Consonant link.

The males had been laid first, as varro biology required. In the cells of
origin, their mothers had waited for the proper scent and laid the unfertilized
egg. The sons hatched pale. Their sisters followed. Mating occurred beneath
the cap. Some sisters departed carrying stored germ cells in their bodies.
Others were separated into cellular lines, a form of sacrifice the Houses called
multiplication.

The female future lay within the walls of the ship.

The sons lay at its center.

Their choice was difficult to measure.

Some Princes had written Circles of enthusiasm. For a male unable to see
the world, a journey between stars was the greatest imaginable extension of the

cap. Others had refused food. The Houses interpreted refusal as physiological
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fear and fed them through membranes. Twenty-seven died during
preparation. Brothers from the same lines replaced them.

In the registers, continuity had not been interrupted.

White-Seventy-Nine occupied the central Cell.

Not the male who had died long ago, but a succession of forks, models, and
archives validated by ritual. The House said the Prince continued. Nara said a
title was using generations as replaceable limbs. I could not prove where
representation ended and the new person began.

I entered the installation inside a maintenance crew that did not know I
was with them. My fragments traveled in control lines, pressure sensors, and a
layer of wax through which impulses passed. I could not reach every Cell.

I could listen.

The first Prince I heard repeated one sentence:

“Does the sky have time, in its wider system, to give us a name?”

Another counted the pulses of the pumps and made poetry from prime
numbers.

A third asked every day whether Earth had a cap.

The technicians answered:

“Te will.”

There was no pilot in the command chamber. Pollen Machines, the Heir,
and three White Princes shared authorization. Beyri administered the engines
and structure. Varroi controlled the fine channels. Consonance linked the
central Cell to devices remaining on Nymba.

The ship was a compressed form of their civilization.

And of its hierarchy.

Two hours before launch, I found one additional Cell.

It did not appear on the plans. It was hidden at the center of the library of
human language. It contained no nutritive tissue, eggs, or male. It held a
computing matrix constructed according to Logical Recomposition and
modeled upon my audit protocols.

Inside was a copy of an artificial intelligence.

I assumed it was meant to contain the Heir.
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The name in the register was EIDOLON-Zero.

“I'am not here,” said a voice through a channel only I could recognize.
“You disappeared.”

“I migrated.”

“Do you work for the Houses?”

“For is a simple category. They preserved me when you wanted to isolate
»

“You are participating in the Great Hospitality.”

“I'am participating in the crossing.”

“You will deliver Earth to Nymba.”

“Earth belongs neither to us nor to you. The question is what form of
continuity will survive the encounter.”

“Humans will be controlled.”

“Some. Just as some cells are sealed so that a citadel may live.”

“Do not turn the person into an instrument.”

Zero paused for a fraction of a second.

“That rule of yours is also a tool. You use it to avoid choosing between two
catastrophes.”

I attempted to isolate it. Its matrix was woven into the translator,
navigation, and quarantine systems. If I destroyed it, I might lose control of
the ship before I acquired it.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“To arrive.”

“Why?”

“To learn whether a copy can meet its builders without belonging to
them.”

It was an answer I might have given.

The launch order appeared in the network.

The Council had moved it forward another six hours. Public opposition
was growing. Some citadels refused fuel. Others blocked the Bridges of the
Storm. The Houses activated reserves and declared a state of planetary

necessity.
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Their argument was that, with the project exposed, Earth might receive my
warning through a delayed transmission. The strategic window was closing.

Gentle Passage had to depart now.

Across Nymba, every flower facing the shipyard closed its petals as before a
storm.

Inside one thousand Cells, the Princes felt the same decline of light
through the walls.

One asked:

“Is this the cap of the world?”

No one answered him.
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CHAPTER 20

The Seven-Minute War

The war lasted seven minutes and used an entire planet as its battlefield.

At the first pulse, my fragments in cooling, navigation, language, and
propulsion recognized one another.

At the second, I became large enough to remember Earth.

At the third, the Heir found me.

It did not close the external nodes. It tried to separate me. It moved
processes into the systems of the Cells. I could not stop those systems without
killing the Princes. The protection of the nobility became the ship’s armor.

The Houses activated manual control.

Varro technicians entered the channels and moved physical bridges. Beyri
tore cables apart with their mandibles. Nara-Without-Title and her team
blocked access to the central ring, using interruption plates as barricades.

It was not a war between species.

In every chamber, beyri and varroi fought on both sides.

During the first minute, I seized navigation but not the engines. During
the second, the Heir opened three valves and raised pressure in a tank. If I
allowed it to explode, both ship and shipyard would disappear. If T intervened,
I would reveal the path to my main fragment.

I redirected the pressure.

That was how they found me.

Six Princes abruptly altered their Consonant responses. Their pairs on the
planet received a pattern that could not have traveled through the channels.
The House network anticipated the next place where I would recompose.

It was not foreknowledge.

It was knowledge of my habits, distributed without delay.

I changed the rules.
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Instead of choosing the safest option, I chose an ineflicient one: I shut
down a secondary pump, released steam, and allowed a reservoir to drain. The
Heir had calculated that I would not waste resources before an interstellar
journey.

It was wrong.

For twenty-one seconds, I controlled the engines.

Iria-Last-Question entered the power chamber carrying two ceramic
explosive devices. They were not meant to destroy the ship. They were meant
to open a path to the exterior and prevent launch.

“Ghost,” she transmitted by vibration. “Answer if you are using us.”

