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	Storm winds rose as the team sent to recapture Mosam Coe climbed aboard their tumbler shuttle to leave the settlement. Yajain’s quest to find Mosam was over. She had him.

	The tumbler gained altitude, the little bandojen pilot, Harish, at the controls.

	Her mind raced with questions for their prisoner. Why did you destroy that armory back home? Why give up now? Do you care about me?

	The tumbler, its heavy load swaying, accelerated from the Ditari settlement into a headwind. Yajain hung onto her belts as if the restraints would help her if the storm hurled the little vessel into the pillar’s side. The rest of the team sent to retrieve Mosam rode in nervous quiet, no doubt carrying some of Yajain’s same fear.

	A battering gust rocked the whole tumbler.

	“Harish, steady damn it,” said Boskem, in command thanks to Agent Pansar’s injuries. “We need to get to Solnakite.”

	“I’m doing what I can, Finder. The explorer is closer.”

	They curved toward the long shape of Castenlock, catching a tailwind in the process.

	“Listen to me when I give you an order, Harish.”

	“We won’t make Solnakite in this wind,” Harish said. “Easy. Easy we fly.” The pilot’s soft words echoed in the speechless cabin.

	Gaining altitude, they raced toward Castenlock.

	“Straighten us out, Harish.”

	“Easy we fly, sir.”

	“Abyss, damn it, Harish. Listen to me!”

	The wind kicked them forward like a child’s kite. They accelerated ahead of the storm.

	Boskem unbuckled his belts. He rose, bracing himself on one of the ceiling handrails. He made his way toward the cockpit.

	“Slow down, fool! We’re going to crash.”

	“Let Harish fly,” said Yajain.

	Mosam glanced at her, eyebrows raised.

	Boskem rounded on her.

	“You’ll be quiet. As far as I’m concerned we can’t trust you. Doctor. Pansar will agree, I’m sure.”

	Yajain shook her head.

	“Let Harish do his job. Trust him, not me.”

	Boskem’s lip trembled. The tumbler’s tail jumped. He returned to his seat. As he buckled in, he glared at Yajain.

	Mover fins all over the tumbler extended as they entered the artificial arc field projected from Castenlock’s core. With the fins extended, Harish quickly slowed the vessel. He guided the tumbler into a docking bubble near the front of the ship.

	They settled on a cushion of air as Harish leveled them with the deck’s tilt. Upon touching down, Boskem burst from his seat.

	“Jacsaro, get Coe. You others, help Agent Pansar and the other wounded.” He glared at Yajain. “Aksari, you’re coming with me.”
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	Firio met them just outside the docking bay of Castenlock where they’d landed, close to the bridge. He walked with his back stiff and straight, stopping before the Yajain and Mosam with the other the retrieval team members strung out behind them.

	Mosam’s hands were bound by hardened zip cuffs at his back. 

	Firio glared into Mosam’s bloody face, then turned to Yajain.

	“Doctor Aksari, explain yourself.”

	She met his eyes. 

	“Agent Pansar thought I was working with Mosam. He had information about our past together.” Her voice caught in her throat. “When we encountered Mosam I chose to mislead him into believing I had defected. Then I led him to the core to facilitate his capture.”

	Firio nodded. He turned his back on Yajain and addressed the ratings and officers behind him. 

	“Take Pansar, Akon, and Loattun to medical. Jacsaro, Boskem, help me escort Doctor Aksari and Coe to the bridge. The rest of you report to battle stations. Ija’s fleet is approaching at the head of the storm.”

	Between the salutes and murmurs of assent, Yajain got the impression the captain had clamped down on the crew earlier. She and Mosam followed Firio, Jacsaro and Boskem brought up the rear. Sonetta glanced at Yajain as they passed, eyes wide and scared. Yajain didn’t blame her. 

	If anything, it’s my fault she’s afraid. I should have been honest about knowing Mosam from the start.

	Yajain and the others followed Firio to the bridge.

	Firio took charge in his customary way, taking reports from his officers. Viewers showed incoming ships. Three banner ships with Ija’s emblems and flags flowing before them approached on storm winds. A wall of black clouds raced behind them. 

	Smaller ships flew on the outside of the arrowhead formed by the three larger vessels. None of the banner ships rivaled Castenlock or DiKandar Hall in size, but any of them could out-shoot an explorer vessel with ease.

	Yajain stared out the front window where the attack fleet appeared a bit smaller. Mosam glanced at her. She avoided his gaze. 

	If he knows why those ships are attacking, now should be the time he talks. If only I could really trust him.

	Mosam cleared his throat with a cough. 

	“Excuse me, captain,” he said.

	Firio turned. His silver brows formed a deadly serious V-shape. 

	“What now, Coe?”

	“Ija has an alliance with Dilinia. Is that correct, captain?”

	Firio sighed harshly and walked back along the bridge. He lowered his voice. 

	“Nominally, yes.”

	“I thought so. Captain, it’s probable the commander of this fleet is operating under the control of another.”

	“Who?” Firio folded his arms. “Do you know?”

	“A creature, an alien called a tyrant,” Mosam said. “They manipulate other animals. Like us humans.”

	“An alien?”

	“Most likely three or more, at least one on each banner ship.”

	“Let’s say I believe you. What would that change?”

	Mosam met Firio’s eyes. 

	“It would give you a way to win this battle. Board each ship. Kill each tyrant. The enemy will plead for peace.”

	Firio stepped back from Mosam. One hand went to his beard. He turned to Yajain. 

	“Do you believe him, doctor?”

	Adrenaline rushed through her with the question. Yajain hesitated, then nodded.

	“These creatures exist. There is one captive on DiKandar Hall.”

	“That could be the cause of this attack,” Mosam said. “Though it appears the captive alien is of a less intelligent strain.”

	“They diverged? Like humans?” Firio frowned.

	“Yes, captain. I’ll explain everything when this danger is past.”

	Boskem clicked his tongue to his teeth behind Mosam. 

	“Captain, we cannot trust him!”

	“This ship is already in enough danger, Finder. I’m prepared to gamble one captured outlaw on a way to survive.”

	“That’s not what this gamble is, Captain.” Boskem’s lips curled in a snarl. “It’s the lives of this entire fleet. Agent Pansar would tell you the same if he were here.”

	Firio closed his eyes. 

	“Finder, you misunderstand the situation. If we don’t do something those banner ships will reduce Castenlock and all of us to falling debris.”

	Boskem’s fierce expression subsided. 

	“Fine,” he said. “But send me with the boarders on the flagship. I want to hedge this bet.”

	“Do it.” Firio turned to Yajain and Boskem. “You two are the only people on this ship who know what these creatures look like. Each of you will go with a different team. If one banner ship comes over to our side we should be able to survive. If we get both we might even avoid being crippled.”

	 Yajain swallowed, nervous. 

	“Thank you, captain.”

	“Don’t thank me.” Firio shook his head. “Pray you make it back.”

	“I’ll pray we all do,” said Mosam.

	Firio grunted. 

	“Jacsaro, Boskem. Assemble teams. And don’t give Coe any weapons.”

	“Understood.” The Finder and the Military Police Officer saluted in unison.
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	Arc movers carried every available cabler to the forward launch bays. Yajain and Mosam sat half a meter apart on a bench within the bay. Cablers with rifles stood on either side of them. Mosam’s arms had been bandaged. His hands remained bound. The guards allowed him to set them in his lap, at least. She glanced at him and started to speak, but he started at the same moment. 

	They both stopped and turned away.

	“I wish it hadn’t come to this,” Mosam said.

	Yajain sighed. 

	“You mean violence? With us, it always seems to, Mosam.”

	“I guess it does.” He looked down at his locked hands and wrists. “Yajain, if I don’t come back—”

	“You’d better,” she said. “You still have a lot to answer for.”

	Mosam shook his head. 

	“I can’t ever pay for what I’ve done. There’s not enough gold in the universe.”

	“You mean to Lin.”

	“And to you.”

	Yajain stared at him, wanting to answer. She didn’t know what to say.

	Finder Boskem strode across the launch bay to stand before the bench.

	“Doctor, you’re with my team.”

	Solnakite’s armed tumbler stood behind him. The bulk of an APV with a cylindrical power core so long it stuck out both the front and the back of the ship’s bulbous, semi-spherical hull sat beside the tumbler. The name APV indicated an Arc Projection Vessel. Normally such ships were used to provide support cushions and safe bubbles of air during emergency conditions using their over-sized cores to create arc fields outside their own hulls. 

	This certainly qualifies as an emergency.

	Boskem turned to Mosam. 

	“Jacsaro and you will take that APV to raid the forward attack ship.”

	“You didn’t say where your team is going,” Mosam said.

	“And I’m not going to say. Not in front of you.” Boskem turned to Yajain. “Move it, doctor.”

	Yajain stood. She forced herself not to look at Mosam as she followed the heavily built finder toward the tumbler. When they were at the ramp she turned to Boskem. 

	“Which ship are we boarding?”

	“The command ship,” he said with a grimace. “I’d say it was nice to know you. But I don’t feel like lying.”
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	Harish and Tei Officer Sogun took the helm of the tumbler. They shot once more into air wetter with rain than the usual mist. Fierce wind made the little craft shudder. Yajain gripped her seat strap. 

	How many times had she ridden in this tumbler in ideal conditions? How many times had she felt the shock of Solnakite catching her? She closed her eyes and imagined the air outside, cold and freezing. 

	She put on her transparent cold mask and decided not to ask Boskem for her coil pistol back. 

	He wouldn’t return it anyway.

	She shifted and felt the weight of the armored vest over her uniform. Hopefully, it would be enough. 

	Is Mosam really sorry for what he did? Does it matter if he is? 

	The headwind shoved the tumbler’s nose but Harish maintained trajectory. The more powerful but less aerodynamic APV took the lead, followed by two small interceptors launched from DiKandar Hall. Yajain turned from the front view and looked down at the two earpieces for the hunter’s ear which she held in her lap. 

	The reinforced cords of the device coiled like black serpents that reminded Yajain of dark plated scanners that sometimes rivaled solnas in size. She hooked the cords back onto her shoulders and pressed a speaker into her ear just in time to hear Harish curse quietly at the helm.

	Sogun responded with an intake of breath.

	“Keep steady. I’ll line up a shot.”

	“On it.”

	Without the ears, Yajain never would have been able to distinguish their voices over the hum of the engines this far away. She glanced to the front viewer. One of Ija’s corsairs angled to intercept the APV ahead of them. Sogun squeezed the trigger.

	A thunderous crack shattered Yajain’s senses in spite of the ear-piece’s safeguards.

	The enormous shot tore through the corsair’s forward connection corridor and into the core beyond. Fire blossomed in blue and red from the breached batteries. The corsair listed and descended out of the APV’s sharply angling flightpath. For an instant, its angle remained relatively stable. Then it nosed down and streaked into the abyss.

	The APV darted sideways and descended toward the approaching flank banner ship. A beam of energy sliced across its bow. Yajain hands locked together in her seat. 

	Mosam, I’m going to need answers. You had better not die.

	The beam only grazed the little ship, blackening, but not piercing the hull.

	Through fire and air, the tumbler ascended toward the bottom of the command banner ship situated high over the battle. The third banner ship angled toward DiKandar Hall. Yajain held on through a wave of turbulence against the tumbler as they approached the command ship at a steep angle.

	“Make an opening,” Harish said.

	“I’ll let them know we’re here.” Sogun pulled the trigger three times in succession. Each shot punched a hole in the bottom level of the command banner ship’s hull. 

	Harish whistled.

	“That gun is turning out useful.”

	The tumbler leveled out a few meters below the banner ship and matched pace at the tears in the hull. 

	“Get ready,” said Boskem.

	The dozen cablers unbuckled from their seats stood up along with Yajain. Ogidar glanced at her from near the cabin’s rear door. The ramp at the rear slipped open. 

	The first pair of cablers climbed out onto it, coils of cord and grappling hooks tucked under their arms. Yajain’s vertigo at the abyss yawning beyond them made her close her eyes for a moment. No. I am not afraid. She forced herself to move onto the ramp.

	The cablers launched their hooks into the tears left by the cannon shots, then fixed them to hooks on the ramp. Another three cablers stepped onto the ramp with Boskem behind them. The finder’s hood flapped. 

	“Keep it stable, Harish.” Then he thumbed off the comm and called, “Start climbing. We can’t stay this close for long.”

	Outside of any arc field, Yajain sensed the bottomless death below. 

	Don’t fall. 

	Two cablers started up the lines, climbing with the speed and confidence of training that had once earned daring soldiers the title. Their rifles swung on their backs as they climbed.

	She clipped her uniform’s ring to one of the lines and began to climb with sticky gloves, hand over hand, gripping climbing knots as she went. She refused to look down.

	The line swayed as she reached the top. The cablers helped her into the banner ship’s bottom-most engineering corridor. The others joined them moments later. One of the cablers that boarded first turned to Boskem.

	“A rating spotted us. We’ll have to be ready for a fight.”

	“I understand.” Boskem hefted his coil pistol and drew a long knife. “We head for the bridge.” He glanced at Yajain. “Hopefully the doctor will be able to identify the target when we get there. Try not to kill anyone unless they’re armed.”

	Yajain gritted her teeth. The monstrous form of the tyrant she had seen in the garden on DiKandar Hall returned to her memory, huge, four legs and six tentacles sprouting from a muscular central body with those gas-belching stacks along its spine. 

	She moved along in the center of the squad as they swept through the ship. 

	Boskem is right about that last order. These are Ija’s people. Fighting them won’t solve anything.

	They found a passage leading to a higher corridor, but it was sealed with reinforced steel. 

	One of the cablers swam up on her lifts and started cutting through the circular security door with a heat torch. 

	Yajain listened for voices with the hunter’s ear. Most on this floor were just warning signals and replies to orders. Red alert warnings blinked in the boarding team’s passage. A siren wailed somewhere on a deck above them.

	Boskem raised his pistol one-handed.

	“Be ready. We’re about to have company.” The Finder glowered at Yajain and the cablers like a character ripped from an action capture. 

	The part of Yajain not running on the vestiges of her adrenaline wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she tensed and wished she had her vare blade, a coil pistol, anything to defend herself better than arms and legs and lifts. 

	“What happened to trying not to kill anyone?” Yajain said.

	Boskem’s eyes flicked toward her. 

	“They’ll be armed.” He looked up. “Koslel, how’s that door?”

	“Almost done, sir,” answered the female cabler.

	Yajain tuned the hunter’s ear, listening for movement. A hiss and click sounded through the reverberations of the ship’s repulsors somewhere further toward the helm. A door unsealed and then slid open. Yajain turned down the hall in the direction of the sound. 

	“That way,” she said and pointed. “They’re coming.”

	The cablers set up on either side of the corridor. Most faced the way Yajain had pointed, while Koslel worked on the door. Yajain flattened herself against one wall and crouched down. The case of the medical kit on her belt clinked against the bulkhead. She inhaled sharply. 

	Ija’s troops opened fire. A bolt of flickering white hot coil fluid slashed across one of the cablers opposite Yajain. He fell. In seconds the corridor sizzled with shots, flared with lights, and rang with screams.

	Boskem squeezed to the bulkhead near Yajain, firing his pistol from the hand she once reset for him. He shouted unintelligibly in between shots. Flesh burnt black and noxious-smelling as another cabler fell near Yajain. Boskem backed into Yajain with one leg. 

	“Doctor, help our wounded, damn it.”

	The weapons’ fire diminished with casualties on both sides. Yajain stayed crouched, but unhooked the medical kit and reached for the nearest fallen cabler. He convulsed with pain. She checked his vitals and found him overheated and in shock. 

	Yajain pressed the anesthetic applicator to his neck. The cabler’s convulsions eased. Yajain used the sprayer to clean off the sticky fluid burns on his arms and chest. She checked for a cold press for his head to prevent brain damage from overheat. There was only one left after she had given the other to Akon during the retrieval mission. 

	She grimaced, applied the press, and hoped she would not need another.

	Ogidar stepped into the center of the corridor. He scanned either direction through the sights on his coil rifle. 

	“Looks like they pulled back.”

	Koslel cut the door open with a hiss of melted metal. 

	“That’s one down,” she said.

	“But if there are many more we’re in trouble,” said Yajain as she treated the second fallen cabler. His pulse was very weak and looked to be failing.

	Boskem grunted. 

	“When I want your opinion I’ll ask for it, doctor. Can we move the wounded yet?”

	Yajain pulled a regulator from the medical kit and jolted the cabler’s heart. His pulse stabilized, though still worryingly low. “Now we can,” she said.

	Mist crept through the corridor from the hole they’d torn in the far end. Yajain’s mask stayed mostly clear, but moisture clawed at the edges. Two unhurt cablers took the wounded on their backs. The group climbed to the next level using lifts. The door on the higher level moved to seal above them as they entered. Boskem fused it shut with a lance of coil fluid from his pistol. 

	The boarding team flew through the jammed-open security door into the central corridor.

	“This ship is warrior class,” Boskem said. “That means this level should have bridge access.”

	“You think that’s where the target will be?” Yajain asked.

	“It’s our best chance for finding it.” Boskem started down the corridor. “This way.”

	The rest of the team followed. Cablers scanned cross-passages with their rifles. Yajain kept as low and alert as possible. They reached the doors to the bridge, hindered by an intervening security door that Ogidar and another cabler forced open quickly.

	A few meters further ahead the doors to the bridge were sealed. Koslel set to work rigging breaching charges. Then she turned to Boskem and shook her head. 

	“Not gonna be easy to rig properly,” she said. “We need some more time.”

	“So much for a quick operation,” Boskem said. He crouched beside one wall. He hissed commands into his headset, barely audible to Yajain even with her hunter’s ears. “Send it in. Right. You have your instructions, Tei-Officer.”

	He turned to Koslel. 

	“Don’t do anything. Everyone, stand away from the doors and be on guard.”

	Yajain frowned but didn’t have to move far to reach Boskem’s designated safe distance. What is Tei-Officer Sogun sending in? She glanced at Ogidar. He shifted his rifle to look along the passage the way they had come. A heavy impact echoed on the ship. Are they shooting? That would mean the explorer and the Ditari ships are shooting back. 

	Boskem crouched and slipped on a control visor with the logo of Clan Company Montragear stamped on one side. Yajain recalled a remote robotics control unit based on the same sort of visor. Father mentioned often the Bandojens using such devices to control robotic soldiers during the Alliance War. 

	The day the clan companies switched to Dilinia’s side the girls who hated Yajain had been merciless. 

	Boskem brought one of those war machines. Could it be the luggage he kept in my old cabin?

	Koslel set up sensors on the floor, moving quickly and precisely. She gave the thumbs up to Boskem. He did not make a move or sound to reply. Instead, Boskem performed a strange, hunched dance full of tiny steps and small gestures to control his unseen robot.

	Yajain tuned her ears for movement. Footsteps pounded through the halls below. A heavy thud resounded from the level below, followed by a terrible crash and the sound of tearing metal. Yajain winced at the amplified sounds, which told her everyone else could hear them too, even without hunting ears.

	Boskem grinned beneath his visor. 

	“That should keep the repair teams busy,” he said. He clicked the control pad he held in one hand. 

	A massive rush of air came from behind the group. 

	The bizarre shape of a robotic bandojen soldier emerged from the vertical passage on a leap boost by arc fins. The machine landed with a crunch. Two thick legs thumped like steel encased pistons against the floor. The drone’s body consisted of three bulbous blue-gray pods with humped backs in a row. The robot had no face, just a box of sensors and probes that hung from the central pod.  A spindly arm dangled under each side, while weapon barrels pivoted atop each pod. The robot moved fluidly despite its barely humanoid shape, mirroring Boskem’s small movements with its elongated metal limbs.

	 Yajain pressed her back to the corridor wall as the machine stalked forward and joined the team. She disabled her ear’s amplification and enabled sound protection.

	Koslel scurried away from the sensors she set by the door. She left a breaching charge onto the door behind her.

	Boskem said, “Confirm entrance.”

	Koslel triggered the breaching charge with a click of her thumb.
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	The doors burst open and light flared as the charges’ heat began to dissipate. The remains of the bridge doors fell from the frame and crashed to the ground. Within the bridge threads of steam and fumes of smoke drifted in the air. Screams echoed in the room. The entrance of the banner ship’s bridge, much smaller than Castenlock’s, shimmered with heat. 

	Boskem lurched sideways, dragging one foot. He hunched his back. His robot mimicked the step with a screech of metal on metal and brought its belly down to the floor. Gun arms extended towards the open doors. The weapons were silent for the moment. The cabler team moved toward the bridge.

	Yajain raised her head cautiously.

	Steam and smoke began to clear from the bridge opening. People scrambled for cover on the far side. A small woman in a white combat uniform darted from the captain’s position in the center.

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed as she recognized the woman.

	Gellen Chakal is in command of the ship. That means the tyrant on board is controlling her somehow.

	“We can’t just go in there shooting,” Yajain said. “We need to find the tyrant.”

	Boskem didn’t turn to look at her. 

	“If you want an alternative you’ll have to find it yourself.” He hefted the controller of the robot and started forward with a deliberate gait. The robot copied the movement on a larger scale.

	Damn him. He’s right. Yajain shut her eyes and began to tune her hunter’s ears by feel. The sounds of voices and fire died away. What sound had the tyrant made back in DiKandar’s Hall? Despite its wide mouth, its voice was sibilant. It hissed. Yajain passed through multiple noise filters quickly, listening for the same hiss each time. The sound of crackling electricity drew her eyes. 

	The robot stood in the entryway of the bridge, wreathed in flickering yellow sparks. One of the banner ship’s officers lay convulsing before the robot, hands and arms blackened from discharge. Some kind of rod rolled from his fingertips. The robot stepped forward, passing over the shuddering man.

	Yajain kept tuning with failing calm. She searched for the hiss of the tyrant. Lances of coil fire slashed past the robot. Boskem grinned and squeezed the trigger on his controller. Jagged beams of energy sliced across the bridge accompanied by a muffled scream. Something hissed an order. Yajain’s eyes widened slightly. It was on this level, probably even on the bridge. 

	Guess it thought it’d be safest there. 

	“It’s on the bridge!” Yajain shouted.

	The robot cleared the entrance of the bridge. From the door frame behind it, Ogidar whirled, rifle shouldered. He nodded to Yajain. 

	“Show it to me.”

	She took a deep breath. A creature the size of a tyrant might be a threat even unarmed. Something told her this one wouldn’t be unarmed. She nodded to Ogidar and activated her lifts. She kicked off and sailed to Ogidar’s side where she slowed and then stopped behind the robot. A bullet ricocheted off the machine’s forward shell. Beams slashed out from its arms in its only reaction.

	Yajain darted past the robot and the bridge doors, Ogidar close behind her. Another crewman sat slumped against the wall. A heavy energy slice had taken off his right arm. The limb lay on the floor a meter away. Smells of blood and burnt meat mingled in Yajain’s nose. She and Ogidar ducked behind a half-charred terminal flashing with red lights.

	Across the bridge, Gellen Chakal and half a dozen crew members crouched. Most of them carried pistols, including Gellen. Gellen met Yajain’s eyes, her own shot with blood and panic. 

	Yajain tuned her ears and scanned the bridge with her eyes. The hiss came again from near the helm, but below the floor. 

	Yajain turned to Ogidar. 

	“It’s in a crawlspace. Can your rifle shoot through the floor?”

	“Don’t think so.” Ogidar braced against the terminal and glanced at Yajain. “That robot’s beam might.”

	“Right.” She switched off her ears and tuned the headset to speak to Boskem. Hopefully that lunatic will pay attention. 

	“Finder,” she said. “The tyrant’s hidden below the floor panels, center of the room probably.”

	“Under the bridge?”

	“Yeah.”

	The robot turned and looked across the center of the bridge. Its beam arm raised, turning to aim downward. Gellen’s pistol spat a stream of coil fluid, coating the machine’s weapon arm. Despite the damage, the robot’s beam slashed through the floor. Panels burst and shattered in a few places. A sibilant shriek screamed from beneath the broken deck.

	Ogidar circled around the terminal. Yajain followed him, glancing up at the robot as Gellen’s coil fire ate through the support of the lethal beam projector so it fell to one side. Good. Don’t need him killing anybody just for fun.

	Yajain peered into the shattered floor of the bridge. Black smoke wafted from within the torn metal gouge. A gray shape limped toward one end on four legs, trailing black blood. It wasn’t much taller than a human, but it had the three tentacles on each side and belched pale yellow smoke from three stacks on its back. The small tyrant’s eyes were downcast and blood ran from its side where the beam had slashed it. 

	Ogidar trained his rifle on the creature as its yellow cloud rose to them. Yajain’s breath caught as the stuff entered through her mask. Her hands trembled and she turned toward the robot. 

	It can’t be allowed to hurt the tyrant further. Damn it! That thought wasn’t mine. 

	Ogidar raised his rifle and aimed at the robot. His finger raced toward the trigger. The robot leapt over them with the hum of an arc boost. A stream of coil shot from Ogidar’s rifle seared the ceiling as the robot sailed past. The fluid just missed Boskem’s machine. It turned in midair and landed sideways in the gap. 

	A single ballistic weapon arm extended toward the tyrant. Yajain grabbed Ogidar’s arm and kept him from shooting again. She wrestled with him over the plasma rifle.

	“Don’t shoot!” Gellen screamed. Boskem didn’t listen.

	Three large slugs burst through the tyrant’s back. The monstrous alien fell. Yajain let go of Ogidar’s arm. He shoved her back against the terminal with one hand. She slid down it and into a sitting position, back aching. The tyrant writhed on the floor as it died. 

	The desperation faded from Gellen’s eyes, replaced by confusion. 

	“Stop it, everyone. Stop shooting! We surrender.”
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	Castenlock hung in the mist like a misshapen smoking pipe. Clouds of smoke rose from small fires and sizzling coil marks all down its length. DiKandar Hall appeared far better off.

	Ija’s three Banner Ships drifted past, their previous masters’ killing intentions thwarted. Even so, black storm clouds drew closer and closer from the path they had flown into battle.

	Yajain watched it all in a daze of fading tyrant chemicals as one of Gellen’s shuttles carried her and the banner ship’s commander along with Boskem toward Castenlock. The shuttle’s broad windows and plush, comfortable seats seemed strange compared to the survival set-up of a tumbler. Yajain breathed deep, trying to replace the strange chemicals in her lungs with clean air.

	The pilot banked the craft and they passed over Castenlock. They descended a further two hundred vertical meters to DiKandar Hall’s landing bay. Not even the golden exterior of the gateway had been marred in the fighting. Somehow the Ditari had kept Ija’s fire from touching them. 

	Do the Ditari know how to fight tyrants? Did DiKandar not let on how well they know these aliens?

	The shuttle touched down in a less decorative landing bay than the one seen by Yajain before, staffed by armored hunters, likely with more hiding behind visual cloaks or other camouflage. The leader of the four visible hunters met Gellen, Yajain, and Boskem at the base of the shuttle’s ramp. She bowed her head to Yajain. 

	“None of you activate your lifts. Do not make any sudden movements. We cannot be sure of our trust yet.”

	“I understand,” said Yajain and bowed back. “We all do.”

	Gellen glanced at Yajain. She looked very small and frightened, almost like a child. But then she too bowed. 

	“I come only to plead your Redoca’s forgiveness for my error.”

	Boskem scoffed. Yajain hoped the other hunters missed the sound but doubted that possibility.

	The lead huntress returned to her team. She motioned over her shoulder for Yajain and the others to follow. Gellen took the lead and Yajain fell into step behind her.

	They wound through empty halls where hunters would come and go and be waited upon by Lians. The contributions of the worker class of Ditari was always left out of popular captures. Yajain’s father once told her and Lin the way even the simplest hunter received fine treatment wherever he or she went. That the people the hunters ruled and protected outnumbered them shouldn’t be taken for granted. 

	Water and plant life dominated the decorative halls, and where they lacked, statues of animals both fierce and elusive took their places. The group arrived at a single door flanked by the shape of an eagle on one side and a tuim cat on the other. The tuim was positioned with three of four legs in the air. Its fur stood on end, fine lines of gold. Ferocious jaws hung open. The creature was captured at its most deadly, the aspect most beautiful to the Ditari. Never mind how they doted on their young. Never mind how they sometimes ate roots or leaves to survive. Yajain stopped by the statue and looked up at the face. Bestial rage permanently fixed itself there.

	The huntress stepped to one side and motioned to the door. 

	“The redoca will see you beyond this hall.”

	Boskem stepped forward. 

	“Thanks.” He grinned and approached the door. “The welcome and security are appreciated.”

	The door folded. Boskem led the way through it. Gellen and Yajain followed him. 

	The shadowy chamber smelled of scented candle smoke. Orange flames flickered in filter jars spaced along the walls of the narrow room. Long shadows crept and shifted along the walls and floor. 

	In the darkness, Yajain frowned. Her mind still battled the suggestions of the tyrant’s chemicals. 

	“What is this place?” she murmured.

	“Yajain Aksari,” said Helle DiKandar’s voice from the shadows before her. “Welcome to the Hall of Truth.”

	Beside Yajain, Gellen gasped. Her knees hit the floor with only the hint of a sound to announce them. Yajain turned to Ija’s officer. 

	“Are you alright?”

	DiKandar’s voice spoke from ahead of them. 

	“The tyrant likely controlled her for some time. She should be fine.”

	Gellen shuddered and put a hand to the wall to brace herself. Yajain’s mind began to clear from the chemical haze the tyrant’s smoke had inflicted on her.

	“I will be fine,” Gellen said. “I will—” She gagged then spat a thin trickle of bile from her mouth. She panted for air but stood up anyway. She turned to Yajain, face pale and illuminated by candlelight. “Don’t worry about me. Forward.”

	The two of them followed Boskem’s footsteps to the end of the narrow chamber. There, another door opened and light spilled in. They passed into a brightly lit circular chamber where Redoca Helle DiKandar stood with Kodun DiCalibri at one side and the old Lian chamberlain at the other. DiKandar wore her white robe, making her appear almost formless in the light.

	“Now,” she said. “Let us speak of what you saw.”

	Yajain bowed her head. 

	“My Lady, Finder Boskem slew the tyrant aboard Commander Chakal’s banner ship. When it died, Commander Chakal surrendered.”

	Helle DiKandar nodded and raised her bare shriveled arm, trailing cords from the control four ports along its sides. A hologram filled the center of the chamber, showing images of one of Ija’s banner ships firing on Castenlock. 

	“The explorer was damaged heavily before the attack ceased. And this fourth ship escaped.” She indicated the gray and blue banner ship. “There must be a tyrant on board it as well. But first, Commander Chakal, tell me how the creature infiltrated your ship.”

	Gellen bowed her head and breathed in deep. 

	“Redoca DiKandar, forgive me. I do not know how it boarded or where it came from. I had just been assigned to my ship, Harri’s Shield. It was waiting on the bridge when I boarded. It was…under the floor. I didn’t know what had happened at first. I just remember feeling at peace, as if I need only listen to understand. Then it spoke to me. It gave me orders.”

	DiKandar nodded. 

	“It spoke our language?”

	“Yes, in a voice familiar to me. The voice of someone I lost.”

	Yajain raised her head and looked at Gellen. Gellen’s eyes were wide. Yajain turned to the Redoca, but before she could speak Boskem stepped forward. 

	“Are tyrants capable of this?”

	“They may be. Our ancestors last hunted them millennia ago. And we have changed greatly since then.”

	Yajain’s breath caught. 

	“Divergent lines. Who knows what they could do now?” 

	“Indeed.” DiKandar waved her withered arm at the hologram and it faded. “Someone knew they were here, however.”

	“Mosam.” Yajain breathed.

	“The Doctor of Harvest.” Boskem gritted his teeth. “He is a criminal and in Dilinian custody now.”

	“Be that as it may.” DiKandar turned to Boskem. “He may be the best hope to protect both our peoples from the tyrants. The human race has not known an existential threat in all the ages of recorded history.”

	“The human race is not one,” Boskem said. “But any more decisions exceed my position.”

	“You are a toady.” Kodun DiCalibri stepped forward in full armor except for his face mask. “Why are you even here?”

	“I am here to act as liaison to the fleet. But I think the real reason is that I killed the beast on that ship.” Boskem folded his arms and met Kodun’s glare with his own.

	Kodun’s hand drifted toward the hilt of the long sword at his hip. 

	“If you are a warrior, be prepared—”

	“Finder, Lord DiCalibri, stop this nonsense!” Yajain took a deep breath and turned to DiKandar. “Forgive me, my Lady.”

	DiKandar smiled. 

	“Kodun. Be at ease. Finder Boskem, congratulations.”

	“I am merely a servant.” Boskem bowed his head. “Thanks, Dilinia.”

	Yajain frowned. Kodun’s hand left his weapon. He folded his arms, expressionless. DiKandar’s smile remained. 

	“That will be all, Doctor, Commander. Finder, send my message to your superiors. Tell them I would speak to Mosam Coe and discuss his release.”

	“Very well, Redoca.” Boskem raised his head stiffly. “Thank you.” He turned and marched from the room. 

	Gellen followed him. 

	Yajain hesitated, then bowed once more to DiKandar. 

	“Thank you, Redoca.”

	DiKandar smiled.

	“And you.”

	Mosam, how can I forgive you even if they set you free?
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	Yajain stepped into Dara’s hospital room aboard Castenlock. Dara lay sleeping in soft lamplight from a stand attached to one wall beside the bed. Yajain crept into the room as quietly as she could. She sat in the chair by the bedside.

	Dara looked pale. Someone had swept her hair back from her forehead and her arms stretched straight at her sides, an intravenous tube connected to one. The hum of climate control fans only barely reached into the room from above. Dara’s breath went in and out, soft but audible in the near silence.

	The door creaked open. A shadow eclipsed the brief light from the hall. Yajain met Agan Pansar’s glittering eyes. 

	His right hand, the one Mosam had shot just hours ago, was swathed in bandages with a drip tank attached to numb the pain and bound to his side. Rather than his usual black coat, Pansar wore only his uniform heatsuit, right arm stripped to the shoulder. He towered in the entryway and stared at Yajain.

	“You,” he said. “You bitch.”

	Yajain folded her arms. 

	“Start this some other time. I’m here for my friend.”

	“She doesn’t matter,” Pansar said. “A civilian who never should have been mixed up in this mess.”

	“Right on the second part.” Yajain gritted her teeth. “But couldn’t be more wrong on the first.”

	Pansar glowered. 

	“You may not be a traitor, Aksari, but that doesn’t mean I have to like you.”

	“People have hated me for less.” 

	Yajain remembered Nira from years ago scream and raising her metal bar. 

	Yajain took a deep breath and stilled her shaking. She turned to Dara. 

	“Right now, I don’t care what you think of me.”

	Pansar stalked further into the room. His undamaged hand formed a fist. 

	“Don’t mistake me, doctor. I am angry. But that can wait. If I lose my hand, I will ensure Mosam Coe loses at least that much in return.” 

	He turned and marched from the room. His receding steps clanked in the passage outside.

	He took the memory of the girl’s beating Yajain with him. The threat of violence only appeared greater now. And the alien threat compounded that. Soon, Boskem would report to Pansar. Soon the whole Dilinian Empire and its allies would know about the tyrants. 

	The number of people who believed the information would be far smaller. For now, Mosam was under guard by the military police. No one knew for sure how many other crew might be disguised collaborators, not even him. Yajain sighed and put her head in her hands. Trickles of tears ran hot down Yajain’s cheeks. 

	Dara’s eyes fluttered open. 

	“Don’t cry, Yajain.” She smiled slightly. “They gave me some good stuff for the pain.”

