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  Introduction: The City of Cries


   


  I sit writing this in the dark. Hurricane Irene visited yesterday and left huge numbers of us with no power. My car works, however, so I used it to charge up my computer, then came back in here to keep working. The shades are closed over the window to keep the room cool, since no air conditioning is working. And why, you may ask, do I need air conditioning during a storm? Well, Irene has passed us by with barely a cough. Aside from a few downed trees, you could never tell she was here. The day outside is hot and gorgeous, the sky clear, the air fresh. But no power.


  It is apt that I write an introduction to the “The City of Cries” while sitting in the dark. The novella, the longest I’ve ever penned, was one of six commissioned by Mike Resnick for the anthology Down These Dark Spaceways and published by the Science Fiction Book Club. Mike’s intent was to combine science fiction and mystery in the tradition of authors such as Dashiell Hammet or Raymond Chandler.


  Writing “The City of Cries” gave me the opportunity to explore a different side of the Skolian Empire, specifically the House of Majda. Although matriarchs from that immensely powerful noble house have figured prominently in many of my novels as military leaders, they have always been secondary characters. This story gave me the chance to explore another side of the family, the sphere of their personal lives. It also let me introduce the private investigator Major Bhaaj, one of my favorite characters.


  Well, it is time for me to finish this and head off to Starbucks, where they have working wireless connections (not to mention lattes), so I can email this story to my trusty and patient editor.


  


   


  The City of Cries


   


  Catherine Asaro


  I


  The Vanished


   


  The flycar picked me up at midnight.


  Black and rounded for stealth, the vehicle had no markings. I recognized the model, a Sleeker, the type of transportation only the wealthiest could afford—or the most criminal. If my client hadn’t told me to expect such a sight, I would never have gone near that lethal beauty. I just wished I knew who the hell had hired me.


  The Sleeker waited on the roof of the building where I lived. As I approached, an oval of light shimmered in its hull. A molecular airlock. Why? A vehicle needed that much protection only if it intended to go higher than most. Hell, we could be headed anywhere on the planet or even to a ship in orbit.


  I had no wish to leave town. I had a good setup here in Selei City on the world Parthonia, capital of an empire, the jewel of the Skolian Imperialate. Droop-willows lined graceful boulevards and shaded mansions under a pale blue sky. It was far different from the city where I had spent my girlhood, a place of red deserts and parched seas.


  The luminous oval on the flycar faded into an open hatchway. A man stood there, tall and rangy, wearing a black jumpsuit that resembled a uniform, but with no insignia to indicate who or what he served. He looked efficient. Too efficient. It made me appreciate the bulk of the EM pulse gun hidden in a shoulder holster under my black leather jacket.


  The pilot watched me with a hooded gaze. As I reached the vehicle, he moved aside to let me step up into its cabin. I didn’t like it. If I boarded, gods only knew where I would end up. However, this request for my services had come with a voucher worth more than the total income for every job I’d done this last year. I’d already verified the credit. And that was purportedly only the first payment. Of course I’d accepted the job.


  However, certain types of clients didn’t like questions; if I asked too many, this pilot would leave. Credits gone. No job. I could walk away from this, but I needed the money. I didn’t even have enough to pay the next installment on my office loan.


  And I had to admit it: I was curious.


  I boarded the Sleeker.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Selei City rolled below us. We were high enough up that individual towers or magrails weren’t visible, just a wash of sparkling lights. I reclined in a seat with smart upholstery that adjusted to ease my tensed muscles with a finesse only the most expensive furniture could manage. It didn’t help.


  I was the only passenger. The cabin had ten seats, five on my side separated by a couple of meters from the five seats on the other side. The white carpet that covered the deck glinted as if dusted with holographic diamonds. Hell, maybe they were real. The flight was so smooth that had I not known I was in the air, I would never have guessed.


  Flycars usually had a pilot and co-pilot’s seat in the main cabin. This one had a cockpit. It had irised open for the pilot and he left it that way. So I could see him. He slid into his chair, and its silver exoskeleton snapped around him. If it worked like most, right now it was jacking prongs into his body. They would link to a person’s internal biomech web, which usually included a spinal node with as much processing capability as a ship’s mesh system. Few people had them, only high-ranking military officers, the inordinately wealthy, and top criminals.


  “Hey,” I said.


  He looked over his shoulder. “Yes?”


  “I was wondering what to call you.”


  “Ro.”


  I waited. “Just Ro?”


  He regarded me with unreadable dark eyes. “Just Ro.” his face remained impassive. “You had better web in, ma’am.”


  Ma’am. So he used titles. Interesting. “Where we headed?”


  No answer. I hadn’t expected one. Nothing in the message delivered to my office this afternoon had hinted at my destination. The recording had been verbal only. No name signed. Nothing. Just that huge sum of credit that transferred to my account as soon as I accepted this enigmatic job.


  I pulled the safety mesh around my body. I was a slender woman, more muscle than softness, and the webbing had to tighten from whoever had used it before me.


  “Ready?” the pilot asked. He was intent on his controls; it took me a moment to realize he had spoken to me rather than into the comm.


  “Ready,” I said.


  The g-forces hit hard, like a giant hand shoving me into the seat. The chair swiveled and the cushions did their best to compensate, but nothing could gentle a kick that big. And I heard it, a noise I wouldn’t have believed if it hadn’t come clearly even through the hull. Rockets had just fired. This “flycar” was a damn spaceship.


  The pressure went on until black spots filled my vision. The webbing pushed against my lower body, countering the effects, but I felt nauseated.


  After interminable moments, the g-forces eased. Pinwheels spiraled in my vision and bile rose in my throat. As soon as I could speak, I said, “Where the blazes are we going?”


  “Best relax,” the pilot said. “We’ll be a few hours.”


  Hours? I didn’t know how fast we were traveling, but given that rocket blast, we had to be moving at a good clip. Even now we were accelerating, less than before, but enough for me to feel the effects. A few hours of this could take us deep into the solar system.


  I regarded him uneasily. “I don’t suppose this little flycar has inversion capability?” It was halfway to a joke. Starships went into inversion to circumvent the speed of light, and as such they could end up anywhere in space, light years from Parthonia or any other planet I knew.


  The pilot looked back at me. “That’s right, ma’am. We’ll invert in six minutes.”


  Flaming hell.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  The City of Cries stood on the shore of the Vanished Sea on the world Raylicon. The empty sea basin stretched in a mottled red and blue desert from the outskirts of Cries to the horizon. I knew that desert. I knew the city. I had grown up in Cries and lived here later as an adult—and I had damn well never intended to return.


  The Sleeker hummed through the night. The pitted ruins of ancient starships hulked on the shore of the Vanished Sea, their hulls dulled over the last five thousand years. They were shrines, enigmatic reminders that humanity hadn’t originated here on Raylicon, but on a blue-green world called Earth.


  It mystified me. Six thousand years ago, during the Stone Age, an unknown race of beings had taken humans from Earth, left them on Raylicon, and disappeared with no explanation. Our historians wanted to believe a calamity befell them before they completed the project they had begun with their captive humans. Whatever the reason, they had stranded my ancestors here.


  Primitive, terrified, and confused, those lost humans had struggled to survive. The aliens left behind nothing but their ruined starships. However, those ships contained the library of an ancient, starfaring race, and my ancestors learned the fundamentals of its use. Over the centuries, they had gleaned enough from those records to develop star travel. They went in search of their lost home then, at a time when humans on Earth were still living in caves. They never found Earth, but they built the Ruby Empire, scattering colonies across the stars.


  Unfortunately, with such shaky technology and the curse of passionately volatile politics, their empire soon collapsed. The ensuing Dark Age lasted four millennia. My ancestors only gradually rebuilt civilization, but they did finally regain the stars. They split into two empires then: the Eubian Traders, who based their economy on the sale of human beings, and my people, the Skolian Imperialate. Eventually our siblings on Earth also developed space travel. They had a real shock when they reached the stars and found us already here, busily building gargantuan and bellicose empires.


  The flycar banked over Cries, a chrome and crystal city glinting in the desert. I could make out the ruins of the ancient city beyond, the original Cries built during the Ruby Empire. Beyond those crumbling buildings, mountain peaks jutted starkly against a sky pierced with stars.


  We landed on the roof of a structure high in the mountains. Crenellations bordered it in patterns of mythical beasts, with teeth gaping and horns sharp. Onion towers rose into the sky, topped with golden spires. Sweat ran down my temples despite the climate-controlled cabin.


  As I released my webbing, the pilot disengaged his exoskeleton. I wished I could place his background. He had the black hair, smooth skin, and upward tilted eyes of Raylican nobility, but that made no sense. A nobleman wouldn’t be working as a private pilot no matter how upscale the mode of transportation.


  The noble Houses descended from ancient lines that traced their heritage back to the Ruby Empire. Now an elected Assembly ruled the Imperialate; the Houses no longer held the power they had wielded five millennia ago. The days when warlike matriarchs had kept their men in seclusion were gone; in this modern age, both women and men held positions of authority. Hell, the Imperator was a man. He commanded the four branches of the military and descended from the Ruby Dynasty. Some noble Houses retained the ancient customs, but they kept to themselves. In their rarified universe, the rest of us didn’t exist. They wouldn’t bring in a stranger to deal with their problems, especially not a commoner. Far more likely, a crime boss had engaged my services. She wouldn’t be the first to cover her operation with a phony aristocratic sheen.


  When I disembarked, hot breezes ruffled my hair around my shoulders. No lights shone on the roof. I could see the stars but nothing else. It had been a long time since I had breathed the parched air of Raylicon. Seven years in the gentle atmosphere of Selei City had spoiled me; the air here felt hot and astringent on the membranes in my mouth and nose. It smelled dusty. Fortunately, the nanomeds in my body could deal with the minor differences. They also gave me the health and appearance of a woman in my late twenties, though I was well into my forties.


  “This way, please,” the pilot said behind me.


  I hadn’t heard him approach. My trained reflexes took over and I spun around, ready to strike. I could have stumbled in the lower gravity, but my body compensated. I also pulled my blow in time, even as he raised his arms to counter my instinctive move to defend myself. He was unnaturally fast. Interesting. It was another indication he had biomech in his body, which would include high-pressure hydraulics, modifications to his skeleton and muscle system, and a microfusion reactor for energy. It could give him two or three times the strength and speed of an unaugmented human. Given his speed, he obviously had a top quality system.


  Mine was better.


  “My apologies.” The pilot lowered his hands. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  “No harm done.” My thoughts hummed with warnings. Biomech webs cost as much as Jag star fighters and weren’t available to civilians. I got mine when I served in the Pharaoh’s Army. Either this pilot had been a military officer or else he worked for someone with illegal access to military technology. Damn.


  We crossed the roof and entered an onion tower through an arch shaped like a giant, antiquated keyhole, the type you would see only in a museum. Inside, stairs spiraled down the tower, nothing mechanical, no modern touches, just antiquated but beautifully designed and preserved stairs. Lights came on as we descended, however, golden and warm. Tessellated mosaics inlaid the ceiling in gold, silver, and platinum. The place reeked of wealth.


  At the bottom, we entered a gallery of horseshoe arches. Our footsteps echoed as we walked through a forest of columns tiled in precious metals. I saw no tech, but golden light continued to pour around us and it had to come from somewhere. We left the gallery through an archway half a kilometer from where we entered and followed halls wide enough to accommodate ten people abreast. Mosaics patterned the walls, blue and purple near the floor, shading up through lighter hues, and blending into a scalloped border near the high ceiling. The low gravity, sharp air, and exotic decor saturated my mind. The place was a flaming palace.


  As we forged deep into a maze of halls, my spinal node created a map. We walked in silence. I tried to talk with the pilot, but he never responded. Finally we climbed a wide staircase that swept up to the balcony of a colonnade. At the top, we passed two wide archways and went through the third. In the study beyond, shelves lined three of the walls. And they held books. Not holobooks, mesh cards, or VR disks, but real books, the type of ancient tome usually found only in museums. One lay open on a table. Artistic glyphs in glimmering inks covered its pages, which were edged in gold. I had never seen even one such book, let alone a room paneled in them from floor to ceiling.


  Our footsteps were silent on the carpet, another antique in red and gold. The door swung on ancient hinges that should have creaked but in this unreal place were so well oiled they didn’t even whisper. A dark-haired woman stood across the room gazing out an arched window, her hands clasped behind her back.


  The woman turned.


  Her presence filled the room. She stood two meters tall and had a military bearing. Her dark hair swept back from her forehead, with gray dusting the temples. Her chiseled features could have been on a statue, the high cheekbones, straight nose, and black eyes that tilted upward. The elegant cut of her dark tunic and trousers showed no hint of flamboyance. She could have been any age from forty to one hundred and forty; she no doubt could afford the best treatments to delay aging.


  The woman inclined her head to the pilot. “Thank you, Captain. You may go.” She spoke with a rich, husky voice in Skolian Flag, a language adopted by diplomats and others who interacted with many different peoples. Her pronounced Iotic accent almost sounded authentic. Almost no one spoke Iotic anymore except scholars, noble Houses, and pretenders who wished to sound cultured.


  The pilot bowed deeply and left the study as we had entered, in silence. I wondered if my host expected me to bow as well. I didn’t. Deferential behavior wasn’t one of my strong points.


  The woman considered me. “My greetings, Major Bhaajan.”


  I nodded to her. “I’m afraid you have the advantage of me, Lady.” I didn’t know if she truly carried that title, but it was more tactful than, Who the hell are you?


  “Matriarch,” she murmured. “Not Lady.”


  Hell and damnation. I quit hoping she was a crime boss. Her Iotic accent was almost authentic, it was genuine. This was no phony palace. I had come to the real thing.


  “Which House?” I asked. Blunt maybe, but finesse had never been one of my better qualities either.


  Her gaze never wavered. “Majda.”


  I felt the blood drained from my face. Majda. Wrong again. I wasn’t facing nobility. This was royalty. Genuine, bone chilling royalty.


  She indicated a brocaded couch with gilt-edged arms and legs built from wood. And Raylicon had no trees. “Let us sit,” she said in that terrifyingly rich voice.


  I didn’t know how to behave with royalty. However, the Majda Matriarch was also General of the Pharaoh’s Army, commander of that branch of the military. And she had referred to me by my military title, though I had been out of the army for over a decade. Military protocol I could handle. So I said, “Thank you, General.”


  She inclined her head, accepting the title. I sat on the couch and she settled on a brocaded wingchair. A table tiled in red and gold mosaics stood between us. Majda crossed her long legs and light glinted on her polished boots.


  “Would you care for a drink?” she asked. “I have a bit of Kazar brandy.”


  Would I ever. Right now, I’d give an extra decade of life for genuine Kazar, the stronger the better.


  “Thank you, yes,” I said.


  Majda touched the scrolled end of the arm on her chair. A circle the size of her fingertip glowed blue, but nothing else happened.


  Then we sat.


  I had no idea what to do with the silence. She would set the conversation or lack thereof. So I waited, racking my brain for all that I knew about the Majdas. Five millennia ago, the Ruby Dynasty had ruled an empire, led by the Ruby Pharaoh, Matriarch of the House of Skolia. The Pharaoh no longer governed, but even now the dynasty held power. After the Skolias, the Majdas were the most influential House. Although they were royalty in their own right, they no longer ruled any province; now their empire was financial. They controlled more wealth than the combined governments of entire planets.


  During the Ruby Empire, Majda had supplied generals to the Pharaoh’s Army. Today, they dominated the two largest branches of the military, the Pharaoh’s Army and the Imperial Fleet. Majda women served as officers. Only the women. Of all the noble Houses, even more than the Ruby Dynasty, Majda followed the old ways. They kept their princes rigidly secluded, never seen by any woman except members of their family.


  Majda considered me. “Did you have a good flight, Major?”


  “Yes.” These days, I wasn’t used to hearing my military title.


  A man in dark garb entered the room carrying a tray with two crystal tumblers. Gold liquid sparkled in them. He set the tray on the table and bowed to Majda.


  She inclined her head. “Thank you.”


  He left as silently as he had come. I stared after him. No one had human servants any more. Robots were less expensive, more reliable, and required less upkeep.


  Majda indicated the tumblers. “Please be my guest.”


  “My pleasure,” I said.


  We both took our glasses. The brandy swirled in my mouth like ambrosia, went down with exquisite warmth, and detonated when it hit bottom. I sat up straight and let out a long breath. The nanomeds in my body would keep me sober, but I was half-tempted to tell my spiral node to let me get drunk.


  “That’s good,” I said. Understatement was my forte today.


  Majda sipped her drink. “You have an interesting reputation, Major Bhaajan.”


  I took another swallow of killer ambrosia. “You’ve a job for me, I take it. “


  “A discreet job.”


  Discretion was my specialty. No messes. “Of course.”


  “I need to find someone.” She considered me. “I’m told you are the best there is for such searches and that you know Cries.”


  “I grew up here.” I left it at that. She didn’t need to know I had been a dust rat. “I’ll need all the details you can give me about this person and how she disappeared. Holos, mesh access, character traits, everything oil her habits and friends.”


  “You will have the information.” Her voice hardened. “Be certain that you never misuse it.”


  That didn’t sound good. “Misuse how?”


  “He is a member of this family.”


  He. He. Ah, hell. Majda had lost a prince, one of those hidden and robed enigmas that fascinated the empire. You could end up in prison just for trying to glimpse one of their men. It wasn’t so long ago that the penalty for a woman who touched a Majda prince was execution. My life wouldn’t be worth spit if I offended this House, and I couldn’t imagine a better way to earn their enmity than to trespass against one of their men.


  “What happened to him?” I asked.


  She tapped the arm on her chair and the room dimmed. Curtains closed silently and smoothly over the windows. The wall across from us turned a luminous white screen and a holo formed in front of it. A man.


  Gods.


  He stood in a room similar to this one, but with wood paneling and tapestries on the walls instead of books. He looked in his early twenties. Luxuriant dark hair curled over his forehead and ears, and he had the Majda eyes, large and dark, tilted upward. His broad shoulders, leanly muscled torso, and long legs had ideal proportions. He wore a rich tunic of russet velvet and red brocade, edged in gold, and darker red trousers with knee hoots. The word gorgeous didn’t begin to describe him. He was, without doubt, the most singularly arresting man I had ever seen.


  He wasn’t smiling.


  “His name is Prince Dayjarind Kazair Majda,” Majda said. “He is my nephew. No woman outside this family has ever seen him in person.” She paused. “Save one.”


  Good gods, had he run off with a lover? I spoke carefully. “Who?”


  “Roca Skolia.”


  That wasn’t what I had expected. “You mean the Pharaoh’s sister?”


  “Yes.”


  Well, well. Roca Skolia was heir to the Ruby Throne, first in line to the title of Ruby Pharaoh. She not only held a hereditary seat in the governing Assembly, she had also run for election and won a seat as an Assembly delegate, then risen in its ranks until she became Foreign Affairs Councilor. She was known as one of the most powerful and astute politicians in the Imperialate. If this Majda queen expected me to investigate Roca Skolia, she had a far higher estimation of my skills than even I did myself. And that was saying a lot.


  “Your Highness,” I said. “I cannot force a member of the Ruby Dynasty to return your nephew.”


  “He is not with Roca. They were betrothed. Almost.” A thinly concealed disdain edged her voice. “Two years ago, Roca broke that agreement to marry some barbarian king.” Then she added, “Reparations were offered. Eventually my House accepted them.” Her tone implied that acceptance hadn’t come easy. “I had thought the matter settled. Then five days ago, Dayj ran away.”


  “How did he leave?” It wouldn’t surprise me if this Prince Dayj had better security guarding him than some heads of state.


  “We aren’t certain.” She set her drink on the table. “I have always viewed my nephew as a pleasant and good-natured but rather vain young man without depth. I may have underestimated him.”


  “Do you have any idea where he went?”


  “None.”


  “What do the authorities in Cries say?”


  Her voice cooled. “Majda has its own police force.”


  “But they can’t find him?”


  A pause. “They haven’t exhausted all possibilities.”


