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Foreword

No Son of Haayt is the second novel that I've written as part of National Novel
Writing Month. The first, RedEye Flight was completed during November 2004.

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

Both of these novels are based on a text-based online roleplaying game called
OtherSpace, which | 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, | 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 RedEye Flightand 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 Hekaytame 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. | 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! | 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 Al 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 | 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 | 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, | 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. "l..well, it's unnerving,
this silent treatment. | sense that you are angry, but | 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. "l 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, | 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 | 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?"

Arivulet 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
itinside, 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. | 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.

"S0, 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, | think. The good ones died. | 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. | 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
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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 | 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, | 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. | 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. | 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. | apologize for
growing so morose. It was unseemly. | 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 | burned all my books and furniture. |
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 | 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 | wouldn't let him go. | 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. "l 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, | 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 | 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 | 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. |
saved you from those soldiers. | 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. | know you're angry about your parents. |
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. "l should've let them kill you," she said.
"Perhaps,” Aldur replied. "However, if you spare my life and if you help me, then |
vow to do whatever | can to make amends for any wrong - perceived or real - that | 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.
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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
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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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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 z 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
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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
AT ACA OEA Al AOO &£01i1 OEA Al AOcCU »ofdddariy 08 3 EA
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 7
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.
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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
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Aldur opened his mouth, astonished that this woman would have the steel to
guestion 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 againsttheHigh- 1T T O T &£ ' 1 AOT A8 " AUI T A OEAOh
worked out any details. That might prove problematic in the greater scheme the Fathers
planned for their son Aldur.
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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
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the war against the Hivers. Once catalogued, his experienceszOB O1 AT A ET Al OAET ¢
betrayal and their narrow escape from the Ledelkrig z 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.
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He growled, but followed the female out of the alley and across the sun-dappled

street to Glasnetoveil House z 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
Z atiny metal pyramid affixed with sensors and transmitters z emerged from an alcove and
whirred toward the newcomers.

The bot addressed Aldur first, as was customary in the patriarchal society of the
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rather annoyed look, brows twitching.
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Aldur nodded.
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Two automatic doors on either side of the main sanctum passage slid open. Dira
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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
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commanding officer of the Ledelkrig squad. He was a hulking, barrel-chested Hekayti of
middle age, about eight and a half feet tall.
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ON THE SANCTITY OF A TOVEIL HOUSE FOR ANY REASON WHATSOEVER. ALDUR
BOKRENGLASNEKONTERBEID AND DIRA URTIGO ARE PROTECTED BY THE SANCTUARY
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offering a datapad with a holographic document signed by the members of the Glasne High
Moot.
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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
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anymore time arguing with a machine.
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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,
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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.
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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
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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 z 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.
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agreements reached with the Hekayti after their last great war. The Cepelem, chastened by
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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.
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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
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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. WHYral watching this awful B'hiri holovid? | can't believe she
did that to me. With HER? What did | do? Am | getting sick? | think I'm getting sick. Why won't
this laundry fold itself? They all hate me. | deserved that promotion. They don't pay me



enough to @dure this. The towers rising, | feel fat. What? The zammek pissed on the sofa
again? | will kick it to the stars. | can't bear to watch her slip away like that. Maybe | should
end it. He's not telling me something. | hate them all. I'm full. I'm famish&iere did the

time go? | 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, | 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, | have found little in my heart or mind to inspire rage of late,” Fanj
continued. "l 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, | 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, | am sorry, Master Fekretu, but | 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
| 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 | 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, | could
threaten to kill your parents, but that seems an empty gesture, given how much they
obviously care about you. So, | 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 | 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, "l 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. "l 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. "l 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, | thought you were broken. | 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 | 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 |
work for a pirate?"

Chuckling, the Hekayti replied: "The pay's not bad, for one."

Zazal knit his brow. "Why should | 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 1 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. "l 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. | 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 z 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.

<L>>

The youngest of three siblingsone of the older children another gig 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 ofidal 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 suiteddaskills 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 tatack 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 disappointmiot 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 anentor 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 ratled stories of his hearpounding adventures and Inaya
shared some of the more touching relifie anecdotes from the latest catalogued Hekayti. But
her personal freedom gave her opportunities that she might never have enjoyed otherwise.

<<>>

The Hekati 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 Hivercontrolled mercenaries and a B'hiri relief caravan at the Plosa Nkbthat the
Grand Moot determined it could no longer remain neutral in the fight.



When Hekayt Prime finally declared war against the II'Ri'Kamm Hive Mind, the Grand
Moot leadership swore to defend the planet B'hira at any and all cost.

Like many other nble Hekayti, Aldur Bokren submitted his name for consideration to
serve aboard a warshig 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 abgtween 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 postingon theFrukt 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-tin&t Bounty.

