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CHAPTER 1

Thedtar room in the Hadrin transept of Elyas Station proved much more suitable than Imea niaRauta
Rilas had feared, warm and quiet as any in Rauta Sheraa. A place of clean, white stone, dark woods,




and polished silver metal. A place of preparation, and acceptance of the will of the gods.

She had spent half the station-morning in prayer, as was proper for agodly bornsect. She had stood with
her back straight, arms raised above her head, and intoned supplications to her favored goddess until the
dry air rasped her throat and she grew light-headed from having stood o still for so long. Now, she
lowered her armsin asmooth downward sweep, the crampsin her musclesand painin her joints
blending to form yet another prayer.

Asher handsfell to her sdes, Rilasfdlt the cuffs of her shirt tumble over her wrists. How she hated this
shirt, itsblue as blinding asthat of an darm illumin. How she hated her trousers, as purple as her shirt was
blue. She thought of her usud clothing, her flowing trousers and overrobe in subtle shades of sand and
stone. Her soft tan boots, so much more gppropriate than the tiff black things she wore now. She
imagined her hair asit should have been, arranged in the braided fringe of a breeder instead of asit was
now, loose asamane, its only binding aleather coil. A horsetail. Such was what the Haarin called the
dyle, inimitation of the humanish.

Anathema.

Rilas turned and walked to the narrow bench next to the entry, where she had set her dingbag. She
hoisted it to her shoulder, felt its comforting heft bump her hip. So many thingsdid it contain. And still a
few more did she need to add. Such | must do, and quickly. Before it cametime for her to board her
shuttle to the city of Karistos.

Y et as much as she wished to depart, fill she hesitated. She felt agitated, angered, as she had so often
over the course of her journey from her blessed homeworld of Shérato thismost ungodly of destinations.
So much planning and preparation. And now | am here. At that point where planning and preparation
transmuted into action and redlization. Completion. Triumph.

Andyet...

Rilas et the bag dide down her shoulder onto the top of the bench. She opened the flap and hunted,
through the clothes and the tile samples and all those other objects of no importance. Once she reached
the bottom support panel, she touched first one corner, then the one diagonally opposte. The panel
separated from the bag frame with asoft click. She pushed it to one side and reached into the shielded
compartment beneath, felt the tension leave her as soon as she put her hand on the shooter.

Shelifted the wegpon from its hiding place, confirmed its standby setting by pure reflex, then turned to a
barewall and sighted down. The casefit the curve of her hand, the weight filling an emptiness she had not
redized shefdt until now. Y et she knew she should not have felt surprise, for such was asit had dways
been. She possessed metd in her soul, niRau Céel had once told her, and as dways he spoke truth.

Rilas bared her teeth. Such isas| am. Joy filled her asthe air she breathed. Even her godless gpparel no
longer angered her. She aways felt most as herself when she held awegpon in her hand.

She stood for some moments, arm extended, imagining targets past, targets yet to come. Then she
lowered her arm, thistime more dowly. Turned back to her dingbag and returned the shooter to its
hiding place. Refastened the bag, raised it again to her shoulder, and departed.

The Elyas Station passenger concourse battered Rilasto the pit of her soul. Voices, humanish and
Haérin, combined to a cacophony that pierced the brain. Corridors aslong tunnels, walls colored red and
blue and purple, lined with darkened rooms—the interiors of which she could not see, marked by signs



she did not understand. Smells, ungodly and sickening, amingling of hot foods and brewed drinks and
bodies that had not entered alaving room for days. Tension, as those stenches envel oped her and those
bodies passed close enough to touch.

She glanced at an idomeni timeform that hung from a purple-tinged wal, and her step dowed. Her shuttle
had not yet arrived at its dock. Once more she had misca culated, rushed when she did not need to do
s0. Once more she had time.

Moretimethan | need. Her usua problem, and aso, she knew, the cause of her anger. For that time
needed to be spent somewhere, and as she traveled on public spacecraft, that meant she spent it in
places such as these. Mongrd places, tainted by humanish, and by Haérin who had lost their Way. She
watched them walk with one another, converse with one another, these misbegottens. Humanish, their
hair braided in breeder’ s fringes whether they had bred or not, their clothes the flowing overrobes of the
most strict bornsect. Haarin, hair clipped skull-close or left unbound, the femalesin wraps of cloth that
clasped their forms or fluttered about them as though torn by winds, the femalesand maeshbothin
blinding patterns and colors avoided by even the most unruly outcast.

Y et | gppear as one with them. Rilas pressed ahand to her ssomach, and felt her soul rumble. Elyasisa
godless place, Cédl had warned her, more so than any of the others you have visited. There, you will
witness such as you never imagined possible. She remembered the wearinessin his posture as he spoke,
the anger in his bowed shoulders and the turn of his head.

“Soon, niRau,” Rilas whispered to hersdlf. “ Soon it will be asit was” Asthe gods meant it to be, before
al had been sundered and defiled. Before the ungodly had put it wrong. “1 shal put it most right, and
truly.” Shelowered her hand from her somach and clenched it. “ Soon.”

She stood in place and uttered another prayer to her favored goddess, and felt herself cam. So often had
she caled upon Caith in her times of uncertainty, and just as often had Caith heard her pleas and brought
her peace. In your blessed chaos, goddess, alow meto find my Way. She kept her head bowed as she
prayed, and pretended to read the covers of an array of newssheets displayed in ashop window. Ina
godly place, she would stand most straight, as she had in the dtar room. Then she would raise her hands
above her head and plead to Caith in the keening voice of an abject suborn. But such would call
attention, and | am about on secret business. Business such as that which she had performed on Amsun,
and before that on Padishah and so many other humanish places. She bared her teeth for amoment only,
savoring the pleasure of her task. | perform as| must in the midst of my enemies, and it istheir methods
that | use. From her names, to her clothes, to the information in the documents she carried, shewasasa
liar, and when she lied, she became as one with her goddess. | am of Caith now. She raised her head to
dtare at her blurred reflection in the glass, and the warmth of peacefilled her. | am as chaos—

She sensed a shape out of the corner of her eye, a shadow she had not detected before. Her heart
dowed, its beat strengthening. She turned, her hands raised to chest level. Made ready to strike, as she
had so many times before—

—but saw no enemy, only amisshapen thing perched atop a pedestal, grey as old stone, tonguelolling
and teeth bared. She stepped closer and examined aface aslong as abeast’s. Then she moved on to its
clawed hands, reaching out and touching the cold, smooth surface.

“It'scaled agargoyle”

Rilas turned to find a humanish standing at her shoulder. A male, dark-skinned as a Pathen. Hewore his
black hair clipped short, as was proper for hiskind. But he dressed in amost outrageous Haérin style, his
shirt and trousers assaullting the eye in clashing shades of green and orange. He looked her inthe eye as



he spoke, aswas the humanish way. A most unseemly familiarity.

“They’ rethe guardians of this place. They watch over the pilots, the mechanics.” He edged closer to
Rilas, until his shoulder grazed hers. “We ve never had an accident with fatdities at this port. We' rethe
only gtation in the Commonwesdlth that can makethat clam.”

Rilastook afull step back, as she had been taught. Y ou must be most direct and obvious when you repel
humanish males, one ingtructor had told her most long ago, otherwise they do not understand. Many
found the long limbs and gold-toned skins of idomeni females attractive, and the efforts of some of them
to convince the idomeni femaes of such had led to unseemly incidents. | can dlow no unseemly incidents
now. Thuswould her trained hands remain at her Sdes, and her yen for the shedding of blood remain
unsatisfied.

“I have never seen one of these gargoyles before” Rilaskept al inflection from her voice, and did not
look the maein the face. His sort found idomeni eyes mogt attractive aswell, afact beyond
understanding. Cat eyes, they called them. Fool, Rilas thought, and blind besides. She had studied many
images of cats, and none of their eyes appeared as hers. Her pupils were as round, not ditted, her iris
and scleradark and pale gold, not asingle color. Not asacat’s a all.

“Y ou've never visited our famous station before?” The mae bared histeeth. “The architect wanted to
construct a Gothic cathedra in the outer reaches of the Commonwesdlth. There were plenty who said we
should have stopped her, but scratch an Elyan and you'll find two things—a unique sense of humor, and
bred-in-the-bone pissiness about being told what to do.” He pointed toward the wall at the far end of the
tunnel-like concourse. “WEe re particularly proud of our Rose Window.”

Rilas|ooked to theimmense circle of glassthat filled the space, whorls of blue and yellow separated by
tranducent red. Blessed red. The holiest of colors. The privilege of priests, used to tint an artificial
window that spread artificia light over this most blasted and soulless of places. “ A godlessthing, and
truly,” she sad, turning away from the sight that even her love of chaos could not make asright.

The maetilted his head and tried to draw her gaze. “| admit thisplaceisn’t to everyone staste.” He
waited, as though expecting Rilas to respond. When she did not do so, he backed away from her. “There
isan areain the east corridor set aside for the more orthodox idomeni.” He jerked his head downward, a
rough humanish bow. “My gpologiesfor bothering you.”

Rilas watched him go, remaining still until his garish form disappeared among the crowd and shefelt sure
that he would not return. Only then did she walk across the concourse and enter the locker areawhere
Haé&rin passengers stored their belongings between flights. She encountered several as she made her way
down the narrow corridor, and noted that she appeared most asthey did. She looked as her name now,
naNahin Sela, the oddity with which niRau Cedl had christened her before she left behind the warmth of
her native Rauta Shéraa and departed her blessed homeworld of Shérd. Her dominant had never before
chosen the name under which she would perform her assigned tasks, but in thisinstance they had both
felt it appropriate. Mot seemly, and truly.

“Nahin.” Shewaked the narrow aldes separating the rows of lockers, repeating her name as some did
their gate numbers and departure times. When she came to her locker, she acted thetired traveler in case
she encountered any other Hadrin, fumbling with the touchlock and struggling to remove the bags as she
had seen others do. Thiswas not difficult, as the handle of one bag was not long enough to loop over her
shoulder and the other felt asthough it had been filled with bricks.

Fools! When next she spoke with those who had rented this locker and |eft the bags for her, she would
berate them. Her travel documents listed her vocation as “tile broker.” Did those who assembled that



which she needed think she meant to carry tiles on her person! She hefted her clumsy burden of
purchases and baggage and hunted for alaving room.

By the time she found an empty laving cubicle, thefirst cal for her shuttle sounded throughout the locker
area. She opened the cubicle door with avend token and edged inside, the weighty bags banging against
her shins. She hefted them atop the narrow counter, then began her preparations.

Firgt, she removed cleansing materials and washed her face and hands, tucking strands of hair behind her
ears and studying hersdlf in the small mirror. Most as humanish, and truly. Shewrote asymbol inthear
asagesture against demons, then resumed her search through the smaller of her bags, rooting past shoes
and atightly folded weatherd| until she came to the thing she sought.

The small caselooked as something that would hold earrings or hair ornaments. Indeed, when she
opened it, such was what she found. She fingered past the fine gold loops and tangles of braided cord
and beads until she found that for which she searched. A ring, dternating bands of gold and silver set with
ascattering of small stones.

Using her thumbnail, Rilas worked one of the stones|oose from its setting. The colorless disc appeared
smooth and featureless to her eye. She held it to the cubicle light and tilted it back and forth, in search of
any scratch or crack. Satisfied that none existed, she held the disc under the faucet and rinsed it under a
stream of warm water, working it between her fingers as she did. Just asit flexed and began to soften,
she positioned it on thetip of her index finger and bent low over the sink, using the thumb and index
finger of her free hand to hold open her right eye.

She flinched as the warmed plastic touched the surface of her eye. The disc adhered and spread,
squeezing her cornea—tears dripped into the sink as she fought the urge to sneeze, forced hersdlf ill,
and quiet. She had performed the same action on Amsun, on Padishah, and numerous other places, yet
every time, it felt asasurprise. She blinked once, dowly, and felt the lens settle into place. Blinked again.
Then she raised her head and looked into the mirror.

Her right eyelooked much asit dwaysdid. Shinier due to the tears, but not injured. She leaned toward
the mirror and looked more closdly, until she was satisfied that the edges of the lenswere asinvisible.
She waited until it absorbed its weight in water and the squeezing fedling subsided, then picked up the
small case once more and resumed her exploration.

The second thing for which she searched, she found stuck to the end of ahair clasp. She pried thisclear
disc from its setting as she had the lens, then warmed it under running water, massaging it until it, too,
softened. Then she held it to the opening of her right ear, shivering as shefdt it adhere and spread.
“Fourteen,” she whispered, knowing from experience that the sensor that had attached itsalf within her
ear cand would replay her voice as though she spoke aloud. “ Fourteen times have | performed these
acts as my dominant has bidden me.” She would speak her thoughts aloud from now on, and use exact
numbers, dates, hours. Thetime had cometo be precisein dl things.

“| am ImeaniaRauta Rilas, and thisismy book.” She spoke to the mirror, and imagined the lens
recording her reflection, her expression, as she knew it did. “I speak from laving cubicle number ten,
locker area seven-oh-four, level fourteen, east transept, Elyas Station.” She paused, then uttered the
date, thetime. “My purposein coming hereisto kill ni Tsecha Egyi, a the bidding of my most godly
dominant, Morden niRau Ced.”

Rilas tensed as the second call for her shuttle echoed. Outside her cubicle door, up and down the aide,
voicesrose. Doors clicked open. Footsteps sounded. She closed the jewelry case, returned it to the
smdl bag, and resumed her search. If | missthisshuttle, | will forfeit my billet. Purchasing another would



be smple enough, but it would be best, she decided, if sheleft thismongrel place as quickly as she could.
Too many dangers awaited out in the concourse. Too many friendly humanish maes. Too many chances
to be remembered.

She paused, and willed hersalf calm. There was still one more thing she needed to find, and if she could
not do so, there would be no point in continuing. She set aside the small bag and opened the larger one.
The things she had thought felt like bricks proved to be embossed metal cases of the type that opened to
form displays. “ Digplaysfor nANahin, abroker intile.” She opened one case, then another, fedling her
cam ebb as the seconds passed and she flipped open cases then dammed them shut as prayers turned to
curses and her temper rose—

Shefound it in thelast case, on the bottom of the bag, aswas usud. A flat container the size of her hand,
greyed blue in color and cold to the touch. She scraped afingernail over the surface and watched asa
thin layer of frost curled, then evaporated. She held the container gingerly, using her fingertipsonly, so as
not to warm it too much, and opened thelid.

The cold that emerged caused condensate to form in the air above—Rilas waved it away with one hand
to prevent the moisture from settling on the most specia objectswithin. Her prizes, so carefully designed
and produced.

The projectilesfilled both sides of the container, arranged lengthwise and nestled in molded depressions
intheinner liner. Three on each sidefor atota of six—two lessthan she had wanted, but those who
made them had told her that she was lucky to get as many asthis. So they said. So they claimed. She
never knew when to believe scientists. They shied away from her, and avoided telling her dl they knew
unless ordered by niRau Cedl. And even then... She wondered about them, even as she knew that they
had no choice but to aid her.

She lifted one of the projectiles from its niche and held it up as she had the lens. Muted silver—aslong as
her small finger, tapered at one end and flattened on the other—the smdl missile caught the cubiclelight
and split it asaprism would, sending ashard of rainbow shimmering acrossthe celling. Rilastilted it one
way, then the other, looking for ssaming or an opening, an inner darkness or shape that revealed that
which it contained. Then shereturned it to its place and closed the case. Tucked the case back in the bag
and closed that aswell. Tossed shop wrappingsin the trash bin and gathered her baggage. She had dl
she needed now. It waswell and truly timeto leave.

Therasp of her boot soles againgt the bare floor filled the cubicle area. She met no one until she made
her way through the narrow, winding aides and reentered the concourse. The racket of voices battered
her for an instant only, receding to nothing as the calm overtook her. Such was afamiliar sensation, one
she esteemed as she did her dominant and her goddess. She and her task had become one, and would
remain as such until she discharged it.

As Rilas approached her gate, she passed anews kiosk. It was a humanish-looking thing, rounded asa
hive, covered from floor to top with Signs advertising concourse shops and with bright images from the
covers of magazines. She quickened her step as she approached the garish thing—such subject matter
held no interest for her.

Then one image among the many caught her eye. Her step dowed, then stopped. She approached the
kiosk and with a cautious hand removed the latest copy of an Elyan publication from itsrack.

The face that stared back at her, she had seen too many times before. In reports from her dominant,
compiled by his spieswho labored throughout the humanish Commonwedith. In holoV ee displays, when
important events of the past months replayed. In her mind' s eye, as she consdered her task and dl that



might prevent its completion. The face, brown-gold as some Pathen. The eyes, green as Siah. The hair,
black and clipped as short asthat of the most ungodly Haérin.

Kilian. The name choked Rilas. Jani Kilian. The Kiershia. The Toxin. The bringer of pain and change.
Rilasfdt her calm depart as she thought of her, living adamned life in adamned place on theworld
around which Elyas Station orbited. Once, Kilian had worn the uniform of her soldierly Service and
committed crimesthat it pained any godly idomeni to recal. Now, twenty humanish years|ater, she
served asapriest at the bidding of godless Tsecha, amockery of dl inwhich any godly idomeni believed.
Ruled over amongrel enclave that had no right to exit, aplace of infamy and broken faith, of false
teachers and the lies they spread to promote their own power.

“Toxin.” Rilastouched afinger to the middle of Jani Kilian'sforehead and traced asmall circle once, then
again. Asthefind cal for her shuttle sounded, she paid for the magazine with avend token. Then she
rolled it so asto hide Kilian' sface and hurried to her gate.

CHAPTER 2

...for these reasons, the wholeness of asoul is not dependent upon the hedlth or condition of the physical
body inwhich it resides, and those who espouse such are ignorant of the will of the gods. Therefore, to
alow the death of abody for the stated purpose of preserving theintegrity of its soul is as sacrilege, and
those who defend and perform such acts are as anathema. ...

Jani Kilian read the passage once, then again. Then she closed the leather-bound scroll and backed away
from the pedestal on which it rested for the first few steps, reluctant to turn around. It won't bite. Well,
not yet anyway. “When will you publish it?’

Ni Tsecha Egri stood in front of the workroom’ s narrow window and looked out over the Bay of Siros.
His orange shirt rivaled the risng Elyan sunin brilliance, his bright blue trousers sedate by comparison.
Hewore hishair in the idomeni equivaent of a Service burr, and the blaze of backlight through the glass
rendered the short, pae brown strands nearly invisible, accentuating the outline of his skull.

He cracked open the pane sedls, allowing the smells of seaand sun into the workroom. “1 aready have,
nia” Hedidn't look at her as he spoke. “NaMeva sent the transmission to Rauta Shérda Temple
yesterday evening.”

NaMeva. Jani imagined the e der female bearing down on the enclave com room, the wafer containing
Tsechd streatise gripped like award againgt demons, grey-streaked horsetail flicking with each stride.
Y et another exiled propitiator. At the Elyan enclave only afew weeks, and aready Tsecha sinvaluable
sounding board in matters of theology. They’re two peasin apod. Meva as eager to disseminate her
dominant’ s seditious essays as he was to write them.

Unlike some of us. Jani dumped against the wall and tugged at the front of her grey wrapshirt, anear
perfect maich for her grey trousers. She never felt comfortable in the clashing bright colors that most
Ha&rin and Tha assans wore, preferring to stay with drab and somber despite the ribbing she occasionally
took. “If you already sent it, why pretend to ask my advice?’

“I do not pretend, nia.” Tsecha s shoulders rounded in anger. “I esteem your advice.” He straightened
dowly. “I did consder my arguments with care. | spent much time reeva uating bornsect histories. | could
find no flaw. | then gave adraft to nAMeva, and she could find nothing to dispute.”

“Y ou showed it to her before you sent it.” Jani heard her own voice, soft and steady, and wondered at
her calm. “But not to your religious suborn. Not to the one you' re training to take your place. Not to



me”

Tsechadilled, his hesitation obvious. Weighing his words—another humanish habit he had adopted.

“Y ou have learned much these past months, but not enough to contribute to thisleved of discourse” He
looked across the room at Jani, the backlight casting his face in shadow, obscuring his expression. “Not
yet. Intime, yes, | will discuss these matters with you in the same depth as | do with Meva, but until that
time...” Hisvoice had grown quieter, the usua booming baritone thinned and drained. “I must be sure of
the logic of my arguments. Rauta Shéraa Temple will take any error and useit to render the entire treatise
asnothing, and | cannot alow that to occur.”

Jani pushed away from the wall and paced the workroom. It was the largest and most well-appointed
gpacein the small house, which was located in the heart of the Thalassan enclave. Tsecha had claimed it
as his own despite the objections of naFey6 T, the dominant of the Elyan Haé&rin and hisnomina
superior, who felt he should reside within her enclave. But bowing to authority had never been one of
Tsecha straits. Neither islisiening, cometo that. “Y ou’ ve called the entire concept of Wholeness of Soul
into question. One of the cornerstones of Vynsharau faith.”

“Most other bornsects believein the concept aswell, to their great detriment.” Tsecha once more turned
hisface to the window. “It is an argument that needs to be made.”

But do you have to make it now? Jani kept her comment to herself. She' d never held back her own
actionsfor the sake of anyone, family or lover or friend. Maybe thiswas just life sway of paying back
with interest. “The new meeting room’ s not ready. Dathim told me he' [l have to work through the night.”

“Y ou change the subject, nia. Have | angered you that much?’ Tsecha shut the pane, then turned and
walked to his worktable, aV-shaped stone dab that took up almost a quarter of the room. “ So he will
work. So hewill complain. And till the room will be completed on schedule, and the visit will take place
tomorrow, asisplanned.” He fussed with a stack of wafer folders. “It isasocid vist, nia. So Governor
Markos hastold us. A courtesy call. | do not know why you worry so.”

Jani stopped in front of the table and studied her old teacher. Read their shared history in his stark,
high-boned face, the mutiny, and the subterfuge, and thelies. “ Governor Stanidaw Markos of the
Commonwedth colony of Elyasis coming hereto ask you to act as go-between for him with Wuntoi and
the other anti-Cédl bornsect dominants. HE s bringing with him the governors of Amsun and Hortensia”

Tsecharolled hiseyes, but the gold on gold shading of his scleraand irises blunted his attempted display
of humanishirritation. “1 know al this, nia. I do not know why you aretdling—"

“ Secesson. Elyas wants to secede from the Commonwedlth, and Amsun and Hortensaand the rest of
the Outer Circle want to go with her. They believe Ced ison theway out, and the Vynsharau with him,
and they want to make nice with Wuntoi and his Pathen because they’ re the likeliest successors. That's
why they need you. They know they’ll need the support of the Outer Circle Haérin to have any hope of
pulling this off, and the Haérin support Wuntoi asthe next Oligarch.” Jani planted her hands atop the
table, spread her fingers, pondered her gold-brown skin. “This could blow up fast. Y ou should be
keeping your head down now, for the sake of Markos and the others, if not for your own, and instead
you' re attracting attention—"

“The danger isthe governors', nia. They are the ones who wish to secede.” Tsechaleaned againgt the
table, hisvoice deceptively light. “If their attempt fails, it does not affect the Elyan Haérin.”

Jani fought the urge to grab Tsecha by the shoulders and shake him. “Thaassa, in case you' ve forgotten,
isin adifferent Stuation than the Hadrin enclave. Y ou'll dodge the spray when it hitsthefan. You'll be
abletoleave. You'll have aplaceto go. But what the hell do you think will happen to Thalassa? We're



hybrids, in adiplomatic no-man’s-land—" She stopped when she heard her voicering in her earsand
saw Tsechd s shoulders start to curve. “Y ou could have waited,” she said after her heart dowed and her
hands unclenched. “Y our treatises. Y ou could have published them some other time.”

“They are necessary now, nia.” Tsechaaverted his gaze as he spoke, something he seldom did when they
stood so close together. “ To dter thinking. To persuade, and enrage.”

“I think you have the ‘enrage’ part covered.” Jani turned and walked to the other side of the room. “I’'m
not too sure about ‘ater’ and ‘persuade.’” She stopped in front of adisplay niche and plucked asmall
stone ovoid from itsbase. “It’ s hard to get anyone to listen once tempers overheat,” she said as she
hefted the stone. 1 should know.”

“I must spesk. | must protest—"

“But why now?’

“Y ou do not—"

“| don't mean to interrupt.”

Jani and Tsecha both fell sllent and looked toward the entryway.

“Ni Tsecha. Jan.” Colond Nidl Pierce doffed his brimmed white lid and stepped just inside the room.
“Just came from the new meeting house. Checking on preparations for tomorrow.” He wore semiformal
kit of dress desertweights, the white tunic and gold-trimmed headgear startling againgt histan trousers
and sun-baked face. “Dodging flying tile shards.” He grinned, the scar that cut hisface from hisnoseto
the corner of his mouth twisting the expression into something sinigter. “Ni Dathim Naréis not happy.”

“Dathim is never happy.” Tsechagestured impatience, the edge of hishand cutting through the air likea
blade. “ Always he complains of schedules, of lack of supplies, of...”

Jani watched Nidl, who seemed transfixed by Tsechd s rant. He knows we' re meeting the governors,
but he can't figure out why. She had tried to keep him from getting involved in the security arrangements
for the get-together, but he was Admira Genera Hiroshi Mako’s man on the spot, and the presence of
three high-levd colonid officias dictated his participation. HE |l escort them here and wait outsde while
wetalk to them. Hewon't be able to find out athing. She hoped. She prayed.

“...and ill, heisnot satisfied!” Tsecha stepped around the table and strode to the door. “1 will go and
speak with him.” He brushed past Nidl, barreling through the foyer and into the street. “ Ridiculous, and
truly...”

Jani stepped outside in time to see the brightly garbed figure vanish down an aley between two houses.
Sensed Nidl draw adongside, and felt his stare etch the side of her face. “Go ahead and say it.”

“I never thought I’ d see Tsechagrasping for an excuse to get the hell away from you.” Nial set hislid
back atop his head, then squared it by running the thumbs and forefingers of both hands back and forth
aong the brim. “1 debated whether to go in. Then your voices began carrying and folks stuck their heads
out to listen. Decided | had better throw mysdlf on the grenade before they started sdlling tickets.”

Jani glanced toward a nearby house in time to see ahead duck back insde adoorway. “We weren't that
loud.”

“The sound-shielding doesn't exist that can filter out ni Tsecha Egri once he boilsover.” Nial stared up at
a seabird that swooped overhead. “ Anything you can talk about?’



Jani gauged the man out of the corner of her eye. With his skin, uniform, and bronze Service burr, he
appeared as grave as she, astudy in brown and white. He stood allittle shorter than she did, hisframe
lean and muscled, his narrow, wolfish face hardened further by the cheek-cleaving scar. Only hiseyes,
honey brown and long-lashed, offered asense of his humor, hiswell-schooled intellect, hiswarmth.

Hisnosiness. Jani pretended interest in the bloomsthat filled astreetside planter. “What' s the word?’

Nial studied her for amoment, then shrugged. “ Avelos and the Amsun gang just arrived and are currently
ensconced in Markos svilla. Wallach and the Hortensian contingent won't arrive until dawn. Cutting it
close, inmy opinion, but they didn’t ask my advice regarding travel arrangements.” He drew closer and
lowered hisvoice asatrio of Thaassans emerged from ahouse across the way. “ Jan? We may be on
different sides of the fence, but | can gtill listen to whatever you can afford to tell me.”

It syour skill at filling in blanks that worries me, Colone. Jani watched as more Thalassans wandered
into the street. “Do you want to take awalk?’

Nial exhded with agrumble. Y ou want to wak, we Il wak.”

They set off along the narrow lane, past the low, white houses with their arched doorways and passages
and domed roofsin shades of blue and yellow. While afew Thalassans had brought plants from their
home coloniesto display in window boxes and planters, native flora dominated the landscaping. Instead
of hybrid lawn, creepersin blue and red-dappled green carpeted the spaces between houses, their low
tangle broken up with clusters of the same brilliantly flowered shrubsthat dotted the hillsides. Like
Karistos, Thaassa hugged the cliff line, and the cregpers had been trained to stream over the edge,
fringing the rock face with variegated ropes of leaves. Views of the Bay of Srrosfilled the eye from three
directions, and the buildings closest to the brink had been trimmed with terraces so Thalassans could
enjoy them whenever they wished.

“I dtill can't get used to this scenery. Been here six months Common and it still takes my breeth away.”
Nial leaned againgt aguardrail and pulled hisnicstick case from histrouser pocket. “So.” Heremoved a
slvery cylinder and crunched theignition tip, then stuck the filter end in his mouth and took apull. “You
two having another difference of opinion?”

Now it was Jani’ sturn to shrug. “It happens.”
“More and more, seemslike. What was it thistime?’

Jani rolled up her shirtdeeves and held out her arms so the sun could warm them. “I thought that Thalassa
would take the place of Rauta Sheraafor him, that he' d cometo consider it home. Now | think it
reminds him of what helost. He spent his entire adult life up to his chin in worldskein politics. He was one
of the mogt influentia idomeni who ever lived.”

“Hedill is, gel.” Nidl tugged at histunic's banded collar, then wiped afew beads of sweeat from his
brow. Even with cooling cell-equipped clothing, Elyan heat battered non-native humanish with ovenlike
intengity. “Just because Ced gtripped him of atitle and made him Haé&rin? Doesn’t mean adamned thing
to anyone | talk to. Cal him by hisbornsect name, Avrd niRau Nema. Or call him Egri niRau Tsechaor
ni Tsecha Egri or asack of laundry. He' s till a power to be reckoned with.” He stepped back from the
rail until the shade of one of the Karistos region’ sweird pam treesfell across him. “ Ced thought thet if
he made him Hagrin, he' d neuter him. All it did was give him the freedom to rebuild his power base,
surround himsdlf with like minds.” Hetook alast drag on his’ stick, then flicked the spent cylinder into a
trash bin.

“He never needed mora support, or an audience.” Jani pushed down her deeves and refastened the



cuffs. “He believesthat which he believes. Fine. It'snot just duty that compels him to speak out, it's
something more. It’sin his blood and bone, the air he breathes. He could no more keep quiet about what
hefedsiswrong with Vynsharau rdligious doctrine than | could flap my arms and fly acrossthe bay.”

She paced along therail. “But what he doesn't redlize, or want to redlize, isthat every time he shoots off
his mouth, I’m the one who gets hit with the flak. Questions about where | stand. Rumorsthat Thaassais
atraining ground for anti-Commonwedth extremists. And when | try to tell him that Thalassadoesn't
have adiplomatic leg to stand on, that Chicago isafraid of usand hisradicalism is assumed to be our
radicdism, hetellsmethat | do not know of that which | speak.” She stopped and glared out at the
sun-seared water until her eyesteared from the brightness. “So on he flames. | put out onefire, and a
week or two later another pops up to take its place.” Sheturned to Niall to find him leaning on therail
and watching her, hishead cocked. “What?" She caught the bare twitch of hislip, and felt her face hest.
“Shut up.”

“I’'m not saying aword.” Nial straightened, then pulled alinen square from histrouser pocket. “And I’'m
not taking oneiotaof cold pleasureinthisat dl, even though any sort of chill would fed like heaven at the
moment.” He ran the cloth over hisface, then folded it into atight square and tucked it up hisdeeve.
“*How doesit fed? will never cross my—"

“Nidl.”

Niall raised hishandsin mock surrender. Let them fal, and waked toward the stand of weird pams.
“Youandl...” Helowered onto arickety chair someone had |eft beneath. Braced his hands on his knees
and looked out at nothing. “We had to build walls around parts of our lives. It'snot aways easy. | know
you well enough to pick up when you' re holding back, and I’ d guess you could say the same about me.
It sdifficult, dedling with the conflicts and the suspicion. But when you've afriend...” He switched his
gazeto theflagstone at hisfeet. “It' sworthit.” He sat fill and silent for atime, then shook hishead as
though awakening from adaze. “ Tsecha sa strategist, athinker. Y ou' re more atactician, afield man. |
aways thought you complimented one another well.”

“That depends on whether we' re fighting the same battle, doesn’t it?” Jani kicked at aloose flake of
flagstone, sending it skittering across the terrace. “If we start to fight one another, who do you think has
the advantage?’

Niall sat back and folded hisarms. “ The strategist. They would take the long view, have backup plansin
place. But sometimes they get wrapped up in theory and miss details...” Again, ashake of the head.
Harder, thistime. “Tsechawould sooner die than fall out with you. | think it would bresk hisheart.” His
eyeswidened. “ Chrigt, Jan.” A scrabble for another nicstick. The sharp crunch, followed by the cloud of
smoke. “ Growing pains. This place has exploded since you arrived here ayear ago, and you' re ill
shaking things out. HE sadjusting to lifein the enclave. Y ou're adjusting to duties as a priet-in-training
and the dominance of Thalassa. Stands to reason you'd fight. If you didn’t, I’ d ask John to check your
vitas”

Jani looked toward the settlement, the newest homes that stood on what a month ago had been open
land. “There are those here who have no place dseto go. Their families disowned them when they
hybridized, and their governments don’t trust them because they don’'t know whose sdethey’re on. If
Chicago decidesthat there' s some sort of militant hotbed devel oping here, what action do you think
they’ll take? Hell, Nial, you get the memos. Y ou have thelist of who to pick up first.” And | bet | know
whose nameis at the top.

Niall looked everywhere but at her. “1 take from this that we have another theologica essay to look
forward to.” He glanced a her sdelong, then turned his attention to his nicstick, working his thumbnail



between thefilter and the body and prying them gpart. “I’ ve read the previous offerings, in trandation, of
course. He does tend toward the carpet bomb approach when it comesto stating his case.”

“He' sidomeni. Carpet bombing is standard operating procedure.” Jani tapped a beat atop therail. “He
will make his point, regardless of the cost to himself. Or anyone dse”

“And youwon't?” Niall stared at the dismembered’ stick asthough he' d never seen it before, then
tossed it into the trash bin. “Parts of Chicago till bear the scorch marks, Jan. You're asradica asheis.”

“Would you believe I'm learning circumspection?’
“Not without witnesses.”

Jani grinned, but the expression soon faded. “\We ' re here on sufferance, we Thalassans. Beggar's, being
allowed a place to squat because we' re quiet and don’t bother anyone.” She motioned to Nidl, then
started walking across the terrace back to the house-lined street. “That can change so quickly, and then
what?’

“You' reworried that Stash Markoswill kick you off Elyas. You?’ Nidl rose and fell in beside her. “He
never struck me as the type to harbor a death wish. Y ou' re talking nonsense, gdl.” He glanced overhead
and sghed. “1 blame thisdamned sun.” Hefdl silent, fixed on the uphill climb. Then he drew adeep
breath. “ So, | expect that Markos and the others are coming here to consult with Tsecha about that
bombing at the Haarin docks on Amsun.”

Not up to your usud standard, Colonel. Jani struggled to keep her face blank. Y ou’ re usualy so much
more subtle when you pry. “Y es. They want to make sure the word gets out that they support the Amsun
Haérin, and that they’ Il not rest until they apprehend the parties responsible.” And there was her reply,
just as gtilted. But as good atae as any, and even more so for being partly true.

Nial studied her, the brim of hislid shading his eyes, hiding them from her gaze. Then he gripped her
elbow and pulled her to astop. “Whatever happens, whatever—" He looked up the street, now filled
with hybridsworking, talking, and lowered hisvoice to arough whisper. “You'll get somewarning. |
know people. I'll get you out.”

“What about John and the others?” Jani nodded toward the bustle. 1 wouldn't leave without them.” She

watched Nidl look up the street again. Saw his shoulders sag, and knew his thoughts as though he spoke
them aoud. It'satown now, Nidl, with schools and shops, aNet station and a shuttleport. How do you

evacuate it without anyone knowing? She resumed walking, then paused until Nial caught her up. “Mako
gl give you ahard time about hanging around with me?’

Niall shook hishead. “Not as much as he used to.”

Meaning he' s happy to have aspy in the midst of this brew. Jani pressed a hand to the back of her neck
and tried to massage away the growing tightness. “Did you want to check out the meeting house again?
Maybe the shards have stopped fly—"

The sren cut the air like a scream, stopping everyone in mid-word, mid-stride. Blessed silencefdl for an
instant, then another howl. A youngster cried for her home-parent. A few hybrids headed for doorways.

“Shuttle' scoming!” amale shouted as he started trotting up the street. “ That’ sthe new signd.”
Jani looked a Nidl, to find that he had pulled his shooter, his knuckles blanched against tanned skin.

“Jesus. Maybe you could tell your crew to lower the pitch alittle” He powered down the weapon and



holstered it. “ Damned thing sounds like a shatterbox just before it hits. Bloody banshee wail—"

“I'll tell them.” Jani pulled in adeep breath in afutile bid to dow her fluttering heart. “Looks like we have
avigtor.” She started to walk, one dow step after another. Breathe. Breathe.

“Wallach? His crew is scheduled to touch down at Karistos. That’swhere my teamis.” Niall quickened
his pace and brushed past her, funndling his panic into motion and anger. “Hying fuck governorswith
ther flying fuck timelines and their flying fuck—" He touched his ear, activating the com-link to whichever
subordinate was unlucky enough to befirst in the queue. “Beck! What the hell—’

Jani held back until Nial had moved well out of earshot. Inhaed, and felt her heart trip, then dow.
Continued to walk up the road, lined with low white houses. ..felt the sun...the hest. ..

...the dip of sand beneath her boots...asensation of diding...
...the hum of ashooter, the pound of her heart...... theline of tents.

She closed her eyes. Please, Lord. Not now, she prayed. Not now.

CHAPTER 3

By the time Jani reached the landing field, the rest of the enclave had aready gathered along the runway.
She scanned the crowd and spotted a cluster of medcoat-clad Thaassans crowded around atal, dim
figure, like children around a parent.

John Shroud surveyed the scene like alandowner regarding his domain. He smiled when he spotted Jani,
and freed himsalf from the confines of hislaboratory tribe. Asadways, he woreformal clothes beneath his
medcoat, adaysuit in palest grey undertoned with blue. Hiswheat-blond hair had been freshly clipped
into a Caesar fringe, which framed and accentuated his monkish visage.

Hello, Doctor. Jani held out her hand, felt her disquiet ease as John'slong, strong fingers encircled her
own.

“I just spokewith Nidl. He strying to find out who it is.” John put his arm around her shoulders and
pulled her close. “ Governor Wallach' s shuttle just touched down at Karistos, so that’ s off the list. No
one srequested permission to make an emergency landing.” He looked toward the runway and
shrugged. “It' samystery.” Herested his chin atop her head. “Niall seemed alittle shaken.”

“It was the new approach aarm. It took us both by surprise.” Jani backed away so she could look John
inthe face. “Maybe they could ramp it down just alittle bit.”

“You'rethe boss. Tel them. It will be done.” John shrugged lightly, a problem easily solved. Then he
looked at her, and his gaze dtered from affection to professond assessment. “Areyou dl right?’ He
moved back so he could see her face more easily. “Nidl’ s not the only onewho looks like he' sseen a
ghogt.”

“I'mfine.” Jani pressed her face againgt his medcoat, in part so she could take in his scent, but mostly to
keep him from questioning her anymore. “There’ stoo much going onisdl.”

“That' snews.” John gave her shoulders a squeeze. 1 wish Niall would get amove on. Some of us have
work to do.”

“| seeit!” someone shouted. “ They’ re coming in over the bay!”



Conversation ceased. Everyone turned toward the water just as ablack dot broke through the clouds. It
grew rapidly, wings becoming visble, sunlight flashing off the metalloceramic skin.

Jani raised her head and squinted at the approaching shuttle. The underside looked dark, as though the

craft had made abad landing and scraped the hell out of the therma coating. Then the mess of linesand
shading resolved into an dl too familiar pattern, two snakes twining around awinged staff. Her somach
tightened. “ John? Isthat what | think it is?’

“It'sacaduceus.” John’svoice emerged apuzzled rumble. “What the...?

“It'saNeoclona shuttle, Doctor.” Niall shouldered through the crowd to join them. “ Expecting any
vigtors?’

“No.” John released Jani and moved closer to the runway’ s edge as the shuttle passed overhead, then
banked for the last time and settled into itsfinal gpproach, wings flexing and reshaping to compensate for
the crosswinds. Then it touched down, dust billowing behind it like awindblown vell, its engines cut back
to near sllence.

Jani moved in beside John. Took hishand in hers, and felt the barest hint of swesat on hispam.

The shuttle dowed until it drew even with them. As soon asit stopped, the door to the passenger cabin
swept upward while the exit stairway emerged and unfolded to the ground.

Vaentin Parini stepped up to the threshold before the stairway extended completely. He wore a daysuit
in somber greyed green, the savere lines disturbed by the briefbag that hung from one shoulder.

John shook loose Jani’ s hand, then straightened the aready flawlesslines of his medcoat.

“I thought he was never supposed to embark on along haul unless hetold you?’” Jani watched Va ashe
let hisfoot dangle over thefirst step, waiting for the sairway to stabilize.

“He' snot.” John’ s voice sounded like the rumble from the depths of acave. “It was an agreement he,
Eamon, and | made at the beginning, that we would each know where the otherswere at all times.”

“Eamon brokethat rule.” Jani waited for an answer, and looked over at John to find him watching Va
with narrowed eyes.

“Va and | never did.” Hefdl slent, hisface a professona mask.

Vd collected himself as he started down the sair, disdaining the handholds that ran dong both sides. As
soon as he hit the ground, he hit his stride, a saunter that had over the years made fistsitch and teeth
grind from one end of the Commonweslth to the other.

John waited until Va had crossed the invisible hdfway point before walking out to meet him. His step
wasweightier, but just asfluid, with the deceptive quickness of molten metd flow.

Then camethe hitch in Va's step, the dowdown as he drew nearer to John. When no more than a
couple of meters separated them, he stopped, the shock that filled his eyes at war with the unperturbed
attitude he struggled to convey. He shifted hisweight from one foot to the other, glancing at Jani without
seeing her before returning to John.

It sthefirgt time he's seen John in person since he hybridized. Jani looked at her lover and tried to see
him as hisbest friend did, comparing the adbino presence that Va had known so well with the pale blond,
gold-skinned figure that stood before him now. And let’ s not forget the eyes. The same silvered blue as



John’ s daysuit, as glittery asjewelswhen he smiled.

Va fought to appear detached, but his face kept betraying him, dismay and shock and affection
jockeying for the lead, with professond curiosity bringing up therear. Hisjaw dackened ashiseyes
widened, the only sound emerging from his mouth astrangled, “1—"

John smiled, sopping just short of afull-blown idomeni teeth-baring. “It redly isme, Va.”

“Y our voice hasn't changed. It till”—Va gestured at waist height—" sounds like it’s coming up through
the ground.” His pronounced widow’ s peak and arched brows giving his high-boned face a catlike cast.
“The Mistysyou sent didn’t do the transformation justice. My God.” He held out his hand. John took it,
and they shook. Then the grins broke through and John pulled Va close.

“Any ideawhat he' sdoing here?’ Nial muttered.

“None.” Jani watched man and mae hug, Va thumping John’s shoulder while John mumbled something
that made them both laugh. “I’d liketo believe that it's purely asocid cal, but somehow | doubt it.”

Va broke away, wiping his eyeswith hisdeeve. Then he turned to Jani. “Y ou, my pensive beauty. My
oneand only girl.” He moved in and embraced her, wrapping her in an odd combination of herbal
cologne and the ozone sharpness of freshly cleaned cloth. After amoment, he released her and stepped
back, lipstwitching as though he wanted to say something €lse but couldn’t find the words. His eyes
were bloodshot, their deep hazdl dulled by spent nerve. He raked ahand through his ash-brown hair,
disturbing its structured style and looking even more as though he' d just awakened from restless deep.

Jani struggled with her own conflicting emations, rdishing the sght of her old friend while at the sametime
wondering why he'd come. “Y ou look tired.”

Va shrugged. “Long hauls aways wear me down. If the cabin fever doesn't get you, the monotony will.”
He started to say more, then stopped and hung his head. “ There’ s something e se—something I—oh,
hell.” He turned back to the shuttle, one hand pressed to his forehead as though a headache had cometo
cal.

Jani followed his pained gaze, and saw that the passenger cabin door still gaped open, asthough
someone el se till needed to disembark. Then the nameformed in her mind just asthe al-too-familiar
figure stepped into the doorway, white-blond Service burr shining in the sun.

“What in bloody hell...?" Niadl’shand went to hissdearm.

Captain Lucien Pascal paused at the top of the stair, looking first toward the bay and the cliffs beyond,
then scanning the crowd. He wore desertwel ghts, the sand-toned short-deeve shirt highlighting hispae
hair and tanned skin. As soon as he spotted Jani, he pulled his garrison cap out of hiswaistband and st it
atop his head, then started down the stairs at an easy lope.

“Va?' John’'svoice wastight, hisrelaxed air vanished.
“I canexplain.” Vd licked hislips. “1t' salong story, though.”

“I have dl thetime you need.” John drew closer when he realized they stood surrounded by perked ears
and curious glances. “ Dammit. Of dl the people you could have carted here—"

“Pascal.” Nial stepped in front of Jani just as Lucien drew near, blocking him aswell asany wall.

“Colonel Pierce, Sir.” Lucien came to attention and snapped a salute, then removed a documents dipcase



from histrouser pocket and held it out to Nial. “ Captain Lucien Pasca reporting for duty as ordered.”

“What?’ Nial took the sipcase, ripping open the sedls and yanking out the contents, while off to one side
John and VVa argued in low tones.

Lucien, meanwhile, offered nods and the occasiona smile to the Thaassans who had crowded closer. He
looked as dways like a Service recruitment poster, desertwel ghts fresh, shoes polished to mirror
brightness. His orange rank tabs, ribbons, and designators had been perfectly digned, and his garrison
cap st at the optimum angle to imply just enough jaunt with aminimum of cocky. Add to that aframe
graced with just the right amount of muscle to flesh out his ranginess, the face of afdlen ange, and
chocolate brown eyesthat reflected soulless depths, and what you had was the stuff of dreams.

Or inmy case, the odd nightmare. Jani surveyed the Thalassans who crowded around them, and to her
surprise noted that it was Lucien’ sforearms and not his looks that attracted the bulk of the attention.
Crosshatched by raised scars that had healed white, they served as souvenirs of, judging from the
mutterings, one of the more famous battles ever fought by amember of the Commonwedlth Service.

“He fought one of Ced’ s security dominantswithin the challenge circle—’
“Hekilledhim.”
“He had no choice—’

Asusuad, Lucien seemed obliviousto the upset he' d caused. He leaned as close to Jani as he dared while
Nidl continued to pore over hisorders. “ Speaking of taking my breath away,” he whispered in French.

“And he shall spread discord wherever he goes,” Jani replied in English. “What the hell are you doing
here?’

“Now, isthat any way to—"
Lucien shot Jani apointed look before drawing up straight and turning to Nidl. “Sir.”

“I haven’t had a chance to check my inbox for my copy of these orders.” Niall flicked a corner of the
documents sheaf with hisfingernail. “ Signed by Supreme Command, as|’d have expected.” He chose his
wordswith care, loath to even hint at the fact that his revered commander might have inflicted Pascal on
him without so much asa*“Do you mind?’

“Yesdr. Arrangementswere madein haste.” Lucien’ svoice came light, imbued with innocence and a
sincere desireto help. “Dueto the scheduling, | needed to impose upon Doctor Parini and invoke billet
privilegesin order to arrivein good time.” He turned to John. “Please let me know, Doctor Shroud, if
Neoclonawishes to pursue remunerations.”

“I intend to.” John shot another glare a Va, who swallowed hard and fixed on his shoes.
Jani glanced at Nial, who looked ready to smoke the entire contents of his nicstick case at one go.

“We should get inside.” Nial folded Lucien’ s orders and stuffed them back in the dipcase, then turned to
Jani. “1 would like to use your comroom, if | could.”

“Going to shoot Mako amissve?’ Jani turned and followed John, who must have decided that they had
provided the rest of the enclave with enough gossip fodder for one day and started the uphill trudge to



theMain House.

“Y ou could say thet,” Nidl spoke in arough whisper, mindful that Lucien had fallenin just afew paces
behind. “ Assgning that sonofa—to my saff.” Hisfaceflared. “What the fuck is he thinking?’

“Areyou surethe ordersaren’'t forged?’

“Could you check?’ Nidl’sface lightened for an instant, then the storm clouds gathered anew. “Don’t
bother. That professiona piece of ass knows damn well that if hetook Roshi’snamein vain, he' d take
up permanent residencein the brig within aweek. Even he' snot that reckless.” He smacked the dipcase
againg histhigh. “Goddamniit.”

“Why?’ Jani tried to catch Va’ seye, but he avoided hers, feigning interest in every stone and shrub he
passed. She stared at the top of his head, willing him to look at her, but he remained fixated on the rocks
and scrub as though they were the most fascinating things he' d ever seen.

“Tel meand we |l both bloody know.” Nial jerked athumb back over his shoulder at Lucien. “Go
collect your gear, Captain. And hang onto it. Y ou may need to move at amoment’ s notice.” He exhaled
with agrowl. “Right back to Earth, if | have anything to say about it.”

Jani glanced back at Lucien, who gave her asmile that might have counted asingenuous aslong as she
didn’'t look at hiseyes. They shone, dight with the smplejoy he dways derived from making adifficult
Situation even worse. He pursed hislips and mimed akiss, then turned and trotted back to the shuttle. “I
don'tlikethis”

“Youdon't likeit?’ Nidl glared a the dipcase asthough it held his desth warrant. “It' sRoshi’ s
signature—I’ d know that anywhere. His persona parchment.” He folded the casein haf and shoved it in
histrouser pocket. “Bloody fucking hell.”

They continued the hike to the House. Thewind picked up, blowing sand with abrasive force, asthough
hurrying them on their way.

The sand around Kneveget Shéraais darker. The sands of light’ sweeping, that holiest of idomeni shrines.
Until | desecrated it. Jani quickened her pace as grains struck her face and neck, a stinging cloud, as
though she walked through an insect swarm. The sand stains. She remembered the smears on boots and
fatigues. Rust red, like clay. Not like the color of blood. Not likethet at all.

“You adl right, ged?’ Nial trotted up to meet her. “Y ou took off like arocket back there.”

“Fine. I'mfine.” Jani walked on up the hill, holding her head up despite the stinging, so she wouldn't have
to look at the sand.

A hasty lunch was assembled from the remains of Thaassa s communa mid-morning sacrament and set
up in one of the Main House' s private dining rooms that overlooked the bay. Nidl demurred, claiming
prep for the next day’ s meeting as an excuse, then headed for the basement comroom, Jani’ s access
codesin hand. Lucien arrived afew minutes after his new commander departed, and was about to be
sent to the kitchen by John to scrounge what he could until Va intervened. The meal proceeded in
awkward fitsand sarts until Va delved into the contents of the liquor cabinet and settled into his
oft-assumed role asthe unofficia entertainment.

“...and so Eamon stands up before the entire banquet hall and holds up the biggest brassiere | have ever
seen.” Va paused to take asip of port, then eased back, glassin hand. “* A contest,” he announces, in



that overwrought burr of his. * To the woman who can fill this goes the honor of spending the night with
me.” So | dig into the centerpiece, pull out two huge canta oupes, and toss them acrossthe tableto him.
‘Eamon,’ | said, ‘just fill it with these. Y ou'll never know the difference, and you can namethefirg little
blossom after me!l™”

Jani laughed while eyeing John, who grinned sheepighly.

“Our annua conferences were once the Stuff of legend.” His grin twitched. “They grew more sedate as
we aged.”

“Yeah, likethetime you tr—" Va stopped, his mouth hanging open in mid-word. He closed it dowly,
then silently dropped the subject by taking another sip of wine before turning his attention to the cheese
platter.

“Someone' s been holding out on me.” Jani smiled at John, who winked in reply. That eicited arestive
grumble from Lucien, who had spent the entire medl listening to such reminiscences and had grown more
irritated with each passing tae.

All thisshared higtory, and you're not part of any of it. Jani glanced at Lucien to find him sitting dumped,
fingersinterlaced around the base of his brandy snifter, eyesfixed on Val.

Va looked at him once, then again. Then, with asigh, he set hisglass on the table and did back hischair.
“Thisluncheon was extraordinary.” He patted his board-flat somach. “And filling. If | don't move
around, I'll fal right adeep.” He wadded his nagpkin and tossed it atop his plate. “I’ ve been dying to see
this place. Mind giving me the grand tour?’

John looked at Jani, then at L ucien. Then he shrugged, placed his own napkin atop the table, and stood.
“Why not?’ Heturned to Jani. “Just give ashout.” He shot aglarein Lucien’ sdirection, hisjaw working,
then nodded to Vd. “Let'sgo.”

Jani watched them walk to the French doors, then bobble the “Who leaves firs?” with the overwrought
courtesy of new acquaintances. They sorted it out after afew moments, John standing on ceremony as
host by stepping aside until Va exited ahead of him with atight smile. She waited until the doors closed
and the two had disappeared from view. “What did you doto Va?’

“Nothing hedidn’t ask meto.” Lucien swirled the scant remains of his brandy. “God, talk about beyond
the call of duty. Eamon and the melons—how many timesdid | hear that story? Five. Six.” Hislip curled.
“They dl sounded the same after the first week. And everyone calls Va Parini araconteur. It was enough
to make melook forward to Pierce s babbling about opera” Heraised his snifter toward the door ina
solitary toast. “ Thanksfor thelift, Doc.” He lowered the glass and drained it, tilting his head back in

order to extract every drop.

“Y ou poor, tortured creature.” Jani plucked alemon wedge from her Ieftover garnish and bit into it,
taking what pleasure she could in Lucien’ swince. “Y ou didn’t answver my question.”

“Mako wanted someone familiar with dl the playersto ook over Pierce sshoulder.” Lucien regarded his
empty snifter for atime, then hefted the brandy decanter from the trolley alongside thetable. “1 mean,
Perceishisdog and dl, but sometimes he wonders whether he' s as forthcoming as he should be, seeing
asyou' reinvolved.”

Jani watched as hefilled the snifter hafway, then added another splash for good measure. “1 didn't
redize hetrusted you thet far.”



“ Some people appreciate my capabilities.”

“No accounting for taste, | guess.” Jani stood and circled the table. The temperature of the room had
been lowered in deference to humanish comfort levels, and the jacket she had donned failed to keep out
the chill. “I need someair.” She pushed through the doors that led out to the balcony, felt the heeat
welcome her like an old friend, the bay breeze ruffle her hair. She leaned against the stonerailing and
spent afew quiet minutes watching bayskimmers from the Karistos Y acht Club fast-float acrossthe
water.

When she heard the doors open again, she clenched her figts.

“The scenery reminds me of the Greek Idands.” Lucien drew adongside, snifter il in hand, thefill level
depleted by hdf. “ Anaistook me on acruise to celebrate my appointment to East Point.” He leaned
againg therailing, and smiled for thefirst time since lunch began and the stories started. “ And agood
time was had by dl, including afew she never knew about.” He paused to take yet another swallow of
brandy, glanced a Jani over therim of the snifter and stopped. “What?”

“I’m not used to seeing you toss down the liquor.” Jani dowly opened her hands and pressed them to the
warm stone. “Alcohol dulls the senses, you always said, and you needed to keep yours sharp.”

Lucien lowered hisdrink, then set it atop therailing. “ Chicago’ s not the same since you left.”
“Lucien, thisismeyou' retalking to, remember?’

“I haven't forgotten.” He stared at the snifter. Then he grabbed it, drained it in asingle swallow, turned
and flung it at the stone arch bordering the doorway. The glass shattered with a sound like a shooter
crack, the shards flashing back sunlight asthey flew apart and scattered across the tiled floor.

One piece skittered in front of Lucien’ sfoot. He stepped on it, twisting his shoe into it, then pulled back
and looked at the powder hel d | eft behind. His breathing came rough, as though he d been running. “I
haven't forgotten athing.”

Jani remained silent. Every so often afissure developed in Lucien' s carefully maintained veneer, ahint of
what he could do if he ever threw off the restraints he’ d imposed upon himself, ever said “Hell with it”
and let fly. And he fedsthat way now. Which meant she had something else to worry about in addition to
thereason for Va’ svidit and tomorrow’ s meeting with the governors.

“Y ou were dways willing to believe anything about me.” Lucien paced dong therailing, back and forth,
like acaged animd. “ Anything but the truth.” He stopped, eyes fixed on the water. “1 had to seeyou. |
was going crazy in Chicago—I would have said or done anything to pull an assignment here. So, | went
to see Mako. | had done afew favorsfor himin the past. He owed me.”

“Y ou're trying to drive awedge between Roshi Mako and his colond.” Jani stepped away from the
railling and pretended to examine blooms on a potted shrub. “Don’t think Nidl will forget that.”

Lucienturned dowly. “I know what Pierce thinks of me. | know what he' Il put me through. I'mwilling to
ded withit.” Hiseyesmet hers, bottomlesswells of brown. “I love you.”

Oh Lord—anything but this. Jani pressed her hands to her temples and squeezed. “Lucien.”
“I meanit.”

“Lucien, it'saone hundred twenty-five meter drop into the bay from this balcony. Don't bloody tempt
rre”



Lucien stared at her, his expresson blank. Then, asthough someinterna vavefindly released, he smiled
and sagged back againgt therailing. “We both just need to relax.” He patted his trouser pocket, then
reached into it. Pulled out something, and held it out for Jani to see. “ Remember this?’

She caught aglimpse of dull cord shine, the color slvered by the sunlight. A small sphere, a centimeter or
soin diameter. Oh. Hell. Her face burned.

“| showed it to Va on the way here. He offered to buy it. How' sthat for tacky?’ Lucien rolled the pearl
between hisfingers. “ He kept commenting on the color. Pink or peach—he couldn’t make up his mind.
What would you cal it?” When Jani failed to reply, he shrugged, his smile dtering from simple and open
to something with an edge. “1 didn’'t tdl him how | cameto acquireit, of course. Did you even redize that
the string had broken? | know | was focused on other matters.” He held the pearl up to thelight. Then he
raised his other hand, pressed the tip of the index finger to the bottom of the pearl and massaged it. “Do
you know what thisreminds me of 7’ He watched her face ashe did hisfinger against the pearl from tip
to base once, then again, and again. “It' sjust like—"

“Please keep it to yourself.” Jani looked down and found she held the crumpled remains of a half-opened
bloom, its stem snapped at the neck. “Y ou're never this coarse. Y ou are drunk, aren’'t you?’

Lucien pouted. “I keep souvenirs. You know that. I’ ve got one of Va’'s—"
“What isthered reason you came here?’

Lucien took a deep breath. Pocketed the pearl and stood, brow furrowed, as though trying to recdll
something. An Angdl of Desath, at aloss asto what to destroy next. “ The usual. Spread wrack and ruin.
Doom, degath, disease, and despair.”

“Mission accomplished.” Jani tossed the remains of the flower over therailing. “ Does that mean you can
go home?’

“Mako sent me to observe the general situation and report back. A second pair of eyes. Sometimes| do
tell thetruth thefirgt time.” Lucien passed ahand over hisface. “I have missed you, you know, disnclined
asyou areto believeit. | won't ask if you missed me. Judging by the expression on your face, | know
your answer.” He glanced over therailing. “Hundred twenty-five meters. I’ ll have to remember that.” He
turned and headed for the doors. “If you' Il excuse me, | redlly need to find a bathroom.”

“Lucien?” Jani waited until he stopped. “Whatever shit you' rethinking of pulling, reconsider.”

Lucien tried to turn, but caught the side of one shoe on the edge of atile and sumbled. “God, | am
drunk, aren’'t |7 Herighted himsdf dowly, shaking his head at the wonder of it al. “Y ou have enough to
worry about without looking for trouble from me. Va’ svisit isnot socid, in case you haven't guessed.
The PM ordered him to buy out Shroud’ s share of Neoclona. A single digit percentage of what that
shareisworth, and that number’ sahell of alot closer to zero than it isto ten. No more research. No
more consulting. He' sto find other thingsto do.”

Wheat lunch Jani had managed to egt congedled in her gut. “Why?”

“Asawarning to other bad little captains of Commonwedth industry who might consider hybridizing. Or
working so closely with the Hadrin.” Lucien paused to breathe. The alcohol had him by the throat now.
“Things are tense, in case you haven't noticed. Human separatists are bombing Haarin docks, Cédl wants
to sever diplomatic relations with the Commonwedlth, and—thefirgt shots—in any war would likely be
fired—inaplacelike Elyas.” Swesat soaked his shirt and dicked hisface, making him look asthough he'd
been caught in therain. “Now, two percent of Neoclonais still more money than any normal person



might expect to seein alifetime, but it isn't just the money. It’ sthe power, and the influence, and let’snot
forget the medical research capabiilities.” He pulled alinen square from his pocket and wiped hisface, his
neck. “With your principal means of support gutted, where does that |eave Thalassa? Where does
that—leave you?’ He grimaced. “| need—Excuse me.” He turned and double-timed through the dining
room and out the door.

Jani leaned againgt therailing as soon as L ucien disappeared from sght. Her gut ached. Her legsfelt
weak.

Two percent. She imagined John’'s expression as Va broke the news. The sun still warmed, but she
couldn’'t fed it. The bayskimmers gill floated, but she didn’t see them.

CHAPTER 4

Rilas geered the skimmer as close to the cliff edge asthe directionas dlowed. The vehicle swake sent
dried brush tumbling over the rocks, whileits high-pitched hum and the shadow it cast asit coursed over
the ground drove smdl animasto the shelter of shrubs and burrows.

In the rearview, she watched the domes and painted rooftops of Karistos recede, replaced by rocky
summitsthat jutted into the cloudless sky. After driving for atime, she stopped the skimmer besidea
tumbled mass of stone, hoisted her dingbag from behind her seat, and disembarked. She walked to the
edge of the cliff, then dong it, looking out to the bay every few dtrides.

In the short time she spent walking, three skimmers passed her. All carried humanish, who drove too
dowly and watched her asthough they had never before seen an Hadrin. The dliffs of Karistos and the
Bay of Siros had become popular placesfor tourists, and Rilas knew the traffic would grow as the day
proceeded. “Most unfortunate. Thiswould have been agood place.” She drew asmdl scope from one
of the dingbag’ s many pockets, held it to her eye, looked toward the bay and the line of cliffsbeyond. In
the scope sviewer, she at last caught sght of Thalassa, a scatter of glistening rooftops, blue and yellow in
the sun.

Rilas touched a pad on the side of the scope, activating the device so it could read and measure.
Digtances. Heights. Angles. Depths of rooms and thicknesses of walls. After completing the task, she
returned the device to her bag and strode back to her skimmer. Already half the day had been spent
searching, as had the entire day before. She did not like to take so long to make preparations, but
Karistos had proved a strange place, much worse than niRau Cédl had described.

She stood beside the skimmer, one hand on the door control, until & humanish mae driving aone dowed
and asked if she required assistance. She gestured that she could not understand him, then entered her
vehicle and drove away. Too quickly—she knew she moved too quickly. She could seethe maein her
rearview, watching her. Would he remember her? Or did al femae idomeni look diketo him, asniRau
Céd sad?

Damned godless place. Never again would she act as atile broker. Asna Nahin Sela, she had wasted
hours at the Trade Board displaying samples and discussing colors and glazes, meeting with prospective
customers. NiRau Ced told me that | must act as that which | am supposed to be. Such was the nature
of cover. If | did not act as amerchant among the Elyan Hagrin, | would be noticed. But the training she
had received in Rauta Sheraa had not prepared her for these Haérin, who ate and drank in the streets as
animas, who looked her in the eye even though they were unknown to her.

Then there were. . .those other. The anathema. The hybrids. She had seen two of them at the Trade
Board, amae and female, so much as demonsin their misshapen strangeness. Thick limbs. Pe eyesand



skin. They had once been as humanish. As humanish, they should have remained.

Rilas drove and studied each passage, each summit. Prayed to her goddess for guidance, and for
grength. Thisplaceisof your doing, Tsecha. Soon, he would pay the cost of his sacrilege.

The sun passed prime. Asit began its downward arc, Rilas passed arocky sope crowded at its base
with rubble and dying scrub. She drove past it as she had so many others, and had traveled quite far
aong the dliff road before she redized what she had seen.

Sheturned around and drove back to the place, dert to humanish tourigts, or shuttles making their fina
approach to the distant Karistos port or the Service field. Alert to any sign that someone, somewhere,
might see her. She fought the desire to reach into the dingbag and remove and activate the devices that
could scan the skies as she could not. Monitor the roads. Watch her back, as ahumanish would say.

But she dare not. All around Karistos, craft from the humanish Service traveled, scanned, searched. Her
devices, while most useful, were dso most illegal, and she could not risk their detection now, while she
still prepared. In aday or two, when she completed her task and had gone, | et the Service find what they
would. Some of it will look most asfamiliar, aswe soleit from them. Rilas bared her teeth at the thought.
Humanish did not believe Haérin capable of steding, just asthey did not believe them capable of
subterfuge or sabotage. Most foolish of them, and truly.

She approached the pile of rubble, her joy fading. She dowed the skimmer, hunting for the signs that had
attracted her attention and compelled her return. At first she could not detect them, and wondered if she
had erred.

Then, findly, one by one, she saw them. A glimpse of masonry colored the same browns and whites as
the surrounding stone, barely visible through tangled branches. Straight lines where none should exi<, the
broken edges of awall smashed to ruins by the rockdide.

She steered her skimmer behind the rockdide so it was hidden from the road. Thistime, she activated
her shooter. Then she powered down the vehicle, hoisted her dingbag, and disembarked.

Rilas savored the hest, the one welcome surprise that Elyas offered. Wondered at the stone, the sparse
vegetation, so much as Rauta Shéraa that she felt as though she tracked quarry on her homeworld. The
thought upset her, and she struggled to push it from her mind. When niRau Cedl counseled her, he had
been adamant. Assassination or sabotage, what acts she performed could not be committed on Shera
Too much risk of discovery, he had told her. Too much danger, for both of them.

She held her shooter at the ready as she approached the housg, circling the place once before pushing a
rock aside with her foot and passing through the partly collapsed doorway. She stepped around a pile of
rubble and into what had once been aroom. Remains of furniture, sticks of polywood and scraps of
weave, littered the space. Some lay scattered acrossthe floor, the rest wadded in corners, whereit
served as bedding for the animas whose claws Rilas heard skittering against the cracked and Stained tile.
She sniffed theair, grimacing at the tang of waste and rotted flesh, the stench of the thingswhich livedin
this place mingled with that of the thingswhich had died. An unseemly place, and truly. None would look
for even the lowest Ha&rin in such asthis.

Only when her eyes had better adjusted to the half-dark did Rilas explore further. Grit and dried leaves
crunched benesth her feet. Sunlight streamed in through alone window, highlighting dust motes that leapt
and fell like sparks from afire, disturbed by her passage.



She st her dingbag on thefloor. A short time spent pushing aside rock and clutter left her with a space
through which she could maneuver aswell as a path to the window. She hoped that it would look out
over the bay, and was pleased to find that it did. “| can just seethe water.” And beyond that, the curve
of land that held her target.

Rilas recovered her bag from its resting place and carried it to the window, set it on the dusty floor and
opened it. She removed wrapped tubes, asmall box, aroll of heavy cloth. First she removed the
wrapping from the tubes, then laid out the smooth plastic on thefloor to serve asabarrier. Lay the tubes
atop it, followed by the box and the cloth roll.

She knelt. Picked up the tubes, one short and one long, fitted them together, then set them aside.
Unrolled the cloth and removed three items. First, two curves of metal, one large and one much smaller,
the stock and the discharge mech. Last, her prize, her most vaued thing. A clear glassy cylinder shot
through with lines and discs of color. Her sight mech.

She worked with a speed born of practice. Attached barrdl to stock. Fastened discharge mech to the
underside of barrel, sght mech to the top. Removed the sighting device from her pocket, attached it to
the sght mech, and activated data transfer.

Rilas watched the colorsin the sght mech brighten and dull, flash and fade. Asthelast burst of color
faded, she detached the sighting device and tucked it back in her pocket. Only then did sherise, turnto
the window and raise the rifle. Bracing the stock againgt her shoulder, she poked the barrel through agap
in the shattered pane and lowered her eyeto the sight mech.

Fully assembled, therifle felt weighty, but balanced, like afindly crafted shooter. She paused to run her
hand over the barrdl, savoring the smooth chill of the dull black metalloceramic. She then resumed her
check, studying the bay and the cliffs beyond through the sight mech.

Itisasthough | stand there. After dl thistime, after completing so many such tasksfor niRau Cedl, she
gill marveled a how the mech magnified the distant view, how the micro-lenses moved in concert to
sharpen, brighten, provide contrast, expose detail no idomeni eye could detect unaided.

Rilas scanned aroad that diagonaded dong the cliff face and wound past structures before vanishing a
the summit. She moved on to alarger structure, one of the largest she had seen on Elyas, which jutted
from the dliff face asthough part of the stone. Through windows, she could seefigures. The accursed

hybrids whose existence pained niRau Cédl so.

Click—click—click. Her finger twitched on the discharge mech—uwith each faint whirr of the mechs, she
imagined bodiesfaling, souls destroyed, lives extinguished. She scanned other areas of the enclave—

Click.

Wakways. Verandas. Open spaces.

Click.

Killing, killing. Taking life that had noright to exist.

Click. Click. Click.

A smdl bacony.

Rilas tilled. Eased the pressure on the discharge mech. Watched.



Jani Kilian. The Kiérshia. The cursed thing. Standing, aone on the bal cony. She wore awrapshirt and
trousersin grey, plain and free of adornment save for athick cording of silver woven into the shirt cuffs.

Rilas released the charge-through and looked away from the scope. Her heart beat strongly—she could
fed it pound. Her hands were as dry, her mind, as clear. Such was asthey were during the best of times,
when Caith blessed her and bade her act as her talents demanded.

She set aside therifle, then knelt upon the rubble-strewn floor and rummaged through her bag. Small
stones dug into her knees; she used the pain asaspur, asign of favor from Caith that it was right for her
to act. Sheremoved the frosty flat container. Opened it. Took out one of the chilled projectiles, inserted
it into the rifle magazine, clicked the chamber closed. Heard the cylinder dideinto place, theriflehumin
activation.

The payload istyped to Tsecha. Even asthe technician’ swords echoed in her head, Rilaslifted therifle
to her shoulder and sighted down, capturing the dark head. Edged the weapon one way, then the other,
until the scope sgnaled TARGET CENTERED with asingle ydlow flash, and she fixed on theface. Skin
dark as Pathen, eyes green as Siah, combined with weak human bones. The face of an overgrown
youngish, amutant, amade thing.

The payload istyped to Tsecha
“But it might work with her. Theidomeni part of her isof Vynsharau. There could be enough—"
The payload istyped to Tsecha

Rilas forced hersdf to breathe. The Kiérshia stood, unmoving as stone, eyesfixed. A target as she had
never had, gill and quiet and adone. If thisone fell, no one would know for hours.

Then Kiershiashifted her stare until it seemed to Rilas as though she saw her and studied her in turn.
Y ou should die. Rilas sfinger tightened on the charge-through. Y ou must—
Tsecha

Rilas tilled. Cursed the name that filled her head even as she knew it had been sent by her goddess.
Relaxed, drawing in one dow inhdation of stagnant air, followed by another. Another.

“Foal.” Rilas stood il until she calmed, until she could no longer see the strange green eyesin her mind.
Then she broke down therifle and repacked the components.

| will return to Karistos. | will make sacrifice, and pray, and prepare. Then tomorrow she would return to
the ruin and kill the one for whom the weapon had been designed. Avrd niRau Nema. A namethat had
once been and was now no more. Ni Tsecha Egri. A life that was now, and would soon not be,

Rilas shouldered her bag and, with careful steps, departed the ruin. No humanish maes lurked in wait
outsde. No tourists. No movement but branches and leaves in the wind, no sound but animals.

CHAPTER S5

Jani heard the French doors open, but didn’t turn to see who her visitor was. She aready knew. “It'sso
nice and quiet out here.”

Footsteps from behind, soft on thetile. “Ni Tsecha s over at the never-ending project that is the new
meeting house.” Dieter Brondt, her secular suborn and resident spy, drew up next to her. “He sarguing



with ni Dathim about the tilework.”
“Agan? And what does he want meto do about that?’

“Make ni Dathim see thingshisway.” Dieter grinned, the expression lighting his round face. “Because we
al know how well ni Dathim lisensto you.”

“About aswell as helistensto anyone.” Jani paused to rub her eyes. Her head ached from the brightness
of the sun off the water, yet the last thing she wanted to do was |leave the balcony.

Dieter bent and picked up one of the crystal shards. “I ran into Captain Pasca on the walkway, and
immediatdly directed him to abathroom.” He examined the fragment, then looked around at the other
pieces scattered across the bal cony floor. “It didn’t sound as though lunch agreed with him.”

“Heat and brandy.”

Dieter winced. “He son hisway to Fort Karistos. Got a com from Pierce to report immediately.
‘Scarface blinked,” was how he put it.” He gave the shard alast |ook, then tossed it aside. “Is everything
dl right?’

“John and Va.” Jani beat acadence on therailing with her figs. “Where are they?’

“Theclinic.” Dieter planted hisfeet and folded his arms. He wore awrapshirt and loose trousersin
patterned orange and white. Hybridization had claimed him late and done little to lengthen his bones or
dim hisstocky frame, leaving him resembling afitter than average Buddhawith cat-yelow eyes. “Doctor
Shroud took Daoctor Parini on atour.” He cocked his head. Concerned Buddha. “Is something wrong?’

“Captain Pascal gave me some news before he went to lose hislunch. | don’t know whether to bdieveit
or not.”

“Would the fact that the good doctors have been holed up in Doctor Shroud' s office for the whole of
their tour help you decide?’

Jani shot the male ahard look. * Does anything happen around here that you don’t know about?’ She
fielded his blank stare and shook her head. “Va’ s been sent here to cut John’ s heart out.” She stopped,
as though speaking the words would give them aredity they didn’t otherwise possess. But they arered,
dammit. When it cameto digging out the nasty, L ucien gave Dieter arun for anyone smoney. “He' sto
buy out John’ s share of Neoclona. At two cents on the Common dollar.”

Dieter’ s brows twitched skyward. “That's...akick in theteeth.” He stroked hischin. “But isit a
urpriss?’

“Maybe not. Cut off the money, and the Thalassan beast will sicken and die.” Jani turned her back to the
water and studied the stark white facade of the Main House. “Maybe the surpriseisthat they waited this
longto doit.” She pushed off the railing and started for the dining room. “I’'m going to stop off a John's
office before| go to the meeting house.”

“Jani?’ Dieter hurried after her, soles crunching on bits of scattered glass. “ There are solutions, surely?”

“They should've been put in place dready. Assetstransfers take time. So do setups of dummy
corporations.” Jani stepped out onto the walkway that ringed the third floor of the
office-laboratory-apartment complex that was the adminigtrative, socia, and medical focus of the
Thaassan enclave. “That' swhy Va didn’t let John know he was coming. Whoever sent him didn’t want
to give John thetimeto adjust.” Shelooked over the railing and down to the ground level centrd



courtyard, where the kitchen crew were setting up for mid-afternoon sacrament, jamming and angling
mess tables as best they could amid the planters and fountains. “Firgt rule of auditing. Never call ahead.

“I wouldn’'t have.” A little of the old Colonel Brondt, Elyas Station Service liaison and spotter of
smugglersand other illicit life-forms, flashed in Dieter’ seyes. “Neither would you.”

“Maybe.” Jani caught awhiff of curry from the dining areabelow. She' d have savored the aroma
normaly, but nerves had claimed her gut astheir own and shefdt the acid risein her throat insteed. “ Bit
different when you' re on the other end, though.” She headed around the walkway to the lift, nodding to
the hybrids she passed dong the way while at the same time keeping an eye out for any sign of Lucien.

“Doctor Parini can be madeto listen?’ Dieter followed after her, amisshapen shadow. “He and Doctor
Shroud have been friendsfor solong.”

“Dependswho has Va by the short hairs.” Jani thumped the lift call pad with her fist. The cabin
opened—she stepped inside, then turned to face her suborn. “He didn’t come here because he wanted
to, he came because he was forced, and by someone who knew just how hard to yank. Pretty select lit,
don’t you think?’ Sheraised ahand in farewell asthelift door closed in Dieter’ sworried face.

The basement laboratory-clinic proved the same low-key madhouse as dways, technicians and medicos
bustling aong the maze of corridors like the white-coated ants they were. Jani negotiated the twisty trail
to John’ s office, then paused and pressed her ear to the door to check if any yelling could be detected
through the combination of sound-shielding and the vibration-dampening door panel. She sensed nothing.
Took adeep breath and hit the door pad.

John and Vdl fel slent as she entered, just-spoken words charging the air like static. John sat at his desk,
working asmal exercise ball with one hand, ralling it over and over again between hislong fingers. Vd
sat on ashort couch set againgt the wall, arms folded and shoulders hunched.

“Jani.” John glanced a Vd, then away. “We ve just been catching up on old—"

“Two percent.” Jani dragged avigitors chair to the side of the desk opposite John and sat. “No more
practicing medicine. No more research.”

Va’smouth dropped open. “How...?" Then hisface flamed and he covered his eyes with one hand.

Yes, Lucien ratted you out. What the hell did you expect? Jani |ooked across the polished ebony desk at
John, who stared back as though she' d just plucked arabbit out of thinair. “1 have my sources.”

“Without adoubt.” John shook his head, then bounced the ball atop the desk, caught it, and bounced it
agan. “Vad ishere at the PM’ srequest. Given the deteriorating relationship between the humanish and
idomeni, Li Cao fedlsthat ahybrid at the head of one of the largest commercid entitiesin the
Commonwedlth istoo great asecurity risk to tolerate.” He gave the bal one fina bounce, then stashed it
in adrawer and stood. “ Anyone want coffee?” Without waiting to see whether anyone actudly did, he
walked to alowboy at the far end of the room and started assembling the brewer.

“I'm just the messenger.” Vd glanced a Jani sdelong, as though reluctant to meet her eye. “Thered
negotiationswill go on in Karistos between lawyers from the Justice Ministry and our—" He shot alook
at John, then concentrated on his hands. “—and Neoclona slegd team.” He shrugged. “ And whoever
John hiresto represent hisinterests.”

“These negotiations began last week, apparently.” John offered Jani achill smile. “I'm l&ft to scramble.
I’ve dready contacted afirm in Karistosthat | believe can hold its own.” He set out cups, cream, and



sugar on atray while the weighty aromaof his coffeefilled the office.

“Why now?" Jani edged away from the desk so John could set down the tray. “ John’ s been here ayear.
It took Cao that long to decide he was athreat to Commonwedth security?’

Va rose and waked to the desk. “ She called mein one day, about two months ago. Oh, it had been
busy. Tsecha had just let loose one of histheological broadsides, a story about you had appeared in a
scandd sheet, and one of the more conservative ministers questioned John' sloyalty during public
debate.” He spooned sugar into a cup, then waited while John filled it to the brim. “That’swhen |
screwed up.” He paused to sip. “ She asked if | felt whether the idomeni could win John’sloydty.” He
looked at John and shook his head. “I told her that the only two things that had won John Shroud’s
loydlty were hiswork”—he closed his eyes—*and Jani Kilian.”

John set down the carafe. “Very dramatic, Va, but not the wisest choice of words.” He hoisted hisown
cup, then set it down with aclatter, sending scalding brew in dl directions. “Dammit!” He grabbed a
dispo tissue from the dispenser on his desk and wiped hot coffee off hishand. “What is she afraid of, that
I’ll start working for Rauta Sheraa? Even if | wanted to, Cedl wouldn't take my help on aplate—it would
be arepudiation of everything he believes. Or does shethink I'll infect the entire Commonwedth with a
hybridization bug?’ He crumpled the dispo into atight ball and hurled it into adesksde trash bin. “It
doesn't work that way, Va—didn't you tell her? Hybridization is ill adow, labor-intensive process
taillored to theindividual, and that’ s not likely to change anytime soon. If she’ sworried about hybrids by
the millions overrunning her government, she sanidiot!”

“Shewantsto take out the financial underpinnings of this place.” Jani gripped her cup in both hands. John
had lowered the office temperature in deferenceto Vd, leaving it much too cold for her comfort.

“ Something happened, and she thinks shutting down Thaassawill help solve the problem.” Something to
do with secession. Cao must have heard the rumors. She picked over one possibility in her mind, then
another, until she sensed the stares. V' s unspoken prayer that something she' d say could get him off the
hook. John's, that she could give him something to pry Cao’sgrip from histhroat. “I don’'t know what
that could be.”

“Well, so much for that.” John doffed his medcoat and draped it over the back of hischair. “1 have an
appointment with my new legal team in an hour. | need to get ready.” He looked at Jani. “1’d like you to
be there. | know they’ |l have questions for you. I’ m hoping you can at least answer those.” He brushed
past her and out the door without waiting for areply.

The door closed. Silence settled. Jani touched her cheek. The sense of having been struck, but without
the blow.