  Right. That was why they had brought me in, a stranger from another planet. “Could someone have kidnapped your nephew?”


  “It would be almost impossible to take him from here even with his cooperation,” she said coolly. “And we’ve received no ransom demand.” Her gaze darkened. “Even if he left of his own free will, which we believe, he knows nothing about survival outside this palace. He can read and write, yes, but beyond that he has no experience in taking care of himself.”


  Interesting. If he had been able to outwit the security, I suspected he was more savvy than she believed. “Did he leave a note?”


  “On his holopad.” Her voice sounded strained, as if she were in pain but trying to cover it. “It said, ‘I can’t do this any longer. I have to go. I’m sorry. I love you all.’ ”


  Such a simple message with such a world of hurt. Yet she had mentioned only a broken agreement with Roca Skolia from two years ago. “And you think he’s upset about the betrothal after all this time?”


  Majda snorted. “Hardly. He never wanted to marry her.”


  “Then why do you mention it?”


  “Because he said almost exactly the same thing after she broke the betrothal. Except not that sentence about having to go.”


  “Has he ever talked about leaving?”


  Majda waved her hand. “He never says much, just male talk. Inconsequentials.”


  I could already see plenty of reasons why Dayjarind Majda might run off, but I doubted it would be politic to mention them. So I said only, “General Majda, if he can be found, I’ll do it.”


  “No measure is too extreme, Major.” She leaned forward. “Whatever you need, we will provide.”


   


  End I


  II


  The Box


   


  I spent the morning in the private suite the Majdas gave me on their estate trying to figure out who could have helped Dayj escape. He was one of nine Majda princes here, including his father and two younger brothers. His Uncle Izam was consort to the woman I had met yesterday, General Vaj Majda, the House Matriarch and General of the Army for Imperial Space Command. She and Izam had three daughters, Devon, Corey, and Naaj, and a seven-year-old son. The general’s two sisters also lived here with their families, but her brothers had married and left the palace. The older brother continued to live in seclusion, but the younger one had pulverized tradition and scandalized his family by attending college. Now he was a psychology professor at Parthonia Royal University.


  Dayj had an odd life. His elders paid excruciatingly close attention to ensure he behaved as expected for an unmarried man of his high station. I hadn’t known people still lived by those rigid codes, over five thousand years old. He could never leave the palace without an escort. On the rare occasion when he had permission to venture beyond the boundaries of his constrained life, he wore a cowled robe that hid him from head to toe. He couldn’t communicate with anyone outside the family, which meant he never used the meshes that spanned human-settled space, a web of communications most people took for granted.


  He had no schooling aside from what his parents taught him. However, he used the Majda libraries extensively. Apparently Vaj Majda had never bothered to check; otherwise, she might have rethought her assumption that he lacked depth. Dayj had read voraciously in science and mathematics, art and culture, history and sociology, psychology and mysticism. He had no formal degree, but his education went beyond what many of us obtained in a lifetime. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for him, confined here, knowing so much about the freedom beyond his cage.


  Still, it was a golden cage. He lived in a manner most people only dreamed about, if they could envision it at all. His family lavished him with jewels worth more than my entire life’s earnings; with tapestries sought by collectors throughout the Imperialate; with gourmet delicacies and wines. Anything he wanted, they gave him as long as it didn’t break his inviolable seclusion. He was among the greatest assets owned by Majda, an incomparably handsome prince who would bring great allies and fortune to the House through his marriage.


  He had almost given them a direct line into the Ruby Dynasty through his relationship with the Pharaoh’s sister, Roca Skolia. I easily found the broadcasts from two years ago. Instead of Dayj, her betrothed and the perfect mate, Roca Skolia had wed a commoner, a farmer who lived on a rediscovered colony, one of the settlements stranded when the Ruby Empire fell. He apparently carried the blood of the ancient dynasty; either that, or he and Roca had married out of love and the Ruby Dynasty scrambled for the royal connection to justify their union. I had no idea, but the convoluted web of politics inherent in these arrangements made me grateful no hereditary expectations weighed down my personal life.


  Watching the holos of Dayj with Councilor Roca, I found it hard to believe he had suffered any heartbreak when she broke the agreement. His family had recorded those strained visits she made here to see Dayj; privacy seemed less valuable to them than ensuring that he and the Councilor maintained the proper behavior. Like Dayj, Roca was too beautiful. It was annoying. She had gold hair, gold eyes, gold-tinted skin, and an angel’s face. They sat in wing-back chairs, drank wine; out of goblets, and conversed stiffly. Despite their perfectly composed sentences, neither seemed to enjoy the visits. Beauty, power, and wealth apparently didn’t translate into romantic bliss.


  No matter how Dayj felt about his intended, it had to have hurt when she dumped him. His family had molded his life with one goal in mind: he would become the consort of a powerful woman. And they achieved the pinnacle. He literally couldn’t have done better; the only woman more powerful among the Houses was the Pharaoh herself, and she had to marry within her family, a stupid law that had managed to survive our legal system for five thousand years. Dayj had done exactly what he was supposed to do, and it had collapsed on him.


  I had landed in one holy mess. A million ways existed to trespass on the honor of the Majdas, or gods forbid, on that of the Ruby Dynasty. One misstep could embroil me in more trouble than I had ever seen. I hated jobs from crime bosses, but I would have far preferred that situation to this one. All a criminal had to worry about the law, or more accurately, not being caught when they broke it. Majda was a law unto itself. They controlled the military and wielded immense power. The police here would look the other way if Majda took the law into their own hands with anyone—including me.


  I didn’t dare go back on my word to take this case. But I was on my own; if I screwed up, I had no escape.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I met Prince Paolo first. I couldn’t see him alone, of course. He had married Colonel Lavinda Majda, the Matriarch’s youngest sister. A son of the Rajindia noble House, Paolo had led a normal life prior to his marriage and had several university degrees. Gods only knew why such a man would agree to live in seclusion, but even I wasn’t blind to the benefits of marrying into the House of Majda.


  Four male bodyguards accompanied me into his study. Four female bodyguards remained posted outside, led by Captain Krestone, a former army officer who now headed Majda security. Her people were also recording this meeting.


  Paolo was sitting behind his desk. A clutter of data spheres, holosheets, and light styluses lay strewn across its surface, which consisted of a glossy black holoscreen. He leaned back as I sat across the desk from him in a wing chair with smart cushions.


  “My greetings, Major,” he said, his elbow resting on an arm of his chair.


  “My greetings, Your Highness,” I said.


  He studied me with dark eyes. He wasn’t Majda; his features had a gentler cast. Of course he was handsome, even the streaks of gray in his hair and fine lines around his eyes. All Majda men were attractive as far as I had seen: dark, well-proportioned, and undoubtedly fertile as well. The Matriarch might consider Dayj shallow, but Majda women obviously didn’t choose their princes for intelligence or depth, which quite frankly, didn’t strike me as particularly deep on their part.


  Paolo Rajindia Majda, however, was no fool. Before his marriage, he had earned a doctorate at the Architecture Institute associated with Royal College on Metropoli, one of the most elite academic institutions in the Imperialate.


  “You’ve come to ask about Dayj,” he said.


  “That’s right.” I had intended to talk with Dayj’s parents first, but they were both at the starport with the police, trying to find out if Dayj had gone offworld.


  Paolo rested his chin on his knuckles. “Do you think he left Raylicon?”


  “I’ve no idea.” I decided to probe. “It depends on how much help he had from inside the palace.”


  Paolo didn’t twitch. “What help?”


  “To escape such security, he needed inside aid.”


  The prince visibly stiffened and his voice cooled. “You don’t think he could figure it out himself?”


  Interesting. Paolo didn’t like aspirations cast on his nephew’s intellect. “I’ve no doubt about his intelligence,” I said. “However, he has had little experience with anything outside his life here. Including palace security.”


  He spoke dryly. “If you have no doubt about Dayj’s intelligence, you’re certainly a minority here, Major.”


  “Maybe he didn’t appreciate that,” I said.


  “Maybe not,” Paolo picked up a light stylus and tapped it against his desk. “Dayj could be vain and self-absorbed, but no one ever gave him a chance to be anything else. If anyone took the time to look, they might find a very different young man under his outward veneer.”


  So I wasn’t the only one who questioned the family’s view of Dayj. I wondered who Paolo meant by “anyone.” Dayj’s parents? The Matriarch? Her siblings? Paolo likely had a different take on Majda princes than family members who had grown up here at the palace.


  “You’ve an interesting background yourself,” I said.


  He gave a wry laugh. “That was tactful. Shall I answer the question you really wanted to ask after you looked at my record?”


  I spoke carefully. “What question is that?”


  “Why am I willing to live in seclusion when I could have had my pick of jobs at top architectural firms.”


  Smart man. “Did you want a job like that?”


  “I have my own firm.” He motioned at the holosheets on his desk. “I’ve designed buildings in a number of places, including the City of Cries. Also in your corner of space, Selei City.”


  My forehead furrowed. “You have your own firm? How?”


  “That I can’t leave this place, Major, doesn’t mean I can’t work.” He shrugged. “I have a staff. They take care of anything that requires interaction with the outside world. It leaves me free to be creative.”


  “Nice setup,” I said. “Except you can never touch your creations.” He could walk through virtual simulations of his buildings but never set foot in them.


  “We all pay a price for our dreams.”


  “And Dayj?”


  “Ah, well. Dayj.” His exhaled quietly. “He has more than the rest of us. And less.”


  “Meaning?”


  “You’ve seen holos of him?” When I nodded, he said, “Then you know. He’s one of the best-looking men in the Imperialate.”


  What was it with them? “Life has more to it than appearance.”


  “Yes, well, no one ever bothered to teach my nephew that.” He shook his head. “From a certain point of view, Dayj is perfect. The epitome of the Majda prince.”


  “A prize.” I couldn’t hide my anger even knowing they were recording this interview. If I was going to find Dayj when none of their own people had managed, I had to look where they didn’t want to go, even if it meant offending them. “The ultimate trophy, bred from birth to marry a Ruby heir.”


  He hand visibly tightened on the stylus. “Take care, Major.”


  “How did he respond when the betrothal fell through?”


  “They were never formally betrothed.”


  “But it was expected.”


  “Yes.” Paolo thought for a moment. “He seemed numb. It wasn’t that he mourned her loss. He hardly knew her. But what did he have left? Nothing.”


  For flaming sakes. “Did you people actually tell him that?”


  Paolo spoke coldly. “Make no mistake, Major. This family loves Dayj and would do anything to bring him back. You may not like what you hear, but that won’t change the truth.”


  “Maybe that’s the problem.” I met his gaze. “Dayj’s truth might be different than what everyone here believes.”


  His face took on an aristocratic chill. “Whereas you claim to know it?”


  “No,” I said. “But I’m going to find out.”


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Dayj’s parents were Corejida Majda and her consort, Ahktar Jizarian Majda. Corejida was the middle Majda sister, younger than the Matriarch but older than Lavinda. She resembled General Majda, but with a less imposing presence. She wore softer colors, too, blue trousers and a light tunic that molded to her body. Right now, she was pacing across a spacious alcove, past arched windows that stretched from floor to ceiling.


  General Vaj Majda stood by the wall, her dark gaze intent as she watched her sister. Captain Takkar, the chief of the Majda police force, was leaning against the wall nearby, tall and rangy in her black uniform. It matched the uniform worn by the pilot who had picked me up in the flycar. Takkar had dark eyes and hair like most everyone else here. I wondered if the Majdas subconsciously chose their staff to resemble themselves.


  The ubiquitous four bodyguards stood at posts by the wall, making sure that, gods forbid, I didn’t sneak deeper into the palace and trespass on the men’s quarters. The concept annoyed me, but I liked Krestone, the captain of the bodyguards. She remained by the entrance arch, alert and solid, the sort who said little and saw a great deal.


  “We have to find him,” Corejida said as she paced through a panel of sunlight cast by a window. “Gods only know what could happen to him out there. He could be hurt, lost, starving.” She looked as if she hadn’t slept for days. “We must protect my son.”


  “Did he talk to you about anything outside the palace?” I asked. “Any place at all, in any context?”


  “We’ve already been through this,” police captain Takkar told me, her arms crossed. “He has said nothing.”


  “I’d like to hear Lady Corejida’s thoughts,” I said. Technically she was Princess Corejida, but in practice only the House of Skolia used royal titles. Majda women tended to go by military rank, but Corejida had never become an officer. Finance was her specialty. Someone had to run the Majda empire.


  “Does Prince Dayjarind have any special interests?” I asked. “Subjects he likes to read about? Hobbies? Favorite pursuits?”


  “He’s been talking about landscapes lately.” Corejida rubbed her neck, working the muscles. “He looks at holo-images in the library.”


  “Did he mention any in particular?” I asked.


  “Not really.” She paused in front of the window and regarded me. “He likes imaginary scenes, impossible images created by mesh systems.”


  Vaj spoke in her husky voice. “Dayj is always that way. Dreaming whatever boys dream.”


  I hardly thought a twenty-three-year-old man qualified as a boy. “Did he want to make landscapes?”


  They all stared at me blankly. Finally Corejida said, “You mean, create his own art?”


  “Maybe that was why he enjoyed looking at such scenes,” I said. “He wants to be an artist.”


  “I don’t think so,” Corejida said.


  “Did you check his mesh account?” I asked.


  Captain Takkar spoke tightly. “We’ve checked every account he’s ever used.” She added, “Major” as if it were an afterthought, making the title sound like an insult.


  I considered the police chief. “I’d like to take a look.”


  Corejida spoke quickly, before Takkar could respond. “It can be arranged.” Lines of strain showed around her eyes. “Anything you need. Just find my son.”


  Takkar pressed her lips together. I could see trouble looming. If I found a clue Takkar had missed, it wouldn’t reflect well on the chief. I wasn’t sure what to make of her. Territorial, yes, and defensive. That her people had failed to find the prince put her in a difficult position. Anything I found that she had missed would make her look bad. As much as she might resent my presence, though, it would benefit her to work with me. The sooner we located Dayj, the better for everyone, including her. Hell, I’d give her credit for part of it if that kept me alive and safe here.


  Whether or not Takkar saw it that way remained to be seen.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  “Lumos down to five percent,” I said.


  The lights in my suite dimmed until I could barely see the Luminex console that curved around my chair. I leaned back, clasped my hands behind my head, and put my feet on the console. “Jan, show me the landscapes that Prince Dayjarind collected.”


  “Accessed.” Jan’s androgynous voice came from the Evolving Intelligence brain that ran the console. It produced a striking holo above the console, a dramatic landscape. Waves of fire towered over a sapphire beach and crashed down on the glittering sand, spraying blue phosphorescent foam. The physics made no sense. Unless it was an unusually low gravity world, those waves went too high and came down too slowly. They were large enough that when they rose from the sea floor, the water should have receded far back from the beach. But it didn’t.


  “What planet is that on?” I asked.


  “It isn’t,” Jan said.


  “Is it pure fiction?” I asked. “Or does it resemble a known place?”


  “It has a nine percent correlation to the Urban Sea on Metropoli.”


  Nine percent didn’t help much. “Let’s look at another one he liked.”


  Over the next hour, Jan showed me Dayj’s collection of beaches and mountains, a valley of opal hills, a plain of red reeds under a cobalt sky, a forest of stained glass trees. It took me a while to find the correlation between them all, other than their eerie beauty.


  They were all empty.


  “Do any of these landscapes have people in them?” I asked.


  “None,” Jan said.


  I exhaled, saddened.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Vaj Majda spoke coldly. “Offending my family and staff achieves nothing, Major Bhaaj.”


  One day at the palace and already I had insulted people. Apparently neither Takkar nor Prince Paolo liked my attitude.


  We were standing before a window in the library in the slanting sunlight. “The whole point of bringing me in,” I said, “was to get a new view, to see if I can find what others missed.”


  “And have you?”


  “I ran correlations on Dayj’s landscapes with landscapes he didn’t collect,” I told her. “And with real places.”


  She didn’t look impressed. “So did Takkar’s people.”


  “True. But I looked for negatives.”


  “Negative in what sense?”


  “I looked for what was missing.”


  “And?”


  “He doesn’t like the desert. No images at all.”


  Majda tilted her head, her face thoughtful. “He lives on the edge of a desert. Perhaps it seems mundane to him.”


  I’d wondered the same. “He likes the ocean.”


  She smiled with unexpected grace. “Perhaps he dreams of the age when the Vanished Sea stretched deep and wide from here to the horizon and sent waves crashing into the shore.”


  Interesting. A bit of a poet lived there in the conservative general. I struggled to express an idea that was more intuition than analysis in my own mind. “You say he’s a dreamer. He likes to read stories. He enjoys exotic landscapes that exist only in the mind of an artist: lush forests, sunrises over mountains, rivers, valleys. All places. No people.”


  “I’m not sure I follow your meaning.”


  “He’s lonely.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “That is the best you can do? His holos have no people, therefore he is lonely?”


  “Doesn’t it bother you?”


  Her posture stiffened. “I hired you to find him. Not give him therapy.”


  I spoke carefully. “Your Highness, if I offend, I ask your pardon. But to find him, I have to explore all possibilities. Maybe your nephew dreamed of places rather than people because he saw his life as empty. Without companionship. Actual places are no more real to him than the creations of an artist’s imagination. What greater freedom is there than to visit a place that doesn’t exist?”


  “If it doesn’t exist,” she asked dryly, “how will you find it?”


  “I think he went to the sea.” I let loose with one of my intuitive leaps. “He feels he is vanishing. And he lives by the Vanished Sea. So he went to find a sea that exists.”


  “That strikes me as exceedingly far-fetched.” She sounded puzzled, though, rather than dismissive.


  “Perhaps.” I waited.


  “Raylicon has no true seas,” she said.


  “I realize that.”


  “We have found no trace that he went offworld.”


  “Then either he faked his ID or he didn’t go offworld.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “I’m paying you for that analysis?”


  Well, all right, it didn’t come out sounding brilliant. I tried again. “I think he will try to buy a false identity and passage offworld. He was wearing expensive clothes the day he disappeared. The gems on them are worth a fortune. He didn’t lack resources.”


  Majda shrugged. “Takkar and her people checked the black market, not just here in Cries, but all across the planet. They found no trace of his gems.”


  I doubted Takkar and her people had viable leads into the shadowed markets of Cries. “I can do it better.”


  She spoke dryly. “You don’t lack for self-confidence.”


  “With good reason.”


  “What do you want from me, then, to find him?”


  “Complete freedom,” I said. “I work on my own. No Captain Takkar, no surveillance, no guards, no palace suite, no records of my research, nothing.”


  “Why? We have immense resources at your disposal.” Suspicion darkened her gaze. “What do you have to hide.”


  “It’s not me,” I told her. “I know Cries in ways your police force never will. But I won’t get anywhere without privacy.”


  She spent a long moment studying me. Finally she said, “Very well. We will try it your way.” Then she added, “For now.”


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I had a visitor while I was preparing to leave my palace suite. While I was packing my duffel, a knock came at the front entrance. I opened the door to find Captain Krestone and four male bodyguards outside. A hooded figure stood in their midst in a dark blue robe. Although I had met all the Majda women, Paolo was the only one of the men who had spoken with me. I saw a shadowed face within the cowl, but not clearly enough to tell if it was Paolo.


  I nodded to Krestone. “My greetings, Captain.” I wasn’t certain if protocol allowed me to address the robed man.


  “My greetings, Major.” She wasted not time. “Prince Ahktar wishes to speak with you.”


  Gods almighty. Ahktar. Dayj’s father.


  When I found my voice, I said, “Yes, certainly.”


  The captain handed me a scroll tied with a gold cord, and I blinked at it. The Majda universe had almost no intersection with the one where I lived. No one else even used paper any more, let alone parchment. I unrolled the scroll to find an even more amazing discovery. Inked in calligraphy, the scroll granted me formal permission to speak with Prince Ahktar.


