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|. Delos

1. Island of Sanctuary

Although | had known about Delos since | was a young woman, this was my fird vigt to the planet.
Ddosisamember of the Allied Worlds of Earth, who steadfastly maintain neutrdity in the war between
the Traders and my people, the Skolians. Despite the fact that dl of us are human—Allieds, Traders, and
Skalians dike—we have little in common. So Earth declared Delos a neutra zone, sanctuary, a place
where Trader and Skolian soldiers could wak together in harmony.

Harmony was ther word, not ours. You'd never have caught one of us waking with a Trader
soldier, in harmony or otherwise.

But Delos was the planet easiest to reach from the region of space where my squad had been running
flight drills to integrate Taas, our newest member, into the group. So Delos was where we came for our



well-earned rest and relaxation.

The evening was warm as the four of us walked dong the Arcade. A hodgepodge of sdls and shops
stretched the length of the boardwalk, eaves hung with wooden chimes that clacked in the wind, and with
sreamers dyed green, yelow, blue, and plump-pod red. At the gpex of each turreted roof a pole
reached toward the sky. Metd plates hung from the poles, danking heartily as gusts tossed them against
one another, their chatter meding with the voices of the people who strolled among the shops and games.
It was a place of fegtivd and laughter, a haven for the bright women in ther flutter-ydlow skirts, and for
the strapping young men in billowing trousers who pursued them.

Aswe grolled dong the boardwalk, its nervoplex surface shifted under our feet, making me grit my
teeth. | had never understood why most people liked the suff. No, that wasn't true. | understood, | just
didn't share that fondness. Nervoplex supposedly heightened comfort and pleasure. The network of
molecular fibers and nanosized computer chips woven into it reacted to the digribution of weght it
experienced, letting the boardwak andyze and interact with the pedestrian traffic dmogt as if it sensed
their moods.

In an open area on our right, people clustered around a pair of wrestlersin red and green outfits who
were putting on a demondiration. As the crowd milled and stamped, the nervoplex rippled in response,
megnifying their enjoyment of the show.

The four of us—Rex, Helda, Taas, and mysdf—waked done. The boardwalk around us was Hiff
and motionless. | wished we had avilian clothes. We weren't on duty, after al. But dl we had were our
Jagernaut uniforms: black pants tucked into black boots, black vests, black jackets. In the bright crowds,
our unrelieved black drew attention like rocks faling into water. The river of pedestrians split around us
asif they were a waterway parted by boulders. They were modly Earth citizens, people not likdy to
have seen even one Jagernaut in person before, let done four of us.

Rex glanced a me, his handsome face flashing with a wicked grin. “You should start ydling and
foaming at the mouth, Soz. That would clear this place out fadt.”

| glared a him. The “Jagernaut runs amok” plot was a favorite in the holomovies We were
bioengineered fighter pilots, dite officers in the Space Command of Skolia The prospect that one of us
would go crazy and attack everyone in Sght had made alot of holomovie producers annoyingly rich.

“I'll foam your mouth,” | grumbled.

Rex amiled. “That sounds interesting.”

Helda spoke in her throaty accent. “Y ou remember Garth Byler?’

Rex glanced a her. “He entered the Dieshan Military Academy as a cadet the year | graduated.”

Helda nodded. She was as big as Rex, towering over both Taas and me. Her har hung around her
face like honeycorn straw. “He went to a heartbender.”

The nervoplex under my feet diffened. | dowed down, trying to relax. There was no need to tense
up; “heartbender” was just the dang we used for the psychiatrists who treated Jagernauts who broke
under the strain of awar that had gone beyond the capabilities of norma humans to fight it. But if one of
usdid snap, and it happened more often than Space Command admitted, we usudly did it quietly. Any
violence was dmogt dways directed inward, not a other people.

“What happened to hm?’ Taas asked.

“Went to the hospital,” Helda said. “Then he retired.”

| rubbed the back of my hand across my forehead, unable to concentrate on the conversation. My
pulse and breathing had speeded up, and sweet gathered on my temples, dampening curls of my hair.
What was the matter with me?

Then | saw it. Across the Arcade, two people were watching us, a young man and woman dressed in
imported jeans and glittery hotshirts. They looked like students, maybe lovers out for a groll. Neither of
them was amiling. They just stood staring at us, their snack-sticks dangling forgotten in their hands.

Tightness congtricted around my chest like a meta band. | stopped walking and took a deep breath.
Block, | thought.

| didn’t get the response | expected. All | should have seen when | gave the Block command was a
psicon, a smdl picture Smilar to the icons on a computer, except that psicons appeared in the mind. It



should have flashed and disappeared. Instead, the image of a computer menu formed in my mind. |
closed my eyes and the menu wavered like the afterimage of a bright light on my eydids. When | opened
my eyes, my perception shifted so that | saw the menu hanging in the arr in front of me like a holographic
image. It showed me three commands:

Trander

Block

Exit

The letters were in my persond font, which made them look as if they were carved out of amber.
Next to the word Block | saw the picture of a neurd synapse with awal between the axon and dendrite.
That picture was the Block pscon | had expected to flash in my mind. Instead it sat here, flogting in the
ar, part of abig menu waiting for my attention. Rex and Helda had stopped next to me and were taking
to each other, oblivious to the lig of words | saw superimposed on them.

The people from Earth had a good saying for times like this. Figging rockets. Better yet, flaming
frigging rockets. What was this menu doing, hanging in the air? No, that was the wrong question. | knew
why it was there. The computer node implanted inmy spine had produced it when | sent a command by
thinking the word Block. It accessed my optic nerve to make the menu appear in front of me,

Except it shouldn't have happened. | had set up my systemsto bypass this procedure. It was far too
inefficdent—nat to mention distracting—to go through the whole process every time | gave a command to
my spind node. The only response | should have seen to my Block command was the flash of the
synapse-and-wall psicon letting me know the node was working.

| just thought of the computer in my spine as “the node.” | named most computers | worked with, but
not this one. 1t would have been too much like cdling mysdf by someone ese's name, as if | were
doubling or splitting my persondlity.

| formed another thought for the node. Switch to Brief mode.

Its response came into my mind as if it were my own thought, but phrased in the node's usud
bone-dry verbiage. Recommend Verification mode. Too much time has passed snce you last confirmed
blocking operations.

So. It wanted to run a check. | knew the routing; the node would show me every step it followed to
execute my Block command. Usudly the process went at close to the speed of light, which was the limit
to how fast sgnds could travel dong the fiberoptic threads in my body. But right now it wanted me to
plod through the whole excruciating routine to make sure there were no errorsinit.

All right, | thought. Do the check.

The menu faded. Then the node produced a new image. This one dso hung in the air like a holo, a
blue slhouette of the two students who were Hill saring a us. The node overlad the slhouette on them
90 that they looked asif they were glowing with blue light.

Input from these two sources exceeds safety tolerances, the node thought.

| know that. For an empath like mysdf, their “input” was ther fear: | fdt it so intensdy that sweat
hed formed on my temples and was running down my neck.

Block ther input, | thought.

| am rdleasing a drug that will inhibit the action of psamine on the neurons in the para centers of your
brain, induding attachment to P1 receptors. Inhibition will continue until externd input drops below your
default safety tolerances.

| grimaced. Can't you just say you' re blocking them?

| am blocking them, the node obliged.

The ondaught of fear receded. As my shoulders relaxed and my heart beat dowed, | thought,
Procedure verified. Now switch to Brief mode,

Brief mode entered.

Findly. | glanced around at the others. Taas was Sanding next to me, saring a the turreted roof of a
ddl. The students fear radiated off him like heet off a red-hot ingat.

| lad my hand on hisarm. “Shut them out.”

He didn't move. His face was pale under its usud dlive color.



“That'san order,” | sad. “Initiate blocking.”

Taes jerked. Then he closed his eyes. After amoment he looked at me, his color returning.

“Youdl right?’ | asked.

“Yes” Hewinced. “It was s0 intense. They caught me off guard.”

“Metoo.”

Rex glanced from me to Taas. Then he turned to the students and | fdt him block ther input.
Although | couldn’t pick up Helda as easly, her brief glazed look told me she too had accessed her
soind node. None of them took more than an ingant to do the block; apparently their nodes weren't
harassing them with verification procedures today.

Wedl, maybe harassng wasn't afar word. After dl, | was the one who had told it to warn me when
too long went by without a check.

Taas spoke inalow voice. “I don't know why | dipped up like that.”

“It's this damn nervoplex.” | motioned at the boardwalk. “It interacts with the crowd like a mood
enhancer.” Taas and | were more senstive to the effect, he because he was the least experienced
member of the squad and | because | was the strongest empath.

Helda motioned toward the students. “Why do those two over there get so upset? What do they
think we do to them, anyway?’

Rex turned back to us, spesking in a srangdy quiet voice. “I get tired of evoking that reaction.” He
pushed his hand through his hair, mussng up the black locks. No, not black. More and more white
showed a histemple every day.

But now what was this? Why did Taas have that odd amile? “What's so funny?’ | asked.

He flushed. “Md am?’

“Why are you grinning like that?’

He immediatdy stopped amiling. “Nothing, ma am.”

| laughed. “Taas, you don’t need to say maiam.” In a group as tightly knit as ours, it made no sense
to be so formd. “What was funny?’

He hesitated, then motioned toward the students. “That boy had a different reection to you than he
did to the rest of us”

“Different?’ | blinked. “How?’

“He thinks you' re—uh ...”

| waited. “Yes?’

Taas reddened. “He thinks you're sexy.”

| felt my own face flush. “I'm old enough to be his mother.”

Heda laughed. “Ya, but you look like a youngster, Soz.”

| smiled. “1 do not.” In truth, she wasn't the fird to tdl me that.

Rex grinned, and | fdt Taas rdax. Our group tenson trickled avay. As Rex started to speak, his
gaze shifted to a point beyond me—and his amile vanished like a door damming shut. | turned to look.

Traders.

Of course they didn't cdl themsdlves Traders. They were Eubians, members of the euphemidicaly
named Eube Concord. There were five of them, dl dressed in gray uniforms with blue piping on the pants
and crimson braid on the deeves. Although it was hard to make out the color of ther eyes from this far
away, | didn't think any of them had the red eyes of an Aristo, a member of the highest caste in the rigid
hierarchy of the Concord. One of them did have an Aristo’s findy chisdled fegtures, the black har, even
the arrogant stance. And his hair glinted. But it didn’t have that liquid shimmering qudity so digtinctive of
an Arigto.

Perhaps they were an Ariso's bodyguards. It was one of the more prestigious postions alowed
members of the lower Trader castes. My guess was that they were taskmakers, children born from the
pairing of an Aristo with alower caste Trader.

They stood across the Arcade daring a us. The crowds continued about their business, busling
adong the boardwalk between our group and the Traders.

An odd fear grabbed me, one with a nurturing intengty that, though appeding, wasn't familiar. As my



pulse leapt, | looked around and saw a woman hurrying severd children away from the area. She
glanced at the Traders, then at us, then urged her charges to speed up. The smdlest boy balked, trying to
head for a gdl where sugar candles hung on awire, the inviting treats dripping sugar instead of wax. The
womean pulled him away, ignoring his loud protests as she hurried him through the crowd.

Taas scowled at the Traders. “They can't just come here and walk around.”

“Wha, you want them to get a license?” Helda asked. Then she added, “We're harmonizing,
remember?’

“They could be spying,” Taas offered.

Rex was watching me. “What's wrong?’

| swallowed. “That tal one. He looks like Tarque.”

Rex diffened. “ Tarqueis dead.”

Long dead. Ten years dead. | had killed him.

“Who is Tarque?’ Helda asked. “It sounds Arigto.”

Somehow | kept my voice steady. “It is”

Rex nudged my mind. After years of working together he and | were close enough o that | could
catch his thoughtsiif he directed them a me with enough force.

Areyou dl right? he asked.

| took a breath, sruggling to keep my pulse steady. Yes.

“Where you know this Tarque?’ Helda asked me.

“l went undercover on Tams Station ten years ago.”

“Tams?’ Taas asked. “You mean the Trader planet?’

| nodded. “I got—caught.”

“They broke your cover?’ he asked.

“No. | don't mean caught that way.” It was a moment before | could continue. “Ten years ago the
Traders inddled an Aristo governor on Tams, a man cdled Kryx Tarque. His people were making
sweeps through the cities, sdlecting servers for his estates.”

“Server” was the generic term the Arigtos used for lower castes, which as fa as they were
concerned included everyone in the universe who wasan't an Aristo. “I got caught in a sweep.”

Taas stared & me. “You've been a Trader servant!”

“No.” | spoke with acamness| didn't fed. “A provider.”

Taas blanched, and Helda's muscles bunched up dong her shoulders, meking her jacket shift
position. “Provider” was one of the Aristos euphemisms, one | never wanted to think about again.

Heldarolled her shoulders like a fighter trying to ease out knotted muscles. “How you escape?’

| just shook my head. | couldn’'t talk about it. Across the Arcade, the Traders were taking amnong
themsdlves, dill waiching us.

Taas spoke awkwardly. “I'm sorry, Primary Vadoria. About Tams”

| tried to make my voice light. “Taas, cal me Soz, dl right?’ | had told him that so many times | had
logt count.

He reddened. “Yes maam.”

Helda s thought brushed my mind, far weaker than | had fet from Rex: 1 also am sorry. Then, more
lightly: Give Taas time. You scare the bejeebs out of him.

Taas blinked. Bgjeebs?

Rex sent them amentd grin. Is that living or inanimate?

| tried to smile. | knew Rex was trying to defuse the tenson. And | should have been pleased; it was
the firgt time Taas had succeeded in linking with us without help from the hardware in our ships. But |
couldn't stop daring a the Traders. They started to wak again, keeping watch on us as they moved
away into the crowds.

“Looks like we bore them,” Helda said.

Taas shifted hisfeet back and forth like abal player waiting for his opponent to make a move. “We
can't just let them walk away.”

“What judtification would you give for doing anything ese?’ | asked.



“They’'re Traders,” Taas said. “lan’'t that enough?’

| tilted my head toward the Allied police officers who had gathered in the area, thair blue and slver
uniforms easy to spot among the crowds. “I doubt they would agree.”

Taas scowled. “If it waan't for us, the Traders would have taken over their Allied Worlds a long time
ago. They should be grateful we're here”

“If it wasn't for the Traders kegping us occupied,” | said, “we might have taken over thar Allied
Worlds along time ago.”

Taas s forehead creased. “Don't you hate the Traders?’ He hesitated. “Especidly after—"

“Bramling in the street won't serve any purpose,” | said. “It also happens to beillegd here.”

Heda shrugged at Taas. “We have better ways to occupy our time, hoiya | would like a drink,
mysdf.”

| had never quite figured out what hoiya meant in Helda's language, but | thought it was something
like “sweet young one.” Taas had yet to redize it was more than a nonsense word she threw into her
sentences. It was going to be interesting to see her try to explain hersdf when he redized she was cdling
him a swest boy.

Rex grinned. “Heya, Helda, hoiya, you want to get drunk?’

“Holyayoursdf,” Helda grumbled. But then she amiled. “Maybe afew drinks, hen?’

“I wouldn't mind adrink,” | said. A srong one, the kind that obliterated memories.

Night had been pressing down on the sunset for over an hour, darkening the reddish-purple stresk of
sky dong the horizon. A day here lasted sixty-two hours, making the sunset go on and on asif it resisted
gving up the light. The Arcade was even more crowded now, people taking advantage of the respite
from the heat. With thirty hours of sunlight a day, it was usudly only cool enough outside for humans to
be comfortable during the evening, night and dawn hours.

Overhead the sky was a deep violet. The Delos sun emitted more purple light then average for human
habitable planets and the thin atmosphere scattered it less. It gave a purple tinge to the sky as if we were
high in the mountains instead of a sealevd. Clouds streaked the horizon, their lower edges rimmed with
abrilliant pink that deepened as the sunset withdrew behind the Arcade roofs.

We walked through the twilight dong aline of bars. Holosgns lit up the dusk: a shocking pink flower
suspended over a door, gilded insectsflying in dlipses, a dugter of blue-green planets orhiting close to a
blue giant star that in redity could never have supported such a solar system. Hologram screens aso
sded mogt of the bars, spawning holos everywhere, so that poles of light rotated between buildings,
swirling with gaudy purple and red stripes, and arches of light spanned the roofs. Scampering animds
sparked and popped like firecrackers as they ran up and down the sides of buildings, or morphed into
different species.

Musc jangled a us, raucous tunes mixing with seductive meodies. Sounds jumped out as we
approached and receded into the genera buzz after we had passed. Hawkers cdled out from doorways,
usng adew of languages. The ones | understood were trying to entice customers with promises of liquor
and smoke-sticks, and seeds of the oilweed plant that could set you to dreaming, or to making love for
hours. The amdl of cooking meet and spices filled the air.

| couldn’t read mogt of the holosigns. Pulling down a trandation menu in my mind, | overlaid it on an
elegant 9gn that ssid CONSTANTINIDES.

Trandate, | thought.

Greek, the node answered. Trandation: Congtantinides.

“Thet helpsalot,” | muttered.

“Where you want to go?’ Helda asked.

| pointed to arusty building. One pole topped its roof with afew desultory circles that clanked in the
wind. The holosign above the door was in English, which was the only language | had seen among the
bars so far thet | could read without a trandator.

“JACK’'SPLACE,” | sad.

Rex peered at the bar. It sounds vintage Earth.”

Helda snorted. “It look vintage wreck.”



“Come on, Helda” Rex laughed. “Be brave.”

“Why you want to go to this place?’ she demanded.

“Because” Rex said, “it looks like it has authentic old Earth atmosphere.”

“Thisis good thing to have?’ Helda asked.

| amiled. “Let’'sgiveit atry and see”

So we went in, pushing open the door under the 9gn. Inside, a counter stretched dong one wall, its
black top pitted with age. Stools lined the counter, each upholstered in a red materid that shone from
use. Tables covered by red and white clothsfilled the room. A man stood behind the counter polishing a
glass, stains showing on his doth and on the white apron tied across his big ssomach.

A band was playing on a raised stage in one corner. The indruments were unfamiliar: gourd-shaped
boxes with strings pulled tight across the box, gold horns with handles that moved in and out, fat drums.
Themusic had a compdling rhythm, mixing in a sensud blend of sound that made me want to dance with
the young man who was snging. Garish cartoon holos flickered in front of the pands that lined the stage.

A womean in a short skirt was waiting on the tables. Taas watched her with aamile “1 like this place,”
he said.

Rex grinned his agreement. “Let's St at atable”

Helda amiled at Taas and tilted her head a the waitress. “Nice, hmm? But we better not fight. Save
that for Traders. I’'m too much bigger than you anyway.”

Taas blinked at her. “What?’

“She doesn’t want to fight you for the waitress,” | said.

“Why would Helda and | fight over the waitress?’

| shrugged. “Bests me” | was no judge of beauty in women. Now in men, that was different. But to
me the waitress just looked like a too-young girl in a too-tight skirt. The thing had to be cutting off her
circulaion.

Rex laughed. “Maybe the three of us should offer oursdves and let her pick.”

| smiled. “What makes you think she'd pick any of you?’

“The three of us?’ Taas asked.

Helda leaned toward him. “Me, you, Rex. Got it?’

Taas turned bright red. “Y ou like women? Not men?’

“Of course” Helda said.

“Oh.” Taas scratched his chin. “Wdl, you may be bigger than me, but | have more style”

The waitress came over and spoke dyly to Rex in English. “Would you like a table?”

Rex answered in Skolian, gving her his wicked grin. “1 have no idea what you're saying, but it
sounds beautiful.”

“She wants to know if we like tables” | said. Whatever that meant. | pulled down my trandation
menu. It hung superimposed over the waitress, who was looking from me to Taas to Helda. | knew |
probably had the same glazed expression | saw on ther faces.

Waiting, my spind node prompted.

Rex amiled at the waitress. “They’re meditating,” he said in Skolian.

She blinked at him, then looked around for someone who could help her.

Trandate ‘We would like to have drinks and food,” | thought.

The waitress spoke to Rex. “What can | do for you?” The Skolian trandation of her words came into
my thoughts, interfering with my attempt to trandate what | wanted to say into English. Meanwhile the
walitress was turning redder and redder.

“Pah,” | muttered. My spind node was optimized for combat, not trandation. Maybe | should have
that diplomecy mod added after dl. It would augment my socid skills and upgrade my languege
cgpability. But my spind node was loaded to capacity with combat mods and libraries, and | had no
intention of removing even one. My life might someday depend on it. | didn’t want to enlarge the node
agan, ether. My biomech sysem had reached the limit of what was consdered safe even with
state-of -the-art bioengineering technology.

Besdes, it wouldn't hurt me to practice my English without a computer “whispering” in my ear.



Program end, | thought. As the menu vanished, | spoke to the waitressin the best English | could muster
without help. “Is okay there we St?” | motioned a a booth next to the far wall.

“Certanly.” Thered color receded from her face, and my own cheeks cooled. She glanced at Helda
and Taas, who both looked normd again, and her shoulders lowered dightly. The musdes in my
shoulders relaxed as well.

She took some hig cards from a nearby table and headed for the booth. When we followed her, she
looked back at Rex and blushed again.

Following her glance to Rex, | noticed how tightly the pants of his uniform fit. They dung to his
well-muscled legs like supple black lesther, menacing and sexy a the same time. And those big hands.
How did they fed when they—

“Why are you daing at me?’ Rex asked.

“What?’ | flushed. “I wasn't.” Block, | thought. As the Block psicon flashed in my mind, the
walitress s reection to Rex receded in my thoughts. His pants looked normd again. Well, dmost normd.
She was right; it was sexy the way they fit him. | had never noticed it before, at least not conscioudy.

“Always” Helda muttered as we walked to the booth. “ Always they want him.”

“You mean Rex?" Taas asked.

“Ya Always.” Shetilted her head a me. “The boys dways want her.”

| laughed. “1 seem to remember afew of them wanted Rex too.”

At the sound of my laugh, the waitress jumped like a skittercolt. She stopped at the booth and
fumbled with the cards she had brought, dropping them onto the scratched tabletop. Then she stood
blinking a us. So we dl stopped and watched her, wating to see what she would do next. After a
moment she turned pink again.

“She wants us to St down,” Taas decided.

“So let's St.” Rex squeezed past her, putting his hand on her tiny waist in the process. Her face went
from pink to bright crimson. Then the rest of us sat down.

The waitress spoke to Rex. “Would you like a drink?’

He answered in Skolian. “Thet voice of yours makes me want to hold you al night.”

“If you get bored with him,” Helda added, “you can have us” She motioned at Taas, who sat across
the table. “Me and him. He's got gtyle, I ve got muscles”

“Excuse me?’ the waitress asked in English.

“Leave her done” | said. | picked up one of the cards she had put on the table. The heading on it
was made from clear tubes filled with a fluorescent ydlow gas. JACK’S PLACE, it announced.
Projection holos floated above speckled patches on the card, each 3D image disdlaying a dish of food.
When | turned the card, the holos showed different views of thar offerings.

My trandation program gave “synthetic meat sandwich” as the meaning of Hamburger. | tried Hot
dog and got “synthetic meat sandwich.” When Beef Bliss came up as “synthetic meat sandwich,” | gave
up. Didn't Jack serve anything else? | looked at the others. “What do you want?’

“Aleisfine” Rex said. Helda and Taas nodded agreement.

| spoke to the waitressin English. “You de do?’

She peered a me. “I'm sorry. What did you say?’

“Ale” | repeated. “Got any?’

“Y ou mean beer?’

| squinted &t her. “| think.”

“Dark or light?’

What did that mean? “Any kind. You prick.” No, that wasn't right. She was turning red again. |
mede another try. “You pick.” | waved my hand &t the others. “Four beers”

“All right.” And off she went, but not before she gave Rex another one of her shy amiles.

Across the room, the door opened. A group came into the bar—and this time when my shoulders
went rigid it was my own reaction, not anyone ese's.

Traders. There were 9x of them now, the five we had seen earlier plus a man they were guarding. A
men with shimmering black hair and red eyes.



Arigo.

As soon as they saw us, the Traders stopped. We dl stared a one another. The bartender quit
polishing his glass and et it under the counter.

Don't you hate them? Taas had asked. Hate was too mild a word. | saw the Aristo and my brain
fdt hot with my memories of Tarque, the Aristo governor on Tams. Three weeks of torture. This Aristo
stared a me with his perfect ruby eyes, his perfect black har shimmering and his perfect body relaxed. |
wanted to break every perfect bonein his perfect face.

Steadly, | told mysdf. Steady.

One of the Aristo’s bodyguards leaned toward him and spoke. | didn't need to be a telepath to
know he suggested they find a bar with a higher class of dientdle. But the Aristo shook his head. Then he
Seitled down on astool at the counter.

“l can't jugt St here and watch them drink.” Taas was crumpling hismenu in his hands. “1 can't do it”

Rex nodded. “Let’'s go.”

Helda stood up.

“St down,” | said.

They dl stared a me. Then Helda sat.

| fdlt Rex nudge a my mind, but | kept the door closed. My thoughts about Traders were privete,
even from Rex. To say | had no desire to stay a the bar now was the understatement of the century. It
was dso irrdevant. “Aristos don't come to Delos for vacations” | said. “He must be here for a reason.
Our jobisto find it out.”

A musdlein Rex’s cheek jerked. He had had that twitch ever Snce he saw what Tarque did to me on
Tams, saw me 0 rigid with shock and fear that | couldn’t speak.

Helda fingered her belt where her holster normdly hung. But none of us were armed with more than
gmd| hidden knives. Even without a diplomacy mod, | knew how threstening it would have looked for us
to groll dong the Delos boardwal k with Jumbler guns on our hips.

Neither had the Traders been armed when we had seen them earlier. But now they had someone to
protect, someone apparently high enough in ther socid hierarchy that it compelled them to carry
burn-lasers, complete with powerpacks clipped to their belts.

“Jugt wetch them,” | said. “Seeif you can pick up anything.”

The walitress reappeared & our table and set adrink in front of me, a glass filled with amber liquid. |
didn’t know much about Earth didtillation processes, but | knew liquor. What she gave me wasn't de, it
was rum.

My English must have been even worse than | redized. | shook my head at her. “We beer have” |
moationed & the others. “Beer. For dl.”

She swdlowed. “It'sa—" Her voice squeaked. “The man—he ordered it for you.”

“What man?’

She nodded toward the Aristo. “Him.”

| stared a her. Then | gave her back the glass of rum. | had to make a conscious effort to keep
mysdf from shoving it back in her hands so fast that it Spilled.

Rex stood up and took the glass from her. He dipped his hand under her elbow and waked her to
the bar, where he set down the rum. Then he drew her to the back of the room and took her out a door
that | guessed led to the kitchen. | understood why he wanted her out of Sght; if she was having the same
effect on the Aristo that she had made on our group, she could bein trouble.

But the Aristo hadn’'t even glanced at her. | was the one he was watching. | fdt like bugs were
crawling on my skin.

Taas was twiding his menu, making the holes distort into weird mishmashes of color. “What do you
want usto do?’

“Note everything you can about them,” | said. “What they're wearing, how they st, how they move,
how they speak. Store it in your memory and back it up. We Il feed it into the Net later and see what we
come up with.”

Helda mationed toward some hologames in a corner of the room. “From there | get a different view.”



| nodded. “Go.”

Across the room, the musdans finished their song. They stood on the stage and looked at the
Traders, then at us, then a one another. The drummer said something to a horn player, and a sudden
urge to get out of here made the musclesin my legs contract asif | were preparing to run. | had to make
aconscious effort to gt ill.

Then again, maybe stting was't the best choice. The stage had a good view of the Trader group.

“l can keep this Sde of the room covered,” Taas said.

“Good.” | amiled dightly. “1 think I’ll go for some music appreciation.”

As| waked across the room, | fdt the Aristo watching me. When | reached the stage | spoke to the
anger, aman with dark hair. “Can you a song play?’

“What would you like?" he asked.

“You pick.”

He nodded, but | had a feding that what he redly wanted was for dl of us to leave, both my squad
and the Traders. | didn't blame him.

The band started to play again, a dower piece with a sweet mdody. The man sang in a well-trained
baritone. Had the Stuation been different, | would have enjoyed it.

| watched the Trader group with my peripherd vison. So | saw it when the Aristo stood up and
came toward me. As he neared, | turned to face him.

He stopped in front of me and spoke in perfect, dbeit accented, Skolian. “It's pleasant, isn't it?” The
accent was Aristo, pure Ariso from the dite Highton caste, the aristocracy of the aristocracy, the
overlordsin the Aristo hierarchy.

It wasdl | could do to keep from pulling out the knife hidden in my boot. “What do you want?’

“To meet you.”

“Why?

He hesitated. “1 meant no offense”

That didn't fit. | had met many Aristos, usudly over long-range communication but aso in person
during the sporadic and consgtently falled attempts a peace we and the Traders had made. They dways
spoke with arrogance, often outright scorn. This one seemed to have missed his traning in how to act
superior.

But his guards missed nothing. They stood in formation by the bar with their guns drawn, looking
ready to detonate. The Aristo must have ordered them to stay put; otherwise they would have never let a
Jagernaut talk to him aone. Block, | thought. Ther hodtility receded, but the Block psicon kept flashing in
my mind, warning that my systems couldn’t keep out the ful ondaught of their emotions. To do so would
have required my brain to release so much of the drug that inhibited the ps specific receptors on my
neurons that it would have interfered with my ability to think.

Jack’s other patrons had ether left or moved to the back of the bar. Rex was back, hading a
massve knife he mugt have taken from the kitchen. Taas and Helda aso had knives out, smdler ones like
the blade | woreinmy boot. There were five Traders with lasers and only four of us with knives, but we
hed an advantage; the Aristo was eadlly within my reach. His perfect sdf would make a perfect hostage.

“Why do you want to meet me?’ | asked him.

“It syour harr.” His expresson brightened. “I’ve never seen anything likeit.”

| diffened. Tarque had told me the same thing. My har was black and curly, a litle more than
shoulder length. But about two thirds of the way down it shaded into a dark wine color and at the ends it
turned gold. It had fascinated Tarque. Was this Aristo aso looking for providers? He was young, not
much more than twenty, but that was more than old enough. Aristos usudly took ther firs providers
when they reached puberty.

But something about him didn't fit. | couldn’t figure it. The chisded features of his face had the look
of a Highton. His accent fit perfectly, his stance fit perfectly, his voice fit perfectly. Yet something was
wrong.

“Wha do you want with my hair?’ | asked.

“It's pretty.” He shook his head. “Y ou're so beautiful. Why do you want to be a soldier?”’



Inmy mind | saw that image again, the one that haunted my memories Tarque rasing his long finger
to point a me. That one. | want that one.

| had to struggle to keep my voice even. “And | suppose you would be happy to show me my other
optionsin life, right?’

He amiled. * Perhaps for this one evening? Thisis Delos after dl. Here we can, a least for one night,
meet each other as friends”

Right, | thought. Aristos socidized only with their own caste. Period. Their only use for the rest of us
was as objects for barter. Did he redly think | would walk off into the night with him? I’d never see my
freedom again.

“No thanks” | said. “I’'m busy tonight.”

He looked disappointed but unsurprised. “Perhaps someday.”

Then he bowed and waked back to his group. As | watched, his guards closed around him and
hurried him out the door.

It was't until they were gone that his bow fully registered on me. Aristos only did that with each
other, as asgn of respect. None | knew would be caught dead bowing to one of us.

Rex came over to me, dill holding his mongter knife. “Are you dl right?”

“Hne” | sad.

“What did he want?’

| spread my hands. “He was trying to pick me up.”

Rex tensed. “Did he threaten you?’

“No. Not a dl. I've never heard an Arigo like him. He sounded normd. Very palite”

Helda and Taas came up on my other side. “Y ou think it was atrick?” Helda asked.

“l don't know.” | exhaed. “But if | hadn’t had experience with Traders, he might have convinced me
to go with him.”

“We should warn the Arcade police” Taas said. “Before he does get someone around here to go off
with him.”

| nodded. Taas was right, of course. But somehow | didn’t think the Aristo would talk to anyone
else. Something about him didn't fit, it just didn’t fit at dl.

2. Tams Station

The city of Athens bordered the north and east sides of the Arcade. | had no idea why the Allieds
cdled the place Athens, it was as ugly asits ancient namesake on Earth was reputed to be beautiful. They
hed lad it out in squares delineasted by nervoplex streets and lit by boxy lamp posts. As Rex and |
walked dong the darkening roads, hovercars hummed by us, ther cushions of ar exdting the black
nervoplex into rippling patterns that bounced back and forth between the curbs. Maybe the people who
lived here liked the effect, but it gave me a headache.

The police gation was a one-story building chromed with the same blue and slver colors worn by the
Arcade police. We entered a lobby with a counter on its far Sde. As we crossed the room, a holocam
tracked our movements from its perch in a corner of the caling.

A woman with graying hair greeted us at the counter. “Boro na sas voetheso?” she said.

Trandate, | thought.

Greek, my soind node responded. Trandation: May | hep you?

The woman looked from Rex to me, her gaze darting over our uniforms, then back to our faces. She
repeated her question, her voice higher in pitch thistime. What did we want, coming in here dressed like
that—

Block, I thought. The psicon flashed and | stopped feding like acrimind.

Trandate ‘“We would like to make a report’ into Greek, | thought. As my spind node provided
the trandation, | spoke hdtingly, copying the words as exactly as | could manage. But it didn't sound
much like the way the node had pronounced it.

“Ti?" the woman asked. The spind node trandated it: What?



| pushed my hand through my hair. “ Skolian?’

She shook her head. “Okhi Skolian.”

No Skalian, the node trandated.

“English?’ | asked.

“Okhi English.”

How do | say ‘interpreter’ in Greek?, | thought.

Diermeness, the node answered.

| regarded the woman. “Diermeneas? Skolian. Diermeness.”

“Epandabete?’ she asked. The spind node gave that one as Say again?

| gave it another try. “Diermeness.”

“Ah” The furrow linesin her forehead smoothed out. She mationed for us to follow her.

She took us to a smdl room with a table surrounded by nervoplex chairs. Three of the wals were
blank, but the fourth had a large pane of opague glass. | suspected the glass was transparent when
viewed from the other side; the place looked like an interrogation room.

After the woman |eft, Rex scowled a the chairs.

| smiled. You don't like the decor?

He grimaced. It's hard enough muting peopl€'s reactions without having it multiplied by what
we st in.

| brushed my finger over the nervoplex back of a char and it Stiffened in response. In truth, it could
do no more than react to our muscle tenson. Empaths tended to interact with nervoplex, siffening when
it tried to rdax our muscles, rdaxing when it tensed up. It set up a feedback loop that intengfied
whatever we were feding. So redly it only multiplied our own emotions. But Jagernauts were like
sponges, other peopl€ s fedings became ours. Even the most disciplined of us, soldiers who showed no
response a dl to most observers, experienced minute changes in posture and muscle tenson when we
picked up emotions.

The door opened and a young man came into the room. He waked over to Rex and amiled,
extending his hand. “My pleasure a your company,” he said in perfect Skolian. “1 am Tiller Smith.”

Rex blinked at him, then looked a me.

Put your hand in his and move it up and down, | thought.

Rex grasped Tiller’s hand and pumped it vigoroudy. “Gracias,” he said, usng one of the few Earth
words he knew.

Tiller winced, and extricated his hand from Rex’s clutch. “Mrs. Karpozilos said you wanted to report
acime”

Why is he talking to me? Rex thought. Can’t he tell that you outrank me?

Maybe he doesn't know our military protocol. Aloud, | sad, “Not a crime. We're hoping to
prevent one.”

Tiller glanced a me, reddened, and looked away. He peered a the arms of Rex’s jacket, then a
mine, then at Rex’s again. FAndly he said, “I’'m sorry—I’ve never redly worked as an interpreter before.
I'm jugt a handyman here. I—waell, I’'m not sure how to do this” He spread his hands. “I can't even read
your identifications”

Identifications? | looked down a my jacket. The only markings on the black materia were aline of
dlver studs, and of course the gold band around each of my upper ams tha denoted my rank. Rex’s
jacket was identicad except that he had two narrower bands on each of his ams. Did Tiller mean our
ranks?

“I'm Sauscony Vddoria, Primary.” | motioned a Rex. “Rex Blackstone, Secondary.”

Tiller gaped a me. “ You're an Imperid Admird?”

“Primary. It's not the same thing.”

“But ign't Primary another word for Admird?’

“Therank issmilar,” | said. “But it's not the same. Primaries are Jagernauts. Only Jagernauts.”

“Cyberfighters” Excitement legpt in Tiller’s voice. “Tdepathic computers, yes? | studied about you
in—Ah!” He hit his head with his pam. “I digress. You didn't come here to be questioned by me. My



gpologies.”

“That'sdl right,” | said. It was actudly rather nice to meet someone who didn’'t wish we would go
avay.

He moationed to the chairs. “Shdl we gt?’

Rex and | looked at each other. Neither of us made any move to St. After a moment Tiller said, “I
have a better idea. Why don’t you come to my office? | have some great asamchairs there.” He glanced at
the nervoplex seats and added, “Mine have cloth upholstery.”

“All right,” | said.

Tiller’s“office” was a cubbyhole between a restroom and a closet. Shelves lined the walls, crammed
with holobooks and old-style texts with paper pages. Equipment was everywhere opticd tools,
dismantled holoscreens, parts of computer consoles, jacks for human/computer interfaces, pieces of
burn-lasers. The clutter covered every available surface and hung from anything that remotely resembled
ahook. A fant odor of ail hung inthe ar. The promised armchairs were buried under boxes of hologram
film.

“Here” Tiller cleared off three chairs, trandferring the boxes to his aready crowded desk.

| chose a char with a worn covering that crackled when | sat down. Rex settled into a green chair.
When Tiller pulled up his seat, we made a amdl circle. He pulled a dender rod out of his pocket and
tapped it againg his knee. The rod hummed, then unrolled into a flexible screen that lay in his lap. Dark
letters appeared, suspended about a millimeter above the screen. A holocam icon glowed in one corner,
which | guessed meant he was aso meking a visud recording.

“Okay.” AsTiller spoke, his words formed above the screen. “Tdl me what happened.”

“A Trader Arigo isvigting the Arcade,” | said.

Tiller giffened. “And?’

| considered him for a moment. “Do you know why we cdl the Eubians by the name Traders?’

He nodded. “I know—knew—someone who was on a ship captured by a Eubian Huntercraft. His
family has been trying to find him for Sx years now. The authorities say he's probably been sold to an
Arigo.”

“I'm sorry.” | knew thelr chances of rescuing his friend were nil. “We think that may be why the
Arigois here. To find providers.”

AsTiller's hand tightened on the arm of his chair, my own knuckles started to ache. “You think he's
planning to kidnap someone?” Tiller asked.

Rex rubbed his hands together, massaging the knuckles. “1t's possble.”

“l don’t understand,” Tiller said. “Why would an Aristo come to Delos for that?’

“Providers have to be empaths” Rex said. “And empaths are rare, paticulaly among the Traders.
He might have thought he had a better chance of finding one here.”

“Empahs?’ Tiller spoke carefully. “The officid Allied position isthat they don’t exi.”

Rex shrugged. “That's your problem.”

Tiller held up his hands. “I didn't say we dl thought that. Just that the experts aren’t yet dffiadly
convinced true empaths exig.”

| wondered how an officdd conviction differed from an unoffiad one. “An entire range exists, from
smple empaths dl the way up to those who can sometimes pick up the thoughts that go with the
emotions”

A surge of excitement made my scomach fed like shimmerflies danced in it. In the same indant Tiller
sad, “You mean telepathy, yes? Are you—7?" He stopped himsdf. “I don’'t mean to pry. It's just that
I’ve never met telepaths before. | mean, you have to be, right? If you' re Jagernauts?’

| couldn’t help but amile. | liked Tiller. Most people wanted to be as far from us as possible, fearing
we would violate their privacy, or worse. | had heard fabulous taents attributed to Jagernauts, everything
from moving mountains to adjusting the future. In truth the best we could do was catch unusudly intense
thoughts, and even that was difficult unless the sender was aso a strong enough empath to send thoughts
aswdl as emotions.

“A Jagernaut has to rate five or above on the scae” Rex said.



“Scae?’ Tiller asked.

“The Kyle Empathic Reception and Expression Scae” | said. “Most people just cdl it the ps scde.
It measures an empath's drength. The scae is inverse exponentid, so higher numbers are rare.
Ninety-nine percent of al humans are between zero and two. Only one in every hundred thousand is
above five What most people cdl telepaths are Sx or above.”

Tiller looked from Rex to me. “And you're both sixes?’

Nether Rex nor | answered. After amoment, Tiller said, “What's wrong?’

“What would you do,” | asked, “if | asked you how many times you made love last night?’

He reddened, and suddenly | fdt mortified, asif | had peeked into his bedroom. “I'm sorry,” he said.
“I didn't redize it was S0 private.”

“| rate asaten,” Rex sad.

| stared at him. What had possessed him to reved that? | knew the ratings for my squad: Taas was
seven, Helda sx. At ten, Rex was that one-in-ten-hillion telepath. But knowing their ratings was part of
my job as squad leader. | doubted Rex had told Taas yet, maybe not even Helda.

Tiller looked a me—and | caught it. Feedback. He was feeding my surprise back to me,

Are you getting it too? Rex thought. | was trying to draw him out.

You could ask him, | thought.

Too persondl.

| think he wants to know. And he seems more comfortable with you.

Rex consdered that. Then he spoke to Tiller. “How long have you known you were an empath?’

“What?" Tiller turned red. “1 never clamed—’

“You're in a feedback loop with us” Rex said. “You're picking up our emotions and sending them
back to us”

Tiller gaped at us. “You're kidding.”

“Not a dl,” | sad. “Didn't you know?’

“Of course not.” He paused. “Wdl, | mean, I’ ve dways suspected, at least | thought—but you don't
go around saying things like that. People would laugh a you.”

A breathless feding came over me, like fear and hope mixed up together. It was an odd sensation,
pleasant in a way but adso foreign. At that exact moment Tiller said, “You redly think | could be an
empath?’

Rex amiled, the lines around his eyes crinkling. “Y ou ought to get tested.”

“I've thought of it. That'swhy | spent so much time learning Skolian. But | can't afford passage to a
Skaolian world.” He looked from me to Rex. “I'm probably fooling mysdf, anyway. | mean, | just don’t
see ay evidence I'm different.”

“It's not something you see” Rex said. “It'syour brain.”

“There's something wrong with my brain?’

“Not wrong,” | said. Though | supposed that depended on your point of view. “It contains two extra
organs.”

Tiller laughed. “In my skull? There€ s no room.”

| samiled. “They're microscopic. More people have them than redize it. The Kyle afferent body and
the Kyle efferent body. The KAB receives input and the KEB sendsiit.”

“What input?’ Tiller asked.

“When you think, neuronsfirein your brain,” Rex said. “My KAB picks that up.”

“Why?" Tiller asked. “How does it know my neurons fired?’

“The moleculesin your brain are described by a quantum probability distribution—"

“Wait.” Tiller put up a hand to stop him. “I don’t understand quantum.”

“Imagine an invisble hill centered on your brain,” Rex said. “That's the probability digribution. Its
‘foathills fan outindl directions. They get smdler so fast that they’ve dropped to dmost nothing a few
hundred meters away from you. The closer you are to me, the better they overlap my brain. When you
think, it changes the shape of those hillsand my KAB picks that up.”

Tiller considered him. “ So why doesn'’t this quantum hill overlap everyone?’



“It does,” Rex said. “But without a KAB, a person has no way to read it. The more intense your
fedings the more molecular Sites they simulaie on my KAB. The KAB then sends messages to neurd
dructuresinmy brain caled para centers. Only empaths have them. My paras interpret that input as your
emotions”

“And the KEB?’ Tiller asked.

“Amplifier,” | said. “It increases the range and intengty of the Sgnd you send to other empaths, so
much so that they may even be able to decode your thoughts from it. KEB sends. KAB receives.”

Tiller grinned. “No wonder I'm so dow. With dl this extra business going on, | never have time for
jugt thinking.”

Rex laughed. “Actudly, the increased number of bran cdls in your cortex may make you more
intdligent than average.”

“Not me,” Tiller said. “Not compared to my shlings. My sster is a math genius and my brother is a
philosopher.”

“Don’'t underestimate yoursdf,” Rex said. “The traits are hereditary.”

“That's the strange part.” Tiller spread his hands. “My parents are just average types. They're as
surprised as everyone ese by their children.”

“The genes are recessive,” | said. “Maybe they carry them unpaired, like a blue-eyed person with
brown-eyed parents. With psions, we know now that hundreds of genes determine the traits”

“If you know which do the trick,” Tiller said, “why not just engineer a race of super-telepaths?’

“It's been tried.” My grandmother had been “born” that way. “But the genes are linked to lethd
recessives. Even if the fetus survives its brain is often anorma. The Skolian Convention was written to
discourage governments from engineering psons.”

Tiller tilted his head. “I thought it was written as a protest againg the formation of the Trader’s Arigto
government.”

A bead of swest rolled down my neck. “It was.”

“The Aristos were created in the Rhon project,” Rex said. “Rhon was trying to engineer humans with
ahigh resistance to pain. The Project’s other purpose was to select for empathy.”

“Rhon?’ Tiller sat up sraighter. “Y ou mean like the Skolian government?’

“No,” Rex said.

“Your government in't caled the Rhon?’

Soz? Rex thought. Do you want me to stop?

| tried to rlax. No. Go ahead.

“Our government is cdled the Assembly,” Rex said. “It's a coundl of the heads of state from the
leading Skolian worlds”

“Then what's Rhon?’

“He was a geneticist,” Rex said. “The word is aso used now for the few remaining descendents of a
humen dynasty that ruled on the planet Raylicon five thousand years ago.”

“And that dynasty predates your modern government?’ Tiller said.

“That'sright,” | said. “Six thousand years ago an unknown race took humans from Mesoamerica on
Earth, seeded the planet Raylicon with them, and then disappeared.”

“Why?" Tiller asked.

| shrugged. “We haven't figured it out yet.” | didn’'t think the Allieds had yet recovered from that
shock. In Earth’s twenty-first century, when she findly sent her emissaries to the stars, they got one hell
of a jolt. We were dready here. We and the Allieds had rapidly absorbed each other’s cultures and
DNA, until now, less than two centuries later, it was hard to believe we had been separated for millennia
But the differences were dill there, running deep under the surface. It would be a long time before we
stopped being wary of each other.

Rex leaned forward. “The humans stranded on Raylicon developed space flight and went looking for
Earth. But they never found it. Ther fragile dvilization rose—and fdl—during your Stone Age” He
paused. “It wasn't until four centuries ago that we findly moved out to the stars again. Rhon began his
gudies then. He worked with the descendents of the Raylican dynagty trying to bring back the empathic



traits that had made them legendary. That's why people cdl the few of them living now ‘the Rhon.” It
refersto thair ps rating. When Rhon finished with them, ther ratings were too high to quantify.”

“l had aways assumed Rhon was their name,” Tiller said.

Rex shook his head. “Ther family name is Skolia Tha's why the Imperidae is the Skolian
Imperidate.” He glanced a me. “Though not dl of the Skolias use their namein everyday life”

Tiller consdered us. “So Rhon selected for empathy and got Skolians, and he sdected for pan
resstance and got Aristos? | ill don't get it. What do Aristos want with empaths?’

“Arigos have a KAB, but no KEB or paras,” | said. “And their KAB is abnormal. It detects only
emotions caused by pain. But they can't interpret that input. Ther thaamus tries to decrease their
sengtivity to it by rdlaying the data to the pleasure centers of their brain. It triggers an orgasm.” | gritted
my teeth. “They're abunch of sadists. They get off on torturing people.”

“But why empaths?’ Tiller persisted.

A fan in the wdl whirred erraticaly, with a hiccup that grated on my nerves. | was having trouble
breething. “We send stronger sgnds” | couldn’'t keep my voice steady any longer. “We—provide for
them. The stronger the empath—the stronger the link—and the more the Ariso—enjoys ...” My fids
clenched and my words baled up into knots.

Tiller waited. But neither Rex nor | continued. Tiller shifted in his seat. Findly he peered at his screen
and traced his finger through a winged icon on it. “I've sent a copy of your report to the chief.” He
regarded me uneedly. “But unlessthis Aristo breaks a law, we can't do much.”

| nodded. It was up to them what they did with the warning. But we had given it.

We headed to the lobby after we left Tiller's office, but | stopped before we had waked even a few
meters. “Rex, I'll meet you at the inn.”

“What's wrong?’

“Nothing. | just forgot to tdl Tiller something.”

He touched my cheek. “Soz ...”

“I'madl right. Redlly.”

“You're sure?’

“Yes. I'mfine”

He brushed acurl of hair out of my eyes. Then he spoke gently. “I'll see you later, yes?’

Why was he looking a me with that strange, tender look? “Of course” It wasn't like | was going
anywhere.

| found Tiller's door ill open. He was Stting on the edge of his desk reading a book.

“Tiller?” | said.

He looked up, his pleased surprise lightening my mood like a gust of cool ar on a swdtering day.
“Did you forget something?’

“No.” | came over to him. “I thought you wanted me to come back.”

He winced. “Am | that easy to read?’

| smiled. “Only to another empath.”

“l was judt thinking—" His voice gentled. “It took alot for you to do what you did, coming here like
this”

“All we did was talk.”

He spoke softly. “ Something hurt you somehow, and our talk tirred it up.”

| iffened. “I’'m fine”

“l wanted to say thanks, that’s dl.” Tiller pointed to the notebook on hisarmchair. “And for that too.
With a record of two high-ranking Imperid military officers saying I'm an empath, | may be able to
convince a grant committee at the university to take me serioudy, maybe even sponsor meto get testing.”

“Wel. Good.” | didn't know what else to say. | was used to people going in the other direction when
| came around. Thanks wasn't aword I’ d had much experience deding with.

“Here” Tiller handed me his book.

| hdd it awkwardly, wondering what he wanted me to do with it. The book was old style, bound in
soft cloth the color of ivory, with parchment pages ingde instead of a holocomp screen. My trandator



gave theftitle as Verses on a Windowpane, written in English.

“It's beautiful,” | said.

He amiled. “Keep it. As a thank-you gift.”

A gift? This Allied ditizen who didn’t know me was giving me a gift Smply for taking to him. For
some reason my eyes fdt wet. Block, | thought. But the psicon didn't flash.

Night was falding its cooling darkness around the city when | headed back to the hotdl. | took the
speedwalks that bordered the streets, avoiding the nervoplex. | didn't want to fed what it would tdl me
about mysdf. | aready knew. | had lied to Rex and Tiller. | wasn't fine My mind had started to reply
that scene again, the one | so wanted to forget, the one that had lived on in my nightmares for so many
years.

| had been waking dong a dirt path that day on Tams ten years ago, for dl appearances a norma
dtizen going aout my business. The flycar hummed by me, then stopped and backed up. In dow
moation, | saw it happen again and again; Kryx Tarque, the Aristo governor of Tams, leaning out to ook
a me, lifting his long finger while his lips formed words: That one. | want that one.

That one. Me. Sauscony Vadoria He wanted that one.

| ran. But there was no way even a Jagernaut could escape Sx soldiers plus an armed Aridto in a
flycar. When they caught me, | faced a decision that ill haunted my memories: Should | fight? | wanted
to hurt them the way | knew Tarque planned to hurt me. But it would give away my military training. They
would know they had someone far more interesting than a Smple Tams citizen. They would investigaie
until they discovered my identity, not only my military rank but aso the avilian title | carried. Unless |
waited until the odds were better, | would have no chance of escaping.

So | fought like a frightened dvilian instead of a Jagernaut. Tarque found it anusng. He took me to
his estate in the hills above the city, holding me prisoner for three weeks. It was late into a long Tams
night, midway between sunset and dawn, when | findly worked free of the restraints he had used to bind
my wrigs to the bed.

Then | strangled him.

Rex was the one who found me that night, after | fled the house. He had been searching for me,
desperately trying to infiltrate the estate. He caught me when | was running blindly across a fidd, my mind
dill screaming from the aftershocks of the pain. He held metight, so tight, asif he feared | would vanish if
his grip loosened even the dightest bit. His voice shook as he told me, over and over again, | would be
dl right, | would be dl right, | would be dl right.

But | wasn't dl right. Tarque had been the antithess of an empath, a human being with a menta
cavity where his capacity for compassion should have been. Sadig and empath, parasite and hogt: his
mind was the negative of mine. When he concentrated on me, | fdl into his emptiness, filling it for him,
connecting usin a bond he craved even more than orgasm. He spoke in soft, loving murmurs while |
screamed and screamed and screamed ...

We left Tams that night. | spent only a few days in the hospitdl; Tarnth hadn't wanted his provider
scarred, so my physicd wounds were minor. But the doctors told me to see a heartbender. When |
didn't go, my CO ordered it. So | went and told the heartbender what she wanted to hear; | am, after al,
an empath. In her report she said | would be dl right, that dl | needed wastime to hed.

As for my true fedings about what happened—those were my business. Not my CO’s, not the
heartbender’ s, not anyone's.

3. Psbernaut

-he hdlway outsde Rex’s room was carpeted with a rug so thick that it muffled my footfals like a
wine-red cloud. The lugtrous red panding on the wals was red wood. Next to Rex’s door, a pager
showed a pam-szed rdief of a man with the tal of a fish. He was rigng up in a spume of water, huge
gligening drops of water soraying about his head and a trident held high in his hand. When | touched the
pager, the door chimed oftly, like bdls heard through the whisper of sea waves lgpping on a shore.

Rex’s voice came over a hidden speaker. “Come.”



| lad my padm againg the door and it swung open, reveding a room paneled in the same gnfully
luxuriant wood as the halway. A carpet covered the floor like burgundy vevet. The only light came from
a lamp with a rose-hued glass shade. Rex sat in the middle of the bed, cross-legged on its winered
cover, his head bent over his work. He was deaning his Jumbler. Sections of the gun lay dl around him
on the bed, the black metd gleaming in the dusky light.

“Hanning to shoot someone?’ | asked.
He glanced up as | closed the door. “You're the one who ingsts we clean the pugging things so
often.”

| sat on the bed next to him. “I set up a guest account on the Inn’'s system. We can upload our data
on the Traders as soon as Taas and Helda get back from dinner.”

Rex nodded, dill bent over his weapon. He was polishing the gector that fit into the accelerator dees
ingde the main body of the Jumbler.

“| expected you to be out with that girl from the bar,” | said.

He finished the g ector and went to work on the hand grip. “ She' s young.”

“| thought you liked your women that way.”

He kept polishing. “1 guess I'm judt tired tonight.”

| wondered at his mood. He seemed so subdued. Could it have been what happened in the bar? But
that made no sense; knowing Rex, seeing an Ariso would have wound him up. Something ese was
bothering him. 1 nudged his mind but he blocked me out, keeping his mental doors closed.

“Rex.” | lad my hand on the grip, sopping his movements. “What' s wrong?’

He looked up a me. For amoment he just watched my face. Then he said, “I’'m going to retire.”

“What?’

He exhded. “I've been thinking about it for a while now. I'll be forty-seven soon. All of the other
officers who were cadetsin my class &t DMA have retired by now.” Neither of us said what he l&ft out:
or else died.

“You can't retire” | tried not to remember he had been a year behind me a the Dieshan Military
Academy. “I need you.”

He pushed his hand through his graying hair. “I'm not like you, Soz. | can’t put off getting old.” He
exhded. “I've had enough. | want to go home, have afamily, dig in the garden.”

“You can have afamily now.” | was talking too fast. “You don’'t have to retire to do that. And you
can dig hales in the ground wherever you want. I'll get you a specid hole-digging commisson.” He
wasn't old. He wasn't any older than me. All right, yes, my genetics gave me a potentid lifespan twice
the human average. But nowadays most humans lived wel into their second century. Rex had plenty of
time

Rex amiled, but it was like this strange mood he had tonight, gentle instead of wild. Then he redly
went over the diff. He did his hand around my neck, drew my head closer to his—and kissed me.

“Hey.” My protest came out muffled around hislips. “What are you doing?’

He pulled back and smiled. “Kissing you.”

“What for?’

“Well, let me see. Maybe it's anew way of checking the weether.”

“Very funny. Why are you acting so strange?’

He spoke quietly. “ Soz, | want you to marry me”

Haming rockets. “You drank too much at the bar.”

“l didn't drink anything. We never got our de.”

He had gone crazy. | didn't know how to respond. “I can't mary you. It's agang regulations.”
Good reasons existed for the ban on fraternization. It compromised the ability of the people involved to
cary out their duties. It happened anyway, despite regulations, but it often ended in disaster. If | married
Rex, there was no way | could send him into battle. | would spend the whole time obsessing on the fact
that he might get hurt. Or worse.

Except he wanted to retire.

“l don't want to retire” | said. | wasn't actudly sure if that were true, but for the moment it would



do.

“I'm not asking you to,” Rex said.

So. He was't giving me an out. Did | want an out? | tried to untangle my thoughts. Could | see Rex
as a husband? He had been my closest friend for fifteen years, my confidant, someone | could aways
rly on. He was like a brother. In fact, | was closer to him than to most of my many brothers.

“l don't get it,” | said. “What happened to dl these women you have pining for you dl over the
galaxy?”

“You're evading my question.”

“What do you want to marry mefor?’

He made an exasperated noise. “Because | have a fetish for women with the romantic indincts of a
cork.”

| couldn’t help but amile. “Then | guess we re compatible.”

“Sauscony, I'm serious about this”

If he was cdling me Sauscony, he had to be serious. No one caled me Sauscony but my parents. “I
would hateit if you left me”

“Why would | do that?’

Could | say it? Sixteen years had passed, time enough to dull the pain. “My firg husband did.”

His voice quieted. “I didn’t know you had been married more than once.”

“Twice” My second husbhand had died a few years ago, not long after we had married. But |
couldn’t think about that now. Maybe not ever.

“Why did he leave?’ Rex asked.

“It'saboring story. Y ou don't want to hear it.”

Rex stroked a curl away from my face. “Tdl me”

It was a moment before | spoke. “He hated whet | did for a living. He was &rad | would die. He
asked me to quit.”

“I thought you couldn’t quit.”

| giffened. “I’'m not indentured. | can retireif | want.”

“But if you do, don’t you lose your position in the Imperator’ s line of successon?’

| wanted to say so what? | had never asked to be born into the remnant of a dynasty that was three
thousand years dead. Right now the title of Imperator belonged to my hdf brother Kurj. “Technicaly
Kurj has no harsin hisline of succession. He's my mother’s only child by her firgt husband and he has no
children of hisown.” No legitimate children, anyway.

“| thought he chose you to follow him.”

| shrugged. “I have seven full brothers and two full ssters. He could have chosen any of us. Hell, he
could make my mather his heir if he wanted.”

Rex gave me hiswicked grin. “No one would fight. They’d dl be in love, too busy trying to look at
her to think about going to war.”

| scowled at him. “Only a men would say that.”

He laughed. “I don’t know about that. Helda might.”

| had to smile In truth, | couldn’t imagine my mother as a war leader ether. She was a superb
diplomat and alovey bdlet dancer, but the military was a foreign language to her.

Before | married anyone, though, | had to sort out how | fdt about my heritage. | brought up my
thoughts on it like a game player setting up a board. There were three main pieces. the Imperator, the
Assembly Key, and the Web Key. Or, more popularly, the Fig, the Mind, and the Heart of Skolia. The
Triad. As Imperator, my haf brother Kurj commanded the Skolian military. My aunt presided over the
Assambly. For her heir, she had chosen my mother. My father was the third Sde of the Triad, Key to the
Web, atitle that for im was primarily ceremonid.

| knew my mother had married my father because he was a Rhon psion, which meant he could
provide Rhon heirs. Kurj hated him, this man who had become his stepfather when he was hdf Kurj’'s
age. If | married Rex, what would it be like for im? The fact that he wasn't Rhon could make his
position among my family even less comfortable than my father’s.



But was that a far comparison? When my parents met, my father had been living on a primitive
world. His people were the remains of a colony established by the ancient Raylican arfarers and then
isolated for thousands of years after the decline of that fragile cvilization. Over the millennia, his people
hed backdid so far that they no longer had dectricity, sleam power, or even awritten language. Marriage
to my mother had yanked him from that smple culture into the Byzantine morass of Rhon palitics.

Rex was far more experienced in Imperid intrigues, perhaps more so even than mysdf. My parents
rased us on my father’s world, hoping to spare us the fierce machinations of Skolian politics. They hadn’t
foreseen the consequences. Only | and a few of my brothers had managed to adapt to life away from the
ampliaty of our home, and it hadn’t been easy for any of us.

In Kurj’ s unforgiving view of the universe, any children produced by my father were flawed. But we
were dill his best candidates for an heir.

“Kurj needs amilitary heir,” | findly said. “ Someone who understands Space Command.”

“You.”

“No.”

“But | thought—"

“He chose three heirs. Me, and the two of my brothers who became Jagernauts.”

“Why three? Only one of you can be Imperator.”

| gritted my teeth. “That’sright.”

Rex sared & me. After amoment he spoke in a quiet voice. “The one who survives”

“Yes. Only two of us are left now.” The musclesin my shoulders bunched up under my jacket. “Kurj
knows | can't stay on active duty forever. And I've proven mysdf for over a quarter of a century. But
Sxteen years ago it was different.”

“That was when your husband wanted you to quit?’

| nodded. “If 1 had quit when Jato asked me to, then yes, you're right, it would have meant
abdicating any dam | had to become Imperator.”

Rex made an incredulous noise. “What did this Jato expect when he married an Imperid heir?’

| looked down a my hands. “1 got pregnant. | didn’t know. | was injured in battle and logt the child.”
| made mysdf look at Rex. “It was just too much. Jato stayed with me urtil | recovered. Then he left.”

“Soz,” Rex murmured. He tried to put his arms around me, but | held back. I'd dways wondered if
my brother knew how much Jato and | had wanted a child. But that was another item hidden in my
mentd file of things not to think abouit.

“You ought to know | wouldn't leave you,” Rex said. “I don’t expect you to retire”

| turned the idea over in my mind like a child with a newlyminted coin. Kurj couldn’'t keep me in
combat forever. With my rank and experience it made more sense to have me behind a desk now,
planning strategy. If he killed off dl of his heirs, he wasn't likely to get more any time soon, at least not as
adults. None of my other sblings were remotely qudlified.

Rex was a good man, I’d known that since | firs met him. He was dso a potent telepath, probably
the strongest | would ever find. He was't Rhon, but | couldn’t spend the rest of my life looking for that
one-in-atrillion person whose mind matched my own.

Theonly time | had ever shared my mind with another Rhon psion had been an accident; usudly only
lovers had close enough ties to make that bond. But once, when my younger brother Kelric was seven
and | gxteen, we went hiking. A sorm caught us, pae blue deet raging down from the sky. We took
shdlter in a spine-cave hidden among the diffs of the Backbone Mountains. As Kdric and | huddled in
the cave, dinging together for warmth, our minds merged.

It lasted only a few hours, the most fulfilling link | had ever made with another human being. And it
never happened again; the bond was too intimate to share with a brother. But naither of us forgot. After
that day, | knew | would search everywhere to find a Rhon mate.

Except there weren't any. In dl the studies trying to engineer a hedthy Rhon psion, my grandmother
hed been the only red success. In the generations since her birth, on a thousand plus worlds and a hillion
different peoples, we knew of only two people who had been born naturdly—and survived—uwith the full
complement of Rhon genes: my father and my grandfather. The rest of us, fourteen in dl, were their



descendents.

“Soz?’ Rex touched my cheek. “Where are you?’

| looked at him, redly looked a& himin away | had never done before. This was the man who had
been a my sde for fifteen years, gone into combat with me, laughed with me, mourned with me. We had
traveled together across Skolia, both on duty and off, learning to know each other with an intimacy that
hed nothing to do with sex. Could | lie with him as wife? The answer was easy, now that | considered it.
The only surprise was that it had taken me so long to redizeit.

| smiled. “Who ese would want meinflicted on him for the rest of hislife?”

“What were you planning on inflicting?’

“My sense of humor.”

Rex grimaced. “I'll try to endure it

“yes”

“Yes?' Hetilted hishead. “Yes, what?’

“Lef'sdoit”

“Do what?’

“You know. The thing.”

“What thing?’

“You know.”

He put his hands on either Sde of my head and mussed up my hair. “Say it

“You know whet | mean.”

“Go on.” He was laughing now.

| scowled at him. “Keep thisup and I'll change my mind.”

“l don’t know, Soz. If you can't say it, how can | bdieveyou'll do it?’

“All right. I'll marry you. Satisfied?’

He stopped grinning and spoke in that strange gentle voice he had been using tonight. “Yes.”

So. It didn't fed so strange after dl, now that it was said. | touched his chest, diding my hand across
the black swester he wore under his jacket. He pulled me down with him on the bed, lying on his back as
he wrapped his arms around me.

“l can send my Noatification of Intent tonight over the Net,” he said. “I'll give my resgnaion when we
get back to Headquarters City.”

Noatification of Intent. It was o odd to hear it from Rex. But histiming made sense. After our rest
here we would return to Headquarters to pick up orders for our next misson. Rex had waited until he
knew we would no longer be going into combat together. | could love him now. | never had to send him
into battle again.

A beep came from the console by the bed. “Damn,” Rex muitered. He stretched his arm across the
bed and touched the Respond panel on the console. “What?’

Heldd s voice came out of the speaker. “Ya, Rex. You know whereis Soz?’

“I'mright here” | said. “Well meet you at my room.”

Both Helda and Taas were waiting outsde my door when we arrived. Helda gave me an odd look. |
couldn't tdl what she picked up, but she must have sensed something. It hed dl changed. | would never
see Rex in the same way again.

The pager by my door showed a dark-haired woman standing on the rocky shore of an idand. She
stood looking out at me, a quiver full of arrows strapped on her back and a beautiful curving bow in her
hand.

| put my finger againg the waves tha lapped up on the beach below the woman. A flash of light
came from indde the pager as a laser played over my finger. It only took an indant for it to produce an
interference pattern from the ridges of my fingerprint and correlate it with the one made by the inn's
computer. Then my door swung open.

After the sensud ambience in Rex’s room, mine fdt much too cool. The wadls were a polished
blue-green ceramic, with frothy accents asif waves played across them. The computer console was built
into a rolltop desk by the bed. Its horizontd surface was a hologram screen and the vertical section



supported the console controls. The labels on the controls were in Sx languages, induding Skolian.

| sat down & the console and touched the panel marked with the picture of a doorway. “Access my
guest account. Then connect me to the Skol-Net.”

“Hdlo, Primary Vddoria” The computer spoke in Skalian. “Homer here. Welcome to the Aegean
Inn. | am pleased to access your account.” After a pause it said, “I'm setting up the Skol-Net link now.
Please excuse the delay.”

