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Part One:
Lyshriol
1

Roca

Her son was going to start awar.

Roca paced in the starport |obby, trying to ignore the hail that battered the glasswall to her left. Outside,
agtorm raged in the night. She felt like raging hersalf. She had eluded her bodyguards and escaped their
trap, only to be caught on this backwater world by something as absurd as the weather. Most ports
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could easily operate under such conditions, but this one gave new meaning to the word “ dilapidated.” All
shipswere grounded until the storm cleared. If she could have used normal travel lines, she wouldn’t
have had to come through here, but the same modernization that made most ports so convenient also
madeit that much easier for Kurj’ sguardsto catch her.

Kurj.
Her son.

Roca stopped at the window and pressed her pams against the glass as she stared into the storm. Its
driving force reminded her of Kurj. Strangers often assumed he was her uncle or amuch older brother,
but in fact he was her firstborn son, her sole child. Although he was only thirty-five, he had dready
become amodern-day warlord, commander of the J-Forcein the military. He had earned hisrank by
being the smartest, hardest, most versatile pilot in the J-Force. Roca had no doubt he did hisjob well,
but neither the ambition nor the aggression that drove him were moderated by the wisdom of age.

Restless, she paced to awaist-high column with aholo aboveit that listed departures. No ships were
leaving, not even freighters. The reports scrolling below the display predicted the ssorm would last for
days. She couldn’t believe that, in this progressive age, such an ancient problem could stop a port from
sending out vessels.

Thunder cracked and a burst of rain pounded the window-wall behind her, asif to mock her thoughts.
Frustrated, she crossed her arms. She had to get off thisworld. Soon. If her layover lasted much longer,
she would miss the upcoming session of the Assembly. Her presence there shouldn’t have mattered; Kurj
had her proxy to cast her votes.

But it did matter.

In this session, the Assembly would vote on whether or not to invade the Platinum Sectors. Roca's
people claimed that region in space, which abounded with ore-rich asteroids, but the Eubian Traders had
taken control of it and refused to negotiate,

Rocawished now she had stayed on Parthonia, the world where the Assembly met. But it hadn’t been
unusua when shereceived an invitation to the inauguration of apremier ontheworld Irendela. As
Foreign Affairs Councilor, she often represented the Assembly at such events. Thiswasn't thefirst time
she had asked Kurj to cast her votes; he attended amost every session, more than her parents even, and
though she and Kurj didn’t agree on some issues, she had dways trusted him. He was, after al, her son.

She wasn't certain what had made her suspect Kurj arranged the invitation so she would missthe
upcoming Assembly session. She had no reason to believe he could have foreseen that the Irendela
premier would request Roca stay longer to help mediate a politica dispute. Whatever spurred her
intuition, she had delved deeper into the tangle of links between Irendelaand Parthonia. Her son had | eft
no hard evidence, but she recognized his methods; he had deliberately manipulated events on Irendelato
delay her return. He wanted her to miss the Assembly session because he intended to cast her votesfor
instead of againgt theinvasion. To cast them hersalf, she had to gppear in person; Kurj could block any
web signd she used. And with the ballot so close, her votes could be the deciding factor.

Now, after dl her work to escape Irendela, she was stuck. How could it be that she lived in one of the
greatest interstellar civilizations ever known and she couldn’t find asingle ship out of here?1f shedidn't
reach the Assembly intime, her son would start awar their people could never win.

Lost in thought, Rocajust barely noticed the man headed toward her, his gaze downcast, his manner
preoccupied. In the same instant she dodged out of his path, he looked up, saw her, and jumped to the



sde. They ran smack into each other.

Roca stumbled back, her face heeting. “My apologies.”

The man stared at her, aflush spreading across hisface. “I’'m terribly sorry.”

She managed to smile. “Pleasedon’t be.”

He cleared histhroat. “I’m dways clumsy around gorgeous women.” Then he winced at his own words.

Roca shifted her weight. “ Thank you.” She knew she sounded chilly, but she had never been good at
moderating her tone when she fdlt ill-at-ease. Alone here, with no bodyguards, she had lost the sense of
emotiona insulaion she usualy experienced.

However, she was dso an empath. The fellow’s mood was so strong, it came through the mentd barriers
sheraised to protect her thoughts and respect the privacy of others. He felt mortified by his statement,
convinced he sounded like an idiot.

“It'sdl right,” she added, trying for more warmth.
He heditated. “Y ou look familiar. Do you act in holovids?’

Rocaanswered quickly. “I used to be adancer.” She hoped he hadn’t realized her actua identity.
Although it wasn't asecret, she preferred it kept quiet. Now, on her own, she particularly didn’t want to
be recognized. But perhaps her assumed identity as a performer would sidetrack him.

“The ParthoniaRoyal Ballet!” He snapped hisfingers. “Of course. | saw you inHarvest of Light. You're
CedinaLesson.”

It took her amoment to recognize his pronunciation of her pseudonym, CyaLiessa Then rdief flowed
over her. “Yes, | didHarvest of Light afew yearsago.”

“Excdlent.” He peered at her. “Do you know, I’ ve never seen anything like that metallic gold color of
your hair and eyes. In the performance, | thought it was makeup. But it' sred.”

Rocaflushed. “Yes. Itisred.”
“Amazing!” He beamed at her. “I’'m glad to have met you.”
“Youarekind, gr.” Shetried not to sound tiff.

After they parted, Roca breathed more eadlly. It felt odd to speak with astranger; her bodyguards
usualy formed abulwark separating her from the rest of humanity. Nor did she perform much now. She
had to conserve her energy. She gtill had her youth; top-of-the-line nanomeds in her body delayed her
aging, making her look twenty, though she wasin her fifties. But the congtraints on her lifeimposed by her
duties as an Assembly Councilor left little time or energy for other pursuits.

Shewasn't going to be performing any duties, political or otherwise, if she didn’t reach Parthoniain time.
More determined than ever, she went to arow of consoles against one wall. Shetook her ID chip out of
apocket in her jumpsuit and did the smal disk into a console. The holo of a pleasant-looking woman
appeared above a horizontal screen, though the grainy qudity of the image washed out details.

“Good evening,” the fuzzy holo said. “What can | do for you?’

Rocasquinted at it. “I need aflight out of this starport. As soon as possible. Now, in fact.”



“I am sorry, Gentlewoman Liessa.” The holo smulated regret. “No ships can leave the port.”
“Surely you can manage something.”

“I am sorry. No ships can leave the port.”

“I would like to spesk to a person.”

“I will forward your request.”

Roca knew what that meant; they would file and forget it. Right now, the port authorities probably had
hundreds of such requests, as stranded travelers scrambled to make arrangements.

“Run code I14DE,” shetold the holo. It would find 14DE on her ID chip. Nice code, that. It could crack
open the port security and erase the record of her inquiries.

Asthe holo vanished, aneutra voice said, “ Cleanup done.”

Rocaretrieved her chip, then glanced around to make sure no one could overhear. Seeing she was done,
she turned back to the console and inserted anew 1D chip. The holo reappeared—and bowed. “My
honor at your presence, Y our Highness.”

“My greetings,” Rocasaid. “1 would like to meet with the person who schedules outgoing ships.”

“One moment, please.” After agreat deal more than one moment, the holo said, “Director Vammond can
seeyou. Hisassstant will meet you in the lobby. Look for atallbot.”

“Thank you.”
“You arewelcome, Y our Highness. Can we do anything else for you?’
“No, that'sdl.” Relieved, Rocaerased her interaction with the system and pocketed her chip.

A humanoid robot was approaching from across the lobby, its body scuffed and dented. When it
reached her, it bowed. “Please comewith me.” Itsvoice had no inflection.

They headed into anearby corridor, the tallbot walking dowly at her Sde, itsjoints cresking. Roca
sincerely hoped the shipsin Director Vammond' s port were in better condition than his assstants.

Vammond greeted Rocain an office barely big enough for the two of them. Consoles and shelves
crammed it. He was standing behind a table covered with light-pens, pamtops, thread-cable, and
machine parts. Gray streaked his brown hair, and he carried far more weight around his middle than
would someone who could afford the treatments that kept people thin regardless of what they ate.

He bowed to Roca as the tallbot held the door open for her. Y ou honor my humble port with your
presence, Lady.”

“Thank you, Director Vammond.” Roca heard the coolnessin her voice. It wasn't what sheintended, but
she fdlt too tense to add more warmth.

He waved ruefully at the clutter. “I would offer you achair, but I'm afraid | have no place to put one.”

“Please don’t worry.” She waited until the tallbot closed the door, leaving her and Vammond in private.



“Director, | would rather my identity remain confidentia.”
“Certainly.” He hesitated. “I wouldn't have expected you to be traveling aone.”

Rocafdt thetickling in her throat that came when she was afraid. Sheshouldn't be traveling done. She
tried to project alack of concern. “Itisn't unusud, given how closdy my staff monitors my itinerary.” In
fact, no one had any ideawhere she had gone. It was the only way to prevent Kurj from tracking her.
Hisintelligence network spread across the Skolian Imperidate. She dreaded what he would do when he
found out she had escaped his guards, but she was damned if he was going to manipulate her into letting
him Start awar.

Vammond didn’t press the matter. He beckoned her to his console, moving aside so she could read the
screen. “| think we can do something for you.”

Rocaran to the freighter through torrentia rain. The ship wasin aremote location with no covered
walkways or robot deevesto take her to its hatch. Rusted equipment had blocked the magcar that
brought her here. Shedidn’t care. It mattered only that she had away off this planet.

The freighter had no stairsfor boarding. She hurried up a pitted ramp, but it ended ameter below the
hatchway. Someone reached out of the hatch. Unable to see clearly in the rain, Roca grabbed the offered
hand, and its owner hauled her into the ship. She sstumbled forward, rain cascading off her jumpsuit. She
didn’'t even have ajacket. Her hair had tumbled out of itsroll and fell in heavy, soaking lengthsto below
her hips, plastered against her body.

“Y ou're getting my deck wet,” anirritated voice said.

Wiping rain out of her eyes, Roca peered at the person who had pulled her up, the captain apparently,
sincethisfreighter had no other crew or passengers. From the voice, she had expected aman, but it was
awoman—abrawny, weathered, annoyed woman. Half ahead larger than Roca, she stood over six feet
tall. She wore her blond hair in aspiky cut, and her faded coveralslooked even older than her beat-up
ship.

Roca pushed back her streaming hair. “My greetings. And my apologiesfor the mess.”

The captain didn’t crack asmile. “Right.” She grabbed Roca s arm and hauled her into the bridge,
though that seemed a generous description. The pilot’sand copilot’s chairs were crammed in the front,
facing screensthat had seen better days. Equipment covered the walls, obvioudy scavenged from other
ships and cobbled together.

The captain shoved her toward the copilot’ s seet. “ Strap in. We' releaving.”
“Welcometo you, too,” Roca muttered.

“Listen, honey.” The captain looked her over asif Rocawere an overpriced piece of equipment. “1 don’t
know who you are, and | don’t care who you fucked to get thisfavor. I’ m taking you for one reason and
one reason only; it gets me out of thishellhole. Don't expect special treatment here.”

Roca stared at her, water dripping off her body. “I didn’t have sex with anyone.” Shetook a bresath,
reminding hersalf she needed this person’s goodwill to reach the next port. “And | appreciate your
willingnessto tekeme.”

The captain jerked her hand at the copilot’ s chair. “Wewon't be going anywhereif you don't strapin.”



Roca bit back her tart response and squeezed into the seat. It took her several embarrassing momentsto
figure out what to do; this seat had none of the aides or automatic functions she took for granted on her
yacht. She had to pull the safety webbing around her body and fasten it herself.

The captain wedged into her own chair and began her preflight checks. She seemed intent on her
controls, but she spoke asif she had seen Roca' s every move. “Haven't you ever strapped in before?’

Rocaflushed. “ Of course.”
The other woman snorted. “Y ou ready to go?’

“Yes” Intruth, Rocadidn’t want to go anywherein this ship. It was awonder it continued to operate.
But the captain had been willing to take off even knowing the weather blinded the port’ s outdated and
poorly maintained safety systems. Thefreighter could take her to Skyfall, abackwater world in the
hinterlands of settled space. Two days later, a supply shuttle was scheduled to put in to Skyfal. That ship
would take her to Metropoli, one of the most heavily populated worlds of the Imperiaate. From there,
she could catch aflight to Parthonia, where the Assembly met.

Skyfdl. Rocahad never heard of it. Neither, it ssemed, had anyone else. She and Vammond had been
unable to dig up much about the planet except aschedule for the supply shuttle.

Unexpectedly, the captain grinned. It made her look like a predator. “We re off.”
Rocamanaged asmile. “Great.”

Asthelaunch sequence started, Rocawaited for the tower to give them clearance. When it remained
dlent, shetensed. From what she understood, the captain barely had time to make thisside trip to Skyfall
and till rendezvous with the buyersfor her cargo. Any delays, and she might cancel thetrip to Skyfdll.
Rocawas desperate enough to buy the cargo herself or commandeer this craft, but that meant she would
ether have to access her persona funds or & se convince the captain she had authority to take the ship.
Either would require revealing too much about hersdlf, arisky propostion that |eft her open to trouble,
including kidnapping and nation.

Roca could see the captain preparing to lift off. Hopeful, she said, “ Has the tower cleared us?’
The other woman continued to concentrate on her controls. “Wheét, are you a copilot now?’
“It' simportant we leave on time.”

The captain glanced a her. “1I’m not your servant, girl.”

Roca dtiffened. “It isn’t necessary to beinsulting.”

The captain’ svoice fdl into an exaggerated parody of Roca s lotic accent. “Oh, well, do please hurry. |
must be waited on and catered to.”

Rocagtared at her. “Why are you so angry?’

“We'releaving.” The captain pulled on the gtick. “Now shut up and let me do my job.” The engines
roared and—and the ship leapt off the tarmac into the pounding storm.

Rocahad traveled dl her life, but she had never experienced such atakeoff. G-forces dammed her into
the seet, which had minima cushioning and no smart-sensorsto protect her body. She could barely
breathe. The pressure seemed to go on forever, until spots danced in her vision and she wondered if she



would suffocate.

The pressure stopped as abruptly asit had begun. Grateful, Rocagulped in air.
“Youdl right?’ the captain asked.

Rocatook a shuddering breath. “Yes. | amfine”

“Gods amighty.” The captain made an incredulous noise. “Y ou sound arrogant even when you're
gasping.”
“I don't understand why you are angry.”

The captain remained intent on her controls. After along silence, Rocatried again. “ Did the port clear us
for takeoff?’

The captain was reading a holoscreen above her head. “No.”

Roca clenched the arms of her seet. “It’ sillegd to take off without clearance.”

“Waell, isn't thet ashame.”

The last thing Roca needed wasto end up in legal custody. “Y ou can't just break the [aw.”

The captain jerked around to her. “Listen, rich girl. Y ou wanted out of that port. We left even though
they couldn’t ensure our safety. That' s breaking the law, honey. Y ou think they’ re going to give us
clearance and implicate themselves?’

“Oh.” That made sense. “| see”
“Good for you. Now shut up.”

Roca scowled. “ Just think, if | hadn’t put you to such inconvenience, you could have stayed in that lovely
port, no doubt for days.”

To her surprise, the captain laughed. “ Got some spunk in you, eh?’
Rocawas too annoyed to answer.

They fell quiet after thet, the other woman intent on her controls. For al its decrepitude, the ship worked
amazingly well. Roca had to admit the captain knew what she was doing.

“You'veagood ship,” Rocafinaly said.
“Shegoes.” The captain sat back in her seet. “ Probably nothing like what you' re used to.”

“Itisn't polish that makes a ship valuable.” Rocathought of her son’s Jag starfighter, what many had
caled the fastest, deadliest, most aggressive craft in the J-Force. “It’ sthe character it devel ops after
yearswith the same pilot.”

The captain considered her. “1 wouldn't have expected that from you.”
“WM!
She shrugged. “Y ou don’t seem the type to notice old drumslike this.”



An dam blared, warning of amafunction. The captain immediately turned her attention to jury-rigging a
repair. Sitting back, Roca silently urged fate to let her survive thistrip. She was uneasy enough to lower
her mental barriers and let the captain’s mood wash over her. Normally Roca recoiled from opening her
mind so much; it exposed her to menta injury and trespassed on the privacy of others. Asmuch as she
didiked it now, too much depended on the success of thismission for her to take chancesin her
judgment of the captain’ sintentions.

Her companion wasn't apsion of any strength, so it was hard to pick up much, but a sense of her
thoughts came through. She resented Roca but would honor her word. She believed the cover that
Director Vammond had created to protect Roca sidentity. Rocaflushed, aready knowing the story;
Vammond had described her as arunaway wife who had tired of her aging but wealthy husband and
wanted to see her lover. It wasadismd tae, but if it helped her reach the Assembly in time, she could
livewithit.

Rocathought of her first husband, Tokaba Ryestar, an explorer who had scouted new worlds. Her
parents had arranged the marriage in her youth. Rocaresisted it at first, but she and Tokaba had soon
discovered they suited each other. Kurj’' s birth overjoyed them. For the next six yearsthey had lived a
contented life.

Then tragedy hit, when Tokaba s ship crashed on aworld he was exploring. Roca had never forgotten
the devastating night they brought hisbody home. Nor had Kurj; at the age of Six, abewildered,
heartbroken child had lost his beloved father to aviolent degth the boy couldn’t understand.

It had taken along time to recover, but eventually, severa yearslater, Roca had remarried, thistime
choosing for hersdf. Darr Hammerjackson had been handsome and charming, everything alonely widow
could want. Roca sworeto love him forever, certain she and Kurj had found an end to the londliness.

Thefirst time Darr had hit her, she hadn’t believed he meant it. She learned the hard way how wrong she
had been. Rocaflinched a the memory, the flash of hishand, hisincomprehensible fury. Theimpact of his
rage on her mind had been even more debilitating than the blows. But Ruby Dynasty heirs didn’t divorce.
No public disgraces were alowed; they kept their private hells out of sight. In private, she had done
everything she could to stop the violence, and when nothing worked, she had tried for over ayear to
accommodate the nightmare.

Then he had beaten Kurj.

That night, Roca had taken her nine-year-old son and left Darr. Nothing swayed her: no excuses, no
promises, no threats. No one—no one—hit her son. She began lega proceedings the next day. Inthe
years after, as she had recovered her sense of salf-worth, she came to realize she should have protected
hersdf with the same ferocity she protected her child, regardless of what five millenniaof tradition
dictated about the behavior of Ruby heirs.

Kurj had never reveded what Darr said to him that day, when the two of them fought. But it had changed
her son. And that was only the beginning. AsaJag pilot, he had lived far too many horrorsin the
congtant, undeclared shadow war between the Skolian Imperidate and the Eubian Traders. Over the
yearsit had turned him into a hardened stranger. Now he was a phenomenon, the towering warrior
prince respected by his officers, admired by women, and feared by many. But beneath his square-jawed,
golden exterior, hisrage festered, threatening to explode. In that, he had become like Darr, with an
outward self-possession that hid his seething anger.

Rocaexhded. Dwelling on the past would help nothing. Thislooming threet of dl-out war wasinsanity.
Kurj waswrong if he believed they could win. He knew what they risked—and he welcomed that



specter. If her son couldn’t defeet hisinner demons, he would expend hisfury leading two empiresinto a
gtar-spanning conflict that would tear them gpart.

2
The Dalvador Bard

Roca dept, ate, and spent her waking hoursin the copilot’s seat. There was nowhere else to go except
for the minuscule head. She had little room to exercise, only enough to flex and stretch her cramped
muscles.

Neither she nor the captain talked much. The woman grunted when Roca asked her name. It didn’t
aurprise Roca thelessdl of them involved with thisillegd takeoff knew about one another, the lesslikely
anyone could implicate anyonedse.

Eventudly Rocasaid, “Director Vammond said you were the only pilot willing to take off during the
gtorm. | thank you for your courage.”

“My courage?’ The captain laughed. “Where d you learn to talk like that?’
“Likewhat?’

She copied Roca s accent. “ So disdainfully sophigticated.” In her norma voice, she added, “Maybe
sophigticated isthe wrong word. Y ou don’t sound like the rich twitches on Capsize.”

Rocadtiffened. “I don’t know Capsize.”

“That port.” The captain gave anirreverent grin. “ Y ou’ d have to capsize before you' d be willing to put in
there”

“It does seem antiquated.”
“Antiquated. Gods. You tak like adictionary.”
Roca s voice cooled. “ Do you aways ridicule your passengers?’

“Aren’'t wetouchy?’ The other woman shook her head. “Y ou haveit dl: wedth, privilege, Satus, family.
But it’snot enough, isit? No, you need alover on the side. It sickensme.” She danted Roca alook.
“How much did that body cost you?’

“| beg your pardon?’
“Oh, come on. No norma person hastitsthat big or awaist that small.”

Rocadidn’t know whether to be shocked or awed. No one ever talked to her thisway. It wasa
sngularly unique, dbeit equally unpleasant, experience. “It cost me nothing.”

“Right. You just exercisealot.”

That was, in fact, what she did, even now when she rarely performed. But for dl that she bridied at the
implication, she knew what the captain meant. Many entertainers bodyscul pted themsalves. Although she
had never changed her face or figure, she had undergone operationsto improve her skeleton for ballet.
One procedure dtered the way her leg bonesfit her hip sockets, giving her what dancers called perfect
turnout. Doctors had redesigned the arches of her feet and removed a bone spur on her elbow. A



computer nodein her spine controlled augmentations to her skeleton and muscles, making it easier for her
to adapt to variaionsin gravity, so she could dance on different worlds or habitats. Asfor her mammary
glands, the only operation she had ever contemplated in that department was making them smaller, so she
would be lesstop-heavy in aleotard.

She said only, “Think what you want.”

The captain leaned back and crossed her arms. “Don’t you ever wonder how it would beto live like the
rest of us, the ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine-nine percent of humanity without your advantages?’

“What do you want meto say?’ Rocaasked. “That | don’t deserve my life?’
“No.” She shrugged. “1 guessit doesn't matter.”

“Y ou resent that I’ ve had privileges.” Rocathought of her frantic attempts to reach the Assembly. “ Some
might say they are smal compensation for the demands of duty.”

The woman' s gaze narrowed. “What duties?’

Damn. She had |et the captain goad her into saying too much. “I support many charities.”
“You know, | don't believe you' re a Capsize twitch.”

Swest beaded on Roca s palms. “Why not?”

“You don't tak likethem. They sureashell don’t care about duty.” She studied Roca. “And you don’'t
flash your flush. Capsize types, they compete to see who can put on abigger show. Gaudy, cheap,
overdone. Y ou're the opposite, so refined, like you don’t even bresthe the same air astherest of us. I'll
bet you have so much, you don’'t even know you'rerich.”

Rocadidn’t know how to answer. She never thought about her wedth. She certainly had no intention of
revedling anything about her privatelife.

“I'll tell you what else.” The captain leaned toward her. *Y ou’ re aload more arrogant than a Capsize
twitch. | don’t mean the arrogance people use to hide insecurity, but the kind where you' re so sure of
yourself you don't even redlizeit. Capsize types are dways compensating, knowing they aren’t the redl
thing. I'll wager you' ve never compensated inyour life”

Rocablinked. “Y ou think I'm arrogant?’

“Oozing it, honey.”

Dryly Rocasad, “Whereas you are humility personified.”

The captain laughed. * Point to you.”

“I'mglad | get one.”

The captain’ssmilefaded. “Y ou don't need any more.”

After that they fell Slent. Rocadidn’t know what €lse she could say.
Soon they would reach Skyfall.



Sunlight poured over Roca as she and the captain crossed the tarmac of the Skyfal port. Rocafelt
heavy. The gravity was noticeably stronger than the human norm, and she walked carefully, rlearning
how to time her steps. The air wasrich and fresh, exhilarating in its purity. She bresthed deeply, savoring
it. No smog. No irritants. No impurities.

Actudly, that last wasn't true. Clouds puffed the lavender sky. Blue clouds. They were lovely, but
strange. It meant the water here had impurities that made it blue. She hoped they wouldn’t make her sick
or turn any part of her blue.

The sunswere dim enough to glance at. Two suns. Another oddity. The double star system surely
destabilized the planet’ s orbit. The sunswere beautiful, though, arich gold. The big one hung like agrest
coininthesky, haf eclipsing its smaler, darker companion. Although both seemed darker than the star
type consdered idedl for human life, their combined output wasn't noticeably dim. Golden light suffused
the landscape.

Roca doubted this system had developed naturaly. The world had probably been moved herelong ago
and terraformed for human life. Her distant ancestors, the people of the Ruby Empire, had possessed a
remarkable technology, managing feets of astrophysica engineering impossible today. That knowledge
hed vanished &fter thefdl of the Ruby Empire five millenniaago.

“Pretty,” the captain grumbled, asif offended that she had to admit such athing.

Rocasmiled. Skyfdl captivated her. They left the tarmac and walked through the safety zone around it,
out into the plains. Silver-green reeds as high as her hipsrippled in every direction, each topped by an
iridescent bubble the width of her thumbnail. Leaning over, she touched abubble. It floated into the air
and popped, showering her with glitter. Rocalaughed with delight.

“Careful,” the captain growled. “We don’t know what this flora can do to aperson.” She looked around,
shading her eyeswith her hand. “Whereis everyone?’

“Good question.” Roca surveyed the port. It consisted of little more than the tarmac and around,
whitewashed house whose turreted roof resembled a bluebd| turned upside down. Sparkling bubbles
floated in the air along the path she and the captain had taken through the reeds. The only other motion
wasasmall droid on the tarmac refueling the freighter. Although the Capsize port had notified no one of
their travel plans, the captain had been in contact with the computers here. Surelysomeone human knew
they were coming.

The captain scowled. “ Thisis bizarre. Even an automated port should have someonein charge. A
full-sized roboat, for flaming sakes.”

Roca motioned toward the south. “Look.” About akilometer away, a cluster of white houses with blue
or purple roofs showed above the reeds. The towers of a picturesque castle rose up beyond them,
topped by spires, with pennants sngpping in the wind.

“It'savillage,” shesad.

The captain squinted. “ Or the set for some absurd holovid about our ‘charming’ pagt, asif it were
romantic to have no central heat or garbage remova.”

Roca could see what she meant. Idedlists nogtalgic for an old-fashioned life might have established the
village. However, it could also be the redl thing, descended from a colony of the Ruby Empire. Many of
the lost colonies had survived the five millennia of dark ages that followed the collapse of the empire.
Now that Roca' s people had regained star travel and formed the Imperidate, they were gradually



rediscovering the Ruby colonies.

Although Rocarecalled no briefings about thisworld, news of re-discovered colonies usualy went
through Planetary Development or Domestic Affairs. Asthe Foreign Affairs Councilor, she dedlt with
two other interstellar civilizations—the Eubian Concord and the Allied Worlds of Earth—that shared the
stars with her people of the Imperiaate. However, the line between the Foreign and Domestic offices
tended to blur when they were reestablishing relations with an ancient colony.

“It wouldn't take long to reach thevillage,” Rocasaid.
The captain glanced at her. “Y ou know people there?’

“No, | don't. But | doubt Imperia Space Command would have established a post like thisif the natives
were hogtile” Shewaved at the pretty house that congtituted the port. “ This hardly looks like a defense
ingdlation.”

The captain crossed her brawny arms. “Then why didn’t anyone meet us, eh?’
“Maybe no one human received your messages.”

The captain glared. “ So the natives cooked them dl and had afeast.”
Rocagave agartled laugh. “1 hope not.”

“I’d just as soon beleaving.”

The reminder that she would soon be on her own disguieted Roca. “Y ou' re certain the supply ship setsin
here the day after tomorrow?’

“It' ssupposed to.” The captain shrugged. “I fulfilled my part of the agreement. Y ou're here. | can't hover
around until your next flight comes.”

“What if no ship showsup?’
“Not my problem.”

Looking past her, Roca saw the droid was done refueling the freighter. The other automated functions of
the port aso seemed to have finished their maintenance. Well, she had agreed to this. She could hardly
expect the captain to stay. Trying for acheerful tone, she said, “Gods speed on your trip. | hope you
haggle the blazes out of your buyers.”

The captain grinned. “Y ou can be sure of that.” Her features softened amicron. “Hopethe, uh, marriage
thing works out.”

“Thank you.” Rocathought of Darr dl those decades ago, and of her son Kurj, who had suffered severd
broken bones from the beating Darr gave him. She had never married again. Right now the Assembly
was pressuring her to wed a prince from one of the noble lines, the House of Mgjda. Roca dreaded the
union, but its politica advantages were too important to ignore.

Shesadonly, “I'm sureit will.”

“Wadl, s0.” The other woman set off for her freighter, easily pushing her way through the reeds, then
walking solidly acrossthe tarmac. At her ship, shelooked back and lifted her hand in farewell.

Rocawaved. The freighter took off in ablast of flame and exhaust, and soon disappeared in the great



expanse of the sky.

The port house was as charming inside as out. It struck Roca as more like a home than anything el s,
with aliving room, rustic bar, and doorsto inner rooms. An emerald-green materia paneled the room,
neither glass nor wood, but something in between. She christened it “ glasswood.” Real paintings hung on
thewalls, rather than holoart, scenes of craggy mountains capped with blue snow.

Roca stood in the center of the room, uncertain what to do. She didn’t want to trespass, but now that the
captain had left, she had nowhere else to go except the village. The supply ship was due the day after
tomorrow, but she didn’t have agood sense of what “tomorrow” meant here.

She thought about walking to the village, but decided againgt it for now. She couldn’t take chances.
Given her questionable departure from Capsize, it was unlikely Vammond had notified the supply ship
about her. If Rocawasn't here when it arrived, its pilot would have no reason to wait. Eveniif he
expected her, she doubted he would tarry; other settlements depended on him to deliver their suppliesin
atimely manner.

Restless, she wandered about the room. She had just decided to go outside again when the front door
opened, the old-fashioned way, swinging on hinges rather than shimmering away in amolecular airlock. A
man stood framed in the doorway. He was about her height, husky, with curly black hair, dark skin, and
brown eyes. Oil stained hiswrinkled coverdl. He froze in the process of taking off aheavy glove, staring
a her in open astonishment.

“My greetings,” Rocasaid, self-conscious. “1 hope you don't mind my coming in. | couldn’t find anyone
when the ship landed.”

The man continued to Stare at her.
“Thefreighter,” Rocaadded. “I’'m afraid | don’t know itsname.” She heard how strange that sounded.

Thefdlow blinked, then finished pulling off his glove. His mood lesked through to Roca despite her
menta shields: surprise, puzzlement, uncertainty, and pleasure at having company. Thefriendly quality of
his mind appedled to her.

“Gooddr?’ Rocaasked. “Iseverything dl right?’
“I’'m sorry.” He answered in an unexpected language. “I can't understand you. Do you spesk English?’

It took her amoment to reorient. He was using alanguage from Earth, of dl places. She had assumed her
people sttled this planet; it never occurred to her that the Allied Worlds of Earth might have found it
firgt. The supply ship was Skolian, but it wasn't unusud for ships of both civilizationsto service isolated
Settlements off the main travel routes. Although Skoliansrarely spoke English, Roca had some familiarity
with it, given her position as Foreign Affairs Councilor. It was among the languages she had chosen for
the nodein her spine.

“My English not so good,” she said, “but | do some.” As she heard more of it, her node would update
her spesaking ability. Having such an aid helped her learn languages fast, an invaluable asset to her job.

The man smiled, an expression of warmth and good nature. He spoke dowly, making it easier for her to
follow. “I had no ideathe supply ship wasduein today. | thought it was two more days.”

“Itis” Rocasmoothed her hands on her jumpsuit. “I am passenger onit, | hope.”



“Ah.” He closed the door and came over to her. “My nameis Brad Tompkins.” Extending his ungloved
hand, he added, “\Welcome to Dalvador Port.”

Roca hesitated, trying to remember the custom his people had with hands. Her node came up with the
answer; he was offering her agreeting in amanner that showed respect between two parties. She took
his hand and moved hisarm up and down. Apparently the gesture had the desired effect; by the time they
released thalr grip, histension had eased.

If she interpreted his responses correctly, the appropriate behavior now would be to give her name. She
picked the names of two friends, awife and husband she very much admired. “1 am Jeri Chrigtian.”

“Héllo, Jeri.” He motioned awkwardly at his coveral. “My gpologies for my clothes. I’ ve been working
ontheflyer. It came down outside of Dalvador yesterday. Bad circuit, | think.” He pulled off his other
glove. “Or maybe | need to replace the conductor plugs.”

His English had an accent compared to the “ British English” Roca had learned, but the words were
smilar enough that she could follow most of what he said. Her node identified hisdidect as“Cdifornian,”
which wasn't acountry on Earth she recognized.

“The port has damaged aircraft?’ she asked.

“That'sright. I’m hoping | won't need to order supplies.” His expression warmed. “Would you carefor a
drink—water, juice, anything?’

After two days with the brusque captain, Rocafound Brad' sfriendly nature like an oasis. “Water, thank
you.”

“Coming right up.” He went to the bar, hisrdief so strong she picked it up despite her menta barriers.
She unsettled him. He was glad to have something to occupy him, lest he pull gpart his gloves with
nervoustwigts.

Hetook out two glasses from under the bar. “ The water istreated.”

“Trested?’ she asked.

He poured clear, sparkling water from a pitcher into the glasses. “Did you see the clouds outsde?’
“They areblue.”

Brad turned, holding their drinks. “Asisdl water here. It hasachemicd init, sort of likefood dye. The
natives have nanomedsin their bodiesthat bresk it down.” He came over and offered her adrink. “It
probably wouldn’t hurt you to drink alittle of the untreated stuff, but it might make you sck. Thisis
treated.”

Rocatook asp. It tasted wonderful, asif it came from aspring high in the mountains. “Isgood.”
He gave her alopsided smile. “If you will excuseme, I’ll go change.”
“Please, yes, be comfortable.”

Brad crossed the room and | eft through a glasswood door that glowed with a deep blue luster. When
Rocawas adone, she let her mind relax, giving it achance to recover. She wasn't used to one-on-one
interactions with strangers. For her entire life, she had been distanced from everyone except her family,
asif shewerein acrystad sphere.



In many ways, being an empath intensfied the effect. She needed the distance. If her mental defenses
became too strong, though, they muffled her mind and dowed her thoughts until shefdt only partialy
aive. She couldn’'t shut out every emotion from every person; to stay human, she had to let herself be
vulnerable to their minds. She noticed it most as a dancer, when spectators watched her perform.
Scientists who studied psions claimed strong empaths picked up moods, magnified them, and projected
them back to their audience. Rocanever andyzed it; she knew only that when shefelt aperformancein
her heart, she somehow linked more with her audience.

Y et even on stage she felt set apart, separated, performing, unspesking and unred, afantasy to watch but
never touch. In away, her work as Foreign Affairs Councilor was another performance. She interacted
with many governments, but her high status distanced her from people, a separation heightened by the
formal protocols required by her duties. Intermediariesintroduced her to her counterpartsin other
administrations and took care of any functionsthat involved lessformal contact among their saffs.

Her title asamember of the Ruby Dynasty aso created distance. The Ruby Dynasty and noble Houses
were ancient. In these modern times of e ected governments, only her family and the House of Mgda
wielded significant power, though the other Houses till existed, much asroya families continued on
Earth. She had won her position as Foreign Affairs Councilor by eection, but her Ruby title ssemed to
enthrall the public far more, until shefdt asif her life had become more fantasy to them than redlity,
making the crystal sphere around her even thicker.

Here, with anonymity, she felt no distance. It unsettled and exhilarated her. Theloss of that separation
made her aware of how much it buffered her mind, but she also felt more connected to the people around
her. Given her sumbling English, Brad probably couldn’t tell she had the lotic accent of royaty. Even the
captain, who had recognized that her accent came from another socia class, hadn’t guessed enough of
thetruth to fed inhibited from spesking plainly. As aggravating asit had been, it had aso refreshed Roca,
like cold, bracing air. Shereveled in this freedom she had never before known.

The door across the room opened, startling Rocaout of her reverie. Brad walked in, smiling more
naturally now, wearing blue trousers and a gray sweater that accented the width of his shoulders. With his
dark hair and eyes, he resembled a nobleman in the House of Mg da, except that they had straight hair
and patrician noses. He had one other striking difference from aMgdalord—nhisfriendly, open
persondity. The Mgda held themsalves so doof that at times Rocawondered if they consderedanyone
else worth their time. It was one reason she dreaded marriage to Prince Dayj Mg da, her intended.

Brad beamed at her. “1 must say, you're awelcome sight.”
“Thank you.” Shetried to soften her formality.

“I hope you enjoy your stay with us.” Helifted his hand, inviting her toward the sofa. “If you'd like, | can
take you on atour later. We could vigt the village.”

“Yes. | likethat.” She settled on one end of the couch. “1 wonder—how long isvillage here?’

He sat on the other end, leaning back, relaxing asif he had known her dl hislife. “We aren't certain. Six
or seven centuries, maybe. It's called Davador, and this areaisthe Dalvador Plains. The name goes
back thousands of years.”

Rocawondered if he realized the significance of hiswords. A human settlement that old had to descend
from the Ruby Empire, which meant her people would chalenge any claim the Allieds made here. Did
Brad know the history? Six millennia ago an unknown race of beings had come to Earth and taken away
asmdl population of humans, moving them to the world Raylicon. Then the kidnappers vanished. Over
the next millennia, the bewildered humans had developed star flight and gone in search of their lost home.



Although they never found Earth, they established the Ruby Empire.

Unfortunately, the empire had soon fallen. It wasn't until afew centuries ago that the Raylican people had
regained star travel. Asthey spread out across space again, they split into two factions, the Skolian
Imperidate and the Eubian Concord. When Earth’ s children finally reached the stars, they found their
sblingsaready here, busly building their two empires. Earth formed athird civilization, the Allied
Worlds. Asfar as Rocaknew, thiswasthe first time the Allieds had claimed an ancient Ruby colony.

“Thisworld,” she asked. “Hold it many people?’

“Not alot. We estimate two hundred thousand, al on this continent.” Brad rubbed hischin. “The
Davador Plains have rdatively smal villages, but if you crossthe mountainsto the Rillian Vaes, you'll
find larger towns. The Blue Daes are high in the northern mountains. Nomadic archerslive there.”

The names sounded like music to Roca. “Make you contacts with people?’ Belatedly, her node
suggested,Do you have many contacts with the people here?

“Some.” Hismood dimmed. “A resort company on Earth plansto develop the area, put up hotels, spas,
that sort of thing.”

It sounded like agood way to ruin abeautiful land. “ Peoplein village—know they you?” She meant to
ask if the villagers knew about the resort, but it didn’t sound right. After a second, her node
suggested,Do they know about this?

“Mogt of them know me.” Brad grinned, creasing the laugh linesaround hiseyes. 1 enjoy their visitsto
the port. I'm the entire staff, so it’ s greet to have neighbors.”

Roca could see why they sought his company. “They arelikeyou?’ No, that wasn't right. She wanted to
ask if they were generdly friendly toward offworlders.

“Actudly, they aren’'t much like us.” His mobile face became thoughtful. “Their culture has backdid alot.
They have virtualy no hedlth sciences and know nothing about eectricity. They no longer even havea
written language.”

None of it surprised Roca, except perhaps the lack of written language. Thiswouldn’t be the first Ruby
settlement to loseits technology during its millenniaof isolation. She spoke carefully. “Thisworldisold

Ruby colony.”
“Don’t the Ruby settlers descend from your ancestors?’

She nodded, relieved he understood. “Y es. They are part of us. Family, you see. Such worlds we think
as Skolian.”

Brad gave her arueful look. “I don’'t redlly know the politics. | just run the port.”

“Is pretty world. | see why your businesspeople are wishing to develop it.” She thought of the pristine
countryside. “Issad, though, if they hurt thisland.”

Hisface flashed with anger. “Y esl The company honchos just care about money. The people here don't
understand. They think we come from some province over the mountains. The resort planners are going
to rob them of their lands, lives, and world, and they don’'t have aclue.”

“Can someone help?’ Shetilted her head. “ Someone like you, who has caring for their world?’



“Lord knows, | wish | could. But if I hinder the devel opers, it conflicts with my job.” He pushed hishand
across histightly curled hair. “1 might be able to help a bit, though, if I'm careful.”

“I wish luck to you.” A distant rumbletugged a her awareness. Shetilted her head. “Hear you noise?’
“What do you mean?’
The rumble degpened. “I1t come here.”

Brad sat up Straighter, hisforehead furrowing. “I don’t—" Suddenly he laughed, an open, hearty sound.
“Hah! They must have seen your ship land. They probably think it was the supply ship.”

“Thevillagers?’
“Yougotit.”

Rocablinked. Got it? Her node had trouble with that one. Nor was she sure why villagers would come
to the ship. Surdly it didn’t provision the native population. Even if people here had somehow acquired
the credit to buy offworld goods, sdlling to natives was of questionable legality. Under Skolian law, it
would tangle Brad in amorass of complications. She knew less about Allied laws, though.

“They comefor supplies?’ she asked.

“Some.” Concern showed on his ever-changing face. “Medicine mostly.” Then he paused. Eveniif she
hadn’t been an empath, she would have known he realized he had said too much. Awkwardly, he added,
“And 1, uh, can't provide them with medicines, of course.”

Her voice cooled. “Of course.” Wdll, it wasn't her affair. Thiswas an Allied port, none of her business.
“If not for medicine, why they come?’

Histension eased. “Chocolate.”

“Chocolate?’

He chuckled. “A drink.”

“Ah.” Roca had never heard of the substance.

“Their Bard likesit. So | trest himtoit.”

“Bard?’ Thesmilarity to hisname gave her pause. “A snger?’

“That sright. The Davador Bard.” His smile morphed into ascowl. “The resort marketers cal him the
King of Skyfdl because helivesinthat castlein the village. They clam it adds‘romance’ to the setting.
But to name him aking, especidly of an entireworld, is absurd.”

Remembering theidyllic castle, she could see why the planners had jumbled their cultural cues. “But he
sngs?’ Shewondered if he and Brad ever mixed up their names.

“He kegpsthe history of hispeoplein bdlads. | guessyou could cal him asinging archivist. Hisvoiceis
incredible” Pleasure suffused Brad’ s mood. “With formd training, Il bet he could walk into ajob at any
major operacompany.”

That piqued Roca sinterest. “I regret | no hear him sing.”



“You might.” Brad had to raise his voice to be heard above the rumbling now. “He sometimes comes
with Garlin to pick up the supplies.” He paused. “The, uh, chocolate.”

“Chocolate.” Her tone cooled. This had nothing to do with her, but it troubled her to think that he so
flagrantly broke the law. For al Brad knew, medicines that helped his people could kill the natives here.

Asthe rumbling surrounded the house, Brad stood up. His smile had vanished. Y ou disapprove.”
She aso roseto her feet. Her voice came out like ice. “Why | disapprove of chocolate?’

“Tell me something.” He regarded her steadily. “ Have you ever had to watch someone you care about
die because you didn’t have enough medica careto save them?’

“And if someone die from wrong care?” She met his gaze. “ Or because expected supplies never come?’

Hefrowned. “1 would never take resources meant for someone else. Nor would | dispense medicine
without precautions.”

“You are doctor?”’
“I have some knowledge.”
“Isnot same.”

“Tdl that to the mother whose baby diesin her arms.” Hisfist clenched at hisside. “Tell the screaming
farmer who has neither antibioticsto stop theinfection in hisinjured leg nor anestheticsto knock him out
while the town blacksmith sawsit off.”

Rocaflinched. No mental shield, no matter how strong, could block hisfierce emotions. He had
witnessed the scenes he described. She spoke quietly. “1 am sorry.”

Brad loosened hisfigts. “I shouldn’t have unloaded that on you.” Hetried to smile, but it barely qualified.
“I redly do give them chocolate. They will be disappointed to find I’ ve none today.” He started toward
the door. “ Come on. Mest the locals.”

Hisregret flowed over Roca. As she went with him, the thunder outside grew even louder. Her pulse
legpt. The wallswere vibrating. She hung back as Brad opened the front door and stood framed in the
entrance, hishandson hiships.

Outside, ablur of color sped past. Many boisterous people appeared to be riding large animals around
the house. Brad started tolaugh, for flaming sakes, asif the tumult were dl agreat show. Hedidn't seem
the least concerned.

Theriders congregated in front of the door, their mounts slamping and snorting. The animalslooked like
horses that had been bioengineered into a new species, an extraordinarily graceful one. Two clear,
crystaline horns on their heads refracted the sunlight like prisms, sending sparks of color everywhere.
They had hooves made from the same substance, and their coats shimmered, either blue or lavender. The
lovely creatures were much more refined than she had expected given al the noise they made.

She had more trouble seeing their riders, so she moved closer, standing right behind Brad. The men wore
smple clothes, white shirts and rough trousers dyed dark colors, either blue or purple. Embroidery
bordered their collars and cuffs. All had on knee-boots. Their hair, neck length or longer, stirred in the
breezes.



“Ho!” A young man inthe front caled to Brad. “Y ou lost your chess match to Garlin! Y ou owe us much
chocolate.”

Brad gave him acocky grin. “I will win amatch with you, Bard.”

The man smirked. “I play not, man with the name of Bard misspelled in his own language.”
Brad laughed. “ So you' vefinaly learned to spell my name.”

The other fellow turned smug. “I am clever, eh?’

An older man was Sitting on an animal next to the Bard. He spoke dryly. “ And humble.”

“Hello, Garlin.” Brad waved at the older man. “Y ou'’ re the one who told him about the spelling, aren’t
you?”

TheBad glared & Garlin. “Don’'t tdl him.”
Garlin cocked an eyebrow at Brad. “It seems| have nothing to say.”

“Ah, well,” the Bard said. “Maybe Garlin did tell me. I’'ve no time for spelling.” He grinned again,
unabashed and unrestrained, hisface dive with pleasure. Rocafdt hisjoy. Hismind poured over hers,
incredible, like awaterfal. Even with her family, who were dl psions, she never picked up their moods
thiswdl.

Rocamoved closer, trying to see this Bard more clearly. His odd coloring startled her. He had thick hair
the hue of burgundy wine, but streaked gold from sunlight. His violet eyeswere large and round. She
couldn’t be certain, but she thought freckles sprinkled across his nose. Although she supposed hehad a
handsome face, hewasn't her type. She preferred tall, dark, somber men. It was hard to resist hislight
and laughter, though. He mesmerized, drawing her nearer.

Hismind glowed.

Why Roca dropped her menta shields, she didn’t know. She had never experienced anything like his
mind. It flowed into her with the power of an ocean and the gentleness of a breeze, like warmth and
goring al mixed together.

The young man suddenly went still. Then hetilted hishead, hisforehead furrowed asif he werelistening
to adistant voice. Turning to Garlin, he spokein alanguage Rocadidn’t recognize, persisting when Garlin
shook hishead. Sheloved the musica qudity of hisvoice. Degp and resonant, itchimed. She could easily
believe what Brad had told her, that this man was an extraordinary singer. The waterfall of hismind
poured over her, sparkling, bracing, invigorating. Entrancing.

Suddenly the youth yelled, jarring Rocaout of her trance. Dismayed, she redlized she had walked out of
the house. Theridersjolted into motion again, spurred by his shout, rearing their animals as they added
their own ydlsto thedin. In her sengitized Sate, she reded under the ondaught of noise and emotions.
She stumbled back, confused, but she went off somehow and missed the doorway, backing into the wall
ingtead.

“Jeri!” Brad' s shout came through the din. “Over herel”

Roca saw him in the doorway afew meters away. She edged toward him, but too many riderswerein
theway. She had no ideawhat they were trying to do. One animd reared much too closeto her, its
trand ucent hooves pawing the air. She gasped, putting her hands above her head. The anima came



down, damming the ground with its hooves, and she glimpsed the Bard adtrideits back, hisface wild.
Holding up her arm to protect her face, she pressed back against the wall.

The Bard leaned down, hanging off hisanima, and grabbed her arm. Someone e se yelled and another
animal reared 0 close that Rocafdt itsmotion like awind.

“No!” Rocafought to pull avay from the Bard. She stumbled againgt the anima and its hair scraped her
face, far less soft than it looked, its musky scent filling her senses. Shelogt her balance when the animal
stamped its feet, but before she could fal beneath its hooves, the Bard dragged her up itsside. With a
great heave, he hefted her up so she was sitting on the animd in front of him.

“Stopit!” Rocayelled. As she struggled, she started to dide off, unable to adapt fast enough to the
unfamiliar gravity. Even knowing how far it was to the ground, with so many other animas pounding the
reeds around them, she kept fighting.No one touched her thisway.

The Bard caught her before she fell, but as he grabbed her waist, his agitated mount reared again. Roca
froze astheir height above the ground more than doubled. The animal trumpeted its cdll to the sky, and
another animal answered, then another. Asthe Bard's mount came down, he gave a shout of triumph.
Leaning forward with hisarms around Roca, he spurred the animal into arun.

With that, the entire party took off, thundering across the plains—taking Roca with them.

3

The Broken Path

The plainswent by in ablur. Rocajabbed her elbow into the ribs of the man behind her. When he
grunted, she kicked her hed into hisleg, then raked her fingernails up hisarm. She didn’t need to
understand his vehement words to know he was cursing.

“Ail Stop!” Hefindly spoke in English, shouting above the drumming hooves of the animas. “Don’'t do
that.” Hismount had aremarkably smooth gait, much more so than a horse, enough to let him speak
despite their fast pace.

“Take meto port!” Shewhacked hisleghard.
“Ow! Stop!”
“Back to port!”

“We cannot.” He leaned closer so he could spesk near her ear instead of shouting. “ Garlin says | must
learn to understand you port people better. | didn’t want to, but | changed my mind. Y ou must teach me
about your people.”

“Pah. Y ou are rude boy. | make no diplomacy for you.”

His hold shifted into an embrace. “ But you have such wonderful passion.”

She pushed off hisarms asif they were a plague, making him lose hisgrasp on thereins. “Not for you.”
“Hey!” Heflailed for thereins. “1 need those.”

“| rather fal.”



As he struggled to regain control of hisanimal, an unexpected sght startled her. His hands. He had no
thumbs. Hisfour fingers were about the same length, longer than hers and unusudly thick. A hingeran
down his hand, starting between the second and third fingers and going al the way to hiswrist. To hold
thereins, he hinged his hand, folding his palm so hisfirst and second fingers opposed the fourth and third,
respectively. It worked with such efficiency, she thought the structure must have been engineered.

Roca peered at the other riders. Those she could see well had hands like the Bard. They al had violet
eyes, too, and gold, platinum, or burgundy hair. It was odd. The people of the Ruby Empire had been
dark-haired and dark-eyed, as were many modern Skolians, especially the nobility. It helped Rocahide
her identity; her gold coloring didn’t fit theimperia idedl. But the reflective skin, hair, and eyes she had
inherited from her father served a purpose smilar to the darker coloring of her mother’ s people; it
protected againgt bright sunlight. Perhaps the settlers here had decreased their pigmentation because their
world received lesslight. The human eye could adapt to awide range of intengties, so the streaming
golden sunshine didn’t seem dim, but the amount was probably below the human norm.

None of that made this situation lessalarming. “Bard,” she said. “Y ou break law. Take me back.”
“Your Englishishard to understand.”
She snorted. “Y ou understand fine.”

Another rider pulled alongside them, the man Garlin. He resembled the Bard, but hisfestureshad an
edgy, gaunt look and his hair was dark burgundy, streaked with gray instead of gold. Had he had access
to treetments that delayed aging, Rocawould have guessed him to be well into his second century of life.
But according to Brad, these people had no health sciences. If this man had never known the benefits of
modern biotech, he could be much younger, evenin hisforties.

Garlin spoke tightly in hislanguage, hiswords directed to the Bard, though he was obvioudy angry at
Rocaaswell. Hismood came through to her with unusua strength, making her suspect he too was an
empath, though nowhere near as strong as the Bard. He regarded her with antipathy, asif it were her
fault that this hotheaded person had hauled her off under the bizarre pretext of improving Allied-Skyfall
relaions. Gods only knew what they would do when they found out shewas’t an Allied citizen.

“You Garlin, yes?" she asked. She wished she spoke English better, with more nuance.
Garlin gave her achill gare.

“Of course heis,” the Bard said. “He used to be my regent. Heisaso my cousin, the son of my mother’s
gder.”

That puzzled Roca. Her node defined * regent” as someone who raised a child sovereign and performed
his duties until the child reached adulthood. Y et Brad claimed thisman wasn't aking.

She consdered Garlin. “Y ou guardian for Bard?’
Heturned forward, guiding his mount acrossthe plains.
“Garlin, you arerude to our guest.” The Bard sounded annoyed.

The older man answered in their language. Roca had afedling he better understood the trouble they had
created for themsalves by taking her. She wondered if Garlin had sensed that moment of mental
recognition between the Bard and hersdlf back at the port.

Asidefrom her family, the Ruby Dynasty, Rocaknew of no one else with amentd signature as strong as



this Bard. Such powerful psionswere rare dmost to extinction. Scientists had yet to determine why
incubating them in vitro dmost dwaysfailed. The more powerful the psion, the higher thefatdity rate. But
her people desperately needed Ruby psions. Only an analysis of thisman’s DNA would verify if he had
thefull set of Ruby genes, but certainly he had many. He might be avita resourceto the Imperiadate, their
most vauable find in decades. How she dedlt with this Stuation could have far-reaching effects,
particularly if he was aleader among his people.

This Bard was an enigma, one possibly dangerousto her. She needed to understand him, to compare him
with her family, the only other psions with such power. She thought of her father, Jarac. The Imperator.
Asthe hereditary leader of Imperial Space Command, he led the Skolian military forces. A stoic and
kind man, he had an immensely powerful mind, but he lacked the finesse to detect subtletiesin moods
and thoughts. The Bard had less strength, but his mind fdlt robust, hedthy, strapping, with ayouthful
qudity and perhaps more finesse than Jarac.

Roca s mother, Lahaylia, the Ruby Pharaoh, had plenty of subtlety—and also an edge. Where Jarac was
temperate, Lahayliawas fierce. Jarac relaxed now and then, but Lahaylia never rested. Sheloved her
family deeply, without compromise or condition. A direct descendant of the ancient Ruby queens, she
had founded the Skolian Imperidate. In contrast, the Bard seemed to have little sense of his power. It
wasinginctud with him.

Roca s sster, Dehya, had enough finesse for ten people. She had inherited their mother’ sdark hair and
exotic eyes, but not her ferocity. Dehyawas athinker, lost in equations, agenius at the webs. Asthe
older child, Dehyawasfirgt in line for the Ruby Throne, but Roca had dways suspected her sister would
have rather become a math professor. Dehyawas too different from the Bard to compare the two.

There was Kurj, Roca s son. He and his grandfather Jarac were both huge and metallic gold. They had
smilar mindsin their power and lack of nuance, but their persondities differed. Aggressivein his
ambition, Kurj seethed with an anger Roca only partially understood. He had hardened &fter the violence
with Darr, but it wasn't until hisyears asa Jag pilot that hisrage crystalized and the barriers separating
him from Roca became insurmountable,

Roca had no good comparison—but wait, she had |eft out someone: hersdlf. Shetook after her father,
tall and robust, gold instead of dark. She had inherited some of his mental power, but leavened with her
mother’ s subtlety. Her interest in politics tended toward her mother. Her artistic bent probably came
from her father, though he clamed to have the artistry of aniron brick. Although both her parents
enjoyed her dancing, he seemed to understand more how it made her fed!.

She might come closer in mentd style to this Bard than the othersin her family, but she hadn’t found a
good comparison. It left her without away to understand him. He descended from stock that had
evolved independently of hers, producing a psion unlike anyonein the Ruby Dynasty.

Roca became aware of the Bard behind her. He knew she was studying him. That startled her. Neither
Kurj nor Jarac would haveredized it. If Kurj had somehow guessed she was analyzing him, hewould
have tried to influence her conclusions. The Bard made no such attempt; he had just waited patiently.

“You arequiet for along time,” hesaid.
Sheleaned back so he could hear her better. “Why you tell me nothing about yoursel f?’
“You never asked.” Hetraced hisfinger over her ear.

It unsettled Rocato redize sheliked it when he touched her. She knew why; psions produced
pheromonestargeted for other psions. Nature compensated for their high mortdity by driving them



together with chemical cocktails, spurring them to make babies. But knowing that in theory and dedling
with it in practice were two very different matters. Disconcerted, she pulled her head away from him.

Disgppointment came from hismind, but he answered her unspoken question. “I am Eldrinson Althor
Vadoria” After apause, he added, “Y ou may call me Eldri.”

“I am Roca.” Too late, she caught her mistake. Odd that she was so flustered. “I mean Jeri.”
“Rocaisagood name.”

“Jeri”

Helaughed. “Roca. | know.”

“Noyoudon't”

“I do indeed. I know when peoplelie”

That piqued her interest. “How?’

“l just do.”

“Something they do? Their voice?’

“No. | don't think so.”

“So how you know?’

He shifted behind her. “It doesn't matter how.”

Rocahad no doubt hefdt it in their minds, especiadly hers, given the bond they were forming. Shedidn’t
think he realized what he was doing, though. “Y ou have good English,” she said.

Hislaugh rolled out, degp and chiming. “ Better than you.”
“True”

“Why can't you speak your own language?’

“Isnot mine. | am Skolian.”

“I have never heard of Skolians.”

Rocafrowned. The Allieds had better be able to answer for this, moving in here without telling the natives
their origins. From what she understood, the Allied port had been herefor three years. That was plenty
of timeto inform her people abouit this rediscovered colony.

It occurred to her that Eldri must have developed hisfluency in Englishin only three years. Or less. “How
Spesk you Englishsowdl?’

“I listen to Brad, the Reversed-Bard.” He laughed at hisjoke.
“I listen to many. For years. | not speak like you.”
“Why do you ask how | know things?1 just do.”



Softly she said, “Psion pick up language fast.”

“Psion?1 don't know thisword.”

“Empath. Telepath.”

“I don’t know those, either.”

“Empath fed emotions. Telepath read thought from emotion.”

Hisgrip on the reins tightened so much that his knuckles turned white. “It is not true!”

His vehemence surprised her. Sheindicated Garlin, who wasriding up ahead. “Y ou fee when he has
anger, yes?’

“Always.” Now he sounded amused.
“You fed my mind at port, yes?’
Slence

“Hdni?

“No! | am not different!” His thoughts surged, erratic and upset—and his mind opened to her. For one
moment she felt the degp-seated pain that caused hisreaction. Then his natural barriers snapped back
into place. Roca didn’t understand what had just happened. She wanted to know more, but she held
back, afraid if she perssted, shewould dienate him.

They had been riding toward aline of needled mountainsin the northwest. L ooking back, she saw clouds
of bubblesfloating in the air, released by the riders asthey crossed the plains. Glitter dusted the animas
and people. It made her hair and Eldri’ s eyelashes sparkle.

“We go back to port,” she said.
He spoke with reluctance. “Very well.”

Relief washed over her. “Now, yes?” She didn’'t want Eldri to leave, though. “ Y ou stay alittle, yes?We
vigt with Brad.”

Eldri snorted. “Heistoo busy for vists. Hisflying machine broke again. He must fix it.” He shifted her in
hisarms. “ Come vidt my homein the mountains.”

“Why mountain? Village closer.” Also sfer.
Sadness came over him. “Itisonly aride.”

His response puzzled her. She picked up no more from his mind except his conviction that he couldn’t
reved thetruth. Shedidn’t think it had anything to do with Brad or hisflyer, but that was her only lead.
“Y ou no help Brad' sflying machine?’

“We don't know how.” Eldri brushed her hair back from her face. “But we would if we could. Heisa
friend. Besides, helivesin Davador. That makes him my responghbility, even if he thinks he belongsto
thisAllied Skoliaof yours”

She blinked at histangle of misunderstandings. “Brad come from Allied Worlds of Earth. | am Skalian. Is



different.” She checked her node for the words she wanted. “And if you are hisliege, why you bedevil
him?’

He chuckled. “We don't. Wejust play with him.”

Roca doubted it amused Brad to have a Skolian citizen hauled out of hisport. “Eldri. Tdl thisanimd take
us back.”

“Lyrine”

“Say you agan?’

“Theanimd. Itiscdled alyrine”

“Tdl lyrine take us back. Brad worry.”

To her surprise, hereined the lyrine to a stop. She twisted around to look at him, maneuvering her leg
over theanimal so shewas Sitting Sdeways. That would make it easier to jump down if he started up
again. Shewas aware of the other riders gathering around them, milling among the drifting bubbles, but
she couldn’t stop looking at Eldri. Nor did he disguise how much she unsettled him. Or maybe she knew
it from his mind; she was becoming so sensitized to him, she had trouble separating his moods from his
behavior. Shetold hersdf it was pheromones, but she suspected her response went deeper than
chemicas

“Why stare you s0?7’ she asked.