<L<>>

For the first few yeas after reaching adulthood, Dira signed on as crew aboard a
fishing skiff that scoured the Narag Sea for zimpels and gruiesvorite ingredients in
common stews cooked all over Hekayt Prime. That led to a stint in which she worked as a hand
on a roving suvey 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 theOluf 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 crewrdlibe Olaf
Petar, charging them as pirates and graverobbers for their salvage work on a sunken
Ledelkrig starship called thé&ertile Star.

What none of the scavengers realized until Olaf's hoverboat pulled up broadside and
demanded surrender was that #hold 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 nearderelict vessels or space probes. In this case, an old soldier named Magne
Revidufjernkaronledelkrig had died. His corpse had been hauled aboardréile 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.



<<>>
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Sparks rained from the green metal rafters of the cargo bay. Aldur scowled, Igpkin
from his willful son to the bound and kneeling mercenaries that they had captured making an
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vessel. They killedur 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
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<L>>

Duly chastened, now aware of their egregious error, the crew apologized, paid a hefty
fine, and then helped to raise thertile Star from the depths so that it could bearried 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 timetogether.

Due to transfer to his first starship assignment as a security officer aboardByeof
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. fitist tour aboard theEye 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 ofiKisho.
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Erak assured her that they wouldnlhe gone long just a few weekg and then she



would be welcome to relocate to Hav Hoyell with her parents while he resumed his tour
aboard theEye 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
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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 hadften 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 weoenvicted 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 suspe¢hat Vard might not survive to
serve the entirety of his decadeng sentence on the prison asteroid of Lakri Svardok in Rigor
Strand.
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The older Bokren shook his head sadly, taking a bottle of amber liquor from a cabinet
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glass tumbler.
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Sixteen day 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.

TheEye of Hekayt had been ambushedn 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 beforere of the cowards edged his way through some lessmreled
ducts until he could drop in behind Erak and shiv him in the back before cutting his throat.

<L>>

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 | 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. "l 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 | could see it in such cut and dry terms,” Opodi said. She leaned against his
desk, considering the options. "However, | am willing to consider the possibility. Talk to the
rest of the team. If you can win unanimous support for this project, | 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.”

<<3>>
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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.
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pirate agreed, just as another blossom of fire and shrapnel danced along the upper hull.
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shuddered. Bokren's second in command had to brace himself to keep from tumbling out of
the nav chair.
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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.
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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 OAODBT T OA 86
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.
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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.
ONOAOEOAAG 6AO0OA Ol ADPAAS (A MAusdszoiming ET 11 Al
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, | 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 | 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, | want a promotion.”

"No, no, | 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, | 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
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riment involved an alien species that originated on the planet Elakima.
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colleagues around the flickering campfire. His bioluminescent skin gave off a dark blue au-
ra, suggesting disappointment.
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dim crimson aura rippled around her. She was one of the more aggressive explorers on the
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neutral green aura, indicating that Ellu could be swayed to stay or go without much con-
cern for cutting losses here.
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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
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there are no objections, then, I shall collect additional data about the wilderness for the
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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.
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have determined that the next best candidate world is a planet identified as Maltar I1l, but
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his surviving colleagues. His eyes glowed a pale, curious yellow. The aura shifted to a stead-
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Unapologetic, the expedition leader simply nodded. Then he started hunting through
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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-
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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. 3
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going to genetically engineer another one. And then we will develop the species until it can
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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 longtA Ol 8 6
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dation. Translate back to Aukam with Utako. I will meet with the circle and rejoin you as
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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.
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He sat with Starko in the security viewing vestibule. Their protected patrons, Aldur and
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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-Z£l AACAA AAOOA xAO EO AAOEI U AOAOOAA ET OEEO
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-
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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. | haven't heard
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been charged with handling their protection and seeing to it that they get safely offworld
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going. Suffice it to say, | will travel with them until they reach their final destination. After |
have completed this duty, | will come back at once to Hekayt Prime to resume my duties as
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viewing vestibule, then walked down the hallway to the sanctum.
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concerned. I've got people who will represent you in the appeals process. But, for safety's
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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
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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.
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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.
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against your enemies. | can sympathize. Were our situations reversed, | 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 z 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 wouldtheU OOT B 11 xed
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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
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your protection, Starko. | do not fear death, but | fear dying foolishly. As you say, so shall it
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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.
O 4 mnétter could be resolved instantly if Starko brought them here. Taking them offworld
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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
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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
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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
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loose on the galaxy. | know you trust this Starko fellow, but we should not underestimate
that old Hekayti. He has proven to be more resourceful thanevAT ) CAOA EEI AOAAE
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the business council coming to the High Moot and complaining about the loss of their
favorite proprietors. So, | suppose we can let them live another day. If there's nothing else,
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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.
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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.
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finding none. The apprentice seemed to have done an adequate job maintaining the vehicle.
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Chapter Eleven
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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
leftbenET A8 &1 O 11 x8 6A0OA80O AECCAOO Al 1T AAOT AO
to turn him in for a bounty.
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Zazal bobbed his snout as he listened to the Llivori z his name was Ribas Salek 7z ex-
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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,
OEAU xAT O Ui 6 AT A Ui 60 AOAx AAAAR Ul OO0 OE
vaOA 1 AOCEAA AAOEI U8 O4EAU AAT OAEA A 1 A
4EA , 101 OEAT OAI AUAA OEA NOAOOGETT ET ,1 EOI
imbl OT A 11710 ET / DPAGI 1086 :AUAI Al ETIEAAh EEO x
mapthathehad OAOEAx AA AOOET ¢ OEA &£l ECEO A£OI I 2ECI O
OEEO x1 Ol A86o
O2ECEOhS6 OEA PEOAOA OAOAA8 O" AAAOOA EOGG
AO 2EAAOR AAI AT AET ch OT7E A OEAU EIiPIiOTA EO O
4 EA ,|E0|0Eb0|Ao®AA®ﬁ ODUAT ¢ O) AOUUAA OEA
TAiTA ET AEC xEEOA 1 AOOCAQO/ P ADEBG&EAUPRDLORADED
EAZ UI O AOE 1 A8d6 (A AET OO1 AA8 O4EA EIiBPIOGTA 1160
Defenses are practicallynon-A @EOOAT 08 4EAU DPOTI OAAO OEAEO AEC
abouttheimb1 OT A UAOA86
6 AOA EOOOT xAA EEO AOI x8 091 66 0A OOOA Ui 060
Ribas bobbed his snout, but then scratched the back of his head with a clawed hand.
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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
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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 z the ones who pay really exorbitant fees z 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 7
cheaper than permit fees z 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. | had a permit! It was worth every Hekker cred that | spent to fly my ship into their
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agined this was how he might be spending his day. It actually amused him more than it
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crate, preferably. If we are lucky, the tube coordinators will have the timing for incoming
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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
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Rolling his eyes, the Medlidikke sighed. He balled his right hand into a fist and deli-
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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.
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unique in its design, personality, and behavior. All Toveil initiates must create their own
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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-
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weep for a fallen comrade, but you can't manage more than one catalog update per day. It
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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
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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.

