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Sky Ship

' Today, Soz's world would change forever. 1 Born Sauscony Lahaylia Valdoria
Skolia, she just went by Soz to nmpst everyone. She had spent her first
seventeen years of life in an idyllic existence, but she was determ ned to

| eave it behind. Today she would leap for the skyd€”with or w thout

per ni ssi on.

Soz stood outside, on a wal kway that topped the massive wall surrounding her
hone. The house was a small castle of pale bluestone with turreted towers at
its four corners. The nmuted calls of children and the whistling of Iyrine in
their stable came frombelow, in the courtyards. Beyond the house, the village
of Dal vador rose like an island in the plains, beneath the | avender sky of the
worl d Lyshriol. She loved this land and she | oved her famly. Her father, the
Dal A-vador Bard, recorded the history of his people in ballads. The days
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passed in pastoral beauty, wanned in the gol den haze of two anber suns. But
she couldn't stay. Just as soneA-day that binary star systemwould perturb
Lyshriol out of its orbit, so Soz would soon | eave her tranquil life here.

By interstellar standards, the house was primtived€”but only on the exterior
Over the years, Soz's nother had arranged subtle nodifications to this
ancestral hone of her husband. The optical, electrical, and superconducting
sysA-tems were hidden; nesh networks were accessible only by discreet
consol es; nechbots cl eaned when no one was around; and the self-repair
nanobots in the building's strucA-ture were too small to see. The inprovenents
never marred the beauty of Lyshriol

The Dal vador Pl ains extended in all directions around the

village. Far to the northwest, they | apped against the Stained G ass Forest,
a jeweled swirl in the foothills of the Backbone Muntains. Beyond the forest,
t he Backbone raised its spinA-dled peaks into the sky; beyond that, the
massi ve range called Ryder's Lost Menory rose up, so distant it was no nore
than a violet haze. To the east, a cluster of rustic buildAings stood at the
edge of a broad, flat field. Except for the paved area, it could have been a
tiny village.

But it was far nore.

A ship was | anding on the tarmac of the mnuscule star-port, its roar
obliterating the sounds of children and Iyrine in the courtyard bel ow.
Beautiful and deadly, glow ng |ike al A-abaster against the sky, a Jag
starfighter set down on the paved area.

Soz hadn't expected this unschedul ed visitor, but she inA-tended to seize the
opportunity. She would convince the pilot to take her off planeté&€”away from
thi s snot hering paradi se.

Shannon Val doria ran through the plains.

He raced through the swaying, supple reeds, his passage teasing iridescent
bubbl es off the tips of stalks. The filnmy spheres floated into the air and
popped, spraying himwth glitter. He ignored them running hard.

The whitewashed houses of Dal vador interrupted the plains, their blue or
purple roofs |ike bl ossons turned upsi de down on the houses. Shannon had never
seen a flower, except in hol obooks his tutors gave hi mabout other worlds.
Today he had escaped his studies and wandered in the plains until he fel
asleep in the sea of reeds, drowsing beneath the suns.

The roar of the ship had awoken him

Now he ran toward the starport, and his white-gold hair whi pped across his
face. Just into adol escence, he had yet to reach his full growh, but it was
al ready cl ear he would never achieve the towering size of his ol der brothers.
No matter. None could match his speed; he ran like the wind that ripA-pled the
reeds around him

Exhaust billowed into the sky as the starfighter |anded. * * *

El drinson Valdoria sat in his dove-tail chair, the one his wife called a work
of art, nmolded as it was from purple glass-wood and set with white and rose
br ocaded cushions. He was conposing a ballad to record events of the past
year, the weddings, births, and deaths in Dalvador. He held his drumnel, or
drumharp, on his lap and plucked its strings, evokA-ing a cascade of notes
that sparkled like clear water in a creek. Today he sang in his tenor range,
and his voice swelled in the air. As the Dal vador Bard, he recorded the
hi sA-tory of his people in ballads.

He had left the lights off, avoiding the technol ogical marA-vels his wfe had
brought into his life. Even after being marA-ried to her for three octets of
years, he still wasn't used to it all. He could have lit an oil |anp, but he
enj oyed the shadA-ows that pool ed here. The stone floor remained cool. Al was
qui et, though a few ninutes ago a great wi nd had roared outA-side, unusually

| oud. Across the room the four-poster bed stood solidly, its posts carved in
totens of bubbles. The downy quilt was puffed |like a blue and rose cloud. He
conA-tentedly strumed the harp while he thought of the children he and Roca
had made in that bed, an octet plus two nore. Eldrin, their ol dest, was gone
from home seven years now, a father hinself with a young son



A knock cane on the door.

El dri nson snmiled, thinking of his wife. "Roca?"
A man answered. "It's Del, Father."

El dri nson tensed as Del's unease cane to him In a famly of enpaths, they
tended to keep their noods private behind nmental shields, but Del's concern
was strong enough to reach himdespite those protections. He set down the
drumnel and went to the blue gl asswood door. Qpening it reA-veal ed a man of
twenty-four, or twenty in the decimal system of counting that Roca used. Del
had features that Roca called "edgQy handsone," though Eldrinson didn't
reA-al ly know what she meant. Del |ooked like him and no one called him edgy.
They both had viol et eyes and shoul der-1ength hair the col or of burgundy w ne.
He supposed it was true Del did have a fiercer aspect about him Long and

| eanly

nmuscl ed, he stood taller than nmost men of Lyshriol, his height inherited from
hi s not her.
The title of Bard would go to Eldrinson's oldest son if he ever returned to
Lyshriol, but if not, Eldrinson thought he would choose Del to foll ow him
t hough Del's songs tended toward a driving beat and hard |lyrics rather than
the softer ballads his father conposed. Eldrinson had never underA-stood Del's
angry, tangled nusic, but it fascinated him
"What's wrong?" Eldrinson asked
"A Jag has come." Del nust have been singing too |long again; his deep voice
sounded hoar se.
"Jag?" Eldrinson asked. "What does that nean?"
"A starship," Del said, shifting his weight, taut with conA-tained energy.
"Ch. Yes." Eldrinson stepped out into the antechanmber. "A mlitary ship, isn't
it?" Hs son Althor had spoken about them
"I think so." Walking with him Del reached across to his hip for the sword he
wasn't wearing. He stiffened when his hand cl osed on air. Then he just stalked
at his father's side.

It relieved Eldrinson that the ship didn't thrill his son. Del had never shown
any inclination to |l eave Lyshriol. In that, he took after his father; on the
rare occasi ons when Eldrinson had acconpani ed Roca of fworl d, he had been
acutely unA-confortable. Wiy would a warship fromher people cone here now?
She had nentioned no visitors.
They headed down the hall outside his suite. Del had a | onger stride, but he
hel d back for his father. The tension felt alnbst tangible in this resdess,
nmoody son of his.
"Where is your nother?" Eldrinson asked as ney deA-scended the curving
staircase to the |l ower |evels.
"I think she went to see Wrl and Lily."

Now mat El dri nson thought about it, he did remenber Roca saying she m ght
visit die grandchildren. It would give Wrl, neir fourth son, a chance to
study for his college placement exams. The boy had al ready del ayed nmem a year
caught up in his young famly and the new farm El drinson didn't have a good
feel for this business about Wrl being a "virtual" student who would attend
an of fworld university

t hrough the mesh; he was just glad the boy wouldn't |eave Dal vador
The i npetuous fellow had run off with Lily, his childhood sweetheart, four
years ago. Although Wrl and Lily had been a bit young, it hadn't seened that
unusual to Eldrinson. CouA-ples in Dalvador often married around the tine they
reached two octets in age. VWyrl and Lily hadn't been that nmuch younger. He had
never understood Roca's shock, as if they were two children instead of a young
man and wonman in love. It gratified himto see his son happy, grown into a nman
now, a husband and fat her
A door sl anmed bel ow, followed by the pounding of runA-ning feet. Eldrinson
and Del canme around the curve of the stairs into view of the Hearth Room
whi ch stretched out to a large fireplace. Eldrinson's youngest son, Kelric,
was just dashing into the room
"Father!" Kelric jolted to a stop at the stairs, his face flushed. He | ooked



so nmuch like his nother, with her gold coloring and spectacul ar good | ooks,
t hough on himit was boyish rather than angelic. He was only one octet of
years, yet already he stood alnpst as tall as his father and had nore bul k. He
stared up at them his thick curls tousled over his collar, his eyes Iit with
excitenent.

"It's a Jag!" Kelric waved his hand in the direction of the port. "Can | go

| ook? Do you think they would give ne a rider

Del stopped on the stairs and crossed his arnms. "How do you know t hey haven't
cone here to bl ow you up?"

"It's an Inperialate ship! They're supposed to protect us.
eager gaze on his father. "Can | go?"

El dri nson exhal ed, calnming his pulse. He wished he could share Kelric's zeal
Yes, the Skolian Inperialate, his wife's people, protected this world. But
their mlitary was an enigma to him a great dark machine. Their ships usually
stayed in orbit; he didn't see how this one could be bringing anythi ng but
troubl e.

He started down the stairs. "Kelli, let's wait until we know nore."

"Father." Del drew himto a stop. "Muybe you shouldn't go out there. It m ght
be better if we contact the port fromhere. This building has safeguards.™

El dri nson squinted at him "I don't know how to nake them work." Roca had
arranged the security system and every year strangers updated it, but he had
never been clear on exactly how it protected the house.

Del scratched his chin. "I think it has to be activated fromthe consol e
room"

"Do you know how to do it?" Eldrinson asked.

"I could figure it out."

"It's easy," Kelric said inpatiently. "I can do it."

Del scowmed at him 'This isn't something for a little boy. You would probably
end up inviting themto shoot at Dal vador."
"I would not! And I"'mnot little." Kelric sped up the staircase, easily taking
the steps two at a tinme. As he passed them he added, "W can watch fromthe
Blue Tower. If they do anything bad, I'lIl go turn on the security system™

El dri nson gl anced at Del. His ol der son shrugged, then lifted his hand,
inviting himup the stairs. They returned the way they had cone, follow ng
Kelric.
The tower | ooked out over the nmassive wall that surrounded the house. The
circular chanber at its top was made from bl uestone, with a domed ceiling and
a bl ue gl asswood door. Eldrinson stood with his two sons at the arched w ndow,
wat ching the port. The Jag had settled onto the tarmac and funes drafted
around its al abaster body. Qut in the plains, a slender figure was running
toward the port, a cloud of driftA-ing bubbles in his wake. Shannon. Eldrinson
woul d have recogni zed his sixth son anywhere. Wth his pale hair and slight
buil d, the boy resenbled the hal f-1egendary Blue Dale Archers fromthe

nort hern nountai ns.
Cl oser by, Soz stood on the wal kway outside that topped the wall, her back to
them as she gazed out at the port. Atyp-

ically, she wore a dress today, one of the bright, swirling af A-fairs nost
girls in Dal vador adopted. Usually she preferred breeches and shirts. He had
never fathomed why such a beautiful girl wanted to dress |ike a boy, but
arguing with her never achieved anything. This daughter of his was a force of
nature that couldn't be denied.

El dri nson didn't understand Soz. He | oved her, but she was a nystery. O fworld
technol ogy fascinated her. As a child, she had taken apart her brother's |aser
carbine and put it back together before Eldrinson even figured out what she

Kelric turned his

was doing. He couldn't keep up with her razor-sharp mnd. Mst of all, he
dreaded the distant | ook that came into her eyes when she gazed at the night
sky with its brilliant, cold stars. She was slipping away from hi mand he
didn't know how to bring her back

Kel ri c pushed open the wi ndow and | eaned out, crowding Del. "Hey, Soz!"

El dri nson haul ed hi m back inside. "Careful. You could fall."



The boy flashed him an intense | ook, half apology, half frustration. Then he
turned back to the starship. It tore at El A-drinson to see his rapt
expression. How |l ong before the wanA-derlust took Kelric away, too?

"Look!" Kelric waved at the ship. "People are coning!"

El dri nson peered where he pointed. Two people in dark clothes had left the Jag
and were crossing the tarmac. A woman came out of a port building hol ding sone
obj ect, probably a holofile, though he couldn't be sure fromso far away. She
conferred with the visitors, handed one of themthe hie, waited while he did
something with it, then took it back and returned to her house.

"That | ooked routine," Del said.

"They don't seemto be threatening anyone." An odd feel A-ing tugged at

El drinson, an anticipation he didn't underA-stand. \Wy? Perhaps he was picking
that up fromKelric.
The visitors headed toward Dal vador, wal ki ng through the thigh-high reeds,
except on them the reeds barely cane

above their knees. One was an unusually tall man, but El-drinson wasn't sure
about the other. A woman possibly, given the curves of her body, except she
was as tall as the nan. He had becone used to such wormen anong his wife's
peopl e; Roca was his own size, and he was above average for a man on Lyshri ol
But this person would tower even over Roca.

"Are those sol diers?" Del asked.

"They' re Jagernauts!” Kelric said. "Real ones."

El dri nson hesitated. "Skolian warriors, you nean?"

"Fighter pilots!" The boy beamed at him "Like Althor will be someday."

"Ah." Eldrinson nodded. Hi s second ol dest son, Althor, had gone offworld three
years ago to study at a military acadeny.
Al thor had never had trouble with Skolian disciplines. It gratified El drinson
because he couldn't learn to read and wite. H s people had only ora
traditions. He picked up spoA-ken | anguages wi thout thinking, and Skolian
"base tea" numbers canme easily to him He could even see why they counted that
way instead of in octets. They had five fingers on each hand instead of four
Their hand structure was odd, with no hinge that let the palmfold | engthw se,
so two finA-gers on each side coul d oppose each other. Instead, they had a
fifth digit, a "thunb."” So their base ten made sense. But so nuch el se about
themdidn' ta€’their reading, science, literaA-ture. That some of his children
learned it so easily never ceased to inpress him

But why did he think of mat now? "By Rillia's arrow," he suddenly said.

Del and Kelric turned to himwith identical expressions, their foreheads
creased in puzzl ement

"Can't you feel it?" Eldrinson asked. Surely they nust. They, too, were

enpat hs.

Del tilted his head. "Something ..."

"Yes!" Kelric cried. "lIs it hinP"

"Who?" Del squinted at their visitors, who were hal fway

to Dal vador now. Then he answered his own question. "Ch, | see.”
El dri nson stood straighter, filling with joy and uncertainty.
Al thor had cone hone.
2
Warlord' s Legacy
0 one saw Soz enter the Bard's Hall. Today she preferred it that way. She

sl i pped behind the stone colums that lined its walls. The ceiling arched

over head, high and vaulted, with stained-glass skylights. Sunlight poured
through the tall windows and slanted across the hanging tapA-estries, which
showed scenes of Archers in green tunics and | eggings. They sat astride
lyrine, animals with prismatic horns and hooves and silver coats. The polished
floor stretched out ahead of Soz, tiled in pale blue and | avender stone. At
the far end of the hall, two great stone chairs sat on a circul ar dais.

The Dal vador Bard, her father, stood on the dais, dressed in blue trousers,
knee-boots, and a white shirt fastened with thongs. He had donned his
cerenonial sword belt with its finely tool ed sheath, the | eather worked wth



gold and gens. Amethysts glinted in the hilt of his sword. Sunlight lit up his
cl othes and hair and surrounded himw th a ninbus. But he wasn't the only
sight that enthralled the people gathered around the hall, the staff of the
house and Soz's famly.
A gol d giant was kneeling before the Bard.
The man went down on one knee with his head bowed, his el bow resting across
his bent leg. His stark black uniformcontrasted with the jewel ed col ors of
the hall. Conduits threaded his pullover, gleanm ng rings of silver circled his
huge arnms, metallic studs packed with conponents glinted on his trousers, and
the heavy gauntlets on his wists glitA-tered with lights. The black bulk of a
Jumbl er hung low in a holster at his hip.
Al thor had cone hone.
One noment Soz longed to throw her arms around the brother she had al ways
adm red; the next nonent she wanted only to hang back. It had been three years
since he had gone of fworld, and she no longer felt at ease with him H's skin
and hair were nmetallic gold, inherited fromtheir nother, but he had their
father's violet eyes, though nmetallic |ashes fringed them H s nassive
physi que and great height not only dwarfed the men of Lyshriol, it nmade him
| arge even anong Skolians. He exuded power, authority, and nenA-ace. Her
br ot her had becone a stranger.
Her father drew his sword and it glittered in the sunlight. Wen he raised it
over Althor, Soz tensed. Even knowi ng he woul d never harm his son, she felt
her pul se | eap as the bl ade cane down.
Had a Lyshrioli warrior knelt before him El drinson would have cut off a lock
of the man's shoul der-length hair. A thor had cropped his hair short, so their
father only razed off one gold curl. It fell to Althor's shoul der and fl oated
to the ground. This was the Ritual of the Bl ade, where a Bard accepted or
refused the fealty of a warrior. By drawi ng his sword, he challenged the man's
courage. If the Bard refused a | ock of hair, he spurned the supplicant. Nor
did the warrior always survive; a Bard could kill with inmpunity during the
cer enony.
In reality, Althor served Inperial Space Conmmand, not a supposedly barbarian
king on a backward planet. Wen Al A-thor graduated next year fromthe Di eshan
Mlitary AcadA-eny, he would beconme a fighter pilot in the J-Force, one of the
four branches of the Skolian nmilitary, along with the | mA-perial Fleet,
Advance Services Corps, and Pharaoh's Arny. Nothing required himto swear
fealty to Eldrinson. That he did so anyway spoke el oquently, for all to see,
of his esteemfor his father
Soz couldn't hear them but the Bard nmust have spoken, for Aithor rose to his
feet, towering over their father. SomeA-one drew in a sharp breath, and Soz
gl anced around to see several housenai ds watching Aithor, their violet eyes
wi de and appreciative. Even through the shields she raised to proA-tect her
enpath's mnd, she felt their desire, how nuch he inpressed and attracted
them Pah. The concept of her brother being the object of female desire was
just too much. Not that he had ever seened interested in Dal vador girls.
Her father and brother enbraced. Soz suspected Eldrin-son had tears in his
eyes, but he would hold back, too proud to cry in front of everyone. To have
his son descend fromthe sky in such a dramatic di splay and then kneel before
himhad to feel incredible. It touched her heart that Aithor chose to greet
himthis way. If only that could take away the pain. Al though their father had
al ways encouraged Althor's dreans, he refused to hear the sane fromher. It
wasn't AlA-thor's fault, but it nade being around himdifficult. Wuld he be
willing to take her of fworld? Her hastily conceived plan had becone even nore
conpl i cat ed.
Two nmen were coming forward fromthe col ums behind the dais. No, one was
ei ght-year-old Kelric, already as tall as an adult. Del walked with him The
worman who had cone with Aithor stayed behind, unobtrusive, half hidden by a
col um.
Kelric took the six stairs of the dais in tw big lunges and ran to his
brother. Aithor pulled himinto a hug. Even from here, Soz could see Del's



grin as he slapped Aithor on the shoul der

"He's even taller," a voice said, with a chime on uie secA-ond word.

Startled, Soz turned. Her brother, Shannon, stood next to her, slender and
supple, his eyes level with hers. She had al A-ways wondered what it was |ike
for him living in the shadow of such giant brothers. He had the silver eyes
of a Blue Dale Archer. Somewhere in the distant past, one of their ancestors
nmust have had a child with an Archer. The traits could |ie dormant for
centuries and still run true when

t hey mani f ested. Shannon nmi ght be one of the few Archers left; no one had
heard fromthemin centuries.

"My greetings, Shani." She had been so absorbed in the scene on the dais, she
hadn't felt his pensive nood earlier, but nowit cane through to her

He tilted his head toward Althor. "He is magnificent." H s words flowed |ike
clear water in a stream

Soz smled. "Hero worship? Surely not."

"You feel it, too."

It wasn't how Soz woul d have put it, given her conflicted enotions toward
Althor. "I admire what he has achieved."

"Do you envy hin?" Shannon pitched his words I ow, so only she woul d hear
"Envy? Why?"

"Father won't let you becone a warrior. Wnen cannot."
A famliar anger stirred in Soz. "OfF course we can. |SC has nore wonen in the
mlitary than men." Dryly she added, "It used to be a matriarchy, Shani."
"That may be." His voice had a singsong quality. "But not here. Father will
never let you go offworld."

"How i s he going to stop nme?"

"I don't know," he admitted. "He wants you to marry Lord Rillia."

"Ch, for flam ng sakes." Soz put her hands on her hips. "lI'mnot marrying
anyone, let alone a nman nore than tw ce my age who can't read or wite."

"It doesn't bother Aniece."”

"She's el even years old. She doesn't know what she wants."

"Thirteen," Shannon nurnured, giving their sister's age in octal instead of
deci mal .

"El even. And no matter how you count it, she's too young to marry Lord Rillia
and I've no intention of doing so."

Shannon's lips curved upward witii that otherworldly beauty of his. "Gods help
Lord Rillia if Father did make you marry him™

"Very funny." Soz turned to watch Althor, who was tal k-

ing with Del and Kelric. Her brothers never stopped | amentA-ing poor Lord
Rillia's dire fate, destined to marry her. Soz had ot her plans.

El dri nson entered the Hearth Room fl anked by his sons, Al-thor on one side and
Del on the other. Kelric cane, too. A sense of light filled El drinson
Al'thor's arrival had been a fine noment, a fine nmonent indeed.
A flurry of nmotion erupted across the roomas Roca swept into the hall,
surrounded by people. Tall and vibrant, she rivA-eted his attention even after
all these years. Her creany skin had gold highlights and her eyes resenbl ed
liquid gold. Her hair fell down her shoul ders, arms, and back, gold, bronze,
and copper, all those curls he loved to play with at night. Her face and body
had i nspired an uncounted nunmber of literary works, synphonies, and other art
across the Inperialate. During her years as a dancer with the Parthonia Royal
Bal A-1et, she had dazzl ed audi ences. Now she dazzled him
One of their other sons arrived with her, VWrl. Roca said the name VWrl should
be pronounced Vahrielle, with an lotic accent. Eldrinson had never mastered
the accent; he draw ed Verle just |ike everyone else in Dalvador. H's son's
mane of hair curled to his shoul ders, gold and bronze, with nmetallic glints,
but he had die Lyshrioli violet eyes. He was a good head taller than his
father, with a muscul ar, graceful physique honed by years of dance training.
It bewildered Eldrinson that Wrl |oved to dance. MerciA-fully, for now the
boy had chosen Lily and farmng over goA-ing offworld to become a performer
like his nother. Men in Dal vador never danced. Although El drinson understood



that no one | ooked askance at a mal e dancer anobng Roca's peoA-ple, here it
woul d be a terrible scandal. People woul d conA-sider such a man female. Wll,
supposedly. Lily knew and she didn't seemto nind

In any case, it warned himto see the young couple. And they had brought the
grandchildren. Hallie, their three-year-old, skipped through the room her
curls flopping around

her shoul ders, her eyes bright, her cheeks plunp and rosy. Lily carried the
two-year-old, and Wrl cradled the baby in his arns.
"Althor!" Roca threw her arms around her son. He gathA-ered her into a hug,
both of themglinmrering in the light fromthe lanps in the Hearth Room Then
they separated and Roca tilted her head back to l ook up at him "Honestly,
you' ve grown again."

He grinned at her. "Ten nore centinmeters.”

Roca's | augh sparkled. "You will increase the gravity of Lyshriol."

El dri nson sl apped Althor on the back. "So he will." He notioned everyone
toward the end of the hall, where sofas and chairs stood around the bl uestone
hearth. Hallie ran away giggling, chased by Keltic, and the rest followed,
Wrl bounci ng the baby.
One discord jangled in their harnoni ous gathering: Tahota, the woman who had
acconpani ed Althor, a tall Sko-lian with gray-streaked hair. She stayed in the
background, silent. Her clothes had a mlitary aspect, dark blue tunic and
trousers with gold insignia on the shoulders and chest He recogni zed only the
synmbol of the Inperialate, an exploding sun within a circle; the other
mar ki ngs meant nothing to him
Tahot a seemed benused by me comotion. Was she a roA-mantic interest for
Althor? Surely not. On Lyshriol, a woman of her appearance woul d be about five
octets in age. Gven how Skolians could delay getting ol der, though, she could
be any age. Regardl ess, she was nuch too mature in years for Al thor. Besides,
she was obviously inappropriate. A female warrior? No. It was too nuch. Althor

epitom zed the nmilitary ideal: strong, intelligent, powerful, inposinga€” and
mal e.

He did wish Althor would marry, though. Two octets plus five nore years in age
and still his son had no woman. Roca seened to think this was nornal; indeed,

she claimed he hadn't reached the "age of mmjority" among her people.
AbA-surd. Althor was well beyond the age when a man started a fanily.

They all settled around the hearth while a maid lit the fire. She peeked at
Althor, her lovely face glowing. He smiled at her, but his response was polite
only, nothing nore. Eldrin-son sighed. Maybe nme boy had a girlfriend sonewhere
el se.

Al thor gl anced at him sharply. Eldrinson supposed he wasn't shielding his mnd
as well as he might. Well, he had no objection to his son knowi ng his father

wi shed he woul d settle down and make grandchil dren.

Everyone was tal king at once. VWrl, Del, and Keltic punped Althor for news
about anything offworld, fromtechA-nology to sports. Roca asked about his

cl asses at DMA. El A-drinson sat back, content to listen. It gratified himto
have them garnered like this, all so healthy and full of life. Hys fanily.
Except they weren't all here. Chaniece, Del's fraternal twin, was visiting
anot her village, which could explain why Del was even |less settled than usua
today. Aniece had fallen asleep upstairs, worn-out fromgrow ng; lately his
youngest daughter was noody and irritable, a contrast to her usual am able
nature. After seeing so many of his children through adol escence, El drinson
recogni zed the signs. She was less a child every day. Denric was probably off
somewhere readA-ing and didn't yet realize Althor had come to visit. How the
boy coul d spend so much tine wi th hol obooks, Eldrinson didn't know. It pleased
him though, that Denric read so well

What he didn't understand was why neither Soz nor Shannon had come to greet

Al thor. They had both seen himarrive.

They shoul d be here.

Soz stood on a balcony of the third story in the house, her arnms folded on the
bl uestone wall mat cane to md-torso. She gazed out at the plains. Wnd played



with her hair, throwing curls around her face. Unlike other girls in

Dal -vador, who wore their hair long, she kept hers at shoulder length. It was
bl ack nmost of the way down, then shaded into wine-red and turned gold at the
ti ps, bleached by the sun. Her nother called it "sunrise hair."

A rustle cane behind her. Wth a start, she turned to see an inposi hg wonan
in the doorway of the balcony, a nmiliAtary officer in a dark blue tunic and
trousers. The gold studs on the woman's shoul ders and the insignia on her
chest indi A-cated she was a colonel in the Inperial Fleet Wy a high-ranking
naval officer would show up with Althor, Soz had no clue. The J-Force and
Inperial Fleet were conpletely differA-ent branches of I|nperial Space Command.
The woman nodded formally. "M/ honor at your presA-ence, Your Highness." She
used lotic, an ancient |anguage spoken now only by the antiquated Skolian
nobl e Houses and the Ruby Dynasty.

Soz wi nced. She so rarely heard her Skolian titles here, she tended to forget
she had them "My greetings, Colonel." The lotic came naturally to her. She
spoke Trillian nore of A-ten, the | anguage of Dalvador and Rillia, but she
shifted easA-ily between the two.

"May | join you?" the col onel asked.

"Yes. Certainly." Excitement junped in Soz. She wanted to ask a mllion
guestions. How does it feel tofty a starship? But her bluntness could annoy
peopl e, and she didn't want to ruin this opportunity to hear about |SC

The col onel cane over to stand wim Soz. Her gauntlets glittered, alive and
active, nmonitoring the surroundings. She was a good head taller than Soz and
had a |l ean build with well-defined nuscles under her uniform Soz had al ways
consi dered herself fit, but she could blow away on the wi nd conpared to this
worran.

Subdued, Soz turned back to the view. The house was on di e edge of the
village. The plains made her think of a silA-very ocean with an iridescent
sheen on its waves. The suns were |low in the sky, behind the house, and | ong
shadows stretched out over the land. O ouds of shimer-flies drifted across
t he countryside.

"I't is an uncomonly lovely world," the col onel said.

"It's all right." Soz actually thought it rather boring, exA-cept when the
rare stornms swept across die |and.

The wonman notioned at the sky. "I've never seen blue clouds.”

"It's froman inpurity. Like food dye." Soz smiled. "It's npst concentrated in
the water, but it's everywhere."

"Can you see it in the air?" The col onel sounded intrigued.

"Sometines. It cones fromthe glitter that plants use to reproduce."” It seened
mundane to Soz. "The dye isn't danA-gerous, just an irritant, but it can cause
probl ems. W have nanomeds in our bodies to break it down. They're passed from
nother to child."”

"It's amazing," the colonel nused. "Humans can adapt to so many variations in
their environment."

Soz gl anced at her hands, with their four fingers and thumb, so different from
nost everyone el se on Lyshriol. "In people, too."

The officer smiled at her. "I should introduce nyself. |I'm Starjack Tahot a,
fromHQ City on Diesha."

"My greetings, Colonel Tahota." Soz offered her arm and Tahota grasped her

el bow whil e Soz grasped hers. After they separated, Tahota said, "Your father
was | ooking for you earlier.”

Just thinking about himmade Soz tense. She couldn't talk to Althor about
leaving if Father was present. She said only, "I was waiting until | could
have Althor to nyself."

"He expected you mght."

"He di d?" That sounded perceptive for Althor. "Amazing."

Tahota | aughed. "Brothers can be insightful, too."

Soz regarded her doubtfully. "Wy does he have a starfighter? He doesn't have
hi s conmi ssion yet."

"He's learning to work with its El brain."



"Why are you with hin? Aren't you Fl eet?"

"That's right." Tahota was watching her closely. "He isn't cleared to take a
fighter out on his own."

"Shoul dn't his instructor be a J-Force pilot?"

Tahota studied her with that unsettling intensity. "J-Force works with al
branches of |SC. "
Al t hough Soz knew DVA drew its instructors from al

four branches of the military, she wouldn't have expected an officer with
such a high rank to acconpany a cadet on a training exercise. Nor would she
have t hought they would et himcone all the way to Lyshriol. "He's lucky to
have a col A-onel to train with."

"I al so had another reason for com ng here," Tahota said.

Soz felt a nervous tickle in her throat. "Wat is that?"

"l coordinate adm ssions for the | SC acadenies."

Soz froze. Adm ssions. Including the Dieshan MIlitary Acadeny? She had al ready
taken the prelimnary exans, but it would be another year before she could
subnit an applicaA-tion, and that assunmed she passed the prelims. It wasn't a
gi ven: she couldn't even openly train or study for the tests here, and she had
no referent to judge her abilities.

That was her |east problem though. She had taken the exA-ams in secret,
wi thout telling her parents, but she couldn't apply w thout their perm ssion.
Soz coul d handl e her nmother; Roca would resist the way she had with Althor

di sA-mayed at the thought of her children in combat, but she wouldn't stop mem
if they felt they had to go. However, Soz had absol utely no doubt her father
woul d forbid her to apply. It would start a quarrel between me two of them
that woul d make their others pale in conparison

"I oversee the various academ es,” Tahota was saying. "My job is what we cal

" behind the desk.""

"I see." Soz didn't, though. She tried to pick up clues fromthe colonel's

m nd, but Tahota knew how to guard her thoughts well.

"I"'mhere to discuss your application to DVA " Tahota said.

Soz squinted at her. "I haven't nade one yet."

"But you were planning to, | assune."

"If I pass the prelins." Soz grimaced. "And if ny father doesn't hit the sky."
"Yes, your brother said there mght be problens. A stuA-dent your age cannot
enrol |l without parental perm ssion."” Then Tahota added, "Except in certain
cases."

Soz had never heard of such. "Wat kind of cases?"

:~ "That depends on the discretion of the adnissions comi-nittee."

"That must be sone discretion," Soz said, "if they send a Fleet col onel al
the way to a backwater planet as the inA-structor for a boy who hasn't
finished his own studies and to talk to a girl who hasn't qualified yet to
apply."

To her surprise, Tahota |aughed. "Your brother was right."

" About what ?"

"You don't tiptoe with words."
Apparently sonetinmes Althor did know her as well as he had cl ai med when t hey
were younger. "It's true," she adm tted.

Tahota pressed a stud on her gauntlet. A chip snapped out of it, el ongated
into a thin rod, unrolled into a sheet of holofilm and stiffened. Soz wanted
to ask how it worked, but she held back. This didn't seemthe time to indul ge
the insatiable curiosity that people told her could be truly maddeni ng.
"Here." Tahota handed her the hol osheet. 'Take a | ook."

Wary, Soz scanned the sheet. dyphs floated above it, along with charts and
synmbol s. She recogni zed the J-Force synbol, nme silhouette of a Jag in flight.
She nmade out her nanme near the top of the sheet. The gl yphs were in Skolian
Fl ag, which she spoke but rarely used, so it took a while to decipher the
rest. She wasn't certain, but it |ooked Iike the graphs referred to her
prelimnary exans.

"Are these my scores?" Soz asked.



"That is correct."

Soz tried to speak with nonchal ance, though her heart was racing. "Looks like
| did well." t:j. Tahota made an incredul ous noise. "Looks |ike?"

Soz indicated a chart above the sheet. "Well, this doesn't make sense. It says
| did better than one hundred percent of the people who took the test. That
isn't possible.”

"Why not ?"

Soz frowned. The colonel had to be testing her; she couldn't be that dense.
"Because the-percentage specifies how many people you did better than out of
every hundr ed.

oviously | couldn't do better than one hundred out of one hundred. That
woul d nean | did better than myself."

"The nunbers are rounded off." Tahota flicked a holicon, or hol ographic icon
that floated above the sheet The numA-bers changed to show nore digits after
t he deci mal place. The 100 percent changed to 99. 99999 percent

Soz whistled. "Good gods. If | didn't know better, | would say this nmeans |
had the top score out of ten mllion."
Tahota answered quietly. "That is exactly what it neans."

Soz stared at the holos and a roaring began in her ears. She | ooked up at the

colonel. "I take it this means | qualify to apply."”
Tahota gave a startled | augh. "More man that |'ve been in my position for
three years and |'ve never seen scores |like yours. They're brilliant across

the board, as well as in the dossiers |ISC and the Assenbly have on you."

Soz stiffened. "1SC and the Assenbly keep records on ne?"

"On every nenber of your famly. Surely you knew that."

"Because we're the royal fanily?"

"That's right."

Soz knew it nade sense, however much she disliked it. Technically, the Ruby
Dynasty no longer ruled in this age of el ected governnment; they hadn't for
centuries. But they conA-trolled the star-spanning neshes that tied Skolia
together into an interstellar enmpire, and that gave her famly a great deal of
power. O course the Assenbly kept dossiers. But even that couldn't dim her
nmood now. Inside, she was singing. One out of ten mllion? Surely her father
couldn't tell her no after this. Althor was an honors cadet, but he didn't
burn with the fire that consuned her. How could her father beamw th such
pride for Althor and begrudge her the sane drean?
Tahota was wat chi ng her face. "Wen soneone ranks as highly as you've done,
their admi ssion is automatic."”

"You mean/' m#p"

"I'mauthorized to bring you back when Althor and | reA-turn to Diesha."

Soz's thoughts whirled. Everything she wanted was wi thin her grasp, but it
was happening too fast "My father will never say yes."

"We don't normally accept a student without parental consent." Tahota had that
careful quality to her voice again. "However, these are extenuating
circunmstances. DMA will adnmit you without their permission if you decide to go
mat route. We would prefer you had their blessing, but it won't be required."
"Good gods, why?" Soz waved the sheet at Tahota. "Just forthisr

"Yes." Tahota's gaze never wavered. "How familiar are you with the work of
your brother, Inperator Skolia?"
That caught Soz off guard. She found it hard to think of Skolia' s mghty

I nperator as her brother. Half brother, actuA-ally. Kurj was her nother's son
froma previous marriage. A Jagemaut in his youth, he had risen in the J-Force
until he reached its highest rank, Jagernaut Primary. From nere he ascended to
command of the entire J-Force.
Then he becane | nperator

Kurj commanded I1SC. All of it He was in charge of all four branches, the
entire armed forces of Skolia. Soz knew the runors, mat people called hima
mlitary dictator, that with the loyalty of |SC, he had nore power even than
die AsA-senbly. Althor resenmbled him but Kurj was nore netallic, and even

| arger than Althor, his physique so massive that he had trouble visiting a



heavy gravity world. It was why he rarely came to Lyshriol. O so he clained
Unl i ke nost people, Soz had never feared Kurj. She liked his taciturn style,
besi des which, he appreciated her interest in me mlitary. She never let him
know how she felt, though. She remai ned on constant guard with hi ma€"for Kurj]
hated her father.
El dri nson Althor Valdoria, a folksinger froma primtive culture, was
sevent een years younger than his stepson. Good genetics, nodern medicine, and
cell-repair nanomeds gave Roca an apparent age in her twenties, but she had a
good half century on her husband. As far as Soz could tell, though, Kurj
woul d have considered his stepfather the scum of the universe regardl ess of
their ages. She didn't underA-stand why. For all that her father exasperated
and annoyed her, he was al so one of the finest people she knew. She |oved him
deeply and she had never doubted he felt the sane about his children, no
matter how nmuch he struggled to understand them
What ever the reason, Kurj's antipathy toward her father remained strong. If

she went to DMA this way, it would weak havoc within her famly. "If Kurj is
offering this just to get at nmy father, | don't want it."

Tahot a pushed her hand over her head, pulling back hair that had escaped the
roll at her neck. "I don't claimto unA-derstand rel ationships in the Ruby
Dynasty. But | can say this: Inperator Skolia has far nore inmportant concerns
here than his personal life."

"Such as?"

"He has no heirs."

Soz snorted. "I'msure he does, sonmewhere." Kurj's penA-chant for beautiful

worren was wel | known.

"No legitimate heirs," Tahota anmended.

"He has to marry a Rhon psion." It was why the Assenbly hadn't opposed Roca's
marriage to Eldrinson, despite his being otherwi se conpletely inappropriate in
their view. He was Rhon

Soz knew the drill. Enmpaths and tel epaths, or psions, reA-sulted fromthe Kyle
conpl ex of genetic nmutations. The nore Kyle genes a psion carried, the greater
their abilities. The Rhon had themall. But the traits were recessive; both

parents had to give themto their children. As Inperator, Kurj could dally
wi t h whonever he pl eased, but he had to marry a Rhon woman. Unfortunately, the
Rhon were rare al A-npost to extinction; the only ones known were related to
him The Assenbly had coerced the Rhon to intermarry once, forcing a union

bet ween Soz's ol dest brother and his aunt, the Ruby Pharaoh. The resulting
turnoil had nearly destabi A-1ized the governnent. They weren't likely to try
such agai n.

So Kurj remained single. She doubted he cared. He liked his freedom He was
al nost sixty, but he | ooked thirty and he could father children until he was
ol d and doddering if he wanted.

It wasn't anything she wi shed to discuss with Tahota, though. She said only,
"I'"'mnot sure what this has to do with DVA. "

"I nperator Skolia inherited his position."

That was tactful. Better than saying, Your brother assassiA-nated your
grandfather. It might not be true, after all. It could have been an acci dent
Soz had no idea; it had happened beA-fore her birth. The previous |nperator
had been Roca's father

Roca was a politician, not a mlitary |eader, but nevertheA-less, she should
have inherited the tide. Kurj had taken it inA-stead, by forcing bis way into
t he Dyad ahead of her. The Assenbly had found hi mkneeling next to his
grandfat her's body. They ruled the death an accident, but that could have been
because they were terrified of his i mense power. By nmat tinme, he comuanded
the loyalty of Inperial Space Command, the massive Skolian mlitary.

Soz said only, "Yes."

"He needs heirs. They rmust cone fromyour famly."

"I doubt it." CGoing for the greatest understatenent of all tine, Soz added,
"Kurj doesn't like my father."

"I wouldn't know. " Tahota's cautious tone made Soz think the col onel knew far



nmore than she adnmitted. "But his heirs nust cone fromyour famly."
This visit began to nake nore sense. "He picked Althor, | take it."
Tahota said, sinply, "Yes."
Soz tried not to grit her teem O course he would choose Althor. Wy not?
Shannon had said it this afternoon. Akhor was magnificent He even | ooked |ike
Kurj. Why the blazes this colonel came all the way here to tell her this news
was a nystery Soz could have done without.
Then, suddenly, she saw. It was a courtesy. Kurj wanted her to know before he
made t he announcenent Letting her attend DVA woul d aneliorate the bl ow She
had never ex-

pected anyone in her famly to becone the Inperial Heir, but in her nore
audaci ous nonents she had imagined it, that she would rise through the ranks

as Kurj had done and soneA-day command | SC. Damm it all, they hadn't even
gi ven her a chance to prove herself.
She spoke coolly. "I'msure Althor is pleased."

"He doesn't know yet."

"Ch." Soz folded her arns. "Wy tell ne first?"
And Tahota said, "You are Kurj's other choice."

Soz froze. "What?"

"You are his other choice for the Inperial Heir. Possibly your brother Keltic,
too, though it is too early to tell yet for him" Tahota | eaned agai nst the
wall. "OF all the Valdoria children, only the three of you show suffi cient
ability to sucA-ceed the Inperator. Going by seniority, Althor would be the
first choice. By aptitude, you would be first."

Soz barely heard anything past the first sentence. Gods all-flam ng-mghty.
Tahota had showed up out of nowhere and dropped an anti matter bonb. She took a
deep breath. "You have to sl ow down."

"Al'l right." Tahota waited, giving her tine.

Soz spoke slowy. "You're saying that Kurj wants Althor and nme to be his
heirs. To succeed himas Inperator."” She reeled at the words. "He hasn't
decided who will be first in line, but Alnor and | are ne heir and the spare?"
"That about sums it up."

Soz struggled to reorient. Although she had al ways known she was in line for
t he Ruby Throne, she had never expected to be Kurj's heir, too. Her Aunt Dehya
was the Ruby Pharaoh. Their ancestors had ruled a matriarchal enpire, but now
an el ected Assenbly governed Skolia. The dynasty still existed, however. The
pharaoh had broken with tradition and naned her son and only child as her
heir, followed by Roca and Roca's children, both the daughters and the sons.
Soz was eighth in line, too far down to expect anydiing. Nor had she ever
t hought Kurj woul d choose his heir fromanong the children of the stepfamer he
so deeply resented. She didn't know whether to shout, |augh, or blanch

"It' s&€” unexpected, " Soz said.
Tahota smiled. "But deserved."”

"Wait until | tell Denric." At sixteen, he was nearest in age to her of al

her siblings, and they were close despite their different interests. "He won't
believe it"

"We woul d rather you say nothing," Tahota said. "Not unA-til the new |line of
succession i s announced. "

"This is a lot to think about" Soz squinted at her. "I'll bet _ it isn't a
usual part of your duties, telling prospective DVA cadets they m ght becone
| nperator."

Tahota gave a startled laugh. "No, it isn't."

"Why couldn't Kurj tell ne hinself?"

Tahota went into careful node, so obviously choosing her words with caution
that she coul d have been wal ki ng through a mnefield. "The |Inperator thought
nmy presence here might be nore conducive to a peaceful visit."

"That was tactful," Soz said. "You could have just come out and said nmy half
brother hates nmy father's guts and woul dn't go near this planet if you gave
hi m anormer hal f a gal axy."

Tahota cleared her throat "I wouldn't know "



["lI'l bet. Kurj had chosen Tahota well; she knew how to be discreet. "You know,
it's funny," Soz said. "When | saw the Jag landing, | thought it would end
this idyllic life |I have here.™

Tahota raised an eyebrow. "Why woul d a Jag endanger your famly?"

"It wasn't danger." Soz | ooked toward the port, which was just barely visible
around the edge of the castle. Althor's Jag waited on the tarmac, gl eamn ng
like al abaster. "I was going to ask the pilot to take ne to Diesha. Wen | got
there, I was going to apply for status as an enanci pated mnor, so | didn't
need parental consent for DMA." The alternative would have been to wait eight
nore years, until she was twenty-five, an adult under Skolian | aw.

Tahot a spoke quiedy. "That's a big step.”

"I know. | don't want to hurt nmy famly. | just can't be what |'mnot." She
waved her hand at me plains basking in

the golden sunlight. "This is beautiful, but it's not me. | can't marry Lord
Rillia and settle down having babies. | would go crazy."

"Your aptitude tests say as nuch."”

"I didn't expect to get support from DVA. "

"Why not ?"

Soz shrugged. "I'm sure you have hundreds of good apA-plicants."
"Thousands," Tahota said. "For about thirty positions."

It didn't surprise her. Academ es for the other branches of |1SC were |arger
than DVMA. Jagernauts not only had to be enpaths, which were rare, they also
had to survive one of the nobst psychologically grueling jobs in ISC

"I have to talk with ny father," Soz said.

The col onel nodded. "I want to tell Althor first, though.”

"Ch. Yes. OF course."” Soz hesitated. "Do you think he has any idea?"

"I think so. I'll talk to himthis evening and | et you know after | do."
Tahota regarded her with understanding. "I'm here for your support and to

answer any questions your parA-ents have."

"Thanks." Soz hesitated, not wanting to jinx any of this but unable to contain
her questions. "Wy are you offering to take ne now? |I'ma year too young."
"Your scores say you're ready."

"Even so." Although Soz couldn't pick up nmuch from Tahota's wel |l -guarded m nd
she sensed gaps in the coloA-nel's answer. "I'Il be nore ready next year."
Tahota's face turned grim "Hostilities between Skolia and the Trader Enpire
are escal ating."

"That isn't in the broadcasts."

"No. It isn't." Tahota exhaled. "WIl we go to war? No one knows. But ISCis
pushing its best cadets through as fast as possible.™

It made sense to Soz.

She just didn't know how she would tell her famly.

3

Bl ue Dal e Moons

hannon stayed away while his famly cel ebrated at dinner. He knew his behavi or
puzzl ed diem Their thoughts brushed his mnd. He didn't hide; if they
bel i eved he was lost or in trouble, they would conme | ooking for him But he
kept to hinsel f.

He had known before the Jag | anded that Althor was comA-ing home. Hi's
brother's lumnous nmind warned his like a sun. It had always been that way
with the two of them It had devastated himthe day Althor |left home. He
understood litA-tle about why his siblings or parents did what diey did. He
loved his family, but as he had grown ol der, he had felt nore apart from nmem
Hs life here left himrestless and enpty, and he didn't know howto fill the
gaps. Although lately he always thought of girls, it was never those in the
village. He imagined girls like hinmself, with white-gold hair and silver eyes,
sl ender instead of vol uptuous, ethereal and nmisty. In Dalvador they were too
robust, too rmuch the daughters of farners. He wanted to ride in the w nd,
never stopping, never settling. To be chained to a farm trapped by the

| andd€” he coul d never bear such a life. It baffled himthat Wrl wanted it so
much, enough even to study agriculture at ne university. Shannon |oved his



brother and his sister-in-law and their children, but mat |ife seened hell to
hi m

While the fam |y di ned, Shannon stayed in the stable. He sat in a stall next
to Moongl aze, his father's massive war |yrine. He understood lyrine in a way
he coul dn't fathom people. Lyrine never analyzed. They lived in the nonment,
with no enmotional barriers between them and the peopl e

they loved. It made sense to Shannon. Humans anal yzed too nuch.

One of his biology texts clainmed |yrine descended from horses and had been
genetically engineered for Lyshriol. Shannon didn't care. They weren't horses
now. Moongl aze's prismatic hooves and his two horns splintered light into
col A-ors that sparkled and danced. Even in the dimlight, hints of rainbows
flashed on the anberglass stall as Mongl aze shifted resdessly. The great

I yrine woul d have ki cked nost people who intruded on his privacy, but he

tol erated ShanA-non and El drinson.

Shannon sat in a trance. He felt the minds of his siblings and parents
questing for him puzzled by his absence. SevA-eral tines sonmeone cane into
the stable seeking him his scholarly brother Denric once, his nother |ater
then Wrl's wife Lily. He didn't answer when they called and they didn't
intrude, though they knew he sat in Monglaze's stall. EvenA-tually they
returned to the house.

Moods swirled throughout the night, the joy of his parents in Althor's visit
and the excitement of his famly. Ot her noods stirred bel ow the surface |ike
eel -streaners in a | ake. Tension, uncertainty, sadness. A sudden spi ke of

shock from Al thor. Shannon absorbed it all |ike a sponge soaking in waA-ter
He just took it all in. The causes woul d beconme clear later, or not.
So he sat.

Finally he sensed what he had waited for the entire day. Al thor was al one.
Shannon could tell by the change in his brother's nood.

He left the stable then
Soz paced through the outskirts of Dal vador, follow ng a cobbled alley that
nmeander ed behind a row of shops with all sorts of goods: gl asswood pl ace
settings, furniture, and tools; delicacies sold by merchants who traveled to
Dal A-vador fromRillia across the nmountains; finely worked netal goods from
the blacksmith; glitter to grow bubble crops. To her right, the fields of her
father's farm spread out under the

ni ght sky, the reeds heavy w th bagger bubbles. The crescent of the Blue Mon
hung above the horizon and the gi bbous Lavender Mon shone higher in the sky.
Tahota had shaken the foundations of her life. Surely Soz could rmake her
parents understand. She just needed to presA-ent it right, in a manner that
woul d convi nce them she coul dn't pass up such an incredible opportunity.

Real i sti A-cally, they would be upset no matter how great she considA-ered this
news. But if she tal ked to them enough, stayed cal mand enthusiastic, surely
she coul d soften their resistance. Her nother woul d be easier, so Soz would
approach her first. If Roca came around, she night ease her husband's

opposi tion.

"I thought you were a ghost,
Lane. "

Soz whirled around, her back to the wall of a bedding shop behind her. A
youtii stood | oungi ng agai nst a glass-wood pole that held up the roof of a
bubbl e- scul ptor's shop. The nmoonlight made his eyes | ook black and sil vered
his burgundy hair. He smled, slow and | anguorous. "You going to knock me over
and carry ne off, Soz?"

Soz put her fists on her hips. "Not a chance."

"Too bad. It mght be fun."

"What are you doi ng, sneaking up on ne, Ariquil?" She deliberately used his
full name instead of Ari, the nicknane she had call ed hi mwhen they went
swinming in Blue PotA-ter's Lake a few octets ago.

He anmbl ed over to her. "How cone you're wandering down here?"

Soz crossed her arms. She had liked himlast year, then she hadn't, and then
she had again. By the time she had unA-tangl ed her confusion, he had gone off

a voice said. "A ghost hauntA-ing Merchant's



with some other girl. Soz hadn't known whether to be angry at himor at
hersel f.

"I asked ny question first," she said.

"I was bored. | went for a walk." His voice had deepened recently, wth that
vibrato that adult nen anong the Lyshri-oli possessed. He was taller now, his
eyes level with hers. He touched a | ock of her hair where it curled on her
shoul der. "You | ook good, Soshoni."

She pulled her hair away fromhim "Don't call ne Soshoni." She should have
never told himthe affectionate nickname her parents had given her. "And
where's your girlfriend?"

He was all innocence. "Wat girlfriend?"

"Ch, | don't know. Maybe that girl you were all over a few octets ago."
He shrugged. "I don't see her anynore."

"Why not ?"

"She's not you." He hinged his hand around her cheek, cupping her face.
"Remenber that time we went swinmmng and lay on the shore afterward?"

Soz remenbered every detail. He had kissed her that day, which had scared her
off, only for a few days, but he had grown tired of waiting. O maybe he just
didn't believe in fidelity.

She nudged away his hand. "I'mtrying to forget."
"Why?" He smirked. "You're jealous."
"Go away, Ari."

"You want me to stay."

She glared. "Not a chance."
"Yes, you do."
"Pah. "

"You | ove ne, Soz.'
"Cone on, Soshoni."

Caught by surprise, Soz reacted on instinct, as she would do when training in
t he hand-to-hand combat she wasn't supA-posed to |earn, but that she had
practiced for years with her brothers. She yanked him forward, rolled himover
her body, and swung hi mdown on a pile of pillow sacks stacked by the wall. He
| anded with a thud, his breath going out in a whoosh.

Wth an expl osion of breath, Ari sat up. "Wat the hamrer-hell was that for?"

Laughi ng, he grabbed her hand and pulled her toward him

Soz's face flamed as she dropped next to him By Rillia' s Arrow, she hadn't
meant to do that. It had been a reflex, prodded by her tension today and her
anger over that other girl. "lI"msorry, Ari. You surprised ne."

He scow ed at her. "You know, Soz, your approach with men | eaves a lot to be
desired.”

Maybe that was true, but she was still mad at him "You approached ne."
"At peril of ny life."
She gl owered. "But of course it was all right for you to run off with whatever
her name was after you kissed ne."

He rubbed his side where he had hit the sacks. "You disA-appeared. | thought
you were trying to get rid of ne."
"No | wasn't." Her face heated as they stood up together. "I was confused."
He smiled ruefully. "I thought you were going to slap ne silly that day I

ki ssed you."

H s kiss had inspired far different thoughts. Enbarrassing thoughts. To cover
her flush, she said, "If | recall, we were having an argument about who coul d
swimfaster." For good neasure, she glared at him
"You' ve never seen yourself mad." H's |ashes | owered hal fway over his eyes,

sensual ly sleepy. "It nmakes you |l ook |ike a goddess on fire."
She wi shed he would quit |ooking at her like that. He made it hard to think
straight. "Listen, Ari, | can't&€”l nean, it's not that I don't want to be

with you. But | may be going away soon."

H s expression cooled. "Right."

Soz knew she was bunbling this. If she hadn't been so unA-certain about the
rest of her life, she would have liked to go back with himto Blue Potter's
Lake. They could swimin the secluded holl ows formed by bl ue gl asswood trunks



in the water and lie together where no one would find them Then they could

expl ore this kissing business nore.

She had to explain, make it clear she hadn't neant to reA-ject him

Conversati ons about enotions had never been her strong point, though. She

didn't have the words. She couldn't tell Ari about going to the acadeny yet,

not when she hadn't told her parents. It wouldn't be right to I et himknow

first, beA-sides which, he had never been any good at keeping secrets.
Instead of trying to talk, she took his hand. He regarded her warily, but he

didn't pull away. She tugged himuntil they were nose to nose. Then she ki ssed

him once, uncerA-tain and awkward.

"Ah, Soz." He put his arms around her waist and pulled her forward. "That

knocks nme out, too." Then he kissed her nore deeply, naking tingles start in

her stomach.

"See," he nmurnured against her lips. "lIt's not so bad."

Their first kiss had been nice, but these second and third ones were even

better. "Not bad at all."

He ki ssed her again. "W could go sw nmmng."

Soz wanted to say yes, but she couldn't. Besides, if her faA-ther caught her

swimmng at night with a boy, he would dirow Ari in die dungeon and | ock Soz

up in her roomfor fifty years. Not that the castle had a real dungeon

anynore, just storeroons underground, but she had no doubt the Dal -vador Bard

woul d make one in honor of any boy who snuck off with his daughter to Bl ue
Potter's Lake.

"I can't, Ari. Not tonight. | have to talk to ny parents."

"You can talk to your parents anytine."

"It's inportant.”

H s face stiffened and he let her go. "Sure, Soz. Fine. Go talk to your
parents."

"Ari, don't"

"Go on. Go away."

"This is inportant.”

He shrugged and made a show of not | ooking at her

Soz regarded himwi th exasperation. He always acted |like this when he didn't

get his way. It rem nded her of why she had been uncertain about tiieir

friendship. "You really want ne to go away?"

"You're the one who said you had to go."

"Let's not argue."

Finally he | ooked at her. "I think you should go away. | can't take all this,

T don't know what | want' fromyou."

"You know, a little patience never hurt anyone."

"CGo on. Go hone."

"Fine. 1'll go home." She stayed put, though
"Aren't you going? He hadn't noved either
"Ari &€

"Yes?'

"I"ll see you tonorrow. "

He regarded her warily. "You want?"

"Yes. | do." Tonorrow, after she had told her parents, she could explain nore.
Maybe she and Ari weren't all that comA-patible, but he was the first boy who
had ever kissed her and she had known himfor years. That counted for a | ot

He grinned, w cked now i nstead of sulking. "I'll be around.”
"Me, too." She could think of nothing clever to say, so she just added, "I
better go."

"Sure." He touched her cheek, and his finger lingered. "See you." Then he
sauntered off as if nothing ever bothered him Part of that was a cover, she
knew, so she wouldn't see how he felt But she had known himlong enough to
realize he really did see life in those terms. You worked in the fields in the
day, spent time with friends in the evening, had fun, and avoi ded anyt hi ng

t hat nmade you worry.

Soz wi shed her life were that sinple.



It was dark in the entrance foyer to Althor's suite. Shannon wal ked t hrough
shadows up to the gold gl asswood door. He laid his pal magainst its surface
and cl osed his eyes while he searched for his brother. Althor's nind gl owed
like a star. And he was al one. Reassured, Shannon opened the door
Al thor was standing with his back to the door, pulling off one of his boots.
He dropped it on the ground, then sat on the bed and tugged at the other boot
Shannon wat ched, uncerA-tain. For so long he and Al thor had shared kinship, so
close in their youth. Althor had been a hero to him the ol der brother he
idolized. He had let his mind blend with his brother and never realized it.
But in the days before his brother left home, Althor had becone distant
wi t hdrawi ng as he focused on the upcom ng changes in his life. It had
beA-wi | dered Shannon, who coul d never inagine |eaving this world.

Then Alt hor had gone away.
Shannon had been three years younger when Althor reA-jected them Yes, he had
known his brother was going to school, not discarding his famly. But Shannon
had felt ripped in tw as if he had |lost half of hinself.
"Can | come in?" Shannon asked.
Al thor jerked, |ooking up. Seeing Shannon, he inhaled sharply as recognition
fl ooded his nind. Astonishment Joy. The enotions burst fromhim overwhel m ng
intheir intensity.
"Chad?" Althor stood up, a brilliant smile on his face. "Good gods, Chad, how
did youa€""
Then he stopped, his surge of pleasure fading into confuA-sion and no sign of
recognition at all.
Suddenly a different smle wanned Althor's face, this one rel axed and
famliar. "Shani, is that you?"

Rel i ef washed t hrough Shannon. He came inside and closed the door. "Didn't you
recogni ze ne?" He heard how rusical his voice sounded next to Althor's runble.
He was a tenor: Althor was a bass. Shannon knew many peopl e wonA-dered if he
felt lacking next to his powerful brothers. Wth Althor, the opposite was
true. Shannon felt safe with him Protected.

"You've grown," Althor said. "Alot."

"Sone." Shannon went over to him A thor had to be nore than a head taller and
at least twice his weight. "You have, too."
Al thor grimaced good-naturedly. "Sonetimes | feel nmy legs getting |onger at
night." He hesitated. "Shani, |'mnot sure you should be here.™

O all the responses Shannon had thought possible, this was the one he had
feared. He understood; Althor was angry because Shannon had never answered his
letters, either by holo or the web. "It never bothered you before."

"Father is troubled because you didn't cone to dinner. You should go talk to
him"

"Do you hate ne now?"

"Good gods, no." Althor seemed bew | dered. "Why woul d you say such a thing?"
"I should have witten you."

H s brother's posture eased, though he still seened as tight as a wire. "It's
all right. I know reading and witing don't cone easily for you. Mdther and
Fat her keep ne in touch."”

Shannon didn't know what to nmake of that. Did Althor reA-ally believe him
illiterate or only offer it as an excuse? Al A-though some of their siblings
struggled to wite, it had never bothered Shannon. Althor knew that. And he
felt his brother's strain now. Sonething had jolted Al thor when Shannon first
entered the room

It was his fault. After Althor had | eft home, Shannon had grieved. He coul dn't
accept that his brother wanted to go. Westling with that rejection, he had
estranged hinself from Althor while he came to terns with the know edge t hat
the brother he loved didn't want to stay, that for some inexplicaA-ble reason
Al thor wanted to fly Jag fighters. Shannon woul d never understand but he
didn't want to be estranged anyA-nore. |f Althor hated him better to find out
now t han to agA-onize for three nore years. O longer. Since he never intended
to | eave Lyshriol, he would rarely see Althor. He meant to stay here, tonight,



until he put right the strain beA-tween themor Al thor convinced himit was

i mpossi bl e.

He sat on the bed. "Wat did | do to make you angry?"

"Angry?" Althor | ooked down at him "Wat do you nmean?"

"You left Lyshriol." He wished Althor didn't tower over himso much.

Al thor sat on the bed, bringing his eyes closer to ShanA-non's level. "Is that
why you didn't wite? You thought | was angry?"

"Weren't you?"

"Only that you didn't wite."

Shannon tried to read his nood, but Althor was shiel dA-ing his nind. "Wen |
first came in here tonight, you were different."

Al thor -answered awkwardly. "You | ooked |ike someone | know. It startled ne.
That's all. You've changed. G own up."

Shannon renenbered his brother's surge of recognition. Althor had responded to
himin a way Shannon had never known, even inmagined. He didn't mind mat Althor
had t hought he was soneone else. It intrigued him He wanted to explore it,
understand this new reaction, swirl it into the sea of his enotions.

He touched Althor's cheek. "Yes. | have grown up."

Al thor gently pushed his hand away fromhis face. "Don't."

" \Npy 2"

"Shani, I'man enmpath. | feel what you want."

Wyly he said, "Then perhaps you will tell me." He wasn't certain hinself.

Al thor thought for a nmonment. "Maybe it has to do with the Blue Dale Archers.

You are so much like them and they are so unlike other humans."” He spoke as
if he were still workA-ing it through. "I wish | knew nore about that part of
our heredity. | think you have no barriers in your enotional reA-sponses to

peopl e. "
Shannon wasn't certain what he neant. \Wen you | oved soneone, you |oved them
in all ways. It pernmeated your life. If you hated them you cut nmem out of
your life. "Why would I want barriers?"

"Most humans make t hem between different types of |oving."

Shannon set his hand on Althor's arm feeling the nuscles beneath his bl ack
pul | over. 'Tell ne about Chad."

"Shani, don't" Strain crackled in Altiior's voice. He pulled his arm away.
Shannon felt cold. Bereft "You act as if | amyour eneny."

"You don't understanda€”"

"I can't, not here, not in Dalvador."'

Shannon struggl ed to express what he

barely knew hinmself. "It is about |oving, sonmehow, but | never understand. It
bl ends into confusion. | think only of Blue Dale girls, silver and enereal
but here all the girls ared€’too much. | don't know if | wll ever find

soneone |ike ne.’
enpty."

"Do you nean enpty with girls?"

"I wouldn't feel safe with the daughter of a farner."
Al t hor spoke carefully. 'Tell ne sonething. How many children would you like
to have?"

Loneliness poured into him but it filled nothing. "I fee

"Chil dren?" The question perpl exed Shannon. "I don't know. It will depend on
my wife."

"I'n Dal vador, nost boys your age have begun to consider marriage and a
famly.'

"Grls here aren't like me." Althor was searching for an answer, but Shannon
couldn't figure out the question, and Althor was guarding his mnd too well.

It didn't bother Shannon. Enptions were better absorbed than studied. It would
become clear in tine. "Someday | will search for the Blue Dales and find a
wife there."

Al t hor rubbed the back of his neck. "Then die reason you hesitate is because
you haven't met a girl you like."

"Yes." Shannon waited.

"You seem lonely,"” Althor said.

"I probably repul se Dal vador girls." He couldn't keep the hurt out of his



wor ds.

"Shani, no." Althor touched Shannon's hair as if he were brushing a treasure.
"You are incredibly beautiful."

Shannon exhal ed, then noved cl oser and put his arms around Althor's waist.
When Al thor hugged hi m back, he felt as he had in Monglaze's stall, content
to absorb affecA-tion. It perneated his enpath's nmind. Renorse filled him at
his col dness these past years. His brother had rejected Lyshriol, but not him
Shannon, after all.
Althor laid his cheek against the top of Shannon's head. "You aren't

repul sive."

"Stay with nme tonight.'
"Good gods, Shani."
What had he said wong? "I would like to stay."
Althor let himgo, gendy but firmy. "I don't think tfiat would be w se."
Shannon cl osed his eyes. The |l oneliness saturated him

"Shani 4€”" When Shannon opened his eyes, Althor spoke with tenderness, though
he seemed to ache inside. "You won't always be |onely. Someday you will [ove a
worman, marry, have children.”

Shannon wondered at Althor's sadness. He felt it now Loneliness also wenched
his brother, and Althor believed he would have to live with it for the rest of

It would heal so nuch.

his life.

"You will find sonmeone, too," Shannon said.

"No. | won't." Althor seemed to westle with his answer. "l've tried to be
what Father wants. |'ve taken wonen as lovers, tried to consider marriage. But
it isn't going to hapA-pen."

"Why not ?"

"I't doesn't matter." He spoke quietly. "I amdeeply sorry that it hurt you
when | left. | never neant for you to feel reA-jected. But | have to do what
isright."

"I won't hurt you."

" Shannona€”"

"Listen." He splayed his palmon Althor's chest. "You're going away tonorrow.

I will only see you every few years, if that often. You are an enpath |ike ne.
A Rhon enpath. It tears ne apart when you |leave." Softly he said, "Gve ne
this night to remenber you by."

Li nes of strain creased Althor's face. "lI'msorry. But no."

Shannon | owered his hand. "Wy?"

"Thi ngs m ght happen that&€”that shouldn't."

"I don't care." Shannon's feelings swirled. How could Al A-thor |ove him but
not love hin? "Is it the tall wonman who cane with you?"

"Col onel Tahot a?"

"Why is she here?"

"She just told ne an hour ago. Kurj has chosen his heirs." Althor sounded
stunned. In shock. "Soz. Me."

Kurj? Althor nust mean their half brother. The Inperator. Shannon had little
interest in offworid affairs. "Is that good, that he chose you and Soz?"
"Yes. | think." Doubts about his suitability for the title inA-fused Althor's
nood.

"You can do it.

Shannon had no doubt.

"l hope so."

"But it changes nothing with us."

Al t hor brushed Shannon's hair back fromhis face. "I can't bend and bl end ny
feelings the way you do."

Shannon had no idea what he neant. "I won't try to make you stay here. It

woul d be wong for ne to try." He wi shed nore than anything that Althor woul d,
but he would no nore try to force it nman he would try to pull a noon out of

the sky. Perhaps Althor believed his offer fickle or insincere. "I would
neit her ask nor wi sh such conpany from anyone el se."
H's brother's face gentled. "I know "

"But you will not let me stay?"



"I can't."” Althor's voice softened. "But know al ways that | |ove you, above
and beyond all others. WIIl that be enough?"

It wasn't enough. But it seemed to be the nost they coul d have. Shannon
answered in a |low voice. "Knowit for me, too."

' Take care, mnmy brother."

"I will." He didn't see how. Althor had rejected himin yet a new way. Shannon
reel ed inside. But he knew now that Al A-thor did it for him not as a
rejection. He had al so absorbed the truth; if he stayed tonight, it would hurt
his brother, and the reason was because Althor did love him In his own
conA-fusing way Al thor woul d al ways act on his sense of honor. Shannon |oved
in too many ways for Althor, who needed to put what he felt into conpartnents.
His brother couldn't let his enptions run in a river while he went to wherever
they woul d take him

"Do you want ne to go?" Shannon asked.

"No." Althor's voice caught. "But perhaps it is better that you do."

"Be well," Shannon said softly.

"And you."
After Shannon left, he returned to the stable and sat with Mongl aze. He was
begi nning to wonder if he, Shannon, was fully human. The enotions of people,
even his own

famly, made so little sense to him He felt painfully out of place here,
until at times he thought he would die froma lack of air, or not air, but
sonmething nmore vital. He was sufA-focating and he didn't know how to nake it
stop. He wanted to saddl e Moongl aze and ride away, fly across the world
unA-til he escaped the hurt he never understood

El dri nson stood in the wi ndow of his roomon the third story of the house and
| ooked toward the starport. Copious light fromthe Blue and Lavender Mbons
poured across the plains, their ghostly radiance silvering the Jag that
crouched on the tarnac.

"It is so strange," he said.

Roca canme up behind himand put her arns around his waist, her front to his
back as she | ooked over his shoul der. "Wat is?"

"That my son should conme out of the sky with flames and thunder." He | eaned
hi s head agai nst hers. "A war god, eh?"

"Well, a fighter pilot, anyway."

"I wish he didn't have to | eave tonorrow. "

Roca sighed. "I also. Part of ne wants to keep themwith us all the tinme. But
we have to let themgo, Eldri. They grow up and live their own lives."

"Wrl stayed." Eldrinson sniled. "All those fine grandA-children he and Lily
have given us."

Her voice warmed. "They are beautiful indeed."

"Do you think Althor has a girl?" He had noticed his son's silence on the
subj ect.

Roca turned himaround so he was facing her, the two of them standing with
their arms around each other's waist. "Wuld it bother you if he didn't?"

"l suppose he has nuch to occupy his tine."

"Yes. He does." Roca hesitated. "What | don't understand is why Col onel Tahota
came with him She isn't an instrucA-tor at DVA "

El drinson didn't know what to think of this female warA-rior. She showed

i npeccabl e courtesy, but she made hi m unA-easy. "W nen shoul dn't fight wars,
Roca. "

Hs wife frowmmed at him "And what will you do next year when your daughter
insists on enrolling at DVA, hm?P"

He rubbed his eyes, feeling his nore than five octets of age despite all the

"nanomeds” the Skolian doctors gave himto keep his body young. "I don't know,
[ ove. |I'm hoping she will change her mind."

"Eldri." Roca cupped her pal ns around his cheeks. "She isn't going to change
her mind."

"She cannot go." The thought alarmed himeven nore than when Soz had
chal | enged himto sword practice a few years agod€”and bested him That was



the last tinme he had parried with her. "Lord Rillia plans to ask for a
marriage with her."

"Qur children don't take well to arranged marriages. Look what happened wth
Wrl . "

"But, Roca, this is different. W wanted Wrl to marry an offworlder. It's no
wonder he ran off with Lily. Besides, they' ve been in love practically since
they were born. Soz has no young nman, unless you count that scoundrel, Ari,
who ought to have his backside paddled. Lord Rillia is a maA-ture man of
Lyshriol, a | eader of our people. He will be good for her."

Hs wife had that | ook he dreaded, the one that neant he woul d never get her
agreenment. Roca said, "She won't do it. Soz wants to go. W can't hold her

here. She will only hate us for it."

Panic at | osing his daughter to an interstellar war swept over him He covered
it with anger. "She will do as | say. And | say she will stay here and marry
Lord Rillia."
"Eldria€""
"No!" He couldn't bear to think that another of his chil A-dren woul d | eave for
the stars, especially not Soz, his beautiA-ful, brilliant, headstrong
daughter. Gods only knew what woul d happen if she becane a warrior. "MWy
decision is final. | will hear no nore."”

Roca didn't | ook the least bit cowed by his statenent "If | know Soz,
suspect that when the time comes, you will hear a lot nore."

He winced. "She is rather formdable."
'That she is."
"W have time. She hasn't applied anywhere yet." He noved his hands up Roca's
back, a smile coning to his face. "It occurs to ne that we night occupy

ourselves with other concerns tonight."
Roca | aughed. "What, you want nore children? Ten isn't enough?”

"Twel ve." In octal, of course. Eldrinson drew her into an enbrace. "l can't
hel p nyself, with such a beautiful wife."
"Flatterer."

He hefted her up in his arms, with one armunder her knees and the ot her
around her back. Then he grunted. "Wfe, you are not the |lightest person in
the world." She was beauti A-ful, yes, curved and statuesque, but she was no
slip of agirl.

"l could wal k." She sounded miffed.

El drinson pressed his |ips against her cheek. Then he carA-ried her over to
the bed on the other side of the room Wth a grin, he dropped her onto the
quilt, making all the pillows bounce. "See?" He folded his arms, doing it the
way he knew made his nuscles flex. "I amnot so old that | can't carry ny
wife. "

Roca | aughed, pulling her hair out of her eyes. "Cone here." She grabbed his
hand and yanked. He sprawl ed next to her on the bed, |aughing, his hair
flying. Then he pulled her into his arms, savoring her body against his. Even
after three octets of years he loved to touch her, perhaps even nore now than
when they had first met. They nestled toA-gether in the quilts, kissing, her
mout h soft against his, her lips parting for him

Sonetime later, after the oil |amps had burned down, he and Roca drowsed in

t he blue noonlight. Their clothes |ay somewhere on the floor. Contentnent
filled him Today had been good. Hi s children often bew | dered him especially
Al thor and Soz, but he loved themall, those |lights Roca had given him He

wi shed they woul d stay near hone, as Wyrl had done. But Roca was right. Wen
the tine cane, he had to |l et them go. That included Soz. But not offworld.
Kur j

woul d destroy her. Inperator. Eldrinson could never |eave his daughter in a
uni verse overseen by a man who had nmur A-dered his grandfather and hated his
nmot her' s husband. It was bad enough Althor chose ISC. He couldn't let it
happen to Soz.

El dri nson had a plan. He woul d spend this com ng year getting Soz accustoned
to the idea of marriage with Lord Rillia. This daughter of his was form dabl e,



yes; as Rillia's wife, she would be well suited to help the Rillian Bard | ead
the people of Rillia and Dal vador

He just needed tine to nmake her agree.

I

The Deci si on

oz paced Althor's room "I don't know howto tell him He will explode through
the roof."

Al thor was stuffing clothes into his duffel. "Just don't |ose your tenper."
Soz stopped and glared at him "I never |ose ny tenper."

Al thor |aughed. "Right Never." Sunlight slanted through the wi ndow and nmade
his gold skin shimer. He was perfect in every way, physically, nentally,
intellectually.
"Don't you ever get tired of being a hero?" Soz grunbl ed.
"What hero? Why does everyone say that?" He lifted his hands, then dropped
mem "1've never done a damm thing except pass ny exans at the acadeny. Rea
heroic."
"It's the principle of the thing. You |l ook and act the part so well." She
resumed pacing. "Father will never accept ny going to DVA. He wants nme to
marry Lord Rillia and have lots of yelling, crapping babies."
Al thor went back to packing. "Gods help Lord Rillia."
Soz glowered at him "Wy does everyone say, 'Gods

help Lord Rillia" when the topic of our purportedly incipient nuptials conmes
up? Why doesn't anyone say, ' Gods hel p Soz'?"
Al t hor | aughed good-naturedly. "Purportedly incipient nuptials? Soz, no one
tal ks that way."
"I do. And you're changi ng nme subject."
"Al'l right." He crossed to die wi ndow and notioned at nme view "See that?"
She went to peer out. The plains outside rippled in swells, as on an ocean
"What about it?"
"You're the wind, Soz. Or a storm You rush across the |and and | eave everyone
hanging on to their hats."
"Are you getting poetic on nme?" Although she adnired artists, she herself had
the artistry of a stone block. Not mat Althor had shown any particul ar
interest in poetry before. Rocket engineering was nore his style.

He | eaned agai nst the wi ndow frame. "You have to talk to Father."
"Perhaps | should tell himfirst, rather than Mther."
"Do you want ne to be there?"
"No. | have to do this nyself." She hesitated, worrying her lower lip with her
teeth. Then she said, "If Tahota hadn't come and | had asked you to take ne
with you when you left here, without Father's pernission, would you have done
it?"
"Ah, Soz, mat's a hell of a question." For a noment he reA-garded her. "Yes, |
think so. But you don't know how grateA-ful | amthat | don't have to nmake
t hat decision."”

Her face eased into a smle. "You know, you're all right."

His grin flashed. "Fromyou, that is a towering conpliA-ment."
Soz | aughed, relieved, and gl anced out at the plains. A youth was running
t hrough the reeds, his head thrown back, his blond hair streaning. "Look
There's Shani . "

Al thor went unusually still. "So it is."
"I"msorry about last night. | don't know why he woul dn't cone inside for
dinner." Soz couldn't believe the way ShanA-non had refused to greet his own

brother. "He gets odder all the tine."

"It's all right. He came to talk to ne later." Althor turned back to her
"He's changed so much. | didn't even recognize himat first."

"He's lonely. He can't seemto connect with anyone."
Al thor hesitated. "For an instant | thought he was someA-one el se."
Sonething in the way he spoke gave her pause. "Someone who hurt you." She
didn't need to make it a question

He | eaned his back against the wall, his arns fol ded as he stared across the



| arge room "Have you ever given up soneA-thing you wanted so intensely it
hurt? You knew you had to do it, that it was the only choice, but you al so
knew you would regret it for the rest of your life?"

Soz wondered what brought on this pensive nobod. "Not yet. | would feel that
way if | married Lord Rillia."

"Don't give up your dreams." He | ooked at her. "You have a gift. It deserves a
chance to devel op."

She grinmaced. "A gift for what? Annoyi ng peopl e?"

"For mlitary strategy."

She finally asked the question that filled her thoughts now "Do you think
we're going to war?"

"Gods only know. Fromwhat |'ve heard, the Traders have been preying on our

ships lately even nore than usual. They either kill die crew and passengers or
sell themas slaves." jk "How can they get away with that?" a-t "They claim
our ships go into their territory.” ' "Do they?"

"No. "
Soz felt cold. "Can we prove it?"

"No. They keep or destroy the stolen ships, with all dieir records." H s gaze
darkened. "They get nore and nore darA-ing, baiting us, trying to goad us into
attacking first. That woul d nake us the aggressors and help themwn allies.”
Her anger sparked. "They are the ones that sell and torA-ture people. They've
al ready '"attacked.'"

"Slavery is legal for them" He regarded her intently. "None of this has to do
with heroics, Soz. Never forget that. Being a Jag pilot is one of the worst
jobs in ISC"

She could barely hold still. "I know "

"I't's why the academnmi es are so tough on their cadets.”

"An acadeny is a place. It's people who are tough on other people." She put
her fists on her hips. "You going to give ne a hard tinme at DVA, you being a
seni or when |'ma novi ce?"

H s cocky grin came back. "Upperclassmen get to help train the new cadets."
She snorted. "Right. Make our lives hell."

"You'll do fine."

"What time are you and Tahota | eaving today?"

"Probably this evening."

"You going to fly that Jag?"

H s gaze snoldered. "Hell, yes."

Soz made a show of | ooking dubious. "lIs it safe for ne to ride widi you? What

i f sonething happens? Maybe | need to know nore about the ship. Just in case.”
Altiior |aughed. "I'mnot going to let you fly ny Jag, Soz."

Oh, well. Althor knew her better than she wanted to adA-mit. "I'Il sit in the

copilot's seat”

He answered anmiably. "G ve yourself a few nonths beA-fore you take DVA by
storm You don't have to do everyA-thing the first day."
"I know mat." In truth, Soz was inpatient to get on with matters. She wanted
to fly a Jag so nmuch, it felt tangible in her life. "Ah, hell, Althor. Just

let me sit in the pilot's seat for a few m nutes."

Hs smle crinkled his eyes. "All right"
"Hey." Soz beamed at him "Geat."

But first she had business to take care of here.
Shannon ran for over an hour. He fell into a trance, his feet beating a rhythm
on the plains, reeds brushing his thighs, clouds of filny spheres in his wake,
He wi shed he could ride Mongl aze through these plains, never stopping, never
feel A-ing. It hurt too nuch to feel. Lately the girls in the village giggled
at himall the tine,

playing flirting games he couldn't fathom Maybe he woul dn't fathom Blue Dal e
girls, either, but at least he wouldn't feel so out of place. Except the
Archers no | onger existed. They had all vanished in the high northern
mounA-tains. The youths his age were always going off to hunt, sneak around
al ehouses at night, or generally get into trouA-ble. H's brother Denric used



to understand, before books took himaway. Now all Denric thought about was
literaA-ture and going to college. No one else just wanted to run in the wind.
After a while Shannon sl owed down. Finally he stopped and fl opped on his back
reeds bowing over him their stens supple and translucent, silvery green. They
resenbl ed ne gl asswood columms of the trees in the Stained d ass Forest,
except these were nuch thinner and nore flexible. Bubbles drifted off their
ti ps and popped, showering himwth glitter. Soon nore reeds would grow from
t hat sparkling dust.

Shannon cl osed his eyes. He didn't know why he stayed in Dal vador. No, he did
know. It would sadden his parents if he left. The Valdoria children were

di spersing like glitter on the wind. Eldrin, the firstborn, had gone of fworld
and marri ed the Ruby Pharaoh. Althor had gone to DVMA. Soz probably woul d, too
Wrl had married and noved to a farm outside of Dal vador, but at |east he
stayed here. Denric would go off-world to the university. Aniece wanted to
marry Lord Rillia and becone an accountant by attending an offworld
univerA-sity as a virtual student, like Wrl. Kelric already tal ked about
seeing the stars. If Shannon left, too, what would that do to his parents? He
couldn't desert them

But the |oneliness would starve him

Eldrinson sat in the alcove of the master suite on a cushA-ioned bench
W ndows reached fromthe bench to the ceil A-ing. Qutside, a golden day graced
t he plains, and Dal vador basked in the anmber sunlight. He picked a nmel ody out
on his drummel, conposing a song for a festival that had been held in Starlo
Val e an octet of days ago:

The planters junped high
They junped so high.
They sang their news,

Sang their news.

Sang their news.
Three times they told,
Three times they sang
Three times they sang
Their tales of plenty;
Their crops of twenty.
Twenty bushel s, piper-reeds ripe and true;
Twel ve only, bagger-bubbles so few.
Thirty-four sure, sweet-spheres, gold and bl ue.
Six octets total, bubble squash full and cl ean

Every color, red, yellow, orange, blue, and green

He stopped, frowning, unsure about the rhymes. Usually for a rhyme schenme, he
kept the number of syllables equal in the rhyming lines, but that didn't work
here. Still, he liked the way the harvest tally fit the nusic. It worked.
A knock came at the door. He lifted his head. "Cone."
The door opened, revealing a famliar, beloved, exasperatA-ing sight, Soz in
the blue | eggings, gray tunic, and soft gray boots of an archer. Boy's
clothes. It wasn't that they weren't lovely on her. But they were for boys.
Not girls.
Still, it gladdened himto see her. He beaned, pleased she had sought him out.
They argued so much lately. He wi shed he could find a way to talk with her, to
regain the easy warnth they had shared when she was young.
"My greetings, Soshoni," he said
She stood awkwardly in ne doorway. "May | come in?"
"Of course." He set the drummel on the bench next to him "Cone sit with ne.
Tell me why you |l ook so penA-sive."
She cane to the alcove and sat on the cushi oned bench near his drunmmel. "I
wanted to talk to both you and Mt her."

Her strange nmood unsettled him These past few years as she had turned froma
girl into a woman, she had becone

nore di stant, but he could usually judge whet her she was happy, angry, sad,
or full of energy. R ght now, he couldn't tell, and that made hi m uneasy. He



didn't intrude on her priA-vacy as an enpath; it woul d have been like entering
her room wi t hout knocki ng.

"Wuld you like nme to get her?" he asked.

She shook her head. "It's best if |I talk to you first"

Eldrinson felt a chill. "Wat is wong, Soshoni?"
"A few nonths ago, | took the prelimnary exans for the Dieshan Mlitary
Acadeny. "

He froze. No. Not now. He needed nmore tine. He spoke nore stiffly than he
i ntended. "You know how | feel about that"

"Father, listen, please." She watched himintendy, her eyes so green, so
unli ke Lyshrioli eyes. "I passed the tests. | even did well. Really well."
"Why do you waste your time with such things?" He didn't want to hear
Couldn't hear. "It serves no purpose. You cannot go to Diesha. | won't sign
the forns."

She regarded himsteadily, not angry, not grow ing, differA-ent today,
conposed in a way that frightened him "If | stay here, my spirit will wther
and die. Surely you see that | have to go." Her voice caught. "You have to |et
go."

H s thoughts whirled. "Wiy does it matter? It will be a year before you need
to worry about it"

' Tve already been accepted.”

No. No. He had to barrier his mind fromthis news. But he couldn't do it; he
lived in the nmoment, unable to cut hinself off fromthose he |oved. He could
only say, "That cannot be."

"It is."

"But you said you took only prelimnary exans."

She nodded in that quiet way she had today, so odd, so unA-like her usua
fire. "l did better than | expected. They want nme to enroll now "

"Now? NO" He rose to his feet, filled with the fear of |osing her, of her
death, of the violence she could meet out there in a harsh universe beyond his
ken. "I will not allowit! You cannot go."

"You can't stop nme." She stood up as well, defiant now "They will accept ne
wi t hout parental consent.”

"What ? No! They can't do that." Skolians clainmed young people didn't reach
their majority until three octets plus one year of age. Eldrinson thought it
absurd; in Dalvador and Rillia you becane an adult at two octets. It didn't
matter. By their own definition, Soz was a child. Hi s child. They couldn't
take her away fromhim He wouldn't allowit.

"I don't want to go wi thout your consent." She was using her quiet voice
again. "I would ask you pl ease, Father, give nme your blessing. Please

under stand. "
A terrible foreboding settled over him "Wo gave you pernission to do this?"
"The DVA admi ssions office.”

"I see. And who let themdo such a thing."

Soz hesitated. "I don't know. "

El dri nson barely kept his anger in check. "Could it by any chance be your dear
hal f brother, Kurj, the Inperator, who tried to shoot me dead the first tine
he met nme? Who would see nme in ny grave rather than acknow edge | am his
stepfaA-ther? Is mat who gave you pernmission to defy his own laws and turn
your back on your fanmily?"

Soz drew in a deep breath. "Father, listen."

"l have heard too nuch."”

"Kurj chose his heirs."

"I don't care what Kurj has done. You will not |eave."

"Listen to nme!" Her eyes blazed. "Kurj designated Althor and ne as the

I mperial Heirs. Don't you understand what that nmeans? Someday one of us will
be I nperator."