“I am sorry.” Eldri brushed her cheek. “1 have never seen awoman with gold skin or gold eyes.” His
touch on her eyelash was so tender she barely fdt it. “ They glitter. But they are soft. Not hard like metal.”

“We shouldn’t—" She broke off. Helooked asif he could take her into him, mind and body.

“Nor have | ever seen awoman so beautiful,” he added, asif it were the most origina compliment ever
uttered instead of one she had heard too often. She knew she should discourage him, but it was hard to
remember that when he gazed at her thisway.

Rocacleared her throat. “ Pheromones.”

“What?" Hissmilelit hisface. And hedid have freckles across his nose.

“Wegoto port.” Shefdt like arepeating audio loop. “Intwo day, | leave on ship.”
He touched atendril of hair curling around her face. “Why?’

“A meeting of my people comes. | need be there. If not, we have war.”

Hedidn't look surprised. “I too would go to war for you.”

“Eldri, no.” Shetried again. “ They not fight over me. Leaders of my people meet. We vote about war. |
must vote no.”

“Ah! A mesting of Bards and Memories. And you vote? This makes sense. You areaMemory. Yes, |
seethat. You are awoman of intdligence.” He tapped her temple. “I fed it here.”

Rocablinked. “Memory istitle here of woman who leads?’



“Of course” He paused. “ Are you sure you cannot missthis meeting?’
“Sure.” Her node found the right word. “ Absolutely sure.”

His mind nudged hers, though Roca could tell he didn’t redlizeit. Her ingtincts prodded her to strengthen
her barriers, but she kept them down. She projected her mood to Eldri, both her concern that she not
miss her ship and her interest in devel oping tieswith him and his people.

He spoke carefully. “Y ou would know my people better?’
“Wewould likethat.”

“I have aproposd.”

-

“Y our ship comesin two days?’

“Thisistrue”

“Bemy guest tonight at Windward. It istrue that Garlin says| must know your people better.” He
hesitated. “Or Brad's people. Or whatever he represents. Even if Brad pronounces histitle wrong, heis
the only Bard here from the place he calls Allied Worlds. And you are aMemory from adifferent
province.” He stopped asif confused by his own reasoning. “ Anyway, let me offer you the hospitality of
Windward. Y ou and | will begin relations between our people. Tomorrow morning | will bring you back
to the port. Y ou will have plenty of timeto meet your ship.”

Rocareached out to his mind, trying to gauge hisintent. She sensed no deception. It was awell-made
offer, given the limited conditions they had to work with. But she shouldn’t have linked to him; she dso
felt how much he wanted her. Erotic images of her without clothes were playing out in hismind. Her face
heated. He certainly had a prodigious imagination. Rather than putting her off, though, as such fantasies
would have with anyone dse, hisexcited her.

Hustered, Roca snapped up her barriers, breaking contact. Eldri tensed, though she didn’t think he
conscioudy redlized they had beenin alink. His desre was smple arousal enhanced by hisfascination
with her, much as shefdt about him. No politica caculation tainted hisinterest, none of the sexualy
charged avarice that edged the minds of the men, and sometimes women, who coveted her. Power was
one of the most potent aphrodisiacsin existence, far more than her face or dancer’ s body. Eldri had no
ideaof her power; hejust plain wanted her.

He smoothed her hair. “Comevidt my home.”

Rocatried to stop imagining what he could do with that hinged hand of his. She moved his hand awvay
from her hair. “1 accept invitation. But only for business”

“Yes!” Hissmile blazed. “We can do that.”
She gave him astern look. “No persond. And we send message to Brad.”
“Any message you would like,” he promised.

Rocapulled aclasp off her bt that regulated the temperature of her clothes. She fooled with its chip until
she managed to program in amessage. She wished she could have kept better comm equipment, but she
couldn’t risk carrying anything Kurj could useto trace her.



She gave the chip to the rider Eldri chose, and the man headed back to the port. The rest of their group
took off for the Backbone Mountains, thundering acrossthe plains.

Asthey went, Garlin shot her ahard look.

The path crumbled under the hooves of Eldri’ s mount, and rocks clattered down the cliff. With her heart
beating hard, Roca turned her gaze forward so she wouldn't see the drop-off to their right. The cliff went
graight down for hundreds of meters. It astonished her that Eldri and his men took this so casudly. She
felt asif they were going to end up very dead, very soon.

They had climbed high into the Backbone Mountains. The stark peaks reminded Roca of spindles, and
the upper ranges truly did resemble the skeleton of agiant. Their path wound along the edge of a
mountain, following atrail barely wide enough for the lyrineto go snglefile. Another cliff rose on their
|eft. Theiron ringbolts driven into it would alow travel ersto string ropes dong the way or continue their
trek when the winds became tricky, but nothing protected them from the drop-off to theright, norall,
fields, or cables.

Roca s body ached from the long ride. Although her jumpsuit had kept her skin from being rubbed raw,
the material was wearing thin. Another hour of thisand her clothes would shred. Eldri had given her one
of thefurred jackets they al wore now, but the cold still made her shiver. She thought with longing of the
temperature chip she had sent to Brad that would have regulated her clothes.

Eldri wrapped her in hisarms, thereins held loosely in his hands. Hislyrine seemed to know the route
without guidance. “Areyou dl right?’ Eldri asked. He didn’t seem the least bothered by theride.

She shivered. “Iscold up here”
“Usudly not thismuch.” He sighed. 1 should gpologize for our weather’ s poor showing to my guest.”

“Isnot so ****” She had meant to say “terrible,” but it came out wrong. Her node supplied the
pronunciation.

“I don’t know that word.” He rubbed his cheek against her hair. “But | love how you say it.”

Rocareminded herself to pull away. He had been persstent in his attentions during the trip. Shetold
hersdf she didn’t want hislips against hers, his breath warm on her skin, his hands on her body ...

“No more,” Rocamuttered, to herself rather than him. At least he helped distract her from the danger of
their route. The pounding of her heart came as much from the drop-off at their sde asfrom his sensud
voice.

“Why are you so cool?” He spoke near her ear. “Y ou look like the suns but you act likeice.”
“Do not do that.” Theway his breath tickled her ear was driving her crazy.

“I know asun burnsinsideyou,” Eldri murmured. “Let me be your second sun. We can orbit each other
forawnhile”

She couldn’'t help but smile. “Who islarger sun?
“Nether.” Henuzzled her hair. “We can be the same.”

Rocasighed. “Isonly dream.” Shedidn’t have the luxury of such dreams. She had too many duties.



A shout came up aheed, followed by an exchange of calsin Eldri’ stongue. Helifted his head, hisarms
loosening around her.

“What isit?’ Rocaasked.
“A part of our path has collapsed.”
Her shoulders hunched. “We stop?’

“I am not sure.” Hefdl slent while they rode, listening as people caled back to him. After amoment, he
sad, “1 am sorry, Roca. Nothing like this has happened before.”

“We go back to plains?’
“I think not. It will be dark soon. Navigating this path then would be deadly.”
Shefelt the blood drain from her face. “ Then what we do?’

“We cannot stay here. The lyrine must deep, and if they do, they might step off the path. Also, thecoldis
more than usud. We haven't protection enough for the coming night.”

“Good gods,” Rocasaid. “Isterrible way to travel.”
Eldri spoke patiently. “Perhaps your people can do it better. But thisisthe best we can do now.”
Rocaclosed her mouth. He wasright, it didn’t help for her to criticize their lack of technology.

More shouts came back. The riders halted, their lyrine ssamping on the path, breath curling up from their
nodgtrilsin the freezing air, making blue condensation. Roca had dealt with many cultures, but never
anything like this. The situation was aways controlled, with her saff setting up the meetings ahead of
time

El d.ri cdled forward, and the riders relayed hiswords to the front of the line. They soon began moving
agan.

“They find new route?’ Roca asked.

“Thereisn't any.” He cleared histhroat. “\We have decided to crossthe break.”

“Y ou make bridge?’

“No. Wejump.”

“Jump?’

“Itisour best chance of surviva.”

Roca closed her eyes. “Gods help us.”

Eldri answered in alow voice. “Yes”

The climb seemed to take forever. The animaswould walk a short distance, then stop. Apparently they
had to wait as each rider executed the jump. Every time the line moved again, Eldri exhaed behind her.

Then camethe long stop.



Rocaknew tragedy had hit before the call came back. Shock reverberated from the riders. Then the
word reached them: someone hadn’t made it. He and hislyrine had plunged down the side of the
mountain.

Eldri leaned hisforehead against the back of her head. Hispain fell over her like agreat weight.
“I an much sorry,” she said softly. “Know you him?’

“Yes” Hisvoice caught. “We grew up together.”

“| am so very much sorry.”

He said nothing, but she redlized he was crying slently, his shoulders shaking.

After awhile they moved again. Eldri lifted hishead, but he spoke no more.

When they finally reached the break, Roca stared in disbdlief. Their path here was more aledge than a
road, and it ended in ajagged breach. It didn’t resume until severa meters beyond, leaving a broken
gretch longer than alyrine. Garlin was standing on the other side, bundled in furs, coiling arope that had
one end tied to severd ringboltsin the cliff. Dark blue clouds covered the sky and cast apall over the

waning day.

Garlin threw the free end of the rope acrossthe gap. Eldri caught it, then tied alength around Roca' s
waist and his own. She doubted it was strong enough to hold them if they didn’t make the jump, given
what had happened to the rider they logt, but it was better than nothing.

“Ready?’ Eldri asked.
She took an uneven breath. “Yes.”

He backed his mount down thetrail. Then he leaned forward and kicked with his hedls. The lyrine surged
up the path, its muscles bunching under them. With agreet legp, it sailed into the air. Before Rocahad a
chanceto breethe, itsfeet hit the other side and rocks went flying. Asthe animal stumbled, one hoof
going over the edge, Garlin reded in the rope, trying to pull them toward him.

Then the lyrine caught its balance and stepped unevenly down thetrail. Eldri whispered in hisown
language.

“What say you?' Roca s voice trembled.

Hetoo spoke shakily. “By Rillia’ s Arrow.”

“I know not Rillia, but if hisarrow bring us here safely, | thank him.”

“l ds0.”

“Bldri?’

“yes?

She breathed in, trying to settle her pulse. “How go we back tomorrow?’
“I will send peopleto bridge the break.”

“You can do this? Y ou say it never happened before.”



“My rock-builders have made many bridges. They can fix worsethan this.”
Shetouched hisarm. “My sorrow for your friend.”

“Thank you.” Hisanswer was o quiet she barely heard. Shefelt the tears he kept inside, unable to shed
themin front of hismen.

They continued on, so other riderswould have room to jump. Theline of lyrine hugged the precarious
path inthelast light of the fading day.

4
Windward

The castle rose out of the dusk. Roca had sagged over the neck of the lyrine, but now she sat upright,
gaping. Windward was literally sculpted from the mountain, with ethered stone spires, flying buttresses,
and soaring towers. Her breath caught. No primitive culture had created thiskeep. It sood on anidand
encircled by acanyon so deep, she couldn’t see the bottom. They were crossing an arched, buttressed
span of rock that provided the only accessto the fortress.

“Gods above,” Roca murmured. Wide enough for four lyrineto ride abresst, the bridge led to aportcullis
inthemassvewadl of thefortress “Thisisincredible”

“You likemy house?’ Eldri asked.

“House?’ Shelaughed shakily asthey rode under the portcullis. “It isamonument.”
“Itisasold asdl time”

Rocagmiled. “All ime?’

“Since before history.” He waved at the sky. “ L egend says the wind god came down before time began
and exhaled his great breath on the mountain to make Windward.”

“A good legend.” Rocacould amost fed the weight of the millenniain the magnificent walls. Shedidn’t
doubt the castle had endured for thousands of years. From what she had seen, these people had nothing
close to the technology needed to carve astructure like this out of amountain, isolate it on anidand of
stone, and have it survive for ages. The ancient Ruby colonists must have built Windward.

Light glowed within its windows, awelcome sight as night fdll, itsarrival hastened by the heavy overcast.
When Rocaturned her face up to admire the castle towers, snow fell on her cheek.

“Ah, no.” She brushed the flakes off her face. In accepting Eldri’ sinvitation, she had underestimated the
problems of traveling in aprimitive culture without the safeguards she took for granted. “Tell methis not
Snow season.”

“Season?’ Eldri asked.
“Winter.”
“What iswinter?’

“Cold time of year.”



“Year?' He sounded bewildered.

Roca pulled back the hair blowing across her face. “ Does snow come more at some time than other
time?’

“It comes when it comes.” He dowed hislyrine as aboy crossed the courtyard to them. “We never
know what the weether will be. Snow, ice, rain, sun.” After handing the reinsto the boy, he did off the
lyrine.

Rocajumped down beside him, then staggered as pain shot through her dready sorelegs. Her landing
aso jarred because she felt too heavy; athough her node was analyzing the gravity and hel ping her adapt,
it could only do so much.

The“boy” who had comefor the lyrine turned out to be agirl. She smiled shyly and led the anima away,
toward a structure Roca guessed was a stable, mainly because other people were taking animalsthere.
All the riders were accounted for—except one. Eldri stood watching the stablehands, his face shadowed
asif he were searching for the anima—and rider—that were missing.

Rocalad her hand on hisarm. “Areyou dl right?’
“Yes” Heobvioudy wasn't, but hetried to amile.

Garlin came toward them, hislong-legged stride esting up distance. He was about six feet tall, two inches
taller than Roca, and he towered over the other men in the courtyard. Roca was the same height as Eldri,
but she too stood taler than most of the men. The Lyshrioli people seemed shorter than Skolians,
perhaps dueto their diet or the heavy gravity.

Garlin spokein their language, ignoring Roca. Eldri gave him alook that reminded Roca of how shefelt
when her bodyguards hovered about. It didn’t surprise her that Garlin bothered him. The older man’'s
tension snapped againgt her mentd shields, Garlin regretted that Eldri chaffed under hiswatchful eye, but
he didiked Rocatoo much to back off. Perhaps he feared she would replace him in influence with the
Bard. She had seen that dance of intrigue played out again and again among the noble Houses, asthe
aristocracy jockeyed for power. She didn’t trust Garlin. She wished it weren't so important shereturn to
the port in two days; shefdt drawn to Eldri’ slife and wanted to learn more.

Turning to Roca, Eldri held out his hand, pam up, hinging it asif to cup theair for her. “1 am sorry your
introduction to my home comes with such grief.” Sadness had replaced hisearlier cheer. “But | welcome
you.”

Rocatook hishand. “ Thank you.” It felt odd to hold such thick fingersand only four of them.

Garlin spokein their language, hisvoice low and taut, and Eldri shook his head. When Garlin persisted,
Eldri scowled. Tightening his hold on Roca s hand, he took hisleave of Garlin and led Rocaaway. As
they walked to the great double doors of the castle, shefelt Garlin’s gaze like alaser burning into her
back.

Many people joined them inside the castle. Their faceslit up when they saw Eldri. An older womanina
homespun tunic and leggings fussed about, taking his coat, drying him off, chattering in their musica
language, making his face gentle with fondness. A white-haired man addressed Eldri with obvious
respect. Others spoke aswell. She needed no trandation to see they were offering welcome and
informing Eldri about the castle. Their affection and high opinion of him camethrough in their every
gesture. Shedidn’'t yet know the socid hierarchies here, but she sensed none of the distance between
Eldri and his people that in her universe set royaty gpart from commoners. These people dressed in



smple clothes and had work-roughened hands, but they treated Eldri as one of them.

Torches and antiqued oil lampslit the hdl. Actudly, the lamps probably weren't antique; they just looked
that way to her. Although she doubted the plan of this building matched castles on other worlds, certain
traits tended to repesat in human architecture, including windows and also artistry in great houses.
Windward was no exception. Its arched windows were gorgeous, their borders engraved with
intertwining lines and spheres, probably astylized version of the bubble reedsin the plains. The openings
were narrow, perhaps to make defending them easier. All had shuttersin red, blue, green, or purple
glasswood, which young people were closing throughout the hal. Roca could see why; the windows had
no glass. Shutters provided the only protection against the storm.

People bustled around her and Eldri, drying the melted snow on their clothes. A hugefireblazed ina
hearth a one end of the hdl, defying the chill that seeped through the walls. Blue snow had scattered
across the stone floor benegath the windows, asif the sky had falen to the ground and collected in apile.
Two thoughts came to Roca, first that she understood the name of the world—Skyfall—and then that she
didn’t understand at dl. The sky of this planet was lavender. Snow here matched the color of the sky as
seen from Earth, not from “ Skyfall.”

Deep in conversation with his people, Eldri walked through the hall. He continued to hold Roca s hand,
keeping her at hisside. The curiogity of everyone around them washed over her like afountain, soaking
through her shidds. Although she knew dmost nothing of their language, she was developing afed for its
cadences and sounds, aided by her node. It sounded asif Eldri was making arrangements of some kind.
She earnestly hoped they included warm, dry clothesfor theriding party.

Roca suddenly felt asif her shoulders heated up. Turning, she looked past the people around her. Across
the hall, Garlin was coming through the entrance, his hair disarrayed from thewind. A woman in ared
robe walked at his side. He was watching Roca with a scowl, but when her gaze met his, he turned back
to his robed companion.

Eldri dowed to astop and took Roca’ s hands, drawing her to face him. “We will have a ceremony for
Jacquilar in the morning. Then | will take you back to the port.”

“Jacquilar?’
Hisvoice caught. “The man who died.”

She squeezed his hands, offering comfort with touch rather than words. His staff hastened off to take
care of the arrangements, tactfully leaving their Bard aone with the unknown woman he had brought into
hishome.

Eldri curled hisfingers around hers. “ Tonight we will have adinner in your honor.”
She spoke gently. “Y ou need not do this.”

“But | must. | asked you here. It isnot your fault we had atragedy.” He released one of her handsand
raked hisfingersthrough his hair, touding the shoulder-length mane. “ Never before hasit been such a
problem to come up here.”

Sheran her thumb over histhick fingers. “1 wish | knew away to make it better.”

“Youdojust by being here.” Helifted her hand and pressed hislips against her knuckles. Then he
lowered her hand, turning it thisway and that. “Y ou have beautiful fingers. Strange, but pretty.” A hint of
his earlier mischief returned. “ One wonders what you could do with them.”



Rocaflushed, remembering her fantasies about his hand. She disengaged her grip, feigning acoolnessfar
different from what shefdt. “Does one, now?’

“Onedoesindeed.” He led her over to amore private nichein thewall. “ Surely we could learn—what is
the word? Brad told me once.” He paused. “Ah. | know. Anatomy. Y ou must teach me your anatomy.”

“Diplomacy.”

“Y ou have diplometic anatomy?’

She barely managed to hold back her laugh. “I come herefor diplomacy. Not anatomy.”
“Y ou break my heart, beautiful lady.”

She danted him adry look. “Y our heart isas strong as big, sturdy lyrine.”

Eldri grinned, hisgrief seeming to ease, at least for this moment. He set her against onewall, in acarved
archway that went nowhere. “Will you not give me asingle kiss?’

“No.”

Hewasn't the least deterred. “ Y ou are an ice queen beyond compare, Roca. A matchlesswoman.” He
put his hand againgt thewall behind her, his pam near her head. “ Can no man melt your heart?’

Roca couldn’'t help but smile. “Oh, Eldri, stop.” She ducked under hisarm.

“Come back,” he protested. By the time he turned around, she had moved severa paces away.
“We agreed,” she said. “We do business here. No persona.”

“I remember you saying this.” Hislips quirked. “1 don’'t remember agreeing to it.”

“Y ou must behave.”

Eldri sighed. “Very well.” He approached her with more decorum. “ Shall we have a conversation?’

Rocacould tell he was hiding his sorrow behind bantering. She gentled her voice. “1 wondered what cdll
you thisworld.”

He said a beautiful word, hisvoice chiming. Rocathought he must have incredible voca cords, to create
such melodic sounds. It happened when he spoke English, too, but much less so, perhaps because the
phonetics didn’t lend themsalves aswell to the music.

“Isalovely word,” Rocasaid. “ Can you say again?’

“Lyshrial.”

“Lyshriol.” It sounded so dull and pedestrian on her lips.

Eldri amiled. “ Something like that.”

“Soyou not cal this place Skyfal?’

Hewaved hishand in dismissal. “Brad' sfriends at Starlane Resorts cdll it that.”

“Iswrong?’



“Not exactly.” He paused. “It ishard to trandate Lyshriol. It means something like * the clouds have come
totheground.” ”

Rocahad to admit it was a clever interpretation by the resort planners. Skyfal resembled Eldri’s
trandation, but at the same time it would have meaning to people from Earth, where the sky wasthe
color of the clouds here. “Does it bother you that they say Skyfal?’

“What they say matterslittle.”

“But when the others come, will not this bother you?’
“Others?’

“The people who want to build here.”

“Youtak in puzzles” When she started to answer, he shook his head. “L et us enjoy thisnight.
Tomorrow is so soon.”

Rocalet it go. His sorrow had come closer to the surface of his mind, clear now despite her barriers. She
wondered if sheand Eldri could ever fully shield their thoughts from each other. The compatibility that
linked them went further than desire or fascination. If only she had more timeto know him. If only she
wasn't supposed to wed Dayj Mgda. If only.

Rocaredized then that she felt more than Eldri’ sgrief. Another anguish went degper in him, the
suppressed pain he had revedled in the plains when he had spoken with such vehemence:No! | am not
different! He wanted to enjoy tonight, not because tomorrow would come too soorn—but because he
feared it would never comeat dl. It startled her that someone so dive and vibrant could fed such
despair. He guarded that part of himself so tightly, she doubted she could pick up the reason for his
dread even if she dropped her barriers dl the way.

Outsde, the snow continued to fal.

The dining hall made Roca s breath catch. Hundreds of white and green candlesfilled it with golden light.
Clusters of red bubbles hung under rafters made from green glasswood. Mosaicsin gold, blue, red, and
purple glasswood patterned the walsin star designs that fascinated her. In places, their symmetry broke
into scenes of mountains, suns, and plains. Roca couldn't be certain, but she thought some of the images
included stylized starshipsin the sky, symbols probably long forgotten by Eldri’ s people.

The room was smdler than the hall where they entered the castle, but still subgtantia. Along tablefilled its
center, made from blue glasswood that |ooked as degp as a seawhen Rocagazed into it. Afireroared in
the hearth at the far end of the hall, the flames gold, green, blue, and red, taking on the colors of the
glasswood logs they were consuming.

The people of the castle and the riders from the plains poured into the hall together, filling it with their
musical voices and bright clothes. The men dressed like the riders, and some had overshirts lined with fur.
The women wore knitted leggings with fur-lined knee-boots, and tunics embroidered in glistening threads.

A shy girl had taken Rocato achamber with sun and moon mosaics on the walls. She had given Rocaa
pair of leggings dyed avibrant blue, and agold tunic edged in blue and green embroidery. The leggings
sretched to fit Roca slong legs and she managed to pull the fur-lined tunic down to her hips, but the
clothes clung to her more snugly than to the other women, who were smdller. The boots hadn’t fit at all,
but Eldri had found apair of histhat she could wear.



Now Eldri sat at the head of the table, with Roca on hisright. People filled the seats on both sides, and
Garlin sat at the opposite end of the long table. No class distinction seemed to exist here; these were the
same folks who took the lyrine to the stables, tended the hall, and set the tables.

Roca doubted many of them were over fifty and most seemed much younger. But they didn’ tlook young.
Garlin was one of the oldest adults, and Rocawas beginning to think he hadn’t reached forty. Everyone
out of their teens showed signs of age: lines around the eyes, gray in their hair, drier skin that became
leathery or loose on the eldest. Although she knew less advanced cultures had few meansto delay aging,
it stunned her to encounter such blunt evidence of that. She had never interacted with aculturethis
primitive. These people would be old and decrepit at an age when members of her own circle were just
reaching the vigorous prime of their lives.

The servers were teenagers. They brought out pal e stone dishes hegped with steaming entrées, then took
their places at the table. Rocablinked at the food. It was al bubbles, nothing but bubblesin amultitude
of sizes, shapes, and colors. A youth piled her plate high with fragrant spheres.

Eldri grinned a her. “Eat. Enjoy.”

Rocamanaged a smile, aware of the others discreetly watching her. She picked up autens| by her plate,
afork with two prongs extending from a cupped bowl similar to aspoon. Then she delved into her medl.
She ate dowly, giving her nanomeds time to andlyze the food. Nothing reacted enough to Simulate a
rgiection in her body. If her meds encountered a poison they couldn’t neutralize or dispose of, they might
spur her to vomit. It wasn't the most elegant process, but it worked.

The food confused Roca, but it tasted delicious. Some bubbles were sweet, some sour, others crunchy
or chewy. One particularly succulent entrée was hard and spicy on the outside and meltingly smooth
ingde

The man next to her spped wine from his mug, which was made from the same white stone as the other
table settings. After setting it down, he picked up awhite cloth embroidered with green and gold stars
and wiped his mouth. It surprised Roca, though she wasn't sure why. Then sheredlized, with

embarrassment, that she had expected people in aless advanced culture to have less refined manners.
Here the opposite was true, areminder that she should avoid assumptions.

“Roca?’ Eldri asked.

Startled, sheturned just as ayouth set a stone cup by her plate. The young man had the violet eyes
ubiquitous among the Lyshrioli and pale lavender hair. Roca had never seen that color of hair occur
naturaly before, but it didn’t seem uncommon here. She nodded to thank him for the drink, and he
smiled shyly, blushing, which made the freckles across his nose stand out. Then he backed away,
bowing.

Eldri leaned over to her. “Y ou enchant my kin.”
“Theseareyour family?’

“Some. Othersare friends.” He indicated a girl farther down the table. “ Chaniece isthe daughter of my
aunt’ soldest cousin.” Herdaxed in his chair, nodding to the man on hisleft, beaming at others. Severd
people called out to him, and a man down the table raised his mug.

Rocasmiled. “They likeyou.”
Hisgrin flashed. “ They are awise people.”



She snorted. “And you are so terribly modest.”

Eldri laughed fregly, and gently, with no edge. “ So Garlin admonishesme.” He tapped the rim of her cup.
“Thisiswater. | asked them to bail it for you.”

“I thank you, kind Sr.”

“Perhaps, if | charm you enough, you will thaw enough to acknowledge that | am tolerable, en?’
Rocalaughed. “Y ou areincorrigible.”

He smiled companionably. “ That too.”

Conversation flowed around them, drawing Eldri’ s attention. Roca understood little of what anyone said.
Children chattered, and the younger ones ran around the hall when they grew bored with dinner.
Everyone used the tongue common to thisland, alanguage called Trillian. No one but Eldri spoke
English, though Rocaknew Garlin could if he wished. The Lyshrioli language was sheer joy, caressing her
ears. Her node was processing it, but she doubted she could learn enough in one day to converse.

She obvioudy fascinated Eldri’ s people. Their moods flowed over her, soaking through her shields.
Some of the women projected afriendly regard, looking forward to having someone new in their
in-grown society; others resented Roca s favor with their Bard. Many of the men envied Eldri, including
some who watched Rocawith an appraising regard that disquieted her. Had she not been Eldri’ s guest,
shewondered if she would have made it to her room alone that night, whether she wanted company or
not.

Roca shuddered, remembering Darr, and her growing trust of Eldri fatered. As charming as he had been
this evening, this was a so the man who had hauled her off from the port. In his culture that might be
consdered agood-natured prank, but for her it evoked darker memories.

Y et despite dl that, she enjoyed the festivities. She loved learning new customs and coming to understand
people. She watched carefully, trying to adapt. Being an empath helped; she could catch nuances she
might have missed otherwise. At one point she tarted to pick up along knife by her plate. As she
touched the handle, shock came from everyone around her. She left the knife alone and the concern of
the people faded. It wasn't until after Eldri started using his own knife that anyone e se picked up theirs.

The med took severa hours, with many courses, ending with sweet yellow bubblesin syrup. Everyone
had wine, a potent brew that made Roca s eyes water. It only took one cup to relax her quite agreeably;
her nanomeds weren't designed to stop her from getting drunk.

After dinner, Rocawent with Eldri up astaircase againgt the far wal. Below them, young people cleared
the table while the older folks gathered into groupsto tak and tell stories. Melow from the wine, Eldri
took her hand in his. Had she been sober, she would have pulled away, but right now she couldn’t seem
to remember why it wasimportant she remain uninvolved. Hislarge palm hinged around hers, enveloping
her fingers, leaving her thumb free. She rubbed his hinge, wondering why his ancestors had redesigned
their bone structure. Did hisfeet aso bend that way, with four instead of five toes? Sheimagined pulling
off hisboots and trousersto find out, and heat spread from her face down her body.

“Do you wish to wash before you deep?’ he asked asthey walked up the airs. “ Chaniece can bring
you water. | will have her bail it.”

She gave him amelow smile. * Just make warm. No need boil. Only what | drink.” Her voice durred. “I
clean mysdf with blue water.”



Heleaned closer to her. “1 will hep.”
Rocawaggled her finger a him. “Behave.”
“But life would be s0 boring then.”

Roca danted him an admonishing look, but it had adifferent effect from what she intended, making his
gazeturn sultry. He didn’t ook the least admonished. It occurred to her that astipsy as she wasright
now, she might be letting him know more of what she felt than waswise.

They had reached the landing at the top of the Stairs. Roca gazed over the hal below. It enchanted her,
bathed in golden light, crowded with peoplein rustic clothes, the furniture glowing in deep glasswood
hues.

Rocasighed. “ So beautiful.”
“Yes,” Eldri murmured. “Itis”

Sheturned to find him watching her ingtead of the hall. Hisviolet eyes mesmerized. Everyone here had
eyeslikethat, but on him they looked different. She wondered why she had ever considered brooding
men attractive. Right now, Eldri was gorgeous. His desire flowed over her, stirring reactions that should
have stayed dormant.

“I goto my room now,” she said unsteadily.

“Certainly.” He opened the door on the landing and ushered her into a stone hall. After ashort walk, they
reached an arch with acurtain strung from tiny iridescent bubbles. The beadsjingled as he pushed aside
the strings. He escorted her into an antechamber with a cushioned bench running around itswall.

“Thisiswhere people wait who cometo seeme,” he explained.
Roca peered at him. “I thought we go to my room.”

“Wdl, maybe you could say that.”

She stopped and folded her arms. “I not deep with you.”

“Y ou could comeinfor just amoment,” he coaxed. “We can learn each other’ s culture. Garlin dways
says| must do that with your people.”

“Men,” Rocagrumbled. “Y ou are same everywhere. | not go in there with you.”
“Why not?’ Hismischief flashed. “ Do you fear you can't control yourself around me?’
“Hah. Y ou have ego as big as thismountain. | have no worry about me.”

Eldri leaned closer to her. “I think you should proveit.”

She poked her finger againgt his chest. “That trick isold asthis castle. Almost as old as getting girl
drunk.”

“Just comeintotalk. | won't grab.”
13 %.H
“Redly.”



It was hard to res st when he looked at her with those big eyes of his. She cleared her throat, wishing she
could clear her brain aseadily. “Eldri, you have no interest in talk.”

“Yesl do.”

“Comeinjus for afew minutes.”
“Famouswords.”

“Famous?’

“Wegoin, you say ‘just afew more minutes every few minutes.” Her finger was ill againgt his chest, so
sheranit around in acircle, aware of the muscles under hisshirt. “Many ‘few minutes' later, womanisin

He smirked. “Y ou think about only onething, Roca.”
“Mel Never.”

He grasped her finger, which she suddenly realized had been rubbing his chest, more dowly now, likea
caress. “Always.”

She pulled her hand away. “Never.”
“Comeon, Roca,” he murmured.

So tempting....maybe she shouldn't have drunk so much wine. “1 don't believe you just talk afew
minutes”

“I promise”
She meant to refuse, but somehow instead she said, “ Oneminute. We see how well you keep promise.”

Hegrinned at her. “Come on.” Then heled her across the foyer to a purple glasswood door. It let them
into a bedroom with sonewalls, floor, and ceiling. Across the room, flames legpt in afireplace. Throw
rugs softened the floor, but the walls were bare except for two crossed swords above the hearth. To the
right, in an acove, tall windowslooked out over the mountains, or they would have if their shutters had
been open. On the left, quilts and embroidered pillows were piled on alarge bed.

“Here.” Eldri drew her into the alcove with the windows. “ Be comfortable. The benches are cushioned. |
will beright back.” Then hetook off across the room.

Rocasquinted a him, then settled onto the bench and relaxed againgt a shutter. The cold from outside
seeped through the glasswood. Had she been sober, it might have bothered her, but right now everything
seemed warm, even the cold, though if she thought about it too hard, that made no sense. Better not to
think.

Eldri reappeared with a carafe and two goblets made from ruby-red glasswood. He gave her one of the
cups.

Rocaturned the goblet over in her hand. “Pretty.”

“Very.” Hisvoice had gone husky. He poured wine for both of them, then leaned the rim of his cup



againg hers. “May we weave many profitable and mutually agreeable relations between your people and
rTi re”

“Yes” Rocatapped her cup againgt his, which had nothing to do with any of his customs or hers, but
seemed agood idea. Then shetook aswallow of wine. “Hmm. Good.”

“Here. Have some more.” Hefilled her goblet.
She gave him adour look. “Y ou know, Eldri, isnot so easy to make me drunk.”

“Y ou aready are drunk, my ice queen.” His grin was so wicked, it was awonder he didn’t get arrested,
though she was't exactly sure who would do the arresting.

She spoke with dignity. “I drunk not. Not drunk, | mean.”

Hetook her goblet and set it on the floor with his own and the carafe. “ There. Now neither of uswill be
drunk.” Scooting closer, hedid hisarm around her shoulders.

Roca pushed off hisarm. “We have done our talk. Now | go.”

He put hisarms around her waist. “Y ou know, other women long to kiss me. They dream about it.”
She cocked her eyebrow at him. “Y our humility astonishes me.”

“Ah, butitisan honor to kissthe Bard...” Hisvoicetrailed off ashe brought hislipsto hers.

Rocafully intended to push him away. But somehow instead she put her arms around his neck and
molded her body againgt his. As his embrace tightened, his kiss became more urgent and his hands
wandered to her breasts. Nudging her backward, he stretched her out on the cushioned bench and lay on
top of her.

Rocaturned her head to the side. “I’m crazy,” she muttered. Then sherolled him off of her body.
“Ai!” A loud thump reverberated through the acove.

Trying to focus her blurred sight, Roca turned on her side and hung on the edge of the bench, peering
down. Eldri waslying on thefloor, looking annoyed. He sat up, wincing as he rubbed his shoulder. Then
he glared at her. “Y ou are colder than arain of ice and hail.”

“Hallisice” Rocaaso sat up, wishing she didn’t want so much to go to bed with him. It was wrong for
S0 many reasons, she couldn’t count them. But that was hard to remember when faced with histouded,
appedling person. “We are supposed to talk about relations between our peoples.”

His grin came back. “Wewere exploring relations.”

“Pah. | give you doubt benefit.” She paused as her node corrected the idiom. “| gave you the benefit of a
doubt. Now | go.”

“Doubt benefit?” He folded hisarms around historso. “Y ou know, it redly iscold in here.”
“Maybe snow till come down outside.”

He stood up and unlatched one of the shutters. As he cracked it open, snow blew into the room. He shut
it hard, grimacing, his shirt already covered with blue powder. Roca crossed her arms and shivered.



Eldri dropped onto the bench next to her. He wasn't smiling anymore. “1 am very, very sorry.” He
looked very, very guilty.

Sheregarded him uneasily. “Why?’

“We cannot go down the mountain in such snow.”

“No.” He couldn’'t mean that. “We must |eave tomorrow.”
“It istoo dangerous.”

Rocaswalowed. “Isonly snow.”

“Up here, snow can kill you.”

She had traveled in every type of weather, but aways with modern protections and the knowledge that if
the unexpected arose, she would soon have afix for the problem. Here she didn’t know what to do.
“Maybe it stop soon.”

“It could.” He pushed his hand through his hair, pulling it back from hiswidow’ s pegk. “It never snowsin
Davador.”

“We can manage the path down.” Roca schooled hersalf to calm. She had agood cushion of time, over a
day before the ship arrived. She could fool with some of the chipsin her clothesto seeif she could send
amessage to the port, though she doubted any had the range she needed. But Brad knew her location,
assuming he had received her last message. If he could fix the flyer, he could come for her. But no matter
what, she had to find away back even if snow kept faling.

Eldri waswatching her, astrand of hair curling across his cheek. Hetrailed hisfingers over her lips. “ Can
you not stay longer?’

Shetook hishandin hers. “1 wish it ispossible.” The depth of her regret surprised her. “But | must go
back. Tomorrow, or morning of next day.”

He turned sideways on the bench and extended hisleg behind her. While she wastrying to figure out why
he had done that, he did hisarms around her waist from behind and pulled her close, her back againgt his
chest. Roca knew she shouldn't let him take liberties, but he felt so very fine. Hismind suffused herswith

warmth, and she had been lonely for so long. Leaning againgt him, she told hersdlf it would only befor “a
few minutes”

“Weneed aplan,” Eldri said.
“When snow stop, we go.”
“The path could be dangerous.”
“Canwe manageit?’

“| don’'t know. I’ ve never tried under these conditions.” He paused. “If we dresswarmly, take animals
that know the path, and go dowly, | don’t see why we cannot try.”

Roca closed her eyeswith relief. “ Good.”

Hetwined her curlsaround hishand. “I’ ve never seen hair thisway, like metal but soft. So many hues.
Gold, copper, bronze, platinum.”



“Ismetal.” Roca paused as her node updated her grammar. “It has metallic components.”

“Why?

Good question. Shetried to remember the answer. “ My ancestors make themselves that way. My father,
even hisskinlook metdlic.”

“Yoursdoesalittle” He pressed hislips against her temple. “Iwill find away to take you back
tomorrow.” With difficulty, he added, “ After the memoria for my friend.”

“Yes” shesaid gently. “ After.”

Eldri laid hisforehead againgt her head. He was silent for so long, she wondered if he had fallen adeep.
Hismind felt quiet, his mood shrouded. Then she felt moisture soaking through her hair, and sherealized
hewas crying.

Eventudly he lifted his head. “ Perhgps we should deep.”
It was the first time Roca thought he actually meant deep. “I go to my room.”

“Don't leave.” Hetightened hisembrace. “1 will deep here, on the floor, with aquilt. Y ou can havethe

“Youwill becold.”
Hetried to regain hisearlier mischief. “Y ou could keep mewarm.” But his bantering sounded forced.

Rocaturned and cupped her hands around hisface. 1 stay tonight, if it helps. But please, Eldri, no more
love play. | know you fed my mind, evenif you say you do not. | cannot hide my londliness. Y ou must
not take advantage.”

“Let meessethat londiness”

“Itiswrong.”

“But why?”

“I cannot give you promises.”

“I don’t ask for promises.”

“But youwill.”

His mouth quirked up. “Now who has no humbleness?’

She flushed. “Isnot what | mean. We have...ach, | have not thewords. A link of empathy. It make us
becometoo close.”

“Empathy?
“Here.” Shetapped histemple. “In our minds.”
Hislipsquirked. “Itisn't your mind | want to hold.”
“Eldri.”



“Why do you worry so? If we like each other, you can come back. Y ou will, won’t you?’

Roca hesitated. The better she knew him, the greater her reservations about reveding his mentd giftsto
her government. If they took control of hislife and the colony here, he and his people could end up losing
asmuch asif the Allied devel opers exploited Lyshriol. And there was Kurj, her son. She dreaded how
he might react to arelationship between her and Eldri. She reminded herself of Dayj, the prince everyone
wanted her to marry, but al she could remember about him right now was his chilly reserve.

“I can probably never come back,” she said.
He grasped her shoulders. “Don't say this.”

Gods knew, shelonged to stay. But what she wanted was irrelevant. Too many people would suffer if
she shirked her duties. She didn’t want to add to the hurt Eldri was aready suffering because of
Jacquilar’ s death, so she said only, * Perhaps anything can happen in thisuniverse” She motioned asif to
encompass Windward. “ This place hasmagic.”

He spokein alow voice. “Then for one night, let that magic bered. If | never see you again, gift mewith
memories of you, the golden woman from above the sky, that | can hold forever closeto my heart.”

Rocawas more tempted than she dared admit. And Brad was wrong—if Eldri realized they came “from
abovethe sky,” he knew she wasn't from some other province. Or perhaps she misinterpreted his pretty
words, longing to believe he understood the Situation and despite that, he still wanted her.

“Iswrong for meto stay,” she sad.

“Why isit wrong?’ He did one arm under her knees and the other around her back, then stood up,
holding her in hisarms. “ Never worry about tomorrow.”

“Hdri—"
“Onenight,” hewhispered.

Perhapsif he had continued to tease, she would have resisted. But hisintensity caught her. As he walked
across the room, Roca couldn’'t stop looking a him. When he laid her on the bed, she put her arms
around his neck and drew him down with her. They sank into handmade quilts turned soft from many
washings.

Eldri was strength and warmth, and he held her with aneed born as much from grief asdesire. They
undressed each other with both urgency and care. Scars covered his body, but whatever battles had |eft
those marks hadn’t injured his heart. Unrestrained in his passion, he cracked the ice that surrounded her
emoations. For thefirst timein years, maybe in decades, she felt no separation, no distance, no sense of
standing behind glass, outside the circle of warmth aman and awoman could cregte.

They loved each other in thedim firdight, isolated in amountain fortress, pretending for one night that no
storms raged beyond their precarious refuge.

5
Son of Stars

Kurj Skolia, son of Roca Skolia, had no equal.

Rumor claimed Kurj was more machine than man. His ancestors had settled alow gravity planet and



engineered themsalves with larger, stronger bodies than norma humans. He stood seven feet tall and had
amassive physique. The military had enhanced his skeleton and muscle systemn, and he had persondly
arranged yet more augmentation. The biomech web in hisbody controlled his enhancements, with a
micro-fusion reactor to provide energy. Nanomeds maintained his hedlth and youth. Despite hissize, he
could move many times faster than an unatered man. He thought nothing of crumpling ameta block in his
fist. When he entered aroom, he dominated it by the sheer force of hissize.

Hewas aman of metd.

Kurj had inherited his coloring from his mother, Roca Skolia, who inherited it from her father, Jarac
Skolia Hisgold skin reflected light. His hair and eydashes glinted, and his eyeswere molten gold. His
ancestors had engineered inner eyelids as protection againgt intense sunlight, and Kurj had inherited them
from his grandfather. They covered his eyeswith gold films. He could see through them, but to everyone
el se they were opague, making him acipher.

Kurj and Jarac could have passed astwins, if not for the gray in Jarac' s hair. But no one confused them.
Where Jarac was kind, Kurj was hard; where Jarac smiled, Kurj showed no emotion. As Imperator,
Jarac headed Imperid Space Command, the military. Histitle was hereditary; he split the actua
command among his senior officers. With aproclivity for peace, he chose commanders who understood
but didn’t relish war.

Rocawas next in line to become Imperator, atitle she would someday assume by joining the Dyad, the
power link that controlled the interstellar information network known as the Kyle web. Kurj was next
after her, though he had far more interest than shein thetitle. He knew Rocaintended to delegate
authority much as Jarac did now, and that she shared her father’ s preferences for diplomacy over
warfare.

Kurj had other idess.

In hisyounger days, Kurj had flown a starfighter in the J-Forces, abranch of the military. He had fast
become known as aruthless and versatile pilot, earning rapid promotions until he attained the rank of
Primary, equivaent to an admird or generd. At thirty-five, he was the youngest officer to hold such a
high position. Now he oversaw dl the JForces.

He had two obsessions.

Hisfirst was Eube, that vast empire his people called the Traders. Its aristocratic rulers based their
economy on the buying and sdlling of people. The Trader Aristos endaved over atrillion people on
hundreds of worlds and habitats. Given the chance, they would conquer Skolia and subjugate her people
aswdll.

Asapilot, Kurj had experienced Aristo inhumanity firsthand. The agony of their captives stabbed his
empath’s mind, even reaching from one ship to another. Hefelt Aristos savoring the deaths of the soldiers
they killed. When his units had liberated Eubian captives, hefdt the suffering behind ther traumatized
dlences. Hetook it dl in, shell-shocked and unwilling, until finaly he could bear it no more. Heraised
impenetrable menta shidds, cutting himsdf off from al emation. Driven by his memories of a stepfather
who had brutdized his mother as Aristos brutalized their daves, he siwore nothing could appease his
hatred for the Traders except their destruction.

His second obsession was Roca



“Youlost her?” Kurj dowly stood up behind the massive desk in his office. “ How the hell could you lose
her?’

Swest beaded the forehead of the man facing him, an J-Forces officer named Render. “We aren’t sure
how the Councilor gave usthe dip, sir, but she disappeared two days ago.”

Kurj restrained the urge to grit histeeth. “I want every operative you have on the search. Find my
mother. Understand?’

“ Ya S r| ”
“And one more thing, Quaternary Render,” Kurj added in adeceptively quiet voice.

Render stared at him. Prior to entering Kurj’ s office, the man had held the rank of Secondary, roughly
equivaent to alieutenant colond in other branches of the military. Kurj had just demoted him to the
lowest rank in the J-Force.

“Yes, ar?’

Kurj watched the man through the gold sheen of hisinner lids. Render couldn’t see hiseyes, only an
unbroken shimmer. “If you find my mother—and she is unharmed—you may manage to stay out of
prison.”

Render swallowed. “Yes, gr.”
“Good. Dismissed.”

Render sdluted, crossing his clenched fists at the wrists and raising them to Kurj, hisarms out straight.
Then heleft—fadt.

Alone now, Kurj paced dong the window-wall behind his desk. Logt in thought, he only glanced at the
spectacular landscape outside, far below his office in the Orbiter, the space station where he worked.
Military experts had devel oped its biosphere to provide an optimum working environment for the powers
of Skalia, but today he barely noticed theralling hills, lush forests, or ethered city.

Where the blazes had his mother gone? She must have discovered hisplans. If she showed up at the
Assembly and voted, then those factions that opposed the invasion would win. If he cast her votesfor the
invasion, he till might lose but at least he had a chance.

It worried him far more, though, that Roca was out there alone. She could take care of hersdlf, yes, but
therisk of her traveling without bodyguards was too grest.

Thetrue vaue of the Ruby Dynasty lay not in their heredity, but in their minds. Only Ruby psions could
create and power the Kyle web, acomputer network in Kyle space, a universe outside of spacetime.
Physics as humans knew it had no meaning there, including the speed of light; asaresult, the web made
instant communication possible acrossinterstellar distances. The Traders had no Kyle web because they
had no Ruby psons. The Trader Aristos commanded a powerful military, but their communications were
dow. That one disadvantage was al that kept them from conquering Skolia. And Skolia had only five
Ruby psions, including Roca. Just five.

Once, after an on-planet battle, Kurj had found a Trader girl huddled in the ruins of an ingtallation. She
had been a provider, one of the daves Aristos tortured for their pleasure. He would never forget her
inability to talk, even to move, except to shake. He had wrapped her in ablanket, but she had only cried
and struggled to escape. Her mind had been wide open, with no barriers to mute her emotions. Unableto



blockade his mind from hers, he had lived her terror. She had no concept of kindness; she expected only
crudty fromhim.

He had taken her to ahospita, and eventuadly the doctors had restored her physical hedlth. But they
couldn’t hedl her emotiona wounds. She had remained withdrawn and silent, never ableto form normal
human relationships. The memory of her lovely face and ravaged mind was only one of hundreds that
haunted Kurj. The thought that his mother might fal into Trader hands was more than he could endure. If
the Aristos had taken her prisoner, hewould annihilate every last one of them evenif it took hisentirelife
and al the resources of 1SC.

Kurj took adeep bregath, trying to cam his thoughts. Chances were Rocawould show up at the
Assembly, angry at him but very much free and dive. Hewould seeto it she never evaded his security

again.

Settling behind his desk, he activated its screen and chose aholo from thirty years ago, when he had
been five. Theimage formed above the desk, luminous and three-dimensiond, atableau of his parents
gtanding together, smiling. Hisfather, Tokaba, held hisfive-year-old sonin hisarms, Kurj, alaughing boy
with curly gold hair who in those days had rarely lowered hisinner lids.

The image soothed Kurj. Tokaba had been the finest man he had ever known. When Kurj’ s anger
threatened to explode or hiswish for vengeance againgt the Traders became too intense, he found peace
by thinking of hisfather.

He brought up anew holo, one of his mother dancing. She was baanced on onefoot, high on her pointe
shoe with her other leg straight out behind her. She stretched one graceful arm forward and the other to
the side, her head held high. Her formfitting costume started out dark blue at the fet, turned into the
pinksof arisng sun up her leg, and blended into yellow on her torso and arms. Her hair was flying out
behind her, streaming adong her body, so many shades of gold and bronze, with ametdlic luster,
incredibly thick, grown for decades. She had been performingL oss of the Sun, a solo choreographed for
her by the artistic director of the Parthonia Royal Ballet.

Kurj switched off the holo, unable to face the conflictsit caused him. Looking at her, he saw alovely
woman. Asasmdl boy, he had loved her the way achild adored aloving parent. He wanted that
innocence back. He despised himself for noticing her beauty. Nor would he ever forget the last time she
had dancedL oss of the Sun. After the performance, she had come home and found her second hushand
and her son trying to kill each other.

Asmuch asKurj had loved hisfirg father, so he had hated the second. Darr Hammerjackson. Roca had
met Darr when Kurj was eight. Before the marriage, Darr had made himsdlf everything alonely widow
would want; afterward, he had shown the truth, amonster hungry for Roca’ s power. Even at such a
young age, Kurj had seen how Darr threatened, manipulated, and strove to control Roca, and through
her, the immense power she wielded. He knew the games Darr played with violence and with her
emoations, building on her conviction that her duty asa Ruby heir bound her to him. No divorce. No
disgrace.

Kurj had lain in bed at night, supposedly adleep, while Darr hurt his mother. The memories seared. She
had thought she protected her child by shielding her mind, but his empathic link to her had been too
srong. He had lived every painful blow, every hateful word.

He remembered vividly the day he redized he had grown taller than his stepfather. Kurj had been clumsy
then, shooting up fast, struggling to adapt to hislarge body. Darr was berating him more than usud,
ridiculing him for knocking over avase. Agonized from knowing how Darr brutalized his mother, Kurj



hed finally snapped and attacked his stepfather, first with hisfigts, then with shards of the vase. He had
felt Darr’ sanger that his unwanted stepson dared defy him, felt Darr’ s bitter jealousy that Rocaloved her
son more than her husband. Kurj fed on that rage, driven into afury fueled by shame. If he had just been
alittle stronger, alittle faster, alittle smarter, he could have killed Darr.

Hewould never forget what Darr had said to him that day:Y ou’' reasick, dirty boy. Y ou want her for
yoursdlf, don’t you?Y ou want to fuck her, you bastard. Y ou should leave and never come back. Go,
before your sickness corrupts everything decent. That moment had devastated Kurj’ slife, ruined the
innocence of hislovefor hismother, and haunted him from that day forward.

He could do nothing moreto Darr; his stepfather had died in prison. But Kurj would purge the universe
of the Trader Aristos, who thought it their gods-given right to treet mass numbers of humans the way
Darr had treated Roca. No matter what it took, even if it killed him, he would destroy the Traders. No
onewould hurt hismother again.

Especidly not her own son.

6
Hidden in Blue

Roca drifted awake, content. Her facefelt icy, but the rest of her was warm. She stretched under the
heavy covers—

And rolled into awarm body.

Sweet memories of the night washed over her, vivid and sensua. Pressing deepily againgt Eldri’ s back,
she put her asams around hiswaist.

“Ummm...” Heturned over and gathered her into an embrace. “You redly are here”
She kissed hischest. “ So are you.”
He gave adrowsy laugh. “Thissmy cadtle, after all.”

“A beautiful castle” Just likeits owner. “Do you think it stopped snowing?’ Her node had been at work
while she dept, updating her facility with English.

“I’'venoidea” He nudged her onto her back and did along her body, pulling the blankets over his head.
Then he began to suckle her breast.

“Oh...” Rocaclosed her eyes, her hands entwined in hislong hair. When he did his pam lower on her
body, she groaned. What he did with those hinged hands ought to be outlawed. Anything that felt that
good couldn’t belegal. His desire flooded her mind, until she couldn’t separate it from her own.

Eldri kept at it until Rocalost control. Their minds were aready blended and her peak burst over them
both, intensified. He struggled to hold back, but then, suddenly, he pulled himsdf up dong her body,
bringing his hips between her thighswith apowerful thrust. Almost as soon as he entered her, he cried
out. Shefdt hisrelease as strongly as her own, awild burst that took away her thoughts.

AsEldri collgpsed on top of her, Roca gulped in breaths. She had forgotten how good it felt to be that
crazed with desire and have it S0 soundly satisfied.

“l anglad | soundly satisfy you,” he murmured smugly.



Her face flamed. “ Stop listening.”

“Ligening towhat?’

“My mind.”

“Don’'t know what you mean.”

“Then how did you know how | felt?’

“Itisobvious” Mischief flared in hisvoice. “How could you not be pleased with me?’
Shethumped hishead. “Thisis certainly swollen.”

Eldri laughed. “That' s because you make mefed asif | could take on thewholeworld.” Hisvoice
softened. “Y ou are no ice queen, Roca. Not in your heart. Under that armor, you burn.”

Rocadidn’t know how to answer. She had never before experienced such an intimate link with anyone,
not even Tokaba, her first husband, whom she had loved deeply. Eldri scared her. After Darr, she had
never risked opening her heart again. Shewasn't ready for this. Her link with Eldri existed on many
levels, sexud, yes, but emotiona and mental aswell, and less defined qualities she barely understood.
She needed time to stop fearing the nascent connections they were discovering with each other. More
than ever, she wanted to Stay.

But nothing had changed: she had to leave.

They held the memoria service outside Windward.

The snow had stopped, and the overcast sky pressed down like alid of blue-gray pewter. Dark blue fog
wreathed the castle. The riders from Dalvador and the residents of Windward gathered in aten-branched
star pattern on the bridge that arched across the chasm to the castle. Roca stood in one branch with
Eldri, Garlin, and a Dalvador couple.

A woman in along red robe spoke the service, her voice like wind chimes. She wore her hair in acoil on
her head, but when she finished, she took down the coil and let the wind whip the long tresses around her
shoulders, atributeto the rider who had logt his life while on the way to what the Lyshrioli also called the
Cadtle of Winds.

Garlin spoke next, his voice degp and melodic. He stood at the edge of the bridge, with only astonerail
separating him from the chasm. Roca knew Eldri’ s people could never have carved that perfectly
cylindrica rail. Its ancient supports rose straight out of the bridge, al one solid piece with no seams.

When Garlin completed his eulogy, Eldri went to stand with him. He cast ahandful of glittering dust over
the chasm, in place of ashes from the body, which they had been unable to retrieve. The glitter drifted
down, sparkling dimly in the overcast day. Only the keening wind broke the silence.

Then the Lyshrioli beganto sing.

Fifty peoplejoined in the hymn, singing in the incomparable Lyshrioli language, their voicesrising inthe
clear mountain air, chiming like bells, caressing a bittersiweet melody so beautiful, it brought tearsinto
Roca s eyes.

And when they finished, Eldri sang alone.



Rocaknew then that even Brad' s extravagant praise hadn’t come close to describing the vocal gifts of
Davador's Bard. Eldri’ svoice soared into the air, filling it with such purity, such incredible clarity and
power, that no ecstasy they shared in bed could match this moment.

It would be a crime for anyone—including her people—to contaminate the rare splendor of these people.

Eldri pulled hisfur-lined jacket tighter around hisbody. “ Garlin forbids usto leave.” His breath
condensed inthe ar of the stable, making puffs of blue.

Leaning on the half door of agtal, Roca rubbed the nose of the lyrine butting her hand. “How can Garlin
forbid usto leave? Do you not rule here?’

He crossed hisarms on top of the half door. “ Rule?’

Rocawished she could go insde the |, where the anima had made anest out of the softened stalks of
glasswood piled there. It had pulled the stalks up around itself in away a horse could never do, and now
it ood surrounded by their warmth.

“Your title of Bard,” Rocasaid. “It meansyou lead, yes?’
Eldri’ sforehead furrowed. “1 sing. | keep our history.”
“These people treat you astheir leader.”

“Not leader. Judge.” He rubbed the lyrine’ s nose. “They bring me disputes. | try to settle them. Garlin did
it until afew yearsago. He till advisesme.”

Dryly Rocasad, “I’m sure he does”
“Why do you say it like that?’
“Hetroubles me. Why does he didike me so?’

Eldri hesitated. “I am not sure. He wanted me to take you back to the port right away.” Hisface
reddened. “He says| let my loinsthink for me.”

“Your loins?” When her node provided the trandation, she blushed. “ Never mind.”
Hislaugh tickled her ears. “ Perhaps we should go back to my room and investigate what he means.”

Much as she would have liked to, she couldn’t banter with him now. “Eldri, we must return to the port.
The snow has stopped. We should |eave as soon as possible.”

“Garlin saysto stay. And heiswise”
She scowled at him. “ Garlin wants you to think heiswiser than you. That way, he retains power.”

“You say | should not trust Garlin.” He leaned closer, hislips near her ear. “He says| should not trust
yw.ll

Roca sighed and moved into hisarms, though their heavy jackets kept them from coming too close. “I
have to go back.”

“I do not understand why it is so important.”



She searched for the right words. “If | do not vote, my people may have awar. A terrible war. Many
would die. Millions. Perhapshillions.”

He pulled back and regarded her uncertainly. “I do not understand ‘millions' or ‘hillions.” ”
“Think of how many peoplelivein Davador and the Rillian Vaues”
“Very, very many.”

“Yes. Very. Now imagine fivetimes as many asthat.” Shewasn't sureif he could; she had no ideawhat
meathematics he knew.

He only paused for amoment. “All right.”

“That isamillion people.” Her breath made plumesin the air. “ Double, triple, quadruple that number and
you gtill won't have dl the people who might die. Do you begin to see?”

He blanched. “It istoo many.”

“Yes. Too many.”

“And you can stop this?’

“| think s0. But | must be there. Otherwise my son will voteto go to war.”

“Your son?’ Hisembrace turned rigid. “Whereis hisfather?’

Softly Rocasaid, “He died.”

“Ali, Roca, | an sorry.” Relief dso camefrom hismind.

“It happened many years ago.”

“Isthe boy dl right?1 didn’t mean to keep you from him. | had noidea”

“Heisno boy.” Rocathought of her indomitable firstborn. “Heisaman, grown and strong.”
Eldri’ sforehead furrowed. “ Y ou are not old enough to have a son that age.”

So. Hereit came. She had to tell him sooner or later. “I am older than | look, older than Garlin, even.”
He gave her an uncertain smile. “Y ou play with me.”

Roca shook her head. Then, remembering he might not recognize the gesture, she added, “My people
age differently than yours”

Helooked doubtful. “ Thisson, heisawarrior?’

“A warlord. A great one.” She shivered, though her jacket kept out the cold. “I love my son, Eldri, but
he dso terrifiesme. | must return home beforeit istoo late.”

“It sounds so strange.”
“Peasehdp me”

He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “ Garlin saysit may snow again.”



“Itisn't snowing now.”

“| do not comprehend dl you say.” He held her shoulders. 1 understand only what | see and touch. But |
know you spesk truly when you talk about this desperation you fed.”

Her voice caught. “I wish it could be otherwise.”

“If you leave now, you must come back.” Longing filled hisvoice. “We have so much to discover about
each other.”

Shetook his hands, afraid she was giving him hope where none existed. “1 will try.”
Hetook adeep breath. “Very well. We shall go.”

Thefirg flakesfell when Eldri and Roca had ridden athird of the way down the mountains. The storm
rapidly grew worse, Snow drifted down and the world became awash of blue, al the sky, air, and
ground. Soon it was impossible to see either the dliff rising to their right or the drop-off on the left. Cold
seeped into thelr clothes, through their leggings, socks, trousers, fur-lined shirts, jackets, and gloves. It
seemed to penetrate Roca s bones. The lyrine dowed until it was barely moving through the swirls of
blue. Findly it sopped and would wak no more.

Sitting behind Roca, Eldri rested his forehead against her head. “We can go no farther. It isnot safe. If
wetry, wewill join Jecquilar.”

She couldn’t accept defeat. “ The snow may stop again.”

“It may.” Eldri lifted hishead. “Buit it istoo thick on the ground now. It would be dangerousto go even if
it stopped.”

Roca knew hewas right. With reluctance, she said, “I have more than aday yet until the ship comes. If
we cannot go today, then perhaps tomorrow morning.”

“It may clear enough by then.”

She could tell, from hismind, that he had doubts. She twisted around to look at him. “What do we do
now? Return to Windward?’