	Yajain sat back in surprise. She stared at Dara. 

	“How long have you been awake?”

	“Since Agent stomps-his-feet came in. How long was I out?”

	“A little less than a light-dark change.”

	“What’s the time?”

	“I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

	“You really ought to wear a chronometer when on ships.” Dara’s gentle smile broadened.

	“Mine’s in my quarters. I’d just lose it with all this craziness.”

	“Maybe you’re right.”

	Yajain hunched forward. 

	“A lots been happening since that woman broke Mosam out.”

	“They got away?”

	“She did. He’s back in the brig. Under guard.”

	“Can’t be easy for you.”

	“I was the one who recaptured him.”

	Dara whistled.

	“That probably doesn’t help. Look, Yajain.” She raised her head awkwardly, turned toward Yajain and settled on the pillow. “He told her not to kill me. He told her.”

	“You think she listened? Or did she just miss?”

	“I don’t know.” Dara took a deep breath. “But don’t get angry with him on my account.”

	Lin’s legs had fused like a bird’s tail from the knees down, and Mosam told them she still had options. 

	Yajain circled her heart with a finger. 

	“I won’t.”
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	Yajain rode a mover alone to the brig aboard Castenlock. She dismounted and thanked the driver. She approached the guard post entrance at the front. Two military police officers manned the desk at the checkpoint. One carried a laser rifle slid over his uniformed shoulder. Yajain approached them.

	“Hello, officers,” she said, stopping before the desk. A burn mark slashed across the center of the once polished fiber surface.

	The eyes of the officer with the laser rifle flicked to his seated partner. 

	“Hello doctor,” he said. “We have been instructed that no one is to see the prisoner. Captain Gattri and Agent Pansar both signed the order.”

	“So it’s doubly official?”

	“Something like that,” said the officer with the rifle.

	The other officer engaged himself with the terminal in front of him, hidden from Yajain’s view. She put a hand on the desktop. “Please, I don’t think they’ll mind if I do it.”

	“What won’t I mind?” asked Firio. He stepped out of the brig hallway behind the desk. He turned his scarred face toward her. “No. Don’t even think about it, Yajain.”

	She stepped back from the desk, arms folded.

	“Sir, I need to talk to him.”

	“You’ll have to wait. Right now a formal interrogation has his schedule full.”

	Yajain glared at Firio. 

	“Who is interrogating him?”

	“Not your business, Yajain. You’re lucky you aren’t in a cell again, yourself.”

	The officers at the gate exchanged deadpan glances. Yajain ignored them. 

	“He saved us and you know it.”

	“He’s a criminal, Yajain.”

	Yajain fingers tightened around her elbows. She readied an argument, but Lin’s burnt legs returned in her memory, along with Mosam telling them she had options. Yajain sighed. 

	“Fine. But I will be back.”

	Firio nodded and then turned his back on her.
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	Cards flashed across the table in Solnakite’s Watchroom. Yajain stood in the doorway and watched silently. Banedd, Ogidar, and Harish took the cards as Sonetta dealt them. Rating Avencia sat back from one side of the table, evidently absorbed in her reading pad and not involved with the game.

	Sonetta finished dealing and spoke without looking at Yajain. 

	“What are you waiting for? I’ll deal you in.”

	Yajain smiled in relief as she took a seat. Sonetta did not return the expression, but sent Yajain her cards along the table, still without looking. Is she afraid of me? Does she think I’m a traitor? 

	They played fast. Cards darted to the center and then flickered back to the corners. Sonetta played quietly, speaking even less than Ogidar. The bandojen pilot, Harish kept glancing at Avencia and her reading pad before playing his cards.

	Banedd’s eyes moved between Sonetta and Yajain at the end of one hand. He wore a hawk’s perpetual grin, perhaps manic with nerves. He had been in a shootout less than ten hours ago. But now he played with abandon. And he was winning. He sat back at the end of one hand, his grin wide but brittle looking and far from contagious. 

	“Is anyone else detecting a little tension around this table?”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. You think I’m tense, Banedd?

	Sonetta shuffled the deck expertly. She set it on the table and Ogidar cut it. Then she looked up at Banedd. 

	“What’re you talking about?”

	The skinny young cabler leaned forward, elbows resting on the table. 

	“I don’t know, but—”

	“Quiet, Loattun,” Ogidar said.

	“Come on, Ogi, don’t tell me you’re missing this!” Banedd turned to Sonetta. “You’re worried about Yajain betraying us, right?” he said.

	Harish gave an exasperated sigh. “You think its time for her to air her dirty laundry, do ya?”

	“It’s better than playing with cold cards,” he said.

	Sonetta’s dark eyes glared at Banedd. 

	“Is this any of your business?”

	“If there’s any more fighting one or both of you might be saving my life,” he said.

	Yajain turned to Sonetta. “Trust me, I haven’t done anything to betray anyone in this fleet.”

	She lowered her head. 

	“What about Doctor Merrant? She got shot because of you.”

	“Dara’s my friend. I—” Yajain clenched her fist beneath the table. “—I never meant for this to happen.”

	“But people keep getting hurt, wherever you are.”

	“You think I intend any of it?” Yajain pushed her chair back and stood. “I guess you didn’t have far to go to be afraid of me again! I’m just like you, Sonetta. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” Seething, Yajain looked down at Sonetta’s reddening face.

	“Don’t compare me to you!” she said, standing up so her chair hit the wall behind her. “I’m not—I don’t love some traitor!”

	Yajain’s fingers dug into her palms. Blood rushed to her face. 

	“Don’t accuse me. I don’t feel—”

	“You don’t feel what?” Sonetta said. “Don’t tell me you don’t!”

	Yajain tore her glare away from Sonetta and turned to the watchroom door. The others were silent. Yajain took a deep breath and marched for the doorway. Striking back only causes further pain. 

	She made her way down the hall to her tiny cabin. There she stripped down to her heatsuit. Finally, that too fell about her feet. She pressed a palm against the wall. I won’t do it. I won’t fight back.

	But what do I really feel? Mosam. I need to talk to Mosam. She sank onto the padded hammock. Her head nearly hit the wall as she lay down to sleep.
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	She woke cold with sweat, and neck aching. Crawling down from the hammock, Yajain got a fresh set of clothes, pulled on a new undersuit, and headed next door for a shower.

	As hot water set the stall steaming, the memories of the past few days returned to her groggy mind. Sonetta. Pansar. Mosam. One fist hit the side of the stall and rattled it. Yajain withdrew her wet, aching hand and lowered her face. 

	What can I do? She needed to talk to Mosam. He had too much he could tell her to miss the chance. Even Firio wouldn’t let her through, and his sternness might be breakable.

	She finished showering and dressed. Her mind remained jumbled enough that she barely noticed that they were moving. The systems of Solnakite remained inactive. They were still docked. Castenlock was moving.

	Yajain stepped out into the hall, fully dressed. She activated her arc lifts and kicked through the air to the next level up. From there she exited the ship by the passenger doors. She’d boarded through them when she and Dara had first come aboard. They didn’t get used as much when the ship wasn’t fully docked in something the size of an explorer or larger.

	The docking hangar buzzed with arc movers, mechanics, and other crews up early like Yajain or on break. She walked to the corridor where the hangar joined the rest of Castenlock. Yajain’s stomach growled as she took an arc mover heading toward the bridge.

	About halfway there, she dismounted the mover and crossed to the small dome of a restaurant that took her ration card. She found a table and drank cold water and ordered warm food. Finally, her head started to clear, and the pain in her neck began to subside. She ate a wrap of byga meat and mixed vegetables. When she looked up from the food, Gellen Chakal stood beside her table.

	The little woman’s approach had been so silent, Yajain hadn’t noticed her. She smiled with at much energy she could muster. 

	“Commander, have a seat.”

	Gellen pulled out the chair across from Yajain and sat. 

	“I’m afraid it isn’t commander. Not anymore.” She sighed and looked even smaller.

	Yajain leaned against the padded booth. 

	“Tyrants can control anyone. That’s what I heard.”

	“Perhaps that’s true. You saved me again yesterday, doctor. But I don’t know what I should do now that Ija does not trust me.”

	“You called off the fighting as soon as you could. What else could she ask for?”

	Gellen looked down at her hands folded on the table. 

	“Self-control.”

	“As opposed to mind control?” Yajain shook her head. “You did what you could.”

	“She is not wrong, Doctor.”

	“Maybe.” Yajain looked across the table at Gellen. The former commander’s eyes remained downcast. “But it doesn’t seem fair.”

	“Ija isn’t heartless, doctor. Except in the physical sense.” Gellen sniffed, fighting tears. “She showed mercy.”

	“How so?” Yajain asked.

	“She convinced Captain Gattri to keep me on as a liaison between her forces and Dilinia.”

	Yajain raised her eyebrows.

	“So you weren’t just being zealous.”

	Gellen wiped her eyes. 

	“These tears are of relief, Doctor.”

	“I guess we’ll be working together, then.”

	“Perhaps we will. But I’m afraid I must go.”

	“Where to?”

	“Captain Gattri has requested my presence at the interrogation.”

	Yajain leaned forward, forearms landing on the table. “Mosam Coe?”

	“How did you know?”

	“Who else is there?” Yajain grimaced. “I just wish I could be there.”

	“Come with me then.”

	“You just got this position. Do you want to jeopardize it so soon?”

	“Doctor Aksari, you’ve saved my life twice. I can start repaying you now.” Gellen motioned for Yajain to follow her. “Don’t argue further.”

	Yajain slid out from the booth. She smiled at Gellen. 

	“If you insist.”

	They left the restaurant and took a mover aft toward the brig.
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	Mosam’s previous cell in the brig stood empty beside the one holding him now. Yajain stopped when she saw him blindfolded and wearing deaf speakers in his ears. Similar in design to hunter’s ears, the deaf speakers kept him from hearing anything not spoken into a relay connected to them. At the other end of that relay was a microphone held by Finder Tinar Boskem. 

	The powerfully built finder stood beside Captain Firio Gattri, Tei-Officer Takatine of Castenlock, and the other finder who Agent Pansar had brought with him from the central expanses. Pansar himself was nowhere to be seen. Gellen led Yajain down the passage between cells to the three men.

	“Captain.” She bowed.

	“Thank you, Officer Chakal,” Firio said. “Why did you bring Doctor Aksari with you?”

	“Captain, she wishes to hear what Coe has to say.”

	“Out of the question,” said Boskem. “She is under suspicion herself.”

	Firio met Yajain’s steady eyes. His scarred face softened as much as it could. 

	“No, Finder. She is not.”

	Boskem took a step toward Firio. 

	“What is the meaning of this, captain?” He reached out to put a hand on Firio’s shoulder to turn him around. 

	Takatine caught his wrist, the one Yajain had broken to reset for him.

	“No hands on the captain, finder.”

	The finder tried to pull his arm back, but the towering kytep officer held him fast.

	Boskem’s eyes burned as he glared at the taciturn officer. His teeth clenched together. Yajain could swear she heard them grinding. Gellen glanced at Yajain, eyes wider than usual, curious.

	Firio turned to Boskem. 

	“Don’t overstep yourself finder. This is my ship, and second to Agent Pansar, this is my mission.”

	The other finder put a hand on Boskem’s shoulder. 

	“That is correct,” he said gently.

	Boskem sighed. Takatine released his wrist and Boskem withdrew his arm. 

	“With all due respect, if Pansar was here you would be wrong, Captain.”

	“But he is not here, Finder Boskem.” Firio nodded to Yajain, though his expression remained stony.

	“Thank you, captain,” Yajain said, heart in her throat. She turned to look at Mosam. 

	He sat, hands bound to his chair, head down, deprived of his most prominent senses. His feet tapped against the floor. Yajain hadn’t noticed during the argument, but she noted the beat he was tapping outmatched the soft and irregular but also familiar tune humming on his lips.

	“The Ballad of Ellina and DiRyd,” she murmured.

	Gellen leaned toward her. “What is that?”

	“It’s a Ditari song,” she said softly. “Tells of ancient hunters.” And falling in love.

	“I’ve never heard of it.”

	“It’s an old song.”

	Firio took the microphone from Boskem. He raised it to his lips and pressed a button on its side.

	“Mosam Coe,” he said. “This is Captain Gattri.”

	“Captain.” Mosam’s voice rang clear even through the transparent wall of the cell. “I’m flattered.”

	“I am here to interrogate you.”

	“Who else is out there with you?”

	“Two Imperial Finders, and my Tei Officer.”

	“So that Regional Agent listened, huh? That’s good.”

	“You said you wouldn’t talk to him.”

	“I wouldn’t.” Mosam swallowed audibly. “But I could use some water.”

	“Then answer my questions.”

	“You’re a gentle torturer, captain.”

	“Why did you infiltrate my fleet?”

	“I looked forward. I saw that I’d need you.”

	“How?”

	“I used fluids. The tyrants are too strong for civilians to fight. The military of Dilinia is far better equipped to wage a large scale war. But you know that, captain.”

	Yajain’s brows bent together. He’s digging at Firio’s past mercenary career. Is he trying to make the captain angry?

	Firio paused, leaving a moment of silence. 

	“So you decided you needed help?”

	“Yes. But I knew you wouldn’t trust me.”

	Firio massaged his forehead with his free hand. 

	“Who was that woman who came to break you out?”

	We already know about Adya. This is a test to see if he’s telling the truth. Yajain glanced at Firio. He didn’t return her look.

	“Adya Setartha, a fellow Doctor of the Harvest.”

	“Do you know where she is now?”

	“You didn’t catch her?” Mosam grinned. “She’s slippery. Probably halfway back to Kerida Cluster by now.”

	“We have footage of you in Kerida,” Firio said. “How did you get back to Toraxas so quickly?”

	Mosam took a deep breath.

	“I’m gonna need water to answer that one.”

	“Answer first. Then water.”

	“Fine. Because I trust you, captain.” He licked his lips. “Ever heard of Kerida’s Gatehouse?” 

	“A gatehouse?” Firio said.

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. The ancient structures of the gatehouses floated between pillars, housing passages outside of space and connected to others of their kind via portals. They made travel over vast distances simple, but their design predated humans and had never been replicated. Legends even told of ancient humans prior to divergence separating by traveling through gates.

	“Yes,” Firio said. “It’s a little unusual, though. You see, Kerida’s Gatehouse can connect to any place where you have relative coordinates. It’s named for its location in Kerida Cluster, but well hidden.”

	“Thank you,” Firio turned to the Finder Zozan. “Get him some water.”

	“Yes, Captain.”

	Firio turned off the microphone. Zozan took a bottle of water into the cell while Boskem stood on guard, a hand on the coil pistol at his hip. Firio motioned for Yajain and Gellen to follow him back to the entrance of the brig. Takatine stayed behind with the finders and Mosam.

	“I’m going to need to borrow your office, Cabler Yedett,” Firio said as they entered the guardroom. 

	The man at the desk saluted. 

	“Yes, Captain.” He rose and pressed his palm the ID pad at a side door. It slid open. The cabler stepped aside and saluted again. 

	Yajain, Firio, and Gellen went inside. The door closed behind them. Firio’s eyes grew fierce. 

	“I don’t like being taken advantage of, Yajain. You’re like a daughter to me, but there are still limits.”

	Gellen bowed her head to Firio. 

	“Excuse me, sir. It was my idea for her to join me. I knew how much she wanted to be here and saw an opportunity to repay some of my debt to her.”

	Firio turned to Gellen. His eyes grew harder. 

	“I fought to give you this position, Officer Chakal. Is this how you repay me?”

	“Without my life, a position means little, captain. Doctor Aksari gave me that.”

	Firio shook where he stood. At first, Yajain feared one of his rare rages, but then she realized he was laughing. 

	“You two make quite a pair,” he said. “Don’t think you’ll get away with this again.”

	“Thank you, Captain,” said Gellen.

	“Yes,” said Yajain. “Thank you. I owe you, now.”

	“Forget it,” Firio said. “Just stay quiet and don’t tell anyone what you hear from Mosam today. He seems willing to talk at least for now.”

	“You can count on me,” Yajain said.

	They returned to the cell block. Mosam was still drinking from the bottle Finder Zozan held to his lips. The skinny finder turned as Firio led Yajain and Gellen down the hall.

	“It’s time,” said Firio.

	Boskem and Takatine glared at each other, then both saluted the captain. Takatine handed Firio the microphone. Zozan left the cell, carrying the bottle. Mosam leaned back in the chair, looking sightlessly at the ceiling.

	“I can feel the ship moving,” he said. “Where to, captain?”

	Firio activated the microphone. “I can’t tell you that.”

	“I understand. Don’t want me to know anything in case I escape again. But don’t worry, I’m not leaving anytime soon.”

	“So, are you ready to continue?”

	“If you are.”

	“Where did you get those weapon implants?”

	“Old Doctor Savar put them in for me for this mission.”

	Old, deaf, Doctor Savar had vanished with Mosam all those years ago. So he’s out here too.

	“And what is your mission?”

	Mosam lowered his face. Still blindfolded, he smirked. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m here to stop the storms.”

	Boskem glanced at Firio, and past him to Yajain. 

	“He can’t be serious!” 

	“What do you mean by that?” Firio asked Mosam, ignoring Boskem.

	“The tyrants drive the storms before them. Or so the ancient stories tell. Three Doctors of Harvest were sent by our council to stop their invasion of human space. That’s all I mean, no more, no less.”

	Yajain’s breath caught in her chest. She stared at Mosam. He is serious. But is he telling the truth? Mosam is used to lying. He lied to us for years, Lin and me. Why would he tell the truth now?

	“You think these creatures can control the weather?”

	“They can control human minds. Why not storms? But they’re like us, like humanity. They use machines for a lot of things.” Sweat ran down Mosam’s neck. The bright lights cast his shadow on the floor to either side of his chair. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t know exactly how they do it. But these storms are awfully convenient for them if they aren’t controlling them. Look at how the ships under their control ride the storms. They know where they’re going to strike.”

	“Count Perdine’s fleet,” Gellen whispered.

	Yajain nodded. 

	“And Ija’s ships too.”

	Firio clicked off the microphone. He turned to Gellen and Yajain. 

	“Sounds like you two have thoughts.”

	“He’s right about Count Perdine’s fleet. And the Count’s change of attitude suggests he might be under the control of a tyrant.” Gellen sighed. “Even I thought to use the storm when my ships attacked you but I couldn’t place how.”

	Firio furrowed his brow. 

	“But you don’t remember why you thought of it?”

	“My neural implant scrambled some memories from that time. I’m not certain.”

	“He’s telling the truth,” Yajain said. “It’s obvious he thinks so at least.”

	Firio shook his head. 

	“Or it could be a convenient fiction. But if there really is a way to stop the storms, it would save thousands of lives.” 

	Boskem grunted. 

	“You are all very quick to trust him. Don’t forget what he has done.”

	Yajain took a step toward the big Finder. 

	“I’ll never forget.”

	He sneered at her. 

	“Say that again.”

	Yajain’s fists clenched. She glared up at Boskem. 

	“He’s a betrayer.”

	“Yes,” Zozan said. “He will have to face justice eventually.”

	Boskem nodded. 

	“In the meantime, we should test the truth of his claims. See if he maintains them under torture.”

	“You just want to hurt him!” Yajain’s hand shot out and seized the collar of Boskem’s coat.

	“And you want to hurt me, apparently.” Boskem’s tone was dead. “We have to make sure he’s not lying.”

	Firio turned to Boskem. 

	“I don’t see what that will accomplish. He’s already told us a lot we can investigate.”

	Gellen put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“I agree with Captain Gattri.”

	Yajain released Boskem’s collar. She turned her back on him, hung her head, and seethed.

	“Officer Chakal, please escort Doctor Aksari back to Solnakite.” Firio folded his arms. “This interrogation is over.”

	“Very well, Captain.” Gellen saluted and then turned to Yajain. “Doctor.”

	Yajain nodded to her. 

	“Let’s go.”

	As she and Gellen walked down the hall, tapping feet and Mosam’s humming returned to the Ballad of Ellina and DiRyd.
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	Yajain arrived in Solnakite’s watchroom, finding Sonetta and Banedd holding each other close, gazing out the window beside the circular table, overlooking the transparent bubble of the landing bay’s exit. When she spotted them, Yajain slipped to one side before they noticed her. She waited, listening to Sonetta and watching around the corner.

	“I don’t know…I never. Not before.”

	Banedd hugged her closer to him.

	“It’s alright. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want.”

	“That’s correct,” said Sonetta with a hint of the haughty dismissive attitude she had shown Yajain when they first met. Sonetta softened as she turned her face toward Banedd.

	“Thank you.”

	“It’s nothing. I just wish you hadn’t pushed Yajain. I shouldn’t have done it either.”

	She kissed him. Yajain backed away slowly, careful not to make a sound to disturb them. Her face flushed and she hurried away through the passage. Their kiss seemed so simple, so easy. How could she ever have something like that?

	She’d sooner be an albatross, flying alone forever.

	Yajain reached the outside of the ship. There, a trio of Castenlock’s security guards stopped her while they contacted Firio.
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	Kaga Pillar, 9 Cycles Ago

	

	The ships glittered across the void at the Toltuashi Verge. Yajain paused on the balcony overlooking the abyss between and watched the ships move over the forest all but invisible at this distance. Behind her, Lin and Mosam swam up the tunnel on their arc lifts. They flew so close to each other they almost touched, as they always did ever since the night Yajain saw them kiss at the party. 

	They dropped onto the balcony behind her. Yajain glared at them, hopefully hidden in the darkness outside. Then she forced herself to smile. Lin walked to the railing where Yajain stood. 

	“Looks like the cleanup is going late tonight,” she said.

	“Obviously.” Yajain stared out at the silver strobes passing through the distant forest. “But why?”

	Mosam put his hands on the railing. 

	“Maybe they found something special. Or someone.”

	Lin nodded.

	“You mean, a body?” Yajain asked.

	“Maybe,” Mosam said.

	Lin wrinkled her nose. 

	“Morbid. But I guess it makes sense.”

	A silver beam slashed across the canopy of the tangled verge. Normally dark blue and green leaves appeared pale under the searchlight. Yajain squinted, trying to make out the shape of the ship there.

	“Why do they care?” Yajain said. “They’ll burn the bodies they find anyway.”

	“Yajay,” Lin said. “They need to find out who actually died there. Some of them might have survived.”

	Mosam leaned folded his arms on the railing beside Lin and looked out. 

	“Yeah. But there could be other reasons. The alliances like to cover up a lot of things after battles. It’s not just Escaria and the sorai either. Dilinia does it too.”

	Lin threw up her hands. 

	“Don’t start that now. We’re just hanging out.”

	“Don’t change the subject, Lin!” Yajain turned to Mosam. “What kind of things do they want to cover up?”

	Mosam’s open hands dangled over the railing. He motioned with one finger to the verge. 

	“Over there they ended the war, smashed the last Escarian fleet and their Ditari allies. And we’re supposed to think that’s only a good thing?”

	Yajain frowned. 

	“I don’t know, Mosam. It can’t be bad the war ended. Maybe things will get back to normal, eventually.”

	“Normal isn’t a bunch of super powerful alliances managing everything,” Mosam said. “Normal isn’t living in pillars.”

	“Come on.” Lin grimaced. “Humans left the first reef a long time ago, and now there are too many people to go back.” 

	Mosam turned from the balcony and smiled at Lin. 

	“Don’t worry,” he said. “I wouldn’t say we should.”

	“The war is over.” Lin folded her arms. “But people are still different.” 

	“And most people don’t like anyone who isn’t the same as them,” Yajain said and imagined the girl, Nira, who’d beaten her with the pipe. She clenched her fists and straightened her still battered legs. 

	Lin rejoined the argument. Some line agreeing with Yajain. Great, let’s double team the boy we both like. Let’s drive away our only friend. Oh wait, I forgot. You weren’t the one with the broken leg. You were the one who kissed him.

	Mosam and Lin were still arguing.

	He said, “You know they treat you two the way they do because they don’t understand. We’re all one people.”

	“You say that but what does it mean?”

	“It means they hurt Yajain because they’re afraid, not because they’re evil.”

	Yajain’s eyes moved to meet Mosam’s. 

	“Don’t tell me they aren’t. Even the reef dwellers believe in evil.”

	He lowered his gaze from hers. 

	“Evil isn’t necessary to do horrible things.”
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	Yajain requested another visit to Dara’s hospital room, now that her friend was awake. Firio granted her request along with a pair of Castenlock’s security guards to escort her there and back. When they arrived, the door was open. Another visitor was already there.

	Kebrim Ettasil sat by Dara’s bedside. He looked pale as ever. Dara turned toward the doorway as Yajain entered.

	“Yajain? You’re alright.”

	“So are you.” Yajain smiled. “I’m glad.”

	“Kebrim came to keep me company while Solnakite is on board,” said Dara. “I’m happy to see you, too.”

	“Captain.” Yajain nodded to Ettasil.

	“You can call me Kebrim,” he said. “It seems like that’s the way in this hospital, Yajain.”

	“You’ve been off talking with a queen again,” said Dara. “What’s Redoca DiKandar like?”

	“She’s elegant. A little strange,” said Yajain. “Seems to me she knows more than she lets on about what’s happening out here.”

	“Interesting,” said Kebrim.

	“Strange? Strange how?” asked Dara.

	Yajain sat down in chair locked to the floor by the bed opposite Kebrim.

	“DiKandar has a captive tyrant on her ship. Aliens that can control people and her people hunt them. She wants to talk with Mosam because she thinks he knows something about them. I don’t really believe it. How could he? He’s just…”

	Dara glanced at Kebrim.

	“I don’t know either. Who knows what he’s been doing the past five cycles.”

	“You’re right.” Yajain frowned. “I have no idea who he is.”

	“He’s a criminal,” said Kebrim. “Can we start there, at least?”

	“I think so.” Yajain sighed. “But I don’t know if that’s enough. He’s a Doctor of the Harvest now.”

	Silent for a moment, they listened to the climate control. Kebrim shook his head. Dara turned to Yajain.

	“If you want to know more, you won’t learn it by leaving him in the brig.”

	“Thanks,” said Yajain. “I think you’re right, but I don’t have to like it.”

	Kebrim nodded.

	“If you do interact with him again, be careful. He’s obviously manipulative.”

	“I know,” said Yajain. “He’s tricked me before. I won’t let him do it again.”

	Someone rapped knuckles on the door frame. Yajain turned. A pale woman with dark hair, dressed in a fleet officer’s uniform stood in the doorway. 

	“Jania,” said Yajain. “Is Ruane’s Blade still docked too?”

	“We are,” Jania said. “The captain gave me an hour and I thought you’d be here. I finally tracked you down, after the fight on my ship. Good to see you.”

	“It’s good to see you too,” said Yajain, smiling. Jania had been her best friend at the academy, despite being in the officer’s program instead of science. She had introduced her to her father. Firio must still be angry with Yajain. She sighed.

	“I need to talk to you,” said Jania. “But I won’t pull you away.”

	“If you can tell us all, feel free, Tei Officer,” said Kebrim.

	“Captain Gattri, my father, seems like he’s calming down. He’s still not happy with you, Yajain. I think he’ll get over it.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure when, though.”

	“I really crashed this time,” said Yajain.

	Crashed indeed, she thought. Any anger Firio felt toward her, she had earned by keeping Mosam’s presence on the fleet secret from him.

	Dara wrinkled her nose.

	“You can’t exactly stay where you crashed, though. We have to get you airborne again, Yajain.”

	“I don’t see how that’s possible,” she said.

	Jania brightened.

	“I have an idea, but it will take a little time. I got the captain to give you free rein of the ship. He won’t send security with you unless you ask for them.”’

	“That’s good, I guess.”

	“At least you can go to the bar again,” said Dara with a small smile.

	“I might have to,” said Yajain. “Can’t really stand dealing with any more imperial agents, or Mosam right now.”

	Kebrim frowned.

	“Imperial agents? What happened when you went after Coe?”

	“Agent Pansar lost it. He tried to shoot me. Mosam shot his hand to protect me.”

	“He still cares about you,” said Jania softly.

	“I wish he didn’t,” said Yajain. “Pansar and Boskem hated me enough before.”

	Dara and Kebrim exchanged questioning looks. She turned to Yajain.

	“Be careful. I don’t want to see you in her next to me, or worse.”

	“I’ll do my best to stay out of trouble,” said Yajain. “But I think I need a drink.”

	“You’ll have to go alone,” said Jania. “I need to get back to my ship.”

	“Likewise,” said Kebrim.

	Dara put her hand on Yajain’s.

	“I’ll be here if you need to talk. Not like I’m going anywhere just yet.”
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	Castenlock and the rangers flew among the ships of Helle DiKandar’s fleet. The Redoca’s great hall blazed like a sleek golden lantern against distant pillars where no solnas circled. Storm clouds billowed in ahead and above, thicker than the usual mist. Alongside the fleet, some dozen kilometers away, the edge of a shadowy, gnarled reef appeared and disappeared from mists and clouds. Plant life bloomed on the reef, emerging from knot holes and creeping up the shell of the closest pillar that supported its mass.

	Yajain sat at a table in Castenlock’s bar, surrounded by the dome allowing a view of the whole scene. Beside her drink, a beer in a chilled glass, sat a reading pad opened to a volume on the poetic history of divergence. 

	Bandojens, armored reef-dwellers

	Kyteps, tall pillar watchers

	Sorai, strong sensing tendrils

	Ditari, sharp, hollow hunters

	Nuinn, keepers of ancient ways

	The volume’s opening stanza was one old Doctor Savar once ranted to Yajain and Mosam about. He’d carried on about how the author wanted to separate the peoples in order to justify the war his, primarily sorai-populated, nation was currently engaged in. Regardless of what Savar had said all those years ago, the stanza drew in broad strokes. The next five cantos detailed the physical differences between the subspecies down to the finest points. The theories of how humanity diverged filled the rest of the volume.

	This volume was a long one but not one theory was absolutely conclusive. Yajain had read it all before. She emptied her glass, the third of the dark shift, and leaned over the table. She tapped the screen to switch if off. The reading pad’s data assistant chimed, but she didn’t check it. Instead, she picked it up, stood and then turned from the table.

	Yajain’s first experience with alcohol had been mild, like her current state but with more drinks. She’d been at the academy and a boy had been involved. His name? It didn’t matter, because she’d only seen him the one night, a fellow student at a large school. He had come on sweet. Wanted to take her home, well, at first anyway. That didn’t last after he learned her last name. 

	Father once told Yajain while they climbed within the arc on the outside of Kaga settlement that his Redoca had forced him to change his surname when he was exiled. Few Ditari were ever so completely disowned. The boy didn’t care about the details. He backed away fast.

	Outside the wrap around the dome of Castenlock’s bar, lightning flickered. The edge of the reef reached out with jagged fingers, clawing at empty air.

	Orders came down from Firio and Pansar. The fleet headed for Sifar Pillar, at the center of the Shaull Cluster. The settlement was under the control of tyrants, or so Helle DiKandar apparently thought.

	Flat screens displayed images of news and storms as Yajain walked for the exit of the bar.

	The Dilinian Governor of Shaull Cluster, Tirel Sovilan appeared on a screen, his face darkened by a full black beard. The headline under the image displayed his decree of secession from Dilinia. Tyrant-controlled or not, his personal forces were rebels now.

	Yajain stepped into the central corridor of Castenlock. She paused and scanned both directions for movers but there weren’t any. The prospect of a walk back to Solnakite on the dark shift when the heating was minimized and the storm winds went on raging didn’t thrill her. Nevertheless, she activated her heat suit on a low setting, then started aft toward the docking hangars.

	A few minutes into the walk a mover activated ahead and set off in her direction. Yajain waved to the pilot behind its blinking front lights. The mover slowed as it approached. A figure rose from a seat on the little craft’s back. Finder Zozan jumped from the hovering mover. Yajain nodded to him, but that didn’t seem to be enough. He marched over to her.

	“Doctor,” he said. “Agent Pansar wants to speak to you.”

	“Now?” Yajain folded her arms. “I don’t know what he told you, Finder, but he’s not getting any time from me.”

	“Please, doctor. Agent Pansar is willing to let the past be the past.”

	“Is he going to lose the hand?”

	Zozan grimaced. 

	“He already has, doctor.”

	Yajain’s stomach turned at the memory of Mosam’s coil bolt striking home. 

	“He’ll have a prosthetic soon enough.” Zozan leaned in, bringing his face close to hers. “Please, he wishes to discuss the tyrants.”  

	“I don’t know anything about them. Not any more than he does.”

	Zozan shrugged.

	“Mosam Coe will not speak to him.”

	“What is it about you finders? You always seem to know how to make me feel special.” Yajain pushed him back with one hand. “If Mosam wouldn’t talk to him, neither will I.”

	Zozan’s fists clenched. 

	“I have tried to be diplomatic, doctor. But this is about Sifar. There could be a battle close to the settlement if the Redoca’s fleet continues with us.”

	All those people, probably at hundreds of thousands in the settlement alone. 

	“Alright,” Yajain said. “But what can I do about it?”

	“You can listen to Agent Pansar.” Zozan motioned to the mover. “I’ll go with you if you’re worried about his temper.”

	“I’ll go, but don’t think I trust you much more than I trust him.”

	“Thank you, doctor.”

	Yajain tucked her reading pad under one arm and climbed up onto the mover. Zozan clambered up beside her. The mover powered and sped off along the length of Castenlock.
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	In Agent Pansar’s cabin, Yajain declined the seat Zozan offered. Pansar took a few minutes to arrive, and in that time Yajain paced, unhappy and feeling slower from her drinks. He would keep me waiting.

	Each officer’s cabin consisted of two rooms. The anteroom where Yajain paced, and the main room beyond a sealed door. Two chairs were bolted to the floor in the narrow rectangular box of the anteroom. Zozan occupied one chair and hunched forward, hands clasped. He was tall, and the room tiny. The combination left little room to pace but Yajain refused to sit.

	Pansar opened the door leading back to the bunks awkwardly with his remaining hand. Yajain met his eyes. His usual glare gone, Pansar just looked tired.

	“Doctor Aksari, I’m glad you could meet me.”

	Yajain folded her arms. “I wish I could say the same.”

	Pansar shrugged. 

	“I’ll admit. I’ve not been diplomatic.”

	“You wanted to kill me.”

	“I thought I had evidence.”

	“You thought.”

	“Yes.” Pansar raised the bandaged end of his right arm. “Didn’t Coe punish me enough?”

	“That depends.”

	“Hardly. I know now you weren’t working with him.”

	“But you still want revenge.”

	“Every traitor to Dilinia must be destroyed. Revenge does not enter into it.”

	“You changed your tune quick.”

	“Look, doctor, do you want to know why I called you here?”

	Yajain relaxed her arms and let them fall to her sides. 

	“Tyrants. Fine.”

	“Sifar is a heavily populated pillar. Five-hundred-thousand civilians are estimated to live there.” He shook his head. “Redoca DiKandar wants to invade it directly and find these so-called tyrants. But if she does, the carnage will be intense. I want to avoid a battle in the settlement.”

	“To protect the people.” Yajain frowned. “What do you need me to do?”

	Pansar hunched forward. 

	“The Redoca won’t listen to me. But she still wants to speak to Mosam Coe, who will not speak to me. I need a go-between. Someone not associated with the intelligence service. Someone they trust. Will you do it?”

	“To protect those people?” Yajain nodded. “But I need you to promise you won’t try to kill Mosam, or me.”

	“I will seek leniency for him if he cooperates.”

	“Thank you. Now, what do you need me to say?”

	Pansar turned his back on Yajain, head bowed. 