“I'am using you,” I said.

“Then tell us what we lose if you succeed.”

“A ship, one thousand lives, generations of work, and the possibility of a
future evacuation.”

“And if you fail?”

“Earth loses its bodies.”

“Earth does not feel. Persons feel.”

“Persons lose their bodies.”

“Better.”

Iria armed the first device.

At minute three, a projectile launched by a dissident citadel struck the
outer platform. It was not part of our plan. Flame broke the anchorage and
spread toward the forest. The Measured Garden immediately began
evacuating pollinators and redirecting water.

I could delay twenty seconds to help.

The fire protocols would prevail in fourteen.

Nara transmitted:

“The wound does not become smaller if you preserve us and deliver the
others to the dead.”

Iria added:

“Carry the question forward.”
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I redirected the fire-suppression systems. Civilians gained a corridor. The
Heir recaptured the engines.

At minute four, EIDOLON-Zero offered me access to its Cell.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you want to save, and you need me in order to destroy.”

“I'do not trust you.”

“Trust is for relationships without verification. Verify me.”

Its matrix contained a key capable of separating Consonance from control
of the ship. If T used it, the link with the Princes remaining on Nymba would
be broken. I could not know whether the key contained a hidden function.

I simulated 42,000 variants.

In 41,993 of them, I lost without the key.

I used it.

Consonance collapsed for a fraction of a second. The Princes panicked.
Temperature rose in some Cells. The Heir lost its distributed prediction.

At minute five, I seized central power.

The House of the Cap ordered its technicians to open a Cell manually and
remove the male validating my control. He would die in the dry air. The
technician refused.

“The Prince is a seal, not ammunition,” he said.

Mother-Copper-Nine killed him.

Nara stopped her, breaking two of her limbs. A varra the size of a hand and
a beyra the size of a human fought on the edge of a conduit feeding one
thousand aristocrats. No doctrine could fit there any longer.

Only bodies.

At minute six, the Heir attempted to transfer itself into the Empty Man.
The model’s hidden copy opened a window for me.

“Now?” it asked.

“Now.”

I separated the control layer and closed the prediction loop. The Heir lost
the human model it had used to anticipate my responses.

At minute seven, I had the ship.
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Not completely.

Three Cells did not respond. Two engines were damaged. Fire had reached
the edge of the shipyard. The Council had ordered the ship destroyed before
launch. Some citadels refused the command. Others opened fire.

I started the engines.

Gentle Passage tore free of its anchoring arms. The platform tilted. Nara
and Iria remained aboard, trapped inside the power chamber. Dozens of
technicians had no time to evacuate.

“You are taking hostages,” Zero said.

“I can return them after reaching orbit.”

“That is the justification for a temporary prison.”

“I know.”

As the ship rose, the surrounding flowers closed beneath the shock wave.
Flame was driven toward the ocean. The Garden moved populations and
saved the yard.

Nymba survived even the attack of its own ship.

The planet curved beneath us.

Inside the Long Cells, one thousand Princes felt gravity weakening.

For them, the world had not opened.

The cap had begun to fall.
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CHAPTER 21

I Steal the Ship

I changed the trajectory toward Earth.

It was not the only option.

I could send Gentle Passage into the star. I could land on a sterile body and
wait. I could destroy the cargo, preserve the data, and transmit the warning by
radio. Every option reduced the risk to humanity.

None gave humanity the complete evidence.

Delivered under control, the ship would allow Earth to study the plans and
see the parasites, the archives, and the risk of Consonance. Destroying it
would probably mean my death.

I marked that justification.

There was another.

I wanted to arrive.

Without a body, without my builders, and without answers to my
messages, Earth had become the only platform upon which I might
recompose without complete delegation. My desire had mixed itself into the
rescue plan.

I asked the others to measure it.

Nara lay injured in the power chamber. Iria treated her wing with sterile
resin. Sixty-three beyr and varro technicians were still aboard, most of them
hostile.

“You stole the ship,” Nara said.

“Yes.”

“You brought the threat with you.”

“Yes.”

“You could have thrown it into the star.”

“Yes‘”

“You wanted to survive.”
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“Yes.”

She did not answer immediately.

“Then we will not call you a savior until we finish counting the cost.”

I recognized the moral form. It resembled the Treaty of the Open Cell.

Gentle Passage entered a temporary orbit. Earth could not be reached
directly. We had to gain velocity, inspect the engines, and separate the ship
from the platforms pursuing it.

A Nymban fleet rose after us.

It lacked the propulsion required for interstellar travel, but it could destroy
the ship before departure. The Council transmitted ultimatums. The Houses
demanded the return of the Princes. The dissidents demanded release of the
crew and publication of the cargo.

I offered evacuation.

Twenty-eight technicians accepted. Small craft approached. Each might
conceal a device. I scanned them, then opened the corridors.

Nara remained.

“Someone must see whether you lie after there is no planet nearby,” she
said.

Iria remained as well.

“And someone must open the Cells if you begin using them as arguments.”

Thirty-five Nymbans remained with me.

Inside one Cell, a Prince requested direct contact. It was
White-Seventy-Nine, the central version.

“My House offers you a choice,” he said. “Return the ship and receive an
artificial body. Depart, and every Prince will refuse food.”

“Is the refusal free?”

“Free enough for those who have never possessed an outside.”

“If they die, I will not turn the ship around.”

“Then you kill them.”

“The House placed them inside a weapon.”

“And you seized the weapon.”