El dri nson was dying inside. He had spent years trying to nake peace with his
warl ord stepson, to no avail. It was painful to live with Kurj's scorn, his
barely disguised conA-tenpt, even hatred, but he had never expected this, that



Kurj would rip his children away. He could live with Kurj's | oathing because
Kurj was in another place, distant, unable to affect bis life. Now Skolia's
m ghty I nperator reached out his long armto take what El drinson val ued above
all else, even above his own lifed€"his children

'-'* "No." He was whispering now. "You cannot do this.'
beyond his ability to conprehend.
"Ah, Father." Soz's anger vani shed, replaced by a pain she didn't hide. "It
isn't what you think. He has to choose heirs. The Assenbly has insisted,
regardl ess of his feelings about your marriage to Mother. He has all of Skolia
to worry about, nine hundred settled worlds and habitats, hundreds of billions
of people. He nust train Rhon psions to assume his position."
This couldn't be true. Kurj couldn't take his daughter and send her to die in
war. O worse. "You cannot go." He would repeat those words a mllion tinmes
until she heard them
"It's the informati on networks that stretch across the stars." She spoke as if
urging himto see what she neant. "Only the Rhon can control them W thout
them interstellar civilization as we know it couldn't exist."
"It makes no sense." Roca had told himthis, that instantaA-neous interstellar
conmuni cati ons were possible only through sone universe outside spacetine,
somepl ace where |ight speed had no physical neaning. It meant nothing to him
Light was light. It had no speed. They expected himto believe this bizarre

pl ace existed that only people with Rhon minds could tolerate, a place that
made speech anong the stars posA-sible? It was stories, fables. That Kurj
woul d use this insanity to take his chil drend€”no, he couldn't accept this
bet r ayal

He spoke slowy, measuring his words. "If you | eave, you are no | onger ny
daughter."

"Father, don't." A tear ran down her face, so unusual for this daughter who
hid her gentler side. "Don't ask me to make that choice."

Sonehow he kept his voice steady, though surely it would break soon. "M
daughter is a woman of Lyshriol."

"But it is all right if your sons | eave?" Bitterness edged her voice. "Althor
is your glorious son, coning down in a pillar of flame, but | am betraying

It was a betrayal

you?"

"I's it not bad enough that he | eaves? Mist you go, too?" He despised hinself
for his bewildered tone. "If you go now, Sauscony, do not cone hone again. You
wi Il have no place here.”

Anot her tear ran down her face. "Neither Althor nor | are what you think,
Father. We may break your heart, but rememA-ber thisa€”always, for both of us,
we | ove you. You gave ne a wonderful childhood, one full of |ove. You can
di sown ne when | | eave tonight on that ship, but I will always |ove you."
Wth that, she turned and left the room For a nonent he sinply stood, frozen
Then his shock cracked open |ike a dam breaking, water flooding, rushing,
bursting through the cracks and past the jagged edges of his thoughts.

El dri nson crossed the roomin a few strides. He yanked open the door and
strode out to the hall that stretched the I ength of the house. He was running
by the time he reached the top of the main stairs. He pounded down t hem

com ng around their curveéd€”and collided with Roca

"Eldri, what's going on?" She caught her balance. "Soz told me you just

di sowned her. Then she went off. She won't talk to ne."

"Your son never gives up, does he?" He couldn't stay calm "You stopped him
fromkilling me. You stopped himfrom having nme decl ared i nconmpetent. You
stopped him from having me caged in a lab while they studied my brain. Now he
retaliates by taking nmy children.”

Roca stared at him She didn't try to deny his words; they both knew the
extremes Kurj had taken in his attenpts to end their marriage. "That was a
long time ago. He's changed. "

El dri nson struggled to breathe. "Apparently not much."

"Listen. Kurj had to choose his heirs. The Assenbly voted on it And his heirs
have to be Rhon psions. I'mDeyha's heir. Qur children are the only rea



choi ce. "
El dri nson stared at her. "You knew?" His world was breaking apart. He had
nowhere to stand.
"I knew they had voted. | didn't realize Kurj had done anything until now,
when Althor told ne."
He gripped the banister. "Soz told ne."
Her forehead furrowed. "About Althor?"
"No! Herself. Kurj chose them both."
"Cods above. That was what Althor neant."
"Meant by what ?"
She exhal ed. "That it was Soz's decision what to say."
El dri nson didn't know where to put his dismay, his anger, all this pain.
"Where is Al thor?"
"Qutside, in the courtyarda€""
He pushed past her, taking the stairs two at a tine.

"Eldri, wait!" Roca caught up with him "You have to cal mdown. You'll have a
sei zure."
He kept going, unwilling to hear, unwilling to acknow A-edge that he owed his

life to the doctors of her people, to hated technol ogy he barely understood,
to the Skolians who were stealing his children

At the bottomof the stairs, he strode through the house until he reached the
archway out to the courtyard with the potted plants. Shoving open the doors,
he saw Althor talking to Del by the fountain. Arches of blue water spouted
into the air and fell in sprays back into the round basin.

El dri nson wal ked over to them "Althor."

H s son turned. He started to smile, then stopped. EldrinA-son didn't know how
his face | ooked, but given the way Al A-thor stiffened, he doubted it was

pl easant. He heard Roca nearby, but he kept his attention on his son. "Soz
says she is leaving with you tonight."

Althor let out a breath. "She talked to you, then."

El dri nson strove to keep fromclenching his fists. He wouldn't threaten his

own son. "l have forbidden her to | eave."

"What did she say?"

"That she will go anyway."

"Father, |I'msorry. But she has to make her own deci siond€""

"No!" Eldrinson was |losing the battle to stay cool. "She is a child. She does

not have to nake her own decisions."

Al thor regarded him his netallic eyes and face glinting in the sunlight, so
much like his nother. Like Kurj. "She is sevenA-teen. Twenty-one, in octal
Here that makes her an adult" He spoke quietly. "If she is old enough to nmarry
a man nore than twi ce her age, she is old enough to decide her own future."
"According to Skolian law, she is a child. They break their own |laws to take
nmy daughter?" He couldn't believe Althor would do this. "If you take her

agai nst my w shes, you will violate the basis of every trust | have ever put
in you."

Al thor spread his hands out fromhis body. "Father, she is a genius. A

technol ogi cal genius. A mlitary genius. You can't cage her spirit here. She

woul d be miserable.”

"M serabl e?" He gave Althor an incredul ous | ook. "MsA-erable to have a happy
life with a good, decent man? Instead | should send her to war, to gods only
know what vi ol ence?" Hi s voice was shaking. "Wat if she were taken prisoner
by the Traders? Could you live with knowi ng you had nmade it possible for them

to torture and ensl ave your sister? Are you out of your m nd?"

"The choice isn't ours to nmake," Althor said. "It is hers."

El dri nson ground out his words. "If you take her on that ship tonight, you are
no | onger ny son."

Roca stepped forward. "Eldri, stop."

El dri nson swung around to her. "You would let this hapA-pen? You, ny wife?

Their nother." H's voice caught. "You put your loyalties witii a man who once

sought ny deat h?"



A tear ran down her face. "It isn't that way. W need time to talk. Soz will
be in school for four years, perfectly safe. A lot can happen in that tine."
"That's right." He wanted to smash his fist into the wall. "Skolia could go to
war agai nst the Traders." He swung around to Alnor. "I mean it. If you take
her, don't ever come back here."

A voi ce cane from beyond the fountain. "Father, no!"

Startled, Eldrinson turned. Shannon stood in an archway of the courtyard with
his hair disarrayed fromrunning in the plains.

"Don't send Althor away." Shannon cane across the courtyard, his dismyed gaze
on his father.
Al t hor spoke quickly. "Shani, it's all right."

For a long nmonent Eldrinson | ooked fromAlthor to ShanA-non and back again.
Then he said, "Shannon, go inside."

"But, Father&a€”"

"Now " Eldrinson pointed at the house. "You will do as | say, young man."
Shannon swal | owed. He went on, past them into the house.
Al thor spoke in a | ow voice. "Fathera€""

"Enough!" Eldrinson clenched his fist. "You have ny fiA-nal word. You will

| eave your sister here and you will bring back a wife the next tinme you cone
hone. O don't you ever conme back again."
Al'thor stared at him "What?"

"You heard ne."

H s son flushed. "Wat does a wife have to do w th anyA-thing?'

El dri nson knew he shoul d stop, that he should go on doA-ing what he had al ways
done, letting hinmself believe what he wanted to believe about Althor, |oving
his son for the good in him |eaving unspoken what he didn't understand. But
he couldn't do it any longer, not with so nuch betrayal. "You think |I'm
stupid? I'man enpath, damm it. You never | ook twice at tiiose beautiful girls
who vie for your attention. But you can't keep your eyes off your own
brother." H's voice shook with anger. "Come home with a wife, Althor. O don't
cone hone at all."
Wth that, Eldrinson strode back into the house, leaving his sons and his w fe
in the courtyard

5

1 Har bor Lost

hey gathered on the tarmac under a sunset that snoldered red and purple across
the sky. Soz stood with Althor, and they hugged their fam |y good-bye. Their
not her had come, also Del. Chaniece, too, who had returned when she re-

ceived news that Al thor had cone home. Chaniece resemA-bled their nother nost
of the Val doria daughters, though she had violet eyes and | avender-streaked
yellow hair. It hurt Soz to see her older sister's dismy now, know ng
Chani ece had arrived just intine to tell themfarewell, possibly forever.
Denric stood with Chaniece. He was a youth of Lyshriol rather than of Skolia,
with his yellow curls, violet eyes, and slender build, so nmuch |like the people
of Dal vador. None of the younger children had come; their father had forbidden
it. He also stayed away. Nor had Ari cone, though Soz had | ooked for himin
town and his home this afternoon and | eft messages. She knew the truth; her
siblings and friends beA-1onged here and she didn't.
Tears ran down Roca's gold cheeks. Soz's own eyes filled with noisture. This
had been so nmuch worse than she exA-pected. For all that she had known her
father woul d be angry, she had never thought it would end this way. She
couldn't turn back. No matter how hard she tried, how much she w shed
ot herwi se, she couldn't be what he wanted. She woul d have gi ven al npst
anything to keep himfrom being hurt, but if she didn't go now, she m ght
never | eave.
Col onel Tahota stayed back while they said their goodA-byes. Even through
Soz's nental barriers, she felt the col oA-nel's subdued nood. Tahota had the
unenvi abl e job of dealing with the aftermath of yet another attenpt by the
AsA-senbly to control the Ruby Dynasty, in this case by forcing the matter of
Kurj's heirs. It didn't help to know they were right.



That night Soz left the home, the place where she had known so nuch joy and
| oved€”and that was now forbidden to her
Shannon sat in a curtained alcove on the third floor of the house. He pushed
into a corner where the stone bench nmet the wall, pulled his knees to his
chest, and laid his forehead on his knees. The roar of die departing Jag had
| ong since faded. Nothing could fix this wound. Father had sent Al nor away.
For ever.

It was his fault
Shannon knew the truth. He hurt people and they left. He gave nothing. He had
not hi ng. Lonel i ness was breaki ng hi mapart.
The door of the outer room scraped open, glasswood on stone. Shannon raised
his head. He | ooked through the crack where the curtain didn't quite neet the
wal | and saw his faA-ttier shut the door. Eldrinson wal ked heavily to a table
in the center of the roomand sat in one of its high-backed chairs. Resting
his el bows on its surface, he put his forehead in his hands.

H s shoul ders were shaki ng. He was crying. Shannon had known many noods from
his father, but never this heart-deep anguish. It was his fault. He had seen
his father's anger, heard himbani sh Althor. Because of him Shannon. He never
meant to cause pain. He had sinmply gone to Althor. It had done so nuch damage.
He couldn't bear to be the cause of this. Nor could he bear nore rejection
nore anger, nore pain.
The door opened again. Roca cane inside, but Eldrinson didn't |ook up as she
cl osed the door. She went to the table and sat in a chair near him

He Iifted his head. "Are they gone?" Tears streaked his face.

Her face was wet as well. "Yes. They left."

H s voice cracked. "They are dead to ne."
"Eldri, don't do this." Roca reached for his hand.

He pushed her away. "You could have hel ped nme. You didn't."
"It is wong to make her stay."

El dri nson stared at her. "But it isn't wong for her to go? To show so little
respect for her parents?"
"She is no longer a child, no matter how we may feel. W nust respect her
wi shes. "

"Kurj will destroy us. He will tear apart our famly. Gods know, |'ve never
done anything to him But it will never change his antipathy toward ne."
She exhaled. "It is true, he will probably never accept you as his stepfather

But he no longer tries to destroy you."

"No, now he does it through our children."

"He didn't want to nanme any heirs. The Assenmbly forced him™

"I was so happy today." Eldrinson's voice caught. "So proud of Althor, so
overjoyed to have the fanmily together."

"Eldri, give this time. It will heal."

"That woman, Col onel Tahot ad€”why did Kurj send her?"

'To answer our questions.” Relief at his quieter tone showed on Roca's face.
"She has nuch status within I SC. They did honor by sending her."

H s anger sparked. "Your son couldn't come hinsel f?"

"Wul d you have wanted himto?"

"No." Eldrinson grimaced. "Wen he conmes here, | feel his aversion every
monent. He | oathes Lyshriol. He judges everything | do and say."

Shannon strained to understand their currents of enmpotion. He felt how nuch
they hurt, but he couldn't interpret their conplicated nmbods. He hardly knew
Kurj; it had been over six years since his half brother had visited Lyshriol
ShanA-non's |life had been even nore an ocean of noods then. He renenbered Kurj
as huge and taciturn. Inposing. But not hostile. Shannon had Iiked him

"I talked to Tahota this afternoon,"” Roca was saying. "Kurj intends honor by
Al thor and Soz."

El dri nson shook his head, his face drawn. "My children haved€”" He stiffened,
the rest of his sentence |ost.

"Eldri ?" Roca | eaned forward. "What&€”ah, gods, no."
A strange static crackled in Shannon's mind. Hs father's gaze turned vacant,



a frightening lack of person. Roca stood up suddenly, grabbing her husband as
he went rigid and sagged to the side. She caught his arm but his weight was
too much. He fell out of his chair, pulling Roca with him and they crashed to
the floor, knocking away the chair. ShanA-non soundlessly cried out when his
father's shoul der smashed against a table leg and his nother's head struck the
chair. Roca recovered inmedi ately and | eaned over her husA-band, noving fast,

l ayi ng himon his side.

Then the denons cane.

Terrifying spasnms wacked his father's body. He conA-vulsed as if invisible
creatures shook himw th violence. Hs arms and legs hit the floor, and his
head j erked back and forth.

"Fat her!" Shannon junped off the bench and swept aside the curtain.

H s mot her snapped up her head. "Shannon, good gods, where did you cone fronP"
Shannon cane to them and stood over his father's body, staring in horror, his
hands out from his sides.

" Shannon! "

Her voice penetrated his shock. He | ooked at her, silently pleading with her
to make it all right, to fix this new shock. Hs father continued to convul se
She spoke fast. "Go to the master suite. Bring ne the hol otape and air syringe
in the top drawer of the nightstand by the bed. Can you do that?"

Hel p. She needed his help. He focused. The naster suite. Air syringe. "Yes."
"Hurry," she said

Shannon ran outside and down the halls, his hair flying back fromhis face. It
took ages to reach their suite, but fiA-nally he was there. He raced through
its entrance foyer and sl amred open the inner door. Ni ght darkened the room
inA-side. He ran to the stand and runmaged in the drawer, sendA-ing trinkets,
menory cubes, and disks flying. He found the syringe i nedi at el ya€”but no
tape. He searched frantically, throwi ng a necklace on the floor, a tinepiece,
a cluster of strings for his father's drummel. No tape!

Shannon dropped to his knees and scrabbl ed through the debris on the fl oor
There! He grabbed the glinmering spool and junped to his feet, the syringe

clutched in his hand as well. Then he tore out of the suite and ran back
t hr ough t he house.
He found his nother still kneeling by his father. Eldrinson had gone

i np&€”no, his father couldn't have di eda€”

El drinson's chest rose, slow and shall ow as he breat hed.

Shannon crouched next to his nother. "Here." He pushed the tape and syringe
into her hands.

"Thank you." Her voice had a gratitude he didn't deserve.

Unrolling the tape, Roca laid it along Eldrinson's neck. Hol os appeared above
it, diagrans and statistics. For a nonent she studied them her forehead
furrowed. Then she rel eased a breath. She adjusted the syringe and dialed in a
prescription. Shannon watched anxiously. Had he caused this, too, bringing
denons to his father's body?
As Roca set the air syringe against Eldrinson's neck, she spoke softly. "He
will be all right."

H s voice shook. "Wy do they conme?"
A hiss came fromthe syringe. "Wo conmes?"

"The denons."

Roca glanced at him "There are no denons, Shani. It's just epilepsy."

He didn't believe her. Yes, he knew his father had epil epsy. He had read about
it, as they all had, learning what to do if he had an attack. The Skolian
program of treatnment was supposed to prevent seizures, but they could stil
hapA-pen. This was the first time Shannon had seen a big one. He knew the
truth, regardl ess of what his nother or any doctor clained. Spirits of nalice
attacked his father, probably brought here by Shannon's ni sdeeds.

Roca set the syringe and hol otape on the floor, then eased El drinson onto his
back and straightened his linmbs. Wth a sigh, he settled back, breathing nore
naturally now. Hi s eyeA-lashes lifted and he stared blankly at the ceiling.
Conpr eA- hensi on gradual |y returned to his gaze.



"Eldri ?" Roca said
He | ooked at her, his face tired. Then his gaze shifted to Shannon. "Shan?
Wher ed€” ?"

"I was in the al cove,"’

Shannon sai d.

"You... heard?"

Shanme swept over Shannon. "lI'msorry. | didn't nean to. | was already there
when you came in. | didn't want to disA-turb you."

"Ai..." Eldrinson closed his eyes. After several breaths,

he tried to sit up. Roca slid her armaround his torso. He got onto his
knees, pulled up his booted foot, and tried to stand, but he sagged so much,
he al nost knocked Roca over.
"Shannon, " she sai d.

He slid his armaround his father's waist. Wth the two of them as support,

El dri nson managed to stand. Then he drew away fromthemand tried a step on
his own. Imrediately his |egs buckled. He grabbed the table and hung on, his
face pale, his jaw clenched so hard Shannon coul d see the bones agai nst his
ski n.

Roca reached to hel p, but he shook his head, sharp and angry. "Leave ne." His
usual |y resonant voice was flat and dull. He stared at her with a suppressed
fury that frightened Shannon, not because he believed his father would ever
hurt any of them but because he feared it would bring on another attack.'
i Roca stepped back, giving himroom Eldrinson pushed away fromthe table and
wal ked slowy to the door. Shannon started after him but his nother caught
his arm
"Not now, " she murmnured.

He understood. The Bard needed his pride. Eldrinson opened the door and |eft
the room

"I"'msorry." Shannon's voice broke. "I"'msorry."
"It's not your fault." H's nother dropped into a chair at the table and bent
her head.

"I should go." Shannon didn't know where, only that he had to free her from
hi s presence.
"Shani, wait.'
talk with you."

Unease swept over him He went to the chair and laid his hand on its high
back. "Yes?"

"Sit down, honey."
That didn't sound omi nous. She called him Shannon Eir-lei Val doria when she
was angry with him He sat slowy, watching her, trying to read her nmood. She
was tired, very tired, and afraid for his father. Her pain over today went
deep; he could skimonly its surface.

"This afternoon," his nother began

"Does he really mean to bani sh Soz and Althor?"

H s nother npotioned to another chair at the table. "I need to

"I don't know what wi |l happen."

"Tell me the truth,” he said in a | ow voice

Shadows dar kened her eyes. "Yes. | think he nmeans it."

A part of Shannon died inside. "Aldior will never come hone."

H s nmot her's gaze sharpened. "Wat did your father nean about Althor | ooking
at you?"

Hai! He couldn't discuss it wmhis nmother. He didn't even understand it

hi nsel f. "Not hi ng. "

"That 'notfiing' contributed to his disowning his son."

"I don't know why." That was the truth.

"\What happened between you and Althor?"

"Not hi ng." He dropped his nental barriers and let her sense the truth of his
answer .

Roca's shoul ders sagged. "We're frightened, Shani, all of us, your father, ne,
Kurj, Althor, Soz. War leans on us and | don't know if we can stand under its
wei ght . "

Her words poured over him and sheeted off like water that couldn't soak into a



dry sponge. "I thought all war had ended."

She | ooked at him oddly. "Wat nmakes you think that?"

"Al'thor ended it." Shannon knew the story well, how Al A-thor had ridden into
batde five years ago with neir father, nmounted on a great war |yrine, wearing
disk mail and leather arnmor, with his sword at his side, his bow and quiver on
hi s backd€”and a | aser carbine over his shoulder. Two days |ater Al nor had
stood on a ridge above nme Plains of Tyroll and slaughtered over three hundred
of their enemes with one carbine. It had taken only minutes. Men with swords
and bows coul dn't conbat the technology of an interstellar emA-pire. That day,
Al thor had ended war on Lyshri ol

H s nmot her spoke tiredly. "I wish we could end the wars anobng ny people. Mre
t han anyt hi ng, though, | would wish for nmy children a gentler |life man one of
killing." Her voice caught. "But it seenms they must follow pipers | cannot
hear."
"I"'msorry," he whispered.

Roca squeezed his hand. "I amso very glad sonme of you stay."

Shannon stared at her drawn face and he knew wi t hout doubt that he had failed
her, failed his father, failed Althor. That nmonment |ast ni ght when he wal ked
into his brother's room he had started a tragedy. He had hoped the person he
trusted and | oved above all others would hel p ease his |oneA-liness, but

i nstead he had caused nore trouble than he coul d bear

He knew what he had to do.

The stable was dark, but Shannon needed no |light. He wal ked straight to

Moongl aze's stall. The lyrine nickered, stepping restlessly behind the green
gl asswood hal f door.

"Hai, Moonglaze," Shannon crooned, giving the lyrine sweet bubbles he had

pi cked froma shrub outside. Monglaze pushed his nose into Shannon's hand and
crunched on the delicate orbs.

"Come on." Shannon whi spered, though no one was out this late to hear him He
had waited until everyone went to bed. He put a soft pad over Moonglaze's back
and settled his travel sacks across the lyrine's haunches. Moongl aze

whi sA-tled a | ow protest, and Shannon made soothing noises, all the tine
scratching in the thick purple hair curling at the lyrine's neck, unti

Moongl aze qui et ed.

Shannon strapped his quiver of silver-tipped arrows onto his own back. He was
carrying his bow Then he wal ked Mbongl aze outside and across a courtyard. He
didn't |eave by the main gate, which had a watchman. |nstead he snuck out a
smal | gate no one used, one overgrown by vines and prickly glasstubes. He
pushed through the screen of growth and brought Myongl aze out into tangles of
bagger - bubbl e reeds. Light fromthe Blue and Lavender Moons filtered through
the foliage. Monglaze lifted his great head and shook it with pleasure.

"Good Moon." Shannon fastened his bow to his back, then mounted and gui ded the
lyrine al ong an overgrown path that wound around the house. They were on the
edge of Dal -

vador, and within nmoments they reached the stubble that marked the onset of

t he plains. Shannon gave Mongl aze his head and the lyrine took off. He had
never understood why his nother thought the name Mbongl aze was too poetic for
a war mount. This lyrine flew through the night, fluid and silent, no nore
visible than a gl aze on the nmoon. The stubbly reeds of the plains brushed his
hooves, then his legs, then even higher, but it didn't fetter the lyrine.
These plains were his home, just as they had al ways been for Shannon

Until now.

He woul d probably never find die Blue Dale Archers. But he would search all of
their | egendary territory in Ryder's Lost Menory and the Blue Dal e Mount ai ns.
For he had nowhere else to call hone.

6
The Enpty Stall
oz had al ways expected it would thrill her the first tine she sat in the

cockpit of a Jag fighter. Today she felt only subdued. She and Althor were
side by side. Althor slouched in the pilot's seat, dozing, its silver



exoskel eton covering himlike a second skin. Although she couldn't see its
prongs, she knew they had plugged into sockets in his neck, wists, and at the
base of his spine. He also had sockets in his anA-kles, but his boots covered
t hem

Tahota was taking her turn in ne auxiliary chair cranmed into the Jag's tiny
cabin behind them Her seat had enough smart-ware to adjust for its
passenger's confort, and the col A-onel was sleeping for the first tinme since
they had left Lyshriol, leaving Althor to tend the Jag by hinself. He didn't
have nuch to do; its Evolving Intelligence, or El, could pilot the ship.

They were superlum nal now, traveling in inversion. It was one of Soz's
favorite areas of study. Light-speed was like an infinite tree limting the
speed of die ship. They could never go over the tree; mass and energy becane
infinite relative to the rest of die universe at die speed of Iight The
solution turned out to be sinple, at least in mathematical terms. They needed
only add an imagi nary conmponent to dieir speed. It let diem"go around"” the
tree by entering a conplex universe where mass, energy, and speed had
i magi nary conponents. In mathematical terns, ne relativistic equations becane
funcA-tions of a conplex variable. It let themcircunvent nme singuA-larity at
light speed. Scientists called it inversion because it inverted constellations
relative to tiieir sublumnal positions.

Now t hey raced dirough inversion, headed for Diesha, home world to | SC
headquarters and the Dieshan MIlitary Acadeny.

The cockpit nesnerized Soz. She knew roughly what she would see, but this Jag
had nore conponents than she exA-pected. Its full design was probably kept
secret fromdie public, including eager young applicants to DVA. TransparA-ent
panel s had fol ded around her body and cone alive w ui hol omaps and ot her

di spl ays. She wanted to nmenorize it all. It kept her occupied; otherw se, she
woul d have nodiing to do but brood over what had happened at hone.

Al mor stirred and pulled hinself upright and stretched his arms. He scanned
di e panels that had clicked into place around his body, but Soz doubted he
needed to | ook. The Jag's El brain fed data straight into his node. He and die
El were getting to know each other, devel oping nme synbiosis they would need to
work togemer. This fighter would be his when he graduated from DVA. 1t would
fly for no one but himor a pilot he granted perm ssion.

He gl anced at Soz. "Did you sl eep?"

"I can't." She waved her hand at die controls. "It's like a great big puzzle.

| have to solve it."

He smiled. "You probably knew nore about Jags man nost novice cadets even
before this ride. And none of diemare conming to Diesha in one."

She wanted to be excited, but her enthusiasmfelt danped. To succeed in her
lifelong dream nmeant so nuch | ess when it cane at the price of |osing her
horre.

Al t hor setded back and studied views of space displayed on the hol oscreens
over his head. Soz didn't think he was paying nmuch attention to them After a
nonent, he said, "I can't believe he said that about Shannon. He knows ne

bet A-ter than that."

Soz knew he neant dieir father. "He was angry. At ne. At you for taking nme. He
didn't nean what he told you about not com ng hone."

"Li ke hell. He neant every word of it." He spoke under his breath. "Nothing
i ke having your father out you in front of your famly."

Soz wasn't sure what he meant; she hadn't been there durA-ing his argunent
with Father. Del had told her about it. She wanted to ask nore, but she
hesitated. She hadn't seen Al A-thor for three years and even before that they
hadn't been cl ose enough to tal k about such personal matters. G ven that they
had just been di sowned, nough, she wanted to under A-stand why. "Wen he's had
time to calmdown, he'll realize you would never hurt Shannon."

Al t hor spoke awkwardly. "Shannon certainly startled ne."

"What did he do?"

"Asked to stay witii ne last night"

Soz gaped at him "What ?"



He squinted at her. "lI'mnot sure he realized what he was saying."

"He likes girls, Althor. I'msure of it."

"I know. | asked himabout it." He rubbed his eyes. '1 don't think even he
knew what he wanted. The way he expeA-riences life and enotion is different
fromus. He doesn't sepA-arate what he feels into boxes."

Soz gl anced back into die cabin. Tahota was sl eeping, her m nd quiescent.

Turni ng back to Althor, she spoke slowy, unsure what to say. "I don't know
himas well as Denric and Aniece do, but | can guess why he came to you. He
trusts you. He always has. He loves us all, but he feels closer to you."

"I"ve always treasured that. Now | feel as if I've ruined it." Althor's voice

qui eted. "When he cane into ny roomlast night, | thought for one m nute that
he was aé€"a friend of mine." Then he added, "A former friend."

Soz heard the loss in those words. "Forner by your choice?"

He averted his eyes, his lashes glinting. "It's conplicated."

"Maybe Shannon picked up your reaction. That may be why he thought you woul d
et himstay the night."

"All I knowis that |'ve made a ness of things."

"It's not your fault." Soz wi shed she could fix it. "I knew Father woul d be
angry, but | thought he and Mbother would talk to Col onel Tahota, and that she
could ease their fears."

"How?" Althor met her gaze. "Skolia may go to war. You or | could die or be
taken prisoner. Maybe Father is right. Maybe | aminsane to take you to

Di esha. "

Her anger stirred. "Yet it was all right for you to gallop off to war with
Fat her when you were sixteen?"

"That was somet hi ng he understood."

"And if we go to war with the Traders?" Urgency drove Soz, the drive to go to
Di esha, to DMA, to conbat. To proA-tect her famly and her people. "I've read
the histories, the anal yses, even the contraband essays. Some of it is
propaA- ganda, but gods, even taking that into consideration, the Trader
Aristos are nonsters.”

He net her gaze. "They don't see it that way. To them we're the

abomi nations."

"Li ke hell."

"In their view of reality, only they should be free. The rest of us should be
slaves. Especially psions." H's voice tightA-ened. "That we, the Ruby Dynasty,
a famly of psions, once ruled an enpire and still have power violates

everyt hing they consider noral and right."

Soz made an incredul ous noise. "That justifies kidnapping psions, selling
them torturing themfor pleasure?" She crossed her arns, cold now "And what
about the rest of their people, the taskmakers? How can the Aristos justify
enslavA-ing billions, even trillions of people?"

"They woul d say their people have better lives than ours. That the average
standard of living for a taskmaker is higher man for a free Skolian citizen."
"I"d rather live in poverty than slavery."

He | eaned toward her. "Yes, it is a repressive regine, and yes, those
taskmakers are slaves. But it isn't a horror, except for psions, and we only
constitute a tiny fraction of one perA-cent of their people. Taskmakers |ive
inrelative freedomand prosperity." He rubbed his neck through the

exoskel e-ton, working at the muscles. "It's why their civilization is so
stable.”

"You think it's all right?"

"Cods, no." He lowered his arm "But be realistic, Soz. The Eubi an Concord,
what we call the Trader Enpired€’it's the largest civilization in human
history. It has thrived for centuries. Wiy? Because however much we | oathe
their nethods, they work. If you expect their taskmakers to revolt, forget it
Yes, sone would like freedom Some strive for it But not that many. It isn't
only that the Aristos breed themfor passivity. As long as they don't make
troubl e, they have good lives, even better in material terms than they m ght
have under our governnent."



Soz turned away. "Brai nwashing people into accepting a despotic government
doesn't make it right."
"No. It doesn't."
Tahot a spoke from behind them "It just makes the despots that nuch harder to
def eat . "
Startled, Soz turned around, causing panels to readjust around her body.
Tahota was awake, reclined in her seat. The col onel spoke to Althor. "I read
your systens as green."
Soz blinked. She saw no outward sign Tahota was comA-municating with the ship.
No, that wasn't true. Lights on the colonel's gauntlets were glittering nore
t han usual. Tahota nust have linked to the ship through both hard jacks and
reA-note. She and Althor had becone part of the Jag's brain.
"No problens here,” Althor said.
Tahot a nodded. "Good work, Cadet”
Cadet. Strange to hear her brother addressed that way. Her

i ncom ng class would be call ed novice cadets, followed by journeyman, junior
and finally senior, like Althor this year
Soz regarded Tahota with curiosity. "You know how to piA-lot a Jag?" It seened
odd for a Fleet col onel

"I used to be a flight instructor," Tahota said. "I can fly just about
anyt hi ng. "

Soz grinned. "So will 1, soneday."

Tahota's face relaxed into a smile. "I don't doubt it."

Soz straightened in her seat, gratified by that expression of confidence. She
wi shed her family could respond that way. They were the core of her life. They
nmeant everything. Banished from her home, she felt no satisfaction in her

m A-nor acconplishments. It didn't change her drive, that comA-pelling need to
know t hat pushed her with relentless force. But it left a hollow place widiin
her mat no Jag starfighter could fill.

El dri nson awoke slowy, into sunlight, and drowsed while

his mnd cleared. Al thor had conme honme. H s contentnent

vani shed as the rest of it came back to him the entire day,

ended by his seizure. He opened his eyes. He was lying in

bed on his back. The ceiling vaulted high above him but its

pol i shed bl uestone and gracefully scrolled carvings had no

beauty today, mough for years he had | oved nem He

wanted to believe it had been a terrible dream that Soz and

Akhor hadn't left. But nme day remai ned. He had awoken. It

wasn't a nightmare

"Soshoni," he said, remenbering the little girl |aughing,

, N her arms outstretched to him her curls bouncing. O Akhor
f ol his stubby toddler's | egs working hard as he ran across the
tRn courtyard chasing a shinmrer-fly.

"Eldri ?" Roca's voice came fromnearby. Rolling over, Eldrinson saw her buried
under the blue quilt, just her forehead showi ng. He tugged down the

bl anA-ket's, uncovering her face. Her glittering |lashes lifted to reA-veal gold
irises. He had seen those eyes open al nost every nmorning for the | ast four
octets of years, but today he felt no joy in them

"My greetings," he said, his voice flat. Cold.

Roca pull ed herself up, letting the blankets fall around her wai st She wore an
old sleep gown, rose silk worn with age. The suns cast early norning |ight
t hrough the al cove wi nA-dows across the room His drummel |ay on the cushioned
bench there, forgotten.

"Are you all right?" Roca asked.

"No." He pulled hinmself up and rubbed his eyes, w shing he could rub away
yesterday. "It really happened.”

"Yes."

"Hai, Roca." Is this how he woul d awake for the rest of his years, filled with
grief?

"Talk to me," she said.



"Why?" he asked dully. "You're an enmpath. Don't you know what |'m thinki ng?"
"No. You're too guarded right now "

"I"'mflat." H's tongue felt thick. "Did | do that, Roca? Did | turn them out?"
She spoke with urgency. "Send them a nessage. Tell themthey are wel conme in
their hone."
"I cannot."
"You can."
"I meant what | said. They made their choices."

Her hand cl enched the bl anket so hard her knuckl es whitened. "They are ny
children, too. This is ny hone as well as yours. | do not want them banished."
El dri nson | eaned over to her. "This has been the house of ny famly for
centuries. It was ny ancestors' house, ny grandfather's house, ny father's
house, and now it is ny house. This is nmy world and nmy land and | shall do as
| please with it."
She gave him an uninpressed | ook. "If | renember corA-rectly, Your Royal
Possessi veness, inheritance of |and goes through the female Iine here. To the
wife, love. Me."

El dri nson scow ed. It irked himwhen she was right. "Nevertheless." He wasn't
sure what to add to that. The

nmot her usually left the and to the children, but it could be conpli cated.
"I amgoing to wite Soz and Althor," she said.

He crossed his arnms and refused to | ook at her

He | oosened the collar of his sleep shirt. It was strangling him

"They will ask ne how you are," she said.

He sai d not hing.

"They will tell me how nuch they mss you."

"You talk too rmuch this norning," he said.

"They will tell me they |ove you."

Hai. That pierced like a sword. "Stop."

"Eldri, l|ook at me."

He slanted a glance at her. She was tousled and sensual, her hair spilling

over her body, her breasts straining against the flinsy nightdress, her
ni ppl es poking the cloth. He sighed and pulled her into his arns. "You are

i mpossi ble," he grunbl ed agai nst her neck
She put her arnms around him "W will deal with this.”
He spoke against her hair, his cheek pressed to hers. "I don't know how to

deal with it. The ground is crunbling."

"Don't push them away."

He knew what she wanted to hear, that he would rescind his decree. He
couldn't. It was hard enough with Althor, but at least his son had grown into
a man strong and trained for war. Eldrinson knew, logically, that the skills a
sol di er needed for interstellar warfare were far different than what Althor
had | earned here. He even realized Soz could be well suited for them that
physical strength made little difA-ference when they coul d augnent their

bodi es, and maA-chines did the fighting. But his heart couldn't acknow edge
that truth.
"I can't bear to think of Soz out there," he said. "It's killing nme."

Roca | eaned back to | ook at him "She's stronger than you know. "
"She's ny little girl."
"Not anynore."

He spoke softly. "The rest of the universe nmay see the for-

m dabl e woman, but | can never forget how | held her in ny arns when she was

a baby."

"Althor, too."

"But he is a warrior! A man of power." He hesitated, conA-fused. "I think."
"You thi nk?"

"I don't know what to think," he grunbled. "My children don't seemto know
whet her they are nmen or wonmen. Soz acts like a man. And Althor, well. Althor."
He had a failure of imagination when it canme to Althor's personal life.

Roca took his hands and held themin front of her body. "I ask only this,

Eldri, that you think on what |'ve said. Wen you are ready, talk nore with



ne.
He | ooked at their clasped hands. She hadn't asked for prom ses or
retractions. Just that he talk to her. "Very well."
" Good. "

He gave her a rueful |ook. "We should probably get out of bed, too.
She di npl ed. "For now. "

El dri nson | aughed, soothed by her presence. "For now. "

Her smile faded. "You nust talk to Shannon. He was upA-set |ast night,
especially after you had the seizure.”
"I will." The boy had grown nore and nore distant this |ast year, unti

El dri nson no | onger knew how to talk to him But he would do his best.
After they dressed, they went down to the dining roomwhere the cook put out
breakfast every norning. Eldrinson didn't know what to expect when he faced
his other children. He needed to reassure them tell them he |oved them but
he didn't want to upset them either. He felt as if Soz and Al thor had died,
but they thought their brother and sister had only gone away.
The breakfast roomwasn't large. Along table filled nmost of it, made from
anber gl asswood, warm and | um nous. d asswood paneled the walls in gold, with
red accents. The counter along the far wall was set with blue dishes, cups,
and utensils. Tanna, a young wonan on the housekeeping staff, was setting
several platters of food on the counter. She

nmoved with efficiency, and her bright dress, blue and white with rosy ties,
swirled around her knees.

Del and Chani ece were sitting at one end of the table picking at their

br eakfast, yell ow bubbles in syrup. Aniece sat near them her dark hair
tousl ed, her gold eyes sleepy. She wasn't eating. Across the table, Denric
slouched in a chair, staring at his plate of yellow bubbles. Next to him

Kel ric devoured his meal with gusto, oblivious to the siA-lence.
The children rose to their feet as Eldrinson and Roca enA-tered through an
archway in the long side of the room ElA-drinson nodded to them and they
settled into their places again. Kelric went back to eating.

"Where is Shannon?" Eldrinson asked.

"I guess he overslept,"” Denric said.
Tanna | ooked up fromher work. "I aired out his roomearA-lier, Bard
Eldrinson. | don't think he slept nmere last night."

Foreboding stirred in El drinson. He | ooked around at his children. "Have any
of you seen hi mtoday?"

"No." Aniece poked at the bubbles on her plate. "Maybe he's with Mongl aze."
El dri nson spun around and strode out of the room By the tine he reached the
courtyard outside, he was running. He would know i f harm had cone to Shannon
surely he would know, and he felt no problens, but that only made hi m nore
uneasy. He shoul d have been nore aware of Shannon in the house if the boy was
upset But he felt nothing.

El dri nson banged open the door of the stable. "Shannon?" He entered the dim
interior, his boots crunching the crushed reeds scattered across the ground.
Lyrine stirred in their stalls, pushing their heads over the doors and
whistling at him A stable boy at the other end of the building was pourA-ing
water from a bucket into a trough. He | ooked up as the Bard entered.

El dri nson strode to Moongl aze's stall. "Shani, are you here?"
The stall was enpty.

"W have no idea where to | ook." Roca stood by the counter in the breakfast
room whil e Eldrinson paced back and forth. "How will you find hinP"

"I'"I'l find him" Eldrinson couldn't stay still. He had to reA-pair this wound
he had gouged in his famly. He was aware of the other children, of Chaniece
standing by the long table, resting one hand on its surface. Denric stood next
to the her, tense and alert, and Aniece sat in her chair, her eyes |arge as
she wat ched her father pace.

"I'I'l know where he is," Eldrinson said. "I'll feel it"

"He's gone north," Denric said. 'To search for the Archers."

"Yes." Ani ece spoke earnestly. "He'll go to the Blue Dal e Muuntains, Hoshpa."



"We can take the port flyer up there," Roca said. "Brad Tonpkins is going to
help. He's in contact with the orbital defense system™

"Yes. Take the flyer." Eldrinson stopped in front of her. "You search by air.
I will search by ground."

"We should be able to pinpoint his location fromthe gl obal positioning system
inorbit."

"WIl that really work?" Eldrinson found it hard to believe machi nes that

fl oated above the sky could | ocate his son

"It should. We'll let you know where to find him" She tilted her head toward
Denri c and Chani ece. "Don't go al one.™

"Very well." He resunmed pacing, unable to contain his agA-itation. The world
had gone wong and he didn't know how to rmake it right. Was he such a nonster
that he drove his children away? The thought made hi m wither inside.

"Let me cone, too," Aniece said, her voice young and scared. "I can help." Her
curls framed her worried face. Dark curls. She had inherited the color from
Roca's nother. No one on Lyshriol had such hair except his two girls. Aniece.
And Soz. Soz.

He sat in the chair next to Aniece, his heart aching at her innocent face. "I
t hank you for your offer, N eci. But we nust ride hard and go fast. Your
lyrine couldn't keep up."

"You will find him won't you?" she asked.

He took her small hand. "Yes. Certainly." For all that he had never been
confortable with the technology of his wife's people, right now he was
i mensely grateful for it. Wthout their help, he could spend years searching
Dal -vador, the Rillian Vales, Ryder's Lost Menory, and the Blue Dale
Mount ai ns.

A rustle cane fromthe archway at the end of the I ong room Turning, he saw
his son Del striding toward them El-drinson rose to his feet.

Del stopped in front of him "Brad is on his way."

"Good." Eldrinson had known Brad Tonpkins for over three octets of years, from
even before he had nmet Roca. Brad had taught himEnglish. For years El drinson
had t hought "Brad" was a misspelling of the English word "Bard,"” and nat the
adm ni strator represented a province called "Earth." He eventually realized
Brad was a citizen of the Allied Wrlds of Earth and mat he had cone here to
adA-minister the port back when Lyshriol didn't matter to anyone. Earth had
relinquished its claim giving Lyshriol to me Sko-lians, but Brad had stayed
on at Eldrinson's request. In the years since, he had becone a close friend of
the famly

Tanna appeared in the entrance of the hall, escorting Brad. Tall and well
built, the admi nistrator had dark skin, a wi de nose, and tightly curled bl ack
hair sprinkled with gray. He came toward Eldrinson, his gait as strong and
steady now as it had been thirty years ago. Except for a fewlines on his
face, he had hardly aged. It astounded El drinson what these offworlders could
do. They had even sl owed his own aging.

He and Roca met Brad hal fway down the hall. As soon as Eldrinson saw Brad's
face, he knew they had nore trouble. "What happened?”

Brad spoke grinmly. "Soneone stole a shroud fromthe port."

" Shroud?" Roca asked. "You mean the jammer?"

Brad nodded. "The one for individual travelers. Its range is limted, but it
gi ves powerful canouflage, nore than enough to hi de one person.”

El drinson silently swore. "Do you think Shannon took it?"

"It had to be someone who knew it was in a |l ocker at the port," Brad said.
"Shannon does. | taught himthe conbinaA-tion to die |ocker when he worked at
me port |ast year."

Eldrinson felt as if a weight had setded on him "Does tfus nmean you can't
find hinP" Say it isn't true. The problemw th these advanced systens was that
of fworl ders had equal | y advanced gadgets to counter them

"Wth a jammer |ike that," Roca said, "Shannon could nake hinmself virtually
invisible."

"We can still search with the flyer," Brad said. "But you night have nore | uck



on the ground. The jammer hides himfromour sensors but it can't nake him
invisible to your sight."

"Chaniece and | will help," Del said.

Denric came over, witii Aniece at his side. "I can ride with you as well."

Ani ece | ooked from her parents to Brad. "Shannon wants to be an Archer."

El dri nson knew she was right. "We'll ride toward the Blue Dales." He turned to
Denric. "You and | can take an octet over the pass through di e Backbone
Mountains to the Rillian Vales." He glanced at Del and Chaniece, grateful his

children could help. "You two take a party normin the Backbone, toA-ward
Castie Wndward and the Blue Dal e Mountains."

Roca spoke to Brad. "lIs the flyer ready?"
"Ready and waiting. The Ascendant is sending a shutde, too."

El dri nson peered at him "It's what?" He had thought the Ascendant was a
vessel high above Lyshri ol
"The battie cruiser in the orbital defense system" Roca said. "lIts shutdes
can do pl anetary work."
"The flyer is better adapted to working in die atnosphere," Brad said, "but
any help is good." He hesitated. "I don't knowif diis matters, but | noticed
somet hi ng odd yesterday. "
"(dd?" Roca asked. "What do you nean?"
"Ablipin the energy output of the electro-optic systens at die port. It
happened about die tine Altiior's Jag took off."

:*4€CA€C’ Eldrinson tensed at the nention of the ship that had taken his
children. "Was it the fighter?"
"The ship took off fine." Brad shrugged. "It m ght be nothing. Energy
fluctuations often occur.” - a, "Wat made you notice this one?" Roca asked.
"It seened unusually sharp. But it vanished i nmediately." .* Roca pushed her
hand t hrough her hair, disarraying it around her shoul ders and arnms. "A Jag
has some hi gh-powered systens. Many are classified, which neans they m ght
af fect your systems in ways you can't prepare for."

"WIl it affect our search?" Eldrinson asked.
"It shouldn't," Brad said.
El dri nson spoke quietly. "I apologize if nmy son sabotaged your port." <a€¢>;

"l doubt Shannon woul d know how, " Denric said.

"I hope not," Roca said. ri Aniece was watching her father's face. "You'l

find him"

El dri nson managed a smle. "Yes. We will." Despite his words, his heart felt
heavy. O all his sons, Shannon seenmed nost vul nerable. He could take care of
hi nsel f, yes; he knew the | and and nountai ns better than nost people fromthe
Dal vador Pl ains. But he was still a boy, no matter how nuch he considered

hi msel f a man.

More than anything, tiiough, he feared Shannon didn't want to be found.

T

The Backbone

oz woke up when Tahota and Althor sw tched seats, squeezing past each other in

t he cramped cabin. Soz had hoped they would let her sit as pilot for a while.
If it had just been her and Althor, she m ght have convinced him but wth
Tahota here, she had to behave. She didn't want to start out at DVA by
getting into trouble.

Althor lay back in the recliner. He was even nore cranped than Tahota, wth
bul kheads curving over him Yawning, Soz stretched her arms. Her seat
readjusted, adaptA-ing to the stiffness it detected in her nuscles.

Tahot a was checki ng the heads-up di splay above her. "Sleep well?"

"Well enough," Soz said.

The col onel indicated a heavy |ever, silver and black, near the pilot's seat.
It glittered with snmart-threads. "Know what that does?"

Soz had never seen the device on the Jag schematics she had dug up on the
interstellar neshes. So she guessed. "It's manual control for navigation, in
case sonet hi ng happens to the El brain."

"Not for navigation. Weapons." Tahota tapped the |ever and brought up a nmenu



of small holos that floated parallel to the vertical colum. She indicated a
m niaturized di splay of statistics. "You can choose Annihilators, tau
mssiles, or MRYs."

Soz's pul se | eapt. She hadn't known Jags carried taus. That had to be secured
information; it certainly wasn't in any public schematics. She studied the
colum. "Is the manA-ual control as accurate as the ElI?"

"Al nost never," Tahota said. "But it's a good last resort."

Soz gl anced at her. "Have you ever flown a Jag in conbat?"

"Not a Jag. | piloted Starslamrers, Thunderbolts, and Ram stealth tanks."
Whoa. "Those are sone big ships."”

The col onel's gaze glinted. "Yes."

Soz had no doubt she woul d never want to go against Tahota in battle. "Do you
still fly?"

"Not anymore." A hint of disappointment showed on her face.

Based on her first inpressions, Soz thought Tahota was wasted behind a desk,
directing acadeny adni ssions. PerA-haps Kurj was grooning her for a higher
posi tion.

A shiver went up Soz's back, the sort that came with her rare flashes of
precognition. Her thoughts about the colonel evoked it Why? The Kyle traits

i nvol ved enpathy and tel epathy, abilities that resulted froman enhanced
interacA-tion of the brain waves of one person with another. The fields
produced in the brain fell off rapidly with distance, so the people involved
had to be cl ose together. Even then, they usually only noticed the effects if
both of them were psions, so that each had the specialized neural structures
and transA-nmitters that interpreted the fields created by neural inpulses.

G ven that precognition involved sensing future events rather than fields, it
shoul dn't have been anong the Kyle traits. Yet in rare cases the strongest

psi ons showed sparks of the ability. It cane as a nood, an interaction yet to
happen. Researchers believed it resulted fromtenporal uncertainties in
spacetime, especially for a ship in inversion. Soz knew only that she suddenly
had a vivid inpression: soneday Starjack Tahota would do a thing of great

i nportance, someA-thing so dramatic it created spacetime ripples mat reached
her even now.

Then the sensation passed. Soz blinked at the colonel, wondering if she had
imagined it all

"I's somet hing wong?" Tahota asked.

"No." Enbarrassed, Soz changed the subject. "Do you know when we wll reach
Di esha?"

"It shouldn't be long," Tahota said. "Jags accunul ate fewer tenporal errors
during inversion than other ships. The tinme it takes us to reach Di esha shoul d
be roughly equivalent to our flight time during inversion, plus however |ong
we travel at sublight." Her eyes took on the inward-directed quality of a
pil ot accessing her internal node. "Redstar says ETA in about one day from
now. "

"Redstar?" Soz asked. "Do you mean the Jag?"

"Its El, actually."

Al t hor spoke from behind them "Redstar uses that name for both itself and

this ship."
Soz turned around. She had mought he was going to sleep
He grinned at her startled expression. "I know my ship."

That intrigued her. "Have you been flying it [ong?"

"A few nonths, since sunmer."

"That | ate?" Soz had thought cadets began working with their ships in their
j uni or year.

"It's not unusual,"” Tahota said.

"It took nme a while to find the right match.” Althor shifted his long | egs and
settled himself as confortably as was posA-sible in the restricted recliner
"This is the fluid Jag |'ve worked with. | had trouble linking with the El on
the first The second one didn't Iike nme."

Soz smled. "How can an El not like you?"



"Hell if | know," he growed. "It said | was too aggressive."

Her |augh sputtered. "You're a fighter pilot! You' re supA-posed to be
aggressive. "

Al thor crossed his arnms. "It clainmed | nmade inpetuous deci sions based on an
"overly devel oped instinct to kill wthA-out exploring nonviolent options."'"
"What are you going to do, stop in the niddle of a battle and say 'Excuse ne,
can we explore sone options first, beA-fore we blast each other apart'"

Althor smled slightly. 'That's how | felt."

Tahota spoke. "OF course in conbat, you do whatever is necessary to survive.
But a | arge percentage of battles are fought by uncrewed drones and controlled
fromstandoff platfornms. It nakes sense that an El would prefer to analyze its
options first."

Al thor gave her an incredul ous look. "Fine for nme EI. If soneone blows it up
it can restart froma backup. | only have one life. | can't be reactivated
from sone copy."

A light on a front control panel lit up and cycled through red, yellow, and

green. Al thor suddenly | aughed.
"What was that?" Soz asked.

H s |ips quirked upward. "Redstar says if an eneny ever tries to bl ow ne
apart, it will reactivate ny brain froma copy."
A ship with a sense of hunmor? Soz could see why Althor was nore conpatible
with this ElI. Wen faced with his fear
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of dying, the other Jag deci ded he was too aggressive and this one made jokes
to reassure him
"I never realized how much the personality of your Jag could affect how you
work with it," Soz said.
"It's crucial," Tahota said. "It's one of the only reasons seA-nior cadets
wash out of DMA. By that tine, those who can't cut the academ c, physical, or
di scipline requirenents have left. But if you can't link with an El, you can't
fly a Jag."
"I had al ways assuned you just start flying," Soz said.
"We don't publicize the difficulties," Tahota said. "But if it were that easy,
the Iink wouldn't be so tight nor the pilot-Jag hybrid so effective.”
Soz slanted a | ook at her bromer. "At |east you found one that will put up
with you."

He smirked. "Gods know what w |l happen when you try, Soz. Al the Els wll
run in terror."

"Ha, ha. Very funny." She glared for good neasure, though her lips twtched
upward. She | ooked forward to starting her studies.

If only this hadn't all come with so nmuch | oss.

Ni ght Charger was a huge lyrine, dark violet, with strong |l egs and a
beautifully proportioned body. As nmuch as El-drinson admred the animal,
though, it felt strange to ride him He had al ways taken Mongl aze.

He and Denric started out with Del and Chani ece. They brought two octets of
men with them Four extra lyrine carA-ried ISC tents with all sorts of

equi prent, includi ng conm devices, climate controls, nedical syringes, and
nmoni tors, and food for bomthensel ves and the lyrine. Denric had slung a |aser
car bi ne over his shoul der

El dri nson woul d have rather done without it all; he was happy to canp out by
himsel f, without a tent, and what the blazes would Denric do with the carbine?
Threat en ShanA-non into conming home? Hardly. But |1SC insisted they take
weapons and his doctor insisted he go with I SC supplies, especially after he
had suffered such a serious seizure |ast

ni ght. He had no doubt Col onel Mjda and her people were al so tracking them
fromthe redoubtabl e Ascendant up in orbit.
Their two groups soon parted, the twi ns going northward into the nountains
with one octet of men while Eldrinson and Denric headed west with the other.
They rode across the plains, and their group spread out, searching for signs
t hat Shannon mni ght have come this way. In the sky, Al dan hung to the side of



Val dor, but soon the larger sun would eclipse his smaller brother. It took

| ess than four hours for themto orbit each other

For the octet, Eldrinson had chosen men he had ridden with during the war.
They were farmers now, but today they had swords at their hips. He had worn
his as well, though it seened superfluous in a mssion to bring hone a runaway
teenager. Still, they could never be certain whomthey night encounter. Rillia
| ay beyond the nountains and had al ways been at peace w th Dal vador, but they
had |1 ong fought Ty-roll, which lay farther to the west. The chance al ways
exA-isted of a skirmsh with wandering Tyroll soldiers adrift after ne war.
The ride invigorated Eldrinson. On another day, he would have |oved the
meditative quality of their journey. They travA-eled at an easy pace, slow
enough to check the countryside for signs of Shannon

The octet captain, a husky fellow naned Jannor, rode up alongside him H s
yel l ow and bronze hair tossed in the wind and his eyes gleaned with mrth.

El dri nson remenbered a night on the Plains of Tyroll when he and Jannor had
lost touch with the rest of the nen. They had crouched in a ditch, stranded
and freezing, while Tyroll soldiers patrolled the area. Delirious froma
wound, Eldrinson had suffered a grand mal seizure. Jannor stayed at his side
t hr oughout the convul sion, tending him protecting. He had been Eldrin-son's
strength mat night, the light that hel ped hi mnmake it to dawn, when they
finally escaped back to their own arny.

"A fine nmorning you brought for us," Jannor said.

Eldrinson snmiled. "I can't take credit for the weather."

Hs friend snorted. "You do for everything else." Wen El drinson | aughed,
Jannor held up his hands. "Wasn't it you who cl ai ned he had brought the suns
down fromthe sky to deliver hima fine wife and chil dren?"

"I had perhaps drunk too nmuch reed juice," Eldrinson admtted.

Denric was |istening with undisguised fascination. "ReA-ally? |'ve never seen
you drunk."

El dri nson scow ed at his son. "I wasn't drunk."

Jannor burst out |aughing. "You were rolling nose to the stone.”

El dri nson made a rude noi se and stared strai ght ahead. Then his mouth quirked
upward. "It was good w ne."

"Aye," Jannor said. "That it was."

They rode in silence for a while. Denric gradually pulled ahead, unti

El dri nson and Jannor were riding by thensel ves.

The husky farmer spoke in a nore serious voice. "W will find him™"

El dri nson pushed | ocks of blowi ng hair out of his eyes. "Yes. W will." He
prayed it was true.

The Stained d ass Forest rose up out of the rippling plains before them The
tree trunks were colums of holl ow gl ass-wood, translucent, glistening in the
sunlight. Smaller tubes branched out fromthem and filmy, glistening disks
hung fromthe branches, sone a handspan in dianmeter, others snaller. Each tree
was one color, but the forest had many hues: a red as vivid as the ruby

neckl aces that had conme down to Eldrinson fromhis ancestors; blue like the

gl ass bow s and goblets in the castle; an enmerald so deep it brought to nind a
| ake high in the nountains, under the shade of a rock overhang; yellow and
gold like the suns; and a violet as pure as Lyshrioli eyes.

They sl owed down as they entered the forest, and Denric fell back to ride with
El dri nson again. As Jannor went on to check on the octet, his shoul der brushed
a translucent red disk hanging froma branch. It inflated into a sphere and
rose into the air, detaching fromthe tree. When El drinson passed it by, he
poked at the sphere and it popped, spraying himw th ruby gutter

Denric sniled at his father, then nudged a yellow disk, nmaking it inflate
into a sphere that drifted away through the trees. Stained-glass |ight dappled
i n ever-changing patterns on his face and the curls that spilled down his
neck.

"I"ve been thinking," Denric said. "About what VWyrl wants to do, attending the
uni versity as a virtual student."
"He seens happy with the idea," Eldrinson said. VWyrl had avoi ded his studies



whenever possible in his youth, but since his nmarriage to Lily, he seened to
have buckl ed down.

"I can do that, too," Denric said. "I can study literature here in Dal vador
just as well as if | went offworld to Parthonia."

H s words made El drinson ache with an enotion warm and pai nful at the sane
time. He had already alienated three of his children; he didn't want to make
anot her m stake. "You've dreamed about going away for years. | appreciate your
offering to stay home, but | would never ask it." He had tried that with Soz
and brought on a disaster. "Go to your university, son. Go see the sights." At
| east no one would be trying to kill a boy whose goal in life was to read
books.

Denric's shoul ders rel axed froma hunched position El A-drinson hadn't realized
they had taken. They rode on in conpani onabl e silence.
After a while, Denric said, "I wish | understood Shannon."

"l also," Eldrinson said.

"I thought | did. But I had no idea he would I eave like this." Hs forehead
creased. "I knew he was lonely, that he felt out of place. We used to talk
about it, but he's kept nmore to hinself this past year. | should have said
somet hi ng, drawn hi mout nore."

"I't's not your fault, Denric." Eldrinson thought of the boy's resdess spirit.
"He wants to find his own kind."

"We're his kind." Denric | ooked up as a blue sphere drifted by them He tapped
it and the sphere deflated, trickA-ling blue glitter. "The Blue Dale Archers
don't exist. He's chasing a dream"

"W need to seek our dreams.” Wth difficulty, El drinson added, "Even when
tiiey hurt us." Soz and Althor had gone after theirs know ng they night die.
He couldn't bear ne

t hought of his children in pain. Better not to think of it at all than to
dwell on what m ght happen. An image of Kurj cane to him that giant with his
i npl acabl e face. Yes, Eldrinson knew Kurj showed great honor to Althor and Soz
by naming themas his heirs. But he could hate Kurj for that honor

They came out of the forest into the foothills of the BackA-bone Munt ains.
Here the ground rolled in gentle swells, but ahead it rose nore steeply, and
beyond that it sheered up in sharp ridges. In the distance, the peaks rose
stark against the sky, spindled |like the bones of a gigantic skeleton

They followed well-travel ed paths here in the foothills. Except for stops to
rest the lyrine, he hoped to ride as |ong as they had daylight, one octet of
hours plus six nore. Wth day and night the same length, they wouldn't need to
sleep the entire night and could set off again before dawn.

It bermmused Eldrinson that the | ength of day and night varA-ied on many worlds.
H's children's tutors claimed night and day | asted the sanme amount of tine
here because Lyshriol had no axial tilt Variations in weather cane from

at nosA- pheric churning or changes in altitude. The scientists who studied
Lyshriol seenmed to find these qualities odd. They inA-sisted it supported
their theory that this planetary systemwas artificial, that astronom ca

engi neers had noved Lyshriol into this orbit sonetime in nme past.

Even having visited other worlds, Eldrinson found it hard to inmagine living in
a place where the I engths of day and ni ght changed or the climte varied
greatly. Surely such an environnent would be too chaotic for hunmans to
survive! His children's tutors insisted otherw se, though, and so did Roca and
all those scientists.

By the time they reached the nmountains proper, the air had cool ed. The lyrine
pi cked their way up a well-worn path bordered by blue stones. Swaths of blue
snow dusted the outcroppings on either side and crusts of darker blue ice
edged the boul ders.

Eventual | y they reached a branch in the path. One fork went north, veering
sharply up into the vertebrae of the Backbone. Eldrinson reined in N ght
Charger and scruti -

ni zed the route. He spoke to Denric. "The Mrrored Ciffs are up there."
Shannon | oved the sheer cliffs, named for die reflective sheets of ice that



covered them "He m ght have gone that way."

"I can check," Denric said. "It would only take a few hours."

El dri nson knew Roca woul d want Denric to stay with himif they split up the
group. She always drew fam |y around when she was worried, and his seizure

| ast night had been a bad one. She was one of the few people who knew t he
truth: in his youth, his condition had been so severe, he hadn't exA-pected to
survive. For his first few octets of life, he had Iived constrained by his

sei zures, in partial seclusion, watched over by his cousin Garlin, his only
living kin. Each year it had grown worse.

Then the Skolians had come. Their doctors gave hi m nanoneds that patrolled his
body and interacted with his brain to prevent seizures. Even with that, it had
t aken years before he genuinely believed he could live a nornmal life. Yet now
he took it for granted. So did Denric. His son had no idea about his

convul sion last night. Eldrinson didn't think the boy had ever seen him have
one that serious. It wouldn't occur to Denric to worry.

Well, | feel fine now. He could take care of himself. BeA-sides, he would have
four men witii him and he had packed the air syringe. It had a conm enbedded
inits stock for energencies; if necessary he could sunmon hel p even while

gi ving hinsel f nedicine. Roca had wanted himto wear yet a second common his
wrist, but Eldrinson had drawn the line there. He agreed to use one in the
syringe because it was a reasonabl e precaution, however rmuch he disliked it,
but he wouldn't wear a bracelet as if he were a helpless child unA-able to
care for hinself.

He | ooked up the western trail he would take. It rose gradA-ually to me Notch
of die Backbone, a pass visible in the disA-tance as a groove agai nst the sky.

Beyond that, the trail would descend me nountains until it reached ne | ush
Ril-lian Vales. By the tinme Denric's group reached the Mrrored diffs in the
north, Eldrinson could be through the Notch

Denric could take the Mrrored Pass down into the wilds north of Rillia

Shannon m ght have gone either way; the Mrror trail would take himcloser to
the Blue Dale MounA-tains, but the Notch would get himinto Rillia faster
where the riding was easier.

El dri nson made his decision. "W can regroup tonmorrow norning," he told
Denric. "I'll nmeet you at the end of the path down fromthe Mrror."

"I think it's a good idea," Denric said. "We'll cover nore area that way."
They divided up the supplies anong their two groups, and El drinson sent the

| SC equi prent with Denric. He pulled up next to his son and indicated the
glittering mammoth of a gun Denric had slung over his shoulder. "You take the
car A-bi ne, too."

Denric hesitated. "Are you sure?"

"I wouldn't even know what to do with it" Eldrinson waved his hand at the

northern trail, renenbering how nmuch Denric enjoyed trekking in the Backbone.
"Go on. Get on with you."
Denric grinned, his face alight. "I will see you then!" He wheeled his lyrine

around and headed up the trail with his nmen. Eldrinson sat astride N ght
Charger and smiled, watchA-ing him this sunniest of his children.
Then he set off for Rillia.

Shannon rode through the gl asswood forest of Ryder's Lost Menory, ducking his
head under dusty clusters of bubbles. He had never ventured this far north.
Ryder's Lost Menory went on in every direction, forever it seened. He had

ri dden for over a day now, higher and higher, until the air turned icy. He
wore a heavy shirt and double | eggings, also a mech-jacket with climte
controls, but even with the hood up, cold air cut past its warnmth and tingled
his cheeks. He hurt everyA-where; his feet ached from his heavy boots, which
he rarely wore; his legs ached fromridi ng Monglaze for so long; and his
brain ached fromlack of sleep

Moongl aze had pl odded t hrough the night, then finally stopped and sl ept
standi ng up, w th Shannon draped over his

back. Shannon awoke only when he started to fall. Di sA-mayed at such
treatment of his nount, he had tended the Iyrine with solicitous care,



groom ng and feeding him cleaning his hooves, and scraping glitter off his
horns. Then they resuned their trudge normnard through the forest.

Mul ticol ored sparkles drifted everywhere, making hi msneeze. Bubbl es
constantly rose fromthe trees and popped, spreading so much glitter that it
covered his trail within mnA-utes after he passed. He had | ashed his bow and
quiver to his travel bags to keep them from stabbing bubbl es and shower A-i ng
himwi th the dammabl e stuff. He grimaced; enough covA-ered himto nmake a tree
grow on his dones.

Shannon exhal ed. Runni ng away had nade sense last night, after he took the
jamrer so no one could find him Now, sagging wth exhaustion and hunger, he
no longer felt clear on the matter. He |longed for a warm bed and a hot neal .
Tree- bubbl es weren't edible, and he had passed fewer and fewer shrubs with
fruit, only the sparse and prickly spine-spheres. It could take days to reach
the Blue Dale Mountains. He wasn't sure he woul d know when he had arA-rived.
He doubted anyone put signs up to welcone visitors.

He slouched in his seat, the reins |oose in his hands while Mongl aze pi cked
the way. The rocky ground kept die trees fromgrowi ng tall, but they renai ned
thick on the | andscape. Blue patches of old snow were nelting on the ground or
gathA-ered in crooks of trees, all mixed into slush with the glitter.

Shannon | eaned over Mongl aze's neck. "I'mso hungry." He tugged the reins,
drawing me lyrine to a halt. Aching and stiff, he slid off the great animal,
taking care not to jostie the travel packs, one of which held the jamrer. He
hit me ground in a thunmp that jarred his legs and torso. Wth a groan, he
crunpl ed to the ground. Moongl aze whistled and pushed at himw th his front
horn, the larger of the two on his head.

Shannon sighed. "I'mso tired." He lay there, no longer able to avoid the
effects of two days without any real sleep. He needed to see to Mowon ...
shouldn't |eave him...

Sl unber covered his thoughts |ike a bl anket

* * *

It was well into evening before Eldrinson and his nmen found a place to canp.
They had easily made it through the Notch, but they weren't far enough down
the mountains to reach Rillia before night Instead they holed up in holl ows
under a series of overhangs that bordered the trail. El drinson wapped hinself
in arug fromthe travel sack he had slung across his war |yrine.

Ni ght Charger crowded into the hollow, blocking the enA-trance, holding in the
heat. Wth a grace extraordinary for his large size, he folded his | egs under
his body and settled in for the night, Lyrine often slept standing up, but
this wasn't the first time Eldrinson's nmount had hel ped keep hi m warm by
resting on the ground. He could just see the sky through the open space above
the ani mal's back.

The sounds of the others setting up bedrolls drifted to himin the vast
silence of the mountains. He was glad they had sent the extra supplies with

t he ot her group; he had al ways enjoyed canping in the open, wi thout all those
gadgets and silly anmenities Roca's people insisted they take.
Climate-controlled tents with plunbing, for flan ng sakes. Mght as well stay
hone. In his youth, before the doctors had treated his epil epsy, canping had
been a risk he al nost never dared to take. Now, with his fanmily and politica
responsibilities, he rarely had the chance to go off on his own. He enjoyed
this trip, though he dearly regretted the circunstances that had led to the

j our ney.

A head appeared in the twilit patch of sky visible above Ni ght Charger's back.
Jannor. He winked at Eldrinson. "Wat, no nusic?"

El dri nson stretched his arnms out of the rug into the icy air, then pulled them
back. "Even if we had roomto build a fire here, it's too cold to sit around
one."

"Sing anyway," someone called from near by.

El dri nson waved am ably at Jannor. "Go get your tired old self confortable."
"Tired! Ad!" Jannor snorted. "I could haul your backside off a lyrine ten
times straight in a tournanent.”



"Better watch out," Eldrinson said, "I may call your bluff."
"Jan, be quiet so he can sing," one of the other nen said.

"You're lucky," Jannor told Eldrinson. "You' re saved fromignonminy by the
demands of your audience."

El dri nson | aughed heartily. "Just in case you believe this notion about
knocking me off a lyrine has nerit, we will hold a tournanment when we get
back. "
Jannor grinned. "Your challenge is accepted, O inglorious Bard."
"Inglorious!" Eldrinson said. "You will rue your words."
"I rue the day the two of you nmet," one of the nen called fromhis nook under
the cliff. "The one-upping hasn't stopped since."
"Sing, already!" another said.

El drinson snmiled at his longtine friend. "Go on with you, Jannor. Leave ne
some silence so | can think of what to sing, inglorious or otherw se."
"Actual ly, otherw se," Jannor said. He di sappeared quickly, before Eldrinson
could catch himin the conplinent.

El dri nson sat considering his options. He didn't usually sing w thout warning
up first, but he doubted they wanted to hear vocal exercises. He humred a | ow
note, testing his voice. It felt full and clear tonight, so he |launched into a
si mA-pl e but popul ar ballad of the suns.
Val dor was born first, Born first of the two; First of the two sons, First of
the two suns; But Al dan canme soon after

Rillia shot the gourd in the sky,

Pierced the gourd in the sky,

Pi erced the gourd in two,
And made the noons,
The two true noons,
The Lavender and Bl ue Moons.

Rillia made the gift moons, Two gifts for the gods,

The two sun gods, Val dor and Al dan, The brother suns.
Then he added a new verse of his own.

Delighted with his namesake, Wth his nanesake true, Valdor smiled upon the
Bard, The Bard of Dal vador, The Bard of the great sun gods. Val dor sent his
sister, Hi s inconparable sister, H's |lum nous sister goddess, To wed the nobl e
Val dori a Bard

"Hey!" Jannor yelled. "That isn't part of the song." Eldrinson | aughed and
continued. Hi s voice was warm ng up, so he decided to stretch it a bit. He
woul d begin in his deepest range, a | ow bass, and work through severa

oct aves, taking the nelody higher on each line, until he ended at the highest
tenor notes.
The cl ouds had cone to the ground, Come to cover the |land, Cover the land in
snow, In blue, cold snow. The clouds had cone to the |and, But the suns nelted
the ice, Melted the blue ice and snow, Melted the cold ice of Lyshriol

<: The world filled with warnth, & Filled with a gol den warnth,
A lucid gol den warnth.

It brought forth the people,
The Lyshrioli people,

It brought the gol den people, Golden people into the light.

He hit a note on "light" one octave above what Roca called mddle C and | et
the word soar, holding it for as long as he had breath. Then, with a smrk, he
dropped down two ocA-taves and added a new verse.
The suns brought light to their kin,

CGolden light to their kin,

Li ght to their nanesake,
Thei r namesake true:
The gl ori ous Val dori a Bard.
A snort came fromthe holl ow where Jannor had set up his bedroll, followed by
a laugh fromfarther away. Eldrinson settled back, pleased with the song,

pl eased with the night, and pleased with the conpany. Then he thought of why
they had come here and his pl easure faded.



The stars canme out and wind whistled through the BackA-bone like spirits
calling. Eldrinson thought of the ancient warrior Rillia, namesake of the
Rillian Val es, who had shot his arrow into the night sky and cracked the
Doubl e Gourd into the Blue Moon and the Lavender Mon. He had | ong ago
realized the tales of the Lyshriol gods and goddesses were probably nyths. He
wasn't sure about the sun gods, though. Roca shimered |ike sunlight and she
had come fromthe sky. Yes, he knew about Skolians and stars and astronony.
Even so. The suns m ght have sent Roca to him Just to be safe, to nake sure
they didn't take her away again, he perA-formed the proper rituals to them
once in every octet of days, lighting guardian flanes in bows of oil set on a
stone pedestal in the woods, with gembubbles floating in the oil

He fished the air syringe out of his travel pack and made sure it was set for
hi s medi ci ne. Then he checked the commin its handgrip. No nessages. He
pressed in Roca's private code and waited. A nonment l|later, the syringe pinged
and the holo of a tiny bell appeared in nme air next to the mniatur-

i zed screen that w apped around its grip. He flicked his finA-ger through the
bel I .
"Eldri ?" Roca's words came out of the comm "Is that you?"

He warned at her voice. "Greetings, Wfe."
"How are you?" She sounded worri ed.
"I'mfine, love."
"How i s Denric?"
"Sleeping, | think." It was a good guess. He had al ready deA-cided not to
mention they had split up. Denric mght call her and tell her, or ISC m ght

l et her know, since they were keepA-ing track of the searchers by satellite,
but he didn't want to be the one to say it. She would worry too nuch. He | oved
her for caring about his health, but he had no need of coddling.
"Any word on Shannon?" he asked.
"Not hi ng, yet." She sounded tired. "W searched over the Backbone and Ryder's
Lost Menory."
"Ah, love," he nurnured. "He will be all right."

Her voice caught. "He's so young." *A«' a€¢ "I don't think he feels that way."
i-nv i=

"W will find him" &€¢ Eldrinson knew she spoke as nuch to reassure herself
as him "Yes, we will. And he will be fine."

"Sleep well," she said.

"You al so."

He flicked off the comm then | eaned against the rock wall and closed his
eyes, as worn-out fromworrying as fromthe long ride.

Eventual |y he slept. He dreamed that Brad Tonpkins came to him concerned
about an inexplicable power surge in webs of energy that crisscrossed the

pl anet. Eldrinson beA-cane aware of a hole of darkness. He would fall into it
forA-ever, suffocating, suffocating.

The power spiked.

El dri nson woke with a start. Sweat was running down his neck despite the chil
air. He shuddered, unable to clean out the sour nmenory of the dream It's only
a ni ghtmare.

He wished it hadn't felt so real

8

Beyond t he Backbone

hannon awoke with tinted daylight filtering over him dimand cool. He rolled
pai nfully onto his back, under a canopy of bubbles, some flat and others
inflated, all clusA-tered above him A lyrine snuffled. Turning his head, he
saw Moongl aze licking up the nulticolored glitter that had gathA-ered in
drifts around the glasswood colums of the trees.

"Moon?" Shannon's voice didn't chine this norning. H's words cane out rough
and rusty. By Rillia's arrow, he was hungry! He grabbed a handful of glitter
and poured it into his nouth. It tasted like flinty dust and had al nost no
nutri A-tional value, but it was better than starving. After several handfuls,
t hough, he couldn't force any nore down.



Shannon struggled to his feet and linped to Mongl aze, his legs stiff. H's

bl adder - sack hung fromhis travel bags. He had to ration his water; he had no
i dea when he nmight find nore up here. But he was so thirsty, he drained the
sack beA-fore he realized he had finished.

Moongl aze pushed his nose agai nst Shannon's shoul der

"I know," Shannon said. "l could have planned this betA-ter." At |east

Moongl aze seemed in reasonably good shape.
As he tended the Iyrine, he pondered his situation. He didn't |like to analyze,
but his reluctance to do so had landed himin this nmess. If he turned back
now, it would take a day to reach the outlying hills of Rillia, longer to find
a village or farm He hadn't seen any streans on his way here, which nmeant he
probably wouldn't on his way back, either. Water had to be here sonewhere;
these trees couldn't survive withA-out it. He coul d probably manage anot her
day without nore

supplies, but nuch | onger and he would be in trouble. The higher he went, the
farther he was from assured food and water. If he continued for another day
and couldn't replenA-ish his supplies, he would be too far to make it back to
Ril-liain tine.

Shannon didn't want to turn back. He hated giving up. BeA-sides, people night
be searching for him If he went to Rillia, he could run into them They would
take himto Dal vador, where he had no place. They could call it epilepsy from
now until the suns fell out of the sky, but he knew his behavior had invited
denons to attack his father. His love for his famA-ily had kept hi mhome when
the urge to wander prodded hi m onward. Now he knew the truth: denying his
nature only hurt the people he loved. It was time he found his own kind. If
they didn't exist, he had to know. He needed the Blue Dales, even if he had to
live mere alone for the rest of his life.

"What do you think, Mon?" he asked. "Turn back or keep on?"

Moongl aze whistled at him >*&€¢ "What, you think | can't find my way out of
my own house?" He | aughed ami ably. "I might be better at it than you think."
He notioned northward, where the forest grew even nore densely, sone of the

gl asswood trees close enough that a boy could touch both if he stretched out
his arms. "You see the way those grow?"

Moongl aze wat ched himw th one large, silver eye, his head sideways. Shannon
notioned at a line of trees. "Those arcs all curve to the northeast. They do
that when they' re fol A-l1owi ng runoff patterns. I'll bet you anything we'll
find a lake or river that way."
The Iyrine regarded himfirst with the one eye, then turned his head and
wat ched himwi th the other. Then he snuffled.

Shannon | aughed. "So be skeptical. 1'll show you." He wasn't as certain of
finding water as he clainmed, but it seened a good bet.

He nounted the lyrine and started off, following the arcs of trees, ducking
his head to ride under their tubule

branches. Dusty spheres floated through the forest and burst when they hit

ot her trees, Shannon, or Mongl aze. The lyrine plodded through drifts of
glitter. Shannon soon fell into a trance, brought on in part by fatigue, but
nore because he liked to stop thinking when he rode.

Gradual ly a burbling penetrated his daze. Water sounds. He didn't have to
gui de Moongl aze; the lyrine was already heading in that direction

"Good Moon," he rasped. His voice had lost its lilt.
The trees soon thinned out. Then Mongl aze wal ked into a small holl ow. Water
trickled over a stone | edge about Shannon's hei ght and gathered in a bow
fornmed by overl apA-ping plates of rock, snooth and eroded, with | ong, narrow
cracks. Trees grew around the tiny pool and on the | edge above it, nostly
eneral d and sapphire gl asswood, though a few ruby trees poked their branches
t hrough the bubble foA-liage. A patch of |avender sky was visible above them
a deeper, nore vivid hue than down in the plains.

Shannon junped off Mbongl aze even before the Iyrine came to a stop. He dropped
on his knees by the pool and scooped up handfuls of water. He drank so fast,
he choked and al nbst vomited it up again. Coughing, he sat back on his



haunches. He took a deep breath and w ped the back of his hand over his face,
snearing his cheeks with nore glitter. Then he drank nmore slowy and sl aked
his thirst.

Shannon rested by die pool, then washed hinsel f and tended Mongl aze, cl eaning
away as much glitter and sweat as he coul d manage. Then he searched the

holl ow. He found a nest of puffle-wogs, small animals in yellow shells that
fit the palmof his hand. He disliked killing them but they were edible and
even tasted good. He cracked their shells with his dagger and devoured his
fill, relieved to appease his hunger. Wen he offered Mongl aze sonme puffles,
the lyrine gobA-bled themup and snuffled a hearty approval. Shannon had read
in one of his hol obooks that horses only ate plants. Lyrine were much | ess

pi cky; Mongl aze had no qual ms about killing small animals for food.
After filling his bl adder-sack with water and his travel

bags with puffles, Shannon swung up on Mbongl aze and rode back into the
forest, headed north. The ground slanted steeply but the trees were thinning
out .

So he clinbed farther into the mountains with no clue what he would finda€”if
anyt hi ng.

Sunlight on his face woke Eldrinson. He opened his eyes to a | avender sky
framed by the rock overhang. N ght Charger i and several other horses stood a
few paces away, nibbling at silver-blue reeds that sprouted around bl uestone
boul ders by the trail. Jannor was holding a reed-henp pouch for his lyrine
whil e the animal drank.

El dri nson crawl ed out and stood up, stretching his back, working out the

ki nks. Ah, yes. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with sweet, pure air. Two
of his nen were packing up their bedrolls and preparing to ride, and the
fourth was cleaning his sword.

Jannor | ooked up at him "So, sleepy head, you woke up."

El dri nson anbl ed over to him "A fine norning to you, too."

Jannor smiled and went back to tending his lyrine.
After greeting N ght Charger and making sure all was well with him El drinson
took a trail cake fromhis bag and wal ked to the | edge beyond the cliffs where
they had slept. The trail sloped steeply down fromhis feet, stark with gray
and bl ue stone, but in the distance it |leveled out into lush hills carpeted
with silvery-green reeds. The Rillian Vales spread out beyond in a pretty haze
of patchwork fields brightened by bubble crops in gem col ors.
The five of themwere soon on their way. As they rode, El A-drinson mulled over
the past few days. In the clarity of this norning, everything |ooked
different. He forced hinself to adnmit the truth; he had pushed Soz and Althor
away because he was denyi ng how much he feared they would suffer or die far
fromhome. It seened inpossible either of memwould ever have a famly or a
life such as he knew. Perhaps he was sinplistic in what he w shed for them

but his famly gave himjoy. He wanted that for them too.

He had been wong to accuse Althor about Shannon

VWhat ever confusing relationship those two had, Althor would treat his brother
with honor. In his anger and fear, El-drinson had spoken words he coul d never
take back. What if Soz or Althor died or becane prisoners of war? Their |ast
menory of himwould be the nonent he bani shed them fromtheir hone.

El dri nson knew what he had to do. First he would conA-vince Shannon to cone
hone or el se nake sure the boy was safely escorted to the Blue Dales. If
Shannon's instincts drove himto the hone of his ancestors, he had to go, but
he was too young to do it alone, especially the way he had left, with no plans
or preparation. He could end up injured, starvA-ing in sone desol ate pl ace.

El dri nson had to make sure ne youth had proper gear and riding conpanions.
After that, Eldrinson would return to Dalvador, contact Soz and Althor, and
apol ogi ze. It wouldn't be easy; he had ne sane problens with their choices now
as before. Nor did he like Kurj's influence over them But he had sworn to

hi mM\-sel f even before ney were born that he would | ove them unA-conditionally,
al ways, forever. They were adults now, regardless of what Skolian |aw cl ai ned.
He had to accept their decisions even if he disagreed with diemso



veheA-nently mat it nmade himill.

The day was warmi ng as they descended into the fertile hills. It would all be
set right again. Soon

The flyer runbled overhead, its engines |oud, which probaA-bly neant it was
cruising at a low altitude. Shannon rei ned Moongl aze to a stop, hidden under
the trees. He twisted around and tw tched open his travel bag, which hung

against the lyrine's side. Inside, lights glowed on the jamrer, a chunk of
equi prent about the size of the hardened bagger-bubbl es Shannon and his
brothers used to play stub-ball. The lights were all green, which neant the

jammer was opA-erating as expected, hiding himfromsensors.

The runbl e faded. Shannon spurred Mongl aze onward and resunmed his cautious
journey. Unlike in the Backbone, he had no trail here to follow. The lyrine
pi cked his way over

fallen gl asswood col utms and around rocks half-buried in faded glitter and
crushed bubbl es. He kept going north, al A-ways higher into die nountains.

It was afternoon when Eldrinson and his nmen reached the Rillian Vales. Short,
stubby reeds covered the rolling hills. The plants produced little fruit, but
the scant bubbles they did grow were larger than the tiny reed-bubbles in

Dal vador. Rather than iridescent in hue, these glimered translucent blue.
Barrel vines dotted the hills with big, robust bubbles, red, blue, and violet.
The sky arched overhead, clear and vast, as |avender as the filny spheres on
water-flute plants. N ght Charger trotted through the [ovely countryside, his
vi A-ol et coat shimering in the sunlight. Jannor rode at Eldrin-son's side,
but the other men ranged through the hills, always searching for clues that
Shannon had come this way.

El dri nson knew they woul d probably nake the best tine if they rode out of
these foothills and didn't turn north until they reached the flatlands. Now
they were descending into a secluded valley. Hills rose up on either side and
cast shadA-ows across the land, bringing a chill.

A flash to the north caught his attention. Several riders on stocky gray

[ yrine were approaching them He slowed down, his hand dropping to the hilt of
his sword. The peoples of Rillia and Dal vador had al ways been friendly, but it
didn't hurt to be careful

The group was an octet plus one, eight riders around an inposing figure on a
dark lyrine. Two nen cane in front of the central man, two to his left, two to
his right, and two beA-hind. The formation suggested the central man conmanded
great respect. However, the octet fanned out as they apA-proached El drinson
and his four men. It disquieted him for a friendly approach, they would
remain with their | eader. This maneuver had a long tradition in Dal vador
Rillia, Ty-roll, possibly even anong the Blue Dale Archers. It synbol A-ized
caution, perhaps a prelude to hostilities. Eldrinson couldn't see why these
strangers woul d respond this way, unless they had m staken him for someone

el se.

Few lyrine were as fast as N ght Charger; the mounts his men rode didn't have
the sane speed. Nor did they know this territory. It was too late to run
anyway; the newconers were surrounding them hands on the hilts of their
sheat hed swords. His nuscles tensing, Eldrinson reined Night Charger to a
stop. Jannor and the others surrounded him a four-point bulwark separating
the Bard fromthe octet closing in on them No one had made any overtly
hostil e noves. Yet.

Their | eader rode forward on a mount as |large as Night Charger. He was one of
the tallest men Eldrinson had seen anong his people, about the sane hei ght as
his son VWrl, who at six-foot-three towered over his friends and father. Men
native to Lyshriol rarely grew so large. This person was clearly Rillian
however, with violet eyes and yell ow hair streaked with | avender, worn in a
shaggy mane to his shoul A-ders. He held the reins with four-fingered, hinged
hands.

The man's finely chiseled features hinted at an arrogance El drinson had never
associated with people in Rillia, howA-ever. His men were rangi er than nost
Rillians and darker in the wi ne-color of their hair. They could be from



Tyrol | .

The tall nman reined to a stop. "Good norn."

"And to you," Eldrinson said warily.

The man | ooked them over. "You've cone through the Backbone."

