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Foreword 

 No Son of Hekayt is the second novel that I've written as part of National Novel 

Writing Month. The first, Red-Eye Flight, was completed during November 2004. 

 Five years later, I decided to give it another shot. 

 Both of these novels are based on a text-based online roleplaying game called 

OtherSpace, which I first brought to the Internet in 1998. Participants from around the 

world create characters and join an improvisational, interactive sci-fi epic. It's been a (so 

far) never ending adventure where the players are the central characters. Imagine Star Trek 

or Babylon 5, except the Captain Kirks and John Sheridans aren't invented by a writer 

working on his own. These heroes come from the minds of people like you. 

 Over the years, the game's theme has evolved, changed, and, occasionally, rebooted. 

Our most recent reboot, in January 2009, meant two things. First: New players wouldn't 

necessarily have to contend with ten years of sometimes tangled lore. Second: Old and new 

players alike would be faced with the sort of partially blank slate that faced their 

predecessors when the original OtherSpace opened more than a decade ago. 

 As we approached November 2009, I had actually planned to spend the month 

writing 50,000 words worth of information files for the main website. However, one of the 

players, who had picked up Red-Eye Flight and commented that it was a great repository for 

information about the old theme, lamented that the current generation game didn't have 

something similar. 

 That's how No Son of Hekayt came about. 

 The novel will be published in installments, following a format similar to the original 

OtherSpace with a series of story arcs that culminate in a finale and then leave the readers 

waiting for what comes next. The first installment, Artifacts, is made available free of charge 

- although contributions to the caffeine supply fund are always welcome at the official 

website at http://www.jointhesaga.com. Later installments will be published online and 

downloadable for a small fee. In the back of this first installment, you'll find a new player's 

guide to OtherSpace if the book piques your interest in giving our online text-based game a 

try. 

 Thanks for your interest and support! 

Wes Platt 

Cary, North Carolina 

Jan. 1, 2010 

 

http://www.jointhesaga.com/


 

Chapter One 

 Bright green energy bolts lanced across the reddish-orange backdrop of Rigor 

Strand, popping against the hull plates of the bulk freighter Darkwinder. The pursuer, a 

B'hiri ship shaped like a hand with four digits extended, fired from the fingertips while a 

tractor beam generator began to pulse in the palm. 

 Inside the cockpit of the Darkwinder, a Lotorian with grizzled black and gray fur 

clenched yellowed fangs in frustration. "So close," he growled. 

 "I said we should have dropped out of OtherSpace closer to the Strand," chided the 

female Lotorian, sitting at a console to his left. "But did you listen to me? Do you ever?" 

 Razzak Aazzal furrowed his brow, swiveling his snout to glare at his mate of forty-

eight seasons. "No time for gloating, Eelamez." The freighter shuddered as the tractor beam 

took hold. He switched off thrusters - no sense inflicting more damage to the Darkwinder. 

"Get Zazal. We negotiate." 

 Eelamez rolled her eyes, unfastened the trajectory harness, and then bounced out of 

her seat as the main generators shifted power from the usual blue-white lighting to a softer 

amber. Auxiliary systems taking over. She stopped at the hatch leading to the central access 

corridor before turning to ask Razzak. "Did you remember the timer?" Her mate bobbed his 

snout in the affirmative. "Good," she said, without sounding too relieved. If main power 

wasn't back on within twenty minutes, the Darkwinder's self-destruct process would begin. 

 She plodded down the corridor, prehensile tail thrashing back and forth in agitation. 

She stopped to check the status of the freighter's single escape pod. It took a few quick 

keyed sequences to bring up a general diagnostic report. If all else failed, Eelamez reasoned, 

it would be best not to suffer one last nasty surprise. The pod appeared to be fully 

functional, however.  Down a brief set of metal steps, her path took her into the crew 

commons, where she found their only surviving offspring, a white and gray Lotorian called 

Zazal, sitting at a holoterminal. He was closing on his twenty-fifth season, but in so many 

ways he had proven to be no different than he was in his fifth. Eelamez and Razzak both had 

hoped that he would someday take their place as the leader of Darkwinder Freight. 

However, he had demonstrated time and again that he lacked the drive, the aptitude, and 

the interest to throw himself into such a career. Rather than invest himself in a reality that 

could reap dependable profits, Zazal instead opted to squander his time and talent on 

works of fantasy - holographic creations from a vivid imagination that could be blamed on 

neither Eelamez or Razak. 

 The youngling brightened upon seeing his mother enter the chamber. "The latest 

installment is almost ready! Do you want to see?" 

 "Not now, Zazal," Eelamez replied. "B'hiri want to talk. Father needs a translator." 

 His shoulders slumped as he lowered his snout, tapping absently at the controls on 



his holoterm. "It's about us," Zazal muttered, glittering black eyes reflecting the blank blue 

glow of the vacant vidspace. 

 "Soon," his mother said. "Not now. Go." 

 Zazal nodded. He turned off the holoterm, wriggled out of his harness, and then 

lumbered toward the access corridor with Eelamez close behind. At five and a half feet tall, 

he easily outmatched his mother by a foot. His father only stood five feet, fully erect. He 

seemed to notice the amber lights for the first time as they passed the pod hatch. "What do 

the B'hiri want?" 

 "The war didn't go well for them, you know," Eelamez said. 

 "I liked that B'hiri we met on Comorro that time." 

 "They needed our help then," she said. "Now they want our cargo. Desperation 

drives nice people to do terrible things sometimes." 

 Zazal ducked to avoid clanging his white-furred skull against the upper arch of the 

hatchway leading into the cockpit. Razzak now crouched over the holoterm, staring at the 

three-dimensional image of a black, chitinous spider-like being with compound eyes. 

"Translate come!" the freighter captain said, jabbing a finger toward Zazal. "See? Not 

stalling! Just need B'hiri talker." 

 The younger Lotorian wandered over to the holoterm and waved tentatively at the 

alien on the viewer. Zazal shifted to speaking the language of the B'hiri, which was no small 

feat from a Lotorian, given that it involved clicking noises, limb contortions, and twisting of 

antennae. In Zazal's case, fingers served to represent antennae. "How we help?" 

 "Give cargo," the pirate answered. "Give ship." 

 "Cargo for Llivori client," Zazal said. "Contract. Bad for business if not deliver. Ship 

home.  B'hiri not give up their home. Why we do so?" 

 "Hungry," the pirate said. 

 "Yes," Zazal said. "Cargo not food. Cargo medical supplies. Have food on rock base in 

Strand. I talk to others. We share?" 

 A lengthy pause as the B'hiri considered Zazal's offer. Eventually, he twisted 

antennae in assent. "You take us safe to rock base. Give food. We leave cargo and ship." 

 Zazal bobbed his snout. He turned to beam at Razzak and Eelamez, shifting back to 

the Lotorese tongue. "They'll leave us alone if we give them food from our base in the 

Strand." 

 Razzak's mouth fell open. Eelamez grabbed Zazal by the shoulders. "You told him 

about our base? What were you thinking? What part of 'secret hideout' has eluded your 

senses?" 

 "They're just hungry," Zazal protested. 

 "It's not our job to feed all the hungry strays in the galaxy, Zazal!" his father said. 

"You had no right to do this. If you had half the brains of your siblings, you'd be a wonder to 

behold. Now, you're nothing but an utter disappoint--" The tirade ended as the B'hiri 

holovid transmission deteriorated in a flash of static. Razzak and Eelamez both loped to the 



sensor display in time to see that three wedge-shaped vessels had emerged from 

OtherSpace to pounce on the B'hiri pirate. 

 "Medlidikke," Eelamez hissed as she watched the B'hiri ship disappear in a burst of 

shrapnel, superheated particles, and frozen mist. Then the wedges were closing on the 

Darkwinder. Her eyes narrowed. She looked at Razzak. He met her gaze, whiskers drooping 

and angular ears flicking nervously. She turned toward Zazal. "Go to the commons. Prepare 

that holovid you wanted to show us." 

 Zazal's eyes lifted from the deck, where they had fallen after the upbraiding from his 

father. "Really? But the Medlidikke are here. Shouldn't I talk to them?" 

 "I'm sure they would much rather watch your program," Eelamez said. "Don't 

disappoint us again, Zazal. Prepare it for transmission!" 

 "Yes, of course," the younger Lotorian blurted, shuffling awkwardly toward the 

corridor. He ducked again, passing under the hatchway arch, and returned to the crew 

commons. He settled back down into the chair at the holoterm. Zazal had just switched on 

the main holographic array to prepare the playback sequence when he heard the CH-KUNG! 

noise coming from down the corridor. 

 He jumped to his feet, scampered up the stairs, and lunged toward the sealed escape 

pod hatch. The sign above the hatch glowed red with the words "LAUNCH IMMINENT." He 

pounded on the hatch, peering through the thick glass of the porthole at his parents. They 

were harnessed into their gravity couch, doing an excellent job of not looking in Zazal's 

direction. 

 "Don't leave me!" Zazal cried helplessly. "I'll do better! I promise!" 

 They wouldn't look at him. If they heard him, he was ignored. The pod roared out of 

its chute in the belly of the Darkwinder and into the starry darkness beyond. He slumped 

with his back against the hatch, curling tail around waist as he lifted his snout to let loose a 

chittering howl of grief. 

 He stifled the cry when he felt the deck shake as one of the Medlidikke vessels 

latched a coupling tube to the Darkwinder's airlock. Zazal trembled as he locked his eyes on 

the airlock hatch, recessed into the ceiling directly above him. From a young age, Zazal had 

learned about the atrocities of these Hekayti outcasts, the worst of the worst from the 

misfits known as the Verdikke - the unbelonging. The unwelcome. The unwanted. Among 

those criminals and miscreants, the Medlidikke reigned supreme with their reputation for 

brutality and bloodthirst. Now, it seemed, he would learn about those horrors first-hand. 

 The hatch dropped open. Zazal shuffled left to avoid the fluffy maned Lyiri that 

landed gracefully in his place next to the escape pod hatch. She peered at the Lotorian, ears 

rotating as she sought to perceive other members of the crew in critical locations. Reaching 

over her shoulder, she tugged a plasma rifle from its scabbard and kept it locked on Zazal as 

she spoke into a commlink pip affixed to the top of her left hand. "Clear." 

 Down from the hatch dropped a long-legged, flop-eared Gankri with a bushy coat of 

orange-yellow fur. He pulled two zig-zag blades from sheathes on his hips, stepping toward 



the cockpit to glance inside. "Confirmed," the Gankri reported into his own commlink pip. 

 Finally, the leader's boots thunked on the deckplates. The Hekayti stood about nine-

feet-tall. He could barely stand in the access corridor without hunching over. He held a 

plasma pistol in his right hand, while the left hand was gone, replaced instead by a blunt 

steel trident that sparked with live electricity. He had dark green skin, blotched here and 

there with streaks of teal. Sharp protrusions of well-polished black bone rose in a circle 

around his hairless scalp, with two larger horns swept back above his ears. He wore a tunic 

of ragged gray leather and brown fur, which revealed a muscular chest that had been 

scorched and scarred over the years. His legs, which ended in cloven hooves, wore pants 

from the uniform of a Hekayti warrior of the Ledelkrig cast - black cloth with red and gray 

piping. "Secure the cargo," he told his subordinates before turning his attention to the last 

remaining member of the Darkwinder's crew. He aimed the barrel of the pistol at Zazal's 

head as the Gankri moved toward the Lyiri, muttering, "Kill him now." At first, Zazal thought 

they intended to kill HIM. But then he saw their eyes focus on the Hekayti. 

 "Friends want to kill you," the Lotorian informed the Hekayti pirate, matter-of-factly. 

 He turned just in time to see the Lyiri raising the plasma rifle, ready to pull the 

trigger and turn the Medlidikke commander's innards into a blackened mess of fused 

muscle and scorched organs. The pirate leader squeezed off two shots from his pistol, 

decapitating the Lyiri with the first shot and searing the neck shut with the second. She 

tumbled onto the deck in a twitching heap as the Gankri leaped through the air, intent on 

paddling the Hekayti with his feet before ramming those daggers into the commander's 

neck. The Hekayti jabbed the spiked metal cap on his left arm into the crotch of the Gankri, 

unleashing a half-powered blast that rendered the attacker senseless. The would-be 

assassin flopped like a sack of feed onto the floor. The commander moved to stand over the 

fallen Gankri, then fired two shots to obliterate kneecaps. Agonized, the Gankri shrieked 

and thrashed on the floor. The looming Hekayti knelt beside the Gankri, whipping at the 

alien's face with the barrel of the pistol until he calmed or, at the very least, nearly lost 

consciousness. "Who hired you?" the Hekayti demanded. 

 The Gankri shook his head. He wouldn't answer. Another plasma shot sizzled just 

over his head, burning into the hull next to the airlock. He shouted gibberish that the 

commander couldn't understand. The Hekayti turned to glower at Zazal. "You understand 

him?" 

 Zazal couldn't quite bring himself to speak yet. He had actually taken some comfort 

in the time during which he had seemed to cease to exist in the eyes and minds of these 

pirates. Ultimately, he was able to bob his snout in affirmative response to the Hekayti. 

 "What's he saying, then?" the commander hissed through clenched teeth, venting 

patience that he didn't have in large supply to begin with. 

 "Your father hired them to kill you," Zazal replied in Hekayan. 

 "Father," grunted the pirate commander. He fired a killing shot into the Gankri's head 

and then sighed, holstering the pistol. Standing slowly, he turned to look down at the 



Lotorian. "He's never gotten that close before." The Hekayti rubbed absently at a scar on his 

chin. "Why did you warn..." He didn't get to finish asking the question just then, however. A 

klaxon started wailing in the corridor. The ship's AI announced that the self-destruct 

sequence had initiated. The Darkwinder would explode in ten minutes. The commander's 

eyes narrowed. "How many languages can you speak?" He had to shout to be heard above 

the klaxon. 

 "Sixteen," Zazal shouted back. 

 "Come, then," the Hekayti replied as he started pulling himself up into the airlock 

hatch. "Turns out I need a new translator." He waggled a dangling foot at the twitching 

corpse of the Gankri before disappearing into the airlock. 

 Zazal tilted his snout, dark eyes shifting left and right as he considered the ease with 

which the Hekayti commander had slaughtered his minions. Not one to be displeased, Zazal 

recognized. He'd had trouble enough making his parents happy - and, considering how that 

worked out, he didn't like his chances of success as translator for the Medlidikke. Of course, 

the wailing klaxon reminded him that he'd be dead one way or another if he didn't get off 

the Darkwinder. Tomorrow, he reasoned, would take care of itself. 

 "Be right there!" Zazal called up into the airlock. Then he hurried down the steps 

into the crew commons. He ejected the data shard from the holoterm, tucked it into one of 

the many pockets of his gray jumpsuit, and then walked back toward the steps. 

 He stopped, eyes widening. "Almost forgot!" He crossed the commons chamber to a 

hatch that led to the bunk cubicle where he'd slept fitfully for the last decade. Zazal laid on 

the floor next to the cot, rummaging through dusty old jumpsuits, mismatched boots, and 

discarded foil wrappers from insta-meals until he found what he wanted: A dark blue cloth 

shroud wrapped around something about a foot long and cylindrical. He got to this feet and 

unfolded the shroud enough to reveal black stone marked with engraved runes. A smile 

crept across his face as he remembered how his sibling, Azzar, had given him this gift so 

long ago. He could not abandon such a treasure to destruction. 

 "Let's go, Lotorian!" boomed the Medlidikke's voice. It echoed, shouted down the 

airlock tube into the empty chambers of the Darkwinder. 

 Zazal wrapped the shroud around the cylinder, then cradled it in one arm as he 

loped from the bunk, across the commons, up the steps, and into the access corridor. He 

flipped a forward somersault, arcing up so that his tail could grab a rung of the airlock tube 

ladder, and then he swung himself up into the chamber to settle onto the ladder below the 

Hekayti. Zazal slapped a palm against the hatch controls, sealing the door and equalizing 

the vault pressure so that it matched what waited on the Medlidikke side. The commander 

nodded, then opened the hatch into his ship's airlock. "Move," he growled, leading the way. 

 Moments later, the Medlidikke stomped out of the airlock and into the main corridor 

of his own vessel. It was a hexagonal tunnel, illuminated with blood red light strips recessed 

into the bulkheads, providing access to the cargo bay, crew quarters, gun turrets, and 

primary cockpit. Two Hekayti, one more scarred than the commander, bowed spiked heads 



to their leader. "Commander Bokren," the less scarred one said. Both raised their eyes to see 

the Lotorian emerging from the airlock. They looked quizzically toward Bokren. 

 "New translator," the commander said in response to the unspoken question. He shut 

the airlock, then yelled down the corridor toward the cockpit, "Get the ships clear of the 

Darkwinder! It's set to blow!" The ship shifted as attitude thrusters fired and cut loose the 

connection with the doomed Lotorian vessel. Bokren turned once more to the guards by the 

hatch. "Yish and Zorael are dead. Once we're clear of the Strand, send Subcommander Yurok 

to my chambers." 

 Zazal moved from one porthole to another until he found one that offered a view of 

the Darkwinder. The ship erupted in a puff of light, shattered metal, and venting gasses. 

Then it was gone. "What about him?" the more scarred warrior asked Bokren, jerking a 

thumb toward the Lotorian. 

 "Give him Zorael's bunk," the pirate commander answered. The guards nodded, then 

observed quietly as Bokren stalked off toward the crew quarters bay. 

  

 



Chapter Two 

 Vard Bokren sat behind a rockwood desk that his original crew had scavenged from 

the wreckage of a Llivori cruise liner more than fifteen years ago. His scuffed boots, darkly 

stained with blood spattered on them over the past eight months, rested on the battered 

surface of the desk. He cradled the back of his head in the blue-green fingers of his right 

hand. He leveled his cold stare at Yurok, second in command of the Kjernkor, who had taken 

the seat across from the commander in Bokren's quarters. 

 For the moment, Bokren chose to say nothing. 

 Yurok, equal to his commander in age at thirty-six, had long been at Vard Bokren's 

side. They had been childhood friends. Together, they had passed their Worthing tests and 

entered the Ledelkrig caste, treasured by noble houses that were all too glad to claim them 

as their own, and they had risen to the verge of greatness in service of their homeworld. 

Together, they had fallen from grace as well. Banished from the Ledelkrig, exiled from their 

houses, cast out as pariahs, they had vowed to avenge the wrongs committed against them 

by their kin and those who called themselves allies. Yurok had vowed to serve that cause, 

even unto death, and he had pledged unwavering loyalty to the only Hekayti he still 

considered a brother. 

 Unsettled by the silent stare, Bokren's subordinate prompted: "You summoned me, 

sir?" 

 The commander nodded. Still, he said nothing. 

 "Have I done something to offend?" Yurok asked. 

 Bokren tilted his head to the left, untangling his fingers so that he could steeple them 

before himself. His stare didn't waver. He remained silent. 

 The subcommander fidgeted, shifting anxiously in his chair. "If you have something 

to say, sir, I wish you would say it. My duties..." His voice trailed off as he watched Bokren's 

left eyebrow arch. "My duties can wait, sir." The eyebrow lowered. "I...well, it's unnerving, 

this silent treatment. I sense that you are angry, but I cannot under..." Both right and left 

eyebrows etched upward this time. Yurok averted his gaze, taking that moment to study one 

of the more prominent scars on the surface of the old desk.  "Yish and Zorael." He cleared 

his throat. "It is about them, isn't it?" He dared to gaze Bokren's way once more. A curt nod 

from the commander, but still no words. Just that cold stare. Sweat droplets formed on 

Yurok's forehead, just below the bony horns that protruded from his skull. He clenched his 

jaw. "I can explain," he said. Bokren answered with a chill smile, waiting in silence, not 

seeming at all surprised when Yurok leveled the barrel of a plasma pistol at him from 

across the desk. "I didn't have any choice!" 

 "No?" Bokren finally spoke. He pulled his feet off the desk, letting them thump on the 

floor, and then shifted forward so that Yurok could get a point-blank shot at the scarred 

flesh of his chest. "What did my father offer? A clean slate? A return to Hekayti society? 

Restoration of rank in the Ledelkrig? Full salary and retroactive compensation?" Yurok 



nodded. "And you believed him? After everything we went through. After everything he did 

to us. You believed him?" Another nod. The gun wavered slightly in Yurok's grip. "You used 

to be smarter than this. You used to think more than moment to moment. What's your plan, 

Yurok? Shoot me, yes, I see that. But then what? How do you go from shooting me to 

claiming that reward? How do you explain to the others that you killed me? How do you 

convince them to take you to Hekayt so you can be hailed as a hero by those who vilify 

them? If those two incompetents had managed to kill me, this would be simpler. Now, it's 

complicated. You're lost. If you shoot me, you're as good as dead. If you don't shoot me, well, 

I think it is brutally clear that I can no longer trust you, so you're as good as dead the 

moment you lower that weapon." He lifted his left hand, the metal trident sparking. "That 

leaves you with a difficult choice. Do you kill me to satisfy the man who betrayed us both or 

do you kill yourself to demonstrate that you still possess a mote of honor within that 

warrior's heart of yours?" 

 A rivulet of sweat trickled down Yurok's cheek. The gun trembled in his hand. "I'm 

sorry," the subcommander said. He raised the barrel of the pistol to his own mouth, jammed 

it inside, and pulled the trigger. A burst of light, the sizzle of fluid, muscle, brain matter, and 

bone. Then came the clatter of the gun on the deck, dropped by the lifeless hand. 

 Bokren stared for several more moments at the corpse of his oldest friend. Hours 

ago, he had trusted Yurok with his darkest secrets, his greatest fears, and his very life. Now, 

with a single act of thoughtless selfishness, Yurok had become no better than the would-be 

assassins who had died trying to kill the commander. No better than Bokren's father. If he 

could no longer trust the likes of his old friend Yurok, then it must be true that Vard Bokren 

could trust none but himself. 

 The hatch clunked open, pushed inward by the badly scarred warrior. "Toka," Bokren 

addressed the guard. 

 Toka eyed the remains of Subcommander Yurok slumped in the chair. He noted the 

pistol on the floor. Then he raised his attention back to Vard Bokren. "Sir." 

 "Toka, I'm promoting you to Subcommander," Bokren said. "Your first job is to make 

sure this traitor's body is fed to Alazrya. Once that task is complete, see that we lay in a 

course for Kamsho." 

 The scarred warrior bowed his spiked head in acknowledgement. "As you wish, 

Commander." He took Yurok's corpse from the chair, heaving under the shoulders, and 

dragged the dead Hekayti out of the commander's quarters. 

 Bokren stood, walking around the desk, and shut the hatch. Blackened goo 

imbedded with chips of bone freckled the metal. The shadow of Yurok's departure. He could 

demand that one of the newcomers clean it up, but no. That wouldn't serve his purpose. 

Bokren decided to leave the splattered remnants of Yurok as a reminder for others who 

might consider betraying the commander of the Kjernkor. He bent over to retrieve the 

plasma pistol from the deck. As he set the weapon on the desk, he wondered how many 

more traitors-in-waiting might be biding their time amongst the crew. If his father could 



buy Yurok's allegiance, then no one lacked a price. That realization stung with a ferocity 

that might match the blast from the barrel of the plasma pistol that now cooled before him. 

His father hadn't killed him, but he had killed what little trust and faith and hope remained 

in Vard Bokren. That might be enough, if such an act drove the fallen Hekayti into seclusion. 

If Vard surrendered leadership of the Medlidikke and turned his back on the empire he had 

built, his father might be satisfied. But Vard refused to give the old codger such pleasure. 

Vard Bokren had other plans. 

 He felt the familiar thump and shudder of the Kjernkor as the vessel transitioned 

from normalspace to OtherSpace, cruising down the knife edge of space and time. He gazed 

out the porthole, watching the cerulean light waves dancing along the ship's hull. The 

intercom speaker crackled above his desk. "Commander, we are en route to Kamsho," Toka 

reported. 

 "Very well," Bokren said. He pondered in silence for a few moments, leaving the 

channel open. It would take at least three hours to make the journey. Might as well make 

the best of it, he decided. "Send the Lotorian to me." 

 "As you wish, Commander." 

 Now, Bokren switched off the channel using the pip affixed to the curve of the metal 

cap on his left hand. Always a careful matter, that. One slip and the fingers of his right hand 

might make contact with the charging element on the trident. 

 He swiveled his chair from the desk to face the bulkhead and waved his good hand 

over the sensor eye, with its fiery red telltale. The scan confirmed Vard Bokren's identity, 

allowing a secret panel to slide open beneath the eye. He reached into the small vault, 

removing a small gray sack of data crystals and a secure portable holoterm. After setting 

those items on his desk, he waved the vault door shut and listened with grim satisfaction as 

it beeped upon locking. 

 Moments later, the hatch opened just a little, allowing the whiskered snout of Zazal 

Aazzal to poke through the gap. "Commander Bokren," the Lotorian said, using the pirate's 

native Hekayan language. 

 "Enter." 

 Zazal pushed the hatch open further, then stepped inside the chamber. "Open? 

Closed?" 

 "Closed." 

 Thunk! The hatch shut once more. Zazal moved to take the chair facing Bokren until 

he noticed several gooey bits clinging to the cushion. His fangs bared briefly as he sniffed 

the sickly sweet scent of charred flesh. He'd salvaged enough derelicts with his family to 

know that stench all too well. 

 "Sit or stand," Bokren said. 

 "Standing suits me fine," the Lotorian replied. 

 "Very well. I know you speak Gankri. Do you know other languages of Kamsho?" 

 "I do," Zazal said. 



 "Opodian? Llivorese? Tupai Ophi?" 

 Zazal knit his brow, making a faint hrmph noise. "I can translate and speak both 

Opodian and Llivorese. I can translate Tupai Ophi, but speaking it is tricky. I'd need some 

fake wings and a sonar emitter. However, it can be done." 

 "How about Kamir?" 

 The Lotorian twitched. It shouldn't have surprised him that Bokren would ask. It 

only made sense, given that Kamsho was an ancient homeworld of the dreaded Kamir. But it 

had always been a sore point (one of many where he was concerned) for his parents that he 

had put so much effort into learning to read, write, and speak the language of the powerful 

aliens who had enslaved many of their ancestors and destroyed their own beloved 

homeworld of Lotor millennia ago. 

 "So, you do understand Kamir." 

 Zazal bobbed his snout. 

 Vard Bokren silently contemplated his new translator for a few moments before 

unfastening the clasps on the data crystal sack. Pouring the translucent wedges onto the 

desktop, he spread them apart next to the holoterm. Once he was satisfied with the 

arrangement, Bokren said, "Why did they leave you aboard the Darkwinder?" 

 Zazal frowned. He hadn't managed to think about anything but that question since 

he had been sequestered in the dead Gankri's quarters after arriving on the Kjernkor. He 

wanted to find his parents and ask, but he was pretty sure he knew the answer. However, 

telling Bokren might get him tossed out an airlock. Refusing to speak, or lying and getting 

caught, those would absolutely get him tossed out an airlock - or worse. He sighed. "Sick of 

my perpetual failure as a son, I think. The good ones died. I was all they had left. In the end, 

maybe even that was too much." 

 "We targeted their pod after it launched," the Hekayti said. Zazal's stomach plunged 

toward his knees. Even though he believed that his parents deserved to die for abandoning 

him, it filled him with tremendous shame. He shouldn't be relishing the irony that they had 

died fleeing to escape his incompetence, while he had become translator to the pirate king. 

"We did not destroy their pod," Bokren added. "Does this please you? Or is it 

disappointing?" 

 The Lotorian shook his head. "More accurate to say: Confusing. You destroyed the 

B'hiri ship. Why would you spare my parents?" 
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is that we were not at the Strand to destroy that B'hiri ship. It was a complication in our 

mission objectives. I don't like complications. So, we simplified matters by eliminating the 

B'hiri." He plucked one of the data crystals off the table and inserted it into a receptacle on 

the holoterm. "Blowing up that pod with your parents in it might have created a 

complication, so we let it go for the time being." The index finger of his right hand tapped a 

button on the holoterm, activating the program in the data crystal. Bokren and Zazal 

watched as the three-dimensional image resolved into the form of a foot-long cylinder that 



had been engraved with glowing runes. 

 "Your objective?" Zazal asked. 

 The Hekayti nodded. "If we blew up the pod, we risked destroying this artifact. But 

we detected the device aboard the Darkwinder before that little mess with the Lyiri and 

Gankri. By then, that pod was well into the debris field of the Strand. They weren't worth 

the effort. Plus, your ship was about to explode. We didn't have time to waste. Once you 

came aboard the Kjernkor with the artifact, our mission was accomplished." 

 Zazal scratched the side of his snout, still looking puzzled. "It seems odd to me, the 

idea of bloodthirsty pirates with missions." 

 "Wasn't always a pirate," Bokren answered. 

 "No," Zazal agreed. "Wasn't always a translator for a pirate. Life's path takes 

unexpected twists and turns." 

 The Hekayti pirate inclined his bony skull toward the holographic image of the 

cylinder. "What does it say?" 

 Zazal's whiskers flexed up and out, fanning the air on either side of his snout as he 

leaned closer to study the image. He watched the cylinder rotate clockwise. Through the 

ghostly blue vid, he peered at Bokren. "You don't know?" 

 Bokren shrugged, but said nothing. 

 A test, then, Zazal concluded. His brow furrowed as he rubbed at the side of his 

snout with a slender, claw-tipped finger. His tail lashed back and forth nervously. He 

ventured a quiz of his own. "How much information have you acquired about the Kamir 

rune language?" 

 The pirate just gave a taut smile, waiting. 

 "I see," the Lotorian replied. "All right. First, the image needs to spin 

counterclockwise. Ten rotations per second so that I can make accurate readings of the 

glyphs." 

 Bokren chuckled. "Good." He made an adjustment on the holoterm control pad. The 

image switched rotation and increased speed. 

 Zazal watched as the runes began to shift, blend, and blur into one another in a 

dance of light and language. They pulled apart, reformed, drifted askew, and reassembled in 

a new alignment. He frowned as the translation took shape. The process repeated for nearly 

a minute before the symbols began again from the first step. Zazal raised a fleshy palm to 

signal Bokren that he could stop the image.  "That's a control cylinder," he said. "The central 

mechanism of an ancient Kamir device. Psionic amplifier. Three other cylinders are 

required for the device to function." His frown deepened. "You don't want this device to 

function, do you?" 

 Another shrug from the pirate. "Not up to me. " He tapped his fingers on the surface 

of his desk. "That piece you brought aboard. It's not the control cylinder, I take it?" 

 Zazal shook his head. He considered lying. He thought about fabricating an elaborate 

ruse to try and throw Bokren off the scent, to dissuade him from pursuing further collection 



of cylinders for use in the amplifier. However, the Lotorian understood the way things 

worked aboard the Kjernkor, even with his limited experience. Someone had died in this 

room before he arrived because they had betrayed the commander's trust - and they had 

been a Hekayti, as close to kin as a pirate like Bokren probably had. That wasn't a luxury 

Zazal enjoyed. He hated the thought of someone building a psionic amplifier, but his 

aversion to death outweighed his guilty conscience. "It is one of the four, though," he said. 

"They labeled it as a signal focus cylinder." Zazal lifted his snout, fangs clicking together. 

"You don't have the control cylinder yet." 

 Bokren smirked. "Your cylinder is the first. We're still tracking down the other three. 

That's why we're going to Kamsho." The pirate took the data crystal from the holoterm, 

causing the image of the cylinder to fade. He picked up the rest of the crystals, poured them 

into the small sack, and then turned off the holoterm. "Go. Brush up on your Llivorese." The 

Lotorian bobbed his snout, then opened the hatch and stepped through. He closed the door 

behind himself, leaving Bokren alone with his thoughts. 

 The pirate waved his good hand over the sensor eye again. Once the vault door slid 

open, he used that hand to return the holoterm and the data crystal sack. Another wave, the 

door closed. The Gankri hadn't known Kamir. A faint smile crept across Bokren's face as he 

savored the victory. "An upgrade," he mused, swiveling his chair to stare out once more at 

the swirling lights of OtherSpace. "Many thanks, Father." 

 



Chapter Three 

 Aldur Bokrenglasnekonterbeid set aside the plasma torch after detaching the fourth 

leg from the antique rockwood desk that he had, with great effort and much complaint from 

his aging spine, managed to overturn in the middle of the study. 

 He sat for a few moments, staring at the ancient scuff marks that streaked the 

otherwise smooth surface of the squared-off chunk of wood. How many boot toes had he 

worn out, thumping against it as he managed the ledgers for the arctic territories of Hav 

Glasne in Hekayt Prime's desolate northern reaches? More than he could remember, to be 

sure. 

 Aldur shivered in the flame-licked darkness. No time for reminiscing, he scolded 

himself. Straightening, Aldur limped across the study to the windowed alcove where he'd 

built a warming fire in a makeshift pit of stones hauled up months ago as a final kindness 

from the last of the departing house servants. He tossed the final desk leg into the crackling 

flames with the rest. The old bookshelves and ancient leatherbound paper tomes passed 

down for generations went first. He had wept over the loss of so much knowledge, but took 

some solace in the fact that the books had first been stored on data crystals for posterity. 

The plushly cushioned furniture, luxuries prized by his wife before she was catalogued, that 

went next. He'd been saving the desk for as long as possible. In its day, during his prime, 

that desk had been as much a part of him as his hand or his heart. Now, it must fuel a 

dwindling fire that was crucial to his survival. 

 Winter had come, as it always inevitably did in Hav Glasne, and Aldur Bokren, father 

of an unspeakable son, had exhausted the last of his funds to underwrite one final attempt 

to right the wrong of that son's birth. He could no longer afford the energy supply for the 

family manor. He couldn't pay the servants. He couldn't keep the larder full. He'd cooked the 

last of his old croi hound's pups three days ago. He'd soon be resorting to vermin if he 

couldn't restore his family name. 

 Through the open alcove windows, beneath the pale glow of two crescent moons, 

Aldur watched the approach of a whirring hovercar, its forward orbs illuminating the path 

through the rusting iron gates to the main house. News at last. He adjusted the thick fur cap 

covering his spiked skull. It felt womanly, so much hair clustered on his head, but Aldur did 

what he must to keep the deathly chills at bay. He shuddered under the layers of shirts and 

the heavy woolen coat, rubbed his gloved hands together, and then walked to the stairs 

leading down to the mansion foyer. He moved through moonlit shadows to open the front 

doors. This time last year, Olat would have done that for him. The loss of such luxuries 

might prove worthwhile, though. He was down the porch steps in time to meet the stretch 

four-door hovercar as it hummed to a stop. The back passenger-side door hissed open, 

upward like a bird's wing. Aldur slid inside, settling into the back seat while the door closed 

beside him. He found himself next to one of his only remaining friends:  Gridan 

Revidumorkmyrkonterbeid, the Oysikt of Hav Morkmyr. They had worked together for 



many years as colleagues of equal rank. 

 "You look hideous," Gridan said, frowning at Aldur. "Here, drink something." He 

leaned forward to open a gleaming silver thermos on the bar shelf that spanned the width 

of the car. He poured steaming brownish-green liquid into two white ceramic cups. "You 

have no business staying in this place, Aldur. In this weather, with no heat, you'll be dead in 

days." He slid one of the cups toward Aldur. 

 Aldur considered the cup before him. It was tempting, desperately tempting, to 

clutch the cup with both hands and pour that tangy-smelling goraf down his gullet. But not 

yet. Not until he knew. He shifted his gaze back toward Gridan. "Is it done?" 

 Gridan took a sip of his own goraf. "Ah, too hot." He set it down. "It will keep." Then 

he looked at Aldur and said, "They failed." 

 "Curse all the houses!" Aldur shouted, pounding a gloved fist on the door. "Vard 

lives? We sent two to kill him this time! We had Yurok backing them up! It should have 

worked!" 

 "Yes," Gridan said. "The Lyiri and the Gankri are dead. So is Yurok. I'm sorry, Aldur." 

 The grizzled old Bokren shook his head, grunting. "You have no concept of the 

sorrow that I've known because of that child. He ruined me. I have nothing left, Gridan. 

Nothing! The house is no better than a tenement now!" He raised a hand. "No matter. That 

monster has won. It is over. Our great fathers set our paths as they will. For now, it seems, 

they favor that wretched spawn. So be it. I shall return to the house and await the dark call." 

He placed a hand on the door latch. 

 "Oh, spare me the melodrama," his friend growled. Gridan thumbed a locking 

mechanism. "Drink your goraf. You're staying with me. I won't hear otherwise." 

 "To what end?" Aldur asked. As commanded, he took a sip of his goraf. He savored it, 

like blood running fresh through his veins. 

 "I have discussed the situation with others in the Konterbeid," Gridan said. "The 

matter has gained traction among the Ledelkrig and Toveil at the High Moot. The shame 

that you cling so tightly to is shared by all of Hekayt Prime. With each act of terrorism, with 

each vicious murder, Vard Bokren soaks us all with the blood he spills. A case was made." 

 "Will the High Moot act?" Aldur thought it unlikely. The body gathered mostly to 

socialize, gossip, and plan the next High Moot assembly. They hadn't acted with significant 

conviction since the Hiver War had reached B'hira decades ago. 

 "They already have," his friend said. "We have one last great mission of our lives, 

Aldur. Together, you and I, with the help of the Ledelkrig fleet and the wisdom of the Toveil, 

we will trap and destroy Vard. We will purge him from the stars and you will be restored, as 

befits a hero of your stature."  He rapped his knuckles against the pane of glass separating 

the rear compartment from the driver. Responding to the signal, the driver accelerated 

away from the mansion and toward the main road. "First, we will take you into the city, get 

you cleaned up, and find suitable clothes for you to wear to address the High Moot." 

 Aldur blinked, surprised. "The High Moot would have me speak?" He had been 



deprived of his rightful place among the luminaries in that organization soon after Vard 

rose to prominence among the Medlidikke. He had never dreamed it possible that he might 

stand before them again with a chance to practice his beloved oratory skills. He took 

another sip of goraf and patted Gridan's arm. "You are a wonderful friend. I apologize for 

growing so morose. It was unseemly. I should have trusted that you would have an 

alternative already in the works." 

 Gridan smiled. "We all make mistakes, don't we? It happens. Think nothing more of 

it, Aldur. Focus your mind on the task at hand. Take heart in the knowledge that you also 

have friends in the High Moot who want nothing more than to see you back where you 

belong." Falling into silence, he turned to look through the tinted window at the muted 

landscape - the rolling hills of Hav Glasne, with leafless trees hunched under the stars as 

fresh snowflakes fell toward the blue-white carpet covering the ground. 

 Relaxed by the spices in the goraf, the warmth of the hovercar, and the good news 

from his old friend, Aldur settled back in the seat and allowed himself a smile, however 

small it might be. The smile then faded as he turned a critical scowl on Gridan. "Of course, 

you could have told me about this backup plan before I burned all my books and furniture. I 

had some of the original Konterbeid procedural texts, first caste generation!" 

 A gruff laugh from Gridan, who turned from his musings to grin again at Aldur. 

"Don't give me too much credit, old man. The path of my thoughts didn't take this turn until 

the gathering earlier this week. I'm sure you were well beyond books and deep into the 

furniture by then." 