“Hoy, that’s a polite computer,” Helda said.

| smiled. Allied computers tended to be friendlier than nodes on the Skol-Net, Skolias massve
computer network. We had chosen this hotd because it equipped its consoles with psiphons, which few
Allied establishments bothered to do. | opened a cubicle in the desk and took the psphon out of its
cradle. It was asmple moded, no more than a transparent, double-tipped prong connected to the console
by athread.

When | clicked the prong into the socket on the ingde of my wrigt, my arm tingled. | knew, logicdly,
thet those tingles weren't redl. But every time | plugged in a psiphon | imagined | fet them.

Thewords ATTEMPTING CONNECTION appeared on agmdl screen set into the desk.

“Looks likeit'sworking,” Taas sad.

“Sofar.” The fact tha Homer responded to the psphon with written instead of verba replies made
me doubt the Allieds had spent much time setting it up.

| rubbed my hand up and down my arm, a habit | had picked up years ago. Many Jegernauts did it.
My thoughts of the biomech web in my body worried a my mind like an anima caught in a trap. The
web had four parts: fiberoptic threads; sockets inmy wrists, spine, neck and ankles; the spind node; and
bio-electrodes.

The fiberoptics had been bioengineered into my body. Homer sent sgnds to one tip of the psiphon,
which passed them to a thread in my wrist. From there, they traveled dong threads to my brain or spind
node. Nano-sized electrodes in my brain cdls trandated the I's and O’s of that input into thought by
maeking my neurons fire. If an eectrode received a 1 it gave the neuron a brief, tiny shock; if it recaived a
0, it left the neuron done. Smilarly, they trandated my thoughts into binary output. Bioshdls coated the
electrodes, and neurotrophic chemicas kept them from damaging my brain cells. My web sent messages
back to Homer via the second tip of the psphon prong.

Given the complicated nature of the operations to implant a biomech web, and the years it took to
learn to use it if the host body didn't rgect it—not to mention the required security clearances—few
people had them.

Ancther message appeared on the screen: PSIPHON ACTIVATED.

“Sow,” Helda muttered.

“Allied equipment,” Taas said, asif that explained it.

Test, | thought.

Theword TEST appeared under Homer's last message.

PARAMETERS? Homer printed. His response showed in red on the screen, mine were blue. The
message didn't echo inmy mind at all.

Veify spind node link, | thought.

Thewords VERIFY SIBLING appeared on the screen.

Rex laughed. “Whose shling are you verifying?’

“It's not trandating right.” Run diagnostic on psiphon, | thought. The words RUN DIAGONAL
DEEPENING glowed on the screen.

please restate command, Homer printed.

| tried verbd. “Run a diagnogtic on the psiphon.”

“Running,” Homer said. Then: “I found no problems.”

| swore under my bresath. If the psiphon wasn't the problem, it had to be my biomech web. And that
was no easy fix. It could mean surgery.

| pulled the prong out of my wrist and peered & it. A thin layer of dust covered the head. | rolled it
gently between my fingers, clean-ing off the dust, and plugged it back in.



Veify soind node connection, | thought.

veify soind node connection appeared on the screen.

VERIFIED, Homer responded.

| exhded. Good.

| have A link to the skol-net NOW, Homer printed, if you

GIVE ME AN ACCOUNT AND PASSWORDS, | WILL BE PLEASED TO LOG YOU INTO
THE SYSTEM.

That isn’t necessary. | pressed a pand on the console marked with the Greek |etter.

The words DENIED glowed on the screen.

“Denied?’ Taas asked. “What does that mean?’

Homer, | thought. Why can’'t | enter the psiber gateway?

| can't trandate “gateway” in this context, Homer printed.

| want to use the psiber functions of the psiphon.

THEY AREN'T ENABLED.

Helda snorted. “Why they have psiphonsif they don't set them up right?’

“Maybe they don't know how,” | said. Homer, can you enable the psiber functions ?

| DON'T KNOW. WHAT DO THEY DO?

The psiphon should be able to boost my mind into psiberspace.

THE ONLY TRANSLATION | HAVE FOR PSIBERSPACE IS “HYPO-THETICAL
COMPUTER NETWORK.”

“Pah,” Helda muttered.

It's not hypotheticd, | thought. It exigs.

WHERE?

It's outside of spacetime. Information there is transmitted in wavepackets of thought rather than by
photons or matter particles.

IF 1T HAS NO SPATIAL LOCATION, HOW CAN | FIND IT?

It exids everywhere, | thought. The other nodes can recelve our input immediatdly no matter where
they’re located.

Homer paused. ACCORDING TO MY PHYSICS LIBRARY, THIS REQUIRES
INSTANTANEOUS TRANSMISSION OF DATA ACROSS INTERSTELLAR DISTANCES.

That’s right.

THAT VIOLATES THE LAWS OF SPACETIME.

Psiberspace isn't in spacetime.

| CANNOT ACCESS SOMETHING OUTSIDE OF SPACE AND TIME.

| tried to think of an explanation Homer' s Evolving Intelligence would understand. In normd  space, if
| had two particles and | measured the quantum properties of one, | immediaidy knew those of the
second no matter how far away it was. In psiberspace, the “measured” property was thought; asfast asa
telepath could form a thought, every user in the star-spanning Skol-Net could receive it.

Despite the Allieds skepticism about psibernetics, what they cdled “pseudo-psience,” they had to
redize the Skol-Net was the sole reason my people survived againg the Eubians. The Trader inventories
of military personnd and equipment dwarfed ours, but we could outmaneuver, outcommunicate, and
outca culate them. They lumbered; we sailed.

The Aristos had no psiber abilities Ther providers did, but they refused to acknowledge tha
providers could do anything but provide. Still, I wouldn't have been surprised if either they or the Allieds
hed tried to build a Skol-Net and faled. It needed a Rhon telepath to power it and no member of my
family would ever consent to do that for them.

That was why my family dill hed so much power in an age of modern politics No machine could
connect directly into the Net. The only way to link in hardware was through the minds of its users. And
just as one computer needed a centrd processor, so the Skol-Net with its hillions of nodes needed a
Rhon pson to mantain it as a coherent web. Only we had the immense mentd resources for that job.
Without my family there was no Skol-Net and without the Net there was no Skolian Imperidate.



Homer, try this | thought. Hall node PS42.mil on the Skol-Net. When you get the ‘Restricted’
message, trandfer to me. Perhaps | could find a backdoor our intdligence people had snuck into the
Allied systems.

HAILING, Homer printed. Then: transferring link.

A new computer accessed my mind, crisp and cold: Identification.

Access my spinal node, | thought. Mod 16, path 0O001HA9RS

Accessed. Clearance verified.

My awareness of the room faded. | floated in a pearly sea, my mind centered at one node of a
dimmeing mesh that spread out in dl directions. Flashes of light sparked on the web as other minds
navigated acrossiit.

| was a quantum wavepacket now, around “hill” surrounded by circular ridges, like the waves made
by dropping a rock in a pond. The ripples extended out in the infinite “lake’ of psiberspace, becoming
andler and smdler the farther they were from the peak that was the center of my identity.

A spark of lignt flashed, resolving into another wavepacket. It rippled right through me without a
trace of interference.

Security check, | thought.

All lines secured, PS42 thought. You are undetectable to users with clearance lower than
Forty-seven: Levd B.

Transfer me to IMIN.

The mound sank into the net. Then | wasin a new section of the grid, the center of my identity shifted
to agmdl ripple. 1t swdled, forming a hill, and the ripples around it shifted until they were rings concentric
with the new center for my identity.

The web here glittered like metd. Sharp dicks accompanied the sparks that jumped into focus
around me and then disappeared.

A mound appeared, growing into a cobat mountain of polished metd. It emanated cold. Imperid
Intelligence ASamil. Unauthorized access of this node is punishable by execution.

Clearancein M-16, D-30A5a, F-037, | answered.

Clearance verified. State purpose.

To use Comtrace.

Thistime | shifted to a white net in a sea of panfully bright light. Comtrace, access my optic nerve.
Alter my perception display to highlight my physica surroundings.

Comtrace' s response came into my mind like ice. Done.

My awareness of psiberspace faded urtil it was no more than a tranducent image overlad on my
view of the room. | saw Rex agan, leaning over me to look a the console. Helda stood next to him,
waiting with her massve ams crossed, and Taas was sStting on the bed glancing through the book Tiller
had given me at the police gation. None of my interactions with the Net showed on the screen: the
printing had stopped with my last response to Homer.

Activate audio, | thought.

“Audio activated.” Although Comtrace spoke usng the inn's computer, the icy cadence of its speech
made ajaring contrast to Homer' s friendly tones.

Taas |ooked up from the book. “Set up?’

| nodded. “I'm giving it my file on the Aristo.” Comtrace, unload the data in M-86, D-4427, F-I.

Uploaded.

I’m going to detach the psiphons. Do not break the link.

Understood.

| unplugged the prong and handed it to Rex. “Y ou next.”

It only took him a few seconds to upload his memory of the Aristo. Helda went next, then Taas.
When they finished, | jacked back into Homer. “ Comtrace, produce a visud image of the subject based
on our memories of him.”

“Working,” Comtrace said. The holoscreen on the desk lit up, lines and speckled patterns swirling
ingde of it. An image appeared, a holo about twenty-five centimeters high that showed the Aristo we had



seen in the bar. He stood on the desk in front of me as if he were actudly there, watching us.

“Hewasn't that harsh,” Rex said.

The console remained quiet, the holo unchanged.

Comtrace, | thought. Verify and respond to voice input from the three units listed in my Zabo squad
security file

Blackstone, Rex: verifying. Bjorstad, Heldagaard: verifying. Moroto, Taasko-mar: verifying.
Responding to Blackstone.

Hearing their names was like seeing a microcosm of Skolia. Rex’s was the modern trandation of an
ancient name from the planet Raylicon. Like Rex, it was pure Raylican, dark and powerful. Helda's was
the Skolianized versgon of an Earth name; her parents were an Allied couple who had immigrated to a
Skalian colony. Taas' s name was amix: some of his family came from Raylicon, some from old colonies
we found after we rediscovered spaceflight, and some from a place on Eath cdled Japan. My
name—Vadoria Skolia—was dso a mix. Although my maternd grandmother had been born in a
genetics lab, her lineage went back to the dynasty that had long ago ruled Raylicon. My father and
materna grandfather had come from rediscovered colonies, but since they carried the Rhon genes they
too were probably descendants of that dynasty.

Units verified, Comtrace thought. Responding to Blackstone.

The Arigto's features softened, making him look sixteen years old.

“Too young,” Taas said. Comtrace aged the man about three years.

“Sill too young,” Helda said. Comtrace added another three years.

“Longer hair,” Helda said. Comtrace added afew inches.

They studied the image for a while. Findly Rex said, “Looks about right.” Taas and Helda nodded
their agreement.

“Comtrace, run an ID check on thisimege,” | said. “Compare it to every file avalable on the current
Highton Aristo caste.”

“Working.” After a pause Comtrace said, “No record exigts that matches this image with sufficent
accuracy to provide a veifiable identification.”

| frowned. “You checked every living Highton?’

“Ves”

“Maybe we don't have fileson dl of them,” Taas said.

“We thought we did,” | said. “There are only afew hundred.”

“We maybe guess the wrong class” Helda said.

Could we have? Although the Hightons were uppermost among the Eubians, there were other Aristo
classes as wdl, enough to bring their combined number into severd thousand. “ Comtrace, what do you
edimate is the probakility this man is a Highton?’

“Working.”

| glanced at Rex and motioned at the holo of the Arigto. “Something about him looks familiar. | just
can't placeit”

Rex nodded. “I thought so too.”

But when | looked at Helda and Taas, they both shook their heads. “He has the look of Aristo,”
Hedasad. “That'sdl | see”

“Run complete,” Comtrace said. “Based on your four reports of appearance, manneriams, speech
and retinue, | estimate a ninety-eight percent probability that the man is Highton. Based on your
conversation with him, Primary Vadoria, | estimate an eight percent chance.”

Rex whigled. “Thet's bizarre.”

“But that eight percent depends only on my memory of him,” | said. “Maybe my perception was
skewed.”

“Given your experiences,” Rex sad, “I would hardly think your perception would skew to make him
seem less threetening.”

Comtrace spoke. “My andys's includes correlations of your reports with al previous reports the four
of you have made on Arigtos, the consstency of those reports with other files on the same Aristos, dl



reports made on Aristos by other officers, the consstency of those reports with one another for the same
Arigto, and the consstency of your reports on other matters as compared with the consstency of other
officers reports. Based on my cdculations, | edimate a ninety-five percent accuracy to your
observations.”

| smiled. “Y ou' ve been a busy computer.”

“Can it figure out why the Arigto is here?’ Taas asked.

“| estimate a one in two probability that he wants an unusud provider,” Comtrace said. “Probability
onein three he was curious about Delos, one in eeven he is spying on the Allieds, one in Sxteen that his
ship needed repairs.”

“You think he was trying to trick me into going with him?’ | asked.

“Probability one in four hundred fifty. Your military status was obvious. To believe you would be
deceived by such atrick would require a naivete unlikdy to be found in an Arigto.”

“Wha do you think is the chance he told the truth, that he just wanted a date with me?’

“Probahility one in seven thousand.” Comtrace paused. “If heis searching for providers, | caculae a
ninety-three percent probability he was practicing on you.”

It sounded plausible, given the data. Except | didn't believeit. | had no judtification for my doubt, but
it persisted just the same.

Rex leaned over the console. “Why such alow probahility for hisbeing a soy?’

“It is consdered benegth the gation of a Highton to engage in covert operations,” Comtrace said.
“Unless those operations relate directly to the acquisition of palitical power. Given the close proximity of
Delos to Tams Staion and the current crigs on Tams, a Highton might come here to discover if the
Allieds have any connection to the situation. Such information could prove useful in political maneuvers”

So. It wasironic that Tams, a andl mining station, had come to such prominence. Only sx hundred
million people lived there, descendents of an ancient Raylican colony that had doggedly struggled to keep
its independence from dl of us, Skolian, Trader, and Allied dike. Fifteen years ago the Eubians had
clamed the planet. They managed to manipulate the politicd Stuaion so that any overt response on our
part would put usin violation of our tenuous treaties with them.

“Comtrace, what is your latest information on Tams?’ | asked.

“IMIN reports indicate the rebels have captured the planet’s ground based defenses.”

| had expected as much. We had other ways to offer aid besides overt methods. It wasn't luck that
dlowed the “untrained” leaders of the Tams rebdlion to capture and hold sophisticated Eubian defense
ingalations on their planet.

“How have the Traders responded?’ | asked.

“Eubian saboteurs have destroyed the Red Hills factories,” Comtrace said. “Also the warehouses in
the Sandrise, Docker, and Metalworks didtricts. They have gutted the drive mechaniams and Evolving
Inteligence pilots of dl space-worthy shipsin both Tams starports.”

Rex blew out agudt of arr. “Effective”

“Why?" Taas asked. “What are the Red Hills factories?”

| glanced a him. “They are—or were—the only factories on Tams equipped to build replacement
parts for starship inverson drives. The warehouses are where any completed parts would have been
stored.”

“If the rebels control the planetary defenses,” Helda said, “they can bring in ships with new EI's and
engine parts.”

“Not if the Traders control enough of the orbital defenses,” Rex said. “They and the rebels may be at
agandoff.”

“Comtrace,” | said, “what isthe officid Trader postion on the Stuation?’

“That no uprising exigts,” Comtrace said.

Helda spoke drily. “Why do | have no surprise a this?’

“A recording of Ur Qox’s last speech isavailable” Comtrace said. “Shdl | display?’

| grimaced. | had no desire to see Qox give another one of his speeches. Although we spdled his
name Ur Qox, or sometimes Ur Kox, the way we pronounced it, the true spaling was U’jjr Qox, the



apostrophe indicaing he was a Highton. The highest Highton. The Emperor. But regardless of how | fdt
about the Trader Emperor, we needed to know what he had to say.

“Yes” | sad. “Digplay the recording.”

The image of the mydery Aristo disappeared, replaced by a lean man spesking a a glass podium.
He was in his late forties, with shimmering black hair and red eyes. His Highton accent was chillingly
perfect. Tarque had dso been a Highton, with that same grating sound of unremitting arrogance in his
voice, that same look of it in his perfect face.

Qox spent most of the speech lauding the Trader army. He painted the rebels as less than humen and
the Trader soldiers as heroes. There was't awhit of useful information in the entire speech. He went on
and on, invoking the glory of the Eube empire and of the Aristos and of himsdf and of his father's
esteemed name.

“At least hisfather's dead,” Rex muttered.

At least. The previous emperor had been worse than the current one. Emperor Jbriol Qox, the man
we cdled Jabriol, had during hisreign conquered nearly a thousand worlds. And he had hated my family.
Gods, he had hated us. Apparently it infuriated him that we, the ultimate providers, not only lived free
from his power but had the audacity to build a dvilization that rivaed his own.

In English, the name J briol Qox trandated into Gabriel Cox. But the Allieds dways used our spdling
and the soft J of our pronunciation. | once asked a receptionist in an Earth embassy why they avoided
thar own trandation. She told me the name Gabrid came from one of their holy books, thet he was an
archangd who heralded good news, and that the name meant “God is my strength.” She thought Jaibriol
Qox should have been cdled Ludfer instead, after the fdlen angd who had sunk from heaven to hdl. It
mede alot of senseto me,

“At least this Qox has a redeeming quality,” Taas said.

Helda snorted. “His only redeeming queity would be to fill a coffin.”

“He has no her,” Taas said. “ Twenty-five years of marriage and not one child.”

Rex nodded. “Y ou would think he would divorce the Empress for a more fertile wife”

“Why?" Taas said. “All the Hightons need is her eggs and his sperm to make a baby. She doesn't
have to be naturdly fertile”

“They are not dlowed divorce anyway,” Helda said.

“Actudly, he could divorce her if she's refusng to give im an her,” | said. “Deliberae infetility is
grounds for dissolving the royd marriage. The only grounds, in fact.”

“You think maybe he actudly loves her?’ Taas asked.

“Am | wearing a bdlet tutu?’ Helda asked.

Rex grinned at her. “I'd like to see that. A pink tutu.”

Helda crossed her arms, her bulky musdes rippling under her swester. *Pah.”

| amiled. “Wel, whatever his reason, he has problems.” The Hightons were fanaticd about keeping
their castes pure, their bloodlines “unpolluted.” No child could be recognized as a Highton unless his
parentage was verified by genetic tests from three independent sources. And of course the Qox line had
to be the purest of dl. If Ur Qox didn’t soon produce an heir, he risked losng his dam to the title of
Emperor.

“At least we don’'t have to worry about dl thet,” Taas said.

“Wedon't?’ | asked.

“The Assambly and the Skol-Net don’t depend on heritage”

“The Assambly, no,” | said. “The Skol-Net, yes”

Taas blinked. “It does?’

“Imperid heirs have to be Rhon psions” | said. Why was Rex so pae? He knew it dready, that his
and my children would never beintheline of succession. Didn't he? Yet | fdt sick, asif | had just been
punched in the gut.

Rex spoke carefully. “1 had never redized the Rhon bloodline was that important to the Imperid
family.”

| wanted to kick mysdf. | had become too comfortable with him, had assumed he knew me better



then he had reason to. Why would he be aware of something so private? My family never advertised our
weaknesses. We were dmost obsessive about our privacy, and we had the power to make sure it wasn't
violated no matter how much our persond lives fascinated the rest of the gdaxy.

Block Moroto and Bjorstad, | thought. As my awareness of Helda and Taas receded, | tried to
reach Rex. But he blocked me.

So | spoke out loud. “It isn't the bloodline that we care about. We need to widen our gene pool.”
The words Incest destroys us waited on my tongue. Instead | said, “If we interbreed, the results can be
disastrous. Too many lethd recessives are tied to the Rhon genes.”

“But if that' s true,” Taas said, “Then why do—"

Hedda interrupted. “1 just remember, Taas. We didn't log off of our accounts when we check netmall
inmy room.”

Taas glanced a her. “Yeswe did.”

“No, | think we forget. We better make sure”

He shrugged. “All right.”

After they left the room, | amiled wanly a Rex. “ Subtlety was never her strong point.”

“We ve worked in a psiber link for years,” he said. “It's naturd she would pick up on tenson.”

“Rex, 'm sorry.” | stood up next to him.

“l presumed.” His voice was fla, as if he blocked his words the way he blocked his thoughts. “I
aspired to a gation above mine”

“l can't think of any man more worthy to be my consort.”

Anger leaked in his voice, like water escaping a levee. “But our children aren't worthy of the Skolia
name?’

| had made a mess of this. “Of course they are. If it were my choice, they would be in the line of
succession. But the Imperid family must be Rhon. We have no choice.”

His emations broke through his barriers and washed agangt me in waves. anger and shame mixed
together. “I hadn’t redized you put genetics above blood ties”

The room fdt so quiet, muted by the insulated walls and thick carpet. “The Skolian Imperidate
covers more than a thousand worlds. If the Assembly and the Rhon don't protect them from the Traders,
who eseisgoing to do it? The Allieds? Ur Qox would eat them for breskfast. If we ever lose the aaility
or the will to operate the Skol-Net, the Traders will douse uslike a bel over acandle”

“No, our children won't be able to power the Net,” Rex said. “What the hdl does that have to do
with ther gbility to lead?’

“They can join the Assembly.”

His voice tightened. “That’s not the same.”

“Without ful Rhon access to the psibernet they couldn't carry out ther duties as members of the
Triad” | spoke more softly. “Our children won't be Rhon, but they will be empaths, powerful ones.
That's dl the more reason to make sure the Rhon stays strong.” | swallowed. “If Skalia fdls to Ur Qox,
then you, me, any children we have—we Il dl become providers. Permanently.”

The muscle under his eye twitched. “That won't happen. We won't let it happen.”

“No. Wewon't.”

He was dill blocking me, though not as much as before. | didn’t push it. | wanted things to be right
with him, for it to work out where my other two tries a marriage had falled. “Rex. I'm sorry.”

“l need to think.” He touched my cheek. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

And then he l€ft.

4. Lucifer’sLegacy

The spectacular sunset had findly cooled into darkness, leaving Athens and the Arcade lit only by
lamps and holos. But | ill couldn't deep. The Delos day had no resonance with my internd clock.

| wondered if Rex was in bed. What he would say to me tomorrow, in the early hours of darkness
when humans here started their day. | lay naked in my big bed, submerged in its frothy blue blankets and



glk sheets. Then | rolled over. Again. And again. My tossing wound the blanket so tight around my legs |
could bardly move. | pulled off the covers and turned over again, facing the console, the ar cool on my
bare skin.

A button the Sze of a coin was glowing blue on the console. | pushed it. “Yes?”

“Soz.” Rex’'s voice floated out of the speaker.

My shoulder muscles relaxed. “Heya”

“Were you degping?’

“No. I've just been lying here”

“Do you remember Jo Santis? That officer you bunked with when we went for retraning a few years
ago?’

“Vagudy.” Whatever prompted him to ask a question like that? “Why?’

“She told me something about you. I’ ve been thinking about it.”

| didn’t like the sound of that. What in a spacer’s hedmet had | done that some womean | barely knew
would tdl Rex and that he would find thought-provoking after dl these years? “What did she say?’

“She told me you deep naked.” | could dmost see hiswicked grin. “That true?’

Ah. | gretched my arms. “Maybe.” | dmogt added, Why don’t you come and find out? But for
some reason those words stayed inmy throat. Instead, | said, “1 used to when | was a girl, when it was
hot.” We hadn’'t even had fans to cool my father’s house.

“y e

“l can ded with the successon thing. It just caught me by surprise.”

| exhdled. “I should have said something before. | was stupid.”

“You're never supid.” He laughed. “Dense as hdl sometimes. But never stupid.”

“Hey.” | amiled. “I'm dill your CO, you know.”

“I'd rather awife”

“Metoo.” After he retired, he would have to get my family’s gpprova before we could marry. But he
would pass. Even | could see how wel suited he and | were.

“You want awife too?’ Rex asked.

| laughed. “No. Y ou. Husband.”

His voice softened. “ See you tomorrow, Soz.”

“Night.”

After we cut the connection, | dill couldn't deep. Now it was because | kept remembering how
tightly his pants had fit. | was never going to get any rest now. Fndly | sat up and turned on the lamp
over the bed. Soft light diffused through its blue glass.

The book Tiller had given me lay on the nightsand by the console. | opened it to the title page.
Verses on a Windowpane. A pen-and-ink drawing below the title showed a window frosted with snow
and ice. An indidinct form was visble on the other Sde of the pane, someone or something just barely
discernible through the icy codting on the glass. The unknown figure was drawing in the frogt, tips of
fingers showing againgt the window.

Asl| flipped through the book, atag fdl out, a ticket stub from the Arcade. It marked a page with a
poem on it and another drawing of the frosted window. Whatever had been on the other side of the glass
was gone now. The pane had shattered, its broken glass jutting up in shards tha glisened with ice on
their edges. The poem was written in English, but my spinal node trandated it:

A frame of stone. Silvered glass frosted with icy tears.

My fig closes on the mirror; flesh traps ice. Brittle snaps of bresking tears. | see you now standing
behind me: dways watching, dways waiting, never satisfied.

| sheathe my heart, its bare softness guarded by ice.

“For pugging sakes.” | closed the book. “What kind of poem istha?’ | dropped the book on the
console and lay down again. What was Rex doing right now? Seeping? Did be deep with his clothes on?
Weird images from the poem mixed in my mind with far more gppeding images of Rex minus his uniform.

Findly | got up and got dressed. Then | went for awalk. It was either thet or take a cold shower.



The crowds on the Arcade had thinned to dmost nathing. | walked through a south corner of Athens,
then jogged dong a path that crossed the stubbly fidds surrounding the Delos starport. When | reached
the firs termind, | went in on the upper leve, where the arrival and departure gates were located. The
place had that latenight fed unique to starports, with their coal lights that never went off and ther chrome
and glasshdls. | paced dong its atificidly bright corridors like athug in black boots.

Eventudly | came to one of the ubiquitous security checkpoints, a Smple arch about two meters tall.
Unlike its crude predecessors that predated the interstdlar age, this arch made muitiple recordings of
anyone passing under it, everything from magnetic resonance scans to an andyss of the person’s skeletd
gructure. The computer attached to it analyzed the data, and dso the behavior of the travelers as they
passed through it.

Two guards staffed the checkpoint, a man and a woman who were checking a line of bored people
through the arch. | got into the line for no other reason than the fact that it was someplace to go. Anything
was better than returning to the inn, where dl | could find to do was read weird poems about shegthing
bare hearts, whatever that meant.

As the line moved forward more people queued up behind me, most of them looking haf adeep.
When my turn came, | stalked through the arch and sent the console into shock. Lights flashed and
darms ghrilled loud enough to wake up every person in the entire area.

The guards stepped in front of me. The woman looked at the bands on my jacket, then spoke to me
in English. “I'm sorry, Primary. But we can't let you through until we find out the problem.”

| nodded. Although Skolian law gave Jagernauts the right to carry weapons in boarding areas of
spaceports without a permit, Allied law didn’t. So we compromised; they could take my weapons until |
|left the area.

| pulled the switchblade out of my boot. As | draightened up with it, both guards drew their
burn-lasers. | handed it to the woman. She blinked, then reholstered her gun and took my knife. Next |
gave her the thorn-tube | had hidden in the deeve of my jacket, and the tiny dart thrower tucked under
my belt. She turned the weapons over in her hands asif she didn’t know what to do with them.

“Isthat dl?’ she asked.

“Yes” | sad.

The man indicated the metal studs on my jacket. “ Those will dill set off the darms”

| took off the jacket and handed it to him. Underneath | was wearing a Regulaion Class Sx
Garment, Upper Body Issue, Type 3; in other words, a plain black pullover. But when the man glanced
a my pants, which dso had metd studs on them, | said, “I not give you those.”

He reddened. “I didn’'t mean—of course not.”

| tapped my torso, then my head, then my thighs. “Got biomech in here”

He blew out agus of ar. “Wdl, giveit another try and well see what happens.”

| went around and walked under the arch again. The darms were jugt as loud now as the firg time.
The guards were very polite while they scanned me for more weapons. They were very polite when they
asked me to go through three more times and submit to three more scans so that they could verify it was
the metd on my uniform and the biomech web in my body that were sdtting off the darms. Meanwhile the
line of people behind me grew longer and longer.

Fndly the woman said, “She's cleen.”

The man nodded. “All right. Y ou can go on through, Primary.”

Someonein the line clapped. | laughed—and hdf of the waiting people jumped. They must have seen
too many Jagernaut-runs-amok movies.

Once | made it through the checkpoint, though, 1 had no idea where to go. So | waked. And
walked. Eventudly | stopped near a deserted gate. | stood in front of its door, Staring at my reflection in
the windowpane that made up its upper half.

“Wart to retire? | asked the woman daring & me. Perhaps it was time to let go, to rest, to give
mysdf the peace | needed to clean out thet file of suppressed memories.

Smdl footsteps sounded nearby. A child's voice spoke in English. “Do you have a motorcycle?’

| looked down to see agirl of abouit five gazing up at me with her big eyes. | smiled and tried out my



English. “What is ‘mutter-ps cal’?’

She amiled back. “It'slike abig bicycle”

“Oh.” | didn't know whet a bi-ps cdl was either. “Have you mutter-ps cdl?’

She shook her head. “Jugt atrike. A red one. Thewhed had aholeinit”

Whed? She meant cycles. Of course. “I am sorrow about the hole”

“It sokay.” she said. “My daddy fixed it. The tire was dl empty and he made it full.”

Something about what she said was important, but | couldn’t figure it out. Then | noticed a man
hurrying up the hal. He spoke quickly to the girl. “Kimberly, don't bother the soldier.”

| amiled. “Is okay. | enjoy.”

He stared a me, and | caught a flash of his thoughts, surprise that | responded like a norma human
being.

Kimberly waved. “Bye.”

“Bye” | sad.

Asthe gifl waked away with her father, it hit me why her words were important. It's okay. It was
empty and he made it full. That was what was wrong with the Aristo. He wasn't empty. He didn’t need
anyone to make himfull. That cavity, that horrible emptiness wasn’t there.

After my experience with Tarque | knew too wel how an Aristo’s mind fdt. It was a hollow hull. But
the Arigto in the bar hadn’t been a hull. There was't something wrong with him, there was something
right.

“He s not an Arigto,” | told the deserted hdlway. “I don’'t care how he looks, how he talks, how he
moves. He's not an Aristo.”

But that made the whole incident even stranger. His guards, the people in the bar, even my squad
mistook him for a Highton. Only atrained psibernaut who had dso been a provider would know he was
afake.

How had he done it? Asfar as | knew, no exceptions existed to the rigid Trader caste system. Aristo
babies had their DNA verified to prove it came from Ariso parents. His heredity would have been
thoroughly scrutinized before the Hightons acknowledged him as one of their own. The tests were done
by Eubian hospitals that supposedly couldn't be corrupted, though | had my doubts that any humans
exiged where at least one member of the group couldn’t be bribed. But it stretched credibility thet even a
Highton could buy off three independent verification units.

And why would any of them bother? The verification process existed because the Aristos dl fdt the
same way: they didn’'t want their bloodlines polluted by non-Aristos. More than any other human race,
they acted collectively rather than as individuds.

None of this made sense. Something strange was going on, and where Traders were involved | didn't
like strange goings-on. It was time to find out why they had come to Delos.

| went back to the security check for my weapons and then left the port. | returned to the inn, but
only to get my Jumbler. It fitin a black holster on my hip, with a strap fastened around my upper thigh for
support. Jumblers had to be big; each contained a particle accelerator. Yet despite ther sSze they were
extraordinaily light, molded from composite materids that made them easier to lift than far smdler guns
meade from less expengve dloys

My Jumbler carried abitons for fud, antiparticles of the biton, the tiny subatomic building block of
meatter discovered in the twenty-first century. Bitons, what we liked to cdl “wimpons” were the most
weskly interacting particles yet found that coupled to the dectromagnetic fidd. Ther rate of
pair-production was miniscule, and like quarks they were rardy found in isolation. Electrons were made
up of bitons—hundreds of thousands of bitons.

When | hit the Jumbler’s ignition stud, abitons would enter the accelerator and whip around in a
widening spird until they gjected in a beam. Abitons annihilated bitons, creating photons, which meant a
Jumbler beam turned dectrons into light. If even a mere fraction of the bitons in an dectron annihilated,
the electron’ s remains became so ungtable that it decayed into other particles.

The collisond cross-section of abitons and bitons was smdl enough to let the beam travel short
distances in ar reasonably well. But solids were another story. If the beam started to eat dectrons in a



dense substance, Coulomb repulsion and the indability of the mutilated electrons made the materid blow
itsdf gpart. The gun got its name from the way solids looked after being shot with it.

| had no intention of shooting the Aristo; regardless of what people around here seemed to think,
Jagernauts weren't violent by nature. Besides, killing an Aristo, even a fake one, would achieve nothing
except damage the shaky truce negatiations we periodicdly tried to conduct with the Traders. What |
wanted was information, and the Jumbler would make an excellent tool to convince him he should give it
to me.

Of course after | |eft he could cdl the police. But the Allieds had no fondness for Aristos. My bet
was that if | just asked him afew questions the police would look the other way.

| headed out into the city, this time up into the hills of Athens about ten kilometers north of the
Arcade. The houses here were mangons separated by parks that covered more area than the spaceport.
An Arigto was far more likdy to have rented one of the mangons than a hotd suite. The problem was to
find which one.

Lampslit most of the estates, shedding pearly light across the grounds. The houses were shaped like
ships, and made from a green stone with foamy accents that swirled through the rock. The tranducent
gone used for the roofs evoked colors of sky and clouds, and of the delicate fronds of pae green
sedlace that drifted in the breakers down by the harbor. The “madts’ of the ships were gold metd spires,
each adorned with glimmering disks in hues of plainum, siver, green, blue, white, the paest rose, and
ocean shades of blue, dl chiming together in the Stray breezes.

Even the nervoplex streets were beautiful: slver and smooth when ill, as they were now when no
hover treffic was out; shimmering and rippling like liquid when | walked on them. But | ill didn't like the
Suff. It made me fed vulnerable.

| entered one of the parks and followed a path that wound through low hills | was dready growing
tired. The thinner atmosphere made me fed asif | had been jogging on a high mountain. | stopped in a
fidd of downy clover plants, my chest heaving as | gulped in ar. Flowers nestled in the clover—and
when the wind blew the flowers sang.

| knelt down and peered a the blossoms. Each one was a clugter of pale purple tubes that whistled
when the wind blew across them, the notes varying with the size and shape of the tubes. It dl blended
together to create a soft piping musc tha floated through the night. It reminded me of the songs my
brother Keric used to play on aflute-reed he had cherished when he was a smdl boy. Actudly, “smdl”
was the wrong word; Kdric had grown into a giant of a man who could hold the entire flute in the pam
of his hand. But so often | remembered him as a seven-year-old, from that day during the sorm when we
hed taken refuge in the spine-cave.

| swallowed. | was't going to find the Aristo by getting maudiin about my childhood, or wandering
through fidds, or gaking around the streets like a burglar. | left the fiedd and headed down the path
agan. As| waked, | schooled my mind into a meditetive state. The scenery made it easy to relax, easy
to let my sphere of thoughts expand. Without a psiphon to amplify my mind | couldn’t do much, but if a
strong enough psion were close enough by, | might detect glimmers ...

Pain!

His face hung above me, his eyes like rusty flakes from an incinerator. Then the iron, its end glowing
red from heat—I |ooked away—

My body jerked as my skin seared, the amdl of its burning mixed with the stench of scorched
nervoplex. | heard screams, ayouth's ragged voice begging, begging—my voice? | struggled to shut out
the pain. Instead 1 imagined mysdf back home on Tams, a young men gtting in the Ivory Garden,
relaxing, comfortable, happy—NO. My arms jerked above my head, trying to come down and push
away the iron. But the harder | fought, the tighter the nervoplex bonds pulled around my wrists. He was
coming at me again, and | fdl into the hole of hismind, fdl, fdl—

Something hard dammed into my body. | lay on my stomach, the dull point of a rock pressng into
my cheek. My arm lay next to my face, the gold band on my jacket deeve reflecting the faint light from a
digant lamp.

The path. | waslying on a path in the park. | sat up, willing my body to stop shaking. Yes, | wasin



the park. Here. And | was Soz. Soz. Not the youth there, bound and screaming. But where was there?
And whose Arigto face had | seen hanging above me? My mind kept showing me Tarque, but it couldn’t
be him.

| drew in a deep breath. | had found the Aristo—or at least one of his providers.

Recall, | thought.

Memory file degraded, my spind node thought.

That was no surprise. The human brain couldn’t make perfect records of memories even with the aid
of processors as advanced as my spind node, which had been upgraded only a few months ago. But a
reasonably good record had to remain for an event asintense as the one | had just experienced.

Pay what you have, | thought. But put afilter on it.

Replay activated.

| saw the Arigto’s face hanging over me again, fdt the iron branding my skin. But the filter gave the
memory a diffuse qudlity, itsintendty muted so that | could bear it.

Freeze, | thought.

The memory stopped, freezing with the Aristo’s face. He wasn't Tarque but he waan't the fdse
Highton from the bar either. It was one of his guards, the tal one whose Aristo blood had shown in his
eyes and his hair. Was he the child of an Aristo and a server? | guessed he was a least hdf Arigto,
probably more, but in any case enough to make him want a provider.

Release, | thought. The memory faded.

| closed my eyes, trying to reach the provider again. He was my clue to the Aristo’'s mansion. Bt |
couldn’'t do it. | couldn’t force mysdf back into his mind.

Findly | climbed to my feet and started down the path. Gradudly, as | waked through the park, my
pulse dowed and my breathing calmed. | caled up a status menu and it told me my adrendine levels had
amod returned to normdl.

After saverd minutes | tried reaching out with my mind. This time | searched warily,
prepared—there! | jerked back from the provider’s mind, but not so completdy that | logt the link, just
enough so that | didn’'t submerge into his thoughts again.

Then, gritting my teeth, | probed at the rusty-eyed guard. Under normd circumstances | couldn’t
have reached him from so far away. But his link to the provider was a bridge. | hung on to the edges of
his brain activity like a swimmer hanging onto a strut, fighting a whirlpool. A scream from the provider cut
through my consciousness, and the guard groaned like a lover in the grip of an orgasm.

| was dimly aware of the park around me, of a tree where | had stopped, leening againg its trunk.
How could | make the guard stop? | couldn’t change his brain chemigtry. But | had to do something.

Boring. | hurled the thought with as much drength as | could marshd. Boring! This provider has
become immensdy, tiresomely, excrudatingly BORING.

Lethargy settled over the guard, dulling hisinterest and aso my link with him. | was losng the image.
The echoes of pain from the provider stopped, and his rdief flared with so much intengty that | saw not
only the guard again, but the room around him as well. There was another provider there, a girl lying
bound to a divan by a bodyweb.

As the intengty of the firs provider's responses quieted, fading into exhaugtion, my link with him
weakened. Where? | thought in the Eubian language. Where are you?

But he was passing out; soon | wouldn't fed him at dl. The guard had Ieft the room—wait, the
second provider, the girl—the guard must have freed her before he left. She was running to the boy, the
intendty of her concern yanking me back into the link.

| jumped to her mind. Where are you? WHERE?

She was untying the boy now, crying, cradling himin her arms. As he collapsed againg her, my link
with them weakened. Before it faded atogether | picked up the faint image of a mansion, one shaped like
ahuge gdleon. | had no ideaif either provider tried to send the image it fdt more like an overflow from
the girl’s agitated thoughts. But whatever the reason, | had a hint now from her blurred memory of the
house.

After searching for an hour, | dill hadn't found it. Findly | decided to go back to the hotel. 1 could



continue this tomorrow. If | remembered correctly, | was near a street that could take me out of the hills
| walked around a graceful fountain that spouted fragrances instead of water and came out into a lawn of
rose-bells. Beyond the lawn, a road glisened in the slvery light from the street lamps.

On the other side of the street was the estate | sought.

The house seemed to float in its gardens, surrounded by bushes sculpted to resemble swells of water,
even to the detall of the white flowers on their tips that evoked sea foam. The masts glowed with streaks
of phosphorescence, and their furled sails looked, at this distance, like sheets of gold. The disks on them
chimed together, their pitches blending into a song that sounded like water and wind.

A fant light rippled in the ar around the house and the grounds, a hint of rainbow colors like an
aurora boredlis. | knew those colors; | had often seen them around members of the Triad—my aunt, my
half brother, and my father. By order of the Assembly, when any member of the Triad went out in public,
the rainbows went with them. Those colors were the only outward Sgn of a cyberlock, a brain implant
that could be turned on or off by an externd key. When activated, the lock produced a fidd tuned to its
owner’s brain waves. | had one, though | rarely used it. Anyone or anything entering the fidd produced
by the cyberlock would set it off: low-keyed fidds sounded an darm, mid-keyed fidds repulsed
intruders, high-keyed fiddskilled them.

Was this lock tuned to the Highton? That would mean he had undergone surgery to have it implanted
in his brain, a gruding process few people cared to undertake. That so young an Aristo should be so
thoroughly protected was as disturbing as everything else about him.

Birds were flying through the rainbows, so the fidd had to be low-keyed right now, a warning system
to catch intruders. But it would 4ill permeate everything around the house, leaving no hole to snesk
through.

Toggle Combat mode, | thought.

Toggled, the soind node answered.

| watched the mangion, trying to assess the best approach. In combat mode my body rdied on
bioengineered mechanicds that ran dong my skeleton, with living motors that dso linked to my fiberoptic
web. The only limit on my reaction speed was the time it took the mechanicals to move my limbs. And
that was fast, far fagter than any musde could contract. Even so, | used the mode sparingly; despite
reinforcements to my bones and joints, the system could 4ill srain my skeleton.

| fought by reflex, automaticaly accessng the extensve libraries of fighting maneuvers in my spina
node. It made my reaction times even fagter than if my brain needed to issue commands. Of course,
preprogrammed reactions weren't dways enough for the unexpected. And fast reactions did me no good
here in the park. How was | going to get insde the manson?

Anideacameto me. | smiled. No, | couldn’t do thet. | redly couldn’t.

“Wdl, why not?’ | said.

The rose-bell blossoms rang softly as | waded through them. When | crossed the road, its nervoplex
surface shifted under my feet. On the other sde | waked draght through the cyberlock rainbows,
draight up the front path, straight up to the front door.

Then | knocked.

The door opened immediatdly, reveding two guards armed with laser carbines. Their confuson hit
melike a blagt of ar: had hislordship actudly been lunatic enough to invite me here? Had | actudly been
lunatic enough to accept?

“My gredtings” | said—and whipped up my leg, kicking one carbine out of its owner’s hands while |
sent the other flying with a sweep of my arm.

Neither guard had a chance to summon hdp before | knocked them out. But as | ran into the
mangon another eight guards appeared, running down the stairsin the entrance foyer and coming through
archways on both my right and left. What the hdl? Although Hightons dways traveled with bodyguards,
the usud complement was four. | had expected only the five | had seen a the bar.

As| focused on the guards, my mind quit time-sharing and went on boost, changing my perceptions
S0 that everyone but me seemed to movein dow motion. The guards reacted asif they were underwater,
bardy changing postion as | leveled my Jumbler at them.



Weagpons link established, my spind node thought. A grid of cross hairs “jumped out” to overlay my
view of the foyer while stats flashed in a corner of my menta digolay:

Fud: abiton

rest energy: 1.9 eV

charge: 5.95x10-25C

magnet: 0.0001 T

max radius. 0.05 M

| swept the Jumbler beam across the ground in front of the guards. Only orange sparkles showed as
the beam cut through the air, but when it touched the floor, that polished parquetry surface exploded.
Debris flew everywhere, and rained back down into the trough | was gouging. Dust flew dl around us. |
doubted the owners of the mangon would rent to the Aristo again. His guests were very ill mannered.

The guards skidded to a stop at the trough, their arms flalling in dow mation to protect their heads
from flying debris. But it wouldn't dow them down for long, and there were too many for me to knock
out even with my enhanced reflexes. Either | was going to have to take the irreversbly drastic step of
shooting them, or ese find another way to reach the Highton.

| ran out the front door into the garden. A shot from a laser carbine came so close to my ear that |
heard strands of my hair Szzle. Someone cursed, and shouted something about wanting me able to talk,
not crisped into cinders,

| sprinted for a tower a the south edge of the mangon. It had to be the security center—Traders
rardly varied in their procedures. They didn't comprehend innovation, opting instead for sheer strength.
Unfortunatdy for us, sheer strength went a long way no matter how much imagination its producers
lacked.

| reached the tower in seconds and annihilated its lock. Another guard was indde, his laser carbine
aready up and aimed. Even before my mind registered his presence, my leg was kicking into the ar. My
boot hed hit the carbine and it flew out of his hands, its shot going wide so that it burned into the tower
wdl on my right.

He hit my Jumbler so fast that | only saw a blur asit spun out of my hand. | barely managed to block
his blows when he came a me. | did the thorn-tube out from my deeve, shooting its microthin diver of
metd a him. He brought up his am and blocked it with the metd wrist guard he wore, but that gained
me the fraction of a second | needed; while he was deflecting the drug-filled needle, | got im with a dart.
It hit his neck and he spasmed in midpunch, his raised fig flaling in the air, the tendons in his neck
outlined like cables under his skin. Then he collgpsed into a heap on the floor, breething but unconscious.

A glance a the console told me he had been monitoring the estate defenses. | deactivated the
cyberlock first. Then | used his system to access an emergency node of the Skol-Net, one ridiculoudy
easy to reach—for those who knew how and where to look. The indant | activated the account | sought,
it released a virus that jumped into the Highton's computer system. Less than a minute had passed since |
knocked at the front door.

Bdls clamored outsde. | grabbed my Jumbler and ran out of the tower into chaos. Lights blazed
everywhere, darms cried for attention, floodlights sivung wildly across the gardens. The virus was setting
off every waning system in every computer on the estate. In dl that madness, they would never find the
one darm they needed, the one that registered me.

| fired the Jumbler across the street. Over here the glare of the floodlamps hid the sparkles in the air,
but across the road the lights disappeared in an orange flash. Branches from a tree by the fragrance
fountain crashed to the ground in a noisy confusion of exploding wood and flying leaves.

Shoving the Jumbler back into its holster, | ran toward a window on the second story of the mansion.
If this supposed Highton followed the usud Arigto pattern, he would be staying on the second story in the
room hardest to reach from either the ground or the air.

| dimbed to the window using a specidized nervoplex trdlis that vibrated under my weight, trying to
throw me off. Had my reflexes been dower it would have succeeded. But | made it to the bacony and
climbed over its raling, then stepped slently onto its polished floor. The Highton had |eft the curtains
open on the crysta doors that fronted the balcony. | could see him standing in the middle of his bedroom



daing at the medly flashing console on hiswall.

| annihilated the lock mechanism on the doors. Then | did them open and waked indde. “My
gregtings,” | said in Highton.

He spun around. “How did you get in here?’

| tilted my head a a wardrobe by the wadl. “I’'m going to hide behind that. In a moment your guards
are going to come and tel you an intruder is on the estate. Y ou say you saw me run into the park and you
want them to catch me”

“I will say no such thing.”

“Yes, youwill.” | closed the curtains on the balcony doors and then backed into the space between
the wardrobe and the wall, kegping my gun amed a his head. “Otherwise, I'll annihilate you into
oblivion.”

Hedidn't argue. It was a good thing, because my Jumbler was empty. | couldn’'t have annihilated a
speck of dust with it. Even with wimpons for fud, a gun could only hold so much antimeatter.

A knock sounded outside.

The Highton turned to the door. “Come.”

From my hiding place | could see only the Aristo. | heard the door open.

“We gpologize for disurbing you, Sr,” avoice said. It had to be a guard.

The Arido gave a pefect Highton scowl and waved his hand a the blaring console. “This is
disurbing me far more. What is the problem? Who was that woman | saw outsde? She looked like an
Imperid Jagernaut.”

“Sheis” the guard said. “The Primary from the bar. She damaged the front foyer and then ran out
agan.”

“Why?" The Aristo sounded genuindy curious.

A second voice spoke. “We don't know, Sr. WEIl question her as soon as we catch her.” His
anticipation made my stomach lurch. | “recognized” the fed of hismind even though | had never met him.
He was the guard with the two providers.

“l saw her run into the park across the sireet,” the Aristo said.

“Well search it thoroughly,” the firgt guard said.

“Good. Now leave meto my privacy. And fix the darms”

“We haven't been able to isolate the virus that is causing the trouble, sir. We may have to turn off the
entire system and restart it.”

The Arigo raised his eyebrows. “With dl the commotion she could have climbed into this room
without being detected.”

Thefirg guard made his voice reassuring. “The trdlis would throw her off, sr. And she was only on
the grounds a moment. There wasn't time for her to get close to you.”

The Arigto spoke dryly. “I'm glad you have such confidence. Now go find her.”

“Yes, ar.” | heard the guards bow, their clothes crackling with that irritating noise Trader uniforms
made when someone bent at the waist. The door whispered shut and the pound of boots receded
through the house.

The Arigto turned to me. “What do you want?’

| went to the console, keeping my empty gun trained on my hostage, and turned off the speakers.
Alamsdill blared in the rest of the mangon, but at least it was quieter in here.

“Haveasest,” | said. “We'regoing to talk.”

He made no move to st. “1 have nothing to say to you.”

“You didn't fed that way in the bar.”

Unexpectedly, he smiled. “No, | didn’t.”

There should have been alaw againg an Aristo having such a beautiful smile. No, he couldn’'t be an
Arigto. Not with agmile like that. “1 don’t believe you're a Highton,” | said.

“Why?

His surprise sounded genuine. If he was a fake, ether he didn’t know it or he was an astoundingly
good actor. But | couldn’t be sure. At close range, | could pick up an Aristo’s emotions eeslly; ther lack



of empathy had no effect on how an empath perceived them. But | picked up zlch from this one.
Nothing. He was a blank wall.

| moved to the balcony doors and nudged open the curtains. A man was patrolling the garden below.
“Your guards are good.”

“Apparently not good enough.”

“None of thismakes sense.” | |t the curtain close again. “You have deven guards, and at least one
of them has a biomech web in his body.” | thought of the guard with the providers. “Ancther isin favor
with a powerful Highton, one with far more rank than you could have a your age. And few people,
epecidly at your age, want or need to undergo the invasive operation that's left you with a cyberlock in
your brain. Since your guards hold the key to the lock instead of you, they mug take their orders from
someone ds2”

He gtared a me. “How did you know dl of that?’

| didn't. Most of it had been conjecture. But he had just verified it. “I'm good at what | do.”

“Yes You are”

| blinked. No Aristo would openly concede that someone like me, who to them was no more than
goods for barter, had competency at anything besides sarving Aristos. They knew perfectly wdl what we
were capable of, but they never acknowledged it. Yes, this man had the mannerisms, the carriage, the
accent of aHighton. But not the scorn. A true Aristo would have made no secret of his intent to punish
me for my actions. | would have felt his contempt. But | fdt nothing with this one. He looked both
annoyed and intrigued, but | fdt none of it. Nothing. It was dmost worse than the cavity.

Then it hit me. He had blocks in his mind. These weren't the indinctive psychologica walls anyone
could raise, empath or not. Elaborate menta barriers protected this man. He had been trained to stop his
KEB from tranamitting to other empaths. | knew the huge investment of time and effort it took to learn
those barricading techniques. It had been part of my Jagernaut training. It was different from the menta
doors| closed to let other empaths know my fedings were private. These were fortified protections that
could be broken only by the force of a stronger mind.

But only psions huilt such barriers. Only psons. Norma people had neither the need nor the ability to
do it. In fact, even with bio-mech enhancements most psibernauts couldn’t erect barriers as strong as |
detected in this man. He was blocking out even me. That meant he had to be a potent telepath. But no
Arigo could be apsion. It just plain wasn't in their precious gene poal.

“Why do you look at methisway?’ the Aristo asked.

“What way?’ | said.

“Asif | am alaboratory specimen.”

“I'm trying to figure out why a provider istravding as a Highton.”

Hisanger sparked. “Y ou come up here, throwing insults and waving guns, demeaning my bloodlines.
Wedl, 1 am not impressed. Go ahead, shoot. This is what Jagernauts do, isn't it? Kill without
compunction.”

| didn’'t need telepathy to know his anger was genuine. He believed he was a Highton. “We never kill
without compunction. How could we? We' re empaths. We fed what our targets fed.”

“This thing you cal empathy—it weskens the mind” His voice quieted. “It is a fralty. Those with
weak minds must work that much harder to become strong, to overcome their falings”

Where did dl that come from? “Did your parents tdl you that when they taught you to hide your
telepathic abilities?’

He paled, and | was sure | had hit the truth. He was a psion, which meant neither of his parents was
an Arigto. But someone had taken greet pains to conced that fact. Why? Yes, many Hightons had
children with their servers and some eevated those children to the taskmaker caste. But to pass off such
a child as a Highton—! had never heard of it before. It would be a phenomend “pollution” of their
incessantly glorified bloodlines.

“How long did you think you could hide it?’ | asked.

He stared at me. “What are you going to do?’

| couldn’t believe it. He was afraid of me. | had fdt many emotions from Hightons: scorn, lust, anger,



obsession, disgust. But never fear. As far as they were concerned | was a provider, and they refused to
acknowledge that a provider could have the power needed to inspire fear in them. Yet | fdt his as clear
and sharp as broken glass.

| felt him.

Swesat beaded on my temple. A moment ago his barriers had been impenetrable. Now they were
disolving, at least to me. He was a menta fortress, one that should have taken a tortuous battle of wills
to break, yet now | fdt him. He had to be voluntarily dropping hiswadls; | had done nothing. Yet | sensed
neither the intent from him to drop his shields nor the rediization it was happening.

He watched me with a hedthy, sensud desire that caught me unprepared. Blood rushed to my face
and to far more private places. Block! The wall-and-syngpse psicon flashed in my mind, and kept
flashing, tdling me the block wasn't working. Either his desire was too intense to shut out or ese | was
feding my own aswdl as his What was going on? It was wrong, dl wrong. No, it wasn't wrong, it was
right, and that was what was wrong.

| took a deep bregth. Stay cool. Find out who he is. But how? Wdll, | had a good sarting point; if
someone wanted him to pass as a Highton, they would have given him a Highton name.

“What surprisesme,” | said, “isthat your parents gave you a name you obvioudy had no dam to.”

The comment didn’'t provoke his anger, as | had hoped. He just shrugged. “I have far more right to it
than the hundreds of other people who useit.”

Hundreds. Given that only a few thousand Aristos existed, his name had to be a popular one. What
were well-known Aristo names? That was easy. Kryx, asin Kryx Tarque. | would never forget it. Vitar
was another, and Jaibriol, and ...

Jabriol. Jaibriol. Now | knew why Rex and | thought this man looked familiar, but neither Helda nor
Taas recognized him. This fase Aristo, this dove hiding in a night-walf’s body, was a living reminder of a
dead Highton, a man who had died when Helda was a smdl gil and before Taas was born. Comtrace
hadn't reported it because we had looked for a living Highton. This man brought to mind a young version
of the late Emperor Jabriol Qox, the father of the present Emperor.

But a dramatic difference existed between the Trader who faced me now and the holos | had seen of
Jabriol Qox. Although the late Emperor may have been handsome in his youth, his face had aged into
harsh lines that showed the truth of his nature. His son, the current Emperor, was a leaner, quieter ruler,
softer-spoken—and just as vicious. The years had stamped that crudty into his features, just as they had
stamped it into his father's face. The man in front of me now showed no mark of that harshness.

The thought budding in my mind was absurd. It had to be wrong. But | had to test it. “How are you
ever going to rule, Jaibriol? Y our people will never accept a telepath as ther Emperor.”

He flushed. “There is nothing wrong with my mind. My people will accept me”

No. No. It was alie It had to be. But with his mind opening up to me now, there was no room for
misinterpretation. We had been wrong, dl of us.

Ur Qox had an her.

| made my voice stay cam. “You're a provider. It's the only way you could have been born a psion.
Y ou have to get the genes from both parents.” Both. Both. | stared at him. Now that | was looking for it,
there was no misteking his Qox lineage. Not only did he bring to mind the late Jaibriol Qox, but | could
see his resemblance to the present Emperor as wdl. “That means your father—the Emperor—is at most
only half Highton. Y ou can’t be more than one quarter.”

“Stop!” Jaibriol clenched hisfist. “Stop your filthy insults”

His blocks were dissolving like sat in water. | fdt him. It was incredible. Beautiful. And sensud. |
wanted him, just as an Earth sdmon ready to spawn fdt driven to svim upstream, againg dl obstacles, to
reech home and reproduce. It made me want to drike out a him, furious that he—the Highton
Heir—could so move me.

“They’ll lugt after your pain.” | was loang my battle to stay cool. “All of them, your minisers, your
peers, your women, your guards, your generds. Your lifewill be hdl.”

“You'reinsang” he said.

“You don't know. You've had barriers protecting you. But you can't do it forever. If you dip once,



just once, they'll know. You'll find out the truth about your precious Hightons. About your father. The
men is a monger.”

He pointed at the Jumbler | held. “Thisis dl you understand. You see everything as war and hate.
My father is a great man, far greater than you could ever comprehend.”

“Where have you been for the lagt twenty years? In a cocoon?’ | wanted to hit him. “Hightons
torture people. Your father probably did it to your mother while he was sring you.”

His face went white. “You are sck. Sick.”

“You think I'm lying?’ | waved my gun a him. “Fine. Come into my mind, phony Highton. Y ou want
to know what providing is like? Come and look. If you have the courage for it.”

He watched me like a man baanced on the edge of a diff. Then hefdl.

| had meant only to make him see what had happened to me on Tams, to make that memory hurt him
the way it hurt me. But | couldn’t pull out of our link. His mind was too strong, more so even than what |
had expected given the warning of hisimmense barriers. We dropped together, mdding as we plunged, a
joining I had known only once before with a seven-year-old boy. Only thistime it was with an adult, with
an intengty heightened by anger and sexud desire that hit me like atidd wave.

Jabriol Qox was Rhon.

| could smdl him now, a musky, masculine amdl that permeated the ar around us and muddied my
thoughts. Pheromones, Rhon pheromones, unlike anything norma humeans produced. My whole body
reacted to it. Our mentd link picked up my arousd and fed it back to me, exdting me even more. It
multiplied Jaibriol’s reaction as well, locking us into a double feedback loop that fast became dmost
unbearable inits intendty. Had our persondities been incompatible, it would have been revolting. But he
fit me He was like an gphrodisiac, firm and masculing, warm, sensud, inviting ...

| fdl into his memories like a diver plummeting into the ocean. His thoughts curled around me as if |
were the only solidity in the sea of londiness where he had lived for so long. He had spent the entire
twenty-two years of his life, until a few weeks ago, living done ... only the vists of his tutors broke his
solitude ... hisfather rarely came to see him—

The demands of his life leave him no time, Jaibriol thought. He has more than me to consider. He is
Emperor of Eube.

| recognized what he couldn't see to his father, he was the ultimate provider. Somewhere within
himsdf Qox had found the decency to leave the boy done, avoiding him rather than risk giving in to the
drive to torture his own son.

Too late | redized that as soon as | formed those thoughts, Jaibriol knew them. His mouth opened,
then shut again. How can you believe such a thing? he thought.

Jaibriol—I'm sorry. | had to pull out of this link. Disance mysdf. | couldn’t let this happen. |
couldn’t react with such sympeathy to the Highton Heir.

Then | saw his mother, the Empress ... tdl, regd in a black and gold dress that dung to her sculpted
body. Gold glisened on her wrists and at her throat, diamonds sparkled on her ears. Her hair fdl to her
wad like black dlk. Her eyes were rubies, as red and as clear as the most perfect gemstone. And her
face, s0 lovely, so regd, so cold, cold and icy, as hard as her diamonds. Why did she hate me so? What
horrible things had | done, that my mother despised my every word, my every move, my every breath?

| watched his face, wanting to touch his cheek, his lips. Jaibriol, can’'t you see it? There it even a
remote resemblance between you and Empress Qox. She can't be your mother, not if you're Rhon and
she' s Highton.

Sop! He took hold of my lower arms, gripping them as if | were the mother who so loathed him. |
am not a provider.

Despite hisdenid, | was sure he suspected the truth. How long had it taken his grandfather to find or
engineer a provider who carried the Rhon genes? Y ears? Decades? Could he have made a Rhon heir for
himsdf then? Probably. But | had no doubt he used the provider to Sre a son who was haf Qox and half
Rhon. That ensured his genes remained in the Qox bloodline, but more importantly it required the lesst
deviaion from Highton behavior. That he managed to break those ingrained patterns of conduct even
enough to Sre a son who was hdf Highton astounded me.



The son he created—Jaibriol’s fathe—must have completed the process. How? Used his own
genes? Or did he a'so make a provider who could give him pleasure as wdl as carry his Rhon heir?

| could guess how the Emperor fasfied the bloodline threats and bribery. Qox had means available
to no other Highton. | dso had no doubt that he later murdered those who made the verification,
executing the desath sentence himsdlf, in secret, leaving no witnesses to the truth of his son’s heritage.

No. Jaibriol’s thoughts shimmered like tears collecting on a mirror. You' re wrong. Wrong!

Jaibriol—I’'m sorry. Gods, I’'m so sorry. | swallowed, trying to pull my mind away from him. But it
was imposs ble—so londy—hislife had been so londy. The only congtant in it was his father.

A great man, Jaibriol thought. | may never be worthy of his name.

Don't worship him. It will only hurt you.

| don’'t worship him. | love him.

He left you with no one.

He brought tutors. Jabriol formed an imege in his mind, an ederly man with gray har and large eyes.
Malin | loved most. He taught me to sing. His voice was magnificent. On my sixth birthday he gave me a
hunterpup as a present. And he aways encouraged my hobbies.

Hobbies?

Jabriol showed me hislibrary, a complex of buildings on the grounds of the automated estate where
he lived. He showed me images of him studying, snging, reading, writing, training, building, researching.
His “hobbies” He had nothing else to do with his time. He spoke fourteen languages, played seven
ingruments, had a voice that spanned three octaves, excelled a seven sports. He knew the histories and
geographies of a hundred worlds and more, had studied mathematics and science at the doctorate levd,
could discuss the works of both human and nonhuman philosophers.

| stared a him. Don't you redize what you' ve accomplished?

I’ve done nothing. He showed no trace of pride. He amply had no referent to compare with his
achievements. | am afalure as a son and an heir. Why dse would my father hide me? He swallowed.
Marlin stopped coming to see me. This dways happened. They came for awhile, then stopped. Only my
father dways returned. His next thought was more ragged. My nurse—Camyllia. She was there when |
was amdl. She took me for walks, played with me, sang me to deep and comforted me if | woke up
afrad. She let me fed asif every moment we spent together was precious beyond words, that it would
never come again so she had to make it the best that it could be. He drew in a shaky breath. Then she
stopped coming. My father said she was Sick ... that that she ... died.

| could see Camylliain his mind, a young woman, sunningly beatiful, a brown-eyed, brown-haired
verson of Jaibriol. With her hair and eyes dtered to look Highton she could have been histwin sster. But
| had no doubt it had been Jaibriol’s eyes and har that had been altered. Because | was sure Camyllia
wasn't agger. She was his mother.

As so0n as that thought formed, | imagined a blanket faling over my mind, hiding it from Jaibriol. His
father would have killed anyone who knew his son’s true identity. That the mother had convinced Qox to
let her live long enough thet Jaibriol remembered her was as astounding asit was heart-wrenching.

But Jaibriol saw through the cover | lad over my thoughts. No. You're wrong. A tear ran down his
face, then another. Wrong.

Your father loved you. | made mysdf bdieve it so that Jaibriol would believe it. He isolated you
because it was the only way to make sure no one hurt you. If any hint of who and what you truly are ever
escapes, it will destroy you. Not to mention his father. He needed you to grow strong, to learn how to
protect yoursdf.

His grip on my arm tightened. How can you think you know anything about the love of my parents?
You're a Jagernat, akiller. Can you even fed love a dl?

As soon as he formed the question my mind responded. | tried to hold back, but he swept into my
memories. He saw my childhood, a gifl surrounded by an intense and passionate family. He fdt what it
was like to live with other empaths, the fulfillment that came with it, and he fdt the gaping lack of it in his
own life He saw Rex, Helda, Taas, understood how close we were. He saw us working together, Rex
and me mogt of dl, even on Tams—



And then he found Tarque.

Ashisface contorted, he sank to his knees, pulling me down with him until we were kneding face to
face on the carpet. He bowed his head and leaned forward, his grip so tight on my arms that his knuckles
turned white. Even when his forehead bumped up againg mine he didn’t look up, just kept saring at the
floor. |1 dropped my Jumbler and clenched his arms while my mind heaved a blanket of denid over the
memory. But the blanket whipped away again, thrown out of the whirlpool like a tiny rag that flew away
inthe wind.

While Jaibriol struggled with my memories of Tarque, | dso shook with my own nightmare. | knew
why Jabriol existed. There was only one explanaion. He had a dedtiny his father and grandfather
condgdered even more important than the purity of the Qox bloodline. They had created him for one
reason, and one aone—to take control of the Skol-Net. Through him, the Traders would findly conquer
Skalia

Gradudly, so gradudly that at first | wasn't aware it was happening, our minds separated, like a
sorm abating. No one, not even the Rhon, could sugtain the intengty of that contact for long. | became
aware of the room again. Jabriol and | were 4ill leaning into each other, he halding my arms as if he were
my lover. | was gripping his deeves so hard that the cloth had ripped in my hands. His face was wet with
tears and | fdt them on mine too. My Jumbler lay on the floor next to us.

| couldn’t stop my arms from trembling. Jaibriol sat up, ill holding on to me. “My father is not evil.”
His voice shook. “Hightons are not evil. You will see. You are wrong.”

“You were there with me. You felt it”

The door’ s pager chimed, followed by a voice coming over the com. “Lord Qox?’

Jabriol dropped my arms as if they burned. For a moment | was afraid he wouldn't answer at dl,
foradng the guards to come in and find out why. Then he drew in a ragged breath and spoke in a loud
voice. “What isit?

“WEe're ready to reactivate the cyberlock, sr.”

Both Jaibriol and | stood up. Then he bent down and picked up my Jumbler.

No. Gods, no. How could | have lost my weapon to him? It was true, he couldn’t have used it even
if it had been loaded; the gun was keyed to my brain and could only be activated by me. But now that he
hed it, my bluff was worthless. And he knew my identity. All he had to do was say, “The Primary is in
here”

Jabriol handed me the Jumbler. “Go.”

| backed into my hiding place behind the wardrobe. “The guards. In the garden.”

He wiped his cheeks on his deeve. Then he went to the door and touched a pand next to it, tuming
off the lights. When the door opened, the shadows hid his face.

| heard the crinkling sound of a guard bowing.

“l was adeep,” Jabriol said. “You will have to wait until tomorrow to turn on the lock.”

“I'm sorry, dr.” The guard sounded nervous. “But I'm afraid we have to do it now.”