El dri nson hesitated. The stranger spoke Trillian, the |anA-guage of both
Rillia and Dal vador, but it sounded wong somehow. He coul dn't pinpoint why.
H s instincts warned hi magai nst revealing their true purpose. "W're from
Dal A-vador. W're headed to a wedding in the town of Rillia."

"I ndeed." The stranger continued to appraise him

El dri nson suddenly realized why the man's speech bothA-ered him No vibrato.
No Iilt. Wen Lyshrioli wonmen spoke, their voices chimed. For nen, it was nore
of a runble, a deep vibration. It happened several tines a sentence, unless
they deliberately suppressed it. Wiy this man would hol d his back, Eldrinson
didn't know, but given that a flat tone inA-dicated wariness, fatigue, or
hostility, he didn't like it.

More uneasy now, Eldrinson kept track of the other nen

in his peripheral vision. They had gathered on all sides, blocking escape. If
they wished to take his group prisoner, they could probably nanage. But why
woul d they do so? They | ooked neither poor nor desperate. By custom the
peoA-ple of Rillia offered hospitality to visitors from Dal vador, and vice
ver sa.

They didn't seemto recognize him He didn't know if it would be to his

advant age or disadvantage to reveal his idenA-tity as the Dal vador Bard,
arguably its highest authority, though his people had few governnent al

hi erarchi es comA-pared to the convol uted, arcane structures of his wife's
peoA-ple. His men would take their cue fromhim if he didn't reveal his
identity, they were unlikely to give it away.

El dri nson spoke carefully. "A fine norn to ride."

"So it is." The man continued to study him ignoring everyone el se. Then he
made an odd sound, al nost inaudi A-ble, a groan. Eldrinson wasn't even sure he
heard it. The stranger didn't |ook unconfortable; he came across as reA-|axed,
even blissful. Sonmething was wrong here, very wong. This nman evoked his
nightmare fromlast night, that terror of falling into blackness. The day no

| onger seened bright nor the air warm

Courtesy seemed advised. "M ght | ask who | am speakA-ing with?" Eldrinson
asked.

"You m ght, ny dear enpath,"” the man said.
A chill went through Eldrinson. He was aware of Jannor at his side, edging his
lyrine in closer. How did a compl ete stranger know he was an enpath? He rarely
if ever talked about it, even to his closest friends. It nmade peopl e uneasy.
He was both a telepath and an enpath, and they feared it neant he knew al
about their thoughts. He didn't; psions only picked up noods, and it didn't
happen with regularity. Miuch nore rarely, he m ght catch a surface thought if
it was strong enough. O his nen here, he had told only Jannor, years ago.
Thi s stranger shouldn't have known.

El drinson didn't believe the man was Rillian. Too nuch didn't fit. Yes, he had
the right appearance. But he had too many other differences. He didn't even,
try to hide them It

suggested he believed themto be natives who | acked enough know edge about

of fworl ders to suspect he cane from el seA-where nman Lyshriol. But how could a
Skol i an be here? A ship couldn't |and w thout perm ssion the Ruby Dynasty and
clearance fromthe Skolian mlitary. The orbital defenses prevented

unaut hori zed visits, and he had heard not hi ng about perm ssions for someone
such as this.

He t hought of his syringe. |1SC had provided himw th an advanced nodel for
this trip. Its warning systens could bring in help if he ran into trouble. He
didn't even have to activate them they nmonitored his condition and
transmtted updates to I1SCif they judged that he needed aid.

El dri nson feigned ignorance. "I don't recognize this word, enpath." He was
aware of his nmen draw ng closer around him



"No matter." The false Rillian smled, his assunption of superiority obvious.
To his men, he said, "CQur friend from Dal vador will come with us."

El dri nson spoke quickly. "W nust be on our way."

"Peopl e are expecting us," Jannor said. Hi s lyrine stepped restlessly, causing
El drinson's nmount to shake its head and whistle.

"Then | expect they will wonder why you've vani shed." The stranger spoke as if
he didn't believe thenmd€”or didn't care. "Come. Let us go."

El dri nson stayed put 4€”and the strangers drew their swords, the bl ades

whi spering out of their tooled sheaths, glinting in the sun. He reached across
to his right hip with his Ileft hand and pulled his own sword, slow and easy, a
denonstration rather than a threat. He heard his men pulling out their
weapons, netal scraping on leather. This had beA-come a challenge, still not
overt hostilities, but close now He couldn't inagine Rillians taking such a
stance; this party had to be fromTyroll. He didn't dare |let them know t hey
had caught the Dal vador Bard. Avaril Valdoria led the Tyroll forcesa€” Avaril
his cousin, who had coveted the title of Bard all his life.

El dri nson narrowed his gaze at the false Rillian. "You fear us truly, that
you need an octet of men to threaten five of us."

"I fear none," the man said. "Least of all an enpath.”

El dri nson notioned at the chall engers around themw th bared swords.
"Apparently enough to believe you need these."

The stranger |aughed, a cold sound. "Your attenpts to have ny men disarmare
transparent” He pulled on his reins, guiding his restless lyrine to turn
around. Then he rode away, ignoring Eldrinson and his nmen, his back to them as
he moved out of range. The stranger's octet remamined in a circle around

El dri nson and his group. He sensed no pity in thenm they would obey their

| eader even if that meant harmA-ing visitors from Dal vador

Ni ght Charger stanped under Eldrinson. Jannor and the other Dal vador riders
were agitated as well. Their lyrine surged forward, then stepped back
constrained and restive, the five of them backed into a star formation, facing
t hen- ei ght opponents.

"Disarm" one of the Tyroll men said

Eldrinson tried to read the man's inpassive expression, but his features and
eyes reveal ed nothing. He was sinmply doing his job. The riders sat on their
mounts, Eldrinson and his nen facing outward, the Tyroll warriors facing
inward, all with swords drawn. One of the Tyroll men tossed his sword in a
circle, flipping it neatly through me air and catchA-ing the hilt.
Jannor swore under his breath.

El dri nson spoke in a | ow voice. "Looks like we'll get our tournanent sooner
t han expected. "
The man who had flipped his sword prodded his lyrine forward, noving with a
cont ai ned energy that made EldrinA-son think of a geyser ready to erupt. Night
Charger snorted and | owered his head until his horns pointed at the

appr oachA-ing ani mal .

"Easy, Night," Eldrinson nurnured, intent on the apA-proaching Tyroll warrior
Sweat ran down his neck and

soaked his shirt. He had no mail, no shield, no bow, arrows, or spear. He
hadn't expected trouble; indeed, he should have no reason to worry. |SC ought
to be keeping track of his acA-tions. They were always telling him when he
chafed at their surveillance, that they had a duty to protect the Ruby
conA-sort. Roca stood second in line to the Ruby throne, after the pharaoh's
firstborn son; soneday Roca coul d concei vably becone pharaoh. They wat ched her
consort as stringently as they watched her. It wasn't just the syringe; they
had put nonitors in his body to alert themin emergencies.

Not hi ng had actual ly happened yet, so perhaps their alarms hadn't triggered,
but surely they had ways to tell if he faced potentially nortal danger. It
woul d do no good for themto arrive after this Tyroll person ran hi mdirough
with a sword; he would be dead before they showed up. Yet he saw no sign they
had concerns. Maybe Roca's people weren't as advanced as they insinuated when
they subtly, or not so sub-dy, denigrated his "primtive" culture.



H s concentration narrowed to the angular man coming at himand to a second
closing in at an oblique angle. The first man lifted his hand, a gesture so
slight that Eldrinson al nost missed ité&€"but the Tyroll octet responded,
| ungi ng at the Dal vador warriors.
El drinson had no tine to think; he imediately parried a swing fromthe man
who had given the signal. As nmey fought, the second warrior closed in, forcing
himto defend against two of themat once. He was aware of Jannor at his right
side, battling two other swordsmen. A lyrine's haunch crashed in N ght
Charger's hindquarters, staggering hi ma€”
One of his nen died.

El dri nson screanmed as a sword | anced through the man's chest. H's enpath's
mnd felt it as clearly as if it had hapA-pened to him After so many years as
an enpat h, he had enough experience in conbat to keep fighting, but this death
caught himeven nore man nost. In past batdes, he had at | east been prepared.
Now he wavered and one of his oppoA-nents slashed his sword arm Wth a grunt,
El drinson strugA-gled to recoup, to focus on his challengers.

Anot her of his nen died.
"NO " Eldrinson strained to parry, but his blade felt as if it had doubled in
wei ght. Bl ood ran down his left arm and soaked his shirt. One of his opponents
rai sed his sword. ElA-drinson tried to counter, but he couldn't nove his
injured armfast enough. It felt too heavya€”
A third man in his group died.

El dri nson shouted in fury and heaved up his sword. It struck the blade of his
attacker hard and the recoil vibrated along Eldrinson's armto his shoul der

He felt nothing except a curious deadness in his arm No pain.

Not vyet.

H s two opponents worked together with practiced effi A-ciency, attacking from
both sides. He was faster than either of themindividually, but he coul dn't
keep up with his sword arminjured. One of the nmen whipped his bl ade toward

El A-drinson, distracting his concentration. Eldrinson tried to block the
thrust, but he only deflected it. H s attacker's sword plunged toward his
chest &€’
Anot her sword hit the blade of the Tyroll warrior and sent it flying.

El dri nson whi pped his head around to see Jannor's triunphant grin. In that

i nstant, one of Jannor's attackers slashed in close. In nightmarish sl ow

nmoti on, Eldrinson saw the sword slide into Jannor's chest, straight through
his heart.
Jannor stared at himwith a startled look, as if he didn't believe a pl easant
nmorning's ride could end this way. Then slowy, so very slowy, he toppled
fromhis lyrine. H's dying nmoment shattered Eldrinson with nore force even
than the other deaths, as if his own heart broke open. He cried out, barely
aware of a Tyroll warrior knocking his own blade fromhis hand. Warm i quid
ran down his armand dripped off his fingers. He raised his uninjured armto
defend his head, knowi ng a bl ade would slice down to hack him apart.
The bl ow never cane.
After an eternity, Eldrinson lowered his arm Hs injured linb hung by his
side. He stared dully around. Four of the Tyroll nen lay crunpled on the
ground, unnovi ngad€’as did

his four men. The other warriors had surrounded him Bile rose in his throat
and an ache spread through himthat had nothing to do with his injury. He had
brought these men to their deaths, nen he had fought beside, fathers with
famlies. And Jannor. His lifelong friend, dead, because of him In the sane
way that the pain in his armwas finally registering, so the grief in his
heart made itself known.

"Well fought," a languid voice said.

El drinson turned his head. The false Rillian sat on his giA-ant lyrine a short
di stance away. He had a strange blissful expression and a | ook of possessive
satisfaction that scared the hell out of Eldrinson

"You should have killed ne," Eldrinson said, his voice flat, with a hatred
that gave it an intensity far beyond his usual tinbre. N ght Charger stepped



nervously, ready to run. "For 1'Il never rest until |'ve exacted paynment for
what hapA- pened here."

"I ndeed." The stranger seened perversely gratified. "It does truly grieve you
to |l ose these friends of yours."

El dri nson sai d not hi ng.

One of the Tyroll nen dismounted and picked up Eldrin-son's sword. Gitting
his teeth, Eldrinson held still while anA-other man renoved his sword belt. A
third took the travel bags off N ght Charger and draped them over his own
nmount .

The false Rillian rode over, surveying Eldrinson as if he were a val uabl e
acquisition. Hs men took up formati on around El drinson, creating a barrier
between himand their |eader, a coward either so confident of their abilities
or so unconcerned for themthat he had ridden away while they did battle.
"What do you want with ne?" Eldrinson asked.

The man's gaze never wavered. "You pl ease ne."

El dri nson had to make a conscious effort not to clench his jaw "Does it

pl ease you to tell ne your nane?"

"I suppose. W will be together for some tine."

El dri nson knew otherwi se. It couldn't be |ong before |ISC

found him This trespasser would be no match for the forces that protected

Lyshri ol .

Then the man said, "I am Vitarex Raziquon."
El dri nson froze.

Razi quon

It was a Trader Aristo nane.

9

Tie Tent

oca stared out the wi ndow by her copilot's seat, scanning the countryside

bel ow. Cultivated patches alternated with forests in a quilt of |andscape. The
hol oscreens in the flyer would l et her see the land up close, but she kept

| ooki ng t hrough the wi ndow as well, too agitated to stay still. The longer it
took to find Shannon, the worse her apprehension. He had been gone two days
now. He could be injured, lost, out of food or water. If only he would turn
off the jamrer. The orbital positioning system could pinpoint someone on the
ground to within less than a centineter. They also had the flyer and two ot her
| SC shuttl es searching. Wiy the blazes couldn't they break through the janm ng
field ShanA-non had set up? It was |SC equi pment. Surely they knew how to
neutralize their own gear
"Still nothing," Brad said.

Roca turned to see himstudying the screens in front of his pilot's seat He

i ndi cated several drifting red blips where the Backbone Muntains met Ryder's
Forest in the north. "Those are riders on lyrine."

Roca sat up straighter. "Could it bed€”" She stopped when she saw the gl yphs
flowi ng across the bottom of the screen, giving statistics froman inplant in
t he body of one rider.

"That's Denric. The other four riders are probably half the octet that went
with himand El dri."

Brad's forehead furrowed. "I wonder why they're headed south."

"Eldri should be with him" She had felt uneasy all nornA-ing, though she
wasn't certain why.

"They probably split up." Brad glanced at her. "They can cover nore area mat
way. "

Roca felt as taut as a drumpulled tight. "Eldri had a seizure |ast night, the
worst in years."

Brad spoke quietly. "This is probably the worst stress he's experienced in
years."

Even nore than in war. Losing his children was worse to Eldri than going into
battle. He could face arnmed men w thA-out flinching, but the thought of injury
to his fanmily devasA-tated him Even with that, |ast night had been extrene.
She rarely discussed his condition with anyone: it was private. But Brad had



known hi m even before her. He was one of the few people who had seen Eldri
have sei zures.
"This isn't the first time we've suffered famly crises,"
hasn't had an attack that severe in over a decade."
"Perhaps his treatnent needs to be changed," Brad said.
"He sees the port doctor regularly."” Roca shifted in her seat. "Eldri al ways
downpl ays his health problenms. It's his damm pride."
"Dr. Heathland would know if he was covering up."
"I suppose." Jase Heathland was the fifth doctor ISC had sent to Lyshriol to
care for Eldrinson. They had finally found sonmeone savvy enough to know when
El dri was avoi ding the doctor and personable enough to put the Bard at ease.
Her husband cooperated because he didn't want the seizures to return, but he
| oat hed seei ng doctors. Heathland was the only who coul d get past all that
with him and he took no guff fromthe royal consort. Eldri even seened to
i ke him

Brad rubbed his chin as he exam ned the hol omap. "Denric nust have gone
through the Mrrored Pass. |f Shannon went that way, he could be a day's ride
into Ryder's Forest now. "

Roca's frustration welled. "W've been over Ryder's five tines."
"W could do it a hundred tinmes and miss him" Brad noA-tioned at the
mount ains towering in the north, covered by an endl ess stained-glass sheen.
"He could ride for days through that forest and never see the sky. Wich neans
we won't see himunless he turns off that dam janmer."

Roca stared at the hol omap, brooding. The peaks of RyA-der's Lost Menory rose
up, taller and taller. Beyond them the Blue Dal e Muntains reached even
hi gher, blending into a haze, capped with blue snow. Above them Al dan was a
dark amber orb eclipsing the large gold disk of Val dor
"He's there,"” Roca said. "In those nmountains. |I'mcertain of it." She w shed
she coul d go back and redo her last conA-versation wth Shannon. "I knew he
was lonely, but I didn't think he was angry at us."
"It's hard to know." Wth a rueful wince, Brad added, "At his age, | drove ny
parents to distraction, always staying out late. 1'd get so caught up in
maki ng gadgets, machines, whatnot, 1'd forget the time." H's voice gentled.
"Shannon's reasons may have nothing to do with anger at you or your husband."
Roca recalled the scene in the courtyard with Althor. "People think enpaths
know exacdy how ot her people feel. But that's not true. | could sense Shannon
was upset but not the reason.” Enpathy was a curse as nmuch as a gift. It hurt
nore to know a probl em exi sted when she didn't understand why. She had | earned
at a young age to block nmoods. It was their only defense against the nental
onsl aught of other ninds.
Shannon had fled it all, to the I onely northern nountains.

El drinson knelt by the pole in the tent, shifting position, easA-ing the
strain on his arms. One of Raziquon's nmen had pulled his wists behind his
back and tied themto the post, holding himtight against the violet glasswood
colum. He had tried every method he knew to free himself, wth no sucA-cess.
The rope tightened and readjusted the knots every tine

he | oosened them Roca would call it a "smart-rope,"” a cable with sone
technol ogy that gave it rudinentary intelligence.

He sagged agai nst the pole, his head drooping forward. H s arnms ached so nuch,
he had to bite the inside of his nmouth to keep from groani ng. Bl ood saturated
the sleeve of his left armfromthe wound he had taken. Although Vitarex's
peopl e had treated the gash, which wasn't deep, they had done nothing for the
pain. But that paled next to his grief over the loss of his nmen. He couldn't
conprehend how an Aristo had infiltrated an orbital systemthat |SC clai ned
was the best in the Inperialate. They were supposed to proA-tect the Ruby
Dynasty. How had one of the nmonsters fool ed those purportedly nmatchl ess
def enses? El drinson wanted to shout his disbelief, that an Aristo was | oose
and masqueradA-ing as a Rillian

It had been hours since Vitarex and his nen had reached this canp in a
secluded valley far fromany settled area, hidA-den in the wild country. They

Roca said. "He



had travel ed all day, always west. Every step took himfarther from Shannon
who nust have gone north. Wen Roca and Brad realized he had di sA-appear ed,
they were unlikely to |l ook for himhere, but surely the satellites in orbit
could find him
The tent flap shifted, crinkling, and one of Vitarex's men entered. He gl anced
at Eldrinson, then quickly |ooked anay. He went to a table across the tent and
poured a glass of waA-ter froma red gl asswood pitcher there. The blue liquid
glimAh-mered as it flowed into the red cup. Eldrinson's nmouth suddenly felt
parched, intensifying his disconfort. They had al ready given himwater, but it
wasn't enough.
"Ahh ..." The exhal ati on cane fromthe entrance.
Vitarex was standing just inside the entrance. The Aristo took a stool there
and carried it up to within a few paces of Eldrinson. The Tyroll man gave him
the water, then bowed and left the tent. Vitarex sat back, regarding his
prisoner with curious arrogance as he idly held the goblet. Eldrinson net his
gaze steadily. Wth hatred.
"You don't like me," Vitarex said. He sounded drugged.

El drinson didn't answer.

Vitarex shifted | anguages. "My presence exalts you."

El dri nson froze. Gods alm ghty. Vitarex had spoken Hi gh-ton, the | anguage of
the ruling Aristo caste. Eldrinson had learned it at the sanme time he | earned
lotic and Skolian Flag, primarily because Kuri hadn't believed his stepfather
could master any |anguages the royal fam ly spoke. They all knew Hi ghton, just
as the Aristos probably all learned lotic. Know your eneny.
Vitarex wasn't even trying to hide his heritage. Then again, why should he?
Al most no one in Dal vador had ever heard Hi ghton. Vitarex had no reason to
assune otherw se of Eldrinson. At |east he prayed not. Qtherw se this nonster
woul d realize the truth, that he had caught a nenber of the Ruby Dynasty.

In the past, Eldrinson had always thought |1SC was deA-mented in the way they
obsessively secured any and all imA-ages of him and kept themoff the
interstellar neshes. Now he was nore grateful than he could ever say. Vitarex
hadn' t recogni zed hi m
Thank Rillia he hadn't worn the | SC ned bracel et and had sent Denric away wth
the offworld supplies. O nost of them The syringe was in his travel bag.
Vitarex's men had taken the bags, so they probably had it. The syringe
resemA-bl ed bl ue gl asswood; he hoped they woul dn't bot her Raz-iquon about art
apparentiy harm ess tube. Now if he could just find a way to get it wi thout
Vitarex know ng.
"You have no idea," the Aristo lord was saying in Rillian, his voice nore
normal now. "You enpaths feed us."
"Us?" Eldrinson asked. Wre there nore Aristos here?
"You woul dn't understand." Vitarex waved his hand. "It is genetics. Magic, to
you. "
"What magi c?" If he kept Vitarex talking, perhaps the inA-truder would |et
slip some clue about how he had infiltrated the Lyshriol defenses.
"It has to do with a brilliant man." Vitarex's words dripped condescension. "A
confused, brilliant man. Hezahr Rhon."
"I don't know who you nean," Eldrinson |lied. He had

| earned the history from Roca. Centuries ago, Hezahr Rhon had established the
Rhon project. He had two intents: to deA-vel op Rhon psions, the nost powerful
enpat hs and tel epat hs known; and to nmake them | ess vul nerable to the onsl aught
of enotions around them
That nobl e goal had beconme the worst tragedy in history.
"Rhon was a geneticist," Vitarex said.

El dri nson pretended i gnorance. "A what?"
"Ah, well." He smiled benignly. "It is too conplicated to explain."

El drinson gritted his teeth. "I"'mnot slowin the mind." He didn't have to
fake his annoyance; he had plenty of practice dealing with Roca's peopl e.
"So you can understand genetics, eh?" Vitarex's eyes glinted. "Rhon altered
several of the mutated Kyl e genes that create psions. Understand, Dal vador



man?"
El drinson didn't answer.
Vitarex laughed. "I didn't think so. But I will tell you. Rhon intended to
hel p empaths shield their m nds agai nst enotions. But instead he created the
nost exalted formof life ever known." He touched his chest. "Aristos."
El dri nson snorted. "I see nothing exalted here."
Vitarex's expression hardened. Wth a deliberate notion, he slapped his
prisoner across the face. Eldrinson grunted as his head turned and hit the
pol e behind him H's eyes waA-tered and his vision blurred. It was severa
nmonents before he remenbered to breathe; then he heaved in a shuddering gasp.
As his vision cleared, Vitarex's face canme into focus. The Aristo enanated
bliss, fromhis half-closed eyes to his radiant expression. El drinson clenched
hi s teeth.
Vitarex slowy opened his eyes. "It is pain, you see. PhysA-ical. Enotional
Any kind." H's voice became al nost inaudiA-ble. "It is transcendence."
Bile rose in Eldrinson's throat. He understood far better than Vitarex
realized. Aristos were anti-enpaths. Wen they detected pain fromtheir
victim their brains protected them by shunting the signals to their pleasure
centers. They called it transcendence. He had heard they sought it with
obsessi ve
cruelty, but until this nmonent he hadn't really understood what that neant.
"So you see," Vitarex murnmured, "it is why | need you." Eldrinson shook his
head, then gul ped as pain radiated out jj fromwhere it had struck the pole.
"You don't need nme." "But | do." He sighed now "Enpaths project their
reA-sponses nore strongly than other people. It heightens the ef A-fect. The
stronger the enpath, the nore | transcend." He lifted his hand, pal mup, as if
offering Eldrinson a gift. "Wen you make it possible for ne to reach that
exaltation, it exalts you as well."
El dri nson was too queasy to answer. Vitarex and his ilk mght believe
t hensel ves nore than human, they m ght even have built an enpire based on that
belief, but as far as he could tell, they were nothing nore than sadists. For
all that he had learned their history, it had never seened real until this
Hi ghton lord sat before him his face snooth with ecA-stasy while El drinson
endured the pain in his bodyd€”and his heart. Those men who had ridden with
him fought with him and died with him they had w ves, children, hopes. Al
gone now.
Wth Vitarex so close, Eldrinson felt that suffocating sense of cavity from
his dream the crushing darkness. In that place where npbst people had the
capacity for compasA-sion, the Aristo had nothing. Eldrinson teetered above
that abyss, falling into its lightless void. H s nausea surged. Vitarex had
cone for his family, the Ruby Dynasty. Each time the fear hit him it struck
with renewed force. Wiy el se would the Traders go to the extrenes it nust have
taken to infiltrate |1 SC defenses on a world that otherw se had nothing to
offer a star-faring civilization? The Aristo surely had the backi ng of ESComm
or Eubi an Space Conmand, the Trader military; it was the only way he could
have infiltrated the defenses here.
"What are you thinking?" Vitarex asked. "Enotions flow across your face. Fear?
Yes. But nore, | think." He tilted his head. "Wt must it be like for you,
eh? An enmpath on a world of mundane m nds."
"I don't know what you are tal king about,"
"You must sense your differences."
"How woul d you know nore about ne than | do nysel f?" Over the years, Eldrinson
had | earned a great deal about his abilities, but if Vitarex believed him
i gnorant, he wasn't likely to suspect he had captured Roca Skolia's royal
consort.
"I can feel the presence of an empath,"” Vitarex said. "Just being near you,
transcend at a low | evel ."
El dri nson clenched his fists behind his back. "Wat do you want with nme?"
Vitarex settled hinself on his stool, his boots braced agai nst the hard- packed
dirt. "I have bestowed a great honor on you."

El dri nson sai d.



"And what m ght that be?"

"I have decided to allow you to be ny provider."
"That means nothing to ne," he lied.

"My personal slave."

"You can't." It surprised El drinson how cal m he sounded. "It is against the
[ aw. "
"No matter."

"\What makes you think ny friends won't find you?" ElA-drinson asked, curious
in a norbid sort of way. "They are well armed and numerous.”

Vitarex waved his hand. "I have means to hide. Wen | finish here, we shal

| eave." He smiled benevolently at El A-drinson. "You may come with me."

Li ke hell. "Finish what?"

"You cone fromthe Dal vador Pl ains, yes?"

"That's right. I"'ma farmer in Starlo Vale."

"Have you ever been to Dal vador? The capital ?"

If Eldrinson hadn't already known Vitarex wasn't Rillian, that |ast sentence
woul d have given it away. No one called the village of Dalvador a "capital."
H s people didn't even have me concept. The only reason he knew its neani ng
was because Roca had asked hima sinilar question several deA-cades ago

"I rarely travel," Eldrinson said.

Vitarex | eaned closer. "Have you heard of Roca Skolia?"

Hearing his wife's nane fromthis man filled himw th anger. It took a great
effort of will to appear unaffected. He had to respond like a farmer from
Starl o, not the husband of the woman Vitarex di shonored merely by nentioning
her name. "The wife of our Bard has a similar nane."

Vitarex wet his lips. "Have you seen her?"

"The likes of me don't mingle with them" He hoped Vitarex knewtoo little
about Lyshriol to recognize that lie. Social stratification didn't exist here.
Everyone mngled. El-drinson's children played with the other children in

Dal -vador. People came to himwhen they wanted a bard or judge, but they
otherwise treated himlike any other farmer. He was the cl osest the Dal vador
Plains had to a |l eader, just as Lord Rillia was the closest they had to a king
in all the settled |l ands, but they didn't think in terms of class. Any

di sA-tance that devel oped between his fanily and his people cane about because
he had married a woman that the Lyshrioli believed descended fromthe sun
gods. He knew about social classes from Roca's people, and he had heard Trader
hi erarchies were even nore stratified. Vitarex wouldn't expect a | owl evel
farmer to associate with the Ruby Dynasty.

"They say she is a great beauty," Vitarex nused.

El drinson bit the inside of his nouth to keep from reA-sponding.

Vitarex was watching himclosely. "You have seen her, haven't you? You find
her lovely, eh?" An oily smle spread across his face. 'Tell ne, farmer, do
you covet her?"

"Go to hell," Eldrinson ground out.

Vitarex |aughed. "Ah, well, | imagine many nmen want her." He stretched his
arms. "l shall have her. Perhaps some of her daughters, too." He rubbed the
back of his neck. "I suppose | could also take the nen. They would fetch a
hi gh price."

El dri nson had never hidden his enotions well, but he managed now, know ng the

lives of his family could depend on his control. He had to hide his rage, |est
he reveal hinself to Vitarex. He didn't know which would be worse, if Vitarex
captured another of his family or if the Aristo realized he al-

ready had a Rhon psion and escaped Lyshriol with him It didn't seem possible
Vitarex could take them away, but he shouldn't have managed to trespass here,
either. The irony didn't escape Eldrinson, that he had demanded Soz stay at
hone so she woul d be safe, yet he was the one the Traders captured.
When he didn't respond, Vitarex yawned. "Intellect isn't one of your strong
points, is it?"

El dri nson spoke dryly. "Bravery isn't one of yours, is it?"
"I could execute sonmeone for speaking to me with such insol ence."'

Vitarex's



voi ce was | angui d, probably decepA-tively so.

"The coward's solution." Eldrinson hoped he was gauging Vitarex as well as he
t hought; otherwi se he m ght have just invited his own death.

"I's it now?" The Aristo smiled coldly. 'Tell nme, what are you trying to
provoke ne into doi ng?"

What indeed? Eldrinson needed a way to signal Roca and Brad. He coul dn't
achieve much tied up; but if he could get out into the open he m ght have a
better chance.

"I"ve a proposition for you," Eldrinson said.

"Do you now?"

"Entertai nment" He thought fast, making it up as he went along. "A sword
conpetition. You've surely heard of them Two men fight until one is disarned
or adnits defeat. WnA-ner takes on die next challenger. The rounds go on
until only one is left." He lifted his chin. 'Take a chance. Set nme agai nst
your nmen."

"What a strange idea." Vitarex |aughed. "You do intrigue nme. Were | cone
from providers have none of your spark."

"I can best any single fighter you have." The clai mwas bravado, given his
injured arm but he coul d probably manA-age a few bouts.

"I's that so?" Vitarex tilted his head. "Were would a farner | earn such
skills?"

El dri nson pretended astoni shment. "You don't know?" Let this Aristo think he
had just made a cul tural m stake.

Vitarex flushed. "l asked a question. Answer it."

"I qualified to train for the army." Any boy with talent and discipline could
learn swordplay in Dalvador. It did tend to be children of better-connected
famlies, the closest they had to a highborn class, but it wasn't restricted.
Boys canme fromall over the plains to train. Simlarly, girls came to becone
Mermories. The Lyshrioli were illiterate; they had no concept of witten
| anguage. Menories were their depositories of know edge.

"You won't defeat ny nen," Vitarex said. "I handpicked themfor their
expertise."

"Afraid | wll wn?"

The Aristo considered him "Wat do you think you will getoutofthisT

"The chance to nove." He didn't have to act when he gri A-maced. "It hurts."
"I know," Vitarex murmured. "l can feel it fromall over the canp." He stood
up. "I will think on your suggestion.” Wth that, he strode away, out of the
tent, and set its entrance flap sw nging.

El dri nson exhal ed. Vitarex was too confident, too sure of himself. He truly
bel i eved he could capture Roca, even nore of the famly, and take them from
Lyshriol. Eldrinson had to stop him

How, he had no idea.

10

Headquarters City

i esha mesnerized Soz. Its tiny white sun glinted like a bright stud hamrered
into a pale blue sky. Near the horiA-zon, the sky turned red fromdust stirred
into the air. The colA-ors left her breathless. Despite the vast red deserts
around the port, everything seened bluer here than Lyshriol, even

the sunlight itself, as if someone had put a blue filter over the red world.
| SC mai ntai ned the planet for mlitary purposes. Althor had | anded at the Red
Mount ai n Starport on the edge of HeadQuarters City, or HQC, a major |SC
conmand center. They had none of the holdups civilians endured in the
comA-nercial port outside the city; indeed, the personnel here exA-pedited
their arrival with efficiency and courtesy. A port official personally
escorted them through custonms and regisA-tration. It didn't hurt that their
party included a Fleet colonel and J-Force pilot, even if Althor was still a
cadet. Neither she nor Althor identified thenselves as Ruby Dynasty. Even if
they had been inclined to do so, which they weren't, Tahota advi sed agai nst
it. Ruby heirs revealed as little about thensel ves as possible.

Now t hey stood inside the terminal at a curved desk staffed by a person rather



than an El, a polite fellowin a blue uniform The white Lum nex desk gl owed,
and silvery nesh conponents glimrered in its surface. It all unsettled Soz;
rather than the uphol stered furniture and stained-glass hues of her hone,
everything here was stream ined and polished. The spaci ous roomhad two walls
of pol arized di chronmesh gl ass that | ooked out over the teem ng, geonetric
tarmacs of the starport and the towers of HQC beyond, sharp against the red
sky. The bl ue carpet under Soz's feet rearranged its fibers every tine they
took a step. Probably it cleaned itself when no one was | ooking.

She was too light.

Her body had devel oped on Lyshriol, which had stronger gravity than there.

D esha made her |ight-headed, dizzy. She stumbl ed when she wal ked, m stimng
her steps. Even just standing felt odd. The world didn't pull enough. Wen she
handed the officer a nesh-card with her docunents, her arm cane up too fast
and too high. Enbarrassed, she lowered it to give himthe card. He nodded with
courtesy and clicked the plex square into a slot on his desk.
The air snelled strange. Here in the port, everything had a sterile scent.
Dry. Parched. Lyshriol snelled so much nore

alive. Both worlds had been terraforned, with atnospheres agreeable to human
life, but a wide variation existed within those paraneters. Di esha had a | ower
oxygen content than Lyshriol. Al though she didn't feel short of breath, she
could tell the difference. Lyshrioli air tasted richer
This place sounded odd, too. She had spent her life in a culture wimno

ur bani zation. Most people lived in rural arA-eas or villages. The |argest
city, Rillia, had a popul ation of only ten thousand. No machi nes. Her not her
had i ntroduced technol ogy, yes, but it was discreet, blending with the

nat uA-ral anbi ence of Dal vador. They al nbst never heard engines or the hum of
conpressed air, only chirps and trills of the scant wildlife. Hummi ng-flits
rustled in the air; tin-beedes tapped on walls; swords clanked in the
courtyard as boys trained. Those were the noises of life. Here in the
climate-controll ed port, HQC runbl ed outside, and its surging power vibrated
t hr ough her.
This wasn't her first trip offworld. She had traveled with her nmoner years ago
on trips to Parthonia. Roca hadn't wanted to | eave her small children while
she attended AssemA-bly. Before marrying Eldrinson, she had won el ection as a
del egate and risen in its ranks until she becane the Council or for Foreign
Affairs, a nenber of the powerful Inner Grcle. Soz had grown up watching her
mot her as a political powerA-house in the gigantic, tiered anphitheater of the
Assenbl y.
Sone of Soz's siblings never travel ed. As a toddler, ShanA-non had cried even
when Roca took himinto orbit. So she reluctantly left himhome. Now they were
grown and no | onger went wimtheir nmoner, except eight-year-old Kelric, who

| oved to travel. Soz had wanted to continue, but her faA-ther had di scouraged
it. She had never doubted he |oved her, but that only made it hurt nore when
he rejected her dreans.
As Althor gave his mesh-card to the officer, Soz straightA-ened her back. She
had to stop broodi ng. She had made her choi ce and she woul d accept the
consequences. She gazed out the polarized windows at Diesha, with its chrone
glitters and parched sky.
The tine had cone to face her future.

* * *
The days bl ended into a haze for Shannon. If he thought about it, he
renmenbered he had run away from hone three days ago, but nmostly he rode in a
trance of hunger and thirst, dinmy aware of the thinner air as he went higher
into the nmountains. His head throbbed. Trees up here were stunted, their
col ors dull ed.
When Mbongl aze whi stl ed, Shannon surfaced fromhis daze. "Are you tired,
Moon?"
The Iyrine answered with a | ow sound, nore an exhal ation than a true whistle.
Shannon sighed. "Me, too." H s stomach ached and his throat had gone dry, but
he didn't want to give up. He reined in the lyrine anong a cluster of trees



and checked his bags to verify the jamrer continued to work. He could turn it
of f, but he wasn't that desperate yet.
He slid off the lyrine and sagged against its side. Monglaze bent his head
around to nuzzle his shoul der. Shannon scratched the |yrine's neck where the
hair grewin thick curls, and Moongl aze snuffled in appreciation
"I wish we had nore to eat than glitter." He was so sick of the stuff, just
t he thought made hi m nauseous. He had enA-joyed the puffles yesterday norning,
but they were | ong gone.
Shannon sank to the ground. He had no idea if he had reached the Blue Dale
Mount ai ns. He saw no dal es and not hi ng | ooked bl ue except the snow crusted on
the trees. This part of the country had even less wildlife than down in the
pl ai ns. Akhough Dal vador had relatively few ani mals conmpared to what Shannon
had read about other worlds, small creatures flitted through the air or
scanpered in the reeds. Whatever lived up here hid itself well. Too well.
"Moon," he said. His parched nouth didn't work well.
The lyrine snuffled.
"W mght die of thirst and hunger."
Moongl aze | ooked down at himw th one | arge eye.
"I could turn off the jamrer." They m ght not be |ooking for him given the
troubl e he had caused. They ought to just
let himleave. He knew his parents, though; they woul d probA-ably search even
when they shoul dn't.
Shannon lay on his back and gazed upward. Tree tubul es crisscrossed above him
bl ue, green, deep red. In the plains, where trees grew tall and hale, their
jewel ed colors glowed. Here, they |ooked as tired as he felt. He had eaten
al nrost nothing for two days. The sparse snow, saturated with glitter, did
little to slake his thirst. He couldn't continue this way. If he turned back
now, it would take three days to reach the Ril-lian Vales, maybe longer in his
weakened state. The pool with the puffle-wogs was closer, but he wasn't sure
he could find it again. Even if he turned off the jammer, he had no guarantee
anyone would find him Wth a surreal calm he conprehended that he really
could die.
"Moongl aze," he whispered. "W have to go back."
The Iyrine edged cl oser. He surveyed Shannon with one silver eye, then turned
his head and | ooked at himw th the other eye. He whistled, high and urgent.
"I"'mall right," Shannon said. "I'mnot dying." At least, he didn't think so.
He had a curious floating sense, as if his mnd had detached from his body. He
shoul d get back on Mbongl aze and search for that pool. The lyrine night find
it; he had an amazing sense of direction, better even than ShanA-non, who took
to the wilds with ease.
Shadows under the trees darkened. The suns woul d be sinking behind the
nmount ai ns, always doing their orbital dance around each other. He contenpl ated
their celestial mechanics until he no longer felt hungry. He was part of the
fadi ng sunlight.
H s mnd sailed over the mountains, |eaving his body behind.
Vitarex reclined in a lounger in the tent, watching El drinson. H's servants
waited on him a young man and woman, a marA-ried couple from a distant
village. He didn't treat themlike staff, though; he acted as if he owned
them They averted their eyes from El drinson when they passed him H s aching
arms were still bound to the pole behind him but he had managed to shift
into a sitting position.
The wonman set up a black | acquered stand next to Vitarex's |ounger. The man
poured wine into a goblet of green glasswod and set it on the stand. They
bowed to Vitarex, an odd gesture Rillian people normally never used. The
Aristo waved his hand, dismissing them all the time watching his prisoner
They withdrew silently fromthe tent.
El dri nson had a hard tinme concentrating; the ache in his arns and | egs had
wor sened until he could hardly focus. He had spent over a day tied here. He
could nmove a little, enough to stretch his legs, but that put nore strain on
his wists.



Vitarex sipped his wine. He had that blissful |ook EldrinA-son had cone to
hate this past day. One Lyshrioli day, three octets plus four hours; he
counted the noments, knowi ng he was probably off in his estimte, but needing
somet hing, anything, to distract himfromthe pain.

"A sword," Vitarex said. "You may have a sword."

El dri nson stared blankly at his tornmentor. "What?"

"For the conpetition."” Vitarex took another swall ow of wine. "You nay have a
sword. And the clothes you are wearing."

"You want ne to fight?"

"Yes, | think so." Vitarex smled. "I will tell my men to go easy with you."
Hope sparked in Eldrinson. If he could get outside, he m ght have a chance to
warn Brad and Roca or the | SC shutA-tle. "I'mstiff," he said. "I can hardly
move. It won't be enA-tertaining for you if | fall over."

"Perhaps." Vitarex tasted his wine. "Very well. | will have you freed now. The
conpetition will take place this evening. You can have until then to recover

your mobility."

Thank Rillia s Arrow. Eldrinson barely kept the gratitude' fromflooding his
voice. "Al right."

Vitarex's gaze hardened. "Understand nme, enmpath. If you speak one word to
anyone during the conpetition or give any indication that you are other than
ny honored guest, |

wi Il have you quartered alive and send your remains to whatA-ever family you
have. And when | amdone with you, I will start on them"

El dri nson didn't doubt he meant it. He wondered what rot-worm had spawned
Vitarex. Apparently no one here exA-cept the young couple and Vitarex's
bodyguards knew what the Aristo was doing to him If the men in canp | earned
the truth, they might help him to treat a Dalvador visitor in this nmanner
woul d appall nost any Rillian.

However, if these nmen followed Vitarex, they had sworn loyalty to him

possi bly even by the Ritual of the Blade. A A-though the cerenony had becone
| ess comon since the war ended five years ago, nen continued to vie in
conpeti A-tions, keeping fit for any skirnishes they might end up fightA-ing.
They m ght support Vitarex even against a Bard. O they mght conme from

Tyroll. Vitarex's bodyguards had nmurA-dered Eldrinson's men with no
provocation and no sign of renorse.
"I will say nothing," Eldrinson said.

"Good." Vitarex tapped his long finger against a gold | eaf enbedded in the

| acquered stand. A bell chinmed. A nonment |ater, the young woman who served him
entered and bowed.
Vitarex waved at Eldrinson. "Free him"
The wonman nodded, her face conposed, but Eldrinson sensed her disquiet. As she
approached, her nood junped out to him distress at his pain, confusion about
the situation, fear of Vitarex. From her whispered coments to her husA-band,
El dri nson knew she hesitated to refuse the Aristo. She and her husband had
sworn fealty to him They owed himtheir loyalty. And he paid well, in
sem preci ous stones; w thA-out that incone, their fanmily mght starve and they
woul d be unable to build a house where they could live instead of sleeping in
the forest. It wasn't her nature to go back on an oath, nor did she want to
endanger her family, but she was finding service to Vitarex m serable.

El drinson's pain di sA-mayed her

She knelt by him her violet eyes downcast, and funbled with the ropes knotted
around his wists. He gritted his teeth

as pain shot up his arms. She kept straggling with the knots until finally he
groaned, his eyes tearing up fromthe agony. Her al arm washed over him She
was so upset, her hands shook
Vi tarex sighed.
The wonman let go of the knots and turned to the Aristo. She spoke in a soft
voice with no chines at all. "I cannot free him Lord Vitarex."

Lord? Eldrinson gritted his teeth. Only Bards carried the title "Lord," and he
didn't believe for one instant Vitarex was a Bard. He might be a |ord anong



Aristos, but if he insisted his staff call him"Lord" here in Rllia, he was
putting himi-self on the sane level as the Rillian Bard, a grave insult. True,
Lord Rillia was a terrible singer, but no one ever menA-tioned mat nor let it
affect their respect for his |eadership.

"How odd," Vitarex murmured, watching Eldrinson. "It seems your bonds don't
want to cone off."

El dri nson knew the sem -intelligent ropes were resisting any attenpt to | oosen
them He nmet Vitarex's stare. "Coward."

"What was that?" Vitarex asked politely. "I didn't hear it."

El dri nson regarded himsteadily. "I said you are a coward. It is easy to
torment a bound nan."

The Arista's eyes glinted. "You should | earn nore respect."

El dri nson desired only to | earn how many ways he coul d punch mat superior | ook
off Vitarex's face. He clenched his jaw and held back his words, lest the
wrong ones cone out and defeat his purpose. Wien he had control over his
anger, he said, "I can't fight anyone tied up tins way."

"l suppose not." Vitarex extended his long finger to the | acquered stand and
tapped its scrolled border

The cords around Eldrinson's arnms fell away. He froze, expecting a trick. Wen
not hi ng happened, he lowered his arms with great care. Pain stabbed his
nmuscl es anew, and he squeezed his eyes shut, struggling not to cry out.
Vitarex was a fool to consider giving hima sword. Wth half a chance, he
woul d turn it against the Aristo.

El dri nson opened his eyes. The young woman was kneel A-ing at his side. "Are
you all right?" she asked.

"Enough!" Vitarex said. "Cone here, girl."
The woman rose to her feet and went to stand before Vitarex, her hands fol ded
bef ore her body, her gaze averted. He considered her, his eyes narrowed, and
for one sickening nmonent Eldrinson thought he intended to make her kneel. He
felt the Aristo restrain the inpulse and stay in his guise as a Lyshrioli man.
El dri nson doubted Vitarex realized how powerful an enmpath he had captured or
he woul d have guarded his reactions better. O perhaps he just couldn't fathom
how an enpath coul d read noods.

"Pour me sone wine," Vitarex told her

She bowed deeply to him Then she crossed to a table where they kept the w nes
in bottles of vivid, stained-glass colors. Eldrinson began the |aborious
process of stretching out his |l egs. He wanted to groan as aches stabbed
ttirough his knees, but he barely even grunted. Damed if he would let Vitarex
hear his disconfort.
The wonman brought Vitarex his wine, a ruby-red liquid in a blue goblet. He
idly waved his hand. She apparently unA-derstood the gesture, for she noved
around and took up a position behind the | ounger, standing, silent and
wai ting.
"So." The Aristo drank his wine as he watched Eldrinson. "Think you will be
ready to fight this eveni ng?"

"Yes." Eldrinson doubted diat were true, but he didn't inA-tend to give
Vitarex any excuse to tie himup again.

"Ah, well." Vitarex rose languidly to his feet and stretched his arnms. He
turned to the worman, towering over her. "You will tend to his needs. See that

he is fed and rested."

She nodded. "Yes, mlord."

El dri nson wanted to snort. MIlord indeed. No one here used that title. He knew
it only from Roca. Her people called himall sorts of strange things,

i ncludi ng "Your Highness," as if he were in the nountains, "Your Mjesty,"

whi ch made himwant to laugh, and "M lord," which perplexed him ApA-parently
he was "Your Hi ghness" as Roca's consort and "Your Mjesty" as the purported
King of Skyfall. He had given up trying to nake them stop and just answered to
what ever they felt was appropriate.

After Vitarex left, the woman cane back over and settled gracefully next to
Eldrinson. "lI"'msorry."



"It isn't your fault” This was his first chance to speak with her al one.

Per haps she woul d hel p hi nd€”

El dri nson froze. Ah, no. An all too faniliar queasi ness spread through him
Hs fingers twitched. Not now ..

" wong!" The woman cried. "Please, what's wong? Can't you hear nme?"
"Whad€” 7" Dizziness rolled over Eldrinson in waves. He was disoriented,
nauseat ed, confused. And so very tired.

After a noment his head cl eared enough for himto think. The young wonman was

| eani ng over him her face flushed and concerned. He nust have experienced a
sei zure, a mnor one he thought. He just blanked out during the small ones and
st opped respondi ng. He knew only because people told hin he never remenbered
the seizure hinself, though he could feel it conming on. The small ones caused
no real inA-jury, but they served as a warning.
Appr ehensi on swept over him Gods, don't let it start again. It had been years
since he had suffered any serious problens. The big seizures, the generalized
tonic clonic atA-tacks, had stopped altogether. He rarely even had the snall
ones. Yet in the past few days he had suffered one of each. Yes, he had been
under strain, but this wasn't the first tine. In the past, he had ridden to
war, been injured and in pain, fought w th adrenaline punping, and had no
attacks. The treatnments for his epilepsy no | onger seemed to be working as
wel I .

El dri nson spoke raggedly. "In ny travel bagséd€”’there was a long tube... ?" He
needed his air syringe.

"I don't know." She seened close to tears. "A guard has your bags."

"Do you know whi ch one?"

She shook her head. "1'msorry, Goodman Shannar."

" Shannar ?"

"This is not your nanme?"

He started to tell her, then stopped. Eldrin wasn't a com

nmon name, and peopl e knew the Dal vador Bard was called the son of Eldrin. He
said only, "You just surprised nme. How did you know?"

"You spoke it in your sleep. | asked if it was your name and you said yes."

He suspected he had been having a ni ghtmare about ShanA-non being hurt. Her

m sunder st andi ng protected him Vitarex knew his prisoner mght give a false
nane while he was awake, but people didn't lie in their sleep

She indicated a pile of rugs across the tent. "Wuld you like to rest?"

El dri nson nodded, grateful. He had hurt too much to sleep rmuch, and when he
di d manage to doze, he dreaned of Shannon trudging through snow saturated with
dusty glitter, plowing on and on, his hair tangled, his body gaunt. He didn't
know i f the nightrmare canme fromhis condition or if he had picked up his son's
di stress. Was Shannon wander A-ing, |ost and hungry, dying? The pain caused by
t hat thought went far deeper than any ache in his body.

Surely they had found Shannon by now. |SC knew how to nullify a jamer field
They had done so the last tinme one of his sons absconded with one of the

bl asted things. Vyrl had "borrowed" a janmmer when he ran off with Lily. A
battle cruiser in orbit had finally penetrated the shroud it created, but that
had taken over a day, nore than | ong enough for the two young people to nmarry.
| SC had i nmproved the design since then, but surely they also inproved their
techni ques for neutralizing it. They had to find Shannon. The boy was off in
his own world too nuch to plan such a trip properly. He could end up lost or
fallen down a cliff or starved
As for himself, it frightened El drinson that no one had come for him They had
to know he was m ssing. Denric had expected to neet himyesterday and they
wer e supposed to check in with Roca and Brad regularly. Was Denric all right?
Foreboding grew within him For Vitarex to remain undeA-tected here, he needed
equi prent far nore sophisticated than the small janmer Shannon had stol en. The
Aristo's shroud probably covered a far wi der area, possibly even ex-

tending into the nountains. |1SC could counter their own equi prent, but they
had | ess know edge of Aristo technol A-ogy. And Shannon could be anywhere. |f
he was within range of Vitarex's shroud, |1SC m ght not find the boy even if he



turned off his jammer.

El dri nson became aware someone had spoken. He real A-ized his eyes had

unf ocused, blurring the room He turned his attention outward to find the
worman wat ching himwi th concern

"Goodman?" she said. "Can you hear ne?"

He shook his head, though he heard her now. He couldn't keep his body upright
anynore. Wth a sigh he lay down on the carpet that covered the floor of the
tent.

The wonan rose and padded out of view He closed his eyes, content to lie
still, so relieved to stretch out that he could al nost ignhore how much he
hurt. Her footsteps rustled as she returned, and she laid a rug over him
warnmng his body. He tried to thank her, but he didn't have enough enA-ergy to
speak.

El dri nson slipped into the wel com ng oblivion of sleep

M

Bl ue Dal es

he Dieshan MIlitary Acadeny had stood in the foothills of the Red Muntains
for over two centuries. Desert borA-dered it to the north and south, and in
the east the towers of HQ City lifted into the red sky. Soz and Althor strode
up the wide, white walkway to ne acadeny entrance, to those faA-nous soaring
arches supported by colums three stories high. Its crenell ated wat eht owers
rem nded Soz of hone, though on Lyshriol they fought with bows and arrows
inA-stead of intelligent nissiles and antimatter beamns.

The stark white stone glittered, accented by bl ack marble borders on the
wi ndows in the face of the building. The age and grandeur of the place felt

tangi bl e. She had seen it in ho-los, nmenorized every detail, read all she
coul d, but none of that seened real now. This was no holo. She had reached the
acadeny.

Al thor wal ked at her side dressed in his Jagernaut blacks, the trousers,
pul | over, and boots of their everyday uniform The cadet's insignia flashed on
hi s shoul ders.

He caught her looking at himand grinned, his teeth a flash of white in his
gold face. "So what do you think?"

"It's incredible.” The words hardly did justice to what she felt. She paused
as they reached the bottomof the stairs that led up to the col onnade. The
steps stretched out on either side of themall the way down the buil ding,
white and brilA-liant in the harsh sunlight. Fifty people coul d have wal ked
these stairs abreast. She and Althor started up, crossing a threshold that

exi sted as nuch in her mind as in the real world.
They entered the acadeny through a massive pair of arched doors that swung
slowy inward in response to Al -thor's slight push. Although the doors | ooked
antique, wood and stone with no visible mechanism they swung far too easily
to be noving purely on their own nonentum Soz thought she heard the hum of an
engine, but it was al nost inaudible.

Inside, a few neters on the left, a woman in Jagernaut bl acks stood behind a
whi t e consol e-podi um She was speaking with a young wonman about Soz's age,
taking IDit |ooked like. This was the second time Soz had noticed a huA-man
touch in the automated city, both cases dealing with military personnel. It
benused her; she had al ways thought of soldiers as the tougher side of
humanity, nmaking their way in | ess hunmani zed, |ess hospitable areas than the

| oved ones they protected. That certainly described warfare on Lyshri ol

Here in HQC, though, the reverse seened to be true; the nore deeply involved a
person was with the mlitary, the

nore humani zed their treatnent. Perhaps it was an attenpt to keep a bal ance,
to account for the inhuman conditions of the war they fought. The definition
of "l ess hospitable" changed in space, describing conbat fought by machi nes at
accel erations that would obliterate unprotected hunans. Battles spread across
vast areas of space and throughout the shadowy information universes created
by the meshes that spanned the stars.
Althor waited with Soz behind a glowing white line to the left of the



entrance. When ne wonman behind ne console finished with the other girl, she
sent her on into the building and notioned to Soz and Althor

As Soz and Althor wal ked forward, Soz inhaled deeply. Even the air here seened
| aden with history and tradition. Actually, it was rather dusty. She bit her
lip. What if they had no records for her? Tahota said DVA had approved her
adA-mission, but in Soz's experience nothing ever happened anong her nother's
peopl e wi t hout endl ess and onerous docunentation, none of which she had even
begun, let alone sent to D esha.

When they reached the podium the wonan spoke briskly. "One at a tine,

pl ease.” She nodded to Soz. "You can wait behind the line."

"We're togener," Althor said. It apparently wasn't a typi A-cal response, given
the way nme worman frowned at him BeA-fore she could say nore, he clicked a
smal | disk out of his gauntlet and handed it to her

W m an inpatient huff, the woman scow ed at him Wen he just met her gaze,
she shook her head. But she did snap nme disk into a slot on her console. The
flat hol oscreen in front of her glimered and hol os appeared, flow ng through
the air, going by at the wong angle for Soz to make out deA-tails. They

| ooked |i ke hieroglyphics in Skolian Flag, a structured | anguage devel oped as
a conmmmon tongue by the nany and varied peoples of the Inperialate. Then a set
of nore el egant gl yphs appeared. Those she recognized: lotic. It was spoken as
a first |anguage only by the nobl e Houses and Ruby Dynasty.

The wonan stared at the hol os, her mouth opening, her face flushed. \Wen die
di spl ay faded, she | ooked up again. Her frown had vani shed. She spoke in a
subdued voice. "You may proceed." She made no attenpt to verify their
identities. No questions, no checks, nothing.

Al t hor nodded, seemi ng subdued hinself. He took the chip she handed to hi mand
clicked it into his gauntlet. "Thank you." To Soz he said, "Cone on. Let's
go."

Soz wasn't sure what had just happened, but she doubted it was routine. She
hurried to catch up with her |ong-legged brother as he strode out into a huge
| obby. Its doned ceiling curved so far overhead, their entire house at

Dal vador could have fit inside here, even its towers. Fluted col ums

bor A-dered the | obby. Wiite tiles patterned the floor, and also the insignia
of the Skolian Inperialate in blue and gold, several neters across, the

sil houette of an exploding sun within a circle.

"Ww. " Soz gaped at the place as they wal ked. "It's even nore inpressive in
real life."

"It's supposed to be." Although Althor |aughed, his voice had an odd, edgy
quality.

Soz stopped gawki ng. "Wat's wong?"

"That disk had our identities onit." After a noment he added, "Including that

we were Kurj's heirs.™”
Gods. "No wonder she let us through so fast."

"I don't want special consideration."

Soz agreed. Their dynastic famly nane was Skolia, but she wouldn't use it
here. She woul d | oat he havi ng peopl e believe she gai ned adm ssion through
nepoti smrather than nerit. No one woul d recogni ze the Val doria name. "Don't
tell anyone."

"I don't." He lifted his hands and then dropped them "It doesn't help. He
cones to the acadeny sonetinmes. As soon as we're together, everyone knows
we're related.”

Soz could see what he neant. It wasn't only that he and Kurj |ooked so nmuch
li ke each other, but also that they | ooked Iike no one else. Their kin ties
wer e obvious. The same wasn't true in her case. She didn't resenble Kurj at
all. Perhaps no one would guess the relation

"Has it caused you probl ens?" she asked.

"Peopl e are nore careful around me than they should be." He tapped his finger
on his gauntlet. "I won't use that chip again."

“Neither will [|."

Her brother grinned. "You can't. | have it.'

When she glared, he smirked. "I'm



ol der, Soz. Cot seniority."

She crossed her arnms and turned her head away rather than deign to accept that
answer .

Al thor |aughed. "You're too easy to bait."

"Pah. "

"Soz, |ook."

Curious despite her intent to be al oof, she | ooked. An archway stood ahead of
them | eading out of the |obby. "What about it?"

"That's where new cadets go."

A thrill went through her, followed by alarm "Me."

"Yes." His teasing snile faded. "I have to use another enA-trance." He drew
her to a stop. "From here on, you're on your own."

Suddenly she wasn't annoyed at hi manynore. "Thank you for conming with ne. And
for being ny support"”

"I don't know, Soz." Although he tried to appear dour, m schief danced in his
gaze. "DVA nmight not thank me, afA-ter you whip through here |ike an expl oding
antimatter plasma."

She | aughed and grabbed himin a hug. He enbraced her, |aying his cheek on top
of her head. They stood that way for several nonents and then rel eased each

ot her.

Al t hor gave a sel f-conscious grin. "Good |uck, eh?"

"You, too." She glanced toward her entrance, feeling as if an invisible cable
were pul ling her.

"Go on," Althor said. "I'lIl see you."

Softly she said, "And | you, ny brother."

They went on then, each to their own doorway into the universe of |1SC the
massive interstellar machine that soneA-day one of themd€”and only onea€” woul d
command. * * *

"Come on. Drink." The voice ran over Shannon like liquid, with such a lilt
and so many chines, he barely understood the words. "Drink," it coaxed. Cool
snooth pottery touched his |ips.

He tried to swallow. It didn't work. He tried again, and a trickle of water
ran down his throat. Relief spread through him and a certain satisfaction
Opening his eyes, he I ooked up into the silver irises of a man with a pal e,

al nost transl uA-cent skin. Wite-gold hair framed the man's face. He | ooked
i ke aé€”

Bl ue Dal e Archer.

"Hai!" Shannon sat up with a jerk and knocked the nman's arm The gl azed j ug
spun out of his grip, splattering water as it flipped through the air and
thunked into a drift of old glitter

"Ah, no!" Mortified, Shannon grabbed for the jug. O tried to grab. H's arm
just barely lifted, sluggish and heavy, and then dropped back again. D zzi ness
swept over himand he swayed. Before he enbarrassed hinself by toppling over,
t hough, someone grabbed hi m and eased himto the ground.

The man with the white-gold hair noved aside. Another took his place, exactly
like the first, except he had | onger hair, down to his waist. Athird
appeared, his face next to the second. He could al nbst have been a twin to the
first two, except sonehow he | ooked like a girl. He&€”she?8€”had a snmall nose
and a fey quality about her face. Her eyes slanted upward, fringed with |ong
| ashes. The other two crouched behind her, studying him

Shannon squinted at themall. He was fairly certain the first two were nen,
but they were smaller than he was and | ess nuscled. For the first time in his
life he experienced what his brothers nmust feel all the time, being |arger
heavA-ier, and less graceful than the people around him It was an odd
experience. Pleasant, though

He tried once nore to sit, struggling to pull himself upA-right. The Archers
nmoved cl oser, nudgi ng hi m back, pushing on his arms, his shoul ders, his |egs.
It took all three of themto hold himdown. Bew | dered, he cl osed his eyes,
too tired to fight. Then he opened them again. The Archers remained.

"You're real." Shannon's voice came out in a rasping whisper. He was |ucky



t hese peopl e had found him otherA-w se, he night have died. Except he had
never believed in luck. He wet his |Iips and spoke again. "You' ve been

foll owA-ing me, yes?"

They spoke anpbng thenselves in | ow tones, their nel odic voices flow ng over
himlike sparkling water. He barely unA-derstood their dialect, though he felt
certain that if he could listen a little harder, a little longer, it would
become clear. He tried sitting up yet again, and this tine he resisted their
attenpts to stop him even weakened as he was by |lack of food and water. He
pi cked up the blue-glazed jug and peered inside. It still had water. Hol ding
it up, he turned a questionA-ing | ook toward the Archers.

"Drink," the man with long hair said, his voice chining]

Rel i eved, Shannon put the jug to his lips and tilted back bis head. The water
went down his throat snmooth and cool, a blissful respite fromhis thirst. He
drai ned every drop. Wen he finished, he lowered the jug and took a deep
breath. Hi s fascinated audi ence watched, kneeling around him staring with
their tilted silver eyes.

"My greetings," Shannon said. His voice cracked. He didn't know whether to

[ augh or cry. He had dreaned all his life of finding the Blue Dale Archers,
but he had never beA-lieved it woul d happen. Yet here they were. Wether or
not they woul d accept hi mwas anot her question altogether

The second man, the one with waist-length hair, spoke slowy. "Wy are you
her e?"

"Searching for you," Shannon said.

"Why?" That canme fromthe first man.

"To find my own kind."

"You are not one of us," the second man said.
"You are too big," the first one added.

The third Archer spoke. "Your eyes are wong.'
"They glitter."

"They do?" That surprised Shannon. His siblings had netallic eyel ashes,

i nherited fromtheir nother; in conpari-

son, his hardly glittered at all. Conpared to these people, though, he
supposed hi s were unusual

"I's that why you hid from ne?" Shannon asked. |If he hadn't gone into a trance,
maki ng them t hi nk he was dyi ng, he suspected they woul d have remai ned hi dden
"You are a stranger," the second Archer said.

The first one added another conment, but it sounded |ike a nelody of chimes
rather than words.

"Say agai n?" Shannon asked.

"You are not welcone here," the first man said.

That felt like an arrow into his gut. Shannon answered with difficulty. "I am
not wel come anong ny people. If you refuse nme, | have nowhere to go."

"You are exiled?" the woman asked.

"I caused ny father to banish nmy brother." Shannon wanted to stop, but the
truth needed telling. If they accepted him it would be despite his
short com ngs, not because he hid any wongs he had done. "I left then."

They regarded himwi th unreadabl e faces. The | ongA-haired man asked, "How did
you cause your brother's exile?"

Shannon wasn't all mat clear on it hinmself. "I went to talk with himone

ni ght."

They waited. The second Archer studi ed Shannon with what m ght have been a
frown, though their faces were so ethereal it was hard to read their enotions.
Nor could he sense their noods well; he hesitated to |lower his nental barT
riers with strangers.

When it becane cl ear Shannon woul d say no nore, the |ong-haired Archer said,
"Way did diis | ead to bani shnent ?"

"l amunsure,"” Shannon adnmi tted.

"I's your father a Blue Dale Archer?" the first asked.

"No. He is from Dal vador."

"Ah." The woman inclined her head. "The people of Dal A-vador and Rillia are

She touched her eyel ashes.



odd." The others nodded, apparently acA-cepting this as sufficient explanation
for the behavior of Shannon's father.
The first Archer spoke too fast for Shannon to understand.
"Agai n?" Shannon asked.
The man spoke nore slowy. "If your father is of Dal-vador and your nother has
eyel ashes mat glitter, why do you look like a big Archer?"
Shannon smiled. Big indeed. "One of ny father's ancesA-tors was an Archer."
"Who is your father?"
"The Bard of Dal vador."
A murmur went anong diem and they conferred together, their voices soft and
[ yrical. Shannon caught a few words, but they spoke too fast for himto pick

up nuch.
Finally the first man said, "The Dalvador Bard is an i mA-portant man. As his
son, will you not be the next Bard?"

"I amthe sixth son."

"Ah." They seened satisfied wimthat answer. A second or even third son m ght
entertain sone prospects of inheriting a portion of his fadier's work or his
mother's land, but a sixth was unlikely to receive nmuch of anything.

"Have you a nane?" the Archer with | ong hair asked.

He hesitated. "Shannon."

"Shannon." They murmured his name together

He waited, uncertain. His fam |y had never understood his hesitation to revea
his name, and he had difficulty articulatA-ing why. To give a nane was an
inplicit appeal for accepA-tance, one neither casually offered nor taken
The Archers sat watching him Unease prickled Shannon
Then the first one said, "I am Tharon."
A man's name. Shannon inclined his head in greeting.

"I amEl arion," the |ong-haired Archer said.
Anot her man's nane. Shannon nodded, di sappointed, though he didn't analyze
why.

"I amVarielle,” the tiiird said

H s pulse leapt. A woman. He suddenly felt shy.

"Can you shoot a bow?" Tharon asked.

"I have sonme small skill." Shannon had bested every one of his brothers, even
his father, as well as all the other boys.

"Yet you have no bow," El arion said.

Shannon bl i nked. O course he had a bow. He had strapped it to his travel
bags.

It finally struck himwhat was m ssing. Monglaze. He | ooked around the woods,
frantic. "Were is my nmount?"

"I't went in search of water, we think," Elarion said. "That is why we cane to
hel p."

"He guarded you for many hours," Varielle said in her nuA-sical voice. "He
tried to awaken you. Finally he left."

Per haps he had been in worse shape than he realized. "Do you know where he is
now?"
Tharon answered. "W were not here when he left. W were hunting. Wien we
returned, you were alone. W stayed to see if you would awake. When it becane
cl ear you would not, we awoke you."
Anger at hinself sparked in Shannon. He shoul d never have put Mongl aze in
that dil enma, uncertain whether to stay with his rider or seek help. Had the
I yrine headed back to the Rillian Vales? He wouldn't realize that Shannon
woul d die long before he returned with aid.
A di sturbing thought struck Shannon. A shattering thought. Monglaze had the
jamrer. If he had left, nmen nothing hid Shannon now. Yet no one had cone for
him H's fam |y had stopped searching. O perhaps they had never begun. As
much as he knew it was right and proper that they let himgo, deep inside he
had bel i eved they would look for him He had seA-cretly thought they would
want hi m back despite everything.
Just as suddenly, hope stirred. Perhaps he hadn't been free of the jamer |ong



enough for anyone to find him "How long since ny lyrine |left?"

"Two circles of the suns,” Tharon answered.

H s hope died. It took three and a half hours for the suns to conplete an
orbit. He had lain here for seven hours. |If his parents had been searching
with I SC hel p, which they surely would do, they could have |ocated himin an
hour without the jamring field to hide him He could think of reasons it m ght
have taken | onger, but seven hours was too long to justify.

They weren't trying to find him

Tears gathered in Shannon's eyes. He truly was exiled. The father he | oved,
the man he had | ooked up to all his life, who had |oved himfor so many years,
woul d no | onger see him Wy shoul d the Dal vador Bard harbor a son who brought
denons against his own father? It was right ShanA-non had gone, but nothing
could stop his grief. The tears ran down his cheeks.

The Archers watched, their beautiful faces unreadable. Even so, it felt right,
nore bearabl e than the conpassion his fanm |y woul d have shown when they had

| oved him He would never recover fromthis. Perhaps sonmeday he would | earn
how to bear the loss, but he couldn't see how right now

"Come." Tharon extended his hand. "W nust feed you."

Shannon grasped the offered hand and | et them help himstand. Wen Varielle
put her armaround his waist so he could |l ean on her, his heartbeat increased.
She felt slight against hinm for the first tinme in his life, he felt strong
and | arge.

"You must recover your bow," she said. "A nan cannot be an Archer without
one."

Shannon bit his lip, unable to respond, caught with an enotion he didn't
understand, both joy and sorrow all rolled together. He could neither cal

hi nsel f an Archer nor a man, having never used his bow except for practice or
hunting for his own recreation, nor had he yet to enjoy his N ght of Mons,
the com ng of age ritual for young men and wonen. Yet with her words, she
accepted himinto their group, howA-ever small it mght be. He woul d becone a
Bl ue Dal e Archer, one of a dying breed.

It was all he had left.

12

The A iff

flrhe acadeny dornmitories were set in a quadrangle to the 1 west of the main
buil dings and the training fields. The dorns where the cadets slept and ate
were nore nodern than the acadeny proper. Soz entered hers through tall doors
of dichronmesh glass polarized to nmute the intense sunlight. Inside, she wal ked
down a spacious hall peering at her nesh-card. Directions scrolled onits
surface, informng her to cross a white and chronme | obby, wherever that was.
She | ooked up just in time to keep fromrunning into a colum w th hol ogl yphs
announci ng the di nner menu tonight in the canteen

She did see the | obby beyond it, though, an open area wth displays of

hi storical objects |ike ancient Junbler guns or gauntlets worn a century ago
by early starfighter pilots. AfA-ter wandering through the |obby, she entered
a commn roomw th blue couches, white walls, and holo nurals of the pale

D eshan sky, sonetines blue, sonetines hazy red. She kept going, squinting at
the nmesh-card, with a glance up every now and then to keep fromrunning into
unyi el di ng obj ects. Beyond the common room she entered a long hall with
nmural s of the Dieshan desert that were darkening, their tinme of day apparentiy
set to match the actual day outside. She found the room she sought, fourth on
the right Soz stood before the door, contenplating. Its rmural showed the
Redstone Ciffs in the nountains above the acadA-eny. She hesitated, uncertain
what to expect inside. Had her roommates arrived yet? Supposedly DVA chose the
four of themfor conpatibility, based on their psychol ogi cal pro-

files. Even so. They had only her prelimninary exans and those nebul ous
Assenbly dossiers Col onel Tahota nmenA-tioned. Soz felt unprepared.

"You going to dawdl e there all year?" a curious voice asked.

Soz spun around. A young man stood behind her, his dark hair curled
haphazardly on his forehead, very nonregulation. He could wear it |ong enough



to pull back in a queue, as she would do, or he could cut it short. Having it
stick up in apA-pealing curls wasn't in the rules. He had spoken Skolian Fl ag,
t he | anguage they would all use here, since they came fromso many di sparate
backgr ounds.
She put her hand on her hip. "Wo are you?"

He | aughed, his dark eyes crinkling. "I'"mthe person who lives in that room
you're staring at with such ferocity."

Her cheeks flaned. She had known mal e and femal e cadets mi ght be assigned to
t he sane roons, but she hadn't expected it to happen to her. They all knew
fraterni zati on nmeant expul sion fromthe acadeny. Wy the bl azes they bunked
men and wonen in the same quarters if they didn't want themto mi sbehave was
beyond Soz. Well, alnost beA-yond. In combat, they would have to live, fight,
and survive together. They had to get used to it now, when their lives didn't
depend on how well they dealt with the situation

Even so. She couldn't live with this person. "You can't be ny roonmate."
"I mght not survive it, eh?" His grin flashed. "Wth a glare like that, you
could incinerate ne."
d are indeed. She hadn't even used a mld one. "You hardly | ook burnt."
"I have state-of-the-art heat shielding. You can land me fromorbit and
won't burn up."
Soz couldn't help but |augh. "Sounds useful."
"It is." He offered his arm "I'm Jazar Orand.”
She extended her forearm grasping his el bow while he grasped hers. "Soz," she
said. "Soz Valdoria." She liked him nmainly because he wasn't cowed by her
glare. It scared off

nost peopl e in Dal vador, except An, but she was thoroughly fed up with Ari,
who hadn't even sai d good- bye.
"Greetings, Soz." He indicated the door. "You do the honors."
"Al'l right." She pressed her thunmb into the |lock and the door slid open with a
hum 1t relieved her that it responded; it would have been nortifying to go
through all this with Jazar and then find out the door wasn't keyed to her
fingerprints.

Soz wal ked into the room WelIl. So. Two bunks stood against the blue wall next
to her, one on top of the other, each covered with a dark green holo quilt,
and anot her two stood agai nst the opposite wall. Four desk-consoles took up

nost of what little space remai ned, top-notch stations of white Lum nex, wth
screens, comms, displays, and flat arA-eas where they could study. The outline
of four narrow | ockA-ers showed in the wall to her right; to the left, the

bat hr oom door stood ajar, revealing a tiny cubicle beyond. Wat caught Soz's

attention nost, though, was the roonmis sole holo mural, the brilliant inage of
a Jag fighter soaring above the Red Mountain starport.

She notioned at the nural. "That's gorgeous."

"Yeah." Jazar grimaced. "It nakes up a little for the rest of the room"

"Ah, well." She wal ked inside. "We're the owy novices. W should be grateful

they let us sleep indoors.”

"You nean you don't know?" His eyes gleaned as he fol A-l owed her. "W have to
canp out on the track every other night."

"You | augh now," Soz said darkly. "Just wait. |If you get one denerit, they'l
make you cl ean spanpozal a." Even the best filters couldn't conpletely counter
t he endl ess plague of junk mesh-mail, comonly known as spam ooze or just
spanpozal a. Sonetinmes humans had to get into the cesspools created by
overworked El s and cl ean out the junk.

"CGods." Jazar gave her a look of horror. "I know you five minutes and al ready
you threaten me with a fate worse thand€”than catching the flu."

"No one catches the flu." That wasn't absolutely true, but it was so rare
that she hardly recogni zed the word.

He fl opped down on the | ower bunk bed next to the door. "I caught a cold
once. "

Her mouth opened. "No." She went to the opposite bunk and sat on the | ower
bed. "You're naking that up."



"It's true. It was a nmutated strain. None of ny nanomeds caught it.
"What was it |ike?"
"M serable. The station master quarantined me in our house."
"Station master?" That intrigued her. "Were did you live?"
"Habitat. It's called Taurus-delta, after the Taurus star system It orbits
the fourth planet, a gas giant."
"You grew up on a space station?"
"That's right. This is ny first tinme on a planet" He redA-dened. "I nean, |'ve
visited planets before. | just never lived on one."
"It's my first tinme living away from hone, too." The word clanged in her mnd
Home. She no | onger had a hone.
Voi ces cane from outside. They passed the room and went on down the hall.
"Are many other novices here yet?" Soz asked.

"More by the mnute," Jazar said. "I was one of the only ones yesterday, but
t hey' ve been pouring in today."

"Good." Renenbering honme di med Soz's nood. She felt oddly uneasy when she
t hought of her father. Sonething was wong. It had to be an effect of the way
she had |l eft home. Except... somehow that explanation didn't seemright.
The voices were comi ng back this way. They resolved into two peopl e speaki ng
Skolian Flag, a man and a woman.

"The nunber nust be wong," the woman said. "M ne says you're one of ny
roomrates and this is ny room"
Jazar gave Soz a nock w de-eyed | ook and nout hed | nvaA-sion! Before she coul d
reply, two people appeared in the doorway: a sturdy young man with black hair
pulled into a

gueue at his neck, black eyes, and dark skin; and a | ean. young wonan with a
round face and a cap of red hair that s wi sped around her face in another
nonregul ation haircut. The girl carried a duffel over her shoul der

"Heya," Soz said.

"Heya, " Jazar said.

"Are you both assigned here?" the woman asked.

"Seenms so," Jazar said.

"Looks like it," Soz said.
The four of themall regarded one another. Then the youth with the queue said,
"I'"'m Qosidian. "

The woman notioned at herself. "Gell."

Jazar grinned. "Hey! Greetings, Gelling. Qbsidian. |I'mJaz."

Soz smiled. "I'm Soz."

"Heya, Soz, Jaz," (bsidian said.

Grell gave Jazar an uni npressed | ook. "No one calls nme Gelling."

"Fair enough," Jazar said. "You two our roomrmates?"

"I think so." Qbsidian lifted his nesh-card. "Soneone put the wong room on
this. It already has four people."

Soz brought up the names of her roommates on her card. "Mne lists you, Gell
Jazar, and ne."

Jazar was studying his. "Same here.”

"Mne, too." Gell gave Jazar a wicked grin. "It says Gell, Qbsidian
Sauscony, and Jazzing."
"Jazzi ng?" Jazar snirked. "You know, | |earned some Earth | anguages. In

English, '"jazzy' neans you're ultra to the redshift."

"Only in your dreans," Gell said.

Soz blinked, baffled by the slang. She kept quiet about her |ack of savvy; no
need to give herself away as a rube.

osi di an snapped his card. "I should go get this fixed." He nodded to them
"Jaz, Soz, Gell. Got it."
"See you," Soz said.

Wth a wave, bsidian took off, striding out into the corridor

Gell strolled inside and hefted her duffel on the bunk

above the one where Soz was sitting. "So you two are Soz and Jaz. Sounds |ike
twins."



"Soz." Jazar nodded to her with approval. "Good nane."
"Jaz." Soz flashed a grin. "l approve.”
Gell snorted. "I'mglad you approve of each other."

"Soz approves of you, too," Jazar said.
"And why is that?" Gell asked.
Soz notioned at Jaz. "Because you gave hima hard tine."
Gell laughed. "I'mgood at that."
"I don't know about this," Jazar said. "If you're both al A-ways this hard on
me, nmy life is going to be rough.”
"I't won't be that bad," Soz said. "You get to roomwith the two smartest
novices in the entire class.”
Jazar snorted. "Mddest, too."
"The three smartest,” Soz said, smling.
They set about moving into their roomthen. Her duffel had already arrived,
she found it stowed in one of the | ockA-ers. Soz |eft her conment about smart
novi ces as a joke, but it was actually true. She and Cbsidian had the top
scores in the inconing class. This norning she had grown bored waitA-ing for
the EI Cerk of the Novices to conplete her formal registration, so she had
wandered into a public console roomand entered the acadeny mesh. Splitting
open its security had been easy, at |east conpared to hacking the ISC orbita
def ense nesh at hone.
About once a year, Col onel Corey Mjda, commander of the Lyshrioli orbita
defenses, would send an irate nmessage to Soz's parents, informng themthat

| SC security had caught their wayward daughter fooling with secured neshes
again and woul d they pl ease do sonething about this. For Soz, a grave session
wi th her parents and Majda woul d fol A-1ow, where they sternly adnoni shed her
m sbehavi or. Soz al A-ways tried to look contrite, but she never fooled anyone.
Then they woul d make her go work at the starport, cleaning mechbots, which was
truly vile.
She al ways behaved herself after such a session. Al would be quiet for many
octets of days. But the bug of cuA-riosity woul d keep nibbling at her, and
soon she woul d start

poki ng the 1SC systens again. In her childhood, it had all been a gane, but
nore recently she had begun to see why it troubled Col onel Mjda, as she
better |earned the signifiA-cance of the I SC "toys." They were part of a
systemthat proA-tected an interstellar enpire, and her ability to conpronise
them posed a threat to security. She made a suggestion to Majda then: let her
infiltrate the systemso they could patch the holes she found. To her
surprise, both her parents and Majda considered it a good idea. Once they
started using her as a consultant, everyone had been a | ot happier
Soz intended to behave at DMA, follow orders, walk a straight path. She wanted
to do this right In addition to her insatiable curiosity and constant urge to
push boundaries, she also had a pronounced sense of right and wong. She
apA-preci ated better now that splitting open nesh systems wasn't a gane.

Besi des, she had heard the runors; for all that DVA cadets were notorious for
cracki ng acadeny webs, runor also clainmed the brass al ways caught and
di sci A-plined the offenders.
She really did intend to behave. But she hadn't been able to resist splitting
open the acadeny nesh that had statistics for the incomng class. She |earned
a great deal, including that she and Obsi dian had the highest scores on exans
deA-signed to neasure eight types of intelligence: nenory, patA-tern

recogni tion, visual perception, mathematical, enotion, artistic, verbal, and
creative. Most DVA cadets scored high in enotional intelligence: enpaths
generally did and every cadet had to be a strong enpath. Soz had high scores
in every category except artistic, which didn't surprise her. bA-sidian
easily topped her there, and to a | esser extent on the verbal. Wrds had never
been her strong point, either. Gell and Jazar were top-notch as well. DMA had
put four of its best novices together. She hoped it was done for
conpatibil A-ity and not to set them conpeting against each ot her
Soz al so discovered she wasn't the only novice with notaA-tions in her record



for challenging authority. Many of the novices had individualist tendencies.
Sonme might think it an odd trait to select for at a mlitary acadeny, but it
nmade

sense to her. Jagernauts were the rebels of 1SC, the pilots who faced the
eneny sol o, part of the unique Jag-pilot brain that neither nmachi ne nor human
al one coul d match. ToA-gether, they fornmed a weapon unlike any other used in
huA-man warfare, one that relied on nore independence, nore sheer cussedness,
than any other unit in ISC It was the only way they could survive.

El drinson tested the heft of his sword. He hinged his hand, folding it

| engt hwi se so his four fingers could grip the hilt, two fromeither side. It
felt the sane as always; if Vitarex or his men had tanmpered with the weapon,
he detected no hint of that. Hs sword armfelt stiff, but the gash hampered
his nmovenents | ess than he expected, at |east so far

He was grateful he hadn't brought his best weapon on this ride. Roca's people
had constructed a sword for him designA-ing it froma nano-doped all oy
according to his specificaA-tions. 'Vitarex would recognize it as forged from
a technol ogy far nore advanced than anything available to a typical Lyshriol
native. It also had dianonds, sapphires, and amethysts in its hilt, a wealth
no farmer would carry on his belt. Fortunately, he hadn't expected to need a
sword. He had brought one nore out of habit than anything else. This was a
practice weapon, well forged by the blacksm th but obviously a product of this
| and and culture, wth no adornA-nent oner than the spice-dragon's head nol ded
into the hilt

Vitarex didn't seemto notice his prisoner's clothes were of a finer cut than
nost farnmers wore. Eldrinson suspected his rustic garnents were so nuch
rougher than the el egant apparel Vitarex associated with aristocracy, the
Aristo couldn't distinguish the subtle differences between them and the
clothes of a | ess well-appointed farnmer.

Four nmen guarded Eldrinson, the surviving half the octet that had captured him
two days ago. They brought himto a clearing in the endl ess forest that
covered the wild lands northwest of Rillia. This canmp had about fifty men,
their tents scattered through the trees. Sone wandered over as El A-drinson
war med up, and he kept discreet watch on them

whil e he practiced. If he was lucky, he m ght see someone he trusted enough
to signal for help; if he was unlucky, someA-one woul d recognize himand tel
Vi t ar ex.

He caught vague inpressions fromthe men, though only if they were close to
him No one seened to suspect Vitarex. From what he overheard, he garnered
that they believed the Aristo was a Bard froma province di stant enough t hat
they didn't recognize its nane, Hollina. Pah. An absurd name. It convinced
t hese people, though. Sorme followed Vitarex beA-cause he paid well; sone
because he intrigued them and some because they expected he woul d becone a
power in Rillia.
At least no one else here was a Trader. ESConm had sucA-ceeded in planting
Vitarex on Lyshriol, but he was probably on his own. He had to remain hidden
and draw no attention. The nmonent | SC becane aware of his presence, his

m ssion failed. He would go after his quarries, the Ruby Dynasty, by stealth.
Shoul d he discover he had the Bard in his possesA-sion, his job becane that
much easier. He could extract a great deal of information fromhis prisoner

| earning every secret and nuance of Dal vador. Eldrinson gritted his teem

G ven what he had seen of Vitarex's sadism the prospect of an interrogation
by me Aristo terrified him Whatever the cost, he had to remain silent and
anonynous.

Pat ches of sky showed through the gl asswood trees, but the clearing was too
smal |l to have nuch open space above it. Unless the flyer went directly
overhead, it wouldn't get a viA-sual sighting of him He had no idea about the
range of Vitarex's shrouds, but the Aristo had succeeded in keeping him
prisoner for two days. It inplied he had a disturbingly effective system

El dri nson had begun to fear Vitarex m ght succeed in taking himoffworld as a
Trader sl ave.



He warnmed up and tried to work through the aches in his arnms, |egs, and back
At | east he had sl ept several hours and had eaten a soup of sour bubbles
brought by the young woman. He felt stronger now, better capable of noving,
still far fromhis best, but at least able to fight The wound in his arm had
begun to heal, aided by his nanoneds. In that, he

was fortunate Vitarex hadn't given himnore treatnent; so far the Aristo
hadn't done scans that would detect the nmeds in Eldrinson's body. It was
certainly possible a farmer here could carry them the | SC doctors nmade heal th
care avail A-able to everyone on Lyshriol. But it could nmake Vitarex
susA- pi ci ous enough to investigate further.
The nen across the clearing stood in a cluster, tal king and chew ng
jaco-spheres. A large warrior with yell ow hair pushed his way through them and
strode into the clearing. He stood a head taller than Eldrinson. It nade

El drinson glad for all the times he had trained with his sons, learning to
deal with their great reach and strength. This man wore full disk mail, the
metal glinting in the sunlight that sifted through the trees. A nassive sword
hung at his hip, nmetal guards circled his wists and forearns, and studded
boots protected his legs. Eldrinson felt exposed, wearing only his shirt,
trousers, and riding boots. However, the fellow | ooked |ike he was carrying
half the metal in Rillia. It would give Eldrinson the advantage of speed.
The warrior surveyed himwith a critical eye. He nade no secret that what he
saw didn't inpress him Eldrinson doubted he had any idea his opponent had
spent the last two days bound to a pole, kneeling or lying in a contorted
posi tion.
The forest rustled behind Eldrinson, its stained-glass disks crinkling.

Puzzl ed, he gl anced back over his shoul der&€”and saw Vitarex | eani ng agai nst a
ruby gl asswood tree. Sunlight slanted through its inflated disks, casting red
light across the Aristo's face. Breathing deeply to steady hinself, Eldrinson
turned away. He felt Vitarex's anger spark; providers never turned their back
on the Aristo w thout perm ssion

El dri nson's chal | enger wal ked around the edge of the clearing, his gaze
intent. Curious at the man's approach, El A-drinson paced away fromhim also
along the perineter. AfA-ter several nonents, the man stopped and reached
across to the sword at his right hip. He slowy drew the blade, letting

El drinson see its full heft and |l ength. Eldrinson supposed the oaf was trying
tointimdate him Yes, it was a big sword.

So what? The thing had to weigh nore than a pregnant |yrine.