Va walked to the wal opposite and focused on one of the framed hangings. “He gill hasthat one.” A
shade of asmile, soon vanished. “It’ s hitting him now. It takesawhile, with the big things. He got angry
when | told him, yeah, but now it ssinking itsroots.” He hung hishead. “I’ m just letting you know. |
don’t think you' ve seenit. It can get rough.”

“Thanksfor thewarning.” Jani turned to look at theimage. It must have dated from Va’sand John's
medical school days. Two gangly young men with toothy grins standing on the steps of abuilding. VA's
hair flopped over hisforehead, while John wore awide-brimmed hat that he' d angled to shade his eyes
from the sun. “Isthere anything you can do?’

“My influence with Li Cao does't extend beyond the tip of my nose.” Va'’ s shoulder twitched. “ She's
declared this amatter of Commonwedlth security. If | fight her, she'll take away both our shares and
hand them over to Eamon, which would be pretty much the same as her taking over the company.” He



walked back to the desk and set down his cup. “But there sthe eection in three months. Y evgeny
Scriabin is standing againgt her, and he’ s a reasonable man. Mogt of the pundits are predicting he' |l beat
her.”

“That' sthree months. A hdll of alot can happen between now and then.” Jani swallowed hard as John’s
coffee took up where the aroma of the curry had left off. She set down her cup, then rose and headed for
the door. “1 need to see Tsecha before | meet with John's lawyers.”

“I'll gowithyou.” Va hurried after her. “ At least part of the way. | need to walk. Cooped up on aship
for sx weekswith—" He stood aside so Jani could precede him through the door, then hesitated. “ This
isn't like I thought it would be, to say the least.” He stepped out into the corridor, glancing up asthough
he feared the celling might fal on him. “I envisioned anice, relaxed vist. Dinnersin little out-of-the-way
places, capped off by dancing and plate smashing. Maybe some sailracing during the day. Then one day,
Li Cao cadlsme, and it dl fals apart, bit by bit.” He quieted until they entered the lift and the door closed.
“I have...some explaining to do.” Hetried for aweak grin, but managed only awince. “I tried to work
up the nerve after lunch, but His Highness sent me out of the room.”

Jani shook her head. “Not now, Val.”

“If I don't tell you now, I'll lose my nerve.” He stepped aside so she could exit the lift first, then fell
behind her asthey cut across the central courtyard and through a series of demirooms separated by
aguariaand low screens.

Jani waited until they departed the Main House and rounded the vast rear yard. “Va?’

“I think I’'mlosingit. My nerve.” He dragged off his suit jacket and dung it over his shoulder. “ Dammit.”
He stopped at the top of the cliff road and looked out over the water. “1t' s so beautiful here. Hotter than
fucking hell, but—" He ran ahand across his brow, aready dotted with swest. “ But everything beautiful
hasaprice, does't it?’ Hiseyesbrimmed. “I’'m sorry.”

Jani waited until Va cleared histhroat and wiped his eyes. “Want meto tell you what happened? Y ou
can nod or shake your head a suitable intervals, and it will belike you never redly said anything at dl.”

“Y ou think you know all the wordsto this one, do you?’ Va started down the road, his step dowing as
the soles of hisdress shoesdid on the gravel.

“In severa languages.” Jani tried to study him without seeming to. He kept his eyesfixed on the road,
braced for the words he didn’'t want to hear. “First verse—L ucien started hanging around your flat after |
left Chicago to return to John. His pretexts were feeble at best. Some bit of news from one of the
ministries, or arumor he' d heard at Sheridan. Being aman of the world, you saw through his act
immediately, even fdt irritated by hislack of subtlety. But even though you knew he wastrying to play
you, you just couldn’t make yoursalf send him on hisway. He had aconnection to me, and he offered all
the right responses when you railed againgt John, which I’'m sure you did at least afew times or you
wouldn’t count asaliving, breathing being.” She looked away asVa’ sface reddened, dlowing him an
illuson of privecy. “Besdes, he' sjust so damned decorative. Y ou did once tell me that you could watch
himadl day.”

Va snorted, denying the inevitable even as he worked closer to admitting to it. “He s not thefirgt
good-looking boy to stake me out.”

“No, but he' sthe best-trained. He' san assassin, V. Gauging thevictim iswhat he does.” Jani held up
two fingers. “ Second verse—after you got used to his coming around regularly, he pulled back. Stayed
away for aweek or two at atime, then turned up with weak excuses. Just to see how hooked you



were.” They came upon asmall sitting areawedged between two houses, and she stopped and sat on a
stone bench.

“| passed that test.” Vd unfastened his shirt collar, then bent over atiny fountain and let the water spray
over hisface. “| wasn't acompleteidiot.”

Jani nodded. “He figured that out. So when you told him that you were leaving to visit John, his request
to accompany you was completely businesdike. Being under orders from Mako himsdlf, he claimed billet
privileges, then left you to mull it over. He knew he had you backed in a corner—what could you do but
agree? Y ou adready suspected that Cao didn’t trust you, that her summons was awarning to you aswell
asto John. It worried you what might happen if you added to your troubles by tossing out Mako's
chosen rep on his perfectly formed ear.”

Va dragged alinen square out of histrouser pocket and wiped hisface. Then he sat beside her and
sghed. “ Jani—"

“Pressure points, Val. Weakness. Like | said before, he has atadent for spotting them.”
“He snot theonly one,” Vd said through histeeth.

Jani hesitated. “Now, the chorus. He had set you up so you had to cart him here or risk appearing
didoyd. So, cart him here you did. He should have been content, you' d think, but thisis Lucienwe're
talking about. Y ou had rejected his advances up to that point, and that was a situation that could not be
alowed to continue. Even engineered sociopaths have their pride.”

“There are only so many placesto hide on a ship, and none of them worksfor long.” Va spoke low, as
though to himsdlf. “ Every damned time | turned around, there he was. His favorite trick wasto catch me
in the gym locker room or sauna, wander in stark naked and pretend to be surprised to seeme. ‘I'm s0
sorry, Doctor Parini—I didn't realize you were here.” Y eah, right.”

Jani grinned in remembrance. “ A bit obvious, but atried and true method with some history of success.”

Va returned her grin, but the expression withered. “ After afew quiet days, | thought he had finally gotten
the message. Then one ship-morning, about three weeks out, he showed up at my cabin door with a
copy of whatever newssheet had been transmitted that day. He was fully clothed, believeit or not. A little
rough around the edges, actualy. Tired. Distracted. Asthough he' d given up.” He paused, hiseyes
clouding.

“He handed me the newsshest,” he said after atime. “I took it. | said ‘ Thank you, Captain Pascal,” and
he replied, Y ou’ re welcome, Doctor Parini.” We—" He stopped again, inhaing with a shudder. “We just
dtared at one another. Might have been for aminute or so. Might have been an hour for al | could tell.
Neither of ussaid aword, wejust...” He swallowed hard. “ Then he stepped inside, |et the door close
behind him. Took the newssheet from my hand, folded it, and set it atop a nearby table. Then he—" He
closed hiseyes, lips parting ever so dightly. His breathing quickened as his hands clenched and flexed,
twisted thelinen until it tore.

Then his eyes snapped open. He shook his head as though emerging from a daze and sat forward,
elbows on knees, hands dangling between. “Y ou're going to tell me it wasan act.” He examined the
damage he’ d wrought upon the linen square, then wadded it and shoved it in histrouser pocket.

“It'sdl anact.” Jani put ahand on his shoulder. “Trust me, it’s better when you accept it. It makeshim a
known quantity, with no surprises. A certain brand of smple comfort when the real world becomestoo
complex to deal with.”



Va’slip curled. “ Aren't you the understanding one?” He fell sllent for afew moments, then sat up and
eyed her expectantly. “ Y our turn.”

Jani consdered adigplay of innocence, but decided confusion more believable. “My turn for what?’
“I"'m not the only onelaying bare my soul here, am |? Befair.”
“What do you want to know?’

“The story behind that pearl. He showed it to me on the way here. Told me he bought it, but we both
know that’ sajoke. He never paid for anything in hislife” Va straightened hislegs and examined his
dust-covered shoes. “I read his MedRec once, remember?| know he keeps souvenirs of eventsin his
life he consders memorable.”

Crap. Now it was her turn to shudder, to hem and haw. “What makes you think the pearl’ s mine?’
“I have my reasons, which | will explain after you tel me the story behind it.”

Jani felt the heat creep up her neck. “It’ sfrom my dowry.” Shefielded Va’ s surprised look. “My parents
turned over my dowry to me when they first came to Chicago, and one of the pieceswas a pearl
necklace.” She paused. “One...night, | woreit during...”

“During...?7’ Vd leaned toward her. “During afire drill’? During charades? What?’

Jani tried closing her eyes, but images flashed that she didn’t want to see at that moment. Instead, she
concentrated on a scatter of stonesat her feet. “| woreit to bed. | had worn it that evening, and didn’t
takeit off. During a particularly active moment, Lucien...yanked on it, and the string broke. Pearls
everywhere. If I'd known they hadn’t been tied properly, | never would have worn them. Those damned
things turned up under the furniture for months.” She shrugged, forced hersdlf to look Va in the face.
“See? No big revelatory episode. Just something I’'m sure he saved to embarrass me.”

“Probably.” Vd sighed. His mood seemed lighter, as though her confession had bought him some degree
of dispensation. “Why did we let him get under our skin? We' re grown-ups. We should have known
better.”

“They tell you everything you want to hear, and they know how to show you the face you want to see.
Even when you know in your bonesthat you can't trust them, you still try, because you can't accept the
fact that they can't fedl and that there’ s nothing they won't do to ensure their survival.” Jani rocked to the
sde until she bumped againgt him. “ Guesswho told methat?’

“Dirty pool, Jan.”
“I"d just let him into my home when | knew he had set me up to bekilled. Y ou tried to warn me.”

“But | waswrong. Y ou figured out later that he had blocked the attempt. He pushed you out of the way,
took the shot himself. He saved your life.” Va frowned. “ Granted, he was the one who got you into
troubleinthefirst place.” He raked a hand through hishair, then sat forward and buried hisfacein his
hands. “Oh, crap.”

“He leaves behind wreckage wherever he goes—compared to some, you got off easy. You're here, in
one piece. No one shot at you. Y ou' re abit chastened, but you'll get over it.” Jani held out her hand.
“Y ou survived. Congratulations and welcome to the club.”

“Hip, hip, hooray.” Vd sat up. “Remember when | said that | knew the pearl had to have belonged to



you?’ Hetook her hand and squeezed it, then continued to hold it. “ About four days out, he started
pulling away. Moved histhings out of my cabin. He said that he needed to prepare for Nial, but | knew
that was bullshit. Asif any amount of prep in that regard would do him any good.”

Jani tried to reclaim her hand, but Va had it locked up tight. “1 wonder how Mako was able to shove
him down Nial’ sthroat consdering—"

“Don’t change the subject.” Va glowered awarning. “By the time we were two days out, he' d started
avoiding me. Last night, aswe were getting ready to dock at Elyas, | lay in bed, alone, sewing in my
own juice, when it hit me how much of our time together had been spent talking about you. Y our
accomplishments. Y our background. Things you and he had done together. | even recdled arather
spirited discussion concerning the exact color of your eyes.” He regarded her with something akin to pity,
mixed with something else that looked alot like fear. “I’ m not very happy being me at the moment, but
the onething | can take comfort inisthe fact that I’ m not you. | was just something to help passthetime,
| know that now. But you, you're hisobsession.” He smiled sadly, then held her hand to hislipsand
kissed it. “1 need to get back. | want to talk to John before he meetswith hislawyers.” He released her
hand and stood, then circled around the bench and headed back up the road to the Main House.

Jani massaged the spot on her hand that Va had kissed. “Welcometo the club.” Problem was, after you
paid theinitiation fee, you kept paying and paying and paying...

| should have guessed that L ucien would keep a souvenir of that night. Like most of their eventful
evenings, it hadn’t been planned. Lucien had finessed them an invitation to adinner at one of the
minigtries, but she hadn’t wanted to attend. When she tried to beg off, however, he listed the reasons
why she needed to go, dl sound business-related incentives of the sort he could recitein hisdeep. The
issue settled, he had arrived to collect her, passing thetime in her sitting room while she finished dressng.

What the hell got into me? She had donned the requisite undergarments and ridiculous shoes. A
conservative gown in dark blue. Removed the jewelry satchel from her armoire and opened it, revedling
her dowry, the traysfilled with gems, gold, and platinum. Picked through the necklaces, bracelets, and

earings.

Then she removed the gown, the ridicul ous shoes and undergarments, and dressed hersdlf in as much of
the glittery stuff as she could hang from her neck, loop around her waist, hips, and ankles, and wrap
around her arms. Out of fifteen kilos of chains, links, and set gems her parents had brought her from
Acadia, she managed to don at least five. Gold, topaz, and emerad. Strings of diamond beads. And the

pearls.

Lucien had turned as soon as the bedroom door opened. Started to say something, then stopped and
stared as she posed in the bedroom entry, still and stylized as one of her mother’ s statues. Shedidn’t
gpeak and neither did he—adaptable animal that he was, he never asked asingle question. He smply
walked toward her, pedling off hisdress uniform adong the way until, by the time he reached her, he was
as naked as shewas.

He cdled me agoddess. Among other things he murmured. Whispered. Shouted. So enrgptured had
they been with one another that they hadn’t even noticed the necklace had broken until the morning.

“That was some night.” And now the time had cometo pay the price for it. “What have you cometo
collect, Lucien?’ She stood and continued on her way to the meeting house. “And who have you come
to collect it for?’

CHAPTER 6




“It does not make sense.” Tsecha pointed to the haf-tiled wall, améange of ddlicate colorings and
sketched detail. “What isthis? | have never seen anything such asthis before.”

Ni Dathim Naré, Tsecha s secular suborn, stood beside his dominant with theill-concedled irritation of
an artist coping with the criticism of awedthy but tasteless dlient. “ Through the middle isthe line of the
cliffs. Drawn there are the houses of Thadassa. If you stood on a craft, out on the bay, you would see this
place as such.” Judging from the increasing curve of his shoulders and the stiff set of hisjaw, aboard a
craft out on the bay was exactly where he wished Tsechawas a that moment.

Tsecha stepped closeto thewadll. “1t does not look like acliff.”

“It doesfrom here.” Jani leaned againgt the wall directly acrossfrom the mural. “I think you need to stand
at least five or Sx metersaway for it to dl fal into place”

Dathim nodded. “At leasst five or Sx meters.”
Tsechatook asingle step back from the work, shoulders curving inirritation. “It does not help.”

“Five or Sx meters” Jani and Dathim spoke in unison. Then Dathim took the bull by the horns, or in this
case the propitiator by the elbow, and dragged him backward, marking off the distance with measured
grides.

“Here.” Dathim released his dominant, then stepped back and waited, armsfolded, feet planted
shoulders length apart, like adjinn from one of Nidl’soperas. Tall and broad, dressed in dusty white
workclothes that contrasted sharply with his gold-brown Vynsharau coloring, he seemed a construct of
wood and stone, as one with the buildings surrounding them. “Do you see it now?’ Hisvoice, adeadpan
riva of John's, rumbled like asaismic shift.

Tsecha stared at the wall, tilting his head to one side, then the other. “1 am not sure. Perhaps, nia, we
should request Doctor Parini’ s assistance?’

Jani shrugged. “ John' sthe art collector. He knows more.”

“But John has aready seen thiswall many times. Doctor Parini provides afresh eye.” Tsechalooked
back over his shoulder at Jani and bared histeeth.

Fresh eye, my... Jani had to smile back. “You didn’t ask me hereto talk about thewall. | should have
guessed.”

“It will not be completed in time for tomorrow’ smesting. Suchisasit is.” Dathim picked up asquare of
tilewith aglaze like the clear aquamarine of shdlow water and walked to hisworktable. “1 thus havetime
to seek out the opinions of others.” He inserted the square into one of hisarray of tile cutters, then bent
low over the device and adjusted the settings. “ Others, who know more,” he added, not quite under his
breath.

Tsechaignored his suborn’s mutterings. He clasped his hands behind his back and walked over to Jani,
light mood dissipating with each step. “ Of what did Doctor Parini speak? The damned cold of Chicago?
His boredom now that hisfriends have left him?’ He paced back and forth in front of her, an older,
wiser, more patient djinn.

“Li Cao sent Vd hereto inform John that he' sbeing bought out. John's opinion on the subject is not
being considered. He |l be paid two percent of what his share in Neoclonaisworth.” Jani remembered
Lucien as he broke the news. Drunk, angry, the information he imparted a payback for her rgection.
“Va made mattersthat much worse by bringing Lucien with him.” And | hope he heaved his guts out.



“Ah, Captain Pascd.” Tsechawalked atight circle. “He grew bored in Chicago aswell, without you to
torment.”

Jani kicked atile shard across the floor as another scene from the balcony flitted through her brain. | love
you. Oh, for the days of myth, when djinn walked the land and gods smote liars with thunderbolts. “He
says he' shereto act asafresh eyefor Admira General Mako. | don’t believe that.”

“Nor would |.” Tsechatouched Jani’ s arm, then gestured toward the patio located in the rear of the
meeting house. “For Mako despises him. Thiswe know, and truly.”

Asthey entered the patio, the heat hit them full force, untempered by the breeze off the bay. Tsecha
inhaled deeply as soon asthe sun fell on him, as though he could breathe in the light. “ Cao fears John will
become an Haérin, and will use his money to support Haarin enclaves, and Haérin companies. That he
will rebuild Haérin docks destroyed by humanish bombs. This, | most believe.” He sat atop apallet of
floor tile. “ Such shows her lack of understanding. John would never be accepted as Haarin. It would be
animposshility.”

“Haérin would take his money, though. If he offered it. Which he hasn't.” Jani leaned againgt astonewall,
then did down to the patio floor. And so it begins. The back and forth. The sfting of datauntil a
conclusion could be reached. The hardest process, but in the end, the most educationa. Palitics. The
glib, inadequate word that described the many faceted relationship between Commonwedlth and
worldskein. “Lucien said that John was being made an example. ‘ If we can destroy one of the most
powerful men in the Commonwedlth, what could we do to you?” She dipped off the jacket that she'd

donned back at the Main House, then leaned back against the wall and |et the heat absorbed by the
stone seep into her shoulders. “My concernisthat she’ s heard rumblings about Elyas desireto secede.”

Tsecha shifted as though he sat on asharp edge of tile. “ Tak of colonial secession. | heard such even
when | served as ambassador in damned cold Chicago.”

“But here we have an actual plot, with names attached.” Jani picked at ajacket seam, stopping when she
yanked too hard and the materid split. “John is so far removed from al that. All he'sdone since he
arrived hereis perform research and hybridize the willing.” She imagined faces seen every day at the
Main House, on the cliff road and the other enclave streets. Eager, hopeful faces. “ Some of them will die
if he can't treat them anymore, if he can only use the technology he’ sdready developed. We'redl
moving targets, congtantly changing. A treatment that will work on us one day could kill usthe next.”

Tsecha nodded, an exaggerated up-and-down. “ So, he is needed to keep Thalassans dive. Suchisan
ethicd issue. If Li Cao destroys him, she destroys others aswell. Innocents.” He brightened. “Would you
like meto write atreatise on the subject, nia?’

Jani ignored the question, and instead dreamt of thunderbolts striking far-off prime minigters. “How can
shedo this? We aren’'t Commonwesdlth citizens anymore. We can't vote. Half of us sarted life as
idomeni. It' snot—"

“Y ou have not answered my question about the treatise, nia”

“Let’snot do that right away. Y our treatises tend to shear off the tops of heads. It’' s bad enough when
you take on idomeni. Y our style may backfire with humanish.”

“Ah.” Tsecharan hisfinger across hisforehead and bared his teeth. Then he stood and strolled across
the patio, eyesfixed on the sunburst murals with which Dathim had covered thefloor. “ So. John will no
longer be ableto treat hybrids. The hybrids of Thalassa, whom | esteem greetly, even when my niaclams
| do not.” He glanced across at Jani. “My nia, whom | also esteem greatly.” He stopped and raised a



hand, index finger pointing upward. “Li Cao deemsthis. Tomorrow, we meet with those who work
againg her. Itismost smple. If Markos and his other secessionists wish my support, they will seethat
John can continue to do that which he does. Even now, they will support him by telling Cao that she
cannot do that which she plans.”

Jani worked to her feet. “They’d betaking arisk.”

“They take risks now.” Tsecha shrugged. “ One more will not make their chance of death any greater.
They must agree to support Thalassa, which means that they must work now to help John. Or they may
swing.”

“Swing?

Tsechamimed looping arope and putting it around his neck. “ Swing.” He yanked hisarm upward and
stuck out histongue.

“Thank you for that visud.” Jani managed alaugh. “Can you give John your support even if Markos and
the others can’t? Can the Elyan Haarin do anything to compel Li Cao to back down?’

Tsecharaised ahand to chest leve, then curved it in question. “ She would demand, | think, that the
Haarin leave the Outer Circle, which is something that would most please Cédl aswell. He sarves his
colonies, dlowsthem no supply or repair. Samvasta, Neae, Zela, with their broken Gate-Ways and
half-empty enclaves. He drives the Haérin who live there to the humanish, and now Li Cao would drive
them back to him.”

“What if you pledged to sink your teeth deeper? Take over more businesses, more docks?” Jani sighed.

“That might scare her, which will cause more problemsthan it solves.” Shetied the deeves of the jacket

around her waist, then walked to the entry that led back into the house proper, boots scuffing against the
inlay with a sound like sandpaper. “ God, thisisamess.”

“Wewill think of something, nia” Tsechamoved in beside her, his soft boots silent on the stone.

“Why do we haveto?’ Jani paused at the entry. “Na Feyd isyour secular dominant. NaGisaismine.
Technically. When she sticks her head out of whichever greenhouse she’ sworking in long enough to give
methetime of day.”

Tsecharegarded her camly, asthough they discussed the weather, not politica subterfuge and rebellion.
“I most esteem Fey6, but she worries too much of authority, and the opinions of the other enclaves.
Power has made her cautious, and thisis, | most believe, atimeto be daring.”

Jani leaned againgt the entry so that she stood haf in and haf out of the house, one sidein shade, the
other in sun. “Y ou want daring, you should bring Gisawith you to tomorrow’ s meeting.”

“Nia”

“OK, she' sirritating, but she merits some regard. She helped create Thalassa”

“Shedid that of which she was capable. Now her timeispast.” Tsecha stood in the comparative
darkness of the entry. “ Rebellion requiresfocusif it isto be worth anything, and Gisalacksfocus.” He

leaned forward, the edges of sunlight striking him, highlighting the lines on hisface. “If you say black, she
will argue white Smply to argue. Such is not an atitude that is needed. Not now.”

“Soyou and | can continueto do all the diplomatic dirty work, then hand off al the pretty decisonsto
our dominants, wrapped up and ready to go.”



Tsechanodded. “Yes. Such iswhat we do.” He reached out and tapped the top of her hand with his
fingertips. “Aswe did in Rauta Shéraa, and in Chicago. Aswe will dwaysdo.”

“Something to look forward to.” Jani reached up and struck her fist against the top of the doorway as she
passed through into the coal of the entry. “ Any feedback yet on your latest broadside?’

Tsecha hesitated, hand once more curving in question. Then he bared histeeth. “Wholeness of Soul.” He
walked farther into the meeting room, stopping to study the floor, a room-spanning blue and white
whirlpool. “It istoo soon. | would not expect even an acknowledgment of receipt until tomorrow or even
the next day.” He dragged the toe of his boot aong one of the blue-white borders. “ Doesit till worry
you?”

“Everything worriesme.” Jani lowered her voice astwo coverdl-clad hybrids entered the house and
began carrying stacks of tile to the table where Dathim worked. “Nial doesn't think it will be aproblem.”

“Colond Pierce.” Tsecha offered amore humanish-looking, close-lipped smile. “To whom you tell
everything.”

“Not redly.” Jani felt the heat rise up her neck as she thought of al the things she would never think of
telling Nidl. “I tell you morethan | do anyone. Including somethings | hope you don’t understand.”

Tsechadid adecent imitation of a humanish throat-clearing. “1 understand more than you believe, nia”

“Great.” Jani covered her eyes, then let her handsfal. “All my idiocies exposed.” Shefelt more welcome
laughter bubble up, until an dl-too-familiar figure entered the room and stopped it dead. “NaMeva.”

“NéKiershia Gloriesof the day.” NaMeva Tan bustled in, aheadmistress on amission, the long tail of
her bright green wrapshirt flaring in her wake. “Ni Tsecha. Glories of the day to you aswell.” Her
grey-streaked horsetail siwung out as she spun around to survey the entry. “More than yesterday, but not
yet complete, ni Dathim!”

“Everyoneisacritic.” Dathim turned to face them. “But | see no one picking up acutter.” Tile dust
streaked hisfacelike paint. “Until they do, they can shut up.” He gestured to one of his hybrid helpersto
bring another stack of tile, then turned back to histable.

“Hah.” Mevabared her teeth as the hum of thetile cutter filled the room. “Ni Dathim isas he dwaysis.”

Aren’'t we all? Jani stepped back as Meva and Tsechafell into adiscusson of the patterns Dathim had
chosen for the meeting house floors. Meva stood astall as her religious dominant, her face as sark, her
eyesasgold. Like Tsecha, she projected implacability, the inevitable progression of awave. Rauta
Shéraa Temple had cast her out just before Morden niRau Cédl locked her up, and Tsecha had offered
her a place without first confirming with n& Fey6 that such would be acceptable. Mevatreads on toes.
Such was her way. | do like her...for the most part. But she provided Tsechathe opportunity for
theological debate that he had lacked for years, and like adesert plant after the first rain of the season, he
hed flourished.

Then camethefirgt treatise. The second. And now this one. The rhetoric escalating as the subject matter
cut closer and closer to the heart of what it meant to be idomeni.

“The significance of this—" Meva gestured toward the spiraing whirlpool, then turned to Jani. “Y ou
recdl such, from your indruction?’

Damn. Jani |eft the refuge of her corner and joined the two e ders near the middle of thefloor. “The
twinned spird.” Sheracked her brain. “Blue for water, white for air. The connectedness of life eements,



separate yet united, traveling in the same direction until onenessis achieved.” She glanced a Tsecha, who
continued to study the floor. At Rauta Sherda Academy, students could find themsel ves subjected to
testing at any time, and as one of the past masters of that particular art, he would see no reason to
interrupt what he saw asvaid examination.

Meva nodded. “ Shiou oversees this progression, of course, for sheis of order.”

“No.” Jani bit back the word inshah. Teacher. That title, she reserved for one and one only. “The
progression is over-seen by Anéth, the guardian of passage, migration, transition—"

“Heisbody-son of Caith.”

“No, he—" Jani caught Tsecha sflinch, and knew she’ d failed this particular test the instant before Meva
bared her teeth and let out aderisive bark of laughter.

“Anéth isbody-son of Caith, for chaos and transition are aso separate but united. In any trangtion isthe
potentia for chaotic progression.” Meva stepped out to the whirlpool’ s center and paced around it. “ This
isarepresentation of Anéth’ s guardianship, for the dements remain united to the end. If such represented
his relation with Caith, the whorlswould diverge dong the way, and form eddies, and curve back on
themsalves. Such as the representation on the secondary floor of Rauta Sheraa Temple—Tsecha, do you
recadl such?’

“Yes, nAMeva, | recall it most well.” Tsechafinaly turned to look at Jani, his hands clagped behind his
back, his gazefixed at apoint over her |eft shoulder. The formality of the Academy returned. “ The colors
of divergence are more smilar. Darker gold and lighter, in depiction of the relation of body-mother and
body-child. The game of pattern stones evolved from this. The changing patterns represent the
interruption of the journey as chaos enters, for the pattern change is unexpected, unbidden.” His
Vynsharau Haérin acquired High Vynsharau inflections as his manner grew more detached. “Y ou should
study more, Jani Kilian. Y ou should know thisby now.”

Words from the past, driven home with the softest yet most direct of blows. “ Y es, inshah. | will doso.” |
will add it to my goddamned list. She stood up straight, left arm crossed over her chest, astudent’s
posture of respect. Tsecharaised hisleft hand in dismissd, the barest flick of afinger, beforefdlingin
behind Mevaand following her into the adjoining room.

So much for that. Jani walked to the door, face aflame. At least the hybrids are outside. Otherwise the
news of Tsecha s reprimand would have coursed through the enclave by the time she reached the top of
the street.

“NaMeva spesks of you to ni Tsecha.”
Jani stopped and turned back to the worktable, where Dathim smoothed the edge of atiletriangle.

“ She does not believe you should act asa propitiator.” The Haérin's attention remained focused on the
cutter, hisfingersflicking over the controller. “ She does not believeit isthat which you are.”

Jani shivered as chill anger drove out the hest of embarrassment. | never spoke againgt her to him. |
knew he esteemed her, and | kept my mouth shut. Proof once again that no good deed ever went
unpunished. “ And what does shethink | an?’

Dathim shrugged. “ She never says.” He glanced at her through a haze of white powder. “Ni Tsecha
defendsyou.”

Then he stands back and lets Mevatest me. And has the doubt she ingtilled confirmed. “I haveto get



back to the Main House.” Jani hurried into the street, where the sun shone and the air tasted of the sea
ingtead of the chak of tile dugt, the gall of softly spoken words.

Thefirgt dream had been smple enough. Half waking, haf diding down adunein her drop-dead whites,
the most formd of the Service dress uniforms, trying to reach the tents, just visible in the distance. The
Laumrau tents.

But she never reached them. The dide down the dune never ended, and the tents never drew closer.

“That one' snot bad.” Jani had heard worse. From Niall. From others, over the years. Seen worse,
during atime when her unmonitored hybridization warred with her Service augmentation, and old friends
and enemies returned from the dead to say hello.

But she had never dreamed of Knevget Sheraa. Until these last few weeks...

“Stress.” Jani perched on the rock formation just outside the Main House srear entry. “Fear.” Worry
about Thalassa. And now this. Shetried to work up the nerve to get up, to go insde and meet John's
lavyers. What if she hurt John's case? What if she said the wrong thing?

Hdlo, my nameis Jani Kilian, and | have blood on my hands.
Twenty-six Laumrau, taking sacrament in thelr tents.

Twenty-six faces. Each so different, yet wearing the same look of surprise when she raised her shooter
and fired.

“I didwhat | had to.” Jani picked up a stone and skipped it across the scrubby ground. “1’d do it again.”

She had just gotten used to the everlagting dide down the dune when, last night, anew dream took its
place. She wore desertweights thistime. Stood at the opening of thefirst tent. Tried to rip open the flap,
only to find that there wasn't one. Kept trying, and kept trying, grabbing for something that wasn't
there—

—until she heard the noise behind her, the hum of a shooter in active mode, and knew if she moved, she
would die...

...but that if she stood till, she would die anyway.

“Decigons, decisons.” Jani forced alaugh, then fell sllent. Then she eased to her feet, walked to the
door, and keyed insde.

CHAPTER 7

Jani heard the raised voices as soon as she entered the courtyard. Two daysuited men stood
nose-to-nose in the middle of the largest demiroom, while around them other daysuits watched in grim
slence. Meanwhile, another group stood in the foyer, three men and two women with handcarts, their
attention fixed aswell on the escalating argument.

Then afamiliar figure moved from the shadow of a planter and hurried toward her.
“Where the hdll have you been?’ John’ s voice shook.
“I waswith Tsecha” Jani looked past John to the arguing men. “What happened?’



“Officidsfrom Justice arrived fifteen minutes ago with awarrant.” John led her back across the courtyard
toward the demiroom. “ They want everything—records, data. Anything related to research and
trestment.”

Jani looked toward the group with the handcarts. The empty handcarts. “What have they taken?’
“Nothing. Yet.” John stuck hisclenched fist againgt histhigh with every sride. “If Quino thinks—"

Quino? As Jani gpproached, the arguing men fdll silent. Then the shorter of the two turned and planted
himsdf in her path.

“Ms. Kilian.” He was asmdl-boned hawk of aman, attired in darkest blue. “I will haveto ask you to—"

Quino. “We'vemet.” Jani pressed close, crowding him, forcing him back. “ Joaguin Loiaza. Y ou once
stood between me and a ComPol arrest warrant. At John's behest, if | recall.”

Loiaza dtiffened. “Yes, | do remember.” He recovered smoothly, hissmile acool, socia curve of lip.
“Suchalong timeago—"’

“Lessthan two years, but | can understand why you might prefer to forget it considering you' re now
playing for the other team.” It was Jani’ sturn to smile as Loiaza s face darkened. “ Explain your presence
I,.He.ﬂ

Loiaza s eyes widened as he took in the full-bore hybrid turnout—the gold-toned skin, the
green-on-green eyes. Thetop of hishead barely reached Jani’ s shoulder, and like most every other man
faced with that height difference, he countered by standing astall as his spina column would alow and
rasing hisvoice. “We are here by the authority of the Commonweath—"

“Which means nothing to me.” Jani paused to bresthe, then let the words flow. “ Thisisnot an Elyan
settlement, Migter Loiaza. Thisis Thaassa, an autonomous enclave. The Commonwesalth has no
jurisdiction here.” Out of the corner of her eye Jani saw the man with whom L oiaza had argued scrabble
in hisjacket pocket. He removed ahandheld, then turned and started whispering to another man who
stood nearby. “ As secular suborn to the enclave dominant, na Gisa Pilon, | am the authority here—"

“Indeed?’ Loiaza glanced back at the group behind him, who had broken out the handhelds aswdll. “I
do not recal Thalassa ever having been recognized by the Commonwealth government.”

“His Excdlency, Stanidaw Markos, Governor of Elyas, has seen fit to recognize our autonomy by
treating the Thal assan boundaries as borders, and in other ways. | will leaveit to you to explain to him the
irrdlevancy of that decison.” Jani detected theflicker in Loiaza s eyes, and knew she' d scored a hit. You
didn’'t inform Markos you were coming here, did you? Bad Quino. Nothing like pissing off your host by
invading enclaves and issuing warrants without telling him first. “In any case, there are protocol s that
should have been followed prior to this...invasion, which were not. For example, we did not receive a
forma request from the Commonwealth government to speak with Doctor Shroud concerning their wish
to speak with him concerning his Neoclona holdings”

“Isthistheimperid ‘we,’ naKiershia? Do you speak for the absent na Gisaaswell, or isthe act of
obstruction of justice yoursaone?’ Loiaza s mud-brown eyes had hardened to stone. “No matter. Allow
meto formally request now that we be alowed to discuss the matter of divestiture of Neoclona holdings
with your suborn—"

“Denied.” Jani glanced at the other lawyers. All handhelds had been set asde—she had their undivided
attention now. “The conversations that have aready occurred will be considered to have never taken



place. Any documents or other materials that were taken will be returned to Doctor Shroud immediately.
Y ou will depart Thalassanow and reapply formaly for permission to spesk with him.”

Loiazakicked the last shred of socid pretense out the window. “ Thisisridiculous.” Hisvoice emerged as
ahiss. “You and your Thaassans are medica mishaps, Kilian, not a sovereign entity.”

“WEe re both, actualy, which meansthat Doctor Shroud' s skills as aphysician aswell as hisresearches
arevitd to our continued hedlth and wdll-being. To deny him the right and ability—not to mention the
wherewitha—to practice his profession threatens the lives of al members of thisenclave. Innocent
members. | think the appropriate term for what might follow if you succeed in your effortsto prevent him
from continuing hiswork is‘humanitarian crisgs.”” Jani turned her back on Loiazaand held out her hand
to the man with whom he' d argued. 1’ m assuming you' re one of the good guys? Hello. We haven't

The man took her hand lightly, asthough he feared ashock. “ Rudo Skara, Ms. Kili—naKiérshia” His
skin was s0 black it seemed tinged with blue, the reddened whites of his eyesthe only outward betraya
of the current stressful interlude. “ Thisis my colleague, James Cossa.” He nodded toward the other man,
who was younger, lighter of complexion, and even more battered |ooking.

Jani hesitated as her backbrain sent out awarning barrage. “ Skaraand Cossa. I’ ve heard of you.” Her
gut tightened. “ John said he/ d hired an experienced firm. He didn’t mention it was the most famousin the
Outer Circle”

“| amflattered.” Skara ssmilewastight. “1 wish we could have met before this. That we could have
gpoken.” Hisvoice matched his amile. “Do you have any judtification for the claims of sovereignty you've
just made?’

“I believe | do.” Jani lowered her voice as Loiazaand histeam strained to overhear. “Last year, the
Commonwealth Service ceased efforts to press charges of treason and desertion against two officers
because they had begun the process of hybridization. As hybrids, they were no longer considered eligible
for the Service. In the end it was decided that they came under the jurisdiction of the Elyan Haérin
dominant, na Fey6 Tal, who at the time was considered Thalassal s secular dominant. Since that time, she
has ceded the governance of Thalassato naGisa Pilon.”

“That should not necessarily be construed as an acknowledgment of sovereignty,” Loiaza s nasal voice
sounded. “A colonid base may find itself in a Stuation where acquiescing to loca practiceis preferableto
pursuing acourse of action that might jeopardize its future dedlings with the native popul ation.”

Jani turned on him, once more forcing him to backpedd. “Li Cao would do well to follow the Fort
Kaigosexample”

“Thisisnot ameatter of locd interest only,” Loiazabit out. “ The decisons reached here will have
far-reaching implications.”

Jani stared at the man until asmall vein in histemple started to throb. “ John’ s your test case. You'll
destroy him to keep the rest of the Commonwedth in line. Think you want to hybridize? Remember what
we did to the head of Neoclona, and think again.”

“Indeed.” Sikara stepped up beside Jani. He wore the smplest of black suits and awhite shirt, accented
by ayelow and green striped neckpiece. “Nasty precedent, Counselor.” He arched one graying
eyebrow.

Loiazalicked hislips. “Doctor Shroud isaspecid case”



“So any decisons reached asaresult of this‘specia case’ will never be cited as precedent in support of
any other action againgt another hybrid?’ Cossa proved the more expressive of the two, from his more
fashionable brown suit to his continued gesturing as he spoke. “Pull the other one, Quino—it whistlesthe
Commonweglth anthem!”

Silence sttled like alayer of ash. Then Loiazaturned to Sikara. “ Since we have been evicted pending
clarification of Jani Kilian's status as godhead—" He glared a her. “We will return tomorrow,
Counsdor.”

“Pending clarification of Thalassa' s satus, Counsdor.” Sikarareactivated his handheld and began jotting.
“I, meanwhile, will contact Governor Markos. And naFey6 Td aswell, whose acquaintance | have
enjoyed for severa years.”

Loiaza started to spesk, then closed his mouth and beckoned to the other lawyers. They followed him
from theroom singlefile, like nestlingstrailing after a pissed-off mother duck, dragging the other Justice
Minigtry staffers and their empty handcarts dong in their wake,

“Well,” Skarasaid asthe door closed. “That took aturn | did not expect.” He sat on the U-shaped sofa
that dominated the space and regarded Jani with tired eyes. “As| said, it would have been niceif we
could have spoken prior to this. Y ou compelled usto revea aspects of our defense that | wanted to keep
closeto thevest until we had dl the facts.”

Jani glanced at John, who perched on the edge of an end table, armsfolded, aring at the floor. “What
difference does it make whether they know this or not? They did what they did—they can’t cover it up.
They invaded asovereign state, and they didn’t inform Markaos before they tramped through his flower

bedto doit. They'reintrouble.”

“Only if Governor Markos' s decision concerning Thalassal s status stands up to challenge.” Cossa picked
up along-forgotten glass of iced tea, which dripped condensation on histrousers as he drank. “He serves
at Li Cao'spleasure. She can pressure him to change hismind.”

“And Feyd can pressure him not to.” Jani massaged the base of her neck and fdlt the knot. “We realong
way from Chicago. The clout flowsin both directions out here.”

“Li Cao will fight—she hastoo much to lose.” Cossa paused to take anapkin that Sikarathrust at him,
and wrapped it around the glass. “If she can destroy John, other humans will be dissuaded from
hybridizing by the threat of loss of professon and property.” Hiseyeslit. “| foresee abattlethe first time
aFamily member decides to seek treatment.”

“Unfortunately, none of them have yet taken the plunge.” Sikaragazed over at John. “That we know of.”

“| shouldn’t have to remind you, of al people, of the concept of confidentiality.” John spoke without
rasing hishead. “It’ stheir secret to keep until they start to show.” He worked hisfingers as he spoke,
likeamusician warming up. Then he tilled and fell Slent.

When it became obvious that his client had no moreto say, Sikarastood. “I have known Quino for
years. The best way to handle himisto let him think he’ swinning from the start. He grows smug, and
with that smugness comes complacency. And with that complacency comes the tendency to make
mistakes.” Hisexpresson grew wistful. “Ahwell. Still agreat ded of room for arrogance.” He glanced at
Jani. “A great ded.” He hefted the briefbag that had rested on the floor at hisfeet. “1n any event, thiswill
be a precedent-setting case.”

“Totheofficel” Cossadung his briefbag over his shoulder and clapped hishands. “Let’ sgo put on the



mud clothes”

“My colleague has such a colorful way of expressng himsdf.” Sikarashook his head with mock gravitas.
“John, we will be speaking later.” He bowed to Jani. “NaKiérshia. We should talk soon.” Thelight in his
eye sharpened for an ingtant, as though soon meant before you speak to anyone else about anything at
al. Then hewas gone, and his partner after him.

Jani waited until the men left, until the door closed and the silence settled once more. “I’'m sorry | was
late.” She untied the jacket from around her waist, then walked to the sofaand sat. “I washeld up at the
mesting house and—"

“Do you know what you're doing?’ John’ s voice emerged like a shudder, cold and deep in the bone.
“When you open your mouth, do you have any ideawhat will fall out? Or are you just making it up as
you go?’

Jani tilled. Isthis more of what Va warned me about? She glanced around the demirooms, the
courtyard, on the lookout for afamiliar head ducking behind shrubbery. No wonder he made himsdlf
scarce. “| got them out of here, didn’t 1?7 It gave you some room to maneuver.” She spread the jacket
across her legs and stroked it like apet. 1 believe there' s enough precedent to support the concept of
our sovereignty—"

“Which reinforcestheideathat I'm no longer human enough to run my own goddamned company.” John
stood, dowly, asthough movement pained him. “There' sareason why men like Skaraand Cossaare
paid agreat ded of money to dig poor bastards like me out of holes. It' s because they know what to say
and when to say it. They don't just blurt. They don't give the game away.”

Jani’ s hands stdled in mid-stiroke. “I'm sorry | upset Mr. Sikara | will gpologize the next time | see—"

“Y ou humiliated Joaquin Loiaza. Do you think he' sjust going to sit back and take it?” John looked
toward the courtyard, where a couple of Thalassans fussed over aflowering shrub and pretended not to
be eavesdropping. “We were prepared to give up somethings,” he continued with lowered voice. “We
were prepared to let them think they’ d won thisround. It made me sick to doiit, but | had no choice.” He
started to pace. “It'sadance. I’ veled dl my life, and now | haveto follow, because the steps are
everything and if | put afoot wrong, | lose everything.”

Jani looked toward the courtyard, where more Thalassans had gathered. Y es, some carried trays of
condiments and otherstable linens, but set-up for late afternoon sacrament usudly didn't begin for
another half-hour. But today, there’ safloor show. “Why didn’t you just tell me—"

“I'mtelling you now.” John stopped in front of her. “1 should have told you sooner. That was my
mistake, and | will pay for it, assuming | haven't dready.” He bent closer, mindful of their audience.
“Some things are not your job. Some things, you leave to those who know what the hell they’ re doing.
Do you redly believe you said anything that Sikaraand Cossadidn’t dready know? They were going to
walit until they spoke with Markos and prepared him for the ondaught, until they had everything in place.
The concept of Thalassan autonomy is a smoke screen. The ideathat someone who decidesto hybridize
riskslosing their livelihood, their life swork...” Hiseyes clouded. “ That' s the more important point.” He
bit athumbnail. That was anew tic, one that the angle of his hand reveded had already claimed the index
and middlefingers. “Quino’s sharp, but as Sikarasaid, he makes mistakes. Thisdramatic raid of hiswas
amigtake. Y ou’ ve given him a chanceto recover.”

Jani sat back, fighting the invisible weight that pressed down on her shoulders. “They won't havetime.
Thisisn't Chicago—they’ re out of their ement here.”



“They have what they need. A few Service officers. A few colonid officias. If Stash Markosisn't placed
under house arrest by sunset, we' Il be very lucky.” John laughed, a humorless bark. “Of course, they
won't cdl it that. They’ |l invent areason to place him in protective custody. A newly discovered

nation plot, or something.”

More Thalassans appeared, and the setup for the afternoon meal that Jani dways thought of as“fourses’
began in earnest. Her somach growled as aromas of baking bread and various tangy sauces reached her.
The animal, demanding her feeding, even asthe higher being’ s gut twisted and she wished she could
crawl inacave and hide. “But if they took your records—"

“That’ sthe documents examiner in you, fixed on paper.” John’svoice defrosted, alittle. “1 do keep
copies. And the most important things. ..let’ sjust say they’re safe, and leaveit at that.” He quieted. Then
he circled around the sofa and strode to the lift. “I'll be downgtairs, working. While | still have work to
do, and timeinwhichto doit.” He nodded curtly to the few Thaassans who offered greetings. Waited
by thelift for afew moments, then struck thewall with theflat of his hand and headed for the sairs.

Jani lay back her head and closed her eyes. The hum of courtyard conversation, the clatter of plates and
the beeps of cookers, formed a pleasant background noise. Enough to clear her racing mind and quiet
her rumbling ssomach, purge Meva slaugh and Tsecha sdismissa and John' s doubt. But not lulling
enough to bring deep. That escape route had closed to her, provided no respite at al. Instead, she just
breathed dowly, in and out, and tried not to think of what tomorrow’ s meeting might bring.

“Wheredid you get thisham?’
Jani opened one eyeto find VA standing in front of her, holding afilled plate.

“It can’t be Virginia, canit?| didn't think Earth would trade with you.” He sat on the edge of the low
table and plucked strips of baked ham from a pile that included diced hybrid mango and bean sdad.

“It sHortensian, | think.” Jani forced open the other eye and sat up. “ Glad you likeit.” She watched Va
shovel in food with the focused abandon of astarving teenager. “ Should you be here, consdering?

Va stopped hisfork halfway to his mouth, then lowered it. “I begged your excellent Mister Brondt to let
me layover. He found me aroom, and | showered. Took a nap. Pretended | was at aresort, far away
from everything, waiting for the love of my lifeto show up.” Hetried another bite of ham, then st his
plate on thetable. “1 have areservation at some place in Karistos, but as soon as |’ d show up, Quino
would lock me down. I’ d be a prisoner. Who needs that shit? | hid as soon as| saw the skimmersin the
driveway.” He sighed. “I wanted to see John. | wanted to at least try to makeit...not seem so...”

“Horrible?” Jani leaned forward, hands clenched between her kneesto keep from reaching out for Vd's
neck. “Rotten? Insert your adjective of choice here. If you run out of English, there' s Elyan Greek, my
Acadian French—"

“All right.” Vd pressed his hands to histemples, then locked hisfingers behind his neck. “How ishe?’

“How do you think?” Jani forced asmile at two Thalassans who wandered past. “He went downgtairsto
work.”

“That’ s John for you. It wasthe same at Rauta Shéraa. ‘ John, that last bomb hit right next door!” ‘It
missed us? Great! Time enough for one more assay.”” Va laughed, a sound softened by memory.
“Skaraand Cossa.” His brow arched. “John picked the right man. Rudo hates Quino’sguts.” Hiseyes
closed hdfway as he accessed long-buried gossip. “Fight over agirl, back in the Pleistocene. Don't
know who won. Can’t have been over Quino’swife. Hewouldn't crossthe street for her.” He sniffed,



then grinned, one marriage dissected and al wasright with theworld. “ So what happened? With Quino
and tha?’

“It went—" Jani stopped, then studied VA’ s handsome face. Close enough to reach out and touch, yet
so far, far awvay. “ They came for some documents. Both sdesworked it out.”

“But didn’t Rudo—?" Va’ s brow furrowed. Then his face reddened. “Oh.” He looked toward the
courtyard, where fourses had hit its stride, ahundred different conversations bouncing off every hard
surface. “1 guess—" He coughed. “Y eah.” He braced his hands on the tabl€e s edge, then pushed to his
feet and grabbed hisplate. “I haveto go.” He didn't look back as he maneuvered around the planters
and the maze of tables and vanished into the shadows.

Well, | findly kept my mouth shut. “ And that didn’t help, either.” Jani girded hersdlf, then rose and
walked into the midst of the medtime melee. Filled a plate and found a seat awvay from everyone, the
transient on the run, with no timeto talk.

Then she went to the library. Dragged afavorite chair out onto the ba cony. Found arecording board
and astylus and made notes for the next day’ s mesting.

CHAPTER 8

Jani wandered upstairs eventudly, after the Main House had gone dark but for the graveyard crew. A
determinedly nonchaant question to the night nurse awarded her the news that John had retired an hour
earlier. Now she stood before the door to their suite, hand on the control, and pondered. He should be
adeep by now. Years of hospital training had left him alight deeper, but if she undressed in the sitting
room and dept on the couch...

The door whispered open and she crept inside. Stepped inside the bedroom just long enough to pull a
T-shirt out of her armoire, and stilled when she heard the rustle of bed-clothes, the voice.

“Where ve you been?’

Jani activated atable lamp, since there was no longer any reason to risk her shinsin collison with the
furniture. “Library.”

“| should' ve guessed.” John worked into asitting position and activated the bedside light. “I raninto Va
inthe clinic. He was wandering around, trying to make himself useful. He sounded quite hurt. Said you' d
given him the boot.”

“He asked what had happened with Quino. | didn’t tell him.” Jani boosted atop the low dresser. Under
normal circumstances, she would have sat at the foot of the bed, then edged closer toward the inevitable,
but norma wasaday ago. A lifetime ago. “1 was practicing keeping my mouth shut.”

John hung hishead. “I’m sorry for that.”

Jani smoothed the T-shirt over her knees, stretching out creases. “1 can't do anything. | can’t make it
gop. Every time | open my mouth, | say thewrong thing. Every time| don’t open my mouth...same
difference.” Shefolded the shirt in haf lengthwise, then rolled it from the bottom up into atight tube.
When shefinished, she stared &t it. In another life she’ d have tossed it in her duffel and continued
packing, but she wasn't going anywhere. Now when things got tough, she had to Stay put. “Every timel
do something, it' sexactly the thing you don’t want done.”

John’ s head snapped up. “1 don't need you to do anything.” Heflinched as his own volume battered him,



then sagged against the headboard. “| just need you to bethere. It meansagreat dedl. To be ableto

look across atable, across aroom, and see you.” Hisface lightened in grim wonder. “1 can't recdl ever
feding so done. Even in Rauta Shérag, after you left thefirst time. Theway | felt then was nothing like the
way | felt thisafternoon. It hit melike abroadside that | was going to loseit. All of it. That Va would do
what he could, but in the end he d save the company...even if that meant shunting measide.” Hiseyes
widened, flashing slver in the haf-light.

“Hewouldn't have...” Jani hesitated. Then she shook out the T-shirt and started rolling it anew.

“Even you doubt him.” John looked around the room as though searching for something. Then he fixed

on her, waiting until her gaze met his. “This year has been the best of my life. | worked. | changed. |
learned so much.” A bare hint of asmile. “And you were dwaysthere, somewhere. Not side by side
with me every moment, but still. Alwaystogether, working toward the same godl. It was the way Rauta
Shéraa should have been. Theway my entirelife should have—" Hisvoice cracked, and he smoothed his
hands over the sheet again and again.

“Youthink I'll leave you if you lose Neoclona?’ Jani looked around the bedroom and saw...aroom. It
possessed a beautiful view and held all she had never wanted or needed, and yet...Y ou leave rooms.

Y ou close doors, and never open them again. They were places you passed through, not places you
remained. “I oncelived out of a Guernsey Station storage closet for two months. I'm adaptable.”

“I’'m not. Not anymore.” John pushed a hand through his hair, the wheaten strands capturing al available
illumination and holding it likeamiser. “1 won't bethe same, &fter they takeit away.”

Jani set the shirt aside and did off the dresser. “You'll be what you' ve always been.” She approached the
bed dowly, ready to veer toward anearby chair at the first hint of rejection. “Y ou were a controlling,
arrogant, brilliant, driven pain in the assin Rauta Shéraa. Before you' d built your empire. Before anyone
had heard of Neoclona.” She paused at the footboard. “Y ou' re il controlling, still arrogant, still driven.
Stll brilliant. Still apain. In these essentias, you will never change. You'll take what' s available and
remakeit asyou always have. Y ou are what you' ve dways been, and will continue to be whilst you
bresthe.”

John managed a grin. “ That sounds like something your father would say.”
“Hedoes.” Jani lowered to the edge of the bed, just within arm’ sreach. “Mostly to my mother.”

“A handful, isshe?” John pushed down the sheset, then pulled up hislegs so he sat cross-legged. “He and
| should get together sometime and compare notes on the Kilian women. | think he'd talk to me. He
seemsto like me alittle more than does your mother.” His brow twitched. “Brilliant?’

Jani rolled her eyes. “| thought you' d pick that out of thelist firgt.”

“But dso controlling, arrogant, driven, and apaininthe ass.” John wiped ahand over hisface. Thefirst
hint of beard glinted across his cheeks, combining with ruffled hair and skewed T-shirt to make him
appear agreeably rumpled. “ And yet you love me anyway.”

“I’ve been told more than once that | possess my own endearing qudities.” Jani shrugged. “One of the
reasons we' re together is because we can't find anyone elsewho'll put up with us.” She looked over a
John, to find him staring her down, lipsdightly parted.

“We could’ ve found worse placesto land.” He reached out and grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her
to him, applying rough kissesto her face and neck and lower still as he peeled away first her clothes, then
his. He drove into her dmost immediately, going off on his own for most of the journey, not waiting for



her to catch up. Too intent thistime on finding solace to offer any.

Jani held him until hefinished, and cradled him as he dept. So much smpler, sex, even thoughiit only
served to delay. Even though it was only haf the song, the melody sans the words. But she' d settle for
half, accept it and never argue. For her, the words had aways been the difficult part.

All was gtill and quiet, but for John' s breathing and the tumult in her own head. She dept eventually.
And she dreamed.

The sunrise horizon glowed orange as Rilas parked her skimmer behind arock formation, then gathered
dried scrub and branches and spread them across it, obscuring it further. Even the smallest risk could not
be allowed, for there were dangers enough at times such as this, when the moment had come to act.
When the planning ended and the action began.

Once she had hidden the skimmer, she uttered a prayer to Caith and strode to the house. Her dingbag
hung from her shoulder, bumping her hip with every stride. Animalsfled before her, scuttling beneath
rocks as she passed.

The dawn air fdlt cool, which she did not expect. So much did this place resemble Rauta Shéraa that she
anticipated the same warmth, longed for it. Soon. Soon her task would be completed, and she would be
freeto leave this godless world. Her berths had been purchased, as had her new name, her new
possessions. All rested in alocker at Elyas Station, assembled in pieces by those who did not know that
which they did, and left in their hiding place by another. So eager, humanish and idomeni both, to perform
tasks for payment. So disinterested, humanish and idomeni both, in the reasons for that which they did.

Such istheway of humanish, which the idomeni have taken astheirs. So said niRau Ced, who knew al
there was to know of these matters.

Rilas surveyed the area around the house, both visudly and with ahandheld scanner. She compared the
signaling to that she had compiled on the day shefirgt visited the place, took note of the minor variations.
More smal animals had entered and departed, leaving their food remnants and their waste. L eaves had
blown in through one of the broken windows, piling in one corner of the area she had chosen for staging.
But no being has entered. The inevitable disturbances created by alarge form walking through a
rubble-strewn, dusty space did not reveal themsalves. Since the day she first examined this house, no one
else had visted.

She walked through the shattered entry, then across the rubble-strewn room to the window. Took one
last look at the grounds, the distant cliffs and the diver of bay beyond. Then lowered her dingbag to the
floor and kndlt beside it. Opened the flap and set to work, hands moving with speed born of practice as
her mind pondered the details of the task ahead.

She removed the pieces of therifle strut, assembled it and balanced it atop the sill. Assembled therifle
itself. Activated the sight mech, then tossed its satellite into the air to find itsway to the areaabove the
target. Removed one of the cylinders from its chill encasement and inserted it into the chamber. Locked it
within.

She easad into a hdf-gitting, half-reclining position atop thewide sill, edging onto her sde so shecould lie
besdetherifle. Brought it close and curled around it. Felt the sharp chill of the rocks through her thin
clothing, the edges like blades digging into her skin, and offered the pain to Caith as sacrifice, asaways.



Pressed therifle to her shoulder and lowered her eye to the sight mech. Waited for the secondary to
activate, calibrate, and send back the first of the Signds.

Nothing for atime but blurred images of portions of the house yard. Then came color. Clarity. Theimage
of the distant road. The housesthat lined it. The meeting house around which workers had gathered and
commenced their [abors.

Rilas settled in. Shewas a her most vulnerable now, this she knew and truly, so fixed on her target that
she could miss any warning signal from her secondary. But suchisasit is. Such risk wasthe tribute she
paid Tsecha, the fact that at some point she left hersalf as open, as exposed, as he was.

She breathed the fetid air, let it fill her, became one with the blasted house.
Watched.
Waited.

CHAPTER 9

“Areyou worried, nia?’

Jani looked back over her shoulder at Tsecha He stood in the middle of the meeting room, hands
clasped before him like a headmaster greeting the first class of the term. He wore atunic and trousersin
shades of tan and off-white, topped off by his propitiator’ s overrobe. The garment’ s red-dashed deeves
proved the brightest thing in the room, drawing Jani’ s eye despite her growing nervousness. Shetried to
recd| the last time she’ d seen Tsechawear it. Weeks, possibly months.

Dressed to kill. “I’'m waiting for Markos. John and hislawyersthink that Li Cao could have him
arrested.” Jani turned back to the window, which overlooked the street at the point where it angled down
toward the beach, on the watch for aflash of reflected sun off askimmer chassis.

“I would have something to say about that, | think.” Tsecha drew up beside her. “| have heard that he did
leave his house near to sunrise.”

Let’shear it for the Elyan Hadrin spy network. “Then he should have been here an hour ago.” Jani
gripped the window ledge, massaging the rough stone with her thumb until the pain sopped her. “Evenif
he took the roundabout route and came in from the south, the trip would take an hour, tops.” She
yawned, then rubbed grainy eyes. John had dept through the night, but she hadn’t quite managed. New
dreamsfor old. But in this one, the shooter fired.

“Nia.” Tsechatapped her shoulder. “1 see askimmer.”

Jani ran out of the room and through the entry, pausing in the doorway just asthe dark blue
double-length drifted to astop afew doors down from the meeting house. Reached benesth her
shirt-jacket and undid the clasp of her shooter holster, just in case.

The skimmer’ s passenger side gullwing swung upward, and Governor Stanidaw Markos emerged into
the morning. He looked down the street in the direction he'd come, asif he feared he' d been followed.
Then he turned to Jani and blew out along breath. “ Jesus Christ.” He seemed at first glance the sort of
man one saw on Family fringes, adoor opener and holder of the coats, dl dicked slver hair and
expendvetailoring. But he was Phillipan by birth and colonid to the core, and hislack of affection for
Chicago had blossomed over the yearsinto mutua enmity.



“Good morning, Excdllency.” Jani adjusted her shirt to hide the shooter holster, then walked out into the
dreet. “You look like you' ve had an interesting morning.”

“It wasanear thing.” Markos s voice emerged gutturd, raked by anger and more than alittle fear. “Two
officidsfrom the Justice annex visted melast night. * A plot to overthrow your government,” they said.

“Y ou must remain in your home, under guard.” Bullshit. The only plotsthoseidiots know of arethose
they hatch themsalves.” He smoothed the front of his cream daysuit and eyed Jani expectantly.

“I think it hasto do with John.” Jani tried to see who else sat inside the skimmer, but Markos s bulk
blocked her view. “ And the concept of Thalassan sovereignty.”

A corner of Markos' s mouth twitched. “1 wondered when that would come back to bite me.” Then he
smiled. “Thank God for friendsin high places.” He smacked the skimmer roof, and the rear door of the
double-length opened. “ Come out, Zhenya. We re thefirst ones here.”

The man who emerged paused to stretch, then muttered something to Markosin Elyan Greek that made
them both laugh. He stood shorter than average and stockier than was fashionable. His hair had been
trimmed in a haphazard bow! that accentuated his broad face, its blond more an absence of color than a
brilliant statement, dull asit was and streaked with grey. He wore aloose-fitting outfit in off-white, some
new style of tunic and trousers with an open collar and tucks and seaming that betrayed the presence of
ventilation panels.

Y evgeny Scriabin. Deputy Commerce minister, and the greatest threat in adecadeto Li Cao's
hammerlock on the prime ministry. Jani watched him gpproach, her trepidation an undercurrent, like the
first rumblings of food poisoning. Anais Ulanova s nephew. The Sin the Commonwedl th-spanning
NUVA-SCAN business conglomerate. Not the sort I'd turn to at atime like this. “Y our Excellency.”
She extended her hand as he closed in.

“NaKiershia” Scriabin’s hand enveloped hers. | hope that’ s the correct appdllation. | tore through

every idomeni language guide | could put my hands on, but didn’t find much that proved helpful.” His
voice was arough baritone, his accent améange of Michigan Provincid seasoned with Old Russian.

“Findly, | broke down and asked my driver. He proved surprisingly helpful.”

Jani looked past Scriabin to the skimmer just as his helpful driver emerged.

“Mornin’, ge!” Nial smoothed thefront of his dress desertweight tunic, then set hisbrimmed lid. “Not
used to dl this subterfuge and evasve maneuvering o early in the morning. Fdlt like | was Sixteen again,
running the White Linein the Wodonga Mountains.

Markos laughed. “A Victorian boy, are you, Colond?’

“Born and bred, Y our Excellency.” Nidl circled around the vehicle toward them, eyes bright with the
thrill of the chase. * Shaped and baked to acrusty turn.”

Scriabin cocked hishead. “ The white line?’

Nial dowed. “The White River, Y our Excdlency,” he piped abit too brightly. “Loops around the
northern haf of the city of Wodonga. My school chumsand | enjoyed many asummer rafting trip.” His
grin a Jani held atouch of friendly malice. “Y ou look surprised to see me.” He herded her into the
doorway, leaving Scriabin and Markos standing by the skimmer.

“Rafting with school chums.” Jani kept her eye on the two officials, who |leaned againgt the skimmer and
waited for the other governors. “Make that running stolen goods from the WWodonga shuttleport to where



thehdl ever”

“We used rafts sometimes.” Nial pulled out his case and plucked out a’ stick. “When the jungle got too
dense and the skimtrucks couldn’t hold the track.” He cracked the tip and took along pull as he dumped
againg the polished stone. “1 know enough about John to fill in the rest. Cao wants him out at Neoclona
I’m surprised it took her thislong. What' s Parini’ srole?’

“Stunned bystander.” Jani stifled another yawn. “They et him come here to inform John only after the
legd surgery had dready started. Now he' s hiding out in the Main House, trying to pretend he' sjust
vigting and not having much luck.”

“If he fightsto defend John, he’ s out, and Cao hands the whole Easter egg over to Eamon DeVries, third
inlineand incipient gutter sot.” Niall sneered, his scarred lip curling to reved apointed canine. “Here's
your choice, boy. We destroy you alittle or we destroy you alot.” Another pull, adrift of smoke.
“Smuggling was cleaner. When you over-stepped, they just shot you.”

“Who shoots, Colonel?” Tsecha poked his head between them and bared histeeth.

“Figure of speech, ni Tsecha” Nidl pulled the’ stick from his mouth and hid it cradled in hishand like a
schoolboy caught out during recess.

“Hah.” Tsechaturned and vanished back into the comparative dark of the meeting house. “ Smoke your
nicstick, Colonel, before you choke.”

“Dammit.” Nidl stuck the’ gtick back in his mouth, then examined his pam for burns. “Look, gd, | know
Markosisn't herejust to admire ni Dathim’ stilework. I’ ve been here for nigh on six months, and I’ m not
fuckin’ blind. Or deaf.” He took one last drag, then tossed the spent ’ stick into anearby planter. “1 am, in
point of fact, the Service representative at thislittle discussion, as ordered by Admira Generd Hiroshi
Mako himsdf.”

It' stoo early in the morning and I’ m too tired to be surprised. Jani looked out toward the street, where
another skimmer had joined the governor’s. “ Any danger of Lucien turning up?’

“He' sblogged down with transfer paperwork,” Niall said as he headed toward the skimmers. “ Should
keep him busy for the day.”

Scriabin hurried to the new skimmer just asthe passenger gullwing drifted upward. “Y ou findly madeit.”
Jani heard an dl-too-familiar voice emerge from the vehicle and froze.

“—not snce Rauta Shéraa, when we dl feared for our lives every moment.” Exterior Minister Anais
Ulanova, dressed in coal blue, as ever the eegant hatchet, disembarked the skimmer and immediately
latched onto her nephew’ sarm. “ Zhenya, you left Karistos too quickly. Welost you—" She stopped
when she saw Jani, mouth stalled in mid-word as though caught in the midst of a scream.

Jani heard Nidl emit alow, tundesswhistle.
“TyotyaAni.” Scriabin patted hisaunt’s hand. “I believe you and naKiérshiaknow one another.”
Jani bowed aslow as her sensbility alowed, which wasn't much. “Excellency.”

Anais Ulanova said nothing, even when her nephew touched her arm and spokein her ear. She smply
stared, eyes dark as space and just as cold.



“Minister Ulanova.” Tsechaglared Siah daggers over the top of Ulanova shead at her nephew. “Minister
Scriabin should have informed us.”

“Ni Tsecha” If Ulanovanoticed the tension in Tsecha s manner, sheignoredit. “1 trust my nephew
implicitly, of course, but given the sensitive nature of this discussion, wefdt that the presence of a
firgt-level minister would lend more credence to any agreement reached.”

“I' know what you' re thinking,” Niall said as hejoined Jani a one end of thelong table.

“If you did, you wouldn't St next to me.” Jani continued to watch Ulanova, who still hung onto Scriabin’s
arm then laughed too loudly at something Tsechasaid. “Who was the geniuswho pulled her into this?’

They had adjourned to the largest meeting room, which opened out onto asmall garden complete with
bubbling fountain. Jani concentrated on the trickling burble in the hope that the sound would calm her,
and knew from therail in her gut that she hoped in vain.

“She' sbeen Exterior Minigter for along time.” Nial lowered hisvoice asthe governors from Amsun and
Hortensa, Avelos and Wallach, took seats nearby. “ She does know the lay of the land out here.”

“Thefirgt hint of trouble, she'll sdl you out to Can.”
“Not aslong as her nephew’ sinvolved. He sour insurance. If hefals, shetumbleswith him.”

Ulanovatook aseat near the head of the table, next to Scrigbin. Since theinitial shock of recognition, she
had ignored Jani, and seemed determined to carry that standard throughout the balance of the meeting.
She greeted Avelos and Wallach like the old friends they likely were, and complimented Markos' s
neckpiece before directing her attention to the recording board set before her by an aide.

“Lookslikel don't rate apersona greeting.” Nidl sniffed. “I’m crushed.”

“That’ swhat you get for Stting next to me.” Jani pulled afolded sheet of parchment from the inner
pocket of her shirt-jacket and spread it flat on the table. “Fed freeto moveif you' d rather sit with the
popular kids.”

“Nah. I’ ve dways been aback-of-the-room type.” Nidl grinned, the expresson atering to aforma smile
when Aveos pointed a him.

“S0, your Mako's hip-deep in anti-Cao factionitis.” Avelos was an angular woman with avoiceto
match, the light bouncing off her lofty cheekbones and casting deep shadows under her eyes. “Doesn't
surprise me—those two never got on. They’ ve been trying to cut one another off at the kneesfor years.”

Nial shook hishead. “It's much deeper than that, Y our Excdllency. There safundamentd differencein
how we view the state of the Commonwedth and her relations with the worldskein. With her colonies”

“The Serviceis dtretched to the brink out here.” Walach, a skinny whip of aman with an unfashionable
receding hair-line, doodled in the margins of his recording board display. “No one s gotten to the bottom
of the dock attacks, and Ceéd isthreatening to call the Haarin back into the worldskein if any more of
ther faclitiesare hit.”

“Céd can cdl al hewishes.” Tsechahad seated himself at the head of the table, hands clasped lightly in
front of him, no note-taking device to be seen. “The Haarin will not go.”



“Then he'll send hiswarrior skein to come and get them.” Wallach shook his head as a series of
interlaced |oops appeared on his board. “ And who will save our sorry asses from acolonia version of
the Night of the Blade?’ He glanced acrossthe table at Nidl, then resumed his doodling.

“I thank you for raising the subject of defense, Y our Excellency.” Nidl adopted hisinstructor’ svoice,
world-weary and wise. “His Excdllency Minister Scriabin and |, dong with those we represent, are also
examining this matter from that point of view.” He stifled acough. “ Six Common months ago, | was
charged with the task of evauating the situation at Fort Karistos. Over the last two weeks, | have
collated my findings. I’ ve concluded that thanks to years of neglect by Chicago, the Service personne
dtationed there have evolved in sensihility to the point that they feel moreloyalty to their base colony and
the mixture of races surrounding it than to their nomina homeworld.”

“It’ staken you long enough to figure it out.” Jani paused as another yawn threatened. Not now, dammit.
“It’ sbeen that way out here for ageneration, at least.”

Nial nodded agreement. “The decision we' re faced with is, do we clean the place out, restaff it with
moretraditionaly loyal forceswe can't spare, and dienate theloca populations?” Hetook astylusfrom
the holder in the middle of the table and rolled it between hisfingers. “Or do we work with the Situation
asit stands, maybe even help it to. . .evolve, then concentrate on devel oping a close rdationship with
whoever happensto wind up in charge.”

Avelos and Wallach stared across the table at one another, while Markos folded his arms and nodded.
“The Service supports secession.”

Nial glanced downtable at Scriabin, who nodded dmost imperceptibly. “ The Outer Circle would remain
alied with the Commonwea th—that would be one of the conditions of the separation. But the colonia
governments would be granted their autonomy. The forces stationed both here and at Amsun Base would
betheirs, to command asthey would. To man asthey would, be it with humans’—he gestured toward
Jani—"hybrids...even Haérin.” He spoke dowly, hisVictorian twang al but buried in careful intonation.
“All indications are that Céel and his Vynsharau will face a chdlenge from the Pathen by year’ send.
Aden niRau Wuntoi, the Pathen dominant, is ready—he has Oa and Siah backing, and would be
anyone sfirg pick to assume the Oligarchy. The Pathen and Siah Haa&rin are well settled herein the
Circle, and we want them on our side now. Wewant friendliesin place so if Rauta Sheraaimplodes and
civil war spreads throughout the worldskein, our border colonies don’t get chewed up in the process.”
He placed the stylus back in its holder, then worked off his nerves by flexing hisfingers. “Onewar a a
time. We can't fight to keep the Outer Circle in check and at the same time take on whatever Ceel
throws at us. For that reason, we don’t want to risk losing the support of either the resident humans or
the Haérin. Or any combination thereof.”

Jani made to spesk, then paused and pressed her fingertips to the middle of her forehead. She could fed
thetightening, and knew it would only get worse. Tracking the Thaassan bal through the diplométic
maze had that effect on her. “Y ou would support the Pathen dliance againgt the Vynsharau, knowing
Céd would seethisas athreat to his authority, maybe even an act of war.” She waited for Nidl to nod.
Hedidn’t. Hedidn't look at her, either, which made the swesat bloom aong her back. “Y ou’d commit
Servicetroopsto this?’

Scriabin nodded. “Yes.”

“Troops that you and Mako have no right to commit?’ Jani recalled Nidl’ swords during onelong ago
lunch. Do you believe in ghosts? Maybe the bigger question was, did the ghosts believein you?“The
Sarvicetaking Sdesin anidomeni civil war. Am | the only onewho' s seeing history gearing up for an
encore performance here?’



“It would be different thistime.” Nid|l’ slips barely moved, as though he feared to say the words aoud.

“You, of dl people, can st there and say that to me? We re Exhibits A and B, for crying out—" Jani
stopped when she felt the stares from the rest of the table. Took a deep breath. “What happens,” she
findly said, “when Cao figures out that you' re snaking her?’

“She' s preoccupied with the upcoming eection.” Niall sat forward, braced his elbows on thetable's
edge and gestured toward hisaly. “ Y evgeny’ sgoing to clean her out. HE s playing Cao even in most
polls, and al his numbers are trending up. In between now and then, we just need to keep Cao out of the
loop.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence, Nidl, but | take naKiérshia spoint.” Scriabin ignored hisaunt’s
irritated muttering. “ The number of like minds on Cabinet Row is sgnificant, and most are not seen to be
supporters of mine. Evenif | should lose the dection—and despite what the good colond says, odds that
| win are even a best—I fed that there will be sufficient push in place to ram the secession bill through.”

“Many adiptwixt cup and lip,” said Walach, the resdent redist.

“Theword streason.” Jani looked around the table, and saw that even Ulanovahad grown thoughtful.
“Much as| carefor some of you, my concerns are other. If Mako gets rousted out of bed inthe middie
of the night and disappears into some Cabinet Row cellar with the rest of his buddies, what happensto
Thalassa? If it becomes known that | aided and abetted a treasonous cause, and with John Shroud
stripped of dl influence and ability to pull strings dueto his expulsion from Neoclona, what happens?’
Shetook note of the lack of surprise at that particular bit of news. Great Ganesh—did everyone know it
was coming but us?“You'll al be arrested.” She clenched afist and tapped the table. “Meanwhile, Fort
Karigtos will be restocked with hardcore Earthbound. Thal assans would be split into Haérin or humanish
regardiess of their level of hybridization—the Haérin would be shipped back to their former enclaves,
and the humanish would bejailed. Without medica care, some of them would die. The oneswho didn’t
could be exiled or executed, rejected by their families, or smply stoned in the Street like lepers. Thalassa
isn't just the only home they have. For some, it’ sthe only home they can have.”

Scriabin studied Jani for along moment, then glanced sdelong at Tsecha. “What does Thaassawant?’

“I think the more important question is, why should we care?” Ulanovadidn’t look at Jani but instead
concentrated on her hands, running afingertip over the edge of one scarlet talon. “What can they offer
that makes sustaining them worth the effort?” The single word reply, Nothing, hung unspoken inthe air.

Jani stared down at her single page of notes. Despite the hours spent on the library balcony, she'd
sketched out only afew words, arranged in alist, written in amongrel Acadian French-Vynsharau scrawl
that no one could read but she. Then she glanced at Tsecha, who studied her in turn with narrowed eyes.
So, nia? hislook said. Academy examination, but on adifferent scale, the resultsthe dtering of lives
rather than student assessments. Teacher and student, in the class that never ends. She bit back a
nervous laugh, and began.

“Thalassal s bargaining power isthat it's the chosen home of amale who is acknowledged to possess one
of the foremost medical mindsin ageneration.” Jani traced the first word on the list. John. “With some
initial support, and a base from which to operate, he can continue to provide the areawith alevel of
economic stability that it otherwise wouldn't possess”

Ulanovaraised ahand. “ Eamon DeVries—"

“Will wreck Neoclonaingde of ayear.” Jani dug athumbnail across aword farther down theligt,
grooving the parchment. Jackass. “No one can deny that he'sagood device man, but when it comesto



the complex dynamics of running a Commonwed th-spanning entity like Neoclona...” Shetook note of
the stricken expression on Scriabin’ sface, and knew she' d struck the right chord. Or nerve. “ John
Shroud, working on the colonid sde. Va Parini, on the Commonwealth. A measure of stability during
what may turn out to be atumultuoustime.” Friend. The last word on thelist.

“Our Neoclonafacility servesthe entire colony and provides about one-quarter of the jobsin Unter den
Linden and the surrounding area.” Walach sketched something that resembled atombstone. “1 don't
want to see that end.”

“Neither do1.” Avelos shook her head. “I think we can speak for our colleague on Whalen and the
heads of the satdllites and stations. We need Neoclonaasit istoday, a strong, stable medical care
provider and employer.”

“Thisisgood.” Tsechabared histeeth. “The Outer Circle Haérin vaue the opportunity they find here,
and wish that John Shroud may continue to thrive so that al remainsasit is. We will support your
cleaving of the Outer Circle colonies from your Commonwesalth.”

And wewill keep our businesses with you, and continue to run your most profitable ports, and promote
the stability of your colonia governments. Jani read between those lines as though they’ d been scrawled
onthewadl in lettersameter high. So did Markos and his colleagues, judging from their soft sighs of
reief.

“No one |’ ve spoken with thinks breaking up Neoclona' sagood idea. | think areversal of that particular
decision should be easy enough to shove through.” Scriabin’s shoulders sagged, thefirst and only sign
that he'd felt any tenson at dl. “Well. It appearswe re all in agreement.” He looked to Tsecha, who
nodded. As one, they pushed back from the table and fell into light conversation while those who used
recording boards fingered pads and tapped displays, erasing the contents and purging memories.

What you say here, what you see here, let it stay here when you leave here. Words to keep living by.
Jani folded her own notes and tucked them back in her pocket, then looked at Nidl to find him grinning
at her.

“That was too goddamned easy, wasn't it?’ He leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling. “ Sad day,
when you can't trust common sense.”

“It wastoo easy, but we' re dl like minds here. The fight comes when Scriabin takesthisto Chicago.”
Jani stood, stretched. Her ssomach rumbled, thistime from hunger.

“—asabotage.” Markos svoice carried from the other end of the table. “ Ceel scares me. He's spent the
last decade building a network of spies throughout the Commonwedth. He Il find out about this and—"

“Stash.” Scriabin closed his eyesfor along moment, then opened them dowly, like abeast roused from
dumber. “Céd’ s attempts at spy networks have gone and will continue to go the way of dl the other
humanish practices he has sought to adopt. Subtlety isnot his strong suit. | remember when...” He
circled the table and draped a thick arm around the man’ s shoulders and steered him to the door.

Jani followed the others outside, sneezing asthe sun hit her inthe face. “I’'m numb.”

“Nia?" Tsechadrew dongside her, arching his brow in ahumanish display of puzzlement. “Y ou have that
which youwigh.”

“For now.” Nidl set hislid, then patted histrouser pocket as the nicotine yearning surfaced. “Keeping it
won’'t be easy.”



“It will be abusy time.” Tsechalooked out over the bay and bared histeeth. Then he clapped his hands
and started after Scriabin. “Miniger, | must ask you—"

“Lunch?’ Nidl glanced at histimepiece. “Makethat breskfagt.”

“Let’'sgo.” Jani patted her scomach, then started up the road toward the Main House.

Rilas s heart beat harder as Tsechamoved into her vision field. She willed her bresthing to dow, and
sighted down until the cross hairs of her sight mech centered on the shorn head and downloaded the
target position from the satellite.

Edged the stock away from her chest so the besat of her heart would not jostle therifle.
Held her bresath.
Pressed the charge-through.

CHAPTER 10

“Areyou going to tel John right away?’ Nial glanced back at Tsechaand the other officids, then
unfastened the top clasp of histunic and dug into histrouser pocket for his’ sticks. “1 can't imagineyou'd
want to keep him hanging.”

“I"m torn between blurting everything and holding back. | don’t want to get hishopesup.” The morning
breeze off thewater till held achill, and Jani hugged hersdlf.

“He sahig boy, Jan. He knows how the gameisplayed.” Nidl puffed out asmokering. “Better to give
him al the ammo so he can figure it out him—"

“NaKiérshial”
Jani turned to find Avelos running up the incline toward them, dress boots skidding on the gravel.
“Ni Tsecha—" The woman stopped, chest heaving asshepulled in air. “He' sill.”

Jani rushed past her and down the incline. Saw Scriabin, Markos, and the others standing clustered near
the front of one skimmer.

Scriabin broke away and trotted out to meet her. “He leaned againgt the skimmer. Said he felt dizzy. We
helped him to the ground. He said he wanted to sit.”

“Nial” Tsechaleaned to the side to peer at her through ajungle of legs. “1 am better now. Help merise”

Jani turned to Nidl, who stood at her shoulder and had aready pulled out his handcom. “Call John.”
Then she pushed past the others and kndlt beside Tsecha. “Inshah, you should St here until John comes.”

“I can stand.” Tsechagripped her shoulder with ahand like cagewire. “I am well—I am—well.” He
pushed himsdf into a crouch, then dowly straightened.

Jani moved close so she could support him, then struggled to maintain her balance as he sagged against
her. “He stoo weak to walk—we need one of the skimmers.”

Nial moved to Tsecha s other side and took hisarm. “I’ll drive, but someone needsto help usget him



indde”

“| can—not—" Tsecha pressed a hand to hisleft ear. “ Something—" He worked hisjaw, then shook his

head once more. “—in—my—ear—" He paused, the ook in his eyes dtering from puzzlement to darm.
“Nia?’ Hetried to take a step forward. “1 do not—" His knees buckled and he became dead weight,
dragging Jani and Nidl to their kneeswith him.