Anger mixed with fear stabbed through my mind. Neither emotion was mine. Although | could read
Jabriol well enough now to redize he was dill barriered to everyone ese, he and | were locked in a link
thet neither of us could break. But at least our meld had receded to a bearable levd of intengty.

Almost bearable. The memory of how his pheromones affected me, of his muscled body under his
clothes—my body responded with a surge of desire so intense | dmost dropped the Jumbler again.
Block! | thought. The psicon flashed erraticdly in my mind, then made a popping noise and fizzled out
like a wet firecracker.

Ovelad on that unwanted arousd was another emation, Jabriol’s loahing for the cyberlock,
hateful, suffocating, dizzying ...

| took a glent breath, trying to dissociate mysdf from his reactions. | knew from my own experience
that turning on the cyberlock was like being hit with a vertigo that never stopped until | deactivated it.
Why had Jaibriol’s father sent im here when the risk was so great he needed cyberlock protection? In
our joining | had found only a sense that Jaibriol wasn't sure himsdif.

“Y ou will wait until tomorrow,” Jaibriol told the guard.



“|—I’'m &fraid | can’'t do that, ar.”

Jabriol spokein achillingly perfect Highton accent. “I’'m ordering you to do it”

“I'm sorry, Sr. I'm very sorry. But | have orders from your fether.”

Pause. “Give me Sx hours without it.”

“l can't. I—I"m truly sorry, Sr. But my orders. A lot could happen in Sx hours”

“Two hours” Jabriol said. “Or | shdl be—displeased.”

“Sir, | can't. If anything happened to you, the Emperor would have me executed.”

“Nothing will happen.”

“I ...l can't”

Jabriol’s face relaxed into aamile “I’ve heard your daughter is a gifted seamstress.”

“Sir, my daughter has never offended any—"

“No, no.” Jaibriol spoke pleasantly. “I have heard only good reports. Has she applied to the Tailor's
Guild?

“Yes, gr.” The guard hesitated. “ She was turned down. My daughter is not a taskmaker, you see.”

“Wdl, perhaps | can mention her name to the Guild Magter.”

For a moment there was slence. Then the guard's uniform crackled again and again, multiple bows
this time. “Thank you, dr. Your greatness. Your exated highness” The words tumbled out over one
another. “Thank you.”

“Yes?' Jabriol didn't sound pleasant anymore.

The guard took a breath. “Lord Jaibriol, before we activate the cyberlock | mugt oversee the repairs
to the security system. That will take me two hours. At least.” He paused. “Possbly four hours. Will you
need me before then?’

| dmogt snorted. Although the virus | had unleashed was effective, | doubted it would take even an
hour to clean out the system.

Jabriol’s voice rdaxed. “No, | won't be needing you. Take care of the computers.”

“Yes, ar.”

“Did you find the Primary?’

“No, sr. She went into the park and destroyed some trees and power lines. Then she disappeared.”

“Who isthe guard | just saw down in the garden under my bacony?”’

“Rak.”

Jabriol diffened as if he had been struck. | caught a vivid image from him of the guard with the
providers. Unease stabbed me, a fear of Rak that he never really understood—

Block! | thought. The fear receded, but the psicon kept flashing.

“Send Rak to the control center,” Jabriol said. “I want his report on the Primary recorded
immediatdly.”

“Yes, 9r.” The guard's uniform crackled again.

After Jabriol closed the door, he came back over to me. * Sauscony—"

It was unsattling to hear a Highton speak my name with such longing. “Yes?’

“Stay with me”

“You know | can't do that.”

For a moment he stood watching me. Then he touched my cheek. “ Goodbye.”

| swallowed. “ Goodbye.”

| went back to the bacony doors and checked outsde. Rak was waking across the lavn below,
headed for the house. The gardens were dark; either my mad virus had overloaded the system or
someone had turned off the power to shut down the wildy sweeping floodlights. | glimpsed two more
guards moving through the trees that bordered another garden. But with the lights out here in Jaibriol’s
bedroom and in the gardens below, both the bacony and the trdllis were dark.

It took me only seconds to dip outside and dimb down the trelis | crept dong the wdl of the
mangon, hiding in the shadows. When my way was clear, | ran across the Street into the darkened park.



5. Denials

It was after midnight when | got back to the inn. An Allied police officer was waiting in the lobby by
the front desk. As soon as | entered, she came over and spoke to me. “ Navarhos Vadoria?’

| looked at her blankly, too tired to struggle with my trandation programs.

After amoment she said, “ Espanol ?”

“Un poco,” | sad.

“ st Deutsch besser?” When | just kept looking at her, she said, “How about English?’

“Yes” | said, not because my English was any better than my Spanish, but because | didn't want to
gand in the lobby dl night.

“Areyou Primary Vadoria?' she asked.

“Yes” | sad.

“I'm afrad | have to arrest you, ma am.”

“Can’'t.” That wasn't actudly true, though | hoped it would put her off. She had to know that under
Skalian law no Jagernaut could be arrested; the Allieds had made a huge fuss about it during thelr treaty
negotiations with us. No one is above the law. They liked that phrase. But it was their phrase, not ours.
If a Jagernaut broke Skolian laws, the avil authorities could do no more than register a complaint with
Imperid Space Command. That didn’t mean we got off; ISC held usto a code of honor meant to ensure
we broke laws only if it was necessary to protect the Imperidate. But it was a military matter, not one for
dvilian police.

Of course, that was Skolian law. Right now | wasin Allied territory.

“I'm sorry, maam,” the officer said. “But section 436, section G, paragraph 16 of Allied-Imperid
Treaty MilCgp dlows for the arrest and deportation of any Imperid Jagernaut found guilty of violating
Allied—"

“All right,” | growled. Then | squinted at her. “Y ou handlock me?’

“No, | don't believe that will be necessary.” She read me my rights, anything | said could and would
be used againg me and so on. The night clerk at the front desk watched the whole scene avidly. The
sory would probably be dl over the city tomorrow. Imperid Primary wrecks Highton's manson. | just
hoped they didn’t make one of their confounded amok-Jagernaut movies out of it.

The police officer took me to the dation in her flycar. The screen tha separated the front
compartment from the back crackled every now and then, like an dectrical discharge. The exit buttons in
the back had been removed, leaving the ingde of the car a smooth spherica cavity with a Sngle seat
where | sat. The officer had strapped a restraining web across my body, apologizing about “regulations’
as she fastened me into its condtricting embrace.

| fet like an idiot. | wondered what she would do if | told her | was a Rhon heir. It would certainly
get me out of this mess. But then | would have to endure being lambasted by my hdf brother for usng my
title to crcumvent an Imperia-Allied treaty.

The police a the dation were exceedingly courteous while they booked me for bresking and
entering, assault, damaging property, and violaing a computer. It was weird. True, | was a Primary, but
even 0 | had just walked dl over their laws. Y et they dmaost seemed to approve of my actions.

They took holoshots of me, and my fingerprints and retind patterns, dong with a tissue sample for
chromosome andyss. Then they put mein a room where five other people waited, dl women with dark
har who wore dose-fitting leather outfits that resembled my uniform. A policewoman lined us up facing a
glasswdl that showed our reflections. When | put my hands in my pockets and scowled, the other five
women in the line copied me. The whole thing was surred.

| couldn’t see through the glass, but | was ready to bet that whoever stood on the other sde could
see us. | tried to rdax and let my mind probe beyond the wadl. | fdt severd people, but only vagudy;
none were psions.

Then | hit the cavity.

It was Jaibriol’s guard, the one with the providers. The hole in his mind was less thregtening than a



true Aristo’s, but he il made me fed like bugs were cravling on my skin. And he was angry.

| withdrew like a shyback deer fleang a hunter. As| ran, | sent the guard a vivid mentd picture of
another woman inthe line. But | was pretty sure it was too late, that he had dready identified me.

They took me to see the police chief next, a portly man with close-cropped hair that stuck straight up
from his head. It was cut into a fla plane on the top, meking him look like a brigly scrub brush. He
spoke to me in a language | didn’t know. It sounded like the firg one used by the police officer who
arrested me. When | shook my head, an officer behind him leaned down and spoke in alow voice,

The chief nodded. “Y ou speak English?’ he asked me.

“Some” | sad.

“How did you know where Lord Kyr was saying?’

Lord Kyr? “The Highton?’

“The man whose house you shot up.”

The soind node gave me severd trandations for “shot up,” induding English dang for emptied
numerous rounds of ammunition into. The police chief mugt have meant what | did to the manson. “Lord
Kyr's’” manson. So Jabriol was travding under a fase name. Wel, he would have been crazy to
announce he was the Emperor’s heir.

“Provider me tdl where” | said. “I his mind get.” No, that sounded awful. My English was even
more mangled tonight than usud. | accessed the trandator and repeated what it told me to say. “I got the
location from the mind of his guard's provider.”

“l see” That seemed to be the answer the chief expected. Apparently the Allieds accepted telepathy
more than they admitted in public. But why had he anticipated my answer? He had no way to know the
guard had providers unless the guard told him, and | couldn’t imagine a Trader discussing his servers with
the Allied police.

“Whet did she say to you?’ the chief asked.

“The provider?’ | asked.

“Yes”

She? | checked with the trandator and it verified what | thought: she referred to afemde. But the first
provider | had reached had been a boy. And | had spoken to nether him nor the girl. Was the chief
asking mideading questions on purpose? Where did he get his information? The guard had no way to
know | contacted his provider. Even if Jaibriol had spoken with the police himsdf, which | doubted, he
didn’t know | had been in contact with the providers ether. | wasn't sureif even the providers knew it.

But | fdt no deception from the chief, only that he wanted to verify facts. So | said, “I never speak to
provider. | touch mind of boy. Girl next.”

He nodded. “That's whet they told us”

They? He had spoken to them? How? “They okay?’

“Thegirl is better off than the boy,” he said. “ She could leave the hospital now if she wanted. But she
doesn’'t want to be separated from her brother.” He paused. “They would like to see you. | think they
want to thank you.”

No wonder the Aristo’s guard had been angry. If his providers were in a Delos hospitd, they were in
neutra territory and couldn’t be forced to return to him. But why did they want to thank me? | hadn't
brought them to the hospitd.

Then | redized that in the chaos | had created at the manson—uwith the guards searching for me and
their security systems going wild—the providers could have escaped.

“Yes” | sad. “I seethem.”

The hospitd was a ten-minute wak from the staion. The nervoplex streets dumbered now, quiet
under our feet, with no hover traffic. Even the light from the Streetlamps was muted. The large moon had
passed the high point of its arc in the sky and was headed down toward the horizon again, its disk
shedding pae orange light over the degping city.

Aswe waked | glanced at the chief. “The providers—they from Tams?’

“Not origindly. Both of ther parents were servers brought to Tams a few years ago as part of an



Ariso’s household.”

“So these providers, they are born servers?’

“It's dl they’ve ever known.” The chief grimaced. “Chrig, they can bardly talk. Apparently even
when they had the chance, they dmog didn't make a run for it.” He regarded me. “It took a lot of
courage for them to do what they did.”

Trandate ‘Make a run for it,” | thought.

In present context, it means atempt to escape, my soind node answered.

No wonder the chief said they had courage. That was an understatement. To even think of escaping,
they had to break years of conditioning. “You hdp them?’ | asked.

He nodded. “When the boy is released from the hospital, well send them to Earth. They'll have a
host family there, and counsdling to help them adjust.”

At leest some benefit had come out of the mess | had made tonight. Now the providers had
sanctuary, that word the Allieds liked so much. Earth chose no side in the war between my people and
the Traders, granting sanctuary to anyone who gave cause for needing it. | had dways regarded them
with suspicion because of that. Their sanctuary struck me as a convenient means for Imperid
troublemakers to evade the authorities.

Tonight | saw it differently.

The providers were in a private room at the hospitd. | recognized them as soon as the doctors
ushered me into the room. They looked like fraterna twins, both about eighteen years old. The boy lay in
the bed and the girl sat in a chair next to him, showing him a holobook. They jumped as the door opened,
their faces going pae.

| hesitated at the doorway, then walked in. “My gregtings” | spoke Eubian, the language of the
server castes. It was named for Eu’ be Qox, Jaibrial’s great-grandfather and the firg Emperor. Eube was
aso the word the Traders used for their empire, the Eubian Concord. That name had to be one of their
more specious creations. | doubted any of the planets they conquered fet much “concord” with ther
unasked-for masters.

The girl watched me with eyes like pale seashells. Her brother sat up dowly. He wore pagjamas, but |
saw the wdts on his wrigts and knew there was worse under his clothes. | didn't want to imagine what
hisowner had done to him—and “owner” was the right word despite the Aristos attempts to convince
the rest of the universe that their providers were “favored subjects’ rather than daves.

The youth spoke with diffidence. “Are you the one who came to the house?’

| nodded. “I’'m glad you got out.”

Thegirl said, “We're sorry we caused you so much trouble.”

“Weredly are sorry,” the boy said. “We didn’'t mean to be a problem.”

| couldn’t believe they were gpologizing to me. “I'm sorry | couldn't have come earlier.” Say
eighteen years ealier.

“We won't cause any more problems” the girl said.

| swallowed. “You never made any problem.”

The longer | talked with them, the worse | fdt. They kept gpologizing. Their minds were open,
unprotected; | knew their shame a having been providers, a having been the cause of so much
commoation, a just plan having been. To say they didn't like themsdlves was the understatement of the
century. The marks the guard had left on them went far degper than welts.

Hadn't the heartbender | saw ten years ago, after my experience with Tarque, said something Smilar
to me? | didn’t want to think about that.

After we Iéft the hospitd, the police released me. They could have deported me for bregking ther
laws, but they showed no indinaion to do it. | had afeding the one they wanted to deport was the guard
who had pressed the charges.

As| walked back to theinn, | brooded. How was | going to ded with knowing that the one humen
dive who could be my Rhon mate represented everything | most hated? | wondered if Jaibriol’s father
saw the irony of it, that intrying to create the ultimate weapon to destroy my people he had produced a
remarkably decent human being.



Jabriol’s life, once he openly assumed his position as the Emperor’s heir, would be hdl. He would
have to live as a Highton, trapped among a people who would sicken him. To survive he would have to
become, indl appearances, jud like them. If they ever learned the truth, they would turn on him in a way
that would make the life of the two providers | had just met gentle in comparison. What would happen to
Jabriol when he redlized the truth about his future?

| dready knew the answer. | had seen it in my hdf brother Kurj, perhaps even in mysdf. The
capacity of the human soul to harden was boundless.

But | didn't want to imagine Jaibriol as he would become. | wanted to remember him as | had known
hm tonight. Perhaps he would retain enough of that humanity so that someday he and a Skolian
Imperator could meet at the peace table. He was the only Highton Emperor | could imagine who would
ever genuindy talk peace with us. And that was another reason why | couldn’t reved what | had learned
about him tonight.

| “knew” Jaibriol because | had meded with him. That was an experience my hdf brother Kurj
would never share. Even in the immensdy unlikdy event that the opportunity presented itsdlf, Kurj would
never consent to it. Without it, he would never accept my conviction that Jabriol was our one chance to
end this war without logng it. Jaibriol’s father and grandfather had created him to end the war, that was
certain, but not by making peace. If Kurj ever learned that Ur Qox had sred an heir who could take
control of the Skol-Net, he would never rest until he stood over the Highton Heir's lifdess body,
preferably after Jaibriol had died along, agonizing desth.

| could barrier my mind to hide what | knew. But it would make a wal between me and everyone |
loved. Rex would know something was wrong. He would never guess the truth but he would know
something had changed.

It was dill dark, long past midnight when | once again waked into the velvet and giltwood lobby a
the inn. As | passed the front desk, the clerk looked up from the holobook she had been dozing over.
“Excuse me, mdam,” she sad in English. She reached under the counter and pulled out an envelope.
“Thiswas ddivered for you about an hour ago.”

Who on Ddlos would send me a note in the middle of the night? | took the envelope. “Thank you.”

As | waked toward the gairs, | tore open the envelope. The handwritten note sad: | must talk to
you. Come to dock four in the harbor. There was no sgnature.

Damn. | was exhausted. The lagt thing | wanted now was to go run around the harbor. | went back
to the front desk, where the clerk nodded over her book. “Miss?’

She opened her eyes. “Yes?”

| held up the envelope. “Who this come?’

She peered & me. “Pardon me?’

| had never understood why the Allieds asked you to pardon them when you were the one being
indecipherable. “Thisnote” | said. “Who with it come?’

“A man. | don’'t know who he was.”

“How he look?’

“Black hair. Dark eyes. He sounded Turkish.”

“What Turkish?’

She amiled. “Turkey is a country on Earth.”

Why would an Earth man want me to meet him at a remote dock in a sea harbor? It was crazy. |
should go upgtairs and deep. But there was no way | could rest now until | found out what he wanted.
So | headed outside again.

It took ten minutes to reach the harbor, which lay in a cove southeast of the Arcade. Breakers rolled
inover reefs of knife-cord whose spires jutted out of the water, some a few centimeters high, others as
tdl as a person, ill others soaring into the air for ten or more meters. Sparks flashed as iridescent insects
flew in and out of the cord, building it up with secretions from their bodies just as the skeletons of sea
animds extended the portions underwater. Glints of phosphorescence jumped in the sea, blues and
greens, purples and pinks, flashes of ydlow. The waves frothed around the spires and splashed high in
burgts of spray. Gates and arches and channels had been cut in the coral, passages that dlowed even the



largest freighters to enter the cove.

The moon hung a the horizon like a huge orange portd that rested on the sea, big enough to swalow
afleet of ships The andl of sdt was so thick | could dmogt taste it condensing out of the ar onto my
lips The sweet odor of sealace tickled my nose as well. Fronds of the ddlicate plants lay everywhere,
speckled with tiny bioluminescent insects, washed up by the breakers or dragged onto the piers by cargo
handlers working on and around the ships.

Most of the piers were dark now, some empty, others with ships hunkered in their docks, groaning
asthewind pulled at them. Lamps glared on pier twenty-seven, where a team of handlers loaded cargo
onto a freghter with salls made from fluorescent purple nervoplex. Cranes svung boxes out over the
water and into holds of the ship while the muscled handlers with their blue caps and red shirts shouted
orders to each other.

Fer four was at the far end of the harbor. Darkness shrouded it, and a slence broken only by the
lap-lap of waves againg pilings | waked under the pier, hidden in the shadows. It was getting cold now,
enough so that | pulled my jacket tight and sealed it up the front. Breskers swirled around my boots, the
water firg covering the ground and then withdrawing to show me a dretch of gem-sand that sparkled
blue and gold in the moonlight.

| stopped. A tdl figure stood by a piling. He had his collar turned up and a hood pulled over his
head, but | knew him anyway. | doubted he could have heard me coming, yet he was looking sraight at
where | stood hidden.

“Jabriol?’ | asked.

He came over, pushing back his hood. In the shadows, when | couldn’t see that his eyes were red or
that his hair glinted, he looked even more beautiful than before.

“I had begun to think you wouldn't come,” he said.

| held up the envelope. “I just got your note. How long have you been waiting?’

“An hour.”

That long? Why? “The clerk said an Earth man brought it.”

“| came herein the dark so no one would recognize me. Then | paid a man to take the note.”

“But how did you get out of the mangon without derting your guards? Isn't the cyberlock on?’

“| talked them out of it for another few hours.” Dryly he added, “I’ve become quite good at it. If Rak
ign't there.” He grimaced. “Rak dwaysinggs on the fidd. | dmogt think he enjoys seeing it hurt me.”

“Is Rak the guard who has the two providers?’

“Had,” Jabriol said. “They ran away.”

| exhded. “He probably does enjoy seeing it hurt you, even if he doesn’t conscioudy acknowledge it.
You have to barrier your mind againg him better.”

For amoment he just watched me. Then he spoke. “You tdl me Aristos are sadists. You show me
horrors. And Rak’s providers refuse to come home. | want to disbelieve—" He paused. “But regardless
of what you say, my guard isnot an Aristo.”

“He has Arigto blood,” | said. “Probably more than you do yoursdf.”

His anger sparked. “Y ou insult my bloodline without even a thought of what that meansto me”

| lad my hand on hisarm. “I’'m sorry. But it's the truth.”

When | touched him, he dtiffened. Then he Sghed, as if capitulating, and pulled me into his arms. |
was the one who went rigid then. But feding him warm and firm againgt my body was too much. | lad my
head againg his chest and wrapped my arms around his waist. He bent his head, searching for my face
with an unexpected dumsness. His prodigious intdlect and Highton manner made him seem older,
enough so that | had forgotten he was hardly more than a teenager, one who had spent his entire life
done.

As soon as he kissed me, | forgot his age. Our minds started to blend again, an intimacy that made
my desire for him flare like fire hitting oil.

Then an image of Rex flickered in my mind. My longing for what Jaibriol could give me was
irrdlevant. | had given Rex a pledge.



| pushed him away. “I'm sorry.”

At firg he wouldn't let go. Findly, when | didn’t respond, he dropped hisarms. “I hope this man Rex
appreciates his fortune”

“| shouldn't have come here.”

“Stay. Please” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. It was a V-script, the written
record of a virtud telegram sent to his computer. “| recelved this two hours ago. | want you to tdl me
your verson of what it means.”

| took the card—and froze. Its sed was unmigtakable; it came from his father, Emperor Qox. The
heading indicated it had been decoded by Jaibriol’s console, so it must have been sent in secret. The
Emperor had certainly never meant for an Imperid Jagernaut to seeit.

The message was brief: J briol—I have sent flags to smooth the Stuation on Tams. Proceed there to
oversee.

| closed my eyes, then opened them again and reread it to make sure | had understood correctly. A
“flag’ was a battlecruiser and its associated warships. “What have you been told this means?’

“Nothing. But | can guess. Smoothing the situation must mean he plans to intimidate them, maybe fire
on the planet.” He spoke fredy, willingly divulging informetion to an enemy officer without even the
guarded tone | had heard him use with everyone dse. “My father wants me there by the time the action is
finished to see firsghand how to ded with a problem like Tams.” Sdf-disgus filled his voice. “I am not
much of an har. | think he means for that to change now.”

“You think Tamsis a problem?’

“Yes”

| clenched my fist, crumpling the V-script. “That ‘problem’ comes from a lot of desperate people
terrified of their Highton conquerors.”

“Sauscony.” He took hold of my shoulders. “You see the Stugtion through your own biases. | know
you believe them. But | seeit differently.”

| jerked away from him, wondering if | should hate him &fter dl. “Then see this, Highton.” | crammed
the card back into his hand. “We ve intercepted these coded messages before. You want to know what
‘amoothing’ means? Those warships are going to destroy the Tams atmosphere.”

“How can you believe such alie?

“Lie?’ | wanted to shake him. “I've seen it. Your father had it done to both CJ4 and Bullseye when
the people overthrew their Arigto lords there.”

His anger flared. “The people of CJ4 destroyed themsdlves with chemicd warfare. I've never heard
of Bullseye. Perhaps your propaganda ministers created it.”

“l don’t need to convince you.” My voice quieted. “Y our life may have been sheltered, but you're no
fool. As soon as you start living among the Hightons you'll know the truth. You mugt dready suspect,
despite what you say, or you would have never asked me to come here tonight.”

There was no arrogance in his face, only pain. “If my father tells me the truth, | mugt believe you are a
mongter. | should kill you now before you have a chance to become Imperator of Skolia. If you tdl me
the truth, then my father is a monger and he isthe one | should kill.” He spread his hands. “Kill a person
| love? | could never do it. Not my father. Not you.”

| stared at him. “How can you think you love me? Y ou’ ve only known me afew hours.”

“Weve known each other our entire lives” He touched my temple. “We lived them together
tonight.”

| shoved his hand away. He was wrong. | could never love the Trader Emperor’s son. It was alie

Jabriol spoke softly. “It won't go away, Sauscony. No matter how much you deny it, we will live
with what happened tonight for the rest of our lives. If | become Emperor and you become Imperator,
then we will have to live with it even as we swear to destroy everything the other vaues mogt.”

“You won't vaue what you inherit. You'll hate everything it represents. And you'll live in terror,
knowing you're only a breath away from becoming itsvictim.”

“If that is true, then | will changeit.”

“Change it? Gods, Jaibriol. The structure of your empire is built, from its foundations up, on the



Arigo need for providers. It's not a socid problem you can correct, or afew evil people you can remove
from office. You can no more stop their need for providers than you can diminae ther drive to eat or
deep. Try and they' Il crucify you.”

Hisfig clenched. “Y ou're wrong.”

| spoke more gently. “I'm sorry for what your lifeis going to become. | wish | could changeiit”

“l don’t want pity. | want you.”

Hislonging was so intense | could dmogt touch it, the ache of a human being denied human contact
his entire life, a child denied love from the day of his birth. And | wanted hm so much it hurt. But if |
admitted it even here, where no one but he and | would ever know, | could never again face anyone ese
| loved.

“l can't stay with you,” | said.

He took a deep breath and spoke in his cold Highton accent. “Then go.”

Somehow | made mysdf turn and walk away into the shadows.

6. Zabo Squad

| ran back to the inn, caling with my mind to Rex, Helda, and Taas: Get up. NOW. When | strode
into the lobby, Rex was running down the staircase that swept out like the train of a blood-red wedding
dress. | sped past the degping clerk and met Rex hdfway up the Sairs.

“| found out why the Aristo is here.” | paused, out of breath from running. “He's Qox’s son.”

Rex stared & me. “ What?”

“The Her.” Now that | was saying it out loud, |1 heard how fantadtic it sounded. “Tha man we
sawv—he' s the Highton Helr.”

Helda and Taas appeared in the hdlway &t the top of the Stairs, griding around the corner in time to
hear my statement. They made it down to where | stood with Rex in two seconds.

“Hisname is Jaibrial,” | said. “Jaibriol Qox.” | looked around at them. “It's why Rex and | thought
he was familiar. He looks like his grandfather.”

“How you find dl this out?’ Helda asked.

“| figured out where he was gaying. | broke into his computer sysem there. His father sent im a
coded message about Tams.”

“You've been busy,” Rex sad.

| grimaced. “I’ ve been arrested, mug shot, lined up with five clones, questioned by the politest police
dive and gone to the hospitd to see two providers who escaped when | crashed Qox’'s mangon. They
asked the Allieds for sanctuary.”

“You did dl that in one night?” Taas asked.

Helda amiled. “What you need us for, Soz?’

| took a breath. “Because Ur Qox isgoing to flood out Tams”

“Whet does that mean?’ Taas asked.

“At Bullseye he did it by converting part of the planet’s moon into hydrogen. At CJ4 he used an
agteroid. They pour the hydrogen into the atmosphere and use gigantic discharges to make it react with
the oxygen there and produce water.” | grimaced. “It's going to ran good and hard on Tams. When it's
over, there won't be any oxygen Ieft in the atmosphere and the surface will be flooded.” | thought of the
Earth rdigious texts | had read. No ark was going to save Tams. When Lucfer impersonated God,
nobody survived.

The musdesin Rex's jaw diffened. He and | had been with the battdion that found the remains of
C. ISC had kept the record of what we found under tight security. We didn't want a panic, as the
atizenry of Skoliaredlized that if Qox wiped out our precarious defenses he could destroy our worlds the
same way he had done his own.

“When does it hgppen?’ Helda asked.

“Hessent flags” | said. “But | don't think they’re there yet.”

“We have to send Tams awarning,” Taas said. “Tdl them to evacuate.”



Rex spoke quietly. “Evacuate in what?’

Efficient. That was the word Rex had used for the Trader sabotage on Tams that Comtrace had told
us about. | hadn't redlized just how accurate that assessment was. How could Tams evacuate without
functioning ships?

Taas |ooked from me to Rex. “Even without their factories, they gill must have been trying to rebuild
their ship drives”

“Rebuilding ign't their biggest problem,” Rex said. “It’s the Evalving Inteligence pilots on the ships”

| nodded. “Tams is a mining sation. They don’'t have the expertise to program an El pilot from
scratch.”

“We can send them some,” Helda said. “We make them from the EI’s on our own ships.”

“Yes” Taas tensed as if readying himsdf for launch. “We can put them in robot drones and
coordinate their launch from the stand-off weapons plaform in E-sector.”

Rex considered them. “If the drones don't make it through, we won't have time for a second
go-around before the Trader flags arrive.”

“The rebels have control of the ground defenses,” Taas said.

“Even 0,” Rex said. “The orbitd defenses aren’t trifles. And we have to make it on the fird try.
Once the flags get there, nothing isgoing to get in.”

They looked a me. | knew what decison they were waiting to hear. Warfare had evolved terifyingly
beyond the abilities of humans to fight it. Although drones with El pilots couldn’t maich the human mind
when it came to innovation, no human could survive againg the near light-speed processing dilities of a
drone or its adility to endure immense accelerations.

Except a Jagernautt.

The enhanced link between our brains and our ships boosted our minds into the ship's EL Add to
that the advances in stasi's technology and the end result was a weapon with the speed and endurance of
adrone and the superior reasoning cagpability of the human mind.

“We're the only squad in this quadrant,” | said.

“When do we leave?’ Taas asked.

That was it. No one said a word about our nil chances of success. They just waited to hear my
answer, waited to follow me into a fight we couldn’t win. Even if we got through to Tams there was no
way they could evacuate intime.

Rex’s thought came to me. If we save only onelife, it sworth it.

Rex ... Somehow | hid my thoughts. | had been so afraid that what had happened tonight would
destroy what | fdt for him. But as soon as his thoughts had touched mine | knew our connection was as
drong as ever. This was Rex, who had been with me for years, more than a friend, soon to be a
husband. Now | had to do what | swore would never happen—send the man | loved into combat. Yes, |
hed been doing it for years, but | had only acknowledged the truth of that tonight.

They were dl watching me, waiting for orders.

| took a breath. “Firs we send a report to headquarters.” | doubted backup could reach Tams in
time, but we had to try. “Then we leave.”

It was dill hours before sunrise when we jogged out of the gate at the starport. Our ships waited near
the teemind, Jag darships, the single-pilot craft that gave Jagernauts ther name. Technicdly the
spacecraft were cdled JG-17 fighters the name Jag came from “lightning jag,” the nickname the test
pilots gave to the prototype, the JG-1.

The ships stood poised on the tarmac like dabaster works of art. On the ground, they were
elongated, with wings extended; in flight, they would change according to our needs. spread wings for
subsonic speeds; wings drawn againg the body for hypersonic flight; rounder shape to minimize surface
area during interstdlar flight; rounded for stedth or for battle. Right now the hull was smooth, the
wespons hidden in protected bays.

| strode next to my Jag, my hand diding across its surface like a Skater on ice. Its hull wastdlerene, a
composte materid threaded with microscopic wires made from tubular fullerene molecules. Tellerene
was lightwelght, fatigue resistant, and retained its strength even a the high temperatures of a hypersonic



reentry. It was aso sdf-reparing; the dangling bonds in a broken fullerene molecule reattached
themsdves, mending the wire. The hull showed fewer of the pits, grooves, and other damage that came
from traveling in space, a smoothness that was one more factor in optimizing its performance. Like ther
pilots, Jags were rare, top-of-the-line technology, fast and deadly.

| stopped midway between the nose and the tall of the ship. Had | not dready known about the tiny
dlver prong there, | might have never located it in the festurdess hull. As soon as | pushed my wrist
agang the prong, it snicked into the socket there.

Connection, my spind node thought.

Verified. The response came from Zabo, the ship’s Evalving Intelligence.

Thearlock sucked open, garting as atiny crcular hole that widened into a human-sze ovd so fast
its edges shimmered with the motion. The outer and inner doors opened smultaneoudy; Zabo had
andyzed the atmosphere out here and found it acceptable.

As | dimbed into the cabin the inner hull activated, glowing with diffuse light. The cabin was smal.
Equipment filled the free space and the bulkheads. cocoon seats and a bunk, gear, hand weapons, food
dispenser, waste processor, water ling, anything ese | needed to survive in space.

| crossed to the cockpit. When | touched the membrane that separated it from the cabin, the meterid
dilated the same way the hatch had opened, like the shutter on a high-speed holocam. Inside the cockpit,
| did into the pilot’s seet. It folded around me like a glove, rdleasing its cocoon, a swath of soun materid
thick enough to cushion againg acceleration but not too thick to interfere with my movements. Then the
exoskeleton snapped into place, encasing me in a framework of equipment. A visor lowered over my
head, data scrolling across its display.

As soon as the seat registered my weight, the forward holoscreens switched on, gving a
three-dimensiond view of the area outside of the ship. Rex’s ship was to starboard, Taas and Helda's to
port. | could see the airfidds, with their runways and launch pads, stretching out in the distance across the
flat landscape.

The collar of the pilot’s seat closed around my neck, its psphon plugging into the socket at the base
of my brain sem. Zabo's familiar “voice’ spoke in my mind, androgynous and quiet: Zabo attending.

Acknowledged, | thought. | needed no other log-on procedure, no security codes, nothing. Zabo
was tuned to my brain; had anyone else tried to use the Jag without authorization it would have locked up
every sysem on the ship.

Boogting to psiberspace, Zabo thought.

| entered the Skol-Net as a black wavepacket thistime, rippling across the grid in a hill of darkness.
When | passed other glitters, they showed dimly through the blackness of my packet. A spark appeared
next to me, growing into a second wavepacket, a red one scintillaing with fiery glitters. A gold packet
appeared next, followed by a green one.

Redzabo here, Rex thought.

Goldzabo here, Helda thought.

Greenzabo here, Taas thought.

Zabo acknowledging, | answered. Our four-way exchange flashed by in afraction of a second.

A psicon in the shape of asmdl lock blinked in the corner of my mentd display. As my atention
flicked to it, Zabo thought, Security cloak at full strength. Presence of Zabo Squad undetectable to other
users.

Link, | thought.

Redzabo linked, Zabo answered. Goldzabo linked. Greenzabo linked.

With the Jags amplifying our connection, | picked up Rex, Helda, and Taas so wdl that their thoughts
murmured in the background of mine When | concentrated on Taas's voice it increased in volume,
resolving into his mentad commands to Greenzabo. | relaxed my concentration and his words receded
back into the murmur. All of their mentd displays were there, in the background, waiting to be cdled
forthif I needed them.

It had taken years of traning to discipline my mind so thet | could separate the Sghts, sounds, smdls,
tastes, and fed of that mentd display—what Jagernauts called the mindscape—from my perceptions of



my own environment. | had to retran my mind so | could think my own thoughts within that constant
background noise. Most psibernauts never managed it, which was another reason why so few Jag pilots
exiged.

| rubbed my temples. We paid a price for thislink; the energy required to maintain it, both in terms of
our own minds and of our ships resources, limited the circle to no more than four Jagernauts. Nor could
humans sudtain the intendty of that boosted connection for long. It stripped us of dl privacy, not only
from each other but from the ondaught of our enemies’ emotions. But when it worked, the Jag link was a
miracle. We could communicate anywhere, under any conditions, indantaneoudly.

Ready? | thought.

Redzabo ready, Rex answered.

Goldzabo ready, Helda answered.

After amoment | thought, Taas?

Another pause. Then: Greenzabo ready.

Do you have a problem? | asked.

No. Jugt took a moment to settlein,

His dday was normd for a new squad member. But in the Stuation we were headed for it could be
fad. Under normd circumstances | would never have expected an untried pilot to fly this misson. But
we had no choice. | just hoped hisvirgin flight with the squad didn’t end up as hislast.

Coordinate your checks, | thought. Having each ship veify the pre-flight tests of the others gave a
four-way check of our readiness. We ran the Jags through ther paces. nav, cyber, weapons, com,
hydraulics

Then Zabo thought, Checking inverson engines.

Inversion. It dill had the power to fascinate me even after so many years of familiaity. As Zabo ran
through its checks of the engines, my thoughts followed like a spellbound child. We hadn’t conquered the
light barrier—we had snuck around it. To reach suprdumind veocities should have meant going through
the speed of light, where the mass of a ship became infinite compared to dower objects, its length shrunk
to nothing and its time stopped. It was impossible. For centuries humans had known that no ship could
trave fagter than the speed of light.

For centuries humans had been wrong.

The solution turned out to be smple. At suprdumina speeds, mass and energy became imaginary,
sguare roots of negative numbers. To reach the suprdumind universe, dl we had to do was add an
imaginary part to our speed. Poof. The Sngulaity at light speed disappeared. A ship went around light
speed like a flycar leaving the road to go around a tree. Except that for starships, the “road” was the red
universe.

Of course doing the math had been a lot easier than making the engine, or dediing with the bizarre
effects of fager than light travel. But when our ancestors findly succeeded, the way to the stars had
opened.

We adopted the word “inverson” from the Allieds because it so gptly described how the process
fdt. But it came from afar more esoteric source. “Inverson” referred to a mathemaica correspondence
between superlumind and sublumind space derived by Earth scientists during the mid to late twentieth
century.

What the engine actudly did was rotate the ship out of the red universeinto an imeginary one. During
rotetion we passed through an ill-defined plane of existence where we were part red and part imaginary.
The trangtion was disorienting, to say the least; | had no desire to find out what would happen if we
spent longer than an indant there. So we got as close to the “treg” as possible before we Ieft the road;
we accelerated as close to light speed as our fud alowed before we rotated in or out of superlumind
space.

Unfortunately getting close to the tree meant coming out of inverson at reaivisic speeds, blasting the
area with high energy radiation and particles. Trying that too close to solid objects courted disaster.
Coming out anywhere except in a near vacuum aso meant the ship displaced molecules of matter with
explosive power, blowing up itsdf as wel as whatever it had hit.



Inverson had brutaly changed the face of warfare. Technology advanced to the point where normal
humans could no longer cope with combat. With warcraft and missles that could burst out of
uperlumingl space a close to light speed, the concept of a front line became obsolete. Our defenses
developed dong with our offendve capabilities, meking it possble to protect our settled worlds in
margind safety. But we couldn’'t watch dl of space. Huge regions remained contested, places where no
clear boundaries existed defining what was Eubian, what was Skolian, what was Allied.

Inverson check complete, Zabo thought.

Thruster check. Although close to planets the Jag used a fuson engine, in space it relied on photon
thrusters.

Thrusters initidized and ready, Zabo answered.

And the fud?

Containment on poditrons is secure.

Good. The interior of the magnetic containment bottle was a universe of its own, a place tha was
both red and imaginary, and that existed only while the inverson engine operated. During flight it drew on
the immense coamic ray flux in complex space, collecting more fud. The bottle spread its contents
through complex space by varying the imaginary parts of charge and mass, which let it gather and hold far
more charge than was possible in rea space adone. The Stuaion was smpler than with people; the
psychologicd trauma of having both red and imaginary parts had no effect on particles.

A sdector culled rdaividic eectrons from space while the fud bottle lesked postrons into the
interaction area. Matter/Antimatter. It interacted in glorious bursts of energy, producing our thrug.
Gammaray shidds and superconducting grids protected the ship from being destroyed by its own waste
heat while the thrust accelerated it at extraordinary g-forces.

The lagt dement was a stasis coil that kept the quantum wavefunction of the ship from changing
during acceleration. The g-forces couldn’t hurt us because our molecular configuration was fixed during
dass We didn't freeze; our atoms continued to vibrate, rotate and otherwise behave as they had in the
indant the coil activated. The atomic clock that measured our time in stasis continued to work. But none
of the atoms could change ther quantum state, which meant the ship and everything ingde of it became
rigid even to the huge forces we experienced. Without that protection, the g-forces would have smashed
usflat.

Interrupt, Zabo thought.

What's going on? | asked. The image of an Allied satdlite intruded in my mind, shown with so much
detall that | could see the boltsinits hull. A message appeared below the satdlite, writtenin code. As the
gibberish flashed across my mindscape, Zabo gave me both avisud and verbd trandation.

Frigging rockets. The message was about me. The Allieds were sending their report of my arrest to
Imperid Space Command. It had been trandated from Greek into Skolian by Tiller Smith.

Zabo, why did that disolay come up now?

When | detected the tranamission, your spind node picked it up and flagged on the name “Tiller
Smith”

| directed a thought to my spind node. Why did you flag on Tiller Smith?

It registered 82 percent on your interest scae, the node thought.

That made no sense. Why should it calculate Tiller Smith would interest me so much? The last thing |
needed, when | was preparing to go into battle, was my spind node dumping unnecessary satdlite images
into my pre-flight mindscape.

Run a diagnogtic on your flag routines, | thought. There's no reason for Tiller Smith to regider that
high.

Checking. Then: The name Tiller Smith did not cause the flag. It was your response to the data in a
book he gave you.

Why would a book of indecipherable poetry agitate the node so much? Cancel all flags concerned
with Verses on a Windowpane.

Canceled. The satdlite diplay vanished.

Primary Vddoria, Taas thought. I’'m getting a spillover onto my grid of your sadlite input. | can't cut



it off. What commands did you try? | asked.

Stop, Cancd, Break, Quit, Exit, Bye, System, Chop, Stomp, Hush, Dump, and Curse.

Curse? What is that?

| swore d it.

| smiled. Try Erase.

That worked. His Erase psicon appeared in my mind, a buxom woman wearing a few scraps of
coth and halding a can of paint. She painted the hem of her skirt and it disappeared, showing even more
of her thigh. Then she vanished back to Greenzabo.

| laughed. You dl ready to go?

Ready, Rex thought.

Ready, Helda thought.

Ready, Taas thought.

Thenlet'sdo it, | thought.

Piming fuson engines, Zabo thought. For near-planet maneuvers the Jag used a fuson reactor that
produced heated plasma gas for thrudt.

The control tower cleared us for takeoff on launchpad twelve. But as we taxied toward it, the traffic
controller’ s voice crackled on my audiocom. “Sorry, Primary Vadoria. The four of you will have to hold.
WEe ve got a snag on twelve.”

“Acknowledged.” Aswe dowed to a stop, | thought, What's the problem?

Zabo gave me an image of severa ships Stting on a launchpad we had to pass to reach twelve. These
craft are preparing to lift off.

The Trader indgnia of a crouching black puma gleamed on their hulls. The ships waited in the
predawn air, the glare from lamps on the launchpad making their hulls glitter like ice. The deekest was a
Streamliner, the starship of preference for Highton Aristos. The three heavier craft were Escorts,
bodyguards for a Streamliner. Given that most Hightons traveled with only one Escort, two at the mog, |
had a good idea what passenger this Streamliner carried.

Rex spoke in my mind. Qox.

Yes, | thought.

Taas s thought sparked like an iron arc. We should blast him off the pad.

Helda s thought rumbled. Ya.

| scowled. What you're taking about is assassnation.

Ya, Helda agreed.

Let's do it, Taas thought.

| couldn’'t believe it. They were serious. They wanted to go out there and blow up a avilian ship with
no provocetion, murdering amaor interstelar leader. Cut it out, | told them.

All of my displays indicated launchpad twelve was clear. | was sure we could have used it. | dso had
no doubt the tower didn't want us anywhere near the Trader ships. They probably feared we would do
exactly what Taas and Helda suggested.

Warning lights were flaring around the launchpad now, strobing the darkness. Clouds of steam
swirled up and around the ships. Then one of the Escorts lifted into the sky, blasting the pad with its
exhaugt and lighting up the area. The other ships followed in a staggered pattern, the rumble of their
leaving growling through my mind and my bones.

We hurtled through space, racing the specter of Qox’sflags. In inverson, we could go as fast as we
wanted, just never dower then light speed.

If anyone on Delos could have watched, they would have seen our ships get shorter and our mass
increase as we got closer to the speed of light. After we went superlumind, speeding up made our length
increase and our mass dwindle. Even when we reached one million times light speed, the ship looked
normd to me | was, after dl, a rest rddive to it. But to anyone on Delos, our mass was just a few
grams and our length thousands of kilometers.

At speeds fagter than 141 percent of light, time contracted. Right now we could shoot through space
for a century and only an hour would pass on Ddlos. If we ever reached infinite speed our masdess Jags



would dretch out the length of the universe and time would stand dill everywhere ese while forever
passed for us.

But we had a problem. Close to light speed, time dilated; it passed more dowly for us than for Tams.
We had skimmed too close to light speed when we inverted and time dilation had jumped us a few hours
into the future, seding vauable moments we desperately needed.

Zabo, plot pastward course, | thought. Compensate for the time dilation.

Course plotted.

Good. At faster than light speeds we could trave into the past relative to Tams. If anyone there could
have watched, they would have seen this after we left Delos, while we were en route to Tams, four new
ships and four antimatter ships appeared in the Tams system, pair-produced from photon annihilaions
near the planet. The matter ships and ther pilots were identical to Zabo squad. In fact, they were us

While the matter ships continued on to Tams, the antimaiter squad returned to Deos in a
time-reversed path, flying backward at superlumina speeds, ganing fud rather than logng it, like a movie
run in reverse. At the point where | had just given the order to “turn around” and go pastward, Tams
would have seen us meet the antimatter ships and annihilate. The energy of the photons created by our
mutud destruction balanced that lost when the new ships and their antimaiter Sblings were created.

Since we were a rest relative to our ships, we saw no bizarre cregtions or destructions. We smply
traveled from Ddlos to Tams. In any case, the end result was the same; our four Jags arrived a Tams
sometime after we left Delos.

| vehemently wished we could reach Tams before we left Delos, with enough time to evacuate the
planet. But no craft or missle had ever succeeded in thwarting the laws of cause and effect by coming out
of inverson before entering it. The best we could do was come out a our destingtion the indant after we
inverted near our point of origin. Redidicdly it took longer, anywhere from hours to days. The farther we
traveled, the more errors accumulated and the bigger the discrepancy. | just hoped we made it in time,
Although Qox’s flags had farther to go, they carried entire systems dedicated to optimizing spacetime
vaiables.

But we had an advantage they could never maich.

No eectromagnetic Sgnd could reach a superlumind ship. The only way to communicate was to
shoot superlumind particles—tachyons—at one another. But no one had yet figured out how to make
tachyons reigbly carry information, particularly given that during inverson sgnds could arive before
they were sent. So inverted ships traveled in limbo, drifting apart. A squad that entered in tight formation
would leave spread but across both space and time. The greater their shift in time, the longer they had to
hall one another; the greater ther drift in space, the farther those hails needed to trave.

Except for Jags.

Rex, Helda, Taas and | were one mind. More than one mind. We were a part of the Skol-Net,
which meant we had instantaneous communication not only among ourselves but dso with the minds
linked into a star-spanning computer network. We coordinated our actions with a precison tha
chdlenged light speed itsdif.

But psiberspace had limitaions. If we tried to learn our future by entering the Skol-Net after time
dilation jumped us futureward, we would link to a future timdine and till bein it when we returned to the
present. The time needed to dissolve and reform the link could kill us. All our peek at the future would
tdl us was that we died in battle because we had no idea what the ships we were fighting were doing
when we engaged them.

We could check the future, then drop out of the Skol-Net and re-enter it after we returned to the
present. But that meant traveling through inverson without a pslink. We would drift in space and time,
nulifying the very link that was our greatest strength. The very act of checking our future increased our
chances that we would learn we died in combat.

Zabo, | thought. Check the Net. Any readings on Qox’s flags?

An Imperid sentry has dghted Eubian warships. Their trgectory intersects the orbit of Tams.
Edimated arivd times appeared in my mindscape.

How many ships? | asked.



Different views of the Trader craft appeared. Two battlecruisers, an orbita platform and three
Shiddcraft. Also one laberaft.

| grimaced. That had to be the Trader flags A labcraft could convert an asteroid or moon into
hydrogen to react with the Tams atmosphere. At least the flags had no idea we were coming. | wanted to
bein and out of Tams before they showed up.

What about the Streamliner that took off from Delos? | asked.

Zabo replaced the display of the Trader ships with images of Jaibriol’s ships. Ther present course
puts them at Tams at roughly the same time as the Eubian flags.

Any data on the Tams situation?

Our mogt recent intdlligence reports the rebels ill control the ground defenses. However, dl exiding
Tamslinks to the Skol-Net are currently inoperable.

That was no surprise. The Traders would have destroyed those links as fast as possible to make sure
our intdligence was dated.

Taas sent in a thought. What about orbita defense systems?

He sounded cam, but | fdt his tenson. Zabo responded to my thought by showing me Taas in his
cockpit. Data flashed under the imege: pulse, blood pressure, temperature, breathing rate, brain activity.

Hey, Taas thought. I'm fine.

There will be hordes of sat-bangs in orbit, | thought. Those low vaue decoy sadlites, usudly
good for one missle or an old yle laser, had dectronic Sgnatures that made them appear as high vdue
targets to incoming craft or missles. Robot drones too. Possibly a robot crewed Sentinel.

Why a Sentind? Helda asked. Putting a platform in orbit makes it vulnerable.

Zabo swapped to Rex, drawing on his expertise. They have no reason to expect an attack, he
thought. There are no moons to put a base on, so the Sentind’ s vulnerability may be outweighed by the
fact that the rebels control the ground defenses.

How about manned Solos? Taas asked.

Only afew, Rex thought. Normdly ground based. But they may be in orbit here.

Especially given the Els they carry, | thought. All the rebels needed to do was capture one Solo
and they had an El to adapt for their own ships.

The posshility of a Sentind worried me. That platform would make the orbitd defense system even
more deadly. In theory, a Jag squadron coming out of inverson could take on an orbita platform and
aurvive redidicdly, if we didn’t knock it out immediatdly, when we had the advantage of surprise, our
chances plummeted.

Our best bet was to reinvert as close to Tams as possible, launching a cloud of smart missles The
immense kindic energy of our near light speed veocity would make our missles into bullets with the
power of megaton explosves. Well-settled planets had defenses againg relativigtic attack, but Tams was
asmdl gation in a backwater region of space. Also, the Traders knew it wasin our best interest to make
no overt moves againg them. Right now they were probably concentrating on the rebels.

But dl that meant was that we had a chance of success. Whether or not it was more than vanishingly
gmdl was another story. | had seen gtats on the Tams ODS, its orbitd defense system. It wasn't trivid.
And since Tams had been knocked out of the Skol-Net, our intelligence on it was incomplete.

What about tau missles? Helda asked.

They've got them, | thought. Just hope it's not too many. Taus were equipped with inverson
drives. Given that the problem the Traders faced was on the planet, though, | hoped they had put the
expensve and bulky tau missles low on ther lig of priorities.

Of course, they could have made short work of the rebdlion by smashing a tau into Tams at
relaividic speed. The rebels had made the same assumption as had the rest of the same universe, that Ur
Qox wouldn't destroy a dedirable territory.

We had been wrong, dl of us. The Tams resistance was a symbol of defiance, one far more potent in
Qox’ s obsessed mind than any of us had redlized, powerful enough that he wanted them destroyed in the
mogt dramatic way possible as awarning to any others who thought to defy hisrule.

| input my conclusions into the link. When we reach Tams, our advantages will be surprise, speed,



and our Jag link. Disadvantages. we're four Jags againg a ful ODS and we can't communicate with
Tams until we come out of inverdon. Strategy: We reinvert close to the planet, only twenty million
kilometers out, coming in with a spread of a hundred thousand kilometers between ships. We tranamit
our warning to the rebels usng neutrino communicators and exhaust modulation. The Traders would be
hard pressed to stop ether; the gamma source produced by our exhaust would be a spectacular beacon,
and neutrinos went through dmost anything.

Immediately upon reinversion we release a cloud of .89c MIRVs. The multiple independently
targeted reentry vehicles would travel a 89 percent of light speed, giving them the energy equivdent of
megaton bombs. After we knock out the ODS we deliver the Els.

Understood. The response echoed from dl four ships.

Reedy to reinvert, Zabo thought.

| fired the photon thrusters—and went into stasis. The only way | knew | hadn’'t been conscious
while we decelerated was by the discontinuous change in speed registered on my displays. | fired the
thrusters again and the Jag decelerated more, dowing down in a series of jumps | perceived as a
continuoUS Process.

The stars moved forward, converging on a point directly in front of the ship. Thar colors shifted
toward blue until they went ultraviolet and disappeared from my screens. Zabo overlad a grid on the
holomaps showing the position of the stars as they collgpsed into the point—

—and we roared out of inverson in perfect formation, a the same indant, blasting our warning to Tams
as we hurtled toward the planet, preceded by a swarm of MIRVSs.

Zabo flooded my mind with data; the Tams ODS was mesting us with what looked like an entire flest
of Sentinels. But | recognized those energy signatures. Most came from decoys, | was sure of it.

Taus sighted—disappeared, Zabo thought.

Evade!

—and | came out of gasis. Zabo had thrown the Jag into such an abrupt course change that the dass
coll had kicked in, protecting me from the lethd accelerations.

Taus detonated to port, Zabo thought. Stats poured in, giving me the andydss far faster than my
unboosted brain could ever have absorbed it. Tau antimissles equipped with inverson drives were
caching our MIRVs and inverting. They targeted our positions and reinverted, exploding both themsdlves
and their MIRV captivesin violent bursts of radiation.

At these speeds the taus had to invert to catch us. But ther foray through rdativigic and superluming
regimes threw them off. Had they been able to track us while they were traveling in inverson, our evasve
tactics might have falled. Asit was, they came out seconds too late. We had shot past the point where
they expected us.

We were far beyond the planet’s orbit now, headed toward the Tams sun. We accelerated again,
going in and out of stasi's as we pushed closer to light speed.

Invert, | thought.

My stomach wrenched with the familiar twisting sensation. We entered superlumind space and kept
accderating, hurtling a millions of times light speed. Time went faster here for us than for Tams, so tha
we could come around and re-enter the system with only seconds passing since we Ift it.

Reinverson brought us out a few million kilometers from Tams, flying toward the planet from the sun,
oraying the last of our MIRV'sin acloud ahead of us.

ODS devilized, Zabo thought.

Verify. Thethought came from al four of us a once.

Veified. Zabo gave us the stats. We had diminated the entire sysem: taus, decoys, drones, and a
Sentind orbiting platform.

| heard an indrawn breath over the com channd connected to Taas's Jag. Helda whooped and Rex
sent me an image of his face with a wickedly exultant grin. | was grinning mysdlf. We had done it!

Taas s laugh rumbled inmy mind. The ODS were againg us, but we beat them.

| smiled. Continue dumping velocity on gpproach to Tams.

We “braked” down, flicking into stasi's during deceleration, again, again, we were nearing Tams now,



dowed down dmost enough for amospheric entry, agan—

| came out of sads to the scream of darms. Stats reded through my mindscgpes Solos and
cybernetic drones were bailing up from the planet.

Dam! Engage shrouds!

Three voices answered mein a lightspeed pulse of thought. Engaged.

We disappeared. Blackbody shidding turned the alabaster sheen of our hulls into surfaces that
reflected no light. At best, it was minimd stedth; the Traders knew we were here, and every time we
accelerated our exhaust gave us away.

Helda, get down as far as you can, | thought. WE Il cover you. Drop the Elsin a drone. Whether or
not the rebels could recover it was another story. But we had no choices now. We had lost our
advantages of speed and surprise, and our MIRVs were gone. Nor could we use any more inverson
tricks; to invert we had to accelerate to near light speed, which would mean leaving Helda undefended
while she tried to make the drop.

The Solos and drones were coming from an underground base. Andyds said we were seeing the
bel eaguered remains of the ground defense. Scan said most of the ground defenses had been destroyed.
Zabo cdculated an 84 percent probability that the rebels had been overcome, and had blown up the
inddlations rather than let them be recaptured by the Traders.

Prime Annihilators, | thought. Like Jumblers and photon thrusters, these guns worked on par
annihilation. Inverson technology had opened the way for effident antimatter weapons. Annihilators used
antiprotons, with energies two hundred times greater than positrons, millions of times greater than the
wimpy bitons in Jumblers. After baing accelerated, the beam was neutrdized and focused by running it
through foils where it picked up positrons.

Despite the drawbacks of beam weapons, that they were easer to avoid than smart missles
Annihilators were the best offense againg ships that used dass “shidds” An object in stass could
aurvive immense forces—including enemy fire. Although a ship in stasis was more fragile to missle hits
than to acceleration, it was dill difficult to destroy. Annihilating matter in stass was easier than deforming
it, making the beam weapons vitd in combat.

Zabo, | thought. Do any of the drones or Solos have inverson cagpability?

Yes. Zabo showed me four drones and five Solos with photon thrusters. Three of the Solos had
MIRV capability.

Rex swore, and my figs clenched. Those three Solos could try the same gambit we had used to teke
out the ODS. Y es, we had warning and could use decoy dust to confuse ther MIRV's, but | didn't need
an El andyss to see how dim our chances were. We had one advantage: the Solos had no way to
coordinate during inverson. They couldn’t invet or renvert smultaneoudy, paticulaly not with us
harrying them, which meant the firg to launch its MIRVs would as likely destroy the other Solos as us.

The question was. were they willing to kill each other to kill us?

| didn’'t want to find out. We had to destroy them before they had a chance to try.

As Red and Gold closed on two of the Solos, Zabo showed me a drone on an intercept course with
us. Fring, Zabo thought.

My Annihilator cut through the magnetic fidds shidding the drone. No beam was pefectly neutra
and mag-shidds deflected charged particles. But most of the shot reached its target. Where it hit,
annihilaions created pion showers, which started other devadtatingly high energy processes, giving birth
to particles and radiation that tore through the fuson engines, the wesgpons bays, the inverson engines,
the generators powering the antimatter containment fields—

—and the drone disappeared in a dlent burst of radiation and exploding debris. Part of it vanished with
the eerie sucked away effect created when red matter collapsed into the complex space within a fud
containment bottle.

Warning: Zabo thought. Greenzabo detected.

Taasfired a one of the MIRV Solos even though thousands of kilometers dill separated them. Zabo
highlighted his shot on my display, red for a tau missle It streaked out like a miniature—and
volatile—starship. Taus were too bulky for a Jag to carry many; Taas had just used a fourth of his



supply.

Log a fourth of his supply. The Solo caught it with an Annihilator shot. The tau exploded close
enough to destroy the Solo, but the ship remained whole, thrown into stasis by its El. It sped away from
Taas and toward me like arigid body set into frictionless motion.

Then the Solo dropped out of stasis—and | gasped as fear punctured my mind, a foreign terror,
grange and egily familiar & the same time.

Blocking, Zabo thought. The Block psicon flashed in my mind, and kept on flashing. Although the
fear receded, it didn't disappear; with my boosted concentration so intimatdy focused on the Solo, |
couldn’t shut out the pilot’s reaction.

It hit me like a hovertrain. He was so scared, so young, barely more than a boy, one who had never
expected combat on thisSmple assgnment a Tams ... never wanted to fly a Solo, never wanted near
one. How could | ever have beieved it would make my dreams reality, lift me up into the
taskmaker caste—I'm going to pay for that dream now—

Zabo, block! Tears ran down my face, the tears of my enemy. The block psicon flashed futildy in my
mind, over and over.

Firing, Zabo thought.

My Annihilator caught the Solo point-blank and detonated it into oblivion. | gasped as the boy’s
death scream vibrated in my mind.

Zabo. | drew in a sobbing breath. Disconnect emative centers.

Disconnected.

Then the part of my brain that cried in protest againg the killing was locked in a glasswaled prison,
seaing but with protests unheard, unable to stop me from doing what had to be done.

Red and Gold have been detected. Zabo flashed me images of Helda and Rex engaging two drones
and a Solo with MIRV ports. It showed me another three drones on intercept courses with us.

Switch to evasive pattern two, | thought. Zabo fired the maneuvering rockets, “cold” thrust from
the fuson engines, changing course every second or less. The cocoon protected me agang lesser
accderations and Zabo snapped us into stass when the forces were lethd. My Annihilator beam
snapped out and one of the drones exploded in a violent flash of radiation.

An Annihilator shot from another drone stabbed through space where we had been an ingant before.
Robot ships had no need of stasis to keep a pilot dive, making them more maneuverable than Jags. But
their strategy was limited to El cgpability. Although a mature, well developed ElI came close to human
ressoning power, it wasn't close enough. Zabo and | had worked together for over two decades, both of
us upgraded every year, a synthesis that had evolved far beyond what any EI or human could do done.

My Jag hurtled past the third drone and caught it with an Annihilator shot. As the drone exploded,
Zabo showed me ancther MIRV Solo. It was thousands of kilometers away, running stedlth, usng
dhrouds to hide as it hurtled toward me. Even without Zabo's detection, | would have known it was
there. | fdt the pilot. He was a taskmaker, part Aristo, the same as Jaibriol’s guards.

Switch to Impactor, | thought. My Annihilator was drained. Even with advanced inverson
technology, a Jag ill only had so much space to carry antimatter and a good portion of that went to our
positron fud.

The Solo came a me like a knight in a Sedlth joudting tournament. As we hurtled past each other,
separated by over a thousand kilometers, | fired the Impactor, a stream of smart clusters that fused on
impact like little H-bombs. The Solo was veering in its own evason pattern and releesng clouds of smart
dug that confused my tracking systems. My shot missed on its firsd go around, stabbing usdesdy into
Space.

The Solo had fired his Annihilator. It winged my mag-shields and particles spirded madly off into
space, but there was no damage. Stats told me | had been in stasis severd timesin the past few seconds.

The clugters from my Impactor shot were going after the Solo now. His decoy dust countered, some
of it igniting the cluster bomblets and some coming after us. As we hurtled away, Zabo released a cloud
of decoy dust that spread out behind usin a cone, leaving a wake of explosions.

Goldzabo hit, Zabo thought.



Gold, report, | thought.

Lost mag-shidds and Annihilators, Helda answered.

One look at her stats was dl | needed. The darms display for her Jag was lit up like a holiday
decoration. Helda, get out of here. Go back to headquarters and report. Rex, cover her.

Got it, Rex thought.

Greenzabo hit, Zabo thought. Stats showed the damage was far less than what Helda had taken.

Taas? | thought.

I’'m fine, he answered—and punctuated it with a direct hit on a drone. In one flashing detonation it
became a note in the higtory files.

Solo to port, Zabo warned.

| snapped my aitention to the new Solo. Impactor, firing pattern K. Release decoy dust.

This new Solo evaded my shot. The pilot fired his Impactor, but the clusters didn't jab a my Jag.
Instead he targeted an area off to my port sde—and nearly hit the ship as it jumped to dmost that exact
position.

| swore. Thispilot was good. Too good. Zabo, evasive pattern Q.

Die, sweet Jagernaut.

The thought from the Solo hit me like a weapon. No teepath sent that message, no one remotdy
resembling a telepath. But it formed with such sngle-minded intendty that in my boosted state | had no
choice but recaive it. The thought blanketed me with suffocating, choking scorn, and a lust so intense |
reded fromit: Die, sweet Jagernaut. Die. Now. Sowly. In pain. Die, sweet empath.

The magters had come. This pilot was an Aristo warrior.

Fire Impactor. | was sheking now, sruggling to free mysdf from the Aristio’s concentration. Bt |
couldn’'t do it. The only way would be to disengage my brain from Zabo, which was suicide.

The Solo veered in his evasive pattern and my shot bardly winged his ship. Severd clusters exploded
on impact, but the craft remained secure in das's.

Another Solo registered on my detectors, matching veocity with my Jag as adeptly as the firs. A
second “voicg’ came to me Die, Jager naut.

And | was fdling, fdling, faling into a cavity, a dark hole, caught, trapped—

Blocking, Zabo thought. The psicon flashed in my mind and my sense of faling receded.

Zabo, Impac—

The Jag bucked, ramming my shoulder into the cushioned exoskeleton around my body. Stats told
me| had been in stasis for nearly a second. Alarms blared in the cockpit and flashed on my mindscape.

Hit from port Solo, Zabo thought. Starboard Impactor destroyed.

Sweet Jagernaut. The thought did across my mind like an ally caress. You're mine. A second
thought echoed it, hungering: Mine.

Then yet another thought penetrated: Die, little Jagernaut—and a third Solo materidized, firing out
of a gedth approach even Zabo hadn't detected.

My Jag shuddered violently, darms blaring. Hit to starboard, Zabo thought. Annihilators no longer
functiond.

Fire taus, | thought. Get all three of them.

Three of my four cannons fired, taus surging out of ther maws. The missiles jumped in and out of
dads's as they shot after the Aristo’s ships. One Solo took off, accderating away from Tams with the tau
in pursuit. The second Solo destroyed the missle bearing down on it before the tau hit. The third missle
found its target, one of the MIRV Solos, and detonated the ship in a fierce blagt.

The Solo that had destroyed its tau hurtled away, the pilot’s anger blasting my mind. Die, Jagernaut.
In agony.
and the firg Solo re-appeared, jumping out of inverson a few thousand kilometers away, blaging the
area with high energy exhaust that would have demolished my Jag had the Solo managed to come any
closer.
and then that same Solo exploded in aflash of radiation.

Got him! Rex thought. I'll—



Red hit, Zabo thought.

REX! His dats reded through my mind: shidds 8 percent, environmentd support 4 percent, hull
cohesion 14 percent. His antimatter containment fields teetered on the brink of collapse.

Fire tau, | thought. Asmy last cannon fired, the Solo that had hit Rex let loose with its own tau. The
two missles matched vedocity, caught each other—and inverted. They reappeared to starboard and
detonated together, their exploson blanked from my mind as Zabo threw me into stasis.

Drones to port, Zabo thought—and | was fleaing two drones that had jumped out of inversion, ther
Impector fire crossing in space where my Jag had been only seconds earlier. Ther shots hit each other
and they both exploded.

| fdt nauseous from being clapped in and out of sasis. My spind node was trying to compensate by
Spurring my traumetized brain to release endorphins, but it wasn't enough.

Warning. Zabo showed me a Solo accderating awvay from Tams—and this one had MIRV
capability. It was headed toward the sun, surging up to rddividic speeds.

Catch it, | thought. We legpt after the Solo, accderating desperately. | had no taus left, no
Annihilators, nothing, if | had to | would ram the Jag down its—

Goldzabo appeared so fast that had it not been for Zabo reding off the data | would never have
understood what happened. All | knew was that the Solo exploded as if it had been dammed by an
invisgble cannon shooting sraight at its nose.

Zabo told me the rest; Helda had jumped out of inverson in front of the Solo with a precison
impossible for any ship except one in a pslink. She read its position draight from my mind. Her Jag came
out a 80 percent of lightspeed, blaging the Solo with the exhaust from its photon thrusters. Before the
Trader ship even finished exploding, Helda was gone.

It was damn near suicide. Had her cdculaions been off by even afew meters, she would have come
out on top of the Solo, destroying hersdlf as wel as it. A miscdculdion in the other direction and she
would have destroyed either my ship or what little remained of Rex’s ship.

But | had time neither to curse a her for disobeying orders nor to voice my rush of gratitude. The Jag
lurched sckeningly, throwing me againg the ingde of the cushioned exoskeleton around my body.

Hit to starboard. Stats told it dl: one more hit and we would be no more than radiation and
expanding gas.

Soz. Rex’s thought came to my mind, dim but clear.

Hewas divel Alive. | fought the urge to laugh, then to cry.

Suddenly Zabo ignited the thrusters—and we legpt away from an Annihilator beam the ingant before

aSolo fired at us,

Lucky Jagernaut. The thought penetrated my mind, taunting, thirsty, diding like al as the Solo
hurtled away from us.