“I am not certain. | have never been caught out in snow likethis before.” Reaching back, he checked the
ropes and spikes fastened to the saddlebag across the back of the lyrine. “1 have surviva equipment, but
inthiswegther it won't be enough.”

Rocatried to imagine what € se they might do. “The path becomes narrower back up the mountain, yes?’
“Yes. It does”
“Isit safeto go that way now?’

“Probably not.” He brushed at the snow that had gathered on the fur of hishood. “ The EiraLysa
Meadows are to our north.”

“Can we get there from here?” Meadows sounded far more secure than this path.

“Thelyrine knowstheway, | think.” He paused. “I remember an old cottage. Itisaruin, but it might



protect us from the storm.”

“We can try.” Rocaturned back around and scratched the lyrine s neck. “ Can you take usto safety?’
she murmured.

Eldri put hishand over hers, offering comfort, then took the reins and urged the lyrine forward. At first it
refused to move. Then Rocafdt Eldri’ sthoughts, a gentle pressure directed toward the animd. She
doubted he redlized what he was doing, but the lyrine responded, stepping forward.

So they went, continuing in the blinding wash of blue.

They weremoving in atrance, lost in auniverse without definition, two people and alyrine amid swirling
blue snow. The wind had risen, Rocawasn't certain how long ago. Eldri kept hisarms around her waist,
his hands clenched on the reins. He offered no hint that he recognized the way. The lyrine seemed to
know, though how it could tell, Roca had no idea. She understood <o little about the animals.

A dark patch in thewhirling snow formed in front of them. They came up againgt the mounded ruin
before Roca even redized they had reached abuilding. She stared numbly through the storm as Eldri
jumped off thelyrine. Rousing hersdlf, she did down next to him, stiffly, her body aching. Gripping the
reins and Roca s hand, Eldri led theway forward, past acrumbling wall.

The wind suddenly died. For thefirgt timein hours, since the blizzard had started, Roca could see farther
than afew hand-spans. The daylight was dim, but enough to show they had entered the remains of an
empty cottage. It had threewalls, aroof, and most of itsfourth wall. Snow had piled up against the walls,
but they gave welcome relief from the storm.

Eldri pulled hisjacket tight, shivering. Blueice encrusted the hair that had escaped hishood. “1 was
beginning to wonder if it was hereanymore.” Hetried to grin. “Do you like my new castle?”’

Rocamanaged abow. “It islovely, Y our Highness.”

“Highness?’ He laughed unevenly. “What doesthat make usin the plains? Lownesses?”’
She amiled. “I never thought of it that way.”

“Y ou have heard thistitle before?”

“People useit for me.”

“Doyou livein ahigh place?’

Roca shook her head, scattering snow off her hood. “Itisonly atitle. Isit so unfamiliar? Last night, when
you caled me anice queen, | thought—" She didn’t finish, uncomfortable with hiswords even if he had
only been teasing. They cametoo closeto the truth.

Eldri flipped his hand, which Roca gathered was the Lyshrioli equivadent of ashrug. “Brad' s people, they
talk about kings and queens. They tel methisislike Bards and Memories, except aking marriesa
queen. They even say | amking of Lyshriol.” Helooked alarmed. “I hopethey don't tell Lord Rilliathet.
He might not gppreciate them saying | am Bard over him.”

That intrigued her. “Who isLord Rillia?’

“Bard of the Rillian Vaes. They have more people there than we do in the Dalvador Plains.” Histeeth



were chattering. “1 am Bard of Dalvador, but heislord of dl thelands, including mine.”

Rocawanted to shake the resort planners. The least they could have done was get their facts straight
before they started playing with loca cultures. Shewondered if they even cared that they might endanger
Eldri if they treated him asif he ranked above the true leader here. “Do you know Lord Rillia?’

“Of course. He and my father werefriends.” He rubbed his palms together, making his gloves squeak.
“Unlike Lord Avaril.”

“WhoisLord Avaril?’

“Helivesinthe Blue Dde Mountains” Hisface paed even more than from the cold. “He swore he
would kill my father. Now he says he will kill me”

“Good gods, Eldri. Why?’

“Hewantsto be Bard in Dalvador.” Eldri wrapped hisarms around his body. “He might have killed my
father. We don't know.”

She spoke gently, remembering his kindness when she had told him about her first husband. “I’'m sorry
your father died.”

“All my family did.” He sounded subdued now. “It was on this mountain during an avalanche. Possibly it
was an accident. Such things happen here.”

“Possbly?”

“Many rumors claim Avaril caused it. Heismy cousin, the son of my father’ sbrother.” Eldri stamped his
feet inthe snow. “If everyonein my family dies, he becomes Bard.”

It sounded al too familiar. The long histories of the Skolian noble Housesincluded their share of titles
gained through assassination. If that was what had happened here, though, it hadn’t succeeded. “But you
survived.”

“| was only afew months old, so they left me a Windward when they went riding. Garlin had to Stay
home and take care of me because he had misbehaved. He was sixteen.” Eldri wastrying to sound
unconcerned, but his bewildered pain was obvious. “ The avalanche killed everyone, my parents, ssters,
brothers, uncles, aunts, cousins...Garlinismy family now.”

“Ai, Eldri. | am so sorry.” Rocathreaded her arm through his. Although she suspected Garlin had taken
advantage of the Situation over the years, it seemed unlikely he had hel ped cause the tragedy. From what
she understood, titles here went through the mae line, unlike in many Skolian cultures where it went
through the femdeline. Asason of Eldri’ saunt on hismother’ sside, Garlin wasn't in the line of
succession. If anything happened to Eldri, Garlin would lose the power he wielded now asthe Bard's
chief adviser.

“Someday | will have abig family again,” Eldri said. Ice glittered on his eyelashes and he could barely get
out thewords.

Rocamoved closer to him. “You are so cold.”
“Aren'tyou?’

Shegrimaced. “Very.”



“Y ou look warm.” He was obvioudy trying to achieve the same state, without success.
“Will you be ableto st out this storm?”’

He had astrange look, asif she had cornered him. “I don’t think so. | don’t understand. Why does it not
bother you?’

Roca sforeboding was growing. At first she had thought the people here were physicaly better ableto
resst the cold, but now she redlized they were just more used to it. Up to apoint, she didn’'t handleit as
wdll asthey did. But the nanomedsin her body monitored her physiology, and right now they were
working overtime to keep her temperature at survival level. Shefdt the cold bitterly, and shewould be
ravenous after awhile, but she could live for hours, maybe even days, aslong as she had shelter.

The same might not be true for Eldri.
“Can we reach Windward from here?’ she asked.

“I don’'t think s0.” He crossed his arms and hunched his shoulders. “Y ou were right about the path being
unsfe”

“| haveanidea.” She hesitated, uncertain how he would react. “It hasto do with the way we share our
emotions”

“What?" Hislaugh was sheky. “That iscrazy.”

Why did he deny it so vehemently? His panic sparked like fire whenever she suggested he might be
different. “I know you fed it.”

Hewouldn’t ook at her.
“Eldri, listen. Thetraits are hereditary. If you and Garlin are cousins, he may have some of it, too.”

He till wouldn’t meet her gaze. She focused on hismind, gently, avistor asking permisson to enter.
Although he didn’t sense her on aconsciouslevd, hedidn’t ingtinctively retreat either. She gathered
impressions from him, enough to know he and Garlin had dways been close, much more than she would
have guessed from their strained rel ations these past two days. They did share their moods, though it
frustrated Eldri that Garlin seemed less attuned to him than the reverse.

“Try to reach him,” Rocaurged. “Let him know we are here. | can boost your signal.”
“Boogt my sgnd?’

“Makeyour cal to him stronger.”

Hislook turned doubtful. “That sounds very strange.”

Rocadug her handsin her pockets and scrunched her shoulders against the cold. “1t is better than doing
nothingat dl.”

He grimaced. “Garlin will be angry when hefindsus.”
“I’ve no doubt about that.” More quietly, she said, “I’'m sorry | caused thistrouble.”

“Roca, ho, you caused no trouble. Y ou only accepted my ill-timed invitation to come here.” He pulled
her closer, as much for warmth asfor affection. “Very well. Let ustry thisideaof yours.”



Sheclosed her eyes, leaning into him, her arms around hiswaist, with only the faintly keening wind for
company. Hismood suffused hers, but she sensed nothing.

Just as she was beginning to think they would fall, shefdt agtirring of hismind. He reached out on
ingtinct, with no training, no idea how to proceed. But he did reach out and Roca helped him, using her
skill to direct and augment his undefined call. Whether or not he made contact, she couldn’t tell; she had
trouble sensing Garlin clearly even when he was nearby. His animosity toward her swamped his other
emotions. She had no ideaif he would recognize their cry for help.

Sometime later Eldri’ s hold loosened. Roca opened her eyesto see his pae face. Snow encrusted his
eyebrows.

“I am so very cold,” he whispered. Then his eyes glazed over and his face went blank.
“Eldri?’ Rocashook hisarm. “What iswrong?’

No response.

“Hldri!”

He stood unmoving, his mind diffuse. Mentaly, she suddenly felt odd, asif she sood on the edges of a
storm. She had the curious sensation that static had muddled their connection.

Suddenly hefocused on her. “Roca...?’

Shetook his hand. “What happened?”’

“Happened?’ He sounded |ogt.

“Y ou blanked out.” His mental static was gone now.
“No...nothing wrong.” Helooked around. “1 need to sit.”
“It would be better if we kept moving.”

Eldri didn’'t seem to hear her. He went to awall and did down to st in the snow. Rocabit her lip,
knowing he would get cold faster that way. But helooked asif he would pass out on hisfeet. Shewas
becoming more and more darmed, afraid Garlinwouldn't arriveintime, if at all.

With misgiving, she settled on the ground next to him, in the snow, with drifts on either sde. He put his
arms around her and they squeezed as close together as possible.

Then they waited.
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“Eldri, no.” Rocagrasped hisarm as he walked back to the wall. Over the past few hours, she had
needed to prod him to his feet more times than she could count. “Y ou must kegp moving.”

He spoke leadenly. “| need deep.”
“We cannot.” She dragged at him when hetried to st down. “Keep walking.”



He swayed on hisfest, hisface drawn. Then he wearily took her arm and stumbled away from thewall,
plowing through adrift of snow, making blue powder cascade off his knee-boots.

Together, they began another trek around the cottage. He said nothing, just plodded, his eyes downcast
and glazed. Rocadidn’t believe she would ever fed warm again.

And night was coming.

A shout came from outside.

Roca dtiffened. “Did you hear?’

Eldri kept plodding.

Another shout.

“Ligten!” She shook hisarm. “I heard someone.”
He stopped, hiseyesfocusing. “Yes. | think so.”

They started toward the broken wall, where snow was sifting in from the ssorm. Before they made it
halfway, afigure shoved past its broken edge, someonetaller than most Lyshrioli men, long and lanky in
his heavy clothes and hooded jacket.

“Garlin!” Eldri jerked forward, then stumbled and nearly lost his baance.

Roca caught hisarm, giddy with relief. He snagged her around thewaist, grinning now, and limped
toward Garlin, pulling her along. More people were pushing through the break in the wall, crowding into
the cottage.

Garlin grabbed Eldri and pulled him into abear hug, drawing him away from Roca. Asthe cousns
embraced, she stood to the Side. Relief overflowed Garlin’s mind—and anger. He didn’t even look at
her.

The other peoplein the rescue party kept glancing in her direction. She recognized many of them from
dinner last night. From their minds, she gathered that she and Eldri were in better shape than anyone had
expected. No one seemed hogtile; in fact, they wanted to rgjoice with her. But they took their lead from
Galin.

The cousinsfindly separated, laughing and talking at the same time. The rescue party gathered around,
their voicesrising like aswdl of music. Someone handed Eldri aceramic jug. When he uncovered it,
puffs of blue condensation rose into hisface. He drank with steam wreathing his cheeks, and Roca
watched from outside the circle, shivering, her hands scrunched in her pockets.

Suddenly he lowered the jug and |ooked over the heads of the people around him. Catching sight of
Roca, he motioned her over. As everyone turned, she came forward, salf-conscious, aware of their
guarded responsesto her.

When she reached Eldri, he hugged her againgt his side with undisguised enthusiasm. “They can take us
back!” His voice had regained some strength. “ They tied ropestogether so we have aline dl theway to
Windward. So much rope! They used every coil, sheet, and linein Windward. We can follow it through
the snow.”



She managed anod, too cold to do more. He pushed the jug in her hand and fragrant steam rose into her
face. Asmuch asit relieved her that they would soon be warm at Windward, it a so meant she would end
up no closer to the port than she had been this morning.

The supply ship would arrivein lessthan aday.

The hal wherethey had dined last night looked much different today, empty, with only afireroaringin
the hearth, no people. Garlin had sent away everyone except Rocaand Eldri. Woolly bolts of cloth were
strewn across the table, along with half-done tapestries and glasswood cups.

Garlin strode dong the table, whipping off the long scarf he wore around his neck and tossing it onto a
high-backed chair. Watching him, Rocaand Eldri stopped at the end of the table. Eldri pulled his blanket
around his shoulderstighter and took another sip from his mulled wine. Roca set her blanket on the end
of the table. She wasn't so cold now; the soup they had given her had helped replenish the energy used
up by her nanomeds, which were working full-time to keep her warm.

Eldri started toward Garlin, hisgait stiff from their bout with the storm. He stopped abruptly when Garlin
spun around and glowered at him. Then Garlin stalked back down the length of the table to him. He
spokein their language, hiswords astoundingly beautiful despite hisanger. Eldri listened with a patience
that astounded Roca. He answered when Garlin demanded aresponse and otherwise stood quietly. She
had the sense it wasn't the first time this scene had played out.

After severd moments of this, Garlin walked in ameasured gait to Roca. Hisicy gaze could have frozen
her far more than had the storm. He spoke in English. “Did you enjoy your game?’

“I play no game,” she said tightly. She hadn’t liked the way he had spoken to Eldri and she had no
intention of accepting such treatment from him.

“Youdon't cal it agame?’ Hisvoice had an edge like aknife. “Y ou have done nothing but display
yoursdlf since the moment you saw Eldrinson. So cold, so perfect—" His gaze traveled down her body
and back to her face. “ Soblatant. Well, you got what you wanted. Now | suggest you leave him aone,
before you do more damage.”

“Garlin, wait.” Eldri came over to them.

Rocamet Garlin' s gaze steadily. “It threatens you much that he care for another person?’ In her anger,
shewaslosing her command of English. “Y ou cannot control him forever. Heis adult now, not child.”

“Roca, don't.” Eldri tried to step between them, but Garlin pushed him aside.
“Haughty words,” Garlin spat a her. “For one so young.”
Her voice chilled. “1 suggest you worry about your own maturity. Or lack of it. | have son your age.”

Hejerked hishand in dismissa. “ Y ou offworlderslie so easly. Did it mean nothing to you that you could
kill Eldri by tempting him to cavort around the mountain in thiswesther? Did you ever once think of him
ingteed of yoursdlf?’

Rocagave him aregd stare. “Did you ever once think | might have good reasonsfor my actions?’

He made no attempt to hide hisincredulity. “For three years | have dedt with you people, you ‘ planners
and ‘marketers.” For threeyears| have listened to you talk about our livesand lands asif they were



nothing but goodsfor your use.”
Eldri inserted himsdlf between them. “ Sheisn’t in that group. She comes from another one.”
Garlin glared a him. “Y ou trust them too easly.”

Rocabit back her response. Exhausted from their ordeal and shaky from the cold, she knew if she
stayed longer, she might say things she would regret. Taking adeep breath, she turned and walked to the
gairs. But they were only afew meters away, which wasn't enough to let her anger subside. Thefirst few
sepsled to alanding; then the stairs turned at aright angle and ran up the wall to asecond landing.

“Wait,” Eldri said as she climbed the first steps.
“Let her go,” Garlin said. “ Sheis bored with her new toy.”

That’ sit.Rocawastired of hisinsults. She swung around on thefirst landing, her hand clenched on its
ralling. “Y ou overstep yoursdf, Garlin.”

He came forward, past Eldri, to the foot of the sairs, hisanger like sparks, crackling againgt her barriers.
“Y ou come here, so full of condescension. Y ou play with Eldri asif he were no more than atoy to
entertain you, though among our people he claims great respect.” Hisvoicerose, powerful inthe hal,
with the astonishing richness only the Lyshrioli could attain. “ And you presumeto sayl overstep mysdf?’

“Stopit!” Eldri strode past him and climbed the first two steps. “Both of you.”

Roca braced hersdlf against the waves of hostility from Garlin that flooded her mind. She could barely
control her voice as she spoke to him. “Among my people, you could be imprisoned for speaking to me
in that manner.”

“Please,” Eldri said. “Don’t tear at each other thisway.”
Garlin never took his gaze from Roca. “ Among my people, you are nothing.”

“Stop!” Eldri said. “Y ou are the two people |—I most—I—" His eyes suddenly lost focus. He
grunted—

Andthen hefdll.

Caught off guard, Rocafroze. Garlin reacted faster, lunging to catch Eldri as the younger man toppled
down the stairs. Eldri’ sbody had gonerigid. As Garlin eased him to the floor, Roca started down the
gairs, her fear for Eldri swamping her anger.

Hisentire body jerked, historso arching, hisarms and legs moving violently back and forth. A convulsion
wracked him from foot to head. Garlin pulled off hisjacket and eased it under Eldri’ s head, to keep him
from cracking his skull on the stone floor. Then he shed his overshirt and put it under Eldri’slegs. He
turned Eldri on hissde and kndlt by his cousin, staying back just enough to keep from being hit by Eldri’s
jerking limbs.

The seizure seemed to last forever. To Roca smind, it felt like araging fire, buffered by her defenses but
threatening to overwhelm them. When Eldri’ s face turned blue, her breeth caught with fear. For a
moment she thought the seizure had ended, but then he began to jerk again. Garlin remained by hisside,
his face agonized, his hands hovering in the air asif he wanted to help but could do nothing more.

Roca had no forma medical training, but her node stored some knowledge. Eldri was having a



generaized tonic clonic seizure caused by an overload of neuronsfiring in hisbrain. People sometimes
put an object in the person’s mouth to kegp him from biting histongue, but Skolian doctors advised
againg it. Garlin’ s quick response suggested this had happened before, enough that he had |earned what
to do.

Findly, mercifully, Eldri’ sbody went limp. He seemed to collapseinto himsalf, hismusclesrdeasing ther
vise-lock on hisbody. For amoment the three of them remained frozen in atableau. Then, in the same
moment that Roca stepped forward, Garlin laid his hand on his cousin’ s shoulder.

Eldri’ seydashesfluttered up. “ Garlin?’ he whispered.

Garlin’ svoice cracked as he spoke in their language, and his reassuring tone had the sound of
desperation. As Eldri’ s eyes closed, hisface went dack. For one horrible instant Roca thought he had
died. But no, he was bresthing, the rhythm shallow but regular. Her surge of relief was o intense, it
amogt hurt.

With great care, Garlin did one arm under Eldri’ slegs and the other around his back. Then helifted his
cousin and stood up, holding Eldri’ slimp body. When he turned to Roca, she saw the same guilt in his
eyesthat shefeltin her heart. Had their argument done this? She couldn’t spesk, couldn’t ask that
damning question.

Garlin carried Eldri up the stairs and shefollowed. Eldri was degping now; thefirestorm in hismind had
ended.

In Eldri’ s suite, Garlin laid him on the bed and pulled off hisboots. As he drew the quilt over hiscousin,
Eldri opened his eyes and spoke. Roca recognized none of the words except her name.

Garlin stiffened. He straightened up and stood, staring at Eldri, hisface frozen. Then he turned to Roca
with aleaden gaze. “He wishesto speak to you aone.”

She answered quietly. “Thank you.”

Hejust shook his head. Then heleft. Rocawatched him go, wishing she knew how to hedl thispain.
Turning back to Eldri, she sat next to him on the bed. “Areyou dl right?’

Hislashes drooped. “Now you know.”
“Yes” she murmured. “ Do you have the seizures often?’

He opened his eyes, struggling with the effort. “More as| am older. Every ten or twenty days.
Latdy...every few days. It iswhy we cameto the mountains. | improve here” Hisvoice wasfading.
“Happensmoreif | become upst...”

“I am so sorry,” she whispered.

“Not your fault.” He gave up the struggle and let hiseyes close.

“The demons have comeal my life...long before you and Garlin didn’t like each other.”
“Demons?’

“Garlin saysthey shake my body.”

“Ai, no.” Rocafdt asif her heart ached. What else would he believe, in asociety with so little health
care, one where they became old in their thirties? She hated to think what he must have felt, spending his



life convinced angry spirits wracked his body with such violence, growing stronger each yesr.

She spoke softly. “There are no demons, Eldri. Y ou have amedica condition, atreatable one. | think itis
epilepsy.”

“I do not know thisword.”
“It means your brain has aproblem.”

He smiled wanly. “When | was young, Garlin said smilar. | often got into mischief. He would intone
about my behaving mysdlf. But redly, heliked fun, even if hetried to be stern....” Hisvoicetrailed off.

After amoment, Rocaredlized he had falen adegp. She watched him for awhile, smoothing the hair of f
his forehead when he stirred. He looked younger in deep, hardly more than aboy.

Brad Tompkins had asked if she had ever had to watch someone she loved die because they lacked
medical care. She remembered all too well her slf-righteous response. Gods, she wished she could take
back those words. Of course she had never suffered such heartbreaks. Everyonein her circle had the
best medica care possible. Eldri lived on the other side, in the blesk struggle to survive an ilinesswith no
cure among his people, no treatment, no explanation.

The severity of hisattack frightened her. Having so many of his neuronsfire a once had to belikea
storm sweeping hisbrain. And psions had extraneura structures. She had never known an empath or
tel epath with epilepsy before, but she could see how having so many more neurons could worsen his
condition. His seizure had lasted longer than the one or two minutes predicted by her node. Her files
listed a condition, status epilepticus, in which the seizures didn’t stop, but kept on going. Mercifully,
Eldri’ s had ended. But if he experienced such severe attacks often, increasing in frequency ashe grew
older, then without treatment he had no chance of anormal life. It was no wonder he wanted to live his
lifewith such intengity now, fearing he might die tomorrow.

He could beright.

Rocawaked down the Visga Hall, along, narrow room that overlooked the northern mountains, behind
the castle, on the side opposite the gpproach from the plains. The windows here were twice the height of
aperson and wider than she could stretch her arms. Normally they let in copious sunlight, but today most
had their shutters closed. At the end, one pair was open, letting light and freezing air pour into the hall.
Outside, across the canyon that surrounded Windward, a secluded valley nestled in the cliffs. The
Backbone Mountains rose aboveit like gigantic, contorted needles.

Garlin was gtting on abench by the window, with one foot up on the cushion, hisebow resting on his
bent knee. He faced away from Roca, gazing at the snow-covered peaks, his hair blowing back from his
face.

Hisredlience daunted her. He had on only afur-lined tunic, trousers, and boots, with no other protection
from theicy wind. Shewore heavier clothes and ajacket, and her nanomeds had boosted her
metabolism, but the cold still bothered her. She had never faced weather like thiswithout the
computer-regulated warmth of garments that included their own climate-control systems. Eldri and his
people lived thisway every day, with no heating except fireplaces, no dectricity, and only margina
plumbing. It brought home with inescapable bluntness just how much she took for granted.

Shelet thetread of her feet dert Garlin to her approach. He didn’t turn as she reached him, but she felt



his recognition. Although he had nothing resembling Eldri’ s luminous mentd gifts, he was an empath.
When she stopped next to him, he continued to gaze at the mountains. Then he said, “How ishe?’
“Hedegps.” Rocacame around and sat on the bench facing him. “Will he be dl right?’

Hefinaly looked at her. “Yes, | think s0.” His pain showed clearly on hisface. “Thistime.”

Roca chose her words with as much care asif they were blown glassthat might shetter. “In my life, over
theyears, | have developed a certain cynicism. Many people have wished to make use of what they
thought | could give them, ether physically or from my position among my people.” She spoke quigtly. “If
| have judged you unfairly because of that, | gpologize.”

He regarded her, the wind tossing his hair around hisface. “ The people who have come to Davador,
these resort planners, do not treat us well. | have watched them make their plans with little concern for
Eldri or our people, asif we were quaint displaysto use for entertainment rather than the custodians of
thisland. Eldri understandsit less, but hefedsit. When you came, so beautiful it hurt to look at you—"
He pushed back hisblowing hair. “If | have made unfair assumptions about your motivations, | too

gpologize”
“Perhaps we might start over, fresh.”

“Yes” He sounded weary. “Let ustry.” Hemoved hishead in the direction of Eldri’sroom. “If not for
oursalves, then for someone who matters more than ether of us.”

Now that hisanimosity toward her had eased, Roca sensed what she had missed before. Shefelt the
depth of hislovefor Eldri, hisonly family; she heard it in hisvoice and knew it in the lines that furrowed
his face. Perhaps she might have seen before, had she been less armored againgt the pitilessintrigues that
drove the powerful and the wedthy among her people. Eldri and Garlin werelike their world: primitive,
beautiful, harsh, and pure.

“How long has he been thisway?’ she asked.

Garlin answered quietly. “All hislife”

“Even asababy?”’

He nodded. “ The demonsfirst came the day hisfamily died.”

“They aren’'t demons.” Rocawilled him to believe her. “It is called epilepsy. Our doctors can treet it. We
can relieve his sizures, maybe stop them.”

Garlin gave her an incredulous look. “Y ou people from Earth, or Skolia, or wherever it is, you speak
glib, impossible words. The plannersfor thisresort tell their fantastic stories with such ease, | question
whether they even comprehend what ‘truth’ means.”

Shemet hisgaze. “I’'m not lying to you.”
“How can you do what no healer or maker of magic has managed throughout my cousin’ sentire life?’

“Itisnomagic | offer.” Rocadidn’t know theright wordsfor this. “My people understand medicine
better, that isall.”

Hisvoice hardened. “If you raise his hopes and then crush them, | will seethat you pay for causng him
pan.”



“I cannot promise miracles. But we may be ableto help.” She glanced out at the cloudy day and
towering mountains. Aslong as she was trapped here, she could do nothing for Eldri. Looking back at
Garlin, she said, “Pease know that when | asked Eldri to—"

“Eldri?" Hisanger sparked so fast, she dmost saw firejump off him. “ Do not presumeto cal him such.”
Rocablinked. “He said that was his name.”

“Heasked you to address him that way?’

“Wadll, yes” She heditated. “Isthat wrong?’

“No.” Heturned away from her and stared at the valley, histone taking anew chill, though thistimeit
seemed more to hide his own pain than push her awvay. “Not if hedlowsit.”

Rocabit her lip. Although she had noticed Garlin used Eldri’ s nickname, she hadn’t realized until now
that Eldri dlowed her afamiliarity he had granted to no one e se but Garlin. She spoke gently. “Please
believethat | would never have asked him to go down the mountain if it wasn't vitally important. | would
never bethat cavaier with his safety.”

“Why vita?" He turned and narrowed his gaze at her. “Do you report to these resort people?’

“No. | have nothing to do with them.” She shivered in the gusts coming through the window. “1f | am not
at the port tomorrow, | am not ableto leave with the ship. If that happens, | will miss an important
meeting among my people.”

“A meeting?’ His manner remained guarded.

“I am not sure of your language, but Eldri thinks| am similar to what you cal aMemory.”
Garlin raised an eyebrow. “Memories are mature women.”

“Asaml.”

“Youlook likeagirl.”

She knew he didn’t mean it as a compliment, which was refreshing, though she doubted he would believe
her if shetold him. “It isthetruth that | have a son your age.”

He shook his head, apparently one of the few gestures his people and hers shared. “It is not possible.”
“| agedifferently.”
“Then why do you make yoursdlf look so young?’

It startled her that heintuited it was a choice rather than anaturd process. She would never reved how
much she resented that “choice.” Her contract with the Roya Parthonia Ballet stipulated that she must
maintain her appearance and youth. Although she danced far less now, she hadn’t stopped completely,
and every dancer with the Parthonia Ballet had to sign such aclause. The reasoning was blunt; the more
beautiful the dancers, the more tickets the ballet sold. If Rocaaged, they would fire her.

Parthoniawas a premier company; for every one of its dancers, ahundred others were waiting for their
chance, just as brilliant, just as beautiful, and just as driven. She could be replaced that easily, Ruby title
or no. She loved her art, but years of having her worth based on appearance rather than character or
intelligence had drained her. In some ways, it had been ardief to curtail her performance career when



she became Foreign Affairs Councilor.

Evenif she had known Garlin better, she wouldn't have felt comfortable telling him. The age difference
between her and Eldri made her self-conscious, even here, where no one understood.

Shesaid only, “Itispart of acontract | Sgned.”

“I do not like thisword *contract.” ” Garlin frowned. “ The resort people use it. We have no such thing.
Wedo not ‘sign.””

Rocawondered how she could explain lega documents to a people with no written language. “Y ou
make agreements among yourselves, yes?’

“Of course”

“How do you verify them?’

“Y ou say you are aMemory, yet you do not know this?’
Ah. Now she saw. “A Memory remembers the agreement.”
“Of course. Y ou do not do this?”’

“Not mysdf, no. My assistantsdo. But | am part of our governing Assembly. They meet soon and | must
be there.” She wished she knew how to convince him. “My people may have awar. Many will die. |
could stop it, but not if | am here when the Assembly meets.”

Garlin had tensed. “ Thiswar—will it come here?”’

“| doubt it.” Skyfdl had neither Strategic nor commercia importance. In fact, its value as aresort came
from its distance, both physical and metaphorica, from the centers of civilization. But Rocafeared many
other worlds would suffer the ravages of thefirst open interstellar conflict ever fought by humanity. Now
her people skirmished with the Tradersin shadow battles; thiswould take it into an unprecedented
full-scdewar.

“Please” shesaid. “If thereisany possibility | can reach the port tomorrow, | must try.” According to the
estimates made by her node, days here lasted twenty-eight hours, fourteen of night and fourteen of
sunlight. It left her solittletime.

“Does Brad know you must meet this ship?’ Garlin asked.
“Yes, definitdy.”

“Perhaps he will send hissilver bird for you.”

“Theflyer?’

“Hecdlsit that.” Garlin rubbed hischin. “Y ou say it isno magic your people have, and Brad saysthis
a0, but hisflyer isametal room that floats, having light without candles and warmth without fire. His
houseisthe same. If thisis not sorcery, what isit?’

“Technology.”

“I know not technology.”



“Y our people must have, once.”
He spread his hands apart, his pamsto the celling.

Roca gathered he was indicating confusion. “ Have the people here no legends of great machinesin times
long past?”’

“Our myths are of gods and goddesses.”

“From the sky?’

“Sky. Moons. Suns. Stars.”

She motioned upward. “Y our ancestors came down from the sky just like my people do.”
He smiled wryly. “Brad does. He tries not to, though.”

“Not to?" Rocawasn't sure what he meant.

Garlin sghed. “Not to come down from the sky. Alwaysthisflyer of hishas problems. He hasto send
for parts.”

Rocadidn’t like the sound of it. “How long does that take?’
“Hetdlsthe supply ship what he needs. The next one brings his supplies.”
“How long between supply ships?’

Garlin thought for amoment. “My friend’ s son was just born when the last one came. The boy walks

She stared at him, aghast. “That could bemonths. ”
“Can you send amessage for someone to come sooner?’

If only.She could do nothing without access to the webs. Two ways existed to communi cate across
gpace: by starship, which could take days, even monthsfor aremote outpost like this; and through the
Kyle web, which was dmost instantaneous. But the Allieds had no access to the web; they used it only
by arrangement with Imperid Space Command. Brad couldn’t swing an arrangement like that on such
short notice. Eventualy the Allieds would probably petition for access here to the Kyle web, but for now,
the supply ship was Brad' slifdine to other worlds. Roca didn’t missthe irony, that her family crested and
maintained the Kyle web, yet she had no entry into it when she needed it most. She couldn’t even contact
the port because she had ditched her wrist comm on Irendelato make it harder for Kurj to find her.

“The shipismy only way to send amessage,” she said.
Hetilted his head toward the window. “It snows again.”

“No.” Rocafdt asif wallswere closing around her. Snow drifted down from the sky, turning the world
blue, making it hard to distinguish where the land ended and the air began.

“Evenif it stopped thismoment,” Garlin said, “the path down the mountain wouldn’t be safe for severd
days.” Theregret in hismind was genuine. “And | have seen weether such asthisbefore. It will not stop
snowing, | don’t think, for many days.”



Rocaheld her hand up to the window, letting flakes gather on her palm. They dusted across the bench
and Garlin’slegs, light blue powder, so beautiful, so bitter.

Her voice caught. “1 havetotry.”
“If you leave here, you will die.” In an unusudly gentle voice, he added, * Y ou must say. | am sorry.”

Roca stared out at the snow. “Soam 1.”

8
L egacy

In the observation sphere, Kurj felt asif he touched a piece of hissoul, apart he had never truly
understood. The sphere curved out from the hull of the Orbiter space station like atransparent bubble.
Space surrounded him initsinfinite beauty, the fire of gars, the spumes of nebula, and the mystery of
secrets known only to the cosmos. He stood with his hands resting on aclear railing and gazed at the
great void. Despite what many people believed, space was no more “empty” than hisheart: void wasa
label others used to define what they couldn’t see.

Theview dirred hismemories of flying aJag, the exhilaration of joining hismind to the El brain of his
ship, plunging into the magnificent reaches of the Kyle web in another universe. When he accessed that
web, he could contact any place in human space that also linked into it, letting hismind expand
throughout the far-flung settlements of humanity.

A memory stabbed him: hurtling through space with his squadron, his mind submerged in the web, he had
sensed another squad. Eight enemy fighters were headed their way. Traders. Six of the pilots were
daves, but with so much Aristo blood, they were hardly less crud than their owners. One was an Aristo,
hisinsatiable mind thirging for the agony of psions. Kurj hadfdt his crudty, hispleasureinkilling, his
desretoinflict pain, until finally Kurj vomited. To thisday, it made himill to hear thewhir of the
miniaturized droids that cleaned a pilot during battle.

But what had horrified him most had been the eighth “pilot.” The man wasapsion, adave, aprovider.
The Traders had bound him into his ship, with two Aristo copilotsin control. They used him to locate the
telepathic Jag pilots, torturing him to force his compliance. With no training to defend hismind and no
natural protections, the provider had been in agony. His screams had reverberated in Kurj’ s mind,
drawing himinto alink so intense, Kurj had lost hisidentity, becoming that anguished pilot. Tears had
poured down hisface. Pulling free of the link had taken a mental wrench so severe, it had forever scarred
Kurj’smind.

When Kurj’ s squad engaged the Traders, he destroyed the ship with the provider firgt. In that instant he
wasn't fighting an enemy, he was freeing a human being from atorment that would have otherwise killed
himin apain greater than Kurj could have imagined if he hadn’t lived it. His squad defeated the Traders
that day, but in hismind he had kept fighting that battle, a ong with the hundreds of otherslikeit, ever
snce

Kurj pushed away the memories. He became aware he was no longer donein the observation sphere.
His grandmother had come. Still shaken, he turned to see her severa hundred metersdistant, Sitting ina
trangparent chair across the rounded chamber, gazing out at space, araven-haired sovereign on acrystal
throne.

Kurj walked across the sphere, using atransparent path that ran through its center. LahayliaSde, the



Ruby Pharaoh, wore her hair down today, letting it loop over her chair, arms, torso, and legs, as black as
gpace but liberaly streaked with white. It had grown along time, over three hundred years; his
grandmother was the oldest human being that had ever lived.

He stopped beside her throne and stood looking at the stars, his hands clasped behind his back. It
seemed gppropriate, in view of the magnificent cosmos, that he kept his uniform simple, with none of the
medals, ribbons, or other symbols he had aright to wear. His khaki pants tucked into dark boots and his
pullover swesater indicated no sign of hisrank except for the single band of a Primary around each of his
upper arms.

Lahayliamotioned at the view. “Thisisyour legacy, Kurj. The stars. Not the warships.”

“No?’ Anger edged hisvoice, born of the years he had spent fighting an enemy that was bigger, stronger,
and as cold as space. “ Without those warships, none of uswill inherit anything.”

“It takes more than ships.”

He turned to her, a pharach descended from the queens who had ruled a mysterious, ancient empire. She
evoked those matriarchs, with her dark hair, long limbs, and classic features. But instead of dark eyes,
she had green ones, gartling in their vivid hue. The lines around her eyes and whitein her hair were the
only signs she had lived 322 years. No one knew her potentid life span; she was the first human to have
had the benefit of age-del aying biotech from the moment of conception. How long could ahuman live?
Early nanomed technology had been crude, but in the 322 years since it had improved.

In those centuries, she had founded an empire.

The people of the Imperiaate worshiped her. She was a symbol, their exotic forever-queen. But Kurj
sensed the truth: she had grown weary. She pushed herself too hard, working in the Kyle web she had
created, centuries ago. Striving to protect her empire, she spent days at atime wired into the great
command chair that linked her body to the ever-evolving network. He feared the time was coming when
shewould give the medics an answer to the question of how long ahuman could live.

He spoke with atypica gentleness. *Y ou should rest.”

Lahayliaglanced at him, her danted eyes a degper green than usua today. She spoke in atoo quiet
voice. “Yes. | should.”

Thefindlity of her tone sent achill up hisspine. “I meant deep.” For arace aslong-lived astheirs, the
concept of death became distant, easy to forget, making it even harder to accept.

“Ah, Kurj.” She spoke softly. “I’ ve had alife most people would only dream of. It has been agood one,
even with dl the struggles and heartache. It isyour time now.”

A lump seemed to form in histhroat. His grandmother was one of the few people he could talk to without
barriers. She didn’t fear him. It devastated him, knowing he could stop ships, armies, even wars, but not
the passing of the people he loved. He wanted to tell her what he felt, but he had no words to express
such emations. So he answered smply. “Say no more.”

She nodded. They watched the stars whedl past as the Orbiter rotated. After awhile she spoke again.
“Isshehomeyet?’

“No.” None of hisvast intelligence networks had located his mother. Hisfear for her had been with him
every moment since she vanished. Sometimes he could submergeit in hisdaily concerns, but it never left
hismind.



“She dwayswas astubborn one,” Lahayliasaid.
Kurj glanced a her. “My mother?’

“Yes. And | will tel you something dse.”

“What isthat?’

She spoke evenly. “Y ou cannot force her to do what you want. That includes trapping her on Irendelaso
you can change her votesin Assembly.”

Kurj was glad the nanomedsin hisbody prevented him from flushing. “I would never change the votes of
aCouncilor.”

Shejust arched her eyebrow. Then she went back to watching the starswhedl past. He didn’t try any
more denids. They wouldn’t fool her.

Eventualy shesad, “| wasborn aTrader dave, you know.”

Kurj frowned. She spoke casudly, asif commenting on the weather instead of dropping abombshell. It
couldn’t betrue, of course. She couldn’t have kept such awell-guarded secret for over three centuries.
Perhaps she was making aterrible joke. But he knew her. She wouldn't joke so about the Traders.

“Grandmother.” Kurj waited until sheturned to him. *'Y ou descend from the queens of the Ruby Empire.
Many doctors have verified your DNA.” They congtantly examined her, especially assheaged. “You
cannot have been adave.”

“Of course| can.”
Hewaited.
Her gaze darkened. “Y ou know of the Rhon project.”

“Of course.” It was his heredity. Centuries ago, Doctor Hezahr Rhon had isolated the mutations that
created Ruby psions, the most powerful empaths and tel epaths known. Humans on the world Raylicon
had just been regaining space travel, emerging from five millennia.of dark ages. They needed powerful
psions. It was the only way to resurrect the ancient machines; the people of the Ruby Empire had
developed an arcane discipline combining mathematics, neuroscience, and mysticism. Their machines
accessed universes based on thought rather than spacetime. But Kurj’ s ancestors had lost that
knowledge; nothing had survived the millenniaexcept three L ocks, those mysterious command centers
that could create and power aKyle web. Only a Ruby psion could activate them.

Rhon had pursued two goals. to create and to protect Ruby psions. It was an ancient dilemma; the
stronger a psion, the more sengitive their mind, and the more pain they experienced when other people
suffered. Rhon had meant to ease the anguish they endured, but that noble, well-intentioned goal became
one of theworst failuresin human history. It crested the Aristos, arace of anti-empaths with no capacity
for compassion. When an Aristo picked up pain from apsion, it gimulated the Aristo’ s brain, producing
an ecdtasy they called “transcendence.” Psions projected their pain more; the stronger their minds, the
more intense the effect. Aristos brutalized them with obsessive cruelty. They endaved empaths and
telepaths and caled them providers.

They craved the Ruby Dynasty beyond al reason.

Now, centurieslater, the Aristos ruled the Eubian Concord, an empire built without the inhibition of



compassion. All their subjects, trillions of them, were daves. Providers made up only atiny fraction of
those populations, most Trader daves lived comfortable lives as long as they followed the precepts set
out by their owners. But none had freedom.

AsaJdag pilot, Kurj had defied the Traders. Linked to hisship’sEl brain, strengthened by technology
that alowed humans to endure immense accel erations, he had become phenomenally verstilein bettle.
But Jag pilots had to be psions—and hypersensgtizing psons during combat exacted aterrible price. Kurj
could never lose the memories of the soldiers he had engaged, not only the Aristos and amost Aristos,
but the many daves who had no choice but to fight, or who nurtured hopes of abetter lifeif only they
could distinguish themsalvesin combat. It wasimpossible to demonize an enemy when hefdt their
humanity. He wept with them, screamed with them—and died with them.

Kurj had flown a Jag for eight years, longer than most Jagernauts, and he would never lose the guilt of
having outlived so many of his contemporaries. Jag pilots dso had a higher suicide rate than personnel in
any other branch of the military. He survived by barricading his emotions until he became afortressno
one could breach. He could no longer open his heart, but his defenses made the pain bearable. AImost.

To Lahaylia, hesaid only, “Y ou were born in the Rhon Project.” They had created her using preserved
DNA from ancient Ruby Pharaohs.

“Actudly,” shesad, “1 wasn't.”
“1"ve seen the records.”

“It’ strue, the history of the Skolian Imperiaate has been arranged to explain my birth in such amanner.”
She shrugged. “Inasenseit istrue. Rhon envisioned my birth. But he never succeeded. It is prohibitively
difficult to make psionsin vitro.”

“Prohibitive, yes.” It perturbed him to have hisview of the universe disrupted thisway. “But not
impossble. You areliving proof.”

“The Arigtos crested me.”
Kurj stiffened. “No.”
“Itistrue”

“It cannot be.”

She regarded him steadily. “ They had no ethical compunctions. None. They tried thousands of times,
even millions, and in dl those attempts they produced only two viable fetuses, myself and aboy, my
mate. We were to be the ultimate providers.” A deep rage stirred within her and she let him senseit.
“The boy killed himsdf when we were teenagers. He preferred death to alife of torture.” Her voice
grated.

“Nor could he bear to know the Aristos intended to breed our children for the same. He took his own
liferather than live that nightmare.”

Hedidn’t know where to put these revelations. “ Y ou knew the boy?’
“We were together every day of our lives.” Darkness shadowed her eyes. “Until hedied.”

Now he knew what lay under her smmering rage; she had loved the youth. “Did you know what he
planned?



“Yes. | tried to talk him out of it. But what could | say? | had considered the same.” Her fist clenched on
the arm of her throne. “ After he died, | no longer cared for anything. | planned, | listened, | let my owners
think | was stupid.” Her voice hardened. “ And when the day came, | killed them.”

Feding the stedl of her will, Kurj knew she had done as she said, though he had no doubt it had been far
more difficult than sheimplied. “ And then?’

“| escaped. And founded the Imperidate.” Her gaze never wavered.
“Onthat day | swore | would destroy the Aristos.”

Her revelations shook the foundations of hislife. His nightmares meant nothing compared to hers. With
clarity, he saw what shewastdling him. *Y ou will vote for theinvasion.”

“yYes”
“If my mother doesn’t vote againgt us, we might achieve amagjority. Theinvasion will proceed.”
“We have no guarantee.”

“Butitispossble”

Grim satisfaction showed in her eyes. “Yes. Itis. But lisen well, Kurj. If Rocaarivesin time and the
vote goes againgt us, youwill respect it. | will not ever have you betray her again. Do you understand?’

He nodded once, in respect. “ Yes.”

A deep voice rumbled behind them. “Make sure you remember.”

Kurj turned with a start. Jarac was standing behind them, agold giant, his gaze hard on Kurj.
“Grandfather,” Kurj said.

Jarac inclined his head with more reserve than usud, but when he turned to Lahaylia, hismetdlic gaze
softened. Asaways, it unsettled Kurj to see him; it was likelooking in amirror, except Jarac usualy kept
hisinner eydidsraised, leaving hisgold eyesvisble. Kurj didn’t redlize he had retracted hisown inner lids
until they came down now. He could still see wdll, but it gave the world agold sheen.

Lahayliaheld out her hand to her consort. Jarac stepped forward and stood next to her, across the
throne from Kurj. A stab of londliness went through Kurj. He would never know the companionship they
enjoyed. Too much fire burned within him to leave room for the love of awife. He chose his companions
according to how little they interfered with hislife and how well they pleased himin bed.

Jarac cocked hiseyebrow at Lahaylia. “'Y ou and our grandson are plotting to overthrow the galaxy, en?’
She frowned at him. “We vote to protect ourseves.”

“Lessdragtic waysexist.”

“And lesseffective”

“A war will destroy us,” Jarac said.

Kurj wished he knew away he could add fire to Jarac' s heart. How could they look so dlike and have
such smilar minds, yet come to such different conclusions?“We must fight them, Grandfather. If not



today, then tomorrow.”

“Perhaps tomorrow we will beready.” Jarac remained calm. “ Or perhaps tomorrow we will find peace
with them.”

“Never will they make peacewith us,” Lahayliasad.

Kurj thought of the horrors he had lived and what his grandmother must have endured. “No peaceis
worth what we would give up. They will take us only asdaves. Nothing else.”

“Not if we have enough strength.” Jarac pushed his hand through hisgraying hair. “ But if we engage them
before we are ready, they will break us.”

Kurj’svoice rumbled. “I will never bresk.”
“That which cannot bend, bresks,” Jarac said.
“I would diefirg.”

Lahaylialaid her hand on Kurj’ sforearm. “Do not speak s0. You will livealong and full life” Her
features gentled. “ The stlars may be your heritage, but it isyou who are our legacy.”

Kurj smiled dightly. “A strange legacy, that.”

Both she and Jarac smiled, arare moment with his formidable grandparents, one when he felt accepted
for himsdlf, without evoking gpprehension or darm. He had known few such times as an adult.

Y et nothing eased hisworry. Roca had outwitted him, but in doing so, she had risked hersdlf. He claimed
he would never break, but he had lied. If he was responsible for injury to Roca, it would destroy him. He
had wanted her kept from the Assembly, but not at risk to her person. Never that.

If anyone harmed her, he would annihilate them.

9

The Amphitheater

Eldri drifted in apleasant dreamlike state between deegp and waking. Eventually redity intruded and hazy
memories cameto him. He didn't recall much of hisattack, but he knew he had spoken to both Garlin
and Roca

Roca

His contentment vanished. She knew. Misery swept through him. He must repulse her now. Shewould
never wish to look upon hisface or endure his company again.

In Eldri’ s childhood, Garlin had striven to keep his seizures a secret, but they had happened too often to
concedl. Eldri’ s attacks terrified people, made them want to flee. He had been forced to make a choice:
live asarecluse or accept that people would dread him. He chose alife of partiad seclusion. Garlin
spread rumors that he was chosen by the gods, that he convul sed because they touched him. Eldri knew
perfectly well no such thing happened. More likely, demons possessed him. He usually awoke feding
sore, often with a headache. Sometimes he bit histongue during the attack and it hurt for days afterward.

And yet...Eldri recalled no shock from Roca, only concern. It seemed impossible. She had even named



the demonsthat plagued hislife. He didn't recall theword. Epsily? Wasit possible that his miraculous
guest, this person from the sky, could help him? She cameinto hislife so unexpectedly, like agift. She
was gold like the suns; perhaps they had sent her. He had never really believed al those deities existed,
but perhaps he should pay more attention, especially to the sun gods, Vador and his younger brother
Aldan. He didn't want them taking her away because he had neglected the proper rituds.

His smile curved as he remembered the “ spells’ Roca wove with her incomparable body. She wasthe
tallest woman he had ever met, with legsthat went on forever. Thinking of her, he opened hiseyes. No
light leaked around the shutters on the windows; either the suns had yet to rise or else the snow had
become thick and stolen the day’ sillumination.

Ashis eyes adjusted, he saw Roca snuggled under the quilts near him, fast adeep, her lashes sparkling
againg her cheekseveninthedim light. It sartled him; if he repulsed her now, surely shewould have
chosen other deegping arrangements. He marveled to find such awoman in his bed. He could tell she
didn’t like praisesto her beauty. Maybe she had heard such words too many times and no longer
believed the sincerity of those who spoke them. Or perhaps her appearance had brought her injury. But if
shewould have let him, he would have composed athousand ballads and sung his elation to the brother
uns.

Shewas smart, too. In fact, he didn’t understand much of what shetold him. No matter. He liked to
surround himself with intelligent people. 1t helped make up for his own deficiencies.

A familiar sorrow threatened him. How long would he have with Roca? He had become resigned to
having hislife curtailed, but every time he adjusted to the severity of hisattacks, they worsened. If they
became much more frequent, he didn’t see how he could go on. At times, hewondered if it might be
easer to end hislife by hisown choice, in hisown way, rather than waiting for the day he didn’t recover
from an attack.

It frightened him, even more now because he had Roca. She had been here for such ashort time, and she
needed to leave. But surely she would come back. He felt how much she wanted him. And shewas like
him. Incredibly, he and Garlin weren’t the only oneswith such strange, senditive minds. But Rocawasn't
like Garlin. Her icy emotiond armor hid aluminous sun. She glowed, as gold indde as without. Next to
her brilliance, Garlin was an ember. Eldri hoped it didn’t ways cause his cousin this grest pain, knowing
Roca could be so much closer to Davador’ s Bard in her mind. He wanted Garlin and Rocato like each
other.

Roca gtirred under the covers and his body immediately reacted. He didn’t know how she worked this
magic, but he fdt dizzy with needing her. It was quite pleasant, though nowhere near as good asthe
actua consummation. If she had no longer wanted him, he couldn’t imagine that she would have
undressed and joined him in bed. He drew her into hisarms and folded his hand around her breast.
Amazing that awoman could be so well endowed and not fal forward when she stood up.

Rocalaughed softly, her eyes closed. “What aromantic thought.”

“A finemorntoyou,” he murmured.

“Andto you.” She curled closer, her hands wandering on him. “Dancers shouldn't redlly bethat big.”
“You are adancer?’

“Hmmm...” She had no trouble reaching the places she wanted to touch; someone had undressed him
while he dept. “Never asked meto make’ em smdler, though. Sdllstickets...”



“Ah.” He had no ideawhat she meant. His mind was blurring into a sensuous haze.
Then Roca pulled away.

Hetried to tug her back. “ Come here, beautiful lady.”

She braced her pams againgt his chest. “1 don’t want to overdo it.”
He brushed akiss over her ear. “Why not?’

Her lips parted, tempting, but she kept pushing him back.
“Comeon,” hemurmured. “What iswrong?’

“I...well, I don’'t want you to have another seizure.”

“Y ou mean like yesterday ?’

“Yes.” She sounded subdued.

“Making love never caused them before.”

“You'resure?’

“Pogitive” He went back to kissing her. He could tell sheliked it, especialy when she started to move
agang him.

So they greeted each other, moving together under the soft, warm quilts. He savored the warmth of her
body againg his, their limbs entangled.

Sometime later, asthey drowsed, she said, “Morning iscoming.”

“Hmmm.” Eldri stretched, haf adeep. Beatedly, he redized what she had said. “How do you know? It is
dark in here”

“My spind node has an atomic clock. It kegpstime.”

Hewondered if he would ever understand the things she said. “What is‘ spind node ?’
She was quiet for awhile, and he sensed she was thinking of how to respond.
“Itispart of my memory,” shefindly sad.

“Ah.” Now he understood. “Where you store what you learn.”

“Wadll, yes.” She sounded surprised. “ Exactly.”

Eldri pressed hislipsto her temple, thistimein respect for her duties asaMemory. “We should begin our
preparations to go down the mountain.”

Her mood brightened. “Do you think we can make it today?’

“I don't know,” he admitted. “1 haven't much experience with travel in such wesether. It never snowsin
theplains”

“Wdl, wecantry.”



They climbed out of bed, shivering intheicy air, and dug garments out of the tube-narrows against the
wall. For some reason, Roca seemed surprised he stored his clothes by stacking them in avertica tube.
She exclaimed over the blue glasswood and its gilded mosaics, though it al looked quite ordinary to
Eldri.

“And thisl” She pointed to adesign of ablue and green sphere circling two larger gold ones. “What does
it represent?’

“The gold orbs are the two sun gods.” Eldri rubbed hisarmsto warm them. The fire had died to embers,
and it wastoo early for the maid to have built anew one. “ThegreenisLyshriol.”

She seemed to expect hisanswer. “ The star system.”

Hewasn't sure what she meant, but her recognition implied her familiarity with the sun gods, supporting
his theory of how she had come to him. He had no clue why Vador and Aldan would send him such a
treasure when he had been so remissin attending them, but he would remedy that from this day forward,
performing any expected rituas. He didn’t actually remember what most of them were, but he could ask
the Memory.

They returned to the warmth of bed and dressed under the quilts, laughing and kissing. Eldri thought of it
asadream. Then they tumbled back out and put on jackets. Roca went to the acove and opened thetall
shutters. As soon as snow blew inside, Eldri knew the storm had returned. Saddened, he stood with her,
gazing outsde while powder blew over them. Faling snow blurred the world. It must have been coming
down al night; the drifts were so degp now, they buried the bottom of the castle. Everywhere, in every
direction, he saw nothing but snow.

For along time Roca gazed at the silent snowfall. Eldri stood behind her, hisarms around her waist,
watching the storm that had gifted him more time with her, but was breaking her heart. He couldn’t
imagine the great war she described. He had only one enemy, Lord Avaril, and his men had fought only
skirmisheswith Avaril’ssmdl army. This pain in Rocawent much, much deeper.

“I amsorry,” hesaid. “1 wish | could makeit stop.”

She said nothing, just turned and put her arms around him, burying her face againgt hisneck. “Fateis
capricious, that it offers me so great atreasure, but exacts such aterrible price.”

Hewent very 4ill. “What treasure would that be?’

Shedrew back to look at him. “Y ou are amiracle, Eldrinson Vadoria”
Hetouched her cheek. “It isyou.”

“How many peoplewill die because of it? Thousands? Millions?Billions?”
“Don't,” he murmured.

“No one knowswhere| am. | hid my trail.” She shook her head. “ Another ship may not put in here for
months, maybe even longer. The port has no link to my people.”

“I will take care of you.”
“And who will protect you when my son finds us?’

“What do you mean?’



She spoke dryly. “He avengesfirst and asks questions later.”

That didn’t sound promising. “I will make offeringsto Vador and Aldan.”
Shesghed. “I wishit werethat easy.”

“Roca, we will makeit work out.”

She cupped his cheeks with her strange hands, her fingers so dender and delicate, her “thumb” to the
sde. Her pAmsfdt warm againgt his cold skin. “Y ou are awonder.”

“It does not trouble you, what you saw yesterday?’ He made himself ask the question he had been
avoiding. “ The attack?’

“It troubles me greatly. The longer your condition goes untreated the worse it could become.” She
consdered him. “Do you know what triggersthe saizures?’

“I am unsure what you mean.”

“What causes an attack?’

That was easy. “ Stress. Tenson.”

Mischief flickered in her face. “ Then we must make sure you are happy, hmmm?’

Eldri grinned. “I like your hedling advice.” He brought hislipsto hers and showed her just how much.

But as much as hergoiced a having her with him, foreboding plagued him. Histime with Rocawas a
fragile dream that could soon shatter.

Theweb shimmered.

Humanity knew it by many names. Kyle web, psiberweb, Kyle space network, other ever more abstruse
designations. Kurj experienced it asalattice extending in al directions, awesomein its central regions,
where its nodes reached their greatest numbers and concentration, but fragmented near its edges.

His command chair on the Orbiter served asaporta into Kyle space. His body remained in the chair,
but his mind occupied another universe, one defined by thought rather than position or time. The vertices
of the lattice provided doorways to and from real space. Their proximity to one another had little
correspondence to the location of the telepathic operators, or telops, using them; instead, the more
gmilar the thoughts of the telops, the closer their verticesin Kyle space.

Any telepath with sufficient training could become atelop. They could use the web, but they could neither
build nor maintain it; such functions required amore powerful mind than dmaost any telops could claim.
AsaRuby psion, Kurj did have the strength, but he had no access to the power link that created the
web. He chafed at itsdenia: control the web and he would control an empire. The Assembly claimed it
ruled Skolia, but he knew better.

His grandmother, Lahaylia, had created the web using an ancient Lock, her mind acting asits Key. She
had maintained the web on her own for decades, struggling asit grew larger and more unwieldy. No
other choice existed; without the web, her fledgling empire would have fdlen before it ever had achance
torise



Then she had found Jarac. No one had known what would happen if he became a second Key. What
little they had deciphered of the ancient glyphsin the Locks suggested that joining two Ruby psionsinto a
power link would overload it and kill them both. But Lahaylia had reached her limit. She needed help or
her empire would collapse. So Jarac joined her—

And s0 he survived. Together they formed the link that powered the web. The Dyad.

Jarac had taken command of the military, becoming Imperator. The job could only be donewell, toits
full extent, by someone with access to the power link that allowed communication acrossthe stars; as
Imperator, Jarac could spread his mind throughout the far-flung reaches of hisinterstellar military forces.
Thustwo Keysruled the Skolian Imperidate: Pharaoh and Imperator.

Lahayliaand Jarac had very different minds. They existed together in the Dyad without interfering. Kurj
desired to become athird mind in that link, but he feared the consequences to his grandparents. He and
Jarac weretoo dike. That Jarac fit well with Lahaylia could mean Kurj would, too, but it might also be
that minds as smilar as hisand Jarac’ s couldn’t occupy thelink at the sametime. Or the power surge
from adding athird Ruby psion might overload the link and short-circuit theweb. At timeslike this, when
Kurj was degp within the lattice, becoming part of it, hisdrive to harnessits power tormented him. He
struggled to rein in hisambition, aware that it could endanger his grandparents, two of the very few
people he could admit he loved.

Now he searched, haunted by knowing that his resolve to control his mother’ s votesin the Assembly had
made her vanish. He skimmed the lattice, looking for asign. Any sign. Echoes of her visit to Irendda
bounced everywhere, but then her trail became strange. Every time his spy network found alead, it faded
away. She had disguised her escape too well.

Today he repeated procedures he and his people had tried many times before. He hunted for back doors
she might have used to dip through his spy network. He traced her finances, but found no record of her
travel. A search on Cya Liessa produced millions of referencesto her dancing. Too many people adored
her. He couldn’'t wade through it al. He sent thought-spidersto collate the data, attaching them to an
outer shell of hismind as he browsed Kyle space. His node sifted through the data and listed references
in order of their relevance to her recent activities. It all looked useless, but Kurj tagged afew comments
for review later.

A gold ball gpproached him. Kurj paused, waiting within alattice cell.
His grandfather’ s thought reverberated:Kur;j.

His answer rumbled:Grandfather.

The Assembly begins The gold ball spun away, into the web.

So it wastime. Rocahad to be hiding, waiting for this moment. He had his El spiders on dert throughout
the web, ready to stop her if shetried to attend the Assembly session through Kyle space. He dso had
human operativesin every starport on Parthonia, the world where the Assembly met, and he had posted
agentsinthe sesson hdl itsdf. If she came, hewould catch her.

Andif shedidn’'t come?
No, it wasn't possible. She would be there.

As Kurj moved through the lattice, it grew rich and complex, with so many nodes he could no longer
digtinguish them individualy. He had reached the systems that networked Parthonia, the capita world of



Skolia. He thought of the Assembly session and one node swelled in size.

A large amphitheater formed around Kurj. He was attending as a s mulacrum, with hisbody till onthe
Orhiter. Projecting hisimage into the Assembly, he appeared behind aconsole, what they caled a
“bench,” though it was actualy avirtua redlity workstation. With hisbrain linked into its system, he
would experience the session asif he were actudly here. He could even smell the air and brush his hand
across the bench where his smulacrum formed.

People overflowed the amphithester. The controlled pandemonium of Assembly sessions dways struck
Kurj asinefficient. Tier after tier of seatsringed the centra area, and abovethetiers, balconiesheld yet
more people. They filled every seat, including VR benches such aswhere Kurj sat, highin abalcony. It
all ringed adaisthat could rise or descend according to where a speaker wished to address the audience.
Mechanica armson every level also made it possible for speakersto move to the center of the
amphitheater to address the assembled representatives.