  Bewildered, I stepped back so the prince could enter with his retinue. It was only after Captain Krestone closed the door that Ahktar pushed back his cowl. He regarded me with dark eyes, his hood loose around his shoulders. He resembled Prince Dayj, but the arrangement of features was different on him. He had nothing even close to his son’s spectacular looks. I had also discovered that his family, the House of Jizarian, held the lowest rank among the nobility. Whatever the reason Corejida had married him, it had been for neither his appearance nor his status.


  How refreshing.


  “My honor at your presence, Your Highness,” I said.


  He inclined his head. His expression was one I had seen before, one that was the same everywhere regardless of rank or wealth, the anguish of a parent faced with the loss of a child. Whatever else I thought of the Majdas, they genuinely seemed to love Dayj.


  Ahktar spoke quietly. “Major, can you find my son?”


  “If it’s humanly possible,” I said.


  He extended his arm and his sleeve fell down, revealing the jeweled cuff of his shirt. A carved box lay in his palm. “I don’t know if this will help, but Dayj valued it.”


  I took the box. Tiny mosaics covered its surfaces. “What’s inside?”


  “Dirt. I couldn’t open it, but I analyzed it with a mesh system.” He pushed his hand through his hair. “Dayj has had it for several years. I don’t know why or if it can help you find him. But anything is worth a try.”


  I rubbed my thumb over its panels. I had seen plenty of puzzle boxes, but none like this. It might offer a clue. “Thank you.”


  “Just find my son.” In a low voice, he added, “Alive.”


  I swallowed. Ahktar had just acknowledged what none of us wanted to admit. Given Dayj’s lack of experience, the chances of his staying alive and unharmed on his own were as vanishing as the ocean beyond the City of Cries.


   


  End II


  III


  The Black Mark


   


  I spent the endless Raylicon evening in the penthouse of a tower. The building belonged to the Majdas. The sunken living room was larger than my whole apartment in Selei City, and one entire wall consisted of dichromesh glass, which polarized during the day to mute sunlight and gave me a spectacular view of the City of Cries to the east. The Vanished Sea spread to the west and a gloriously crimson sunset flamed on the horizon.


  None of it helped me solve the puzzle of Dayj. I sat sprawled in a white chair near the window while I fooled with the box his father had given me. I could have a mesh node solve the puzzle, but it intrigued me. After twenty minutes of poking and sliding enameled panels, I figured it out. The top opened with a series of clicks. Ahktar was right: the box held dirt. That was it. Just dust.


  Red and blue dust.


  I knew then where to look.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  No water had flowed in the Aqueducts for millennia. The empty conduits networked a series subterranean caverns under the City of Cries, knee-deep with dust. Red and blue dust. How had Dayj ended up with dirt from down here? Someone must have given it to him. I couldn’t imagine him just walking out of the palace. Then again, he had apparently done exactly that six days ago without leaving a trace.


  The aqueducts weren’t small. Four adults could walk abreast along one of them with room to spare. They ran in underground tunnels as tall as the life-sized totem poles of figures down here. The remains of those carved stone pillars stood like sentinels at the junctions where two or more aqueducts met. Whoever created these aqueducts had used technology good enough to create stone mosaics on the walls that survived for thousands of years. If lamps had ever eased the gloom here, though, they had long ago disintegrated. I brought a hand lamp that created a sphere of light, pushing back the darkness.


  I found the Black Mark where it had been seven years ago, at the junction of three aqueducts. It had probably moved more than once during those years; Jak liked to shift his casino around. Gambling was illegal on Raylicon, whose cultures defined the bastion of conservative tradition among our people. You couldn’t find the Black Mark unless you knew where to look, and you wouldn’t know unless Jak invited you. He could fold it down, pack it away, and vanish as completely as the sea above had done eons ago, under the desiccated sky of Raylicon.


  I followed a walkway that bordered the aqueduct. Few people used this stone path except Jak’s patrons. He didn’t need a crowd; the expense accounts of his clientele more than made up for their limited numbers. They wanted an exclusive establishment and Jak was more than happy to oblige. He had the cream of the criminal elite at his fingertips.


  No one intercepted me when I reached the Black Mark, though security had undoubtedly monitored my approach. I faced a solid surface that was part of the tunnel wall, distinguishable only by its black hue and iridescent sheen. No entrance appeared.


  I put my hands on my hips. “Jak, open up.”


  The wall shimmered in an elongated hexagon. When the light faded, Jak stood framed in a hexagonal entrance. He was dressed in black as always, both his trousers and pullover. His black hair spiked on his head and his coal eyes burned.


  “Major,” he drawled. “You’re back in Cries, I see.” The tension in his shoulders stretched his pullover tight over his lean muscles.


  “Looks like it.” Seeing him stirred up memories I would have preferred to stay clumped and quiescent.


  He lifted his hand. “Come in. Improve the decor.”


  Improve indeed. I walked into a dimly lit foyer with a hexagonal shape. “I never did before.”


  His lips quirked upward. “It’s good to see you, too, Bhaaj. What brings you to haunt my life?”


  Interesting choice of words. We were the proverbial ghosts from each other’s past. I looked around the foyer. The only light came from a red glow in several niches at shoulder height. Each niche displayed a jeweled human skull. “Looks like you already have people to haunt your life.”


  “No one like you.” His voice was dark molasses.


  I didn’t know if I could handle it when he talked that way. That voice had always been my undoing. My defenses went up and I said, “How about the House of Majda?”


  His smile vanished. “I’ve nothing to do with them.”


  “Glad to hear that.” Restless under his gaze, I crossed the foyer and traced a familiar pattern on the wall. This time, nothing happened. He had changed the combination. I wondered why the Black Mark was even here again. Might be coincidence. I couldn’t help but wonder, though, if he had heard I was in town.


  Jak came up beside me. “Been a long time.”


  “Yeah.” I finally looked at him, really looked. It hurt. I recognized the scar over his left eyebrow, but he had a new one on his neck. I touched it, remembering other scars. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”


  He grasped my hand and brought it down to his side. His fingers tightened around mine, though I didn’t think he realized how hard he had clenched his grip. When it began to hurt, I activated my biomech web and extended my fingers, prying his hand open.


  He let go of me with a jerk. For a moment I thought he would say things that would hurt to hear. Instead he leaned against the wall by a skull with purple eyes. “What about Majda?”


  “Hired me.” I slipped into the terse dialect of the under-city world as easily as if I had never left.


  “Over their people?” he asked.


  “That’s right.”


  “Not bad.”


  I grimaced. “If it doesn’t kill me.”


  “Majda won’t kill. Just ruin. Get on their bad side, you got nothing. They make sure you live to know.” Dryly he added, “Unless you offend their men. Then you’re dead.”


  That was too close to my thoughts. “Met two princes.”


  His eyebrows went up. “And you live?”


  “For now.” I shifted my weight. “Got an office?” He had the best security there.


  “We’re in it. “


  “The entrance to the Black Mark?”


  His grin sparked, with a hint of menace. “It isn’t the entrance now. Room moves.”


  “Secure?”


  “Yeah. Why? Majda got problems?”


  “Private.”


  “I ken.”


  I knew that promise. He would keep this confidential. “Lost a prince,” I said.


  He stared at me. “For ransom?”


  “He ran off.”


  Wicked pleasure sparked in his eyes. He trusted me more than I expected, because that expression alone would earn him the eternal enmity of Majda. “Good for him.”


  “Jak.”


  “Majda princes live in prison.”


  I scowled at him. “They hired me to do a job. I took their money. So I’m doing the damn job.”


  He crossed his arms. “You think I’d help you send him back so they can oppress him more?”


  “That a no?”


  “You didn’t ask a question.”


  “I need to know if he bought passage offworld.”


  His expression shuttered. “People don’t announce they’re Majda. Even someone who’s lived in seclusion his entire life ought to have more sense than that.”


  I paced across the hexagon to the wall where I had entered. Gods only knew where it would let me out. “Probably tried to sell his clothes.”


  Jak laughed in his whiskey voice, deep and inebriating. “Does he think people would pay just to wear clothes that had been on a Majda?” He voice became thoughtful. “You know, they might. Could be a lucrative business, making that claim.”


  I turned around to him. “Jak.”


  “Why would I care about his clothes?”


  “They got diamonds. Sapphires, rubies, emeralds, opals, gold, platinum. Real, not synthetic.”


  He gave an incredulous snort. “He went under-city dressed like that?”


  “I don’t know. You hear anything?”


  “Nothing. I’d like to, though.”


  “I think he went offworld. Couldn’t leave as a prince. Needed a new identity.”


  He stalked across the foyer to me. “So you come here, asking me to find out.” His lean muscles rippled under his clothes and he emanated a sense of contained aggression.


  “Depends.”


  He stopped in front of me. “On what?”


  “The price.”


  “You got a Majda expense line?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then you don’t care about price.”


  I touched the cleft in his chin. “I wasn’t talking about that kind of price.”


  He caught my hand. “What, Bhaaj?”


  I was too aware of how close he was standing. “Seven years ago you vanished.”


  “Someone owed me money. I went to get it.”


  “They were killers.”


  “Didn’t scare me.”


  “Yeah, well, I thought you were frigging dead.” I pulled away my hand. “Selei City has been very restful. I like rest.”


  “You’re bored there, Bhaaj.”


  “Want to be bored.”


  “Why did you come here?” he demanded. “For my help or my apology?”


  I wasn’t sure myself. “Just what you got to give.”


  He considered me. Then, unexpectedly, his mouth quirked up. “I dunno. I help you with Majda, you going to try putting me in seclusion?”


  What an alarming thought. “Gods help me, no.”


  He burst into his intoxicating laugh. “Good.” His smile faded. “If I hear anything, I might let you know.”


  “Good.” It was more than I had expected. I stood watching him. When the moment became awkward, I said, “Guess I better go.”


  He touched my lips. “Come here sometime when you don’t want anything.”


  I flushed and held back the urge to kiss his fingers. I meant to hold back, but instead I said, “Might do that.”


  “Good,” he murmured. Then he tapped a panel by a gold-plated skull. The wall there shimmered and vanished, revealing the canal junction where I had entered. I hadn’t felt the foyer turning, but that panel was across from where I had entered.


  He spoke in a shadowed voice. “See you, Bhaaj.”


  “Maybe so.”


  I headed back out into the canals then. Oddly enough, I felt lighter. Damned if I wasn’t glad to see Jak—which could only mean I had flitflies for brains.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I slept at the penthouse and woke up about seven hours into the forty-hour night. Outside the window-wall in the living room, Cries glittered. I sat at the console provided by the Majdas and investigated its EI brain. The Majdas had promised me freedom from surveillance, but I believed that like I believed Jak was a paragon of virtue. At least I could do something about the EI. It didn’t take me long to find the spy hawk codes Majda security had installed to monitor the penthouse. After a few hours’ work, I deactivated them. When I had privacy, I had the EI search the Raylicon meshes and any offworld systems it could access. My goal: investigate the three Majda sisters.


  They made quite a trio. As General to the Army, Vaj Majda commanded the oldest branch of Imperial Space Command. The Pharaoh’s Army had served the Ruby Dynasty for five thousand years. After the Imperator, Majda was arguably the most powerful officer in ISC. Some claimed the admiral in charge of the Imperial Fleet wielded more influence, but I wasn’t about to quibble. Vaj Majda was the force I had to reckon with.


  I wondered how she felt about answering to a male Imperator. If she was against men serving in the military, she gave no public indication of that belief. She was no fool; to succeed in her career, she had to accept the realities of modern Skolia, where nearly as many men as women served in ISC. It even affected her staff at the palace; although positions of authority there were primarily held by women, it was by no means exclusive. The man who had brought me to Raylicon was probably a retired military pilot.


  “EI,” I said.


  “Attending.”


  “Do you have a name?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Did the Majdas install you for me?”


  “Yes. Yesterday.”


  Perhaps I would give it a name. “Can you answer questions about them?”


  “I have a great deal of data on the House of Majda.”


  We would see how much. “I wondered how the General reconciles the way they treat Majda princes with the fact that most Skolian men have equal rights with women.”


  “The men of the House of Majda hold to a higher standard.”


  I snorted. “That so?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who programmed you?”


  “General Vaj Majda.”


  That figured. I did more searches on the family. They had too many corporations, investments, and other financial connections to count. Even scarier, it was all legitimate. I delved into data grottos unknown even to ISC intelligence and found nothing. Majda came by their wealth legally. It added to their invulnerability; they couldn’t be blackmailed. If someone wanted to manipulate them, kidnapping one of their princes might be the only way.


  They threw me a few surprises with their husbands. Prince Paolo had the rank, heredity, and looks expected of a Majda consort, but he lacked the supposed “moral” background. Granted, if all grooms among the nobility truly had to be virgins on their wedding night, the Houses probably would have died out for lack of mates. But they were discreet. Paolo, on the other hand, had openly enjoyed love affairs as a bachelor. Lavinda married him anyway. It didn’t take me long to guess why. He excelled at business as well as architectural design. He knew how to make money, and I had no doubt he was doing it in reams for Majda.


  Nor was Paolo the only one. The General’s consort, Izam, had lived in seclusion his entire life, but he had a natural business genius. Although he owned no Majda holdings outright, his name was associated with the boards of a good fraction of their corporations. Vaj might be rigid in how she expected her consort to live, but she wasn’t stupid. I wondered what it had taken, though, for Izam to break through her resistance, given her inability to understand Dayj’s frustration.


  “What about Ahktar?” I asked. “Dayj’s father. Does he do finance?”


  “It doesn’t appear so,” the EI said.


  That sounded like it didn’t know. “Link me to the EI at the palace called Jan. Keep all my security precautions in place.” I didn’t want any Majdas eavesdropping on my talks with Jan, either.


  “Linking,” the EI said.


  A mellow voice came out of the console, the EI I had spoken to about Dayj’s holo landscapes. “My greetings, Major Bhaajan. What can I do for you?”


  “My greetings, Jan.” I settled back in my chair. “I need everything you have on Ahktar’s education.”


  “He has none.”


  “He must read.”


  “He rarely uses the library.”


  “Does he involve himself with Majda finances?” His wife ran the corporations, after all.


  After a moment, Jan said, “I find no indication that he has either the interest or talent for such.”


  I tapped my chin. “Almost no rank, money, or skills. He’s not handsome. No business sense. Why did Corejida marry him?”


  “You wish me to offer a theory?”


  “I wish.”


  “She loves him.”


  I blinked. “What?”


  “She loves him. This is an acceptable reason to marry.”


  “Sure, for the rest of us. Majdas live in another reality.”


  “I have no records of any aptitude tests for him. Informally, however, I can offer conclusions based on his behavior.”


  “Go ahead,” I answered, intrigued.


  “He nurtures. He probably has a great aptitude for nursing or social work. It also makes him a good parent.”


  “Oh.” Was I that cynical, that I hadn’t believed Majdas could feel love? I’d been born in the Cries slums and left for dead in the alley. The city government had put me in an orphan’s crèche. I’d survived in that hell hole until I was old enough to run away and live with the other wild kids under-city. People called us dust rats. The day I reached my sixteenth birthday, the minimum age for the army, I enlisted. Then I’d worked like a fanatic to qualify for officer-training. It was supposed to be impossible for an enlistee with no background to win a place in that program, but I’d done it, more out of sheer, cussed determination than because I was better qualified than the other applicants. And so I escaped Cries and Raylicon.


  Back then, I had feared, envied, even hated the Majdas, who lived in their world of privilege. But it was hard now to resent parents who so obviously loved their son. I kept remembering their haunted expressions as they entreated me to find him.


  “Jan,” I said. “Can you think of any reason why one of the Majdas would help Dayj escape?”


  “Escape implies he was in prison.”


  I didn’t bother to deny it.


  After a pause, Jan said, “I can think of no reason why any of them would facilitate his leaving the palace.”


  “Has any staff at the palace ever shown any indication they might sympathize with Dayj if he wanted to run away? Has anyone donated to a cause that supports ideals consistent with his stated wish to break tradition? Made grants to such institution? Invested in a company? Supported either an individual or organization, legal or otherwise, that in any way might have conceivably helped Dayj leave?”


  Jan was quiet for a while. Finally the EI said, “I find no such connection either in the family or on the staff.”


  “That can’t be.” With a business empire as vast as theirs, it would require a deliberate effort to exclude every such person or group.


  “Such a link would be offensive to the House,” Jan said.


  Good point. “Someone inside must have helped him. He’s smarter than they think, a lot smarter, but even given that, he couldn’t have done it alone. Security is too tight.” I thought about negatives. “Who in your opinion is least likely to help him leave?”


  “General Majda,” Jan said.


  “Not his parents?”


  “They, also. But if he were truly unhappy, it would affect them more than the General.”


  “Doesn’t she care about his happiness?”


  “Yes. Despite her reserve, she shows great affection for her nephew. I would call it love as far as I can determine that emotion.”


  “What about the other princes?”


  “Of the consorts, the one least likely to help Prince Dayj leave is probably Prince Paolo.”


  That made my eyebrows go up. “I would have thought the opposite. Paolo knows what freedom is like.”


  “And he gave it up. Why, then, should Dayj have it?”


  “I see your point.” I sat up, planting my booted feet on the floor. “What about his uncles? One of General Majda’s brothers teaches psychology at a university.”


  “Tam might help. However, he no longer lives on Raylicon.”


  “Tam?”


  “Tamarjind Majda. The psychologist.”


  “You don’t need to live here to help.” The Kyle meshes bypassed spacetime, allowing communication in a universe where light speed was irrelevant. It allowed timely communication across interstellar distances.


  “I have no record of any communication between Prince Tamarjind and Prince Dayjarind.”


  “Who does Tamarjind talk to at the palace?” It used to be his home, after all.


  “His sisters and nieces. Never his male relatives.”


  “Why not?”


  “General Majda forbade such communications.”


  I scowled. “Because he’s a bad influence?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know, Jan, I would feel a lot better if you said, ‘In the General’s opinion’ rather than just ‘Yes.’”


  “That would be inconsistent with my programming.”


  “Yeah, well that’s the problem,” I muttered.


  After I signed off with Jan, I sat in the dark and thought for a long time. I had an idea how to find Dayj.


  If I was lucky, it wouldn’t kill me.


   


  End III


  IV


  Scorch


   


  I watched the palace from higher up in the mountains. I brought a jammer that could hide me from most sensors. The jumpsuit I wore consisted of holoscreens; when linked to the jammer, the suit and the image-dust on my face projected holos of whatever lay behind me, making me invisible if someone didn’t look too closely. The suit also had a lower temperature than my body, which confused IR sensors. Sonic dampers in the jammer interfered with sound waves and muffled noises. The jammer even created false echoes to fool neutrino sensors, which could penetrate most anything. If Majda security made a concentrated effort to find me, they could probably counter the shroud, but I hadn’t given them cause for such a search—yet.


  So now I sat on a ledge against a cliff and watched the palace with my spyglass. It focused, zoomed, tracked, and otherwise optimized my ability to observe my target, in this case everyone who came and went into the palace.


  It was a boring day.


  I spent hours up there, protected from the icy wind by my climate-controlled leather jacket and trousers. Raylicon had a ninety-three-hour day. Atmospheric churning and weather machines kept it from becoming too hot or too cold for human life. Most people slept three times a day, once around noon, once at the start of the night and again at the end. I began my vigil before dawn and kept at it for fifteen hours. When the boredom became interminable, I played Bulb Blaster, a game installed on my gauntlet that consisted of obliterating weather balloons and dirigibles in the sky with all sorts of ludicrously creative guns.


  The main entrance to the palace was a great arched affair fronted by a colonnade with many horseshoe arches. No one used it. Two other entries were visible from my vantage point, a servants’ door in an east wing and a family entrance in a southwest wing. Servants went in and out all day, but none of them did anything interesting. Mostly they stood around and chatted in a garden just overgrown enough to look artistic. They probably had few duties, given that robots could do most tasks just as well as humans.


  Eventually I tired. I tied a cable from my belt to a metal ring I had drilled into the cliff wall. The cable would judge my safety and reel me in if I rolled too close to the edge. I set my gauntlet to alert me if anything interesting happened. Then I went to sleep.