Sweat dripped down my temples. It wasn't the fird time Zabo had anticipated a shot from an enemy
craft. The Traders knew our weakness, that during combat our boosted state made our minds vulnerable.
They played it to the hilt, taunting, baiting, trying to unbaance us. But any pilot who concentrated too
hard on a boosted Jagernaut, particularly one with my experience and stratospheric rating, risked that
Jagernaut picking up their more guarded thoughts as wdll, induding their intent to fire

Gold, get back to headquarters, 1 thought. Y ou hear me, Helda? NOW. No more heroics. You may
be the only one who can get in a report.

I’m gone, Helda thought.

Both the drone that had hit my ship and the Solo that had missed were out of range now. Not that it
mattered. | had nothing to shoot with. As far as my scans could determine, they were the last Trader
ships. The drone was on intercept with Taas. The Solo, anon-MIRV craft, was leaving the planet. | had
no doubt it intended to try Helda's gambit with inverson. A fast andyss pinpointed its likdy target:
Redzabo Jag, drifting hdplesdy in space like an invitation.

Intercept Solo, | thought. Catch him, Zabo.

We took off after the Trader craft. Zabo threw me into stasis. Again. Again. | was sck with the
lurching jumps of consciousness, my mind dizzy, my throat dry. A prong clicked down from my helmet



and water ran into my mouth.

| licked my lips. Pump positron fud into Annihilator.

Annihilators no longer functiona, Zabo thought.

Then dump positrons into something that will hold a confinement fidd and load it into a tau cannon.

Zabo gave me stats. Confinement won't hold for long.

It won't need to.

Solo will be at inverson speed in 3.1 seconds.

Follow it.

Then | dropped my menta blocks.

| opened my mind, drawing the Solo pilot in asif | were the drain in the bottom of a barrd filled with
acid. He poured into my mind like a caugtic whirlpool: Pain, Jagernaut. Pain and fear and terror. Die

We inverted, Zabo locked to the Solo through my link with its pilot. We screamed dlently through
imaginary space, chasing the Solo as it came around and headed back to Tams.

Entering Tams system, Zabo thought.

Reinvert, | thought.

We managed to jump out a split second earlier then the Solo, but | hadn’t been able to maneuver into
position to use my exhaust againg it. As the Solo reinverted, | thought, Fire into its primed tau cannon.
Then get us out of here.

In the same ingant that my makeshift missile plunged into the Solo’s cannon maw, the Trader craft
came out of stadis and fired its cannon. The posgitron missle and the tau smashed into each other—and
Solo vanished in afurious blast of radiation.

| gasped, the sound coming out in a choked gudt of air.

Ten planetary drones gpproaching from dayside of Tams, Zabo thought.

TEN? Gods of dl Skolia. How long until they’ re within firing range?

Four minutes, Zabo answered. Three minutes until ar in Secondary Blackstone's emergency tanks
exhausted.

Green, report.

My drone stopped droning, Taas thought.

Taas, you've got to get an El to the rebels. You have four minutes to get down as far as you can,
make the drop and get out.

Got it, Taes said.

Soz, don't be afool. Rex’s thought came dimly into my mind. Y ou go in. Have Green cover you.

| nudged closer to Rex’s ship, maneuvering as carefully as my Jag could manage. | had to get close,
30 close we dmost touched. Release accordion, | thought. Connect to Red.

Released, Zabo answered.

Soz. Rex’ s thought came again. Tams is more important than one aging Jagernaut. Go in with Taas.
Hecan't doit done’

You should have more faith in him.

The accordion bridge unfolded from my airlock. As it clanked onto Rex's Jag, Zabo thought, Air
pressurein Red a zero atmosphere. I'm seding your space suit. One point two minutes of air remain in
Blackstone's tanks.

Rex, get into the accordion, | thought.

| can’t move, Rex answered.

Zabo, open Red. Then release my controls.

Opened and released. As the exoskeleton snapped away from my body, the psiphons popped out of
my spine. | pulled out of the chair and squeezed past the cockpit membrane. Then | propelled mysdf
across the cabin.

Zabo opened both the inner and outer arlock doors. | shot past them, into the accordion bridge that
floated between Rex’s Jag and mine like a digphanous tunnd. The arlock to Rex’'s Jag was dso wide
open. | hurtled graight into Red—and into chaos.



Equipment floated everywhere, knocking past me as | moved through the cabin. One section of the
inner hull had buckled inward. When | squeezed into the cockpit, | found Rex sruggling to pull himsdf
out of the pilot's seet. It was dead, its exoskeeton jammed around his body. He grabbed my arms and
with both of us working we managed to drag him out. But even when he was free of the chair, his legs
tralled usdessy behind him. | tried to contact him with my suit radio, but | couldn’t get a response.

Zabo spoke over my radio. “Blackstone has no more air in his suit tanks or emergency reserve.”

| could see Rex' s face through his hemet, see him gasping. He propelled himsdf through the ship and
into the accordion, hurtling like a human missle. He flew into the airlock of my Jag with me close behind
him. As Zabo closed the outer door, Rex hit asde wall of the airlock and went limp.

“Zabo, air.” | grabbed Rex, dawing at his spacesuit. The two of us floated out of the airlock and
into the cabin, tumbling out of control.

Rex’'s hdmet came off inmy hands. As we butted up againg the hull | yanked off my own hemet. |
anchored our bodies by wrapping my legs around the med cradle that was dready unfolding from the
hull. Grabbing his head, | pinched his nose with my fingers and bresathed into his mouth, a big bresth for
hisbig lungs We butted up againg a bulkhead. Breathe in. Out. In. Out. Rex, breathe. Gods, breathe.
In. Out—

“Approaching craft within firing range in forty-five seconds,” Zabo said.

In. Out—Rex gasped in a huge, shuddering breath. As | let go of his nose, his eyes opened and he
looked up a me, his face paein the cold light of the cabin.

“Take care of Rex.” Even as| spoke, the medcradle was enveoping himin its embrace.

“Thirty-two seconds until drones within range,” Zabo said. “They are locking on target.”

| sped into the cockpit and did into the pilot’s seat. Theindant | was plugged into the ship | blasted a
thought over the pslink: Taas pull out. Now!

No answer.

Drones firing, Zabo thought as acceleration dammed ...

Gasping, | reded with the aftershock of having been in gasis too long. Fixing the molecular
wavefunction of a human being for extended periods could be disastrous, when it relaxed, it had to
respond to the forces in its new environment. If that environment had changed too much, the catastrophic
fluctuations of the readjusting system could tear a person apart, aom by atom.

My molecules managed to stay together, but | fdt like hell. My vison was too bleared for me to reed
the control panels, but the mindscape told me what | needed to know: Zabo had accelerated us into
inverson and beyond dl in one step, keeping usin sasis the entire time.

Greenzabo, report, | thought. | waited, then sent out another thought. Taas?

No answer.

| am unable to obtain afix on Green, Zabo thought.

Gold?

No fix, Zabo answered.

| swalowed. Neither Helda nor Taas would have willingly dropped out of the link. Helda might have
landed, but given the damage to her ship, | knew there was dso a good chance that it had collapsed.

How isRex? | asked.

Hislife functions are ceasing.

Hep him!

He needs more help than | can provide.

NO! Had dl | succeeded in doing with this desperation run was to kill my squad? No. Not now, not
after dl we had been through together.

| took a breath. Zabo, put us back into stasis. For Rex, neither time dilaion nor any other
reaividic effect made one whit of difference. All that mattered was how long he was trapped here on
the Jag. Don’t bring us out until we get there.

Nether you nor Commander Blackstone may survive another—

Does Blackstone have any chance of surviving if you don’t put himin stasis?

No. But you do.



Put us in stasis, Zabo. Then bresk every trangt-time record ever made getting to the hospitd at
headquarters.
That was the lagt thought | was able to form before the coil activated.

7. Aftermath

| threw up when we lurched out of stasis. The Serilizers in my spacesuit whirred as they cleaned up
the mess,

We hurtled into the Dieshan system, plowing through the layers of security by blasting my clearances
into the Net. | brought Zabo down on the hospita roof in the middle of the night, descending in a glare of
floodlamps. Rex lay moationless in the medcradle, its huge arms buffering him while intravenous threads
trailed into his limbs through sockets in his spacesuiit.

As| opened the airlock, | saw people running across the roof toward us. Within seconds they were
loading Rex into an air stretcher. | went with them, jogging next to the stretcher while doctors kept trying
to take readings on me.

It happened too fast. We were running down a glaring white corridor toward Surgery; then | wasin a
crcular room with white wals, white ceiling, white floor, a crowd of meds in white uniforms surrounding
me. | gruggled againg the grip of a medman who held my arms. When he wouldn't let go, | bent over
and rolled him over my back, usng hisweight againgt him. He hit the ground with a resounding thump, his
hospital jumpsuit ripping dong the seams.

The other three meds, two women and a man, took hold of my arms. The one | had thrown was
dimbing to hisfeet now, and a third medwoman was trying to press an ar syringe againg my arm.

“No!” | yanked my arm away from her syringe with its knockout sedative. | had to Stay conscious,
hed to know what happened to Rex.

“Primary Vadoria, please.” The woman with the air syringe brushed the disarrayed gray curls out of
her eyes. “You need medicd atten—"

“Put that goddamned syringe down,” | said. “Or I'll have you thrown into prison for atacking an
Imperid her.”

The woman blanched, and lowered her arm. But that was as far as she rdented. When the other four
meds tried to pull me over to a chair, | swore at them.

“Sit,” the syringe-widding woman said. “Try to relax.”

Was she crazy? Rex was dying and this madwoman wanted me to relax? | tried again to twist away
from the meds, but they kept hold of me.

“Soz.” A hand came down heavy on my shoulder.

| turned in the grip of the meds and looked up.

Helda

| closed my eyes, then opened them to make sureit was redly her. | hadn't killed them dl.

“Did you report?’ | asked.

“Ya” She hestated. “Taas?”

“He didn’t respond when | told him to pull out.”

She exhded. “| am sorry.”

Softly | said, “Soam |.” Sorry didn't begin to say it.

Helda motioned toward a curving white sofa set up againgt one of the curving white wadls. “You wait
with me?’

| nodded, and yanked my arms away from the meds, who findly let go. Then | went with Helda and
we sat on the sofa. Its nervoplex surface shifted under my weight, futildy trying to ease the tenson in my
muscles.

And then we waited.

And waited.

We sat there for eight hours. Someone came and asked me questions, taking my report. Then they
went away again. During dl those long hours | kept rdiving the battle, the moments when | gave Taas his



orders, or Rex his. | kept thinking of other scenarios, other commands | could have given that might have
changed the way it ended, given them and Tams a chance to live

| tried to shut off my brain. But | could dill hear the dying scream from the child-pilot in the Solo.
Ovelad on his desth were the minds of the Aristo warlords who had nearly destroyed Zabo, their lust
for my deeth like a dirty tastein my mouth | could never clean out, not ever, not if | tried for a thousand
years, no more than | had been able to clean off the crust of that hatred from any other battle | had fought
with them over the lagt quarter of a century.

It was early in the morning, about an hour after dawn, when | dozed off. My head fdl back againgt
the sofa, but when it hit the nervoplex surface | caught mysdf and sat up. Then | let it fal back again and
closed my eyes.

“Do you want some coffee?” a voice asked.

My eyes snapped open. | knew that voice.

“Primary Vddoria? | brought some cof—"

“Taad!” | jumped up to my feet.

He grinned and held out a plagtic cup filled with that godawful drink the Allieds had inflicted on our
import shops. He was dill wearing his spacesuit. | grabbed him a hug, followed by Helda who nearly
knocked him over. His coffee splattered dl over us and dl over the floor.

“Hey.” His voice came out muffled againgt Helda' s big bosom. “I can't breathe.”

Shelet him go. “Itisno good if you die from suffocation now, heh? Not after coming back from the
dead.”

He blinked. “The dead?’

| laughed unsteadily. “I thought you were dead when you dropped out of the pslink.”

“| got hit by a drone when | tried to pull out,” Taas said. “That's what knocked me out of the link.”

| stared a him. The only way to knock him out would have been to damage Greenzabo so serioudy
it couldn’t access the Skol-Net. “You made it back here with a crippled computer?’

Taas amiled. “It wasn't so bad. | just had to do afew cdculaionsinmy head.”

In his head? “You mugt have one incredible brain.” But | had known that when | picked him for the
squad. “Did you get the El through to Tams?’

He nodded. “I don't know if it did any good. | haven't heard any reports yet.”

“Soz.” Helda touched my arm.

When | glanced a her, she nodded toward the door. | turned to see a doctor gpproaching us. He
stopped in front of me. “Primary Vadoria?’

| tensed. “Yes?”

“We re done in Surgery.”

“And?’ Tdl mehell live, | thought. Tdl me hell be dl right.

The doctor pushed his hand through his hair. “He had bruises, broken bones, internd bleeding. None
of that was too serious”

But?| fdt it hanging in the air. “What about hislegs?’

“The problem isn't his legs” the doctor said. “It was the psphon socket implanted in the lumbar
region of his spine. It ripped out of his body, partidly transecting his descending neurd fibers between the
carvicd and lumbar enlargements.”

| rubbed my head, asif that would somehow make my brain work. “Tdl me so | can understand.”

“Theimplant cut hisspind cord.”

“You can fix it, can’'t you?’

The doctor exhaed. “Normaly we can make even neurd cells regenerate now by tricking them into
thinking they’ re in an embryonic state. We tried regenerating the nerves and his spind cord. But it didn't
work. Then we tried three different operations to link up the severed portions with bio-optics. His body
rejected them.”

“But you will be able to fix the damage eventudly, right? As soon as he darts responding to
trestment?’

He hesitated. “Normdly | would say yes. Unfortunately a biomech sysem as extensive as the ones



you carry in your bodies can have unexpected sde effects. We don’t fully understand it yet. But there
have been so many manipulaions and injuries to Secondary Blackstone's nervous system and biomech
web that he's developed a toxic reaction to some of the drugs we use to promote regeneration. And if
we try anything more with his web, his body may rgect the entire system, not just our attempts to repair
or expand it.”

| stared at him. “What are you tdling me?’

He spoke quietly. “ Secondary Blackstone is pardyzed from the waist down. He may never regain
function of hislegs”

“No.” It couldn’'t be. They wanted me to believe Rex had been crippled the day before he resgned?
And that the biomech web had doneit to him, the symbal of the only thing that stood between us and the
Traders?—no, it couldn’'t be.

Helda spoke softly. “When you let us see hm?’

The doctor looked up at her. “He's degping now. WEl let you know as soon as he's able to have
vigtors” He glanced back a me. “Primary—"

| knew what was coming next. Solicitude. | couldn’'t bear that, not now. | regarded him implacably.
“What?’

“I'm told your ship’'s log indicates you haven't dept in over fifty hours” He paused. “Prdiminary
readings indicate you have two broken ribs, multiple bruises, aso internd tissue damage from bang in
asis too long. You need medicd atention and deep.”

Seep? | was too agitated even to St down. “I'mfine”

“Maam, you aren't fine. You're about to collgpse” When | sarted to object, he held up his hand.
“We can give you a bed here”

| scowled. “1 don't want a bed.”

“It would be in your best interest.”

A vivid picture from his mind intruded into my thoughts, an image of how | looked to him, like an
injured rockdeer, awild, beautiful animd growling while he tried to coax her to come near enough so he
could hed her wounds. The image was so dartling | just stood there blinking at him. As the Allieds would
say, it took the proverbid wind out of my proverbid sals which was a dumb metgphor when |
consdered it, given that he saw me as a rockdeer and not a ship.

| blew out agus of ar. Maybe | was more exhausted then | thought, too tired even to form coherent
thoughts.

“All ight,” | said. “I'll rest. For alittle bit.”

The curtains cut out the worst of the harsh Dieshan sun, Ietting in just enough light to keep the room
bright. I lay in that pleesing warmth, riang dowly out of deep, wondering why | fdt so sore.

Then | remembered.

It was a bonecrusher. When | dept, my mind relaxed its barriers, enough so that sometimes it could
take input that | blocked when | was awake. At times my dreams even sampled possible futures, the
closest | ever came to experiencing precognition. During those dreams | picked up events that were
ather taking place or about to happen. The more intense the fedings of the people involved—and the
closer | was to them—the more vivid the dream.

But dl too often intense fedings accompanied misfortune. | hated those dreams. Instead of waking up
refreshed | opened my eyes into misery, knowing that | or someone | loved was now or soon to be hurt.
| called those dreams bonecrushers because it fdt like they crushed me. Today | was waking up into a
bonecrusher.

Asmy mind became more focused, | redized someone else was in the room, a presence like an iron
blanket on my mind. | turned over to look.

My vistor stood by the bed, a giant man over two meters tal with musculature so heavy it couldn’t
have evolved on a world with standard gravity. He looked more metd than humean. His skin glinted asif it
were an dloy of epidermis and gold. Although his eyes were open, inner lids covered them like a
shimmering gold shied, opaque to the world. | knew he could see perfectly wel through them, but to
everyone dse his eyes were unreadable blank spaces. His face would have been handsome if it hadn’t



been so hard, but no hint of gentleness softened that masklike visage. He wore a plan uniform, beige
trousers and a sweater with no markings, no adornments, nothing to indicate his identity—except for a
gold band on each upper am even wider than the band that denoted my rank of Primary.

The Imperator of Skolia had come to see me.

| sat up, windng as pain shot through my torso. Then | sduted, denching my hands into figs and
crossing them a the wridts, right over left, as | raised them to him.

Kurj indined his head. Even after knowing him for so many years, | dill found it hard to believe we
were related. Although we had the same mother, we bore amost no resemblance to each other; Kurj
looked like our grandfather and | like our grandmother.

His coloring came from genetic adaptations our grandfather’s ancestors made when they colonized a
world with a too bright sun. The metalic sheen of his skin and hair reflected sunlight and the inner lids
protected the eyes. His appearance highlighted the truth; he was as much machine as human, with a
biomech system even more extensve than mine. His appearance had become a symboal, the metdlic Figt
of Skalia, the case-hardened emperor with no mortal softness that could be exploited by the Traders.

Kurj watched mewith his shidded eyes. “How do you fed?’

“Hne” | rubbed the restrainer around my torso that held my ribsin place. | had no recollection of
anyone putting it there. Not that 1 would, though, now that | thought about it. | had been so keyed up the
meds had findly knocked me out with some potion in an ar syringe.

| looked around the room. The rainbows of a cyberlock shimmered dong the wadls, the celling, the
floor, isolating us indde of its fidd. The rainbows were more intense than those | had seen around
Jabriol’s mandgon on Delos Kurj's cyberlock was keyed to kill.

“The doctors told me about Rex Blackstone,” Kurj said.

My attention snapped to him. “Have you seen him yet?’

“Heisdill adeep.”

| wanted to ask what ese he knew. But | couldn’t get the question out. Faced with Kurj's impassive
metd face, my words dried up and blew away.

So ingead | said, “Did Taas s El drop hdp?’

“Some.” Kurj’s voice tightened. “By the time our units arrived, Qox’s flags had finished flooding the
planet. We couldn’t get anyone dse off dive But we were adle to protect the refugee ships that had
dready made it off planet and were trying to flee the system.”

| dreaded the words he hadn’t said. “How many died?’

He spoke quietly. “Two thirds of the population.”

Two thirds. The words fdl like rocks. Two thirds. Six hundred million people had lived on Tams. |
wondered what Jaibriol thought of his father now.

“I've dso read your report on the Aristo,” Kurj said.

That was dl. I’ ve read your report. But that meant he knew the truth. Ur Qox had an heir. The devil
hed reproduced himsdf.

No wonder the Emperor had never divorced his wife. She knew her “son” was another woman's
child. She probably thought Qox had taken a Highton mistress. Had he secluded his wife for months and
then showed up with the baby? If she denied Jabrial, it would have put the Highton Heir under a scrutiny
Qox mug have wanted to avoid a any cost. | was surprised he hadn’t murdered the Empress as well.
Was Taas right, that Ur Qox actudly loved hiswife? Or did he just doubt he could get away with killing
her? She had to have her own people, her own politicd meachine, probably with influence gpproaching
his So he made a devil’ s bargain with her: keep her slence and she kept her title.

There had been atime when | tried to convince mysdf that among the Aristos, the women were their
gentle Sde. They disdained the military, which meant we rardly had contact with them. So a mydique
surrounded them. But my three weeks on Tarque's estate had cured me of my notions. The Aristos had
no gentle side. The women were as crud as the men. Nothing, not Sze, shape, sex, or anything ese made
one whit of difference.

Kurj was watching me. “The Delos authorities sent us a report about your activities in the Highton's
mangon.” He considered me. “Y our methods weren't exactly subtle”



“Am | to be reprimanded, Sr?’

“No.”

That was no surprise. Kurj had never had much use for subtlety.

“I've arranged for the Zabo squad to receive commendations,” Kurj said. “We will broadcast the
ceremony on dl of the news holos.”

So. Make us heroes. In Kurj’ s view of the universg, it made sense. It gave the ISC a better image. |
fdt about as heroic as adug.

Unbidden, Kurj’'s thought entered my mind. Every time you fly a misson, you risk your lives. You
know that. Y our squad knows that. He paused. Blackstone knows that.

Yes, ar. | kept the rest of my thoughts hidden. What dse could | say? Knowing that Rex was aware
of the dangers we faced didn’'t make what had happened any esser.

“Soz.” His voice gentled. “You deserve the commendations.”

A light glowed on one of the three bands that circled Kurj's left wrist. He had the bands on both
wrids, metd srips implanted directly into his skin. When he touched the light, a man's voice came into
the room. “A medwoman is here to see you, Sr. Her codes cleared security.”

“Send her in” Kurj said.

The cyberlock fidd dimmed, leaving an opening across the room. A hole appeared in the wdl there
and enlarged into a floor to celing ovd. Two Jagernauts stepped through the opening. | recognized both
of them; they were two of Kurj’s four bodyguards.

Then awomean appeared, agirl redly. She waked insde, her face flushed as she stared at the floor.
She was a beauty, with a glky mane of gold harr that fel to her waist in ripples. Curls floated around her
face, a bresthtakingly beautiful face, soft and swest, golden. She looked like a ddlicate, younger verson
of my mother, so much so tha my breath caught. But she didn’t have my mother’s vibrant qudity, that
dowing sdf-confidence that drew people like pale moths seeking the warm light of alamp brightening the
night. Thisgirl looked far more fragile.

Kurj nodded to his guards. “You may go.”

After the Jagernauts | eft, the wall closed up and the cyberlock fidd rippled back over it, trapping the
gr with us. Fear closed around me like glass enclosing an insect. | couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe—

Block, | thought. The fear receded, and my muscles relaxed. But the girl stayed riveted in place,
daing at the floor. She was't even able to acknowledge Kurj, an omisson that made her a crimind,
punishable by prison. For that matter, Kurj could have given her any sentence he wanted, induding
execution. No one was going to argue with him. But | had a feding that was't what he had in mind for
her a dl.

He regarded the girl. “Come here.”

At fird she didn’'t move. Then she took a breath and walked forward, ill staring at the ground. She
stopped in front of him and kndlt, firs on one knee, and when he didn’t give her permission to rise, on
both knees. Her shoulders trembled, making the lace neckline of her white dress dip forward so that her
breasts were visble to anyone whose eyes were above the levd of her shoulders.

For awhile Kurj stood looking down at her. Findly he said, “You are the girl | saw tending children
inthe nursery?’

“Yes sdr.”

“What is your name?’

“Charissa Deirdre.”

“Y ou have a message for me?’

“Yes, sgr.” Her voice was soft.

“What isit?’

“Y our guard—the Jagernaut—the biggest one. He told me that—that you gave orders. Thai—I was
to inform y-you when—" She took a bregth. “\When the—the broadcast you wanted to watch was ready
to b-begin.”

“Andisit?’ Kurj asked.

“Yes ar.”



Broadcast? What was Kurj doing? If he had wanted to watch some news program, dl he had to do
was set my room console to activate when the broadcast was about to start. What purpose was there in
ordering agifl who worked in the nursery to come tdl him? No, | knew why. Some men asked women
who interested them to dinner. Kurj had other methods.

“Get up,” Kurj said.

The grl stood up, her eyes dill cast downward. She was young enough to be his
great-granddaughter, or even his great-great-granddaughter; athough he looked a fit and muscled forty,
intruth he was ningty years old. He towered over her by more than hdf of a meter, so that the top of her
head bardly reached the center of his massve chest.

“Look a me” he said.

She looked up with her large eyes, beautiful eyes, brown flecked with gold. Bright spots of color
showed on her cheeks. Kurj cupped hisleft hand under her chin, stroking her cheek with his thumb. His
hand was so large that his fingers covered her right ear lobe and his thumb, on the back swing of its
stroke, covered her left lobe. With his other hand he touched a button on one of the meta bands
implanted in hiswrigt.

“Yes, 9r?' His guard' s voice came out of the com in the band.

“Thegirl isready to leave” Kurj said.

The cyberlock opened again and the two Jagernauts came back ingde the room. Kurj ignored them,
dill looking at Charissa. She stared at him like a shyback gazdle mesmerized by a hunter’s light.

Kurj bent his head and kissed her, a long kiss, taking his time with it. Then he straightened up and
glanced at the Jagernauts. “Have her taken to the palace.”

“Yes, dr,” the larger guard said.

Charissa went with them quidtly, looking a nether as they took her from the room. When she was
gone, | sat on the bed with my fists clenched under the blanket.

Kurj turned back to me. After amoment he said, “Y ou disapprove?’

“You're an empath,” | said. “You must have fdt how frightened she was.”

He shrugged. “ Perhaps.”

Perhaps? How could he have stood there, submerged in her terror, and not react to it?

And who the hdl was | to judge him? | had killed a terrified pilot who was barely more than a child,
purposely blocking off my emationd responses so | could destroy his ship.

“If you hadn't killed him,” Kurj said, “he would have killed you.”

| thought of the Aristos. “ So we become what we fight.”

“We survive”

My voice snapped out before | could stop it. “And survivd means rgping whoever catches your
fancy?’

Kurj's jaw diffened. “Y ou overstep yoursdf.”

That one. Tarque's image seared my mind. He had made me kned in front of him and praise hm
with every noxious title he could think of, promising me a respite from the painiif | did what he wanted.

Kurj exhded. He waked over to the window and pulled aside the curtains, letting painfully bright
aunlight cut into the room. He stood in the swath of light, glittering gold, his hands clasped behind his
back while he stared out a the sharp edges of the casecrete and chrome grounds around the 1SC
hospitd.

Then he said, “You compare me to a Highton?’

| just shook my head. | couldn’t talk to him about Tarque.

He turned around, his body a Slhouette in the glassy sunlight. “Did it ever occur to you that | need
companionship?’

| stared a him. | didn’'t know which surprised me more, his admission of londiness or his method of
dleviating it. What kind of companion would Charissa make if she was so traumetized she could barely
bresthe when she was in the same room with him?

“You want me to court her,” Kurj sad. “To ‘woo’ her. To make her want to come to me” He
spoke harshly. “I bow to no one. Not Ur Qox, not the President of the Allieds, and least of dl not



Charissa Deirdre”

Isthat how you see love? | thought. As aloss of control? Or are you punishing her for looking like
the one woman you most want in your bed, the one you can't have? But | didn't let those thoughts out
where he could find them. It might be true that | spoke more openly to Kurj than dmog anyone dse
dive Even <0, the limits on what | could fredy say—or fredy think—in his presence were far too
dringent to let pass certain truths.

After dl the years | had known him, Kurj remained an enigma to me. He was a brilliant war leader,
one who inspired a fierce loydty from his officers. | had yet to resolve that in my mind with his darker
Sde

Across the room the VR eguipment activated, speckled patterns and lines swirling on its
floor-to-calling screen. Then a holo formed in front of it, the three-dimensona image of a deek black
puma with red eyes. Its lips drew into a snarl that showed fangs gligening like wet daggers. Musc
swdled out of the wall, the haunting sound of the Trader anthem.

So. Kurj had s the console to activate. He was watching the screen now, his ams crossed, his
gaze intent on the emblem of his enemy. He had dready filed Charissa away in hismind and moved on to
other matters.

| couldn’'t put her out of my thoughts that eesly. | kept seeing her frightened face, kept feding her
horrible Snking sensation as she heard Kurj’s words: Have her taken to the palace.

Block, | thought. The psicon sputtered in my mind and fizzled, but that was it. The memory Stayed
grong. My blocker only removed emotions. Ddeting memories was too dangerous, a process that could
inadvertently wipe out other needed information as well.

In front of the screen, the puma dretched a paw forward, its claws extending out in a fan of
sharpened points as the Trader anthem swelled in a crescendo.

| spoke in avoice as neutrd as | could make it. “Who is broadcasting this?’

Kurj continued to watch the puma. “We picked it up from the Trader’s waves.”

“Qox is goesking?’

“Yes”

We were probably getting the transmission even before many of the Trader worlds. To trangmit off
planet, Qox had to record the broadcast and send it via starship to wherever he wanted it heard. But
once we picked it up, we could shoot it over the Skol-Net indantaneoudy, to be picked up by telops,
the telepathic operators trained to receive psibernet communications.

The broadcast had to be about Tams. Qox couldn’'t hide this time. Two hundred million witnesses
hed survived his latest attempt at genocide. Ther words would show the lie of his.

The image of the puma shimmered—and then we were there, stting in a great circular hdl that
echoed. Far above our heads, the cdling curved in a white dome. High-backed benches made from
white stone filled the hal, each curving around to form aring. The rings were concentric with the center of
the room, the amdlest only afew meters across, the largest curving around the perimeter of the hdl. Red
cushions softened the seats and backs of the benches, plush red cushions the color of blood.

Arigos sat on the benches. Ranks and ranks of Aristos. Hundreds. Thousands. They sat Sde by
gde, like subunitsin amachine, dl dressed in black, with glittering black hair and ruby eyes, dl seated on
blood-red cushionsin a stone white hall.

At the center of the rings, a pillar of crystd reached from the floor dmog to the caling. The crysd
was s0 clear it would have been invigble if it hadn't been for the distortion made by light refracting
through it. Everything behind it looked displaced and magnified.

The puma crouched in the ar behind the pillar. The animd twisted and swelled in Sze, its proportions
eongating. Its back legs pulled out straight, its body came upright, its front legs reached out like arms, its
fur receded into har—and a man stood there, two meters high, three meters, four. When he finished
growing he was five meters tdl, his head dmost brushing the caling of the hal.

He stood behind the pillar, usng it as a podium. He was lean, gaunt. His Highton features were
unmistakable, but nothing ese made his face remarkable. What set him gpart was his presence, an ar of
undisputed authority that marked him as Ur Qox, Emperor of Eube.



Themusc stopped. Qox waited a moment, then spoke in the Highton language. “My people, | come
before you tonight with greet pride. We have much to rgoice over. We, the children of Eube, have been
chosen. We have an honor never before known, the honor of livingin the greatest avilization to grace the
great, tuming whed of our gadaxy.” He paused. “We have worked hard to build our glory. To shine
where darkness once blanketed the stars. We persevere agang even the vilest threats to our
accomplishments and well-being.”

And he went on and on, coming up with ever more grandiose tributes to his empire. He never even
mentioned Tams. Did he actudly bdieve he could hide it? | wished he would finish the damn speech.
Even seeing im now, so long after he had made the recording, made me fed as if mites were burrowing
into my skin. He, the Hightons, dl of the Aristos—just their images were enough to terrorize us, asif our
minds recognized what they could do on asublimind leve that our conscious thoughts tried to deny.

“l come to you tonight with great news,” Qox continued. “The constant threat we live with, the threat
of endavement by our maevolent enemies, has been dedt a great blow.” His expresson became firm,
that of aleader sruggling with righteous anger. “The latest object of the ruthless Imperia forces has been
Tams Station, one of the Concord’'s mogt vulnerable members. Y esterday Imperid Skolia attacked the
defensdess Tams with no provocation.”

| couldn’t believe it. He was blaming us. In the “seat” next to me, Kurj diffened. All around us, the
Arigtos clicked the ornate rings on ther fingers, click, click, dlick, like a huge insect rattling with agitation.

Now grief tinged Qox’s voice. “It is with grest sorrow that | bring you this news. Tams lost most of
its population. Yes, my people, four hundred million innocent citizens died at the hands of Imperator
Skalia”

Kurj watched the speech with his shielded eyes, his face a metd mask. But | was an empath, one of
hisown blood. No matter how thoroughly he blocked his anger, | dill fdt it.

Triumph washed over Qox’s face. “But our gdlant forces drove away the warmongers. We saved
two hundred million of our brave ditizens”

| gritted my teeth. This was even worse than | expected.

Pride swelled in Qox’s voice. “My people, |1 cannot take credit for the rescue a Tams. No, that
credit goes to a hero like none other you have known, a man whose greatness has only begun to shine, a
dar rigng in what had looked like Tams's darkest hour.” He motioned to someone out of range of the
camera. For a dramatic moment he stood aone, waiting, his hand outstretched.

Then Jabriol appeared at the podium.

Qox gazed out at the assembled aristocracy of his empire. “This man commanded the misson that
saved Tams Station.” He lad his hand on Jaibriol’s arm. “I present to you Lord Jhbriol U’jjr Qox. My
son. The Highton Heir.”

“No,” Kurj said.

A callective gasp rose from the Arigtos, like a flock of birds startled from their roosting place, risng
into the ar with a flury of sound and motion. All around us, they clicked thar finger rings,
click-click-click, click-click-click.

Jabriol didn't respond. He hardly looked like the same man | had met on Delos. Huge, dark circles
rimmed his eyes. He stood next to his father like a dead statue, grim and Slent.

Qox went on to describe how he had hidden his son’s birth; Imperid assassins had been poised to
murder the Highton Heir, but now the assassins were dead, killed in a fierce battle with brave Eubian
soldiers who had defended Jaibriol Qox at greet peril to ther lives. He finished up with another one of his
tributes to the greatness of himsdf and his ancestors and the Hightons and Eube.

The entire time Jaibriol stood there, unamiling, tal and broadshouldered, the image of his revered
ancestors, every hit the perfect hero, the extraordinarily handsome heir to the Qox dynasty. The Traders
would worship him.

Merdfully, the broadcast findly ended, and the assembly hdl dissolved into the redlity of my hospitd
room. | sat in bed, too demoraized to speak.

FHndly Kurj spoke. “He blames usfor Tams”

“He can't get away withit,” | said. “There are two hundred million witnesses.”



“Even s0.”

Even so.

Maybe this son of hiswill die a miserable death in battle, Kurj thought.

| swalowed. Maybe. Such a loss would devastate Qox more than Kurj knew. It would destroy the
meticuloudy laid plans of two generations of emperors who had sacrificed ther damned bloodlines so
they could produce a Rhon her. It was a risk | knew Qox had no intention of taking. Jabriol would
never see combat.

| wondered what Ur Qox would do if he knew that the witnesses to his crimes a Tams existed
because his son, the “star rigng in Tams's darkest hour,” had betrayed his father’s plans to an Imperid
Her.

Rex lay on his back with his eyes closed, his chest rigng and fdling under the blankets. His face
looked so thin, so much paler than | remembered. A gold sheet covered most of his body, Ieting me see
only his shoulders and head. The collar of his blue hospitd shirt was open at the neck, somehow making
himlook vulnerable,

The bed was afloater, its fabric stretched around a cushion of air, with a computer chip worked into
one corner. The grid of superconducting rings woven into the fabric let the bed respond to every move he
made, easng his legs here, tightening under his back there. The floater aso rocked dightly, the motion
that waves lgpping againg a boat might make. Most empaths preferred a floater to nervoplex because
the floater fdt like an inanimate machine rather than aliving piece of materid.

| didn't know whether to stay, or come back later when he was awake. | hesitated, then turned to
go. As| took a step | heard his voice behind me. “Soz.”

| turned back around, bregking into a smile. “Y ou're awake.”

He watched me with a neutral expression. “Apparently.”

“How do you fed?’

“Fine”

| bit my lip. Rex—I’m sorry.

“For what?' Rex asked. “Saving my life?’

“For getting you—like—" | looked at the outline of hislegs under the blankets. “Like this”

“Pardyzed,” Rex said. “The word is paralyzed.”

| flushed. “I'm sorry.”

“Stop it.” He pushed alock of har out of his eyes and the bed readjusted, trying to ease his tension.
“Stop laying this guilt you think you have a my feet. | can't ded with it.”

| started to speak, then redlized what | was going to do and smiled instead.

“You think that’s funny?’ Rex asked.

“l was going to gpologize for gpologizing.”

His face relaxed, dmog into asmile “Please don't.”

| sat on the edge of the bed, my hip touching his, my body sattling as the floater accommodated my
weight. Then | took his hand in my lap. “Rex, we'll be dl right. We just need time to readjust.”

He curled his fingers around mine. “ Soz—"

His voice made me uneasy. Something in it warned me | wasn't going to like what he had to say.
——

“I think we should cancel the marriage.”

“You don't redly mean—’

“Don't tdl mel don't meenit.”

“Thefact that your legs don’'t move doesn’'t change how | fed about you.”

He exhded. “Every time | see you—it will remind me of how much I’ve logt.”

“We can find new memories” Rex, | thought.

But his mentd doors were closed. “You St there—so beautifu—whole—and | can't bear—even
just to seeyou.”

| raised his hand to my lips and kissed his knuckles. “I know it will be hard. But we can beat this

thing.”



He swallowed. “Not thistime”

Rex, we're strong together. We can deal with it. We need each other.

His grip on my hand tightened. Don’t you under stand?

No. No, | don’t understand. You swore you wouldn’t walk out on me.

“Wak out? | can't even walk across the room.”

“Thet doesn’'t make me love you any less”

He gritted histeeth. “Soz, | can’t do the husband thing.”

“Thet could change.”

“And if it doesn't?’

“It' syou | want to marry. Not your reproductive organs.”

He gave me an incredulous look. “Y ou have the body and drives of a young woman. Y ou will when
I’'m a doddering old man. What are you going to do, spend the rest of your life celibate? But no, you
won't have to. You've never redly understood the effect you have” A musde in his face twitched. “I
don’'t want to watch while you take your lovers”

| stared a him. “Y ou know me better then that.”

“You're ahumen being. Not asant.”

That certainly wouldn’'t get any argument from me. But even so, he was wrong about the lovers. |
spoke awkwardly. “How do | say this? You've got a reputation that's been touted hdfway across the
gaaxy.”

“What does that mean?’

| smiled. “You of dl people should know there's more than one way to satisfy a woman.”

“It' s not the same.”

“That doesn’t matter to me” Rex. | tried to reach him and hit a solid wall.

“l couldn’t give you heirs before,” Rex said. “Now | can't give you children at dl.”

“You don't know that.” | was taking too fast again. “Maybe well need hdp from the doctors, but
we can dill do it.”

“Damn it, Soz. Will you ligen to me?’ He pushed up on his ebow. “I won't be the Imperator’'s
crippled husband.”

“I'm not the Imperator.”

“There’'s no comparison between you and your brother Althor. It's you who will be Imperator. You
need a consort worthy of that position.”

“Don't tdl methat.” | sruggled to keep my voice cam. “Evenif | do become Imperator some day, it
won't make awhit of difference. Your legs—it doesn’'t matter to me”

“It matters to me”

Rex. We can work through this. I'm sure of it.

Helay back and stared at the caling. Then, findly, he opened his mind, opened it wide. | fdt what it
was like for him to lie there helpless, to remember what we had been in the past, to imagine how our life
would be now. | fdt his frudration, his shame, his pain at jus the 9ght of me. | was like a laser cutting
himinto pieces. | couldn’t wish that on any human being, most of dl not on the man | loved.

“Goodbye, Sauscony,” he said.

My voice caught. “Goodbye.”

| 1eft his room blindly, unable to see because of the blurring in my eyes.

The Imperator’ s office was huge, and filled with empty space. It had no rugs, no ornaments, amost
no furniture. The wals were neither glass nor metd, but a smooth surface intermediate between the two.
They glowed orange and gold with desert scenes from the world that had been our grandfather’s home.
Hfty-five years ago, this had been our grandfather's office That was before Kurj—accidentdly or
not—xkilled him to assume his position as Imperator.

Sometimes | wondered how our mother dealt with that, knowing her first-born son had killed her
father. The Assembly ruled it an accident. But in reading the transcripts of their deliberations, | was never
sure whether they came to that conclusion because they truly believed it or because they were cowed by
Kurj's power over the Skol-Net and the military.



Thismuch was dear: the passions that had been ripping apart my family then—Grandfather’s death,
my mother’ s terrified flight from Kurj, her secret marriage to my father—those were a direct threat to the
aurvivd of the Skolian Imperidate. If the Rhon destroyed itsdf the Skol-Net would collgpse, and without
it Skoliawould fdl to the Trader’ s superior military like eggs dropping on the ground. | had no doubt the
Asmbly did whatever they fdt necessary to ensure the surviva of the tempestuous family that kept the
Net dive

My mother never spoke about Grandfather’s death. Did it torment her even dfter dl of these years?
Had Kurj murdered him so he could assume the power of the Imperator before his rightful time? Or was
it truly an accident? Only my maother knew the truth.

Whatever it was, and however she fdt about it, she dill loved Kurj, | was sure of it. Gods only knew
why, but she did.

Kurj sat watching me from his chair. The desk in front of him stretched the length of the room, a
thirty-centimeter-thick sheet of glass with console screens and controls embedded in it, and in the
columns that supported it. The wall behind him was a window as thick as afig, its glass polarized to mute
the biting glare of the Dieshan sun. The office was up high, at the top of a tower, the highest of the high
glassy towers in the metropalis that was Headquarters. Beyond the window | could see a landscape of
rectangles, dl towers or squat buildings, dl functiond, dl glass and sted and rock-hard casecrete. Where
the aity ended the red desert began, dretching to the horizon, flat and barren.

A flier appeared from behind a nearby tower, banking in a smooth arc. Sunlight reflected off its
glossy black body. The slver indgnia of Imperid Space Command glittered on its nose, the letters 1ISC
inscribed indde a triangle, which was inscribed ingde an exploding sun.

The window had no drapes. Kurj had no need of them. He used the window as a tool. He et the
polarization of the glass to mute the glare, but only enough so that it wasn't blinding. | stood at atentionin
front of his desk trying not to squint. Even with my enhanced optic nerves, my eyes dill refused to focus
on both the brilliant cityscape outside and Kurj’'s shadowed face in here. He was a dark slhouette in a
chair, hisface and hismind unreadable.

“Forshires Hold,” Kurj repeated. “I want you to train M| cadets.”

| didn’'t want these new orders. | had no desire to train cadets at a military academy. “Permisson to
ek ?”’

“Go ahead.”

“I"d like to take the squad out again.”

Kurj continued to watch me. Hismind pressed on mine like a weight.

But | didn't care. | just wanted to go out and fight and fight and fight until every Trader had suffered,
the way every provider suffered, the way dl of the people the Traders had tortured had suffered. The
way Rex suffered. | wanted to go out and pulverize the bastards.

“So you want another combat assgnment,” Kurj said.

“Yes, ar.”

“You want to fight Traders.”

“Yes gr.”

“Kill them.”

“Yes gr.”

“Dedtroy them.”

“Yes, ar.”

Kurj regarded me. “I once had this same conversation with Rex Blackstone.”

That threw me off balance. “Sr?’

Kurj got up and went to the window. He stood with his back to me, his hands clasped behind him as
he stared over the city. His city. His planet. His empire.

“It was when the two of you came back from Tams Station,” he said. “After you had been Kryx
Tarque' s provider.”

| diffened. Kurj and | had never talked about what happened on Tams. He knew every detall of it
frommy reports. But | had never spoken about it to him. | didn't intend to start now.



“You think | want revenge,” | said.

“Don’'t you?’

“Wdl, why not?’

“Revenge lugt clouds the mind.”

“My mind isfine”

“Blackstone said the same thing.”

“Thisian't the same.”

“No, itisn't.” Kurj turned to face me. “I need you functioning. In sound body. In sound mind.”

“You're looking for problems that don’t exis.”

Kurj didn't answer. He didn’t even move. He just watched me with his metd face.

Warning, my spind node thought. Externd probe conducting invasive pattern search.

Let him look. | thought. It was true that no other telepath had Kurj’'s raw power. But it was like his
physcd srength; blunt and heavy. He had none of the delicacy needed to uncover what | had hidden
from him.

He stood for along time, unmoving. Findly he spoke. “Very wdl. I'll leave the combat option open.
But right now | need you a JMI. | need a good trainer there”

“Yes, gr.” | knew better then to press him further. But behind my walls and barriers, hidden within
the fortress of ice that surrounded my emotions, | thought, I’m coming back. Too much is unfinished.

|l1. ForeshiresHold

8. A Timeto Search

Returning to the planet Forshires Hold was like coming home. Almogt.

| had first been stationed here only afew years after receiving my commission. The barracks where |
stayed then were part of a cramped building out in the countryside near Jacob’s Military Ingtitute, about
twenty kilometers from the city Eos. Now my “rooms’ were in the afluent section, in a venerable old
building with luxury apartments.

| would rather have stayed in the barracks out by JMI.

My assgnment was to design a training program that would get the IMI cadets into better physca
shape. Two out of every eght days | worked with them, and the rest of the time their instructors carried
out my program. It was a good program. It would whip any cadet into top shape. But once | finished
working it out, | didn't have athing to do.

So for Sx out of every eght days | sat in my penthouse and brooded. | knew what Kurj was up to.
He wanted me to recover from whatever stress he imagined was interfering with my ability to function. |
was avita cogin his war machine, a cog he had decided needed refitting. So he gave me preposterous
orders, stuck mein abeautiful city on a beautiful planet and assumed nature would take care of the rest.

He was wrong. Nature did nothing. | sat in my apartment and stared at the paneled walls until | was
ready to explode. | had been a fool to consder leaving combat. | couldn't retire. It left a person too
much time to think.

Kurj was right about one thing, though. The JMI program did need an overhaul. | reworked the
cadets entire schedule, everything from what they ate for breakfast to how many kilometers they ran to
when they dimbed scaffoldings. Only 14 percent of them could meet the physca requirements of the
program when | firg tested them.

Char 1&ki, the Commandant at JMI, findly took me aside one afternoon, into his office. He nodded
toward the window. Outside, in the danting light of Forshires' gilded sun, cadets were waking across the
quad, heading to classes, the library, the smulation rooms.

“They need more time for their class work,” 1aki said. “They're too exhausted at the end of the day
to move, let done sudy.”

“We had to meet dricter requirements a DMA,” | sad. It was true tha the Dieshan Military
Academy, which trained Jagernauts, usudly logt hdf of its entering class by the time graduation came. But



with reason. “These men and women have to be our best. If they can’t make it, we had better find out
now instead of when lives depend on ther ability to operate under pressure.”

leki spoke quietly. “Training them and bresking them are two different things”

So now | sat inmy gpartment and wondered if | were going overboard. Why did we bother training
cadets at dl? The Traders were inexorable. They would break us no matter how hard we fought them.
What was the use of it? We were dl going to die, or worse, be eaten up by the Aristo war machine.

Cut it out, | told mysdf. | picked up a holobook | had dropped on the sofa last night. The title
glowed inrosy letters: IDIOMS FROM AFAR. It was my hobby, learning figures of speech from other
languages. My brother Kelric and | had done it dl the time when we were young, dways searching out
clever turns of phrase. Sauscony esta construyendo castillos en € aire. Sauscony is building castles in
the ar. Here was a good one from English: shot to high heaven.

| blew out agust of air and set down the book. Then | got up and waked to a south-facing window
inmy living room that looked out a the countryside. The building where | lived stood at the edge of
Jacob's Shire, a park of ralling hills covered with cloud-grass that rippled like golden clouds scudding
across the land. It was early evening, a softer evening than on Diesha, a shorter one than on Delos. The
amber sun hung in the southwest above the horizon.

Of dl the places | had lived aside from my childhood home, | liked Foreshires best. It was the
second planet of an orangish star that had acquired the name Ruth from the explorer who discovered its
plangtary system. Prior to ISC occupation, the people here had numbered ther twenty-three cities
according to when each was built. Some poetry-minded adminigtrator in Imperiad Space Command had
renamed this city Eos, after a dawn goddess he gpparently read about in a sudy of Allied mythology.

My brother Kurj didn't have a poetic bone in his body, and he preferred well-ordered names to
poetry any day. But the mythology of Earth had adways fascinated him, especidly the works of a
tragedian named Seneca. | had never read the suff mysdf, and | doubted even Kurj knew why it
enthralled him. Whatever the reason, he let Eos stand as the name for this city that before had smply
been Ruth-2, #17.

| understood why someone would wax romantic about this place. The sky done evoked reams of
poetry from its people, the descendants of an independent group of colonists who had settled here one
hundred years ago. At this laitude, 30 degrees north, the planet’s rings spanned the sky in a bridge,
reeching their highest point directly to the south. Had | been at the equator, they would have gone draight
overhead in a gtrip so narrow it dmogt disappeared. Here the arch curved in a wider band, its thickest
point directly south, the lower edge 41 degrees above the horizon and the upper 45 degrees above it.
Most of the arch was a fant whitish-gold, but as it curved down to the mountain-rimmed horizon in the
east and the west it shaded into a deeper orange, then pink and findly red.

| wondered what it had been like dl those centuries ago when an asteroid glanced off Forshires's
surface. It couldn’t have been too catastrophic given that the planet was wel on its way to being healed,
with only the rings as evidence of the event.

The plants and animds were dill adjusting to the presence of the rings, though, and to the dust in the
ar. Friction with the upper atmosphere and collisons between rocks and dill caused chunks of ring
materid to fal to the planet. They showed up in the night sky like meteors. The atmosphere contained
dust, chemicd impurities, and ash, making a natura smog that never blew away. The amber sunlight dso
peaked closer to the red end of the spectrum than average for suns of human habitable worlds. It dl
came together to give Foreshires a rich golden sky ingtead of the blue more common on worlds with
oxygen-nitrogen atmospheres.

But for dl its beauty, the sky looked strange to me, not right, not like home. | didn’t want to look at
pretty sky now anyway. | wanted to see people. Red people. Not robots or machines or Jagernauts.
Normd people.

| bent down and rubbed my caf, working out a cramp. The gravity here was a little heavier than
standard, though no more so than on the world where | had spent my childhood. But it usudly took me a
whileto get used to it after | had been on Diesha or in space.

| walked over to awindow that looked west, out toward the city. From here | could see a boulevard



far below basking in the gilded evening light. | couldn’t see much of the street, though; the trees were lush
with foliage, making a green canopy that Started afew meters below the levd of my gpartment and rolled
out to the west and north for kilometers. It was like being above the clouds, except these were leafy
green clouds.

A tower poked above the trees nearby, and others showed farther in the distance. Although | knew
they were the same as the one where | lived—metal and casecrete—they looked like ddicate congtructs
of rosewood, ivory, and ebony, with green accents, asif an artist had made them in minute detail to hang
agang the gold sky. Each curved in a crescent shape reminiscent of the rings. The convex sde on the
tower nearest me faced west, but others faced in other directions.

| peered down at the boulevard. Wasn't there anyone around? Here and there, when the wind blew
adde the leaves, | glimpsed the pae bluetiles that paved the street below.

A couple appeared, gralling dong the boulevard. They were dressed in skimpy clothes that brought
to mind rose and gray petds waving in the breeze. It was hard to see dearly from so far up, but it looked
like the woman was laughing. The man started to laugh as wdl, a big men with dark hair and what 1ooked
like abig laugh. Like Rex.

| turned away from the window. What was wrong with Kurj, sending me here with nothing to do but
think?

Wedl, | didn't have to gt like a lump. | could go out. Do something. But what? The only people |
knew on Forshires were military personnd. | kept getting asked to formd dinners a the Imperid
Embassy where | stood around in my gold dress uniform, with its glittering trousers and tunic and sash,
and a saber hanging a my hip that served no useful purpose other than to glitter dong with everything
dse It was awful.

| squinted at the console in the wall. The computer was a Pak 20. It could do anything for me. Wel,
amog anything. | didn’t think husband-providing was within its cgpabilities. Or maybe it could even do
that. Virtud redity in the bedroom.

“Peko,” | sad. “I want some clothes”

A light glowed on the console. “Dress or duty uniform?’ Pako asked.

“Not a uniform. Clothes. Y ou know, like normd people wear.”

“Whet style?’

Style?“I don't know. Pick something. What a woman here would wear to go for awak.”

Pako's screen came on and a holo appeared in front of it, a naked image of me ganding in the air. |
blinked at it, surprised by how young I looked.

Clothes appeared on the image, a strapless wrap that bardy covered my breasts and buttocks. “Is
this acceptable?’ Pako asked.

| reddened. “I sad clothes. Not scraps.”

The wrap changed to afilmy blue dress that came dmogt to my knees. “Is this acceptabl€?”

It was dlill less than | usudly wore, but compared to what | had seen—or not seen—on the gtrollers
below, it was conservative. “I guess so. Send it over.”

It arrived within minutes, delivered by a young man in a blue uniform who smiled shyly. Shoes came
with it, blue dippers with smdl siver bels that hung around the edge of the shoe at the ankle. After the
deivery boy left, | put on the dress. The whaole flaming thing was lace. What was the function of that?
The neckline was too low, too. And it had no deeves, just straps that crossed in the back. | fdt naked.

“Sowhat?’ | muttered. Then | went out for awalk.

Once outside, though, | had no idea where to go. There weren't many buildingsin this district, mostly
just trees, and plazas with those blue tiles. Some of the paths had curving patterns made with rose and
gold tiles that swirled through the blue. As | walked, the bdls around my ankles chimed softly. Merafully,
there wasn't a speck of nervoplex anywhere.

| crossed the boulevard to the park on the other sde. For awhilel wandered down a path under the
trees. The ar qudity was good, the concentration of dust low enough so it didn’t bother me. People
drolled by, nodded, wished me a good evening. Men smiled at me.

Everyone wore those shoes with the bells, so that the park was full of a sweet, faint musc. The bells



hed to be a new gyle; | had never seen them before on Foreshires. But then, | had never taken a wak
likethis ether. | fdt like an intruder. | didn’t belong here. Thislovey evening was for normd people.

Eventudly | came to a cafe with a giltwood ggn that said HEATHER’'S DREAM. | wondered what
Heather dreamed. Curious, | pushed open the door.

A big woman in an gpron appeared in front of me, amiling broadly. She took my arm. “Good. You're
right on time”

“l am?’

She bustled me over to a crescent shaped table made from unpolished wood and sat me down on a
bench inits concave side. “Here you go.”

A youth who couldn’t have been much more than twenty did into the seat next to me. “Hdlo,” he
sid. “I'm Rulli”

As| blinked at him, the woman said, “Do either of you want a drink?’

“Rootberry juice for me” Rulli said.

Rootberry juice? People who drank rootberry juice took vitamins and ate noxious vegetables that
looked like miniature cabbages. Why had the woman put me here with this Pulli person?

Before | had a chance to escape, more people showed up, and then more, and even more. They dl
crowded in around the table, filling up both its convex and concave sides, ordering drinks and introducing
themsdves to each other. Within moments | was surrounded by a herd of rootberry drinkers. Everyone
was talking at once, saying where they lived, what they did for a living, where they went to school. They
were universty students and young professonds, dl glowing with hedth.

A lanky men folded himsdlf in on my left, grinning & me. “So, Green Eyes, you got a name?’

“It snot Green Eyes” | said.

He laughed. “I’'m Hilten. Raik Hilten. Everyone cdls me Hilt.”

| nodded, wondering how | was going to extract mysdf from Hilt and his hedlthy friends.

At the far end of the table a woman stood up. “All right, everyone, let's get to business. I'm Ddlia,
your excurson leader. WE I just go a few kilometers tonight. Next time well do a full day trip, but |
wanted you to meet each other firs.” She amiled. “Well, happy hikers, let’s catch the trail.”

Haming rockets. | had been trapped by a gang of rootberry-guzzling happy hikers. As the group
squeezed out from the table, | got ready to make my escape.

Hilt stood up with me and took hold of my arm. “Listen, Green Eyes. You can have the honor of
being my partner tonight.”

“Thanks, but | can't stay.” Cdl me Green Eyes again, | thought, and I'll dump a pitcher of rootberry
juice over your head.

| fdt a nudge againgt my mind, slent laughter a my image of Hilt doused in rootberry juice. | turned
and found mysdf looking at a youth on the other sde of the buzzing group, a man with bronze curls and
brown eyes.

He amiled a me. His brief touch on my mind hadn’t been strong, but it was enough to let me know
he was an empath. He was dso gorgeous, shy, maveloudy wdl built, and bore absolutdy no
resemblance to ether Rex or Jaibriol. | smiled back. Maybe | would gtick with the group after dl.

So | went for a hike with a crowd of exceedingly hedlthy people | had never seen beforein my life. It
was an easy walk aong dirt paths that meandered through the cloud-grass meadows of Jacob’s Shire, a
chance for members in a newly formed hiking club to get to know each other. The youth who had
touched my mind was Jarith, a music sudent at the conservatory.

| should have enjoyed the walk. Although | was less used to the gravity here than the others, the easy
wak wasn't enough to bother me. Here | was, on a beautiful evening in a beautiful place and with
beautiful people. But | couldn’'t rlax. What was | doing, acting asif | were norma? | was an impostor,
pretending | had the right to behave like everyone ese.

Stop it, | told mysdif. | had earned the right to enjoy one evening's rest.

Tdl that to Rex, | thought. Tdl that to the providers while they scream.

| pushed my hand through my hair. Then | redlized my am was shaking. What was wrong with me?
Hilt had been taking to me for severa minutes and | had no idea what he said. How was it thet | could



face death in combat a thousand different ways, yet | couldn’'t ded with a Smple conversation?

We dimbed to the top of ahill thet let us look out across the countryside. The sun was dropping
down to the horizon in the west where the rings met the mountains, though this early in the summer it was
too far north to snk behind that great arch. Far in the southwest, the roofs of Jacob’s Military Inditute
reflected the setting sun’s rays like liquid glass.

Hilt motioned toward JMI. “Take alook, Soz. That's where they train the robots.”

| glanced a him. “Robots?’

He wasn't amiling anymore. “That’ s right. Robots trained to salute and kill.”

It took conscious effort for me to remain cam, an effort far out of proportion to his comment. “Those
cadets you cdl robots are dl that stand between you and the Traders.”

Hilt scowled. “Don't tdl me you're one of those”

“One of what?’

“Parrots of the empire, our dearly beloved military dictatorship.”

A woman named Mika spoke. “You've got it dl wrong, Hilt. To live in a dictatorship you need a
dictator. We don't have a dictator. We have a Triad.” Dryly she said, “That's three dictators, my friend.”

“That's absurd,” Pulli said. “The Assembly rules Skolia. Not the Triad.”

“If you believe that, you are woefully naive” Mika said.

“Wha Triad?’ Hilt demanded. “Everyone knows Lord Vddoriais just a propaganda figurehead they
prop up there because the people love him.”

| went rigid. That was my father he was taking about. Lord Eldrinson Althor Vadoria. True, he had
become an intergedlar potentate by accident. A ample farmer from a backwater planet, he had neither
the interest nor knowledge to rule the Imperidate. Before assuming his title as Key to the Web, the only
reason he ever left home was because of his epilepsy; without trestment, he suffered such severe
convulsons he could barely function.

The memory came back vividy: twenty-seven years ago the Traders tried to assassinate Kurj. Only a
Dyad exigted then, Kurj as Imperator and my aunt as Assembly Key. After the attempted assassination,
while Kurj lay near desth, the Traders launched an assault againg the world where the Assembly met. In
the ensuing chaos, my aunt’s bodyguards whisked her off to the hidden base Safdanding.

Then the Traders penetrated our computer defenses—and crashed the Skol-Net.

The entire system collapsed, both the dectronic net and the psibernet. Minor patches were managed
here and there, but only Kurj and my aunt had both the Rhon strength and the Dyad access required to
restart the entire system. But my aunt was unreachable a Safelanding and Kurj was dying. Skolia was
left blind and deaf, floundering like a crippled animd with its brain gutted while the Traders moved in for
thekill.

But they had miscalculated. My father—the “nobody” of the Rhon—was a an 1SC hospitd, the
unwilling patient of doctors who inssted he make regular vists so they could monitor his epilepsy. When
the Skol-Net faled, he was only afew hundred meters away from the command center. So a desperate
crew of techs jacked himin to the pslink that powered the system.

No one knew what would happen when my father joined Kurj and my aunt in their privete circle of
power. The link might disntegrate, unable to spread itsdf out over three such disparate minds. Or it
could overload, killing dl three of them in one galaxy-wide short circuit. Or maybe, just maybe, my father
would survive long enough to repower it. Never mind that he had no idea how it worked, that he came
from a society so primitive it had no dectricity, that he might well die from a mental overload even if the
rest of the system survived. It was ether jack hmin or let Skoliafdl to the Traders.

No one expected what happened. My father told me later that the Net had looked like a toy to him,
like the meshes that we, his children, used to play with when we were smdl. Except this sparkling mesh
was broken. So he fixed it—and in the process reactivated the star-spanning brain of Skolia.

He didn’'t understand the technology, didn’'t even try. To thisday he can't access it without help. But
none of that matters. Once he enters psiberspace, he becomes it, supporting the Skol-Net as the ocean
supports a huge web floaing within it. He holds it together with an innate gift no one dse in my family has
ever matched.



| spokein avoice that even | could tdl came out cold enough to chill ice. “Without that man you so
blithdy cdl a figurehead, you wouldn't be sanding here free to insult the Rhon. You'd be a Trader dave,
miger.”

Hilt snorted. “1 dways wonder if you people who spew out Imperid propaganda have any
comprehension of redity.”

Rulli spoke uneesily. “Maybe we shouldn't be having this discusson.”

“That's the whole point.” Hilt's voice snapped. “WEe re so oppressed by the Rhon we're afraid even
to discuss them. Al that's dlowed is worship. Well, | don't worship tyrants.”

“Why do you think the Rhon oppresses you?’ | asked.

“I know what you' re going to say,” Hilt told me.

That was a good feet, conddering | didn’'t know yet. “What?’

“Thet the Rhon’ s military machine ‘ occupies planets for their own good.”

“We don't livein a gentle universe” | said. “If we're going to survive we need srength, and that
indudes people and territory. If we don't get them fird, the Traders or the Allieds will.”

“That's one hdl of a judtification,” Hilt said. “What makes it any more right for the Rhon to do the
conquering instead of the Traders or the Allieds?’

Rebeka, another woman in the group, spoke up. “The Allieds don't conquer anyone. They offer
dtizenship as a choice”

| glanced a her. “And you think we ought to do the same?’

She spoke carefully. “Doesn't it bother you that we're forced to follow lavs made by conquerors
who never gave us a choice?’

“You don't think Imperid law isjust?’ | asked.

“You'remissng my point,” Rebeka said. “They took everything away, even the name of our planet.
We never had a choice”

“To choose what? Why was | so angry? “If Foreshires hadn't become part of the Skolian
Imperidate, you would ill be sruggling to survive right now ingtead of enjoying the affluence that lets
you join hiking clubs and spend your time grolling in meadows.”

Rebeka spoke quietly. “No, we weren't rich before. But we had theright to be oursalves.”

Hilt watched me. “Why isit so hard for you to comprehend that people want responsbility for therr
own lives?’

“The Allieds have a luxury we don't share” Even | could hear how bitter my voice sounded. “As
long as we and the Traders claw at each other’s throats, Earth isfree to do as she pleases. So fine Good
for Earth. If we ever adopted her practicesit would kill us”

“You're certanly cynicd,” Mika sad.

Hilt snorted. “I'm not sure | believe the Traders are such a big threat. What better evil then the
Arigtos could the Rhon conjure up to divert attention from their own flavs?’

| felt my face go hot. “If you think the Traders are no threat, you're afool.”

“Rignt,” Hilt said. “And now you're going to spout off the Lig of Aristo Evils. Come on, Soz. | meen,
have you ever actudly seen aprovider?’

| froze, the memories jumping into my mind: Tarque, kneding over me on his bed while | screamed
and screamed and screamed—

“Leave her dongl”

Everyone spun around. It was Jarith who had spoken, the youth from the music school.

The others stared a the usudly soft-spoken musician. Jarith reddened but he didn't back down.
“Stop it

“Why?" Hilt demanded.

Rebeka spoke to Hiltin alow voice. “He' s an empath.”

Hilt blinked at Jarith. Then he turned back to me. “Whet did | say?’

| swalowed. “You asked meif | had ever seen a provider. The answer isyes”

Everyone went slent then. | had no intention of daborating and no one asked me to. The look on
Jarith’s face had been enough to tdl them the details were better left unsaid.



Rebeka motioned a the far sde of the hill, where the rest of the group had started to wak agan.
“They're leaving.”

So we followed. Conversations began again, fitfully at first and then with more ease as they drifted to
less voldile subjects. | stayed out of it. | hadn’t fdt much like talking before and now | just wanted to get
out of here. The worgt of it was that they were right. People needed freedom to thrive. But they were
wrong about the Rhon. We had no more freedom then they. We were locked in a war that left us no
choices, neither the conquered nor the conquerors.

Was || truly fool enough to believe Jaibriol could make a difference? There was no solution. He was
the one who would change. He would do what he had to do to survive. He would become Highton. And
| would watch, hating mysdf for wanting to believe otherwise, hating mysdf for loving him.

| can't bear this, | thought. My mind is going to implode.

Jarith dropped back to wak with me. “I’'m sorry. About eavesdropping.”

“Eavesdropping?’

“Y our image—of the Arigto.” He paled. “But it was so vivid.”

“You don't need to gpologize” | said. “I practicaly shouted it & you.”

He didn't probe, but | fdt what he wanted to ask. Was it you on that bed? | just shook my head,
not wanting to pursue the subject, and let him interpret the gesture however he wanted.

“l hope you're not angry with the others” he said. “They’re just not used to hearing such a
consavaive line”

“You think I'm conservetive?’

He laughed. “Ultra” A grimace chased across his face like a cloud scudding over the sun. “Don't
worry about Hilt. He gives me a labor too.”

Trandate lagt sentence from Jarith, | thought.

Sang, my spind node answered. To give alabor’: to behave in a confrontational manner.

| couldn’'t fathom why anyone would want to give Jarith a hard time about anything. “What for?’ |
asked.

“He says I’'m apathetic. He thinks | ought to go out and fight for what | believein.” Jarith shrugged. “I
guess I’'m judt not paliticd. I'd rather Sng.”

| Sghed. Here was this gentle youth with the face of an angd and no palitical opinions. Pako couldn’t
have found me a better companion if | had programmed it to search the planet.

Right, | thought. What' s the problem, Soz? Y ou can’t ded with anyone who chalenges you?

| gritted my teeth. | dedt with people who chdlenged me dl the time. All day long, every day, every
year, every decade. | deserved arest.

Y ou're not regting, my inner voice answered. Y ou're hiding.

Shut up, | told it.