Kurj found no trace of Roca. If she reveded hersalf on the web, his people could track her signal. They
would let him know immediately. To attend the Assembly in person, her ship would haveto land on
Parthonia. 1t would be prohibitively difficult for most people to evade his on-planet security, but if anyone
could manage such afest, it was Roca.

She hadn't yet arrived.

The speeches were interminable, divided about equally between supporters and opponents of the
invasion. Kurj had sent his best J-Force officersto speak, and they presented their case well. Platinum
was crucia to modern technology. Although nanobots could construct Bose-Einstein platinum substitutes,
the process was extraordinarily time-consuming and expensive. Mining proved easier, and the Platinum
Sectors abounded with ore-rich asteroids. Skolia had long chalenged Eube's claim to that region, a
dispute that had hested as the need for rarer metals grew. Skolia sforces had to take action now to
reclaim its asteroids, before the Traders strengthened their position even more.

When the speeches findly ended, the Assembly prepared for the balot. The number of votes held by
each delegate depended on the size of the population that had elected them and their status within the
Assembly. The First Councilor, Skolia s leader, had the largest bloc. The next largest went to Councilors
of the Inner Circle: Stars, Intelligence, Foreign Affairs, Industry, Finance, Judiciary, Life, Planetary
Development, Domestic Affairs, Nature, and Protocol. Ten years ago, Roca had won election asa
delegate for Parthonia. She had risen in the ranks of the Assembly until two years ago she had attained
the coveted position of Foreign Affairs Councilor.

The Ruby Dynasty and House of Mg da had the only nonelected positions with significant voting blocs.
They inherited their seats rather than winning them through election, aremnant of that ancient time when
the dynasty ruled. Every noble House claimed votes, but only the Ruby Dynasty and Mg da carried blocs
large enough to affect mogt talies. The Ruby Pharaoh and Imperator each held dmost as many votes as
members of the Inner Circle, and Roca, Kurj, and Dyhiannahad smaller blocs associated with their titles.
When Roca s votes as a Ruby heir were added to those she held as the Foreign Affairs Councilor, she
wielded one of the largest blocsin the entire Assembly.

She dill hadn’t arrived.

Kurj leaned forward when the Councilor of Protocol called the vote. Asthe ballot progressed, the taly
showed on a holoscreen above the podium. Kurj didn't like the numbers. The vote against theinvasion
was higher than he expected, well over fifty percent. When Protocol called hisaunt Dehya, hismother’s
scholarly sster, she voted againgt the invasion, adisappointing but not unexpected devel opment. Kurj



voted for theinvasion, canceling her bloc but doing nothing to shift the balancein hisfavor.
Then Protocol called Roca svote.

Kurj stood behind his console, knowing he appeared solid and huge. A red light on itsfront provided the
only indication that he was present as a holographic smulacrum. His voice rumbled throughout the
amphitheater, amplified by the console audio. “1n her absence, Councilor Roca has authorized meto cast
her votes”

A clerk at aconsole on the dais spoke into her comm. “Proxy choice verified.”
Protocol addressed Kurj. “What is her vote?’
He spoke clearly. “All in support of theinvasion.”

A tumult broke out, voices everywhereraised in dishdlief. Roca' s preference for peaceful resolution was
well known. The Firgt Councilor was standing by the podium on the dais, atdl, lanky man with dark hair.
He opened his mouth with undisguised shock, and for an instant Kurj thought he would protest. Then he
closed hismouth in an angry line. No changes could be made; the vote wasfind.

Kurj stood, patient.

“Your voteisrecorded,” Protocol said. She sounded stunned.

With anod, Kurj resumed his seat. The baance of thetally moved solidly in favor of invasion.
“Jarac Skolia, Imperator of Skolia,” the moderator said.

Kurj’s grandfather stood, towering behind his VR bench just as Kurj had behind his. Seeing him, agiant
of gold metal, gave Kurj an idea of how imposing a presence he made himsdlf. Jarac |ooked around the
amphitheater, his gaze sweeping thetiersasif that alone could press everyoneinto their seats. When it
reached Kurj, Jarac stared at his grandson for along, hard moment. It was one of thefirst timesin Kurj's
lifethat Jarac had looked at him with hisinner eydids closed.

Then the Imperator spoke, hiswordsrolling out. “1 cast al votes againgt.”

Once again gartled voices arose in the amphitheater, awave of sound. Few people expected the
Imperator to goagainst the vote when so many of histop officers—indeed, his own grandson and
daughter—went in favor of invasion.

Protocol cleared her voice. “Your vote isrecorded.” As Jarac took his seat, the tally moved toward a
baance, though it was dtill dightly in favor of invason.

Protocol turned to Lahaylia. “ The Ruby Pharaoh of Skolia”

Lahayliaroseto her feet, regd and tal, her hair piled high on her head. The amphithester became silent.
Kurj could see people leaning forward in their seats to better see and hear their legendary ruler. She
spokein aclear, resonant voice. “All in favor.”

Therumblesin the amphitheater resumed, though with less agitetion thistime. Thetaly svung solidly in
favor of invasion.

Protocol called for the last voter, the First Councilor, the leader of the Assembly, the government, and all
Skolia. He stepped up to the podium and turned dowly in acircle asthe dais rose high in the center of
the amphithester. Looking out over the assembled representatives, he spokein aringing voice. “1 cast dl



my votesagang.”

Kurj inhaled sharply asthetaly changed, careening back in favor of those who opposed theinvasion. He
didn’t breathe as the numbers changed.

Then it wasfinished. Thetdly was done.
By amere two votes, the Assembly had voted to invade Eube.
Kurj had won.

He aso knew, without doubt, that he had lost far more than he gained—for Roca had never arrived.

10
ThePrice of Miracles

The days passed with bittersweet pleasure while Rocawaited for the snow to clear. She and Eldri spent
their time together. He showed her Windward, an ancient castle as cold and drafty asit was beautiful, but
filled with the warmth of the people who lived there.

Eldri had no more convulsions, but severd times Rocafet him blank out. He would stare into space, then
come back to himsdlf, disoriented, with no memory of what had happened. It frightened her. Had he
received trestments as ayoung child, his condition probably could have been controlled, even cured. But
the convulsions had apparently grown worse over the years as he suffered the long-term effects of
repeated, severe, and at times continuous seizures.

“Comeon,” hetold her on the third morning. “ See the Reed.”

“The Reed?’ Shelaughed as he pulled her with him, running down ahal on the second floor of
Windward. They sped around a corner—and barreled into aman whose arms were piled high with blue
sheets. Laundry went flying, and Rocaand Eldri jumped back while the fellow swore, hisvoice chiming
on each cuss word.

Mortified, Rocalunged for the sheets. Eldri went for them at the same time and they banged their heads.
The man was laughing now, the lines around his eyes crinkling. Eldri glared at him, but as a youth would
scowl a an eder who found him amusing rather than as a sovereign to one of his subjects.

After Eldri and Roca untangled themsalves, they helped the man pick up the laundry. He and Eldri
chatted, their voices risng and faling in musical cadences, their emotionstrickling past Roca s barriers.
Eldri enjoyed thefelow’'s company, having known him since childhood. The older man was glad to see
him, gratified even, though Roca couldn’t tell why.

Eventually she and Eldri continued on their way, at amore sedate pace. Rocatook his hand. “Y ou
surprised him.”

Heintertwined hisfingerswith hers. “| supposeit is odd for people to see me dash about. Usudly | stay
insecluson.”

“Because of the convulsons?’

He nodded, hisface pensive. Then, suddenly, he grinned. “L ook, Rocal” He pulled her into arecessed
stone archway. The door within it opened into acircular chamber only afew paceswide.



Rocawaked ingde. The stone room contained nothing, and its unadorned walls were unnaturally
smooth. “What isit?’

“A templefor Jaliece Quar.” Eldri came up next to her. “ Goddess of the Reeds.”

“Ah, | see” She craned back her head. “Itisareed.” The chamber rose through many levels of the
castle, up into the west tower. “Actudly, | think it isatransport tube.”

“Transport?’

She turned to him. “Y ou know that cylinder in your room where you store your clothes?” When he
nodded, she said, “Haven't you ever thought it inconvenient?’

He blinked. “Wéll, no.”

“It would be easier to hang clothesfrom apole”

“Whatever for?’

“Y ou don’t have to take everything out to reach the garments on the bottom.”

“The tube opens hafway down,” he reminded her. “Y ou only haveto take half the clothes out to reach
the bottom.”

“But then the ones on top fal down.” Sheindicated the temple. “The people of the Ruby Empire used
tubes like thisto suspend things. The design of the cylinder in your room probably derives from that same
principle. But it lacks the technology to float garments or move them up and down, just asthis can no
longer move people up and down.”

Eldri hesitated. “Y ou speek asif you know the builders of this castle.”
“They were my ancestors.”

He touched atendril of hair curling around her face. “ So it istrue. Y ou descend from the makers of this
place”

“Wadll, yes.” For some reason, shefelt asif she had given him the wrong answer, though it wastrue.
Hisface paed. “1 thought s0.”

“Youdid?

“From now on,” hevowed, “1 will observetherituas. Y ou have my oath.”

“Rituds?’

“For the goddesses and gods of the sun, wind, and reeds.” He paused with hishand near her cheek, asif
he wished to touch her but was unsure shewould alow it. “Are you asister or daughter?”

“Of who?’
“Vador and Aldan, the sun gods.”

“Ah, no. Eldri, no.” She put her hand on hisarm, letting him fed her solidity. “I’'m aperson, just like you.
Nothing more. People built this castle. Not deities.”



“Even 0.” He held up hisfingers. “Every ten days, | will make aflamein areed asthanks”
She peered at hishands. “ That iseight. Not ten.”

“Eight?’ He glared, apparently dready forgetting hisintent to be deferentid. “Whatever could ‘eight’
mean?’ He sounded far moreirate than puzzled, and she suspected he knew perfectly well what it meant.

“Your fingers.” She counted them. “Eight.”

Glowering, Eldri made two fists and uncurled each finger as he counted it. “ One, two, three, four, five,
SX, seven, ten.”

“Of coursel” Rocabeamed at him. “Y ou count in base eight. It makes perfect sense. Eight fingers, base
aght”

“Y ou sound like Brad,” he grumbled. “ And you make no more sense than him. Tenisten. Not twelve.”
Hetook her hands and indicated her ten fingers, including her thumbs. “Twelve.”

“Wecdl that ten.”

“Itisn’'t ten.” Eldri crossed hisarms. “Y ou are as bad as those resort planners. They never listen, ether.”

Her smilefaded. “When | return home, | will see what can be done about them.” The Assembly had to
dispute Earth’sclaim here, lest it set a precedent of giving Skolian territory to the Allieds.

“Stay, Roca.” Helowered hisarms. “Don't leave.”
She swalowed. “Please don’'t ask me that.”

Hedidn’t answer, only took her hand and walked with her out of the Reed. The day’ slight seemed to
dim around them.

Ontheir fifth day, Eldri took Roca up to the battlements atop the highest tower. Bundled in heavy jackets
and trousers, they stood in the wind under avivid lavender sky with no trace of clouds. Vador, thelarge
sun, was ahuge golden coin hiding Aldan, hissmaller brother. The mountains spread around them,

spectacular in their jagged, dangerous beauty.

Far below, young people were clearing snow off the bridge that arched to the castle. Beyond it wasthe
plain of windswept stone that visitorsto Windward had to cross to reach the castle. Cliffs bordered both
sdes of the plain, rising higher asthey came closer to Windward, until on its east and west Sdes, they
towered straight up from the chasm, making it impaossible to reach the back of the castle from thisside.

Acrossthe plain, Roca could see the end of the path that led up here from Dalvador. Two great Statues
bracketed it, each carved in the shape of awinged beast with curved horns. From a strategic point of
view, she could see why Eldri’ sancestors had put afortress here; it was dmost inaccessible. But she
didn’t understandwhat it protected. Windward had no city, no farms, no population of any kind except its
qaff.

“Eldri, look.” She pointed toward the path. “ Do you see?’
Squinting againgt the sun, he shaded his eyes. “Riders!” He grinned at her. “We have vistors”

“That meanswe can leave here, yes?’



“I think s0.” Jubilant, he heaved open the glasswood door to the tower. They ran down the stepsinside.

At the ground floor, many of Eldri’smen joined them. They dl jogged across the courtyard, through the
melting snow, and out under the portcullis. Garlin was aready on the bridge, surrounded by soldiersfrom
the castle, al in disk mail and leather armor dyed adark purple. As Eldri came up to Garlin, the older
man handed him abelt with afindy tooled scabbard. The sword it held had a crystaline pomme made
from the same prismatic materid aslyrine hooves.

“Saints above.” Rocagaped as Eldri took the weapon. “Y ou aren't redlly going to usethat thing, are
you?’

He glanced at her asaman helped him into hisarmor. “Y ou must go insde the cagtle.”

“Y ou can't think we' re in danger from those few people.” She knew nothing about combat here, but
surely some principleswere universd. They wouldn't al be standing out hereif Eldri genuinely believed
they were about to be attacked.

“We do not know who they are.” He paused as his man finished outfitting him. “ Probably friends, but
they could be enemies. We will see” He strapped the sword belt around his hips.

It astonished Rocathat he wore the weapon so easly. It had to weigh agrest dedl, with its greet length
and wide blade. “Eldri, that thing is dangerous.”

Garlin spoke dryly. “That istheidea, Lady Roca.”

Looking around, she redlized al the soldiers on the bridge were smilarly armed, many with daggers as
well, and afew with wespons that resembled curved axes. She frowned at Garlin. “And if those people
coming here are friends?’

He shrugged. “ Then wewill invitetheminsgde.”
Eldri drew her aside and indicated the castle. “L ook.”

Gazing up, she saw archerslined up aong the battlements atop the castle wall, partially hidden behind
merlons, between the crendllations. She arched an eyebrow at Eldri. “ Are you alwaysthisfriendly to
vigtors?’

He adjusted the belt around his hips. “Rumors say Lord Avaril plansto attack.”
She hesitated. “1an't it dangerousfor you to fight?”

“I cannot livemy lifehiding.”

“You could die”

Hislips quirked upward. “I promise not to.”

“Eldri! It snot ajoke.”

“I know.” After amoment he added, “1 had a seizure during a battle once.”
She couldn’'t believe he said it so calmly. “How did you survive?’

“My opponent ran away. He thought | was possessed.”



Roca heard the pain under his attempt to sound amused. Before she could respond, Garlin came over.
“Lady Roca, you mugt return to the fortress now.”

She wanted to stay, but she knew they would ins €, just like her bodyguards. Annoyed, she stepped
back toward the castle, still gazing out over the windswept plain. Acrossthe open area, about a
kilometer from where she stood, a group of riders were exiting the mountain path, riding between the
towering Satues.

“I only seetenlyrine,” Rocasaid as the group came out onto the plain. “ They don’t look dangerous.”
Certainly not compared to dl Eldri’ s men bristling with their wegpons.

Eldri squinted at them. “I can’t tdll if those are my men.”

Magnify,Roca thought. Her node accessed her optic nerves, and the riders seemed to jump in size.
“Wdl, I'll take alaunch off alily pad!” Shetook off running acrossthe bridge, unmindful of the dush that
splashed on her boots and trousers. Her response startled Eldri’ s men enough that by the time anyone
grabbed for her, she had aready passed.

It took her only minutesto cross the kilometer-wide plain. The riders were dressed like Eldri’ s men, but
without armor, and they carried no weapons. A man reined in hislyrine and jumped down while the other
animasmilled around him. As Roca dodged among the lyrine, the fellow wove hisway to her.

“Brad!” Shewas s0 glad to see the port administrator, she threw her arms around his neck as soon as
she reached him. He hugged her back, laughing, with no attempt to restrain hisrelief.

Suddenly ahand grasped Roca s arm and yanked her away from Brad. Startled, she swung around to
find Eldri gripping her so hard, the veinsin his hand stood out. He stared at Brad with no hint of asmile.
Rocasighed. Apparently maleterritoridity wasthe samein dl cultures,

Eldri’ s men had no such reservations about their visitors. Still in full armor, but with their wegpons
sheathed, they gathered around the newcomers, boisterous and laughing as the riders jumped down from
their lyrine. Everyone mixed together, calling out names and dgpping each other on the back.

Eldri spoketo Brad with chill formality. “Y ou have ridden along way.”

“I’'msorry | didn't come sooner.” Brad gave Rocaalook of apology. “1 tried to fix the flyer, but | don’'t
have the parts. And | couldn’t raise you on my comm equipment.”

Rocawinced. “I didn’t have any with me.” Before he could ask why not, she said, “ Can you get partsfor
theflyer?’

“I sent an order with the supply ship.” He started to say more, then stopped, the vertica lines between
his eyes degpening.

“What isit?’ Rocaasked.
“It will be ayear before another ship comes.”
“A year?’ Her somach seemed to drop. “No ship putsin here for anotheryear?”

“I'm sorry.” Brad blew out agust of air. “The pilot of this one waited severa hours, but he couldn’t delay
any longer.”

“Gods admighty.” Thiswas even worse than she had feared. * Pray they can find me.”



“Who?" Brad asked.
Garlin was glancing around a the milling people. “ Perhgps we should continue thisinsde.”
Brad smiled a him. “Hello, Garlin. Y ou look as annoyed as dways.”

Unexpectedly, at least to Roca, Garlin laughed. “And you,” hetold Brad, “will soon lose more chess
games”

Brad chuckled asthey al headed for Windward. His breath made blue puffsin theair. “We had quitea
ride here. It took most of the day to bridge that collapsed section of the path.”

Roca couldn’t hold back her shudder. “We jumped it.”
“Good Lord, why?’ Brad asked.

Garlin answered. “I1t wastoo late in the day to go back.” Hewalked at Brad' s Side with ease, seeming
far more pleased than Eldri to seethe Allied man.

Rocafdt Eldri’ s confuson. Hisnatura inclination to like Brad was marred by theimage, vivid in hismind,
of Rocahugging him. Roca wanted to assure Eldri he had no reason to worry, but she knew an open
acknowledgment of his discomfort would hurt his pride.

Eldri spoke quietly. “We lost Jacquilar at the break.”
Brad' s smilevanished. “Eldrinson, I'mterribly sorry.”
After arespectful slence Garlin said, “Brad, can you stay long?’

“Not too long. | can keep in touch with the port from here, but | should get back. | don’t liketo leave it
automated.” He glanced at Roca. “1 had to make sure you were dl right. Y our message said you would
only be gone aday. When you didn’t return—and given the way you left—" He cleared histhroat,
avoiding Eldri’ sgaze. “I thought | had better check.”

Roca could tell Eldri wasupset. “1 am fine,” she assured Brad. “ Everyone has been an excellent host.”
That wasn't completely truefor Garlin, but it would do. “ The snow kept us here.”

Brad gave her an odd look. “Y our English has certainly improved.”
“I have anode optimized for languages.”
His eyeswidened. “ Those things are expensive.”

Rocadidn’t think this was the time to explain. They were crossing the bridge now, so she motioned at the
melting snow al around them. “| take it the storm was unexpected.”

Brad nodded. “It’ s hard to predict the snows.”
“Lyshriol has no seasons?’

He gave her agtartled smile. She wasn't sure why until she caught a flash of his thought—she had used
the true name of the world rather than the one chosen by the resort planners.

“This planet hasno axid tilt,” he said asthey passed under the portcullis. “And itsorbit iscircular. So no
seasons. Climate variations mainly come from changesin dtitude and churning of the atmosphere. It's



aways summer in the plains and winter up here. Snowfal thisheavy isunusud, but it happens.”
“Notilt and acircular orbit?’” Rocaasked. “That doesn’t sound natural.”
“It probably isn't.” He motioned at the sky. “Eventually those starswill tear apart the orbit.”

Rocaglanced at the suns. Aldan had moved out from behind Vador, showing asasmdl disk next toits
more golden brother. They were probably K stars rather than the human standard of G, astypified by
Earth’ s sun. From what she had seen, it took them about three and one-half hoursto orbit each other.

“Thisworld must have an interesting history.” She gave Brad apointed look. “ ASkolian history.”
Heraised hishands asif to defend himsdlf. “ Jeri, | just run the port.”

“Jeri?’ Eldri snorted. “Her nameisRoca”

“Uh, Eldri—" Roca gtarted.

“Jeri isafdsename,” Eldri added, glaring at Brad asif daring him to argue.

Rocaknew Eldri was assarting his familiarity with her, but he didn’t understand what he could revedl.
Rocawas an unusual name and awell-known one.

Sure enough, Brad laughed. “Wdll, hdll, maybe you' re Roca Skolia hersdlf. Y ou know what they say,
that sheisthe most beautiful woman dive, asradiant as gold, with eyesthat shimmer like...” Hisvoice
trailed off as he stared at her.

“Skolia?’ Eldri asked Roca. “Y ou said the name of your province was Skolia. It isyour name, too?’

Rocaglanced at Eldri, and he inclined his head, understanding her unspoken request. Then he gestured to
the riders and soldiers with them. Everyone dispersed, leading away their lyrine, the people of Windward
deep in conversations with their visitors, who brought excitement into the community of thisisolated
mountain fortress. Roca gave Eldri alook she hoped conveyed her gratitude. Although no one at
Windward understood English, some from Dalvador might. If she wanted off thisworld asfast as
possible, she might have to take chancesin reveding hersdf, but she had to minimize them.

Roca stopped with Eldri and Brad. Garlin dso stayed, standing at Eldri’ sside. The four of them were
aone now in the trampled snow of the courtyard.

Although Roca answered Eldri’ s question, she spoketo Brad. “Y es. Skoliais my name.”
Hisface paled. “ RocaSkolia?”

“yYes”

“Thisisggnificant?’ Garlin asked.

Brad was garing at her. “Gods, why didn’t you tell me?’

“Why do you think?’ shesaid.

Henarrowed hisgaze. “Itisan unusud clam.”

“One punishable by degth, if false,” Rocasaid. The Assembly guarded its Ruby psonswith atenecity
that bordered on obsession.



“If you truly are Roca Skolia,” he said dowly, “then | amin one blazing mess of trouble.”
“Y ou have done nothing wrong,” Rocasaid.

“Why would you beintrouble?’ Eldri asked.

“Roca Skoliais aqueen among her people,” Brad said.

“Queen?’ Eldri put hishandson hiships. “Likethis‘king' your resort plannerscal me?’
“Something likethat,” Brad said.

“Good.” Eldri grinned at Roca. “ Then we are well matched.”

Brad spoke carefully. “Eldrinson, | don’t think you understand.”

“Lady Roca” Garlin waited until she turned to him. “When the resort plannerscall Eldri a‘king,” they
give the impression that atrue sovereign would have agrest deal more power than anyone here
possesses. |sthistrue among your people, too?’

She understood what he was asking: didshe have that kind of power. Shesaid, smply, “Yes”
“Oh, God,” Brad said. “I’m dead.”

“Adminigtrator Tompkins.” Rocaused hisformd title, trying to jar him out of his panic. “No one will
blameyou.”

“Likehdll. I’'ve watched your father and son on the news holos. And yes, now that | 1ook for it, | seethe
resemblance.” Hetook adeep breath. “It’sjust not anything | would ever have imagined for avigtor to

my mrt.”
“Canyou helpme?’ Rocaasked. “| must return to Parthonia.”

“My communicationswork at light speed. It would take years for amessage from here to reach another
world.” Brad raked his hand across histight curls. “1 was chosen for this position with the understanding
that | could adapt to life here without much support until our presence became better established. It was
expected | could go for long periods on my own.”

“We must have some recourse,” Roca said. “ Some way to access the webs.”

“Can you create aKyle web node?’ His excitement jumped at the thought.

“Only amember of the Dyad can do that.”

“Dyad.” Despite the cold, he was perspiring. “Y ou mean the Imperator and Ruby Pharaoh, yes?’
“Thatisright.”

“Your parents.”

“Yes My parents.” As much as she didiked reveding hersdf, it might be the only way to convince him
they had to try every extremeto get her off Lyshriol. She had hidden her trail too well; the same twists
and turnsthat freed her from Kurj’ s scrutiny had also stranded her.

Roca dreaded what Kurj would do to Eldri if he found her here. At best, her son had a controlled
animosity for themenin her life. No one could match hismemory of hisfather, Tokaba Ryestar. He



considered no man good enough for his mother, especialy after Darr.

The closer she and Eldri grew to each other, the more shefeared for hislife.

11
Warlords of the Snow

Roca danced with the other women in an exquisite hall, aroom with onion-shaped arches everywhere, dl
adorned by carvings that resembled frozen lace. Intricate mosaics designed from glasswood covered
every surface like stained glass, but deeper in hue, lesstranducent. Rocawhirled and spun, exuberant,
letting hersdlf go as she hadn’t done for years. The women wore dresses today, with blue or violet skirts
that swirled when they turned.

She didn’'t understand their speech, but she read their tone, body language, and moods. They drew her
into ever more complicated steps, their voicestrilling with delight that she learned fast. Although she
could handle the gravity better now, she migudged some of the steps and lost her balance, flailing her
arms. Laughing and teasing, the others caught her, making it into agame. They cdled out with approva
when she kicked her leg higher or arched her back farther than anyone e se.

Over and over the dancers brokeinto four pairs, eéight women in aset. The patternswere al based on
powers of two. In fact, now that she thought abouit it, everything on Lyshriol camein pairs. two suns, two
moons, two sets of two opposing fingers on two hands, two sets of two opposing toes on two feet. She
amiled, thinking of Eldri and hersdlf. Two lovers.

The men stood around the edges of the hall, watching, drinking, and laughing among themselves.
Musiciansin one corner played drums, reeds, bells, chimes, and harps. Other folks sat at round tables,
intent on agamethat involved rolling smal bubbles of various colors. Children ran through the hall,
shaking rattles at one another and bouncing hardened bubbles.

Sometimes awoman in the dance would tease one of the men, waving ascarf a him until hewaded in
and pulled her out of the crowd, stealing kisses from her. Sometimes he took her out of the room
atogether. Roca hoped the men would join the dancing, but they showed no inclination to do so.
Searching for Eldri, she caught sight of him standing under an archway with Garlin and severa other men.
He waved, but stayed put.

So Roca danced, abandoning herself to the sheer pleasure of movement. It touched her degp ingde, asit
had her entire life. Her Assembly duties may have forced her to curtail her dancing, and the grind of the
Parthonia Ballet may have dulled her joy in performing, but the love of her art would dwaysbein her
heart. Thismagica time became awarm placein the cold redity of her life, aredlity that could al too
eadly freeze thislovey but vulnerable dream.

Eldri and Rocalay sprawled on hisbed, till in their finery from the dance, eating sweet-poms, small blue
bubbles that tasted like heaven. Roca gazed dreamily into the fire in the hearth, where glasswood rods
burned with red, blue, and green flames.

Eventudly shelaid her head on the quilt and closed her eyes. Having two sets of vistorsin only afew
days, first the Bard showing up with his people, then the non-Bard and his party arriving yesterday, had
sent Windward into awhirl of parties. It was fun, but exhausting. She ought to rest now; tomorrow they
would head back to the starport to see what could be done about this frustrating mess of her being



stranded here.

Eldri nuzzled her cheek. “Y ou are an incredible dancer.”

“Y ou should dance with me.”

“What?" He sounded scandalized. “ Do not make such jokes.”

She opened her eyes hdfway, her lashes shading them in agold fringe. “Don’t men dance here?’
“Of course not. What aquestion.”

She smiled drowslly. “You look asif | just suggested you run naked through Windward.”
“Better that than dance,” he growled.

“Redly?Why?’

He seemed bewildered by the question. “ That islike asking why aman isn’'t awoman. A man who
dancesis—wel—femae.”

“I think it' ssexy.”
“Please do not tell me that men dance among your people.”
“All thetime.” She yawned. “The Parthonia Ballet has more male than female dancers.”

His mouth fell open. Then he snapped it shut. “No wonder you must come hereto find agenuine mae
person.”

Rocalaughed. “Itisjust different customs.” She snuggled closer to him. “But you most certainly area
genuine male person.”

“Come dance for me somemore,” he murmured.

A knock came at the door.

Eldri ignored it, pulling Rocaagaingt him. Another knock came, louder than thefirst.
“Bah,” he muttered, letting her go. “Enter,” he cdled in his own language.

An older man opened the door, his face creased with lines. As he spoke, his voice sharp, Eldri went
rigid. Roca caught little of what the man said, but she recognized the word “lyrine.”

Eldri moved off the bed, fast and urgent. “I haveto go.”

“What has happened?’ Roca asked. She stood up next to the bed as Eldri strode to the tube-narrows
that held his dothes. “What iswrong?’

He yanked out the boots he wore with hisdisk mail. “ A party of riders comes up the mountain.”
Rocafelt the blood drain from her face. “From Davador, | hope.”

“I don’'t think s0.” He siwung around to her. “Not hundreds of men in armor astride war mounts.”



Roca stood with Brad atop the highest tower of Windward. Late afternoon sunlight danted across them,
bringing no warmth. They were in alookout, an area only afew paces across, protected by merlons
carved in the shape of bubble reeds. Freezing wind pulled at their heavy clothes and the hoods of their
jackets. It was hard to believe that only yesterday she had stood here with Eldri, watching Brad come up
the mountain.

Their new vistorsterified her.

Hundreds of warriors astride dark lyrine were climbing the path, the only viable approach to—or escape
from—Windward. Cliffsto the east and west would block the army from surrounding the castle, which
meant they could only occupy the barren plainin front of it. However, on the other Side of the cadtle,
more warriors were descending the supposedly inaccessible mountains. With her augmented optics,

Roca saw men rappelling down the cliffs, anchoring their ropes with spikes they hammered into the stone.
It had shocked Eldri; gpparently mountain climbing was unheard of among his people. Until now. Lord
Avail had just invented it.

The men on the cliffs had no access to the castle, but their presence dso madeit usdless for Windward' s
inhabitantsto try bridging the chasmbehind the keep. If Eldri’ s people found away to snesk out the
back, theinvading army could just as easily bresk insde. Avaril had thoroughly trapped them.

People were running across the courtyard below, battening, locking, and securing everything. She wished
she could help, do anything, but when she and Brad had offered, everyone politely urged them to stay
back. They claimed it was because Roca and Brad were incarnations of Lyshrioli deities, the Sunsand
Night, and as such had to be protected and revered. Roca suspected it had more to do with her and
Brad getting in the way because they had o little experience with castle operations.

She studied the massive wall around Windward. Several metersthick and many storieshigh, it was
topped by protected walkways, with towers at the corners. Although it differed from castle walls she had
seen on other worlds, it served the same basic function, to protect its inhabitants and keep out hostile
armies. She prayed it performed its purpose well.

“I need to do something,” Brad muttered.
Shefet the sameway. “ They want us out of theway.”

“I can’t believe thisis happening.” He dug his hands deeper into his pockets. “ Aninterstellar leader
shows up a my port and what do | do? Get her caught in aloca war.”

“Y ou did nothing wrong,” Roca said.
He gave her adour look. “Tell that to your Imperial Space Command when they show up.”

Rocaknew hewasright; if shedied here, Kurj would raze Windward to the ground, dong with haf the
mountain range. Brad would be history. “ Can you reach the port with your comm?’

Hedidn’t look optimigtic. “1 can contact the El there. I’ ve dready sent amessage. But Avaril has
probably aso invaded Dalvador, and even if he hasn't, Eldri’ s people aren’t likely to look for any
message from me. They don't understand my equipment and wouldn’t trespassin my home anyway.”

Roca nodded, disheartened but unsurprised. Eldri’ s men were taking positions on walkways and in
towers, concedling themselves while they studied the enemy forces. “How will they fight?”

“I can’'t say.” Brad hunched his shoulders againgt the cold. “ Even if | knew ancient warfare, which |
don’t, they probably have their own strategies here.”



“The dtrategy isthe same everywhere,” she muttered. “Kill.”

To their left, on alarge tower, severa people waked out onto abalcony. They gazed at the approaching
army asit poured between the two statues guarding the end of the path up from Dalvador. The bacony
was lower than where Roca stood with Brad, and far enough away that she couldn’t pick up the mood of
the people there. But it took no telepathy to guesstheir thoughts; Avaril’sarmy far outhumbered the
forcesa Windward. The castle' sbest defense wasitsimpregnability, but Avaril could wait them out until
Windward' s people starved or surrendered.

“I hope we have enough food,” Roca said.
“Maybe they will cometo atruce, en?’
“Maybe.” She doubted it, though, given Avaril’ s advantage.

Eldri and Garlin joined the group on the balcony, both of them in leather armor and disk mail. Compared
to the cybernetic armor Rocawas used to seeing on soldiers, theirslooked excruciatingly fragile. They
were holding their helmets, which were designed like wild beasts and would cover their heads and upper
faces, with openingsfor the eyes.

AsAvail’sarmy spilled onto the plain, aman separated from the general mass and headed to the castle.
Hewore armor and mail similar to Eldri’s men, except the leather was dyed red. Stopping at the foot of
the bridge, he waved ared scarf over his head.

“What doesthat mean?’ Roca asked.

“I haven't aclue” Brad said.

On the balcony, one of Eldri’s men waved apurpleflag.
“Maybe they're chdlenging each other,” Brad said.

“I think they want to talk.”

Helooked doubtful. “Why?’

“The women dance with scarves.” Sherecalled the party thismorning. It seemed an eternity ago now.
“When they want to catch aman' s atention, they waveit at him.”

“Thisisno courtship,” Brad said dryly.

Garlin was leaving the balcony; below, Avaril’s man waited at the bridge. Several meters back, ataller
man stood in the midst of severd warriors, his head held high and his gaze narrowed at the group of
people on the bal cony. He had wine-colored hair of the exact same shade as Eldri, and he seemed about
Eldri’ sheght.

A discordant grinding echoed through the mountains, the sound of the portcullisraising, then lowering. A
moment later Garlin appeared in view on the bridge.

Brad swore. “Ishe nuts? They could kill him.”
“I think they’ re going to negotiate.” Rocawatched as Garlin crossed the bridge to Avaril’s man.

“I hope so,” Brad said. “But we need abackup plan.”



Roca studied the scene below. “If Eldri’ s people destroy that bridge, no one can reach us. The chasmiis
too wideto jump.” Twigting around, she indicated Avaril’ swarriorsin the northern mountains. They had
gathered in clumps on snowy ledges and the snow-drenched valley behind Windward, but none had tried
crossing the chasm to the castle. “ They can’t manage it even with their ropes and spikes.”

“But then we couldn’t leave.”
“We could build adrawbridge.”

Brad considered the thought. “1t might work. But they would need explosivesto destroy the bridge down
there. | don't know if they have them.” He rubbed hischin. “I might be ableto help.”

Rocaamiled. “Y ou blow thingsup?’

“Actudly, usudly just the opposite. I'm an engineer.” He studied the bridge where Garlin and Avaril’s
man were talking now. “Y ou'reright that the bridge is our weak point. Avaril’s men could bring acrossa
battering ram and smash their way in here.”

Rocaleaned out to see better. The tower was high enough to let her peer over the castle' s outer wall, but
the portculliswas directly below, making it hard to see. “1t would be difficult, | think. But not impossible.”

Brad hauled her back, hisface darmed. “Don't do that! | get hivesthinking of you faling.”

“Iwon't.” She hoped it wastrue. 1 doubt they could bring a battering ram up the mountains. They would
haveto makeit here.”

“Nothing up here but snow and rock. We' re above the e evation where plants grow.” Brad indicated the
people working in the courtyard below. “ They haveto carry in dl the food.”

Rocatried not to think about those limited stores. “ Avaril’ s people might throw boulders at the castle.”
“They would need a catapult, abig one, which has the same problems as a battering ram.”

Roca scowled. “None of this makes sense. What does this keep defend? Not Davador. Avaril’sarmy
came up fromthat side of the plains. It would be easier for them to reach Dalvador than here.”

“Dalvador hasits own defenses.”
“Then why attack this castle? Why isit here?’

Brad spoke dowly. “I’'m not certain, but | believe it’s more atemple than afortress. It stands on the
border between Davador and the Rillian Vaeslike a—" He paused, thinking. “Like asenting that
watches over both sides of theworld, at least the world as the people here know it.”

Rocaremembered how Eldri had taken her to the reed temple. “ So if Avaril captures Windward, it gives
him symbolic dominion over Eldri’ s people”

“Yes” Hisvoice quieted. “Windward is hallowed to these people. I’ ve been on Lyshriol for three years
and never been invited. Thisismy firg vigt.”

Roca understood what ese he wastelling her, how much it had meant for Eldri to bring her here. She
hoped the Dalvador Bard didn’t live—or die—to regret his decision.

Garlin was returning to the castle, while Avaril’ s man headed back to the army. As Garlin disappeared
from view, the portcullis rumbled. Roca dug her handsinto her pockets. “I know what else Windward



has that Dalvador lacks.”

Brad glanced at her. “What?’

“The Dalvador Bard.”

His expression turned blesk. “Heisthe only one between Avaril and thetitle.”

“Why isAvaril sointent on killing Eldri’ sfamily?’ Rocacurled her fistsin her pockets. “Isheredly sucha
monger?’

Brad squinted &t her. “ Actualy, one might argue that Avaril has more of aclaim to thetitle than
Eldrinson.”

That gave Roca pause. She wanted to hate the man who threatened her lover, and she couldn’t imagine
Eldri trying to kill anyone sfamily. But shewas hardly an unbiased observer. “Why would Avaril have
more of aclam?’

“Avaril’sfather was the oldest son of the man who served as the Davador Bard two generations ago.
Eldrinson’ sfather was the second son.” His voice took the cadence of astorytdller. “Many years after
the Bard logt hiswife, hefell in love with ayounger woman. Then his oldest son betrayed him. He
impregnated the woman and demanded her hand in marriage. His enraged father disinherited him, which
made his second son the heir. That was how Eldrinson’ sfather became Bard. The older son did marry
the woman, but she died in childbirth, leaving him even more embittered. He taught hisrageto his
child—Avaril.” Brad exhded. “And so Avaril Vadoriaswore to avenge his parents.”

Roca pulled her jacket tighter. “Y our people have asaying, yes? The sins of the father—?’

“Shdl be visited upon the son. Yes.” A grimace creased hisface. “Let us hopethiscastleisas
unassailable asit looks.”

She shivered. “Let ushope.”

Peoplefilled the dining hdl: Garlin, Eldri, soldiers, women and men from the castle. Y oung people moved
among them, serving food and drink. Everyone wore heavy clothes, fur-lined boots, and jackets or
cloaks. Only alow fire burned in the great hearth; they were aready rationing the glasswood they used
for everything but couldn’t grow here. Rocaand Brad waited on a bench against thewall, out of theway,
afew metersfrom the long table where Eldri and Garlin conferred with severa advisers.

Roca crossed her arms. “We should be over there.”
“Garlinrefused,” Brad said.
Sheroseto her feet. “ Garlin needsto trust us more.”

At first Brad looked asif he would caution againgt interfering. Then he stood next to her. Asthey
approached the table, Garlin glanced up and frowned at them. Following his gaze, Eldri looked too.

Roca stopped at the table. “We would like to help.”
“This concerns Windward,” Garlin said. “Not you.”

“Weare here, ds0,” Roca answered.



Hewaved his hand at the room full of people. “So arethey. | do not see them interrupting us.”
“We have knowledge they don't.”

Garlin scowled at her. “Thisis not about offworlders.”

“It isabout defense,” Eldri said mildly. “ Theirs, too.”

“We might be ableto offer insghts,” Brad added.

“I think they should stay,” Eldri said.

Garlin’ surge to send them away was dmost palpable, so much so that Rocawondered everyone in the
room didn’t fed it. But apparently Eldri’ s wishes superseded his. He motioned curtly at two chairs across
the table, set back from his group. “Be seated then.”

As Rocaand Brad settled into the chairs, Rocalooked around. Three other people were at the table: an
older man with gray hair and acraggy visage; a portly woman, dso with graying hair, though surely she
wasonly in her early thirties, and Shaliece, the Memory in the red robe. Shaliece watched them dl, her
concentration never wavering. It unsettled Roca; shefdt asif aholovid camerawere recording her every
move.

The others resumed their discussion. They spokein Trillian, but Brad trandated for her. The two of them
were far enough away from the othersthat aslong as he kept hisvoice low, it didn’t disrupt the
conversaion.

“They are shocked by Avaril’sarmy,” he said. “They knew he was gathering men, but they had no idea
he had so many.”

Shefdt their bewildered dismay. “What did Avaril’sman say?’
“He gave Garlin termsfor surrender.”
Roca scowled. “Why should we surrender?”

Brad indicated Eldri, who was gesturing with vehemence as he spoke. *“ He asks the same question. Itisa
standoff. We can't get out and Avaril’ sarmy can’t get in. They wonder if Avaril can breach thewalls.”
He paused. “ Personally, | think he would need flyersto get in here or some other technology they don’t
possess.”

“What do they say?’

Brad waited for an appropriate opening, then spoke to the othersin Trillian. The older man responded,
and Brad trandated for Roca. “The walls are strong, probably enough to keep out Avaril.” He paused.
“They measure time differently here, but | think heis saying they have enough storesto last about a
gandard year, and that only with careful rationing.”

“A year?’ She held back her gpprehension. “ Surdly Dalvador will send reinforcements before then.”

He relayed her question and trandated the answer. “ Apparently Avaril has other forcesthat have
engaged the armies of Dalvador and Rillia. Or so hisman claims. We have no way to verify it.”

Garlin spoketo Brad in English. “ Can you ask your port for help?’
“I’ve sent messages.” Brad tapped the palmtop on his bdlt. “With agood line of sight from atower, | can



reach the computers. Unfortunately, no onein Davador knows to check for messages or how.” He
glanced a& Roca. “| sent a message offworld, but it won't travel any faster than light speed.”

The Memory held up her hand. She spoketo Brad in ameodic trill; then, in perfect English, she said,
“But it won't travel any faster than—" and tilted her head.

Brad spoke dowly. “Light speed.”
She nodded and folded her hands on the table.
Rocaamiled a Shdiece. “Y ou speak Englishwell.”

Everyone at the table froze. The older man roseto hisfeet, hislips pressed in aline. Eldri spoke quickly,
putting his hand on the man’sarm, nudging him back into hischair.

Rocaglanced at Brad. “What did | do?’

It was Eldri who answered, hisvoice gentle. “The Memory will not spesk unlessher hand isup. It
otherwise disrupts her memory of events.”

Rocaspoketo dl of them, with Brad trandating. “Please accept my gpologies. | am new here and meant
no offense.”

Eldri’sfacelitin asmile. “Nonetaken.” Then he added, “The Memory doesn’t actually know English,
but she can replicate what she hears perfectly. Sometimes when she hears new combinations of sounds,
she needs to check their pronunciation.”

Garlin leaned toward Roca. “What does light speed mean?’

“It means,” she said dourly, “that it will take yearsfor Brad’ s message to reach anyone.” It sounded even
more depressing out loud.

“I don’t see what good that will do,” Eldri said.
“Neither dowe,” Brad admitted. “But we must try.”

Eldri inclined his head in acknowledgment. As he and the others resumed their discussion in Trillian, Roca
spoketo Brad in alow voice. “Did you bring any weaponsto this planet?’

“AnEM pulse-gun.”

She sat up straighter. “ Do you have it with you here?” He could fight off agood number of warriorswith
such awegpon, aslong asits ammunition and charge lasted.

He shook hishead. “Garlin, Eldri, al these people—they’ ve been my friendsfor years. | would no more
draw that gun on them than on my own family.”

“Soyou left it a the port.”

“Yes” Herubbed hiseyes. “| thought of bringing it, but | knew | didn’t need a pulse-gun to make Eldri
behave.” Hetapped the pocket of hisjacket. “1 did bring my smart-knife. But it won't help much against
anentirearmy.”

Although his response didn’t surprise her, she wished he had thought to bring the gun. It wastrue, a
pulse-gun was far more than he would need under most circumstances here, but someonein his position



had to look at every possible danger. She glanced over the hal, so full of people who hoped Eldri and
Garlin had asolution. “What do you know about this Avaril fellow?’

“Eldri’ s people don’t like him. They don’'t believe he has any right to atitle hisfather lost.” Brad paused.
“Heisapersonable man if you can get past hishatred of Eldri’sfamily. But the Davador peoplelove
Eldri. Thethought that Avaril would kill their Bard horrifiesthem.”

It horrified her, too. “I wish we had your gun.”

Brad spoke quietly. “Lady Roca, | would do my utmost to defend you and the people here. But
attacking Avaril’smen isanother story. It violates so many interstellar contact laws, | can’t even count
them.”

Rocagave him asour look. “Y ou Allieds have too many rules. Those warriors want to kill us. | would
shoot them now and worry about interstellar contact laws later.”

“Yes, you could kill agood number of them before they caught you or the gun ran out of power. Then
what?’ He spokein alow, intent voice. “ One pulse-gun can't destroy an entire army, even one armed
with only swords and bows. Y ou would be lucky to escape with your life, and it would belike stirring a
hornet’ s nest out there.”

Rocawinced a the image. Sheindicated Eldri and his advisers. “What are they saying?’

“That we must prepare for asege.”

Shemade an incredulous noise. “Thisissurred.”

“Nokidding.”

Rocawasn't sure what he meant, but histone mirrored what she fdlt. “Why is Garlin frowning?’
“He and Shannar are talking about blocking the bridge.”

“Shannar?’

He indicated the older man. “ Shannar Ervoria. He knows military procedures better than anyone else
I’He_”

“Have they consdered destroying the bridge?’

Brad leaned forward to catch their notice. When Eldri inclined his head, Brad spokein Trillian. Shannar
answered, with Brad trandating. “ The bridge istoo solid to break.”

Roca considered what she had seen. Eldri’ s people knew how to smith metal swords and tools. She
knew too little about forgesto guessif the one here would have anything useful, but it was worth
checking. As much as she hated the thought of destroying that extraordinary bridge, they had to consider
it. “Can they make explosives?’

After Brad trandated, much discussion took place. Finaly he said, “It doesn’t sound likeit.”
“Perhaps you can help them make some.” Roca said. “ Gunpowder, maybe?’
“What is‘ gunpowder’?" Eldri asked in English.

“For abomb, sort of,” Rocasaid.



Garlin frowned. “And what is*bomby’ 7’

“You know,” Brad said. “Boom. Rocks and people go flying.”
Garlin arched an eyebrow at him. “ ‘Boom’ 7’

“We could pour burning ail,” Eldri said. “Or drop boulders.”

With Brad trandating, Shannar said, “ Oil might have uses. But we have no boulders here large enough to
affect that bridge.”

“I cannot see my people starve!” Eldri pressed his palm againgt his breastbone. Then his eyes glazed and
he stared into space, his face blank.

The gray-haired woman leaned forward, her forenead creasing as she addressed Eldri in Trillian. He
showed no sign of hearing. Shannar started to speak, but Garlin held up his hand, motioning for silence,
They dl waited.

Brad spoke under his breath in avoice only Roca could hear. “What the hell just happened?’
“Hehad asaizure,” she murmured.

Eldri blinked severa times and looked around. Garlin and the others resumed their discussion, making an
obvious effort to act asif nothing had happened.

“He has seizures?’ Brad asked.
Roca nodded. “How well do you know Eldri and Garlin?’

“Garlin, well. We often play chess.” He paused, rubbing his chin. “Eldrinson comes by much less often.
Helivesin seclusion, except when he Stsasajudge or sings at festivals. His people say heis—" He
spoke a Trillian word. 1t sounded flat, without the chiming of Lyshrioli voca cords. It means something
like ‘touched by the gods.” ”

She sighed. “That seemsto be what they call it here.”
“Cdl what?’

“Epilepsy”

His gaze widened. “Y ou think he has epilepsy?”

“Yes. | do.” Shewatched Eldri, who was listening now while the otherstalked. “ A few days ago he had
agenerdized tonic clonic seizure.”

“Good Lord. You mean agrand mal attack?’

She checked her node for English, but “grand ma” was under French. Big sickness? She found a better
explanation in her medicd files. “Yes, that isright. But that term isn’t used by your doctors now.”

“l had no idea”

“His condition looks serious to me, maybe life-threatening. I’ m not certain he can survive without
trestment.”

“| fedl so damned helpless. Wehave the technology to do wonders for these people, but our hands are



tied”
Rocafdt her face flush. “1 am sorry for my comments at the port about the, uh—the chocolate.”

“Ah, well.” He looked weary. “Y ou had apoint, eveniif | didn’t want to seeit. If we gave Eldrinson
medicines without fully understanding his condition, we could do more harm than good.”

She knew he spoke the truth. But that mattered little right now. It could be along time before they had
any meansto help Eldri. Avaril might not havetokill the Bard at all.

Eldri’ s own body might doit firt.
Part Two:

Siege
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Miracle of Snow

The days passed, one after another, melting together for Rocainto a dreamlike routine. Windward went
on grict rationing. They lit few fires and never shed their heavy clothes. Everyone ate sparingly. Instead
of dreading the snow, Roca hoped for it now, to replenish water for drinking and washing. Everyone
walited, barricaded within the castle while Avaril’ sarmy camped outside. They prayed for the Da vador
army to cometo their rescue, while no doubt Avaril’s men prayed for its destruction.

Even if Davador could have sent an army, Roca doubted it could reach Windward; Avaril’smen
controlled the path up here from the plains and probably any other approaches aswell. If the Dalvador
army cut off hissupplies, his climbers could bring them in through the northern mountains. Rocawas
developing a hedlthy respect for Avaril Vadoria; hewasal too successful at this business of siege.

Y et for dl the deprivations and fear, the days also brought joy. She and Eldri laughed, shivered, and
made love, ensconced under the quilts on his bed. Sheloved his mischief, histeasing grin, the sensud
way hislashes|owered when he wanted her. Their minds blended so easily. He had become part of her,
an oasisin the loneliness she had lived with for so long that she had stopped seeing it.

He had no moregrand ma seizures, but he experienced the less drastic type, blanking for aminute or
two, then coming out of it, disoriented and dazed. For the most part, though, he seemed well, making her
hope she had overestimated the severity of his condition.

Today he had gone to see Brad's group working on explosives. So far very little had come of the effort;
Brad had too few resources and too little knowledge on the subject. But he and his people kept trying.
Rocadidn’t go with Eldri, though. She had barely forced herself through her dance exercisesthis
morning. Now she sat in the dining room with severd women, dully poking at her lunch. Shewastruly
weary of bubbles. People ate nothing else here. The food came in every color and consistency, swest,
sour, big, little, soft, hard, but it was dlbubbles. What she wouldn't give for abig, thick steak.

One of her companions spoke, afriendly girl of about twenty with pink hair streaked by gold. To Roca,
her speech sounded more like wind chimes than words. She wasn't sure what the woman said, but it had
to do with food.

Roca gave her awan smile and struggled to communicate in her fractured Trillian. “I no bubble know.”



She had meant to say she wasn't used to the food, but from their baffled expressions she gathered she
hadn’t succeeded. Trillian sounded so flat when she spoke it anyway.

One woman was watching her with particular concern, Channil, the gray-haired matron who served asan
adviser to Eldri. Shelaid her hand against Roca' s cheek, then felt her forehead. Roca couldn't
understand her, exactly, but she thought Channil was asking how she felt. Roca didn’t know how to tell
them she couldn’t keep eating their food. What could they do? They had nothing ese. If adiet of bubbles
made her sick, too bad.

Channil clucked a her and stood up, taking her arm. Roca let them lead her upstairs. They changed her
into anightshift and tucked her into bed, convinced shewasill. Roca supposed she was, though she had
no cure for food poisoning, other than her nanomeds, which apparently couldn’t deal with this constant
diet of bubbles...

It was dark when Rocawoke. She just made out Eldri in the dim light, changing for bed. Muddled, she
rubbed her eyes. “Isit late?” Shelgpsed naturdly into English with him.

“Very.” He cameto the bed. “How do you fed?’
“Tired.” She closed her eyes. “1 don't think | can eat your food, ether.”

He sat on the bed, till in histrousers and a green shirt with belled deeves. “ Tarla says you have missed
your menses.”

“Who?’

“Tarla The woman who cleans our rooms. She says you have had no cycle since coming here. It has
been enough time, has’t it?” His voice sounded odd, asif he didn’t know whether to be frightened or
elated.

Rocasat up dowly. “I can't be pregnant. My nanomeds prevent conception.”

He began to unlace his shirt. “Nanomeds. Y ou use al these words that make no sense. When men and
women make love, Roca, they have babies.”

She touched hischeek. “1 can’t.”

He pulled off hisshirt and set it on the table. “Then why no menses? Y ou have this sickness. And you are
tired.” Hisvoice caught. “Will you givemeachild?’

“I'm sorry.” Shefelt how much hewanted this. “Itisn’t possible”
“Maybe these non-meds of yours do not work here.”
“Chemistry doesn’'t just stop working.”

He made an exasperated noise. “Chemistry. Brad likes thisword too. He saysit is mixing thingsup to
make other things. It makes no sense. He clamsthe chemigtry of life here differsfrom hisworld. Maybe
it has made your med-things stop working.”

“The differencesin chemistry are what makes me sSick.”

Hefinished undressing and did into bed, drawing her into hisarms. “Very well. We will accept what you
say. Y ou cannot become pregnant. When you have gone nine months with no mensesand are asbig as
Windward, wewill discussthis‘chemigtry’ again.”



She smiled, molding againgt his body. “ Perhaps we should explore thisidea about making babies some
more.”

Helaughed softly. “We are most diligent, yes?’
“Hmmm.” However queasy she might have been before, she felt remarkably diligent now.

Later she drifted to deep amid dreamy visions of bubbles.

Roca had more and more troubl e keeping down food. She dept for increasingly longer periods. One
afternoon she dreamed Brad was talking to her, hisvoice rdentless, refusing to abate when shetried to
block it out of her deep.

She dowly opened her eyes. Brad was seated on a stool by the bed. The room was dim, its shutters
closed tight againgt the cold. No flameslicked the hearth; rationing had grown so tight, no fireswere

alowed now in bedrooms during the day. Across the room, Eldri was hovering in the window acove
with Channil, the matron who had taken Roca under her wing.

“Lady Roca?’ Brad spoke kindly. “They asked meto talk to you. They thought it might make you more
comfortable, snce we re both offworlders and share knowledge unfamiliar to them.”

Hetried again. “Isthat al right with you?’
“Yes...fine” Tired. Shewas sotired. “Go ahead.”
“Channil saysyou have missed two mengtrud cycles now.”

“Two?’ Shetried to wake up. “You must explain to them. No matter how much Eldri wants meto be
pregnant, it cannot happen.”

“Areyou sure?’

She sat up, pulling the quilt around her body. Her shift offered no protection from theicy air. “Thefood
makes me sick. The water, | think, too. | don’t dways boail it.”

He started to speak, then stopped.
“What isit?’ she asked.
“I haveagirlfriend in Davedor.”

She strained to orient her groggy mind on his change of subject. “Y ou must be worried, with Dalvador
under attack.”

“Yes.” He hedtated, seeming flustered. “ Do you remember what | said about the people here having
nanomedsin their bodies that break down impuritiesin the water?” When Roca nodded, he said, “Well, |
have them now, too.”

“Did your doctors synthesizeit for you?’

“No. | have the same ones as the natives.”



She struggled to focus. “I don't understand what you' retrying to tell me.”

“My girlfriend and I.” He was stuttering. “ Lady Roca, please forgive my mention of persona matters. But
the nanomeds can be passed from woman to man, or vice versa. During, ah, intimacy.”

Oh. Shewas suddenly more aware of Eldri in the acove, and grateful too, for histact in waiting out of
earshot. “Then | must have them too.”

“ YS”

She pushed her touded hair out of her face. “Y ou think I’ ve picked up meds from Eldri that interfere with
my contraception?’

“It spossible”

“Pray that isn't true.” She couldn’t begin to imagine what would happen if she returned home pregnant,
especialy by aman her government and family would consder anilliterate barbarian.

Nor wasthat dl. Evenin this egditarian age, when men had achieved equality with women in most facets
of life, the noble Houses remained anachronisms, following matriarcha customs of the ancient Ruby
Empire. Rocawasn’t sure how Eldri’ s culture had taken on patriarcha qualities, but an isolated colony
could evolve agreet ded in fivemillennia It wasn't unusud for awoman in her positionto marry a
younger man, but with Eldri she pushed the age difference too far even for the Imperia Court. And those
were the very people who would find his background the most scandal ous—especialy Generd Vg
Magda, Matriarch of the House of Mg da, who expected Rocato wed her nephew.

And yet for al the mess, muddle, and chaosit would create, her heart legpt at the thought that she might
be carrying Eldri’ s child. She had al the signs, not only “morning” sicknessthat lasted dl day, but dso
fatigue and sorenessin her breasts. It was atreasured but tenuous gift, one she feared would disintegrate
under theforce of redlity.

Rocalooked past Brad to where Eldri stood with Channil. She suspected the older woman was a
midwife. Raisng her voice, she spokein hdting Trillian. “Channil, check me, can you, for babe?’

The midwife cameforward. “Yes, Lady. | can check.”

Channil shooed the men out. Eldri hesitated at the door, looking back, an unbearable hopein hiseyes.
Channil had to push him through the doorway.

Rocalay back down on the bed, exhausted. During her first pregnancy, she hadn’t been worn-out this
way. She had felt wonderful. If thiswas a second, it was going nowhere near aswell asthefirgt.

Channil examined her with gentleness and unexpected expertise. Roca knew she shouldn’t be surprised;
humans would never have survived through al the agesif they had needed modern doctorsto have
babies. But it frightened her to think of giving birth with so little medica care. If she had complications,
she or the baby could all too easily die.

Channil pulled the covers up over her legs. “Y ou are ahealthy young woman.”
“What think you?’ Rocaasked in Trillian. “ A babe?’

“I think s0.” Channil sat next to her, her face kind but concerned. “It will be easier to tell in another thirty
days. For now, you must rest.”



For dl her apprehension, Rocafelt addicatejoy. “Why look you so much worry?’

Her chiming answer was hard to follow, but Roca thought she said, “Y ou do not carry thisone so well.”
“Thisone?’ Rocaasked.

“Itisnot your firg.”

“No. Not first.” She hadn’'t known amidwife could tell so much. But then, she had never known a
midwife

“Did you havetroublethelast time?” Channil asked.

“None.”

“Thistimeisdifficult, I think. Y ou must keep down food.”

“I try.” Softly Rocaadded, “ Send you Eldri in?’

Thematron smiled. “That | can.”

As Channil left, Roca sat up, smoothing her hair. A moment later, Eldri appeared in the doorway.
Roca spoke in Trillian. It somehow seemed gppropriate. “Comein.”

He closed the door and came to the bed, his step uncertain. His voice chimed as he spoke his language.
“How areyou?’

“Wél.” Rocalad her hand on the bed. “With me sit?” At least, she thought she said that.

His grin flashed as he sat againgt the headboard and pulled her into hisarms. “Y our Trillianisnot so
good.”

“What say 17"
“That | should st onyou.”
Rocalaughed and switched to English. 1 need more practice.”

“Perhaps abit.” He hesitated. “What says Channil?’ Despite his attempt a nonchaance, his hope leaked
through to her.

Rocaanswered softly. “ She thinks you areright.”

“Roca A child?

“I had thought not, but it seems| am wrong.”

“I knew it!” He grinned. “It iswonderful.”

Roca swallowed. “I hope so.”

“Areyou sad?’ He held her close. “1 would liketo be glad.”
“Itisincredible)” shewhispered. “And it terrifiesme.”

He pressed hislips againgt her temple, and she closed her eyes. Shefdlt hishappiness. Theideaof achild



didn’t put him off, despite his youth. In fact, from what she had seen here, he was older than most
Lyshrioli men when they became fathers. Perhaps he felt more pressure to start afamily than aman his
age would among her people.

“When would you like the ceremony?” he asked.
“Ceremony?’

“Thewedding.”

Her eyes snapped open. “What wedding?’
“Forus”

“Uh, Eldri—"

“Wemust marry.”

“Why must we marry?’

“Tomake our child legitimate.”

Good gods. How to explain? The union of aRuby heir had nothing to do with love and everything with
politics, heritage, and duty. Her marriage contract would be like atreaty between mgjor powers. This
planet was part of the Allied Worlds, and marriages made in Allied territory were binding under Skolian
law. Lyshriol might even be a Skolian world. If shewed Eldri, it would be legd—and it would cregte an
interstelar crigs.

Rocadidn’t know how to begin. But before she could say anything, he spoke with difficulty. “You
needn’t explain. | fed itin your mind.”

“I am sorry.” Sheregretted it even more, knowing that by admitting he had picked up her mood, he was
showing her atrust that came hard to him, after alifetime of hiding his differences.