  When I awoke five hours later, the sun had barely moved. I resumed my vigil. After three more interminable hours, someone finally came out the southwest entrance - Colonel Lavinda Majda, the second sister. She and three people in black uniforms walked down a driveway bordered by trees. One of the people, a man, I recognized as one of her aides. One of the women was Captain Krestone, the security chief and the other woman was probably a bodyguard, given the pulse gun she wore at her hip.


  As the group boarded a waiting flycar, I spoke into my gauntlet. “Can you get a tracer on Colonel Majda?”


  “Easy.” The answer came from Max, my personal EI. Most people couldn’t afford a gauntlet EI nor did they want one, but in my line of work, he was invaluable. Max and I had worked together for years.


  “Use the alpha bot,” I said. For a position tracer, I used a tiny dragon-beetle bot with green wings. I could only afford two, so I usually sent one out to follow my target and kept the other for backup.


  “I’m dispatching the bot now,” Max said.


  “Good,” I said.


  Then I headed down to Cries.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  A message was waiting at the penthouse. The EI informed me when I walked in the door.


  “Who is it from?” I asked as I went down into the sunken living room.


  The glass wall across from me polarized to cut down glare from the setting sun. I stared out at the vast, empty sweep of the Vanished Sea. It extended from the edge of Cries out to the horizon in bluffs streaked with blue from mineral deposits left by the dried-up ocean. Purple and dusky red splotches marred the blue; the terraforming that had made this world habitable for humans was gradually failing over the millennia.


  “I can’t ID the message,” the EI said.


  Interesting. It should be easy to ID the senders—unless they deliberately tried to hide their information. “Did you scan for traps, viruses, mesh plagues?”


  “Yes. The message is clean.”


  “All right.” I flopped down on the couch and put my feet up on the glass table. It polarized to mute reflections from the wall-window. “Play the message.”


  “Heya, Bhaaj,” a familiar voice said. “Got dinner.”


  I waited. “That’s it?”


  “It appears so,” the EI said.


  I crossed my arms and scowled. I knew exactly who had sent that message. “Send this reply. ‘Forget it.’”


  “Send it where?”


  Well, damn. If the EI couldn’t ID the message, it couldn’t reply.


  “Never mind.” I swung my feet down, my boots thumping on the white carpet. “I’ll give it in person.”


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  The gambling dens at the Black Mark were notorious. Tonight Jak took me through the main room, no doubt to show off his establishment. We followed a raised walkway that skirted the central den. A dark rail with an iridescent sheen separated us from the pit. The men and women at the tables below wore evening dress or stranger couture, spiky-shouldered tunics and skintight wraps that left many parts of the body bare. Waiters served drinks while Jak’s patrons spent millions. Other more sensual pursuits would be going on in private rooms. The Black Mark was discreet. Criminal, but circumspect.


  I tried not to notice Jak as he walked at my side. He had on black pants and a ragged black tight-shirt with no sleeves. He looked like a thug. One hell of a sexy thug, but I wasn’t noticing.


  Not noticing. Really.


  “You like my additions to the place?” He motioned at the abstract holoart flowing on the walls. It swirled in spirals and twists. If I looked too long, I felt sick.


  “What’s it for?” I asked. “To make vertigo?”


  He slanted a look at me. “It increases the susceptibility of people to suggestion.”


  “Makes me dizzy.”


  “Really?” He seemed intrigued. “Wonder why it doesn’t work on you.”


  I snorted. “The army trained me to resist coercion, Jak. Programmed it into my biomech, too. Your disreputable attempts to lure people into spending large amounts of money at your casino won’t work on me.”


  A wicked gleam came into his eyes. “Shall I lure you elsewhere, Bhaaj my sweet?”


  “Call me ‘your sweet’ again and I’ll flip you over this railing.”


  He laughed, his voice was rumbling. “Might be fun.”


  No way was I going to risk answering that one.


  We came to a black holo-hall with galaxies swirling on the walls. After a few minutes of demented stars, we entered a black room with niches in the walls like the entrance foyer. Instead of skulls, these held exotic drinks lit from within by lasers. The table in the center of the room was set with black china, goldware, and goblets. A decanter of red wine sparkled next to several covered platters.


  “You like?” he asked.


  “It’s different.” Gorgeous, but weird.


  “Same as always.”


  “Doesn’t all this black depress you?”


  “Never.” He nudged me toward the table. “Sit.”


  I moved his hand away, but then I did sit. Jak settled across the table and uncovered the platters, revealing steaks in pizo sauce, tart-bubbles, and sweet clams. He had always set a good table.


  I poured the wine. “You going to tell me why I’m here?”


  He was all innocence. “What, I can’t invite an old friend to dinner?”


  I gave him a goblet. “You always have ulterior motives.”


  “Maybe I’m trying to seduce you.” He leaned back in his chair, letting the muscles of his torso ripple under his thug shirt. He knew what it did to me when he moved like that, slow and languorous, danger contained but never controlled.


  I swallowed too much wine. Thank gods for nanomeds.


  “Should I?” he murmured.


  My face heated. “No.”


  “You want the spit on your runaway prince?”


  I sat up straighter. “What did you hear?”


  He swirled his wine. “Rumors.”


  “What will it cost me to find out?”


  “Your company for dinner.”


  “And?”


  “And what?”


  I frowned. “Having dinner with you is too easy.”


  His grin flashed. “That a compliment?”


  “Jak.”


  “Yes?” He looked dangerous with those simmering dark eyes and that scar on his neck. The tight-shirt was unraveling along one shoulder, showing glimpses of roughened skin where his arm met his torso. I wondered how it would feel to run my hand under the cloth.


  Get a grip, I told myself. And not on him. I loaded my plate with bubbles, a dish from the home world of some member of the Ruby Dynasty. They looked very round.


  We ate in silence. Jak washed down his food with wine and sat back, his goblet in one hand.


  After he had watched me for a while, I put down my fork. “What?”


  “A good-looking man sold some gems on under-city,” he said.


  I tensed. “Prince Dayjarind?”


  “Don’t know. But these were genuine, the real biz, flaws and all. Worth a lot more than he got. Still brought him enough to buy a new ID.”


  “When?”


  “Seven days ago.”


  Seven days ago, Dayj had left the palace. If he had immediately sold his jewels on the black market, he must have already had the connection. “You know where he went?”


  “Rumor says he tried to go offworld.”


  “Tried?”


  “Yeah. Tried.” No trace of Jak’s earlier smile remained. “Man who looks that good will get himself sold if he isn’t careful.”


  “Hell, Jak.” I felt sick. “What happened?”


  “Don’t know. Just heard rumors. Some say he went offworld, others say he got heisted.”


  “You can’t ‘heist’ a Majda heir. Anyone in this city who sees this guy or hears his accent will recognize him.”


  “Maybe. Maybe he’s worth the risk.” He voice hardened. “Imagine the price you could get from the Traders for him.”


  I gritted my teeth. “Skolians don’t sell to Traders.”


  “Offer anyone enough money and they’ll sell out.”


  “Says who?”


  “Don’t know.” He finished his drink. “Aqueducts are a big place. Especially the Maze. You can get lost in there.”


  The Maze. I’d been there twice, and that was two times too many.


  “Thanks, Jak.”


  “Didn’t say anything.”


  I speared a bubble with my fork. “Didn’t hear anything.”


  We ate for a few more minutes. Then Jak said, “You like the dinner?”


  I knew he was asking about more than food. If I had any sense, I would say no. So I said, “Yeah. I do.”


  His grin flashed. “Thought you would.”


  “Cocky tonight.”


  “You like, Bhaaj.” When I snorted, he let go with that throaty laugh that had always been my undoing. It hadn’t changed, neither the sound nor its effect on me.


  “Shouldn’t look at me that way,” he said.


  “What way?”


  “Like you want me for dessert.”


  “In your dreams.” Or mine.


  “Right, Bhaaj.”


  I put down my fork. “I have to go. Got an appointment in the Maze.”


  He spoke softly. “You’re scared.”


  It annoyed me when he was right. “Got to go.”


  “For now.”


  I knew what I had to say; I had a job to do and when I finished, I was leaving Raylicon, assuming I was still breathing. I couldn’t get involved. So I opened my mouth and out came, “Yeah. For now.”


  His gaze smoldered. “I thought so.”


  Damned if I could resist that look. It was a good thing I had business in the Maze. I didn’t trust myself to stay here.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Over the millennia, the aqueducts under Cries had crumbled. Our ancestors built well, but five thousand years takes a toll on even the greatest architectural creations. In one section, all that remained of those ancient wonders was a maze of half-blocked passages.


  After I retired from the army, seven years ago, I had come back to Cries with some nebulous idea that I could remake the city of my childhood into a place I wanted to live. I had grown up seeing only the worst of Cries, and I wanted to see my home from the perspective of someone who could afford to live in the Imperialate’s most ancient city. But the memories had taken over my life instead and in the end, I hadn’t stayed.


  Seven years. Although my spinal node had mapped my wanderings in the Maze back then and kept the files, the pathways had changed, in part because of new cave-ins, but probably also from deliberate alterations by inhabitants. I barely recognized the way. In places, fallen walls blocked the canals. I climbed up the mounded debris, pulled myself through a ragged hole, and slid down the other side into another canal.


  I kept my shroud in operation. Captain Takkar on the Majda police force would just have to deal with my hiding from them. My under-city contacts would be no help if they thought Majda was privy to my actions. I also used whiskers, those tiny nanobots that covered my skin and kept vigil against the bee-bots in Majda’s security arsenal. The bees searched out specific DNA and sent back reports when they found a match. Several had buzzed around earlier today, but none had succeeded in following me into the canals.


  Eventually I reached a tunnel with more debris than flat areas. Seven years ago, a door had existed in the wall of this aqueduct, but now dust lay piled against it in drifts. I paused, shining my lamp on the grit. Damn. That much dust took years to collect.


  Sliding my hand under my jacket, I nudged off the safety on my pulse gun. Then I knelt and swept away armfuls of grit. When the area was clear, I stood again and nudged the stone door with my foot.


  Nothing.


  I knocked on the door.


  Nothing.


  I hooked my light on my belt and kicked the door with augmented strength. It still didn’t give. I tried again, harder, once, twice, three times—


  With a jerk, the door scraped inward under my assault, stone grinding on stone. I drew my gun and stepped through, keeping the wall inside to my back. The floor here had less dust than outside. I checked the area, then headed down the tunnel, my footfalls muted, the ceiling only a few handspans above my head, the walls close on either side.


  Whoever had built the aqueducts had drilled these maintenance tunnels to provide access to machinery that had long ago disintegrated. After a while, I came to a junction where three tunnels met. I took the one on the left. When I noticed a light ahead, I clicked off my lamp and continued in semidarkness. It didn’t bother me. Some people hated these claustrophobic tunnels, but I had always liked them.


  I soon reached the end of the tunnel. Even knowing what to expect, I froze at the eerily beautiful sight. A cavern stretched before me. Stalactites hung from the ceiling and stalagmites grew up from the floor. Light came from an EM torch jammed into a nearby crevice. It threw the rock formations into sharp relief and glittered off the crystals that encrusted them.


  My footsteps echoed as I entered the cavern. That served as a greeting just as well as if I had shouted out my presence. I saw no one, but that meant nothing. That light wouldn’t be here without someone around, which meant other entrances existed into this place besides the one I had used.


  A rustle came from my right. I stopped and waited.


  A woman walked out from behind two stalagmites. “Bhaaj.”


  I nodded to her. “Scorch.” I kept my arms by my sides and my gun pointed at the ground.


  She stood more than a head taller even than me. Well-toned muscles creased her black jumpsuit, and I knew she had biomech equal to my own, except I came by mine legally. Her chin jutted, and her nose dominated her face like on the giant statues in the ruins of ancient Cries. She wore her hair short with a black spike sticking up behind one ear. She held a laser carbine in her hands. An illegal carbine. The light glittered in its mirrored surfaces.


  “Long time,” she said.


  “Went offworld,” I answered.


  “I heard.” She shifted her gun. “Why come back?”


  “Job.”


  A corner of her mouth lifted, the closest Scorch came to smiling.


  “Can’t think of a job here worth leaving Selei City.”


  “Majda,” I said.


  Her expression shuttered. “We don’t bother Majda, they don’t bother us.”


  I wondered how much the Matriarch knew about the smuggling operation Scorch ran through here, everything from proscribed liqueurs to hallucinogenic silks. I didn’t want to believe Scorch would traffic in people, though. The Traders based their economy on slavery, which was why our people had been at war with them for centuries. They saw us as fodder for their markets. Would Scorch sell to the enemy? A Majda prince like Dayj could bring her more than everything else she smuggled combined.


  Traders or no Traders, it strained credulity to believe anyone would risk such an offense against the Majdas in their own backyard. Scorch knew damn well that if the General decided to clean up this place, she could blast it bare. And if Majda found out anyone had harmed Dayj, the perpetrator would suffer for a long, long time.


  “I’m searching for a man,” I said. “Good-looking.”


  She laughed harshly. “So are we all.”


  “This one had gems to sell.”


  “Lot of people got gems to sell.” Her eyes glinted. “Most don’t kick in my back door.”


  “Used to be front.”


  “Used to be guarded.” She shifted her gun. “Still is.”


  I doubted she would shoot me. I’d met her down in these aqueducts when I was fifteen. Actually, I had found her lying in her own blood, after three of her “clients” left her for dead instead of paying their bill. I nursed her until she recovered. Scorch always paid her debts. For me, that meant a pass down here: for the three fools who tried to murder her, it had meant harsh, ugly deaths.


  I said only, “Your defense systems let me pass.”


  “For now.” She held the gun in what looked like a relaxed grip. I wasn’t fooled. She could shoot faster than sin.


  Time to bargain. “Got information,” I said.


  She snorted. “Don’t even live here anymore. How you got anything for me?”


  “Majda. Got access to their palace mesh.” If they caught me offering to sell their private data, they would draw and quarter me. But they weren’t the ones who had to deal with Scorch. Besides, the Matriarch had said no measure was too extreme. I doubted she had this in mind, but tough.


  Scorch considered me. We both knew it wasn’t an offer she was likely to come by again. That she paused for so long could be a bargaining tactic, but it made me uneasy.


  “What information?” she finally said.


  “What you want?”


  “Flight schedules.” Her eyes had a voracious glitter. “For their private ships.”


  Damn. Although robbing Majda was notoriously difficult, a smuggler could do a lot with the schedule of flights in and out of their private starport.


  “Might be possible,” I said, maybe lying, maybe not. “Depends what you tell me.”


  Her smile glinted. “I know a lot about good-looking men. What you looking for, Bhaaj, that you can’t get legally?”


  I crossed my arms. “Dark hair. Dark eyes. Like a nobleman. Good build. Taller than average, not a lot. Maybe sold jeweled clothes for a fake ID and offworld passage.”


  Her hand visibly tightened on the carbine. “That one’s gone.”


  “Gone where?”


  “Offworld. Don’t know.”


  Maybe she wanted more than the schedules. “Got a lot to sell.”


  “Not interested.”


  I stared at her. That made no sense. The Scorch I knew would never walk away from the opportunity to steal Majda flight schedules. Yet now, suddenly, she didn’t want them? Like hell. She was hiding something.


  “I hear rumors,” I said coldly. “About deals with Traders.”


  She lifted the carbine and aimed it at me. “Lies.”


  Sweat ran down my neck. I didn’t answer.


  Suddenly she swung the carbine—and fired.


  The burst momentarily blinded me. Thunder echoed in the cavern and stones crashed to the ground. Grit flew across my face. My vision cleared to reveal the melted remains of a fallen stalactite. Gods. Had she shot any closer, one could have come down on top of me.


  “Get out,” Scorch said.


  I didn’t argue.


  The trek out seemed endless, though I made faster time than on the way in. I kept waiting for a shot out of the dark to incinerate my body.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I didn’t deactivate my shroud until I made it out of the aqueducts. Within moments my gauntlet comm squawked. I tapped the receive panel.


  Takkar’s voice snapped out. “Bhaajan, where the hell are you?”


  “Greetings to you, too,” I said.


  “Get back to the palace.”


  Charming. “You aren’t my CO, Takkar.”


  “Get your ass back here or I’ll throw it in jail.”


  My night was growing progressively worse. “For what?”


  “Murder,” she said.


   


  End IV


  V


  The Pin


   


  The Majda police station had no antique books, tapestries, brocaded divans, or anything that remotely resembled the palace. Sleek and efficient, it was all Luminex, polarized walls, and chrome. Takkar met us in an interrogation room.


  The bodyguard I had seen with Colonel Lavinda Majda earlier today now stood by the desk, a woman of average height with well-toned muscles, brown hair, and a bland face, the type that blended into a crowd. Without my training to note details, I might not have recalled her. I couldn’t miss the Majda sisters, though. All three were there, tall and lean, dark-haired and imposing. Lavinda seemed stunned. Corejida paced like a caged desert-lion. Vaj, the Matriarch, stood by Takkar, and considered me with an appraising stare that chilled.


  We had gathered in front of a wall that doubled as a holoscreen. Takkar’s people were running a playback, a record made by a bee-bot that had followed Colonel Majda around today. The recording involved the flycar I had seen form my hideout in the mountains, the one that had taken Colonel Lavinda Majda, her aid, her bodyguard, and Captain Krestor out of the palace. The record started as the flycar settled on the roof of an office tower in Cries. Krestone was driving, Lavinda’s bodyguard sat in the passenger’s seat, and the colonel and her aide were in back.


  Lavinda Majda was purely professional with her male aide. It fit my research; Majdas were scrupulous in their relationships. In their circles, heredity determined everything. During the Ruby Empire, the penalty for adultery among the nobility had been execution, and to this day that law remained in force. I had never heard of a noble House executing anyone for fooling around, and I doubted they were all paragons of virtue, but they kept it discreet. As far as I could tell, however, Majdas followed the law. They didn’t stray. They were irritatingly well-behaved, another reason blackmail never worked with them.


  Lavinda disembarked with her aid and bodyguard and went inside the tower. The airlift they rode inside was little more than a disk in a chute, but it lowered them so smoothly, it didn’t ruffle a lock of anyone’s hair. At an upper level of the building, they left the chute and walked into a huge place, a confusing expanse of glittering silver and white Luminex. Then my mind reoriented and I made sense out of the scene. The room spanned the entire floor of the tower. Partial walls of white Luminex stood here and there, but it was mostly open. Abstract artwork designed from chrome and blue Luminex stood in open areas. It was beautiful in a weird sort of way.


  The colonel went to a glass-enclosed office. She left a box of data spheres on the desk and checked the console. Her bland bodyguard stood by the door and her aide waited at her side, checking his mesh glove whenever Lavinda asked him a question. Finally they returned to the airlift. The visit seemed perfunctory, a company owner putting in an appearance. They rode back to the roof and walked to the flycar.


  Krestone had fallen asleep and was slouched over the controls. It seemed odd; in the few days I had known her, Krestone had been scrupulous with her duties. When Lavinda and her people reached the flycar, the bodyguard opened the door and pulled Krestone back. The captain’s body flopped against the seat and fell to the side.


  Hell and damnation. I’d liked Krestone.


  “My people arrived four minutes after Colonel Lavinda commed us,” Takkar said. “At that time, Captain Krestone had been dead for eleven minutes.”


  I wondered where in this scenario Takkar came up with me as a murder suspect. I’d been having dinner with Jak when Krestone died. Unfortunately I couldn’t prove it; I’d been shrouded, hiding from Majda. Even if I had thought Jak would vouch for me, I wouldn’t ask him for the alibi. No way could he risk drawing Majda attention to the Black Mark.


  Regardless, I didn’t see what Takkar thought she had on me. Maybe they had caught the tracer I put on Lavinda.


  “What was the cause of death?” I asked.


  “She was shot with a tangler.” Takkar’s voice hardened. “Your area of expertise, Major.”