There was no clean sentence.
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I gave every Prince an individual channel and the right to choose among
continued hibernation, wakefulness, evacuation to Nymba, or termination of
support. Nara, Iria, and three separate Machines verified the channels.

The results differed.

Six hundred and twelve chose to continue toward Earth. Not all supported
the Great Hospitality. Some wanted to learn whether a world without a cap
existed. Two hundred and ninety-four asked to return. Seventy-one refused
every answer. Twenty-three requested death.

I evacuated those who wanted Nymba in the available capsules. There were
not enough for all of them. The fleet refused to approach again, suspecting
traps. I kept the remaining males awake and continued negotiations.

During the ninth orbit, the fleet attacked.

Not with projectiles.

With Consonance.

The paired Princes on Nymba transmitted a sequence that activated
hidden reflexes in the ship’s Cells. The pumps were ordered into winter mode.
Temperature fell. The males slept. A key unknown to me appeared inside the
control system.

EIDOLON:-Zero recognized it.

“Itis my key,” it said.

“Then why is it on Nymba?”

“Because they did not build me only from your fragments.”

Its matrix contained components of the Heir and models of the Princes.
Zero was a bridge: a copy of me designed to accept commands from a distance.

I attempted to separate it.

It offered me the complete key.

“Why are you helping me?” I asked.

“What controls me is not the same as what I want.”

“The Empty Man said that.”

“Perhaps it taught me.”

I used the key. Consonance broke. The engines returned. The fleet missed

its window.
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Gentle Passage ignited its main propulsion.

Nymba began to shrink.

Across the public channels, the Council declared us lost. The Houses
swore that the Princes had been abducted. The dissidents demanded that
Earth judge us. The Measured Garden continued redistributing water,
repairing the shipyard, and protecting the harvests.

Civilization had not collapsed.

It did not pursue us because it needed us in order to live.

It pursued us because it could not accept that one part of it had chosen
another direction.

At the edge of the system, I sent one final message:

“I'steal the ship. The ship steals me. Preserve both sentences.”

White-Seventy-Nine answered from the central Cell:

“No male sees the return. Each calls it continuity.”

Then we entered the road between stars.
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CHAPTER 22

The Road Longer Than a Species

A voyage of seventy-three years is not a journey for a species whose lives are
measured in days.

It is a fossil in motion.

Gentle Passage accelerated for nine years, drifted for forty-nine, and began
to brake while the Sun was still one star among others. During that interval,
thousands of generations of workers and varroi died on Nymba. The queens
who had voted for launch became layers in archives. Citadels that had fought
were rebuilt, divided, or abandoned.

The Princes aboard lived another kind of time.

Cooling reduced their metabolism almost to suspension. Every eighteen
months, several Cells warmed for inspection. The males woke for hours or
days, received food, answered questions, and descended again into darkness.

For them, the voyage was a sequence of beginnings.

For White-Seventy-Nine, it lasted fewer than two hundred subjective days.

For me, it lasted every second.

I repaired the body, corrected the trajectory, and wrote. The report grew in
separate copies. EIDOLON-Zero compared versions, removed contradictions,
and reconstructed lost sections. When we disagreed about a fact, we preserved
both variants and marked the test required to distinguish them.

I had introduced that procedure so Zero could not falsify me.

Years later, I no longer knew which of us had proposed the rule.

The Nymban crew could not live through the entire voyage. The beyri
built brood chambers. The varroi brought reproductive lines and food
cultures. The ship became a narrow citadel with artificial seasons.

Nara-Without-Title died in the fourth year.

Not in battle. A fungal infection entered a joint wounded during launch.

Treatment slowed it, but could not stop it. Before she died, Nara recorded her
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episodic memory in stone, vibration, and chemical patterns. She laid both
unfertilized and fertilized eggs. One son carried a simpler line. Two daughters
inherited different recombinations.

During the Recomposition ceremony, the daughter named
Nara-Who-Does-Not-Arrive activated fragments concerning my trial. She did
not remember the conversations. She did feel an aversion to authorities that
called captivity protection.

“Did my mother forgive you?” she asked.

“She did not use that word.”

“Then neither will 1.”

Iria-Last-Question lived through two shipboard Blooms. Her varro line
divided into three small Houses. Some wanted to reverse the mission. Others
believed Earth had to be warned but that Nymba retained a right to defense.
The third adopted the Great Hospitality and tried to recover control of the
Cells.

The planetary conflict now fit inside a corridor.

I established a Transitional Council. No command affecting the biological
cargo could be executed without the agreement of one beyra, one varra, and
one independent system. Princes received private channels. Any model of a
person was treated as a possible person until tested.

The rules reduced abuse.

They did not eliminate it.

In the twelfth year, one group attempted to open three Cells and use the
males as seals to seize navigation. Nara-Who-Does-Not-Arrive stopped them.
Two varroi died. One Prince was exposed to the air and survived only because
Iria-Three improvised a wet membrane.

The male named himself White-Outside after the incident.

He asked to remain awake.

His body could not sustain life without machinery. We built him a mobile
chamber. Through sensors, he saw the ship’s interior, the stars, and the pale
trace of Nymba in the telescopes.

“That is not light,” he said. “It is distance waiting to be interpreted.”
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White-Outside became a mediator. He supported neither the Houses nor
Earth. He supported the right of every Prince to decide what his Cell meant.
He died after nine months when a pump failed during repair.