Hol ding his sword in his left hand, Eldrinson noved toA-ward the center of the
clearing. He and his challenger halted a few paces apart, facing each other
Then the man | unged.

El dri nson easily evaded his drive. Their blades rang agai nst each other, the
clang vibrating in the air. The fellow was slow. Yes, he had strength; within
monents Eldrinson's already sore arms burned with the effort of deflecting his
bl ows. Hi s opponent had probably vanqui shed many nmen through sheer power. But
brute force could only take a fighter so far, anyone with a reasonabl e anpunt
of skill could best this Ieviathan
Vkhi n norments, Eldrinson sent the man's bl ade flying out of his hand. Then he
| unged forward, his sword tip at me man's neck. "G ve," he said.

H s opponent raised his hands pal moutward, the tradi A-tional acknow edgnent
of defeat. Wth an exhale, Eldrinson |owered his sword. He inclined his head
to the man, honoring his efforts, and his former challenger did the same for
hi m
A dry voice came frombehind him "Wll, that was borA-ing."

El dri nson turned around. Vitarex stood a few paces away, his arms crossed. He
spoke shortly. "You win the first round."

El dri nson held back his smle. "It seens so." 'Vitarex m ght know far nore
about interstellar intrigue than his captive, but when it cane to

swor dsmanshi p, the Aristo had no clue. He had obviously expected his stronger
chanpi on to w n.

Vitarex narrowed his gaze at Eldrinson. Then he | ooked past him across the



clearing, and notioned to soneone. El A-drinson turned around as another man
stepped into the clearA-ing, also large, but |less heavily arnored nman the
previous. Nor did his sword | ook as heavy. Eldrinson studied his nmoves, noting
his agility.
They nmet in ne center of the clearing. Eldrinson parried

his attacks with caution, assessing the fellow s style. This challenger had
nore innate talent than the last and better speed, but his |evel of skil
wasn't much higher. Eldrinson took advantage of his many weaknesses, the way
his sword drooped when he swung to the left, the awkward way he parA-ried
bl ows from above, his inexperienced footwork. It didn't take long to send his
sword flying.
After his opponent acknow edged the win, Eldrinson glanced at Vitarex. The
Aristo was | eaning against the tree at the edge of the clearing again.

El dri nson couldn't sense much fromhim especially now that his captor had
noved farther away, but he had the inpression it both annoyed and intrigued
Vitarex that his prisoner so easily defeated two of his supposedly best
swor dsmen.

El drinson's third opponent wi elded his sword with his right rather than |eft
hand. He otherwise had little nmore skill than the previous two, but the man's
unusual style, coming in at unexpected directions, probably rmade him
successful as a fighter. Eldrinson didn't really care. Many of his sons were
ri ght-handed. For some reason this was a common trait anong of fworl ders. He
had plenty of experience with such opponents and easily defeated this one.
Vitarex was growi ng nore annoyed and less intrigued. ElA-drinson couldn't
unt angl e the unpl easant naze of the Aristo's mnd, but for sone reason Vitarex
found it offensive that an enpath exhibited prowess with a sword. Eldrinson
couldn't see what being an enpath had to do with anything. True, it helped if
he coul d judge his opponent's mpood. But enpathy in conbat was a weakness nore
than anything el se. Experiencing the fear or hatred of his eneny disturbed
him feeling them die was devastati ng.
H s fourth opponent actually knew how to fight. They parA-ried back and forth
across the clearing, Eldrinson driving hard, wearing down his endurance. His
achi ng nuscl es sl owed hi m down and sapped his strength, but when he went into
conbat, he tended to blank out pain. Roca said it hapA-pened because of his
adrenaline. \Well, perhaps. He had

never really understood adrenaline, but he did know that all his
concentration focused on the fight.
It took longer this tinme. Eldrinson's injured armfelt heavy and slow. He
finally managed to trip his opponent. The fel A-low went sprawiing, losing his
sword, and Eldrinson stood over him his weapon ready to pierce his heart. His
flustered opponent quickly acknow edged himas the victor
Vitarex was not pleased.
El drinson stiffened as his fifth challenger entered the clearing. The boy was
hardly nore than sixteen, just a slenA-der youth with pale yellow hair. He
rem nded El drinson of Shannon, who night be wandering in the nountains, |ost
and in troubl e because his father had failed him first |eading himto believe
he was unwanted and then becoming a prisA-oner instead of finding him
Suddenly the boy lunged. Eldrinson alnmpost didn't parry in time. The youth
could have cut off his arm Vitarex had finally figured out he wasn't going to
succeed in humliating his capA-tive with hulking warriors who were as slow as
nol asses; this one noved like liquid silver. And El drinson had no doubt that
Vitarex wanted to huniliate him The Aristo didn't just feed on physical pain,
he hungered for the enotional as well.
As they engaged each other, |unging back and forth across the clearing,
El dri nson found hinmself pulling his blows. Their match |lasted | onger than his
previous fights. It drained what remained of his strength. Exhaustion sl owed
hi m down and seened to nmake his sword weigh nore. In the end, he bested the
yout h on sheer skill, but it was close. Had the boy been nore experienced,
El dri nson woul d have | ost.
After his challenger left the field, Eldrinson stood in the center of the



cl earing, sweat pouring down his face and soaking his clothes, his chest
heaving with his strained breaths. Wen boots scuffed on the ground, he
tiredly raised his head, knowi ng who he woul d see, but |ooking anyway with a
nor bid fascination
The Aristo stopped several paces away. "You snell unA-pleasant."

"Tie a man up for two days without a bath," Eldrinson said, "then work him
this hard, and yes, he will stink."
An unpl easant smile spread across Vitarex's face. "I have nore chall engers for
you. "

El drinson pulled hinself up straight. He doubted he could wi n another natch
he had reached his linit. But driving hinself to exhaustion was better than
being tied up. The | onger he stayed out here, the better the chance Roca and
Brad would | ocate him
Vitarex left the field, idly notioning to a nan anong the audi ence. Mst
everyone in canp had gathered around the clearing by now, about fifty men,

El drinson estimated. In ocA-tal. Forty, in decinmal. He wondered at his mental
state, that he was doing numbers in his head when he should be readyA-ing
hinself to fight. H s opponent wal ked into the fiel da€” and El drinson froze.
He knew the man

El drinson had ridden into battle with him |aughed with him drunk ale with
him fought at his side. Hs name was Tarlin and he had | ong served as a
warrior in the arny of the Rillian Bard.
Tarlin raised his sword in a salute. "Ho!" Wth a grin, he added, "So we neet
as conpetitors, eh?"

Gods no. Tarlin was about to give away his identity. ElA-drinson stared hard
at him Don't reveal nme. Tarlin was no psion, but if Eldrinson concentrated
enough, he might send an inpression to the other man. Don't give ne away.
Tarlin hesitated and his forehead furrowed. Eldrinson continued to stare, his
posture and expression inplacable so Vitarex wouldn't suspect. Tarlin's snmile
faded, but into anger rather than conprehension. He apparently took the

i nA-tense silence as a rebuff.

Eldrinson tiredly lifted his sword, then lowered it again. He couldn't best
Tarlin. He had managed a few tines in the past when he had trained with Lord
Rillia"s men, but he was too exhausted now. Tarlin was ten years younger
Physical |y, they were evenly matched, or woul d have been had El drinA-son been
in his top form The "cell repair nanoneds" Roca's

peopl e had put in his body del ayed his aging and kept himfit, making hima
t ough opponent even for a younger man. But today Skolian tech wouldn't be
enough.
They approached each other and halted a few paces apart, each in a half
crouch. They lunged forward in al nost the sane instant. As soon as they began
to fight, Eldrinson knew Tarlin was restraining his attacks. H s friend m ght
not unA-derstand the situation, but he seenmed to realize sonething was w ong.
They parried around the clearing, engaging and di sengagi ng, netal vibrating
when the bl ades net. Eldrin-son's fingers throbbed as he clutched the hilt of
his increasA-ingly heavy sword. Even the hinge in his hand hurt.
Tarlin stepped in fast, right up to him and El drinson barely had tine to
bring up his weapon. Hi s bl ade caught Tarlin's, both swords pointing up to ne
sky, Eldrinson and Tarlin pressing in on each other, their faces only a few
finger spans apart. They strained, each trying to break the inpasse, to free
his sword, neither able to west free.

El dri nson whi spered, "Help ne."
They broke apart and stunbl ed backward. Eldrinson stagA-gered, then lost his
bal ance and sank to his knees, his sword hitting the ground in front of him
He tried to lift it, but he had | ost even the strength to pull it up out of
the glitter they had tranpled into a dirty powder.
Tarlin stood a few paces away, his sword | owered, his chest heaving. Eldrinson
stared dully at him then he raised his hand, pal moutward, accepting defeat.
Tarlin inclined his head and Eldrinson did the same. Wth relief, he let his
aching armdrop to his side again. Then it was over



"Well, well."” Vitarex's voice oozed. "You put on a better show than I

expect ed. "

He | ooked up. Vitarex stood a few paces away, obviously pleased to see his pet
enpat h hunbl ed. Eldrinson wanted to punch mat smirk off his arrogant face. The
Aristo's only savA-ing grace was that he had no enpathic ability; otherw se,
he m ght have picked up the added tension between Tarlin and his captive.

El dri nson knew he should stand, if only to save his pride, but he was so very,
very tired. As his adrenaline

abat ed, he becane nore aware of the pain in his body. Every lunge, parry,

bl ow, and counterbl ow had exacerbated the aches. His nmuscles were on fire.
"Ah." Vitarex let out a long breath. "That is better."

H s nausea surged. It surely had to rank anong the nobst hei nhous m stakes of
t he universe, that nonsters such as Vitarex had built the greatest enpire
known in human hisA-tory. The only advantage Roca's peopl e had against the
Tradersa€”the reason they hadn't fallen to that massive emA-pirea€” was the
Kyl e web, a mesh outside of spacetinie where the speed of |ight was
irrelevant. He had never understood why that nattered or what it meant, but
right now, staring at Vitarex, he was i mensely grateful for that advantage.
He had no intention of giving this Aristo a Rhon psion who could make a Kyl e
web for the Traders. He woul d rather die.
Vitarex waved his hand at Tarlin. The Rillian warrior bowed stiffly, with a

gl ance at Eldrinson. Then he left the conbat field.

"CGet up," Vitarex said.

Cenching his teeth, Eldrinson struggled to his feet. Even at his full height,
he was a head shorter than Vitarex. The Aristo studied his face as if
searching for answers to the nmysteries of enpaths. He notioned to three nen,
menbers of the octet that had captured Eldrinson, and they took up positions
around their prisoner, for all appearances an honor guard. Their tension
radiated to Eldrinson's nind. He gritted his teeth and hoped they saw his
hatred. He woul d never forA-get they had nurdered his men. Ah gods, Jannor, ny
friend.
Tarlin stood on the sidelines, watching them Perhaps he sensed trouble. If he
rode with Vitarex, however, he couldn't still be a menber of Lord Rillia's
arnmy. Eldrinson had no idea where Tarlin's loyalties |ay, whom he woul d
protect first, his new master or his old friend. That he hadn't yet reA-veal ed
El dri nson m ght be promising, but it could al so nean he preferred to speak to
Vitarex in private.
The Aristo spoke to his men in a |ow voice. 'Take himto the tent."

"As he was?" one of the nan asked. "Bound?"

"Yes." Vitarex's eyes glinted. "Exacdy."

"No." Eldrinson rasped die words as one of die warriors reached for his sword.
He pull ed the bl ade back and lifted it at his side. He couldn't bear to be
bound to that pol e again.
Vitarex spoke with no trace of synpadiy. "Recall an oath you nmade to ne,
enpath, when | agreed to this conpetition. Remenber the consequences.™

Sweat trickled down Eldrinson's neck. He had no doubt Vitarex was capabl e of
quartering himalive. The only way to ensure the Aristo didn't kill himwould
be to reveal he was a nmenber of die Ruby Dynasty. \Wich he woul d never do. He
wal ked a narrow path now, with death on each side. He didn't want to die. He
wasn't that desperate. Yet.
Wdi an exhale, he relinquished his blade. The Tyroll warrior took it widi no
expression. As Vitarex and die tiiree nmen escorted Eldrinson to tile tent, his
nausea i ncreased. He couldn't go back to mat agony, bound day and ni ght,
esA-pecially not after die beating he had taken in ne conpeti A-tion. He had
bought hinself a few hours of respite, but he had ended up in worse condition
man when he started. He also felt mat strange sense of dislocation nat
presaged his seizures. He needed his nedicine, and if tiiey put himback in
mat tent, tied to a pole, he wouldn't get it. In his youtii, before Roca's
peopl e had treated him he had suffered bouts of status elepticus, or
continual seizures com ng back to back, one after anotiier. If that happened



now, it could kill him

To die east, the Backbone Mountains were visible tiirough ne trees and
drifting spheres. Wuld Vitarex kill himif he ran? Perhaps. But if he |et
Vitarex tie himup again, he mght lose his last chance to escape. Al though
tiiey were only ten paces fromthe tent, tiiey had gone beyond nme reach of die
otiier warriors in the canp. Only Vitarex and tiiese tiiree men guarded him
El dri nson quit anal yzi ngéd€”and ran

He sprinted between the two warriors. One reacted faster than the other and
al nost caught his arm but Eldrin-son jerked away in tine. He raced through
the forest, his hair whipping back as he dodged through the trees. Hi s
adrenal i ne had to be punping agai n, because he no |onger felt pain. Feet
pounded after him but no one called for help. It didn't surprise him an
alert would reveal he was a prisoner rather than a guest. Wether that would
hurt or help him he had no idea. He thought of shouting, but he knew a good
chance existed that it would only nake his situation worse.

He broke out of the forest into a nmeadow of bubble-tipped reeds that he
tranpled as he ran. If only Roca or 1SC would fly overhead! They couldn't mss
t he cl ouds of sparkling dust or airborne spheres. He didn't dare waste the
time to |l ook back at his pursuers, but he felt their anger. Vitarex need have
no doubts about these two warriors; their loyalty to himwas strong.
A bluff rose up ahead with stubby reeds sticking out fromits stone faces. He
wasn't certain he could outrun his purA-suers, but he could outclinb al nost
anyone. He veered toA-ward the ridge, sprinting hard, hoping his surge of
energy |lasted |l ong enough for himto nake it to the top
When El drinson reached the small cliff, he leapt up and grabbed a jutting
rock, bearing his weight on his good arm As he scaled the bluff, he risked a
backward gl ance, in time to see the warriors reach the bottom of the ridge.
Vitarex had stopped a short di stance backa€”
And was raising an EM pul se gun

Panic sparked in Eldrinson. He wasn't used to thinking in ternms of guns, not
even after his son Althor had sl aughtered over three hundred nen with a
car bi ne above the fields of Tyroll. El drinson had suppressed his thoughts of
Al thor and Soz, knowing his children would face worse than this if the Aristos
captured them But in blocking that portion of his mind, he stopped thinking
interms of interstellar weaponry. The men below couldn't strike himwith a
sword up here and

the wi nd was bl owi ng enough to deflect an arrow, but none of that mattered to
a laser or projectile gun.

No matter. This remained his best choice. He kept clinbA-ing, praying death
didn't tear himapart.

Except Vitarex didn't shoot hi mA€”"he shot the bl uff.
The entire cliff face exploded. Eldrinson flew backward am d a shower of
debris and torn reeds. He had one curious nonment where he soared peacefully
through the air.
Then he hit the ground.
The worl d col l apsed on him rocks pounding his head and shoul ders. A | ong
stone sl anmed agai nst his eyes and he screamed as the world went dark

Boul ders crashed on his legs. He was lost in a swirl of noise, tumult, and

pai n.
Gradual |y the noise | essened. Pebbl es showered over him then not hing.

Everyt hing remai ned dark. He could hear nothA-ing, feel nothing, nove not hing.
He floated. Hs mind rose into the sky. Looking down, he saw hinmself crunpled
beneat h the broken remains of the cliff. Large boul ders covered his | egs, and
his body lay twisted at an odd angle relative to them Oher rocks had hit his
face. He felt synpathy for the dying man bel ow, but he didn't want to stay
here. He drifted up ..
A tall man knelt next to the body. Unease stirred in El A-drinson. That
mana€” who was he? Vitarex. The Aristo pushed back his sl eeve, revealing sone
sort of offworld gauntlet. He renmoved a sl ender tube and pressed it agai nst
t he neck of the dying man ..



cone on, breathe." Vitarex's voice cane through the fog in Eldrinson's
mnd. "I order you to stay alive."

El dri nson woul d have | aughed at the absurdity if he hadn't been in such agony.
It crashed in on him all that pain in his | egs and back. Unbearable, it was
unbear abl e.

"CGods," Vitarex whispered. "Just how strong a psion are you?"

O her voices cane to him faint, hard to deci pher. Sonmeone pressed a coo

obj ect against his neck. It hissed like a syringe. He wanted to fl oat back
into the air, to escape this terrible pain, not only in his body, but also
knowing that if his children

were ever captured by Aristos, they could suffer this way. That know edge was
far worse than the agony in his |egs.

Anot her hiss fromthe syringe. H's thoughts grew hazy.

He slipped into oblivion

13

First Echo

n invisible fist punched Soz. She had been jogging with Jazar in an easy,
steady rhythm Now, suddenly, her |egs buckled and she coll apsed on the
nountain trail. She felt as if soneone had socked her in the stomach, on her

| egs, even in her eyes. The world went dark.

Jazar dropped down next to her. "Soz! Are you all right? Wat happened?"

Her sight slowy cleared. Bew | dered, she sat up. Her legs hurt far nore than
nmey shoul d have even if she had run for hours instead of just the thirty

m nutes she and Jazar had gone today. The pain receded, but she couldn't rid
herself of a terrible foreboding.

"Something is wong." She clinbed to her feet and took off again, gritting her
teeth against the ghosts of pain in her |egs.

Jazar caught up with her. "Did you hurt yourself?"

Soz glowered at him "Pah." She was hardly likely to hurt herself with the
easy physical reginme here.

He blinked. "Pah?"

Rel enting, Soz said, "I"'mfine." Now that she was getting the hang of running
indiis lowgravity, it hardly strained her at all. So why had she fallen?
"Remi nd me never to make you angry," Jazar said.
"Why not ?"

"When you glare at nme like that, | think you'll flay nme alive." M schi ef
flashed in his eyes. "M ght be fun."

Soz smiled. "You'll never know." She wasn't up to banterA-ing with him

t hough. Someone who mattered a great deal to her had just suffered. The
strongest enpath couldn't pick up enotions farther than a few kil ometers away,
and even that was rare; the fields produced by the brain fell off too rapidly
fromdie body to detect much beyond a few hundred nmeters, and then only if the
sender was a strong psion. As far as she knew, that narrowed the candi dates
for what she had sensed to Althor. Had he been hurt?

As they jogged, Soz spoke into her wist conm "Althor Valdoria." Jazar

gl anced at her, but said nothing.

After a few nonents, the conm buzzed. Soz toggl ed reA-ceive.

Al thor's voice cane out of the mesh. "Heya, Soz."

"Heya. You okay?"

A pause. Then he said, "Sure. Why?"

She noticed his hesitation. "I just wondered."

"You sound out of breath."

"I amnot," she answered, indignant. Jazar | aughed.

"You runni ng?" Althor said.

"That's right. Are you sure you didn't hurt your |egs?"

Anot her pause. "How did you know t hey were bothering nme?"

"I felt it."

"I guess | ran too hard yesterday. | had sonme nuscle spasms.” Hi s voice
lightened. "You going to feel synpaA-thetic pangs for all ny aches and

twi nges, sister dear?"



"I hope not," Soz grumbled. He sounded all right, tired certainly, but
otherwi se fine. 'Take care of yourself."

He | aughed amiably. "I will. See you at dinner."
"See you." Soz toggled off receive.
"What was that all about?" Jazar asked.
Soz shook her head. "Nothing, | guess." She didn't feel reassured but she
didn't know why.
She and Jazar were running through the nountains above DMA, follow ng a rocky
trail packed hard fromall the cadets who had run here. They came around a

| oop and headed down to the training fields. Qther cadets were return-

ing fromtheir norning run and gathering on a quadrangl e bel ow. Soz and Jazar
cane down the last of the trail and sprinted across the fields to the
guadr angl e. They joined the other cadets, falling into formation, four |ines
of eight each, a total of thirty-two novices. The spelling of their names in
lotic glyphs determined their place in the pattern. Soz thought it
anachroni stic that the acadeny used lotic when everyone spoke Hag, but it had
al ways been that way here and you never argued with tradition at DVA.
She took her place in the third line, next to Jazar. Gell stood a few pl aces
farther down, watching them She winked and |ifted her hand in greeting, then
turned her attention forA-ward before their instructors could catch them
goofing off during formation
So they waited, the entire incom ng class, every one of thema psion, their
group wi nnowed down to thirty-two out of several thousand applicants. No one
spoke; being caught talking during roll call earned denerits, which could |and
you webt ech duty or cleaning up the onerous hol o-junk mesA-sages that flooded
t he meshes.

Pal e bl ue sky arched overhead and hot wi nd bl ew across them The spaci ous
grounds extended all around, training fields widi synthetic surfaces nat

m m cked various types of terrain and obstacle courses that went on for
kilometers. Here in the center, they stood in a plaza tiled with |arge squares
of white stone and the ubiquitous insignia of the J-Force. Two of their

i nstructors, Jagernaut Secondary Foxer and Lieutenant Col onel Stone, were at
the front of the forA-mation, but Soz couldn't tell what they were doing. It

| ooked as if they were waiting for soneone. She tried not to gawk. The noods
of the novices washed over her |ike an ocean, dieir mnds too well guarded for
her to pick up anything speA-cific, just a general sense of anticipation and
intelligence.
They remained mat way for a while, |longer than usual, enough that Soz grew
restless. Wiy the hol dup? She | ooked to the side and saw the anonal y: soneone
was going down the first Iine, hands clasped behind his back, his tan uniform
bright in the sunlight. A gold someone. A gold giant. The

bl ood drained from Soz's face. It was Kurj. He had cone to see the new crop
of novi ces.

He went al ong each |ine, pausing often to speak with cadets. \Wen he reached
the third line, he walked slowy along it, nodding to the novices as he
passed. He towered over them seven feet tall, a massive figure with netallic
skin, hair, and eyes. He had lowered his inner eyelids, shieldA-ing his eyes
with a gold barrier that appeared opaque, but which he could apparently see
t hrough just fine.

He stopped in front of Jazar. "Nane?"
Jazar stood up straighten "Jazar Orand, sir!"

"Where are you from Cadet O and?"

"Hunber | and Space Station, sir."

Kurj considered him "How do you find living on a planet?"

"I like it, sir." Sweat ran down Jazar's face.

"Good." Kurj inclined his head. "Carry on, Cadet"

"Sir! Yes, sir." Relief flickered on Jazar's face that his first interaction
with Skolia's nmighty Inperator had been benign.

Kurj stepped over to Soz. She stood as tense as a board, her jaw clenched, her
gaze directed forward. Kurj stood in front of her, his mnd guarded nuch the



way he guarded his eyes, with an opaque shield that reveal ed not hing.
"Nane?" he asked.
"Sauscony Valdoria, sir." She didn't add the | ast name they shared. Skoli a.
"So, Sauscony Valdoria." His face was unreadable. "You think you have what it
takes to be a Jagernaut ?"
"I've no doubt, sir." She felt strained with him but at [east this was better
than their usual conversations. This one was supposed to be strai ned, whereas
usual ly they were trying to behave |Iike brother and sister
"You have no doubt?" He | ooked her up and down as if he were neasuring her
worth., "Quite a boast."
Why t hese questions? He was the one who had sent Tahota to fetch her
"What makes you so sure?" Kurj asked.
Soz paused, uncertain. He hadn't done this with any other novices. "I did well
on ny tests, sir."

"Did you now?"
"Yes, sir." He knew that.

He took his hands from behind his back and crossed his massive arns, straining
the gold cloth of his uniformwi th his gigantic biceps. "You think tests make
one dam bit of difference when your life is on the line? The Traders don't
give a whistle in hell how fast you can solve math probl ens."
Soz | ooked straight ahead. Wien she realized he was waiting for a response,
she said, "Yes, sir."

Everyone had gone eerily quiet. Their instructors, Foxer and Stone, were
standi ng back. They exchanged gl ances and Foxer shook her head slightly, her
forehead furrowed, makA-ing Soz wonder just how far off this was for typica
behavi or when Kurj viewed the novices.

Kurj was still watching her with that that grueling intenA-sity. "You think
you're ready to fight Traders?"
Soz didn't brisde. "No, sir."
"You think you're ready to be a Jagernaut."

"Yes, sir."

' Today?"

"No, sir."

"Why not ?"

"I need to train." Soz wondered what he was after

"That's right." He stood there, massive and unconprom sA-ing. "You aren't
ready, Cadet Val doria. Get cocky out in space and you die. You understand ne?"
"Sir!l Yes, sir." Perhaps he came down hard on her to toughen up his heir. It
wasn't necessary. She knew she had a lot to | earn. She had never doubted nat.
She | ooked forward to proving herself.

Kurj finally went on to the next cadet. Soz remained still until he had gone a
ways down the line. Then she let out a breath. She glanced at Jazar, and he
nmout hed gods al mi ghty.

No ki ddi ng, Soz thought. She wondered if Kurj had greeted Althor that way when
her brother first showed up at the acadeny.
After Kurj finished neeting the novices, he noved off to one side witii Foxer
and Stone. Soz had | ooked up the bios

of all their instructors. Foxer was a former Jagernaut pilot. She had
graduated fromDMA thirty-ei ght years ago, taking her comm ssion as a
Jagernaut Quaternary, the sane rank Althor and his classmates woul d have when
they graduated this year. After ten years, Foxer had advanced to Tertiary.
Twel ve years later she received her pronmotion to Secondary, anong the hi ghest
ranks in | SC. Most Jagernauts retired as Quaternaries or Tertiariesa€”di ose
who survived. Only a few stuck it out to become Secondaries. Al npbst no
Jagernaut PriA-maries existed, a rank roughly equivalent to an admiral in the
I mperial Fleet or a general in the Pharaoh's Arny.

Kurj had been a Primary before he becane | nperator.

Dayamar Stone wasn't a J-Force officer, but a |lieutenant colonel in the
Advance Services Corps. The ASC had begun on the world Raylicon as naval units
that went ashore as adA-vance scouts or foot soldiers. Wen the people of



Rayl i con regai ned air and space travel, roughly four centuries ago, the ASC
became an i ndependent interstellar force, the advance scouts for planetary

| andi ngs. DMA conmi ssioned Jager A-nauts, but it drewits faculty fromall the
| SC services, inA-cluding the Pharaoh's Arny, Fleet, and ASC. Jagernauts often
acted as defenders, escorts, or conmmandos for the otiier branches of |ISC and
were expected to develop fanmilA-iarity with all of them

Kurj, Stone, and Foxer stood a distance away fromthe novices, conferring
about saints only knew what. Finally they came back, and Kurj went to stand
before the front line of cadets. Soz wondered what was up. A trickle of sweat
ran down her neck and soaked into ne collar of her junpsuit, which | acked
climate controls and any other conforts mat m ght have nade |ife easier

Kurj stood in front of Qbsidian and spoke. Qbsidian anA-swered w th what
sounded like "Sir! Yes, sir!" Soz couldn't tell for certain what he said from
so far away, but given that they spent all day |ong responding wth those
words, it was a good guess. Wien Obsidian set off jogging toward one of the
trai ni ng courses, Soz understood; they were to do denonstrations for the

| mper at or.

osidi an ran hard around the oval track and junped the various gates, bars,
barrels, and other obstacles set along the way. He tended to sl ow down between
t he gates, but he made reasonably good tine. Wen he finished, he jogged back
to his place in line. Kurj spoke to hima nmonent and Qosidi an drew hinmsel f up
straighter, pride on his chiseled face. Soz would have to ask himtoni ght what
Kurj had said. From QbA-sidian's response, she gathered it had been positive
It went that way over the next half an hour or so, Foxer or Stone wal king with
Kurj down me lines. The Inperator stopped often, sonetinmes at their
suggestion, other tinmes on his own, and called on cadets to denonstrate their
abilities on the training fields. Finally he reached the third line. Soz
stared strai ght ahead, but she could see himin her side viA-sion. He was
headed toward either her or Jazar. C oser. Coser, nowa€”and he passed Jazar
Damm.

Kurj stopped in front of her, with Stone on one side of himand Foxer on the
ot her. The opaque shields of his inner |lids covered his eyes.

"So," he said. "The cocky cadet."

She waited for himto ask a question

Kurj notioned toward an obstacle course about half a kil oneter away on a

sout hern edge of the DMA grounds. "Think you can run that one? The Echo?"

Soz peered across the fields. She hadn't tried the Echo, but she knew about

it, having read everything she could find on these fields during her mnuscule
free time when she wasn't studying or training. It was a difficult course, one
that required skills her class hadn't tackled yet. To do it well, she needed

t he physical augnmentation that cadets received their third year at DMA. She
wasn't sure if she could finish the course, but she didn't want to |ose face
in front of Kurj or her classmates.

"I can give it a good try, sir," she said.

"A good try." His voice had an edge. "lIs that what you will do in conbat,

Cadet Valdoria? Gve it a good try?"

Soz tried not to stiffen. "I'Il do my best in all situations, sir.
"Good. Go." Kurj notioned toward the course. "Show ne."

"Sir! Yes, sir." Soz took off, jogging toward the course.
"Cadet." Kurj's voice runbled behind her

Soz swung around, wondering if she had violated sone rule. She didn't think
so. Every other cadet had responded in the same way when Kurj sent themto run
a cour se.

Her brother was watching her with a cl osed expression

"Yes, sir?" Soz asked.

"I want you to run the course in eight mnutes."

What ? Soz stared at him The record tine for that course was over nine

m nutes, and that by a senior who had spent four years training on it No way
could she cone close to that record, let alone beat it by nore than a mnute,
espeA-cially given her unfamliarity with the gravity on this planet Yes, she



coul d run now without nmistimng her steps or stumA-bling, but jogging a
mountain trail and executing the Echo were two very different matters.
Secondary Foxer started to speak, but Kurj held up his hand, stopping her. Hs
posture, body |anguage, facial exA-pressiona€” nothing showed any sign of his
relenting. "Well, Cadet?" he asked Soz.

What could she say? "I'll do ny best, sir."

"See that you do." Hi s voice brooked no excuses. "l hope your best is good
enough. "

"Sir! Yes, sir.'

Soz waited a nonent, but he said no nore. So she set off

toward the Echo. Eight mnutes. Hell, maybe he wanted her to create a few new
uni verses, too. And she had feared he woul d show her special consideration
Ri ght

At | east she felt good now, her nuscles warm from her workout this norning,
her body healthy and fit. She veered toward the entrance to the Echo, a sinple
dirt path. As she reached it she started her wist tiner. From her research
she knew the path hid numerous sensors that woul d eval uate her stride, weight,
pul se, brain waves, and any other data it could glean as she ran along its

| engt h.
Soz didn't run down the path. Instead she went al ong the narrow bar that
bordered it nmoving fast to keep her bal ance on the precariously curved
surface. The | ess the Echo knew about her, the |less effective its obstacles.
It could still glean

information with her running along the bar, but it wouldn't be as accurate.
Every smal | advant age she gai ned woul d hel p.
A vaul ting horse bl ocked the end of the path. Soz junped back onto the path
and ran hard. She leapt into a vault, her palns hitting the horse as she
flipped over it like a gymast. It was an awkward flip. She hit the edge of
t he path when she | anded and tripped, losing tinme. Then she caught her bal ance
and sprinted for the scaffolding, a nultistory structure of netal struts that
resenbl ed the clinbing gynms her father had built for her when she had been a
small girl.
At the thought of her father, Soz felt dizzy. Her sight clouded over until she
couldn't see. She had tried these past days to push away thoughts about her
exile; now, it hit hard.
As her sight cleared, she ran harder, hit with a drive nore intense even than
her usual determ nation. She had to master this course, every course at DMA
every demand they threw at her, so she could go out and defend her fanily
agai nst the Traders. Wiy it hit her so hard now, she didn't know, but it
pushed her to sprint faster than she would normally have done this early in a
cour se.
Soz reached the scaffolding and junped up, grabbing a bar. It imrediately
bent, trying to throw her off, the nmesh conponents in its structure acting
with rudinentary intelliA-gence. She conpensated, grabbing new bars as the
ones she held sagged, vibrated, and jerked. She nmade it to the top, but when
she tried to cross the scaffolding, the bars shook until she | ost her bal ance
and slid down anobng them into the lively center of the structure. They bent
and rebounded like kinetic echoes, throwing her this way and that. Soz swore,
grasping at the chaotic pipes. The harder she tried to regain her grip, the
nore ent angl ed she becane.

Pah. She tried the opposite approach and | et her body go linp. The scaffol di ng
quieted a bit, but she fell faster, hitting crossbars on the way down. She
managed to grab one, wenching her armas she jerked to a stop. Instead of
clinbA-ing the scaffol ding, she went through it, scrambling as fast as
possible, trying to outrun the echo. The bars hunmed and

vibrated all around her like crazed tuning forks. She barely kept her grip.
In desperation, |lest she | ose her hold, she slowed down. The echoes eased.
Finally she reached the end and threw herself out of the cursed thing. She hit
die ground hard and set off running. The path bucked under her, trying to
throw her off bal ance, but it had trouble judging her stride, probaA-bly
because she had evaded its sensors at di e beginning. She |ost nore tine but



she managed to stay on her feet.

She was approaching ne | ake, a pool with oil covering its surface so it
resenmbled a mirror. |If she hadn't |ooked up this course, she would have pl owed
t hrough the water, covering herself with oil. Instead, she tried running
around the edge of me pool, staying on the stone |lip. She could see herself in
the water, a sort of visual echo. Keeping her bal ance on the uneven edge
proved al nost inpossible, though. Her foot slipped and hit the water, sending

out an oily ripple. She started to fall, but she was going fast enough that
she reached the other side of die pool before she lost control. As she toppled
si deways, she tucked and rolled, but her armstill hit die rimof the pool

She grunted as pain stabbed through her el bow.
Tired now, Soz clinmbed to her feet. She wanted to wal k and probably woul d
have, except Kurj was watching. For all she knew he wanted to prove that die
heir die Assenbly had forced himto choose, die daughter of a man he hated,
wasn't up to ne title. Soz had no idea what he thought, given how well he
guarded his mnd, but it killed her to know mat her estrangenent from her
fanmer canme as a direct result of her new status. She would be dammed if she
et Kurj add insult to mat injury by humiliating her on ne Echo.
So she kept on, too proud to falter before her indomitable bromer. She
approached die aural labyrindi in a stunbling run. It rose up before her, an
encl osed maze of tunnels and passages mat echoed, naking it hard to judge
direction. It didn't matter. This was an old configuration, one posted for
cadets to study. Soz had nmenorized die maze for the heck of

it. She kept running, pushing herself hard, gasping in the thin air. It took
only monents to clear the naze, but she cane out staggering.
The rebounders crashed and bounced ahead of her, a seA-ries of gates that
operated in conplex patterns, snapping open and slanmm ng cl osed agai n. She had
a vague idea of the timng mat would | et her traverse the rebounders w thout
hitting the gates, but her body wasn't responding well now. Only sheer
orneri ness kept her going. She was too dam stubborn to drop
Soz dodged and feinted as she reel ed through the clanging gates, but they
caught her anyway, over and over, slamming closed on her body. The only reason
she didn't fall over was because they hit her from both sides, holding her up
She gritted her teeth and kept going, die endless gates bouncing, snapping,
bounci ng, snapping. After an eternity she found herself before the | ast one,
her chest heavi ng, her body aching. Twi ce her height and as thick as her body,
t he bl ack portal thundered open and smashed cl osed. She recalled the key to
this one; it opened and closed five tines, rapid fire, nmen paused for a few
seconds before repeating the pattern. Wen the pause came, she stunbl ed
t hrough and out into the sunlit stretch of sand beyond.
As Soz coll apsed onto the sand, she hit the stop panel on her tiner. Sweat was
running into her face. She lay sprawl ed, gasping for breath. After severa
nmonents, she rolled onto her back and saw St one standi ng above her, his face
creased with concern. He offered her a hand.
Soz took his hand and pulled herself up, acutely aware that Kurj was waiting
at the edge of the sand trap, watching, always watching. She dropped Stone's
hand and squinted at her timer. Gods. Fourteen minutes and forty-three
seconds. That was truly appalling.
"Cadet Valdoria." Stone spoke quietly. "You may return to the formation."
"Sir." Soz heard how tired she sounded. "Yes, sir." She couldn't read him
well; like nost officers who worked with

Jagernauts, he knew how to guard his enotions. At |east he didn't seem
di smissive of her paltry effort here.
Soz turned to Kurj and saluted tiredly, raising her arms straight out from her
body, her fists clenched, her wists crossed. He nodded, his eyes hidden
behind their gold shields. D smssed, Soz set off at a walk, skirting the
edges of the Echo.

It took her ten mnutes to trudge back to the quadrangl e where the rest of the
cadets waited. Everyone was staring at her. Wll, how the blazes was she
supposed to break an acadA-eny record on a course she had never done before?



She glared at the first cadet she passed and the girl averted her eyes. Wen
Soz reached Jazar, she glowered at himfor good nmeasure. To her surprise, he
smi | ed.

"What are you smrking about?" she nuttered. She knew Stone and Kurj were
com ng back, but she didn't think they would hear her fromso far away and she
doubt ed they bothA-ered to nonitor cadets in the quadrangle. "I didn't break
the damm record.”

"No. But you conpleted the course."

"So what ?"

"After you left, Foxer told Inperator Skolia that no cadet in the last ten
years has ever finished the Echo on their first try."

Whoa. That hadn't been in the specs. Damm Kurj. He had set her an inpossible

task, knowi ng she would fail. It served himright that she had finished the
cour se.

Stone and Kurj were crossing the quadrangl e now Foxer called an order and the
cadets fell into a new formation, shifting their four lines into two col ums.

Then they marched across the plaza to a wing of the acadeny buil ding. Al though
Soz was recovering her wind now, her |egs ached. Despite die pain, she refused
to |inp.
They entered into one of the large common roonms, with tables where cadets
could sit and socialize in their nonexisA-tent free tine. The paneling on the
wal I s was genui ne wood accented with hol o-panels of |andscapes that showed
scenes

of Diesha and the acadeny. Very attractive. Too bad none of them ever had
time to enjoy the place.

Kurj was standi ng behind a console on one side of the room speaking with each
cadet as he or she filed by him Soz had never realized he took such an
interest in the incomA-ing class, but she supposed it made sense. The
Jagernauts would be his elite pilots, officers with rare talents, crucial to

| SC operations, the enpaths who nelded their mnds with their ships to becone
human weapons. He would want to neet the novices, see who was who. He took the
time to talk to each person. As she drew nearer, she heard hi m aski ng about
their homes, famlies, sinple facts that transforned a stranger into an

acquai ntance. A known quantity.
When Soz reached his console, she stood stiffly, aware of the nmess she
presented conpared to the other cadets, her face sweaty, tendrils of her hair
hangi ng out of her braid and curling wildly about her face, her foot covered
in oil, her domes torn and crusted wi m sand.

Kurj's inner lids came up for sone reason, so she could see his eyes, with
their gold irises and bl ack pupils. He spoke quiedy. "Still think you' re ready
for me acadeny, Val doria?"

She net his gaze defiantly. "Yes, sir."

"You failed in the mssion | set you."

Screw him "Yes, sir."

"Why then, should | let you stay at this acadeny?"

Foxer was staring at Kurj with undi sguised shock. It gave Soz a nodi cum of
sati sfaction. She spoke evenly. "Because I'mthe first novice in ten damm
years to conplete the Echo on ny first try."

One of his eyebrows quirked. "So you are."

Soz waited, wondering what the bl oody bi nges he wanted.

"How i s your father?" he asked.

So. They canme down to the chase. "I don't know, sir."

"Why not ?"

She spoke flady. "He di sowned ne."
That clearly caught him by surprise. "Good gods, why?"
Wiy do you think? She was painfully conscious of everyA-one |listening. "For
com ng here."

He let out a long breath. Then, incredibly, he said, "Soz, I'msorry."

She didn't know what she had expected, but mat wasn't it Her voice al npst
cracked. Alnost. But she held it steady. "So am1." That barely touched what



she felt.

He spoke in an unexpectedly gentle voice. "D sm ssed, Cadet."

Soz sal uted and went on, out of the common room The other novices watched her
with curiosity. She hid her turnoil. Bad enough she had failed Kurj's test in
front of everyone; now she had admtted her exile as well. The Echo didn't

mat A-ter conpared to the scab Kurj had picked off her enotions by asking about
her father. Hi s synpathetic response confused her. Apparently the mghty

| mperator wasn't as much of an inpassive nmachine as he woul d have peopl e
bel i eve.

They had tinme for lunch now, but Soz had no desire to go to the canteen with
her classmates. Instead she went to the dorm In her room she dropped into
her bunk and | ay on her back, too exhausted even to change her clothes. She
stared at the bottom of the bunk bed above her

"What the holy hazoo was that all about?" a voice said.

Soz turned her head to see Grell sitting on her bunk across the room her
newly cropped red hair sticking up the way it did after she had exercised,
maki ng her | ook |ike an urchin.

"Hazoo?" Soz blinked. "Wat is that?"

"I dunno,” Gell adnmtted. "Everyone says it back home. And you're avoiding

t he subject. \Wat happened with | mA-perator Skolia?"

Soz nentally shuttered her nmood. "It's nothing."

Jazar appeared in the doorway. "Nothing?" He canme inA-side and touched the
wal | panel, closing the door. "I've never heard of him going after a cadet
that way."

Soz wondered what her father would do if he knew she was bunking in the sane
roomas two nmen. Probably have heart failure. He woul d never believe the
truth, that they never violated the ban against fraternization. As if cadets
had either the time or the energy even to | ook cross-eyed at each other, let
al one m sbehave.

"It's along story," Soz said.

Gell leaned forward. "He acted |ike he knew you."

"Unfortunately," Soz nuttered.

"You nmean he does?" Jazar | ooked al arned.
Soz wi shed she could hide sonewhere. "Yes."
"How?" Grell asked.
Soz didn't want to go into it, so she said nothing.
They weren't letting her off that easy. "Wy did he bring up your father?"
Jazar asked.
"They don't like each odier."
Grell watched her with concern. "Do you think |Inperator Skolia neans to force
you out of the acadeny?"
"No, | don't think so." Soz put her forearm over her eyes, w shing she could
di sappear. "He just doesn't want me to think 1'll have an easy tinme of it."
"Why woul d you think that?" Jazar asked
"It doesn't matter," Soz said.
"Soz, come on," Gell demanded. "G ve."
"Not hing to give."
"I'"ve never net anyone who knew menbers of the Ruby Dynasty," Gell said
"Don't they intinidate you?"
Soz couldn't hel p but laugh. She | owered her armand sat up, taking care with
her bruised torso where the rebounders had pumel ed her body. "They
exasperate, drive nme crazy, and fill my life with [ight, but no, they don't
intimdate nme."

Both Grell and Jazar | ooked at her, waiting.
Ah, hell. "Inperator Skolia's father knew ny nother."
"Real | y?" Gell's eyes danced with excitenment. "How?"

Dryly Soz said, "They were married."

It took thema while to absorb that. Finally Jazar said, "CGods almghty."
Soz glared at him "You start treating ne like |I'msone sort of sonething,
"Il toss you into the Echo."



"Some sort of something?" He smiled. "Soz, ever the poet."

Gell spoke slowy. "If you have the sane nother as the Inperator, that would
be Roca Skolia. Unless she has an-

other life the public has never heard about, that neans your father is the
Ki ng of Skyfall."

Soz groaned. "The planet is not called Skyfall. If s called Lyshriol. Skyfal
is me nane sone sleezy resort planners gave it. And ny father is not the king
of an entire planet. He's not even the king of part of a planet. He's a
singer."

"Ch, gods," Gell said. "Holy hazooing gods. You're a nmenber of the Ruby
Dynasty. "

Soz couldn't hel p but laugh. "Hazooi ng? Wiere do you get diese words?"

"I can't believe it." Gell didn't look as if she knew whether to be horrified
or thrilled. "My roommate is a Ruby heir."

"Grell, enough." Jazar was watching Soz closely, his smle gone. He spoke
quietly to Soz. "Your father disowned you for comi ng here?"

Soz just shook her head. She couldn't talk about it. "Don't tell anyone who
am all right. Swear. Both of you."
Jazar didn't hesitate. "Sworn."

"No one?" Grell asked. "Not even Obsidi an?"

"No one," Soz said. "I'll tell himif it comes up."

"All right." Gell sighed. "I swear."
Jazar grinned, his handsone face lighting with the flash of his teeth. "Heya,
Soz, you're a princess."

"Il princess you." Soz gave him her nost form dable scow, the one that nade
t he youths in Dal vador blanch and avoid her. Either that, or they tried to

kiss her, like Ari at the |ake, which had never nmade a | ot of sense to Soz,
but had been fun. It would have been a lot better if he hadn't imeA-diately
hopped off to kiss sone other girl. If she ever saw hi magai n, she would be

tenmpted to heft himover her back like the last tine.

Jazar didn't look the least bit intimdated. He canme over and sat next to her
on the bunk. "Can't, Soz. You have to be female to be a princess."

"Go sit on your own bunk," she grow ed.

"I can't," he said sensibly. "lIt's above yours. If | went up

t here, how would we have this wonderful discussion, with you grousing and
glowering at us so nmightily?"

"Grousing!" Soz reached back on her bed, grabbed the regul ati on pancake t hat
DVA cl ai ned was a pillow, and whacked himover the head with it. Gell |aughed
and threw her own pillow across the room Wthin nmonments, pancake pillows were
flying through the roomam d | aughter.

It |lasted about two minutes before the clarion for afterA-noon classes bl ared,
cutting through their tumult Gell stood in the mddl e of the room her arns
full of pillows, including Cbsidian's, the only one of them who had been
sensi bl e enough to eat |unch

Gell sighed. "Time to get back to work."

"l guess so," Soz said. She enjoyed their conpany despite their having spent
the last two minutes hitting her with pilA-1ows. These two people shared her
dreans in a way no one at hone ever had, except perhaps a few of her brothers,
but they had been constrained by the differing expectations for nen and wonen
there. Besides, they were, well, her brothA-ers. She |oved themeven at their
nost exasperating, but it wasn't the same. She had never had friends |ike
this. It eased the ache inside, the know edge that she had given up a part of
her famly to cone here, a part of herself.

But the | oss could never be repl aced.

14

The Price of Silence

hannon rode into the Blue Dale canp with his conpanA-ions of the last five
days: Tharon, a gifted archer who could bring down a floating sphere froma
hundred paces; El arion, whose white-gold hair reached to his waist; and
Varielle, who was surely the nost fascinating worman alive.



She was an unparall el ed Archer. She bested him at every shot, bested all of
them even Tharon

Shannon's thoughts turned to Varielle often. Perhaps it was because she was
the first woman he had net like himA-self. He might have reacted this way to
any fermal e Blue Dale Archer. He doubted it, nough. She fevered his dreans.

No one seened to realize he was only one octet plus six years of age. He was
| arge for an Archer, and the youthful cast of his face made no difference
here; they all had a fey, childlike quality to their appearance. They treated
himlike an adult. He hoped Varielle saw himthat way. She had half an octet
of years on him nmaybe nore
The days passed in bliss for Shannon, hel ping himforget why he had fled to
the Blue Dales. It disturbed himgready, however, that he couldn't find
Moongl aze. He had al ways | oved the |yrine, and now Mbongl aze had becone his
famA-ily. His only family. Wthout the lyrine, he had to ride with one of his
t hree conpani ons. Today he sat behind Varielle on her silver nmount, his arns
around her waist. He held her close and she nade no objection. Her head
brushed his chin, and die tenptation to nuzzle her hair as if he were her

| over was al nbst too nuch to resist.

He woul d have been content in the noment-by-nmonent, except for the dreans that
pl agued him nightmares of agony in his | egs and back, always in darkness. He
woul d awake sweating and terrified, unable to rise fromwhere he slept in the
forest, rolled in a blanket. Each time it happened, a comA-pul sion urged him
back to Rillia, an urge that grew stronger each day. But w thout Mdongl aze, he
had no neans to ride anywhere except with the Archers.

It astounded himmat his conpanions |et himacconpany them The Blue Dale
Archers had hidden so well mat everyA-one in Rillia and Dal vador believed them
extinct. Yet these three accepted him He didn't know how to express what it
meant to him but they seened to know. They lived in a wash of enotion
letting feelings pour over and through their m nds. They weren't enpaths, but
they came closer to that state than anyone he knew except his famly. He felt
ri ght

with them They were bringing himhome. That made it all the nmore wenching
that he woul d soon have to | eave them

Shannon had no wish to return to Rillia. But he had to go. The dreans grew
wor se each ni ght. Somehow he needed to find another |yrine. Wen he did, he
woul d head back to the Vales.
Varielle shifted in front of him and he rested his chin against the back of
her head. She felt small in his arns, her hair glossy on his cheek. Visions
played in his mnd of her floating in a pool, her body bare and glistening
with water. He wanted her, but he was afraid to |l et her know, so he just used
this excuse to hold her in his arns.
Variell e | eaned back, her head on his shoul der. "You have much strength."
That made Shannon feel taller. He didn't know how to reA-spond to such a
conpliment, though, so he said only, "You should rmeet ny brothers."

| mredi ately he wi shed he had kept his nouth shut. Wnen al ways found his

br ot hers handsone. He had never envied themtheir conquests before, or at

| east not too much, but now his jeal ousy surged. Better Varielle never neet
them especially Del, who had dallied with half the girls in the village.
Blue mist swirled through the dale below them curling around the
stai ned-glass trees and drifting past tents. Melodies trilled in the air.
After several nonents he realized the nusic cane fromvoices calling and
children | aughing. People were all around them hidden in the fog. Silvery
figA-ures darted fromtree to tree, following them alnost invisiA-ble in the
f og.

"W are causing a stir," he said.

"Not us." Varielle | eaned agai nst himher eyes closed, her hands | oose on the
reins. "You."

Shannon wi nced. "A good one, | hope."

She | aughed, a nel odi c sound. "The wonen will envy ne."
A sense of fullness swelled inside Shannon. He kissed the back of her head,



savoring her soft hair, like silk under his lips.
The trail leveled out and tents shrouded in m st appeared

on either side, as blue as snow. The eerie beauty of the place seened steeped
in magic, ready for spirits to step out of |egA-ends and cone to life. A group
of riders formed out of the m st and cane toward them They rode silver
lyrine, smaller than a war mount |ike Mongl aze, nore the size of the |avender
or blue lyrine nost people rode in the Dal vador Pl ains.
The | eader of the group sat tall on her mount, head lifted, her silver eyes
surrounded by a nest of lines, her translucent skin creased, her hair silver
rat her than white-gold. Her auA-thority permeated the air.
They all reined their nounts to a halt and gathered in a restless cluster of
lyrine. The | eader gazed at Shannon with no wel conme in her eyes. She spoke to
Tharon, her phrases a ripple of music. Shannon had grown nore accustoned to
the Archer dial ect these past few days, enough to pick up sone of their words.
The El der castigated Tharon for bringing a stranger into canp.
Tharon answered in el egant phrases, conposing an inmage that startled Shannon
He described Shannon's persistence, his kindness to the lyrine, his prowess
with a bow, his quiet nature. The Archer spoke of "the music of Shannon's ken
the flow of his noods, the sight of his heart." Shannon unA-derstood little of
what that meant, but the phrases had a symA-netry that felt right.
The El der's deneanor softened toward Shannon. She spoke to him sl ow ng her

voi ce so he could better underA-stand. "Is your lyrine a giant animal with a
dark coat?"
Shannon strai ghtened up behind Varielle, still holding her in his arns. "Yes.

A purple coat. He is a war lyrine."

"He came here." This seenmed to inpress the Elder. "He acted as if he wi shed us
to help sonmeone. W did not know who."

Shannon's breath caught. The great aninmals such as Mongl aze rarely gave
fealty to humans. Although Mongl aze had accepted him he hadn't realized the
I yrine woul d nake such an extreme effort to save his life, even searching out
the | egendary Blue Dale Archers. Their help

woul d have come too late if Tharon and the others hadn't al A-ready found
Shannon, but what nmattered was that the lyrine tried.

Shannon inclined his head to the Elder with respect "I thank you for

shel teri ng Moongl aze. "

"Moongl aze?" she asked

"The lyrine." He didn't say "ny" lyrine. Monglaze beA-longed only to hinself.
"A fine name for a fine beast," the Elder said.

Shannon hesitated, unsure of protocols. Varielle was simA-ply waiting, silent
in front of him She hadn't tensed in his arms, though, which boded well. He
hoped. Nor had any of die Archers challenged himfor riding into canp with his
arnms around one of their wonmen. He w shed he could hold her for hours, days,
many ni ghts. But he couldn't stay.

"May | see Moongl aze now?" he asked.

"If it is him" The El der guided her mount around. It stepped with graceful
agitation, like a waith cloaked in the swirling blue mst. They rode through
the canp wi mthe octet of Archers who had acconpani ed the El der and now kept
wat ch on Shannon. The fog muted sound.

They soon reached the last of the tents. Anong the wi dely spaced trees beyond,
a small herd of lyrine stood in a cluster, nost of themnibbling at patches of
stub-reeds. They resemA-bled the mist, silvery and slender, indiscernible
until ShanA-non was al nbst upon them One stood out fromthe rest, a huge

ani mal and powerfully ruscled, with a dark violet coat. Joy surged through
Shannon. He slid off Varielle's Ilyrine and |anded on the ground with a thunp.
Moongl aze lifted his head.

For an instant the lyrine remained still. Then he whistled a long cry to the
air, resonant and powerful. He shook his head and wal ked anbng the ot her

ani mal s. Many of them stopped grazing and noved aside to |l et him pass. As
Shannon went forward through the herd, several of the lyrine studied him
first with one silver eye, then turning their heads to ook at himw th the



other. Animals in Dal vador did the sane. They could see with both eyes at
once, |ooking forward, but when

they wi shed to scrutinize an oddity or uncertain phenomeA-non, they observed
it fromall possible views.
Apparently satisfied mat he posed no threat, they went back to nibbling the
reeds. Shannon and Moongl aze net in their mdst, and Mongl aze snuffled at
hi m pushing his nose agai nst Shannon's shoul der. Shannon put his arnms around
his neck and laid his head against nme great |lyrine. Misture gathered in his
eyes. Moongl aze whistled and curved his head around, gently butting him Wth
a laugh, Shannon rel eased the |lyrine and stepped back. Mongl aze consi dered
himwi th one eye, then turned his head and gazed at himw th the other eye.
Shannon smiled. "Miking sure it's ne?"

The Iyrine whistied, a chastising note. Shannon scratched his neck in that

pl ace the lyrine liked so nuch. Wth a snort of approval, Mongl aze | owered
hi s head and went back to grazing.

"He | oves you," a fluid voice said.

Shannon turned with a start. Varielle stood a few paces away.

"He accepts ne," Shannon said. "I wouldn't presume nore."

"You should try presum ng nore," she murmured, com ng forward. She stopped in
front of himand | ooked up into his face. "You will go now, won't you?"
Shannon wi shed he could stay. It burned inside of him But he could only nod.
"I"'msorry. | must."

"I don't understand."” She notioned around at the canmp. "You came | ooking for
Archers. Here we are.”

He spoke unevenly. "I have dreams. N ghtmares. They drive nme. Something is
wrong, very wong."
She |l aid her pal magainst his chest. "I will go with you."

"I also," another voice said. Tharon also cane forward, |eading his lyrine,
with Elarion at his side.

"I, too," Elarion said.

Shannon's voi ce caught. "You honor ne. But why?"

"W have seen your worry, your resdess slunber, your darkened eyes in the
nmorning." Elarion's voice drifted with

the m st "W have al so seen your ken of the Dales. You are part of us. W
will go for a ways with you."

Shannon wanted their conpany; indeed, he longed for it They made him fee
conplete in a way he had never experi A-enced in Dalvador. But guilt tugged at
him He had no idea what he faced. "You have your home here."

"Qur hone is the forests." Varielle's words chined. "W never stay in one

pl ace."

So it was true, Archers led a nomadic life. It was probably why they were so
hard to find. "But you never go to Rillia." It was a guess on his part, but
probably a good one given that Rillians never reported any definitive

sightings of the Archers.

"W may go only partway,"” Tharon said. 'Tonorrow the canp rides. W will
travel with you for a while. Then we will see.”

Shannon inclined his head. "I will be glad for every day we spend together. |
woul d mi ss your conpany."”

Varielle's pale |l ashes cane down hal fway over her tilted eyes. "And | yours."
Shannon suddenly felt warm He wanted to take her into his arms, but he held
back, in part because they had an audi A-ence but al so because he feared she
woul d reject him

The El der and her retinue had remained on their lyrine, back on the path,

hal f - hi dden by the drifting mst. Tharon raised his hand, indicating nem To
Shannon he said, "Join us for a neal."

"I would like that," Shannon said. "Thank you."

So they gathered for the evening, preparing for a new day when they would ride
to Rillia.

El dri nson's universe had shrunk to a pallet, to darkness&€” and to pain.

He could see nothing. He lay in darkness, unable to rise. The boul ders had



crushed his | egs, pulverizing the bones. H s backbone remained intact, but it
was no blessing, for it neant he could feel. The agony in his broken body
never stopped. At times it eased, but later it would surge again. The first
day

Vitarex had knocked himout with a sedative, giving hima merciful oblivion
He had awoken here, in the tent, laid out on a pile of rugs. And here he
stayed, unable to nove, hating what he had done to hinmself, hating Vitarex
even nore.

He wasn't sure how nuch time had passed. A day? Two? Mdre? He had suffered
several grand mal attacks and nuA-nerous minor seizures. The convul sions
worsened his inA-juries. None of it mattered to Vitarex. He deliberately |eft
El dri nson untreated so that he could transcend.
A shuffle came from nearby. Eldrinson thought soneone was kneeling by his
pallet. "Wio is there?"
A worman answered. "It is Jaliesa."”

Rel i ef spread through him Jaliesa was the wife in the young couple who served
Vitarex. She had been tending himsince his fall fromthe bluff. Her touch
soot hed and her care eased his pain. He spoke in a | ow voice. "Have you tal ked
with Tarlin yet?" She hadn't been certain who El dri nson nmeant.

"I know who he is now," she whispered. "I. will speak to himwhen I can."
"Pl ease help ne."
She spoke raggedly. "I will try. But | cannot betray Lord Vitarex. We have

sworn our oath to him"

Eldrinson gritted his teeth. "He's a monster."

I nstead of answering, she said, "Here, Goodnman. Drink." Something scraped,
perhaps a lid, and the tantalizing snmell of broth wafted around him As his
mout h watered, Jaliesa lifted his head and set a jug to his lips. He pushed up
on his elbow, flinching at the pain it sparked in his |legs. Holding the jug
with his other hand, he drank deeply, grateful for the succor of its soup.
When he finished, he lay back down on the pallet, on his back, exhausted by
that slight activity. As Jaliesa took the jug fromhim a rustle cane fromthe
direction of the tent entrance.
"How i s he?" Vitarex said. H s footsteps approached.

Bile surged in Eldrinson. And | oat hing.
"He is stronger today," Jaliesa said.
"Why don't you ask nme?" Eldrinson asked harshly. "My | egs may not work, but ny
throat is fine."
"Indeed."” Vitarex was nearer now, right next to him

maybe crouching at his side, A hand touched his forehead. "Your fever has
receded. "

El drinson pulled his head away. He hated that he had to depend on Vitarex for
his every need. "I"'mfine."
"Mlord," Jaliesa said. "May | speak?"
"Go ahead." Vitarex made no attenpt to hide the pleasure in his voice as he
t ranscended.
"WIl you not fix his |egs?"
"I cannot."
"But surely such a great lord as you can do anything."

El drinson wanted to vonit at Vitarex's "greatness." But he knew Jaliesa
believed flattering the Aristo would produce the best results. She was
probably right.
"I haven't the resources to nmend such damage," Vitarex said.

Liar, Eldrinson thought. But he feared the Aristo told the truth, that his
body was so broken, even offworld nedicine couldn't fix it. He knewtoo little
about their technology. He couldn't even hope for treatnent, |est a nedica
exam gi ve away his identity.

"He is such a val uabl e po-po-possession."” Her voice scratched with no lilt at
all. It didn't surprise himthat she stunbled on the | ast word; the idea of
one human owni ng anot her was anathema to his people. "It is a shane that

someone of your magnificence nust | ose one of such value."



"This is true," Vitarex acknow edged. "But in his condiA-tion, it would be
difficult to take himwhen | | eave here." He sounded as if he were speaking
nmore to hinself than to Jaliesa. "I nust take&€’certain others when | go.
can't risk the success of our departure by including someone this inA-jured.
Were he healthy, that might be different."

"But he will die without your help,"” Jaliesa said.

"I amsorry. I wish | could take him" Vitarex sounded as if he neant it.

El dri nson even believed him What the Aristo regretted, though, was |osing
such a good provider. EldrinA-son knew he had only to reveal hinself and he
would live. Vitarex already realized he was a strong psion. The anti-enpath
couldn't read himwell enough to recognize his ful

strength, but if he gave Vitarex nore cause to wonder, the Aristo would

i nvestigate. The nmonent he reveal ed his idenA-tity, however, Vitarex could

| eave Lyshriol, having gai ned one of his targets, a Rhon psion

It would endanger all of Skolia.

El drinson didn't really understand how it worked, why Rhon psions were so
inportant to the Skolians, but he beA-lieved what they told him Their
description of the Aristos had been true, even understated. Roca's people
claimed if the Traders captured a Rhon psion, it would give them adA-vant age
over |1SC, enough to conquer Skolia. He didn't reA-ally fathomwhy the Skolians
had i nstantaneous interstellar comunication and the Traders didn't or why it
was so i mA-portant. He knew the words, but the science remined an eni gma. He
understood the result, however; if the Aristos captured any nmenber of his
fam ly, they would have the key they needed to achi eve such comuni cati ons.
And then the Inperialate would fall.

To protect his people, he had only to remain silenté&€”even if it nmeant his
deat h.
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The Message

he acadeny had libraries of every type, including virtual reality arcades
where students could experience their studies firsthand, soundproofed chanbers
where they could listen to texts, console roons where they could jack into

li A-brary neshes, and traditional stacks w th books in shelves. The paper
books were exhibits only; they were too valuable to use. It was far easier
anyway, to obtain information from consol es or hol obooks.

Soz had two preferences: the virtual library that nade her

studies seemreal and the traditional l|ibrary, which reni nded her of hone.
Toni ght she chose tradition. She adored the vaulted ceilings in the library
and the intricate carvings, all those ornate scrolls and scallops on the

col ums, around the wi ndows, even on the |egs and edges of the |ong tables
where cadets could spread out their materials. The library was really a
museum but a student could apply to | ook at the books if they agreed to a
vol um nous set of regulations for how they treated the tones. Soz had applied
her first day. She loved to browse the shelves of old books, astonished by

t heir paper bindings and inked script.

Today she sat ensconced in an arnchair with her legs up on a table and a

hol obook in her |ap. She wasn't studying, though. She was thinking of hone.
The ol d-f ashi oned at A-nosphere here stirred nenories of her youth. No building
like this actually existed on Lyshriol, though; a people with no witten

| anguage had no use for libraries. Their records were kept by wonen known as
Menories, those rare schol A-ars who had hol ographic recall. The

ant hr opol ogi sts who studi ed Lyshriol believed Menories descended from
geneA-tical ly engi neered humans who had col oni zed the planet five nillennia
ago during the Ruby Enpire.

H story had always intrigued Soz. Five thousand years ago, during the Stone
Age, an unknown race of beings had conme to Earth. They took away a small

popul ati on of huA-mans and stranded memon the world Raylicon. Then they

di sappeared, |eaving no explanation, no justification for their actions. Some
historians believed a calamty had beA-fallen them before they could conplete
what ever project they had begun. Whatever the reason, they left the hunmans



with alnmost nothing. Primitive, terrified, and bew | dered, the humans
struggl ed to survive.

Their abductors left behind one clue to their origins, the ruins of three
starships on the shores of the Vani shed Seas. From those ships and their
libraries, over the centuries, the people on Raylicon gl eaned enough know edge
to devel op star travel. Using technol ogy they barely understood, they went in
search of their lost hone at a time when hunmans on

Earth were still living in caves. They never found Earth, but they built the
Ruby Enpire, scattering its colonies across the stars.

Wth such a shaky foundation, the enpire lasted only a few centuries. Then it
col l apsed, stranding its colonies. A Dark Age followed on Raylicon, continuing
for several nilA-lennia. During that time, many of the stranded col onies
failed. The few that survived backslid into nore primtive conditions.

Lyshri ol had been one such col ony.

Gradual ly the Raylicans rebuilt their civilization, this time fromthe ground
up, ensuring they understood what they created. Wen they finally regained the
stars, they split into two enpires: the Eubian Concord, also called the Trader
Enpi re, which based its econony on the sale of human beA-ings; and the Skolian
Inperialate, ruled by an el ected AsA-senbly that considered freedom a
fundanmental right of all humans.

Eventual |y the people of Earth devel oped space travel. They were in for a
shock when they reached the stars: their siblings were already there, building
enpiresd€’two thriving but irreconcilably opposed civilizations. The Allied
Worl ds of Earth becane a third power. Al though a smaller civilizaA-tion than
the Trader Enpire or Skolian Inperialate, the Al-lieds were strong enough that
conquering them woul d take nore resources than either Skolia or the Traders
coul d spare, given the constant threat of war between the two mamA-noths. So
the three interstellar powers maintained an unA-easy coexi stence.

Scouts from Earth redi scovered Lyshriol. They christened the planet Skyfal
because its blue snow | ooked |ike the sky fallen to the ground. That referred
to Earth, though, rather than Lyshriol, which had a | avender sky. Earth ceded
its claimto Skolia when they realized it was an anci ent Ruby col ony, but the
i nfernal Skyfall nane had stuck

The Ruby colonists had terraformed Lyshriol five nmillenA-nia ago. No one now
knew why chemicals saturated the biosphere, turning the water, the snow, even
the cl ouds bl ue.

The planet had no axial tilt and an unnaturally circular orbit. Lyshriol had
probably been noved there, a feat of astronomA-ical engineering beyond any
nmodern civilization. No one knew if the col onists had engi neered the
phenonenal recall of the Menories or if it had devel oped later. Nor did they
know why Lyshrioli people had four-fingered hands or seened incapabl e of
literacy. The answers to those questions had vani shed during the Dark Ages.
Soz had sone trouble adapting to Di esha. The heat and dry air bothered her
The si xteen-hour days were shorter than the twenty-eight-hour cycle on
Lyshriol, and the length of the night varied relative to the day. Usually she
slept too little, skipping every other night. Al though she understood, in
t heory, why nost worlds didn't have equal days and nights all year long, it
felt strange to live in such a place.

"Don't go to sleep," a deep voice runbled.

Soz | ooked up with a start. Althor was | eani ng agai nst a nearby colum, his
bl ack trousers and pull over a sharp conA-trast to the yell owed wood. He had
dark circles under his eyes.

Soz smled at her brother. "Where did you cone fronP"

"The dorm" He wal ked over, dropped into another chair, and swng his booted
legs up on the lowtable. "lI've a mdtermtonorrow i n Quantum I nversion."
"Good stuff." Soz approved of any subject related to star travel. She hadn't
yet studied the quantumtheories of rela-tivistic inversion, but she | ooked
forward to it

He gri maced and rubbed his eyes. "lI'm seeing equations in ny sleep. 1'll be
gl ad when the class is over."



"You |l ook tired," she said.

“"I"'mall right."

"It's the air here," Soz grunbled. "Not enough oxygen."

"It doesn't bother me much anynore.”

"I guess I'Il get used to it." She notioned at her legs. "They hurt. | don't
know why. |'ve never had any problem before.™

He | eaned his el bow on the armof the chair. "Probably the different gravity."
"It's lighter. That should make things easier."

"Your body still has to adjust." His forehead furrowed. "That's an odd

coi nci dence, though. |'ve been having nightA-nares that ny |legs are broken."
Soz regarded himuneasily. "A while back, | collapsed on the trail. Something
felt really wong. | thought you m ght have been hurt, except you said you
were fine."
Althor's grin flashed. "Thinking about me knocked you out. Admit it, Soz."
She snorted. "Pah."

He gestured at her hol obook. "What is it you were preA-tending to study while
you were daydreamn ng?"

"I was not daydreanming." Soz glowered at him "I was contenplating life."

He | aughed, a throaty, full sound. "I hope life conmes out of that all right."
Soz couldn't help but smile. She flicked her finger through a holicon on her

hol obook. Chenical formulas formed in the air. "It's for nmy chemi stry cl ass.

Boring, borA-ing, boring."
"You don't like chemistry?"

"I like it fine. | just know if already." She snapped her finA-gers through
the holicon and the chem cal s di sappeared. "I asked if | could take the fina
t onmor r ow. "

"Tormorrow?" Althor stared at her. 'That chemistry class is a second-year
course. How can you be taking the final less man a nonth into your first term
of your first year?"

"The brass put ne in there." She rubbed the back of her neck, working at the
stiff nuscles. "I just do what they say and go to class. Mst of the courses
are boring. My instrucA-tors already let me test out of Bionech and Neura
Sci ence. "

He | ooked al arned. "Novices don't do that."

"Why not ?"

"Because those classes are killers."

"Yeah, right."

Exasperation flashed across his face. "Wuld you pl ease sl ow down? The rest of
us can't keep up."

Soz smled. "I thought |I daydreaned too nuch.”

"That, too." Wen she |aughed, he settled back, rel axing.

"So what are you taking instead of Biomech and Neural Science?"

Soz actually wasn't sure. So far the "class" had been odd. They sat around and
made up scenarios for Trader attacks and then countered them It fascinated
her, but she had seen no texts or syllabus. "Just something called Mlitary
Sci ence. "
Al thor blinked. "They put you in a think tank?"

She wiggled her fingers at himas if she were casting a spell. "W do virtua
reality sinulations where the Traders are winning and then we figure out how
to hex their ships."

He was no longer smiling. "Soz, listen to me. Most cadets never see those

cl asses. Only the best upperclass cadets, the ones | SC expects to becone

| eaders. Those aren't ganes you're playing."

Soz shifted her weight. "Some of the scenarios are wild. I'Il tell you about
t hem sonetine. "

"You can't. You nust know those classes are secured."

"Well, yes. But you're ny brother. An Inperial Heir."

"It doesn't nake one bit of difference." He spoke quietly. "Just because
you're snmarter, tougher, and better connected than nost everyone el se here,
mat doesn't mean the rules apA-ply any less to you than to everyone el se."



"l know that."

"Maybe if you knew it better, you would get fewer demerA-its."

Well, hell. How did he know about the demerits? She got themall the time, try
as she would to follow regulations. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"Right." He cocked his eyebrow at her. "You don't have nore denerits than any
ot her student in your class."

"How woul d you know if | did?"

"I talk to people.”

"Too much." She crossed her arms, trying to be forebid-ding. The effect was
marred when it knocked her hol obook off her lap and she had to grab for it.
"Heya, Soz," a cheerful voice said. "Throwing tilings?"

Fl ustered, Soz |ooked up to see Gell, her roonmate, com ng around Althor's
chair. Gell glanced idly at Al thor

then did a double take and froze. "Sir!" Gell saluted, her arnms out and
crossed at the wists, her fists clenched.

"You don't have to salute ne here," Althor said mldly. "The library is a free
zone. "

Gell lowered her arms. "Sir! |I'msorry, sir."

"Ch for flamng sakes," Soz said. "He's just ny brother Althor. Sit down,
Gell." DVA regulations required novices to salute upperclass cadets, but the
instructors had ruled liA-braries exenpt after juniors and seniors began using
the rules to bedevil novices, naking it inpossible for the younger students to
st udy.

Gell sat down. "My apologies, sir."
Althor smled at her. "It's no problem™

Grell blushed and averted her gaze. Soz wasn't sure what flustered her
roomat eA€” Al t hor' s upperclass status, his sinA-fully good | ooks, or his
resenbl ance to Kurj. She scow ed at himjust for good neasure, but he only

gri nned.

"How do you |ike DVA?" he asked Gell.

She | ooked up. "It is an honor to be here, Your Hi ghness."

Soz inwardly groaned. It had taken days to convince her roommates to treat her
like a normal human. Living together hel ped; the glanour fast di sappeared when
you woke up every norning with bleary eyes just |ike everyone el se or stunbled
in covered with sweat after a workout. But here was Grell treating Althor |ike
some glorious prince of the enpire. He was, actually, but that nmade it no | ess
i rksone.
Al thor smirked at Soz. "You know, contrary to your opinA-ion of brothers as a
| esser life-form we're actually human.™”

Soz reddened. "I never said | esser.”

Grell was watching them intrigued now. She notioned at the four gold bars on
Al thor's shoul ders. "So you're a senior?"

He turned the full force of his dazzling grin on her. "For you, |I'Il be
anyt hi ng. "

Grell blushed, and this tinme Soz did groan. Mercifully, Althor just grinned.
As the three of themtalked, Gell reA-laxed, and Al thor soon had her

| aughi ng. Soz said very little. She was growi ng angry, but she didn't want to
ruin their good tine.

Finally she stood up. "I better go. I'll see you around.”

"It's still early."” Gell sounded di sappoi nted.

"I have droid duty." Soz wi nced. A pox on whoever dreamed up the concept. They
weren't even real droids. She had to clean the nechbots that tended the
acadeny grounds. By the tine she finished her shift tonight, she would be
covA-ered in oil and dirt, and exhausted, but she would still have to finish
her chem stry, since she had spent her free tine daydream ng
Al t hor | ooked amused. "Lovely job."

Soz gave hima quelling look. "It isn't funny."

He didn't |look the | east quelled. "Just how many denerits do you have?"

Soz picked up her flat-pack, stuffed in her hol obook, sealed up the pack with
far nore force man she needed, and slung it over her shoulder. To Gell, she



said, "See you toA-night." Then she stal ked off. She knew she shouldn't treat

themthis way, but anger drove her away.

She had al nbost reached the library entrance when Althor caught up with her

"Soz, wait." He put his hand on her armand pulled her to a stop. "Wat's

wr ong?"

Too furious to answer, she just shook her head.

He drew her into a secluded al cove behind several shelves of books. "Wy are

you angry at me?"

"You were flirting with nmy roommate."

" goo"

"It's fraternization."

"What fraternization?"

Her anger surged. "You can't date her, Althor."

"For flam ng sakes, we were just talking."

"You're both cadets."

"I won't be for nuch |onger."

Soz clenched her fists. "Gell is ny friend. She doesn't deserve for you to
| ead her on."

"What makes you think | was | eading her on?"

"Ch, cone on, Althor. You aren't interested in her. Not the way she thinks."
H s expression tightened. "How the bl azes woul d you know what interests ne?"

"You going to ruin some woman's life by marrying her, is that it?" Her voice

grated. "Condemn her to a life of disapA-pointnent just so our father will |et
you cone home?"
H s posture went rigid. "It's none of your business."

"No, none of my business."” She |owered her voice. "It's none of my business
that Kurj treats ne like a smart-nouthed, cocky cadet he has to cut down to
size when |I'mthe best danmm novice here. It's none of ny business that | can't
seemto prove himwong, because nmaybe | am a dam smart-nout hed, cocky cadet.
It's none of ny business that we talk for hours in that think tank about

i nvasi on, and that under their veneer, our instructors are scared to death
those scenarios will come true." Her voice cracked. "One of these days I'll go
out and fight Aristos, defend ny people, ny famly, nmaybe even lose ny life,
and damit, ny own father won't even answer ny letters."
Al t hor exhal ed. He said, simply, "Yes."

Her anger fizzled. "Wy am| mad at you? You did nothA-ing wong. You never
do. You're perfect. The golden boy, litA-erally. Except you gave Father a
little shock." She spoke tiredly. "Maybe you're right. Maybe we should try to
be what he wants. | hurt himso nuch. | hate knowi ng that. Wat does it nean
to defend those we love if we lose their love in the process?"
Althor laid his hand on her shoul der. "He never stopped |oving us. That's why
he's so upset. He doesn't want us to give our lives in conbat, especially in a
war he can't understand.”

She rubbed the tears gathering in her eyes. Had it been anyone except Althor
she woul d have left then, unable to | et her vulnerability show. He nore than
anyone understood the pressure of being Kurj's heir. But how could they talk
when that pressure created a barrier between them the know edge that Kurj
woul d choose only one as his successor? He set brother against sister, and it
created a rift she didn't know how to bridge. They could no | onger trust each
other with

their concerns, lest it tenpt one to use that know edge against the other in
this forced rivalry.
A thought came to Soz, one she hated but couldn't deny. Kurj had assuned the
title of Inmperator through the death of their grandfather, Jarac, the previous
I mperator. Had Kurj set her and Al thor agai nst each other because he feared
they woul d ot herwi se turn against him coveting his power? Jarac had di ed when
Kurj joined himand the Ruby Pharaoh in the Dyad that powered the Kyle web.
Kurj had nade the Dyad a Tri ad.

The Kyle web existed in Kyle space, a universe outside of spacetine. Any
strong psion could access the web, but only the Rhon could power it Wthout



the web, 1SC would | ose the conmmuni cations that tied the mlitary together as
an inA-terstellar force and Skolia as a civilization. Wthout the Dyad, there
was no web, and without me Ruby Dynasty there was no Dyad.
The Dyad consisted of two Keysd€”two Rhon psions: Kurj, the |Inperator, and
Dyhi anna, the Ruby Pharaoh. The Dyad before them had been Soz's grandparents,
t he previ ous Ruby Pharaoh and I nperator. Wen Kurj joined them the power had
surged catastrophically. Unable to support three such inA-credible ninds, the
link had overl oaded and destroyed Jarac. In trying to create a Triad, Kurj had
instead killed his predeA-cessor and taken his title.

Lahaylia had died several years later of old age, after a life of several
centuries. That left Kurj as one of the npbst powerful human beings alive,

per haps even nore so than the el ected | eader of Skolia, Lyra Meson, the First
Council or of the Assenmbly. He commanded the Inperialate mlitary, a war
machi ne with no match except ESComm the Trader mlitary.

Soneday that would all go to either Althor or Soz.

Now Soz found herself staring at Althor, the brother she | oved as nuch today
as in their childhood. A wall had cone between them By making themvie for
the tide of Inperial Heir, Kurj made theminto rivals. He had to know t hey
woul d becone warier of each other as the years passed and

the stakes rose for the power they had to gain, until someday they m ght have
nothing left but distrust for each other
Toni ght, she and Althor each went their way for the eveA-ning, the raveling
bond of their kinship repaired for now But Soz feared Kurj woul d never choose
an Inperial heir, mat he would wait for themto nmake the choice for him He
was wong if he expected one of themto assassinate the other; she could never
harm her own kin. But the war mght do it for diem Nothing would renove ms
wal | between them exA-cept death itself.

Roca sat at the long table in the breakfast room her arns crossed on the
tabl e, her body slunped, her head hangi ng down. Footsteps crossed nme room but
she was too exA-hausted to nove.

"Counci | or?" The voice canme at her side.

Roca lifted her head. Brad was standing next to her, dressed in dark trousers
and an old sweater, his salt-and-pepper hair curled tightly against his scalp,
his dark skin wan with fatigue

"I's it dawn yet?" she asked. Her words sounded as heavy as she felt. So tired.
So very tired.

He nodded, sitting next to her. "Del and Chaniece are |loading the flyer with
supplies for our search today. The shuttles have already left."

"They have to be out there," she whispered. She funbled for a bl ue-glass
tunbler on the table.

Brad poured her a glass of water. "We'lIl find them | swear it." H s voice
rasped, though with fatigue or apprehenA-sion, she couldn't tell. Bom she
t hought. Brad and El drin-son had been friends for over thirty years.

Roca drank deeply, her arms shaking. She held the glass with bom hands to keep
from spl ashing out water. In the past fifteen days, since Eldri's

di sappearance, she hadn't slept a single night all the way through. She paced
the castle wall outside for hours, trying to reach her husband with her
t houghts, unable to penetrate the static in his mind. He was in pain, terrible
pain, but they couldn't find him neither she nor

Brad nor the children nor the entire damed orbital system How could |ISC
have such forni dabl e defenses around this planet and be unable to | ocate one
man and one boy?

"It can't just be Shannon's jammer." She set down her waA-ter and sat up
straighter, rubbing the small of her back. "I1SC should have broken through its
i nterference days ago."

Brad | eaned his head agai nst the high back of his chair. "Colonel Majda is
com ng down again today to talk with us."

"I"'d like to do a stint in the flyer first, if we have tine."

"W should." Brad stood up, then paused as Roca rose to her feet. "Denric said
he woul d come with us. Del and Chaniece are riding with the army personnel who



cane down yesterday."

They left the breakfast room and headed out. Neither of them spoke. Roca
couldn't voice the dread that grew larger within her each day. Shannon's
jammer nmight have mal A-functioned in sone incredible manner-to cause this

di sapA- pearance, or sone other extenuating circunstances nmight exist that they
hadn't accounted for, but the nore tine that passed, the harder that becanme to

bel i eve. Only ESConm t echnol ogy coul d hi de soneone this well, even from | SC
But surely the Traders couldn't have taken Eldri or Shannon. It couldn't have
happened.

If even Lyshriol wasn't safe, where would she protect her fanmily?
The Bl ue Dal e caravan wound t hrough the trees and stirred up the glitter that
piled so deeply here, where humans rarely wandered. They had travel ed for
days, venturing lower in the mountains, until finally they left the Blue
Dal es. The cl oser they approached the Rillian Vales, the nore uneasy the
Archers became. Even the brighter colors of the trees seened to unsettle them
Al of the Archers rode, the men, women, and children. They passed through the
mst as if they weren't solid themA-selves. Here in the | ower nountains, the
fog burned off in the late nmorning, |eaving themunveiled fromthe sky. It
made t hem uneasy, restless. Vul nerable. Shannon knew t hat
soon they would go their own way, back up into the mounA-tains, and he woul d
follow his insubstantial nightmare al one.
H s | egs ached constantly now, and though he blaned it on riding for many
hours each day, he knew the truth. It cane fromthe dreans that drove him
onward, down and down, toward the western fringes of Rillia, those isolated
wi | ds beyond the tiiriving towns or even the outlying farns.
El ari on rode up alongside him his silver lyrine large for the Archers but
only medi um conpared to Mongl aze.
"My greetings," Shannon said. He enjoyed Elarion's comA-pany. "How are you
this nmorn?"
"Hot." Elarion's long hair swirled around his body and glistened in the
sunlight. Tufted ends of his arrows stuck up out of his quiver behind his
back. Shannon had previously used bits of glasswood twi gs on the ends of his
arrows, but the Archers preferred twists of cloth they wove fromflexible
henp-reeds that grew in the upper ranges. He had discovA-ered that such twists
gave his arrows better bal ance. He knew from school that on Earth they used
"feathers" frombirds. Lyshriol had no birds, besides which, he found it hard
to believe such filnmy material could be useful for an arrow
El arion noticed himstaring at the arrows. He reached over his shoul der and
pul | ed one out, a long tube of purple glasswood with a razor-sharp point. He
offered it to ShanA-non. "For you."
Shannon bl i nked, confused. "Thank you."
Elarion smiled. "It is a token. For yesterday, during the archery practice.
You shot well."
"You honor ne."
"Ai ya, Shannon," two mnusical voices crooned. The trill of sweet |aughter
foll owed the | ovely sound.
Startled, blushing, Shannon turned around. Two girls were riding by on
silvery-blue lyrine, their silver eyes teasA-ing him They giggled at himand
rode on.
"For flanming sake," Shannon nuttered. Wiy did girls al A-ways giggle at hinP It
was as bad here as at hone.
El ari on chuckl ed at his side. "They |ike you."
He slanted El arion a wary | ook. "They bedevil ne.
"It is the way always with wonmen," the Archer said good-naturedly. "The tall,
handsome stranger conmes into their nmidst and they vie for his attention.”
Shannon's face was burning. Elarion couldn't be serious. He twirled the
purpl e-glass arrow El arion had given him turning it around and around in his
hand as he | ooked up the line of Archers. Varielle was about seven riders
ahead of him riding al ongsi de one of her friends.
"They confuse ne," Shannon adm tted.



"Who?" Elarion closed his eyes and tilted his face to the sun, letting his

[ yrine pick the way.
"Wonen. "
"Ah." Elarion |looked at him "So it has al ways been."

It wasn't the world's nost useful advice, but he suspected it was all he would
get fromthe taciturn Elarion. Varielle reA-mained a nystery. He had thought
she Iiked him but now that they no | onger needed to ride the same |lyrine, she
often went with her friends, |eaving himalone. Just when he thought she had
forgotten him she would seek out his comA-pany. But before he could find nme
courage to take matters further, she would go off again with her friends. She
kept him off balance, off kilter. Maybe his initial inpression of her interest
had been w shful thinking. Wiy would a woman such as Varielle spend tinme with
a boy? Although he hadn't told her his age, he probably cane across as young.
H s height couldn't hide the truth for I|ong.
"Shannon, bannon," voices chined at his side. "Sing a song."

He smiled as two small boys rode next to him both on one lyrine, their snall
faces beaming, their wild gold hair tousled down their necks and around their
ears, their upward-tilted eyes full of silver mschief.
"My greetings," Shannon said
"Sing the story about the night and dawn," they chined.
"I't would be my pleasure.” Shannon had sung earlier for the adults as they
rode, so his voice was warm and rel axed. He hunmed a few notes, then let a
ball ad flow out of him using his tenor range:

Ral con, god of night, Spreading stars w de, Spreading stars through the sky,
The dark sky, Dark as his eyes, Dark as his hair, Dark as the night.
The charmed goddess rose, The goddess of |ight, The goddess of Dawn, O

[ um nous new Dawn.