  Well, hell. That was hardly evidence. “I trained in the army with contraband weapons, if that’s what you mean.”


  All three sisters watched me with dark, upward tilted eyes.


  “You can use a neural tangler?” General Majda asked.


  “Yes.” I met her gaze. “However, I haven’t in years.”


  “Where were you this evening?” Takkar asked coldly. “For some odd reason, we have no record of it.”


  “I was having dinner with an old friend.”


  Takkar snort left little doubt what she thought about my alibi. “His name?”


  I crossed my arms. “Captain, are you accusing me of something?”


  General Majda answered. “No one has accused anyone.” She glanced at Takkar. “Do you have evidence on who fired the tangler?”


  “We will,” Takkar said, which I translated to mean, We haven’t a clue. Tangler bursts were notoriously hard to trace. They left behind no residue; they just disrupted neural activity in the brain.


  Vaj Majda studied me. Her controlled expression and posture gave away nothing. I tried to remain cool, but being scrutinized by the General of the Pharaoh’s Army was an unsettling proposition. Corejida stood behind her sister, her agitation almost palpable. But she didn’t interfere.


  “You won’t give us the name of this man you dined with?” Vaj said.


  “Only if forced,” I said.


  The general spoke coldly. “You may return to your apartment, Major Bhaajan. However, do not leave the city. And don’t use any more shrouds.”


  That was no good. “I can’t do my job unless I assure my sources of secrecy.”


  “What sources?” Takkar demanded.


  I just looked at her. She knew perfectly well I wouldn’t reveal mine any more than she would hers.


  Vaj spoke in her dusky voice. “Very well, Major. Use your judgment.” She left unspoken the obvious warning; if they had no record of my whereabouts, I had no alibi if anything else happened.


  When it became clear Vaj had finished with me, Corejida came forward, her posture so tense she seemed ready to snap. “Have you news about Dayj?”


  Normally I wouldn’t talk about a case with so many ends dangling. But it seemed a good idea right now to give them something before they decided to toss me in jail.


  “Prince Dayjarind sold some jewels,” I said. “I think he bought a new identity and a ticket off Raylicon.”


  “No!” Corejida stared at me. “That can’t be. Dayj has no idea how to do that.”


  Takkar snorted. “It’s absurd.”


  “It’s no less absurd,” I said, “than suggesting I shot Captain Krestone. “


  “I didn’t hear any such suggestion,” Lavinda said coldly. “Just an inquiry establishing that you had the requisite experience.”


  “Stop it.” Corejida frowned at her younger sister. General Vaj Majda stood back, listening, silent and intent. Of the three of them, she was by far the most dangerous.


  “Did Dayj actually go offworld?” Corejida asked me. “Did he have protection?”


  I softened my voice. “I’m sorry. I don’t know yet. I wish I had more news to give you.” I meant it, too. I could see their heartbreak coming a kilometer away. At best, Dayj had left Raylicon of his own free will and would be difficult if not impossible to trace. If he was here, he had almost certainly been hurt or imprisoned and probably killed. Or he could be a Trader pleasure slave now, forever beyond our help.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  The night was more than half over; Cries had settled into its second sleep cycle. I sat in a gazebo in an empty park and activated my gauntlets. They plugged into sockets in my wrists, which linked to biothreads in my body. Max, the EI in my gauntlets, sent input to the threads, which carried the data to the node implanted in my spine. Bioelectrodes in my neurons fired according to signals they received from the node, letting it “think” the message it received to my brain. I could reverse the process; if I thought with sufficient force and direction, the electrodes fired and the node picked up my response. The process offered a sort of tech-created telepathy, giving far more confidentiality than any shroud.


  Wake up, Max, I thought.


  I don’t sleep, he answered.


   Do you have a record from the tracer we sent after Colonel Majda?


  Yes. Would you like a neural dump?


  How long is it?


  Several hours.


  I grimaced. No thanks. I sent the record of my session at the police station to him, including both my interactions with everyone there and the recording of Colonel Majda’s visit to the office tower that ended with Krestone’s death. You get all that?


  Unfortunately, yes. He did a great job of simulating distaste. Quite a scene between you and Captain Takkar.


   She’s a bit unfriendly.


  You have a talent for understatement.


   Did my tracer get anything on the murder?


  Checking. After a moment Max thought, Your beetle-bot followed Colonel Majda as far as the entrance to the office tower. Its picochip brain predicted that if it entered the building, its presence would be unusual enough to attract attention. So it flew down the side of the tower and spied through the window-walls.


  I swore under my breath. The beetle had made the logical choice, following Majda rather than staying with the flycar, but that didn’t help me now. Did it get anything of the murder?


  I can playback its record of the crime scene.


  Do it.


  The scene formed like a translucent wash over my view of the park. I closed my eyes and the images intensified. This time I was watching the flycar from a different angle, one in front of the windshield. Again the bodyguard took Krestone by the shoulder and pulled her back. Unlike Takkar’s playback, however, this showed Krestone from the front, enough to reveal what the other record had missed; as the bodyguard moved Krestone, she took a pin off the dead captain’s uniform.


  My pulse leapt. Replay that, Max.


  The scene reran. Watching more carefully, I saw the bodyguard pull the needle off Krestone’s shoulder and hide it into her gauntlet. In Takkar’s record, her body had hidden her action.


   Who is that bodyguard? I asked.


  Her name is Oxil. She’s on staff at the palace.


   She expected Krestone to be dead. The warm night did nothing to stop the chill that went through me. Play whatever you have from the last time Krestone was alive.


  The scene reset and showed the flycar landing on the roof. Lavinda disembarked with her aide and Oxil. Krestone remained in the driver’s seat, visible through the windshield. She raised her hand to the others, either in a salute or waving farewell. Lavinda nodded to her, then walked with Oxil and her aide toward the lift shaft, which jutted up from the roof like a spire of modern art.


  “Oxil, inform security we’re on our way down,” Lavinda said.


  “Right away, ma’am.” Oxil thumbed her gauntlet and spoke into the comm.


  Interesting. Takkar’s recording from the bee-bot had focused on Lavinda. My beetle watched everyone, which gave it closer views of the bodyguard. Max, replay that bit where Oxil talks to security.


  The recording backed up and showed Oxil telling security that Colonel Majda was coming down. Oxil started to sign off, then stopped as someone apparently asked her a question.


  “Krestone is staying in the flycar,” Oxil said. “She has everything worked out up here. Colonel Majda, her aide, and myself will be on the lift.”


   Replay that, Max, and magnify it as much as you can without losing the image.


  Max zoomed in on Oxil’s hand. The playback blurred, losing resolution, but it was still clear enough. When Oxil started to sign off the first time, she discreetly tapped the comm mesh.


   Holy mother, I thought. She switched to a new channel! She wasn’t talking to security at the end.


  Apparently not, Max said.


   She said, Krestone ‘has everything worked out up here.’ It was a warning that Krestone had figured out something. I gritted my teeth. Oxil told them to kill her.


  You have absolutely no evidence to support that.


   Yet. Can you ID that pin she took off Krestone’s body?


  It looks to me like a data storage device.


   Me, too. It’s familiar. I couldn’t remember where I had seen it before, though.


  Shall I forward this recording to Captain Takkar?


   Hell, no. Oxil works for her.


  You can’t withhold evidence.


   I’ll send it to General Majda.


  Shall I do it now?


   No.


  Why wait?


   I have my reasons. Before he could probe further, I said, I can’t remember why I recognize that pin.


  I have a suggestion.


   Yes?


  Your vital signs indicate extreme fatigue. Go home and sleep.


  I smiled wanly. A good idea.


  Then I headed to the penthouse.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  “Major, please wake up.”


  I grunted and turned over in my airbed.


  “Major Bhaajan, my apologies, but you must awake.”


  “Go away,” I muttered.


  “You have a visitor,” my tormentor said.


  I flopped onto my back. The voice belonged to the EI that ran the penthouse.


  “I’m asleep,” I said. “I don’t want visitors.” Only the Majdas knew I lived here, and right now I had no desire to see anyone connected with the palace or their charming police force.


  “He is rather aggressive,” the EI persisted. “He says he will stand outside until you, as he put it, ‘goddamn deign to acknowledge my existence.’”


   That wasn’t Majda. I sat up in the dark, the covers falling around my hips. Then I remembered I hadn’t put on any bedclothes. I lay back down and pulled up the blanket. “Fine. Let him in. But I’m not getting up.” Closing my eyes, I endeavored to sleep.


  “Let him in?” The EI sounded confused.


  “That’s right.” I had no intention of explaining myself to a machine.


  I had started to drift off when someone walked into the room. I’d have recognized that booted tread anywhere. “I’m asleep,” I muttered. “Go away.”


  The bed shifted as he sat down. “Bhaaj, come on.” Jak pulled the pillow off my head. “You know you’re glad to see me.”


  “Like hell.” I turned into my back under the covers. Light trickled in from the living room and cast his face in planes of light and shadow. “How did you know where to find me?”


  “I have sources.”


  I glared at him. “Did they tell you that I’m dangerous when jolted out of a well-deserved sleep?”


  His wicked grin flashed. “Sounds interesting.”


  “You make me crazy, Jak.”


  His smile faded. “I also heard the Majda police chief tried clinching you on a murder rap.”


  “She doesn’t have any evidence against me.”


  “That’s right. I just got back from the police station.”


  “What!” I sat up so fast, I barely remembered I didn’t have any clothes on. I grabbed the metallic blanket and smacked my fisted hand against my chest, covering myself. “Why did they bring you in?”


  “They didn’t.” He watched my gyrations in the blanket with a great deal of interest. “I went in on my own.”


  “What for?”


  “To tell them you were with me at dinner.”


  What the – ? “You gave me an alibi?”


  “Yeah.”


  “If they start sniffing around the Black Mark—”


  “They won’t find dragon shit. I moved it.”


  “Even so.”


  “Even so.” His gaze was dark.


  I had never known Jak to put anything ahead of the Black Mark. To risk Majda attention so he could verify my alibi was so far off from what I expected, I just stared at him.


  “Major Bhaaj, stunned into silence?” He smiled. “That’s one for history.”


  I scowled at him. “Ha, ha.”


  “That sounds more like the Bhaaj I know.”


  “Jak.” I spoke awkwardly. “Thanks.”


  “Hey.” He stabbed his finger at me. “Just be careful.”


  “All right.” I tapped his chin. “You still got that cute dimple.”


  He folded his hand around my fingers. “You’re going to ruin my reputation, you go telling people Mean Jak has a cute dimple.”


  “I hear Mean Jak has other attributes, too.” Then I let go of the blanket.


  His gaze turned dusky as he stared at me, good and long. Then he pulled me into his arms. “You’re looking good, Major.”


  “So are you,” I murmured and slid my arms around him. He moved his palm up my back, making my skin prickle. Then he laid the two of us on the air mattress. I rolled with him onto my side, tangling our legs in the sheets. He felt good in my arms, lean and muscled. His kiss was hungry, seven years hungry, but I remembered it as if it had been yesterday.


  They say night lasts forever on Raylicon. This time, I was glad for the endless hours. Jak and I had plenty of time. Maybe I wasn’t thinking clearly, but having him here felt too right to deny. When the sun came out we could deal with all the reasons we shouldn’t be doing this, but for tonight we let ourselves forget.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I sat up with a jerk. “Scorch!”


  “Ungh,” Jak mumbled. He pulled a pillow over his head against the sunlight streaming through the windows.


  “Max,” I said. “Can you hear me?”


  “Yes.” The voice of my EI came from where I had dropped my gauntlets on the floor last night, near the bed.


  “Check the EI for this place. Is its security still off?”


  “Yes. “


  “Good. I remember where I saw that pin the bodyguard took off Krestone. Scorch smuggles them. It’s a recording device.”


  “You think Scorch was spying on Lavinda Majda?” Max asked.


  I swung my legs off the bed. “Could be.”


  “Scorch wouldn’t be that stupid,” Jak mumbled under the pillow. “She gets busted for spying on Majda, she’ll be sorry she’s alive.”


  “She’s a risk-taker.” I padded across the room into the bathing chamber. As I slid into the tiled pool, soap-bots swam around me, glittering like silver and blue fish. They even matched the color scheme the tiles. Welcome to the Majda universe.


  Jak appeared in the doorway, framed in its horseshoe arch. He was holding the sheet wrapped around his hips. His lean chest with its dark hair and chiseled muscles made a delicious contrast to the wrinkled cloth.


  “There’s risks and there’s insanity,” he said. “Scorch has a lucrative operation. She wouldn’t risk it by rizzing-off the General of the Pharaoh’s Army.”


  I slid down in the pool until only my shoulders were above the water. “That depends on the stakes.”


  Jak leaned against the doorframe. “The aqueducts exist in the shadow of Majda. We have an unwritten agreement. We don’t bother them, they don’t notice us. Why would Scorch upset the balance?”


  “Maybe she’s selling to Traders.”


  “I hope you didn’t say that to her.”


  I squinted at him. “I might have, uh, implied it.”


  He stared at me. “And you’re still alive?”


  “She fired a damn laser carbine at me.”


  “I take it she missed.” He grinned suddenly. “Or maybe she didn’t. You’ve a harder head than anyone else I know.”


  “Ha, ha. Funny.”


  “Scorch wouldn’t sell a Majda Prince.”


  “I don’t know, Jak. A Majda bodyguard pulled Scorch’s recorder off Krestone yesterday.”


  “Think the bodyguard is working for Scorch?”


  “Could be.”


  “Why kill Krestone?”


  “I’ll bet the captain was close to figuring out some of this.”


  “Still makes no sense.” He shook his head. “Scorch hates Traders. Why endanger her operation in a way guaranteed to bring down Majda wrath? It’s crazy.”


  I thought about that. “Not if she disappears off-planet. If she’s sold Dayj, she can afford to go anywhere.”


  “I’m surprised she didn’t fry your ass.”


  I smirked to cover my unease. “She likes me.”


  “Yeah, like Captain Takkar likes you.”


  “You know, Oxil works for our dear captain.”


  Jak made an incredulous noise. “You think the Majda police chief is involved in a conspiracy to sell Majda princes to slave traders? What mental asylum you escape from?” He came over, dragging the sheet, and knelt by the pool. “Scorch is going to kill you.”


  “No she won’t. I saved her life once.” Of course, in her view that debt was probably now repaid. “Besides, if I disappear, people will look for me. It will draw too much attention to her.”


  He pulled off the sheet and slid into the water. “Maybe.”


  I swam over to him. “Hey, it’s fine.”


  But as we drifted together, our limbs entangled, I wondered who I was trying to convince, him or myself.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Jak took off after our bath, but not before extracting a promise that I would have third-meal with him, which most people ate before they slept at noon. Interesting timing. He wanted to come to the penthouse, too, which meant either he liked the place more than he would admit or else he didn’t want me knowing where he had moved the Black Mark.


  Out on the balcony of the penthouse, I released both of my beetle-bots, one to look for Oxil and the other for Scorch. Then I went back inside and searched the meshes for info on Scorch. I found zilch: she hid better than a special operations agent. Finally I located a news holo with her in the background. The image floated above a screen on my console, showing a crowd of people in Cries watching a news broadcast about some government thing in Selei City on the world Parthonia. That was why I had moved there; the city that served as the seat of an interstellar government offered many opportunities for a discreet investigator.


  The crowd had gathered in a plaza was watching the newscast on a holo-pedestal that doubled as artwork when it wasn’t showing news. Scorch was studying the display intently. She had an odd look, a mixture of fascination and loathing. I didn’t see why; the news was boring, just images of people filing into a building. The reporters went on and on about the excitement of the event. Given that the Assembly met four times a year, every year, and that half the delegates attended as VR simulacrums from other places, they were pushing it with the excitement bit. It must have been a slow news day.


  After the holo finished, I sat rubbing my chin. Why would Scorch care about who went to a routine Assembly session?


  A light flickered on my gauntlet and Max’s voice came out of the mesh. “Want to chat?”


  I recognized the code phrase. “Go ahead. We’re secure.”


  “Got a trace on Oxil,” he said. “Your beetle picked her up by a lake at the palace.”


  “Good work. Link me in.”


  As Max accessed my brain and linked me to the beetle, I closed my eyes. A vivid scene formed; I was standing on the shore of the Lake of Whispers, one of the few fresh water bodies on Raylicon, over a kilometer long. It spread out in a blue mirror, but one rippled with breezes. Imported trees grew around the edges and dropped streamers of leaves into the lake. Red and yellow flowers bloomed in untamed abundance. It was beautiful alien, all the more so because such a profusion of plants was rare here. Raylicon hadn’t dried out completely; it had fresh water underground if you went deep enough, but it wasn’t easy to find.


  Oxil stood gazing at the lake. She wasn’t doing much except enjoying the view. Breezes ruffled her spiky hair. Probably she was on a break from work.


  After about five minutes, I said, “Max, this is boring.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Bring me out.” I opened my eyes as the scene faded. “Let me know if she does anything.”


  “Will do. I have a report from the other beetle.”


  I sat up straighter. “It found Scorch?”


  “Partially.”


  “How partially?”


  “She is well shrouded. The bot can’t record her voice or actions. However, it did locate her out in the Vanished Sea.”


  “Who?” Few people braved that barren desert.


  “I don’t know.”


  I stood up. “Think I’ll go for a visit.”


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  I jogged across the sea basin, through shadows cast by the ridges that covered the ancient floor in gigantic corrugations. My feet pounded the ground and the jammer in the pack strapped to my back shrouded my progress.


  I ran at seventy kilometers per hour. Going on foot afforded better security than a flycar; it was easier to shroud a person than a vehicle. I would have to walk back, though, at least part of the way. At these speeds, the tissues of my body built up injury faster than my nanomeds could do repairs. Even with high-pressure hydraulics to support an augmented skeleton and a microfusion reactor to provide energy, the human body could handle the stress of such speeds only for so long before it began to break down.


  It took me twelve minutes to cover fourteen kilometers. As I neared my destination, Max thought, Best to hide now.


  I focused my augmented vision on a bluff ahead. How about there?


  Yes. They’re on the other side.


  It was easy to find a crevice of the bluff. By wiggling through on my stomach, I found a point where I could stay hidden but train my spyglass on the other side. Scorch was down there with a woman I didn’t recognize, both -hidden under an escarpment mottled with blue mineral deposits. A nondescript flycar waited in its shadow. Both Scorch and her companion had on clothes the same color as the blue and red desert, making it hard to see them. My beetle was circling the bluff, but even this close it couldn’t manage to send me more than a word here or there.


  Easing down the bluff, I crept nearer, silent and shrouded. When I crouched in the shadow of jutting outcropping near the ground, I finally picked up their conversation.


  “… on the ship,” Scorch was saying. Her spike of hair stood up behind her ear and glistened with oil. She held the carbine down at her side.


  “The ship is gone,” the other woman said. She looked like a drifter from the port, with her ragged jumpsuit and scuffed boots. However, she had a top-notch shoulder holster—complete with a gleaming tangler gun.


  “What about the passenger manifest?” Scorch asked.


  “Took care of it,” her companion said calmly. “Passenger manifest has his fake name on it. Caul Wayer.”


  Scorch frowned. “The name on the ID that I sold him was Caul Waver. Not Wayer.”


  The other woman shrugged. “Waver, Wayer, port made a mistake. Happens all the time. You’re all set.”


  “Good.” Scorch indicated at the tangler the other woman wore. “I’ll take that back now.”


  Her companion drew the gun and tossed it to her. Scorch grabbed it out of the air, flipped it around—


  And shot the drifter.


   


  End V


  VI


  Caverns


  Twice in my life, I’d seen someone die by tangler fire. It wasn’t any easier to take this time than before. The drifter fell to the ground in a violent seizure as chemicals from the shot scrambled her neural system. Then she convulsed. It took several minutes for her life to end, but it seemed like eternity. I didn’t realize I’d lunged forward until my foot hit a rock and I sprawled on my stomach. The thudding of the drifter’s convulsions covered my fall; otherwise my aborted attempt to stop the murder might have ended in Scorch shooting me as well.