“Let usjust gt herefor awhile” hesaid in alow voice.
“Yes” Rocadrew him closer.

Asthey held each other, shetried to think of away they could stay together. The Assembly was
desperate for Ruby psions. They would need to verify hisDNA, but Rocawas certain he had most if not
all of the Ruby genes. To be apsion, achild had to inherit the recessive genes from both parents. Roca
had two of every one. Evenif Eldri had some unpaired, he could pass them on to his children. Precedent
existed. Roca sfirgt husband, Kurj’ sfather, had barely been apsion, but he had carried many of the
genes unpaired. With the help of doctors, he had given them all to his son, matching every onefrom
Roca. It made Kurj a Ruby psion, though his father manifested amost none of the traits.

The Assembly would rgoiceif they could use Eldri to breed Ruby psions, but she feared they would
treat him like astallion they owned or alaboratory animal to study. They would never countenance his
marriage to one of the Imperiaate’ smost powerful women. Nor would the inner circles of Skolian
authority tolerate aman with Eldri’ s primitive background gaining access to such extensve interstellar
influence

Roca could ins st on the marriage; the Assembly would be hard-pressed to refuse her. Shewielded
considerable power in her own right. But the resulting battle could split cracksin the palitical landscape,



Setting her againgt the Assembly, even her family. It would wesken the government at atime when they
particularly needed strength, given that they might soon go to war. She gritted her teeth, trying not to
think of the vote she had missed.

Eldri spokeinalow voice. “Y our moods confuse me. Am | deluded to believe | fedl your mind? Now
you are so very sad. Y ou believe we can never beasone. Tell mel amwrong. Tell mel am crazy.”

She swdlowed. “ Y ou are not crazy.”
“Itistheflaw | have, isit not? The convulsions. That iswhy you refuse me.”

“Eldri, no, never. Epilepsy isn't aflaw. It isamedica condition.” She hurt indgde, knowing he saw himself
as lacking when he had so much to offer. “Y ou had your first seizure the day your family died, yes?’

“That iswhat Garlin says.”

“They were probably psions. Thetraits are inherited. Y our mind would have been linked to theirs.” She
gentled her voice, fedling his discomfort with reminders of the family he had lost before he had a chance
to know them. “When they died, violently, so many at once, it probably caused atraumato your mind.”

It was amoment before he answered. “I do not understand thisword, ‘psion.” ”

“ Someone who feels emotions and thoughts.”

Silence

“Bldri?’

“There are otherslike me?’

“Yes” shemurmured.

“Beforeyou, | thought | wasthe only one. Maybe Garlin.”

“Our child will belikeus”

He spokein alow tone, full of pain. “ Our child will suffer the crue spiritsaswel 1?7’

She cupped hisfacein her hands. “Eldri, no. Y our seizures are symptoms of an injury, not part of being a
psion. They have no connection, except that as apson you may be more susceptible to seizures.”

“Our child will not suffer them?

She hesitated. “I can make no promises. Y ou may pass on agrester susceptibility to seizures. But the
chances are good that our child will befine”

“Like Garlin?’ Hope leaked into hismood. “Hismind islike mine, but he has never had aproblem.”
“Yes. Like Garlin. But stronger.”

Hismood became tender. “This childisamiracle”

“Yes,” sheagreed softly. “A wonder.”

“I composed asong, just in case it was true about the baby.”



Her mood lifted. “Ah, Eldri, | would loveto hear it.”

He sang for her then, in Trillian, hisvoice heartbreakingly beautiful. She listened in joy, but aso sorrow,
knowing he hadn’t asked the questions she most dreaded—for he didn’t know them.

Rocawas having too much trouble with the pregnancy. She and Eldri had too many differences, not just
their hands or coloring, but aso in biochemistry. They came from different stocks of genetically
engineered humans. For al the midwife' s experience, she had nothing resembling the knowledge she
might need to assst in such apregnancy and birth, if complications arose. To makeit worse, they werein
the middle of asiege, with dwindling supplies of food and fuel. Even if she and the child survived, she saw
no way out of the tangle of political or socia convolutions that would ensnare them—no way to stop
redity from crushing their fragilemiracle.

13
Cyber Slums

The orbiter served as home to the powers of an interstellar empire.

Imperia Space Command had found the space station adrift in space, adead relic from the Ruby
Empire—or so it had appeared. Then the techs awvokeit, reviving its ancient Lock, which could power a
Kyleweb. Centuries later, Kurj had named the station the “ Orbiter” because it orbited throughout the
Imperidate, never staying in one place. He chrigtened itsidyllic city “ City” and he caled the valey where
helived “Vdley.” The names made perfect sense to him, though they seemed to amuse his grandmother.
His grandfather understood.

ISC replaced most of the Orbiter’ stechnology, but they |eft the Strategy Table. Modern engineers had
yet to reproduce the transparent composite used in its construction. Lights glittered within its massve top
and blocky legs, illuminating the gold, copper, brass, slver, and platinum components, dl visble likethe
mechanisms of agleaming, antique clock.

Today, military personnel packed the Strategy Room, seated at the great oval table or standing by the
metdlic wals. Officers on other worlds attended as VR ssimulacra. All four branches of ISC were
represented: the Imperia Fleet, Advance Services Corps, Pharaoh’s Army, and J-Force.

The Fleet had originated in the navy on Raylicon, but now it dominated the | SC space divisions. Banner
Highchief commanded. When Kurj had first heard her name, he had gritted histeeth, imagining the
atavigtic culture that produced it. He had no romanticism for barbarism. He should have avoided
assumptions, though; Highchief was atowering cyber-warrior from a high-tech culture. Hard but fair, she
had adry sense of humor he appreciated. Although in private she expressed doubts about the invasion, in
the Assembly she supported him.

The Advance Services Corps scouted planets. Kurj recalled how they had tried to recruit hisfather,
Tokaba Ryedtar, acivilian explorer. Tokaba had refused. When Kurj had been asmall, laughing boy,
Tokaba had often swung him around, saying he would much rather toss his golden child in the air than
shoot people. Kurj didn’'t misstheirony: hisfather had declined to support ASC; now the ASC
Commandant had voted against the invasion. Regardless, he treasured his memories of Tokaba Recalling
hisfather’ slove of peace was al that congtrained his drive to obliterate the Traders, indeed, al that held
hisambition for power in check.

Kurj himself headed the J-Forces, the fiercely independent pil ots who faced the Traders one on one,
without the mental Stetic of crewed shipsto interfere with their mind-intensive operations. He had risen



through the ranks, ruthless and driven to this command. Today he controlled one branch of the military;
someday, as Imperator, he would control them all.

The Pharaoh’s Army had existed for five millennia, during the Ruby Empire, through the dark ageswhen
technology crashed, and now in the interstellar age. Vg Mg dacommanded. Asthe Matriarch of Mgda,
she camefrom along line of warrior queens. Tall and dark-eyed, with iron-gray hair and an aristocratic
face, the forceful Mgda—Generd of the Pharaoh’s Army—had given Kurj his strongest support for the
invasion.

Kurj considered the Mg da. Even he had approved the Assembly’ s choice of her nephew, Prince Dayj,
as Roca s consort. The union would increase political stability, strengthen ties between Mgdaand the
Ruby Dynasty, and enhance the prodigious wealth of their Houses. He suspected the Assembly also
hoped Roca would weaken hislinksto the militaristic side of Mg da. He knew better, but he kept that to
himsdlf.

Persondly, Kurj found hisfuture stepfather insufferably arrogant. Dayj had, however, one exceedingly
admirable qudity; he obeyed the conservative traditions of his House—which meant he kept his mouth
shut and stayed in seclusion on Raylicon. That made him perfect for Roca. AsaCouncilor, she couldn’t
live on Raylicon, so Dayj’ s presence would be nonexistent in her life,

A voice spoke on the comm in Kurj’ s ear. “ Primary Skolia, the First Councilor ison-line.”

Kurj subvocalized hisresponse:Understood. Sensorsin histhroat interpreted and transmitted the answer
to hisear comm.

The smulacrum of the First Councilor formed acrossthe table, so lifelike helooked solid. Kurj added his
voice to the murmur of acknowledgment. “My honor at your presence, Sir.”

The First Councilor nodded, his dark eyes scanning the room. Asthe elected leader of Skolia, he was
the supreme commander of ISC, even over the Imperator. Kurj thought it an absurd division of power.
The Imperator should rule; without him, Skoliawould fall to the Traders.

A woman' svoice rang through the Strategy Room. “Imperator Skolia” The grest platinum doors
opened—and Jarac entered.

Kurj roseto hisfeet dong with everyone else. Towering and massive, Jarac strode to a heavy chair
embedded in the far wall. As he sat down, techs fastened him into the cyber-throne, plugging its
exoskeleton into his neck, spine, wrigts, and ankles. It linked him to the War Room, giving him full access
to any data needed by this council. He would become the focd point of the meeting, its central command
unit. ItsKey.

Kurj wondered how Jarac felt about the Assembly overriding his vote againgt the invasion. Jarac had
long supported the division of power that put the First Councilor over him, but Kurj thought it must
bedevil him now, knowing that if he had full command, he could refuseto lead theinvasion.

Thewoman spoke again: “Her Highness, the Ruby Pharaoh.”

They dl remained standing. The pharaoh’s smulacrum formed at the head of the table, dong with those
of the officers who served as Operations, Communications, Plans, Intelligence, Logistics, and Security.
After she settled into her chair, everyone else dso sat down.

S0 began the meeting to formdize their invasion.

Kurj had his recommendations ready: send in the J-Force first. The split-second response times and



accdlerations of space warfare were beyond norma humans, but the Jagernaut-ship combination could
handle them. Robot drones would fight most of the combat, but the creativity of human minds added an
edge that could mean victory.

“ Jagernauts can succeed where drones alone would fail,” Kurj told the assembled council. “Both in space
and on-planet.”

Jarac’ svoice rumbled. “ Settled planets and habitats must remain untouched. | want no civilians hurt.”

Kurj gritted teeth. Certainly he intended to protect civilians. But Jarac inssted on too many limitations; it
would curtail the ability of 1SC to act as a coherent force. He didn’'t understand his grandfather. The
Imperidate couldn’'t surviveif it logt itstechnology, and for that they needed platinum. Without the
Platinum Sectors, Skoliawould fal. Kurj had won thistime, on the invasion, but what about the next
time? And the time after that?

The day would come when he had to challenge Jarac.

Submerged in the web, Kurj cloaked hisidentity and became a dark, anonymousfigure. His dum-spiders
were following leads on systems buried so deep, he would have never found them with normal searchers.
But he had designed these searchers himsdlf, and they went where respectable spiders never ventured.

Kurj didn’t like what he found.

He had uncovered nothing about “Roca Skolia” since she vanished, but referencesto “Cya Liessa’
abounded. In one cluttered info-shack he listened while two avatars “ appreciated” her dancing.

Never heard of ballet,one said.

Who careswhat you call itthe other answered. Take her out of the fucking costume and “dance” al
night. Now THAT would be art.

Kurj sent afire-pulse through the net and scorched the info-structure for their shack. It collapsed around
them in aconflagration of error messages.

Hefollowed another lead to an erotica Site, where his mother topped the list offemale artists to see naked
. Hetorched the list and made sure they couldn’t rebuild their database there.

In an underground seraglio hidden by illega psware, he uncovered a Site dedicated to rape scenarios of
celebrities, with VR technology that alowed a user to experience the smulations. His mother waslisted
under “lesswel-known gems,” dong with files of her dancing that had been doctored so shewas
wearing nothing but adave collar.

Kurj was gripping thearms of his chair so hard, hisfingers spasmed. He incinerated the entire Site,
bringing down its server and every sitelinked to it. Then he sent the data to his Intelligence people. They
would take care of it. If the creators of this site had any connection with Roca s disappearance, he would
dismember them with hisown hands.

He couldn’t take any more after that. He withdrew from the web and dumped at his desk, hishead in his
hands. Every day he awoke knowing he had provoked her disappearance. For al of his conflicted
fedlings about Roca, he loved her. No matter what her faults, she had been awonderful mother. If she
hed died—or worse—it would kill him.



Whoever had taken her would pay for their crime.

14

Song of the Heart

The days passed in ablur. Roca dept often, |etting her body adapt to the many changes she was
experiencing. She didn’t know how much her physiology varied from Eldri’ s, but given her exhaustion,
she sugpected the differences were considerable. Her body was trying to compensate.

Although she could handle the stronger gravity reasonably well now, no longer mistiming her motions or
stumbling, it added to her fatigue. She till managed her dance exercises every morning, wearing leggings
and a sweater againgt the cold, but she had begun to question whether she could carry their child to term.
She needed more help than they could give her a Windward. Every dawn she awoke praying the
Ddvador army had arrived, and every day she learned the same disheartening news: the siege continued.

Eldri’ s seizuresworsened. At first he had only the mild type where he blanked for aminute or two, then
came back to himsalf, disoriented but otherwise unaffected. He often knew it was coming by apainin his
abdomen, though he had trouble describing the feding, sometimes caling it nausea, other times an ache.
During the episode, hisfingers might jerk, but usually he smply sat. Shefet his saizure like menta Stetic,
followed by blankness. The frequency of the seizuresincreased as the siege continued and suppliesran
low.

Hetried to hide hisgrand ma saizures, but Rocaknew: they burned like afire racing across her mind.
Oneday shefound him arguing with Garlinin hisoffice. As she entered, Eldri stiffened and fell to the
ground, going into one of the worst convulsions she had seen.

Dismayed, Rocadropped to her knees next to him on the rug, whose plush thickness protected his
jerking limbs. Garlin knelt on the other side, but they could do little more but watch, helpless as Eldri
jerked. 1t was severd minutes before he went limp; within moments, he was adeep.

Garlin spoke stonily. “Y ou should leave.”
“No.” Rocalooked up a him. “1 shouldn’t leave.”
He spoke wearily. “Lady Roca, he doesn’t want you to see.”

“I' livewith him.” She shook her head. “| fed it, Garlin. These big seizures come every Six or seven days

He stiffened, clearly about to deny her words. But then his shoulders sagged. “ Sometimes every five.”
She swalowed. “How bad are they?’

“A minute or two. One went on for much longer.” Hisvoice shook. “I thought it would never stop, that
hewould die from lack of air and the strain on his body.”

Rocd svoice caught. “Wemust help him.”

“Somehow.” The sorrow in Garlin’ s voice made her wonder how she could have ever doubted his
motives.

He carried Eldri to his suite and put him to bed with Roca s help. For awhile, they both sat vigil, but as
the day grew into evening Garlin had to leave, to tend other matters at Windward. Alone with Eldri, Roca



climbed onto the bed and sat againgt the headboard. She held him while he dept, his head nestled against
her hip.

And shecried.

“Surrender?” Garlin stared at Roca. “ Are you insane?’

She stood with him in the VisaHall by an open window. Chill air blew her hair around her body. In her
sdevision, she could see Brad standing by the bench.

“Isit lessinsaneto sit here in Windward while our supplies run out and Eldri growsworse?” Shetwisted
her handsin the fur shirt shewore over her swelling abdomen. “What if he hurts himsdlf during a
convulsion?Wheat if one day they don’'t stop? We haveto get help.” She pressed her hands againgt her
belly, her heart filled with the blindingly intense love that had gripped her since shefirgt felt the child move
within her. “We have to get me help, too. | can’'t give my baby the right nutrition. Gods only know what |
should be doing that I'm not. Isit that bad to surrender? Better to be their prisoners than dead.”

“Lord Avaril wishesto be Dalvador Bard. He cannot do so aslong as Eldri lives.” His voice had an
oddly gentle tone, unusua for him. “He probably would have spared you if you hadn’t been pregnant. He
would have kept you for himself, but you would have lived. Now you carry Eldri’sheir. Avaril can no
more let you live than Eldri.”

Roca closed her eyes, feding theicy wind. Then she glanced a Brad, sending asilent pleafor helpin her
gaze.

Brad came forward. “ There must be something we can do.”
“Y ou have suggestions?” Garlin asked.
“Areyou sure we can't climb down the chasm around the castle?’ Brad asked.

Roca suspected Garlin’ s answer would be the same as the other times she and Brad had asked, but she
kept hoping hewould think of something new. * Perhapsiit has some unknown outlets.”

“No,” Garlinsaid. “It just ends. And it isalong way down. | doubt even | could make it from up here.”

Brad gestured a mountains outside, and the warriors encamped there. “ Are you redly so certain you
can't sneak amessenger out through that blockade?’

A shadow passed over Garlin'sface. “We havetried. Threetimes.”
That caught Roca by surprise. “ Do you think they got through?’

“Nay, Lady.” He answered harshly. “Thefirst time, Avaril sent the scout’ s severed head back to us. The
second time he sent the man' sintestines. The third, his heart.”

“Good God.” Brad blanched. “That'ssick.”

“But effective. We have sent no more scouts.” Garlin’ svoice quieted. “I regret the two of you are caught
inour war.”

“I knew when | came herethat | might have to deal with life-threatening Stuations.” Brad glanced at
Roca. “But none of us could have imagined this, with a Ruby heir.”



Softly she said, “Nor could havel.”

Rocawent down the drafty staircase, with its cracked stairs and stone walls. It ended in arough-hewn
doorway that opened into aroom built from blocks of stone. Stripped to their waists, wearing heavy
trousers and boots, their chests dick with swest, Eldri and another man were practicing with their
swords, those monstrosities Roca could barely lift. Torches on the walls cast flickering light over thetwo
men and made large shadows on thewalls. Meta clanged, echoing in the underground room.

Mesmerized, Roca sat on the lowest steps. Although Eldri could often sense her presence, today his
practice absorbed his attention. She loved to watch him move. He fought with deadly grace, parrying and
lunging with an expertise that took her bresth away. But it frightened her, too. He and his opponent were
holding back to avoid injury, but gods knew they could still Skewer each other.

After awhilethey stopped, heaving in huge breaths. They picked up their shirtsfrom the floor, talking
and laughing asif they had been doing no more than playing sports. It wasn't until Eldri turned toward the
door that he saw her.

He hesitated, and she sensed he knew how much she worried about hisfighting. “ Roca. How long have
you been there?’

“About haf an hour.” She couldn’t help but notice his gleaming, muscled chest as he wiped down. “ Y ou
wereimpressve.”

The other man glanced at Eldri, trying to hide his smile, and inclined his head. He nodded to Rocawith
the same respect, then went up the steps, leaving her done with Eldri. Although she appreciated his
discretion, it made her uneasy to think that if Eldri had aseizure here, on the hard stone floor, no one
would hear her cdl for help.

Eldri sat next to her. “How goes the babe?’

Shetook hishand and set it on her belly. “Can you fed it?’

“Feel what—ah!” Eldri jerked back. “ He kicked me!”

Shelaughed. “A fine, strong son.”

“Doyou fed it, too, that we have ason?’

Rocanodded. “ Sometimes, late a night, | liewith my eyes closed and the light of hismind fillsmine.”

“| fed thisaso.” He put hisarm around her waist and drew her againgt his side, resting his other hand on
her abdomen. “1 learned aword from Brad once. Angel. That isour son.”

Rocachuckled. “Little boys are rarely angels. I'm sure Garlin can testify to that, having brought you up.”

“Ah, well.” Hislaugh rumbled, with avibration on the end. “Isthat why you cameto see metrain, so you
could inform methat my son will misbehave as much as me?’

Her smilefaded. “Doesn’'t it worry you that you might have a seizure while you are fighting?’
She expected him to deny it, but instead he said, smply, “Yes.”

Rocafocused on him, trying to understand his mood, gestures, motivation, everything about this man she



was coming to love. “If you stopped, you would fed you were giving up. Giving in, both to Avaril and to
the epilepsy.”

“I have never made those exact thoughtsin my mind.” He spoke dowly. “But yes—fighting, whether
outer or inner demons, is something | must do. Otherwise, why live?" He pressed hislips against her
temple. “And | have so much to livefor now.”

She turned her head, bringing her lipsto his. It was agentler kissthan they usually shared, the fires of
their passion banked for this moment. After they separated, Eldri put hisarm around her shoulders and
they sat looking into the arms-room with itsflickering torches.

“I have aquestion for you,” Rocasaid.
“Hmmm?’ Heleaned hishead againg hers, resting after hiswork-out.
Shefindly spoke the words she had practiced dl morning. “Do you still want to marry me?’

For an ingtant he seemed to freeze. Then he dowly lifted hishead, turning to look at her. “Yes. If you will
haveme”

Her voice caught. “1 will.”
Eldri took her hands. “What changed your mind?’

“Life seems so short these days.” She curled her fingers around his. “1t istoo precious to waste on
politicsand fear.”

Hisface gentled. “I will make you agood husband.”

Sheraised his hands and kissed hisknuckles. “And | will be agood wife to you, for however long we
have left.”

Hisgrin burst out, like the suns above the mountains. “Do not ook so gloomy. | will trounce Lord Avaril.
Youwill see” Mischief brimmed in hisgaze. “ And you know, Roca, only men are supposed to kissthe
hand that way.” He planted aresounding kiss on her knuckles.

“Hah!” Sherained kissesdl over hishands. “ There. That iswhat happens when you tell me | cannot do
something because | am awoman.”

“Ah, wdl, I must say it more often, then.” Laughing, he drew her closer, though they couldn’t find an easy
way to hug with her belly between them. It didn’t matter. These last months, for thefirst timein years,
Rocafdt happy.

Garlin performed the ceremony. Normally aBard would give the vows, but Eldri wasthe only one
available. So Garlin stood in for him. Shaiece, the Memory, donned her red robe to record the marriage,
her violet eyesfollowing every move and gesture.

Rocafdt asif events were swirling around them, gossamer and indistinct, hard to see clearly because
they werein themidst of it al. Her throat tickled with anervous anticipation she had never known in her
first wedding. She cameinto the dining hal with Channil, descending the stairs. Eldri entered acrossthe
room, with Garlin at his sde. The bone-chilling cold discouraged finery, and everyone dressed in layers
of heavy clothes. Eldri and Roca met at the head of the long table and stood facing each other. He didn't



smile, but his eyes had aglow she had never seen before. When hetook her hands, his own were
shaking.

Neither the Blue nor Lavender Moon shone tonight, so no moonlight lesked past the ditsin the shuttered
windows. With the fuel rationing, they had lit only afew oil lamps, giving the hal adim golden glow that
softened its harsher edges. The people of Windward gathered around, afew holding precious candles
that flickered in the drafts.

Garlin stood before them, tall and proud, and spoke, his Trillian words rolling like deep-throated music.
Holding Eldri’ s hands, Roca gazed into his eyes, feding asif she floated with the musical words and
antiqued candldlight. After Garlin finished, Eldri and Rocaknelt before him. He held together histhird and
fourth fingers and touched each of them on the crown of the head. Then he drew them back to their feet.
Eldri took Roca s hands again, aways gazing a her. He took a deep breath—

And he sang.

His voice soared, evoking atreasury of imagesfor Roca: the forests of her home on Parthonia, with
droop-willows shading mansions of pale blue stone; brick-red deserts on the dying world Raylicon,
beside the Vanished Sea, beneath a one-washed sky; the infinite reaches of interstellar space, where
gars blazed and celestia bodies rotated in an unending dance. Hisincomparable voice swelled until tears
ran down her face.

When Eldri finished, Rocawiped her palm across her cheeks, smearing her tears. The Memory stepped
forward, making a pecid effort to remember every detail of this moment. Then everyone crowded
around, congratul ating them, the women crying and kissing Roca on the cheek, the men thwacking Eldri
on the back. It astounded her that they offered such friendship. Their emotions flowed like a benediction.

So it was done. She and Eldri had just changed interstellar history. If they died in the Siege, but Brad
lived, he could tell her people. If no one survived, if the news of her marriage went no further than
Windward, she and Eldri would still know they had joined their lives, minds, and love on this
extraordinary night.

15
ThelLong Table

Usdess,

Kurj had been in the web too long; it took agreet toll on the body and mind to spend days submerged in
that aternate space. Stalking the mysteries of another universe, searching its endlesstwists, became his
redlity, until he forgot helived as aman of flesh and blood.

Intravenous lines fed him. He blamed his melancholy on having spent so long here, in the web, without
rest or solid food. But he continued to search. Today he sifted through inconsequential nodes on fringes
of the web so far from the centers of activity that he wondered why he bothered.

Even here, he found reviews of Roca s dancing. People chatted about her performances, giving opinions
on her artistry, style, and technique. Most comments were positive, glowing even, but not al. Kurj
deleted the disparaging reviews. He knew it was foolish; people had aright to didike hismother's
dancing. They wereidiotsif they couldn’t see her genius, but that wasn't his problem. Even the critical
reviewswere courteous, without the sexudly explicit or violent materid he had incinerated in the
cyber-dums and dave dungeons. But what the hell. He deleted the bad ones anyway.



He was preparing to leave the web when one of his Evolving Intelligence spiders spun up, whirling like
heated copper.

Y es?Kurj asked.

| have found another reference for CyaLiessa
| will look tomorrow.

Thisonemay beimportant.

Why?

It dates from after her disappearance.

Kurj shrugged.So do dl of these.

This person claimsto have seen her.

He froze.Show me.

Kurj strode into the office of his security chief and dapped a holosheet on the man’ sdesk. “1 found this
message in arickety old network, one so dated, it had only onelink to the Kyle webs. I’ sfrom
someplace cdled Capsize, wherever the hell that is”

His startled chief picked up the sheet. Kurj knew the message on it by memory:Y ou won't believe who |
saw last night at the port. CyaLiessal The dancer. She' s even prettier in person.

“Saintsamighty.” The chief gaped a him. “Thisis nowhere near where we thought she had gone.”

“Follow it up.” Kurj planted his huge pams on the desk, his adrenaine surging. “ Run down every flaming
damn link to this message.l want the location of that starport. ”

“There.” Eldri pointed down at Avaril’sarmy, which filled the flat area before the cadtle.

Roca pulled up her hood againgt the cold. Therich smdl of itsfur lining inundated her, so familiar now.
She and Eldri were outside, in thetiny lookout area of the highest tower. The Backbone Mountains
sheered up on al sides, asharp and jagged range, surred inits spindled peaks. Snow covered the higher
summits, but only adusting remained at Windward. The drifts from so many months ago were long
melted and gone. The path to the plains had become a conduit for Avaril’s men to bring in supplies. Roca
tried not to think about how depleted the castle stores had become.

“Thereitisagan!” Scowling, Eldri pointed at agroup of men by acampfire. “Can you make out
anything?’

Rocafocused, using her enhanced optics. “What did you see?’
“A flagh, likemetd.”

She scanned the camp, resolving details. One man was cooking over the fire and two were Sitting,
talking. “ Someone is rubbing asword, cleaning it maybe.”



“That wasn't it.” Eldri shifted restlesdy. “I1t was larger than asword.”
Another man walked into the scene—and Roca gasped.

“What isit?’ Eldri asked.

Roca squinted at the man. “Y ou.”

A pause. “What did you say?”’

She watched the newcomer sit with thewarriors at thefire. “ A man down there looks like you.” She
sudied the fdlow. “ Same hair, though with some gray. About your height and build. Hisfaceissmilar to
yours.”

“Doeshe haveascar?’ Eldri’ svoice had become strained. “It stretches from hisleft eyeto hischin?’
Roca studied the man. “Yes, actudly.” Sheturned to Eldri, seeing only ablur. “Do you know him?’
“Heismy cousin. Avaril Vadoria”

“Gods, Eldri.” Asher eyesreadjusted, her new husband came into focus. *Y ou could be brothers.”

“Brothers shouldn't try to kill each other.” Hisface creased in lines of tension. “1 gave him that scar not
long ago, when hismen ambushed minein the foothills”

Knowing that the man who wanted to kill her husband looked so much like Eldri made it worse, leaving
no doubt thiswaskin againgt kin. She thought of her own family, so full of love and anger, tenderness and
violence. “I wish | could help.”

“You can't. But | thank you for the sentiment.” He gestured toward the plain. “Y ou saw nothing unusua ?
No metd?”’

“I'll look more. Maybe it moved.” Roca peered down at the army again. When she magnified the scene,
it decreased her fidd of view, so she widened her search.

The settlement had become avillage. At first only men had lived there; gpparently women didn’t fight in
armies here. It seemed odd to Roca, who descended from the queens of the Ruby Empire, where men
had been owned and never went into combat. Modern Skolians considered their culture egalitarian, but
remnants of its ancient roots remained even in thismodern age.

From what Roca understood, the population here had suffered ahigh mortdity rate among femae babies
thousands of years ago, creating an imbal ance of men and women. Eventudly it had evened out, but
during the erawhen men outnumbered women, they had assumed more authority, giving the culture both
matriarcha and patriarchd eements. Inheritance of titles went through the mae line; land went through
the femaeline. Only women were scholars; only men served as judges. Men never danced, but it wasa
great achievement to sing well. A woman’ s ability to dance commanded great respect, but shewould sing
only for fun, never as avocetion. When the women and men combined their talents, they crested a
remarkable beauty of motion and music.

The protocols of life here seemed lessformal, without rigid socid distinctions. Asthe months of the Sege
had passed, women had filtered into the camp below, girlfriends and wives of the warriors perhaps, or
camp followers.

“Did you find anything?’ Eldri asked.



She scanned the camp. “The women are gone.”

“You aresure?’

“| don't seeany.”

“Thisisnot good.”

Rocaturned to him. “Why would Avaril send them away?’
“I would if | planned for my army to attack.”

She pressed her hand againgt her abdomen, ingtinctively seeking to protect her child. “But how? They
can't getin here”

Eldri glanced at her swelling abdomen, hisfacetaut. “I cannot say. Y ou saw nothing else unusua?” When
Roca shook her head, he frowned. “I am certain something new wasthere. Metal.”

“I'll try again.” Turning back to the camp, she surveyed its layout. “Nothing. Just alot of—good gods,
what isthat?’ A large structure stood half-hidden againgt acliff. She had missed it the first time because it
was set 0 far back and made from the same stone as the mountain. Solid and round, it stretched aslong
asthree people. Metal bands encircled its girth.

“What?" Eldri asked. “What do you see?’

Rocadescribed it. “ They must have brought materias up from the plains. They haven't been cutting that
rock out of these mountains. We would have noticed.” She pulled back and focused on him. “Doesit
sound familiar?’

“Yes.” Eldri spokegrimly. “A battering ram.”

No one expected Roca and Brad to stay out of war councils anymore. Roca sat next to Eldri at the table,
and Brad sat near Garlin. Shannar, the military expert, was next to Channil, the senior midwife at
Windward and the closest they had to a chief physician. Shaliece, the Memory, also sat with them,
focused and attentive.

Over the past months, Roca had come to respect these people. Life here was rough and
uncompromising, but it also had an integrity she vaued. She wished she could ditill its pogitive qudities
and pour that essence into the cold, glittering Imperial Court. The man the Assembly had intended her to
marry, the reputedly incomparable Prince Dayj, could learn alot from these people. Not that he would;
Rocaknew her former intended would never view Eldri’ s people as anything more than inferior beasts.
Theirony wasthat Eldri probably had the blood of the ancient Ruby queens and kingsflowing in his
veins, far more than Dayj.

It had taken her awhileto redlize how much Brad disconcerted the inhabitants of Windward, who had
never met him before. He gpparently resembled agod from Lyshrioli mythology, afertility prince no less.
The god' s hair was the night sky, so the people here found nothing strange in the idea that he came from
“the stars.” None of them had dark hair, skin, or eyes, and his coloring fascinated them. Hetook it in
stride, though he seemed flustered to be considered the incarnation of adeity. Roca could imagine that
with his good nature, good looks, and reputation for fertility, he hadn’t had any trouble wooing his
girlfriend inthevillage.



Right now, however, he was scowling a Eldri ashe spokein Trillian. “Y es, the port isonly one house.
But it represents something much larger. If Avaril’s men murder aRuby heir, the repercussonswill be so
severe, you can't begin to imagine them.”

Garlin regarded him dourly. “Would you careto tell Avaril?’

Eldri’ sfrustration was so strong, it felt like fog against Rocal s skin. “Y ou make dire proclamations,” he
told Brad. “But you offer no viable dternatives.”

“We reworking on the explosives,” Brad said.
“Do they explode?’ Garlin asked.
Brad grimaced. “Not much. Yet.”

Although Rocadidn’t spesk Trillian well, she had improved over the past months. “What about other
idea—tunne through chasm walsto escape into northern mountains?’

The Memory held up her hand. When Eldri inclined his head, she said, “1 have retrieved my Memories of
every route mapped over the ages. Avaril’s mountain climbers have blocked them all.”

“I do not understand this‘mountain climbing.” ” Shannar glared at Brad asif he had invented the activity
rather than just given them the terminology. “Whét sane person would hammer spikesin awall and swing
from them on arope?’

Eldri cocked an eyebrow. “It works, Shannar. Cousin Avaril may be a harsh man, but heis not stupid.”

Roca s baby suddenly gave a hearty kick. She rested her hand on her abdomen, aware of apain with no
connection to the child' srobust activity. It devastated her to know how much degth threatened his
incipient life. “Have we news of the plains?’ she asked. “ Maybe the Davador army comes here now.”

“We' ve seen no oneon thetrail,” Garlin said.

“If only we had acarrier pigeon,” Brad muttered.
TheLyshrioli looked at him blankly.

Shdliece lifted her hand. “ Could you repest ‘pije 7’
“Pigeon,” Brad said. “ A bird. It carries messages.”
“What is‘bird’ 7’ Eldri asked.

“A smdl animd that flies” Brad said.

“Perhaps we could build one,” Roca suggested.

Brad pushed his hand through his hair, which had grown out in fluffy curls. “I’ ve been thinking for awhile
about how | might cobble something together. If | cannibalize my pamtop and smart-knife, | could
provide computerized direction to severad smdl fliers. But | would hate to lose my equipment.”

He had aready mentioned the idea to Roca, and she understood his hesitation. Without his palmtop, he
couldn’t communicate with the port, and he wanted the knife for protection. But the time might be coming
when they needed to take desperate chances.



“What would be the purpose of such fliers?” Garlin asked.

“To carry messagesto your peoplein theplains” Brad said. “ According to the computers at the port, no
one hasread the ones I’ ve sent there.”

“What new could theseflierstdl anyone?’ Shannar demanded, crankier than usud. “ That we need help?
| imagine they dready know that. They haven't heard from usfor ages. They don’t come because they
arefighting therest of Avaril’sarmy. It isthe only explanation.”

Eldri frowned a him. *“ Shannar, it isnot abad idea. Brad wishesto help.” Dark circles showed under his
eyes. “Maybe the battering ram won’t work.” He didn’t sound hopeful.

“Maybeit will.” Shannar stood and began to pace. “It istime to destroy the bridge to Windward.”
“Eadly sad,” Garlintold him. “Not easily done.”
Shannar glared at Brad. “What about your ‘bombs 7’

“Wecantry,” Brad said. “| doubt the explosives we ve made so far are strong enough to destroy
something that massve.”

“I cannot dlow this.” Eldri crossed hisarmson thetable. “I am the one Avaril wants. | should give...give
mysdf...” Hisvoice faded.

Shannar frowned. “ Are you suggesting a surrender?”’

Eldri stared at the table, his eyes glazed.

“Bard Eldrinson?’ Shannar asked.

Garlin lifted his hand, palm out. “Wait. The sun gods spesk with him.”

Shannar raised his eyebrows and Shaliece shifted in her seet. Brad started to spesk, then stopped when
Roca shook her head. She suspected everyone at the table knew perfectly well no deitieswere involved
here.

Eldri dowly raised his head and looked around. He stared for along moment a Garlin, asif trying to
recognize hiscousin.

“Eldri?’ Garlin’s voice was gentler than when he spoke to anyone dse.
“I am...fine”” Eldri rubbed hiseyes.

It tugged at Rocato see Eldri’ s bewildered expression. She wanted to protect him, to take him away
from these people and their impossible demands. But she held back, knowing his pride wouldn't allow
him to acknowledge what he considered afrailty.

Garlin resumed their discussion asif nothing had happened. “No surrender. Avaril won't take prisoners.”

Eldri didn’t answer, he just rubbed his eyes, still dazed. Shaliece seemed uncertain about whether or not
she should record this. Roca s unease grew. Usually Eldri recovered faster, at least enough so he could
listen while others talked. He seemed lost now, unableto respond at all.

In the same moment that Rocalaid her hand on Eldri’sarm, to suggest abreak, Garlin stood. “ Thank you
al for your counsd,” hesaid. “I will let you know when wewill consult again.”



Brad and the Memory roseto their feet, followed by Shannar, who moved asif he creaked. When they
hesitated, Garlin spoke abruptly. “Leave. Now.”

Shannar glared a him. “Wadl, and fine, we will come back when you decideto be civil.” Then he staked
out of the hal. Shaliece bowed to Eldri and aso |eft, her robe whispering on the floor. Brad still hesitated,
and Roca could tell he wanted to ask after Eldri. Garlin responded with an implacable look, crossing his
arms. Taking the hint, Brad bowed and took hisleave.

“Garlin.” Eldri stood up dowly, careful but more focused now. “Y ou didn't have to insult them.”

Roca aso rose, awkward with her extrabulk. According to her node, she was over seven monthsinto
her pregnancy. “ Eldri, perhaps you would liketo rest.”

He gave her an inimitable frown. “ Stop hovering over me.”

“Ah, Eldri.” Garlin pushed back his shaggy mane that swept from hiswidow’ s peak down to his
shoulders. “ Sometimes when you look like that—"

“Likewhat?" Eldri’ sanger flashed. “Like—like—"

By now, Roca recognized the sgnsimmediatdly. In the same ingtant that she grabbed Eldri’sarm, Garlin
lunged toward them. Eldri grunted and collapsed, knocking Roca against the chair. It scooted dong the
floor and she toppled over, falling heavily to the sonefloor. She cried out, ingtinctively wrapping her
arms around her belly as she hit the ground. Eldri landed on top of her, heavy and limp, then rolled off to
theside.

Roca groaned. She was aware of Garlin knedling to check on her, but she was too shaken to notice
more. Shelay on her Sde, her heart beating hard. After severad minutes, she dowly pushed herself up into
agtting podtion, holding her abdomen with one arm. To her immenserdief, the baby gave avigorous
kick, asif to protest the unceremonious way he had been dumped on the floor. With gratitude, she
absorbed the fed of hismind, asradiant as before.

Mercifully, Eldri’ s convulson had ended. He lay on hisside now, his eyes closed, hishair disarrayed,
blood trickling out of hismouth, his head cushioned on Garlin' sjacket. Garlin was checking to make sure
he had no broken bones.

“Ai, love,” Rocamurmured, leaning over Eldri. “How are you?’
Hislashesfluttered. He blinked at her, then closed his eyes.
Garlin looked acrossEldri at her. “Areyou dl right?’

“I think s0.” She checked the sore spots where she had hit the floor. “I will have bruises. But the baby is
al right”

“That is his second attack in three days.” Garlin sounded asif he were bresking inside.

Roca brushed back Eldri’ shair, keeping her touch light. He was deeping now. “Thethird, if you count
the one he had while we were talking with Shannar.”

Garlin spoke bitterly. “ Avaril may win without having to do anything a dl to achieve hisgods.”
“Have the sai zures ever been this bad before?’

“Not likethis. Usudly heimproves at Windward. Sometimes he has none at al. That was why we came.



All hewanted was alittle relief.” His voice caught. “He never complains. But his attacks are growing
worse. Hecan't live thisway.”

“Al, Garlin.” Rocahad never seen himlikethis, his pain open, hisemotionad armor cracking. “Instead he
got asiege”

“If Avaril caused therock didethat killed our family, he may havekilled Eldri that day, too. It hasjust
taken longer.” Hiswords came out low and agonized. “1 would wish Avaril to suffer as he has made Eldri
suffer. | should not. But | do.”

“I, too.” Rocaknew it wasn't an appropriate sentiment for aForeign Affairs Councilor; she should strive
to understand both sides of the events that spurred thiswar. But faced with her husband’ s dying, she had
no objectivity.

“Do you know why coming up here helped him?’ she asked.

“Theair, wethought.” He pulled off the scarf around his neck and used it to wipe sdivaand blood away
from Eldri’ smouth. “Itisclearer. Lesshumid.”

Rocawent through the filesin her node, but found nothing about dry air asatreatment. “I don’t know. It
seemsunlikdy.”

“I can think of no other important differences.”

“What about changesin lifestyle? Food? Pollen?’

Petiently, Garlin said, “What ispollen?’

“Plants make it. They reproduce that way.”

“Like glitter in reed bubbles?’

“Essentidly.”

He shook his head. “No plants grow up here. So no glitter. But the attacks are much worse.”

Rocarecalled how she and Eldri had been covered in glitter all the way across the plain. He had shown
no distress then. “ Perhaps he' sworse now because he’ s under so much strain.”

Garlin'sfig clenched on hisknee. “I1t was my ideato come here.”
“Y ou couldn’'t have known.”
“I fedd so—" Hefought with the words. “ So godsforsaken helpless.”

“Y ou must not blame yoursdlf.” She could fed how much it hurt him to be unable to help Eldri. “Heis
divetoday because of the care you' ve given him hisentirelife”

He considered her. “1 would not have expected you would acknowledge such.”
“But why do you say that?’

“When first you cameto us, | thought nothing could thaw your heart.” Helifted his hand, palm up, then
turned it down in agesture she didn’t recognize, though she had a sense it meant he retracted hiswords.
“With Eldri, though, you are different. He and |, we always shared aknowing, but it is nothing compared



to what he haswith you.” Hisface gentled as he looked at Eldri, though with sorrow as much as
affection. “ Always | have been firgt in hislife, closer to him than anyoneelse.” Inalow voice, hesad, “It
hurts to become second.”

Rocacould tdl how much it cost him to make that admission. She thought of Garlin spending hislife
tending Eldri, never having afull life of hisown, knowing the cousin he loved might die anytime. She
spoke quietly. “1 am honored to be part of your family.”

His mouth quirked in asmile, making him look ten yearsyounger. “Ah, well. Y ou areadiplomat.”
“Foreign Affars,” Eldri said groggily. He sat up between them, rubbing hiseyes. “Isthat right, Roca?’
“Yes” Shetried to smile, too, though moisture gathered in her eyes. “ Councilor for Foreign Affairs.”
A ghogt of hismischief sparked. “Am | aforeign affair? But no, we are married. Now it islegitimate.”
Rocalaughed. “Ah, love, behave yoursdlf.”

He put one hand on her arm and one on Garlin’sarm. “Y ou are the two people | love most in thisworld.
It pleases me that you seem to get dong after all.”

Rocafdt her face redden. “Were we that prickly before?”
Garlin winced. “Perhgps 0.”
Eldri put an arm around each of their shoulders. “ Thisis better, yes?’

Garlin managed a strained show of cheer. “Yes, | think s0.” But Rocafet his sadness. They both knew
thetruth.

Eldri wasrunning out of time.

16
A King's Supper

Sulpher,” Rocasaid, waking down an aide between long, narrow tablesin the kitchen. “The yellow
powder for explosives.”

“It smellslike rotten eggs,” Brad explained. “I need to find more of it.”
Garlin sghed, ever patient. “What are eggs?’
Brad grinned a him. “Birds have them.”

Garlin gave him adeadpan look. “ Ah. Well, in that case, we can find them with your notorious ‘ pigeons.’

Brad laughed, a ease with Garlin in away Roca had never managed, even now when she and Garlin had
stopped distrusting each other. She looked around the huge kitchen where the four of them were
walking. “Y ou need more charcod, too, yes?’

“It would help,” Brad said. “Buit at thispoint Il experiment with anything.”

“| do not understand,” Garlin said. “'Y ou mix powders and they explode, just like that?’



“Y ou need heat and pressure, too,” Brad said.

“I «ill don't like thisideato destroy the bridge,” Eldri grumbled. He motioned at the dried bubbles

heaped on the tables, dark red, dusky yellow, and orange, or the clusters of blue or green bubbles

hanging from the glasswood rafters. “When thisisall gone, we must be rescued or surrender. How,
without our bridge?’

“We can build the drawbridge,” Roca said.
“That did actualy sound likeagood idea,” Eldri admitted.

“I dso need to plan how we will use explosivesingde the castle,” Brad said. “1n case we can't stop
Avaril outsde. We don't want detonations to weaken the foundations here.”

Roca peered at the table on their |eft. Vials were scattered around, al filled with powder, some covered
with tranducent bubble skins, but most open to the air. She stopped to examine them and everyone
gathered around her.

“Can you come up with solutions?” Garlin was asking Brad.

“Thinking up solutionsiswhet | do for aliving,” Brad said. “My doctorate isin mechanica engineering.”
When Garlin glared, Brad laughed. “ Getting adoctorateis like learning atrade here.”

Rocapicked up avid. “Anyone know what thisis?’
Eldri peered at the white powder. “ Salt.”
“Oh.” She st it down. “ Can’'t do much with that.”

“Y ou most certainly can,” Eldri said crosdy. “Y ou make food taste better.” He gave the kitchen a sour
look, including a cook severd tables over who was preparing food. “1 used to love coming to Windward
because the meals were so good. Now, with al thisrationing, these heartless cooks will use no sdts.
They want it for preserving.” He scowled. “ Avaril has much to answer for.”

Brad smiled. “1 think you will survive without salting your food. Besides, it raises your blood pressure.”
“Blood pressure,” Garlin said smugly. “I can figure that one out.”

Roca congdered Eldri. “When wefirst came up here, were the cooks seasoning the food?’

“I think 0. It certainly tasted better.”

Brad gave her adubious look. “Lady Roca, you are amost admirable woman with amost admirable
intellect, but | don't think it is possible to demolish a bridge with table sat.”

Her lips quirked upward. “ Y ou say that so nicely.”
“Y ou want to blow up our bridge with salt?’ Eldri asked, incredulous.
Rocashook her head. “Garlin and | weretalking earlier today about why your seizuresimprove up here.”

Garlintook avia and poured its white powder into his palm. “We use sdt in Davador, too. That isno
different from here”

A hope was gtirring in Roca, one she hesitated to entertain, lest redlity dash it to pieces. “ These sdlts.”



Shemotioned & thevids. “ Arethey dl the same?”
“I can ask.” Eldri called to one of the cooks.

A heavyset man with ablue apron and large somach came over. He spoke in Trillian, hisvoice amel ody
of bass notes. “Pleased to see you, Bard Eldrinson.”

“Thank you.” Eldri indicated the vids. “We were wondering what these seasoningswere.”

The fellow seemed puzzled by the question, but he gamely studied the vials. He moved the two covered
onesaside. “Thesetwo are chdline. Therest are plain sdt.”

Roca picked up achdlinevid. “1t lookslike salt.”
“Well, itis, of akind,” the cook said. “We don't have much, though. It comes from the spas.”
“Spas?’ Rocaasked.

“Minerad springs.” Eldri motioned toward the north. “In the valey that Avaril’s men have occupied. The
water tastes good, and | love soaking in the spas.” Sourly he added, “That is, when people aren’'t
atacking my cadtle”

The cook crossed his beefy arms and frowned asif Eldri were a misbehaved boy. “It isbad for you to
drink it.”

“I likeit,” Eldri said. 1t makesme deepy.”
“Ah, gods,” Rocamurmured. “I wish we had achemist.”
“What isit?’ Brad asked.

Shelifted the chdline vid. “I think sodium bromide and potassium bromide can be used as
anticonvulsants. | don't know what thisis, but if something Eldri drinks or eats putsbromidein his
system, it might help control his seizures”

“Bromide. Sodium. Potassum.” Garlin looked frustrated. “ These are red words?’
“They’'re namesfor sdts,” Rocasaid.
“Aren't bromidestoxic?’ Brad asked.

Roca hesitated. “Maybe it depends on the quantity or how it' smade.” She showed thevia to Eldri. “Do
you have chaline a your homein the plains?’

“I’venoidea” He glanced at the cook. “ Do you ever cometo Davador?’

“I used tolivethere,” the man said. “But | never worked in the kitchens of your home.” He considered
thevid Rocahed. “Thismuch istrue; chdline isan uncommon seasoning. If | had to guess, | would say
your cooksin Dalvador don't useit.”

Eldri nodded. “Thank you, Goodsir.”
“My pleasure.” The cook bowed to him.

After the cook returned to hiswork, Eldri picked up the other chdlinevid. “Could it be? Could
something as smple as salt make my life bearable?”



Rocafeared to offer too much hope. “ Perhaps. But we can't be sure.”

“Wemug find out, en?” Hisface flashed with hisold mischief, which had been absent dl too much lately.
“I sndl tell the cooksthey must salt my food again.”

Roca st her vid onthetable. “Did it ever make you Sick?’

“Some,” he admitted. “Buit if it controls my attacks, itisworthit.” He thumped thetable. “I am decided. |
will try.”

Brad turned in acircle, surveying the kitchen. “Think we can find any potassium nitrate here?”

Garlin groaned. “ Sometimes, Brad, | think you make up these words just to bedevil me.”

Eldri strode into the bedroom just as Channil wasfinishing her exam of Roca. The midwife glared at him.
“Do you aways explode into places uninvited?’

Eldri hestated. “Uh—it’smy room.”

Channil shook her hands at him, shooing him away.

“It'sdl right.” Rocasat up on the bed, pulling down her fur-lined shift.

Eldri approached the bed cautioudy, with awary glance at the midwife. “Iseverything dl right?’
Channil crossed her arms. *Y our wife needs more deegp, young man.”

Eldri turned red. “I, uh—yes, of course, ma am.”

Channil made ahmmmph noise. To Roca, she said, “More deep. No more falling down.” Then she
bustled out of the room.

Rocawatched fondly as Eldri flopped onto his ssomach next to her. “And how are you today?’
“Wonderful.” He grinned. “I’ ve been watching Brad blow things up. It isvery entertaining.”
Rocalaughed. “ So his experiments are working?’

“Hardly. They never do what he wants.” Eldri relented a bit. “ Perhaps he makes progress. The bombs
only fizzle hdf thetime now.”

Rocawasn't sure teaching Eldri’ s people to make bombs was progress, but it was better than letting
Avaril daughter them. “How areyou feding?’

Herolled onto hisside, facing her. “Do you know that in the deven days since | started the sdit, | haven't
had any big atacks and only afew of the small.”

Every day hewent without aseizurefdt likeagift. “1 am glad, love”
Hisfacegentled. “ Say it again.”
“lamglad”

“No. Theother.”



She grinned. “The other.”

Softly he said, “Roca.”

She did down next to him. “I am glad, my love.”

“Doyoutruly love me?’

“Truly.” Shedidn’t think she had known what the word meant until she met Eldri.
Helad hishand on her abdomen. “It hurtsto love you and this child.”

“Hurts? But why?’

He swallowed. “ Because the harder you love, the moreit will crush you to loseit.”

Roca entwined her hand with his, five fingerswith four. “Whatever happens, know that | will do
everything | can to make it possible that we can stay together.”

Hismood lightened. “ Good. It will give me more opportunity to do this” Siding his hand under her shift,
hetickled her sde.

Laughing, Roca pushed his hand away. “Eldri—"

“Bard Eldrinson!” The cry came from outside. “Come! Hurry!”

Warriors paced the top of the huge wall that surrounded Windward, protected by reed-shaped merlons.
Roca, Eldri, and Garlin crowded into the lookout of the high tower. Leaning into anarrow opening, Roca
sudied Avaril’ sarmy in the plain below. They were guiding a battering ram on whedls, pushing it toward
the bridge that arched across the chasm to Windward.

Eldri leaned next to her. “What can you see?’

“I can’t figure out how they plan to use that thing.” Roca magnified the scene with her optics. “ They need
away to driveit forward, but | don’t see any mechanism.”

“Maybethey will just pushit.”

“That won't give enough force.” She pulled away from the opening, avkward now, clumsy with her girth.
“I don't think they’ vefinished it yet.”

Garlin was leaning against the wal next to them. “It might be ates, to seeif they can get it acrossthe
bridge.”

Rocaregarded him uneasily. “ They’ re managing just fine.”

Eldri sood up straighter. “ Garlin, | want the men to step up their training sessions. | will work with them
again later this afternoon.”

Galinlaid ahand on hisshoulder. “I will doit.”
Eldri pushed off hishand. “1 will befine.”

“If you overwork yourself, you may have more attacks.” Garlin spoke awkwardly, obvioudy aware his



words could hurt. “Having onein front of your men now could hurt morae.”
Eldri crossed hisarms. “1 would be no Bard if | hid while my men prepared for battle.”

The mention of histitle startled Roca. Although many cultures associated song with battle, thiswasthe
only one she knew of where the ability to sing historically accurate ballads had become a prerequisite for
commanding an army. She hoped Avaril Vadoriahad an atrocious voice. It would befitting retribution
for thisman who would be Bard.

“Y ou mustn't push yoursdf,” Garlin told Eldri.
“I haven't had an attack in days,” Eldri said.
“That doesn’t mean they have stopped.”

Rocaamost urged Garlinto let him be, to let Eldri save his pride; then she wanted to urge Eldri to
protect himsdlf. She held back, knowing neither man would relent. Instead she said, “ Eldri, can you do
your extraworkouts with Garlin?’ Besides supervising his men’ straining, Eldri o trained one-on-one
with selected partners, to hone his craft. “If you have a seizure, Garlin knows how to dedl with it.”

Eldri shook hishead. “1 must work with my men. Otherwise, why should they follow me?’
“Andif the convulsons start again?’ Garlin asked.

“Then they come.” Eldri nodded to them. Before they could protest further, he took hisleave, going
down anarrow staircase to the shielded pathway that ran aong the top of the wall. Rocawanted to go
after him, but she held back. Through the doorway, she could see him walking. Each time he passed one
of hismen, he stopped for amoment to talk before continuing on hisway.

Garlin watched until Eldri turned acorner. “Thecrimeof it,” hesad, “isthat heisanaturd leader. The
men would follow him from hereto the moonsif he asked.”

“If he has aconvulson during battle,” Rocasaid, “he'sdead.”

“And if he survives because he holds back when othersfight?’ Garlin spoke heavily. “He couldn’t live
with himsdlf.”

Roca knew he wasright; if they interfered, Eldri would never forgive them. She wondered if fate were
laughing at them. It offered al of humanity anew hopein Eldri, one of the srongest psions ever
born—and then would take hislife before he ever had a chanceto redlize his gifts.
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There.” Brad set the ddlicate contraption on Roca s upturned hand. The hollow glasswood body was so
small, it fit in her palm, but the wings had a span longer than her forearm. She and Brad had used the skin
of red and blue bubbles to make them. He had scavenged components from his palmtop and smart-knife
and even torn out tiny computersin the clothes he had worn up here that long-ago day he had cometo
seeif shewasdl right.

A breeze from the open window picked up theflier, and Roca barely managed to grab it before the wind
caried it avay.



Brad closed the shutters. “1 hopeit can reach the plains.”

“I too. Who knows how long it can stay aoft.” Rocaflicked her thumb against the switch on theflier. The
gadget fluttered up, whedled around the chamber afew times, and drifted to the floor. Shelaid her hand
on her abdomen, thinking a child would love such a gadget.

AsBrad retrieved theflier, atiny holo of Eldri activated above it and began telling them Windward
needed help.

“It looks good,” Roca said as the message finished.

“We can maketen of thesefliers,” Brad said. “Actualy, we can make as many aswe want. But to run
the holo, I only have enough componentsfor ten.”

“We could send written messages on the rest.”
“Who would read them?’

That gave her pause. It wastoo easy to forget the Lyshrioli had no written language. They didn’t even
understand the concept. She sighed. “If only we could attach aMemory to the fliers. That would solve

everything.”

“The components have memory.” Brad shrugged. “They could hold hundreds of text messages, but no
one here could decipher them.”

“I meant Shaliece. The Memory.” Rocaamiled. “1 suppose sheislike acomputer. Her recdl is
incredible”

Brad nodded. “I’ve wondered if the origind colonists here were trying to design human computers.”

“I wish | could spend more time learning the culture.” Rocawould have liked to hear her Sster’ sopinions
on it. Dehya s genius with computers never ceased to astonish Roca. “It’ sremarkable.”

“And in danger of vanishing.” Hisanger flashed. “ The resort plannersintend to develop thisworld. If it
has inconvenient wars, they may just take over and get rid of the leaders.”

Rocascowled at him. “1 thought your people had dl these rules to protect new worlds.”

“Wedo.” Dryly he added, “So many, in fact, that corporations can use some of themto run circles
around the others.” Heran hisfinger down theflier’ swing. “But only within limits. It strue, with the right
gpprovals, the developers can get permission to meddle. But no one would allow meto kill the people.”

Shethought of his pulse-gun, uselessin the port. “ Even if you were defending yoursdf?’
He hestated. “The boundaries are dways gray.”

Shewondered if heredized just how gray. “Y our laws are moot, here, anyway. This should be a Skolian
world.”

“Andif it was?’ His expression darkened. “What would you do? Kick out the developersand send in
your military?’

Rocawanted to deny it, but she couldn’t. ISC dways set up a base on anew planet before it alowed
civilian contact. If they weren't careful, their effect here could be as deleterious as the resort planners.
With care, she said, “Normally, yes.”



“Normally?’
She spoke quietly. “1 am aRuby Dynasty heir.”

That seemed to throw him. After amoment he said, “We ve been here so long, sometimes | forget what
your title means beyond thisworld.”

She thought of her marriage to Eldri. “ Sometimes, sodo I.”

“Will you help Eldri’ s people?

“I certainly intend to try.”

“What about your family?’ He spoke cautioudy. “1 imagine your new husband will surprise them.”

That was certainly amasterful understatement. It wasn't a subject she wished to discuss with anyone,
even hersdf. She wanted to enjoy however little time she and Eldri had |eft rather than brooding on a
future they might never see.

Rocamotioned a theflier. “If we send out ten with holos, afew might reach Dalvador.”

“Changing the subject won't makeit go away,” Brad said. When she only looked at him, he held up his
hands. “Right. Thefliers. We |l have one chance with them. Thefirst time we send out any, it will
probably catch Avaril off guard. After that, | imagine hisarcherswill be ready to shoot them down.”

“We need decoys, to help the holo fliers get through.”

“It shouldn’t take long to make them, now that we know how.” He shifted hisweight. “But Lady
Roca—when we |launch the holo fliers, we lose our means to communicate with the port.”

Rocaaso dreaded cutting their last link to home. “Let’sjust hopeit works.”

Standing at awindow on the second story of Windward, Roca could watch Eldri’ s men training below.
They wereworking in the“ narrows,” along portion of the courtyard bordered by low walls. Standsfor
an audience stood aong one long wall and tables along the other. She had wondered at the purpose of
the narrows when she first came to Windward. Now she knew.

In peacetime, the warriors here stayed in shape by holding competitions in swordsmanship and archery.
Healers used the tables as stations where they could treat injured men. But today was no game. Eldri and
his warriorstrained with afierce concentration broken only by the clang of swords, the thunk of arrows,
and the grunts of men. Headlers waited with supplies, and pallets lay on the ground near them, ready for
anyone hurt during the exercises.

Eldri’ s prowess with a sword mesmerized Roca. Even from so far away, shefdt hisintensity. Y ears of
training had honed his skill; now he moved on ingtinct, asif the sword were apart of him. It wasa
bittersweet joy to watch, like seeing abeautiful dance, but one as deadly asit was graceful.

Her heart wastearing in two. Eldri would fight if—no, when—Auvaril’ sarmy attacked. If he had a
seizure, hewould probably die; it was unlikely he would be lucky enough to frighten away his opponents
again. And heknew it. Y et fill heintended to lead his men. She wanted to rage againgt his determination,
his pride, the integrity that made him refuse to stay back when others went into baitle.

But nothing would change hismind.



Rolling over in bed, Roca opened her eyesinto darkness. The shuttersin the window acove acrossthe
suite were cracked open, letting in air and hints of the pristine light that herdlded the suns, though the strip
of dark sky she saw was't yet touched by the gold, pink, and red of dawn.

Shedidn’t know what had awoken her. Eldri lay at her Sde, deep in deep, one hand under his cheek.
The castle was quiet. People were surely stirring, but in here she heard nothing. On aworld with no
birds, the dawn camein silence. Lyshriol needed no musica animals; inits Bards, it had singers of
unmatched beauty.

A digtant clanking interrupted the silence, followed by acall from the courtyard. Rocadid out of bed and
padded across the cold stone floor to awindow that overlooked the courtyard. When she pushed apart
the shutters, breezes blew across her face, less chilly today than usud.

Three men were running across the courtyard, outfitted in leather armor and mail, their hair streaming out,
two holding helmets. One shouted to someone out of her sight. She didn’t understand hiswords, but the
adarmin hisvoice needed no trandation.

Rocaturned—and saw Eldri standing by the bed, his face blurred with deep as he pulled on histrousers.
“What isit?’ she asked.

“I don’t know.” Hefastened his clothes, hisfingers fumbling. “ But they wouldn’t sound an darm without
reason.”