 The hovercar wove its way south and east through the snow-blanketed peaks of the 

Udruk Mountains, following the Fathers Highway to the Glasne Chasm Bridge, which 

spanned a gorge that was thousands of feet deep, cradling a now-frozen river. The glow of 

Glasne's city lights gained prominence to the east. Lulled by the thrum of the vehicle's 

generators, Aldur slipped into a deep, restful sleep - another luxury that he had 

surrendered in the name of hunting down and killing Vard Bokren. He awoke only after 

Gridan gave his arm a nudge, once the car had stopped. He blinked his eyes clear, looking 

around. The hovercar sat in the middle level of a parking garage, somewhere in the center 

of downtown Glasne. 

 "Time to go," Gridan told him. "We'll get you changed. In the morning, we'll take you 

to the High Moot." He thumbed the locking mechanism. The back doors unlocked and 

hissed upward, opening. 

 Aldur nodded. He tugged the furry hat off his head, clutching it in his gloved hands as 

he edged his way out of the car. He moved from under the arc of the door so that he could 

stare out over the glimmering lights of his native city. Dawn's first kiss of pink-orange 

traced the far horizon. He was about to comment on how beautiful it was when he heard 

the hiss and thunk of the hovercar's doors shutting and locking. His mouth fell open in 

dismay as he turned to watch the car whir back from the parking space. "Gridan!" he 

shouted. Despite his long-injured left leg, Aldur easily closed the distance to the car, banging 



on the rear passenger-side window. "Where are you going? Is something wrong?" 

 No answer, save the sight of his old friend's car speeding away toward the ramp that 

would descend toward the garage exit. Aldur ran, struggling to make headway let alone 

keep up, but he was limping and gasping for breath before Gridan's car disappeared down 

the ramp. Then, in the crisp, cold morning air, he heard the heavy hoofsteps on concrete. He 

turned with his back to the outer railing. At this moment, given his friend's sudden 

departure, he was unsurprised to see two Hekayti males in long dark blue coats closing on 

him. They moved with military bearing. Each carried a ceremonial Ledelkrig sword - rune-

engraved blades with leather-wrapped bronze hilts. 

 "Don't run, Aldur," said the one on the left. His partner  on the right nodded. "We'll 

just make it last longer if we must chase you." 

 If he were twenty years younger, Aldur might have welcomed the amusement of a 

pitched battle against a pair of well-trained Ledelkrig sword carriers. More than thirty 

years ago, in his wilder days, Aldur Bokren had drunkenly challenged six hot-headed 

recruits to unarmed combat in a Kjernkor tavern - the Shackled Blade, he recalled. He'd 

awoken the next day in a pile of trash in the gutter, battered and bruised, but smug about 

how much more his opponents must be suffering. The smugness wore off about the time his 

mentor arrived with the bill for the damages to the tavern. Now, though, Aldur was an old 

bureaucrat with a bad leg, failing eyes, and aches in every limb. He didn't think he could 

hold his own against one of these young Hekayti even if they dropped their swords - and he 

knew better than to imagine they might do that just to be sporting. No, Gridan had left him 

here to die and these Hekayti had orders to kill him. No margin of error. No mistakes. It 

didn't make any sense to Aldur at the moment.  After all, hadn't he wanted to go back into 

the mansion to freeze to death? Gridan had dismissed the sentiment as melodrama. So what 

was Aldur to make of this? Why save him from a quiet, lonely death in the freezing cold of 

his own home just to drag him into Glasne for a public  slaughter? 

 The killers drew their swords back as they closed on Aldur, readying to strike. The 

old Hekayti glanced over his shoulder, looking about twenty feet down to the street over the 

waist-high railing. He saw Gridan's hovercar emerge from the stone-lined exit of the garage.  

The car turned left, whirring toward the High Moot Tower overlooking Glasne Park. Across 

the street, a Hekayti woman with her blue-gray hair bound in decorative spirals activated 

the glowing green sign that indicated her pastry shop was open for business. Don't have to 

make it too far, Aldur thought. He turned to stare at the warriors, his brow furrowing, and 

said, "Think I want a last meal." They lunged, swords swinging, as he pushed off with his 

hooves and tumbled backward over the railing. Sparks shimmered in the dim light of dawn 

as the blades rang off the metal railing. He completed the backflip so that his hooves aimed 

at the pavement and did his best to make sure the good leg took the brunt of the landing. It 

felt like a lightning bolt racing up his leg as he struck the pavement. That pain, he found, 

was preferable to what he might have felt had he remained in the parking garage. He looked 

up to see the befuddled warriors regrouping after his unexpected leap. They sheathed their 



swords, preparing to jump after him. No time to waste! He limped across the street. He was 

halfway to the pastry shop when he heard two sets of hooves landing solidly behind him. He 

didn't look back. Didn't have to. He heard the song of steel as both warriors unsheathed 

their swords again. And then they were coming after him. 

 The pastry shop door slid open when he was about six paces from it. The proprietor 

stood in the doorway, plasma rifle cradled in her arms. "Inside," she commanded, turning to 

grant him entrance. She didn't give him time to ask any questions. Once he was in, she 

stepped through the arch and let the door slide shut behind her. Aldur moved so that he 

could watch through the shop window as she raised the rifle with expert technique, leveling 

it at the sword carriers. His stomach rumbled as he caught the scents of fresh baked bread 

and sweet spiced pastries. It'd been a while since he had enjoyed such a confection. He 

plucked an iced biscuit off one of the trays angled in the display window and bit into it, 

chewing hungrily. 

 "Our quarrel's not with you, baker," said the warrior on the left. 

 The woman chuckled, lightly squeezing the trigger on the rifle. Full press and she 

just might blow the Ledelkrig sword carrier out of his dapper coat. "Seems like it is now. 

What I see is two healthy young warriors with swords chasing a weak, unarmed old fellow 

through the streets of Glasne. How sporting is that? Besides, it's terrible for my business if 

civilians are chopped up, don't you think?" 

 "It's not your concern ," remarked the warrior on the right. He inclined his spiked 

skull toward the cafe tables arranged outside the shop. "We can wait as long as it takes. You 

can't keep him in there forever." 

 "Hmm," she said. "That's a good point. So, you chased the old goat from the garage. 

Then you decided to attack me because I wouldn't let him go. I didn't have any choice." 

 That got a puzzled look from both warriors, right before she squeezed the trigger, 

jerked the barrel left, and gave another pull. Blades clattered on concrete as the sword 

carriers arced through the air, scorched chests smoldering, and landed on their backs. The 

baker stepped forward, nudged the fallen Hekayti with her shoe, and then walked toward 

the shop. The sensor detected her approach, so the door slid open to grant entrance. She 

stepped inside to find the old Hekayti wiping his sticky fingers on his ragged dirty coat. 

 "You owe me for that," she said. 

 Aldur looked through the window at the dead assassins. He nodded. "I do, yes." He 

turned his gaze back toward her. "Many thanks." 

 Her eyebrows shot up. "Not for that. For the biscuit. I'm not running a charity here." 

She hefted the rifle in her arms. "Still got a few charges in here, you know." 

 "I have nothing," the old Hekayti said. "I've impoverished myself. Now, it's not even 

safe for me to go home. They want me dead." 

 "They?" 

 "The High Moot, I think." 

 She tilted her head, peering at Aldur with bright green eyes. "The High Moot. 



Actively trying to kill someone? Really? Isn't that a wonder, when I can't get them to fix the 

potholes on Majesty Row." She frowned. "I saw the warriors for myself, though. Also saw 

you take that tumble from the garage. Who are you? Why would they want you dead?" 

 "Aldur Bokren," he answered. 

 Her mouth fell open. "The old Oysikt of Glasne?" 

 "Yes, that is correct." 

 She smirked, eyes narrowing, and leveled the barrel of the plasma rifle at Aldur's 

chest. "I'm Dira Urtigor. You signed the documents that allowed the High Moot to foreclose 

on my parent's estate when I was just a little girl. It was bittersweet, watching you fall from 

grace without having a hand in it myself. And here you are now. Right here in front of me. I 

saved you from those soldiers. I KILLED them for you." 

 "Yes," Aldur repeated. "You did." 

 Dira took a step closer. She pulled just a hair on the trigger. "I should kill YOU," she 

whispered. 

 "Yes. Probably." 

 In the street outside, the light of day grew brighter as a hovercar whooshed to a halt 

in front of the pastry shop. The driver, a Hekayti male in richly appointed garments, 

emerged from the vehicle and rushed around the front to crouch beside the dead warriors 

on the sidewalk. He spoke into a commpip affixed to the top of his right hand. Moments 

later, alarm horns shrilled in the distance. The Ledelkrig would send investigators. If the 

High Moot truly orchestrated this attempted assassination, it wouldn't go well for Dira, she 

knew. The door slid open, allowing the motorist to enter. He gawked as he saw Dira holding 

the old Hekayti at gunpoint. 

 "Closed," she snapped. "Come back later." 

 The motorist didn't turn his back on Dira. He raised his hands, edging carefully back 

toward the door until it slid open to let him out. Once he was clear, he ran to his car, jumped 

in, slammed the door, and whirred away with all haste. 

 "We're both dead if we're here when they arrive," Aldur said. 

 "Curse all the houses," Dira growled. She sighted down the barrel, hoisting the rifle 

to her shoulder. "If I kill you, maybe they'll give me whatever prize they had in mind for 

those two nice soldiers I shot." 

 Aldur shook his head. "You gave those sword carriers what would have come to them 

eventually.  Think, Dira. We don't have much time. I know you're angry about your parents. I 

can't recall their specific case, we saw so many during the commerce drought, but it must 

have been justified. We didn't foreclose without good reason." 

 "Maybe the High Moot wants you dead for a good reason?" She chuckled. "Come to 

think of it, what's to stop me from killing you and making a run for it? One shot, you're dead 

on the floor and I'm out the back. Maybe they'll just leave me alone." 

 His eyes narrowed, but he did nothing to threaten the woman. The horns grew 

louder. Just a few blocks away, he thought. Aldur raised his hands, palms out, plaintively. 



"Nothing prevents you from doing just that. If you truly think that it would undo your 

anguish and restore some sense of dignity, then, by all means, pull the trigger." 

 Dira kept the rifle trained on Aldur, but found her vision blurred by tears that welled 

in her eyes. "I should've let them kill you," she said. 

 "Perhaps," Aldur replied. "However, if you spare my life and if you help me, then I 

vow to do whatever I can to make amends for any wrong - perceived or real - that I may 

have committed against your family." Hovercars with mottled black and green hulls - 

Ledelkrig response squad cars - turned onto the avenue in front of the pastry shop. 

 She shook her head, rolling her eyes as she lowered the rifle barrel. Dira pointed to 
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after the limping Hekayti, gracefully backing her way toward the kitchen so that she could 

keep an eye on the arriving Ledelkrig vehicles. Soldiers started spilling out of them. "How 

do they fit so many inside?" she mused before smacking the wall switch to open the door 

for them. No sense encouraging them to sneak around back, she thought. 

  Ȱ(ÁÌÔȦȱ Á ÓÏÌÄÉÅÒ ÓÈÏÕÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÔÅÐÐÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÏÐ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÒÉÆÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÉÍ ÁÔ 

$ÉÒÁȢ Ȱ3ÕÒÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÕÎÈÁÒÍÅÄȢȱ 

 She glanced over her shoulder, saw that Aldur had limped about halfway to the back 

door. She dropped the plasma rifle on the floor and then lifted her arms as she turned to 
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him. He squeezed off a shot. The blast shattered a holographic display of the Glasne 

*ÏÕÒÎÁÌȭÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ $ÉÒÁȭÓ &ÒÅÓÈ-Bakery. She could smell the ozone where the beam 
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kitchen, toppling a spice cabinet and a rolling dish cart next to the oven to create more 

obstacles for the Ledelkrig. She burst through the back door of the shop to find Aldur 

staring in bemusement at the hoverbike with sidecar. 
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 Ȱ(Ï× ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÁÌ ÏÎ ÆÏÏÔȩȱ 3ÈÅ ÓÉÇÈÅÄȟ ÓÈÏÏË ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÃÌÉÍÂÅÄ ÏÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÉËÅȢ Ȱ,ÅÔȭÓ ÇÏȟ "ÏËÒÅÎȢ 4ÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÏÒ ÁÎÙ 

ÓÅÃÏÎÄȢȱ 

 Aldur growled, but dÉÄÎȭÔ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒȢ -ÏÒÅ ÂÉÃËÅÒÉÎÇ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÅÒÖÅ ÔÏ 

tragically end the hard-won opportunity that the Fathers had deemed him worthy to 

receive. He had been tested this day. His own will crumbling, his faith shaken, he had come 

close to succumbing to despair in the ruins of his mansion. Betrayed by his closest friend, 

Aldur had faced the challenge of surviving an assault by two younger and stronger 

warriors. Now, he had been forced to make allegiance with a Hekayti woman who wanted 

nothing more than to kill him herself ɀ and she had been the vessel of his salvation. It 

troubled him, of course, that a weak female had thwarted those soldiers and then got the 

upper hand against him. It humiliated him that he had no choice but to comply with her 



emasculating demands. But the path set before him by the Fathers could not be denied. He 

hunched down in the sidecar, his knees angled up past his cheeks, and barely had time to 

ÃÌÕÔÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÎÉÃ ÇÒÉÐÓ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÈÕÌÌ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ $ÉÒÁ ÐÕÎÃÈÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÏÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÈÏÐȭs 

back door swung open. Soldiers sprang out, rifles blazing rather randomly after the fleeing 

bike. 

 Dira watched in the rear-view mirror, zigging and zagging in the narrow alley to 

ÄÏÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÁÓÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ×ÅÁÐÏÎÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÎÄÆÕÌ of Ledelkrig 

warriors stepping into the gap at the juncture of the alley and Havrahd Avenue until it was 

too late. As they scrambled into position and raised their rifles, she killed the right side 

thrust and gunned the left, sending the hoverbike into a slide that caught all the soldiers at 

about chest level. A couple of them had time to react, flinging their guns aside and leaping 

to safety. The other three were standing firm, weapons ready, when the vehicle hammered 

into them at full force. Energy bolts spanged off metal trim and brick walls as those soldiers 

fell to the ground with shattered ribs. She could hear the clopping of hooves in the alley ɀ 

the Ledelkrig from the shop, closing fast. Dira fired both thrusters, blasting past the 

stopped hovercar, the dead soldiers on the sidewalk, and the shop she would probably 

never see again. As if in answer to that thought, once they were safely past, the storefront 

exploded in a blast of bricks, glass, and ruined pastry. 

 Ȱ%ÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ) ÌÏÓÔȟ !ÌÄÕÒȟȱ ÓÈÅ ÓÈÏÕÔÅÄ ÁÔ ÈÉÍȢ Ȱ%ÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȦȱ 

 He just nodded without a word while Dira drove on through the back streets of 

Glasne, taking a path that turned around on itself at several points. Eventually, she pulled 

ÏÆÆ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÌÌÅÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌ ÄÉstrict ɀ not far from the icy harbor. 

Ȱ7ÈÙ ÁÒÅ ×Å ÓÔÏÐÐÉÎÇȩȱ !ÌÄÕÒ ÁÓËÅÄȢ 

 Ȱ7ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ×Å ÇÏÉÎÇȩͼ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÅÄȢ ͼ$Ï ÙÏÕ ÅÖÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÌÁÎȩȱ 

 Aldur opened his mouth, astonished that this woman would have the steel to 

question how prepared he was for the challenge at hand. Then he closed his mouth, 

because he realized: No, in fact, he had absolutely no plan. He had gone from wanting 

nothing more than to die to wanting nothing more than to live long enough to destroy his 

son and avenge himself against the High -ÏÏÔ ÏÆ 'ÌÁÓÎÅȢ "ÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÄÎȭÔ 

worked out any details. That might prove problematic in the greater scheme the Fathers 

planned for their son Aldur. 

 Ȱ4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȟȱ $ÉÒÁ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÃÌÁÍÂÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÖÅÒÂÉËÅȢ Ȱ.Ï ÏÎÅ ÃÁÎ ÔÏÕÃÈ ÕÓ 

in a hÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÏÖÅÉÌȢ 7Å ÃÁÎ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅȢ -ÁËÅ Á ÐÌÁÎȢ 2ÉÇÈÔȩȱ 

 Aldur frowned, scratching the back of his bald head. The Toveil would provide 

sanctuary, but not without a cost. Specifically: Those of the Konterbeid seeking safe haven 

in the cathedral must prÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÆÕÌÌ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÕÐÄÁÔÅȢ (Å ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÓÅÔ ÈÏÏÆ ÏÒ ÈÏÒÎ ÉÎ Á 4ÏÖÅÉÌ 

ÈÏÕÓÅ ÉÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÆÉÆÔÅÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÈÉÓ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÁÂÏÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ &ÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ (ÁÎÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ 

the war against the Hivers. Once catalogued, his experiences ɀ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 'ÒÉÄÁÎȭÓ 

betrayal and their narrow escape from the Ledelkrig ɀ would effectively be a matter of 

public record. Unfortunately, Aldur knew, only the most recent events would tend to 



portray him in a sympathetic light. 

 Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅÒÅ ÎÏ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ×ÁÙȩȱ ÈÅ ÁÓËÅÄȟ ÕÎÔÁÎÇÌÉÎÇ ÈÉÍÓelf from the sidecar and standing 

ÎÅØÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÖÅÒÂÉËÅȢ Ȱ! ÓÔÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓȩ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓ ÏÎ #ÏÍÏÒÒÏ 3ÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

×ÈÏ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÓÅÒÖÅȢȱ 

 $ÉÒÁ ÂÁÒËÅÄ Á ÂÉÔÔÅÒ ÌÁÕÇÈȢ Ȱ)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇ ÍÙ ÈÏÍÅȟ ÏÌÄ ËÒÁÔȢ .ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕȢ .ÏÔ 

ÕÎÔÉÌ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÄÅÂÔ ÔÏ ÍÅȢ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÍÅ ÏÒ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÔÁËÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇȢ "ÕÔ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÍÅ 

ÄÅÁÄȢȱ 

 He growled, but followed the female out of the alley and across the sun-dappled 

street to Glasnetoveil House ɀ a pyramid-shaped cathedral of glass and steel topped by a 

hovering holographic orb that contained a swirling spiral galaxy, the sigil of the 

technopriest caste. Dira led him up about twenty marble steps to the waiting automatic 

doors, which whooshed open to grant access to the cathedral antechamber. A seneschal bot 

ɀ a tiny metal pyramid affixed with sensors and transmitters ɀ emerged from an alcove and 

whirred toward the newcomers. 

 The bot addressed Aldur first, as was customary in the patriarchal society of the 

(ÅËÁÙÔÉȡ Ȱ7%,#/-%ȟ 3/. /& (%+!94ȟ 4/ ',!3.%4/6%), (/53%Ȣ 0,%!3% )$%.4)&9 &/2 

#/.&)2-!4)/.Ȣȱ 

 !ÌÄÕÒ ÇÒÉÍÁÃÅÄȢ (Å ÍÕÍÂÌÅÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÍÅ ÏÕÔ ÓÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ Ȱ!ÌÄÕÒ 

ÂÏËÇÌÁËÏÎÔÂÕÈȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÌÉÍ ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÅÔ ÉÔ pass. Dira gave him a 

rather annoyed look, brows twitching. 

 Ȱ0,%!3% 2%0%!4 7)4( 02/0%2 %.5.#)!4)/.Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ!ÌÄÕÒ "ÏËÒÅÎÇÌÁÓÎÅËÏÎÔÅÒÂÅÉÄȢȱ 

 Ȱ#/.&)2-%$Ȣ /52 2%#/2$3 ).$)#!4% 4(!4 τππ 25-).!4)/.3 /& 4(% &!4(%23 

(!6% 0!33%$ 3).#% 9/52 ,!34 #!4!,/'5% 50$!4%Ȣȱ 

 Aldur nodded. 

 Ȱ34!.$ "9Ȣȱ 4ÈÅ ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÒÏÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÁÃÅ $ÉÒÁȢ Ȱ7%,#/-%ȟ $!5'(4%2 /& 

(%+!94ȟ 4/ ',!3.%4/6%), (/53%Ȣ 0,%!3% )$%.4)&9 &/2 #/.&)2-!4)/.Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ$ÉÒÁ 5ÒÔÉÇÏȢȱ 

 Ȱ#/.&)2-%$Ȣ 9/5 !2% &%-!,% !.$ 7)4(/54 #!34%Ȣ ./ #!4!,/'5% 50$!4% )3 

REQUIRED. HOWEVER, IF YOU ARE SPONSORED BY A KONTERBEID OR TOVEIL CASTE 

-%-"%2ȟ 9/52 50$!4% 7),, "% !##%04%$ &/2 0/34%2)49Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ)ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒȟȱ $ÉÒÁ ÓÁÉÄȢ 3ÈÅ ÎÏÄÄÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ !ÌÄÕÒȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÍÏÕÔÈ ÆÅÌÌ ÏÐÅÎ ɀ but 

ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔ ÈÅÒ ÃÌÁÉÍȢ 

 Ȱ!,$52 "/+2ENGLASNEKONTERBEID, PLEASE VERIFY SPONSORSHIP OF DIRA 

524)'/Ȣȱ 

 (Å ÓÈÏÏË ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȟ ÇÏÔ Á ËÉÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÂÁÄ ÌÅÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÎÏÄÄÅÄȢ Ȱ9ÅÓȢ ) 

ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒ $ÉÒÁ 5ÒÔÉÇÏȢȱ 

 Ȱ2%0/24 4/ 4(% #!4!,/'5).' #5")#,%3ȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄȢ Ȱ/.#% 4(% 

UPDATES ARE #/-0,%4%ȟ 9/5 -!9 02/#%%$ ).4/ 4(% 3!.#45-Ȣȱ 



 Two automatic doors on either side of the main sanctum passage slid open. Dira 

ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÏÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÆÔȢ !ÌÄÕÒ ÈÉÓÓÅÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÅÒȡ Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÈÕÒÔȦȱ 4ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÈÉÓ 

way toward the door on the right. Once they were inside, the doors slid shut. 

 The seneschal bot turned its sensors to focus on the street outside as a dozen 

mottled black-and-ÇÒÅÅÎ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÖÅÈÉÃÌÅÓ ×ÈÉÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÈÁÌÔȢ Ȱ).!002/02)!4% 

!''2%33)6% #/.'2%'!4)/.ȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÔ ÍÕÓÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÄÅÓÃending at an angle down the 

stairway. 

 Ȱ7ÅȭÒÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ !ÌÄÕÒ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÁÎÄ $ÉÒÁ 5ÒÔÉÇÏ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÕÓÔÏÄÙȟȱ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

commanding officer of the Ledelkrig squad. He was a hulking, barrel-chested Hekayti of 

middle age, about eight and a half feet tall. 

 Ȱ7%,#/ME, SON OF HEKAYT, TO GLASNETOVEIL HOUSE. PLEASE IDENTIFY FOR 

#/.&)2-!4)/.Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ2ÏÊÔ /ÍÁÒÁÇÌÁÓÎÅÌÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȢ 

 Ȱ#/.&)2-%$Ȣ )4 )3 !'!).34 ).4%2#!34% 2%,!4)/. 2%'5,!4)/.3 4/ )-0/3% 

ON THE SANCTITY OF A TOVEIL HOUSE FOR ANY REASON WHATSOEVER. ALDUR 

BOKRENGLASNEKONTERBEID AND DIRA URTIGO ARE PROTECTED BY THE SANCTUARY 

2%'5,!4)/.3Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ4ÈÅ (ÉÇÈ -ÏÏÔ ÈÁÓ ÉÓÓÕÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÄÉÃÔ ÏÖÅÒÒÕÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ 

offering a datapad with a holographic document signed by the members of the Glasne High 

Moot. 

 Ȱ',!3.% ()'( -//4 $/%3 ./4 4!+% 02%#%$%.#% ). (%+!94 #!34% ,!7ȟȱ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ/.,9 4(% +*%2.+/2 '2!.$-//4 ). %842!/2$).!29 3%33)/.ȟ 

WITH THREE-QUARTERS POPULAR RATIFICATION, MAY TAKE PRECEDENCE IN SUCH 

%8%-04)/.3Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ4ÈÅ (ÉÇÈ -ÏÏÔ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÈÅÍȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÅÒÓȢ 9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÈÁÒÂÏÒÉÎÇ 

ÂÌÏÏÄÔÈÉÒÓÔÙ ËÉÌÌÅÒÓȢȱ 

 Ȱ4(%9 !2% ). #!4!,/'5).' ./7Ȣ )& 4(%9 !2% -52$%2%23ȟ 4(% 3!.#45- 

-!34%2 7),, #/5.3%, 4(%- 4/ 452. 4(%-3%,6%3 ). 4/ 02/0%2 !54(/2)4)%3Ȣȱ 

 The Hekayti commander furrowed his brow. He looked around at the gathering 

warriors. Gridan and the High Moot leadership had made it clear that it would be disastrous 

for the female and Aldur Bokren to catalogue their experiences. A violent attack on a Toveil 

House would have planetwide repercussions, Rojt knew. But he had sworn to his own caste 

first. He would pay whatever price the Grandmoot required, so long as he protected the 

(ÉÇÈ -ÏÏÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÌÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÈÁÒÍȢ !ÌÄÕÒ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÁÎÄ $ÉÒÁ 5ÒÔÉÇÏ ÍÕÓÔ ÄÉÅȢ (Å ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÓÔÅ 

anymore time arguing with a machine. 

 Ȱ&ÏÒ ÏÕÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȦȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÓÈÏÕÔÅÄȟ ÐÕÍÐÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÆÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÉÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÏÌÄÉÅÒÓ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÆÉÒÅ 

on the seneschal bot. 

 Milliseconds before the lancing energy beams could strike the hovering bot, 

protective shield generators kicked in. The beams dissipated harmlessly off the seneschal, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÁÔÅÄȡ Ȱ9/5 (!6% !44!#+%$ 02/0%249 /& ! 4/6%), (/53% ). 42!.3'2%33)/. 



/& 4(% ).4%2#!34% $)0,/-!4)# 2%,!4)/.3 2%'5,!4)/.3Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ&ÏÒÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÔȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÓÎÁÒÌÅÄȢ Ȱ'ÅÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÎÃÔÕÍ ÁÎÄ ËÉÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÇÉÔÉÖÅÓȦȱ 

 As the solÄÉÅÒÓ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ Ó×ÁÒÍÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÐÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÔ ÓÔÁÔÅÄȡ Ȱ).4%2#!34% 

DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS REGULATIONS ALLOW LETHAL FORCE IN RESPONSE TO 

).6!3)/.Ȣȱ 4ÈÅ ÐÕÎÃÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÃÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÆÉÖÅ ÐÌÁÓÍÁ ÃÁÎÎÏÎÓ 

emerging from the faces of the metal pyramid bot. It began to spin and whirl, seeming to 

fire at random but, in fact, making very calculated targeting formulas. Not one of the 

Ledelkrig soldiers made it to the top step, let alone into the antechamber to kill Aldur and 

Dira. The warriors lay dead or wounded on the steps. 

 4ÈÅ ÂÏÔ ÔÒÁÉÎÅÄ Á ÃÁÎÎÏÎ ÏÎ 2ÏÊÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÉÄȡ Ȱ7)4($2!7 /2 "% 0%2-!.%.4,9 

NEUTRALIZED. YOUR TRANSGRESSION HAS BEEN LOGGED FOR REPORT TO THE GRAND 

-//4Ȣȱ 

 Ȱ6ÅÒÙ ×ÅÌÌȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒ ÇÒÏ×ÌÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÏÔ ×ÁÔÃÈÅÄ ÁÓ 2ÏÊÔ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ 

ÈÏÖÅÒÃÁÒȢ (Å ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÓÉÄÅ ÄÏÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÎÅÄ ÉÎȟ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÌÉÍÂ ÉÎÓÉÄÅȢ 

Instead, he opened a compartment in the dashboard to reveal a sensor-locked red button. 

He thumbed the sensor, which unlocked the button on his authority. Then he pressed the 

button, setting off an electromagnetic pulse that ruined the electronics of all the vehicles 

parked nearby. It also had the effect of frying the electronic brain of the seneschal bot, 

which fell silent and dropped with a THUNK! It rolled down the steps and bumped against 

ÔÈÅ ÈÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÒȢ 

 Rojt smirked, drawing a serrated dagger from a sheath at his hip. He would take 

great pleasure in personally handling this matter for the High Moot. Knife glinting in the 

morning sun, he stepped carefully over the bodies of the fallen and made his way toward 

the waiting sanctuary. 

 



Chapter Four 

Hideg Fekretu crouched on the thin mat in the Gathering Square of Multvaros. He 

raised his long, slender arms toward the pale pink-blue Aukam sky. And then he screamed. 

It was a deep, bellicose roar ɀ the cry of a jungle beast that has scented blood. It carried 

within the toxic rage that inevitably built up inside with each passing day. 

 Every day the ruling council of the Cepelem denied the Aukami the chance to follow 

their true nature. 

 Every day his people remained shameful pariahs burdened by a glorious past that 

went unfulfilled. 

 Every day he remained nothing more than one of three representatives from the 

Southeastern District of Multvaros within the 33-member body of the Cepelem. 

 We live too long to suffer the blight of mediocrity, he thought. We are the true 

children of the Kamir. We are their legacy. The time must soon come when we embrace it. 

Thus far, the Cepelem resisted all overtures by Hideg Fekretu. They refused to reopen 

studies of ancient Kamir artifacts. They refused to open the Four Eyes of the Ascended. 

4ÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÄÒÅÁÍ ÏÆ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ Á ÄÅÃÌÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÁÓÔ ÁÓÉÄÅ ÐÅÁÃÅ 

agreements reached with the Hekayti after their last great war. The Cepelem, chastened by 

ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌ ÄÉÓÄÁÉÎ ÆÏÒ ÁÃÔÓ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ȰÁÔÒÏÃÉÏÕÓȱ ÂÙ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒÓȟ ÈÁÄ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÄ ÆÏÒ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

weakness. They allowed their allies and former enemies to see them as flawed, broken 

people, hungry for redemption and acceptance. 

 For all these reasons, Hideg Fekretu raged at the sky along with dozens of strangers 

gathered for the afternoon emotional outburst. When the bells chimed for the return of 

peace and humility, the screaming came to an end. 

 (ÉÄÅÇ &ÅËÒÅÔÕȭÓ ÓÈÏÕÔÓ ÆÁÄÅÄ last. 

 Once silence reigned, he gathered his mat in a roll, tucked it under his left arm, and 

left the square in favor of the sidewalk leading north to the Cepelem. One more council 

ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÉÔ Á ÄÁÙȢ -ÕÓÔÎȭÔ ËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅÍ ×ÁÉÔÉÎÇȟ ÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȢ 

 As he walked, though, he opened his mind to the churning surf of thoughts floating 

amidst the old amber spires and wedge-shaped collossi that comprised much of this 

ancient city, which fought a perpetual battle for survival against the encroaching jungle. It 

was a pasttime of many Aukami, eavesdropping on the thoughts of friends, neighbors, 

enemies, strangers. Outside of the twice-a-day rages, Aukami prided themselves on total 

mastery of their emotions - as far as outward appearance went - but their emotions still 

seeped out. Hideg grasped at these tendrils of thought that hung thick in the air like fruit 

from a blossoming orchard. He kept his own musings in check as he sampled the wavering 

emanations from the city's inhabitants. 

 Feeling so lazy today. WHY am I watching this awful B'hiri holovid? I can't believe she 

did that to me. With HER? What did I do? Am I getting sick? I think I'm getting sick. Why won't 

this laundry fold itself? They all hate me. I deserved that promotion. They don't pay me 



enough to endure this. The towers rising, I feel fat. What? The zammek pissed on the sofa 

again? I will kick it to the stars. I can't bear to watch her slip away like that. Maybe I should 

end it. He's not telling me something. I hate them all. I'm full. I'm famished! Where did the 

time go? I didn't even eat! 

 He stopped at the corner of Ascendant Plaza and Bright Temple Row, withdrawing 

his mind from the emotional soup that swirled around him. So pedestrian, he thought 

disdainfully. The petty whining of a beaten people. They could be so much more. They used 

to be. He turned his flat gaze toward the waiting temple and thought: "They will be again." 

 The resurgence of the Aukami couldn't wait for action from the Cepelem. Hideg 

Fekretu would lead the charge himself, as soon as Vard Bokren collected the last of the 

artifacts. Then, when the time was right, the Four Eyes could reopen and the thoughts of 

Fekretu's people could turn once more to the promise of glory and galaxy-spanning power 

that was forever their birthright. 

 After receiving clearance from the security golems flanking the ornate golden doors 

of the Grand Cepelem Hall within the Bright Temple, Hideg made his way across the main 

rotunda to the aisle leading up to the sixth row and took his seat on the end, next to Olus 

Fanj, the latest appointee from the Southeastern District.  

 "Master Fekretu," the newcomer said, the faintest of smiles upon his face as he 

bowed his head in deference to the senior representative. "Refreshing release, I hope?" 

 Doing his best to mask his loathing, Hideg pressed the fingertips of his right hand to 

his temple and inclined his head in acknowledgement to Fanj. The necessities of social 

interaction in the political arena set Fekretu's teeth on edge.  

 "I must confess, I have found little in my heart or mind to inspire rage of late," Fanj 

continued. "I am honored to be counted among the elite of Multvaros. It is pleasing that my 

voice is heard by Elder Mudem and that I may bring her word to the citizens of our district." 

 Hideg seethed behind a shield of complacency. Redlana Mudem, figurehead of the 

Cepelem for more than a century, was chief among those who sought to help Aukam 

remember its subordinate position in the galaxy. She opened every session with a call for 

humility as their people struggled to make recompense for the sins of their ancestors. 

Redlana is the face of our failure, he thought. 

 As if on cue, Elder Redlana Mudem strode into the chamber with her attache, Lomat 

Creend, close by her side. Following protocol, all members of the Cepelem - including a 

reluctant Hideg Fekretu - rose and bowed their heads in respect to the senior leader of the 

governing council. She wore humble gray sackcloth robes, brown shaiir-leather sandals, 

and a loose crown of green rope braided into her shoulder-length silver hair. Before taking 

her seat on the riser at the bottom of the Cepelem well, below the arch of the rotunda, she 

inquired of the assembled representatives: "Are there any new matters for consideration in 

this session?" 

 Fekretu raised his right hand, crossing the left hand over his elevated wrist to signify 

his request to be heard. The Elder saw him, but continued looking around the chamber for 



others wanting to speak. When it became apparent that no one else would be heard, 

Redlana finally deigned to acknowledge him. "Master Fekretu, speak and be heard." 

 He rose to his feet and clasped his hands behind his back. "Elder Mudem. Honored 

colleagues of the Cepelem. It is my honor as a representative of the citizens of the 

Southeastern District of Multvaros to propose a day to celebrate our heritage as Aukami. 

One day in which to reflect and remember all that is good about our society. To recall the 

many wonders that our geneticists and medical practitioners have accomplished on behalf 

of the galaxy at large. We move that this day be approved by the Cepelem and that it be 

called Aukami Pride Day." 

 Elder Mudem fixed Hideg with a barely discernible grimace. "That would seem more 

in keeping with a more arrogant mindset that we have long since left behind," she said. 

 "Is it arrogant to do something that doesn't amount to self-flagellation for wrongs 

committed centuries ago?" Hideg shook his head, grunting. "Elder, I hold you in the highest 

esteem, you should know this. But we live many years longer than most other denizens of 

the galaxy. They would gladly forgive and forget our trespasses if only we allowed them the 

opportunity to do so." 

 Redlana tilted her head as she laced her fingers before herself on the table. "Why 

should we let anyone forget? Why should we expect anyone to forgive? We were monsters, 

Master Fekretu. We have much for which we must atone." She allowed herself a taut smile. 

"However, it is not my decision alone. As you have correctly noted, this is a matter for the 

Cepelem at large. Do we have a second for Master Fekretu's motion on behalf of the 

Southeastern District? Master Fajn, perhaps?" 

 The newcomer shook his head, a sheepish grin on his face as he met Fekretu's gaze. 

"No, I am sorry, Master Fekretu, but I concur with Elder Mudem. Every day that we atone 

for the atrocities of our past is a day that we can proclaim a day of Aukami pride." 

 Lomat Creend opened his mouth to speak familiar words, but Hideg beat him to the 

punch: "The motion dies without a second. Yes. Heard that before." Unsurprised, he 

returned to his seat. Patience, he cautioned himself. 



 

Chapter Five 

Zazal Aazzal didn't want any part of what Vard Bokren had planned. 

 He sat on the edge of his bunk aboard the Kjernkor, certain of only one thing: If he 

helped the Medlidikke acquire the artifacts needed to make a functional psionic amplifier, 

Zazal would never be able to live with himself. The question he faced, really, was whether 

he could countenance a life spent knowing what he knew without doing anything to stop it. 

 He thought maybe he could. 

 Zazal knew he probably couldn't stop Vard Bokren, even if he tried. The only allies he 

might have had aboard the ship had died aboard the Darkwinder precisely because Zazal 

had alerted the pirate commander to their treachery. 

 So, if Zazal tried to stop them, they'd just kill him. A small setback for the Medlidikke, 

perhaps, because Vard would have to find another translator. However, it would be a 

massive setback for Zazal, who really just wanted to get on with his life. It would be hard to 

do that if he was dead. 

 The best alternative he could come up with as the ship wound its way through 

OtherSpace toward Kamsho: Escape from the Kjernkor after landing, get passage offworld 

to Comorro Station, and then tell someone with better resources and more experience than 

him about what the Medlidikke were planning. The first step of the plan would, of course, 

prove the most difficult. Everything depended on how much freedom Vard Bokren gave him 

for the sake of appearances in front of the Llivori. 

 The ship shuddered as it dropped out of faster-than-light. Must be close to Kamsho, 

Zazal thought. 

 Moments later, the hatch thunked as it was unlocked from the outside and pulled 

open. Toka, the newly promoted second in command, tugged the hatch fully open for Vard 

Bokren to step through. The commander held a rifle in his right hand. The metal-capped 

stump trident of his left hand sparked blue and white. 

 "Fit him with the collar," Bokren ordered. 

 Zazal's eyes widened. "Collar?" He shuffled back on his bunk, making himself as 

difficult to reach as possible. Lotorians hated all manner of bindings, which reminded them 

of the slavery that their ancestors had endured. 

 "Security measure," Bokren said. He nodded to Toka, who walked into the chamber, 

pulling a strand of thick cable from his waistband. The cable featured a clasp on one end. 

 "Please," Zazal said, raising a paw to fend off the Hekayti. "I have cooperated! Haven't 

I been helpful?" 

 "Oh, yes, quite," Vard Bokren agreed. "You are most cooperative when your life is 

forfeit if you refuse to do so. On the Darkwinder, you knew I would have killed you without 

compunction. Here, on the Kjernkor, you knew I'd have you killed for resisting. I'm not a 



fool, though, Zazal. The game changes the moment we set foot on Kamsho. Yes, I could 

threaten to kill your parents, but that seems an empty gesture, given how much they 

obviously care about you. So, I must rely on your sense of self-preservation to ensure your 

continued cooperation." 