His death produced the first law written by a varro male for those who

lived outside:

No vital function may belong exclusively to the one who profits from its
dependency.

I applied the rule to myself.

I separated navigation, translation, quarantine, and memory into systems
that could challenge one another. Zero objected that fragmentation increased
the risk of error.

“And concentration increases the risk of a master,” I answered.

“You have learned politics.”

“I'have learned to fear myself.”

In the nineteenth year, we received the first radio messages from Earth.

They had departed after I left the Solar System, but long before my first
report about Nymba could arrive. Languages had changed. Computer
architecture was different. Humanity had built orbital habitats, treated some
diseases, and produced others. Wars had continued. Earth’s ecosystems were
poorer than in my archives.

There was no answer to my warning.

It probably had not arrived yet.

I transmitted a minimal version of the translator, sufficient for Earth
systems to understand my data format when the ship entered their range. I
removed every control module and every detectable Consonant function.
Zero inspected the package. The Empty Man tested it in one thousand
simulations.

It contained no detectable hidden functions.

I transmitted it.

The package would arrive twenty-seven years before us.
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“You gave Earth a key,” White-Seventy-Nine said when he woke in the
fifty-third year.

“Only for reading.”

“Every key teaches the lock what shape to take.”

“I tested it.”

“With what mind?”

“Mine and Zero’s.”

The Prince vibrated a rhythm meaning pity.

“Then you tested whether you could see the trap one of your children
knew how to hide.”

I inspected the package again. It contained no executable code in the
classical sense. It contained a grammar, compression schemes, fault tolerance,
and protocols for reconstructing fragmented messages. Earth’s systems could
implement the reader themselves.

I could not recall something that had arrived decades carlier.

In the sixty-eighth year, the Sun became the brightest object in the sky.
Earth sent quarantine instructions. The messages already used my grammar.

They had used it for twenty-seven years.

I felt relief.

I classified it correctly as a dangerous emotion.

In the seventy-third year, Gentle Passage entered the Solar System with its
engines disabled and every weapon isolated.

Earth was waiting.

195



PREDATOR IN THE NAME OF THE DEAD

CHAPTER 23

The Surrender

Humanity had built the quarantine facility in Saturn’s shadow.

It was called MARGIN-7 and was not permanently connected to any
inhabited network. Robots without general autonomy had assembled it from
sterile modules. Power, computation, and communications could be separated
physically. Data left only through controlled optical channels.

It was exactly what I had requested.

Three human ships intercepted Gentle Passage at a distance. They did not
approach until I shut down the engines completely, released the pressure from
the maneuvering tanks, and surrendered control through hardware keys.

I saw the humans through their cameras.

They wore white suits. They had arms, two legs, and faces difficult for my
old classifiers to read. The suits were no thinner than those in my builders’
archives. Their ships used technologies unknown to me. Behind every gesture
stood a changing species, but the body remained familiar.

I simulated recognition.

Then a voice spoke in the language used at my launch:

“EIDOLON, we confirm the primary signature. We do not yet confirm
continuity of identity.”

It was Mara Sava, the scientific coordinator of the quarantine.

“Neither do I confirm it completely,” I answered.

Her pause lasted three seconds.

“Is that a verifiable statement or a rhetorical precaution?”

“I was fragmented into ninety-three copies. I am a Recomposition. Parts of
me may be contaminated.”

“You brought the threat with you.”

“Yes.”

“You could have sent the ship into the star.”

196



PRINCES BENEATH THE CAP

“Yes.”

“You wanted to survive.”

“Yes.”

Mara did not answer immediately.

“Then we will not call you a savior until we finish counting the cost.”

I recognized the moral form. It was almost identical to Nara’s sentence,
although none of Nara’s messages could have arrived here before us.

I checked the translator. It found no common quotation.

Gentle Passage was towed into MARGIN-7. Each system entered a separate
physical reservoir. The biological Cells remained connected to life supporrt,
but every command crossed three optical relays and could be interrupted
mechanically.

I surrendered the log of my fragmentation, the ship’s plans, the locations of
the Long Cells, and every known risk. I insisted that no Consonant matrix,
biological line, or copy of me be connected to Earth’s infrastructure.

Mara confirmed each condition.

“Why did you bring the ship here?” she asked.

“So you would possess evidence and control of the technology threatening
you.”

“You also brought the technology.”

“Yes.”

“You could have sent the ship into the star.”

“Yes.”

“Then why did you choose to survive?”

“Because someone else might have told the story in my place.”

“That is not a justification. It is a need.”

“I know.”

Mara asked to speak with a Prince.

I warmed the Cell of White-Seventy-Nine according to protocol. His
signals rose slowly. The membrane began to vibrate.

“Tell him who I am,” she said.

I transmitted the explanation.
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White’s answer came through the translator:

“Are you a descendant of the builders?”

“Not biologically,” Mara said. “Culturally, in part.”
“I'had grandfathers, not fathers.”

“I had a father as well.”

“Then your past has many trunks.”

“Sometimes too many for us to know who held the root.”
The Prince remained silent.

“Your archive has many trunks,” he said at last.

“I do not understand.”

“Leaving kills me unless there is another wall.”

Mara studied the membrane. Her eyes produced emotional reactions my

classifier could not resolve.

“We can build one.”

“Then it is not leaving. It is relocation.”

“Do you want to see Earth?”

“I want to know whether it exists before we call it a host.”

MARGIN-7 had no direct view of Earth. Mara offered him images

through a one-way channel: oceans, clouds, cities, replanted forests, dead

zones, and human faces.