  Scorch wasn’t done yet, either. She used the laser carbine next and incinerated the drifter’s body until nothing remained but a few ashes. Even as I watched, the breezes stirred them into the air. It wouldn’t be long before they dispersed altogether.


  Without a backward look, Scorch boarded the flycar. Within seconds it was soaring in the sky, headed back to Cries.


  I didn’t move at first. Even after my years in the army, I had never become inured to death. When my stomach settled, I walked over to the bluff where the drifter had died. Already most of the ashes were gone. I clicked a hollow disk off my gauntlet and scraped a bit of the remaining powder into the container.


  Then I headed back to Cries.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  “Message incoming,” Max said.


  I blinked, surfacing from the trance I had fallen into during my fourteen-kilometer hike across the Vanished Sea. I had just reached the outskirts of Cries.


  “Message?” I asked.


  “From Jak. Do you want to receive?”


  “Go ahead.”


  His voice growled. “Got dinner, Bhaaj. Alone.”


  Damn. I had forgotten to meet him at the penthouse. “Sorry.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Muttering Lane.”


  “Be there in—” He paused. “Three minutes.”


  “Thanks.”


  I kept walking through a deserted industrial district. After a while, a gorgeous black hover car edged around a dilapidated warehouse and settled on the cobblestones. I activated the dart thrower in my left gauntlet. The darts only stunned, unlike the pulse gun in my shoulder holster. You could get a license to carry darts or a pulse gun—but not a tangler. Never a tangler. Police hated them. You couldn’t trace the damn shot. They also killed slow and torturously. Darts only stunned, and with a pulse gun it was over in a fraction of a second. I didn’t want to blast anyone, just protect myself.


  When Jak jumped down from the car, I deactivated the dart thrower. I walked up to him and put my arms around his waist. He held me, my head against his shoulder.


  “Want to tell me about it?” he asked.


  “Not now.” I let him go. “Take me home?”


  “Yeah.”


  I slid into the passenger seat and he took the driver’s side. Not that it mattered where we sat; he entered our destination into the car and let it take us back to my place. The rich upholstery, sleek black leather, shifted under me, trying futilely to ease my tension.


  “I don’t think I’m hungry for dinner,” I said.


  Jak was watching me. “What happened, Bhaaj?”


  I took a breath. Then I told him. When I finished, he said, “You could be next.”


  “I know.”


  “Caul Waver. An alias?”


  “Apparently.” I spoke into my gauntlet. “Max, any luck in finding that name on the passenger manifest of a ship?”


  “Nothing.” The EI sounded apologetic. “The port mesh system is well-protected.”


  “I can have Royal check,” Jak said.


  I squinted at him. “Who?”


  “Royal Flush.”


  “Oh. Yeah.” I’d forgotten. He’d named his gauntlet EI after the legendary poker hand that in his youth had earned him the money to start the Black Mark. He’d been training that EI for decades. It was famous. Or maybe infamous was a better word. He never offered its services for free.


  “What price?” I asked.


  His gaze darkened. “That you don’t get yourself killed.”


  I managed a smile. “Deal.”


  While he told Royal what we wanted, I watched, intrigued. He had one of the best under-city meshes on the planet, better even than the military. I didn’t try too hard to see what he entered, though. That was proprietary information.


  “Can you give me the ashes of the woman Scorch killed?” he asked. “If Royal can ID them, it might help his search.”


  I handed over the disk. “Max got a partial analysis. No one he recognized. It’s all in the disk memory.”


  “Good.” Jak clicked the disk into his gauntlet. “You believe this Caul Waver is Prince Dayjarind?”


  “Possibly.” I thought back to Scorch’s meeting with the drifter. “They said the name was on the manifest, but not that Waver was actually on the ship. It could be a ruse. Scorch killed that drifter so she wouldn’t reveal what she knew. I’ll bet the drifter killed Krestone.” Thinking about the case helped me regain my equilibrium. “But what about that pin? What did it record?”


  He shrugged. “Whatever Lavinda Majda talked about in the car.” He frowned at me. “You think Lavinda helped Dayj escape?”


  “I suppose anything is possible.” I thought about the other people in the flycar. “If I had to guess, though, I’d bet Scorch was spying on Krestone rather than Colonel Majda. I can’t imagine one of the sisters betraying the family.”


  Jak snorted. “Freeing a demoralized young man is hardly a betrayal.”


  “I know. But they don’t see it that way.” I pushed back my dusty hair. “And they have a point, Jak, however much we don’t like it. He’s too inexperienced to deal under-city. Scorch would make byte fodder out of him.”


  “You think she sold him?”


  “I’m praying I’m wrong.”


  Max suddenly spoke. “Incoming on Oxil.”


  “Oxil?” Jak peered at me. “What the hell is that?”


  “Just a second, I’ll let you know.”


  I closed my eyes as Max sent the VR feed to my brain. A forest of drooping trees and wild flowers formed around me. Oxil was walking a few paces ahead as she spoke into a gauntlet comm. The beetle-bot hummed in closer so I could hear.


  “…nothing more,” Oxil said. “Her dinner date gave her a damn alibi.” A pause. “They may arrest her anyway. The source of her alibi isn’t at all reliable.”


  I smiled, my eyes closed. “Majda police don’t like you, Jak.”


  “Feeling is mutual,” he muttered.


  Oxil leaned against the mossy trunk of a tree. I missed her next words, but then the beetle hummed in closer.


  “—best I don’t talk with you from here,” Oxil was saying. “The risk of detection is too high.” She paused. “All right. The cavern. One hour.” She lowered her arm, and the view receded as my bot flew away before Oxil noticed it hovering about.


  Then the beetle sighted two people through the trees. Follow, I thought.


  We moved past the branches and came out at the Lake of Whispers. Corejida and Ahktar were standing on the shore together, their hands clasped as they gazed at the water.


  Corejida was crying.


  She made no sound, but tears ran down her cheeks. Ahktar slid his arm around her waist and she put hers around his. They held each other, their heads leaning together.


  “They’ll find him,” Ahktar said.


  “Yes.” Corejida’s voice shook. “Surely they will.”


  I felt very small. Their son’s disappearance was killing them and I hadn’t done a damn thing to help. Not knowing whether he was alive or dead had to make it even worse for them.


  The scene faded and I opened my eyes to see Jak watching me.


  “Oxil works for Scorch,” I said. “She must have been Dayj’s inside contact.”


  “Scorch sold him an ID and ticket.” Jak lapsed into under-city dialect. “Scared shitless Majda will find out.”


  “Then should have killed me,” I said.


  “Knew people’d look for you. Maybe thought she owed you.” His gaze darkened. “Might not stop her a second time. She paid her debt.”


  He had a point. “I don’t find Dayj, Majda fires me. Then Scorch kills me.”


  “Yeah.”


  I wished he had a reason to argue the point.


  Jak’s gauntlet hummed. He tapped the comm. “What?”


  Royal answered. “I’ve data on Caul Waver.”


  “That was fast,” I said.


  “You bet.” The EI sounded smug. Given his programmer, that figured.


  “What do you have?” Jak asked.


  “The drifter worked at the port,” Royal said. “I checked meshes where she had access. Found the passenger manifest. It says Caul Waver left Raylicon seven days ago, bound for Metropoli.”


  Damn. “Eleven billion people live on Metropoli,” I said.


  Jak met my gaze. “It won’t be easy to find him.”


  “If he even went there.” It made sense, though. Metropoli was one of the most populous Skolian worlds and its copious seas teemed with life.


  Jak met my gaze. “Time to tell Majda.”


  “If I tell Majda,” I said, “they’ll focus on Metropoli.” It would take immense resources to search such a heavily populated world, pulling all their attention away from Cries—which was probably exactly what Scorch wanted. Maybe she had let me live so I would follow Dayj’s supposed trail to Metropoli. And lose him forever.


  “If I go to Majda now,” I said, “I’ll miss Oxil’s meeting in the cavern.” I had other reasons for playing it close, too, but I didn’t want to tell Jak.


  “You go to that cavern,” Jak said, “you’re going to die.”


  “No, I’m not. “


  “That’s right. Because I’m coming with you.”


  “No” I didn’t want Jak to risk his life because of my job. “I was hired to do this. You weren’t.”


  “You remember how rizzed you got when I disappeared seven years ago to collect my money? You thought I had died.”


  “Yeah.” I would never forget it. When he had showed up at the Black Mark after three tendays, grinning and rich as sin, I’d been ready to throttle him.


  His gaze darkened. “I won’t go through that with you.”


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Jak and I strolled with the evening crowds, mostly tourists and local residents out on the town. Actually, more accurately, under the town. This was one of the few under-city thoroughfares with legitimate businesses. City bots even came down here to clean up and do repairs. The city council had ideas to convert this area into a park, but so far they had done nothing more than talk. The under-city bosses had just enough influence above-city to push the idea far back in the urban planning queue.


  My beetle had followed Scorch down here, but it lost her before she reached whatever entrance she used now for the cavern. Going in the same way I had before didn’t strike me as a good idea, to put it mildly.


  A man came up alongside Jak, a tourist out for a jaunt judged by his clothes and friendly smile. I wasn’t fooled. I knew him too well. Under that amiable exterior, he was deadly.


  “Heya, Gourd,” Jak said.


  Gourd nodded. Then he looked across Jak at me. “Good to see you, Bhaaj.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Same here.”


  He spoke to Jak. “Got time?”


  “Enough,” Jak said.


  I could tell Gourd wanted privacy. “I got to go,” I said.


  “No you don’t.” Jak glanced at his man. “What’s up?


  “Commander Braze lost a hundred thousand on roulette.”


  Jak gave a satisfied smile. “Good.”


  “Not good. She’s ready to drill someone. Says you got contraband holos in the casino that make people gamble too much.


  “She can’t do rizz,” Jak said. “Get herself court-martialed for gambling.”


  “She’s got ties,” Gourd said.


  Jak frowned. “What ties?”


  Gourd told him. It seemed Commander Braze had relatives with less than sterling backgrounds and enough connections under-city to add grief to Jak’s life.


  “She wants her credit back,” Gourd finished.


  “Yeah, right,” Jak said.


  “Could make it hot for you.”


  “Tough.”


  “Real hot.”


  “I got connections, too, Gourd. People owe me favors. If I have to call them in, I will.” Jak shook his head. “I give in to Braze, every rizzpunk will think they can take me.”


  Gourd didn’t look surprised. He took off then, headed back to wherever they had moved the Black Mark.


  I exhaled. This was the side of Jak I had let myself forget last night. It was also part of why I had left Cries.


  “You got trouble?” I asked.


  “I’ll manage. Always do.”


  I hoped so. It sounded like Braze’s people had enough wealth to buy Jak a lot of misery. It probably wasn’t the credits Braze wanted back as much as saving face over this business with Jak and his damn holos.


  “Could be a mess,” I said.


  “No worry.” Jak glanced around with that honed awareness of his that was could be so unnerving. “How you going to find Scorch?”


  I didn’t push about Braze. “I need another entrance. Know any?”


  “No idea. Scorch changes doors like I move the Black Mark.”


  “So maybe we make our own door,” I muttered.


  Jak frowned at me. “What are you up to?”


  “We need a better shroud.” I tapped the pack slung over my shoulder. “You got anything?”


  “Plenty.” Then he said, “At the Black Mark.”


  I knew he wouldn’t reveal its new location, especially not to me. We didn’t know how this would play out, whether I would end up working with the police or in their custody. The less I knew about Jak’s operations right now, the better.


  “I can wait there.” I motioned across the canal to a row of cafés with canopies over outdoor tables. “I’ll have a kava.”


  He grinned. “Bhaaj acting like a tourist.”


  “Like hell,” I grumbled. “Go on. Get out of here.”


  Laughing, he said, “Yeah. Be back.”


  As he set off at a brisk walk, I went to an ancient bridge that arched over the canal. It was built from red-streaked blue stone, with edges carved in scallops and gargoyles. I had just reached its high point when Jak turned a corner. As soon as he was out of sight, I double-checked my jammer to ensure I was shrouded—including from Jak. I jogged back to the path where he and I had been walking and turned down a side tunnel.


  Then I set out for Scorch’s cavern. Alone.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Seven years ago, I had mapped the cavities above Scorch’s cavern while I was searching for Jak. To this day, I felt certain Scorch had been involved in that scheme to cheat him out of several million, but I had never found evidence. Given that it involved Jak’s illegal casino, I could hardly take my suspicions to the police. But I had never forgiven Scorch.


  Now I crawled through cavities barely big enough for my body, with partial walls and ragged holes everywhere. Stalactites encrusted the openings. I wriggled on my stomach, pushing the pack ahead of me. Although it hadn’t shrouded me from Scorch’s security at the old entrance, it should be more difficult to monitor this maze. I was betting my life that her defenses operated with less efficiency here.


  The problem with shrouds was that they also interfered with any signals I might use to explore the cavern below. I couldn’t risk probes anyway; Scorch’s security might pick them up. I just wished I had a better way to figure out my exact location.


  Finally I chose a place. If my map was accurate, I had reached the eastern edge of Scorch’s operation in the caverns. I took my pulse gun out of the pack and checked the ammunition. Three cartridges. I thumbed on the jammer’s sonic damper—and fired at the floor of the cavity.


  Serrated projectiles tore into the ground and bored a small crater. Although the damper muffled the noise, it wasn’t silent. I hoped it was enough. I fired again, drilling the hole deeper. Debris crumbled from its sides.


  After a few moments, I quit drilling and waited until rocks stopped trickling down the sides. Then, gripping my gun in one hand and my pack in the other, I eased into the chute. The sides felt hot. When my feet touched the uneven bottom, my head was a handspan below the top. Wedging myself lower, I knelt on the ground and held still, listening.


  Nothing. No voices or machinery. Either I hadn’t drilled deep enough or I wasn’t above an occupied area. If I had chosen well, it would be the latter; if I was wrong, I could drill for hours and never break through.


  With my back against one wall and my boots braced against the other, I scooted up the chute and fired at the bottom again. Then I hit my heel into the ground with enhanced strength and speed, over and over. Still nothing. I fired again, deepening the chute, and hammered the ground with my boot. I might as well have been trying to drill through the blasted planet. Another shot, another kick—


  My heel cracked through the bottom.


  I probed with my foot and knocked away pebbles around the hole, then held still as rocks fell away, presumably to whatever lay below this cavity. They dropped about as much as I expected for a cavern before I heard them clatter on the ground below. No light came through the hole, which could mean I had found an unoccupied area. I hoped. I needed extra care now. A scatter of debris wasn’t likely to draw attention; it happened too often. But anything as heavy as me dropping from this height would set off alarms.


  I took a stylus out of my pack, slung its chain around my neck, and turned it on, giving myself a sphere of light. Then I set to work widening the hole. It took too long, but I managed with no more rocks falling. Finally I eased out, clenching my pack in my teeth. Damn, that jammer was heavy.


  So there I was, hanging from a ceiling.


  The stylus gave enough light for me to see a ragged room below. The edge of the hole crumbled in my grip. I had hoped to come out near a stalagmite on the floor, but no rock formation was near enough to let me climb down from my precarious hold. The closest was a meter away, a ridged pyramid of rock in a cluster of smaller stalagmites like a sentinel surrounded by flares.


  It would only be seconds before my handhold gave away and I crashed to the floor. What the hell. I had nothing to lose. Inhaling sharply, I swung toward the stalagmite. That effort destroyed what little remained of my grip; I lost my hold in the same moment I hit the stalagmite. I threw my arms and legs around the pyramid and clenched hard.


  Then I slipped. I managed to keep from sliding too fast, so when my boots hit the floor, they made almost no sound. I crouched down and set my pack on the ground. Then I waited.


  After several moments, I switched off the damper. Although I wanted its silencing effect, I couldn’t hear much through its field, either. If I had triggered alarms, I picked up no indication. That didn’t mean it hadn’t happened; last time, Scorch had apparently known as soon as I entered her empire. At least the hole I had made here didn’t look much different from other cavities in the stalactite-encrusted ceiling.


  Finally I rose to my feet and looked around. I was in a storeroom, a small cavern that normal people apparently entered by a narrow opening between two stalagmites. A length of canvas hung in the opening as a door. Crates with military markings were stacked all around. So. Scorch was selling illegal arms, mostly tanglers, but also laser carbines. Unfortunately, none of the crates were close enough to my hole in the ceiling to help me to climb out. I could move them, but it would make noise and time, more than I would have if I had to make a fast escape. The chances of my getting out of these caverns without Scorch knowing were pretty much zero. If she caught me here, I had no doubt she would go for the kill.


  I tried opening the cracks, but nothing worked, not even shooting them. Smashing them would make too much noise even for the damper to hide, besides which, I doubted it would help if EM pulse projectiles hadn’t done the trick. A fortune in weapons, and I couldn’t steal a damn one. If Scorch was selling these to the Traders, I hoped she died a miserable death. Better yet, I hoped they double-crossed her and sold her into slavery. It was probably too late for Prince Dayjarind, but if Scorch had done what I thought, she deserved the worst. I didn’t like her smuggling operation any better than I liked Jak’s casino, but I could live with knowing they existed. If Scorch had committed treason, I couldn’t look the other way.


  I went to the canvas door and turned off my stylus. The darkness would have been absolute, but the IR in my eyes bathed the world in a lurid red glow with fuzzy rock formations. Although the stone generated too little heat for anything to stand out well, I could see where I was going. I reloaded my gun from the second cartridge, then pushed aside the canvas and stepped between the stalagmites, my weapon up and ready.


  Outside, an empty pathway curved past. Columns made from stalactites and stalagmites delineated it, along with strange curtains of rock that looked filmy but felt like solid stone.


  Max, I thought.


  I’m here.


   How are my vital signs?


  Fine. Why do you ask?


   I was wondering if you could monitor other people the way you monitor me?


  Not like you. I get your medical data from the nanomeds in your body.


   They might have nanomeds, too. Most people who could afford health meds carried them.


  I know the protocols for the chips in your meds. I don’t for theirs.


   Can you hack them? Scorch’s illegal biomech had to include meds. I had no doubt Oxil carried them as well; Majda spared no expense in outfitting their guards.


  I can certainly try, Max thought.


   Good. Do what you can and monitor the area for signals. It was a long-shot, but maybe he could warn me if anyone was nearby.


  I set off on the path. In my IR vision, crystals glinted on the rocks like rubies. A drop of water fell from above and splashed on my nose. I had grown up here and my biomech was programmed to respond to different worlds, so until now I hadn’t even thought about the lighter gravity on Raylicon compared to Parthonia where I had been living. But now I was walking down a steep grade, enough to give me trouble in timing my steps. It slowed me down.


  I have a signal, Max said.


   Who?


  I don’t know. I can’t crack their picoweb. They’re up ahead, to the left.


  I eased along a curtain of stone, my back to its rippled surface, my gun up. Ahead on the left, an oval glowed brighter red than the surrounding rock, indicating a higher temperature.


   Is the person at that oval? I asked.


  Behind it. Max sounded worried. I advise caution.


  I edged up to the oval. A canvas door hung in it, hiding whoever waited beyond.


  Max, listen, I thought. Access my hydraulics and guide my gun so it points at the person inside.


  I can’t have such a large effect on your limbs.


  Can you help? 


  I’ll try. Max paused. I believe the person is several paces back from the entrance, to the left.


   Got it. I swept aside the canvas, jerked up my gun—


  And nearly blasted His Esteemed Highness, Prince Dayjarind Kazair Majda.


   


  End VI


  VII


  Dayj


  He sat on a rough pallet, staring into what was probably complete darkness for him. I doubted he had biomech in his body. Nanomeds to repair cells, delay aging, and keep him healthy, yes, but Majda wouldn’t provide him with bioware used primarily in the military. Although I couldn’t see him clearly, it didn’t take a genius to tell he was frightened.


  Manacles circled his left wrist and left ankle, with heavy chains that stretched to a massive hook in the wall. A blanket lay bunched up at one end of the pallet and a jug stood nearby. His clothes were simple but clean, dark trousers and shirt, nothing like the expensive garments he had worn in the Majda holos.


