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						ADAM-TROY CASTRO
					
				

			

			
				
					
						THE FUNERAL MARCH OF THE MARIONETTES
					
				

			

			
				
					
						1.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						It was in the third year of my indentured servitude that I rescued Isadora from
					
				

				
					
						the death-dance of the Marionettes.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						This happened on Vlhan, a temperate world of no strategic importance to either
					
				

				
					
						the Terran Confederacy or any of the great off world republics. An unremarkable
					
				

				
					
						place with soft rolling hills, swampy lowlands, and seasons that came and went
					
				

				
					
						too gently for anybody to notice the change, it was indistinguishable from a
					
				

				
					
						million similar worlds throughout the known universe, and it would have been
					
				

				
					
						charted, abandoned, and forgotten were it not for the Vlhani themselves; they
					
				

				
					
						were so different from every other sentience in the universe that seven separate
					
				

				
					
						republics and confederacies maintained outposts there just to study them.
					
				

				
					
						Because the Vlhani had been declared sentient, we called our outposts embassies
					
				

				
					
						instead of research stations, and ourselves diplomats instead of scientists, but
					
				

				
					
						almost nothing we did involved matters of state; we were so removed from real
					
				

				
					
						power that the idea of a genuine diplomatic incident -- let alone a war --
					
				

				
					
						seemed a universe away.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						My name was Alex Gordon then. On Vlhan, I was a twenty-two-year old exolinguist,
					
				

				
					
						born and raised in the wheelworld known as New Kansas; the kind of bookish young
					
				

				
					
						man who insists he dreams of visiting the realKansas someday even after being
					
				

				
					
						told how long it's been uninhabitable. Like the three dozen other indentures who
					
				

				
					
						made up the rest of our delegation, I'd bartered five years of service in
					
				

				
					
						exchange for a lifetime of free travel throughout the Confederacy; but I'd been
					
				

				
					
						so captivated by the mysteries of the Vlhani people that I seriously considered
					
				

				
					
						devoting my entire life to finding the choreographic Rosetta Stone that would
					
				

				
					
						finally make sense of their dance. For it was the Ballet that, once every
					
				

				
					
						sixteen standard lunars, made them the center of attention on a thousand worlds.
					
				

				
					
						It was simultaneously tragedy, art form, suicide, orgasm, biological imperative
					
				

				
					
						and mob insanity. The first time I saw it I was shattered; the second time I
					
				

				
					
						wept; the third. ...
					
				

			

			
				
					
						But this story's about the third.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The one that belonged to Isadora.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						2.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						It was a warm, sunny day, with almost no breeze. We'd erected a viewing stand
					
				

				
					
						overlooking the great natural amphitheater, and installed the usual holo and
					
				

				
					
						neurec remotes to record the festivities for future distribution. As was
					
				

				
					
						customary, we gathered on the north rim, the assembled Vlhani spectators on the
					
				

				
					
						south. I sat among the mingled human and alien diplomats, along with ambassador
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Hal Dhiju, and my fellow indentures. Kathy Ng was there, making her usual
					
				

				
					
						sardonic comments about everything; as was our quartermaster Rory Metcalf, who
					
				

				
					
						talked gossip and politics and literature and everything but the spectacle
					
				

				
					
						unfolding before us; and Dhiju's sycophantic assistant Oskar Levine, who waxed
					
				

				
					
						maudlin on his own personal interpretation of the dance. We were all excited by
					
				

				
					
						the magic we were about to witness, but also bored, in the way that audiences
					
				

				
					
						tend to be in the last few minutes before any show; and as we murmured among
					
				

				
					
						ourselves, catching up on gossip and politics and the latest news from our
					
				

				
					
						respective worlds, few of us dwelled on the knowledge that all of the one
					
				

				
					
						hundred thousand Vlhani in the bowl itself were here to die.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hurrr'poth did. He was my counterpart from the Riirgaan delegation: a master
					
				

				
					
						exolinguist among a reptilian race that prided itself on its exolinguists. He
					
				