Jarith spoke again. “Some of us are going to a holomovie tonight.” He hesitated. “Would you like to
come?’

Gods. He was asking me for a date. At leadt, | thought that was what he was doing. It had been so
may years snce | had socidized that way, | wasn't sure if | remembered what qudified as a date.
Maybe when people went together in a group it had some other name. Gang date? No, that sounded too
weird.

Who cared what it was called? What was wrong with me, that | kept having conversations in my
head?

“Yes” | sad. “I'd like to go.” | had little in common with these people, but going to a movie with
anyone right now was better than returning to my empty apartment.

After we got back to the cafe and washed up, we drolled through the park. Jarith came, as wel as
Hilt and Rebeka and a handful of the other hikers, everyone wearing chiming shoes now instead of hiking
boots. As the sun set behind the hills, the horizon lit up with a spectacular red fire and the sky above us
turned a dusky bronze. The shining rings arched across it, pae amber a their gpex and shading into
deeper hues lower down. At the western horizon the rings were a rich crimson; in the east, where the
shadow of Foreshiresfdl acrossit, the arch looked like amythicd dragon had taken a bite out of it. The



edges of the bite were red, but the color darkened toward the interior urtil it was completely black at the
center.

As the sun disappeared behind the mountains, the evening grew chill and Hilt lent me his swester.
Mercfully, the conversation stayed light, just a lazy discusson about what holomovie to see. | had no
opinion. | had absolutdy no idea what was playing anywhere. We findly solved the problem by waking
into the next theater we found, a place in the park playing something caled Brain Warp. The holos
outsde showed a Jagernaut, feet planted wide, blagting away with his Jumbler. But then, hdf of the
holomovies made nowadays had soldiers as heroes.

We sat down on a plush rug floor in a circular theater with about two hundred other people. Jarith
and | reclined on cushions, taking about his classes a the univeraty. Rebeka and Hilt were edting, and
Rulli bought another glass of that godawful rootberry juice.

After afew moments the lights dimmed, then went out atogether. Music swelled, the urgent beat of a
drum overlaid with a melody played by horns and gtrings. Then, suddenly, we were in the middle of a
fidd near IMI. A Jagernaut stood nearby, a handsome man with dark har, sculpted muscles, and a
Jumbler snug in a holster on his hip. He took off jogging and we “jogged” with him, fallowing at whatever
distance the director had thought would give us the optimum view of the action.

Within minutes | knew | had made a mistake in coming. | saw how the movie was going to end
amog as soon asit began. The Jagernaut went on amisson to rescue a beautiful and remarkably buxom
womean who supposedly had been abducted by the Traders but was actudly a Highton spy. The Traders
caught the Jagernaut, planted a trigger in his brain, and let him go. We were supposed to wonder what
horrible fate would befdl our unsuspecting hero when the villains set off the trigger.

The movie made no attempt a accuracy. When the Jagernaut went to see a heartbender, the
doctor’s office was in a hospitd. You never found a heartbender in a hospitd. It was hard enough to
convince one of usto go for help asit was. Faced with the prospect of waking into the hospita, a blatant
admisson of “yes, I'm screwed up,” most of us would run in the opposite direction. A true heartbender
had an office somewhere innocuous, a place with no associations to mental hedth, usudly a government
building.

But that wasn't the worst of it. The “herd” spent most of histime breaking the code of honor we lived
by. He cheated, lied, treated his lovers like dirt, and showed no hint of remorse when he went into
combat. It was absurd. He was supposed to be an empath, for pugging sakes.

But what got to me the mogt was that the actor looked like Rex, who would never stoop to the kind
of behavior thisguy inflicted on the gdaxy. Yes, Rex had women dl over. And yes, they were attracted
to him because he was glamorous, handsome, and charming. But they fdl in love with him because he
was a decent human being who treated people with respect. Thisindpid holomovie was an inault to him.

When the movie reached its dimax, big surprise—the Jagernaut went berserk. The Traders activated
histrigger and he went crazy in a crowded plaza, mowing down buildings with his Jumbler. | was so mad
by then that | got up and left the theater in the middle of the scene, walking right through the Jagernaut to
the accompaniment of loud protests from the rest of the audience.

As | was crossng the lobby outside, Jarith emerged from the theater and strode after me. “Soz.
Wait.”

| stopped a the exit and waited for him to catch up. As he reached me, Hilt and Rebeka came out
into the lobby. They looked around until they saw us, then headed in our direction.

Jarith spoke softly. “What isit? What' s tearing you up ingde?’

“Nothing istearing me up.” | was so angry | could hardly speak. “I just don’t enjoy watching trash,
thet'sdl.”

Hilt and Rebeka reached us in time to hear my last comment. Hilt gave me an annoyed look. “You
know, this attitude of yours is getting tiresome.”

| wanted to hit imin the face. | hadn’'t been this angry in | didn’'t know how long. But why? So it
was a supid movie. So what? “Go to hdl,” | said.

Rebeka lay her hand on my arm. “It's only a holomovie”

| pulled away from her. “It's an offense to the people who go out there and risk ther lives every day



50 kids like you can live safe and hedthy and free to watch bana movies”

| expected Hilt to tdl me | was being anidiot. But he just shrugged. “I don’'t see why you're meking
such abig ded about it. No one ever meant for Brain Warp to be a political statement or a work of art.”

Rebeka regarded me. “Ligten, maybe we dl got off to the wrong start. How about if we try again?
Why don’t we forget this movie and go for drinks somewhere?’

| knew the lagt thing | could handle right now was drinks with them. | made mysdf speak in an
gpologetic voice. “I'm pretty tired. | guess1’m on a short fuse. | should go home and deep.” The words
were a cover. | wouldn't deep. But | had to say something.

Nether Rebeka nor Hilt looked disappointed that | wouldn't be joining them. Jarith kept watching
me. He stood slently while | said goodbye to the others, but after they headed back to the theater he
sd, “May | wak you home?’

My shoulders relaxed. “Yes. | would like that.”

Aswe drolled across the park, | tried to think of something to say. But no clever lines came. For that
metter, no stupid lines came ether.

When we stopped outside the apartment building, Jarith gaped up &t it. “You live here?’

“When I’'m on Forshires” | said.

He looked a me. “You trave alot?

“Some” | wanted him to come upstairs and keep me company, red company, the way a man could
help a woman hold the night a bay. | wanted him to make love to me again and again until his warm
masculinity banished the ghosts that haunted my mind.

Jaith whigtled. “I' ve never known anyone who could afford a place like this”

Okay, | told mysdf. There's your opening. Ask him up.

But whét if he said no?

“Are you going back to the movie?’ | asked.

“Jud to get my coat.” He grimaced. “I promised to meet some people to rehearse later. We have a
musc exam tomorrow.”

“Oh.” What was wrong with me, luding after an artist, someone with dl of the aesthetic qualities |
lacked? It could never work.

Jaith hesitated. “Would you like to get together agan?’

| couldn’t. “Yes”

“Some of us are going to the beach on Tillamorn. Why don’t you come? We can meet you here at

| smiled. “All right.”

“Wdl. Good.” He grinned and waved a me. “See you then.” And he took off, heading toward the
thester.

After heleft, | went upstairs. My place seemed dark even after | turned on every one of the lights |
hed lamps dl over, graceful flowers of glass tinted enough to diffuse their light into a pleasant glow. The
wadls were paneled in giltwood the color of sunshine. Windows arched everywhere, Ietting in copious
light from the rings in the night Sky. The carpet was white, the Slk cushions on the furniture were white,
the sculpted moldings on the doors were white. The place was gorgeous. But tonight it looked dark and
cold and empty.

| was at the bar pouring a glass of whiskey when Pako said, “Y ou have avigtor.”

| looked up. Had Jarith changed his mind and come back to hep me chase away the londiness?
“Whoisit?’

Pako's screen cleared to show me the steps outside the gpartment house. Hilt stood out there,
shivering in the chill air.

“Damn,” | muttered. | went to the console and flicked on the com that connected to the porch where
Hilt waited. “Yes?’

His voice came over the speaker. “You forgot to give back my swester.”

| blinked. | hadn’t even redlized | dill had it on. “Pako, let im up.”

A few moments later a knock sounded a my door. When | opened it, Hilt stood there grinning.



“Hey, Green Eyes, you've got some place here”

“How did you know where | lived?’

“Jarith told me”

| took off the sweater and gaveit to him. “Thanks for letting me wear it.” Then | started to close the
door.

Hilt pushed the door back open and waked past me into the apartment. “Y ou know, you make a lot
more sense now.”

| regarded him from the arched doorway. “I don't recall inviting you in.”

“No wonder you come down on such atreditiondigt line. You're Money.” He turned to me. “I'll bet
it's Old Money too.”

“Good night, Hilt.”

He came over to me. “The Ice Princess. Of course you support Rhon palitics” He did his finger
aong the strap of my dress, fallowing it down my front until his hand came to rest between my breasts.
“You've got a vested interest in maintaining the status quo.”

| pushed away his hand. “ Get out.”

He pressed me againg the wal, his face so close to mine he was dmogt kissng me. “ Someone ought
to crack open that Ice Bitch crust of yours.”

| snapped. | shouldn't have, but | did. My combat reflexes weren't supposed to kick in without my
commeand unless | was threatened with direct violence. And Hilt wasn't. He was abrasive and obnoxious
and | didn’t like him, but he was no repist. A smple “stop it” would have been enough.

But | didn't tdl mto stop it. | tried to kill him.

By the time it registered on my brain what my reflexes were doing, | had dready shattered my
whiskey tumbler againg the wall behind me and was gabbing a dagger of glass at Hilt's chest. Blood
poured from my hand where the glass had shredded my skin. When the sgnd from my brain findly
stopped my thrugt, the shard was less than a centimeter away from his body.

It happened so fadt that even after | stopped Hilt just stood there, saring at the dagger of glass | hed
above his chest. Findly he drew in a breath. Then he took the glass out of my hand. | looked at the blood
running al over my hand, my arm, my dress.

“| think you'd better get adoctor,” Hilt said.

“It snothing. I'll clean it up.”
| expected him to cdl the police then. But instead he spoke in a quiet voice. “I'm sorry. | was out of
line”

He was out of lineg? 1 had dmogt judt killed him. What was wrong with me?

“I'll cal the hospitd,” Hilt said.

| had to struggle to keep my voice cam. “No. Just go.”

He looked at the blood gushing out of my hand. “1 think you shou—"

“Go.”

“All right.” Hilt opened the door. “I'll check on you tomorrow.”

“Hne” | closed the door and locked it.

Pako spoke. “I can have medicd hep here within one minute”

| went to the bar, turned on the waterfount, and stuck my hand into the arching spouts of water. “No.
I’'mfine” The water running into the sink turned red.

After | cleaned and bandaged my hand, | poured mysdf another drink. If | got drunk enough, |
wouldn't be able to think. And right now | didn’t want to think.

“I have pending business for you,” Pako said. “Your nemall has been wating for 9x hours.”

“I'll check it tomorrow.”

“One of the messages requires attention now.”

| scowled at the console. “All right. Play it.”

The voice of Char laki, the Commandant at JMI, floated into the room. “Sorry to disturb you,
Primary Vddoria Weve had to postpone tomorrow’s training sesson with the fliers because of an
enginefalure. Could you do your lecture instead?’



He must have meant the lecture | was supposed to give about cyber—human interfaces. *Pako, tel
hm1'll do it tomorrow afternoon.”
Then | got drunk. Very drunk.

9. A TimetoWeep

Butisn't it dangerous?’ the cadet asked. She leaned forward. “The fiberoptics and mechanicds are
foregn bodies, aren’t they? Doesn’'t your own body reject them?’

The huge number of questions from the cadets had caught me by surprise. | was at the front of the
hall, haf gtting on the edge of a desk while | answered their questions. laki had offered me a podium, but
| fdt more comfortable thisway. And | did fed comfortable. | was enjoying the lecture.

“Mogt parts of the biomech are grown from my own genetic materid or coated with bioshells of that
materid,” | said. “It's amilar to having, say, a regenerated organ in your body. Of course, the biomech
web is much more extengve than that. Not everyone's body will accept it.”

A cadet from farther back in the packed hdl sgnded. When | nodded to him, he said, “What if the
fiberoptics mdfunction?’

“They carry messages” | said. “Like nerves. If something goes wrong, they just don't carry any more
messages.”

“Can’'t your brain mignterpret thar 9gnds?’ he asked.

“Possbly,” | said. “But it could misinterpret Sgnds from any part of my nervous system, naurd or
gynthetic.”

The woman next to him spoke. “What if something goes wrong with the person who has dl of these
enhancements? Mogt times, if you surprise people—well, they just jump. But if we wire people to kill,
don’'t we run the risk that if their mind mafunctions, the rest of their sysems will too? An insane Jagernaut
could do alot of damege.”

Wheat the hdl kind of dumb-assed question was that? “Our reflexes activate only if our lives are in
danger. We're trained not to react in other Stuations.” | glanced at the wdl-timer above Char 1aki, who
was ganding across the hdl by the door. laki had made no move to stop the sesson even though we had
gone twice as long as scheduled.

| turned back to the cadets. “We ve been talking over two hours now. Time to quit.”

A murmur of disappointment rolled over the hdl. Then they started to clap. And they kept on doing
it. | stood there a aloss for how to react. | wasn't used to people gpplauding for me. Usudly either they
wished | would go away or dse they were Traders and wanted to kill me. Socidly, dl | seemed to do
latdy was annoy people.

But the cadets kept clgpping. | grinned, glad thet a leest someone didn’t find me insufferable.

Asthe cadets filed out of the hdll, Char came over to me. “Y ou fascinate them.”

“l didn't expect so many questions,” | said.

He amiled. “It's not every day they get a chance to tak to amarvd of biosynthetic technology.”

“Thanks. | think.” His comment Ieft me with the same odd feding as had the last cadet’s question, as
if 1 could mafunction like the enginein aflier. | rubbed my neck, pushing my thumb over the socket there.

“Need alift to the city?” Char asked. “I noticed you didn’t bring a flycar this morning.”

“Thanks. But no. The underground isfine” | actudly hated the underground. But | didn't want to ride
in a flycar. This morning, when | had come down from my gpartment to leave for IMI, | had stood
looking at my flycar for dmost five minutes trying to convince mysdf to get into it. But for some reason |
hadn’t been ableto do it.

So | took the underground ingtead. The commuters had stared as if | had two heads. True, most
commuters weren't Jagernauts in full uniform. | was tight and glossy black from toe to finger to neck. |
hed even worn the standard-issue black gloves, to hide the bandages on my hand. The Jumbler a my hip
hadn't helped ether. | wanted it because | planned to talk during my lecture about how it was keyed to
my brain. But once | boarded the train | wished | hadn’t brought it. The people around me looked
terrified. Wdl, yes, most commuters didn’t carry a particle accelerator with antimatter on their hip. But |



hed the safety engaged. There was no danger from it.

It was evening by the time | left IMI. The ar was clear and the setting sun dill warmed the day, its
amber orb hanging above the horizon. The evening was lovely. Why take the underground? It was only
twenty kilometers through Jacob’ s Shire from here to my gpartment. | could jog it in less than two hours.
Or | could take the road, a country lane that meandered for twenty-five kilometers through the
countryside before it reached the city of Eos. If | got tired, | could catch the flybus that ran dong it every
few hours.

| headed out dong the road, walking past meadows filled with soft cloud-grass and the encroaching
shadows of evening, double shadows, one in each pair stretched out long from the setting sun, the other a
fanter shadow from the rings. Birds with brown and gray and gold feathers hopped through the grass,
every now and then fluttering their wings enough to fly a few meters. Purple-furred animds with big ears
loped after them, sailing above the ground with each jump, momentarily outlined againg the bronzed sky,
then disgppearing again below the clouds of grass. The scenery looked unred, as if it were a holomovie
shat through gold filters.

After about an hour | came to abuilding by the road, a restaurant and store combined. When | heard
anging ingde | paused, longing to go in but not wanting to be stared at. Loneliness findly won. | went up
to the door and pushed it open.

Insde, tables were set dong the wdls, with afew extrasin the middle of the room. The place was it
only by candles, star-shaped molds with purple wax that pooled in the points of the star. With the
evening fading into night, not much light came from outside either. A man with curly brown hair sat on a
ool on a wooden dais across the room, relaxed and informd, anging in a husky baritone. Only a few
other people were insde, ether taking to each other or ligening to the music. | dipped into the seat a an
empty table by the wall without being noticed.

When the waitress came, she barely even glanced at the Primary’s bands on my jacket. In a cafe 0
close to IMI, she was probably used to seeing officers.

| ordered a glass of gilder rum. And drank it. And ordered more. And drank it. And ordered more.
It was strange. | had drunk more acohal in the past two days than in the previous hdlf year. But | was
comfortable here, ensconced in this dusty room with nothing to do but lisen to this fdlow sng. He
reminded me of Jarith. He didn’t redlly look like Jarith, other than histhick curls, but he was a Snger and
he was handsome.

| motioned the waitress over to the table. “1’d like another drink.”

“Rum?’ she asked.

“Yes” | indicated the singer. “Would you—when he finishes his set—would you ask him if he would
like to join me for a drink? Then | hedtated. What if he didn't want to come over? Hadlily | added,
“Unless he has to prepare for his next set.”

The waitress amiled. “I'll tdl him.”

| had dready finished two more drinks by the time the youth stopped snging. The walitress beckoned
him over. After she spoke to him, he turned to peer across the room a me. Then he nodded to her and
disappeared behind the stage.

| winced. But before | had much time to fed stupid for extending my invitetion, he reappeared,
waking toward me. He stopped by my table and bowed. “Evening, ma am.”

| smiled. “Soz.” | indicated the booth. “Like t'join me?’

“It would be my pleasure.” He sat down across the table from me. “I’'m Nik.”

“Nik.” Had a good sound to it. “What' d you like to drink?’

“Alewould befine”

| motioned the waitress over again. “Bring us de and rum.”

“Yes, maam.” She had that look waitresses get when they thought you had drunk too much.

Nik glanced a my empty glasses, then at the waitress, then a me. “Actudly, | think I'd rather have
coffee” He smiled. “Will you join me?’

“No thanks” | said. “Rum’sfine”

After the waitress Ieft | tried to think of something clever to say. But my mind wouldn't cooperate. It



kept wandering. All | came up with was, “You sng well.”

“Thanks,” Nik said.

“l got a brother who sngs Ballads n'things” | grimaced. “I try never to inflict my voice on people.
Scares’em.”

Nik laughed asif | had said something funny. “I’ll bet you have a beautiful voice”

“Beaut fully off tune” It scared even me, it was so bad. “Only person | ever sang to was my Ii’l
brother Kdric, when he was a baby.” | could see Kdric in my mind now, smiling that amile | had so
loved. “Guess he didn't mind. When he was two and | was eeven, he used t'run up for a hug when he
saw me.”

Nik’s face softened. “That sounds nice”

| warmed a the memory. “It was.”

Although we continued to talk, | was having trouble with the words. They kept durring. But for some
reason Nik seemed to enjoy my company despite my inghility to communicate like an intdligent human
being.

When the waitress returned with our drinks, Nik gave her an odd look. It reminded me of the
expresson my “little’ brother used to get when something worried him. Little. Huh. Kelric had grown into
agiant, nearly as big as Kurj. But where Kurj was hardness and metd, Kelric was sunlight and laughter.

It was strange to see Kdric's look on this Nik person, though. Whatever he wanted, the waitress
seemed to understand. She gave adight nod and Ift the table.

| took aswdlow of rum. “Kdric liked that lake t0o.”

“Lake?’ Nik asked.

“It was a—this big lake” My thoughts had wandered again. | saw the waitress across the room
taking to a bading man with a large somach who had the look of a proprietor about him. He nodded,
then headed toward the booth.

“Y ou went to alake with your brother?” Nik asked.

“We—yes.” The proprietor was definitely headed for our table. “He's comin’ here”

“Your brother?’

“Nooo.”

The proprietor reached the table. He gave me a deep bow. “Evening, maam. Welcome to my
establishment.”

“*Lo,” | sad. The room tilted behind him.

He amiled broadly. “I'm glad you enjoyed Nik’s show.”

“Yes” | wished he would go away so | could enjoy Nik.

“Perhaps you would like a change from the rum?’ he suggested. “We have some excdlent minerd
water.”

“Runsfine” FHzzy water was dmost as bad as rootberry juice.

The proprietor tried agan. “Perhaps alit—"

“Thank you,” | interrupted. “But I'm fine. Jus’ fine”

He exhded. “Wdl. Good.” Then he bowed and Ieft.

Why did they keep bothering me? | unholstered my Jumbler and put it on the table. Of course | hed
no intention of usng it. But it would keep away unwanted vistors.

Nik stared at the gun, then looked up a me.

“Ever seen one 0’ these beauts before?” | asked.

He shook his head. “Not up close like this” He looked like he didn’t want to see it now either.

“It won't hurt you.” 1 lifted the Jumbler and tapped it aganst my temple. “We used t'swim in that
lake”

Nik’s face went white. “ Soz—the safety—"

“What?’ | was having a hard time holding my hand steady. The gun dipped, skittering agangt my
head.

The proprietor suddenly reappeared, spesking fast. “Why don’t you give me that?’

| stared a him, astounded he would ask for my weapon. When he reached for it, | pulled back and



he only managed to push it away from my head.

And then he dlicked the safety into place.

For along moment | just sat there, Saring at the gun in my hand. The safety had been disengaged.
Off. Off. | had put a loaded Jumbler to my head without the safety on.

| swallowed and put the Jumbler back in its holster. Then | stood up, looking at the proprietor. “Do
you have a place where | could lie down?’

He exhded. “Of course. Just follow me”

He took me to a amdl living room in the back of the building. It looked like part of his own house,
separated from the cafe by a hdlway. As | dropped onto the sofa | heard the faint sounds of Nik's
anging again. The proprietor brought me a jug of some hot drink, but | couldn't make mysdf swalow
any of it.

| didn’t actudly lie down, but | must have sat there for over an hour while my mind cleared. Fndly |
lifted my head and looked around. The proprietor was Stting in an amchair across the room watching
me

“How do you fed?" he asked.

“Drunk.” Comprehension of what | had done had sunk into my skull. One dip of my finger and |
would have annihilated my biosynthetic head. 1 put my elbows on my knees and my forehead in my
hands. | could fed the gloves againgt my skin, the leather shields that hid the bandages on my hand.

The proprietor came over and sat next to me on the couch. “Do you want me to cal someone to
pick you up?’

“No.” | stood up, then held ill while queasiness rolled through my stomach. When it settled, |
headed for the door, not the one back to the restaurant but one across the room.

The proprietor came with me. “There are no more buses back to the city until moming. Why don’t
you deep on the couch here?”’

| shook my head. “I thank you for your help. But now | need to—" Need to what? “To wak.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yes” | tilted my head toward the cafe. “Say good night to Nik for me.”

“I will.” He opened the door, letting me out into a fidd behind the restaurant. More stars showed
here than in Eos, though they Hill weren't easy to see in the glare of the rings | guessed it was dmost
midnight; Foreshires's shadow on the rings had moved up the arch until now it cut the span dmost in hdlf.
The two sdes of the arch dmost met overhead, like two scythes set point to point in the sky. The air
andled of cloud-grass, and everywhere | heard the chirps and rustles of the country night.

| headed home, walking dong the road, dill drunk enough for my brain to fed deadened. | didn't
want to think. 1 didn't want to know what had impelled me to point a primed Jumbler a my head. So
insead | let my mind stay blurred in a daze.

| musgt have waked for hours. Eventudly the road widened into a highway, which meant | was about
five kilometers from Eos. Up on the Ieft, the subdued light of Soldier's Green glowed in the night. The
Green was a huge park, mogly wide lawns interspersed with gardens and tiled pools. It was beautiful.
But its reason for existence wasn't beauty. It was a memoarid to the 1SC soldiers who had died in battle.

| stopped at the Sde of the highway and looked into the Green. | had never visted it despite the
many times | had been on Forshires. | didn't want to go now. But my feet took me anyway, waking
down grave paths through garden after garden. | avoided the monuments and statues, the sculptures and
plagues and obdlisks. | let mysdf see only the lawns and the flowers.

But a the Dome, | stopped.

It was't actudly a dome. It was a circular structure, about ten meters in diameter and as tdl as a
two-story building. The walls were panels which reached amogt, but not quite, to the domed roof. There
were twenty-nine pands, each a meter wide, connected to the roof by columns, each with about a
handspan of open space between it and the next. The thirtieth pand was missng, leaving a wide entrance
that | reached by dimbing three steps. The entire monument was made from smooth white stone. And
that was dl there was to it.

Except for the names.



They were liged ingde. Only about hdf of the panels were full, but every year the unused space
diminished. What would we do when the find pand filled with names? How many more Domes would
we need to lig the Imperid Jagernauts who had died in combat? Because that was the monument's sole
reason for existence—to honor Imperid Skolia's defunct biosynthetic marvels.

| walked up the steps and entered the monument. | didn’t want to see the panels. | didn't want to see
the names. But | kept moving, unable to stop. | went to the panel opposite the entrance and looked at the
engravings in the marble. The date of death carved next to each name was old, decades old. But even s0
| recognized far too many of them.

| was darting to shake. It wasn't cold, but my body shook as if ice covered it. | walked around the
perimeter of the Dome, looking at the panels, seeing the dates become more recent, seeing more names
become familiar. So many. So many. Why did | have to know so many of them? | remembered ther
faces, how they laughed, how they walked, how they spoke. Every name cursed me, an accusation that |
dill lived when they had died.

| wanted to run out of that place, to hide, to bury my head in the oblivion of acohol, of forgetfulness,
of death. But | couldn’t stop reading, or walking, or remembering. | came closer and closer to the last
pand, inexorably, unable to keep away from it. | didn’t want to go near it but | couldn’t stop.

And then | was there. The dates were from the past year. His name was engraved at eye levd, just a
name, likedl of the others.

Kericson Galin Vadoria Skalia, Jagernaut Tertiary.

Kdric. My baby brother.

He had been Kurj’s third heir. The only other person besides Jabriol Qox who had ever shared with
me that miraculous joining of minds only two Rhon psions could know.

| took off my gloves and touched the marble, scraping my fingers dong his name. Then, dowly, | did
to my knees, my hand dragging dong the stone, my fingernails rasping over each namein turn. | crumpled
a the bottom with my fists clenched and my head bowed. And | began to cry. | kndt there, my shoulders
heaving, and | cried until it hurt.

It was along time before my tears eased. But findly | turned to St with my back againg the pandl. |
pulled my knees up againgt my chest and laid my head on them.

10. A Timeto Heal

The caroling of a bird woke me up. | lifted my head, confused. Why was | so Hiff? | found mysdf
looking across a stone floor to a stone pand. Then | remembered.

Although the sun hadn’t risen yt, it was light enough to tdl me dawn was only a few minutes away. |
put on my gloves, then got up and waked iffly out of the Dome, my mind waking with the rest of the
morning. The chill of dawn cut the air and dew covered my uniform. | fdt asif | had run arace dl night.

| walked across a lavn to the highway, heading for Eos. Only a few flycars hovered dong the road
this early, humming on ar cushions above the blue tiles. The people in them turned to stare as they
whirred past, but today | didn't care. | didn't have the energy to care. Nothing mattered except
completing thiswak | had begun. | kept my mind numb, afraid that if | let it function again | would never
finshwhat | had started.

By thetime | reached Eos the sun had risen. The road became a wide boulevard that cut through the
metropolitan center of the city. Although trees lined the street, there were fewer of them here than where
| lived. Broad lawns of trimmed cloud-grass floated everywhere, dretching between government
buildings and around crescent shaped monuments. Hover traffic was dlowed in this part of the dity, and
flycars hummed by me on the road. Pedestrians strode by on the wakway, some glancing a me warily,
others absorbed in their own thoughts.

| kept moving.

Findly | reached the Imperid embassy. | climbed the wide steps and walked between the columns
into a vaulted hdl that arched high above my head. Benches lined the walls and people were stting on
them, engrossed in thelr own business: talking, reading, waiting. At the far end of the hdl a line of people



waited to enter the embassy proper, to take care of whatever business had brought them here. | went
down the hdl, my boots echoing on the marble floor, and got in line.

| could have bypassed theline. | could have gone to the front, or to another entrance, or even gone
home and had someone from the embassy pick me up after | dept. But indtead | waited. If | deviated
from my walk now | would never finishit.

The line went up a flight of dairs to where a woman stood a a podium. She gave each person
directions on where to go and then sent them through a security check into the embassy.

It only took afew minutes for me to reach the front of the line. The woman smiled and spoke as if it
were perfectly naturd for a Jagernaut Primary to show up at her station. “What can we do for you this
morning?’

| couldn’t go on. | had madeit thisfar, but | couldn’t go any farther.

Shetried again. “Can | direct you to an office?’

“l want to see the heartbender,” | said.

The people behind me in the line stopped taking. Everyone within earshot turned to look. Suddenly
there wasn't a sound anywhere.

Whoever had chosen the embassy offiads chose well. The woman didn’t even blink. Thismight have
been the only timein her career she had encountered the request, but she didn't hesitate a moment. She
touched a amdl pane on her podium, then spoke to me. “An escort will take you to see Tager.”

A wide hdl stretched out behind her, its polished marble wadls reaching far back into the embassy.
Four men appeared at the end of it, driding toward us. They were big. | had no doubt they were aso
armed.

She motioned to the security check. “You can go on through, Primary.”

The checkpoint was the usud arch monitored by guards. When | stepped through it, lights blazed,
horns ghilled, buzzers buzzed. | hadn't even thought to take off my Jumbler. The two guards at the
checkpoint dropped their hands to their guns, and the escorts coming to get me increased ther speed,
griding faster down the hdl. | just stood there, trying to stay numb.

No one spoke. No one asked me to give up my weapons. No one said a word. The people in line
stared, the woman at the podium stood quietly, the guards watched. | fdt their emotions like sandpaper
on a raw wound. They feared if they did the wrong thing it would set me off like an exploson. No one
understood the truth, that the risk was to me, not them. One wrong word, one wrong look, one wrong
move and | would best it out of there so fast they would hear the air whigtle past my clothes.

Then the escort reached us, and the talles man bowed. “Welcome.” He motioned me toward the hall
he had just come down, rasng hisarm asif | were a guest a an embassy dinner and he my hogt. | knew
perfectly wel he was one of the dite guards in the embassy security force. But no hint of his status
showed on his avilian clothes or in his gracious manner.

So | went with them. They took me through vaulted archways and polished corridors until we
reached an office. Itswalls were glass, the kind that looked dark and opague on the outside. But | was
sure whoever was indde could see out.

A door in the glass did open. A man stood in the center of the room, looking out a us. When my
escort stopped at the door, | glanced a them, fird right, then left. But they just stood there.

So | waked into the office by mysdf. It was a huge room, with a white carpet so thick it covered the
toes of my boots. The glass shelves that lined the wdls hdd delicate vases, glass dstatues, other
knickknacks. The paintings on the walls were jud attractive enough to please the eye without being
digtracting.

| walked over to the man. He was a normd-looking human being with brown hair and a lean build.

“Are you the heartbender?’ | asked. It was't his true title, of course. The offidd name for his
position was Imperid Space Command Class A6 Psychiatris.

He nodded. “Yes. I'm Jak Tager.” He glanced a the escort and lifted his hand. The door
immediady did shut, leaving mein private with Jak Tager, Class A6 heartbender.

| walked to ashdf and looked at aglassvase onit. “You have alot of breakable 4uff in here”

He came over. 1 guess| do.”



| glanced & him. He hardly looked like a world-class mentd hedth expert. The woman a the
security check had jugt caled him Tager. “Are you a doctor?’

He nodded. “| have amedicd degree and dso a doctorate in psychology.”

“How many patients do you have?’

He amiled dightly. “One.”

“Does that indude me?’

“Yes”

| snorted. “Then what do you do with dl your time?’

“Research.” He seemed pleased by my interest. “I dudy the psychologicd effects of
biomechanica—human interfaces.”

Good Gods. He was that Tager. | had read hiswork mysdf. The man was the undisputed expert on
the effects of biomech systemns on the people who carried them in their bodies. | had never redized his
actud occupation was heartbender. It meant that in addition to his scientific accomplishments he aso had
an 1SC commission, mogt likdy from JMI or the Dieshen Military Academy.

| had no idea what to make of him. He looked so normd. Ten years ago, when | went to the
heartbender after the Tams incident, | asked her how many patients she had seen in her entire career.
Shetold me eght. Eight. Eight in twenty-five years, and that included me who saw her only twice.

| hadn’t wanted to see her. | had gone because | was forced. Yes, my CO had chosen well. Had |
hed any indination at dl to accept help, that heartbender could have given it. She was the one | wanted
to talk to now. But that was irrdevant. Tager was my only choice and for some stupid reason | didn't
want to talk to amen. | didn’'t know why. | just didn’'t want to do it.

| exhded. “Maybe | made a mistake coming here. I'm wasting your time”

He watched me. “What made you decide to come?’

| shrugged. “There ia't redly a problem.” After a moment | added, “I’'ve just done a few things
latdy that are—alittle srange.”

“Srrange in what way?’

“Ladt night | pointed a primed Jumbler a my own head.”

Tager spoke quietly. “Tdl me about it.”

“l was taking to this snger in a pub. | was drunk. | put the gun againgt my head without the safety
on. My hand wasn't steady.” | stopped. | didn’'t want to tak to this stranger, not about last night and not
about anything.

Except thistime | had come of my own free will, looking for something, | didn’'t know what, but |
wasn't going to find it unless | a least made an effort. 1 took a breath and tried again. “Two nights ago |
amog killed a man, an ordinary dvilian, just because he pushed me up agang the wal. | don’'t know
why. W, yes, | think he’s obnoxious. | don't like im and he doesn’'t like me. But that' s dl.”

Tager was 4ill watching me with that look of his, like he genuindy wanted to understand. Well, that
was his job, after dl. He had to look that way.

“How did it happen?’ he asked.

“l didn't like how he touched me” | was getting uncomfortable, redly uncomfortable, far more than
whet | was saying warranted. “I snapped. | don’t know why.”

“What did you do?’

“l broke a glass and dmost stabbed him.”

“Why didn’'t you like the way he touched you?’ Tager spoke carefully, but not like the people a the
security check who had been afraid that if they made awrong move | would explode. With Tager it was
asif | was someone he respected, which was absurd consdering | had known him for dl of five minutes
Respect had to be earned and | had done nothing to earn his yet.

“He touched the strap of my dress.” Describing the incident made me fed foolish. To say | had
overreacted was an understatement. “Then he put his hand between my breasts and pushed me up
agang thewdl.”

Tager stared a me. “Did he know you were a Primary?’

“No. | had just met imin ahiking dub.”



“Did he threaten you?’

“No.”

“You're sure?’

“Of course I'm sure”

“Why?

| frowned at him. “What do you mean, why? Because | know.”

“How?”

Why did he keep asking me that? “I'm an empeath, that's how.” | scowled. “He made some crack
about me being a bitch. But he wouldn't have tried anything violent.”

“You're sure of that?”

“Yes, I'm sure. You got a problem with it?’

“Y our reflexes wouldn't activate without a reason.”

Is this how he earned his probably stratospheric sdary, by dating the obvious to his one and only
patient? “Y ou're the heartbender. Y ou tdl me what the problem is”

Tager exhded. “You have to give me some hdp.”

“That what you learned from dl those degrees? Have the patient diagnose hersdf?’

He showed no irritation, just continued in his quiet and respectful voice. “1 need you to tdl me more.”

There was something odd about the way he watched me. | had seen tha look before. For some
reason it made my anger esse. “Like what?’

“Have you done anything else recently that is out of character?’

| findly recognized his expresson. My mother got that look when someone she cared about was in
pain. And his concern fdt genuine. He wasn't giving me a trained mask he wore for patients, however
few of them he had. | mattered to him. But why? Why should he fed compassion for me, a person he
hed never even met before, a biosynthetic marve of fake humanity?

“No,” | sad. “I haven't done anything dse strange. I'm only mysdf.” That was srange enough.
“Maybe | should go home. I'm judt tired, that’s dl. | waked along way yesterday.”

He amiled. “With the hikers?’

Hikers? He mugt mean the rootberry drinkers. “No. | walked back from JMI lagt night. Actudly, |
walked to Soldier's Green. | dept there”

“Why?

| wished he would stop asking me that. “I was tired.”

He just stood there, looking at me, waiting.

“l took the underground to JMI,” | said. “But | didn't like being stared at. So | walked home.”

“You don't have aflycar?’

“Yes, | do. But yesterday morning | couldn’t get into it.”

“Do you ride in them often?’

“All thetime.”

“Did something happen to you in aflycar?”

“Of course not.”

“But yesterday you couldn’t get into yours.”

| suddenly wanted to shake him. “So what the hdl is wrong with that?’

“Primary—" He paused, obvioudy looking for a name. | regarded him implacably. Findly he sad,
“Tdking to me may make you uncomfortable. But if I'm going to help, | need to ask questions.”

| suddenly fdt crowded. Taking a breath, | turned and waked away from him. When his desk
blocked my retreat | stopped and rested my hands on its edge.

After a moment | turned back to him. | spoke dowly, like a diver checking the temperature of
freezing water. “A man named Kryx Tarque took mein hisflycar once.”

Tager stayed where he was, not crowding me. “That’s a Highton name.”

“He was a Highton man.” My hands fdt cold. “He picked me up off a street on Tams Station. | was
working undercover there. | was—I—" | made mysdf say it. “I was his provider for three weeks. Every
night, for most of the night. Sometimes during the day too.”



Tager was good a meking appropriate responses. Very good. The man could have faced an
oncoming hovertrain and not flinched. But even he couldn’t hide his reaction. He spoke in the same cdm
voice he had used snce we met, but undernegth it | fdt his shock. “How did you escape?’

My voice cracked. “1 strangled him while he was fucking me”

Tager came over to me. “I’'m sorry.”

“For what?’

“Thet you had to go through that.”

“It was my job.”

“That'sahdl of ajob.”

“Look,” | sad. “It happened ten years ago. I’ ve been fine for along time. There's no reason for it to
make problems for me now.”

“The man you dmogt stabbed—does he look anything like Tarque?’

“No.” That actudly wasn't completey true. Hilt did have dark har and a muscular frame, like
Tarque. He wastdl too, like Tarque. And when he walked into my gpartment that night it had reminded
me of the arrogance | had so hated in Tarque, who had believed he had a right to do whatever he
pleased to people he considered inferior. But it was only a surface reminder. Hilt was abrasive, yes, but
even after knowing him only afew hours | could tel he was bascaly a decent human being. “They aren’t
a dl the same”

“What about the singer in the cafe?’ Tager asked. “Did he have any resemblance to Tarque?’

| snorted. “You're looking for something that’s not there. That man was the polar opposite of an
Arigto. He had golden brown eyes and a golden voice. | doubt he would have hurt a shimmerfly.”

“You sound angry.”

“Angry?’ | stared at him. “Why should | be angry? | didn’'t want to hurt him. | wanted to make love
tohim.”

“Tel me about him.”

“I don’t know anything about him.”

Tager waited. | scowled and crossed my arms. After a moment he tried a different tack. “Then you
have no husband?’

Weasit that obvious no one wanted me? “Whét is that supposed to mean?’

“You drike me as someone who wouldn't consider a person as a potentia lover if you were aready
committed to someone ese”

“Oh.” How had he known that? “ So what? Y ou expect me to be married?’

“Why does that anger you?’

“Stop being a heartbender and answer the damn question. Y ou want me to be honest with you, then
you be honest with me”

He spoke gently. “Yes, I'm surprised you' re not married.”

| dways got the same garbage: How could you be lonely? “Loseit, Tager.”

“Why does that make you angry?’

“I'm not angry. Quit asking me that.”

“You look furious”

“Sure” | sad. “Right. Get that sexy Primary into bed. What a catch. Or dse they want what Hilt
wanted, to punish me for it.” My fig clenched. “Maybe | should scar my face and wear rags and see if
anyone wants me then.”

He kept on in his maddening gentle voice. “Who is Hilt?’

| was furious & Tager now, with his stupid questions. “Hilt is the bastard who shoved me up aganst
thewal and caled me an Old Money |ce Bitch.”

“You're not.”

| felt like a hovertrain that had just runinto a brick wal. “What?’

“The reason I’'m surprised you're not married is because so few empaths with your sengtivity can
bear to live done.”

“| have the sangitivity of a cement block.”



He amiled. “An unusud block.”

“I'm not making ajoke.”

“Nether an 1.

| couldn’t believe him. “What makes you think you know anything about me?’

Tager spread his hands. “I go on experience, training, gut-level reactions. I'm dso an empath.”

“Oh.” Of course. In hisline of work he had to be an empath. “I don’t think | want to tak anymore.”
Tdling him about mysdf was more exhaugting than waking back from JMI. | just wanted to go home and
deep. “I don’'t know if I'll come back.”

“| think you should,” Tager said.

Tha stopped me cold. | hadn’t expected it. | had thought he would say what Kurj had implied, that |
was just overworked, that | should go out and try to live anormd life Relax. Rest. | had expected Tager
to tdl me, tactfully, that there was no reason for me to waste his time with my sdf-indulgent worries
about my ingbility to relate to people.

Instead he wanted me to come back.

But taking to him took too much out of me. “I don’'t know if | have time”

“l don’t think it would be wise for you to stop.”

| stared at him. “Why?’

He had that look again, like my mother. “1 need to see you more before | can redly understand why
you're o angry. But thismuch | can tdl: if you don’t dedl with it, Something is going to give”

| tensed. “You think I’'m going to hurt someone?’

“It's possible”

| knew it. | had known it dl dong. | forced mysdf to say it. “You think I'm going to lose control and
kill someone, don’t you?’

“l don't believe you're capable of killing without provocation.” Then, with no warning, he lifted my
hand and pulled off my glove, reveding the bandages underneath. “How did you do this?’

How had he guessed | was hurt? Was he that empathic? Could he read my body language that wdl?
| jerked my hand away from him. “I told you. | broke a glass”

“How?"

“None of your goddamned business how.” | wanted to shake him. “What does it matter how I did
it?

He spoke with his unbearable compassion. “The person | fear you're going to hurt is yoursdf.”

| was so mad my voice cracked. “You don't know anything about me.”

“l can't force you to come back,” Tager said. “Eveniif | could, it would do no good. I'm sure you
can make me believe whatever you want about your mentd state. But you wouldn't have come here if
you didn’t want help.”

| spoke hitterly. “I'm amafunctioning machine. | need an overhaul.”

Kindness softened his expresson. “Y ou're no mechine”

| pulled off my other glove and held out my hand, pam up, so he could see the socket in my wrist.
“Machine”

“Your biomech web doesn’'t make you less human. All it does is extend the gifts you were born
with.”

“Gifts? Gifts?” | dropped my am. “Every time someone | know hurts, | hurt. Every time someone
wants to hurt me, | fed it. Often | don't even know where it comes from. Do you know what it's like to
live that way?" The words escaped before | could stop them. “Do you have any idea what it's like to fly
ina Jag squadron? What it'slike to fed Aristos when you go into combat? They like to kill us. It’'s better
then sex for them. Or ese the pilot is a dave given his one chance to make his life better. And | have to
kill him.” 1 couldn’'t keep my voice from shaking now. “| fed every Trader | kill. I've died a thousand
times and more out there. There's nothing | can do to mysdf that has't dready been done.”

“l can only know a part of it,” Tager said. “But I've seen what it does to empaths to endure the life
you live. That any of you surviveit at dl isamiracle”

After that | didn’t know whet to say. | wastired. Tired. | couldn’t talk anymore. “I have to go now.”



“Will you come back?’

“I'll—think about it.”

“I'm here every day. You can reach me any time. Day and night, any day.”

| nodded. | didn’'t know what elseto say. | didn’t know if | could bear to come back.

It was midmorning when | left the embassy. | walked home dong the harbor, weatching the ships in
their docks. Sallors crowded the piers, drutting in their white pants and striped shirts, their blue caps
pulled jauntily down to shade their eyes. Couples and families and Sngles strolled the beach, or played in
the water, or lay in the golden sand under the golden sky with its shining span of rings. Children ran
everywhere in bright clothes, waving puff-cube baloons, laughing and ydling and teasing the street
musdans The amdls of food from concession stands mixed with the sdty tang of the air. The place was
alive, dive and thriving, human, booming and vibrant.

For along time | stood by a wooden ral on the boardwak watching the commotion. Gradudly |
became aware of an odd sensation, afeding that crept up on me.

Rdidf.

For some bizarre reason, knowing that Tager thought | was in trouble gave me an incredible sense of
relief. Why? Why should | be glad to know | was a mess?

Becauseif | was sick, | could be cured.

That was the crux of it. A problem could be fixed. If no problem had existed, that would have meant
thet the way | had been feding was normd, not something | could change. And | didn't think | could
have lived with that.

Maybe, just maybe, | could go back to see Tager.

Eventudly | started to walk again. | looked forward to getting out of my uniform and relaxing in the
quiet of my gpartment. The harbor was only a kilometer from the building where | lived so it didn't take
long to get home.

As| neared the building, | saw a group of people sanding on the steps outside. It was't until 1 had
amog reached them that thar identities filtered past my preoccupation and | understood why they were
daing & me. It was Jarith and his friends, induding Rebeka and Hilt. | had forgotten Jarith invited me to
the beach.
| stopped in front of them, standing awkwardly. “I’'m sorry I'm late. | hope you haven't been waiting
long.”

Jarith was garing at the bands on my jacket. “No, not long.”

| pushed my hand through my hair. “I'm &fraid | wouldn't be much company today. Perhaps you
should dl go without me.”

They nodded. No one seemed to have any idea wha to say. Jarith's embarrassment practicaly
shouted a me; he fdt like an utter fool, an idiot who had been lunatic enough to ask an Imperid Primary
on adate.

Thisisno good, | thought. | amiled a him. “Would you like to come up?’

Jarith blinked. *'Y ou mean to your gpartment?’

“Yes”

He reddened. “Oh.” Then he amiled. “Okay.”

The others looked at him, then a me. Rebeka findly spoke. “Wdl. We ll—um—see you later, Jar.”

When Jarith nodded, the others bowed in my direction and Ieft. All of them except Hilt, who was the
one | most wanted to disappesr.

“I"d like to talk to you,” Hilt said. He glanced at Jarith, then back a me. “In private”

Given what | had dmogt done to him, at the least | owed him a talk. “All right.”

| walked with him to the other side of the steps and stood in the shade of a tree. “What is it?’ |
asked.

“Are you going to tab us?’ Hilt asked.

Tab them? “Wha do you mean?’

“For the things we said. On the hike.”

Then | understood. He wanted to know if | intended to report them. It was a legitimete question. |



knew officers who would add their comments to their files.

“No,” | sad. “I’'m not going to do anything.”

“Why not?’

| shrugged. “You have aright to voice your opinions.”

He spoke hitterly. “Do we?’

| wanted to say, “Of course you do.” But it wouldn't come out. So insteed | said, “You talked about
things | needed to hear. None of it will go farther than me”

“Swear.”

| frowned. “What does that mean?’

“You Jagernauts dam to live by a code of honor. So swear to me on that code that you're tdling the
truth.”

Who was he, to question my word? “The hdl with you.”

He snorted. “I figured as much.”

Stop it, | told mysdf. “All right. | swear it on my honor as a Jagernaut.”

He blinked. But his giff posture eased. After amoment, he glanced at my hand. “How isit?’

“Hine”

“You could have killed me, couldn’t you?’

“Yes”

“Why didn’'t you?’

| stared at him. “You mugt redly think I’'m a mongter.”

He shook his head. “Beieveit or not, | respect people who are willing to fight for what they believe.
But to me, you represent the worst of the oppressor. My parents spent ten years in prison when Ruth-2
was firg absorbed into the Imperidate. Their only crime was that they protested having Imperid Space
Command descend on us when we had done nothing but live productive, peaceful lives”

No wonder he didn’t like me. “I'm sorry.”

“Sorry won't give back those years to them.” He swdlowed. “Or to me”

Something in his voice made my heart lurch. “How old were you when they took your parents?’

He spoke tightly. “Four.”

| stared at him. | knew ISC dedlt harshly with its critics, but what Hilt described was beyond reason.
“You'reright, | can't give you back those years. But | won't forget what you've told me.”

“So what? What will that change?’

“Maybe more than you know.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.” He didn’'t sound convinced.

After Hilt left, Jarith and | went ingde to the lobby. We crossed to a set of doors made from double
panes of opague glass. | took out my pass, a square card with my fingerprints etched on it, and did it into
adot on the doors. A whir sounded as a scanner read the patterns produced when a laser swept over
the card. Then the doors glided open.

We stepped into a glass-enclosed room. “Top floor,” | said. The doors closed and the room lifted
slently. The liquid crysta between the double panes rearranged in response to the dectric fidds
produced by thelift, changing the polarization of the glass so we could see through it. Below us the lobby
spread out in an eegant view of plush carpets and gilded furniture. Then thelift rose through the roof and
up the outside of the building, giving us a spectacular view of the treetops and the countryside.

Jaith and | stood in slence. His nervousness hung like mig in the air. After a moment | said, “How
did your test go?’

“l got a pass plus” His face rdaxed into a amile. “With high marks on the music theory section.”

“Wdl. Good.” | wasn't sure what ese to say. It had been over a quarter of a century since | had
worried about tests.

The lift opened onto a corridor. There was only one door on the hdl, an old-fashioned wooden
porta with a copper knob. When we reached it, | did my card into a dit under the keyhole and waited
while the scanner checked it. Then adick sounded and the door swung inward.

Aswe walked insde, Jarith’s mouth fel open. “Thisis beautiful.”



| smiled. The room no longer seemed dark. Amber sunlight and ringlight poured in through the
windows, making the giltwood shine. “I likeit.” | closed the door and went to the bar. “Would you like a
drink?’

He came to the other Sde of the counter. “Do you have rootberry juice?’

“Haming rockets, no. How can you drink that Suff?’

He laughed. “It's good.”

My heart mdted at hisangd’s amilein hisangd’s face. For him, | would have Pako order rootberry
juice.

“How about minerd water?” Jarith asked.

“That | have” | poured him a glass, then pulled out the whiskey for mysdf. After looking at the flask,
| changed my mind and poured mysdf a glass of fizzy water instead.

Then we sat together on the sofa. | managed to keep my hands off him until he finished his drink, but
that was my limit. When he leaned forward to put his glass on the table, | trailed my fingers through his
hair. He glanced a me with a start. Then he sat back and reached for me, diding his ams around my
wad. As| put my ams around his neck, he bent his head to mine. And that was when | found out how
rootberry drinkers kiss.

No wonder they dl guzzled so much of that suff.

Eventudly we paused and just sat there hugging each other. | lad my head againg his shoulder, filled
with an incredible rdlief. Gods, but | had been londly.

Jarith murmured againg my ear. “You don't fed like a Primary.”

| nuzzled his neck. “How do | fed?

“Good.”

| Sghed. “Ai, Hypron, it's been so long.”

Jarith went rigid. After waiting a moment for im ether to reax or to say something, | leaned back in
hisarms. “What's wrong?’

He watched my face. “Why did you say that?’

| tried to recall what | had said: It's been so long. “I haven't had much company laidy.”

He looked a me asif he were searching for an answer. Then he reddened. “I guessI’m just nervous.
| can't believe I'm here like thiswith you.” | touched hisface. “I'm glad you are.”

He took my hand, curling his fingers around mine, and drew me into another kiss. When we came up
for ar, | amiled. “I think thisiswhere | ask if you want to see my etchings.”

Jarith looked intrigued. “Ask away.”

So | asked. He didn't demur.

My bedroom was like an arium, airy and full of plants. Windows arched in the walls, with giltwood
frames and copper fittings, and a skylight above the bed let in more light. Lying on the bed, with dl of its
white fluffy pillows and blankets, was like being enveloped in clouds.

Jaith and | curled together, bare skin againg bare skin, and explored each other, taking our timein
the afternoon light that danted through the windows. He fit perfectly into me, his hips stroking my thighs
and his hands stroking my skin. | moved with him, then dowed down, holding mysdf a the tantdizing
edge, hanging there with him again and again, until findly we both gave in and surged to a crest that broke
with gratifying intengty.

Afterward we lay among the comforters, Jarith on his back with his eyes closed and | fitted into the
curve of hisarm.

“Soz?'

| stirred drowslly.

“Soz, wake up.”

“Hromm ... 7

“It' sdinner time” he said.

| made a protesting noise. But he nudged me again, diding his hands over me. At firs he was trying
to wake me up, but his motions soon turned into caresses. | Sghed. “Ai, Hypron ...”

His strokes stopped with an abruptness thet jolted me awake. | opened my eyes, sartled by the draft



of cool ar againg my side. Jarith was Stting next to me, Saring straight ahead.

| tugged hisarm, trying to get im to lie down again. “What's wrong?’

He looked a me. “That's the second time you' ve done that.”

“Done what?’

“Cdled me Hypron.”

My pleasant drowsy feding vanished. “I caled you Hypron?' But yes, now that | thought about it, |
had said Hypron. | shivered in the cold air. “I’'m sorry.”

He lay next to me and drew the comforter over us both. “Who is Hypron?’

Lying under the blankets, cradled in his arms, | fdt safe, maybe safe enough to tdl hm what he
wanted to know. | edged up to that hidden place in my mind as if | were edging open a drawer. A sun
floated in there, dimmed and dark. | closed the drawer again.

“Soz?" Jarith regarded me with an odd look, like a person who thought he had won a sweepstakes,
then learned it had dl been a mistake.

“Hypron was my husband,” | said.

“\Wag?'

| spoke gently. “I wouldn't be here with you now if there were another man inmy life”

Thetenson in hisarms eased. “Why did you leave hm?’

“Wha makes you think | left him?’

“Who in hisright mind would leave you?’

| swalowed. “I'm glad ther€' s someone in the universe who feds that way.”

“Soz—" His mind brushed mine. “Why do you hurt so much?’

“Hypron died three years ago.” There. | had sad it. The world hadn’t ended. “It was lessthen a year
after we married.”

“I'm sorry.”

| tried to shrug, which was my usud response, but it was hard to shrug with Jarith holding me so
close So ingead | gave afar more honest reply. “Soam 1.

He hesitated. “May | ask what happened?’

It was a moment before | answered—but | did answer. “My squad was checking on a colony in
T-Hea sector. Hypron was an agriculturist there.” Hypron. He had made me amile from the moment |
saw him. And | hadn’t been able to keep my hands off him. It wasn't that he was particularly handsome,
though to me he had dways looked irresgtible with his mischievous grin. Something about him made me
fed good, that deep-down good that warms you everywhere,

“We were married two weeks after we met,” | said. “Nether of us had any idea he was sick. The
colonigts had lousy medicd care and no one knew that the immune system treatments he received for
colonization hadn't taken properly. By the time we redized he was in trouble, it was too lae” | spoke
Softly. “So he died.”

“I'm sorry.” Jarith rested his head on mine, holding me in his ams under the blankets. And findly,
findly, | opened wide that mental drawer with the dim sun ingde of it. The memories were dl there,
recollections of so much joy and so much pain. But | could look at them. Today | could look at them.

After awhilel said, “You know when | firsg met you, | thought you were an empath.”

“l am an empath.” He paused. “Actudly, Empathic Heder is my offidd desgnation in the Kyle
regidry.”

| lay warm in hisarms. “| thought so.”

He spoke softly. “When other people hurt, emationdly, | can’t bear it. | have to try to reach them, to
sooth away their pain. But | redly don’t know if | do any good at dl.”

| kissed him. “You do.”

He amiled. “You'redl three”

“Three what?’

“Empeth, hedler, telepath.” He touched my hair. “I fed like I’'m standing in a nova when you let down
your barriers.”

“I let down my barriers?



“When we made love”

“Oh.” | would have to watch that. Then again, maybe | shouldn’'t watch it. Maybe there should be a
timein a person’s life when they could relax their defenses.

A disembodied voice cut into our conversation. “ Soz.”

Jarith nearly jJumped out of the bed. “Who is that?”

| laughed. “Just my computer.” | spoke to the air. “Pako, not now.”

Pako's voice came out of a console built discreetly into the wal across the room. “Qox is about to
broadcast a speech.”

For pugging sakes. | had told Pako to let me know when news invalving Qox came on. So of course
the confounded Emperor had to give a speech when | was in bed with Jarith.

“All right,” | grumbled. “Play it.”

The holoscreen across the room came on, projecting an image of the shimmering puma crouched to
attack. The Trader anthem began to play, its haunting srains filling the room. How could such a hideous
people create such a beautiful piece of musc?

Jarith shuddered. “What do you want to watch this for?’

“I have to. | have to know whet they have to say.” It was true, however much | hated thet fact.

“Every time | see one of them, or hear them, | fed like I'm—" Jarith paused, searching for a word.
“Likel’m being—"

“Reped?

He gave me a sartled look. “Yes”

The puma re-formed into an image of two people. But nather was Ur Qox. The man who stood on
the left was Kryx Quadlen, the Highton Trade Minigter.

The speaker, the man at the podium, was Jaibriol.

Jarith got out of bed and pulled on his pants. “I can’t watch this. Not here. I'm sorry. I'll wait for you
inthe living room.”

Why did Jaibriol have to trespass into my life again, now, just when | had a chance to forget hm? |
got up and went to the closet, grabbing the firg thing | touched, a ample shift. “You don't have to go.” |
pulled the dress over my head. “I’ll leave. Y ou can Say here”

“Why don’t we both go into the living room?’

Then | understood. He didn’t want the Hightonsin our bedroom, the place where we had made love.
“All right.”

| missed only a few minutes of the speech. | sat on the sofa watching the holoscreen while Jarith
made himsdf a drink. There wasn't much substance to what Jabriol said, just the usud Trader busness
about how wonderful they dl were. It didn't sound like Jaibriol. But it wasn't the way he sounded that
chilled me. To someone who didn’'t know him, which meant most of the galaxy, he must have appeared
like a normd Highton. | knew differently. | had seen him from the insde, that nignt on Delos in his
bedroom. The man giving this speech was drugged.

Jaith sat down next to me, holding his drink. He had poured himsdf a glass of whiskey. He took a
long swdlow of it, watching the screen like a man in a trance, unable to look away. But he hardly even
noticed Jaibrial. It was Quaglen who kept him mesmerized.

What power did the Hightons have, that they could terrorize us even through a broadcast? Was it the
languege of their bodies, the way they stood, the cadence of their voices, the flexing of ther hands? At
some leve, one more subconscious than conscious, we recognized them. Just hearing Quaglen’s name
was enough to give me chills Why was he standing there with Jaibriol? What connection did he have to
the Highton Heir?

A horrible thought came to me. Perhaps Ur Qox had put Jaibriol in Quaglen’s care. The Emperor of
Eube, the mongtrous leader of the Traders, carried the recessve genes of a pson. He was only hdf
Rhon, getting the genes from his mother, so none of his Rhon traits could truly be manifested. But he had
the genesfor all of them, every last one. Wasiit possible that he fdt some trace of empathy? Did it make
him human enough to have compassion for his son? Perhaps he gave his har to Quaglen because he
couldn’t force himsdf to make his son take on the role Jaibriol had been sired to play.



| didn’t want to imagine what Jaibriol’ s life would be like with Kryx Quadlen as his “mentor.” | could
guess what had happened; Jaibriol refused to give the speech and Quaglen drugged him to make him do
it, perhaps usng thrests or physca force as well. What made it even more chilling was that | doubted
Quadlen needed drugs or violence. He was probably around Jabriol a great dedl. He could essly get
enough data to create a convindng computer smulaion of the Highton Heir that would give whatever
gpeech he wanted—if it were only Jaibriol’s words he desired to control.

Next to me Jarith sat staring at Quaelen, his face growing more and more pale. Fndly | said, “Pako,
turn off the broadcast.”

The screen darkened. Jarith glanced a me, reief washing out from his mind. “You redly have to
watch every speech they give?’

| nodded. “*Knowing your enemy’ and dl that.”

“It was bad enough before, when Qox had no heir. At least then we could hope he would be the last
Highton Emperor. But now, with his heir materidizing out of nowhere—" Jarith shuddered. “ Sometimes |
wonder if it will ever end.”

How could it end? If Qox had never produced an heir, another Highton would have daimed the title.
The new Emperor would have been no better than Ur Qox, perhaps worse. The hope tha the Hightons
would evolve into a gentler people was the fruit of desperation. Aristos were gendticaly programmed to
be Aristos. Nor would time dilute their gene pool. Their obsession with the purity of ther bloodlines
came from far more than arrogance. They truly were a pathologicd strain of life; when they reproduced in
away to expand their gene pool, having children with ther providers, they bore offsoring they were
driven to destroy.

And now Jaibriol stood there, drugged and vulnerable, the one person in this star-spanning war of
hate who could end it, either by coming to the peace table ready to talk—or by bringing Imperid Skolia
to its knees.

11. A Timeto Speak

There are people who survive far worse,” | said. “I only lived through three weeks of it.”

Tager regarded me. “You think that because you endured it for three weeks ingead of three years
that makes the scars you carry lessvdid?’

| watched him from the safety of my post near the bookshelf. In the fivetimes | had come to see him,
| had never sat down. It made me fed vulnerable. He usudly stood as he did now, near his desk, neither
crowding nor pressuring me.

“Look,” | sad. “Mogt providers live ther entire lifein captivity. What happened to me was nothing.”

He came over to me. “Y ou’'re wrong.”

“I'm trained to—"

“Bullshit”

| blinked, startled as much by his intendty as his reaction. Both were out of character, at least as
much of his character as he had shown me. “Why do you sy that?’

“No training in the universe could make you impervious to what Tarque did to you,” Tager sad.
“Yes, your armor is strong. But a human being lives underneath that armor. You were physcaly and
sexudly abused, and the fact that you're a Primary, that it was only for three weeks, that you're trained
to endure hardship, that other people have had it worse—none of that lessens your injury.”

“It was ten years ago,” | said. “1 should have been over it along time ago.”

“Why?

Why? There was that maddening question of his again. “ Because time heals wounds.”

“Only if you treat the wound.” Tager's voice gentled. “Repressing the experience is a surviva
mechanism, away to keep functioning. But no matter how much you deny it, what happened 4ill affects
you. It can hurt your self-esteem, hamper your ability to function, make it hard to maintain relaionships”

“You think | have problems rdaing to people because of that?’

“It spossble”



| stepped back from him, feding crowded. “I'm just overly senstive”

“Why do you say that?”’

| snorted. “I went to a holomovie last month. It was one of those * Jagernaut goes insan€ things. It
made me furious. | walked out and ruined it for the rest of the people with me. Then | dmog busted
someonein the face just because he said my attitude annoyed him. You don’t cdl that overreacting?’

“No,” Tager said. “Not given the combat experiences you've had.”

“The people with me thought | was crazy.”

“The fact thet they didn’t know why you reacted that way doesn’t invalidete your response.”

Why couldn’t | make him see? “You don't understand. | dmost stabbed a man in the heart just for
being obnoxious.”

“You dmost stabbed him,” Tager said, “because his actions reminded you of a hideous experience
where you were repeatedly and violently assaulted.”

Did he redlly believe Hilt had triggered my memory of Tarque? Did that Highton have so much power
over me even now, year's after he was dead and buried? “No. That can't be true”

Tager spoke quietly. “You had no control over what happened when Tarque kidnapped you. If you
hed been robbed of materia possessions, you could have recovered or replaced them. But if you've
been robbed of your self-respect, of your sense of worth and security, where do you get those back?’

“I knew the danger when | went to Tams. | should have been more careful.” | voiced the thought that
hed pressed on mefor so long. “What happened was my own fault.”

Tager shook his head. “The problem was never yours. What Tarque did to you was wrong. Period.”
He regarded me steedily. “It's not your fault. No matter what he said to you, what he cdled you, what
anyone has ever said to you about it—it’s not your fault.”

| was testing menta ground | had left untrodden for years. “But why should it dl stir up now, when
Ive been fine for so long?’

“What makes you think you' ve been fing?’

“Wel, of course I’ ve been fine”

“Then why,” Tager asked, “was it seven years before you were able to have a serious raionship
with aman?’

“Y ou mean Hypron?’

He nodded. “Seven yearsis along time for anyone to stay adone. For an empath it's dmost unheard
of.”

| dmog objected. | had dways avoided large groups, or Stuations where | had to ded with the
emotions of people | didn't like. But | knew what Tager meant. In love, empathy was a gift, especidly
with another empath who could fed methe way | fdt him. The lack of that intimecy created a londiness
S0 intense it hurt like a deep wound. Jarith and | shared a bond that fulfilled me on alevd | couldn’t reach
with anormd person.

| thought of the locked file in my mind, festering in the dark. | knew what had shaken it, rdeasing a
barrage of memories | so wanted to hold back. Jaibriol Qox.

All'l said was, “It can't dl be Tams”

For once Tager didn't disagree. “Going into combat againgt Aristos, feding people die—that’s got to
be a nightmare.” He regarded me with that compassion of histhat seemed to have no limit. “You've lived
through hdll a thousand times. That you' ve survived, psychologicdly intact, is miraculous”

| stared a him. There was nothing miraculous about me. | was a mess. “Everyone has troubles in
their life They don't dl go around pointing Jumblers at their own head.”

“Pimary, it s—”

“Soz,” | interrupted.

“«Soz?

“That’'smy name. Soz.”

“Wdl. Good. Soz.”

Tha was his only outward reaction, a pleasant nod. But | caught his true reaction even though he
thought he had masked it. His pulse legpt. He had made a breskthrough with me, a big one. And that



mattered to him. It mattered.

“Why? | asked.

He blinked. “Why is your name Soz?’

“No. Why do you care what happens to me?’

“Because | think you're a remarkable person.”

“How can you think I'm remarkable? Y ou hardly know me.”

He amiled. “I'm trained to understand people.”

“It's more then training.”

He looked a me curioudy. “Why do you say tha?’

| hesitated, trying to find the right words. “I think you naturdly care about people. I'm not used to
that. I'm used to Traders. Or ISC palitics” | grimaced. “Both get pretty vicous” | thought of Rex, of
Hypron, of my fird husband, Jato. “When | do find love, it doesn't ... stay. The only person I'm capable
of maintaining a relaionship with is a boy less than haf my age who has no palitical opinions and looks as
different from an Aristo as is humanly possible”

“What's wrong with that?’

“It' snot normd.”

“Why not?’

“l should have a more mature lover.” Like Rex. But Rex didn't want me anymore.

“Why?

Why did he dways ask me that?“l don’t know why. Because it's embarrassing when doddering old
Jagernauts fawn over beautiful young boys, that’s why.”

Tager actudly laughed, asif | had made a joke. “I would hardly cdl you doddering.”

“I'm dmogt forty-eight.”

“I would have guessed younger. But even forty-eight is young for your rank.”

| shrugged. “I'm good at whet | do.”

“Why does that make you angry?’