Shewent over to him. “Eldri—"

Hetook her hands. “ Stay here. Don't go outside or even downgtairs. We don't know if Avaril redizes|
have married. Go to Brad' s suite and hide. If they think you are Brad’ s woman, they may spare you.”

She gtared at him, hearing what he didn’t say. He feared he would die today. She squeezed hisfingers. It
seemed surredl, impossible, that the heir to an interstellar empire had to see her husband go out with no
more protection than primitive armor and asword. “ Take care.”

Eldri kissed her, softly, urgently. Then he strode out the door, tying the laces on his shirt.

A crash vibrated outside. Rocaran back to the window, but she saw only Eldri’ s men gathering bel ow.
Another crash came, thundering from beyond the great wall that protected the castle.

“Godsamighty,” she muttered. It sounded like Avaril’ s people were using the battering ram.

Rocathrew on her clothes and ran out into the hall, headed for Brad's suite. She had only gone halfway
when she saw him gtriding toward her. They met in front of aniche with the statue of awoman holding a
bow and quiver, the archer-goddess Sauscony, now a part of Lyshrioli mythology, but probably a
remnant from the ancient erawhen star queens had settled thisworld.

Roca spoke fast, breathing hard, her hand over her abdomen. “We need to send out thefliers.”

“They'rein my suite.” He jumped as another crash thundered through the keep. “I haveto get the
explosves”

Her hope legpt. “Can you collapse the bridge?’

“I don’'t think so. But we can use them in other ways.” He took a deep breath. “ Can you send off the



fliers?’
“Yes. I'll take care of it.”

Brad clasped her arm. Then they both took off, Rocarunning for his suite. She burst through its
antechamber and into the room beyond, which was set up like the one she shared with Eldri. Piles of
flierswere scattered on tables, strewn across the window alcove, and heaped on the floor. When she
threw open the shuttersin the acove, cold wind gusted past her, blowing the fliers off the benches.

Roca scooped one up and flicked its switch, then threw it out the window, into the gales of the Backbone
Mountains. It sailed away on the currents of air. She grabbed another and sent it off, then another and
another. After she had released the onesin the acove, she ran back into the bedroom and gathered up
armfuls of thefliers. She sent every one out the window into thewind. A cloud of fliers soon stretched
across the sky, above the mountains, headed toward the plains of Davador. Whether or not any would
make it, she didn’t know, but they had agood start.

All the time she was tossing mechanica birds, the ram continued to crash againgt the portcullisbelow. As
so0n as she sent out the last flier, she ran across the room and threw open the shutters of awindow
overlooking the courtyard. Eldri’ swarriors had gathered below, on walls, in towers, and at windows,
archers up high and swordsmen below. The archers were shooting at Avaril’s men, but the wind limited
their efforts, endangering their own people whenever agust sent an arrow intended for their foesat a
friend instead.

Another crash came—and the great gatesin the courtyard shook. A gargoyle carved into the rock above
the entrance split off from the wall and smashed to the ground.

“Saintshelp us,” she whispered. Roca had never believed in the pantheon of goddesses, gods, and saints
worshiped by many Skolian peoples, but now she prayed to them al, for Eldri, for his people, for the
unborn child she carried.

Then she saw him. Eldri. Fully outfitted in armor, he was striding across the courtyard, stopping often to
encourage hismen. A tal manin ahemet srode at hisside, his height marking him as Garlin. Then Eldri
donned his own helmet, the stylized head of abeast.

Eldri’ s people had rolled a staircase made from glasswood up to the great wall, next to the gates. A line
of women and men extended from the courtyard up the stairs, and they were passing barrelsto the
warriors on top of thewall. Flame suddenly legpt up from abarrel held by two men at the top. When
they tipped it over thewall, Rocaredized they were raining burning oil on the attackers below. Shouts
erupted from outside the castle.

Roca suddenly glimpsed Brad on thewall, just as he hurled an object through one of its crendllations. An
explosion boomed outside the castle, probably on the bridge in front of the portcullis, in the midst of the
invaders. Men screamed and Rocaflinched, fedingiill.

The assault continued. The attackers had obvioudy succeeded in building machinery that moved theram
with enough force to make it effective. Whatever e se Roca thought of Avaril, she had to acknowledge
his ability to innovate; he and his people achieved wonders with basic engineering. Theram hit
again—and agreat crack split the gates, though they were made of glasswood layered until it was as
thick as two men’ s bodies. Another crash resounded and a second crack appeared, rending the gates
from top to bottom.

Down below, Eldri shouted to the men up on thewall. They dumped one last barrdl of ail, then began a
fast retreat. The people on the stairs ran down ahead of them, clearing the way so everyone could reach



the courtyard. The civiliansraced for the castle while the warriors took up formation in the courtyard.

Rocano longer felt theicy wind that whipped back her hair and plastered her clothesto her body. Her
awareness strained toward the defenders as they prepared to protect the castle. She felt their
determination, their fear, their battle fury, and their desperation.

With agreet crash, the ram hit the gates again—and the massive portals split in two. One half toppled
forward into the courtyard, and the other fell back onto the bridge. Warriors on both sides scattered,
running madly asthe portalsfell. Avaril’s men retrested across the bridge, but that reprieve lasted only
seconds, while the gates dammed into the ground, the crash thundering throughout Windward asit sent
up clouds of debris. Then the invaders surged back and poured through the break, through the swirling
dust, jumping over the wrecked portcullis and gates.

Eldri’ s men legpt forward, and the clang of swordsfilled the courtyard. It was a nightmare. Roca almost
threw up when one man chopped the arm off another directly below her, blood spurting. The archers
tried to pick off the attackers, but in the melee of fighters, with the gusting wind, it was hard to get aclear
shot.

Suddenly an explosion went off in the midst of aphalanx of invaders working itsway forward. Roca
clenched thewindowsi, her nausea surging at the sight of what happened to the men caught in the blast.
Another bomb exploded, but this one fizzled and had little effect.

Men had collapsed throughout the courtyard, some dragging themselves out of the battle, but too many
lying completdy dtill. Avaril’ swarriors continued to pour in; far fewer of Eldri’s men were coming out of
Windward. Tearswelled in Roca s eyes. Brad and his hastily assembled team of proto-engineers
couldn’t have many explosives | eft. Long after Windward' s defenders had depleted their numbers,
weapons, and energy, Avaril’s much larger army would keep on coming.

Roca couldn’t find Eldri in the chaos below. She glimpsed his helmet among amass of men by the
western wall, but it vanished as the battle roiled across the courtyard. Another time she thought she saw
him lying crumpled and broken againgt one wall. She cried out as another man fell, blocking her view,
and she pressed her hands against her abdomen, praying her child wouldn’t suffer such abrutal degth.
She couldn’t believe Eldri lay in abroken heap under another dead man. It couldn’t be him. It couldn'’t.

She couldn’t accept such an end for the man she loved.

When Rocafirgt heard the thunder coming from beyond the castle walls, she feared Avaril’ s men were
using the battering ram again, thoughwhy, she had no idea. The relentlessinvaders were dready pushing
their way through the courtyard, cutting down Eldri’s men. It wasn't until the fighting lagged in the
courtyard, with men turning their heads upward, that she redlized the roar she heard came from the sky.

Leaning out the window, her hair streaming in the wind, she craned her neck to look. She had been at
Windward so long that for an ingtant she reacted as would a Lyshrioli woman, shocked to see agreat
gold and black beast soaring above Windward, itsvoice raised in an unnatura roar. Then her perception
shifted—and for one brilliant, incredible moment she wanted to shout her rdlief at that great meta
cresture—a Skolian military shuttle.

Thenthe ship fired.

Its beam sheered off atower, one far from the window where Roca stood. Another shuttle roared into
view from behind the castle, looming over the battle. Warriors scattered, running for their lives asthe ship



blasted the courtyard with the exhaust of itslanding. Roca shouted, her protest lost in the noise. They
must have pinpointed her position—and were diminating any threat they thought existed to that location.
In*“rescuing” her, they would destroy the very people who had protected her al these months.

Shewhirled around and took off, racing out of the suite. Her feet pounded on the stone floor in the hall.
When she flung open the door to the stairs, shoutsin the dining hall swelled in crescendo. She strode
onto thelanding at the top of the stairs—and froze, clenching therail as she stared in horrified disbelief at
the scene below.

Unaware of what was happening outside, Eldri’s men were dill locked in combat with the invaders, the
battle crashing throughout the hall. Several warriors were on the table, fighting back and forth, swords
flashing asthey parried and attacked. One of Avaril’s men suddenly found an opening in his opponent’s
defense and stabbed him through the heart. Roca cried out, but in the tumult, no one heard.

The double doors of the hal dammed open. The dining hall was supposed to be insde the castle, but
sunlight streamed into the room, coming through the destroyed wing beyond. A gold giant stood framed
in the doorway like an avenging metal god, aman seven feet tdl, indomitable and massive, towering over
every other man in the room. He wore the harsh uniform of a Jagernaut Primary, black leather embedded
with computers, more machine than clothes. His skin, hair, and gaunt-lets al glinted, hard and unforgiving.
He had drawn hisgun, ahuge Jumbler that glittered black in the sunlight. His eyes showed no whites,
only unbroken shidds of gold, asif heweren't human at al, but amachine.

Her son had arrived.
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Roca saw Eldri.

He must have jJumped on the table just before Kurj threw open the doors. Eldri had lost his helmet
somewhere, and his disarrayed hair was wild around his head. He stood with hisfeet planted wide, his
body haf turned to the door, his sword held out, blood dripping off the blade, hiseyeswild, his chest
heaving from exertion. He looked as much the atavistic barbarian as Kurj looked awarlord of the sars.

How Kurj knew Eldri was more than just another fighter among hundreds, Roca had no idea—but in that
moment, when he and Eldri locked gazes, she saw the recognition in their facesand felt it in their minds.
Time seemed to dow asKurj raised his Jumbler in both hands, hisarms straight out, pointing it a Eldri.
And in that moment Roca knew, without doubt, that her son was about to commit the equivalent of
patricide.

“KURJ" She shouted her words. “Don’'t shoot!”

Both Eldri and Kurj whirled toward her. Their reaction was so intense that for an instant she saw hersdlf
intheir minds, her gold hair wild from the wind, untamed around her body, her face flushed, her eyes
frantic. Desperate to stop them, she started down the stairs—and in her hurry, her foot caught on the top
gep. Sheflailed, yanked forward by the weight of her body. With relentless, unforgiving momentum, she
toppled down the sairs.

Thewalswent by in ablur, too fast for Rocato comprehend fully. It hurt, hurt,hurt, every time she hit the
steps. Shewrapped her arms around her swollen belly, curling up, trying to protect the baby. Then she
crashed into the lower landing and smashed againgt the railing on its other side.



Suddenly Kurj was bending over her, hisvoice buried in theroar in her ears, the roar of her pain, the
roar of her own blood.

“Mother!” He grasped her arm. “Gods amighty.”

Roca groaned, her body wracked by a bruta contraction. “Kurj, you mustn’'t—" Her eyes watered as
the contraction worsened. “Mustn't shoot him—ah,no.”

Other people were crowding into the hal, Skolian soldiers striding among the Lyshrioli warriors. Kurj
shouted orders, caling for adoctor. Roca could barely hear for theroaring in her ears.

“Mother, you can't die.” Hiswords sounded so strange. She hadn’t heard the cold, clipped tones of lotic
inmonths.

Rocagrabbed hisdeeve. “Kurj! Y ou must not hurt him.”
“Who?’ His gaze hardened. “Who did thisto you?’

“Ligten!” Shedug her fingersinto hisarm. “ These people have protected me—ah!” She squeezed her
eyes shut as another contraction hit.

“Primary Skolial” A medic knelt next to Rocaand did aquick exam. “She' sgoneinto labor. We have to
get her to the port.”

Roca spoke through clenched teeth. “Won't make port.” She could see Eldri now, down inthe hal,
struggling with Kurj’ s soldiers. They were holding him back, kegping him away from her.

“Let him go.” She could barely talk past the pain. Medics crowded around her, bringing an air Stretcher
and blocking her view.

“No!” Rocashook Kurj’sarm. “I won't leave!”

No onelistened. They loaded her onto the stretcher and went down the gairs.
Then she saw who elsewasin the hall.

Avail.

He was standing by the table, surrounded by his men, his sword lowered, his face stunned as he watched
her. Skoliansfilled the room, no longer attacking Eldri’ s men, but keeping them back. Eldri struggled
agang the Jagernauts who were holding him, hisface flushed.

“Let him go!” Roca ordered asthe medics carried her past the Jagernauts. She used her strongest
Assembly voice, which had cowed more than afew delegates.

The gtartled Jagernauts, normally unflappable and impassive, released Eldri before Kurj had achanceto
countermand the order Rocadidn’t have the authority to give. Eldri lunged forward and ran dongside the
gtretcher as the medics kept going. His Trillian words poured over Rocalike water. “Where are they
taking you? Who are these people? Our son!”

She grabbed hishand and answered in Trillian, one of the few languages Kurj could neither understand
nor trandate. Shelonged for Eldri to stay with her, wanted it intensdly, but it wasimpossible. Kurj was
already moving to separate them. She spokefast. “I swear | will find away to come back.l swear it.
Remember that.” Another contraction hit and she cried out, her grip tightening on his hand.



Then Kurj was dragging him away. The medicsran out of the hal into the ruins of the courtyard. The
remains of the battle went by in ablur, as Skolians backed Lyshrioli warriors againgt thewals. The
medics sped onward, taking Rocato the shuttle, and Kurj easily caught up with them.

The hatch of the ship loomed into view so fast, Roca hardly knew they had reached it before they were
inside. She pushed up on her elbow, forcing out her words through another contraction. “No—can't take
off—the acceleration—"

“No accderation.” The medic eased her onto arobot-gurney. “We' re only going to the port.”

Craning her head around, Roca saw the airlock shimmer closed, leaving asolid hull. Shefdt only agentle
lift asthe shuttle rose into the air. Then she could think no more, caught in the grip of another contraction
S0 intense, her nanomeds couldn’t ease the pain.

The doctors moved fast, preparing her for birth. She was vaguely aware of Kurj hanging back, flattened
againg the hull behind her head. Medics draped her body, giving her privacy, but nothing could hide her
agonized face. Kurj’ s panic surged againgt her mind. He had faced every horror of war without flinching,
but now, inthis, hewasterrified.

Another contraction wrung her body and Roca screamed, her mind blanking to everything but the need
toPUSH.

“It'scoming!” amedic shouted. “Harder!”
She pushed again, tears streaming down her face. Again—

With ahuge rel ease, the pain ended. Roca gasped—and in that instant she heard acry, agresat protest to
the universe. Straining up on her elbows, she looked past her draped knees to see the medics holding a
baby, aboy, while they cleaned hisface and body.

“Ah, gods.” She collapsed back and groaned with another contraction. She hadn't finished; she still had
to deliver the afterbirth. All she could think was that the baby should be held by hiskin, not strangers.

“Kurj.” She croaked out the name. “Y our brother—take your brother.”
“What?’ He jerked away from the hull. “Y ou want me tohold it?’
“Y-yes.” Rocacould say no more, caught in the wrenching delivery of the afterbirth.

Mercifully, it soon ended. Findly shewasfree of pain. She was dimly aware of medics cleaning her, but
she could think only of the baby. Her son. Eldri’s son.

Suddenly she remembered—gods, no, she had askedKurj to take the baby. In that terrible instant, she
remembered Kurj raising his Jumbler to Eldri. Frantic, she twisted around—

And saw amiracle.

Kurj was standing behind her with hisfeet planted wide, an indomitable giant. Cradling thetiny baby in
hisarms, he swayed back and forth in arhythm humans had known by ingtinct since the beginning of their
Species.

Rocafdl back on the pallet, wondering at the power of birth, that it could disarm even Kurj. By

everything that mattered in love and fatherhood, it was Eldri who should be holding the baby now, Eldri
who should have witnessed thismiracle, Eldri who should be bonding with his son. But if the magic of this



moment convinced Kurj to let hishaf brother live and thus made possible the day when the boy could
know hisfather, she would accept that blessing.

“My son,” Rocawhispered.

Another flutter of activity, and Kurj was putting the swaddled baby in her arms. Roca bent her head over
her child. “Isheadl right?” She looked up at the people clustered around her. “My fdl down the sairs,
didit—?’

One of the doctors answered, awoman with graying hair. “Heisfine, Lady Roca. Hedthy and hde.”

“Thank you,” Rocawhispered. She held theinfant againgt her body, looking down into hiswide blue
eyes. “So beautiful. Y ou are such abeautiful boy.” He stared up at her, and she knew he recognized her
voice.

“Heis—agtonishing.” Kurj knelt with one knee on a seat that jutted out from the hull, bringing hiseyes
level with hers. Incredibly, his gaze was tender when he glanced at the baby. But it turned into steel when
he shifted his attention to Roca. “Wasit the man with the red hair? The wild one on the table?’

Shetensed. “You will not harm my son’ sfather.”
Hesad nothing.

“Kurj.” She recognized his expression. He had looked that way the day he had tried to kill Darr. “Listen
tome”

“I will take care of you,” he said.

She scowled. “1 am perfectly capable of taking care of mysdlf. | did after | had you and | will do so

“Thisisdifferent.”
“You heard me, Kurj.” Shefdt asif sheweretaking to astonewal. *Y ou will not hurt hisfather.”
A muscle twitched under hiseye. “Y ou didn’t want Darr hurt either.”

“Darr has nothing to do with this” Shewilled him to listen. “Eldri never hurt me. And | married him of my
own freewill.”

“Youmarried him?’ Kurj stared at her. “ That barbarian with the svord?’

“yes”

“S0.” He sounded like he was gritting his teeth.

“Youwon't hurt him.”

He sad nothing.

“Damnit, Kurj. If you kill theman | love, | will never be able to bear your presence again.”

“Love?’ He sounded more bewildered than angry. “Y ou cannot love such aman. Y ou are aRuby heir.”

“And heismy consort.” Rocawas growing desperate. She was so very, very tired. And the baby was
nuzzling her shirt, wanting to nurse. She couldn’'t do it in front of Kurj. She needed privacy, needed to be



away from his deadly contradictions, his unbending love and anger. “Promise me you will never hurt
Eldri.”

“WhoisEldri?’

“My husband.”

No answer.

“Kurj!”

Hisface remained impassve.
“HeisaRuby pson,” Rocasaid.
Nothing in hisface relented. “ Absurd.”
“Itistrue”

“A wildtae, Mother.”

Rocaknew she couldn’t keep this up. Kurj might think she spoke from desperation, but he would soon
learn the truth. The proof in Eldri’s DNA would give her more to negotiate with. Until then, she had to
make sure Kurj didn’t kill him.

“Makemeabargain,” shesaid raggedly. “If | swear | will never return to him, swear you will never harm
him.”

He clenched the gurney. “Y ou love him that much?’

“yYes”

“And you would never seehim again?’

“Yes.” Shewanted to choke on the word.

He averted hiseyes. “Very wel. | agree”

“Look at me”

Heraised hisgaze.

“Now promise,” shesaid.

He said nothing.

“Kurj.”

It was along moment before he answered. Finally he forced out the words. “Y ou have my word.”
“Y ou must not betray my trust.”

“Never again.” He spoke hitterly. “I did once. This happened.”

“Y ou should keep your promises because it isright. Not because you want no more brothers.”
Hisvoice suddenly cracked. “Gods, | thought you died. | thought | had killed you.”



Hisemotion startled her. He so rarely let her see how he felt, and he had walled his mind off from her.
She spoke more gently. “Can we not find away to trust each other?’

He started to answer, then shook hishead, asif he couldn’t bear to revea any more emotions or even let
himself fed them. Instead he touched the baby’ s head. “What will you cal him?’

“Eldrin,” she murmured. “Eldrin Jarac Vadoria. For hisfather and mine.”
Hewouldn’t meet her gaze.
“Kurj.”

He dowly raised his gaze to hers. “Would that | could make the universe perfect for you. But | cannot. |
can only do my flawed, bitter best.”

She swalowed. “I fear your vison of perfection.”

No answer.

She spoke softly. “ Are we going to war with the Traders?’
“Theinvasion plansare under way.”

“So you won.”

“By two votes.” He sounded weary rather than triumphant.

“Two votes.” She wanted to grieve for the deaths those two votes would inflict on humanity. “I hope you
areproud of it.”

“Proud?’ Thistime hedidn’t try to hide hispain. “1 have no pridein destruction or death. But | will do
whatever is necessary to protect my people and those| love.”

“I know.” A tear ran down her face.

She felt too worn-out to say more. These people believed they were taking her to safety, comfort, thelife
she was destined to live. But regardless of what they wanted to think, they were ripping her away from
the home sheloved.

Part Three:
Father of Webs
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Homecoming

The docking bay donewaslarger than abattle cruiser. Roca stood on the platform at the end of ahigh
catwalk, cradling Eldrin as she watched the ships, cranes, and machines below. The frigate that had
brought her to the Orbiter sat clamped in its docking pad. Kurj had just finished registering with the port
authority; now hewas gtriding toward alift that would bring him up to this platform.

Eldrin tirred in hisdeep, and pressed his hinged, four-digit hand against her arm. She smiled at him, her
sadness easing. He had dept through the takeoff from Lyshriol, ensconced in abubble that protected him



from acceleration. He seemed similarly unimpressed now with this space station. In her more objective
moments, she redized that dthough he was a hearty, hedlthy child, he wasn'’tthat different from any other
child born throughout the history of the human race. But most of the time she marveled that she had
somehow, incredibly, given birth to this child who was so much more extraordinary than any other baby
ever born.

Shewished hisfather could be with them.

Kurj boarded the lift, which was't much more than ameta square with arail. Asit rose from the
ground, he waved to Roca, but he let no emotion show on hisface. It didn’t fool her. Behind that
impassive demeanor, he hid a heart capable of far more feding and forgivenessthan he let himsdlf
acknowledge. Shejust wished he could forgive himsdif. It wasn't hisfault she had made flawed decisons
in her life, that Darr had hurt her, or that the Traders wanted to do the same to the entire Imperidate.
Kurj took the responsibilities of an empire onto his shoulders until she thought he would break under the
weight.

The lift opped at the platform and Kurj pushed asdetheralil. “All st?’

“Yes.” Rocahad little eseto say. She had hardly spoken to him in the three daysit had taken to reach
the Orbiter. He didn't push. He knew he had gone too far when he threatened her husband. For all her
thoughts about forgiveness, she knew that if he had hurt Eldri, she could never have forgiven him.

Rocaglanced at thetiny child in her arms. Would he too turn hard someday? Over the decades, she had
seen thejoy in Kurj turn to stone. Given time and agentler life, he might have hedled after Darr. Instead
he had become a Jagernaut. Nothing could take away the hells he had lived since then.

“Weadl have our persond hells” he said softly.

She looked up with a start and found him watching her, his eyes unshielded. His height disconcerted her
after she had lived for so long among the Lyshrioli. She didn’t even reach his shoulder.

“We should go.” She heard the chill in her voice.
“All right.” He mentally withdrew and hisinner eydids|owered.

They crossed acatwalk to the arrivals gate. The rotation of the Orbiter produced alower apparent
gravity than what Roca had become used to on Lyshriol, and it felt strange now. However, her internal
systems had amemory of dealing with the Orbiter environment and her body was adapting quickly.

Had she and Kurj come on acommercid flight, they would have disembarked in alounge with al the
amenitiestravelerstook for granted. This gate was spare, dedicated to military personnd rather than
civilians. Roca had never been in this area of the Orbiter. Soldiers did double takes as she and Kurj
passed. Shefdt their astonishment at hislarge size and her appearance. Many recognized Kurj, though
not al. A few wondered if she and Kurj were brother and sister. Mercifully, only one person assumed
they were ahusband and wife with their child.

The magrail station was afew hundred meters from the gate, down acarpeted hal. White Luminex walls
lit the corridor, and panels of swirling holoart. The lovely effect surprised Roca; she hadn’t redlized |ISC
would seek to make its port areas atractive for its soldiers. Given the utilitarian aspect of the gate itsdlf,
the designers had only been partially successful, but at |east they made the attempt.

A magcar waited at the platform like ahuge bullet. As she and Kurj settled inside, facing each other
across the smdl cabin, the baby began to fuss. Roca cooed to him, but he kept twisting in her arms. She



could tdl from the vague impressionsin hismind that he wasn't hungry. He wanted something e se, she
wasn't sure what.

“It'sdl right, beautiful boy,” she murmured. Heflaled hissmdl figts, hisface scrunched up. So she sang
to him, aTrillian ballad Eldri had often crooned to her when they lay curled in bed. The baby quieted
immediately, his body relaxing as he snuggled againgt her, hiseyesclosing.

“That' sabeautiful song,” Kurj said.

Shelooked up, startled. Absorbed in her link with the baby, she had forgotten he was there. “Hisfather
usedtosngittome”

Kurj stiffened and turned away.

Rocawanted to entreat him to give Eldri achance. But she knew Kurj; if she pushed, it would only make
him more adamant against her husband.

They shot through tunnelsin the Orbiter’ s hull, which housed the military command centers of the sation.
Then the car whirred into the main habitat. The spherica Orbiter had an inner surface area of over fifty
sguare kilometers, divided into two hemispheres, Ground and Sky. Ground consisted of meadows, hills,
and mountains, with the ethereal City inits center, its digphanous beauty hiding an underlying strength. It
reminded Roca of her sister, Dehya, whose ddlicate beauty hid agreat strength of character.

It never ceased to amaze Rocathat the great blue dome of Sky took up half the living area. The Sun
Lamp moved acrossit during the day, and lights sparkled at night, like stars. Although lovely, it wasa
remarkably inefficient use of space. But the Orbiter housed many powerful government figures; to
providefor them, it was designed for beauty rather than efficiency.

The“gravity” created by the Orbiter’ s rotation pointed down at its equator, which bisected Ground and
Sky. Therotation poles pierced the horizon where Ground and Sky met. As a person waked from the
equator toward the poles, gravity decreased and the ground doped upward, until one became weightless
at the poles and the “ ground” was vertica. They could walk just aseasily on Sky, if they wished.

The Ruby Dynasty lived in avalley about halfway to the poles. Roca sfather, Jarac, had chosen that
region because the lower gravity was easer on hishuge size. Twenty years ago, Kurj had named the area
Valley, just as he named Ground, Sky, and City. Jarac agreed they were sensible names. Roca' s mother
had wanted to know if they intended to name space “ Space” and their ships*“ Ship.” Rocadidn’t think

her son or father had caught the joke, though, given how serioudy they considered the idea.

“Why areyou smiling?’ Kurj asked.

She glanced up, softening despite her anger a him. “Do you like it here on the Orbiter?’

“Yes | do.” Hisinner lidsraised, reveding hiseyes. “I’ve dwaysliked it. | don’t feel so heavy.”
She knew he meant more than gravity. “Y ou work too hard.”

Hislipsquirked up. “Y ou awaystel methat. And how | should sttle down with anicegirl.”
“Wdl, you should.”

Hiseyesglinted. “1 don't likenice girls.”

“Kurj!”



Helaughed. “ Sorry.” In amore serious voice, he said, “1 am just so very, very glad to see you dive and
wdl.”

In truth, she felt the same way about being dive. “Wefeared Avaril’ sarmy would kill us.”

“They might haveif you hadn’t sent out those robot birds. Otherwise, we might not have madeit intime.
We were having a hard time fixing your location on the planet.”

“I'mglad it worked.”
“Why were those people attacking the castle?”’
“They wanted Eldri.”

At the mention of his stepfather’ s name, his expression hardened. The baby stirred in Roca sarms, crying
inhisdeep.

“Look.” Kurj’sface relaxed. “He fedls our tenson.”
“Itisbecause heisapsion.” Rocaregarded Kurj steadily. “ Possibly a Ruby psion.”
Hisinner lids came down. “Impossible”

“No.” Shewilled him to seethe truth. “1 know you sense the baby’ smind.” The mental bond he had
formed with Eldrin at the birth was undeniable. Kurj trested him with a gentleness Roca had never seen
him show anyone else. It gave her hope for both of her sons.

“How could it be?” Kurj said. “I1t means hisfather carries the genes of apsion.”
Her gaze didn’'t waver. “Yes”

“That barbarian can’t have them.”

“Why not?What does his culture have to do with hisDNA?’

Hisjaw stiffened. “I1t’ stoo incongruous.”

“Nevertheless, itistrue”

He looked away, out the window.

Thewalk through Valey soothed Roca s agitation. The beauty of the secluded vale, with its pastord hills
and glens, comforted her. Sky arched far above, areassuring blue, the Sun Lamp hafway from its zenith
to the horizon. Kurj walked at her side, silent, asthe two of them had often been with each other these

past few days.

They went to the house where Roca lived when she visited the Orbiter. Entering the front room, she saw
amassive gold man standing at atable by the far wall, glancing through a holobook she had left open
there ayear ago, the last time she had been here. She had an eerie moment of didocation, entering the
room with Kurj only to find him aready here.

Then her mind readjusted and her mood warmed. “My greetings, Father.”

Jarac turned with astart. “Rocal” He strode forward—and stopped halfway across the room, staring at



the bundlein her ams.
Eldrin stirred and opened his eyes, trying to ook around.

Roca sfather blinked, hisunshielded eyeslike liquid gold with black pupilsin the center. “Isthat the
baby?’

“Y our grandson.” Roca s pulse leapt. Would Jarac accept him?

Her father came the rest of the way over to them and peered at Eldrin. “He certainly issmall.”
Rocaamiled. “That heis.” Especialy compared to Jarac.

Her father poked afinger into Eldrin’ sfist. The baby looked up, hisbig blue eyes scanning the gold face
above him. Jarac spokein akind voice. “What do you see, little man?’ Hiswords took on a singsong
qudity. “Do you know your grandhoshpa? Well, you are afine boy, eh?” Hewaggled hisfinger in
Eldrin’stiny grip.

Kurj made an exasperated noise. “| have never understood why otherwise rationa adults speak gibberish
to babies.”

Rocadanted alook at him. “| talked that way to you when you were a baby.”
Kurj cleared histhroat, his cheeks reddening under their metdlic cast.
“Look at that.” Jarac beamed at hisinfant grandson. “He turns his head to watch my face when | move.”

Relief flowed through Roca. Her father wasn't regecting Eldrin. It had probably helped that she sent
messages ahead, |etting her parents know she was alive—and amother again. She could tell how much
her father wanted to press her for news about what had happened. That he approached the situation with
such tenderness made her want to hug him.

“Wel, s0.” Jarac laughed as Eldrin gurgled a him.
Roca extended her child to her father. “Would you like to hold him?’
Jarac hesitated. “He' sso small. | might break him.”

Roca couldn't help but laugh. “I’ ve seen holos of you holding mewhen | wasthissize. Y ou never broke
m"

With greet care, hetook Eldrininto hisarms. “Well, and look at you, en?’
She glanced around the room. “Where is Mother?’

“Intheweb.” Jarac smiled at Eldrin, the lines crinkling around his eyes, more wrinkles than Roca
remembered. With agtart, she realized how much gray threaded the bronze mane of hair that swept to
his shoulders. It was the most noticeabl e difference between him and Kurj; his grandson kept his hair
clipped closeto his head in metallic curlswith no trace of gray. She would never understand how her
older son and her father could otherwise look so dike and yet be so different. Asasmdl child, Kurj had
been similar to Jarac in temperament, but the years had hardened her son in away that had never
happened to her father.

Jarac tickled Eldrin’ s nose with his huge finger. To Roca, he said, *Y our mother doesn’t know yet that
you've arived.”



“Actudly, shedoes” aregd voice sad behind them.

Rocaamost jumped. Turning, she saw her mother, Lahaylia Sdle, in the archway of the room. Gray
streaked the black hair that fell to below the pharaoh’ s hips, itslength atrademark of Ruby Dynasty
women. She resembled a Mg da queen, with her high cheekbones, danted eyes, and e egant nose, but
her eyeswere vivid green instead of black. She came forward, willowy yet strong, with an imperia
cariage.

“Mother.” Rocawent to her, wanting to throw her arms around this woman who had held her asachild.
The Ruby Pharaoh’ singrained formality discouraged shows of emotion, but for al her mother’ sreserve,
Rocafdt her love, and her gratitude that her daughter had come home. It flowed over Roca.

“| am glad to see you, Daughter,” her mother said.

“And| you,” Rocaanswered.

Lahayliaglanced at the baby that Jarac held. “Y ou have brought us a grandchild.”

Rocatensed. Would her mother also accept Eldrin?

Lahayliawent to her husband, and Jarac beamed, showing her Eldrin. “Look, Lahya. Heisbeautiful.”
The Ruby Pharaoh gazed at her grandson. “ So.”

“I named him Eldrin Jarac Vadoria,” Roca said. Then she added the last name, her voice firm. “ Skolia”

Jarac froze, his amilevanishing. Kurj stiffened at her sde, even dready knowing what Roca believed.
Lahayliadidn't move.

Then, dowly, the Ruby Pharaoh turned to her. She spoke in a deceptively quiet voice. “What did you
say?’

“Prince Eldrin Jarac Vddoria Skolia.” Roca used thetitle ddliberately.

Anger flashed in her mother’ s eyes. “ The Skolia name may be taken only by a Ruby psion. For anyone
esetodareclamitisagraveinsult to our family.”

“Heismy hushand’ s son. That makes him amember of the Ruby Dynasty.” Roca' s stiffness eased.
“Mother, I’'m not sureif Eldri isaRuby psion. The geneticistswill have to examine hisDNA. But | think
heis” Her hope surged despite her attemptsto remain coal. “| redly think heis.”

“Soitistrue” Lahaylia svoice cooled. *Y ou married the father.” She didn't seem to have heard anything
beyond Roca sfirg sentence. “How could you commit such an abomination?’

Thiswasn't going the way Rocahad hoped. “I love him.”

Her mother made an incredulous noise. “What does that have to do with anything?’
Roca scowled at her. “Heisagood man.”

“Heisunworthy of you.”

“His people might argue | am unworthy of him.”

Lahayliaarched aperfect eyebrow. “1 hardly think so.”



Rocawas aware of Kurj listening with the same concentration he used to size up combat Situations.
Although she spoke to Lahaylia, her words were as much for him. “It doesn’t matter to you that this man
may be aRuby pson?’

“A far-fetched proposition,” the Ruby Pharaoh said.
“But true”

“Perhaps”

Rocarefused to back down. “Y ou will see”

“It makes no difference, Daughter.”

“Nodifference? He would be priceless.”

“Certainly he would. We could make much use of him.” Lahaylia crossed her arms. “He would il be
unworthy to become your husband.”

“Heisn't athing to ‘make use of,’ ” Rocasaid angrily.
Jarac spoke. “Lahya, if shelovesthisfelow, we should be happy for them.”

Roca could have hugged him. Her mother had other ideas. She frowned at her husband. “Pah.” She
made that one word an imperid rebuke that would have struck fear into the most stawart soul.

Unlike the rest of the universe, however, Jarac didn’t blanch under the force of her disapproval. Instead
he amiled, the lines around his eyes crinkling. “Loving one' s pouse isagood thing, Wife”

Although she gave him her most regdl, aoof stare, gentleness underlay her gaze. But when sheturned to
Roca, her frown returned. “Have you informed your betrothed about this marriage of yours? Perhaps you
have forgotten him—aPrince Dayj Mg da, nephew of the Mg daMatriarch?’

“Or course | haven't forgotten.” Rocawished she could, but that was another matter. “ Reparations have
been made.”

Roca had spent the past months going over filesin her node, studying precedents. While en route here,
she had sent a careful message to the House of Mgda. She phrased the news of her marriagein a
manner that court protocol specified as an gpology in Stuations that precluded an open statement of
regret. Her betrothal to Dayj had never taken place, so technically she owed Mada no explanation. But
implicit promises had been made. Mgda had been grooming its prince to become a Ruby consort. In
reparation, Roca had deeded the Matriarch alucrative shipping company, one Vg Madahad long
coveted. To Dayj, Roca sent ajeweed box with two art figurines considered priceless. It wouldn't
diminish what she had done, but it conveyed a message that he and his House would recognize, an
apology of the highest order.

Lahaylia, however, looked unimpressed. “No reparations are going to appease Va Mgda.” She crossed
her arms. “And | am sure the prince who had expected to carry your name and sire your children will be
enthralled to know you have given birth to another man’schild.”

Eldrin’sface scrunched up and he began to cry.

“Lahya, stop.” Jarac gently handed Eldrin to his mother. As Roca soothed the crying infant, Jarac drew
hiswife away, to awindow across the room. Light from the Sun Lamp danted through the window,



illuminating the two potentates asif they werein agilded portrait. Rocawondered how they could look
50 beautiful and be so infuriating, though thistime it was only her mother.

With ahearty cry, Eldrin turned toward Roca s breast. She cuddied him close. “ Are you hungry,
swestings?’

Kurj spoke hurriedly, hisfierce demeanor replaced by darm. “1f you need me, | will bein the other
room.”

Roca nodded, her attention focused on Eldrin. As Kurj made a quick retreat, she crossed the room,
murmuring to the baby. Sheleft her parentsin the other room, deep in discussion, and secluded hersdlf in
an alcove. Shefdt Eldrin’srdief at being comforted. Some people believed ababy this young had no
rea persondlity, but she could aready sense his moods and needs.

She nursed him, knowing this moment of peace wouldn't last. Had her mother accepted the marriage, or
even remained neutrd, it might have mitigated Kurj’ s hogtility toward his stepfather. She had thought if
Lahayliaknew Eldri was a strong psion, perhaps even a Ruby, she would be more open to him, but it
seemed afutile hope now. Without the Ruby Pharaoh’s blessing, the marriage had no future.

No matter. She had no intention of divorcing Eldri. Even if it turned out she couldn’t see him again, she
could protect him with her title. Otherwise, she feared | SC would demand control of hislife, taking his
freedom, dignity, and salf-determination. An unknown native of a primitive world had few defenses
againg an interstellar empire, but they would think long and hard before they dared touch the consort of
an har to the Ruby Throne.

Whether her family liked it or not, Eldrinson Althor Vadoriawas amember of the Ruby Dynasty.

20
Aftermath

Kurj sat sprawled at his desk, intent on the hol os rotating above its glossy surface: graphs, plans, reports,
details of the planned invasion. Only five days had passed since he had found Roca, but in that time his
team had done agreet ded of work. He had spent hourstoday scrutinizing their reports. HisEl
drategists continualy communicated with those of other officers, just as he communicated with the
officersthemselves. He had sent so many messages through the Kyle web today, hismind ached.

They had so far spent over eight months planning the invasion. Had they intended afast strike, they could
have gone in long ago. But they had to prepare for the possibility of aprotracted, debilitating war. This
would be no quickly undertaken and quickly won conflict; they could be embarking on a course that
would lead to years of warfare across aregion of space that encompassed hundreds, even thousands, of
human settlements.

Finally he closed hisfilesand El shdlls. Asheleaned his head against the back of his smart-chair, it
shifted to make him more comfortable. For ashort time he smply sat with his eyes closed, recharging his
sysems.

When he fdlt fully powered again, he went back to work. The files he brought up now had no connection
to theinvasion. The helices and diagrams showed the mutated DNA that produced a Ruby psion—him,
to be exact. It wasn't just one gene, but many, corresponding to awide range of traits, most associated

with empathy and telepathy.
“NodeA attend,” he said.



“Attending.” The deep voice belonged to the El that ran the computersin his huge office. Dehya, hisaunt,
had designed it for him, at hisrequest. He had set his spy programs againgt it himself, to check its
Security. It was the only system he knew of that his spies had never cracked.

“Find me the medical records on Eldrin Jarac Vadoria,” Kurj said. He refused to give the Skolianame to
hishaf brother.

And yet, as much as he sought to distance himsdlf from the child, he couldn’t stop thinking about him. In
that incredible moment when he had held the newborn, his universe had flipped upside down. Wasit a
form of insanity that made him shaky inside when he saw that baby? No matter how much hetried to
deny the emotions, they refused to go away.

Theintengity of his response unnerved him. He had aways kept an iron control on hisemotions, lest they
throw him about like driftwood on a storm-lashed ocean. His passions were too strong to let free. Y €,
somehow, Eldrin reached that inner core. For some inexplicable reason, Kurj wanted to see the boy,
hold him, say thingsjust as ridiculous as those nonsense words his grandfather used. It was absurd and
inappropriate, but nevertheless, he couldn’t stop fedling that way.

“Medical recordslocated,” the El said.

“Copy them into my memory stacks,” Kurj said.
“The records are confidentia.”

Kurj waved hishand. “Never mind that.”

“I haven't permission to copy them.”

“I'm giving you permisson.”

“Only Roca Skoliaor her doctor can give permission.”
“So change the access protocol s.”

“That isn't dlowed.”

Kurj frowned. “I'mdlowingit.”

“Y ou should not have the authority to do such.”

“NodeA, dowhat | tel you.” Unfortunately, Dehya d so tended to program some annoying traitsinto EIs,
such asthis resstance to overriding other peopl€ s security protocols. Every time he fixed thisone, it
tried to evolve back to its original parameters. He would have to run a persondity check on it again.

“Medical records copied,” A said.

“Good.” Kurj leaned back in hischair and it shifted to accommodate hisweight. “Bring up the analysis of
my half brother’ SDNA.”

The holos above his desk disappeared, replaced by new ones, similar but not identical to Kurj’sDNA.
Kurj studied the diagrams. “ So isthe baby a Ruby psion?’

“Theandyssisincomplete,” A said. “But yes, it looks like he has the full complement of Rhon genes.”



Kurj blew out agust of air. He genuindly hadn’t believed his brother could be a Ruby. No wonder his
mother had acted rashly toward the Skyfal man. His pheromones would have muddled her judgment.
Kurj didn’t believe sheloved him. She couldn’t. It wasimpossible. The scum was't good enough for
her. Of course, no one was good enough for her, but this barbarian was about asfar from suitable as
possible. At least Dayj Mg dahad impeccable heredity. Thefact that Dayj never let anyone forget that
didn’t make him any easer to tolerate, but aslong as he stayed in seclusion, it didn’t matter.

Kurj frowned &t the holos. “Isit possible the father of this child is not a Ruby Dynasty pson?’

“Yes” A sad. “For himto beaRuby psion, he must carry two of every Ruby gene. If he has only one of
any of them, hewon't manifest the full traits, but he can dtill passthe genesto hisson.”

“Thatisn't what | meant.” Kurj knew perfectly well achild could be a Ruby psion even if hisfather
wasn't; hewas living proof of that.

“I meant, isit possible heisn't part of the Ruby Dynasty. Ishis marriage to my mother lega ?’
“No written contract exists.”
That sounded promising. “Isan ora agreement enough to makeit lega ?’

“Yes, if the bride, groom, and witnesses testify and have their satements verified by physiological
monitoring.”

“What would invaidate their testimony?”

Apaused, working. “If monitoring determinesthat any of the parties are lying; if one or more of the
parties has a previous contract that precludes the marriage; if the contract violates Skolian law; or if any
of the partiesinvolved are mentally incapable of agreeing to acontract.”

“Interesting.” Kurj swiveled his chair around to look through the window that took up the entirewall
behind his desk. Far below the window, Ground doped away, rolling down to City, which glowed like a
gem in the distance. The sight soothed him, al the more so because his mood had lifted.

He knew how to rid their lives of Eldrinson VVadoria

Windward lay in ruins.

Eldri and Garlin spent the morning walking through the castle with Shannar and the Memory, taking stock
of the damage. Eldri felt asif he were withering ingde. He had lost everything: Roca, his son, Windward,
and so many of hismen that he hurt every time he thought of it. In the five days since the battle, he had
gone through the motions of life, but his existence seemed like a barren plain, a place that would never
agan seejoy.

A group of people entered the courtyard through the broken gateway. Eldri frowned, squinting at them.
Hiswarriors were escorting severa unfamiliar men. His ssomach dropped when he recognized the man in
their center. Avaril Vadoria

Eldri stopped, his hand going to his sword. He touched nothing, of course; he had no weapon at the
moment. In truth, it mattered only to his pride. His men wore swords, disk mail, and armor, dl of them
well equipped to defend him. Even that wasn't necessary; one of Avaril’s men had tied ared scarf to his
gaff, the traditional request for atruce.



Eldri glanced a Shannar. 1 would see my godsforsaken cousin leave Windward.”

“Hewill soon begone,” Shannar said. “Hisarmy is broken.”

“Soisours” Eldri muttered. “Hewill rebuild.”

Garlindrew in aweary breath. “ And so will we.”

Shaliece spoke. “ Shdl | accept their request for truce?’

“Yes, | suppose.” Eldri nodded to her. “ Take extracarein recording al he says and does.”

Sheinclined her head. Then she pulled off the violet scarf around her waist and raised it high, making the
cloth ripplein thewind.

They fell dlent asthe warriors escorted Avaril to them. Eldri’ s men kept their hands on the hilts of their
swords, but no one drew aweapon. To do so after both sides had raised their colors would have been
unforgivable.

Avaril regarded Eldri with undisguised distrust. Thewind blew back his hair, showing more of the gray.
1] CGJS. n.”

Eldri only grunted. He had no intention of making whatever Avaril wanted to say any easer.
Avail’smouth tightened. “Must we continualy fight?”

Eldri crossed hisarms. “It is you who choosesto fight.”

“Itisyouwho usurpstherightful heir.”

“Our grandfather chose hisheir,” Eldri said. *'Y ou may hate that choice, but nevertheess, he waswithin
hisrights”

Avail started to reach for his sword, then took a breath and relaxed hisarms. “Y ou can argue your
supposed rights forever. It will not change the truth.”

“| don't need to change any truths,” Eldri said tightly. “No matter how many of my men you murder, your
camwill never bevdid.”

Avail’ sgazeflashed. “ Y ou have no shame. Theimmordity of seding atitleis not enough?Y ou suborn
the very queen of the sunsto your debauched cause.”

Eldri made a conscious effort not to grit histeeth. “ My wife has nothing to do with this”

“Y our wife' skin destroyed your castle. The gods have made their displeasure clear.” Avaril swept out
his hand, indicating the ruins. “ Relinquish thettitle, Eldrinson, before you bring this disaster to al of
Davador.”

“You gotoo far.” Although Eldri would never admit it to his cousin, he feared Avaril spoke thetruth, that
the sun gods had turned their disfavor on his union with Roca. The last person he wished to discussiit
with, however, was Avaril.

“Vador and Aldan took vengeance on your army.” Eldri glowered a him. “ They destroyed you because
you threatened their queen. Now take your men and be gone. | give you two days.”



“Andif | don't?’ Avaril asked. “Y ou have no more men left than | do.”

Eldri lowered hisarms, hisfigts clenching. “1 will defend my home. Know this. Whatever | haveto do, |
will.”

“Do not think you have won.”
“Two days,” Eldri said. “Then thetruce ends”

Avaril’sjaw visbly clenched. He moved his pdm outward, aforma and forbidding gesture of farewell.
Eldri did the same, their hands almogt hitting. Then Avaril turned on hished and strode toward the
shattered gates, escorted by hiswarriors and Eldri’ s defenders.

Garlin spoke heavily. “Hewill return. Probably not for years, with hisarmy broken. But he will come
back, Eldri. Hewill never rest until one of you isdead.”

“Would that it could be different.” Eldri rubbed hiseyes. “Heisour only other kin.”
Garlinlaid hishand on his shoulder. “ Come. Let us seeto the repairs.”

Eldri nodded, his gaze downcast. Accompanied by Shannar and Shaliece, they continued their appraisa
of the cagtle. Hefelt queasy. In the days since Roca had gone, and his dreams with her, he had suffered
severd convulsions, including one Garlin had told him went on and on. Eldri knew only that it left him
bruised and sore, and a so groggy for longer than usud. He had begun to question why he bothered to
keepgoing at dl.

He knew the answer as soon as the thought came to him, knew it every time the survivors of Windward
looked to him for help, succor, and leadership. Even if he couldn’t find the will to live for himsdlf, he had
to be strong for them.

Nor could he forget Roca s words, spoken with desperation as her people swept her away. She had
promised she would return. Eldri sworeto Vador and Aldan, the sun gods, that he would be more
diligent than the most devout acolyte in performing the proper rituas. If there was more to this business of
sun deities than he had believed, perhaps they would forgive his earlier impiety and let hiswife come
home.

But he had to stop dwelling on this. Shannar was spesking.

“The northern towers are solid.” Shannar indicated awing of the castle far from where Avaril’smen had
battered the gates. The graceful turrets of three towers reached to the sky. Their foundations aso
remained solid, but the rest of Windward had fared worse. Avaril’s men had only destroyed the gates,
the minions of the sun god had brought down the entire front of the castle, sheering through the stone with
swords of light. Eldri shuddered, unable to blank the vision from hismind.

Nor could he escape his guilt. Despite his recent seizures, he had suffered far fewer of the big attacks
snce he garted the sdlts. By chasing the demons from his body, he may have let their human incarnations
loose among his people. It was one of two possible explanations for what had happened. The other was
that the sun god had come to avenge Roca. Or perhaps the gold man had been awar god. Either way,
Eldri knew it was hisfault. He had brought her here, daring to love a goddess he had no right to clamiin

marriage.
Wife. Shewas hiswife. She had carried his son. He thought he would bregk insgde with their loss. The

gold man had taken both Roca and Brad, but Eldri had no ideawhere. He couldn'’t find out anything.
They weren't anyplace he or his men had searched in the five days since Dalvador had “won” the battle.



The port remained empty, with the strange droids taking care of it. Eldri had never been easy around
thoselittle meta creatures, and now he found them positively eerie.

“We can rebuild aportion of the main keep,” Garlin said. “ But the ret—it seemsimpossible. How did
our ancestors raise these incredible walls and towers?’

“The godsweren't angry at them,” Eldri said darkly.

Garlin shrugged. “1 don’t think any gods attacked Windward. Just men.”
“Andwomen. ” Shannar looked darmed. “Many of those warriors were women.”
Shaliece, the Memory, pointed southward. “Look. The meta flyer from the port.”

Eldri squinted. A familiar diver sparkled againgt the sky, one far more innocuous than the killing vessals
from five days ago. His hope leapt. “ Perhaps Brad has returned and fixed it.”

Theflyer grew in sze, until they could seeit dlearly. Asit sailed over the mountains, the light of the suns
reflected off itsslver body, highlighting the blue symbol that indicated it belonged to the Allied Worlds of
Earth, whatever that meant. In any case, it wasthe only flyer on Lyshriol.

Eldri couldn’t fathom why Brad liked these* symbols.” He had once shown Eldri amost remarkable cup,
amug made out of amateria that resembled glasswood, but was more brittle. Brad claimed the symbol
on the mug matched the one on hisflyer. But it didn’t. The one on the flyer waslarger and adifferent
shade of blue, and had many other differences despite what Brad deluded himself into believing.

These“holobooks’ Brad liked were even worse. He had actualy tried to convince Eldri that the marksin
them formed patterns you could use to speak. It was crazy. Those symbols couldn’t hold meaning, dl so
different, even those that Brad claimed “ spelled” the same “word.” Theyweren't the same. They werein
different placesin the book and surrounded by different patterns. How could Brad think they werethe
same? It made Eldri wonder if Brad might be abit strange in his mind about these books.

The flyer floated toward Windward, skimming over the nearby peaks. It settled in the open area before
the traitorous bridge that had given Avaril’ s men access to Windward. Eldri left the courtyard with Garlin,
Shaliece, and Shannar. They were crossing the bridge when the flyer opened and Brad stepped out.
Eldri’ sheart legpt to see hisfriend. Even after having known Brad and his odd ways for so long, though,
it il unsettled him to see the flying machine disgorge aman.

Brad looked more like himsalf now than he had during the sege, when they had al become ragged and
tattered. He had shaved his beard and cut his hair in that peculiar style some offworldersfavored, so
short it capped on his head. He dso wore dacks and a“turtleneck” swesater. Brad had shown him
images of turtles and explained the name, which he claimed dated back centuries, but Eldri couldn’t
fathom the resemblance between them and Brad' s clothes. He just couldn’t seeit. Out of respect for his
friend, however, he refrained from saying he thought it absurd.

Brad hadn’t come aone. Severa unfamiliar men and women descended from Brad' sflyer, dl in severe
clothes. Their garb resembled the coveralls Brad sometimes wore, except these outfits were crigp and
snug, giving an impression of authority. They had symbols on the shoulders and chests, not blue, but gold
and black. The newcomers al wore boots, sturdy and findy made. Although their apparel would be poor
protection in abattle, their manner made Eldri think they were soldiers.

Eldri’ sgroup met their visitors at the end of the bridge. Brad nodded with respect and spoke in English.
“| am gratified to see you wdll, Eldrinson.”



Eldri wondered at his uncharacteristic formdity. “And | you.” It wastrue. He would have mourned even
moreif Brad had died in the battle.

Brad indicated the people with him, who watched Eldri with disquieting intengity. “This delegation comes
from Imperid Space Command of the Skolian Imperidate.”

Eldri wondered if he was supposed to know what that meant. “1 see.”

Brad didn’t look happy at dl. “Eldrinson, they are military officersfrom your wife' s people. They have
inquiries about you. They’ ve asked meto act asan interpreter.”

Eldri froze. Thewar god had sent emissaries. Hefdt chilled, then hot and flushed. He nodded stiffly,
knowing he had to ask the question that had tormented him since the star warriors had taken Roca. “1s
my wifeadl right? And our child?’ Please, he sllently begged the deities he had so neglected during his
short life.Please et them be dl right.

Brad' svoice gentled. “ Sheisfine. And you have astrong, hedlthy son. Y our wife named him Eldrin Jarac
Vadoria, after you and her father.”

Therdief was so overwhelming, Eldri thought he would grab Brad right there and hug himin front of
everyone. He managed to hold back only because hisfear of the war god’ s minions tempered hisrash
behavior. They continued to watch him, except one woman who was waving her finger over an object in
the pam of her hand. It reminded Eldri of Brad's*pamtop,” except this one was gold and black instead
of blue.

Eldri inclined his head to the minions, and they nodded back. From their minds, he could tell they found
him...interesting.It made him uncomfortable, asif he were wild prey they wanted to trap. He wished they
would leave, but he didn’t dare send them away.

So heinvited them into hisruined home.

Bewildered, Eldri turned from the strangers and their magicked “holos.” The strange picturesfloated in
theair, digphanous and untouchable, yet gppearing solid. He, Garlin, Brad, and the vistors were Sitting at
the table in the dining hall. The woman next to him had unrolled aflat screen. Holos moved aboveit, odd
shapesin different colors, pretty but meaningless.

Eldri gave Brad abeseeching look and spoke in English. “I don’t understand what they want. Why won't
they tell me about Roca?’

Brad seemed troubled. “I think they’regiving you an |Q test. It messuresintelligence.”
Garlin frowned. “Intelligence is not sand or water, that you can measureit.”

“I will ask.” Brad’smood of foreboding disquieted Eldri. Nor had he redlized Brad knew so many
languages, though perhaps he should have guessed it from how fast Brad had picked up Trillian. The
Earth man spoke to the Skoliansin their language, and they answered in short sentences. Eldri could tell,
from their minds, that they were guarding their responses.

Brad turned back to Eldri. “ They want you to find the patternsin the holos.”

Eldri was growing angry. “ They haveno patterns. Why do these people keep asking me such bizarre
questions?’



Brad’ slook was unnerving, asif he were waiching Eldri fling himself off acliff. “ The patternis essy.
Can't you seeit?’

Eldri glared a him. “If you seeit, then tdl me, | will tdll them, and you can trandate.”
“They’ I know. They’rerecording thissesson.”

“Recording?’

Brad indicated the woman with the screen. “ SheisaMemory.”

Finally Brad said something that made sense. Eldri nodded to her with respect, but his unease was
growing. These strangers werestudying him. Hefdlt it. They andlyzed his every move.

“I think they understand English just fine,” Eldri told Brad. “They pretend otherwise because they think it
will make us cardess with our words, so we might reved useful information.”

Brad spoke dryly. “1 wouldn't be surprised.”
Eldri turned to one of the soldiers, aman with short, dark hair. “ Do you understand me?’

The man glanced at Brad. After Brad trand ated, the man spoke in his own language. To Eldri, Brad said,
“Maor Bass can pick out some of my English words because he has a spina implant with alanguage
module, but he can’t follow your speech at dl because of the harmonics created by your voca cords.”

Eldri glared a him. “Whatever you just said, | am certain | don't beieveit.”

Garlin let out an explosive breath. “Brad, it never makes sense. All these words—do you mock uswith
them?’

“No. | swear, no.” Brad sounded miserable. “Eldri, I'm sorry. Y ou must answer his questions. I’'m not
surewhy, but it isimportant.”

“Very well.” Eldri gave the Skolians his most implacable look. “ Proceed.”

They started over, asking him to “identify patterns.” Frustrated, he gave up trying to understand and
answered according to games he played with each symbol. He grouped them in eights and imagined them
reflecting, inverting, and trandating through their centers. He varied his responses according to how the
images changed color. It made sense to him, though he doubted it was what they wanted.

So they continued.

21
Children of Flame

Rocasat in the dark, rocking Eldrin. Her chair responded to her movements, making her comfortable.
She cuddied her deeping child and sang as she went back and forth. In the three weeks since she had
returned to the Orbiter, she had cometo love this routine with her son.

She dozed for awhile, then stirred enough to put Eldrin in his cradle by her bed. Asshetucked himin,
the front door chimed. She kissed Eldrin’s cheek, then |ft the room, pausing in the doorway to look at
him. He was an angdl, degping so peacefully. Already she saw hisfather in him. She missed Eldri so
much, it wasafissurein her life.



The chime came again. Roca sighed. Rather than asking the house El to screen the visitor, though, she
went to answer hersdlf. Thisvaley where her family lived was one of the best-guarded placesin the
Imperiaate. No one could enter without clearance. Supposedly that meant no onein Valey posed them
any danger, though Roca had her doubts. Security could protect them from outsiders, but no one could
protect them from one another. Their passonsinjured their hearts.

She opened the door to find a dender, dark-haired woman outside in the twilight, the breezes of Valley
rugling her hair.

“Dehyal Saintsamighty.” Rocagrasped her sster’ sarm and hauled her insde. “When did you arrive on
the Orbiter?’

Dehyalaughed and hugged Roca, her head againgt her sster’ s shoulder. “ Gods, we were so afraid.”

Roca embraced her, grateful to see her. After several moments, they parted and Dehya stood back,
wiping tears off her face. “Ah, Roca, I’'m sorry. | didn’t mean to do that. But when you vanished, we al
feared something terrible had happened.”

“It did.” Rocatouched apanel on thewall, making the door shimmer closed. “ The Assembly voted to
satawar.”

“Actudly,” Dehyasaid, “they voted to reclaim the regions of the Platinum Sectors the Traders stole from
LB”

“Samething.”
Dehyasmiled gently. “Can | comein?’

Rocareddened, mortified that she had let her sster stand in the doorway while she grumbled. She saw
Dehya so rarely and loved her so dearly. “Yes. Please. Comein.”

Asthey entered the living room, with its brighter light, Rocawas once again struck by how much her
gster resembled an ethereal version of their mother. Unlike the queens of their ancestry, Dehyawas
fragile, though only physicaly. But she had the classic hair of a Ruby queen, long and luxuriant, hers
glossy black rather than streaked with gray. She dso had their mother’ s green eyes, danted and large. A
shimmer of sunrise colorsoverlaid hers, avestige of their father’ sinner eydid.

Dehya glanced toward the bedroom. “Ishe in there?’
“Yes.” Rocd s voice softened. “He' sdeeping.”
“May | ssehim?’

Rocalifted her hand ininvitation. “Please.”

They padded into the bedroom, to the cradle. Dehya peered at the baby. “He' s beautiful,” she
whispered.

Rocafdt her heart go tender. “| think s0.”
“Even Kurj thinks s0.”
Roca scowled. Then she stalked out of the room.

Dehyajoined her intheliving room. “Siger.”



Roca crossed her arms. “What?’
“Heisyour son. Not your enemy.”
Roca grunted.

Dehyaregarded her steadily. “Kurj voted the way he did to protect al the babies whose livesthe
Traderswill destroy if they conquer us”

“How can you defend him?” Roca demanded. “Y ou voted against theinvasion.”
“A mother should not hate her son.”

Rocalifted her hand, then dropped it in frustration. “1 could never hate Kurj. That's what makesthis so
wrong. | hate the things he does, but | will dwayslove him.”

“Y ou and he must cometo termswith this”

“I don't know if we can thistime.” Her memories of Kurj asaboy eased into her thoughts. “But ill, he
ismy firgtborn, my golden child.”

Dehyasighed. “Now you have two.”
Rocaheard thelonging in her sigter’ svoice. “ Are you and Seth il trying?’