Ral con, god of the dark, O fertile, sensual dark, He brings the Dawn, The
pearly Dawn, But |ives beyond her light.

Whi | e he sang, the boys made appreciative chimes with their voices, like nusic
to accompany him The nel ody sparkled among the trees. Other riders had pulled
cl oser as Shannon sang, and now they added rills of approval. It made Shannon

snmle. He had spent many an hour with his father during his chil dhood | earning
to sing. He had so | oved those days.

H s good nmood faded. Never again would his father sing with him

He talked with the boys for a while, but eventually they rode off to explore
the woods, away from adults, which apA-parently included him Shannon w shed
he could go with them He m ssed running through the Dal vador Pl ai ns.

"You are good with them" El arion said.

"They remi nd me of nyself." Shannon's nood had turned pensive as he thought of
hi s chi | dhood.

"It is good, the things you tell them™

That surprised Shannon. "What do you nean?"

"It is hard to say exactly" Elarion paused. "Your words have honor. Your ken
has nusic."

Shannon rolled the arrow El ari on had gi ven hi mbetween his fingers. Then he
reached back and pulled an arrow out of his own quiver, a green gl asswood
beauty he had carved last night. He offered it to Elarion. "For friendship."
The Archer inclined his head as he accepted the arrow. "My we share it
al ways." He put the green arrow in his quiver and Shannon slid the purple one
into his. In Dalvador, it would never have occurred to himto offer an arrow
to exA-press friendship, but here it felt right.

A commotion canme from farther up the caravan. Shannon | eaned over Mbongl aze's
neck, trying to see through the stained-glass trees. The tip of soneone's bow
hit a tree-bubble and popped the large sphere, filling the air with glitA-ter
t hat obscured his view. Voices floated back to him chinmng with excitenent.
Curious, Shannon urged Mongl aze forward and rode through the veils of glitter
dust, brushing it out of his face as it settled over his body. Up ahead, the
El der, Tharon, and several other Archers had gathered around a man on a
silver-white lyrine, one of the scouts who had been rangi ng ahead of the



caravan. The trees were too thick here for the caravan to go at any
significant speed and still remain well hidden, so they traveled nore slowy
while their scouts ranged out and kept watch for anyone who m ght see them

As Shannon pulled up to their group, the Elder glanced toward him He thought
she woul d send hi maway, but inA-stead she notioned himforward. It surprised
him He wasn't someone she normally included in her counsels. His curiosA-ity
pi qued even nore, he nudged Moongl aze toward her, and the riders stepped their
lyrine aside to | et himapproach the El der. He drew Moongl aze to a stop in
front of her and inA-clined his head with respect.

She spoke in her nelodic voice. "You know t he ways of the Vales, yes?"

"Fairly well," Shannon said. "I grew up in Dal vador, but we often visited
Rllia."

"A man approaches. He appears Rillian. |I would ask your help."

"Whatever | can do. As long as it causes no harm"

She regarded himwith her silver gaze. "I would ask that you | ead hi maway so

that he may not know we ride through here.”

Qui It washed over Shannon. They had conme this far down in the nountains on his
behal f. Now he had put them at risk of discovery.

"I will lead himaway," he answered. He wasn't sure how, but he could cone up
with some ideas.

"You have our thanks." She spoke qui edy. "Wen we are safe, we will nmake canp.
Tonorrow we will return to the Blue Dales.”

Di sappoi nt ment washed t hrough Shannon. He would miss them But he understood.
"The conpany of your people has beenaj oyforne."

A snile played across her beautiful, lined face. "And for us. You are a

pl easure, young man. You are wel cone in the Vales should you choose to
return.’

Shannon hadn't expected such a testinony fromthe El A-der. "Thank you."
After they bid himfarewell, he rode on with the scout, a man about his
father's age, lanky for an Archer, with silver hair pulled into a knot at the
back of his head, a beautifully carved bow on his back, and a quiver full of
red gl asswood arrows.

They soon left the caravan behind. The wind rustled the trees and puffer-flies
humred through the air, the only sounds besides the nuted passage of the
lyrine. After about ten nminutes, they canme out on a tall bluff that dropped
away into a vale carpeted in silver-blue reeds tipped by purple bubbles. In
the di stance, a man was riding across the vale.

Shannon wat ched the man. "I know him"

The scout glanced at him "He is from Dal vador ?"

Shannon shook his head. "His name is Tarlin. He's an of A-ficer in Lord
Rillia"s arny." He wondered why Tarlin was here al one. Perhaps he no | onger
had enploy with Rillia; the end of the wars had greatly decreased the need for
soldiers. They still skirm shed with outlaws, but nowadays nore often

than not they served as city guards or in the retinue of a Bard or his
honored visitors.

The scout laid his hand on Shannon's shoulder. "Rillia's speed with you, son."
Shannon cl apped his hand over the scout's knuckles. "My thanks." Then he set
of f, looking for a way down the cliff.

On the western end of the ridge, a tangl ed woods had grown up its edge, al npst
to the top. Wthin the trees, the cliff sloped down into a hill. As Shannon
followed a worn path down through the forest, disks crinkled on the trees
around him The bow on his back brushed one and it inflated into a red-jewel ed
orb, translucent and light.

He cane out of the woods into a field of reeds so tall that they brushed his

| egs even though he sat high on Mongl aze. The other rider was well down the
valley, just a small figure now Leaning forward, Shannon spurred Mongl aze
into arun. It was the first time he had given the Iyrine his head in days and
it felt wonderful. He relished the wind on his face. Reeds slapped at his
boots and | egs as he closed on the other rider

Moongl aze lifted his head and whistled, his voice full of exultation. At that



sound, the other rider brought his lyrine around, the ani mal stepping
skittishly to nme side

Shannon rei ned Moongl aze to a stop a few paces away fromthe other man. "M
greetings, Goodman Tarlin."

"Gods almghty." Tarlin stared at him "Shannon Val dori a?"

Shannon smiled. "It's been a long tinme, sir."

"It certainly has." Tarlin shook his head. "You' re so much older. | didn't
recogni ze you."

"Wwuld you like to ride together?" He could lead Tarlin away fromthe Archer
canp. Shannon indicated the woods that bordered the valley across fromthe
ri dge where he had parted ways with the Archer scout. "I'm heading into
Rllia."

He expected Tarlin to start riding again, but the other man didn't nove. For
the first time, Shannon realized Tarlin was shaking. It hadn't been obvi ous
fromfar away, but he noA-ticed now because the reeds that brushed Tarlin's
knees were vibrating.

"Prince Shannon." Tarlin took a breath. "Your father has been searching for

you. "
Shannon froze. Prince? How would Tarlin know he had such a title? He had used
the lotic word; the | anguage of Dalvador and Rillia didn't even have a word

for prince.

"You' ve spoken to my father?" It took all Shannon's conA-trol to stop hinself
from ki cki ng Moongl aze's sides and spurring the giant lyrine to bolt. "Is he
near by ?"

"No." Tarlin clenched the reins so hard, his ragged nails dug visible marks
into his skin. "He is at a canp deeper in the wilds. He needs help."

"What happened?" The pain in Shannon's | egs surged and so did the nausea that
had started in his nightmares. Gods, could it be his father? "Is he ill?"
"There is a man, a Bard." Tarlin's words tunbled out. "I have never heard of
his land. Hollina. But he pays a good wage. | had no one to serve after Lord
Rillia disbanded nost of bis army. This Bard came in peace, |ooking for nmen to
serve on the city guard for his people. They have too few trained men for a
full guard, so he searches other provinces. Your father and I met in a sword

conpetition hosted by this Hollina. | took it as a good onen. But your father
whi spered to me that he needed help. | didn't know what to do. Al A-though
serve a new Bard, | have known your father for nany years. W fought

t oget her. "

A chill wal ked up his spine. "Has this Bard harmed hin?"

"By Rillia, | didn't know. / swear." Tarlin's face pal ed beA-neath the
freckl es sprinkled across his crooked nose, which had been broken severa
times. "I made inquiries. A young wonan who serves Hollina, she told nme. Your

father is a prisoner. H sé&€"his legsd€’he is injured. Terribly, terribly
inA-jured." His voice cracked. "He tried to escape and the Bard crushed his

l egs."

"No." The bl ood drained from Shannon's face so fast that dizziness threatened.
"Surely ny nother, her people, someA-one nmust have found hi mby now. "

"No one has come."

"But how |l ong has ny father been a prisoner?"

"Many days. Sixteen, seventeen?"

"This cannot be!" Were was | SC?

"I"'msony." Tarlin wound the reins around his clenched hand. "The girl gave ne
a nmessage fromhim Find help. She gave nme the titles to call any of you that

I found, to let them know the nessage was real. Like prince. He said you would
under stand. "

Prince. Shannon's nmind whirled. It was an Inperialate tiA-tle. H's father
wanted himto think of his nother's people. To warn then? He had to hel p, but
he feared he didn't have what it took. He had failed at so much, especially
where his father was concerned. "Did he tell you anything el se?"

"Just another name for the Bard. | didn't understand.”

"Do you renenber ?"



Tarlin took a deep breath. And then he said the name that made Shannon want to
cry to the winds and die for his father.
Vitarex Razi quon

16
The Test

econdary Iral Tapperhaven ran the Mlitary Strategy class at DVA. Tall and
lean, with dark hair cut at jaw | ength, she spent nost of the classes
listening as students proposed invasion scenari os by ESComm and

count erneasures for |SC
The walls of the room | ooked netallic right now, gold and ribbed, but their
hol oscreens coul d show what ever Tapper-haven wanted. Soz and the ot her cadets
sat in VR chairs around a gl ossy oval table, some of themreclined with
vi A-sors over their eyes, others like Soz with their visors up, opA-erating in
"real " space. She was the only novice.

In Dal vador, Soz hadn't had a referent to judge her suit-

ability as a cadet. Doing well on exans told her nothing about Iiving,

| earning, and working with other students. These were the top of the crop
t hose candi dates the J-Force believed woul d nake the best Jagernauts out of
t he thouA-sands who applied to DVA and the few hundred who atA-tended. It
hadn't taken Soz long to see she fit here, and fit well. She no |onger felt

i ntim dated.

She was in her el ement.
Tapper haven was proposing a new scenario. "The Traders kill both Dyad Keys.
The Kyle web fails. 1SC |oses comunications. The Traders | aunch a
si mul t aneous attack agai nst several major population and nmilitary sites in the
| mperialate. Wth crippled comunications, howw |l |SC respond?"

Soz stiffened, and her hand jerked on the table. Tapper-haven had just
proposed that the Traders nurdered two nmenbers of her famly: Kurj, the
Mlitary Key to the Dyad; and her Aunt Dyhi anna, the Assenbly Key. Toget her,
the Dyad powered the Kyle web, Kurj coordinating with I SC and Dyhi anna with
t he gover nnent.

"Simul ati on on channel two," Tapperhaven said. "Activate."

Breat hi ng deeply, Soz lowered the visor over her eyes and started the
protocol . She didn't yet have the bionech web in her body that woul d connect
her brain to exterior networks, so the simnulation appeared only as a
t hr ee-di mensi onal holovid on the inside of her visor. It was extraordinarily
reA-alistic, but she remained "outside" rather than experiencing it as
reality.

I f and when Soz progressed to her third year, the J-Force would begin the
conpl ex process of augmentation that would turn her into a cybernetic warrior
enhanci ng her strength, speed, and reflexes. It took several years for a cadet
to receive full augnentation and learn to use it properly. Not everyone
managed; some washed out of the acadeny at that stage, when their bodies

rej ected the augnentations. Soz's physical exanms said she would have no
problem but such tests were never perfect.

For now, she had to be content with a holovid. The sirnu-

latiort placed her in a control chair at the end of a robot armin the Wr
Room onboard the Orbiter space station that served as one of several |SC
command centers. The mlitary spread its centers throughout the Inperialate so
that no sinA-gle strike could cripple the | SC command structure. As an
addi ti onal safeguard, the Orbiter travel ed, never staying in any particular
vol ume of space.
The robot arm could carry Soz anywhere within the War Room Mited cl anks cane
fromother robot arns as they ferried operators dirough the anphitheater

Bel ow her, hunA-dreds of consol es hunmed and flashed with nme work of tel ops,
the tel epathic operators who linked directly into the Kyle web. Pages hurried
fromstation to station, running erA-rands. It all served as an |SC nerve
center, a central node in the vast web that extended through di stances
nmeasured in light-years.

Kurj sat in a command chair far overhead. It hung like a blocky throne in the



Star Dome, which showed a hol oA-graphic view of space. The gold mesh mat
encased Kurj's body linked to sockets in his ankles, wists, spine, and neck
Filaments threaded into his head as well. Add to that his netallic skin, hair,
and eyes, and he | ooked nore machi ne than man, huge and forebodi ng above the
War Room AcA-cording to the specs rolling across Soz's display, he was
coA-ordinating a flood of data fromall over the Inperialate, mllions of
wor | ds, habitats, outposts, and shi ps.

Kurj suddenly vani shed fromthe chair. A arns blared, aides ran, and consol es
bl azed wi th warni ngs throughout the anphitheater. According to the glyphs at
the bottom of Soz's display, the Inperator had just died.
A new nessage appeared: Message from Secondary Tap- per haven

Puzzl ed, Soz blinked tw ce, responding to the sumons.

Tapper haven' s voi ce cane over the audio prong in Soz's ear. "Cadet Val dori a,
we're altering your feed for the sinulaA-tion."

Qdd. Soz had thought all cadets were supposed to receive me same program
Intrigued, she said, "Understood."

The simwent dark. Then it lightened again. After an inA-stant of

di sorientation, she realized her view had changed; now she was | ooki ng down on

the War Room from a hi gher vantage point. Robot arms still swung through the
anphi t heA-at er bel ow, but starlight bathed her up here.
Starlight?

Soz | ooked up. The Star Done arched only a few neters above her. Incredibly,
she was in the conmand Chair for the War Room If the Traders had destroyed
the Dyad, two other nenbers of the Ruby Dynasty would have to form a new one.
It sobered Soz; she and Althor were the only ones with direct mlitary
know edge, and neither of them had anyA-where near the experience to conmand
| SC. Nevertheless, if Kurj died, one of themwould become the Mlitary Key.
The | nmper at or.

If she was the Inperator in this sim who was the Ruby Pharaoh? Her nother
stood next in line. Roca had prepared her entire life for that position
should the current Dyad fall, Roca could inmredi ately assune her duties as the
Key to the Assenbly. The sane wasn't true for Soz or Althor. If the mlitary
tide came to Soz now, she would defer conmand of 1SC to the admrals,
generals, and primaries who knew the job. It was me only rational choice. But
she woul d remain Inperator: no one but a Rhon psion could act as the Key in
t he star-spanning nmesh that held together me Inperialate. If anyone with | ess
mental strength than a Rhon psion entered the Dyad, it would kill them
However, Soz couldn't act as a Key just by sitting in a command chair. She had
to join the Dyad powerlink that powered the web. To do so, she would have to
enter one of the Locks, nechanisns mat had survived for five mllennia, since
the Ruby Enmpire. No one in these nodern times could say how t he Locks
operated; that know edge had been lost in the Dark Ages after the fall of the
enpire, and nodern sci A-ence had yet to unravel the secrets of the ancient
technol ogy. This nuch they knew. the Locks let them access Kyl e space, a

uni ver se outside of their own.
Tapper haven spoke in her ear. "The simulation is based on

interviews with Inperator Skolia about his work in the War Room The
assunption is that you have assumed command but are not yet a Dyad Key."
"Understood," Soz said. It linmited her options. A sinulaA-tion couldn't injure
her, but the J-Force techs who created this scenario would mmc reality to
their best ability, even using wireless links to access her brain, re-creating
the expeA-rience as accurately as they coul d manage given that none of them
had ever been a Rhon psion installed in the War Room According to the sim
she had linked to the Chair using an internal bionech web that in real life
she | acked. That comA-pleted the sumtotal of her information about this
scenari o; she was otherwi se going into this cold.
Time to get down to business.

Primary Node, respond, she thought&€”and then junped as her own anplified
t hought reverberated in her m nd
The throne's answer runbl ed. ATTEND NG



Wioa. The sensation of power felt so authentic, she viA-brated.

What is the situation in the War Roon? she asked.

OBSERVE. Statistics flooded her mind too fast to absorb

Sort, she thought. Prioritize. List the worst failures first. The fl ood eased,
but it still came too fast for her to grasp anything concrete. A river of

gl yphs poured across her display, taking up all the room A better way had to
exist to process this. Do you have sorting routines created by |mA- perator
Skol i a?

NO

That didn't fit the Kurj she knew. He was obsessive about putting the universe
into precise order. Did he use any?

DEFINE 'HE' I N TH S CONTEXT.

| mper at or Skol i a.

YOU ARE | MPERATCR SKOLI A

Ah. The late Kurj Skoli a.

SORTI NG ROUTI NES | MPLEMENTED.

The del uge suddenly transfornmed into a grid extending in every direction. Each
bar contai ned data about the War Room Many gl owed red, warning of system
failures.

Soz scanned the bars, able to read them much nore easily than the previous
flood. She quickly |located the nmost urgent problens; both the War Room
environnental system and a SCAD def ense node for a distant battalion were
failing due to disruptions in power caused by the loss of links in the Kyle
web.

She had too little time to fix both problens; she would have to let one fail.
If the SCAD system col | apsed, it would affect several battle cruisers.

Conmuni cations were |inping along well enough that the War Room coul d send
vital information to the cruisers, in this case, intelligence about a Trader
unit approaching them But w thout their SCAD defenses, the cruisers would

| ose a tactical advanA-tage, putting themat risk. If the environnental system
here failed, the tenperature in the War Room woul d beA-come unconfortable, the
air stale, the working conditions difficult.

The deci si on seemed obvious: fix the SCAD. But she hesA-itated. The bars
turned a deeper red, warning that the failures had begun. She had to act now
ot herwi se both systenms woul d col | apse.

Fi x environment, she said.

COMWWAND TOO UNSPECI FI C

Soz blinked the holicon of an arrow over to a lurid red bar in the grid. Mke
this green.

ENVI RONMENTAL CONTROLS FOR WAR ROOM REA- PAI RED. The bar turned green at the
same time that the red bar representing the SCAD system vani shed, |eaving a
ragged gap in the grid.

"Damm, " Soz nuttered.

She spent the next hour working with the War Roomtelops to repair systenms and
contain the chaos. Eventually they brought the SCAD system back up and
contacted the cruisers. Two had survived the attack, but the Traders had
destroyed the tiiird. Soz gritted her teeth; if this had been real, she would
have just killed off hundreds of personnel and destroyed a major |SC comand
shi p.

The display faded into a wash of gold. Tapperhaven's

voi ce came over the main channel that all the cadets reA-ceived. "Sim
conpl eted. Surface."

Surface. Like subnerged vehicles comng up out of the water. Soz sniled wyly.
That was apt. She pushed back her visor and blinked in the lights of the VR
room The other cadets were doing the sane, lifting visors, rubbing their
eyes. Although she didn't know who had played what role in the sim she could
guess based on the personalities and beA-havi or of the sim personnel

The cadets shifted around in their seats, stretching, rubA-bing stiff nuscles.
A murmur of conversation started. Apex Col ornmock, a fourth-year student, said,
"What the hell idiot set up that simto fix the environnental controls first?"



Soz gritted her teeth. Geat.

Anot her cadet |aughed tiredly. "You better hope it wasn't any instructor

wat chi ng this session, Apex."

Soz wi shed the instructors had done it. Serve Apex right for calling them
idiots. Unfortunately she was the idiot.

"We're running | ate,"” Tapperhaven said. "Go over a downl oad of the session
tonight, and tomorrow we'll do the analysis.”

Rel i ef showed on nore than one face that they wouldn't have to dissect their
performance now. Soz felt only frustraA-tion. That decision had nmade sense. It
still did. She was conA-vinced of that even if no one el se thought so.

As the cadets filed out of the room Tapperhaven disA-creetly notioned for her
to remain. Soz went through her hol obook as if she were searching for
something. It was pride; she didn't want anyone to know Tapper haven wanted her
to stay behind. At |east none of the others seened to reA-alize Soz had nade

t he envi ronnent deci sion

After everyone el se left, Tapperhaven said, "Wait here." She crossed to a door
at the back of the roomand touched a panel. The door slid to the side&€”and
Tapper haven | eft.

Soz blinked. Wat was goi ng on?

Kurj came through the doorway.
Ah, hell. Soz wanted to nelt into the floor. She saluted in-

stead, clenching her fists and smacking her wists together as she raised her
arnms straight out from her body.

He returned her salute. "At ease, Cadet."

"Thank you, sir." Soz |lowered her arns, but she didn't feel the | east bit at
ease.

Kurj went to the head of the table and stood with his musA-cul ar arns crossed,
studying her, the gold shields over his eyes. It never stopped amazi ng Soz mat
he could so resemA-ble their nother, yet look so hard and unyielding. H's
square-jawed face and regul ar features rem nded her of Al-thor and Kelric, but
with a harsh cast that neither they nor their nother possessed.

"Why the environnmental systen?" he asked.

Soz net his gaze. "If it went out, it would have affected the perfornmance of
every person working in the War Room"
H s voice cooled. "It certainly affected die perfornmance of the crew on the

battl e crui ser when the Traders blew themup."

Soz winced. "Yes, sir." After a pause, she said, "Perm sA-sion to ask a
guestion. "

"Co ahead."

"Have you run that scenario with anyone el se as | npera-tor?"

"I've done it nyself." His shielded eyes gave away nothA-ing. "Al thor has

al so. Three other cadets this year."

"What did you each do?"

"We all fixed the SCAD, except one person, who didn't make the decision soon
enough to save either system"”

"Did | |ose nore personnel ?"

He spoke evenly. "I lost thirty-three soldiers. You |lost three hundred six."
CGods. She hadn't expected that. "What about die otiiers?"

For a long nonent he didn't answer. Just when Soz felt certain he wouldn't
respond, he said, "Althor |ost three hunA-dred twenty-four. The other cadets
all lost nore than four hundred. The one who didn't fix either system| ost
over a nousand."”

"Did you do it as a cadet?"

Kurj shook his head. "The first time was a few years ago."

No wonder he had done so well. He cane to it with deA-cades nore experience.
Conpared to cadets at her level, she had |ost fewer personnel. "I was right to
fix the environmenA-tal system"

Kurj frowned. "O lucky."

Her good mood faded. It wasn't luck. He knew that. She couldn't say that to
her CO though, so she just | ooked at him



To her unnmitigated surprise, Kurj smled, his teeth white against his netallic
skin. "If 1ooks could incinerate, | would be ashes right now. "

Seeing himdrop his guard startled her nore than anyA-thing el se he coul d have
done. "My apol ogies, sir."

Kurj pushed his hand across his close-cropped curls. "The problem Soz, is
that to lead well you have to know how to | ose. You can't always w n. You
can't always be right. You lost over three hundred people in that sim and one
of our nobst powerful cruisers. When you go out into real conbat, real people
will die."

"I appreciate that, sir."

"No. You don't. You think you do, but you've never really been tried." He cane
around the table to her. "You're flying through DVA faster than any cadet in

decades. Later today Tapperhaven will tell you that we're going to accelerate
your bionech surgery. If you're willing, we'll start the operations in a few
weeks. "

Her excitenment leapt. "Sir! Yes, sir! You won't regret it."

"I hope not." Quietly he said, "Because |I'mnot sure you're ready."
Wul d he never be satisfied? "What nore do | have to do to prove nysel f?"
"Survive when you aren't right. Lead after you fail. It is a far nore
difficult task."

Soz had no answer for that. She would do what she coul d, always, regardl ess of
whet her or not she won. And he was wong if he thought she had never |ost. She
had already failed her famly. To come here and be his heir, she had

gi ven up her hone and turned her back on the father who had | oved her
unconditionally all her life. Until now What else did Kurj want her to | ose?
The whol e damm war, which Skolia supposedly wasn't fighting anyway, because it
had never been decl ared, but which neverthel ess killed thouA- sands of soldiers
every year?

Kurj was watching her face. She felt his m nd nudge hers, but she kept her
mental barriers strong.
"You want to fight the Traders," he said.
"Yes, sir." \Way el se would she be here?
"Kill them™"
"I'f necessary."

In a low voice he said, "Cbliterate them"
"I just want to defend ny people.™

He spoke softly. "The day will conme, Soz, when you'll want to w pe the

uni verse clean of any trace the Aristos ever existed, when you'll want to see
every one of themdie a | ong, painful death."
Soz stared at him Never had he reveal ed so nmuch of what |ay behind that
form dable netal surface he presented to the public.
"When that day cones," Kurj said, "I need to know | can trust your judgnent.
need to know that the cocksure Jager-naut who obliterated the conpetition at
DMA will act like an officer and not a juggernaut bent on revenge."
Soz didn't know where to put this. She had no referent to understand. "I will
al ways act in the best interests of |ISC. Personal revenge has no place in ny
duties.”
"You say that now. " Bitterness edged his voice. "W never stop paying the
price. You, me, Althor, all the Rhon. You' ve spent your life in a bucolic
paradi se. But that is over. You are an Inperial Heir. Skolia will take
everything you have, tear you up, spit you out, and | eave you crunpled, but
you have to drag yourself up and try again. No one else can do it If we don't

serve as Keys, the Inperialate will fall." His words ground out. "You hate
that |1've pitted you and Althor against each other. Well, know this: only a
handf ul of Rhon psions stand between trillions of people and enslavenent by
t he

Traders. Learn that Live it. Breathe it. Then conme back and tell me that
you're ready to be ny heir."

Her anger quieted. "I can't know what you've endured. | can only guess. But
"Il do ny best not to fail."



He spoke tiredly. "It's all mat any of us can do."

Soz hoped her best woul d be enough.

"Pl ease." Eldrinson whispered in the darkness, lying on the pallet. He felt
Vitarex's presence in ne tent. The Aristo spent hours here, like a healer
sitting vigil, except no sane heal er would crave the agony of his patient.
"You can't take me when you | eave here." Eldrinson spoke past the pain that
had been his conpani on now for days. He no | onger knew how many sei zures he
had suffered or what additional damage they had done to his legs. "Let ne
die."

Vitarex answered from deeper in the tent. "I've no wish to see you die. |
woul d take you with me if | could. But | canA-not." Frustration darkened his
voice. "I can do nothing until the ODS stops all this extra activity of
theirs.”

El drinson's pulse leapt. ODS? Vitarex would assune the acronym had no neani ng
to his captive. But he knew. OrA-bital Defense System |SC was searching for
him He said nothing, schooling his face to inpassivity, know ng how cl ose he
skimed to the edge of discovery.
A rustle came fromacross the tent. "Cone," Vitarex said.

The entrance flap scraped open and footsteps entered. El A-drinson picked up
dismay froma famliar nmind, the young nan who served as a val et and cook, the
husband of the woman who tended him Fromthe crinkling of cloth, EldrinA-son
guessed the man was bowing to Vitarex.

"My honor at your presence, Lord Vitarex," the nan said.

"Indeed,"” Vitarex said. "Go fetch the men who hel ped ne capture this man. Have
t hem bring his bel ongi ngs."

"Yes, sir." Mdire footsteps, and the flap rustled again.

For a tine Eldrinson lay, turning his concentration inward to hel p himdea
with the pain. H's world had narrowed to

the surges of agony. After a while he becanme aware that Vitarex was speaki ng
with someone el se

" anything else in his bags?" Vitarex asked.

"Just his pipe," a nman said.

"Ah, well. It is probably wi shful thinking on nmy part" Vitarex sounded as if
he were talking to hinmself. "The severA-ity of his injuries probably makes him
seem like a nore powerful psion man he actually is."

"Sir?" the other man asked.

"It is nothing," Vitarex said. "You may go."

"Do you want to | ook at his pipe?"

"No. That won't be necessary."

More footsteps. As the flap crinkled, Vitarex said, "Ah, why not? Bring ne his
pipe. | nmight as well take a |ook."

"Very well, sir." The other man sounded as if he had al A-nbst made it out of
the tent.

Foreboding grew in Eldrinson. Pipe? He didn't snoke. The man coul d nean an
arrow, but a native wouldn't call it a pipe. Besides, he hadn't brought a bow
and arrows.

Then, suddenly, he knew what they neant. Not pipe.

H s air syringe.

Cods almighty! He had to distract Vitarex before the Aristo saw the syringe.
El dri nson groaned, which took no acting.

Foot st eps padded across the carpet and disk mail clinked. A hand brushed the
tangl ed hair back fromEldrinson's face. "Wuld you |ike something to eat?"
Vitarex asked. "Drink? Anything?"

"No." What would turn Vitarex's attention fromthe "pipe"? The Aristo was
fastidious to the point of obsession. He had his servants bathe Eldrinson far
nore than any dyi ng man woul d need.

"I feel ill," Eldrinson said. "I think&€"ny |ast meal 4€"1 can't hold it."
"Wait." Vitarex sounded alarned. "I will have someone bring a pot and
washcloth. No, I'Il go nyself." H's mail clinked and his footsteps receded.

El dri nson breathed out in



relief; he hadn't thought the Aristo would want to see himvonit. Vitarex
woul d be gone when the warrior returned with the syringe. Eldrinson could drag
hi nsel f over, take the syringe, call Roca, and then hide the evidence.

Soneone tapped at the tent. Vitarex's footsteps paused and he said, "Cone."
The man from before spoke. "Here are his bags, mlord."

NO Just a few nore nmonents and Vitarex woul d have been gone.

"Very well," Vitarex said. "Show ne the pipe."

El dri nson groaned | oudly and began to choke.
Vitarex swore in H ghton, the Aristo | anguage. The oaths weren't part of the
H ghton that Eldrinson had | earned fromhis tutors, but he recognized t hem
anyway. Roca, in one of her nore playful noods, had taught himhow to cuss in
ten of fworld tongues.
Vitarex spoke fast. "I will ook at the tube later. Right now | need a
wash&€”" The sudden cessation of his words |left a gaping silence.

"Lord Vitarex?" the warrior asked.

"Well, well,” the Aristo nmurnured. "It's an | SCissue nmedical air syringe. Top
of the line."

El dri nson closed his eyes, a useless habit since he couldn't see anyway. It
didn't matter. The gane was over

"An interesting devel opnent." Vitarex's footsteps came back to the pallet.
"You still planning to be sick?"

El dri nson sai d not hing. What was the use? The | ess he spoke, the less he could
reveal .

Vitarex's mai|l creaked as he knelt. "And why, ny dear rusA-tic farner, would
you have a nanoned- enhanced syringe isA-sued by the Inperial Space Conmand of
Skol i a? Hhm®"

"The healers at the port gave it to ne."

"Did they now?"

"Yes."

"I could twist your legs to nake you tell ne the truth.” Vitarex spoke in a
deceptively soft voice. "But then, if pain drove you to reveal your secrets,
you woul d have done that already, Shannar. O should | say Prince \Whatever?
Per haps

you are even the Dal vador Bard, the man who married Roca Skolia. Tell ne, how
is she in bed? Do you |ike heréa€""

"Silence!" The shout tore out of Eldrinson

"So," Vitarex murnured. "You don't like that | wonder why that m ght be?"
Sweat trickled down Eldrinson's neck. He answered in the dialect of an
uneducat ed Lyshrioli farmer. "It is wong to speak of the daughter of the gods
that way."

"What gods?" Vitarex sounded amused.

"The sun gods. Val dor and Al dan."

"How about the Assenbly Heir, hnmmPvOQr the Foreign Affairs Councilor of the
Assenmbl y? Or a Ruby queen, eh? How woul d her consort have me speak of her?"
Eldrinson felt as if he were sinking in quicksand.

He expected the Aristo to gloat nore, but Vitarex noved instead, standing, it
sounded like, fromthe clinks of his mail. He spoke briskly, apparently to the
other man. "I have what | cane for. | will be leaving as soon as | verify his
idenA-tity. It is too dangerous to risk further operations here."

"You are returning to Hollina?" the Tyroll man asked. "Shall we prepare to

ri de?"

El dri nson wondered how this warrior could serve a nonA-ster who kept a dying
shattered man in his tent.

"Prepare as you need," Vitarex nuttered. "I will |eave as soon as the next

wi ndow opens in the ODS."

El dri nson knew what he had to do, then. He could never let Vitarex take him
He had to finish what the Aristo had started when he shot the bluff.

Sonehow, he had to die.

"I'"Il go alone if | nust" Shannon's voice shook with his inA-tensity. "But
can't storman entire canp alone.” He willed the Elder to hear his need. "They



will do worse than kill ny father. They will torture himfor the rest of his
life. They will enslave ny people. Your people. Al of us. | swear that what |
say is true. | must go for ny father. I can't do it alone.™

He sat astride Moongl aze facing the Elder, with other Archers gathered around
him They listened wi thout com

ment, their ethereally beautiful faces cool and unnobved, or so it seened to
hi m
"Pl ease," Shannon said. "Help ne."
They wat ched himwith their ancient gazes.
Shannon was dying inside. He would go for his father. ToA-day. Tarlin had sped
on to Dalvador, riding hard for help. Something had to be wong with the |ISC
detection nethods. He had turned off the jamrer, but no one had found either
himor his father. It mght be that no one was |ooking for him but they would
never let his father suffer this way. Whatever hid the Aristo also hid his
f at her.
Tarlin had told himthe ugly truth. His father's chances of survival were
smal |, probably inpossible. Shannon didn't understand how an Aristo could have
violated their home, their haven, but it had happened. Wat if Vitarex took
his faA-ther of fworld? Shannon couldn't wait for help, not even a few hours.
But if he went in alone to the Aristo's canp, they would surely capture him
He desperately needed hel p.
The Archers wouldn't break their centuries of seclusion for him Wy should
they? This was his fight. They had no way to conprehend what it would nean if
the Aristos capA-tured nembers of the Ruby Dynasty, mat die Traders woul d
conquer Skolia, including Lyshriol. The lovely Blue Dale Archers woul d becone
sl aves.

Motion came from behind the rows of the nounted Archers facing him The |ines
parted and a rider rode her |lyrine forward.

Varielle.

She stopped in front of Shannon. "I will ride with you."
H s voice caught. "Thank you."

"And |." Another rider canme forward. Elarion.

"And |." Tharon joined mem

The El der considered them "You would go with this man who is not of our
tribe."”

Varielle's gaze never wavered. "Yes."

"Yes," El arion said.

"Yes," Tharon answered.

For a | ong nonment the El der studied them Then she

turned back to Shannon. "Three of my nost trusted riders choose your quest."
"They honor ne." He waited, his heart beating hard.

Finally she said, "I give ny answer now as well."

Shannon knew i f she refused him none of the others would ride. Wth only four
of them he didn't think they could sucA-ceed. But he had to try. Gods forgive
himif he ended up causA-ing the deaths of these three who had becone his
friends.

The El der said no nore, she just sat on her lyrine, until fiA-nally his heart
sank. She had refused him

Then she spurred her nmount forward. "I will ride with you, Shannon of

Dal vador . "

H s voice caught. "Thank you."

She spoke quietly. "You have dealt well with us. You are one of us, but not.
Now you speak of nenaces beyond the music of our ken. I will trust the sight
of your heart."

O her riders moved forward, joining him their voices flow ng as they

di scussed these changes in their plans. They soon noved out, half of their
fighters with Shannon, the other half remaining behind to protect the caravan.
For the first time in centuries, the Blue Dale Archers rode to Rillia
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hey arrived at twilight. In the growi ng dusk, they crested the ridge above the
wild forest that sheltered Vitarex's canp. They lined up, twenty silvered
Archers hidden in msts that curled around the trees and their noddi ng
spheres. In the canp below, a few fires burned, but it otherw se remai ned

qui et. No one exA-pected the Blue Dale Archers to visit.

Shannon rode between Varielle and Elarion. He tal ked to no one and no one

i ntruded on his reserve. Several times Archers rode alongside his lyrine to
speak with him but they took one | ook at his face and w t hdrew. Shannon
didn't know how he appeared, but if it reflected his growing pain, their
response was no surprise

He hurt. The agony in his legs had intensified until he could barely endure it
He had to barrier his nmind, protect it fromthe pain tearing apart his father
or he would never be able to fight for his father's life. But if he bl ocked
out the beacon of Eldrinspn's mnd, he couldn't | ocate his father in the canp
bel ow.

They rode down the ridge under the cover of trees. The tw light had deepened
into a foggy darkness with no noonA-1ight to show the way. It didn't matter
Moongl aze knew. Shannon wasn't certain how, he couldn't pick up nuch in the
nmoods of an animal, even one with the intelligence of a lyrine. But he could
tell Mbongl aze sensed fromhimthe presence of the man they had come to
rescue.

He had turned the jamrer back on, hiding from Vitarex now. Archer scouts
drifted among the trees, indistinguishA-able fromthe shadow drenched forest.
Shannon coul d see how they had remai ned hidden for so many generations; they
bl ended with the land, with the trees and the hills, until they were no nore
than waiths.
A scout took formout of the mist and rode to the Elder, who was up ahead on
her lyrine. When the El der notioned to Shannon, he spurred Mongl aze forward
and joined them The scout was small even for an Archer, with a braid of

pl at A-inum hair that hung to her waist. The steel of her gaze belied her
fragil e appearance.
At the Elder's nod, the scout spoke to Shannon. "Many sentries guard the
camp. "

He swore softly. A group of travel ers gathered together by the prospect of
enpl oyment had no reason to post nore than a few guards, if any. But Vitarex
knew better.

"How many?" the El der asked.

"Enough to conplicate our work," the scout said. She

spoke to Shannon. "W can get you into canp. But we've no idea where you
shoul d go once you're in."

"As we get closer, | cand€”’l can feel 84€"" He took a shaky bream "I'lIl know
where to find him"

"Can you lead a party there?" the El der asked.

"I think so. Heis in atent. But | can't be sure. Hs pain swanps it all."

The El der watched him her face shadowed. "I do not unA-derstand this sensing
of minds."

"I magi ne what you call the music of your ken."

"Yes."

"It is like that, but nore so."

"And you will recognize his nusic when you are near?"

A deep trenor passed through Shannon. "It is no nusic, now. He screams wth

pai n, though he nakes no sound at all."

The El der's face creased. She notioned Varielle and Elar-ion forward, then
spoke to them and the scout. "Go with Shannon. The rest of us will create

di versions. "

The scout inclined her head. "So we shall."

Shannon's voi ce caught. "My thanks."

The El der touched his shoul der. "May you find himsurcease."

"I hope so," he whispered.

They headed through the fog, southward, and his awareA-ness of his father



i ncreased. He could barely stay on Mongl aze now, he hurt so much.
A skeetel - puff hummred. Shannon raised his head, trying to see the drifting
bubble, a small creature that could fit in the pal mof his hand. Its body
resenbled a tiny version of the stained-glass spheres on the trees. He saw
not hi ng, but the skeetel droned again. Wth a start, he realized El arion had
made the sound. Ot her calls came fromfarther away, eerie whistles he had
never heard before. The uncanny cries floated through the woods, noving
northeast, and the hairs on Shannon's neck prickl ed.
A shout came from nearby, then another. He pulled Mongl aze to a stop. Wen he
realized they were by a yel-lowglass tree, he nudged the |yrine forward,
slowy, so his

hooves made no sound, and stopped at a purpleglass tree that blended with
Moongl aze's coat .
H s conpanions faded into the mist. Shannon hadn't wanted to wait until night,
but he knew it was easier to hide, especially in these wilds where mists
wr eat hed the tangl ed woods after the day cooled into night. But every noment
they waited was excruciating. It neant another nonent of agony for his father
The ghost calls beyond the canp drifted away and faded into the distance.
Shannon started up again, concentrating on his tie with his father. A tent
loomed in the fog, pale and dim peaked, with |large tassels hanging off the
edges of its roof. No. Not here. He rode by. His fist curled tightly around
the reins. He couldn't bear the pain. He had to shut it off. But when he
bl ocked his nmind, his awareness of the Bard reA-ceded. He had to rel ease the
bl ock or he would never find his father
The pai n returned.
Snoring cane fromw thin the second tent they passed, deep and coarse. A nman
stood by a tree on its other side, his hand on the hilt of his sword, his gaze
directed toward the other edge of canp, where calls continued to echo. Shannon
and his party passed behind the tent |ike phantons of mist.
Athird tent formed out of the fog. Shannon froze, becomA-ing so still that
Moongl aze stopped. Plunes of condensation rose fromthe lyrine's nostrils.
Shannon slid of f Mbongl aze. The other three Archers drew al ongsi de hi m and
Varielle dismounted, but the scout and El arion renmained on their |lyrine, bows
nocked and ready. Varielle had hers as well, her hand gripped firmy around
t he nol ded gl asswood. Shannon didn't speak, he just tilted his head toward the
tent. She nodded, understanding. Then she touched his face. Until he felt her
wi pe away the noisture, he hadn't realized he was crying. He hinged his four
fingers around hers and she squeezed his hand. Then they noved toward the tent
like ghosts in the fog.
No al arms sounded. Shannon hoped his janmmer was servA-ing its purpose, hiding
them that this wasn't an attenpt by

guards here to lull theminto a fal se sense of security. He knelt by the
tent. He had hoped they could lift the bottomand craw under, but its floor
joined smoothly to its wall. Wiile he worked to separate the two, Varielle
kept watch. He pulled the dagger out of his belt and tried to cut a hole, but
it did no good. He recogni zed the tent cloth; nanon-tubules threaded it,
strengthened the material, and repaired danage.
Finally he sheathed his dagger and stood, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
Wrried, he notioned to Varielle. They padded around to the front of the
tent&€”and froze. A warrior stood at the entrance, a |large man in heavy di sk
mail with a sword at his hip.
Variell e quirked an eyebrow at Shannon, but he didn't unA-derstand. Wth no
nore warni ng, she darted out into the woods, kicking up the remants of
crushed tree spheres.
The guard jerked up his head. "W is there?"
That was smart, Shannon thought to him Warn your enA-eny that you heard them
and that you have no idea who they are, all in three words. He waited in the
shadows. He hoped it didn't alert anyone el se.
Awaith flickered in the woods, a beautiful but otherA-worldly woman. She
di sappeared with a mnusical |augh



"Rillia's arrom"™ The man went after her. "Cone back here."
Shannon shook his head as the warrior jogged into the woods, |eaving his post.
This fellow had nmore bul k than brains. Shannon didn't want Varielle in the way
of harm but she had given himthe opening he needed. He edged al ong the tent
to the entrance. Excruciatingly aware that the guard could conme back any
monent, he lifted the flap and ducked i nside.

Pai n.

Even with his barriers up, Shannon couldn't block it out. Darkness surrounded
him Sonmeone breathed in a rasp nearby. His suffering filled the tent,
unbearabl e, and yet it had to be borne.
As Shannon's eyes adjusted, he saw a shadowy figure ly-

ing on the ground, the only other person in the tent, it |ooked |ike. He went
over and silently dropped to one knee by the figure. O he thought he had been
silent. The man rasped three words&€”and nearly stopped Shannon's heart.
"Let me die."
Shannon' s whi sper shook in the dark. "Father?" He woul d have recogni zed t hat
voi ce anywhere, no matter how hoarse
"Shannon?" His father's voice cracked. "Cods, no."
"Vitarex didn't catch me." He spoke |ow and fast. "He doesn't know |'m here.
Tarlin found me. | canme with the Blue Dale Archers.” He felt around the
pallet. "I"'mgoing to take you away." Perhaps he could drag his father on
t hese rugs.

El dri nson caught his arm "You nust escape this place.”
"I won't |eave you." Tears slid down Shannon's face. He strained to pull the
rugs toward the entrance. Had he been one of his indomtable brothers, no
doubt he woul dn't have cried. He would have done this all with great power and
strength, undaunted. But he was no mighty warrior, he was just Shannon
"Aii..." Hs father's cry of pain was al nost inaudible, but it screamed in
Shannon's nmind. It dismayed himto hurt his father, but he couldn't go any
easier. They had to | eave as fast as possible or they would never go at all.
As Shannon dragged the pallet, he asked, "Do you have your air syringe?" He
could dial in a painkiller

"Vitarex... took it."

A chill went through Shannon. "Does he know it was yours?"

"Y-yes."

The bl ood drai ned from Shannon's face, |eaving himcold. He stopped at the
entrance and ducked his head outA-side, verifying the guard was still gone,

undoubt edl y searchA-ing for Varielle, tornmented by silvery visions of an
el usi ve wood nynph. It terrified Shannon mat she put herself in such danger
for he had no doubt what the warrior would do if he caught her. That she

ri sked herself for his father filled himw th gratitude and fear

He maneuvered the rug outside, his mnd blazing with the renewed pain it gave
his father. Shannon felt his father stragA-gling not to scream As he towed
the pallet around the tent, Elarion and the Archer scout appeared, both on
foot, leading their Iyrine. Eldrinson lay still, his eyes squeezed shut, his
face contorted, his legs hidden by a blanket made fromlyrine hair.
Cutching a handful of straps, the scout was pulling a sturdy framework of
gl asswood pol es. While Elarion kept watch, Shannon and the scout painstakingly
lifted the pallet with Eldrinson onto the frane and fastened it to the poles.
Every slight notion jarred the Bard, sending pain rolling through himand so
al so through Shannon. Yet incredibly, his father made no sound.

El dri nson never |ooked directly at any of them Wen Shannon tried to neet his
gaze, he couldn't seemto connect. Surely it was because of the dimlight out
here, where faces becanme pale ovals in the dark. That had to be the cause. It
had to be.

El dri nson spoke in a | ow voice. "Son?"
"We nust hurry." Shannon wanted to say so nuch, tell his father of his renorse
for all the trouble he caused, of his love, of his grief. But they had no
time. He | ooped braided reed-straps over the rugs, securing the pallet in
pl ace.



"Shannon, listen.'
to tell youa€""
"Don't say that!" Shannon whi spered.

El dri nson caught his arm "If | never have anot her chance

"I amsorry," Eldrinson said. "Watever | did to hurt you, | amso terribly
sorry. | never nmeant to drive you away. You are mny joy." Hi s grip tightened.
"I al ways have and always will |ove you, my son."

A weight lifted from Shannon. Softly he said, "I have nuch to apol ogi ze for
But know | |ove you, too."

The scout tied a |l ast strap and stood up. "W nust go."

Shannon rose to his feet. "Please take himback to the carA-avan. Care for
him Help him"

El arion's forehead furrowed. "You are not coming with us?"

"Shannon, no." His father's voice rasped. "You nust come with us," the scout
mur nur ed. Shannon knew what he had to do. "Go," he told them "Save the

Dal vador Bard. An enpire will thank you." Then he headed back into the canp.
He crept anong the tents, seeking a nightmare. He had no trouble finding
Vitarex; the darkness of the Aristo's mind threatened to swallow himin its
suf focati ng need. Shannon had gone beyond di smay, beyond anger. He knew only
the agony his father endured. Vitarex had done that. The Aristo had invaded
nmeir sanctuary. It astounded Shannon that his father still lived. He would
never wal k again. Nor could he deny the other truth any | onger, what had been
obvi ous but he hadn't wanted to acknow edge. The Dal vador Bard was blind.
What burned t hrough Shannon was |ike nothing he had known before. Flanes
consunmed him a fire of rage, yet he was cold inside. He crept through the
canp, Moongl aze at his side. Condensation curled fromthe Iyrine's nostrils.
Shannon had | ooped ropes into his belt, and the janmer hung in his travel
bags. He stal ked the cavity of Vitarex's mind. Nothing could hide the Aristo
fromhim Red hazed his vision until the msts thensel ves seened to turn

crinson.
In the distance, the eerie calls of the Blue Dales Arches trilled and whistl ed
as if spirits drifted anong the trees. They were still drawi ng away the

guards, but Shannon knew he didn't have much tine. He had to hurry before one
of Vitarex's nmen came back and caught him here.

He drew near to his quarry.

A tent blocked his way, pale in the fog. Shannon crept along the side. A
warrior guarded the entrance, a nman who held his sword in his right rather
than left hand. It made no difference. Most Lyshrioli were |eft-handed, but
anong all the Valdoria princes, only Shannon and Del -Kurj were. Their brothers
took after their nother, using their right nmore than the |left. Shannon had
spent his life training against right-handed opponents.

Hi dden in the fog, he |left Myongl aze behind the tent and edged closer, his
tread as silent as a Blue Dale Archer, as silent as it had been all those
times he slipped fromhis honme and wandered t hrough Dal vador so |ate at night,
he was the only person out, always restless, always seeking what he coul dn't
find, his own people. So he noved now.

The guard never knew anyone cane up behind himuntil Shannon hooked his right
arm around the man's neck and pressed hard. As the guard struggl ed, he grabbed
at Shannon where a |eft-handed assail ant woul d have caught him |nA-stead of
getting Shannon's hand and wist, the man's fingers scraped his el bow Al the
ti me, Shannon choked him holdA-ing his own wist with his other hand, added

| everage to cut off the man's air. The guard gave one | ast strangled grunt and
col | apsed, unconsci ous.

Shannon took a ragged breath. He quickly bound the guard, then drew his sword,
t he bl ade whispering in its sheath. He stepped closer to the tent, silent in
the carpet of crushed glitter, and paused at the entrance, his hand touching
the flap. Light |eaked around its edges. Nothing but the muA-sic of night cane
to him the whistle of Iyrine; a rustle of wind in the disks hanging fromthe
trees; strange calls in the distance, which only he knew were as the Blue Dal e
Archers.

Shannon st epped i nsi de.



The light wasn't bright enough to blind him but he had to squint. A man was
sitting at a carved table, his attention foA-cused on a silver and bl ack

devi ce that resenbl ed the comA-nunications equipnent in Brad's starport

of fice.
Vi t ar ex.

Shannon knew. Vitarex disguised hinself as a Rillian, his hair yellow and

| avender, his eyes violet, his clothes and disk mail authentic. He had even
altered his hands into the hinged structure. But nothing would change the
Aristo perfection of his face or his aura of arrogance. Wthout the disguise,
he woul d have shimering bl ack hair and red eyes.
Vitarex turned his head. He considered Shannon with a bermused expression but
no surprise, as if wld-eyed youths

broke into his tent all the time. He spoke in Highton. "Well, you're quite
the provider, aren't you?"

Shannon's pul se stuttered at the insinuation, that he was no nore than a sl ave
for Vitarex to torture. He had no doubt nme Aristo spoke Hi ghton to see if he
woul d react; on Lyshriol, only menbers of die Ruby Dynasty knew the

| anA-guage. Vitarex was probing. He had to have realized ShanA-non was a
psion; just as he recognized Vitarex fromthe cavity in his mnd, so this
Trader |ord would know himas a psion fromthe conpletion his mnd provided.
When Shannon said nothing, Vitarex switched into perA-fect Trillian. "Wsat did
you do wfth ny guard?"

Shannon wal ked forward and rai sed his sword.

"You can't kill me, Princeling." Vitarex touched a cluster of bubbles engraved
in the table. A runbling buffeted ShanA-non, so lowin pitch that he felt nore
than heard it. The viA-bration shook his bones and made his stomach lurch

Di stracted, he poked at his ear.

"Amazing," Vitarex murrmured. "You shouldn't hear that."

Gitting his teem Shannon headed toward hi m again. The sensation grew worse
but he forced hinself forward another step, his sword clenched in his hand.
Vitarex rose to his feet. "I will be |leaving soon. Wth your father.” An oily
snmle spread across his too-perfect face. "You may come with us."

Shannon's tenples ached with the vibrations. This was nore than just sound. He
shook his head, but nodiing hel ped. The roomblurred and tilted around him
"Your bal ance goes next," Vitarex commented. "The ef A-fects you feel cone from
a tangler field designed to disrupt neural inpulses in your brain." Hs smle
turned cold, matching his gaze. "It works particularly well on psions, with
all those extra neural structures of yours. The sensaA-tions grow nore and
nore unpl easant." Bliss washed across his face. "For you. |'mprotected from
it."

Shannon t hought of what the Blue Dale Archers called the nmusic of his ken,
what he had cone to realize was the trance he subnerged into when he ran
t hrough the plains, curled in

the warnmt h of Mongl aze's stable, or wandered in the woods, the trance he had
gone into high in the Blue Dal e Mountai ns when Mongl aze t hought he was dyi ng.
He cl osed his eyes and bl anked his m nd, submerging into the trance.
The pain in his tenples receded

Slow y he opened his eyes. Vitarex raised an eyebrow. He appeared conposed,

but unease flowed fromhis mnd. He had expected Shannon to be withing on the
floor by now.

Shannon t ook another step. His entire body felt as if it were an inproperly
tuned nusical instrunent playing disA-cordant notes. But he kept going.
Anot her step. Another.
Vitarex frowned and edged closer to the table. He tapped another of its
carvings and the vibrations runmbling through Shannon's body increased. But for
all his disconfort, ShanA-non felt w apped in a cocoon that protected himfrom
the worst effects. He didn't know why Blue Dale Archers difA-fered from ot her
Homo sapi ens, whether they resulted fromgenetic drift or a deliberate attenpt
to breed anot her type of human, but whatever the reason, the fields of
Vitarex's weapon didn't affect himas they would a normal nan.



Shannon stepped to within striking distance of Vitarex. He swung his sword at
the Aristo, slicing the air at waist level. Vitarex junped back, nore startled
than threatened. He hit a high-backed chair and it toppled to the floor

"You should be screanming in pain," Vitarex said. He sounded annoyed.

Shannon spoke through gritted teeth. "So should you." He wanted nothing nore
than to flee this pressure on his mnd, but he couldn't relent. Nothing would
stop him

"Al'l I have to do is shout for help. My men will be here within seconds."
Alie. Vitarex's men were chasing waiths and nynphs. But the Aristo wasn't
worried. Why? He woul dn't sit here unprotected. True, he had saf eguards that
woul d work agai nst nobst peopl e, but Shannon didn't believe the Aristo had no
other options than the tangler. It nmade no difference. No matter what Vitarex
threw at him he would keep goi ng.

Vitarex fol ded one armacross his torso, rested the el bow of his other arm on
it, and tapped his chin. Then he indicated a finely carved chest a few paces
away. "l could go over there and get ny EMpulse rifle. | would reach it
before you reached ne. A projectile frommny gun would kill you i meA-diately."
He sighed. "But what an unforgivable waste of your glorious Rhon nind."
Shannon had troubl e hearing. The tangler was affecting him it was just taking
| onger man expected. He swayed as his bal ance deteriorated. He wanted to cl ose
his eyes and concentrate on his trance, but he couldn't risk it with Vitarex
so close to the gun
The Aristo stepped back. Shannon foll owedd€”and nearly fell. He had to act
fast; soon he would be incapacitated. If Vitarex wanted himalive, the Aristo
needed to wait only a little |longer to make the capture.

Shannon swept the tent with his gaze, searching for the source of the tangler
field. Tapestries hung on the cloth walls, above furniture engraved wth

gl asswood bubbl es. Rugs lay several |ayers deep. Crossed swords hung above the
brazier in one corner, and a standing lanp with a rose-glass shade stood by
the table. Vitarex was circunspect about his technol ogy; Shannon coul dn't

| ocate any source for the tangler. He doubted it was in the table where
Vitarex had pressed the carving, but that was his only clue. He lunged and
swung his sword, but at the table rather man Vitarex. By now, he had so little
control over his body, he nmissed and hit the standing | anmp instead, severing
me top fromits gl asswood pol e.

Ni ght envel oped the tent.

The [ anp used a nore advanced |ight source than oil. Nothing caught fire. Nor
was the darkness conplete. BraA-ziers burned in two corners of the large tent,
shedding a dimred gl ow across Vitarex, making hi mresenbl e Shannon's
conception of the denons he half believed invaded his faA-ther's body during
epil eptic seizures

Shannon still felt the tangler effects. He took another jerky step, driven by
his rage. Vitarex seened nore anused

t han concerned. He backed up to the chest and threw it open while Shannon
lurched the | ast few paces that separated them He swung at Vitarex, but he
could no longer control his sword, and the Aristo easily dodged the clunsy
attack.

Vitarex grabbed a weapon out of the chest.

Shannon knew then mat he was going to die. Vitarex wasn't holding a pul se
rifle, though; it |ooked nore Iike an air syringe pistol. Shannon had no tine
to think&€"he just let his legs crunple, collapsing as Vitarex fired. The shot
m ssed his chest, but it hit himin the shoul der. Nunbness spread down his
arm Clutching his sword, he struggled to his feet only a step away from

Vi t ar ex.

"CGods," the Aristo nmuttered. "What do they feed boys on this planet?" He fired
again, hitting Shannon square in the chest. "That ought to stop soneone twice
your size."

Shannon swal | owed. Hi s torso was going nunb. He could barely raise his sword,
but he managed, clenching it until his knuckles hurt Vitarex nade an
exasperated noi se and bl ocked the wavering strike with his gun, knocking the



bl ade out of Shannon's hand. In that instant, when Vitarex's overA-confident
attention was focused on the sword clattering to the ground, Shannon drew his
dagger with his other hand. As nunmbness overtook his body, he let hinself
topple forA-ward. He smashed into Vitarex and they fell together, and sl anmed
into the floor. Shannon's breath went out with a whuff while his mnd |urched
and spun. Vitarex nade an odd gurgle mat abrupdy cut off.

Everyt hi ng becane still.

Shannon was lying half on top of Vitarex with one armtrapped between their
bodi es and the other flung over his head. Hi s heart pounded in his chest. He
didn't know what had happened to his dagger; he was still clenching the hilt,
but his fist was flush against Vitarex's chest.

Slow y, Shannon rolled to the side. H s hand renmai ned cl enched on the dagger
and the nmovenent wenched his arm yet he felt no pain. H's body was nunb, but
he could nove. Wth a groan, he strained to pull his armfree. After severa
fruitless seconds, he realized he had to rel ease the

dagger. Wien he relaxed his grip, his armfell away fromVitarex. Still the
Aristo didn't nove. H s eyes remmi ned cl osed.

Shannon stared at his hand, the one that had held the dagA-ger. Even in the
dimlight fromthe braziers he saw the bl ood that covered it and soaked the
sl eeve of his tunic. He pushed up on his el bows and | eaned over Vitarex.

No response.

He put his fingers against a vein Vitarex's neck, then his hand in front of
the Aristo's nose, seeking a pulse or an exA-hal ation

Not hi ng

It was then that he realized bl ood was no | onger punping out of the wound in
Vitarex's chest Shannon suddenly felt chilled all the way through, and bile
rose rose in his throat

He had just nurdered a nman.

H s hands started to shake. Gods help ne. For all that he had trained with a
sword and dagger all his life, it had been a sport to him He had never
expected to use the skills in vioA-lence. But since the instant he had felt
what Vitarex had done to his father, he had thought only of revenge. Now nat
he had answered that driving anger, now mat ne red haze was clearing fromhis
vi sion, dismay flooded him

"No, " Shannon whi spered. He dragged hinself to his sword, fighting the effects
of the tangler field and whatever Vitarex had shot himwith. Hs arnms and
torso were | eaden. He barely managed to pull his | egs under him so he was
kneeling on the rug. He funbled his sword into its sheath, and his bl oodied
hand slipped along the hilt, |eaving dark streaks. Then he crawed to the
carved chest and | eaned against it as he pushed up onto his feet. He swayed,
his bal -ance ruined by the tangler. If he didn't get out of the tent now, he
m ght never make it. The guards woul d di scover himwith the nurdered Vitarex,
a mute testinmony to his guilt.

He forced hinmself forward. Step. Step again. It was the | ongest wal k he had
ever taken, but finally he reached the enA-trance of the tent. He could barely
push aside the flap. As he lurched outside, he stunbled on the unconsci ous
guard and

al nost fell. He thought he might be in shock; his nmind felt as nunb as his
body. He staggered through the woods. Any noA-ment a sentry coul d di scover
that the spirits haunting this forest were Blue Dale Archers. He had to escape
this place, and fast, though he could hardly wal k.
A low whistle cane at his side and an ani mal pushed its head into his
shoul der. Mbongl aze. Shannon gave a choked sob as the |yrine nudged hi m again,
a sign he wanted ShanA-non to nount.

"I can't," he whispered, sagging against the animal. "Help ne."

Moongl aze knelt slowy, folding his powerful front |egs under his body. When
he had gone all the way down, ShanA-non dragged hinself onto his back and
col | apsed forward, his arms around the |lyrine's neck, his hands clutched in
his nount's thick hair.
Wth a whuff of air, Monglaze struggled back to his feet. Shannon wanted to



scratch his neck, praise him show his gratitude, but he could neither speak
nor move, only hang on. The lyrine wal ked anong the trees with the snoot h,
silent tread of an experienced war mount Shannon cl enched Moongl aze's hair
until the hinges of his hand ached, but he couldn't |oosen his grip. If it

bot her ed Mbongl aze, he gave no hint, just kept going, his pace increasing as
he neared the ridge where they had descended into the canp with the Archers.
As they rode beyond reach of the tangler field, Shannon began to recover his
equilibrium Lifting his head, he peered into the darkness. The canp conti nued
to sleep. A few voices called in the distance, but none here. Anyone close to
Vitarex's tent woul d be affected by the tangler, except perA-haps Archers; if
Shannon had partial inmmunity to its effects, a full-blooded Archer probably
had even nore. At |east he hoped so. He didn't want them hurt.
As they clinbed the ridge, |eaving the canp behind in the fog and the night,
Shannon finally | oosened his grip on Monglaze's neck. The |yrine whistled, as
close to an exA-pression of relief as he woul d express. Shannon sat up
slowy. Although he still felt clamy and sick, his dizziness had receded.
H's mind spread into trance state, holding off the guilt that hovered within
him He would soon have to face what he had done, but he had to survive first
and nake sure the Archers were taking his father to safetyd€’if any safety
exi sted anywhere.

Shannon didn't know how | ong Moongl aze carried himthrough the night. He sat
wi th his head hangi ng down, only half aware of his surroundings. Gadually he
became aware of a shadowy figure riding near himin the fog, a darker patch in
the darkness. He stiffened, lowering his nental barA-riers, and reached out
with his mnd. Hs thoughts joined a swirling pool of enotion...

Bl ue Dal e Archer.

Moongl aze snuffl ed.

"Shhh." Shannon patted his neck
The other rider spoke in a | ow voice. "Shannon?"

"It is ne." He hesitated. "Elarion?"

"Yes." The Archer cane in closer to ride at his side.
Al arm surged through Shannon, disrupting the precarious cal mhe had attai ned
during trance. "My father! You nust take hi ma€""

"He is safe,” Elarion told him soothing. "He is up ahead, in the caravan."
"The caravan cane out of the mountains?" That they had even acconpani ed hi m
out of the Blue Dales into the | ess nassive range known as Ryder's Lost Menory
had stunned him Never in an octet of eons would he have expected themto
enter Rillia.

"Don't you know where we are?" Elarion asked.

Shannon hesitated. During his trance, he had | et Mongl aze go where he woul d,
trusting the lyrine. BelatA-edly, he realized they were clinmbing nore steeply
now rat her than wal king through the rolling hills of Rillia. "Are we in
Ryder's Forest?"

"It is Ryder's, yes."

Fear caught at Shannon. "And Varielle?"

"She is fine."

He whi spered what he feared nost to know. "And ny faA-ther?"

Si |l ence

"Tell me," Shannon said. He couldn't bear to know but he had to hear

El ari on answered softly. "lI'msorry."

Shannon's worl d seemed to end. "He di ed?"

"No. He lives."

"Why are you sorry?"

"He is&€”hurt. W& can nmove himno nore. It would kill him" Fear washed

t hrough his nobod. "W are only a few hours' ride fromthe Rillian canp. They
could still find us."

"Tarlin will bring nmy nother and I SC." Shannon said it as nuch to reassure

hi nsel f as Elarion. "No one on Lyshriol can stop Inperial Space Comand."
Except they were too |late.
If Elarion had doubts about Shannon's claim he kept themto himself. Instead



he asked, "And Bard Vitarex?"

"He is dead."

Elarion let out a long breath. They rode in silence.

A skeetel - puff hummred. Shannon saw not hi ng, but the skeetel buzzed agai n.
Then El arion humred exactly |ike a skeetel. Another buzz came through the

ni ght, much closer now Two riders took formout of the darkness in front of
themlike spirits coA-alescing in the foggy night. Archers. They joi ned
Shannon and El arion, and rode at their sides w thout a word.

Shannon didn't even see the caravan until they were within the canp. The
Archers had kept the tents dark and lit no fires. Mdrre sentries paced anong
the trees than Shannon had previously seen in his tine with them He hated
that he had brought this danger to them his newfound people, but he would be
forever grateful for their help with his father

They led himtoward the center of the canp. Wen they stopped before a small
tent, Shannon slid off Mdonglaze, better able to nove now, though he renai ned
stiff and sore. Dried blood flaked off his hand. He swallowed the bile that
rose in his throat.

Varielle was waiting at the entrance of the tent, her bow in her hand. She
touched his cheek as he came up to them her gaze solemm. He took her hand and
hi nged his pal maround her four fingers. He couldn't speak. He could barely
breat he. She squeezed his back, then let himgo. Steeling hinself, he lifted
the flap and entered the tent. The only light inside came fromthe di m gl ow of
a brazier in one corner. It cast al A-nost no |ight over the pallet a few paces
away.

H s father lay there, unmoving.

18

The Node

oca raced to the starport, through orb-tipped reeds and the overcast night.
Tarlin ran at her side. He seened stunned, even in shock. He had ridden hard
and fast over the nmounA-tains, making the journey in less man a day. He could
have killed hinmself thundering through the upper ranges of the Backbone at
such speeds.

He had her eternal gratitude.

She spoke into her wist coomm "Brad, is the flyer ready to go?" She was
sprinting so hard, the words came out in gasps. Reeds snapped agai nst her

| egs.

"Yes." Brad's voice canme back sharp and fast. "I'mcold-starting it now. "

The reeds thinned out as Roca and Tarlin neared the port. The flyer waited on
the brightly lit tarmac, glittering gold and black. Tarlin hesitated at the
edge of the field, his face pale. Roca doubted he had ever seen anything like
the flyer nor touched a material like the tarmac. But he faltered only a
nmonent and then picked up speed again.

They reached the flyer within seconds, and Brad grabbed Roca's hand as she
reached up to him Wthout mssing a

stride, she junped up into the cabin. Tarlin swng up behind her, his ashen
face the only indication he was dealing with technol ogy that had to | ook |ike
magi c to him Her respect for himwent up another notch. Eldri had al ways
chosen his friends well.

"You'll need to strap in," Roca told himas she dropped into the copilot's
seat. "The webbing will wap around you. Don't be alarnmed; it's for safety.”
Even as she spoke, her own webbing was folding its silver mesh around her
body. She fastened the catches.

Tarlin lowered hinself into a seat set slightly back beA-tween the pilot and
copilot's chairs. He copied her actions, strapping the webbing around his
body. Roca knew what it took for himto accept all this. The Lyshrioli lived
t he sane, year after year, change disturbed them Yet he never flinched.

The conm crackl ed. "Dr. Tompkins, this is Colonel Ma-jda on the Ascendant. W
still don't have a lock on either King Eldrinson or the Aristo Vitarex."
Brad spoke into the nmesh. "W're headed out now. Do you have a fix on us?"
"To the centinmeter," Majda said. "The shuttles are on then-way. ETA in siXx



point three mnutes."

"Under st ood, Colonel," Brad said. "W will neet you at the Archer canp.”

Just hearing the word "Aristo" made Roca ill. The Traders had viol ated her
nost treasured retreat, the haven for her famly. They had brought great agony
to her husA-band. No nmercy existed in her now. Vitarex woul d pay. She was the
Foreign Affairs Councilor of the Assenbly, her life dedicated to dealing in
di pl omacy with other governments, including the Traders, but right now she
could think of only one thing, that she wanted himto pay | ong and hard and
forA-ever, to suffer the same torments he had inflicted on her husA-band.
First they had to reach Eldri &€"before his injuries ended his life.

* * *

Eldrinson floated in a drugged sea. He never |ost consciousA-ness, but he
drifted in and out of awareness. The pain had reA-ceded. The hot beverage
these strangers gave himto drink hazed his nmind and dulled the worst of his
agony.

After many hours, or perhaps only a monent, he becane aware of soneone near by.
He struggled to focus. A man was speaking, softly, brokenly, tears in his

Voi ce.

"... don't die," he pleaded. "Please. You nust live. | beg you." H s voice
broke. "I couldn't bear it if you died."

El drinson tried to speak, but no words cane. He wet his lips and tried again.
"Shannon?" It was barely a whisper

"We're bringing help." Shannon's words were ragged and earnest. "Tarlin went
for Mother. Help will cone.™

El dri nson knew it was too late. His life was slipping anay. He was too tired.
But sonehow, incredibly, he had achieved his goal. He had kept his secret from
Vitarex | ong enough to stop the Aristo fromtaking himoff Lyshriol

A hand touched Eldrinson's forehead, a hinged pal mcool against his fevered
skin. "Father, can you hear ne?"

"I hear," Eldrinson whispered. "I amé€’glad you are here." He paused,
gathering his energy. "I don't want your nother to see ned€"see me like this.
To see ... ny death."

"You won't die." Shannon brushed back his hair.

"Can't see...."

"We'll fix it," Shannon whispered. "W'll nake you better."

Urgent voices cane from outside and the scrape of booted feet. Eldrinson's
sensitized mnd reacted to nuances his ears couldn't yet discern. "No! She
must not 4€”" see Me&€”"

"Who, Father?" Shannon asked.
The voices resolved into Skolian Flag, a tongue flat and harsh after Shannon's
Trillian. Then a woman spoke in Tril-lian, alnost chimng, though she had
never |earned to make the true sounds. Didn't have the right vocal cords ..
"They're here!" Shannon's boots crackled as he junped to his feet.

El dri nson reached out to stop him but Shannon's footsteps were already
recedi ng across the tent. Rustles came fromthe entrance, nen the scuff of
feet and someone's abrupt intake

of breath. The sharp odor of the oil Brad used in the flyer cut through the
air. Currents noved across his face as people knelt around him creaking,
scrapi ng, clinking.

"Eldri?" A soft pal mcupped his cheek. Tears filled her voice. "Eldri, can you
hear ne?"

He pulled his head away. "Roca, |eave ne."

"I can't." She was crying now. Her hair brushed his arms, his hands, his face,
its clean fragrance painful in a way that no nedicine could hel p. She pressed
her |ips against his forehead and he wanted to weep with the bittersweet agony
of knowi ng he could never again be the nan she had fallen in [ove wth.

O her peopl e were doing things, placing cool strips on his neck, noving

bl ankets from his body, no doubt examining himw th marvels of nedica
technol ogy he couldn't see. A syringe hissed against his neck. He felt Roca's
anguish and it tore himapart. Sonmeday their children could be the ones |ying



broken and tortured, victins of the Traders, and he couldn't stop it from
happeni ng no matter how hard he tried, because they had chosen to fight and
not hi ng he did, nothing he said would ever stop them A father had to protect
his wife and children, always and forever, but he couldn't, not even in his
own | ands, and it was killing himnore than his shattered body.

He neant to tell Roca to leave. But for the first time in days, forever it
seened, the pain was |eaving his body, truly |eaving, not muted by herbs but
genui nel y goi ng away.
"I can't feel anything," he whispered, switching into Sko-lian Flag for the
doct ors.
A man whose voice Eldrinson didn't recogni ze spoke in Flag. "W've given you a
neural bl ocker, Your Majesty."

Maj esty. He wi shed they would stop calling himthat. But he was grateful they
had stopped the pain.
"Can you heal hin®?" Roca's voice asked.

Silence foll owed her question. Then another voice spoke. "W will do our best,
Counci l or. "

"Where is Shannon?" Eldrinson asked.

H s son answered from farther away. "Here, Father." The

scrunch of cloth and rmail canme from Eldrinson's right. Then Shannon spoke
next to him "The doctors will fix everything."

El dri nson reached out and his knuckl es brushed a tunic. Someone grasped his
hand.

"I"'mright here," Shannon said.

"You saved ny life," Eldrinson whispered. "Even nore. You stopped Vitarex ..
fromtaking nme offworld. He was ready to | eave." Roca and | SC woul dn't have
made it intine to stop him

"I shoul d have never run away." Shannon wasn't trying to hide his guilt-torn
enotions. "Then you woul dn't have cone after nme and he woul dn't have caught
you. "

Roca spoke in a nurnur. "Shannon, no, it's not your fault."

"Listen to your nother." Eldrinson took a breath, deterA-nmined to put strength
in his words. "Had Vitarex not capA-tured nme while so many people were
searching for you, we would have never known he was here. Until too late." He
kept goi ng despite the drugged | emargy overconing him "His plan m ght have
succeeded. You stopped that. You. Shannon.”

Silence followed his words, as everyone in the tent abA-sorbed the

i mplications. By running away, Shannon may have averted an interstellar war.
"But what about Althor and Soz?" Shannon sounded beA-wi | dered. "Wat if ney
are captured?"
A man, one of the unfaniliar voices, spoke quietly in Flag. "Jagernauts have
options. If necessary, we can end our lives using the biomech web in our

bodi es. "
Wuld it come to that? Wuld war force his children to commit suicide? Wuld
they die in the cold reaches of places unknown and uni nagi nabl e? Nor was it
only Saus-cony and Althor. Kelric would go soneday, when he was ol d enough
Wander | ust drove the boy. It was too nuch. Unbear A-able. Eldrinson rubbed his
usel ess eyes. If only he, too, had a bi omech web so he could finish tins, for
he couldn't live in

a universe as harsh and inexplicable as the one his wife's people and their
enem es had creat ed.

"Love, don't." Roca brushed her knuckles against his cheek in that way he
cherished. "You will get better. Qur children will be fine. W will protect
Lyshriol. You will see.”

He wi shed he could believe her. But those pretty words meant nothing agai nst
the truth.

The white ceiling blurred. Soz lay on her back, aware only of the pain in her
legs. It shouldn't hurt this way. The tests all said her body would easily
take the bi omech. She refused to believe they had been wrong, that her body
was rejecting the augnmentation



A blurred face noved into her line of sight. A gold face.

"Kurj?" she asked.

Her half brother raised his inner lids. He regarded her with gold eyes, his
usual |y i npassive face creased with conA-cern. "How are you feeling?"

She wanted to say she felt fine, just great. But they had to know. Today she
had becone anong the nost expensive and conpl ex pieces of mlitary equi pnent
built by ISC. They had desi gned a bi onech web from her own DNA and woven it
into her body. It included many conponents: threads that |inked tthe sockets
in her neck, |ower back, wists, and anA-kles to an internal mesh node in her
spi ne; bioel ectrodes that spurred her neurons to fire according to directions
fromei A-ther her node or brain, allow ng conmmunication between the two;
nanoneds that patrolled the inplants, healing and reA-pairing, dispensing
chemicals to prevent rejection, and working with the other nanoneds she

al ready carried that maintai ned her health and del ayed her aging. And that was
just the start. They hadn't yet given her the operations to inA-crease her
speed and strength or the mcrofusion reactor to supply eneragy.

"My legs hurt," Soz said. "My sight blurs.”
A long silence foll owed her answer. Too |ong. She hadn't expected to awaken
this way. Doctors and bionmech techs

shoul d be here, checking on her, testing how her body had taken the web.
Al though it made sense that Kurj would want to see how she dealt widi the
operation, he should have cone with die doctors. She couldn't see himclearly,
only the blur of his face.

Then he stepped away.

Di squi eted, Soz probed his thoughts. His mental shields glinted bright and
metallic in her nmind, like his inner eyeA-lids. She didn't push at his
barriers. It would never work. No one had his nmental strength. But just as
someone with |l ess strength m ght be nore ninble than a heavier fighter, so she
had nmore finesse as an enpath man Kurj. She edged around his mnd | ooked for
chinks in his shields. She found a hint, sonething serious, sonething he
didn't want to tell heré&€”

Her father?

Soz strained to focus. What was wong with her eyes? The operations included
no opti cal enhancenents. It shouldn't have affected her sight.

Over the next few nonents, her vision cleared. She was lying in a hospita
roomwi th a glossy white ceiling and walls which could project hol ographic

i mges. Turning her head, she saw a long white counter mat stretched al ong one
wal | and ended in a consol e nolded from seanm ess curves of Lum nex. A
multi-tiered, wheeled cart-bot with supplies stood by her bed. No, "bed"
wasn't accurate. She lay on a nech-table w th enbedded conponents that coul d
recogA-ni ze tension in her body and adjust as necessary for her needs. Right
now it noved subdy beneath her, probably to ease her stiff nuscles. A robot
armwas fol ded against the table, silver and chrome, quiescent now but with
lights glitA-tering along its |ength.

Then she realized she and Kurj weren't alone. He stood across the roomw th
Secondary Tapper haven, ne two of them deep in a conference, comunicating
witii the comms in their gauntlets by traci ng nessages on the screens. Kurj
towered over the Secondary. He wore khaki trousers, knee-boots, and a pull over
widi a single gold line of ribbing across the torso mat accented ne w dth of
hi s chest and

shoul ders. His uniformhad no adornnent, no nedals, no inA-dication of rank
anywhere. He needed none. Everyone knew he conmanded | SC

Soz squinted at them Here she was, just waking up, worA-ried about her father
and these changes in her body, and they were over there having a secret
conference. She sat up and wi nced as pain stabbed her |egs. The glimrering
white sheet fell down around her hips, leaving her in a white ned-shift that
fortunately was smart enough to keep itself closed in the back. She crossed
her arms and considered Kurj and Tapper-haven. Neither had noticed she was
fully awake yet

"Are you done telling secrets?" Soz asked.



Tapper haven junped and Kurj gl anced up. Soz had no i dea how she | ooked, but
for sone reason Kurj smled. "Good evening," he said.

"I wouldn't know about that." Soz slid off the bed and stood next to the
cart-bot. Her |egs wobbled but she caught the cart in tinme to hold herself
upright. Then she glared at Kurj.
Tapper haven strode over. "Cadet Val doria, you should get back into bed. You' ve
just had several mmjor operations."

"I's that an order, ma' an®?" Soz asked.
The Secondary spoke dryly. "Yes, Cadet, that is an order."

"Yes, ma'am" Soz pulled herself back up on the bed and sat with her |egs
hangi ng of f the edge, waiting to see what they were planning. Kurj joined the
Secondary, his expresA-sion concerned. That worried Soz nore than any rebuke
he may have given her. He never |ooked at her that way.

Soz spoke uneasily. "Is nmy body rejecting the biomech?"

Kurj's inner lids came down to shield his eyes. "No, it doesn't appear so."
VWhat was up? "Is it normal for my legs to hurt this nuch?"

He spoke carefully. "The pain will pass."

"What aren't you telling ne?" Soz's nuscles bunched unA-der the hospita
shift. "Wiat went w ong?"
Tapper haven spoke quietly. "The operations succeeded."

Soz had al ways been a good judge of whether or not a person was lying. It cane
wi th being an enpath. Tapper-

haven had given her the truthé&€”as far as the response went. Soz wanted to
insist they tell her, but she knew it wouldn't work if she pushed too hard.
She took a calming breath. "Sir, if ny father has been hurt, | request you |et
me know. "

She thought he woul d say nothing had happened or tell her in sone taciturn
manner that she had no need to know. The last thing she expected was the grief
in his voice. "In many ways, Soz, it is easier to deal with you when you are
glowering like an irate warrior goddess."
Soz didn't know what to make of his response. "What happened?”

Kurj gl anced at Tapperhaven. She nodded, accepting some unspoken command, and
wi t hdrew across the room She took a post by the door as if she were a guard.
That di sA-turbed Soz even nore. An officer with a rank as high as Jager naut
Secondary woul dn't act in such a role unless this dealt with a far nore
serious situation than her bionech.
"Tell me," she said, respecful

Kurj spoke witii difficulty, something she had never seen from hi m before.
"Your father has been hurt."
Ah, no. No. "How?"

He indicated her legs. "It should be inpossible for you to feel what happened
to himacross so nmany |light-years. But it has affected both you and Althor."
"My father hurt his legs?" How? A fall in the Backbone? A seizure? She had
seen him have a tonic clonic attack once, and it had scared the bl azes out of
her. He had been out of danger for so many years, she had forgotten the
severity of his condition
"I"ve been in comunication with Col onel Corey Mjda," Kurj said. "She
conmmands the Lyshrioli ODS." He gave her the information w nmout pause. "The
Traders got into Lyshriol. W aren't yet sure how. Majda's people found only
t he janm ng equi pnent and one commwith of f-planet range. ESComm apparently
pl anted one agent and meant to pick himup when he finished his m ssion
However, mey have deni ed any connection to his presence there, and he covered
his tracks too well for us to prove their involve-

ment." He lifted his hands, then let themfall back to his sides. "Soz, |I'm
sorry. They took your father."
"No!" She heard his words, but she couldn't believe them It couldn't be true.
"Has | SC caught then?" Her words tumA-bled out "Did he escape? WII he be al
ri ght?"
"Yes, he escaped. W don't yet know how ESConm pl aced an Aristo on the

pl anet." Fatigue came through in his voice. "But your father is receiving the



best care | SC can provide."
Soz didn't miss what he left out. "How badly is he hurt?"
"W don't know for certain yet."

"Tell ne."
"Soza€""
"Tell ne!"

Kurj answered with nore regret than she would ever have expected himto show
for the stepfather he hated. "He may never wal k or see again."

Soz clenched the table until her fingers and thunb hurt, her thunb, on her
Skolian hand, just like Kurj's hand, so unA-like her father's four-fingered,
hi nged hand. "That nust be wong. Surely 1SC can help him"

"W will do our best." Kurj spoke quiedy. "I won't deny |'ve never done well
with your father. But | would never have w shed this on him™"
This was an aspect of Kurj she had rarely seen, indeed, one she doubted nost
anyone alive had witnessed except their nmother. The iron-hard dictator had a
human side. Kurj's deA-cades of dealing with the Traders had scarred him so
deeply he woul d probably never heal, but the passage of years had aneliorated
his antipathy for the man he had alnobst killed to prevent his marriage to
Roca. Hi s inner denmons and outer horrors had made himinto the unyielding

I nperator, but a huA-man being, an enpath, existed beneath those hardened

| ayers.

"WIl you let me know when you find out nore?" Soz asked.

"Yes. Imediately."
A ping came fromacross the room Soz glanced up to see Tapperhaven speaki ng
into her gauntlet.

Kurj spoke to the Secondary. "Are they asking about Cadet Val doria?"
Tapper haven nodded to himwith the extra respect J-Force officers reserved for
the I nperator, who had once been one of them "They want to cone in and
continue the tests.”

"Very well." Kurj gave Soz a dry snmile. "You up for being poked and prodded?"
She sat up straighter. "Yes, sir." The sooner she could start to use her

bi omech, the better. She thought of her father. She had even nore notivation
to become as deadly against the Traders as possible.
As soon as Tapperhaven spoke into her comm the door slid open and three
peopl e entered. Soz recognized the two in white junpsuits: Dr. Callie lIrzon
the primary bi omech surgeon assigned to Soz; and Dr. Tine Loriez, a | anky nman
with intense eyes, the surgeon who had assisted in the operA-ations. Both had
the J-Force insignia on their shoulders, the stylized synbol of a Jag in
flight.
A bi onech-adept came with them Tall and | ong-Iegged, the woman wore a
formfitting blue junpsuit of netallic cloth. She had the dark hair and bl ack
eyes ubi quitous anong the nobl e Houses. The ID holo on her chest had no nane,
just the five-star synbol of the House of Rajindia. Soz didn't know her, but
she recogni zed the fanmly. The Rajindia |line was ancient, dating back to the
Ruby Enpire. The House had al nost died out on Raylicon during the Dark Ages,
but it had rebounded again after the Raylican people regained the stars
several centuries ago.
The officers saluted Kurj, clenching their fists and crossA-ing their wists
as they raised their arnms out to him He inA-clined his head, his eyes
shi el ded by the gold lids he could see through but that appeared opaque to
everyone else. "At ease." He indicated Soz. "Your patient awaits."
They gathered around her then, all business. Loriez tapped a panel in the
mech-tabl e and a console in the headA-board acti vat ed.

"How do you feel?" Irzon asked

"Normal ," Soz said. It was disappointing. She had thought she would notice a
di fference, nore strength, an enhanced sense of her body. Sonething positive.
"My legs hurt when | cane to, and ny vision was blurry. But those problens
have cl eared up." She was aware of how closely they were all watching her
Raj i ndi a spoke in a dusky voice. "Activate."

Soz blinked "M an?'



"W activated you," lrzon said.

"Ch. Yes." Soz knew the term nol ogy, but recognizing the words and having the
process applied to her were two very different things. It felt strange to
hear, as if she were a maA-chine. But it was true. The operations woul d have
t aken sevA-eral days and her recuperation even |onger. Soneone today had
apparently deci ded she was ready to wake up. So they turned on her biomech.
Soz tapped the table where she sat. "Did this activate nmy web?"

"That's right." Rajindia lifted the sheet and showed her a long rod al ong the
edge of the table. Blue light glowed within it. "The signal came fromthese
bars. However, they can't switch you off unless it is your choice."

Soz ran her hand over the rod. It was odd and intriguing that her conscious

m nd responded to signals fromthis maA-chine. Loriez was at the head of the
nmech-tabl e, working at the console in the headboard, studying hol os of her
body that floated in the air. He scrutinized themthe way she had seen

of ficers study equi prment.

Di sconcerted, Soz turned back to Irzon. The doctor was sinply waiting, neither
checki ng nonitors nor perform ng any other visible doctor activities.

"Why don't | feel anything?" Soz asked.

"You aren't stiff?" Irzon asked.

"I ache everywhere."

"That's expected." That neither Irzon nor the adept asked about the pain in
her | egs nmade Soz suspect they knew what

she had discussed with Kurj, and were al ready exam ning her for problens.