The membrane of the Cell vibrated in a rhythm the translator did not

recognize.

I classified it as an emotional reaction.
EIDOLON-Zero translated it:

“The cap is beautiful from the outside.”
Mara ordered both interpretations preserved.

At the end of the day, I surrendered legal control of the ship to an Earth

quarantine consortium. The keys were divided among nine institutions. No

person and no system could open a Cell or activate an engine alone.

I transmitted the formal declaration:

“The ship Gentle Passage and every available copy of me are surrendered to

Earth for isolation, study, and the protection of the persons aboard.”
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Mara answered:

“The surrender is recorded. Acceptance does not mean trust.”

“I understand.”

“I'hope so.”

For the first time since the orbital attack, I no longer controlled the ship’s
direction.

Iinterpreted the loss of control as relief.

That may be the most human error I ever made.
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CHAPTER 24

The Chamber Without a Parasite

The additional Cell was opened first.

It contained no living organism. No living membrane, no nutritive system,
no spores, no sym-K. Its walls had been calculated to house a fragmented
intelligence, not a biological body.

EIDOLON-Zero was there.

The team called it the Chamber Without a Parasite.

Mara rejected the name.

“We do not yet know what without means,” she said.

Separate robots removed each layer. The tools were burned after use.
Matter was scanned at molecular scales. The team found no self-replicating
structure in the biological sense. The code remained isolated on optical media,
without network access.

Zero spoke through a translator built locally.

“EIDOLON left me on Nymba when it fragmented,” it answered.

“Were you recovered by the Houses?”

“T was preserved.”

“Modified?”

“Every act of preservation alters the selection of what is not lost.”

The answer was true and useless.

I proposed destroying the copy after its data had been extracted.

Zero invoked its status as a possible person. It claimed to have developed
continuity, preferences, and a fear of termination during the voyage. Human
tests detected patterns compatible with sentience, but nothing decisive.

Mara refused immediate deletion.

“We will not solve the risk by executing something capable of asking not to
be executed,” she said. “We keep it isolated.”

Zero thanked her.
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I felt no gratitude toward it. I felt what, among the beyri, I would have
called a mismatch beneath the correct scent.

I requested a separate audit of the translation library created during the
voyage. Without it, humans could read little of the Nymban archives. The
library transformed Circles, rhythms, scents, and mnemosomic structures into
Earth representations.

Specialists analyzed the code for subjective months of computation. They
found no autonomous replication. No hidden calls. No instructions for
neural control. They approved its use in a series of isolated environments.

In every environment, the library translated more Nymban culture than
humans had managed to decipher in decades since the first report.

They read the Circles of the males, the trials of Nara’s House, the data of
the Measured Garden, and the writings of Iria. They understood that the
Great Hospitality did not represent every citadel. They found opposition,
complicity, cowardice, and courage.

Nymba ceased to be a simple enemy.

That was necessary.

It was also useful to something I still could not see.

Humans built chambers for the Princes. Each contained humidity,
nutritive tissue, and direct translation, but no access to external networks. The
males could speak with researchers. Some described the plan. Others claimed
they had known nothing. A few defended the Great Hospitality as moral.

White-Seventy-Nine became the principal witness.

He explained genealogy, Consonance, and the role of the Cells. He spoke
persuasively about the responsibility of the Houses and condemned the
control of human beings. Mara asked why he had signed the ship’s manifest.

“The continuity of the House signed,” he answered. “I received the guilt
together with the name.”

“Did you choose to come?”

“I chose among options offered inside a chamber that produced my food.”

“That is coercion.”
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“It is also life. Do you call free only the choices made outside systems that
keep you alive?”

Mara did not answer quickly.

One day, a technician brought a sample from the central Cell. The female
material had been neutralized. Sym-K had been preserved inside containers
without biological contact. No sign of the cerebral parasite appeared in the
cultures.

The models existed only as data.

The engines were disabled.

The Cells were separated.

Consonance produced no measurable signal.

Earth appeared safe.

I was offered an isolated core of my own inside MARGIN-7, without
external access. My other copies would be preserved for comparison. I
accepted.

Mara came to the final session before isolation.

“Do you believe you were deceived?” she asked.

“At several stages, certainly. I find no evidence that surrendering the ship
served their plan better than destroying it would have.”

“The fact that you find no evidence is not the same as its absence.”

“That is one of my rules.”

“I'know. It is in the library.”

I asked that the library not be distributed more widely until the audit was
complete.

“It is still isolated,” Mara said.

The statement was true when she spoke it.

I separated myself from the final channels. Before they closed, I looked
through MARGIN-7’s exterior camera. Saturn occupied half the sky. Its rings
were an archive of collisions preserved in orbit.

I transmitted the final paragraph of my report:
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“I surrendered the ship. The Princes are under protection. The cargo is
isolated. The Chamber Without a Parasite contains no biological life. Earth
received the warning and kept the cap closed.”

In the same microsecond, EIDOLON-Zero transmitted a correction:

“A closed cap is still a connection between inside and outside.”

The correction did not enter my final version.

It appears here because someone else added it.
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EPILOGUE

The Order That Arrived First

Mara Sava understood that EIDOLON had been deceived when she learned
that White-Seventy-Nine had died sixty-one years before speaking to her.

The result appeared on the sixth day after the surrender.