 The Lotorian's mouth fell open in feigned astonishment. "I had no plans to escape!" 

 "Yes, well, if that's true, you won't have anything to worry about from the collar." 

 Toka grabbed Zazal's left arm, dragging the Lotorian off the bunk and onto the floor. 

Bokren held the electrified trident close to Zazal's pointed ear, making the little hairs 

prickle upward from the discharge. The second in command wrapped the collar around the 

Lotorian's neck, fastened the clasp, and then gave the cable a yank so that it began glowing 

green. 

 "Get more than one hundred feet away from me while we're planetside, Zazal, and 

that collar detonates," Vard said. 

 Panicked, Zazal clutched at the pirate commander's leg. "Is this really necessary? 

What if something goes wrong? What if you take the wrong lift and yours goes up while 

mine goes down? What if I fall down a flight of stairs when you're getting in a hovercab? 

What if there's a solar flare and the collar thinks I'm suddenly a thousand feet away from 

you?" 

 "You need to pull yourself together," Vard warned. He shook the Lotorian off his leg. 

Zazal sprawled on the floor, panting. "Toka, oversee the landing." 

 "Yes, Commander," Toka replied before turning to leave Zazal's quarters. 

 Bokren watched Toka leave, then knelt beside Zazal and said, "I don't tolerate 

weakness in my crew. You need to understand this if you want to survive. If others sense 

that you are receiving preferential treatment of any kind, they will resent it. And that will 

get you killed. Do you want to die, Zazal?" 

 "No," the Lotorian whispered. "I don't." 

 "Good," Vard said. "Your parents raised you soft. They raised you weak. If you live 

through this, though, you'll be stronger. Do you want to be stronger, Zazal?" 

 "Yes." The snout bobbed frantically. "I do." 

 "Stay close to me, then," the pirate said. "Don't wander. Do exactly as you're told, 

when you're told. Continue to cooperate." 

 "I will," Zazal vowed, despair shrouding him as he realized just how futile his 

situation had become. He now had only two choices: Help the Medlidikke or die. He could 

make a run for it, have his head blown off, probably feel no pain, and it would all be over. 

But when it came down to it, at the last, he realized to his great shame that he would put 

the extension of his own life ahead of the knowledge that he should do all he could to 

prevent another atrocity in the name of the Kamir. 

 So long as the collar remained around his neck, Zazal knew, he would do anything 

the Medlidikke demanded of him - everyone else be damned. 

 And that was when something else clicked inside him: If the collar proved to be the 



only method by which Vard Bokren could assure that Zazal would serve with loyalty, then 

the collar would never be removed. He would truly become a slave. His eyes glittered with 

moisture. He could not face a life of servitude, living at the whim of a Hekayti who held the 

controls to an explosive neck collar. So, he pulled himself to his feet and glowered up at 

Vard Bokren. "I will cooperate," the Lotorian said, "IF you remove the collar." 

 The Medlidikke grunted. "I thought I made myself clear on this matter." 

 "The collar isn't the answer," Zazal snapped, hissing angrily. "Have it removed at once 

or I will run with all haste to the farthest bulkhead from you and breach the hull." 

 "You wouldn't," Vard said, smiling faintly, although his eyebrows lifted. He found the 

sudden burst of spirit in the Lotorian somewhat amusing. 

 Zazal scampered past Bokren, shoving off the pirate's leg and bolting through the 

hatchway, tail lashing back and forth as he loped toward the longest corridor he could find. 

The bloody glow of the light strips glinted off his dark-patched eyes as the Lotorian 

scampered, huffing and puffing, toward the hatch of the Kjernkor's engineering 

compartment. He felt the warning buzz of the collar as it left the safe zone of Vard Bokren's 

proximity. The collar began to flash rhythmically, in a pattern that Zazal suspected was a 

run-up to detonation. He shoved himself as far back as he could against the starboard 

bulkhead, trying his best to make sure that he had a chance of taking the Medlidikke with 

him when he died. Zazal closed his eyes, clenched his paws into fists, and waited for the 

end. 

 The collar stopped buzzing. 

 He opened one eye and then the other. His whiskers twitched. A growl rumbled up 

his throat. He heard the clop of Hekayti hooves on the deckplates, approaching from the 

crew quarters. "Fake collar," Zazal snarled. 

 "You proved something to me, Zazal," Vard Bokren said as he stopped next to the 

Lotorian's bulkhead alcove. "Faced with the choice to serve in slavery or die, you chose 

death. That is the warrior's way. It is also the Medlidikke way. We are uncompromising. We 

do as we will. Others may govern, but none may dictate." 

 "A test?" The Lotorian snapped his fangs together. 

 Vard nodded. "At first, I thought you were broken. I thought maybe you were as weak 

and frail as your parents might have you believe. But then you found the steel in your bones 

and the fire in your spirit. You know what I am. You know what I can do. Yet you risked 

everything in the thinnest of hopes that you might prevail, because you would not bend to 

the yoke of slavery." 

 "I should thank you?" Zazal grunted. 

 The pirate shrugged. "No. A prisoner should never thank his captor. The captor 

should consider it thanks enough that the prisoner hasn't found his throat with his fangs 

yet." A grim smile. "But it would be polite to thank your employer." 

 Zazal peered in confusion at Bokren. "Employer?" 

 "You have a choice after we land," Vard Bokren said. "You'll go free or you will work 



as a member of the Kjernkor crew, earning a share like everyone else aboard." 

 The Lotorian coughed, tugging at the collar until it popped loose. "Why should I 

work for a pirate?" 

 Chuckling, the Hekayti replied: "The pay's not bad, for one." 

 Zazal knit his brow. "Why should I work for a pirate who's helping someone build a 

psi amplifier?" 

 Vard rolled his eyes, sighing. "Not helping anyone build anything, Zazal. We're 

gathering artifacts. Pieces. Some crazy old Aukami thinks they'll work some kind of magic 

for him. For all we know, they're lifeless junk. Impotent relics." 

 Zazal shook his head, waggling a finger at the pirate. "No such thing as an impotent 

Kamir relic. All are dangerous." 

 "Well, like I said, we're not building anything," Vard went on. "What he does with the 

artifacts once we acquire them is for him to worry about. All we do is take the money and 

move on to the next paying job." He canted his head to the left. "So, what's it going to be? 

You in or out?" 

 The Lotorian wasn't done with his own questions, though. "Why are you giving me 

the choice?" 

 Vard scowled. "In or out, Zazal?" 

 "It's a simple question." 

 "So, it's out, then?" 

 "It just seems odd," Zazal replied. He dropped the collar, its glow already fading, onto 

the floor. 

 "Fine," the pirate barked. "I am not accustomed to owing debts to anyone. Aboard 

the Darkwinder, you could have remained silent and allowed those traitors to kill me. They 

had no quarrel with you. Chances are, they would have left you alive with my corpse so that 

you could play galactic hero for killing the notorious Vard Bokren. Instead, you alerted me 

to their plan and prevented them from succeeding. That left me inexorably in your debt. 

Consider this choice as a settlement of that debt." 

 The Lotorian pondered Bokren for a moment, then bobbed his snout. "If I choose to 

walk away, you won't just shoot me in the back? Won't have Toka do it? No other minion? 

I'm free and clear?" 

 Vard nodded. 

 "I'll give you my answer once we're on the ground," Zazal said, with a feral grin that 

only grew broader when he detected the pained expression on the pirate's face. 

 "That might take longer than planned," interjected Toka. The first mate walked up 

beside the commander, frowning. 

 "What's wrong?" Vard asked. 

 "Llivori and Opodian hostilities flared up again," Toka said. "We've got cruisers from 

both sides demanding that we stop and accept boarders for inspections." 

 The Hekayti commander growled, "That complicates things. I hate complications." 



 

Chapter Six 

Halleg Otemaglasnetoveil crouched in the darkness of his viewing cubicle, glowing 

green virtspecs cupping his eyes as he watched the twisting helices of memory rise from 

floor to ceiling. 

 On the left side, catalogued data from the mind of Dira Urtigo swirled in a column of 

amber and blue, a fountain of grain and water. On the right side, Aldur Bokren's memories 

rose like a misty fire of crimson and orange. 

 It had been a few days since the last patron stopped in the Toveil chapter house of 

Glasne for cataloging. So, when the chimes had trilled that simultaneous memory dumps 

were about to begin, Halleg had been overjoyed at the prospect. Normally, he spent his shift 

monitoring the security holocams, but the seneschal bots on the campus provided ample 

first-line protection. He expected that he wouldn't be missed while he stepped into the 

upload intercept chamber to skim the memories and enjoy vicarious adventures. 

 As a datamonk of the Toveil, Halleg owned no property, took no mate, shunned 

politics, and committed himself to the acquisition of knowledge. He was a relatively new 

initiate to the caste, just one season since his Worthing trial, and this assignment in Glasne 

was just the start of his training. In six ruminations, if his elders deemed him worthy of 

promotion, he would be transferred as an apprentice to a technopriest aboard a Hekayti 

warship. There, his expanded learning would introduce him to the finer points of starship 

engineering, personnel management, and the interrelation of personalities and confined 

environments during long-term voyages. After that, assuming all went according to plan, 

Halleg would see promotion to technopriest and earn his pick of assignments. 

 For now, though, he relished the limited responsibilities of a cathedral security 

guard and the unlimited opportunity to explore other lives through cataloging. Unlimited, 

that is, as long as none of the elders caught him violating the sanctity of these revered 

offerings. Catalogues-in-progress were meant only for the eyes of fully anointed 

technopriests ɀ a mere datamonk lacked official privileges. But a resourceful datamonk, 

well advanced in his computer engineering studies, could find ways around the normal 

security protocols that would have prevented him from entering the intercept chamber 

under ordinary circumstances. 

 It troubled Halleg, living so austere a life among databanks rich with experience. 

How could a technopriest truly define himself as knowledgeable when he knew nothing of 

life? By craftily breaking one rule, Halleg believed that these vicarious experiences would 

broaden the scope of his understanding and make him a better technopriest. 

 So he sat in the shadows, watching the swarms of glittering memories rise like 

sparks from a campfire, oblivious to the fact that the antechamber seneschal had been 

disabled before it could signal a general alarm or that a knife-wielding Ledelkrig assassin 



was closing on Dira's chamber. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 The youngest of three siblings ɀ one of the older children another girl ɀ Dira Urtigo had 

been denied the opportunity to enter any of the three castes that had evolved on Hekayt 

Prime. 

 Her brother Yann, the oldest, had joined the Ledelkrig, serving with distinction in 

campaigns against the Hivers, in the liberation of the slave colony of Zaluan, and the 

Medlidikke Uprising. Her sister Inaya underwent preliminary Worthing interviews, 

determined that she would follow Yann to the stars as a soldier. Her mentor for the Worthing 

process eventually showed Inaya that she was much better suited to the skills of House Toveil. 

 Dira wasn't excluded from the caste system due to any deficiency on her part, however. 

She hadn't tried and failed. She simply hadn't been allowed to try. According to Hekayti 

tradition, larger families would not be permitted to stack the deck in their favor by excessive 

breeding and populating the caste system with their kin. So, only the two oldest children were 

allowed to submit themselves for the Worthing process. 

 Some might have taken this as a source for grave disappointment. Not Dira. For her, it 

proved a great relief, because she felt no pressure to achieve the heights that her siblings 

would be expected to reach. She could remain close to her parents. She could leave open her 

options for the future, rather than allowing a mentor to shove her into one carefully crafted 

box or another. Dira had no doubt that Yann and Inaya were well satisfied by their 

accomplishments. She couldn't be much prouder of them herself. Of course, she often felt a 

twinge of melancholy when Yann related stories of his heart-pounding adventures and Inaya 

shared some of the more touching real-life anecdotes from the latest catalogued Hekayti. But 

her personal freedom gave her opportunities that she might never have enjoyed otherwise. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 The Hekayti took no official position in the Hiver War for hundreds of years. It wasn't 

until the Father's Horn incident, which saw a Hekayti medical frigate caught in the crossfire 

between Hiver-controlled mercenaries and a B'hiri relief caravan at the Plosa Nebula that the 

Grand Moot determined it could no longer remain neutral in the fight. 



 When Hekayt Prime finally declared war against the Il'Ri'Kamm Hive Mind, the Grand 

Moot leadership swore to defend the planet B'hira at any and all cost. 

 Like many other noble Hekayti, Aldur Bokren submitted his name for consideration to 

serve aboard a warship ɀ much to the chagrin of his mate, Esora. His commission was 

accepted. He left behind his job as lead bookkeeper for Hav Glasne and joined the crew of the 

Frukt Bounty as Chief Facilitator. He coordinated personnel, working as a go-between for the 

ship's Ledelkrig, Toveil, and Konterbeid leaders to make sure crew rosters, supply manifests, 

and shift assignments remained up to date. 

 It wasn't long after Aldur's posting on the Frukt Bounty that his oldest son, Vard, 

completed his Worthing training planetside and earned his choice of assignments. Aldur felt a 

surge of pride when Vard asked to be assigned as infantry aboard the Frukt Bounty. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 For the first few years after reaching adulthood, Dira signed on as crew aboard a 

fishing skiff that scoured the Narag Sea for zimpels and gnurs - favorite ingredients in 

common stews cooked all over Hekayt Prime. That led to a stint in which she worked as a hand 

on a roving survey explorer, hovering above the waves while scanning for sunken sea vessels, 

old riggub gondulas, and wrecked starships to salvage. It had been during the salvage period 

aboard the Oluf Petar that she met the man with whom she would fall in love. 

 His name was Erak Angbarskhoyellledelkrig. She loved rolling that triple L, teasing him 

mercilessly with it every chance she could get. Eventually. That didn't happen right away. It 

happened some months after he arrested her, along with the rest of the crew aboard the Olaf 

Petar, charging them as pirates and graverobbers for their salvage work on a sunken 

Ledelkrig starship called the Fertile Star.  

 What none of the scavengers realized until Olaf's hoverboat pulled up broadside and 

demanded surrender was that the old ship had carried aboard it the body of a dead Ledelkrig 

warrior, honored and of high enough rank to justify firing his remains to the farthest stars 

aboard near-derelict vessels or space probes. In this case, an old soldier named Magne 

Revidufjernkanonledelkrig had died. His corpse had been hauled aboard the Fertile Star, 

which was launched from the Kjernkor spaceport on a course that should have taken it out of 

orbit at an angle that eventually led many light years away. Instead, the navcomp 

malfunctioned, the ship followed a shallow arc across the horizon, and then plunged into the 

ocean. 

 



 

<<>> 

 

Ȱ)Ô΄Ó ×ÒÏÎÇȟȱ 6ÁÒÄ ÓÈÏÕÔÅÄ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȢ Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÓÅÒÖÅ Á ÆÕÌÌ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇȦȱ 

 Sparks rained from the green metal rafters of the cargo bay. Aldur scowled, looking 

from his willful son to the bound and kneeling mercenaries that they had captured making an 

attack run on B'hira. Fifteen in all ɀ υτ ÍÁÌÅ ,ÙÉÒÉȟ Ô×Ï ÆÅÍÁÌÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÒÅÅ ËÉÔÓȢ Ȱ$ÉÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÅÅÍ 

interested in giving the B'hiri a full hearing before trying to ×ÉÐÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÕÔȩȱ 

 Ȱ4ÈÁÔ΄Ó ÎÏÔ ÆÁÉÒ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÉÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ (ÉÖÅÒÓ ËÉÄÎÁÐÐÅÄ 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÉÄÄÉÎÇȢȱ 

 !ÌÄÕÒ ÓÈÏÏË ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ Ȱ.Ï ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇȟ 6ÁÒÄȢ 9ÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÏÒÄÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÔÔÁÃËÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ 

vessel. They killed our commander. We're limping home now. We don't have the supplies to 

spare to keep them alive as prisoners. So, you can either kill them or face disciplinary 

ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓȢȱ 

 Ȱ9ÏÕ΄Ä ÉÍÐÒÉÓÏÎ ÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÆÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÔÈÅÍȩȱ 6ÁÒÄ ÌÁÕÇÈÅÄȟ ÎÏÔ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÉÎÇ ÔÈe 

assertion. 

 Ȱ$ÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÅÄȟȱ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÅÄȢ 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 Duly chastened, now aware of their egregious error, the crew apologized, paid a hefty 

fine, and then helped to raise the Fertile Star from the depths so that it could be carried into 

orbit and shuttled off with a departing Ledelkrig warship for later release at velocity. Dira 

held Erak's hand as they watched from a spacedock observation bubble, smiling, ecstatic that 

the ancient mishap they were rectifying had brought them together. 

 Due to transfer to his first starship assignment as a security officer aboard the Eye of 

Hekayt in just a few days, Erak took that moment as his opportunity to drop to a knee before 

Dira and request her consideration of him as a lifemate. His first tour aboard the Eye of 

Hekayt would take him away from the homeworld for six months. Upon his return, he wanted 

to hold a magnificent wedding on his family's estate in Hav Hoyell. After that, he vowed, they 

would journey to the Gankrizam islands of Kamsho. 

 Ȱ)΄ÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅȟȱ $ÉÒÁ ÔÏÌÄ ÈÉÍȟ ÍÁÒÖÅÌÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÔÅÒÒÉÆÉÅÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÆÁÒÔÈÅÓÔ )΄ÖÅ ÅÖÅÒ ÇÏÔÔÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÏÍÅ ÉÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÅÁȟ ÎÏÔ 

ÓÏ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÓÔȢȱ 

 Erak assured her that they wouldn't be gone long ɀ just a few weeks ɀ and then she 



would be welcome to relocate to Hav Hoyell with her parents while he resumed his tour 

aboard the Eye of Hekayt. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 Aldur wore his finest dress uniform as he perched in the rockwood cube of the witness 

box in the Grand Moot courtroom. The military prosecutor clasped his hands behind his back, 

standing before a holographic display that showed the ghostly blue images of the fifteen Lyiri 

ÐÒÉÓÏÎÅÒÓȢ Ȱ)Ô΄Ó ÙÏÕÒ ÔÅÓÔÉÍÏÎÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÅ ÓÌaughtered these 

helpless prisoners aboard the Frukt Bountyȩ !ÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÏÒÄÅÒÓȩȱ 

 Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÎÇÒÙȟȱ !ÌÄÕÒ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÁÂÌÙ ÓÏȢ 7Å ÌÏÓÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÂÁÔÔÌÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ9ÏÕ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÓÏÎÅÒÓ ÆÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȩȱ 

 Aldur nÏÄÄÅÄȢ Ȱ&ÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÙÅÓȢ "ÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȟ ÓÏ 

ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÏÕÒ ÂÌÏÏÄ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÐÉÌÌÅÄȟ ÃÁÎ΄Ô ÙÏÕ ÓÅÅ ×ÈÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄȩȱ 

 Ȱ.Ïȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÓÅÃÕÔÏÒ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÆÒÏ×ÎÉÎÇȢ Ȱ)΄Í ÎÏÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÅØÃÕÓÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÕÒÄÅÒȢ )΄Í 

here ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔȢȱ 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 Gleeful, Dira accepted the proposal. Upon returning to Hav Glasne, she told her parents 

the wondrous news. It was as though a great weight had been removed from their hearts, 

because they had often felt guilty that she had been deprived consideration for Worthing. 

Now, despite that, she would marry into a noble house and caste. Thus elevated, she would 

want for nothing should anything happen to them. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 Six years after Vard and Yurok were convicted of war crimes, Aldur sat behind his 

rockwood desk on the estate, serving once more as the top comptroller of Hav Glasne. Olat 



entered the study, escorting a uniformed soldier of the Ledelkrig. 

 Aldur steeled himself for the news. He had suspected that Vard might not survive to 

serve the entirety of his decade-long sentence on the prison asteroid of Lakri Svardok in Rigor 

Strand. 

 Ȱ,ÏÒÄ "ÏËÒÅÎȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÄÉÅÒ ÂÅÇÁÎȢ Ȱ) ÒÅÇÒÅÔ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ 

more than a dozen prisoners involved ÉÎ Á ÒÉÏÔ ÏÎ ,ÁËÒÉ 3ÖÁÒÄÏËȢȱ 

 The older Bokren shook his head sadly, taking a bottle of amber liquor from a cabinet 

ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓËȢ Ȱ(Å ÄÉÅÄ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙȟ ) ÈÏÐÅȢȱ !ÌÄÕÒ ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÐÐÅÒȟ ÐÏÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÕÉÄ ÉÎÔÏ Á 

glass tumbler. 

 Ȱ/Èȟ ÈÅ΄Ó ÎÏÔ ÄÅÁÄȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÄÉÅÒ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ(Å ÁÎÄ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÐÉÒÁÔÏÒÓ ÅÓÃÁÐÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 

Lakri Svardok. They had aid from the Medlidikke. The Grand Moot ordered me here for my 

ÎÅ× ÁÓÓÉÇÎÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅ ÍÁÙ ÎÏ× ÂÅ ÉÎ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÁÎÇÅÒȟ ÓÉÒȢȱ 

 

 

<<>> 

 

 

 Sixteen days later, Dira wore mourning blue beneath a drizzly slate gray sky, 

surrounded by her parents and the friends and relatives of her beloved Erak, who had been 

among those lost in the notorious Medlidikke Season of Blood. 

 The Eye of Hekayt had been ambushed on the outskirts of Rigor Strand by escapees 

from the Lakri Svardok prison facility. He had died defending the ship against the savages who 

had boarded with mayhem on their minds. Reports indicated that he had killed twelve and 

wounded four others before one of the cowards edged his way through some lesser-traveled 

ducts until he could drop in behind Erak and shiv him in the back before cutting his throat. 

 

 

<<>> 

 

Sjo Starko Odelaglasnetoveil, the day watch supervisor for the city's Toveil House, 

walked into the surveillance chamber to find the chair normally occupied Halleg Otema 

sitting empty in front of a series of flashing red telltales and a holographic imager that 

showed the front steps sprawled with dead and wounded soldiers. That same imager 

showed a Ledelkrig warrior stalking into the antechamber, knife drawn, approaching one of 

the cataloging vestibules. 

 He didn't know what was happening, but just now he lacked the time to fully process 

it. All he could do was act, quickly, and worry later about the cause and effect sequence 



leading to this particular disaster. Starko flexed the metal-beaded black glove on his right 

hand, activating the nanosequencers, and then ducked out of the watcher's creche so that 

he could proceed down the main corridor toward the antechamber. 

 Aldur's vestibule opened first, so it was the old Hekayti nobleman who emerged to 

find himself confronting the young soldier with the blade. He blinked his eyes, struggling to 

reorient himself once more. He raised his hands in the air, slowly regaining his confidence 

and assertiveness. "You're too late," Bokren assured the soldier. "I completed the catalog. 

Everyone will know now." 

 "Not if I burn this place to the ground and EMP every shred of data into oblivion," 

Rojt Omara snarled. "Either way, you won't live to see the outcome." He jabbed the knife 

toward Aldur's abdomen in a maneuver that should have plunged deep, with lethal results. 

Instead, the blade dissolved into rivulets of glittering dust as the nanites dispensed by the 

technopriest's glove followed their programming. The soldier furrowed his brow, throwing 

the useless hilt aside as he turned toward Starko. "You're interfering with the orders of the 

High Moot!" 

 The Sjo let his gaze travel from Rojt to the bodies on the steps to the wreckage of the 

seneschal bot. "Leave. Your transgression, if sanctioned by the High Moot, is now a matter 

for Grand Moot consideration. Aldur Bokren and Dira Urtigo are granted sanctuary by the 

Toveil." 

 It was Dira's vestibule that opened next. She seemed rather disoriented as she 

walked out to see Aldur and Starko facing off against the furious soldier. "What's going on?" 

Dira asked. 

 "This isn't over," Rojt assured the technopriest, but he said this while backing out of 

the antechamber and onto the steps. Once safely outside, the Ledelkrig warrior turned his 

back on the trio and descended toward street level. He disappeared down an alley, 

vanishing from sight. 

 "You two should proceed into the sanctum," Starko said, regarding both Dira and 

Aldur. He sighed. "Meanwhile, I'm off to fire an apprentice." 



 

Chapter Seven 

"I understand how it looks, honored Sjo," said Halleg, head hanging so that his chin 

bumped against his chest as he stood in the corridor of the Toveil house, just outside the 

intercept chamber. The virtspecs dangled from his right hand. 

 Starko wasn't convinced. He had often had doubts about Halleg's suitability for the 

Toveil. The young Hekayti clung too tightly to the belief that how you accomplish something 

doesn't matter nearly as much as the accomplishment itself. "Bad enough that you violated 

the sanctity of the catalog, but you make it worse by abandoning your post at the very 

moment the cathedral is invaded by the Ledelkrig. And those two could have died! Do you 

know what happens when you expose yourself to someone's dying moments?" 

 Halleg's mouth fell open. He shook his head. "No, sir." 

 "If you're hooked into the catalog stream when someone dies, you go into seizures, 

slip into a coma, and, ultimately, die," Starko stated. It was a lie or, at best, an educated 

guess. No one had ever documented what happened under those circumstances. The Sjo 

didn't care, even if it meant acknowledging that the reason he didn't like Halleg a great deal 

was because he saw so much of himself in the youth. 

 "I apologize for letting you down, honored Sjo," Halleg said, keeping his eyes fixed on 

the floor. He remembered saying these words before, far too often, during the last few 

months. 

 "You know that I could recommend you for expulsion from the caste for this?" 

 "I do, sir." If this happened, he would be disgraced and his family would be 

scandalized. They would never forgive him, any more than he would be capable of forgiving 

himself. 

 "Give me one reason not to do precisely that." 

 Halleg frowned. He scratched the back of his neck. "I..." He didn't think he could say 

anything that wouldn't sound like the whiny pleading of a desperate child. But then he 

remembered something crucial that he'd witnessed during the catalog. "I..." 

 Starko put a hand on the youth's shoulder. "Out with it, Halleg." Tell me how this will 

never happen again. Tell me how you will work that much harder to serve the Toveil caste 

with pride and honor. Tell me how you will learn from this mistake and never repeat it. 

 "I saw something in Aldur Bokren's upload," the apprentice said, looking up into 

Starko's eyes. "Something terrible." 

 Starko felt the lines on his face sag under the weight of the ramifications of those 

words. "What did you see?" 

 "He lied, sir, in the moot court. He let Vard Bokren take the blame for the deaths of 

those Lyiri prisoners, but Aldur Bokren gave the order himself, sir. The catalog doesn't lie. 

The truth is recorded for posterity." The truth: If Aldur Bokren hadn't committed perjury 



against his own son, Vard Bokren never would have gone to prison, never would have 

turned against Hekayti society, never would have risen to the top of the bloody meat pile 

that was the Medlidikke pirate mob. 

 Starko nodded. "I see," he said. Poor, curious fool. "You'll have to show me." He 

gestured toward the intercept chamber. 

 "As you wish, honored Sjo." Halleg waited for his elder to wave a hand in front of the 

sensor before stepping into the chamber again. He would adhere to both spirit and letter of 

the caste regulations from here on out, Halleg decided.  

 Starko followed, then let the door whoosh shut behind him. He turned to smile sadly 

at Halleg. "You really should have stayed at your post." A flex of his nanoglove, then swirling 

metallic molecules created a cloud that spun and spun around Halleg's head before tearing 

at flesh, hair, and clothing. The young Hekayti tried to throw his hands up to protect 

himself, but it was like shoving his fists into a mist of guillotines. He opened his mouth to 

scream, but all that came out was the sick whisper of shredding flesh and the desperate 

gurgle of blood as Halleg drowned in his own life-giving fluids. Starko flexed the other 

nanoglove, releasing a second cloud of razor-sharp molecules to join in the consumption of 

Halleg Otema. When it was done, not a drop of blood remained; not a shred of fabric from 

his clothing. 

 The Sjo emerged from the intercept chamber, locked it behind himself, and then 

moved to the watcher's creche. Several new seneschal bots had shifted into security 

positions on the front steps of the Toveil house. He checked the surveillance camera in the 

sanctum. Both Dira Urtigo and Aldur Bokren remained there, sitting on a bench, waiting 

dutifully for his return.  

 He scrambled the signal on the holoreceiver perched on the desk in front of him as 

the transmission arrived. Rojt Omara glared furiously at him. "What are you playing at, 

Starko?" 

 The Sjo shook his head, smirking. "Rojt, you suffer from a complete lack of subtlety." 

 "They want to know matters are well in hand," the soldier said. 

 Starko nodded, taking a seat at the desk and activating a catalog access holonode. 

"An apprentice confirmed that Aldur Bokren successfully uploaded the revelation about the 

Lyiri prisoner incident." The Toveil technopriest tapped several virtual keys in sequence, 

targeting Aldur's most recent upload for purging on the next hourly cycle with the note 

CORRUPTED FILE. "The upload's going away soon." 

 "And the apprentice?" Rojt asked. 

 "I haven't seen him since," Starko said. "Aldur Bokren and the woman are still here in 

the sanctum. What does the High Moot want me to do with them?" 

 "Stay with them," the soldier answered. "Become their protector and defender. Make 

sure they get safely offworld. Take them to Comorro Station." 

 



  



Chapter Eight 

Seventeen million years ago, when the first Kamir explorers set foot on the planet 

they would call Kamsho, the dominant animal species were a scattering of different types of 

vermin that showed no particular evolutionary promise. 

 The first to be classified and studied by the Kamir exploration leader Opodi Talhem 

were pudgy, black and white furred quadrapeds that fed on pale green plant shoots in the 

misty jungles of the eastern continent. A research assistant declared them to be Opodians. 

No matter how hard she protested against this, the name stuck. 

 In the forests of the western continent, the survey team found another quadrapedal 

species with striped fur, sharp claws, and blunt heads.  These stubborn creatures defended 

their territory with a viciousness unmatched by anything Opodi had seen throughout her 

explorations. In fact, they reminded her a great deal of a rival she had once had when 

pursuing a teaching position at the University of Multvaros. His name had been Llivor 

Shath. So, these creatures became known as the Llivori. 

 The skies of the western continent were overwhelmingly dominated by a predatory 

species of winged creatures - leathery skin, sharp claws, pug-faced. The Kamir researchers 

first encountered these beasts during a second survey of a Llivori den in the upper latitudes 

of the western continent. They had been just fired a tag bolt into the flank of a squealing 

Llivori when the winged beast swooped down in the bloody light of the setting sun, 

snatched the target in its talons, and lofted away (presumably to feed its family). Their 

ugliness and opportunistic behavior reminded Opodi of her sister, Tupa. So, these creatures 

became known as the Tupai. 

 On an island continent in the southern sea, the explorers found a race of lazy, 

orange-furred marsupials who spent most of their time eating, sleeping, or mating. Some 

actually spent more time mating than eating and sleeping. These creatures conjured up 

memories of one of Opodi's first roommates when she was a student at the University of 

Multvaros hundreds of years earlier. Thus, these creatures earned the name Gankri. 

 In a fabricated tower rising over the island jungle, Opodi used the glow of her 

bioluminescent skin to read over the recommendations of the survey team. It had been six 

and a half months since they had arrived on behalf of the Evolutionary Science department 

at the University of Multvaros. In that time, her group had determined that the species here 

were suitably savage and primitive enough to begin what would amount to an uplift 

process. If approved by the department board, each of the four major species on this planet 

would undergo genetic and behavioral modifications over time until they achieved 

sentience, formed societies, and evolved into intelligent indigenous populations. Such an 

endeavor would require a remarkable amount of resources in personnel and supplies. It 

remained to be seen whether Opodi's team could make a case compelling enough to sway 

the Kamir elders to select Kamsho as a candidate for uplift. Soon enough, she would find 

out. 



 She closed her eyes, allowing her thoughts to drift beyond the exploration camp, 

above the tree canopy, out of range of the chittering creatures in the wild darkness, over the 

crashing surf on the sandy beach, into the sky, and onward through the stars until at last 

she opened her eyes once more. 

 Opodi Talhem stood in a dim, cavernous chamber that existed on a layer of reality 

apart from the one recognized by most sentient creatures. She looked around the chamber 

at other figures like her, shrouded in white-gray robes and hoods, their fingers laced behind 

their backs. It was a Gathering Fold, a gauzy shred of space-time used by the elder Kamir to 

meet beyond the reach of their mortal creations. Such folds existed as a manifestation of the 

Kamir will and unshakable concentration. 

 "We have given your team's report ample consideration," said one of the shrouded 

Kamir as he took a step forward from the main circle of observers to face Opodi. 

"Understand, we have considered reports from numerous teams tasked with exploring our 

opportunities in multiple dimensions and realities. In the end, however, we lack the 

resources to commit to more than one uplift project. Please relay to your team our 

appreciation for their efforts, but we must regretfully deny your application for resources at 

this time, Opodi Talhem." 

 Her brow creased, but she mastered her emotions, refusing to allow them to spiral 

out of control. "I ask that you reconsider on the basis of prudent resource distribution. If 

you elect to underwrite the Kamsho project, you will have not merely one but a total of four 

new alien races at your disposal. Such an endeavor would also present us an opportunity to 

study complex social and cultural relationships." 

 The circle leader shook his head. "Your request for reconsideration is noted, but 

denied. The selection for this round is complete. We welcome reapplication for uplift 

consideration during the next round in two million years." 

 She bowed her head, closed her eyes, and felt the rage welling within her chest. The 

damp air swirling around her suggested that she was no longer in the nowhere place of the 

Gathering Fold with the other Kamir, even before she opened her eyes.  

 Back in her jungle tower on the Gankri island on Kamsho. Denied the resources her 

team so richly deserved. Such news would be disheartening, to say the least. Kind words of 

appreciation aside, the refusal to select Kamsho would be a repudiation of the hard work 

that her team had been doing so far. Still, she had no choice. She had to tell them. So, she 

descended from the tower tree to find Damek, her second in command, in his cabin near the 

beach. 

 "I have consulted with the Circle," Opodi said. "They have elected to underwrite 

another team's project." 

 Damek frowned, looping the sash around his robe before settling into the chair 

behind his desk in the cabin. "No room for appeal?" 

 "None," she said. 

 "So, what do we do now?" he asked. "Pack up? Translate back to Aukam?" 



 "We could," Opodi said. "The circle won't reconsider Kamsho for uplift until the next 

round." 

 Damek scratched his chin. "Two million years. Hmm." 

 "What?" she asked. Her eyebrows stitched upward as she allowed her thoughts to 

focus on what Damek might have in mind. 

 "Well, that's a lot of time that we could use to our advantage, even without the 

substantial resources that the Circle could bring to bear on our behalf," he replied. 

 She tilted her head and crossed her arms. "An independent uplift operation? That's a 

massive undertaking, even for a world with just one promising race. We're talking about 

four here, Damek. It's reckless and irresponsible." 

 Damek shrugged. "Is it any less irresponsible to put their uplift on hold for two 

million years? Imagine the climate shifts and catastrophic asteroid strikes that might occur 

on Kamsho during that delay period. One or all of our potential uplift species could be 

eradicated, simply because the Kamir bureaucratic system didn't let them score high 

enough on a subjective scale." 

 Opodi sighed, shaking her head. "I don't know, Damek. Can we do all four races 

justice?" 

 Her assistant laughed. "That doesn't matter. That never matters! It's the experiment 

and the outcome that matter. It's what we can learn from doing this. Yes, something might 

go wrong. How they change, adapt, grow, and learn - that is what we wish to observe. It is 

that simple." 

 "I wish I could see it in such cut and dry terms," Opodi said. She leaned against his 

desk, considering the options. "However, I am willing to consider the possibility. Talk to the 

rest of the team. If you can win unanimous support for this project, I will permit it to 

proceed under my watch. Then, perhaps, we will see what these creatures can teach us 

about the way of the universe." 

 

<<>> 

 

Ȱ3ÈÕÔ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÆÌÙȟȱ 6ÁÒÄ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÓÎÁÒÌÅÄ at Toka, who had just barked a startled shout 

after sparks exploded from an overhead panel in the cockpit of the Kjernkor. 

 The ship bucked, taking another shot to the hull from the Llivori guard ship. Or it 

might have been the Opodian. Zazal couldn't be sure. He had lost track a few minutes into 

the pursuit. Zazal crouched beside the pirate leader's command chair, clutching the base 

with nimble fingers and his prehensile tail for good measure. 

 For many years, the Opodians and Llivori had struggled for dominance of the planet 

Kamsho. The Opodians pursued their goal with the doggedness that came from religious 



zealotry thanks to their fanatical worship of the ancient Kamir explorer who discovered 

and raised them from savagery to civilization. The Llivori, on the other hand, fought just to 

avoid being seen as pets of the now-dead Kamir. Vard Bokren didn't want to choose one 

side over the other because, ultimately, that might prove bad for business. 

 Ȱ7ÏÕÌÄ ÉÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÐÉÃËÉÎÇ ÓÉÄÅÓ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÓÈÏÔ ÂÏÔÈ ÖÅÓÓÅÌÓȩȱ the Lotorian dared to ask. 

Ȱ!ÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȟ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÉÒÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÔÏ ×ÏÒÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÓÉÄÅ ÌÉËÅÓ ÙÏÕ ÏÒ 

ÎÏÔȢ #ÌÅÁÒÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎͻÔȢȱ 

 6ÁÒÄ ÒÕÂÂÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÆÔ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÃÈÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÎÄȢ Ȱ! ÆÁÉÒ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÐÏÉÎÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ 

pirate agreed, just as another blossom of fire and shrapnel danced along the upper hull.  

 4ÈÁÔ ÇÏÔ Á ÓÈÁÒÐ ÌÏÏË ÆÒÏÍ 4ÏËÁȢ Ȱ3ÉÒȟ ÉÓÎͻÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ×ÈÁÔ )ȢȢȢȩȱ 4ÈÅ Kjernkor 

shuddered. Bokren's second in command had to brace himself to keep from tumbling out of 

the nav chair. 

 Ȱ3ÈÕÔ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏÏÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒ ÇÒÏ×ÌÅÄȢ 

 A dark smirk crept across Toka's face. He knew better than to gloat, but he took great 

pleasure in locking the aft torp launchers on the pursuing attack ships. Toka waited until 

the holodisplay showed bright green for the firing formula, then thumbed the flashing red 

buttons. The first torpedo hammered into the forward hull of the Opodian guard ship, 

eradicating the command center. The second erupted through the belly of the Llivori vessel, 

tearing through the central hull, and finally venting gas, shrapnel and flame through the 

upper hull as the interior lights flickered and went dark. Both ships drifted, inert, in the 

wake of the Kjernkor's attack. 

 6ÁÒÄ Ó×ÉÔÃÈÅÄ ÏÎ ÁÎ ÏÐÅÎ ÂÒÏÁÄÃÁÓÔ ÃÈÁÎÎÅÌȢ Ȱ+ÁÍÓÈÏ 'ÒÏÕÎÄ #ÏÎtrol, we didn't 

come here looking for trouble. We've neutralized one ship each from the Llivori and the 

Opodians, only after we were fired upon first. We want no further hostilities. Allow us to 

land. Further interdiction efforts will be met with the same ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȢȱ 

 Zazal approved of this approach and hoped that the warring parties would see the 

reason of what Vard Bokren demanded. The commander didn't wait to get an answer. He 

signaled Toka to begin the descent toward the Llivori capital of Vor. The Kjernkor passed 

through the scorching barrier of the planet's upper atmosphere, then angled down through 

the clouds. 

 Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÇÏÎÅ ×ÏÒÓÅȟȱ 4ÏËÁ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȟ ÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÏÔÔÌÅ ÁÓ ÈÅ 

leveled off before starting a spiraling descent toward the sprawling metropolis of Vor. He 

even allowed himself a faint smile. Then the ground-to-air missiles lofted into the sky, 

setting the sensors pinging frantically with alarm. His smile vanished. 

 Ȱ%ÖÁÓÉÖÅȦȱ 6ÁÒÄ ÓÎÁÐÐÅÄȢ (Å ÅÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÌÏÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÔÒÁÃËÅÄ ÔÈÅ missiles zooming 

toward the Kjernkor. "And make the furballs pay for making this more complicated than it 

needed to be." 

 "Sir?" Toka inquired, firing thrusters to move out of the path of one of the incoming 

missiles. It soon arced around to pick up the trail once more. 

 "Into the city," the commander replied. Zazal's ears flattened atop his head as he 



watched the skyline growing in the forward viewscreen. Vor wasn't a small city. The 

inhabitants had built high as well as broad. "Among the towers." And the traffic, Zazal noted 

with no small hint of alarm as his fangs clacked together. Many hovercars zigged and zagged 

between the spires. 

 Toka didn't question the order. He clenched his jaw, eased forward on the throttle, 

and led the missiles into the thick of downtown Vor's forest of high-rise office buildings.  

Panicked hovercar pilots slammed their vehicles into each other to avoid a collision with 

the Kjernkor, tumbling ahead of their trails of black smoke toward the streets far below. One 

of the missiles got within one hundred yards of the pirate ship, but then Toka juked left and 

the missile zoomed toward the uppermost floors of the Grothak Industries tower. 

 On the 82nd floor of that old glass and steel skyscraper, Obas Tekki sat in a 

conference room as he waited for a meeting with his supervisor. It had been a long time 

coming, this sit-down. Obas had worked, diligently and patiently, on every project that the 

old Llivori had thrown his way. He had worked his allotted hours and then some, at the 

expense of personal and family time. He had watched, frustrated, as less competent co-

workers took home larger raises and climbed the corporate ladder ahead of him. His mate 

complained that he cared far too much about his work and not enough about his family. The 

truth was: Obas cared so much about succeeding at his job precisely because he wanted 

what was best for his family. 

 The door opened. Rodal Siban, his supervisor for nearly ten years, limped into the 

conference room and set his datapad on the conference table. "Let's make this as quick as 

possible, Obas," the old Llivori said. "I've got another meeting with the chiefs in fifteen." 

 Obas let his jaw drop open, his whiskers flaring. "Sir, with much respect, I scheduled 

a 30-minute block with your approval more than a week ago - after you refused to an hour, 

which had been my original request." 

 "Keep it to fifteen," Rodal said. 

 The underling sighed. He got to his feet and said, "See, situations like this are exactly 

why I had to call this meeting. You take me for granted. You disrespect me. You hold me in 

lower esteem than your friends, and thus your friends get generous raises and promotions." 

 The old Llivori blinked. "Watch yourself, Obas." 

 "Hey, you wanted me to speed it up," Obas replied. "I'm giving you the quickest 

version I can." He turned, walking toward the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the city. 

He felt power surging within him. It was a strength of will that he couldn't remember 

feeling before. He could stand up to Rodal Siban. He could get what he wanted. What he 

deserved. "You should promote me to local manager, sir, with commensurate salary and 

bonus structure." 

 Rodal tipped his head to the left, peering at Obas. "What's that?" 

 "It's very simple, sir, I want a promotion." 

 "No, no, I heard that," Rodal grumped. He pointed a clawed finger in the air, aiming 

past Obas at the window. "What's that?" 



 Obas turned just as the missile slammed through the window, detonating. The 

explosion disintegrated Obas, Rodal, and the rest of the staff within the blast radius, 

without regard for value or competence.   

 Another missile closed on the Kjernkor, causing Toka to jam forward, taking the ship 

into a dive for about six hundred feet and then leveled off in a roll before making another 

sharp turn to the left.  

 "--watching as events unfold live above the city," said Vormedia broadcast anchor 

Isali Tobel as the holofootage behind her showed the rogue freighter descending, ground-

to-air missiles rocketing in deadly arcs to intercept and destroy. She sat behind a desk on a 

soundstage in a holovid studio on the sixty-seventh floor. It was her first day as anchor for a 

major incident. The latest reports suggested that the Opodians had launched a brash new 

assault against the Llivori. If she could hold it together, she'd probably win a Saulee or 

possibly even a Taeteraelu. On one level, Isali felt terrified as what appeared to be all-out 

war broke out in her own proximity. On another, she was elated at the opportunity 

presented by such disastrous consequences. Her parents must surely be watching at home, 

beaming with pride as their daughter finally achieved the star status that they agreed she 

had always deserved. They had been grooming her for a career as a face people could love 

and trust, whether it was behind an anchor desk or in a beauty pageant or in a popular 

dramatic holovid.  

 She felt the stage shudder from the force of a thundering shockwave. Her hand 

cupped the receiver in her ear as she asked: "What was that?" Her eyes widened. "I see. 

Apparently, the hostile vessel just narrowly avoided a collision with our broadcast tower." 

 The producer shifted to external camera images - holocam orbs swirling around the 

upper reaches of the Vormedia building. To the west, smoke billowed from the wrecked 

floors of the Grothak Industries tower. Another orb came into focus just before it was 

clipped by the passing second missile, which plunged diagonally through the middle floors 

of the network building. 

 "Coming to you live," were Isali Tobel's final words before the missile detonated, 

causing the soundstage level and higher to collapse, leading to a massive implosion that 

sent the rest of the skyscraper toppling into a cascade of dust and debris. 

 "Thousands of people dead for no damned good reason," Vard frowned. "If they 

didn't hate us before, they will now." And this seemed to trouble him. The pirate 

commander didn't quite match the stereotype that Zazal had come to expect of the vicious 

Medlidikke. As far as most Lotorians ever knew, the more destruction and mayhem that 

accompanied the operations carried out by the pirates, the better. Now Zazal observed with 

wonder as Vard Bokren actually seemed to demonstrate some semblance of remorse for the 

effects of the damage in Vor's city center. 

 Zazal pointed at the holodisplay, which seemed calmer now without the angry red 

insectoid buzz of impending doom from incoming missiles. "No more missiles," he noted. 

That should have come as some relief to the pirates, Zazal thought, but they seemed no less 



tense despite the good news. 

 "I doubt that means they've forgotten about us," Vard said, flinty eyes shifting from 

the display to his second in command. "We just have to work quickly. Toka, land in the 

tavern district. Keep the engines running. Be ready to dust off with no time to spare. Zazal, 

you'll be with me." 

 The Lotorian blinked. "With you? Out there without the time to spare, I presume?" 

 Vard nodded, getting to his feet as the Kjernkor eased down toward the pavement 

grid of the city's western district. "Just remember, fur grows back eventually." 

 Zazal loped uneasily after the commander, his tail flopping up over his right shoulder 

to poke at an itchy ear. "I'd rather not lose any, just the same." He followed Vard's thumping 

hooves down the main corridor to the waiting airlock. The Medlidikke pounded the hatch 

control. The access light switched from glowing red to glowing green. Vard then stood aside 

to let Zazal enter the chamber ahead of him. Once Vard was inside, he shut the interior 

hatch and motioned for Zazal to clutch the nearest bulkhead brace. "Get ready for some 

bumping." Zazal bobbed his snout. Then Vard opened the exterior hatch and triggered the 

landing ramp. Wind rushed into the airlock, buffeting the occupants as the Kjernkor settled 

onto the street in front of several startled onlookers in hovercars and on sidewalks in front 

of the taverns that took up so much of the district. 

 Vard jumped off the ramp, drawing a plasma pistol from the holster at his hip, then 

turned to wait for Zazal. The Lotorian sprang several yards, landing not far from the door to 

the Goddess Undressed Tavern. For the moment, people were still too shocked to do 

anything heroic about the new arrivals. A Llivori threw open the door of the Undressed 

Tavern just as Zazal was about to pull it open. Zazal tumbled back, sprawling, then jumped 

back to his feet in time to face a cranky-looking Llivori in a mussed gray jumpsuit. He 

glowered at Vard, shouting: "You idiot! Pulling a Multvaros Maneuver in the middle of MY 

town?" 

 Zazal looked toward Vard, puzzled. The Hekayti asked: "What'd he say?" Sirens 

wailed in the distance. City ground authorities would be arriving soon. He waved his gun-

wielding hand. "Never mind! Get him aboard. He can yell at me once we're out of here." 



 

Chapter Nine 

 The projecÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÌÅ ÏÐÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÕÒÓÕÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ /ÐÏÄÉ 4ÁÌÈÅÍȭÓ +ÁÍÓÈÏ ÅØÐe-
riment involved an alien species that originated on the planet Elakima. 
 ! +ÁÍÉÒ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÒ ÎÁÍÅÄ )ÌȭÒÉ +ÁÍÍȟ Á ÆÉÒÓÔ-line descendant from the most honored 
and revered ancestors, led a trÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÅÁÍ ÔÏ %ÌÁËÉÍÁ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ /ÐÏÄÉȭÓ ÔÅÁÍ 
ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ +ÁÍÓÈÏȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÅÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ×ÈÅÎ +ÁÍÍ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÄȢ )Ô ÈÁÄ ÌÕÓÈ 
jungles, productive hardwood forests, and abundant seas, but none of the millions of life 
forms held within thÅÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÒË ÏÆ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ )ÌȭÒÉ +ÁÍÍ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙ ÁÓ ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ 
uplift. 
 Ȱ7Å ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÈÏÍÅȟȱ 5ÔÁËÏ 3ÅÁÒÒ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÁÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ 
colleagues around the flickering campfire. His bioluminescent skin gave off a dark blue au-
ra, suggesting disappointment. 
 Ȱ) ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÉÎË ×Å ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÒÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÓÏ ÅÁÓÉÌÙȟȱ /ÎÉ 0ÌÏÓÁ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÓÈÁËÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÄȢ ! 
dim crimson aura rippled around her. She was one of the more aggressive explorers on the 
ÔÅÁÍȢ Ȱ0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÙÉÅÌÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÉÎÇȢȱ 
 %ÌÌÕ 0ÅÒÁØ ÎÏÄÄÅÄȢ Ȱ) ÁÇÒÅÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÏÏ ÓÏÏÎ ÔÏ ÃÁÌÌ ÉÔ ÑÕÉÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ !ÕËÁÍȢ (Ïw-
ÅÖÅÒȟ ×Å ÄÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÓÉØ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ×ÏÒÌÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ ! 
neutral green aura, indicating that Ellu could be swayed to stay or go without much con-
cern for cutting losses here. 
 )ÌȭÒÉ +ÁÍÍ ËÎÉÔ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏ×ȟ ÐÏÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÁÉÄ ÏÕÔ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÈÉÍȢ (ÉÓ Ï×Î ÁÕÒÁ 
ÆÌÉÃËÅÒÅÄ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÒË ÂÌÕÅȢ Ȱ4ÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÓÔȢ 7Å ÃÁÎ ÖÉÓÉÔ 
two worlds at most before we must return to Aukam for replenishment. It would take at 
least one million years to replenish our translative energy. That would then put us out of 
ÔÈÅ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇȢȱ (Å ÔÉÌÔÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȟ ÌÁÃÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÆÉÎÇÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÈÅ 
considered the ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓȢ &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÈÅ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ%ÌÌÕȟ ÌÏÏË ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȢ 3e-
lect one that you deem the most promisÉÎÇȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÍÅÅÔ ÏÕÒ ÎÅÅÄÓȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ 
×ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅȭÌÌ ÇÏȢ 7Å ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÏÍÏÒÒÏ× ÍÏÒnÉÎÇȢȱ 
 Ȱ!Ó ÙÏÕ ×ÉÓÈȟ )ÌȭÒÉȟȱ 5ÔÁËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ (Å ÇÁÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÕÐ Á ÂÕÎÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÎÓÏÒ ÅÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔȢ Ȱ)Æ 
there are no objections, then, I shall collect additional data about the wilderness for the 
-ÕÌÔÖÁÒÏÓ !ÒÃÈÉÖÅÓȢȱ 
 Ȱ/Æ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÇÒÅÅÄȢ 
 &ÉÆÔÅÅÎ ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ )ÌȭÒÉȟ /ÎÉȟ ÁÎÄ %ÌÌÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÕÎÇÉÎÇ Ánd thrashing through the 
×ÏÏÄÓȟ ÈÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 5ÔÁËÏȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÈÁÄ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÌÌÅÁÇÕÅȭÓ ÁÇÏÎÉÚÅÄ ÓÃÒÅÁÍÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ 
his name, but only their echoes answered. 
 It was Oni who found him: Sprawled on the ground, equipment scattered amidst the 
bushes, his face drained of all color, his eyes gone black and sunk into shadowy sockets. 
Gouges had been torn into the flesh of his neck by his own gnarled fingers as if he had been 
trying to wrest something away from his head. 
 )ÌȭÒÉ ÁÎÄ %ÌÌÕ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÄ ÓÈÏÒÔÌÙ ÔÈÅÒÅÁÆÔÅÒȢ 4he expedition leader knelt beside the 
ÃÏÒÐÓÅȟ ÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÐÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÉÎÇÅÒÓ ÏÎ Á ÒÉÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÏÒÎ ÆÌÅÓÈ ÏÎ 5ÔÁËÏȭÓ ÎÅÃËȢ Ȱ3ÅÌÆ-ÉÎÆÌÉÃÔÅÄȟȱ 
)ÌȭÒÉ ÍÕÓÅÄȟ ÈÉÓ ÁÕÒÁ ÓÈÉÆÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÒÉÇÕÅÄ ÖÉÏÌÅÔȢ Ȱ! ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ÁÔÔÁÃËÅÄ ÈÉÍȟ ÎÏ 
ÄÏÕÂÔȢȱ 
 Ȱ#ÁÎ ×Å ÌÅÁÖÅ ÎÏ×ȩȱ /ÎÉ ÁÓËÅÄȟ Á ÆÅÁÒÆÕÌ ÐÉÎË ÁÎÄ ÇÒÁÙ ÒÉÂÂÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÒÉÐÐÌÉÎÇ 



ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÅÒȢ Ȱ.Ï ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÁÉÔ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȩȱ 
 %ÌÌÕ ÓÈÒÕÇÇÅÄȟ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ Á ÎÅÕÔÒÁÌ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ×ÁÖÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÐÉÎËȢ Ȱ) 
have determined that the next best candidate world is a planet identified as Maltar III, but 
×Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ :ÏÌÅÎ &ÁÈÍȭÓ ÔÅÁÍ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÅȢȱ 
 Ȱ7Å ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇȟȱ )ÌȭÒÉ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÌÉÆÔÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÇÁÚÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÌÌÅÎ 5ÔÁËÏ ÔÏ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÂÏÔÈ 
his surviving colleagues. His eyes glowed a pale, curious yellow. The aura shifted to a stead-
fast brownish-ÂÌÁÃËȢ Ȱ(Ï× ÃÁÎ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÙÏÕ ÅÖÅÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÔÈÉÎÇ ÊÕÓÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÌÄ 
has finalÌÙ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓȩȱ 
 /ÎÉ ÇÁÐÅÄ ÁÔ )ÌȭÒÉȟ ÒÉÐÐÌÉÎÇ ÐÉÎË ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÍÓÏÎȢ Ȱ7ÈÁtever it is wants to kill us! You 
ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇȩȱ 
 Unapologetic, the expedition leader simply nodded. Then he started hunting through 
ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÈÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÁÄ +ÁÍÉÒȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÓÅÎÓÏÒ ÅÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔȢ (ÏÐÅÆÕÌÌÙȟ 5ÔÁËÏ ËÅÐÔ ÉÔ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ 
while he died. )ÌȭÒÉ ÄÉÄ ÈÉÓ ÂÅÓÔ ÔÏ ÉÇÎÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÔÅÆÕÌ ÇÁÚÅ ÆÒÏÍ /ÎÉ ÁÓ ÈÅÒ ÁÕÒÁ ÒÉÐÐÌÅÄ Á Æu-
rious orange and red. It would serve no purpose to bicker when hard data about this new 
species awaited discovery. He found the sensor orb cupped in the branches of a sweet-
smeÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÌÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÂÕÓÈȢ 0ÌÕÃËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÂ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÃÈÅÓȟ )ÌȭÒÉ ÈÅÌÄ ÉÔ ÉÎ ÂÏÔÈ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÁÓ 
he watched the collected data swirl in triple columns across the display. The creature that 
killed Utako melded with the shadows, due primarily to the fact that it appeared to exist 
across multiple realities. It fed on psionic energy. Initial scans showed that the creature had 
been starved nearly to death. Then it had pounced on Utako, shrouding his head, sapping 
his energy, drinking deep from the rich well of psionic power that the Kamir carried within 
him. As the beast crept away, sensor details showed remarkable energy spikes each time 
the shadow creature seemed to cycle from one dimension to the next, culminating in the 
highest burst when it existed in this realm. 
 Ȱ2ÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÅȟȱ )ÌȭÒÉ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÈÉÓ ÁÕÒÁ ÐÕÌÓÁÔÉÎÇ ÙÅÌÌÏ×Ȣ Ȱ.ÅÁÒ ÅØÔÉÎÃÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÅÄÓ ÏÎ 
ÐÓÉÏÎÉÃ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȢ -Ù ÇÕÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÌÄ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÒÁÎ ÏÕÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏȢȱ 
 Ȱ#ÁÎ ×Å ËÉÌÌ ÉÔȩȱ /ÎÉ ÈÉÓÓÅÄȟ ÈÅÒ ÁÕÒÁ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÂÌÅÅÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÉÎËȢ 
 Ȱ)Ô ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÕÓÃÅÐÔÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ÄÉÓÃÈÁÒÇÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎȟȱ )ÌȭÒÉ 
ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄȢ Ȱ(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÉÔȢ 7Å ÁÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÉÔȢ 7Å ÁÒÅ 
going to genetically engineer another one. And then we will develop the species until it can 
be uplifÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ +ÁÍÉÒȢȱ 
 Ȱ(Ï× ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÐÌÁÎ ÔÏ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÅÔÁÒÙ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÖÉÖÅÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȩȱ %ÌÌÕ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÅÄȢ 
 Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Á ÆÁÉÒ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȟȱ )ÌȭÒÉ ÓÁÉÄȢ ! ×ÅÁË ÓÍÉÌÅ ÔÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÃÅȢ Ȱ.ÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙȟ ) ÃÁÎÎÏÔ 
countenance the wholesale feeding of Kamir to them. If we can train them to drain without 
killing, of course, then perhaps a simple transfusion of psionic energy will suffice in the 
near term. Ultimately, they could develop their own psi energy. They could drain off of each 
other to survive in the long tÅÒÍȢȱ 
 Ȱ5ÎÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÉÎË ×Å ÔÁÓÔÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȟȱ /ÎÉ ÓÎÁÐÐÅÄȢ 
 )ÌȭÒÉ ÓÈÏÏË ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÓÁÄÌÙȟ Á ÐÁÌÅ ÂÌÕÅ ÁÕÒÁ ÓÈÉÍÍÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÔÏÏÄ Âe-
ÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÏÆ ÆÁÌÌÅÎ 5ÔÁËÏȢ Ȱ7Å ÈÁÖÅ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á ÆÕÌÌ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅn-
dation. Translate back to Aukam with Utako. I will meet with the circle and rejoin you as 
ÓÏÏÎ ÁÓ ) ÃÁÎȢȱ 



 

Chapter Ten 

Starko remained in the sanctum with Aldur Bokren and Dira Urtigo until the night 

watch supervisor, Targ Aleyfrukttoveil, arrived to relieve him of duty and receive a full 

report of the day's events. 

 It took longer than usual this time. 

 Ȱ4ÈÅ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇ ÁÔÔÁÃËÅÄ ÏÕÒ ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌȩȱ 4ÁÒÇ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÒÕÄÄÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÎÓÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

He sat with Starko in the security viewing vestibule. Their protected patrons, Aldur and 

Dira, ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÎÃÔÕÍ ÍÏÎÉÔÏÒȢ Ȱ(Ï× ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔ ÐÌÁÎ ÔÏ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÔÈÉÓȩȱ 

 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÈÒÕÇÇÅÄȢ Ȱ!Ô ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÇÁÖÅ ÍÕÃÈ 

better than we got. The Ledelkrig suffered several casualties. We lost a seneschal bot. Some 

kind of sanctions are certain to be imposed against the local Ledelkrig brigade, but I think a 

full-ÆÌÅÄÇÅÄ ÃÁÓÔÅ ×ÁÒ ÉÓ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÁÖÅÒÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȢȱ 

 The older Toveil grunted his disagreement. It had been many years since the last 

inter-caste conflagration, and for some hard-liners like Targ Aley it was frustrating to let an 

opportunity for bloodshed pass them by. He gave a wistful sigh as he watched the data 

playback of the showdown on the steps between the Ledelkrig warriors and the multi-

ÂÌÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔȢ &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÈÅ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÅÄȡ Ȱ7ÈÅÒÅͻÓ (ÁÌÌÅÇȩȱ 

 Ȱ!Èȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÌÁÃÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÆÉÎÇÅÒÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȢ Ȱ) ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÅÐÔ 

vestibule, spying on the catalog memory streams while they were uploaded by Bokren and 

Urtigo. Unforgivable violation of our code of ethics. He left the premises. I haven't heard 

ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÍ ÓÉÎÃÅȢȱ 

 4ÁÒÇ ÎÏÄÄÅÄȢ Ȱ!ÌÌ ÒÉÇÈÔȟ ÔÈÅÎȢ ) ÓÈÁÌÌ ÐÕÔ ÏÕÔ Á ÑÕÅÒÙ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅȢȱ  

 Ȱ) ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÅÅÄ ÙÏÕ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÆÏÒ (ÁÌÌÅÇͻÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÁÌ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

TÏÖÅÉÌ #ÁÓÔÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÅÊÕÄÉÃÅȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ-ÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÃÏÐÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ (ÉÇÈ 

-ÏÏÔȟ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ7ÈÙ ×ÏÎͻÔ ÙÏÕ ÂÅ ÆÉÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÓȩȱ 4ÁÒÇ ÁÓËÅÄȢ 

 Starko gave a taut smile, then pointed aÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÓÈÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÍÐÌÅ ÇÕÅÓÔÓȢ Ȱ)ͻÖÅ 

been charged with handling their protection and seeing to it that they get safely offworld 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÎÅÍÉÅÓȢȱ 

 Ȱ9ÏÕͻÒÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÐÏÒÔȟ ÔÈÅÎȩȱ 

 Ȱ.Ïȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ&ÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Îȟ ) ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÙÏÕ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ 

going. Suffice it to say, I will travel with them until they reach their final destination. After I 

have completed this duty, I will come back at once to Hekayt Prime to resume my duties as 

ÄÁÙ ×ÁÔÃÈ ÓÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒȢ 5ÎÔÉÌ ÔÈÅÎȟ ) ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÈÁÎÄÓȢȱ 

 4ÁÒÇ ÃÌÁÍÐÅÄ Á ÈÁÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ 4ÏÖÅÉÌͻÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒȢ Ȱ3ÁÆÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÓȟ ÔÈÅÎȢ 4ÈÅ 

&ÁÔÈÅÒÓ ËÅÅÐ ÙÏÕ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÊÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÅ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÆÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȢȱ 



 Ȱ(ÏÌÄ ÔÒÕÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÄȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÈÉÓ ÓÍÉÌÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÎÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÖÅÄ 

ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÉÄÏÒȢ Ȱ!ÌÌ ÔÅÓÔÓ ÔÅÍÐÅÒ ÕÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÅÌ ÏÆ Á Ó×ÏÒÄȢȱ (Å ÌÅÆÔ 4ÁÒÇ ÓÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

viewing vestibule, then walked down the hallway to the sanctum. 

 Ȱ) ÁÐÏÌÏÇÉÚÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÌÁÙȟȱ ÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ !ÌÄÕÒȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÎÏÄ ÏÆ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ $ÉÒÁȢ Ȱ) 

ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÓÕÐÅÒÉÏÒÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÐÈÁÓÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ.ÅØÔ ÐÈÁÓÅȩȱ !ÌÄÕÒ ÁÓËÅÄȢ Ȱ9ÏÕͻÒÅ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔȢ 4ÈÁÔͻÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ 

ÐÈÁÓÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ.Ïȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓÎͻÔ ÁÎ ÏÐÔÉÏÎȟ )ͻÍ ÁÆÒÁÉÄȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄ ×ÉÔÈ a frown. He settled into a pew 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÏ× ÁÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ !ÌÄÕÒ ÁÎÄ $ÉÒÁȢ Ȱ9ÏÕͻÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÆÕÇÉÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÆÁÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ (ÉÇÈ -ÏÏÔ ÉÓ 

concerned. I've got people who will represent you in the appeals process. But, for safety's 

sake, we need to get you off Hekayt Prime as sÏÏÎ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢȱ 

 4ÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÒ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÓÈÏÏË ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ Ȱ) ÄÏÎͻÔ ÎÅÅÄ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÍÅȢ ) ÃÁÎ ÓÔÁÎÄ 

ÆÏÒ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ× ÄÕÔÉÆÕÌÌÙ ÓÔÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇȢȱ 

 Ȱ)Æ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÒÕÅȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÇÒÅÅȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȢ 

 $ÉÒÁ ÓÃÏ×ÌÅÄȢ Ȱ7ÈÙ ×ÏÕÌÄÎͻÔ ÉÔ ÂÅ ÔÒÕÅȩ 7Å ÂÏÔÈ ×ÅÎÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÐÌÏÁÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȦȱ 

 4ÈÅ 3ÊÏ ÎÏÄÄÅÄȢ Ȱ9ÏÕÒ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙ ÓÔÏÒÅÄȟ ,ÁÄÙ 5ÒÔÉÇÏȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ 

Ledelkrig had planted a sympathizer in the ranks of the Toveil. One of our apprentices, 

Halleg, erased Aldur's upload before it could be broadcast for wide storage. I'm sorry. He 

ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÂÁÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 4ÏÖÅÉÌ ÃÁÓÔÅ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÇÒÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȢȱ 

 !ÌÄÕÒ ÒÕÂÂÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÒÅ ËÎÕÃËÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÌÅÆÔ ÈÁÎÄȢ Ȱ)ͻÍ ÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á 4ÏÖÅÉÌ ÔÅÍÐÌÅȢ 

Put me back in the upload vestibule. I will resuÂÍÉÔȢȱ 

 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÐÅÒÍÉÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÎÅ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇ ÕÐÄÁÔÅ ÐÅÒ ÄÁÙȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ 

 Ȱ4ÈÅÎ ) ×ÁÉÔ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÔÏÍÏÒÒÏ× ÁÎÄ ÕÐÌÏÁÄ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ ) ÓÅÅ ÎÏ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÖÅ (ÅËÁÙÔ 0ÒÉÍÅȢ 

-Ù ÑÕÁÒÒÅÌ ÉÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÎÅÔȢ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅȦȱ 

 Starko shook his head, furrowing his brow. He hadn't expected the old Hekayti to be 

so stubborn, but in retrospect he decided this was shortsighted on his part. Aldur Bokren 

hadn't survived this long by being a pushover. 

 $ÉÒÁ ÌÁÕÇÈÅÄȟ ÓÍÉÒËÉÎÇ ÁÔ !ÌÄÕÒȢ Ȱ.Ï× ÌÏÏË ×ÈÏ's talking about staying. You were all 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ) ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÙÏÕ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 4ÏÖÅÉÌ (ÏÕÓÅȢȱ 

 Aldur bristled. He didn't care for the mocking tone, especially from a female. He 

opened his mouth to speak again, to press his case further, but the upstart Sjo raised a hand 

to silence him. Aldur wasn't sure how much more disrespect he could tolerate today. 

 Ȱ-Ù ÁÐÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÒÕÐÔÉÎÇȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ Á ×ÅÁËȟ ÓÅÌÆ-effacing smile to 

ÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÁÔ ÅÁÓÅȢ Ȱ) ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁt you are eager to balance the ledgers 

against your enemies. I can sympathize. Were our situations reversed, I would feel the same 

as you. But Halleg escaped before we discovered that he had erased your upload. That 

means he has more than likely already informed your enemies that you face the upload 

delay. Tonight would then be an ideal time for the Ledelkrig to strike again ɀ this time in 

numbers that we cannot hope to repel. They have already risked an open caste war to try to 

kill you once. Why would theÙ ÓÔÏÐ ÎÏ×ȩȱ 



 Ȱ.Ï ÏÆÆÅÎÓÅȟ "ÏËÒÅÎȟȱ $ÉÒÁ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ Á ÈÁÎÄ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÌÅÆÔ ÁÒÍȟ ȰÂÕÔ ) ÐÒÅÆÅÒ ÍÙ 

chances with Starko's protection, as far from Hekayt Prime as possible, until the fire dies 

down. I won't let you stay here and get yourself killed just to avoid keeping your promise to 

ÒÅÐÁÙ ÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ )ͻÖÅ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄȢȱ 

 !ÌÄÕÒ ÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÅÙÅÓȢ Ȱ&ÉÎÅȢȱ (Å ÇÒÕÎÔÅÄȢ Ȱ) ÁÇÒÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÙ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÌÉÍ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ 

your protection, Starko. I do not fear death, but I fear dying foolishly. As you say, so shall it 

bÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ%ØÃÅÌÌÅÎÔȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÄ Á ÖÅÈÉÃÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÏÒ ÐÏÏÌȢ 7Å 

×ÉÌÌ ÄÒÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÐÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÃÕÒÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ 

 Ȱ/ÎÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÏÐȟ ÐÌÅÁÓÅȟȱ $ÉÒÁ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ 3ÔÁÒËÏȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÅÙÅÂÒÏ×Ó 

Ô×ÉÔÃÈÅÄ ÕÐ×ÁÒÄȢ Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅ ÆÅ× precious things left to me on this world, but I do want the 

means to provide for myself should the need arise. There's a deposit box in the central vault 

ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÙȢ )Ô ×ÏÎͻÔ ÔÁËÅ ÌÏÎÇȢȱ 

 Ȱ6ÅÒÙ ×ÅÌÌȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÁÇÒÅÅÄȢ Ȱ/ÎÅ ÓÔÏÐ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÕÌÔȢȱ 
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Ȱ) ÆÁÉÌ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÇÉÃ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÉÓȟȱ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ 'ÒÉÄÁÎ 2ÅÖÉÄÕȢ (Å ÐÁÃÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÎÇÔÈ ÏÆ 

the High Moot conference table, alone in the grand chamber save for the soldier, Rojt 

Omara. Tall windows overlooked the cityscape as misty evening settled over the harbor. 

Ȱ4ÈÅ matter could be resolved instantly if Starko brought them here. Taking them offworld 

ÆÅÅÌÓ ÃÌÕÍÓÙȢ )Ô ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÓȟ 2ÏÊÔȢȱ 

 Rojt nodded. He didn't entirely disagree with the Konterbeid's complaint. However, 

he did not answer to Gridan Revidu. All he could do was attempt to make the decision as 

ÐÁÌÁÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ )Æ ×Å ×ÅÒÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

that old piece of driftwood, no one would give it a second thought. Dira Urtigo, on the other 

hand, does have some prominence in the local business community. Better to let them 

ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄȢ !ÃÃÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȢȱ 

 Ȱ3ÈÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÄÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁËÅÒÙ ÅØÐÌÏÓÉÏÎȦȱ 'ÒÉÄÁÎ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÅÄȢ Ȱ7ÈÙ ÍÕÓÔ ÙÏÕ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈȩȱ 

 RojÔ ÆÒÏ×ÎÅÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÅØÐÌÏÓÉÏÎ ×ÁÓÎͻÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÉÎÃÉÄÅÎÔȟ ÕÎÓÅÅÎ ÂÙ ÁÎÙÏÎÅȢ 7Å 

cannot dress up a Ledelkrig raid as a gas main going boom. People saw it. They saw two 

soldiers try to kill an old man. They saw Urtigo gun down the soldiers. They saw more 

soldiers invade the bakery. They saw the Bokren and Urtigo escape on the hoverbike. They 

saw the explosion, which occurred as the bike sped away. We cannot make people unsee 

that which they have seen, unless it is your contention that we should assassinate every 

ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓȢȱ 



 'ÒÉÄÁÎ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÙÅÂÒÏ×Ȣ Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÓÔÒÉËÅÓ ÍÅ ÁÓ ÌÅÓÓ ÒÉÓËÙ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ !ÌÄÕÒ "ÏËÒÅÎ 

loose on the galaxy. I know you trust this Starko fellow, but we should not underestimate 

that old Hekayti. He has proven to be more resourceful than evÅÎ ) ÇÁÖÅ ÈÉÍ ÃÒÅÄÉÔ ÆÏÒȢȱ (Å 

ÓÔÏÐÐÅÄȟ ÈÉÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ 2ÏÊÔ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÁÔÃÈÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃ ÂÕÚÚÉÎÇ ÂÅÌÏ×Ȣ Ȱ(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÎÏȟ ) ÄÏÎͻÔ ×ÁÎÔ 

the business council coming to the High Moot and complaining about the loss of their 

favorite proprietors. So, I suppose we can let them live another day. If there's nothing else, 

2ÏÊÔȟ ÙÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÇÏȢȱ 

 Ȱ!Ó ÙÏÕ ×ÉÓÈȟ ÓÉÒȟȱ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇ ×ÁÒÒÉÏÒ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÂÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ (Å ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

stepped through whooshing doors into the main corridor of the High Moot tower pinnacle. 

Two more warriors waited on either side of the great hangar door that opened onto the 

ovular landing pad where Rojt's caste-assigned shuttle crouched in waiting. The soldiers 

thumped their chests in salute to the senior warrior. He returned the gesture, proceeding 

through the massive doorway to approach the ramp of the shuttle. 

 Ȱ!ÌÌ ÓÅÔȩȱ ÁÓËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÌÏÔȟ ÁÎ ÅÁÒÎÅÓÔ ÙÏÕÎÇ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇ ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅ ×ÈÏ ×ÁÓ ÊÕÓÔ 

completing the final steps of the pre-flight checklist. He wore a thick ponytail braided with 

silver to signify that he was not yet masculine enough to claim full rank as a member of the 

Ledelkrig caste. After he completed this inaugural tour as Rojt's pilot, he might earn the 

right to clip the last of the womanly hair and wear his scalp clean in the way of real Hekayti 

males. 

 Ȱ9ÅÓȟ :ÅÎÔȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÐÅÒÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÕÔÔÌÅȟ ×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÂÌÅÍÉÓÈÅÓ ÂÕÔ 

finding none. The apprentice seemed to have done an adequate job maintaining the vehicle. 