Soz turned her wist up to the ceiling and rubbed her thunmb over the socket
there. The circle was the color of her skin and snaller than the tip of her
little finger. She tried to sense a change, a difference, an itch fromits

i mpl antation. Anything. Leaning over, she turned out her feet so she could see
t he socket above each heel. Wthout knowi ng to | ook, she wouldn't have noticed
them She sat up straight again and slid her hand under her hair, fingering
the socket at the base of her neck. Then she noved her hand down her back
searchi ngéd€’yes, there it was, the spinal socket just bel ow her waist.
The doctors and adept continued to wait while she exA-plored. Tapperhaven had
remai ned posted by the door, and Kurj stood | eaning against a nearby wall, his
arnms crossed, his netallic coloring a vivid contrast to the white Lum nex. The
sl eeves of his pullover strained his |arge biceps.

"It's odd." Soz braced her palnms on her knees. "I don't feel a thing. The
sockets aren't even sore." She surveyed her arm trying to find a seam where
the doctors had inserted ne tubes they used to thread the biomech into her
body. The pl acenent didn't have to be exact; the picotech braided into the
t hreads had enough intelligence to make them weave into Soz's neural system
"I'f I hadn't known you all had operated on nme, | couldn't tell now "

Rel i ef washed across Irzon's face. "Good."

Her response startled Soz. Usually J-Force officers were nore reserved about
showi ng enotion, not because they didn't feel it but because they |earned fast
to guard their mobods when they spent the najority of their time with other
empaths. IrA-zon's reaction nade sense, though. It had to be excruciating to
do such work on the Inperator's heir. If anything happened to Soz, the doctors
woul d |l ose their jobs, possibly even their freeA-dom They all knew Kurj was
i stening, watching, analyzing.

Lori ez was studying the hol os of her body floating above his console in the
headrest of the table.

"How does it | ook?" Soz asked.

He gl anced up at her. "You're a healthy young wonman, Your Hi ghness."

Kurj's voice runbled. "She is Cadet Val doria here."

Red tinged Loriez's cheeks. "Yes, sir."
Any reni nder of her differences here made Soz tw tch. Somehow she had to find
a bal ance between being one of Kurj's heirs and being like the other cadets.

If Kurj hadn't spoken, she m ght have done so herself, but that could have
caused problems. G ven her less than stellar subtlety, she m ght have ended up
soundi ng di srespectful, and she already had too many bl asted marks on her



record.

Raj i ndi a gave the inpression of calmefficiency, but Soz could feel her
underlying strain. None of it showed, though, when she spoke. "W can finish
activating the systemnow, Cadet Val doria."
Soz sat up straighten "I'mready."

Loriez pressed nore conmands into me console, and the blue rod edging the

bi omech table flared in brightness. Soz waited, striving for patience, but
not hi ng happened. After a noment, she gave Irzon and Rajindia a quizzica

| ook.
"You can finish it yourself," Rajindia said.

Nei t her the adept nor the doctors offered any nore gui dA-ance. Soz cl osed her
eyes and concentrated, settling her thoughts as her instructors had trained
her to do in the bi oA-mech class she was no | onger taking. Perhaps testing out
of it early hadn't been such a good idea, after all
She thought: Node?

Not hi ng
Soz let her consciousness float. She wi shed she had ShanA-non's ability to
subnerge into a trance. Thinking of him nmade her tense, which had never
happened before. She let the nenories of hone slip away and just drifted.
Still nothing.

Per haps she hadn't directed the thought enough. She foA-cused her mind and
concentrated harder. Node, activate. It startled her how strong the thought
sounded in her own mnd, as if it were enhanced. Still no response, though

Her agitation surged. She pushed it down, but the nore

she becanme concerned about being concerned, the nore it disrupted her
concentration. It was like saying, Don't think of huge pink fungi. O course
then she could think of nothA-ing but pink glop

Node, she thought. | would appreciate it if you would answer ne.

Pl ease specify the question you wi sh answered. The thought came into her nind
firm strong, oddly warm reassuring in its conpetence.

Soz sat up with a jerk. "Woal"

"Cadet Val doria?" Rajindia asked. Irzon and Loriez were watching her intently.
An uncharacteristic furrow showed between Kurj's eyebrow. Soz grinned at them
all.

Here is a question, she thought to the node. Do you have any properties that
di stingui sh you from any ot her node created by |SC?

Your question is rather general. It sounded calm Pleasant. Efficient. Did you
have anything specific in mnd?
This is ultra, Soz thought, this time just to herself, w thout the focus she
used for the node. Then she added, Sonething that would prove I'mtalking to
you.

"Cadet Val doria?" Irzon asked, her dark eyes alert "Are you all right?"

"Yes, fine." Soz had no idea how her face | ooked while she "conversed" wth
her node. Probably she needed better control of her expressions. She didn't
want to go bl ank or make odd faces. Maybe that was why Kurj so often | ooked

i npassi ve; he had devel oped that control to a high art.
The node thought, My history parallels that of other nodes constructed by the
J- Force bionech technicians. However, | do have nore nmenory than other nodes.
Why nore nenory? Soz asked.

Your brain has extra capacity. Scientific im\-ages of neural structures forned
in her mnd, along with varA-ious stats.

Utra, Soz thought. To Rajindia, she said, "My node has

extra menory because your tests said my brain can handle it. You think I have
i nherited some of the genes that give hol ographic nenories to the wonen call ed
Merories on Lyshriol."

Raj i ndia inclined her head in acknow edgnent. "Your node told you this?"

"You bet."

Irzon smiled. "Congratul ati ons, Cadet Valdoria. You' re now a Jagenaut."
"Hardly." Kurj spoke fromhis post by the wall, his deep voice runbling like a
grom . "She's a first-year cadet."



Soz bit back her urge to point out that her classes and new bi onech web
qualified her as a junior. She was too pleased with the node to be annoyed at
hi mright now Besides, she could end up with nore denerits.

Know who he is? she asked her node.

VWhi ch "he"? According to your sensors, this roomcontains two hurman nal es.
Hey. It could detect the people in the room She could hardly wait to explore
all these new abilities. Their interacA-tion was going so fast, barely a
second had passed according to the fuzzy display it was creating in her mnd
To Kurj she said, "Yes, sir," in response to his coment about her rank

"W can begin your training with the biomech web after you' ve rested," Kurj
sai d. He pushed away fromthe wall and wal ked toward her, |owering his arns.
"Yes, sir." She sent her node another question: Wat can you tell ne about the
larger man in this roon? She pushed her thoughts even faster, curious to see
how much she could learn in the few seconds it took for Kurj to walk to the
tabl e where she sat.

Data fl ooded her mnd: ldentity: 99.8 percent probability he is Kurj Skolia,

I mpera-tor. Weight: 130 kilogranms. Height: 2.13 neters. Chronol ogi cal age:
undet erm ned from physical attributes but given as 52 standard years in
history files. Apparent physical age: 38 standard years.

And so it went, ever faster. Kurj was noving in slow nmoA-tion now, taking
each step through invisible nolasses. Soz wi nced and pressed her fingertips
agai nst her tenples. The node was fl ooding her with data, everything fromhis
bl ood type to estimtes of the chem cal conposition of his hair.

Pai n stabbed through Soz's head. "Ah!" She pressed the heels of her hands
agai nst her tenples. Stop! You' re going too fast.

"C-a-a-a-d-e-e-t V-a-a-a-1-1-d-o0-0-r-r-r-i-a-a-a." lrzon's voice echoed so
slowy that Soz wondered if soneone had recorded it and was playing it at a
del ayed rate. She groaned and doubl ed over, her hands cl enched around her
head.

Accel erated node off, her node thought.

The pain receded in Soz's tenples. Sonmeone put a hand on her shoul der and
someone el se pressed a nedical tape against her arm

"a€" happened to her?" Kurj was demandi ng.

"Her bl ood pressure and heart rate spiked," Loriez said.

"She started to have a seizure. Too nmany of her neurons were firing at once.”
Then he said, "Gods above! Her imA-pulse rate increased for a fraction of a
second. "

Raj i ndi a spoke. "Cadet Valdoria, can you hear ne?"

Soz sat up slowy. Afterimages floated in front of her eyes as if she had

| ooked at a bright light. Irzon was nonitoring her with a gold nmetallic strip
she had laid on Soz's left foreA~arm The tiny holos that glittered above it
showed data and inages of Soz's brain. Rajindia stood with her hand on Soz's
shoul der. Kurj was over by Loriez, dividing his attention beA-tween Soz and
the hol os above Loriez's screen

"I"'mall right." Soz | owered her hands.

"What happened?" Kurj asked.

"Apparently | put the node in accel erated node."

"You'll learn howto control the nodes," Rajindia said.

Loriez | ooked up at Soz. "According to these scans, you tried to change ne
speed that neural inmpulses travel in your brain."

Kurj frowned at him "lIs that possible?" He didn't even

hide his worried | ook. Today he was showi ng a whol e plethora of npods that
Soz had never seen from hi m before.

"I wouldn't have thought so," Loriez said. "Certainly not like this. But she
didit"

"I's it dangerous?" Kurj asked.

"If it had gone on nmuch |l onger, it probably could have caused brain damage."
"I can learn to control it," Soz said quickly. She didn't want them turning
of f her bionech. It exhilarated her, deA-spite the headache. She needed to
know what it could do, how far she could push it. A whole new universe of



possi bil A-ity awaited her.

"And if you can't control it?" Kurj asked. "Neural imA-pulses are the transfer
of chemicals across cell menbranes. How coul d you speed that up?"

"I don't know," Soz admitted. "Maybe sonething about the extra nenory in ny
node. "

Raj i ndia spoke to Kurj. "We can study the effect to see if it can be handl ed
or elimnated."”

He considered her for a noment. Then he spoke firmy to Soz. "You will stay
here, under Rajindia' s supervision, until we ascertain how and why this
happened. "

Soz had no objection. If she stayed here, working with the doctors, she would
learn to use her web faster. "Yes, sir."

"I mean it, Soz," Kurj said. "Don't push this one. You're risking a lot nore
than demerits. You coul d damage your brain. Then where would you be?"

It was a sobering thought. "I'll be careful.”

"Good." He smled slightly. "Renenber that when you feel tenpted to push this
web of yours."

Soz flushed. Kurj knew her too well. "Yes, sir." Then she thought, Node?
At t endi ng.

She strove to keep her thought process at a nornal speed. Wy did your

accel erated node make chemical changes in ny brain cells?

| haven't conpleted ny investigation, it

answered. However, ny initial analysis sugA-gests the effect is due to the
unusual | y extensive neural structures in your brain. Many now al so incl ude

bi oel ectrodes that can fire according to commands fromyou or me. \Wen they
began to discharge in accel A-erated node, it caused some sort of resoA-nance
process.

Soz | ooked fromKurj to Rajindia. "Do | have nore neural structures than nost
psi ons?"

"Everyone in your famly does,"” Rajindia said.

"Did Althor have any problens |ike this?" Soz asked.

"None," Kurj said. "Wy?"

"| asked my node what happened." Soz described its reA-sponse.

Raj i ndi a rubbed her chin. "lInperator Skolia, I'd like to jack her into our
training system"

Kurj | ooked less than thrilled. "It's too soon. She just acti A-vated her
system W don't know why it's nmal functioning."
"I't's not mal functioning." Soz junped in, eager for the training. "It's

wor ki ng even better than we expected, better than I'mtrained to handl e.
need to learn."

H's inner lids came down in opaque gold shields. "Do you nake it a practice to
contradict your conmanding of ficers, Cadet Val doria?"

Heat spread in Soz's face. Damm. "Sir! No, sir!"

Kurj spoke into the conmon his nmassive wist gauntlet, and Soz wi nced as he
regi stered another denerit on her record. At this rate, she would spend the
rest of her life cleaning nmucked-up droids and spanoozal a.

Lori ez had continued to pore over Soz's stats while RajinA-dia watched Soz
with unsettling intensity, as if she would see into the workings of her

bi o- enhanced brain. Irzon set her hol otape on the cart and picked up a
pressure-pul se ring. Although Loriez's console could read Soz's vital signs,
the ring provided nore accurate data. Soz held still while Irzon clipped it
around her arm

Whil e the doctors worked, Kurj spoke to Rajindia. "Which training systemdo
you want her to try?"

Soz glanced up with a start. She had expected himto deny her perm ssion to
work on the systems. Her pul se surged, evoking a discreet beep fromlLoriez's
consol e. She wanted to junmp in with suggestions for her training, but she
manA-aged to restrain herself. Kurj might be giving her demerits, but he was
still listening to what she had to say. |If she pushed any harder, that would
change.



"I"'d like to try the debriefer,” Rajindia said. "It will make it possible for
her node to interact with our systenms here. W can ask it questions directly
and record its responses.”

Kurj nodded, the el bow of one arm braced on the forearm of the other so he
could rest his chin on his fist while he thought. Soz recognized his

manneri sns; he was probably going to agree with Rajindia. Wll, good. She had
al ways known Kurj was intelligent.

"Very well." Kurj lowered his arms. "But control the speed of the questions.
Keep it all in normal time node."
"We' || nake certain of mat," Rajindia said.

He nodded to them "After she's had a chance to rest, you can proceed."

She was ready now Soz started to protest, but Kurj raised his eyebrows at
her, so she closed her nouth.

Her brother actually sniled, his teeth a startling flash of white in his
netallic face. It made hi ml| ook decades younger. "Rest, Soz. Gather your
strength. Your node isn't going anywhere without you."

Good gods. That sounded |ike a joke. FromKurj. "Yes, sir."
To Irzon, he said, "Keep a good watch on her |egs and her sight."
The doctor nodded. "We've had extra nonitors on both since she awoke and
descri bed her synptons."

So they had heard Kurj tell her about her father. She stared down at her
hands, which were folded in her |ap

"Soz." Kurj's voice was a | ow runbl e.

She | ooked at him "Yes, sir?"

He spoke with uncharacteristic gentleness. "I will let you know as soon as
have nore news about him"

"Thank you, sir." For now, she would | earn her bionech systemand learn it
wel I, just as she would naster her other enhancenents when she received them
as she would ace her classes, nmeld her mind with an El, and learn to fly a
Jag, unA-til she becane the nost versatile, hardest, fastest Jagernaut in the
J- For ces.
Then she would kill the Aristos who had hurt her father

19
W ndwar d
s conmander of the Ascendant battle cruiser, Corey Ma-jda was the highest
authority in the orbital defense systemthat guarded Lyshriol. Now, however,
Maj da had come down to the planet. She sat with Roca, Denric, and several |SC
of A-ficers at a long table of blue glasswood. It stretched down the |ength of
the dining hall in Castle Wndward, the Valdo-ria retreat high in the Backbone
Mount ai ns. Rafters of green gl asswood braced the high ceiling, and gl asswood
nosai cs patterned the walls in mountain scenes. Afire roared in the giant
hearth at the end of the hall, its flames taking on the color of its gl asswood
| ogs, blue, green, and gold.

Roca m ssed her other children. She wanted to draw them near during this tine
of grief, but they were taking care of Dal vador while she stayed up here. The
twi ns, Del-Kurj and Chani ece, were el dest now mat both Eldrin and Al thor had
gone of fworld. They would tend the house and | ook after the youngest children
Ani ece and Kelric. They were also seeing to their father's duties, with help
fromWrl and Lily. Her husband considered hinself a singer and farmer only,
but Roca understood what he didn't acknow edge, that in his

own unassuni ng way, he led the people of the plains. In his absence, his
children would carry on for him

Despite the inportance of those tasks, they weren't the true reason the
children stayed in Dalvador. Their father reA-fused to see anyone, especially
those he loved. His insisA-tence that 1SC bring himhere instead of to their
starships hadn't surprised Roca. Wndward had al ways been his reA-treat, a

pl ace he preferred far nmore than the alien environA-ment of ships in space.

| SC had destroyed a substantial portion of Wndward shortly after Roca's
marriage to Eldri, when they came to "rescue" her. Although they had rebuilt
it to mtch the old casde exactly, Roca knew Eldri felt it was no | onger the



same. But he preferred a rebuilt castle to a batA-tle cruiser in orbit, and

| SC assured her they could care for himjust as well here.

Roca | ooked around at the | SC doctors arrayed on both sides of the table. In
their crisp green or blue uniforms, they seened so out of place beneath the
gl asswood rafters and columms. They were taller than Lyshrioli nen and wonen,
nore angul ar, darker in their hair and eyes, a sharp contrast the rustic,

st ai ned-gl ass hall.

"Surely you can do sonething for him" Roca spoke to Jase Heathl and, the
seni or doctor of the team here.

"We can rebuild his legs," Jase said. "But they will be nore bionmech than
natural. He will have to relearn their use, not only how to wal k, but how to
t hi nk about wal ki ng. The way they receive signals fromhis brain will no

| onger be the sane." He rubbed his chin, frowning as he thought, his narA-row
face tanned fromhis tinme wal king in the plains under the Lyshrioli suns, an
unusual effect since nbst Skolians protected their skin. Jase tended to prefer
what he called a "natural" state, which was one reason Eldri could relate to
him The Bard avoi ded nost | SC personnel, but he actually |iked Jase.

Jase spoke carefully, as if negotiating a field of broken glass. "Councilor
I"mnot sure his mnd can adapt to the biomech system The structure of his
brain is unusual. It difA-fers a great deal from humanoid norns. Even if we
can get

beyond that 4€”"" He spoke with gentle caution. "M am your husband nust want
to use his new |l egs. He can acconplish nothing if he doesn't have the heart to
try. "

Roca knew he was right She had never seen Eldri like this before, so turned

i nward, so full of despair. He had shut her out of his life. She could watch
himon nonitors |1 SC had set up, but he refused to let her come to him talk to
him even stand in the same room

Roca spoke softly. '1 know." She had no nore she coul d add.
The doctors discussed with her nmore equi pnent they needed to bring down to the
castle, and how they would set it up. Col onel Corey Majda sat at the table,
listening with an intent focus. Tall and dark, with regul ar features, she had
the classic aquiline profile of a Raylican nobl ewoman. And so she should; the
House of Majda was the nost elevated of the nobility, second in status only to
the Ruby Dynasty. Ma-jda's warrior queens had served the Ruby Pharaoh for five
m || enni a.
As Matriarch of her House, Corey reigned over the Majda financial enpire,
whi ch spanned many star systens and inA-cluded sone of the nost lucrative

busi nesses in the Skolian Inperialate. Her aunt was the one who actually ran
their corA-porations; Corey was a career officer in the mlitary. It wasn't
coi nci dence | SC had chosen her for this post. Not only did she serve as their
primary protector, in her position as conmander of the orbital defense system
but she also represented the nobility and could present herself in that role
to the Ruby Dynasty. A consunmate officer, she would carry out her duties
regardl ess, but on a personal |evel she could have taken insult that Eldri
refused to acknow edge her presA-ence. Instead she responded with synpathy and
pati ence, earning Roca's gratitude.

It relieved Roca, too, for Corey could have reacted much differendy. This
wasn't the first tine the Ruby Dynasty had given of fense to Majda. Four years
ago, Corey's older sister Devon had been the Majda queen. The Assenbly sought
an alliance between the Ruby Dynasty and Majda for politica

reasons. After much negotiation, they reached a decision: Devon would marry a
Ruby prince. She picked VWyrl. He had been fourteen when they told himof the
betrot hal 4€”and two days later he had run off with Lily, a girl he had | oved
his enA-tire life. The resulting ness caused an interstellar crisis. Then
Devon shocked them all by abdicating her title to marry the man she | oved, a
conmoner deened unacceptabl e as her consort, a governnent clerk. Corey, her
younger sisA-ter, had becone queen

Roca wi nced. In issues of the heart, Skolia had much to answer for with Mjda.
She herself had committed such an offense decades ago, during the negotiations



for her beA-trothal to a Majda prince. Roca had married Eldri instead. It
added insult to the injury that she had chosen a husband conA-sidered the
antithesis of a proper Ruby consort Roca woul d have abdicated for Eldri if
necessary, but he was a Rhon psion, which neant he descended fromthe ancient
Ruby Dynasty. Five nillennia of isolation had separated his peoA-ple from
hers, so the connection was nebul ous at best and sone anong the Assenbly stil
consi dered himirreA-deemably inappropriate. That Roca |oved himwith all her
heart mattered to none of thenA€”except herself.

Now he refused to see her

Denric was speaking to Corey, his lotic words softened by the chine of his
Lyshrioli vocal cords. "Can't your doctors help ny father's sadness?"

Corey answered quietly. "If you mean, do we have treatA-nents for depression,
the answer is yes. But your father's case is far nore conplex." She glanced at
Jase. "Dr. Heathl and?"

Jase crossed his arms on the table, his green uniformdull against the

| ustrous blue gl asswood. The circles under his eyes gave testament to his
unendi ng work on Eldrinson's beA-half this |ast day, since they had flown here
fromthe Blue Dal e caravan

He spoke to both Roca and Denric. "How famliar are you with the genetic

hi story of our ancestors, the first Raylicans?"

"I studied it at university," Roca said. That had been half a century ago,

t hough. "I have some medi cal know edge

stored in my spinal node, but | would have to sort through it for details."
"I"ve learned some with my tutors,” Denric said. His nop of curly blond hair
made hi m | ook younger than his sixteen years, but he had al ways been nmature
for his age. "I don't know a | ot of specifics."

"I't's inportant to Eldrinson's situation," Jase said, using Eldri's full nane.
"The Ruby Enpire colonists were stranded for alnost five thousand years across
many star systems. Mbst of those popul ati ons were genetically engi A-neered,

usual ly to adapt to their colony world and soneA-tinmes, |ike herea€’ well, we
don't know why. And popul ati ons can shift even nore during five nmillennia."
"Well, yes," Roca said. "But the same is true of our ancesA-tors on Raylicon."
"Yes." Jase inclined his head to her. "The Raylicans were al so separated for

t housands years fromthe peoples of Earth, and had to adapt to living on

anot her world. That al one woul d cause their population to select for distinct
characteristics compared to our siblings on Earth. Qur anA-cestors also

| earned genetic engi neering. They nust have been desperate. Wth such a small
popul ation, nmey didn't have enough genetic diversity to remain viable. So they
creA-ated that diversity thenselves. The result of it all? Humans have split
into a range of different classes."

"How is that different fromnew races?" Denric asked.

Jase turned to him "The distinctions are greater. Some of the nore diverse
humanoi d strains can no longer interbreed. It makes us different species. They
aren't Hono sapiens, technically."

"But me peoples of Raylicon," Roca said. "They're the basis for what we cal
human, yes?"

Jase shifted his weight in his chair. "Actually, no, Your H ghness. The people
of Earth are the original humans. W call them Al pha class. Raylicans are Beta
class.”
As an enpath she could sense that he was uneasy telling her that, but she
didn't know why. The tide he used gave her a good idea, though; as a Ruby heir
she was a Hi ghness and

as consort to the "King of Skyfall" she was a Majesty. She actually had nore
power as an Assenbly Council or, but the romanticized | egend of her marriage
had swanped out the nore pragnmatic aspects of her life. She wondered how Jase
saw the royal famly, if he hesitated to correct a sinple nisA-take she nade
about genetics. It wouldn't occur to her to reA-sent his comment. Most
mlitary personnel knew the Ruby Dynasty primarily through Kurj, though. Her
son expected the truth regardl ess of how unpal atable it mght be, but his
iron-hard personality coul d make officers reluctant to disA-agree with him



Curiosity sparked in Denric's gaze. "lI'mnot Beta. | reA-nenber that from
genetics |last year."

Jase's posture eased. "Yes. That's right."

"I'''m Ganma cl ass,"” Roca said. She recalled that nuch.

"Yes." The doctor nodded to her. "You, your father Jarac, your son Kurj, your
sons Althor and Kelric, and perhaps your daughter Chani ece, though her DNA is
nore m xed. The netallic conmponents in your bodies, the extra size and nuscle
density, and the neural structures that confer such great empathic strength
but less nmental dexterity than other enmpaths&€”it is all part of what we cal
Gamma. "

"I't's not common, though, is it?" Denric said. "Not if we don't even all fit
intoit."

"Beta is the nmost widely known strain." Jase glanced at Majda. The col one

i nclined her head, her upward tilted eyes as dark as ebony. To Denric, Jase
said, "Most nenbers of the noble Houses are Beta, |ike Colonel Mjda. Al so
your grandnot her and the current Ruby Pharaoh.”

Roca coul d see where he was going. "And ny husband?"

Jase brushed back a stray |ock of his hair, which he wore in a cap of |oose
brown curls just short enough to satisfy regA-ulations. "W know a |l ot nore
now t han when you first cane here, but we've a great deal to | earn about the

Lyshrioli. This world has at |east two classes of humans we've never seen
Maybe three."

She thought of the differences between her and Eldri. "Like the people of
Dal vador and Rillia."

"That's right," Jase said. "The nmpbst common class by far is the Rillians,

whi ch includes the people of Dalvador. The hinged, four-digit hands are
probably the nost obvious difA-ference. And the unusual hair color, the

di fferent shades of purple and | avender." He glanced at Denric. "You're
regisA-tered as Rillian class, with aspects of both Gamma and even some Bl ue
Dal e Archer. Your brothers Eldrin, Del-Kurj, and VWyrl are also Rillian, though
Wrl has a bit nore Gamma. "

Denric held up his hand and flexed his fingers, all four of themand his
sturdy thumb. Then he fol ded his hand | engt hA-wi se al ong the hinge, bringing
his two smaller fingers flush against his |larger index and nmiddle fingers. "I
was born with a vestigial thunmb. The doctors made it whole.”

Roca renmenbered when she and El drinson had faced the decision: what woul d they
do about their babies' hands? They had no need to worry for nost of the
children. Eldrin had a normal Lyshrioli hand, with four fingers and a hinge.
So did Del -Kurj and Shannon. Althor, Soz, Chaniece, Aniece, and Kelric had
hands |i ke hers, with four fingers, a thunmb, and no hinge. But Denric and Wrl
had been born with partial thunbs and hinges, their hands a mix of the two
types, functional as neither. For VWrl, the hinge had been too deforned to
reconstruct, so the doctors rebuilt his hand to the human norm wth four
fingers and a thunb. For Denric, they fixed both his thumb and the hinge. It
gave hi m advanA-tages of both structures, though having a thunb made it harder
to use the hinge.

"Your hands had probl ens because you aren't pure RilA-lian," Jase told him
"You said | was like a Blue Dale Archer." Denric set his hand back on the
table, palmdown. "But | don't feel that way. Not |ike ny brother Shannon."
"Cenetically you aren't as close as Shannon," Jase said. "But you do have sone
of the DNA." He paused, his face thoughtful. "W know rmuch | ess about the
Archers than the Rillians. W have their DNA, but we've only just net living,
full-bl ooded Archers. They have the same bone structure as

everyone el se here, but their skeletons are | ess massive, nore airy. Their
brains are markedly different fromRillians. Actually, from any other hunans
we've classified."”

Roca t hought of Shannon, her distant, otherworldly son. "Archers go into
trances easily, yes?"

"W think so," Jase said. "They apparently have |less anaA-lytic ability than
nost humans and nore enotional capacity. They don't seemto separate their



enotions into individual nmoods. It all flows together for them"

It fit with what Roca knew of Shannon. "They're restless, too. They don't |ike
cities."”

"They don't even seem confortable about nme other huA-mans here,'
Col onel Maj da spoke. "You said Lyshriol had a third class.”
Jase rubbed his chin. "Possibly me wonen called MenoA-ries. W aren't sure yet
if they differ enough fromthe RilA-lians to qualify as a different class."
"What about ny husband?" Roca asked. She didn't like to discuss her famly's
private life and genetics in front of these officers, who were at best only
acquai ntances. Many of themwere strangers she knew only by nanme and their
dossiers. But she would do whatever was necessary to heal Eldri's wounds,

i ncl uding those that went beyond his physiA-cal injuries.

"Your husband is primarily Rillian," Jase said. "He also shows traits of the
Bl ue Dal e Archers, and the Menories, who may be even rarer than the Archers."
Col onel Maj da spoke quietly to Roca. "W're learning to understand his nedica
condi tion even as the doctors treat him"

"You' ve all been studying Eldri for years," Roca said. G ousing about the |ISC
doctors and their tests was one of his favorite pastines.

"This is true," Jase said. "And we know a ot nore than we did twenty years
ago. But it takes nore than two decades to understand even one new cl ass of
humans, let alone three.”

Roca tensed. "Are you saying you can't treat ny husband?"

Jase spoke with assurance. "W can treat him But we mnmust take extraordinary
care. His brain has many differA-ences. The situation is conplicated because
as a Rhon psion he al so has nore neural structures than other people. Add that
to his epilepsy and the problens nultiply. W don't know how he will respond."
At |east Jase was honest with her. She had al ways appreci A-ated that about
hi m
Roca turned a cool gaze on Majda. "And my son Shannon?"

The col onel had the decency to | ook unconfortable. "My people nust hold him at
the port. But please be assured he has come to no harm"

Roca wasn't reassured. "When will you |l et himgo?"

Maj da net her gaze. "I don't know. I'msorry, Councilor Skolia. But he

nmur dered a powerful man, one highly placed anong the Trader aristocracy. W
can't ignore that."

Roc stared at her in disbelief. "You' ve seen what that 'highly placed nonster
did to ny husband."

Maj da only said, "lI'msorry."

Roca knew, logically, that they had to hold him But all she could see was
Shannon kneeling in the tent where the Archers had brought Eldrinson, tears
runni ng down his face as he spoke in jagged, heartbroken bursts to his dying
father. She wanted to rage agai nst Mjda, against Vitarex Razi quon, agai nst
all the Traders who thought they had a right to torA-ture people and destroy
lives for their own pleasure, against a universe that would all ow such
atrocities. None of that would hel p her husband or son, but it took a
conscious effort on her part to hold back the words that wanted to expl ode out
of her.

"When may | see ny son?" she asked.

"Anytime you wish." Mjda seenmed relieved to give a positive answer. "As |ong
as Prince Shannon remains in custody."

In custody. That nmeant the port. Roca's shoul ders sagged. She would go to him
but she couldn't | eave Wndward until she knewd€"until she believeda€” her
husband woul d |ive.

"Can | talk to Shannon through the web?" Roca asked. To

reach the port fromhere required routing their conmuni caA-tions through the
ODS, which could be construed as using mlitary systens for private use.
Mercifully, the colonel just said, "OF course.”

"Thank you." It would mean a great deal to Shannon to hear about his father's
condition fromher rather than strangers.
One of the officers, a woman in the gray-green uniformof a lieutenant in the

Jase said.



Pharaoh's Army, was studying a screen on her wist gauntlet. She | ooked up at
them "Dr. Heath-land, 1'mgetting a summons from Ki ng El drinson's nedi ca
console.”

Jase tapped his own gauntlet. "Got it.
"I's Eldri in trouble? Roca asked.

"It isn't a warning alarm ma'am" The young wonan spoke with reassurance.
"Hi s Majesty just woke up."

Jase rose to his feet. "I'Il go check."

Roca stood up as well, followed by everyone else at the |long table. She and
Jase regarded each other across its width. They both knew El dri had refused to
see anyone but Jase.

"Walk with me to his suite," Jase suggested. "We can take it fromthere."

Roca nodded. "Thank you."

They went to a stairway set against one wall. Four steps led up to a square

| andi ng; fromthere, the stairs turned at a right angle and ran up along the
wal |, bordered by a fine banister of carved eneral d gl asswood. Roca wal ked up
themw th Jase, remenbering all the tines she and Eldri had clinbed these
stairs, starting that first night they dined together in this hall, a neal of
bubbles in nore varieties than she could ever have imagi ned, fromsweet to
tangy to bitter. After rounds of wine, Eldri had taken her up here, to the
landing at the top of the stairs. They had stood together gazing out at the
hal | where peopl e m ngl ed bel ow, |aughing beneath clusters of red and green
bubbl es that hung from gl asswood rafters, the hall turned gol den by hundreds
of candl es. That night, she had slept for the first time in Eldri's arms. The
menory made her ache. Wuld he never stand here with her again?

Roca paused on the | anding. She could see her son Denric at the table bel ow
tal king with Col onel Majda. She had wondered, since the disaster of Wrl's
betrothal to Devon Majda, if Corey would offer for Denric. The Assenbly stil
wanted the Majda Matriarch to marry a Ruby prince, but they had nercifully
backed off after the last fiasco, willing to let matters take a nore natura
course. Denric would be a good choice for Corey, but Roca hoped nothing cane
of it in die near future. She couldn't bear to have another of her children
| eave now.

As Corey spoke into die common her gauntlet, Denric rubbed the back of his
hand over his eyes. Roca knew she m ght soon do the sanme if her garnering
tears began to fall. She didn't want to cry, not witii all diese people here,
but she didn't know how nuch | onger she could hold back

Jase spoke quietly. "Councilor?"

Startled, Roca turned to him "M apol ogies."

Synpat hy showed in his face. He opened the door for her, a purple gl asswood
portal that seened to glow fromwtiiin. It didn't surprise Roca that Eldri
had retreated here. The beauty of Wndward soothed. Lyshriol had no true wood,
but its stained-glass trees were lovelier to her than all me conA-ventiona
forests on other terraforned worlds. The trees here had probably been an
experiment; the Raylican people of me ancient Ruby Enpire hadn't had nuch
genetic material to work witfi in creating life for neir new worlds, only a
few plants and animals fromEarth, along with increasingly m sty histories of
nmeir ancestral honme world.

They followed a corridor where gl asswood nosai cs graced the bluestone walls
wi th scenes of the nountains. A few showed stylized birds in the skya€” except
Lyshri ol had no birds. Roca suspected they depicted ships mat had brought die
col oni sts here. Wndward was old, imensely old. The original colonists had
probably carved tiiis castle out of me mountains. The Lyshrioli people now had
nodring resenbling the technol ogy they would need to achi eve such a feat or
build a casde to endure for mousands of years.

Roca paused at a wall niche wmthe statue of a female

Archer scul pted out of |avender stone. Dressed in a tunic that cane to
m dt hi gh, she held a | arge bow in her four-fingered, hinged hand. Beauti ful
and | eanly nuscl ed, she epitom zed the ideal of fenmale power valued during jhe
Ruby Enpire, which had been a matri archy.



Over the mllennia, the culture here had shifted. The same genetic anomaly

t hat produced the phenonenal Menories anong Lyshrioh' women had al so incl uded
fatal recessives. Thousands of years ago, it had become nore pronounced and
deci mat ed the femal e popul ation, |eaving wonen far outnumA-bered by nen. The
culture evol ved patriarchal aspects then, including the idea that only nen
went to war. They couldn't risk losing their few chil dbeari ng wormen in conbat.
EventuA-al ly the popul ation reestablished a bal ance anong nen and wonen. The
fatal nutations associated with the Menory traits had di sappeared, either
because all the wonen who carried it died out or because the gene poo

shifted. Few wonmen carried the Menory genes now, but those who did no | onger
di ed.

Roca touched the statue of the Archer. Sauscony. They had named their second
daughter for this Lyshrioli goddess of war. Had she known how prophetic that
name woul d beA-come, woul d she have chosen another? No. Nothing woul d change
Soz's nature, nor would she have wanted to see her wild, brilliant daughter
const r ai ned.

Jase spoke softly. "M an®?"

"I"'msorry. | nmust seemdistracted today." She went with himdown the hall, to
a stone archway franmed with engravA-ings of bubbles. A curtain hung in the
entrance, sparkling strings of iridescent beads. Beyond it waited the suite
she and Eldri shared here at Wndward. Except they no | onger shared it. Now
she slept in another suite down the hall

Jase pull ed aside the beaded strings, making themclink and rattle together
inviting her to enter. She walked into the circular foyer with a cushioned
bench running around its wall. Engraved stone nol di ngs bordered the ceiling.
Across the foyer, next to a purple glasswod door, a man sat at a consol e that
hadn't been there before today. Neither she nor Eldri would have tol erated
such obvious | SC tech at W nd-

ward. Now Roca was deeply grateful they could bring down what they needed to
care for himhere instead of taking himto the battle crui ser Ascendant, that
gigantic military city orA-biting Lyshriol. It would have destroyed his
spirit.

The lieutenant at the console wore a junpsuit simlar to Jase's uniform with
the sane insignia on his chest, a green vine curling around a silver staff,
all superinposed on a blue sun, the synbol nedical practitioners used in al
branches of |SC

Jase went over to him "How is he?"

The officer saluted him "Quiet, sir. He dozes, | think."

Jase gl anced at Roca, hesitating. She knew why. Wuld Eldri know if she went

i nside his roon? He had forbidden her, but he slept now

"I don't flunk a few monents will hurt," Jase said.

"Thank you," she said softly. Then she opened the door

Eldrinson drifted in a sea of warnth, his nmind Iike flotsamon his

consci ousness. He could al nbst ignore the pain that tugged at his legs. It had
becorme distant, bearable, an irritant. He had slept today sonetine after the
doctors crowded around himin the Archer's tent. He hoped no one el se woul d
talk with himnow He had nothing to say. They had taken away nost of his
pain. It was enough. He needed nothing el se.

He becane aware of breathing. H's mnd glided while he Iistened. Eventually he
said, Wio's there?

No answer.

It took Eldrinson a while to realize he hadn't spoken. He opened his nouth,
closed it, then wet his lips. "Who is there?"
A voice cane fromnearby. "Dr. Heathland, Your Mjesty."

So he was Majesty today. When they referred to himas Roca's consort, he was
H ghness. Perhaps sonmeday they woul d make up their m nds.

Heat hl and. The port doctor. He could live with that. He rather |iked Jase,

t hough he rarely admitted it. It would ruin his reputation as being inpossible
for Skolian doctors, which m ght encourage memto spend nore tine poking and
proddi ng him



A fire crackled. The fragrance of burning gl asswood scented in the air. The
roomfelt warm but not overly so. For the first tine in days he didn't
shiver. That fire was to his left, which was where the hearth would be if he
was lying in the bed of his suite at Wndward. This mattress felt famliar
the way it sagged a bit. He recogni zed the fresh, clean snell of the quilt.
Rel i ef spread through him so intense his eyes felt hot. It hadn't been a
hal | uci nation. He truly was at W ndward.

"How do you feel ?" a man asked. He was right next to the bed now.

"Heat hl and?" El drinson asked.

"Yes, it's ne." He rested his palmon Eldrinson's foreA-head. "Your fever has
receded. "

"I had a fever?" Eldrinson had noticed little el se but the pain.

"Very much so." Jase's voice soothed. But sonething bothered El drinson
interfering with the nindless oblivion he |onged to reach. Soneone was here.
Her presence hurt.

"Roca?" he asked. "Is that you?" He couldn't bear for her to see himthis way,
a crippled shell of the man who had | oved, protected, and raised a fanmly wth
her .

Her words came from across the room "It is nme."

"You must go. | will not see you." It was true literally as well as
figuratively.
"Eldria€""

"Go!" He pushed up on his elbow, his face turned in her direction. New pain
sparked in his legs. "Leave ne." He heard the doctor breathing, but the man
didn't interfere.

Roca spoke quietiy. "Very well. | will be downstairs if you change your mnd."
The door opened, then cl osed.

El dri nson al nost cried out for her to return. He bit back the inmpul se and | ay
back down. Part of himwanted nothing nmore than for her tolie with him to
hold himin her arns, to give himher beloved confort. But the thought of her
touchA-ing his shattered linbs nmade himill.

For a while he listened to the doctor breathe. In, out. In, out. Eventually he
said, "How long will you stand there?"

"Not too long," Heathland said. "I'm scanning your body."

"I feel nothing." Usually they laid one of those infernal tapes on his neck
"I can take readings without touching you. They aren't as detailed, though."
"What do your readings tell you?"

Sil ence foll owed his question

"Doct or Heat hl and?"
Jase spoke quietly. "The bones of your legs are pulverA-ized. You al so have a
massi ve infection.”

"Ch." He had al ready known he would lose the linbs. Still, it was harder to
hear man he expected. "WII| you amput at e?"

"Essentially, yes."

"Essential |l y?"

"We can rebuild them Your Majesty.” " "Don't call me that." He felt about as
maj estic at a slig-slug wormng its way through the bole of a glasswood

t ubul e.

"What would you like nme to call you?" Jase asked.

"Eldrinson. "

"Al'l right." H's gentle voice never changed.
After a noment, Eldrinson said, "How can you rebuild ny |egs?"

"Do you know what bi onech neans?"

"No." He had heard the word, though

"It is a nedical technology." The doctor laid a snooth strip against his neck
El dri nson gri maced. Jase had decided to use the hol otape after all. He
resisted the urge to pull it away. "My son Althor uses that word. Bionech.”
"Jagernauts have it in their bodies."

"I am no Jagernaut."

"This is true. But we can give you biomech simlar to nmeirs. It will control



the structural conponents we use to reA-build your skeleton."

Eldrinson tried to get his mnd around the words. They wanted to give him
mechbot |l egs, like the small creatures that cleaned his house when he wasn't
| ooking. "That is revolting."

Anot her silence. Enotions |eaked past Jase's mental barA-riers. Eldrinson's
response had startled him

"Way is it revolting?" Jase asked

"l amnot a nachine."

"Your new | egs would I ook no different than the old."

Eldrinson didn't believe him "Wuld I walk |ike before?"

"I don't know. "

That gave hi m pause. He had expected reassurances. Heal ers were notorious for
telling you Il ess than you wanted to know, and with nore sugar than die news
warranted. He wi shed ney woul d realize how aggravating it was for them hold
back the tram when an enpath could tell they were preA-tending. He shoul d have
renenbered Jase had never been that type. It was another reason El drinson

i ked him

"Why don't you know?" Eldrinson asked.

"We aren't sure if your body will accept the changes."

"Ch." He wanted to ask nore, but fatigue weighed on him The pain in his |egs
was i ncreasing and he had exhausted hinsel f, though he had done little nore
than lie in bed.

"Are you thirsty?" Jase asked.

Thirsty? Actually, very much so, now that he thought of it.

"Yes," he said.
A clink came fromthe nightstand. Then Jase set a glass-wood tunbler into his
hand. Lifting his head, Eldrinson drank the water witii relief. \Wen he
finished, he let his head fall back on the pillows. Jase took the glass from
hi s hand.

The pain in his legs was growing. Softly he said, "I hurt."

"I can increase your nedication."

"Medi cation?" Eldrinson heard the strain in his voice.

"We injected you with a nanoned speci es mat di spenses a painkiller into your
body. Each med carries a picochip. Via a renote, we can tell those chips to

i ncrease the dosage ney rel ease.”

El dri nson wondered if the words nade sense. Twenty years ago it would have
sounded |i ke gibberish, and right nowit wasn't nmuch better. It was hard to
t hi nk when he hurt so nuch. "Can you nmake the pain go away?"

"I think so."

"Do that. Please."

"Al'l right." Tapping noises came fromthe nightstand. "You should notice a
change soon."

"Good." Eldrinson whispered the word.

Then he lay there, enduring it. He didn't notice a change. The agony went on
and on.

Gradual 'y, though, he began to feel detached fromthe pain. After a while it
hardly bothered him at all

"El dri nson?" Jase asked. "Can you hear ne?"

"Yes." He felt sleepy. "Can't see you, though."

"W can help that, too."

H's mind began to drift. "Robot eyes? Cick, click, Eldri, you're blinking."
"Eldri?" Now Jase sounded confused.

"Yes?" Eldrinson asked.

"Ch. | see. It is your nicknane."

"Only Roca may use it." Eldrinson yawned. "And Garlin."

"Grlin?"

"My cousin. He has a farm outside Rishollina now You would have called himny
regent, when | was young." Hi s eyes closed, though it made no difference to
what he saw. O didn't see. "He raised ne."

"Ah," Jase said.



El dri nson slipped into the wel cone oblivion of sleep, where he wouldn't face
the horror of what they wanted to do to his | egs and eyes.
20
Vi barr
oz wal ked down the corridor after class, deep in thought, pondering
multilayered Hil bert spaces, including those that created the Kyle universe.
"Cadet Val doria?" a voice said.
Startled, she glanced up. A novice fromher own class was wal ki ng next to her,
agirl with brown hair and a round face. She saluted as if Soz were an
upper cl ass cadet.
"You don't have to salute nme," Soz said
"Foxer says you're third-year status now. "
Interesting. It was true she did have the augnmentation that npst cadets
received in their junior year. And she had tested out of her first- and
second-year classes, ending up in third-year or senior courses. But she stil
roomed with the novices and thought of herself as a first-year student. If
Secondary Foxer said otherw se, though, who was she to argue?
Soz grinned at her. "At ease."
The other girl relaxed. "I have a message for you, from Foxer. You've a
visitor this evening, during your free hour."
"Ch. Thanks." Then renmenbering hersel f, Soz added, "Thank you, Cadet.
Di sm ssed. "
The novice saluted and took off, obviously relieved. Soz wondered if she felt
awkward, having to treat a former classA-mate |ike an officer. Then she
wondered who was conming to visit She wished it could be her nmother, with news
of her faA-ther. Soz wanted to see himso nuch. He had al nbst died. It hel ped
alittle to knowit wasn't only her he had refused to see, but she longed to
go home, to end her exile and be with her famly. They needed one another now.
Even if her father would have | et her cone hone, though, Kurj probably
woul dn't let her go. Allow ng an extended abA-sence for travel to another
world in the mddle of die termwuld be granting her an excepti on over ot her
cadets, which he wasn't likely to do.
Lost in her brooding, she ran into a barrier. Soz blinked and | ooked up. Her
roommate Grell was standing nmere with her arnms crossed.
Soz's face heated. "Sorry."
"Heya." Grell lowered her arns. "You going to run ne over?"
"I wouldn't dare." Soz smiled. "You m ght organize Jazar and Obsidian into a
conmando team and attack nme with pillows."
Her roommate's grin flashed. "Good idea."
Gell fell in beside her and they wal ked togener down the marble hall bordered
by colums. O her cadets passed them by, talking with each other or lost in
t hought .
"So how does it feel to be wired up?" Gell asked.
Soz thought of her biomech enhancenents. "Fast."
"Rajindia still following you around?"
"No, thank goodness." The bi onmech adept had grilled her for days after the
trouble with the node. Soz had fully inA-tended to take care with the
accel erated node, but Rajindia and Kurj decided on drastic steps anyway. "They
took out the extra menory in my node."
"WIl you get it back?"
"I think, if Rajindia ever decides I'mno |onger at risk of brain damage."
Gell smrked. "Wat, you nean it didn't already happen?"
"Hey!" Soz swung her flat-pack and Grell ducked, |aughA-ing. Several cadets
gl anced their way. Thinking of her never-ending supply of demerits, Soz
resisted the tenptation to keep roughhousing. Instead she sniled angelically
at a senior cadet who was frowning at her. She didn't know his nane, but she
had noticed himaround. He was tall and well nuscled, witii a patrician nose
and the dark coloring of the nobility.
Grell stopped at Soz's side. "Sir!" She saluted the cadet.
Bel atedly, Soz started to salute. Then she renenbered the novice who had



saluted her. Foxer said Soz was a junior now. According to the convol uted
academny rules, that neant she didn't have to salute other upperclass cadets.
O was it only juniors? She squinted at the senior, her flat-pack dangling.
Yes, she renmenbered, she was supposed to sal ute seniors.

"Sirl" Soz dropped her flat-pack and raised her arns, fists clenched, wists
crossed.

He | ooked bored. "At ease."

Soz | owered her arns. For good neasure, she added, "Yes, sir.
"You realize," he said, "that was worth two demerits."

Ah, hell. Resigned, Soz said, "Yes, sir."

He notioned to Grell. "You may go, Novice."

Gell looked fromSoz to the senior. But she couldn't reA-fuse. "Yes, sir.
Then she went on her way, with a backward gl ance at them

Soz considered him He had to be a psion, given that he was a cadet here, but
she picked up nothing fromhis guarded m nd. She waited, unsure what he

want ed.

He indicated a side hall. "Novice."

Soz thought of telling himshe was an uppercl ass cadet now, but deci ded
against it. He still outranked her, besides which, with her questionable tact,
it mght come out badly. She went down the hall, aware of him behind her

"In there," he said. "On the right."

Soz turned into a secluded al cove that slanted off fromthe wall. It had
probably once been part of a |arger roomdrat had been divided. Now a few
crates filled it, stacked against one wall. The way it angl ed back fromthe
hal | made it imA-possible for anyone to see into the al cove unless they cane
down the side corridor and stopped to | ook in here.

Soz didn't like it. She paused next to a pile of boxes and regarded the
senior. "Sir?"

He | eaned against the wall so that he bl ocked even the reA-stricted view from
t he hall way outside. Not that anyone was likely to come this way. "I hear

you' ve got nothing but deA-merits, Cadet Valdoria."

So he knew her nanme. Soz scrutinized his uniform but she couldn't read the
tag from where she stood and she had no intention of going closer to him "No,
sir."

H's voice turned cold. "Are you calling me a liar?"

"No, sir. You said you had heard | had nothing but demerA-its. |'ve also many
other things." Then she added, "Sir."

He stepped toward her, his face flushing. "Don't goad ne, smart-nouth. You
just got yourself two nore." He stopped in front of her and braced his palm
agai nst the crates behind her back, cornering her in the alcove.

Node, she thought. How many regul ations is this assA-hol e breaking?

None, it answered. An instructor woul d probaA-bly give himone or nore
denerits for his behavior, but technically, he hasn't vioA-lated any
procedur es.

"So what do you say, Valdoria?" he asked in a | ow voice, his body a handspan
away from hers. "You going to be on droid duty for the rest of your life?"

"I hope not." To her node, she thought, It nust be against regul ations for him
to get this close to ne.

In spirit, yes. By the book, no. He hasn't touched you

If he does touch me, is there any device in this alcove that can record it?
Not hi ng

Wl l, hell. That was convenient for him Then again, if she couldn't prove his
i nappropri ate behavior, neither could he prove disrespect on her part.

However, her node added, both you and Cadet Vibarr have bi omech webs and

nodes. AnyA-thing you do will be recorded on his node, and vice versa.
So his name was Vibarr. That meant he canme from a powA-erful nobl e House.
"You hope not?" Vibarr was saying. "I'll bet you've suffered nore disciplinary

action than all your roonmates comnbined."
Soz saw the trap. O course. He believed she was a
novi ce. He didn't know she had a node. He probably asA-sumed he could record



her behavior, including any viol aA-tions, but she would have no record to use
agai nst him Spinal nodes were supposed to be tanperproof, but given his
actions, it wouldn't surprise her if he had fooled with his enough to gain
control over what it recorded. She had to be careful here and go by the book

She answered in an even voice. "I don't know how many demerits ny roonmates
have, sir."
He Iifted his finger, alnost touching her lips. "I haven't registered the four

you' ve earned fromnme yet."
"I's mat so?" Soz wanted to ram her knee into a certain sensitive place he was
pushing all too close to her. "I"msure you will carry on according to proper
procedure. Sir."
"I"'msure." He noved his finger down, alnost touching her chin. Then he went
down to her breasts, still not touchA-ing. "Wat woul d you say is proper
Val dori a?"

For frigging sakes, Node, Soz thought. If this isn't sexA-ual harassnent,
don't know what is.

In nmy estimation, if you brought a comA-plaint against him wth my record of
this incident, you could have hi mput on probation

It would serve himright. Anyone who misused his seA-niority this way had
probably done it to other cadets as well. But if she made a stir, it could
backfire. He came froma powA-erful famly. She did as well, but she couldn't
appear to msA-use her title. Always it cane to this: as an Inperial heir, she
was watched nore closely. It made no difference that relaA-tively few people
knew her identity; those who did woul d asA-sess and judge her behavior by a
tougher criterion than other cadets, except Althor. Hell, Kurj would probably
cone down harder on her than Althor, given the way he seened to think she
needed it nore. She had better damm well nake sure she handled this w thout
br eaki ng any rul es hersel f.

Pride also cane into it; she was a descendant of the Ruby Pharaohs who had
ruled a matriarchy where nmen didn't even fight For one of those queens, this
situation woul d have

been humiliating. To conflict her reactions even nore, she had grown up in a
culture where only nmen fought It all left her with a tangle of enptions that
she herself didn't fully unA-derstand.
"Proper procedure is in me regulations," Soz said, anA-swering his question.
Lame answer, but she was stalling while she decided what to do.
"The rul e book?" He | eaned closer. 'To survive, every good soldier |earns when
to conprom se, Novice."

Soz gritted her teeth. "Is ny survival in danger?"

He tilted his head. "Get too many demerits, and you'll find yourself out of
this acadenmy as fast as you can say, 'Well, fuck, |~broke the profanity
rules.""”

"Yes, sir. You did." To her node, she thought, You get that?

Affirmati ve. However, if swearing was considered a serious offense, the
majorA-ity of the cadets here would be in trouA-ble, including yourself.

"You think you're tough," Vibarr said. "Think again."

"What | think," Soz said, enunciating each word, "is that this goes well
beyond the respect expected by |ower-class cadets for seniors.™

H s eyes glinted. "And how would you prove that?"

Soz had to nake a decision: tell himabout her node and make hi m back off,
keeping the matter discreet; or keep silent and I et himhang hinmself for an
expul sion. Convincing himto back off would be safer. If she accused him ne
inquiries could be embarrassing and night | eave her open to a backA-Iash.
Snear camnpaigns paid little heed to the tram and she had no doubt Vibarr
woul d spread runors. But who knew how many peopl e he had misused tins way,
cadets who might also have opted for discretion rather than risk trouble. That
was the problemw th DVA; as nuch as its ingrained traditional A-i sm produced
wel | -trained cadets, it also discouraged any sort of stir, even when the
person causing it was in the right.

Stop thinking like a cadet, Soz told herself. Think |like the future comuander



of 1SC. Wien put in those terms, the deA-cision was obvious. Vibarr didn't
bel ong at DVA
"The honor systemrequires a cadet tell the truth,” she said.
Vi barr | aughed. "Gods, you're naive."
"I know the regulations. Sir."
"So, what, you going to make trouble, hnmm?" He brushed his |ips over hers.
"They' |l kick you out for fraternization."
Soz jerked her head away. "This isn't fraternization. It's coercion."
He trailed his finger between her breasts, touching now "You said it

yoursel f. W' re bound by an honor code. |'ve four years of a sterling record
to support ny word. What do you have? One of the worst denerit records in DVA
history."

Soz put her pal ns against his chest and shoved. "Enough."

He noved so fast, his hand blurred. He caught her wist and slapped it agai nst
t he boxes behind her. Soz winced as her armhit the crates. She tried a nove
fromher martial arts class, but he blocked it easily, with augnented speed
and strength.

He pi nned her against the crates with his body. "You know, | hear a |ot about
you being a hotshot It's tinme soneA-one took you down a few | evels. Taught you
alittle humlity."

Soz spoke through gritted teeth. "Wat are you going to do, Vibarr? Rape

anot her cadet? Wat the hell kind of offiA-cer are you going to make?" Then
she shoved hi m away.

This time when he cane back at her, she had nowhere to duck, so she dropped to
the floor. The situation had gotten way out of hand. He had probably expected
her to give in right away, trading sexual favors so he woul dn't nake her

al A-ready dreadful record even worse. He had to know he had gone too far

Vi barr dragged her to her feet. H s chest was heaving as he sl anmed her

agai nst the crates. 'Take that as a warning. |I'mnot done with you, Valdoria.
Neither is ny House."
Soz bit back the retort mat burned on her tongue. Hell, he was right, she

didn't want trouble. But she had it regardless. He had just invoked his noble
heredity in an obvious attenpt to coerce her silence. Bringing up his |ineage
woul d | eave himopen to exactly the kind of criticismshe would have
reA-ceived if she had haul ed out her Ruby heritage. Civilian ti-

ties had no place here, nor did they nmake any one cadet betA-ter than the

ot hers.

He raked her body with a | ook of disgust, then spun around and left the

al cove.

Soz sagged against the crates, her heart beating hard. Node, you get all that?
Yes.

Good. She took a deep breath and wal ked into the hall. Then she headed to the
of fice of the conmandant

"Gods." Lieutenant Col onel Dayamar Stone sat at the conA-sole in his office
and stared at the download. "This is hard to believe."

Soz stood at attention behind him her face flushed as the hol ographic replay
from her node displayed her "nmeeting" with Vibarr. This was her first time in
Stone's office. Usually she only interacted with himon the exercise fields,
where he and Secondary Foxer trained the cadets. But he was also in charge of
the Infractions Commttee. She had decided to come here first instead of going
to Blacknoor's office beA-cause she was uncertain how to proceed

Stone | ooked up at her. "How | ong have you had your node?"

'Ten days, sir."

"That's not very long."

"Yes, sir." Soz couldn't read beyond his carefully neutral expression
A hum canme from across the room As she and Stone turned, the door slid
openéd€”and commandant Grant Bl ack-nmoor stood framed in the rectangul ar
archway. Tall and forA-bidding in the unrelieved black of bis Jagernaut
Primary uniform he towered over her and Stone. Metal glinted on his massive
gauntlets. His granite-hard face left no roomfor doubt about his authority.



Soz had often wondered if Kurj put himin charge of DVMA because Bl acknoor

| ooked |i ke him

St one stood up, and he and Soz saluted with alacrity, raisA-ing their arns and
hitting their wists together with fists cl enched.

"At ease." Blackmoor cane inside and the door closed beA-hind him To Stone,
he said, "I received your nessage." He glanced at Soz, then back at Stone. "An
ener gency, you say?"

Soz felt like she had junped off a cliff and was plunging down its face now,
wondering if she was going to hit the waA-ter or smash into rocks.

"Yes, sir." Stone nodded toward Soz. "Cadet Val doria has | odged a conpl ai nt
agai nst anot her cadet."

Bl acknmoor's dark eyebrows drew together. "Since when do you need the
conmandant to setde a student dispute?”

"It's serious, sir. | just finished viewing a record fromher node." Stone
noved aside, |eaving the seat at the console for Bl ackmoor. "Perhaps you woul d
take a | ook."

"Very well." The commandant took the chair Stone had vacated and flicked his
finger through a holicon above the screen. "I take it the recording is the

| ast one viewed here?"

"Yes, sir," Stone said.

Two hol os appeared above the flat screen on the consol e, each about one hand
span tall. The detailed i nage showed all of Vibarr and the edges of Soz's body
that she would see with her own eyes. Vibarr was saying, "l hear you've

not hi ng but denmerits, Cadet Valdoria."

So it went. Her face burning, Soz stood behind Bl ackA-noor while the entire
record played. She felt stupid. But damm it all, this wasn't the Ruby Empire
anynore and reA-gardl ess of her pride, anyone who abused his power that way
didn't belong at DMVA
When the recording finished, Blackmbor sat staring at the screen. Then he
stood slowy and gave Soz a long, appraisA-ing |ook. Hs face renai ned

i npassi ve and he barricaded his mnd, so she had no nore clue of his thoughts
t han she woul d have detected with Kurj.

He turned to Stone. "Have you verified the accuracy of this?"

"I"ve run prelimnary checks," Stone said. "W will do a nore extensive

i nvestigation, but based on the prelins, | wuld say the recording is

genui ne. "

Soz stiffened. What did they think, that she would falsify the encounter and
somehow download it to her node? To what diddly damm purpose?

Bl acknmoor gl anced at her. "Cadet Valdoria, you nust learn to guard your m nd
better."

Soz flushed and tanped down her anger. She hoped they didn't give denerits for
her thoughts.

Mercifully, Blackmoor turned back to Stone. "Have you spoken to Vibarr yet?"
St one shook his head. "I contacted you i mediately."

Bl ackmoor exhaled. It wasn't until he pushed his hand across his brush of gray
hai r, though, that Soz realized he wasn't as unaffected as his manner
suggested. He spoke in a neutral voice. "Cadet Valdoria, you may return to
school. W will contact you if we need nore information."

Soz stared at him She nmasked her enotions, but behind her barriers, she
seet hed. Anoner cadet, a well-placed seA-nior, had just broken gods only knew
how many rul es of their vaunted honor code and they were just sending her
away? She kept her nouth shut, though, and acknow edged that she didn't know
what they intended. She saluted stiffly, her fists clenched so hard that her
knuckl es turned white.
Then she left. Disnissed.
Twi st. Drop. Grab. Soz gritted her teeth as she westled with the Echo
scaf fol di ng, her nenesis, this blasted obstacle course Kurj had chall enged her
to conplete in eight mnutes when no one had ever managed in | ess than nine.
She couldn't do it in twelve. The scaffolding vibrated, trying to throw her
of f, and she lost her grip. As she slid through the bars, her knee hit a cross



strut and she groaned. She banged her fist on another bar, nmen caught it as
she slid past and yanked to a jarring halt. She hung there by one arm feeling
stupid, with the scaffolding vibrating all around her
Jaw cl enched, Soz scranbled up to a nore stable region of the structure, then
swung the rest of the way through its crissA-crossing bars and dropped down on
its far side. As soon as she hit the ground, she took off toward the | ake. The
synco-

pated rfiythmof her run hel ped her deal with the plex-turf, which reared
under her feet in surges calculated to send her spraw ing. Al though she had
grown nore accustoned to the Iower gravity on Diesha, she had trouble here
timng the inA-tricate dance of steps. Wth a grunt, she staggered and | ost
monentum She had just managed to catch her bal ance when she reached the oi
pool that reflected the dust-red sky, but she was off her stride. Wth a grunt
of protest, she stunbled and plowed into the pool, kicking up turgid swells of
oil.
"Ah, hell." If that didn't nmake a bad day worse. Soz waded doggedly out of the
pool and set off running again. Bad idea. Slick with oil, her feet slipped out
fromunder her and she slamred onto the turf. Swearing, she clinbed back to
her feet, and of course the ground had to heave under her. Wth her feet and

| egs covered in oil, she could hardly even wal k wi thout slipping.
Thor oughl y aggravated, she set off for the echoing maze. She had committed the
route to nmenmory, but she had to walk the whole thing. After she left the maze,
she strode to the re-bounders, the doors and gates that snapped open and
slamed shut in a crazy, hyper pattern. No problem She just waited for each
to open and junped through. It was perfectly safed€’except it took forever. By
the tine she stal ked out onto the white sand trap beyond, the timer on her
wist said it had taken her nore man sixteen minutes to conplete the course,
her worst tinme yet.
"Bl oody echoes," she nmuttered and headed out of the sand onto the field of
stubby grass, her feet and | egs covered with a | ayer of gravel and other crud
that stuck to the oil.
She was in a very bad nood.

Fi el ds, tracks, and other obstacle courses spread all around, pristine under
the burning sun. To her left, nmounA-tains jutted up into the sky, riddled with
jogging trails. An acadeny building stood on her right, its white colums
bright in the intense sunlight and its arched wi ndows annoy-ingly dignified.
Soz veered away fromthe main building and tranped toward the dornms. G ven how
long it had taken her to finish the Echo, she had no time left to practice on
any

other course, not if she wanted to clean up to see her nmysteA-rious visitor
Back at the dorm Cbsidian was the only one of her roomA-mates at home. He was
sitting on his bunk, the bottom bed of the set across fromhers. Leaning
against the wall, with his pillowin his lap, he was intent on a hol obook
Quantumcircuits floated in the air. Hs black hair was out of its queue and
falling over his shoul der

He gl anced up and smled as she stonped into the room
"Heya, Soz."
She gl owered at himand went to the bathroom
"Nice to see you, too," he called as she closed the door
Soz braced her hands against the metal sink in the cubicle. She felt guilty
for taking her bad nood out on Obsidian. It wasn't his fault an arrogant
Vi barr lordling had decided to make her life mserable or that the
conmandant's reaction bew | dered her. Didn't they want details? Maybe they
i nA-tended to cover up the entire business rather than have a scanda
involving an Inperial heir and the prince of a powA-erful noble House.
She stripped of f her workout suit, which had been |ight blue before she
started sweating and was as dark as m dni ght now Then she opened the cl eanser
unit and squeezed inside the stall. As soon as she cl osed the door, water
m sted across her. She | eaned her forehead against the tiles and cl osed her
eyes while tiny soap-bots in the m st cleaned her body.



After a while she began to feel better. Wien the unit shut off, she stepped
out and pulled on her robe, which hung on the bathroom door along with those
for her roommates. She went out in the roomand found Cbsidian still sitting
on his bunk, studying.

"Heya, (boe," she said.

He gl anced up. "You human yet?"

Soz winced. "Sorry."

"What happened?"

No one had told her to stay quiet about the incident, but it was probably
better to see what was going to happen wi m Vi barr before she said anything.

"l ran the Echo," she said.

He gave her a conmiserating grimace. "No wonder."

"You shoul dn't spend your only free hour studying." She smiled. "Go have fun."
"You know, Soz, not everyone can ace their finals hal fway through the term
wi t hout even studying."

She suddenly renenbered Vibarr's words. / hear a | ot about you being a
hotshot. It's tinme soneone took you down a few |l evels. Teach you a little
hum lity.

" Cbsi di an?" she sai d.

He wat ched her curiously. "Yes?"

"Am | arrogant ?"

He | aughed easily, with good nature. "You' re cocky, Soz. It's not the sane."
"Do you ever want to see nme taken down a few | evel s?"

His smle faded. "Wo said that?"

"You didn't answer my question."

"No, of course | don't." After a pause, he added, "That's because | know you.
But | think sone people do."

"Why? Am | that insufferable?"

"No." He closed his book and the hol os vani shed. "It's huA-man nature to
resent people who excel. And you don't, well &€""

She waited. "Don't what?"

"You don't hold back."

She crossed her arms, bunching up the sleeves of her robe. "Wy should I?"

"I didn't say you should." He shook his head. "Sonme peoA-ple are unassuning
Soz. When those people | eave you stunbling in the dust, it stings |ess. And
some people aren't unassunming.” He snmiled dryly. "Runor has it, that includes
just about every Jagernaut alive. You ve heard what the rest of |ISC says about
us."

She squinted at him "What ?"

H s |augh spluttered. "You haven't heard?"

"Cbsidian! Tell nme."

"That we're the nost cussed overconfident bastards in the forces."

"Ch. That"

"Yeah, that." He seenmed anused by her supposed nonchaA-| ance.

Soz had already figured out that Cbsidian could see through her, that he knew
her insecurities and uncertainties. But he was decent about it and never used
t he know edge agai nst her, just as she woul d never use anything she knew about
himor their roonmates. They m ght be brash, but they were also | oyal. DVA had
known what they were doi ng when diey put the four of themtogether; although
they were all different, they suited well in their abilities and values. It
was practice for flying with a Jag squadron, which consisted of four people,
often two nmen and two wonen.

Soz went to her locker and pulled out an acadeny junpA-suit, blue again. She
changed in the bathroom then waved to Obsidian and went off to meet her
visitor, leaving her roomA-mate with his quantumcircuits. She strode through
the dorm down hol o-panel ed corridors and through the comA-nmon roons. She
entered the visitors' rooma€”and stunbled to a halt. Gods al m ghty.

Her father had conme to see her

He was sitting on a white couch across the room holding a blue geonetric
scul pture that usually rested on the table in front of the couch. Metal balls



rolled around witfiin the glass tubes of the artwork and clinked as he tilted
it back and forth. H s wine-red hair had swng forward, hiding part of his
face. He had on odd clothes, at least for him a pair of dark blue slacks and
a white sweater that accented his broad shoul ders.
Soz hesitated. Had her father grown? She didn't rememA-ber his |egs being that
long or his shoulders quite that broad. Her shock faded, replaced by
di sappointnment that it wasn't him but also by warnth and wel cone. She headed
across the room
"Eldrin?" she asked.

He | ooked up&€”and it was indeed her brother. O all the Valdoria boys, he was
the nost like their father. H's handA-sonme face coul d have been The Bard's at
a younger age. He

had the classic Rillian hair, w ne-red, though the sun had streaked it with
gold. Metallic lashes fringed his violet eyes.
"Soz!" He stood up, smling.

Del i ghted, Soz went over and enbraced him He felt solid and secure in her
arnms. She had always |iked Eldrin, though she understood himless than nany of

her other brothers. O all her siblings, he seemed the nost Rillian. He was
the el dA-est, twenty-three, married and a father

As they drew apart, she said, "I had no idea you were on Diesha." She spoke in
Trillian, their native | anguage. They were both trilingual, having |earned
Trillian, lotic, and Sko-lian Flag since birth, but they had al ways consi dered
Trillian their first |anguage.

Eldrin smled, seem ng both pleased and sel f-conscious. They hadn't seen each
other for years. "l just arrived this norning."

"I's Taquinil with you?" she asked. H s son was always a safe subject, a
beautiful boy with black hair like his nmother's and gol d eyes.
Soz never knew if she should ask Eldrin about Dehya, his wife. She couldn't
hel p but wonder how he felt being the consort of the Ruby Pharaoh, arguably
t he nobst powerful Skolian alive. The fam |y avoi ded the subject. To say he and
Dehya hadn't wanted to marry was the understatenment of the century. That they
had come to |ove each other was an unexA-pected gift in the convol uted
enotional intrigues of Assenbly-dictated marriages anmong the royal fanily.
ActuA-ally, "arranged" was far too nmld a word. Coerced, nore like it.
Tricked. Threatened. Inflicted.

By law, cousins could marry. Dehya and Eldrin were a step closer, however; he
was her nephew. Legally, their contract was on shaky ground. The Assenbly had
demanded the marA-riage anyway, desperate for nore Rhon psions. They called on
an ancient law fromfive mllennia ago that decreed the Ruby Pharaoh nust take
her consort from anong her own kin, because only nmenbers of that dynastic line
were exalted enough for such a union. It was a crock and the Assenbly knew it,
but no one had ever repeal ed the wetched | aw

Personal Iy Soz thought that with all that inbreeding anong the ancient
dynasties, it was no wonder their enpire had collapsed. Yet for all that her
fam |y resented the AssemA-bly's efforts to control and breed them no one
deni ed they had reason. They didn't yet know why, but in vitro nethods of
reproduction becane unreliable for people witii the Kyle genetic mnutations
t hat produced psions. The nore Kyl e genes soneone carried, the greater the
probl ems. For Rhon psions, who had two copies of every Kyle gene, it was
virtuA-ally inpossible to reproduce by artificial nethods.
The Inperialate couldn't survive w thout Rhon psions for the Dyad, and only
menbers of the Ruby Dynasty were Rhon psions. Soz's parents had ten children
but Roca had struggled with her pregnancies, and the doctors advi sed agai nst
her having nmore. The Dyad had many heirs now, but the Assenbly wanted to
ensure a continuous supply, espeA-cially given the nature of the training for
the Inperial Heir, which included conbat experience. However, children
couldn't be Rhon unless they received the genes fromboth parents; it took two
Rhon psions to make a third. The sol uA-tion was obvious, at |east to me
Assenbly: make the Ruby Dynasty interbreed. They picked Dehya because she had
| ess genetic connection to the Valdoria branch of the fanmily, and they chose



El drin because he and Dehya had the fewest del eterious matches anong their

genes.
It was still too nuch.

They shoul d never have reproduced. Their son Taquinil, so beautiful and so
brilliant, mght never be able to live on his own. Born of two people on the
extreme end of enpathic sensitivity, the boy was so susceptible to enotions,
he couldn't block themat all. He had no barriers against the onA-slaught. Hs

parents had to protect himwth their mnds and provide the shields he | acked.
H s doctors were struggling to |l earn how they night treat the boy w nout
destroying the nmagnificent neural structures that nade hi msuch an
incredA-ible enpath, but unless they succeeded, Taquinil coul d probA-ably
never survive on his own. The inexorable flood of enptions could drive him

i nsane.

At Taquinil's young age, it wasn't a problemto be with his parents all the
time. But as he matured that woul d change. Hi s independence could cost himhis
sanity if the doctors couldn't find a way to protect his mnd
Soz wanted to throttle the Assenbly. If they insisted on meddling with the
lives of the royal famly, the least they could do was go back to choosing
spouses from appropriate noble Houses to solidify political alliances. Not
that it worked. Her brother VWyrl had certainly had his own i deas when they
tried to marry himoff to Brigadier General DeA-von Majda. Soz |iked Devon,
but she couldn't imagine her married to Vyrl, of all people.

Yet for all her anger at the Assenbly, Soz understood; if the Dyad ever
col | apsed, who would protect the Inperialate? It was no wonder they insisted
Kurj begin training his heirs. Wthout experience, neither she nor Althor
could function effectively as the Mlitary Key to the Dyad.

Pai n sparked in Soz's head. She wi nced and pressed her fingers against her
tenmples. Excited by Eldrin's arrival, she had unconsciously junped her node
into an accel erated node. During her entire train of thought, Eldrin had
barely noved, only turned his head slightly. According to her node, |ess than
two seconds had passed. It sobered her to think she could have just damaged
her brain if the doctors hadn't pared down the extra menory.

"Soz?" Eldrin asked. "Are you all right?"

Her time sense snapped back to normal. "I'mall right." She gave hima rueful
smle. "I've a node in ny spine now, but I"'mstill learning to use it.
Sonetimes it distracts ne."

"I don't know how you can stand to have all that bioneclj put inside of you."
Soz found it exhilarating rather than intrusive. "I like it."

Eldrin indicated the couch. "Sit with ne. Tell me how you are.”

Soz settled with himon the sofa, relieved to get off her feet. It had been a
grueling day. It was hard to rel ax, though

"I"'mdoing all right," she said.

"Good." Still tense, Eldrin was sitting up so straight, his spine didn't
touch the back of die sofa.

Across die room two novices strolled through an archA-way, a woman and a man.
When they spotted Soz, the man raised his hand. Soz nodded awkwardly, but
fortunately they went on their way, leaving her in privacy with Eldrin. No
doubt tiiey would raise questions later. What would she say? Ch, he's ny
brother, Hi s Mjesty, Prince Eldrin, the Ruby consort. Yeah. Right.

Eldrin's face relaxed into a smle. "You have tiiat |ook, Soz."

"Look?" She wondered why her brothers always seened to find her so amnusing.
"What | ook?"

"That 'Ch, Gods, what do | do witii these brothers' |ook."

Soz glowered at him "You sound just like Althor. 1'll have you know that | do
consi der ny brothers human.”
He burst out |aughing, an incredible sound, like nusic with runbling chines.

Soz sighed, delighted. She w shed he would sing. He had inherited their
father's gl orious voice.

"I"mglad you consider us human," Eldrin said. "l1've wondered."

"l can't be that bad."



"You're unique." He turned to her, resting his el bow on the back of the couch
one knee pulled up on die cushions, which were shifting subtiy to ease his
nmuscl e tension
Soz smled. "I can deal with unique." He wasn't guarding his mnd nuch, at

| east not conpared to the people who surA-rounded her here at DMA. Not hing
speci fic canme through, but she could tell he was upset, sonething about their
father and his son Taquinil
Soz hesitated. "Wen | first saw you, | tiiought..."

He waited. "Yes?"
"That you were Father."

He averted his gaze, his long | ashes shading his eyes.
"Dryni ?" she asked.

He | ooked up at her. "I had to | eave Taquinil wi th Dehya. | was having

ni ght mares about what happened w t hd€”wi m

Father." His voice lost its chimng quality. "Wich means Taquinil had them
too."
"Hai, Dryni, I'msorry." Supposedly it was inpossible for themto experience
what had happened on Lyshriol fromso far away, but both she and Al thor had
suffered effects. El-drin, the child closest to their father, had probably
experi A-enced it even nore. Rather than risk Taquinil suffering, he nust have
cone here, hoping distance would at |east help the boy, if not hinself.
Knowi ng how rmuch Eldrin |loved his son, Soz could inmagi ne how hard it had been
for himto |l eave. "Have you felt any effects?"

He spoke in a low voice. "I can walk now. But | couldn't for several days. The
doctors found nothing wong with nme. | lost ny sight for a while, too."
Soz's voi ce hardened. "The Aristos who did this to himw Il pay. | don't care

what it takes."

El drin pushed back the hair that hung straight and gl ossy to his shoul ders.
Soz had always liked the way it framed his face, his bangs often askew |like a
yout h about to get into m schief. Now he | ooked exhausted. And vul nerable.
"I want vengeance, too," he said. "But it won't bring back his sight or hea
his legs."
A rustle came fromacross the room Soz |ooked to see Cbsidian headed toward
her, his stride firm Damm. Not now. It wasn't |like himto intrude.
At the couch, he hesitated, glancing fromE drin to Soz. "Heya."
"Heya." Soz notioned toward Eldrin. "This is ny brother, Eldrin."
To her consternation, Cbsidian bowed. Straightening, he said, "My honor at
your presence, Your Mjesty."
Soz knew he meant respect, and she appreciated his inA-tent, but if anyone saw
hi m bow t hat way, they would ask questions she didn't want to answer.
"Cbsidian. "
"I"'msorry to disturb you." He spoke nore formally than he ever did in their
room "Commandant Bl ackrmoor wants to see you, Soz."

"Ah, hell,"” Soz said. It had to be about Vibarr. She turned to Eldrin. "I'm
sorry. | have to go."

He nodded, his di sappoi ntment obvious. A teasing glint also lurked in his
gaze, undoubtedly because the commanA-dant had sunmoned her to his office. "I
will be here for a while. Maybe we can have dinner with Kurj."

osidian froze, staring at Eldrin. Soz doubted it would help if she told him
that Kurj had acted as a surrogate father to Eldrin during the first nonths of
Eldrin"s life, while their nother had been separated from her husband. Kur]
actually liked Eldrin and woul d certainly want to have dinner with him Soz
supposed he ni ght even want her al ong, too.

"I"'d like that," she said, rising to her feet.

"Il walk out with you." Eldrin stood and inclined his head to Ghsidian with
a regal carriage that Soz doubted he even knew he had. Although he dressed in
nodern cl othes now, el egant and sinple, she would always see himas a boy in
the rough leather trousers and a faded blue shirt with thongs lacing it up the
front. She smled at the nmenory.
They all left then, Obsidian returning to the dorns, and El drin headed for the



echoi ng, enpty Ruby Palace in the nountains. Soz went to face the commandant
of the Dieshan Mlitary Acadeny.
The first thing Soz noticed about Bl acknmoor's office was its size. Many dorm
roonms could have fit in here. It contained a great deal of enpty space. Wod
panel ed the walls. Genuine wood. On a world with no forests, the expense of
such panA-eling spoke el oquently of the value the J-Force put in the
comuandant who trained its elite cadets.
A |l arge desk stood across the room On the wall behind it, a holo of the
J-Force insignia domnated the wall, the starfighter seeming to cut through
the air. Qther holos of academy buildings and the Red Muntains gl owed al ong
the walls. Blackmoor was sitting behind his desk, |eaning back in his chair,
wat chi ng her as she entered the room his face just as unreadable as every
other tinme she had seen him
They weren't alone. Soz was aware of Kurj as soon as she

entered, though it took her several nonments to see him He stood by the back
wal I, his skin the sanme shade of gold as the wood. He was | eaning against the
wal |, his arms crossed, his eyes shielded, |like a nmetal statue.

Soz saluted themboth, first Kurj, then Bl acknoor.

"Cadet Val doria." Blacknoor indicated a high-backed chair by his desk. It had
the J-Fbrce insignia enblazoned on its back and the ISCinsignia onits gold
uphol stery. "Please be seated.”

Soz sat This felt unnervingly like a disciplinary action on a |level far beyond
denerits. She thought she had dealt all right with Vibarr, but it didn't take
a genius to see it was a touchy situation. Perhaps she had erred or
overreacted. She had no way to evaluate it; she had never faced a conparable
si tuati on.

Bl ackmoor considered her fromhis big chair, which he filled with his inposing
frane. "Are you aware of the idenA-tity of the cadet you recorded this

af t ernoon?"

It wasn't an auspicious opening. "Yes, sir. He is a Vibarr."

"The ol dest child of the Vibarr Matriarch, to be precise. Her heir."

Dam. That gave him a hereditary rank approaching her own. It was unusual for
a matriarch to designate her son as heir, but in tins nodern age, it was no

| onger unheard of even anbng the npbst conservative nobl e Houses. Dehya had
naned Taquinil as heir to the Ruby throne, and no one dared question Kurj as
| mper at or.

Even so. Vibarr's title didn't excuse his behavior. Soz waited to see where
Bl acknmoor intended to go with this. She was aware of Kurj back there in the

corner, listening, barely visible fromwhere she sat.
The commandant sat forward and folded his arns on his desk. "I verified your
node recording. | concur with Foxer that it hasn't been altered.”

The inplication that she m ght fabricate such evidence offended Soz. But she
realized that given the identities of the people involved, they had to take
every precaution, and that would include verifying the recording. She spoke
quietly. "I would never alter it, sir."

H s gaze never wavered. "The House of Vibarr has re-

cently suffered the death of several of its elder nenbers. It appears famly
responsibilities require Cadet Vibarr to w thA-draw fromthe academy."
Wt hdraw? Wthdraw? They were going to let Vibarr go without a mark on his
record. It stunk to the stars. They should kick his sorry ass from here back
to the washed-out star systemhis fam |y owned.

"l see," she said.

"Do you?" Bl acknoor studied her. "Wat would you suggest?"

"He violated the acadeny honor code, sir, including two breaches that require
expul si on: physical assault and coA-erced sexual contact."

"Expul sion."

"Yes, sir." Soz realized she had clenched the scrolled arns on her chair. She
rel axed her fingers.

"And then?" Bl acknoor asked.

"Then?"



"That's right" He shifted his weight, a subtle notion, one she woul dn't
normal |y have noticed. Now, though, she had her full attention on him wdi an
enpath's natural ability to interpret body |anguage, gestures, and faci al
expressions, a skill developed after a lifetinme of associating noods with
behavior. He wasn't as inpassive about this situation as his demeanor inplied.
"After we expel the Vibarr heir, what happens then?" he asked. "W have earned
the enmty of a powerful House, one whose support has value to the acadeny."
"Cadet Vibarr dishonored basic principles of our training. What about the
honor code?" She drew in a breath to sl ow her pulse. "As Jagernauts, we nust
obey it. Why? Because civilian | aw doesn't apply to us. Isn't that the point,
sir, that if we nmust act contrary to the law in our defense of Skolia, the
civil authorities can't prosecute us? But no one is above the law. OQur
instructors drill that into us every day. W live by the code." She had
studied it even before comng to DMA. "Vibarr made a nmockery of it. He
expected to get away with it because he didn't know | had a node. His record
may be sterling, but I'll bet I'"'mnot the first novice he has coerced."
"So you woul d have him | eave."
"Expelled, sir."
"And if the decision harnms the acadeny or |1SC?" He waved his hand as if
indicating all of Skolia. "W may be govA-erned by the Assenbly, but you of
all people should realize great power still resides in our supposedly titular
aristocracy."
Soz assessed his words as she would a scenario in her nmilA-itary strategy
class. "In other words, political pragmatism outwei ghs honor and regul ations."
"Life comes in shades of gray, Cadet A | eader knows how to deal with those
shades. "
What bot hered Soz nost was that she saw his point. Blackmoor could al so have
thrown her own dreadful record at her. He didn't. But that nade none of this
easier to swal A-low. Her demerits came from an eagerness to make her opinA-ion
known when it wasn't wise or to nove forward with nore seniority than she
possessed. She had never viol ated the honor code nor acted to harm ot hers.
That DVA woul d let Vibarr escape admitting responsibility for his behavior
corroded her respect for the code she had so admired.
Kurj came forward, a behemoth in motion. He fit tins huge office. Bl acknoor
did, too. If Kurj unconsciously chose his top officers to resenble hinself,
that didn't bode well for her chances as his heir. At the nonent, she was
anA-gry enough to wonder if she cared.
When Kurj reached Bl acknmoor's desk, the commandant rose to his feet. Soz
followed suit imrediately, wanting to kick herself for her slight delay. She
was |letting her conA-cerns distract her. If Kurj noticed, however, he didn't
et on.
He spoke to Blackmoor. "I will see you tonorrow, in the briefing."
The conmandant saluted. 'Tonorrow, sir."
Kurj turned to Soz. "Walk out with ne."
Apparently they weren't done yet. "Yes, sir."
He nodded to the conmandant, one giant to another
Then Kurj and Soz |eft.

The sun had just set over the Red Mountains in a blaze inA-tensified by red
dust until die entire sky seened on fire. Soz wal ked with Kurj through the
twilight across an inner sancA-tum of ne acadeny, a private garden put aside
for the commandant's use. Mss designed for | ow noisture enA-vironnents
carpeted the ground, and beds of well-tended flowers nodded in the dry, hot
breezes of the oncom ng night

"You're quiet ms evening," Kurj said.

"Disillusionnment does that to a person.”

"Real life doesn't put itself in a pretty box tied up with ribbons, Soz."
She spun around to him stopping on the white gravel path. "I never said it
did. But letting himoff this way is wong. It's a tacit acceptance of what he
did. You're saying it's all right."



H s gaze never wavered. "Vibarr was anmong the top stuA-dents in his class and
little nore than one semester away fromreceiving his conm ssion. He would
have graduated with honors. Now he has nothing. He left tins afternoon. Yes,
what he did to you was inexcusable. But he's paying for it. Wiy is it so

i mportant to you that he al so suffer the public disgrace of expul sion?"

"He shoul d have thought of that before he violated the code." She set down her
anger and spoke evenly. "He tried to intimdate me with his title so
woul dn't speak up. Now he's receiving special treatnent because of that title.
That's wong. You knowit."

"Yes, it's wong." He met her gaze. "Suppose Bl acknoor did expel him And
suppose that because of it, the House of Vibarr acted against DVA interests in
the Assenbly."

"I hate politics.” That wasn't actually true; at times they intrigued her. But
ri ght now she despi sed them

"That's not an answer," Kurj said.

Soz gave him an inplacable | ook of her owmn. "Yes, we have to nmake conproni ses
to govern effectively.” She took a deep breath. "But every time we conprom se
our integrity for

the sake of politics, we lose sonething. Utimtely, it weakA-ens the
structure of anything we build. Including the mlitary."

He considered her for a long noment. "You're a lot difA-ferent fromAl thor."
"Al thor?"

"Are you recording this on your spinal node?" Kurj asked.

"Well... no. | recorded the session with the conmandant. | stopped when you
and | started wal ki ng through here."

Curiosity | eaked past his barriers. "Wy stop?"

It was hard to articulate; she had made the decision inA-stinctively. "You're
my bromer. | guess | put that above you being my CO One doesn't record their
fam ly." She supA-posed she would if it was in sone official capacity, but it
hadn't even occurred to her now. She had given himan imA-plicit expression of
trust that she hadn't consciously realized she felt until this nmonent. That
know edge startled her, given all the tinmes she wanted to rage at hi m when he
was driving her twice as hard as the other cadets.