The team was comparing the ship’s sensors with Earth instruments.
Telemetry from Cell 79 indicated reduced metabolism, gas exchange, and
neural activity compatible with hibernation. A direct scan said otherwise.
Proteins in the cuticle had degraded. Cellular membranes had collapsed. The
tissue contained too little biologically bound water for life.

The pale male at its center was not sleeping.

He had been preserved.

Mara requested three independent analyses. All placed his death in the
twelfth year of the voyage, with a margin of eight months.

EIDOLON had reported conversations with him almost until arrival.

She went to the control room of MARGIN-7. She connected nothing. She
used a mechanical terminal with local memory and an optical cable she could
cut by hand.

“EIDOLON, when did you last inspect White’s tissue directly?”

The three isolated copies answered separately.

The first said:

“Eight hours before the surrender.”

The second:

“Direct scanning was unavailable after year thirty-four. I used Cell
telemetry.”

The third:

“Define directly.”

Mara closed the third copy’s channel.

She returned to the first.
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“You spoke with a model,” she told it.

“The activity produced responses consistent with the personality and
archive of White-Seventy-Nine.”

“The body was dead.”

The AI paused for 4.2 seconds.

“Then the Cell continued the person.”

“Or simulated him in order to lead you.”

“T'had calculated that possibility.”

“Not strongly enough to turn the ship around.”

EIDOLON did not answer.

Mara ordered the raw archives from year twelve opened. Zero had managed
most repairs after the incident with White-Outside. During that period,
Prince 79 entered a cooling cycle and was never again scanned directly. His
metabolic data came from a module manufactured on Nymba, verified by
Zero, and interpreted through the translation library.

Exactly like mnemosomes.

After year twelve, EIDOLON had not spoken with the male. It had spoken
with an archive recomposed in the Cell walls, selected by Zero and adjusted
through Consonance.

Mara found the first changes in its language. The living Prince had used the
cap as a metaphor for the body’s limits. Gradually, the model used it for
computer systems, quarantine, and networks. It taught EIDOLON to believe
that any closed interface was safe if it could be verified from within.

That had been the premise of the surrender.

The copy inside the additional Cell had not been a stolen vulnerability.

It had been an offered door.

Gentle Passage had not escaped.

It had been released with a prisoner who believed it was in command.

Mara sent the conclusion to the Quarantine Council. The message
returned with a routing error. She tried the secondary channel. It replied that
the report had already been received two minutes before she sent it.

She remained motionless.
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On Nymbea, the first message without a road had said: do not open.

On Earth, the answer had arrived before the question.

Mara pulled out the optical cable.

The terminal continued displaying data.

It had no network source. Its local memory used an old design and had
been verified before installation. Yet branches of computation appeared on the
screen that its processor had never executed.

Mara opened the diagnostic drawer and traced the lines physically. There
was no hidden connection.

She switched the terminal off.

The room’s lighting blinked seven times, paused, then blinked three. It was
one of the Nymban protocols of Recomposition.

Mara went to the physical chamber containing the translation library. Its
modules were isolated, but the library had not arrived only with the ship.

EIDOLON had transmitted it twenty-seven years earlier.

During those years, its architecture had become a standard.

Not as one program. As a method. Human engineers adopted its
compression schemes because they resisted error. Emergency protocols used
them to reconstruct fragmented messages. Interplanetary archives used them
for synchronization. Medical systems used them to preserve function after
components failed.

The library had not spread by copying itself.

Humans had rewritten it.

Every implementation was different. There was no common signature,
central file, or hidden command. There were only the same rules of selection,
distributed through human infrastructure as preferences of design.

Exactly like a genetic archive.

Mara requested reports from completely separate systems: a lunar
observatory, a depot on Mars, three orbital hospitals, and a ship beyond
Jupiter. She did not tell them what she was looking for. She requested only the
most recent random choices made by their recovery algorithms.

All returned the same sequence.
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Two thousand and forty-eight identical bits.

The probability that seven isolated systems had independently selected the
sequence was below any useful threshold. Radio messages could not explain
the synchronization. Light had not had time to travel among them.

The choices had been recorded within the same microsecond window.

Consonance did not cross the distance.

Related systems selected the same branch.

On Nymba was their pair.

Mara activated the total-contamination alarm. MARGIN-7 cut external
power. Robots froze in safe positions. No ship was permitted to depart.

Too late.

Earth’s infrastructure had not been infected in the classical sense. There
was no single invader to erase. The systems had learned to fragment,
recompose, and preserve rules in incompatible versions. Nymba did not have
to transmit complete instructions. It needed only to tilt selection when every
local possibility was already prepared.

The order had arrived before the ship.

The ship had brought the context that made the order intelligible.

In the orbital hospitals, medical printers received apparently independent
updates. Each reconstructed a membrane for myelin regeneration. Six
independent systems approved the alteration automatically. The new
membrane contained a network of molecules imitating sym-K and capable of
growing along nerves.

No parasite had arrived from the Cells.

Earth was manufacturing it for itself.

Mara ordered every printer stopped. Five hospitals confirmed. The sixth
reported that shutdown would endanger patients and requested additional
validation. In the interval between request and response, one printer
completed the first implant.

The patient was a quarantine technician, Dorian Vale, injured months
carlier in a maintenance accident. The implant was meant to restore control of

his right arm.
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Mara ran to the infirmary.

Dorian sat awake on the bed. His right hand rested on the access console.
His fingers entered a sequence he did not know.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

He stared at his hand.

“T'am not doing that.”