“Not anymore.” Dehyawalked with her to the couch. “We tried for decades with the best doctors we
could find. But finally—well, it just hurt too much to keep failing.” Asthey sat on the couch, shesad,

“I am happy for you, morethan | can say. But—ai, Roca, | envy you, too. Sometimes | long for achild
so much, | am bresking insde.”

“I’'msorry,” Rocamurmured. Although she had sensed Dehya wanted afamily, she hadn’t redized how
deeply it hurt her sgter that it had never happened. Dehya had married an Allied military officer, William
Seth Rockworth, in an arranged marriage, part of an Allied-Skolian treaty.

“Ah, wdl.” Dehyatried to amile. “I have nephews.”

“Don’'t giveup yet,” Rocasaid. “It wasn't easy for Tokabaand | to have Kurj. We went to many clinics.
Thedoctorssaid | could never get pregnant, not unlesswe were willing to have the child'sDNA atered
soitwouldn’t beapsion.”

Dehyasat up straighter. “ That iswhat they told Seth and me! Ruby genes have too many letha
recessives. The combinations that made our family may be the only onesthat produce aviable fetus.
Artificial methods never worked for us, not even cloning.” She shook her head. “Why can’t we figure out
why Ruby children survive only if they gestate in the mother? It isan injustice.”

Rocaremembered the difficult time when she and Tokaba had struggled to accept that they would never
have achild of their own. Even manipulating their DNA to delete the genes of apsion might have failed,
given the difficulties. Nor did she think they could have made such adecision. It would have been like
taking away the child’ ssght.

She spokein alow voice. “When we found out | was pregnant with Kurj, it wasamiracle.”

“I canimagine.” Dehyd sface gentled. “ Fether thinks Eldrin isbeatiful .”



“Very beautiful.” Rocasmiled. “Not that I'm biased.”
Dehyalaughed. “Not at dl.”

“Perhaps Eldri and | managed better because his people have been separate from ours for thousands of
years. Apparently we don’t carry many of the same recessives.” She thought of her difficult pregnancy.
“It was easier for meto carry Kurj, though, probably because heismore like us.”

“What does your husband’ s DNA show?’

It gratified Rocathat her sster referred to Eldri as her husband, areference most of the family avoided. “I
don't know. Kurj has't given methe results yet.”

“Ah, Roca.” Dehya obvioudy understood what she left unspoken. “Hewill come to accept his
depfather.”

“I hope s0.” But Rocaknew it would never happen.

Dehyawas watching her closdy. “ Y ou hurt.”

“I missEldri.” Softly she added, “And it tears me gpart that he can't see hisson.”
“Why can't he come here?’

“Kurj.” Rocaput aworld of anger into that one word.

“He threatened you?’

“Not me. Eldri.”

Dehyadtared at her. “Thisiswrong.”

Roca made an effort not to grit her teeth. “Tel Kurj that.”

“lwill.”

Rocalad her hand on her sgter’sarm. “No, don't. | will deal withit. | don’t want you caught in the
emotiond shrgpnd from this”

“I would liketo help.”

“Support mein the Assembly when | spesk of Eldri.”
Dehyadidn’'t hestate. “All right.”

“| an glad you voted againg theinvasion.”

She spoke awkwardly. “Kurj has asked for my help oniit.”
“You said no of course.”

“Actudly, | agreed.”

Rocawent rigid. “How could you agree?’

“Andif | don't?" Dehya pushed back tendrils of hair curling around her face. “1SC wants me to improve



the El security on their ships. It could savelives. If that iswithin my capability, | must do it, regardless of
how | fed about theinvasion.”

“I admire your integrity,” Rocasaid dryly. “I doubt | could do the same.”
“Work within the Assembly. Be amoderating influence. | will support you.”

“How?’ Roca hit her pam on her knee. “I am thoroughly sick of Kurj blocking my smulacrum from
gppearing in the Assembly. | am a Councilor, amember of the Inner Circle. Every time he cuts off my
transmission, heinterfereswith government business. It isappaling.” She had kept her staff working on
the problem nonstop, and they had barely dented Kurj’ s security blocks. But she intended to succeed,
regardless of what it took.

Dehya spoke carefully. “ That is aserious accusation.”
“I know it'shim.”
“1 had wondered why you didn’t attend thislast sesson. | assumed you were busy with the baby.”

“I am. But that wasn't the reason.” She tapped her fingers on the arm of the couch. “I"’m thinking of going
to Parthoniafor the next session.”

“If it truly is Kurj behind these problems, he could have his people there prevent you from attending in
person.”

“They cantry,” Rocasaid darkly.
Dehya s mouth curved upward. “The solutionissmple.”
“Itis?”

“I told him | would design security to keep out Traders.” Her eyesglinted. “I never promised to keep out
his mother.”

Roca gave her adubious look. “1 know you' re good at what you do. Butthat good?’

Her sster leaned forward. “ Just watch me.”

Kurj worked late into the night, reading reports from histop officers. All plansfor theinvasion were on
track.

A comm hummed on his desk. He rubbed his eyes, then flicked hislight-stylus through a holo. “Primary
Skalia”

One of hisaides answered. “ Sir, thisis Secondary Teller. Y our grandparents have received amessage
from the Eubian emperor.”

Kurj lifted his head. That was unexpected. “What isit?’
“The messageis secured, Sr.”

Gods. Hisofficerswere asbad ashisEl. “I'm cleared to seeit.” Hewasn't, but he doubted Tdler would
argue with him. “What doesit say?'Y ou have my permission to read it.”



“I'm bringing it up—" Astonishment crept into Teller’ svoice. “ Sir, it looks like an offer to negotiate for
the Platinum Sectors.”

Kurj gritted histeeth. He knew his grandfather; given afadse offer of truce, Jarac would weaken instead
of keeping the resolve they needed for the invasion. “ Say nothing more about this. Forward a copy of the
message to my home. | will go over it tonight.”

“Right away. Also, Sir.”
1] YS?’
“We have the results of the medica tests on your father.”

Kurj’s hand clenched the edge of his desk so hard, the musclesin his hand spasmed. He had to make a
conscious effort to control hisvoice. “ Secondary Teller, | want one thing understood and understood
well. Eldrinson Vddoriais not my father. Y ou will never again refer to him in that manner.”

“Yes, dr.” Hisade sounded subdued. “My apologies.”
“Isthe report on Vadoria complete?”’

“Themedica exam, yes.” Tdler paused. “ But the psychologists are questioning the validity of their tests.
They have doubts about the interpretation.”

“Interpretation, hell. Just send methe results.”
“Yes gr.”

“Anything on hisDNA?Isheapson?’

“Yes, it seemss0.”

The light-stylusin Kurj’ s hand snapped. He stared at the gash in hishand where it had cut him. “ A Ruby
pson?’

“They can't say for certain yet. But it lookslikeit.”

Kurj fdt asif the walswere closng on him despite the large Size of his office. He wanted to explode, but

he pressed down his emotions. He wouldn’t lose control, wouldn't let the anger burst free. “Very well.
Send those results, too, the preliminaries you have now and the final report, when it isready.”

“I'll get right on it.”
“That will bedl for tonight. Out.”
“Oout, sr.”

For along moment, Kurj sat unmoving, hisfists clenched so hard that hisfingernails gouged hispams.
Finaly he made himself relax, first his shoulders, then hisarms. Sowly he opened hisfists. He picked up
the broken stylus and turned it over in his hand. Then he moved it through holos on his desk, bringing up
images until he found the one he wanted, aholo of hisfather. Tokabastood grinning, hisrakish stance
showing ayoung man full of vibrancy, his blond-streaked hair touded from the wind.

“We only had six years.” Kurj swallowed. “Far too short atime, yes? But in that time, you taught me
more about fatherhood than I’ ve learned in all the years since then.”



The memories hurt too much. Kurj closed dl of hisfiles. A large part of hisanger at Eldrinson Vadoria
came because he knew the man would hurt his mother. Kurj could never accept him. He represented
everything Kurj loathed: turmoil, wildness, barbarism. Kurj wanted—needed—the universe to follow
rules of logic and reason. Any other path was chaos, the brutality of the Traders, Darr Hammerjackson
multiplied abillion times, on an interstellar scde.

Eldri walked through the nursery. It had formerly been an acove off his bedroom where he stored

clothesand armor. He and Roca had cleared it out together, sharing their dreams of the child who would
live here. Instead of rough stone walls, now it had blue glasswood paneling gifted to them by people who
had scavenged it from their own rooms during the sege. A beautifully carved cradle stood in one corner,

full of plump baby quilts.

He gazed into the empty cradle and atear ran down hisface.

Sunlight filtered through the polarized wall of glass behind Kurj’sdesk. Sprawled in his chair, intent on
the holos above his desk, he lost track of time.

A rudtleinterrupted his concentration. Looking up, he saw Rocain the doorway. Hisinner eydids
retracted, taking away the gold sheen they laid over hissight. It had been three weeks since he had found
her on Skyfdl, but he still felt that deep surge of rdlief each time he saw her.

“My grestings,” hesad.
She nodded tiffly. “Teller said you wanted to see me.”
“Yes. Please, st down.” He motioned at the most comfortable chair in the office.

She crossed the room warily and settled into the chair. He could tell shewastrying to keep her
expression impassive, but it had aready dissolved into concern. She probably didn’t even redizeit. He
wished she didn’t look so0 lovely stting there, golden and vulnerable.

“Y ou look exhausted,” she said. “Y ou need to deep.”
He sat back in hischair. “I’'mfine”
She fidgeted with the deeves on her white jumpsuit. “What did you want to see me about?’

“This” He handed a holofile to ametallic drone waiting by his desk. It trundled over to Rocaand gave it
to her.

“What isit?’ Roca asked.
“The results of your husband’ s medical tests.”
Shetensed, scanning thefile. “HisDNA?’

Kurj wished she didn’t look so hopeful. It made him fed betrayed. “We haven't finished that andlysisyet.
The one you're holding has his medical and psychologica results”

Roca sat reading the report. “ So it’ strue. He has epilepsy.”



“Hiscondition issevere.” Kurj leaned his elbow on the arm of his smart-chair. “ The doctors can control
his seizures, but they doubt they can stop them dtogether.”

Shelooked up. “Y ou will et them treat him?”

“I gave you my word | wouldn't hurt him.” Grudgingly he added, “ And denying him trestment would hurt
him.” He hated to admit it, but it wastrue.

“Thank you.” The gratitude that surged from her mind made him fed smdll.
Kurj clenched the desk, then realized he was doing it and made himsalf relax hishand. “Look at therest.”

She continued to read the holofile. As sheflicked through the reports, her forehead furrowed. “ This can't
beright.”

“I’'m sorry.” Kurj wasn't, not about this, but it seemed the right thing to say.

“ *Severdy mentally retarded’ ? That’ s absurd!”

“They did afull battery of tests.” Kurj shrugged. “He couldn’t answer even the Smplest questions.”
Sheregarded him, her gaze smoldering. “ Then something iswrong with the tests.”

“Nothing iswrong with the tests.”

“Thisiscrazy.” Shethrust the holofile a the drone. “I lived with him for eight months. | would have
noticed if hewere asdow asthesereportsclam.”

Kurj spoke carefully. “The doctors do have questions about the results. He may not be asimpaired as
these testsindicate. But, Mother, no one doubts one thing: heisn’t competent to make complex lega
decisonsinvolving a culture as advanced as ours.”

Sheturned wary. “1 disagree. But regardless, no one expectshim to.”

Although she was guarding her mind, he knew she had doubts, and he knew why. He had investigated.
The Allied resort planners had pretended Eldrinson was competent to give permissions that amounted to
handing the cultural sovereignty of his people to amultistellar corporation. Had the man truly understood,
surely hewould have fought it more.

Kurj leaned forward, crossing hisarms on his desk. No matter how he handled this, his mother would be
angry. He accepted that. He had to take care now. If he acted without sengitivity, it could turn her against
him forever. Hedidn't fool himself that someday she would thank him. He knew her too well. Sheloved
without condition, with aloyaty that had no limitations. It waswhy he cared for her so deeply; only Roca
would love him despite his abiding, irredeemable flaws.

He spoke quietly. “Mother, are you aware of Eldrinson’ s age?”’
Shetensed. “What about it?’
“Heisrather young for you.”

Although she shrugged, her lack of concern wastoo studied. “ Ruby queens have dways married younger
men. Y ou know that.”

“When Skoliawas amatriarchy, yes. It isn't now.” That stretched the point; aspects of their culture



retained its ancient structure, including the conservatism of certain noble Houses, which waswhy Dayj
Majdanever appeared in public without his robes and cowl. “We have laws regarding the age at which
people can consent to alifetime marriage contract.”

Puzzlement came from her mind, though it was hard to read more from her, given how well shefortified
her barriers. “It never bothered you that I’ m older than Day;j.”

He touched a panel on his desk, and the drone trundled over to give him the holofile. Kurj motioned at
his mother with thefile. “We aren’t sure of your husband' s exact age; his people don’t measuretimein
years, and they have enough differencesin their physiology that the medics want to do another check.”
Heregarded her steadily. “But no one doubts he istoo young to marry.”

Rocafrowned. “ That' s absurd. He swell into adulthood.”

“That may be.” Kurj set down thefile. “But you aren’t from his culture. And Imperidate law is clear,
Mother. He cannot give his consent to marry you, an offworlder, unless heis older than twenty-five
sandard years.”

Shedidn’t look impressed. “It would be easy to prove he' s an emancipated minor under our laws. HE's
aleader, one well loved and respected by his people.”

Kurj tapped the holofile. * According to these, he’ s not competent to act as an emancipated minor.”

Roca clenched the arms of her chair. “Y ou can’t make this stick. Anyone who talksto him will know
he' s competent.”

Kurj couldn’t believe she was trying to replace Tokaba s memory thisway. She had done it with Darr,
and that monumental disaster had scarred them for life. Now she had chosen someone even worse. He
wanted to shout, but he made himsdlf speak gently. It fet strange, asif he were trying to contort himself.
“The medicstalked with him for along time.”

Her faceflushed. “Y ourmedics”
“I’'m sorry.” And he was sorry, not that the marriage was't vaid, but that he was hurting her.

Roca stood up, her motions controlled, her barriers raised, but nothing could hide the blaze of her anger.
“Why should you careif Eldri and | have avdid contract? | gave you my word | wouldn’t go back to
him.”

“Then why make him a Ruby consort? To what point?’

She spoke bitterly. “To protect him from an Assembly that would wring the joy out of hislife so they
could control him. Y ouknow he' saRuby psion. | won't let them destroy hislife by treating him likea
scientific and politica resource instead of ahuman being. They’vetried to do it to us, congtraining and
controlling our lives, but we have too much power for them to own us. Aslong as Eldri ismy consort,
that power protects him.”

Kurj stood behind hisdesk, rising to hisfull height. “Y ou areright, Mother. Eldrinson Vadoriaisa
resource.” Hisrage was getting the better of him. “A valuableresource. Nothing more. He will never be
my father.”

“No, hewon't. But heis my husband. Nothing you do or say, no test you give, will changethat.” Her
voice quieted, though it never lost its stedl. “1 wish the pain of our past didn’t have the power to
devagtate our lives. | wish | could take away the anguish you' ve suffered, asachild, an adult, a



Jagernaut. | will waysloveyou, Kurj, and I have immense admiration for what you have accomplished.
But if you forcethis, | will fight you. Isthat what you want? To tear apart the Ruby Dynasty?’

He pushed down hisrage. “No. But | must act in our best interests—not only the Ruby Dynasty, but all

of Skalia | will not relent on this, Mother, no matter what you tell me.” Hetried to hide the pain under his
words, wanting neither her sympathy nor her pity, but he knew she would aways see, dways know, how
it hurt him. “1 regret that it causes discord between us”

Sorrow showed in her gaze. “Sodo 1.”
Then sheléft.

Vg Magda, Generd of the Pharaoh’s Army, stood at her full height, well over six feet. She dapped the
communiqué on the Strategy Table. “Itisatrick.”

Seated on thelong side of the oval table, Kurj studied the others around him, trying to sense where they
came down in this“offer” from the Tradersto negotiate. Jarac stood &t the far end of the table, facing off
with Mg da acrossits length, hisfists braced on its transparent surface, his knuckles reflected in the bright
mechanismswithin it. Histenson best against Kurj’ smind.

The First Councilor was present as asimulacrum, which left Kurj no way to pick up hismood. Kurj’'s
grandmother, the Ruby Pharaoh, was sitting near him, but she guarded her mind with an expertise gained
over more than three centuries. Although he couldn't tll if she till supported the invasion, he doubted
she had changed her mind.

All four 1SC chiefswere d so attending in person: Banner Highchief, Fleet Commander; MarlaBay,
Commandant of the Advance Services Corps, Generd Vg Mgda; and Kurj. Highchief and Bay had
shielded their minds, but he picked up enough to have concerns. Bay had voted againgt the invasion.
Although Highchief supported Kurj, she preferred an dternative to invasion. Prior to this, she hadn’t
believed aviable one existed. But now?Hedidn't likethesgns.

“What isit you want?" Jarac demanded of Vg Mada. “ The territory the Traders took from us—or a
war?You clamitisthefirgt, but when offered a chance to regain agood part of that territory without
fighting, you urge usto battle” He hit the table with hisfist. “It ismadness. | refuse.”

Mada braced her own pams againgt the table, leaning forward. “ The Assembly voted for the invasion,
Imperator Skolia. Y ou have no choice.” Her voice hardened. “ The Ruby Dynasty may fed it has no duty
to honor its promises, but you cannot gainsay our entire governing body.”

Kurj inwardly groaned. Mgda seethed at the insult to her nephew Dayj. Eldrinson Vadoria had a grest
dedl to answer for if his marriage to Roca had done irreparable damage to the aliance between the
House of Mg daand the Ruby Dynasty.

Commandant Bay spoke. “If we can achieve our purpose without invasion, the vote becomes moot.”
Highchief frowned. “ Thisassumestheir offer isgenuine”

The Ruby Pharaoh tapped the table, bringing up a copy of the communiqué. “ This offer isfor only
one-fourth of the territory.”

Jarac turned to hiswife, his stance easing. “We only claim one-third of it.”



“They have no interest in negotiating,” Kurj said. “ This so-called offer is meant to midead and divide us”

“| disagree,” the Firgt Councilor said. “They knew when they claimed that territory that we had been
mining asteroids there for centuries. They never expected to keep it. They’ ve been bluffing, seeing how
far they could push.”

Highchief crossed her long arms, lights gleaming adong her cybernetic limbs. “ They aren't the only ones
who know that game.” Her dark smile made her ook dangerous rather than amused. “ Surely by now
they know we have voted to reclaim our territories.”

Kurj understood: the unstated specter of invasion could be an invauable tool in anegotiation. But he had
no intention of bargaining.

“It wasn't avoteto ‘reclam’ anything,” Jarac said. “ It was apoorly disguised threet to invade them.” He
motioned at the communiqué. “ They’ ve responded with an offer to bargain.”

Majdacrossed her arms. 1 object to bargaining for what aready belongsto us.”

“They might have some claimto part of it,” the First Councilor pointed out. “ They’ ve mined a part of the
Platinum Sectorsfor along time.”

Madawaved her hand. “ They are claming far more than that smal region.”

Lahayliaspoke quietly. “The day will come when the Traders seek to conquer usdl. They offer to
negotiate now only because they aren’t ready to attack.”

MarlaBay pushed back from the table and stood. She began to pace, her dark head bowed, her gaunt
limbsal angles and sharp edges. Kurj waited. So did everyone else.

Eventualy she stopped behind her chair. “We aren’t ready to conquer the Traders. Invade them now, in
ayear, even five years, and we will deplete ourselves.” When Mgdafrowned, Bay held up her hand.
“We may succeed with theinvasion. But then? The effort will weaken us. Too much.”

“It will weskenthem aswell,” Mgdasad.

“Commandant Bay isright,” the First Councilor said. “ The Traders have more resources than we do.
They can recover faster. We are even less ready for war than they.”

Kurj crossed hisarms. “What shall we say, ‘ Let’s make peace today so | can kill you tomorrow’ ? While
we dither, they will attack.”

Jarac shook hishead. “It isfoolish for usto attack when they have offered to negotiate.”
“Itisfoolishto let fase offerswesken us,” Mgdasad.
“| say we negotiate,” Jarac answered.

The First Councilor spoke. “ Shall we vote?” When the othersindicated agreement, Jarac, Mgjda, and
MarlaBay sat down. The First Councilor set his palmtop out to record the vote. “We are deciding
whether or not to accept the Eubian offer to negotiate for a portion of the disputed territory asan
aternative to asserting our clam to dl theterritories by force. An aye vote supports the negotiations, a
nay vote opposes them.” He turned to Marla Bay. “Commandant, how do you vote?’

Her gaze didn't waver. “Aye.”



He spoke to Banner. “ Commander Highchief?’

She answered quietly. “Aye.”

Kurj slently swore. Banner’ sreversal spelled disaster. He was going to lose by one vote.
The Firgt Councilor turned to Kurj. “Primary Skolia?’
Kurj gave him animplacable sare. “Nay.”

“Generd Mgda?’

She scowled. “Nay.”

“Imperator Skolia?’

“Aye” Jarac sad.

“Pharaoh Lahaylia?”

Shedidn’'t look at her husband. “Nay.”

Kurj glanced at Jarac, wondering how his grandparents kept their marriage viable when they found
themselves on opposing sides of issuesthat affected billions of people. His grandfather didn’t project
anger, though, only relief that the vote had gone hisway.

The First Councilor looked around the table. It was along time before he spoke. Then he said, “1 vote

For an ingtant Kurj was certain he had misheard. Jarac stared at the Councilor with incredulity. Lahaylia
was a so studying him, though she looked less startled. Kurj couldn’t believeit. In Assembly, the
Councilor had strongly opposed the vote.

Kurj leaned forward. “Y ou support the invasion now?’

“No.” TheFirst Councilor spoketiredly. “But we voted to reclaim that territory. Asmuch as| may
opposethat decision, it wasthe will of the Assembly. | won't have the Traders manipulating usinto a
position that undermines our governing body.”

“S0.” Mg daspoke with satisfaction. “No bargains.”
“No.” The Councilor didn’t look happy. “No bargains.”
Never.Kurj thought. Incredibly, he had won after dl.

Theinvasion would go forward.

Inthedim light of his bedroom, Jarac lowered himself into alarge chair, feding heavy despite the lower
gravity herein Vdley. The only light came from the gold silhouette of adesert horizon on the sonewadlls.

Regting his elbow on the arm of the chair, he put hisforehead on his palm. He wastired. Old. He had
lived too long, over two centuries.

“Jarec?’



Helifted his head to see Lahayliain the doorway. She had taken down her hair and was brushing the
hip-length tresses. He had always loved to watch her carefor her hair, but tonight the joy was gone even
fromthat Sght.

He spoke bitterly. “ Are you pleased?’

Lahayliacameto st on the bed by his chair. She answered in that soft voice she used only with him. “I
grieve every time| think of war. But it isour only choice. They will never truly negotiate.” She shuddered,
showing him the vulnerability she hid from the rest of humanity. “ Even now, | remember whet they were
like. Ice. Pain. Cruelty. They have no compassion. They watch uslike predators, waiting for weakness.”

Jarac took her hand, knowing the horrors she had lived in her youth. “I would find another way than
wa.”

“I know. | am truly sorry.”

He pulled her onto hislap as he had often done long ago, in their youth. She laid her head on his shoulder
and they sat in the dark, he with hisarms around her dender waist.

After awhile he said, “1 visited Rocatoday. Our grandson grows strong.”
“Heisexquiste.” Lahayliasounded wistful.

“You should tdll Roca”

“Then she will want meto accept her marriage.”

“Kurj damsitisinvdid.”

“Shewill fight him,” Lahayliasaid weerily.

Jarac stroked her hair. “1 would like to think, love, that when we are gone, our children and their children
will grow strong and wise, with harmony.”

Shegave adry laugh. “Wdll, yes, and | would like the problems with the Tradersto go away, too.”
He smiled. “ Perhapsthat has agrester probability, eh?’

She sighed. “I sometimeswonder.”

“Sill, | think our children will dowell.”

“Yes, | dothink so.”

Hedidn't add what they both knew—the time was coming when their heirswould have to teke the reins
of power. He had lived too long. Modern science kept his body young, but hewas old inside.

He had few regrets. It had been alife he treasured. For al the pain and grief he and Lahaylia had seen,
much joy had blessed their lives. Watching Skoliagrow and thrive, building the web, serving as
Imperator, and most of dl, loving Lahayliaand their family—yes, he had enjoyed afull life.

Thetime had cometo rest.

22



Assembly

Peoplefilled the amphithegter, in tier upon tier of seats, balcony upon balcony. Kurj stood behind his
console high above the dais, gazing over the assembled representatives of athousand human settlements.
Neither Lahaylianor Jarac were attending this session, but Kurj had many officers present, either in
person or as smulacra. He nodded, satisfied. Life was proceeding in an orderly fashion.

Hiswrist comm crackled. “Primary Skolia, thisis Teller. Foreign Affairs Councilor Skolia has entered the
Assembly sesson.”

“What the hell?’ Kurj scanned the glyphs scrolling across his console. 1 thought Security was blocking

“Her smulacrum just formed on ba cony thirty-two.”

He looked across the amphitheater. Thirty-two wastoo far away to see clearly. “Give me animage
here”

The holo that formed above his console showed Roca standing behind a console at the end of arobot
arm, listening to another Councilor spesk.

Kurj scowled. “Cut her off.”
“We'retrying, Sr. We can't seem to crack her security.”

Suddenly the holo of Roca blurred and vanished. But Kurj’ srelief was short-lived when heredized she
had only moved out of view of the holocam recording her position. The robot arm swung to the center of
the amphithester, taking her into full view of the Assembly.

“Foreign Affairs Councilor Roca Skolia,” avoice announced. Consoleslit up as people tuned in to hear
what she had to say.

“For flaming sakes,” Kurj muttered into hiscomm. “Téller,cut her transmission. ”

“Yes, sr. We'vedmost got it.” Given the edge of panic in hisvoice, Kurj suspected they weren't even
closeto getting it.

Rocastood tall, her head lifted, her gold hair piled on her head, threaded with a string of rubies. She
wore asmplewhite dress, deeveless, covering her from shoulder to ankle, form fitting, draped in
classca lines. She was magnificent. Damn. That would make her speech even more effective.

“My friends and colleagues.” Her voice rang out with melodic resonance. “| come before you with news
of aRuby pson.”

Kurj spokeinto hiscomm, hisvoice low and harsh. “Téller, | want the audio in this amphitheater
disrupted.”

“Qr! Sr, that isilleg—"
“I don't giveaflaming damn. Doit.”
“Yes, gr! Right away. As soon aswe crack their security.”

Kurj extended his mind into the web, sending spy tendrilsinto every system he could find that linked into
this sesson. Far below, the First Councilor was listening intently, standing on the centra dais. He and the



Inner Circle knew about Roca s marriage, of course, but no announcement had been made to the
Assembly or public. In the last two months, since Roca s return from Skyfall, rumors had spread about
her husband and son, but they were vague tales, unsubstantiated. Kurj intended for them to remain that
way; the lessthat people knew, the better.

Roca continued to speak.

She orated beautifully, describing her meeting with VVadoriaand why she believed him aRuby psion. By
the time she announced her marriage, Kurj’ s monitors reported that every console in the amphitheater
had tuned into her speech. He was gritting histeeth so hard, hisjaw ached. Neither he nor any of his
operatives had yet found away to stop her.

Mercifully, shedidn’t reved her ugly bargain with him, that he would spare Vadoria slife only if she
agreed never again to see her husband. But she described Eldrinson’ s medical tests and her reasonsfor
disputing them. On private channels throughout the hal, debates were springing up. Some people felt
Vadoriawas aresource that had to be confiscated, confined, and controlled. Others were horrified at
such suggestions for a Ruby consort. Outrage arose over Vadoria slack of suitability and theinsult this
marriage gave to Prince Dayj. By coming here today and revealing her story, Roca had taken a greet
risk; the Assembly might end up voting to take Eldrinson away from her.

But Kurj could read the undercurrents in the debates. People hesitated to challenge a Ruby heir over her
consort. Even worse, Rocawas creating afantasy that captivated them—the incomparable Ruby queen,
even though she wasn't actudly aqueen, with the romanticaly dangerous king cloaked in the mystique of
castles and legends, even though he wasn't really aking. Somehow she had caught the imagination of a
governing body famed for its profound cynicism. Pah. How could they find charm in this story?

“I demand justice for my consort.” Roca s voice carried like the peal of an exquisite bell. “I demand
Eldrinson Vadoria be retested. Will we alow such shameful trestment of anoble man whose ancestors
surely descended from pharaohs of the Ruby Empire? A man who carries the blood of the ancient
dynasty in hisveins?| say no!” Her glorious eyes blazed. “ Join with me, my friends and colleagues, and
rgoicein the discovery of aRuby psion, atreasure that will bring new lifeto Skolia.”

“Gods,” Kurj muttered. If she kept this up, they would canonize his blasted stepfather. Lights sparkled
on consoles throughout the amphitheater as people entered requests to ask questions. At alarge console
onthedais, the Protocol Councilor was fielding the requests, setting up queues so the discussion could
proceed in an orderly fashion.

Orderly. What atravesty. Roca had just destroyed the order he had so carefully rebuilt snce she came
home. Even now, his security couldn’t break hers. Dehyamust have helped. He didn’t know whether to
be furious at hisaunt or in awe that she could so thoroughly circumvent his systems.

Thetidewasflowing in favor of Roca. She had won this round—but he had other waysto fight. If he
couldn’t stop her from having new doctors sent to Skyfall, then he would make sure those who went
reported the correct results. A second opinion verifying the first would strengthen his position.

Nothing would stop him from ending this godsforsaken marriage.

The dayswere duggish. Eldri moved in adaze.

Today he douched in achair a one end of the dining table, his booted foot on itstop, his elbow on one
arm of the chair, his head propped on his palm as he stared down the length of the table to the double



doors, which thework crews had flung open. The gales of Windward werein full force today, whistling
through cracksin the wals. Outside, people were working on the castle. Allied people. The resort
planners had sent them to do repairs.

Helooked away, disheartened. Despite his gratitude, he felt uncomfortable about this* kindness’ from
the Allied developers. It demoralized him to be indebted to them.

Figuresmoved in hisside vison. Then Garlin came out of the shadows with three strangers. Eldri knew
immediately they were more of these offworlders who had overrun everything lately. They had dark hair
and eyes. That unusud coloring, which had once enthralled him, no longer held any mystique. He had no
wish to meet more visitors, not now, not ever.

Unfortunately, they didn't go away. Instead, they came toward him. The strangers, two men and a
woman, stayed back afew steps while Garlin continued to the table. Eldri glowered at his cousin.

Garlinfrowned a him. “Thisis hardly a courteous greeting to our guests.”
“| tire of greeting guests,” Eldri grumbled. “We havetoo many of them.”
Garlin motioned at the crews outside. Y ou should give them thanks. Not surly silence.”

“Y ou know why they help us.” Eldri lifted his head off hishand. “They want to fix Windward so that
when they bring their ‘tours,” we will look pretty and quaint.”

“Yes, wdll, perhaps you should talk to these new visitors.” Garlin indicated the three strangers. “ They are
Skolian. Not Allied. Y ou might find whet they say interesting.”

Eldri swung hisleg down from the table and sat up straight. “Isit about Roca?’
“No. Itisworth hearing, however.”

Eldri sghed. But he motioned the strangers forward and waved toward several chairs. They sat dong the
table on hisleft, and Garlin settled in on hisright. Eldri glanced at his cousin. “Do they speak English?’

“I do, Your Mgesty,” thewoman said.

Heturned with agtart. This penchant offworlders had for caling him “Y our Mgesty” bewildered him. He
supposed it made sense here at Windward, which stood so magjestically in the mountains, but then, they
should address everyone here that way.

“I welcomeyou.” Eldri knew hisvoice held no welcome. “I am afraid my hospitality isclumsy of late. It
seems some of your people decided to destroy my home.”

Thewoman shifted in her seat and one of the men reddened. Garlin spokein Trillian, with exasperation.
“Eldri, behave. Listen to whét they haveto say.”

Eldri inclined his head to the woman. “Tell mewhat you haveto say.”

Her reief cameto him. “My nameis TyraMeson. | represent the Skolian Assembly, the government of
your wife' s people.”

Eldri’ s pulse legpt. “Y ou have news of my wife?’

“I’'m sorry, but no.”



“Oh.” He sat back in hischair. “Why do you come?’

“King Eldrinson,” she began, using the nonsense title the Allieds had given him. “It appearswe have a
dispute about who thisworld belongsto.”

He gave her adour look. “I was not aware it belonged to anyone.”

“Wall, yes, of course.” Tyrarested her arms on the table, trying to look relaxed, though Eldri knew
perfectly well shewas afraid of him. Animage cameto him from her mind; shefeared he might fal on the
floor in aconvulson and foam at the mouth. It soirritated him, he was haf tempted to do it just to make
her go away. But then he would have to listen to alecture from Garlin, who claimed he should be
interested in what these people had to say.

Eldri made an effort. “What doesthis dispute involve?’

Her toneturned officid. “The Allied Worlds of Earth claim Skyfdl astheir world, because they
discovered it first. We challenge that claim. Y our settlements here descend from a colony established
thousands of years ago by the Ruby Empire.”

Eldri Sghed. “And what are ‘years 7" When Tyra started to explain, he held up hishand. “Yes, | know
they are aperiod of time. We do not use them here.”

She cleared her throat. “| gppreciate that it isdifficult to understand.”

“Very,” Eldrin said sourly. “ Terribly difficult. Every time the planet goes around the suns, itisayear. But
thismeanslittle, TyraMeson. It isan arbitrary period of time unconnected to how my people think of

things”

“Uh, well, yes.” She pushed back alock of her dark spiky hair, which had falen into her eyes. “ The crux
of the matter isthis. we may be able to stop the devel opers from putting aresort here.”

Thatcaught Eldri’ s attention. He sat forward. “1t is not so easy. We have adebt to them. They are
rebuilding Windward.”

“Wewill reambursethem.”
“What is‘reimbursg 7’

Garlin answered. “The Skolianswill give an amount of wedlth to the Allieds equd to or more than what it
takesto rebuild Windward.”

Glancing a Garlin, Eldri spokein Trillian. “They clam they can do this?’

“They say they have dready begun negotiations.”

Eldri considered him. Then he turned to TyraMeson and spoke in English. “What do you want from usin
return?’

“Y our agreement.”

“Towhat?’

“To your world joining the Skolian Imperiaate.”
“And then?’



“Skyfal—that is, Lyshriol—" Her attempt at Trillian was barely recognizable. “Y our world will have a
status known as Protected. It means no one can come here without permission from our Assembly.”

Eldri stared at her, certain he had misheard. “Y ou mean, you would leave usaone?’ It seemed too good
to betrue.

“Essentidly.” She watched him closdly. “ The starport will be here, with a schedule of shipslike now. But
no resorts.”

It was afair offer. Morethan fair, in fact. It wasincredible. “Why would you do thisfor us?’

She spoke quietly. “Itisnot | who doesit, Y our Maesty. The impetus has come from the Foreign Affairs
Councilor.”

Bittersweet emotions swelled in Eldri, awrenching mix of love and londinessthat threatened to
overwham him. He fought it down, not because he regretted hislove for Rocaor his pain that she had
gone, but because he refused to show any vulnerability in front of these strangers.

He found no deception in TyraMeson’smind. So he said, “Very well. | agree Lyshriol will become part
of your Imperidate.” Of course he had no authority to make decisions about an entire planet. But if that
pretense would rid them of the developers, he would makeit. “Can you actudly take Lyshriol from the
Allieds? Just because you tdll them to leave, that doesn’t mean they will.”

Sheinclined her head in agreement. “1t will take negotiations. But we believe they will agree. It isn't
worth it to their government to alienate ours over ametter likethis”

“Then do try.”

“Wewill, Your Mgesty.” She seemed subdued. He had the impression these people didn't usua lyask if
a settlement wanted to join the Imperidate. Their warriors just came in and occupied the place, much as
Avaril had tried to take Windward. The need for him to give his agreement came from some battle
among the Skolians, something about whether or not he was capable of making decisions.

Eldri spokewith care, uncertain what to think of dl this. “This agreement you and | are making—isit
binding on aAl your people? Will everyone on your Assembly accept it?’

Surpriseflickered in her mind. She hadn’t expected him to know he should ask such aquestion. “Yes,
they must accept it. We voted.”

“Onwhat?’

She hesitated. “If you were able to comprehend and respond to the invitation, we would carry out the
bargain.”

Dryly he said, “Wdll, | have comprehended and responded.”

“Ah—yes. Exactly.” She seemed at aloss. Even odder, the two men were studying the holos above their
pamtops, asif what they saw there linked to this discussion.

Eldri motioned at them. “What are they doing?’
One of the men looked up. “We are recording this conference, Y our Mgesty.”

Male Memories? How truly odd. “Y ou spesk English, too.”



“We were chosen for our ability to communicate in alanguage you understand.” The man smiled. “1 am

Cary Unddl.”

Eldri inclined his head in greeting. He liked having names for people. But as reasonable as they sounded,
he felt uneasy. These people made him fed somehow lacking.

The other man spoke. “Y our Mgesty, | am **** " His name was sounds rather than words.
Eldri squinted a him. “What did you say?’

He and the woman looked at each other. Then he repeated, “I am****”

“| cannot understand you,” Eldri said.

The man spoke dowly, asif Eldri wereachild. “ That was my name. | an adoctor. A person who heds
other people. Do you know what this means?’

“Yes, of course.” Eldri didn't like the way this fellow addressed him. He thought of the destruction
wrought by the minions of the Skolian warlord, who was apparently Roca s human son. “What has
injured my peopleisnot easily healed.” He indicated the crewsworking outside. “They can make the
wallswhole but the emotiona scars are far deeper.”

“Perhaps you don't understand,” the doctor began.

Cary Unddl spoke up. “1 think he understands exactly what you mean.” When the doctor frowned at
him, Cary ignored him and spoke to Eldri. “May | ask aquestion about your hedth?’

Eldri cocked an eyebrow. “And if | say no? Will | fall thistest you aredl giving me?’
Tyradtiffened, the doctor scowled, and Cary grinned.

“What makes you think we are testing you?’ Tyraasked.

Eldri waved hishand at her. “ Just ask your questions.”

Cary began. “1 waswondering if—"

“All right,” the doctor interrupted, his gaze hard on Eldri. “ Pleasetel us, Y ourMgesty, exactly what you
know about your generdized tonic-clonic seizures. Do you have thoracic contractions? I nstances of
dtatus epilepticus?’

Eldri consdered him. “Why do you want meto fall thistest?’

Cary laughed, then shut his mouth abruptly when the woman frowned a him. The doctor’ s expression
hardened.

Tyraspoke carefully to Eldri. *“ Please accept my apologiesif we have given offense.”
“Y ou do not give offense,” Eldri said. “But you baffle me.”

The doctor leaned forward. “What confuses you?’

“I didn’t say | was confused.”

Cary’slipsquirked up. Tyrashook her head dightly at him, then turned back to Eldri. “What baffles
you?’



“Why do you want to talk about my seizures?’ Eldri wasfairly certain “ seizure’” wasthe right word,
because Roca had used it when she talked about his attacks, and she had also used words similar to
what the doctor had just said.

Cary leaned forward. “ Then you are aware that what happens to you are seizures? Not possession by
demons?’

Eldri could tel he wasin precariousterritory now, though this enemy was more difficult to understand
than Lord Avaril. “I know | have epilepsy.” Although he found the word difficult to pronounce, Roca had
sad it enough that he thought he had it right. “My wife clams you Skolians can treet it. Isthistrue?’

Tyraanswered quietly. “We think so. We need to do more tests before we can give you specific
ansvers”

“When the doctors examined you after the battle here,” Cary said, “they found traces of sodium bromide
inyour body. Do you know wheat that is?’

“My wife used those words.” Eldri had no ideawhat they meant, but he suspected thiswasn't the best
timeto reved that. “We hoped it would hed me.”

“Did you experience any convulsons during the battle?’ the doctor asked. Although hostility remained in
hismind, hisinterest in Eldri’ s health overrodeit for now.

“No, actualy,” Eldri said. “But | have had two of the big onesin the two months since then. More of the
sndler”

“If you consent to an examination,” Tyrasaid, “we can set up aplan of treatment for you.”
He gtiffened. “What does* treetment’ involve?’

“Y ou will probably have severa options. We could give your body atype of medicine called nanomeds.
They will release chemicasto control the seizures. Some interlock with neurons and prevent them from
firing. Y ou could take medicines ordly or with asyringe.” She paused. “ Sometimesit ispossbleto
operate on the brain and heal what causesthe seizures. In your case, we don’t think that will work.”

Eldri didn’t understand most of what she said, but it all sounded horrendous. “And if | don’t havethis
treatment? What will happen to me?’

The doctor spoke, his dedication to hedling stronger than his obvious didike of Eldri. “Y ou may be at risk
for status epilepticus. It means the seizure doesn’t stop or that you have several without your body
recovering in between.” Quietly he added, “It could kill you.”

Eldri pushed hishand through his hair. He knew, from what Garlin had told him, that he had suffered
severd bouts smilar to what they described, though perhaps not as serious. It had terrified Garlin, and
afterward Eldri had fdlt asif he were coming back from the dead. He never wanted to experienceit

again.
He steded himsdlf. “Very well. Y ou may do your tests.”

His answer seemed to be what they wanted to hear. The men flicked their fingers through the holos
above their palmtops.

Eldri rested hisforearms on the table, clasping his hands as he sought to gppear more composed than he
fdt. “And my wife? My son? Have you news of them?’ His heart best hard.



The doctor spoke curtly. “No.”

Despite Eldri’ s determination to project cam, hisvoice caught. “ Surely you must know if they arewell.
Anything”

Tyraanswered more gently. “From what we have heard, your wife and the boy are doing fine.”
Eldri nodded, striving for control. “Thank you.”

He held back his sorrow, knowing he could only shed histears alone, away from these unwelcome
grangers.

23
Lightson the Lake

Kurj pressed the panel on Roca s door again. A chime echoed inside, but no one answered. Trees
rustled around him, making dappled shadows on the graceful house, with its pesked roof and intricately
carved gables. Hisinner lids covered his eyes, giving the scene agilded qudity, asif it were an
anachronism, an old-fashioned photograph.

“Primary Skolia?’ avoice asked.
Kurj looked around. “Who isthat?’
“The house EI. Would you like to enter?’

He could imagine what his mother would say if he walked into her home without her consent, especialy
with the strain between them so great these past four months, since he had taken her from Skyfal. “No. |
will return when sheishere”

“The Councilor should return soon. She went for awalk. However, you are on thelist of vistors| may
dlow entry.”

That surprised him. He had thought she wanted him to vanish from her life atogether. “ Perhgps she forgot
to remove my name.”

“She updated the list thismorning.”
Interesting.” Then | will waitinsde”

The door shimmered and faded, offering him access. He walked through the entrance foyer into the airy
living room full of sunlight, with high cellingsthat crested attractive spaces.

A curvaceous girl with blond hair and a pretty face came out of an inner room. When she saw Kurj, she
froze, her face paling. Then she dropped onto one knee and bowed her head.

Kurj paused. Why wasthis stranger here? He couldn’t help but notice the way her white dressfit her
ample breasts. He went over to her. “Please stand.”

Sheroseto her feet, her gaze averted. “My honor at your presence, Prince Kurj.”
He scratched his chin. “Who are you?’

“Calie Summerlet. Eldrin’snurse” She glanced up with ahesitant smile, but her agitation came through



clearly. Hissizefrightened her, asdid histitle and reputation.

Now that he thought about it, he did remember his mother mentioning she had agirl look after Eldrin for
afew hoursin the afternoon. By using the Kyle webs and VR technology, Roca could do her work asa
Councilor from this house, but she still needed some help with the baby.

It aggravated Kurj that Roca continued to outwit him and attend the Assembly. He couldn’t even
demand someone e se deal with the Skyfdl situation. Had it already been a Skolian world, it would have
come under the auspices of Planetary Development and Domestic Affairs. But no, the accursed Allieds
had to clamiit. Until the Assembly cut adeal with them, it continued to be an Allied world, which madeiit
the purview of the Foreign Affairs Councilor. Pah. He had to block her transmissions. She wasfar too
effective aspeaker.

That was no reason, however, to darm this attractive person. Kurj found her lovely, the type of woman
he favored. He moderated hisvoice into afriendly tone. “How is my brother?’

Her enthused smilelit up her face, taking away her shyness. “Ah, Y our Highness, heis such addightful

Theroom lost itsgold tinge ashisinner lidsraised. “I’'m glad.”
“Would you liketo ssehim?’

Hethought of Eldrin, and an inexplicable warmth came over him, afeding difficult to define. “Yes. |
would likethat.”

Cdlieled himinto abedroom. A white cradle stood by the bed, rocking under its own power. Designs
covered it, soft-looking animal s with round faces, smiles, and large eyes.

Kurj peered insde. Eldrin was as hde and hedlthy as ever, but much quieter than usud, taking anap.
Odd that such asmall human could make so much noise when awake and ook so begtific when adleep.
Kurj felt the same softening ingde that ways came to him when he saw his brother. Bending over, he
touched the baby’ s cheek. Eldrin stirred and made sucking motions with hislips.

“Heisremarkable, isn't he?” Kurj couldn’t keep the wonder out of hisvoice. Abruptly remembering the
girl, he straightened up and schooled hisface to impassvity. The room turned gold.

“Would you liketo hold him?" Calie s blue eyes had aglow that made her even moreinviting. Kurj
thought surely she must be trying to tempt him, but from her mind he could tell her eagerness came from
her affection for Eldrin rather than any interest in him. Disgppointing, thet.

“I don’t want to wake him.” Kurj wondered what Callie would do if he kissed her. Probably scream.
That was the trouble with being an empath; he couldn’t convince himsdf awoman wanted him unless she
redly did. If he pressured her, he would experience her fear. It would make him fed likeamongter. Like
Darr. At times, he became so angry, it gave his passion an edge, frightening some of hisloversand
exciting others. It was an aspect of his persondity he chose not to examine too closdly, lest hefind he
was no different than the Traderswho considered it their right to inflict brutdity on the rest of humanity.

What held him in check was the memory of what hisfather had told him so long ago, that loving awoman
meant kindness and compassion. Perhaps Tokaba hadn’t actudly said the words, just shown themin his
every action toward Roca It had been so long.

“I think hewould likeit if you held him,” Calie was saying. “He seemsto like deegping that way.”



Startled out of his contemplation, Kurj reoriented on the baby. Again he experienced that disconcerting
warmth. Odd. Perhaps he had caught avirus. But he didn’t fed sick. Looking at Eldrin relaxed him,
though why, hedidn’t know.

He lifted up the drowsy child. Over the past four months he had become comfortable holding Eldrin, as
he redlized his sturdy brother wasn't going to break. He settled in the rocking chair, Eldrinin hisarms,
and rocked back and forth. He was glad none of his officers could see him. Gods only knew what this
scene would do to his reputation.

Heknew he shouldn’t let himself be so eadily affected by thistiny life, thischild sred by aman who
would destroy Rocaif Kurj didn’t stop him. Y et whenever he saw Eldrin, adeep, abiding emotion filled
him unlike any he had known before. He wanted to give the universe to Eldrin. A fierce determination
rose within him: he would do anything to protect this child.

Anything.

Roca paused in the doorway, touched by what she saw in the room beyond: Kurj Skolia, formidable
warlord of 1SC, adegp with hisbaby brother in hisarms. For awhile she smply stood, savoring the
scene, knowing that if she moved, Kurj’s hair-trigger reflexes would awvake him, destroying thisrare
moment.

Despite her attempts to stay quiet, he soon stirred, his eyes opening, first hisouter lids, then hisinner.
“Mother?’

“My greetings,” shesad.

He shifted Eldrin in hisarms and rubbed his eyes. It reminded Roca of when he had been asmdl child
awaking from his nap. He had dways vigoroudy objected to taking it, then immediately dropped off into
adeep deep. That was before he had grown up and enhanced his body until he could achieve the
equivalent of deep by recharging parts of himself. He clamed he needed only two hours of deep anight
now, but she had her doubits.

“How long have | been here?’ he asked, groggy.
“Severa hours. | didn’t want to wake you.”
Kurj stood up, holding Eldrin. “I shouldn’'t have dept. | have work to do.”

“Y ou work too hard.” When Kurj scowled at her, she couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad you cameto see
him.”

“Actudly, | cameto seeyou. Business matters.”

Rocatried to fathom his mood. Usualy when they discussed business, they met in hisoffice or hers.
Today he seemed pensive, seeking connectionswith hisfamily. Thisgentler Sde of him made her
remember hisyouth, in the days when she could till reach him.

Eldrin began to squirm, twisting toward her. Then helet out ahearty wail.

Kurj winced. “1 think helikes you better than me.” He came over and put Eldrin in her arms. When the
baby nuzzled her breast, Kurj averted his gaze, hisface reddening. His embarrassment was strong
enough that his mood came to her despite both her own barriers and those Kurj used to protect his mind.



Hedidn’t know how to dedl with this aspect of her. It confused and angered him, and it evoked a
tenderness he strove to repress. Roca wanted to weep for knowing that he believed having gentler
emotions weskened him.

Eldrin cried out again, a softer protest.
“Heishungry,” Rocamurmured. “ Can you wait in the living room?’

Kurj nodded tiffly. “ Of course.” Then he left.

After Rocanursed Eldrin, he fell adeep. Sherocked him for awhile, then tucked himinto his cradle and
returned to the front room. Kurj had settled on the couch, taking up agood portion of it, and was
engrossed in the holos above a film he had unrolled on the table in front of him.

“Youlook so serious,” Rocasaid.
He glanced a her with agtart. “1 was answering web-mail.”
“Bad news?’

He dtraightened up, rolling his shoulders. “This supposed offer the Traders made to negotiate isdraining
impetusfrom my officers”

Her anger sparked. “How can you fault them for wanting peace?’

Hefrowned a her. “Thisis exactly the discord the Traders want their ‘ offer’ to create. They seek to
divide our leadership and weaken our morae. And they’ re succeeding.”

Rocabit back her answer. She and Kurj could argue thisfor eternity and never agree. To calm down
and keep from saying words she might later regret, she walked into the room and settled into a
smart-chair, stretching out her legs. The chair shifted subtly, trying to ease her tenson. Usudly it only
took afew momentsto find the right shape, but today it kept readjusting well after she had sat down.
Had it cometo this, that she responded to Kurj asif he were an enemy in her own home? It grieved her,
thiswinter in their reationship.

She spoke carefully. “What bringsyou to vist?’

He answered with asmilar caution. “1 thought you would like to know. The doctors have finished checking
the DNA for Eldrinson and your son.”

Roca had wondered how long he would keep them checking. It shouldn’t have taken this much time. She
felt asif shewere on aprecipice. Her lovefor Eldri wouldn't change if he wasn't as strong apsion asshe
thought, but it would weaken the support for her marriage she had so carefully built in the Assembly these
past four months.

“What do they say?’ she asked.
A muscle twitched in his cheek. *Y ou were right. Both Eldrinson and Eldrin are Ruby psons.”
“Ai, Kurj!” Her rdief overflowed her restraint. “1 knew it!”

He had an odd expression. “I was wondering about something.”



Ah, no. How would he fight now that she had this advantage? Her shoulders hunched in anticipation of
hisnext savo. “Yes?’

“Why,” he asked, perplexed, “isthe son called Eldrin and the father Eldrinson?’

Rocablinked, feeling like awarrior who expected to confront an armored opponent and instead found
hersef at atea party. Her shoulderslowered. “ Ah, well, | guessit does sound odd. That's how his
peopledoit, using ‘son’ every other generation.” She smiled. “We could hardly call him Eldrinsonson.

Hisexpression turned pensive. “| suppose not.” For the second time today, the unexpected happened:
his barriers dipped enough to let his mood reach her. He wondered if he would ever have a
child.Kurjson . Theintengity of hislonging startled her. Then his barriers sngpped into place, hiding his
troubled emations.

“The other doctors say more about Eldrinson,” hetold her, carefully neutral.

Rocafolded her arms. “They’ ve said enough aready.” She had no doubt Kurj would do everything he
could to prove Eldri mentaly incompetent. It might be the only viable way now to convince the Assembly
to dissolve the marriage.

Roca doubted he would openly take her onin the Assembly. The more popular her marriage became,
abetted by her orations, the harder it was for him to challenge her without weakening his own standing.
But he was working behind the scenes, encouraging those factions that wanted to control Eldri, the
schemers and intriguers who would gladly strip her husband of histitle. To use Eldri to father Ruby
children; they considered this acceptable, aworthy god. But to dlow him the authority of a Ruby
consort, with influence above even theirs—this was anathema. They made Kurj’ s arguments for him,
voicing theinflammatory rhetoric, stirring doubt in the Assembly. Kurj remained silent. Nor did Roca
want to accuse her own son in public, especialy with no proof except her unspoken sense of him. So
they fought this shadow war, both struggling to preserve what they considered right.

“I didn’t know the medical team that went to Lyshriol had returned.” She had managed to select one of
the three experts on the team, but she had doubts about at least one of the others, maybe both. They had
too many tiesto Kurj. She knew they intended to observe Eldri for alonger period of time before
reporting, but thewait frustrated her.

“They haven't made areport,” Kurj said. “1 meant the medics here, the ones studying hisDNA.”
She spoke warily. “What do they say?’

“It'sinteresting, actually.” Kurj’s posture relaxed abit. “His ancestors had their hands and feet
engineered for that hinged, four-digit structure.”

“But why?’
He smiled wryly. “Good question. The medics have no idea.”
The shifting of her chair eased as her posture relaxed. “ Do they know any more about his seizures?’

“Some.” Kurj rolled his computer sheet into arod and did it into asheath in hisdeeve. “Heinherited an
unusually low threshold for saizures from his parents. Apparently that isn’t unusua for psions. It probably
wouldn’'t have caused him problemsif hisbrain hadn’t been injured when hisfamily died.”

The thought of how Eldri had lost hisfamily made Rocatense again. “ Avaril Vadoria has much to answer
for.”



His expression darkened. “If you would only protect yourself with the sameferocity you protect your
family.”

Rocaknew hewasn't talking about Avaril. “1 was much younger with Darr. Less mature. Less
confident.”

“I meant now.”
Softly she said, “Did you?’

He watched her through the gold shields of hisinner lids. What he saw, she had no idea. She wished he
would rage, condemn her for those years with Darr,respond in some way. Instead heremained in his
menta fortress, behind impenetrablewalls.

“Eldrinson’ s Ruby genes are different from ours,” he said.

Rocafét asif she had run into a blockade. He wouldn't talk about Darr, not now, perhaps never.
Perturbed, she answered more sharply than she had intended. “We couldn’t have had a child otherwise.”

“Y ou and father had me.”

Anold pain tirred in her. “ That is because we had the best experts and technology availableto help us
and geneticigts to select the right genes. Even with that, it took years.” She ached with the memories.
“Kurj, you truly were our miracle child.”

He spokein alow voice. “And now?’
“You dwayswill be”

But they both knew the truth. Too much had happened in the relentless years of his adulthood for them
ever to regain the trust and smple affection of his childhood.

Kurj was waking across ameadow in Valey when his pdmtop buzzed. Heflipped it open. A response
had arrived to amessage he had sent earlier today, after he left his mother’ s home.

“Skoliahere” hesaid.

A shy voice came out of the comm. “My g-greeting, Y our Highness. Thisis Cdlie Summerlet. Your El
paged me.”

“My greeting, Cdlie.” Kurj kept waking, hismood improving as he thought of the curvy nursemaid. “I
have ahouseboat in alake up here. Would you like to join me there for dinner tonight?’

A long silence came from the comm. Just when Kurj was going to check if the comm had mafunctioned,
Cdliesad, “I—I think, | mean, yes.” She sounded out of breath. “1 would be honored to dine with you,
Y our Highness”

“Good.” Kurj wasn't sureif she was excited or terrified. He hoped it was the former. He hadn’t
expected her to decline, though. They rarely did. Some felt honored by his attentions, and even the ones
who didn’t like him were curious enough for afirst dinner. Nor did most want to risk his displeasure,

“I will send one of my aides for you sometime thisevening.” He wasn't sure when he would be done with
hiswork. “Will you bein your apartment in City?’



“Y-yes. Will. | mean, yes, | will.”

“Very well. | will seeyou. Out.”

“Uh—out.” In asofter voice, she added, “Until tonight, Y our Highness.”
Heamiled. “Until tonight.”

AsKurj continued hiswalk, athought formed in the back of hismind. Cdlie Summerlet could help him
bani sh the emotional demons that threstened his control. She was safe. Smple. Sweet. Maybe for one
night he could evade the way his emotions tangled whenever he thought of what it meant to be afather
and ason. Theroleshad snarled in hismind until he could no longer separate them. Hisemotionsfused in
the wrong ways. He didn’t want this yearning to act as afather to Roca s son, didn’t want to remember
that ahaf-grown barbarian held hismother’ slove. Why couldn’t herid himself of these thoughts that
threatened his control ?

Cdlie Think of Cdlie. Tonight he would make anorma bond with anorma woman.

If heonly could.

A face gradualy cameinto focus, hovering over Eldri. Helay on hisside, aware of hard ground under his
body. Sowly herolled onto hisback. Garlin was knegling on hisright and one of the Skolianswas on his
|eft, the woman, TyraMeson.

Sotired. Hefelt sotired.

“Your Mgesty?’ Tyraasked.

Eldri wet hislips. “A...seizure?’

“Yes.” Theline between her eyes was deeply etched today. “ Another seizure.”
“A bad one,” he whispered.

“I'mafraid s0.”

Garlin brushed the hair back from Eldri’ sforehead. “It didn’t last long.”

“That's...good.” Eldri sat up dowly, aware of the doctor watching him. “We till have the wrong
medicines?’

Tyralooked apologetic. “I'm afraid s0.”

Helet them help him stand, but he inssted on walking without help, though he limped for the first few
steps. It disheartened him even more now to have the seizures, because these Skolians had given him
hope that they could make him better. Instead, the attacks continued, now with “side effects’ that left him

exhausted and ill. The demons that caused the attacks were surely angered by his attempts to escape
retribution.

But even if these hedlers did eventualy manageto help, they couldn’t cure hislondliness.



Therocking houseboat soothed Kurj. Cdlielay against him, her backside to hisfront, her curvesfitted
againgt hisbody. The old-fashioned door stood gjar, and colored light from paper lamps on the deck
filtered into the cabin. Only the lap of water and the chirps of insects broke the dumbering night.

Cdlie dtirred, turning onto her back. Kurj languoroudy did hishand across her breasts. As her eyes
opened, her face reddened, her blush deep enough to seein the dim light.

“My greetings,” hesaidinalow voice.

“My greetings, Y our Highness.” Sherolled to face him, and pressed her lipsagaingt his chest. “Y our
beautiful Highness.”

Kurj stretched with pleasure. “I” ve been caled many things, most unrepeatable, but never beautiful.”
Sheran her hand over historso. “Y ou scared me today, when | first saw you.”

“Dol ill?

“A little.” She sounded more aroused than frightened.

Kurj nudged her back and covered her body with his, holding himsalf up on hiselbows so he didn’t
smother her. She groaned when he entered her, and he could tell from her mind that it wasredl, not an
act. He made love to her with the same control he exercised in every part of hislife, but a the end helet
go, giving into arush of sensation that obliterated al pain from his heart.

Sometime later, when darm surged from her mind, he redlized he had sunk down and was crushing her.
Hedid off, then moved hislarge hands over her body, savoring the soft skin and curves.

Cdliedghed. “You are very robust.”

“Robugt?’

Sheyawned. “Very awake.”

“Yes.” Herolled her nipple between hisfingers.
“Don’'t you ever degp?’

“Not much.” Histwo hoursthis afternoon would last another day. With al his cybernetic augmentations,
his body could care for itsdf in many ways that required deep for unenhanced humans.

“Y ou looked different, rocking Eldrin this afternoon,” she said drowsily.
“How?'

“It was sweet.”

Sweet?Gods forbid. “I hope not.”

She curled againgt him. “That was when | stopped being so afraid of you.”
“Oh.” Her misperceptions had their advantage. “ Good.”

“Lady Rocatold methey verified Eldrin was aRuby psion.”

Kurj stroked her abdomen. “So they did.”



“Y ou must be very proud.”

“1 suppose.”

“Will the Assembly give him bodyguards, too?’
He did hishand between her thighs. “Maybe.”
“Ummm.” Shemoved againg him.

“The Assembly may make you have bodyguards.”

“Whatever for?’ She sounded distracted, her eyes closed, her body responding. It was taking her longer
thistime, though. Kurj supposed he ought to let her deep. He had kept her up dl night.