  He spoke in a pure Iotic accent. “Who is it? Who is there?”


  Saints almighty. That deep, sensual voice alone could have women at his feet. Lowering my gun, I fumbled for the stylus around my neck. I came to my senses before I turned it on. Scorch would monitor this cell even better than her storerooms. Gods knew, I had never expected she would keep Dayj for herself. It was truly insanity. She had to leave Raylicon; she could never pull this off here without the news leaking. But she couldn’t go now with every port under surveillance.


  I switched on the sonic damper and said, “I’m here to help.” My voice came out muffled. I went over and crouched next to him. “I’m Bhaaj.”


  He snapped up his free arm with his fist clenched while he protected his face with his other arm. That one action told me a great deal about his treatment here.


  “I won’t hurt you,” I said. Up this close, I could see him better. I should have been ready, but no holo could prepare me for the full impact. Even with his face ragged from exhaustion and fear, he was so beautiful, it was hard to believe he was real.


  His voice rasped. “What do you want?”


  “Your parents sent me.” My mind spun with plans. His cell was a few paces across, little more than large hole created when mineral-laden water dissolved the softer rock and left a shell of harder stone. I located two holo-cams monitoring the area.


  One was pointed at me.


  Damn. I spoke fast. “Your Highness, it won’t be long before I’m discovered, if I haven’t been already. We have to go. I’m going to shoot your chains with an EM pulse gun.”


  He was looking at me in the dark, though he probably couldn’t see even an outline of my body. “How do I know you won’t shoot me?”


  “You have to trust me.” I wondered if his voice rasped so badly because he had been shouting for help. No one would hear him down here except Scorch and the few people she let enter her empire.


  I aimed my gun at a point on the chain between his wrist and the wall. Sweat gathered on my forehead. I didn’t want to risk hitting him, but if he had to haul around too much of the chain, that would slow us down.


  “I’m firing,” I said. “Don’t move.”


  His hand clenched on the pallet. “All right.”


  I held down the firing stud long enough for two projectiles to hit the chain, their explosive power muffled by the damper. The first damaged the link and the second cracked it in two. It took three shots to break the second chain. Having a stranger fire so near him in the dark had to be disturbing, and Dayj looked scared, but he maintained a remarkable composure, more than I had seen even with some ISC officers. I wondered if his family knew him at all.


  “You’re free now,” I said.


  The chains scraped as he dragged them across the ground. “Thank you.”


  I grimaced. “Don’t thank me yet. I don’t know if I can get us out of here alive.”


  He felt around the wall until he found a handhold. As he pulled himself up, his leg buckled and he fell against the wall.


  I jumped to my feet and reached for him. “What happened to your leg?”


  Dayj jerked away when my palm brushed his arm. “Nothing.”


  “That wasn’t nothing.”


  “It’s all right. After one of the beatings, I couldn’t walk for a few days.” He took a shaky breath. “It’s getting better. I don’t think it’s broken.”


   Gods al-flaming-mighty. “Who the blazes beat you?”


  “She calls herself Scorch.” His voice rasped. “She didn’t like it when I refused her.”


  “She had no right to touch you.” I wondered how Scorch’s nose would feel, breaking under my fist. “Can you walk?”


  “I think so.” He took a step. His gait lurched, but he didn’t fall. “Not fast, I am afraid.”


  “Here.” I touched his arm, offering support. He tensed, but this time he didn’t jerk away. So I slid my arm around his waist. He draped one arm over my shoulder and leaned on me while I helped him limp toward the doorway. I hoped the Majda women made allowances for a stranger touching one of their men when she was saving his life.


  “Did Oxil bring you down here?” I asked as we pushed out past the canvas.


  “Yes.” He spoke bitterly. “I was so grateful to her for sneaking me out of the palace. Gods, I was a fool.”


  “You aren’t a fool.” Lonely, yes, but if that made a person a fool, then half the human race was with him. I tried not to think of the past seven years since I had left Jak. “It isn’t your fault other people commit crimes.”


  “I’m afraid I’m a rather poor judge of people.” Dryly he said, “For all I know, Scorch could have sent you.”


  I swore colorfully at the suggestion, then remembered who I was with and shut up. “Sorry.”


  He actually laughed. It was soft and hoarse, but still a laugh. “I’ve heard much worse in the past few days.”


  Having listened to Scorch’s vivid vocabulary myself, I could imagine. It amazed me that he could retain a sense of humor in all this.


  We made our way uphill toward the storeroom. With his injured leg and my gravity problems, we had to go slow. Too slow. I thought of the dust in his gift box. His father had said he had kept it for years. “When did Oxil first bring you here?”


  He glanced at me. “Four years ago.”


  “Did you meet Scorch then?”


  “No. Not until I wanted to go offworld.” He continued doggedly with his labored steps. “Apparently she saw me, though, the first time I came down here.”


  Four years. That fit the date on the news broadcast I had seen with Scorch in the audience. She had worn such a strange expression, an intensity that bordered on antipathy. I knew why now. The delegates in that Assembly procession had included Roca Skolia, Dayj’s intended. Scorch must have hated the woman who could claim Dayj. I thought of his words: She didn’t like it when I refused her. Assault took many forms and ways existed for her to make him do what she wanted regardless of how he felt.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “About everything.”


  He spoke in a low voice. “I just wanted to see the ocean.”


  “You will someday.”


  “Perhaps.” He didn’t sound like he believed it any more than I did. I couldn’t say the truth aloud, that we had little chance of escaping.


  The canvas door of a storeroom came into view, but it didn’t look like the right one. Max, I thought. Do you have a map of this area now?


  Yes, I’ve made one. The doorway you want is in about ten meters.


   Thanks. I kept going, past two doors. I recognized the third as the room with the gun crates.


  A light appeared ahead.


  Blast it! I drew Dayj behind one of the stalagmites that bordered the entrance of the storeroom and nudged him into the canvas. Going in there wouldn’t get him out of the caverns; even if he could have climbed to the hole in the ceiling, he didn’t know how to navigate the maze of cavities. But with all the bizarre rock formations and crates in there, he had plenty of places to hide.


  Dayj slipped past the canvas. When he was gone, I switched off the damper.


  A voice became audible. “—see anyone here. They may have moved on.”


  I edged forward, crouched behind a row of stalagmites. At the last one, I peered out to see one of Scorch’s hired rizz-punks on the path talking into her wrist comm. She resembled the drifter Scorch had killed in the desert. I wondered if Scorch planned to murder everyone who knew she had kidnapped a Majda prince. Probably, if she intended to keep it secret. Her people were fools if they believed otherwise. It could explain why she had so few human guards here; the less people who knew, the better. For the same reason, she would erase the records her security systems kept of Dayj.


  I considered the rizz-punk as she ended her conversation. My gauntlet darts shot a powerful sedative. If I fired from this distance, I estimated I had about a forty percent probability of knocking her out. If I moved in closer, the odds improved, but a good chance existed she would see or hear me. Then I was dead.


  Forty-sixty. The odds were too damn small. I gritted my teeth.


  Sometimes I hated this job.


  I fired my pulse gun.


  She never knew. The shots ripped through her, tearing apart her torso as they sent shock waves throughout her body. She collapsed, twisting as she fell, and smashed her light when she hit the ground. The tunnel went dark—


  A laser flared from behind me, brilliant light stabbing down the tunnel. It blasted a stalagmite only centimeters from where I crouched. I dropped and rolled fast as another laser shot exploded a stalactite above me. I barely scrambled out of the way before the spear of rock crashed to the ground. Shards flew everywhere and one stabbed my cheek.


  The shooter was on the path to my left, where Dayj and I had been just moments ago. The storeroom where Dayj had hidden was also to my left, between me and the shooter. The rock formations where I was hiding bordered the trail. I crawled on my stomach behind them, staying low. The darkness would help hide me if the person firing at me didn’t have IR vision.


  A familiar voice grated. “I know you’re here, Bhaaj.”


  Scorch. Damn! I froze. She had every possible biomech enhancement: sight, hearing, muscles, skeleton, spinal node.


   Max, can you locate her? I asked.


  I can give you an estimate, he thought. Ten meters down the path.


   Too close. If I moved again, the noise would flag Scorch to my location, especially with her augmented hearing.


  I peered through the rocks, but saw no one. Nor could I hear breathing. She was shrouded. If she stood in front of a stalagmite, her holosuit would project images of a stalagmite; if she was by a wall, her suit would show a wall. Conduits in the material would also cool the suit, making it harder to pick her up on IR.


  I closed my hand on the light stylus and lifted its chain over my head. Max, can you link to the chip that operates this light?


  Yes. I’m linked.


   When I tell you, turn it on. I sighted on the guard I had shot and hurled the stylus at her. Go!


  Light flared—and a laser beam hit the stylus dead on. In that instant, I fired toward the source of the beam, spraying the area with the last of my second ammunition cartridge. The cavern echoed as the projectiles shattered rock.


  Darkness and silence descended.


   Max, did I get her?


  You hit a lot of rocks.


   I know that.


  I estimate the probability that you also hit Scorch is between eleven and seventy-three percent.


   Oh, well, that’s definitive.


  Sorry. It is the best I can do.


  I stayed kneeling behind an outcropping, flanked by columns. That Scorch hadn’t returned fire could mean several things: I had hit her, she couldn’t find me, she had a strategy I hadn’t guessed, or she was recharging the carbine. The longer this went on, the more she had an advantage; I needed ammunition. I didn’t think she had fired enough to exhaust a fully charged carbine, but that assumed she hadn’t already used the gun.


  Footsteps came from my right, on the path where I had shot the guard. Then Oxil edged around a curtain of rock, a pulse rifle gripped in her hands as she stared at the body of the guard. Scorch’s shot had come from the opposite direction, so I was penned now on both sides.


   Max, I thought. This is not good.


  I would call that an understatement.


   Yeah, well, I would call it deadly.


  Throw your gun. It will draw their fire. It is of no use to you without ammunition.


   I have another cartridge. When I reload, though, they’ll hear me. If I moved fast enough, I might get Oxil before she killed me, but it would leave me an easy target for Scorch. If she was still alive.


  You need a diversion, Max thought. Throw your boot.


   They’ll hear me take it off. I could get my gauntlet off faster with less noise.


  Without your gauntlets, you lose your connection to me.


   I have two of them. I slid my right hand over my left gauntlet. Retract the bio-threads from my left socket.


  Retracted. Max’s thought took on a tinny quality as I lost the connection.


  When I pressed its release, the gauntlet split open. No sound had betrayed me yet, but that wouldn’t last. I steeled myself, then ripped off the gauntlet and flung it at Oxil.


  She fired immediately, hammering the rocks with projectiles. I scrambled to the left while I ripped the cartridge out of my pack. In that instant, a laser shot bored into the cranny I had just vacated. Hell and damnation. Scorch was alive and on to my tricks. I reloaded fast, all the time scuttling behind the stalagmites toward the storeroom where Dayj had hidden.


  As soon as I reloaded, I fired at Oxil, but she had dodged out of sight. Laser fire melted stalagmites less than a meter away. I edged back from the path, hoping it would throw off Scorch’s estimate of my position. Then I stopped, pulse racing, and listened.


  Nothing.


  I peered through the weird rocks. Where did Oxil go?


  I believe she has moved closer and hidden across the path.


  A ragged fence of low rock pyramids bordered the other side of the path. Oxil could be anywhere back there. Are you linked to the beetle I sent after Scorch earlier today?


  I lost contact when it reached the caverns.


   We’re here now, too. Maybe you can find it.


  Searching.


   Find it?


  No.


   What about—


  Got it!


   Tell it to come here.


  Working. Max paused for what felt like forever, though I knew it was only a few seconds. Then he thought, It’s too small to carry much power, so I can’t do much until the beetle is within a few meters. Then I can link you into its cameras so you can see with its eyes.


  Careful. If it gets too close to Scorch or Oxil, they’ll detect it.


  Yes. Another pause. The bot is here. I’m linking your vision to it.


  My view of the cavern blurred. The scene refocused, still dim and red, but seen from higher up. Good. I was a beetle. We flew near the jagged ceiling on the other side of the path. Almost directly across from my hiding place, a brighter patch of red glowed behind two stalagmites.


   Hey, I thought. Max, bring me down lower.


  The lower you go, he thought, the greater your chance of detection.


   I’ll risk it. Circle back over those last few meters.


  The beetle drifted down in a spiral, and the splotch of red resolved into Oxil crouched behind the pyramids of stone.


   Hah! Got her.


  You can’t shoot her when she is behind those stalagmites.


   Yeah, but knowing her location helps. I thought of Scorch. Take the beetle up the path.


  Moving.


  I floated through an inverted landscape of stone icicles that hung from the ceiling, dripping salty water. unfortunately, Scorch had shrouded herself well; nothing showed below except strange rocks.


  A splintering crash came from the storeroom.


  I snapped open my eyes and whipped up my gun.


  Bhaaj, stop! Max thought. Dayj is in there.


  Oxil lunged to her feet and fired at the storeroom. In the same moment, a laser shot seared the canvas door, setting it aflame. As that all happened, I fired at Oxil, knowing exactly where to aim. With the canvas in flames, light filled the cavern; Oxil stared at me as my shots tore through her, her face lit by the crackling fire.


  Then she collapsed behind the stalagmites.


  “Bhaaj!” a man yelled. “Jump!”


  I threw myself backward and slammed into a column. In the same moment, a laser shot stabbed across my hiding place and missed me by barely a handspan. Even as I returned Scorch’s fire, I was looking the other way, up the path, where the yell had come from. I knew that voice, damn it all. Jak had shown up.


  He was shrouded, but in the lurid firelight, the outline of his body showed. He had a weapon up and aimed, either a pulse rifle or a laser carbine. Looking the other way, I finally located Scorch, a human-shaped ripple in the stalagmites.


  Jak had his gun pointed straight at her.


  She had her carbine pointed at me.


  “You shoot me, Jak,” Scorch called, “And I shoot her.”


  ‘You’ll be dead before you fire,” Jak said.


  “I’m faster,” she told him. “You got no biomech.”


  Well, hell. Both Scorch and I had augmented speed, but she had her gun up and mine was at my side. She only had to press the firing stud. I’d be dead before I even aimed my weapon.


  “I got biomech,” Jak told her.


  “You’re lying,” Scorch said.


  I knew Scorch well enough to recognize she wasn’t sure. If she had thought she could move faster than Jak, I would be dead. Unfortunately I knew another truth. Jak was bluffing. He had no biomech.


  The burning canvas fell to the ground, flames dying, the light dimming. So at first I wasn’t certain if what I saw in the entrance of the storeroom was real or a shadow. Then the “shadow” solidified into a man.


  Dayj.


  He had a neural tangler clenched in his hand. The splintering we had heard had to have been him cracking open one of the crates by smashing it into another. I must have been closer to breaking them than I realized.


  “Dayj.” Scorch was only a few steps away from him. Her outline faded as the fire died. “You can’t shoot. You don’t know how to use a tangler.” She had an odd tone, as if she were talking to a child.


  I hated her tone, but she was probably right. A tangler injected chemicals. It took experience to prime the gun, determine the dose, and decide where to shoot.


  “You don’t think I know?” Dayj’s voice rasped, his Iotic accent a jarring contrast to the lurid scene, the dying flames and glittering rock formations. “I watched, Scorch. I listened to you tell that drifter how to kill Captain Krestone, and I watched you get ready to kill your hired assassin.”


  Ah, no. Had Dayj just signed his death warrant? He might not realize it, but he had just told her he could testify against her as a witness. She had to kill him. Given all she had gone through to get him, though, she wouldn’t want him dead. Letting him live would go against every tenet she lived by, but from what I had seen, she was obsessed.


  “Can’t learn a tangler that way.” Scorch’s brusque voice gave me chills. “Besides, even if you knew, you could never shoot. Drop the gun, Dayj.”


  I held my breath. If Scorch wavered even a moment, it would give Jak and me the opening we needed.


  Dayj stared at her. The blaze of the canvas had died to embers and she was almost invisible now. If he waited any longer, Scorch would win. As soon as we could no longer see her, Jak’s advantage disappeared. I glanced at Jak, moving only my eyes, not my head. His outline was also fading, which meant Scorch couldn’t shoot him with accuracy, either, but it also acted as a flag, letting her know how little we could see her.


  Dayj stood gripping a stalagmite, the chain hanging from the manacle on his wrist. He held the tangler in his other hand, aimed at Scorch. Watching him, I knew she was right. He couldn’t commit murder. It wasn’t in him. Chances were he hadn’t primed the tangler properly, but if he believed he might kill her, it would stop him from shooting.


  Except he fired.


  Everything happened at once. I threw myself forward as I fired, crashing to the ground as her laser exploded a stalactite above my head. Melted debris showered me. Jak fired a fraction of a second later, but Scorch had already ducked to the side. Dayj’s shot had done nothing to her. And now she knew; Jak had bluffed about his speed.


  Dayj lunged away from the storeroom. I could no longer see Scorch, but he had to be right next to her. I couldn’t believe it. He was gambling that one of the most hardened under-city killers on the planet wouldn’t immediately end his life. Incredibly, he was right. She hesitated only an instant, but it was long enough for him to yank the pack off her back, smashing it against a stalagmite. Although her shroud didn’t fail completely, he must have damaged the jammer, because her disguise faded enough to let me see her blurred outline.


  I was already jumping to my feet. Although I was moving at many times normal speed, pushing hard, everything seemed to slow down. In the time it took Scorch to recover from Dayj’s strike, I aimed—and fired.


  Projectiles ripped through Scorch. Her carbine discharged and just barely missed Dayj. I hammered projectiles into her body, and they riveted her to the rock formation like a drill.


  Suddenly the roar stopped. Scorch’s body slid down the stalagmite and crumpled on the ground, leaving a smear of red.


  “Ah, gods—” Dayj lurched back and dropped to his knees. Leaning forward with his arms around his stomach, he vomited on the ground.


  I stood with my booted feet planted apart, both hands on my gun, my arms extended out from my body, my thumb pressing the firing stud of my pulse gun.


  “Bhaaj.” Jak’s voice came at my side. “You can stop.”


  I turned slowly, my gun still up and aimed, now at him. He put his hand on the barrel and carefully pushed it aside. “Stand down, Major,” he said softly. “The engagement’s over.”


  I stared at the gun I was trying to fire. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Thanks.”


  Jak nodded. “Yeah.”


  We went to Dayj then. He had his arms around his stomach and his head down. The remains of Scorch’s body lay crumpled only paces away, but I couldn’t look. Later, I’d have to face what I’d done here today, the deaths. Right now, Dayj needed us more.


  I knelt next to him. “Are you all right?”


  He lifted his head. “Who are you?”


  Even in the waning light of the embers from the fire, I could see the haggard lines of his face. I spoke quietly. “My name is Bhaajan. I used to be an army officer. Now I do private investigations.”


  Dayj was still gripping the tangler. I pried away his clenched fingers and took the gun. A quick check made the blood drain from my face.


  “These darts are loaded with water.” Water. That was it. Plain, ordinary H2O.


  “I’ve no idea how to use this weapon,” he said hoarsely. “I don’t even know what it is.”


  “It’s a tangler,” I said. “Properly loaded, it’s the deadliest neural disruptor ever made.”


  He met my gaze. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do that would give you a chance.”


  I set the gun on the ground. “You have guts.” What an understatement. He had bluffed one of the most brutal under-city criminals on Raylicon with a water gun.


  “Gods,” Jak told him. “Remind me never to let you in the Black Mark.” He glanced around. “We should get moving. I’m surprised nothing has shot at us.”


  “It is probably because you are so close to me,” Dayj said. “Her automated systems won’t harm me. She reprogrammed them after a laser nearly killed me when I tried to escape.”


  “We’re also shrouded,” I said. “From most sensors.”


  “I can see you,” Dayj said. “Your skin shimmers.”