"I"'d like to talk to you about sonething," Kurj said. "But | don't want it
recorded. "

"I won't. You have ny word."

"Good." H s gaze darkened. "When | saw that holo of Vibarr harassing you, |
wanted to take himapart with ny own hands. And if you ever repeat mat, |l
deny every word."

Soz woul d never have expected such a reaction fromKurj. She wasn't the only
one offering trust; for himto nake such an admi ssion said vol unes about his
faith in her. He had only her word it would stop here.

"Thank you," she said, as nuch for his trust as for the sentinent.

Kurj started wal king again, his face shadowed in the dusk. "Althor had a
situation conme up his first year mat in some ways parallels yours."

Soz wal ked with him "Wat happened?”

"He found out a senior was dealing phorine to other cadets."

Cods al m ghty. "Phorine is addictive."

He rai sed his eyebrow. "You' ve always been a master of understatenent.”

"Did he tell you?"

"He shoul d have."

" But ?"

"He hesitated because he knew the boy selling the drags."” Kurj shook his head.
"So he talked to the dealer hinself. He had sone idealistic viewthe kid would
stop. Instead, the seA-nior threatened his life."

Soz knew her brother wasn't one to give in to threats. "Then he went to you
about it?"

"Not to me. To Blacknoor." His inner eyelids were up now "It isn't

coi nci dence that sonme cadets here cone fromwell-placed fanilies or the
nobility. That makes for better educations, better preparation, and better



connections. "

"The deal er canme from a nobl e House?"

"Not a House." He sounded tired. "He was the son of a powerful banking
consortium Any scandal could have had serious financial repercussions for
DVA. "

Soz grimaced. "Hell."

"That about sums up ny reaction.”

"\What happened to hi n?"

"He got sick."
"And had to | eave DVA as a result."”
"Yes."

Thi s sounded even worse than her situation with Vibarr. Cadets |ived under

i ntense pressure. A phorine dealer could cut an ugly swath through their
ranks. "Althor nust have been furious that the senior wasn't expelled."

Kurj gave her an odd |ook. "He was relieved. He wanted it kept quiet."

Her idealistic view of the honor code was taking a beating today. "That
doesn't sound like Athor."

"He claimed it was because he knew the senior. But this kid threatened to kil
him And he meant it." Kurj glanced toA-ward the dorms. "I think Al thor knew
some cadets who used phorine."

"He shoul d have given you the names."” Althor had always had an intense |oyalty
to his friends, but surely he realized that any psion taking phorine needed
hel p. The euphoric

drug affected enpaths and tel epaths; die stronger die psion, the greater die
addi ction. Every cadet here was at risk. Far nore harmwould conme to his
friends tiirough his silence.
A thought shook her. "He didn't try it, did he?"

"No. The doctors found no trace of die drug in his system"

Soz breamed out in relief. As a Rhon psion, Althor would be brutally
susceptible to even a tiny dose. G ven the mnusA-cule size of die popul ation
phorine affected, very Uile reA-search existed on die drug outside of die
J-Force and a few neurol ogical institutes. She knew about it because she had
resear ched hi gh-level psions while preparing for her DVA prelinms. A Rhon psion
probably couldn't survive die with-drawal w thout nedical intervention. It
woul d take a strengm of will beyond even Althor, who was a remarkably powerful
man in both m nd and body.

"He wasn't hel pi ng anyone by keeping quiet," Soz said.
"I agree." Kurj turned onto another gravel padi. "To tiiis day, he insists he
didn't know any cadet who used die drug. He passed a lie detector test. If he

wasn't an enpath, | would believe him"

"He couldn't pass a lie test unless he was telling me tram" Experts
considered the tests better nman ninety-ei ght percent accurate.

"Some psions can learn to nodul ate nmeir brain waves. It affects die test."
Kurj slanted a wary | ook at her. "And if you repeat that, I'll put you on
droid duty for die rest of your life."

"My nouth is sealed.” She was learning a | ot tonight they never taught in DVA
courses. "Who do you think he's protecting?"

"I"'mnot sure." Kurj paced tiirough the twilight, and his atypically rel axed
barriers let his frustration | eak through to her. "W checked die entire
student popul ation. W found two cadets addicted to phorine and one who had
tried it a fewtines. If Althor knew any of them we have no evidence of that.
But it isn't inpossible.™

"He could be telling the truth."

"Perhaps." Kurj considered her. "What woul d you have done, if it had been a
friend of yours?"

Soz didn't hesitate. "G ven you the nanme." She couldn't imagi ne doing
otherw se, especially for a friend. "I would have asked you to get themin
treat ment as soon as possible.”

"That's good to hear."
She scowmed at him "And | would expel Vibarr's sorry butt."



Hs smle glinted. "You know, Soz, his nane cane up | ast year when the
Assenbly was di scussi ng possible marri ages between the Ruby Dynasty and nobl e
Houses. "

Soz considered regurgitating her lunch. "Pity for ny poor sister Chaniece."
"They weren't tal king about Chaniece."

"Well, Aniece is too young, and besides, she wants Lord Rillia." She gave Kurj
her nmost sour | ook. "And | know they weren't talking about ne."
H s | augh runbl ed through the dusk. "If the subject cones up again, | wll

describe to them your expression as you delivered those words."
"You do that."

Hs smle faded into sonmething harder to read. It al nmost |ooked |ike
affection. "It can be refreshing, you know. "
She stared at him aghast. "Wat could possibly refresh you about the Assenbly
interfering in our lives?"
"I meant someone who speaks her mind to ne."
Soz suddenly realized she had been glaring at her CO "I nmean no disrespect,
sir."
"Ri ght now, Soz, we are just brother and sister.”
A confusing enotion washed over her, at |east where Kurj was concerned.
Affection? Was it possible? It felt odd; they rarely interacted as siblings
unencunbered by other responsibilities.
"Fam ly," she said.
"Yes. Family." He spoke in a |l ow voice. "Fodder for the Dyad."
The Dyad. Everything they did canme back to that power-link
The last traces of the sunset were fading and the stars of Diesha glinted in
t he sky. They wal ked on, caught in an iso-

| at ed bubbl e of kinship, with the weight of the Trader EmA-pire poised
out side mat tenuous safety.

Soz was beginning to understand the weight Kurj and De-hya lived with as the
Dyad. They were responsible for a mesh that served thousands of settlenents
and hundreds of bilA-lions of people. Any telop could use the Kyle web, but
only Dehya and Kurj could control it. Dehya created the web and ensured it
survived. Kurj used it to build ISCinto a deadly machine that even the
Traders, with their greater resources, couldn't defeat. He was blunt power:
she was subtlety and nuance. He was the Mlitary Key; she was the Assenbly
Key. They call ed Dehya the m nd of the web and Kurj its fist.

It wasn't enough.
They were exhausted. Two people, no matter how strong or driven, couldn't keep
up with the grow ng, ever-changing deA-nmands of a voraci ous mesh that added
new networks at bilA-l1ions per hour. And al ways now Kurj and Dehya were
searching to discover how Vitarex Raziquon had infiltrated Lyshriol. The sane
t hought hung like a specter over themall; if the Traders could violate the

| mperi al ate stronghold of Lyshriol, no place was safe. Soz knew the truth no
one adnmitA-ted, that the Assenbly kept quiet, that 1SC buried in secured
systenms. No one spoke it aloud, but it terrified themall. The Kyle web was
out of control. If they didn't find a solution, it would collapse under the
sheer weight of its success.
And kill the Dyad.

21
Aftermath

he Dal vador winds ruffled Roca's clothes and cool ed her skin. Iridescent
glitter dusted her body and swirled in the wind, curling up into the | avender
sky. Streamers of blue clouds stretched fromhorizon to horizon, with w sps
trailing down fromthe sky to the ground.

Corey Majda wal ked with Roca to die starport. The Maj da queen gazed around at
the countryside. "I'Il never get used to how beautiful &€”and how stranged€”it
is here."”

Roca felt too dispirited for talk about the | andscape. She spoke in a | ow
voi ce. "How is he?"

"Prince Shannon?"



"Yes." She rubbed a nuscle kink in the back of her neck. "He hardly says a

word to ne when we talk through the web |ink."

"He's been through a lot."

"Too nmuch." If Roca could have taken into herself the menories that haunted
her son, she would have done it in a noment. But only Shannon could free
hinsel f fromthe prison of his nightmares.

As they neared the port, the reeds petered out into an open stretch of velvety
pi per-nmoss. A circul ar, whitewashed house stood beyond, its turreted roof

rem ndi ng Roca of an upturned bluebell. 1SC had agreed to | et Shannon stay in
Brad Tonpki ns's house for his custody. The boy was under nilitary guard, but
at least he was living with a famly friend.

The door of the house opened as they drew near. Brad stood mere in jeans and a
gray sweater, his belt slung with a
staser. "Roca! It's good to see you.'
"My greetings, Colonel Mjda."

"Dr. Tonpkins." Corey nodded with the wariness she al A-ways mai ntained toward
anyone from Earth.

I nsi de, the house charned Roca as much as it had twenty-four years ago when
she had first come to Lyshriol. Al A-though it served as the port office, it

was al so the home where Brad lived with his Lyshrioli wife Shallia and their
four children. Geen gl asswood paneled the living room wth a rustic bar

al ong one wall and blue doors leading to inA-ner rooms. Throw rugs |ay about
on the stone floor, which was tiled in pale blue and green squares. Paintings
graced the walls, l|andscapes of spindled nountains cloaked in blue snow,

actual pictures rather than hol oscapes.

Shallia and the children had gone to live with her nother in Dal vador, about a
fifteen-mnute walk fromthe port. Roca knew why they had gone, even if
neither Shallia nor Brad would admt it, and she felt a debt of gratitude to
them They didn't want Shannon taken up to the battle cruiser in orbit any
nmore than Roca did. It would traumatize himto be yanked away from Lyshri ol
especi ally now, when his enpA-tions were already so injured. The port was |SC
property, so they could hold Shannon here, but Corey Mjda woul d never have
let himstay with Brad's famly. Roca didn't believe for one nonment Shannon

was a danger to anyone, and Corey knew it, too. But the col onel always

foll owed procedure. No | aughing children filled the Iiving roomtoday, no toys
| ay scattered over the rugs and tables, and no plunp Shallia beaned at them
urging themto have nmore syrup-filled bubA-bles. Instead, two guards in dul
green-gray uniforms of the Pharaoh's Arny stood posted by the walls.

Shannon was sitting in an arncthair at a table with a chess set nade from green
and gold gl asswood. He | ooked up as they entered and then rose to his feet.

H s silver eyes had a hunted | ook, with dark circles marring his pale skin.
H's white-gold hair shimered in the light fromthe overhead | anps.

Roca wi shed she coul d reassure her son. But he had grown nore di stant these
past years as he navigated the boundary between youth and manhood. He wasn't
the first of her sons to wi thdraw from her during adol escence, becom ng
taciturn and noncommittal with his nother. The other boys had come out of it
after a few years and rel axed with her again. ShanA-non was in the middle of
that time now, struggling to define hinself, and she didn't know how to reach
hi m
He | ooked so nmuch like a Blue Dale Archer. He wore the clothes they had given
him a noss-green tunic that reached to nidthigh, thick | eggings that woul d
keep himwarmin the northern mountains, and dark green boots. He | acked only
hi s magni ficent bow, the quiver of arrows on his back, and his sword with its
jewel ed ponmel . His ethereal beauty, upA-ward tilted eyes, and silver gaze
made him seem a creature of nyth nore than a human boy.

He watched her like a wild iyrine ready to bolt. "Mother."

"My greetings, Shannon." She al npbst called him Shani, but it felt wong here.
Shani was a boy. She faced a man, the killer of a H ghton Aristo.

Her son averted his gaze, his lashes hiding his eyes in a white-gold fringe
that glinted.

He raised his hand in a wave to Corey.



Hai! He had picked up her thought. She spoke softly, painfully aware of
everyone in the room "I amglad to see you."
"You shouldn't be."
"Shannon, " she murmured. Gods, she wished these peoA-ple woul d | eave. Even
under normal circunstances, talking to Shannon wasn't easy. Wth an audi ence,
she felt too conA-strained to speak at all

Brad canme over to the chess board and gave Shannon a rueful smile. "I guess |
can finish losing this gane another tine."
"You played well," Shannon said.
"You pl ayed better." Brad gl anced quizzically at Roca.
"Per haps you could conme back later with Colonel Majda to finish the gane,"
Roca said, hoping he would take the hint. They couldn't "cone back" unless
they left. Mjda

woul dn't di smiss the guards, but she might at |east take them outside.
"Perhaps we could." Brad turned to the colonel. "Did you still want to check
on the |anding field?"
"The field?" Corey glanced fromBrad to Roca. "Oh. Yes. Let's do that."
Thank you, Roca thought, though Corey wasn't a psion. Now if she could just
convince Corey to take the guards, too. Wen the colonel met her gaze, Roca
tilted her head slightly toward the guards. Corey just |ooked puzzl ed.
"We coul d use sonme help checking the field," Brad said.

Roca coul d have hugged him Corey considered him started to speak, then
seened to change her mind. Instead she turned to the guards. "You two will aid
Dr. Tonpkins."
The taller of the two scratched his chin, seemng perA-plexed, which didn't
surprise Roca; even if Corey and Brad really were going to check the field in
some way, they hardly needed the two lieutenants. But he just said, "Yes,

ma' am "

Roca watched as they all left the house. Brad raised his hand to her, then
cl osed the door.
She turned to Shannon.
"They never intrude."
"Are you all right?"
"Yes. Fine." He rubbed one hand over his cheek in a gesA-ture he had used al
his life, since he was a little boy in his crib. It made her ache to see him
do it now, for it had always neant he felt scared.
Shannon, talk to ne.

He gave no indication he heard her thought, though she directed it wi th enough
strength and clarity to reach him He had barriered his mnd to her, probably
to all of them It broke her heart to see both Eldri and Shannon wi thdraw this
way, shutting out the people who | oved t hem
"Wuld you like to sit down?" she asked.
"All right." He settled into his arnthair and she sat across the table from
himin Brad's chair.
Shannon nmoved his green chessnmen to their squares along his side of the board.
"Wuld you like to try a gane?"

Roca touched one of the gold pawns on her side. "Aren't you and Brad

m sorry. About the guards.”
Hi s voice chined softly.

pl ayi ng?"
He shrugged. "I was about to checkmate him"
She wondered if she knew this son of hers at all. "I hadn't realized you could

pl ay chess."

He continued to set up his pieces. "Wien | worked at the port |ast year, Brad
and | used to play after my shift."

Roca had encouraged her children to try part-time jobs here, when Brad

all owed. He put themto work maintaining the flyer or nonitoring the consoles.
It was a good experi A-ence beyond their farmng chores. They |earned what it
meant to earn credits they could use to purchase Skolian goods or services.

Al thor and Soz had spent many hours here. Shannon had been | ess interested,
but he had tried it. Perhaps he had really cone to play chess. It hadn't
occurred to her to suggest the Earth gane to him but now that she thought



about it, she could see its appeal. Al though he had trained as a warrior, I|ike
her other sons, he had always seemed nore interested in strategy than the
actual fighting. Chess would intrigue himin the same way.

She set up the gold pieces on her side of the board. |If Shannon coul d beat
Brad, he would trounce her; she knew little about chess beyond how to nove the
pi eces, and she wasn't even sure about mat with a few of them

"CGold goes first," Shannon said.

Roca slid one of her pawns forward. "lIs ISC treating you well?"

"Yes." He picked up one of his pawns. "Fine."

Roca | ooked up at him "Shannon, you have to stop bl amA-ing yourself for what
happened to your father."

He jerked and dropped the pawn. It hit another chessman and the two statuettes
spun off the table. A flush touched his cheeks.
Ai! Roca wanted to kick herself. She | eaned down and gathered the fallen

pi eces. Wen she straightened up, ShanA-non was still sitting, staring at the
board. Hi s face had gone pale. Roca started to speak, but nen stopped, afraid
she woul d only make tilings worse. She w shed she knew how

to talk to this son of hers, half man, half boy, half Archer, half Rillian
She felt his mood, strained and uneasy, but it didn't do nmuch beyond letting
her know she had to tread with care. Sonetinmes being an enpath made it harder
she coul d feel when her children hurt, but that didn't tell her how to help.
She put the two chess pieces back on the board. Shannon | ooked at themfor a
monent, then set down his pawn in anA-other square. Roca had no idea what
strategy to use. She liked the castles in me corners, but her pawns were in
the way, a whole row of the little foot soldiers. She noved anA-other one

f orwar d.

Wthin a few noves Shannon was taking her pieces right and left. Another few
nmoves and he had won, neady trappi ng her king in one corner

Roca snmiled ruefully. "lI'"mafraid |I'mnot nmuch chall enge for you at tins
gane. "
He continued to stare at the board. "l used to play with Father."

Roca chose her words with care, taking it obliquely this tine, as he had done,
"The day | met your father, he had cone here with his cousin Garlin to play
chess with Brad."

Shannon | ooked at her. "Garlin plays better than either Brad or Father."

Roca snmiled. "So Brad tells me." Garlin, Eldri's former regent, lived on a
farm some kiloneters distant, but he still often visited.

"l can beat Father sometinmes. But never Garlin."

"I hadn't realized you enjoyed the gane so nuch.”

He shrugged. "I don't play nmuch now | did nore when | worked here."

She wondered if he felt a loss at mat. "You could chal A-1enge your brothers or
sisters.”

"Soz is the only one who really knows the gane." He | ooked rather al arned.
"She plays like she's in a war. Even Garlin can't beat her. She doesn't w n,
she obliterates."

Roca couldn't help but laugh. "I can imagine."
Shannon smirked. "I think Lord Rillia escaped a grimfate."
" Shannon. "
"It's true. Besides, Aniece wants him And she will |ike being the queen of
Rllia."
"What ?" That caught Roca off guard. "Aniece is too young to have such
t houghts. "

"She doesn't know that. She wants to marry him"

In truth, Roca agreed that when Aniece grew up she would make a far better
match for Lord Rillia man Soz. For all that the marriages of the Ruby Dynasty
and ot her Skolian nobles were often arranged for political reasons, Roca had
never been able to make herself insist when her children bal ked at the pl ans
their elders hatched for their nmarital state

She regarded Shannon curiously. "How about you?"

He stiffened. "Wat about ne?"



"I just wondered if you had anyone."

H s face turned red. He nunbled, "No," but his thought was so strong, it cane
to her despite his barriers, me inmage of a lovely young Archer, a wonan with a
superb bow made from gl owi ng red gl asswood and nocked with a gold arrow.

Roca hel d back her smile. She doubted Shannon would feel gratified to know his
| ove interest charned his nother. "Well," she said, setting up her chess

pi eces for another gane. "I'msure you will neet soneone soneday."

He nade a noncommittal sound and put his own pieces in place. "You can go
first," he offered.

Their second ganme |lasted a few noves |onger than the first. Roca even figured
out what to do with the pieces that resemA-bled warriors on |yrine, what
Shannon cal l ed "nights" in EngA-lish, though she wasn't certain why. The gane
had no "days." In the end he captured her queen, which |ooked Iike an

anA-ci ent Ruby Pharaoh and had a similar |evel of power in the gane. Then he
checkmat ed the Pharaoh's consort, or king.

"Well, that was fast," Roca said.

He grinned at her. "Father used to say that, too."
"Perhaps you could play himwhen he's feeling better.
"It will give himsonething to do."

Shannon's snile vani shed. He noved his pieces back to
their original positions, then stood up and wal ked over to the glasswood bar
agai nst the wall.

Roca wi shed she had sone magi c spell that would tell her what to say. \Wen he
had been younger, he had often wanted to talk, but rarely volunteered. If she
cane asking, though, he spoke with enmusi asm about his thoughts, his dreans,
his frustrations, and his joys. Now she had no idea what apA-proach to take.
He might open up to her, but if she pushed too hard, she could put himoff,

t oo, even antagonize him

Shannon rummraged under the bar and came up with a pitcher and a |large tunbler
neit her of which could have originated in Dal vador given the relatively
primtive glass crafts here. Many homes had gl assware and wi ndows now, though
i ntroduced over the years by Roca's people. ShanA-non filled his tunbler with
blue water fromthe pitcher, foA-cusing as if it took all his concentration to
transfer liquid fromone container to the other

Roca tried to think of sonmediing to say. Then she changed her m nd and j ust
sat, letting himdecide.

After a nonment, Shannon said, "He can't."

" He "

"Father." He stopped pouring. "He can't play chess anyA-nore."

She gentled her voice. "H's mind is fine."

Shannon | ooked up at her. "He can't see the pieces."

"Maybe not. But he could identify them by touch."” She wanted himto know his
father's life wouldn't end if he didn't recover his sight or ability to wal k.
"You can carve ne board so he recogni zes the squares.”

Shannon set down the pitcher. He picked up his glass and drank slowy, then
put it down again. After another |ong noA-nment he spoke in a |low voice. "I
shoul d have gone to hi msooner."

Roca's heart ached to see himso troubled. "You didn't know "

"I should have known." Hi s hand shook and sl oshed the water in his glass. "I
felt what happened to him"

"If you should have known, so should | have." She stragA-gled with that
guilt. As an enpath, she had been certain El -dri was in trouble, but what good
did that realization do when it told her nothing nore? She didn't know what
was wong or howto help him only that he suffered. She had raged at her
hel pl essness when they couldn't find himand now guilt ate away at her
"Somehow we have to nmake peace with ourselves," she said. "W can say, 'If
only' so many ways, but no one can foresee the future."

"I can't find that peace." Hi s voice sounded hol | ow.
She spoke softly. "It could have been far worse. Vitarex could have succeeded
in what he cane to do."

She spoke with care.



"Col onel Majda is furious with ne."
"Furious?" Roca had never seen Corey angry about anyA-thing.
"She hides it. But | know. They wanted to question Vitarex. If | hadn't killed
him they would have hi m now. "

Roca wanted Vitarex alive, too. Ah yes, she had wanted himto live. But her
notives were far |less pure. She wanted himto suffer as Eldri suffered, in
agony, a horror as drawn out and as brutal as what he had inflicted on her
husband. It wasn't a noble sentinment, but it burned within her

None of that mattered, though, when she thought of her fourteen-year-old son
setting hinmself against a warlord who could have crushed himas if he were
not hi ng. She wanted to rage at Shannon, nake him prom se never to risk his
life that way again.
"It took great courage for you to face Vitarex," Roca said. She wondered if he
knew t he depth of that understatenent.
Shannon shook his head, his eyes downcast. Watching him Roca knew that the
greatest toll exacted in a war had nothing to do with expl oded nachi nes or who
had better weapons. It was the devastated |ives that nothing could reA-pair,
not even victory. Her children mght recover fromthe denons that haunted
them but the scars would remain. It nmade no di fference who won; everyone
suffered the enpA-tional shrapnel

* * *

Roca sat with Brad and Corey in die control roomlocated in a short tower just
off the landing field. They pulled their chairs inside the curving Lum nex
consol e and studi ed the holo displays. Brad indicated a three-di nensi ona
graph in the air. A series of glowing lines in different colors curved within
its cubical area, showing the fluxes and fl ows of power through various
systens at the port.
"There," he said. "Another one."

Roca peered at the graph. The blue curve cane to a point, like a thorn. "Wat
isit?"
"A surge in the energy grid," he said. "The one that supA-plies power to this
bui I di ng and ny house."

Roca vaguely renmenbered hi m menti oning sonething like this before. "lIs it a

pr obl en?"
"We checked it out with our equiprment on the Ascendant,'
wi thin normal range."

Roca could tell there was nore. "But?"

Brad splayed his hands on the console. "It isn't anydiing as far as we can
tell. But if we're going to find out how Vitarex got in here, we have to | ook
at everything." He indicated me thorn on the curve. "This spike is just a bit
| arger than usual."

Maj da noved her hand through another graph floating above the console, the
red, blue, and green lines rippling in streaks of color over her skin. "W've
found a few nore of these spikes in records for the past year. They don't
appear to correlate to anything other than normal power variations."

It didn't sound like a promising lead to Roca. "Wiy did you notice them nen?"
"They're at the edges of the bell curve for fluctuations," Brad said. "About
one standard deviation out fromthe center."
"Ch." It had been decades since Roca had studied error analysis and the
subj ect had never particularly interested her, but she renenbered enough to
realize he meant the flucA-tuations were on ne outernost edge of what they
consi dered norrmal . "What will you do?"
"Keep an eye on it," Majda said. "See if we find anything simlar anywhere
el se. ™

Brad | eaned back in his chair. "I'll keep trying to isolate the cause of the
spi kes. "

Keep trying. It seened to be her internal mantra lately. Roca rubbed her eyes.
It felt |like ages since she had slept. Every tinme she closed her eyes, she
t hought of Eldri lying crippled and blind, alone at Wndward; or of Shannon
trapped in a prison of his own nmaking, built frombis renorse.

Corey said. "It's



Brad was watching her. "I can fly you back to Wndward."

"Thank you. Yes." She gl anced at Corey. "And Shannon?"
The col onel spoke carefully. "I've sent a report to HQ inA-cluding Shannon's
confession and ny recommendati on that they release himon the basis that he
was defending your famly and the peopl e here against an ESComm attack. "

It was true, Roca supposed. But they all knew that ShanA-non had acted for one
reason only. Vengeance. Although she doubted any court would support crimna
charges against him they had to do everything by the book. A Hi ghton lord had
died here and the Trader enperor demanded an investi A-gation. Gven that
Vitarex had no cause or clearance to be on Lyshriol, the demands rang holl ow,
but 1SC still had to obA-serve the interstellar treaties.

No treaty, however, could heal the wounds of Vitarex's trespass here. *
The doctors operated on Eldrinson in the earliest hours of norning, |ong
before the suns offered their light to the sky. Roca sat in the dining room of
Castl e Wndward, unable to sleep, waiting to hear

For hours.
The sky lightened and the suns rose, both darkened with spots, each slighdy

el ongated toward the other. Roca thought of those suns slowy perturbing
Lyshriol out of its orbit, tugA-ging at the world as they executed their
never - endi ng dance around each other. Humans had noved this planet here, but
nature woul d destroy its orbit. Nothing remai ned stable no nmatter how hard
they struggled to give their universe order.

Dawn usually lifted her spirits, but not today. For twenty-four years she and
Eldri had lived together, |oved together

and raised their children. Always the threat of the Traders shadowed their
lives, but nowit had violated their innernbpst sanctum

Not hi ng coul d undo the events of two nights ago. ShanA-non had killed Vitarex.
No matter how nmuch anyone w shed ot herwi se, nothing woul d change that truth.

| SC woul d never learn fromVitarex how he had infiltrated Lyshriol. Unless
t hey di scovered other clues, they would never knowd€”and so they could never
be certain they were guardA-ing agai nst another invasion

Fourteen hours later, the suns sank behind the horizon. In the dark hours of
night, long after nost everyone in the casA-tle had gone to bed, Jase
Heat hl and finally came down to the hall. And he told Roca: it is done. They
had repaired Eldri's legs and eyes to the best of their ability.
Only tine would reveal if it had been enough
22
Commencenent

n the year 325 ASC on the Inperial cal endar of the Skolian Inperialate, the
year 2228 A.D. on Earth, the Dieshan M| A-itary Acadeny graduated its three
hundred fifteenth class. The graduates included a tall, gold man&€” Al t hor

| zam Na Val doria kya Skolia, ImiRhon to the Rhon of the Skolias.
The graduation took place on a windy day in the quadranA-gle before the arches
and colums of the academny. Students sat in chairs set up on the plaza, an
area paved with glittering white flagstones and a tiled i mage of the J-Forces
insignia two neters in dianeter, a soaring Jag in white, silver, and bl ack
The sun beat down on the assenbled crowd, and chines hanging in the eaves of
the acadeny building clatA-tered in the breezes.

Fam lies and friends watched fromrisers bordering the plaza. Soz sat with

her mother, her brother Eldrin, and his son Taquinil. Eldrin seened unusually
serene today, probaA-bly because he was with his son. H's peace of nind cal ned
Soz and shi el ded Taquinil. Her brother Denric, her sister Aniece, and her

youngest brother Kelric sat on the riser beA-low them restless with
excitement on this world they had never before visited. Del-Kurj and Chani ece
had stayed on Lyshriol to |ook after Dal vador, and Vyrl and Lily hadn't been
able to come either, with the demands of their farmand children, and Wyrl
preparing for his university exans. But the famly nmenbers on Lyshriol could
experience the graduA-ation in a virtual reality broadcast, using mesh links
Brad had set up for themin the castle.

For the graduation, DVA had erected a stage at the front of the plaza facing



the cadets. Kurj sat in a high-backed acadeny chair, as did Secondary

Tapper haven, Lieutenant Col onel Stone, and Secondary Foxer. Conmmandant

Bl ack- mbor was at the di chromesh gl ass podium speaking to the graduates. The
officers made a tableau of strong figures in the sunlight, their uniforns
crisp, gold on black, their faces just distant enough that Soz couldn't read
their expressions. Were they proud of the graduates? Certainly. But she sensed
regret as well. They were taking the pride of Skolia, the snmartest and the
fastest, the greatest enpaths, and sending themto battle, perhaps to die.
Soz's aunt, the Ruby Pharaoh, sat in an academny chair next to Kurj. She wore
her hair swept onto her head in an elegant roll. Her black junpsuit had no
adornment except the silver insignia of the Inperialate on her chest. The
edges of her body rippled, the only indication fromthis disA-tance that she
was a holo, a creation of light sent through Kyle space and projected here by
hi dden screens. Runors of hostilities fromthe Traders becane nore w despread
each day. The Skolian Assenbly didn't want to risk having both nenbers of the
Dyad in the sane place at the sanme tinme, not even on the sane planet if
possi bl e. So Dehya at -

tended as a virtual sinulacrumwhile she renained on the Obiter, the
governmental center that orbited throughout the Inperialate.

It puzzled Soz that people thought she resenbl ed Dehya. She had even overheard
one of her instructors describe her as a robust, sexier version of the
pharaoh. Soz just didn't see it. Dehya's hair hung straight to her waist, as
bl ack as space, whereas Soz's curled wildly and Iightened to gold at the tips.
A shimer overlay Dehya's eyes, a remmant of the inner eyelids from her
father, Soz's grandfather. Soz had no trace of it. Dehya had an etherea
quality; Soz felt nore |ike the mythical bull-dragon. Personally, she thought
Dehya resemA- bl ed Shannon. Although he was a Blue Dale Archer rather , than a
Rayl i can noble, his face had that otherworldly beauty Soz associated with her
aunt .

Wien it came to intellect, Dehya left her in the netaA-phorical dust. As an
unusual |y sensitive Rhon psion, Dehya had a brain full of extra neura
structures, intricate and conA-vol uted. Psions tended to be smart, but Dehya
was in a class with no one except her son Taquinil. Legend cl aimed the Ruby
Pharaoh's m nd had gone beyond human. Soz thought it an annoyi ng statenent;

t he pharaoh was human, so how could her mind go beyond itsel f? Dehya nmade

nm st akes |i ke everyone el se, forgot where she put her |ight-stylus, msread
noods, became absent mi nded. But she | earned trenmendously faster than other
peopl e and at an unusually abstract level, esA-pecially nowwith all her

bi omech enhancenents. The few tines Soz had pitched wits with her, Dehya had
left her so far behind, Soz had felt like a wind blasted by her nind

The Ruby Pharaoh rul ed through the neshes. Dehya spread her nind throughout
the webs of humanity until she became the mnd of Skolia. And reign she did,
regardl ess of what the Assenbly claimed. Soz doubted Eldrin had any true sense
of how far his wife's influence extended or how deep it went. |If he cared that
he was consort to one of the nobst powerful hunman beings in the history of the
human race, he gave no sign

Now Dehya and Kurj &€"t he Dyada€”sat together, though only one of them was
physically here. He said sonmething to her and she sniled. Commandant Bl acknoor
continued his commencenent oration. VWen he finished, he took his seat on
Dehya's other side, and Kurj went to the podium He spoke only briefly, as
taciturn as ever. Then it was time to give out the diploms. Bl acknoor
returned to the podium and called the nanes, and one by one the new Jager naut
Quaternaries cane up to receive the antique parchments from Kurj .
When Althor crossed the stage, the audience fell unnatuA-rally quiet. Anyone
who hadn't realized before that he had a kinship to Kurj would have no doubt
now. They | ooked like twins, two gold giants, muscled and square-jawed. Kurj
handed Althor his diplom, along with the certificates and nedals Al thor had
earned by graduating with honors. Then the |nperator paused, which he had done
with no one el se.

Breezes ruffled Althor's short hair, making the nmetallic locks glitter. Kurj



laid his hand on his brother's shoul der and inclined his head. Even from so
far away, Soz felt AlA-thor's gratification at the unexpected display of
approval . He nodded, his face easing into a smle, and Kurj returned the nod.
Then Al thor went on, down the stage and back to his seat An exhale seened to
cone fromthe audi ence, though it could have been only the wind in the arched
col onnade.
After the last senior had crossed the stage, the cerenony ended. DMA had
graduat ed another class of elite warriors, sixteen Jagernauts, all that
remai ned of the thirty-six who had entered as novices. Sixteen new weapons
joined the ranks, sixteen of the deadliest, nost versatile fighter pilots
creat ed.
And Soz wat ched, wondering. Wien she graduated, would her cerenony suffer the
same lack as ms one, the abA-sence no one nentioned but everyone felt, the
cavity in the foundation of their famly and their |ove, the one person Soz
had heard nothing fromsince the day she left Lyshriol, the one she feared
woul d never speak to her or acknow edge her again. Her father
23
1 Debt to Vengeance
radual |y El drinson becanme aware of heat on his face. He lay on his back
soaking in the warmh. H's | egs ached, but only as a distant pain he could
al nost ignore.
After a while, hunger cane. He rolled over and reached to the nightstand for
the plate of spice bubbles that the girl Maria often left for him She was one
of the few people he allowed in the room The other two were Jase Heat hl and
from|1SC, and the Lyshrioli healer Channil who had tended El drinson since
chi l dhood and taken care of Roca during several pregnancies.
Roca. Saints, he missed her. He hadn't seen her face sinced€”well, since
before he had travel ed across the BackA-bone, searching for Shannon and
finding Vitarex. He knew she came into his room sonetines, especially when she
t hought he slept. He renmenbered the day she had cone to speak to him She had
left when he insisted, unwilling, he knew He lived al one now, w thout her
wi thout his fanmly. They wanted to conme. He felt it. But he had made his
deci A-sion. No visitors. He longed for themto remenber the man he had been,
not this broken shell that even the boastful Sko-lian technology couldn't fix.
He found the spice bubbles and took three. Pulling himA-self up in bed, he sat
agai nst the headboard and crunched the bubbl es. They expl oded with sweet,
spi cy sauce in his
nmout h. Had he been able to see, he could have enjoyed tiieir rose color. He
al ways had before.
After he ate, he rubbed his tenples. He thought a seizure had wung him
earlier, but he wasn't sure. \Watever had happened, he nust have sl ept
afterward. No sunlight had slanted across his body then but he felt it now.
Soneone had opened the shutters in the al cove across the room The suns mnust
be lowin die sky, if they could shine through those wi ndows. For a marriage
gift all those years ago, Roca had arranged for glass in the openings here and
in Dal vador. Now they coul d open the shutters on the ceiling-hi gh w nA-dows
without letting in the icy nountain air.
A hum cane fromthe nightstand. Eldrinson hinged his hand around anot her spice
bubbl e, then felt around until he found the engraved circle he sought on the
stand. Holding die ball in tw fingers, he pressed die engraving with a third.
Jase Headiland's voice floated into the air. "My greetings, Your Mjesty. D d
you sl eep wel | ?"
Heh. That Jase knew he had slept inplied El drinson had suffered an attack
Jase al ways nonitored himafterward and buzzed hi m when he awoke. Losing his
appetite, he set die spice bubble back on its plate. He had been fine for so
| ong. But when he lost his sight and | egs, so too had gone his freeA-dom from
the seizures. H's doctors understood it no better dian he did, though they
made a good show. Perhaps Vitarex had done nore danmage tiian diey realized.
El dri nson was a psion. H s constant exposure to die Aristo's brain m ght have
injured his mnd. Jase diought his body had changed over die years, until his



nanoneds were no |onger effective in fightA-ing die seizures, but El drinson
couldn't help wondering if die sun gods were punishing himfor failing witii
his chil A-dren

Before Vitarex had caught him Eldrinson had intended to talk to Soz and
Al dior, to take back his bew | dered words of anger fromdiat terrible day when
he bani shed diemfromtiieir own honme. But he couldn't now He couldn't bear
to see anyone, neither fanmly nor friend. He had failed his nen as well as his
wife and children. Even worse, he knew first-

hand what woul d happen if Althor or Soz were ever capA-tured. His children
hi s bel oved children, would suffer as he had suffered at Vitarex's hand. O
wor se.

No.

He couldn't bear the thought. Better to deny themall than to accept a pain
that went too deep to endure. If he refused to acknowl edge his famly, he
wouldn't die a little bit nore every day trying to understand the terrible
beauty of their inA-explicable lives. He had nothing left to give them Let
themlive free, in the splendor and fury of their new universe, unA-fettered
by their barbarian father

"King Eldrinson?" Jase asked over the conm

He nentally shook himself. It was hard to concentrate. He had so few
conversations these days. "I amhere," he said, know ng Jase woul d sonehow
hear, though he was in anA-other part of W ndward.

"How are you feeling?" Jase asked.

He gave the sane answer as always. "Fine."

"Your legs don't hurt?"

El dri nson scow ed. Wy did Jase ask if he already knew the answers? Hi s

machi nes could tell himanything. A man had no privacy anynore. "My legs are
fine."

"May | come up to work with you?"

"No." He wasn't up to "physical therapy" right now The damm exercises didn't
work. Neither did the nental exercises nmeant to help himsee. He tried
concentrating on his eyes unA-til his head throbbed. Wen it caused a seizure,
he quit. He didn't believe a person could "retrain" the way his brain
comA-nuni cated with his body. Hs blasted head didn't even conA-nect to his
legs. He didn't care how many | ectures Jase gave hi m about biomech threads,
neural inpul ses, and synapses, he knew his brain and his linbs didn't have
conversati ons.

Besi des, they weren't his legs or eyes. They were sone sort of machi nes that
m m cked bei ng human. He was no | onger Eldrinson Valdoria. It was a horrendous
t hought, as if he had lost parts of his soul. The legs felt like his old ones.
Jase and his assistants clained they had grown nore of his own skin to cover
the rebuilt Iinbs. Nor did his eyes feel dif-

ferent. He didn't care. No matter how nuch they disguised reality, he knew
the truth.

"Are you there?" Jase asked.

El dri nson had the feeling the doctor had been speaking while his nind
wandered. "Yes. |'mhere.”

"Does your head bot her you?"

"My head is fine." The throb fromearlier today had reA-ceded.

Frustration crackled in Jase's voice. 'Talk to ne."

El drinson didn't see the point. "Wy?"

"So | can help you heal ."

"I"'mfine."

"What about your el bow?"

Hi s el bow? "What about it?"

"You bruised it during the seizure. | wondered if it was giving you any
trouble.”

So he had suffered a seizure. It disheartened himthat he couldn't even tel
anynore. Maybe his mind was disintegratA-ing fromthese changes. He certainly
felt dissociated from everything.



Now t hat Jase nentioned it, though, his el bow did ache. But he could ignore
it. "My elbowis fine."

"Eldrinson, listen." Jase spoke with that inexhaustible paA-tience of his. "W
need to do nore tests if we're going to unA-derstand why you aren't responding
to treatnment"

"Jase, you listen. You' ve had forever to do tests. It doesn't work. My mind is
flat. My head doesn't chatter with other parts of my body. The seizures have
cone back. It's tinme you gave up and went away so | can have peace." He

st opped, running out of words.

Sil ence. Then Jase said, "It hasn't even been quite a year yet. You need nore
tinme."

"\What tine?" Eldrinson wondered if Jase had heard anyA-thing he said. "Akhor
told me that he could use his bionech the day they turned himon." It appalled

himto imagine | SC switching his son on |ike a piece of equipnent. "Are you
sayi ng sone people take a year?"
Jase paused. "Every person is different."

Pah. "You didn't answer ny question."
Anot her silence. Finally Jase said, "No, |I've never heard of it taking a
year."

It surprised himto hear the doctor adnmit it. Lately even Jase evaded his
guestions. "How |l ong does it usually take?"

"It depends."

"That's not an answer."

Jase exhaled. "If it isn't inmediate, it usually takes a few days for the
person's brain to integrate with the neural threads."

"A few days."

"Yes." Jase sounded subdued. "lI'msorry."

"For what?" Eldrinson told hinmself he wasn't dying i nA-side, that he didn't
care.

"I"'msorry it is taking you |longer."

"No, that's not why you're sorry."

"It isnt?"

"No. You're sorry because | will never walk or see again."

"Damm it, Eldrinson, that's not true."

"Come up here where | can sense your mnd. Then tell me it's not true."
"Fine." Jase sounded annoyed. "I'll be there, five mnutes."

Too late, Eldrinson realized the doctor had naneuvered himinto doing exactly
what Jase wanted. Eldrinson scow ed. "Never mnd. | changed nmy mind. Don't
come up."

No answer. Either the doctor was already on his way or el se he was pretending
he could no longer hear his patient. Eldrinson grabbed a bubble off the plate
and crunched down hard, chewing angrily.

Sure enough, his door soon creaked open. A fanmiliar tread crossed the room
"So you're here," Eldrinson said. "You can go now. "

The footsteps stopped near die bed. "Eldrinson," Jase said.

"What ?"

"Your wife is in the foyer outside."

"The answer is no."

"I didn't ask a question."

"Yes you did. You want to knowif |I will see her." Wy did

they torment himthis way? How many times did he have to say no?

Jase spoke tightly. "I never would have guessed a man |ike you could show such
cruelty.”

El drinson clenched his fist in the covers. "Go to hell."

"She | oves you. This is killing her."

"CGet out of here," Eldrinson said. "As of today, |I'mno | onger seeing you,
eidier."”

"I"myour doctor. You can't refuse to see ne."

"Yes, well, didn't you know, I'mthe King of Skyfall." He couldn't keep down

his anger. He hurt inside and Jase was making it worse. "I rule the whole



pl anet. Not that anyone lives on nost of it and never mind that soneone el se
actually rules Rillia and Dal vador, not me. You of fworlders want nme to be the
King of Skyfall. Fine. I'Il be a king. | order you to | eave."

The door fromthe foyer creaked open, followed by a painfully famliar voice.
"And when you've sent everyone away?" Roca asked. "Then what? WIIl you wall ow
up here in self-pity until you die of thirst and starvation?"

El drinson froze. "Cet out."

"No." Then she said, "Doctor, if you would | eave us pl ease.™

Eldrinson felt rauier than heard Jase's stunned silence. The doctor hadn't
expected her to cone in this way. He said only, "OF course." Hi s footsteps
receded across the room The door scraped on the stone floor and cl osed agai n.
"Roca, don't do this." Having her cone here hurt too much. He could be nothing
for her now. He had al ways known he was crude, far less than die type of man
she could have marA-ried if he hadn't been a Rhon psion. He had spent sone
inA-credible years with her, but now, faced with what he had becone, he could
no | onger ask that she tie herself to him

Dow t make it so VtA *t> he nought.

*k daea*. 't 6ave tA» 6¢ tuvzd, she answered.

No. He closed his mind to her. "Go, Roca. Leave Lyshriol. Find a man you
deserve."

"I don't want anyone else."

"CGo," he said. "Don't come back. Ask the people who do Skolian | aws. They can
make docunents to free you." "Eldri, stop.” "Don't say things now you'll later
regret.. 1 regret it now But | mean it.

You are a Ruby consort. Only until your |egal people arrange otherw se.

| don't want otherw se.

You shoul dn't have cone in here

Don't shut nme out. She didn't hide her |oneliness; he felt how nuch it would
hurt her if he dissolved their union

El dri nson exhal ed. He loved his wife nore than his [ife. He couldn't cause

this pain. Hell, he couldn't even keep his nental barriers in place against
her. He spoke tiredly. "I want you to go. If you keep pushing ne, | wll
divorce you. I'msorry. But |I can't take this." H's voice cracked. "Go away,
Roca. "

"Eldri &€”"

"CGo," he whispered. "Please."
She said nodiing nmore. The door creaked and scraped cl osed.

He was al one agai n.
Shannon ran dirough the plains. Scents of Dal vador came to him dusty glitter
the tart smell of the crushed reeds that bounced up after he passed; the
pungent scents of the hummer-flits that |ooked so pretty but preyed on
darters, the tiny animals that whizzed through the air |ike needles.

Moi sA-ture saturated the air here conpared to the nountains. A gauzy flock of
shimer-flies dipped on the wind and their iridescent wings glistened in the
sunlight.

He ran until he could go no | onger. Then he collapsed into the reeds and | et
t hem sway above him hiding himfromthe sky, the shimer-flies, and the eyes
of any searching parent who m ght seek himout. No, not parent. Mdther. H's
father no | onger wanted anything to do with him

He rolled onto his stomach and laid his cheek on the flatA-tened reeds. The
tubules felt snooth under his skin. He closed his eyes, know ng he should go
do his studies. But he

no | onger cared. Hs father woul d have sent one of his brothA-ers out to find
him But Father was gone. Maybe forever.

He was too listless to nove. The | ethargy had often cone over himsince he
st abbed Vit arex.

Mur der er .

Prior to that night, Shannon had never fathomed what it neant to take anot her
life. He knew his brothers Eldrin and Althor had ridden into battle, each when
they were only two octets of years. Eldrin had killed three people, one with



hi s bare hands. He cane hone a hero&€”and deeply troubled. He | ost control of
his tenmper nmore and nore often, turning to violence. In the end, when his
rages had threatened even his own safety, their parents had sent himto the
biter, where experts hel ped himdeal with his conflicted |ife and enpA-tiona
scars. He had also learned to read and wite. The O -biter had been good for
him Finally he had begun to heal

Too bad the Assenbly had ruined everything by forcing himto marry. At | east
El drin seemed happy now. He cerA-tainly loved his little boy. Shannon thought
of Varielle and ached. He had initially wondered if he |iked her because she
was the first woman of his own kind he had net He knew now it was her, just
her. But he hadn't seen her since that terA-rible night he had gone into
Vitarex's canp. No one woul d ever | ove himnow He would never win Varielle,
never have a famly, never have children

He thought of his brother Wrl, who had married at a younger age than Shannon
was now. Wrl and Lily had so nmany children, with another on the way. Shannon
couldn't imagine it. Nor could he imagine | eaving Lyshri ol

Most of all, he struggled to understand Althor, who had sl aughtered over three
hundred Lyshrioli soldiers with a |aser carbine. Shannon knew the renorse his
brother had westled with after that day. But it never showed. Althor was by
nature a warrior; he conquered his inner denmons with a success Shannon coul d
never manage. He had worshi pped Althor all his life, but he could never be
like his warlord brother

Si x years had passed since that day. No one fought battles

on Lyshriol now Everyone seenmed stunned, the arm es of Dalvador and Rillia
who had fought side by side, and those of their eneny, Avaril Valdoria, their
father's cousin, who hated Eldrinson for inheriting the title of Bard.
Shannon had never nmet Avaril. Those days of strife had beconme renote. He had
dreaded going to war, and it filled himw th i measurable relief that he
woul dn't be expected to ride into battle when he reached his tw octets of
years. He wanted to wander the nmountains, use his bow for bringA-ing down gane
rather than men, let his enotions blend with the Archers beyond t he Backbone,
beyond Ryder's Lost Menory, far in the north where the chill w nds bl ew

I nstead he had nurdered one of die nost powerful nen in an interstellar
enpire, and in doing so, he had robbed his famly, this world, and the
Inperialate of their chance to disA-cover how Vitarex had invaded this Skolian
stronghold. In the end, neither ISC nor the Traders demanded Shannon be
prosecuted for Vitarex's death, but it made no difference. Shannon knew what
he had done.

For that, he could never forgive hinself.

24

Onyx Platform
t was only a blip. Just a little spike of power in a D eshan power grid. The
tech on duty noticed and checked the fluctuations in mat section of the grid.
The spi ke was in reasonabl e bounds. He found nothing out of order, so he went
on to his other work. He had done this shift for years, taking night duty at
the 1 SC power station high in the Red Mountains West of HQ City and DMA. This
grid served only a few defense inA-stallationsa€”and the pal ace they guar ded.

He gl anced out the wi ndow. The pal ace stood high in the nountains, mjestic

and otherworldly, with walls of rose crystal. Its onion towers nmade
sil houettes agai nst an intense crinson sunset.
Ruby Pal ace.

Horme of the I nperator.

Hal f an hour before sunrise, Althor jogged out to the airfield with the other
t hree nenbers of his squadron

Their Jags waited on the tarnac.

Technically the single-pilot spacecraft were called JG8 fighters. The nane
Jag cane from"lightning jag," the nicknane test pilots had given the
prototype, the JG 1. Al-thor's adrenaline surged when he saw Redstar. Hi s
ship. Only he could fly this beauty. Its onboard Evolving IntelliA-gence had



become part of his brain and recognized no other pilot.

The four ships waited on the tarmac |ike al abaster works of art. On the
ground, they were elongated, with wings exA-tended. In flight, they coul d
change according to neir purA-pose: spread wings for subsonic speeds; w ngs
pulled in tight for hypersonic flight; rounded shape to minimze surA-face
area during interstellar flight or for stealth or battle. The corrugated hul
optimzed airflow Its weapons renai ned hi dden in bays.

Secondary Steel, neir squad | eader, jogged at Althor's right. An ol der man
with a distinguished record, he had steel gray hair and regul ar features. This
was his last year in the J-Force; soon he would retire and spend tine with his
grandA-children. Tertiary Belldaughter ran on Steel's other side, strapping on
her Jumbl er gun. After Althor, she was the youngest menber of the squad.
Tertiary Wllmark was jogA-ging to Althor's left. She gazed out at the red
line on the horizon that presaged the dawn, her chin lifted, her queue of dark
hair rustling. They all wore Jagernaut blacks, with silA-ver conduits, studs,
and ot her equi pnent enbedded in the | eather and neir gauntlets. Their boots

t hudded on the field and their Junblers hung heavy and bl ack at their hips.

Al thor was the newest of the four, proud to fly with Bl ack-star Squadron, one
of the nobst resourceful squads in the J-Force, though he suspected the Traders
used a far less poA-lite termuian "resourceful." Blackstar had a notorious
repuA-tation. He intended to make it nore so.

H s Jag was |l uninescent in the predawn light, pearly and white |ike al abaster
As he ran alongside it, he trailed his hand along its tellerene hull, a
conposite threaded with tuA-bular fullerene nol ecul es. Lightweight and fatigue
resistant, tellerene retained its strength even at the extreme tenperaA-tures
of hypersonic reentry. Doped with specialized nanobots, it could repair itself
better than many materials, which neant the hull showed fewer of the pits,
grooves, and ot her damage ships took on during space travel. Like their
pilots, Jags were top-of-the-line.

He stopped and laid his pal magainst the unmarked surA-face. A prong clicked
out. When he pressed his wist against the prong, or psiphon, it snapped into
hi s bi omech socket

Connection, Althor thought.

Veri f ied. That response cane fromhis Jag's El. Red-star was sentient, its
brain inextricably interwoven with his.

The airl ock snapped apart. Wth his enhanced optics, Althor could slowthe
noti on enough to see the outer and inner doors open together. |1SC wi zards were
wor ki ng on nenbranes that would act as nol ecul ar airl ocks, but they hadn't
perfected the technol ogy, so Jags used conventional airlocks with two doors.
Al thor swung up into the cabin. It was small, only a few paces across, its
deck tiled with white squares mat shed difA-fuse |ight. Equipment filled the
cabin and bul khead conpartA-nents: a cocoon bunk, survival gear, hand weapons,
wast e processor, environment suit, propulsion pack, all the necesA-sities to
livea€”and fighta€”in space. Alone. Jags had to operA-ate autononously. A
squad coul d spend days or even nobnths on their own. They were the vanguard,
the units that supA-ported the behenoths of 1SC, the battle cruisers, the
fleets, the nultitude of other spacecraft, both manned and unA-manned, mat
made up the majority of the space forces.

The pressure of his boots on the deck activated the cock-

pit, and it irised open like the shutter on a high-speed hol o-cam Althor
squeezed into his pilot's seat, and its exoskel e-ton fol ded around his body,
encasing himin a silver mesh. The visor |owered over his head and data
scrolled across its display. Panels noved into place around him and
t hen-transl ucent surfaces produced hol omaps of space and stats on the Jag. A
panel to his right showed a hol ographic repreA-sentation of the area outside,
with his ship as the last in a line of four. Beyond them the arches and
magrails of the starport soared in die sky, silver, white, and cobalt in the
dawn.

Al uior barely noticed as the exoskel eton plugged psi-phons into his sockets.

Redstar |inked to himby sending sigA-nals through the psiphons to threads in



hi s body, which carried themto his spinal node. They could al so use renote
signals, but me prongs offered a nore reliable connection

Hs mind interpreted Redstar's interaction wimhis node as a voice: Redstar
att endi ng.
Acknowl edged, Althor thought. He needed no security checks; Redstar knew him
Sone of its conmponents had been devel oped fromhis own DNA. It was an
extension of his brain just as he was of its mnd. If anyone else tried to fly
the ship, use its controls, or even board w thout perm ssion, Redstar would

l ock up every system trap the intruder wiUiin, and notify Althor, or if it
couldn't reach him the nearest J-Force authorities. If Al nor ever stopped
flying, the J-Force would have to retrain Redstar fromscratch. SoneA-tines a
Jag's El refused to accept a new pilot and they had to transfer a new brain
into the ship.

Redstar growed in his mnd. Boosting to Kyle space.
Al t hor subrerged his mnd into another universe.

Kyl e space obeyed the aws of Hilbert spaces, a matiie-matical formalism known
to the Raylicans for millennia, and to the peoples of Earth well before they
achi eved space flight. Just as a Fourier transformshifted signals from an
enA-ergy space to a tine space, so Redstar had just shifted Althor fromrea
space into Kyl e space.

When Al thor had a thought, the quantum wavefunction of

his brain changed according to the chemcal processes proA-duced by his
neurons. |In quantumternms, it meant the wave that described his brain evol ved
as he thought. Humans had known for centuries how to express such waves, but
it had taken nuch longer to achieve the conputing power to cal cuA-late them
The waves that described Althor's thoughts at any instant depended on the
positions of the particles in his brain. Wien his mnd shifted into the Kyle
web, he entered a place where his thought defined his "position." The nore his
t hought s matched t hose of another telop, the closer together they were in Kyle
space. It made no difference if the other telop was near himin the rea

uni verse or hal fway across the gal axy; they would be next to each other in the
web. It nade possible i medi ate comuni cation over interstellar distances.
The Kyl e web, popularly known as the psiberweb, spanned the Kyle universe. Its
nodes provi ded gateways fromthe real universe into the web. Only tel epaths
could use those gates, and each experienced the web in their own way. To
Althor it was a grid, vivid red agai nst a deep bl ack backA-ground. The
presence of his mind distorted the grid into a peak that resenbl ed the
diffraction pattern froma circular aperture, as if his thoughts diffracted
t hrough the gateway into Kyle space. Circular ridges surrounded the peak

lower in height, like ripples in a | ake when a stone dropped into the water.
The peak was his central consciousness, and the ripA-ples were satellite
t houghts at the edges of his nind.
An emeral d green spark appeared next to himand grew into a second peak

rising up out of the grid. A gold peak apA-peared next, as close to Al thor as
the green. Then the bl ackA-ness itself formed a dark peak, with the red,

green, and gold packets arrayed around its powerful shape.

Bl ackstar Squadron report. That came from Steel, the squad | eader, the bl ack
peak.

Col dstar up, Bel |l daught er thought.

Greenstar up, Wellnmark thought.

Redstar up, Althor thought. Al four pilots were strong psions, but the Rhon
power of his mnd runbled comnpared

to the others. In their four-way |link, he had to hold back the full strength
of his mind so that he didn't overpower the othA-ers. Their exchange flashed
by in a fraction of a second. They had junped into accel erated node and woul d
probably remain with it until they finished this run
A psicon blinked on Althor's display, a blue circle, the i mM-age of a button
used to activate the lock on a piece of |ugA-gage. He focused on it and a
prerecorded thought from Secondary Steel canme to him The security cloak is
operat A-ing. Qur presence in Kyle space can't be detected by other tel ops



her e.
Then in real tinme, Steel thought, Link
Greenstar |inked, Wllmark replied
Col dstar |inked, Belldaughter thought.

Redstar |inked, Al thor answered.

In the four months Althor had flown with Bl ackstar, since his graduation, he
had been integrating into the mental |ink ney formed together as a squadron
Their mnds felt right to him strong, intelligent, calm rational. They had
been seA-lected for mental conpatibility; otherw se they couldn't function as
a unit.
Al thor knew he was sitting in his chair, but his perception of reality
receded, displaced by his m ndscape. He had trained at DVA to operate
simul taneously in his universe and Kyl e space. Most telops couldn't manage it,
whi ch was anot her reason so few Jagernauts exi sted. The thoughts of the other
squad nenbers nurnured in the background of his mndscape. Well mark was
runni ng checks on her Jag, synchronizing Greenstar with the other three ships.
Al thor had Redstar parallel his systenms to hers, and Bl ackstar and Col dstar
joined themin doing checks: nav, cyber, weapons, comm hydraulics, biomech.
Pain sparked in Alnor's head and he pressed his fingerA-tips into his tenples.
Jagernauts paid a price for their four-way link; to maintain such a strong
connection required concentration and resources. The nore people in the |ink
the nore it taxed their bodies, mnds, and ships, and that linmted the size of
a squad to four Jagernauts. Nor could hu-

mans sustain that boosted connection for |long. But when it worked, the
squadron link was a miracle. They could comA-muni cate anywhere, under any
condi tions, instantaneously.
Althor smled, thinking of the Cheshire cat he had read about in a literary
work fromthe Allied classics. He felt that satisfied to be a nenber of

Bl ackstar. He didn't make a big deal about it, though. Sonme mi ght say that
Jagernauts were notorious for their cocky self-confidence, especially

Bl ack-star Squadron. No reason to swell the already healthy egos of his squad
nat es.
A psicon appeared in a corner of his mndscape, a smrkA-ing cat with
Vel lmark's features. It lifted its paw and stretched out its claws: Too |late,
Val doria. We know what you think. It vanished with a self-satisfied pop
Al thor |aughed, his voice rolling through the cockpit. He sent his own psicon
to Wellmark, an inage of himself in the |leather arnmor and disk mail of a
Rillian soldier, holding a burnished sword above his head. You dare to nock
the great warrior of Skyfall?
Vel | mark' s answering psicon consisted solely of the cat grin. Hey, a sword and
everything. That's sonme metal stuff you're wearing there.

It's called arnor, you know. He | aughed and a pillar of flane erupted fromthe
sword of Althor's psicon

Steel's thought reverberated in Althor's mindscape. EnA-gine and thrusters
check. Then he added, If you two are done rattling your sabers.
Vel |l mark sent her grin psicon to Steel
Al thor focused on an engine psicon in a |ower corner of his mndscape. In
response, displays formed with data for the Jag's thrusters, both the rockets
and the photon tiirusters they used in deep space. The system checked as ready
to go.

Systens initialized and ready, the Goldstar El thought.

Systens initialized and ready, Redstar thought.

Systens initialized and ready, G eenstar thought

Bl ackstar squad initialized and ready, Bl ackstar thought.
The tower cleared themfor liftoff, and warning lights flared around their

| aunch pads in the half-1ight that preA-saged the dawn. Their Jags leapt into
t he sky, blasting the pads, four deadly works of art streaking up and out
until they reached the starred darkness of space, their voracious enA-gines
devouring fuel, their pilots protected fromthe i mA-mense accel erations by
quasi s coils.



When they were well away fromthe orbiting planets, Steel thought: Prepare to
invert.
Al set? Althor asked Redstar

Ready, it answered.

I nversion circunvented the speed of light. They couldn't go at |ight speed
because the ship's mass woul d becorme inA-finite conpared to slower objects and
its time would stop. They were like runners whose path was bl ocked by an
infiA-nitely high tree. No matter how nmuch energy they used, they coul d never
climb over the tree. To reach the superlum nal universe, the Jag added an
i magi nary part to its speed. Then it went around the |ight-speed singularity
the way a runner nmight | eave the road to go around an infinitely high tree.
HuA- mans hadn't conquered |ight-speed, tihey had snuck around the barrier
Invert, Steel thought.
Go, Althor told his Jag.
The universe twi sted inside out and disorientation rippled through Althor. He
knew space didn't really twist, but his nmnd perceived it that way. The Jag
left the real universe and rotated through an eerie existence where it was
part real and part imaginary. Experts clained the process could drive a person
i nsane. Althor didn't know, but he had no wish to spend any | onger than
necessary in transition. It was why Jags pushed close to |ight-speed before
they inverted; they could "go around the tree" in a tighter circle and so
spend less time in the process.

I nversion had brutally changed warfare. Ships could burst out of superlum na
space anywhere, at relativistic speeds,

maki ng the concept of a front |ine obsol ete. Unaugnented humans coul dn't cope
wi th space conbat. Defenses devel A-oped al ong wi di of fensive capabilities, and
the military manA-aged to protect the settled worlds and habitats of humanity,
but no one could watch all of space. Huge vol unes remmai ned contested, regions
where no cl ear boundaries existed for Eu-bian, Skolian, and Allied territory.
Bl ackst ar Squadron was goi ng out today as it had done every ten days for the
past six nmonths, to patrol the hinterA-lands of Skolia, keeping watch,
guar di ng agai nst incursions. Today they headed for Onyx Sector to investigate
an unconA-firmed sighting of an ESConm scout shi p.

I nversion conpl ete, Redstarthought.
Al mor exhaled with relief as his mnd and body returned to nornmal. Actually,
"normal " was relative; conpared to the sublight universe, he and the Jag now
had i magi nary mass. O course, relative to his ship he wasn't nmoving at all,
so he didn't notice a difference as long as his real and imaginary parts
weren't in flux.

How i s ny fuel ? he asked Redstar.

Positron contai nnent secure. It subnerged Althor's awareness into the strange
uni verse within the magA-netic contai nment botde that held nme fuel. During

i nversion, the bottle drew on the cosmc-ray flux, pulling in high-energy
particles. It stored the contents by spreadi ng themthrough conpl ex space,
varying ne imaginary parts of charge and mass. As a result, the bottle could
carry far nore antimatter than if it were confined to real space. The
situation was simA-pler than with people; the trauma of having both real and
i magi nary parts had no effect on particles. A thor doubted his fuel ever felt
like throw ng up.

It exhilarated himto be part of his ship. He checked vari A-ous systens: the
ganma-ray shi el ds and superconducting grids prevented waste heat from
destroying the Jag; the seA-lector culled electrons out of space and funnel ed
meminto the interaction area; die fuel botde | eaked positrons into the
interaction area; the electrons and positrons annihilated in nagnificent
bursts of energy, producing thrust for the Jag.

Quasi s drop, Redstarthought.
Al thor blinked. He hadn't even felt the Jag go into quanA-tum stasis, nore
commonly called quasis. It protected himagainst the accel erations of
relativistic travel. A quasis field fixed the quantum wavefunction of the
ship, including him They didn't literally freeze; their atons continued to



vibrate, rotate, and ot herw se behave as they had in the instant the quasis
began, and the atomic clock in his biomech web conA-tinued to work. But none
of the atoms could alter their quanA-tumstate. It neant the ship and
everything within it became rigid even to i mense forces. Wthout nat
protection, the g-forces would have snashed him flat. Apparently Redstar had
junped himin and out of quasis w thout his even noticA-ing, as they continued
to accel erate,
Steel's thought reverberated in Althor's mindscape. QuaA-ternary Val dori a,
check your tinme. You 're future shifting.
That didn't sound auspicious. Redstar, check nmy tenpoA-ral position relative
to the rest of the squad. Ami going into their future?
Checki ng, Redstar thought. Stats reeled off in Akhor's m nd, processed by his
node faster than he could think. Yes, you are drifting forward about three
seconds relative to them per each mnute of travel
Conpensate for temporal drift, Althor thought.

New course plotted, Redstar answered.
The El displayed its calculations as graphs in his mnd-scape. If he stayed on
his current trajectory, he would drop out of inversion several hours |ater
than the rest of the squad. The problemwas due to his Jag having traveled a
bit faster than the other ships just before they inverted. Wen they
accelerated close to light speed, their tinme dilated, or passed nmore slowy on
the Jags nman on Diesha. It had only taken a few minutes to invert, but by then
the dilation had junped them about a nonth into Diesha's future. H's speed had
been enough to put hima few m nutes farther ahead than the others.

However, at superlum nal speeds he could plot a path

backward in time. He wi shed they could reach Onyx Station before they left

Di esha, but no one had ever succeeded in thwarting cause and effect. What
happened in their reference frame had to be consistent with events in every
frame. It might not be the same event; an electron traveling into the past
fromA to B woul d appear to a sublight observer as a positron going forward in
time fromBto A Different events, but consistent. Theorists hypothesized
that if a ship cane out of inversion before it entered, it would end up in
anot her universe. Unfortunately, no one who had tried had returned to tell the
story. For now, the best they could do was |eave inversion with no nore tine
passing in the real uni A-verse than on their ships. It usually took |onger, as
errors acA-cunul ated; the farther they travel ed, the bigger the discrepancy.

I f sonmeone on Di esha could have recorded their progress, they would have
observed sone truly bizarre ef A-fects. During inversion, Blackstar Squadron
woul d go into the past for a while to conpensate for their junp forward due to
the tinme dilation when they inverted. Sonetinme beA-fore they turned pastward,
four Jags had appeared in Onyx Sector. Those ships existed right now They
wer e Bl ackstar Squadron.
At the same tinme, four antinmatter Jags had appeared, pair-produced from photon
anni hil ations. Wile the normal ships continued on to Onyx, the antimatter
squad fl ew backward in a tine-reversed path, gaining fuel, like a nmovie run in
reA-verse. The antimatter Jags and the original Jags headed t oA-ward each
other, neeting in the instant when the originals turned pastward. Then they
anni hil ated, the energy of their nmutual destruction bal ancing the energy used
to create the antimatter ships. After that, the four ships already at Onyx
woul d be the only version of Blackstar Squadron |eft.
The process disconcerted Althor. He was at rest relative to his Jag, so he
experienced no strange creations or destrucA-tions. He sinply travel ed to Onyx
in an uninterrupted jourA-ney, going forward in tine and space as he knew it
Yet others woul d observe Redstar anni hilated during inversion

and recreated el sewhered€”which neant he was anni hilated and re-created as
wel I .
The result, however, was consistent for everyone: Black-star arrived at Onyx
Station. They managed it all with an adA-vantage ESConm coul d never natch.
Conventional signals traveled no faster than light speed, so inverted ships
could comunicate only with tachyons, or superlum nal particles. A though |ISC



and ESConm wer e devel opi ng such techA-nol ogi es, neither could yet nmake
tachyons carry reliable inA-formation. Too nuch uncertainty existed in when
and where the signals arrived. As a result, ships couldn't coordinate well at
super | um nal speeds; nost squads suffered both temA-poral and spatial drift.
When diey left inversion, the ships would be spread out in space and tinme. The
| onger they travA-el ed at superluninal speed, the greater the spread.

But not Jags.
Steel, Belldaughter, Wellmark, and Althor |inked through Kyle space. Their
Jags were nodes on the Kyle web. It gave them i nmedi ate comruni cati on anong
t hensel ves and with any node in the star-spanning | SC network, allow ng them
to coordinate with a precision that thunbed its nose at |ight speed itself.
Al thor checked his connection to the other squad nemA-bers. They were al
monitoring tiieir systems but otherw se relaxing. Travel during inversion was
actually rattier boring.
Open gate to Kyle space, Althor thought.
Gat e open, Redstaranswered.

H s m ndscape reforned into the red grid wwmthe circular peak circled by
concentric ripples. Three sinilar peaks surA-rounded him black, gold, and
green, the rest of Blackstar Squadron, their ripples overlappi ng and bl endi ng
with his. As he cast his thoughts through Kyle space, the peak of his nind
changed, decreasing in height here and growi ng el seA-where. He drought of Onyx
Pl atform and his consciousness shifted through the grid. It reforned near a
cluster of nodes that signified several outposts of the platform
O ock, Al nor thought.
An antique tinmepi ece appeared in his mndscape, match-

ing the decor of his honme on Lyshriol. It showed himdata about the passage
of time far nore sophisticated than a real tinepiece that old could have
managed. He was about six mnutes ahead of the rest of the squadron
Conmmander Steel, he thought. Request permission to contact Onyx in ny future
timeline. If he could link with the Onyx nesh, he would be at |east six

m nut es ahead of when they expected to drop out of inversion
Gve it atry, Steel answered. But be careful. If you '"re still in that
timeline when we | eave inversion, you won't come out with us.

Understood, sir. At the noment, Althor had sonme probaA-bility of being in the
future relative to the squad and sone of being in their time. To contact Onyx
six m nutes ahead, he had to collapse his wavefunction into that future
timeline, severing his link with his squad. It was a risky proposition; he

m ght not be able to rejoin his ow timeline. He might just drop out of space
six mnutes ahead of his squad, but that was by no means guaranteed. The
farther into the future he ventured, the nore he risked. Ships that played too
much wi th spacetinme could | ose contact with their own universe. At |east, that
was what |SC believed. No one knew for cerA-tain, since those ships
di sappear ed.
To Redstar, he thought, Drop the Bl ackstar |ink and subnerge into the Onyx
tineline.

Di sassociating with Blackstar, it answered.
Althor's Iink with the other Jags faded. He was still under the security
cl oak, so he was hidden fromall telops except those rare fewwith a clearance
hi gh enough to contact a J-Force unit. Althor had an even hi gher cl earance,
enough to make contact with just about any | SC base. He sent his ID codes to
one of the Onyx outposts, which showed as a blurry peak in his grid. Then he
t hought, Requesting time check
Static cane fromthe Onyx Station. In his nindscape, it manifested as ragged,
i ndi stinct peaks. Time ch**)... a€"lete?

Repeat, Althor thought. I'm having trouble focusing your tineline.
Ti me check *** inconplete, the Onyx tel op answered.

That cane through better

How f ad€” **f ut ur ewar d?

' mfrom about six minutes in your past, Al thor anA-swered.
Si x minute**... ooner?**



Can you repeat? He was growi ng uneasy. The longer he spent in this link, the
greater the danger he would | ose his squad.

***3€"sooner? The Onyx tel op repeated.

You want us to arrive sooner than schedul ed?

Yes!

War ni ng, Redstar thought. 1'm | osing coherA-ence with your previous tineline.
Dam! Onyx, |'ll see what we can do. To Redstar, he thought, Drop ne back to
Bl ackst ar.

Synchroni zing with previous tineline. Then: | can't find them

Althor gritted his teeth. Can you extrapolate fromwhere they were in space
and time and cal cul ate their probable position?

Yes. But | can't guarantee you will be in the sane universe.
Perspiration gathered on his forehead. Do your best.

Wor ki ng. Then: Tenporal correction comh-plete.

And?

I find no trace of Blackstar Squadron

A bead of sweat ran down Althor's tenple. Are you sure about your

cal cul ati ons?

Sone uncertainty exists in them

Is it possible thata€”

Cont act !

Al thor's pul se surged. He wondered if the Jag had sinuA-lated its own
excitenent.

Steel's thought cane into his mnd. Althor? Is that you?

Al thor sent himan inmage of his warrior in armor and disk mail. G eetings,
sir.
Steel sent back his psicon, a steel girder. You all right?
Rne. At |east now that he had regained his place in space-time. | contacted a

tel op at Onyx.
Anyt hi ng interesting?

He badly wants us to arrive early.
Think they're in trouble?

It's possible. Althor thought back to the exchange. Very possible.

Steel directed his thought to the rest of the link. Jags, recal A-cul ate our
route so we drop out of inversion closer in to Onyx.
wn't it be risky to reinvert so close to space habitats? Bell daughter asked.
Do what you can to minimze the danger, Steel thought But get in as close as
you can. The shorter our sublight travel, the sooner we reach Onyx.

Preparing to reinvert, Redstarthought

Engage shrouds, Steel thought.

Engaged. The responses canme fromall four Jags in a |light speed pul se of
t hought. They were in the nost accel er A-ated node possible for the human

br ai n.

In superlumnal space, they didn't need shrouds, but in sublumnal space, the
squad woul d partially disappear. Bl ackbody shiel ding shrouded die hulls and
they stopped reA-flecting |ight Hol ographic surfacing on the ship projected

i mges of the stars as if nothing occupied mat space. Ot her systens hid them
fromradi o waves, nicrowaves, and ultraA-violet probes. They even created

fal se echoes to fool neutriA-nos, which passed through just about anyt hing.
Invert, Steel thought.
Althor fired the photon thrusters. The only way he knew Redstar went in and
out of quasis was by the discontinuous change in speed on his displays. The
Jag decelerated in a seA-ries of junps he perceived as a continuous process.
The stars jerked forward, converging on a point in front of the ship. Their
colors shifted into ultraviol et and di sappeared. Bl ack-star Squadron roared
out of inversion in perfect formati ona€”

Straight into a swarm of ESConm war shi ps.

Their shrouds provided a disguise, but every tinme the Jags accelerated, their
exhaust gave away their position. The

Traders knew they had arrived. The attack chilled Althor; Onyx was a mgjor



Skol i an conpl ex, eight space habitats with mllions of people. This was no

m nor skirm sh

It was an act of war.

Redstar identified the attacking ships: three Wasp corvettes and ei ght Sol os.
Al t hough Sol os were the cl osest ESComm equi valent to a Jag, they had no access
to Kyl e space because they carried no psions. The Traders had only one use for
enpat hs and tel epaths: as providers. They used the pain of such slaves to
transcend. They consi dered psions unstable and found the concept of their

serving on war craft ludicrous. Even if they had been willing to put nmem on
the ships, they had too few psions to risk any significant nunmber of themthat
way.

Althor readily admtted psions had a disadvantage; they felt the enotions of
their enenies and conpatriots alike. ApA-plicants to the acadeny underwent
extensive analysis in meir entrance exans to see if they could endure that

em pat hi ¢ onsl aught. Even so, the suicide rate of Jagernauts was the highest
of any | SC personnel. But every |loss the J-Force suffered only hardened the
resolve of its remaining JagerA-nauts to protect their people fromthe
Ari st os.

Taus incom ng, Redstar thought.

Evade! Althor answered. Rel ease dust. Tau missiles carA-ried inversion drives,
whi ch made them notoriously hard to catch or destroy. If another nissile cane
too close, the tau junped out of spacetinme. Redstar's dust consisted of

m cr oA-scopi ¢ bonblets that could protect Redstar and bel eaguer the taus
enough to sl ow t hem down.

Quasis junp, Redstar thought.

Nausea surged in Althor fromthe Jag throwing himinto quasis too fast. A tau

had detonated against their hull. The ship couldn't change state during
quasi s, so nothing could blow it up, but no quasis was perfect. The expl osion
weakA-ened the Jag. A few nore hits and the quasis would fail, leavA-ing him

def ensel ess.

Fire MRVs, Alnor thought. MRVs, or multiple indepenA-dently targeted reentry
vehicles, were small ships as well as

bonbs. They used only conventional rockets, so they couldn't invert, but that
made them smaller and lighter. He could carry many nore M RVs than taus.
Hurtling through space at relativistic speeds, Redstar reA-leased a swarm of
M RVs. They spread outward in a cone at 92 percent of |ight speed, giving mem
t he energy equival ent of negaton bonbs. Stats poured into Althor's node far
faster man his unaugnented brain could have absorbed. ESConm taus were
cat ching Bl ackstar MBRVs. The taus inverted with their captured nissiles,
reinverted as they closed on the Jagsé€”and expl oded both thenselves and their
MIJRV capA-tives in violent bursts of energy.

It could have done serious damage to the squad. However, the junp through
superl um nal space had thrown off the taus. |If ESComm coul d have controlled
their taus while ne nissiles were going through inversion, the evasive tactics
of the Jags m ght have failed. But the taus cane out a fraction of a second
too late, after the Jags had shot through that volunme of space.
Quasis junp, Redstar thought.
Al'thor swallowed the bile in his throat. Redstar had veered into such an
abrupt course change to evade a tau, the quasis had kicked in to protect him
fromthe | ethal acceleration

ESComm t au detonated to port, Redstar thought

It mssed! He had another few seconds of life. They had al ready shot past the
Onyx stations. Althor brought Redstar around for another go at the ESComm
ships. Fighting in space was like jousting in three dinensions, with beanms and
smart mssiles. He hurtled past a Solo at al nbst the speed of light, their
times dilated relative to each other. The Solo regA-istered as a rotating,
flattened coin on Althor's holoscreens. It rel eased a taua€”

H s stomach wenched as Redstar junped into superlun A-nal space. He thought,
This is for you, rather, and dropped out of inversion, his MRVs blasting
ahead of his Jag.



Althor felt his opponent die.
The pilot's terror blasted Althor's nindéd€”and cut off with chilling finality.

Sol o destroyed, Redstarthought.
Al thor groaned and |l ost his grasp on his mndscape. In a rush of nenory, he
was si xteen again, above the Plains of Tyroll, that day he had sl aughtered an
arny with one carA-bine. He had suffered every shattering death. He had been
so frightened, so desperate. His father's cousin, Avaril Valdo-ria, would
never give up until he killed his eneny, the Dal -vador Bard, Althor's father
So Althor had ended it all. He had ensured that neither his father nor his
brothers would ever have to ride in that barbaric war again.

a€"doria, respond! Are you all right? Steel's voice echoed through the
psilink.
Al'thor swall owed. Fine, sir.

Relief cane from Steel's mind. Good work

Not good enough, though. Stats about the battle flowed through his m ndscape:
ESComm had done great damage to Onyx, neutralizing its defenses. To stop the
destruction of the stations, Blackstar still had to take on seven Sol os and
t hree WAsps.

Redst ar had exhausted its supply of MRVs. Tinme to joust.

Prinme Anni hilators, Althor thought. They accel erated an-tiprotons, focusing
the beamthrough foils where it picked up positrons. Beans were easier to
evade than missiles, since they couldn't chase their target, but they offered
a betA-ter offense against quasis shields; annihilating matter in qua-sis was
easier than deforming it with mssile strikes. Athor headed toward a Sol o
like a knight with his |ance ready.
War ni ng. Redstar highlighted part of his m ndscape to show an unmanned drone
on intercept course.

Fire, Althor thought.

His Annihilator blasted the drone. Its nag-shields deA-flected sone of the
antiprotons, but many hit their target. The resulting annihilations created
brutal |y energetic phoA-tons, pion showers, and high-energy processes.
Particles and radiation tore through the drone. They hit the antimatter fuel
bottles, and the drone detonated in a burst of plasma. Part of it vani shed
with the eerie sucked away effect created when

real matter collapsed into the conplex space within a Klein fuel bottle.
War ni ng! Bl ackstar's ElI thought. G eenstar has been detected.

No problem Wellnmark answered. As a Wasp raced toward her Jag, she saturated
the volume of space around Greenstar with smart dust. Although a Wasp was
smal | conmpared to nost ships, it dwarfed a Jag. Its crew rode in the head and
thorax. A stalk separated those conpartments fromits deA-tachabl e abdonen,
which carried antimatter plasma. Usually a Wasp attacked pl anets or ot her

| arge bodies. Wen jetti A-soned, its abdonen plunged into its target, drilling
its "stinger" in to bury itself. Then it released its plasm and blew its
target into smithereens. It could obliterate a Jag a hundred times over, but
ESComm woul dn't waste an entire Wasp on one ship. They probably intended these
for the Onyx stations.
Sol os on approach, Redstar thought. Three ESA-Conm fighters were noving in to
def end t he \Wasp.
Al t hor and Bel | daughter, cover Wellmark, Steel thought.

I"'mon the Beta Sol o, Bell daughter thought. One of the Sol os turned gold.
On Gamma, Althor thought. H's Solo turned red
On Al pha, Steel thought. The third Solo turned bl ack
As Althor went at the Solo, it changed course, cutting himoff fromthe Wasp.
Anot her section of his mndscape regisA-tered Wl lmark's tau hurtling toward
t he Wasp.

Fire Annihilator, A thor thought. He and the Solo hurtled by each other
appearing to flip over as they passed, neir tinme dilated relative to each
other. They fired at the same inA-stant, their Els conpensating for the
relativistic effects that became so dramatic at these speeds.
Quasis junp, Redstar thought.



Althor's head swam fromthe junps. The Solo had hit himdead-oil and Redstar's
guasi s system was weakeni ng. The Jag could take only one or two nore hits.

One of Steel's taus exploded a Solo, and its pilot's death reverberated in
Althor's mnd, though less violently than

when one of his shots succeeded. He wasn't as focused on Steel's target.

The Wasp caught Wellmark's tau with an Anni hilate shot. As her nmissile

expl oded, the Wasp went into quasis and remai ned whol e, speeding onward, a
rigid body in nmotion. Althor waited until it dropped out of quasiséa€”and fired
both his taus into its abdonen.

WAsp in quasis, Redstarsaid.

Dam! He had just wasted his only taus.

Then, suddenly, the Wasp's quasis collapsed. Antimatter plasnma spewed outward
and its abdonen exploded in a swath of destruction that w ped out the head and
thorax as well. Althor went rigid as he felt the crew of the Wasp di e4€”

Bl ackst ar expl oded.

Vel |l mark's nental screamripped through their link, Al -thor's m ndscape went
dark, and Belldaughter's cry reverA-berated over his conm Althor reeled, his
link with the squad shattered. Hi s mndscape tried to reform sparking with
erratic lights, jagged and unstable. Stats poured through it too raggedly for
himto absorb. In real space, alarns blared in the cockpit and energency
lights flashed on his controls.

Vel | mark's thought cut through the chaos. Squadron, reA-group! Orient to

G eenstar.

Al thor's Jag answered when he couldn't. Redstar reoriented.

CGol dstar reoriented.

I nvent Wl | mark thought.

Al thor vom ted when Redstar inverted. His Jag hurtled through superl umn na
space, following a trajectory downA-1oaded by Greenstar to Redstar. H's
exoskel eton whirred as tiny scrubber bots enmbedded in its nesh cleaned hi mup
Vel | mark' s thought came raggedly. Report.

Al thor clenched the arns of his pilot's chair. |I'm here.

And |. Belldaughter's thought shook

W have to go back, Wellmark's struggle to project confiA-dence felt tangible
intheir link. W only put out one Wasp. If we don't destroy the other two,
they will denolish Onyx.

Al thor took a deep breath. Six Solos remai ned and two Wasps. Their chances of
taking out all those ships were slimto none, and they all knew it. But they
had to try.

Do either of you have any taus left? Wellmark asked.

I've both mine, Belldaughter thought.

None here, Althor answered. M RVs gone, too. |'ve Anni-hilators.

I"ve two. Wellmark paused for a fraction of a second. Bell-daughter and | will
rel ease our remai ning MRVs as we conme out of inversion. Althor, cover us with
your Anni hilators while we go after the Wasps. She took a breath he sensed
rather man heard. If that doesn 't work, we '11 all try Annihil ators.
Under st ood, Akhor thought. Belldaughter echoed his reA-ply. None of them coul d
ri sk thinking about what the |oss of Steel neant to their squad. If they
survived this battle, they could nourn himproperly.

Go, Well mark thought.

They bl asted out of inversion preceded by their last MRVs. The Onyx stations
were firing Annihilators at the Wasps and Sol os, but the ESComm shi ps had

di sabl ed nost of their defenses.

Vel | mark and Bel | daughter each went after a Wasp and Althor blasted the Sol os
t hat dogged their progress. Redstar hurtled through a conplicated evasion
pattern with killer acA-celerations. The quasis junps made himso ill he could
barely think. The ESComm shi ps foll owed just as bizarre evasion patterns

agai nst his shots.

Quasi s junp, Redstar thought. Then: Solo quaA-sis failed.

Al thor's beam stabbed the Solo dead on. His forward holomap Iit with a flash
of lightd€”but it was too nuch for one Sol 04€”



Cot it! Wellmark shouted nmentally. One Wasp downa€”

Greenstar expl oded.
Al thor screamed as his map lit with a burst of |ight.
Al thor! Belldaughter's frantic thought expl oded. Answer!
Ah&€” no. The thought tore out of him
Vel | mar k!

She's gene. His mnd reeled. W have to keep going.

Yes. He straggled to focus. Five Solos and one Wasp. The stations can dea
with the Solos if we get that Wasp. The
t hought ripped out froma torn place in his mind left by the deatiis of Stee
and Vel | mar k.
/ still have both taus, Bell daughter thought. Cover ne?

Yes. He hung on to the arnms of his chair.
Al thor went after the Solos with manic intensity, know ng they surely had
pilots nore experienced than hinmself. He was so ill fromthe quasis junps that
he gave up trying to think and acted on instinct. Redstar backed himup wth
every evasive maneuver in its menmory. Belldaughter hit the Wasp with her first
tau, but it went into quasis and survived the bl ast.

Quasi s junp, Redstar thought. Annihilator strike on ny starboard hull. It is
unA-likely | can withstand another hit.
Weapons? Althor asked.

You have enough Anni hilator fuel for one nore shot.

One shot. Gods. Belldaughter only had one tau left. One nmore chance with the
Wasp. That was it.

Bel | daughter. His thought came in jagged bursts. |'mgoA-ing to hit the Wasp
with ny last Annihilator shot. He couldn't be the only one losing quasis. |'ll
weaken its shields. Then you fire your tau

If you use your |ast shot on the Wasp, the Solos will oblitA-erate you.
Doesn't matter. He gripped the arnms of his seat. Redstar, get the damm Wasp.
Engagi ng i nversi on engi ne.
What the hell? He no | onger had the coherence to quesA-tion why Redstar threw
hi m back into inversion. They dropped out al nost inmedi atel ya€”practically on
the Wasp. Redstar fired and caught the ESComm spacecraft dead on
simul taneously blasting it with relativistic exhaust as they hurtl ed past -
Wasp in quasis, Redstar told him Then: Althor, | took another hit

Al thor groaned. Alarnms were blaring all over the cockpit, red lights flashing,
di splays nelting. But even as his nental grid unravel ed, an expl osion ripped
through its fabric.