				
					
						usually liked to sit among the other delegations rather than sequester himself
					
				

				
					
						among his own people; and this year he'd chosen to sit beside me, which had a
					
				

				
					
						chilling effect on my conversations with anybody else. Like all Riirgaans, he
					
				

				
					
						had a blank, inexpressive face, impossible to read (a probable reason why they'd
					
				

				
					
						had to develop such uncanny verbal communication skills), and when he said, "We
					
				

				
					
						are all criminals," I was uncertain just how to take it.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Why? Because we sit back and let it happen?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Of course not. The Vlhani perform this ritual because they feel they have to;
					
				

				
					
						it would be immensely arrogant of us to stop it. We are correct in allowing
					
				

				
					
						their orgy of self-destruction. No, we are criminal because we enjoy it; because
					
				

				
					
						we find beauty in it; because we openly look forward to the day when they gather
					
				

				
					
						here to die. We are not innocent bystanders. We are accomplices."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I indicated the neurecs focused on the amphitheater, for the benefit of future
					
				

				
					
						vicarious spectators. "And pornographers."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hurrr'poth trilled, in his race's musical equivalent of laughter. "Exactly."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"If you disapprove of it so much, then why do you watch?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He trilled again. "Because I am as great a criminal as any one of you. Because
					
				

				
					
						the Vlhani are masterpieces of form following function, and because I find them
					
				

				
					
						magnificent, and because I believe the Ballet to be one of the most beautiful
					
				

				
					
						sights in a universe that is already not lacking for beauty. Indeed, I believe
					
				

				
					
						that much of the Ballet's seductive power lies in how it indicts us, as
					
				

				
					
						spectators...and if I must be indicted for the Ballet to be a complete work,
					
				

				
					
						then I happily accept my guilt as one of the prices of admission. What about
					
				

				
					
						you? Why do you watch?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I spoke cautiously, as lower-echelon diplomats must whenever posed sufficiently
					
				

				
					
						uncomfortable questions. "To understand."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Ahhhh. And what do you want to understand? Yourself, or the Vlhani?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Both," I said -- glibly, but accurately -- and then hurriedly peered through my
					
				

				
					
						rangeviewers as a quick way of escaping the conversation. It wasn't that I
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						disliked Hurrr'poth; it was that his manner of cutting to the heart had always
					
				

				
					
						made me uncomfortable. Riirgaans had a way of knowing the people they spoke to
					
				

				
					
						better than they knew themselves, which may have been one reason they were so
					
				

				
					
						far ahead of us in decoding the danced language of the Vlhani. We could only ask
					
				

				
					
						childlike questions and understand simple answers. The Riirgaans had progressed
					
				

				
					
						to discussing intangibles. Even now, much of our research on the Vlhani had to
					
				

				
					
						be conducted with Riirgaan aid, and usually succeeded only in uncovering details
					
				

				
					
						they'd known for years.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						This rankled those of us who liked to be first in everything; me, I just thought
					
				

				
					
						we'd accomplish more by cooperating. Maybe the Riirgaans just enjoyed watching
					
				

				
					
						others figure things out for themselves. Who knows? If the thriving market in
					
				

				
					
						Vlhani Ballet recordings means anything at all, it's that sentient creatures are
					
				

				
					
						subject to strange, unpredictable passions...and that the Vlhani are plugged
					
				

				
					
						into all of them.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A wind whipped up the loose dirt around the periphery of the amphitheater. The
					
				

				
					
						Vlhani spectators on the far rim stirred in anticipation. The one hundred
					
				

				
					
						thousand Vlhani in the amphitheater mingled about, in that seemingly random
					
				

				
					
						manner that we knew to be carefully choreographed. Our instruments recorded the
					
				

				
					
						movements of each and every Vlhani, to determine the many subtle ways in which
					
				

				
					
						tonight's performance differed from last year% I merely panned my rangeviewer
					
				

				
					
						from one end of the amphitheater to the other, content to be awed by the
					
				