“Angry? It doesn't make me angry.” That was alie and | knew it and Tager knew it. Yet until this
moment | had never conscioudy thought that my rank made me angry. Why should it?

| spoke dowly, like someone reading a book they had owned for years but never before summoned
up the courage to open. “He sent me to Tams knowing what could happen. He sent me out there on the
front lines with the Traders, for years, far longer than mogt officers, and he sent out my brother Althor,
and he sent out my brother Kdric.” | forced mysdf to go on. “And Kdric never came back.”

Tager spoke with his quiet compassion. “Who is‘he ?’

“My brother.”

“Althor?’

| shook my head. “No. My hdf brother. Kurj. The Imperator.”

Tager' s face paed. | had more than shaken him this time, | had thrown him into an earthquake. But
he was right. | was angry. Angry. Now the words were coming, bresking out of the dam | had put
around them.

“I logt my firg child,” | said. “The only child I’ ve ever dared conceive, because Kurj told me that if |
left active duty | abdicated my daim to histitle. | lost my first husband because of it, | lost Rex because
he didn't want to be my crippled consort, | lost my baby brother to death and my older brother to
disrug, | lost my &bility to rdate like a normal human being—" My voice shook. “Kurj would take my
soul if he could. He has no right.”

Tager stared a me. It was a long moment before he answered. That he spoke at dl was a marve.
His pogition was the nightmare of every heartbender, knowing he could bring the Imperator’s wrath on
himsdf by one wrong word. | never intended to tdl Kurj | had seen Tager, but no matter how strong an
empath Tager was, there was no way he could ever be sure of that. Yet he didn't back down, not even
now, when he knew the danger. In that he earned my respect forever.

“Why does he ask so much of you?’ Tager asked.

“Becauseif | can't give it to him, I’'ll never be strong enough to face Ur Qox.” | spread my hands.



“It snot like | can say, ‘Oh, | changed my mind. | don’t want to do this anymore.” If neither Althor nor |
becomes Imperator after Kurj, who ese is going to do it? Who ese has the military training, the Rhon
traits, the knowledge, dl of that combined? A thousand worlds, Tager. And how many people on each?
A hundred? A million? Ten billion? Do | have to carry the burden of every damn one of their lives?’

Tager spoke quietly. “You're the Imperid Her.” He made it a satement, not a question.

“One of them. There are two.” Two left. Out of three. “How do you like that? The future of the
universe may be in the hands of a crazy woman.”

“Do you think you're crazy?’

“Aren't |7

He spoke as if he were waking through a forest of fragile, crysdline trees with branches that might
break at the dightest touch, their fractured ends sharp and deadly, ready to shred his skin and pierce his

body

Injured, yes. You're auffering from so many forms of stress disorder I'm not sure | could count
them. And even for a pson you're extraordinarily senstive, so much so tha you'll probably never be
able to endure crowds of people or their uglier emotions without withdrawing emationdly. But crazy?
No. To have experienced what you have and 4ill function takes a phenomena strength of mind.”

| swalowed. He stood there watching me with that empathy of hisand | didn’t know what to say. So
| just looked a him. And he let me look. He didn’t push, didn’'t crowd, didn’t retreat, didn’t turn away.

Frdly | said, “Wdl.” 1t was't the mogt articulate response, but it was the best | could do. Tager
amiled asif | had said something intelligent.

| walked over to a corner of his office where the wals met a an acute angle. Outside the tinted glass
| saw the hdls of the embassy dretching away. Here on the indde, a mirror sat on a shdlf, an old-style
mirror with slvered glass indde a frame of jade. As | looked a my reflection, | could dmost see Kurj
behind me, aways watching, dways walting, never satisfied.

Watch carefully, brother, 1 thought. Or | may surprise you.

When Jarith came into the bedroom | was just waking up. | lay in the warm sheets, absorbing the
gght of him waking across the room. It was a nice view. He wasn't wearing anything but his shug pants.
The down of hairs on his muscled chest caught the sunlight and glistened like gold.

His face was flushed, though. Red. Redly red. In fact, he looked frantic. He was saring intently at
the pile of our clothes on the floor by the bed. When he reached it, he searched rapidly through the
clothes, throwing them here and there.

| peered over the edge of the bed. “What's wrong?’

He jumped up. “You're awake.”

| smiled. “Just bardly. Come on back and make us deegpy again, hmmm?’

“Soz.” Hisface turned even redder. “We have company.”

“Company?’ Why was he 0 rattled? “What do you mean?’

“Out there.” He motioned toward the living room. “When | woke up, | went out to get a drink—and
she was there. Reading a holobook.”

| stared a him. “Someone is insde my gpatment?” What the hdl? | scrambled out of bed and
scooped up the underwear and jumpsuit Jarith had tossed on the floor earlier, after he peded them off
me “Who isit?’

He findly found what he was looking for, his sweater. “ She says her nameis Cya Liessa”

| stopped, and straightened up. “Ah.”

He pulled his sweater over his head. “Ah?’

“That explains your reaction.”

“It does?”’

| laughed. “Jarith, she has that effect on everyone.” | finished putting on my clothes and headed for
the living room.

| saw her as | came through the archway that connected the hdl from my bedroom to the living room.
She was sanding by awindow now, looking out at Jacob’s Shire. Gold harr poured over her shoulders,
her arms, her back, her hips, shining, curling hair that looked like spun sunlight, or spun gold, or both



mixed together, with copper highlights When the ringlight shone on that glorious mane, it glistened.

She was wearing a rose-colored dress, Foreshires style, with the same lace and straps that had fdt
0 awkward on me. On her it didn't look awkward. Nothing about her looked awkward. She had the
face of an angd, the body of an erotic holomovie goddess, and the grace of a balet dancer, which was
what she used to do for aliving, performing under the assumed identity of Cya Liessa

“My gredtings, Mother,” | said.

Jarith made a strangled noise behind me. “ Mother?”

She turned to face us. “ Sauscony.” Her gaze shifted to Jarith, who was standing behind me, alittle to
my right, asif for protection from this gpparition that had shown up in my apartment. A amile tugged up
her lips. “I’ve dready met your friend.”

Even a my age, | fdt guilty having my mother find me with my lover. “How did you get in?’

“Pako let mein.”

Pako? Before Jarith and | had gone to deep, | had told Pako we weren't to be disturbed. Why did it
let her ingde? True, its Evalving Intdligence was supposed to anticipate my wishes as best it could.

But even | wasn't sure about my wishesin this case. “What did it tdl you?’

“That you weren't available, but | should wait.” She glanced at Jarith. “I can come back later ...”

“No. Don't do that.” | motioned toward the bar on the other Sde of the room. *Y ou want a drink?’

Sauscony.

Her thought came as clear as sunlight into my mind, bringing the samdls and views and sounds of
Lyshriol, my father’s world, the place where | had grown up. Home. | saw the slvery plains rippling from
the aty of Ddvador dl the way to the horizon in the east and south, to Rider’s Forest in the west, beyond
thet to the Backbone Mountains, and in the north to the huge mountain range we cdled Rider’'s Lost
Memory. Shimmerfliesflitted through fidds, their gauzy wings iridescent in the sunlight. Home, with dl of
the love and the pain, the joy and the loss, the place where in my dreams | retrested to the safety of
childhood, to the nurturing arms of the golden woman who had given me hirth.

Behind me Jarith made a soft noise, as if he had been shown a beautiful picture. He touched my
shoulder. “Soz, | have amusc lesson this afternoon. | should go practice.”

| turned to him. He was amiling now, no longer red-faced. But sad too. Why was he sad? And why
did he have to practice? He had been playing his lytar al morning.

“Can | cdl you thisevening?' he asked.

“Yes, of course” | gtarted to kiss him, then remembered who was watching us and decided to leave
thekissng for later. “I’ll talk to you then.”

Jarith gathered up his things from the bedroom. But when he tried to leave my gpartment, he ran into
my mother’ s bodyguards, two Jagernauts hulking outside the door. Asthey searched him, Jarith gave me
apuzzled look.

Sorry, | thought. She's a dancer. A celebrity. They're just being careful. It was a lame excuse.
Although my mother was a lovely dancer, she was too curvy to be considered among the best. Bdlet
wasn't a professon that came with dl that much celebrity unless you were & its top.

| hid the red reason for the search from Jarith. More than one “friend” of our family had tried to
smuggle out holofilm or audio-tapes of our private lives, information that brought a phenomena price on
the media black market. But explaining that would have aso meant explaining why, and | had no intention
of tdling Jarith | was Rhon.

When Kurj chose an heir, that person would spend the rest of his or her life the way Kurj, my aunt,
and my parents lived now, guarded day and night. | wanted neither Kurj nor the Assembly forcing that on
me any sooner than necessary. Perhaps someday | would have no choice, but for now | made sure | did
nothing that might make anyone decide the risk of my being assassinated outweighed my refusd to accept
bodyguards.

“All right.” The older guard bowed to Jarith. “Y ou can go on through.”

Jarith blinked at her, seeming more surprised by the bow than by the search. Then he amiled a me.
“See you tonight?’

| nodded. “Tonight.”



After Jarith was gone, | went to the bar and poured a glass of de. Then | glanced a my mother.
“Went some?’

She shook her head, setting her masses of hair rippling like liquid. “No, I'm fine” Ringlight glimmered
on her gold skin, reflecting off its metalic sheen the same way light reflected off Kurj’s skin. Her eyes had
gold irises and black pupils, just as did Kurj’'s eyes under the shidd of his inner lids. She hadn't inherited
the inner lids from my grandfather, but other than that she and Kurj could have been fraternd twins rather
then mother and son.

But where Kurj was hard, my mother was radiant. | longed to go to her, to lay my head in her lap the
way | so often had when | was a little girl looking for her comfort. Except that | wasn't a little girl
anymore, | was a grown woman, and | had no intention of running to my mother every time | stubbed my
toe.

“Why are you here?’ | asked.

She amiled. “Wdl, | happened to be on Forshires, so | thought | would—"

“Mother.” 1 clunked down my glass on the counter. “You have absolutely no reason to be on
Foreshires right now. So why are you here?’

She came over to the bar and sat in one of thetdl chairs, diding onto it eesly despite its height above
the floor; a 180 centimeters she was tdler than me, tdler than my ssters, as tdl as my father. She spoke
with the same gentle voice that had dways comforted my fears a night when | was little. “Kurj told me
about Rex. I'm sorry.”

| ran my finger around the top of my glass. “He chose to be a Jagernaut. He knew the risks.”

“Sauscony. I'm not Kurj.”

| looked up at her. “What is that supposed to mean?’

“You're hurting. | can fed it”

“It's persond.” When she started to speak again, | put up my hands. “I mean it. Leave it done.”

“All right.” She watched me with that casting expression of hersthat | knew so well. She was cadting
around for a subject that wouldn't make me edgy, trying to find away to talk to her daughter. The older |
got, the more often | saw that look on her face.

“Your friend Jarith is very handsome,” shefindly said.

| shrugged. “I guess”

Young, though, she thought, reaching for the intimacy of amentd link.

Leaveit, Mother.

Sauscony, I’'m not your enemy.

Block, | thought. The synapse-and-wall psicon flashed, taking away her concern.

My moather bit her lip. She didn’'t say any more, just watched me with her sweet concern. | scowled
and stuck my glass under the fount, refilling it with de. Then | stalked out from behind the counter and
went to St on the couch. After a moment my mother came over and sat in one of the amchairs. She
looked like a picture, an artist’s vison of beauty, her body relaxed in perfect lines, her angd’s face
pensive, a golden womean with a mane of hair that fanned out dl over the chair. | wondered if she had any
idea how hard it was being her daughter.

“What'sit like?’ | asked.

She amiled. “What iswhét like?’

“Being loved by everyone who meets you.”

Incredulity. It broke over me in waves. “Where did you get the idea I'm loved by everyone who
meets me?’

“Aren’'t you?’

“No.”

| exhded. “Can | ask you something persond?’

“That's abit of adouble standard, in't it?’

| siffened. “Fine. Never mind.”

“Sauscony.” She spread her hands. “ Go ahead.”

“Wha'sit like to be loved by a Rhon pson?’



The change that came over her face was as spectacular as it was subtle. | hadn't redlized how tense
she had become during our conversation until | saw it ease out of her posture like water running out of a
cup.

She spoke gently. “Y our father completes me. Fllsme”

“What about sex?’

She reddened. “1 think that’s enough persona questions for today.”

“Sorry.”

The corners of her mouth twitched upward. “Let me put it this way. Having ten children was easy.”

Can | ask you something else? | thought.

She amiled. That depends.

It's about Kurj.

Suddenly she was Hiff again. What about him?

Weasit redly an accident?

Was what an accident? Her agitation rippled againg my mind. How can | tak to you, Sauscony, if
you keep asking me hdf questions ?

Grandfather’s death, | thought. Was it really an accident?

My mother practicaly snapped out of her chair, like a coil pulled too taut, urtil it released in a burst
of energy. She went to the window and looked out a Jacob’s Shire. “Of course it was an accident.”

“Kurj mugt have known he could overload the link.” That had been fifty-five years ago. Now, today,
he was one of three minds in the cirde of power that kept the Skol-Net dive Kurj, my aunt, and my
fether. The Fig, the Mind, and the Heart of the Web. It was more than coincidence that ther minds were
S0 different. If the threein that link were too amilar, it set up a resonance like a driven oscillator, forcing
their minds into bigger and bigger fluctuations urtil the link shattered.

Fifty-five years ago, my grandparents had been the only ones in the link. Kurj had tried to become
the third.

“He mug have known,” | said. “The odds that both he and grandfather would survive were too low.
Kurj knew that. He knew it. And he was younger. Much younger. Much stronger. The chances of him
aurviving were far greater then for Grandfather.”

My mother whirled around. “ Stop it!”

| couldn’t stop. My life might someday depend on knowing the truth. “Why is he so intent on setting
Althor and me againg each other? Because he thinks well be too busy fighting each other to turn on
hm?’ | forced out the words. “Because he fears one of us will try to assume his title of Imperator by
committing fratricide? Just like Kurj committed patricide?’

My mother came over—and dapped me across the face. She was shaking, her entire body trembling
as she sank into her chair. | put my padm againgt my cheek, over the smarting skin, hating mysdf for what
| needed to know.

Her eyes were wet with tears. “You will never, never sy those words again. Not your filthy
accusations and not your filthy ingnuations. Kurj's father was an 1SC scout, a good and decent man
who died in the line of duty.”

| swallowed. “Mother—I’ ve seen the files”

She diiffened. “What?’

“Thefiles. The records. The same ones Kurj found the day he killed the man who fathered him.”

“What are you taking about?’

Gods, | hated this. Kurj was right; we learned to survive—not only againg the Traders, but agangt
each other as wdl. The same tdents of mine that Kurj had utilized so many times when he had me spy
agang the Traders had worked just as wdl againgt him. “Kurj’slegd father couldn’t have sired him. The
men wasn't a Rhon psion.”

She looked away from me. “My firg husband carried a least one copy of every Rhon gene. The
doctors selected the proper ones from him. Then we made a baby. Kurj.”

How many times had | heard that “offida” explanation of why Kurj was Rhon even though his father
was't. The Imperidate needed Rhon heirs and we were their breeding stock. But our dangerous



recessives made inbreeding risky, and dipping out those recessives dso cut out what made us Rhon.

After a long search a men was found who carried variants of the Rhon genes. His were different
enough to decrease the probaility that recessves would kill or deform the children he had with any
womean of the Imperid family. He didn’'t have two of every gene so he wasn't a Rhon psion, but he had
a least one copy of each. So with the help of gene surgery he could sre a Rhon child. My grandparents
arranged a marriage between him and my mother.

Never mind the dmost zero probability of finding such a man. Kurj was considered living proof that
he had existed.

| regarded my mother steadily. “Thaose records incdude the andyss of your fird husband’'s DNA. He
had dmost none of the Rhon genes. Y ou know that. You know Kurj can't be his son.”

“What difference does it make now?’ Tears ran down her face. “It's done. Over with.”

| wanted to hidein shame, to pretend it had dl been a mistake, that | was wrong. The lagt time | had
seen her cry openly, where others could see, had been at the memorid service for my brother Kelric. But
denying the truth wouldn't erase it. Kurj trusted neither Althor nor me, and | needed to understand why. |
hed no illusons about Kurj; if | ever made a wrong move with him, it could mean my life

| spoke softly. “Please. | need to know.”

My mother wiped her face with her hands, and wiped her hands on her knees. Then she sat daring at
the floor in front of her chair, her eyes clouded with tears.

Findly she looked a me. Then she began to speak. “When my father was Imperator, he chose Kurj
ashisher.” She exhaded. “Kurj coveted that power. The only thing that kept him from trying to depose
my father was family loyaty. Family love. Vadues he learned from the man he thought was his father, a
men he had loved deeply.”

“Your first husband.”

My mother nodded. “He was a good father. A good husband.” She spread her hands. “My parents
chose better for me then | did for mysdf. | wasn't like you when | was young, Sauscony, so strong and
aure of yoursdlf. | made stupid mistakes. Severd years after my firs husband died, | remarried. But | ...
there was violence. | didn't know, before | married him, what he was like. When | found out, | was
ashamed.”

“So you left him?’

“Imperid heirs don't divorce.”

| thought of my firs marriage, the one | had failed so miserably at. “Tdl that to Jato.”

Her voice softened. “I was a fool for feding that way, | know that now. But at the time | thought |
hed no choices.” She swallowed. “Kurj was so young then, so vulnerable. He saw everything and he fet
helplessto stop it.”

Kurj, vulnerable, helpless? “It’s hard to imagine”

“He was just a boy.” She paused. “At fird my husband left hm aone. But when Kurj reached
puberty, it changed. He was growing so fast, dready as tdl as me. My husband thought—I don’t know.
Yes, | do. He saw Kurj as—as—"

“A competitor?’

She dtiffened, watching me with her large eyes, like a dove startled from her hiding place. “Yes” Her
voice hardened. “That man beat my child. So | left him.”

“Wha happened to him?’

“He went to prison.”

“And Kurj?’

“After that he hated anyone he thought might hurt mein any way. What | didn’'t understand was why
he hated himself so much. Back then | didn't redize how my ... presence ... affected him.” She rubbed
her ams as if she were cold. “Or maybe | just couldn't acknowledge it. Sometimes | think his only
gability came from his memories of my firg husband. For nearly a quarter of a century, while Kurj
gathered his power as Imperid heir—during dl that time he held onto his memories of his father as if they
were alifgacket.”

| was beginning to understand. “And then he found those files with the identity of his true father.”



She nodded. “Gods, he was enraged. He' s never bdieved it was a lab error with my mother’s and
my eggs. He fdt betrayed by everyone he loved.” Her voice shook. “In his view of the universe, the man
who had what he so wanted—the title of Imperator—had aso stolen by force the only thing he coveted
as much as the power of the Imperator. A thing that was forbidden. To both of them.”

Her hands trembled as she pushed a curl out of her eyes. “Did he say to himsdf, ‘1 will kill this man?
| don’t—I don’'t believe that. But he knew therisks ... and dill he forced himsdf into the Net link.” A tear
ran down her face. “I found him kneding by our father's body. He was crying.” Her voice broke.
“Degpite everything—when Kurj was a baby, | hedd him, nursed him, loved him. Ai, Sauscony, he was
such a pride for me, my first born, my shining light. But he changed. Bit by bit, day by day, year by year,
decade by decade.” She closed her eyes, opened them again. “Until findly | lost him.”

| spoke softly. “I'm sorry. For dl of it

Tears traced ther gligening paths down her cheeks. “Soam 1.”

12. A Timeto Plant

Do you want to be Imperator?’ Tager asked. Dangerous ground. | continued to study the figurines
on his shdf, picking each one up, turning the glass statue over in my hand, and placing it back on the
shdlf. He had a collection of country pieces, each formed in minute detail and color, even down to the
eyeashes and the fingernails Thetiller was bent over, holding a hand plow in his gnarled grip. The planter
wore alayered dress that festhered down around her calves. She held the front up, meking a bowl with
her skirt to carry seeds. The harvester was walking dong a row of top-heavy graincob plants as tdl as
she, ther heads bending over under the weight of ther ripe cobs. She hdd one cob in her hand and
carried a bag bulging with more.

“Where did you get these?’ | asked.

“There’'s acommunity of Cammish farmers who live south of Jacob’s Shire” Tager said. “Asde from
farming, they support themselves by making the statues.”

| turned to face him. He was standing by his desk, hdf gtting on the edge of it. “They're beautiful,” |
sad.

He had that look again, asif he were trying to decipher my non sequiturs. “Yes. They are”

| walked around the office, looking at his other knickknacks. “We can till and plant and harvest. Live
by the land and the seasons, become part of lifeé's cycle” | stopped and regarded him. “Or we can skip
dl that and put in a food-processing plant.” The way Kurj processed. Peoples. Cities. Planets. All were
unfinished materid he fitted to his needs. “Growing food from the land isinefficent.”

Tager amiled. “It tastes alot better.”

“Maybe taste isaluxury we can't afford.”

“Why?

“We don't need it. Food is nourishment, not art.”

“We evolved our sense of taste for a reason. Just like we learned to live off the land for a reason.
The fact that we have other options now doesn’'t invaidate the desire some people dill have to live in the
old ways” Tager watched me. “Maybe there is more to it than tilling and planting and harvesting. Maybe
it satisfies a deeper part of what makes us human.”

“Thenagain,” | said. “Maybeit'sdl just abig waste of time”

“Is that what you think?’

| went back to pacing. “I think Skolia needs both. Tillers and processors.”

“Which are you?’

| stopped in front of him. “Both.”

He spoke quietly. “That answers ‘How.” But not ‘ Do you want to?”

Did | want to be Imperator? | knew the answer—but | wasn't ready to meet it yet. My mind danced
around it, coming close, moving away, unwilling to commit.

After amoment, during which | just stood there, Tager tried another tack. “What about your brother
Althor?’



| crossed my arms. “What about him?’

Tager spoke as if he were walking on a layer of eggshdls “What if Imperator Skolia never makes
the choice? What if he dies leaving the question of his heir unsettled?” He paused. “Or what if he waits to
let the answer sort itsdf out?”

“Althor is my brother.” My brother, one | had loved when | was a child, gill loved even now,
despite everything Kurj had done to drive us apart.

“So isthe Imperator,” Tager said.

“In name”

Tager sat quietly, patient, not pushing. After a moment | said, “Althor is my parents second child.
Number two out of ten. He left home when he was eighteen. He went offworld to attend DMA.”

“So he's a Jagernaut.”

| nodded. “I was eleven when he l€ft. | didn’t see him again until he came home to vist” My face
relaxed into a amile. “He was so happy to see Lydhiol agan.”

“Lyshriol?’

“My father’s home world.”

“l don’'t think | know it.”

There was no reason he should. We kept it private. “1t's one of the ancient colonies. It was isolated
for four thousand years before the Imperidate rediscovered it. We think it started out as a amdl faming
settlement. By the time they were found again they had backdid so far they no longer remembered their
orgins”

“It sounds primitive”

“l suppose. The only computers on the entire planet are the ones my mother had inddled in the
house.”

“House?’

“Where we lived.”

Tager amiled. “Do you mean paace?’

“No. House. The place bardy even has dectricity.”

He blinked a me. “Tha's where you grew up?’

“That's right. My mother had a school and a hospitd built near the village, but other than that she
didn’'t change anything.”

His curiogty lapped around mein waves. “Why not?’

“Why should she meddle with it? It's an idyll. You can’t even go there without permisson from my
family.”

“Do you missit?’

| Sghed. “Sometimes. But | was so out of place. | dways knew | wanted to be a Jagernaut. When |
was ten years old | could take gpart a Jumbler and tdl you how it worked. By the time | was twelve, |
could derive the equations for inverson. This on a world where armies used to fight with swords and
bows.” My brother had essentidly ended warfare on Lyshriol when, at the age of sixteen, he had ridden
into bettle carrying not only a sword, but dso alaser carbine. “1 think it was aso like that for Althor.”

“Tdl me about him,” Teger said.

My memories unfolded like a scrap of handwritten parchment found in an old-style book bound in
leather. | saw Althor in his Jagernaut uniform, a Jumbler on his hip, kneding on one leg before my father
with his head bowed in respect, the traditiond gredting that a son on Lyshriol gave his Sre when he
returned from war. Our father stood there, so proud he looked ready to shout it to the village—and so
confused, sruggling to understand this son who came home out of the sky.

“l was seventeen then. | thought Althor was the most glorious person | had ever seen. | wanted to be
jugt like him.” | spread my hands. “Then one day, somehow, somewhere, | passed him by. | was a
Primary, he a Secondary.” Now Kurj watched to see what we would do, Althor and | arding each other
warily, so much between us Ieft Slent, ungpoken.

“Do you see him anymore?’

“Not much. We don't have alot to say to each other.” Too much distrust existed between Althor



and me now for usto share the closeness we had known as children. But too much memory of thet love
exided to let our gtuation push us apart any farther. Kurj was wrong. Althor and | would never plot
agang each other until only one remained. If Kurj was waiting for us to make his decison for him, he
would wait forever.

In the end, my mother was the one who suffered, forced to watch the ugly game of power and deeth
played by the children she loved so dearly.

| started pacing again. “My mother came to see me”

Tager switched gears smoothly. “How did you fed about that?’

| peered a a vase on one of the shelves. It was exquisite, made from rose glass with gold swirls
looping through it. The surface glimmered, reflecting different colors when | looked at it from different
directions. It was 0 findy made, so delicately spun.

| frowned a Tager. “Why do you put this out here? If you brushed up againg the shdf, you could
knock off the vase” Then that work of beauty would shatter on the floor, destroyed by the person who
vaued it most.

He was watching me with hislook again, asif | were a cipher he wanted to decode. “I'm careful with
it”

“How do you know someone else won't destroy it?” | shook my head. “Some treasures are too
precious to put where they can be touched.”

“Because they might get hurt?

“Ves”

“The vase is stronger than it looks. It sfdlen before. It didn't break.”

| folded my arms, rubbing my hands up and down them as if | were cold. “That doesn’'t mean it
didn't hurt. It can only fal so many times before it breaks insde. It should be cherished. Protected.” |
pointed at the vase. “Suppose someone comes in here and fights with you for this, someone obsessed
with it beyond dl reason and sanity? And during the fight the two of you knock over the vase. What will
you do when it shatters on the ground? How will you put it back together?’

“l wouldn't fight.”

Although | tried to amile, it didn’t fed right the way it Stretched <o tight over my face. “But you're not

“No,” he sad softly. “I'm not.”

| went back to pacing. Tager watched me, giving me time, giving me space. Eventudly | said, “Kurj
thinks my father isa smpleton.”

“Your father isthe Imperator’ s stepfather, isn't he?’

Tha stopped me. | stood in the middle of the room and laughed. But it wasn't funny. “My father was
elghteen when my mother married him. Eighteen. Kurj was thirty-five. The wedding took place just days
after my grandfather died.” Just days after Kurj had become Imperator. “Kurj hates him.”

“Your father?’

“Yes” But however Kurj fet, he hadn't committed patricide a second time. He had held himsdf
back. And now he needed my father, who could power the Skol-Net effortlesdy, with no danger to the
rest of the Triad.

The Fig, the Mind, and the Heart of Skolia. Just as no two particles could have the same quantum
numbers, so no two minds could occupy the same regions of psiberspace. Kurj’s mind was too much
like my grandfather’s had been, raw and blunt. My aunt's mind was delicacy, intdlectud brilliance, an
intricate lace of complexity. Almost no overlap existed between she and Kurj in psiberspace. They could
use the same functions, go to the same “places” but how they existed there was so different that tharr
presences never interfered.

The Imperidate needed three in that link. Skolia had been amdler before my father joined the Triad,
but even then Kurj and my aunt had been struggling to meet their duties. Kurj commanded a military that
now protected dmog a thousand worlds. My aunt was the liason between the Assambly and a
computer network that spanned not only Skolia, but Allied and Trader worlds as well. That was in
addition to the demands made on them by the Skol-Net itsdf, which never rested, never paused, never



eased, only grew larger and larger each year, filling a voracious ocean as deep asthe stars.

Neither of them would ever have willingly reinquished those positions. But no one, ho matter how
ambitious, dedicated or strong, had the resources to manage that balancing act for long. Eventudly it
would have killed them, as it had been doing, dowly and rdentledy, before my father made them a
Triad.

Regardless of my family’s problems, we had to keep the Skol-Net functioning. The dternatives were
unbearable. | would rather die than live in a universe where everyone except a handful of Aristos were
servers or providers.

| suddenly fdt tired. | went to a char and sat down, snking into its cloth cushion. Leaning forward, |
rested my ebows on my knees and stared at the floor.

Tager came over and sat in the chair next to me, on its edge so that he was even with me. “What are
you thinking?’

“About my family.” | looked a him. “We' re amess”

He spoke gently. “You're like people without skins trying to live in a universe that makes no
accommodation for that. Most everyone dse has protection, so they have no way to know how
dameging their norma mode of living is to you. To survive, you either have to isolate yoursalves or ese
develop drastic coping mechanisms.”

| thought of Jaibriol and his life of solitude. He was probably the only Rhon pson dive who was
normd. But the price he had paid for it, that punishing londiness, was too high for me. “Those coping
mechanisms are tearing us apart.”

“You've had the responghility of defending an empire thrust on you, not because you're better
equipped to do it, but because the same traits that make it so hard for you to cope are dso the source of
our only defense againg the Aristos. Gods, that would strain any family.”

| thought about that. “When we were dl living together, my parents and us children, we had
something. | don’t know what to cal it. A Rhon community? We were happy. Then we dl grew up and
left home. Redity intruded.” | regarded Tager. “My parents have each other. But the community is gone.
They live the rest of us survive. | want more than survivd.”

“If you mean a Rhon mate, a Rhon society—"

“Yes, | know. I'm not going to find it.” The image of Jaibriol flickered in my mind. If only you knew,
Dr. Heartbender. “My parents are people, not breeding machines. They aren’'t going to provide fodder
for the Skol-Net forever. You think they want to watch dl of ther children die? What if both Althor and |
end up dead? Then wha?’

“l don’'t know.”

| got up and walked over to the shdf with the Cammish figures. “Neither do 1.” | turned to face him.
“l don't want to die. | want to find an answer. To dl of it. To the pan, the anger, the terror. To this war
thet never ends. | want an answer to the Aristos” | took a bresth. “1 want an answer to Tams”

“Do you think you can find it?’

“I think | have a better chance than Althor.” Or Kurj. Bitterly | added, “And yes, | want the power
for itsown sake. It'sahdl of alat better than being avictim.” | regarded him steadily. “Yes, | want to be
Imperator.”

When | walked into the lobby of the building where | lived, | found a visitor waiting for me. She was
gtting in an armchair reading a holozine, her feet propped up on the oneroudy expensive table in front of
the chair. At the same moment that | saw her, she looked up from her reading.

“Heldal” | strode over to her. “What are you doing here?” She stood up, a grin Spreading across her
wide face. “Heya, Soz.”

“l dmogt walked by you.” | wasn't used to seeing her out of uniform. Of dl the bizarre outfits—she
had on blue jeans. She mugt have bought them in one of the import shops that sold Allied jeans and
coffee, Earth’'s most popular exports with my people. That, and their hamburgers. | doubted there was a
magor city on any well-populated planet that didn’t have one of their hamburger places. Sometimes, in my
more cynical moments, | was convinced that while we and the Traders were busy hurling world-melting
amies at each other, Earth would quielly take us dl over by flooding us with “fast food” and convincing



us we couldn’t live without it.

Helda chuckled. “Some people wak by me on purpose. | just scared away a golden boy.” She tilted
her head upward. “Said he would wait up there.”

Had Jarith come to see me? But where did he go? Although the lobby was open during the day,
there was no way he could go farther into the building without a pass. And | hadn’t given him one.

“Come on upgtairs.” | amiled. “Maybe we can find this mysterious fdlow.”

Aswe waked to the airlift, | spoke carefully. “How is Rex?’

“Good. He has some contraption for his legs. It makes it possble for him to wak as soon as he
learns how to useit”

“Ishe happy?’ What | redly wanted to know was did he have awoman in hislife But | couldn’t ask
that.

“Ya, hesfine” Helda chuckled. “The usud. All of his nurses are in love with him. There is one he
asks for often.”

| told mysdlf that didn’t hurt. After dl, | had Jarith now. Then | thought, Oh, cut it out. You know it
hurts. So let it hurt. You aren’t going to die from it. And you're right, you do have Jarith.

When thelift opened on my floor, | saw Jarith down the hdll Stting by my door with his saiche in his
lap, reading a holobook. We went over to him, our feet padding on the carpet.

When he looked at us, | amiled. “How did you get thelift to work?’

He stood up, watching Helda. “1 don't know. Pako just let me up.”

That was interegting. | had never told the computer to let Jarith into the lift. Not that | had any
objection. Pako could let im into my gpartment if it wanted.

Helda grinned at him. “Heya, holya. We meet again.”

Jarith reddened. “My gredtings”

“ThisisHelda” | sad. “Shefliesinmy squad.”

“Used to.” Helda gave me an annoyed look as | opened the door. “We fly nowhere for months

| glanced a her. “Kurj hasn't sent you and Taas out with another squad?”’

Jaith dropped his satchd, his holobooks and holosheets spilling dl over the floor. He flushed,
dropping down on his knees to scoop up histhings

Helda and | kndt down, heping him gather up the mess. But when | gave him a questioning look he
wouldn't respond. What had | done to upset him? Sometimes it was hard to understand his moods.

Helda thumped the lagt book into his arms. “He sent Taas out with Eighth squad.” She stood up with
Jaith and me. “Put mein athink tank. Military strategy. But | missflying.”

| closed the door. “I ds0.”

Jarith walked across the room, leaving the two of us done. Helda watched him unload his books on
the table. Then she spoke quietly. “Imperator Skolia asked me to give you a message.”

A message? Why would Kurj send it by courier? Usng the Net would have been far more efficient.
If he had wanted the message secured, he could have patterned it to my brain with a lock only 1 could
release.

| glanced a Jarith. “Perhaps we should wait.”

“It' sonly twelve words.”

“What?’

He sad: “Come back to Headquarters immediately. Quietly. Tel no one | ordered it.”

“Thet'sit?

She nodded. “That'sit.”

So. Kurj reached out his long am and pulled me back. | could see him, metd in a uniform,
cdculaing in his shidded mind, setting us dl on trgjectories that ended in places only he knew.

But maybe it was time to face him. Maybe it was time to caculate my own trgjectories. “Why did he
send you to tdl me?’

“l don't know.” Helda's gaze flicked over my shoulder and her voice changed. “Want to go
Sghtseeing?’



| turned to see Jarith headed our way. When he reached us, | amiled. “Want to come sightseeing with
Helda and me?’

He regarded Helda warily. “All right.”

So we went to the boardwak. We drolled on the piers, bought puff-cube baloons, let them go,
laughed alot, and ran on the beach.

But the entire time | had an odd feding, the inexplicable sense that | was seeing an end, though to
whet | didn’t know.

Jarith sat on my bed. “| like your friend.”

| gave my swester to the closet robot arm, which hung it up in the closet. “I thought you were going
to run like a wind-antel ope the fird time you saw her.”

“l was” He amiled. “But she'sdl right.”

“Isthat why you dropped your books this afternoon?’

“Oh. That.” He averted his eyes. “No. | was just dumsy.”

| came over and sat cross-legged next to him. “That’s not the reason.”

“Why do you say that?’

“Something was wrong. | fdt it.”

“l—it was nothing.” He studied the pattern on the comforter that covered my bed.

“Jaith.” | put my hand under his chin and turned his face so that he had to look & me. “What's
wrong?’

“What you sad startled me. That'sdl.”

| dropped my am. “What | said? What do you mean?’

“That name”

“What name?’

“Kurj.”

| siffened. That wasn't aname | wanted to discuss, not with Jarith, not with anyone. Tager had taken
dl of what | had to spare on that subject. “What about it?’

“In the context of your conversation it could have only meant one person.”

“I'm a soldier. HE' s my commanding officer.”

He gave me an incredulous look. “Even Primaries don’t cdl the Imperator of Skolia by his personal
name.”

That stopped me. Of course | never cdled Kurj by that name when he was acting as my CO. But in
acasua conversation with Helda it hadn’t occurred to me to use his title any more than | would have
cdled one of my other brothers Prince Whatever.

“You live in a penthouse rich even for an Imperid Primary,” Jaiith said. “You have a rank as
prestigious as an Admird even though you're barely thirty. And you cdl the Imperator by his persond
name.”

| got off the bed and walked to the window. Outside, Jacob's Shire rolled out like a faryland
country, golden in the setting sun.

“Soz?" Jarith asked.

“l don’t know what you expect meto say.”

Jarith took a breath. “Imperator Skolia—are you and he—have | presumed—?’

Haming rockets. He thought Kurj was my boyfriend. | dmost laughed. But instead | went back to
the bed and sat next to him. “No. You haven't presumed on anything. I"'ve just known Lord Skolia for
mary years, that' s dl.”

“You're older than you look, aren’'t you?’

“I'll be forty-eight in afew days.”

His mouth fdl open. “Y ou're kidding.”

“No.” | squinted a him. “Does that matter to you?’

Jarith shifted hisweight on the bed. 1 don’t know. Y ou're older than my mother.”

Gods. The next thing | knew, the |SC ethics squad was going to come looking for me. You're under
arrest, ma’am. For cradle theft.



But what he said hurt in another way. | had yet to have a child, and a woman younger than me had a
son old enough to father his own children. Although my extended lifespan let me ddlay childbearing longer
than most women, | couldn’t wait forever. But | hadn't wanted to start afamily while | was flying with the
squad, not after what happened the firg time, not knowing my children could lose their mother every time
| went out.

Jarith watched my face. “ Soz?’

| exhded. “I’'m not sure how to say this”

He tensed. “Judt say it”

“Helda brought me a message from my family. | have to leave for Diesha tonight.”

“Y ou're going offworld? Tonight?”

“Assoon as | pack.”

He put his hands on my shoulders. “Was it what | said? | can learn to handle the age difference.
Redly.”

“It' snothing you said.”

He gtarted to add more, then stopped. | fdt what he didn’'t say. He wanted to go with me. And part
of me wanted him to come. But it would mean asking him to start dl over on a strange world where he
knew no one. | couldn’t press him to make that change unless | was willing to offer him more than what
we had now. And | wasn't. Too much was unsettled inmy life

“Youmean alottome” | said.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?’

“Say things that sound like a preface to ‘1 think you should start seeing other people.’”

“| think you should.”

Jarith swore under his bresth. “Soz, stop it.”

“Do you redly understand what | do for a living? Every time | go out, | could die. Do you want to
live with that?’

“No. But I'mwilling to try.”

| spoke softly. “I don't know if | am.”

He exhded. Then he drew meinto hisarms. “Will you come back to Forshires?’

| lad my head on his shoulder. “I hope 0.”

We hdd each other for along time. Findly Jarith lay down on the bed, pulling me with him. We made
lovein the clouds, floating together one last time.

|11. Diesha

13. Fist of the Web

Helda and | took a commercid flight to Diesha, traveing like avilians doing nothing to attract
attention. Although Kurj had made no dtipulations about how | was to arrive, it was obvious he wanted a
low-key approach. Why? What was he up to?

Our ship landed on a pad far from any termind at the starport. When we were down, | got out of my
hammock and went to the cubicle that some generous person had dubbed the ship’s lounge. It had three
chairs and a table bolted to what served as the deck when the ship was in a gravity fidd. | looked out a
porthole and saw a flybus gpproaching from the distant termind, speeding on its cushion of ar like a
bullet of slver and black metd.

“Prepare to disembark,” the steward said over the com, his sensud tone a pleasant contrast to the
clipped computer voices on the military transports | usudly took to Diesha

Aswe queued up a the arlock, the steward appeared, a young man in a crisp blue uniform. When
he opened the airlock, fresh ar flooded the ship, a blissful rdlief after our days of canned air during the
flight.

The flybus pulled donggde the ship. As it rose up, | saw an officer ganding ingde its open door, a



womean in the dusky red uniform of | SC security police. She carried alaser carbine.

An accordion bridge unfolded from the flybus and came to rest in the arlock. After the steward
clamped it into place, he amiled a us. “Wecome to the Diesha Air and Starport, Civilian Termind. We
hope you enjoy your say here.”

The security officer checked each of us as we entered the bus, running her scanner over our bodies
and our luggage. She never even glanced a our faces. When we had dl boarded, the bus retracted its
bridge, closed its door, sank down toward the ground, and headed for the port buildings We dl sat in
the nervoplex seats saring out the windows or at the floor, anywhere but at each other.

A second flybus met us hdfway to the termind. While the two vehides sat on the tarmac like giant
bullets conferring with each other, we disembarked from the firs and boarded the second, going through
the whole frigging security check again.

Helda grumbled as we waited to be scanned by the security officer. “Never agan,” she said under
her bregth.

The second bus took us to within ten meters of the termind. We walked the rest of the way between
poles that blinked and beeped as we passed them. The path ended at a security arch which framed the
doorway to the termind building.

The counter beyond the arch was staffed by a burly man and a heavysst woman, both in 1SC
uniforms. The woman stood a a computer console behind the counter and the man stood in front of it,
his concentration intent on our group. As | walked through the arch, he motioned for me to stop.
“Baggage check.”

| dung my duffel up on the counter. The woman touched a pane on her console and holos appeared
above it, rotating dowly to show the interior of my bag, every last detail, induding my underwear and
other private belongings.

“Openit,” theman said.

Did every dvilian who came into Diesha have to go through this? | undid the flgps and the bag fdl
open. As the man ruffled through my things, data scrolled across the woman's console screen. “Vadoria,
Sauscony,” she read. “Jacob’s Shire, Eos, Foreshires Hold.” She glanced a me. “Far from home, aren’t
you?”

“Yes” | sad.

Someone nudged my shoulder, pressng me into the counter. 1 glanced back to see another
passenger pushing past me to enter the termind. Although she was dressed as a dvilian, the patches on
her shoulders indicated her commission in the military. | recognized her; she had been on the ship, and
had been at the end of the line when we queued up to enter the termind. Outside, other avilian
passengers stood in line, squinting in the harsh aunlight as they waited.

| turned back in time to see the security officer take my wallet out of the duffd. He flipped it open
and the minidbum activated, cyding through its holos. An imege of Jarith came up, followed by severd of
the two of us together, then one with Helda and Jarith, and findly one of my mother. The man stopped
the display, leaving a miniature image of my mother floating above the holoscreen sewn into my wallet.
He was holding the wdlet flat in his hand, o it looked like he had my mother sanding on his pam.

“Who isthis?’ he asked.

“My mother.”

“You'rekidding.” He handed the wallet to the woman behind the counter, his am cregting ripples of
light when it pierced the security fidd around her console. “Can you get an ID?

She set my wallet on a horizonta screen. The holo of my mother floated there, amiling and golden.
Thenit blurred as a laser played over it.

“Correation complete,” the computer said. “Name Cya Liessa. Occupation: dancer, Parthonia
Imperid Balet. No address given.”

“Bdlering, huh?” The man smiled. “ She' s pretty.”

Pretty? That was dl he had to say after they invaded my mother’s privecy as if it were just some
page in a holozine they were reading?

The woman dropped my wallet into my duffd and closed up the bag. “All right. Move dong.”



| clenched my fig around the bag and dung it back over my shoulder. Then | went on into the arrivas
gae. People crowded the chrome and glass area, sanding and taking, gtting in chairs, watching the
holovid in the corner, boarding speedwalks.

Helda came up next to me. “Pah.”

“They give you a hard time too?’

She scowled. “They are lucky we are under orders to be as quiet as mumblemice”

| amiled a the image of Helda as a mumblemouse. “How long until you have to make your
connecting flight?”

Shetilted her head, the familiar blank look flashing across her face as she accessed her spind node.
“About twenty minutes.”

Twenty minutes. Then she was off again, on leave. “1 wish you were Saying.”

Helda laughed. “Heya, Soz, you getting sentimentd?” She motioned at a speedwalk. “Come to my
gate with me.”

| didn’'t want to go with her. | had no idea why, other than an odd sense that if she left now | would
never see her again. As we boarded the speedwalk, | spoke quietly. “You and Rex, and Taas too a the
end there—I was used to being around you day and night, dl the time. Half the time we were one mind.
Now that's gone” | druggled to express fedings that swirled like mig a the edges of my vison.
“Something’'s ending, Helda. But | don’t know what.”

“Ending?’ The wall behind her did by us as the speedwak sped toward her departure gate. “You
sound strange today.”

| made mysdf amile “I guess s0.”

We didn't talk much more on the way, just light conversation. She told me what she knew of Taeas,
who was flying with another squad now and making a reputation for himsdf as a skilled pilot.

“When you see him again, wish himwel for me” | said.

“If you want.” She shrugged. “It is more likely you see him firgt, here at Headquarters.”

“I know. But do it for me anyway. Just in case.”

“In case what?’

| didn’'t know the answer to that. So instead | forced alaugh. “Well, you never know what diversons
I'll runinto.”

When we reached the gate, the passengers on Helda s flight were dready queued up for the flybus
that would take them to the ship. After Helda went through the security arch, she waved at me. | stood
ingde the gate, in front of the bullet-proof, laser-proof, shatter-proof, fis-thick wal of tinted glass and
waved back. Then she got on the bus. Within moments it was just another bullet humming across the
tarmac like dl the other chromed bullets speeding across the airfieds out there.

| got back on the speedwalk. Thistime | strode dong it, adding my veodity to its own so that | was
moving a over ten kilometers per hour. | had no idea | why | wasin a hurry, just that | wanted to get
away from the starport, from this place of leavetakings and endings.

It only took me a few minutes to reach the MagRall stop outside the termind. The plaiform perched
on a casecrete tower as tdl as the starport. Giant rails arched out of the sky down to the platform, ran
levd with it for severd meters, and then swept away again, up and over the port in a great curving sweep
of dlver like a sculpture of rails.

| could see the MagTrain in the distance, aline of bullet cars chromed in blue. The tran hummed into
the platform where | stood with a handful of other travelers, and its doors sucked open like camera
shutters, letting us board. Within moments we were rushing back up the Rall, speeding out and over the
port.
Most of the avilians disembarked in the suburbs. At the perimeter of ISC Headquarters, we stopped
a a plaform secured by armored guards with laser carbines. The armor encased their entire bodies,
meking them eght feet tdl, like giants constructed out of mirrored black and slver meta, faceless, with
opague screens where their eyes should have been.

By thistime | was the only “avilian” on the train. As the guards entered the car, we dl stood up. One
gant strode over to me, boots ringing on the metd floor. He or she—I didn't know which—spoke



through a voice filter that made it sound like a machine. “Identification.”

When | turned my hand pdm up and tensed my wrigt, my ID chip did out of its deeve pocket into
my pam. The socket on my wrist showed clearly, marking me as either a telop or a Jagernaut. It was
impossible to read the officer’s reaction; the armor hid body language and facid expressions, and the
filter took dl emationa nuances out of the voice. It did my card into a box attached to its waist. Although
| had been through these checks often, the procedure fdt strange today, as if | were being didilled into a
grdl square card.

Everyonein the car received clearance to enter Headquarters. That was no surprise. Only someone
very naive or very foolish would have tried to get into the city without proper ID.

The train took us into the heart of Headquarters. | got off a a platform near the dity center. As the
train pulled away, a swarm of automated taxis swooped in, vying for fares. | ignored them, going instead
to an airtube at the edge of the tower. It lowered me down, usng ar jets to dow my descent. Getting
blasted with air that way unsettied many people, to put it mildly, and few trusted the tubes not to drop
them. But | liked it, probably for the same reason | liked doing loops and rolls when | piloted a plane,
something about the risk and the chdlenge of it, or maybe just the boost of adrendine.

Right now | needed a boost. The oddness of my brother's summons, the impersona security
procedures coming into Diesha, Helda s leaving, and then the faceless guards in their asmor—it dl left me
with an uncomfortable sensation, asif | were turning into a machine mysdf, my humanity strained out and
condensed into an ID card.

At the dispenser in the bottom of the tower, | bought a mirroredvisor. It was tranducent on my side,
letting me see the dity through an amber tinge that muted the harsh Dieshan sunlight. Anyone looking a
mewould see only a dark, mirrored gtrip across my eyes.

Heavy traffic hovered dong the casecrete streets, but | rode the speedwalks ingtead of flagging a
taxi. Pedestrians were everywhere, military personnd. Their visored eyes were blank masks, unreadable,
like Kurj’s face when hisinner lids were lowered.

The tower where | lived had no lobby, just a door that whisked open in response to my ID chip,
admitting me into a glass-enclosed shaft. The lift took me to the top floor, to a corridor with wals made
out of amber glass. Outside, Headquarters spread out in every direction, a reentless pattern of squares
and rectangles both horizontd and verticd, with no softening touches of green anywhere, just black and
slver and white. A flier appeared from behind the tower, winging so close that the glass vibrated. Then it
curved away and out above the wide stretches of casecrete.

Only two people had quarters on this floor: mysdf, and a retired generd who was now one of my
brother’s chief advisers on espionage. My door checked my ID chip, fingerprints, and retind patterns
before it findly opened. The living room looked the same as dways, dl chrome and glass, with white
furniture and gleaming tables.

“Wecome home, Primary Vadoria,” avoice sad as the door closed behind me,

“Heya, Mak.” The name was the closest | had come to persondizing the ISC-MA4K El that took
care of the place. | dumped my duffd on the floor and collgpsed onto the couch. “Do | have any
messages?’ Although Mak had been forwarding my netmail during the five months | had been on
Foreshires, everything might not have come through yet.

“Two messages,” Mak said.

“Is @ther from Imperator Skolia?’

“No.”

Maybe he didn't know | was here yet. That didn't seem likely, though; if he wanted me back as
badly as Helda had indicated, he had probably kept track of my arrival. Given his extreme measures to
keep his summons secret, | doubted he wanted me to announce my presence.

“Mak, send a message to my parents at the palace” They weren't there; neither liked coming to
Diesha. But Kurj probably was unless some criss required him to stay close to Headquarters. The
palace was the only place secure enough to let him dismiss his bodyguards. High in the mountains and
surrounded on dl sides by unsettled land and hidden security ingdlations, its functions were completely
automated. 1t needed no humen gaff. It was the one place where Kurj could find what we dl treasured:



privacy—complete, utter privacy.

“Text of message?’ Mak prompted.

“‘My gredtings, Mother and Father. I'm back on Diesha to vist Rex. Let's get together while I'm
here. Love, Sauscony.” End message. Send.”

Bdaedly, | remembered the girl, the one from the hospitd that Kurj had “invited” to the palace.
What was her name? Cyliessa? No ... Charissa. That was it. Charissa Deirdre. If she found the message,
she might actudly have it forwarded to my parents. “Mak, who isliving a the palace right now?’

“Imperator Skolia”

“Anyone dse, ether now or in the previous five months?’

“A woman named Charissa Deirdre stayed with him for one hundred and sSx days.”

One hundred and six. She must have pleased Kurj. | wondered how she fdt about it. Did he repulse
her? Had she grown to like him? Love him? | supposed it was possible. Love was a bizarre enough
emation to strikein even the most unlikdy places.

“Whereis Deirdre now?’ | asked.

“She works in the nursery of the 1SC Hospitd maternity wing and lives with her parents in Suburb
Fourteen.”

Her parents? “How old is she?”’

“Seventeen.”

Gods. She was three years away from beng a legd adult. | wondered if Kurj cared about dl the
laws he had broken by taking her up there. Had her parents know why she had vanished? It was hard to
imagine which would have been harder for them, not knowing what had happened or knowing she was a
prisoner of Skalid s ninety-year-old warlord.

But Deirdre was free now, and besides, none of this was my business. She had resumed her life, after
dl. Maybe she even liked Kurj.

Then again, maybe not.

“Mak, do you have any more information about Deirdre?’

“Checking.” Then: “Prior to her stay with Imperator Skolia, Charissa Deirdre was an honor student
a the Vocationd College in suburb twenty-three, where she was dudying to become a caregiver for
gmdl children. Earlier this year she won a college award for outstanding academic performance. She was
secretary of acommunity services club and aso belonged to an athletic dlub. A boy named Jayms Procal
applied for a permit to marry her when they reached ther twentieth birthdays.”

It sounded like she had nothing in common with Kurj. “What happened after she went to Say at the
palace?’

“She was expdled from the college for absenteeism and refusd to respond to adminidtration
summons. The expulson was changed to ‘missng person’ status after her parents contacted the school.
At the Imperator’s request, she was reingtated to the college when she returned home. She has made
faling grades since then, and is currently doing work below the level considered acceptable for continued
attendance. However, no attempt has been made to dismiss her.”

No sane person was going to dismiss a student who had been reinstated by order of the Imperator.
“Wheat about her other ectivities?’

“She logt her job at the hospitd, then was reingtated by Imperator Skolia. Her community services
dub membership is dill active but she has let her athletic membership lapse. | have no record of her
participating in either club since her return home. The boy who applied for the marriage permit had his
goplication denied.”

“Did her name dso appear on it?" He could have gpplied without her knowing, hoping to have an
approved permit to offer if he were the one making the proposal. But without both ther sgnatures, the
permit was worthless.

“Both names appeared,” Mak said. “The permit was initidly approved. However, the approva was
revoked the day after her tenure at the palace began.”

“What' s its status now?”



“They regpplied deven days ago. The permit was denied.”

“On what grounds?’

“Thet the previous permit had been denied.”

Well, that was no surprise. If Kurj had meddied with the firs one, no one was going to risk putting
through a second.

| wondered if Kurj had any idea of how badly he had screwed up the girl’s life. | couldn’t hedl her
emotional wounds, but there was one thing | could do. “Mak, link into the Marriage Bureau and have
approva sent to Delrdre and her young man, on my authority.” Of course Kurj could override it. But |
knew him. If he had grown tired of the girl, he wasn't going to pursue it, particularly if she had left him
with fond enough fedings that he was willing to intervene on her bendf at her school and job. | was the
one he was going to come &fter.

“Approva sent.” Mak paused. “Even a brief andyss of this Stuation suggests Imperator Skolia will
not appreciate your intervention in his private life”

| grimaced. | had certainly found a far more effective method for letting him know | was here than
pretending my parents were at the palace. | put my feet up on the table in front of the couch, trying to
relax. But it didn't work. | was wound up as tight as a coil. “Read me the two messages in my mall
queue. Don't bother with headers.”

“Message one” A dick sounded, followed by a bland voice. “Attention dl resdents. Air liftswill be
turned off on 383.6.30 from one to three hundred hours for maintenance. Do not attempt to use the lifts
during thistime.”

“Mak, delete it.” The message was savera months old.

“Deleted. Message two.” A man's voice floated into the ar. “My gregtings, Primary Vddoria. |
waan't sure where to send this, so | posted it to Generd Inquiries on Diesha. | hope it reaches you. |
thought you might like to know that my interview with you and Secondary Blackstone did the trick. The
universty a Athens gave me agrant to come to Parthonia for testing. And guess what? I’'m 7.2 on your
ps scae. Of course, | don't redly know what to do with it yet. But the Parthonia Ingtitute admitted me
for traning. Anyway, thanks. My plessure at your time. Tiller Smith.”

“Wel, how do you like that?’ | said.

“I have no emationd reaction to the message,” Mak said.

| smiled. “I do. A pleasant one. Why didn’t this get forwarded to me on Foreshires? How long ago
wasit sent?’

“It reached Generd Inquiries fifty-three days ago. Generd Inquiries routed it to Military Inquiries,
which routed it to Officer Inquiries, which routed it to Unsecured Documents, which routed it to Civilian
Documents, which routed it to Generd Inquiries, which—"

“Mak, can you abbreviate it a bit?”

“The message cycled through Generd Inquiries three times, after which a watcher flagged it, and sent
it to Investigations. From there the sender went through a security check—"

“Wat aminute” |1 said. *'Y ou mean Security did a check on Tiller just because he sent me a letter?”

“Yes. Do you wish the results of the investigation?’

“All right. But keep it brief.”

“Tiller Smith, age thirty-two; dtizenship, Allied Worlds of Earth, Delos resident. He has no record of
subvergve activities. However, he was ticketed two years ago for parking a flycar in a noparking zone a
the Arcade during a parade, and when he was four years old he had to be removed from the premises of
an Arcade bar he had wandered into.”

“For pugging sakes.” Didn't Investigations have anything better to do? “When did they findly get
around to letting me know | had the message?’

“After Investigations approved it, they routed it to Central Military, which sent it here. It arrived four
days ago, at which time | submitted it to Offworld Clearance for trandferrd to Foreshires. I'm ill waiting
for the release. Shdl | cancd the request?”’

“Yes, of course” | conddered a moment. “Can you access the data banks of the Parthonia
Ingtitute?’



“Yes. What do you wish me to find?’

“l want to know who is sponsoring Tiller.”

“Connecting to offworld-transfer telops,” Mak said.

| didn't know details of Inditute procedures; | had received my psiber traning as a child, from
private tutors. But | was pretty sure Tiller needed patrons to attend the Indtitute. Unfortunatdly, as an
Allied aitizen, particularly one with little or no standing even among his own people, let done anong mine,
he wouldn't get many sponsors. Without them, he wouldn't lagt long on Parthonia. The psibernet was
power—political, military, academic, socid, and economic power—which meant anything concerned
with it involved high stakes and a set of unwritten rules. Tiller was way out of his league.

“Information received,” Mak said. “Tiller Smith has one patron, a woman cdled Marya Pulivok, the
tester who determined hisraing.”

One patron? And one with no palitical clout. They would eet Tiller dive and spit im dl the way back
to Delos. “Add meto Tiller'slig of sponsors.”

“Message sent.” After a pause Mak added, “And acknowledged.”

“Good.” With an Imperid Her as a patron, Tiller would have them fighting for the honor of taking
himon as a favored student.

| went over to a bookcase againg the wall. The book Tiller had given me stood snug between a jade
dragon and a ponderous text on mystimatica theories of dternate dimendons. | pulled out Verses on a
Windowpane and opened it to the page Tiller had been reading that day in his office, the poem he had
marked with the Arcade ticket:

A frame of stone,

Sivered glass

frosted with icy tears.

My fig closes

on the mirror;

flesh trapsice.
Brittle snaps

of bresking tears.

| see you now
ganding behind me;
aways watching,
aways waiting,
never satisfied.

| sheath my heart,
its bare softness
guarded by ice.

Wheat had Tiller been thinking of when he looked up this poem? Was | doing that, guarding my heart
with icy fortifications that would grow colder and thicker until someday | truly became like Kurj?

| closed the book with a snap. No. | wasn't Kurj. | wouldn't become him.

Would I?

| didn’'t have the energy to wrestle with that nightmare. Although it was only midday on Diesha, | was
exhausted. Theflight had thrown off my internd clock.

| left the living room and went to what | cdled my memory place, a corridor with hologram screens
on the wals. As | walked down the hdl, my footsteps activated lasers that played across each screen,
meking holos appear. They showed scenes of the countryside around my father's house: blue-capped
mountains jagged againg the sky like the backbone of a giant; fields of slver-green grass that rippled for
kilometer after kilometer under the great dome of the sky; forests with trees that grew wide and stout in
the heavy gravity, their faliage forming a canopy that speckled the ground with light and dark patches.



Home.

Then | was a the end of the hdl and the holos behind me were gone, vanished after | had passed. |
touched a pand on the wal and the door opened onto my bedroom.

Within moments after | went to bed, | was adeep.

“I'm sorry,” the nurse said. “ Secondary Blackstone isn't here.”

She “stood” on the dais in my holobooth. Behind her, holoscreens curved around the booth and
fiberoptic cables connected them with my computer. | sat on a much smdler dais where lasers played
over my body, producing interference patterns that my computer sent to hers. It would let her holobooth
produce just as detailed an image of me asmine did of her.

| had no dedire to look at her image, detailed or otherwise. She was too damned pretty. What was
Rex doing with such a beautiful nurse?

“Do you know when hell be back?’ | asked.

“Sorry, | don’'t.” She amiled. “He went to the park. Shdl | tdl him you caled?”’

What if he didn’'t want to see me? What if he were redly right there with her, but asked her to say
otherwise? Oh, hdl. This was getting me nowhere. “Yes. Tdl hm Soz cdled, that I'm daying a my
quarters here”

“All right. I'll do. Bye.” Her image faded from the booth.

Bye? Bye? What was it with these young people nowadays, saying things like “bye’? What was
wrong with proper Skolian phrases, like “My pleasure a our discourse, madam’? “Bye’ was an Earth
word, for pugging sakes. Y oung people had no appreciation for their culture. What was Rex doing with a
nurse like that?

The console beeped, cdling my atention to a blue light that now glowed in one corner. When |
touched the light, a familiar voice came out of the speaker. “My greetings, Soz.”

My pulse jumped. “Rex?’

“Blossom paged me about your cdl.”

“Blossom?’

“My nurse”

It figured she had a name like Blossom. “Are you there with her?’

“No. I'minthe park.”

The park. But which one? True, Diesha didn't have many. Water was too vauable to spend on
growing nonessentiad plants, so each suburb was dlowed only one park. But there were ningteen
suburbs, which meant he could be nineteen places. Maybe he didn’'t want me to know where he was.

“Soz?" Rex asked. “Areyou dill there?’

| flushed. “Yes”

“When did you get in?’

“Yedterday. | came to—" To wha? My cover was that | came to see him. “I was wondering—I
mean, | know I’ ve been gone alongtime ...”

Rex’s voice relaxed a bit. “It does seem like more than five months”

“l was just wondering ... well, how you were doing.”

“Better.”

“I'm glad.” What would he say if | asked to vigt him?

“Soz... 7

“y o7

“Perhaps you might—I’'m over in Park Fifteen. If you'd like to come down.” Quickly he added, “If
you're too busy, | understand.”

| closed my eyes, so rdlieved that for a moment | couldn’'t answer. Then | said, “Yes I'd like to
come see you.”

It was hot in Fifteen, white glaring hest. Broad avenues of casecrete marked off lawns the color of
dying leaves. As | rode a speedwalk through the park, people in uniforms strode by me, their eyes
protected with mirrored visors.

Rex was exactly where he had described, gtting in the shade of a cac-tree. | Ift the speedwak and



walked toward him across the lawn, my boots crunching on the stubbly grass. He looked so relaxed and
hedthy. The only indication of anything different was a Slvery mesh that molded around his body from the
wais down like trousers made from a metalic net.

He was scanning the speedwal ks and lawns. When he saw me, he raised hishand. As| waved back,
he put his hand againg the cac-tree. Then he jerked it back, and | fdt the puncture from the needle asif it
hed jabbed my own pam. He tried again, thistime leening his weight into the tree without mishap.

Then he stood up.

| stopped and gaped at him. Then | set off again, Sriding across the last few meters that separated
us

He nodded as | came up to him. “Soz.”

“You're ganding up!”

Hisface relaxed into a amile. “Seems s0.”

“How?’ No, that sounded stupid. “I mean—I thought—"

He turned and put his free hand around his back, pointing to the base of his spine. | looked closer
and saw a psiphon attached to the mesh. Its prong was plugged into his spine.

“It goes in above the broken sections,” Rex said. “Connects to optica threads that run to my brain.”

| peered a the prong. “The doctors said it could hurt you if they tried any more manipulaions with
your biomech web.”

“There was risk. But | decided to take it because the procedure was so smple. All they did was
repair the threads and grow another socket higher up in my spine. | was lucky. It worked.”

He tapped atiny disk woven into the web at hiswat. “When the chip on this intercepts aSgnd from
my brain, it shunts it to the mesh.” He took a siff-legged step away from the cac-tree and held out his
hands. “The mesh moves and takes mewith it.”

“You' rewaking!” | couldn’t contain my ddlight.

He grinned, took another jerky step—and lurched to the side. | tried to grab his am, but he shoved
me off and fdl to one knee, his face knotting with—what? Anger? Pain? Frusgtration?

Sowly, carefully, he stood up again. For a moment, when he didn't say anything, | thought | had
offended him past the point where he would want to see to me. Then he exhaed. “Its action should give
me smooth movements. But I’ m il learning how to make it work.”

“You'll haveit obeying youinnotime” | sad.

“l hope s0.”

Then we stood, looking & each other. | said, “How’s it been here?’ in the same indant Rex said,
“How was Foreshires?’

We laughed, a brief exploson of sound that quickly died away. Then | said, “It was good,” while he
sad, “Jud fine”

Thistime my laugh fdt more naturd. “My mother came to see me”

He amiled. “I’ll bet that shook up everyone around you.”

| laughed again, remembering Jarith's reaction—and immediatdy tried to block the memory. But it
was too late. Theimage of Jarith had dready jumped into my mind.

Rex spoke quietly. “It'sdl right, Soz.”

“We said goodbye.” | was taking too fast. “He stayed on Foreshires.”

“You don't have to gpologize”

“Rex ..."” Rex, what? Why did | have to be so stupid and dumsy with words?

“Wart to go for awak?’ Rex asked.

| dmogt said, Can you? But | caught mysdf before it came out. “Yes”

He took a step, hislegs jerking forward. Pause. Another step. | waked next to him, peering down at
the mesh. It contracted around hisright leg, carrying that limb forward, then contracted around his l€ft leg
and moved it forward. “That looks more comfortable than mechanica legs”

“Not as strong, though. | thought about getting the mechanicas”

| tried to imagine im with his legs sheathed in exterior bio-mechanicds. It would have given him use
of hislegs Smilar to what the mesh gave him now. “What made you decide againg it?’



“I'm not sure.” He took another step. “My body is dready so full of biomech systems. The idea of
putting more on the outsde just didn’t fed right.”

“A biosynthetic marve.”

“What?’

“Someone cdled me that once. | wished they hadn’t.”

Rex nodded. “Yes” He motioned toward a bench about ten meters away from us. “Warnt to St?’

“All right.”

It took us a few minutes to reach the bench. When we findly got there Rex sank down onto it. “I
never knew that just waking could take so much energy.”

| smiled. “Wdl, you've got to do something with dl of that energy.”

As soon as | sad it, | wanted to die. It was a joke we had shared a hundred times before, a
reference to his many girlfriends. It had come out before | thought about it. Gods, | was a dolt. Under the
circumgtances it was like hitting him with a 9gn announcing, Hey, look how insensitive | am!

Don't be so sure, Soz. Rex grinned. | have alot more energy than you think.

| blinked a him, elated he would trust me with that, but embarrassed by what he had picked up from
me. Are you eavesdropping?

It's hard not to, when you shout a me like that.

| reddened. | wasn't shouting.

You most certainly were. At the top of your lungs

Pah. | glared a him. You're as ornery as ever.

Helaughed. So my nursetdls me.

“You're refarring to the esteemed Miss Blossom?

“Miss? What does that mean?’

“It' san old-fashioned Earth word.” After dl, Blossom was the one who liked Earth words. “It refers
to awoman's maitd satus.” | squinted at him. “Or lack thereof.”

“If you want to know, just ask.”

“l just—I don't mean to pry. It's none of my busness”

“Would it make a difference to our friendship?’

Yes, damn it. No, that wasn't fair. Why shouldn't he have a lover? Because. Why did he want her
and not me?

Rex watched my face. “ Soz—she'swhat | can ded with right now.”