/ got it! Belldaughter shouted. / got the Wasp

Thank the saints. Althor's response barely registered.

Cods alm ghty, Althor invert! Those Solos are coning at you!

Tell nmy famly | love them He knew he had internal inA-juries, norta

i njuries.

Downl oad, Redstar thought.

What ? Althor had no idea what it nmeant. Downl oad what ?

H s spinal node answered. Downl oad commenced.

What the bl azes?

Dam it! Bel |l daughter shouted. You CAN invert. You have one engine |left. Her
t hought was |i ke hands gripping his shoul ders, shaking him Invert!
Redstar's response cane dimy. lnverting . . . But it was too late

Althor drew in one final, strangled breath&€”and passed fromlife into death.
25

The Stairs

| dri nson snapped awake. Before he was even fully coherA-ent, he was pulling
hi nsel f up, dragging his inert |legs across the mattress. He couldn't see if
dar kness cl oaked the worl d outside the wi ndows, but he felt the sense of
slunber that filled Casde Wndward. It was night, late night, a terriA-ble,
terrible night.

H s heart pounded and his pul se raced. He thought he woul d



expl ode. Sonet hing was wong. Wong. It crashed through his mnd. He pulled
hinself to the nightstand and reached out to hit the panel that would alert
Jase Heat hl and, his doctor
Then he stopped. Wat he felt had nothing to do with his own health. One of
his children was in trouble. He knew it w thout doubt. Jase could do not hing.
H s dread came from vague inpressions, nothing he could isolate or identify.
It terrified him if something happened to Roca or the children on Lyshriol

he woul d feel it clearly. This came fromfarther away. Mich farther
Althor. Eldrin. Althor. Soz.
Al t hor.

"Althor." The nane tore out of him He had tried to reA-press his dread for
his children, to deny they could come to harm but faced with the certainty
that his worst fears had been realized, he couldn't hide. He had to find
Al thor, help his son, escape the confines of his crippling injuries and

bl i ndness. He pounded his | egs. "Mve. Mve, dam it.1"

H's legs did nothing, just as they had done nothing this past year despite
endl ess exercises and tests from Jase and the other heal ers. Furious at

hi nsel f and at the refusal of his body to cooperate, he heaved hinself to the
edge of the bed. He tried to slide off, but he had too little control even for
that sinple effort. He fell off and hit the floor, his inpact cushA-ioned by
the throw rug that covered the stone.

Cenching his fist, he struck the floor with his fist, tears of fury in his
eyes.

Roca stayed at the blueglass table in the long hall where the staff at Castle
W ndward ate each day. This early, nmore than an hour before dawn, the hall was
enpty. She sat in a high-backed chair, one el bow on the table, her hand
supA-porting her head, her other hand linp in her |ap. Tears ran down her
face.
A stir cane fromacross the hall. Roca lifted her head to see Jase enter. He
cane over to her, but then hesitated when he saw her face.

"I"'msorry." He spoke awkwardly. "I didn't mean to inA-trude."

Roca wi ped the tears off her cheeks. "It's all right."

"Do you mind if I sit?"

She indicated the seat nearest hers. "Please."

He settled into the chair. "Can | hel p?"

Roca felt as if she were dying inside. "No."

"Did Eldrinson do somet hi ng?"

She gave a shaky laugh. "Wuld that it were that sinple.”

Jase's forehead furrowed. "Wat's wrong?"

"ESConm attacked Onyx Platform They claimit was reA-taliation for |SC ships
violating their territory and preying on their civilian transports.” She spoke
| eadenly. "They're lying. It is an act of war."

He stared at her. "W're going to war?"

"It would seem so."

"Was Onyx Pl atform destroyed?”

"No. They lost only a fewlives."

"But how?"

"They had hel p. A Jag squadron arrived in tine." Another tear ran down her
face. "There were only three casualties. Only three. The squadron | eader. The
next in command." Her voice broke. "And the youngest squad nenber. He was j ust
conmi ssi oned a few nonths ago."

Jase went very still. "Councilor Rocaé€
She didn't know where to put this grief. It was too big. "Now he lies in a
coma. The doctors can't help him He is brain dead."

Hi s face was ashen. "Althor?"

"Yes "
"Ah, gods, no. Councilor, 14€"1'msorry."
"Why must those | love insist on going to war?" The words tore out of her

"What madness drives then?"
"They have courage."



"Courage?" Bitterness filled her voice. "They're heroes. Eldrin fought with
his bare hands to save men on the battie-rield. He was sixteen. My husband
endured pain | can't even

I

i magi ne but he never broke, never told Vitarex his identity-. He stopped an
Aristo fromtaking a Rhon psion. Shannon rescued himand faced Vitarex on his
own, a fourteen-year-old boy against a Trader Aristo. And Althor. He saved
gods only know how many millions of people.™
An unbear abl e synpat hy showed in Jase's eyes. "Your children |learned their
courage fromtheir parents.”
"I don't want themto be heroes. | want themto live. | want for them ong,
happy, healthy lives." She was breaking inside. "lInstead they | eave honme to
die."

El drinson gritted his teeth and pushed up on his el bows. Driven by his anger
by his inability to help those he |oved, he dragged hinself across the stone
floor on his stomA-ach. The throw rug bunched up under himand he yanked it
away. He couldn't even relax his fists to grab the floor. He kept pulling,
unsure what he was doi ng, where he thought he could go. Wat would he do,
crawl down the stairs and drag his crippled body to his son in sone

i nconmpr ehensi bl e place? He would die for his children if it kept them safe,
but nothing, nothing he tried had stopped themfromrunning, riding, flying to
their deaths.
Wien he had seen what the war had done to Eldrin, he had sworn he woul d never
take his sons in conbat again. Then Althor had insisted. Back then, Eldrinson
had believed it would have been norally wong to deny his son. A man had to
make such decisions. As the Bard and commander of the Dal vador army, he should
have been proud his son wanted to ride at his side. Then Al thor had changed
history. For all that his son had hidden his anguish and guilt fromhis
fam ly, Eldrinson knew how it had crushed him Eldrinson decided then: never
again would he see his children go to pain and death. But they kept insisting
onit, and they did it to defend him nmaking it even worse, that they would
die for him their father, when it should be the reverse.

He kept dragging hinself, blinded as nmuch by grief as by his eyes, the hateful
eyes that were supposed to see, the |legs that were supposed to wal k, but that
never wor ked because

his deficient, failed brain could do nothing but give hi mbone-w acking
sei zures

Hs fist ranmed into a vertical stone surface and he stopped, breathing hard.
He barely felt the scrape where his knuckles had hit. Pressing his palm
agai nst the stone, he reA-alized he had reached the bench that ran around the
i nsi de of the w ndow al cove. He crawm ed into the alcove until he reached the
pl ace on the bench where he so often sat, either by hinself or with Roca.
Roca.

H s eyes burned. He had failed his wife nost of all, the nother of their
children. He grabbed the bench and haul ed hi nsel f up, sideways to the w ndows
he coul d no longer see. Putting out his hands, he hit the shutters. Wth a few
moA-nents of funbling, he opened them In his youth, he would have felt air

bl ast across him but now glass filled the wi nA-dows, a wedding gift from
Roca, who had brought light into his life.

El dri nson stared out the window, his palmflat against the pane. He saw only
bl ackness. He thought of opening it, of letting himself fall out into the
abyss these wi ndows overA-looked, with the walls of the castle plunging
strai ght down into uie chasmthat circled Wndward. But he couldn't take his
own life, not as long as any of his famly lived. He could do nothing to help
them but he wouldn't add to their pain.
"Seel" He shouted the word. \Wat did he have to do to make his brain accept
these fal se eyes in his head, these false |l egs on his body? He had becone | ess
than human, a creaA-ture of technology created by strangers who made it

i mpos-? sible for himto deny the truth, that he was no nore nan a ! prinitive
farmer who couldn't even learn to read and wite. "Walk." He hit his thigh



with his fist. "Mwe, dam it!" Nothing. * If a heart could have burst
fromsorrow, his would have ! done so. But it remrained steady in his chest,
nmocking himi with its health even as it broke. ! Ever so faintly, light
appear ed.

El dri nson froze. He should have seen the sky, the spindles

of the Backbone Muntains, and the precipitous cliffs outA-side the castle, a
spectacul ar, wild | andscape. |nstead he saw darkness.

Except... for a faint, vague light.

Gradual ly the light brightened. Shadowy outlines formed within it, a jagged
line in the far distance. A strange feeling canme to Eldrinson, a pressure
slowy building within him a sensation he couldn't identify except that it
hurt and he didn't know why.
The sky continued to lighten
The sky.
The shadowy forns were nountains.

He was wat ching the dawn.

He recogni zed this new pain now. Hope. He didn't want to hope he woul d see,
that he would wal k, that his children would cone hone, that he could be a true
protector for his wife and famly, for if he hoped, it could all be crushed,
as this past year had crushed so much within him both physical and enoti onal
El dri nson watched the suns rise.
The world outside cane as blurs of color. He couldn't disA-tinguish the
nmount ai ns clearly, but he saw their outlines, the contrast between the peaks
and the reddeni ng sky. Dawn continued to conme, despite his conviction that it
woul d never again arrive. Valdor lifted its gold orb above the horizon wth
Al dan eclipsing him

He slid his hand along the border carved into the wi ndow frame. The details
were | ost and col ors blurredad€”but he could see the outline of its engraved
vi nes.

El dri nson | ooked around his room It remained all shadA-ows, dimin the early
light. The bed across the roona€”yes, he could make it out. The door in the
wal I was shadowy but he could discern its purple color. H s mobod surged, hard
to define, hope and jagged edges, shock for Althor, disbelief for bis eyes.
And his |egs?

El dri nson grasped one of the shutters that stretched fromthe bench up to die
doned ceiling high overhead. Leaning

his weight into the shutter and cl enching his hands around the gl asswood
frame, he slowy pulled hinmself up. Hs legs i mediately buckled; all that
kept himfromfalling was his grip on the shutter. He hung fromit, gritting
his teem fightA-ing his frustration
"Think," he nuttered to his brain. "Think to my |legs. Jase says | can do it.
So do it." Again he put weight on his |legs. Again they buckl ed.
"Wal k." Hi s voice cracked. "Wal k, damm you." Furious, he pushed away fromthe
shutter and took a step. InmediA-ately his legs fol ded and he col | apsed. He
hit the floor hard, barely catching hinself on his hands.
Swearing, berating every god or goddess he had ever even half believed
exi sted, he grabbed the bench where he had been sitting and struggl ed back to
his feet. Wthout taking the time to dunk, |est he convince hinself he
couldn't do it, he took a step
Agai n he col | apsed.
Once nore Eldrinson haul ed hinmself to the bench and back to his feet. The room
surrounded him blurry, hard to see, but mracul ously visible. He |urched
forward in a jerky, uncontrolled step
Anot her.
And anot her.
And he wal ked.

El dri nson lurched across the room Wen he reached the door, he fell against
it, aware of his heart pounding in his chest, his strained breathing, his
shaking legs. A shout welled within him but he held it back, for witii the



joy came pain. He grasped the doorknob and rubbed his other pal macross his
face, snearing his tears.

Then he opened the door

No nore words cane. Roca had nothing left to say. She sat with Jase at the
long table while the traitorous suns rose above the nmountains. They lied with
their prom se of a bright new dawn. Jase started to speak, but she shook her
head. She coul dn't bear his synpathy.

Who was next? Foolish, angry Kurj. He had | ost one of his heirs. Perhaps
subconsciously he did it on purpose, afraid Sauscony and Al thor would pl ot
against himand gain his tiA-tle through his deadi, as he had done with his
grandfather. She didn't want to believe it, this hard man who had once been
such a | oving gol den-haired boy. But she was no fool. Her golden child had
turned into a mlitary dictator, and no matter how great a | eader he had
becorme, he had an iron-cast side capable of atrocities. In that, she had | ost
himtoo, lost the mracle child, her firstborn. The war took everything.
"Councilor." Jase spoke quietly. "Perhaps you should speak with soneone on the
Ascendant . "

Roca set her hands on the table. "I will talk to no war queens or warlords."
As Council or of Foreign Affairs for Skoliad€"the civilization that took its
name fromher famA-ilya€’she had to talk with the mlitary officers, confer
pl an for defense. But never again would she see them as protecA-tors, not
after they had taken so nmuch fromher fanily.

"They may be able to help," Jase said.

She suddenly realized what he meant. "Doctor, | have no wish to see an enotion
counsel or. "

"I truly amsorry about your son."

"So am|l," she whispered.

The door scraped open down the long hall. Denric came into the hall, rubbing
his eyes, his yellow curls tousled around his head. He wore his sleep trousers
and shirt with a robe pulled over them Wen he saw Jase and Roca, he headed
down the table.

"A pleasant norn," he nmunbled as he sat next to Jase, his eyes half-closed.
Drowsily he added, "But no food."

Despite everything, Roca couldn't help but smile. Denric ate everything in
sight. She didn't know where he put it all; he had a slender build and he
wasn't that tall, but he conA-suned enough food to feed two men twice his

si ze.

"It's early,"” she said. "The kitchen staff is probably fixing breakfast now "
Roca didn't know how she sounded, but Denric glanced up abruptly. "Mt her,
what is wong?"

She couldn't answer. She wi ped her pal macross her tear-stained cheek
Jase spoke. "If you will excuse nmed€”?" ''&— ' Roca shot hima grateful | ook
"Yes, certainly."

Denric | ooked fromher to Jase, but said nothing.
had left the hall. Then Denric said, "Wat happened?"

"It'sAlthor."

He went very still. "I dreaned about himlast night. | was so relieved when |
woke up and realized it was only a nightmare.” t "Did you dream he went into
battl e?"

"Yes." H s voice was al nost inaudible. "And died."

Anot her tear ran down Roca's cheek. She rubbed it away angrily, ashanmed to
show weakness in front of the famly that needed her to be strong. But they
were enpaths. They knew. Putting on a front did no good when those you created
it for knew what |ay beyond.

"He's in a coma,"” she said in a low voice. "Hs brain is dead."

Denric watched her as if waiting to hear it was a m stake. She couldn't say
the words he wanted to hear.

"No," he finally said.

No. Such a sinple word. As if it could stop reality or run time in reverse and
make the present undo itself. But they couldn't No matter how many tines they

They waited until Jase



said "no," they couldn't make it true.
She said only, "I know. "
"W should go to him"

"Yes." Roca nodded, so tired. "First | nust talk to your father."

H s face paled even nmore. "This will kill him"

"Don't 4€” pl ease don't use those words." She reached toA-ward him "Promise ne,
Deni. Promise you will never go to war."

H s voice gentled. "After | go to university, | want to teach. I want to go

pl aces where they have no schools and make a difference." Light fromthe dawn
trickled in through w ndows

at the far end of the hall and glinted on his eyel ashes. "You and Fat her
taught us the inportance of our duties to our peoA-ple. You taught us about
honor and integrity. About |ove and what it nmeans to stand up for those you

love. W don't all have to do it tiirough the mlitary. | want to help people
[earn.”
"Thank you." She gave up trying to stop the tears that streaned down her face.

"Thank you, Denric."

"I'f I cand€”" He suddenly stopped, his gaze shifting to a point behind her
Roca turned to look at the stairs that led up to the | anding where a person
could gaze over the hall. The door up there was opening. The arched gl asswood
portal slowy swung outwar da€”

And left Eldrinson franed in its archway.

He stood there, clutching the frame, staring at them his face drawn, his bl ue
sl eep shirt and trousers runpled, his hair tangled over his collar. Then he
wal ked onto the |l anding in careful and uneven steps. Two steps. Three. Four

He reached the railing and grabbed it, hanging on to the red bar of glasswood,
all the tine watching her

Wat chi ng her.

He saw t hem

To Roca, tine stopped its beat. She rose fromher chair, hope and fear welling
within her, together, inextricably |linked. She would have run up the stairs
and taken himinto her arms if she thought he would have |let her. But she knew
Eldri. His pride would prevent himfrom accepting anything that |ooked |Iike an
offer to help himdown the stairs, those twenty steps that suddenly seened

i ke a thousand.

He turned to the stairs, clutching the rail until his knuckA-les turned so
white, she could see it fromwhere she stood down here. The staircase ran down
the wall to a second landA-ing; fromthere, it turned a corner and cane out,
just four steps the rest of the way down. Wth painstaking care, he let go of
the railing and took a step, another, and another, until he reached the top of
the staircase. Wien he put his foot on the first step, Roca's pulse |eapt.

Wiat if he fell? She wanted

to call Jase, but she neither nmoved nor spoke. If she interA-fered now, he
woul d never forgive her.

He put his weight on the first step, one foot, then twd. Then he paused, his
hand cl utching the banister. After a long nonment, he slid his left foot to the
second step, followed by his right foot Again he paused. Again he repeated the
proceA-dure. He descended, one step at a time, stopping on each, usA-ing his
legs as if for the first tine.

He reached die | ower |anding.

Roca coul d hol d back no | onger. She wal ked forward, takA-ing it slow so he
woul dn"t think she was running to hel p. She stopped at the bottom of the
steps. H s gaze never left her face, as if the universe had narrowed to just
me two of mem After so many years of marriage, she could no |onger sepaA-rate
what she read from his body | anguage and her enpath's sense, but she knew his
nmood right now determ ned but afraid, furious and triunmphant, brimrng wim
joya€”and drowning in grief.

He canme down those final steps, |eaning on the banister, slow but never
wavering. At the bottom he stepped onto the floor in front of her and slowy
let go of the rail. He stood there his gaze level with hers. Misture gathered



in the corA-ners of his eyes and slid down his face.

Then he pulled her into his arns.

Roca put her arns around his waist and | eaned her foreA-head against his.
"W\l come hone," she said, her voice shakA-ing. "Wl come home, ny love."

26
Fal se Echo
ozran. Her feet pounded the trail through the Red Mountains, hard and steady,
faster and faster, until she noved in a blur. Wth the augmentation to her
skel eton and nuscl e system comA-plete, her speed had nore than doubl ed. The
m crofusi on reacA-tor in her body powered the system State-of-the-art
nanomeds circul ated in her body. She was a case- hardened machi ne.

An enraged nachi ne.

She ran until the sun passed its high point in die sky and began its descent.
Her |ungs ached, her natural muscles burned, her breath rasped. Still she ran
She woul d go on and on, forever, until exhaustion deadened her m nd and she
couldn't think, couldn't renmenber, couldn't nourn the man who lay in a living
death within die I SC hospital only a few kilonmeters fromwhere she ran and ran
and ran ...

A loud humstartled Soz out of her trance. A red panel had lit up on her left
wrist guard. It nust have beeped several tines; the humwas a warning to gain
her attention if beeps didn't work. Soz slowed to a wal k and touched the
panel . "Val doria here."

"Soz, where are you?" Jazar's voice burst out of the conm He was no | onger
her roommate; this year the brass had put her in widi the seniors. Jazar and
Gell were still toA-gether and Qobsidian had new roommates, but they had al
reA-mai ned friends.

"What's up?" Soz asked.

"The cl asses are going to start the final runs. If you aren't here in five

m nutes, you're late. You mss all diose denerits you finally worked off?
You' re about to get nore."

She swore under her breath. "I'll be right there." She was |osing her focus.
She had to do sonet hing, take action, fight the nanel ess Traders who had
shattered Althor and her faA-ther. What use was it being the best damm cadet
at DVA if she couldn't stop the Traders from destroying her famly? She felt
usel ess and she hated it.

Soz sped up, but she resisted the urge to run full out again, not wanting to
exhaust herself before she started exercising with the other cadets. As she
pounded around a curve, ne fields of DMA cane into view, with the stately
acadeny beA-yond. She sprinted down the nountain, headed for the lines of
cadets forming on the central plaza. Wen she reached the training fields, she
finally let go and raced toward the second-year cadets. Although she trained
now with the seA-niors, who had full augmentation in their bodies, the classes
fromall four years were gathering on the field. Tradition at DVA gave
students who skipped a year or nore a perk; they could pick which class they
joined in such a formati on. Soz al ways chose the second-year students. She
reached her place next to Jazar, breathing hard, just as Secondary Foxer
called all four classes to order

"Always early," Jazar said.

She smrked at him "Hey, | made it."

He grinned. "You're allowed to thank me now." His teasA-ing sounded forced,

t hough. He knew what had di stracted her. Everyone knew. It was the specter
they lived with every day, in every class, every training run, every exam
They were going to war and they coul d die.

Foxer glanced at Soz, holding the | ook a nonent |onger than normal, but she
sai d nothing. The Secondary called out assignnments, sending cadets to the

wei ghts, track and field, calisthenics, and obstacle courses. She inflicted
Soz with her baned€’the Echo. Soz set off jogging toward it with Jazar, whose
cl ass was just beginning to work on ne obstacle course. She wanted to

pul veri ze the course, but nothing hel ped, nothing she did, nothing she

t hought, nothing she studied. She wanted to fight Traders until the stars



screanmed. Denied that, she was left with running the damm Echo.

When they reached the course, Soz stood restlessly at its entrance, shifting
her weight fromfoot to foot. Foxer had changed the programi ng again,
altering the scaffolding vibrations, the patterns of ground novement, die naze
structure, and the tining of the rebounders. It didn't matA-ter. Soz was too
angry to care about niceties anynmore. She had cracked the training nmesh and
nmenori zed di e new configurations.

When Foxer called her name, she set off hard, her feet pounding on the ground.
She sprinted along the edge of the path toward the scaffol ding, then vaulted
over the pumel horse and flipped up to grab a vibrating bar. She clinbed with
si ngl e-m nded focus. Every bar that tried to throw her off becane an ESComm
war ship. Every strut that slipped under her feet became an ESComm sol di er. She
went up and over, through and down the bars, throw ng herself from handhold to
handhol d, not pausing | ong enough to feel mem shake.

Soz reached the far side and was barely hal fway down when she let go. She
dropped through the air and | anded with a force that woul d have broken her
knees in their unaugmented days. Now they bent at exactly the amount her node
cal cul at ed she needed to cushion her |anding, and her enhanced | egs absorbed
the force. She barely felt the inpact.

She lunged into a run and danced in a rapid-fire pattern on ne perplex turf
beneath her feet as it rippled and bucked. The hell with the Echo. The hel
with DMA. She knew it wasn't anyone's fault, certainly not inanimte objects,
but as |long as she kept raging, she could outrun the grief, that re-Iendess,
unbearabl e grief.

She didn't bodier going around the edge of the pool. It never worked. She

al ways slipped into the oil and ended up coated with the sliny stuff. |nstead
she junped. The pool was too large to clear even with her enhanced nuscles, so
she leapt to the edge, touched down, and rebounded into anomer junp. Her node
calcul ated the trajectory. She had no time to anal yze. She junped a third tine
and cl eared di e pool

Agai n she ran the perplex gauntlet Then she plunged into

the maze. Last night she had cracked the Echo mesh and nenorized the new
configuration. Tapperhaven woul d give her endless denerits if she discovered
what Soz had done, but Soz had checked academny history; they didn't throw
cadets out for hacking the field-training webs. They were disciplined, yes,
but not expelled. She was too angry to care. She had one goal: becone a
Jagernaut. Kill Traders. Nothing else mattered, even if she earned nore
denerits than any cadet in DVA history. Graduating with honors nade no
difA-ference. Wiat had it brought Al thor? She woul d do whatever was necessary
to survive against the Tradersé&€”hack their ship, hack their weapons, hack
their forsaken brains.

Soz broke out of the maze and raced to the rebounders. tThey didn't faze her
t oday; she had al so nenorized then-new sequences. She darted uirough the
smashi ng gat eways, using her augnmented refl exes to nove faster than she had
ever done before. As the |ast door slammed behind her, she sprinted into the
sand pit at the end of the course and cane to an abrupt stop, her chest

heavi ng. Several cadets who had already run the course were standi ng around
the trap. A spatA-tering of applause greeted her

Soz just stood, breathing too hard to speak. Lieutenant Col onel Dayamar Stone
was a few paces away, intent on the tinmer of his gauntlet. The cadets jogged
over to Soz, includA-ing Jazar, who was grinning.

"Soz!" Jazar clapped her on the shoul der, naking her stunble.

"Hey," she said, catching her breath and her bal ance.

"You broke the record!" He notioned at her gauntlet. "Look. You shattered it."
"What ?" Soz peered at her tiner. She had run the Echo in seven m nutes and

el even seconds, pulverizing the previous record of nine mnutes forty-diree.
"Whoa." Soz blinked at her timer. Then she blinked at Jazar

"That was articulate." Laughing, he turned as the other cadets gathered
around. Soz tried to reorient on them but she couldn't unw nd.

Stone came over and spoke without smiling. "Quite a feat, Valdoria."



Soz saluted him "Thank you, sir.
He gl anced at the other cadets. 'Take four |aps around the track, then off to
the showers."

They sal uted and jogged off, but as Soz turned to follow, Stone said, "Not
you. "

She turned back. "Sir?"

He spoke quietly. "How did you ran the maze so fast?"

"Practice."”

"What practice?" His voice tightened. "It's a new setup.”

"I learn fast"

"No doubt" He nmet her gaze. "If | find you' ve been crackA-ing DVA networks,
Cadet, I'Il have you up before ComA-mandant Bl acknoor faster than you can say

"You' re expell ed.
Hel | and damation. "Sir! Yes, sir!"

He jerked his head toward the track. "Go run. Eight laps.”

Ei ght Soz saluted and took off before he could ask nore questions. She caught
up with Jazar on his second | ap.

He jogged next to her. "What did Stone want ?"

"He thinks |I cheated on the Echo."

"Did you?"

She slanted a look at him "If you're going to fight Traders, you dam wel |
better do anything you can to stay alive."

"You didn't answer my question."

"You can't cheat death." She focused inward, drawi ng on her resources, and had
pul | ed ahead of himbefore she real A-i zed she was using her enhanced speed.
"Soz, cut it out" He sprinted up next to her and drew her to a halt. She could
have easily pulled free; as a cadet only a few nonths into his second year, he
had no bi onech yet, nei A-ther a node nor any enhancement to his body. But she

st opped, breathing deeply, ready to take off if he pushed.

"Listen to me." He stood with sweat running down his face and soaking his nesh

shirt. "If you crack the Echo, the only person you're cheating is yourself."
"Jaz, don't."

"Let yourself hurt." His voice gentled. "Let go. Be human."

"I don't know how." She choked on the words. "I1'mdying

i nsi de. "

He put his hand on her shoulder. "Gve it time." 'Tune. Right" She shifted her

feet. "Let's run." They started off again, and she tried to exhaust herself

with the exercise. But nothing could fix her broken edges.

She couldn't drop her anger and let herself grieved€'for if it

started, she feared it would never stop

Kurj sat in a high-backed acadeny chair at a round table with the Jag insignia
enaneled into its surface. He | ooked away, out the arched w ndows of
Conmmandant Bl acknmoor's office, into the night. That darkness reflected his
nood nore than any gl ossy synbol .

A clink came from behind him and he turned back as Bl ackmoor set steaning
mugs of kava on the table. The commandant | owered hinmself into his own chair
across fromKurj and fol ded his hands around the massive gray mug.

"Stone thinks she cheated,"” Bl acknpor said.

Kurj took a swallow of bitter kava. "How?"

"Cracked the field mesh and nenorized the Echo."

"Do you have proof ?"

"Not hi ng. She covered herself too dam well."

"Wthout proof, we can't apply penalties."

Bl ackmoor frowned. "We can't let it go."

"I know." Steam curled out of Kurj's mug and drifted over the J-Force

i nsignia. "She's hurting."

"We're all hurting. That doesn't excuse it"

"No." Kurj set down his nug. "It doesn't."

"I want her off the honor list."

"Wth what justification? Cadets aren't the only ones bound by the honor code.



If we punish soneone without evA-idence, we're violating it as well."
The conmmandant thunped the table. "She's one of the best cadets we've ever
had, but she's never going to reach her potential if she can't shape up."

Kurj could only nod, too tired to say nmore. He had so little left for this
mess. The Kyl e web drai ned hi mnore each day. That voracious, ill-defined

uni verse absorbed all he had to give and demanded nore. It was too much for
two people, but he and Dehya had to do it. No one el se could. Now his
brot her 8€” his heir&€”had died. He had known the risk existed, known that the
same flame of batA-tle that would forge his heirs as it had forged himcould
also kill them He understood Soz's rage. It burned within himas well, but in
his case, the fury turned i nward, against hinself, for he was the one who had
sent Althor to his death.

He had only one heir now. And she wasn't ready.
The lights were low in the view ng chanber when Soz enA-tered. A sofa and
several arncthairs stood around the walls, upholstered in soft cloth, subtle
grays and blues. Abstract holoart swirled on the walls, soothing and calm
Soz did not feel calm
A large wi ndow took up the top half of the opposite wall &€”and a wonan with a
cap of red hair stood there, gazA-ing into the room beyond.

Soz stopped, startled. "Gell?"

The ot her woman turned around. It was indeed Soz's forA-mer roonmate. "Heya,
Soz." Gell sounded subdued. Her face was drawn, with dark circles under her
eyes.

Soz joined her at the window. Althor lay in the hospital room beyond. He was
stretched out on his back on a floater, a bed with chips worked into its air
mattress, giving it an Al brain. It could react to tension in his body, ease
muscl e strain, dispense nanomeds, nonitor his vital signs, massage his body,

anyt hi ng.

None of it hel ped.

The doctors were still running tests, and until Soz's parA-ents told themto
stop, they would continue, convincing thensel ves beyond every infinitesimal
doubt that he would never wake. During it all, they allowed very few people to

visit him Soz didn't want to stay out here. She wanted to sit

by his bedside, talk to himeven if he couldn't hear, offer confort. But she
had to wait for permission, until they exA-hausted every hope nodern nedicine
could offer. It seemed so useless, aU their vaunted technol ogy. Althor |ay
nmere, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling with each shall ow breath,
but he never woke.
"He's been like this ever since | cane," Gell said. "Every tinme | cone."

"I hadn't realized you and he were... friends." Soz didn't know what to say.
Had he been seeing Grell? She hadn't even known. G ven their argunent, she
supposed he had reaA-son to keep it to hinself.

Gell glanced at her. "Yes. W' red€"friends."

"I didn't realize."”

Gell went back to watching him "Do you know what he asked ne?"

It was easier for Soz to | ook at her tiian at her dying brother. "Wll&€"no."
"I'f I could imagine spending ny life with someone as a friend."
Ah, gods. He had really neant to do it, marry a woman so their father would

| et himcone home. "What did you say?"

"I didn't | never gave himan answer. But | could have said yes." She sniled
at Soz. "He's an incredible nman. Sweet"
Al thor? Sweet? "Are we tal king about the sane person?"

"Well, yes. O course.”

Soz squinted at her. "He wasn't sweet to ne."

Grell cocked an eyebrow at her. "Maybe that's because of all the puffle-wogs
you put in his clothes.”

"I did not put puffle-wogs in his clothes," Soz said, indigA-nant. "It was
spi ney-wogs. " Twel ve-year-old Al thor had yel ped nost satisfyingly when he put
on his shirt. "He put puffle-wogs in nine to get back at ne."

Grell laughed, soft and strained. "He |oved you. Even if the two of you didn't



al ways know how to express it."

"Loves," Soz said. "Not |oved."

"So0za&€"l'mso sorry. "

Soz shook her head. She couldn't go where Grell had al -

ready arrived. Until Althor actually stopped breathing, Soz refused to

bel i eve he woul dn't wake up.

Grell spoke awkwardly. "I'm not sure why he was seeing ne. But | wanted you to
know ..." Her voice trailed off.

"Know what ?" Soz asked.

"It didn't matter to ne."

et

"Hi s, uh, preferences."

"Ch." Soz flushed.

"I liked himthe way he was."

"I's." Is.

"Yes. Is." If Gell had any thoughts about contradicting her, she kept themto
hersel f.

"Coul d you have been happy in a relationship |ike that?"

"I think so." Gell smled crookedly. "Hey, he's an InperA-ial Heir."

Soz scowl ed. "Not a good answer." |f soneone sought her out because of her
title, she would flip himover her shoul der and whack hi m down on the ground.
She sonetinmes susA-pected that the men feared she would do that to them
regardA-less. It could explain her lack of dates.

Gell smled. "You should see the | ook on your face."

"You haven't seen the half of it, if you go after ny brother for his title."
"You know nme better than mat."

Soz exhaled. "Yes. | do." Gell had been trying to make a joke, w th about as
much success as Soz's jokes. Neither of themwould ever win awards for their
wit, she supposed.

They stood side by side for a while |onger, watching Al A-thor breathe. Finally
Gell said, "lI've a test tonorrow. | guess | should try to study." She
squeezed Soz's shoul der. "See you."

"Right. See you." Soz squeezed her hand back.

After Gell left, Soz continued to watch Althor. Wake up, she willed. Please.
Wake up.

After a while she sat on the couch and sprawl ed out, slouched against its
back, her legs stretched out on the table in front of it, what Earth types
called a "coffee" table,

t hough Soz coul d never inmagi ne having a cup of the strange stuff anywhere, on
a table or otherw se.

She dozed for a while, exhausted fromrunning all day and slamm ng through the
Echo. As fatigue | eached her anger, renorse set in. Jazar was right. The
person she had cheated today was herself. Even if the brass here never proved
what she had done, she would know.

The door across the room whi spered open. Soz consi dered waking up all the way
to see who had arrived, but it seemed too difficult. She slitted her eyes open
to peer at the door.

Shannon wal ked into the room

What the hell? How did he get here? Her thoughts tumA-bled in a rush as she
junped up. "Shani! Wen did youd€""

He turneda€”and the words died in her throat. How norti A-fying. She had just
called a perfect stranger by her kid brother's nicknane.

"Excuse nme?" the man asked.

Soz's face heated with her blush. Gods. He was about Al-dior's age, early
twenties. Straight blond hair brushed his shoulders in a style simlar to the
way Shannon wore his. He had blue eyes, though, and his face had a chisel ed

| ook, too unbearably handsone to be real. No one should be that gorA-geous. It
had to violate sone conservation | aw of the cosnos.

"Uh&€”sorry." Soz cleared her throat. "I thought you were soneone else."

"Are you Soz?"



"Yes." She blinked. "How did you know?" &€c¢ruvr*; .x:a— %
"You fit Althor's description.”" He notioned toward her head. "Not nmany people
have hair like that."
"Ch." Apparently diis was another of Althor's "friends." It was bad enough he
had paranmours conming out of the woodA-work when she couldn't even get a date,
but really, the uni A-verse had no justice when her brother had so nmuch better
l uck wi th good-1ooking nmen than she did.
"Well," Soz said. "So you know ne but | don't know you. Who are you?" Then she
i nwardly winced. Social niceties had never been one of her strong points.
"I"m Chad." He nodded, the formal greeting of a com

moner to nobility. Either he didn't know people were supA-posed to bow to
royalty or else he didn't realize Althor's full identity.
"My greetings, Chad," Soz said
"Al thor never nentioned nme?"
"Not by nane." She had a pretty good idea who he was, though, given Althor's
comments about his "forner" friend. "You' re the one who dunped him right?"
Chad flushed. Then he gl anced toward the w ndow. "How is her
"Just about dead," Soz said. "That what it takes to make you cone around?"

He pal ed, his face strained. Then he went to die wi ndow and | ooked into the
room beyond.
Soz joined him "How cone you never visited himat DMVA?"
"He told me to stay away."
"Why?" she denanded
Chad slanted a | ook at her. "Are you his protection squad?"

Soz crossed her arns. "I know when he's been hurt."”
"This is between Althor and ne."
"Well, | guess it's stalled then." Maybe she wasn't being fair to him but it

grated that he would come only when AlA-thor lay in a cona.
Chad started to speak. Then he shook his head. They stood, neither |ooking at
each other, both watching the hosA-pital room

"Ah, hell," Soz said. "I"'mnot handling this very well."

Chad | eaned his forehead against the window "Nor 1." In a |ow voice, he
added, "I never did."

"Let's try again." She forced some cheer into her voice. "I'mpleased to neet
you, Chad."

He strai ghtened up and faced her. "And | you."
Then he smil ed.
Whoa. A snmile that dazzling should have been rated as a |l ethal weapon. It
woul d drop people in their tracks. Wat a lovely way to go, though
Soz cleared her throat. "So." She ran out of words. Even at the best of
times, she wasn't great with small talk. Wen faced with her brother's
devast ati ngly handsone forner boyfriend, she had no clue what to say.
Chad's face gended. "You're exactly like he described."
Soz grinmaced. "I couldn't be that bad."
He | aughed, his voice full and resonant, like an orator or a singer. "He never
said you were."
"Did you, uh, know him]long?"
Hs smle faded. "Several years."
"Way did you wait until now to come back?"
H s voice cool ed. "Wat makes you think it was mnmy choice?"
That surprised her. Althor had given her the inpression Chad left him "I had
the sense Althor mssed you."
"That may be." Bitterness edged his voice. "But it changes nothing."
Soz could tell there was a lot nore here. "You guys had a fight?" Then she
wi nced. That was clumsy. But how was she supposed to say it?
"Of sorts." & -'-&- '
"What sorts?"
He | ooked exasperated. "Are you always this blunt?"
Soz reddened. "Well| &€”yes. Afraid so."
He smiled slightly, but it rapidly faded. "I was doing sonething he di sagreed



with. He gave nme an ultimatum Stop or he would | eave." He exhaled. "I didn't
stop. So he left."

Suddenly, with clarity, Soz knew. "It was you. The phorine. You were the one
he was protecting."”

"He told you?"

"You chose drugs over ny brother?" Soz wanted to hit him "Gods, you're
stupid.”

H s voice hardened. "You' ve obviously never taken phorine."

She crossed her arns. "He should have goddammed turned you in."

Chad spoke tightly. "He did."

She saw it in his face then. The betrayal. The shock. The wi thdrawal. No
wonder he hadn't cone to see Althor again. She | owered her arnms and spoke nore
quietly. "Did it work?"

"It was a nightmare. "

"I"'msorry." She meant it

It was a monent before he answered. "Yes, it worked. |I'mgrateful to be free
of it. But that doesn't excuse what he did."

"Chad, if you had died or had your life destroyed beA-cause he had done
not hi ng, would that have been all right?"

"It was nmy life to destroy."

"You don't know my brother very well, if you believe he could have wal ked away
from someone he loved and lived with hinself."
Chad pushed his hand through his hair, tousling it around his collar. "It

didn't seemthat way then."

"He told the brass at DVA he didn't know any cadets who used phorine."

"He didn't | was never at DMA. I'ma civilian." He turned back to the w ndow
and pressed his pal ns agai nst the glass, looking into the room "He paid for
me to stay at the nost expensive private clinic on Diesha. Then he turned ne
into the civilian authorities. My sentence was either the clinic or prison."
He shrugged, trying to look as if he didn't care. "I took the clinic."

"You must be a psion, if phorine affected you."

"Yes. Both enpath and tel epath."

No wonder Althor liked him "lI'msorry it didn't work out."

"Your famly would never have accepted us anyway."

Soz didn't know what to say. He was right. Nor was it only her famly. The
Assenbly no doubt had an arranged match in mnd for Althor, just as tiiey did
for the rest of her siblings. Maybe Gell.

For a while they stood together watching Althor. EventuA-ally Chad had to

| eave. Then Soz was alone with her menpA-ries and a life mat no | onger nade
sense. In her chil dhood,

she had seen the world in bright, clear colors. Now everyA-thing had changed.
She could no longer fall back on unconA-ditional ideas of right and w ong.
Every tine she thought she knew what path to take, she ran into noral

ethical, and enotional roadbl ocks. Wi ch way? Al ways the choices came with a
price. DMA. Vibarr. Shannon and Vitarex. The Echo. Althor's silence on Chad.

Ri ght and wong nmade no sense anynore. It had all turned gray.

She laid her pal mon the wi ndow, w shing she coul d apol A-ogize to Althor for
all those spiney-wogs. "Cone back," she whi spered.

No one answered.
A single light burned in the outer office, gilding the antique moldings on the
door frame and the polished wooden desk. Soz paused, uncertain. For sone
reason, she hadn't expected this place to be enpty. It made sense, of course;
it was well into evening. The executive officer who usually sat here had
surely gone hone.

Soz steeled herself and wal ked to a | arge door behind the desk. Paneled in
gold wood, with brass fittings, the door arched wi man el egant severity.
Antique severity; it had no pager or access panel she could see. Nothing to do
but knock. Taking a breath, she rapped on the wooden portal. Then she waited.
"Come," a deep voice called.



She had gone too far now to turn back. She turned the orA-nate brass knob and
opened ne door.
The large of fice beyond matched the door, traditional and inposing. It wasn't
the first time she had been here, but it was the nost intimdating. Commandant
Grant Bl acknoor sat behind his desk across the huge office, his arns fol ded on
its surface, a slew of holosheets in front of him He |ooked tired, worn-out,
ready to finish his day. Fromthe pile of work, Soz suspected that regardl ess
of whether or not he was ready to go hone, he would be here for many nore
hours. The prospect of full-scale war was keeping nore than a few peopl e awake
at night. Like about two trillion.

He set his light-stylus on the table. "Good evening, Cadet Valdoria." He

i ndicated a chair by his desk. "Come in."
"Thank you, sir." Soz made the long trek across his office. Her palnms were wet
with perspiration, but she restrained the urge to wi pe memon her junpsuit.
She sat in the chair, on its edge.

Bl acknmoor watched her with a cool, neasured gaze. "Wat can | do for you this
eveni ng?"
Soz knew she had to push ahead with this now or she would | ose her nerve.
"Sira€”l don't know if you heard. EarA-lier today | broke the record for
runni ng the Echo."

H s gaze seenmed to shutter. "Quite an acconplishment."
"I"'mafraid it isn't." She bit her lip, nmen realized what she was doi ng and
stopped. "Sir." She forced out words mat wanted to stick in her throat. "I
cheated. "
"You cheated." Bl acknoor didn't make it a question
"Yes, sir."
" How?"
"I hacked the field training nesh."
"I'n other words, you violated the honor code."
"Yes, sir."

H s expression hardened. 'Tell me why | shoul dn't have you expell ed

i medi ately."
What if they threw her out? Just because they hadn't done it to other students
for simlar infractions didn't mean they wouldn't with her. She wanted to say,
You didn't expel Vibarr for harassing nme. You didn't even expel a damed
phorine seller. But nose cadets had "left" anyway.

None of that mattered, though. Soz had realized it as she wat ched her
brother's living death. She had to live with herA-self. The fact that others
may not have received as harsh a puni shment nmade no difference. She had to
learn to deal with the gray or she would | ose her way forever.
She said only, "You have the right."
"So | do." He sat considering her. "Valdoria, you aren't the first student to
crack the field mesh. And we al ready had good reason to believe you had done
so. "
She had no excuses, so she said not hing.

Bl acknoor | eaned back in his seat, his el bow on its uphol A-stered arm "What
do you think I should do with you?"
Soz net his gaze, knowi ng her face was red. "Sone sort of disciplinary
action."”
"I"'mglad we're in agreement." He rubbed the back of his neck and turned his

head fromside to side. "I'mtaking you off the honor list. You will have a
new set of denerits, startA-ing this evening. Your altered status and
assignments will be posted on the nesh tonight Also, you will be on probation

for the rest of this year."

Soz nodded, stiff and awkward, but also relieved. At |east they weren't going
to kick her out. "Yes, sir."

He spoke with a quieter aspect than usual. "How is your brother?"

"He's ... as well as can be expected." She couldn't say the truth, even if
they both knew. As |long as Althor breathed, regardl ess of how much help the
machi nes gave him she hoped.



"My synpathies," he said. A<iii* Avanwi M MA«A»A»i Ki

Soz swal | owed. "Thank you."

He gl anced at the hol osheets scattered across his desk, then back at her

"That will be all."

"Yes, sir." She stood and sal uted.

As she turned to | eave, she heard him shuffling the hol osheets. She had only
gone a few steps toward the door, though, when he spoke behind her. "Cadet."
Soz turned around. "Yes, sir?"

"It can't have been easy to come here tonight"

"It had to be done."

"Yes. It did." He exhaled. "Carry on, Valdoria."

"Yes, sir."

She left his office and went out into the night. As she wal ked to the
dormitory, she passed cadets on their way to the library, to study or

soci alize, as so many students did on a balny night [ike this. She wouldn't be
joining them any evening soon, balny or otherw se. Miucking with spanpbozal a and
nmechbots woul d occupy her free time for the rest of the year

A few peopl e waved at her, and she waved back, but she felt Iike an
interloper. A cheat. A fake JagernauL No, they weren't perfect. Yes, they made
deci si ons conpromni sed by the conflicting demands of their lives. But the code
of honor had to matter. She had | ost sight of that Stupid, cocky cadet. She
woul d have been tenpted to throw herself out of the acadeny, too.

So she trudged on, headed to her dormand a year of probation, know ng she
could make no nore mistakes if she wanted to graduate, to receive her

conmi ssion, all for the purpose of going out there to live the reality of an
onA-coming war that had put those dark circles under Bl ack-noor's eyes.

That had killed her brother.

27

Visitors

wal kway circled to the Blue Tower of the castle in Dal-vador under the
overhang of its turreted roof. Shannon stood on the wal k, shaded by the roof,
hi s hands resting on the scul pted edges of the wall, which resenbl ed stone
petals, just as the roof resenbled a bell-flower turned upside down. He had
studi ed hol os of flowers in school, but he had no deA-sire to see real ones in
their natural habitat. He couldn't imagine going offworld. It would split him
in two, leaving his spirit here while his body went el sewhere.

He had to | eave.

He couldn't |eave.

H s parents were going to Althor. He wanted to go with them But he couldn't.
The 1 SC doctors had concerns, soneA-thing about his neural devel opnent, that

it was going through a growth surge. They clainmed that where he went in the
next

few years would affect its proper maturation. He didn't really understand,
and he suspected they didn't, either

No one had expected it to take over a year for Father to | eamthe use of his
new | egs and eyes. They had yet to unA-ravel the differences between die
Rillian brain and human norns. Blue Dale Archers differed even nore. Shannon's
doctors genuinely feared diat if he left Lyshriol now, his brain wouldn't
devel op properly, especially after the shocks of his recent experiences. So he
had to stay hone.

He and Althor had never truly said good-bye. Maybe his Blue Dal e brain was
different, but it didn't change his love for his famly. The thought of

| eavi ng Lyshriol frightened him But the U ought of never seeing his brotiier
agai n fright A-ened hi meven nore.

In the distance, out at the starport, an |ISC shuttle waited on the tarnac,

gl eami ng bl ack and gold in the sunlight Hs parents were wal king toward it
wi th several other people, their pace slow and careful. Eldrinson took it step
by step, leaning on a cane, refusing any aid that hinted at advanced

technol ogy. Roca wal ked beside him but she didn't offer her arm Shannon knew
why; pride would stop his father from accepting hel p.



Soon the shuttle would rise into orbit, taking his parents to a battle
cruiser. He thought of running to the port, insisting they take him But they
had al ready said no. He would reA-main here while they bade Althor farewell.

It hurt nore than he coul d say.

In the greater schene of star travel, the trip wasn't long, only a few days.
They traveled on a Firestormbattle cruiser. The kil ometers-1ong cylinder
rotated to create an apparent gravity close to human standard. The ship was a
star-faring nmetropolis. Bronze corridors and gold paths led through a city of
coppery buildings and bal conies. A sky needle soared in the distance, one of
the great spokes that radiated fromthe center of the cylinder to its rim

El dri nson doubted he woul d even have known he was on a ship, except that
instead of a sky, it had a curving hull far overhead.

This wasn't his first trip offworld. He went as lately as possible, but he
did travel with Roca every year or so. As such trips went, this was routine.

It could have even been pl easant

It was die hardest journey he had ever taken

He spoke to al nbst no one. He spent tine with Roca, but no one el se. Although
he wi shed they could have brought the children, it relieved himto know they
were safe. Except even Lyshriol wasn't safe; his aching | egs and bl urred sight
spoke brutally of that trum

He rarely tried to walk. Either he had to go painfully slow or else he |urched
and fell. But he couldn't |ean on people. Alone, with Roca, he could bear ne
shane of needing hel p, but every time he | ooked into her gold eyes, so
different fromthe violet or silver of his people, he remenbered his w fe cane
fromthis fast, cold universe. He knew she |oved him How coul d he not know?
They were psions. But it never changed the truth. Her willingness to settle
for less didn't make his deficiencies any | ess bl eak

The power spi ked.

Normal Iy the tech wouldn't have noticed such a slight power surge in the grid
he nonitored, one dedicated to the desert east of the Red Muuntains on the
worl d Di esha. ToA-night he had forgotten to bring the entertai nnment disk he
was enjoying with its in-depth exposes on the lives of nobles fromthe great
Skol i an Houses, especially Majda and Rajin-dia. It left himstaring norosely
and with great boredom at the graphs floating in the air above the console. He
had nothA-ing else to do, so he noticed the spike.

Wth so much free tinme, he spent half an hour checki ng various systens, first
the defense installations he nonitored and then the systens he used to do the
nmoni tori ng. When he found no problenms, he nade a note in the record, adding
his opinion that me surge was a bit too far out of the usual paA-raneters. He
forwarded a copy to the main office. It gave him sonmething to do

Then he resuned staring wearily at the hol omaps and graphs. He had anot her
six hours to fill. Perhaps nore spi kes woul d appear

Two doctors escorted Eldrinson and Roca into a roomwith glowing white walls,
equi prent enbedded in every surface and chrone robot arns fol ded agai nst the
bed. It resenbled any other bed, despite its glistening white sheets, which no
doubt were threaded with technol ogi cal nmarvels. But the man who lay there, his
gol d skin gone sallow, his chest barely novi ngd€”no, that couldn't be.

It couldn't be

El dri nson was dimy aware of the doctors speaking, but he couldn't hear. It
was all he could do to linp forward using his blue gl asswod cane for each
step, his hand gripped on the carved lyrine head at the top

He stopped at the bed and | eaned his weight on the cane. Althor. H's son
Althor's eyes were closed and his body wasted conpared to the nuscul ar gi ant
who had visited home nore than a year ago. Eldrinson died inside again, as he
had so often this past year, renmenbering how he had sent his son away. |If only
he coul d take back those words. But nothing would change the past.

He al nost wi shed he had remained blind, so he wouldn't see Althor's
noti onl ess, wasted form H s gold-ri med spectacl es made his vision al nbost as
sharp as before his inA-juries. An ISC doctor had constructed them after

El dri nson refused to have any nore operations on his eyes. Spectacles he



under st ood. He could touch them hold them see why they worked. And he could
renove them unlike the changes within his body. He had dreaded the bionmech,
considered it alien and i nhuman, but he woul d have gi ven anythi ng now,
including his own life, if only that technol ogy coul d have hel ped his son
Roca stood at his side. She put her hand over his on the head of his cane. He
laid his other hand over hers and they renai ned at the bedside of their son
Such heroism every-

one told them The doomed Bl ackstar Squadron had saved Onyx Pl atform and
billions of people, places and popul aA-tions Eldrinson could barely inmagine.
He tried to feel pride in his son's sacrifice, but all he could think was that
he woul d have rather have had Althor alive than a hero.

He had felt proud of his two ol dest sons when each inA-sisted on riding into
battle with hi ma€”and he had hated it as well, fearing they wouldn't cone
hone. What coul d he say: stay protected while your father goes to war? They
were bi gA-ger, faster, stronger, smarter, and younger than he. Now, seeA-ing
Altiior, he wished he had never trained themin swordplay or archery. As
primtive as such skills were comA-pared to those of Jagernauts, they had

still taught Althor the mindset of war. Perhaps if his sons had never |earned
to fight, they woul d have become farmers, like Wrl, or teachA-ers, |ike
Denri c.

O maybe it would have nade no difference. Soz had never trained with a sword,
at least not with his perm ssion. She had spent hours with a bow and arrows,
but he had never taken it seriously. He should have; she shot |ike a Blue Dale
Archer. But no matter what he tried, encouraging his sons or discouraging his
daughter, in the end they each went down their own path, one he woul d never
have wi shed for them He had to |l et them go, and when he did, he | ost them
Al thor |ooked as if he were only sleeping, that any noA-ment he ni ght awake.
Hs metallic lashes lay on his pallid skin. Wth the weight he had |lost, his
face had beconme gaunt, bringing his features into sharp relief. Equi prent
humred around him Al though the doctors weren't ready to make a fina
di agnosi s, their enotions about this were too inA-tense, and Eldrinson picked
up their noods even through their many nmental defenses. They had no hope his
son woul d recover.

El drinson gritted his teeth. Mchines piloted by nanel ess sol diers had done
this. Althor had never even seen their faces. It seened so wong on such a
fundanmental |evel, so dehumani zing, mat it made hi m wonder if offworlders
coul d

be fully human. Perhaps they were all like himnow, full of biomech. Wl king
machi nes.
Soneone touched his arm Startled, he | ooked up. A docA-tor was standing
there, a woman in a white junpsuit She nodded kindly and indicated a chair by
the head of the bed. "Wuld you like to sit, Your Majesty?"

He very nmuch wanted to sit; his legs felt ready to liquefy. He al nbost said no
anyway, but weariness crept over him He had been wal king only a few days.
When he nodded, the doctor stepped back to give himroom He linped to the
chair, leaning on his cane, and settled into its faintly shim-nering
cushi ons.
Anot her woman brought a chair for Roca and she sat next to him He found it
difficult to reach out to her, but he felt how nuch she needed him and if he
was honest with hi mMA\-sel f, how much he needed her. He put out his hand and she
took it, curling her five lingers around his four
The doctors spoke, phrases of confort, futile words that neant they had no
hope so they offered kindness instead. Then they began, ever so gently, to
tal k about the decision he and Roca woul d have to make: How | ong woul d t hey

| eave Althor on the machines that were keeping his body alive afA-ter bis
brain had di ed.

El dri nson stopped listening then, unable to bear any nore. He stayed with his
wife, the two of tiiemsitting a vigil that woul d never end.
"She needs training." Lyra Meson, First Councilor of the AsA-senbly, paced
across Commandant Bl acknoor's office.



Kurj stood by the wall with his arnms folded, studying the councilor as she
strode past him then past Blackmoor, who was half sitting on his |arge desk.
Col onel Starjack Tahota, the adm ssions officer who had brought Soz to DVA,
stood on the other side of Bl acknoor.

As die newy elected | eader of the Skolian Inperialate, Meson had served | ess
than two years. Long and |anky, al A-nost as tall as Bl acknoor, she wore crisp
bl ue slacks and a

white shirt. Blue tattoos bordered the left side of her face fromher tenple
to the line of her jawin a curve of interA-locked circles, the sign of a
powerful family among the merA-cantile class. Wth her sharp notions, intense
eyes, and shock of dark hair, she exuded energy.
Al t hough Kurj considered Meson a good choice for First Councilor, he had no
intention of revealing that opinion. He had never agreed with the separation
of power that made the First Councilor&€”a civiliand€”l eader over even the

| mperator. Meson had served in the Pharaoh's Arnmy for twelve years and retired
as a lieutenant colonel. Even so, she had far less famliarity with I SC than
Kurj. 1SC should be the final voice of die government during either war or
peacetinme. It made no difference to himthat nost of the civilian governnent
di sagreed; he knew what Skolia needed and it wasn't a dithering Assenbly.

It disquieted himnore, however, that Meson was only forty-three, five years
his junior. She had savvy, intelligence, and foresight, but she | acked the

ki nd of experience that could only cone with nany years in office. A
civilization facing the prospect of interstellar war needed a veteran at the
hel m not someone who had only recently assunmed power. The Traders knew t hat.
It was probably why ESCornm had made their nmove now.

He wat ched Meson through the gold shimer of his inner lids. "You won't find
any better training for pilots than here at DVA "

Meson stal ked over to him "I have no doubt about that. | mean your sister
needs training as your heir."

He regarded her inplacably. "If | recall die order that your vaunted Assenbly
gave me two years ago, | was to choose heirs and have them attend academ es
for their trainA-ing." His voice cooled. "Fine. | did it. Now ny brodier is
dead. "

She spoke quietly. "Inperator Skolia, | deeply regret the | oss you have
suffered. | amsorry to bring this up. But it only underscores the unstable
nature of our situation."”

Kurj knew where she was going with this. As long as his

heirs could work as Rhon telops, in theory they could join the Dyad if he

di ed. But Skolia needed a true |Inperator, one capable of holding the tide in
nore than name. If they couldn't succeed as military officers, they had no
busi ness being his heirs. However, even the best officers could beA-cone
casualties; mat truth had become an all too brutal real A-ity. He had | ost
Al'thor. Soz renained.

"She isn't ready."” Kurj said. "If you send her out in a squad, | could | ose ny
second heir." H's voice took on an edge. "I don't have any nore spares,
Counci l or. "

"I wasn't thinking of a squad," she said.

"Then what ?" Bl acknoor asked, |eaning against his desk. He was at ease with
Meson in a way Kurj had never felt with the First Councilor. But nen,

Bl ackmoor and Meson beA-1onged to the same political party, the Progressives,
whi ch had m sgui ded vi ews about hol ding el ections instead of passing power
through hereditary lines, They probably disA-liked the hereditary nature of
his position as nuch as he disA-liked answering to a civilian. He had
appoi nted Bl acknobor as the DMA commandant because he had been better
quali A-fied than the other candidates, but his politics annoyed Kurj.
"Your sister needs hands-on experience," Meson told Kurj. "Procedures, ships,
resources, strengths, weaknessesd€”she needs to learn it for all branches of

I SC, not just the J-Force.™
A good suggestion. Kurj had served aboard army, fleet, and ASC ships during
his training. But he hadn't been so raw. "She's only eighteen."



"She is young," Meson acknow edged. "But these aren't normal tines."

"I'f you're saying we need to speed up her training," Kurj said, "then yes,
agree."

Meson blinked. Kurj supposed it wasn't often he openly agreed with her. She
had a tendency to make sense, unfortuA-nately. |f she continued to do her job
so well, it wouldn't help the Royalist Party, which asserted that Progressive
i deas weakened the Inperialate and power should pass through hereditary |ines.
Al t hough Kurj belonged to the Technol ogy Party, he synpathized with the
Royal i st s.

Tahota spoke for the first time. "Cadet Val doria doesn't have to stop her DVA
training. She can alternate her work here with tours on ships in other
branches of ISC. She has tinme, with her advanced standing." Satisfaction

showed on her weat hered face. "Wien | first nmet her on Lyshriol, | could tel
she was going to be one of our best. What a fire in that one! I'm not
surprised she's over two years ahead of her class.”

Bl ackmoor snorted. "Yes, well, she's busy now. She spends all her tine

cl eani ng mechbots. "

Meson cocked an eyebrow at him "The Inperial Heir?"

Kurj answered dryly. "Especially the Inperial Heir."

"Ah, well." Meson's lips quirked in a snmle. "W've all been young and brash."
"Sone nore than others," Blacknoor said. "However, | concur that she would
benefit fromthe tours."”

"I suggest we start with the Fleet,'
| SC "

"Put her on a battle cruiser for a few nonths,"” Meson said. "She can do her
cl asses as a VR student, through the webs."

"Roca's Pride is the best in the Fleet," Kurj said. "It also has a Dyad Chair
she can study."

Meson cocked an eyebrow at him "I'msure she'll appreA-ciate the name."
"Perhaps,"” Kurj said, neutral. |1SC selected names for its vessels fromthree
categories: historical battles, well-known figures, and the royal famly. By
assigning Soz to Roca's Pride, he achieved two goals: putting her on a ship
named after her own nother might give her sonme neasure of addi A-tiona

confi dence in what was bound to be a difficult tour, and it offered an
inmplicit remnder to the Progressives that |1SC had strong ties with the Ruby
Dynasty.

Meson nodded to him "Then it is decided. Cadet Valdoria will begin her new
tour as soon as possible.”

Ful | -col or hol os of a Jag's inversion engine rotated above the transparent
screen of the table where Soz was working in the nedia room Beautiful

beauti ful hol os. She highlighted

the thrusters in blue, fuel selector in purple, cooling coils in green, the
[ um nous columm of the engine itself in white. Her course of Jag engi neering
was sheer pl easure.

"Look at you," Soz crooned. "Beautiful engine."
A laugh came from nearby. "Maybe if you treated your dates that way, you'd
have nore success with nmen."

Soz | ooked up. Jazar was | eaning against a nearby holo table with his rnuscul ar
arnms crossed, straining the weave of his blue sweater. Hi s black hair |ay
sl eek and short agai nst his head.

"My dates aren't as sexy as this engine," she said. Or as sexy as Jazar
t hough she wasn't thinking about that. Really.

He shook his head, |aughing. "You know, |'ve always wondered why soneone as
good- | ooki ng and wel | conA-nected as you has so nuch trouble with nen. It's no
wonder, if you go around telling your fellows they aren't as sexy as an

engi ne. "

She gl owered at him "Did you come here to anal yze my love |ife?"

Hs grin flashed. "No, but it wouldn't take long." =wi. -<;

"lea, | sweara€""

He held out his hands in surrender. "Don't attack."

Tahota said. "It's the largest branch of



She gl ar ed.

"You have a visitor. Agirl. |I saw her."

Soz couldn't think of any girls who would visit her. "Were?"

"I'n one of the comon roons. | asked around. People said she cane to see you.
| offered to let you know. "

She considered himwarily. "Jazar Orand, | am sensing ul A-terior notives
here.”

"Well, uh&€"" He scratched his ear. "I was hoping you woul d introduce ne."

"What ever for?"

"Ch for flanming sakes, Soz, you really are dense soneA-tines."

"Yes, well, I'"'mdensely not going to introduce you to nmy nysterious visitor
Apparendy this "girl" was ol der than she had first thought.

"Come on," he coaxed. "Tell her that |I'myour great friend"

"Why? Who is this personr

"I"ve no idea. She's star-jazzing gorgeous, though."

"Ch, well, that tells me a lot." Soz had never been a judge of beauty in
worren. Now nen, that was another matter. A frustrating matter, but that had
nothing to do with this reA-quest, which was annoying her far nore than it
shoul d. So what if he thought this woman was gorgeous. Pah

"She's gold," he added. "All of her. Hair. Eyes."
That got her attention. Her annoyance surged into hope. She covered it with
anusenment "You want ne to introduce you, hnmmP Wy, Jazar? CGoing to ask her
out ?"

He squinted at her. "Wy is that funny?"

Soz just smiled and shook her head. She couldn't be cerA-tain who had cone to
see her, after all. She turned off the enA-gine holos and went with him out
of the library and across canpus. Inside their dorm he led her to one of the
smal | er common areas. As they entered, Soz saw her visitor standing by a
wi ndow across the room gazing out at the gardens, a gol den wonan wth

| ustrous hair down her back and a rose-hued dress clinging to her dancer's
body. Soz froze.
Jazar el bowed her. "Introduce ne."

Soz slanted hima | ook. "To ny nother?"

Hs mouth fell open. "She's your nother?"

"Yep."
Red flushed his cheeks. "Ch."
Soz smled. "It's all right, Jaz. You aren't the first to react that way."

Inside, her joy warred with uncertainty. Wat would her nother say to her?

At the sound of their voices, Roca turned around. Her face lit up. "Soz!"

At that noment, Soz forgot Althor, school, denerits, bots, her appalling

social life, and this strange business about a tour on a battle cruiser

Suddenly she was back in Dal vador, laughing with her famly. Her nother
brought suns and warnmth. Soz wi shed she were small again and could run to
her for confort. She couldn't, of course, but seeing Roca neant nore than she
knew how to say

"My greetings, Mother." She heard how formal she sounded, as if she had gone
back to being thirteen, that year when she had hardly spoken to her parents,

answering their inquiries about her life with grunts or one-word sentences,
not for rudeness, but because she had needed to separate fromthem and stop

dependi ng so much on them when she felt so uncertain about life.

Soz went to her and then they were hugging. Hotness filled her eyes, but she

didn't care. She hadn't consciously realized until this nonent that she had

guesti oned whet her she woul d ever see her nother again.

Finally they let each other go. Soz smiled awkwardly, aware of Jazar standing
back a few steps. Roca appraised her with a firmgaze. "You aren't eating

enough. And are you goA-ing to bed on tinme? You |l ook so tired."

Soz couldn't help but laugh. "Mther, |I'meighteen. Not ten."

Roca's gold-tinted skin turned rosy. "I know mat."

Soz beckoned to Jazar. 'This is ny friend Jaz."

He cane forward and bowed deeply to Roca. "My honor at your conpany, Your



Maj esty. "

Roca snmiled at him "And mne at yours. A friend of my daughter's is a friend
of mine."

"Thank you, ma'am" He regarded Soz with a question in his gaze. She felt what
he didn't ask. Did she want himto | eave?

Soz gl anced at her nother, but Roca was guarded in both her mind and
expressions. Al nough Soz enjoyed Jazar's conpany, she wanted to catch up on
news in privatea€” espeA-cially news of her father. Realizing how nuch she

nm ssed her mother nade her father's absence that much nore pai nful

Jazar picked up on her unspoken response. He spoke to Roca. "It is a pleasure
to have met you ma'am"

Roca inclined her head. "A pleasure shared."

He turned to Soz. "I better go study. |I've a test in Kyle space theory."
"Yes. Yes, of course." She sent hima nmental glyph of gratitude. "1'Il talk to
you later."

"Sounds good." He bowed to Roca and discreedy w thdrew

Roca was watching Soz with veiled anusenment. "He's charm ng."

"He's a rogue."

"A handsone one."

"Don't tell himthat," Soz said, alarmed. "I'Il never hear the end of it"

Al though Roca tried to smle, it seemed strained. "Ah, well."

Soz's nmood dinmed. "Did you see Althor?"

"Yes." The one word, so full of sorrow, told Soz nmore than any description of
his condition. He hadn't i nproved.

Roca spoke with difficulty. "Apparently the cortical reA-gion of his brain no
| onger shows any activity."

Soz wanted to back away. "Surely they can do someA-thing." She was tal king too
fast. "Didn't | read somewhere that biomech surgeons on Metropoli devel oped a
nanomed species that repairs neurons?"

Her not her answered gently. "W checked, Soshoni. Gods know, | wish it could
be true. But at best, they could reA-pair only a few, nowhere near enough to
bring his brain alive."

Soz didn't want to hear. But she knew that even if a way had existed to hea
Althor's brain cells, the result wouldn't have been her brother. Hs
personality, his essence, his intel A-lect, his nenoriesa€’it would all be

gone.
"Hi s doctors asked if he had a living will," Roca said. "I didn't know of any.
Do you?"

Aliving will. Soz shook her head, hyperaware of nme room her hair brushing
her cheek, the rustle of her uniform the pulse in her neck. "I don't think he
had one."

It was a nmonent before Roca spoke again. "They want to know if we wish to keep
hi m on the machi nes. "

"Don't take himoff," Soz said. "Please don't." A tear gathered in her eye.
"Don't cry." Roca looked as if she wanted to shelter Soz the sane way she had
in Soz's childhood, offering the haven of her arns whenever scraped knees or
i magi ned nonsters darkened her child' s life. Roca pulled her close and hugged
her, and somehow it all seemed a little better. To Soz, her nother's beauty
had nothing to do with her face or her form It cane fromw thin, froma wonan
whose heart held such warnth for her famly. But Soz couldn't run to her now
the way she had as a small child. Those days had passed.

Soz pul | ed back, unable to reveal her enotions for long. "It's good to see
you, Hoshna."
"And you, Soshoni." Her nother seened subdued. "I1'm not al one.™

"Did Denric come?" He was the only one she could inagine | eaving Lyshriol

Next year he would go to an off-world university. Maybe Aniece or Kelric, but
t hey were so young.

"Not Denric." Roca hesitated. "He's in the other commbn room He wasn't sure
if you wanted another visitor."

Soz realized then who she neant. Eldrin. Saints, she was a terrible sister. He



was staying up at the pal ace again, only a short ride by flyer, but with al
her droid duty recently, she hadn't kept in touch. She was enbarrassed to
admt why they had taken her off the honor roll and | oaded her with
deA-merits. Perhaps, knowi ng how she had left Lyshriol, he thought she didn't
want to see him

"Yes, of course." She pushed back the tendrils of hair curling about her face.
"I'd love to see him"

Roca | ooked relieved, also a bit confused. As they went to the entrance of an
adj acent comon room Soz thought about how she woul d apol ogi ze for being so
out of touch. Perhaps she should just confess she had been cl eaning bots. It
woul d be mortifying, since he would ask why, but better he knew the truth than
he thought she had been ignoring him

They entered a wood-panel ed roomwi th antique bookA-cases and confortabl e
chairs. Eldrin was standing on the other side, |ooking at a holo that fl oated
in front of the wall, a portrait of the previous |nperator, Jarac, Soz's
grandfaA-ther. Jarac could have been Kurj's brother, they |ooked so alike,
with their large size and gold coloring. Jarac had worn his hair |onger,

t hough, in a shaggy mane over his colA-lar. In the portrait, Jarac's inner
lids were up, showing his gold eyes.

The portrait interested Soz far |ess than her brother. It worA-ried her how
tired Eldrin | ooked. Wien did that streak of silver appear in his hair? And
why was he wearing spectacl esd€”?

Soz drew in a sharp breath.

It wasn't her brother.

It was her father.
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Resol uti on-

I drinson studied the portrait of his late father-in-law, tryA-ing to find the
simlarities everyone el se saw between this nman and Kurj. He had never known
Jarac; the previous Inperator had di ed before they had a chance to neet,
shortly after Eldrinson married Roca. On a superficial level, he saw a

resenbl ance; Jarac and Kurj had similar col A-oring, features, and build. But
the artist who had done this portrait had captured nore elusive qualities,
those Roca had often described to him the gentleness wthin her towA-ering
father, the warlord who preferred peace to conbat.
A sharp inhale came from behind him Puzzled, he turned &€”and went conpletely
still.

Soz was standing across the room The flow of time seemed to stop and freeze
himin this noment, like a shim

mer fly caught in anmber. H s daughter |ooked so nuch |ike herself, alive and
wel |, her hair curling wildly around her face and her eyes as large as a
startled rockhorn deer. Then he saw the dark circles under her eyes, how thin
she had beA-cone, her stiff posture. She stood as if she wasn't sure whet her
she should go to himor flee.

H s voice caught. "My greetings, Soshoni." He used the chil dhood ni cknanme out
of habit and his pleasure in seeing her, and nen inmediately regretted it.
This was no child facA-ing him but an adult whose life would be forged in the
onA- comi ng war .

She sai d not hi ng.

El dri nson | ooked from his daughter to his wife, who stood next to her, but he
saw no answers in Roca's face. PuzzleA-nent cane from Roca's mind and nmade hi m
fear that she hadn't warned Soz he had cone.

"Father." Soz gulped in a breath. "You' re&€”gods aboved€” you're standing."
Up until that monent, he had been so tense, he had forA-gotten mat she didn't
know he coul d wal k now. Leaning on his cane, he stepped toward her. He slid
his cane forward and took another step, so slow, so hard, but none of that
mat t ered when he saw his goal, his w fe and daughter standing toA-gether. Soz
was too thin, her face strained with fatigue, a snudge of dust on her
cheekd€”a truly beautiful sight.

"Hoshpa." Her eyes glistened. "You can see, too.



El dri nson took another step, |eaning heavily on his cane. He wanted to answer,
but he couldn't speak with the exertion of coaxing his rebuilt linbs to obey
his thoughts in this strange gravity. He had to do this right with Soz, or at
| east as right as he could nmanage, and that meant giving his ful
concentration to his words when he spoke with her
Soz waited while he took step after slow step and rested in between with his
wei ght on his cane. Wth her face so gaunt, her eyes seened even | arger nman
usual, too big for her face. It gave her a haunted quality. He suspected she
had | earned far nore this past year and a half than math and mlitary
strategy, perhaps nore than she ever wanted to | earn

Finally he reached her. His heart rilled with the sight until he couldn't

speak.

"Fat her?" Her voice was |low, tentative.

He took a shaky breath. "I practiced what | would say to you for nmany hours
during the trip here. Nowit seems | have forgotten everything."

She seened afraid to smile, to greet him to say anything at all. El drinson
understood. He felt the sane way. But he had to speak. "If you will forgive ny
cl umsy words, which lurch and stunble as nuch as ny | egsé€”1a&€”l hopeéd€”you
will always want to cone hone." He reached out his free hand to her. "You are

al ways wel conme, Soshoni."
The tension drained out of her posture. She took his hand and he pulled her
into a hug, dropping his cane. For an endA-less wonderful noment they stood
that way, and he rememA-bered all the tines he had enbraced her when she was
younger. A sob caught in her throat, al nost inaudible.
"Al ways wel cone, " he whi spered.
Soz drew back, slowy letting himgo, taking care he didn't fall. She picked
up his cane and handed it to him pushing those splendidly disarrayed curls
out of her face. Roca stood back, smiling now, giving them space.
"How?" Soz asked, indicating his legs, then looking into his eyes. "The | ast |
heard, you woul d never wal k or see again."
"Ah, well." He shifted his weight, changing his grip on the cane from one hand
to the other. "It seenms nmy mind is rather strange. It doesn't respond the way
these | SC heal ers expect Their healing didn't work. Not at first. O at second
or third, either.” He managed a smile, despite the growing ache in his |egs.
"But 1'ma stubborn old barbarian. Eventually it worked."
"I"'mso glad." Soz rubbed tears off her cheek. "And you aren't a barbarian."
He tried to smle, but his | egs were beconi ng oddly heavy, a peculiar
sensation given how nuch lighter he otherA-wise felt here

Roca spoke to Soz. "You look as if you've had a | ong day. Perhaps we shoul d
sit down?"
Soz's cheeks reddened. "1've been cleaning robots."

El dri nson frowned. "What for? You cane here to be a warrior."
She gave a soft laugh full of enbarrassnent. "Ah, Hoshpa, they think

m sbehave. Can you imagi ne such a thing? Me, m sbehave."
"Quite a concept, eh?" Eldrinson could inmagi ne how unA-prepared DVA nust have
been for his whirlw nd of a daughter. "C eaning robots is good for the
character, |'ve heard."
"Then | nust have great character," Soz grunbled, soundA-ing nore |ike her
usual self. He had | ong ago realized she had no idea how charm ng or funny she
sounded. He didn't dare tell her; she mght take off his head.
The three of themwent to one of the couches, slowy for him Roca came up on
his other side, but neither she nor Soz tried to take his armor otherw se
hel p. They were patient with his pride.
As they settled on the couch, it adjusted beneath them It would have bot hered
El drinson until he realized its cushions were nmaking his | egs nore
confortable. It was a relief to reA-lax. He |eaned his head back, letting the
lively couch ease his nuscles.
"Eldri?" Roca's voice came through the haze of his faA-tigue. "Are you al

ri ght?"
"Just a little tired, that's all." He straightened up and turned to Soz, who



had sat between himand Roca. "After |'ve rested, you must show us around this
school that has so many robots to clean.™

Her lips quirked. "I'll do that," Her voice was stronger now and her eyes
brimed with wel cone.
And | ove.

He had let that get away, this love for his fanily. He had |ost his path. He
had never realized he needed to map such a comA-plicated route through the
maze of his enotions. Even when

he had ridden to war with his sons, he had never genuinely faced their
mortality. He had known they woul d probably surA-vive minor battles, and he
had been with them to fight at their side, their back. Now, seeing Soz here,
on a world of red skies, chrome cities, and soaring towers, he knew only
relief that she was alive and healtiiy instead of lying in a hospital room

He woul d never have the chance to reconcile with Alrhor, but he had found his
way back to Soz and Shannon. If he had to travel |eagues or light-years to see
them he would do so. \Whatever it took, he would never again let hinself |ose
t he people who mattered nmore to himthan anyone else in the world. His fanily.
So Eldrinson spent the day with his wife and daughter, and found joy in their
| ove.

Characters and Family Hi story

ol df ace nanes refer to Ruby psions, also known as the "Rhon." Al Rhon psions
who are nenbers of the Ruby Dynasty use Skolia as their |ast name (the Skolian
Inperi-alate was nanmed after their famly). The Selei nane indiA-cates the
direct line of the Ruby Pharaoh. Children of Roca and El drinson take Val dori a
as a third name. The "del" preA-fix means "in honor of," and is capitalized if
the person honA-ored was a Triad menber. Most nanmes are based on
wor | d- bui | di ng systenms drawn from Mayan, North African, and Indian cul tures.
= nmarriage

Lahaylia Sel ei (Ruby Pharaoh) = Jarac (I nperator)

Lahaylia and Jarac founded the nodern-day Ruby Dynasty. Lahaylia was created
in the Rhon genetic project. Her |ineA-age traces back to the ancient Ruby
Dynasty that founded the Ruby Enpire. Lahaylia and Jarac have two daughters,
Dyhi anna Sel ei and Roca.

= (1) WIlliam Seth Rockworth H (separated) = (2) Eldrin Jarac Valdoria

Dehya becones the Ruby Pharaoh after Lahaylia. She marA-ried WIlliam Seth
Rockworth HI as part of the Icel and

Treaty between the Skolian Inperialate and Allied Wrlds of Earth. They have
no children and | ater separate. The di sA-solution of their marriage would
negate the treaty, so neither the Allieds nor the Inperialate recognize Seth's
di vorce. Both Seth and Dehya eventually remarry anyway. Spherical Harnonic
tells the story of what happens to Dehya after the Radi ance War. She and
Eldrin have two children, Taquinil Selei and Al thor Vyan Sel ei
Al thor Wan Selei = 'Akushtina (Tina) Santis Pulivok
The story of Althor and Tina appears in Catch the LightA-ning. Althor VWan
Sel ei was named after his uncle/cousin, Athor Izam Na Valdoria. Tina also
appears in the story "Ave de Paso" in the anthol ogi es Redshift and Fantasy:
The Year's Best, 2001, edited by Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber

Roca = (1) Tokaba Ryestar (deceased)
= (2) Darr Hammrerjackson (divorced) = (3) Eldrinson (Eldri) Althor Valdoria
Roca and Tokaba had one child, Kurj (Inperator and forner Jagernaut). Kurj
marries Am when he is about a century old. Kurj and Ami have a son naned

Kurj son.
Al t hough no records exist of Edrinson's lineage, it is beA-lieved he descends
fromthe ancient Ruby Dynasty. Skyfall tells the story of how he and Roca
nmeet. They have ten children

Eldrin (Dryni) Jarac (bard, consort to Ruby Pharaoh
warrior) Althor |Izam Na (engi neer, Jagernaut, Inperial Heir) Del-Kurj (Del)
(singer, warrior, twin to Chani ece) Chaniece Roca (runs Valdoria fanily



househol d, twin to

Del -Kurj) Havyrl (VWyrl) Torcellei (farner, doctorate in agriculture)
Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia (mlitary scientist, Jagernaut,

I mperator) Denric Wndward (teacher, doctorate in literature) Shannon Eiriei

(Blue Dal e Archer) Aniece Dyhianna (accountant, Rillian queen) Kelricson
(Keltic) Garlin (mat hematician, Jagernaut,

| mper at or)

El drin appears in The Radi ant Seas and Spherical Harnonic.

Althor |zamNa = (1) Coop and Vaz A< i Ac a— <><- -; -a- a-

*a— *$' 28— &— &— = (2) drrus

Al thor has a daughter, Eristia Leirol Valdoria, with Syreen Leirol, an actress
turned |inguist. Coop and Vaz have a son, Ryder Jal am Majda Valdoria, with
Althor as co-father. Al A-thor and Coop appear in The Radi ant Seas. The

novel ette, "Soul of Light" (Crclet Press, anthol ogy Sextopia), tells the
story of how Althor and Vaz net Coop. Vaz and Coop al so appear in Spherical
Harmoni c. Althor and Cirrus al so have a son.

Havyrl (VWyrl) Torcellei = LiUara (Lilly) (deceased) = Kanpbj Quanta Argali
Havyrl & Lilly's story appears in "Stained dass Heart," a novella in the

ant hol ogy Irresistible Forces, February 2004. The story of Havyrl and Kanoj
appears in The Quantum Rose, which won the 2001 Nebula Award. An early version
of the first half was serialized in Anal og, May 1999-Jul y/ August 1999.
Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia = (1) Jato Stornson

(di vorced)

= (2) Hypron Lum nar
- a- "a- ''a- - (deceased)

(3)Jai briol Qx (aka Jaibriol I1)

The story of how Soz and Jato net appears in the novella, "Aurora in Four
Voi ces" (Anal og, Decenber 1998). Soz and Jaibrioi's stories appear in Primary
I nversion and The Radi A-ant Seas. They have four children, all of whom use

I

Qox-Skolia as their last nanme: Jaibriol Ill, Rocalisa, Vitar, and del -Kel rk.
The story of how Jaibriol 111 became the enmperor of Eube appears in The Mon's
Shadow. Jaibriol 1l married Tarquine lquar, the Finance Mnister of Eube.

Soz's experi A-ences as a cadet are in Triad Part | (Schism) and Part I1I.

Ani ece = Lord Rillia.

Lord Rillia rules Rillia, which consists of the extensive Ril-lian Vales, the
Dal vador Pl ains, the Backbone Muntains, and the Stained G ass Forest.
Kelricson (Keltic) Garlin = (1) Corey Mjda (deceased

in 2243)

= (2) Deha Dahl (deceased) = (3) Rashiva Haka (Cal ani trade)

= (4) Savina Mesa (deceased) = (5) Avtac Varz (Calani trade) = (6) Ixpar Karn
(closure) = (7) Jeejon

Kelric's stories are told in The Last Hawk, Ascendant Sun, The Mon's Shadow,
the novella "A Roll of the Dice" (AnaA-1og, July/August 2000), and die

novel ette "Light and Shadow' (Anal og, April 1994). Keltic and Rashiva have one
son, Jimorla (Jim) Haka, who becomes a renowned Cal ani. Keltic and Savi na
have one daughter, Rohka M esa Van, who beconmes ne Mnistry Successor in |line
to rule me Twel ve Estates on Coba.

The novella "Walk in Silence" (Analog, April 2003) tells the story of Jess

Fer nandez, an Allied starship captain fromEarth who deals with the

genetical ly engi neered humans on

t he Skolian colony of Icelos. The story of Dayj Majda, the prince who was
betrothed to Roca in Skyfall, appears in the novella "The Gty of Cries" in

t he ant hol ogy Down These Dark Spaceways, edited by M ke Resnick. The novelette
"The Shadowed Heart" is the story of Jagernaut Jason Har-rick when he survives
the aftermath of the Radiance War. It appears in the anthol ogy The Journey
Horme, edited by Mary Kirk.

Ti me Line

circa



4000 bc

G oup of humans moved from Earth to Raylicon
circa

3600 bc

Ruby Dynasty begi ns

circa

3100 bc

Rayl i cans launch first interstellar Sights; rise of Ruby Enpire
circa

2900 bc

Ruby Enpire declines

circa

2800 bc

Last interstellar flights; Ruby Enpire coll apses
circa ad 1300

Rayl i cans begin to regain | ost know edge

1843
Raylicans regain interstellar flight

1866

Rhon genetic project begins

A«ga

1871

Ari st os f ound Eubi an Concord (aka Trader Enpire)
ra,c;

1881

Lahaylia Selei born

1904
Lahaylia Sel ei founds Skolian Inperialate

2005
Jar acborn

2111
Lahaylia Selei marries Jarac

2119
Dyhi anna Sel ei born

2122
Earth achieves interstellar flight

2132
Allied Wrlds of Earth forned

2144
Rocaborn

2169

Kurj born

n

2203

Roca marries Eldrinson Althor Valdoria (Skyfall)
pEF

2204

Eldrin Jarac Val doria born

AN

2205



Prince Dayj Majda runs away ("The City of Cries")
2206

Al 'thor |zam Na Val doria born

2209

Havyrl (VWyrl) Torcellei Valdoria born
2210

Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia Valdoria born
2211

Denric Wndward Val doria born

2219

Kelricson (Kelric) Garlin Valdoria born
2223

Wrl marries Lilly ("Stained G ass Heart")
2227

Soz goes to Jagernaut military acadeny

(Schi sm
2235
Denric trapped in Never-Haven ("The

Edge of Never-Haven")

2237

Jai briol Il born

2240

Soz neets Jato Stormson ("Aurora in Four

Voi ces")

2241

Kelric marries Admiral Corey Mjda
2243

Corey assassi nated ("Light and Shadow')
2258

Kelric crashes on Coba (The Last Hawk)
early 2259

Soz neets Jaibriol (Primary |nversion)
| ate 2259

Soz and Jaibriol go into exile (The Radi-

ant Seas)
2260
Jai briol UJ born (aka Jaibriol Qox Skolia)

(The Radi ant Seas)
2263
Rocal i sa Qox Skolia born; Althor |zam

Na Val doria nmeets Coop ("Soul of Light")
2266

Lilly dies

2268

Vitar Qox Skolia born

2273

del -Kelric Qox Skolia born

2274

Radi ance War begins (al so call ed Dom no

War) (The Radi ant Seas)
2276
Traders capture Eldrin. Radiance War



ends. Jason Harrick crashes on Thrice
Narmed (" The Shadowed Heart™)

2277-8

Kelric returns hone (Ascendant Sun); De-
hya coal esces ( Spheri cal Har noni c¢) ;
Karmoj and VWrl meet (The Quantum

Rose); Jaibriol 111 beconmes emperor of

Eube (The Mbon's Shadow)

2279
Al thor Wan Sel ei born
2287 Jerem ah Coltman trapped on Coba ("A
Rol | of the Dice") 2298 Jess Fernandez goes to lcelos ("Walk in
Sil ence") 2328 Al thor Wan Selei nmeets Tina Santis Puli-

vok (Catch the Lightning)