				
					
						numbers.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Vlhani have been compared to giant spiders, mostly by people with an Earthbound
					
				

				
					
						vocabulary, and I suppose that's fair enough, if you want a description that
					
				

				
					
						completely robs the Vhani of everything that renders them unique. Personally, I
					
				

				
					
						much prefer to think of them as Marionettes. Imagine a shiny black sphere
					
				

				
					
						roughly one meter across, so smooth it looks metallic, so flawless it looks
					
				

				
					
						manufactured, its only concession to the messy biological requirements of
					
				

				
					
						ingestion, elimination, copulation and procreation a series of almost-invisible
					
				

				
					
						slits cut along one side. That's the Vlhani head. Now imagine anywhere between
					
				

				
					
						eight and twenty-four shiny black tentacles attached to various places around
					
				

				
					
						that head. Those are Vlhani whips, which can grow up to thirty meters long and
					
				

				
					
						which for both dexterity and versatility put humanity's poor opposable thumb to
					
				

				
					
						shame. A busy Vlhani can simultaneously a) stick one whip in the dirt, and
					
				

				
					
						render it rigid as a flagpole, to anchor itself while occupied with other
					
				

				
					
						things; b) use another four whips to carve itself a shelter out of the local raw
					
				

				
					
						materials; c) use another three whips to spear the underbrush for the rodentlike
					
				

				
					
						creatures it likes to eat; d) flail the rest of its whips in the air above its
					
				

				
					
						head, in the sophisticated wave-form sign language that Vlhani can use to
					
				

				
					
						conduct as many as six separate conversations at once. Even a single Vlhani,
					
				

				
					
						going about its everyday business, is a beautiful thing; one hundred thousand
					
				

				
					
						Vlhani, gathered together to perform the carefully choreographed Ballet that is
					
				

				
					
						both their holiest rite and most revered art form, are too much spectacle for
					
				

				
					
						any human mind to absorb properly at one time.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						And too much tragedy too. For the one hundred thousand Vlhani gathered in that
					
				

				
					
						great amphitheater would soon dance without rest, without restraint, without
					
				

				
					
						nourishment or sleep; they'd dance until their self-control failed, and their
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						whips carved slices from each other's flesh; they'd dance until their hearts
					
				

				
					
						burst and the amphitheater was left filled with corpses. The ritual took place
					
				

				
					
						once each revolution of their world around their sun, and no offworlder claimed
					
				

				
					
						to understand it, not even the Riirgaans. But we knew it was some kind of art
					
				

				
					
						form, and that it possessed a tragic beauty that transcended the bounds of
					
				

				
					
						species.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hurrr'poth said, "They are starting late, this year. I wonder if --"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I took a single, sharp, horrified intake of breath. "Oh, God. No."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"What ?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I zoomed in, saw it again, and shouted: "AMBASSADOR!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hai Dhiju, who was seated two rows away, whirled in astonishment; we may have
					
				

				
					
						been an informal group on Vlhan, but my shout was still an incredible breach of
					
				

				
					
						protocol. He might have taken it a little better if he weren't intoxicated from
					
				

				
					
						the mild hallucinogens he took every day --they left him able to function, but
					
				

				
					
						always a little slow. As it was, his eyes narrowed for the second it took him to
					
				

				
					
						remember my name. "Alex. What's wrong?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"There's a woman down there! With the Vlhani!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						It wasn't a good idea to yell it in a crowd. Cries of "What?" and "Where?"
					
				

				
					
						erupted all around us. The alien reactions ranged from stunned silence, on the
					
				

				
					
						part of my friend Hurrr'poth, to high-pitched, ear-piercing hoots, on the part
					
				

				
					
						of the high-strung Ialos and K'cenhowten. A few of the aliens actually got up
					
				

				
					
						and rushed the transparent barriers, as if inspired by one insane, suicidal
					
				

				
					
						Terran to join the unknown woman in that bowl where soon nothing would be left
					
				

				
					
						alive.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Dhiju demanded, "Where?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I handed him my rangeviewer. "It's marked."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He followed the blinking arrows on the interior screen to the flagged location.
					