“I see John.” Ulanova svoice emerged tight. “Both himand vVa.”

Jani counted the seconds as John and Val raced down the road toward them in one of theclinic's
skimcarts. Another cart followed close behind, carrying atech and more doctors.

John legpt off the cart whileit till moved. “What happened?’ He kndlt in front of Tsecha, scanner in
hand, and pressed the probe againgt the idomeni’ s forehead as he checked his eyes. “Ni Tsecha? What

happened?”’

Jani tried to shift her weight as grave pierced her kneeslike nails. “Hefet dizzy. Wetried to get himinto
the skimmer, and he collgpsed.”

“|—cannot—" Tsechad s voice emerged hushed, hoarse, as though histhroat had been coated with dust.
“The ky spins—"

Va unfastened agurney from the back of the cart and lowered it to the ground beside Tsecha. “Ni
Tsecha, you're going to fed movement under your legs—we re diding the gurney undernegth.” He
touched a pad on the side of the floating platform and it vibrated, then thinned. He took hold of one end
while the tech took the other, and together they worked it under Tsecha s knees. “Now John’ s going to
help you lie back.”

“Relax, ni Tsecha.” John placed an arm around Tsecha s shoulders and with Jani and Nidl’s help eased
him onto his back. He detached alarger scanner from the side of the gurney and activated it—the relay
to the Main House clinic opened immediatdy, the green illumin fluttering. “ Eccles—stand by for sgnd.”

While John talked to the clinic, Vd loosened Tsecha s clothing, then plucked scanner probes from abag
he' d pulled off the skimcart and attached them to the idomeni’ s chest and scalp. “ Eccles, are you

recaiving?’

“Yes, gr,” camethetinny response. Illuminsflickered over the surface of the scanner as datawas relayed
and retrieved. “Visudizing asmd| holein theleft tympanum—"

“I see some bloody discharge.” John inserted a probe into Tsecha sleft ear, then checked the scanner
display. “Doesyour ear hurt, ni Tsecha?’

“It fedsas though something—" Tsechatried to touch his ear, but John blocked him, taking his hand and
gently lowering it to hissde.

“Do you hear ringing, ni Tsecha?’
Tsechagrew agitated and tried to pull hishand from John’sgrasp. “1 cannot hear.”

“Pronounced deafnessin left ear.” John tried to spesk into the scanner while keeping Tsecha till.
“Possbleinner ear involvement.”

“Perforation dueto ear infection?’ A few beats of sllence. Then Eccles s voice, more hesitant thistime.
“Ther€ sno 9gn of inflammation or fluid buildup.”



“There could have been trauma.” John lowered until he spoke into Tsecha sright ear. “Ni Tsecha?’
Tsechalicked hislips before replying. “Yes, John?’

“Apologiesfor imposing upon your privacy, but did you lave your earsthis morning? Did your
physcian-priest administer any treatment?’

Tsechatried to shake his head, then winced and gripped the edge of the gurney. “No.”
“Could be atumor,” Eccles offered.

“Thenwhy aren’t you seeing it?” John rose, hisfacade of professiond detachment showing cracks. “Ni
Tsecha, we re going to take you to the clinic for further evaluation and treatment.”

“Whereis—nia?’
“I'mhere.” Jani crouched beside the gurney and took Tsecha s hand. “Not going anywhere.”

“Theclinic.” Tsechablinked asthough dazed. “I do so enjoy visting...” He sighed, then finaly stilled and
closed hiseyes.

Jani kept hold of Tsecha shand asVa and Niall maneuvered the skimcart dongside the gurney, then
hoisted the gurney onto the back of the cart and locked it in place. Then she crawled atop the platform
besdehim.

“Nia” Tsechatried to touch hisear again, then let hishand fal. “1 want to talk to John.”

John wedged himsdf atop the platform next to Jani, then waited for Va to pileinto the driver’ s seat and
the cart to accel erate before touching Tsecha sarm. “I'm here, ni Tsecha”

“John?” Tsechareached out to him. “Comewhere | can hear you.”
John moved so he crouched closer to Tsecha sright side. “We redmost at the clinic.”
“Y ou will trest me asyou did my nia?’ Tsechatugged on John'sdeeve.

Jani tried to read something in John’ s eyes, his expression. But his self-control had returned en
force—she might aswell havetried to read awall.

“1 will, ni Tsecha” He nodded, hisvoice adark blank.
“Y ou will not alow the worldskein control of me?”’

John shot alook at Aris, theidomeni hybrid who served as the xenomedica specidist and currently rode
shotgun while monitoring the scanner outputs. “ Except for the damageto his ear, dl readings are within
normal variation and stable,” the mae replied, answering his unspoken question.

“John Shroud.” Tsecha svoice held adivine rage. “Promise me—you will not alow—"
“I won't dlow them near you.” John squeezed his hand. “But ndVia, your physician-priest—"

“Not her! Not any of them!” Tsechastruggled to sit up, but the restraints that held him onto the gurney
stopped him. “John—you must—" Hefd| back againgt the gurney pad, his labored breathing drawing
worried looks and hurried scanner evaluationsfrom Aris.

John took adispo cloth from adispenser on the gurney footguard and wiped it over Tsecha s brow.



“Everything | did for Jani, dl the effort | expended...” Hishand dowed. “ All the care—"
“All the protection.” Tsecha kept moving his head to better hear. “ John.”

John looked at Jani, then at Aris. “Are you sure—"

“John!”

“I swear. By dl inwhich | believe.” John shifted so he could keep an eye on both his patient and the
scanner that Arisheld. “1 will take care of you.”

By the time the skimcarts reached the Main House, Thaassans had aready gathered near the entry. Niall
worked crowd control, then helped open doors and push planters and furniture out of the carts' path.
“Please keep clear,” he caled to the hybrids who hurried across the foyer to meet them. “Wait on the
other side of the courtyard, please.”

“There s something—" Aris studied his hand scanner. “1 seeasmal massin theleft internd auditory

“A neuroma?’ John leaned forward to look at the display. “Why the hell didn’t you spot it before?’

“Because it wasn't there before.” Arisstared at his scanner, then muttered something and gestured for
Va to stop thecart. “It’ sgrowing.”

“How—7?" John grabbed Jani’ swrigt. “You haveto let go.”

Jani gripped Tsecha s hand harder, felt him squeeze back. “No.”

Nial took her by her shoulders and eased her off the platform. “Let him do hisjob, gd.”
“Son of abitch.” Arislegpt out of the cart and circled to the gurney. “John, it—"

Asheclosed in, Tsecha s back arched, hisbody twisting against the restraints. Other doctors joined
John and Aris, moving in rapid concert, one-word orders sounding. Asthey worked over Tsecha, he
continued to writhe and shake, his breath coming in gasps, hisskin paing to clay.

Then he shivered. Twitched.
Grew 4ill.
“Oh, God.” Aris checked one scanner, then another.

Jani tried to follow asthe cart with its motionless cargo was driven to the lift, but once more Nial held
her back. She watched the doors open, John and Va unfasten the gurney and carry it insde. The doors
closed.

Jani sat inthevigtors acove, repositioning her chair until she had the best possible view of the door to
Tsecha sroom. The clinic was quiet, sesemingly deserted. John had restricted accessto medical
personne only, but when Jani snuck down the stairs and through the corridor, she encountered no
guards, only ared-eyed nurse who at first seemed about to ask her to leave, then waved her toward the
alcove and disappeared into the room.

She flinched when she heard the click of the stairwell door, the clip of hard soles on lyno. Relaxed, a



little, when she heard the rough Victorian muiter.

“Wherethe hdll...?” Nidl stopped in the dcove entry. “Thereyou are, gel. Kid said he saw you come
down here.” He dragged achair beside Jani’ sand sat, balancing his brimmed lid on histhigh. “You
know, the kid who' s alwayswriting things down and imaging?’

“Torin.” Jani paused to rub her eyes. “Torin Clase.”

“Torin—that' s his name. Nuisancein the making, heis” Nial drummed hisfingersonthearm of his
chair. “I turned Y evgeny and the others over to Brondt. They needed to cdl their offices, settle down
their staffs.” He sniffed. “Head off any pressinquiries at the pass.” He glanced toward the door and
swdlowed hard. “ Anything?’

Jani shook her head. “NaVia, his physician-priest, went in about a haf hour ago. No one’ s come out. |
contacted Dathim. He was going to tell Mevaand Feyo.”

Nial nodded. “Bloody hdll, Jan.” He sat forward, lid still in hand, working hisfingers back and forth
aong the brim. “It’ sthe not knowing that makesit worse.”

“Tell mewhat you don't know, Nial.” Jani waited for him to respond, and took his silencefor the
surrender she knew it to be.

They both started at the distant hiss of thelift door. Soft footsteps followed, played out in doubletime.
“Jani? Jani?’” The voice, asrapid asthe steps.
Jani’ s head started to pound. “In here, naMeva.”

The female appeared in the a cove entry. She had dragged on her propitiator’ s overrobe over a bright
purple shirt and orange trousers, and tucked her hair into amessy knot. “ Fey6 will be brought by Dathim.
| am by myself.” Shelooked toward the door to Tsecha s room, then back to Jani. “Y ou saw?’

“I didn’t seehim fdl ill.” Jani rose and walked past Mevainto the corridor. “When Nidl and | reached
him, he was dready on the ground. He said he felt dizzy.” She paced, heart tripping each time she passed
closeto the room. “His eardrum had perforated. John ordered him brought here for eval uation.
Everything seemed under control. Then scanning reveded atumor. Then he suffered asaizure,
or...something.” She stopped, closing her eyes astheimages flashed. The arching back. The shuddering.
Thedillness.

“Haé&rin have gathered in the meeting house, and in the temples. They wait.” Meva adjusted her overrobe
deeves, her shoulders dowly rounding. “Y ou are not dressed asis seemly.”

Jani looked down at her blue shirt-jacket and trousers, now rumpled and dusty. “I haven’t had time—"

“Heisyour dominant.” Meva stepped in front of Jani. “You areto be apriest, and | have never seen you
wear your overrobe.” She had never displayed the idomeni reluctance to look othersin the eye, and her
auric glare drilled even more deeply than Tsecha's. “Y ou do not know your gods, and you do not know
your clothes”

Jani clenched her hands, felt her heartbest strengthen, then dow. “1 am not leaving.”
“You must wear that which—"

“I am not leaving to change clothes. Not now.”



Nial wedged between them, nudging Jani back. “Tell mewhereitis, gd.”

“Right side of the closet.” Jani turned away, listened to Nidl’ sfootsteps recede, the door to the lift
whisper open, then closed.

“You must prepare.” Meva svoice at her shoulder. “For whatever isto be.”

Shut up. Jani stuffed her fistsin her pockets. Sometimes the anger built, arank combination of the
remnants of her augmentation and typical idomeni temper, but taking aswing & Mevawould just make a
horrible Stuation worse. “We ill haven't heard from John. We still don't know—" She heard the lift
door open again, and turned to find Dathim striding toward them, followed closdly by naFey6 Tal.

“NaMeva” Feyd'svoice emerged tight, her shouldersrounding. She didn’t like the propitiator any more
than did Jani. “I wished you to travel with me.”

Mevawaved ahand, an imitation of ahumanish Don’t bother me. 1 needed to be here. Y ou delayed for
too much time”

“There are prayersto be said. Thisisaplace of sickness.”

“Itisaplace of Tsecha. Thatiswhy | am here.” Dathim leaned against the wall opposite the door to
Tsecha sroom. He ill wore his workcl othes, the brown cloth streaked with whitetile dust.

Feyo crossed her left arm over her chest as she drew up very straight, a posture of supplication. Like
most of the other Haérin, she had never set foot in the clinic. Her medica matterswere till handled by a
physician-priest, who labored to keep her soul intact by the usua idomeni blend of modern methods
together with prayers and wards against demons, dl based on the premise that the injury or illness of one
threatened the soul of any other who came in contact with them. Wholeness of Soul, a concept that
Tsechahad caled “anathema,” till formed one of the cornerstones of Feyd’' sworld. “Itisnot godly.”

“You areanidiot, Feyd.” Mevaturned her back on Jani and fixed on her secular dominant. “ Tsechais
here—hefell sick here and needed to be treated here. Thus did Viacome, here. Thusdo we al come,
I’He_”
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“Would suffer greater damageif you did not come here, to be with him whom you claim to esteem.”
Mevaclosed in on Fey as her own shoulders hunched.

Feyo lowered her arm as her shoulders rounded in acrippling curve. “Y ou dare—"

“Quiet!” Jani pressed ahand to her ear asthe sound rattled her aching head, then let it fall when she
remembered that Tsecha had done the same thing before those last terrible moments. I’'m going to
collgpse—I"m going to die. She gave herself amentd kick. Don't be ajackass. “Let’ swait for what
John and Viahaveto say.” Sheleaned againg the wall beside the preternaturdly cam Dathim. When the
tilemaster isthe only one controlling histemper, we'rein trouble. Shelooked across the corridor to the
door to Tsecha sroom. John, where are you?

Asif on cue, the door opened and John emerged. He wore amedcoat over his daysuit, shoe covers over
his boots. “I—" Helooked around asthough lost. “Wedid...” He hung hishead. “ ...everything. We did
everything we could possibly...”

From behind him, no sounds. Only silence.



Jani walked to him, sensed hiswarmth through the chill air, and stepped past him into the quiet.

CHAPTER 11

Theair fdt cool, weighty, the lights as bright as sunlight reflecting off ice. Va stood over an andyzer—he
looked up as she entered. Like John, he had donned a medcoat. Like him, hefailed to meet her eye.

Viasat inachair by thefar wall, her head lowered. Arisfed samplesinto another analyzer, stopping
every so often to wipe hiseyes.

And findly, in theroom’s center, abed, surrounded by blinking plastic boxes, instruments and machines,
the body it contained prone, unmoving, another aspect of the silence.

Jani walked closer, each step alabor, the urge to howl like astab in her throat. Tsechalay centered like
afigure atop a sarcophagus, his face obscured by tubing and sensors, legs straight, ams at hisside, the
thin bed cover folded down to expose his bare, sensor-dotted chest. His torso, once hometo an
idomeni’ swiry strength, seemed whittled down to faded skin and bone, al muscle, aswell asthe will and
fire that drove them, spent. Extinguished. He looked desiccated now, as though he' d become one with
the desert from which he came.

Then she heard the soft pad of footsteps. John' svoicefilling her head.
“Jani, come over here, please.”

She turned and followed him to the door, where Feyd, Meva, and Dathim stood, their stares drawn to
the dtill figure.

“NaVia?' John gestured to the physician-priest, who rose dowly and joined them. “Thereisno easy
way to say this.” He stopped, passed a hand over hisface. “He s gone. He cannot breathe on his own.
His heart cannot beat on its own. He has no detectable brain function.” A shaky sigh, thefirst hint of the
tearsto come. “He had atumor in hisleft inner auditory cand that we didn’t visudize immediately. By the
timewedid, it had already bulged out into the brain case.” He stared down at the floor. “ There was
blood vessdl rupture, and the pressure...” Heraised his head, eventually. “ The damage was catastrophic
andirreversble”

“We must do that which must be done.” Via s voice emerged soft, its usua strength seeped away.

“Hedid not believeinit.” Meva s eyes never left the bed. “ That which you must do. He no longer
believed it mattered.”

Viasighed, asthough she had heard the words from Meva before and expected at some point to hear
them again. “1 have contacted my suborns, Meva. They have gone to the enclave vaults and broken the
sedls of Tsechd s chamber. They bring hisreliquary. If he had not wished it to be used, would he have
preserved it? Think of what you know of Tsecha, who adways did that which hewould, and answer me.”

Mevaremained sill for atime, before twitching one shoulder in her verson of ahumanish shrug. “We
must ask hissuborn.” Sheraised ahand in question. “NaKiérshia?’

Jani turned her back on the questioning priest and walked to the side of the bed. An edge of the bed
cover had rumpled. As she reached out to straighten it, her hand brushed Tsecha' sarm—shejerked
back at the touch of soft, warm skin.

“Hisblood isbeing warmed by the circulator.” John moved opposite her. “Hisinterna thermostat no



longer functions”

“Heisdead.” Feyd smacked the top of an analyzer. “Why can you not say the words, Doctor? Are they
not your wordsto say? Tsechais dead. Not gone. Not irreversibly damaged. Dead.” She pointed to the
door. “NaVia s subornswill soon arrive. We must proceed.”

Jani looked at John, who looked away. “ John?” She struggled to find the words, to form the question.
“Isn’'t there...?’

Feyo stepped between Jani and John. “We must proceed. To wait longer is anathema.”

Va had been sitting with his head in his hands. Now his head came up, eyes glistening. “What' sthe rush!
That' sthe anathema, Feyd. That you' rein such agoddamn rush!”

“Va.” Jani stared at him until he got up and strode to the farthest corner of the room to pace. “A soul in
an atificially sustained body redizesthat the body is dead, and tries to depart. But it’ strapped, and as
the length of captivity increases, it degrades, fragments. The Vynsharau believeit. Most of the mgjor
sects.” She stepped around Feyd, dodging the fermale when she grabbed for her deeve. “ Tsecha,
however, had his doubts, and those doubts must be respected.”

“He doubted when it cameto injury, to Sickness.” Feyd set hersdlf in Jani’ s path, stopping her. “But heis
dead. Life hasleft him. | look at him, and | see...” Her voice faded, thefirst hint of blankness crossing
her face. The firgt suggestion of loss.

Jani stepped closer to the femae. “Where isthe urgency? Isit for his sake?” She twitched her head inthe
direction of the bed. “ Or because you fear whét the other Haérin will say? That you mishandled him. That
you botched it.”

“Yed” Feyd's shoulders bowed so that her neck twisted. “Idiot humanish—do you truly believe such
does not matter? Heis Tsecha. Before he was Tsecha, hewas Avrél niRau Nema, Chief Propitiator of
the Vynsharau. The guideto the godsfor dl Haarin. If hissoul losesits Way, so do dl of ours. If heis
logt, so arewedl.”

Jani felt her scalp tighten, and worked a hand through her hair to ease the ache. “NiaRauta Sanalan is
your Chief Propitiator now.”

“Sheisasnothing. Herepudiated her, again and again.” Feyd' svoice emerged in ahiss. “Hetrained you.
Y ou learned from him, and you do not understand that which he was?’

| know what he was to me. Jani stood ill. “ John?”

John cleared histhroat. It s over, Jan.” He gestured toward one of the analyzers. “I can show you the
scans, the test results—"

“| have seen the scans, and the test results.” Viawalked to the bedside, her voice lowered to awhisper.
“All isnothing. All the physicians could attempt has been tried. Now isthe time for the priests.” She
rested ahand on Jani’ s arm, a humanish gesture she seldom employed. “His soul isat great risk. The
souls of al Haérin are a greet risk. We have to proceed.”

Jani nodded. Then she shook off Feyd's hand and walked to Tsecha s bedside. Ignored the muttered
Siah cursesthat followed her, and waited for amore familiar touch. It came, eventualy, alight hand on
her shoulder. “It’smoving too quickly.”

“It'sanightmare.” John moved in, close enough to lean on. “1 keep telling mysdlf to wake up, but I’ m not



ligening.”
“Didn't Viaseethiscoming?’
“| asked her. She' d seen no signs of anything likethis.”

Jani watched the bare chest rise and fall, and knew John had made a mistake. Knew that Tsechawould
open his eyes, tear out the intratracheal insert, the sensors, and demand to know why he' d been treated
in such amanner, why everyone had been so stupid. “He didn’t seemiill a the meeting house. Did | miss
something? Should | have—"

“Stop it.” John squeezed her shoulder. “ Sometimesyou just don't seeit coming, and when it hits, there's
nothing you can do.”

Jani nodded. Her head felt asthough it floated, her feet as though they didn’t touch the floor. Shock, or
hangover from her augmentation, or alittle of both. “ There snothing—"

13 NO_”
“He sgone”
“...Yes”

“Then...” Jani turned to Feyd, who had moved to the foot of the bed. “Bring it.” She saw therdlief inthe
femal€e s bearing, understood the reasoning behind it, the millennia of religious belief, yet hated her

ayway.
“Areyou sure?” John'svoicein her ear, like aguilty conscience.

“No.” Jani shook her head, then closed her eyesto stop the motion. “ So many Hadrin till consider him
their propitiator, even though heisn't. If we don't treat him properly now, the backlash...” Shelooked
down at her hands, at the rings she wore, and fought the urge to yank them off and return them to the
hands on which they belonged. “He deserves dl honor. All ceremony due achief propitiator. I'll seeto
it”

“1 know.” John embraced her, rested his head atop hers. “What do you want meto do?’

“Check the corridor. Seeif Nidl isthere. He went to get my overrobe.” A voice she didn’t recognize,
saying things she never thought she'd say.

John opened the door and walked out into the corridor, returning afew moments later with Jani’s
overrobe in hand. “ Can anyone € se attend?’

“Comein, Niall.” Jani took the overrobe from John and dragged it on. Arranged the deeves, straightened
the hem, and knew hersdlf for the imposter she was. The fake priest, preparing to send the true one upon
hisWay. “Heliked you.”

“I—liked him, too.” Nidl dipped ingde and took a place againgt thewall, straightening gradually until he
stood at attention.

“I'll show everyone dse out.” John released her and headed for the door.

“No.” Jani turned to him. “Y ou and Va—you both battled him for so long. His esteemed enemies. HEd
want you to say.” She scanned the celling. “ Does this room have imaging capability?”



John nodded. “Y es, but—"

“Activateit, if you haven't aready. It' s history. What' s more, it’'simportant.” Jani looked at John, who
stared wide-eyed. “I don’t want there to be any questions, ever. No argument that we didn’t do thisor
wedidn’t do that. | want them to see. | want them al to see” With that, she walked to the foot of the
bed and waited.

A few momentslater the door opened. Fey6 and Viaentered silently, bearing the reliquary between them
likeapdll. It proved to be a smple wooden box, ahalf meter high and ameter or so long. The wood
itself had the ebony hue and tight grain of one of Shera s northern varieties, which grew in the mountains
and was fed by snow and rain. Strange, that Tsecha had chosen such awood to hold his scroll, rather
than the sandstone of his native Rauta Shéraa

The two females carried the reliquary over to an empty table on the far side of the room and hefted it on
top. Viathen left Feyd and beckoned for John to join her in front of the main instrument console, where
they had a hasty consultation punctuated by the evaluation of screensfilled with data. Then shewalked to
the bed, her step dowing as shetook in the still figure that lay before her. “E ne lona, Tsecha. E nea
lonai...” Her voice lowered to amurmur as she circled to each piece of equipment in turn and evauated
the readouts.

For your journey, Tsecha. For your journey to come... A Vynsharau prayer, awish that hisjourney to
the First Star would be swift and uneventful . Jani breathed in once, then again. “E setelon akavai,” she
uttered in a priestly singsong. “E sdi tekavao avola.” She drew asharp look from Viafor the
half-humanish imposter that she was, but she didn’t care. For to journey isto know. For to know isto
understand. Those words, Tsecha believed, for dl his doubt and argument. Those words, he had the right
to hear because of what he’ d been. Those words, she had the right to speak because of what he' d been
to her.

H\Hﬁ?!
Sheturned to find Fey6 standing behind her, her eyes averted.
“Goto your place.” Feyd pointed toward the reliquary.

Jani walked to the bench on which the rdiquary stood. Shelifted theflat lid, suppressed agasp at its
weight, and maneuvered it carefully to keep it from bumping anything. She sensed sares. Meva's
judgment. Via sdisapproval. Feyd' s more benign concern. She sat the lid upon the bench, then looked
ingdethereliquary. Nestled within lay Tsecha s scroll, the construct that had been made soon after his
birth to house his soul after his desth.

Idomeni liveto die. Jani reached into the reliquary and opened the cover of the bound volume nestled in
the padded lining. To her surprise, it felt cold to the touch, rough and weighty. Thiswas the sandstone of
Rauta Sheraa, dull umber and gritty, its surface carved with swirling traceries that were the favored
imagery of the Vynsharau. Beneath it lay aface page, blank but for symbols denoting the names of the
magjor gods. Jani looked them over, siopping when she came to a clenched fit, fingers gripping some
unidentifiable object. Caith. Goddess of chaos, of annihilation. She who destroyed for the sake of
destruction.

Bitch. Jani wiped her thumb acrosstheimage in an effort to smeer it, eraseit, give order alittle of itsown
back. But idomeni inks were the finest and thisimage had been in place for along time. It remained
sharp, bright black against the cream of the parchment. This round to you, then. She smoothed her hand
over the page, then turned around just as Viatook her place at the head of the bed.



The physician-priest paused. Then, leaning forward, she cupped her hands and positioned them above
Tsechd sface. After afew moments she straightened and circled the bed once more, thistime touching
each control pad, shutting down each instrument in turn. When she cameto the heart-lung array, she
hesitated, then reached out dowly, clenching her hand once before touching the control. What little sound
had filled the room ceased. Red indicator lights fluttered across the unit’ s surface, then faded. Tsecha's
chest gdled in mid-rise.

Time stopped, the tick into the next second hanging on some cosmic balance. Jani looked to Tsecha,
strained to see some movement, some sign that andysis and instruments had erred and hope had won the

day.
But Tsecharemained still and time started again, leaving hopein itswake.

She looked at John. He stood in the far corner of the room, against the wall, shoulders hunched and arms
folded. He met her eye for the barest moment before fixing on the floor at hisfeet. Va stood beside him,
as hunched and cramped as his partner.

Then shelooked to the entry, and saw Dathim and Meva, tal and still, armsraised above their headsin
supplication.

Viaresumed her position at the head of the bed, then waited for Fey6 to take her position at the foot.
She peded away the sensors from Tsecha s scap and chest. Removed the intratracheal insert, diding it
out with asure hand. After setting it aside, she once more brought her hands together over Tsecha sface,
thistime cupped together, palms facing one another. According to dl she believed, she now held his soul
in her grasp, and she moved dowly, asthough jostling might damage it. Straightening, she reached out
toward Feyd and opened her hands. As she did so, Fey6 held open her arms. Viathen closed her hands
and let them fdl, dispatching Tsecha s soul to the protection of his secular dominant.

Feyo crossed her arms, hollow thumps sounding as her hands struck her chest. The seconds passed as
she stood in place, eyes closed, hands gripping her shoulders, lips moving in some silent prayer. Then,
dowly, sheturned to face Jani, and lowered her arms.

Jani held out her handsin time with Feyd's action. All the teachings she had read over the months stated
that she would know when she had grasped the soul of the deceased. Shewould fed itsweight, its
presence, sensethe pain it had suffered over the course of its bodily habitation, thejoysit had
experienced. Shewould cross her arms over her chest, and know that she sheltered something most
delicate, something that would journey across the bridge to the paradise of the First Star, along the Way
meeting its gods. Along the Way achieving peace.

So she gauged every sensation, every thought bidden and unbidden, and fdlt...nothing. Waited for
Tsecha svoice to sound in her mind, commanding her to pay attention, and heard only the thudding of
her own blood in her ears. She turned to face the reliquary and lowered her arms, reaching inside the box
and placing her hands over the scroll. Counted to four because it seemed a good number. Not too large,
yet not too small. Four seconds—plenty of time for asoul she couldn’t senseto nestle itself within the
recesses of abook whose contents she didn’t believe. Thus sayeth the priest. She closed the cover of the
scroll and, with handsthat felt asthey dways had, hoisted the rliquary lid and did it back into place. As
she bent close to the wood, she caught its faint scent, ablend of dry herbs and fresh cuttings, tinged with
cinnamon. The vrel blossom Tsecha spoke of so often. A tear spilled, spattering the wood, and she

wiped it away.

She placed her hands atop the reliquary, the only finishing gesture she could think of. Ason ealon, niRau.
Good journey, wherever you are. With that, she let her handsfall, and turned to face the others.



Silence dragged on for one beat. Two. Then Viagestured. “We must go now, and prepare—"

“I"d like sometime, please.” Jani flinched at the sound of her own voice. “ Alonewith him. I'd like some
time. To say good-bye.”

“Good-bye?’ Viagestured in question. “ Farewells have been made. It isat an end, nAKiérshia We must
take him out of thisplace.”

“His soul restsin safe harbor. Asfar asyou' re concerned, he' s secure. No evil can befal him.” Jani
looked down at her hands, the redstone ring Tsecha had given her more than twenty years before. She
tilted her hand back and forth, and watched the scarlet flashes. “ A few minutes, Via That'sdl. Allow the
humanishin me sometime.”

Viagestured astrong negative. “It is not—"

“A few minutes.” Jani saw John push off thewall and start toward her, but when their eyes met, he
stopped. “1 knuckled under to your traditions. Y ou can damn well knuckle under to mine.”

Viadiced theair with her hand. “Itisnot godly. | cannot—"

“Via” Feyd' svoice sounded tired, the bowing of her shoulders aresult of exhaustion as much as
irritation. “We must assemble your gaff to take ni Tsecha s body back to the enclave. Such will take
time. During that time, it will be watched by apriest.”

“Sheisno—" Viafdl slent as Feyd's shoulders curved further. She glanced at Jani, then away, the
struggleto contain her own anger evident in the stiff way she hed herself.

“Hissoul isintact, Via. Your duty isdischarged.” Fey6 nodded to Jani. She then ushered the
physician-priest out the door, their under-their-breath back and forth audible until they |eft the room.

“I'will...go upgtairs” John gestured vaguely in the direction of the entry. “Everyone swaiting.” Heturned
to Aris, then jerked histhumb toward the door. He hurried into the hallway, followed by John, Va, and
Nial. The door closed.

Dathim and Meva had lowered their arms at the conclusion of therite, but remained ill. When the door
closed, Dathim edged toward the bed. “If dl isfinished, why do you remain?’

Jani dragged a chair to the side of the bed and sat. “What place for the student but with her teacher?’
Shelooked up a the male, who like Feyd appeared drained, expression blank and shoulders bowing.
“Why do you remain?’

“To seewhat youwill do.” Dathim finaly looked at her. “Y ou will pray?’

Jani hesitated, then shook her head. “I’ll Sit here, and wish that the last few hours hadn’t happened. I'll
wish that | could turn back time.”

“Youwill wishinvain,” Mevasad.

Jani nodded. “But I'll wish anyway.” Shetugged at another crease in the bed cover. Reached out afinger
and grazed Tsecha sarm, felt the cooling even though only ashort time had passed.

“Humanish are drange.” Some animation returned to Meva sface, aflare of impatience in her downward
curveof lip. “And you are ill most humanish.”

Jani raised ahand in surrender, let it fall. Sat quietly as the minutes passed and Mevaand Dathim



continued to watch her before giving up and leaving the room.

“With idomeni, the soul isthe important thing. The body isas nothing. They’ll burn it down to ascraping
of ash, and won't even collect it. Lave the crematory with blessed cloths, and rinseit al away.” Jani tried
to think of something elseto say, to find the words that defined what she knew in her heart to be
indefinable.

Finaly, she gave up, and did the humanish thing, and wegt.
CHAPTER 12

Rilas replayed the memory of the cart bearing Tsecha surging up the hill and vanishing around a curve of
stone. She had seen him gesture, watched as Shroud bent over him, asthe hated Kilian held his hand. He
had spoken, yes, but what had he said? Had his words been lucid, or, as she most hoped, only the last
ramblings of adissolving mind?

Not that it mattered. She had performed the act she had come to this damned place to execute. It
troubled her that Tsecha had not died within moments after the vector found him and transferred its cargo
to hisbrain, but did the timing matter? Dead was dead.

She should not have stayed in the house for aslong as she had, watching Tsecha' s transport up the hill.
She had worked quickly, bresking down the rifle and packing it away. As sheleft the house, she set off a
protein bomb, obliterating all traces of her presence.

| have succeeded.

As soon as she entered the Karistos shuttleport, Rilas stopped before anews display and read the
scrolling headlines.

He must be dead. She waited for the words to appear on the screen, for the bustle around her to cease.
For the slence.

Stock market values.. .weather...anew holoV ee detective series...

He must be— Someone jostled her and she stumbled forward, grabbed the back of abench to keep
from fdling. She sraightened dowly, imagined burying ablade in the heart of that clumsy fool. Then she
continued down the concourse toward the Haarin wing, and the locker areawhere her new documents
had been hidden. No more Nahin Sela. No more damned tiles. She muttered thanks to her blessed
Caith.

She hoisted her dingbag, which was nearly empty now. Therifle, the cartridges, the beautiful sight mech,
she had coated with protein digester and buried in aremote place off the shuttleport road. Even if
discovered, they would prove usdless, the biobased mechanics obliterated, only their meta shells
remaining. The secondary—

Rilas stopped in mid-gtride. The secondary. It still hovered above the Thalassan enclave—she imagined

its path growing more and more erratic asthe sgnasit sent to the destroyed primary went unanswered.

It does not matter. Soon its power supply would deplete and it would tumble into the bay. It Signaled as
biol ogical—no scanning device would track it.

She sarted to walk again, one step following the next, her feet tingling as though she walked acrossa
high ledge, a sheer drop on either side. A mistake. She did not make mistakes—such was why niRau
Céd had chosen her for this greatest of tasks. | can make no more mistakes. Such were aninsult to



Caith, atemptation to godly wrath.

Rilas hurried down the concourse, then turned down the corridor that led to the locker area. She passed
first one Haarin worker, then another. Saw gapsin the celling, holesin the walls on either side.

Stopped in front of the entry to the locker area, and found only the hacked-out remains of adoorway,
and barrier tape, and an empty expanse where the lockers had stood.

“What isthis?’ Rilas|ooked to the workers dominant, who stood off to one side performing calculations
on ahandheld.

“Na” The mae nodded to her, ameaningless gesture. “ These rooms are being repaired. The plumbing
was not as adequate.”

“Repaired?’ Rilastried to step past the barrier tape, but stopped as the polymer sensed her presence
and beeped awarning. “ Thereis something | must recover.”

“All contents have been taken from the lockers and moved to Lost and Found.” The male turned his
back to her, gaze il fixed on the handheld display. *Y ou go there and present your identification, and
you may recover that which isyours.”

“Logt and Found?’
“At the end of this concourse, next to the security offices.”

Rilasremained in place. Her heart beat harder now. Identification. She would display her documents
naming her as nd Nahin Selaand recover abag containing documents for another, for aname she did not
even know. If they searched the bag—scanned it— They would ask her why she recovered documents
belonging to another. They would demand explanations.

| cannot attempt to claim thisbag. Nor could she remain on Elyas|ong enough to purchase new
documents, assuming there were Haérin here who produced such. | have to remain asnd Nahin Sela.
For the first time, she would depart a place with the same name she bore when she arrived. Suchisnot
seemly. Even more important, such was dangerous. Too many here knew her as na Nahin. Those who
worked or lived at the enclave in which she stayed. Those she had spoken with at the Trade Board.

But 4ill...

Rilas turned and walked back up the hall toward the concourse. Sensed Caith’ s laughter as she
approached the outgoing passenger gates and scanned the displaysfor thefirst Haarin shuttleto Elyas
Station. As she walked up to the billet counter and presented her identification.

“NaNahin Sda” Thefemae clerk looked her in the eye, baring her teeth as she scanned the
identification wafer and processed the billet request. “Glories of the day to you.”

“Glories” Rilasreplied, even as Caith’ s glee settled as an ache in her soul.

It started on the shuttle. One Haarin with a handheld, and soon the entire craft knew.

Then the news spread, like the voices of the gods.



Asahumanish cathedrd. If the designer of Elyas Station had ever wished to observe godly quiet inthe
place she caused to have made, such desire would have been fulfilled this day. Rilas could track the
movement of silence through the Haérin concourse as the news of the death of ni Tsecha Egri revealed
itself on wall-mounted displays and announced itself from handhelds. Haarin did not yell or cry out as
they comprehended the news. Such was not their way, and even years of godless exposure to humanish
had not degraded their response.

Slence

Rilas pondered the quiet along the Haérin concourse of Elyas Station. Rdlished it. Tsecha shold over the
colonid Hagrinisasaniron band, niRau Ced had told her. When it first shatters, they will be aslost. He

hed bared histeeth at that moment. Then they will conclude that the humanish in whom they have trusted

have betrayed them. At that moment, they will look back toward the worldskein.

At that moment... Rilas stopped before one of the displays, a humanish broadcast that offered a Siah
trandation.

“...cerebrd hemorrhage...tumor...undiagnosed. . .unusud....”

“Hemorrhage?’ Rilas stepped closer to the display. “ They think it ahem—" Shefdl slent asthe other
Haérin gestured her to be quiet, their hands dicing the air, the harsh movements of emotion, distress.

Rilas s heart pounded. It isnot illness—I killed him! |, Imea niaRauta Rilas, as my Oligarch bade me!
She wondered for amoment at the reaction if she announced such. They would strike me down, asyears
ago we struck down the Laum. They did not yet understand the goodness that had been done for them.

Let them think it illnessfor now. Rilas stepped away from the group and resumed her walk toward her
departure dock, dowing to ponder the digplaysin shop windows, and to think of the future. Soon, they
will learn it was not a hemorrhage. Then, the accusations would begin. Againgt Chicago. Againgt
humanish separatists. The same groups that had been accused of bombing Haérin docks would stand
accused once more, would argue for and against the blame, embracing or denying it in proportion to how
weak they were, how eager they were to appear strong.

And as humanish argue, idomeni will listen, and redize their errors, and return—
“Hello, agan.”

Rilas stopped. Turned first toward the concourse, then toward the entry of the shop near which she
stood. Saw no one.

“I"'m back here.”
Humanish mde. Rilas denched afis. “1 do not—"

“Y ou remember me. The other day. The Rose Window.” A face emerged from the shadowed recess
beside the shop. The dark skin and darker hair, clipped short. Another too bright shirt, thisin ayellow
that pained the eyes. “I remember you. | never forget aface.”

| do not, either. Rilasfet the heat of her soul rise up her throat. The male who explained gargoyles.

“I was just hanging around, watching the passing parade.” The malelooked out toward the concourse
crowds, his eyes bleared as though with deep. “Wdll, not doing much passing today. Mostly standing
around, because of what happened and all. Tragic, just tragic.” He shook his head, then leaned against
thewadll, one hand gripping the brickwork as though he struggled for balance. “Thenwho do | see



window shopping?’ He bared histeeth. “* Oh, look,” | thought, *afamiliar face.””

Ethanol poisoning. Rilas had been trained to ded with humanish who degraded themsdlvesin that way,
but dreaded such. The chemical dowed their reflexes, yes, but the pits of their soulswere astainted as
their brains, and such led to messy outcomes. If | strike him in the abdomen, he may vomit. | would then
need to lave. To change my clothes. Rilas glanced at atimeform. Her flight departed soon. She would not
havethetime.

“A littlefriendly advice?Y ou'd look better with your hair unbraided, loose—but then, most females
would.” The maeleaned closer. His breath stank of harsh sweetness. “My name’' s Neason, by the way.
Heheld out his hand.

”

Rilastook a step back. “I will inform your dominant that you are drunk.”

The maedrew back hishand and stood away from thewall. “Y ou do that.” Hisvoice dtered, from high
and light to low, avoice of threat. “ Go right ahead and inform that bitch about anything you want. Add
your name to the goddamn list.” His head moved back and forth asthough palsied. Theniit tilled. “Did
you report me? Were you the one who—"

Rilasraised her right hand and curved it upward in question. “Report?’ Shetilted her head to accentuate
her fasedismay. “I said nothing. To anyone.”

“Improving relations between theraces. That'sdl | wasdoing.” Thema€e svoicerose. “1 told her that,
the bitch, but did she ligen? Did any of them listen?” He shouted now, spittle arcing from his mouth. “I
am adiplomat. Do you hear me—adiplomat!”

Rilas turned toward the concourse. A few Haarin had turned from the displays and now looked in her
direction.

“A fuckin' diplomat!”
“Slence.” Rilas pushed the male back into the darkness. * Y ou attract attention.”

“Oh yeah?’ He grabbed at her hands, missing his grip as the poisoning dowed hisreactions. “Think you
know how to keep me quiet, do you?’ He laughed, filling the dark recess with the stench of his breeth.
“Y ou come back here and keegp me quiet, then.”

Rilas had stepped into the recess. As her eyes accommodated to the darkness, she saw the drink
receptacles piled in one corner, the door that she knew led to the station interiors and from there to the
humanish section.

“If you come back here, you can keep mered quiet.” The male opened the interior door. “ Come back
here with me and | won’t make asound.” He shifted his weight from onefoot to the other as he sought to
maintain hisbaance. “That’ swhat you want, isn't it? To keep me quiet.” He curved hislipswithout
baring histeeth, that strange humanish expression. “I cantell. Y ou don’'t want meto say athing.”

Rilasfet her heartbeat dow and strengthen. Her hands clenched. “1 do not know what you spesk of.”

“I'll bet you don’t.” The male backed through the door opening, beckoning to her with a crooked finger.
“Liar. | know dal your secrets”

“What secrets?’ Rilas studied him now. Hisbuild. Hisweight. The way he moved. A soft thing. Unfit.
Untrained. “I do not know what you aretelling me.”



“All you idomeni are so mysterious, but you' re no mystery to me.” The mae looked her up and down.
“All | haveto doislook at you, and | know al about you. What you want. What you need.” He made a
sweeping motion with hishand. “ Comein here, and I'll tell you everything.”

“I must go to my dock.”

“I know ashortcut.” Hetried to grip her arm, and swore as she dodged his hand. “ Come on now—be

nice.

Rilas watched him, even asthe strength of her goddess coursed through her. He knows secrets. Had he
matched the identity she had used to enter the station with that of Nahin Sela? Had he somehow followed
her to Karistos without her seeing him?*“1 will comewith you.”

The male bared histeeth. “ That'smore likeit.” He stepped aside so she could enter the interior
walkway, then turned his back so he could close the door.

Ashedidthat, Rilaslet her dingbag dide off her shoulder to thefloor. She moved in behind him, her gaze
fixed on hisrumpled shirt collar, the place where neck and shoulder joined.

Raised her hand edge on.
“Now thisis how—"
Brought it down.

The male made no sound. He dropped to his knees, pitched forward so that he struck the wall. Sid to
the floor, twitched, then lay ill.

Rilas watched him, even as panic touched her and every ingtinct bade her to flee. Waited, until she saw
theliquid puddie around his hip, smelled the stench of urine, and knew him to be dead. What he knew of
her, he could never tell.

She picked up her dingbag and shouldered it. Turned the door mechanism and fdlt the finger of Caith
touch her soul asthe pane falled to open. She studied the mechanism for amoment, determined the
two-handed grip and pull necessary to release the catch, and did so.

Rilas entered the concourse, walking past the groups that <till gathered around the displays. The boarding
alarm for her ship sounded, and she quickened her pace, thanking her goddess that she would soon leave
this most damned of places behind.

CHAPTER 13

“\h‘]?’

Jani looked up to find Nial standing in the entry. “Viaand her suborns...” She waved toward the bed,
which now lay empty, the covers stripped. “ About—I don’t know—ahalf hour ago.”

“I saw them leave.” Nidl’ s voice emerged scratchy, as though histhroat ached. “Y evgeny wondered
how you were holding up?’

Y evgeny? Jani struggled to place the name. Then the token dropped. * Scriabin’ s ill here?’

“They dl are.” Nidl managed awesk smile. “1t'sonly just afternoon.” The expression faded. “All lifetime
inaday.” Hefdl slent. Coughed. “ Anyway, he asked how you were doing, and if you could see your



way clear to sopping by the library when you' reup toit.”

“Which in minister-speak means now.” Jani tried to rise, and found her limbs had goneto leed. “ Give me
aminute”

“Of course.” Nial stepped ingde and let the door close, then dragged a chair next to hers. “Take dl the
time you need.”

Thereisn't that much time. She plucked a dispo cloth from the dispenser on anearby cart and wiped her
eyes. “Wha'sit like upgtairs?”’

“Quiet.” Nidl brushed some nonexistent lint from histrousers. “ Everyone had gathered in the courtyard.
John talked to them allittlewhile ago. He did wll, | think.”

Jani imagined John’ s solemn mien, hisvoice. Not acombination one would choose to lighten the mood,
but in this case they probably struck the right note. “What did he say?’

“That Tsechadied astheresult of abrain hemorrhage.” Nidl exhaed with awhoosh. “He didn’t mention
the undiagnosed tumor—Iet Viafidd that one.”

Jani thought back to the scene in the room afew short hours before, John showing Viaanalyzer readouts
and instrument displays while she dogged his shoulder, like astranger at a party sticking to the only
person she knew. Did shefed lost amid the brightly lit bustle of a humanish-style hospita room? Did
John even try to bring her up to speed, or did he barrel dong as he dways did, and assume she’ d keep
pace?*“1domeni often don't treet diseases until they fal visbly ill. But | thought Tsecha had gotten past
thet.”

“Maybe Viadidn't.” Nial shrugged. “And it backfired.”
Y ou will not allow the worldskein control of me?

Jani pondered Tsecha swords. He had included Viain his plea—he hadn’t wanted her to take charge of
him, either. She shivered, and blamed her chill on the temperature of the room. “Willful negligence?’

“I never thought I’ d get to be the oneto say this, but now you're thinking like ahuman.” Niall pointed an
accusing finger. “1 will never claim to understand the idomeni mind-st, but I’ m not an idiot. Tsechawas
Tsecha A former Chief Propitiator, and, for want of a better term, adefining personality. He grew, but
not al of hisfollowers kept up. Not dl of them thought as he did. If some of them felt that they il
needed to treat him as an old-line idomeni because of what he' d been...? They’ d ignore adeveloping
problem until it became a problem, then get caught flat-footed when it blew up in their faces”

Jani hugged hersdlf. As shedid, the rough weave of her overrobe grabbed onto that of her shirt-jacket,
pulling it so that shefelt wrapped in restraints.

Then shelooked toward the bed, and her eyesfilled.

“Jan.” Nial touched her arm. “Y ou need to get out of thisroom.” Hetook her by the elbow and
supported her as she stood, then guided her to the door.

“Itwon’'t help.”

“Humor me.”



They navigated the twist of corridors. Heard voices, and followed them until they came upon John and
Scriabin gtting inthe clinic foyer. Their conversation was low volume, but animated, the sort of discusson
onesaw in hogpitas.

John looked around when he heard footsteps. “ Jani?” He stood and started toward her. “I thought you’ d
goneupdairs.”

“I waswith Nidl.” She leaned againgt him as soon as he embraced her. “Hetold me that His Excellency
wished to seeme”

Scriabin stood. “| gppreciate Niall’ s sense of urgency, but thereisno rush.” He had changed clothes at
some point, and now wore shirt and trousersin drab tan that looked like they’ d been liberated from
Dieter Brondt’ s own closet. “ Anais has departed for Karistos, where press and staff await. | will be
following her shortly. Stash and the others are conferring with nd Feyd. Colonia impact will befelt most
immediately, of course.”

“I imagineit’ sbegun.” Jani eased away from John, who ran hisfingers down her back, then took hold of
her hand.

Scriabin eyed her, then tilted his head toward John. “I told John of our discussion this morning, and the
outcome. Y ou havelost an inestimable dly, but that does not change the economic redity. Wewould
prefer that the Situation hereremain asit is. We will do what we can to ensure that.” He looked down at
his clothesand sighed. “I dread leaving, to tell the truth. Stash’ sdecision to treat Thalassaas asovereign
state regped unforeseen benefits. Y ou have borders, and your own com system. No one hasto talk to
the press because you haven't cleared it, and no one can report back to Cao while they’ re here because
your secure system and Chicago’s secure system can't talk to one another.” He sighed. “1 think | could
live here”

“Just say the word, Zhenya.” John gestured down the hal toward the labs.

Scriabin’s eyes widened. “ Perhaps not quite yet.” He grinned, then hung his head. “ Jani.” He looked at
her, al professiona seriousness. “Words cannot express. He was one of the greatest, most influential
beingswho ever lived, and you caled him friend for over twenty years.”

“Among other things.” Jani fielded Scriabin’s startled look. “If you' d known Tsechafor a
quarter-century, you would have, too.” Her eyes stung, and sheinhaed dowly, exhaled, struggled to
maintain contral. “Thank you.”

“Now it’simportant that we preserve hislegacy. This place—" Scriabin gestured around the foyer.
“—and sound rel ations between humans and idomeni.” He squeezed Jani’ s hand, then nodded to John
and Nidl and waked to thellift.

Jani waited until the farewel s had been said and the lift door closed. “1 thought we d have thingsto
discuss.” Shelet go of John's hand and paced around the foyer.

“They’ re not machines, Jan, and they know you' re not, either. They’re giving you time. They know what
you' re going through.” John stepped in front of her, forcing her to stop. “I haveto go.” Hetook her face
in his hands and kissed her hard. “I’ll seeyou later.” He nodded to Nidl, then headed down the corridor
into the clinic proper, disappearing around a corner.

Jani remained in the middle of thefoyer. Eventudly, she stared down at the patterned lyno, then at the
gleaming walls. “I’m going to make some coffee.”



Nial fell in behind her as she headed for the break room, which was located just off the foyer. “We could
go upgtairs. Y our mess crew has hot and cold running everything up there.”

“I need to do something with my hands.” Jani scanned the break room for bodies before entering, and
was relieved to find it empty. She walked over to the coffee table and started to assemble the brewer.
“Want some?’

Asusud, Nidl chose atable by thewall, with aclear view of the entry. “ Sure,” he said ashedug for his
nicsticks.

For afew minutes the only sounds were the clatter of meta parts and glassware, the gravel tumble of
beans, ameta gnashing, and the gurgle of water. Then came the aroma, like dark brown velvet,
swamping out the odor of Nidl’s clove smoke.

Jani rummaged for cupsin the community cupboard. Shefilled them to the brim, forgoing flavorings or
any other additivesthat might dilute the caffeine. Sat down. Took asip of coffee, tried to savor the flavor,
and tasted only heat and bitterness.

Nidl took aswalow, then reached for the creamer. “ There' s awake, and then there' s orhit, gel.” He
poured half the contents of the small pitcher into his cup. “ John would be proud.”

Jani sat back, cradling her cup. “1I’mwondering if | should change.” She tugged at the front of her
overrobe. “1 know thisis priestly garb and should be correct no matter the situation. My mother would
consider it gppropriate, but to her, whiteisacolor for funerals.”

Nial tipped back hischair,’ stick in one hand, coffeein the other. “I see your father in black. With ared
rosein hisbuttonhole.”

“Close” Jani took another sip, felt her head clear. “He preferred sprigs of lavender. He said the scent
reminded him of hisgrandmama.” Shelaid back her head. “Thelooks | got from Via s subornswhen
they camein for hisbody. Asthough I’d committed some grave sin. Spread out dinner on the edge of the
bed.” The patterned celling reminded her of the beach, the swirls of thetile coating like sprays of sand.
“My father would' ve demanded moretime. A proper wake, with stories and whiskey and laughter.

We d have had a chance to say good-bye. We wouldn’t have fdlt like roadblocks in the way of those
gods I’m supposed to intercede with even though | don't believe in them.” She looked acrossthetable to
find Nial watching her, eyes dark with worry.

“Why don't you get some degp?’ He extinguished his spent ’ stick, then immediately ignited another. “I’ll
hold off everyone, tell him that you had things you needed to seeto.”

“Can't deep.”
“Let John give you something.”

“It' s not the getting-to-deep that’ sthe problem.” Jani’ s eye fell on theimage someone had tacked up on
thewall opposite. A forest scene, al green and leafy and shadowed. Quiet. Peaceful. “1t' swhat happens
after | arrive”

Nial stared at the smoke asit drifted upward, then he shook his head. “How long?’

“Three months. Maybe alittle longer.” Jani set down her cup. Plucked sugar packets from the dispenser,
and stacked them one atop the other. “Y ou don’t haveto listen to—"

“You' ve listened to me enough over the last couple of years.” Nial took along drag. “How many



versions have you heard? A dozen? Two? ‘What did you do during the War of Vynsharau Ascension,
young Nial? ‘Night of the Blade, sir. Laum blood running in the streets and shatterboxes shredding the
air liketissue. Botched an arrest during evac, blew the commander of Rauta Shéraa Base and two of her
croniesto bits, then spent the next twenty or so years covering it up.”” He stared straight ahead, the
room’ s oft lighting making his battered face look very young. “* And why isthat a problem, young Nidl?
‘Because, Sir, the man people think | am and the man | know | am are quite different. Because the
honors | have since recelved are as dust upon my tongue. BecauselI’mliving alie’” Hishead tilted
toward Jani. “‘But | have afriend who tells me that the man | am now isthe one who matters.’” He
cleared histhroat. “ Out with it.”

“I never...even after it happened, | didn’t...” Jani struggled for the words, wondered if the right ones
existed. “The yearswent by. Nothing. | came here, and | wasfine for months. Then...” She studied the
forest scene again, and wondered at the fedl of cool, damp air. “I don’t know if it' sthe hest, or the
scenery. Or thefact that thisis so much an idomeni place, despite the humanish presence. The voices,
that soft rise and fall. The gestures, and the smells, and the colors of the clothes.” She paused, debated
continuing, and felt the pull of Nial’s patient gaze. “ Thefirst one. I’'m walking down adune. | can't find
my footing, and | keep diding. There are tentsin the distance. The Laumrau tents. I’ m wearing
drop-dead whites instead of desertweights. | never get to the tents. | never even get to the base of the
dune. | just keep walking, and diding.”

Nial remained slent, and waited.

“The second one...” Jani tugged at the red-dashed cuff of her overrobe. “1’m wearing desertweights. |
have my shooter drawn.” Sheraised ahand, index finger extended. “1’m standing at the first tent and
pulling at the flap, but it won't open. It slike the fabric’ sall one piece—I can’'t find agap. Then | freeze,
because | know someone s behind me, and if | make any moveto turn around, they’ Il kill me.” Shefelt
her heart pound and waited until it dowed. “ Then | hear ashooter hum, anditisn’'t mine, and | know
they’Il kill me anyway.” Sheflicked the pile of sugar packets, sending them splaying acrossthe table.
“Lagt night, they finaly did.” Shewaited for Nidl to say something, then looked acrossthetableto find
him gtting with afist pressed to his mouth, his eyes closed.

Helowered his hand eventudly and opened his eyes. “Have you told John?’

Jani shook her head. “He d get Neuro right on it. And who knows what else they’ d take out along with
the memories? They tend to overcompensate where I’ m concerned.” She picked up her coffee, then set
it back down. “1 wish | could drink.”

“It doesn't help.” Niall’ s voice emerged quiet, dmost awhisper. “ Y ou dodged it for al those years. It
was one of thethings | held onto. Not that it did me any good. But just knowing. . .that if you never had
them, maybe eventually | wouldn't havethem, either.” A twitch of ashoulder. “Doesn’t make sense, but
not much does. Can you talk to Parini?’

“Vd tdls John everything. They’ d gang up on melike dways, tell meit’sfor my own good.” Jani looked
at theforest again, but she'd lost the sense of it. Instead, she felt the heat and the dust, and smelled the
bay, and saw the body on the gurney. “It happened so fast. He was there, and we were talking, and five
minutes later he’ s on the ground, and ten minutes later he' s—”

Nidl stood. “I’'m getting John.”

“No.” Jani rose, cup in hand, and waked to the sink. “I’ll be dl right.” She poured the dregs down the
drain, rinsed the cup with cold water, held her hand beneath the flow until her fingers ached.

“I need to get back.” Niall set his cup on the drainboard. “1 sent off aquick missveto Roshi, but | need



to prep the one with al the details.”

They encountered severd clinic saffersin the corridor. Jani fielded words and gestures, meeting
sympathy with sadness, and tears with atouch or handshake. And dl the while, something roiled within.
Restlessness. And anger, looking for aplaceto land.

Nial ushered her into the lift, then waited for the doorsto close. “I’m guessing Pascal sent something to
Roshi aswell. Maybe I’ ll intercept it and see what he hasto say about me.”

Jani forced asmile. “Would anything surprise you?’

“I canthink of afew thingsthat would pissme off.” Nidl flipped hislid from one hand to the other, then
ran hisdeeve over the smudged brim.

The ground floor proved to be the clinic writ large. Thalassans came from the demirooms, the courtyard,
and the offices. Then word traveled, and they hurried down from the three upper levels. Theline formed
in orderly silence, and Jani walked along it and accepted the words and the hugs and wondered if there
was any way to trade al that grief to Tsecha s gods for five more minutes. For achanceto say

good-bye. To say anything at dl.

Niadl hung by her shoulder the entire time, monitoring her every move. When the impromptu receiving line
petered out, he herded her to atable, then filled aplate for her from one of buffets.

“I will cal later. I'll go through the office so that | don’'t wake you in case you're degping.” He set the
food in front of Jani, then unwrapped some cutlery from its ngpkin wrap and handed it to her. “*Hislife
was gentle, and the eements so mixed in him that Nature might stand up and say to al theworld, “This
wasaman.””” He spread the napkin across her 1ap. “ The end of Julius Caesar. Not completely
appropriate, but it sayswhat | mean it to say.” Hekissed the top of her head, then turned and clipped
acrossthe courtyard.

Jani ate alittle, then passed the time tearing aroll into tiny bits and feeding the lizards that had taken
autumn refugein the courtyard. Eventually, she heard distant thunder, then the rain spatter againgt the
skylight roof. Looked overhead, and watched the roiling dark through the glass.

“You'd think it would be cold, but it' snot.”

Shetore her attention from the rain just as L ucien emerged from the garden shadows. He wore civvies,
brown trousers tucked into low boots and atan shirt with the deevesrolled up. A dingbag hung from one
shoulder, and he had tied aweatherall around hiswaist. “| thought you’ d be back at the base.”

Lucien shrugged. “1 showed up for an emergency staff meeting. But | couldn’t get into the room—rmy
coding hadn’t been entered into base systems, and according to regs, | cannot attend certain types of
mestings unless | have been entered into base systems.”

Jani tossed a bit of bread on the floor, whereit vanished amid arustle of leaves and aflick of green and
red striped tail. “'Y ou have the right security clearances?’

“Yes” Lucensadwithasgh, “but | am not officidly in sysems. Pierce sadmin told methat initidization
can take up to aweek. Shewas smiling when shesaid it.” Another shrug. “1 could bitch to Mako, but
what would be the point? He' s in Chicago—any communication he sends Pierce ordering him to give me
accesswould belost or garbled. They're experts over there at losing and garbling. It' sthe Elyan way.”

“What did you expect? Y ou know he can’t stand you, and you forced yoursalf down histhroat.”



“Doesn’'t matter. I’ ve been keeping mysdlf busy.” Lucien studied her through narrowed eyes. “1 thought
you' d have mestings of your own to attend.”

Jani looked around the courtyard, then up toward the walkways, where Tha assans milled, chatted. It
could have passed for anormal enclave evening but for the pall that hung in theair. “I’ ve been alowed
timeto grieve”

“How considerate of everyone.” Lucien met her low tone with hisown. “I have a skimmer parked out on
the beach. If you have sometime, I’ d like to show you something.”

Jani eyed hisface, rain-damp and drawn. His clothes and boots, mud-streaked and spattered. He' d been
looking for something. Would he have come looking for her unlesshe'd found it?“| havetime.” She
fingered the edge of onered cuff. “ Give me achance to change clothes.”

CHAPTER 14

The Service two-seater coursed over the water like a seabird. Whitecaps swelled close enough to touch,
Spray mixing with rain to spatter across the vehicle swindscreen. Lucien had shut down dl lighting both
exterior and interior, leaving asthe soleillumination the sickly green safety string that ran dong the bottom
of the dashboard.

Jani huddled againgt the heated cushions, fixing on the distant lights of Karigtos, their yellow-white flicker
like stars againgt the churning dark. “ Does Nial know you' re here?’

“I don't think he givesarat’sass” Lucien’ svoice emerged measured, his native French provincia accent
muted to nothing, asign that anger and humiliation smmered into stew just below the surface. “1 spent
part of the day filling out forms. Then we heard the news. | tried to get into the staff meeting, likel said
before. When that fell through, | pulled some strings at the Communications center, which for some
strange reason did have me in systems. Poked around. Intercepted some chatter. Changed clothes,
gathered gear, signed out the skimmer, and went to have alook around.”

Jani rode the sllencefor atime, listening to the dull hum of the motor and the occasional splash of water
againg the hull. “What sort of chatter?’

“Details about Tsecha sdeath.”

Jani’ s heart tripped as L ucien maneuvered the skimmer off the water and along anarrow strip of
rock-strewn shoreline, held onto the armrests and squeezed as the vehicle shuddered and bounced.
“What bothered you?’

Lucien remained silent until he had steered the skimmer onto the comparative smoothness of asteep
incline. “The speed.” He paused as he executed a hairpin turn. “1 heard folks mention stroke.
Hemorrhage. Aneurysm.” He shook hishead. 1 didn’t think that Tsechawould alow any condition he
devel oped to advance until the point of criss.” Hetore his attention from the narrow snake of aroad to
look at her. “John didn’t discuss thiswith you?’

“Not inany detail.” Jani folded her arms and concentrated on the road ahead. “We wereright in the
middle of it. John had to focus on treating him.” Shefdt her face heat as L ucien’ s deceptively gentle laugh
filled the cabin.

“Did heredlly think you wouldn’t find out?’ He steered around the find turn and up over the edge of the
cliff, hisvoice shaking as the skimmer fought to stabilize over a stretch of rocky scrub.



“Find out what?" Jani closed her eyes and waited. They were just giving metimeto adjust. Her gut
ached. They were being kind. She opened her eyes. Since when? She saw the lights of Karistos,
brightening the horizon like sunrise. They wanted to talk to me. And then they didn't.

The sounds of argument remembered...
Why the hell didn’t you spot it before?
Because it was't there before.

It sgrowing.

“Hewaskilled.” Jani heard her voice echo in her head. A barely detectable sound, like thefirst pebblein
thelanddide.

“I think theword is‘assassinated.”” Lucien clucked histongue. “How much timedid it buy John? A few
hours, a most. Now hereyou are, hot on thetrail.” Hislips curved in the barest trace of asmile. “You're
very angry with him now.”

“That' s none of your goddamn business.”

“If yousay s0.” Lucienfdl slent, half smilefixed in place, and steered the skimmer over rock formations
and across ravines with practiced ease.

Still severa kilometers from the Karistos outskirts, there was little to see besides bare land. Jani took
note of the odd house that broke up the monaotony, but these appeared un-inhabited and, judging from
their ruined gppearance, uninhabitable.

“Thisared sproneto quakes,” Lucien said, asthough reading her thoughts. “ The land around here has
shifted over the years, and some people didn’t choose their building Stesvery carefully.” He pointed out
aone-story white stone box that had collapsed in the center as though a giant had stepped oniit. “A
two-meter crevasse opens up beneath your sitting room—there goes the couch.”

Jani heard the skimmer motor hum lower in pitch asthe vehicle dowed. “Y ou didn't bring me out hereto
show me wrecked houses, did you?’

“Just onewrecked housein particular.” Lucien dowed to a stop near yet another one-story white box,
this one haf buried thanksto the collapse of a sheltering overhang. “ Although | checked out every
abandoned homestead in thisgenerd area.”

Jani popped her gullwing and disembarked the skimmer. Despite having lived thelast two yearsin the
thick of Commonwedl th society, she il saw things through the eyes of the fugitive she had been.
Secluded, but half the view blocked by rocks. ..couldn’t see someone approaching from the direction of
Karigtos. ..the outcropping offerstoo good a hiding place for an intruder. She would have struck the
place from her list, but knew she wasn’t looking at it the right way. Look at the place through the eyes of
akiller. The blocked views still bothered her, but the seclusion seemed more desirable now. “Where did
they park their skimmer?’

“Up theroad alittle. There’ saniche with some overhanging shrubbery. They broke off branches and
used them for coverage.” Lucien drew his shooter and activated it. The high-pitched hum diced the air,
highlighting the quiet. “ There are afew sets of footprints around the place. Some bits of trash.” He
stopped in the doorway, examined the interior, then stepped inside. “ Careful what you touch. It's been
wiped with aprotein bomb, and there' s still some of the residue about.” He drew alightstick frominside
hisweatherall and activated it. Soft illumination rose dowly, casting weird shadows on the walls and



cdling.
Jani trailed him into the house. The interior proved even lessinviting than the outsde. Cracked walls.
Rubble-strewn floors.

But at thefar end, awindow that allowed an expansive view of the bay and the curve of cliffs beyond,
trimmed by awide, rock-strewn gill.

Jani walked to the spot, on the lookout for disturbancesin the dust, anything that could serve to confirm
her surmise. “They stood here.” She stepped around to gauge the view through the window. “Not the
best angle”

“The only dternativeisthedl|,” Lucien said as he stashed his shooter. “ They would have had to clear the
rubble, though, and beyond some smearing of dugt, it shows no signs of having been disturbed. It seems
the better choice—more stability for the weapon. But standing alowed more mobility, not to mention a
better view of the doorway.” He reached into his dingbag, removing afist-sized bal that |ooked like
crumpled metd foil. “ Secondary spotter courses overhead, relaying information on the target back to the
primary sight in the weapon’' s eyepiece.” Hetossed the ball out the window. It hovered for afew
seconds, then shot upward like a shooting star in reverse, vanishing into the dark.

“WEel giveit achanceto reach dtitude.” Lucien reached into his bag once more, thistime removing a
flat, hand-sized display. “ A few hundred metersis usudly high enough.” He flipped open the display lid
and motioned for Jani to join him, holding out the device to her so that she could see the screen.

She found herself looking at an aeria view of the Main House, centered on the bal cony outside her and
John' s bedroom.

“I can zoom in and out a will. | can even record sound.” Lucien touched aspot on the display pad and
the secondary zoomed in. In ablink, the bedroom window filled the screen, the image sharp enough to
discern the outline of Jani’ s desk and chair through the gauzy curtains.

“As| mentioned,” Lucien said as he deactivated the display and closed the casg, “the secondary relays
images to the wegpon sight. In addition, the assassin wore an audiovisud array much like the ones
reporters use to record events. In either case, it serves as an archive. Snipers cal them their ‘ books.’
They record what is seen through the weapons sight, and it serves as proof of thekill.” He tucked the
display back into his bag, then walked to the window and waited. Within seconds the secondary flitted
through the opening and settled into his hands.

Jani touched the rough globe. “Why didn’t enclave security systems pick up on this?’

“It scansas an organism. Systemswould identify it asasmal bird, or avery large bug.” Lucien tossed
the deviceinto theair, caught it, then stuck it back in hisbag. “ Security’ safiction that dissuades only the
laziest killers. If someone really wantsto get to you, there' s nothing you can do to stop them.”

Jani looked out the window, imagining the scene beyond the water and the cliffs. Tsechaemerging from
the meeting house and walking across the street. The secondary monitoring him, relaying hisimageto his
killer, who lay watching, waiting for the perfect timeto strike. “'Y ou know it was asniper. Do you have a
name or two that you can offer?’

Lucien hung his head and put his handsin his pockets. Time passed. One minute. Two.

Jani stepped away from the window and walked around the room, pretending interest in examining the
rubble. She had known since their days together in Chicago that Lucien’s Service career served as cover



for histrue professon. He had once arranged it so she found his souvenirs, the items he took from his
victims and kept as mementos. A casino chip. A scarf. A whiskey glass. Fifteenitemsin al, each resting
atop aclean, folded cloth insde a dresser drawer. How many had he added to the collection since then?

Lucien raised his head. Cleared histhroat. “Y ou know what | do.”
Jani leaned againgt the remains of a smashed couch frame. “1’ve known for along time.”

“And you love me anyway.” He glanced at her benegath his lashes, but his heart was't init—he
straightened and started to pace. “What' s said here, stays here.”

Jani shrugged. “Likewise”
“I"m serious.”
“And | never am.”

Lucien stopped. Looked about the room, focusing on nothing. “1’ ve never talked about this before, with
anyone. What | tell you may not seem important, or vital, or secret, but that’ s not the point. It’ stalking
out of school.” He stopped fidgeting and fixed on her. “We don't do that.”

Now it was Jani’ sturn to remain sllent. She listened to the wind whistle through the cracksin the roof,
branches scrape againgt the rough stone exterior. “Y ou know what 1 am, how | think.”

Any other time, Lucien might have offered aflirtatious response, or rolled hiseyesin irritation. Not this
time. Thistime, he watched her hands, the way she held hersdlf, as though unsure of what she might do.
“I'veknown for along time.”

“Then you know my answer.” Jani patted her trouser pocket, and wished she had taken thetimeto dig
her shooter out from its place in the bottom drawer of her dresser. In this house that had apparently
sheltered one n, in which she conversed with another, she would have taken some comfort inits
presence. “I don’t care about your ns code of silence, or your fearsfor your future, or your
friendsin high places. If you know who killed Tsecha, | expect you to tel me. If you know how to find
them, | expect you to help me. If you know and you don’t help me, be prepared to deal with the
consequences. Do you understand what I’ m telling you?’

“Thedefinitionsof ‘rock’ and ‘hard place.”” Lucien walked to the window. “1 don’t know who killed
Tsecha | know thetype.” Heturned and leaned againgt the wall. The haf-light conspired with the layout
of the room to shadow hisfacein away that obscured his age and left him looking too young. “Weal
have our specidty. Mineis accidents. Mechanical and systems mafunctions. Vehicle crashes. These are
the neatest killings, in my opinion. If executed properly, they don't attract undue attention. They look like
tragic mishaps to most people. The only oneswho know otherwise are those who know how to read the
sgns.” Helooked up, eyesfixed on some middle distance, some event in his past. Some target made.
“Some of us speciadizein explosives. A few prefer poison.” He shook his head. “ God knowswhy.” He
folded hisarms, flexing his hands every so often, as though they pained him. “ Then there are some who
will only employ projectile wegponry, blades, strangulation, amethod that requiresthemto remainin
contact with or close proximity to their target.” He straightened, then moved to the side, |et hisbag dide
down hisarm to the floor, and perched on the edge of the sll. “That’ sthe sort of killer | believewe' re
dedling with here.”

Jani watched Lucien continue to flex his hands. HE s never been oneto fidget. Thelast time he showed
such restlessness, he had just learned that the Hagrin he would meet in the circle the next morning
planned to kill him. Hewasin danger then—is he in danger now? Waswhat he told her that important, or



hed the mere fact of telling it put him at risk? Do | care?* Close proximity to thevictim. Close-in
weapons. Y ou've just described a Service infantryman.”

“Infantry’sajob.” Lucien nudged asmall chunk of rubble with the toe of his boot, then kicked it across
thefloor. “The ones|’m telling you about. . .they consder assassination acalling, like medicine, or the
clergy. Every aspect of preparation isrituaized, from the researching of the target to the choosing of the
weapon.” Hiseyes narrowed. “Thekill...needsto be personad.” Helet hisarmsfal to hissides, then
hunched his shoulders and shoved his handsin his pockets. “Most of uswork for money, for position.
Tangible rewards, if not dways materid. It'sajob, like any other, for which we receive payment for
services rendered. But with them...” Again the hesitation, the sense of words being pulled out with pliers.
“They see beauty in the act, an affirmation of whatever it isthey believein. I'd be moreinclined to believe
that one of them killed Tsecharather than someone with amore commercia bent.”

“Why?

“Therisk. Tsechaisthe highest vishility target to be hit in decades. The scrutiny will beintense. The
investigations. The repercussons.” Lucien again glanced a her beneeth hislashes, but judging from the
edgein hiseyes, flirtation was the furthest thing from hismind. “ Say that | had been offered the
commission to assassnate Tsecha | know that given your closenessto him, you would become involved
inthe investigation. If you discovered that | was responsible, you would kill me.” His head came up
dowly, atrace of the old challenge showing itself in the set of hisjaw. “Don't tell meit didn’t crossyour
mind.” He cocked his head. “Not even once?”’

Not until now. Jani wished again that she' d brought her shooter. “It might have.”
“That'smy girl. Trugt isfor other people.”
“I’'m not people.”

“You never were.” Lucien looked back down at thefloor. “Likel said, | know how you' d react, and
that would be taken into account as | considered whether or not to accept the commission.”

Jani felt the silence envel op them, the tension crystalize. Even thewind had paused asif to listen. “Wasiit
offered?’

Lucien heditated. One could dmost hear the rattle of an ancient scale as he weighed his options. “No.
Thefact that it wasn't eiminates anumber of possible cusomers. I'm on their preferred list when it
comesto jobslikethis”

Questions surfaced in the document examiner part of Jani’s mind. Was there a paper list? If s0, who kept
it and how did they classify it? Who had access? What sorts of accounts did they set up to bury the
payments, the expenses? Just give me a chanceto hunt. A chanceto dig. She focused on the emptiness
of aniche cut into thewal opposite, the shadows that defined it. Anything to keep her mind from racing
until she could find time aoneto ponder. “Wouldn't they think twice about sending you on thisjob,
knowing your connection to me?’

Lucien shook his head. “Our past relationship would provide me alegitimate reason to be here. Ex-lover
seeking to rekindle an old flame.” The winning smile broke through, only to vanish as quickly asit came.
“I had nothing to do with his death.”

Jani shrugged. “| appreciate the reassurance.”

“Y ou look impressed.” Lucien bent over and plucked another fragment of rubble from the floor. He



straightened, then started rolling the bit of debris between hispams. “Hedidn’'t like me.”

“Heliked you just fine. Hejust didn't trust you.” That was one thing heand | had in common. Jani
pushed away from the wall and wiped her hands on her trousersto remove the grit. “ So, we' re looking
for asniper-type killer who considered murdering Tsechato be areligious experience. Do you have any
names?’ She waited for an answer. Astime passed and none proved forthcoming, she looked up to find
Lucien gtill seated on thesll, watching her.

“Let metake care of it. Send akiller to catch akiller.” He continued to roll the rubble fragment between
his hands, the movement growing ever dower until it stopped completely. “It might take sometime.

Y ears, perhaps. But | would find them and handle them and no one would ever be ableto trace it back
toyou.”

Jani studied hisfacefor someindication of histhoughts. She would have expected him to try to cut her
off. Ingtead, he goes and surprises me by offering to help. Not that it mattered. “No, thank you. | want to
find themmysdf.”

“Why?" Lucien closed one hand around the stone fragment. “1’m not making this offer because | like
working with you. I’m asurvivor of too many rides on the Kilian express, and | have the scarsto prove
it.” He opened his hand and tipped it to one side—the fragment did off and hit the floor, bouncing once
before coming to rest amid the dust. “ This situation needs to be approached with caution, and when it
comestokilling...” Hedghed. “With yovu, it' sadways persona.”

“WEe ve had thisdiscussion before.” Jani felt the ssomach-rumbling irritation that always accompanied one
of their arguments. “1 have only ever killed for reasons of defense, mine or someone ese's.”

“Only after you went out and looked for it. Met it. Stared it in the face. Challenged it.” Lucien rose
abruptly and strode across the room, raising dust with every step. “ Y ou think you know killing. You'rea
fucking amateur. Y ou aways lead with your emotions, and there is no place for emotion in this. No place
for vengeance.” He stopped in front of the shadowed wall niche and braced his hands on either side. “I
know what you want. Y ou want to watch them die. Y ou want to look into their eyes and watch the light
go out—"

Jani moved for the doorway just as Lucien pushed off the wall. He met her in the middle of the room,
grabbing her arm and spinning her around to face him.

“—fed their blood flow over your hands. Savor the look on their face when they redlize it was you who
struck the blow—"

Jani took hold of Lucien’sthumb and bent it back. He released her arm with a muttered curse—as he
took a step back, she moved in. Brought her fist around. The raised dome of one of her rings caught
Lucien square in the mouth—she felt the shock of a solid punch jar her hand, rattle up her arm. As soon
she connected, she backed off, raising both hands and opening them wide. He d grabbed her first—that
entitled her to one shot. Anything beyond that would take them both to a place they’ d never been, a
place they could never depart once they’ d entered.

Lucien must have understood that as well. He remained in the middle of the room, bent a thewai <,
hands on knees, his breathing ragged.

Jani watched asasingle red drop fell from his mouth to the dust below. Then another. Another. She
looked down at her hand and saw the brilliant crimson of the stone faded by the dull wash of his blood.

“Well.” Lucien touched his battered lower lip and flinched. “ That had something behind it.” He drew



back his hand and studied the red that smeared across hisfingertips. Then he straightened, one dow
move a atime, like aclockwork figure. “1 can’t comprehend how you felt about Tsecha. Evenif | could
remember what that depth of regard felt like, I’ ve never known anyone worth the effort.” He reached
into histrouser pocket and pulled out a crumpled dispo, which he pressed to the seeping wound. “But

I’ ve seen strong emotion take over before, and | know whereit leads. You'll get yoursdf killed. You'll
get others around you killed. Because you won't back down. Because you want the blood of Tsecha's
non your hands.”

“Stop pretending to read my mind!” Jani wedged between a broken chair and afallen portion of the
ceiling. Anything to block her path to Lucien. Anything to keep her from going after him again. “You
don’'t know me—"

“I know you better than he—Ow!” Lucien winced and pressed the dispo to historn lip. “I know you
better than he does,” he continued, hisvoice muffled by the cloth. “He thought he could get away without
telling you anything, like he did in Rauta Shéréa.” He pulled the digpo away from the wound and glared at
the staining, then crumpled it and shoved it back in his pocket. “I’m trying to get you to do now what I've
alwaystried to get you to do in Chicago. Understand the Situation for what it is. See reason.” He stood in
placefor atime, the angle of the lightstick illumination accentuating the rawness around his mouth, the first
hints of swdlling. Then he turned and waked to the sl recovering his dingbag from itsresting place and
hoiting it to his shoulder.

Jani massaged the back of the broken chair, squeezing harder even as she felt the ground-in grit abrade
her skin. “Did you ever manage to do it? Get me to see reason, as you understood it to be?’

Lucien dilled. Looked a her and said nothing.

Jani let go of the chair, brushed the ground stone from her hands. “Well, then...” She paused asthe
screech of branch againgt rock filled the room, asigna of the ssorm’sgrowing intengity. “Areyou going
to help me?’ She awaited the answer she knew would never come. “ This takes me back. Y es, to my
Rauta Shéraadays. I’ ve been stonewaled by experts, Lucien.”

“And you remember how that ended.” His voice came soft, barely audible above thewind. “A bomb on
atransport. All aboard killed.”

Storm sounds receded. Now Jani heard nothing but the beat of her heart. “Y ou’ re saying that was my
fault?’ Shetried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. “No one was meant to survive Knevcet
Shéraa. We were dead no matter what.”

“Not aslong as Rikart Neumann remained aive. He was one of the masterminds—if you' d played him
right, you could have gotten your people out.” Lucien looked in her direction. He even met her eye.
“Ingtead, you shot him.”

“That was sdf-defense.”

“Only after you confronted him. Stared him in the face. Chalenged him.” Lucien pressed the back of his
hand to hislip, examined it, then shook his head. “When your parentslived in Chicago, | used to visit
them.”

Jani nodded. “Mamatold methat you liked her cooking. Y ou liked being able to conversein French.
Papaknew better. He said that you were too nosy, wanted to know too much about me.”

“Y es, you inherited your trusting nature from him, | think.” Lucien started for the door, then stopped and
looked her full inthe face. “Y ou were never any different, even asakid. Always a punch in the mouth



when atouch would do just aswell.” Hislower lip had swelled in earnest now, the gash red and
gligtening. “And now here you are. Decades have pagt, the scenery’ s different, but you haven't changed a
bit.” He watched her, dead brown eyes unreadable, then walked to the door. On the way, he grabbed
the lightstick from the place where he'd st it, shook it to extinguish it, then stuffed it in his bag.

Jani let her eyes adjust to the dark. Then she stepped out from between the chair and the rubble and
walked to the window. Examined the rock-strewn g1, then the view through the window, imagining as
shedid atiny object descending through the air toward its target. How did Tsecha s assassin fed when
they saw him touch hisleft ear, saw the first hint of confusion cross hisface? Satisfied? Ecdatic?
Righteous?

“Hold that feding tight,” Jani whispered. “Y ouwon't enjoy it for long.” With that, she turned, looked
over the room onelast time, and headed for the door.

Theforce of thewind hit her as soon as she stepped outside, forcing her to turn her back on it so she
could breathe. She climbed into the skimmer to find Lucien checking westher reports on the vehicle's
display. Heignored her, putting the vehicle in motion before she had fully closed her door.

They rode back to the Thalassan side of the bay in silence. Therain had eased to the odd spatter by the
time the shore cameinto view.

Lucien steered the skimmer up onto the beach and up the cliff road to the Main House. Stopped on the
edge of the drive circle near the entry and powered down. “I’ll say it onelast time. Stay out of it.”

Jani didn’t reply. She disembarked and walked across the pavered circle to the house, gusts of wind
whipping the hem of her weatheral asthough hurrying her dong. Felt Lucien’ s stare drill the place
between her shoulders, but didn’t turn around.