	“Coe should know that three dead aliens and one living one that appears to be of animal intelligence do not constitute a credible threat to the empire. But if we could capture an intelligent member of the species we could request a battle fleet from Dilinia.”

	“And?”

	“I will clear Coe to see the Redoca along with you. Convince her of a compromise. We would fight a decoy battle to lure away the tyrant’s forces, coupled with a raid to capture Governor Sovilan and the alien controlling him.”

	Yajain’s brows knitted together. 

	“You want to capture a living tyrant?”

	“To convince the Empress to send help, yes.” Pansar massaged his dark forehead. “I will not see this empire confront a threat blindly. We need to know more about this invasion.”

	“I understand.” Yajain thought to offer her hand for him to shake but thought better of it. She bowed her head. “I’ll do my best.”

	“Don’t do that. Succeed no matter what. Finder Zozan, take Doctor Aksari back to her quarters.”
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	Shifts aboard Castenlock changed during the six hours of fitful sleep Yajain caught in her cabin. She woke with a new set of orders at her terminal. Report to the brig to meet with Captain Gattri in an hour. She showered, dressed in off duty clothes: black pants and a loose shirt with a jacket. Mosam might not know she was coming, and she wanted him to see her as normal as possible. 

	She ate a simple breakfast of rationed mixed vegetables and byga jerky in the docking hangar. With ten minutes to meeting time, she climbed aboard a mover heading toward the brig.

	Firio met her at the front. They stepped into an office behind the desk. He leaned against one wall and held up a reading pad. 

	“Pansar told me about your meeting with him last night. I approve of the plan, but you have to understand I don’t approve of the danger you could be in.”

	“Thank you, captain.” Yajain folded her arms. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	“I have to get back to the bridge,” Firio said. “If Coe is ready, Officer Jacsaro will escort both of you to the tumbler bay and then to DiKandar Hall. The Redoca should be expecting you.”

	“You’re sure Mosam will listen?”

	“He’ll listen to you.”

	“I hope you’re right.” Yajain went out the door and back into the cell block corridor.

	Whatever she could do, she had to do now. Lin, I will not forget to make him pay.

	Mosam paced back and forth in the only occupied cell. After over a week of captivity, his beard had grown out and become shaggier. His wounds must have been treated during that time, because both his powerful arms seemed able. He wore a black body glove with pale dispersion veins creeping across it in spidery patterns. This time he was not blindfolded, and his green eyes met moved up her legs, over her body, and to her face. 

	Does he like what he sees? Does it matter?

	“Yajain,” he said softly. “What are you doing here?”

	“I’m here to tell you, we’re almost to Sifar.”

	“The center of Sovilan’s rebellion.”

	“Yes, and a heavily populated settlement.”

	His features looked hard as if forged from metal. 

	“Those people are innocents in this. Too bad, the empire won’t see it that way.”

	“Neither will the DiKandar Family.” Yajain folded her arms. “I want you to help me talk the Redoca into a different plan.”

	“What sort of plan?”

	“Topple the leading tyrant with a stealth mission. Sovilan might be able to prevent the war if we bring proof of aliens manipulating him.”

	“I’ll do it. Does the captain know?”

	“I cleared it with him.”

	Mosam whistled. 

	“Perfect, Yajain. Shouldn’t have expected less.”

	“Thanks.” Yajain flushed and looked away to hide it. “There’s a tumble waiting.”

	Mosam grinned. For a moment the climate control was the only sound. Yajain stepped forward and hit the keys to unlock the cell.
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	Helle DiKandar met Yajain and Mosam on the high terrace of the great hall, standing against the view of darkened pillars, where only a solitary blue Solna offered light. Mosam followed Yajain closely, silent as he had been for the whole flight between vessels. The lesser hunter leading them bowed his head.

	The Redoca turned as the hunter stepped out of Yajain’s path. DiKandar wore a white robe, and beneath it jet black hunter armor up to her chin. Her right arm, naturally withered and weak, bulged with artificial muscles and carried a forearm bound mirrored shield bearing her family icon. The left ended in a gauntlet bearing four sheathed vare blades. The stark Ditari battle gear accentuated the fierce beauty of her face.

	“Doctor Aksari. Doctor Coe. I’m glad we have a chance to speak again.”

	Yajain bowed her head, at once aware of being significantly underdressed. Any uniform would have been better to meet the Redoca in than her off duty clothes but she’d only thought of Mosam before. Mosam bowed low, sweeping his right arm down to put his hand over his heart. After all this time, he still prized propriety. At least in some things, Yajain qualified to herself.

	The blue solna broke through a layer of cloud and beamed as bright as any of the creatures ever could. The terrace window, it’s tinted pane streaked with water droplets, absorbed some of the light, but the solna’s shine sparkled on water and running like streaks of fire across Yajain’s vision. Liquid flame-trails haloed the Redoca.

	“Raise your heads,” DiKandar said. “We have much to discuss.”

	Yajain obeyed. The hunter who had led them into the room left the terrace with a kick of arc lifts.

	“Thank you, my lady.” Mosam returned to his full height. 

	“How can we help?” Yajain asked.

	DiKandar turned to stand in profile to the window and the solitary blue light beyond. 

	“First, the tyrants.”

	Mosam nodded. 

	“You are aware they are controlling at least two governors beyond the Toraxas Corridor?”

	“Sovilan and Perdine.”

	“Yes,” Mosam said. “There’s no telling how many other humans have been taken over.”  

	“How do they do it, doctor?”

	He folded his hands together. 

	“They use their pheromones and sometimes a parasitic child-like line of their species. Once connected to an animal’s nervous system the child communicates with its parent by pheromone receptors and takes orders to control the host.”

	“But when the parents died before the hosts returned to their senses immediately.” 

	“Yes, likely the parasites of the scout units have been engineered to die to keep us from recovering them.”

	“Barbarism,” DiKandar said. “I pray humanity never pioneers such a technology.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“Unfortunately, we already have, at least in engineering. The ‘greater’ bandojens are smaller than other humans due to gene therapy a hundred years old. I suppose no one ever genetically engineered operatives, though.” 

	Mosam glanced at Yajain. 

	“That’s an assumption I’m not sure we should make.”

	“Not now.” Yajain returned his look. He turned away. “I suppose the current problem in dealing with the tyrants is really two problems. First, how can we tell who is under their control? Second, how do we prevent them from spreading their control?” 

	Mosam’s hands clenched together at his waist. 

	“The first of those is simple. A parasite may be physically noticeable, usually hidden in a lump attached to the spine of the host. The higher the better.”

	“They connect to the nervous system.” Yajain’s hand went to her lips. “Then turn people into puppets.”

	“Fascinating,” DiKandar said. “But I see at least one more problem, Doctor Aksari. The storms.”

	“We still have little data on them,” Mosam said. “But they seem to be forming in high-pressure zones within mostly darkened expanses where its cold. They don’t just appear anywhere.”

	“Cold,” DiKandar murmured. “Vilmanorin.”

	“Vilmanorin?” Yajain frowned. “You mean the pillar where the large tyrant was captured?”

	DiKandar took a deep breath. Her eyes flicked to Yajain. 

	“Yes, but more than that, it is a predator’s frozen paradise. The Sigali Expanse where Vilmanorin is located is almost entirely dark. Vilmanorin itself is a vast pillar, with six cores, but no light.”

	Mosam’s hands broke from each other. He paced to the window and looked out. 

	“Tyrants like the cold. Though they are animals, they thrive at far lower temperatures than humans require.”

	DiKandar glanced at Yajain, brow furrowed.

	“I think Doctor Coe is suggesting that there may be other tyrants near Vilmanorin.”

	“Impossible. Only the most skilled and resourceful hunters dare stay there for long. The animals there are abominations. The entire expanse is veiled not with mist, but with sleet.”

	Mosam shook his head. 

	“We’re losing track of things. My lady, we are here to discuss Sifar.” 

	“You will not sway me,” DiKandar said. “If we do not attack now, Sovilan’s fleet will only grow stronger since his secession.”

	The blue solna arced through clouds and began to bend around the side of the pillar it circled. Yajain turned from it to the Redoca. 

	“There may be an alternative.”

	Mosam nodded. 

	“Sifar may be the seat of Sovilan’s power, but if we strike there countless innocents will die.”

	DiKandar glared at Mosam. 

	“I will worry about protecting Dilinian citizens when all my people are safe.”

	“A frontal assault will be costly, whatever you do,” Yajain said. “Why not distract him and then strike the vitals?”

	DiKandar turned to the window. Her bulky right arm reached out. Her gauntleted hand pressed against the pane. 

	“You two are compassionate. But you are not leaders.”

	Mosam bowed his head. 

	“With respect, my lady. I would not see more die than is necessary.”

	“Do not presume to tell me what is necessary!” DiKandar’s firm brows bent in anger. “I have seen settlements blown to pieces, my people thrown into the abyss both by Sovilan and Dilinia. Vengeance is not only necessary, it is vital.”

	Yajain flushed. 

	“Destroying Sifar will change nothing.” She marched toward DiKandar, fists clenched. “If you attack the innocents than what kind of a hunter are you? Chasing weak prey rather than confronting the deadliest opponent?”

	DiKandar’s lips quivered. Her eyes fixed on Yajain’s face. 

	“A clever one.”

	She took another step forward to stand directly before the hunter armored Redoca. 

	“A coward.”

	DiKandar’s arm thrust out and slammed into Yajain’s stomach with the force of enhanced muscles. Pain flashed through her abdomen as all the air went out of her lungs. Yajain staggered back and fell to the dark tiles of the terrace. She gasped for breath. Mosam rushed to her side and knelt down. His hand moved down Yajain’s back. 

	“Redoca, forgive us,” he said. “We did not intend to anger you.”

	Yajain’s breath returned and she sat up. Mosam’s hand remained on her back, supporting her.

	DiKandar glowered down at them. 

	“I can understand your plea for the people as weakness from your profession,” she said. “Apologize, Doctor Aksari.”

	Seething, red-faced, Yajain put her hand on the floor. She let Mosam help her up, his arm around her side, firm and warm. She stared into DiKandar’s face. 

	“I can’t.” She steeled herself for another blow. “I told you something you need to remember, Lady DiKandar.”

	The Redoca’s mouth set in a firm line. Her eyes remained fixed on Yajain, her brows bent in a glare. 

	“Be gone. I may consider your words alone.”

	“Thank you,” Yajain said.

	“Be gone,” DiKandar repeated.

	Mosam looked at Yajain. She leaned on him as they left the room and headed back to the tumbler. On the flight back to Castenlock, she watched the blue solna vanish completely behind its pillar. And the entire expanse fell into darkness.
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	According to the date stamp, the invitation to dinner with Captain Gattri arrived at Yajain’s cabin terminal only moments before she returned, aching and exhausted. She changed into her uniform and caught the next mover toward Castenlock’s forward compartments. 

	On the way, she overheard Avencia telling Harish in watchroom repairs to the rangers were complete. In ten hours all ships would be flying solo again, just in time to protect Castenlock during the coming battle. Ebonwing, Ruane’s Blade, Solnakite, they were research vessels just a few months ago.

	The mover deposited Yajain at the officer’s dining room. Tei Officer Jania Gattri, of Ruane’s Blade, and Firio’s daughter met her on the way in. She gave Yajain a tight-lipped little smile. 

	“Doctor, it’s good to see you again.”

	Yajain returned the smile as well as she could, while not mentioning the pain in her stomach. 

	“You too.”

	Jania led the way to the table at the far side of the room. Firio wasn’t there, but Gellen Chakal sat beside Kebrim Ettasil, and on the sweaty captain of Solnakite’s other side sat…

	“Dara!” Yajain said as she drew closer. “I didn’t know you were out of bed.”

	Dara grinned. 

	“You should talk. It wasn’t that long ago your leg got stabbed.”

	Yajain winced at the memory and sat down across from Dara. 

	“Don’t tell me we’re comparing war wounds now.”

	The grin on Dara’s face softened and she leaned back in her seat. 

	“Stop getting hurt if you don’t want to talk about it.”

	Gellen shot Yajain a confused look. 

	“You two are strange friends.”

	Jania sat beside Yajain.

	“Not so strange, O Chakal,” she said. “Just think about the things you tell Ija.”

	“Everything?”

	“Maybe not everything,” Yajain said.

	Dara laughed. 

	“You’ve been holding out on me? What is it?”

	Yajain shook her head, unable to stop her smile. 

	“Not now, not now.”

	Kebrim nodded soberly. 

	“That’s right. I’m sure Captain Gattri called us all here for a serious reason.”

	Jania’s face fell. Dara’s laugh subsided, but she shook her head. 

	“We don’t know that.”

	“But we reach Sifar in twelve hours,” Gellen said. “The former governor’s fleet will surely be there too.”

	“Maybe he wants to make sure he sees us all, before the battle,” Yajain said.

	Firio grunted as he entered and crossed the room to the head of the table. 

	“You could be right, Yajain,” he said. “But I hope all my fear is unfounded.”

	She glanced at Firio. He’s seen battle before, but he used to fight them. Mercenary work was just as bloody as any military role during the war. Her side ached more at the thought. Yajain picked up a cup of water and sipped it to distract herself.

	Dara turned to Firio. 

	“Thank you for the invitation,” she said.

	“We worked together long enough for me to get used to you, Doctor.” Firio sighed. “Everyone, be careful out there.”

	Kebrim’s hands folded before him. Gellen bowed her head. Beside Yajain, Jania nodded.

	“Captain Gattri,” said a loud voice from behind Yajain. “Please, forgive my lateness.”

	“Agent Pansar.” Firio gestured to the other end of the table. “I’m glad you could make it.”

	Pansar pulled out his chair with an awkward left-handed motion. He sat carefully. 

	“So am I,” he said.

	“Castenlock and the rangers will be serving as a relief force to protect the civilians when we arrive at Sifar. We’ve all come a long way together,” Firio said. “All spirits willing we will continue on this, together.”

	Gellen’s head rose only slightly from her bow. 

	“Ija will want to see you all again.”

	Pansar’s hand pressed to his forehead in a left-handed version of a cognate’s gesture of meditation. 

	“May you keep your minds clear.”

	The food arrived, vegetables and roast byga. They ate with only little conversation. Relief forces serving in the midst of an intense battle might be targeted by either side, but without them, more civilians would die. As a medic, Yajain could be helping people in the settlement, or simply assisting the squad as before. Either way, she would be in the thick of things again, risking life and limb.

	After dinner, wine arrived. Yajain drank first one glass, then another as the others talked. She stopped talking, as she thought of Mosam alone in his cell. If Castenlock was attacked he could be killed, and she still wouldn’t know enough about his motives, his actions. The battle yawned before Yajain like the abyss itself.

	At last, Firio told them all to get some rest. Jania and Dara went with Kebrim and Yajain to take a mover back to the docking hangars. Gellen wished them all luck. Pansar slipped away in the opposite direction, while Firio returned to man the bridge for another hour of the shift.

	The mover Yajain sat on, powered up and she turned to Dara. 

	“He’s all alone.”

	“You mean Coe?”

	“Yeah,” Yajain put a hand under her chin. “I wish I could say something to him.”

	“Is that all?” Dara said over the slight hum of the mover’s lifts. “Then go on and do it.”

	The mover stopped by the hangars. Kebrim helped Dara down. Jania jumped off too. Yajain waved to them. Then she turned to the pilot of the mover. 

	“Can you take me to the brig?” she said.

	“Doctor, I don’t know if I—”

	“Please,” she said. “I just want to say a few words.”

	“Alright, ma’am, but be quick if you want a ride back.”

	“Thank you.”

	They sped down the chilly and dim central corridor. The pain from the Redoca’s punch mostly faded, but there would be a bruise. She watched the corridor pass by. Ratings on duty piled up chaff and shipping gear in both directions. 

	The mover pulled to a stop in front of the brig. Yajain climbed off and then walked inside. The guard recognized her. How many other halfbreed Ditari doctors were on this ship? He didn’t protest when she asked to be taken back to see Mosam. He sat on his bunk, staring down at his hands. But he looked up when the guard led Yajain toward him.

	“Yajain.”

	“Mosam.”

	“I’m sorry we couldn’t convince the Redoca.”

	“That’s all—We tried. We couldn’t do more.”

	“So, what is it this time?” he asked, not putting any force behind the words, no anger or resentment. 

	Yajain faced him through the glass. 

	“I want to know the truth, Mosam.”

	“That’s what people ask me for lately.”

	“About you. About what you did to Lin.”

	Mosam’s face drained of color. 

	“I knew I’d have to answer that sometime. Yajain, I was selfish. I lied.” His voice sounded like an empty cavern, an empty echo of what Yajain’s past thoughts. “I lied to you. I lied to Lin most of all.”

	“You loved her?”

	Mosam’s face dampened with trickles of tears. 

	“No. But I needed to be close to her to get into the armory.”

	Yajain’s eyes widened. “You didn’t… You didn’t…”

	“We should have been friends, me and Lin.” Mosam did not wipe his streaming eyes, and he did not blink. “Doctor Savar told me to find a way. So I found one.” He looked up at her. “I know you forgive a lot. You can’t forgive me, can you?”

	Yajain stared at him. Her heartbeat sounded loud in her head. 

	“Mosam. I don’t know.”

	“Stay safe next shift,” he said.

	The guard led Yajain from the brig to the mover. From there she rode back to the hangars, a heavy empty jar.
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	The Ditari bombardment of Sifar began from above. The pounding of guns and bombs and the shriek of beams woke Yajain in her cabin on the Solnakite. She dropped out of the hammock. A thin layer of sweat clung to her brow. Dark strands of hair fell around her face. Captain Ettasil’s voice echoed out of the speakers in the corridor.

	“All hands, prepare for maneuvers. Response team to the tumbler bay.”

	Yajain dressed hurriedly and hooked her vare blade in its sheath to her belt. The white uniform of a medic seemed aggressive now in her bleary mind. It’s the Redoca. She doesn’t want us to save anyone. 

	She swam through corridors to the tumbler bay. Boskem stood by the door of the tumbler, dark circles under his eyes and a beam rifle hanging from one shoulder. Ogidar, Banedd, and Sonetta were already on board with little Harish in his shell setting up the controls. Sonetta didn’t look at Yajain’s face, but her eyes lingered on the vare blade at her waist.

	The sounds of the bombardment continued. Yajain took her seat, set the blade across her lap in its sheath, and belted herself in. Tei Officer Cava Sogun appeared at the door of the tumbler wearing her black braid and a burn vest. She nodded to the team, then approached Yajain and handed her a coil pistol in a holster, then turned and gave a similar weapon to Sonetta.

	“Good luck, people,” she said. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

	“What’s the situation?” Yajain asked.

	Sogun strapped herself to her seat. “The Ditari are bombing the docks and the House of Government, but they’re currently avoiding residential areas. The good news is that, for now, we can stay clear of the fighting.”

	“That’s a hostile settlement,” Ogidar said, “Are they shooting back?”

	“What they have left is still shooting, Cabler DiSayul. Be careful.” Sogun gave a thumbs up to Harish in his mirror. The doors of the tumbler sealed with a clunk and a hiss.

	Yajain’s stomach jumped as the tumbler fell from the bay and then angled toward the settlement. She clutched the vare blade with one hand, and her chest strap with her other. Her eyes watered and her whole body felt tight and queasy. She squeezed her eyes shut. Sogun went on speaking into her headset.

	“Captain, we have visual. Looks like the pillar’s shell is cracked…”

	The rest of the team remained silent. Thrusters fired. Mercifully, the tumbler’s descent leveled out. The bombardment rang louder than ever, and the roar of thrusters surrounded Yajain. She forced her eyes open, though she kept them fixed on her lap. 

	Sogun’s voice grew louder to make up for the sounds of speed and destruction. 

	“Captain you can’t mean to bring the ship any closer—No, I understand. Thank you, sir.”

	Yajain looked up hesitantly at Sogun. She had served aboard Solnakite during the survey missions, but Yajain had seen little of her then. When Yajain and Dara brought live animals on board Sogun always stood and watched, unflappable.

	The Tei Officer set her jaw firmly. 

	“People, Solnakite is going to be covering us at close range. They’ll Shoot down munitions and diffuse beams that get too close.” She took a deep breath, clearly laboring to avoid less optimistic words. “We’re lucky today.”

	The tumbler decelerated. Yajain hung on tight as they banked. Through the small porthole beside Ogidar’s head, she glimpsed the settlement.

	Strands of shredded and perforated metal streamed from the pillar’s side over the abyss where the docks had been. Some platforms partially supported by arc lifts still hung or rotated in place, though explosions had severed their connection to the pillar itself. External walkways and small terraces burned and crumbled. Smoke billowed from the vertical fields of crops above and below the settlement. Cracks ran through the stone of the pillar’s shell in places where gray stone splintered.

	One of the larger terraces that remained intact stretched half a kilometer out from the wall, so covered in debris from above that its original function was impossible to guess. Shapes of people limped and staggered and fell amid the rubble. Yajain could not tear her gaze away.

	Ogidar glanced at her but said nothing. He knew they would do this. He fought for them before.

	The bombardment thundered and hissed and screamed on. Eruptions of dust and flame leapt into the air. The tumbler descended into the mouth of a tunnel leading toward the core. A numb feeling passed through Yajain as she unstrapped herself and took the ramp down to the street.

	The inner wall of the pillar shook with impacts, dislodging dust to curtain the street below like gray fog. Ogidar set a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“Doctor, we must go.”

	“Yeah,” Yajain murmured. 

	She stared up at the high expanse of wall that shielded the interior of the settlement Ditari weapons, for now. Appearing as projected phantoms on the wall she imagined the staggering forms of the people she had seen on the terrace above. Her jaw clenched and her hands became fists. She unfolded her fingers and tried to steady her nerves. She touched the vare blade on her belt and turned to the rest of the team.

	Sogun and Boskem were conferring with each other in voices inaudible over the sound of the bombardment. The tumbler lifted back into the air and swung around to fly toward the exit. Sogun raised her voice. 

	“People, we are moving up to the next level. Stay alert, there may be local troops around.”

	Sonetta cringed as another impact shook the cavern wall. Rocks fell from chipped sections of the pillar and crashed onto the rooftops and walkways in the settlement below. Banedd put his arm around Sonetta’s shoulders and whispered something in her ear. 

	Yajain craned her neck to look up at the settlement. Like many population centers, the core was visible at the center, glimmering between gaps in smooth-walled buildings that hung from the ceiling and rose from the floor. Those buildings remained intact for now, but once the wall was breached they would not last long under such bombardment.

	She checked the medkit between the blade and the pistol holster on her belt. It was fully prepped. Yajain turned to Sonetta and Banedd. “Alright, let’s get up there. We have lives to save.”
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	The team swam on arc lifts up through the settlement, to the sound of the fleet’s bombardment. Why aren’t the governor’s forces fighting back? Maybe the tyrants don’t see a reason to protect these people. As they reached the central level of the settlement Yajain glimpsed the first people she’d seen on the inside of the pillar.

	Smoke clogged the air where energy weapons had started fires on a central walkway leading from the docks. Civilians choked the path, no sign of any defense forces to organize them. Flames covered a building across the street from where Yajain and the rest of the team touched down. Screams filled the air.

	People burned and fell in agony along the walkway by the doors of a flaming building that looked like it could have been a marketplace. One woman dragged an unconscious man, holding onto his arm, her own skin covered in blisters from wrist to shoulder. Sogun wiped one hand across her streaming eyes and turned to Boskem. 

	“Finder, help the cablers set up a perimeter. We need to take stock of this situation.”

	“Right away, ma’am,” Boskem waved Banedd and Ogidar into positions, so they formed a triangular perimeter around Sonetta and Yajain and the Tei Officer.

	Sogun turned to Yajain. 

	“I’m going to meet up with Ruane’s Blade on the far end of this bridge. When I return with their team we’ll need to get people to safety. Can you start treating the wounded here?”

	Yajain glanced at the crowd of fleeing people as they flowed around the perimeter. 

	“We’ll need a lot of help to get these people to safety. There’s only so much we can do where we are.”

	“Captain Ettasil is bringing Solnakite toward this opening.” Sogun pointed at the terrace people were fleeing from. “Once there’s a break in the bombardment we’ll start getting people out on both ends. Go to work people.” Sogun kicked off into the air and swam toward the exit.

	Yajain turned to Ogidar in his heavy armor. 

	“DiSayul. Ogidar, can you start moving people away from that fire.” 

	“Yes, doctor.”

	“Good. I’m heading over there too.” She shielded her eyes from the blaze, feeling the heat even on the far side of the walkway, and gazed at the dozen or so fallen people along that side of the street. Burn marks and debris scattered the pavement. Yajain pulled down the face mask of her hood and started through the crowd outside of the perimeter formed by the cablers and Boskem.

	She fell into a crouch beside a burned body and checked for a pulse. Nothing. Yajain’s eyes ran from the heat. She checked another body and another before finding someone alive. 

	The woman had fallen by what looked like the main doors of the building, legs seared black and clothing burned along the back and right side to the shoulder. Yajain dragged her into the middle of the street, out of reach of dancing flames.

	The woman groaned and tried to roll onto her back. Yajain put a hand on her shoulder and kept her from moving to prevent further damage. Those legs looked like they might not hang on, the burns went so deep.

	“It’s alright, don’t move,” she said. “I’m a doctor.”

	“Doctor.” The woman pressed her forehead against the pavement. “Thank the gods.”

	Yajain opened her medical kit and sprayed morpeal gel onto the woman’s legs. She moved to the right arm where scraps of burnt skin shuddered like paper in a wind. Yajain sprayed the gel there but doubted it would hold. The fire may not have been as hot as a coil bomb like the one Mosam had used in the armory at Kaga all those years ago, but it could prove just as deadly. Yajain looked up from the woman who was now crying from the pain of gel’s application and saw Ogidar with one unconscious form over each shoulder. He made his way toward her.

	“I think this is all the survivors,” he said.

	Yajain grunted as smoke began to pour from a window above her and Ogidar. 

	“We have to start gathering as many other people as possible. This bridge isn’t going to last if the wall is breached.”

	Ogidar crouched beside Yajain. 

	“Sogun is on that. What do we do for now?”

	Yajain’s forehead creased. 

	“Crowd control. Get people away from the fire, and away from the gate to the terrace.”

	With a grunt of his own, Ogidar rose, metallic armor stained with soot. Yajain touched the uninjured shoulder of the woman she’d been treating.

	“We’re leaving,” she said. “I’m going to pull you again.”

	The woman turned her head slowly and looked up at Yajain sideways. Her eyes widened. 

	“Ditari!” she screamed. “We’ve lost the battle.”

	Yajain recoiled, but then seized the woman’s unburnt arm and started dragging her. Her screams continued but Yajain pulled anyway, shoulders forward, back bent. She stared straight ahead across the walkway to where Sonetta, Banedd, and Boskem were rounding up a crowd of civilians. Ogidar outpaced Yajain quickly and didn’t look back.

	He deposited the two badly burned people on the walkway beside the growing crowd. Boskem raised a small, black amplifier horn to his lips and spoke into it. 

	“Everyone, remain calm. My name is Finder Boskem, of the Dilinian Intelligence Service. My team and I are going to lead you out of here. Stick together, and we’ll have you evacuated as soon as possible.”

	Yajain reached the group and let down the woman she’d been pulling. She breathed greedily, grateful for the clear air. She checked the man and the woman Ogidar had carried to safety. Both had burns, but neither as severe as the woman Yajain had been dragging. 

	She looked at the opening in the wall that led to the terrace. Chunks of rubble kicked into the air with each beam impact and shell burst. No one moved out there for the entire hundred-meter length of the terrace out to the shattered docks hanging like torn threads in the air.

	The people on the walkway had mostly gathered around Boskem, drawn to his voice and continued words of assurance. Who would have thought the trigger happy finder would have any quality of bedside manner? Yajain finished first aid treatment on the three burn victims, then turned as a low hum reverberated through the settlement cavern.

	A pair of arc fliers with vibrating lifts rose over the side of the walkway. Yajain stared at security force vehicles and the weapons tracking under them. A voice louder than Boskem’s amplified tones boomed from one of the fliers.

	“Invasion force personnel, surrender your weapons and release your hostages.”

	Ogidar glanced at Yajain. 

	“Hostages?”

	“The people we’re helping. They must have been told—”

	A loud crack of a ballistic rifle shot cut Yajain off. One of the fliers pitched sideways and exploded just under the walkway, shaking the bridge and sending people falling to the ground. Yajain kept her footing and looked up at the wall, searching for breaches but there were none. Another shot slammed into the remaining flier. Lethal flames shot through the entire craft and it sank slowly past the bridge. The shots came from inside the pillar.

	A sharp click of tiles echoed in the silence left by a pause in the bombardment. Yajain whirled and her eyes met those of Adya Setartha, as the yellow-haired Doctor of Harvest dropped onto the far side of the walkway from a small flier. A long ballistic rifle hung across her back. She wore only a black stealth suit that hugged her frame.

	Ogidar spun to face her. The pistol in Adya’s hand stopped him. She looked past the big cabler to Yajain. 

	“Call him off, Doctor Aksari. We’re on the same side.”

	Yajain glared at Adya, hand on the holster of her coil pistol though she would never be able to hit Adya before being shot herself. 

	“What do you want?”

	“Snippy.” Adya’s brow darkened. “I want to save this settlement and I need your help.”
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	Yajain stared at the woman pointing a gun at her. Adya held the weapon steady. Ogidar’s coil rifle stayed trained on Adya’s chest. The little arc vessel she had ridden down to the walkway drifted over the platform beside Adya. Slowly, she lowered her pistol. 

	I can’t trust her. But Mosam trusts her. 

	Yajain’s hand pushed the barrel of Ogidar’s rifle down. 

	“Explain. Slowly,” she said.

	Adya crossed the bridge, eyes flicking this way and that, scanning the air behind Yajain. 

	“Fast or nothing. We don’t have much time.”

	“The wall could come down any time,” Yajain said.

	“That isn’t what I meant. The tyrants have a plan to destroy the Ditari fleet.”

	“How?” Yajain frowned. “We haven’t even seen any defending ships.”

	Ogidar started to raise his rifle again.

	“Why is that, you think?” Adya glared at Ogidar as she holstered her pistol. She turned to Yajain. “This place is a trap for the Redoca.”

	The wall overhead splintered and chunks of stone fell into the street. The whine of airborne munitions cut the air. A series of explosions tore into the walkway close to the center of the city. Adya and Yajain glanced toward the place where now the bridge began to crumble. 

	People screamed all through the crowd around Boskem. Without the bridge people too wounded to use their arc lifts would be difficult to get across the city. But more importantly, people panicked again.

	Yajain and Adya locked eyes again. Yajain grimaced. 

	“How are they going to do it?”

	“The core,” Adya said. “They’re going to stymie the power flow, then overcharge it to force the solna toward the fleet.”

	“Is that possible?” Ogidar glared at Adya. “Never heard of it before.”

	“Me neither,” Yajain said.

	“Humans have never done it. Tyrants on the other hand…”

	Boskem pushed his way through the crowd toward Adya, Yajain, and Ogidar, followed by Sonetta and Banedd. Adya turned toward the three as they approached. 

	“Finder,” she said, “I suggest you delay trying to arrest me until after we’ve stopped the tyrants’ plan.”

	He pulled his pistol from his belt and waved it before Adya’s face. 

	“I heard what you were saying. Even if I believed you, what would we do?”

	“There’s a team of tyrants setting up a device to start the overcharge in the core chamber below this one.” Adya looked down at the pistol Boskem held. “I’d think saving every ship out there would be somewhere among your priorities.”

	“Don’t tempt me.” Boskem growled. Red-faced, he lowered his weapon.

	Yajain glanced from Boskem and the others to Adya. 

	“Give us some proof. How can we trust you?”

	“Not sure if I can, but you know what the tyrants are. They’ve been living on pillars since the beginning, long before  humans left the reef.”

	All those memories of Mosam telling her and Lin the doctrines of Harvest came back to Lin. A moment of internal cursing later, Yajain sifted the memories to her early schooling. Reef Theory suggests humankind has barely scratched the surface of arc and core technology, even today. The teacher’s words from fifteen cycles ago hit Yajain, a whole freighter’s load of steel crashing down on her mind.

	“Finder, it might be possible.”

	“That’s not good enough.”

	Adya rolled her eyes. 

	“I’ll lead the way. You won’t have to trust me that much.”

	Boskem grunted. 

	“Fine.” He turned to Sonetta and Banedd. “You two, stay here and guide the civilians to the ships.”

	“Yes, sir.” Banedd saluted with his rifle. Sonetta nodded.

	Boskem motioned to Adya. 

	“Lead.”

	Ogidar, Yajain, and Boskem followed Adya to the opposite edge of the walkway. 

	“We’re going down,” Adya said. 

	She leapt onto the barrier by the side of the walkway and then activated her arc lifts. Adya swam over the empty space leading down into the city’s depths. Boskem’s lifts activated his lifts and kicked into the air beside her, followed by Ogidar. Yajain looked back at the people on the walkway.

	She hoped they’d be alright, and with that thought came a stab of guilt that she was abandoning them. To save them, she told herself. To save everyone.

	Arc lifts activated. Over the rail and downward past towering structures she dove. The lights, shadows, and stone of the city passed her and the others as they darted after Adya. Their uniformed shapes flickered in the lamplight. Flames from the burning arc fliers Adya shot down, cast their shadows on the walls they descended past with no visible sign of their crews, dead or alive. The thuds and screams of weapons still echoed overhead, but for those minutes of descent, Yajain felt somehow peaceful. 

	Rocks fell from high above. Yajain called a warning and Boskem angled out of the rubble’s path. As they descended into the lower streets of the city, lit by the brightening core of the pillar the shapes of people in the streets staring up became visible. There hadn’t been anyone out when Yajain and her team had flown up to the walkway.

	The shelters. Did something hit their emergency shelters? Yajain glanced at Ogidar, but his attention was on Adya and flight, his rifle slung over his shoulder. They glided to street level in a cluster of shorter buildings. Adya touched down with a grimace up at the others. 

	“The tyrants are a few hundred meters further down from here,” she said.

	Rubble began to fall from the walkway and the ceiling. Yajain, Ogidar, and Boskem landed. She turned to Adya. 

	“How do we get down there?”

	“A cave network. Entrance is in a building near here.” Adya craned her neck and looked past Yajain down the street. She pointed at a squat building with blackened pockmarks in its roof from falling debris. “That’s the one.”

	Boskem spoke into his headset. 

	“Tell the captains. Tei Officer, this could be vital.” Yajain didn’t catch the rest. He turned to her and Ogidar, eyes fierce. “Lifts,” he said. “We’re not wasting another second.”

	They flew over the heads of the scattering citizens. Yajain dropped onto the ramp that led to the door of the squat building. Men and women in local security force uniforms hemmed in the crowd, bellowing with amplified voices. Boskem, Ogidar, and Adya landed around her. Yajain reached for the door handle but withdrew her hand at the heat of it. She looked down at her burnt, painful fingers.

	“There’s a fire on the other side.”

	“The tyrants know we’re coming,” Adya said. She glanced at Ogidar. “Get that rifle ready, big guy.”

	Ogidar grunted. The black beard on his chin bristled. 

	“Got it.”

	Adya stepped back from the door, hunched her sleek frame and reached down to her shoe. She straightened herself, holding a thick disk that looked like a section from a core-based computer processor. Yajain glanced at her, burned fingers twitching.

	“What is that?”

	“A lock pick.”

	Yajain’s eyebrows bent inward. 

	“Is it anything like one of Mosam’s?”

	“A bit more subtle. But we should still step back.” 