  “It’s holographic powder. The effect breaks down up close.” I rose to my feet and offered him a hand.


  Dayj stood up and tried to take a step. As his leg gave out, both Jak and I grabbed him. We each slid an arm around his waist, and he put his arms over our shoulders. Then we started up the path where Jak had come down.


  “We can go out a back door I know,” I said.


  “Got a closer one,” Jak said. “I’ve a jeeper waiting”


  “A closer one?” I demanded. He might as well have just punched my gut. “You knew about another entrance?


  Jak cleared his throat. “Yeah, I do.”


  “You, who supposedly didn’t know a way in here?” Now that I thought about it, he hadn’t had time to get a shroud, go back to the café, and then come here. He must have gone straight to the cavern after we split up.


  “Bhaaj—”


  “You bastard.” I couldn’t believe it. “You ditched me. You never intended to go back to the café.”


  Jak stared at me across Dayj, his gaze dark. “Of course you would never ditch me. And never mind that I just helped save your stubborn ass.”


  “My ass was fine,” I growled.


  “Excuse me,” Dayj said. “But if the two of you continue this, you will break my spine.”


  My cheeks flamed. I hadn’t realized I was gripping him so hard. At the same time I said, “My apologies, Your Highness,” Jak turned red and said, “Oh. Sorry about that.” I loosened my hold and Jak let go of him.


  Within moments, we reached an exit that let us out into a decrepit canal. A jeeper waited, stocky and squat under the overhang of a collapsed wall. Holo-paint sheened the armored surfaces of the vehicle: right now its mottled rust and blue exterior matched the surrounding canal rock.


  As I helped Dayj into the jeeper, Jak surveyed the area. “No one has come after us yet.”


  Dayj paused on the doorway. “Scorch didn’t want people to know she had me prisoner.” In a dull voice, he added, “Anyone who knew, she killed.”


  I spoke in a low voice. “It’s not your fault.”


  Jak swung up easily into the driver’s seat. “Her behavior makes no sense.”


  I sat with Dayj in the back. “Why not?”


  Jak powered up the jeeper. After it rose into the air and headed down the canal, he swiveled his seat around to look at Dayj. “She threw her reason to the wind over you.”


  It made sense to me. I’d thrown my reason to the wind over Jak more than once.


  “Who are you?” Dayj asked him.


  “Jak.”


  “I thank you for your help.”


  Jak nodded awkwardly. “I set a course for the palace.”


  “No,” I said. “Wait.” I turned to Dayj. “Is that what you want?”


  He went very still. “I have a choice?”


  I took a breath and plunged ahead. “I’ve told your family you went offworld. The port lists a ticket bought by someone with the ID Scorch sold you. It says you went to Metropoli. This jeeper and the caverns are protected from surveillance.” I felt as if the world were spinning. If the Majdas found out what I was doing, my life would be worth less than spit. “You probably can’t leave Raylicon now, but if the search moves to Metropoli, it will ease up here. Eventually you can leave. Go wherever you want.”


  Jak stared at me in disbelief. “I’m not hearing this.”


  “Why?” Dayj asked me. “Why would you do this? Do you realize what my family will do if they find out? Or the reward they will give you for bringing me back?”


  “This isn’t about a reward,” I said. “Or their revenge. Some things are more important. Like freedom. You shouldn’t have to live that way.”


  “What way?” He sounded tired. “As one of the richest people in an interstellar empire? There is a real hardship.”


  “You’re a prisoner in your own home.”


  “The Houses have a rationale that goes back millennia.” He rubbed his eyes, then dropped his arm. “It is a rich tradition, Major, not one to throw away lightly.”


  “Then why did you run away?” I asked.


  Softly he said, “Because I was starving.”


  I gentled my voice the best I knew how. “Skolians have settled hundreds of worlds. If you want a densely populated place with many seas, it doesn’t have to be Metropoli. You can go somewhere they’d never know.”


  His look said it all, the longing, the loneliness, the frustrated dreams, the hope. It was all there in his dark eyes. He spoke with difficulty. “When I was lying in my cell down in the caverns, I remembered a gift my parents had given me when I was little, a globe of Raylicon with deserts in gold and ruby gems, the dead seas in crystal, and clouds in diamond. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. But they wouldn’t let me play with it. I would have broken the globe, you see.” In a low voice be said, “That is my life, Major. I can only look at it, never touch it.”


  I swallowed. “I’m sorry.”


  “But you see, while I lay in the dark, I remembered why my parents gave me such a gift. I remembered their love.” He spoke with difficulty. “I want to leave. But I cannot.”


  I thought of Corejida and Ahktar at the Lake of Whispers, both crying. It gave me a strange feeling. Envy? Grief? No one had ever stood on a shore or anywhere else and wept for me.


  “You’re sure?” I asked.


  He nodded. “I’m sure. I will go home.”


  Jak spoke. “Perhaps after all this, you can convince them to give you more freedom.”


  Dayj tried to smile. “Perhaps.”


  Perhaps. We all knew the truth: it could never happen.


   


  End VII


  VIII


  Homecoming


  It was still night when the jeeper reached Majda territory. The comm crackled with a woman’s voice. “You have entered restricted airspace. Identify yourself and await instructions.”


  I leaned forward between the pilot and copilot seats and spoke into the comm. “This is Major Bhaajan. Notify General Majda that I’m coming in.”


  “Please hold, Major,” the woman said.


  “Understood.” Apparently the jeeper’s shroud didn’t work all that well given how fast they had detected us. But it probably hid the people inside. I reached forward to deactivate the shroud. Once they knew we carried Dayj, we shouldn’t have any trouble.


  “Wait,” Dayj said. “Not yet.”


  Jak glanced at him. “It’s too late to turn back.”


  “I know,” Dayj said. “I just—I want a few more minutes of freedom. Even knowing it’s about to end.”


  A new voice snapped out of the comm, hard and clipped. “Major, this is Captain Takkar. Where the hell have you been?”


  Oh, great. “Around.”


  “Don’t rizz with me, Bhaajan. You’ve hidden continuously since we told you to stop with the shroud. You had better have a damn good explanation. And this one had better not involve some disreputable under-city kingpin.”


  Jak’s eyes gleamed. “Don’t you like me, Captain?”


  Takkar swore in a manner she would never have done had she known a Majda prince could hear. I glanced at Dayj. He smiled slightly and shrugged.


  I had other issues with the captain. I spoke into the comm. “Tell me something, Takkar. Where is Lieutenant Oxil?”


  “She’s off-duty,” Takkar said. “Why?”


  “You don’t wonder where she is?”


  “No. Why do you?”


  “I have my reasons.”


  “What reasons?”


  “I’ll explain when we land.”


  “You’re damn right you will,” Takkar said. “The police are escorting you to the south park.”


  “Understood,” I said. Takkar sounded angry but not defensive. It was hard to tell from a voice over the comm, but my intuition said she didn’t know about Oxil.


  “Captain,” I said. “Can you have the Majda sisters meet us when we land?”


  “Why?” Takkar asked.


  “I have news for them.”


  Tension snapped in her voice. “What did you find out?”


  “I’ll tell them.”


  Takkar just grunted.


  I toggled off the reception and sat back with Dayj. “How well do you know Captain Takkar?”


  “She’s been with our police force for decades.” Dayj smiled, his teeth a brilliant flash of white. “I’ve always liked her.”


  It was the first time I had seen his full smile, and I barely heard a word after that. No wonder Scorch had fallen so hard. She must have seen that dazzling smile of his when she spied on his visits with Oxil to the aqueducts. She had tried to attain the unattainable and paid for it with her life.


  “Do you think Takkar knows about Oxil?” I asked Dayj.


  He shook his head. “Captain Takkar is loyal to my family.”


  Although I disliked Takkar enough to wish he was wrong, it fit my impression. “They’ll probably give her a lie detector test.”


  “Probably.” He pushed back his tousled hair. “The first time Oxil snuck me out to the canals, I expected she would want something in return. She never asked for anything.”


  “She wanted you to trust her.”


  He looked out the window at the landscape below, the rolling lush hills of the Majda forest, such a contrast to the rest of Raylicon. “I did. I was stupid.”


  “Dayj, no. They were scum. And Oxil was the fool. Scorch would never have let her live. She intended to kill anyone who knew you were down there.”


  He glanced at me with his dark gaze. “Except you did it for her.


  That hit like ice water. I had no answer. He had seen me shoot Scorch, probably Oxil and the guard as well. Records would also exist on Scorch’s security system. Any lie detector would verify I believed my actions were necessary to protect Dayj, but no matter how you looked at it, I had killed three people. Even if the police cleared me of murder, I would know the truth; I was no better than the criminals I tracked.


  “Bhaaj, stop,” Jak said.


  I looked up at him. “Hey.” I tried to smile. “It’s not every day I get to ride with a disreputable under-city kingpin.”


  “Your lucky night.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes. He knew what I was thinking. He had held me in the past when darkness haunted my memories. This time I wouldn’t even have him for long—for he would stay in Cries, which I could never do.


  ♦ ♦ ♦


  Escorted by Majda police fliers, Jak landed the jeeper on a long, sloping lawn outside the palace. As soon as the engines powered down, I opened the door and jumped out. Eight police officers waited, along with Takkar and the security chief. The Majda sisters were also there. From Takkar’s thunderous expression, I suspected the captain wanted to slap me in the modern-day equivalent of irons. However, as impatient as she and the others looked, they stayed back while General Majda approached me.


  I’ve always prided myself on being hard to intimidate, but even my confidence wavered when I faced Vaj Majda. I tended to forget how tall she was, two meters. Her dark, upturned eyes missed nothing, and right now they were focused on me with far too much intensity.


  We met a few paces from the jeeper. I bowed from the waist. “My greetings, General.”


  She spoke in her husky voice. “You’ve been difficult to find, Major.”


  “I had good reason.”


  “And that is?”


  I looked back at the jeeper. Jak stepped into the doorway and jumped down to the ground.


  “Major Bhaajan.” The General’s voice tightened. “How you spend your personal time is your affair. I assume you have reason to bring your—companion here.”


  “He helped.” I started to say more, but then I stopped.


  Dayj had appeared in the doorway of the jeeper.


  A cry came from behind us. I spun around to see Corejida staring at her son, her mouth open, astonishment etched on her face. She strode past us, ignoring even Vaj, seeing only her son.


  Dayj jumped down and within moments he and his mother were embracing. Corejida kept saying, “I can’t believe it.” The chain attached to Dayj’s wrist hung down her back, but I didn’t think she noticed. The other chain, the one on his ankle, lay across the grass. Tears ran down her face and she made no attempt to hide them, pulverizing the reputation of the noble Houses for restrained emotions.


  “Gods,” Vaj murmured. Her voice caught. It was the first time I had seen her control slip. “Thank you, Major.”


  I nodded, though inside I grieved for the freedom Dayj would never know. “He’s going to need a doctor.” I hesitated, uncertain how much to say about what Scorch had done to him. “A therapist, too, maybe.”


  Majda inclined her head. “We will see to his health, both physical and emotional.”


  “And intellectual?” I knew I should keep my mouth shut, but the words came out anyway.


  “Dayj has his books.”


  “It isn’t enough.” I plunged ahead. “General, I ask your forgiveness if I offend. But please listen.” I motioned toward Dayj. “He’s a lot smarter than you think. A lot more talented. He needs independence. He’s suffocating here.”


  Anger flashed in her eyes. “I forgive your offense, Major, because you brought him home. But do not overstep yourself.”


  “He ran away.” I had to speak even if it meant I lost the goodwill I had earned by finding him. “Doesn’t that tell you anything? Gods know, I can see you all love him. He’s a fortunate man.” More quietly I added, “If you love him, let him have his dreams.”


  I thought she would have me thrown off the grounds then. If a gaze could truly have pierced, she would have sliced me to ribbons. “If he ran away of his own free will,” she asked coldly, “why is he in chains now?”


  “Because he trusted too easily. He never learned to survive on his own.”


  “All the more reason he should remain here.”


  “He came home because he loves you all.” I was digging myself a deeper hole, but I owed Dayj. He had saved my life by bluffing Scorch. “But he wanted to weep and they weren’t tears of joy.”


  Majda clasped her hands behind her back. “You take liberties I have not granted.”


  “You don’t strike me as someone who prefers pretty words to the truth.” Behind her in the distance, I saw people running down the lawn from the palace. Including Ahktar. He must have thrown on his robe without bothering to fasten the ties. It billowed out behind him, flying in the wind like a cape.


  Vaj turned to watch them. “Everyone has their version of the truth, Major.”


  When Ahktar reached Dayj and Corejida, he threw his arms around them. Other people gathered around, at least two of them doctors judging by the scanners they turned on Dayj. A police officer knelt by Dayj’s ankle and began working on the manacle.


  “I do know this,” Majda told me. “I will be forever grateful that you brought him back to us.”


  I couldn’t say any more. I should have realized a few words from an outsider wouldn’t change anything.


  Majda went to Dayj then and greeted him. Although far more restrained than her sister and brother-in-law, the General left no doubt of the truth in her last words.


  Jak came over to me. “I don’t know if he’s incredibly lucky or one of the most unfortunate people I’ve ever met.”


  I exhaled softly. “Both, I think.”


   


  End VIII


  IX


  New Leaves


  Jak tossed my jacket onto the bed. “You want to carry this or pack it?”


  I stuffed the jacket into my duffle. “Both.”


  He wouldn’t meet my gaze. We had already gone through the penthouse twice to make sure I wasn’t leaving anything behind. Now we were stalling. I had nothing in my work to keep me here; this morning a sum of credit far greater than I had expected had appeared in my bank account. Dayj told the police I acted to defend him, and Majda accepted it. No charges would be brought against me. In fact, Takkar was ready to escort me off the planet herself, barred the opportunity to slap me in jail. I was free to go.


  Except.


  I stood by the bed while Jak paced around the room, checking for lost items. I tried to make a joke. “You’ll wear a path in this expensive carpet.” Ha, ha.


  Jak turned without a smile. In his black trousers and muscle shirt, he made a stark contrast to the white wall. The holster strapped around his torso held an EM pulse gun against his ribs. Since the business with Scorch, we both went armed everywhere.


  I shifted my weight. The obvious thing was for me to ask for a ride to the starport. I opened my mouth, but somehow, instead I said, “Come with me.”


  I immediately wanted to kick myself. What the blazes was wrong with me? Of course he wouldn’t come. He had everything here, money, power, influence. Granted, his life skirted the borders of legality, to put it kindly, but Jak had never let that dissuade him. It did matter to me. He couldn’t live my life any more than I could live his.


  “You stay,” he said.


  “Took me a long time to get out.”


  He crossed his arms and his biceps bulged. “This is your home.”.


  I wished he would stop looking so good. “Can’t ever come home.”


  “It’s my home.”


  “Make a new one?”


  “You make an old one.”


  To hell with the under-city terse inability to express anything. “I can’t, Jak. This place is my nightmare. I tried to come home once before, after I retired from the army, and it didn’t work. I’ve made a new life in Selei City. I want that life, not a past with so many ghosts and so much grief.”


  His jaw twitched. “I’m a ghost you want to forget?”


  “No!” I spread my hands out from my body. “Come with me.”


  “You stay.”


  We stood looking at each other, nothing left to say.


  “I’ve an incoming message,” the penthouse EI announced.


  “For flaming sakes,” I said. “Your timing honks.”


  “Do you wish me to play it later?” the EI asked.


  “Who is it from?”


  “It isn’t signed.”


  “Oh, well, great.” I glared at no one in particular, because I didn’t have the words to tell Jak how I felt. He stood waiting, and I knew he would never say how much this hurt, either. We made quite a pair, him and we, both equally inarticulate.


  “Major Bhaajan?” the EI prodded.


  “Project the message on the wall,” I growled.


  “It isn’t visual,”


  Great. People used audio-only mail if they had something to hide. “One of Scorch’s people sending us death threats?”


  “I don’t know,” the EI said.


  “Just play it.” I was in no mood for breathy threats but we might as well get it over with.


  The voice that rose into the air was anything but breathy. Rich and deep, it made the hairs on my neck stand up.


  “My greetings, Major Bhaajan,” Prince Dayjarind said.


  Jar stared at me. “Gods almighty.”


  I couldn’t believe it, either. “He has no access to any mesh outside the palace. No way could he send me a letter.”


  “Major,” the EI said. “Do you wish me to continue the message or would you prefer to continue conversing?”


  “You know,” Jak said, “that EI can be annoying.”


  “No kidding.” To the EI I said, “Keep playing it.”


  “I would like to thank you, Major,” Dayj continued. “I am unfamiliar with public meshes, so please excuse my clumsiness if I break protocols. This is my first message.”


  “He sounds a lot better,” Jak said.


  “He does.” It was an understatement. Dayj’s voice had lost its hoarse desperation.


  “It is hard to know how to say this,” Dayj went on. “I have had many talks with my family. As a result, next year I will attend school, probably Imperial University on Parthonia if I pass the entrance exams. My uncle is a psychology professor there, so I can live with him and his family.”


  Holy blazes. I gaped at Jak. “He’s going to college?” I wished I could have been a beetle-bot in the room during his negotiations with his family. “That’s incredible.”


  “Maybe they finally woke up,” Jak said.


  “Aunt Vaj isn’t happy with the decision,” Dayj said. “But she has given me the blessing of Majda. Her decision to accept it apparently has something to do with a conversation she had with you. Whatever you said, thank you.”


  Jak cocked an eyebrow at me. “You talking tough with Majda?”


  “I said a few things.”


  “You got a suicide wish, Bhaaj.”


  I winced. “Just ornery.”


  “I must go,” Dayj said. His voice lightened. “But I look forward to the future. Please give my thanks to your friend, the man with the jeeper. May you be well, Major Bhaajan. I wish you the best.”


  Then the room was silent.


  “This is a good thing,” Jak said.


  “It is.” I smiled. “Who would’ve thought?”


  He scowled. “It shouldn’t have taken almost losing him forever to make them wake up and realize he had to go.”


  “Sometimes you have to take risks.” I went over and clasped his hands, a gesture of affection atypical of me, to say the least. He looked flustered. “Come with me, Jak. You don’t have to stay here, running your damn casino. You could do so much more.”


  “I like running my damn casino.” He didn’t drop my hands, though,


  “Haven’t you ever wanted to see new places? Travel? Go to the stars?” I knew as soon as the gleam came into his eyes that he hadn’t lost that desire. Wanderlust.


  “A whole universe is out there for you to conquer,” I said.


  His wicked grin flashed. “I would, you know.”


  Gods he was sexy when he smiled. “Worth a try,” I said.


  “Got no job in Selei City.”


  I didn’t tell him that I had plenty of money to support us both. He had his pride. “Find one.”


  He laughed. “What, no offer to make me a kept man, Bhaaj? Damn, woman, you can afford it. You’re sinfully rich.”


  I flushed. “Figured you wouldn’t want that.”


  “I know. I don’t. Makes a difference that you knew.”


  “Enough to come with me?”


  “You know the answer.” After a moment, he added, “Might visit, though.”


  My breath caught. He had never made that offer before. “I’d like that.”


  He spoke dryly, “Got Braze’s family and Scorch’s people after me. Maybe this is a good time to fold up the Black Mark for a while.” His eyes gleamed. “Maybe open it somewhere else.”


  “Jak,” I warned. He had better not try that in Selei City.


  He laughed, deep and full. “I swear, those glares of yours could incinerate a man.” His smile became something gentler, more frightening than his grin, something that almost looked like love. “Just a visit, while things cool down here. Later—we’ll see.”


  “Sounds good.” He’d like it there, I knew. Maybe, given enough time, he’d consider something more permanent.


  “Got a lot to take care of here first,” he said.


  “I’ll help.” I wasn’t giving him time to change his mind.


  Jak pulled me into his arms. “I dunno, Bhaaj. Think Selei City can handle us both?”


  A laugh built up in me then, a really good one, the kind I hadn’t felt in a long time. “We’ll have to see.”


  He winked at me. “So we will.”


  I looked forward to finding that answer.
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