CHAPTER 15

Jani entered the Main House to find a confab going on in the middle of the courtyard. Dieter, Vad, and
John, standing amid the empty tables and sundered buffets of late evening sacrament, voicesrising.

Then John spotted her. “Where the hell have you been?’ He started toward her, more relieved than
angry, thefirg hints of asmilelightening hisface.

Then something he saw behind her caused him to dow. Stop. Clench hisfigts.
Jani heard the entry door close. Footsteps.

“Stormy.” Lucien removed hisweetherd| and shook it, sending water spraying. “I’'m guessing it’ll last the
night.” He hung the garment on one of the wall hooks near the door, but kept his dingbag with him.
“Good evening, Mr. Brondt.” He nodded to Dieter, while pointedly ignoring V. “ Could | trouble you to
let me use your comroom?’

Dieter’ sbrow arched as hetook in the state of Lucien’slip. He glanced at Jani, on the dert for any hint
of an objection. “...Of course, Captain,” he said eventudly. “Follow me, please.” He cast alas,
questioning look in her direction, then headed for thelift, Lucien at his hedls.

John waited until the lift doors closed. “Where were you?’ Heignored Va’ s muttered caution. “We were
ready to send out Security.”

Jani remained till and silent as John drew closer, watching his expression grow more and more grim as



he took in her rough clothes, the wet sand that coated her boots. “Why?’

“What do you mean, why?’ Va pressed ahand to hisforehead. “We were worried sick. We didn't
know if you—"

“That’ s not the question she’ sasking, Va.” John stood hands on hips, and studied the floor. “Not here.”
He turned and headed across the courtyard toward the enclave offices.

Jani followed, brushing past VVd, ignoring hiswhispered “ Please, Jan—" Shefelt focused, dive, asthough
she could run for kilometers, go for days without deep or food. Idomeni rage, a pure distillation of
emotion, aforce that had built cities and transformed governments and destroyed them just as surely.

Shewaited in the doorway of an unoccupied office while John checked for squatters, not entering until he
gavethedl-clear. Waited longer to speak, because so much of what she had to say had dready been
sad, in aclinic basement twenty years before. Some essentials never change. Only the circumstances
surrounding them.

She walked to adesk on the far side of the room and leaned againgt it. “When did you know?’

John turned to her. He hadn’t looked her in the eye since Lucien' s appearance, and he avoided doing so
now. “Y ou don't understand—"

“Answer the goddamned question.”

John walked over to achair set against the wall opposite Jani and sat. “ The sudden appearance of the
massin hisauditory cand. We scanned the area within minutes of his collgpse and we saw nothing. We
wouldn't have missed it—it was the sort of thing we were looking for.” His gaze shifted to some middle
distance, memories of the morning playing across hisface, mirrored in his clouded sare. “Weinitidly felt
it was aneuroma, but those grow very dowly, and thisthing grew while Ariswatched.”

Jani revisited her own memories, carved in her heart and soul with the force of aknife through flesh.
John’sangry question. Aris sfrantic reply. Why the hell didn’t you spot it before? Because it wasn't
there before. Shetried to erase the images, the voices, even as she knew that any respite would prove
only temporary. “What wasit?’

“Prdiminary indications are that it was aweaponized prionic. It entered Tsechathrough his|eft
tympanum. After it warmed to body temperature, it began to grow.” John fell back on hislecture voice, a
measured narration devoid of emation. “It rapidly extruded into hisbrain cavity and continued to increase
inszeuntil it pressed againgt hisbrain slem. Thisled to seizure, followed by unconsciousness, respiratory
collapse, and death.”

Death. Jani saw the dill figure in the bed. Na Viacircling, shutting down the life support systems one by
one. “Did hefed any pan?

“He—" John hesitated, then shook his head. “ Once growth began, it was over within seconds. | don't
believe hedid, no.”

“But you don’t know?’
“It' sunknowable.”

Jani brushed away atear. There were times when she wished John would lie, but those were the times
when he never did. “Who dse knows the truth?’



“Va. Yevgeny.”
“Markos?’ Jani’ sthroat tightened. “ Ulanova?’
John nodded, after atime. “Yes.”

“Nidl?’ Jani waited as John didn’t respond at first, then shook his head. Because you knew he' d tell me.
“Via? Shewaited again, as John stilled and remained silent and dowly averted hisgaze. “ She'sgoing to
figure out that she didn’t miss anything, that if it had been aneuroma, she would have seen it long before
Tsechabecameill.” Sherecdled the femae, normaly as aggressive as ndMeva, following John from
display to display. Stricken. Confused. “You lied to her. Y ou let her think she screwed up, that she killed
him.” Then another figure replaced the physician-priest’sin her mind’ seye. “What about Fey6?’

“What do you think her reaction will beif shelearnsthat Tsechawas nated? That one of his

bel oved humanish brought him down? Do you think she'll listen to anything that any of us haveto say?’
John looked Jani in the eye now, leaned forward with hands on knees as he let fly thefacts. “ She'll ook
at us and see humanish and the diad ogue will stop there.” He sat back, the lecture winding down. “The
truth will come out. When we're ready. When we' ve prepared.”

“When will that be?” Jani felt the subtle shift in the air around her. “ Tomorrow? Next month? Five years?
Ten?” She could have been in any of ascore of officesin the old Rauta Shéraa consulate, arguing the
same points, fighting the same old battles, and losing every one. “Or maybe you and your new friend

Y evgeny went behind everyone' s back and worked your own dedl. Y ou cover up the nation, and
he guarantees you keep your share of Neoclona.”

John’ sface darkened. “Y ou believe me capable of that level of decelt?’

“Inyour deep. You'll have dl your reasonslined up, and they’ll al be very sound. To preserve the Outer
Circle aliance with the Haérin. To preserve Neoclona, and the stability it provides. To help ensure that

Y evgeny winsthe election.” Jani sood and paced, anger driving her to move. “And on the other hand,
we have what? Y ou lied to Feyo, who is the foundation of the aliance. If she ever discoversthat you
mided her, you'll lose her. Maybe you' re assuming that you' [l be well enough established by that point
that you won't need her. That's one hell of an assumption, but you' rein arisk-taking mood.” Her step
dowed. “Then you lied to me. But, you’ ve done that before.”

John stood and started toward her. “ Jani—"

“I could have struck you. When | redized that you knew Tsecha had been murdered and you didn’t tell
me.” Jani saw thelook in John’'s eye as he drew closer, as he gauged her expresson. Read the tension as
he stopped in histracks, as reluctant to approach her as she was to have him within arm’ sreach. “Who
didit? Do you know? Is anyone looking for them?’

“Y ou know better than that. Exterior isturning over every rock—"
“Including the ones they put in place themselves?’

John begged the ceiling for respite. “We know of severa separatist organizationswhose god isto drivea
wedge between Chicago and Rauta Sherda. Y evgeny is maneuvering Anaisinto pushing al theright
buttons.” Hiseyes chilled. Frost on dlver. “Wearen't letting it dide, if that’ swhat you' re thinking.”

Y ou keep saying “we,” John. It' slike you' re dready back in the game. Jani felt her fingers curl, the sense
memory of ahand squeezing hers. “He knew. That he was't right. That he' d been injured, infected. And
in hislast few lucid moments, he begged you to take care of him.” Shelaughed. “Y ou’ re taking care of



him, dl right.”
“It needsto be done quietly. Carefully, so that—"

“So that Y evgeny can dig for any connectionsto Li Cao, and use them to drive her from office. So that
everything can be positioned to derive the greatest political benefit possible.”

“I know it' s not your way of doing things.” John put his handsin his pockets, shuffled hisfeet. The frost
melting, alittle. *Y evgeny told me about the meeting this morning. He told me how concerned you were
about Thalassa, about what would happen to everyone here if relations between Chicago and Rauta
Shéraafdl gpart. If we're careful, you won't have to worry about that. Y ou can just—"

“Go back to being your pet lab experiment?” Jani touched her hand, outlining where Tsecha sfingers had
locked with hers. “Don’t worry about anything—John took care of it. He also won back dl his marbles
in the process—wasn't that bright of him?” Shelet her handsfall. “ Except that you lied to Feyd. That
wasn't o bright.”

“Any step you take to inform her will destroy everything we ve put in place so far.” John maneuvered
until he stood in front of her. “I1t'sacracked egg, Jan. A touch could smashit. Think past Fey6to
Morden niRau Cédl. How do you think he' d play Tsecha s assassination? He' d sever diplomatic
relaions with Chicago and cal al Hagrin back into the worldskein. Given the circumstances, Fey6 would
obey. Then Céd would have what he needsto hold off his enemies and hang onto power, an externa
enemy at which he can point hiswarriors.” Hiseyesdulled. “ Do you remember the Vynsharau warriors?
| do. Never ashooter when ablade will do the job. Most of what | know about idomeni anatomy and
physiology | learned from helping clean up after them.”

Jani turned her back and took aslow walk around the room. She had to be careful now, because John
had aknack for sounding sensible, for deflecting her every argument and turning her emotion againgt her.
Thetrick wasto avoid looking at his eyes, hishands, his smile. To concentrate on another time, twenty
years before, when he' d talked sense and told her not to worry. “1f Fey6 considered humanish a
monolithic entity with asingle fixed mind-set, she would never have become afollower of Tsecha. She
never would have worked to establish her enclave here. She's capable of discerning shades of grey.” She
heard her voice, so quiet. So sensible. “Every hour you delay informing her adds months, years, to the
timeit will take to win back her trust, assuming it's even possble to do s0.” She checked thewall clock,
and the investigator she’ d once been sent up ahowl. “ She has networks of informantsin place a Elyas
Station. Throughout the Outer Circle. They could provide us information about suspects. Names.”

John sighed. “Jan, | redly don't think—"

“No, of courseyou don't. Y ou assume, becauseit’ seaser and it’' sfaster and it gets you what you want.”
She looked at the wall clock again. So many hourslost. So many chances. “We ve had this argument
moretimesthan | can remember. And every time, I’ ve knuckled under. Not awaysimmediately, but
eventualy. Not because | came to agree with you, but because | loved you and because in the end that
aways outweighed everything ese.” Shelooked at John only long enough to see thefirst glimmer of
redization cross hisface. “Not thistime.”

“Jani?’ John stared, brow furrowed, as though she’ d said something in alanguage he didn’t understand.
“What are you saying? What—"

Before he could finish, shewaked out the door. Thought she heard hiswords follow her asthe panel did
closed—

| loveyou.



—and kept walking. Grabbed an empty dish cart that one of the kitchen crew had |eft in the corridor and
dragged it over to thelift. Boarded, pulling the cart after her, turning in time to spot John stride acrossthe
courtyard into the nearest demiroom, where Va waited.

Thelift door opened on the fourth floor. She disembarked, cart in tow. Keyed into her suite. Hersand
John’ssuite.

John' s suite.

She dragged the cart through the sitting room into the bedroom, through the bedroom into the closet, and
garted pulling clothes off hangers. Trousersuits, coveralls. Left the gowns behind because she wore them
for John. Grabbed boots and trainers from the shoe rack and tossed them atop the clothes. Rummaged
along atop shdf until shefound her old Service duffel, and added that to the mix, then turned and ran
headlong into aflustered Dieter.

“Jani, is something wr—" He looked down at the cart, then at the empty hangers, then at her, eyes
widening. “I’'m sorry.”

“Isthere aspare bedroom?’ Jani exited the closet. “Preferably on another floor?’
“There are afew guest rooms on the second.” Dieter hurried after her. “ But they' re very small.”

“I'm nothing if not adaptable.” Jani pushed the cart in front of her armoire and dumped in armfuls of
T-shirts, underwear, and socks. “Y ou know?’

“Yes” Dieter'seyesglistened. “Firgt | sasv—" He looked down at the mess of clothing. “I overheard
Doctor Shroud and Minister Scriabin. Then | overheard some of the discussion in thelibrary.”

“That'smy Dieter. Eavesdropper extraordinaire.” Jani uncovered an old Neoclona pullover in apile of
shirtsand tossed it aside. “Would your old connections at Elyas Station be amenable to providing
passenger manifests and information on persons of interest?” Shewaited. “1 don’t like the sound of that
glence”

“They’ ve been ordered not to talk to me.” Dieter freed a coverdl deeve that had gotten twisted in one of
the cart’ swheds. “ All that Fred in Docks Management would tell me was that the word came from the
main office. Hewouldn't tell mewhich minisiry.”

Jani nodded. And s0 it begins. The stonewalling, leavened with outright lies. “I need to talk to Feyd.”

“Actualy, she'son her way.” Dieter picked up abandbrathat had missed the cart and landed on the
floor. “NaMevaisbringing her.” He set it atop the pile, hisface reddening. “ They apparently have
something to ask you.”

Knowing Meva, it' smore telling than asking. Jani headed for her desk. “ Great.” She freed her scanpack,
aparts bag. “ Scriabin needsto be here aswell.”

Dieter caught a stack of T-shirtsjust before they tumbled to thefloor. “1 will contact his offices, but—"
Jani added afavorite stylusto the pile. “What?’

“I have spoken with Doctor Shroud. Many things have aready been decided.” Dieter took adeep
breath. “Minister Scriabin may not come.”

“Tel him I’'m meeting with naFeyd.” Jani pulled out adrawer and emptied the assorted tools atop the



clothes. “He Il come.”

Dieter grabbed the back of the cart and helped her steer it toward the door. “1 1eft Captain Pascal inthe
comroom. Betty iswatching him to make sure he doesn’t get into anything he shouldn’t.” He cleared his
throat. “What happened to hislip?’

“I belted him.”
“Hesad hefdl.”
“Captain Diplomacy.” Jani stopped in front the door and keyed it open—

—ijust as John did the same from the other side. Hisface lightened until he spotted the laden cart. Then
the brightness died. “What are you doing?’

Jani dragged the cart past him into the corridor. There, she found her way blocked by Va, who tried to
take hold of her arm. “ Get out of my way,” she said as she shook him off.

“Jan, please let us—"
“Get out of my way, you self-serving son of abitch.”
Va'sfaceflushed. “Y ou don’t—understand.”

“I understand dll 1 haveto.” She veered close as she pushed past him, forcing him against thewall. “Y ou,
me, and John in the basement of the Rauta Sheraaclinic. And the goa for the day is keep Jani in the dark
and pile on that manure. Mushroom, mushroom. The more things change.” Shewaited for Dieter to catch
her up, and together they pushed the cart down the corridor toward the lift.

Dieter helped Jani organize her suits and coverdlsin her new room’s narrow closet, but fled when they
reached what he referred to as her “small clothes.”

“Coward.” Sherolled and folded as best she could, but found that for the first timein her memory, she
had more clothes than places in which to store them. She concentrated on sorting out anything faded or
frayed, letting her hands work while her mind raced. Na Feyd, forgive us—I need your help to caich a
killer.

“Well, thisiscozy.”
Jani turned to find Lucien standing in the doorway. “1 obvioudy need to get that lock recoded.”

“It' still set to the factory default. Which means no one has used thisroom yet.” Lucien looked around
the smdl, sparsely furnished bed-st and sniffed his disgpprovd. “ Can’'t imaginewhy.” He wandered by
the bed and gave the mattress an exploratory prod. “Y ou' d find out moreif you stayed with him. Have
you thought of that?’

“He sapast master at keeping things from me.” Jani closed the door of her tiny clothes cupboard before
Lucien could make any comments about her underwesr.

“Y et you dways manageto find those things out.” He dragged aframe chair away from thewal and s,
dropping his dingbag to the floor beside him. “He loves you. He thinks he' s doing what' s best for you,
but he' sinsecure enough to want to explain hisreasonsto you in great detail. That givesyou leverage.”
He stretched hislegs until the soles of his boots grazed the cuff of her trousers. “If you played it right, you



could have him financing your investigation by tomorrow morning.” He glanced a histimepiece. “Make
that thismorning.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair and yawned.

Jani walked to the room’ s dit-like window and listened to the patter of therain. “I’ll play him, you play
vd, andwe'll takeit asfar asit goes?”’

Lucienrolled hiseyes. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Val’ s not talking to me.”

“When did you ever let mora revulsion and sdf-disgust stop you?’ Jani tried to gauge her view, but
could discern only afew dim lights through the dark and the rain. “Did you find out anything a Base
Communications besdes how quickly Tsechadied?’

“Y ou mean like names of poassible agents of change? Sorry, no.” Lucien folded hisarms and hunched. He
had circles under his eyes and yawned with increasing frequency.

“Who did you contact downstairs? Mako?’

“I needed to send him an update.” Lucien rubbed ahand across his cheek, which was starred with blond
stubble. “ The first messages should hit Chicago in the next day or two, after which the shit will hit thefan
and proceed in our direction at speed.” Before he could say more, the door buzzer interrupted.

“Jani.” Dieter did the door open halfway and poked his head through the gap. “NaFey6 and nAMeva
have been delayed.” Hisface colored when he spotted Lucien. “| suspect an attempted intervention.”

“I wonder if John bothered to contact Y evgeny first, or went over his head and blocked Fey6 himsdlf?”
Jani picked up asock that had gone astray and stuffed it into adrawer. “ They’ re going to have fun roping
himin. That gang isall generals and no Spacers”

“I'll et you know as soon as anything changes.” Dieter shot alast hard look at Lucien, then let the panel
dide closed.

Lucien stood. “Come sunrise, I'll be AWOL. | need to get back.” He stretched, twisting at the waist,
then gilling like an artist’ smode in mid-pose, dlowing aview of flat somach and line of shoulder that
even hisbulky clothing couldn’t obscure. “What are you going to do?’

Jani waited until he finished his display and turned to face her. “I don’t know. | could go into Karistos
mysdlf and poke around, but | have afeding | won't be dlowed to leave the enclave.” She yawned, felt
fatigue press down, draining whatever shock and grief had left behind. “Feyd ismy best bet. | need to
wait and see whether she can get past John.”

“Waliting was never ataent, as| recall.” Lucien took one step closer, then another. He' d applied
something to hislip that reduced the swelling but not the redness, making it look wine-stained and wet.
“Many werethetimes | wanted to grab arope and tie you to the bedpost.”

“That' s garden variety, as your kinks go.” Jani stood her ground as he closed in. “1’m surprised you
never tried.” Shefelt the hard edge of hiship as he pressed againgt her, the warmth of his skin through his
clothes and the growing firmness between hislegs.

“| wanted to. So many times, | wanted—" Lucien pressed close as flesh would alow, eyes closed, lipsa
breath away. Then he stilled, eyes snapping open. “Are you playing me now?’ He backed away. “I
can't—" Heraised apleading hand. “When Pierceisn’t locking me out of meetings, he’ swatching me
likeahawk. | don't have the latitude here that | did at Sheridan.”

“You'll think of something.” Jani ignored his grumbling reply. “Who manufactures wegponized prionics?’



“Government labs. Sarvicelabs. A few commercid.”
“Could Neoclonapull it off?’

Lucien’ sbrow arched. “Y ou are angry with John, aren’t you?’ He hoisted his dingbag to his shoulder.
“Canl deepfirgd?

“If youmust.” Jani stepped out of hisway as he headed for the door. “Think you can free up information
on any persons of interest who' ve passed through Elyas Station today? Dieter’ s been declared hybrid
non grata. His old connectionswon'’t connect.”

“You don't ask for much, do you?’ Lucien paced like atrapped beast. “No one knows me here—I'm
gl feding my way. | can’t promise anything.” He stopped and leaned close, but thistime kissing wasthe
furthest thing from hismind. “ Areyou ligening? I’ [l do—"

“Just do what you can.” She leaned againgt thewall, just beyond reach.

“Whatever | can. Y eah. Move the fucking world while I’'m at it, and after | do that—" Lucien struck the
doorpad hard enough to make it squeal, and blew out of the room.

Jani remained againgt thewall, listening to the receding clip of Lucien’ sboots. Then she crossed to the
bed, prodding the mattress as he had before stting on the edge. Her eyes burned astears sprang
unbidden.

“I don’'t want to deep. | don’'t want to deep.” She lay across the bare pad. Begged Tsechato forgive her
for every question incorrectly answered, every task |eft uncompleted, each lesson gone unlearned.
Prayed to Ganesh for mercy. Closed her eyes.

Heat. The sharp spice of vrel blossom.

Vrd can't grow here—it’ s desert. She wore drop-deads again. Stood atop a hill some distance from the
tents. Made ready to walk down when she saw the curtain of sand closein and felt the lash of thewind.

Before she could take another step, the storm struck. Sand sprayed over her, coating her hands, her
face. Filling her mouth, her nose. Sheféell to the ground and spread hersdlf flat, buried her facein rubble,
felt the knife edges of rocks cut through her clothesinto her skin. The warmth of her blood asit flowed.

Thewind buffeted, hard enough to rock her as the sand swept over her like ablanket—

Jani?

—blowing—

Jani? Wake up.

—burying—

“Jeni!”

She struck out, connecting with soft hands that enveloped her fist, absorbing the blow. Opened her eyes.

“Jani? Areyou dl right?’ Dieter’ smoon face filled her view, brow knit, eyes dark with concern. “Na
Fey6 and nAMeva have arrived.”



CHAPTER 16

Jani changed clothes. Used what makeup she had to erase the effects of the day from her face. Then she
followed Dieter out to the courtyard, and felt the pounding in her head Start as soon as she heard the
voice bounce off the stone and glass.

“—and | will speak with her.” Mevaloomed over Scriabin like a specter in ahorror *Vee, waving John
slent every time hetried to get aword in edgewise. “ She was his chosen religious suborn, most against
the wishes of many, but such was as he was. And now she has duties to perform, and she must seeto
them or his soul will bein peril.” She paused to draw breath and spotted Jani. “Ah, thereyou are.” She
swept toward her, the hem of her overrobe flapping around her knees. “ Damned business. They sought
to stop us at the border, your damned security, but | drove past. Let them shoot a us—hah! Let them
worry over their soulsif they do so.”

Jani looked past Mevato the nearby demiroom, where Feyd sat on acouch while Dathim stood sentinel
over her. From the corner of her eye she could see John raise ahand in an effort to draw her attention,
and ignored him. “NaMeva, | need to explain something to nd Feyd.”

“Thenexplanit.”
“It’ sdifficult.”

“Ah. Something she will not wish to hear.” Mevalooked back a her dominant, voice ripe with sadistic
gloa.

Jani stepped closer, lowering her voice as Scriabin tried to stare her silent. “Ni Tsechawas
assassnated.”

Mevaturned and looked her in the face. Her amber eyes were adarker version of Tsecha's, and bright
as shattered glass. “No. This shewill not wish to hear now, or at any time.” She pondered for amoment,
then headed for the demiroom, beckoning Jani to follow.

“Jani.” Scriabin bowed as she approached, hisministerid air at odds with his stance, feet wide apart,
shouldersrounded like abrawler’s. “Please reconsider your decison—"

“Saveit, Zhenya” John glared a her, looking away just astheir eyes met. “ She' snot buying.”

Jani walked past Scriabin and lowered into the empty chair across from Feyd. “May you take what glory
you can from thisgodless day,” she said in her most forma Siah Haérin. Shelooked to the skylight
above. The night’ s storm had passed, leaving behind scattered cloud shimmering in cora and indigo,
reflections of therising sun. Hisfirst missed sunrise.

“Did we set the ground rules regarding language?’ John hovered behind her seet. “1 don't believeit’ sfair
to use one that half the room can’t understand.”

“Ded withit.” Jani sat up straight, so the top of her head was higher than Feyd's, asidomeni protocols
demanded and Tha assan habit seldom allowed. “NaFeyd.” Shetook adeep breath, felt Meva s stare
likeagtick prodding her forward. “ John Shroud determined that ni Tsechadid not die asthe result of a
tumor. He was—"

Scriabin moved in behind Feyd and glared, fists clenched.
“—assassinated.” Jani stared back, until he closed his eyes and dropped his hands.



Feyd raised ahand and curved it in question. “Killed?’

“ Secret killing, naFey6. From adistance, by one unknown.” Dathim’ s voice emerged surprisingly soft.
“The humanish scroll | gave you to read, many days ago. Minigterid Histories. Thelast Scriabin Prime
Minister was assassinated, aswas an Exterior minister over fifty humanish yearsago.”

“Secret killing.” Fey6 repeated the words in English as she turned to look up at Scrigbin. “Isthistrue,
Minister?’

“Yes, naFeyd.” Scriabin shot Jani alook that should have killed her where she sat. “1 am saddened to
admit—"

“A humanish killed him?’ Fey&’ shand fell to her lap. “ He esteemed humanish most completely.”

“Unfortunately, not al humanish felt the same about him.” Scriabin moved to the end of the couch so
Feyo could see him more eadily. “ They misunderstood his desire for closer relations with humanish.

They—

“| understand the beliefs of your separatists, Minister.” Feyd' s voice emerged stronger and lower
pitched, the first hints of anger reveded. “1 spoke with na Viafor much of the past day. She showed me
na Tsecha smedica scralls, the results of dl his scansand examinations.” The female looked up at John,
her grey Siah eyes chill asold ice. “ There was no tumor, Doctor Shroud. Not acell of one existed. Na
Viaismost thorough. Such amistake she would not have made, and it most pains me that you would lie
of such.”

Jani waited for John to speak, but he only looked down &t the floor, hisface darkening in humiliation.
“They feared your reaction if you learned the truth.”

“Yet | learned the truth anyway, but only because | hunted for such.”

“NaFeyo.” Jani fought the urge to lean forward, knew that any humanish posture or gesture now would
give offense. “We must find who did this. | debase myself in the service of those who lied, and beg your
assgance.”

“We have been searching since yesterday, when wefirst learned...” Scriabin’svoicetrailed.

That'sright, idiot. Let Feyd know exactly how long you kept her in the dark. Jani dashed the air with the
edge of her hand, the idomeni gesture of denid. “Not even Exterior has the reach in the Outer Circle that
the Hadrin do. We need their help.”

“| do not wish to help you.” Feyd's shoulders and back curved until her chin grazed her thigh and she
had to contort hersdlf to look in Jani’ sdirection. “ My security subornswill act for themselves, and search
ontheir own.”

“NaFeyo.” Jani felt her own shoulders start to buckle, and forced them back. “He was my teacher—"
“You areof them.”

“Hewas my teacher, and my friend. | esteemed and feared him. He charged me with much, and if you
prevent me from acting as he deemed meto act, you will be as damned asthe onewho killed him.”

Feyo straightened alittle. Her belief in Tsechaand histeachings had lost her a position at Rauta Sheraa
Academy and resulted in her being made Haarin. As much as she hated humanish at the moment, she il
fet thepull of her late religious dominant’ s authority.



“And you wish what, Jani Kilian?" Her voice emerged atone lighter.

“Tofindwho killed him.” Jani held out both hands to Fey6, pamsfacing up, agesture of supplication.
“And show them the meaning of that which they did.”

Fey6 uncurved her back and shoulders until she sat upright. “My security knows much of the separatists.
Where they find funding, and the devices they use to destroy our docks.”

“Y our security cannot go into the humanish placesto find them, Feyd.” Mevalowered beside her
dominant. As she did, one deeve of her overrobe rode up, reveding aweb of ragged scarring, souvenirs
of multiple chalenges. “Y ou need humanish to do such. And such will they do, out of guilt for killing
Tsecha, and for holding back from you.”

“Suchistrue.” Dathim gazed toward the courtyard, where preparations for early morning sacrament
were wd| dong. “Humanish often ponder that which they do. They worry it, like apack animad the
mouthbar, even though that which is done is done and to ponder it does no good.” He glanced down at
Jani, then back toward the courtyard. “Will you stay here, na FeyG? They prepare sacrament.”

“We could go to thelibrary.” Jani teetered on the brink, sensed the possibility of winning and wondered
how much harder she dare push. “It was ni Tsecha s favored room, because of the view of the cliffs, and
thebay.” She glanced at Mevato find her staring back, nodding dightly as though encouraging her to
continue. Desperation makes for the strangest dlies. “It would be agood place for your investigatorsto
work with Minister Scriabin’s. It isclean and—"

“I met with ni Tsechain the library, many times.” Fey6 grew quiet once more, repose reveding the fatigue
that grooved the skin under her eyes and aongside her mouth, the dullness that had replaced the
dynamism, which not even rage could completely restore.

Theidomeni in grief. Jani looked again a Meva, who stood and gestured to Dathim. “Y ou will return to
the enclave with n& Feyd, then bring ni Galas back here with you.” She stepped aside so Dathim could
help Fey6 rise and lead her out of the Main House before the food odors could drift over from the
courtyard. “I will stay to ensurethat al is prepared properly.”

Great. Jani swalowed agroan as Dieter appeared with two comtechsin tow.

“If you wish to come with us, nAMeva, you can aid usin the preparations.” He nodded in
acknowledgment of Jani’seyerall of gratitude, and hustled the femal e away before she could argue.

John lowered to the arm of the couch and started massaging the back of hisneck. “Well,” he said after
Meva had moved out of earshot, “that went better than any of us had aright to expect.”

“Get thisthrough your damned head.” Jani stood and planted hersdf in front of him. *Y ou may have
hitched your wagon to Scriabin’ srising star, but asfar asthe Elyan Haérin are concerned, you are part of
Thalassa. Asyou go, S0 it goes, and you dmost dragged it right into the toilet!”

John' s gaze flicked over her face before settling on some point north of her left ear. “1 am more sorry
than | can say that | caused na Viato question her judgment, but don’t go and—"

“No. Hybrid or not, you act as humanish, you fal into the humanish camp, and given Feyd' s sengitivity
right now, that’ s not where you want to be.”

“Thanks.” Scriabin thrugt athick finger at her. “We are busting our asses—"

“To clean up after something one of yoursdid. To theidomeni, the act of oneisthe act of dl, and



everyone pays. You don't believe me, ask aLaum, assuming you can find one. Any |eft alive after the
Night of the Blade decamped to the far edges of the worldskein, and those colonies are alittle hard to
get to—" Jani stopped when the entry door swept open and two al too familiar figures strodein.

“Mornin’.” Nidl dragged off his garrison cap and tucked it into his belt. He wore desertweights, asdid
Lucien, who followed close behind, dingbag in hand. They both looked dusty and tired, but to that Nidl
added an dmost papable anger that reveded itsdlf in his coiled-spring walk and the bite in hisvoice.

Scriabin read the signsaswell. He held up both handsin agesture of surrender. “Nial, 1—"

“Saveit, Your Excdlency.” Nidl set himsdf in front of the man, hands on hips. “I’ ve had an educationa
morning. | hate educational mornings. Being awakened at oh-hell-thirty by a concerned party bent on
educating mejust fucks up my entireday.” He lowered hisvoice asafew Thaassansin the courtyard
paused to observe, but what he lost in volume he made up for in snarl. “ So Tsechawas assassinated. Did
it occur to anyonethat it might have been agood ideato inform the individud responsible for hauling their
asses off arooftop when—not if, but when—the news gets out and the Hadrin decide to retaiate?’

Scriabin’ sface reddened. “We adways have contingency plansin place, Ni—’

“Not here, you don’t. Thisis Elyas, where if you don’t dot thei’sand crossthet’ sjust right, you get shit.
Elyas, where they’ ve decided they don’t want to play with Chicago anymore, and where the same Haarin
that you are about to piss off royally control eighty-three point four percent of the dock traffic. It' staken
me over six monthsto work out the systems around here, and you think you' re going to snap your Family
fingers and make shuttles fly while dl hdll is bresking loose? Well, dlow meto be the oneto inform you
that if the Haarin do go ballistic, the first onesthe locas are going to go after are Family with abig F, and
that F stands for ‘fucked,” so go right ahead and tell me how much you don’t need any help getting
off-world in case of apalitical meltdown.” He backed off a stride and stood, eyes fixed on nothing,
struggling for control and only winning by ahair. “Does Roshi know?’ He turned and looked from
Scriabin to John and back again, and offered the barest of nods. “WEe re going to straighten out
something right now. Everything that gets sent to Sheridan comesto mefirst. Everything you tell Roshi,
you tell mefird. Isthat clear?”’

Scriabin took a deep, shaky breath before answering. “ Perfectly, Colond.”
“Good.” Nial brushed past the man and pulled up in front of Jani. “And how was your morning?’

Jani looked past him toward Lucien, who had finished watching the show and now sat in one of the
demirooms and hunted for something in hisdingbag. “Lucienfilled you in?’

“Yeah. Y ou can imagine my joy when | opened the door to find him standing there.” Niall took her
elbow and steered her toward the courtyard, from whence the aromas of a board-busting Thalassan
breskfast emanated. “He figuresthey didn't tell me because they knew I'd tell you.”

“That'swhat | thought.” Jani headed for the beverage table, grabbing amug from the stack and filling it
from the brewer. “He took me to the place he thinks—"

“Yeah, | know. Wejust came from there.” Nial filled two mugsto the brim with coffee and set themon a
tray. Then he moved down the line and filled a plate with eggs, bacon, and atea party’ s worth of toast
and pastry. “We scanned the place fore and &ft, incorporated the analyses he ran yesterday. The fact that
the place was protein-wiped is about the only red flag we have, but depending on the wegpon the killer
used, it could’ ve served as the nest. One hasto take into account his experience in these matters, |
suppose.” Heled Jani to an empty table well away from the other diners. “ Jesus Christ.” He set down the
tray hard, sending coffee splashing. “If I'd known it was nation yesterday, | could have kicked



Station Liaison into overdrive. We could have shut down the private fields and seized passenger
manifestsfor the lagt fortnight and sifted out the probables by now.” He sank into hischair. “Now I'm
stuck playing catch-up, and | redly hate that.” He shoved adlice of bacon in his mouth and chewed with
intent.

“Y ou can pick Exterior Security’sbrain.” Jani crumbled crisp bread into her vegetable soup. “ Scriabin
sad they’ ve been working since yesterday.”

“Exterior Security couldn’t find their dicks with both hands.” Nial shoveled eggs and bacon between two
dices of toast, then spooned chutney over the mess. “1 saw Dathim and Feyo leaving aswe pulled in.”
Hetook abite of his sandwich, eyeing Jani as he chewed.

Jani tasted her soup, which was bland but filling. She never noticed taste at timeslike these, aleftover of
days spent cadging meals a low-end kiosks, when food was something to quiet the rumblein her gut and
keep her going. “I told her. Up until now, she thought it was atumor.”

“Youjust told her now?’ Nidl covered his mouth with his ngpkin just in time. “How did that shake out?’

“Things are touchy. She doesn’t want to help humanish. Meva he ped persuade her, which surprised
me.” Jani flinched when shefelt afinger stroke her upper back, and looked around to find Lucien
standing behind her, tray in hand.

Nidl nodded toward an empty chair. “Have a seat, Captain. Eat up. We ve got aday ahead of us.”

“Thank you, gr.” Lucien remained standing for afew beatslonger, which was enough timeto give the
hybrids at the surrounding tables achance to admire himin dl his disheveled glory. “Equipment’s
arriving,” he said as hefinaly took his seat. “ Communications arrays. Data scanners. Migter Brondt is
directing it be taken to the library.”

“It’ sthe designated command center.” Jani felt the pressure of Lucien’ s boot against hers, and responded
by pulling away her foot and tucking it behind theleg of her chair. “Neutrd territory.”

“For now.” Niall looked over at the other tables. “What will happen when they find out? Or worse, when
an enclavefull of Dathimsfinds out.”

“Dathim knows.” Jani finished her soup and pushed the empty bowl aside to make room for her coffee.
“He s proven remarkably steady through al this.” She grabbed a piece of pastry from thetop of Nidl’s
pileand dunked it.

“I would think he would,” said Lucien, who nursed a crush on the ma e that had apparently withstood
time, distance, and logic.

“Dathimisdifferent.” Nial crumpled his napkin and tossed it atop his plate. “What about when the other
tilemasters and stevedores and facilities suborns find out? The ones who think with their hands and not
their heads?’ He glanced at histimepiece. “I need to check in with the base” He shot alook at Lucien
that dmogt qudified ascivil. “ Ten minutes, Captain.”

“Yes, gr.” Lucien waited until Nidl exited the courtyard. “I had to tell him. I’ m the new transfer from
Sheridan, which means| have zero pull and no connections.”

“Y ou don't haveto gpologize.” Jani wiped crumbs from her fingers, then cradled her cup, savoring the
hest. “He needed to know.”

“Speaking of needing to know.” Lucien tilted his head in the direction of the other Thalassans. “When are



you going to tell them? They need to hear it from you before they pick up any rumors.”
Jani glanced at aneighboring table in time to catch the occupants avert their eyes. “I’ll tell them.”
“When?’

Jani took asip of coffee and pretended not to hear.

CHAPTER 17

By late morning assorted underlings, uniformed and civilian, hybrid, humanish, and Haérin, populated the
far Sdeof thelibrary, hard a work in hastily assembled office areas and communications centers, and
separated from their superiors by an array of portable soundshields

Jani hunched in her corner chair and took roll. The triumvirate of John, Va, and Scriabin, sitting atop a
scrollcase like the three monkeys. Hear no truth, see no truth, spesk no truth. The unlikely pairing of Nidl
and Lucien, precipitated by Nial’s need to stay informed and Lucien’ s desperate bid to breach the inner
circle.

And then there’ sMeva. Jani watched the femde ride herd on the other side of the barrier, the gist of her
words obvious from the unhappy postures of the group of Hadrin comtechs who were the focus of her
displeasure. Beside her stood Dathim, as silent and watchful as he had been with Feyo.

I’ m not used to quiet Dathim. Jani watched the mae stare solidly into space. Like alion watching
flowersgrow.

At last Mevafinished with the beleaguered technicians and passed through the barrier. “All is as prepared
asit may be.” She dragged her chair next to adisplay case that contained some of Tsecha swritings,
then motioned to Dathim to set his seat next to hers.

Nidl waited until the pair had settled in before speaking. “ The shuttleports, both public and private, may
aready be alogt cause, unfortunatdly, given thetimelag.” His voice emerged subdued. He sat by the
library window, the bright sun accentuating the shadows under hiseyes. “I doubt we'll have any more
luck at Elyas Station for the same reason, but we have set a safety emergency in motion just in case.
Lockdown of al dockswhilethey check passengers and scan dl luggage and cargo. We ve dso seized
al passenger manifests generated since the time of Tsecha' s death.” Bone and tissue crackled audibly as
he worked his neck. “ And we' ve contacted the other stationsin this part of the Gateway network so they
caninititetherr own investigations.”

Scriabin looked to John. “ Does the weapon give any clue asto where it originated?’

“The vector was an engineered variant of Sussex A, aprionic that infects facility and communications
biosystems on long haul vessals.” John nodded toward Val, who took the baton.

“It'snot acommon infection, but it isn't rare, either. 1t pops up sporadically, usudly in older systems that
have been stressed over aperiod of years. In the case of boards, it’s transmitted when poorly filtered
system waste products are recycled and mixed with nutrient broth, which isthen used to feed the
system.” Va did off the case and walked about, hands in pockets. Only the fact that he kept his back to
Lucien offered the barest hint that all was not asfraternd asit seemed. “ A reverse-phasefiltration step
was added to al ship systemsafew years ago in order to extract it from the stream. If someone wanted
it, dl they’ d haveto doisinfiltrate aship during alayover and get hold of aused filter.”

“Sussex A usudly takes monthsto incubate, spread, and destroy an array.” John sat armsfolded, eyes



fixed on nothing. *Y ou see the occasiond drip under aconsole, and think it'saleaky nutrient cylinder.
Suffer through the occasiona glitchy communication. Catastrophic systemsfailure doesn't occur until the
diseaseiswell progressed.” His voice deadened, made lifeless by too-recent memory. “Whoever
designed this variant ramped the virulence exponentialy, compressed the cycle from months to minutes,
and designed it to specifically target Tsecha sbrain tissue. Cranid insertion viathe | eft auditory cand,
followed by the gpparent formation of a neuroma, as ow-growing benign tumor. Thiswasin fact the
payload, an aliquot of Tsecha s blood infested with the rogue protein. Onceit reached body
temperature...well, you al witnessed the result.” He paused and glanced at Jani, but looked away when
he saw that she watched him. “ Ruthlesdy eegant work. A wesgpon coded to Tsecha, indistinguishable
from his own tissue until it wastoo late. Even if we d redized what it wasimmediately, we could not have
halted the cascade in time.”

“We ve compiled alist of the labs capable of developing thistype of entity.” Scriabin blew out along
breeth. “ Unfortunately, it' s quitelong.”

Jani suppressed ayawn. She longed for coffee. Or better yet, deep without dreams. “Who benefits?
Tsecha s death—who benefits the most?”

Scriabin knocked his hedls againgt the side of the case. “The more radical separatists aways blamed
Tsechafor doing more than any idomeni to initiate and maintain human-idomeni relations.”

Jani shrugged. “Have any of them claimed respongibility?”
Niall shook his head. “The fact of assassination has not yet been made public.”

“So the group that engineered thisKilling of the Century isgoing to Sit back and wait for usto make an
announcement before they pipe up?’ Jani didn’t wait for areply. Instead, she wrote invisible notes on her
thigh, and sorted through the questions that tumbled in her brain. “Boards are farmed from humanish or
idomeni brain tissue. Wouldn't abug that had been dtered for use on Tsecha have come from an idomeni
board?’

Before John or Va could reply, Nial interjected. “1f the Outer Circleisany indication...let’sjust say that
the access to docks and ships undergoing repair isn’'t aswell controlled asit should be. Could ahuman
obtain materia from anidomeni ship? Mogt certainly.”

Jani wrote another note. “ Could ahumanish lab have obtained atissue sample from Tsecha sufficient to
build thiswegpon?’

“It wouldn’t take much, unfortunately.” Vd frowned. “ A few skin cells. A single strand of hair with the
bulb attached.” He sat on the floor against the wall, a position that |et him watch Lucien without Lucien
seeing him. “ And with access to even alousy booster device, they’ d be able to copy and manufacture
sufficient genetic materia within hours.” Before he could say more, one of Feyd' s brown-clad security
suborns crossed over to their side of the barrier.

“Ex-cuse, pl-eease.” Her voice shuddered as she passed through the soundshield, pushing one of the
office chairs ahead of her like an orderly maneuvering a seeted patient. “We must bring ni Galas a proper
chair, naMeva. He cannot concentrate in asoft thing such asthis.” She kicked the chair with her booted
foot, sending it careening the last few meters until it bounced off thewall. “ Thisone.” She grabbed the
soleidomeni-style chair, arigid, twisted thing, out of adarkened corner whereit had languished sinceits
delivery, and pushed it toward the shidld. “1 think heiscrazy, and truly, but heistheoneto stinit so
what do | care?” Shelaunched the chair through the shield with another kick, the sound-canceling field
swallowing thelast of her mutterings as she followed after.



Va winced. “He' sredly going to Sitin that?” Helooked to the other side of the room, where an older
male took charge of the chair and sat on it, pressing against the ridged and bumpy seatback. “I guess he
is”

“The mind-focusing properties of pain.” Scriabin sniffed and stared into the distance, a professor
imparting arcane knowledge. “ Strange for an Haérin to persst in the habit. They usudly leave that to the
bornsects.”

“Ni Galas enjoysto be different.” Mevalooked Scriabin in the face. “ And to show off before his
suborns.” She bared her teeth as the man’ s face flushed.

Thejoys of interacting with the idomeni. Jani glanced at John and VVa, who had suffered smilarly over the
years, and who now eyed their compatriot with acombination of pity and better you than me.

“There will be sometimelag aswelet the investigators do their jobs.” Scriabin watched Meva as though
fearing another embarrassing interruption, relaxing only alittle when none appeared forthcoming. “But in
the meantime, distasteful asit may seem, we need to consider how to handle the falout when word gets
out that ni Tsechawas nated.”

“Ced will enjoy your fadlout.” Mevapulled awafer folio from ashef near her chair and examined the
leather binding. “He hated Tsecha, yes, but he hates humanish more. He would not fight for Tsechawhen
he lived, but hewill claim agreet loss now that heisdead.” Shetraced her finger over the gold leaf
flower that adorned the binding. “Y ou made a great mistake, and truly, when you hid the fact of Tsecha's
killing. Y ou should have announced it as soon as it was known. To hide such isto imply that thereis
reason to hide. Such does not appear as caution to idomeni, but as treachery.”

“We certainly esteem your point of view, naMeva,” Scriabin said, in atone that indicated he believed
anything but.

“You should, Minigter. | know theidomeni point of view most well, as| amidomeni.” Mevareached out
with the binder and tapped Jani on the knee. “Y ou knew better, priest-in-training, but you did not go far

enough.” She sat forward, gripping the binder in both hands like athresat. “ Think as Tsecha. Think ashe

trained you to think, naKiérshia. Toxin. The bringer of pain and change, whom your inshah declared his

suborn for reasons known only to himsdif.”

Jani felt her skintingle asdl eyesfocused on her. “He would not have hidden amurder.”

“Good, priest-in-training. Y ou repeat that which | said back to me. Such iswhat four cycles of Academy
training gaveyou.”

Jani heard Scriabin cough, Niall mutter a curse. Felt the anger grow, even more than it had with John.
“Hewould declareit. He would face anyone who questioned his motives, and challenge them if they
disputed him.”

“Indeed, Tsechawould do such.” Meva cocked her head. “But Tsechaisdead.” Again she bared her
teeth, the idomeni’ s death’s head rictus. “And you are his suborn.”

Jani’ s heart skipped. “1 should...” Shetried to lick her lips, to summon salivain amouth gonedry. “I
should go to Céd and tdll him of murder.” Behind her, she could sense Nidl’ s tillness, his held breath.
“To hisface. | should tell him—to hisface.”

“Yes” Mevawaved thefolio at Jani edge on, like ahatchet. *Y ou wake up eventudly. Thisis most
reassuring, and truly.”



Jani gripped the arms of her chair. She felt as though the room rocked, as though her world shifted
beneath her. “1 should return to Rauta Sheraa and explain Tsecha s death to Council.”

“Andto Temple.” Mevasat up, then shoved thefolio back into itsdot. “Idiot—what else can be done?’
She looked to Dathim, who embraced hisrole asthe mummers  chorus and smply nodded. “Tsechaand
| talked often of his death. We did not talk of murder, no, but smply of death. Of what should be done
after.” Her voice quieted. “It isfitting that he return. He was Chief Propitiator of the Vynsharau, and the
souls of al Chief Propitiators since the first have been released on Shérd” She sat up straighter, in honor
of the one she esteemed. “| fear for hissoul. It began its journey in this damned strange place, and may
not find its Way without guidance.” She glared at Jani, her shoulders rounding. “Y our guidance, priest.
That for which you trained.”

Jani ran ahand aong the arm of her chair, imagined sand benegth her fingers. “I’m not sure I’d be
particularly welcome.”

“Knevget Shéraa—I know of it. We dl know of it. Twenty-six Laumrau, killed by you.” Meva sat back.
“Do you regret such? Do you wish you could return them their lives so that they could take yours?’

Jani felt the stares, and held back her answer. Sometimes, she had to remind herself. That her actions at
Knevget Sherda, defined her. That in the minds of many, idomeni and humanish, Knevget Sherdawas
what they thought of when they heard her name. “No,” she said findly. “ Given the same circumstances, |
would doit again.”

“Kill idomeni at sacrament, asthey prayed to their gods?’
HY$H

“And now you would return to Sherathe soul of the greatest propitiator. Y ou, the killer of Knevget
Shéraa? Tsecha stoxin.” Meva svoice emerged alittle lessimpatient, alittle more wondering. “Y ou,
who declare knowledge of idomeni, do you question that such iswhat idomeni would expect from you?’

Silence claimed them. For aminute. Forever. Jani glanced at Va to find him staring back at her, hisface
goneten yearsolder.

Scriabin cleared histhroat. “We d be at Ced’ s mercy as soon as we crossed over into the worldskein.”

“You'll beat hismercy as soon asthe news of the nation gets out.” Jani looked back at Scrigbin,
at John and Nidl, and saw them looking a her asVd did. Only Lucien maintained his detachment, his
eyes holding curiosity rather than empathy. “1f you face him, you have the chance to sdlvage some
seemliness”

“A funerd ddegation?’ Scriabin studied the ceiling. “1 assume Li Cao will be sending one, out of feer if
not respect for Tsecha. | assume my aunt can gppend hersdf. I'm alittle low on the diplomeatic totem
poleto claim aright to attend in my own name, but | can possibly justify my attendance asamae
relative, an escort. Given that I'm Cao’ s opponent, I [l ook like I’ m grandstanding, but that can’t be
helped.” He shot an uneasy look a Meva, uncomfortable with discussng the Commonwedlth’ s political
weaknessin front of her. “1 can possibly meet with some of the other bornsect dominants, get the lay of
the Shérdinland.”

“Y ou may meet with Aden niRau Wuntoi, and assure him that you will support him against Cedl.” Meva
fussed with the cuffs of her overrobe. “In exchange, he may receive you in the Pathen meeting house, and
his acceptance may compel Ced to receive you whether he wishes or not. Cedl fears Wuntoi—do not
think he does not. The Pathen have dways offered the greatest threat to Vynsharau. It will prove, | think,



amost interesting problem for Ced.” She studied the display case next to her chair, Tsecha swritings,
one by one. Then, with obvious reluctance, she returned her attention to Scriabin. “Y ou look at me
oddly, Minister.”

Scriabin smiled weakly. “1 am used to dealing with the directness of idomeni, not the duplicity.”

“We are most as straightforward, compared to you humanish. What is not as straightforward, when
compared to humanish?’ Mevalaughed, the idomeni’ s monotona heh heh heh sounding like someone
trying to cough quietly. “But now you wish to fed more sure, because you have erred, and are uncertain
of your standing. In such acase, our intrigue is enough to upset you.”

The sllencethat fell now wasthe sort that got under the skin and nettled. Jani tried to force thoughts of
her imminent return to Shérafrom her mind, concentrating instead on the work being done on the other
sde of the barrier, thefact that each anadlysi's, each message sent and message received, brought them
one step closer to finding Tsecha skiller. After atime, she glanced at Nidl, who had taken hisnicstick
case from his pocket and now massaged it as though trying to absorb the nicotine through the engraved
metdl.

“If you would smoke, Colondl, please do s0.” Mevabared her teeth at the surprised looks that greeted
her dispensation. “1 have entered this place so many times. Any godly bornsect would consider me as
damned. | only consider mysdlf asnaMeva Tan. What difference?’

Nidl didn't haveto betold twice. “ Thank you, nAMeva.” He pulled his case from his pocket and flipped
it open. Removed agold-striped cylinder, crunched the tip—

—and gtdled in mid-inhalation as on the other side of the sound barrier cases emerged from bagsand
pockets, and tips crunched in filtered silence. About a quarter of the hybrids|it up, by Jani’s quick count,
aong with alone Haarin who ignored the darmed postures of her fellows and took a pull with the skill of
onewho’d had alot of practice.

Nial shifted in his seet. “Well. Nice to have the company.” He expelled smoke in a series of distracted
puffs. “ So, when would this journey be expected to get under way? The transporting of Cabinet ministers
over long distancesisnot atrivial undertaking.”

“Does*as soon as possible’ make your blood run cold, Colonel?” Scriabin’s voice emerged strong, his
Family-cdiber composure returned. 1 think naMeva has madeit clear that any delay will only make us
look worse.”

“Can anyone attend this?’ Vd raised ahand. “If I'm not part of an officid delegation, am | out of luck?’
John leaned forward to get a better look at his embattled partner. “What are you asking?’

“I'masking if we...orif I...” Vd tapped thefloor with hisfig. “Well, dammit, John, we fought him for
years. Then you wind up here, ahybrid, one of the blended race he started talking about during the war.
It'sal sodamned...ironic.” He stilled, then scooted forward and gestured to Nidll, who tossed him his
nicstick case. “And | liked the son of a bitch—pardon the language, but what € se would you call
him?—and | think that we should attend this ceremony.” He shook out a’ stick, then tossed the case
back to Nidl. “ Assuming we can.” He crunched the tip, then took along, shaky drag.

Nial examined the case absently, then shoved it back in his pocket. “What usudly happens at these
things?’

Mevaleaned forward and prodded Jani’ sknee. “ Priest-in-training?’



Jani gritted her teeth. Counted to three. “The most sacred place in Rauta Shéeraaisthe site of the Temple.
The dome rotates, and there’ s an observation port that allows aview of the region of sky wherethe Firgt
Star islocated. | would release Tsecha' s soul there so it could see the star, and follow it.” Sherecalled a
forbidden daytime visit to the dome, the view through the port of the milk-blue skies of Rauta Sheraa.
The uproar at the Consulate when her intrusion was discovered. “1 think there is some question asto
whether they would let mein, despite what you say.”

Mevaclapped her hands. “1t will be agreat confusion. Caith will laugh.”
Nial looked to Jani and sighed. “Now which oneis Caith?’

“The goddess of chaos. She fights a never-ending battle with Shiou, the goddess of order.” In her mind's
eye Jani saw the page from Tsecha s scrall. The clenched fist. Second round soon to come, bitch.

“I' wouldn't mind seeing the old bird wing it to home.” Nial’ s voice sounded deceptively light. “Besides,
with al these ministers dancing attendance, | don’'t have much choice, do 1?7’

Jani studied him for some sign he joked, even as she knew that thiswas the last thing he would ever joke
about. “You'd go? To Rauta Sheraa?”’

“Wouldn't missit, gal.” Nidl forced agrin, then sedled the deal by blowing asmokering. “ God knows
why. Thevariety of waysin which this can go south bogglesthe mind.”

“Then you had better enjoy those while you can.” Scriabin shot him agrin laced with cool commiseration,
their earlier blow-up, if not forgotten, at least set asde for thetime being. “ They don't alow you the good
onesinthebrig.”

“But they are required to provide you any brand you want as part of your last medl.” Nidl’ s grin proved
alittlewider, alittle colder. “ And the one they give you after they tie on the blindfold tastes best of al.”

Vad rolled his haf-spent ’ stick between hisfingers. “Now is't that a cheery thought? | wonder if we get
our pick, likewith our last me—" Before he could finish, Dieter siwept through the barrier.

“WEe vejud intercepted acommunication from Elyas Station.” Hiseyes met Jani’s. “ Thereé sbeen a
murder.”

CHAPTER 18

Dieter brought up aface on hisdisplay. A younger man. Bandan or Phillipan or Earthbound Asian.

“His name was Neason Ch’'un.” Theimage flickered, and Dieter eyed the fragrant cloud of
board-corroding nicstick smoke that hung just overhead. *“His body was found in the interface, the
utilities chase-dash-wakway that divides the humanish and Haérin wings of the station. Cause of death
was determined to be asphyxiation, resulting from severe traumato the area between the third and fifth
cervica vertebrae.” He paused, giving the words one last chew before spitting them out. “ Station security
believes adrifter reponsble.”

Lucien leaned against anearby desk. “ That’ s not the sort of blow you’ d expect from adrifter.”

“Depends where they drifted in from.” Dieter stared at the display. He seemed to have backdid into his
former role as station liaison, taken on the look of amason faced with acrumbling wall and unsure which
hole to patch first. “He died yesterday, around station noon. Since the blow was such that death
occurred within minutes—"



“Add inthetimeit takes ashuttle to reach Elyas Station,” Jani said, edging closer to the display, “and you
have the time Tsecha collgpsed.”

“At thistime, there sno evidence that linksthis desth with Tsecha' s nation.” Dieter drummed his
fingers againg histhigh, then segued into picking hisnails. “ Ch' un worked for the Sation asamid-level
vendor liaison. He d visit shops, talk to the managers, make sure they were satisfied with systems
hookups and whatnot.” He shuffled hisfeet. “ But the timing bothers me. And as Captain Pascd said, this
type of injury isusudly indicative of acertain type of killer. A certain type of training.” He seemed
determined to look everywhere but at the faces surrounding him. “We are till gathering information, of
course. We could find out that he argued with acoworker earlier in the day and the matter escaated. We
could...” Helet the sentence fade. Then in the next breath, he straightened, pulled himsdlf together, the
professiona once more. “ Until the matter isresolved, I’ ve requested that the Haérin station dominant
keep usinformed of developmentsin thisinvestigation.” He turned to Scriabin. “We could use some
greasefrom aminigtry, gr, ether verba or written communication to the Sation chief.”

“I'll have my office draw up something within the hour.” Scriabin pulled ahandheld from his pocket and
made anote. “In the meantime, we have shipsto ouitfit, Soriesto get sraight, and afunera delegation to

prepare.”

Meva, who stood off to one Side, seemed in no hurry to depart. “ Feyd will provide al necessary
technical and dock support.”

“| shal stay herewith nAMeva,” said Dathim. “1 can prepare to depart within minutes. | have no stories
to Sraighten.” He glanced at anearby table, and with the ddliberation of agourmet, plucked asingle
grape from the bunch some daring soul had sneaked into the areaand popped it into his mouth.

Scriabin tore his attention from the placidly chewing Dathim. “My guessisthat we Il leave within twelve
to eighteen hours. Details tend to sort themsalves out rather quickly when Tyotya Ani getsinvolved.” He
started toward the shield, then stopped and looked back at Dieter. “Mister Brondt.” He stared at the
male for along moment. “Y ou have the look of someone with moreto say.”

Dieter pretended puzzlement at first. Then he started to drum hisfingers againg histhigh again. “ Thelate
Mr. Ch'un gpparently found it difficult to keep hismind on hisjob. He had a...thing for Hagrin females.
He' d spot one he liked on the security monitors, arrange to accidentally run into them, try to chat them
up. A few complained to their dominants, who in turn complained to the Station Liaison office. He'd
been disciplined a couple of times. Threatened with suspension. Nothing seemed to stop him. So, today
they fired him.” He resumed hisnail picking. “ldomeni are very strong. Ch’ un wasn't particularly fit, and
testing indicates that he was drunk at time of degth. If hetried to force himsdf on any Haarin femde, he'd
be bound to get into troub—" He flinched, then pulled a dispo from anearby dispenser and wrapped it
around hisfinger. “My gpologies for suggesting such without proof, naMeva.” Helifted the dispo,
glanced a hiswounded finger, and swore.

“Haérin have murdered. For some, it isthe reason they are Haérin.” Mevanever averted her gaze from
the image of the late Neason Ch'un. Y our comment would not upset anyonewho issensible”

Jani fixed on Ch'un’simage as well, desperate for distraction. People are murdered at Sations every day.
Stations were smdl cities populated by transients, not al of whom were upstanding citizens. On the other
hand, the postmortem could be wrong. Maybe he just passed out and hit his head. Maybe. “Did anyone
notice anything sirange around the time of Ch'un’ s desth? Anyone running out of the chase, acting

strangely?”

Dieter had liberated a piece of adhesive from one of the desk drawers and seemed intent on securing the



dispo around hisfinger. “No one reported anything.”
“On ether the humanish sde or the Haarin?’

Dieter glanced up from his self-minigrations. “ The Haé&rin were never particularly forthcoming concerning
mattersin their Sde of the chase. Since the dock attacks started, they’ ve become even more reluctant to
shae”

“With reason, ni Dieter.” The speaker was the lder male who had requested the bornsect chair. Along
with his penchant for pain-inducing furniture, ni Gaas Linai shared Jani’ s affection for bitter [emon over
ice. He sat back, drink in hand, while the others sorted seating arrangements out as best they could.
Under John’ s abrupt direction, techs were routed and rel ocated and the two desks thus liberated shoved
together to form onelong table. Dathim found chairswhile Va and Scriabin sniffed out abottle of single
malt and assorted finger foods from yet another hidden stash.

Only Lucien and Nidl remained off to one side, talking in low and surprisingly civil tones. Nidl’s
responses sounded as abrupt as one would have expected, but those grew fewer the longer Lucien
talked.

Meanwhile, ni Galas diced an Elyan lemon in haf, then squeezed the juice into afresh glass of iced water
and did the drink acrossthe desk to Jani. “It is not unheard of for an Haérin to murder another Hadrin.
But a humanish? Even with the feding between us asit is, such would be extreme.” He shook his head,
then bit into the drained remains of the lemon haf, chewing the fruit with evident relish. “Ni DefaRoenis
my investigative suborn.” He gestured toward a male seated at the next desk. “He hasbeenin
communication with the Trade Board offices on Elyas Station.”

“Thelockdown of Elyas Station has affected only the humanish sections, naKiérshia, aswould be
expected.” Ni Defa consulted arecording board. “ Trade Board Security monitors all entries and exits of
the Hadrin transept.” He was older, lantern-jawed and conservative of dress, with the pale coloring of an
Oa “Station Liaison has uncovered littleinformation,” he added, in avoice that proved asurprisingly
pleasant rumble. “They provided us names of the Haérin fema es who complained againgt Neason Ch'un,
but none of these are of the type who would commit this sort of act.”

“WEe relooking for someone unexceptionad—an average passenger with average luggage traveling to an
average destination.” Jani met Defd seye. Like his dominant, he didn’t flinch—both had lived on Elyas
for along time. “It is possible that the assassin impersonated an Haarin to avoid humanish security and
escaped Elyas Station using Haérin transport.”

Ni Galas bared histeeth. “ An impersonation as one you describe would not last for long.”

Jani’ s eyes stung as memories surfaced. “Ni Tsechaimpersonated humanish in Rauta Shéraa twenty
years ago.” She reached up to wipe away abrimming tear, only to have Nidl’ s sllent appraisal stop her.
She scratched her ear instead.

“He pulled that in Chicago, too.” Lucien had scavenged a handful of nutsfrom the liberated trove, then
returned to his place beside his commanding officer and new best friend. “Two years ago.”

“An idomeni would pass more easily as humanish than the reverse. Y ou tolerate strangeness more
readily.” Ni Gaas gtirred hisdrink, dredging up lemon pulp from the bottom. 1 maintain that no humanish
could remain undetected for long, no matter how well they trained.”

Jani counted to three again. For dl his openness, Galas exuded an air of patronizing superiority that
begged argument. “1f Ch’un’s murder had happened last week, or even today, | doubt we' d be talking



about it. But it happened at about the time Tsecha skiller would have arrived at Elyas Station.”

“That' s assuming they had departed Karistos within an hour or so of Tsecha sdeath.” Niall activated
another " stick, which led to asecond generd round of lighting up. “Even with prep in place, that’s cutting
italittleclose”

“If you had just killed ni Tsecha Egri, would you hang around?’ Jani sensed the changein the air as soon
as she spoke. The gilling of some Hadrin, and the hard rap ni Defa gave histouchboard when a
command went awry. If nAMevaweren't here now, what sort of reception would we have received?
Shewasn't sure she wanted to know.

Gadas pondered, then motioned to Defa, who in turn gestured to afemae suborn. She joined them at
their table, flipping open a portable workstation and starting to key.

“Transferring now,” she said, her voice a brittle rasp that did little to lessen thetension. “We will first
examine al images recorded after the time of the humanish ma€e sdeeth, in the section where he was
killed.” She made onelast series of entries, then twisted the workstation display o it faced the middie of
thetable. A diffuse beam flashed from the pand, then refocused to form acylinder of whitelight. The
cylinder in turn unrolled like an ancient scrall, the resulting pane of light thickening until it formed amilky
cube.

The milkiness soon cleared, replaced by the image of a crowded concourse. Miniature Haérin, their
every expression and movement detectable, their voices abackground rise and fall.

Jani rose and circled the table until she faced the concourse image head-on.

“Why isn't anyone moving?’ Va sat back, double shot of whiskey in hand. “They’re dl crowded around
the—" Hisfaceflushed. “ They're dl watching the holoVee displays.”

“Ni Tsecha s death had just been announced.” Ni Galas sat up straight and raised his glass above his
head, a combination of a humanish toast and an idomeni gesture of respect.

“Thisone,” Defasaid, leaning forward and pointing first to one Haérin who moved too quickly from one
display to the next, then another who gestured in anger while talking to a security suborn. Another.
Another. As hetook note of afigure, the femae suborn would stop the image action and homeinoniit,
touchboarding entries as a series of flickers played across the subject’ sface and frame.

Jani watched, trying to pick up the cadence of the search, to see the crowdsthrough Defa seyes. I'm
looking for waves. He' slooking for eddies. Bare ripples. She took one step back from the cube, then
another, struggling to seethe single gtar in the nebula

Then she saw. And it turned out to be awave, after dll.

Defaspotted it aswell. “Thisone.” He pointed to a conservatively dressed femae who appeared asiif
from nowhere and walked along one side of the concourse for atime before veering toward the middle.
“She does not stop at any of the displays.”

“Sheisnot humanish. Sheisidomeni. SheisVynsharau.” The suborn paused, waiting for another
request.

Jani watched the fema e move dong the concourse, passing the clustered Hadrin like an iceskimmer
moving past floes and bergs. Never once pausing to talk to anyone. Never once glancing at any of the
displays. She wore awrapshirt and trousersin sand and pale grey, topped by adarker grey overrobe.
Her brown hair had been gathered into amessy horsetail that on closer inspection seemed at odds with



her neet clothing. “ Show her again.”

Defalooked up at her. “ Sheis not humanish, naKiershia” He gestured toward the workstation.
“Proportiona evauation and chroma show her as Vynsharau.” He shrugged. “ Darker-skinned Siah is
also possible. Or ablended sect. But idomeni, yes, and truly.” He squinted as he leaned closer to the
cube and watched their latest subject continue down the concourse until she turned down agangway.
“Vynsharau, most likely.”

Jani fought the urge to wrest the touchboard from Defa s suborn and mash pads until she found the
reverse feature. “Why doesn't she stop at any of the displays? She doesn’'t even dow down to glance at
them.”

Defatwisted around to ook her in the face. “ She does not stop—" He turned back around to stare at
theimage. “She doesnat...”

“Maybe none of them transmitted in her language.” Nial now sported aglass of whiskey to go with his
'gtick. “Maybe she couldn’t understand any of the broadcasts.”

“Vynsharau Haarin isthe dominant language, Colone Pierce.” Ni Gaas had started in on the second half
of thelemon. “All Haarin understand it.”

Defafolded hisarms and cocked his head to the side, the cross-species attitude for show me. “Why
does she behave as this? She should know and truly that sheisbeing imaged at dl times.”

Jani walked to the window. The sun had risen to mid-morning, amolten gold ball that bleached the sky.
“Could wetdk to her?”’

Defa s suborn tapped her workstation touchboard, shutting down the concourse image. Sheflipped the
display back around, her hands moving over the board with amusician’ s dexterity. “ SheisnaNahin
Sda” A few moretaps. “A trader in decorativetile. She travelswithin the fifth cruiser built by Pathen
during their last fallow season, and blessed by Shiou. She travelsto the worldskein by the usua route,
then onto Sherd”

“Wewill bid security at Guernsey Station to hold her until we arrive” Ni Galas gestured to another
suborn, who opened yet another portable workstation.

“What reason will you give for holding her?” Jani held up ahand in gpology asthe Haarin stared. “ She
might refuse to remain behind. She may request her dominant’ saide in obtaining her release.”

“Order isour reason, ndKiershia. A reason acceptableto al godly idomeni, Haérin or bornsect, suborn
or dominant.” Galas bared histeeth. He radiated contentment now, like a cat that had locked up his
quarry and could now tortureit at hisleisure. “NaNahin will remainin place until we arrive at Guernsey
Station to question her. Such is her obligation—she will not refuse such.” He rubbed his hands together, a
profoundly humanish gesture. “ Sheisas ours.”

The library huddle broke up an hour later. Galas and his crew fingered four other Haérin for questioning,
but none of them interested Jani as much as Nahin Sdlaand her single-minded walk through the
concourse.

Then the scatter began. Mevaand Dathim returned to the enclave to inform Feyd. Va and John hied off
to prepare the clinic saff.



“And thepanicison.” Nial tossed afew under-his-breath ordersto Lucien, who shot Jani alast |oaded
look before departing. “1 should have aminimum two weeks to prep for thisvoyage. Instead | havea
grand total of—" He checked his timepiece and winced. “—nine and one-half hours.”

Scriabin gave aslent chuckle. “ Sit back, Colond.” He clapped Nidl on the shoulder. “Witnessthe effect
that Family finger-snapping can have.”

“I'm off the hook, then?” Niall offered a crocodile grin. “Y ou won't want an escort to the shuttleport or
coverage on your way to the station? No escort to Guernsey, either. And oh, when you reach the
worldskein and redlize that the news has gotten there ahead of you that it was nation instead of a
brain tumor and asubstantia proportion of theidomeni population wantsto nail your hide to the nearest
surface? |’ m guessing your minisiry security can handleit.”

Scriabin rolled hiseyes. “Nidl, | wasjust—"

Nidl held up ahand. “ Another thing we should get straight right now, Y our Excellency, isthat thisisnot a
game. Y ou want to play ‘my daddy’sbigger,” fed free, but you' |l be playing with yoursdf.” The chill cast
in hiseyeindicated that he knew exactly what he' d said, that he meant every nasty little double entendre,
and would be happy to clarify mattersif pushed. “Now, | have along haul to plan coverage for. By your
leave.” Heturned to Jani, and light in his eyes softened. “1’ [l check inlater.” He yanked his garrison cap
out of hisbelt and set it in place as he strode to the door.

Scriabin muttered under his breath as he watched Nidl leave. “ Arrogant bastard...”

“Pot, kettle, black.” Jani stood her ground when Scriabin turned on her, eyes wide and face reddening.
“He'sthe AG's colond for areason, and he' sworried. So am I. We' ve both lived through idomeni
political strife and the Commonwedth’ s bungling attemptsto turn it to their advantage.” She waited until
the man backed off, until his breathing dowed. “I think he trustsyou. In any event, he' sthrown in with
you for good or ill because he believesit’ s better for his Commonwedlth. It' s your job to show that you
merit his confidence. Announcing every five minutesthat you' rethe Sin NUVA-SCAN isn't quite good

enough.”

Scriabin studied her through narrowed eyes. On close inspection, the sense of the brawler held true, from
his wide, broad-nosed face to his blocky build and dockworker’ s hands. “ Anais hasfilled my ears about
you ever since we learned you were involved in this. Y ou hel ped drive the wedge between her and Li
Can. She' s been scrambling to keep aclaw in ever since, and not having much luck.” He jerked his head
toward the door. “Then to add insult to injury, you went and stole her bauble. | should thank you for that.
Expensive bastard, our blond captain, and from what I’ ve observed, not worth the cost.” Hisvoice held
the same quaity of question asdid every heterosexua male' swhen they pondered the surviva skills of
Lucien Pascd. “I would have figured you for smarter.”

Jani shrugged. Thiswasn't the time to discuss the matter of Lucien, and evenif it were, Scriabin would
never be the man she' d choose to discussit with. “For al his complicating ways, he possesses auniquely
uncomplicated view of life. Sometimes, that can be arefuge.”

“And other times, it can be atrap.”
“| could say the same about Family loyalty. Capita F.”

Scriabin’s head snapped back, in the manner of those who commonly questioned others choices but
never their own. “Tyotya Ani has her uses. She quiets the fears of the hardlinerswho worry that the
Commonwedth is disintegrating. Before they redlize what' s hgppening, we ll bein.” Hisvoice quieted.
“Only anidiot would alow her any red power.”



Jani consdered the Anais Ulanova she had dedlt with in Chicago and couldn’t help but smile. “Does she
know that?’

“By thetimeit dawns on her, she will be too committed to back out. She will have nowhere dseto go.”
Scriabin leaned close. His breath held the bare hint of whiskey. * Stakes, yes, | understand the meaning of
theword. Risk.”

“Y ou won't face afiring squad if it goesto hell.”

“Areyou sure?’ Scriabin glanced up at the sun, which had just become visble through the glass roof of
the courtyard. “We must continue this discussion at another time. Perhaps your captain can keep score.”
He snorted. “ Assuming he can count that high.” He offered a curt nod in farewell and headed for the
foyer, only to beintercepted by Dieter bearing a clothes bag containing his outfit from the previous day.
He grabbed the bag without aword and I ft.

Dieter stood till for amoment, then turned to Jani. “Y ou’ re welcome, Y our Excellency. Wear it in good
hedlth.” Hetried to grin and failed, hisface showing dl the fatigue and sadness and worry that marked the
mood of the Main House, which was quiet as a church even as noon sacrament approached. “You'll

need help preparing. | can have Gena help you pack, and—"

“| think we have more pressing mattersto settle.” Jani beckoned him to follow her into the maze of
demirooms.

CHAPTER 19
Just track the voices. Especidly acertain weighty bass, dark as clouded midnight.

John rose when he spotted her, then sank back into the couch when sheignored him. “We' re discussing
how to handle mattersin my absence.” He nodded toward Sikaraand Cossa, both dressed in staid
black.

“Ms. Kilian.” Sikararose and bowed low. “Our deepest sympathiesfor theloss of your friend.”

“Indeed.” Cossamatched his partner’ s bow even as he eyed Dieter, who stood just outside the bounds
of the room.

“Thank you.” Jani sat on the end of the couch asfar as possible from John, amove that drew araised
eyebrow from Sikara. “I don’t mean to sound unappreciative, but as John no doubt told you, wewill be
departing for Shéralater thisevening.” She motioned for Dieter to join them. “ Thisis Dieter Brondt, my
suborn. Hewill act for mein my absence, and | would like him to take part in this conversation.” She
sensed John's glare, hisdesire to interrupt trumped by his reluctance to anger her more than he had
aready. Yes, I'vejudt hijacked your lega team. Try and stop me. “| assume John told you that ni Tsecha
was assassi nated?”

Sikaranodded. “He informed us yesterday afternoon, yes.”

Jani looked at John, only to find him intent on hishands. Y ou told your lawyers before you told me. She
tried to speak, but arise of anger choked her. Y ou told your goddamn lawyers!

“We actualy did want to consult with you concerning your assessment of the current situation.” Cossa
removed arecording board from the briefbag at hisfeet and activated it.

Y ou mean you want to know whether John’ s back-door arrangement with Y evgeny Scriabin is still



viable? Jani took one deep breath, then another. “If things remain unsettled—" She stopped, then tried
again. “That may work in John’sfavor. A solid source of money in atroubled region doeswondersto
cam shaky nerves.” She watched Cossatranscribe her every word, and wondered if he redlly hadn’t
aready considered the point. “If there swar, dl bets are off. Feyé may take her Haérin and go home, or
she may stay, and Ceel would send warriorsto collect her. Or Li Cao could send Service troopsto drive
her out.” She shot alook at Dieter, who had dragged a chair into their circle and now sat and watched
her expectantly. “1’m glad you brought up the subject, Mister Cossa. Are you dtill taking clients?’

Thetwo lawyerslooked a one another. Then Sikaratook over. “We represent cases involving matters
of business. Bankruptcies. Dissolutions. Mergers.”

Jani nodded. “1 admit that Thalassaisn't abusiness. More amedical condition wrapped around a state of
mind. It conssts of this house, some surrounding homes and outbuildings, afew crisscrossing roads. A lot
of land—the origina surveys are stored herein our offices. Governor Markos alows us some autonomy.

| think the operative word is‘alows.”” She paused, and heard only the intermittent click of Cossa's
sylus. “1 will be gone for severa months. | need to leave some bastards in place to make sure that my
homeistill herewhen | get back.”

Cossa stopped writing and dumped back. “Thanks. A lot.”

“Settle down, James.” Sikara sat back more easily and folded his hands, the pose of aman prepared to
listen. “I think we ve just been paid quite the compliment.”

Jani nodded. “When we numbered only fifty or so, | once spent afew days making up sets of fake
documentsfor everyone. A safety net, in case of disaster. Birth certs. ID cards. | even reconfigured inset
chips, though | don't think they would stand up to full-bore ministry-level analysis. Now the place has
grown too large, and | no longer believe that scattering the inhabitants to the four windsisaviable
strategy.” Her jaw cracked as she swalowed ayawn. “Thaassaisin agrey zone. In case of war, | want
it to be protected. | don't want Thalassansto wind up in prison, or be forced to revert to their original
humanish or Haarin gateif they don’t want to.”

Skara seyeshaf closed, asthough helistened to music. “Theissuel seeisoneof jurisdiction. Mister
Cossais human, and a Commonwedth citizen, asam 1.

“lsn’'tit our decison?’ Jani looked from the senior partner to the junior, searched for any hint of
encouragement, and saw only professiond blandness. “ Can't Thalassa grant you theright to represent
LS?!

“Perhagps.” Cossagtudied thetip of hisstylus. “How have lega matters been handled in the past?’

Jani looked at Dieter, who shrugged. “We haven't redly had any legal matters that required specia
handling. Internd disputes are handled...wdll, interndly. Discussion between the parties, sometimes
heated.” She leaned against the arm of the couch and propped up her head with her hand. Ached for
deep, even as she dreaded the prospect. “ Externaly—"

“Externdly, dl mgor dedlings, including purchases of land, goods, and services, have been handled by
Neoclona attorneys working on my behaf.” John’'s voice emerged warm, patient. He didn’t ook at Jani.
Hedidn’t have to. Go ahead and kick me out of bed, histoneimplied, in awaveength she had cometo
know al too well. | till ownyou.

Cossa once more took notes. “ So your primary source of wherewitha is Neoclona?’

“Over the lagt several monthswe ve actualy started to develop into something more than an extension of



John Shroud' s ego.” Jani paused until Cossa cleared the large smudge he' d scratched across his board
and Dieter stopped coughing. “We re leasing a couple of docks from the Elyan Haarin, and onefrom a
Karistos holding company. We ve leased ships, and have begun exporting our food culturing
technologiesto other colonies. Na GisaPilon, our dominant emeritus, is heading that project.” She
hestated, pondered wording, ignored John’ s mouthing of dominant emeritus. “And we ve entertained the
odd inquiry regarding our willingnessto house large amounts of cash.”

Sikard s eyes opened wide. “ Funds laundering?’

“That, too.” Jani rocked her hand in a so-s0 gesture. “Numbered accounts, mostly. Since we' re outside
Commonwedth jurisdiction here, I can understand the apped .”

“We are conddering the numbered accounts,” Dieter added, eyes ill watering.

“Conservative projections are that these nonmedica ventures will earn sufficient to support thisenclave,
even dlowing for an explosion in population, within four to five years—" Jani stopped when Sikaraheld
up ahand.

“In event of war...”

“In event of war, there are no guarantees about anything.” Jani sniffed the air as the aromas of noon
sacrament wafted. “But people will <till need to eat, and some will till want placesto park their funds
that the Commonwealth can’t touch.”

John gtarted to laugh. “ Thisisridiculous, pie-in-the-sky—"

“If Migters Skaraand Cossa can tie up mattersin the Commonwedl th courts long enough, we' Il have
enough money to buy you out.” Jani avoided looking John in the eye. “Héll, Elyas dready consdersusan
autonomous entity. We could just declare that the Commonwed th has no jurisdiction and nationdize you

Cossa' s stylus stopped in mid-word. “That' s actudly...” Hisbrow arched. “It' sabalsy move—"

“That would get quashed by any—" Sikaratapped his chin with hisfist. “The decision concerning
jurisdiction would likely end up in the Commonwealth Court.”

“If aprocolonia autonomy figurelike' Y evgeny Scriabin won the prime ministry and packed the bench
with likeminds?” Jani finaly looked a John, to find him glaring & her, gripping hiscouch cushionina
white-knuckled clench.

“Not often the patients wind up buying the hospitd,” said Cossa, driving in the knifejust alittle deeper.

Sikaralooked from John to Jani, and cleared histhroat. “1 won't ask. It s none of my businessyet. | will
only say that | do not handle divorces and have no intention of Starting now.” He grew quiet, hislawyer
brain dready mulling the possibilities. “ That being said, my partner and | will evauate your overdl
gtuation. Whatever our decision, Mister Brondt may fed freeto call on usat any time during your
absence.”

Jani looked at Dieter, who nodded. “We have the wherewitha to retain you.”
John thumped histhigh with hisfigt. “Doesthe term * conflict of interest’” enter into this anywhere?’

Sikara s chin came up. “We arelooking after your interests, John, in amanner that isn't so dependent on
the outcome of a Chicago-run genera dection. If your share of Neoclonawas successfully nationalized,



you' d retain control of all research and medical facilities, and Thalassawould begin to acquire some sort
of...naiond identity, for want of abetter term.” Helooked to Jani for confirmation, and frowned when
shetook her time nodding her reply. “Y ou would likely lose some control of operations and decisons
concerning expansion and whatnot, but it would besat the hell out of two percent, give usyour ball, and go
home. If | wereyou, | wouldn’'t dismissit out of hand.”

Dieter stood and clapped hishands slently, alet’s go gesture that implied how eager he wasto flee the
room. “I can give you aquick tour of our offices on your way out. We have aretired attorney and a
pardega organizing metters.”

“Yes, I'dlikethat.” Cossastood, stuffing hisboard in his bag as he nodded to John and Jani, then
hurried along, as eager as Dieter to exit stage | eft.

“I'll catch you up inamoment, James.” Sikara stood. “ Safe journey to you both.” He held out his hand
to John, who shook it eventually, then bowed to Jani. “ As| stated before, what' s going on between you
STt yet my business. | would prefer it remain that way. Remember that you' re on the same side. We will
be blazing new legd trails here, and Chicago will throw every mud-coated roadblock in our path that
they can devise. A united front is essentid if we areto succeed.” He straightened his jacket, adjusted the
fan fold of his pocket square. “It isabout control, in my experience. The money loses meaning—afight
over seashdls could prove asdeadly.” He started after Dieter and Cossa. “When in doubt, try acting as
adults. And remember what you' re working toward.”