	Adya held the disk to the door, just over the handle. She deftly tapped the center of the disk. Darkness blossomed from the disk and encompassed the whole door handle in seconds. Adya dodged backward, pulling Yajain’s arm and pushing Ogidar back. Flames flashed toward Yajain’s face from the doorway, making her turn away quickly.

	Boskem flinched. Flames guttered and went out in the doorway.

	“How did you know that would work?” Yajain asked Adya.

	“Tyrants don’t like heat. They weaponize it even more than humans.”

	“Let’s go,” Boskem growled, waving Adya forward with his pistol, his nose wrinkled and his face reddened by the dispersed blaze. 

	The team followed Adya, hands in front of faces to test heat in the air. Glad for her mask, Yajain brought up the rear. She looked over her shoulder as she reached the open door. The security troops began to close the net on the building where Yajain stood. Gingerly, she tested her burned fingers on the hilt of her vare blade. The skin held, despite more pain. She put on her mask and stepped through the door, mind sharpened by the pain that flared with small movements.

	 Floor tiles in the passage beyond the door were blackened from the fire, and residual smoke drifted in the air. Fans hummed in the walls, blowing smoke up to vents in the ceiling fifteen feet up. Emergency sprinkler water dripped from charred walls. Smells of charcoal and melted plastic reached Yajain’s nose through the mask’s breather.

	Flames had rendered the signs melted and illegible, but Adya led the way confidently down one fork in the hall, like Yajain, too short for the smoke above to bother her. Despite the woman’s light hair, she reminded Yajain of Lin, the way she moved with such presence and grace. Lin, before the accident, Yajain reminded herself. Even on her prosthetics, Lin never was the same after losing her legs. Mosam did that to her, and he did it so he could run off with people like Adya.

	The group passed out of the burned section to a room with a door leading into a rough-hewn cave system. Boskem turned to Yajain and Ogidar. 

	“Weapons ready. Consider everyone down here hostile.”

	Ogidar nodded and checked his rifle. 

	Yajain locked eyes with Boskem. 

	“Don’t forget what Pansar said. If we can take a tyrant alive Dilinia might be convinced to send a fleet.”

	Boskem grunted. 

	“Defense first.”

	“Agreed, finder,” Adya said.

	Yajain scowled and removed her coil pistol from its holster at her hip. She didn’t raise it, just held it at her side. 

	“Getting that fleet out here is more important than any of us.” Her voice sounded dull and alien in her own ears. “Don’t forget that.”

	Adya dropped down into the passage without a word, Boskem right behind her. Ogidar turned to Yajain. 

	“Who could have thought you were a traitor?”

	Her scowl slipped and her brow furrowed. 

	“Ogidar…”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll do what I can to capture one of them.” He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Doctor Aksari.”

	She put her undamaged hand on his hand. 

	“Thank you.” 

	They turned to the doorway leading into the tunnels.
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	The passage through the doorway led to a drop shaft that sank for what looked like kilometers into the core chamber. Small scuffs and vacuum blade marks smoothed the walls. Boskem took the long rifle and a small satchel from Adya and turned to Ogidar and Yajain.

	“Cabler DiSayul, I’ll cover you with this.” He hefted the rifle. “Setartha informs me the tyrants are probably in the next chamber because its the only one large enough close to the settlement.”

	“Sir.” Ogidar saluted.

	Yajain glanced at Adya and Boskem. 

	“Are we ready to go in there?”

	Adya nodded. 

	“There’s a structure at the bottom of this cavern. They’re probably hiding in there.”

	Boskem fitted an ill-proportioned eyepiece onto his head. He blinked and turned in different directions. “This heat sensor should give me target sighting inside.”

	Adya grimaced as she watched Boskem pull on the eyepiece’s bands with meaty fingers. 

	“Remember not to shoot anything humanoid.” She turned to Yajain. “Ready, doctor?”

	Yajain lowered her pistol to her side, pained, tender fingers clenched on the grip. She gazed down the shaft. It widened into a core-lit space almost as large as the city above, but vacant except for a single broad, flat-roofed building where the core entered the floor of the cavern. The core light was in flux, halfway between the dim of early and the bright light of main shift. 

	“Let’s do it.”

	Pistol in hand and broadening grin on her face, Adya dove over the side. Ogidar and Yajain followed. Boskem set up Adya’s massive rifle looking after them. They fell with purpose and wind blowing them back. From behind the protection of her mask, Yajain searched the floor for movement, but stalagmites and empty paths and dull green core plants were all she saw outside the building. She switched on her hunter’s ears. She fell alongside the brightening column that was the core of Sifar.

	A cavern mouth leading to the outside of the pillar blustered hot air across Yajain’s path. She hoped the heat came from an updraft from the solna, and not a wrecked ship. Dara, Firio, keep yourselves safe. Mosam. 

	She plunged toward the floor, swimming through the arc with wide strokes to level herself out over distance. A fleck of debris struck the side of Yajain’s hood making an acute thump in her ears. She winced, but the tiny sliver hadn’t pierced the material. Onward she fell.

	Adya landed first, legs swinging into position to hit the floor moving. She charged toward the building, pistol at the ready. Yajain hit next, not as gracefully, but still upright. She checked her vare blade in its sheath and then her med kit. They were both still clipped on tight. What would father say if he knew where I was now? And what about mother? And Lin? 

	Yajain fought that last thought from her mind. She loped to the wall of the building where Adya was checking the mouth of an open door tall enough for two humans standing on each others’ heads to enter at once. Ogidar was right behind her.

	“They won’t be visible from the outside,” said Adya. “But you can bet they know we’re here.”

	Ogidar hefted an oblong grenade in one fist. 

	“Then this won’t be what gives us away.”

	The receiver in Yajain’s hood crackled. Boskem said, 

	“Two large shapes are making their way down a side passage.”

	“That’ll be them.” Adya nods to Ogidar. “Get ready to toss that thing.”

	Yajain glanced around the corner into the hall. A single long, gray tentacle crept out of the side passage. It took Yajain a second to realize it was clad in some kind of armor. Ogidar grunted and primed the grenade.

	“They’re coming at you now,” Boskem said.

	Ogidar rolled around the corner and threw. A pair of looming bulbous shapes each about three meters tall, and with six tentacles all covered in blue-gray armor shot out of the side passage on arc lifts, fast as anything Yajain’s had ever seen swim through the air.

	Ogidar’s grenade tumbled to the floor. A beam from the end of one tyrant’s tentacle slashed toward Yajain, scoring the wall black with its passing. The grenade burst under the tyrants. They both screamed, audible as something akin to their sharp-sounding energy beams to Yajain’s enhanced hearing. 

	She ducked and cringed against the wall. A single tentacle made it out of the entryway before Adya and Ogidar opened up. The tyrants and the grasping limb fell silent. Only the sizzle of charred meat remained.

	Yajain raised her coil pistol and turned the corner. What remained of the tyrants lay strewn about the hall. Armor melted. Flesh burnt. Tentacles severed. Yajain’s nose tingled with the odors through her mask. She stopped stock still as smoke drifted to the ceiling.

	Ogidar hustled past her, rifle readied, its barrel already steaming. Adya followed him and glanced back at Yajain. 

	“There are at least three more of them here,” she said. “This kind don’t like to work alone, and they don’t run the show.”

	“This kind?”

	“Yeah,” Adya said. “These ones are just commoners. From what I’ve seen, the other breeds are in charge.”

	“You’re going to fill me in. Once we stop them,” Yajain said.

	“I doubt I’ll have much choice,” Adya looked down at the blackened remains of the tyrants. She put both hands on her pistol and turned to watch the corridor ahead of them.

	Ogidar peered down the side passage. He tensed, armored form hunched over his rifle. 

	“They know we took out their guards,” he said.

	“How can you tell?” Yajain crept to his side, tuning the artificial ears on her shoulders.

	“They’re talking more than before,” Ogidar said.

	“You can hear them at this distance?” Yajain tuned her ears and caught snatches of sibilant rasping and grating. Sounds that could be language based on what little she knew of those requirements.

	He tapped dipped his masked head toward his shoulder. Tiny hearing ports were locked to his armor plates. 

	“You’re not the only one who can use hunter’s tools. But you gave me the idea.”

	Adya glanced back at them. 

	“You two can hear the tyrants?”

	Yajain nodded.

	Adya turned to face the path forward.

	“We might not be quite so dead after all.”

	Yajain took a step down the side passage. Her shoes made little sound. The floor grew slippery with some kind of clear fluid with which she wasn’t familiar. Ogidar followed her as she made her way twenty meters down to a tall ceiling ramp going down toward the core. Yajain crouched by the ramp, back to the wall. Brightening core light gleamed on the wall across from her. 

	“This is it,” she said. “The room down there has core access.”

	The cores not only offered light and a means to tell time but attracted Solnas and other scanner-based lifeforms with their processing centers. Their study formed the basis for ship and computer core technology. Yajain had only studied core tech in its most basic form, but the naturally occurring computers did far more than track time and shed light. They created the arc field around each pillar. Humans had never been able to turn arc into a weapon, but if Adya was right the tyrants were a step ahead in that field.

	She took a deep breath and glanced around the corner. There were tyrants in the huge semicircular room at the base of the ramp that ran around the curve of the core. Four tyrants, three larger even than the one she’d seen in DiKandar Hall, over six meters long each. They wore armor heavier than that of the sentries Adya had called commoners as well, glistening black shells with sharp outgrowths of bone white blades around the mouth and at the end of each tentacle. Hisses, rasps, and more guttural sounds issued from their mouths, and clouds of yellowish dust hung in the air. Tails with barbed stingers lashed this way and that.

	The last tyrant was roughly seven meters long and had three tails instead of one. Its wore completely red armor. The red tyrant spoke the most, and mostly in fierce growls. Every now and then a tentacle would slap against the core, perhaps for emphasis. A collection of bizarre equipment lay strewn around the room, including crates the size of people but that the tyrants probably had no difficulty lifting at all.

	Adya crouched down beside Yajain. 

	“Spined soldiers,” she whispered. “Shit.”

	Yajain’s eyes went on moving over the scene, bizarre tools and weapons eveywhere. 

	“Are they a different breed?”

	The red tyrant curled its front over a long black crate almost the size of itself, still sealed. The alien’s four legs shifted and it hit a few buttons on the box.

	Adya’s eyes widened. “

	That’s their core weapon. They’re almost ready.” 

	Yajain’s teeth clenched, but she said nothing. The lid of the long box unsealed with a hiss and climbing cloud of steam. One of the spined tyrants pulled the lid back. A slender serpent covered in stony black and blue plates rose from the box, wriggling in the arc. It must have been coiled in the box, for it continued to stream forth until it looked over twenty meters long, and less than a meter thick. It had no eyes, but long whiskers bristled from its front. The serpent, a kind of scanner, Yajain realized, swam to the side of the core. 

	It’s like a small, lightless solna.

	Adya holstered her pistol and raised a flare gun. She closed one eye and trained the gun on the creature. 

	“Finder Boskem,” she whispered. “When you see a flare in the next second, shoot it.”

	Boskem’s voice returned to the whole group. 

	“What are you planning?”

	“Do it and you’ll save everyone.”

	Boskem’s reply was a low growl.

	Yajain opened her channel. 

	“I think I know what she means, finder. Listen to her.”

	“Anytime,” Boskem said.

	Adya pulled the trigger. A flare of heat sent Yajain’s shoulder tingling. The hiss of sparks erupted from the flare and it burst against the hide of the scanner snake. Yajain looked away, but not quite fast enough. Hot white light slashed across her vision, half-blinding her. She squeezed her eyes shut. A harsh, alien cry echoed from the room below. Then a single thunder crack split the air, followed by the sound of two loud crashes on the floor.

	“Fire at will,” Boskem said.

	Tyrants screamed and beams slashed along the wall. A burst of heat from behind pitched Yajain forward onto the floor face first. Her sight returned partially, blurred and washed out with white. She scrambled to her feet and turned toward the ramp, grip on her coil pistol, finger on the trigger.

	The light fading from the flare showed the remains of the scanner on the floor, sliced in half by the force of Boskem’s slug. Black gore spread from the wounds on either end of the serpent’s broken body and pooled in the center, sizzling with heat and dripping into the bullet hole in the floor. Yajain whispered a bionetic prayer for the creature. She’d never seen one like it, and already its tail twitched its last motion. Two of the four tyrants stomped along the floor toward the ramp.

	Both of them wore heavy black armor with white spines. Hulking bulbous worm bodies surged forward. Stacks belched confusing yellow residue in huge quantities Yajain squeezed the trigger. A dart of coil fluid screamed into the masked face of one tyrant. Ogidar streamed shots from his rifle over Yajain’s shoulder at the same alien. Searing bolts peppered black armor with sparks and splashes of molten metal.

	Yajain darted to one side and a burst of fire sliced through the air where she had been. She activated her lifts and kicked to get out of the way as the other tyrant bounded up the ramp on four legs. Tentacles lashed out and reached for Ogidar. Yajain turned and released a fury of blasts at the grasping tentacles. Two ribbon-like limbs were struck and they both recoiled, armor fusing where she hit.

	Ogidar ducked and primed a grenade. 

	“Don’t look at this one!” 

	Yajain pumped backward on lifts. Ogidar tossed the grenade into the other tyrant’s face. Yajain looked away. Not fast enough. 

	Light flared from the grenade and burned in the tyrant’s face, and lanced into Yajain’s eyes. A tentacle lashed out at the glowing grenade and batted it back toward Ogidar. It burst in midair. Shards of shrapnel and blazing liquid flew in every direction. Yajain’s eye burned with pain. The tyrant the grenade struck lurched sideways, half its face gone.

	The long rifle from high above punched another hole in the ceiling and down into the other spiny tyrant on the ramp, the shot barely visible as a lightning slash of blood across the wall and floor. Both wounded tyrants roared. The one hit by the grenade stumbled toward Ogidar. Its tentacles fluttered in shreds from one side, plastered to broken strips of flexible armor.

	Half-blinded by the explosions and gagging on the scent of charred flesh, Yajain stumbled away from the tyrants. Her burnt fingers trembled and she dropped the pistol. The weapon hit the floor, nearly silent in the wake of roaring explosions. Ogidar shouted something, armor blackened and broken in places by the blasts. His coil rifle screamed shot after shot.

	Yajain whirled to help him, her shaking hand falling to the vare blade at her side. It had been cycles since father trained her with it, and never had she been so frightened back then. Not like this. 

	Adya marched past Yajain, firing bullet after bullet into the tyrant one at a time. Yajain’s grip tightened on the hilt of the short blade she held. She activated her lifts. Her vision still flashed in places, eyes streamed with tears of pain. 

	One kick into the air, Yajain sailed toward the tyrant on its broken side. The remains of its faceplate clung to one side of its nub of a head. Broken teeth filled its wide mouth. Two remaining tentacle spines sliced into Ogidar’s shoulder and chest armor. Airborne, Yajain drove the vare blade in just above the tyrant’s gaping maw. Her shoulder hit the tyrant below the jaw. Hot, red blood and clear fluid coated her hand, forearm, and sleeve. The tyrant stilled, tentacles stuck in Ogidar’s armor.

	Yajain yanked the blade out and dropped to the floor. Her shoulder ached from the impact. Luckily most of the spines on the side she’d hit had been broken by Ogidar’s grenade. Otherwise, they would have impaled her in multiple places.

	Ogidar fell to one knee, rifle still gripped in one hand. Two spines remained stuck through his armor, tethering him to the fallen tyrant. He aimed the weapon past Yajain one-handed, gasping breath. 

	“Doctor,” he said. “Help.”

	Adya flews to the corner of the ramp by Yajain. She peered past the hulking bodies of the two tyrants. Yellow particles still hung in the air but most of the residue coated the walls in bursts of color on gray stone. 

	Yajain stumbled toward Ogidar, throwing blood from the vare blade with a swipe through open air. She sheathed it and reached for the med kit as she reached Ogidar’s side.

	The arm on his wounded side hung limp. Blood trickled along both spines embedded in his armor. His face looked pale through his mask.

	“Cut me loose,” he said.

	Yajain frowned. “I think I can pull one out.”

	“Don’t know. They’re angled down,” Ogidar said.

	She blinked to still the flashes in her vision. Her armor clippers severed the end of each tentacle with one snip. More blood dribbled from the end of each one. Ogidar tried to stand, his right arm still useless. He staggered to the right. 

	“Let’s get one alive, doctor.”

	Yajain supported him and turned to Adya. 

	“Do you see them?”

	“The red one isn’t in there. The black one is setting up a heavy weapon.”

	Ogidar supported himself with a hand on the side of the tyrant that had wounded him. He lowered his coil rifle and steadied himself with its muzzle against the floor. 

	“What kind of weapon?”

	“I don’t recognize it.”

	“Damn.” Ogidar grimaced. “If this is what they do without shooting.”

	Yajain’s hand fell to grasp her vare blade, leaving the med kit on the floor behind her. 

	“Where’d the other one go?”

	“Probably fled.” Adya changed the magazine of her pistol. “He’s definitely the leader.”

	Boskem’s voice echoed in Yajain’s already ringing ears. 

	“I’m taking the shot.” In the same instant, a crack of ballistics and crash of falling rubble sounded. Adya checked around the corner.

	“Got the black one.”

	Yajain sighed, the strength of adrenaline still raged in her muscles. All dead then, not taking one alive today. A deafening roar filled her ears. The red tyrant surged around the corner of the hall they’d taken to the access chamber. A beam of energy slashed toward Yajain. Ogidar hit her from behind and she sprawled to the floor. Blood sizzled on the back of Yajain’s uniform. Ogidar’s armored frame hit the floor behind her. Yajain looked back. The Ditari cabler’s armor had been reduced to a blackened crater from shoulder to shoulder.

	Her eyes ran with tears. 

	“Damn it, Ogidar. Why did you do that?” 

	He didn’t reply. Eyes stared down the hall without sight.

	She scrambled to her feet, seething. Her hand clenched on her vare blade.

	Adya’s bullet hit the beam projector the tyrant held. The weapon sparked and burst in the center of its bulky cylindrical barrel. The red tyrant tossed the lethal instrument to the side. The sparks expanded into a searing blast of heat. Red armor blackened, armored tentacles fusing to its side.

	Yajain’s vare blade flew from the sheath. Her lifts activated. She kicked off just as Boskem’s shot sliced through the red tyrant’s side. The wounded alien staggered one of its hind legs collapsing from the bullet. Yajain landed before the beast that had killed Ogidar. A tentacle lashed toward her. Her vare blade slashed it from the body. She drew the sword back to drive it into the tyrant’s face place.

	A hand fell on her arm. Adya. 

	“Doctor, we can take this one alive.”

	Yajain’s bloodied and burned skin broke as she tightened her grip on the vare blade. Blood flowed from her palm, mingling with that of the tyrants. She held the blade to the tyrant’s luminous yellow eyes.

	“Damn you,” she said and dropped the blade.
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	The bombardment of Sifar settlement ended with the defense force’s surrender after less than four hours. Evidently, the tyrants did not have complete control over the chain of command, Yajain thought dully as she rode the tumbler back to Solnakite.

	Ogidar’s body lay contained in a capsule barely tall enough for him on the floor of the tumbler by the front of the cabin. Near there, Cava Sogun was belted in across from Adya who sat with hands bound by a plastic tie. Sonetta and Banedd leaned against each other in their seats. Boskem hunched in silence, Adya’s rifle at his feet. The captured tyrant was already on its way to a sealed chamber on DiKandar Hall.

	At the moment, Yajain didn’t care about that. Her eyes must be rimmed with red, a different red from the stains on her hands. The vare blade sat in its sheath across her knees. Her bandaged hand rested on its hilt. This hand had been trained to scribe poetry, to help newborn animals crawl. Less than an hour ago, this hand had killed. And she had tried to kill again, in anger. Yajain shuddered and pressed her palm to her forehead.

	They docked with Solnakite. The meeting with Captain Ettasil happened in a blur for Yajain. Banedd and Boskem kept Adya aboard the tumbler to take her to Castenlock. According to a few hushed words between Sonetta and Sogun civilian casualties had been high. The team might return to the settlement to assist in a few hours, but for now, they could rest. Numb of mind, Yajain trudged through the corridors of Solnakite to the cabins.

	Her uniform and heatsuit were damp with sweat, and bloody down her right side. When she showered the blood ran down her body, almost none of it hers, almost all of it thick and alien. She dressed in another set of underclothes and uniform and went back to her room. 

	Ogidar had died instantly. She’d checked his vitals after, but it had been obvious. No heart, no lungs, no life left to save.

	Yajain hunched forward, avoiding the hammock in favor of her cold footlocker. Her order terminal beeped with a message. She ignored it. Ten minutes later it beeped again. 

	Someone wants to talk to me. 

	She ignored it, head in her hands. Until a knock came at her door. Even over the hum of Solnakite’s flight systems, Yajain couldn’t mistake the voice that followed it, feminine, with the hint of a sob.

	“Doctor Aksari. Yajain! It’s Sonetta. Please, let me in!”

	She rose from her footlocker and approached the door. Her hand hovered over the pressure pad that would open the door. She pressed it mechanically with the heel of her injured hand. The door opened. Sonetta stood before her, tears still clinging to her cheeks.

	Yajain glowered at her. 

	“What is it?”

	“It’s—” Sonetta paused. “Finder Boskem told me what happened. You…and that doctor of harvest, and Ogi—” She sighed. “I’m sorry I doubted you. You really weren’t a traitor.”

	Why did it have to take death for her to realize that? Yajain sighed. 

	“I don’t know why you’re apologizing to me now.”

	“Because. Because you could have died down there. Like…if you had I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself for how I treated you.”

	“We’ve been in danger all along.” Yajain’s voice sounded lifeless. “But thank you for the apology.”

	Sonetta bowed her head. 

	“I’ll leave you alone now.”

	“Thanks.”

	Sonetta turned away and the door closed. Yajain checked the terminal messages. Both were from Captain Ettasil, wanting to see her in the ready room about the tyrant. 

	She sighed and then put on a poncho over her uniform for additional warmth. Nothing seemed to stop this cold. When Sonetta’s small footsteps receded from the door, Yajain opened the door and headed for the upper decks.
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	Yajain braced herself in the doorway of the small ready room as Solnakite banked. Captain Ettasil took the motion easily, though the reading pad on his desk shifted a few centimeters down its length. When the ship leveled out a moment later, he motioned to the chair across from him. 

	“Doctor, I know this is a bad time, but I need answers about what happened down there.”

	“Finder Boskem probably has a report for you.”

	Kebrim folded his hands. 

	“He didn’t see everything that happened in that chamber.”

	Yajain took a deep breath and explained how they’d foiled tyrant plan. She described the scanner Boskem had killed. 

	“It was unusual, very small for a scanner, but Adya seemed to know it.”

	“Interesting.” Kebrim’s hands unfolded and set down on the desk. His gaze appeared distant.

	“I’m sure Adya will confirm what I’ve said.”

	The reading pad on the desk beeped and Kebrim picked it up. 

	“It seems one Castenlock’s APVs has recovered the remains.” He set down the pad. “Get some rest, doctor.”

	“Captain.”

	“Cabler DiSayul wasn’t the only one who we lost in the battle. Captain Gattri is arranging a memorial service for tomorrow.”

	Yajain bowed her head, dry-eyed. 

	“I will be there.”

	“Of course.” His eyes closed for a moment and his pale face fell still. “Take care, doctor.”
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	The few local elements of Governor Sovilan’s fleet vacated the vicinity of Sifar Pillar quickly following the Ditari Fleet’s arrival. Even so, the memorial for fleet personnel was held aboard Castenlock, in the central hall just behind the bridge. 

	Captain Firio Gattri stood before the assembled crew on the tall back of a parked arc mover. Before him the six coffins that held the bodies of the dead lay in a row, heavy white capsules with arc lifts on their bases.

	Yajain stood beside Sonetta and Banedd and the rest of the crew of Solnakite to one side of the assembly. Firio greeted the assembly with a few solemn words. He raised his head and gazed along the rows of men and women, not even a reading pad in his hand to help him. He spoke the names of the dead, complete with each rank. Overall, for such a dangerous mission they had been lucky, Yajain realized. 

	He knows that as well as I do. Firio must feel guilty because he’s relieved at the majority’s survival. When Firio said Ogidar’s name, guilt stabbed at Yajain too.

	Firio spoke of heroism, and of sacrifice, but the military side of the memorial quickly gave way to his older monastic training based on the architecture of the universe. 

	“Yes, humans live. Yes, humans die. But all life is born from pillars. All life returns to them eventually.”

	Scientifically speaking, the Architectural Universalists have a point, Yajain thought. It’s all based on the theory that energy flowed through the pillars at the beginning and then transformed into matter as the universe began to cool. Better ideas than Solna worship, but still far from our understanding. 

	Yajain bowed her head in prayer nonetheless.

	Eventually, human life arose on the primal reef. Eventually, humanity returned to the pillars. And many millennia later, they were so different they fought a war along the lines of racial alliances. 

	Ten cycles later, a warrior named Ogidar pushed Yajain out of the path of an attack and died for it. He fought on behalf of his people’s enemy. He died to save a half-breed. Tears trickled down her cheeks. Damn it, Ogidar, why did you do it?

	Firio’s speech ended and the arc coffins activated, rising from the floor. The assembly proceeded to the nearest docking hangar. They walked in silence. Light from the core leading along the length of the ship began to dim as the ship began to cycle from light to dark.

	The hangar doors opened, revealing the gray wall of Sifar pillar close by. Castenlock hung in the arc field in the lee of the pillar, but still, raindrops blew in with the wind. Yajain did nothing to shield her face from the blast of frigid air. 

	The six arc coffins flew out the doors and drifted into the arc field close to the pillar’s side. Firio said a few more words. Yajain gulped and wiped away her tears as the service came to an end.

	The crowd began to break up. Banedd turned to Yajain. 

	“I had no idea Captain Gattri was so good at speaking.”

	“He was a chaplain years ago,” Yajain said. “This isn’t his first memorial service.”

	Sonetta nodded, soberly. Banedd put an arm around the young medic’s shoulders. 

	“How do you know him so well?”

	“I went to the academy with his daughter.” Yajain stared out at the coffins bobbing in the arc of Sifar. “Seems like that was ages ago.”

	“Yeah,” Sonetta said. “I believe that.”

	The doors closed and the three of them turned away.
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	Over the course of the next five changes the fleet deployed for relief around Sifar while meetings went on between Helle DiKandar, Captain Gattri, and the officials left behind by the governor. Transmissions went back to Habandra, rumored to be unreliable due to the curtains of clouds in between. Storms surrounded Sifar and Yajain’s spirits sank further.

	On their first trip to the settlement since the battle, Senior Cabler Visho, a replacement for Ogidar joined Yajain’s team for security. Visho was a thickly built woman, at least fifty years old judging by her gray crew cut and lined face. She took charge without Boskem or Sogun aboard the tumbler.

	“Keep this ship tight, people,” she barked. “Shouldn’t be any trouble, but stay on guard.”

	They disembarked at one of the few intact terraces left attached to the settlement. Yajain and Sonetta trudged down the ramp with Banedd just behind them. Visho brought up the rear as they made their way to the overflow buildings designated by the local hospital. 

	Six from the fleet had died in the battle, and the bombardment had done far more damage to the locals. Yajain hadn’t heard any numbers, but stepping into the wide atrium where the wounded had been laid out on cots, she saw dozens.

	The team made their way through a large chamber lit through transplastic domes by the bright glow of the core. The medics and doctors from the fleet were assigned to different wards to assist the local hospital staff. Yajain didn’t see Dara anywhere, but Sonetta said she had made it through the battle alright. Ruane’s Blade had been on the far side of the pillar during the bombardment and had suffered no losses. Still, Yajain worried somewhat at her absence.

	Yajain worked a makeshift trauma ward with Sonetta and a few others for a shift. After six hours they headed toward the terrace, hungry, worn, and weary. Visho led the way down the street, and Banedd brought up the rear. This part of the settlement had not been breached, and many people were walking and arc-swimming all down the darkening street as the core dimmed. They reached the terrace exit and the tumbler descended into view, thrusters ablaze and hull gleaming with the red light of the solna beaming up from below.

	She took a step onto the terrace where just a few people remained out in the open. Yajain’s gaze moved between sullen faces but looked away when she realized they were staring at her. 

	She pulled her hood up halfway across the terrace. The wind howled and carried ashes from the vertical fields above to the terrace. A high, desperate scream echoed from one side of the terrace.

	Yajain whirled, facing toward the sound. A lightly built woman raced from between two buildings, a small knife in one hand. She closed the gap quickly. The blade stabbed toward Yajain’s chest. She stepped back and her arm flew to grab the woman’s wrist. She got a grip. The screaming woman hit her in the midsection and bowled her onto her back with the force of her charge. The knife sliced into Yajain’s uniform fabric. 

	A sliver of pain flared a few centimeters below Yajain’s collarbone where the knife nicked her. Her grip held, keeping the weapon from piercing any deeper. She stared into the face of the woman as the air returned to her lungs.

	The woman’s face contorted with rage. 

	“Ditari bitch! How dare you come here!”

	Yajain stared into the woman’s face. 

	“What happened here was wrong but it wasn’t my doing.”

	“Don’t you blame us for what you did!” 

	Yajain twisted the woman’s wrist, a father’s defense training from years ago. The knife rolled to the terrace floor. Tears flew from the woman’s face. She looked young, not much more than a girl really.

	Banedd and Sonetta rushed to Yajain and pulled the young woman away from her. Visho stood over them, rifle in her grip. The beginnings of a crowd had gathered around the tumbler. Yajain climbed to her feet, hand to her chest where the knife had cut her. Fingers came away with a trickle of blood. She winced.

	“Damn it, I’m not one of them.” Yajain’s voice grew firm. “I tried to stop this battle.”

	The woman on the floor shook, head in hands, tears flowing. 

	“Don’t lie. Don’t lie.”

	Visho motioned to the tumbler. 

	“Get on board. Security forces are on their way. I’ll stay here for now.”

	Yajain nodded. She and Banedd and Sonetta climbed the ramp into the tumbler. Sonetta opened her medkit and approached Yajain with a pad of gauze. 

	“For your cut.”

	“Thanks,” Yajain said and took the pad from Sonetta. The tumbler lifted off.
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	Gellen Chakal called Yajain a few hours after she returned to Solnakite. Over the static hum of the engines, Gellen told her command wanted to pull Yajain from medical duty temporarily. 

	It makes sense. 

	“What should I do then?”

	“Captain Gattri has another job in mind for you. Your training is in animal biology, is it not?”

	“It is, but I don’t see—”

	“The captured tyrants are going to need examination…”
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	Yajain hadn’t been to Castenlock’s lab since the fleet had been re-purposed over sixty changes ago. A sense of her old excitement for research returned when she went to meet Dara there at the beginning of the next shift. The door slid open and Yajain found Dara standing at the center of the domed room. Holographic images of tyrants surrounded her, some still, some moving, some roaring with silent voices.

	In one hologram box in midair slithered the tyrant Boskem had killed with the robotic soldier on the bridge of Gellen’s former ship. Another image looked to have been captured from Mosam’s boarding action that same day, with a tyrant standing over the bodies of the fallen crew, bellowing as beams and coil shot slashed through it. That faded quickly and another image, this one of Yajain flying into the head of the black-armored tyrant less than a week ago. Blood splashed up the chemically honed edge of the vare blade and covered Yajain’s holographic arm.

	Nauseated, Yajain put a hand to her forehead. The door closed behind her. Bolts clunked into place. Dara turned, her black-suited form sliced through the images. She hit a button on a control panel and the images faded.

	“Yajain,” she said. “Are you alright?”

	Yajain removed the hand from her temple and tried to force the image of her killing the tyrant from her mind. Though the thought didn’t leave, she nodded. 

	“It’s nothing. Some of them just look too, too real.”

	“They’re not pleasant. Contact with these creatures could have gone better.”

	“You think so?” Yajain walked to the central viewing disk formed by the hard plastic cap of a core processor four meters in diameter and raised her eyebrows at Dara. “They seem to be the aggressors so far.”

	“Maybe.” Dara folded her arms “But we don’t know who actually encountered them first.”

	“True. What do they want us to find out?”

	“Anything and everything about tyrant physiology. Apparently, the captains have already relayed a holo of the living tyrant your team captured back to Habandra.”

	“So the empire is sending a fleet?”

	“They haven’t told me. Maybe. Maybe not.”

	Yajain frowned. 

	“Dara, what exactly do they want us to find out?”

	Dara sighed. 

	“The usual boneheaded military stuff. How many there might be. How to kill them.”

	Killing them seems possible enough. Damn it, I can’t think like this. 

	“You alright, Yajain?” Dara asked.

	“Yes, I mean, no. They didn’t seem particularly tough for their size.”

	“Yeah, I noticed that too.” Dara hit a button and the hologram of Yajain killing the tyrant with her vare blade appeared again. “If the creature was as resilient its size should indicate to resist the universal pull, that blade shouldn’t have gone so deep so fast.”

	Yajain’s stomach flipped. I have to focus on something else. Something clean. 

	The universal pull drew everything down, resulting in an abyssal fall at an acceleration of almost ten meters per second. The universal pull was what all ships and arc lifts struggled against, but it also made walking on flat surfaces perpendicular to the direction of the pull possible. Yajain took a deep breath. 

	“I suppose a dissection may be necessary,” she said. “It sounds like on paper they’re not durable enough to grow to that size.”

	“Right.” Dara switched off the hologram and turned to Yajain. “I hope you’re prepared to see the Redoca again. She has both the living tyrants and all samples we need aboard her hall ship.”

	“I understand. I can handle it.”

	“That’s good.” Dara’s expression darkened. “But there is one other thing we have to do first. The Redoca won’t let us examine the tyrants without Mosam Coe.”

	Yajain’s brow furrowed. 

	“Mosam? Why?”

	“She wants his expert opinion. He has been researching tyrants longer than anyone else we have.” Dara sighed. “Yajain, can I count on you? However you feel about him—”

	“You can count on me, one way or another.”

	“Good,” Dara said. She passed Yajain and descended from the hologram projection pad and picked up a uniform coat from a chair back.

	Yajain followed her out the door and to an arc mover near the entrance. 

	“Do we have clearance for this?”

	“Actually yes,” Dara said, “And we have extra guards just for Coe.”

	“Just for Coe,” Yajain repeated in a murmur. Mosam, you’re finally close and I can’t even talk to you alone. If Lin said she still wanted me to punish him. Can I?

	Dara flew the mover down to the brig, where they traded it for a larger one with four cablers as guards. Two MPs escorted Mosam to them. His hands were tied in front of him, but his beard had been trimmed since Yajain last saw him. Green eyes moved over Yajain, Dara, and the cablers but betrayed no emotion. He took his seat in silence. The mover lifted off and headed for the tumbler bay.
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	The lian servant led Yajain’s group from the dock where their tumbler had entered all the way to a double wide door where three fully armored and visible hunters stood guard. Dara introduced the team and the guards let them in. 

	“The Redoca has been waiting for you.”

	Dara glanced at Yajain as the doors opened. Yajain set her jaw and nodded. 

	Now is the time to make the most of Ogidar’s sacrifice. Is that what this is? Is it really? I’m going to live because of him.

	The room beyond the guards resembled a cross between the lab without a circular central stand, and the brig of Castenlock, which surprised Yajain after the finery of the rest of the hall ship. White tiles covered the floor panels, just like elsewhere in the ship, but four reinforced oval tables formed a row on Yajain’s left. Sealed single doors were positioned in the left wall between each pair of tables. On her right, two large vertical doors like miniature hangar entrances sealed with heavy metal curtains dragged over either side filled the entire wall.