Like Jarith. After along dlence | said, “I understand.” Then | snorted. “But can't she do something
about that awvful name?”

“I likeit.”

“You would.”

He laughed. “ Still the same Soz.”

Despite mysdf, | smiled. “I guess s0.” But | wasn't. Forshires had changed everything.

We spent the rest of the afternoon in the park, gStting, walking, talking. Neither of us mentioned
anything more about Jarith, or Blossom, or Delos. Someday we would sort it out. Right now it was
enough just to have his companionship agan.

It was late when | got home. The living room was dark, but the moment the door opened | knew
someone waited indde. My hand dropped to the bdt of my jumpsuit, where | had hidden a needler.

“Lightson,” | said.

Thewadls and celing lights came on, reveding my vistor: Kurj stood by an inner doorway, his ams
folded, his shidded eyes directed toward me.

| closed the door. “Sir.”

“Why did you send approval for Charissato get married?’ Kurj asked.

That threw me off. | had expected a game of maneuvers and Sedthy attacks. Not just a Smple
‘Why.

“No one would have ever let that gil get married,” | said. “Not unless the gpprova came from one of
=



“One of who?’

“The Rhon.”

He shrugged. “ She could have come to me. | would have taken care of it.”

“Given your—former relationship with her, she probably didn't fed she could ask.”

“But what advantage did you seein hdping her?’

Advantage?“| didn’t.”

“Who is Tiller Smith?’

“He worked in the Delos police station. He was the one who took our first report about Qox.”

“And?’

And what? What was he looking for? “That' s dl.”

Kurj raised his eyebrows. “Then why did your spind node flag on a book he gave you, overriding
your preparations when you were getting ready to go into bettle at Tams?’

Wha was he doing, keeping notes on everything | did? “It was a book of poems. It made me think
about how combat affects me”

He stood slently for a moment, like a machine crunching on the informetion, andyzing it, filing it.
“That doesn't explain why you became his patron at the Inditute.”

“If I hadn’t, they would have esten him dive there.”

“Probably.”

“l didn't want that to happen.”

“| can see the advantage to him. But not to you.”

“l don't get your point.” | did, in fact, get it perfectly well. But it angered me enough that | had no
intention of acknowledging it. So what if there had been no advantage to mein heping Tiller or Charissa?

Kurj went to the bookshelf and pulled out Verses on a Windowpane. It fdl open to the page
marked by the Arcade ticket. As he stood reading, | could dmaost hear him filing the words in his brain:
Always watching, always waiting, never satisfied.

He spoke dryly. “Poetry like this would ingpire me to send him as far away as possible”

A joke? Was Kurj making ajoke? No, it couldn’t be. But why not? He might have a sense of humor
buried in there somewhere. Jugt in case, | amiled. “It does't thrill me ether.”

He put the book back on the shdf. “But you hel ped hm anyway.”

“Ves”

“Did he please you?’

“If you're asking did | bed him, the answer isno.”

“Did you want to?’

“No.”

Kurj frowned. “I assume he has no holds over you?’

“Of course he doesn't.”

“Does Charissa?’

| stared a him. “I’ve never even met the girl, asde from that day at the hospitd.”

“You don't have to meet people for them to affect your life”

“You're looking for something thet isT't there. | helped them because | fdt like it. Not for any other
reason.”

Kurj spoke quietly. “Then you're afoal.”

“l don't seeit that way.”

“Why?

Thiswas getting stranger and stranger. | fdt more like | was being interviewed for a job than cdled to
task for my actions. “There was no disadvantage in it either. On baance, then, it's better to have a
ctizenry that is as satisfied as possible with their lives. It makes them more productive.”

“Itign’'t your job to see to the happiness of every Imperid dtizen.”

“These were gtuations where | could make a difference without inconvenience.”

“Tiller Smith isn't an Imperid dtizen,” Kurj said. “Not only is there no advantage in training him, but it
could be our disadvantage. He will take his knowledge back to the Allieds”



“Not if we give him reason to stay here. Then we get use of his tdent instead of the Allieds” Who
wouldn’'t know what to do with it anyway.

Kurj consdered me. “Very wdl.”

| waited, but he said no more. That was it. No warnings to leave off with his persond life, no
reprimands, no nothing. Instead, he went to an armchair and settled into it. Then he motioned me toward
the couch.

| sat down. Kurj’s head turned toward me, but his inner lids remained over his eyes like gold,
opague shidds. He waited there, slent and gppraisng, saying nothing. | shifted in my seat. What was
going on?

| want to take no risks, Kurj thought.

| dmost jumped up again. His thought was remarkably clear and strong, suggesting he had prepared
in depth for this slent discusson. But why?

Security, Kurj thought.

He dready had the best security in the empire. What was there about Tiller Smith and Charissa
Derdre that was so sengitive it could only be discussed in a face-to-face pslink?

This has nothing to do with them, Kurj thought.

| formed a picture in my mind, showing him Helda giving me the message to return to Diesha.

Yes, Kurj thought.

What's wrong?

He paused. We have a guest.

That made no sense. | dready knew he was the only one Saying at the palace.

Not that kind of guest. Histhoughts had an odd flavor, a taste of triumph.

Who? | asked.

The gmile that came onto his face brought to mind the look of an executioner who took a grim
satisfaction in his job. Then he showed me an image of the man who was our “guest.”

Jabriol Qox.

My fird reaction was a reflex | had coded into my soind node, a program set to run whenever |
heard Jaibriol’s name. My mind initiated a procedure that hid my reactions, sdectivdly blocking in a
manner designed to be incongpicuous. But my thoughts rocketed wildy: how had they caught Jaibriol,
where was he, what did they know?

Even with the node working furioudy, | couldn’t hide the intengty of my response.

So ingtead of trying to suppress my reections, | reorganized them, leaving only appropriate ones
where Kurj could input them. The Highton Heir is here? | asked. At Headquarters?

Kurj watched me, interpreting, filing. Yes. He is ours now.

But how?

He was in a ship, aone, without a sngle Solo or Escort, traveling in inverson at severd trillion times
LS. Kurj leaned forward. One of our suprdumind sentries registered the ship and sent notice through the
Net. The Sxth Squadron threw him into stasis and dragged him here.

| stared at him. What was Jaibriol Qox doing aone, without a sngle guard?

We don't know. He' s told us nothing. The shidds over Kurj's eyes glinted. Y et.

| didn’'t want to imagine what the interrogators were doing to Jaibriol. | had dready been in the place
they wanted to invade; that night on Delos when Jaibriol and | melded, he had let me enter the innermost
sanctums of hismind. | knew what his interrogators would soon discover, if they hadn't found it aready.
Blocks even stronger than a Jagernaut’s guarded the Highton Heir. On Delos, for me, he had relaxed
those defenses. But if his were anything like mine, then under duress his conditioning would take over,
sopping him from lowering his barriers even if he wanted to do it.

| had tried to forget why his blocks so eesly dissolved for me, tried to forget the longing in his voice,
thefed of hisarms. But one thought of it and | wanted him again. Like knew like. | remembered him and
my pulse raced. Even though he was the Highton Heir, even though he was one quarter Arigto. | wanted
aRhon mate. | wanted him. Damn. Damn!

Kurj was watching me. What's wrong?



Careful. Dangerous ground. 1 was thinking about my last medting with a Highton.

Tarque.

| didn’'t answer and he didn’t probe. It was the way we adways interacted on the subject of Tarque. |
phrased my next question carefully. Why so much secrecy? Capturing the Highton Heir is a triumph.
Making it public will cripple Trader morale and send ours flying.

| don't trust this good fortune, Kurj thought. It may be a trap. Until we know more | intend to take
no risks.

Purpose indeed. What had Jaibriol been doing, hurtling through space aone, with no protection?
Was he crazy? There was no way anyone outside the Skol-Net could have found him. Even with the
Net, we were lucky to have caught him. At the speed he had been going, he could have traveled for
years and only an instant would have gone by for the rest of us. Fast enough, and he could have lived his
entire life and died before anyone even knew he had disappeared.

Then it hit me. That was exactly what Jaibriol had intended. He had been committing suicide. Except
it hadn’t worked. The Skol-Net had caught him like a shimmerfly in a mesh.

On the outer leves of my mind, | let a question surface What have you found out from Qox so
far?

Nothing. Kurj’'s frudration sSmmered. He responds as if he has a biomech web in his body
programmed to hdp him resst interrogation. But we' ve found no trace of any web. His only implant is
the cyberlock in hisbrain.

They were s0 close to the truth. What are you going to do?

Find an interrogator who can disrupt his conditioning.

Did he redize yet what that meant? Jaibriol’s mind had been conditioned so that under duress it
blocked the neurd processes that let im communicate his emotions and thoughts to others. In extreme
cases—like interrogation—the effect would become so widespread he couldn’'t communicate by any
means, even speech. | knew that conditioning because | had it too. My biomech web let me control it; |
could program it to enhance or suppress any mentd traning, ps or otherwise. But | doubted Jabriol had
any control over the process. He couldn’'t answer hisinterrogetors even if he wanted to.

Bresking that conditioning was no different than breaching any other defense; it required a battering
ram stronger than the defense, in this case a pabernaut with a stronger mind. Kurj could do it, but his
blunt power would smash Jaibriol’s mind like a battering ram that leveled the fortress insteed of bresking
the gate. My brother Althor had more subtlety, but | doubted it was enough. My aunt was the one with
the finesse, more than enough. But she didn't have the strength. Although my father probably had both
the srength and the finesse, he had none of the speciaized military knowledge needed to perform the
interrogation. None of us had it except Kurj, my brother Althor, and my aunt.

And me.

| made mysdf stay cdm. Why did you cdl me back here?

Kurj watched me with his shidlded gaze. I’ ve assigned you to Qox's case.

You have other interrogators far more experienced.

None of them can break him. None of them. Think about what that means.

He has a srong mind.

Too strong.

| sat Hill, afraid even to breathe for fear it would give me away.

Heisapson, Kurj thought.

He can’t be. HE' s Highton.

Nevertheless. Heisa psion. One stronger than our best minds.

| don't see how that’s possible.

Nor |. Kurj frowned. But I’ ve dso worked on him, Soz. Even | can’t break him,

You can break any mind.

The only way would be to use so much force that | would reduce him to a vegetable.

| didn’'t know what was more disurbing, knowing Kurj was on the verge of the truth, or feding his
gim satisfaction when he contemplated Jaibriol as a screaming lump of flesh. It was the firg time in my



lifel had fdt the brunt of Kurj’s hatred and | hoped like hel | never fdt it directed a me.

I’m not sure what you think | can do, | thought.

| want you to bresk him. Get into his mind. Tdl me what's there. Kurj stood up. Meet me in the
mormning at the palace a 0600. Make it look asif you came for a persond vist.

| wanted to cry out that | wouldn't do it. But dl | did was stand up. Yes, gSir.

After Kurj left, | dropped back into my chair and put my head in my hands. Then | lifted it again,
wondering if my gpartment was monitored. | didn’'t dare show signs of the turmail going on in my mind.

| understood why Kurj thought Jaibriol’s presence was a trick; it was the only way Ur Qox could
gain direct access to Kurj. My brother wouldn't have taken the same persond interest if we had caught
anyone less than the Highton Heir. It was a horrible thought, that Ur Qox would send his own son to be
tortured in the hope Jaibriol could assassinate Kurj. Yet if anyone appeared capable of that, it was the
Trader Emperor.

But | was sure Qox hadn't done it. Jabriol was too vauable to him, and not only because of his
Rhon genes. | was convinced that in his own way, Qox loved his son. | had no facts to back that opinion,
only my intuition. But regardless of the flimsy evidence, | believed it. Ur Qox would never send hisson on
an assassnation misson. The only person Jaibriol had meant to kill was himsdif.

| got up and walked around the couch. Although the wal behind it looked opaque, it was actudly a
double-paned window. When | touched a pand on a nearby table, the window’s polarization changed to
let me see through the glass. Today | lightened it just enough to show the buildings below. Hiers glided
through the air, their deek lines the only curves in a ity of corners and edges. Beyond the suburbs, red
desert rolled out to the horizon.

Where had Kurj put Jaibriol? In a vault under the city? An inddlation buried in the desert? Some
remote base e sewhere on the planet? | had no idea. But he would be guarded by the layer after layer of
security. What was | going to do? Even if | did find him, | couldn’t send him back to Ur Qox and Kryx
Quaden.

| could do what Kurj wanted, but make it easy on Jabriol. | could “discover” the Highton Heir was
insane, or had the mind of a child, that his father had repudiated him and his only choice was suicide. If
my brother believed Jaibriol had no useful knowledge to give us, that he waan't even capable of
understanding why he was being tortured, Kurj would most likdy let him die. The advantage of publicly
executing the Highton Heir would outweigh any satisfaction Kurj might gain from keegping him dive to
punish him.

Except | didn’t want Jaibriol to die. | wanted him to live. In freedom. With me.

| pressed my hands againg the glass. The only way Jaibriol and | could live together was in exile.
How could | even contemplate it? It was true what Tager had sad, that | had never asked for the
responsbilities of my heritage. But | wanted the title of Imperator so much | could taste it. Turning my
back on that much power—well, Rex was right, | was no saint. Who in their right mind would walk away
from the chance to command an empire?

Jabriol, that was who.

Maybe he was a better person than |. Or wiser. Or weaker. | didn't know. For some reason Tager
hed the notion | was something more than what | saw when | looked at mysdf, more than a bitter warrior
with a heart sheathed in so much ice she had nathing I€ft to give anyone. He treated me asif | had a vaue
above and beyond my heritage. He even made me believe that maybe, just maybe, he was right.

But | gill heard my mother’s voice, soft and hurting, as she spoke about Kurj: He changed. Bit by
bit, day by day, year by year, decade by decade. Until finally | lost him. How long until she lost me
aswdl?

No. No. | didn't have to end up that way. | could have Tager brought here, to Diesha—no, that was
Kurj's style. | would invite Tager. If he didn't want to leave Foreshires, | would go to a heartbender
here. But | hoped Tager would come. | knew him now, trusted him as much as | would ever trust a
heartbender.

And there was Rex. With enough time, enough effort, perhaps we could pick up those ends we had
left dangling after Delos. With Rex by my side and Tager to keep me sane, maybe, just maybe, it would



be dl right.

Wha my parents had done, creating a Rhon community—that was a fluke, a dream that couldn’'t be
repeated. Jaibriol and | could never giveit to each other. | couldn’t go into exile with him.

Even s0. | could 4ill free him. The problem of where he would go 4ill remained, though. He couldn’t
ask the Allieds for sanctuary. No one would have the Highton Heir. No one would believe he was as
much avictim of the Aristos as the rest of us.

Unless.

Unless | vouched for him. If the authorities on Delos didn't ked over from the shock, it ought to
work. But fird | had to get Jaibriol to Delos, in secret, without implicating mysdif.

| pushed up my deeves. | had alot of work to do.

14. Mind of the Web

It stood in the middle of a casecrete plaza, the building we caled, smply, the Hub. It was deceptively
plan, just a two-story structure with white casecrete wals. Muted lamps lit the area even this late a
night, their light reflecting off the surfaces of the plaza and the building.

The only entrance was a featureless door. When | pressed my fingersinto its lock, a scanner read my
fingerprints and the door opened, reveding a cubicle that looked like an airlock. Except ingead of air,
thislock kept in secrets.

As soon as | stepped insde, the outer door closed. The wadls glowed with just enough light to let me
see a psphon regting in a cradle on the wal by the inner door. | plugged the prong into my wrigt and
waited while the computer node connected to it scanned my brain.

Theinner door did open.

A corridor with glass wadls stretched out before me. There were four offices on ether side, each with
one person gtting indde. Telops. They wore full psphon exoskeletons, structures even more extensve
then the ones on our Jags. These covered their wearers from hip to chin, plugging psiphons in a the
wrids, spine, and neck. Some of the telops dso wore hemets that covered their eyes, or thar entire
heads. Telops didn't need to move. Just think. Most of them sat completely 4ill, though a man on my
right was dowly rocking his head back and forth with his eyes closed. Farther down the hal a woman
was leaning back in her exoskeleton wetching a cluster of holos rotate in the air above her head.

Security menu, | thought. Personnel, Security telops, Hub, current.

The face of awoman with gray har and lean features formed in my mind. Stats appeared under her
image name, age, security clearances, other pertinent data from her 1SC file

Smultaneous displays. | thought.

The woman's image shrunk urtil it filled only an eighth of my mindscape. Seven more images
appeared, dl of them telops who monitored security for the Hub. As | walked down the hdl, my spina
node matched the images with the men and women in the offices, giving me stats on each of them. |
stored the datain a memory file Although | had learned to ded with the “double exposure’ created when
my mindscape produced imeges a the same time that my eyes were viewing a scene, it was 4ill
disorienting to see the telops ingde my mind while | was looking Sraight at them.

The hal ended in another security airlock. | entered as before. This time when | plugged in the
psiphon indde the cubicle, a metdlic thought came into my mind.

Name?

Sauscony Vadoria, Primary.

Purpose?

| kept my mind as smooth as the surface of alake on awindless day. To recode T12.

Theinner door did open.

| walked out into a circular lobby with white walls and a blue carpet. Blue chairs sat agang the wadls
like molded beanbags. In the center of the room awhite metd staircase spiraed up to the celling.

The carpet muffled my footsteps as | waked to the dtairs. Even when | started dimbing, going
around and around, the sound of my boot heds on the metal sounded subdued. A blank wal faced me a



the top, with only a psiphon in its cradle there bresking the flat expanse. | took out the psiphon and
plugged inits prong.

A new voice entered my mind, cool and impersond. | have no record of your assgnment to work on
computer node T12.

Override and open. | stood relaxed, usng preprogrammed routinesin my biomech web to keep my
muscles from tensing. The lobby below, the white wals, the stairs—| knew what those blank surfaces
hid. Monitors were checking everything from my breathing rate to my brain waves. Any questionable
resction would sound the darm.

An darm might sound even if | didn't dert the monitors. This door opened only to users on the
access lig Kurj gave it. Sometimes | was on the lig, sometimes not. My spind node cdculated a 76
percent probability that he had me on it right now, in case | needed to come here during my preparations
for Jaibriol’ s interrogation. But | couldn’t be sure.

So | waited.

Thewal opened like a high-speed camera shuitter, reveding atunnd over a meter long. | ducked my
head to enter, then straightened up and walked through to the end. | stepped out into another room with
white wdls and blue carpet. Behind me, the wal snapped closed again, leaving a featureless surface.

This room had no furniture. Nothing but computers. Each stood in its designated place on the blue
carpet, some isolated, some connected by hardware. The acoustics muted the hum of their operation the
same way the lobby had muted my footsteps.

The computer network dedicated to Imperid Space Command was didtributed throughout military
locations within the Imperidate, with built-in redundancy and multiple back-ups, making it as invulnerable
to compromise as possible. There were ten computers here. EM16 was a cylinder made from black
glasyilex that stood near the center of the room. It was two meters high, a meter wide, and the thickness
of afinger. Muted lights glowed indde of it, some blinking, some shining. There was an opening in one
gde of the cylinder, a “doorway” hdf a meter wide. Stepping through the doorway, | entered a cavity
with a domed roof and a bench running around itsinner surface. | took off my boots, then peeled off my
jumpsuit and underwear, leaving my bare skin vulnerable to the cool ar. When | went to stand in the
center of the cylinder, a tube rose up around me, going higher and higher until it locked into the dome
above my head. The slvery wdls of the tube were just tranducent enough to let me see my clothes as a
shadowed lump on the bench. | couldn’t make out my boots at dl.

A med framework rose up out of the floor, whirring as it closed bands around my ankles and
snapped psiphons into the sockets there. When the framework reached my torso, a belt locked around
my wag, its psphon snicking into the socket at the base of my spine. Bracdets closed my wrids,
inserting their psiphons. The framework rose higher and a collar fastened around my neck, plugging a
psiphon into the base of my brain stem.

| tried to ignore my vivid mentd image of being trapped here, hdd immobile and naked indde a
coffinrgze tube. | had to hide my fear. Anyone with avdid reason for linking into EM 16 had no cause to
fed threatened by a cage designed to imprison intruders. The only reason it would refuse to release me
when | finished wasif | gave EM 16 cause to be suspicious.

The room faded from my awareness. | seeped darkly into EM 16, diding aong the potentid hills and
valeys of psiberspace like a ghost drifting over avirtud countryside.

System privileges, EM 16 thought.

| exnaled. It had worked. My gamble in coming here had paid off. Only two ways existed to gan
system privileges on the Net. One was to be a member of the Triad. The other was to enter through the
Hub.

| wrapped a security cloak around my mind and maintained a mental Slence on the Net that was the
equivdent of ganding motionless. Today | saw it as a grid of tranducent fibers flashing with iridescent
gparks in colors ranging through the vigble spectrum from red to violet. PSware stretched across the grid
squares likefilmy lace that sparkled each time a user accessed it. Those sparkles were too fant for most
users to detect, induding Kurj. But | saw them clearly.

Tonight | didn’t fed the immense flux of power Kurj generated in the Net. He had been here earlier,



though; his operations had left a potent sgnature. But he would be degping now, done with his security
systems and bodyguards in his tower in the city. Mak’ s daim that he was saying a the palace had to be
acover; urtil Kurj finished with Jaibriol, he would stay as close as possible to his center of operations.

No, the danger here wasn't from Kurj. A much subtler Sgnature permested the web, one that was
aways present, induding times like now when it's owner wasn't in the sysem. My aunt—the oldest
member of the Triad—was fa more dangerous here than Kurj. Kurj was a giant trawler rumbling
through psiberspace, usng the Skol-Net to catch what he wanted. My father was the ocean that
supported it, rocking it inits waves. But it was my aunt who had woven the Net into the far reaching web
of power it was today. She had, in the ddicacy of her operations, what he had in the force of his Had |
not known to look | would never have redized she had been through here a dl.

She had security monitors everywhere. Almost nothing escaped her atention. The moment EM 16
acknowledged me, one of my aunt’s watchers had caught that information and stored it in a security
cache. | actudly saw it happen; the words System Privileges sparkled in a grid square, caught like a moth
inthe lace, and then vanished.

| concentrated on the square that had caught the data about my intrusion. It swelled in Sze, moving to
fill my fidd of view while the web streamed past me like a tunnd of pearly rose filaments. When |
“stopped” a the square | saw its captured data lodged in a cdl indde of it, under a pearly film of lace,
trapped in that location of memory. | did into the cell, taking care to disturb none of the filmy psware that
floated lazily around me like sealace under water. Then | wiped the memory clean. My passage back out
was so smooth that not one glitter marked my progress.

Next | erased dl record of my entrance into the Hub. Then | brought up my file of the telops and
used it to find them in the Net. By manipulaing the grid, | created fase memories to make them forget
what they had seen. It was harder to erase memory in telops than in conventiond computers, but | had
enough experience to set it up so that unless they specificaly searched for the tampering they wouldn't
detect it. Had my aunt rigged EM 16 to look for my actions, | probably couldn’t have hidden. But she
had no reason to suspect | would do anything as illogica as skulking around in EM 16 with the deliberate
intent to violate the security around Jaibriol Qox.

Sauscony?

| froze. My father? What was he doing here? The color of the Net warmed and | had an odd sense
that the strands smiled. Nothing on the grid actudly moved, but the sense persisted.

My father was the lagt person | had expected. He was home on Lyshriol now, his naive world. He
and my mother were visting the multitude of grandchildren they kept reminding me | had yet to contribute
to. It had never occurred to me he would link up to the Net from there. The only way he could do it was
by usng the console room, that truly incongruous addition to his ancient homestead that my mother had
hed built. It wasin a sone-walled chamber at the top of the north tower. The room, which could only be
reached by a rough-cut spird staircase, had been used for storing broken farming implements before my
mother’stime.

My father hated those consoles. Although psiberspace itsdf fascinated him, he wanted as little to do
as possible with the machines that dlowed him to access it. He used them only when he had to, which
cartainly didn't indlude vigts to his grandchildren.

He was ddfinitdy here, though. | hadn’t noticed him before because he was filling psiberspace,
surrounding every strand and film and sparkle. If 1 hadn’'t known better | would have thought he was here
on Diesha, jacked draight in through one of the central nodes that the Triad used to power the Net.

| hid from him, drawing security routines around my presence like a deep black cloak. He searched
for me, the grid rippling with his efforts like a net in the ocean rocking up and down with the swells.
Gradudly his certainty that he had fdt me faded to doubt, then to embarrassment that he could have
made such a mistake. Findly he turned his attention elsewhere.

| moved on, careful now to avoid him while | sought out the data | had come to find. But it didn't
appear. | found no path, no pipdine, no hint leeding to information about our capture of Jaibriol.

Wha | findly discovered was an inconastency. It was one psicon anong hundreds grouped in a
section of the grid dedicated to our trade agreements with the Allieds. Each psicon represented a world.



Set innocuoudy in with the rest of them was the colorful imege of an idand on Earth, a place cdled
Delos.

Wil that was reasonable. We used that symbol to represent the Allied planet Delos, which had
been named after an idand on Earth. Except we had no trade agreement with the planet Delos. | was one
of the few people who knew Kurj had dissolved the treaties because he didn't like their policy of offering
asylum to Imperidate citizens. He kept his actions a secret to avoid igniting a controversy should people
find out he had acted to block ditizens from seeking sanctuary.

| concentrated on the Delos psicon, and it grew until | could see every detall of the idand, from the
gray and brown rocks that jutted dong the shore to the turquoise waters of the Aegean lapping on its
beaches.

Open, | thought.

The idand split down the middle and opened like a pair of doors. The amdl of sdt and sedace
tickled my nose, and the sound of breakers murmured in the background. A display of psicons showed
mewhat functions | could use while | worked with the Delos records.

| turned my attention to a smdl scroll tied with red ribbon. List files. Written records only. It would
have been easier to view the records usng an interactive smuldion of ther contents. But the more |
required the node to do, the more likely | was to draw attention to mysdf. Reading files on EM16 was
like usng swords to fight a war when battlecruisers were avallable. But swords were far less conspicuous
then battlecruisers when you were trying to hide.

The ribbon whisked off the scroll and the parchment unrolled with the crackle of old paper, filling my
fidd of view with alig of availadlefiles It was written in my aunt’s script, a font with well-formed letters
and jugt enough flourish to please the eye. Then the font changed into the amber text | preferred.

Damn. EM 16 might just as wel have turned on a speaker blaring my presence to the next person
who opened thefile Undo font change, | thought.

Thelig re-formed with my aunt’s font.

Psicon, | thought.

The digplay winked out, leaving me in the grid. The idand psicon waited in the lower corner of the
mindscape, a green dot glowing on it to indicate it was il active.

| pulled out of the Net. Brilliant strands of light streamed past me, layer after layer, sparkling,
dimmering, changing hue and color and texture. Even the amdls varied: metdlic, sharp, swest, acrid.

Fndly | reached the outer layer | wanted. A cluster of master psicons waited here, each representing
a oecific function of the programs that ran under the grid environment. | concentrated on the doctor
holding a surgicd laser ...

My mind went black: no images, words, sounds, smdls, tastes, textures. Specify memory location,
EM 16 thought.

‘Delos psicon, most recent font change, | thought.

A gring of numbers and letters appeared, whitein the black space. Specify change.

Replace the third A with O.

The A changed into the digit O, erasing dl record of the fact that EM16 had changed the font when |
opened the Delosfile

Changes complete. Delete Record. | followed the Delete command with the password EM16
required to execute it.

The Net reappeared. In the process of returning me to it, EM16 deleted dl record thet | hed
doctored its memory. My aunt had inddled the Delete Record option as a precaution, so that she could
interact with EM 16 and leave no trace of her activities. | knew about it because she had me use it when |
reprogrammed EMI6' s security systems lagt year.

| descended back down to the trade psicons. When | opened the Delos psicon, | heard waves
breeking againg an invigble shore. A cool wind blew againg my cheeks as the scroll unrolled again. |
remained “slent,” Smply reading the files listed on the scroll. But the Net knew | was there; the lig rolled
upward a exactly theright rate to let me see new data when | was ready for it.

Thefiles looked exactly like what they purported to be, a record of trade negotiations with Delos. |



opened A.Secretary-S and found a VR-gram from the Allied Trade Secretary trying to convince our
Trade Secretary to reestablish the tregties. | closed the file and continued to scroll through the list. What
should | look for? Opening every file would take too long. Kurj rardly spent more than a few hours
degping and | had to be out of EM16 by the time he awoke.

A file caught my atention. Artemis. The name came from Allied mythology. Artemis was a goddess
born on the idand Delos with her brother Apallo. It was a perfectly reasonable name to find here; these
were, after dll, files about the planet Delos.

But Artemis had a specid meaning for Kurj, one only | knew. Eath’'s mythology had aways
fascinated him, paticulaly the Greek tdes lliad and Odyssey. Hercules, Medea, Agamemnon.
Oedipus. During one of his vidts to see my mother when | was a child, he had seen me riding in the
woods around my father's house, a fourteen-year-old girl practicing with a bow and arrow. He told me
later he never forgot that image, the wild, bare-legged girl shooting at trees. He cdled me Artemis then,
after the goddess of the hunt.

Open Artemis, | thought.

The scrall vanished, replaced by a holoscript of my arrest on Delos. Pah. This was the lagt thing |
wanted to look at. Close, | thought.

Closed, EM16 answered.

| continued going over the files But nothing looked out of place. Findly | thought, Close Delos.

Close—

No! Wait. What was afile about my arrest doing with the records of our trade negotiations? Yes, dl
right, if a highly placed Imperid officer dienated the Delos government, it could damage any taks we
were conducting with them. But the behavior—or misbehavior—of military officers was Kurj’'s concern.
And he was unremittingly literd with his file organization. He would have put the file on my arrest in the
same place where he put dl of his other files about arrests of highly placed officers who could damage
negotiaions with the Allieds.

My aunt must have made this copy of it. | could see why she would want a notation of the incident
here. But the complete record? Whatever for?

Open Artemis, | thought.

The holoscript activated, re-creating the police station on Delos so vividy inmy mind that | fdt asiif |
were there. Again.

| went through the entire mortifying file Every last detail was there, even the fact that Zabo, the
computer on my ship, had intercepted the satdlite transmisson about my arrest while the Delos police
were sending it to Imperid Space Command. But that was it. The file was exactly what it damed; a
report of my unplanned vidt with the Allied police on Delos.

Something kept tugging at my mind, though. A smal point ... Taas? Yes, now | remembered. When
Zabo had dumped that sadlite tranamisson into my mindscape, the data had spilled over to the
computer on Taas's ship. What had happened? Taas tried to get rid of the tranamisson, but—what? He
used the wrong commands. That was it. He tried every command he could think of to get rid of the
spillover and none of them worked.

| checked my spind node. It il had the lig of commands Taas had given me Sop, Cancel, Break,
Quit, Exit, Bye, System, Chop, Somp, Flush, Dump, and Curse. And | had told him—what? To use
the Erase command. Yes, now | remembered. Erase had findly done the trick.

| frowned. Thisfile should have included a report of the spillover. But it wasn't here. | went through
the entire record again, detall by detail, with the same result. No mention of the spillover existed
anywhere. | had come looking for information and instead found a lack of it.

The data couldn't have disappeared by accident. All four fighters in my squad recorded it and |
found it hard to believe that the identica omisson would crop up indl four of our reports. But | couldn’t
imegine Kurj deleting it either. In hisview of the universe such an omisson would be doppiness, which he
avoided to the point of obsession.

It had to be my aunt. But why would she delete such trivid information? She was too smart to have
done it by accident. She was jud too damned smart period. Trying to follow her menta processes



adways made mefed like | had the brain of adug.

| closed the Artemis file and searched through the other Delos records, looking for anything related
to Taas. Nothing came up even margindly promising. | was running out of time and | knew no more than
when | had started. Taas. Artemis. Delos. Satdlite. Spillover. What was | looking for?

The psicon. After Taas had used the Erase command to get rid of the spillover, he sent me an image
of his Erase psicon, a scantily dressed woman with a big bosom whaose scraps of dothing disappeared
when she painted them. She disappeared whenever she appeared. Of course! That was it. What better
way to hide data than to make it self-vanishing, so that the act of cdling it up erased it. It was exactly the
kind of solution that would appeal to my aunt.

Now | knew where she had hidden Jabridl’s files It wasn't in EM16. She had left Kurj a pointer
here as a precaution, in case he came looking for the files It was an effective pointer too; only someone
who knew those facts were missng would know the pointer existed. But the information | wanted was on
the key to the cyberlock in her brain.

Anyone could have a cyberlock put in ther brain. You didn’t need to be a psion. That was why we
cdled it “cyber” ingtead of “psiber.” Every member of my family who had gone through the operations to
have a biomech web implanted had dso had a cyberlock put in. The Assembly inssted on it. That was
why | had recognized the rainbows around Jaibriol’s manson on Delos. Its shimmering vell of colors
warned that the cyberlock was active.

None of us liked them. The fidd disrupted brain function and could cause damage if used too often.
The key to mine was on a psberchip, a card with neurd tracings created from my own brain cdls. For
mogt people such a chip was usdess. No one could activate it unless they were a psion. But when |
linked to it through psiberspace, it became a functioning part of my brain. If another psion tried to link to
it, the chip would know it wasn't me the same way | would know if an intruder began thinking in my
mind.

My aunt had designed the psiberchips because implanting keys in our brains was too risky. A head
inury could damage the key or its lock, or both. Separating the two decreased the chance that the
system would mdfunction when we needed it most. Although that lso made it easier for someone to
ged the key, usng psiberchips solved that problem. A chip recognized its owner’s brain—so it could be
&t to erase itsdf if aforeign mind tried to accessit.

What better place for my aunt to hide the information about Jaibriol than on her psiberchips? If
anyone tried to sed the data, the chip would erase itsdlf. It was an ingenious warning system too, since if
her chips erased, it would trigger an darm in her spind node.

But if I couldn’t access the information, neither could Kurj. So what was the purpose of leaving him a
pointer that pointed to a place he couldn’t go?

Wait. Maybe the data weren't on her chips. Maybe she put it on his. But how? They were as
thoroughly protected as hers, and would erase if she tried to access them.

The Skol-Net. Of course. Boosted by the Triad pslink, she and Kurj could med their minds even
more completely than Jaibriol and | had done on Delos. With their minds intertwined as one, she could
have accessed his chips. | doubted he could do the reverse; it required too much delicacy. Only my aunt
hed the necessary knowledge, finesse, and Triad access. She had probably managed it without Kurj even
noticing.

But that did me no good either. | couldn’t join the Triad pslink. The huge flux of power it generated
increased exponentidly with each Rhon psion in it. Two minds posed no danger. Three worked only if
the minds weren’t too dike. Add afourth and it would overload the Skol-Net in one giant, Star-spanning
ghort circuit.

| understood why Kurj feared Althor and me. If dther of us ever tried to follow in his footsteps,
fordng our way into the Triad link with no warning or preparation, we would kill not only him but
everyone dseinit aswel.

So now what?

An unsattling thought came to me. What about my chips? Kurj had access to them. He damed it
was for my protection, but | knew better. He wanted control over my cyberlock. It was another in his



precautions meant to minimize the chance that one of his heirs would turn on him. So my psiberchips aso
included neurd tracings cultured from his brain cdls to ensure that my keys wouldn't erase if he accessed
them.

Suppose | linked to one of my chips and merged with the piece of his brain on it? Would that med
be enough to foal one of his chipsinto thinking I was him? | doubted he would notice my meddling unless
he happened to access the chip at the same time. And he had no reason to do that while he was deeping.

But the risk of beng detected wasn't what disturbed me most about the idea. What if | couldn’t
dissociate from his mind when | finished my work? The prospect of being imprisoned in Kurj's rigidy
controlled paradigm of existence scared the hdl out of me.

| needed to get away from here, to think this through.

| closed the Delos files and deleted dl record that | had worked in EM16. After setting the Hub's
monitors so they wouldn’t record my departure from the building, | withdrew from the Net. Then | stood
inthe dark, waiting for the paphon cage to release me.

Waiting.

Waiting.

Swest beaded on my temple. No, | couldn’t show fear. That, more than anything | had done on the
Net, would give me away.

The psphon collars snapped away from my body. The tube that had surrounded me did back into
the ground, letting cool ar waft across my bare skin.

| took a breath. Then | put my clothes back on and Ieft.

The psiberchip lay in my hand, a smple square the 9ze of my pdm. | sat in front of the console in my
bedroom and stared at the chip. Taking it out of the safe here had been easy. But that was as far as |
could make mysdf go.

Alive This card was dive. Nano-meds tended the neurd tracings on it, keeping them primed to link
tomy brain. | had ten chips, two inmy father’s house, three on Forshires, four at Headquarters, and this
one hereinmy quarters.

The console waited. All | had to do was insert the card. My spind node caculated a 94 percent
probakility that 1 could merge my mind with the piece of Kurj’s brain on it—a piece that, ironicdly, he
wanted there for his own protection. Whether or not that would dlow me to access his chips was another
gtory, but | wasn't going to find out until | tried.

If. If | could force mysdf to do it. | stared a the card in my hand. One minute passed. Three. Five.
The few precious hours of time | had to work with while Kurj was degping were lesking away.

Ten minutes.

Fifteen.

| took a deep bresth. Then | did the card into its dot on the console and logged into my personal
account, the one | used for privete rather than military matters. | reached the Net's outer shl firg, the
eectronic network anyone could use. From there | entered psiberspace.

My mind expanded onto the four nodes that served the dvilian am of the psibernet on Diesha. They
worked together like one machine, swapping back and forth among themsdves according to whichever
happened to be free when the user entered a command.

Today | started on Alto. The subgrid was subdued, a fant gold color. There was no Sgn of my
father. The whole Net changed character when he withdrew from it, becoming less vibrant. Nor did |
pick up the delicate sparkles of my aunt’s presence or the immense flux of Kurj’s power. Right now Alto
just fdt like Alto, one of four smple voices snging together with no Triad soloists to jazz up the tune.

Greetings, Soz, Alto thought.

Gredtings. Connect me with my psiberchip.

Chip activated.

| felt nothing. No reason | should have, though, given that it was part of my own brain. Locate Lord
Skolia’s neural tracings.

Soprano answered. Located.

Match my brain activity with his



Attempting match, Soprano thought.

| waited, watching the Net flicker. It was lovely, an eerie beauty that never appeared the same way
twice. The infinite gold mesh hung in a shimmering atmosphere, one more liquid than gas, pde gold and
goarkling. It undulated around me, soft and sensud. The sounds of the dvilian nodes were gentler than
those in the Hub, sweet melodies that rippled like ocean swells. Its smdlls were honey-corn and spice.

Soprano? | thought. I's anything happening?

Tenor answered. Your brain ressts.

That was no surprise. Although | had never melded with Kurj, | had shared enough thoughts with him
to know our mentd processes were bascdly foreign.

Keep trying, | thought.

| continued to wait. The grid exhibited a well-ordered pattern of squares, but far too many defects
showed on it. | knew those discontinuities. They came from poorly maintained connections and negligent
users. Fluctuations appeared in the qudity of its environment as wel, concentrations of color and light in
asymmetric patches. Civilians were inefficient. Our organization of the military grids was fa more
ordered.

Tenor was taking too long, usng vauable time. What is the status of matching procedure? |
asked.

Bass answered. Maching complete.

Complete? What percent difference exiss between my brain activity and Imperator Skolia's, as
determined by his tracings on my chip?

1.6 percent, Bass answered.

| felt nothing. But the fact that | perceived no difference wasn't proof of its absence. However, a 1.6
percent discrepancy wasn't negligible. The possibility Hill existed that his chip would erase if | tried to
access it, leaving irrefutable evidence that | had been in violation of security procedures.

| needed to rethink the risks of tampering with Kurj’s strategy for the Qox interrogation. Qox had put
himsdf far too close to the brain of the Skol-Net. If he escaped, he could carry out exactly the function
he had been bred to execute. By ganing access to the Hub he could overload the Triad pglink, thus
assassinating the Triad and crippling the Skol-Net. If he managed it without killing himsdf as well, he
would then be perfectly positioned to take over the functions of the murdered Triad. It would put him in
control of the Imperid Space Command, of Diesha, and of the Skol-Net.

Bass, Stop matching.

Stopped, Bass thought.

| withdrew from the Net in proper format, risng through its levels urtil | reached the interface with the
eectronic system. After | pulled out, | consdered my next move. If | went to Kurj now and told him
whet | knew, | risked execution for the treason | had committed by hiding the truth about Qox. But Kurj
needed the information. The best procedure would be to interrogate Qox, break his barriers, and then
inform Kurj thet the Highton Heir was Rhon. | would present the informetion as if | were dso leaning it
for the firg time. That way, | protected both mysdf and the Imperidate.

| would have to be careful when | broke Jaibriol’ s barriers, though, to make sure | didn’t hurt him.

| rubbed my eyes. The drain from my work tonight had pulled me down both physcaly and mentaly.
And now | was about to make Jaibriol’s suicide attempt into redlity.

Suicide. Suicide. Why had | forgotten that? What was wrong with me, thinking that Jaibriol had
come here to kill us?

| got up and paced out of the room, trying to clear my head. A moment ago | had been thinking with
what | believed was perfect clarity. Yet now | fdt asif a stranger had been inmy head. My intention was
to free Jaibriol, not betray him to Kurj. How was | going to get the information | needed to find Jaibriol,
if the process of getting it made me refuse to take it?

| picked up a piece of paper and wrote: I1t's not your mind. If you lisen, you will regret it. Get the
data.

The maze of hdls under the ISC Records complex went on for kilometers. Its stark lines and dim
lighting had long ago earned it the name Catacombs. My psiberchips were in a Catacombs vault secured



with an El cdled a beta scanner, which andyzed retind patterns, fingerprints, voice patterns, height,
weight, body chemidry, skdetd structure, and brainwaves. It opened only to me or Kurj, who kept one
of his own chips there as wdl. That vault stood inSde a larger vault secured with a beta scanner, indde a
room secured with a beta scanner, a the end of ahdl secured by a beta scanner. It was the best security
the Imperidate had to offer. Bresking in was impossble. | glanced a the paper inmy hand. It's not your
mind.

Incorrect. It was imprecise to state that merging with Kurj’s brain made my mind his' A more exact
definition was that it altered my mentd process, gving me indghts | otherwise lacked. But my mind
remained mine

If you listen, you will regret it.

No. The only source of regret | would find in these actions were the actions themsdlves. It was time
thet | stopped this treason.

Get the data.

The data weren't avalable to me. My aunt had protected the in formation with her customary
brilliance;, even if someone came this close to it, they would go no farther because in the process of
reaching it they came to understand why it must not be reached.

It's not your mind.

My mind had been under adrain. | knew that. Tager had made this clear in my talks with him.

But seeing Tager had been a weakness.

No!

| clenched the console so tightly that my knuckles turned white. The paper crumpled in my hand, its
edges dicking out of my fisd. Seeing Tager had not been a weakness. My mind was sound. If | had
written the words on this paper, they were sound.

| picked up Kurj's card and placed it in the dot on the console. His chip resisted me, like the human
body reecting a trangplanted organ. | tensed, waiting for that sense of deletion that would come when it
wiped itsdf blank.

Instead | felt a curious relaxation. And then | remembered where to find Jaibriol.

| reentered EM 16 as before, once again doaking my operations. This time | went draight to the
security subgrid. | toggled visud mode and the grid blinked out of existence, replaced by the desert.
Parched land surrounded me for thousands of kilometers, red and mottled with upjutting rocks that cut
the landscape like angular fingers. Prickly gray stubs of dustbrush poked out of the sand. Only far in the
north, where the plains rose into a haze of dark mountains, did the line of the land soften. The sky above
me was a blue tablet of stone washed clean of clouds.

No one made thaer home out here. The ISC had other purposes for this desert. We had
honeycombed it with underground ingalaions, induding Block Three, a complex that lay only a few
meters to my right, hidden under the surface.

Reduce to psicon, | thought.

The desert retreated like a doth backdrop pulled away by a giant hand, growing smdler and smdler
as it receded into the distance. It came to a stop when it was no more than a amdl image within a
dlittering square of the grid.

| opened the file in my spind node where | had stored the data about Jaibriol. Guards: three units
watched his cdl, 9x guards per unit. Each unit knew the location of only one other unit. | reprogrammed
EM16 so that on the next shift, units one and three knew about each other and unit two knew about
itsdf. Then | reassigned unit two to a new area so that its origind location appeared to be another unit.
Where unit two was supposed to be, a hole gaped in the security cage around Jaibriol.

| reprogrammed the Block Three wamning and defense systems to ignore certain input at a certain
time | reset the medicd monitors that watched Jaibriol’s cdl so at that same time they would tart to
monitor the guard outside the Block Three cafeteria. | set the sentry monitors to switch to the holography
darkroom when the med monitors switched to the cafeteria. | changed work shifts to clear people out of
certain areas and off certain computers and | reset the robot sunmice to avoid certain corridors. Then |
Set up a program that would, minutes after my changes went into effect, undo every one of them, reset



every sysem to itsorigind state, wipe out the record of my changes, destroy itsdf, and delete the record
of my deletions.
There were going to be alot of confused people in the morning.

15. Chains and Silk

| landed the flier in slence and darkness. No moon shed its softening rays on the desert, only the cold
harsh light of the stars, a multitude of stars that glittered above the parched land. | ran across the rocky
ground to a point severd meters away from the flier. Then | touched a button on the tranamitter in the
legther guard | wore around my wrigt.

A drcular section of rock about two meters wide sank into the ground. After it descended for about
ameter it swiveled to one side, uncovering a fla metd surface, the safe door for Block Three. Another
touch on my wrigt guard and the safe door lowered into the ground, sinking in complete slence. Fndly it
swiveled ponderoudy to the sde, showing itsdf to be a cylinder of metd more than a meter thick. Below
it, | could make out the top of ametd staircase that spirded down into darkness. A circular shaft dmost
two meters deep plunged down from my feet to the top of the sairs.

| touched my guard again. In response, a vertical seam opened in the wal of the shaft, uncovering a
ladder that stretched down to the staircase below. | dimbed down to the landing and then ran down the
dairs.

The security airlock at the bottom released to my command. When the inner door opened, light
glared in my eyes. Pipes lined the walls and celing of the corridor before me huge tubes big enough to
crawl through, smdler pipes the width of my arm, tiny conduits no wider than a finger. | ran down the
hall, my boots pounding on the floor. The place might as wel have been deserted. | passed through some
of the most advanced security systems the | SC had created and not one darm sounded.

Running in a boosted state, it took me less than a minute to reach Jaibriol’s cdl. | unlocked it with a
laserpick | had set to match the light pattern expected by the lock. The door opened to it immediady,
reveding a amdl room with a ledge dong one wall.

Jabriol lay sprawled on the ledge, adleep.

He was barefoot, dressed only in the gray pants and short-deeved shirt of a prison uniform. Bruises
and wdts covered his lower ams, and | dso saw the marks of an E-spring, a prong that gave dectric
shocks. The lacerations on his wrists and ankles looked like they came from chains that had rubbed the
Kin raw.

| wondered how his interrogators judtified their methods, given that we had far less violent ways of
extracting information from people than chaining and torturing them. | had no doubt the interrogators
were udng every method at ther disposal. So why include torture?

Then again, they probably fdt no need to judify it, given whom they were interrogating. Vengeance
hed no use for benevolence,

| ran over and shook hisarm. “ Jaibriol! Wake up.”

He jerked, and spoke in Highton. “No more.”

| grabbed his shoulders. “Wake up!”

Jabriol sat bolt upright and struck out with hisfig, hitting mein the ssomach with a bruisng blow that
knocked me onto the floor.

| scrambled up to my feet. “It's me. Sauscony.”

He stood up, denching hisfigs again.

“Jabrial, it sm—"

“Qox.” Although he looked dtraight at me, his gaze was unfocused. “Qox. Jaibriol Qox.”

“l know who you are.” | grabbed hisarm. “Come on.”

He shoved me away with so much force that | sumbled backward and banged into the wdll. | forced
mysdf to relax, trying not to think of the time rushing by us. As he raised his am over my head, | spoke
in as conversationa a voice as | could manage. “If this is how you greet al of your potentid girlfriends,
you mugt have alousy love life”



He stopped. “Wha?’

“Jabrial, it sme. Sauscony. From Delos.”

He just stared a me, his face blank. | extended my arms, showing him | carried no wespons.
“Sauscony. Remember? We met on Delos”

He lowered hisarm. “ Sauscony?’

“Sauscony Vadoria | snuck into your bedroom. Later we met in the harbor.”

His gaze focused. “It is you. How did you get in here?’

“It was't easy. We have to go. Fast.”

He turned his head and stared at the open door. Then he broke into arun. | sped after him. He went
where | pointed, sumbling on his bruised feet, dmog fdling, regaining his balance, dumbling again. But
he never once dowed down.

We reached the exit shaft in minutes. Jaibriol ran up the spird dairs, his bare feet thudding on the
metd gtrips. He made it to the landing and grabbed a rung of the ladder. But when he tried to pull himsdf
up, his swollen hands dipped. He fdl, knocking his head againg the ladder as he crumpled to the ground.
He hit the landing and lay there in a heap with his eyes closed.

No! | grabbed hisarm, trying to heft up his bulk. Even on boost | couldn’t carry someone his Sze up
the ladder. To have made it this far, so close to freedom, and then to be stopped by a damned
ladder—no! | shook hm as hard as | could. “ Get up.”

His eyes opened. He fumbled behind his body and closed his hand around the lowest rung of the
ladder. His other hand moved, falowing the first. As he dragged himsdf to his feet, | held him around the
was and heaved upward.

It took another minute for us to dimb the ladder and run to the flier. If Jaibriol noticed the spiky
dusthite weeds jabbing his bare feet, he gave no 9gn of it. At the flier, he threw himsdf into the open
hetch and sprawled across the deck as | scrambled over him. | dammed the hatch closed and ran to the
cockpit.

| taxied across the desert, bumping on the rough ground. | took off with only arlight to show the
way. We ran dark and slent, just as | had done so often in the Jag. Now | had no mindscape, no pslink,
no connection to the Skol-Net, just training and experience to guide my hand. But it was enough. We left
Block Three and soared through the night.

And findly, after the inddlation had dropped behind us, | dared to rdax. We had made it. Jabriol
was free and soon we would be at the starport. | had done the impossible, seding the Highton Heir out
from under the relentless eye of 1SC.

| put the flier on autopilot and turned to Jaibriol. He had collgpsed into the copilot's seat and was
lying with his head againgt its back, his chest risng and faling with his ragged breething.

“l have a counterfeit ID chip for you,” | said. “You'll need it a the port.” The only disguise he would
need was the colored eyelenses, visor, and har dye | had brought. No one would ever dream the
Highton Heir was waking around free in the heart of the starport at |SC Headquarters.

He turned to look a me. “What are you going to do to me?’

“I'm taking you to Ddlos. You can ask the Allieds for sanctuary.”

He laughed harshly. “ Sanctuary? They will put me on trid for war crimes”

“What crimes?’ | grimaced. “Giving bad speeches after Kryx Quadlen drugged you?’

He sat up draght. “How did you know he drugged me?’

“I could tel as soon as | saw you speak.”

“No onewill believe it

“And what do you expect in return?’

“Thet you don't try to kill yoursdlf again.”

He snorted. “Don't play with me, Sauscony. What is your price for this so-called rescue?’

| consdered him. “That when your father dies, you return from exile to become Emperor of Eube.” It
wouldn't be easy, but with enough planning he might pull it off. “Then you try to make peace with us. |



mean genuindy try. Not the deceptions your father cdls negotiations.”

“The deceptions are yours.”

“You think thisisa trick?’

His voice was cold. “A brilliant means of torture your brother has devised, | mugt admit. Make the
prisoner believe heis being rescued by a beautiful woman and taken to a place of safety. It should make
the redity of my prison dl the more painful when we end up back there.”

“You're wrong.” Even if | were working as Kurj’s agent, he wouldn't have used such a subtle
method. He preferred brute force.

Jabriol shrugged. “Brute force failed. Why not try subtlety?”

“Why did you say tha?’

“It' strue, igT'tit?’

“Jabriol, if | were trying to trick you, why did your barriers just drop to me, when dl of Kurj’'s
interrogators, even Kurj himsdf, couldn’t force you to lower them?’

He frowned. “What are you taking about?’

“l didn't say anything about brute force or subtlety. | only thought it.”

“l heard you sy it

“You heard it in your mind.”

He snorted. “Right.”

“You know | didn't say that about Kurj out loud.”

Slence

| tried again. “Your barriers are activated by stress, aren't they? Or pain, or anger, or danger. Any
gtuation that your mind registers as threatening.”

“That'sright.”

“So why would they drop with me?’

He watched me with an unreadable expression. Then he leaned his head back againg his seat and
closed his eyes. His face was pdein the cabin lights, so pale and drawn. | waited, but he remained glent.
Findly | turned back to my controls.

Eventudly Jaibriol spoke again. “You are the one who will need sanctuary. The Imperator will
execute you himsdf when he discovers what you' ve done.”

| glanced a him. “1 hid my tracks.”

He turned his head and looked a me. “Thereisno way to hide dl of the tracks you must have made
getting me out of there.”

“My brother believes your capture was arranged, a trick to get you into Headquarters. HE Il think
your people broke you out.”

“Thiswould be unlikely, given his security measures.”

| amiled. “1t's alot more likdy than me doing it.”

There was a fant movement of his lips, the barest rasng of their edges. But it was a amile just the
same. “Thisistrue.”

My voice softened. “The Allieds will find a world where you can go into exile Somewhere
unpopulated, so there's no one to recognize you. A place where you can stay urtl it's time for you to
return and assume your position as Emperor.”

“Wha makes you think | want to be Emperor?’

“You mug.”

Why?

| grimaced. “Because this war is destroying us, that’swhy. | don’t see any way to end it without you.
Can you imagine your father and my brother ever making peace? | sure as hdl can't.”

“Imperator Skolia will never negotiate with me” Jabriol’s voice tightened. “After these past few
days, | doubt I could even endure being in the same room with him.”

“Kurj won't be Imperator forever.”

“So you want me to go into exile and return someday to the Hightons.”

e



“No.”

“Jaibriol—I"m not meking it a condition on freaing you. But | ask you to condder it.” | spread my
hands. “What will happen if Skoliafdlsto your father’s armies, or those of the next Emperor, or the one
after that? Without us, the Allieds won't last a decade againgt your military. Is that redly what you want?
And entire gdaxy controlled by Hightons?’

“No.”

“Then you—"

“No.” He hed out hisarm. “If | go back to them, thisis what waits for me”

Although the deeve of his prison uniform covered the top hdf of his am, the rest of the limb was
bare. Bruises covered it, as wdl as wdts and cuts, and E-gpring burns. Lacerated skin crusted with
blood surrounded hiswrigt like an ugly bracelet. “Y ou mean interrogation?’

“No. Look closer.”

| peered a hisarm. Most of the marks were fresh, but | could see older ones too, thin white lines
thet looked like heding welts, or scars from older cuts. | touched a line that snaked down onto his palm.
It had been there far longer than Jaibriol had been Kurj’s prisoner.

“l don't understand.” 1 looked up a him. “You didn’t have these scars on Delos”

“No. | didn’'t.”

“How did you get them?’

He gritted his teeth. “How do you think?’

“l don’'t know.”

“You of dl people should. You ve been there. What was his name? Tarque?’

| stared at him. “Y ou’ve been a provider 7

His laugh was harsh. “Of course not. | am the Highton Heir. No one would dare harbor such a
thought about me, let donetry it.”

“It was Quaeglen, wasn't it? Kryx Quadlen, the Trade Miniger.”

“He did only what was necessary to tran me for my future” Jaibriol sounded asif he were gritting his
teeth.

“Didn’'t your father stop him?’

“Hedidn't know.” Jabriol shrugged. “My father cannot endure my presence. Perhaps he hates me,
for my failures. | don’t know. I'm not sure | care anymore.”

“Maybe he doesn’t come near you because he can’t bear wanting to hurt his own son.”

Jabriodl flexed his hands, opening and dosing them. “He told me never to make a mistake, never to
fdter in any way that would even hint at the truth about my deficiencies. But | can’'t be a perfect fortress
dl of thetime. It' simpossible”

No one could. My brother came as close as anyone | knew to waling himsdf away from human
contact, but even he had his needs. And Kurj didn’t have to live anong Hightons.

“As Emperor, couldn't you make a more tolerable condition for yoursdf?” He could get rid of
Quaden, for darters. “You could work with the taskmaker caste. The army—they're modly
taskmakers, aren’t they? There must be at least some of them you could trust.”

“l don't know.” He leaned his head back on the seat and stared at the bulkhead above him.
“Quaden is a powerful man, more so than | was even as Her. Getting rid of hm wouldn’'t be easy.” He
looked a me. “Nether of us need be bound to our heritage, Sauscony. Come with me. Wel find a
place where we never again have to worry about Kryx Quaglen or anyone dse”

Come with me. Judt like that. Throw away my life, everything | had worked for.

Alone in my rooms earlier today | had been sure of what | wanted. Now, faced with Jaibriol, my
certainties crumbled. Like knew like. | turned away, back to my controls, unable to look at him. The flier
was doing fine on autopilat, its routines for maneuvering in traffic kicking in as we approached the city. A
few more minutes and we would be at the starport.

| continued to study the diolay panels. “I can't go into exile. | have other plans”

He didn't say any more. Instead he made a picture in his mind, the two of us making love in a fidd of



waving grasses.

“Stopit!” 1 smung around to him. “We can never have that.”

“Why not?’

“You know why!”

He gave me an incredulous look. “You never asked to be an Imperid Heir. You don't have to martyr
your sanity to it.”

“Don’'t make it out to be some kind of high-minded sacrifice. There' s nothing noble inmy intentions. |
want to be Imperator. | want the power.”

“Maybe”

| scowled at him. “What is that supposed to mean?’

“You think you have aresponghility. Thet you can't run away from it.”

“What | think ismy business”

“People aren’'t made to carry that much weght, Sauscony. If you try to make yoursdlf responsible for
every Skolian dive, the pressure is going to kill you.”

My anger flared. “ So you want me to run off and fuck in the flowers for the rest of my life?’

He didn't back down. “Bdlittling what you want won't change how much you warnt it.”

“I want more than that.”

Theflier's computer spoke. “We are recelving asgnd.”

| glanced & the controls. A light was flashing that | had prayed would remain dark.

“What's the matter?” Jaibriol asked.

“I'm not sure.” | switched on the neutrino com, cyding through the ISC channdls. Kurj's voice cut
into the air.

“... south of the city in a class 4B or 4C flier. Stop dl craft fitting that description. | repeat, stop all
creft that fit that description.”

No! Not now. But only afew seconds of ligening to Kurj's transmission told it al. He knew Jaibriol
had escaped. A planet-wide cordon was sngpping into place around Diesha; every flight was grounded,
every passenger suspect. As Kurj reded off commands, | yanked on the flystick and veered to the east,
away from the starport.

We had dmog made it. But dmog hadn’t been enough. What gave us away? One of my aunt’s
watchers on the Net, like the one that had recorded my entrance into EM 16? Or maybe a guard decided
to do an extra check on Jaibriol, or | had missed a security system, or tripped an darm | hadn’t known
about. Whatever had happened, my plans were shot to hdl now.

Kurj's trangmisson continued, coordinating search units. At least they were looking for Trader
commandos indead of me. We were over the suburbs now, immersed in ar traffic, jus one among
hundreds of fliers that fit the description of the one Kurj wanted. But | knew the efficdency of 1SC. Once
Kurj set his machine into mation, even | couldn’t escape it. There was nowhere we could go to evade his
inexorable grip.

Almog nowhere.

| brought the flier around in atight circle, the dity pivoting below until we were headed north. Within
moments the buildings were thinning out, giving way fird to suburbs, then to desert.

An ISC flyer appeared on my holomap, matching our course and speed. A voice crackled on the
com. “Identify yoursdf.”

“Read your monitor, migter,” | said.

He paused. “Sorry, Primary Vadoria. Identification verified. Go on through, ma am.”

“Areyou on the city cordon?’ | asked.

“Yes maam.”

“Any luck finding them?’

“We think they’ re headed for the starport.”

“All right. Carry on. Over and out.”

“Will do. Over and out.”

We were hailed twice more before we reached the mountains. Even after we flew into the foothills, a



flier intercepted us. | hadn't expected Kurj to waste craft out here, given the extendve systems that
dready guarded this range. They protected the Imperid estate, the only dwaling within thousands of
square kilometers. Right now hundreds of indalations were monitoring us from pesks and valeys
Sadlites saled in low orbits overhead, one after another, in a pattern designed to cover the area at dl
times.

All of this, just to guard one empty palace.

As the upper mountains closed around usin protective folds, my com crackled again, this time with a
gentle voice | would have taken for humenif | hadn’t known better. “Please identify yoursdf.”

“Trangmitting ID file” | said.

“Greetings, Sauscony,” the computer said. “Welcome home.”

It took Sx more minutes to reach the palace. We passed through the best safeguards the Imperidate
hed to offer without being stopped once. Why should they stop us? | was one of the people they were
Supposed to protect.

But even here we wouldn't be able to hide long. Sooner or later, Skolia's mighty Imperator was
gaing to come home.

My bedroom in the palace made my apartment on Forshires look plain. The doorknob was solid
gold, like the key that unlocked it, an old-fashioned key, the kind that went into the lock and turned,
releesing a bolt. The room was blue caling, wals, carpets, even the bed on the raised dais. Gold filigree
scrolled around the windows. Tdl vases stood againg the walls, priceless works of art from some ancient
avilization on a planet with a name | couldn’t remember. The closet was as big as a living room. Dresses
hung there, soft sexy things | had ordered and never worn.

At times| suspected it was more my idea of what | was supposed to like than what actudly made me
comfortable. It wasn't that | didn’'t appreciate its beauty. It pleased me as much today as the firg day |
hed seen it finished. But it had never fdt asif it were mine

Jabriol limped across the room and dimbed the steps of the dais. As helay down on the bed, its slk
coverings rustled under his weight.

| went up and sat next to him, my Jumbler dangling in my hand. The weapon was usdess here. All of
my training, my years of experience—what good was it now? Yes, the lagt place anyone would think to
look for Jabriol Qox was the Imperator's empty palace. But even the last place would eventudly get
Searched.

| glanced a Jaibriol. “I'm sorry. All I've done is dday the inevitable”

He reached out and touched the Jumbler. “At least thisway | don't have to die dowly.”

“I’'m not going to shoot you.”

“Even if my only other choice is to be recaptured by your brother? Neither of us can escape now,
Sauscony. He |l execute us both.”

| looked at the gun. Then | dropped it on the floor. We had come so close. So close. Jud a little
more time and we would have made it offplanet. But close wasn't good enough.

| lay down on my stomach next to Jaibriol. The slk bedspread fdt cool againgt my cheek. He spoke
ina softer voice. “When | saw you inmy cdl, | thought | was having another one of my dreams.”

“Dreams?’

“After that night on Delos, when | met you—whenever | was londy | used to dream you would come
tome”

So | wasn't the only one who had druggled with the memory of that night. It helped somehow,
knowing that.

| pushed up on my ebows so that | could look at his face. | had forgotten just how extreordinarily
handsome he was, especidly by Highton standards. It wouldn't have surprised me if Ur Qox had
ordered cosmetic surgery done on him when Jaibriol was a boy. Anything to further enhance his son’s
image as a hero of the Traders. Anything to draw atention away from Jabriol’s ingbility to function as a
true Highton.

Dak circles rimmed his eyes and his har was rumpled. Shimmeing hair, black and gligening.
Highton black. It was so odd to see it on someone so unlike a Highton. | touched his lips, running my



fingertip over the top one, then the bottom one. They fdt chapped. Dry and cracked. Also warm. So
warm. Rhon lips, warm and full. | lowered my head, pressng my lips againg his—

Jabriol pushed me away.

| flushed. What was wrong with me, trying to seduce a man who had just spent days subjected to a
brutdl interrogetion supervised by my own brother? “I'm sorry.”

He watched me, slent. Across the room, the old spire-clock ticked softly, tick-tick, marking off the
seconds.

Then he did his arm around my neck and pulled my head back down to his | could smdl him, a
musky scent like a prod, heady and masculine. | closed my eyes as we kissed, letting my lipslinger on his
mouth. It fdt asfull asit had looked, as warm, as inviting. But he lay tense under me, more like a plank of
wood than a man with awoman he desired.

I lifted my head. “What's wrong?’

He pushed up on his ebows, bringing his eyes levd with mine. “It’s not you. It's anyone.”

“Any lover?’

“Yes. No. No lovers”

“Y ou mean you' ve never had one?’

Hisvoice hardened. “That’sright.”

“But why? | would have thought every digible woman among the Hightons would have thrown
herdf a you.”

“l didn't want a Highton lover.” Jaibriol grimaced. “Would you?’

| shuddered. “No.” | could fed him now. His barriers were dropping much more dowly than they
hed on Delos, but it was dill hgppening. | recognized that same sense of aoneness | had fet the night |
met him on the docks, in the dark cover of the searlapping night. Lonely. He was londy, bruisngly,
achingly lonely. The wound was even deeper now, scarred around the edges, raw in the center.

“Couldn’t you take a provider?’ | asked.

“No.”

“You didn't have to hurt her.”

“l didn't want one” He pressed his pdm againg my chest, between my breasts, as if he were
keeping me a bay. “Let someone that close and you become vulnerable”

“How could a provider hurt you?’

“By recognizing me.”

“Everyone dive knows who you are.”

“Not that way, Sauscony. By recognizing themsdvesin me”

Then | understood. “Thet you are like them.”

“Ves”

“You had no friends at al?’

His face twisted. “There was Quaglen, my ‘beloved’ mentor.”

“You mean Kryx Quaglen? The Highton Trade Minister?’

“He didn’t like my showing attention to anyone.” Hatred sparked in his voice. “If | did, he found a
reason to punish me”

| swalowed. “Couldn’t you get rid of him?’

“He' samader a Highton intrigue, even better than my father.” Jaibriol’s voice cracked. “Quaden is
empty, like a hole waiting to swalow me up. They're dl that way—my father, my so-called mother the
Empress, dl of them.”

“I'm sorry.” Gods, that sounded trite.

He watched me, concentrating, as if he could somehow absorb me into himsdf. Then, with no
warning, he pulled me hard againg his body and down onto the bed, wrapping his ams around me,
bringing my mouth againg his My lips parted and his tongue came insde my mouth, firs questing and
then probing with more force.

But dill something was wrong. Not with him, but with me. | wanted to jerk away from him. What
was the matter with me?



He made a noise, a soft, aroused sound. Then he stopped kissng me and did his lips to my ear.
“Sauscony. Sweet Sauscony.” His voice murmured in afamiliar cadence, a soft rhythm | recognized ...