John waited until the man was out of earshot. “And | thought Va was a sandbagger.”

“I want this place protected. These people.” Jani heard the rise of voices behind her, and turned to the
courtyard to find it filling. Those who sat at tables sood and |ooked toward the demiroom, while the
overflow filled the perimeter of the space. “If it’ s a choice between your pride and their lives, it'snot
redlly achoice, isit?’

“I am not going to let you sted my life swork.”

“Who'sseding? You'll dill haveit. You'll till be ableto work, but you' Il be working for Thaassa, not
Neoclona. Does the name change matter that much to you?’ She started toward the courtyard, then
stopped and looked back to John. “If it does, what the hell are you doing here?” She left him smoldering
and entered the courtyard to find that someone had aready set out an empty crate for her to useasa
dais. She stepped atop it and faced the crowd. Sensed their confusion and the questions and, most
grongly, their fear.

“I"’m guessing from the looks on your faces that you' ve heard alittle and inferred alot.” Jani paused, tried
to grab words out of the air, and decided the hell with it. Words were not her gift. All she could think of
to say was the bare truth, and bare truth stabbed like blades. “Ni Tsecha was assassinated. We don't
know who did it. No group or individua has yet claimed responsbility. We'll find them. That'sal | can
say.” Shefdt the pressure of shocked stares, unspoken questions, the first glimmers of anger. Stay with
me, please. She put her handsin her pockets, then took them out. Looked toward the upper floors and
saw more Thalassans standing at the walkway railings, watching her.

“Tonight, Doctor Shroud and | will be leaving for Sherdas part of afunerd delegation. We will betaking
ni Tsecha ssoul home.” Jani pulled in ashaky breeth. “ Thefact of the nation is not yet common
knowledge. It will disseminate over the next few days, and the reaction will be swift and profound. Only
humani sh assassinate. The worldskein will blame the Commonwesal th, and even though Morden niRau
Céd cadt out ni Tsechaand declared him Haérin, he will still proclaim grievousinjury. He—" She
stopped hersalf. Now wasn't the time for a history lesson, even though part of the history was hers.



“What I'm trying to say isthat thingswill become very difficult. Elyansmay pull away from us. The
Haérin may, aswell. Sideswill be taken, and we straddle the line here.” She sensed the further quieting
astheredization settled over them. The silencing of the silence.

“Questions?’ Jani fielded shock, the lossfor words she knew al too well. “Talk to me, to Doctor
Shroud. To Dieter Brondt, who will servein my absence. Tak to one another.” She started to step down
from the crate, then stopped. Every speech needed an ending, and she’ d never possessed the knack for
those. “We have sustained agrest loss. But we will surviveit, and grow, and thrive. Wewill doitin
Tsecha sname, and in spite of those who would stop us.” She stepped down, and soon found herself
surrounded, the questions battering like shot. How? What?

Why?

She answered as best she could. Tried to comfort, athough she had never possessed the knack for that,
either. Looked past the bodies that crowded her, and saw John doing the same on the other side of the
courtyard.

Then someone handed her coffee, and someone else led her to a seat, and they sat and talked some
more and tried to eat and she wondered if maybe, just maybe, they would be able to—

1] HW! ”
—qet through thiswithout a—
“Fight!” Dieter hurtled past her, dodging around tables toward the shadowed far end of the courtyard.

Five minutes. Jani pushed back from the table, sending her chair flying, and took off after him. We lasted
fivefucking minutes! She did to astop behind him as he struggled to push into the scrum. Three bodies,
maybe four, a punching, kicking, biting mass of bright clothes and fists and elbows.

“Knock it off!” Dieter deflected ablow to his chin, grabbed the back of acollar and yanked. “Bresk it
up now!”

Jani circled to the other sde. Grabbed the back of a shirt, ahandful of hair. Took awild punch to the
breast and struck back hard, heard the howl and rode it, felt the sensations rise. The cold burn of the
flesh. The song in the blood. Brought back her fist again and—

“Jani?’ Dieter shouted from the other side of the pile. * Jani!”

—1ashed out, connected, felt the blessed warmth spatter across her skin. Caught hold of cloth and hair
and pulled, lifted abody clean and dammed it againgt the stone wall. Heard the hmph of expelled air, the
wheezing intake of bresth, a curse. Caught afist with theflat of her hand.

Recognized the face through the rage and the red.

“Do you want to fight me, Jemmie?’ She saw the answer in the young mae swidening eyes. That she
wasthe Kilian of Knevget Shéraa, and of other things whispered of, but not known for sure. That she
leaned againgt him with all her weight, one arm braced across his shoulders, aknee againgt hisleg and a
fistin front of hisbals, and that whatever advantage he’ d enjoyed due to age or anger or strength, he'd
justlogtit.

Jemmie shook his head as hetried to wriggle out from under. “Y ou said—humanish nate.
Humanish killed ni Tsechal” He struggled to point with an arm immobilized by her pressure on his
shoulder. “He' shumanish!” He twitched his hand toward another young mae who Dieter worked to free



from the mess.

“That' s Bryan.” Jani paused, put her head back, breathed. “ Are you saying that Bryan killed ni Tsecha?’
She watched the two look at one another, then away. Bryan and Jemmie. They’ d arrived at about the
sametime, did the program together. Worked in the greenhouses. Together. “Y ou’ ve both been here
three months. At this point, he' sonly alittle more humanish than you. Y ou're practicdly the same.” She
edged back, let Jemmie step away from thewadll. “If you' re thinking of telling methat it makesa
difference that he began as humanish and you began as Haérin, | would beg you to reconsider your
argument. Y ou both chose to be made Thalassan, and you did so for areason. Have you forgotten what
itwas?’ She gave Jemmie€' s bright blue shirt and aguatrousers a once-over. “Or did you just do it for the
clothes?” She watched Jemmie€' s face redden as the nervous laughter spread through the crowd of
onlookers. Humanish enough to be embarrassed. Well, that was a start.

“You'll do nothing.”

Jani looked around to find the third member of the scrum looking up at her from the floor. One eye had
aready swelled closed and hislip glistened raw red. Owen. He'd come with hisfather. They’d been
there from the dtart.

“You're up against the Commonwedlth, and their Families, and their money.” Owen coughed, spit blood
and phlegm. “They’ll hidewhoever did it, and if you fight them, they’Il crush you.”

Jani stood over him slently, staring him down until he broke contact and hung his head. Then she held out
her hand, waited until hetook it, and pulled him to hisfeet. “Humanish or Haarin—it'sdl thesameinthis.
We will be questioning Haé&rin who werein the vicinity at the time we believe the assassin passed through
Elyas Station. To seeif they saw anything, if they know anything.” Shelooked a each of thefightersin
turn, then at the rest of the crowd.

“We are working together in this, né Fey6 and nAMevaand |. Colond Pierce. Governor Markos. The
colony of Elyas, the Haérin enclave and Thalassa.” She shook her head. “If ni Tsecha could seeyou
now, what would he say?Y ou know what he would say, and he'd beahell of alot less diplomatic than |
am.” She stepped over blood-smeared flagstones on her way back to the central courtyard. “Why are
we here? Because some of uswereill, and the blending saved us. Because some of us believe that the
blending isthe future. Because we want to live longer and watch the changes and become that which we
are meant to be.” She turned back to the three chastened brawlers, stopping them in their tracks. “Don’'t
ever do thisagain!” Then she walked back to her table and her cold coffee. Sat down and breathed
dowly and tried to silence the pounding in her head.

“Y ou' re the one who did the number on Owen'slip. That' stwo in lessthan aday. Thanksfor the
assistance, but from now on, let me break up the fights.” Dieter sat across from her, amug of teain hand.
“I left them in the care of angry home-parents.” He did back the lid of asugar bowl and plucked a
couple of cubes, dropping them into histea. “And so it begins.”

“Might be agood ideato introduce alérine. It'Il help release the ssleam.” Jani drank her coffee, and
wondered if it would keep her awake until she boarded the shuttle. “We were bound to need it
eventudly.”

“Let them chalenge one another?” Dieter dumped and stared at her. “We Il spend the next three weeks
hosing the blood out of here.”

“l don't seean dternative.” Jani picked out aroll from the breadbasket, tore off achunk and dredged it
through adish of herbed ail. “Theidomeni in them will crave the structure. And it will preparethemin
case any of the Elyan Hadrin decide to express their opinion and tart offering challenges.” She tasted



mild grassiness and wished it would burn, blister, keep her awake. “Tak to Dathim. He can recommend
some friendly Haérin who can serve astrainers. | guarantee they won't put up with any crep.”

Dieter drummed hisfingers dong the sde of his cup. “ Someone could die”

“Not likdly, given we reright atop adamned clinic.” Jani fidlded Dieter’ sstare. “I doubt anyoneisgoing
to assassinate one of them.” Another chunk of bread. More ail. “We ve reached the one-day-at-a-time
stage. Start with some organized violence, and see how it goes.” Shelooked up at the skylight, the sun
aready grazing the edge as departure time grew closer. “Forgive mefor leaving you with this, but | have
no choice.”

Dieter spped. Shrugged. “There will be washouts, asin any trid by fire. Some may need to return for
medica reasons, and maybethey’ |l eventudly see sense. The rest of us should come through stronger,
more united.” Heforced asmile. “'Y our home will be here when you return.” Then he looked past Jani
and the smilewavered. “Pierce”

“Brondt.” Nidl dragged achair next to Jani and sat. “I seem to have walked into the middle of
something.” He looked across the courtyard to the scene of the fight, where the guilty parties mopped the
floor under the watchful eye of Owen’ sfather. “1 wanted to let you know the details so far.”

“Sngpping Family fingers?” Jani managed agrin.

“Shut up.” Niall staged hisown raid of the breadbasket. “ Shuttle services to Elyas Station are being
provided by Exterior, but you'll travel asfar as Guernsey on a Commerce cruiser, the Madelaine. Pascal
and | and afew other of my staff will be claiming billet privileges on both your shuttle and your ship. After
we hit Guernsey, it will be our turn. W€ ll be giving you aride asfar astregty dlows. Thenit’sback to
the Madelaine for the balance of the journey to Rauta Shéraa.”

“A Servicevesd?’ Dieter’ sbrow arched.

“A carrier. The CSS Viktor Ulanov, who history indicates wasn't the worst Prime Minister we ever had,
and who was less of abagtard than others of hisfamily, smal f.” Nial smeared butter on black bread,
then swiped a cup from anearby place setting and filled it from acarafe. “Roshi’ s orders.”

Jani calculated message central tranamit timesin her head. “He can’t have received your messages
dready.”

“He can when he' sdready hdfway here.” Niall grabbed another dice of bread, then offered agrinning
“thank you” to ayoung femaewho dipped him aplate of ham. “Hewas aready on hisway out hereto
assess the Fort Karistos situation personally. He' |l reach Guernsey about aweek before we do.” He
folded the mest into the bread and dredged it al through adish of hot mustard. “I1t’ sthe general fedling
that it’ sthe best way to protect the embassy. Let Ced seealittle of what we have.” Hetook abite of his
sandwich, nodding as he chewed.

Dieter tossed back the last of histea, then stood. “Y our gear won't pack itself.” He circled the table and
headed for the Stairway.

“Don't forget the small clothes.” Jani smiled as he turned and shook hisfinger at her.
“Think you'reuptoit?’ Nial refilled his cup, then scanned the table for something eseto edt.
Jani didn’t have to ask what he referred to. Rauta Shéraain our sights. She twitched a shoulder. “Y ou?’

“We I find out, won't we?’” Thefiltered sunlight struck the side of hisface, highlighting athrobbing vein



and abunched jaw muscle. “ Seeping well?” He didn't wait for an answer. “Might’ ve been better for
your overdl hedth if you' d avoided the spat with your medical team.”

“It was more than aspat.” Jani broke off crumbs of bread and tossed them into the oil dish.

“I know. Pascdl filled mein. I'm having ahard time adjusting to recelving my updates from him.” Nial
touched hislower lip. “1 did notice aspot of imperfection on that face you seem to think so much of.” He
paused. “ So why’d you hit him?’

Jani dropped the last chunk of bread into the ail. “Can | just say that he got on my nervesand leave it at
that?’

“Muchas!’dliketo beieveyou vefinally cometo your senseswhere he's concerned, no.” Nidl gave up
the hunt for further sustenance and dug out his’ sticks. “Like | said before, he thinksthey didn’t tell me
that Tsechawas nated because they thought I’ d tell you. Why would that worry them?” He
exhaled twin streams of smoke, watched it drift upward. “ Of course you' d be upset. And you' d want to
find out who did it. Not really atretch. Did they think you' d try to take over the investigation? | thought
you were remarkably well-behaved in thelibrary.” He set his nicstick case spinning on the tabletop, and it
flashed back sunlight like a beacon. “Pascd said hetold you to let apro handleit.”

Jani laid back her head. Seep called again, and she struggled to ignoreit. “Handle what?’

Niall swept his case off the table and back into his pocket. “It’s bad enough adjusting to working with
Pretty Boy. What' s bothering me even moreisthat | find myself agreeing with him. Half the Outer Circle
ison thiscase, Jan. Leavethemtoit. Let the courts, or adiscreet professiond, take care of the killer.”
His timepiece beeped and he grumbled. “ Can | use your comroom? | need to send Roshi an update.
Takewhat | said to heart, please?” He made asif to rise, then sat back dowly. “ Please?’

Jani watched him dump, the energy seep away, until helooked astired as shefdt. “Nial?’
He dropped his spent ’ stick in arefuse dish and watched the last curls of smoke. “Y ou firgt.”

Jani waited, while around her Thalassans talked and tried to laugh. “I’m caught in a sandstorm. It buries
rre"

Nial nodded. “My long-range misfires, blowsaholein my chest. | look down, and | can see my heart
beating. Then it stops.” He stood. “ First one in months. Maybe I’ m not so sorry that Pretty Boy woke
me up early thismorning after dl.”

“Youdon't haveto go.”
“You'regoing.”
“| don’'t have achoice”

“Neither do 1, gdl. If we need to pick embassy personnel off the rooftops, | haveto bethere.” Nial put a
hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Do thingsright thistime.” He released her. “ See you on the
tarmac.”

“Yeah.” Jani watched him maneuver across the courtyard to the lift and step aboard the cabin. Watched
the doorsclose. “Thistime.” Shefinished her coffee and headed for her room.

Packing went quickly. Anything that she had |eft behind in John’ s suite was retrieved by a solemn Dieter,
who considered al the diplomeatic possibilities and made sure that the trouser suits outnumbered the



coverdls, then added afew gownsto the mix aswell. That task completed, they adjourned to the offices,
where Jani affixed Sgnatures, discussed contingencies, and wrote the letter formally requesting that the
firm of Skaraand Cossaact on the enclave' sbehdf “inany and dl legd matters.”

The sun had begun its downward trek as she walked out to the beach. Imprinted the view in her mindin
case she never saw it again. After atime, she heard the footfal behind her. Theweighty quiet. “Heloved
it here”

Dathim drew up beside her. “We have put him aboard our shuttle. We leave at sunset. Fey6 sayslittle,

s0 Meva speaks for both. She doesthat well.” Hewore brilliant green and yellow, his ears arrayed with
smdl hoops of gold, hisbrown hair freshly shorn. *Y ou said you would show hiskiller the meaning of that
which they did.” Helooked down & her, eyesgleaming in thefading light. “'Y ou will kill them.”

“Yes” Jani saw aglimmer in the distance, growing larger with the passing seconds. The Exterior shuttle,
approaching at speed. “ Are you going to try to talk me out of it, too?’

Dathim looked back out to the water. Thelion, ever quiet, ever watchful. “No.”

CHAPTER 20
“Glories of the ship’sday to you.”

Rilaslooked up from her solitary game of pattern stonesto find another of the passengers standing before
her table. A female, attired in the most seemly manner. Hair braided in abreeder’ sfringe. Trousers, shirt,
and overrobe in shades of palest green and sand.

The female bared her teeth, and kept her eyes averted. “1 am naBolan Thea” She spoke Vynsharau
Haarin laced with gesture that was dmost bornsect in its complexity. “'Y ou wish an opponent?’

“|—" Rilaslooked down at her stones. They had transitioned to yellow and green spirds, and she had
only three stones|eft to dign to complete the required arrangement when na Bolan interrupted. Now, as
she watched, the pattern atered to cross-hatching lines. She had been so close—

“I havelost you your game!” NaBolan crossed her right arm over her chest, amost formal gesture of

gpology.

“Suchisnot important.” Rilas cast afind look at the stones before sweeping them off the table and into
her cup. “1 am naNahin Sela, and | do wish discourse. Since we departed Elyas Station, | have spoken
to no other passengers.” Shelooked about the games room, empty but for herself and na Bolan. “ One
ship-cyclepadt, yet dl sill remainintheir rooms.” She handed the other female the cup, then smoothed
the table covering so the soneswould tumble cleanly and lay well.

“They pray. They send transmissions to the worldskein.” NaBolan shook the cup and cast the stones.
“Ni Tsecha Egri isdead, and they ponder that which comes after.” The polished rounds scattered across
the table surface, the first pattern developing dmost immediatdly. Left-hand spirdls, adifficult designto
meanipulate.

Ponder? Rilas watched her new opponent arrange the stones, hands moving with a quicknessthét rivaled
her own. “They worry gresatly, | most believe. Many considered ni Tsechaasthelr propitiator.”

“I did not.” Na Bolan completed her arrangement just as the spiras atered direction “What status had
he, thefirst Chief Propitiator to be made Haarin? He was anathema.” She then used her handheld to
record her points and her time. “NiaRauta Sandan ismy propitiator.”



Rilas fought the desire to bare her teeth as she collected the stonesinto her cup and shook them. So
good after so long, to hear the words of agodly Haarin.

She cast her stones. X marks. The smplest design. She bared her teeth and arranged the pattern, hands
moving as quickly asthey had when she assembled her rifle. “I have won thisround!” She activated her
own handheld and entered her scores. “We shdl play aseries—’

“NaNahin?’
Rilaslooked up to find aship’s security dominant standing before her.

“Glories of the ship’sday to you.” He bared histeeth. “Y ou will accompany me, please, to the security
workroom.” He stepped back from the table, then paused, waiting.

“Detained?’ Rilas|eaned againgt the high seat the dominant had offered her. “ There are issueswith my
documents? With the business| performed in Karistos?’

The dominant did not respond, but wrote a note on a piece of parchment with aninking stylus. Asthe
other dominants on this Siah Haérin cruiser, he dressed much as ahumanish. Trousers and shirt of dark
green, the uniform color of the ship. Around his neck, astrip of knotted cloth decorated with blue and
green whorls. He wore his brown hair clipped short, which left visible the slver hoopsthat arrayed both
earlobes from top to bottom.

Unseemly. But security just the same, which meant that she needed to answer al questions and appear
cooperaive at dl times. Even the godly act of disputation would be forbidden her, since Haarin who
worked too long with humanish saw such as an attempt to evade and obstruct rather than as the blessed
discoursethat it was.

Rilastried to climb onto the seat, but one of itslegs proved shorter than the other three, which sent it
tipping to the Side each time she set her weight upon it. Ungodly. The male sought to disquiet her with his
slences and his broken furniture, this she knew as surely as she knew her robes and her rings. She had
Spent season after season training againgt such. It could not be unexpected.

Asthough he had heard her thoughts through the air, the dominant stopped writing. He set down the
stylus, then picked ahand light from atray of writing tools and shoneit upon the parchment, setting the
inks. Then he sat back, hands clasped before him on the desk. “When we arrive at Guernsey Station,
you will present yoursdlf to this office. From here, you will be escorted to the Haarin Trade Board offices
located at the station.”

“| ask again, ni—" Rilas checked the front of the ma€e s shirt, then the top of hisworktable, in search of a
plate or disc bearing his name. She had seen such on the other ship dominants and suborns. Why did he
not offer the same information?“Why am | to be detained? Are my documents not in order? Isthere a
guestion of my actionson Elyas?’

The male took a documents dipcase from the stack on the side of his desk, and removed the parchment
contained within. “Y ou are abroker of decorativetiles?’

“Yes, ni—" Rilasfought to straighten, to relax her throat and lighten her tone. “Yes. | am atile broker.”
“How long was your stay in Karistos?’

“Two Elyan days.”



The male nodded, a maddening humanish gesture that could mean anything or nothing. “When we arrive
at Guernsey Station, you will be met by na Calas Pdan, who is security dominant for the station. She will
advise you of whatever you are entitled to know. Y ou will be housed in suitable rooms, and
communications will be sent from na Calas' s dominant to yours conveying our sorrow at the disorder of
thisinterruption.” His hand paused in its movements. “Who is your dominant, nANahin, so that we may
process the notification with godly haste?”’

Rilas hesitated. NaNahin Sdawas atile broker of Rauta Shéraa, and thus had nothing to hide. She
needed to behave as such. “My dominant is ni Kolesh Metan. His business rooms are within the Trade
Board in Rauta Shéraa.” For this, she and niRau Ced had planned. Just as every godly Haérin
acknowledged an Haarin dominant, so did she, for each of the Haarin she had ever pretended to be. And
just as she had played the part of many Haarin, so had her dominant. The male owed hislifeand
alegiance to niRau Céd, as she did. If he were ever contacted, he would respond as was appropriate to
his skein and standing.

“We shdl initiate contact with ni Kolesh.” The mae dragged the input board across the desk until it
rested before him. “The Trade Board iswell outfitted with rgpid communications, thus we will seek to
contact him immediately.” Another worthless nod. “We shall address the skein dominant aswell, and
present our regrets over any delay.”

“The skein dominant?’ Rilasfelt her heart quicken once more. “ Such would be an interference.”

“Suchisthe most forma of protocols, naNahin.” The mae shands illed in their 1abors. “1 only seek to
placate. To acknowledge your concerns and address them.” He began inputting once more. “If
reparations are due the skein of tilemasters, we of the security skein will make them, and truly.”

Rilas watched the male work, and pressed a hand to her ssomach, her roiling soul. | could kill him before
he knew | had moved. And before she had reached her rooms, his skeinsharerswould be on her, and all
would be aslost. But dl will beaslogt in any case, for the dominant of thetilemasters' skein will not
know of ni Kolesh. Hisname existed in therall, but he had no forma presence as atilemaster. They
would seek him and not find him. “I would request that you delay contacting ni Kolesh until | have done
0.

The maetilted his head to one sde, but since he did not dter his posture or raise either hand, it meant
only more nothing. “Why, nANahin?’

“Because there is discord between ni Kolesh and the tilemaster dominant, unto the edge of chalenge, and
| most fear that any interruption of businesswill aggravate this discord further.” Rilas paused to breathe,
and felt her heart dow. Yes, if one accepted order, the gods protected one, and granted one cleverness.
“Such contact as you wish to make would compel either ni Kolesh or the dominant to offer chalenge,
and such isnot seemly. | as a suborn should not be the one to provoke such. The provocation should
originate between them.”

The male sat back and lowered his hands to the desktop. “And if | notify ni Kolesh, he may take the
newsto the skein dominant himsdlf, and the challenge, if it is offered, may be offered in amore orderly

“Yes” Rilasdrew hersdf most sraight. “1 am gratified that you understand.”

“I understand why | am most content to no longer live within the worldskein.” The malefolded hishands
one over the other and rested them upon hisknee. “I believe that given the tenson between ni Kolesh
and hisdominant, it would be morefitting if you contacted him yourself. That way, you could explain the
circumstances most fully, and determine between you the best method to approach the skein dominant.”



Rilas bared her teeth. Her heart beat as dowly asif she dept. Those who worshipped the beauty of Caith
would dways be assured awell-illuminated path. “ Such a solution would be most gratefully accepted,
andtruly.”

Rilas restrained hersdlf as the communications suborn instructed her on the use of the headpiece and
showed her more times than was necessary the order of activation of the various rlays and feeds. She
knew more of the workings of such communications than any suborn. But atile broker would not know
of such matters. Thus did she remain slent, and gesture gratitude when the suborn completed his useless
teachings and departed the cubicle.

The security dominant so readily alowed me this. Rilas stood before the recording screen and prepared
hersdlf to speak. Does he bdievethat | will say something of interest to him? She fully expected that he
would intercept her message, or perhaps haveit relayed directly to hisworkrooms. He thinks himsdlf
most as humanish. Crafty. Devious. Do you believe, you with no name, that you are the only idomeni
who isthisway? One of thefirst lessons niRau Ced had taught her was how to adopt humanish ways, to
defeat the enemy by becoming asthey were.

Acrossthe narrow cubicle, the screen indicators dtered in countdown. Rilas stood straight, tilted her
head to theright in regard, curved her right hand and brought it level to her chest.

“Ni Kolesh.” She bared her teeth. “ Glories of the day to you.” She eevated the pitch of her voice. “With
regret | tell you that | will not be able to attend our planned mesetings a Phillipa Station. | will be detained
at Guernsey Station for an unknown span of time. | am to be asked questions by nd Calas Pdan, security
dominant of the Guernsey Haarin. | have not been told that which these questions concern.” She
stopped, held her breath and listened, even though the cubicle was encl osed, soundproofed so that no
one outside could hear that which was spoken within.

“Suchisal | cansay, ni Kolesh, for suchisdl | know. May our ventures be blessed by Shiou in spite of
the efforts of Caith to hamper our path. Blessings of future days grace you, and al who labor for you.”
With that, Rilas gestured farewell, and stepped out of range of the display. She had done what she could,
which was more than could have been hoped. She had notified niRau Ced of where shetraveled and
who would detain her. She prayed to Caith that by the time she arrived at Guernsey Station, some order
would have arrived from Shérardeasing her from having to respond to nd Cdas s questions. But if such
isnot forthcoming... Another method of interference would suffice. She could think of severa that would
affect an older station such as Guernsey. Provided accessto the proper materias, she could construct the
devices hersdif.

Rilas pressed the cubicle door pad, waited for the door to open fully. Stepped out into the corridor and
followed the path to the games room. She found na Bolan Thea still seated in the same chair, executing a
complex solo game with three sets of stones.

“Have you committed crimes, naNahin? Isthat why security dominants demand to speak with you and
take you away from your games?’ The femae bared her teeth. “Nahin the crimind. | shal warn everyone
of you.”

Rilas clenched one hand. Imagined Bolan’s neck and the blow required to bresk it, then stopped hersdlf.
NaBolanisagodly Haarin, and such is her way. The combetive, chalenging way of idomeni. The way
she, Imea niaRauta Rilas, would have recognized had she not been so concerned with humanish-acting
security dominants who did not comprehend the custom of nameplates.

“l amindeed acrimina.” Rilas bared her teeth and sat, and prayed to Caith for a disaster to befall



Guernsey Station.

Asthe ship-cycle passed, more and more Hadrin ventured out of their cabins. Rilas remained among
them, and behaved most as that which she was supposed to be. She studied business dispatches prior to
mid-afternoon sacrament, participated in movement sessonsin the gymnasium and in discussionsin the
ship’sveranda. Through na Bolan, she met others. They filled the games room and discussed ni Tsecha's
degth in between the clatter and toss of the stones.

It did not surprise Rilas overmuch when the mal e security dominant who had questioned her earlier
entered the gamesroom. Their ship was smadl. They would be bound to encounter one another. Even so,
shefdt relief when he did not acknowledge her and sat a another table. Nahin the criminal, na Bolan
announced, and she accepted the mocking with bared teeth. Cast her stones. Arranged her designs.
Kept her scores.

Rilaswon severa rounds, and played until the corridors darkened, asign of the ship-night. Sheleft the
loud na Bolan and the others behind and returned to her rooms. Entered. Paused in the doorway and
studied the worktable, the dtar acove, the laving room and bedroom beyond. Could detect no sign that
someone had entered during her absence and searched her belongings, yet trusted the sense she had
acquired over many such journeys and accepted that someone had. The male security dominant,
possibly. One of hissuborns, morelikely.

Rilas waked through the rooms, one by one. Took note of objects and their locations and positions.
Twenty ship-cycles until Guernsey. She prayed to Caith for the time to pass quickly, even as she knew
what awaited her there, and redlized that she might be praying for the lesser choice.

CHAPTER 21

“Kilian says Haarin to be questioned in connection with assassination.”

Rilasread thetitle of the Guernsey newssheet once, then again. Then she studied theimage of Kilian that
had been placed next to the text, looking her in the eye as she would never have doneif they stood
together in the flesh.

Godless eyes. Anathema. The sickly green, pale as O4, too light againgt Kilian' sdark skin.
“Humanish or Ha&rin—it' sdl thesame.”

Rilas crouched before the image display, one hand fixed on the controls. She had obtained a copy of the
newssheet as soon asit had been received by the ship relay, replayed it constantly, as every idomeni had
done sinceit had first been released. Argued over it on the ship’s veranda, in the games room, the
movement room, asthey had argued over the news of ni Tsecha's nation, released only ashort
time before.

“Humanish or Haarin—it' sdl the same”

Morden niRau Cedl’ s response had been swift, his godly aspect broadcast throughout the worldskein to
the Commonwedth beyond. The Kiérshiais anathema, he had entoned, shoulders rounded and voice
deepened. Idomeni do not kill in such a secret way.

But then the stories emerged of degaths that occurred within the circle asthe result of godly challenge, of
knivesthat had dipped and blood that had flowed too well.



Such isdifferent, and truly. Rilas deactivated the display, watched Kilian' s eyes darken to blackness.
Each dip of the bladeisthewill of the gods. If asoul heard the call of the gods, its duty wasto answer.
Any action that assisted it upon itsway served as part of that reply.

“All isanathema.” Rilas paced. They would dock a Guernsey within half aship-cycle, and still she had
heard nothing from ni Kolesh, not even an acknowledgment of her message. They have notified na Calas,
and | will not be questioned. But if this was the case, why had not the namel ess ship security dominant
informed her? Why alow her to wait, and wonder?

She sensed the tension grow in her limbs and knot the core of her soul. Now was not the time for the
games room, even though she had arranged to meet with na Bolan. Now was not atimefor the stones.

She removed her overrobe, trousers, shirt. Greyed blue and sand they were, colors of the gaming room
and veranda, made of cloth which possessed a delicate sheen and alight hand. Walked to her storage
chest and removed sand-shaded trousers and deeve ess shirt and put them on. Bound the fasteners.
Knotted theties. Heavier cloth, this, dull to the eye and mended many times.

Rilas |ooked down at her bare arms, gold-brown skin darkened by Shéréin sun and crosshatched by the
paleridges of old scars. Flexed her hands, watched the muscles work.

“Timefor the blades.” Wooden ones, most unfortunately. But such would have to suffice.

“She proclaimed such at the meeting house on Elyas.” The mae, ayoung Dahoumn, pale and blocky,
executed a complex turn of wrist that caused his blade to spin asafan. “ She stood atop a stage, as
humanish do, and proclaimed while al about her shouted and clapped their hands.”

Rilasworked her blade in asolitary exercise, close enough to the Dahoumn to hear him, but far enough
away to seem separate from his group. All were younger, pale, shorter Dahoumn and darker, taller Siah,
and most disordered. They did not work their blades in unison, and bumped and banged into one another

repestedly.

“ After she proclaimed, humanish challenged Haarin, and forced them to lave the circle afterward, to clean
away their blood,” said another of the group, a Siah femae. “Thewallsaswell...or wallsand floor...or
just thewdls?’

“It' sdl thesame” sounded afemae voice. A humanish voice.
Kilian'svoice.

Rilas flinched. Her hands dropped. The end of her blade caught on the edge of the floor pad, stopping
her motion in mid-twist. Pain radiated up her right wrist and dong her arm, athin line of flame. Her hand
spasmed and the wooden blade spun out of her grasp, through the air and into the midst of another
group, striking an elder male in the face before clattering to the bare floor.

The male covered his nose with both hands even as the blood flowed through hisfingers and down the
front of histunic. A few Hadrin shouted, while one ran to the communication array and pressed the
switch that summoned the ship’s physician-priest.

Rilas turned to the group of youngish, who stared at the blooded elder, their blades at al angles. One
began to laugh, until his neighbor elbowed him in the pit of his soul. Another, one of the femaes, had
positioned herself behind the others, ducking so she could not be seen.



“What has happened?’ Another of the elder mal€' s group stepped between Rilas and the youngish. A
male of middle years, Siah or light-skinned Vynsharau, breeder’ s fringe gathered in aknot and tied with a
cord, arms so hacked with scarring there seemed no clear skin left. “ Answer.”

“Shelost control of her blade.” The young Dahoumn male pointed to Rilas. “ Demand answersfrom her.”
The madeturned. “ So?’

Rilas gripped her injured wrist and stared past the mae to the Dahoumn. “ One of them spokein the
Kiershid svoice, and another laughed.”

The mae stepped around to the rear of the youngish gaggle, where the guilty female dl but crouched as
an animd to hide hersdlf. “ Do you find the Kiérshia s voice an amusement?’ He gripped her by thewrist
and pulled her upright. “ She who accuses dl idomeni of anathema? Y ou imitate her?’

“l did not—" The femdelooked toward Rilas. “We did not mean—"

“Stop cowering!” The young Dahoumn faced the scarred male. “NaLiadid nothing wrong. She—" He
pointed at Rilas. “—shelistened to private talk. The blood is her fault.”

The doors opened and the physician-priest entered together with asuborn. They hurried to the elder
male, who had been led off to the Sde of the room by othersin his group and now sat on the floor, head
tipped back to squelch the bleeding from his nose.

“You distracted her.” The scarred mae released na Lia, then pushed her toward the rest of her group. “If
you speak loudly enough to be heard, you will be heard, and otherswill act asthey will when they hear
you.”

“That isfor them. We shdl sill say that which wewill, and laugh &t that which wewill.” Theyoung
Dahoumn broke away from the rest and faced the scarred male, moving around him as though they stood
within the circle. “We did not laugh at naKiérshia svoice. We laughed at the expression on her face
when she heard it.” He pointed again to Rilas, looking her in the eye ashe did. “ Asthough she had seen a
demon. Such was how she appeared, and truly.”

The scarred male looked toward Rilas.

Warrior skein. Rilas began to straighten, and forced hersdf ill. Whatever the male may once have been,
whatever honor he may have earned, he was now Haérin, and she would show submission to no Haarin.

“NaKiershiaisthe cause of fear in some.” The scarred male turned back to the Dahoumn. “ Sheis
anathema.”

“All isanathema.” The Dahoumn laughed. “Ni Tsechais dead. What difference? He was anathema. Such
was all we heard, that he was ashame on al idomeni. Now heis dead, and such is anathemaaswell, and
all cry out at the sadness of it, the sadness of the death of one we cdled anathema.” He picked up a
discarded wooden blade and inscribed acirclein the air. “ A humanish would tell you to make up your
minds. Heis Tsecha, or heisnot. Heisgredt, or heisnot. We mourn and honor him, or revile and forget
him. We hate him and dl for which he stood, or we do not.”

The scarred male kept the Dahoumn in his sights, turning with him. “NiRau Céedl has said—"

“Ced isahypocritel” NaLiafound her voice once more. “He exiled ni Tsecha, and made him Haarin.
But now ni Tsechaisdead, and he calshim great.”



“Great now that heisdead,” the Dahoumn said. “ Great now that he cannot write, or speak.” He stopped
histurning of hisblade and gtilled. “ Great now that Ced does not haveto listen to him any longer.”

All had gone quiet in the room. Even the physician-priest and her suborn had stilled to watch the two
males circle one another. Meanwhile, the Dahoumn’ s friends had moved to one sde of theroom, the
scarred mal€ sto the other.

Rilas backed toward the far wall, away from both groups. The Dahoumn’s arms showed pae and lightly
scarred, as nothing compared to those of the other male. Such would prove an unseemly challenge,
unbaanced and graceless.

The scarred ma€ s shoulder rounded. “Why do you spesk againgt niRau Ced? Humanish killed ni
Tsecha Hedid not.”

“He wished to. He would have executed ni Tsechaif he ever returned to Shérd Some say—" Theyoung
Dahoumn began to circle again. “ Some say that Céd paid humanish to kill ni Tsecha. Thus could he
condemn the killers even as he rg oiced that the killing had been done.”

None moved. Even the elder male who bled over his shirt listened.

“Who arethese‘ some’ who say this?” The scarred mal€' s voice degpened in anger. “Who?’

“Many.” The Dahoumn stilled once more. “Many say this.”

“Suchis—"

“Anathema?’ The Dahoumn bared histeeth. “A humanish would say thet if dl isanathema, then nothing

IS

The slence that followed was disturbed by the physician-priest, who aided the elder maeto hisfeet and
guided him to the door.

Rilasfollowed them, straightening and lifting her chin as though requesting the injured mal€e' s pardon. But
as soon as she stepped into the corridor, she left them behind. Rounded the corner and—

—collided with na Bolan, who stifled acry of surprise.
“NaNahin?’ Thefemade curved her right arm in profound question. “What isthis?’

“Wemust leave.” Rilas continued down the corridor. Prayed the phys cian-priest would not come after
her, or the scarred male, or any of the Dahoumn’ sidiot companions. “ There will be a challenge fought,
and it will beamess. | do not wish to witness such.”

“Shdl we play the stones, then?’

“Yes” Rilas massaged her wrist. Thejoint felt hot to her touch. Tender. Not abreak, but asprain, or a
tear of atendon. She could provide an ice wrap hersdlf, pray over it hersaf. She did not need to seethe
ship’ s physician-priest, who would ask her why she lowered her hands, why she let the blade drop.
Because | heard the Kiérshid svoice.

And first the priest would laugh. Then she would ask, Why do you fear naKiérshia?
Because she knows.

But what does she know?



“NaNahin?’

Rilasfelt the hand on her aram. “NaBolan.”
“You arenot well.”

“I anmogt wdll, and truly.”

Bolan removed her hand and gestured reluctant agreement, atilt of head and sweep of arm. “We dock at
Guernsey in ashort time. Will you disembark?”

“Yes” Rilasclosed her eyes, heard Caith'slaugh. | shal dlow myself one round of the stones. Then she
would present hersdlf to the security dominant, the male whose name she did not know, even after twenty
ship-cycles and numerous encountersin corridors and in the games room. The mae who had searched
her rooms and found nothing. He will give me good news. Hewould tell her that she would not be
questioned on Guernsey, that she did not even need to leave the ship. That she wasfreeto travel on her

way.

She paused as Bolan coded open the door to the games room. Followed her inside, and found the
security dominant seated alone at atable, casting stones.

“NaNahin. NaBolan.” He gestured to the empty chairs next to hisown. “ Join me in agame before we
prepare to dock.”

Rilaswalked past the chair he pointed out and sat across from him. *Y ou have received a message for
me?’

“Yes, nANahin.” The male bared histeeth, then handed her the cup of stones. “Y our play.”

The Haérin concourse of Guernsey Station had no gargoyles, no stained glass or transepts. Instead, there
were white and grey walls and battered grey flooring, kiosks and shops and hallways as bright and
crooked as the snow-coated branches of winter trees.

Rilas waked beside the security dominant. He had not allowed her to leave his presence since their
mesting in the games room, arranging for one of the ship subornsto collect her possessions, and
remaining with her throughout the gpproach and docking sequences.

“Thisway.” He pointed down yet another corridor, this one marked with plagues covered in Siah script.
“The office of ndCalasis here—" He stopped asarumble like thunder sounded, shuddering through
walsand floor.

Then camethe sirens, like the screeches for beasts.

“There has been an explosion.” The dominant grabbed Rilas by the arm. “We must find a shelter and—"
The door of na Caas s office opened and afemae emerged. A most familiar female.

Rilas dowed, hands clenching even as her wrist ached.

“NaBolan Thea?’ The security dominant gestured toward Bolan, avague wave of the hand that meant
nothing. “Y ou have knowledge of na Cdas—" He stopped, then looked at Rilas, hislips moving, saying
something...



A shadow moved in from the sde. A male, dark-clad, hisarm raised. The security dominant turned
toward him, but too late. Brought up hisarm, but not high enough to counter the blow. Fell where he
stood, groaned and shuddered and stilled as the blood seeped from his battered skull and puddled
around him.

Rilaswatched his soul leave him. Then, dowly, sheraised her eyes.

“NiaRautaRilas.” NaBolan spoke with avoice not hers. Gone was the querulous tone, the high pitch of
the suborn, replaced by depth and strength and the chill of snow.

Rilas sensed the mae at her back. “Why?1 am going to him fregly.” He gripped her injured wrist, and
she gasped.

Then Rilasfdt agting, a sensation of warmth travel up her arm. A cessation of pain. Tried to pull away
and found she could not move at all. Looked to the female she had known as nd Bolan Thea, the female
she had not known at al, as her knees weakened and her vision tunneled and her whisper roared in her
ears. “Fredy...l go...fredly...”

CHAPTER 22

Jani opened her eyes and checked her bedside clock. Six hours out. Guernsey Station, here we come.
She pushed off her bed cover, shivered asthe chill air hit her, and dragged it back on. Waited for the
sensation to leave, the light-headedness that came from too little deep over too long atime. Waited a
little longer, and knew she could wait forever for her head to clear and her limbsto fed like parts of her
body again and not dead weight. Pushed the cover off again and sat up.

The entry buzzer twittered. Sheignored it. It twittered again, amechanica imitation of a songhbird.
“Jan? Areyou awake?’

Va? She shook her head, wondered if she still dreamed. Things had remained cool between them over
thefirst haf of the voyage, their sole interaction the odd greeting during inadvertent corridor encounters.

“I’d liketo talk to you for aminute.” Va gave up on the buzzer and switched to tapping on the door
pand. “Jan?’

What could you possibly have to say to me? And did she want an answer to that question? No. Did she
redlly think she could avoid it for long? No.

Did shelong to hear another voice right now besidesthe onein her head? Oh, hell. She dapped the door
pad on the bedside end table.

The pand swept asde and Va stuck hishead in, looking firgt to hisleft, then to hisright, asthough he
expected crossways traffic. “We missed you at breskfast.” He stepped inside, acasua visonin blueand
brown. “ Jeez, this placeissmall.” He stopped and |ooked around the one-room cabin, then paced the
gtting area, which was separated from the deeping area by astrip of carpet and wishful thinking. “My
bathroom’ sbigger.”

“I think Anaistook charge of the assignments.” Jani stretched her legs and grazed the edge of the carpet
with her toes. “I’m probably lucky she didn’t sick mein the engine room.”

“Oranairlock.” Va sat in the sole chair, astraight-backed thing with balky ergoworks. “Thisis
bullshit—why didn’t you ask for something else?” He grimaced as he tried to work into acomfortable



position.
Jani looked around and shrugged. “I’ velived in worse.”

“Yes, but that’ snot your life anymore, isit?” Va drummed hisfingers on the chair arm, then looked
toward the corner near the bed, and the small desk that held aworkstation and stacks of wafer folders.
“Working?’

“Researching separatist groups. Going over dossiers.” Jani stood and walked to the closet, dragging the
bed cover with her and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Nial got me some information.”

Va eyed her makeshift robe and shook his head. “Don’t tell me—you can't adjust the temperaturein
here, either.”

“OK, I won't tell you.”

“That old bitch.” Va swung aleg over thearm of his chair, shifting it back and forth to avoid kicking a
nearby table. “ Are they going to let us go wherever we want on that carrier? Like, al the way to the
other end?’

Jani dragged out a set of coverals, then tucked them back inside, opting instead for wrapshirt and
trousersin dark blue. Going to ride on a carrier. Probably time to stop dressing like she actualy had lived
inaship'sengineroom for three weeks. “1 think we' |l be limited to atrangent VIP area, which, if distant
memory serves, isusually one section of asingle deck. Unlesswe re escorted. They don’'t want civilians
wandering around, getting into trouble.”

Va sghed. “I could use some trouble. Some nice, attractive trouble that didn’t run my heart through a
grinder.” Helaid his head back, watched her dress through half-closed eyes. “Y ou know, one of the best
things about owning my own ship is having the freedom to pick my travel companions.” He looked away
for amoment. “Barring the odd billet privilege” Hefrowned. Sniffed. “I think I'm paying for it now,
because so help me Jesus, the absolute last people in the Commonwedlth that | would chooseto
long-haul with are Anais, Y evgeny, and you know who.” He groaned. “God. Anais has a cackle that
could shatter crystd at fifty meters.”

Jani finished tying the sash of her shirt, then sood on her toes so she could check hersdlf in the half
mirror. “I wouldn’t know. She never laughswhen I’'m around.”

“No, shedoesn't, doesshe?’ Va gaveamean little grin. “1 think we d fail every group dynamics
evaluation on the books. Anaisand Y evgeny pretty much talk to one another. Y ou know who spends all
histime either working in the Service area or showing off in the gym. John’ s like you, spending way too
much timein hiscabin. | dwayscal it histiger-in-a-cage mood, pacing and pissed ashell. | findly pulled
it out of him acouple of days ago. Did you have to be quite so bruta 7’

“He Il fill have hiswork. Overdl ownership changes, isdl. Doesthat redly metter?’
“Yes. A little. Maybe more than alittle. He thinksit’ s payback for not telling you about Tsecha.”
“Maybe he should stop thinking about himsdlf so damned much.”

“Yeah.” Va massaged histemples. “Then there syou and Nidl, two people | could long-haul with any
time...” Hegudied the calling. “He sdrinking. Y ou know that?’

Fuck. Jani glanced a Vd in the mirror. Of course he cantell. It'shisjob. “It’snot as bad asit could be.”



“How bad doesit haveto be?’ Vd folded his arms and nestled into the chair, asthough he intended to
nap. “He coversit pretty well, and his staff protects him when he does’t. But it' s going to get worse the
closer we get to Sherd, and on top of that he'll be on acarrier with his precious Roshi, which means he'll
be under even more pressure.” Again, the half-closed eyes, the deceptively casual observation. “You're
no better off than heis, though in your case the problemisn’t liquor. Y ou’ re not deeping well, though.
Anyone can seethat.” He worked into asitting position. “ John was the one who mentioned it to me. He
sad that when he'd bring it up back in Thalassa, you’ d brush him off. He thought maybe Mevawas
getting under your skin.”

Jani folded her deep shirt and stuffed it beneath her pillow, then sat down so she could put on her boots.
“Did he send you here?’

“Would it matter if hedid?’ Va hesitated, then shook his head. “Not to worry. Mineisasolo effort.” He
sat forward, elbows on knees and hands clasped between, so friendly and expectant. “What you say
here, stays here. Y ou know that.”

Do 1?7 Jani rested a booted foot atop her bed and wiped away smudges with the corner of the sheet. “I'm
fine”

Va watched her. Waited until she met his eye, then waited some more, his brightnessfading asthe
redlization settled. That shewouldn’t tell him. That if he pushed her, she/d lie.

“Wadll...” He stood dowly. “It isgood to be trusted by those you love.”

“Likewise” Jani took what grim satisfaction she could in hisblush, in theway he suddenly couldn’t meet
her eye.

“We had our reasons, Jan.” He walked to the door, head down.
“You dwaysdid.”
“Y eah, well—" The tweet of the entry buzzer cut Va off, and he struck the door pad with hisfist.

Nial pushed past the panel before it opened completely. “There' s been an explosion a Guernsey. One
of the Commonwealth docks.” He wore dress blue-greys, the shine of his badges and designators
providing sharp contrast to the dullness of hisskin and eyes. “1t' sbad.”

Jani rose dowly, whispered the question she had grown to dread during her time in Rauta Shéraa. “How
many?”

“One hundred twenty-six confirmed dead.” Nidl turned to leave, then hesitated. “And climbing.”

Vad left to track down John, who was arranging transport to the station to aid the medical team. Therest
of them gathered in Nial’ s office, a converted conference room restocked with desks and workstations
and dive with the bustle of staffers, their commander’ s desk serving asthe hub.

“Service Station liaison believesit was asmal pulse bomb.” Nidl caled up aholo of the dock area

schemétic, which formed above his desk. “ Structural damage was significant in theimmediate area.” He
stuck astylusin the middle of the image and inscribed a circle around an area that encompassed alarge
gangway some distance from the main concourse. “No breach, thank God. The sealer layer did itsjob.”

“Lookswell off the beaten path.” Scriabin walked around theimage, taking it in from every angle. “Why



S0 many dead?’

“The starliner Capriahad just docked. Emergency due to mechanica issues.” Lucien pushed asdea
stack of filesand sat atop his desk. “Passengers were in the process of disembarking when the bomb
exploded.”

Jani lowered into achair. “The gangway wasfull...”

“Yeah.” Nidl turned off the imager, and the schematic faded. “ The Sation isin full shutdown. Instead of
docking there, we will hook up directly with the Ulanov.” He nodded toward Scriabin. “Luckily, your
pilot has carrier experience. Otherwise we' d have had to ship one over who did.”

“Minister Ulanovaand | will need to port over to the station in any case.” Scriabin paced. “We have
people there. We need to ensure that supplies can get in, arrange transport for family members.”

Nidl nodded. “We can seeto that as soon as station security gives us clearance. For now, we need
to—"

The door opened and Anais Ulanova swept in. She wore somber brown and carried arolled newssheet
inone hand. “Horrible. Just horrible.” Sheignored Jani, shot avenomous glare at L ucien, then focused
her attention on Nial and her nephew. “ Could it have anything to do with this?” She unrolled the
newssheet and laid it on Nial’sdesk.

Scriabin strode to hisaunt’ s side. His brow arched as he read. “* Kilian says Haarin to be questioned in
connection with assassination.””

Jani sat up Straighter asall eyesfixed on her. “1 never spoketo areporter. | haven't given aninterview in
months.” She stood and walked to the desk. Tried to read the article, only for Ulanovato wedgein front
of her, blocking her.

The woman stabbed the sheet with acarmine-tipped finger. “It Sates that you gave a speech to your
enclave informing them that ni Tsecha had been assassinated, and that several Haérin were being sought
in connection with his deeth.”

“I would like to read it without benefit of trandation.” Jani shouldered her aside, then checked the byline
and the banner. “1 don’t know that reporter, and I’ ve never spoken to anyone from the Amsun Star.”
She read each sentence once, then again, her heart tripping as the truth dawned. One of her Thalassans
had talked. | didn’t tell them not to. Because she hadn’t thought it necessary, because she never spoketo
areporter if she could avoidiit.

Scriabin’s voice emerged tight, mounting anger laced with disbelief. “Y ou informed your entire enclave
that Haarin would be questioned in connection with Tsecha's nation, and it never occurred to you
that one of them might talk to areporter?’

No. Jani looked acrossthe desk at Nidl, who blew out along breath, then shook hishead. “They had a
right to know what happened. A right to know thetruth. | was leaving them behind to face who knew
what? Sanctions? Attacks? | had to tell them why. | couldn’t let them find out from someone dse.”

“Goddamn it.” Scrigbin’ sface flared. “ Relations with the worldskein are dl but severed. Our border
coloniesarein danger, and some of usarerisking our lives—’

“And | had an enclaveto kegp alid on.” Jani felt the anger rise, swamping out the fatigue and uncertainty.
“Haérin hybrids getting into fistfights with humanish hybrids because ahumanish killed Tsecha. Haarin and
humanish who were friends ten minutes before.”



“Strictly speaking...” Nidl waited until he had everyone s attention. “ The articleisn’t incorrect,” he
continued at lower volume. “We are talking to Haérin about Tsechd s assassination. Nowherein that
aticle doesit sate that we think an Haérin killed him.”

“Don't be disingenuous, Colondl.” Ulanovajerked her head toward Jani. “ Thanksto her lack of
judgment, we have this wrenching disaster to contend with.”

“What hasthis article to do with the bombing?’ Jani caught the glitter in Ulanova s eyes, saw the
thin-lipped smileform. “Y ou' re saying they' re rlated?’

“Of coursethey’rerelated. Y ou say that Haérin played apart in Tsecha s assassination—"
“That' snot what | said.”

“—and humanish arekilled in revenge.” Ulanova bregthed hard, cheeks flushing. “ Anyone with any
intelligence can see that thisisthe case”

“Y ou're saying the Guernsey Ha&rin are responsible?’ Lucien avoided looking at hisformer patroness,
concentrating instead on the state of his cuticles. “ And they’ ve been so peaceful to this point.”

“This stupidity would drive anyone over the edge, no matter how peaceful they’ d been to this point.”
Ulanovareclaimed the newssheet and rolled it into atight tube. “First, Zhenyaand | will go to the Sation.
Observe the damage. Seeto our annexes.” Sheturned to Jani, finally looking her in the face. It was all
there, reflected in the woman’ s shining black eyes. The history between them, the hatred and the
humiliation and theloss. “ Then | will go to Hiroshi Mako and request that you be sent back to where you
camefrom.” Sheturned on her hed and walked out, head high, triumph radiating like an aura.

Scriabin waited until the door closed. “I’ll dowhat | can.” His crisp toneindicated that it wouldn't be
much. “We Il talk more after we return from the station.” He followed after hisaunt, his posture bowed
and his step dower, the brawler who had taken a hit from an unexpected quarter and couldn’t shake it
off.

Jani leaned againg Nial’sdesk. Felt dl eyesupon her, Nidl’sand Lucien’ sand the rest of the saff’s.
Struggled to find her voice. “They know it was abomb?’

Lucien did off hisdesk and walked to her. “They’ ve found afew pieces.”
“And you think my remarks triggered the attack?’

Niall swore under his breath. “Did you hear me say that?’ He stepped around his desk and stopped in
front of her. “Did you plant the bomb? Did you detonate it? Then you' re not respongble. Don't let that
bitch get to you.”

Jani nodded. “1 should go over.”
“Why?" Lucien shrugged, ever the pragmatist. “What can you do?’

“I’'m il adocuments examiner.” Jani patted the place on her hip where for years her scanpack had
hung. “1 think Guernsey Station has two, total, and they’ re probably going in five different directions
about now.” Long ago memories surfaced. The smells. Theimages. “We re dways needed at timeslike
this”

“Why?You—" Nial paled. “Oh, Jan, no.”



“I haveto.” She stared him in the eye until he looked away.

Scriabin’ s pilot docked the Madel aine with the Ulanov with practiced ease. From the juncture point,
Niall escorted Jani down tight winding corridorsto the carrier shuttle bays, where medica teams and
repair crews stood waiting for transport to the station.

“Station gaff is overwhelmed in more departments than one.” Niall patted the pocket containing his
nicstick case, then eyed the NO IGNITION SOURCES sign and let hishand fall. “Are you sure you
want to do this? Because we have dexxies of our own whom we can send over.”

Jani turned her back on Nial and walked around the bay. Heard his muttered, “—and | may aswell
argue with agoddamned wall.” Felt the stares of the Spacers as they studied her, recognized her, and
sarted talking. She had taken time to change clothes, switching out the delicate tunic and trousers for
coverdlsin drab dark grey. Her old Service duffel hung from her shoulder, nudging her hip with every
step. Insde were her scanpack, tools, and spare parts. A verified copy of her Academy certificate, just
in case anyone questioned her.

Her shooter, just in case.
“Maam?’

Jani turned to find a baby-faced corpora with arecording board eyeing her expectantly. “ Jani Kilian. I'm
part of the Shérdin mission.” For thetime being, a least. “I’'m adocuments examiner, and | wondered if
they needed help with close-outs at the station?’

Before the corpora could reply, one of the med techs piped up. “ They do. | heard one of the doc techs
say that they’ refdling way behind. The station dexxie was going to put out acal.”

“Lookslike you won yoursdlf aseat on the next nonmedica shuttle, ma am.” The corpora glanced past
Jani toward Nial, who hovered grim-faced like a doubt-filled father of the bride, then back at her board.
“If you follow me over here, we'll scanyouin.”

Jani followed her to the ID scanner. Stood still for theretind, ear, and pam scans, and hid asmile asthe
diplomatic sgil popped up on the display alongside her confirmation. Thank you, Stash Markos. She held
onto her duffel and passed on through to the boarding chute into the shuttle, then turned in timeto see
Nidl step around the scanner and hurry after her. * Diplomatic immunity works even better than

scanproof compartments.”

“You' rearmed, aren’t you?’
“I"'m sorry, Colond?’
“Goddamniit.” Nial followed her up the sngle aideto apair of empty seats. “What are you up to?’

“Nothing.” Jani opted for the window view. “1 wouldn’t lieto you, Nidl. Not now.” Sheinserted her
duffel into the grapple rack under her seet, then buckled hersdlf in. “I know thisisn't agood time, but
when can we talk to Nahin Sda?’

“I knew you were going to ask that.” Niall fastened his own seat harness, then pressed a hand to the
back of hisneck. “I told Pascal to use his charm and seeif he can get through to the station liaison, but |
think they’ Il tell usthat they have enough on their plate for the moment.”



“He sproving useful, isn't he?’
“| don’t want to talk about it.”

Around them, seets, grapples, and overhead racksfilled. Then came a series of warning pings, followed
by wave after wave of shudders as the boarding chute detached, the airlock seded, and the hangar door
swept open. Jani looked across the aid e to the starboard observation port and the view beyond,
pitch-black tempered by a spray of stars. Felt the acid rise to the base of her throat and her somach
threaten rebellion as the shuttle directiond s activated and the craft elevated then drifted to the side,
freeing itsdlf from itsmother carrier and the bulk of her gravitationd field.

Jani glanced a Nidl, who sat with his head resting againgt his seatback, his eyes closed.
“I dwayslikethat floaty feging when you first bresk away.” He Sghed. “Like deep without the dreams.”

“You can haveit.” Jani swallowed carefully. Breathed dowly. Looked out her portside observation port
and saw only the gunmeta bronze surface of the carrier, fretted by seaming and welds and the odd
bleached splash mark that devel oped when the destructive flash of the debris shield flared brightly enough
to oxidize the surface coating.

“You ever pull carrier duty?’

Jani shook her head. “Never asked for it. The Academy degree pretty much guaranteed adot at Rauta
ShérdaBase.” More recollections surfaced. The entire damn voyage was proving one long gantlet run
down memory lane. “And I’ d heard stories about carrier duty.”

“Theold Service” Nidl grimaced. “I remember her well.”

The shuttle began its swing around to the far Side of the station, amaneuver that findly alowed Jani a
clear view of theimmengty that wasthe CSSViktor Ulanov. Ten footbal fieldsin length and at least
threein height, adoping, featureless throwback to older style vesselsthat Service wits had christened
“gpacewhdes.” In the distance, the winking lights of her escort destroyers and caravelles, arrayed in
uncloaked patrol like worker bees guarding their queen.

“Raoshi’ smaking apoint by taking her into theworldskein.” Nidl leaned forward to takein the view, eyes
aight with pride. “Thisis caled acarrier group, Morden niRau Cédl, and we ve got thirty-three at home
jus likeit.”

“Theidomeni have carrier groups, too.” Jani sat back. Ships had never impressed her during her Service
days, and the feeling hadn’t changed with time. “Been yearssince | did close-outs. I'd hate to think that |
can anticipate lots of practice.”

They passed the undamaged side of the Capria, an ornate silver bird outfitted with useless but attractive
turrets and masts. Every so often a Service hullwalker, welder in hand, would float into view before
disappearing on the other side of the ship.

Then came the darkness of Guernsey Station itsdlf, akilometers-long grid that dwarfed even Service
cariers.

“They’re going to drop us off on the other side of the main concourse, where there was no damage.”
Nial settled back in his seet. “ The hospitd, dl the waiting areas, they're dl on that sdeaswell.” He
licked hislips. “The morgue.”

Minutes passed. Then camethe clicks, hisses, and bardly detectable bumps of docking. Another series of



pings, followed by still silence. Then, asif on cue, everyone unsnapped their harnesses and gathered their
belongings.

Thefirst thing that struck Jani as she entered the main concourse was the quiet. The areahad been
evacuated after the blast, passengers, vendors, and other personnd shunted off to station annexes to wait
out the emergency.

“It happened down there.” Nidl pointed to a gangway entry hafway down the concourse, which had
been sealed off with flex paneling and a semicircle of emergency cones. Station security paced the area,
pulserifles lowered but ready to be brought into play at any time.

Jani looked down anearby gangway, along, bare tunnel capped at the far end by the ship juncture. “It
was like dropping agrenade down awell, wasn't it?’

“Pretty much.” Nidl muttered under his breath. “It wasn't your fault, al right?” He nudged her elbow.
“The paper pushersare dl down here.”

Jani followed Nial down acorridor that ran between lines of darkened shops and kiosks, theninto a
large room filled with desks, the only sounds the rustle of parchment and the occasiond beep of a
scanpack.

“I think you can take it from here.” Nial waved her on into the room, then let the door close.

Jani walked to the nearest desk, where awoman in a green station uniform ran her scanpack acrossan
identity card. “1 thought you might need some help.”

The woman looked up. Her brown eyeswere dull, her dark skin ashy from the shock of too much, too
fedt.

Then shefixed on Jani’ sface and her jaw dropped. “ Jani Kil—" She stood. “If you're here to take
charge—" She motioned toward her chair.

Oh, please, no. Jani shook her head. * Just show me astack.”

“Oh.” Thewoman stared at her desktop for amoment, then looked up. “Beah Lynn, Station
Documentation.”

Jani reached into her duffel and pulled out her scanpack case. “I' m traveling on the Ulanov. | heard you
were shorthanded.”

“Yes” Lynn led her to an empty desk in afar corner, glancing over her shoulder every few stepsas
though making sure shewas gill there.

Meanwhile, the stares from the surrounding desks. The buzz of voices.
“Jeni Kilian—"

“Two of Sx—"

“ Academy—"

“Tsecha—"

“Knevcet Sheraa—"



“Here.” Lynn pulled out Jani’ s chair, then transferred a stack of document dipcases from another desk.
“These have dl had prelim and collate. They just need to be closed.”

Jani sat. Removed her scanpack from its case and ran ahand over the scuffed black surface, then
touched the device s underside, activating it. Took the top dipcase from the stack and started to undo
the clasp until sheredlized that Lynn still stood by the desk.

“I just want to say—" Thewoman rolled her eyes, struck her thigh with her fist. “ Twenty-five years ago
the Helier Expressran a series of stories about you and the other humans who attended the Academy. |
saved them dl, and | read them over and over.” Her facelit, despite the fatigue and the hell that
surrounded them. “But yours especialy, because you were acolony kid, like me, and | thought that if you
could makeit—" Her eyesfilled. “1 became a dexxie because of you, and now you show up to help.”
One tear spilled, then another, and she turned and ran back to her desk.

Jani watched the woman until she sat and resumed her work. Then she undid the clasp of the dipcase.
Removed the contents and spread them out on the desk. Identity cards. Three credit chits. Sheread the
names, examined the faces. Albee. Mother and daughter. They’ d each named the other astheir
emergency contacts.

Jani adjusted her scanpack settings, then ran the device over the cards, sending a burst of energy through
the inset chips. Fried them, canceled them out so they couldn’t be used, so that relatives could show
them, along with the d-certs, as proof of demise.

D-certs. Degth cetificates. And dl the old terms come back into play ...
“You'reredly Jani Kilian?’

Jani glanced at the young man at the desk next to hers. “Yes”
“Wow.”...asdust upon my tongue....

Another dipcase. Thicker, thisone. The Denischevs, from Hortensia. Father, mother, and two sons, ages
fifteen and twelve.

Scan. Cancdl the paper like the bomb canceled the livesit represented.

The Sdigs, from Hdlier, Guernsey Colony. Husband and wife, ages eighty-four and seventy-eight.
Thed Abos of New Indies. A family of three, mother, mother, and daughter.

“You don't haveto do this.”

Jani looked up to find Vd standing in front of her desk. He had dragged on a disposable coverall,
probably to cover the bloodstains. “| have to do something.” Shetook another dipcase from the stack.
“And I’ve doneit before. One of the dutiesthey don’t tell you about when you sign up for the scanpack
and make the appointment to have your brain cellsfarmed.” She sorted out the d’ Abos' lives atop the
desk. “How are you doing?’

Val twitched ashoulder. “’ Bout what you' d expect.” He pulled adispo pack of nicsticks from histrouser
pocket. Shook one out, then showed the pack to Jani. “The colond will be glad to learn that | do
occasionaly buy my own.” He bit thetip, took along pull. “ John told me to take a break.”

“Is John taking abreak?’



“You'rekidding, right?” Vd pulled over achair from an empty desk and sat. “Word isthat asthe
Guernsey-based emergency services arrive, we' |l sart backing off. Six-eight hours. Then off we go.”

“Vd?l

Jani and Va looked around to find John standing in the Sde entry to the room. LikeVa, heworea
disposable coverdl, only hisdidn't cover everything.

“Sorry. We need you again.” John looked in Jani’ s direction. “What are you doing here?’” His chill, dark
voice. The voice he used for strangers, and those he knew whom he didn’t like.

Jani pointed to the documents on the desk. “Help with close-outs.”

“Hmm.” John stepped asde so Va could walk past him into the corridor. “The next time you wonder
why we don't tell you things, remember thisday.”

“Dammit, John.” Va grabbed hisarm and pulled him out of the room.

Jani stared at the door after it closed. Then she completed the close-out of the lives of the d’ Abos, and
moved on to the next dipcase. Then the next. The next.

“Jni?’

Thistimeit was Lucien who stood over her desk, kitted out in fresh dress blue-greys, hisbrimmed lid
tucked under hisarm.

“Mako wantsto seeyou.”

CHAPTER 23

Admird General Hiroshi Mako' s office was | ocated aboard the Ulanov, in asuite replete with galley,
dining room, and abar. The glossy top of his truewood desk was clean but for acomport, stylus stand,
and holos of hiswife and children, the paperwork the purview of the staffers who swept in and out with
the slent digpatch of temple acolytes.

Mako himsdlf stood in front of one of the observation ports that dotted one wall, a browned, bald ssump
of aman, armsfolded, dress blue-grey tunic pulling across broad shoulders. He turned as Jani and
Lucien entered, revealing around, high-boned face that bore afew more lines, afew more shadows, than
when Jani had last seen him in person over ayear before.

Y ou’ ve aged since Chicago, Roshi. But then, hadn’t they al?

“My sympathies on theloss of your friend.” Mako's voice emerged agrave growl, the roughness
exacerbated by the ship’sdry air. “Hewas...one of the great ones.” He made as though to say more, but
wasinterrupted by Nidl, who emerged from the galley bearing two steaming cups.

“Would you like coffee, ged?” He handed one cup to Mako. “They’ ve got everything back there but the
coffee plantation itsdlf.”

“No, thanks.” Jani chose achair on the side of the room opposite Mako' s desk. Sat on the edge, back
sraight, duffel at her feet. Lucien settled for aseat in afar corner, like the low man that he was, while
Niall opted for a cushy lounger closeto Mako.

The man himsdlf waked around the desk and perched on the edge, setting his coffee untouched beside



him. “ Anai's spent the better part of the morning apprising me of your culpability in the Guernsey maiter.”
Mako tilted his head toward Nial. “My colonel has since expressed his opinion, which differs
ggnificantly.” If hefought the urgeto raise hisvoice, he hid it well. Instead he sounded tired, asthough
thiswasthe latest disaster in asnakebit campaign. “Y ou should' ve redlized that what you said would leak
out. A remark like that isjust the sort of thing areporter would latch onto to create controversy.”

Jani felt the anger rise, clearing her head for a blessed moment. She hadn’t been able to concentrate since
leaving the station, her mind amuddle of emotion and half-formed thoughts. “| said it before. I'll say it
again. They had to hear it from me. They needed enough time to prepare for any reaction. Any
retiation.”

“I’ve messaged back to my team at Karistosto start digging.” Niall sipped his coffee, then set it aside
and dug for his’ sticks. “The fact that the article appeared in the Amsun Star isared flag. | fully expect to
learn that Exterior played amgor rolein funneling that remark to the press, at which point | will kick that
bitch’ sbony ass.” He exhded asmoky sigh. “Y ou made yourself one hdll of an enemy, ge.”

Jani looked to the corner where Lucien sat, and pondered the skills of those who always seemed to land
on their feet. But suchisnot my way. She sketched aword on theleg of her coverdl. Another. “ Sengtive
bunch, this group that carried out the bombing. They read that Haérin will be questioned in connection
with Tsecha s assassination, and they get al shirty and kill hundreds of their own. When do you think
they’ll claim credit? All the groups | researched are very keen about claiming credit, but thisgroupis
different. What' s taking them so long? Think they’ re saving it up for athreefer? One more tragedy and
they win abrand-new skimmer?’

“Jani?’ Nidl stubbed out his’ stick and moved to the edge of his seet, ready torise. “Areyou al right?’
“Where sNahin Sda?’ Jani pointed to him. “Y ou sent Lucien to find out about her.”

Lucien stood. “I’m awaiting a cal-back from the Guernsey Merchants Association. They seemto havea
better relationship with the Haérin than we do.” Asif on cue, his handcom buzzed.

“Takeit here, Captain.” Mako' s voice held the same brand of wary disgust that Nidl’ s did when he
spoketo Lucien, aversion to the man coupled with grudging acknowledgment of histdents. “We d dl
like to know what they haveto say.”

Lucien activated the handcom. Listened for amoment. “Nahin Sela’ s disgppeared. The ship security
officer who was escorting her to the Haérin office isdead.” He shook his head in responseto the
unspoken question. “ The Haarin officeisin acompletdy different section of the sation. It was unaffected
by the bombing.” He paused to listen. “ Three ships broke away before the Haérin closed their side of the
station as a safety precaution. Two were larger passenger vessels that responded immediately when
asked to submit passenger information. The third was asmaller courier-class vessd that ignored attempts
at contact, cloaked, and vanished, presumably on itsway to the GateWay.”

“So let’ s shut the GateWay down.” Nial glanced at awall clock. “We have three tation-hoursto
intiste”
Jani wrote another word on her knee. “ The idomeni have a GatéWay out here, too. Samvasta.”

“It hasareputation for ingtability.” Nial chuckled with acomplete lack of humor. “ Half the shipsthat
enter it don’t come out the other end.”

“I heard those same stats twenty years ago.” Jani stood and walked to the observation port. Looked out
into the star-spattered dark. Imagined Nahin Sela, hunkered down in acabin, awaiting the jJump through



abalky GateWay and wondering if she would punch through to the other side. | certainly hope not.
“Beyond the wording in various treaties, do you have any reason to believe that Sherahasn't repaired
it?”

“We do keep an eye out for those sorts of activities,” Mako said dryly. “It’sone of the reasonswe're
here.” He tapped his comport. “Ask Vice Admiral Genera Vegato stop in when she has the chance.”

Thefour of them looked at one another. Then Jani sat in front of a coffee table and inscribed acrossthe
top. Words. Numbers.

Niall opened the drawer of aside table and removed a stylus and a sheet of |etter parchment. “Here,
gel.” He put the stylus between her fingers, then dipped the parchment beneath her hand.

“Only humanish assassinate.” Jani pondered the stylus, acurving sweep of silver much like a Siah blade.
“Except when they don't.” She wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before. Only humanish

nate. Just as only humanish ate in public, smoked, drank bitter lemon on the rocks. We are dl the
sameinthis. She'd said it hersdf, but grief and loss had prevented her from seeing the factsfor what they
were.

Shelooked at Lucien. “The sl provided the better view.”

Lucien nodded, dowly at firg, then faster as he figured out what she was talking about. Y es, but
standing alowed the assassin agreater ability to maneuver. Remember?’ His voice came soft, light. A
voice for animas, children, and absent-minded older rdations. “ The rubble on the sill wasn't disturbed.”

“Y ou said the dust was smeared.”

“...yes.” Lucien nodded as dowly as he spoke. “ Possibly they set something on it, agear bag or a
wegatherdl. Andyss of the scans of the areamay indicate what exactly laid there”

“Anidomeni who lay on that sl would fed the sharp edges of the rubble through their clothes. The
mind-focusing properties of pain.” Focus, she wrote on the parchment. “And they’ d have the better
view.”

“Anidomeni nated Tsecha?’ Thefirg flare of surprise entered Mako' svoice. “ An idomeni named,
perhaps, Nahin Sela?’ Histone sombered. “ So the dock exploson—"

“Diversion. To keep usfrom getting our hands on her.” Jani looked to Niall, who watched her with wide,
worried eyes. “ She didn’t have to watch the monitors because she aready knew what happened.” Pieces
dotted into place, one after the other. No need to force them. No need to change them in any way.
Because thistime they fit. “ Because she drove what happened. Shekilled Tsecha”

“Jan?’ Nial’ s voice came so gentle that Mako turned to Stare at him. “ That’ salegp. I’'m not saying
you' re wrong, because you know the idomeni better than any of us, but it’ samgjor legp to take Sdla's
walk down the concourse and her disappearance now and extrapol ate assassination.”

“It'smorethan that.” Jani set aside the stylus and parchment. “Wholeness of Soul. Tsecha had spoken
out againgt it many times. It was the subject of hislast treatise, which he published just before he died.”
She stood, returned to her place by the observation port. “It'samgor tenet of the mgjor idomeni
religions. Theideathat injury to abody aso damagesthe soul that inhabitsit, and that any sort of
prolonged, graveillness or injury so endangersthe soul that it is preferableto |et the body die than to
attempt to save thelife.” She closed her eyes, remembered that last argument in hisworkroom. They had
argued so much, toward the end.



“Jan?’ Once more, Nidl’svoice, bringing her back.

Jani opened her eyes, looked out to the black. “ Tsecha had come to fedl that the concept of Wholeness
of Soul was no longer acceptable, that those propitiators and physician-priests who espoused it were
anathema. He felt that the humanish practice of doing al possibleto preserve life was the one idomeni
should adopt.” She studied her hands, the animandroid left and red right. One was nourished by
rose-pink carrier, the other by blood. Other than that, they looked identical, felt and sensed the same. “A
body can suffer horrendousinjury, and the life can till be saved. I'm living proof of that. But the brain
must remain relaively uninjured, because we haven't yet figured out away to restoreit, to rebuild it, in
the way we can alimb, an organ. Nerves.”

Nial sat back, the events of that day replayed in the way his shoulders sagged, inthe painin hiseyes.
“My God.”

“Whoever killed Tsechamade sure that he couldn’t be saved by destroying his brain. But they |€eft the
rest of hisbody uninjured, intact but for a punctured eardrum.” Jani turned her back on the starscape,
leaned againg thewall, felt the chill through her coverdl. “ That brand of cruelty would only, inmy
opinion, have been practiced by one to whom the origina principle meant agreet ded. And who had
cometo hate Tsechavery much.”

Mako passed ahand over hisface. “Do you know what you' re saying? Do you?’ His comport beeped,
and he gtruck it with hisfig. “What?’

“Vice Admird Generd Vegaishere, ar,” the disembodied voice meeped.

“Bring her in,” Mako bit out. “ Y ou're saying Ced had him killed.” Hetwisted around to glare at Jani.
“No one else hated him so much.”

Jani nodded. “1 know.”

The door swept aside and one of the hot-and-cold-running aides escorted Alex Vegainto the office. She
was atall, socky Felician, asold as Mako and just as seasoned, brown skin a sharp contrast to the
slvery braid that wound her head like acrown. The Ulanovagroup was hers, and if the presence of her
supreme commander aboard her flagship unsettled her in any way, that upset didn’t show in her calm
brown eyes.

But she knew tension when she stepped in the middle of it. She stopped in the center of the room and
regarded each of them in turn before fixing on Mako, who kicked any preamble to the curb and started
inwith the most important question of the momen.

“Is Samvasta GateWay operationd ?’
“No, dr.” Vega svoicewas mdlow. “It'snot.”
Nial raised ahand. “Has Shéra made any attemptsto repair it, ma am?’

“Oh, they’ ve tried. We detect their soundings and send out cancellation waves. They have not been able
to do more than the mogt preliminary surveys.” Vega stone dtered from Felician caramel to vinegar. “Is
someone going to tell me what the hell isgoing on?’

Mako gestured toward Jani. “Vice Admird, | don't know if you' ve ever met Jani Kilian.”

Vegafocused on Jani with narrowed eyes. “ Anais Ulanova does not have anything good to say about
you. I’d normally consder that arecommendation, but she blamesyou for the Guernsey bombing.”



“She' sfull of shit.” Nidl carried his coffeeto the bar and tossed it into the Snk.

Mako looked ceilingward. “1 can bring you up to speed on the twists and turns later. At the moment, the
mogt important issue is whether an idomeni courier can evade capture by bypassing Guernsey and
punching through Samvasta GateéWay.”

“Only if they want take asubstantia risk that they will not come out the other end.” Vega sface
reddened. It was clear that she wanted context and she wanted it yesterday, but she didn’t dare blow up
at Mako. “I will not send anyone to patrol that area. We lost two tracer pilots last month when they
approached too closdy just asthe boundary destabilized without warning. They vanished. There was
nothing left.”

Nial added iceto hdf aglass of colorlessliquid that Jani hoped waswater. “We could stick Anais
Ulanovain adrone and shove her into it, see what comes out the other end.”

“That' s enough, Colond.” Mako closed one hand into afist. Opened it, then clenched it again. “Ms.
Kilian believesthat an Haérin named Nahin Sela assassinated ni Tsecha Egri at the behest of Oligarch
Céd. Sdawasto have been held at the station for questioning, but during her transfer to the Hadrin
offices, Céd’ s agents detonated the bomb as adiverson. While all attentions focused on the Capria, they
killed Sela’ s security escort and took Sela aboard a courier, which vanished soon after breskaway. We
wonder if they might attempt to punch through to the worldskein via Samvasta GateéWay in order to
avoid capture.”

“So theidomeni have adopted the practice of selective dimination.” Vegawatched Jani dl through the
course of Mako'sexplanation. “All | will say isthat they aretaking therisk of their livesif they attempt to
punch through at Samvasta.”

“Sowhat if the GateWay isonly marginaly functiond?” Jani wetched Nidl drain hadf hisdrink inasingle
swallow, and knew it wasn't water. Mako and Vega are too agitated to notice. Unfortunately, there was
someone el sein the room who wasn't. She glanced at Lucien, afigure haf in shadow, eyesfixed on
Nidl. “What if margind issufficient?” She heard her voice ring ingde her head, and paused to bresthe.
“Nahin Sela has been ordered home by the fastest route possible. Her escort has no choice but to take
therisk.”

“The circumstantia evidence does seem to be piling up.” Nidl finished hisdrink, then sat the glassin the
snk. “What about Neason Ch'un?’

“Nahin Sdakilled him, too. Why, | don’t know. He saw something. He bothered her. He attacked her.”
Jani tried to inject warning in the look she gave Nidl, but he regarded her blankly, al darms missed or,
more likely, ignored. “ She screwed up. She didn't fade into the background, askillers are supposed to.”
She avoided looking at Lucien, who had returned to his corner, forgotten by everyone ese. “ She
attracted attention.”

“So Ced sends his goonsto bring her home, and they daughter over three hundred humans as a cover.”
Mako did off hisdesk and paced. “We have no proof. Nidl isright, it' sal circumstantial.” He stopped in
front of Jani, their past fractured relations as visible in his eyes as those with Anais Ulanova had beeniin
hers. Forget that now, the look said. Help me anyway. “Can you give me proof ?’

| don’t need proof. | know. But courts needed proof, as did admiras general and cabinet ministers. So
she answered in the only way she could, as much as she hated to say the words. “1 don’'t know.”



The VIP section’s observation port proved an artful arrangement of twin spindleliftsthat corkscrewed
up the two sides of an enormous span of clear metalloceramic, then opened out onto anarrow catwalk
that spanned the width of the pane.

Looks like about atwo-story drop. Jani tore her attention away from the dimensions of the indoor
bal cony and looked toward the station. The damage to the Capria was more visible from thisangle, shiny
pink hull sedlant smeared across the side of the ship like blown bubble gum.

She heard the observatory door open, footsteps. The sound of the left-side lift ascending. Looked
toward the one-person capsule just as it opened and L ucien stepped out onto the catwalk. “What are
you doing here?’

“1 could ask you the same question.” He stopped just beyond arm'’ s reach and looked toward the
Capria. “Doesit hdp to Sare at it?” Hewaited for her to answer, mumbled something in French when
shedidn’t. “Pierce said Anaisisfull of shit. Why don’t you believe him? Don't you trust him anymore?’
He stared &t her until he drew her eye. “1 saw him take that drink in front of Vega. A dumb risk. He' s not
doingwdll, ishe?’

“I’d say you' d been talking to Vd, if you and Vd weretalking.” Jani kicked at the balcony railing. | need
amap of thistub. She had tried to corner Nial after the conclave in Mako' s office disbanded, but he
shook her off and she had tried to follow. It took him one flight of stairsto lose me. In a pulse-driven city
with officers clubs, bars, and liquor stores on most every deck. “He shouldn’t have come. He should' ve
sayed in Karistos.”

“He couldn’t. He hasto turn the clock back twenty years and makeit right—" Lucien tried to dodge, but
before he could, Jani kicked hisleg out from under him. He hit the bal cony floor hard and she followed
him down, planting her knees on his chest, pinning his shoulders, rendering hisarms usaless. Hetried to
kick out aleg and twist so he could throw her off, but every time hetried, she pushed down with her
knees, immohilizing him.