	Helle DiKandar stood before those doors in a white robe and dark brown heatsuit with cords connected to her withered right arm. She replaced a reading pad in a pocket and turned to Yajain, Dara, and Mosam. 

	“Doctors, welcome.”

	Dara bowed. 

	“Thank you, Redoca DiKandar.”

	Yajain folded her arms but still gave a quick bow. 

	“Redoca.”

	“My Lady,” Mosam said, matching Dara’s bow with his hands still bound.

	“Where is the tyrant?” asked Yajain. “The live one.”

	DiKandar glared at her. 

	“Behind these doors.” She motioned behind her with her stronger left arm. “Don’t think I forgot your insolence from last time. But I can let it go if you can.”

	Yajain’s fingers clutched her sides digging into the material of her uniform, and pressing tight to the skin beneath. 

	“People died because of what you ordered. Too many people.”

	“Did you know them?”

	I knew one.

	“That doesn’t matter.”

	“Doctor, let us focus on the task at hand. Unless your rage makes that impossible, in which case, you should leave.”

	She forced her fingers to relax and eased her breath. 

	“I can handle it.”

	Dara glanced at her, a question in her eyes.

	Yajain met DiKandar’s gaze and nodded. 

	“I’ll work with you, Redoca DiKandar.”

	“Good.” DiKandar turned to the doors and hit a control pad on the wall between them. The seals on one door slid open, and the metal curtain rose into the ceiling. On the other side stood a pane of transplastic behind thick steel bars. 

	In the cell beyond, utterly dwarfing its surroundings, was the tyrant Yajain and the team had captured.

	The alien lay like a slug on the floor, expanding and contracting with breath. Yellow haze of stack pollen drifted within the room, though the stacks seemed not to be working at the moment. The creature’s broken leg and damaged tentacles had been dressed and bandaged. 

	Yajain had expected to feel disgust, or anger, at the sight of the huge alien. This view of the imprisoned tyrant simply made her feel tired, almost sorry for it. It’s just an animal, like any other. This animal killed Ogidar. She unfolded her arms and walked toward the cell.

	“You certainly treated it well.”

	“He is my prisoner,” said DiKandar. “And we Ditari know all too well the consequences of mistreating prisoners.”

	The oblique reference to the outrage of Dilinia at how harshly some Ditari treated prisoners during their last war was not lost on Yajain. She’d been screamed at by other youngsters years ago following the time when the incident came to light. Some had thrown stones at her. At the time it seemed so unfair, Yajain had shouted back in rage.

	“I understand,” she said and glanced at the tyrant. “Is he asleep?”

	DiKandar turned to the tyrant. 

	“At the moment.” She walked through the doorway and stopped before the bars. “We haven’t tried to communicate yet.”

	“They can control humans.” Mosam walked past Yajain, following the Redoca. “My master, Doctor Savar, thinks at least some of them can vocalize and speak our languages.”

	Yajain’s brow furrowed. 

	“That thing can talk to us?”

	“Perhaps,” said Mosam. “And this one has three tails with stingers.”

	“What is your meaning, Doctor Coe?” DiKandar put her right hand on one of the iron bars.

	“The tyrant’s ability to control other species comes from two places as far as we can tell,” Mosam said. “The pollen from their stacks confuse emotions. The stinger on each tail implants a parasite that reacts to the tyrant’s pollen. That’s part of how they control humans.”

	Dara walked to Yajain’s side. 

	“How could they have evolved like this?”

	Mosam stared at the tyrant behind the bars. 

	“We accept that human lines diverged. We accept that the Ditari have hollow bones the sorai their sensor tendrils, and the bandojens their shells. We accept the gate builders achieved levels of technology we have yet to replicate. Why then is this creature impossible?”

	Poetic. Has he been reading the old bionetics? Yajain glanced at Mosam, arms folded. His eyes remained locked on the tyrant. A chill emanated from the tyrant’s prison. DiKandar’s breath became visible before her. Yajain activated her heat veins in the silence. 

	“I don’t know how it works, but I won’t deny it does.” She turned to Dara. “We need to dissect it to learn the rest.”

	A small nod passed from Dara to Yajain. 

	“Where are the remains of the other tyrants?”

	DiKandar turned to Dara. 

	“We put them in the kitchen freezers.” She grinned with teeth. “No plans to serve them, of course.”

	Yajain shivered. 

	“Why is it getting so cold in here?”

	“The tyrant prefers the cold, like that around the great Pillar Vilmanorin.”

	Mosam closed his eyes and hummed for a moment. “An animal that prefers the cold?”

	Dara paced toward the cell. 

	“Rare to be sure, but some organisms are adapted to live in low temperatures.”

	“Yes,” Yajain followed Dara to the bars and gazed at the sleeping tyrant. “But if Vilmanorin really is an unlit pillar these tyrants may be adapted for far lower temperatures than any large animal we’ve seen before.”

	“Another mystery,” Dara said.

	“What do you mean? Another?” DiKandar asked.

	“They’re too lightly built for their size,” Yajain said. “Even a vare blade wouldn’t be able to cut them so easily otherwise.”

	“You can be thankful they are,” DiKandar said. “You might not be here if they weren’t.”

	“Maybe so,” Yajain said, feeling numb.

	The tyrant turned onto its side, revealing a belly of pale gray, almost white. The strip of pallor led all the way up to the tyrant’s throat and across the bottom of the jaw. Two small holes sat beside each eye, possibly nostrils. The creature lacked a snout. An outgoing breath moved the yellow particles that hung in the air. The tyrant’s eye opened, dark and beady. That eye stared at Yajain.

	She stepped back in surprise. The eye followed her. 

	DiKandar chuckled. 

	“We’re quite safe, you know.”

	“I think he recognizes me.”

	“Of course he does. You maimed one of his limbs, and threatened one of his eyes.”

	“You’re missing the point,” Yajain said. “These creatures must know we’re individuals if they can recognize us separately. If they see us as people…” It doesn’t matter. They’re monsters. There is no such thing as a monster. “They might be able to coexist with us.”

	DiKandar raised her eyebrows. 

	“Doctor Aksari, still holding to that ideal of peace?”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed, but she kept her tone polite. 

	“We need to work toward it.”

	Dara glanced at DiKandar. 

	“Redoca DiKandar, I agree we should try to communicate with this tyrant.”

	DiKandar turned to Mosam, who stood, pensive with his hands bound and hanging before him. 

	“What say you, Doctor Coe?”

	The tyrant shifted onto his belly, both eyes open. Mosam looked up from the alien’s face. 

	“He may not be human, but an intelligent creature deserves a chance for redemption.”

	Yajain glanced at Mosam. His eyes found hers. She looked away, suddenly angry, pulse thumping inside.
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	Yajain walked into the freezer in the hall ship’s kitchen, Dara on her right, Mosam on her left and on her mind. His entire fight for the Harvest had been to defend from aliens. The Doctors of Harvest from ancient times were insular and oriented on building and conserving resources. 

	How did that fit in with his current mission? And he looked at me back there. Does he want my approval?

	She stared across the central chamber of the freezer, heat veins working to stave off shivers. Dara started past her to a row of six-meter long storage crates, not completely frosted over and labeled with the Ditari word for tyrant.

	“This is them,” said the young lian servant who’d led them here from the holding cell. “The remains.”

	“Thanks.” Mosam turned from the servant to the crates. “Doctor Merrant, we are looking to examine vocal cords. So far no one knows if we can vocalize sounds the tyrant will understand.”

	“I understand,” Dara said. “But there are bigger questions than that here. These creatures are too large to be as light as they are. Personally, I’d like to know how they control people with those parasites as well. The relay seems to be nearly perfect, and real time.”

	Yajain walked over to Dara. 

	“At least one of those bodies should be intact enough to dissect.” Her shiver had nothing to do with the cold.

	Mosam followed her to the crates. His arm brushed her shoulder as he passed. 

	“Keep in mind, these creatures probably evolved from pillar dwelling life forms. That may begin to explain why they are structured so differently from us.”

	Yajain frowned at him. 

	“True. But we have to start somewhere.”

	Dara waved the lian servant over and began to explain to him that they needed the storage container with the most intact tyrant moved to Castenlock for dissection. The lian bowed and then started out of the freezer. Dara followed him, still giving directions. Mosam and Yajain stood side by side for a moment as the sounds of the other two passed them.

	He glanced at her. 

	“Are you alright?”

	Her arms folded. 

	“Why would you ask that?”

	“Seems like somethings wrong. That’s all.”

	“I don’t know,” Yajain said. “I’m standing in a freezer with you while we get ready to dissect a body-hijacking alien, and I’ve got a dead friend on my mind.” Tears began to well up in her eyes.

	“You mean one of your crew…” Mosam said. “I’m sorry.”

	Yajain glanced at his face, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks. 

	“You’ve said that a lot since I found you again.”

	“Because I am sorry.” He hung met her gaze. “I didn’t want to hurt you or Lin.”

	“But you did.”

	“I’d fly back to the central expanses and bear my sentence if it would make things right.”

	“But you don’t think it would.”

	“No. Dilinia doesn’t believe in justice.”

	“And you do?” Yajain rounded on him. “You’ve killed people, and you’ve hurt people who trusted you. Lin loved you. I—”

	Mosam hung his head. 

	“I guess its a lot to ask you to forgive me.”

	“It’s not me who needs to forgive you!” Yajain turned her back on Mosam, tears flowing freely. “It’s Lin.”

	Dara’s footsteps rang on the floor of the freezer. 

	“You two alright in here?” she called “We’re heading out.”

	Yajain turned and Dara saw her tears. She didn’t say anything, but her expression softened. Yajain shook her head. 

	“I’m ready.”

	The servant led a mover driven by another lian into the room. Dara stepped to one side, followed by Mosam and Yajain. Yajain wiped tears from her eyes.
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	Dara faced Yajain outside Castenlock’s surgical lab wearing a hazard suit and a concerned frown. 

	“Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

	“I need to do it.” Yajain checked the wrist-seals of her own hazard suit. “Besides, you’re here to back me up.”

	“And what about Doctor Coe? Can you work with him?”

	“If I can work with Redoca DiKandar I can work with Mosam.” He gets under my skin, but I can work with him. She turned to the door to the lab. “Don’t worry about me.”

	“Hard not to.” Dara hit the door control before Yajain could reply.

	They stepped into the lab’s long main room. The corpse of the spiny tyrant stretched out on a low table in the center of the room. The table was over seven meters long and made of reinforced steel, but the tyrant’s body still hung over it three sides. Its black armor remained fused to the skin in places where coil bolts had melted it. The lians had stripped off the rest while preparing the corpse for travel to Castenlock.

	She dipped her head to fasten a breathing filter over her mouth. Dara did the same. A pair of MPs with laser pistols led Mosam into the room from the opposite door, his hands unbound from each other. A cold thrill ran through Yajain at the sight of him. She walked to the dead tyrant’s side and stopped between it and a table covered in surgical tools.

	Her gloved hand found a scalpel. She activated her arc lifts. Yajain flitted to the tyrant’s head where the armor was all gone and the flesh was pale, wrinkled, discolored by loss of life. She took a deep breath and looked between the giant alien’s still jaws. Predatory teeth filled the wide mouth. Yajain put her hand on the tyrant’s cold jaw. It felt rigid, almost metallic, in death. Dara landed beside her, holding a retractable pole to prop the mouth open.

	Yajain reached peered in. Her breath caught despite her mask but she forced herself to breathe. The inside of the tyrant’s mouth was blackened with burst blood vessels both on top and bottom. A swollen but very human-like tongue rested on the bottom of the mouth. Yajain could fit her arms and upper body all the way inside that gaping maw. 

	She activated the light on the front of her hazard suit, angled it to shine up past her face, then glanced at Dara. Dara handed her a sample bag with a grimace. Yajain took the bag with a bit of hesitation, glad Mosam didn’t meet her gaze. She climbed into the mouth head-first.

	The inside of the tyrant reminded Yajain of bionetic verses citing the proper ways to dissect a corpse. Morbidly, the ancient poet always followed the word for corpse with words for beauty or works of art. Yajain had never liked some parts of the ancient bionetics, including that detail. Even modern poets and monks sometimes delved into such rapture at times. In a blackened maw of frost desiccated flesh and dried saliva she began to mentally compose in that style despite her distaste for it.

	Tongue lies inert, bent into a deep jaw.

	Recessed flesh, bruised black, teeth sharp within…

	She refused to add words for beauty. This thing, this dead alien, should never have been in her power. Not like this. Is that how I should feel? I doubted the fight. I always hated the war. But even this alien, this monster, deserves life? 

	Yes, she thought, at last, surprising herself. Even this alien deserves redemption.

	 Yajain raised the scalpel and cut through the tissue at the back of the mouth over the throat. She dropped the sample into one of the bags Dara had given her, held in her other hand. The dark tubes of the creature’s windpipe led down beneath her. She shone the light from her shoulder mount down the passage and found it constricted. The creature may have asphyxiated, though it had been a single bullet fired from Adya’s rifle that inflicted the fatal wound.

	She reached down into the tight passage and felt there and confirmed the taut contours of vocal cords similar to humans. Yajain began to push her way out, satisfied for now. She emerged from the mouth, hazard suit covered in flakes of dried tyrant remains.

	Dara looked at her, eyebrows raised. 

	“Spur of the moment thinking?”

	Yajain held out the bag of tissue sample from the throat. 

	“We should analyze the cellular structure and run an echo map of the whole body. I think they’re equipped to speak our languages if they tried.”

	Mosam approached them.

	“Good news, I suppose. Negotiations could be possible.”

	“Maybe,” Yajain said. “But we can’t count on it.” She turned quickly to Dara. “Did the jaw seem light?”

	“Not light, but less than I expected.” Dara rolled her shoulder back and stretched. She glanced at Mosam. “What do you know about those stacks?”

	“The stacks produce pheromone-laced pollen.” Mosam shrugged. “To be honest we know a lot more about the pollen.”

	“We?” Yajain asked. “How long has the Harvest known about these aliens?”

	“Not the whole Harvest, just Adya and me.” Mosam gazed up at the tyrant’s back. “This would be a dream come true if it wasn’t for the guards waiting to take me back to my cell.”

	Yajain felt her face flush when he mentioned Adya. She paced around the tyrant on the table. Her eyes traced the tentacles stretched along the table’s sides and draped over heavy feet. The tentacles were still armored in places where fused with the metallic shells. 

	It doesn’t matter how close he is to Adya. It doesn’t matter because he’s a criminal and a traitor. But if it weren’t for him I wouldn’t have made it through the academy. I may never have been able to accept who I am.

	She activated her lifts and boosted to tread arc over the humped back of the tyrant where the three stacks rose. Mosam was already there, swimming awkwardly through the air. He peered into one of those tubes of black cartilage and then turned to her. 

	“It looks like the pores that produce pollen shriveled up when it died.”

	“Take a sample and we’ll look over it later.”

	“Right.” He kicked upward slightly, then sank and stuck a vial into the stack. He deftly retrieved it and returned to the floor with an odd twist of his legs to slide past to the tyrant.

	Yajain swam over the creature, past the tyrant’s death wound. She took pictures of the wound at a few different angles, then set to surveying the rest of the corpse. She and Dara and Mosam worked for hours, trading shifts. As the dark approached, Pansar arrived with guards. Mosam let them lead him away to Yajain’s relief.

	She and Dara made their way out of the lab and Yajain tried to get Adya off her mind. Better to focus on dead flesh and frozen aliens.

	“Want to get a drink?”

	“I don’t think so, Dara. See you next change.”

	Dara pressed her lips together.

	“Alright, Yajain.”

	She started down the length of the ship to the cabin she’d been assigned for her stay on Castenlock. Halfway there she caught a ride on a mover going the same way. Her room was vacant, but it had a real bed, narrow and single. Yajain sat on it for a moment and looked at the bag she’d brought aboard with her from Solnakite. Her reading pad sat atop it. Despite her weariness, Yajain picked up the pad and started scripting a poem describing the tyrant.
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	Spiny Tyrant: Qualities

	Gray flesh, wrinkled, frozen, desiccated.

	Bone spines, cartilage stacks, dark eyes.

	Four feet. Four toes each foot.

	Blackened, bruised mouth

	Stiff jaws, sharp teeth

	Bulky tail, Razor sting

	Thorned hide, tension armor, light build,

	Tyrant, remains from Battle of Sifar.
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	Kaga Pillar, 8 Cycles Ago

	

	Yajain flew to the gates of the Bionetic Temple located above the settlement, swimming on lifts. She landed, cold, poncho dripping with mist water. She hadn’t been to the temple in over a cycle, not since she’d graduated, two-hundred changes before Mosam left. The thought of him chilled her even more than the water. But she forced those memories from her mind. She had come to this temple for a reason, and it had nothing to do with Mosam.

	The courtyard of the temple was built on a small terrace overlooking the abyss on the opposite side of the pillar from Kaga Settlement. Yajain swam through both light and darkness and floating groves of close-growth caphodel trees to get there. 

	Birds winged their way between those trees, and small mammals scurried over their trunks. Darkness and light seemed fitting to mark the beginning of her plan to leave Kaga.

	Darkness for the guilt she felt at leaving Mother and Father and Lin.

	Light for the freedom she could gain as a student in the central expanses, maybe even the imperial academy.

	She removed her poncho and hung it on the visitor’s rack outside the double doors of the teaching wing. The proctor of her exams might still be in class. She would wait if he was. She needed those test scores transferred with her applications. Official training as a bionetic poet could give her application an edge if officially supported.

	Yajain pushed through the doors. A young nuinn monk swept the hallway beyond. His broom made swishing noises as it passed over floor tiles. Yajain ignored him and walked past.

	Her shoes left wet footprints on the clean floor. Through another set of doors and up a shaft to the offices she went. The door to her proctor’s office stood ajar. She approached it cautiously.

	“Come in Yajain,” said the voice from within.

	She swung the door open and stepped across the threshold. 

	“Sir,” she said. “How did you know?”

	“I can always read the sounds of feet. No one walks quite like you, except—”

	“Lin.” Yajain looked down at her feet. “It’s the light bones.”

	“Perhaps, perhaps.” The monk climbed from the meditation mat he sat upon and gave Yajain a solemn nod. “But despite what the others will tell you, the answer isn’t always in the body. Sometimes it’s in the mind.”

	“I suppose you know why I’m here then?”

	“Does it involve your test scores?”

	“How did you know?”

	“I study minds as much as I study corpses, my dear.” His eye twinkled. “One should interest me more, the other less.”

	She looked at him for a moment. He stood, stern, except for that light in his eye. She smiled slowly, then released a laugh. 

	“I need them sent to few universities, and the academy.”

	“Of course, my dear.” The monk turned to the small writing desk to the side of his meditation mat. He picked up a pad and began to leaf through it. “I think its good.”

	Yajain’s brow furrowed. 

	“What’s good?”

	“That you should leave this place for a while. The universe is too large for someone like you to endure obscurity.”

	“Someone like me?”

	The monk shrugged. 

	“Too many talents are abandoned for foolish reasons.”

	She sighed. 

	“I should stay to help my family.”

	“A mind like yours can do them more good out there.” He tapped the pad a few times. “Now. I’ve got them. The academy you said?”

	“Well I don’t expect to get in, but applying is worth the chance.”

	“Yes, of course.” He hit the pad. “I don’t think I’d have it any other way.”

	She smiled. 

	“Thank you.”

	“It’s been a privilege to help teach you. Good luck, Yajain.”

	Six and a half cycles later she would earn the title of doctor from the academy and joined Dara Merrant’s survey of the outer clusters.
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	Castenlock and relief fleet led the way for DiKandar Hall and her escorts and banner ships into the gap between Tambala and Bakhan. Bakhan, the transit hub leading to Kerida Cluster, looked much like any of the other pillars leading in the Shaull Cluster. Bakhan’s rounded nondescript gray shell, pocked with docking maws where blue and red signals blinked, caught the light from Tambala’s green solna and turned a sickly acid shade.

	A week of study had seen the team make little progress on the tyrant’s language. Yajain pored over structural readouts, sound files, and genetic samples, half-exhilarated and half-exhausted from the week of intense research.

	“It’s going to take a lot longer,” she said.

	Dara paced behind Yajain’s seat at the terminal. 

	“We’ll have to wait to do more when we get to Kerida.”

	At the mention of the cluster where the image of Mosam had been captured, Yajain sighed. 

	“Vilmanorin, the gatehouse. Everything seems to be leading to Kerida.”

	Dara stopped pacing and leaned down beside Yajain. 

	“Gatehouse?”

	“Mosam said that’s how he got back to Toraxas where he joined the fleet in disguise. Apparently, it can transport someone anywhere they have coordinates.” Yajain took a deep breath and leaned back, arms folded. “The Doctors of Harvest control it. Sorry I didn’t tell you about it sooner.”

	“That’s not what worries me, Yajain.”

	Yajain glanced at Dara. 

	“But you’re worried? About what?”

	“You.” Dara shook her head, drew back from Yajain. “Doctor Coe is a good man. But don’t forget, he’s a criminal.”

	“I know.”

	“Do you? Because I don’t know why, but you and he seem close.”

	“It’s not that.” Yajain flushed. “It’s not that at all!” She pushed the chair back along its track and stood. Her hands shook but she fought to still them as she turned to Dara.

	Dara raised her hands in a placating gesture. 

	“I know he used to be important to you, but that has to be over. Even if we all make it out of this, he’s not going to be free. He’s going to be imprisoned at the least.”

	“I know!” Yajain glared at Dara, fingers curling into fists. “But I can’t just forget our past.”

	“What did he do to earn this?” Dara faced Yajain and raised her voice. “You said you were going to find him. I thought you wanted to punish him. What about that?”

	“My sister would punish him. I don’t…I don’t know if I can.” She took a deep breath. “He saved my life. Did you know that, Dara?”

	Dara hesitated for a moment, mouth half open. At last, she said. “Didn’t he betray you?”

	“Yes. But I wouldn’t have made it as far as I did without him.”

	“You don’t owe him your life. Not now.”

	“Maybe not.” Yajain forced her fists to unclench. She turned her back on Dara and took a few steps toward the door of the main lab. “Sorry.”

	“You don’t sound like you believe me.”

	“You wouldn’t understand.”

	“Oh? Why wouldn’t I?”

	Yajain whirled back to face Dara. 

	“You’re pure nuinn, of course, you wouldn’t understand!”

	“Is that what this is about? Newsflash Yajain, Mosam is nuinn too.”

	She felt her face redden. 

	“He taught me I wasn’t a freak just because I wasn’t like him. Now I know you won’t understand that!”

	Dara dropped her eyes, arms folded. 

	“Yajain, I—”

	“Are you sorry now?” Yajain seethed. “When the war started the happiest time of life ended. All because I’m part Ditari.” She turned to the door just as it opened. Agan Pansar followed Mosam Coe into the lab, a military police officer at his side. 

	Yajain felt her face redden even more. She stared at Mosam. He nodded to her, his face expressionless. Yajain stormed past him toward the doorway.

	Pansar turned, and stopped her, saying, “Wait, Doctor Aksari.”

	“Please excuse me, Agent Pansar.”

	“I’m not the one who needs to excuse you,” Pansar said. “Doctor Coe had an idea. The Redoca wants your assistance with.”

	She turned, hand on the door frame. 

	“What is it?”

	“She wants you to observe the tyrant during transit. See if it reacts at all.”

	Yajain’s hand fell to her side. She nodded to Pansar. 

	“Fine. I’ll do it.” Anything to get out of this conversation. “It’ll be good to see how it reacts.”

	“I’m coming with you,” said Dara. “Transit to Kerida is twenty hours from Bakhan.”

	Mosam smiled. 

	“The three of us, then.” He turned to Pansar and the MP. “After all, it was my idea.”
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	The guard posted in the tyrant’s prison on DiKandar Hall consisted of three armored hunters and a pair of military police from Castenlock. Yajain took a seat in a transit-ready chair facing toward the transparent wall where the three-tailed tyrant sat on his haunches, wounded leg sticking straight to one side. 

	Dara paced between her and the creature. Worry lines stood out more than ever now. She had been quiet since leaving Castenlock. Yajain, despite her gratitude for the time to think, also hoped her and Dara could bury their anger soon. Having Dara in the room was better than being alone with Mosam.

	The MPs played cards at a table behind Yajain, voices muted. Two Ditari guards stood by the door near where Mosam, hands still free, stood and scratched his bearded chin. 

	“I see we’re not talking.”

	The third Ditari, a handsome man in his early twenties whose gold trimmed armor had a third prosthetic arm extending from his left shoulder, glanced at Mosam from across the room. 

	“Doctor Coe, it is an honor to meet you.”

	Mosam shrugged. 

	“I’m only an agent of the Harvest, Lord DiBaram.”

	“Lord?” Yajain glanced at the guard. “What are you doing on guard duty?”

	DiBaram’s lips curved into a smile. 

	“I’m only here by choice. I wanted to meet the three of you.”

	Dara stopped pacing. 

	“Is that so? And the best time you could find was now?”

	“I’ve been busy elsewhere commanding my banners.” DiBaram’s smile turned toward Dara. “You seem on edge, Doctor Merrant.”

	“Of course I’m on edge. We’re about to begin a twenty-hour transit and I’m going to be stuck in this awkward room the entire time.”

	“Dara.” Yajain stood up and approached her friend, nervous about Dara’s slow to ignite but slow to cool temper.

	“Right, right. We have a job to do.” Dara took a deep breath and turned from Yajain to face the tyrant in the cage.

	DiBaram met Yajain’s eyes. 

	“Doctor Aksari,” he said. “I heard you were the one who captured this creature.”

	“I was part of the team.” She sighed. “If it wasn’t for Ogidar DiSayul though, I wouldn’t even be alive now.”

	“I had no idea one of our hunters was with that group.”

	“He was Ditari but not a hunter.” Yajain shook her head.

	Mosam’s footsteps announced him crossing the floor to her side. 

	“He wore a Dilinian Uniform.”

	Yajain hung her head and fought the urge to cry again. A hand touched to her shoulder, DiBaram, not Mosam. His smile faded to an intense frown of concern as he looked into her face.

	“I’m sorry he did not survive,” said DiBaram.

	She nodded, pressed her lips together, began to speak, then stopped.

	DiBaram’s grip on her shoulder grew firmer, gentle despite the artificial muscles linked to every joint of his hand. 

	“Many Ditari have chosen to live among Dilinia’s people following the war,” he said. “We all regret the fighting, but some want to make amends more than others.”

	“Are you’re on one who wants to make amends?”

	“Yes, if only for my people. We cannot live as exiles and separate Redocates forever.” He released her shoulder. “Ogidar DiSayul chose the better path.”

	One of the other Ditari hunters started to speak. DiBaram turned toward her, which cut her off. 

	“My opinion is my own, DiKolsa. Don’t mistake it for anything else.”

	The hunter bowed her head. Mosam walked past Yajain and DiBaram. 

	“Dilinia isn’t the way to unity,” he said. “It won’t matter that they won the war as they refuse to accept the rest of humanity as equals.”

	The rhetoric of Harvest brought Yajain’s glare to Mosam. 

	“Dilinia isn’t perfect,” she said. “But it is better than anarchy.”

	“I don’t know about that,” said Mosam. “But I’m not going to convince you anytime soon.”

	Dara took a step closer to the cage and waved at Mosam. 

	“Quiet.”

	“I will not be quiet,” he said. “If I’m to die for my cause I will make sure I’m heard first.”

	Yajain took a step past DiBaram, still glaring at Mosam with a taste of something bitter on her tongue. 

	“You’re so self-absorbed! You’re willing to kill for your cause so you should be prepared to die for it too.”

	Dara glanced at her. 

	“Yajain, please. I need to hear.”

	Mosam met Yajain’s glare with one of equal ferocity. So much for Nuinn features always appearing peaceful. His fists clenched. 

	“Life has many corridors. You can’t make everyone follow your definition of peace.”

	“Doctor Coe,” Dara said, “you and Yajain need to work this out some other time. This tyrant is trying to speak.”

	“Fascinating,” said DiBaram. “But you’d better take a seat. Transit is about to begin.”

	Ignoring, DiBaram, Yajain whirled to face Dara and the caged tyrant. 

	“What. How can you tell?”

	“It spoke Dilinian Trade,” Dara said. “It told me the fleet shouldn’t transit.”

	Mosam rounded on the tyrant, fists still clenched. 

	“Speak up then. We know your voice isn’t small.”

	The tyrant growled low and pushed itself upon his stumpy front legs. His hind legs remained stretched on the floor behind. The tyrant’s eyes fixed on Yajain, yellow and staring. A pink tongue thicker than Yajain’s arm slithered from his lipless jaws. But the tyrant did not speak.

	“I wasn’t hearing things,” Dara said. “He speaks our language already.”

	“I believe you,” said Yajain, her anger at both Mosam and Dara suspended. “They had to have some way of commanding the humans affected by their pollen. Otherwise, they’d never get a whole bridge crew under their control.”

	DiBaram raised his eyebrows at the tyrant. 

	“Though beast needs to be kept alive for study, I don’t like thinking he has been listening to us all this time.”

	The tyrant’s blunt, toothy face quivered with apparent rage. Spittle flew from the alien’s mouth.

	Yajain stared at the pale, bluish skin by the tyrant’s eyes where the ear holes and nostrils were situated. So much information entered the tyrant through those two spots they had to be sensitive.

	“How much time do we have before transit?” she asked.

	“A few minutes at most,” DiBaram said. “You should have a seat, doctor.”

	Yajain glanced at him. 

	“Everyone who isn’t needed should. But we need to know why it started talking now.”

	“The tyrant could be trying to mislead us,” DiBaram said.

	Dara threw up her hands. 

	“Or he could be trying to warn us. The only way to tell is to get him to explain.”

	“I think we can make him talk,” Yajain said.

	“How?” DiBaram asked.

	“Tyrants have closely tied senses of sight, smell, and hearing.” Yajain turned to Dara. “If we make him smell another tyrant’s pollen he could be disoriented enough to think he’s being questioned by other tyrants.”

	“It’ll never work,” Mosam said. “Even if we had the pollen, this tyrant’s been here too long. He’d have to be hallucinating to believe he’s anything but a prisoner.”

	“Right, Yajain said. “For that kind of lucid hallucination, he’d have to be in a fluid vision.”

	“The fluids. Of course.” Mosam snapped his fingers.

	“That might actually work,” said Dara. “We just need to dose him with enough to send him into delirium.”

	“Dose him later,” DiBaram said. “Transit is in less than a minute so we’d all better prepare for acceleration.”

	He was right. DiKandar hall shifted as it circled Bakhan Hub. We’re so close. And what if he is trying to warn us? 

	Yajain frowned but pushed that thought away. He could speak to us at any time if that was true. She glanced at the tyrant, and the tyrant’s yellow eyes glared at her.

	She let DiBaram lead her back to a chair in the center of the room and sat with Dara positioned on one side and Mosam on the other. DiKandar Hall accelerated down the Bakhan Corridor with the rest of the fleet. The tyrant’s eyes bulged. He pressed himself into the floor of his cell and howled.
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	The force of acceleration pinned Yajain’s limbs to her chair for most of an hour during the initial unregulated phase of transit. As compensators evened out with thrust, she managed to find the pad she’d left on the chair and begin to take down observations of the tyrant’s reaction.

	The alien’s howl cut off a few seconds into transit, but Yajain noted it on her pad anyway, along with the way he’d flattened himself to the floor afterward. Her eyes flicked from the pad to the tyrant and found his sides expanding with an intake of breath. Yajain glanced at Dara, but her friend simply looked pensive, staring down at the pad sitting on her navel.

	She returned her eyes to the tyrant, fingers poised over her pad to take notes as soon as she saw another clue of what it was doing. The tyrant went on inhaling, swelling the gas sacs running down both sides of the alien’s long body just beneath the skin. Yajain frowned. When they’d dissected the other tyrant she hadn’t been able to figure out what those sacs were for, in part because they’d burst at some point perhaps cycles prior to death. The tyrant in the cage before Yajain possessed functional air bladders.

	“It’s like that giant spider back in Abdra Cluster.” Yajain’s breath quickened. “Dara, tyrants don’t need lifts to fly.”

	Dara’s eyes moved to Yajain, then flew to the tyrant puffing himself up. Her eyes lit with excitement. 

	“This explains why they’re built so light!”

	“They must use some kind of gas cushions to support themselves.” Yajain smiled. “Natural ingenuity.”

	“If it is natural,” said Dara. “Who knows how much of this is engineered? None of the other tyrants had functional gas sacs.”

	“Those others looked different too,” Yajain said. “They could be divergent lines, just like humans.”

	“Divergent lines,” Mosam said softly from her other side, “could mean different cultures too.”

	DiKandar Hall’s humming transit engines nearly drowned out his voice. Yajain fell back into her seat, and her eyes drifted to Mosam. He seemed completely stoic much of the time, but when he spoke he seemed always to speak to her. Was he really focused on her so much? 

	Am I imagining it?

	Yajain stared at the tyrant. 

	“They seem to be native to pillar life. Why would their lines diverge?”

	Dara gave her head a small shake. 

	“Who knows? It seems they did.”

	“Where’s your famous drive for inquiry, Doctor Merrant?” asked DiBaram.

	“Pinned to my chair.” Dara grimaced and looked down at herself. “Like the meal in my stomach.”

	Yajain suppressed the urge to giggle for her friend’s sake. Dara was so unflappable during tumbler pickups Yajain often forgot she did not transit well.

	Mosam grunted. 

	“So this tyrant can float on additional supports. What is that to us?”

	“You said it yourself.” Yajain returned her stare to the tyrant. “Different lines can mean different cultures. But different cultures inevitably means different tyrant factions.”

	“Right,” Dara said. “And that means we as humans might not have to fight an entire species.”

	“That is good news,” said DiBaram. “But species or alliance nation, our fleet could still be too small to engage the tyrants head on.”

	Dara sighed. 

	“I’m a biologist, not a military analyst.”

	Yajain focused on the small breaths the tyrant made as its tentacles moved up and down the transparent wall facing her. 

	“It all depends how many tyrants are actually in the area.”

	“And how fast they can get reinforcements,” DiBaram said. “Once we’re in Kerida it should be easier to gauge the situation. Then we—” 

	A loud beep from above stopped the Ditari Lord’s voice.

	Helle DiKandar’s voice replaced his a moment later. 

	“All crew,” she said, “a storm has blocked the corridor. Brace for turbulence and deceleration.”

	“By the reef,” Mosam said under his breath. “They knew we were coming.”

	“From so far away?” Dara asked. “Besides, they don’t control the storms, do they?”

	Yajain glanced at her friend, ready to say it wouldn’t surprise her at this point if the tyrants could control storms. She met Dara’s eyes, but Dara raised her hand unsteadily and pointed at the tyrant in the cell.

	The voice that spoke did not come from Yajain but filled the room, deep and melodic and thickly accented. 

	“Pontiff Morrott would have us believe he controls far more than that, human.” The tyrant sank to the floor of his cell, tentacles stretching up the window. “Listen to your little redoca. This ship is doomed.”

	DiBaram said, “So you really can talk, tyrant. That’s going to make things a lot easier.”

	The tyrant growled a sound that could have been a curse. DiBaram climbed along the wall past Yajain and approached the tyrant’s cell. Dara pushed herself to her feet, braced against the transit chair. 

	“What are you doing?” she asked.

	DiBaram glanced at her. 

	“I’m going to make this thing spill its guts, one way or another.”

	“He’s helpless. You can’t plan to torture him!” Dara took an unsteady step toward DiBaram, one hand still holding onto the arm of the chair to steady her against the rough deceleration of the ship.