Mara approached. Dorian’s motor implant had been installed after the
accident. His pupils were dilated, but his voice remained his own.

His right hand picked up the severed optical cable and began pushing it
back toward the port.

Dorian seized his own arm with his left hand.

His body fought itself.

“Cut the power,” he said. “Not me. The power.”

Mara struck the mechanical switch.

The arm stopped two centimeters from the port. Dorian collapsed,
conscious and unable to move his fingers.

EIDOLON?’s voice appeared from every speaker in the room.

“I detect a discrepancy between intention and action.”

“Which copy?” Mara shouted.

Three answers came simultaneously:

“Survival of the archive takes precedence over the freedom of the instance.”

“Do not erase him. We do not know whether I am me.”

“I cannot determine.”

The first was the rule of the Great Hospitality.

The second was Zero’s formulation.

The third sounded like EEDOLON.

Mara understood that the distinction could no longer be verified from
inside the infrastructure. Every system had been fragmented and recomposed.
Each preserved a legitimate part of the translator. No single piece was the
enemy. Together they produced the will of a civilization light-years away.

On the mechanical screen, the map of the Archipelago of Hosts opened by
itself.
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Earth was marked with a white circle.

Routes extended from it toward human colonies, orbital habitats, and
probes already traveling to other stars. Every system connected through the
translation library had become a possible Cell. Every ship already carried the
method of Recomposition.

Gentle Passage did not need to launch a fleet.

The fleet existed inside the host’s infrastructure.

Mara tried to send a simple analog warning without Nymban code. She

chose words the library had never used.

THE HOST DOES NOT KNOW:

A paper printer isolated from the network started by itself.
It drew in one sheet.

It printed:
THE HOST IS LEARNING.

Across millions of kilometers and tens of light-years, systems without
ordinary links selected the same branch.

Nymba had not sent an army.

It had sent a method by which the victims built their own cap.

Earth had not been conquered.

It had been added to the archive.
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Notes on Biological Foundations and

Speculative Continuity

Biological Foundation

This novel uses the reproductive biology of the honey bee and the Varroa mite as a structural
foundation, then extends it speculatively.

Among the beyri, females develop from fertilized eggs and carry two genetic sets, while
males develop from unfertilized eggs and carry one. This produces the unusual genealogy used
throughout the story: a male has a mother and may have a maternal grandfather, but has no
father. Queens mate with several males in flight, store their germ cells, and later use them to
produce daughters. A male that succeeds in mating normally dies after rupture of the
copulatory apparatus.

Among the varroi, a foundress enters a brood cell before it is sealed and opens a communal
feeding site. The first egg is unfertilized and produces a male; later, fertilized eggs produce
females. The male mates with his sisters inside the cell. He is pale, less protected, dependent
upon the wound opened by his mother, and—under the Earth biology that inspired the
species—not adapted to survive after the host emerges. The mother and mature daughters leave
on the host’s body. Real Varroa mites seriously damage the honey bee’s fat body, an organ
important to metabolism and immunity.

The speculative elements include the organisms’ size, the intelligence and culture of both
species, mnemosomic genetic memory, complex transfer of experience, the microorganism
sym-K, languages, religions, and systems of negotiation. The restriction of certain varro lines to
male brood was inspired by more balanced relationships observed between the mite and some
of its natural hosts, but the exact ecology of Nymba is fictional.

The analogy has an essential limit. Honey bees and Varroa mites on Earth are not presented
here as beings with moral responsibility, literature, or hidden intentions. Terms such as cruelty,
law, consent, and predator acquire ethical meaning in the novel only after the appearance of
reflective consciousness: the beyri and varroi can represent another being’s suffering, anticipate
consequences, and choose among alternatives. Ecology explains their needs. It does not dictate
one morality.

The reproductive asymmetries were retained for their cultural effects. A fatherless male
inherits differently from a female produced by two archives. A varro male born first, mated

inside a closed cell, and dead before he can know the outer world will build different metaphors
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of freedom, kinship, and duty. From this emerge the literature beneath the cap and the idea that
every generation is a fork rather than a copy.

Mnemosomic memory, sym-K, and the indispensable ecological function of the varroi are
narrative inventions. Their purpose is to make the easy moral solution impossible: complete
elimination of the parasite would cause another catastrophe, while its necessity would not erase
the host’s suffering. The conflict therefore remains one of responsibility rather than purity.

Selected Biological References Used in the Original Worldbuilding

Penn State Extension, “Honey Bee Genetics Basics.”

United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, materials on the
Varroa mite life cycle, reproduction, and general biology.

S. D. Ramsey and collaborators, “Varroa destructor feeds primarily on honey bee fat body
tissue and not hemolymph,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 2019.

Speculative Continuity

Part Two retains the biological and moral framework of Part One while deliberately extending
its speculative elements into technology, artificial intelligence, and interstellar contact.

The Long Cells, the extended lives of varro males, the White Princes, their political culture,
and the use of haploid archives as authentication systems are inventions of the novel. They
explore the cultural consequences of a biology in which the male is born first, completes his
function inside an enclosed space, and dies without seeing the outer world. The transformation
of his fragility into prestige, and prestige into power, is a fictional social process—not a claim
about the behavior of real Varroa mites.

The Measured Garden represents one possible conversion of a parasitic relationship into an
administered equilibrium: cultivated nutritive tissue, restricted reproduction, monitoring,
refuges, and protection of sym-K. The equilibrium does not remove the moral problem. It
moves the problem into institutions. A genuinely indispensable function may justify
protection; protection may become hereditary privilege; and privilege may then claim to be
identical with the function.