After onelast failed attempt, Lucien struck the floor with hisfigt. “Uncle.” Then he laid back hishead and
smiled. “Y ou scoot up alittle bit, we could have some fun.”

“Whileyou're on thistub, you keep your mouth shut about Nidl, and your two-bit psych evd to
yourself.” Jani pushed hersdlf off him and scrambled to her feet, ready to kick hard if he came after her.

“I'mawaysthetarget.” Lucien sat up. “You want to batter the world, but the only one you can put your
hands onisme.” He worked into a crouch and stood, then set about straightening skewed badges and
brushing the creasesfrom histunic. “Y ou' d kill to protect him, wouldn’t you? He d do the same for you.
| think if he ever got hishands on Anais, he redly would stuff her in adrone and send her down
Samvasta GateWay.” His voice held the childlike curiosity that it usudly did when he pondered emotiona
connections. “What doesthat fed like?’

“Y ou want alesson in humanity, take a class. They’ ve got abranch of Chicago Combined on this
damned thing.”

“I just find it fascinating isal. When you first met him, he gave you the cregps.”

“I didn’t know him.” Jani edged down therailing, intent on remaining just out of Lucien’sreach. | don’t
need thisnow. | redly don't. “ Some relationshipsimprove over time.”

Lucienignored her insult. “It' sall gotten messy, hasn't it? Tsecha s deeth. Thisbombing. And you think
you know what happened, but you can’'t prove any of it. And Mako needs proof, and unlessyou can



give him something, he may just sart thinking you'relying. He may even start believing thosethings Anais
is saying about you, despite what his colond tellshim.” He leaned easily on therall. “ And that’ s not even
the worst of it. If Cao catches on about the secession dedl, we just might see Family membersjailed for
thefirst timein memory. Asfor the non-Family members, who knowswhat might happen? Rebellious
Sarvice officers, for example.” He looked over the sde to the poured poly floor ten metersbelow. “This
balcony isn't nearly as high asthe onein Thalassa” Helooked at Jani and his gaze sharpened. “ The
view’ sthe same, though.”

Jani tried to walk past Lucien to the left-side lift, but he stepped in front of her. She turned and headed
for the other lift, but he circled her, blocking her again.

“I’'m here.” He edged closer. “I’ ve been here for weeks.”
Jani feinted to one side, then stepped back as he blocked her again. “ A sympathetic ear.”

“An ear. When did you ever give adamn for sympathy?’ Lucien started to laugh. “Y ou know what's
funny? 1’ ve actualy missed this. Arguing with you. What sane person would miss arguing with you?’ He
shook his head, and wiped his eyes.

Jani turned her back on him and looked out at the stars. Sometimes, shefound it easier to argue with
Lucienif shedidn’'t look at him. | don’t love him. No, but love and sympathy and other of the finer
emotions had never defined what passed between them. “When did you start thinking of yourself as
sane?’ A chegp insult, but with some luck it would irritate him enough to drive him away.

She stared at the sars. Tried to count them. Waited for the sound of the lift door, the sign that she was
findly done. Waited for any sound a al. When the silence continued, she turned to find L ucien studying
her.

No, that wasn’t the word. His expression—rapt, grave—she d seen it before. In the haf-light, after he'd
undressed her, run his hands over every part of her, made ready to do al those other thingsto her that he
didsowel...

“Y ou never change.” His voice emerged rough, asthough he' d just returned from the same memory.
“And | keep coming back for more, again and again and again—" He moved in, resting his hands on her
waist, pulling her closer without seeming to apply any pressure at al. Kissed her cheek, lipsbardy
brushing her skin. Maneuvered her gently to the other side of the balcony, blocking her view of the
Capria, because if she opened her eyes and saw it, she’ d make him stop, and he couldn’t have that.

So smple. Jani closed her eyes. Savored the growing ache between her legs as hislips moved across her
neck, thetrip of her heart as he fingered the front of her shirt and touched the topmost fastener. Smple
answersto smple questions. Did she want him? Y es. Did shetrust him? Never.

Did she want to forget, even for alittle while?
Yes.
Could she afford to?

Jani opened her eyes. Took what was there, to remember later. The sense of his body as he pressed her
againg therailing, the hardness and the heat. The softest scents of male and musk. The crisp fed of
Service cloth and the Silken touch of hair that seemed lit from within.

“Thisis pretty much what you did with Vd, isn't it?” Shetouched Lucien’s cheek, stroking it until he
raised hishead. “Theair of defeet. ‘Here | an—why do | bother?” She brushed a nonexistent smudge



from one orange collar tab. “Wdl’ srun alittle dry, hasit? Y ou re starting to repest yoursdlf.”

Lucien blinked. Then hiseyeswidened. “Hetold you?’ He released her as through she burned. “ That
pathetic—’

“Not the details.” Jani waked to the left Sidelift capsule and hit the door pad. “ Anyone who' s watched
enough bad porn could fill in the details.” She entered the tiny booth as soon asit opened. Hit the Down
pad. A smpletask, aslong as she didn’t look back. “Y ou chose your path, Lucien. Ded withiit.”

Sherode the lift down. Pushed out of the small capsule as soon as the door opened, like an animal freed
from acage. Felt Lucien’s stare track her as she walked across the observatory and out the door.

She waked until shefound avend arcade. Bought amap of the Ulanov from akiosk. Found a
build-your-own-sandwich shop, inserted enough tokens to cover adouble order, and poked through the
vend coolers, assembling as she went. Ham—cheddar—mustard— She sprinkled a handful of
peppercorns across her ham dices, then fixed them in place with a generous swathe of mustard. Spread
pickles on both sandwiches, added tomato dices, and on Nial’sadollop of potato salad. Arranged the
food on a couple of dispo plates, then piled them on atray.

She consulted the map again. Stuck to stairways and primary corridors. Crossed from the VIP wing into
Officer Country. Turned the corner onto the row of Transient Officer suites, and amost collided with
Mako, who was headed in the opposite direction.

“Kilian.” Mako looked at the tray and his eyes softened. “I think he ate lunch, but that was sometime
ago.” He had changed into casuals and carried a battered gym bag. “I stopped by to seeif he wanted to
take abreak, work out...” He blinked, leaned against the wall. “What isit?’

Jani tried not to look too closaly at Mako. He stood more than ahead shorter than she, and in hisgrey
T-shirt and blue pull-on pants looked more like an old man headed out for aday of beachcombing then
the supreme commander of the Commonwedth Service. “What do you think?’

Mako rubbed his bald scalp, shook his head. “1 don’t know how many times | told him, *Nial, you
saved the Service the cost of three courts-martia.” We' d have fried them anyway.”

“They were Family.”

“WEe d have fried them anyway.” Mako's eyes brightened with fight. “1’d have made sure.” He glanced
at Jani sddlong, asreuctant to confide in her as shewasto listen to him. “I told him he didn’t haveto go
on to Shera. Before you showed up with Pascal, | told him. The way helooked at me, asthough I'd
kicked the last skid out from under.” He stared down at the floor. “Talk to him. Because he can't—" He
pushed away from the wall. “He can’t go on in the direction he' s headed. Not here. Not now.” He edged
past her and disappeared around the corner.

Jani stood in place for atime. Finally studied the map again, and started down the corridor. Checked
nameplates until shefound N. PIERCE. Hit the entry buzzer. “Nidl?’ She waited, then hit the buzzer
again. “I need to tak to you.” She watched the red entry light, waited, waited. “Nial?’

Long moments passed. Then the light flipped to green.

Jani pamed into the cabin to find the lights dimmed. She closed her eyes, then opened them, hurrying
their adjustment to the half-dark. Saw the shadow in the far corner, seated in achair, obscured by
smoke. “Have you been drinking?’



“Yeah, but likel told you, it doesn’'t help.” Nial’svoice emerged durred. “We releaving acruiser
behind as a show of force. Fort Helier ison dert. Guernsey ComPol are rounding up members of human
Separatist organizations. If what you say isright, it' sall awaste of resources and manpower. | dwayslike
feding useful.” Thetip of his’stick glowed as hetook apull. “Isthat atray?’

“I made sandwiches.” Jani held out the food like achild displaying a craft project. “Ham and cheese”
“Y ou cooked?’ Nial shook his head. “Constructed.” His voice emerged hushed. “ For me?’
“Doyouwant it or not?’

“I’dbe...loath to eet it.” Nial cocked hishead. “Might have it bronzed.”

“Fuck you, dl right?” Jani walked to the table beside Nial’ s chair and plunked down the tray, coughing
asthe clove smoke raked her throat. “Eat.” Shetook her plate, hied to the opposite side of the Sitting
room and fell onto the couch.

“Y ou sound like my dear Roshi.” Nidl took the sandwich in hand and peeled back the top dice of bread.
“I’ve never seen potato sdlad used as afilling before.”

“My papa makes mashed potato sandwiches.” Jani bit into her sandwich and immediately hit a
peppercorn. “Y ou fry up the mashed with butter and onion. Dice in some bacon.” She savored the
snus-clearing cgpsaicin rush. “ Grill the bread first, or it sogsup fast.”

“I canimagine.” Nidl broke off acorner and bit carefully. “Thank you, gel.” He chewed. Paused. “Been
dreaming much?’

Jani mined another peppercorn from the depths. “A little.”
“Y ou know thedrill. Tell meyoursand I’ll tell you mine”

Jani nodded. Firt, there comes smple. Then there comes hard. And then there comes this. “It’s been the
same one the past few nights. | walk into the Laumrau camp, pull back the flap of thefirst tent, and no
one' singde.” Swest trickled down her back, and she blamed the pepper. “ Then | turn around, and there
they are. All twenty-six of them, shooters drawn.” She laughed, adead bark of asound. “It'sashort
dream.”

Nial set hisplate aside. “Mine sold. It'sthe one where I’ m just about ready to take out Ebben.” His
voice softened. “And she stops running, and turns, and points at me. ‘ Sergeant Pierce,” she says, ‘agood
Spacer only shootsthe guilty.” So—" He exhaed with ashudder. “—I set asdethelong-rangel’'m
holding, and take out my sdearm, and activate it, and—" He held his hand to the sde of hishead, index
finger extended. “—I—" Hisfinger twitched.

Jani waited until Niall lowered hishand. “Y ou haven't had that onefor awhile” Ancther peppercorn,
because the burning made her fed dive. “ Three more weeks of this crap.”

Silence sttled until the warning klaxon sounded, announcing thirty minutes until breskaway.

CHAPTER 24

Stillness. Stillness and warmth and the sound of running weter.

The security dominant, whose name she till did not know, yelling at her, hiswords as shatterboxesin her
head.



Quiet, and the sense that one would never move, ever again.

“Shewakes, niRau.”

Rilas opened her eyes, then closed them againgt the glare of white that struck asthelight of asun. Celling.
She clenched her hands, fdlt the rumple of cloth. Bed. Pushed up with her elbows. Tried to Sit up—

The bed seemed to shudder, as a shuttle upon reentry.

Her soul screamed. Shetwisted to one side asthe acid heat rosein her throat and freed itsdlf, as she
convulsed again and again.

“All will bewdl, niaRauta”

Shefet ahand on her shoulder, supporting her as she leaned over the purge receptacle. After she
finished, shefel back onto the bed, felt a cool cloth move across her forehead, over her mouth. Heard
prayers, the wishes of aphysician-priest that her patient remain in the esteem of the gods.

Sheisnot my priest. She did not recognize thisfemal€ svoice, thistouch. Even so, she thanked her.
Drank from the cup she held to her lips, laid back as she bade. Accepted the frozen cylinder placed
beneath her neck asthe greatest of gifts.

“The sedative affects some idomeni in thisway. Even treatment does not counter it. The godsforgive
your unseemliness, Rilas”

Rilas raised her head. Blinked away the tearsthat had filled her eyes, and looked toward thefigure at the
far end of the room.

“ImeaniaRautaRilas, survivor of Samvasta GatéWay. The gods are with you, and truly, and would
forsake meif | did not honor such courage. Thus have | comein person to welcome you home.” Morden
niRau Céd sat near the entry, in achair so low he seemed to rest directly upon thefloor. “In between
meetings. So many meetings. And the arriva of the humanish. So many arrivals”

Rilas pushed so that she sat upright, even as the physician-priest struggled to push her back. “1 was
coming to you fredy.”

Ced gestured apology. “ Unfortunately, niaRauta, others sought to interrupt your coming. Thus were we
compelled to ensure that your journey home was not impeded.”

“An escort, niRau.” Rilas shifted to and fro, struggling to see around the physician-priest, who stood at
the foot of the bed and operated the levels and adjustments. “ Such would have proved adequate.” The
edges of her vision blackened and she sagged back.

“Y ou cannot Sit up too far, or you will sicken again.” The priest returned to her sde and held her down,
then rearranged cushions under her head. “| have raised the front of the bed asfar as| will.”

“Raseit higher.”
“You aretooill, niaRauta. Y our reaction to the somaistoo profound—"
“Raseit higher.”

“Do as she bids, niaRauta Ansu.” Cedl stood, then arranged the deeves of his overrobe. “ She will not



rest asyou wish until | havetold her that which she believes she needsto know. Suchisassheis. Thisl
know, and truly.”

The physician-priest straightened, but whether she did so in supplication to Cédl or the gods, Rilas could
not surmise. After afew moments she walked around to the foot of the bed and pressed the adjustments.
Thefront of the bed rose, and Rilas motioned with her hand for it to continue.

“Enough.” Ansu stopped the elevation at the quarter point. “Any higher and you will faint.” She glanced
back at Cedl, then gestured her leave-taking and departed.

Céd walked across the room to the single narrow window, which had been barred on the outside. “Ansu
ismy own physician-priest. She believes and truly that sheisbound to carefor dl Vynsharau as she
caresfor me.” He bared histeeth, then turned to observe the view. “ The Hadrin ship bearing Tsecha's
reliquary arrives within the next two sun cycles. The Cabinet ship on which Kiérshiatravelsarrives soon
after. | would prefer to blast it out of space rather than alow it to dock, but such would congtitute an
incident, and our hands must appear as clean.” His voice emerged guttural, deepened by anger and the
demand for obedience. “They will search for you, and they must not find you. Y ou must remain herein

thishospital until they depart.”
Rilasraised ahand to her ear, then felt dong her temple to her eye.

“I have your book, nia. NiaRauta Ansu removed it as you dept.” Céd offered a posture of regard, tilting
his head to theright, raising and curving hisright hand againgt hischest. “1 viewed Tsecha s collapse. |
regret that | could not also view hisdeath, but suchisasitis.” Heturned to her. “Y ou have earned the
greatest esteem of al Vynsharau. Of dl idomeni.” He once more gestured gratitude, then left the window
and walked to the entry. “Now | must take leave of you. Y ou will be cared for here until the ungodly
depart.” He paused and bared histeeth. “Or are expelled, when we convince them that the words of the
Kiérshiaare as nothing and that only humanish assassinate.” He walked to the door and placed his hand

upon the pad.

Rilas struggled to boost hersdlf up on her ebows, stopping to swallow each time her soul rebelled.
“NiRau?’

The door had aready swept aside—Ceéd put out a hand to stop the panel from closing. “Nia?’ Hisvoice
once more emerged deep, asign of hisimpatience.

“I wasreturning to you.” Rilas eased back against her cushions. “There was no need for this. No need to
humiliate yoursdlf by witnessing my illness. No need to—" Shedid not say it doud. Such was ungodly,
and as suborn, it was not her place to say it. No need to humiliate me. An Haérin thought. Such was her
dismay that the memory of living as one corrupted her mind.

Céd stood silent. Then he stepped through the entry. “They would have captured you, nia. Such could
not be alowed.” Helet go of the panel and it swept closed.

Ansu visited Rilas severa times over the course of the next cycle. She oversaw the preparation of her
sacraments, escorted her to and from the atar room. When she arrived after mid-afternoon sacrament
and asked if Rilaswished awalk in the hospital gardens, she met no argument, for Rilas did not believe
hersdlf ableto refuse.

They waked in sllence for atime. Despite her unease, Rilas alowed hersdlf to enjoy the heet of the
Shérain sun, lost to her for so long. She strained for any noisein an effort to determine her location.



Voices and traffic meant the City Center. The rhythmic echoes of mallets againgt anvils meant Temple,
where metdlurgist-priests forged the ceremonid blades.

She sniffed the air. Sdlt tang meant they were near the bay, while faint sulfur and ammonia marked the
blessed greenhouses—

“You are S0 quigt, niaRauta Rilas.” Ansu looked her very nearly in the eye, asthough she conversed with
an esteemed friend.

“I am reishing the sun, niaRauta Ansu.” Rilas bared her teeth, then turned her head so Ansu could not
see her face. She studiesme. She felt aquickening in her soul. She reportsto niRau Ced of me.

“I met ni Tsecha Egri only asingletime, many seasonsago.” Ansu folded her arms and tucked them
inside her overrobe deeves. “NiRau Ced had appointed him ambassador to the Commonwealth, and |
was to offer instruction to his physician-priest prior to their departure for Earth. He insisted upon
attending our discussions, which was most unseemly.” The priest’ s shoulders rounded in memory. “He
corrected me, severa times. | suspect he partook of humanish foods, so much did he know of their effect
onidomeni.”

“Hewas anathema.” Rilas stopped before a chdashrub and bent low to one of the fragrant white
blooms. “He lived with humanish, and died on one of their worlds, bereft of the esteem of the gods or of
any godly idomeni. Hisfate was most deserved, and truly.”

“Thereistak that the half-humanish will release hissoul here. Suchisnot athing | careto witness.” Ansu
lowered to a bench and smoothed her hands over her sand-hued overrobe. * NiaRauta Sanadan should
officiate a such aceremony. As Chief Propitiator, sheintercedes for al Haarin. Even the godless ones.”
Shefdl into slence, and continued to pass her hand over her overrobe even asthe cloth lay smooth as
parchment.

Rilas graightened and waked to aflowering tree. Blessed vrd, itsflowers as brilliant red as fresh blood.
NiaRauta Ansu, you who considers al Vynsharau yoursto care for, why do you spend so much time
caring for me? Why do you stay with me, sit with me, talk to me of Tsecha? She bent close to the bloom,
taking what pleasure she could in its beauty. Am | your only patient but for niRau Céd? Have you no
other dutiesto seeto?

“Tell meof your journeys, niaRauta.” Ansu raised her hands and heightened the pitch of her voicein
wonder. “NiRau Ced hastold methat you have traveled to many worlds for him.”

Rilas stepped back from the tree and turned to the female, who sat with her back to her, handsin her lap,
her neck fully exposed. Clenched her hand, then let it relax. “ Indeed, niaRauta Ansy, | have traveled.”
And she described some of her journeysto the priest, because she had nothing better to do. And
because she bdlieved, and truly, that she had no choice.

Alonein her room at night, Rilas thought too much of the Haérin security dominant whose name she did
not know.

She had watched degth before, both that which she brought on and that brought on by others. Killed
before with her hands, many others besides the idiot humanish, felt bodies shudder and go limp asthey
released their hold on their souls and became waste to burn or bury. But she never thought of those
others. Never saw their facesin dreams. Never heard their voicesin her head when al about had gone
Qui€t.



Y et now she continued to think too much of the Haérin security dominant whose name she did not know.
Recalled that last godlesslook of his, directly in her eyes. Saw hislips move, and pondered the words he
had spoken. English. Of al languages, why an ungodly humanish one?

It had taken her some time to work out that which he had said. She had resorted to writing out the
sounds phoneticaly, matching them with the few humanish words she knew until she identified the

language.

Redlized that he had spoken English to her because he did not want na Bolan and her suborn to
understand.

She looked down at the paper she held, scrap parchment recovered from atrash pile and now covered
with her script.

Hee. Whel. Ked. U.

Hewd kedu.

Hewel kill—

And then, asthough an illumin had activated, she understood, and wrote those final words.
He Will. Kill. You.

Even now Rilaswondered if she had misheard him, if he had said something else. If he had even spoken
at dl, and the soma had addled her memories.

But at night, in the silence, she heard him, hiswords as clear asif he spoketo her in the hospital garden.
Hewill kill you.

She had not thought of those words until her second night in the hospital. The library contained nothing of
interest, no newssheets or transmissions. The Haérin ship bearing Tsecha sreliquary would arrive the
next day, but at the hospital no one knew of anything. Rilas s questions to suborns met with disclaimers
and denids, and Ansu claimed no interest. Thus was she | eft to imagine the carved wooden box, the
bound scroll it contained, the godless spirit that called it as home.

Then, later, as shelay in her strange bed and pondered the darkness, sheimagined other things. Tugged
at the edges of her bed cover, suddenly chill despite the blessed warmth.

Hewill kill you.

“The Kiérshiahad asked for the Guernsey Station Hadrin to stop me.” Thus had she begged for help
from her dominant, who in turn had gone for aid to his dominant. To Cedl.

But na Bolan Thea joined me soon &fter departure from Elyas Station. Which meant that the female had
been sent by niRau Céd to follow her to Elyas, that she had watched for her return to the station, and
bought billet on the gppropriate ship.

Rilaslay till. “NiRau Céd had placed spies, ashe dways has.” Her dominant, who had taught her to
guestion as no suborn ever had. Who had taught her the worth of untruths, of speaking one thing and
planning another. Who had taught her the value of suspicion.

He did not ask what happened at Guernsey. He did ask of the humanish death. He did not ask what |
had doneto draw the interest of the Elyan Haérin. He had not asked her to explain anything.



Words of hisreturned to her. Words he had spoken long ago, when she asked him of another of his
suborns who had not returned home after completing atask. Do | ask thisblade why it cuts? No. | useit,
and | set it asdewhen | no longer need it.

And Rilaslay in the quiet dark and pondered her suspicions and knew. That the Haérin whose name she
did not know had known who she was and who had sent her. That he had known that which she had
done. And that he had known aso what awaited the blade after it had performed its owner’ sbidding, a
knowledge that had come to the blade much too late.

Hewill kill you.
Shelay in the darkness, and imagined.

CHAPTER 25

“Let’srun through thisone moretime.” Nial pinched the bridge of his nose. “Mevawaks down theaide
first, ahead of thereliquary.” He sat across a breskroom table from Jani, untouched vend acove coffee
at hiselbow. “But you won't walk with her?’

“| told you before, | have no stlanding with Rauta Sheraa Temple.” Jani had plucked alemon from the
fruit bowl and started to ped it, piling the bits of rind on the tablein front of her. “Mevaand | have been
messaging back and forth about this for the last two weeks—where were you?’

“ Studying station plans. Working out routes. Ensuring you don't get killed anywhere between the docks
and the embassy. Minor details.” Nial rubbed bleary eyes. “So you're just going to let Mevalegpfrog
you? Tsecha congdered you his suborn, not her. She has no business escorting hisrliquary.”

“The more important issue is Tsecha s status. He merits every honor possible, and he won't receive them
if I'm seen anywhere near that procession. Besides, it would reflect badly on Fey6, and she needs dl the
boost she can get right now.”

“Ah-hah.” Niall took a packet of crackers from adispenser and peeled it open. “Fey6 and Mevadid see
your interview-that-wasn't. | wondered what the reaction to that would be.”

It was good, and truly, priest-in-training, that you were not present when na Feyo read your words. “It
didn’t go over well.” Jani pried out a section of the fruit and popped it into her mouth. Felician lemon,
green as emerald and sour enough to bring tearsto a hybrid eye. “Mevahad to explain repeatedly that
guestioning didn’t equal accusation. She said Fey6 accepted her reasoning, eventudly. But given dl the
tensons, we felt that shunting me to one side during the official ceremonieswas the best option.” Another
wedge. A cough to add to the tears. “It seemed the best way to make up for John’sand Y evgeny’'s
dday intdling Feyd that it was assassination. Y ou can't dlow her to lose face within the worldskein if
you expect her support for Outer Circle secesson.”

“Y our circumspection iscommendable.” Niall took a cracker from the packet, but instead of edting it, he
brokeit into bits, then laid the bits out on the tabletop and moved them around like game pieces. “It's
aso out of character, which worriesme no end.”

Jani ignored him, hunting through the spice dispenser until shefound the pepper. “After Tsecha ssoul is
released, Mevatechnicaly becomesthe propitiator and can walk behind the rdiquary whenit's
transported to itsfind interment in the Temple catacombs.” She sprinkled pepper on thelime and took a
taste, savoring the added bite. “1 would like to see that, but there’ s no way they’ d let me down there.”

“Who gets the honor of |etting the old bird out of his cage?’



“It'sdl Meva.” Jani pulled off another lemon section. Sprinkled pepper. Chewed. Swallowed. Wiped
her eyes. “It’ sthe least awkward solution. Temple fedsthat the honor of aformer Chief Propitiator will
thus be maintained, and Tsecha s soul will be able to proceed to the First Star without further
impedance.”

“If they wanted to maintain honor, they shouldn’t have kicked Tsecha out of the club in thefirgt place.”
Nial continued to rearrange cracker pieces. “I’m not just arguing for the sake of arguing. In areasonable
world, you would walk infront of hisreliquary. Y ou would officiate at the release of hissoul.”

“In areasonable world, he'd till bedive.” Jani returned the pepper to its dot and hunted for anew taste.
Ginger? Onion sdt?“Mevatold methat Fey6 told her that she fill hearshisvoice” A sprinkle of ginger
on another section of lemon. Moretears. “I need tolet it be. It' s not the fight | want to fight now.”

“Y ou do understand that hearing you preach caution makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up?’
Niall swept cracker remainsinto the tableside trash receptacle, then freed a’ stick. “Know what | think? |
think you' relaying low. Y ou don't want to attract undue attention while you hunt for Nahin Sda” He
blew a smokering, then watched it until it dissipated. “I’m not saying | don’t believe you. But we' ve
looked. For three weeks we looked for any sign, any hint, any trace of evidence. Then we messaged
ahead to embassy security and had them look.”

“They were most thorough, I'm sure.” Jani flicked a piece of lemon pedl into the trash receptacleto join
Nial’s crackers.

“Therequest came from Roshi. Damned right they were thorough.” Nidl took of sp of his coffeeand
grimaced. “Takeit from thisold Victorian—if Ced has one-tenth the brains| think he has, Nahin Sda
will never be found. She died when her ship tried to punch through Samvasta, or she' sdeeping the big
deep a the bottom of Rauta Shéraa harbor. If Céd felt merciful—excuse mewhilst | laugh—she s at
some idomeni version of aresort doing whatever the hell it isthat idomeni do for fun. But wherever she

IS, we can’t get her, because there isavery powerful and ruthless male whose status as Oligarch depends
on her continued absence.” He stood and walked to the sink, cup in hand. “ Galling asit isto admit, |
think the bastard won thisround.” He poured the coffee down the drain, let the water run. “Y ou ready?’

Jani didn’t have to ask what he referred to. Ready to enter Rauta Shéraa Station again? See the city from
the shuttle windows? Walk out of the shuttleport and fed the heat and smell the flowers and the bay?
Ready to stare your past in the face and remember?“| found images of Rauta Shéraaiin the library.
Started dow, and worked my way up. | got to revisit all my old haunts. The old bazaar. The walkways
aong theriver. Amazing how little has changed. | bet | could till trace my old route from the humanish
enclave to the Academy and not get lost.” She wrapped the lemon remainsin adispo napkin and tossed
the wad into the tableside receptacle to join the ghosts of Nidl’scrackers. “I’'m asready as1’ll ever be.
You?

“Glad I’ ve had enough to keep me busy isdl | can say.” Nidl leaned against the counter. Hisface had
grown greyer since they’ d departed Guernsey, his cheeks more sunken. His uniforms hung. Over the lagt
three weeks, he had smoked too much, eaten and dept too little. But he hadn’t taken adrink sincethe
night of the Capriabombing, astruggle that had left its mark in the form of haunted eyes and a shortened

temper.

“S0.” He drew up straight. “We disembark after Meva and the reliquary, after we give the crowd that’ s
come to greet Tsecha s wooden box achanceto clear out. Shuttle to the surface, where skimmers await.
On to the embassy enclave, where we hook up with everyone else. Y ou’ re wearing your shooter vest?’

Jani tugged down the front of her grey wrapshirt, reveding the sllvery lacework beneath.



Nial nodded. “ Embassy security’s providing the bulk of the ground coverage. They have adecent
relationship with the Station Hagrin, if not the bornsect Council. They seem to know their collective ass
fromaholein theground.”

“Praise, indeed.” Jani tried to draw asmile, and managed, alittle. “I'll befine.”

“Yeah.” Nidl reached into his pocket. “I want you to plug thisin.” He pulled out asmall metd flat that
looked like asmdler version of hisnicstick case. “It'san ear bug.” He flipped up the top and shook out a
gmall, milky disc. “We |l beableto remainin touch at dl times. You'll also be ableto hear dl the chaiter,
know what’ sgoing on.”

“I’ve seen these before.” Jani took the bug from Nidl, then walked to the sink. “Got anything to plug up
the other ear?’ She activated the tap and wet the disc, then massaged it between her fingers until it
softened and expanded.

Nial drew ajittered breath. “Don’t think that hasn’t crossed my mind.”

“Ced isn'tinterested in killing me.” Jani inserted the bug into her right ear, shivering as shefdt it expand
and fill the cand. A momentary muffling of sound, then areturn to clarity. “He excised his particular
thorn.”

“Proof, gd.” Nial motioned toward the door. “ Can’t take him down without proof.” He waited for Jani
to draw adongside, and they walked into the corridor just as the approach klaxon sounded.

“One hour to go. I ll walk you to your cabin, then go onto the bridge.” Nidl’s step dowed. “* And so we
return to that place of war. To that place that summoned our blood.” To damned Sherd.”

“I’ve been waiting for aquotation.” Jani fought to keep her voice light, even as her chest tightened.
“They’ ve been thin upon the ground of late.”

“Ligentoyou.” Nial smiled. “Henry the Fifth. One of my favorites. Especidly the part where herdlied
his men before the Battle of Agincourt. They were outnumbered, exhausted, that morning of S.
Crigpan’s Day.” Hisexpression turned grave. “‘ In peace there' s nothing so becomes aman as modest
gtillness and humility. But when the blast of war blowsin our ears, then imitate the action of thetiger.
Stiffen the snews. Summon up the blood.”” He looked at Jani, beautiful eyes dark with the memories of
what they’ d seen twenty years before. “* Once moreinto the breach, dear friend. Once more.””

Jani took one last turn around her spacious Sitting room as she waited for the Maddaine to dock. Thisleg
of the journey had passed more easily than she feared. Only the odd medltime had proved achalenge,
between John' sand Anais s determination to ignore her existence and Lucien’ srefusdl to follow their
example. Thistime around, Va had interceded in the matter of cabin assignments, snagging her a
two-bedroom suite complete with working thermostat, aswell as an office. The ability to access secure
networks and Cabinet-class libraries and archives had allowed her to passthetimein productive
seclusion. She had searched the records of shipping companies and research facilitiesin areas of the
Commonwedlth with ahistory of idomeni infiltration. The Outer Circle. The Jewders Loop. Hunted
through manifests and invoices and directories, on the lookout for the material s that might have been used
to manufacture the weaponized prionic, and for scientists who might have constructed it.

Proof, gd. Nial’ swordsrattled in her head. The haystack needle. The one-in-a-billion shot. If | had
moretime... Shetold hersdlf that, even as she knew. Even as she feared.



...the bottom of Rauta Shéraa harbor...

“But that’ stoo good for her.” Jani sat in alounger, and waited for that mildest of bumps that would tell
her the Madel aine had docked at Rauta Shéeraa Station.

Sheyawned for thefirst timein days. She had managed to deep, even asthe dreams came. Convinced
hersdlf that any night during which she didn’t die counted as agood one, and so managed to find some
rest about half the time. Sent message central transmit communicationsto Dieter at Commerce expense,
and viewed the replies until she could recite them by heart. A few morefights...brought in Dathim's
friends...thetraining is going much asyou’ d expect. Dieter’ sskills at saying everything and nothing with
the same words came into play repeatedly. Shetried to read the truth in his eyes, in the way he' d lower
his head as he spoke, as though exhausted. Trying to deduce, even as she dreaded what she might learn.

Nothing in the newsshests, at least. No unrest in Karistos. Some problemsin Meteora, its smaller sster
city to the south, but those proved to be related to the loca ComPol’ s mishandling of a political
corruption investigation, not the aftershocks related to Tsecha s desth.

It'slike reading tealeaves. Trying to divinetruth over great distiance with little concrete information. To
compensate, the imagination ran roughshod, dragged the rest of the mind to placesit didn’t want to go—
“Jani?’

Sheflinched. Sumped and swore at the celling, her heart pounding. Dammit, Nidl. She touched her ear,
activating the bug. “What do you want?’

“Could you please cometo the bridge.” Not a question, but aveiled command, delivered in avoice gone
tight enough to sring aviolin.

Jani dapped the door pad. The pand opened to reveal avison in dress desertweights, brimmed lid
tucked beneath hisarm.

“There have been developments.” Lucien stepped to one Side, eyes fixed straight ahead, and waited for
her to precede him down the corridor.

“The dtation stopped dl shuttle flights at midnight, Rauta Shéraatime.” Niall hesitated, then shook his
head as the feed from his ear bug claimed his attention.

Jani heard the same string of chatter, saw from the distant look in Lucien’ seyesthat hereceived it as
wall.

Fdt the cold sweat bloom and trickle.

“An update for we the deaf would be nice,” Scriabin snapped. He wore tunic and trousersin Commerce
dark green, an unfortunate contrast to hisreddening face.

“Tsechd swelcoming committeeis currently estimated at aquarter million insde the sation proper.” Nidl
paused again. “ Could be three hundred thousand. The oneswho couldn’t make it here arelining the
Rauta Sheraa streets. Estimates there have topped the two million mark, but | understand that number is
swelling as| speak.” Another of his aides whispered something in his open ear, and his expression
darkened. “Two point five million, and still dlimbing.”

“They cameto see him home.” Jani smiled, felt aswell of pride nudge aside the fear. “ Even though Cédl



tried to margindize him. Even though Temple declared him anathemaand tore hiswritingsto shreds.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into it.” Ulanova entered the bridge, aflicker of black-garbed flame, her usua
uniform of ministry burgundy set asde in deference to idomeni religious protocols. “Idomeni seethingsas
they are. Whether for or against Tsecha, they would turn out, smply to watch.” She surveyed the

narrow, instrument-lined room, gaze diding past Jani and pausing on L ucien before settling on her
nephew. “ The embassy has sent an escort to clear our way through the mess, surely? There' s no need for
usto remain on board for hoursto come.”

“| want to seeit.” Jani turned to the bridge' s smal monitor, which currently showed aview of the
gangway, populated by a quartet of embassy security guards. “Can we seeit on the port?’ She nodded
toward the semicircle of clear metalloceramic that served asthe bridge’ s window.

“Why can't we watich in person?’
Everyoneturned to find Va standing in the entryway.

“It’ s been ages since | passed through the place, but there have to be areas at one end of the concourse
or the other where we can stand and not get in anyone sway.” He glanced at Jani, looking away before
she could grin, the eternal coconspirator.

“I would like to watch aswell.” Scriabin fielded hisaunt’sglare. “It’ shistory, Tyotya. | want to be able
to tel my childrenthat | saw it firsthand.”

“We are in the human section of the concourse.” Nidl shot aglareat Vd that should have dropped him
on the spot. “We would have to move to the outlet in theidomeni section, along with al those poor souls
who have flown up herefor the sole purpose of protecting you. | don’t believe that standing in full view of
asmadl city’ sworth of idomeni isthe best course of action for agroup of humans—" Heredirected his
glower at Jani. “—or one hybrid in particular to take, given the circumstances and the prevailing mood.”

Ulanovafavored Nial with one of the few smiles she' d dlowed over the course of the voyage. “| agree,
Colond. | bdieve—"

“I"d like to watch, too.” John stepped inside, casting an edgy glance in Jani’ s direction before looking
away. Hewore her favorite daysuit, the pale blue-grey that matched hiseyes. “If we'rejust going to sare
a adisplay, well, we could’ ve donethat in Thalassa”

“Yes” Nidl fit three weeks of ramping tenson into asingle word. “Y ou could have.”

“You're outvoted, Nial.” Jani heard the twitter in her ear, felt her heart skip. Three hundred fifty
thousand.

“No. I’'min charge of security. My vote trumps everyone's.” Niall muttered a curse as the same number
fedinto hisear. “Look, | liked him, too. But we could belooking &t ariot here.”

“I'll' hide behind someone.” Jani read Nidl’ s eyes, the pleading and the question. Are you that eager to
walk out there? To take that first step? No, she wasn't. But what choice did she have?“Let’sgo.”

Nidl led them to the exit, muttering al the while, every angered inflection broadcast into Jani’sear. “I
didn’t know you knew those words,” she whispered, and watched hisfaceflare.

Then Lucien squirted ahead while Niall moved behind. Shortcut code streamed into Jani’ s ear, names
and locations and positions and conditions, so quickly that she couldn’t identify the individua words. The
inner door did aside, then the outer door, and with as much formality asastroll down the Thalassan



beach, they walked out onto the gangway.
CHAPTER 26

“My God.” John stopped at the point where the gangway opened out onto the human concourse.

“Nothing’schanged.” Va drew up beside him. “Not athing.”

Jani wiped her hands on her trousers as the shiver of nerves and fear and anticipation washed over.
Glanced a Nidl to find him fixed in place, as shaken asthe rest of them.

“Damned place always was abeauty.” He spoke softly, as though to himsalf, before switching back to
Security jargon.

“Yes.” Jani nodded. Compared to the baroque excesses of Elyas and the jury-rigged clutter of Guernsey,
Rauta Shéraa Station was as airy and elegant a public thoroughfare as ever existed. Sand-colored walls
curved upward, carved a the peek to form alattice like interlocking fingers from which skeletal metal
chanddiers hung a regular intervals. The wals themsalves had been equipped with illumination insets that
provided most of the lighting, and made the space glow like awindowed room on asunny day. In niches
along thewalls came the only shots of color, arabesque panelsin green, blue, and worked metal.

Lucien’s soft French crept into Jani’ s ear, as though he lay beside her in bed. “It’ slike a cathedral
without the pews or the dtar. No snack kiosks. No shops. No holos of ministers or the celebrity of the

“Y ou’'ve never been here?’
1] No.”
“It affects newcomersthat way.” And the not-so-newcomers, aswell.

They stepped out as one and started down the causeway. Lucien remained in front, Nial to the rear.
“—like herding kiddies through the dinosaur exhibit—" Jani picked out hisvoice amid the stream. “Keep
’em moving and don't let them touch anything.”

Few humanish populated the place, since without the shops and eateries, there were no magnets, no
reasons to hang around. They soon reached the end, which abutted an even larger cathedral that wasthe
main concourse, near the spot where Tsechd sreliquary would emerge. Va glanced at histimepiece,
then stood on tiptoe and checked out the crowd. “ Can’t we move out alittle more?’

“Perhaps you can.” John shook hishead. “I’ [l have to make do with the sidelines. Hybrids have no rank
here. | crouch near the front, I’ Il get hammered for commanding status| don’'t have. It only lookslike a
scrum out there. There' s strict organization according to skein, sect, and degree of outcast.”

“Have you ever noticed that idomeni...smdl?” Lucien sniffed, then grimaced. “1 never noticed it before.
It sweird. Faint, but highly annoying. Sickly swest, like dead flowers.” He eyed Jani Sdelong. “We
won't discuss the heat. We re lucky that cooling cdllsin desertweights are standard now.”

“I don't recdll inquiring after your comfort.” Jani tensed as amurmur rippled through the concourse, dl
heads turning toward the far end.

Va stepped over to them. “I just overheard Nidl talking to one of his staff. Meva has just disembarked.”
Helooked crigp and cool despite the unhumanish heet, as did his pae yelow daysuit, which dso must
have come equipped with cooling cells, given hislack of apparent discomfort. Heremained at Jani’s



elbow and ignored Lucien, who for his part didn’t seem to notice.

Jani edged as far out into the concourse as she dared. The place was about two hundred meterslong,
and filled from wall to wal with idomeni but for anarrow aidethat cut through their center. Shelooked
behind her, saw Scriabin standing afew meters back. Ulanovaleaned on hisarm, asfixed on the
unfurling scene as any of them.

Jani turned back toward the concourse just as something inthe air...changed. Shefdlt the charge, the
tenson. The priest has come home. Her eyesfilled, tears spilling even as shetried to blink them away.

After afew momentsafamiliar figure became visible through the crowd. Meva, dressed as nestly and
conservatively as Jani had ever seen in pale tan trousers, shirt, and propitiator’ s overrobe. Her
waist-length hair, which she normally wore in amessy knot, had been braided and looped into a

breeder’ sfringe as weighty asthe wigs of ancient Egyptian figures. She waked dowly, her back straight
asaplumb line, her head high. She' d encounter Haérin first, some dressed in jewe tones, othersin palest
earths and pastels. Farther along, she' d meet the bornsects who had come to pay their respects, but
here, she met those whom Tsecha had led, those whom he had instructed, inspired. If she spotted Jani,
she gave no sign, keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead as she passed by and continued down the
CONCOUrse.

“How can so many beings stay so damned quiet?’ Nidl, hisvoicein Jani’sear as hushed asachild's.

Jani watched Mevauntil another changein the air caused her to ook back from whence the female had
come. At firgt she saw nothing. Then, through the crowd, it became visible, abox of plain, polished wood
that floated through the air, ameter or so above the floor.

“Y ou never mentioned pallbearers, did you, gel?” Nidl’ svoice again. Questioning child.

“No, | didn’t.” Jani watched asthe reliquary veered toward the middle of the concourse as though
guided by an invisble hand, then continued its haunting progression. Asit passed the midway point, one
of the Haérin standing at the front of the crowd raised both arms above her head in a posture of abject
supplication. A few rows behind, another Haérin raised hisarms.

Then another.
Ancther.

Findly, therest of theidomeni, Haérin and bornsect, raised their armsin one upward sweep, the whisper
of cloth the only sound as arms brushed and deevesfdl back, revealing traceworks of chalenge scars.
They stood, still and silent, asthe reliquary continued on its way, a shadowed square, dark and dead
amid thelightnessand life.

Jani looked at John to find him standing somber, arms at his sides. He eyed her sdelong, hisface
reflecting the same question she asked herself. What do we do, except watch? How do we show how
wefdt?

John nodded. Then, moving in unison, they straightened, lifting their arms above their heads asthe
idomeni had. Va gared. Lucien smply watched.

“Dammit—you’ re not supposed to attract attention. Y ou' re supposed to—" Niall’ s voice cut off as Jani
plucked the bug from her ear and shoved it in her pocket, then raised her arm again. A few Hadrin
glanced in her direction, but most watched the rdiquary until it vanished from view. Then they dowly
lowered their arms.



Jani lowered her aams aswell, and waited for the crowd to disperse, to follow the rdiquary, towalk to
thelr shuttles.

But they did none of those things. Instead, they remained where they stood, and looked once more
toward the far end of the concourse. Toward her.

The silence weighed, heavy asagrieving heart. The idomeni stood till, and quiet, and waited.
“Youtook it out, didn’t you?’
Jani turned to find Nidl at her shoulder.

Hetouched his ear, then looked past her toward the assembled. “Fucking hell. Not aone has budged.”
Heglared a Jani. “ Dammit.”

“Y ou must get usout of here, Colond.” No more smiles as Ulanova shook off Scriabin’s restraining hand
and dogged Nidl’selbow. “We I be overrun.”

“They’ rewaiting for you.” John’svoice, quiet as shadow.

Jani looked him in the eyefor the first time since they had departed Guernsey. Felt hissurprise. His
uncertainty. “1 know.”

Niadl pointed to his ear bug. “ Station Haérin are asking whether you intend to join the procession. The
placeisat astanddtill and they have incoming craft that may need to be diverted if things don't shake
loose soon.”

“If shewalks out there now, she declares hersalf ni Tsecha Egri’ s successor.” Ulanovaraised her own
supplicant hand to the heavens, then let it fal. “In spite of her origins. In spite of the fact that she
possesses no standing within Temple or the Haérin hierarchy. That would be a supreme display of
arrogance, evenfor her.”

Scriabin, silent to that point, walked over to Jani. “They could attack you. If they did, we might not be
abletogettoyouintime”

“I don't think they’d do that.” Jani tugged at the front of her shirt, then passed a straightening hand over
it. “1 think they’ rejust waiting for me to make up my mind.”

“So you are forced by circumstance to declare yourself Tsecha s successor,” Ulanovabit out. “How
convenient for you.”

Jani took the ear bug from her pocket and reinserted it. “ If anyone chalenged me, I’'d haveto fight.” She
looked at Nidl. “Wedidn't work this out ahead of time, but I’d like you to be my second if that

hwm‘s”
Nidl’ s eyes softened despite hisirritation. “Y ou know my answer, gd. What would | haveto do?’

“Guard the edge of the circleto make sure | don’t step outside it. Declarethe challengeat anend if I'm
too injured to continue.”

Nial nodded. Swalowed hard. “We ll be close around you. We do have Haérin security in the crowd.
Overhead scan. Interference patterning.”

“Got anything that will stop a hdf-meter short sword?’ Jani patted hisarm. “It will betheir call. How they
perceive me, whether as Tsecha s suborn or...something else.” She turned, and walked toward the



concourse. Sensed a different sort of ripple radiate through the crowd as she approached, one that
produced the occasional whitecap.

Jani tried to walk normally, even asthe soles of her feet tingled and her knees threatened to buckle. She
caught awhiff of the aroma Lucien described, the flower-swest of idomeni packed shoul der-to-shoulder
asfar asher eye could see. Fdlt their heat as she walked the narrow gantlet, the full-face stares of the
bolder Haarin.

“Keep going, gd. I’ve got your back. Y ou’ re twenty metersin.”

One hundred eighty to go. A lifetimein afew minutes. Jani imagined Tsecha sreliquary in front of her,
leading the way. Touched the stones of her rings, drew strength from the chill hardness. Met the eyes of
an dder femae who bared her teeth, and bared her own in return. Slowed as an Haarin male stepped out
of the crowd and strode toward her. Stopped as he reached beneath his overrobe and pulled out a blade
aslong as hisforearm and brought it around in along, dow arc.

Jani continued forward, reached out, gripped hiswrist with her left hand, the hilt of the blade in her right,
and twisted. Held the freed blade above her head—

“Let methehdl go!”

—then turned to find Nidl standing stricken afew dtridesto the rear, a station Hagrin hanging onto his
arm. “I’'m fine, Niall.” Then she turned back to the male and handed him back his blade as the crowd
surged forward and closed in behind her, bearing her dong like awave.

“What the hell wasthat?’ Nidl’svoicerang in her head, as shaken asever she'd heard it. “What in
bloody hell—"

Lucien’svoice brokein. “I think it may have been the Hadrin equivaent of asking for an autograph.”
“Youthink s0?’ Nidl’ssneer could have curdled milk. “Wdll, fuck that—"

Jani plucked the bug from her ear again. The crowd altered the farther along she walked, the brightly
colored garb of the more militant Haérin giving way to the subdued coloration of the conservatives.

Then, near the end of the concourse, palest colors only, the braided fringe of the breeder the only
hairstyle to be seen. Bornsect. Lighter Oaand Siah, darker Denas and Pathen.

“Glories of thisstrangest of daysto you, Kiérshial” A male voice, spesking lightly accented High Siah.
But the words came from a Pathen male, who stepped forward and held out his hand to Jani. He was
shorter and broader than Cedl, than any Vynsharau. His skin was the yellowed black of old bronze, his
shirt, trousers, and overrobe sun-yellow dashed with white. “ And to the one you bring hometo hisrest.”

Aden niRau Wuntoi. Jani stopped, stood up straight, prayed her High Siah was up to the challenge.
“Gloriesto you aswell, niRau Wuntoi.” She felt the pressure from behind asidomeni crowded inside her
humanish comfort zone, the bones grind as Wuntoi gripped her hand in his,

“Favored of ni Tsecha, who believes and truly that hisown Haarin killed him.” Wuntoi bared histeeth.
“Did you fear to meet hisfate when you waked out into this place?’

The bracing bluntness of idomeni. Jani waited until Wuntoi released her hand, until the silence stretched to
snapping and she knew she had his attention. “Have idomeni grown so fond of secret killing that | must
worry, niRau?’



Wuntoi raised hisright hand, curving it in question. “No godly idomeni believesin such. Y ou would have
nothing to worry of from one of them.” He cast her aglancing look in the face, his brown-on-brown eyes
aschill asLucien’s. “From an ungodly, you would need to worry, as al idomeni would need to worry,
and truly.” With that, he stepped back into the crowd, and was swallowed up by his suborns.

Jani felt apush inthe smal of her back and started walking again. Parsed Wuntoi’ swords over and over,
damned her sketchy High Siah and wondered if she had heard properly. Hethinksit' s possible an
idomeni killed Tsecha He acceptsthe idea. Her heart hammered as she reached the end of the
concourse and the gtation Haérin closed in, separating her from the dl-enve oping welcoming committee
and ddlivering her to ahidden acove, where an enraged Nial waited, bracketed by Lucien and Scriabin.

Jani held up her hands. “No blood. No chance of injury.” Except when Wuntoi shook my hand. “Cultura
differences, Nidl.”

“Isthat what we're cdling it now?’ Niall started to pace, then stopped and stood, glare fixed on some
unlucky point in the distance. “No more crowds. No more knives for fun. And you will put that bug in
your ear and leave it there—do you understand?’

“Wuntoi greeted you.” Scriabin’s eyes held surprise and asharpness akin to envy. “The Pathen
dominant. What doesit mean?’

“I think it meansthat he accepts the possibility that an idomeni had Tsechakilled. Hereferred to an
ungodly idomeni whom we al need to worry about. Was he speaking in genera about the unknown
idomeni who killed Tsecha, or was he just trying to turn us dl againgt Céd?’” Jani leaned againgt the
alcove entry, longed for nothing more than acomfortable seat on a shuttle, a chance to breathe. “1 don't
know where he learned humanish doublespeak, but he' s damned good at it.”

“I wonder if Céd knows hisfeding, or if it will take him by surprise?’ Scriabin pointed down, inthe
generd direction of Shéra “I doubt serioudy that he will be expecting it.”

“Assuming that' sthe case.” Nidl relaxed alittle, and even managed agrin. “ Céd isgoing to start shitting
little green apples any time now.”

Scriabin’slip twitched. “He' smade of fairly stern stuff, Colond.”

“Thenit'll hurt that much more.” Nidl took Jani’ s elbow and steered her toward awakway that led them
back into the humanish concourse. “Let’ s go. Our shuttle received expedited clearance, which | swear
comes courtesy of your new friend Wuntoi. Everyone else has boarded.”

“Welcome back to Shérd, Niall,” Jani said under her breath.

“Maybe.” Nial shook hishead. “1 may not understand culturd differences, but | know a power struggle
when | seeone. Y our new friend drew alinein the sand, gdl, and you'reit.”

Jani eased out of Nidl’sgrip asthey reentered the humanish concourse. Shivered, and blamed the
coolness of theair.

CHAPTER 27

Jani walked out of Rauta Sheraa shuttleport’s humani sh section and gasped as though someone had
punched her in the somach. It wasjust past the height of summer, and the heat was as she remembered,
apa pable oppression that seemed to closein on dl sides, achalenge even to her hybrid tolerance. The
sky, cloudless and milky blue, played hometo the errant drift of seabirds and the more focused




streakings of the swallow and hatchlike birds that called the city home and built nestsin eaves and
gutters. In the distance she could see the same spires and towers, the domes of the Trade Board,
Council, and Temple.

Theair smellsthe same. Wak anywherein Rauta Shéraa, and you' d smell flowers. Near the port, the
blooms of choice had dways been camalas, fist-sized clusters of pink-trimmed white trumpetswith a
scent that aways reminded Jani of cinnamon. She walked over to one of the shrubs, which had likely
greeted her during her firgt arriva, twenty-five years before, and sniffed. Still cinnamon. A little sharper
than she recaled, and maybe her hybridization wasto blame.

The shuttleport itsalf, a cottage version of the orbiting station, also looked much asit ever had. She'd
walked its corridors as a callow teenager, a Spacer and diplomat, afleeing war criminal. Now I'm back
to diplomat. Technically. She knew some who would argue the designation, hersdlf included.

“What do you think, gel”?” Nial drew up next to her. He held his nicstick case in one hand, ready to light
up as soon as he entered the refuge of one of the embassy triple-lengths that abutted the curb. * Stuff of
nightmares?’

“When | first came here, | thought it was one of the most beautiful cities|’d ever seen.” Jani watched as
Scriabin and Ulanova dipped into a skimmer bearing the ambassadorid crest on the door. They were
followed closely by John and VVa, who boarded avehicle branded with the familiar caduceus. “ Then
redlity sarted chipping away.”

“The only thingsthat struck me were the heet, and that | couldn’t smoke outsde the enclave.” Nidl
nodded toward a Service blue skimmer. “Roshi got here aday ahead.” He guided Jani toward the
vehicle asthough afraid she'd bolt.

Jani stepped into the passenger cabin, shivering asthe chill, dry air washed over her. Sat on the edge of
the bench seat and let her eyes adjust to the comparative darkness.

“Glories of thisstrangest of days. | fear Wuntoi isamaster of understatement.” Mako regarded her from
the opposite bench.

“Understatement of theyear.” Mgor Genera Callum Burkett, commander of the Service Diplomatic
Corps, snorted alaugh. “We ve been in damage control mode ever since that damned article of yours
reached us. Then we watched the arriva, which will henceforth be capitdized in dl reports and formal
précis. Morde did aone eighty within minutes. That little thing with the sword got anice round of
gpplause.” He glared at Jani from his seet in the opposite corner of the cabin. “Isit ever easy with you?’

“Hi, Cdlum.” Jani amiled. “How’ s Jeanina?’

“My lady wifeisjust fine, thanks, and don’t change the damned subject.” Burkett was the image of the
middle-aged officer, tal, rangy, and sharp-featured, adarker tan and older eyes the only outward signs
of time's passage. He and Mako wore the same uniform as did Nidll, dress desertweights replete with
cooling cdlls and specid seaming to permit ventilation. “If your plan isto keep Ceéd off balance, you're
doing ahdluvajob. If your planisto keep the rest of us off balance, stop it right now.”

Conversation ceased asthe front passenger gullwing opened and afamiliar figure dipped in next to the
driver. “All luggage has been scanned and loaded, Sir.” Lucien just had time to glance over his shoulder a
Jani before the darkened privacy barrier did into place.

The skimmer pulled away from the curb, then gradudly accelerated, driving Jani back againgt her sedt.
Shetook in the view through her window, the wide avenues of the centrd city, the blockish buildings of



white and tan stone, walkways filled with crowds of bornsect and Haérin.

“Therdiquary just arrived a the Haérin enclave.” Burkett emitted agrumbling sigh. “He was one of the
mogt irritating beings | ever had the misfortune to meet, and | wish | could have told him how much |—’
Heturned hisface to the window. Swallowed hard. “Y ou had to like him, didn’t you? Y ou couldn’t help
yourself.”

“Someone could,” Mako muttered. After that they fell silent, the only sound to reach them the
announcement by their driver asthey gpproached the gates of the humanish enclave.

Burkett poured himself coffee from alarge upright brewer, then returned to the couch. “We expected
Ced to be chdlenged by Wuntoi sometime in the last month or two, but Tsecha s death caught the
Pethen completely off guard, asit did al of us.”

After entering the humanish enclave, they had been taken immediately to the embassy, afour-story
expanse of tan stone that dominated the enclave s centrd cul-de-sac, which like the other buildingsin the
place had been constructed according to idomeni protocols. Only the triple-wide entryway broke the
smoothness of the facade. Windows were reserved for the rear views, which looked out over a series of
gardenslaced with artificid streams and surrounded by high brick walls. The fedling was one of
enclosure, of shuttering away, which couldn’t have been a coincidence given Cédl’ sopinion of humanish.

Jani spped coffee. After their arrival, they had been deposited in one of the larger Sitting rooms, thereto
wait for the othersin their group. The decor had been chosen by someone who shared Anais Ulanova s
tastein furnishings: brocade-upholstered couches and chairs, dark woods, and silk and velvet-covered
walls. No reds or burgundies, since those shades would have conflicted with idomeni religious
prerogative. But there were plenty of other rich tonesto make up for the omission, jewel shades of blue,
green, and purple, with agold mine sworth of gilt thrown in to provide contrast. Winter colors. The sght
of them combined with the humanish room temperature to make Jani shiver al the more, asthough they’d
brought with them the tiff winds and dry, cold ar of a Chicago winter.

“Wuntoi isbiding histime now.” Mako had eschewed coffee and, despite the early hour, gone straight to
the liquor cabinet and the vodka. “ Too much news tumbled in too quickly. First the degth, then the news
of nation and the rage at humanish when the news proved true.” He sat sprawled in acorner
lounge chair like adisgruntled bear and stared into hisfrosted glass. “ Then came your article, and the
falout, both expected and...not s0.” He regarded Jani with the same sharp wonderment that Scriabin
had a the gtation. “None of us believed the idomeni would have ever accepted the possibility that one of
their own could have done the deed. Not aone.”

“Tsacha sinfluence.” Burkett sat back, eyesfixed on nothing. “1 sensed the strength of it increasing with
every passing day, especidly among the Haérin.” He glanced down at his cup, then frowned and set it
adde. “But the Hagrin don’t have the power around here—that’s Cédl and the Council and Temple
hardliners, and they’ re hammering on the rest to dissolve diplomatic relations with us, recal the Hagrin
from their humanish enclaves, and sedl their borders.” He rose and walked to the liquor cabinet, pulled
another frosted glass from the tiny cooler and filled it to the brim with vodka. “Wuntoi would loveto
accuse Ced of planning Tsecha's nation, but first he needs proof, and human-style crimina
investigation methods are in their infancy here. Service Investigative has reported that they’ vefidlded a
few hesitant probings, but nothing has come of them, and when we try to reach out, the idomeni pull
back, lock down.” Heraised hisglass, studied it for atime, then sipped. “Which meansthat,
unfortunately, we are forced to sit, and wait.”



Silence cdlaimed them. After atime, Jani shifted in her seat asthe sares shifted to her. “How is Cédl
responding to the undecideds?’

“With some old-fashioned threats.” Mako tossed down the last of hisvodka “He' s said that he will win
any civil war—the Vynsharau are the most popul ous sect in this region, numbering twelve million or
more, and as head of thewarrior skein, Cédl commands afighting force of over amillion, not including
Haérin. He'll treat those who fought him as he trested the Laum years ago. Pathen, Og, Siah. Every sect
that questioned him would be wiped out. It would make the Night of the Blade look like a playground
melee. HE d decimate his people, and cdl it thewill of the gods.”

Jani looked to the door and drummed her fingers on the arm of the couch. “ So what' s our ambassador’ s
opinion of dl this?’

“Dear AvaGdina.” Mako sneered. “In over her head and sinking fast. Takes her direction from Cao,
who o far isdoing her usud finejob of ignoring the obvious.”

“So now she' s closeted with Scriabin, who may be trustworthy, and Ulanova, who damned well isn't.
Wheat are they discussing? Escape plans?’ Jani looked to Niall, who had taken a seat in the far corner as
soon asthey arrived and had remained till and silent ever since. “ Do you have escape plans?’

“Coordination with Fort du Lac and Phillipa Station. We have combat shuttles squirreled away down the
road, on what passes for our base, and the Ulanov twiddling its thumbs just beyond Shérdin space. We
would bypass Rauta Sheraa Station entirely, of course” Nial straightened, hisair of gloomy introgpection
dissipating now that he had a definite problem to focus on. “ Given the qudity of Shera sorbita defense
array, which is unfortunately damned good, and assuming Cédl’ snormal level of vindictiveness, I'd say
we' d be lucky to evac ten percent of the enclave.”

Asthat bit of news settled over the room like adark cloud, the door opened and Scriabin lumbered in.
“You al madeit here—good. | gather from the generd air of despondency that you' ve been apprised of
the situation.” He walked to the liquor cabinet and became the third customer for the vodka. “ Ava had
littleto add. No officid statement from Ceéd concerning your arriva, but he supposedly caled in the
Haarin dominants for an emergency conclave as soon astheimages hit the displays.” He grinned at Jani.
“The dominantswho were here, at any rate. Most of them were at the station, welcoming you.” He
leaned againgt the cabinet and raised hisglassto her. “ So, Ced isrocked back on hishedsfor thefirst
timeinalong while, and to that | say, Nazdrovya.” He gulped the vodka, then hefted the empty glass,
eyes fixed on the fireplace on the other end of the room.

Jani set aside her coffee and wished she were still humanish enough for liquor to have the desired effect.
“I"d have Service Investigative talk to ni Galas, Feyd's security dominant. Station and enclave Haérin are
much more advanced than the locals when it comesto crimind investigation, and they’ ve had over a
month to investigate the assassination.”

“| filled in Callum concerning the missing Nahin Sela” Mako offered. “He believes that the Rauta Sheraa
Ha&in enclave investigators, however backward, are withholding information.”

Burkett’ sface darkened. “1t would certainly shed agreat dedl of light on some of the oddness that we' ve
seen these last few weeks. If they suspect that Nahin Sdlais being hidden somewherein Rauta
Sherda...”

“It' stheir humiliation. If one of theirskilled Tsecha, they want to solveit themsaves.” Jani stood, tense
muscles protesting every movement. “If | could beg your indulgence, | would like an hour or so to settle
in. I’'m guessing the day’ s schedule is pretty well packed.”



“We'redl within astone’ sthrow of one another, in any case.” Burkett downed the balance of hisvodka,
then set the glass upside down on thetable. “We Il talk to Feyd' sinvestigator and go from there” He
looked to Jani and blew out asigh. “One hour at atime. That’swhat we' re down to.”

“Maybe | should develop ataste for vodka” Jani acknowledged the scattered weak laughter with ashort
bow. Only Nial, who knew her best of dl, eyed her unsmiling, with the wary stare of aman who knew
that somewhere there was a shoe teetering on the brink.

By the time Jani reached her suite, athree-room corner expanse with views of the gardens, her luggage
had been deposited and was in the process of being unpacked by apair of officious aides. She grabbed
her duffel before either of them could put their hands on it and headed down the hallway in search of the
nearest sairwell.

“Hello.”
Jani froze in mid-stride at the sound of the unfortunately al-too-familiar voice, then dowly turned.

Lucien had arrived at the embassy the sametime she had. Y et judging from the crispness of hisdress
desertweights and the fresh-scrubbed shine on hisface, he’ d dready showered, changed uniforms, and
performed whatever other ablutions served to diminate every trace of long-haul fatigue. When Cedl
bombsthe enclave, he'll die with his mirror-finish boots on. “Y ou’ re staying here?’ Shelooked past him
down the hall and tried to divine from which room he might have emerged. “I thought you had to ay at
the base.”

“No room. It'sjust adink place—provides embassy security and some firepower, and that’ s about it.
Between Mako's people and Pierce' s crew, they’ re hanging from the rafters.” Lucien shrugged. “Such
are the sacrifices we make when called upon.”

Jani felt the heat move up her neck as hisinnocent look sharpened and atered into something focused
and...not so innocent. Sheturned, started back down the hdll. “I haveto go—"

“You'redl everyone staking about. Y our entrance. Y our unspoken announcement to one and al that
you' re taking up where Tsechaleft off.” Lucien hurried past her, then stepped in front of her, cutting her
off. “They’ re replaying the images over and over and over—"

“Until it backfires. Then I’ll be on everyone sshit list again.” Jani tried to elbow past him, but he grabbed
her by the shoulders and pushed her againgt thewall.

“Doesthat mean I'll finaly have some company?’ Lucien leaned in until he pressed the length of hisbody
againg hers. “ Someoneto talk to? Have dinner with? Someone to—" He abandoned the preamble and
kissed her hard, bruising her mouth as his hands burned their own path aong her buttocks and up her
back before finaly moving forward and settling on her breasts, cupping and massaging and teasng—

Jani tried to push him away, but each touch, each sensation, unlocked memory and need and desire.
Craving. To quench athirst long denied, ease the ever-growing tension and dlay the fear and soothe the
quickening ache between her legs. Smple. Takethat one smple path, if only for alittlewhile. “1 don't
havetime.” Shetried to shift away from him, but he' d laced his legs through hers and pinned her against
thewall and al she could fed were hislips and hands and the press of his erection through hisuniform
and her pounding heart and the dow trickle of sweat down her back. “I bet they have imagersin the
corridors.”



“Not in the private wing—the resdentswould riot.” Lucien paused, his bresthing rough, his hands illing,
hovering, adevil’s promise on hold. “Y our room?’

“ Aides unpacking the luggege.”

“I’ve got Facilitiesworking on the shower.” Lucien turned the handle of the nearest door, prying open the
panel and releasing Jani just long enough to peek inside. “Oh, look. Housekeepers' closet.” He arched
an eyebrow. “Blankets. Pillows.” Hetook her hand and led her through the gap, then pushed the panel
closed and wedged the ingde handle in the locked position with along-handled scrubbing brush.

“You' ve donethisbefore.” Jani leaned againgt anarrow worktable.

“I"ve done everything before.” Lucien dipped the duffel off her shoulder and tossed it in the corner.
Pulled her shirt out of her trousers and opened the fasteners, pedling open the front of her braaong the
way and applying aquick lick-and-tease to her nipples before undoing her trousers and diding them
down.

Jani reached for histunic, but he pushed her hands away and undid it himsdlf, dipping it off and laying it
carefully acrossashef. His T-shirt, he pulled off more quickly, and it stayed whereit landed.

“I don't think thistable will hold—" Before Jani could argue load capacity, Lucien swept a shelf’ sworth
of pillowsto thefloor and lowered her onto them. Kissed her again while his hands found their way
everywhere, excited her everywhere, brought her to the edge before easing off ever so dightly. Then with
aflick of hand and atwist of hip, he undid histrousers and dipped insde her, moving, then stopping, then
moving more quickly and stopping once more, the same ebb and flow again and again until he couldn’t
stop himsalf anymore and he buried his head in her neck and whispered thingsto her that he hadn’t said
since Chicago and caled her things he' d never called her before and she wrapped hersalf around him and
raked her nails across the small of his back and rode his sharp gasps and choked moans and matched
them with her own.

Then held him as he dumped against her and relaxed in away only he could, loose-limbed asacat after a
surfeit of cream.

Her breathing dowed, eventualy. The ability to form sentences returned. “If the housekeeper comesin
here for towels, they’re going to get ahell of ashock.”

Lucien laughed, adeep, warm sound that wrapped around Jani like the pillows. “Y ou think they haven't
learned to knock before entering aroom in this place?” He did off her onto hisside. “Y ou haven't
worked in many government buildings, have you?’

“Not with you.” Jani scrutinized the ceiling for atime, then looked at Lucien to find him studying her in
turn, head cradled on hisarm, eyes half closed.

“Six weeks.” Hisvoice emerged tight. “Wasted. And why? We could have—and it isn’t like you and
Shroud were still even—" Herolled over on hisback. “Who the hell knows?’ He muttered something
under his breath, then closed hiseyes.

“You could deepin here, couldn’t you?” Jani sat up. Tried to stand until her trousers hobbled her and
shefdl on her assand findly lay back and yanked them up.

“What are you doing?’ Lucien sat up, avision of randy dishevelment amid the white-on-white toss of
pillows.

“I haveto get out of here.” She recovered her braand shirt from the floor and put them on.



“Youjus—" Lucien stood, pulling up histrousersin one easy motion, aman who had never been
hobbled by hisclothesin hislife. “Wait aminute.” He collected the rest of hisuniform and dressed.
“Dammit.”

“I need to get to the Hadrin enclave.” Jani tried to remove the brush that held the door closed, yanking on
it twice before Lucien nudged her aside and removed it with atwist of hiswrist. “I need to talk to Meva
or Dathim or Galas or somebody.”

“Do you trust the security of comport communications around here?” Lucien didn’t wait for her to shake
her head. “ Then you have to leave the enclave, and you can only leave the enclave in an authorized
vehicle driven by alicensed member of the embassy staff.” He smiled and waved hishand in her face.
“Hello. Me, agan.”

CHAPTER 28

Jani waited in an aley beside the embassy building while Lucien sgned out a skimmer. She had returned
to her room to collect her overrobein case she needed it, but instead of donning it, sherolled it up and
stuck it in her duffel. She didn’t want to be recognized now. She didn’t want to be followed. Shejust
wanted to find out what, if anything, Galas had discovered about Nahin Sela.

A sedate four-door in Service blue-grey appeared at the end of the alley. Lucien disembarked and
walked around to the passenger side to see to Jani’ s door, then used the exercise as an excuse to kiss
her neck.

“Do you know wherewe re going?’ He inserted himself into the cabin and steered onto the enclave
access road, then tapped a blank display in the middle of the dashboard. “If | can avoid using the
mapping system, that’ s one lessway they can track us.”

“I remember where the Hadrin enclave used to be.” Jani felt her heart trip as they floated through the
gates, the skimmer shuddering asit switched from the humanish to idomeni skimtrack system. “From
what I’ ve seen, they rebuilt the city exactly hasit had been before the war. | should be ableto find it.”

They drifted through the streets. Jani recognized old landmarks, buildings she had used as guideswhen
shefirg arrived at the Academy and hadn’t known enough Laumrau or Vynsha to understand the Street
designators.

“Where sthe Academy?’ Lucien maneuvered into the dower lane so he could sightsee.

“Wewon't pass that—it' s about ten kilometers north of here.” Jani felt her throat tighten, and struggled
towill the sensation away. It looksthe same...all the same. The parks and the art-filled nichesin the
walls of buildings otherwise so featureless they looked like molds a child had made with wet sand and a
bucket. “First you'll passthe Council dome, then the Temple dome. Then there’ sthe Haérin enclave.
Then you pass dl the dominant temples for the gods. Shiou’ sisthe largest, followed by Caith’'s, which is
what you' d expect. Then there’ sariverwalk, and on the other side of that—" Shefell slent. She'd had
nightmares, yes, and hadn’t wanted to return to this place. What she hadn’t expected was that part of her
would have...missed it dl, the crowded streets and the sand-hued monotone and the flowers and the
heat and the distant smell of the bay.

“It' salittlelike Thalassa” Lucien had dipped into absorption mode, where he watched and memorized
and said aslittle as possible as things burned into his brain. “ Thaassal s brighter, and there sthat
undercurrent of Karistos attitude, but <till.” He sat back, still on point but alittle more relaxed. “1 know
why Tsechaliked Thalassa so much.”



“Yeah.” Jani fixed her attention on the view. They’d just passed the Street leading to Caith’ stemple, a
squat, ugly edifice with adome of tarnished silver. Sedate clothing and breeder’ sfringes gave way to the
occasional sheared head or burst of rebellious color, the entire scene clicking into place when an
al-too-familiar figure emerged from the crowd.

“Pull over.” Jani waited until Lucien edged out of moving traffic, then pushed up her gullwing and waved.
“Dathim!”

Dathim strode toward the skimmer. “Hah—I came to see you aswell.” He pulled up the rear door and
piled into the backsedt.

Jani turned back to face him. “ Are you sure you want to be seen with me?’

“What difference?’ Dathim folded his arms and sat ramrod straight, the top of his clipped scalp grazing
the cabin headliner. “ Céd watches us and listens to us and what difference? Hell with him.” He looked
out the window, then bared histeeth. “We go to the river and talk there. In the open where al can see”

“So that’ sthe Academy?’ Lucien stood atop a stone bench and gazed across the river toward the
congested scattering of white buildingslarge and small that siretched from the main avenue down to the
bay. “1t'ssmdler than | thought it would be.”

“It’ sabout the size of aministry compound.” Jani looked at the place where she' d spent four of the more
harrowing years of her life. “ One of the smdler ministries.” She stepped up next to Lucien. “Thelibrary is
the largest building—you can see the gold dome. The rest are classrooms, afew labs. The scanpack
brain farming is performed at Temple becauseit’ samedica procedure, and al those labs are staffed by
physcian-priests”

“Humans don't attend anymore?’

“No. Therewere afew classes after ours, but then the war came—"
“Y our overrobe—whereisit?’

Jani turned to find Dathim glaring &t her.

“Y ou should wear it.” Hefolded hisarms. “He died for it, and you traveled here because of it, and you
should wear it.”

Jani looked out over the riverwalk. Thetime for midday sacrament approached, and most idomeni had
retired to their atar rooms, leaving the usualy crowded wa kways sparsely populated. “1 didn’t want to
be recognized.”

“Then you should not have followed him. Y ou should not have come here. Y ou should not have walked
behind the reliquary.” Dathim grabbed her duffel from benegath the bench and held it out to her. “Mevais
outraged. Shewill yell a you when she seesyou again. Put it on.”

“You'reabully, ni Dathim Naré.” Jani yanked open the duffd fasteners and removed the overrobe,
shook it out and pulled it on. “Now we better get out of here.”

“Now wemust talk.” Dathim sat down on the end of the bench, hands on knees, like the town
chatterbox. “Ni Gaas does not trust his secure communications at the enclave, either. Hetold nAMeva
that it would be much the same asif he went to Council and spoketo Cédl directly.”



Jani legpt down to the ground and perched on the rim of a planter. “Ni Gaas has been busy?’

“Ni Galas has been to the Trade Board. He showed the images of Nahin Sdlato al hemet.” Dathim
gestured disgust. “They are dl godly idomeni who do not ook othersin the face. They had never heard
of Nahin Sdla, and did not recognize the hair or the clothes, so they could not say if they knew her.” He
held up hisindex finger and pointed at Jani. “But there was one femae. A bornsect. She did not know of
Nahin Sdla, but she did know of ImeaniaRauta Rilas.” He lowered hisvoice, aconcesson that said all
anyone needed to know about the qudity of the information. “ Rilasisamember of Céd’ s household.
She has been thus for many years. The female said that she is absent much, and spoke sometimes of
trave.”

Jani pushed away from the planter and stared at theriver. “Galas will not be permitted to spesk to Rilas”

“A fact which he knows.” Dathim lowered his voice even more. “Meva has petitioned Ceéd for
permission to request that another bornsect speak to Rilas. Wuntoi, or another of the sect dominants.”

Jani turned dowly. “Meva has dready asked Céd—" Shefdl sllent when she looked past Dathim to the
doping lawvns beyond.

“Oh, shit.” Lucien stepped down from the bench and headed aong the river to the nearby chargelot. “I’ll
oet the kimmer.”

They weren't alarge crowd of Haérin, afew hundred or so. But judging by appearances, they were the
gamied, al shorn hair and garish colors on the maes, horsetails or [oose hair on the females, some of
whom wore long skirtsinstead of al-pervasive trousers.

So quiet. Like the crowdsin the station. What do they want me to say? Did they expect her to preach,
like some of the ministers her papa listened to when he entered one of his“loud religion” phases? Sermon
by the River. She swallowed anervous laugh. | don’t even believe in your gods. What could she say to
them that they would want to hear?

The Hadrin remained standing, because she was the propitiator and the level of their heads had to remain
above hers as a show of respect.

Out of the corner of her eye, Jani saw Lucien maneuver the skimmer up to the top edge of the dope. A
dash across a short stretch of lawn, afew quick strides, and she' d be free.

Instead, she crossed her ankles and lowered to the ground. Slipped into Vynsharau Haarin, because
that’swhat most of them were.

“Ni Tsechamissed Rauta Shéraa. Humanish have aterm—homesickness—alonging for the places
where one lived as ayoungish, where one grew up. He used to tell me stories...”

“They werejust stories.” The embassy security guard grinned. “The one she told about Tsechawhen he
was young and studying at the Temple school and made this confetti bomb—ohmigod—" Shefindly
took note of the less than enthused audience reection, and fell silent.

“The Haarin were orderly in the extreme, sir.” The second guard shook his head, disbelief stripping the
yearsfrom hisface. “They just followed usto the van, and one of them opened the door for her, and
another held out hisarm so she could climbin. | mean, Christ on acracker, if Ced cdlsthat ariot, I'd
hate to see—"



“Thank you, Sergeant—that will bedl.” Nial waited until the pair filed out before planting hiselbowson
the desk and burying hisfacein hishands. “If | wereto ask you what you were thinking, would | want to
hear the answer?’

Jani sat across from him. She' d removed her overrobe and hung it in her closet, then showered and
changed into the more embassy-appropriate dinner attire of asevere black trouser suit. “ They expected
meto say something, and | didn’t know what €lseto talk about.”

“Y ou shouldn’'t have been out therein the first place.” Ulanova sat againgt the far wall next to her
nephew, who sat with arms folded and his head down. “ Of dl the self-aggrandizing, egomaniacal,
inflammatory—" Shefel slent and pressed ahand to her forehead.

Lucien, who sat off to one side, well away from the center of the action, raised hishand. “In my opinion,
gr, ni Dathim planned for thisto happen.” He spoke softly, his voice steedy, determined to soldier on
whether anyone listened or not. “He shamed Jani into putting on her overrobe, even though she expresdy
informed him that she did not want to be recognized. We fdt that since the time for midday sacrament
was near, no idomeni would be out on theriver. Theloca hardcore Haérin, however, have apparently
stopped following prescribed med times, afact we had no way of knowing.”

Nial plucked a stylus from the desktop holder and tapped it against the blotter. “Y ou shouldn't have
been out there, period. As matters stand, Ceéd isthreatening to pull al driving privileges for embassy
personng—"

“Ni Galastook Nahin Sda simageto the Trade Board.” Jani spoke quickly, trying tofit it dl in before
anyone interrupted. “ One of the bornsect females recognized her as a bornsect named ImeaniaRauta
Rilas, amember of Céd’shousehold.”

Nial’ stapping stopped. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?’

“Mevaplansto petition Ced to dlow another of the bornsect dominantsto talk to Rilas.” Jani met Nial’s
tired eye. “ That crack you made about the bottom of the bay just might cometo pass.”

“What about the bottom of the bay?” Scriabin lifted his head.

“Nidl isof the opinion that if Cédl hasn't already killed Rilas, he plansto do so soon. When the threat of
exposureissufficient.” Jani avoided Nidl’ s eye even as she cast credit hisway. He' d freed a’ stick, and
now sa glaring a her through ahaze of smoke, like the villainous interrogator in a cheap holodrama
“Mevd s petition to alow another bornsect dominant to speak with her might be enough to force his

“And then we lose the only being who can testify to Cédl’ s cul pability?” Scriabin sat up, fingers drumming
on knees. “Isit too late to ask Mevato withdraw her petition?”

“ThisisMevawe retaking about.” Nidl’svoice emerged desert dry. “ She'sahandful even by idomeni
standards, and we have no diplomatic bludgeon with which to compel her to cease and desst.”

“Mevacan beapainintheass” Jani ignored Scrigbin’sjust audible, “ Pot. Kettle. Black,” and Nidl’s
arched brow. “But the concepts of trial and conspiracy and culpability don't apply here. Cédl would
never gand trid aswe know it. The only pendty for acrimelike assassination is the same we ve seen
before with the Laum—another sect ascendsto rau, and the sect that had been in power is obliterated.
That blanket condemnation doesn’t apply here. We re only interested in Cédl. We' re blazing anew trail.”

“Isthisyour way of telling usto trust Meva?’ Nial’svoice took on an avuncular lilt, asit sometimesdid



when they spoke in private. “Y ou don't like her, but you trust her?’

“Thetwo aren't dways mutualy exclusve.” Jani took adeep breath. “Why don’t we ask her to meet
with us so we can discuss this?’

Mevawas contacted. She proved very eager to arrange a meeting, as there were severa things on her
private agendathat she felt needed an airing.

“Priegt-in-training, you call yoursdlf. Hah. Y ou do not even wear your overrobe. The greatest ceremony
inwhich apriest can participate, the transport of asoul. And you do not even wear your overrobe!”
Meva had taken charge of the chair in front of Nidl’s desk. She still wore the same conservative clothing,
including overrobe, that she had during the procession, but the overal effect had acquired arumpled
aspect. Some hair had escaped the tight braiding of her breeder’ sfringe, sticking out a odd angles. A
few of the beads that decorated the braid ends had gone missing aswell.

Shelookslike she got caught in awind tunnel. Jani stood againgt the near wall, armsfolded. Imagined
finding Mevatrapped in such adevice and hitting the activation pad hersdlf. “1 didn’t want to attract
attention.” Sheignored Ulanova s muitter.

“You areapried, priest. We are that which we are. To hide such is not even anathema. It issmply
stupid.” Meva sat back and fixed her attention on Scriabin, who had abandoned the seat next to his aunt
for achair next to Nial’sdesk. “ Asfor my petition, why should | withdraw it?1 wish to speak with Rilas.
If I cannot do so, a bornsect dominant may do so in my stead. Aden niRau Wuntoi proved most
agreeable to my request, and truly.”

“Well, hewould, wouldn't he?’ Scriabin picked his nails, which over the intervening hours had crossed
the border from nesat to ragged edged. “It’sin hisinterest to keep Cedl off baance.”

“Itisindl our intereststo keep Céd off baance, and truly, Minigter.”