Ȱ2ÅÁÄÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÐÁÒÔȩȱ 

 Ȱ!ÙÅȟ ÓÉÒȦȱ :ÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÅÄÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÍÐ ÁÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÅÎÇÅÒȢ Ȱ$ÅÓÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȩȱ 

 Ȱ+ÊÅÒÎËÏÒȢ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔ 4Ï×ÅÒȢ 3ÔÒÁÉÇÈÔ ÓÈÏÔȟ ÐÌÅÁÓÅȢ .Ï ÓÉÇÈÔÓÅÅÉÎÇȢȱ 

 



 

Chapter Eleven 

 Ȱ(Å ÓÁÙÓ ÈÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÈÉÐȟȱ :ÁÚÁÌ ÓÈÏÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ 6ÁÒÄ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÁÒ 
of the KjernkorȭÓ ÒÅÔÒÏÊÅÔÓȢ Ȱ(ÅȭÓ ÇÏÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÄÅÁȦȱ 
 Ȱ#ÕÒÓÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅÓȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÒÁÔÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒ ÓÎÁÒÌÅÄȟ ÐÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÎÇÒÉÌÙ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ,ÌÉÖori. 
6ÁÒÄ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÔÒÕÓÔ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙ ÁÓ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÒÕÌÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÌÕÃÔÁÎÔ ÐÁÓÓÅÎÇÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÉÍÐÏr-
ÔÁÎÔ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ×ÏÒÔÈ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÃÒÅÄÉÔÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ !ÕËÁÍÉ ÃÌÉÅÎÔȢ Ȱ7Å ÄÏÎȭt 
ÈÁÖÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÓÉÒÅÎÓ ÁÎÄ ËÌÁØÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅÎȭÔ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÁÎÙ ÑÕÉÅÔÅÒȢ (Å ÔÁÐÐÅÄ ÔÈÅ 
ÃÏÍÍ ÐÉÐ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÌÅÆÔ ÓÔÕÍÐ ÃÁÐ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ4ÏËÁȦ $ÕÓÔ ÏÆÆȦ 4ÁËÅ ÔÈÅ Kjernkor and proceed to 
ÔÈÅ 2ÉÇÏÒ 3ÔÒÁÎÄ ÏÕÔÐÏÓÔȢ !ÎÄ ÂÅ ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÓÈÉÐȦȱ 
 Toka replied via thÅ ÃÏÍÍ ÐÉÐȡ Ȱ!ÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄȟ #ÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒȢ 3ÅÅ ÙÏÕ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÕt-
ÐÏÓÔȢȱ 
 The ramp slid upward into the belly of the Kjernkor as the freighter quickly spun, 
angled toward the heavens, and then bolted skyward. Militia hovercars and local constabu-
lary vehicles screamed into the intersection as the ship lofted back toward the stars. After 
some brief confusion and direction changes, the law enforcement vehicles resumed their 
pursuit of the Kjernkor, seemingly oblivious to the Medlidikke and the Lotorian who were 
left behÉÎÄȢ &ÏÒ ÎÏ×Ȣ 6ÁÒÄȭÓ ÂÉÇÇÅÓÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÉ ÈÁÄ ÐÌÁÎÓ 
to turn him in for a bounty. 
 Ȱ!ÌÌ ÒÉÇÈÔȟȱ ÇÒÏ×ÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÐÉÒÁÔÅȟ ÓÔÅÐÐÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÌÌÅÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ô×Ï ÔÁÖÅÒÎÓ 
×ÉÔÈ :ÁÚÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÉȢ Ȱ7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÄÅÁȩȱ 
 Zazal bobbed his snout as he listened to the Llivori ɀ his name was Ribas Salek ɀ ex-
ÐÌÁÉÎȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ 6ÁÒÄȡ Ȱ(ÅȭÓ ÇÏÔ Á ÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅÓÔ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅÓ ÆÏÒ 
Comorro Station. Should be less of an attraction for trouble than the notorious pirate ship 
that just blew up two skyscrapers in the middle of Vor. For the official narrative, it sounds 
like the government is blaming the destruction on Opodian terrorists. Unofficially, though, 
ÔÈÅÙ ×ÁÎÔ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÒÅ× ÄÅÁÄȟ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÈÉÐ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄȢȱ 
 VaÒÄ ÌÁÕÇÈÅÄ ÄÁÒËÌÙȢ Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÔÁËÅ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒȢ 3Ïȟ ×ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÈÉÓ ÓÈÉÐȩȱ 
 4ÈÅ ,ÏÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÒÅÌÁÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÅÓÅȢ !ÎÓ×ÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ 2ÉÂÁÓ 3ÁÌÅËȡ Ȱ/ÐÏÄÉÁÎ 
imÐÏÕÎÄ ÌÏÔ ÉÎ /ÐÅȭÍÏÔȢȱ :ÁÚÁÌ ÂÌÉÎËÅÄȟ ÈÉÓ ×ÈÉÓËÅÒÓ ÓÁÇÇÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÒÅÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÅÔÁÒÙ 
map that he had ÒÅÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÉÇÈÔ ÆÒÏÍ 2ÉÇÏÒ 3ÔÒÁÎÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ 
 Ȱ2ÉÇÈÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÒÁÔÅ ÍÕÔÔÅÒÅÄȢ Ȱ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÄ ÂÅ ÔÏÏ ÅÁÓÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅȢȱ (Å ÓÈÏÏË Á ÆÉÎÇÅÒ 
ÁÔ 2ÉÂÁÓȟ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÉÎÇȟ Ȱ7ÈÙȭÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÉÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÉÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅȩȱ 
 4ÈÅ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÉȭÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒȟ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ :ÁÚÁÌȡ Ȱ) ÂÕÚÚÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÐȭÓ ÎÅ× 
ÎÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÂÉÇ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÌÌȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÏÏË ÏÆÆÅÎÓÅ ÔÏ Ȭ/ÐÏÄÉȭÓ 6ÁÇÉÎÁȢȭ (ÙÐÅÒÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅȟ 
ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÓË ÍÅȢȱ (Å ÃÈÏÒÔÌÅÄȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÌÏÔ ÉÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÔÈÅÁÓÔÅÒÎ ÓÈÏÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÁÒÂÏÒȢ 
Defenses are practically non-ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÉÇ ÔÅÍÐÌÅȢ 4ÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÏ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÄ 
about the imÐÏÕÎÄ ÙÁÒÄȢȱ 
 6ÁÒÄ ÆÕÒÒÏ×ÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏ×Ȣ Ȱ9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÎȩȱ 
 Ribas bobbed his snout, but then scratched the back of his head with a clawed hand. 
Ȱ5nÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ /ÐÏÄÉÁÎÓ ×ÉÐÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁÂÁÓÅȢ 4ÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ËÎÏ×Î ÔÏ ÂÅÈÁÖÅ ÂÁÄÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÉÍÅ 
ÔÏ ÔÉÍÅȢȱ 
 Ȱ7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÔÏ /ÐÅȭÍÏÔȩȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÒÁÔÅ ÁÓËÅÄȟ ×ÁÉÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ :ÁÚÁÌ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÎs-



late. 
 Ȱ(ÉÇÈ-ÓÐÅÅÄ ÃÁÒÇÏ ÔÕÂÅȟȱ 2ÉÂÁÓ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȢ (Å ÌÅÄ 6ÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ :azal down the alley toward 
a sewer grate. He leaned over, tugging at the grate with strong, pudgy fingers. CLANK! The 
grate pulled loose. The Llivori set the metal grid square aside. Ribas wiped muck from the 
ÇÒÁÔÅ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÊÕÍÐÓÕÉÔȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÇÏÖernments avoid doing official business with 
each other. Officially, Llivori and Opodians hate each other. Unofficially, they have re-
sources we want; we have resources they want. General trade embargo means only proper-
ly permitted cargo haulers ɀ the ones who pay really exorbitant fees ɀ can move freight 
from one nation to the other. Permit fees mean higher prices for people who go the official 
route. The bigger corporations, though, they make regular payments to the governments ɀ 
cheaper than permit fees ɀ to fund a cargo tube network. The tubes let the two nations 
trade with each other without actually coming into contact. Takes all the fun out of it, you 
ask me. I had a permit! It was worth every Hekker cred that I spent to fly my ship into their 
city and ÍÏÃË ÔÈÏÓÅ ÂÕÆÆÏÏÎÓȢȱ 
 6ÁÒÄȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ×ÅÄȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ×ÏËÅ ÕÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȟ ÈÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ Ém-
agined this was how he might be spending his day. It actually amused him more than it 
ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅȢ Ȱ3Ï ×ÅȭÒÅ ÌÏÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÆÉÒÅÄ off like a cannon 
from one terriÔÏÒÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȩȱ 
 Ȱ9ÅÓȟȱ ÔÈÅ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÉ ÓÁÉÄȢ (Å ÃÒÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÂÅÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔȟ ÓÔÁÒÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Î 
ÔÈÅ ×ÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÒÏÎ ÌÁÄÄÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÌÕÎÇÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÄÏ×Ù ÄÅÐÔÈÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅ×ÅÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȢ Ȱ/ÎÅ 
crate, preferably. If we are lucky, the tube coordinators will have the timing for incoming 
ÁÎÄ ÏÕÔÇÏÉÎÇ ÓÈÉÐÍÅÎÔÓ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÃÏÌÌÉÓÉÏÎÓȢȱ 
 :ÁÚÁÌ ÇÕÌÐÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÆÉÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁÓÔ ÂÉÔȢ 6ÁÒÄ ÓÃÏ×ÌÅÄȢ Ȱ(ÅȭÓ ÍÅÓÓÉÎÇ 
×ÉÔÈ ÕÓȟ :ÁÚÁÌȢȱ (Å ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ 2ÉÂÁÓ 3ÁÌÅËȢ Ȱ2ÉÇÈÔȩ 9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÍÅÓÓÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÓȢȱ 
 Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÈÉÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÌÉÁÂÌÅ ÃÁÒÇÏ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȟȱ 2ÉÂÁÓ 
said. He then began descending the ladder into the sewers below the tavern district of Vor. 
 In the universe of ideas, Vard thought maybe there was a worse one out there. He 
ÊÕÓÔ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÆÁÔÈÏÍ ÉÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȢ 3Ï ÈÅ ÓÈÒÕÇÇÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ$Ï×Î ÙÏÕ ÇÏȟ :ÁÚÁÌȢȱ 
 4ÈÅ ,ÏÔÏÒÉÁÎ ×ÉÎÃÅÄȢ Ȱ)Ô ÓÔÉÎËÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÒÅȢȱ 
 Rolling his eyes, the Medlidikke sighed. He balled his right hand into a fist and deli-
vered Á ÊÁÂ ÔÏ :ÁÚÁÌȭÓ ÓÎÏÕÔȢ 4ÈÅ ,ÏÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÆÅÌÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÙÅÌÐȟ ÃÌÕÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ 
ÓÎÏÕÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÐÁ×ÓȢ Ȱ7ÈÙȭÄ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȩȱ :ÁÚÁÌ ÁÓËÅÄȟ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÉÔ ÕÐÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ 
 Ȱ0ÁÉÎȭÌÌ ËÅÅÐ ÙÏÕÒ ÍÉÎÄ ÏÆÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÎÃÈȟȱ 6ÁÒÄ ÁÓÓÕÒÅÄ ÈÉÍȢ 

  



Chapter Twelve 

 Full dark settled over the old city of Glasne before Starko Odela deemed it safe 
enough to leave the sanctuary of the Toveil cathedral. He signed off on a purely fraudulent 
report about Halleg's unethical activities and subsequent escape from the facility, and then 
bid a final farewell to Targ Oley. 
 Starko led Aldur and Dira down three flights of stairs to the cavernous motor pool 
chamber, with its thick support pillars spaced every one hundred feet. He stopped at the 
registry kiosk, officially checked out a Zalte Deluxe six-door hovercar, and took the key fob 
from the seneschal bot minding the kiosk. 
 Dira noticed that the bot had affixed a rectangular black patch on the upper hemis-
phere of its brassy hull. She brought it to Starko's attention that she found it curious. 
 Ȱ)ÔͻÓ Á ÍÁÒË ÏÆ ÍÏÕÒÎÉÎÇȟȱ ÔÈÅ 3ÊÏ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȢ Ȱ! ÓÅÎÅÓÃÈÁÌ ÂÏÔ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ 
ÏÆ ÄÕÔÙ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇȢȱ 
 (ÅÒ ÅÙÅÂÒÏ×Ó ÆÕÒÒÏ×ÅÄȢ Ȱ-ÏÕÒÎÉÎÇȩ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅÙͻÒÅ ÒÏÂÏÔÓȢȱ 
 Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ9ÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÒÏÂÏÔÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÅÁÃÈ !) ÉÓ 
unique in its design, personality, and behavior. All Toveil initiates must create their own 
seneschal AI beÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÑÕÁÌÉÆÙ ÔÏ ÇÁÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÆÕÌÌ ÒÁÎË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÔÅȢȱ (Å ÇÅÓÔÕÒÅÄ 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÏÒ ÐÏÏÌ ÂÏÔȢ Ȱ,ÁÚoti was my creation, some years ago. Among other things, I 
programmed him with the capacity for recognizing loss, if not true sorrow. So, when calcu-
lations show that the population of seneschal bots has declined in number, Lazoti will wear 
the mourning patch. Most of the bots were programmed with this feature retroactively, be-
ÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÉÎ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÄÙÉÎÇ 4ÏÖÅÉÌ ÃÁÓÔÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȢȱ 
 !ÌÄÕÒ ÇÒÉÍÁÃÅÄȟ ÓÈÁËÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÄÉÓÄÁÉÎÆÕÌ ÓÉÇÈȢ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ Á ÒÏÂÏÔ ÔÏ 
weep for a fallen comrade, but you can't manage more than one catalog update per day. It 
ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÁÓÔÅͻÓ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÉÓÐÌÁÃÅÄȢȱ 
 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÇÁÖÅ Á ÒÕÅÆÕÌ ÓÍÉÒË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ +ÏÎÔÅÒÂÅÉÄͻÓ ÃÈÁÓÔÉÓÅÍÅÎÔȢ Ȱ) ÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÁÉÄ ×Å 
couldn't manage more than one update per day. We just don't allow it. It's a tradition that 
we choose to follow. Sort of like the tradition that requires the Toveil to treat our houses as 
sanctuaries for refÕÇÅÅÓȢ "ÁÄ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÓÕÃÈ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÄÏÎͻÔ ÙÏÕ ÁÇÒÅÅȩȱ 
He started walking down the central aisle, passing several standard Zalte four-doors until 
he reached the white-hulled six-door model waiting for them at the end of the row. 
 Aldur eyed the car suspiciously as the back door hissed open. After all, the last time 
someone had taken him for a drive, he had been left to fight for his life in a parking garage. 
But, so far, Starko hadn't given Aldur any reason to suspect he was anything other than 
honest about his intentions to see them safely to Comorro Station. 
 

 
<<>> 

 

 
 Ȱ)ÔͻÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÅÌÉÍÉÎÁÔÅ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÁÎÄ 5ÒÔÉÇÏ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÅÔ ÏÆÆ×ÏÒÌÄȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ /Ía-
ra said, standing before a closed-door gathering of the Grand Moot in the capital city of 
+ÊÅÒÎËÏÒȢ Ȱ(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÉÓ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÕÔȢ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÅÌÉÍinate them on 
Comorro Station, but I am not sure that we can trust him to follow through. His conscience 



has always been his weakness. I am certain that he could eliminate Aldur Bokren without a 
second thought, but the woman represents the sort of collateral damage that Starko cannot 
ÃÏÕÎÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȢȱ 
 For purposes of privacy and security, all of the council members were cloaked in 
shadows behind their great rockwood table, while Rojt stood upon the central dais in a sin-
gle bright shaft of purple light. Large windows behind the long conference table granted a 
view of the tall stone and steel buildings that dominated the skyline of Hekayt Prime's old-
est and most venerable city. 
 Ȱ9ÏÕ ÁÒÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÁÒÔȟ ÃÁÕÔÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈȟȱ ÏÎÅ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔ ÍÅÍÂÅÒ Ïb-
served. Ȱ(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÏÄÁÙͻÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 4ÏÖÅÉÌ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÒÁÉÓÅ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ Én-
creased recklessÎÅÓÓ ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÂÅÈÁÌÆȢȱ 
 2ÏÊÔ ÆÒÏ×ÎÅÄȟ ÔÉÌÔÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ Ȱ9ÏÕ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ) ÄÏ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐ 
AlÄÕÒ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎȩȱ 
 Ȱ/Èȟ ÎÏȟ ÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȟȱ ÔÈÅ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄȢ 0ÁÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ,ÅÄÅÌËÒÉÇ ×ÁÔÃÈÅÒ ÓËÉÆÆÓ 
zoomed past the window outside, maintaining a steady three minute circuit on each pass 
ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×ÅÒȢ Ȱ1ÕÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙȢ 9ÏÕ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÔÏÐÐÅÄ ÁÔ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇȦ 3ÔÁrko should 
be dead, along with these two new troublemakers. Your weakness for an old friend has put 
ÍÕÃÈ ÁÔ ÒÉÓËȢȱ 
 Ȱ) ÁÇÒÅÅȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȢ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÇÏ ÆÁÒ ÅÎÏÕÇÈȟ 2ÏÊÔȢ 
It makes one ponder whether you have adequately assesseÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ 
 The warrior lifted his chin, clasping his hands behind his back. He could ill afford to 
protest and criticize the Hekayti of the Grand Moot. It would be far more productive to 
shout at the wind to convince it that it should blow the other way. He sensed Gridan's hand 
in this turn of events. After all, he must not have liked hearing a relative subordinate defy 
his wishes, no matter how respectfully Rojt had done so. The Grand Moot previously had 
seemed content to let the fugitives die offworld, quietly and without fanfare. Now, in the 
time it had taken for him to fly from Glasne to Kjernkor, the mood had changed drastically. 
He actually didn't mind that they seemed to want them both dead as soon as possible, but 
Rojt didn't particularly care for the fact that the Grand Moot's hunt for blame appeared to 
be leading to him. 
 Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÐÁÓÔ ÉÓ ÐÁÓÔȟȱ 2ÏÊÔ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÎÏÔ ÁÐÏÌÏÇÉÚÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÂÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÒÓȢ 
Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÏÎ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ×ÉÔh full loyal-
ty to the Ledelkrig and the Grand Moot of Hekayt Prime. I live to serve my commanders on 
behalf of the world we all so dearly love. If it is the wish of the Grand Moot to kill them now, 
inform me and I will get word to Starko immediately. I leaÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ ×ÉÓÅÒ ÍÉÎÄÓȢȱ 
 After a long few moments of silence, a central member of the Grand Moot finally 
ÓÐÏËÅȡ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÙÁÌȟ ÎÏ ÏÎÅ ÄÏÕÂÔÓ ÔÈÉÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ×Å ÄÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ 
represent a greater risk, allowing those two to get offworld. Tell your friend to kill them as 
ÓÏÏÎ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢ 7Å ×ÉÌÌ ÔÁËÅ ÎÏ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓȢȱ 

 

<<>> 

 

 Starko pulled the hovercar up to the curb next to the Glasne Depository Center ɀ a 
pyramid-shaped brick building at the corner of Yorkvard Way and Alue Street, across from 



the city's copper-domed athletics arena. The holographic marquee for the arena read: 
"CONGRATULATIONS, GLASNE SONS - HEKAYT WORLD ROQ CHAMPIONS!" 
 He smiled wistfully, thinking of the last home game that he had attended with Rojt. 
They had secured seats on the mid-level palisade, with an excellent view of the primers as 
they scrambled for the torq during free-flight intervals. As a child, Starko had showed great 
promise as a roq player. However, his parents couldn't tolerate the idea of a caste-less son 
whose value would be based on something as transient as raw athleticism. So, he had un-
dergone his Worthing trial with the Toveil instead, won acceptance to the caste, and settled 
for watching the sport as a spectator. Rojt understood what that sacrifice had meant to 
Starko. Lately, though, a new specter had begun to loom. 
 Starko's parents found it unusual that he had not yet taken a mate, despite their ef-
forts to introduce him to more than a dozen suitable caste-born females. He had achieved 
adequate ranking in the Toveil caste to qualify for marriage. It was part of the natural order 
in their family. Yet Starko seemed reluctant, if not outright rebellious. 
 If they knew the truth, of course, they would be utterly scandalized. However, Starko 
knew he could never divulge his darkest of secrets to them. To do so would undoubtedly 
lead to Rojt's disgrace and expulsion from the Ledelkrig. So, before very much longer, Star-
ko would be expected to take a mate to at least preserve the appearance that he was a mas-
culine Toveil.  
 It did not matter that much to him that he have an heir to carry on the family line - 
his older sister's marriage had already yielded two strong sons. But he did want to put his 
parents at ease insofar as this issue went. When that day came, though, Starko felt certain 
that his illicit relationship with Rojt must end. That would come as a crushing blow to both 
of them, to be certain. But Starko knew that Rojt would endure what he must for the sake of 
their families and their careers. 
 "Looks clear," Starko said, sliding the transmission into park mode. The main bank 
area would be closed, but a palm scan would grant Dira Urtigo access to the chamber with 
the safety deposit boxes. He leaned over to open the dashboard compartment, taking out 
two items: A holster containing a plasma pistol, which he quickly determined had a full 
charge, and another nanoglove. He slid the glove onto his right hand, clutched the pistol in 
his left, then straightened so he could look into the back seat of ÔÈÅ ÈÏÖÅÒÃÁÒȢ Ȱ,ÅÔͻÓ ÇÏȢ .ÏÔ 
ÍÕÃÈ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÓÐÁÒÅȢȱ 
 Ȱ)ͻÌÌ ×ÁÉÔ ÈÅÒÅȟȱ !ÌÄÕÒ ÇÒÕÎÔÅÄȢ 
 Ȱ/ÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȟȱ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÓÈÁËÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ (Å ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÂÏÔÈ ÈÉÓ 
wards ɀ he didn't think of them as targets just yet - with him as much as possible. In partic-
ular, he wanted an eye on Aldur Bokren at all times. 
 Ȱ,ÏÃË ÔÈÅ ÄÏÏÒÓȟ 3ÔÁÒËÏȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ (ÅËÁÙÔÉ ÇÒÏ×ÌÅÄȢ Ȱ)ͻÍ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÙ×ÈÅÒÅȢ )ͻÄ ÊÕÓÔ 
ÓÌÏ× ÙÏÕ ÄÏ×ÎȢ "ÁÄ ÌÅÇ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌȢȱ !ÇÁÉÎȟ 3ÔÁÒËÏ ÈÁÄÎͻÔ ÄÏÎÅ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÏ ÓÅÔ !ÌÄÕÒ 
off, but he still felt entirely too vulnerable. Getting out of the car would mean taking the 
chance. It would mean trusting, possibly too much. If Starko killed Dira, Aldur might still 
have the opportunity to escape, but only if he remained in the hovercar. 
 Dira rolled her eyes ÁÔ ÂÏÔÈ ÍÁÌÅÓȢ Ȱ,ÉÓÔÅÎȟ ) ÄÏÎͻÔ ÃÁÒÅ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÏÒ ×ÈÏ ÓÔÁÙÓȢ ) 
just want to get in, pick up what I'm after, and then move on. The longer you two sit here 
ÁÎÄ ÂÉÃËÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅÒ ×Å ÇÅÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÐÏÒÔȢ ) ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÃË ÉÓ ÔÉÃËÉÎÇȟ ÙÅÓȩȱ 
 Starko scowled at Aldur, not liking the challenge one bit. He couldn't win, not with-
out provoking suspicion. Aldur was correct enough in his assertion that he should be safe 



from atÔÁÃËÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÏÒÓ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÌÏÃËÅÄȢ Ȱ$ÏÎͻÔ ÏÐÅÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙȟȱ ÔÈÅ 
Sjo insisted before clambering out of the car. 
 "I am not a child," the old Hekayti grumbled as he watched Dira and Starko make 
their way up the steps toward the bank. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Dira crossed her arms, warming herself against the chill of the light wind blowing in 
from the harbor. "I won't miss this weather while we're offworld," she said. 
 Starko chuckled, following the woman to the doors of the lockbox chamber. "You say 
that now. Granted, there's not much weather to speak of aboard Comorro Station, but cir-
cumstances could send us just about anywhere if we have to duck agents of the High Moot." 
 After her scan, the doors opened, allowing Dira and her protector to enter the public 
section of the box repository. Starko paused in the doorway to spare one last look back at 
the hovercar. Aldur still sat in the back seat. No apparent threats. The old Hekayti would 
just have to survive for the next few minutes. The door slid shut, locking in place. It 
wouldn't open again until Dira re-scanned for the interior sensors. 
 She found her box in the fourth row, third from the top, number 717. She unlocked it 
with a thumb scan, then pulled the container from the shelf. The box was about a foot long 
and a foot wide, standing just under ten inches tall. She set the box on an island counter in 
the middle of the chamber. 
 "Everything in order?" Starko asked, walking toward her. 
 Dira opened the box. From it, she took something wrapped in black cloth. She un-
folded the cloth on the island, revealing a black stone cylinder engraved with ancient runes. 
He'd seen enough Kamir artifacts in his life, especially during his career with the Toveil, 
that he could recognize one without any difficulty. 
 "How did you come by that?" he asked. 
 She shrugged. "It's all my father had left after he had been ruined during the com-
merce drought. He gave it to me. Why? Do you know what it is? All I know is it's supposed 
to be worth a lot of money." 
 Starko nodded. "It is quite safe to say that it is priceless." He didn't like the thought 
of killing a woman, but if it would mean coming into possession of this artifact, well, then 
Starko's conscience could buy plenty of assuagement in the days and weeks ahead. In fact, 
it might pay enough that he and Rojt could abandon their caste positions, leave Hekayt 
Prime, and love each other openly. They deserved such happiness. It would be wrong to let 
this opportunity escape. "We should go," he pressed. 
 "Of course," she said. Dira started wrapping the cloth around the runed cylinder 
once more when the tips of her fingers brushed the stone. She felt a brief moment of dizzi-
ness, gasped for air, and wondered when the lights had gone out. The air felt warm and 
stifling. She was huddled between boxes of some kind. They vibrated, thrumming with the 
energy of the great crate's velocity through the - cargo tube? - and she felt her - fangs? -  
clack nervously as her - whiskers? - danced up and down. A face leaned in from the sha-
dows, illuminated by a sparking metal trident - a scarred Hekayti male, handsome and 
dark-eyed. He said: "Hold it together, Zazal." 



 Dira shook her head, snapping back to the here and now, in the adequately illumi-
nated repository, breathing chill air with Starko standing by.  
 "Are you well?" he inquired. 
 "Oh, yes," she said. "Sorry. Just got distracted there for a moment." Dira tugged the 
cloth fully around the cylinder, then started toward the sensor panel by the door. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Aldur waited until he saw Starko and Dira vanish behind the closing door of the box 
repository before worming his way up into the driver's seat of the hovercar. 
 If trouble did come, Aldur didn't plan to be caught sitting in back. Instead, he waited 
behind the wheel, ready to activate the controls and speed off at a moment's notice.  
 His right hand drifted over to the infomatrix panel. He tapped the NEWS button. 
First, of course, was an article about an explosion in the commerce district of Glasne, which 
destroyed a bakery belonging to Dira Urtigo. Then came a blurb about a rare case of inter-
caste violence on the steps of the Glasne Toveil House. Information shifted to the broader 
galactic headlines, in which an Aukami politician named Hideg Fekretu tried unsuccessfully 
to get a special holiday declared to celebrate all the good things that his people had done 
for the cosmos. Aldur actually laughed at that. Next came dramatic footage without audio of 
a blurry craft blasting past a toppling skyscraper on Kamsho. Thousands of people killed, 
the text scroll reported. 
 INCOMING TRANSMISSION - TEXT ONLY. ACCEPT? DECLINE? 
 The words sprang up in a bubble as the holovid image froze in place. Aldur didn't 
even hesitate. He tapped the button labeled ACCEPT. 
 The message scrolled left to right along the middle of the screen display in pale blue 
letters on a white background: GRAND MOOT WANTS THEM DEAD. NOW. - ROJT. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Starko waited until they walked out of the repository before jabbing the gun's barrel 
against the small of Dira's back and clutching her right shoulder with his nanogloved hand. 
He spun her so that he could press her between himself and the dark glass wall of the bank. 
 "What are you doing?" Dira shouted. "You're supposed to be protecting us!" 
 "Yes, well, I've got a weak spot for valuables like the one you're carrying," he said. 
"Drop it on the ground." 
 "No," she said, trembling as she realized this wouldn't end without her death. "No, 
please. If I drop it, you're going to kill me." 
 "Honestly, Dira, you're going to drop it one way or another," Starko replied. "You're 
going to die, though. Yes. I'm very sorry about that." 
 Her eyes caught sight of a reflection in the wall glass: The hovercar making a three-
point turn in the street so that it could start ascending the steps, accelerating. She hoped 
with all her heart that Aldur was driving, otherwise her next trick would end rather poin-
tlessly. Dira chucked the cloth-wrapped cylinder to her left. It arced through the air and 



landed with a thud about five feet away. 
 "Stupid," Starko grunted, keeping the gun trained on Dira but releasing her and mov-
ing backward toward the relic just the same. He raised the nanoglove, palm out, and said, "I 
don't know what you think that accomplished." He stopped next to the cylinder, holstering 
the gun so he could free up the ungloved hand to grab the artifact. That's when he noticed 
the car in the corner of his eye, growing closer and larger. Starko spun, firing off a cloud of 
nanomodules from his glove, which disintegrated the windshield and followed momentum 
that should have allowed them to chew Aldur's grizzled head into a pink mist. Instead, Al-
dur flung himself flat on the front seat so that the expanding cloud of nanocritters just kept 
eating their way through the back of the car - and he jammed his hoof hard on the accelera-
tor. 
 The sloped hood slammed into Starko's chest, crushing him against the blast-proof 
glass with an eruption of blood and bowels. The hovercar's engine, located in the back 
chassis, dissolved under the last moments of the withering nanoassault. The bank alarms 
blared. Bright spotlights blinked on, bathing the area in a bright blue-white glow. 
 Dira suddenly realized that the dead hulk of the hovercar was about to collapse onto 
the Kamir artifact, either crushing it or making it virtually impossible to recover without 
seeking help. She ran toward the vehicle, dropped, rolled under the creaking belly past a 
puddle of something vile that had come from the dying Toveil turncoat, and snatched the 
cloth-wrapped bundle before coming out on the other side. The hovercar hit the concrete 
with a thud, snapping the bottom half of Starko loose from the top half, which sprawled 
lifelessly across the hood. 
 Aldur climbed out of the car through the busted windshield, now that the doors no 
longer responded. He pushed the corpse aside, then slid over the smeared blood to stand 
on the concrete next to Dira. 
 "The Grand Moot wants us dead," Aldur said, taking Dira by the arm. "Are you hurt?" 
 "No," she said. "He lied to us!" 
 "Yes," the old Hekayti agreed. "Now he's dead. Good message to send to our enemies, 
don't you think?" A feral smile crept onto his lips. 
 "Stop your grinning!" Dira hugged the cylinder bundle close, leading Aldur down the 
steps in front of the bank. "Why does the Grand Moot want to kill us, for all the fathers? 
What have we done to offend them?" 
 Aldur stopped, looking up toward the wreckage of the hovercar and the remains of 
the dead Toveil bleeding in front of the bank. "Well, if my guess is correct, the official story 
will be that we killed Starko when he tried to take us into custody after we attacked the To-
veil cathedral, following that terrorist bombing in your bakery." He shrugged. "It's what I 
would do." 
 "That's the fabricated reason to justify it for the public," Dira growled. "What's the 
real reason?" 
 Aldur lifted an eyebrow, scratching the right side of his face. "We were in the wrong 
place at the wrong time." Sirens started howling in the distance, but, of course, growing 
louder. "Best we get moving. We'll need to get offworld before they try to lock down the 
spaceport." 

  



 

Chapter Thirteen 

 The final document to receive a signature from Obas Tekki before the collapse of the 
Grothak Industries skyscraper in Vor was a manifest approving the transfer of a shipment 
of various electronic finished goods via cargo tube to a distribution firm in Ope'mot. 
 Dozens of small crates had been loaded into a larger cargo container in the ware-
house facility in Vor's industrial district. Minutes before the tower fell, that container had 
been hefted by crane atop a heavy-duty hovertruck. 
 Word of the building's destruction reached the truck driver as he whirred to a stop 
at the tube nexus on the northern outskirts of the city. He handed the datapad with the ma-
nifest to the nexus overseer. The Llivori overseer ordered his crew to check the contents of 
the cargo container before it could be unloaded and placed on the belt to await placement 
in the massive pipeline that would ship it east toward the Opodian nation. 
 "All right," Ribas said, watching from around the corner a low maintenance building 
as a crane swivel with the cargo container dangling from several large chains. The contain-
er settled on the belt with a soft thud. The crew detached the chains from the anchor points 
on the container, then scrambled down from the conveyor to handle the next shipment. 
"That's our cue." 
 Zazal clutched the cloth-wrapped Kamir artifact as he followed Ribas and Vard to-
ward the belt, which was elevated about fifteen feet above the ground. The Lotorian didn't 
give it much thought. He sprang through the air, coiled his tail around one of the support 
beams, and came down in a soft landing next to the crate. He reached a paw down to lend 
assistance to the tubby Llivori. Then, in turn, Ribas helped the Medlidikke pirate up onto 
the belt. 
 The access door for the cargo container had been locked and chained. Vard adjusted 
the setting on his trident, tapped the sparking element against the lock, and watched with 
smug satisfaction as the chain fell away with the ruined lock. 
 A few minutes later, the trio sat in the relative darkness of the stuffy cargo container 
waiting for their turn in the tube. 
 "Ever made this ride before?" Vard asked the Llivori. 
 Ribas chuckled, then spoke in Llivorese. Zazal translated: "Yes, a few times. My com-
patriots find it a convenient method of moving between nations for their activities." 
 Zazal tilted his snout, ears twitching. "So, how do you know that we won't be cap-
tured on the other end? The containers were inspected prior to shipping. Won't they be in-
spected after arrival?" 
 "Oh, that's a risk, yes," Ribas replied. "We're going to have to move quickly after the 
container reaches Ope'mot. Their crew will conduct an inspection, but we may have a win-
dow of about two minutes to crawl out before they discover us." 
 "Why do we need to rush?" the pirate asked, holding up the sparking trident atop 
the stump of his left arm. "Seems to me, we can make all the time we need. Wait for the in-
spectors and take them out." 
 The Llivori clacked his fangs together. "It is an option. I don't oppose it. Sometimes, 
innocents must die for the good of the cause." 
 "The cause?" Zazal hissed. "We're stealing back a ship that you gave a vulgar name in 



the hopes of making the Opodians mad. How important is it that innocents die for THAT 
cause?" 
 "Easy, Zazal," Vard said, shaking his head with a sigh. The last thing he needed was a 
fistfight between this pair of furballs. He wasn't sure which one would emerge victorious, 
but he surely didn't want to get caught in the middle. If he did, the trident was putting one 
or both of the combatants out of commission for a while. "I suppose you're right, though. If 
it would make you happier, I will eliminate the inspectors only as a last resort." 
 Ribas frowned, grunting. "Your Lotorian pet knows how to suck the fun out of what 
should be an enjoyable heist." 
 Zazal didn't translate that for Vard, but snarled back in Llivorese: "I'm not a pet! We 
have an agreement. I am part of his crew." 
 "What are you two going on about?" Vard asked. The spark of his trident gave flick-
ering illumination to the interior of the container every few seconds. 
 "Nothing," Zazal said in Hekayan, still eyeing the Llivori in the shadows of the cargo 
container. Simply correcting a misunderstanding on your friend's part." 
 They felt the container shift as it began to move forward along the belt toward the 
cargo tube nexus. "Won't be long now," Ribas said. "Mind the higher crates in here. Watch 
your head." 
 Zazal translated the warning for Vard, then braced himself as the container stopped 
after making a turn into the nexus staging node. The cargo container moved off the belt and 
then onto a solid metal platform. Zazal heard a propulsion plate thunk against the side of 
the container behind him. A loud FOOMP! noise preceded the sudden acceleration of the 
container down the pipeline, starting its whooshing route toward Ope'mot. The crates on 
either side of Zazal shifted slightly, but did not tumble. 
 "Now we wait," Ribas informed his companions. "The trip takes about two hours. I 
like to nap through it. Feels like time traveling." 
 Vard shook his head. "I'm not sleeping." 
 Zazal crossed his arms, raising his snout proudly. "Neither am I." 
 "Suit yourselves," the Llivori replied with a grunt. He settled back into his niche in-
side the cargo container. "Try to keep the noise down." Within a few minutes, the only 
noise beyond their breathing and the vigorous thrum of the container as it sped down the 
tube was the thunderous snoring of Ribas Salek. 
 "You don't like him very much," Vard noted in Hekayan. 
 Zazal shrugged. "I do not know him all that well. But I did not appreciate some 
things he said." 
 "Llivori are a special kind of crazy," the Medlidikke said. "Not as special as Opodians, 
though. I really wouldn't weep too much for the inspectors in Ope'mot if I have to eliminate 
some of them. They run around the galaxy, spouting their crazy Kamir worship nonsense, 
putting the wrong ideas in people's heads." 
 "How did you meet him?" the Lotorian asked. 
 Vard smirked. "Ribas? That's a long but interesting story." 
 "We have at least a couple of hours, if his estimate is accurate," Zazal said. 
 "True," the pirate agreed. "Fine. The first time I met Ribas Salek, he was a cargo 
handler aboard a freighter called the Vor Exchanger. It was my blooding. That's the first job 
for a fledgling Medlidikke. Just out of the Ledelkrig with Yurok, I was. My new commander, 
an old one-eyed tough named Gorthal, made us brigands aboard his ship, the Starn. The 



Starn disabled the Vor Exchanger. Gorthal sent us aboard with the rest of the brigands. He 
wanted us to kill everyone aboard and confiscate the cargo. Then we had orders to blow 
the ship, of course. We're Medlidikke." He frowned. "Anyway, I made my way down to the 
cargo hold. Gunned down several crew who tried to put up a fight. That didn't bother me. 
People who try to be heroes, protecting boxes full of geegaws, they deserve to die." He 
jerked a thumb toward the snoring Llivori. "Found him in the cargo hold, hiding under the 
racks, shaking like the last leaf in a winter storm. I thought he had the right idea. He begged 
me not to kill him. Said he knew people that might prove useful to the Medlidikke someday. 
I let him be. We offloaded the cargo. I made sure Ribas got onto an escape pod and saw that 
he launched, then I set the charges for detonation. So, I could have killed him, but I didn't. I 
let him live. We've been in frequent contact ever since. That choice has made me a lot of 
money over the years." 
 "So, he's a coward," Zazal observed. 
 "Only an idiot wouldn't be afraid when the Medlidikke come calling," Vard said, 
arching his eyebrows. "I know you were scared." 
 The Lotorian's mouth fell open, fangs glistening in the flickering glow of the pirate's 
electrified trident. "Me? No! I had the presence of mind to tell you what those minions of 
yours had planned!" 
 Vard shrugged. "You gambled. That doesn't make you brave. It makes you practical. 
Fear motivated the gamble." 
 Zazal was about to offer a rebuttal when something heavy slammed into the cargo 
container from the opposite direction, clipping the corner behind and to the right of the 
slumbering Llivori. Another shipment, no doubt, inbound from Ope'mot to Vor after being 
fired west without taking into account arriving shipments coming to the east. The impact 
set the large container spinning counterclockwise. Wind whistled through a rend in the 
metal. 
 Ribas bolted upright from a snortling sleep, looking around with a panicked gleam in 
his black eyes. "Bad news that!" He lunged over to more closely inspect the tear in the ma-
terial of the cargo container. "It's a seam break. Yeah, that's troublesome." The container 
continued spinning, then clanged against one of the internal support buttresses for the car-
go tube. The rip in the metal got larger from the stress of the impact and the sudden shift to 
a clockwise rotation. "We get a few more hits like that, we'll arrive in Ope'mot in a shrapnel 
stew." 
 "What can we do?" Vard asked. 
 "Not much," the Llivori replied. "This big box doesn't have a steering wheel and it 
doesn't have brakes." 
 Zazal opened his mouth to speak, but then the cargo container wobbled as it struck 
another buttress. Now it bounced up and down as it spun counterclockwise. A deep groan 
shuddered through the container as it continued the process of tearing itself apart. Then he 
felt cool air on his - skin? - and found himself in a lit chamber that wasn't, in fact, in jeopar-
dy of shredding into lots of little bits and pieces. He was looking down at a runed Kamir cy-
linder, half wrapped in cloth on a countertop.  
 Then he was jarred back to the dying cargo container by another punch to the snout 
from Vard Bokren. The blow sent him sprawling backward, eyes rolling. He bounced back 
up, shouting at the Medlidikke: "Why?!" 
 "I told you to hold it together!" Vard growled. "You went all blank on me with your 



mouth hanging open like some kind of idiot!" 
 "Oh," Zazal said. "Sorry." He rubbed at his snout, then said: "We don't have steering 
or brakes, but we do have escape pods." 
 Ribas furrowed his brow. "You're crazy." 
 The Lotorian shook his head. He pulled down a box that was about the size of a He-
kayti coffin. "You climb into this, Vard, and I'll shove you out the door. It has to improve 
your chances to survive." 
 "He's crazy," the Llivori reiterated, barking loudly at Vard. He pointed at the crate 
and shook his head vehemently. 
 "Ribas doesn't like this plan, Zazal," the pirate noted. 
 Zazal didn't care. He was busy pulling datapads from the opened crate. "He can stay 
if he wants." 
 "There's one detail of your plan that I'm a little worried about myself," Vard said. 
 "What's that?" 
 "Let's say you convince Ribas to go along with it. You push me out. You push Ribas 
out. Who pushes you out?" 
 "No one," Zazal admitted. "I get into a box and ride it out until the container blows. I 
hope the smaller box holds together long enough to join you in Ope'mot." 
 Vard lifted his chin, eyeing the Lotorian suspiciously. "You're crazy." A smirk. "I 
knew there was some reason I liked you." 