Then | heard it again, the way | had so often heard it in my mind during combat, thoughts like acid
that poured over me from the Arigto pilots | wasfighting: Die, sweet Jagernaut. Die.

| sat up so fast that my fingernails gouged the scabbed cuts on his arms. He sat up too, a wild chase
of emoations flying across his face: surprise, embarrassment, confusion, and desire dl mixed in together.
“What's the matter?’

“No ..."” Highton. Highton. Highton.

“Sauscony?’ He lad his hands on my shoulders. “What isit?’

“Il—it—"1 took a breath. Of course he moved and sounded like a Highton. He was a Highton. Buit it
was culturd. Only culturd. Only culturd. “I don't ... It's—nothing.”

“Why did you get so upset?’

“Nothing. It was nothing. I'm just wound up.” Across the room, the spire-clock ticked loudly.

Jabriol nudged my shoulder. “Let’stry this”

“Try what?’

“Liedown.” He nudged me again. “I'll show you.”

Waily, | lay on my stomach. He straddled my hips so that he was gtting on my bottom with his
knees on ether Sde of my waist. Then he started to rub my back.

There was atime when | would have loved being rubbed, when it would have had just the result he
hoped. But no more. Tarque had often rolled me over this way, exactly as Jabriol had done it, right
down to the smalest mannerisms.

Cdm, | thought. Stay cdm. He isn't Tarque.

| lad my head down on the pillows and tried to relax. It did fed good. But then he quit.

| looked back over my shoulder. “Why did you stop?’

“I'm just looking.”

“At my backside? What's so interesting about that?’

Jabrial grinned. “Wdl, maybe it's not interesting to you.” He started to rub my hips. “That’s because
you can see it anytime you want.”

Ai. Such a beautiful smile. | had forgotten about that, the way it lit up his face. When he amiled, he
waan't the embittered her to an empire. Instead, he looked like what he should have been if his heritage
hedn't ruined his life, a hedthy young man enjoying his firg experience with a woman. | sighed, and put
my head back down on the pillows.

Jaibriol kept massaging, rubbing me everywhere, his hands moving in firm, sensud circles. Gradualy,
despite everything, my musdes loosened up. | let my eyes close, basking in the pressure of his hands,
soaking in his musky, tantdizing scent that made me want him to rub more private places ...

Then he lay on top of me, his erection pushing the rough weave of his prison uniform againg my
bottom. He took hold of my upper thighs, one hand on each leg, and spread them apart.

Like Tarque.

Combat mode on, my spind node thought.

“Jaibriol, STOP!”

Helifted his body immediately, holding himsdf up on his hands. “What's wrong?’

| rolled onto my back. Combat mode off.

Mode off, the node answered.

“Sauscony?’ Jaibriol had flushed. “What did | do?’

“l—nothing.” Damn Tarque. Were those scars going to follow me forever?

No. | hadn’t spent dl those months with a heartbender for nothing. | wasn't going to let Tarque do
this | wasn't going to let him come back to ruin my life ten years after he had died. Jabriol and | only
hed afew hours left, hours far too precious to waste.

| cupped my hands around Jaibriol’s face and pulled him into a kiss. His sandl wafted around us,
even dronger now than before. Masculine. Intense. | knew the Rhon produced different pheromones
then other humans, but since he was the firs Rhon man | had ever made love to, | wasn't prepared for



the force of it. His scent permesated the air asif it had a substance of its own, evoking reactions from my
body far stronger than | had experienced before.

Jabriol sat up and put hisfinger between my breasts, poking it ingde the magnetic seam that kept my
jumpsuit closed. As he did his hand down my front, the jumpsuit fdl open, leaving my skin bare to the
cool ar. When he cupped my breasts and rubbed his thumbs over my nipples, they hardened in
response, sicking up like an invitation.

We undressed each other carefully, Jaibriol winang when his shirt caught on the scabbed gashes in
his back. He dropped my boots over the sde of the bed and the hedls dlanged againgt my Jumbler. We
dipped under the covers, between the slken bedspread and the Slken sheets, and he stretched out on
top of me, bare skin againg bare kin.

| reached down, guiding him—there. As he moved againg me, | closed my eyes, murmuring against
his ear, soft, meaningless noises. And findly we merged into a ful Rhon med, a joining like the one that
hed come so much easier to us on Delos. It built as we built, growing fuller, tighter, stronger—until findly
| surged into my peak, the release coming with unexpected and gratifying intensity.

But it didn’t stop there. Jaibriol was dill going, his mind blended with mine. | kept building with him
even after my own body had spent itsdf in orgasm. His rigng excitement held on to me, pulled us higher
and higher. It grew until | couldn't bear it any longer. But | couldn't stop ether. We went higher,
highee—and his dimax burst over us, wringing our bodies with spasms tha fdt so good | stopped
thinking altogether.

| didn’'t know how long it was before | became aware of the room again. Jaibriol was lying on top of
me, his cheek regting againg mine, his bresthing quieting. His swest trickled off his chest onto my arms.
When | stirred, his head lifted and a second later | fdt hislips press againgt my closed eyes.

“That was worth waiting for,” he said.

| smiled. “Yes. It was”

“How long do you think before ... 7’

| opened my eyes. “Before Kurj finds us?’

“Ves”

“Maybe tonight. Probably sooner. Probably in afew hours” | wasn't sure what Kurj would do when
he redized just how thoroughly | had betrayed him. It wasn't going to be pretty, though, and | doubted it
would be over quickly.

“Sauscony.” Jaibriol regarded me. “I don’t want them to do to you what they’ ve been doing to me”
He leaned over the sde of the bed—and came back with my Jumbler. He lad it between my breasts and
lowered himsdf onto me so that the gun made a cold lump between our bodies. Then he took my finger
and st it againg the igniter.

| stared a him. “No.”

“We re gaing to die anyway. You know that.” His voice cracked. “And we both know what it's like
to be hurt and hurt until you wonder how you can endure anymore. | don’t want to die that way. At leest
likethisit will beinlove instead of pain.”

| clenched the gun. | knew he was right, but my indinct for self-preservation was too strong. |
couldn't do it.

He spoke againgt my ear. “I can't fireit. Only you can.”

| nudged off the safety and set my finger on the igniter. Just one push—

A knock sounded at the door.

| jerked out from under Jaibriol and off the bed so fast that the covers flew into the arr. | moved by
reflex, grabbing Jaibriol’s shirt and yanking it over my head, | didn't want to face the guards in the
vulnerability of my nakedness. Then | raised the Jumbler and aimed it &t the door.

And when the door opened | dmost shot my own father.



16. Heart of the Web

He stood watching me, blinking his violet eyes behind his spectacles. He wore glasses because he didn't
trugt Skolian doctors enough to let them work on his eyes. He ill wore his har long, in the syle of his
people, the slver-streaked locks framing his face and brushing his shoulders. He was a wdl-built man,
not too tal and not too short, with heart-stopping good looks that the public loved and Kurj found useful
for counteracting his own harsh image.

Firg he blinked a me. Then he blinked at Jaibriol, who was stting naked on the bed. Findly he turned
back to me. He spoke in the language of his own people, which was my firg language. “ Are you going to
kill me, Sauscony?’

The thought that | might have hurt him was so upstting | could hardly speak. | lowered the gun, dicking
on the safety. “No. Never. You know that.”

He waked over to me. “That wasyou | fdt in the Net last night, wasn't it?’

“Yes. | hid”
He dill had thet look, asif he didn’t know what to do. “I received a message from Kurj earlier. He told
meto day here at the palace, where it's safe. He believes Trader terrorists have infiltrated the area” He
glanced at Jaibriol, who was puiling on his pants. Then he turned back at me. “Is that true?’

“No,” | sad. “But Kurj thinksit is”
“l see” It was obvious, from his expression, that he didn’t see at dll.

Fortunately Jaibriol stayed on the bed; my father had enough to ded with right now without the added
inimidation of being towered over by the Highton Har. Outwardly my father didn’t show much reaction.
He just stood there looking at us. But | fdt him grappling with the Stuation like a wrestler fighting an
opponent who far outweighed him.

He findly spoke again, thistimein lotic. The language was dmog obsolete, used only by scholars and
the uppermost Skolian classes. My father had learned it because it is my mother’s native language. |
guessed he was udng it for Jaibriol’s sake; just as | had learned Highton, Jaibriol had probably learned
lotic.

“Sauscony.” He adjusted his spectacles. “The man on that bed 1ooks like Jaibriol Qox.”

“Heis”

“The Highton Helr. That Jaibriol Qox.”

“Yes That one” | doubted there were any others.
He went over to the bed and peered at Jabriol, who had his pants on now. “Why were you stting naked
on my daughter’s bed?” As Jaibriol opened his mouth, my father said, “No. Never mind. | don’t think |
want to hear the answer.”

| went over to him. “What are you going to do?’
“Do? My father scowled at me. “Before or after | have heart falure?’
| couldn’t help but smile. “Before, | hope.”
“Thisign't anusng, Sauscony.”
| swalowed. “I guess not.”
He motioned at Jabriol. “Please explain thisto me”
“l helped him escape. That'swhy Kurj thinks there are Trader terrorists loose on Diesha”

“Kurj captured Jaibriol Qox? And you freed him?’

| nodded. “After the darm sounded, the only safe place for us to come was here.”
“The Imperator’s pdace.”

“Yes”

“And just what prompted this urge of yoursto free Jaibriol Qox?’



| spoke softly. “Touch hismind. Then you'll understand.”
He didn't even turn. But | fdt his attention shift to Jaibriol. Although | wasn't sure Jaibriol conscioudy
redlized what was happening, he sill responded, raisng his blocks more by inginct than by intention.

My father's forehead creased. He sat in a chair a the table by my bed, no longer looking at ether
Jabriol or me. He concentrated harder—and Jaibriol blocked him again.

So my father withdrew his mind. Then he came back, changing his approach asif he were trying to catch
a ittish lyrine colt. He pressured Jaibriol here, there, and there, subtle nudges that came and went so
gently Jaibriol probably didn't even fed them. As dosdy connected as | was to Jabriol now, even |
couldn’t follow my father’s exploration dl that well.

But it didn’t work. So findly my father came questioning to my mind, trying to reach Jalbriol viathe link |
dready had with him. | let my mind relax, my father flowed into the link—and stood up so fadt that he
knocked over his chair. Jaibriol immediatdy rose up to his knees, dutching the bedpost as if preparing to
jump down and defend himsdif. | dill didn’t think he redlized his barriers had been penetrated.

My father stared a him. “You aren’t an Arigo.”
Jabriol answered in perfect lotic. “Of course | am an Arigto.”
“No,” my father said. “You aren't.”
Jabriol clenched the post harder. “Are you tdling me you don’t consider me your equa ?’

My father shook his head. “No. I'm tdling you | think you are like me.”
“Jaibriol.” | sat next to him on the bed and laid my hand on hisleg. “He won't hurt you.”

He turned to me, his exhaudtion faling like a blanket across my shoulders. Although he didn’t let go of the
post, hisgrip on it eased enough so that his knuckles were no longer white.

My father glanced & me. “Does Kurj know heis Rhon?’

“Not yet. But when hefinds out, he'll be certain Jaibriol came here to break the Skol-Net.”

He turned to Jaibriol. “Did you?’

“No.”
My father consdered him. Then he nodded. That was it. A dmple nod. No more questions. No
skepticism. No threats. Nothing. Just a nod. | couldn’t believeit.

You wouldn’t be here with him, like this, if you didn’t trust him, my father thought.

You know, | thought. Y ou're very different from Kurj.

So your mother tdlsme.
“| thought she was going to meet you back at home.” 1 spoke out loud, redizing how strange our slence
would seem to Jaibriol. “ See the grandchildren and dl.”

My father pushed his spectacles up his nose. “My plans changed.”
That didn’t sound like him. Given the choice of going home and being with my mother, the two things he
maost enjoyed doing, or coming to Diesha and being around Kurj, | couldn’t fathom his choosing Kurj.
“Why?

“l had a convulson.”

What? | got off the bed and went over to him. “Aren’t you following your trestment?’

“Of course. | don’t know why it happened.” He paused. “Actudly, it wasn't one convulsion. | had
severd.”

My pulse jumped. “How many?’
“I don’'t know. | fdt ... strange. The next that | knew, | was waking up in that little hospitd your mother
hed built near the village That offworld doctor made quite a fuss about it. She sad | had a series of
generdized tonic-clonic attacks, back to back. She sent me here. | didn’t want to come but she indsted.”
He scowled. “ She contacted Kurj and he sent a ship to get me”



| took his hands. “Are you dl right now?’

“| fed fine. None of the doctors found anything wrong.”

“And you don’t know why you had the seizures?’
“They came jugt after | woke up. Probably the nightmare | had, that’s dl.” He squeezed my hands. “ Stop
looking at me with thisworried face. Y ou're as bad as those doctors.”

| had never heard of a nightmare giving him epileptic seizures before. “What did you dream?’

“Someone was giving me shocks with an E-gpring. | couldn’t stop it because | was tied down.” He
squinted at me. “It is these machines, Sauscony. | don't even know names for hdf of them. Computers
and robots and things. They give me nightmares. But it means nothing.”

| hardly heard him finish. One word kept jumping out a me. E-gpring. “Who tied you down?’
“l don’t know.” He waved his hand, dismissng the question. “Old soldiers have such dreams.”

About an E-spring? | hadn’t even redized he knew what it was.
He had spent mogt of his lifein what, by Skolian standards, was abject poverty. | doubted there was
anything even resembling an E-spring on the entire planet.

“Had you been taking about E-springs with mother?’ | asked.

He shook his head. “No. It was nothing, Sauscony.”

“Dreaming about electric shocks is nathing?’

“| dreamed | was baing interrogated.”

On the bed behind me, Jaibriol drew in a sharp bresth.

Somehow | made my voice stay cam. “Do you remember why?’
My father shrugged. “Someone kept asking me about my father’s army. About their war plans. | don't
know why | would dream such a thing. My father died when | was only a few months old.” He rubbed
hiswrigts, massaging them in the exact same place where, on Jaibriol, the skin had been ripped raw. “It
was S0 vivid. It fdt redl, even after | woke up.”

Had he tapped into Jaibriol’ s interrogation? How? Through Kurj? Through me?

| knew Kurj. When he redlized what | had done, his hatred would turn on me as wdl as on Jabriol. He
would have me questioned thoroughly, as much a punishment for my betrayd as to find out why | had
doneit. If Jaibriol’s torture had caused my father so much distress, what would happen when it was me
on that interrogation bench? Despite my father’s daim that his convulsons were “nothing,” | knew better.
If he were having status epil epticus—back-to-back grand mal attacks—while he was under trestment,
hewasin alot more danger than he was willing to admit.

Sauscony. My father maotioned toward Jaibriol. You truly want this man?

| made an image of my mother. What would your life be like without her?

Y our mother is not one quarter Highton.

Iswhat you saw in Jaibriol’s mind so monstrous?

He exhded. No. Quite the contrary.

He won't turn on me.

He glanced a Jaibriol, who was planly trying to figure out what we were doing, daring a each other in
complete silence, running through a series of hand gestures and facid expressions asif we were holding a
conversation.

My father spoke. “Then the two of you mugt ask the Allieds for sanctuary.”

If only life were that Smple. “We can’'t get off Diesha,” | said.
“Can’'t you have a pilot fly out here from the starport?” He considered me. “Take the ship to Ddos
yourself. No one but the three of us would ever know you had a passenger.”

How did | explan a planet-wide cordon to a men who understood war in terms of cavary and foot



troops? “We can't get aship now, not without clearance from Kurj. And no way is he going to giveit.”
“If I had another convulsion,” my father said, “you would have to summon a doctor.”

My pulse legpt. “You think you' re going to have another one?’

He amiled dightly. “It could be arranged.”
Ah. That would certainly get someone out here. However much Kurj resented his stepfather, he dill
needed himin good shape. “But even if we got a ship, Kurj will only clear usfor planetary travel, perhaps
to a hospita on another continent, somewhere he thinks is safer than here. But he's not gaing to let
anyone |leave Diesha until he catches Jaibriol.”

“Thet doesn’'t mean you can't leave anyway.”

“l don't see how.”

“You freed Lord Qox.”

“That was before | SC went on dert. | doubt anyone could get out now.”

“I'm not asking if anyone can do it. I'm asking if you can.”
| blinked at him. To say he had never been thrilled with my choice of careers was an understatement. It
rardly occurred to me that he might actudly have a high opinion of my abilities. “I don’t know if |1 can do
it”

“Are you willing to try?’

“Yes”

“Good. Theniit is decided.”
“It' snot that ample” Asif there were anything remotdy smple about what he had just proposed. “Even
if we get off Diesha—which will be amost impossble—but even if we manage it, well be running fast
and desperate with who knows how many warships after us. They'll dert every sentry from here to
Dedos. No way will we ever make it there.”

He pushed up his spectacles. “Then you mug dready have a place to go when you leave. Somewhere
unknown to I1SC or the Traders.”

“If the place is unknown to ISC, how are you and | going to find it?’

“Perhapsif we ask the Allieds”
How could | get through to him? “We can't ask anyone anything. Communications in and out of Diesha
right now are blocked.”

“Then | will use the Primeline”

“You can't”

“Why not? My understanding is that Kurj’s security syssems won't report my use of it.”
“They won't even know. No more than you would know if ether of the other two Triad members used
their Primes. But that’ s not the point. You can't useit for this”

“l don't see why not.”
“Fether, you can't use your hatline to the Allied President to ask for help in solving a persona problem.
It's meant only for crises that threaten gdactic Sability.”

He spoke quietly. “If the imminent execution of the Highton and Imperid Heirs doesn't threaten gdactic
dability, | don’t know what does.”

That stopped me. | had been so caught up in events, | hadn't had a chance to think through the
ramifications of them dl. Our executions would tear apart the Rhon. In the midst of that chaos, an
enraged Ur Qox would throw his military might againgt us, seeking vengeance for his son’s death while
we were weskened with internd drife. All our efforts to convince the Allieds that the Rhon and the
Assembly created a just government rather than an ungtable dynasty of tyrants would be for nothing. We
would judtify therr worst fears about us, devastating what little trust we had managed to build with them.



My father indicated the table. “Y ou mugt set up the line for me, Sauscony. | don’t know how to do it.”

| sat down, wondering if he had any idea how incongruous it was to the rest of us that he powered the
Net and yet couldn't log into it. He was illiterate, both with written language and with computers.
Sometimes his refusal to learn angered me, other times it worried me, other times | wondered if he had a
learning disability he refused to acknowledge for fear of appearing even more deficient than he fdt
aready when faced with my mother’s universe. Psiberspace was his playing field, a place where he didn’t
need to read or write, or to understand how computers worked. All he had to do was think.

| pushed a corner of the table and its glossy surface swdled in the center, accompanied by a humming
noise. It formed into a sphere about haf a meter across that opened into a Net console. A fla section of
the table shimmered, dearing to reved a holoscreen.

| turned to my father. “1 need the name and security codes for your Prime account.”

“The account name is Vador. The codes are the names of dl you children converted into code by
EMIG s levd-four security file”

| nodded, managing to act asif what he had just done—reveding the Prime's prized security codes in the
presence of the Highton Heir—was completely normd rather than the act of treason we both knew it to
be.

| first accessed his regular account, and from there | set up the protocols that would link him to his Prime.
Three Prime computers existed, one for each member of the Triad, each machine independent of the
others. As | waited for the security processes to clear, | heard footsteps. Glancing back, | saw Jabriol
ganding behind me. But he wasn't trying to see what | was doing, which iswhat | would have done in his
position. Instead he was wetching my father.

My father frowned a him. “Yes?’

“l was wondering why you needed to see doctors,” Jabriol said. “You look so hedthy.”

“I have epilepsy.”
Jabrio stared a him. “How can that be? There is no hint of it in our files on you.”

“Why should | tdl any of you?’

“I'm just surprised our intelligence hasn't discovered it.”
My father hardly seemed to hear him. He was concentrating again, probing a Jaibriol’s mind. Then he
spoke in a gentler voice. “My family died when | was an infant, killed in a rock dide while they traveled. |
hed my firg seizure then. The doctors believe my mind hadn’t yet separated from my mother’s, so that
the shock of her death injured my brain.”

| stared a him. What possessed him to reved that? He rardly talked about it. If the neuronsin his brain
became overdsimulated, they sent out an abnormad flood of dectrica discharges, causng him to pass out
while his body diffened and his jaw clenched. Then he turned blue and stopped bresthing. When his
neurons began to tire his body convulsed, until eventudly they dl fatigued and he went limp. When he
findly woke up, he was dways tired and confused.

Thefirg time | had seen it happen, as a child, | had been terrified he would die, or that the wild spasms
meant he was in horrible pain. The doctors later told me he turned blue because the vesses in his skin
congtricted so that more blood could flow to hisbrain. My father said he never remembered the seizures,
let donefdt any pain.

Wheat they didn't tdl me, what | didn’t learn until | was older, was that his attacks were the mogt violent
his doctors had ever seen. The extra neurd dructures in his brain—those magnificent paras that made
hm such a gifted tel epath—al so made him agonizingly sensitive to the neurd overload of a seizure. By the
time his paras had finished maturing, in adolescence, his attacks had become so severe that without
trestment he probably would have died from ther intendty and frequency. He survived untrested to
eighteen only with the unflagging attention of his guardian. But they had both redlized he would probably



never reach twenty.

My moather had only needed to see one convulson to redize that what he beieved were “sairit efflictions’
were some kind of brain seizures. Even now, when he knew epilepsy was a treatable condition that
didn’t prevent him from living a normd life, he spoke of it only with family members or the few doctors he
had come to trust. That he would reved anything at dl about it to Jabriol astounded me. Something was
going on between the two of them, something | couldn’t follow.

“Itisn't hereditary, Lord Qox,” my father said.
Jabriol spoke quietly. “That wouldn't change my fedings for Sauscony. But if she and | go into exile, it's
unlikely our children will have access to the kind of medicd trestment you receive here. If this could kill
them, we should know.”

For pugging sakes. We were about to die and Jabriol was worrying about our nonexistent offspring. It
was a sobering thought, though. Our children, if we were able to have them, would be both Rhon and
Qox. Gods only knew wheat that birthright would mean.

A light flashed on the console, accompanied by the beep of a pager. My father glanced a me. “Is the
Prime ready?’

“No.” Damn! “It's Kurj. He' s trying to reach you.” | activated the com, but I&ft off the visud mode. Then
| motioned my father over and pointed at the Acknowledge pand.

He touched the pandl. “Yes?’

Kurj’s voice snapped into the air. “Eldri, have you seen Soz?’
My father diffened. His ful name was Eldrinson Althor Vadoria. Eldri was a child's nickname that only
my mother, his former guardian and Kurj used now. My father liked it from my mother and didn’t mind it
from his guardian. But Kurj was another matter.

He spoke coally. “Yes, sheis here”

Jabriol stared a him like a man betrayed. But as he started to spesk | grabbed his wrist and shook my
head. The pilots who had intercepted our flier would have reported it. My father didn’'t dare deny | was
here.

“Put her on,” Kurj said.
| leaned over the speaker. “Yes, Sr?’
“l want you to stay there with him,” Kurj said. “Until we find Qox.”

My shoulders relaxed. So. He thought | had come here to protect my father. It was a logica concluson,
or would have been had | known my father was here. Even with the extensive security that guarded the
palace, it made sense that Kurj wouldn't want a Triad member aone right now. What better bodyguard
could my father have than a Jagernaut Primary with far more than a military interest in his safety?

“Yes dr,” | sad.

“Good. Out.” Kurj cut the connection as aruptly as he had initiated it.

| looked at my father. “He seemed to think | had known you were here”

“Didn’t you? Y our message camein to the palace yesterday.”

| had forgotten about that. “1t was aruse. | wastrying to let Kurj know | had arrived on Diesha”

He amiled. “Wdl, | was dl set to answer it. | was going to suggest we have dinner after Kurj made the
announcement.”

“What announcement?’
“Sauscony, you needn’t be modest.”



“Modest about what?’

“He hasn't spoken to you yet?’

“About what?’

He exhded. “I’'m sorry. | assumed you knew.”
Wheat the hdll was he talking about? “Knew what?’
“He made his choice of her,” my father said. “You.”

| fdt like a MagRail train that had jus dammed into a casecrete wall at three hundred kilometers per
hour. “What?’

“l don’'t bdieveit.”

“I’'ve seen the documents. He signed them thismorning.”

| just sat there, garing a him. Then | put my elbow on the table and rested my forehead againgt my
pam. My mind was like a dry sponge with water running off it. | couldn't absorb his words. It just
wouldn't snk in.

But dowly, gradudly, the sponge responded. Bit by bit the redization soaked into my mind. Choice.
Kurj had made a choice. It waan't a battle anymore. | didn’'t have to fight my brother Althor any longer. |
didn't have to spend every day fearing the time would come when we were forced to make Kurj's
choice for him. It was over. | had won. Won.

The timing made sense. | couldn’t image a more effective way to weaken Trader morae then for
Kurj to announce he had chosen his own successor in the same speech where he reveded that he had
captured the Highton Heir. It would make Ur Qox’s dramatic announcement of Jaibriol’s existence pae
in comparison.

Except there would be no triumphant speeches now. Only betrayal, treason, and rage.

“l don't ...” My voice cracked. “Oh, Gods.”

My father sat in the chair next to mine “1 know | fought your decision to join the military. But you
mugt understand, it was difficult for me to accept.”

| just shook my head. What could | say? Besides, he and | had long ago set thet issue to rest. Or
more accurately, we had grown tired of arguing abouit it.

“Sauscony, ligen to me” He took hold of my arm, making me look at him. “I’ ve watched you these
past years. I've seen what your life has done to you. What you've done with it. You aren’'t Kurj. You
never will be”

| iffened. “And you don’t think | can do hisjob?’

“No. That's not what | meant at al.”

| had to struggle not to grit my teeth. “Then what did you mean? That you think Althor would have
been a better choice? Because he's more like Kurj?’

“Being like Kurj hardly guarantees that a person is suited to lead.”

“Then | don’t see what you're getting at.”

“What | am trying to say, not very articulately I'm afraid, isthat | think Kurj made the right choice.”
That stopped me, redly stopped me. Among my father’s people, women had never fought as soldiers,
much less become war leaders. It was far different than the more balanced culture of the Imperidate as a
whole. Although | had aways known my father loved me as much as my brothers, it was in a different
way. He saw them as the warriors, me as the oddity. The last thing | expected to hear from him was that
he considered me a better choice for Imperator than my brother Althor.

| didn’'t know what to say, so instead | hugged him. He held me tightly, resting his head againg the top of
mine

Hndly | leaned back so | could look at him. “What did you mean, you had seen what my life has done to
me?’



“It's changing you. Hardening you.” He swallowed. “Twenty more years of this and | won't recognize
you anymore. A century of it and what will you be then?’

| thought of thelife | had imagined yesterday: guarded day and night by Jagernauts, often by a cyberlock
aswdl, except when | came here, to this cold vault of a palace; living in congtant suspicion of everyone,
even Rex, who deserved better than to remember why he was crippled every time he looked at his wife.
No, | didn't want it to be that way. But it came with the job—and | wanted the job.

Except the job wasn't mine to have. Not anymore.
My father scowled. “What, you're giving up? Deposed rulers have been going into exile snce time
immemorid. You and Lord Qox would hardly be the firg to flee and return when the Stuaion was more
inyour favor.”

“If we disappear, our right to our titles disappears with us.”
My father exhded. “I don't dam it won't be difficult to return. But each of you is legd heir to your
position. You have aright to demand it when your predecessor dies”

| saw the tearsin his eyes and heard the words he didn’t say. Come back. Come back so | know you're
dive My own eyes fdt wet. “Y ou're a very decent human being, you know that?’

He reddened. “I'm a backward farmer from a backward planet.” Then he motioned at the console. “If
we don’t reach the Allied President, | will soon be a farmer minus one daughter.”

His account had finished setting up his Prime. | double-checked the link to Earth and then sent the cdl. It
would go draight through the Skol-Net, viatdop links, to a nanochip implanted in the Allied President’s
body. The psiberspace pathway from Prime to Earth was secured; the telops would never even know
they had transmitted a message.

| stood up, offering the chair to my father. As he did into it, Jaibriol and | stepped back, away from the
table, so we wouldn’t be visble when the Allied President came on visud. Then my father plugged the
psiphon into hiswris.

Thedry voice of Prime crackled inthe air. “Line activated. Prepare to receive transmisson.”
| gripped Jabriol’s hand. Thiswasit. If the Allieds turned us down, we had nowhere ese to turn.

“Reedy,” my father said.
The holoscreen on the table tilted up until it was vertica. An image appeared, a woman's face and
shoulders. She looked to bein her late fifties though | knew she was over seventy. A few lines creased
her didinguished features and gray har curled around her cheeks.

| had seen that face hundreds of times, both on the news broadcasts and in person. She looked different
tonight, though, tired and drawn, asif she had been degping when Prime paged her.

She nodded to my father. “Lord Vddoria”

He nodded to her. “Presdent Cdloway.”

She spoke in Skalian, cutting straight to the point. “What is wrong?’
“Two people here need sanctuary. They mugt go to a place where no one can find them, somewhere
unknown to ether Imperia or Trader inteligence” My father paused. “ Somewhere unknown to Allied
intelligence as well, if that's possible.”

“Why?" Cdloway asked. “Who are these people?’
“The why is more ample than the who. If they don't receive sanctuary, they will be executed.”

“How does this concern Earth?’
“If the executions take place, it will dragtically escalate our war with the Eubians”

Cdloway consdered him. “Lord Vddoria, surdy you mud redize that | can't interfere with military
matters concerning the Eube-Skolian War. Were | to do so, it would be tantamount to meking a



satement of aliance that doesn’t currently exist between your people and mine”

“And surdy you redize,” my father said, “that if we fdl to the Traders, you're next.”
“You believe the execution of these two people threatens the Imperidate that much?’
“YS”

“I need to know who they are.”

“l can't give you ther names until we have an agreement.”

“l can't give you any agreements until | understand the problem.”

My father was slent for a moment. Then he said, “Madam President, before | give you their identities |
need your word that you will reved this conversation to no one.”

Jabriol’s hand tightened around mine. Like me, he must have been present during dedings of his
government with Caloway. He would know what | knew: her word was good—which was why she
gaveit so rardly. What if she refused my father now? As soon as she saw us, she would redize she was
being asked to intervene in a matter that could tear apart the Rhon at its highest levels. How could she
know it was to her advantage to sde with my father?

“You're asking agreat ded,” she said.

“With reason.”

“Andif | don’t promise my slence?’

He didn't answer immediatdy. But | fdt his turmail. He was going to tdl her anyway, even without her
guarantee. If she contacted Kurj with what she knew—no, we couldn’t let that happen. He would know
that | was't the only one who had committed treason, and Kurj had far less desire to see my father dive
than me.

Father, no! | thought. Don't do it.
He didn't respond. Instead he spoke to Cdloway. “If you can’'t give me your word, people may die.
Members of the Rhon.”

“Andif | do giveit?’

“No one but you and | will ever know.”

“What about the two peoplein question?’

“They dso. But we'll send them where no one can find them.”

She watched him with a guarded expression. “What you're asking isthat | enter into a pact with only one
member of the Triad, an agreement you intend to keep secret from the others.”

“Ves”
“But you won't tdl me why until I make this pact.”

“I mugt ask you to trust in my judgment.”

“Judgment and palitics are rarely easy bedfellows, Lord Vadoria”

“Neverthdess, | mug ask for your trugt.”

Whatever she was thinking, she reveded nothing. If my father picked up anything through the psiphon, he
gave no hint of it. | doubted she let down her barriers enough for him to catch even a gimmer. Despite
the Allied's “officid” pogtion about psibernetics, | was sure their President had been wel trained to
protect hersdf againg members of the Rhon.

As the slence lengthened, | glanced at Jaibriol. Sweat had gathered at his temple and was running down
to his neck. | could fed wetness on my own hand where it gripped his

“Veay wdl,” Cdloway sad. “I give you my word.”
| made a amdl sound, one barely audible, just a rush of breath through my teeth. My father’s shoulders
lowered, coming down from a hunched pogtion | hadn't redlized they had taken until they relaxed.

He beckoned to us. As we waked over to the console, he moved out of the way. Then Jaibriol and |



were in front of the screen, | dressed only in a prison shirt that was the obvious partner to the pants he
wore. We stood there hdf naked, holding hands, and regarded President Cdloway.

Her mouth dropped open. “My God.”
My father stood up next to me, moving back into Cdloway’s view. “Will you help them?’

She blew out agust of air, sending atendril of gray har wafting about her face. “I don’t understand.”

“They think they areinlove” my father said.
“| dill don’t undergtand,” Cdloway said. “Primary Vadoria, do you truly want to go into exile with a
Highton?" She paused. “Could you even survive living with him?’

“He s not Highton,” | said.

“No?" She turned to Jaibriol. “Then what in heaven’s name are you doing with the title of Highton
Heir?’

He spoke quietly. “I'm aso a Rhon pson.”
Cdloway’s eyebrows went up. It was a good five seconds before she said, “That mug have taken some
doing.” She glanced a my father. “It seems to me he poses a far greater threet to you dive than dead.”
She grimaced. “To dl of us”

My father shook his head. “What Emperor Qox wants from his son may wel be impossble for him to
give Madam President.”

“You trust im because he' s Rhon?’
“Yes” He paused. “I once learned about afish that is native to your planet. To reproduce, it must svim
upriver to reach the place where it was spawned, or die in the process. The Rhon are like that in our
drive to mate with our own kind, to form our own community. No matter what the barriers, we fight until
we overcome them.” He glanced at me and his voice caught. “Or dietrying.”

“Why can’'t they go to Delos on their own? Why do you want me to intercede on their bendf?’
“We can't leave Diesha,” | said. “The planet is on full military dert.”

Cdloway gave me along, hard look. Then she turned back to my father. “Y ou' re asking me to become a
cocongspirator in an action that directly challenges the authority of the Imperator.”

“I’'m asking you to help me avert a crigs that would threaten the gability of three governments.”
“If I help you now, and it ever becomes known—" She let her sentence hang.

My father jumped on the opening. “My daughter is an expert in covert operations. She can remove any
trace that these negotiations ever existed.”

Cdloway studied me. She had to know he was tdling the truth about my erasing the record. Her people
would have a dossier on me jugt as extensve as the ones we had on her highest-ranking officers.

The President leaned back in her chair. She put her elbow on the armrest and rested her cheek on her
hand. She didn’t ook a us while she thought, just stared at a point somewhere between Jaibriol and me.
The deadening slence was broken only by the spire-clock with itsticking. Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick.
| wished the maddening noise would stop.

Cdloway spoke. “1 will help you.”

17. Until Tomorrow

The ship landed on the paace roof, a medicd racer designed to get people to hospitds fadt. It came
down inaroar of hot gases, blagting the landing pad with its exhaust. Warning lamps strobed in the night,
their lights blinking in patterns tuned to the palace defense systems. Their light caught on the surrounding
peaks, the only reminder that we were on the roof of a paace isolated in the mountains rather then a the



Starport.

Next to me, Jabriol and my father shaded their eyes from the glare. We had taken shelter behind a
retaining wall on the other sSde of the roof. As soon as the ship was down, | sprinted toward it, running
through awind that whipped my jacket around my body.

The hatch swvung open and light streamed out. A woman jumped down onto the roof. She wore the
uniform of an emergency medpilot, a white coverdl with a triangular patch bearing the Triad symbol on
her |eft shoulder. The hatch closed behind her, cutting off the light as abruptly as it had appeared. | came
to a stop infront of her.

She bowed from the wais. “Primary Vadoria?’

“That'sright,” | said. “My father isregting.”

“Has he had any more convulsons since you reported the fird?’

| shook my head. “But he's not too steady right now.”

“l have an arr stretcher for him.”

So far she had given the right answers. “What's your name?’

“BErin O'Nelll.”
It was the name Caloway had given us. The badge on her uniform said Lyra Merzon. A good, solid
Skaolian name. We probably had a dosser on Lyra Merzon covering her entire life And it was fdse.
Every lag bit of it. This woman was Erin O’'Nelll from Earth. If | hadn't had other problems to worry
about | would have had time to be vexed tha the Allieds had managed to plant her so securdy a
Headquarters.

“Wha were you told?’ | asked.
“Thet I’'m to take two people offworld, to alocation specified in afile uploaded to my racer by President
Cdloway.”

“Does anyone know your orders besides the Presdent?”’

“No, maiam.”

“I'm one of the two people you're taking.”

She nodded. “Yes, maam.”
“Presdent Cdloway told me that under current Allied law, ship captains can perform marriages in space
that are legdly binding among your people. Is that true?’

She blinked. “Well—yes It is”
“Good.” Both Imperidate and Trader law recognized Allied marriages. That way, if Jaibriol and | ever
hed children they would be our legd heirs. | had no idea what that would mean, but at least they wouldn't
be illegitimate.
| spoke into the com embedded in my wrig guard. “We're ready.”

The lights on the roof went out, leaving us in darkness. The wind ripped a my jacket and sent O'Nelll’s
uniform flgpping about her body. | turned and raised my hand. As O'Neill peered across the shadowed
roof, two figures appeared, unrecognizable in the dark.

They approached dowly, the shorter figure limping the way my father did when he didn’'t have his cane.
O'Nelll squinted into the darkness, but with only garlight to see by it wasn't until they reached us that
they were visble Jalbriol came up next to me, dressed in clothes we had taken from the palace.

O'Nelll stared at Jaibriol. Then, remembering hersdlf, she bowed from the wais, firs to my father, then
to Jabriol.

| motioned at the racer. “Let's get indde”
She stood aside to let my father dimb insde the darkened cabin. Jaibriol stepped up next, followed by
O'Nelll and then me. As soon as the arlock closed, lamps flooded the cabin with light.



The racer was built amilarly to a Jag, designed for speed and economy. Its cabin was crammed with
equipment: crates with survivd gear patches dapped on their sides; bundles of cloth, nervoplex rubber,
canvas, pipe; barrels ribbed with metd; smdler boxes, brown, gray, green, black, dl of them with printed
labds for computer and medica supplies. A laser carbine was secured againg a bulkhead, dong with the
box that carried its power pack. | saw a survivd ax, a box of needle bombs that were more ussful for
excavating than as weagpons, and a box of 1SC standard-issue knives. A bunk hung secure againg the
hull and medicad webbing lay across it, ready to fasten around a patient.

Jabriol sat down on the bunk, dosing his eyes as he sagged againgt the hull.

| sat next to him. “Are you dl right?’

He opened his eyes. “Jud tired.”

My father came to the bunk and stood there frowning. Jaibriol flushed. Then he grasped one of the
cables that held the bunk againg the hull and hauled himsdf back up to his feet.

Wha was this? Another slent communication between Jaibriol and my father, like that business about
children? | stood up, looking from one to the other of them.

My father frowned at Jaibriol. “Are you prepared to take proper care of my daughter?’

| couldn’t believeit. “For pugging sakes, Father.”
He glanced & me. Then he reddened and turned back to Jabriol. “Maybe tha wasn't the most
appropriate question.” He stood for a moment scratching his chin. Fndly he sad, “Aren’t you a bit
young for Sauscony?’

That was dmog as bad. Why did he and my mother fed so compelled to comment on the age of the men
inmy life?

But whatever my father intended with his questions, Jaibriol seemed to understand. “I'll do everything |
can to make her happy, sr.”

“See that you do,” my father said.
O'Nelll stood near the cockpit, watching the exchange with her mouth open. When she saw me glance a
her, she stood up straighter and closed her mouth.

| turned back to find my father looking & me. He spoke in amuch gentler voice. “Goodbye, daughter.”

| started to reach for him a the same moment he raised his own arms. Our hands collided, and then |
was in his embrace, the same arms that had held me so safe when | was a child. | hugged him tightly,
laying my head againg his shoulder as | closed my eyes. “ Goodbye, hushpa.”

“Bewdl,” he whispered. “I love you.”
A tear ran down my cheek. “And | you.” | drew back so | could see hisface. “Will you tdl Mother that |
told you | was sorry about what happened on Foreshires. That | said how much | loved her, and how
much | wished—" | swallowed. “How much | wished it wasn't so hard for me to tdl her.”

He rubbed his pam over hisface, smearing histears. “I will tdl her.”

O Nelll cleared her throat, a quiet sound, dmog inaudible. When we looked a her, she said, “I'm
sorry—but we had better leave. The longer we stay, the more the risk of our being discovered.”

| made mysdf nod. Then my father and | walked to the arlock and stood by the inner door, weatching
each other. Findly he touched the pand that opened the airlock. The lights went out again and no
radiance spilled from the cabin out into the night when the doors opened. He let himsdf back down onto
the roof, a slhouette in the darkness.

| lifted my hand. Goodbye.
He raised hisarm to wave. Goodbye, Sauscony.
Then | closed the airlock.



As the lights came back on, | turned to O’'Neill, who was waiting by the copilot's seat. The racer didn't
have a true cockpit, just a section in the front of the cabin with two seats, one for the pilot and one for the
copilot.

She motioned me toward the pilot’'s seat. “I was told you can get us through the cordon around the
planet.”

“I’'mgoing to try.” Whether | could do it or not was another question altogether.

She nodded and did into the copilot’s seat. Although no strain showed on her face, | fdt her tension. It
was an odd assgnment she had drawn for hersdlf, having to risk her life to help people she was supposed
to be oying on. Jaibriol was stting on the bunk again, leening againgt a bulkhead with his eyes closed.

“Jabriol.” My voice softened. “You'd better strap in.”
He opened his eyes. Then he lowered himsdf onto the bunk and stretched out his legs, moving dowly as
if each contraction of his muscles hurt.

O'Nsill reached over and touched a panel on the exoskeeton that lay open around my seet like metdlic
petals. “This controls the medweb.” She pressed the pand and a rustle sounded from the bunk. | turned
to see the medica web fagtening around Jaibriol’s body. A line snaked to his arm, inserted into it—and
his eyes snapped open. He grabbed the line and yanked it out of his body.

O’ Nelll was watching him on the screen above the pilot’s seat. She spoke quickly. “It’s just glucose fluid,
Lord Qox. According to the monitors on the medbunk, you' re serioudy dehydrated.”

Jabriol consdered her. Then helet the line drop. As soon as it was free, it snaked back to hisam and
reattached. He giffened, but thistime he let it stay. The medweb responded to his tenson by massaging
his body, tightening and relaxing around him in a steady rhythm.

Asl didinto the pilot's sedt, it folded its cocoon and exaskeleton around me. The psiphons didn't click
into place, but as soon as | activated them, they snicked into my neck and spine.

Erin's exoskeleton was dso dosng around her body.

Medline atending, the racer thought.
Entering the Net from Medline fdt awkward and overly formd. The computer on my Jag would have
boosted me to psiberspace immediady. | had to wak Medline through the entire procedure, giving it
indructions at every junction.

| entered the Net as a wavepacket cowled in black. The grid was dive with cordon activity, its cords
shining harshly, like rays of the too bright Dieshan sun. Kurj's presence was everywhere, omnipresent.
Inescapable? | hid inmy cloak.

VR psiber-simulation, | thought. High orbit.

The grid disappeared—and | wasin space. The planet Diesha hung before melike abdl of turquoise
and amber, swathed in dirty cotton. | “stood” in the near vacuum that existed this far out from the planet.
Pivating dowly, | surveyed dl of space. The ps-am used the data gathered by Medling's sensors to
create a“redity” so complete | fdt asif | were here, turning within the cordon, andyzing it as | moved. It
gave me afar better reading of the Stuaion than | could have made without a psiberspace linkup, limited
to visud displays and screens; a better reading even than with the mindscepe | normdly used in a
psiberspace linkup.

Visud sensors: mindscape: ps-am—they were three different levels of sensor ability, each more effective
then the previous, each more cogtly. A ps-dm drained its user’s mentd and physca resources so fast
that after a few minutes of it | might wdl collgpse. But to get out of here we were gaing to need every
advantage we could get. If we didn't escape—well, my condition wouldn't much matter then.

A blip appeared over the rim of Diesha. | concentrated, and rushed toward it, the computer supplying
data for the amulation faster than an actud ship could have sefdly traveled this close to the planet. The



blip resolved into an 1SC battlecruiser, a ponderous giant big enough to swalow a thousand racers and
dill have room for more. Weapons mountings covered the surface like craters. Its cannon maws done
were big enough to drive a MagRail train into. A host of smdler ships attended it. Traffic moved in and
out of docking bays that opened like huge jaws, with angular struts and up-jutting equipment ringing the
mouth like grotesque meta teeth. The scene was egrily dlent, the atmosphere far too thin to carry any
gppreciable sound waves.

| moved closer until the cruiser filled my fidd of view; closer dill and | could see every dent and
pockmark. The hull curved above and below me like a diff of metd. Closer yet, and | could brush my
hand acrossiit. | knew | was actudly feding the ingde of my exaskeleton cocoon, with Medline using its
data on the battlecruiser to recreate the tactile sensations of touching its hull. But that gritty surface
looked and fdt so authentic that | would have sworn | was there.

| backed away from the battlecruiser and plummeted toward the planet. The view changed with dizzying
peed: a bdl in space, a curved landscape, a flat one. | plunged through wet clouds, came out below
them, dropped closer and closer to the surface until the massive shadows of mountain peaks rose around
me. No lights showed anywhere below, except in the vdley where the Imperid paace sparkled like a
jewd.

| “landed” on the palace roof near theflier | had used to bring Jaibriol here. The racer sat posed, waiting
onitslanding pad. | passed through its hull into the cabin, where | saw mysdf in the pilot’'s seat with my
eyes closed, my body encased in the exoskeleton.

Seaing mysf like that was eerie, asif | were having an out-of-body experience. | shook my head and
the head of the pilot moved from side to sde. | fdt the motion rub my cheeks againg the exoskeleton and
the cocoon. My hair rustled, anoise | heard both with my ears and through the smulation.

“Ready to go?’ | asked. It fdt odd to speak; usudly when | piloted a ship | was in a pslink, making
verbal communication unnecessary.

“Ready.” O'Nelll’s forehead creased as she watched me.

“Problem?’ | asked.

“I've never before seen a pilot make flight preparations with her eyes closed.”

“I'minaps-am.”

“Can you actudly see the cockpit?’
“Better than just seeing.” | concentrated on her and a tranducent display appeared, glowing in red.
“You're gtting 48.32 centimeters awvay from me, turned a a 23 degree angle rdative to a line drawn
from your solar plexus to the holoscreen directly in front of you. A lock of hair came free of your braid
and is hanging next to your left eye.”

O'Nsill blinked, then tucked the hair behind her ear. | took hold of the racer’s flystick, seeing it through
the am and feding it with my hand. As | shoved the stick forward, | withdrew my awareness from the
ship, arrowing back into the night. The racer’ s near-planet thrusters fired and exhaust billowed dl around
me, white and hot, while the roar of our takeoff vibrated agang the landing pad. We rose for severd
hundred meters and hung there, our thrust just balanced by gravity.

Sauscony ...
Jaibriol? How could he be in psiberspace with me? Not only did he have no connection to the ship, he
didn't even have a biomech web in his body that would let im link up.

Can't ... dissociate from you.
Try to stay back, then. With no preparation for this, his brain could end up fried.

Say back?
Think of yourself as software running on Medline. Try to run in the background.

A sense of laughter lightened his exhaustion. | will be as quiet as a node-mouse. He made an image of



the glove on an old-style virtud redlity setup. A tal appeared on the glove, then two fuzzy ears, two eyes,
and amouth. The animd ran under the VR apparatus.

| smiled. Then | thought, Medline, retrieve flier.
Our port thrusters fired, moving us over theflier. Hot gases scorched the landing pad and the flier shook
with the roar of it dl. But its reinforced hull remained sound under our exhaust. With a grinding clank,
claws extended down from the bely of the racer. They closed around the flier, saizing it like a hawk
cgpturing its prey, and drew it up againg the racer’ s bely in a cage of metd claws.

Hier secured, Medline thought. Then: The paace defense systems are preparing to fire on us.

What the hdl? Show me.
Numerous red blips appeared throughout the mountains, flags showing the locations of inddlations that
guarded the palace. Some blips made isolated gleams of red and others glowed in huge fires. As | rushed
toward one clugter, it resolved into aline of laser cannons swiveing toward us, the rumble of their motion
meking a deep growl in the night.

What was going on? | paged the computer dedicated to the paace security systems, an Evolving
Inteligence which had named itsdf Zos.

Zos respond, | thought.

Here, Zos thought.

Let usleave.

| can’'t do that.

Why not?

It violates my programming.

What was this? | was the one who had programmed it. Verify my brain patterns. Then execute the
command.

| know who you are. Return to your takeoff point or I'll blow up your racer.
| couldn’t believe it. How could Zos refuse to obey my commands? | was its damned mother.

Y ou programmed me to protect your family, Zos thought. Jaibriol Qox’s escape endangers them. So I'm
preventing his escape.

Look, if Jaibriol and | don’t get out of here, a lot of people may die, including me. If I’'m executed
it may also kill my father. So quit messing around and let us through.

No answer.
Damn! What was the infernd computer doing? Zos, respond.
The rumbling of the cannons ceased.
Z0s?
You may leave.
| want you to erase dl record of this exchange.
Dore.
| shifted my attention to the computer on board the medicd racer. Medline, show me the cordon.

A grid of gold lines appeared in the sky. Intersections mark cordon ships, Medline thought.

Thegrid was laid out in a pattern of squares curved asif they lay on a spherical surface encdlosing Diesha.
The pattern was perfect, a tribute to the uncompromisng order Kurj saw in the universe. Every
intersection contained at least one red blip and some had so many they merged into a crimson blaze.
When | concentrated on one fiery blur, it resolved into the battlecruiser Maxar with its multitude of
attendants. The racer’s computer flooded me with data, induding intelligence reports that only someone
with my stratospheric security clearance could access.

But my knowledge of 1SC was no hdp now. It only made me more aware that no means of escape
exised. How would we get through? Those ships were ready to shoot down any craft that gave any



conceivable hint it might try to flee the cordon.

So do the inconceivadle.

Medline, | thought. Invert.

Restate command.

Invert. Kick in the inversion engines and get us out of here.

That isimpossible.

Never mind that. Just do it.
To achieve the speed necessary to invert, we mus leave the vianity of the planet and then accelerate. If
we try to leave the vidnity of the planet, we will be destroyed by the cordon.

| didn't say speed up. | just said invert.

To invert, we must speed up.
| had no idea what would happen if we tried to invert while we were at rest here. Popular wisdom held
that we wouldn't be able to complete the process and would end up evaporating in a limbo between the
red and imaginary universes. Since no one had ever returned from trying it, no one knew if that was true
or not.

I’ve intercepted a message to Command Central, Medline thought. The ship waiting to escort us to the
hospita wants to know why we're stting here. They aso want to know why we' re halding the flier.

We had run out of time. Medline, invert.

We don't have enough spee—

Invert, damn it. Now!

Engines engaged.

Then the twiding Started.
Nausea swept over me. | fdt like my gut was trying to twist into a Mobius gtrip. The stars and mountains
blinked out of existence. No, that wasn't true. The mountains disappeared but the stars were il there.
They smeared across the sky like spots of paint running in a black liquid. Then | redized the mountains
were dso there, but smeared into the sky, black on black. We hadn't inverted; we were caught
somewhere between universes.

| reentered the racer by lesking through the hull. | saw mysdf in the pilot’s seat, my hands clenched on its
ams and my eyes clamped shut. The ps-am was my only link to redity, and | was barely holding on to
it. If | log that lagt link to the universe where we belonged, we were going to disspate into this
otherworld of mdting redlity.

But the m had drained my resources too far. | couldn’t hold it. The cabin rippled around us and began
to fade.

Then Jaibriol moved. He mdted off the bunk like paint dissolving in rain. The intravenous line did out of
hisarm with a drawn-out sucking noise. He walked across the cabin in dow moation, his face a smeared
patch above the darker smears of his clothes. His body blurred at the edges, then ran in dribbles onto the
deck.

The cabin was twiding, the fore section going to starboard, the aft section going to port. As it contorted,
O'Nelll and | poured out of our seats, our bodies dripping over the softened exoskeletons. The front of
Jabriol’s body ran to one Sde, the back to the other, soreading him out in the two different directions.
The cabin continued to twigt, until | reglized it was trying to close back in on itsdf like a Mobius gtrip.

As Jabriol came up next to me, the front hadf of his body dribbled across the black runnds that were my
ams. His hand medted onto the flystick and the flystick spilled forward, splashing over the controls. | fdt
more than heard the thrusters fire. Accderaion pasted us into our seats, doshing our bodies around.
Jabriol mdted across my exoskeleton and dripped onto the deck like a surredigtic painter’s nightmare,

| couldn’'t hold the ps-am steady. | lesked out of the racer, passng through its hull as if it were a thin



film. Only part of me dipped, but it was enough to see the nightmare outside. The cordon grid hed
degenerated into a skyscape of oozing gold lines and red smears.

Shipsfired at us, their missles and beams pooling usdesdy in space. Eerie vibrating noises echoed in my
ears. Theair did past melike ail, amdling of exhaud.

We were moving, heading into the cordon. Meedliiinnnne, | thought. Ploooot cooourssssss ... The
words oozed away. | tried another tack, making an image in my mind of an open space in the deformed
orid above us. Medline responded by heeding for the opening. As we approached, the gold lines
smeared out wider and wider, filling in the hole. By the time we reached it, the opening was gone. We
dribbled through the gold smears like ail soaking through a sponge.

| scraped back dong the ship and soaked through the hull, my identity re-collecting in the cabin. | could
see Jabrial lyingin apool on the deck, hisbody smeared across its surface. Its dark surface. Everything
was dark. Dim. So. Dim. Fading ot ...

... fading in. The data dripping into my mind said we had just come out of stasis. Medline had cleared the
planet enough to fire the photon thrusters. The red part of our velocity was now a 60 percent of light
speed ...

... 96 percent.
...99.999999 percent. Our liquefying mass had increased by a factor of 7000. The engine was sucking in
fud from a cosmic ray flux that extended through both red and imaginary space, its densty far greater
then the tiny fraction of it we saw in the sublumind universe. The racer ate fud like an insatidble
behemoth, hurtling us to Gods only knew where. For eighteen minutes, or maybe it was eghteen
millennia, we poured through space, running around the rim of light speed, trying to invert, trying and
faling.

Meeeeeeeddddliiii ... subliiiight ...

The dmming cabin went black—

And the twiding stopped.
| gasped, shocked by my sudden solidity. My eyes snapped open into bright light. | was whole again.
We hadn’'t come out of stasis properly; we were dill acceerating a over one g. But we were solid.
Normal. No, not quite normd. Bits of my uniform were embedded in the seat where Jaibriol had fdlen
acrossmy am, and | could see pieces mixed in with my skin too.

“Jabridl!” My voice rasped. | smacked my padm againg a projection insde the exaskeleton. It unfolded,
letting me twist over to look into the cabin.

He lay in a heap, diding dong the deck. Hislegs were flat on the ground as if he were lying on his back,
but his torso was twisted so that from the waist up he was lying on his side. His am lay behind him,
pulling away from the rest of his body. It made him look distorted, broken in two.

| struggled out of the pilot's seat. As dizziness caught me, | did down between the seat and a bulkhead.
Then | pulled mysdf over to Jaibriol. Please don't let him be dead, | thought. Or horribly deformed, or
with hisingdes mixed up like paint swirled together and Ieft to solidify.

| lifted his arm, the one twisted behind him, and put it in front of his torso. He groaned and rolled onto his
back, his body rdaxing into a normd position. His eyes opened dowly. As we did dong the deck
together, he looked at the bulkhead above him, his gaze unfocused. Then he started rubbing his arm,
working the muscles.

| pulled mysdf around so that | was lying dongsde of him. “Can you see me?’

His gaze shifted to my face. “Yes”

“Areyou dl right?’

“l think s0.”

“Primary Vadoria” Medline said. “If we continue to use fud, we will Sgnificantly deplete our supply.”



“Stop accderating,” | sad.
The hum of the engines changed pitch and Jalbriol and | stopped diding. He moved his head and the
motion caused him to drift up from the deck.

A groan came from the copilot's seat. | nudged the deck, sending mysdf floating back toward Erin.
When | reached my own sedt, the exoskeleton caught my body and pulled me into its embrace,
ancharing me there. O'Nelll sat in her own exoskeleton, her face pale and her eyes open.

“We madeit,” she said.
“l hope s0.” The holomaps showed images of the region of space where we were traveding now, adong
with three-dimensiond graphs charting fud consumption, trgjectory, location, date—

| whigtled. “We€ ve jumped dmost three months into the future.”
Jabriol floated over and grabbed the arm of my chair. “Tha can’'t be. We've only been traveing for a
few minutes”

“We never inverted,” | said. “1 had the racer drop back into normd space. So we never compensated
for the time dilation.” | paused.

“They’ll be looking for us in the wrong place. Or | should say the wrong time. They'll be looking for us
three months ago.”

“That means | haven't reported to President Caloway in three months” O'Nelll grimaced. “She must
think we're dead.”

“Let us hope they dl think that,” Jaibriol said.
Three months logt out of our lives Three months snce my father gave his sory: Jabriol reached the
palace and captured the flier; desperate, he tried to adapt its engines for inverson; | and “Lyra Merzon”
went after him with the racer; the backlash of his improperly inverting engines caught us—and after that
no one knew what had happened.

“Meding” | said. “Reease theflier”
The grind of opening claws vibrated through the deck. My holomaps showed the flier ill riding dong
under us, matching our velocity. | manipulated the claws so that they nudged the flier, adding enough of a
component to its velodity to makeit drift forward, out in front of the racer.

“Detonate” | said.
The flier exploded. Pieces of it hurtled in dl directions, some coming straight a us and then deflecting
away when they hit the racer’s protected hull. By the time anyone discovered the wreckage it would be
spread out over too big a region in space for anyone to determine that none of us had exploded with it.

And that wasit.
| leaned back inmy seat and closed my eyes, overwhdmed by exhaudtion as the rush of adrendine eased

inmy body.

“I think | hed better take over,” O'Nalll said.
| managed to nod. While O'Nelll took the controls, | floated over to the bunk with Jaibriol. As soon as
we maneuvered ourselves into postion on it, the medweb did around us and held our bodies secure on
the bunk.

Jabriol and | both dept a bit, wrapped in each other’s arms, dozing and waking sporadicaly. O Neill
took us into inverson so smoathly | hardly noticed it. When we actudly inverted my stomach rebelled,
but this time the twiding lasted only an ingant.

| came fully awake to see O’'Naill floating next to the bunk. “How are you doing?’ she asked.
“All right.” My voice dill sounded raspy, but | fdt steadier than before. “Who' s flying the racer?”
“l put it on autopilot. 1t will be afew hours, ship’stime, before we reach our detination.”



Jabrid dirred. “Where are we going?’
O'Neill grabbed the edge of the bunk and drew hersdf down so she was eye levd with us. “A planet
cdled GanmalV.”

“That’s not a proper name,” | said. “What star? What congdlation?’
O'Nadill didn't answer. Instead she said, “No one knows about it except us, Presdent Cdloway, and the
robot scout that found it four standard days ago—" She paused. “Four days and three months ago.
President Cdloway intercepted the robot’s data before it reached its destination, so only she knows it
found anything. By now, she will have erased that record.”

So. She wasn't going to tdl even us where it was. “Are there people on the planet?” All these
precautions would do no good if anyone recognized us.

“The only intdligent species isn't human,” O'Nelll said. “They appear vagudy humanoid, nomads a a
sone age levd of development. They live severa thousand kilometers south of where I’'m taking you.”
Shetilted her head. “There are some beautiful wild areas, like the mountains where we'll put down. But
that’s dl we know. We have no surveys, no andyss, nothing else on thisworld.” She motioned around at
the cabin. “I brought as much survivd gear as | could without drawing attention. | dso got you a
solar-powered computer with a library. But other then that, you'll be on your own.”

That was an understatement. True, as a Jagernaut | had surviva traning. My enhanced speed and
drength would dso help, as would Jaibriol’ s youth and intelligence. But it wasn't going to be easy. There
was a certain logic to that, | supposed, at least from the Allieds point of view. What better way to keep
the Highton and Imperid Heirs out of trouble than to set us down in an uncharted wilderness where dl of
our energy would go into keeping oursaves dive?

O'Néeill cleared her throat awkwardly. “If you wish—I can perform the ceremony now.”

“Ceremony?’ | asked.
“The marriage.” She hesitated. “You asked about it ... 7’
| rolled over under the medweb to face Jaibriol. “Want to marry me?’

He amiled. “All right.”
O'Nelll didn’'t have much in her computer files on marriages besides the traditiond Skolian and Highton
ceremonies, nether of which we wanted. Then one caught my attention. It was an old ceremony from
Earth, one derived from the Maya Indians. | noticed it because it came up with the image of a woman
who reminded me of holos | had seen of my grandmother. She had that same dusky skin and large eyes,
the same luxuriant braid of black hair that hung down her back.

The only words we could find for the ceremony were in Tzotzil. Since none of us spoke it, and sSnce we
didn't want a computer trandating in the middle of our wedding, O’ Neill made up words in Skolian, the
one language we dl had in common, trying to keep the spirit of the ceremony.

We needed three candles, a ribbon, thirteen coins, and two rings. For the candles, O'Nelll dug out
penlights from a locker in one of the bulkheads. She found a meter-long string we could use as a ribbon,
and she had a handful of coins buttoned in her pocket. The rings gave us the mogt difficulty. We findly
took two fittings off a brace on the bunk. We were supposed to kned a an dtar, but snce we had
neither dtar nor gravity, we improvised by floating over the bunk.

O'Nelll turned on the penlights and gave us each one, kegping the third for hersdf. She spoke gently.
“May these lights keep your future wel lit.” Then she tied the ends of the dring together and dipped the
loop over our heads. “May this ribbon join your lives together as one.” She counted out the coins. “May
your souls remain safe within you.” Handing them to Jaibriol, she said, “Tdl her, ‘I give these to you,
wife’”

Jabriol pressed the coinsinto my hands. “1 give these to you, wife” Softly, he added, “It's dl | have and
I'm afraid it's borrowed. But | giveit with dl my heart.”



| lifted his hand and pressed his knuckles againgt my cheek, sending us floating into a strut of the bunk.
“Then you' ve made me a rich woman.”

O'Nelll peered a her notes. “Actudly, you say, ‘I recaeive them, husband.” It's the firg time you cdl each
other husband and wife”

| kissed Jaibriol’s hand. “I recelve them, husband.” | glanced a O'Naeill. “Don’'t | give him anything?’

She looked over her notes again. It doesn’'t look likeiit, at least not in this verson of the ceremony. You
give the coins to whoever is marrying you.”

| offered her the coins. “Thank you.”
She amiled. “Keep them. For amemory.” She pulled the rings out of her pocket, the motion bumping her
agang a carton of supplies. Lifting Jaibriol’s left hand, she did one ring onto his fourth finger. Then she
handed him the second ring. “Y ou may giveit to your bride now.”

Jaibriol put the ring on my left index finger, where it fit best. It fet odd; | rardly wore jewery. But that
wasdl right. | would get used to it.

“If | wereapriest,” O'Nelll said, “1 would read Mass now. But Sncel’'m nat ...”

“We understand,” | said.
“Wdl. | guess that's it, then.” She unhooked a computer pad from her belt. “As Captain of this ship, |
pronounce you married.” She extended the pad toward me. “Y ou both have to sgn.”

| tensed, grabbing hold of a brace on the bunk. “Y ou want to make a record of this?’

“Of course. Otherwise, it's not legd.”

“If arecord exigs” Jabriol said, “someone might find it.”
“I'll giveit to Presdent Cdloway.” O’'Nelll offered me the pad again. “There's not much point in getting
married if it doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something to us” Jaibriol said. “That’s what matters.”
“No. She'sright.” 1 smiled wanly. “That's how they used to end wars, right? Marry off the children of the
opposing forces. And think of our children, if we have any. lllegitimecy will weaken ther pogtion. If
something ever happens to us, that may mean alot more to them than we can imagine now.”

Jaibriol glanced a O’ Nelll. “Only President Calloway will see this document?’

She nodded. “Unless you ever have reason to ask her for it yoursdves”

He considered her. “Very wdl.”

So we both signed. And then we were married.

Jabriol stood with me, both of uslooking up a the evening sky. Long after O'Nelll’s ship had dwindled
to a speck and disappeared we continued to stand there, as if by not moving we didn't have to
acknowledge we were aone now, cut off from the rest of humenity.

Hndly Jaibriol sghed. He took my hand and tilted his head toward the entrance of a cave in the hill next
to us. “We ought to set up some sort of defense.” He motioned at the heavy forest around us. “In case
anything is out there.”
| nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

But after we walked indde the cave, we just looked around. The feeble light from our hand lamps lit up
the rocky walls, showing us a cavity not much bigger than the cabin of the racer. Crates and barrels,
boxes and bundles lay in piles, as wdl as the neutrino transmitter O’'Neill had left us, our one link to the
rest of the universe should we ever decide to useit.

Jabriol waked over to apile of blankets and took one. “Let’s go outside, Sauscony. Just for awhile”

The thought of escaping the dark cave appedled to me dso. “All right.” | dung the laser carbine over my
shoulder.



Outside, we set up an dectrified screen to guard the cave entrance. It was ill light enough for us to see
the area. A forest of soft-needled trees surrounded us, thinning out to the west into a scorched dearing
where the racer had landed. To the north the trees dso thinned out, opening into what from here looked
like another clearing.

We went north, getting the fed of the land, scouting the area. Instead of a clearing, we came out onto the
bare apex of a diff. Peaks carpeted by forest spread out as far as we could see, towering dopes tha
plunged down into valeys and then sheered back into the sky. Verticd diffs showed here and there, their
nude faces making patches of white in the otherwise unbroken green of the forest. Above the mountains,
the sunsat burned as vividly as any | had seen anywhere, red fire lgpping againgt clouds that hung low
agang the mountains. Straight above us the sky had darkened, Ietting stars wink here and there. In the
eadt, the ragged wedge of a broken moon hung above the peaks.

“It's beautiful,” Jaibriol said.

“Yes” Beautiful. Wild. Unknown.

After making sure the area was secure, we sat on the edge of the diff with the blanket wrapped around
us and the carbine resting on our knees. The wind whispered across our faces while shadows darkened
the mountains. More stars appeared, one by one, then tens of them, then hundreds and thousands.

Jabriol spoke softly. “Home.”
| touched his cheek. We had lost so much; everything we knew, everyone we loved. And despite dl that
hed happened, | knew Jaibriol loved his father, whom he would never see again, at least not dive. But in
exchange for those losses, we had gained the hope that someday we, or perhaps our children after us,
could make a difference in the war we had, for now, left behind. There were no guarantees, no promises,
no certainties.

But the hope was there.
Jabridl lad his head againg mine and we sat together, warm under the blanket. Soon we would return to
the cave to make love, and deep, and gather our energy for tomorrow, and the tomorrows that came
after that, as we learned to know thisworld and each other, preparing not only to survive, but to hed for
the future, for that day when we might leave here and resume our heritages.

But right now we sat together in peace and watched night unfold.