“Yes, but at the sametime, naMeva, it is till taken for granted that a human assassinated ni Tsecha. If
Rilas vanishes, never to be found, humans|ose their last best chance to prove that one of theirs did not
commit that crime.” Scriabin’ s face darkened, as though the conversation dredged up images of that day.
Asthough they replayed in hismind. Asthough he wanted them to stop and knew they never would. “No
onewill know thetruth.”

Meva s expression softened, alittle. She sat up Straighter, her voice lightening. “ The gods know,
Miniger.”

Jani read the answer to that in Scriabin’seyes. Y our gods aren’t our gods, Meva. They didn’t affect
elections. Didn’t quell colonia unrest, or dlay the suspicions of Hadrin who had lost docks and goods
and shipsto bombings, followed by their dearest priest.

Then there sthe Capria. Meva s gods didn’t affect a damned thing where that was concerned.

“Tomorrow, much will be decided.” Mevabared her tecth. “ Kiershiawill confront Céd with Tsecha's
assassination. She may demand of him then that we be alowed to question Rilas”

Jani fielded the expressions of alarm that focused on her. “That iswhy | came aong, remember? To
officidly inform Ced that Tsechahad been assassinated.”

“That was when we felt no doubt whatsoever that a humanish had committed the crime.” Scriabin picked



his nailswith renewed vigor. “Now we have doubt, and given our delicate position here, we' re not really
in the position where we can accuse our hogt of planning the murder of hismost voca critic.”

“Why not?” Mevadidn’t raise her right hand to chest height and curveit, but Iet her voice carry the
question. “ Off balance was the term you used, Minister. To keep Céd off baanceisthe only way to
drive forward that which isto be.”

Scriabin and Nial glanced a one another, alibrary’ sworth of enclave evacuation planstransferred in one
look, their likely falurein the next. “1 think that tomorrow,” Scriabin said, eyes till on Nidl, “we make
our gppearance. We swallow whatever insults, whatever threats, Cedl flings at us. And we bide our time,
and continue the search for niaRauta Rilas, for any evidence that Céd planned Tsecha' s nation.
When we have the facts, then, and only then, do we move.” Hefinaly looked at Meva. “Do | have your
pledge, naMeva, that you will not do anything to escalate the tensions between Ced and the
Commonwedth?

Everyone held their bresth as Meva sat silent, meeting Scriabin’s concern with abland gaze and an air
that Jani remembered al too well.

| could talk to Tsechauntil | couldn’t talk anymore. And he would still do what he planned, because he
was right and she was wrong and any discussion of the matter was Ssmply an irritating way to passtime. |
told him that histreatiseswould anger Cédl. The signd timein her life when she would have enjoyed
being wrong.

“I will do nothing toirritate Ced, Minigter,” Mevasadfindly.

Nial nodded. Scriabin closed his eyes. Even Ulanovareacted, her shoulders sagging as though tenson
seeped away.

Then Jani looked to the back of the room, where Lucien sat. Once more in the shadow. Once more,
apparently forgotten. He stared back, eyes narrowed, bullshit detector cranked up to the most sensitive
setting. Perhapsthey believe her, thelook seemed to say. | sureashell don't.

Mevastood. “Now that you have forced pledges from me, | must return to the enclave. Early evening
sacrament approaches, and | believe and truly that there might be cake.” She ignored the assorted
farewells and thank-yous, her eyes meeting Jani’ s as she turned and walked to the door.

“I’ll walk you to your skimmer, nAMeva.” Jani pushed off thewal and followed after her. “ So you can
ydl a me some more.”

“I can never ydl at you enough, naKiéershia” Mevawaited in the doorway for Jani to catch her up, and
together they walked down the embassy corridor to the entry.

“You lied to Scrigbin.” Jani lowered her voice as one of the guards emerged from her office to open the
door for them.

“I told him that which | will do, whichisnothing.” Mevashrugged. “Y ou will do that which you will do.
Whether it isthat which we discussed in Thalassa, or something e'se which | do not know, you will doit.”

Asthey gpproached Meva s skimmer, the driver-side gullwing swept up and Dathim emerged. “Did you
ydl at her for forgetting her overrobe, Meva?’

“Yes, Dathim. But | do not know, and truly, whether it mattered. Whether it had any effect.” Meva stood
aside while Dathim raised her door, then pushed away his hand as he attempted to help her into the
cabin. “Tomorrow, Kiérshia”



“Tomorrow,” Dathim echoed as he dammed the door, then circled the vehicle and insarted his
formidable frameinto the driver’ s cockpit.

“Enjoy your cake.” Jani raised ahand in farewell, and recelved aflicker of hazard lightsin reply. Turned,
and found Niall standing &t the top of the steps, watching her.

“Wall, that wasinteresting.” He sat on the top step and dug out his’ sticks. “ Think Scriabin made any
inroads?’

“She said shewouldn’t do anything to upset Cedl. | think we're stuck with taking her at her word.” Jani
sat down beside him. Dusk wasjust beginning to fal, the undersides of the clouds purpling and the sky
fading. Rauta Shéraa sunsets. She' d enjoyed them at one time, when they didn’t carry with them the
promise of worse days ahead.

“How areyou doing?’ Nial leaned back on hiselbows, ’ stick dangling from hislips, releasing puffs of
smoke with each word.

| have never felt more lost, more hel pless. More restless. | have never come closer to regretting my life,
Jani whittled the words down to a shrug. “I was about to ask you the same question.”

Nial sat up straight and wiped off the elbows of histunic. *Have you been to the base?’ He waited until
she shook her head. “1t's completely different in gppearance—new buildings, new skimtrack layout. But
the square meterage isthe same, s0 if you remember where things used to be, you can ill....figure out
where...” He pinched the end of the " stick, then brokeit in half. “There sacertain areal avoid, let’s put
it that way. Otherwise, it'sdl just bunky.” He flipped the halves one by oneinto anearby planter.

“y ou?’

“I haven't tried to deep yet.” Jani watched atrio of swallowlike birdsflit slently across the skimway and
vanish into thetrees. “| fed asthough it dl happened yesterday, that I’ ve only been gone amoment.” She
savored the weaker warmth of late afternoon sun. “I don’t know what’ s going to happen.”

“Pretty standard with you, isn'tit, gel?” Nidl tried to grin and failed. “We re as ready as we can be.
Now al we can doiswait. Alwaysthe fun part.”

“Yeah.” Jani stood, swept grit from the seat of her trousers. “Y ou going to the reception?’
“Wouldn't missit.” Niall stood, stretched. “Probably be the last party we have around here for awhile.”

Rilastried to deep, but the words of Ansu’s suborn returned, again and again—

And then she proceeded through the concourse, niaRauta, after ni Tsecha sreliquary...and so many
waited for her...and she spoke by theriver of ni Tsecha...and the Hadrin listened, and laughed. ..

—and again and again.

It seemed as though she had spent an entire season in thisroom, in this bed, but when she stopped to
count the number of sacraments, the times Ansu had visited, sheredlized that only two sun cycleshad
passed. They have drugged me. She suspected such after the first cycle had passed, when she dept
longer than she ever had. Until after sunrise the next day, which was something she never did.



They will keep me here until the humanish leave. Even though she would have pledged to niRau Cedl to
remain slent, to leave Rauta Shéraa, to trave to the idands of the Dahoumn and remain there until she
grew most old.

| cameto you fredly.

But such did not seem to matter to niRau Ced, because the anathemawas here, and the Haérin followed
her, and listened when she spoke of the outcast Tsecha.

Rilas opened her eyesto find Ansu standing over her.

“You are awake, niaRauta?’ The physician-priest stepped back from the bed and crossed an arm over
her chestindarm.

“You are surprised at such, Ansu?’ Rilas sensed the femal€ sdismay at such casud address. “You are
mogt as your most esteemed patient, Ansu. You greetly prefer the formalities.”

“Such are godly behaviors, ImeaniaRauta Rilas.” Ansu stressed the full form of Rilas s name asaform of
scolding. “We should dl striveto follow such at dl times.” Shelowered therail on one side of the bed
just asthe door opened and a suborn entered pushing askimchair. “Now, we shall go outside for ashort
while, becauseitisagodly day, and truly.” Ansu took Rilas by the arm and pulled her until she sat up.
“Thewarmth will enlivenyou.”

The withholding of your drugs would enliven me. Rilas tasted the unseemly sournessthat pread over her
tongue and wondered what Ansu had given her. Not soma, for she did not fed ill in the pit of her soul.
Instead there was exhaustion, and the inability to concentrate, and aweaknessin her limbs. Shetried to
St up, to move onto the chair as Ansu bade. But her knees buckled and her heart fluttered and even the
suborn wondered at her growing weakness as he pushed her chair onto the veranda, and the clear sky,
and the godly sun.

“You shdl drink this, niaRauta Rilas.” Ansu poured liquid from aflask she carried into asmdl cup. “Itisa
Siah concoction which will enliven you, and truly.”

“Thanksto the gods for such, niaRauta Ansu.” Rilaswatched as Ansu’s shoulderslost their dight curve
of displeasure, and knew what she had to do from this point on. Speak as one who would cooperate,
even as she behaved as she had to in order to regain her strength and save her life.

Rilas held the cup to her lips, alowed the barest touch of pale brown liquid to skin. Then she waited until
Ansu had turned her back and tipped the cup, spilling the liquid to the ground.

CHAPTER 29

Mako tipped the last of the wineinto his glass, then crooked hisfinger a the steward, who removed the
empty bottle and set another, aready opened, inits place. No decanting. No sniffing or pondering the
bouquet or the origin of the grapes. Thefirgt order of the evening wasto get just drunk enough, and
Hiroshi Mako was dready halfway to godl.

Guests sat at a scattering of tablesthat had been set out in the garden. John and Va arrived together, but
adjourned to opposite sides, Va stting with Ulanova and her coterie and John opting for the Service
table at which Nial, Burkett, and Mako held court. Lucien, who had been sitting there, rose as soon as
John sat down, and walked from table to table, chatting and cracking socialy acceptable jokes while



looking for aplaceto land.

Jani watched it al shake out from her suite window. Wished she had the option of agood drunk. A night
with Lucienin an actua bed. A chanceto forget. The tension permesated the air like the scent of the bay,
infiltrated her every thought. What do you expect me to do, Meva? What could she do to make things
better? How could she keep from making things worse? And Meva s not helping. “ Do that which you
do.” Which waswhat, exactly? Breathe? Y el? Shoot someone?

Jani watched the dinner seating settle out. Watched Mako empty the latest bottle into John’ s glass, then
cdl for another.

Offered aprayer to Ganesh, checked hersdf onelast timein the mirror, and headed downgtairs.

“Jani, get over herel”

Jani abandoned the tiny two-chair tablein adarkened corner near the stone wall and braved the walk
through the gantlet to join an old friend beneath the trees.

“It'sso good to seeyou!” Brigadier General Frances Hals threw her arms around her and hugged her
hard enough to hurt, then pushed her down into the chair next to her. “ Cal Burkett has locked me and my
staff in the embassy basement for the duration. We re prepping paper for treaties and agreements, and
hoping like hell that some of them get Signed.” She was ashort, compact woman of middle years, dark of
hair and medium complected, a New Indiesian who had worked her way up the documents ranksto
become Service Diplomatic’ s strong right hand.

“Hedidn't tell me you were here.” Jani pointed to the star adorning the collar of the woman’swhite tunic.
“About time.”

Frances touched the designator and her face lit. “Thanks.” Then her expression clouded. “1’m surprised
that poor man can still remember his name, truth be told. Thisplaceisapressure cooker.” She looked to
her other dinner partner, and some of the animation returned. “ Captain Pascal was giving me his
eyewitness account of what happened at the riverwak. My God.”

Guessyou finaly found aplace to land. Jani shot Lucien a shut up look, which he fielded with an arched
brow and aWho, me? shrug. “It was an experience.” She gave the wine bottle alast ook of longing
before taking alemon wedge from the appetizer tray and squeezing it into her iced water, and wastrying
to think of something innocuousto talk about when ablocky shadow fell acrosstheir table.

“Isthere room for another?” Scriabin sat before anyone could reply. “ To spend one mea not discussing
politics would seem like amonth’ s vacation at this point, wouldn’t it?” The ground rules thus set, he
proceeded to hold forth on everything from wineto olives to the best placesin Chicago to buy blintzes
and handmade shirts, with occasiona interjections from Lucien and encouraging noises from Frances.

Wait staff served and cleared, served and cleared. A salad. Soup. Some sort of fish. All struck Jani’s
hybrid palate as bland in the extreme, but she ate because she had to and because the company was
good and she could fed herself relax even asthe night wore on and the next day drew nearer.

Then someone suggested music, and someone e se rolled out a synth box, and soon the strains of some
band or other sounded. Then Va took over, pushing tables out of the way and pulling afeebly protesting
Ulanova onto the floor. A few more couples followed. Word spread, and soon people wandered over
from the base and the working part of the embassy, drawn by the open bar and the music and the chance



to let off steam that had been building for months.
“Ma am?’ Lucien stood and offered Frances his best recruiting poster smile. “Careto take aturn?’

Frances drank himin, her eyesdight with the effects of the wine and appreciation of blinding male
beauty. “Don't ever tell my husband,” she whispered to Jani as she took Lucien’shand and followed him
onto thefloor.

Scriabin watched them for atime and shook his head. “Heis an utter waste of talent and training, but |
don’t know aminigter in Chicago who wouldn’t kill for ten percent of hischarm.” He turned back to Jani,
armsfolded across his barrel chest. “1 know you better than you think, you know.” He sat back, crossed
hislegs ankleto knee. “1 remember the uproar when my uncle Acton learned that his boy Evan had
dropped the family standard and hooked up with acolonid girlfriend. There the dear scion was, inthe
dien wilds of Rauta Shéraa, ignoring al attempts at communication. Acton had aready earmarked my
cousin Alyssafor him, and you did not cross Acton van Reuter once he' d made up hismind.” Grey eyes
dulled. “My mother tried to play peacemaker. ‘ Let the boy have hisfun,” shesaid. | think that deep
down, she knew what Evan was, and she didn’t want him for Alyssa. Not that Alyssawas any prize, but
even she didn’t deserve Evan. But mother’ s efforts came to naught, to the regret of many.” He picked up
aknife and speared awedge of cheese from the dessert platter. “I’m sorry for al that happened. | would
have paid agreat ded for the opportunity to see you take on the old Hawk.”

Jani looked around the garden. The noise level had ramped up, taken on an edge. Laughter had grown
too shrill. There would be at least onefistfight before it ended. Affairs broken and begun. She' d attended
enough parties with Evan to know the signs, had even thrown afew herself under his guidance. Helived
for this. Oblivion achieved in noise and seen through the bottom of a glass. Then came Knevget Shéraa,
and that final, brutal cleaving. “1’m sorry that the eradication of the Twelfth Rover Corps and the deaths
of ascore of good Spacers came between you and this entertainment.”

Scriabin dtilled, knife held upright and cheese beneath his nose for an assessing sniff. Then he grinned,
and hit. “ See? That quality of mora anger, tossed out as an afterthought. I’ d have paid much. Not sure if
you would've won, mind. At least not in the long run. Not many did who possessed aghost of a
conscience.” He chewed thoughtfully, then speared adice of apple and commenced the same
examination he' d given the cheese. “ Did you love Evan?’

Jani looked to the Rauta Shéraa sky for respite, but the light from the party lanterns overwhelmed the
gars. “Worse than that. | trusted him.”

Scriabin winced. “I am sorry.” He set the gpple aside, put down the knife. “Y ou will haveto forgive my
aunt her outbursts. She sensesthisis her last chanceto regain former glory, and she seesit dipping

avay.”

Jani looked past Scriabin to the dance floor, where Ulanovatill partnered with VVa. She smiled brightly
at hisevery joke and comment, but every so often her gaze would drift to Lucien and sharpen. “Did you
volunteer to act as her keeper, or did you draw the short straw at a Family meeting?’

Scriabin ignored the question, shifting his chair so he could watch Mako and Nidl, who till sat with John
and talked, expressions serious and tones low. “Raoshi isworried about what tomorrow may bring, asare
weadl. You have my word that if the worst happens, | will do al in my power to protect Thalassa.”

“Can you do anything for Nial?’ Jani watched Nial shake his head a something John said. They could
have been arguing politics, or opera, or interpretations of Hamlet. “They’d call it treason. They’ d execute
him.”



“What do you think are my chances of dragging him from Roshi’ sside, if it comesto that?” Scriabin
sighed. “1 would do my best for them al, but they would have to help.” He alowed a knowing grin.
“Begdes, Hiroshi Mako ismany things, but suicida isn't one of them.” Herosejust as Lucien and
Frances returned to the table. “ Until tomorrow, na Jani. NaKiérshia. She who tells storiesto Haarin by
theriver.” He bowed to Jani and Francesin turn, ignored Lucien, and strode back inside the embassy.

“I think that’ s supposed to be ahint.” Frances glanced at her timepiece and sighed. “When the ministers
start decamping, that’ s the sign that a career-minded officer needsto take to her bed.”

“Or someone shed, at any rate.” Lucien didn’'t sully the remark with anudge or awink. Hesmply left it
to hang intheair, to beignored or picked up asthe listener saw fit. “| need to get going aswell. Guess
who pulled desk officer duty? Three guesses. First two don't count.” He bowed to Frances, then leaned
down and kissed Jani with all the gentle, patient promise he had set aside earlier in the day.

“God help me, Jani Kilian.” Frances watched Lucien walk across the floor and disappear into the
embassy maw. “How do you keep your head straight with him around?’

Jani felt atingle dong the side of her face, and looked toward Mako' stable to find John watching her.
“Sometimes| don't.”

“Dotdl.” Frances checked her timepiece again. “ And after al thisis over, you will tel. When we have
sometimeto breathe.”

Jani hesitated. Then she stood and hugged Francestightly. “ Thank you.”

Frances sniffed. “We dl do what we haveto, girl.” Her voice emerged husky, and she covered it with a
cough. “Get agood night’' sdeep.”

After Frances|eft, Jani sat down again, tired and worried, yet loath to leave the music and the sounds of
other people having fun. Sheturned over her unused wineglass and filled it. Took along drink, tasted the
bland sourness of watery grapejuice, and pushed the rest aside.

“John said that he has to work on something that would give hybrids achanceto get in on the fun.”
Jani smiled asVa sat down next to her. “Hdllo.”

“I’ve been hearing the most amazing stories about you.” Va studied her, then shook his head. “Or
perhaps | shouldn't be amazed anymore.” He wore one of her favorite evening suits, arich forest shade
that brought out the green in hiseyes.

“Those stories may not seem so amazing after tomorrow.” Jani took asip of lemon water to strip the
wine taste from her tongue. “We'll see”

Va watched her for atime, then looked toward the dance floor. “Niall said that this party hasa Last
Daysof Empire edgetoit. Mako told him to pull hishead out of hisassfor five minutes and loosen up,
but he was three sheets to the wind at that point. | don't think he meant it.”

“Did Nid| have anything to drink?’
“Not adrop.” Vd made apoint of studying his hands. “How areyou?’

“Businessasusud. Everyone spick for Diplomat of the Year.” Jani looked to the dancers again to find
John intertwined with alissome redhead in civilian wear. And so it goes. “Y ou?’



A breeze sent the lanterns rocking. AsVa watched his business partner dance, the light played across his
face, accenting the lines and hollows. “He s sorry, you know.” He picked up afork and dragged it
acrossthe table, leaving groovesin the cloth. “He wishes he could take it back, what he said at Guernsey
Station, but he doesn’t know how.”

“And s0 he has Vdentin Parini, hiseternd apologist, stop by to fed things out while he fedsup the
embassy staff.” Jani laughed alittle too long, then forced hersdf quiet. “I1t’ sover, Va. Your servicesas
peacemaker are no longer required. Let it be.”

Va shifted asthough he sat on atack. “I’m sorry.” He looked toward the floor again, and fixed on a
sharp lieutenant with black hair and a crooked smile.

“I can look after mysdlf, you know.” Jani smiled asVd blushed. “ Go have fun.” She squeezed his hand
as he kissed her cheek, then left her to go hunting.

Ulanova had long since departed. Va laid claim to hislieutenant and escorted him to Mako' stable, the
panicked expression on the young man' sface asight for the ages.

Jani sat, and listened to the laughter and the shouts and the music, to the growing disquiet that pushed all
else asde. Then sherose and went on a hunt of her own.

Jani followed Ulanova s aide into a Sitting room. Left to her own devices, she paced the perimeter,
studying the framed paintings and wondering why the peach silk wals didn’t make her fed warmer.
Paced some more. Studied more brush strokes and compared the qudity of frame gilding. She expected
Ulanovato make her wait, and wasn't disgppointed. She waswdll into her fourth detailed examination of
aRussian provincid landscape when she heard the door open.

“What do you want?’ Ulanovaremained in the entry, one hand gripping the jamb. She had exchanged
her severe trouser suit for aflowing crimson skirt and white wrapshirt, and had freshened her hair and
makeup.

If wewere gtill in Chicago, I’ d guess dinner on Gaetan' s patio. Or the opera, or some other formal
occasion. Of which there were damn few to be had in the humanish enclave in Rauta Sheraa. “1 don't
want to talk to you any more than you want to lisen to me, so I’ll be brief. If you back out of thisand
leavethemto twist, | will dredge up every crime you ever committed, every misstep you ever took, and
hang you with them.”

Ulanova sfaceflushed. “Y ou have nothing.”

“Only experience.” Jani smiled. “ And avery good source of information.” She hesitated as she wondered
if she could possibly be wrong, and then redlized that it had been as obvious as the sky overhead. “ Could
| pleasetalk to the desk officer, ma am?’ she asked in her best imitation of anew recruit. “1 understand
he'shere”

Ulanovastared. Then thefirgt flicker of triumph brightened her eyes and she smiled. “ Darling?” When
nothing happened, her voice took on an edge. “I don’t think there sany point, | realy don't.”

Another moment of gtillness. Then Lucien emerged from the next room. He d loosened histunic collar
and held aglass of wine.

Jani sarted to laugh. Like acat, from house to house to house— She forced herself calm. “1'd like to
talk to him, please”



Ulanova headed for the security call pad. “Goto hell.”

“Excdlency.” Jani held out ahand. Heard her papa s Cdltic lilt in her voice and wondered how she'd
managed to dredge it up. “ Even the condemned get afind wish granted.”

Ulanova stopped and stared, mistrust and puzzlement warring on the narrow battleground of her face.
Then she smiled again, because that was what her kind did when they felt they’ d won. “ Ten minutes,
darling.” Shewaved aheavily ringed hand in Lucien’ sgenera direction and swept into the adjoining
room.

“Got that, darling?’ Jani walked up to Lucien and clapped her hands under his nose, took what pleasure
she could in hisflinch. “Ten minutes.” She backed away before she caught aglass of winein her face.
“How did shefoist you off on Mako? That' swhat | want to know.”

“Mako trusts Scriabin to keep her inline” Lucien’ s voice emerged low and tight. “Taking me on was
part of the deal they devised to shut her up.”

Jani leaned againgt achair. Fatigue had caught up with her, and her kneesfelt weak. Or maybe it was just
self-disgust, and growing anger too greet to control. “What she doesto Niall, | dotoyou. If he's
arested, I'll seeyou're arrested. If he''scondemned, I'll do all | can to ensure that you take his place.”

Lucien gtared into his glass, then set it down on atable so hard that it splashed. “Y ou' re bluffing.”

“You think | wouldn't trade you for Niadl?’ Jani saw his eyes narrow and knew that he’' d guessed her
answer.

“Y ou don't have anything negotiable.” Lucien shook hishead. “No information to offer in exchange.”

“But you told me so much when welived in Chicago.” Jani shrugged. “When | had time on my hands, |
even confirmed some of it.”

Lucientook alid off acandy dish, then set it back in place with aclatter. “| do have safeguardsin place.”

“Touseagang me?’ Jani caught the dight twitch of his head. “Oh, you don’t, do you? Y ou actudly
trusted me. That' s sweet. Maybe you redlly do love me after all.” Shejerked her chin toward the
adjoining room, where no doubt Ulanovallistened with clenched teeth. “Y our girlfriend’ swaiting. Timeto
drop those well-tailored trousers and earn your keep.” She headed for the door. Heard the footsteps
behind her and tried to dodge, but L ucien was younger and faster and pissed off to boot. He grabbed her
arm and spun her around, ducking out of the way as she swung her figt, then pushing her againg the wall
with al theforce he hadn’t spent on her earlier.

Jani made ready to propel off the wall. Brought her fist up once more. Felt the idomeni in her whisper for
blood. Then her eyes met Lucien’s and she saw how his shone. How bright hisface, like ayoung boy’s,
his breething hard and fast.

Hetook a step toward her, then hesitated. “I can be out of herein an hour.” His voice had dropped to a
whisper. “Two at the mogt.”

Asthough someone flipped a switch, Jani felt her own heart dow, her head clear. “Y ou’ ve dways played
both sdes.” She straightened her skewed tunic. “Y ou dways told me that you did me more good than
harm, that you were my insder, but it wasdl just talk. Y ou were just covering your ass. Shoring up your
falback. Making sure you' d have a soft place to land no matter what happened. No matter who won.

Y ou never risked anything you couldn’t afford to lose. People, idomeni, humanish, and hybrid arein
danger for their lives now. Risking everything to change worlds. Y ou don’t deserve to breathe the same



ar.” Shewalked to the door, twisted the handle so the workings screeched, and shouldered through the
gap into the corridor.

“Isthat supposed to hurt me? Make me regret my wasted life?” Lucien followed her into the hdl. “I'm
not an idiot! Do you hear me?1’m not one of your damned fools!”

Jani pushed past the door into the stairwell, down the stairs and through a safety door into the night.
Music gtill sounded from the garden. Voices and laughter. Noise. Nothing but noise.

CHAPTER 30

Rilas knew that Céd had ordered Ansu to kill her. Threetimesthat day, Ansu had brought her the same

drink as before, the pale brown brew that was supposed to enliven her. She assumed that she should till

pretend to fed tired, that such would be Ansu’ s excuse to drug her further. Then when | am too lethargic,
they will drown me, or send me downgtairs. A natura death. An accident.

They should have sent another such as meto perform thistask. It was an insult to treet the one who had
killed Tsechain such away asthis. Rilas could hear Caith’ s laughter in the night as she pondered the
injudice

“Gloriesof thisnight to you, niaRautaRilas.” Ansu entered the room bearing the tray that held the pale
brown poison. “I trust you enjoyed your time outside and you are no longer astired?’

“Y ou ask me the same thing each time you visit, Ansu, and each time my answer isthe same.” Rilas
rased anam, letit fal. “I still am most tired. | am thisway because you seek to poison me.”

“Poison?’ Ansu set down the tray on atable, took the top off the decanter and poured. “No, niaRauta,
thisisateabrewed from blessed leaves...”

Rilas dipped out of the bed. Ansu thought her drugged, and would not expect rapid movement. Would
not expect her to behave as she had been trained. She crept across the floor, bare feet silent on thetile.
Closed in behind Ansu. Raised her hand, then brought it down where neck met shoulder, as she had with
the humanish mae.

Ansufdl just ashard. Twitched alittle more. Died just as quickly.

Rilas stripped off the physician-priest’ s clothing, working quickly in case bladder or bowelsreleased and
soiled them. Overrobefirgt, the most important thing, followed by shirt and trousers. Boots.

That unseemly task completed, she dragged Ansu’ s body to the bed and hoisted it atop. Covered it,
making sure to turn her face from the door and tuck the covering high enough to obscure dl aspects of

her appearance.

Rilas then straightened the overrobe, picked up the tray and departed the room. Few idomeni walked the
corridor, and none regarded her in any way. She set the tray upon arack designed for such thingsand
walked to the entry. Her heart beat harder as the door opened and she passed outside, felt the blessed
night air in her face.

| will go to the Trade Board. She kept many thingsin her workroom there. Things given her by Cedl, and
other things that he would not expect her to have.

The streets between the hospital and the Trade Board were much asthey awayswere, filled with



merchants and brokers, even in the middle of the night. None noticed her, for which she gave thanks, as
the coarser Hadrin traders were known for sopping physician-priestsin the street and requesting
remediesfor various alments.

She entered the Trade Board, passed from corridor to stairway to corridor, ever upward until she
reached the last ring of workrooms at the base of the dome. She had never told anyone of this place. The
door operated by a smple touchlock that was not connected to the board array, which meant that no
one knew when she entered or departed. She had originally taken the workroom in order to practice
secrecy, the possession of knowledge known to her and her dlone. As the time passed and she grew
more familiar with the concept, she began to store things in the room as well. Wegpons. Documents.
Clothing. Remains from previous tasks that she had been ordered to destroy but had not.

She kept them as secretsinstead.

Rilas unlocked the door. Opened it and activated the illumination to alow level. Stepped over boxes and
crates until she cameto that which she sought.

The projectilerifle, smilar to the one that she had used to assassinate Tsecha, lay in pieces. She
assembled it quickly, then removed the packet of ammunition from the bottom of the crate and inserted
one cartridge into place. Took the secondary from its container and activated it, confirming that it
communicated with the sght mech.

Then she set the wegpons aside and lay on the floor. When morning came, she would show Cédl how
wrong he had been to mistrust her. How ungodly it was to have treated her ashe did.

| did asyou bade. She closed her eyes. | would have come to you freely. Now such did not matter.
Whether he wished her to or not, she would cometo him all the same.

They gathered in the embassy drive at the base time of oh-eight, which on this day fell gpproximately one
hour after early morning sacrament.

Jani smoothed the front of her overrobe, a needless exercise that spoke to nerves more than wrinkled
clath.

“Good morning.” Scriabin left Lucien and Ulanovaby their triple-length and strode over to her, histhe
clear-eyed gaze of aFamily politician who had learned long ago how to pace himsdlf. “ Sept well, |
trust?’

“Wel enough.” Jani turned her back on Lucien and forced aamile.

“WEe ve heard word of alittle bit of adust-up around Temple, but it isn’t expected to interfere with the
conclave.” Scriabin pulled out aset of sunshieldsfrom asmal dingbag and donned them. “We will leave
inten minutesor s0.”

“I guessthat meansdl our drivers can il drive?’ Nidl drew dongside Jani and glared at her over the
top of hissunshields. “Y ou haven't delivered any more sermons, have you?’

“It wasn't asermon.” Jani thought she sounded calm enough, but Nial and Scriabin shot each other
looksthat she read as easily asthough she could see their eyes through the shields.

“WEe Il begoing in Roshi’sskim. I'll leave my shooter there since | can't carry it into the damned place.”
Nidl started toward the starred triple-length, beckoning Jani to follow. “Everything OK, gel?’ he asked



when they moved out of Scriabin’s earshot.
Jani looked to the sky, still stresked with early morning cloud. “Thetimeisout of joint.”

“Oh bloody hell. When you start tossing the quotations around, it’ sal over but the last rites.” Nial pulled
acaseout of histrouser pocket. “Here.” He handed Jani anew ear bug. “Because | have afeding that
you lost the last one.”

“Can't useit.” Jani tried to hand it back to him. “| need water to prep it.”

“Fountain right over there.” Niall led her to asmall grassy side yard where abrass dish burbled merrily
away. “If you havetroubleinserting it, I'll be happy to find you aplunger.” He stood slent guard as she
prepped and inserted the bug, then whistled averse of the Service anthem asheled her to Roshi’s
Kkimmer.

The cava cade departed the embassy, sweeping through the enclave at speed, then dowing to agrind as
they merged with the inevitability of well-ordered idomeni traffic. By the time they reached the entry to
the Council enclave, Feyé and Mevahad aready arrived. They stood next to their skimmer, bracketed
by Dathim and Gaas.

“Something has happened.” Fey6 looked toward the Council entrance, where agreater than normal
number of brown-garbed security guards had arrayed themselves. “But no one will tell us. Security
dominants only stare when we speak to them. It ismost unseemly.”

Mevaturned and started toward the Council entry’ striple-wide doorway, beckoning for Jani walk with
her. “Feyd told me that she again saw ni Tsechaduring deep. He bared histeeth. | wish | could have
such dreams. Such asight | used to see each day and did not think of it. Now | think of it congtantly, and
wish | could seeit again.” She quickened her step so she could walk next to Jani, ablip in the steady
gtate of idomeni hierarchical protocols. “I viewed images of you speaking of him to the Haérin. Such was
agood thing, and truly.” She touched the deeve of Jani’ s overrobe. “ Do you know that which you will

sy?
Jani shook her head. “No idea”

Mevabared her teeth. “ Good. If you do not know, then Cédl cannot possibly guess, which means he
cannot prepare.”

They continued adong the walkway, up the steps and through the entry, Sde by side.

Rilas awoke. Removed Ansu' s clothing and donned the rough garb of abuilding worker, wrapping the
braids of her breeder’ sfringe in alength of cloth and binding them to her head so shewould look asa
shorn-headed Haérin. Packed the ammunition and the secondary in aworker’ s dingbag, then broke
down therifle and packed that as well. Opened the workroom door and |ooked both ways. She heard
nothing, saw no one. The workrooms at the base of the dome were not of the best, and not many used
them. She was alone, of that she felt most sure.

She walked down the corridor to the stairway and down, down and down to the street. Busy as dways
in the morning, both bornsect and Hagrin, workers and brokers and merchants, entering and leaving. She
blended with them, as she had been taught.

A pair of brown-garbed security suborns walked past her. She thought nothing of such—Council and
Templelay near and many security labored there.



Then she saw another pair, and another, and knew. That Ansu’s body had been found and Cédl now
searched for her. She bared her teeth at the thought. Y ou did not wish to see me, niRau, but now you
wishto seemeagrest ded.

She walked as atired worker, her gait plodding, and headed north toward the Haérin enclave. She saw
fewer security suborns as she neared the place, which she expected. Haérin took charge of their own.
They dso did not work well with Cédl’ s security, who demanded much and provided little. She doubted,
and truly, that they knew anything of the search for her.

She approached the enclave entry. Walked past the gate sentry, who did not look up as she passed.
Down thefirst lane of houses, in search of one that was empty.

A smdl house, with awindow that faced the bay.
All she needed was awindow. The secondary would do the rest.

She set the bag upon the floor. Assembled therifle and inserted the ammunition cartridge. Activated the
secondary and loosed it, watched it flit upward until it vanished. Activated the sSight mech and waited for
the blinking green indicating that the two had interfaced.

Regted therifle barrdl within the window corner. Looked through the sight mech and saw the Council
grounds.

Click

The line of windows that faced the gardens.

Click

Through the windows, into the Council chamber beyond.
Rilas curled around therifle. Held it close.

Waited.

Jani entered the Council chamber. It was a multistoried space, the masonry cut by windows on the side
facing the bay, tiered seeting lining the other threewdlls.

Tsechabrought me here once. He had still been bornsect in that time before the war, had still used his
born name of Nema. How that name had sounded aong the corridors when the other Council members
redized that the propitiator of the VVynsha had brought one of his humanish inside the blessed space.

At least it was not Temple, one of the councilors had said. That fact hadn’t helped.

Jani matched the room she remembered with the room she stood in now. The same pae sand walsand
tiled floors, the Siah chanddliers and artwork of dl the mgjor bornsects. The bombs had missed it, a
miracle, given the battering the Vynshainflicted on the city beforethey entered it on that last night. The
night the Laum lost the right to call themselves“rau.” The night eighty-five percent of their bornsect
population died. The Night of the Blade.

“Itismost asit was,” Mevasaid as she paused next to her. “Most as| recall.” She stared out the
window at the bay, then followed Feyd to the seating.



Jani looked to the entry on the other side of the chamber. First would come the line of suborns, lowliest
first. Then the dominant aides, followed by the Sub-Oligarch and the Speaker to Colonies. Then would
come Cédl.

Jani’ s heart tripped and dowed asthe first of the subornsfiled through the entry and the councilors
walked to their seats and the humanish groups broke up and scattered to their preassigned positions. She
waked toward the tiered seats where the propitiators gathered. | accused hiskillers. | walked behind his
reliquary. Wore hisrings, and hisrobe. Held hissoul. | have theright.

Jani felt the stares, heard the questioning mutters, as she stepped over the lowest, highest rated, tier and
on to the second. She triangulated according to her relationship with Tsecha, the Size of Thaassa, and the
dtatus dueto her Vynshérau blood. The number of times she had fought in the circle. Given dl that, the
fourth row seemed fair. Three rows lower than Meva, who watched her silently. Not presuming much,
but not giving anything away, either. Pushing just enough, aswas her way.

“Kilian?”

Jani sat, then looked down toward the floor to find a flustered-looking Scriabin trying to lean over the
seatsto talk to her without falling over any agitated priests.

“What the...?’” Hedmost placed his hand over his mouth, but stopped intime and put it behind his back
ingtead. “What are you doing?’

“Thisismy place, Y our Excellency.” Jani spread out her overrobe as she saw afew other propitiators
had done, expanding her persona space alittle more. “Given dl I’'vedoneand what | am, itisan
appropriate place, and truly.” She bared her teeth. “Go st down.” Sheflicked afinger in the direction of
Ulanovaand the others, who stood in the middle of the floor and looked on in darm.

“Do you know what the hell you're doing?’ Scriabin’ s face reddened. “Do you?’

“| do that which | do, Y our Excellency. | am that which | am.” Jani folded her handsin her 1ap and turned
her attention to the entry in time to see the Speaker to Colonies enter. “Go st down.”

“Whét the hell areyou doing, ge?” Nidl’svoicein her ear.

Jani didn’t reply, didn’t hunt for Nidl’ s face among the many. Sheignored hisintrusion as sheignored
Scrigbin’s continued bids to get her attention, and waited.

Morden niRau Ceéd had dways cut an imposing figure. A dour warrior who stood over two meterstall,
dark as Vynsharau but with the green eyes of Siah. He had led the Vynshaarmies and their Haarin
cohorts during the final stages of the War of Vynsharau Ascension, had spent the last weeks of that war
inthe hillsthat ringed Rauta Shérda. First he! d directed the bombings that shattered hdf the city. Then, on
that last night, he had ordered the Hadrin to swarm over what remained, blades in hand, and daughter the
Laum who remained.

Such iswhat they do, what they had done for thousands of years. Such is how idomeni wagewar. And
the humanish side of Jani il reded from the memory. Of thelines of Laum, standing in line asfor bread
or billets, their shirts open, waiting for the sword.

Ced walked directly to hislow seat in the front row of the Vynsharau section, crossed his ankles and
lowered to the floor. His status thus announced, he findlly looked around the chamber. His gaze settled
first on Feyd, who had taken a seat in another tier with other Siah Haérin, then on Meva. He gestured to
her, baring his teeth when she curved her shouldersin reply.



Then helooked toward the humanish sests, which had been scattered throughout the chamber with no
rhyme or reason that Jani could discern.

Two reasons | can think of for that. She fussed with an overrobe cuff. One is symbolic—dilute the hated
humanish. The other made tactical sense—split the enemy. Prevent them from conferring, comparing
notes. Offering one another mora support. She watched Céd as he continued to scan the seats, once,
then again, then again. Asthough he searched for someone. His gaze moved over the propitiators’ tiers
and he gtilled. Cocked his head.

Then his shoulders curved as though they cramped, and the voice that made John’' s sound like air through
atin whistle boomed.

“You dare! Anathemal Half-humanish thing!” High Vynsharau, replete with gesture, curve of hand and
twist of arm and neck, the click and clatter of trandator headsets being jammed into place serving as
background music.

Jani glanced at the headset that hung from ahook on the seet in front of her. Redlized she didn’'t need it.
The Vynsharau sounded as Acadian French to her ears, alanguage of dreams, basic as breathing. “I am
that which | amand | st where | will.” She pitched her voice low as ashow of aggravation and lack of
respect, but didn’t curve her shouldersjust yet. “1 killed Laumrau as they took sacrament, contaminated
godly ceremony with humanish action. Humanish filth.” Her heart best strong and her limbsfet asthe air
asragethat had built since Tsecha s death took hold. “But | was humanish then. Such was my excuse.”
She bared her teeth. “What was yours, Morden niRau Cédl? For killing ni Tsecha Egri as he stood upon
aroad, forsaking godly challenge and the cleansing act of war? What excuse had you to kill him secretly,
in such away that Sckens even humanish?’ Findly, she let her shoulders curve, until her back twisted so
she could barely see over the priest who sat in front of her. “If | am anathema, what are you?’

Theinsde of the Council chamber played across the sight mech. Rilas fixed on the edge of the dark
head, the curve of neck that she knew aswell as her own. Then Cedl moved back, beyond the scope of
the secondary, the view blocked by a section of brick.

Rilas twitched the settings on the sight mech, forcing the secondary higher until it cleared the section of
wall. If she had planned better, she would have stolen a hair from Cedl’ s head, adrop of hisblood, and
typed the secondary to him so it would sense him as the one made for Tsecha had sensed itstarget. If |
had planned...if | had known. But she could not have known. Betrayd was, Cedl had taught her, a
humanishfaling.

Shetwitched the setting again. Again.

Ced rose, hisback acrippling curve, and started across the floor toward Jani.

“Youthink if you rise, you lose slanding?’ Jani stood, straightening her spine as much as she could. “I can
stand before you and till call you what you are.” She stepped over the bench, then down to the next,
then down to the floor as Cédl scrabbled toward her.

Rilasfixed on the dark head. Held her bregath.
Pressed the charge-through.



Jani heard. A muffled bang, asthough abird struck awindow.
Glass, dlattering to thefloor. A splash of blood.
A beat of slence. Then the humanish screams, the idomeni cries.

Security dominants surrounded Cédl, who pressed a hand to hisface, blood seeping between hisfingers.
Humanish security herded their charges away from windows and idomeni legpt down from the tiered
Sedts.

“Jan!” Nial ranto her. “Get over—" He grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the Side near the main entry,
where Scriabin and the others stood clustered.

“Who do you think fired that shot?” Jani tried to pull out of hisgrip, but he had her like amanacle and dl
she could do wasfollow.

Gdas stood talking with Burkett, his hand locked around Feyd’ swrist just as Nial’ swas around Jani’s.

“Gdas sad that there was an unusuad amount of activity on the Council security frequencies earlier this
morning.” Nial continued to herd Jani toward thewall. “He tried to eavesdrop, but he was blocked.
Tried to tap an old source, but al he could get was that there was an accident at the Temple hospitd. A
physician-priest died in an accident.”

“Who sends out hot and cold running security guards because of accidents? They were stacked two
deep in front of the entry when we arrived.” Jani gripped Nidl’ sfingerswith her free hand and tried to
pry them open. “Look at Ced.”

Nidl turned just asthe mae pulled a security dominant to one side, started talking in amanner stripped of
gesture. “ Jan, he' sjust been through an assassination attempt—"

“Those aren’t the moves of an Oligarch who' sjust been shot at and istaking ingtruction from his security
team. Those are the moves of aringleader directing the show.”

“He sawarrior, for chrissake.”

“He knows who shot a him, and he's pretty sure where sheis, and he stelling his security dominants
whereto find her.” Jani tried to bend her arm to bresk Niall’ s hold, but he countered that move aswell.
“They kept Rilas at the Temple hospital. She escaped. Shekilled a physician-priest in the process.” She
sensed others move close to her. Only Ulanova hung back, her bitterness like armor. “They know where
sheisand they’re going to track her down and lock her up or kill her. We need to get to her first.”

“Wdl wherethe hell isshe?’ Nial looked to the heavens. “In thiswhole damned city, wherein hell?’

“Shefedsaclosenessto Caith,” said Gaas, who now grappled with asgquirming Meva. “ Such was what
the others on the ship stated when they were questioned at Guernsey.”

“Caith’ stempleis north of here, the same direction asthe shot came from.” Jani smiled. “I know where it

is
“I'll takeyou.” Lucien turned away from agrasping Ulanova and maneuvered next to Jani.

“We ll take her.” Nidl looked toward the main entry. “If they’ Il fuckin’ et usout of here.”



They moved toward the main entry, found it blocked by Haarin and humanish and the guardswho'd
herded them there.

“Thereé sasdedoor.” Jani reversed and hurried up anarrow corridor that ran aongside the chamber.
“Tsechaand | once escaped through it when some councilors took exception to my presence.”

“Can't imagine why that would have happened.” Nial stepped in front of her. “I'm going firdt, just in
case.”

Jani fell in behind him. On the way, they passed awall decorated, as most werein the place, with sets of
blades, foursomes and pairs, arranged in squares or crossed like X's.

Jani took one of the shorter blades from its hook and dipped it into her belt, then followed Nial out the
door.

CHAPTER 31

Rilas dropped therifle, Ieft it whereit fell. Grabbed her bag. Ran. Out of the house, into the street. She
had never missed atarget. Never.

The blessed sun—shefdt itshesat, even asit failed to warm. Her heart pounded and her handsfelt as
though she had washed them in snow. He will kill me now. Ced knew she had killed Ansu, knew she
sought to kill him.

She dowed as she came upon Haarin. Rough clothes, as bright in color as birds and insects. Ungodly.
They watched her pass, eyes on her face. She turned away.

But notintime.

“You!” An eder mae strode after her. “ Tileworker!” He waved for her to gpproach, ahumanish gesture
that made no sense, relayed no mood or status of request. He could ask her anything. She would not
know what to expect until he did so.

“My friend and I—" He waved toward another male, who sat on achair on front of ahouse, and bared
his teeth when shelooked toward him. “—we have awager. | say that al tileworkers use hand-axes
instead of short picks. He says otherwise. We are stopping every tileworker we see to ask them, axe or
pick.”

Rilasforced ahumanish shrug. “Hand-axe,” she said, and turned to go.

“No.” The elder male stepped in front of her, blocking her path. “Y ou must show us.”

They claimed a compact two-door from one of the embassy drivers. Stopped by Roshi’s skimmer so
Nidl and Lucien could recover their weapons, and sped through the Council gate just asit closed. Jani
drove because she knew the city best.

“Where areyou going?’ Nidl flinched asthey coursed down an aley that alowed only ahand span’s
clearance on either side.

“Caith’ stemple.” She zipped dong atight roundabout, causing the skimmer to tip up on itside and
drawing muttersfrom the rear of the vehicle.



“You'll lose contact with the skimtrack.” Lucien braced his hands on the cabin wall and hisseat. “This
isn't adamned sports skimmer.”

“| spotted at least twenty-five security folk headed into the Trade Board as we passed.” Nidl ignited a
"stick. “Do they think she shot a Cédl from there?’

“I doubt it.” Jani dowed asthe dleys grew even narrower, the buildings closer together, blocking the sun
and making it seem at times as through she drove through atunnel. “Her Nahin Sdaidentity was based
there. I’'m guessing that others were, too. Céd is going to bottle up anyone who can identify her and
shake loose as many records and other physical evidence as he can.”

“So where does that leave us?” Nidl sat forward, checking each aley and dead end. “If he destroysdl
evidence and captures the killer, what have we got?’ He turned to her. “What are you going to do?’

Jani saw thetarnished Slver domein the distance, the temple of Caith. Kept driving, and said nothing.
Touched her right ear, activated the ear bug, and heard the Vynsharau spill into her head. “Ced’s
security isusing one of your streams.”

Nial touched hisear. Hisbrow arched. “They must think Rilas hasthe ability to eavesdrop on dl of
theirs, so they hijacked one of ours.” Hefrowned. “Y ou understand what they’re saying?’

Jani nodded. “They think the shot came from the Haérin enclave.” She paused, smiled. “They’ re headed
toward Caith’ stemple. They’ re going to capture her there.”

Nial unfastened the top of his shooter holster. “Let’sgo.”

Rilas stood with her hand on the opening of her dingbag.

“Y ou must show us—axe or pick.” The elder male edged to one side or the other each time Rilastried to
walk around him. “Y ou could say anything.”

“Why would | do such?Itisnot godly.”

“Hah. She speaks asabornsect.” The other male bared his teeth again. “ The bornsect tilemasters use
picks.”

“Areyou abornsect?’ The elder maetugged on Rilas' sdeeve. “In clothes such asthis? In an Haarin
enclave?’ He laughed, aguttura hacking sound.

“I do not have to show you what | use” Rilas pulled away asthe elder male sought to grab her deeve
again. Broke into arun when he sought to chase her, and heard their jeering as she turned off that Street
and onto another.

Ced knowswhere | run to. Rilas knew that bornsect security waited outside the Hadrin enclave, that
they patrolled the streets around the temples. She reached into the bag, gripped a shooter, held it fast.

Past the meeting house, the workrooms, the schools for the youngish. She drew near the enclave gate
and quickened her pace.

“It's so goddamned dark here.” Niall looked out at the claustrophobic press, the tarnished metalwork
and dark woods and streets with barely enough room for one being to pass another. “Who lives here?’



“Those who serve Caith. Propitiators. Trainees. Temple maintenance.” Jani eased the Skimmer into an
dley.

“Thisisnot asearch.” Lucien watched the scene outside his skimmer window and shook his head. “They
aren’'t cordoning off the sireets. They aren’t going house to house.”

“| see bodies scurrying across rooftops.” Jani pointed to afigure that vanished in the shadow of an
overhang. “They’ re herding her as unobtrusively asthey can. They know where she' sgoing. We just
need to get therefirst.” She powered down the vehicle and opened her door.

“What are you doing?’ Nidl looked around. “Thisisn't Caith’ stemple.”

“I need to dip through the net.” Jani lifted the overrobe s draped shawl collar over her head like a hood,
hiding her short hair and obscuring her face.

“Dammit, Jan.” Niall pushed open hisdoor and struggled out. “Y ou can’'t meet her likethis. She's
desperate and she' sarmed.” He circled around the front of the vehicle. “Jan?’ He stopped, turned in one
direction, then the other. “What the fuck—"

Jani backpedded down an dley narrow asaknife dice, listened to the garbled mix of Vynsharau and
Niadl’ s voice through the ear bug. Heard Lucien, and realized he wore abug aswell. And he understands
Vynsharau. But not aswell asshedid.

“She ducked down that dley.” Lucien’ svoice held resignation, anger. “We Il never find her now.”

“We should' ve stopped her.” Nidl’ svoice now. “Dammit.” Sounds of him getting into the skimmer,
damming down the gullwing so hard that the sound echoed.

Jani crept down the alley. Found another. Another. Candle-wax and wood oils. The damp that found a
home in the dark and the shadow. She smelled them all, remembered them al. From aquarter century
before, when Tsecha had brought them here, the six humanish he had chosen above dl.

Caith isadamned thing, but she serves some purpose, for you cannot have order without its opposite.
But for Caith, blessed Shiou would have no reason to be. They had dl called him inshah then, and hung
on hisevery word.

She stopped at the end of an dley that opened onto awider road. Across the road, a blackened building
with a double door entry, topped by atarnished silver dome.

In the distance, faint sounds. The hum and whine of skimmers. The never-ending Vynsharau pouring into
her head.

Running feet. Growing nearer.

Jani reached into her pocket, closed her hand around the hilt of the blade, and waited.

Caith called to her. Rilas heard her voicein the pound of blood in her ears, the pain in her knees, her
weakness. Sheran through alleys, walkways, avoiding the larger streets down which the security
skimmers coursed.

She could see the blackened temple dome, the most blessed of sights. Quickened her pace even as she
knew her heart would burst. They would keep her here, protect her here.



Then from the corner of her eye, she saw. A propitiator, head covered, emerge from an aley and walk
acrossthe narrow street toward the entry.

“Inshah!” Rilasforced the cry even asthe strain tore her lungs. “Inshah—ha dan dasl” Teacher—wait
forme.

The priest dowed but did not stop. Rilas ran to her. Reached out to grab her overrobe, to bid her to
stop, to raise her arms before her and beg for protection.

“Inshah! Ha dlan dadl Inshah!”

The propitiator turned, too quickly. Rilas caught sight of the pale eye. In the way of the fighter, she
looked down at the propitiator’ s hand, and saw the darkness where none should have been.

Tried to Stop. But could not.

Fdt the blade—and saw—the face—

Jani braced and staggered back as Rilas barreled into her. Felt the blade go in, and jammed it degper. In
and up, toward the heart. The femae' s eyes widened even asthey clouded. Her lips moved even as
blood trickled from the corner of her mouth.

“On your Way, you will pass a shade that awaits the soul of the greatest idomeni.” Jani felt wet warmth
down the front of her overrobe as Rilas dumped forward and her blood flowed. “And when you passit
you will say, ni Tsecha Egri, | an ImeaniaRauta Rilas, who killed you.” She gripped the back of Rilas's
head cloth and yanked her head up, Stared into the snake-boned face, the dulling eyes. “ Because every
murdered being deservesto see the face of the one who killed them. Suchisorderly.” Her eyes burned
and her voice keened through atightening throat. “ So saysthe priest.” The fema€’ s body dumped again,
and Jani felt her last bregth leave.

“Let her fdl.”
Jani looked up to find Lucien standing afew strides away. Behind him, Nial, till running.
“Let her fal.” Lucien took astep forward, then pointed to the ground. “ She' s dead. Let her drop.”

Jani pushed Rilas off her shoulder. The femadefel back, her weight and the angle of her collapse yanking
the blade from Jani’ s hand.

Shefelt their eyeson her. Nidl, sad, resigned. Lucien—

| know what you want. Y ou want to watch them die.
—the professona—

Y ou want to look into their eyes and watch the light go out.

—shaking his head in disgugt, then walking to the body and commencing an odd search, fedling her hair,
her ears, down the back of her neck. “There' s nothing here. Her book is gone. They must have removed
it after they captured her.”

While Lucien searched the body, Nial picked through the dingbag. “ There' s enough firepower in hereto
blow out awal—why the hdl didn’t she useit?’



“She thought she' d entered refuge.” Lucien stood, then pulled a dispo cloth from histrouser pocket and
wiped hishands. “Perhaps she didn’t think she needed it.”

“Morefool her.” Nidl continued his search. “What do they look like?’

Lucien held up his hand, thumb and forefinger five or so centimeters apart. “Like animager, but alittle
larger. It smore sengtive, more complex. Adjustable.”

“Anything like this?’ Jani pulled the bug from her ear. It splayed across her hand, soft and cool and clear,
like something from the sea.

Lucien shook hishead. “Not redly.”

“Will itdoinapinch?’ Jani closed her hand to keep the bug from drying out. “ From adistance, will he be
abletotel?’

Before Lucien could answer, Nidl pointed toward the far end of the street, now blocked by a cluster of
skimmers. Security guards emerged and walked toward them, shootersraised. “ Cavdry finaly arrived.”

Jani ignored them, bending to Rilas' sbody and pulling at the blade. It didn’t budge at firs—she grasped
the hilt harder, dmost lost her hold because of the blood, pulled again. A muffled click sounded asthe
blade came free, broken, athird of itslength left behind.

“What has hap—" The security dominant stopped when he saw the knife, the blood, the overrobe.

“Y ou will take me back.” Jani wiped the blade upon the deeve of her overrobe, then returned it to her
pocket. Stepped around the body, past Nial and Lucien, to the end of the alley and the waiting
kimmers.

The Council guards opened the gate to them, the entry, then flowed in after them and closed and barred
the doors.

Jani entered the chamber. Saw that they al watched her. Scriabin, so pale. Ulanova, uncertain. Burkett.
Frances. They stood against one wal with the other humanish, spectators at another civilization’ sturn of
fae.

The crowd parted until no one stood between Jani and Cedl. He stood at the far end of the room with
the other Vynsharau, had falen silent upon Jani’ sarrival. Between them, worked into the floor with
squares of faded red stone and tile, acircle about five metersin diameter. A circlein which an idomeni
fought both as Nema and as Tsecha. A circle that had once been stained by his blood.

Jani pulled her ear bug from her pocket and raised it above her head, shifting her hand so the light struck
it, so Céd could seeit.

Céd stood rigid, eyesfixed on some spot at her feet. Then, dow asarising sun, heraised his head and
fixed on the bug.

“In the name of my teacher, whom you killed, | chalenge you.” Jani could barely hear her own words for
the roaring in her head, wondered if Cedl heard them &t all.

Then she saw him nod once.

The sense of theidomeni changed then, from on edge and uncertain to sure and precise, asactorsina



familiar play. Bornsect and Haérin fanned out and moved to seats assigned based on skein and standing,
leaving humanish to mill about like sheep in apen until Fey6 and Galas took them in hand and led them to
appropriate places.

“Jan.” Nial moved in beside her. “1 keep you in the circleand | declare the fight ended if you can’'t go
on.” Hewiped ahand over aface gone grey. “Dammit, isthis—"

“Kiershia?’
Jani turned to find Dathim standing behind her, Mevaat hisside.

“Hewill kill you.” Dathim spoke as softly asever he had. “Heis of thewarrior skein. Heislarger,
gtronger, faster, and more skilled. He had fought in the circle many times.” He stepped forward. “1 will
fight him. I will—"

“It'snot your fight, Dathim.”
“I was hissuborn aswdl asyou!”

“I was his student. He was my teacher.” Jani dipped off her bloody overrobe, handed it to Nidl. “If he
killsme, useit. Break him with it.” She turned toward the circle. Blood sang in her ears. Sweet tingled
her scalp. She sensed the room as brighter, thought for amoment that the illumination had intengfied.
No—thisishow it feesto fight as Haérin. An augidlike focus. A sharpening of the senses.

Hewill kill you.

“Then | will seehisface.” She started to walk toward the circle, found her way blocked by amae
bornsect. Tdler than Céel, and even more scarred. She stared him in the face, and he looked to the side,
revedling agnarl of an ear, haf of it diced away. He pushed atray of blades at her and pointed to the one
she should take, the one that Cedl asthe challenged had chosen. A curved Siah, adeek crescent with a
barbed tip. She picked it up, then walked past him and stepped inside the circle.

Ceéd waited on the other side. The scarred male took his place behind him, whispered in his ear.

Jani saw apropitiator out of the corner of her eye, gesturing prayers and invocations against demons.
Sandan, Tsecha s suborn, who betrayed him.

Keep your prayers. She said her own. To Ganesh. Remover of obstacles. Guide my hand, Lord.

She crouched as Dathim had taught her, bent forward at the waist, one leg ahead of the other, arms
outstretched to take the hacks of her opponent’ s blade. Then she tucked her armsin alittle to protect her
sdes, her ribs, and stood on the balls of her feet so she could move more quickly. Asif it would help.

Hewill kill you.
Knifefights never lasted long, especialy mismatches.

Céd moved infirgt. A short stab that nicked Jani’ sl eft wrist, sent rose-pink carrier dripping to the floor.
She stepped init as shetried to parry, felt her boots dide.

Another quick move by Cédl. Another hack, to her right arm thistime.

Jani brought up her blade as Cedl backed off, caught his right wrist, sent the blood spraying to thetile.
Heard no cries from the assembled. No cheers. Because this was not that sort challenge. Because
sometimes knives dipped, and al knew that thiswould be one of those times.



Another circling. Another thrust parried. Another. Another.

Then Ced stepped in. Brought his blade arm around just as Jani brought her knife up. Struck her wrist
hard, metal on skin and nerve and bone.

Jani’ s hand flew open as pain sang up her arm. The blade flashed flame asit tumbled through the air.

Céd closed in. Gripped her around the waist with his free hand as though they danced. Jani brought up
her kneeto gtrike him inthe groin, but he lifted her like adoll, shifted her so she struck histhigh instead.
Shelooked himin the faceto find he looked in hersaswdll, eyeslike new grassfrozeninice. Then he
bared histeeth—

—and sound receded—time—each heartbeat a year—

—and drovein the blade—

—warmth flowing through her skin—spreading—jpressure—no pain—her heart—heart—
“Nial”

—Ilooked past Cedl—outside the circle—saw afigure—shorn head—bared teeth—
“Nia, you mug—"

| must.

Her hand brushed her pocket—she felt the hardness of the broken blade—drew it out just as Céel
released her and stepped back and—

—she stepped forward—brought up the knife—diced down—diced back—

Heard Ced howl. Fdt hisblood splash over her. Watched him fal back, hand clutching histhigh, blood
flowing like ariver, spreading acrossthecircle.

Looked down. Saw one knifein her hand. Saw the other, in her gut.
“Nial”

Yes, inshah?

Stepped forward into the tunneling black—

That ismost stupid, nig, and | want to hear no more.
Inshah?

Yes, nia?

Someday you' |l be the desth of me.

CHAPTER 32

Breathing...breathing...




Pain.
Jani opened one eye, then closed it as the room light battered her. Heard movement off to the side.

“Jani.” A deep voice. A voice of bedsides and cloudy nights. “Don’t try to move.”

“No—" She paused to summon sdivaand lick her lips. “—prollem.” Sheraised ahand that weighed at
least ahundred kilos and rested it atop her chest. “...Heavy.”

“Yes.” John lifted her hand and placed it back atop the bed, squeezing it before releasing it. “ Cedl
stabbed you in the abdomen. The blade curved up—he nicked your left lung, and your heart.” A pause.
Sounds of shaky bresthing. “Y ou' re healing now.”

“I got him...too...” Jani nodded. Tried to nod. “What...happen...?’

“Not now. Get some deep.”

Sounds of achair being dragged across the floor. The creak of old ergoworks.
Jani pried one eye open, then the other, saw a shape backlit by the glare of abedside lamp.

“Let meadjust this—" Niall ramped down the brightness, then leaned close. “ Shroud doesn't know I'm
here, s0 | need to make it fast.” He looked at her stomach, the padding of sensors and bandages, and
winced. “He said that you' re far from a hundred percent, so you weaken fast and can’t catch your breath
and fed like an dephant’ sStting on your chest.”

Jani held up two fingers.
“Two eephants.” Nidl grinned. “ Has anyone talked to you? About the fight?”

Jani tried to shake her head, stopping when the room spun. “ Cée—stabbed me. | stabbed—him. It
was—atie”

Nial’ s breath caught. “One of the news services got it al. Don’'t know how they snuck arelay past
bornsect security, but they did. The gel who imaged it spent the next hour in the can throwing up
everything down to her shoes, but—she did good. It’' sabloody damned thing to watch—the son of a
bitch grinned like a skull right before he—" He pressed ahand to his mouth, then dowly lowered it.

Jani reached out, touched Nidl’sarm with thetip of her finger. “1 hit him—" She paused to bresthe.
1] _t(x).”

“Yes, yes.” Nial glanced back toward the door as he took her hand and patted it to try to settle her
down. “Thething is, Jan, you...hit himin the groin, hisfemord artery and—" He squeezed her hand.
“—hebled out in the circle. Inaminute, he bled, and it was—" Another shaky breath. “He' s dead, Jan.
Céd’sdead.”

“I would just like to state for the record that thisis bullshit.” Val held Jani around the shoulders, propping
her upright until the bed headrest rose up to meet her. “It’s only been two days. Wetold you that she
needed at least aweek.”



“Doctor, if thiswasn't so important, we wouldn't intrude.” Scriabin sat at the foot of the bed. Hewore
full diplomatic rig, Commerce green tunic bearing every medal and award he d ever received. “Hurt
much?’

“Only when | laugh.” Jani tried to Sit up higher, and stopped when the e ephants began to tap dance
across her rib cage. “ Judging from the expressions on your faces, | doubt we'll be doing much of that, so
I’ m—probably safe.”

“Nial admitted that he told you.” Mako shook his head. “He thought someone should havetold you in
the operating room. He thought you' d be able to hear, and it would cheer you up.” He clucked his
tongue. “My Nidll...can be the bloodiest of bastards.”

“Whichiswhy he'll beyour Nidl until the sarsgo out.” Jani brushed off Mako'sglower. “So | went into
the circle with asecond knife.” She touched her thigh where her trouser pocket would have been, where
the blade would have rested. “| remember pulling out aknife. | remember stabbing him. Nothing
paticularly lucid.”

“I can't say I'm surprised.” Va sat on the end of the bed, opposite Scriabin. “1 wasn't particularly lucid
afterward, and adl | did waswatch.”

“Did Council lodge a protet?’ Jani looked from one face to the next, sensed the need to speak
combined with the rel uctance to say what needed saying. “It was't exactly afair fight, wasit?’

“No, it wasn't.”
Everyone turned to the door.

John filled the entry like a pae guardian, his med-whites rumpled, hisface amask. He glared at Mako
and Scriabin, but saved his sharpest [ook for Va, who started to grumble an explanation before deciding
Slence the better course.

Then John looked at Jani, and his expression warmed, alittle. “ Céd was the better, more experienced
fighter. He did not enter the circle in the spirit of chalenge, but with every intention of killing you.
Everyone who witnessed that fight knew that.”

Jani detected thejittery undertone in the so-familiar bass. “How much did you see?’

“Everything.” John hesitated, then walked to one of the analyzersthat ringed her bedside and studied the
readout. “Nidl contacted us as soon as you offered chalenge. We saw....everything.”

Jani waited asthe sllence stretched. “ Are you going to tell me what else happened, or do | haveto bribe
an orderly to snag acopy of the image?’

“I would wait afew yearsto look at that, if | were you.” John remained fixed on the readout. “ Cédl’s
physician-priest wasn't there. We found out later that Rilas had killed her during her escape from the
Temple hospital. There were other physician-priests present, but half aminute or more passed while they
shook out their hierarchical underwear, and that was ahaf aminute or more that they didn’'t have. Our
best trauma people would have had their work cut out for them. Y ou couldn’t have struck a better spot if
you' d aimed.” He shot her alook filled with wonder and the barest hint of cold-blooded admiration.
“Then they gtarted on the prayers. | think | recall someone cutting away Cédl’ strouser leg to look at the
wound, but | confess that my attentions were fixed e sewhere by that point.”

Jani watched as the physician who had pieced her together from char and ashes, who had brought her
back from the brink any number of times, returned to his pondering of readouts. “ John, did they...?’



“Do think they let him die?” John raised hishead, his eyes bright. “ Good God, isthere any doubt?” He
jerked his chintoward VVa, who nodded. “ They went through afew of the motions, but they didn’'t doa
damned thing that mattered.”

Scriabin cleared histhroat. “Wéll, there was the issue of Wholeness of Soul—"

“As convenient an excuse as any. If pressed, I'm sure Temple can justify every move they made. And
every movethey didn't.” John laughed. “He went too far. The other sects wanted him out without matters
Qgetting too messy. Saw an opportunity, and made the most of it. Assassination by medica negligence.
The history scrolls of theidomeni are no doubt filled.”

Jani looked from John to Va and back to John. For all their professona disdain and outrage, there was
one point they continued to skirt. “Could you have hel ped?’

The slenceradiated like cracksin old glass. Man and hybrid looked at one another, decades of
closeness whittling down hours of discussion to the arch of an eyebrow, the twitch of alip.

“Y ou weren't much better off, you know. We had our handsfull.” Va looked at the floor and shrugged.
“They wouldn't have let us near him anyway.”

“Beddes, it'snot asthough he' d have thanked us. Saved by ahumanish and ahybrid—I"m sureif you' d
have set out the choice before him, he' d have chosen death.” John turned back to the analyzers and
concentrated on touchpad entries. “But it’samoot point. AsVa said, we had our hands full with you.”

The room seemed to chill asthe truth reveded itsdlf in the humanish manner. In veiled looks and words
left un-said. In the arch of an eyebrow and the twitch of alip. Yes, we could have tried, but we didn’t.
Because you came first. Because we saw the look on his face when he drove in the knife. Because he
had Tsechakilled. Because the bastard deserved it.

Mako walked to aside table and poured himself water from a carafe. “Remind meto never get on your
bad side, Shroud.” Helifted the glassin VA’ sdirection. “ That goes for you, too, Parini.” He drank, his
stricken expression broadcasting that he would have preferred vodka and even that might not have

helped.

Jani waited until the shockwaves settled to the occasional ripple. “ So what happened after they carted
away the bodies?’

“A firestorm.” Scriabin stood and paced. “ The Pathen strong-armed a Council votewith aspeed | didn’t
believe possible outsde of Chicago. Aden niRau Wuntoi isthe new Oligarch. The Pathen have ascended
torau.”

“I didn’t think abornsect could ascend to rau on avote.” Va moved to the window and perched on the
sll. “What happened to the civil war part?’

“Peaceful transfer of power isn't the norm, but it has happened.” Jani picked her muzzy brain for
appropriate bits of idomeni history. “The sect that ascends needs to have built one hell of a consensus,
but we knew the Pathenrau had been working on that for awhile”

“After Council refused to alow Cedl’ s suborn the right to ascend, they kicked al VVynshaout of Council
and Temple.” Scriabin stood and paced at the foot of the bed. “ Some of the Temple dominants are
arguing that Céd’ s planning of Tsecha s assassnation was so profoundly antithetical to al that isidomeni
thet it taintsal Vynsha” Hedowed. Stilled. “And that dl Vynshamust pay.”

“Pay how?’ Jani heard the dread in her voice. “How are they supposed to pay?’ But she knew the



answer. One night twenty years before, she had witnessed the answer. The sin of oneisthesin of al—

Then her gut clenched and she doubled over, dumping to her side as the spasms started and her heart
skipped.

“I’'m going to haveto ask you dl to leave.” John turned her over on her back, fingersflicking over the
sensors. “Now.”

It was adtill night, the moon obscured by cloud—

Jani sat in the hospital’ s small garden and watched the fish in the ornamenta pool, the melodramatic
phrasing of the Colonia Times playing in her mind’ sear like the narration it was. The story had begun
with the last days of the War of Vynsharau Ascension. The reporter had mined every accessible archive
and even a couple that technically should have been out of bounds.

Bornsect tradition held that al members of a sect shared in the decisions of their dominants. Therefore,
when it became evident that Laumrau dominants had conspired with members of the Commonwedlth
government and Service to imprison humanish in the hospital-shrine located a Kneveet Shéraaand to
subject them to mind control experimentation, the sin of the few became the shame of the many, and the
many accepted that the snwastheirsaswell.

“And sinceadl the Laum sinned, dl the Laum paid.” Jani worked to her feet, one eye on the relays that
studded her right arm and transmitted her vita Sgnsback to the handhelds that John and Va carried with
them at dl times. “| think there are afew isolated settlements|eft. A few Laum left diveto passadong the
tale, and the warnings.”

“Teaching idomeni higtory to thefish?’
Jani turned to find Lucien standing in the garden entry.

“I wanted to visit earlier, but Va warned me off.” Hewalked in, brimmed lid tucked under hisarm. “I
figured my best bet would be to sneak in and take my chances.” He stopped just beyond reach. “It’'s
sheer insanity outside these walls, you redize that? Vynsha are gathering in the streets and Wuntoi is
ready to send out the Hadrin to bottle them up.”

Jani lowered back into the chair. “No one tells me anything. Scriabin and Mako were here yesterday, but
John ordered them out after—" She patted her chest just over her heart. “ They’ re going to daughter the
Vynsha. It' [l make the Night of the Blade look like askirmish.”

Lucien took aseat on anearby bench. “What did you expect?’ He picked up abranch that had fallen
from one of the dwarf weeping willows and poked the water, sending the fish scurrying for shelter.
“That' s how they’ ve operated for thousands of years. It’'sinsane. A dominant commits acrime, and the
entire sect getsthrown over the side. If humans did that, we never would have lasted long enough to
make it out of the caves.” He hit the surface hard enough to make a splash, then tossed the branch into
the water and watched it bob and float.

Jani watched him out of the corner of her eye. Duplicitous bastard. Y et here he was, the only one who
seemed willing to tell her what went on beyond the hospita gates. “What' sthe officia Commonweslth
postion?’

“That it' san internd idomeni matter.”



“Likehdl itis” Jani heard her cardiomonitor emit awarning beep, and bresthed dowly until it settled.
“What happensto the Vynsha Haarin?’

“That' still being discussed.” For thefirgt time, Lucien seemed anxious, clenching his hands and shifting
restlesdy. “Dathim’ sunder asort of house arrest until they decide.”

“What do you mean, ‘ sort of’ 7’

“I think they were afraid to come out and tell him.” A quick smile, which soon vanished. “ They findly
settled on having Mevasuggest to him that he should remain within the confines of the enclave. She's
technically under house arrest aswell. Feyd istrying to intercede for them, but sheisn’t having much
luck.” Lucien clapped thetips of hisfingerstogether. “They’d kill Dathim and Meva becausethey’re
Vynshd, even though they’ re Ha&rin?’ He made a drifting gesture with one hand. “If you’ d kept your
mouth shut and let me handle it, none of thiswould have happened. Rilasjust would have disappeared.”

“Y ou couldn’t have gotten to Cedl.”

“Herode in askimmer on occasion, didn’t he? [domeni tech isn't dl that different.” Lucien sat back,
smoothing his hands over histhighs, then dragging hisbrimmed lid onto hislgp and tracing athumbnail
over thegold braid. “ That’ swhat they' re dl saying. That you had to get in everyone sface. Again. You
had to broadcast. Again. Everyone knew you were coming. Everyone knew what to expect. Y ou said
things that should have been kept quiet. Y ou did things that upset people. And now everyone' s stuck.
Becauseit'sal out in the open, they haveto act in certain ways. Instead of an easy transfer of power to a
Vynshawho would have been more amenable, millions are going to die. Because you couldn’t keep your
damned mouth shut.” His hands stilled. “ That’ s the difference between you and me. | do thejob, and |
know how to keep my distance. | don’'t get involved. | don’t get emotiona.” He paused, eyesfixed on
the fish, which had begun to emerge from beneath stones and logs and swim about again. “1 just do it.”

“Does anyone bother to consider that Tsechawouldn’t want this?” Jani paused to bregthe as her heart
monitor once more begped awarning. “Hewas Vynsha. They're his people. Do you think if he were
dive now he' d let this happen?”’

“He' sdead.” Lucien shrugged. “What he' d think doesn’'t matter.”
“Soit’'scometo that aready?’

“Ani issaying that history isrepeating. Y ou did the same thing at Knevget Sherda. Drew down fire. Y ou
killed Rikart Neumann, and because you did that, Acton van Reuter had to act, had to order Evan to
take care of you. Y ou force people to do things they don’t want to do because you don’t know when to
lay low. Whentolay off.” Lucien tugged a hislid’ sgold braid too hard, ripping it away from the brim.
He swore under his breath and massaged the cording with his thumb, trying to work it back into place.
“Y ou dways haveto push.”

“Y ou’ ve made your point.”
“Havel?Isit redly getting through?’

Jani watched him set hislid back on the bench beside him, then lean forward again, hands flexing.
“Lucien?’

Heraised hishead and looked at her. His eyes dlittered like the stones that lined the bottom of the pond,
dark and cold and devoid of life. “What?’

Jani sghed as shefdt thelast piecein along running puzzle dip into place. | dwaysknew it would come



to this. Always knew that someday, the man who had spent hislife playing al sides of the gamewould
eventudly make a choice. “ Speaking hypothetically, of course, becauseit’sdl | can do to get up out of
thischair. But if | wereto attempt to run out of this garden right now, | wouldn’t makeit to the entry,
would 7’

“Ani prefers Feyd.” Lucien fixed on the fish again. “ Feyd knows something of how humans operate, but
she'snot an expert. Ani thinks she'll have an easier time manipulating her if you're not around.” He
smiled, shook hishead. “No, that’snot al of it. Ani hates you and wants you dead.”

Jani nodded. Odd, that she didn’t fed scared. That she didn’t fed angry or betrayed. That she didn’t feel
theleast urgeto fight for her life. I'll be able to gpologize to Tsechain person for destroying his people.
And to the d Abos, and the Seligs, and the other passengers of the Capria. Asfor the pain or the
sensations, well, she' d died often enough to have fdt them dl at least once. The only thing she had yet to
experience wasthat last letting go, and odds were that it would dip right past without her realizing. Paying
forward for themillions. Yes, it wasright. Yes, it wasjudt. Insufficient repayment, but al she had to offer.
All shehadto give.

“I'verisked everything | ever wanted, everything | ever earned.” Lucien picked up astone and hurled it
into the midst of the fish, sending them darting back to the rocks aswater splashed. “And every
goddamned time, I’ d have to stand there and listen as you told me that whatever | did, it wasn't enough.
Not enough risk. Not enough blood. Y ou’ re not running for your life thisweek, so you can't be serious.
What the hell ese do you want from me?’

“Not athing.” Jani shook her head. “Not anymore.”

Lucien bulled on with no indication that he' d heard. “1 can’t be what you want me to be—I’ m not made
that way. | can’t say what you want meto say. | can’t fed what you want meto feel.” His voice dropped
to awhisper. “I don’'t love you.”

“| should have redlized when you told me all about assassinswho needed to get closeto their victims that
you weretrying to tell me something. If | madealist of dl our encounters snce Elyas, | would guessthat
each one was an opportunity you let dip. The clinch on the catwak—that was your best shat, | think.
Overcome by guilt over the Capria, bit of apush and over the railing she went. Clear case of suicide. No
wonder Anais seemed so upset each time she saw me. | wasn't supposed to survive thejourney here,
was 1?7’ Jani took as deep a breath as she dared, then did to the edge of the chair. “Well, you'll do the
job good and proper now, and you'll be set for life. Ani will never question you again. Hell, she'll
probably write you into her will.” Using the chair arms for support, she worked to her feet. Then she
undid the collar of her pgjamatop and pushed back the collar of her robe, exposing the areaaround her
neck.

Lucien gtraightened. “What are you doing?’

“Would it beeasier if | turned my back?’ Jani turned to face the garden entry, then reached up and
tapped the place where her neck and shoulder met. “I’ ve done this before, so watch where I’ m pointing.
Edge of your hand, right here.” She lowered her hands and clasped them in front of her, then stilled.
Strange how she' d never felt so calm. She had no trouble keeping the cardiomonitor silent. “I’ Il keep
looking straight ahead. The sun’sin just the right position—I won't even see your shadow. One hard
shot, Lucien. All that stands between you and everything you ever wanted.” And between me and
everything | deserve.

Nothing, for long seconds. Then she heard him rise, the crunch of the soles of his polished tie-tops
againgt the stone rim of the pond. Sensed him closein, as she dways could, and shut her eyes.



Felt him grip her shoulders and ease her around to face him. Opened her eyes asfirst he pulled her
pajamatop closed, then straightened the collar of her robe. He didn’t look her in the face. He barely
looked et her at all.

Then, his minigtrations completed, he rested his hands on her shouldersfor a scant moment, before letting
them dide away. “Happy now?’ He stood before her, head bowed, then circled around her and started
toward the other end of the garden.

“You—" Jani inhaed. Thistime her heart skipped, stuttered. The edges of her sightline blackened and
her knees buckled.

Lucien caught her before she hit the ground, and lowered with her. Held her, drew her closer, and
pressed hislipsto the place were her neck and shoulder met.

“Soyou'regoing to kill me after al.” Jani heard the cardiomonitor start to skitter. “You' ve just settled on
your weapon of choice.”

“I learned from an expert.” Lucien’sarmstightened as he hugged her closer.
“Damned fool.”

“No argument there.”

“Let her go.”

Jani saw John push through the garden gate, Va at his hedls. She sagged againgt Lucien, fdlt the hybrid
lawn prickle through her pgiamas. “He snot doing anything.”

“There s something wrong with her.” Lucien released her and scuttled backward as Va and John linked
arms beneath Jani’ slegs and behind her back and hoisted her up. “She' snot her usud self.”

“If you had atwelve centimeter gash in your gut courtesy of a Siah barbed blade and aholein your heart
that didn’t want to close, you wouldn't be your usua sdif either.” John glared at Lucienasheand Va
maneuvered Jani back to her chair and lowered her into it. “ Perhaps you' d like to experience the
sensation firsthand?

“John.” Jani laid her head back. “ Shut up.”

“Jani, you can't afford—"

“Just shut—" She grabbed the front of his medcoat and shook as hard as she could. “—up.”
“That soundsmore like—" Lucien fdll slent as both John and VVd turned on him.

Jani looked past her twin guardians to her sngular—what was he? Ally? Lover? Never afriend.
Judt...Lucien. “Do you have askimmer?’

Lucien nodded. “I can get one.”

Jani dapped the sides of her chair, then jerked her thumb at the garden gate. “| have to go to the enclave
and get Dathim and Mevaout.”

“Y ou're not going anywhere,” John said as he checked the various andyzers on the chair.

“I"'m going to the enclave to get Dathim and Meva.” Jani Stared at the side of John' sface until hefindly



looked at her. “Then | want to talk to Wuntoi.”

“He' s been advised not to talk to you.” Lucien stood off to one side, hands behind his back.

“Then we re going to have to persuade him otherwise.” Jani tugged on John' s deeve. “ John.”
“You'rein no condition.” Va picked up the standard while his colleague fussed with abaky readouit.
“Just give me something to get methrough.”

John’s head came up, eyes blazing. “ That’ s not how | work.”

“Just get me through the next twelve hours. If | can't get something started by then...” Jani took John's
hand and squeezed. Felt theinitial resstance, the dow softening.

Hiseyesbrimmed. “Youweredl | cared about.”

“I know. That wasthe problem, wasn't it?” Jani leaned close enough to kiss. “Whatever it takes.
Pease”

CHAPTER 33

“The dominant’snameisnaDenaLau.” Scriabin read the name off his handheld display, and did a
decent job of pronunciation. “ Avaaways found her quite reasonable, but now that she has apossible
death sentencein her future, al bets are off. Word isthat if she cooperates with Wuntol, he'll exile her
enclaveingead of killing them.”