 

Chapter Fourteen 

 A stern hand pressed against Il'ri Kamm's chest as he stood at the entrance to the 
cavernous creche that he had spent the last several million years using as a sort of incuba-
tor for what had once been a complicated species with one simple desire: To feed on psio-
nic energy. 
 "You must not enter," the silver-haired female guarding the entrance said in a tone 
that brooked no hope for negotiation. He recognized the sharp lines of her jaw, the taut lips, 
the curls of silver twisting before her ears: Leandra Talhem, daughter of Opodi. "The cir-
cle's orders on this are clear. This project is at an end, Kamm." 
 The son of an original bloodline Kamir, it struck him as unfathomable that this child 
- no matter her hundreds of years - would have the temerity to touch him, let alone attempt 
to prevent him from concluding the work that he had begun centuries before she had been 
born. She represented the circle, or so she claimed. He had ceased answering to the circle 
decades ago, when they first raised concerns about dangers that might arise from the crea-
tion of a powerful sentient psionic species. 
 "We can control these creatures and use them to our own ends," Il'ri had insisted 
during that last hearing. "I am in the process of developing the means of controlling them." 
From a pouch slung around his hip, he produced a delicate silver holocrystal that projected 
an image of four rune-carved cylinders. "Apart, these are inert. Joined in proximity, they 
will serve as a potent harness that will simultaneously enhance the powers of the Hive 
Mind and keep it in check to ensure that those powers cannot be turned against us." 
 No, they had said. Control is a myth. Control is an illusion. You have not considered 
all possible permutations, they warned. How arrogant of them to doubt the careful dili-
gence of his runework. His direct ancestors created the runic language that had been 
carved in the columns of the Gathering Circle. Those fools had no business questioning his 
competence. 
 So, he had left their presence, never to return. He had exiled himself to his adopted 
homeworld of Elakamia, devoted to perfecting the cylinders before putting them to use 
with his uplifted Hive Mind. How long had this minion of the circle been stationed outside 
the cavern? Il'ri wasn't sure. He had last looked in on his creation about six days earlier. She 
hadn't been there then. How did they know it would be today? 
 "I no longer answer to the Circle," he told the female, aura burning crimson. In his 
arms, he carried an iron-braced wooden box. The box contained the four cylinders that he 
intended to arrange around the cavern to complete the process that had begun millions of 
years ago. 
 "What you do here today stands to have far-reaching effects, well beyond the hori-
zon of this nothing world," Leandra said, her aura rippling pink-tinged red. "The Circle is 
answerable to the Kamir as a whole. The Circle made the erroneous choice of allowing you 
the opportunity to raise this dangerous species from obscurity and near extinction. The 
Circle has decided that this mistake must be rectified." 
 A series of soft, chime-like sounds cascaded through the tunnel as four more Kamir 
materialized in shafts of shimmering cerulean light. They wore their silver hair cut short, a 
style favored by the elite Arcs of the Circle - highly trained warriors, translating to Elaka-



mia so that they could join in the ambush of the ancient and revered Il'ri Kamm. Traitors to 
the true blood of the Kamir, one and all. 
 Kamm's aura dimmed to a dangerously dark crimson, an aura that presaged unmiti-
gated violence. "The Hive Mind must be allowed to survive. It is a living thing. Control it, 
yes, we must. But you will not destroy it. Not while I draw breath in this dimension." 
 Leandra frowned at the elder Kamir, her own aura darkening to mirror his grim re-
solve. "The circle authorized elimination of this monstrosity by any means necessary. I do 
not wish to end your life, revered Il'ri Kamm, but we will not allow you to finish what you 
started." 
 The Arc warriors did not speak. They were rendered mute as children before their 
assignment to the corps. The Circle deemed it more important that they master telepathic 
communication and, more often than not, allow their actions ɀ or just their forboding pres-
ence - to do their talking. They wore black robes trimmed in silver. They perpetually sub-
dued their bioluminescent auras, leading to a powdery white complexion that further set 
them apart from their olive-skinned kin. They carried no visible weapons, which was stan-
dard for the corps: THEY were the weapons, honed sharp to preserve the peace and protect 
the circle from all threats. To face a single Arc warrior in combat was an invitation to as-
sured defeat. Taking on four at once? Unimaginably foolish. But Il'ri Kamm had age, expe-
rience, and personal power working for him ɀ the benefit of direct descent from the origi-
nal Kamir bloodline. 
 ~Surrender, Il'ri Kamm, and we will treat you with the honor and respect so richly de-
served by an elder of our proud species,~ sent one of the Arcs into Kamm's mind. ~We do not 
wish to end this confrontation with violence.~ 
 ~No violence is required,~ Kamm replied. ~Leave me to finish what I have begun. That 
is all I ask.~ 
 ~We cannot,~ another Arc sent. ~The Circle will not allow it.~ 
 ~Then what comes next falls on the heads of those who sent you to thwart me,~ Kamm 
sent back. He released the box containing the cylinders, shielding it within a glowing blue 
bubble of telekinetic force. With a wave of his hand and a thought, he translated the box to 
a distant place, untraceable by these interlopers unless they opted to leave him be. Seemed 
scant chance of that. So, he raised his arms toward the rough gray stone ceiling of the ca-
vern, slender fingers giving off tremors of bloody light, eyes glowing a deep cerulean. Il'ri 
Kamm began gathering his abundant, ancient energies to face the Arcs. The air crackled and 
sparked, reeking of ozone, as the Arcs began to take up points of a square around the elder 
Kamir. 
 Leandra backed down the steps toward the Hive Mind cavern, her eyes fixed on 
Kamm, ready for him to make the effort to translate past her to reach his creation. She 
glowed a determined yellow-orange, emanating a telekinetic bubble around herself that 
expanded to block passage deeper into the cavern. Her hands danced in air, fingers mani-
pulating the weave of the bubble so that it would stop both pedestrian and translational 
movement through the blocked space. 
 +ÁÍÍ ÇÌÏ×ÅÒÅÄ ÄÏ×Î ÔÈÅ ÂÌÏÃËÅÄ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȟ ÓÃÏ×ÌÉÎÇ ÁÔ ,ÅÁÎÄÒÁ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÉÎÔÏÎÅÄȡ Ȱ) 
ÓÁÖÅ ÙÏÕ ÆÏÒ ÌÁÓÔȟ ÃÈÉÌÄȢȱ (Å Ó×ÕÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÇÁÚÅ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÓÃÁÎ ÔÈÅ !ÒÃÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÏÒÇÅÄ ÍÏÌÅÃÕÌÁÒ 
telekinetic swords from the very air and dust around them. Kamm watched as they drew 
the weapons back over their shoulders and began to move in a slow, unified circle around 
him. He turned opposite their path, snarling as the murderous crimson glow spread from 



his head to his toes. Together, the Arcs lunged toward the center from multiple directions. 
The first Arc sliced down and left. Kamm flowed like water, spilling from one position in 
space to the other as the molecular blade whickered past him. The second Arc jabbed di-
rectly at Kamm's throat. He slowed time long enough to turn perpendicular to the blade, 
allowing it to slide past, harmlessly. The third Arc undercut with the sword, aiming to chop 
the elder Kamir from hip to sternum. Kamm tumbled right, toward the fourth Arc, who was 
bringing his sword down from the other direction in a tactical follow-up to the third. And 
then Kamm came unfixed from reality, his component molecules losing integrity and scat-
tering aside under the wind of the whooshing blades. Simultaneously, he was and he 
wasn't. Il'ri Kamm had discorporealized, although he retained his sense of self, his memo-
ries, and his power. He existed between dimensions. He watched with amusement as the 
confrontation with the Arcs played out over and over again across multiple iterations. In 
the first, the Arcs felled Il'ri Kamm early on. In another, they had arrived too late to stop the 
final step of the Hive Mind uplift, so he was able to unleash the whirling blue-green tendrils 
of his massively powered psionic pet on Leandra and her Arc allies before they could inter-
fere. In another, he spirited himself away from the cavern along with the cylinders, content 
to bide his time elsewhere until the circle grew weary of hunting for him. 
 Ȱ.Ï×ȟȱ ,ÅÁÎÄÒÁ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÄ ÉÎ +ÁÍÍͻÓ ÐÒÉÍÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÍÉÓÔÁËÅÎÌÙ Ás-
sumed that his disappearance signified his escape, which would grant her time to neutral-
ize the Hive Mind. She lowered the telekinetic defense over her passage so that the Arcs 
could descend into the main chamber. Three warriors walked down into the depths of the 
cavern, letting their air-forged swords dissipate as they gathered themselves for the task 
ahead. She followed after them. 
 The fourth Arc tilted his head, eyes narrowing, unwilling to accept the apparent 
flight of Il'ri Kamm at face value. He remained at the top of the steps, looking left and right 
down the corridor, still clutching his molecular sword. It seemed obvious that he expected 
the enemy to reappear at any moment. Keen insight, a wise consideration, but poor timing. 
Fatal timing. The swirling cloud began to manifest behind the Arc, a faint sparkling of co-
ruscating blue light as Kamm collected himself at least enough to use his psionic abilities. 
The warrior turned, sword pulling back, in time to see the myriad molecules of the elder 
Kamir zip one after the other into the pores of the Arc's powdery white skin. 
 ~How do you fight this?~ Il'ri Kamm sent into the Arc's mind. ~What tactics can you 
hope to employ against a foe who can become you?~ And, then, in that short span of mo-
ments, that is precisely what Kamm did. He nudged his persona forward into the mind of 
the Arc ɀ a Kamir named Eelef Coray ɀ and overwhelmed the other's self, driving it to the 
shadowy, labyrinthine passages of the oldest, most arcane reaches of Coray's mind. The 
Arc's eyes flashed bloody crimson, betraying the change, but it scarcely mattered to Il'ri 
Kamm. He tested the heft of the manifested sword, adjusted it ever so slightly with a wave 
of his free hand, knitting something new into the coagulated fabric of the construct. The 
blade began to pulsate with luminous veins of amber and blue. 
 In the main chamber, roaring wind whistled as the blue-white maelstrom of the Ka-
mir-created Hive Mind tendrils swirled in the great basin that had formed in the cavern 
floor over the ages. Leandra Talhem had climbed to a promontory overlooking the Hivers, 
while the unpossessed Arcs took up positions along the rim. She raised her hands to either 
side, palms out, and closed her eyes as she began to chant softly. Her fingers began to flex 
and twirl, shaping runes of light in the air, forging what appeared to be a thin membrane of 



mist above the basin. A few more minutes, the mist would become a corrosive cloud, swirl-
ing in tandem with the Hivers. Then, Leandra would allow it to descend into the sentient 
storm, bringing to an end the illegal uplift procedure that had begun millennia ago. 
 The Arc closest to Leandra's position had lifted his eyes to the ceiling, arms out-
stretched, concentrating and lending his energy to the female as she continued to design 
the instrument of the monstrosity's destruction. He uttered a sound no louder than a gasp, 
unheard above the fervent growl of the Hiver storm, as the glittering molecular blade 
pierced through his chest. He erupted in a brilliant pillar of bluish-yellow as his body and 
mind dispersed, spilling like dying embers over the rim and into the mist. 
 The other two Arcs recognized the swift, sudden disconnect from their warrior 
brother. They broke concentration, quickly reassessing priorities to deal with Eelef Coray, 
who they quickly realized had been possessed by the rogue Kamir, Il'ri Kamm. He sensed 
their horror as it sank in that they would have to kill their longtime friend and ally in order 
to defeat their enemy. 
 Leandra opened her eyes as soon as she felt the deterioration of energies contri-
buted by the Arcs. Her arms dropped to her side, ceasing the weaving of the psionic mist, 
which almost immediateÌÙ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÆÁÄÅȢ Ȱ)ÌͻÒÉ +ÁÍÍȦȱ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÉÌÅÄȟ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ 
over the deafening roar within the cavern. 
 The first Arc kicked at Eelef's chest while the second dropped into a swinging kick 
toward his leg. If they could neutralize him, perhaps this conflict could end with the elder 
Kamir subdued and Eelef alive, restored once more to his own personality. Il'ri Kamm tore 
Eelef's molecules apart in a swirl of blue light, translated along the rim about twenty yards 
away, reassembling as his opponents' feet connected with nothingness. Their training car-
ried them through, allowing a graceful reset as they started bounding toward their foe. 
 Il'ri Kamm waited, forcing a rictus-like grin to spread across Eelef's face as he forged 
a second molecular sword in the other hand. He used the Arc's combat training to leap into 
the fray, swinging both blades in sweeps and jabs. They shifted, dodged, mini-translated ɀ 
all familiar enough tricks to the elder Kamir. He worked them into a pattern, easing them 
left, nudging them right, pressing the fight and then relenting, falling back eventually to-
ward Leandra's promontory. The pattern continued, as intricate a weave as any Kamir 
power incantation, until Il'ri Kamm felt completely at peace and in tune with the shape of 
his design. They kept moving as he suddenly stopped, slashing left and right with his 
swords, impaling both Arcs and dispersing them in bursts of watery golden light. 
 That left the meddlesome Leandra, now scrambling down from the promontory, 
bringing her hands up in a furious weave that sent waves of pyrokinetic energy at the pos-
sessed Eelef. He faced into the onslaught, glowing swords raised in his arms, as the searing 
pulses charred the white skin on his face and hands, scorched the meager hair from his 
scalp. He felt no pain, but was certain that the agony was known all too well to the rem-
nants of the Arc's self buried deep within. Il'ri Kamm dispensed with the swords, letting 
them crumble to motes of light and dust, and then gathered his energy for a counterstrike. 
He drove a spike of destructive mental energy toward Leandra's mind. She spun and 
crouched, avoiding that blast, and then came up with hands thrusting outward. A wall of 
force thundered toward Eelef. His body staggered back as if pushed by large hands. He 
made a good show of it, losing his balance, falling onto his backside. He mastered his fury, 
channeling it to anticipation, shifting his eyes from blatant crimson to a more cunning blue. 
And then he fell over on his side, wailing silently from intense agony that one might expect 



an unpossessed Arc to experience after the elder Kamir has fled his body. He sent out em-
pathic waves of pitious suffering. 
 Leandra sensed victory, relief flooding her body. She felt certain that she could not 
eradicate the Hive Mind on her own, but if she could manage this Arc's pain adequately 
enough, it might yet be pÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢ Ȱ)ÔͻÓ ÏÖÅÒȟȱ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ Á ÈÁÎÄ ÏÎ %ÅÌÅÆͻÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒ ÁÓ 
ÓÈÅ ËÎÅÌÔ ÂÅÓÉÄÅ ÈÉÍȢ Ȱ7ÅͻÖÅ ÄÅÆÅÁÔÅÄ ÈÉÍȢȱ 
 ~Have you?~ Il'ri Kamm sent to her mind, just before thrusting out his own wall of 
psionic energy, catapulting the female off the rim, screaming as she plunged into the shal-
low basin. ~Show her what victory tastes like.~ The Hive Mind tendrils began to rise along 
the ends like the petals of a flower made of glowing fog, the tips descending inward toward 
the center where the shrieking Kamir waited. And then she vanished beneath the writhing 
tendrils that shimmered and sparked as they consumed her energy, leaving behind a life-
less, powdery husk. ~Many more where she came from,~ he promised the Hive Mind. ~Soon 
enough, you will feast.~ 



 

Chapter Fifteen 

 9ÁÍÅÔ /ÐÏȭÔÅȟ Á ÄÅÖÏÕÔ /ÐÏÄÉÁÎȟ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒÇÏ ÔÕÂÅ ÎÅØÕÓ ÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÉÓ Áf-
ternoon worship at the domed Great Temple. 
 He had dutifully praised the goddess who created Kamsho and lifted his people from 
the swamps of mediocrity to the pinnacle of perfection. He had thanked her for his mate, 
their three offspring, and the upcoming four-day holiday weekend as the citizens of 
/ÐÅȭÍÏÔ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÅÄ /ÐÏÄÉȭÓ 'ÉÆÔȢ *ÕÓÔ ÏÎÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÔÇÏÉÎÇ 
cargo traffic between here and Vor, then he would be free to join his family and forget 
about work until the next week. 
 Yamet settled into his chair at a console in the supervisory bubble that overlooked 
the main tube dock. He watched the work crew below, prepping cables, cranes, and pulleys 
as they awaited the large cargo container from the west. His assistant brought him a steam-
ing cup of zalis, which soothed his throat and warmed his belly. He set the cup on a square 
table adjacent to the console. Years of habit had ingrained in him the tendency to keep 
scalding hot liquids off the sensitive computer consoles ɀ something not shared by all of his 
colleagues. 
 He logged into the nexus control system, accepting a list of messages from the prior 
shift supervisors for the day. Yamet scanned through the alerts. Most of them appeared 
mundane, just status reports on various shipments, details on who made it to work today 
ÁÎÄ ×ÈÏ ÄÉÄÎȭÔȟ ÍÉÎÏÒ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔ ÉÒÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÐÁÉÒ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȢ 4×Ï ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
alerts flashed red, however, with the word CONFLICT blinking in orange beside them. The 
overnight supervisor had scheduled an outgoing shipment to Vor. Hours later, the morning 
ÓÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÕÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á ÓÈÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ 6ÏÒ ÔÏ /ÐÅȭÍÏÔȢ "ÏÔÈ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ Äe-
parted their stations simultaneously. 
 Ȱ(Ï× ÄÉÄ ,ÏÔÉ ÍÉÓÓ ÔÈÁÔȩȱ 9ÁÍÅÔ ÇÒÕÍÂÌÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÐÅÒÕÓÅÄ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙ 
minor operational alerts, specifically a network reset that occurred about two hours after 
the night shift supervisor, Boletak, would have scheduled the shipment to Vor. The reset 
temporarily deleted the Vor shipment from the schedule. It went into a logic loop until after 
Loti posted the schedule item for the incoming shipment from Vor. The system recognized 
the conflict after both items appeared in the schedule, but somehÏ× ,ÏÔÉ ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÂÅÅÎ 
aware. It would merit further investigation, he thought. For now, though, he had to manage 
the immediate crisis. He checked the arrivals display. The Vor shipment should be coming 
in any minute now. He tapped a red button that triggered a warning klaxon to sound in the 
dock below. 
 Workers scrambled out of the wide rut in the tube, climbing ladders and sloped 
ramps to get safely onto the main platform as red and amber strobes flashed overhead. 
They heard Yamet broadcast over the loudspeaËÅÒÓȡ Ȱ0ÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÓÈÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÌÌÉÓÉÏÎȦ "Å ÐÒe-
ÐÁÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÂÒÉÓȦȱ 

 

<<>> 

 



 The cargo container lasted about fifteen minutes beyond the point when Zazal Aazal 
had concocted the plan to jettison crates with Vard Bokren and Ribas Salek packed inside. 
 It quickly became obvious that Ribas would in no way cooperate with such a fool-
hardy stunt. 
 Ȱ9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÕÓ ËÉÌÌÅÄȟȱ ÔÈÅ ,ÌÉÖÏÒÉ ÇÒÏÕÓÅÄ ÁÔ :ÁÚÁÌȟ ×ÁÇÇÉÎÇ Á ÐÕÄÇÙ ÆÕÒÒÅÄ 
finger at him. 
 Ȱ7ÅȭÒÅ ÄÅÁÄ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙȟȱ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÓÎÁÐÐÅÄ ÂÁÃËȢ (Å ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÄ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ 2ibas fo-
cused on him after Vard tapped the metal cap of his left arm and then moved behind the 
Llivori. The less the angry Ribas knew about what was coming, the better. 
 Ȱ"ÅÔÔÅÒ ÄÅÁÄ ÍÙ ×ÁÙȟȱ 2ÉÂÁÓ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÃÒÏÓÓÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÁÒÍÓ ÄÅÆÉÁÎÔÌÙȢ ::::4Ȧ (ÉÓ ÅÙÅÓ ×i-
dened for a moment, then he collapsed on the floor of the deteriorating cargo container. 
 6ÁÒÄ ÈÅÌÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÒËÉÎÇ ÔÒÉÄÅÎÔȡ Ȱ*ÕÓÔ ÓÔÕÎÎÅÄ ÈÉÍȢ ,ÅÔȭÓ ÇÅÔ ÈÉÍ ÉÎ Á ÃÒÁÔÅȢ (Å 
ÇÏÅÓ ÆÉÒÓÔȢȱ 
 Zazal bobbed his snout in agreement. They hauled the hefty Llivori across the floor 
to one of the wider open crates, put him inside like they were laying him to rest, and then 
slid the lid into place, sealing Ribas more or less safely inside. 
 Zazal opened the container door, fixing it in place with a locking mechanism, and 
tried ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÄÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÉÎÎÉÎÇ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅȢ Ȱ)Æ ×Å ÔÉÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÓÈ 
×ÒÏÎÇȟ 2ÉÂÁÓ ÈÉÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÕÂÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÅÓȢȱ (Å ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ 6ÁÒÄȟ ÆÁÎÇÓ ÃÌÁÃËÉÎÇ 
ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ×ÈÉÓËÅÒÓ Ô×ÉÔÃÈÅÄȢ Ȱ)ȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÁÓ ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌ ÁÓ ) ÃÁÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ÙÏÕÒ ÔÕÒÎȢȱ 
 Ȱ) ÓÕÒÅ ÈÏÐÅ ÓÏȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÒÁÔÅ ÈÕÆÆÅÄȢ (Å ÃÒÏÕÃÈÅÄȟ ÂÒÁÃÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÈÁÎÄ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ 
ÂÁÃË ÅÎÄ ÏÆ 2ÉÂÁÓ 3ÁÌÅËȭÓ ÃÒÁÔÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÓÈÏÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÔÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇȢ 6ÁÒÄ 
waited for a bit, gauging the intervals of the spin. A final grunting push, the Llivori-loaded 
crate went spinning out behind the cargo container and into what appeared to be the mid-
dle of the tube. 
 NÅØÔȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÄ 6ÁÒÄȭÓ ÃÒÁÔÅ ÓÏ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ :ÁÚÁÌ 
×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÐÕÓÈ ÔÏÏ ÌÏÎÇ ÏÒ ÔÏÏ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ move it out into the tube. Once the pirate was 
ÌÙÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÂÁÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÔÅȟ ÈÅ ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÕÐ ÁÔ :ÁÚÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄ ÙÏÕȭÄ ÂÅ ÃÁÒe-
ÆÕÌȢ 2ÅÍÅÍÂÅÒȢȱ 
 :ÁÚÁÌȭÓ ×ÈÉÓËÅÒÓ Ô×ÉÔÃÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÅÁÒÓ Ó×ÉÖÅÌÅÄȢ (Å ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ 
felt himself relocated to somewhere else ɀ someone else. It seemed important. He consi-
ÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇ 6ÁÒÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÈÅ ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÔÅȢ 
 Ȱ9ÏÕ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄȟȱ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÆÆÌÅÄ ÒÅÆÒÁÉÎ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÉÔÈÉÎȢ 
 I promised, Zazal thought. His eyes narrowed. He had made a promise to a pirate. 
4ÈÉÓ ÐÉÒÁÔÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÌÏ×Î ÕÐ Á "ȭÈÉÒÉ ÓÈÉÐ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ Á ÒÅÎÄÅÚÖÏÕÓ ×ÉÔÈ :ÁÚÁÌȭÓ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȢ (Å ÈÁÄ 
prompted their decision to abandon Zazal to an uncertain fate. He had taken Zazal captive, 
forced him to participate in a mad plan to gather accursed Kamir artifacts, and terrorized 
him with a false explosive collar. Now, Zazal realized, he possessed ultimate power over the 
fate of Vard Bokren. He watched the spinning tube outside ɀ wall, tube, wall, tube, wall, 
tube, wall, tube. If he timed this right, the crate would slam into the wall. The impact would 
ËÉÌÌ "ÏËÒÅÎ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙȢ (ÅȭÓ ÅÖÉÌȟ :ÁÚÁÌ ÁÓÓÕÒÅÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢ (Å ÄÅÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 
than death. Zazal reasoned that he would be doing the universe a great service if he went 
out of his way to kill the leader of the Medlidikke. So, he decided to do just that. He timed 
ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÁÌÓ ÁÓ 6ÁÒÄ ÈÁÄ ÄÏÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ 2ÉÂÁÓ 3ÁÌÅËȭÓ ÃÒÁÔÅȢ 7ÁÉÔÉÎÇȣ×ÁÉÔÉÎÇȣ×ÁÉÔÉÎÇȣÎÏ×Ȧ 
Zazal stutter-ÓÔÅÐÐÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÔÅ Á ÓÈÏÖÅȟ ÓÏ ÉÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅÍÅÒÇÅ ÔÈÒÏÕgh the opening 
on the precise timing that the Lotorian had anticipated. Instead, it bobbled toward the cen-



ter of the tube, following along behind the cargo conÔÁÉÎÅÒȢ )Ô ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÍÁÓÈ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ 
His whiskers sagged. Zazal doubted he would ever have a chance like that again. 
 He crawled into his open crate, leaned out to grab the cloth-wrapped bundle with 
his Kamir cylinder tucked inside it, and then he pulled the lid up and over so that it fell into 
place, leaving him alone in the dark with his glum thoughts. And he waited like this for sev-
eral minutes, until the container shuddered, popped up, shimmied back and forth, groaned 
desperately, and then started shaking apart. 
 :ÁÚÁÌ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÏÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉËÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÌÉÖÅ ÌÏÎÇ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ 
to regret his failure to murder Vard Bokren. Another bump, a shuddering shriek of metal, 
ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ :ÁÚÁÌȭÓ ÃÒÁÔÅ ÐÉÔÃÈÅÄȟ ÓÐÕÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÉÒÁÌÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÃÌÏÕÄ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÏn-
tainer and crates. He struck his head on the side of the crate and then felt consciousness 
ebbing away. 



 

Chapter Sixteen 

 The Toveil chime spire sang its morning serenade through the salt-tinged frosty air 
of Glasne as Rojt made his way up the steps of the depository. He was careful to remain out 
of the holographic path of the lines of light used to establish the path of the hovercar. 
 The vehicle itself had been lifted out of the way by crane. That had been necessary 
so that medical personnel could retrieve Starko's remains. 
 After emerging from the service car that delivered him from the High Moot tower, 
Rojt had spoken to the investigative liaisons from the Toveil and Konterbeid castes at their 
bivouac site in front of the sports arena. Starko's ruined hovercar was parked nearby, sur-
rounded by glowing yellow shock striping and affixed with holographic markers for areas 
of interest to those gathering the evidence.  
 Rojt had asked the liaisons for a full report and then he worked the timeline against 
the stamps on his communications from Kjernkor to Glasne. 
 Something had gone horribly wrong, his beloved Starko was dead, the fugitives re-
mained on the run, and the timing suggested that Rojt's message urging the immediate eli-
mination of Dira Urtigo and Aldur Bokren might have instigated it. 
 When he reached the entrance to the deposit box chamber, Rojt found a team of 
Konterbeid evidence specialists sweeping sensors over the rust-red splotches that had ori-
ginated from Starko. He listened as they recited statistics and objective data without emo-
tion, storing the information on holocrystals while they worked: Subject stood 8 foot 5 
inches tall. Vehicle traveled at a high rate of speed, retrojets at full power. The angled hood 
struck the victim at a perpendicular angle, just above the waist, effectively bisecting the 
body. The victim had died within seconds. Severe damage to the vehicle suggested that the 
victim had discharged the weaponized nanoglove prior to death, most likely in an effort to 
defend himself against his attacker. 
 Rojt frowned. Just like a technopriest to think the gadget would do all the work for 
him. Starko should have known better. He had the advantage. He could have taken two 
steps, put himself outside the driver's side door, and vaporized the driver without sustain-
ing so much as a bruise. The perils of sending a Toveil to do the job of a Ledelkrig warrior, 
Rojt realized. 
 "The Grand Moot is understandably furious about this turn of events," Gridan said, 
arriving at the top of the steps to stand beside Rojt, joining the warrior in observation of 
the crime scene experts. His own car waited along the sidewalk, parked directly across 
from the liaison station. "Sloppy. Careless. And, of course, they escaped. I thought Starko 
had gone out of his way to make himself appear to be their protector and defender?" 
 The old Konterbeid had access to the same records that Rojt did. Probably more. So, 
the soldier had little doubt that Gridan was toying with him. "It would seem that one of the 
targets intercepted my communique telling Starko to accelerate their execution," Rojt said. 
 "Would it?" Gridan said, chuckling darkly. "Yes, well, unlucky for Starko then, 
wouldn't you say?" 
 "Yes," Rojt agreed, seething. His jaw clenched. He wanted very much to shove the old 
Hekayti down the steps. He wanted to shatter every bone in Gridan's body and then ask 
how funny he thought THAT was. He restrained himself, though. Better to save his rage for 



Aldur Bokren and Dira Urtigo. "I'll track them down myself and kill them." 
 Gridan's brow knitted. "Rojt, I'm sorry, but the Grand Moot thinks that you may no 
longer be the appropriate person for this particular assignment." 
 "You mean YOU think I'm wrong for it," the warrior growled. His fingers tightened 
into fists. It was all he could do not to deck the supposedly wise elder Hekayti. A seasoned 
veteran of the commerce drought, Gridan earned a well-deserved reputation for shrewd 
gamesmanship. Few could hope to outwit him. Outliving him might prove to be an even 
greater challenge. He was owed many favors, knew many secrets, and enjoyed the protec-
tion of numerous benefactors. Not a man to be crossed for any price. 
 The Konterbeid inclined his head, scratching his chin. "I must confess that I have my 
doubts at this point. Your soldiers failed to kill Aldur Bokren in the parking garage. They 
were thwarted by a female in a bakery. You couldn't smoke them out of a Toveil techno-
priest bunkhouse. And then you got your trusted friend murdered because you failed to fol-
low fundamental government message encryption protocols. Really, Rojt, I expect someone 
with this level of incompetence to manage to wear their pants backwards." 
 "It is personal for me now," Rojt replied. His eyes drifted to the bloodstain spatters 
on the concrete and glass. "I will redeem myself, if allowed the chance." He turned his gaze 
back toward Gridan. "I have seen it this far. I will not fail again." 
 The aged Konterbeid nodded, a faint smile on his lips as he clasped his hands behind 
his back. "All right, Rojt. One more chance. Follow their trail. Kill them both. Do not return 
to Hekayt Prime without success. We will not have you. Is this understood?" 
 "It is," the warrior answered. 
 "Good," Gridan said, resting a hand on Rojt's shoulder. "Come. Ride with me. My 
driver will see you safely to the spaceport." 
 Rojt tilted his head, eyes narrowing as a grim smile spread across his face. "Why 
would you need to do that, sir? I can find my own way offworld." The last person this old 
wolf gave a ride to got ambushed in a Glasne parking garage and narrowly escaped with his 
life. Rojt wouldn't put it past either Gridan or the Grand Moot to arrange for his execution 
at this point. They were all clear enough about their displeasure. But he wouldn't go wil-
lingly to slaughter. 
 The old Hekayti nodded, removing his hand from the shoulder. He frowned. "Yes, of 
course, but I thought it would only be courteous to make the offer." 
 "The offer is appreciated," Rojt lied adroitly. 



 

Chapter Seventeen 

 The Opodian cargo tube nexus workers moved slowly amidst the strewn wreckage 
of the large cargo container from the despised Llivori city of Vor.  Yamet Opo'te, the shift 
supervisor, watched from the main platform as his subordinates pushed hoversleds affixed 
with coffin-like attachments that would hold the bits of sharp-edged shrapnel separate 
from the recovered goods. 
 In a far corner of the nexus cavern, under a big bent plate of ruddy-hued metal from 
the ruined cargo container that was now slanted against the wall, Vard Bokren shoved 
open the lid of his makeshift escape pod. Unseen by the workers, he eased himself out into 
a crouch and peered around the ragged corner to observe the cleanup in progress. No im-
mediate sign of Ribas Salek or Zazal Aazal. 
 A trio of Opodians started moving in his direction, dragging one of the wreckage 
sleds. Vard frowned, drawing the plasma pistol from its holster. "A curse on all the houses," 
he muttered. Vard didn't want to break his promise to the Lotorian - after all, the Lotorian 
had shown ample honor of his own, making certain that Vard's crate safely launched from 
the doomed cargo container. He would do all he could to avoid killing, but he wouldn't 
think twice about wanton wounding if it came down to choosing between his own survival 
or theirs. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Ribas Salek awoke in his crate and felt it teetering precipitously. His eyes widened, 
terror gripping him as the metal box wobbled. The Llivori shoved the lid aside, sat upright, 
looked around, and immediately wished that he hadn't. 
 Somehow, during the final seconds of the journey down the tube, his crate had been 
caught on a swirling wave of debris and air that left him inexplicably perched at an awk-
ward angle on a metal beam about thirty feet up and two hundred yards shy of the Ope'mot 
tube nexus chamber. He hunched up, struggling to keep the crate balanced long enough for 
him to dump himself out onto the beam. He crouched, clawed paws clinging to the beam. 
Then he watched the crate tumble toward the floor of the tube, where it clattered, bounced 
twice, and came to rest near a spread of torn metal from the cargo container. 

 

<<>> 

 

 The three workers moving toward Vard stopped when they heard the crash of metal 
coming from the cargo tube. They spoke amongst themselves, but the Medlidikke couldn't 
understand much if anything that they were saying to each other. 
 Their commlinks buzzed. The supervisor, observing from the receiving platform, 
transmitted orders to them. Apparently, those orders involved proceeding into the main 
tunnel to investigate the noise. They turned their backs, dragging the hoversled in the di-
rection away from Vard as ordered. Yamet Opo'te, meanwhile, moved down the receiving 



platform toward the main tunnel to supervise their progress. 
 Good enough, Vard reasoned. He moved from behind the accidental lean-to, dropped 
to a crouch, and scurried behind a series of upturned boxes and crates until he reached a 
cluster of hydraulic feed pipes that were each about ten feet around and provided a much 
better location for the pirate to hide while he watched and waited.  

 

<<>> 

 

 One of the Opodians nearly tripped over Zazal on the way to check out the noise of 
Ribas Salek's tumbling crate. 
 The Lotorian was battered, bruised, and a little bloody. His right eye was swollen 
shut and shrapnel had lightly gashed the left side of his chest. But he had managed to hang 
onto the sack with the Kamir relic inside throughout the nightmarish final moments of the 
cargo container as it tore itself apart and in the subsequent minutes while his crate was 
tossed about with the rest of the debris en route to Ope'mot. 
 He had landed without his box, flat on his back, under two thin overlapping panels of 
corrugated metal inside the main tunnel. So, he was looking up as the hoversled passed 
overhead from the nexus chamber into the tunnel. Once the sled had moved out of sight, 
Zazal found that he could - with some effort - see to the receiving platform. The shift super-
visor was looking directly at the area where the Lotorian was hidden, probably waiting for 
word from the Opodian workers about the source of noise. 
 Zazal decided he had better sit still and remain quiet until it was much safer to move 
again.  

 

<<>> 

 

 Ribas side-stepped along the beam, making his way toward the support strut that 
rose along the north wall of the cargo tube. He stopped about halfway when the Opodian 
workers reached the fallen crate. They chattered at each other in that awful singsong lan-
guage that Ribas so loathed. 
 One of the workers clicked on a plasma lamp, directing the blue-white shaft of light 
up to the south junction of the beam support strut, just as another piece of debris - a metal 
C-clamp of some kind - spilled into the tunnel from above. The Llivori held his breath and 
struggled to remain perfectly still. The other two switched on their lanterns, sweeping the 
wreckage east and west with their beams. The first let his lamp continue along the beam, 
toward the north support strut. The metal beam supporting Ribas Salek was about two feet 
wide. Unfortunately, the beam's girth wasn't enough to conceal the Llivori's pudgy form. 
 "Llivori!" the Opodian shouted into his commlink, waving the plasma lamp frantical-
ly to indicate the intruder. 

 

<<>> 

 



 Vard didn't need a translator to understand the word the crackled over the supervi-
sor's commlink. He shook his head, frowning. So much for handling this nice and quiet-like, 
without anyone getting hurt. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Yamet Opo'te took several urgent steps toward a locked cabinet affixed to the re-
ceiving platform wall. He slid an identification card through a slot. The cabinet hissed open, 
revealing several pulse pistols. The Opodian took one, slid his thumb over the sensor eye to 
document for official purposes that he had checked out the weapon, and then closed the 
cabinet.  
 "Do not let him go anywhere," Yamet grumbled into his commlink. He descended 
down the ramp into the nexus chamber, turning his back to Vard Bokren as he made his 
way toward the main tunnel. Yamet didn't see the pirate easing out from behind the pipes, 
plasma pistol trained on the back of the Opodian's head. 

 

<<>> 

 

 Zazal watched the Opodian supervisor negotiating a path through the wreckage, gun 
held ready, on his way to take Ribas Salek into custody or, perhaps, to shoot the Llivori 
dead. 
 He set the sack with the Kamir artifact aside for the moment and tried to focus his 
thoughts. Zazal didn't think the three workers had guns. This wasn't the sort of job where 
they gave just anybody a weapon. Even the supervisor needed specific access and an ex-
traordinary circumstance to acquire a gun from the locker. So, the Lotorian reasoned, if the 
supervisor could be neutralized, maybe taken as a hostage, then the workers would fall in 
line and cooperate. No one had to die. Zazal didn't want to be part of anyone dying if it 
could be avoided. Unless, of course, the person doing the dying was Vard Bokren. But that 
would have to wait, apparently. 
 The Opodian got within a couple of feet of Zazal before the Lotorian shoved hard on 
one of the flat pieces of metal that had been concealing him from view. The panel struck a 
firm blow to the supervisor, hitting him in the belly and chest, sending him toppling over 
backward with a startled look on his face. He looked even more surprised when a crimson 
plasma bolt sizzled just above the tip of his snout and burned through the panel as it was 
tumbling over with him. A molten hole glowed red about halfway up the panel, softened 
metal beginning to cool before it clanged on the tube floor. 
 "Vard!" Zazal shouted, hopping out of the wreckage and waggling a critical finger at 
the Medlidikke. "No killing!" He grabbed the Opodian's gun, aiming it at the supervisor's 
chest. "Unless we have no other choice," Zazal snarled, hoping the Opodian would get the 
message.  
 The pirate glowered at the Lotorian, waving the plasma pistol in frustration. "How 
was I supposed to know you had a PLAN?" He stalked over to join Zazal in threatening the 
fallen supervisor. The Hekayti loomed over the Opodian, letting sparks drip from the elec-



trified trident to land just to the left of Yamet's head. 
 "Yeah," Zazal replied, ears swiveling back and forth. He peered at Yamet through 
black-patched eyes. His tail lashed about in agitation. "It sort of surprised me too," he ad-
mitted. He knelt beside the Opodian and said, "The big Hekayti with the scars and the zappy 
stump is Vard Bokren. He wants to kill you. I'm the only thing stopping him. So, you do 
what I say, you go home to your family. Yes?" Yamet Opo'te bobbed his snout in the affirma-
tive. He didn't want to die foolishly for a job that barely paid a living wage for an Opodian 
with a growing family. He wanted to be back home with them, celebrating the glorious hol-
iday, as a good father should. "That's great to hear," Zazal said. "Now, raise your workers on 
the commlink. Tell them to start walking west along the cargo tube for exactly one hour. 
After that, they can turn around and come back. If we see them any sooner than that, you're 
dead and it's their fault." He tilted his snout, eyes narrowing at the Opodian. "Need me to 
repeat?" 
 The supervisor shook his head. He relayed the orders via commlink, precisely as in-
structed by Zazal. 
 "You're showing a lot of potential for this kind of work, Zazal," Vard said in grunting 
surprise. His scarred brow creased. "It's a little creepy." 
 The Lotorian chortled. "Right now, I just want to get off this planet full of crazy fa-
natics. That means stealing Salek's ship out of that impound yard. We can't do that without 
him, now can we? So, I'm only doing what I have to do to make sure this happens." He 
walked back over to his hiding place so that he could retrieve the sack with the artifact in-
side. "Then we can get back to finding the rest of these relics for your client." 
 With a nod, Vard replied, "That works for now." 