				

				
					
						All around us, spectators slaved their own rangeviewers to the same signal. When
					
				

				
					
						they spotted her, their gasps were in close concert with his.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I wasn't looking through a rangeviewer at that moment; I didn't see the same
					
				

				
					
						thing the others saw. My own glimpse had been of a lithe and beautiful young
					
				

				
					
						woman in a black leotard, with short-cropped black hair and unfamiliar striped
					
				

				
					
						markings on both cheeks. Her eyes had burned bright with some emotion that I
					
				

				
					
						would have mistaken for fear, were it not for the impossibly level grace with
					
				

				
					
						which she walked. She couldn't have been older than her early twenties. Just
					
				

				
					
						about everybody who saw her the same moment the ambassador did now claims to
					
				

				
					
						have noticed more: an odd resonance to the way she moved her arms...
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Maybe. Neither the ambassador nor anybody else around us commented on it at the
					
				

				
					
						time. Dhiju was just shocked enough to find the core of sobriety somewhere
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						inside him. "Oh, God. Who the hell -- Alex, you saw her first, you get to man
					
				

				
					
						the skimmer that plucks her the hell out of there. Hurry!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"But what if --"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"If the Ballet starts, you're to abort immediately and let the universe exact
					
				

				
					
						the usual fine for idiocy. Until then -- run!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I could have hesitated, even refused. Instead, I whirled, and began to fight my
					
				

				
					
						way through the crowd, an act that was taken by most of those watching as either
					
				

				
					
						a testament to my natural courage under fire, or a demonstration of Dhiju's
					
				

				
					
						natural ability to command. The more I look back, and remember my first glimpse
					
				

				
					
						of Isadora, the more I think that it might have been her that drew me.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Maybe part of me was in love with her even then.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						3.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I was free of the crowd and halfway to the skimmer before I noticed Hurrr'poth
					
				

				
					
						running alongside me, his triple-segmented legs easily keeping up with my
					
				

				
					
						less-than-athletic gait. He boarded the vehicle even as I did. He anticipated
					
				

				
					
						the inevitable question: "You need me. Take off."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						My official answer should have been that this was a human matter and that I was
					
				

				
					
						not authorized to take any liberties with his safety. But he was right. He had
					
				

				
					
						years more experience with the Vlhani; he possessed more understanding of their
					
				

				
					
						language. If nothing else, he was my best chance for getting out alive myself.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						So I just said, "All right," and took off, circling around the rear of the
					
				

				
					
						viewing platform and then coming in as low over the amphitheater as I dared.
					
				

				
					
						Once I was over the Vlhani I slaved the skimmer to my rangeviewer and had it
					
				

				
					
						home in on the woman. Thousands of shiny spherical black heads rotated to follow
					
				

				
					
						our progress; though a few recoiled, many more merely snapped their whips our
					
				

				
					
						way, as if attempting to seize us in flight. The average whip-span of a grown
					
				

				
					
						Marionette being what it was, they came close.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He peered over the side as we flew. "We don't have much time, Alex; they're all
					
				

				
					
						initiating their Primary Ascension."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I was clipping on a Riirgaani-patented whip harness. "I don't know what that
					
				

				
					
						means, Hurrr'poth."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"It's what we call one of the earliest parts of the dance, where they gather
					
				

				
					
						their energies and synchronize their movements. You would probably call it a
					
				

				
					
						rehearsal, or a tune-up, but it's apparently as fraught with meaning as anything
					
				

				
					
						that follows; unfortunately, it doesn't last very long, and it tends to be
					
				

				
					
						marked by sudden, unpredictable activity." After a pause, he said: "Your flyby
					
				

				
					
						is causing some interesting...I would say clumsy and perhaps even...desperate
					
				

				
					
						variations."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Wonderful." The last thing I needed was to be known all my life as the man who
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