Jani pondered the view through the skimmer window. City Center gppeared much asit always had, the
walkways filled with both bornsect and Haérin, al proceeding in an gpparently orderly manner.

H‘h..]?1
Jani touched her ear. “I’'m here”

“I'mwith Galas...” Nial paused, said something to the Haarin mae. “We re north of the Temples, near
the site of your Sermon on the Park Bench. Lots of Hadrin gathered here, and more streaming in from the
surrounding streets.”

Jani looked to the north, past the domes and spires of the City Center. Imagined Nial guiding the smal
two-seeter dong theriver, Gaasriding shotgun. “Any Pathenrau security?”

“A few. No warriors, though. Galas said that he heard they were caling up afew brigade equivaents
from the southern encampmentsin preparation for—"

Jani waited. Tapped her ear afew times. “Nidl?’

“In preparation for the daughter.” A shaky sigh. “Jesus Chrigt, there are kids out here. Y oungish. Some
of them can’'t even walk yet.” Another pause. “We re going to get sarted here. Feyd's crew has shown
up. What' syour timing?’

Jani checked the view. “Coming up on the enclave now.” She tapped the bug, shutting it down. She
didn’t want a stream of Niall-gpeak interrupting her, distracting her. She dtill felt tired, despite the
simulant John had reluctantly given her. Asfor the wound... She reached benegth her shirt and touched
the bandage, amass of sensor wrap and healing accelerants that sent out sgndls, she felt sure, to anyone
with a handheld who wanted to know the state of her heart.



“Youdl right?’

Jani looked over at Va, who watched her from the other end of the seet. “I’'m fine.”
“Then why do you keep touching it?’

“Jugt to drive you crazy.”

“Already there.” Va entered anotation in his handhe d. “Bobbing dong like aping-pong bal in your
wake.”

“I know the fedling, Doc.” Scriabin looked up from his handheld and gazed out the window. “ She makes
Tyotya Ani seem meek and retiring.”

“Y ou can both shut up any time now.” Jani scooted to the edge of her seat as the embassy double-length
floated to the curb. Thedriver’ s side gullwing swung up, releasing auniformed Lucien, who hurried
around to her side of the vehicle and opened the door.

Jani emerged, taking Lucien’ s offered hand and holding on tight because she needed the support.
Continued to lean on him as she dowly straightened while trying to ignore the pull of bandages and
hedling tissue. Her propitiator’ s overrobe, a clean backup she' d salvaged from the depths of her luggage,
unfurled to her knees.

A crowd gathered, Haarin and bornsect both, ripples of hushed speech propagating as she walked to the
enclave entry. | don't look too bad for someone who died three days ago, do |? She squeezed Lucien’s
hand, and he rel eased her and stepped to the side, far enough away so that she appeared fully
ambulatory, but close enough to catch her in case the unthinkable happened and she collapsed.

She reached the gate just as na Dena emerged, a middle-aged femal e wearing the headwrap and rough
clothes of alaborer.

“Glories, Kiershia” Dena spoke Low Vynsha Haarin, alanguage stripped of gesture. She looked Jani in
the eye aswell, her Vynsha gold laced with amber and streaks of brown. “I know why you are here. |
can do nothing. NiRau Wuntoi compels. | must obey. Ni Dathim and nAMevamust remain until dl is
decided.”

Jani sarted to speak, then stopped as cold sweat broke out and flecks of light shimmered in her sightline.
Not now, goddamn it. She bent forward at the waist. Hunched her shoulders. Prayed as she never
prayed before that Denawould interpret her posture as growing rage, not an attempt by aweak
haf-humanish to remain standing by any means possible.

Saw the brown-streaked gold flicker, and knew her prayer had been answered, at least for the moment.
“Blood trade, Dena. Y ou hold them for Wuntoi, he lets your enclave leave Shéra. But if you leave, and
Vynshaheredie, dl will know you betrayed. All will know, because | will tell them.” She heard Lucien
shift hisfeet, and knew he understood enough of what she said to glean the threat. Too harsh? Too bad.

Dend s shoulders started to curve. “Tell what you will, to who you will. NiRau Wuntoi said that they
were of ni Tsecha, and ni Tsechadied.”

“So0?" Jani parsed Wuntol’ swords, searching for the dant he' d given them, the meaning that would have
convinced Denato imprison her own.

Thenit hit her like ablow. Her heart stuttered. “Hetold you they helped kill ni Tsecha?’ Shedrew up
sraight without thinking, looked to the sky, felt the pain acrass her midriff like the swipe of claws. “They



both lived here once.” She rounded her shoulders again, stepping away from Lucien as he edged closer.
“Y ou knew them.”

Denanodded. “1 know of Meva” The harmonicsof irritation in her voice indicated that she had known
Mevadl toowdl.

“Y ou know she studied ni Tsecha swritings, that she followed him.”
“Yes, naKiershia, but—"

“Y ou know ni Dathim, the tilemaster?’

“All know ni Dathim.” Thistime the tone was softer, kinder.

“You say this. Y et you bdieve that this ni Dathim who you know would participate in secret killing? That
ndMeva, who one can hear through walls, would do so aswell? Ni Dathim would face you in the circle
and gtrike you down—" Jani poked Denain the chest hard enough to jostle her. “—and na Mevawould
talk you to death, but she would never strikein secret.”

“NiRau Wuntoi will daughter usaswe did the Laum.” Dend s eyes darkened. Y es, shewas of an age.
She may have witnessed. She may have even participated.

“Wuntoi will daughter—no one.” Jani stopped to breathe. “ Give them to me now, and | will guard you as
| guard them. | will guard dl Vynshaas| guard them.”

Denalooked to the street, the idomeni who crowded from three sides. “NiRau Wuntoi will hear you,”
shesad in hdting English. “But will heligen?’

Jani nodded. That was the gticking point, the onething in dl thisthat she could work for, but not
guarantee. “If | can’'t saveyou, I'll diewith you. This| swear, on Tsecha s soul.”

Denastood quiet, her eyesfixed on nothing. Then she gestured to her suborn, ahulking male who
gestured affirmation, then reentered the enclave. A few minutes later he emerged, Dathim and Mevain
tow.

Mevagrabbed Jani’ s deeve and made asif to speak, but Jani shook her off. “ Get into the skimmer,” she
sad in Siah Haérin. “Before they changetheir minds” Thetwo followed Luciento the vehicle, piling into
the rear seat while Jani walked toward the crowd. They pushed forward as she approached, afew
raising their arms above their headsin displays of abject respect.

“I have taken ni Dathim Naré and nAMeva Tan.” Jani spoke High Vynsha, every word replete with
change in posture and gesture. “They were ni Tsecha's, aswas|. Now they are mine. | carefor that
whichismine.” She paused, until the tension ramped and it seemed asthough the air itself would shatter
under the stress. “Line the streets from Council to theriver, where | met some of you four days past. Do
thisin the time after mid-afternoon sacrament. | will await you there.” With that, she turned and swegpt
back to the skimmer. Waved off Lucien’ s offered arm, maintaining her show of strength until he closed
her gullwing after her. Then she dumped forward, arms crossed over her somach, while Va knelt on the
skimmer floor in front of her, handscanner a the ready.

“John is going to have afit when he seesthese numbers.” He checked her vitals, then dragged adingbag
from beneath the seat. “What was that al about? A meeting by the river? Who are you expecting?’ He
pulled out an injector aready |oaded with a cartridge, pushed up Jani’ sright deeve and pressed the
deviceto her skin. “Y ou can't take much more of this, you know? If John doesn’t come up with theright
protein soon, we' re going to have to open you up again.”



Mevaand Dathim sat on the opposite bench seat, crowding Scriabin on both sides. Dathim watched the
medical minigrationswith the skeptica eye of an owner who wondered if hishorse would makeit
through the race. “The Vynshawill not die asdid the Laum.” Hisvoicewasarumble. “They will teke as
many with them asthey can.”

“No onewill haveto die. Not even me.” | hope. Jani sagged against the seat as whatever Va dosed her
with took effect. “Now here’ swhat | need you dl to do...”

The skimmer pulled away from the curb, its progress dowed to awalking pace by theidomeni who
crowded in from every side, touching the vehicle asit drifted past, like atalisman.

By the time they reached theriver, Niadl, dong with Feyd's crew, had completed their end of the project.
The awning they’ d erected on the edge of the river proved adrab thing in dark grey, which Jani
suspected had been creatively reappropriated from Rauta Shérda Base stores by a certain colond of her
acquaintance.

“Afternoon, gd.” Nidl strode benesth the awning, clip-wrench still in hand. He tossed the tool asde and
helped Va and Scriabin maneuver askimchair out of the skimmer boot, eyeing Jani dl thewhile.
“Y ou’ ve looked better, you know.”

“I’vefdt better.” Jani sat inthe chair assoon as Vd activated it. “1s she here?’
Nial stepped back outsde and motioned to someone standing a ongside the awning. “Y our turn.”

A shadow moved aong the fabric wall. Then asmall face framed with dark brown curls peeked around
edge of the polycloth.

“Comeonin, gel. Sheonly bitesif you bitefirst.” Nial gripped the young woman's deeve and tugged her
ingde. “ThisisBailey Schiff, an enterprisng stringer for Chan-Net, who has aready imaged one event of
the century and is ready to move on to bigger things.”

“It'sgood to—" The young woman held out a hand to Jani, her eyes widening. “—meet. You.”

“Thank you for agreeing to this.” Jani gave Schiff’s hand a squeeze, because the young woman looked
like she needed it. “If this goes according to plan, you won't have to do anything.” We won'’t think about
what will happen if it doesn't. “ All you'll haveto do is stand near my chair.”

“And an exclusveinterview after it' sover,” piped Schiff, her nervousness evaporating like morning dew
in the Rauta Shéraa sun.

“And an exclusveinterview after it' sover.” Jani turned her chair around and motioned to Lucien. “You
should get going.”

“Areyou sure he'll bethere?” Lucien’ svoice emerged tight, his business-as-usud facade showing itsfirst
crack. “'Y ou never contacted him. Y ou never asked for ameeting.”

“If helooks out the window, he can see what’ sgoing on.” Jani heard arise of voices, looked out to the
river to seethat the crowd had doubled in Sze in the few minutes sincether arrivd. “He |l bethere”

“From your mouth...” Lucien lgpsed into French as he returned to the skimmer and got in.

Jani watched him pull away. Saw Meva sfacein the rear window and raised ahand. Felt aflicker of



relief when the female bared her teeth and waved back.

“Avareceived acommunication thismorning.” Scriabin grabbed afolding stool from astack and shook it
open. “Li Caoisdill inggting thet thisisan idomeni matter.”

“I’'m sure she has her reasons.” Jani edged her chair behind the draped fold of the awning, then rolled up
her deave s0 Vd could give her another injection.

“If you pull thisoff...” He shook his head and concentrated on positioning the injector.

Jani winced astheinjector pinched, sighed as the drug warmth wandered up her arm. Watched the street
that stretched from the enclave to theriver, dready obscured by the idomeni who gathered there. “Did
you bring it?”

Va dghed. “It’ sright here.” He reached into his dingbag, pulled out the plastic hospital dispo bag and
handed it to her.

“He' scoming.” Nidl appeared at the front of the awning. “ Pasca picked him up at the front of the
Council building. He drove him asfar asthe enclave, then let him off. Dathim and Mevaareleading him
I,.He.ﬂ

“Through the crowds?” Jani smiled.

Nial touched hisear, listened for amoment, then nodded. “It’ sjust like it wasin the sation. They've
closed in on both sdes—there’ sbarely enough room for him to pass.”

“Wall, timeto get ready for company.” Jani shifted her weight so the chair tipped forward and stood.

Nial gaped.

It had taken Va the better part of the day to find the clothes Jani had worn the day shekilled Rilasand
Céd. They had been bundled into a biohazard bag during her pre-surgica prep and avoided the
incinerator through sheer happenstance. Permanent bends and ripples had been created in the shirt and
the front of the trousers by Jani’s and Cedl’ s dried blood. The overrobe, streaked with Rilas' s blood,
hed fared alittle better, but ill looked like something that had been used to wrap a butchered animal.

“Jani?’ Scriabin licked hislips. He' d watched her remove the garments from the bag and put them on,
and still hadn’t recovered. “Do you think it wise to greet anew Oligarch while wearing clothes soaked in
his predecessor’ s blood?’

Jani bared her teeth. “Welcometo Sherd, Y our Excedllency.”

Jani walked out from under the awning and across the river walkway to the end of the avenue. As she
did, idomeni closed in on both sides, both bornsect and Hadrin, Vynshaand Siah and O3, aswell asthe
odd Pathenrau rebel, gold-bronze faces like shots of night amid their lighter-skinned brethren.

Aden niRau Wuntoi walked toward her, shoulders curved in anger, Dathim and Meva serving as escort,
the crowd closing in behind him and bearing him aong. He dowed when he registered Jani standing at the
end of the walkway, dowed even more when he saw the clothes she wore.

When they reached the end of the walkway, Dathim and Mevaturned as sharply as Spacer recruits,



coming to ahat beside Jani. That left Wuntoi standing by himsdlf, an arm’ slength distant, idomeni
pressing around him from three sides.

“Thereason?’ His English was unaccented. He had been working toward Pathenrau ascendance for a
longtime.

“One should aways ook into the faces of those you would kill.” Jani turned and pointed toward the
awning-covered enclosure. “Now we shall go, and talk of them.” She waited for Dathim and Mevato
walk ahead, then fell in behind them, allowing Wuntoi his place of precedence bringing up the rear. With
the Vynshahard on histail. She held back her grin without much trouble. She Hill felt the tightness around
her chest, the weakness and cold sweats. Va had rigged a cardiopack over her heart that would inject
the appropriate drugs and proteinsin case it misbehaved, and had hidden in the backsest of the
double-length, a mere twenty-five meter dash away in case of medica crisis.

They entered the enclosure. Everyone rose, Scrigbin immediately surrendering the stool, which was of the
proper height and style for an Oligarch. Wuntoi smoothed his overrobe around him and st, alifetime’s
practice with bornsect furniture alowing him the balance to situate himself with nary an unseemly wobble.
Helooked around the sheltered space, then settled in, gesturing dismissvely toward Jani’ s skimchair.
“You gt inthat chair because you are wesk.”

“Physicdly?’ Jani shrugged, ignoring the pull of her incision and the heft and drag of the cardiopack.
“Mentdly isanother matter, and unless you wish to chdlenge me, it isthe menta with which you will have
toded.”

“A second knife.” Wuntoi looked toward the crowds, who had encircled the enclosure as closdly as
Feyd's security would dlow and now sat on the lawns and watched them. “ Unseemly.”

“So isattempted murder within the circle. But knives have aways been known to dip, and idomeni often
diewho are not meant to.” Jani replayed scattered momentsin her mind. The moment when Cedl
knocked away her blade. When he drew her in like alover and rammed his own knifeinto her gut up to
thehilt.

“| am here at your bidding, because you were favored by ni Tsecha. And because you are weakened,
and | pitied you.” Wuntoi fixed his gaze at a point over Jani’ s shoulder, on the border between disrespect
and regard. “What do you want?’

Jani caught Nidl’ s eye as he clenched hisfists and arched her brow. Calm down, Colond. Wuntoi was
meaking ashow of putting her in her place, but buried between hislineslay a certain inevitable concluson.
Hedidn’t have to come here. He could have ignored her invitation-that-wasn't. Left her with ahatchery’s
worth of egg on her face, surrounded by idomeni who would wait and wait until they findly redized that
ni Tsecha stoxin had provided them nothing worth waiting for. Y ou don’t want to accede to the dictates
of Temple, Aden niRau Wuntoi. Y ou don’t want to daughter the Vynsha. All she had to do was provide
him away out that alowed him to fend off his propitiators, and she’' d have an dly for life.

All shehadto do...

“I know, and truly, why you wish to spesk with me.” Wuntoi shot the cuffs of his overrobe. “Temple has
dictated that which they wish meto do. The sin of Morden niRau Cédl istoo great to be set aside. It
must be shared by al Vynsha. Asthey dl partake of the shame, so must they al pay the cost of it.” He
pointed to Jani. “'Y ou comprehend such. Y ou, who helped damn the Laum.”

Jani nodded, struggled to ignore the ache in her chest. “I will never forget the Night of the Blade.” The
escape from the consulate hospital basement, the dash through the streets to the shuttleport, and the



realization that something horrible was unfolding before her eyes. “Ni Dathim Naré fought for Morden
niRau Ceéd then. He was one of the Haérin who came down from the hills and rendered the justice of the
gods upon the Laum.”

Hearing his name, Dathim turned to them, raising ahand in greeting and baring histeeth.

Jani ignored him. “Thinking back, | wonder at the decison. The vast mgority of the Laumrau had no
knowledge of their dominants collusion with humanish, or of that which occurred at Knevcet Shérda.”
Sheinhded, smeled heavy bay air and imagined it light and hot and desert dry. “Do | believethat a
laborer herein Rauta Shéraa shared the guilt of the dominants who planned, the warriors who
surrounded the hospital and would have killed me and my subornsif | had not killed them first?’ She
shook her head. “I do not. | argued of thiswith ni Tsecha, as| argued with him of many things. When he
died, he had repudiated the concept of Wholeness of Soul, atenet of mgjor idomeni faiths. | have no
doubt that if he had lived, he would have repudiated the daughter of the Laum aswell.”

“Y ou have no doubt.” Wuntoi rocked his head back and forth, the panspecies sez you gesture. “But you
do not know.”

Jani pointed to the crowd seated on the lawn outside. “ They are here because of their esteem for him.
Because even though heisdead, they believe that he can deliver them. That hiswisdom will find voice
here, and change minds.” She sat back, ignoring the flutter in her chest. “Forget that there are dso Siah
out there, and Oa, who supported Pathenrau in their ascension. Forget that there are also Pathenrau,
who seefit to disagree with the decisons of their dominants.” She breathed in, bresthed out. A glorious
thing and truly, to breathe. “ The Vynshawho are out there now did not wish to see ni Tsechadead, and
they should not be made to pay for the crimes of those who did.”

Wuntoi remained slent. His douch had straightened somewhat. He didn’t seem quite asangry as he had
when he' d arrived. Maybe she was getting through. Maybe. ..

“Prime Minigter Li Cao and her suborns are content to alow idomeni to decide this matter.” Wuntoi
folded hisarms, and looked for dl the world like a negative image of Evgeny Scriabin. “Why do you butt
in?

Jani glanced at Scriabin, who seemed fixated on the state of hisfingernails. “Itisin Li Cao’sinterest to
trade with the worldskein. Itisin Li Cao’ sinterest to encourage worldskein support for the Outer Circle
colonies, so that she can hold back her own materia support and expend it in other ways.” Shefelt
Scrigbin’sstare burn aholein her cheek, and ignored it. “It isnot necessarily in Li Cao’sinterest for the
worldskein to be united and strong, and aworldskein that has just daughtered millions of its own and lost
tensif not hundreds of thousands more in the resulting rebellion againgt this daughter, isnot united. Itis
not strong.”

Wuntoi fixed his bronze glare on Scriabin, whose face had reddened to sunstroke levels. “Humanish do
not care. If they have nice tilework, and trueleather, and Siah meta sculpture, they will not care about the
history of those who produce such.”

“Maybe.” Jani gestured to Schiff, who paed and swallowed hard, but managed not to faint. “Y et they
will record. They will transmit. They will remember.” She bared her teeth. “Now, when most humanish
think of idomeni, they think of ni Tsecha, who looked them in the eye when he spoke with them, and
made them laugh, and behaved in ways they understood. If the daughter goes ahead as planned, ni
Tsechawill beforgotten, and when humanish think of idomeni, they will think of blood in the streets and
the hacked bodies of youngish, and Rauta Sheraawill come to mean anathema. Humanish will move on,
together with hybrid and Haérin, and bornsect will beleft behind to fester in apit of your own making.”



“Y ou say thisto me?’ Wuntoi waved hisfinger under Jani’ snose. “Y ou are itting therein clothes that
are giff with the blood of those you killed.”

“Vengeance. Sdlf-defense” Jani once again pointed to the crowds on the lawn. “Saughter.” She
shrugged, lowering her asams dowly as her sghtline darkened. “1t' safineline, granted, and not aways
logical. But you crossit, and humanish will be along timeforgetting.” She sensed Nial next to her, saring
straight ahead, temper at the boil. Sorry, Nidl. If astronger worldskein made hisjob harder, it wasn't her
problem. She was not of the Commonweslth anymore.

Wuntoi pushed ahandful of braided fringe behind an ear ringed with gold studs. “ And your solution to the
Vynshaproblemis?’

“They were his. Now they’remine.” Jani held out her hands to the crowd. “ Give them to me. Declare
them Haé&rin, asasign of your ascension. Declare them what you will. But give Tsecha s peopleto one
who was dso of Tsecha, and release them.”

Silenceféll, so profound that Jani could hear the breeze rustle the awning flaps. Then Scriabin cleared his
throat. “ That’ sfifteen million bornsect and over three million Haérin.”

Jani shrugged. “He doesn’'t want them.” She twitched athumb at Wuntoi. “Hewould kill them. | am of
Tsecha, asthey are.” She bared her teeth again. | have died severd times, and they are asdead. The
dead leading the dead. It makes perfect sense.”

Wuntoi regarded her with narrowed eyes. “They would need to leave this place and go to another.”

Jani nodded. “ And they will need placesin which to live, and work to do and food to eat when they get
to wherever they’ re going. The trangt systems of two civilizations should be able to handle the load. We
have experts to work out the logistics. We have builders and food experts. It will not be an instantaneous
trangtion—it may take years. But it can be done.”

Wuntoi cocked his head, asthough considering. “Y ou, as the dominant of asmal enclave of most strange
hybrids, are empowered to negotiate this agreement”?’

“Asdominant of Thalassa, | am acknowledged to be aHead of State by the Outer Circle colonies.” She
nodded toward Scriabin, who groaned softly. “If you doubt, propose such to Feyd, who will see her
Outer Circle enclaves quintuplein size. Proposeit to your suborns, who will diminate Vynshafrom their
liveswithout blood. Proposeit to Temple, and hear their screams—" That drew the equivaent of anasty
grin from Wuntoi. “—and if it serves, they will negotiateit, and come to the same conclusions, and you
will have the diplomatic imprimatur you seek.”

Wuntoi sat quietly. Then helooked up at Jani and bared histeeth. “To hear the screams of Temple would
be agood thing, and truly.” He stood. His shoulders held no curve.

Jani worked to her feet alittle more dowly. Va’ s cardiopack had done something. The weight on her
chest had lessened, and she fdlt tired rather than weak. “Humanish say that if a decision does not anger
someone, it' sthe wrong decison.”

“Doweredly say that?’ Nial managed to keep most of the sarcasm out of hisvoice.

“Itisagood thing to say.” Wuntoi seemed a different ma e than the one who had entered the enclosure a
quarter hour before. His eyes had brightened. His voice sounded higher asthe anger leached away. “I
look forward to using it often, and truly.” He nodded once to Jani, then walked out of the enclosure as
the idomeni scrambled to their feet and parted for him once more,



Scriabin pressed a hand to the back of hisneck. “Li Cao isgoing to have a stroke when wetell her this.
Shewon't dlow it.”

“Then ddlay thefind treaty Sgnings, and make damn sure you win the next eection.” Jani patted his
shoulder on theway out of the enclosure. “It’ sthe best solution.”

Scriabin followed after her. “1t tips the population balance of the Outer Circle toward idomeni.”

“If it sagood place, more humanish will come.” Jani felt alooseness across her upper back, which was
the only indication of how much it had ached previoudy. “What other decison could there be?’ She
garted down the incline toward the double-length, where VVa stood waiting.

“You know, | think I'vefigured it out.”
Jani stopped and turned to find Nidl standing at the top of therise, lit’stick in hand.

“Onthefirg day of Creation, aKilian cried out, ‘It s dark in here—someone take care of it!” And then
therewaslight.” He doffed hislid and flipped it up intheair. “It’' sthe only possible explanation!”

CHAPTER 34

Va’'smedicd magic held. By thetime Jani arrived at the embassy to see what diplomatic pitfallsand
pushbacks awaited, it had once more donned its party finery. The mood seemed more subdued,
however, astechnicd typesinill-fitting daysuits and uniforms bearing the white trouser stripes of the
Siddline Service sat around tables with handhelds and trackboards and shook their heads in between
trips to the open bar.

Mako met her at the opening to the garden, drink in hand. Whiskey, by thelook of it, with no ice worth
noting. “Y ou redlize you' ve set in motion anightmare that will cause the logistics experts of two systems
to awake screaming in the night for yearsto come?’

Jani shrugged. “It' s good to spread the nightmares around.”

“Hmm.” Mako sipped hisdrink, then stared into his glass. “For someone who' s just upended two
governments and increased her own power and influence exponentialy, you don't seem very happy.”

Jani walked with him to an empty table near the sonewall. “1t was his dream, this blending together. And
hedidn't liveto seeit.”

Mako studied her for atime, then moved on to the sweeping tree branches that brushed to the ground. “|
got to know ni Tsechaalittle before heleft Chicago. Nial awayscaled him ‘that wily old bird.”” He sat
down and pondered hisdrink. “Y ou reach acertain level in government, in the Service, you assume
that...some might prefer if you did not exit. Y ou don't dwell onit—you' d go mad if you did. It just
crosses your mind occasondly thet the day you' re currently living might be your last.”

Jani didn’t say anything, even asthe thought that she had earned membership in avery sdlect club sttled
in her somach to liethere and burn.

“He expected it, | think. The attempt, at least. No one could have written what he did, made the enemies
he made, and not expected to have someone endeavor to extract the ultimate price.” Mako rubbed the
edge of the table with onethick finger. His hand was a battering ram, broad and brown and
heavy-knuckled, the hand of aman who could handle any opponent face-to-face. Which waswhy he
now concerned himsaf with the opponent that had been schooled in the use of sight mechs and



long-ranges and explosives.

“He prepared aswell as he could have, | think.” Mako' s voice grew tempered. “Feyo is sound. Not as
much of arisk taker as she used to be, but she has managed to bring the conservativesto her sde
without losing the firebrands like Dathim and Meva, and that says something. There were those he
influenced, the common idomeni, Haérin and bornsect both. The humans like Scriabin, who admired
him.” He looked out over the garden. “ And then, in case dl that failed, he had his second knife.” He
glanced up at Jani, then rose and headed for a table benesth the trees, where Cal Burkett had aready
opened the second bottle.

Jani sat inthe chair Mako had vacated and watched the party. She had cleaned up with Va'said, and
changed into adark blue wrapshirt and trousersthat hid al her medica attachments and helped her blend
in with the shadows. She gestured to a passing waiter and ordered iced water with bitter lemon. Sat
back, and breathed, and closed her eyes.

“Hetold me, ‘Meva, if anything happensto me, you must take her there.””
Jani’ s eyes snapped open. Her heart skipped. “ Dammit, Meva.”

Thefemale bared her teeth. She stood in front of the table, still dressed in her propitiator’ s overrobe, the
object of staresfrom every part of the garden. “*Y ou must take her to Shérd,’” she continued as she sat
acrossthe table from Jani, “* because if anything ever happensto me, it will befrom Sherd’” She picked
up thetiny coffee service and poked through the sweetener packets, occasionaly holding one up to the
sun to examine it more closely. “*Y ou must dlow her to do that which she does, even if such maddens
you. Even if such drivesyou to chalenge her yoursdf.”” She set down the service with aclatter. “And |
wished to, most certainly. When you accused Haérin of hisdeath, | wanted to meet you at Guernsey and
fight you in the middle of the concourse.”

“I didn’t accuse the Haérin...” Jani waved ahand, let it go, surrendered to the futility of trying to explain
redlity to those who preferred their dtered truth. “1 don’t know how you talked Feyd into going dong
after shefound out.”

“| persuaded her.”
“You bullied her. You'reabully, Meva.”

“Pot. Kettle. Black.” Mevabared her teeth. Sat back, hands folded in her 1ap, and watched the party,
which gradually returned to its previous volume and activity levels once everyone adjusted to the
propitiator in their midst.

Then the waiter arrived with Jani’ s bitter lemon. He set it down, then looked at Meva

“That.” She pointed to Jani’ s drink. “Galas thinks much of it,” she added, as the young man headed back
to the bar, aplomb itself but for the occasional backward glance.

Jani waited until he returned with Meva sdrink. Waited longer, until the music and dancing started and
she knew no one e se could hear. “ Dathim told me what you said to Tsechaabout me.” She breathed in
until her chest ached. “You'reright. I'm not apriest.”

Mevanodded, eventually. Poked at the ice cubes with her straw. “This, | know. So did Tsecha, inthe
end. He saw that you did not study. He knew that you did not believe.” She paused to Sip. “But then he
realized that which you were. Y ou are the bringer of pain and change.” She held out her glassto Jani.
“Do that which you do. Leave the godsto me.”



Jani hesitated. Then the token dropped, and she clinked her glass against Meva's, took asip to sedl the
toadt. “1 think | saw him. After Ced stabbed me. He was standing outside the circle. | heard him say,
‘Nia’ And he bared histeeth.”

“Hereminds you. His soul waitsfor release.” Thefirst hint of shadow crossed Meva sface, and she
grew more subdued. “He asks you to do so.”

“| thought you would do that.”
“Hewould wish you to do so, | think.”

“At Temple?’ Jani shook her head. “Templetried to push Wuntoi into daughtering the Vynsha. It doesn't
seem theright place.” She paused, raked through al the Vynsha theology that she' d struggled to
remember and now tumbled about her brain as though it had aways been there. Asthough she had
awaysknownit. “Can | ask you...?" She spread out a napkin and asked the waiter for astylus, and
talked while Mevalistened. Until the music ramped up and the laughter and talking grew louder. Until
Mevatucked the napkin into her overrobe, said that she needed to speak to those at Temple whom she
trusted, and | eft.

Va came eventudly, with John in tow, but the undercurrent of tension made conversation too painful to
pursue. Lucien missed out dueto the fact that thistime he actualy had pulled desk officer duty. No one
mentioned Anais or regretted her absence.

Asnight fell, Jani pleaded fatigue and l€ft, but instead of retiring to her suite, she departed the embassy
and headed for the base. Stopped at the gate, asked if Colonel Pierce was on site, and received the
surprising news that she had been cleared. That she was expected. That she would know where he was.

She found Nidl stting on abench that had been set in a patch of lawn next to an office annex. The bench
fell under the building' s shadow and the lighting was poor. She would have walked past the spot if she
hadn't seen the tlltale pinpoint glow, stark asthe reflection off a predator’ s eye.

“It actually does cool off at night.” She sat near the end of the bench, an arm’ slength away. Close
enough, but not too. “I remembered that it did, but then | wondered if it wasjust memory playing tricks.”
She quieted, et the sllence settle. Her job wasn't to talk, but to Sit, wait, listen. To be there.

“Haven't had time to think about this much over the past few days. Every time | turned around, you were
getting yoursdlf killed or pulling some diplomatic rabbit out of ahat. | suppose | should thank you for the
digraction.” Niall took alast pull on his’ tick, then rolled the gold-striped cylinder between hisfingers.
“It happened over there.” He pointed to a place about twenty meters distant, the current resting place for
acluster of skimmer charge-gations. “ Those stations weren't there, of course. Nothing was. Just apiece
of open land in between the buildings.” He sniffed. Hisface wasin shadow, and maybe it was agood
thing. “1 wonder if anyone knows what happened there? Someone. One of the old-timers.”

Jani looked toward the spot and imagined a night twenty years before. The darkness shattered by bombs
and artillery. The shouts. The panic. And in the middle of it dl, atwenty-one-year-old sergeant, sent to
perform avery specia task. “How do you fed ?’

Nidl laughed, asingle, humorlessjerk of his shoulders. “I redly shouldn't bother to eat decent food until
after we pull out of here.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees, and continued to work the spent ’ stick.
“But the offices are open at dl hours now, thanks to you. Always a bathroom handy. A can to kned
before”



Jani sudied his profile, details muted by the haf-light. Sharp nose and line of jaw, set off by his brimmed
lid. He could take it off. Y es, they were outdoors, but they were seated, and, technically at least, having a
conversation. But hewon't do it. He was an officer in the Commonwealth Service, with atradition to
uphold. Standardsto maintain. Anidedl to live up to.

“Go ahead and say it.” Nidl glanced a her, then faced front once more. “When you' re thisquiet for this
long, | can just about hear the hum of machinery.”

“That' sthe animandroid.” Jani raised her left arm, then let it fall. Twitched her left leg. “Bad joke.”
“You'realowed, gd.” Nial sghed. “ After the day you' ve had, you're dlowed alot.”

Jani pondered for atime. Then she tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to his spent ’ stick. “ Got any
extras?’

Nidl stared. “Parini will bloody kill me.”

“If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’'t have anything to do around here but dance and pick up unsuspecting
lieutenants.” Jani held out her hand. “C’mon.”

Niall scrabbled into histrouser pocket and pulled out his case. “When wasthe last time you smoked?’

“Years” Jani took a’gtick, crunched thetip, then paused to wipe atiny fleck of the bulb materia from
her tongue. “1 don’t remember—can you swallow this Suff?’

“It' ssafe.” Nidl grinned as he pulled out one for himself and bit down. “ Y ears ago, if the pieceswere big
enough, we d have spitting contests.” He shook hishead. “1I’ve said it before, gd. Just when | think you
can't surprise me anymore.”

“Drinking' sawagte of time. | want to seeif nicotine fill has any effect.”

“First Doc, then you.” Niall paused to take a deep drag, then blew out a quartet of rings. “ Gonnawork
on Mevanext.”

Jani eyed the’ stick warily, then took adrag. Her throat closed asthe fragrant smoke flowed into her
mouth, and she coughed. She bent double to take the pressure off her chest. Her eyesteared.

“Jesus wept—don't try to pull likeme! I’'ve been at it sncethe dayso’ meyouth.” Nial took the ' stick
from her and tapped her between her shoulder blades until she quieted. “Baby puffs, until you work up to
it”

“Thanks”
“What I'm herefor.”

Jani took back the’ stick and tried again. The merest sampling. “ Taste' salittle like the way vrel blossom
smells.” She dabbed her eyes with her deeve, then stilled and watched the smoke stream upward until
the night breeze took hold and scattered it. “If you had to do it again, now, how would you secure
them?’

Nial sat back, one arm crossed over his ssomach, the other straight, the ’ stick dangling from his hand.
“I’ d have demanded more people. One guard per, and two to back them up in case friends decided to
cometotherescue” Hiseyesnarrowed as he considered the problem. “ Armored skimvan right here
near the building. None of this escorting through the base shit.” Pausetoinhde. “If | could coax amedico



to comedong, I’d just drug ’em and stack them in the van. Wouldn't even give them the chance to see
one another, to get excited.”

Jani nodded. “And if you had been put in that Stuation ayear or two earlier?” Shewaited for him to
speak, and knew it would be some time before he did. Because he knows the answer. “I think you'd
have shot them without a second thought.” She took another puff, and tasted the vrel blossom. “Y ou
were once aremorseless bastard, Nidl Pierce, untempered by finer feding or much of amoral sense. It
wasn't that you lacked those things. They were there, and aways had been. They werejust...dormant.
You lived alifein which you couldn’t afford them, so you set them aside.” Shelowered her voiceasa
brace of file-laden clerkstrotted past. “ Then you met Mako, and somehow he ingtilled in you the notion
that there was gtill a modicum of honor |eft to be mined from that calloused orphan heart. Y ou learned
that you could be part of something bigger than yoursdlf, and that redlization hit you like a sockful of
rocks. All those sengihilitiesthat you' d set aside awakened and roiled to the surface.”

Nidl szt ill, eyesfixed straight aheed. Breathing alittle quick, alittle shalow. Might have been nicotine.
Or memory.

Jani kept her voiceleve, soft. “ The problem is, you need tools to ded with bigger than yoursdlf, and you
hadn't acquired them yet. So, when the shit hit the fan, you fell back on the bastard because that was il
your default. It was the man you still were, to some extent. But then, astime passed, you changed. You
became a better man, the man you wish you had been twenty years before.” Her throat tightened, and
she blamed the smoke. “One of the best I’ ve ever known. But I’ ve told you that before.” She watched a
wad of paper skitter down the walkway, coaxed by the breeze. “The bill’ sbeen paid, Nidl, with
hard-earned coin. Give yourself abreak.”

For atime it seemed as though he hadn’t heard. Then came the voice, from twenty years away. “They
keep me posted, like old friends. | hear Ebben scream like she did when she saw the others die and
realized she was next. | seethelook on her face when | aimed the long-range @ her. | fedl the pounding
of my heart, the certainty that if | let her get away, she'd fleeto her friends, save hersef by giving Roshi
and therest of usaway.” He doffed hislid, scratched hishead, set it back on. “1 reliveit dl asif it was
yesterday.”

“And you likdly alwayswill.” Jani pressed a hand to her mended scomach. No pain, only pressure, as
through someone had placed afoot on her digphragm and pressed down. “If you hadn’t changed, you
wouldn't seethem. They’ | dways be there to remind you of how far you' ve come.”

Nial stared straight ahead, a gtill image captured in amoment of tension. Not atwitch, not even the
flicker of an eyelid, broke the gasis.

Then, after afew moments, movement, his nogtrils narrowing as he snorted. “ Y ou redly believe that?’ He
good, sraightening the line of histunic with hisfree hand. “1’ ve heard lines of bull from the psychs

before, but | think you just won the prize.” He edged away from her, one dow step after another, toward
the charge-dtation array. “What' syour default?’

Jani stood and walked after him, dowing every so often as her heart skipped. “ There' sareason why
we' refriends”

“You? A remorseless bastard?’ Niall glanced back at her, then shook his head. “Y ou were born with the
toals. If Ebben and the others had bolted on you, you' d never have—" He stopped in front of the
charge-stations, reduced to shadowed shape by the darkness. “Y ou never panicked in your life.”

“How do you know?’



“Because you' d have told me. Sometime, during one of our bull sessions, you' d have dropped ahint.”
Niall touched the corner of one of the stations, then pulled back as though it burned. “What do you see,
now that you' re here? What do you remember?’ His voice came soft, but there was an undercurrent. A
pleafor parity, for aweakness she could share.

Jani sniffed the Rauta Shéraanight air, tinged with dampness and city smells. Not baked. Not light. Not
asclean asthe desart. “It’ slike in the dreams. The openings to the Laumrau tents close like a self-sedling
envelope, and the flaps make aripping sound if you yank them apart too quickly. The tent materia itself
looksflimsy, likerotted silk, but it’s stronger than it looks.” She stared down at the’ stick in her hand,
dosering still indicating three-quartersfull. Felt atap on her arm, saw Nidl’ s extended hand, and passed
it off with agrateful nod. “When | reached thefirst tent, | tried shooting through it. But it was coated with
barrier—don’t ask mewhy | didn’t assume it would be coated with barrier, | just didn’t—and the charge
dissipated across the surface.” She moved her feet. Knew she stood on cement, yet felt sand instead.
Shifting sand. “I panicked then. | knew whoever wasinside had heard the shooter. That thosein the
surrounding tents heard it aswell.” Her heart tripped, and she blamed nicotine, theinjury. “1 had resigned
mysdlf to death when | walked down the dune toward the encampment, but part of me wasn't ready to
go. | grabbed the edge of the flap and yanked it back—" She tried to mime the motion until the grip of
her incision stopped her. “—heard that ripping sound. A female sat at her dtar table. She looked up
when she heard me. Set down her fork. And just stared.” Her hand came up, fingers closing around a
nonexistent weapon. “ She never moved, not even when she saw the shooter.” She turned to Nidl to find
him watching her wide-eyed, ’ stick stalled halfway to hismouth. “I know they heard me. They had to
have—"

Nidl let hisarm drop. “What?’

“Itwaslikefishinabarrd.” Jani felt sweat bead on her temple and brushed it away. “Why didn’t one of
them try to stop me? There were twenty-six of them and one of me. They must have heard. They must
have known what was going on. And rather than commit sacrilege by interrupting their sacrament, they
remained in their tents, and let me daughter them.” She walked to the nearest charge station and leaned
againg it. “1 wonder sometimes whether they wanted to die. Whether the enormity of their sinshad borne
down upon them, and they decided en masse that death was better than going on asthey were.”

“Suicide by homicide?’ Nial paced atight circle. “1 think that’ sastretch, but I’'m human. We' vea
tradition of fighting to live.” Hisvoice had lightened now that they’ d moved on to her nightmare. “I think
they froze. They didn’t expect ahuman to comeinto their camp and attack them, and when they heard it
happening, they didn't take it for what it was.” He snorted again. “ Death by culture clash. The history
pages arefilled. | blame the bornsect mind-set. Damned lockstep thinking. If they’ d had even one Dathim
Naré in that encampment, you' d have been dead before you reached the first tent.” He spun on his hed
to face her and shook afinger under her nose. “Don't try to dgp acoward label on yoursdlf, Jani Kilian,
because | won't let you. If just one of them had woken the hell up and realized what was happening, you
wouldn’t be standing here now questioning yoursdlf. The potentid for death wasthere.” He shook his
head in disgust. “Fishin abarrd, my ass”

Jani smiled. “That’ sour job, | guess. Prop up one another every so often. Shake some sense.”

“Y ou were herefor metonight. I’ ll be there for you tomorrow.” Nial held his head high as he Sarted
again to pace, touching one of the stations each time he passed. Then he stopped and his shoulders
sagged. “It won't ever go away?’

“l don't think s0.”

“Ah, wdl.” Nidl took astep closer. Thelight from asafety illumin fell across hisface, reveding the



greyness, the sheen of swest. “Maybeit’sworth it, if only to watch you try to smoke.” He smiled.
Walked to one of the charge-stations and leaned againgt it. “ So what' s next for the team? Release the old
bird’ ssoul a Temple? Allow him hisres?”’

“Inafew days.” Jani leaned against another of the stations, savored the machine warmth. “Mevaand |
are planning something.”

“Why doesthat phrase strike fear in my heart?” Nidl looked around for amoment, then gestured to her.
“Comeon, gd. I'll walk you back. Some of us need our deep.”

CHAPTER 35

“They’ ve been ferrying idomeni out there since the ceremony was announced early yesterday. Last
estimates were upward of two million. Could be two and a half to three by the time we get out there. The
logisticsare staggering.” Niall took aswallow of coffee, then smacked hislips. “Y ou’ ve been taking
lessons from Shroud. This stuff really could wake the dead.”

“Flattery will get you arefill.” Va topped off Nidl’s mug, then hovered over Jani, carafe at the ready.
“What' swrong with it?’

Jani set down her till full cup. Breskfast in the kitchen of Va’ s guesthouse had commenced afew
minutes before, after hurried avakenings and conferencing with ministers and admiras generd and quick
showers. “ Stomach’salittle knotty.” She jerked her chin at Nidl. “He strying to scare me.”

“Don’'t get me hopes up, gel. It' [l go to me head and there Il be no dedling with me.” Nial moved from
caffeineto sugar and carbohydrates, soreading adice of toast with marmaade, then folding it over and
dunking it in his coffee. “They’ ve ds0 set up displaysin Temple and mgor squares. Other cities.
Worldskeinwide transmisson. We won't even talk about the Commonwesalth networks.”

“Good. Don't.” Jani took alemon wedge from a plate of garnishesand bit into it.

Va difled ayawn, then sat next to Jani and eyed her with professond caculation gone abit bleary
around the edges. “Y ou know how John and | fedl about this?’

“I' know.” Jani took up her fork and picked over her food, forcing down some fried meat, some
scrambled eggs. Protein seemed the best bet, given what her day held in store. “But Mevaand | talked
about it. Then she discussed it with some of the propitiators she knew at Temple, and they concluded
that while there’ s no redl precedent, it’stheologicaly sound.” She smashed an overcrisp rasher of bacon
into bits, then set down her fork. “Heand | talked about it once, for some reason | can’'t remember. If |
ever went back, what could | doin order to...restore balance?’ She held out her right hand and studied
her redstone ring. The one Tsecha had given her when she graduated the Academy. The one that hadn’t
fit until she'd begun to hybridize and her fingers thinned.

“We could ve delayed this, you know.” Nidl’ s verve ebbed, replaced by hismore usua coiled spring
wariness. “| could ve taken you out there beforehand, let you see the place. Get asense of it.”

“It wouldn’t have helped.” Jani pushed away from the table and stood, her propitiator’ srobe faling
around her knees, the red-dashed deeves settling past her wrigts. “I could visit it beforehand ahundred
times, and it wouldn't help.” She sniffed, smelled clear air and heat instead of coffee and toadt, then
looked down at Nidl to find him studying her, eyesalittle too shiny for comfort.

“We d better—" He looked away, cleared histhroat. “We ve got along ride ahead of us. We' d better
leave.” He picked up hisbrimmed lid from its resting place on the spare chair and put it on, squaring the



angle asaways by running his thumbs and forefingers aong the edge of the brim. “I’ll wait by the
skimmer.” He strode out the kitchen door without a backward glance, arough-edged vision in tan and
white.

“He does get emational, our Nial. Especialy where you re concerned.” Vd took alast swallow of
coffee, then pushed back his chair and rose with obvious reluctance. 1 visited Knevget Shéraaonce.

Y ou were gtill ininduced coma, and John and | weren't sure—" Heinhaled shakily. “| wanted to seethe
place for mysdlf. I'd heard rumors enough, and | wanted to see.” Asthough in deference to the upcoming
ceremony, he had donned adaysuit in dark cream, the jacket’ s lapels afair match for an overrobe' s
shawl callar. “1 couldn’t get within ten kilometers of the place. The Vynsha had taken over that area, and
they’ d ingtalled perimeter patrols. A gate with armed sentries.”

“Tsechawasn't sure when they razed the hospitd. He didn’t think it happened until after he' d been put
under house arrest, but no onewould tell him anything and he could never find the records of the
destruction.” Jani saw Tsechain her mind's eye, overrobe billowing as he paced around her and ranted
over Temple perfidy. “He aways fdt that they should have kept it open, asareminder.” She heard his
voicein her head, the shilant rise and fall, only to have it slenced when Va touched her arm.

“Let’'sgo.” Helinked hisarm with hers and walked with her into the morning.

“They’ Il kill you if you go out there, Captain. Y ou know they will.”
“They’re at sacrament, Borgie. They don't even have any guards posted.”
“What are you going to do?’

“Jugt go back ingde. Wait until | return. Thenwe' Il go from there.”

“No need for you to get out.” Nidl steered the skimmer into the embassy drive. “We just need to join up
with the ministerial cavalcade so that we all leave at the sametime.” He tapped the dashboard input, then
studied thedigplay. “Then it’'son to the enclave—Fey ' s skimmer iswaiting just indgde the gate. It will
pull in behind and follow usto the destination, of course. Protocol.” He drawled the word as though it
were aparticularly foul descriptor.

“Knevcet Shérda.” Jani caught hisgazein therearview. “Y ou can say it, Nidl. It'sall right.”

“I know that.” Nidl reddened, as he did whenever he was caught being delicate. He then disembarked to
talk to Ulanova sdriver, which |eft the vehicle unguarded.

Jani turned to V. “Do you think—" She was interrupted by arap on the window, and lowered it.
“Hello.” Lucien looked in, stepping back alittle as soon as he spotted Val.
Jani ignored VA’ smuitter. “Y ou driving, aswel?’

“Mako and Burkett. The cabin barrier will go up as soon aswe set out, and I’ll be left with my own
thoughts for company.” Lucien looked back toward the Service triple-length, near which the two men
and various aides had aready gathered. “| better go.” He reached in and took hold of Jani’s hand.
“Bonne chance.” He brought it to hislips and kissed it hard, then trotted back to his pogt.



“Some of ushavedl theluck.” Va sniffed. “1 don't hold grudges. Please don't giveit a second thought.”

Jani surveyed the yard and spotted Scriabin standing by his own triple-length, talking to an aide. “| have
some unfinished businessto attend to.” She felt Va’s hand close over her own, anot so subtle attempt at
resraint. “I'll just beaminute.” She shook off hishold, pushing up the gullwing and exiting the skimmer.

Scriabin actually brightened when he saw Jani approach. “Good morning! | hope that you' re—"

“A word, please.” Jani ignored his proffered hand, saw thelight in hiseyesflicker.

“Zherye?

Jani and Scriabin both turned just as Anais Ulanova emerged from the passenger cabin of Scriabin’s
skimmer.

“WE Il beleaving in afew minutes.” She glared at Jani, but thistime her hatred was tempered by
uncertainty. Fear. A hint of panic. “ Thereis something | wish to discuss with you on the way to the
ceremony.” She focused on her nephew, her voice ripe with conciliatory lilt. “It may take sometime.”

Scriabin studied hisaunt for afew moments, then shook his head. “ Oh, Ani.” He pressed ahand to his
forehead, then wiped it down hisface. “What have you done now?’ He looked past her to the center of
the drive, and swore.

Jani followed Scriabin’ s glower. To her complete lack of surprise, she saw Lucien standing beside
Mako' s skimmer, watching them. Once again, hours of discussion whittled down to words eft unspoken,
to scant expressions. To Lucien’ s bland disregard as he met Ulanova s pleading eye, and the warm smile
when he looked at Jani. To theway Ulanova sface paed asthe redlization hit home that her lover had
betrayed her.

“I'll beafew minutes.” Scriabin shot his cuffs. “I need to speak with naKiershianow.” No “Tyotya” No
patient smile of Familia duty. Only the dead voice and cold eye of aman who had reached hislimit.

Ulanovahdd out ahand to him. “Zhenya, |—"
“Get in the kimmer.”
Ulanovaflinched. Then shelowered her hand and, with alast sullen scow! at Jani, did as shewastold.

Scriagbin waited until an aide dammed the skimmer door closed. “I don’t want to hear what you have to
tell me, do |7’ Weariness had replaced anger now, his normaly powerful voice emerging wesk.
Defested.

“I'll be brief.” Jani led him to the smdl sde yard, where the smal fountain burbled just loudly enough.
“Thetimewasn't right before to discussthis. It isn't any better now, but the way things are going, there
may not be agood time for months.” She picked up ahandful of gravel from ahammered bowl and
garted flicking the ones one a atime into the water. “Anais sent Lucien to Elyasto kill me.” She
surprised hersdlf with her casual tone. Nothing to see here—move along. Happens every day. “ She
convinced Mako that he and | were il close, that he' d make auseful...maybe *spy’ istoo harsh a
word. Maybe ‘pair of eyes will suffice.” She flicked stonesinto the water with the beat of her words.
Mlink—plink—plink— “But the fact was, she felt Feyd more amenable and preferred the idea of having
her in charge of Thalassa. My dominance would garner her nothing. Sheknew | didn’t trust her. Knew
that if | had anything to say, she’d wind up on the Sdelines.”

Scriabin stood rigid, and stared at the gonewall in front of him. “If you heard this from Pasca—"



“He hasthis habit of telling methetruth.” Jani tossed another pebble. Flink. “ A choice between believing
him or your tyotyaisno choice at dl.” She recaled Mako’ swords. Y ou reach acertain levd...you
assume that some might prefer if you did not exist.

“I don't—" Scriabin pulled ahandkerchief from insde his deeve and wiped hisforehead. “1 will do alittle
digging on my own, if you don’t mind. Some things one must confirm for onesdf, however much one
trusts the messenger.” He shook out the embroidered cloth, then folded it into aneat square. “I
may...talk to Pascd, just to gather afew details.” He glanced at Jani Sdelong, his discomfort coating him
like hisswest. “In any event, shewon't...shewon't bother you again.”

“No. Shewon't.” Jani tossed the last few pebblesinto the water. “I should mention that Thalassaplansto
nationdlize John's share of Neoclona. It' Il settle the question of ownership once and for al, and the
income should help finance our expansion.”

“| daresay.” Scrigbin paused to lick hislips. “1 expect you would like assurance of my and Minister
Ulanova s support for this, election win or not.” He sighed heavily. He knew blackmail when he heard i,
and who to thank for the privilege.

“| want the takeover to happen, and Chicago to stay out of the way.” Jani brushed off her hands.
“Financia support would be appreciated aswell, as a show of good faith.” Because there’' s a GateWay
to be considered, and millions of new colonists, and the security of one-quarter of your remaining
Commonwedth. A new Oligarch, eager to mend fences with disenfranchised Haérin. She didn’t say any
of that aloud, of course, because she knew she didn’t have to. Scriabin was an old hand—he could do
the math in hisheed.

“We should get going.” Jani left him by the water and returned to her skimmer, where she found Niall
waiting.

He pulled open her door. Offered her his hand for support. “Took alittle bresk to stretch our legs and
read someonethe Riot Act, did we?’

“However did you guess?’ Jani brushed off Va’s questioning Sare. “Let’sgo.”

Her blood flowed down her arm, as warm as the wind, and she sopped it with strips of shop cloth that
she’ d worked into abraid. Then shetied the braid to a stake and drove the stake into the ground.
According to an ancient Vynsharitual, she had just taken her soul from her body and pinned it in place.
Preserved it from whatever desperate act her now godless body intended to perform.

“I've never seen the Streetsthisempty.” Va stared out hiswindow, shook his head. “ Not even during the
last bombing forays.” He glanced a Jani. “I won't ask if you' re nervous.”

“It'snot likel’m giving aspeech.” Shetried to smile, but the effort made her face ache. “I’m numb.” Her
heart thudded as the entry to the Haarin enclave cameinto view and Feyd' s skimmer appeared at the
gate.

“What does hethink of dl this?” Va glanced toward the sky. “Wherever heis, in whatever form. What
might he be thinking?’

“That it all ended up pretty much like he predicted it would.” Jani watched one of Meva s suborns close
the doorsto askimvan, and knew it contained the reliquary. “ That he won.”



Va lay his head back and stared through the curved window at the cloudless sky. *Y ou could be right.”

Jani turned to track the van asthey passed it, asit floated out onto the road and dowly accelerated after
them, like ashark chasing down its prey.

Y ou won, inshah. Sheimagined aloud laugh, aloose-limbed wak and shining auric eyes.

Rauta Sheraa diminished as cities dways did, from center to various sections and quartersto the
outskirts, until it receded, shortened, faded into the horizon behind them. Thirty minutes passed, and the
land rolled and roughened, stone in white and brown and cora pink dotted with grey-green scrub. An
hour passed, and even that fell away, until al that remained were the outcroppings and the dunes and the

high blue milky sky.

So where are the crowds? Jani was about to rib Nidll that his sources had miscalculated by afactor of
ten or more when they passed over arocky ridge and into the shallow bowl that held the sands of light's
weeping. She saw them then, seemingly as numerous as grains of sand, held back from the center of the
bowl by low barriers and patrols of mixed humanish and idomeni security. A seaof faces—thetrue
meaning of that hackneyed phrase was driven home with ahammer asin every direction she looked
idomeni filled her view.

Then there were the skimmers, the vans and trucks and arrays and holocams.
“Ohmy God.” Va sat up straight, hand scrabbling aong the seet to link with hers.
“Toldyou.” Nidl eyed her in hisrearview as he halted the skimmer on the rim.

Jani nodded. Her mouth had gone as dry asthe land surrounding them, her muscles clenched so tight that
it hurt to move.

Nidl exited the skimmer, setting hislid and straightening histunic as he walked back to Jani’ s door and
opened it. “Need ahand, gel?’ he asked, and offered her his.

Jani gave Va’shand alast squeeze and let it go even as she reached out and took Nial’sand held it fast.
Stepped out onto desolation that had not changed over the course of twenty years, breathed the light, dry
ar that smelled the same, felt the heat that drilled her to the hybrid bone.

She looked off to her right, toward the site where the hospital had stood. Every block and tile had been
knocked down and carted away years before, sunken into buria stesal over Sherg, leaving only the
telltde flatness that gooke of mechanica leveling and foundations and the incursion of civilizationinto a
place not meant to contain it.

Jani imagined the outlines of walls, three stories high and devoid of windows, aflat roof. Remembered
nightfal, that first chill intheair, and the warmth of her blood asit ran down her arm.

“Jan?’ Nidl leaned close. “Y ou' re wearing the bug. Anything goeswrong, just cal.”

“I'mall right.” Shelet go of hishand, reached beneath her overrobe to the sheeth on her belt. Slid out the
short blade that Meva had sent her the previous day and started down the dope. Did her best to shut out
the faces and the cams and the weighted silence, the faint whistle of wind and occasiond cry of abird the
only discernable sounds. How can so many bodies make o little noise? No one spoke. Overrobes and
deevesfluttered, the only movement in the vast ring of mortdity.



As she neared the bottom, she pressed the point of the blade to her right deeve and dashed downward,
the cloth renting with a sharp ripping sound, like the opening of atent flap. She dowed, then stopped as
shereached the foot of the dope. Off to the right, twenty or so meters distant, stood Meva, bracketed by
Dathim and Feyd. Behind them, upon asmall dtar stone, rested the reliquary.

She started walking again. Four strides. A fifth. Then she stopped, raised her arm so the cloth tumbled
back to the elbow, reveding her bare forearm. Drew the blade across her skin, then waved her aamina
sweeping arc, spraying her blood.

That first, wasted shot. The opening of the tent. Wide, staring eyes.
The second shot.

One—

Another tent. No wasted shot thistime.

—two—

The next tent, and the next.

—three—four—

...another cut, another spray of blood. Another. Another. Too many timesto track. Too many times.

—fifteen—a xteen—saventeen—

Shetried to pray at first, impose order upon the random path she walked. Then redized that order had
no place here.

One Thaassan day, her soul cloth vanished. She hunted for it, couldn’t find it. Ran to Tsecha shouseto
tell him, only to find that he had taken it, or sent someoneto takeit. He had untied the knotting and
shaken loose the braids. | have returned your soul to you, nia, hetold her.

And shereturned theirsto them.
—twenty-four—twenty-five.

Twenty-six.

“That part’sover.” Nidl’svoice, in her ear.

“Asmuch asit can ever be.” Jani looked toward the network skimmers. “Hopethey got it dl.”



“You' reamost throughit, gdl. Just afew minutesmore.” Nial paused, cleared histhroat. “Givetheold
bird anod from me when he goes.”

“What do we do now, Cap?’
“Place me under arrest, Sergeant Burgoyne. I’ ve broken treaty law. Y ou haveto arrest me.”
“No, you did it to save us—"

“If you don’'t arrest me, they’ll think you were involved. Borgie—listen to me. Y ou didn't know whét |
was planning—that’ swhat you' Il tell them because it’ sthe truth. Y ou didn’t know, and when | told you
what | had done, you did your duty and placed me under arrest.”

“Captain—"
“I did what | had to. Now it syour turn.”

Jani stood over thelast place. The last. Her right arm had numbed. Shefelt stiffnesswhere blood had
dried, the sting of the breeze across open wounds. But no pain. Not yet.

She sheathed the blade. Turned to the right and walked. Her head felt afl oat, her kneeswobbly. There
was a hollow where her heart had been.

She fixed on Meva, who stood till as satuary, arms folded and hands tucked into the deeves of her
overrobe. As she drew closer, the female stepped to one side, allowing her aclear path to the reliquary.

Jani stopped beforethe dtar. Lifted thereliquary lid. It seemed heavier than it had in Thaassa,
hard-edged and unwieldy. She brought in her elbows and braced them against her sdesfor support,
hefting the lid like an overladen tray and setting it down on the left Sde of therdiquary. Asher handsdid
aong the edge, some roughness caught her finger, the one bearing the redstone ring. Shefdt thediver
didein, the sting when she pushed the lid farther up the table and applied pressure to the wound. Making
sure | stay conscious, are you? Her lip twitched as she fought the urgeto grin. Alwaysthe considerate
one.

She moved away from the lid and stood before the open reliquary. “Hello, old friend.” Shereached into
the box and took hold of the scroll, clutching it hard with her left hand to compensate for the weaknessin
her right. “The place has been cleaned for you. Their souls have been hedled.” Her hands remained dry
and steady, and she thanked her old teacher as she lifted the scroll and set it on the dtar. “ Follow them
home,” she said as she opened the cover, then turned each page. Felt something brush her cheek, and
knew it was the breeze, but decided that for today she would imagine it as something else.

| understand more than you believe, nia.

“Yes, niRau. | think you did.”

Jani braced her hands againgt the dtar. “The stone is so nice and warm.”



Mevamoved in beside her and placed her hand againgt the ssone aswdll. “I find it cool.” She touched
Jani’ sright hand, then took Jani’sarm and led her up theincline. “Y ou fed most asyourself, na
Kiershig?’

“I fedl most as someone who' sgoing to pass out if she does't Sit down soon.” Jani fielded Meva slook
of horror. “Don’'t worry—I won't faint in front of the worldskein. I will maintain my presence and my
godly composure.” She bresthed, felt her heart skip, saw golden flecksinvade her field of vision. “ Stay
away,” she said to John as he started to walk toward her. “Not until | get insde the skimmer.” She
looked toward the crowds, who had not yet begun to disperse, and offered a dight hand wave to the
nearest reporter, who waved back. Sid into the skimmer as soon as Niall flipped up the gullwing, then
gripped the edge of her seat as John and Va piled in after her and the weight imbalance caused the
vehicleto shudder and buck likeasmall boat in astorm.

“When | watched you draw that blade down your deeve and make thefirst cut, | thought to mysdlf, ‘Hot
damn, she nicked her brachia artery. John and | will be running down to get her in two, three minutes.””
Va pushed up her right deeve and swallowed hard. “1 assume you' re going to want these to scar?’

“Y ou assume correctly.” Jani felt some remnant of tension leach away as Va and John eased her onto
her back. John then dragged a seat cushion out of its holder and tucked it under her kneeswhile Val
attached atransfuser pack to the crook of her right arm.

Nial immediately began the tricky exercise of maneuvering the triple-length through the dispersing
crowds. “* Then will he strip his deeves and show his scars, and say, “ These wounds | had on Crispin's
day.” Old menforget: yet al shal beforgot, but he' [l remember with advantages what feats he did that
day.” Henry the Fifth again.” He paused. Started to speak, stopped, then tried again. “Isshedl right?’

“She will be as soon aswe get her blood volume back up.” Va grumbled under his breath. “Did you
have to bleed quite thismuch?’

“She did what she had to.” John pressed a scanner lead to her shirt just over her heart. “It was...the
most starkly beautiful thing | have ever seen.”

“Scared the hell out of me.” Va adjusted the transfuser settings, then fell back onto the seat opposite.
“Hundreds of thousands of idomeni, and none of them so much aswhispering.”

Jani closed her eyes. Fdt the vehicle hum run dong her spine. Drifted in and out of deep. Dreamed of the
reiquary. Dreamed she saw Tsecha, walking across the sand toward her, overrobe billowing behind him.
Dreamed she heard John'svoice, Nidl’ s response.

Felt the skimmer dow, then stop, and redlized that she wasn't dreaming at dl.
“I'll only beaminute.” John said as he placed his hand on her brow.

Jani opened her eyesjust as he pushed up the gullwing and exited the skimmer. “Isthiswhere think it
is?’

“Yeah.” Vd sat on the edge of his seat. Then he sighed, wiped his eyes, and followed his partner outside.
“Network vans are going to be coming through any minute. | told him he needed to makeit fast.” Nidl

sat back, pulled out his case. Soon the clove aroma drifted through the cabin. “ Should’ ve figured he'd
want to seethisplace. It'shisKnevget Sheraa, efter al.”

Jani sat up. Moved her arms, her legs. No starsin front of my eyes. Walking might prove another matter
entirely, but shewouldn’t know until shetried.



“Can't gt ill, canyou?’ Nidl shook his head. “ They might want to be aone, you know? They might just
need sometime.”

Jani looked through the open door to the scene beyond. John pacing back and forth, Val standing off to
one sde, hishand over hismouth. No shrine on thissite. No marker or fencing or designation of any
kind.

“It was aturning point for me, too,” Jani said as she disembarked. “| used to wonder what this place
looked like.” Shewalked carefully, dowing asthe hollow sensation in her chest returned. “1 thought
about coming here once, when you and Va went to amesting at the consulate.” She cameto ahat an
arm’ sreach from John, who had stopped pacing and now stared down at the ground. “ Eamon even | eft
the place unlocked, probably hoping that I’ d bolt. But | couldn’t find askimmer.”

John didn’t respond at first. Then he crouched, worked his hand into the sandy ground, gone from dune
to semi-arid asthey drew near Rauta Shéraaagain. “Here.” Helet the ground trickle through hisfingers,
then made a sweeping motion with one arm. “Wreckage scattered for kilometers. Remains. We' d pick
up some blackened bit the size of afinger and didn’t know if we were looking at tissue or acharred
piece of trangport until we scanned it.” He cleaned his hand on the leg of histrousers and dowly
graightened. “ Then we found—" He stopped. Swallowed. “We' d watched idomeni die for months. We
weren't dlowed to help. We weren't dlowed to save...so many. | lost count. Then we found you, and
decided—" Heturned to look at her, eyes bright as the sun that blistered above them. “—and decided
that we would save you, and that no onewould stop us.” He laughed. “Law of unintended consequences.
If I knew then what | knew now...” He fixed on her for along moment. “...I'd till doit. | wouldn't
change—" Heturned away. “My decision, to add to all the others that we made, and lived with, and paid
for.”

They stood in silence, each a prisoner of their own memories. Then Vd stirred.

“WEe re getting the high sign.” He jerked athumb toward the skimmer, which Nial had converted into a
holiday display of blinking warning lights. “The network vans are headed thisway. We better get going.”

Jani waited for John, then dipped her arm through his. They walked back to the skimmer side by Sde, a
peace, at least for now. Got in and headed back to the city.

CHAPTER 36

“...and thefirst two thousand houses have been completed in phase one of the new western section.”
Dieter made anotation on hisrecording board. “ That makes ten thousand in the past three months.”

Jani nodded. Outside the library window apair of seabirds swooped at one another, their squawks
audible even through the filtering glass. Are they fighting or mating? She watched them circle one another,
thetips of their wings seeming to touch. Isthere adifference?

Then she sensed aripplein the silence, and looked across the table to find her suborn eyeing her
expectantly. “That'salot.”

“Yes, itis” Dieter set down the board, then tucked the stylus behind his ear. “ A less preoccupied person
might even beimpressed.”

Jani smiled. Onething she' d missed during her time away was Dieter’ s gentle chiding. And now I’ ve had
alifetime sworth in the past few months. “I’m sorry. It' samarvel ous achievement.”

Dieter sghed, then started gathering up hisfiles. “If you don’'t want the blow by blow detalls, just say so.



| can save them for the monthly reports.”
“When did we gtart doing monthly reports?’

“Lagt month, when thefirgt funding arrived from Chicago to help cover phase two of the western
expans on dong with the far southern expansion near Meteora. Prime Minister Scriabinisan old
Commerce hand. He likes reports with tables and charts and whatnot.”

Jani tried to hand Dieter afile, but she had taken it out of order, and he frowned and st it aside.
“Doesn’'t hetrust us?’

“He amply wants an accounting.” Dieter piled thefirst armful of documents onto the trundle that followed
him everywherelike aloyd, overlarge dog. “He s entitled. HE samagor underwriter of what islikely the
largest resettlement project ever undertaken.”

“The Commonwedth push into the colonies was bigger.”

“You'regoing to argue now?’ Dieter returned to the desk for asecond armful. “The Vynshamigration
involvesfewer individuds, yes, but dso amuch shorter timeframe.” To the trundle, then back to the desk
again. “And we relooking after thingslike infrastructure and such, which was more than Mother
Commonwedlth ever did for our great-great-however-many-grandfolk.” Thelast armful. “ Thisexodus
will be handled properly.”

By committee. With monthly reports. Jani sighed. “ The teams are in place. We have departments now,
instead of someonein acorner desk with aworkstation and agood memory. All humming dong.”

Dieter stopped. Cocked his head. “What' swrong?’

“I don’'t know.” Jani walked to the window and searched for the birds, but they’ d moved on to another
part of the sky. “Meteora? Didn't they have a corruption problem there?’

“...Yes” Dieter wedged the trundle between two chairsto keep it from drifting, then joined her at the
window. “We haven't done much there yet. A team of engineers and architects traveled down last week
to look over the proposed site for thefirst enclave.” He did the window aside and stepped out onto the
balcony. “It’snot as beautiful as Thaassa, in my opinion. Greyer. Greener, perhaps. Mountainous.”

“It'scold.” Jani pushed up the deeves of her pullover and held out her arms to the summer sun. “I
remember someone saying it'scold.”

“That was me, sometime last month.” Dieter stared at her scarred forearms and shook his head.
“Sounded a bit like your homeworld. Acadia. Land of a Thousand Storms.”

Acadia. She' d considered going home, for alittle while. But while her parents would want to see her, she
wasn't sure anyone else did. Half Hadrin. Cat eyes. And those would be the kinder names. Maybe |ater.
When she could tell Declan and Jamira Shah Kilian that she didn’t care, and mean it. Not now.

Dieter waved ahand in front of her face. “ Jani, are you—"
“Why isMeteoraon thelist of stes?” She opened her eyeswide and tried to look attentive.

“Governor Markos thought that the presence of some businesdike, physicaly intimidating Haérin might
push out some of the more hardcore humanish crimina element. And some Oa expressed an interest in
settling down there. Makes sense. It smore ther climate.”



“Oa?" Jani looked toward the once bare cliffs of Thalassa, now coated with houses like an overiced
cake. “I didn't know—" She glanced at Dieter and shrugged. “Maybe | did.”

Dieter contemplated her for atime, then shook his head. “ Poor Captain Kilian. Y ou’ d have gone barking
mad on a peacetime base. Or driven your commander likewise.” Heleft her to return to histrundle.
“Problems don’t need to be life and death to be important. Thereis till much to be done here.”

Jani remained on the bal cony. Heard the library door close. Dragged achair over to therailing, sat and
propped up her feet. Because she was nd Kiershia, Dominant of Thalassa, and had nothing to do until her
next mesting.

“Sit down, Jani.” Rudo Sikara ushered her into the office he kept in the business area of the Main House.
“You arelooking well.” Helooked dapper in charcoal grey, ared rose pinned to hislapd. “I met with
Doctor Shroud yesterday, at the Karistos office. | told him I'd be seeing you.” He sat at his polished
bloodwood desk, bare but for a stylus stand and a trueleather blotter. “He sends hisregards.”

Jani nodded. She hadn’t seen John since thelr return to Elyas. He had decamped immediately to oversee
the expansion of the Thalassan medical facility in Karistos. When he did return to see patients, she spent
the day in Karistos. She knew the ache would subside eventudly, supplanted by aloss of trust on both
Sdesthat cut to the bone. “When next you see him, likewise”

Sikaranodded. Would have shuffled papersif there had been any on his desk to shuffle. “What did you
wish to see me about?’

Jani leaned forward, elbows on desk, chin cradled in one hand. “ Speaking as alongtime resident of
Karistos, what can you tell me about Meteora?’

Sikara s beetle brows arched. “ An unfortunate history. Rough sort of place. Smuggling, that sort of
thing.” He grinned, shifted in his seat. “| began my career there.”

“Dotel.” Jani took out a paper notebook and stylus, because she knew she would probably need to
take notes, and in any case thought better with paper in her hand.

A few dayslater she stood at the walkway railing outside the library and inhaled the aromas of
mid-afternoon sacrament.

“Veenamade tandoori chicken.” Dieter leaned beside her, his eyes on the mealtime bustle. “I would
gladly crawl acrossthe courtyard on broken glassfor Veena standoori chicken.”

Jani nodded. “It reminds me of my mother’s”
Dieter stood quietly, fingering the cuff of his shirt. “When are you leaving for Meteora?’

Jani smiled. Did sheredly think her esteemed suborn wouldn't be ableto figure it out?“ Today.” She
watched the bustle in the courtyard below. Knew she' d missit, even as she knew she needed to go.
“Not for long. A few months, maybe. Change of scenery will do me good.”

“Thetermis‘adrendineaddict.”” Dieter sniffed. “Who will | show my monthly updatesto?’

“Y ou can send them to me.” Jani grabbed the railing and |eaned back, enjoyed the sensation of aheded



knife wound that no longer pulled or ached. “I'll initial them and send them back.”
Dieter rolled hiseyes. Quieted again. Started to speak, then hesitated. “Wasiit that bad?’

Jani considered her answer, because Dieter deserved acareful reply. “It’s better now.” The dreams had
stopped, for the most part. Physicdly, she was as hedlthy as ever. Emotionadly, she'd hedl.

“It’ sdifferent here now.” Dieter’ seyes glistened, until he blinked the shine away.

“It dwayswill be.” Jani’s chest tightened, and she blamed the aftereffects of the wound that didn’t bother
her anymore. “ And it'sagood place. The best place. But Meva s propitiator now, and you' re in your
element with the organization. There' snothing left for meto do but sign off on others work.”

Dieter blew out abregath. “Best let Colonel Pierce know where you're going.”

“I'will.” Jani stood till for atime, and took alast, long look. Then she patted Dieter on the shoulder and
left him standing at therailing. Down aflight of airsto her bed-sit, the small room she had moved into
when sheleft John. Opened her closet and grabbed her duffel from the top shelf, till heavy with stuff
from the voyage to Rauta Shérda. Coverals. Boots. Smal clothes. Jani’s Noah bag, Lucien had once
cdledit. Two of everything in case of disadter.

What have you been up to, Lucien?| haven’t seen you since we got back. Probably toying with her ashe
had with VVa, declaring hisinterest, then holding back to seeif she cared. Eternd gamesman. She
checked the scanproof compartment beneath the duffel’ s fake bottom, which contained her scanpack
and shooter. Tools. IDsin anumber of names. Because she liked to keep in practice, and because you
never knew.

She closed the room. Locked it, because she knew she would return. Took the stairsto the courtyard.
Waved to Dieter on her way to the entry, and felt his stare serve as escort as she walked out the door.

The garage proved empty, for which she was grateful. She opted for an older, nondescript blue
four-door because no onewould missit and it wouldn't attract attention. Popped the gullwing, tossed her
bag onto the passenger seat, and inserted hersdlf into the cabin. Pressed the charge-through, edged out
of the parking dot, activated amusic band—

—and stopped.

“OK.” Jani pressed the charge-through again. The vehicle shuddered, moved forward afew meters, and
stopped again.

“Way to make abreak for it, Kilian.” Jani popped the hood, then got out and examined the multicolored
array of boards and battery casings. “Where the hell do you start?’

“Problem?’

Jani turned to the entry. Saw the rangy figure, backlit by outdoor brightness. Felt her heart stutter, and
cdled it surprise. “What are you doing here?’

Lucien shrugged. “I haven't seen you since we got back.” Hewore civvies, white T-shirt and tan
pull-ons. Trainers. “Just thought 1" d, you know, stop by and see how things are going.” He stepped up to
the skimmer and pondered itsinnards. “What are you doing?’

Jani flipped up the top of acompartment cover, then closed it. “I’m trying to fix thisthing.”



“What' swrong with it?”
“ltwon’'t go.”

A corner of Lucien’s mouth twitched. “ That narrows it down.” He walked outside to his skimmer, a
deeker two-door the same coffee brown as his eyes. Opened the boot and drew out alarge dingbag.
“Would you like meto have alook?’ Without waiting for an answer, he dropped the bag in front of the
balky vehicle, crouched down and started rummaging. “1 may have something here that can help.” He
drew out a scuffed grey oval about the size of a scanpack.

Jani caught aglimpse of the bag’' s contents before he closed the top. Other ovals. Squares and canisters.
A lumpy polycloth rall tied with cord. “ Are dl those thingswhat | think they are?’

“Just tools” Lucien placed the ova againgt the large flat-sided case that held the skimmer’ sbrain. The
device adhered. Hummed. Then dull blue light fluttered across the surface before settling downto a

steady throb.

Lucien disconnected the ova and read the script that scrolled acrossthe surface. It s dumping your
code. It'snot that it doesn’t recognize your permission to driveit, it' sthat it forgets. So you'll be ableto
reinitialize and start it, but as soon as you try to make a change that requires your code, like a Net setting
or somesuch, it will have forgotten that you' re allowed to drive it and shut down.”

Jani shrugged. “So | won't try to reset anything.”

“It' snot that smple. Y ou don’t know the cause. Pinhole leak in the battery housing. Bad board.” Lucien
powered down the device and tossed it back into his bag. “ The code-dumping is a symptom, not your
main problem. Evenif you don’t touch anything, the skimmer could till stal out and leave you stranded
between here and wherever you' re going.” He crouched down, concentrated on closing the bag. “Where

areyou going?’

Jani watched him fusswith the closures, drawing out the task, giving her plenty of silencetofill. “Just
wanted to take aride into Karistos.”

“To see John?” Lucien stood, al perky helpfulness. “I can take you.” He nudged the bag out of the way
with hisfoot, then started to push the malfunctioning skimmer back into its dot. Looked through the open
gullwing into the cabin. “Don’t forget your—" He eased the skimmer to astop and stared at her.

| should' ve put it in the boot. Jani shoved her handsin her pockets and tried to avoid looking at him.

“You'releaving?’ Lucien moved away from the vehicle and into her sghtline, leaving her little choice.
“Whereareyou going?’

| should lie. But she didn’t want to. “Meteora. The site of our southern expansion.” She walked to the
skimmer, tried to open the passenger door—

“It dumped—"
“My code.” Waked around to the driver’ s side and dragged out her duffel.
“For how long?’ Lucien finished pushing the skimmer back into place, then shut the door.

“For aslong as| need.” Jani dung her bag over her shoulder and examined the other skimmers. “I'm
aurplusto requirements here. Everything'sclicking dong.” She leaned againgt a charge-gation. “1 need to
go someplacethat isn't. Clicking aong. Y evgeny likes reports with tables and charts and whatnot. |



thought | could go in search of some whatnot.”

“I can driveyou there.” Lucien hoisted his bag, then stood there looking like astar athlete in search of a
gym. “I havetime.”

“Y ou teking some leave?’ Jani tried to remember the last time Lucien had more than aday’ sleave when
shelived in Chicago, and found she couldn’t. “For how long?’

“Aslong as| want.” Lucien’ svoice went as dead asit had in the clinic garden. “It' s been abusy few
months. After Zhenyawon the eection, dedlswere made. Ani resgns her ministry in payback for trying
to have you killed, shuts up and smiles and takes the ornamenta position doled out by her nephew.
Along theway, certain embarrassing issues get shoved under therug.” Hewaved. “Like me.” He looked
around the garage, brow furrowed, as though he couldn’t wrap his mind around his predicament. “1 was
strongly advised to resgn my commission. They didn't haveto ask metwice” A shrug. “I’'m out.”

“You'll go back to Chicago?’

“| was a'so advised to avoid Chicago for the foreseeable future.” Lucien laughed. “Y ou ways warned
me that something like thiswould happen.” He settled his gaze on her, and his smile faded. “Would you
mind alittle company?’

Jani pressed her hand to her sscomach. Felt the thread of ascar just below her ribs, where Cédl had
driven hisknife. “It'snot aglittery place. Not like Karistos. It sure ashdl isn’'t Chicago.”

“You'll bethere” Lucien took astep toward her. Another. “Things never remain boring for long when
you'rearound.” The smile returned. “Which iswhy you need me. To get between you and al those
people who would prefer that you didn’t shake things up quite so much.” He jerked his chin toward his
vehicle. “And my skimmer goes, and | can cook, and | have many other uses, not al of which you're
familiar with.”

“Bedill my heart.” Jani looked at his skimmer and shook her head. “It' stoo nice. It'll attract attention.”

Lucien walked up to her, took hold of her duffel and dipped it off her shoulder. “It' sfadt. In caseyou've
forgotten, there have been momentsin our past when fast camein handy.” He carried the bag to his
skimmer and tossed it into the boot, then followed with his. “Let’ sgo. We can makeiit therein timefor
dinner.” He dammed the lid closed, walked around to the passenger side, popped the gullwing and
waited.

No. Jani watched him, as expectant asagroom at the dtar. Not again. Even though he had his uses.
Even though she could look at him forever. Even though... Hedidn't even love her. He admitted it. And
| don’t love him. But she and John had loved one another. And look how that worked out.

Shedtared at Lucien until she caught the flicker in his eyes, the redization that she just might say no. Then
shetook one step. Another. Walked to the passenger side, let him help her in, sat quietly as he closed the
door and circled around to the driver’ sside.

“It' sgreenthere,” Jani said as Lucien pulled down his gullwing and pressed the skimmer charge-through.
“Green and mountainous and cool.”

“That' Il be good, for achange.” Lucien steered around the garage and across the Main House yard,
down the cliff road to the beach. Then the vehicle shuddered and they were out over the water,
whitecaps |apping and seabirds swooping low.

Jani looked at the beach in her rearview and saw figures walking aong the water’ s edge. Meva. Dathim.



A few other Thalassans. She lowered her window, stuck her hand out and waved. Mevawatched for a
moment. Realized who it was and waved back, punching Dathim in the arm until he and the rest of the
group started waving as well.

Jani kept waving asthey grew smdler and smaler. Until they were bright specksin the distance. Until
they were gone.
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