  



 

Chapter Eighteen 

 Opodi Talhem was among the final twelve survivors of the Kamir, some five million 
years after Il'ri Kamm completed the process of uplifting his Hive Mind. 
 She stood in the Gathering Circle, in a domed chamber within the highest tower of 
the Bright Temple in Multvaros, her aura a dim reddish blue as she let her pale glowing 
eyes sweep from one Kamir to the next. Opodi laced her fingers before herself, the lines on 
her face more pronounced than they had been before the death of her only daughter - one 
of the first victims of Il'ri Kamm's atrocious war. 
 "We are perched on the brink of extinction," she said at last. "One of our own did this 
to us. We are the last of our kind. If we remain here any longer, however, the Hive Mind will 
track us down and it will destroy us as it has destroyed all the others. We must do what we 
can to ensure that the Kamir race endures, even in some diminished form." Opodi waved a 
hand through the air, signaling the activation of eleven columns of amber light, which 
shone upon empty glass coffins that stood upright around the circle. Each was tall enough 
to contain a single Kamir. "To that end, we must transcend this reality. We must move our-
selves from this universe to another, one that the Hivers cannot hope to reach." 
 One of her colleagues raised a slender hand. "There are twelve of us, wise Opodi, but 
I count only eleven ascendancy modules." 
 Opodi responded with a slow nod, then added: "To ensure that Il'ri Kamm cannot 
track or follow, someone must remain behind to destroy the modules after the survivors 
are safely away." She paused, letting her eyes drift to look at the floor. "I have chosen my-
self for this task." 
 "That is out of the question," another Kamir protested. "You are our oldest and wis-
est, Opodi. You are our leader." 
 "Not by choice," Opodi replied, grief and anguish plain in her voice. "Process of eli-
mination led me to this position. Now, though, I do have the opportunity to make a choice. I 
choose to remain behind so that the rest of you may go on to somewhere safe, to exist, to 
meditate, to wait for a time when it might be safe to resume corporeal form." She gestured 
toward the module behind her. "If you would, please enter the modules so that the process 
can begin." 
 She could tell that the others still had words to say and that, given the chance, they 
would argue further on behalf of her taking a place among the survivors. She knew that one 
or more would volunteer to stay behind to destroy the modules so that she might live. 
Opodi didn't want to give them that opportunity. She couldn't. If pressed, she would have 
no choice but to confess that she didn't want to stay behind out of any noble sense of sacri-
fice. Instead, she simply didn't want to ascend to another reality where she would be forced 
to dwell - possibly forever - on the horror that the Kamir had visited upon this universe and 
how it had cost her a daughter and many friends. She reasoned that it would be better to 
stay behind, destroy the modules, and die with the rest of her species. 
 The designated survivors did as they were commanded, opening the modules, step-
ping inside, and allowing Opodi Talhem to seal each lock in turn. Once they were safely 
locked in their modules, Opodi moved to the center of the circle and raised her arms. Her 
aura shifted from dark red to a hopeful blue-green. The modules started their soft thrum-



ming, columns of light changing color to match her aura. After several moments, the 
thrumming grew louder. Mingling with the noise: The gentle chiming of unseen bells.  
 A flash of cerulean light on the far end of the chamber drew Opodi Talhem's eye. The 
wild-haired figure of Il'ri Kamm, his aura perpetually the white-blue of icy frost, materia-
lized with a pair of Hiver tendrils flanking him. "Stop!" the murderous Kamir shouted above 
the din. The Arcs were gone. The last of the temple's protectors were sealed inside ascen-
dancy coffins. When the defenses fell, naturally, Il'ri Kamm knew it would be an ideal mo-
ment to translate to Multvaros to finish what he had begun. 
 Opodi shook her head. She could not allow Il'ri Kamm to thwart her one final chance 
to preserve her race from annihilation. Her fingers danced on the air, painting runes of 
light. Then, with a momentary ripple of reality as it bent to allow their departure, the cho-
sen survivors blinked out of their coffins. The noise faded. The lights changed back to amb-
er. 
 "Almost done," Opodi said, a faint smile on her lips as she let her fingers weave a 
new pattern of light. Wind swirled through the Gathering Circle, building to a roar that Il'ri 
Kamm found all too familiar from the cavern on Elakamia. A gentle tug with her fingers on 
the air, each of the coffins came unfastened from the walls. Caught up in the wind, they 
rolled and spun. They smashed into each other, shattering. The shards of glass and ripped 
metal became a storm of destruction, tearing apart the ancient Kamir banners, smashing 
sculptures, and catching Il'ri Kamm and his minions in the obliterating chaos.  
 The crazed Kamir held his ground as the debris flayed away his flesh. Clumps of sil-
ver hair tore free of his scalp. Translation over the long distance between Elakamia and 
Aukam had cost him much. He could do nothing to defend himself, let alone stop Opodi Tal-
hem. The last of the Kamir had escaped and she had ensured that no one could follow them 
and finish their genocide. "End it," Il'ri Kamm muttered to the tendrils. They writhed 
around the elderly Kamir, sapping him of the last of his psionic energy. He sagged to his 
knees while his creations drained him of that final trickle of essence. Then he toppled over 
sideways on the floor, dead. 
 Opodi let her hands fall to the side. As the runes faded from the air, the wind died to 
a whispering breeze. The debris fell clattering to the floor. She dropped to her knees, ex-
hausted, her head falling so that her chin pressed against her chest. She was too weak and 
weary to celebrate the death of another Kamir, even if it had been Il'ri Kamm. Opodi sensed 
the Hive Mind tendrils shifting from their location on the far end of the dome toward the 
center for the opportunity to feed on the last known Kamir on Aukam. With her last vapors 
of strength, she raised her arms and looked to the ceiling. She rasped the words: "I am 
ready." 
 Cerulean light swarmed over Opodi. She closed her eyes. She felt a gentle shift, as if 
sliding ever so slightly to the side, and it occurred to her that the coming of death seemed 
less horrendous than she had anticipated. 
 "Did we catch her sleeping?" asked an unfamiliar voice. 
 Opodi opened her eyes. She found herself still on her knees, but no longer in the 
Bright Temple of Multvaros. She was in a runic circle that had been scrawled on the floor of 
what appeared to be an organic chamber - the surface was gray-green, but fleshy and yield-
ing to the touch. Several Kamir-inscribed artifacts had been arranged around the circle. She 
looked toward the source of the voice and found herself staring into the glittering black 
compound eyes of a chitinous B'hiri - spider-like, with sharp mandibles, a bulbous thorax, 



and long segmented legs. On the left side of the B'hiri stood an earnest-looking Opodian 
female who dropped to one knee in deference to her goddess. On the right side squatted 
what could best be described as a cylindrical robot - a mobile mechanical that could get 
around using small wheeled trays. 
 "Who are you?" Opodi inquired. She did not bother asking how she had arrived. The 
artifacts and the summoning circle made that all too apparent. "Where am I? Why have you 
brought me to this place?" 
 "I am Dowelaritch," the giant spider-like being replied. The B'hiri swiveled its 
rounded head toward the bear-like Opodian, who had not yet dared to meet the gaze of her 
goddess. "This is Taya Opo'te." The compound eyes returned their focus to the last of the 
Kamir. "You are aboard a Yaralu, a living starship, known as Comorro." A segmented leg in-
dicated the robot. "This is Comorro's avatar. She uses it to interact with us." Dowelaritch 
said: "We have saved you from the Il'ri Kamm Hive Mind because we find it totally unac-
ceptable that you would attempt to escape your responsibility to the rest of us. You cannot 
be allowed to create this disastrous mess and leave others to suffer the same fate, or worse, 
as your kind." Taya gasped in astonishment as the B'hiri criticized her goddess, but Dowe-
laritch continued, "You will tell us all that you can about the Hivers. Then, Opodi Talhem, 
you will join us in the effort to destroy them." 

  



Chapter Nineteen 

 "So what do we do now?" Dira Urtigo wondered aloud as she waited with Aldur Bo-
kren in the queue along with other newly arrived passengers to Comorro Station. They 
were about fifty people back, just twenty minutes off their shuttle from Hekayt Prime, wait-
ing for the customs agents employed by the station to finally clear them for entry. 
 The old Hekayti shrugged, watching the line slowly inching forward. "We're a long 
way from home and all the safer for it," Aldur replied. "First chance I get, though, I need to 
find a Toveil upload creche. We're not likely to find one on Comorro. A Hekayti warship, 
certainly, although I doubt an attempt to board would end pleasantly for us." 
 The female crossed her arms, brows knitting. "What exactly do you know, Aldur? 
What is in your mind that has the Grand Moot so bent on killing you - and now me?" 
 Aldur sighed. He gave a helpless shrug. "I think it's about my son." 
 Dira thought of the scarred Hekayti pirate shoving his handsome face out of the sha-
dows in her vision before Starko tried to kill her and steal the artifact. "The Medlidikke?" 
she asked. "Vard Bokren?" 
 "Yes," the old Hekayti answered. A grim smile. "No surprise that you would have 
heard of him, of course. Who hasn't? What many people do not know, however, is that his 
origins are based on a lie that I helped to perpetrate." 
 She frowned. "What lie?" 
 "I perjured myself during Vard's trial before the Grand Moot," Aldur said. "I claimed 
that Vard killed our Lyiri prisoners against my orders. That got him convicted, banished 
from the Ledelkrig, and drove him to join the Medlidikke." His eyebrows lifted, but he kept 
his gaze locked on the back of a Llivori's head further up in line. "The truth, Dira, is that I 
gave specific orders that Vard kill those prisoners. He did as he was told. I betrayed my own 
son. I have lived with that secret for many years now." He put the palm of his right hand to 
his throat. "I must admit, it feels good to speak the words aloud at last." 
 Dira narrowed her eyes. "I don't understand. I mean, yes, I get what you're saying: 
You lied in official testimony, got Vard kicked out of the Ledelkrig, and set him on the path 
of becoming the stuff of wicked bedtime stories. But you're also saying this has been a se-
cret. Why would the Grand Moot want to kill you for something they didn't even know 
about? And would they really care about a bureaucrat's lie? What does it matter, in the 
end? Vard chose to become a pirate. You didn't do that to him. It makes no sense. They 
went to a lot of trouble to try to kill us both on Hekayt Prime. I don't think it was about 
Vard at all." 
 "What do you think it was?" Aldur wondered. It hadn't occurred to him to imagine 
that he might know anything more damaging than the truth about the origins of the dread 
pirate Vard Bokren. Off the top of his head, however, he couldn't think of what it might be. 
 "I don't know," she replied. "But now I'm just as eager as you to find that Toveil upl-
oad creche so that we can try to find out." 
 Aldur nodded briefly at Dira, then allowed his attention to drift back to the Arie-
class freighter that had delivered them from Hekayt Prime to Comorro. The snub-nosed 
vessel with the gray and blue hull plates had the cockpit turret slung under the belly. It was 
currently berthed between a bat-like Wyn-class transport and a spherical Lyiri-built Umi-
class research pod. Three Tupai worked around the Hekayti freighter, identified as the 
Glasne Sunray. One of them hooked a fuel hose coupling to a receptacle nozzle on the hull. 



Aldur hoped they didn't go hunting for the owner to get payment too soon. 
 "What's wrong?" Dira asked, brow furrowed at the intensity of Aldur's focus. "You 
think Otar got word of the bounty and wants to come after us? Come on, stop worrying so 
much. He seemed nice enough to me." 
 He pulled his gaze away from the Sunray, giving Dira a curt nod. "Of course." Yes, 
Otar Gremal had seemed a friendly enough sort in the Glasne spaceport when he had ac-
cepted the first half of the payment from Aldur for transit to Comorro Station. 
 "If you don't mind my saying so," the stubble-scalped Hekayti had said while sitting 
in his rented kiosk, "it seems that the two of you are in a bigger hurry than most to get off-
world." A wicked smile crept across his lips. He pointed from Dira to Aldur. "There some 
kind of freakiness going on here?" His eyes narrowed shrewdly at Dira. "You into older 
guys? That's great, if you are. Why? He rich?" He tilted his head, turning his gaze back to-
ward Aldur. "You rich? Is that the deal? That'd certainly make some women overlook the 
whole, you know, fossilized thing." 
 Aldur grumbled. "I do mind. No questions asked." He didn't like Otar from the start, 
no matter how nice he may have appeared to Dira. The freighter captain gave off a creepy 
vibe that Aldur just couldn't shake. He didn't trust him one bit. 
 Dira beamed, resting a hand on the old Hekayti's arm. "We value our privacy." 
 "Hey, no, that's fine," Otar replied. "I get it. You're paying prime rate for that privacy. 
Two for an express shot to Comorro Station. Good place to go if you want to get away from 
judgmental eyes." He gave Aldur a palm smack to the shoulder. "I'll have the Sunray 
prepped for launch in fifteen minutes." 
 Hours later, while Dira slept in a spare crew bunk, Aldur found that although he was 
exhausted, he simply could not calm the maelstrom within his mind enough to settle down 
for sleep. He roamed the well-worn corridors of the Sunray as the ship rode down the 
knife-edge of time and space, his hooves scraping on the metal deckplates. Aldur stopped 
outside the open hatch of Otar's untidy quarters. 
 Otar might still be alive if he'd heard Aldur coming. Unfortunately for him, special 
earphones allowed him to listen to the audio of an incoming broadcast without blaring it 
for everyone else to hear. And, even more unfortunate, the old Hekayti could see quite 
clearly that Otar was staring at holographic images of Aldur Bokren, Dira Urtigo, and a ho-
vercar slamming into a Toveil technopriest outside a bank in Glasne. A text crawl below the 
images explained: THESE SUSPECTS ARE ARMED AND MUST BE CONSIDERED EXTREME-
LY DANGEROUS. A hefty reward would be provided for their capture, dead or alive. Even a 
freighter captain with more scruples than this one would be sorely tempted by the gov-
ernment's offer. The Grand Moot must be pulling out all the stops, Aldur thought, sending 
out a general broadcast to all ships in range. The Sunray was well into the voyage to Com-
orro Station, but it would be easy enough for Otar to neutralize his passengers and take 
them back to Hekayt Prime once the ship dropped out of OtherSpace if the price was satis-
factory. 
 The captain was just plucking the earphones out when he realized too late that Al-
dur was right behind him. The old Hekayti had closed the hatch, locking the door so they 
wouldn't be disturbed. Otar threw up his arms and said, "I don't want trouble!" 
 Aldur pointed at the holographic images. "I told you no questions asked. Those pic-
tures imply questions." With answers that the old Konterbeid would just as soon remain 
unknown. He would have preferred to have completed this voyage without any harm com-



ing to the captain. Under the circumstances, however, Aldur just couldn't risk letting Otar 
turn them over to the Grand Moot - dead or alive. 
 "You don't seem like murderers," Otar said, sounding desperately hopeful. "I'm sure 
it's all some kind of terrible mistake." 
 Tilting his head to the left, Aldur shook his head, replying: "She's a good person." He 
offered a grim smile, stepped forward, and braced his hands on either side of the captain's 
head. "I'm a monster, though. My son comes by it honest enough." 
 A tear trickled down Otar's cheek. "Please. Not like this. Please! Who will fly the Su-
nray for you?" 
 Aldur gave a quick, brutal twist, snapping the captain's neck. "I think I can manage." 
He dragged the body to a nearby equipment locker that laid on the deck. Aldur popped 
open the lid, then hefted Otar under the shoulders, pulling him up and over into the box. 
Then he repeated this with the legs and returned the lid to its rightful position. 
 He stepped out into the corridor, closed the hatch the captain's quarters, and then 
made his way toward the cockpit. Aldur settled into the navigator's chair, orienting himself 
to the controls, and finding to his great pleasure that the arrangement of gauges, dials and 
knobs hadn't changed significantly since the last time he helmed a starship. 
 When the Sunray reached Comorro Station's vicinity, the freighter dropped from the 
swirling blue chaos of OtherSpace and treated Aldur to a remarkable view of an organic 
sentient starship known as a Yaralu. The station was about six miles long, mottled in hues 
of brown and green. She drifted against a backdrop of the plum-colored Plosa Nebula and a 
scattering of stars on the edge of the Void. 
 He marveled at the fact that he wouldn't be seeing this grand wonder of the cosmos 
if he had followed through on that plan to die in the ruins of the old estate on Hekayt Prime. 
For all the ill that Gridan's betrayal might have brought upon Aldur, it had shaken him from 
the prison of despair and self-loathing. It had shown him the desire to live, to fight, and to 
make right where he had done wrong in the past. When he returned to Hekayt Prime for his 
inevitable vengeance, Aldur decided, he would not prolong the agony for Gridan. He appre-
ciated this vista that much. 
 "Thank you, old friend," Aldur whispered.  

  



Chapter Twenty 

 Gridan Revidu sat in the darkened catalog creche talking to a ghost. 
 She stood about seven and a half feet tall, on the short side for a Hekayti - even a fe-
male, and she wore her gray hair long, flowing past her shoulders. The small bony protru-
sions jutting from the mottled blue-green skin covering her skull had been decorated with 
gold rings and glittering gemstones. 
 "Ensora," the old Konterbeid said. "You look as ravishing as ever." 
 The woman chuckled. "Spare me the pleasantries, Gridan. You are a terrible person. 
You always have been. I never liked you, and you always knew it." 
 He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "I suspect that you never liked me be-
cause we shared so much in common. Cold. Calculating. Ruthless. Do stop me when I strike 
a false chord with you." 
 "Yet my husband considered you his closest friend for all those years," Ensora rep-
lied. 
 "And he accepted you for a mate," Gridan said, smirking. "I suppose this just goes to 
prove that Aldur Bokren is a masochist at heart, doesn't it?" 
 The woman's holographic image flickered. She frowned at the brief disconnect. Then 
her expression eased. "Afternoon generator switchover. Right on schedule." In life, Ensora 
Bokren had been one of the few Hekayti female to win a place among the male-dominated 
castes of their culture. She had shown equal aptitude for the Toveil and Konterbeid castes, 
but ultimately chose to focus on her bureaucratic skills. It was during her early years in the 
Konterbeid that she met Aldur and determined that he would make a suitable mate for her. 
Not too ambitious, but unwilling to accept simple mediocrity. She put her hands on her 
hips. "I reviewed Aldur's catalog upload, as you asked." Although Starko had erased the 
record from the Toveil computer storage system, it was no great secret that deletion in 
such cases - by a mid-level operative, for example - meant the record was no longer access-
ible by anyone at that rank or below. However, it could be accessed by someone of higher 
rank. It could certainly be viewed by Ensora Bokren, the only woman to ever have served 
on the High Moot of Glasne. "It's not there, Gridan. I told you: Our people did a thorough 
job." 
 "Not there," Gridan frowned. "But..." 
 Ensora laughed wickedly. "Oh, Gridan, you should have come to me long before 
putting this chaotic mess of a plan in motion. At the very least, I could have persuaded Al-
dur to come in for cataloging just to ease your mind about it. Now look at what you've done. 
How many people have you gotten killed in the past few days trying to tie up one silly loose 
end that wasn't even a problem - and was bound to fizzle out on its own? I know you've al-
ways been such a believer in elaborate intrigues. On that much, at least, we could not be 
more different. I like to keep matters as simple as possible. Complications are messy, Gri-
dan. A plan's viability loses its leverage, starts coming unhinged, the moment you introduce 
complications. If you wanted Aldur Bokren dead, you would have been better served leav-
ing him to freeze to death in the old mansion. If you had to be absolutely sure, well, you 
could have run over him with your car. Or shot him yourself. He wanted to die. He wanted it 
to be over. He told me as much as I lay dying. His betrayal of our son consumed his spirit. 
And, while it pains me to admit this, I believe he also felt horrible guilt for what I had 
erased from his memories. He didn't know what it was, what churned inside him, but it did. 



Now, though, Gridan...I saw the footage of him at the depository. You've rekindled the old 
fire in Aldur Bokren. He very much wants to survive. That makes him incredibly dangerous 
to anyone who might pose a threat to that desire." 
 Gridan rubbed his palm on his forehead, grimacing. "I cannot undo this. Plans are in 
motion. The story is out there. The public believes that Aldur Bokren and Dira Urtigo are 
enemies of the state. And Rojt Omara holds a blood vendetta against them now for the 
death of his friend Starko. He will stop at nothing to see them killed." 
 "I very much doubt that he will successfully kill Aldur Bokren," Ensora said without 
emotion. "Not now. You would do well to sleep with one eye open from now on, I should 
think." 
 "Would it make a difference if I tried changing the situation?" Gridan asked. "What if 
I could persuade the Grand Moot to recall Rojt? What if I could give them another scapegoat 
and exonerate Aldur and Dira Urtigo?" 
 Ensora's eyebrows arched. Her head tilted slightly to the left. "Knowing what I do 
about this soldier, recalling him would only make him furious with you. Perhaps murde-
rously so. You could try to undo what you have done, but it would only succeed in making 
more people want to kill you. That doesn't seem like a number you want to see increasing." 
A grin spread across her face. "Gridan, you're squirming. I haven't seen you this uneasy in 
many years. It pleases me." 
 The old Hekayti politician stood, preparing to leave the interaction creche. "Always 
good talking with you, Ensora. You never fail to enlighten." He bowed, hands pressed palm 
to palm, in deference to the dead. "Until next we meet." 
 "Oh, I do hope there IS a next meeting," Ensora said, before fading from view. 
 The bitch always did like getting the last word. Gridan turned, waved a hand over a 
sensor eye, and then stepped through the opening door into the corridor of the Konterbeid 
house in the northeastern district of Glasne. Shafts of light poured through the tall stained 
glass windows that lined the great arched hallway with marble floors and colorful tape-
stries dangling from intricate wrought iron posts. 
 A librarian at the C-shaped desk near the interaction creche pod smiled politely at 
Gridan and asked, "Is there anyone else you'd like loaded up for a conversation, sir?" 
 "No," Gridan replied. "Thank you, but you may reset that creche and allow others to 
use it. I am done for now." He started walking down the corridor toward the main doors 
leading to the street outside. Clasping his hands behind his back, he looked past the old 
hag's mocking tone to find the wisdom in her words. Gridan decided in the end that he 
would put off worrying about becoming a target for Aldur's revenge for at least a little bit 
longer. The matter might be quite academic once Rojt caught up to the fugitives. 



 

Chapter Twenty-One 

 "What have they done to my ship?" Ribas Salek dropped to his knees behind a barri-
cade along the darkened shore of the city harbor, gawking at the freighter that had once 
been known as the Opodi's Vagina. 
 The name emblazoned on the hull now read: OPODI'S GLORIOUS MAJESTY. The im-
pound workers, apparently finding nothing better to do with their time, had also illustrated 
dozens of images of holy Opodi on the hull. These images depicted the goddess raising the 
Opodians from the wilds of the jungle to the providence of civilization, they showed her 
pushing back the seas that threatened to flood the city of Ope'mot, and they showed Opodi 
smiting the rampaging hordes of Llivori warmongers. 
 "It's just paint," Zazal assured him. He knelt behind the barricade between Ribas and 
Vard Bokren. He couldn't imagine why the freighter captain was getting so overwrought. In 
Zazal's opinion, if you gave your ship a provocative name in the hopes of angering the Opo-
dians, it shouldn't come as any surprise that the Opodians would strike back using the 
same weapons. 
 The Llivori's eyes widened. "It is NOT just paint. It's the principle of the matter! I 
can't fly her. Not looking like that." 
 Zazal sighed. He turned toward the pirate. "He refuses to fly her with that paint job." 
 "Tell him to snap out of it," Vard hissed. "We nearly got ourselves ripped apart in a 
houses-damned cargo tube to get his ship out of this impound yard. I don't know of another 
way we're going to get offworld. I sent the Kjernkor back to Rigor Strand. So, you just tell 
Ribas that he's our Plan A, B, AND C. Remind him that all I really need from him are the 
coordinates for Comorro Station. If he doesn't want to fly the ship, he can give it to me and 
I'll do it. We're right next to this convenient harbor too. Great place to dump the body." 
 The Lotorian translated Bokren's suggestion, minus the bit about the death threat. 
Zazal didn't think it really served any productive purpose, reminding Ribas that he might 
be living on borrowed time. Although, Zazal thought, anyone spending time with Vard Bo-
kren ought to take that as a given. 
 "Fine," Ribas growled. "I won't like it, but I'll do it." He led the way to the fence of the 
impound yard. He huffed and puffed, climbing toward the top. 
 Zazal watched him go through his one good eye - the other was still swollen from the 
ride down the cargo tube. "That one's carrying a lot of unhealthy anger inside." 
 "What you call anger, he calls blood," the Medlidikke replied with a smirk. He fol-
lowed Ribas to the fence, starting his climb as the Llivori wobbled and topped the fence, 
beginning his descent. 
 Once it appeared that Vard was reaching the top of the fence, Zazal adjusted the relic 
bag slung over his shoulder, moved from behind the barricade, and took three long run-
ning, loping strides before arcing through the air, passing Vard at the top, and then coming 
down with a thud on the dusty ground next to the winded Ribas Salek. 
 "Show off," the Llivori snarled. He then dropped to a crouch, keeping behind a row of 
fuel containers to avoid the watchful eyes of the holovid cameras angled to observe parts of 
the impound yard. 
 Zazal grinned, pleased to have annoyed Ribas, and then scurried after the freighter 
captain. His grin faded, though, as he felt a thrumming from within the bag over his shoul-



der. His brow furrowed as he settled into a crouch behind the containers. He tugged open 
the bag and looked inside to see the runes on the cylinder starting to glow a brilliant blue, 
illuminating his fur and whiskers. 
 A hand rushed the bag shut. Vard knelt beside him, muttering: "Keep that out of 
sight. It might give away our position." 
 "Why is it shining?" Zazal asked. 
 Vard winked. "I think it senses the one aboard Salek's ship. That's the main reason 
we were coming to see him." 
 The Lotorian let Vard move past him toward the Llivori's freighter. Ribas was al-
ready bringing down the ramp. Zazal frowned, disappointed that he had not only failed to 
kill Vard Bokren, but now he had also failed to prevent the pirate from acquiring another 
piece of the psionic amplifier that his client wanted to build. 
 "Move it," Ribas grumbled from the base of the ramp. The pirate's hooves were al-
ready near the top of the ramp, so Zazal made no mistake - the order was meant for him. 
 He considered the situation. He let his good eye survey the fenced yard around him. 
His diminished gaze settled on a compact hover scooter. 
 "Let's go, Zazal," Vard whispered loudly from the airlock of Salek's freighter, wan-
dering back down the ramp to stand next to the Llivori. 
 I couldn't kill him, Zazal thought. Maybe I never could. But I can control whether I 
help him and I can certainly make sure he doesn't have the cylinder I'm carrying. His mind 
set, Zazal scurried toward the scooter, climbed aboard, and thumbed the ignition. The re-
tros whined to life. 
 "What's he doing?" Vard wondered, but the freighter captain couldn't understand, so 
he just shrugged. Then they both saw the scooter gain altitude and whir out over the har-
bor with Zazal crouching on the seat. The pirate's mouth fell open as he realized what the 
Lotorian had planned. "Curse all the houses," he said. Then he shouted at Ribas: "Fly!" 
 Salek understood that well enough. He waddled up the ramp, slapping the ramp re-
trieval button on his way into the airlock. Vard followed him into a narrow corridor whose 
bulkheads were mostly open cavities with exposed conduits that had been plastered with 
sheets of paper, scribbled with notes in Llivorese. Ribas pulled open the hatch to the cock-
pit, plopped heavily into the navigator's chair, and seemed oblivious to the dubious creak-
ing noises that came from it. 
 Two Opodian watchers, already drawn from their security trailer by the sudden de-
parture of the hover scooter, became further alarmed by the sudden ignition of the engines 
on the Llivori freighter. They scrambled down the steps, shouting angrily and without 
much effect as they watched both vehicles zoom away from the impound yard. 
 Vard stared through the cockpit windows, watching the fleeing Lotorian and kicking 
himself mentally for thinking that Zazal might have been even a little trustworthy. The fact 
of the matter was: Zazal was a prisoner. He was taken captive against his will and forced 
into a job that he hadn't sought. It only made sense that a prisoner would take any oppor-
tunity to escape their captor. After all, Vard thought, it's what he would have done under 
the same circumstances. In fact, he thought, he probably would have tried to kill his captor. 
Zazal certainly had been given that opportunity back in the cargo tube, but he hadn't taken 
it. Perhaps that was why Vard had let his guard down so far. He had started trusting the Lo-
torian. Well, that wouldn't happen again. 
 "Pull along beside him," Vard said, motioning with his good hand along the sparking 



trident to indicate the ship moving parallel to the target. Ribas bobbed his snout, acknowl-
edging the instructions. That done, the Medlidikke stalked out of the cockpit and returned 
to the airlock, activating the ramp extender. 
 He used the ramp support struts to keep himself steady on the angled platform as 
the freighter moved into position alongside the Lotorian on the hover scooter. "Zazal!" the 
pirate shouted, still clinging to a strut with his normal hand. "You're not thinking this 
through!" Cold spray from the harbor quickly soaked him to the skin. 
 Zazal glared at Vard from the scooter. "I won't help you do this! You're just using me 
until I'm expendable, anyway!" 
 "Yeah, well," the pirate said, sighing, "running off like this and leaving me with an 
angry Llivori isn't making you any less expendable! So stop! Come aboard and we'll talk 
about this like rational beings!" 
 "No!" Zazal shouted. He adjusted the controls on the hover scooter so it would zoom 
along of its own accord and then he stood on the seat, preparing to jump into the harbor. If 
he couldn't escape the Medlidikke on the scooter, then apparently he thought it would be 
an acceptable alternative to drown in the waters off Ope'mot as long as it kept the Kamir 
artifact from Vard's clutches. 
 "Oh, no you don't," Vard growled. He released the strut while pushing off the ramp 
with his hooves. He landed on the slick sideboard of the hover scooter, tangling his arms 
around the Lotorian. He tried to steady himself so that they both remained on the scooter, 
but Zazal had already started falling toward the harbor and Vard's hooves couldn't find 
purchase on the drenched surface of the plastic shell. The best he could do was smack Zazal 
upside the head with the metal base of the trident. This served two useful purposes. First, it 
rendered the Lotorian unconscious. Second, it triggered the shutoff for the electrical ele-
ment, so when they tumbled into the chilly harbor water together, they didn't end up 
shocked to death by the pirate's weaponized stump. 
 He kept his stumped arm wrapped around the dazed Lotorian while Ribas slowed 
the freighter and took it into a shallow circle so that the ramp could skip lightly along the 
waves, providing a platform for Vard to shove Zazal aboard and then to pull himself up to 
safety. The hover scooter just kept on going, zipping off toward the south, where it would 
eventually run out of fuel and tumble into the sea. 
 "I'll take that," the pirate grunted, snatching the artifact bag from around Zazal's 
shoulder. He slung it over his own shoulder. Then he dragged the Lotorian by the nape of 
the neck into the airlock. Vard activated the ramp retrieval system. He ducked his head into 
the corridor and shouted: "Comorro! Go!" Then he knelt beside Zazal and said, "We're going 
to have a nice long talk when you come back around, my friend." 

  



 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

 Comorro was among the oldest of her kind.  
 She had roamed the stars as a mere bud of a creature with her family's small pod of 
Yaralu when the Kamir were still hopping around in the misty jungles of Aukam, hunched 
over with their bulbous foreheads and glowing eyes, banging rocks with sticks and fending 
off wild slahr dog attacks. 
 Six miles long, containing the husks of all that she had ever been within the shiniest, 
newest skin and chambers, Comorro had taken a keen interest in the universe that wasn't 
shared with the same intensity by her kin. 
 She had observed as organisms gained sentience. She watched them evolve to travel 
in packs. She saw the packs build into full-fledged societies, with deep cultures and tradi-
tions. She watched the cultures subdivide peacefully or fragment violently. She witnessed 
wars of conquest, fought for the acquisition of territory and resources, and wars of intoler-
ance, fought in the name of ideologies and propaganda. She saw them take to the stars, 
where the cycle repeated itself anew. The names and the philosophies changed, but the re-
sults remained the same: The powerful crushed the weak, more often than not. 
 Eons ago, the Kamir rose from their savagery on Aukam, aspiring to be the scientific, 
technological, and philosophical giants of the universe. Comorro had watched their arro-
gant efforts to raise species too soon to sentience and civilization. She had seen first-hand 
the destructive outcome of these thoughtless exercises. Eventually, the time came when 
Comorro could no longer merely observe events as they transpired. She was called upon by 
the B'hiri to join the effort to eradicate the Il'ri Kamm Hive Mind. 
 At first, she had refused this call. 
 "They are not of my creation," she had told Dowelaritch, the B'hiri emissary, during 
their first meeting. "The Kamir created them. Let the Kamir end them." 
 She had resolved long ago to remain neutral in matters of evolution and interstellar 
politics. While many cultures might look upon a being capable of living millions of years as 
nothing short of god-like, Comorro did not wish to present a false image of herself as a po-
werful immortal of any kind. She was a Yaralu, one of many, and she found pleasure in the 
acquisition of new knowledge and wondrous unexpected discoveries. Her kin had encour-
aged this humble approach. She saw no reason to put it aside. 
 So, Dowelaritch had departed, disappointed but respectful of the Yaralu's choice to 
maintain a comfortable distance from Kamir internal affairs. 
 Her observations continued. Then, some months after the first meeting, Dowelaritch 
returned with dire news that the Hivers, under the command of Il'ri Kamm, had begun the 
systematic annihilation of all Kamir on Aukam and throughout the universe. 
 "It is not a problem that I caused," the Yaralu had replied, yielding no surprise on the 
part of the B'hiri. "Why should it become imperative that I clean up the mess of another?" 
 This time, it seemed, the emissary came prepared with an answer. 
 "If you choose to do nothing, as is your right and the right of all sentient creatures 
with the power of choice," Dowelaritch replied, "then the Kamir will be lost. One might 
think on this with some measure of ironic relish. Think further, though. When the Kamir 
are gone, when those we blame for the problem have been eradicated, will the Il'ri Kamm 



Hive Mind simply cease to be our concern? Will the Hivers be satisfied? I would respectfully 
suggest that once the Hivers creators are eradicated, it will only be a matter of time before 
they target other psionic creatures: B'hiri, Lyiri, Yaralu - all will face the possibility of anni-
hilation." 
 The great living ship considered the weighty words of the B'hiri. "You ask that I par-
ticipate in a pre-emptive war against a species that has never directly attacked or so much 
as threatened the Yaralu? I cannot do this, Dowelaritch." 
| Disappointed, to be sure, but at least satisfied that the argument had been heard and 
considered, Dowelaritch had departed Comorro for the second time. 
 Days later, their third meeting occurred. The B'hiri arrived with an Opodian who 
carried a sack full of Kamir artifacts. 
 "Honored Comorro," Dowelaritch had begun. "I do not ask that you take active part 
in an offensive against the Il'ri Kamm Hive Mind. Instead, with great respect, I ask that you 
participate in a rescue effort to save the last of the Kamir so that she may do as you have 
suggested: See to it that the Kamir resolve the problem created by the Kamir." 
 This request caused no small amount of consternation for the Yaralu, because al-
though it was true enough that it did not require her to directly violate her vow of neutrali-
ty through violence, it most definitely forced her to slip out of the neutral position long 
enough to interfere with events by helping Dowelaritch and Taya Opo'te snatch Opodi Tal-
hem from certain death in the Bright Temple on Aukam. 
 When the Hivers learned that Comorro had helped in this regard, they immediately 
added Yaralu to the list of enemies in the coming interstellar war that they were gearing up 
to fight. Once that happened, all of her arguments in favor of neutrality began to dissolve. In 
the face of possible eradication, self-preservation necessarily took hold. The slippery slope 
of "mostly neutral except for this one thing" led inevitably to Comorro agreeing to active 
participation in the great war. 
 The dying embers of that war still smoldered, with the Hivers isolated aboard a fear-
some and terrible ghost ship that traveled the stars and the B'hiri verging ever closer to ex-
tinction on their little icy world. 
 Her participation in the war had flagged in recent years, as it had become more ap-
parent that the B'hiri could not suffer a conflict of attrition much longer. She wondered if it 
were somehow wrong to have resumed her philosophy of neutrality after so long spent on 
the offensive. Did she imagine that the Hivers would forget about her when the last of the 
B'hiri fell? 
 Somehow, Comorro doubted it very much. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

 Aldur Bokren sat across from Dira Urtigo at a white-gray mushroom-shaped table in 
a corner of the Last Orders Tavern, a pub aboard Comorro that had been built ages ago 
within a hollow cavity that apparently lacked any further practical biological purpose for 
the Yaralu.  
 The tavern was busy tonight, packed with dozens of patrons from many walks of life. 
The bartender, a grizzled old Lotorian named Genkhun, served drinks to an alien that 
looked like a chatty stalk of blue-green celery. A brown-and-red furred Lyiri perched on a 
stool, drinking Tytak straight from the bottle - no broad-spectrum filtering the way most 
doctors would recommend. A pair of Llivori technicians studied a holographic starship blu-
eprint while sharing a bottle of Zaviz. A B'hiri merchant guzzled sweet Star Nectar from a 
silver goblet. 
 Aldur had his back to the gray cartilage wall, while Dira sat with her back to the 
main room of the tavern. He wouldn't have traded positions for anything. Her choice made 
her far too vulnerable. Aldur had tried impressing this concern upon her, but Dira called 
him paranoid. He believed that she took far too much for granted and didn't exercise nearly 
enough caution under the circumstances. 
 "How does she tolerate us?" Dira asked, watching smoke from assorted pipes, tubes, 
and cigarettes roil in a haze in the chamber. She didn't seem to want to spend an extra mo-
ment arguining about seating arrangements at the table. "I'm sitting here, thinking what it 
would be like to have a bunch of strange aliens bobbing about in my lungs, stomping 
around, smoking, disposing of waste. Why does she do it, do you think?" 
 The old Hekayti screwed up his mouth, pondering the question. "Well, there's not 
much that one would consider symbiotic about our relationship, is there? It really can't be 
argued that we give her anything that she absolutely needs." He took a sip of his imported 
Kjernkor ale. "That said, while we're all aboard, I'm led to understand that she can hear 
everything we talk about in most public places. She's the hub of data transmissions coming 
to and leaving the station, yes? So, if nothing else, keeping us around presents her with 
countless opportunities to gather information. That's something of a pastime for many Ya-
ralu." 
 Dira nodded. "Maybe. So, as long as we're interesting and gossip incorrigibly, she'll 
keep us around?" She grinned, tapping at the controls of a datapad sitting in front of her on 
the table. Information started scrolling through the holographic display. "Maybe I should 
start tossing details about the Glasne Commerce Council committee chairs. Scandalous lot, 
they are." 
 Aldur bobbed his chin in the direction of Dira's datapad. He wasn't in a very jovial 
mood. Hadn't been since they had cleared the inspectors. Not that Dira expected Bokren to 
be generally happy on any given day. "Any luck finding an upload site?" He didn't like the 
feeling that came with sitting and waiting. Aldur wanted forward motion. He wanted re-
sults. Good or bad, he sought resolution - immediate, if possible. That seemed unlikely for 
now, though. 
 "Not yet," she said, shaking her head. Dira rested her hands palms down on either 
side of the datapad. "None of the ships currently docked on Comorro, at least. There are 
Hekayti colony worlds within a few light years of us, a couple of them have upload creches, 



but all of them have extradition agreements with Hekayt Prime. If we go there, we're dead. 
So, I think we might be stuck aboard this station until our names are cleared." 
 Aldur grunted. It wasn't that the answer was unexpected. After all, it simply con-
firmed what he had suspected. Nevertheless, hearing it said aloud made it entirely too real. 
He had no friends at home anymore. Hekayt Prime might as well be the surface of a boiling 
sun, for all he could inhabit it. His only friend, it seemed, came from the grudging compa-
nionship of Dira Urtigo, and that only because she had made the ill-advised choice of step-
ping up for an old bookkeeper on that Glasne street. 
 "You should have let them kill me," Aldur said. He said the words flat, matter-of-
factly, as if he were pointing out that it looked like rain today. 
 Dira lifted her chin, snickering. "I hope you're not fishing for me to say I should have 
done nothing of the sort, because I will tell you here and now, Aldur Bokren, that if I had 
the chance to do it over again, knowing what I know now..." The smile faded and her eyes 
shifted toward the datapad once more. "They would have killed you. I would have let them. 
I would have locked my door and minded my own business. I know that makes me a terri-
ble person. I'm sorry, but I'm just being honest." 
 "No need to apologize," the old Hekayti assured her. A weak smile worked its way 
onto his lips. He genuinely regretted the chaos that he had inadvertently brought into her 
life. He wanted to make reparations for the many hardships that Dira Urtigo had suffered 
during her young life. He hoped to see her go on to become a wealthy and respected busi-
ness leader in Glasne. All over Hekayt Prime, if she wanted. "I should say, though, that I am 
glad you saved my life. I stand by the promise that I made. Whatever it takes, however long 
it might take, I will do all I can to see that you are made fiscally whole again." 
 A large hand grabbed the chair to Dira's right, pulling it back. Both Aldur and Dira 
turned simultaneously to see Rojt Omara moving to sit in the chair at their table. "It all 
sounds so amusing, listening to the both of you get all wistful about your adventures on 
Hekayt Prime and your exciting plans for the future." He urged the chair forward, letting 
the hand gripping the pistol slide under the table, aiming the barrel at Aldur's gut. "The way 
I see it, though, neither of you really has much of a future." 
 Aldur leaned back in his chair, frowning at the Ledelkrig warrior. He placed his 
hands on the table, palms down, to show that he had no weapon of his own. "You have 
come a very long way from Hekayt Prime. Such tenacity is surprising." 
 Rojt scowled. He thought of the splattered blood where Starko had died. His thumb 
switched off the safety on the pulse pistol. "I had ample motivation." 