He propped his head up on one hand and let his other rest in the triangle between her legs. “ They will
give you bodyguards becauise you' re important to me.” It occurred to him belatedly that she might
mistake his meaning and think she meant more to him than she actudly did. He did rather like her, though.

“It makesyou atarget,” he added. “People may think they can get to me through you.”
She hesitated. “Why doesthat make you angry?’

“What makes you think I’'m angry?’

“Your voice”

It was amoment before he answered. “ The Assembly has manipulated the Ruby Dynasty for solong, itis
hard to remember when our liveswere our own.” Even he could hear his bitterness.

“Y ou mean the way they guard you dl thetime?’

“That. Arranging our marriages. Decreeing when and how we have children. Telling uswherewelive,
how we work, where we go.”

Her eyeswidened. “They do dl that?’

“They try.” Hisvoice hardened. “Weress.”

“I had never redized.”

Kurj blew against her ear. “Let usthink of more agreesble things than the Assembly.”
Her lips curved in atempting smile. “With pleasure.”

As she soothed him with her passion, Kurj began to think that perhaps, just perhaps, he could cometo
termswith the anger in his heart. He hoped so. For if it didn’t happen, he feared that someday he would
lose control of the roiling darkness within him and destroy dl that he loved.

24
TheBuried Grotto

Helooksjust likeme,” Jarac decided.



Roca smiled as her father dangled asparkling cube on astring. They were Sitting on the floor, on a
blanket, with Eldrin lying on his back between them. The six-month-old baby laughed, waving his hands
at the cube asif it were the most extraordinary object ever created.

“I guess he doeslook likeyou,” Rocasaid. In truth, her young son resembled hisfather far more. Eldrin’s
eyeswere il blue, but they were turning violet and they had the rounder Lyshrioli shape. His hair was
the same burgundy shade as hisfather’ s hair. Rocalonged to show him to Eldri, to see hisjoy.

She so missed her husband: hismischief, smile, scowl, the quirk of his eyebrow, his exasperation with
Garlin, his athletic grace. She wondered how hefared, if his seizures had stopped, if he had rebuilt
Windward. She feared if shetried to contact him, Kurj would find out she had violated their bargain.
Then he would retdiate. Kurj wouldn't kill aRuby psion, but he would find other waysto hurt his
stepfather. He might send his operativesto kidnap Eldri regardless of the uproar it could cause. She
shuddered, pushing the thought from her mind.

Eldrin batted the swinging cube out of his grandfather’ s hand, burbling with delight. He grasped thetoy in
his pudgy hand and rolled onto his ssomach.

Jarac beamed a Roca. “Heisintelligent, too. Smart, handsome, and strong. Definitely takes after my
Sde”

Sheamiled. “Maybe he will aso inherit your modesty.”
Jarac laughed. “We can hope.”

His care soothed her heart. It meant agreat dedl to her that he visited Eldrin. She wished her mother
would do the same. If Lahayliawould spend sometime with Eldrin, surely she would love him. To Roca,
it seemed especialy important now, as her parents aged. Their outward youth was deceptive. They had
lived longer than any other humans, and she knew they weretired. She couldn’t bear to think of their
passing. If only her mother would accept Eldrin, she could seein him the promise of the dynasty she and
Jarac had founded. Eldrin was asymbol of new life.

Jarac spoke kindly. “Heisbeautiful, Daughter. Y ou have given us a gift greater than we ever expected.”
Her voice caught. “If only Mother felt that way.”
“Giveher time”

“Eldrinisher grandson. Why can’t she care for him like she doesthe rest of us?’ For dl her mother’s
reserve, Roca had never doubted her mother loved them. It overflowed her emotions. But not for Eldrin.
Never Eldrin.

Jarac poked the cube Eldrin was pawing, making the baby gurgle. “ She does not know what she
mises”

“Do you think she will come around?’ Roca asked.
“Perhaps.” Jarac wouldn't look &t her.

Rocaaverted her eyes, hiding the moisture that filled them. Her marriage had rent cracksin her family,
leaving woundsthat might never hedl.



Eldri stood at his bedroom window, gazing at the starred night.Roca, are you out there? By the reckoning
of the Skoalians, she had been gone for six months, where one “month” was apparently about four octets
of days. She had become part of him; since she had left, his heart had been bereft. He and Roca had
melded in ways he didn’t understand; he knew only that when she left, she took pieces of him. He kept
expecting the passage of time to make it more bearable, but nothing helped. Whatever this bond they
shared, itsloss went deeper than anything could ease.

It was an irony that his emotions should hurt now, when his body was findly becoming hedthy.
Incredibly, the doctors had found medicines that helped his convulsonswithout causing lethargy or
nausea. He had experienced none of the big seizures and only afew of the smdl in the past five octets of
days. For thefirg timein hislife he could actudly hope he might live like anorma man.

But that gift came at too high aprice.

“Come home,” he whispered. “Roca, come home.”

“I urgeyou to reconsder,” Banner Highchief said. “Evenif you don't believe the Traders genuingly want

Kurj gritted histeeth. The Fleet Commander stood with him on the observation deck, resting her long
arms on the dichromesh-glassrail. The transparent bubble surrounded them, asif they stood in space
itself. Thelights were off, so nothing dimmed the splendor of the Stars. His heritage.

“They aretrying to trap us,” Kurj told her.
“Possibly. Itisgtill worth bargaining.”

His hand tightened on therail. “They offer to ‘bargain’ for what they took from us. | will cdl off the
invasion only for complete restoration of our territory. No half agreements.”

She leaned her considerable length againgt therail. “ They were mining asteroids in that region before we
damedit.”

“We had already set up operations.” He snorted. “ So they were robbing us from the sart. Thisisa
reason to bargain?’

Shethumped therall. “I say we settle, let them have part of the territory and take the rest ourselves.”

“I will think onit.” Kurj had no intention of changing hismind, but if he appeared intractable, it could
aienate her. She commanded the largest arm of 1SC and had more authority than he wielded asthe head
of the J-Force. He preferred to stay on good terms with her. Someday, when he became Imperator, he
would be her commanding officer. It behooved him to build a strong base now, one that would support
him when he took over |SC.

Hiswrist comm buzzed and heraised hisarm. “ Skolia, here”

“Sir, thisis Lieutenant Opson. We' ve received a message from Skyfdl. It' sthe report from the medica
team.”

Kurj tensed. Gods. Findly. “ Send it to my home office immediately.”

“Right away, Sr.”



“Good. Out.”

If Highchief had any inkling about the significance of what she had just heard, she gave nothing away.
They left the observation bay and walked through the corridors that networked the Orbiter hull,
discussing |SC matters. Although she shielded her thoughts, she couldn’t completely guard againgt him.
His power lacked nuance, but he could pick up any leakage of emotions no matter how dight. He felt her
wariness. She didn't like their impasse over theinvasion.

They parted at the magrail station. Kurj rode out into the Orbiter’ s landscaped biosphere, the car hurtling
down the mountains into the Ground hemisphere, past City and back up to Valey. He wanted to read
the report on Eldrinson in private. With some maneuvering, Kurj had handpicked the doctor in the
second team, and he felt reasonably confident about one of the psychologists, TyraMeson. But Roca
had influenced the Assembly on the sdection of the other psychologist, aman named Cary Unddll. The
fellow was too cussed independent and he made no secret about hisdidike of politica intrigue. The last
thing Kurj needed was a nonconformist asserting his opinions.

Kurj expected the team would have helped Vadoria s epilepsy. He had given hisword to Roca. But
they knew their job. It would take only two of them to make their conclusonsamgority decison. Then
their report would verify Vadoriawas incompetent to Sign a contract with anyone, let done aRuby heir.

They had better make that determination. Otherwise, he would have to pursue more severe methods to
achievehisgod.

Roca crossed the plateau, which stood high in the mountains, near the horizon where Ground met Sky.
The gravity wasweaker up here. Shefelt it especialy with the added height of her boots, which made her
over six feet tal; each step she took seemed dow and longer than usud.

The cold air was crigp againgt her face, bracing her for the confrontation to come. On one side of the
plateau, cliffsrose toward Sky; on the other, the plateau dropped down into foothills. In the distance, the
tranducent towers of City sparkled in golden light from the Sun Lamp.

A woman stood at the edge of the plateau gazing out at City, her hands clasped behind her back. Wind
tugged her short, iron-gray hair. She had aged formidably well, her austere face lined just enough to add
authority to her patrician features, including her high cheekbones, upward tilted eyes, and straight nose.
She wore adark blue tunic and dark trousers with agold stripe up each leg. Only adiscreet insggniaon
her shoulder indicated her stratospheric rank: General of the Pharaoh’s Army, commander of the
legendary Skolian army, which claimed five thousand years of fedty to the Ruby Dynasty.

Vg Mgda, the Matriarch of Mgjda, waited for Roca.

As Rocacame up to her, Mgdaturned. The generd spoke with an impeccable formality that offered no
welcome. “My honor at your presence, Y our Highness.”

Rocainclined her head. “ And mine a yours, Generd.”

Mg dawasted no time. “My nephew sends you amessage.”

Tensing, Roca gave the response dictated by protocol. “| would be pleased to hear it.”
Ice could have formed in Mgda s gaze. “ Prince Dayj accepts the figurines you sent him.”

Roca s shoulders sagged with her relief. Dayj’ s acceptance of her gpology was so coal, frost could have



formed on it, and he had taken so long in responding, an ice age could have come and gone, but it was
gtill an acceptance. If he had taken public offense at her marriage, the scandal would have reverberated
throughout Skolia. His response |eft no doubt that relations between Mg da and the Ruby Dynasty had
suffered grave damage, but it didn’t preclude reconciliation between the two Houses.

“Pleasetell Prince Dayj that | gppreciate his gracious message,” Rocasaid.
“I’'m glad one of usdoes,” Mgdasaid sourly.

Roca hdld back her impulse to make aretort. Although Mg dahad never acknowledged Roca s gpology
inwords or writing, she had taken ownership of the shipping company, which made her acceptance
unambiguous.

Magjda suddenly froze, looking past her. Puzzled, Roca turned—and stiffened. A tall woman was
approaching them, her willowy carriage agraceful contrast to Mgjda s sted posture. This newcomer had
an exotic beauty rather than the austerity of Majda, but both she and the genera evoked the ancient
queens. The Ruby Pharaoh, it seemed, had discovered that her daughter and top generd were mesting in
Secret.

Lahayliajoined them, standing such that Roca and Mgjda had to turn to face her, putting their backsto
the drop-off from the plateau. A flyer soared far overhead, a speck against the immensity of Sky,
undoubtedly the pharaoh’ s bodyguards.

Majdabowed. “My honor at your presence, Pharaoh Lahaylia.”
Lahayliainclined her head. “ Generdl. Daughter.”
Roca crossed her arms. “1 didn’t realize you planned to meet us, Mother.”

Lahaylialifted her hand, asmple gesture that conveyed aworld of meaning, making it clear she relegated
Roca swordsto lesser importance than her daughter intended. “The Assembly soon convenes. Rumors
abound of discord within ISC.”

Magdamet her gaze. “ Y ou will find no discord within the Pharaoh’s Army. We honor the Assembly
vote”

“So | have heard,” Lahaylia murmured. She glanced at Roca, then back at Mgda. “So | would liketo
beieve”

“Asyou should,” Mgdasaid.

Rocainwardly swore. Her mother had showed up because she believed her daughter sought to sway
Madainto support for the negotiations. In truth, Roca had aready tried exactly that. But she had made
no headway; right now, Mg dawas hardly predisposed to consider any of her arguments.

Roca scowled a her mother. “And if we can settle this affair through peace rather than war? Still you
would fight.”

“What affair?’ Lahayliaarched an eyebrow. “Y ours, perhaps?’

Pah.“I have no affairs, Mother.” Roca had married Eldri, and she intended it to remain that way. 1 spesk
of theinvason.”

The pharaoh answered in her dusky voice. “ Peace is atenuous dream. It appearsreal to one generation



and dissolvesin the next. To ignore the surviva of our children would be a crime greater than any
perpetrated againgt us by the Eubians.”

That gave Roca pause. Thinking of her sons, she spokein aquieter voice. “Yes, it would. But each
generation, when it matures, must make its own choices.”

Majdafrowned at her. “And its own mistakes?’

“Indeed.” Rocaknew her eyes were glinting. “Including the mistakes made by those generations that
have lived the longest.”

Lahayliaspoke dryly. “Wisdom has this peculiar tendency, Daughter. It tendsto increase asone
matures.”

Roca put her hand on her hip. “Vibrancy and innovation also have a peculiar tendency, Mother. They
annoy peoplewho don’t like change.”

Lahaylid slips quirked upward. “ Ah, well, that is part of life.” Her smilefaded. “But so isthe
determination in peopleto fight for what they believeisright.”

“And to stand firm in their resolve,” Mgda said. She seemed intrigued to see an argument between the
pharaoh and her heir.

Rocadidn't like the way the lines of support aigned here. Her mother and Kurj formed an inflexible bloc,
one backed by Majda s support. There seemed no hope for compromise. At the same time, she knew
they didn’t like this schism any more than she did. They wouldn’t back down on the invasion, but another
type of bargain might be possible.

“I have other optionsin Assembly,” Rocasaid.

“What options?’ Lahayliasaid. “ The Assembly hasvoted for theinvasion.”

Rocaanswered in the deceptively quiet voice she had learned from her mother. “Nothing is ever set.”
“And what of honor?’ Magda demanded.

“Honor takes many forms,” Roca answered.

“Soyour sontellsme,” Lahayliasaid dryly.

“Hesaysalot of things.” Rocawished Kurj would quit doing it, at least when it came to her husband.
“He seeksto protect Skolian honor,” Lahayliasaid.

Rocamet her gaze. 1 spesk of persond honor.”

“Yours?’ Mgda s sarcasm could have chilled ice.

Rocahit back the response she wanted to make:l honor my commitments, not betrothal s others would
forceon me. Instead she said, “1 deeply regret if my commitments have caused distress. But my vow to
Eldrinson Vadoriaismade. | stand by it.”

“In other words,” Lahayliasaid, “if we quit opposing your ill-made marriage, you will quit opposing the
invason.”



Put that bluntly, it sounded even more unpalatable. But the invasion would proceed and she would resst
adivorce regardiess of any bargain. Better adistasteful agreement than this constant battle with her
family. “If you accept Eldri, Kurj may moderate his objections.”

“I will never accept him,” Lahayliasaid flatly.
Roca sfrugtration welled. “Why the hel not?’
“Everything about him is objectionable: common birth, lack of education, age, lifetyle.”

Rocawas acutely aware of Mgdalistening. But she had to speak. “He is one of thefinest men I’ ve ever
known.”

“Y ou ask too much,” Lahayliasaid.

“What, it istoo much to ask that my mother be happy for me?’

Lahayliascowled. “Y ou have duties. How you conduct yoursdlf affects more than thisfamily.”
“Eldri isaRuby pson.”

“You didn’t have to marry himto bed him.”

“What, now you suggest | dishonor him?’

Lahaylia snorted. “ Nowadays women go about compromising men’s honor al the time and no one
blinks. These purportedly despoiled fellows seem to be thoroughly enjoying themselves.” She lifted her
shouldersin ashrug. “Besides, you wouldn’t have been the first Ruby heir to have aman onthe side.”

Magjda gave the pharaoh a sour look. “ On the side of what, Y our Highness? Her marriage to my
nephew?’ She spoke grudgingly, to Roca. “It istrue that you have trested the Skyfall man with honor, as
you did my nephew inyour viststo him.”

In truth, Roca had never been attracted to Dayj, despite his good looks. It hadn’t been hard to keep her
hands off him during their constrained visits. But she could hardly reved that to Vg Mgda. “Whatever
theprice,” Rocasad, “my marriageismade.”

“And you wish usto stop trying to unmakeit,” Lahayliasaid.
“Yes” Roca sgaze didn’'t waver.
Madaspoke. “I will not set myself against Kurj Skolia.”

Damn.Mgdaknew perfectly well Kurj would never relent. “To cease an offense,” Rocasaid, “isn’'t the
same as sting yoursdlf againg andly.”

“Make your peace with Kurj,” Lahayliatold her. “ Then perhaps we can entertain this compromise.”
Roca swallowed. “ There is no peace between us.”

Lahaylia sface changed, revealing a sadness Roca suspected she had meant to hide. The pharaoh lifted
her hand asif to reach out to her daughter, but then she lowered it, her restraint taking over. But she
couldn’'t hide the painin her voice. “A child and parent shouldn’t be so a odds.”

“No,” Rocasaid softly. “They shouldn't.”



But she saw no way to hed the wounds that divided them.

Anger suffused the Imperator’ s home.

It vibrated through the one mansion where Jarac lived, high on ahill of Valey. The house had many
windows and spacious rooms to accommodate hislarge size, filling it with light and air. Given the perfect
weather of the Orbiter, the windows needed no glass. The main entrance had no doors.

Today, an inexplicable brooding filled his home. Jarac paced from room to room trying to fathomit.
Findly heleft. He walked across Valey, past the house Dehya shared with her husband, Seth
Rockworth, then past the home where Roca lived with her new son. It wasn't until he had traversed the
length of Valley that he reached Kurj’ s house. In someways, it resembled hisown, largein dimension
and smplein style. But it had accents: arched eaves, beveled glass, adanted roof. Itswindows were
designed so someone inside could see out, but no one could seein. It reminded Jarac of the inner eydids
Kurj often kept lowered.

When Jarac touched the pager at the entrance, the door shimmered and vanished, offering admittance.
Thissurprised him; given his current strained relationship with Kurj, he hadn’t expected his grandson to
put him ontheligt of visitorswith automatic permission to enter.

Hefound Kurj in his office, sorawled behind his desk, studying adocument on a screen in front of him,
hisinner lidslowered. He was clenching alight-stylusin hishand so tightly, his knuckles had turned white.

“Bad news?’ Jarac asked.

Kurj jerked up his head. Then he threw the stylus on his desk. “Did you send Banner Highchief to try
talking meinto negotiating with the Traders?’

143 NO_”

Kurj stood up, rising to hisfull height, one hand on his back as he stretched. “ She wants me to reconsider
my vote on theinvasion.”

Jarac felt tempted to say,So do |, but that was the wrong approach with Kurj, reminding him of his
subordinate position. He had grown more and more restless these past years, impatient for more
authority.

Jarac waited.

“I told her | would think about it,” Kurj findly said.
“And haveyou?’

He crossed hismuscled arms. “No.”

They faced each other across the desk. Jarac knew his grandson had more to say. He wished he could
find away past Kurj’semotiona armor, but it had no chinks. The days when Kurj was alaughing child
running to him with arms outstretched were long and forever gone.

After awhile Kurj spokein aquieter voice. “When | wasapilot, | participated in an engagement againgt
aTrader frigate. Its Aristo commander had a psion, ayouth he had captured by raiding a Skolian
commercid liner.” Hisfingerswere pressing his desk so hard, tendons stood out on the back of his



hands. “ The Traders were using the psion to detect our forces. They had aready killed his parents, using
them for the same purpose. | picked up the youth’ s mind at the same time he detected me.”

“What happened?’ Jarac asked, dreading the answer.

A muscletwitched in Kurj’'s cheek. “He was't reveding enough about our forces. So they ‘ encouraged
him.” He made avisble effort to speak evenly. “Whilethey weretorturing him, | couldn’t break my
connection with hismind.”

Jarac fet the horror in Kurj’smind. “What did you do?’

Hisjaw tightened. “1 blew up thefrigate. | couldn’t free that boy, but | could end hisagony.” His hand
curledinto afist. “And | rid the universe of the monster who had destroyed hislife.”

Jarac spoke quietly. “If 1 could free you from those memories by taking them into myself, | would doiitin
aningant.”

“You've never fought.” Kurj’svoice grated. “Y ou weren't amilitary officer when you became Imperator.
How can you lead | SC when you don't burn insde?’

“And what would you have me do? Destroy usin the blaze of my hatred?’
“Y ou have no right to be aman of peace.”

Jarac’ s voice took on an edge. “It makes no difference, doesit? No matter how hard | work toward
peace, we will haveawar.”

Kurj fel sllent then. Jarac didn’t push. His grandson had said his piece and would add no more. In that
rationing of words, he and Jarac were aike.

Then Kurj said, “I received the report on Eldrinson from the medical team that went to Skyfdl.”
That caught Jarac off guard. “What doesit say?’

Kurj jabbed apand on hisdesk and it g ected a copy of the report on Eldrinson. He gaveit to Jarac. As
Jarac scanned the report, hisrdief grew. Both psychologistsrated Eldrinson Vadoria as above average
ininteligence. TyraMeson caled his spatia perception “ spectacular.” Both she and Unddll considered
him competent to Sgn amarriage contract with Roca. The doctor’ s opinion was |ess definitive, but even
he acknowledged thet the initia reports on Eldrinson were wrong.

Jarac raised his eyebrow at Kurj. “ Even your handpicked doctor won't judge him incompetent.”
Kurj crossed hisarms.

Jarac sighed. “Why don’t you go talk to this man your mother married?’ He set down the holoshest.
“Perhaps you will find him less objectionable than you expect.”

“How can you accept him? That marriageisatravesty.”
“Rocaloves him. He makes her happy. That makes me happy.”
Kurj gave adismissvejerk with hishand. “ All sorts of things make us‘happy’ that are wrong.”

“Y ou must make peace with this.”



“Why? So you don't fed threatened by my anger?’

“No.” Intruth, it unsettled Jarac to hear Kurj acknowledge what usually went unspoken between them,
the tensgon born of Kurj’s conviction he was better fit to rule as Imperator. They both knew it could be
decades before Kurj assumed thetitle, possibly even centuries, given that Rocawas next in line.

Kurj pushed his hand across the short cut of hismetdlic hair, so unlike Jarac’ s shaggy mane. “1 would
wish that life could have given uskinder rolesto play.”

“Yes” Jarac spoke quietly. “1, too.”

DNA moleculesrotated, helicesin neon colors wrapped around his neck, choking, choking, choking...

Kurj sat bolt upright, staring into the darkness, his heart pounding. Asit dowed, he took a deep bregath.
His biomech web registered that he had held his breath for more than two minutes.

Cadlielay on the other side of hisbed, adeep. Heleaned over her, brushing back her hair, but he didn’t
wake her. Instead he did out of bed and pulled on the black robe he had thrown over achair. Then he
|eft the bedroom and walked through his house. It remained silent but aware of him, dways avare, never

desping.

In his office, he brought up the DNA records for hisfather, Tokaba Ryestar, and compared them to
Eldrinson’ s genetic map. Hehad to find defectsin Eldrinson’s DNA, proof it would contaminate the Ruby
Dynasty. A way had to exist to negate thislast, damning report. But he had to show that whatever flaw
exiged in Eldrinson didn’t apply to Tokaba, who had aso brought new blood into the Ruby Dynasty and
sred a Ruby son. Surely adramatic and usable difference existed between Tokaba s DNA and that of a
barbarian on abackward planet. He had to prove Eldrinson’ s flaws.

Kurj had more trouble than he expected in hisinvestigation. Severa systems he needed to access were
unusualy well secured, chalenging hismost sophidticated Els. But gradudly he uncovered the story. His
conception had involved years of work by ateam of scientists. The Assembly had set up an entire
program dedicated to that one purpose. Desperate to ensure the Ruby Dynasty would provide heirsfor
the Kyle web, they had insisted the doctors do whatever possible to make it happen, regardless of what
that meant to Rocaand Tokaba, even if the fallures of Roca' s pregnancies brought them immeasurable
oridf.

Kurj clenched histeeth, hisresentment hot within him. Y et he understood their desperation. Hefelt it
every time helet himself acknowledge how little stood between his people and endavement by the
Trader Arigtos. Only agossamer, indefinable web protected them, one that didn’t even exist in the
spacetime universe. But no matter how much he understood their motivation, nothing would ease his
anger a the pain hisfamily had suffered as the Assembly sought to control and manipulate their lives.

The more he investigated his birth, the more he understood why his mother called him amiracle child.
The odds againgt his conception had been so high, it made him fed strange, unredl. He followed the tral
through ever more abstruse networks, searching out his heredity. Finally he left spacetime and plunged
into the Kyle web, becoming a cowled figure striding across a stark grid.

The more he searched, the more puzzled he became. On the surface, Tokaba s DNA map seemed
reasonable, but the deeper Kurj delved, the more anomalies he found. The shade of blueit predicted for
Tokaba s eyes wasn't quite the same asthe true color. His hair should have been adightly darker
brown. He had always joked about how it curled in the fog, but according to his DNA, it should have



sayed straight.

Kurj continued to search, probing forgotten nooks in the web, following the oddly confused trail left by
the geneticists and Assembly. His cowled avatar climbed down the grid, deeper and deeper, until no light
filtered down from above and fluorescent data-fish swam by his body.

Someone had hidden the trail.

At firgt he thought the files he was searching out had degraded over the years, but gradudly he redized
someone had deliberately erased them. He sank into areas that even the most adept telops didn’t know
existed. In adata-grotto encrusted with corrupted files, he found traces of an encryption scheme used by
the Assembly long ago. They had retired it just before his birth. He cast about, searching for whatever it
hed hidden.

Searching.
Searching.

And finaly he found what he sought, the baret trace of afile, onethat had languished for thirty-five
years. The actua data had been erased, but its ghost persisted like atrand ucent copy. Laborioudy, using
al the menta tools a hisdigposal, he reconstructed thefile.

It was a DNA map.
Tokaba s DNA map.
Tokaba strue DNA map.

In many ways, this vague file matched the robust records Kurj had found at the top levels of the webs.
However, it gave the right shade of blue for Tokaba s eyes and the proper traitsfor hishair. It matched
his physical recordsin every detail. It lacked only onething.

The genesof apson.

Tokaba had none of the complex genetic mutations that created a psion. He manifested no empathic
traits because he lacked the genes, either paired or unpaired. He just plain didn’t have them. Tokaba
couldn’'t be hisfather. It wasimpossible.

Impossible.
Nausea rose within Kurj. He refused to believe Tokaba hadn't sired him. It would kill him.

Inexorable now, Kurj dipped through convoluted mazesin the depths of the web, following tenuous
leads that thinned and vanished. He continued to probe, search, and dig. What had the Assembly done?
What godsforsaken crime had they committed, to make a Ruby psion out of the impossible?

Finaly Kurj found the truth they had kept from him, from his parents, from his entire family. They had
sabotaged Roca s and Tokaba sfertility trestments. They replaced Tokaba s sperm with that of another
man.

And then Kurj found what the Assembly had hidden.
It was the name of hisfather.

Histruefather.



Jarac.

25
Sacrifice

Kurj lost contral.

Heripped hismind out of the web so fagt, his disrupted neura pathways registered the processas a
firestorm of white light. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. He had stumbled upon the ultimate treachery.
The one moderating forcein hislife, the memory of hisfather, wasalie, one on such amonstrous scae
he couldn’t comprehend its enormity.

The Assembly had destroyed him. And now, in hisrage, he would make them pay. The Skolian
Imperiadate survived because a Dyad powered the web. Kurj knew exactly how he would achieve his
vengeance—he would take into his own hands the power of the web that the Assembly so prized, the
web for which they had committed this atrocity. He would become that web. He would control it. He
would hold the Assembly hostage to his power.

Hewould destroy them.

A thought far back in Kurj’s mind warned of danger to his grandparents, but his fury svamped it out. His
grandfather was hisfather. The betraya went so deep, he thought he would scream with the knowledge.

By the time he became aware of his surroundings again, he was striding through the War Room. The
amphitheater was strangely empty, without a single telop on duty. Kurj stopped at a console and
accessed itsrecords. An hour ago an immense spike of power had surged through the systems here.
Following it, Kurj had sent an order to every telop, officer, aide, page, and tech in the War
Room:Evacuate.

Hedidn’t remember giving the order. In hismenta explosion, he had operated without conscious
thought, ridden the magrail acrossthe Orbiter’ sinterior and come here to the War Room without seeing
where or how he went, his mind careening from the shock of hisviolent withdrawal from the web.

He strode to the Lock corridor.

It began at the perimeter of the amphitheater and stretched back into thewall itsdlf, dwindling to apoint
asif it reached to infinity. A great arch framed its entrance and its floor flashed, a sted and diamond
composite. Set off by pillarsrather than walls, the corridor glowed in the otherwise dark War Room. The
columns were akin to the Strategy Table, transparent and indestructible. Clockwork mechanisms
gleamed within them, active as never before, glittering with light and dive with moving gears, al esrily
glent.

He stepped up onto the raised corridor. His boots rang on the floor as he strode toward the infinite point
of perspective. The end of the corridor never seemed to come closer, though he passed pillar after pillar.

Suddenly the point expanded into an octagona doorway. He dowed as he reached the sparkling arch.
When he stepped through it, time dwindled. Space became thick. He felt asif he were moving through
invisble molasses. A great hum of power filled the octagona chamber, and aglare of light hid the high

cdling.
The Lock pierced the chamber.



A pillar of light rose out of an octagond well in the center of the floor, agreat column of radiance so
bright it made the air shimmer. The Lock was asingularity in Kyle space. It pierced spacetime likea
needle, rising from the floor and vanishing overhead in ahazed dlitter, back into its own universe.
Humanity had lost the technology that created it, but the Lock remained, forever enduring.

Kurj crossed the chamber in dow motion, his stepslong and heavy. He stopped at the rim of the
octagona depression.

Then he stepped into the pillar of light.
Kurj, of theendlessFire;

My one son, forever bright.

Escapethe blazing pyre;
Mute your rage, decry the night.

Tokaba s voice flowed through his mind. He knew the cadence of that rhyme; hisfather had often sung it
to him. But the poem had been about achild’ s playful life, not fire and rage. Kurj had never heard these
words—and yet, he knew Tokaba svoice. It came from his memory, and he wanted to weep for the
lossof what it meant to him. Caught in grief and fury, hismind twisted the rhyme into a chant of his

anguish.

In this nether land between space and time, braced between two universes, herelived hislifeinamillion
ingtants, so many moments he had thought lost and forgotten.

Then other memories began coming to him, recollections not his own: Lahaylia, Ruby Pharaoh, borninto
davery and ascended to rule one of the largest empiresin human history; Lahaylia, who built the Skolian
Imperidate from nothing and would protect it with the same ferocity she protected her family; Jarac, the
only survivor of adying race from an ancient Ruby colony that had failed over the millenniaof its
isolation; Jarac, whose Ruby genes had revitaized an ancient family and whose love gave Lahayliaan
unexpected gift in thetwilight of her life. Together, they had founded a dynasty that commanded,
enthralled, incensed, aroused, and mystified the peoples of athousand and more worlds.

The waves of thought that created Kurj’s mind overlapped with those of Jarac and Lahaylia, blending,
interfering, canceling and adding, creating wave patternsfor three instead of two. Power flowed through
Kurj, filling him with white noise. He stood within the pillar of light, hisface turned upward, his body
bathed in the radiance of another universe.

The Triad was born.

The mentd explosion yanked Roca awake. As she scrambled out of bed, Eldrin cried out, hiswall rising
interror. She sumbled to the crib and lifted him into her arms, murmuring as she struggled to focus. Her
mind was reverberating from an incredible surge of energy.

Rocagtrodeinto the living room, holding Eldrin. He was sobbing now, his smple anguish filling her heart
as shetried to soothe him. Starlight danted through the windows, silvering the room. The console by the
doorway had lit up like afestivd tree, including thepage light and itsaarm, aerting her to an urgent
message. Shifting Eldrin to one arm, she thumped her hand on the pager.

“Rocal” Her mother’ svoice crackled. “Areyou dl right?’

“Yes” Roca s heart was pounding asif she had just run akilometer. “What happened?’



“Gods only know. Have you seen Jarac?”’

“No. Heisn't with you?’

Eldrin went till and sllent, hissmal hands hinged in half as he clutched Roca s nightdress.
“Hewent to see you hours ago,” Lahayliasaid.

Rocafdt the blood drain from her face. She sensed her mother’ sdread dl the way across Valey—her
mother, who never showed fear. “He never arrived. Can't your El locate him?” 1t could monitor every
centimeter of the Orbiter.

“No.” Lahayliatook an audible breeth. “ Something isblocking itsSgnds.”
“That’'simpossble” Rocasad.
“I can't find Kurj ether,” her mother said.

Eldrin began to cry again, taking gulps between his sobs. Cradling him, Rocaleaned over the consoleto
hear her mother better. She thought of Kurj—

And her mindburned.
He burned.

Blazed likeaflame.
A pillar of flame,

“Gods, no,” Rocasaid. “It can't be.”

Eldri sat upin bed, theimages of his nightmare flaming in hismind. If it hadn’t been for hismedicines, he
had no doubt he would have convulsed. His mind was on fire.Fire.

“Rocal” Hejumped out of bed and strode from the room in his nightshirt, pulling on his robe, headed for
the shrine he had erected to the sun gods. In hismind, he entreated them:Please. Don't let my wifeand
childdie

The shrine was asmall room with a stand of polished granitein the center. Eldri had laid out dried
bubbles and goldstone balls as offerings. He threw open the shutters, letting the gales of Windward tear
over him. Their chill bit through the heavy cloth of hisrobe as he gazed at the sars.

“Takeme, if you mugt,” hesaid. “But don’t hurt them.”

Rocareached the War Room before her mother. She held Eldrin close, shidding him with her mind. He
was no longer crying, but he remained wide awake, hismind swirling with formless nightmares kept at
bay only by his mother’ sarms. Had she put him down now, he would have panicked. Her terror of losing
him to forces beyond her control had grown the entire time she had ridden the magrail here. She couldn’t
lose her son. Her sonsWhat had happened to Kurj?

Impossibly, the War Room was empty. Even thislate at night, it should have hummed with activity. But



no telops sat at the consoles; no pages hurried among the stations; no techs rode in the robot arms. The
only light came from the Lock corridor, its columns blazing. Roca stopped severa meters away, holding
Eldrin with one arm while she raised the other to protect her eyes againgt the brilliance. The corridor
seemed to Sretch forever, diminishing into apoint of perspective.

A man walked out of that point.

Hewas bardly visible, a speck forming out of infinity. He seemed to grow as he came forward, until he
reached histrue Sze, agiant of gold. His boots rang on the floor as he strode that agel ess corridor, his
gait never fatering. White light coruscated around his body, and hisface had aterrible radiance.
Consolesdl over the War Room were coming to life, screens activating, panels flashing, comms
humming. In the dome far overhead, the Imperator’ sthrone pulsed with light.

Roca became aware someone el se had entered the War Room. Lahayliawalked past her and stopped
before the archway of the Lock corridor. Light haloed her body. Kurj reached the end of the corridor
and stood in the arch, framed by its dazzling energy, its mechanisms glowing and spinning around him.
The power of hismind surged, huge, tremendous, and chaotic.

“Go back.” His deep voice echoed unnaturaly. “Both of you. Go back. Go home. Be safe.”
“Kurj.” Rocahdd Eldrin close. “What have you done?’

Helifted his hand, nearly blinding her with the light it emanated. “I cannot stop what is happening. Y ou
must go.”

Lahayliadidn't move. “Whereis my husband?’
Kurj answered harshly. “With my father.”
“Gods, no,” Roca said.Tokaba was dead.

Eldrin had gone till in her arms, but she felt his nascent mind focused on Kurj. He responded to his
brother’ s power. Like knew like. But he had no defenses. Roca shielded his mind with hers, lest the
outpouring of menta energies overwhem him.

Light rediated from Lahaylia s body; whatever surged through Kurj aready burned within her. They both
caled now on the sameforces. The Dyad. No, Triad.

Lahaylia s voice resonated throughout the War Room. “Y our father, Tokaba Ryestar, isdead.”
“I speak not of Tokaba Ryestar,” Kurj said.

“Darr Hammerjackson is also dead.”

“I do not speak of Darr, either.”

Rocawent rigid. He had only one other “father”:Eldri. Her anger and her fear blazed. “What have you
doneto my husband?’

Kurj turned hisgaze on her, hisinner lids glowing like molten shields. “ Eldrinson Vadoriawill never be
my father.”

“Then who?’ Roca asked.

His answer dropped into the air like agreat weight.



He had to have gone mad. “ Y ou can’'t mean what you are saying.” Rocafdt asif she were shattering
insde

“Go.” Kurj braced hisarms againgt the sides of the arch. Hisvoice thundered, unred inits eerily
amplified power. “Go now, both of you, while you are safe.”

“Kurj, ligen.” Lahayliafaced him with no sign of fear, though he towered over her, huge and solid,
standing on the raised floor of the corridor. Her voice matched hisin strength, drawing on the unleashed
power of the Lock. She and Kurj were part of atriangle now, aware of space and timein away Roca
could perceive only from the edges of their Triad.

“The power-link is collapsing,” Lahayliasaid. “It cannot take the power of our three minds. Y ours and
Jarac' saretoo dike. They interfere. They will cancel each other. Y ou cannot both survive.”

“No!” Kurj let go of the columns and stepped down from the corridor. He faced Lahaylia, the two of
them locked in a connection neither could break. Her gaze never wavered. He walked on, past Roca,
and her mind felt his passing like the gdes of amenta hurricane.

Eldrin cried out and burrowed his head against her shoulder.

The trangparent bubble of the observation bay curved out from the Orbiter’ shull. The glory of deep
space surrounded Jarac. He stood on atrangparent platform staring at the cosmos, his hands resting on
therail of dichromesh glass.

Kurj crossed the bay like a mammoth walking in space. When he neared Jarac, his grandfather turned,
his motions dowed by hislarge sze. Jarac’ sface was drawn, strained, his eyes reflecting the same agony
Kurj felt ripping him gpart. Their minds were trying to fit in the same place, two leviathans superimposad
on each other in Kyle space.

Two minds.

One space.

Only one could survive.

Kurj’svoice crackled. “ Grandfather.”

Jarac’' sinner lidslifted, reveding his eyes. Deep lines furrowed his drawn face. His menta power was
crushing his grandson. Kurj had aways believed himself the stronger of the two, but he knew now he had
been wrong. Terribly wrong. Jarac’s mind had more power, more strength, more will than his own. Kurj
couldn’t endure against him. Jarac would survive and he would die.

Suddenly Jarac’ s mind receded. Kurj didn’t understand—and then redlization hit him: his grandfather had
relinquished hishold on life. Hewould let himsdf die so Kurj could live.

“No!” Kurj strode forward, knowing now, too late, that his grandfather meant more to him than the
power of the Imperator. He wanted Jarac to live, wanted it with an intengity that burned.

Jarac sank to his knees, his great back bending as he lowered his head. Dropping next to him, Kurj
grabbed his shoulders. “Y ou must not give up! Wewill find away to coexist.”



“Itisnot possible” Jarac lifted his shaggy-maned head. “We aretoo dike.”

“No.” Kurj fet asif aband were congtricting across his chest. “Y ou are abetter manthan 1.”
“Greatnessisinyou. You mug find it now.”

“Youmust live” Kurj would do anything, even beg thefates, to stop Jarac from dying. “Y ou must.”
“l antooold.”

“But you don't know. | found files about my birth.”

Jarac answered with infinite, agonizing gentleness. “I know. | seeit inyour mind.”

The words wrenched out of Kurj. “Y ou are my father.”

Jarac took a deep, shuddering breath. “1 cannot forgive what the Assembly has done. But | am as proud
to have you as a son as agrandson.”

“Youmugt livel” Kurj would say it athousand times, until Jarac heard.
“Do you know their minds?’ Jarac asked.

“Whose?' But Kurj felt it, what his grandfather meant. The minds of the Ruby Dynasty were linked, dl of
them. He, Jarac, and Lahayliaflared in atriangle of fire. Lessintense, outside the Triad but till bright, the
Ruby Dynasty burned: Dehya, intdllect instead of force, sengtive, fragile, beautifully luminous, Roca, a
blaze of vitdity and hedlth, with alovefor her family that knew no bounds; young Eldrin, glowing within
thecircle of her light, unformed, full of promise, so very, very treasured.

And yes, Eldrinson wasthere, distant but full, agreat swelling ocean of light. Kurj wanted to weep for the
purity of that radiance, the untouched beauty of amind that for al Eldrinson’s physica suffering hed
remained unscathed.

Jarac clenched hisforearm. “The baby. He has not our strength. Protect.”

Kurj felt the wash of Eldrin’ sterrified impressions. The child was panicked, cowering from the inferno of
the Triad, hismind huddled againgt his mother’ s, histhoughtsingtinctively fleeing toward love and
warmth, desperate for the father Kurj had denied him. Eldrin was so enormoudy vulnerable. Jarac's
dying, thisagonizing pain, could devastate Eldrin the same way the deaths of Eldrinson’ sfamily had so
traumatized Eldrinson in hisinfancy. Kurj reached out, swaddling Eldrin’ smind in layers of protection,
buffering him from the agony killing hiselders.

“You fed them.” Jarac struggled to speak. “ They are yours now. Y ou arethe Fist of Skolia. The
protector. Lahayliaand Dehya, they are the Mind. And know this, Kurj. Eldrinson and Rocaareits
Heart. Y ou cannot deny them.”

“Father—"

“Y ou must care for them, betraying none.” Jarac’ s voice rasped. “ Promise you will do this.”
“Youarenot goingto die”

“Promise.Y ou will never betray any of them.”

Kurj took ashuddering breath. “I promise.”



Jarac sagged forward, and Kurj grabbed his shoulders, trying to stop him. But like agrest treefaling,
Jarac settled onto his side, then on his back. Kurj knelt next to him on the transparent deck, bathed in
darlight, moisture gethering in hiseyes.

“I cannot heal the wounds that ravage your heart,” Jarac whispered. “But | can giveyou agift.” His
massive chest rose and fell with his strained breeths. “ Know the family welove...as| know them.”

And then he opened hismind.

Jarac’ sthoughts, emotions, hopes, memories, fears, longings, knowledge, loves—it dl rolled into Kurj's
mind. Hisbrain, so much like Jarac's, imprinted with the neura pathways that formed Jarac’ s persondity.
Kurj remained himself, aware of the painin his heart, but in that instant, he dso became his grandfather.

Kurj’ svoice caught. “Forgive me.”
“Yes” Hisfather took afind breath. “1 do loveyou.”

Then Jarac Skolia, Imperator of the Skolian Imperialate, passed from life into desth.

26
Ruby Heart

LahayliaSde sat on thefloor in her bedroom, against the wall, unmoving. After an age, or perhapsonly
afew moments, a man paused in the doorway. She made no moveto look at him, speak to him,
acknowledge himin any way.

Then he spoke. “Lahya”

“Ah, gods.” Sheknew that voice. She couldn’t help hersdlf; she turned—and saw her husband in the
doorway, his posture, his expressions, even hismind so achingly familiar.

Except it wasn't him.
“Don’t,” shewhispered. “1 can't bear it.”

Kurj cameto her and knelt on one knee. He spoke in alow voice. I thought | knew hislove for you, but
| had no idea, no hint of how deep it went.” Hisvoice cracked. “I am sorry.”

Lahayliawanted to hate him, to cast him out of her sight. But she couldn’t. She saw Jarac in hisevery
word and gesture.

“| cannot livewiththis” she said.

He started to reach for her, but when she stiffened, he dropped his hand. He spoke quietly. “In time, the
part of methat is Jarac will recede, | think, and integrate with Kurj.”

Her voice caught. “ The Assembly has much to answer for.”
113 YSH

“Y ou have made yoursdlf the most powerful individua dive, Kurj. None can match what you have
done.” Sheregarded him steadily. “Now you must take respongbility for it.”

Kurj took adeep breath. “If | can.”



“Youmust.” Her gaze darkened. “ Otherwise you will destroy usdl.”

Rocacradled Eldrin.

Hedept in her arms, nestled againgt her, his eyes closed, hisfacefindly peaceful. She leaned back on the
couch, too exhausted to move. The grief wastoo big. She had nowhere to put it. She wished she could
belike Eldrin, able to deep when the storm abated.

Her console chimed.

Rocalifted her head. “What isit?’

The house El answered. “Imperator Skoliaisat your door.”
Shefroze. “Who?’ Her father had justdied.

“Kurj Skolia”

Shetook aragged breath. Of course. Bitter grief filled her. The son had killed the father and assumed his
throne. By joining the Triad, Kurj had bypassed her in the line of succession, wresting thetitle away from
her. She hadn’t held any great desire to lead the military, but never would she have wished for this. Damn
the Assembly. Damn the Tradersfor their relentless brutality that drove people to such desperate
wrongs. Damnthem al.

“Lethimin.” Rocasa up, shifting Eldrin carefully so he didn’t wake up.

A man appeared in the shadowed entrance of the room. Rocadrew in asharp breath. It wasn't Kurj.
Hiswalk, his posture, his face—it was Jarac. But he wore Kurj’s clothes and had Kurj’s hair.

Son, brother, father: to her, hewasall three.

He sat on the other end of the sofa, his elbows on hisknees. “How is Eldrin?’
“All right.” Rocasmoothed the baby’ swispy hair.

“Did he suffer when—7?"

Rocathought of her father’s death. “No. He cried, but that was dl.” Kurj had protected his haf brother,
doing for Eldrin what no one had been able to do for Eldrin’ sfather, protecting him against the ravages of
hisfamily’ s deaths. Eldrin would live without the torments Eldri had endured al hislife. Rocawanted to
reach toward Kurj, but she couldn’t bring hersdlf to do it, knowing the price they had dl paid for hisfury.

Kurj looked at hishands. “1 have made adecision.”

“y e

“I will call another vote on theinvasion.” Heraised hisgazeto her. “ As Imperator, | can do s0.”
Shewent very ill. “And?’

“I will votefor the negotiations.”

Hotnessfilled Roca s eyes. She had findly achieved what she had intended when she escaped her
bodyguards and tried to reach the Assembly so long ago. But the price was so terribly, terribly high. A



tear ran down her face. “I an glad.”
For along time he said nothing. Then he broke his silence. * Mother—go to your husband.”
Surely she had misheard. “To Eldri?’

“Yes” He spoke with difficulty. “I don’t know if | can ever accept him. But Jarac wasright. Y ou must
go.”

Eldrin stirred in her arms, nestling closer, hisface smoothing out in deep.
“Thank you,” Rocawhispered.

“But you must come back.” Now he sounded like Jarac. “We will see you in the Assembly and on
Sage?’

“Certainly the Assembly. | have much work to do.” She bent her head over Eldrin. “But | think not the
stage. | would like to have more children.”

“Mother—"
Sheraised her head. * Y es?”’
He struggled with hiswords. “1 am sorry.”

Rocaknew then that no punishment any judicia body could mete out to him would equd the guilt tearing
him apart. The Assembly would fear to take action againgt him, lest it destabilize the web they dl
depended on with such desperation. And those who knew what had happened thirty-five years ago
would beterrified to do anything that might anger him, lest hereved their crimes.

But for therest of hislife, her sonwould livein the hdl of hisown remorse.

Roca stood in the doorway, gazing at the darkening Valey long after Kurj had |eft. Eldrin continued to
deepin her ams. Shedidn’t go back inside; she couldn’t bear the solitude of her house, not now, not
after dl they had lost.

Gradudly Rocaredlized someone was gpproaching. The figure took form out of the night, awoman with
dark hair and a graceful walk.

Rocawaited until the woman reached her. “Mother.”
Lahaylianodded. “My greetings.”
“I am glad you came.”

Her mother spoke with a softness sherardly showed. “1 thought, if you would alow—I would visit with
my grandson.”

Roca svoice caught. “Yes. | would likethat.” She moved aside. “Please comein.”

So the Ruby Pharaoh acknowledged her second grandson.
27



Lyshriol

Eldri walked through the rubble piled around the edges of the courtyard. The work crews had said they
would move it, but now they were gone and it was till here. He would have to enlist some peopleto help
him carry it out.

Heraised his head, inhaling the crisp air. Ever since his nightmare fifteen days ago, he had been in adaze,
certain that Rocaand Eldrin had died. He had sent ridersto ask Brad if he knew anything, but they had
yet to return.

Garlin was walking toward him from the rebuilt castle. It looked exactly like Windward, reproduced from
“satelliteimages,” whatever that meant. But it had lost an indefinable essence, asense of age and history
he had dways|oved, though he had never realized it until that dusive quaity was gone.

Garlin'ssmile quirked. “Why do you scowl a me?’

“My apology.” Eldri grimaced. “1 am contemplating carrying rocks.”

“An excdllent reason to frown.”

“Yes, indeed.” A dark speck in the sky caught Eldri’ s attention. “What isthat?’
Garlinsquinted. “1 believeit isBrad' sflyer.”

“Maybe he has news of Rocal”

Hiscousinlaid ahand on hisarm. “Don’t put your hopestoo high.”

Eldri turned away, unable to bear Garlin’s compassion. It fdt like pity. He had put his hopestoo high
over and over, every time one of the offworldersvisited. And every time they dashed his hopes. No one
would give him news of Rocaand Eldrin.

The flyer came on, soaring through the sky, visible now asaslver craft. Eldri walked with Garlin out
under the portcullis. Asthey crossed the bridge, he looked into the chasm that surrounded Windward.
He couldn’t see far enough down to locate the remains of the battering ram that he and his men had
pushed off thisarch of stone.

Brad' sflyer landed in the open area beyond the bridge, the place where Avaril and hisarmy had
camped. Eldri stood back with Garlin, shielding his eyeswith his hand asthe craft settled down. Hetried
to contain his agitation, but it seemed forever before the machine rumbled into silence.

Eldri started forward, his heart beating hard. Then the hatch opened. Brad jumped out and waved, a
great smileon hisface. Eldri blinked. Although Brad aways seemed to enjoy hisvidits, at least when he
wasn't sarving in asiege, he had never looked this happy to see Eldri and Garlin before,

Eldri cameup to him. “Héello, Brad.”

“Hdlo.” Hissmilewidened. “1 have asurprisefor you.”
“A surprise?’ Eldri asked, perplexed.

A woman appeared in the hatchway of theflyer.

In that moment, for Eldri, the world stopped. He didn't fedl thewind blowing or the sunlight on hisface;
he didn’t see the towering mountains or the sky above them; he didn’t taste the air. He knew only the



sght of the woman.
Roca

Eldri ran forward as Roca jumped down from the flyer. He dmost threw hisarms around her, then
jerked to astop when he saw the bundle she carried.

A baby.

“By thesuns” Eldri said. “What beautiful child have you there?” His eyes suddenly brimmed with
moigture.

Roca extended the baby to him. “Y our son.”

Hetook the boy into hisarms, holding him the way he had held so many children of hisfriendsand
servants. His son looked up at him and gurgled.

“Heamiled!” Eldri gave ashaky laugh, his heart filling with an indescribable emotion. “He smiled at me.”

A tear ran down her face. “1 saw.” She came forward, and he moved the baby in hisarms so he could
hold both his son and hiswife. As he hugged Roca close, histears mingled with her hair.

Hisfamily had come home.

Rocaand Eldri relaxed on the rug before the firein their bedroom, Eldri with hisarms around her waist
and Rocareclining againgt him. Eldrin was curled in her 1ap, playing with aball of polished blue
glasswood.

Eldri wasfinaly content. He had been torn in two; now he was complete. But he ached for the tragedy
that had devastated Roca and her family. He didn’t comprehend al its nuances, but he understood that
the truth could destabilize her government. A new Imperator ruled. The Assembly called her father’s
death an accident, |etting the story spread throughout their realms. Her family had to be preserved, lest it
weaken this“Kyleweb” that held their empire together. But speculation ran wild: the grandson had killed
the grandfather to take histhrone. Given what Eldri had seen of hiswifée sfirstborn son, it didn’t surprise
him that no one wanted to naysay that great, metalic warlord.

Roca had been restrained since she came back, mourning for her father, who had somehow died and not
died. Eldri wished he could heal the woundsin her heart.

“Will your family bedl right?’ he asked.
“Someday.” She spoke softly. “It will taketime.”
He bent hishead over hers. “If only | could help.”
“You do, just by being here.”

So they enjoyed the warmth of the fire. After awhile, she said, “1SC isgoing to build amedicd clinic
near Dalvador.”

He still couldn’t untangle the mess of relations between her people and Brad's. “1SC isthe Skolian army,
yes?



“Thet'sright.”
“Lyshriol ispart of Brad' s Allied Worlds.”

“His people have agreed to relinquish their claim.” Dryly she added, “1t will take much debate and
bargaining to settle on terms.”

He thought of the Dalvador Plains where he had lived dl hislife. “Will the starport stay in the same
place?

“I think so. ISC will probably buy or lease it. Brad has asked to stay on, asaliaison for your people and
mine”

“lamglad. I likehim.”
“I t00.” She hesitated. “What will happen with Lord Avaril?’

He grimaced, acknowledging the unease he hid from everyone el se except Garlin. “He has gone away for
now. | fear though that someday he will return.”

“You'll beready for him.” She closed her eyes. “My people can help. We can do alot for your people.”
Hetensed. *'Y ou must not change Lyshriol.”

“Wewon't. You will oversee anything we do.” She traced her finger dong hisarm. “Perhaps someday
we can understand your people, why you are so different from us.”

“These psychologists ask many questions.” He sighed. “They say odd things, that we are aliving
‘computer.” They want to know why we interpret symbols differently than your people, why we can do
math but not read. | don’t understand alot of it.”

Rocalaughed softly. “They don't, either, yet. Pieces are there, like the way you count in octal instead of
decimdl, or the binary aspects of your world: two suns, two moons, two sets of opposing fingers.”

“Do you think they will make sense of it?’
“Someday.”

It would beinteresting if they did, but Eldri wasn't holding his bresth. “Well, perhaps that will make them
happy.”

She amiled. “ Perhaps.”

They relaxed for awhile, watching the flames. Every time Eldri looked at his son, he marveled anew that
this boy was his. Surdly no child had ever been so fine. Even his hands were normal, with ahinge and
four fingers.

“Tell me” he murmured to Roca. “How many children would you like to have?’
A hint of her mischief sparkled. “ A hundred.”

“Ai, Rocal It would be bedlam.”

She laughed. * Perhaps so. How about ten?”

“Ten. Yes” Although he could tell shewasjoking, he liked theidea. Among his people, ten wouldn't be



unusua. He contemplated afamily full of laughing children with gold hair and eyes. “What should we
namethem?’

“Althor for the next boy, after you.”
“If itisagirl, we must name her Roca”

A memory stirred in her mind, one so vivid, Eldri picked it up: the statue of the warrior goddessin the
corridor outside his suite, the one Roca had run past when she had gone to Brad' s suite during the battle
and sent off thefliers.

“Her name should be Sauscony,” Roca said. “ After your goddess of arrows.”
“Not Roca?’

She shook her head. “But | would like her to have my mother’ sname. Lahaylia”
“Shewill be srong and beautiful .”

“That shewill.” Rocatickled her finger dong the back of his. “Pick another name.”
He considered. “For aboy, Kdricson.”

Sheamiled. “Who isKdric, that our son should also be his?’

Eldri nuzzled her ear. “The god of youth.”

“Ah. 1 likethat.”

“Roca?’

“Hmmmm?’

Eldri spokewith care. “We must name our children after your family, too.” He made himself say it.
“Induding Kurj.”

Her mood turned somber. “Thank you.”

“Why?

“For not hating him.”

He brushed back her hair. “I cannot hate those you love.”

Rocaturned to him, with Eldrin cradled between them. Her voice gentled. “Y ou are my life, Eldri.”
“Asyou aemine.”

So they sat together, symbolsfor an empire that had seen too much death, offering instead, in smply their
exisgence, apromise of new life and afuture for their people.

Family Tree: Ruby Dynasty

Boldface names refer to members of the Rhon. The Selei name denotes the direct line of the Ruby
Pharaoh. All children of Rocaand Eldrinson take VVadoriaastheir third name. All members of the Rhon
within the Ruby Dynasty have the right to use Skoliaastheir last name. “Dd” in front of aname means*“in



honor of.”

= marriage + children by

Charactersand Family History

Boldface names refer to Ruby psions, so known asthe “Rhon.” All Rhon psionswho are members of
the Ruby Dynasty useSkoliaasther last name (the Skolian Imperidate was named after their family).
TheSde nameindicatesthe direct line of the Ruby Pharaoh. Children ofRoca andEldrinson take Vadoria
asathird name. The“dd” prefix means“in honor of,” and is capitaized if the person honored wasa
Triad member. Most names are based on world-building systems drawn from Mayan, North African,

and Indian cultures.

= marriage
Lahaylia Sdel(Ruby Pharaoh) =Jarac (Imperator)

L ahayliaandJarac founded the modern-day Ruby Dynasty.L ahayliawas created in the Rhon genetic
project. Her lineage traces back to the ancient Ruby Dynasty that founded the Ruby Empire.Lahaylia
andJarac have two daughters,Dyhianna Selei andRoca.
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Dehyabecomes the Ruby Pharaoh after Lahaylia. She married William Seth Rockworth 111 as part of the
lceland Treaty between the Skolian Imperiaate and Allied Worlds of Earth. They have no children and
later separate. The dissolution of their marriage would negate the treaty, so neither the Allieds nor the
Imperialate recognize Seth’ sdivorce. Both Seth and Dehya eventudly remarry anyway.Spherical
Harmonic tellsthe story of what happenstoDehya after the Radiance War. She andEldrin have two



children, Taquinil Seleé andAlthor Vyan Sdle .
Althor Vyan Sde =" Akushtina (Tina) Santis Pulivok

The gory of Althor andTina appears inCatch the Lightning .Althor Vyan Sde was named after his
uncle/cousin,Althor 1Izam-NaValdoria. Tinaaso appearsin the story “Ave de Paso” inthe
anthologyRedshift andThe Y ear’ s Best Fantasy , 2001.
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Roca and Tokaba had one child,Kurj (Imperator and former Jagernaut). Kurj marries Ami when heis
about a century old. Kurj and Ami have a son named Kurjson.

Although no records exist of Eldrinson ' slineage, it is believed he descends from the ancient Ruby
Dynasty.Skyfdl tdllsthe story of how he andRoca meet. They have ten children.

Eldrin (Dryni) Jarac(bard, consort to Ruby Pharaoh, warrior)
Althor 1zam-Na(engineer, Jagernaut, Imperia Helir)

Dd-Kurj (Dd)(singer, warrior, twin toChaniece)

Chaniece Roca(runs Vadoriafamily household, twin toDd-Kurj )

Havyrl (Vyrl) Torcdlei(farmer, doctoratein agriculture)



Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia(military scientist, Jagernaut, Imperator)
Denric Windward(teacher, doctorate in literature)

Shannon Eirlei(Blue Dde archer)

Aniece Dyhianna(accountant, Rillian queen)

Kdricson (Kdric) Garlin(mathematician, Jagernaut, Imperator)

Eldrinappears inThe Radiant Seas andSpherica Harmonic
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Althorhas adaughter, EristiaLerol VVadoria, with Syreen Leirol, an actress turned linguist. Coop and
Vaz have ason, Ryder Jdam Mada Vadoria, withAlthor as co-father.Althor and Coop appear inThe
Radiant Seas. The novelette, “ Soul of Light” (Circlet Press, anthologySextopia), tells the story of

howAIlthor and VVaz met Coop. Vaz and Coop a so appear inSpherica Harmonic .Althor and Cirrus aso
have ason.
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Havyrl& Lilly marry in 2223. Their story gppearsin “ Stained Glass Heart,” anovelain the
anthologylrresigtible Forces , February 2004. The story of Havyrl and Kamoj appears inThe Quantum
Rose, which won the 2001 Nebula Award. An early version of thefirst half was seridized inAndog,,
May 1999-July/August 1999.



(3)J

abri

d

Qox

(aka

Jabr

iol I

)
The story of howSoz and Jato met appearsin the novela, “ Aurorain Four Voices’ (Analog, December
1998).Soz andJaibriol ’ s stories appear inPrimary Inversion andThe Radiant Seas . They have four
children, dl of whom use Qox-Skoliaastheir last name Jaibriol 111, Rocdisa, Vitar , anddd-Kdric. The
story of howJaibriol 111 became the emperor of Eube appearsinThe Moon's Shadow .Jaibriol 111
married Tarquine lquar, the Finance Minister of Eube.

Aniece= Lord Rillia

Lord Rilliarules Rillia, which condgts of the extendve Rillian Vdes, the Davador Plains, the Backbone
Mountains, and the Stained Glass Forest.
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Kdric' ssoriesaretold inThe Last Hawk, Ascendant Sun, The Moon' s Shadow , the novdla“ A Rall of



the Dice” (Analog, July/August 2000), and the noveette “Light and Shadow” (Andog, April

1994).K dric and Rashiva have one son, Jmorla (Jimi) Haka, who becomes arenowned Calani.Kéeric
and Savina have one daughter,Rohka MiesaVarz , who becomes the Ministry Successor in lineto rule
the Twelve Estates on Coba.

Thenovela“Wadk in Silence’ (Analog, April 2003) tellsthe story of Jess Fernandez, an Allied starship
captain from Earth who dedswith the genetically engineered humans on the Skolian colony of Icelos.
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