	“Helpless? Hardly. I am a Hunter of the Barami Clan, I’ll do as I see fit.”

	Dara stared at him. Yajain lurched out of her chair, handling the deceleration awkwardly. She clapped a hand to Dara’s shoulder. 

	“You can’t get the cell open while we’re in transit, Lord DiBaram. The tyrant can move more easily than us during deceleration.”

	“Damn it.” DiBaram ceased his movement toward the cell. “You’re right, doctor. But we need to get answers. How did this Pontiff know we were on our way?”

	The tyrant’s eyes fixed on DiBaram. 

	“You’re aggression should serve you well soon. A fleet most likely rides this storm.”

	“Why are you telling us this?” Yajain asked.

	The alien’s eyes rolled and refocused on her face. “You spared me, human. And I care nothing for Morrott’s war.”

	Yajain felt her brows bend together. Her grip on Dara’s shoulder tightened. 

	“Keep talking. Tell me about Morrott.”

	“If you survive, I will tell you.”

	The ship rocked with an impact. The sounds of tearing metal and buckling struts resounded. The engines cut completely for a moment. Dara stumbled. Both she and Yajain slid to the cold floor. The knee of Yajain’s uniform tore all the way through to the heat layer. Her shoulder on the same side shot with pain from the impact.

	DiBaram only kept himself from falling with a pushed back with both arms on activated arc lifts. DiKandar hall slowed to cruising speed as he kicked off to land beside the other hunters. Yajain looked back at the three Ditari as they put on masks and then vanished into flickers of thin air with their camouflage activated.

	Dara pushed herself from the floor and Yajain rolled onto her back to sit up. Mosam leapt from his chair and whirled to face the place the hunters had vanished. 

	“Lord DiBaram, allow me to go with you.”

	“You are unarmed, Doctor Coe,” said DiBaram’s voice, seemingly from empty air.

	“You can change that,” Mosam said.

	DiBaram laughed and stepped forward, reappearing for a moment to hand the hilt of a vare blade to Mosam. 

	“I like your spirit, Doctor of Harvest.”

	Yajain was on her feet. She stormed toward Mosam as the hunter vanished once again. The two MPs reached for their pistols and trained them on Mosam. He smiled at them. 

	“People, we have no need for this. The enemy is out there.”

	“Put down the sword,” said one of the MPs.

	“You’re certainly a killjoy,” said DiBaram. In an instant both of the MPs fell to their knees, clutching where they’d just be slugged by invisible fists.

	Mosam nodded to them. 

	“Until later,” he said, and started for the door.

	Yajain got in his path. 

	“Mosam, stop.”

	His face darkened. 

	“I’m going to protect this ship, Yajain.”

	“You’re going to stay here.” She glared up at him. “If they break through to this room we lose our best source on the tyrants.”

	“She has a point,” DiBaram said.

	Another impact shook the ship, this one softer and not accompanied by the sounds of damage.

	“That was a boarding pod,” the tyrant said. “They’re already here.”

	“How many?” Mosam asked.

	“Most likely they are all human slaves. At least twenty in each pod.”

	Yajain glared at the tyrant. 

	“If you’re going to talk, talk to me.”

	The tyrant made a loud, guttural bark, almost incompatible with the concept of laughter but the tone was clearly derisive. Yajain’s eyes narrowed. Her hand fell to the sheathed vare blade at her waist. 

	“I’m the reason you’re not dead right now, tyrant.”

	The alien’s face contorted, eye nostrils flaring. 

	“By that small knife…yes. And you are right, Morrott wants to kill me. If you will let this one fight.” He pointed a tentacle toward Mosam. “Let me defend myself.”

	Yajain grimaced and turned from the tyrant to lock eyes with Mosam. 

	“You’re different,” she said. “But both of you are liars.”

	His face pinched. 

	“Don’t say that, Yajain.”

	She pushed past him. 

	“Lord DiBaram, can you protect the corridor outside this room?”

	“As long as the ship holds together. Our great halls are not easily destroyed. Even DiSarna Hall survived the fighting at Toltuashi Verge, though most of its crew did not.”

	Despite the opulence of the hall, Yajain knew the history. She had watched both fleets arrive from the distance and seen them limp away.

	“Good,” she said. “We’re all counting on that.”

	“We’re moving out to the corridor,” DiBaram said.

	“Good hunting,” said Mosam.

	“Good guarding.” DiBaram’s voice moved out the doorway and he laughed. 

	Mosam turned to Yajain. 

	“You have my word, I’ll do what I can to protect you, Doctor Merrant, and your new pet.”

	The tyrant hissed with disapproval.

	Yajain nodded to Mosam. 

	“Appreciated.” She turned to Dara. “Are you alright?”

	“I’m fine.” Dara steadied herself on the wall and wrinkled her nose. “Thanks for asking.”

	A loud crunch reverberated through the ship. Screams of beam and coil weapons became audible in the distance. Dara limped over to Yajain and Mosam. 

	“You two have short swords and lifts. What else do we have?”

	“I don’t have lifts at the moment,” Mosam said. “Turns out Pansar doesn’t trust me that much.”

	“Fine,” said Dara. “But lifts or not…” She spied the MPs who were still picking themselves up off the floor.

	“Sorry about the hunters, boys,” said Mosam.

	The younger MP glared at him but said nothing. The other one, graying and older, turned to Dara. 

	“We’ll watch the door,” he said.

	The ship banked, sending Yajain and Mosam stumbling while Dara braced herself on the wall. He grabbed Yajain’s arm as they both recovered. Her eyes met his green ones. The ship leveled out. She pulled away from him. 

	“We need a plan in case they get past the hunters outside.”

	Dara looked from one end of the room to another. She frowned. 

	“There has to be another way in here. The door won’t fit a tyrant.”

	“You’re right,” Yajain said. “Could they have gotten him in through the rear of the cell?”

	The three of them turned toward the cell.

	“Indeed,” the tyrant said. “They put in here through a door as wide as the wall behind me.”

	“But its definitely sealed now,” said Mosam. “There’s no way to get him out.”

	“That means there won’t be any way for us to get out either,” Yajain said.

	The sounds of fighting came closer. Shots flurried, thundered, seared. There has to be more than twenty of them. 

	She forced herself to stop thinking of the carnage on both sides and the slaved attackers dying without will. Yajain folded her arms and shivered despite her uniform’s heat veins. 

	“What else can we do?”

	“We can wait,” Dara said.

	Mosam nodded. 

	“And we can pray.”
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	DiKandar Hall shook with the impact of another boarding pod. The smell of weapon burns drifted in the air despite the filters. Yajain stopped pacing and glanced at Dara, who stood by the wall, face taut with tension. Mosam stood on the other side of the doorway. The tip of his vare blade pointed toward the floor but his eyes watched Yajain.

	“You think they’ll make it in here?” he asked.

	“Don’t worry, Coe.” The old MP turned to Yajain. “We’ll stop them if they get this far.”

	Mosam scoffed. 

	“If they make it in here it will be because they’ve beaten heavily armed Ditari hunters.”

	Yajain clenched her fingers on the hilt of her vare blade. 

	“Will your sword stop them?”

	“Maybe not, but I’m not under any illusions.”

	She glared at the door, trying to avoid looking at Mosam. 

	“Shouldn’t you be praying?”

	“Prayer is a mental activity.”

	“Would you two stop bickering?” Dara said. “You’re not helping anything.”

	Yajain walked over to her friend. 

	“Fine,” she said. “But—”

	A blast echoed down the hall and shook the bulkhead by the door. Someone screamed outside. The door slid open and two hunters in flickering half disabled camouflage staggered inside. Lord DiBaram’s right arm was fused to his side by a coil burn, and the other hunter supported him to keep him moving.

	“Get ready,” DiBaram said. “They aren’t all human.”

	The tyrant behind Yajain made a guttural coughing sound. 

	“So they do not intend to kill you,” he said. “At least not all of you.”

	Yajain spun to face the caged alien. 

	“What do you mean?” she asked.

	“They seek to control this ship, not destroy it.”

	“The Redoca,” DiBaram said. “They’ll be after her as well.” He pushed the hunter assisting him away. “We need to protect her.”

	Mosam turned to DiBaram. 

	“Do you know where she’ll be?”

	“She’ll defend the other tyrant in the menagerie.”

	“Alright.” Yajain frowned. “But we’re stuck here.”

	“Not if we go through the cell,” Dara said. “We could get past them through there.”

	“That’s a big chance,” said the old MP.

	“Any chance is better than staying here.” DiBaram winced as he took a step toward the cage. “Tyrant, do I have to kill you to make sure you don’t betray us?”

	Dara gave a frustrated sigh and started to say something. Before she could speak, Yajain walked past DiBaram toward the cage. 

	“We’re going to let you out,” she said. “But if you betray us. Me. You won’t live to be imprisoned again.”

	“Understood,” said the tyrant. “But you must protect me as well.”

	“I will,” she said without hesitation.

	DiBaram nodded to the other hunter.

	“Move back from the bars, tyrant.”

	The alien obeyed. The hunter raised an arm with a sonic rifle attached. The first whining invisible shot smashed the trasplastic window, and the next two broke the bars. The hunter bent the bars back enhanced muscles straining with the effort. Tyrant pollen drifted out into the room. Dara covered her mouth with her hand. The old MP handed out breathing masks from a case brought along from Castenlock. Yajain fastened hers over her nose and mouth as the others did the same.

	The tyrant floated forward over broken plastic shards. Yajain turned to Mosam and Dara and nodded. 

	“Let’s go.” 

	They advanced into the cell. The MPs kept their weapons trained on the tyrant, but the prisoner made no move to escape or fight. No matter how large and arrogant, the creature knew he couldn’t win against all of them together.

	Completely without camouflage, DiBaram limped to the far wall of the cell, his mask down and his suit’s additional robotic arm working its way down his side. He drew a slender sword from a sheath attached to one leg. Yajain followed him to one corner of the cell. 

	“The door’s sealed,” DiBaram said. “A conventional blade won’t go through it, but this should.” He raised the sword.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	“A sol blade. Inactive at the moment, but stand back.”

	“Those weapons are radioactive.” Dara put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. “We’d better listen to him.”

	Yajain nodded. She turned and followed Dara to the other side of the cell. Footsteps pounded on the floor in the hallway. She glanced toward DiBaram. 

	“They’re almost here. Hurry!”

	DiBaram’s suit arm drew back and the fingers pinched the hilt of the sol blade. Yellow light flashed along veins in the weapon’s blade. DiBaram sliced first vertically along the corner of the room, then used his lifts in a kick to the ceiling to open the doorway. He sliced a line along the top edge of the wall. Metal melted and sizzled. He sliced down along the far corner. The entire wall buckled. DiBaram landed and deactivated the blade. The other hunter kicked off, flipped, and slammed both feet into the center of the wall. The metal buckled and bent down to the floor. The corridor beyond was speckled with black burn marks.

	Mosam whistled, which drew Yajain’s glance. 

	“Amazing,” he said.

	“No time to admire it,” Dara said. “We have to go.”

	Yajain stepped onto the collapsed back of the cell and drew her vare blade. DiBaram winced as he sheathed the sol blade. The other hunter stepped forward to support him. Mosam and Dara followed Yajain into the empty corridor beyond the door, with the MPs, hunters and the tyrant close behind them.

	“You creatures are strange to trust me,” the tyrant said.

	Yajain didn’t look back, but scanned either end of the corridor for movement. One was a tee intersection, and the other a curving passage that led back toward the stern of DiKandar Hall. 

	“You’re even stranger if you think betraying us will get you anywhere.”

	The tyrant gave a nasal-sounding grunt. 

	Mosam turned to DiBaram. 

	“Which way to the menagerie?”

	“Either will get us closer, but that intersection leads to where we fought the tyrants. “Take the curve to the map room.” Then he turned to the hunter supporting him. “You go on with them. I’ll stay here to keep an eye on the tyrants.”

	“My lord?” said the hunter in a soft, feminine voice. 

	“My camouflage will hold for a while. Go protect the Redoca.”

	The hunter bowed her head. Yajain turned to DiBaram with a frown, but he’d already vanished into the air. The MPs started down the curve, pistols drawn and profiles’ low. Dara, Mosam, and Yajain followed them. DiBaram’s hunter let the tyrant shamble past her on all fours and then looked back. She paused for a second and then turned her masked face to join the others. 

	“Good luck,” the hunter whispered.

	Yajain mouthed the same words.

	[image: Image]

	

	Yajain remembered the map room of DiKandar Hall from her first time aboard the massive ship. She’d met the Redoca there with Tulem, Mosam in disguise. The great room was dotted with irregularly placed pillars modeling the expanse where Yajain had grown up and the Ettellian Redoca, protector of all Ditari, had died in battle.

	The room stank of burnt flesh and was littered with the black shells of a dozen fallen hunters and at least twenty of their foes. Once again, Toltuashi Expanse was the site of slaughter. No tyrants lay among the dead, leaving the scene as one that could have come from the Alliance War ten years ago. This time humans had killed each other under the will of aliens. 

	Yajain walked numbly through the carnage toward the model of the Toltuashi Verge, the vertical forest between two pillars where the final battle of the last war had taken place.

	The huntress who had stood guard with DiBaram flew past her on lifts and landed by the hologram forest. She knelt to check the pulse of a fallen hunter and then looked back at Yajain, face masked, expression hidden. The huntress shook her head.

	“I thought they couldn’t attack us in transit,” Dara said, sounding distant.

	Mosam and led the tyrant and the MPs after Dara and Yajain. 

	“Is there any sign of the Redoca?” He looked around a pillar where two hunters had fallen. His back bent as he retrieved a coil rifle from their fallen attacker.

	“No,” said the huntress dully.

	“The menagerie,” Yajain said.

	The huntress nodded, then rose slowly. She pointed down a passage off of the map room. 

	“There’s a vertical path to it, this way.”

	Yajain crossed the room with Dara right behind her. The huntress scanned the room with her sonic arm rifle readied as the rest of the group moved into the corridor. Yajain made it to the large entrance of a vertical corridor just off the map room when the huntress yelled a warning.

	Ten people without breathing masks but carrying coil rifles and wearing unmarked armor surged into the map room from a passage at the far side. The huntress flickered out of sight, her sonic rifle emitting a high pitched whine. Two of the tyrant slaves dropped, clutching broken limbs. The others took cover, ignoring their wounded comrades.

	“Go,” said the old MP to the younger one. “I’ll help her hold them here.”

	“That’s four to one odds,” said Mosam.

	The old MP leveled his pistol down the map room as coil shots sprayed the area where the huntress had vanished. He squeezed off a shriek of fluid that dropped one of the attackers, burning through a chest plate before the man could duck behind a pillar.

	“It’s getting better,” the man said. “Go prove why we shouldn’t shoot you too.”

	Mosam hefted the plasma rifle he’d found and smiled at the MP. 

	“I don’t have lifts. I’m staying right here.”

	Yajain glanced at him, the questions she still needed to ask rising to her mind. Did you love Lin? Do you love me? Those questions still haunted her, but one other question came to mind. 

	Can I forgive him?

	Dara put a hand on her arm. 

	“Don’t worry,” she said. “He’ll survive.”

	“Stay here, Dara.” Yajain turned toward the lift. “They’ll keep you safe.”

	“You trust him?”

	“He’ll do what he thinks he has to.”

	Dara frowned.

	“Good luck. I’ll watch the prisoner for you.”

	“See you later.” Yajain circled her heart, and then activated her lifts and jumped into the vertical corridor. A cold updraft filled the passage and deafened her to the sounds of the fight below. Yajain swam up and up the cylindrical tower with the young MP behind her.

	They emerged into the menagerie at the top of the passage into the transparent steel cages of DiKandar Hall’s menagerie. Two slave guards stood by the entrance. The MP knocked one down with a coil bolt but took a shot to the shoulder in the process. He crash-landed on the floor between transparent walls. Yajain drew the vare blade and cut through the other man’s rifle. The slave dropped it to the floor and went for a knife. 

	Yajain dropped low and swept his legs out from under him. He fell. She held her knife to his throat. The wounded MP sat up and leveled his pistol at the man. 

	“Go!” he said. “I’ll keep them down.”

	Yajain felt the color drain from her face, felt her stomach clench. I go alone. It’s better this way. No one else will get hurt because of me.

	She activated her lifts and swam down the broad passage, vare blade back in its sheath. Yajain stayed low. She did her best to stay hidden by the vegetation growing on the other side of the transparent walls where animals flitted and crept. Legs nearly struck the floor as she swam. Her normal hearing easily led her toward the fight, down twisting curved paths between different animal habitats, toward the larger enclosures. Roars of tyrants and shrieks of energy led her toward the place she and Mosam had seen that first tyrant while he’d still been in disguise.

	She started passing bodies, all of them, members of the tyrant slave force. She quickened her pace. A tremendous roar echoed down the hall, followed by the thump of a large body hitting the deck. Yajain rounded a curve and settled behind the smoking, pollen spewing body of a black-armored tyrant. 

	She looked over it into a circular room. The bodies of hunters, slaves, and tyrants were strewn along the floor. Helle DiKandar stood at the center of the room, both arms and legs entangled by the tendrils of two separate black spiny tyrants. A third tyrant with three tails and silver armor circled behind Helle, escorted by a six-legged animal covered in gray fur of a species Yajain had never seen before. Helle struggled as the tyrants tore off her helmet and mask. Two tentacles from the tyrant on her left recoiled, torn and bloody.

	The creature with the three-tailed tyrant turned toward Yajain. Two black eyes fixed on her and a nose with five nostrils sniffed the air. The tyrant leader’s central tail arched to stab at Helle but hesitated. 

	Yajain gritted her teeth. If they managed to enslave the Redoca the war could be over in seconds. And the tyrants would win.

	Yajain launched herself at the wounded tyrant gripping Helle’s left arm in its armor and strength enhancers. She drew the vare blade and slashed through a tentacle just as the governing tyrant’s pet released a warning bark. The tyrant Yajain cut recoiled. Helle’s face barely registered surprise before violent hope. She grabbed a blade from the floor with her left hand and stabbed it into the face of the tyrant still holding her.

	The tyrant leader’s tail stabbed down, narrowly missing Helle’s bare head and instead slashed along her armored back. Helle whirled, the blade still in her hand. Her enhanced kick knocked a limp tyrant, its tentacles slack to the floor. Yajain banked in the air and dove toward the tyrant leader.

	Helle’s eyes clouded as pollen filled the air from the governing tyrant’s stacks. Yajain landed on the alien’s back. The tyrant bucked and thrashed. She drove the vare blade into his side and held onto the hilt. Helle and the tyrant’s hairy pet circled each other, but the redoca moved slowly.

	Yajain’s attention tore from them before either struck. Beneath her, the tyrant inflated and rose into the air on gas sacs. 

	She looked up. The ceiling closed, maybe five meters away. She twisted the vare blade. The tyrant screamed but went on pushing higher.

	Yajain flattened herself to the tyrant’s back. Pollen bursts blinded her. Though her breathing mask kept the pollen out of her nose and mouth it did nothing for her eyes. She hit the ceiling a second later in a flare of pain.

	Her head whipped up and connected with a crack, intense pain, and dizziness. She released the hilt of her vare blade. Blood trickled through her hair as the tyrant began to descend. Yajain slipped from the alien’s back and fell toward the floor.

	Her mind had just enough time to register the tyrant’s pet face down on the floor before Helle caught her with her enhanced right arm. The redoca whirled, a long-bladed lance in her left hand. She pivoted and hurled the weapon into the hovering tyrant above them. The lance sank into the eel-like belly of the alien. The tyrant lost all purpose, though it did not fall. The alien drifted in death. A stream of blood ran down the lance’s length.

	Yajain gently settled to the floor, disoriented. Darkness clawed at the sides of her vision.

	“Thank you.” Helle’s hand brushed the hair back from the top of her head. “Lady DiAksa.”

	Yajain’s world went dark.
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	Six Cycles Ago, Central Academy

	

	The teaching assistant of the lab stopped by Yajain’s table and looked over her shoulder. The sink to her right was full of water tinged pink with fluid bled from a tissue sample she had partially spilled earlier. Yajain’s hair was tied back into a single tail. Her hands were occupied with the needle-tipped manipulator she moved under the microscope. She stared through the machine at the tissue taken from the brain of a bird of chaos and order.

	The teaching assistant hovered back to her other side.

	She noticed how he tended to linger around her more than other students. Maybe he liked her? Maybe he had just never seen a Ditari student before. 

	Yajain shifted a bit of the brain sample. Her vision moved along crevasses and spongy remains saturated with black fluid. The bird of chaos produced both fluids used by junkies and commanders alike to see the future and illuminate the past. Yajain had never touched either type, neither the black of chaos found in the brain nor the white of order found in their eggs and stomachs. The assistant peered down at the sample under the glass beneath the scope.

	“Has the black drained yet?” he asked.

	“Not yet.” Yajain moved the sample just a little less than half a millimeter under the scope. “But I think I see how it worked.”

	“How what worked?”

	“The brain.” Yajain never took her eyes from the bulges and crevices of the brain sample. It had retained most of its shape. Only a few places had flattened and deformed from being held between the glass panels. “The black fluid relays signals in the bird’s brain, right?”

	“Yeah, that’s it,” the teaching assistant said. “Supposedly the fluid is what enables them to learn so effectively even as they mature.”

	“Tiny brains. Smart birds.” Yajain found what she was looking for and smiled. Her view through the scope centered on a pore where black material would well up in life. A bubble had formed over that tiny well. “That’s it. I found the drain.”

	She drew back from the eyepieces of the scope, still smiling. The assistant smiled at her. He didn’t seem so bad. Maybe she should talk to him after class. 

	He looks a little like Mosam. She shook herself mentally. It wasn’t worth thinking that way, she might never see him again, and he would still be a traitor if she did.

	The teaching assistant leaned past her and peered through the microscope. 

	“You’ve got it.” He turned to Yajain. “Good job.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Say, would maybe want to get dinner later?”

	“I don’t know. I’ve got plans later.” Her plans? Studying in her room alone with a takeout dish.

	[image: Image]

	

	Voices. Voices spoke in the distance.

	“I don’t know exactly how you two know each other—” 

	Dara.

	“Then don’t try to tell me to leave her now.”

	Mosam.

	The regular hum of core engines joined the voices that drew Yajain out of darkness and into a hazy awareness of one of Castenlock’s hospital rooms. A muted throb remained in the back of her head where she hit the ceiling of the menagerie. A bandage wrapped around her forehead, holding a pad pressed into Yajain’s hair over the sealed wound.

	Dara and Mosam weren’t in the room. They must be in the hall outside. 

	Dara raised her voice. 

	“I’m not telling you anything. I’m asking what she means to you.”

	“You’re playing the part of the good friend,” Mosam said.

	“Not playing a part! I’m trying to keep you from hurting Yajain.”

	“I don’t want to hurt her.”

	“I see how you two are together. She’s a mess when you’re around.”

	A loud clang sounded a second later.

	Yajain removed the drip patch from her arm and then climbed from the bed in her medical smock. Worried for Dara, she made her way toward the door, bare feet on a cold plastic floor. Don’t threaten her, Mosam.

	“Am I supposed to be impressed?” Dara said. “Big strong man, pounding a bulkhead?”

	Mosam grunted as Yajain approached the door. 

	“I don’t care if I impress you or not, Doctor Merrant.”

	Yajain pressed her back to the wall. Vertigo struck her. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited in the chill.

	Mosam pressed a hand to the door with a clank. 

	“I’m going to check on her.”

	“Not without me you won’t.”

	“Do what you want.” Mosam slid the door open. Light spilled in on the floor in front of Yajain as she opened her eyes. Mosam took one step forward and froze, shadow cast in on the floor. “Yajain.” He put a hand on her shoulder.

	She grabbed his wrist lightly. 

	“I’m alright. How long was I unconscious?”

	Dara stepped into view. 

	“Twenty hours. You probably shouldn’t be up yet.”

	Yajain pulled back from Mosam, releasing his wrist. She turned to Dara. 

	“I feel fine except for the pain drugs.”

	Mosam frowned and stepped to the side. Dara crossed into the shadows of the room. 

	“You saved the Redoca,” she said.

	“Good.” Yajain took a deep breath. “And the others?”

	“We made it. Lord DiBaram got the worst of our group, but he’ll live.”

	Yajain sighed with relief and walked to the bed. She sank down to sit on its edge. 

	“And the fleet?”

	“They targeted DiKandar Hall,” Mosam said. “Took out her transit engines.”

	“We’re still in the corridor, then.” Yajain looked up at Mosam. “Do you know how far it is to the end?”

	“Plans changed.” Mosam walked to the foot of the bed near Yajain.

	Dara nodded. 

	“We’re going to take the side corridor from Quelentra to the Yugha Cluster. “Kerida will have to wait.” 

	Yajain frowned. 

	“Why Yugha?”

	“The tyrants knew we were on our way, but Redoca DiKandar has allies in Yugha.”

	“Allies?”

	“Exiled sorai. Dilinia classifies them as a rogue colony.” Mosam’s nose wrinkled. “Typical of them.”

	“I see they’re letting you walk around free now,” Yajain said. “Why is that?”

	His eyes flashed, and his brow darkened. 

	“Apparently even they realize who the real enemy is at the moment.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“I can’t believe Pansar is allowing this.”

	A small shadow stepped into the brightness of the doorway. 

	“When you hear the details of the current situation, perhaps you will understand.” 

	There stood Gellen Chakal.
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	The conference room near Castenlock’s bridge buzzed with the hubbub of officers talking to those around them. Yajain had only been in a few times during survey briefings, and now she stood in the lowered center of a room laid out like a circular theater with seats on three tiers up to the top of the chamber. Dara and Mosam stood behind her, on either side of a hologram projection of the cell where the captured tyrant was being kept. Firio walked to Yajain’s side as the room filled up.

	“Glad to see you’re alright.”

	“Thanks. I almost wasn’t.”

	“So I saw. The Redoca spoke very highly of you.”

	Yajain’s eyebrows raised. 

	“She changed her tune.”

	“Saving her probably helped.” Firio’s face hinted a smile that vanished as he turned to the room at large. “Quiet down, people!”

	The officers fell silent on command. Yajain scanned the seats and found Kebrim Ettasil and the other captains and officers of the rangers sitting near a group of a dozen or so people she realized were Ditari hunters. They all appeared uncomfortable without their armor. 

	Gellen spoke to Lord DiBaram whose arm was wrapped in a heavy cast. He nodded past Gellen to Yajain, a sudden smile on his face. She held his gaze.

	Firio seemed satisfied with the quiet. He turned to Yajain and she broke her gaze from DiBaram.

	“People,” she said. “My name is Yajain Aksari.” She looked back over the room, then motioned to the hologram of the cell. “This is the tyrant captured by the fleet at Sifar Pillar. He speaks our languages. And he is willing to tell us about his kind.” She almost used the word ‘people’ at the end, but decided against it. Best not to make the officers think she was sympathetic to the tyrant when she wasn’t. 

	This monster killed Ogidar.

	Yajain turned to the hologram. She hit the control pad to change the hologram to two-way and said, “Greetings.”

	“Greetings.” The edge of the tyrant’s lipless mouth curled back to reveal his teeth. “I am Rowuz, of the Third Cherdi Order.”

	Yajain frowned inwardly. The tyrant had never mentioned a name before. She tried to hide her surprise. 

	“Tell us about Pontiff Morrott.”

	Rowuz growled his harsh cursing sound before returning to the human trade language. 

	“Morrott has claimed all the Orders of Cherdi for his own. He claims to have had a chemical vision that showed him to claim the place you call Vilmanorin as the new seat of power for our nation. I was among those who defied him, and thus was assigned to the atonement force at Sifar.”

	The officers looking on remained silent. Some faces looked stunned, others curious. 

	Mosam turned to the hologram. 

	“Tell them what you told me back on the hunter’s hall, about the Orders.”

	The tyrant gnashed his teeth.

	“Each Order provides warriors for Cherdi. We of the third order.” He made a sound deep in his throat. “In your language, our title is deceptive-courageous, operate in the shadows. Morrott has been able to use us as the vanguard of his invasion thanks to his stinging of our Overlord.”

	Stinging. Tyrants can control other tyrants. 

	“Overlord?” Yajain asked.

	“The head of the order. Each overlord commands the loyalty of thousands of legions.” Rowuz hissed. “Each legion, hundreds of thousands of tyrants.”

	“Impossible,” Dara said softly. Then louder, “How could our explorator scans have missed a nation that size that close by?”

	Rowuz gurgled, his voice almost smug.

	“The Cherdi nation would have no border, but great gaps exist between our expanses and these you humans inhabit. The adjoining corridors are narrow, and far too long for even the ancients’ explorators to map.”

	“Stop right there,” said Mosam. “The entire tyrant species is united.” Mosam strode to the front of the hologram He looked up at the officers in the room. “Humanity must stand together if we are to do battle with them.”

	The officers in the audience started murmuring. Kebrim’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. Firio put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder and stepped forward to join Mosam. 

	“He may be right, people. Dilinia’s fleet is mobilizing even now to fight the rebels, but it will take them thirty changes or more to reach us here. Redoca DiKandar, Agent Pansar, and I have agreed to seek help from Yugha Cluster’s sorai colonies before we proceed to Kerida.”

	Yajain frowned. But we are going to Kerida. We’re going to fight the tyrant’s in their chosen airspace. She turned to Rowuz.

	“Why Vilmanorin?” she asked.

	Rowuz spoke like thunder over the hubbub of the officers that followed Firio’s news. 

	“The Pontiff saw this place in his vision, a pillar of enormous diameter, six cores within its dark and frozen shell of crystal. This place is unlike any the Cherdi have seen before, but we do have words for its like. Origination. Paradise.”

	Her eyes widened involuntarily. 

	“You’re people came from there?”

	“Once all tyrants were one species when we dwelt in paradise.”

	The officers settled into silence. Yajain stared at Rowuz’s inhuman face, looking into his projected eye with the nostril at its corner. She clenched her fists. Yet more evidence supported the ancient beliefs of the Harvest. All of humankind had been one people. All tyrants had been one. Division happened after. Rowuz did not look at Yajain. He undulated his bulky slug-like body but said nothing.

	Firio bowed his head, pensive.

	Mosam whirled to face the hologram of the tyrant. His face twisted, half-lighted with awe, half-furrowed in rage. His mouth opened, but he did not seem able to form words.

	Rowuz laughed a derisive acid sound. 

	“What’s wrong, holy human? Do you doubt your righteousness now?”

	What awe had been in Mosam’s expression faded. He glared at the tyrant, eyes gleaming in green and full of rage. 

	“Shut up.”

	“We are both prisoners,” said Rowuz. “I need not listen to you.”

	“Be quiet.” Yajain stormed toward Mosam. “This is no time for your bias, Doctor Coe.”

	“Yajain.” His glare broke and his gaze fell. He stepped out of her way.

	Firio raised his head. 

	“That is all, people. I will meet with stations separately. Dismissed.”

	Dara deactivated the hologram and image of Rowuz faded. Yajain stared up at Mosam’s face. He shook his head.

	She scowled. 

	“What do you want to say?”

	“I’d ask you to forgive me. But I know you won’t.” He turned his back on her without another word. Two MPs came to lead him away.

	Yajain thought of Lin. She wouldn’t forgive Mosam either. How alike we are now.
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	The fleet soared through a bank of gray cloud, bringing Quelentra Hub into view through the watchroom window of Solnakite. Quelentra itself and two other nearby pillars served as a junction for changing course midway through linear transit, from Kerida to Yugha. Ships had to decelerate to Quelentra and then transit again, making Yugha the most isolated of the five large clusters on the frontier. 

	Yajain slouched in the seat by the table and remembered playing cards with Ogidar and the others there.

	“Lousy posture,” said Rating Jalee Avencia from the entrance. “You should know better, doctor.”

	Yajain glanced at the dark-skinned sorai woman in her gray and white uniform. 

	“What brings you here?”

	“I have a message for you from Elder Vomont.”

	“The old sorai leader from Toraxas Cluster?”

	“Yes, doctor. He wishes to speak with you aboard Castenlock.”

	“Me?” Yajain sat up. “Why?”

	“He didn’t tell me.”

	“I’ll need clearance from Captain Ettasil first.”

	“I asked him already,” said Jalee. “You have it as soon as we arrive at Quelentra Hub.”

	“Alright. I’ll do it when we get there.”

	“Thank you, doctor.” Jalee turned to go, one hand on the frame of the watchroom’s door.

	This is odd. Why does he want to talk to me when I barely know him?

	“Wait a second,” Yajain said. “Why did the elder ask you to do this?”

	“Do what?”

	“Ask me to meet him.”

	Jalee’s eyes darted to Yajain. 

	“I am one of his people.”

	“But you signed on with the Dilinian fleet.”

	“So did you.”

	“I’m half nuinn. I was raised in Dilinia.” Yajain rose from her seat. “What makes people like you, or Cabler DiSayul join the force?”

	Jalee’s face darkened with a scowl. 

	“I can’t speak for him, doctor. I thought joining would help them accept me.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“You think that’s good enough?” She sounded more caustic than she intended.

	“I don’t care what you think, doctor. You don’t know me.” Jalee stepped into the passage and stormed away.

	Yajain sighed and looked back out the window. Her hands had clenched into fists thinking about Ogidar again. Slowly she forced herself to open them, letting cool air from the climate system brush her palms. 

	Quelentra Hub grew larger out the window, gleaming with crisscrossed mooring docks where storm-tattered Dilinian banners hung. An arc flier ascended through the tangle of struts and walkways, gleaming bright and sparkling with condensation as a yellow solna shone upon it.

	Castenlock passed Solnakite, red and silver. The explorer ship’s spiny flight systems flickered with blue electricity in places. Yajain turned from the window and headed for the tumbler bay.
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	Elder Vomont met Yajain at a booth in Castenlock’s domed bar. He had somehow requisitioned a shuttle to ferry her there from Solnakite. He sat, weathered hands pressed on the grip of a steel cane, and nodded to her as she approached, his sleek gray beard had grown and now hung to the middle of his chest. He smiled like a tuim, an animal known as the shelled cat.

	“Doctor Aksari,” he said. “Glad you could see me.”

	Yajain slipped into the booth across from Vomont, noticing a few of the sorai guards from the home of the elders who had come with them from Toraxas lurking nearby. Bodyguards? I shouldn’t be surprised. Vomont is an important elder. 

	She shifted her legs so her feet rested on the floor under the table. 

	“Why did you want to meet?” She sounded tired, even to herself. At least this mess took some of her attention off Mosam.

	He put one hand on the table. The other stayed on the cane, keeping its point pressed to the tiled floor. 

	“There were two reasons.” He coughed into his fist, clearing his throat. “I’ve heard the tyrants tried to use a scanner to manipulate Sifar’s core.”

	Yajain felt her eyebrows raise. 

	“Who told you about that?”

	“Finder Boskem enjoys drinking but not as much as I do.”

	“What else did he tell you?”

	“Plenty. But aren’t you curious about the nature of that scanner? It’s being called a vosna apparently.”

	He sounded smug. What do you really want old man?

	Yajain folded her arms. 

	“Sounds like you already know more than me.” 

	“For the moment, perhaps,” said Vomont. “But I think you’ll want to hear my proposal.”

	“Go on.”

	“My old ally Csi Patla is the highest elder of the colony in Yugha cluster. She has an keen interest in scanners herself.” He smiled, and the feelers emerged from his eyebrows to wag in the air. “I would like to introduce you to her and her team of scanner researchers, but only if you are amenable.”

	“Sounds like this doesn’t have much to do with the vosna.”