 

<<>> 

 

 While Ribas Salek flew the freighter from Kamsho to Comorro Station, Vard Bokren 
sat in a lopsided swivel chair in the crew commons. He rested his right hand on the cloth 
sack that now contained two lightly glowing Kamir artifact cylinders. His plasma pistol sat 
next to the sack, safety off. He watched the groggy Zazal Aazal slowly regaining conscious-
ness after the little misadventure in the harbor near Ope'mot. 
 "I am struggling to understand you," the pirate said to the Lotorian. "At times, you 
seem very much to be a valuable ally. I almost trust you. Then you try to run off with an ar-



tifact that is incredibly important to my client." 
 Zazal just rolled onto his back on the floor, gazing up at the ceiling with his unswol-
len eye. It had been his hope to topple off of the scooter and sink to the bottom of the har-
bor with the artifact. End it all. His parents wanted him dead, anyway, and if he could finally 
make them happy while depriving this pirate of a powerful relic, so much the better. 
 "You never actually responded to my offer, now that I think of it," Vard said. He 
tapped his fingers on the tabletop. "Back on the Kjernkor, you told me that you'd let me 
know whether you were in or out once we were on the ground." The pirate leaned forward 
in his chair, which wobbled and squeaked with his movement. "So I'm guessing that scooter 
ride out to sea was your answer." 
 The Lotorian slumped over on his side, turning his back to Vard Bokren. He won-
dered if the pirate would ever catch the not-so-subtle hint that he had absolutely nothing 
left to say. What more could he say that wouldn't get him killed?  
 Vard spun the plasma pistol slowly on the table for a few moments, watching the si-
lent Lotorian while growing increasingly frustrated by the silence. "I took you prisoner, yes. 
I forced your parents to abandon you. I forced them to destroy your ship. I strong-armed 
you into helping track down these artifacts. Sure. All true. But I've been mostly civil to you, 
haven't I?" He paused, considering. "Except for the fake bomb collar. And the punches. So, I 
guess I'm sorry about those things, all right? I meant what I said on the Kjernkor. You've 
proven yourself capable and competent. Reliable, except for this one particular incident, 
which I can write off to the jitters, if you want." 
 Zazal's ears swiveled and his whiskers flexed, but he offered no spoken reply to the 
pirate. 
 "Curse all the houses!" Vard snapped. He stood, hooves clomping on the deckplates 
as the chair rolled backward. "You vex me, Zazal! It is all too apparent now that we are 
beyond repairing this gulf between us. True to my word, however, I will not hold you cap-
tive once we have arrived on Comorro Station. You will be free to go and live as you wish. 
Chances are, I can find another translator to hire while I'm there." His brow furrowed. "I 
would have only one question answered before I let you go: If you are so angry with me, 
why did you keep your promise in the cargo tube? Why didn't you shove my crate into the 
wall and kill me?" 
 The Lotorian twitched at the question. He rolled back over to direct a one-eyed glare 
at Vard Bokren. He opened his mouth, about to speak the words "I tried" when Ribas Salek 
waddled down the steps from the corridor into the crew commons and announced, "We'll 
be docking on Comorro in about five minutes." 

 

<<>> 

 

 Rojt Omara knew he could kill both of them, right here and right now in the Last Or-
ders Tavern. 
 These two criminals had slaughtered Ledelkrig warriors in Glasne, eluded capture at 
the Toveil house, and murdered Omara's beloved Starko. They had brought him nothing 
but hardship since first making their acquaintance. 
 Their survival past this point even spelled the difference between returning to He-



kayt Prime with his caste membership intact or never seeing his homeworld again. 
 It made sense, without full context, to kill them while he had them pinned down in 
the corner of this alien pub. But he had done his research. He knew the context in which he 
now operated. Comorro Station didn't prevent people from bringing weapons aboard, but 
she did take a very dim view of those who used them for anything more than self-defense. If 
Rojt shot and killed his quarry now, the Yaralu would probably - how did the sign in cus-
toms put it? - add him "to the station's nutritional matrix." 
 So, the executions couldn't happen here. They couldn't occur in any area that Com-
orro might be monitoring with her sensors. However, she was a large vessel, with many 
cavities and tunnels that had been lost to time. Rojt just had to get Aldur and Dira down to 
the Forgotten Quarter. Once there, two more corpses wouldn't make a significant differ-
ence in that glorified graveyard. 
 "You moved too soon," Aldur said, crossing his arms as he stared calmly at Rojt. Dira 
glared at Aldur, probably not keen on the old Hekayti trying to provoke the Ledelkrig war-
rior's ire. 
 "What are you going on about?" Rojt asked. 
 "The gun you're holding right now might as well be a piece of rock with the word 
'zap' painted on it, for all the good it can really do you aboard Comorro," Aldur replied. He 
hadn't missed the signs in the customs area, either. "You can shoot us here, but then you 
won't make it off the station alive. You're only viable option is to compel us to go with you 
to someplace that the Yaralu isn't watching. But where's our motivation to do that? We are 
not livestock to be led to the slaughter. You could say: 'Come with me or I'll shoot you.' But 
you can't, really. When someone says 'Come with me and then eventually I'll shoot you,' 
well, that's no choice at all, is it?" 
 Rojt grimaced. He knew the old Konterbeid was right. He had moved too soon. Beads 
of sweat began to form on his forehead as he felt the array of choices collapsing before him. 
He couldn't persuade Aldur and Dira to go to their doom. If he was going to deliver justice 
for his lover's death, it would have to come now, here. He could no longer afford the whim-
sical fantasy that he might someday make a glorious return to Hekayt Prime. The best he 
could do would be to complete the goals of his mission and die with honor. His finger began 
to tug backward on the trigger. 
 "One moment," Dira said, raising a hand to signal the panicking Ledelkrig. "Before 
you go killing us and getting yourself killed, I want you to consider an alternative." 
 He stared at the female. Rojt wondered what she might be playing at. Was she about 
to make a deal? Turn against Aldur, possibly? He had to admit, the idea might have some 
merit. "Speak or die." 
 "I have a Kamir artifact with me," she said, patting a sack slung over her shoulder. 
"Can I show you? I am told it is worth millions of Hekayti credits." 
 Apparently, she wasn't quite ready to sell out the old Konterbeid. Rojt eased the bar-
rel of the gun around so that it aimed at Dira's stomach, just in case what she wanted to 
show him was a pistol of her own. "Go ahead." 
 Dira nodded. She took the sack from over her shoulder, placed it on the table, and 
unfastened the clasps. She opened the flap, displaying the foot-long black stone cylinder. To 
her surprise, the runes were slowly pulsating, glowing blue. 

 



<<>> 

 

 Zazal stood in the tradeport of Comorro Station, astonished to find himself within a 
Yaralu for the first time in his life. Not just any Yaralu, either. He knew many of the legends 
about Comorro. She was older than most of the races that populated the stars. 
 Vard shifted the sack from one shoulder to the other, grunting. "All right, Zazal, mo-
ment of truth. I swore I'd let you go on your own, if that's your wish. You kept your word to 
me. I'll keep mine to you. Then we're even, right? All debts repaid." 
 The Lotorian took a couple of light steps toward the Medlidikke, staring up at him 
with his uninjured eye. "I didn't actually keep my word." Back on the Llivori freighter, Zazal 
knew that making this admission would probably get him killed. But he knew the rules 
aboard Comorro. He had nothing to fear from Vard Bokren while under the Yaralu's watch-
ful gaze. 
 "What are you saying?" Vard asked. His brow knitted above his frown. 
 Zazal smirked, whiskers flexing. "When I pushed your crate out of the cargo contain-
er, I did try to aim you at the wall." He shrugged. "You got lucky. I missed." 
 The pirate looked puzzled for a few moments as he processed what he was hearing. 
Zazal waited for the bombast and fury, an explosion of rage, as Vard came to the under-
standing that the Lotorian meant to kill him before they ever got off Kamsho - and certainly 
before Zazal took a scooter ride. 
 But the Medlidikke didn't become furious. Instead, he started grinning from ear to 
ear. "At least you tried. Felt good, didn't it?" 
 Vard's reaction effectively pole-axed Zazal. He never knew quite what to make of the 
Hekayti pirate from one moment to the next. "No death threats?" the Lotorian asked. 
 "No need to threaten death," Vard said. "It comes to everyone eventually. Sometimes 
even to those who deserve it." He clamped his good hand on Zazal's shoulder. "The score's 
even between us. You gambled on killing me. You lost. So, I go on living a while longer. 
You're free to take your leave, go your own way, if that's what you want." 
 Zazal scratched the side of his snout, huffing. He hadn't expected that trying to kill 
Vard Bokren would earn him the pirate's respect. He certainly hadn't anticipated a Medli-
dikke taking the admission of the act with such aplomb. Then Zazal's eyes narrowed. He 
gazed shrewdly up at the pirate. "I'm dead the minute I get off this station, right?" His tail 
lashed back and forth nervously. 
 "Maybe," Vard said, shrugging. 
 Ribas Salek waddled into the tradeport from the docking hub, patting at his hip 
pockets with clawed paws. "I paid a couple of Tupai to repaint the Op while I'm thinking up 
a new name for her." He tilted his head, staring at the sack hanging over the pirate's shoul-
der. "You're pulsing." 
 Vard yanked the bag off his shoulder, pulled open the flap, and saw the two rune-
inscribed cylinders pulsating with a bright blue glow. "That's new," he muttered. The pirate 
started walking toward one of the shops next to the gravlift and the glow faded. He walked 
back toward Zazal and Ribas, the glow returned to its previous strength. He took the cy-
linders in the direction of the docking hub, but the glow subsided. Finally, the Medlidikke 
carried the sack toward the entrance to the Last Orders Tavern. The pulsations grew 
stronger. He looked over at Ribas and Zazal. "Maybe they're thirsty?" 



 

<<>> 

 

 At first, Rojt thought it must be some kind of bomb. It wouldn't surprise him. These 
two had proven to be craftier - or luckier - than anyone seemed to have anticipated. Why 
wouldn't they manage to find a way to outwit Rojt Omara one last time? 
 If it was a bomb, though, that would make it a weapon. If it was a weapon recognized 
by Comorro Station, she would respond by activating her internal defenses. The Yaralu 
hadn't so much as issued a warning thus far. 
 "So," Rojt said, rubbing his chin. "Not a bomb." The runes began to pulse more rapid-
ly, brighter. 
 A voice from behind the Ledelkrig warrior said, "Boom." Vard Bokren set his sack of 
relics on the table next to Dira's. He scowled over the table at the old Hekayti who sat with 
his back to the wall. "Father, this IS a surprise." He pulled out a chair and sat across from 
Dira, who looked from Vard to the battered-looking Lotorian and the gruff Llivori hanging 
back a few feet behind the pirate. "What's everyone drinking?" he asked. "I'm buying." 
 Aldur Bokren stared wide-eyed at the scarred Medlidikke. He opened his mouth to 
say something, only to be interrupted by a dead Kamir. 
 The pulsating glow of the three rune-inscribed cylinders coalesced into an image of 
Opodi Talhem, goddess of Kamsho and last survivor of the original Kamir. She did not 
speak, but painted runes of light in the air. Vard looked back at Zazal and asked, "Can you 
understand it?" 
 Zazal stepped forward, moving so he could get a look at the message. It seemed to 
cycle every fifteen seconds after completion. Slow going, it took Zazal several repetitions to 
get it all down. Eventually, though, he had the translation. It brought a smile to his weary 
face. 
 "What is she saying?" Dira asked. She put her right hand through the hazy blue-
white image, waggling her fingers. 
 The Lotorian tilted his head. He turned to Vard and said, "Your client had best get 
used to disappointment." 
 "Why?" The pirate scowled. Hideg Fekretu did not deal well with disappointment. 
He wasn't the most powerful man on Aukam by any stretch of the imagination, but he was 
driven and determined. If Fekretu could succeed at his ambitions, Vard stood to profit in 
myriad ways. 
 "We're never going to find the fourth artifact," Zazal replied, his eyes continuing to 
follow the dance of ethereal fingers and glowing runes. 
 "She destroyed it?" Ribas asked. 
 "No," Zazal said. His eyes returned to the image of Opodi Talhem, captured centuries 
ago as she embarked on a last-ditch effort to thwart the evil schemes of Il'ri Kamm's Hive 
Mind. "She took it with her when she left." 
 "Where'd she go?" Vard pressed. 
 "Another universe," Zazal answered. "Someplace only a Kamir could reach." 

 

<<>> 



 

 The war with the Hivers had always been a long shot, especially after Il'ri Kamm in-
fused his soul, his drive, and his madness into his creations. 
 But they were only a threat to the universe for as long as they possessed their ampli-
fication stones. If those stones could be removed, they would be incapable of doing any-
thing except defending that big hole in their homeworld. So it came to pass that Opodi Tal-
hem devised a plan for isolating the Hivers on Elakamia. 
 "It will cost us dearly," she told Azavatitch, one of several immediate descendants of 
brave Dowelaritch, who had perished at the Battle of Kovess Plain on Kamsho so many 
years ago. "Many of our finest warriors must perish so that we might succeed. And, in the 
end, I must leave you. But I will have repaid my debt. I will have done as Dowelaritch 
wished. The threat will be neutralized." 
 And so it was. The warriors agreed to the plan. They assaulted Elakamia, more than 
a thousand warriors. They hurled themselves at the tendrils in suicide attacks that were 
meant to distract the Hivers while other warriors grabbed the amplification stones. As 
Opodi Talhem had predicted, many souls were lost, but four sturdy soldiers emerged from 
the cavern with the glowing amplification stones. The Hivers had shrieked in despair at the 
victorious blow by their enemies. 
 Weeks later, upon the snowy crest of an ice shelf on B'hira, Opodi stood one last 
time with Azavatitch and the dimished army. She held one of the cylinders in her hands. 
Three Lyiri warriors bore the other three in baggy brown sacks. 
 "Take each amplification stone as far as you can from this place," she urged them. 
"Tell no one where you have hidden them. Pray that they are never found." 
 "And what of your stone?" Azavatitch inquired. 
 A weak smile crept across the ancient Kamir's time-worn face. "It is imperative that 
we make certain that in the unlikely event that the three star-scattered stones are found 
again, no one may hope to find the fourth. For that reason, I shall make one final transla-
tion, through space and time, to a world that none can ever possibly reach. There, I shall lay 
this final stone to rest. There, I will end my days." 
 Soon after, she found herself near a cliff of imposing black stone pillars that had 
been formed by eruptions of a volcano that spilled lava into the sea. The rocks looked like 
cubes and hexagons, as if they had been delicately crafted by stonemasons. A battered sign 
along the road passing between the cliff and the forest read: "Depo-dong 600m." 
 Great waves crashed against the cliff as Opodi Talhem negotiated a natural jetty 
made from the stones, which looked remarkably similar to the Kamir amplifier cylinder. 
Once she reached the end of the jetty, she extended the amplifier component over the wa-
ter and let it drop with a splash. 
 My service to the universe is at an end, she thought. Opodi settled cross-legged on 
the bumpy surface of the jetty. She didn't mind the mild discomfort. Life was discomfort, 
after all. Oblivion would come soon enough. 
 She smiled serenely as she watched a rustic fishing boat moving through the mist 
along the island coast. A tan-skinned bipedal creature, apparently a sentient tool user, cast 
a net behind the boat. A worker then, she thought. Gatherer. No threat to even a dying Ka-
mir. 
 Opodi Talhem ended then, fading from existence, secure in the belief that she had 



ultimately prevailed against the monster who had slaughtered her people. 
 She could not have been more wrong. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

 The Stellar Consortium research vessel Abingdon followed a course along the rim of 
the violet-blue Tomin Nebula on the night of (according to the ship's calendar) 28 June 
2650. 
 Doyle St. Clair, a xenoarchaeologist from the University of Enaj on the colony world 
of Sivad, sat in his lab aboard the Abingdon. He had several datapads scattered around the 
worktable where he pondered one of his most recent finds. 
 The black stone cylinder, discovered by his team in the waters off the Korean coast 
on Earth, was known as the Jusangjeolli Artifact - borrowing the name given to the natural 
stones that formed thanks to the eruptions of nearby Mount Hallasan. But there was noth-
ing native about this cylinder. Made from a substance that appeared nowhere else on Earth 
and inscribed with runes that came from no human language, it was almost certainly of 
alien origin. 
 "Glyphs share some similarity with images found on monuments and columns on 
Val Shohob and Antimone," the professor noted to the orb-shaped holovid recorder that 
bobbed next to him while he worked. "If there is any relation, it raises many questions 
about perceptions of first contact situations. It has long been believed that we encountered 
the Mystics of Val Shohob and the Timonae during the course of our own explorations 
among the stars. But what if they came to Earth first? Why would they have done so? What 
would they have gained? And what became of those advance scouts, if they existed?" 
 Doyle hoped to make the jump to Val Shohob within the next few hours, once the 
captain of the Abingdon had received final clearances from that planet's leader, Eye Baltha-
zar. The Mystics were a secretive lot, opting to keep to themselves much of the time. They 
rarely tolerated visits from outsiders. 
 Tired of staring at the rock cylinder, weary from perusing small print displays on the 
datapads, and just feeling the first twinges of the inevitable cabin fever that afflicted pas-
sengers during extended space voyages, Doyle decided to take a break. He tucked the Ju-
sangjeolli Artifact back in the gray plastic box that served as its home when it wasn't being 
poked, prodded, or observed. He switched off the datapads. He deactivated the holocam 
orb. Then Doyle walked through the whooshing cabin door into the central corridor. He 
turned right, making his way to the observation chamber - a large cabin with beige carpet, 
maroon stripes, and a wide floor-to-ceiling window that allowed for breathtaking views of 
the stellar starscape. He plopped into a thickly cushioned couch, one of the rare luxuries 
that the government had seen fit to include aboard the vessel. 
 His assistant, an earnest young Martian native named Neal Avocet, joined him a few 
minutes later. "I'm surprised to see you out and about, Dr. St. Clair." He chuckled. "You're 
not letting me do my job if you're willingly taking time away from the lab to refresh your-
self." 
 "Ah, Neal," the xenoarchaeologist replied. "Any word from Captain Hess?" 
 "Yes, sir," Neal said. "He's prepping the drive. Eye Balthazar has approved your visit. 
We should be making the jump to Val Shohob within the hour." 
 "Good," Doyle said. He scratched the back of his head, gazing out at the nebula. 
"Have you ever been to Val Shohob before?" 
 "No, sir," Neal answered. His father, General Charles Avocet, had moved the family 



around a lot during his service to the Vanguard. However, none of those assignments ever 
landed them on the homeworld of the Mystics. He had seen the glittering crystalline reach-
es of Centauri, though, and the broad prairies of Quaquan, and the brutal Sand Mother 
Desert of Demaria. 
 "Then I have no doubt that this journey will prove most educational for you," Doyle 
said. He smiled broadly. "Say, you know what would really settle my nerves for the jump?" 
 "Bourbon, sir?" 
 "Bourbon, my good lad!" Doyle beamed at the young man. He hadn't enjoyed a good 
relaxing drink since their launch from Independence Dome Spaceport on Sivad. "Please see 
if Captain Hess will allow us a drop or two before we make the jump." 
 Neal nodded. "As you wish, sir." He turned to leave, but stopped as something caught 
the corner of his eye. He looked back at the window, with the nebula beyond, and saw - not 
exactly nothing, but something that seemed like nothing. He took a step toward the window 
as if closer proximity might yield better resolution. "Sir, do you see that?" 
 Doyle turned to follow his assistant's gaze. He saw what appeared to be a sort of 
heathaze shimmering in the near distance, between the Abingdon and the Tomin Nebula. 
"What the devil...?" 
 The shimmering began to resolve into a form - something huge and tentacled, like a 
vast space squid. Black and menacing, the tentacles appeared to be organic with bumps and 
curves, but also rigid. They seemed more chitinous, more insectoid, than cephalapodic. It 
easily dwarfed the small Consortium research ship. 
 "Nall warship?" Doyle wondered aloud. 
 "If it is, that's a really new model," Neal said, frowning. "It doesn't look like any Nall 
ship I've ever seen. In my house growing up, we got grilled pretty intensely on the sil-
houettes." 
 The overhead speakers crackled: "Attention, all personnel, a spacecraft of unknown 
origin has materialized to starboard. Stand by for emergency jump." Captain Hess, Doyle 
thought. The ship hadn't had adequate time to give full spin-up to the OtherSpace Drive, so 
they were going to have to make what Hess called a "warm compress" jump. The drive 
should function, but it would only have sufficient power to take them about two-thirds of 
the way to Val Shohob. Enough to get away from whatever this monstrosity was. They 
would need to recharge the drive again, wherever they dropped back into normalspace. 
That would be just fine. Eye Balthazar's wisdom could wait just a little longer. 
 The tips of the tentacles on the alien ship began to glow a brilliant blue. "Main wea-
pon powering up?" Doyled asked. 
 "I sure as hell hope not," Neal replied. 
 "Jump!" Doyle hissed at the speaker. "Get us out of here!" 
 The speaker crackled again: "Attention, all personnel, we have suffered some kind of 
malfunction in the OtherSpace Drive. We are incapable of jumping at this time. Our engi-
neering personnel are working on the problem." 
 Beams of eye-searing cobalt shot forth from the tentacles of the alien starship, en-
compassing the Abingdon in a sheathe of energy. Doyle and Neal both threw their hands up 
in a futile attempt to fend off whatever came next. A high-pitched whine began to grow 
louder in their ears. No, not their ears. Inside their minds. It was maddening, like swarms of 
mosquitoes trapped inside their craniums. 



 The noise then coalesced into three distinctive words, rasped in a hissing multi-
voice: ~You will serve.~  

 

To be continued... 

Watch for further installments at http://www.jointhesaga.com 
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Telnet address: jointhesaga.com 1790 

Recommended client software:  
* MUSHClient - http://www.mushclient.com 
* SimpleMU - http://simplemu.onlineroleplay.com 

Or, connect via web browser: 
http://mudgamers.com/home/client/?host=jointhesaga.com&port=1790 

 

What's All This About? 

 OtherSpace is a MUSH. The shortest explanation is: We're a cross between tabletop 
gaming and an improvisational theater troupe within a chatroom-like interface.  
 Imagine a space opera story where the viewers are also central characters with a 
direct impact on what happens as the epic evolves. That's OtherSpace.  

What's a MUSH? 

 MUSH is a technical term for a subgenre of online games known as MUDs, which 
have been around for decades. Traditionally, MUSHes (or Multi-User Shared Hallucinations) 
are more focused on collaborative roleplaying and storytelling than combat and quests seen 
in more common MUDs. So, if you're not big into character development or getting into the 
thick of evolving plots, a MUSH probably isn't for you. 

What's In It For Me? 

 You're not wasting your time playing a game like OtherSpace.  
 Among other things, you:  

¶ Improve reading and writing skills  
¶ Experiment with actions and consequences  
¶ Tinker with various personality styles  
¶ Exercise your imagination  

 Also, our players recognize their peers each month as Roleplaying Notables. We oc-
casionally hold larger-scale roleplaying award ceremonies too.  

Useful Terms and Definitions 

¶ Admin: Used to both indicate the staff on a MUD, as well as a high-level administra-
tor on a MUD (usually one step lower than a Wiz/Wizard).  

http://www.jointhesaga.com/
http://www.mushclient.com/
http://simplemu.onlineroleplay.com/
http://mudgamers.com/home/client/?host=jointhesaga.com&port=1790


¶ AFK: Away From Keyboard.  
¶ Alt: Alternate character. On games that allow alts, these are characters acquired by a 

player after establishing their primary.  
¶ App: Application. Generally used to request a character in an RP-enforced game.  
¶ Chargen: Character Generation. System used to set up your new character.  
¶ Grid: The game world, where the action takes place.  
¶ IC: In Character.  
¶ Idle: Indicates both the time lapsed between commands inputted by a player or staff 

member as well as the act of being idle on a game, often caused by being busy in 
another window or away from the computer. Some people know they won't be pay-
ing attention to the MUD for a period of time and will set an 'idle message'.  

¶ Idle Message: A message set on-game by a staff member or player who will not be 
available for some time; other players who send private pages to said player or staff 
member will receive this message in return.  

¶ Judge: A staff member on a MU* who is called in by players to referee a combat 
scene.  

¶ MU*: Generic term for text-based online games.  
¶ Newbie: A new MU* player.  
¶ NPC: Non-Player Character. Usually run by staff or staff helpers as plot devices.  
¶ OOC: Out of Character.  
¶ PC: Player Character. Any character run by a regular player.  
¶ Primary: The player's main, most often played character. Usually the first character 

they acquire in a game that allows alts.  
¶ Retcon: Return to Continuity. Essentially, this is a step taken by a game admin to re-

verse something that happened in an RP scene.  
¶ RL: "Real-Life" as opposed to being online.  
¶ Royalty: A mid-level administrator on a MUD.  
¶ RP: Roleplaying.  
¶ Sheet: Your character's collection of skills and abilities.  
¶ Twink: Generally, this is a player that exploits bugs in a game or misbehaves with-

out a suitable in-character explanation for their actions. Note: Some newbies may be 
mistaken for twinks because they stumble on something by accident. Avoid accusing 
newbies of twinking unless you've got adequate proof.  

¶ Wiz: Short-form for Wizard. High-level administrator on a MUD.  

Creating a Character 

 First, connect to the MUSH. Then, when you reach the connection screen, type 
create X Y where X is your character's name and Y is your character's account password. 
Don't worry: If you decide that the name needs to change later, while in game type @name 
me=X where X is the new name for the character.  
 After creating your character, you'll find yourself in the OtherSpace character setup 
area. This provides your introduction to the game and its systems. Please read the room 
descriptions and follow the directions provided. Some rooms have objects in them that 
provide further information. You can type look X where X is the name of the object you're 
trying to look at in the room.  



 Early in the process, you'll be informed about the various races that are open for ap-
plications. Be advised that it might be more beneficial for a totally new OtherSpace player 
to consider one of our special offer humans. Every month, we add a new possibility for hu-
man characters that are pulled through time-space rifts from Earth and dropped on Comor-
ro Station. Taking this option means you don't need to know all the evolving lore of the 
game to get started.  
 Once you've finished the introduction, all you have to do is step onto the grid and 
you'll find yourself aboard Comorro Station - our central roleplaying hub. It is not neces-
sary to submit a biography to begin playing your character. However, if you do not submit a 
biography, your character cannot receive Roleplaying Points to spend on improving your 
+sheet and, if you drop out of RP mode, you cannot return to the grid until the bio is sub-
mitted and approved.  
 Biographies must at least be 250 words long. They are submitted using our +str sys-
tem (+str/help). NOTE: Approval of a biography means you're eligible to receive the usual 
outlay of RPP so that you can begin the +sheet development process. However, it is not neces-
sarily absolute approval of the concept. Staffers are human and they make mistakes. So, when 
someone submits a biography that says their Tupai has ubertelekinetic powers and a staffer 
approves it without recognizing how wrong that detail might be, it does not mean that the 
Tupai gets to be ubertelekinetic. Staffers may ask for changes after approval to prevent clash-
es with established lore or direct conflicts with how the skill system functions. 
 We try to respond to biography submissions with 48 hours after they are received.  

Setting Up Your +Sheet 

 Most new characters receive 2,000-2,500 Roleplaying Points to spend on skills after 
approval.  
 This may not be enough to get all that you think your character ought to have right 
off the bat, but it should provide a good start. Don't worry: If you're active, you'll have op-
portunities to earn plenty of RPP down the road.  
 Type +sinfo for the main menu of the FUDGE-based skill system. Type +skills to see 
the various categories. Type +skills X where X is the chosen category to see the list of skills 
under that category. Type +sinfo X where X is the chosen skill to see information about 
what a skill does, what prerequisites it might have, and how much it will cost to raise it.  
 If you type +sheet you'll see your basic attribute and skill setup, along with any 
Gifts, Faults, or Quirks that are native to the race you're playing. Want to spend some RPP 
improving core attributes? Use the +raise X to Y command, where X is the attribute name 
and Y is the quality level: Terrible, Poor, Mediocre, Fair, Good, Great, Superb, and Legen-
dary. NOTE: Only one skill can be raised to Legendary and that's with the aid of a staffer. If 
you raise a character's skill to Superb and have a natural +1 bonus on that skill, it counts ef-
fectively as a Legendary. 
 For purposes of context, Fair is middle-of-the-road competency. In a refereed situa-
tion, Mediocre counts as a success. It is possible to get lucky with rolls even if you haven't 
trained much at all in a skill. Also, you're allowed to purchase Action Cards to give boosts to 
your skills during refereed scenes. 
 Want to request other Gifts, Faults, or Quirks? Check out +sinfo list X where X is ei-
ther Gifts, Faults, or Quirks to get a list of those available. Type +sinfo X where X is the cho-



sen Gift/Fault/Quirk you want to learn more about. Make a request using the +str system, 
but be advised that not all GFQs are valid for every race or character concept.  

Earning Money 

 Hekayti Credits are the currency of the realm, as it were. You'll need these to pur-
chase gear, pay a crew, buy a home, or build a starship.  
 If you're an inhabitant aboard Comorro Station and have practical skills that might 
be of use to others aboard, you may join the Career System Organization. Post an +str in-
dicating the skill that you want your income to be based on. Also, indicate whether you've 
got a home or a starship. If you qualify, you'll be joined to the CSO. Each week, you can then 
type +org/paycheck and draw income that's determined by skill level and property own-
ership. 
 Money can also be earned through the trade system in HSpace or by crafting goods 
that are sold to other players or to NPC vendors.  

Earning Roleplaying Points 

 After you receive that initial outlay of points for submitting your biography, you can 
still earn RP Points over time to flesh out your +sheet.  

¶ Every Friday, the RPPaycheck System cycles, issuing points based on your activity 
during the week.  

¶ Once a month, we cycle the RP Notables system. Players who +vote for each other 
earn more points.  

¶ Randomly, we'll distribute confetti RPP when people are online.  
¶ When new characters get approved for the grid, we usually distribute RPP to every-

one online at the time.  
¶ When a new article is posted in the +news system, we distribute RPP to everyone 

online at the time.  
¶ When we receive a contribution toward marketing and server costs, we distribute 

RPP to everyone online at the time.  

Earning Roleplaying Belts 

 Largely optional, Roleplaying Belts provide a source of achievement for participants 
on OtherSpace.  
 Similar in premise to martial arts belts, our Roleplaying Belts are an attempt to 
measure a player's creative expertise with their character and the stories they tell for fel-
low players, along with gauging and rewarding behind-the-scenes contributions to the 
game (building rooms, writing character journals, and promoting our games across the In-
ternet, for example). 
 We have seven levels of expertise. If you only expect to have one character during 
your Jointhesaga.com experience, you never need to test for a belt. However, you must 
achieve at least a Blue Belt (second level) to qualify for normal alternate characters. To ap-
ply for a player-portrayed world, you must earn no less than a Crimson Belt (fifth level). 



 Normally, players may test for only one belt each week. You may put multiple cha-
racters through the testing process simultaneously. Belt achievements are progressive. You 
may qualify for a Golden Belt right now, but you must take the time and test for each belt in 
turn, starting with the Green.  
 Once you've passed the belt test, you'll be notified via email, your character will re-
ceive a badge in-game, and your achievement will be announced on our Facebook Fan Page.  
 Exceptions to the one-belt-per-week rule are based on monetary contributions to-
ward our marketing and server costs:  

¶ Saga Supporter: 2 belts per week  
¶ Saga Patron: 3 belts per week  
¶ Saga Benefactor: 4 belts per week  
¶ Saga Legend: Complete belt process in one day if qualified  

Earning Badges 

 Badges are OOC (Out of Character) achievements worth JTS Faction Points. They're 
not required under most circumstances although some, such as the Roleplaying Belts, are 
necessary if you want to apply for alternate characters or earn special benefits.  
 We've got more than 200 badges at last count. They tend to fall under the following 
categories:  

¶ Special Occasion  
¶ Longevity  
¶ RP Rewards  
¶ Roleplaying Belts  
¶ Action Card Usage  
¶ Event Card Usage  
¶ Promotional Efforts  
¶ Community Participation  
¶ Game Development  
¶ Fiscal Support Recognition  
¶ Collections  

 To access the system in-game and see the available badges, type +listbadges. You 
can type +sheet/badges to see which badges you've currently collected. Type 
+sheet/badges X (where X is another character's name) to see their badges. Type 
+hasbadge X (where X is the number of a specific badge) to see which players have earned 
that badge.  

Earning Medals 

 Medals are IC (In Character) achievements worth Reputation Points - effectively, 
they determine your clout and celebrity in Hiverspace. These are awarded to characters 
based on special activities and major RP events. However, it's also possible for players to 
submit their own ideas for medals that they can have rewarded to their peers.  

http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Special_Occasion
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Longevity
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/RP_Rewards
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Roleplaying_Belts
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Action_Card_Usage
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php?title=Event_Card_Usage&action=edit&redlink=1
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Promotional_Efforts
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Community_Participation
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Game_Development
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Fiscal_Support_Recognition
http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Collections


 To access the system in-game and see the available medals, type +listmedals. You 
can type +sheet/medals to see which medals you've earned. Type sheet/medals X 
(where X is another character's name) to see their medals. Type +hasmedal X (where X is 
the number of a specific medal) to see which players have earned that medal.  

Using Action Cards 

 Earn at least 50 JTS Faction Points and you gain access to the Player Reward Servic-
es shop in the OOC area. Here, you'll find vendors that sell special cards in exchange for Ro-
leplaying Points (RPP).  
 Action Cards are used to enhance your character's stats and skills during refereed 
activities. For example, your character might be faced with jumping a wide chasm, but you 
haven't invested a lot of points in Athletics. Worried you might die? You can improve your 
chances with an Action Card, reducing or eliminating negative modifiers depending on the 
tier of the card you've purchased.  
 Action Cards are available in three tiers: 1, 2, and 3. Tier 1 cards generally grant a +3 
to eligible taskrolls and are the most expensive to purchase. Tier 2 cards generally grant a 
+2 to eligible taskrolls. Tier 3 cards generally grant a +1 to eligible taskrolls and are the 
cheapest to purchase.  
 You're allowed to use as many as 10 Action Cards during a single refereed session.  

Using Event Cards 

 Earn at least 50 JTS Faction Points and you gain access to the Player Reward Servic-
es shop in the OOC area. Here, you'll find vendors that sell special cards in exchange for Ro-
leplaying Points (RPP).  
 Event Cards give you the power to create your own adventures with the aid of our 
game staffers. For example, you might want to lead your crew on a bounty hunt mission to 
capture an NPC for cash. You'd purchase a Bounty Hunt card, post a +str identifying the 
staffer you want to run the event, and then arrangements are made to run the event. Before 
the event begins, you hand the card over to the staffer. 
 Activities sparked by single Event Cards are intended to normally run during a sin-
gle session, but may spawn prolonged storylines. It is possible to play multiple Event Cards 
to create more of a challenge for the staffer (and the participants), but we recommend cau-
tion as mixing and matching cards can yield unexpected, unintended, and (sometimes) un-
pleasant results. You're almost always better off limiting events to one card a time.  
 As of 10/15/2009, the new pre-requisite thresholds for playing Event Cards are: 50 
JTS Faction Points to call on a staffer for a single Event Card, 200 JTS Faction Points for two 
Event Cards, and 750 JTS Faction Points for three Event Cards.  

On Winning the Game 

 If you're looking for a game to win, this isn't it.  
 OtherSpace is a shared, evolving multiplayer epic space opera where success might 
be gauged by the number of years your character sticks around, the number of times 
they've seen an archenemy come back from the dead, the many logs of major events where 

http://www.jointhesaga.com/oswiki/index.php/Action_Cards


they show up, and how many universes they've called home. 
 Everybody who plays wins as long as the story keeps plugging along.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