<<3>>
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Comorro Station, but | am not sure that we can trust him to follow through. His conscience



has always been his weakness. | am certain that he could eliminate Aldur Bokren without a
second thought, but the woman represents the sort of collateral damage that Starko cannot
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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.
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be dead, along with these two new troublemakers. Your weakness for an old friend has put
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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.
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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 | will get word to Starko immediately. 1leaODA OEA | AOOAO O xEO/
After a long few moments of silence, a central member of the Grand Moot finally
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represent a greater risk, allowing those two to get offworld. Tell your friend to kill themas
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Starko pulled the hovercar up to the curb next to the Glasne Depository Center zZ 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 rog 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 seatof OEA ET OAOAAO8 O, AD
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wards z 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.
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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.
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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



fromatOAAEAOO AO 111 ¢ AO OEA Ai 1 OO OAI AET AA
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. "l 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 | 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."
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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.

<L>>

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 | 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 |
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. | 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. "l 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. | 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. |
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 | 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 | 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 | met Ribas Salek, he was a cargo
handler aboard a freighter called the Vor Exchangerlt was my blooding. That's the first job
for a fledgling Medlidikke. Just out of the Ledelkrig with Yurok, | was. My new commander,
an old one-eyed tough named Gorthal, made us brigands aboard his ship, the Starn. The



Starndisabled the Vor ExchangerGorthal 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, | 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. | 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. | made sure Ribas got onto an escape pod and saw that
he launched, then | set the charges for detonation. So, | could have killed him, but I didn't. |
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! | 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. "l get into a box and ride it out until the container blows. |
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. "l
knew there was some reason | liked you."



Chapter Fourteen

A stern hand pressed against II'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,” II'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? IlI'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 II'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 | 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. | do
not wish to end your life, revered II'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 z 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 II'ri Kamm had age, expe-
rience, and personal power working for him z the benefit of direct descent from the origi-
nal Kamir bloodline.

~Surrender, IlI'ri Kamm, and we N/ treat you with the honor and respect so richlyed
served by an elder of our proud speciesgnt 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 vat | have begun. That
is all I ask.~

~We @nnot,~another Arc sent. ~The @cle will not allow it.~

~Then what comes next falls on the heads of those who sent you to thwartkaeym
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. II'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.
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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. II'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 II'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.
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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 1I'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?H'ri Kamm sent into the Arc's mind. ~What tactics can you
hope to employ against a foe who can become yodif?d, 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 z a Kamir named Eelef Coray z 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 II'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, II'ri Kamm. He sensed
their horror as it sank in that they would have to kill their longtime friend and ally in or