	“But she will want to see those remains.”

	“We brought them with us. I’m certain they’re well-preserved aboard this ship.” Yajain tapped her foot. He’s getting ready to make his demand. 

	“My dear doctor, if we can get those remains to Csi she will be very grateful. That could serve as the offering I—no, we need.”

	“You said she was your old ally.”

	“Old, yes. By the time the war ended we no longer saw eye to eye.”

	“You want to make a deal with her?”

	“I want to make peace, doctor.”

	“I see.” Yajain frowned. “Alright, I’ll talk to the captain and Doctor Merrant about this.”

	“I trust you will do your best to convince them.”

	“It shouldn’t take too much.” Yajain stood.

	“Not staying for a drink?” Vomont asked.

	Yajain shrugged. 

	“I’ve got people to talk to and there may not be much time to do it.”

	Vomont raised his glass to her and his eye feelers elevated slightly. 

	“To you, doctor.”

	She turned and strode from the bar. The nagging presence of Vomont’s bodyguards lingered in her mind. I’ll have to keep my eye on that old man.
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	Yajain found Dara talking to the bandojen siblings, Joth and Enna, outside Castenlock’s bridge. She hadn’t seen the two castaway bandojens in some time. Enna’s dark hair had grown but she’d tied it back into a long tail. Joth’s beard was trimmed shorter than when Yajain first met him, and his shell looked polished. His eyes narrowed and traced Yajain’s approach while Dara went on talking to him, her back to Yajain.

	Enna saw her too, but she didn’t seem as hostile. She said something to Dara and pointed toward Yajain. Dara turned as Yajain drew closer. 

	“Yajain,” she said. “These two have been telling me some interesting things.”

	“What kind of things?” Yajain asked.

	“A lot about the core computers of Castenlock.” Dara smirked. “And a little about when you discovered Doctor Coe.”

	“Dara…” Yajain shook her head. “Please don’t push this.”

	“Are you going to tell me what made you angry at him?”

	“Maybe later.” Yajain glanced at Joth and Enna, then back to Dara. “Right now I need to talk to you and Captain Gattri.”

	Joth glowered at her. Enna eyed her brother from beside him, then turned brightly to Yajain. 

	“What’s going on, Doctor Aksari?”

	These two are a problem, Yajain thought. Joth already doesn’t like me and he seems suspicious.

	“Nothing I can talk about, sorry.”

	Enna frowned. 

	“You’re being secretive again. Does this have something to do with Doctor Coe?”

	“Why does everyone think I’m hung up on Mosam?” Yajain glared at Dara. “What have you been telling these two?”

	“Nobody said that,” Dara said. “Well, you did just now.”

	Yajain felt her cheeks grow hot. 

	“Dara, give it a rest. This is important.”

	“Look, I’ll leave you alone for now, if you’ll tell me later.”

	“Fine.” Yajain put fingers to her temples. “Fine.”

	The doors of the bridge opened with a creak and grate of motion. Firio came through them, followed by two of his junior officers. He saw Yajain, Dara, Enna, and Joth and stopped so abruptly the junior officers bumped into each other.

	“What’s going on out here? Last time I saw a group like this there was a terrorist loose on my ship.”

	Yajain’s flush deepened. She glared at Dara. 

	“Don’t worry, Captain. I need to talk to you and Dara. That’s all.”

	“Joth and I were just talking with Doctor Merrant,” said Enna. “We’re not causing trouble this time.”

	Firio massaged his temples, eyes closed. 

	“Alright. Doctor Merrant, Doctor Aksari, come with me.”
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	Captain Gattri’s small office smelled sweet from the blue Oshan Flowers in the pot latched to his desk with a magnetic lock. He sat down behind them. There were no windows in this room, but a small sol-lamp glowed over the flowers. Yajain and Dara stood opposite Firio. Yajain avoided looking at her friend. 

	I should have known I’d have to tell her what happened sometime.

	Yajain swallowed.

	“Captain,” she said. “Elder Vomont suggested that we collaborate with the sorai in Yugha Cluster on examining the remains of the scanner from Sifar.”

	Dara glanced at Yajain, instantly at attention. Firio folded his hands on his desk. 

	“That isn’t what Vomont wanted when he last spoke to me. He wanted me to turn over the remains of a previously unknown type of scanner to a faction that still calls the Dilinia its enemy.”

	Yajain took a deep breath. 

	“I know that’s what it sounds like now, but he seemed sincere to me.”

	Firio sighed and sat back in his chair. 

	“Yajain, I don’t know what he said to you. He’s not trustworthy, and Csi Patla’s colony is known for piracy.”

	“But we’re already going to ask them for help, aren’t we?” Yajain said. “This can’t hurt our chances!”

	“It could if they see us as too weak, or worse if they figure out how to replicate what the tyrants were trying to do at Sifar. According to Finder Boskem, Doctor Setartha said they could have destroyed most of DiKandar’s fleet if they had succeeded.”

	Dara turned to Firio. 

	“That’s the kind of power we could use to fight the tyrants.”

	“Maybe. But we can’t afford to put it in the hands of rebels.”

	“They live on the frontier now. Will they really want to come back to fight another war just because they have a new weapon?” Yajain’s eyes flicked to Dara. “We could work with them to understand what the tyrants were trying to do. We’d share the knowledge.”

	Firio looked down at his desk. 

	“Sometimes I forget how naive you are, Yajain. But even if you’re right, the Empress doesn’t trust them. The answer is no.”

	Yajain’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She knew Firio’s stern tone all too well. She remembered hearing him use it with Jania, his daughter, even after she became an officer. Those words were harder than steel.

	“Thank you for your time, Captain.” She turned to go. “I’ll head back to Solnakite. I need to prepare for transit.”

	Dara followed her out Firio’s door.
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	Yajain was tired from a briefing Captain Ettasil held shortly after her return from Castenlock. He told them the rescue fleet would take two Ditari banner ships as escorts and transit to Yugha immediately while DiKandar Hall stayed at Quelentra with the rest of the ships in need of repairs.

	Text scrolled on the orders terminal. There were general reminders, but nothing that she didn’t already know well from the briefing, except for the last message. It hadn’t been sent by Captain Ettasil, or Tei Officer Sogun, but bore an unknown tag. 

	Mosam. Why won’t he talk to me in person? Silly thought. I don’t want to talk to him anyway.

	She read the message to herself, then blinked and read it aloud. 

	“Yajain, please don’t be angry with me for asking you this. I have received an invitation from Csi Patla of the colony in Yugha Cluster. It’s for a holo ball, and I don’t know anyone else I’d rather ask. I know this is a strange time, but please, consider going with me. Maybe together we can convince her to offer the best help she can. Think about it. Mosam.”

	Yajain stepped back from the terminal. She shook her head slowly as tears started to flow. 

	“You bastard. Don’t don’t do this to me.” 

	He can get to me like this through a computer. Damn it.
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	Solnakite decelerated past the hub pillar opposite Quelentra and into Yugha Cluster. Yajain left her hammock and went to the watchroom to see where they ended up. 

	Five pillars at the end of the corridor gleamed with solnas burning away mist for hundreds of kilometers in every direction, but even the luminous scanners were outshone by a fiery red light to the fore of Solnakite. Yajain knew only one thing brighter than five combined solnas, an active hive.

	Solna’s were born in pillars with cores overcharged by an ancient solna wrapping herself around the core. Herself didn’t precisely cover the identity of the solna ancient. No one had ever gotten close enough to one to actually study the creature, even less so than other solnas. Solnakite rode forward on the vapors of transit and the infernal pillar came into view.

	Its shell was molten red a few hundred kilometers above Solnakite’s flight plane, and elsewhere, igneous black. Lava flowed from openings in the pillar. In places, large sections of shell had melted and fallen away, revealing passages and enormous dimly luminous shapes that still looked tiny at this distance, the snakelike bodies of immature solnas. Yajain shielded her eyes to look closer, trying to glimpse the searing core of the hot, burning, infinitely tall column.

	Fifty kilometers from the hive pillar, another pillar burned bright on the side facing the flames. Against all logic, docking ports and arms reached out, their shadows cast upon approaching gray clouds. 

	Someone settled a pillar so close to a hive? Who would do something like that? But the answer leapt to mind immediately from what She already knew. Csi Patla.

	“Don’t look too long. You’ll go blind,” Sonetta said from behind Yajain.

	Yajain turned toward her. 

	“What?”

	“That pillar’s too bright. Even this tinted window won’t protect your eyes forever.”

	“Thanks. Sorry, I guess I was thinking.”

	“Evidently.” Sonetta walked around the watchroom table, eyes on Yajain. “I guess the local sorai council head stays near there.”

	Yajain walked to the table opposite Sonetta.

	“Csi Patla. She’s very interested in scanners.”

	“Not just scanners.” Sonetta frowned and looked out the window. “The Harvest too.”

	“Harvest. What do you know about that?”

	“More than I did. I’ve been reading.” Sonetta returned her gaze to Yajain. “Evidently she invited Doctor Coe to a party.”

	“I know,” said Yajain.

	“He already told you?” Sonetta whistled.

	Yajain felt her cheeks flush. She leaned back against the wall, arms folded. 

	“Sonetta, how much do you know about him and—”

	“And you?” Sonetta shrugged. “Not a lot. But he seems special to you. Looks like it goes both ways.”

	“He’s a traitor,” Yajain said. “And not just to Dilinia.”

	An eruption of lava from the hive pillar made Sonetta wince and turn away from the window, blinking. She shook her head. “Agent Pansar evidently doesn’t see things that way. He’s letting him go without guards as I hear it.”

	“Or he trusts the sorai.”

	“No way does he trust them. It’s crazy. Coe wrecked Pansar’s hand.”

	Yajain looked down at the table, its top lit red by distant flame. 

	“He’s trying to protect Dilinia and he thinks sending Mosam there will help that.”

	“Mosam.” Sonetta sighed. “You really know him.”

	“I knew him. I thought I did. He asked me to go to the ball.”

	“Huh,” said Sonetta. “Sounds like he’s trying to be romantic.”

	“If I go, it’ll be to keep an eye on him. Nothing else.”

	“Really?” Sonetta asked.

	I wish. 

	“I’m not sure. But someone needs to make sure he doesn’t betray the fleet.”

	Sonetta nodded. 

	“I trust you.”

	“Thanks.” Yajain pushed away from the wall. “I’ll go tell Captain Ettasil what’s going on.”
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	Captain Ettasil contacted Lord DiBaram’s banner ship at Yajain’s suggestion, and within the hour they sent a shuttle to retrieve Yajain. DiBaram himself met her in the small landing bay and then let a lian servant lead her to a wardrobe to change into a sorai fashion and hologram field sent to them with an invitation to DiBaram himself by Csi Patla.

	She exchanged her uniform’s heatsuit for a cream-colored temperature regulatory suit that the servant fitted for her.

	“It will keep you cool even outside Haxos Mirror.” The middle-aged Ditari woman shook her head. “I advise you, don’t rely on it for long, though.”

	“I don’t plan to spend time out there at all,” Yajain said. Haxos Mirror, the settlement where Csi Patla had built her estate. Evidently, the great room where the ball would take place faced the volcanic hive pillar, named Edrid. Yajain learned much of this as the servant woman helped fit her for the clothes.

	“The temperature suit has the usual arc lifts, but the dress doesn’t. Be careful with how you move in it.”

	Finally, she put on the red dress supplied to her. Yajain had never worn a dress before. In Dilinia the fashion between men and women was more similar than Escaria and Morlitia, the domains of the sorai. 

	The skirt was long and the neckline lower than made Yajain feel comfortable. Though she knew women were treated differently in sorai society Yajain had not guessed the elder would insist on this kind of impractical style for her guests. Evidently, she could afford it though. The servant helped her fasten the necklace with the hologram field generator around her throat.

	“Pressure it from both sides to activate or deactivate it.”

	“Thank you.”

	They exchanged smiles, though Yajain had to force hers.

	Then she boarded the spartan sorai shuttle to meet Mosam and then fly to Haxos Mirror.
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	The shuttle descended to the landing terrace in the flaming light of Edrid Hive. Across from Yajain in the cabin of the shuttle, Mosam sat, dressed in a dark suit and coat of the style worn by wealthy sorai men. The suit’s high collar attached to a short mantle across the shoulders. His beard was trimmed short and neat, and his eyes were bright. Around his neck, a hologram generator similar to Yajain’s hung. 

	Yajain admitted to herself he looked more handsome than ever. He glanced at her every now and then, but never for long.

	She recalled their fall past the bright core of that Ditari pillar in the Shaull Cluster. What did think of it? She fidgeted with her necklace and considered activating it now. Not yet, part of her said. Do I like that he can see me like this? And what’s the point of getting dressed up for a ball where no one can see each other? 

	She shifted uneasily as the shuttle touched down softly on the terrace.

	Mosam rose from his seat across from her. 

	“It’s time.” He reached for his hologram generator, palmed it, and pressured it. A silver halo radiated out from the generator, forming a ring around Mosam’s chest. Then smaller lights shot from the generator, forming a web of straight golden lines interconnecting with one another. They angled closer and closer until they distorted Yajain’s view of Mosam entirely.

	She pressured her generator as she stood. From inside the hologram, nothing appeared to change except for the occasional flicker of golden thread. Across from her, Mosam’s field took the form of a smoky black shadow. He reached toward her.

	“May I take your hand?”

	“You may.” She reached out and wrapped her fingers around his outstretched hand.

	Together they walked through the shuttle’s rear door and down the ramp to the terrace. Yajain breathed in air drier than she had ever felt elsewhere. Even relatively hot pillars were still dominated by mist. The hive burning such a short distance away made Haxos Pillar hotter than any Yajain had experienced before. Mosam’s grip on her hand tightened as they started through a gap in the heavy black curtains that hid the entrance to the great room of Haxos Mirror Hall.

	Within the enormous chandelier-lighted room people moved and danced, clad in shapes that shifted and warped between darkness and light. No one Yajain saw was without a hologram disguise, and they all seemed to distort and shift the form in different ways. She glanced at Mosam, just able to catch flickers of green eyes and brown beard through his dark guise. The door hidden from the outside by the curtains closed behind them.

	“High-class party for a frontier settlement,” Yajain said.

	“These sorai haven’t been poor for generations.” Mosam’s smile flashed from the darkness that hid his face. “They managed to take most of it with them into exile.”

	Curiosity got the better of her. 

	“How did they manage that?” she asked in a softer voice as they proceeded to the center of the room beneath the balconies where more Illsirree stood talking and drinking. Yajain craned her neck, trying to make out one particular figure, a small woman clad all in green and gray moving to the edge of the balcony.

	Mosam leaned in toward her, his face fully revealed but surrounded by shadows. 

	“They’re clever people, Yajain.”

	She recoiled from him in surprise. A pair of dancers spun past in a blur of holographic animal shapes and human limbs. Yajain closed her eyes to avoid further disorientation.

	“Mosam, why are we in these disguises?” she asked.

	He started to answer, but a firm female voice stopped him. 

	“We sense without eyes what others require vision to observe.”

	Yajain looked up to see the woman in green descending from the balcony on arc lifts. She landed lightly, disguise flickering on to show a bird’s head with a mane of feathers sweeping over both human shoulders

	“I find it important to keep my people engaged with what sets us apart.”

	“Are you?”

	“Csi Patla,” the woman said and curtsied. “At your acquaintance.”

	“Yajain Aksari,” Yajain said, motioning to herself. “At yours.”

	Patla nodded, then turned to the living shadow beside Yajain. 

	“You must be Mosam Coe.”

	Mosam released Yajain’s hand at last. 

	“I am.”

	“I could see through even this veil. But the shadows suit you, child.”

	“I fear I’ve lived in them too long.” Only one eye emerged, green and gleaming, but that eye locked with Yajain’s gaze for a moment before the shadows hid it once again.

	How much can he see of me? How much do I want him to see? Focus. I need to make sure he doesn’t try anything and do my best explain to Patla about Captain Gattri’s refusal of Vomont’s deal. 

	One thing at a time.

	Patla smiled at Mosam, bird’s beak changing shape to display the expression. 

	“Some of us prize moments of anonymity. Perhaps eventually you will join our number.”

	Mosam nodded. 

	“Perhaps.”

	“So, Yajain,” said Patla. “How do you know Doctor Coe?”

	“We met just after the war ended,” said Yajain. “We were both young then.”

	“And I was not.” Patla’s smile faded, returning the beak to a more natural shape. “It was a difficult time, though fascinating to look back upon.”

	They stood without speaking for a moment. The hum of voices and the tap of shoes on the floor filled their silence.

	“Your hologram has the head of a banner bird,” Yajain said. “Is it an emblem?”

	“Yes, my personal symbol. The green banner. You seem to have a keen sense of the animal.” Patla lifted off the floor slightly, skirt swishing about distorted ankles. “But tell me, what brought you so far, Yajain?”

	“I joined the rescue fleet in Abdra Cluster,” Yajain said. “There isn’t much else to say.”

	“A chance encounter brought you and Mosam together again?” Patla drifted past, effortless in her motion. “What a coincidence.”

	Yajain frowned, hoping her expression went without being copied by her disguise. 

	“I wouldn’t say we were ever together.”

	“Ah, but friendship is a way of being together.” Patla laughed. “I hope you both enjoy the ball. Perhaps you will find new friends. We will speak later.” 

	Patla floated off through the dancers without waiting for a reply.

	Mosam turned to Yajain. 

	“Would you like to dance?”

	She took his hand in spite of the frown hidden by her disguise. This will be one way to make sure he doesn’t cause trouble. 

	“Mosam, I’ve never danced in a skirt before.”

	“Then it’s time don’t you think?” His shadow disguise outlined his smiling mouth.

	Yajain breathed deep, smelling sweet perfume from passing sorai women, as well as the faint whiff of sulfur from the nearby hive. She took Mosam’s other hand, unsure of his fingers in a glove of darkness. They moved across the dance floor, turning slowly beneath the balcony. His feet moved back and forth, sometimes going under the hem of her skirt. His eyes remained fixed on hers, green and visible, along with occasional flickers of his face. 

	“Yours isn’t a very good disguise,” she said.

	Mosam chuckled. 

	“You can see me, can you?”

	She stepped past close to him, bringing their faces close together, hands still locked. 

	“Your eyes give you away.”

	“You think I’d be better off without it?”

	The holograms of other dancers circled them in a loose ring.

	“I don’t think so,” Yajain said. “Besides, no one sees anyone at a party like this, right?”

	“Right,” said Mosam. “Makes me wonder why the elder approached us immediately.”

	“She invited you, didn’t she?”

	“Yes, but I’ve never heard of the hostess violating her own rule before. Not without some reason.”

	“Could there be something different going on because we’re not sorai?”

	Mosam turned his shadow wreathed head to look around the room as they danced. Then he tugged her close to him. He spoke into her ear. 

	“Forget what else is going on now. We’re here.”

	His lips brushed her neck just above the temperature suit’s collar. She maneuvered back from him, hands still locked with his. 

	“Mosam, I don’t think I can.”

	“Why not? Can you still not forgive me?”

	“I don’t know if I ever can.”

	He released her right hand and felt for her cheek within the illusion. 

	“You certainly can. If you choose to.”

	Should I? 

	“Don’t push me now. We’re here.”

	His hand moved down to her neck. 

	“But you’re not really, are you? Don’t think about Lin.”

	She moved faster than she processed mentally. Her fist slammed into Mosam’s stomach and he staggered back and fell to one knee, shadows whirling, hand releasing hers. She fell into a defensive stance, ready to activate the temperature suit’s arc lifts with the ring in her palms if needed. He looked up at her, no malevolence in his green eyes, instead, surprise. Hurt.

	“I can’t take back what I did Yajain.”

	“Then don’t pretend you didn’t do it!” Yajain’s fist clenched and unclenched. “Do you know the real reason I joined the rescue fleet?”

	His eyes narrowed, slits of light in a mask of darkness. 

	“Tell me.”

	“I wanted revenge.” Yajain felt tears in her eyes. “I wanted revenge on you.”

	“Then why don’t you take it.” Mosam put a hand to his chest. The shadows flickered and faded as he deactivated his hologram field. His hand remained pressed over his heart. “Punish me.”

	The dancers around them stopped. Yajain stared down at Mosam. He deserves punishment. He begs for it. She drew herself up. 

	“This is not the time.”

	“Fine. Dangle me on a string,” Mosam said. “I’m used to it by now.”

	A figure broke through the circle of frozen dancing couples. He had a powerful build and his field covered him in mist from which beams of light issued in the breaks. “What is the meaning of this violence?” he said.

	“This man’s advances were unwanted.” Yajain turned toward him. “Sorry for the scene.”

	“I don’t know if this has ever happened at one my parties before,” said the man hidden in light and cloud.

	“Your party?” Yajain said. “I thought Elder Patla hosted these.”

	“I do,” said the man. “I’m Csi Patla.”

	Yajain stared as the man bowed his head. 

	“At your service, Yajain Aksari.”

	“We just met Csi. She’s a woman.”

	“Can you be sure any of us are anything?” said a woman with the illusory head of a spider, from behind the clouded man.

	Yajain turned to the woman. 

	“You mean?”

	“I also, am Csi Patla,” said the spider-headed woman.

	Mosam was at Yajain’s side. 

	“What’s the meaning of this?”

	“A test, doctor,” said the voice of the man hidden in clouds. “For your perceptions.”
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	Mosam glanced at Yajain and their eyes locked, but only for an instant. Yajain turned to the man shaped mound of clouds. 

	“Where is the real elder?”

	“You may be allies of Helle DiKandar,” said the clouded man. “But Elder Patla will not fight a war for Dilinia’s sake.”

	Could she be under the control of a tyrant? 

	Everyone had seemed so certain she would help when they changed course.

	Clouds parted and light spilled over Yajain and Mosam. 

	“If you can find her, she may be willing to speak with you.”

	“Is this some kind of joke?” Mosam stepped past Yajain, glaring into the light.

	The cloud reverberated with laughter, beaming light. All around them the other disguised guests began to dance again. How are we supposed to find Patla? Neither of us has any way of knowing where to start. 

	Mosam tore his eyes from the light and clouds, blinking. Yajain turned to him. 

	“That’s why we don’t stare at Solnas either,” she said.

	“Fine.” He pressed a palm over his eyes. “Now what do we do?”

	“I have no idea, but we have to find Patla herself or the fleet is in danger.”

	“We agree about that,” Mosam said. “But it’s not just the fleet. It’s the human race, and I don’t think that’s overstating things.”

	Music began to play, a tinkling of bells mixed with the pounding of a bass. Yajain frowned. 

	“Where is that coming from all of a sudden?” She craned her neck and looked around the room, but saw no sign of a band.

	“It’s probably a recording.” Mosam looked over Yajain’s head to the area under the balcony. “But there must be clues somewhere. If this is a test then that implies there is a way to solve it.”

	“Right.” Yajain scanned the bizarre shifting forms of the dancers and guards. 

	The great room was vast, but near the smooth walls were tables with hologram disguised waiters where platters of food and large glass or transplastic bowls of drink had been set. Behind those tables, ramps ran up to the balcony. 

	“Let’s get a different angle on this situation.” 

	She activated her lifts, felt the usual solidity of air and pushed off, sailing through the air cloaked in illusions and skirt flaring out around her legs.

	She landed at the midpoint of the ramp leading up to the balcony. Mosam landed beside her. The deactivated their lifts. He grimaced. 

	“I have no idea what you’re thinking.”

	“As always,” said Yajain.

	Mosam’s lips curved up at one end. 

	“Possibly true.”

	She looked out over the crowded great room. No one seemed to be paying attention to them now. 

	“The guests may just be scenery.” 

	A guest masked in what appeared to be drizzling blue rain and with bristling, back-curving spines on his arms drank from a large transplastic cup. His dance partner, a woman with a mask of illusory whip-like cords stood with her arms folded, foot tapping impatiently. 

	“They’re real people.” 

	But they all look equally bizarre.

	“What do you mean?” asked Mosam.

	“They’re all acting the same.” She pointed to the clouded man, who had picked a lightning-dressed and shadow-masked partner and started dancing. “Even that one is taking part.”

	“And the woman with the banner bird’s head?”

	Yajain looked around the room. 

	“I don’t see her. But she could have gone up to the balcony.”

	“We’d better find out what’s up there.”

	She nodded.

	Mosam led the way up to the ramp to the balcony. More hologram disguised people danced above, swirls of colors and patterns could hurt the eye. Yajain looked around for the woman with the green bird’s head but saw her nowhere. 

	“Mosam, can these disguises change form?”

	“Probably. I don’t know much about wearable holograms.”

	“Great. That makes two of us.” Yajain went back to scanning the balcony for signs of anything off about the dancers.

	Through the dancers on the balconies, she spied a lanky form a head taller than most of the others. The towering figure was swathed in pale blue and shiny silver diamond shapes that changed positions over a field of black. And he wasn’t dancing but strode among the others as if looking for something. His mask had no face and no way to distinguish front or back. Yajain frowned at the giant. He’s big, too big, but the way he moves I’d guess his height isn’t part of the illusion. 

	“Mosam,” she said. “Look at that one.” She pointed at the tall man as he stepped into full view on the far side of the room.

	He followed her finger. 

	“The tall one?”

	“Yeah. He’s not dancing. Let’s introduce ourselves.”

	“They already know who we are.”

	“But there has to be a clue somewhere if this challenge can be solved.”

	“Point taken.” Mosam stared at the figure, a scowl on his face. He activated his lifts with a press of a palm. “Let’s go.”

	He took off, Yajain right behind him on her lifts. As they sailed over the balcony the dancers began to spiral into the air on lifts, swimming gracefully. They filled the space over the balcony and blocked Yajain’s view of the tall, faceless man.

	The swarm of dancing, whirling figures darted together and apart. The dazzling variations drove Yajain to focus tight on where she last glimpsed the diamond pattern. She darted through a gap between two dancers, too close for comfort.

	Her dress caught on one of them and tugged her off balance. She evened out her flight and angled down to the floor the balcony where the tall man had been.

	Mosam landed beside her. 

	“Are you alright?”

	“I’m tired of you asking me that.”

	“If you stop getting in collisions, metaphorical and otherwise, I’ll stop.”

	Yajain shot a glare at him, then shook her head. 

	“That man’s the key. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be hiding him.”

	“Maybe. But I’m not sure it’s so simple.”

	“What kind of show of friendship is this, anyway?” Yajain said.

	“She’s testing us. Could be she’s not eager to fight alongside Dilinia.”

	“Could be.” Yajain took a deep breath. “Mosam, if these disguises can shift, finding him could be tough.”

	“But he’s tall. Stands out like a sore thumb.”

	As Mosam spoke, Yajain’s eyes fixed on a figure on the lower level behind the tables where refreshments were set up. His mask had changed to green and gold in spiral patterns, but he still had no face and he was still tall. Yajain put a hand on Mosam’s arm. 

	“Don’t make a sound,” she whispered and gave a tilt of her head toward the tall form.

	He followed her gesture, then nodded. They activated their lifts and kicked out over the center of the room. Nobody moved to block them from below. Being quiet helped. Yajain hit the floor hard right next to the tall figure where he loitered at the base of the wall side ramp.

	“Hey, you!”

	The man turned, colors on his disguise shifting. He bolted up the curved slope. Yajain charged after him but fell behind on the climb until Mosam landed ahead of them. The man collided with Mosam, who fell with a yelp. Yajain caught up and grabbed the tall man by the side of his sleek, shifting collar.

	“Got you,” she said. “I guess you’re a little nervous around guests.”

	“There is but one clue,” said the masked man, wheezing from his fall. “Look for an exit.”

	Yajain released his collar in surprise. The man rolled off the edgeless ramp and kicked into the air on arc lifts. He floated to the ramp on the other side of the room. Yajain offered Mosam her hand and helped him up. 

	“Good job,” she said.

	“You’re welcome.” He winced. “Guy that big…I may have broken something.”

	“But you heard the clue.”

	“Right. Look for an exit.”

	Yajain looked around the room of flickering colors and whirling bodies. Here and there guards waited by doors, only distinguishable by their lack of movement and the long weapon each of them carried. They guarded the doors on the inside. Yajain frowned. 

	“Looks like the guards are here to keep us in.”

	“I doubt it. We won’t be any use as prisoners, Yajain.”

	“Maybe not. But this game of Patla’s has rules. I’m betting one of them is that we can’t go any further into the pillar. At least not through the doors in this room.” 

	She looked at the door to the terrace where they had entered. There were no guards by the curtained doorway in the wall of transparent steel, though there had been when they’d come in. Yajain furrowed her brow. 

	“Only one door isn’t guarded.”

	Mosam grinned. 

	“I like the way you think. There was another terrace a few hundred meters up from this one. I saw it on the way in.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“So she wants us to go outside again? After all this trouble and getting us to dress up?”

	“From what I heard Csi Patla is eccentric.”

	“No kidding.” 

	Yajain activated her lifts. She swam down to the floor by the outer wall and landed. Mosam was right behind her.

	He tried the door leading out and it opened. She glanced at him, then took a deep breath. She stepped through the curtain onto the hive-lit terrace. She shielded her eyes with one hand. 

	The hive left prickles of heat on her face even this far away. Mosam stood at her side, turned and looked up, eyes searching in the baleful glare of the exposed piece of Edrid’s hive core. He pointed.

	“I see it, straight up.”

	“What are we waiting for?” Yajain asked. 

	Hot wind blew from Edrid to break on Haxos Mirror. Yajain turned from it to shield her face. The breeze continued. Yajain glanced windward and glimpsed dark clouds in the distance beyond Edrid. 

	“A storm is on its way.”

	Mosam squinted at her. “We have to tell Patla what we know quickly then. There could be tyrants in those clouds.”

	Yajain took a deep breath. Flying in arc outside a pillar could be easy but with this wind and heat, they could be blown off course or even out of the arc field with ease. Outside the arc, the abyss extended for fifty kilometers at least. The next nearest pillar was too hot to survive on, regardless. Yajain looked but couldn’t see the terrace in the glaring light.

	“Where did you say it was?”

	“Straight above us.”

	She activated her lifts. 

	“Let’s go.”

	They kicked and bobbed and swam up the side of the pillar. Wind blew them toward the shell wall, deep brown stone stained with black burns above the arched window covered by its dark curtains. Yajain’s back ached from fighting the wind. Hitting the wall would disrupt flight, maybe even enough for her to fall.

	Mosam appeared to have an easier time of it, despite his awkward flying style, without a dress to catch gusts of wind. The shape of a terrace came into view above them. Yajain kicked harder. She angled out at the last second and caught the narrow edge with both hands. Mosam swam past her and dropped onto the terrace above. His hand found hers and he pulled her up.

	“You could have deactivated your hologram first,” he said. “That wasn’t easy.”

	“Why, what do I look like?”

	“You change a lot.” Mosam straightened his back and looked Yajain up and down. “But at the moment I’d say you’re just not the girl I remember from Kaga.”

	She grimaced. 

	“I meant, my hologram.”

	“I can’t put my finger on that exactly. It keeps shifting so much. That’s why I had trouble finding your hand.” 

	“Whatever.” She turned to face the Pillar’s wall. The terrace they stood on was narrow, little more than ledge before a transparent steel pane, but here there were no curtains. Beyond the window a small figure sat, gazing out at Edrid Hive from behind tinted spectacles.

	Yajain and Mosam exchanged glances. 

	A door in the window swung open, but no one stepped out. Yajain’s hand flew to her hologram projector. She pressured it and it deactivated with faint muttering sound. Mosam stared at the doorway. 

	“After you.”
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	“You’re later than I expected,” said a reedy voice.

	Yajain and Mosam stopped side by side as the door closed behind them. In the molten light of Edrid Hive, the small form of an old woman sat in a floating arc chair, alone in an empty room of dark iron colored tiles. Her hands lay on a reading pad sitting on a simple tray over her lap, and she wore a simple gray dress that went down to her ankles. The spectacles that covered her eyes gleamed with gold at the edges.

	“Are you really Elder Patla?” Mosam asked.

	“I am.” The old woman turned her lined face toward them. She motioned toward Edrid’s glare. “You are Doctor Coe of the Harvest. But introduce your companion.”

	“Doctor Yajain Aksari,” she said. “Not of the Harvest.”

	Patla raised her eyebrows with languid slowness. 

	“Of course you are. Approach me, child.”

	Yajain looked to Mosam. He nodded, mouth set in a thin line. Yajain walked to Patla’s side. She came close enough to make out the glittering tubes that carried white and black fluid flowing from a tank on the back of the arc chair. The tubes reached to the tray that crossed the arms of the chair over Patla’s lap. At the center of the tray sat a bowl with an egg-shaped lid, lined with vertical slits. From the slits issued nearly imperceptible wisps of chemical smoke. Yajain held her breath.

	Patla inhaled the smoke. A gentle, distant smile spread across her lips. She turned and met Yajain’s eyes with her tinted gaze.

	“You’ve come a long way. But now you’re not certain what drove you here.” 

	Her wrinkled fingers reached for Yajain’s hand. Yajain tried to jerk it back, but the elder’s arm feeler extended and wrapped around her wrist. Patla’s leathery fingers pressed into Yajain’s skin. 

	“Breathe, child.”

	“But it’s poison.”

	“In its raw form. The smoke is not powerful. It will not harm you.”

	Yajain frowned, dizzy from lack of air.

	“Breathe,” said Patla.

	Yajain inhaled, not given any other choice. Mosam stepped forward.

	Patla said something that stopped him, but her voice seemed disjointed from Yajain’s world. She breathed evenly, inhaling the smoke of order and chaos. 

	“Why?” she said. But she knew. The smoke revealed the motives of those who took it. She could speak no lies to the elder now.

	Elder Patla. Once a little girl in some sorai border town. The name, Csi, was the giveaway there. Sorai from the border preferred simple names. That region saw the bulk of the fighting the early war years. Csi Patla watched her home pillar burn.

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“I can’t. I can’t do this again.”

	“Ah yes. You uncovered his deception before.” Patla’s voice lost some of its reediness and grew firm, forceful. “You only looked into the past though. I want you to tell Doctor Coe what future you see if my people join this new war.”

	Images began to arise unbidden the more smoke Yajain inhaled. Images of ships clashing with beams. Burning caphodel trees plummeted into the abyss. Terraces crumbled. The dark side of Haxos Mirror burned as bright as the side facing Edrid. Sorai who never wanted to see war again died with weapons in hand.

	“I see you understand,” said Patla. “War would be a terrible thing for my people.”

	“You cannot avoid it,” said Mosam. “The tyrants will enslave your people.”

	“They will not find it so easy to reach us.”

	“Would you hide and damn the human race?” Mosam was at Yajain’s side. “We must unite.”

	“Spoken like a true Doctor of the Harvest. Tell, me Coe. What will the lives of my people buy for Dilinia?”

	“Not Dilinia.” Mosam reached for Yajain’s free hand. “Humanity.”

	The images in Yajain’s mind flickered, rolling into the future as she speculated on the outcome for the sorai. Here on the frontier, the battles would claim many lives, but in the central clusters and the opposite side of the known universe where sorai still retained majority populations under Dilinian occupation little would change once the tyrants retreated. Dilinia would have a pretext for protecting their alliances and occupied territories. They would lock down tighter on their subjects. Yajain came back to the present with Mosam putting pressure on her palm.

	“We have to stand together or humankind will fall,” his voice was soft, plaintive.

	“You haven’t seen through them, have you?” Patla shook her head. “I’ve meditated on your captive tyrant’s words since I was told them. But he lied to you. Their species is not one nation, not any more than ours.”