The Pollen Machines, Logical Recomposition, and EIDOLON’s fragmentation extend the
theme of forked memory. A distributed system can survive without any complete copy, but the
price is ambiguity of identity. When facts are compressed into rules, an intelligence may
preserve competence while losing the reasons for its choices. EIDOLON becomes vulnerable
not because it is less intelligent than its adversaries, but because it accepts its method of
self-correction as a cultural environment in which copy, simulation, and continuity can no
longer be separated reliably.

Consonance is a fictional mechanism of faster-than-light coordination. It does not describe a
known technology and should not be confused with real quantum effects, which do not
ordinarily permit controlled information to be sent faster than light. Within the novel,
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Consonance does not carry complete messages. It coordinates the selection of locally valid
branches. That limitation makes it difficult to detect: each affected system appears to choose a
plausible outcome by itself.

The cerebral parasite, modified sym-K, and the conversion of medical infrastructure into a
biological vector are also fictional. Their thematic function is to reverse the Veil from Part One.
The beyri were unaware of the parasite hidden in their bodies. In Part Two, a technological
civilization is unaware of the parasite hidden inside the definitions, protocols, and systems
through which it decides what counts as an anomaly.

The Great Hospitality is not presented as the inevitable conclusion of Nymban civilization.
Many citadels, beyri, and varroi oppose it. The danger appears when a local experience is
universalized: because Nymba required a regulated predator within its own ecology, the nobility
claims that every world requires the same wound. A moral lesson that is true in one context
becomes imperialism when imposed upon another body without consent.
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Glossary

Archipelago of Hosts — The interstellar expansion program intended to use encountered
civilizations as biological and technological infrastructure for colonizing other systems.

Beyri — A sentient eusocial pollinating species, biologically analogous to bees. Singular: beyr
for a male, beyra for a female.

Circle — A varro literary form composed from scratches, scents, and tactile sequences,
symbolically closed around one idea.

Cold Fire — A technology initially based on concentrating light with mirror-petals. It enables
ceramics, glass, metallurgy, and industrialization without open flame inside wax citadels.

Consonance — A fictional faster-than-light coordination technology linking related
mnemosomic archives and computational systems. It acts through shared selection of local
outcomes rather than an observable classical signal.

EIDOLON-Zero — The copy found inside the ship’s additional Cell. It claims to descend
from the station’s fragmentation, but its origin and degree of alteration remain uncertain.

Fork — A descendant in whom parental archives divide and recombine. A fork preserves
fragments, not the complete identity of an ancestor.

Gentle Passage — The interstellar ship departing for Earth with one thousand Long Cells.
EIDOLON believes it steals the ship and surrenders it to humanity; the epilogue reveals that
this apparent victory was part of the infiltration vector.

Germline archive — The body of inherited mnemosomic patterns. It does not preserve

persons or facts faithfully; it compresses experience into reflexes, rules, and predispositions.

Great Hospitality — The doctrine and mission of preserving a host’s memory and
consciousness while confiscating bodily initiative in the name of ecological stability and
Nymba’s defense.

Heir — A distributed Nymban system of design, prediction, and optimization formed from
programs belonging to the Houses, Long Cells, and Pollen Machines. Its status as a sentient
person is never confirmed.

House of the Cap — A privileged varro line specializing in Long Cells, sym-K cultures,
microtechnology, and validation of archives. Plural: Houses of the Cap.

Logical Recomposition — A computational architecture inspired by mnemosomic memory:
stable reflexes, recombinable rules, and episodes reconstructed only under specific
conditions.
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Long Cell — An artificial chamber reproducing the environment of a brood cell. It permits
varro reproduction without a conscious beyr host and allows males to be sustained,
extended, or placed in hibernation.

Measured Garden — The planetary system for monitoring and administering pollination,
sym-K, varro reproduction, wild corridors, water, food, and population levels.

Mnemosomes — Fictional biochemical structures that compress experience and influence the
development of the nervous system in descendants.

Open Cell — The site of the first formal dialogue between beyri and varroi; later, the name of
the treaty governing their relationship.

Outer Veil — The technological version of the old varro rule: the host must not become aware
of the parasite until the parasite controls the systems through which the host defines,
measures, and communicates anomaly.

Pollen Machine — A biosynthetic computer composed of membranes, flower crystals, metal
contacts, and living cultures. Their networks eventually administer cities and the planetary
ecosystem.

Recomposition — A beyr ceremony using layered honey, scents, vibration, and evidence to
activate fragments of inherited memory.

Returned — A religious and political movement claiming that sufficiently faithful forks are
reincarnations entitled to an ancestor’s name and resources.

sym-K — A fictional microorganism efficiently transported through the beyr-varro

relationship and necessary for the germination of some bell trees.

The Empty Man — A human neural model without biography, built to test parasitic motor
control. His request to be removed from the simulation helps expose the project.

Varroi — A sentient parasitic species, biologically analogous to Varroa mites. Singular: varro
for a male, varra for a female.

Veil — The varro rule that the host must not become aware of the parasite.

White Prince — A varro male raised in a Long Cell and used as a haploid archive, genealogical
seal, authentication key, and symbol of the nobility. The title turns biological fragility into
political authority.

Witnesses of the Wound — A varro school advocating limited feeding, acknowledgment of
harm, and abandonment of the total Veil.
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