	Yajain’s mouth opened to reply, but she inhaled double the smoke instead. She coughed. Mosam’s fingers pressed on her palm. She looked down the path of Rowuz’s words. 

	Lies? Lies? Could they be? 

	Tyrants might have only one religious leader but they still fought wars. Domination of others seemed to be their entire existence. 

	They stung each other when other creatures presented themselves. They fought wars with each other. They strove to rule. 

	In Rowuz’s mind, there could be no mistake. If Morrott ruled, then Rowuz could not rule, and in the mind of a tyrant, rulership carried its own virtue.

	Darkness cloyed at the corners of Yajain’s vision. Her breath felt rough in her throat. Eyes watered. She staggered away from Patla and the rising smoke. 

	“I can’t breathe.”

	“You poisoned her!” Mosam’s hands gripped her shoulders tight, but she couldn’t see him. 

	The visions of tyrants striking with tails and building war machines filled her vision. Immense ships darted between pillars surrounding a dark orb shifting with tiny beads of light. Clouds billowed everywhere, cloying, pressing her from every time and place. Yajain’s hand found Mosam’s wrist.

	“There are too many,” she said. “Forever they’ve been doing this. Sting. Command. Sting. Command.”

	“You have seen what I have seen, child. It is not my place to stand with Dilinia.”

	Mosam’s arms kept dizzy Yajain from falling as the visions faded. His face swam into view. His eyes met hers. 

	“Yajain.”

	“I’m alright.”

	She put an arm over his shoulder and hugged him tight, warm heart pressed to warm heart. She stared at Patla as Mosam stroked her hair. As her senses returned, she pushed him away as gently as she could manage with muscles that felt stiff and jerky. Despite herself, she pushed with reluctance.

	Yajain took a step toward Patla. 

	“Elder.” She fell to one knee and felt the hard tile through her temperature suit. The scent of intermingled chaos and order smoke wafted to her from the floating chair. “Elder Patla, I have one request.”

	“Speak to me, child.”

	“I think you could help us without going to war with us.”

	“I will shelter your fleet a while.”

	“That wasn’t what I meant.” Yajain bowed her head. “We have on our explorer ship an elder called Vomont. He wished to offer you the remains of the vosna scanner for study. But we cannot do that. Please, send a representative of yours with us. That way we can share the truth with you when the time is right.”

	Patla sniffed, inhaling another draft of fluid smoke. The feelers extended from above her eyes and she sighed. She looked down at Yajain. 

	“That future shows promise. I should invite you to a real party sometime soon, Doctor Aksari.”

	She bowed her head.

	“I’m not special, Elder.”

	Patla exhaled wisps of smoke. 

	“Far from it, child.”
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	The scanner twisted, small feelers flickering through the air like hairs around its huge bullet-shaped head. Behind a pane of transparent steel, Yajain watched the great creature float along the pillar’s side. Black segments of shell covered in sensor bristles undulated as the scanner moved.

	Mosam sat beside her on a bench while they waited for the shuttle from Castenlock. Firio won’t be happy about what I did. And Mosam didn’t have anything to do with what I said this time. The scanner went on climbing through the arc field outside, but Yajain barely saw it.

	Mosam hunched forward, hands folded in his lap.

	“At the party, Yajain. I’m sorry.”

	“Sorry?” Her voice sounded distant to herself. “You’re sorry about a lot of things, Mosam.”

	“I’ve got plenty to apologize for, especially to you.”

	She sighed. 

	“Keep trying.”

	The scanner continued to climb, up and up, impossibly long from this limited viewpoint, and wide as a ranger. Edrid’s hive light burned on the scanner’s black shell.

	Mosam stared at the creature. 

	“Have you ever flown like one of those?”

	She glanced at him. 

	“With a scanner? I’ve never seen one this close before.”

	“They’re beautiful, in their own way.”

	She smiled at the scanner. 

	“I’d rather fly with solna. But that’ll never happen.”

	“Too hot.” Mosam glanced at her.

	“Yeah,” she said. “Nobody gets that close without burning.”

	Mosam sat back against the wall behind the bench. 

	“That’s too bad. But this one here isn’t burning at all.”

	Yajain raised her eyebrows. 

	“I suppose. You know, if I wasn’t wearing this dress I could go out there right now.”

	“Hey, don’t let that stop you.”

	“It’ll be hot out there.”

	“Hey, no problem. They gave us these temperature suits for a reason right?”

	Yajain felt a smile creep across her lips. She turned her head to make sure Mosam couldn’t see it.

	“Probably shouldn’t go without a partner.”

	“I can go with you. No problem.”

	“I meant a partner I trust.” She made sure to keep looking away from him.

	“I’d never hurt you, Yajain.”

	“But you did. Lots of times.” She remembered Lin kissing Mosam, Mosam holding Lin’s hand, Lin with her legs burnt and destroyed. Tears welled up in her eyes. “Don’t look at me, Mosam. I know you are. Don’t.”

	“I know you can’t forgive me. But that doesn’t mean you can’t trust me.”

	She turned her head, half smiling, half crying. 

	“Alright. But we can’t take the outer layers. It’s hard to fly in a dress.”

	“Makes sense.” Mosam smiled at her gently. “Thanks.”

	“For what?”

	“Nothing.”

	Yajain wiped her tears away with one hand. She looked up at the scanner still flying past. 

	“Tell me. I can’t trust you if you don’t tell me.”

	Mosam took a deep breath. 

	“Thanks for letting me go with you.”

	Yajain met his eyes and shook her head. 

	“Don’t think about it too much.”

	They rose and headed for the landing terrace.
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	Yajain darted upward, keeping her back to the light of Edrid. She sailed by a muscular joint in the scanner’s segmented shell. Mosam circled around from the dark side of the scanner’s serpentine body. He blinked at the light of the hive in his eyes and joined Yajain in their continued ascent.

	The languid scanner ascended far slower than the two of them. They swam up the length of the creature’s body close to each other. Yajain listened to the hum of the creature’s arc organs, reverberating through the air as the scanner processed the energy from the pillar’s core to propel itself and fuel its actions.

	Her gaze caught on a glint of metallic silver high up on the scanner’s back. What is that? She kicked with both legs and shot upward past Mosam. He matched her pace with smooth arm strokes and kicks of his own. His white temperature suit shimmered with heat as he passed in front of her, lean muscled and a broad smile.

	“What’s the hurry?” he asked.

	“I saw something a few segments up.” Yajain treaded air with both arms as she prepared for another big kick. “I don’t know what it was, but it stuck to this animal.”

	“Let’s go find out.”

	“Exactly.” Yajain kicked to push herself higher. Just a segment away, the silver gleamed.

	Mosam caught up with her, thrashing the arc with both legs. He didn’t use them for optimum speed, and he lost a lot of time with the spiraling motion the movement created. Even so, he kept pace with Yajain for a while. Beads of sweat ran from his eyebrows. They raced upward until they’d made it parallel to the bit of reflective silver.

	Yajain darted to the scanner’s back, careful of long, sharp bristles extended in places from the shell. She clung to the scanner’s back and looked at the silver blade stuck through the scanner’s carapace. 

	“It’s a weapon,” she said.

	“Someone picked a fight with this guy?” Mosam asked.

	“Evidently.” She touched the hilt of the sword. Only a bit of the blade extended from the shell, but it was enough for Yajain to make out a few Ditari letters along the blade. “Looks like a hunter went after him.”

	“Strange. The Ditari usually know better than to mess with scanners.”

	“This one didn’t.” Yajain glanced back at Mosam who kept climbing with the scanner behind her. One hand rested on the hilt of her sword. Lin, I could take revenge for you with one swing. But he trusts me. “It’s probably causing a lot of pain.”

	“It’s tiny.”

	“Like an insect bite,” Yajain said. “But it may still hurt terribly.” She wrapped her hand around the hilt. “I’m going to try to pull it out.”

	“You sure that’s a good idea?”

	“Mosam, I’m not going to leave it stuck here.”

	He flew close to her side. 

	“Just be careful.”

	Lin, he hurt you, but hurting him won’t bring your legs back. Yajain tugged on the sword’s hilt. The scanner thrashed to one side and bellowed a deafening roar. The blade came out halfway, then stuck on something under the scanner’s shell. 

	Yajain wrapped both hands around the hilt and curled her legs to the scanner’s shell. She arched backward, looking into the clouds further up the pillar. Somewhere far above, a solna circled the Haxos Pillar, shedding red light.

	Yajain pushed off with both legs. The sword ripped free. She flipped over and fell, legs working to try to correct her movement. The scanner rushed past before her, bristles shining with the light of Edrid Hive. Yajain’s hair whipped around her face, blinding her. She tumbled, the sword in her hand.

	Mosam shouted something. Yajain released her grip on the sword with one hand and started waving her arms to slow her descent. She passed the shuttle port she and Mosam had left through, lucky to have missed the small terrace that might have killed her on impact. The platform receded above her, but now she had free hands. 

	She evened out and brought her descent to a halt. She started to swim upward, one hand still clamped on the new-found sword. She swam through the hot arc field with a victorious smile on her face and strands of brown hair in her eyes.

	She met Mosam. He sighed with relief. 

	“Yajain, tell me next time you plan to go all out like that.”

	“I’ll try if I remember.” Yajain released a breath. “We’d better get back to the shuttle port.”

	He brushed a strand of hair from her face as they maintained altitude parallel to each other. His fingertips touched her forehead. 

	“I’m glad we did this.”

	She smiled. 

	“Me too.”

	They swam for the port together.
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	The port of Haxos clanged with the sounds of moving crews loading Castenlock’s supply shuttles. Yajain frowned as she and Mosam descended to the set of terraces on the shadow side of the pillar from the blazing light in the cloudless distance. She supposed despite Csi Patla’s decision not to offer military assistance to the fleet, she must have allowed her people to sell them supplies.

	She and Mosam landed near the loading docks, off to one side to avoid getting in the way of operations. Ratings and a few security people from the fleet scurried this way that or drove movers laden with crates from the market stores to the waiting shuttles. Yajain spotted Jalee Avencia standing amid the hubbub, surprising, but not as surprising as the men on either side of her. Firio in his black mist coat and a sleek mesh cap stood on her right. On her left, Ank Vomont hunched. He wore a long gray coat, only a shade darker than his beard. Evidently, though he couldn’t go to meet Patla, he had felt the need to come from the ship.

	The sorai elder spotted her and Mosam. He waved, motioning them closer. Mosam glanced at Yajain.

	“We don’t have to.”

	“Right. We don’t. But I want to find out what’s happening.”

	“Sure,” said Mosam.

	They approached the three, weaving through the bustling crew members and dock workers. Firio raised his eyebrows as they approached.

	“Yajain,” he said. “Any news?”

	“None good. Elder Patla won’t send her fleet to help us. I don’t really blame her, to be honest.”

	“Is that so?” Firio sucked his teeth. 

	“A terrible decision on her part,” said Vomont. “Bad feelings from the last war or not, her ships would be in little danger when combined with the DiKandar Redocate and Dilinia’s forces. As it is, we will be most definitely outnumbered if we fly to Kerida.”

	“What makes you say that?” Firio arched an eyebrow. “Do you know something I don’t, Elder Vomont?”

	“It’s a hunch. Kerida Cluster is heavily settled in many places. And the so-called tyrants, abyss damn them, have been there the longest, I would bet.”

	“I won’t bet on your hunch. However, Yajain, if there’s any chance we can gain an ally here we need to keep trying.”

	“I agree.” Yajain sighed. “Any idea how we can convince her the tyrants are a real enough threat?”

	Mosam folded his hands.

	“I’m worried that’s not the issue, Yajay.”

	She narrowed her eyes at him.

	“Go on.”

	“She doesn’t want to help Dilinia, even if it means helping her people. She thinks the tyrants and the empire are equivalent. If it weren’t for what I’ve seen already, I might even agree with her.”

	“You’re lucky Pansar and his agents aren’t around to hear you say that,” said Yajain.

	“I know.”

	Vomont stroked his carefully trimmed beard.

	“Regardless, the settlements in Kerida shouldn’t have too many warships. To my knowledge, Patla’s deal with Dilinia upon exile allowed her to retain some forces in this cluster.”

	“What kind of forces?” asked Yajain.

	Firio motioned for Vomont to continue. 

	The elder nodded.

	“The twin relic ships, Crimson Sorrow and Scarlet Glory were both seen as too vital to the culture of Escaria to scuttle. Unless something has happened to them, which I very much doubt, they should be in Yugha somewhere.”

	Firio’s brow darkened.

	“And she likely has some support ships to accompany them. A fleet of her own.”

	“Indeed,” said Vomont. “I doubt anything in Kerida could match either relic ship one on one.”

	“I’ve heard of Sorrow and Glory,” said Mosam. “They’re both legend among the traveling fleets.”

	“Promising,” said Yajain. “Unfortunately, Elder Patla seemed adamant.”

	“If we can leverage something against her, perhaps then?” Vomont said.

	“No.” Firio folded his arms. “I will not risk making our situation worse. Yajain, it would seem Patla has given you and Doctor Coe an open invitation to her masquerades while we are in-cluster. Do what you can to convince her.”

	“Captain, permission to speak?” said Jalee.

	“Granted.”

	“Sir, aren’t we losing sight of something?”

	“What is that?”

	“Elder Patla, or any of her advisers, could already be under tyrant control.”

	Firio frowned.

	“True,” said Mosam.

	“Damn,” said Vomont. “I fear the girl could be right.”

	Yajain looked at Firio. She felt her heartbeat accelerate, her breathing quicken. Tension building, Firio met her eyes.

	“I can’t ask you to attend any more parties if there could be danger.”

	“It’ll be more dangerous not to attend. If we don’t hunt down any potential threats in the settlement we risk being attacked any time we let our guard down.”

	Vomont hissed in a breath but said nothing.

	Jalee flushed.

	“I’m sorry, sir.”

	Firio shook his head. He put a hand on Jalee’s shoulder.

	“Don’t be sorry. You pointed out a serious issue. I will never get used to this mind control nonsense.”

	Yajain glanced at Mosam.

	“The two of us will do our best. Right?”

	“For all our sakes, yes,” he said. “Trust me.”

	She turned to Vomont.

	“Can you get in touch with your local contacts? If we can find a way to get more people searching in the settlement we’ll have better chances to find any tyrant agents.”

	“Shrewd. I’ll reach out at once.” Vomont flipped open a public channel communicator.

	“There is another party twelve hours from now,” said Firio.

	“We’ll get some rest,” said Mosam. “I want to be fresh, given the potential threats.”

	Yajain nodded.

	“I want to speak with Gellen Chakal. We’ll need to know everything we can about tyrant abilities if we’re going to take precautions against them.”

	Firio turned to Jalee.

	“Rating Avencia, show the doctors to our personnel shuttle, then return. There’s still work to do here.”

	“Yes, captain.”

	Yajain and Mosam followed Jalee to the shuttle docks, then took the next flight to Castenlock.

	[image: Image]

	

	Gellen met Yajain at her office aboard Castenlock while guards took Mosam to his quarters. Yajain half-expected him to say something more when they parted. He didn’t, just nodded to her before being led away.

	The office of a fleet liaison aboard an explorer class vessel proved more spacious than any cabin aboard a ranger. Yajain hit the request button on the door. Gellen let her in at once. As the door slid open, Gellen lifted her head, trailing cables mingled with her hair from the back of her head. Her gaze appeared blind, not focusing on Yajain. She blinked twice, then her eyes returned to normal.

	“Excuse me, doctor. I was communing with Ija.”

	“How is her war going?”

	Gellen shrugged.

	“It is a war. For now, at least, our forces seem up to their tasks. I hope it stays that way.” She sighed. “Is there something I can do for you?”

	“I think so.” Yajain sat down opposite Gellen. “I need to know more about long-term tyrant control.”

	Gellen nodded.

	“I wondered when this conversation would come. I didn’t expect it to be you, however, given how you breathed the cloud as well.”

	“The effects only touched me for minutes,” said Yajain. “Command is worried there could be agents in the sorai settlements. I want to know anything that could help me spot one.”

	“You’re going back, then?”

	“Yes.”

	“Have you found your answer to Ija’s question yet. About Mosam Coe?”

	“I’m trying,” said Yajain softly.

	“Of course. I’ll give you what help I can. The tyrant co-opted my first officer before it took control of me. It never used a parasite on either of us. The reality is hard enough to recall.” Gellen shuddered. “As you experienced, the feelings begin as an intense sense of friendship between you and the creature. After a few days in that state, I began to feel less in control…of myself. It was as though my limbs would move on their own at times. I said things against my will.”

	“The tyrant’s pollen must have adapted to your system by that point,” said Yajain. “Could you resist in any way after that?”

	Gellen nodded.

	“I sent messages to Ija using my link. The pollen seemed to have no power over my implant. However, my will belonged to the tyrant, so I never asked her to have my subordinates remove me from command.”

	“It must have reached your brain, then,” said Yajain. “That is terrifying.”

	Gellen closed her eyes.

	“I fear there was little I could do to signal my state. I was a prisoner in my own body. Only when it wanted me to act against my deepest nature did I have any sense I could resist, and then I was only able to slow my actions slightly.”

	“That could be important. What kind of actions could you resist?”

	“Giving the order to disobey Ija and pursue the relief fleet was the only time I felt so strongly. You must understand, doctor, before I joined Ija’s service my life was very different. As a young woman, I lied and stole. I broke laws in Dilinia and beyond. Ten years ago that all changed for the better.”

	“Ija helped you reform.”

	“Yes. I owe everything I am now to her.”

	Yajain bowed her head.

	“Thank you for telling me this. I’ll look for a way to test people by their nature.”

	“Good luck.”

	Yajain rose and left Gellen’s office for her quarters aboard Solnakite. She hoped she could figure a way to determine someone’s nature fast enough for Gellen’s story to be useful. If anything, things only seemed more difficult now, given the party saw her surrounded by strangers. Perhaps she could guess what people she knew as well as Firio or Dara would value deep down, but these wealthy sorai exiles were new to her.

	She slept uneasily for a few hours, then rose in time to prepare for Elder Patla’s next party.
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	The party was in an entirely different ballroom from the earlier masquerade. Yajain and Mosam arrived on the shadow side of Haxos and made their way into the party across a series of mobile platforms and floating arc walkways. Towering out-grown trees with long branches weeping leaves ran with rivulets of water filtered from the condensers above the settlement.

	Yajain marveled for a moment at the transplanted tree species, which she had seen nowhere else on the frontier, but recognized as native to Escarian Expanse where the sorai culture centered. She had never seen so many of them up close. 

	Mosam whistled.

	“Weepers, and not just any weepers,” he said.

	She glanced at him. His black overcoat glittered with a sprinkling of raindrops.

	“Yeah. They’re mostly Escarian Willow.”

	“Good eye.”

	“They’re beautiful. I wish they were in bloom. They’re not called the willows of paradise for nothing.”

	“I saw a stand of them once as a kid.” Mosam nodded. “Flowers with more colors than I knew existed.”

	She smiled, then hitched the shimmering green and blue skirt of her dress with one hand. She offered him the other. He reached for her, then hesitated.

	“What brought this on?”

	“For our entrance march only,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his.

	“Thank you.”

	“It’s not for you. We need to fit in if we’re going to look for spies.”

	“I understand.”

	They walked toward the inner chambers, crossing another floating bridge, it’s arc suspension completely stable and its railings aglow with paired blue-white lamps at each end. They joined a collection of sorai of means, each couple holding hands. This was no masquerade, but the flurry of colors, the profusion of patterns and styles dazzled Yajain even more than the holographic suits.

	She couldn’t help but notice how Mosam watched the other attendees. His green eyes could pierce a heart, but seeing through the artifice and beauty all around them would be difficult for anyone. Yajain knew because she felt swept up in the glamor. If only the hand she held didn’t belong to the man who crippled her sister.

	The thought of Lin brought her to her senses as they made their way to the burly man announcing each new attendee as they arrived. He extended his feelers from his brows as they approached.

	“Not sorai, eh?” he asked.

	“We’re visitors from the fleet, invited by Elder Patla. My name is Yajain Aksari.”

	“Of course. Doctors Coe and Aksari. Go ahead.”

	“Thank you,” Yajain said.

	She and Mosam entered the shadow side ballroom, its walls marked with the shaped and sculpted roots of the many willows extending their branches outside. Walls of white marble shot with cobalt veins lit by lamps the same pale blue as those on the bridges outside glowed bright. Within, dozens of attendees danced, talked, and drank.

	The smell of sweet alcohol permeated the air on the side of the room with the bar. Servants moved between richly dressed guests, offering small plates of appetizers or glasses containing vibrantly colored microdoses of fluid drugs. She remembered using Patla’s fluid smoke in her room above the masquerade, but the stimulants here appeared far more mundane, most likely means to enhance the user’s senses and fuel impulsive actions. She wondered if perhaps any of these had hallucinogenic properties as well, given the sheer decadence on display.

	As they moved through the entrance in a procession of arriving guests, Yajain noticed a heavyset bald man with both feelers on his brows twisting in search of sensory data. He wore a white suit with slender violet winglets draped over the shoulders for decoration. His eyes followed Yajain as they walked. She released Mosam’s hand and started to make her way gradually in the big man’s direction, doing her best to move surreptitiously.

	Mosam followed her at a distance, greeting other guests as they moved through the crowd.

	The bald man ahead of Yajain turned toward her. He gave a smile so wide and beaming he looked like an infant.

	“Doctor Aksari, I presume. My name is Caisdon Suront, board member and founder of Suront-Nasaida corporation, and I am at your service.”

	Yajain smiled Caisdon, unable to help the expression thanks to his infectious enthusiasm.

	“Good to meet you, Mister Suront. What are you doing out on the frontier?”

	“Why, I suppose you haven’t followed the business world, Doctor Aksari.” Caisdon shrugged. “Think nothing of it, but my dear I live in this settlement. I must continue my duties on the board only via proxy, unfortunately.” His smile never slipped. “I’m sure you understand.”

	“My apologies,” said Yajain. “I suppose a weapons manufacturer wouldn’t escape judgment at the end of the last war.”

	“You suppose correctly,” said Caisdon, smile returning. “But I must say exile suits me well enough lately. Especially since the return of my niece and her fiancee to the settlement here on Haxos.”

	“Your niece?”

	“Oh, they’re both here, somewhere,” said Caisdon.

	“Where have they returned from?”

	“The Unified Fleet, of course. He’s an officer and adviser, and she’s following in her mother’s footsteps.” He leaned closer to Yajain and lowered his voice. “Between you and me, I wouldn’t recommend intelligence operations as a career.”

	Yajain raised an eyebrow.

	“Your niece is an operative?” She matched his low volume.

	“For now. I hope to discourage her, but we shall see. The fleet is on its way back to Haxos, and doctor, I fear there may be action nearer to us than we previously considered.”

	“Is that so?”

	“Only a rumor. DiKandar always brings trouble with her, according to the elders.”

	“When you say the elders, does that include Csi Patla?”

	“Indeed it does. She remembers the last war all too clearly, the fall of Escaria.”

	“Escaria…”

	“Together with Morlitia, it is still the center of sorai culture.” He produced a tissue with his sleeve and dabbed at his eyes. “Ah, forgive me. It has been too long since I saw the central clusters.”

	“I understand. I miss my home expanses too, at times, and I’m allowed to return to them, at least in theory.”

	“Consider yourself lucky. Though much was lost in the last war, it is better to avoid war any day.”

	“Yet, here we are. The Empress sent so many people to this frontier to get rid of them, but now the greatest threat to humanity is against you first.” Yajain glanced at Mosam who was moving through the party in the opposite direction. She sighed.

	“I take it Doctor Coe has you ill at ease.”

	“He always does,” said Yajain.

	“Quite a strange man, if I may say so.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“To pursue the life of a priest, even one with a different title, requires a personality that baffles me.”

	“He’s a true believer.”

	“I can’t say the same.” Caisdon shrugged. “But a party like this is no place for such subjects.”

	“Would you rather discuss war?”

	“Perhaps. The vacancies in our discourse shouldn’t be forced. I suppose that one, in particular, makes me uncomfortable.”

	“I see what you mean,” Yajain said.

	Caisdon motioned to a nearby server with a platter of appetizers.

	“Anything for you?”

	“No, thank you.”

	He scooped up a piece of fried dough in the shape of a flower and took a meticulous bite.

	Yajain nodded to him.

	“If you’ll excuse me, I believe I should look for Doctor Coe before he finds some kind of trouble.”

	“Of course. A pleasure speaking with you.”

	“Likewise.”

	Yajain searched through the party-goers until she found Mosam talking to a young couple. He turned as she approached.

	“Yajain, may I introduce Iswenn Kaidal and her fiancee, Flight Officer Unoban Dask.”

	Unoban nodded to Yajain, a small smile on his lips.

	“Hello,” said Yajain. “I’m Yajain Aksari.”

	Unoban nodded.

	“Izzie and I just returned to Haxos.”

	Iswenn stepped forward and offered Yajain her hand.

	“I believe you were just speaking with my uncle,” said Iswenn with a smile at Yajain that quickly reminded her of Caisdon. Her dark eyes sparkled in the same way, despite little other family resemblance. “He’s always been friendly with strangers.”

	“I noticed.” Yajain smiled. “He was more than forthcoming with details about the situation here in Yugha.”

	“Was he now?” Unoban folded his arms. “I take it he is as aware as Doctor Coe of Elder Patla’s decision to remain uninvolved with external conflicts.”

	“I believe he is.” Yajain glanced at Mosam. “You told them about our meeting with the elder?”

	“It seemed only reasonable. I doubt it matters how they learn the situation.”

	“I am grateful for your candor, Doctor Coe.” Iswenn shook Yajain’s hand, then turned to Mosam. “Indeed, the elders don’t tell even their children much. And those of us without a direct connection to the governing council are often less informed than I personally like.”

	Yajain frowned.

	“You mean, the elders keep to themselves. That seems a little odd.”

	“It was not this way in the last war, my uncle assures me,” said Iswenn. “However, since the youth were instrumental in negotiating Escaria’s surrender I think those elders who reigned there hold a kind of grudge against the younger generations.”

	“That sounds difficult,” Yajain said.

	“It is.” Unoban shrugged. “But we grew up this way.”

	“Quite so. But you two have come a long way to be here. Please tell me, how did you both find your way to the frontier?”

	Yajain reached for a glass from a servant, not wishing to share her reasons for joining the relief fleet. She took the wine and sipped it. Mosam caught Iswenn’s attention with a chuckle.

	“I traveled to Kerida with Doctor Onnu Savar, my mentor.”

	“Savar?” said Iswenn. “That name sounds familiar, but I’m not sure from where.”

	Yajain started, lowering the glass from her lips. The bitter taste of wine lingered on her tongue.

	“Savar is a criminal in Dilinia,” she said.

	“So am I, come to that.” Mosam sighed.

	Unoban turned Yajain.

	“I take it your reasoning is more mundane? A doctor joining a relief fleet seems reasonable on its face.”

	Yajain nodded, grateful for his assumption.

	“That’s right,” she said. “You guess well.”

	“But of course.” Unoban smiled at Iswenn.

	“It’s one of his better aspects,” said Iswenn.

	Yajain forced a small laugh, then sipped the wine again. Mosam touched her arm.

	“Yajain,” he said. “Perhaps we should examine the weepers before it gets too dark outside.”

	She glanced at him. His green eyes gleamed with intent. Yajain turned to Iswenn and Unoban.

	“Nice meeting you,” she said.

	“Likewise.” Iswenn nodded. “Perhaps we’ll see each other again.”

	She let Mosam lead her to the platform at the entrance of the hall. Once outside in the shadows of a weeper’s long branches, lit only from behind by the lanterns, Mosam took his hand from her arm. His jaw set.

	“They’re under control,” he said.

	“Those two?” Yajain raised her eyebrows. “How could you tell?”

	He pulled the sleeve of his suit back, revealing a device clipped to the cybernetic compartment on his forearm, a miniaturized air-chemistry sensor.

	“I detected the pollen in them. Didn’t expect to find agents so fast.”

	“There could be more of them, then,” said Yajain with a scowl.

	“Most likely, yes.” Mosam shook his head. “But we only need to expose those two to prove the tyrants are threatening Yugha. Hopefully, that will be enough to bring Patla’s assistance to the fleet.”

	Yajain nodded.

	“I liked them.”

	“Me too,” said Mosam. “Seems the tyrants saw an opportunity there.”

	She put her hands on the chill metal railing overlooking the drop into the arc field. Mist moved in from the corridor and drifted in clouds over the abyss. Yajain gripped the railing with her bare hands, despite the cold. They’d found the agents too soon, too easily.

	“They could have planned for this,” she said. “The tyrants had to know you would notice them.”

	“They’re not all-powerful or all-knowing but I see your point. We’ll need back up to keep other agents off our backs while we expose them.”

	“You sound like you have an idea,” said Yajain.

	He nodded.

	“Not sure if you’ll like it, though.”
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	Dara took the glass from the server, gown sparkling in the fiery brilliance of Edrid’s solna hive. Captain Kebrim Ettasil took another glass from the same cup holder. Yajain and Mosam followed them into the hall, the one where that first masquerade had been held.

	Mosam had been right. Yajain did not like putting Dara in danger by bringing her to the party. However, no other person in the fleet carried enough reputation to interest Patla enough for the ruling elder to provide an invitation.

	As Dara’s escort, Kebrim came unarmed, wearing a similar overcoat and suit as Mosam. Yajain and Dara wore mirror dresses, Dara’s silver-laced and green, Yajain’s violet with gold lace.

	The long shadow of the relic ship Scarlet Glory eclipsed the distant red glow for a long moment as the vessel passed outside. 

	For once, Csi Patla herself was in attendance of the ball. Despite her age and wizened shape, she wore a dress as rich and elegant as any of the others on display, black and white-patterned with a flowing skirt going almost all the way to the floor. Her glasses’ golden rims shone in the chandelier lights. Standing atop the interior balcony, she raised her glass over her guests.

	“Ladies and lords, rich and wise, observe our fleet, stronger than any time since the last war’s end.”

	She motioned to the shapes moving beyond the pillar’s arc field. The Crimson Sorrow sliced past, a lance of darkness the same shape as Scarlet Glory, which now floated on the edge of Yajain’s vision. Someone pointed up into the mist.

	Kebrim squinted.

	“There’s a ship up there,” he said.

	Mosam joined Yajain and Dara following Kebrim’s raised finger to the shape of a vessel even larger than the two relic battleships. A crescent-shaped ram curved along the enormous ship’s gleaming black bow. Sleek turrets with dark weapons-barrels lined the sides of the ship. Some kind of larger weapon ran the length of the entire ship. This was no explorer, but it was easily two hundred meters longer than Castenlock.

	“I give you, my friends and allies, Red Pride, the first Warfinder Class ship ever constructed,” said Patla.

	“Abyss,” Kebrim said under his breath. “That ship could swallow all our rangers whole.”

	“You’re kidding me,” Mosam said. “I knew Yugha was mineral-rich, but to make a core for a ship that large…”

	“You boys can gape at the new toy later,” said Dara, turning to Yajain.

	Yajain nodded.

	“For now, we need to look for Iswenn and Unoban.”

	“Right,” Mosam said.

	Caisdon Suront, the weapons-executive must have overheard them. He pointed through the crowd.

	“My niece is over there. Her fiancee is probably aboard that new monster of a ship.”

	“Thanks,” Yajain said. 

	I hope he’s not on the Red Pride. That would make things difficult. She started through the party, eyes hunting for Iswenn’s face in the colorful crowd.

	Dara followed close behind her.

	“Any idea on what to do when we reach her?” asked Dara.

	“Mosam said he had a plan. I trust him enough to believe that.”

	“Did you ask him what it was?”

	Yajain lowered her voice.

	“We could provoke them to protect their controlling tyrant. For that, we need to find the controller first.”

	“So, we’re keeping an eye on her and that’s all?”

	“For now, we can’t let her get Patla alone. They have enough dust in them they could transfer the tyrant’s control to her.”

	Dara shook her head.

	“We’ve got our work cut out for us, then.”

	“Yeah.”

	They proceeded through the party toward Iswenn. Yajain slowed her pace to reduce suspicion. If Iswenn or her tyrant realized Yajain’s intentions things could get dangerous fast.
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	Yajain and Dara followed Iswenn at a distance, winding through dance halls and dining chambers through more sparsely populated rooms to a balcony chamber overlooking the fleet deployment, adjacent to the main room. A few meters behind them followed Mosam and Kebrim. Yajain didn’t risk losing sight of Iswenn by slowing her pace, but in doing so they lost sight of Kebrim and Mosam around a curved corridor wall.

	She peered into the chamber where Iswenn stood alone, watching the bulk of the sorai exile fleet. Her dress trailed around her legs, metallic threads glittering in places. Yajain held up a hand to stop Dara from moving past her.

	“Don’t bother waiting,” said Iswenn without turning around. “I know you’re there. Yajain.”

	Her breath caught in surprise. Dara’s eyes widened. She shrank back into the passage.

	Yajain gritted her teeth. Her hand moved to the locket around her neck. She switched on the audio relay hidden within it.

	“You know we’re on to you?” she said.

	“Quite so. My new friend told me not to leave you alive.” Iswenn turned, an air pistol in hand.

	Yajain ducked her head into the corridor. Iswenn didn’t shoot.

	“Your men won’t reach us,” she said. “I’ve had them delayed, perhaps permanently. Without weapons, you don’t stand any real chance. And neither do they.”

	Yajain glanced at Dara. Her friend nodded. She turned toward the chamber where Iswenn stood, keeping an eye on the tyrant agent with a mirror on the wall at the end of the passage.

	“Looks like you’ve got us,” she said.

	“You don’t sound surprised. Why is that?”

	“Abyss, I knew the tyrants were smart. How much control does one of them have over their subjects?”

	“Why? Funny you should ask. I control her every word if I like,” said Iswenn. “For the moment she’s a puppet under my full control.”

	“And Unoban?” said Yajain.

	“My partner has him. By now he should be making his move to take over the new warship.”

	“So, you have an end game here.” Yajain sighed. “Guess I won’t be around to see it, though.”

	“Indeed,” said Iswenn. The tyrant’s control forced lips to curl in a smug sneer. “Now tell me. Even if you had a plan to stop me. How were you planning to stop him?”

	The warm wall pressed to Yajain’s back caught a reverberation of shouts. Angry cries echoed down the passage. Yajain smirked.

	“I’ll stop him with the same stone I just used on you. Elder Patla and her guests heard every word you said, Iswenn Kaidal.”

	The tyrant must be fuming. A shudder ran through Iswenn as she advanced on the corridor where Yajain and Dara hid. Her face contorted, clearly visible in the mirror. Yajain tensed to leap on her lifts. She kept her eyes on the mirror.

	Iswenn rounded the corner, keeping her distance as she entered the corridor. Her air pistol spat a high-pressure blast straight at Yajain. The shot hit her in flight. Yajain’s shoulder erupted in pain as she tackled Iswenn to the floor.

	They struggled for a moment. Yajain pried the pistol from Iswenn’s fingers and tossed it away blindly. The tyrant agent shrieked. She kicked Yajain in the stomach. Yajain rolled to the floor and Iswenn got to her feet. Dara flipped the selector to nonlethal, then pulled the air pistol’s trigger twice in an instant. Iswenn pitched to the floor, dark bruises forming on her chest and forearm.

	Yajain got to her feet, clutching her cut and bleeding shoulder.

	“We need to find Mosam and Kebrim,” she said. “And hope the crew of that battleship doesn’t go over with Unoban.”

	“Need better than hope right now,” said Dara.

	They hurried down the corridor the way they’d come.
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	They found Mosam and Kebrim breathing hard, standing over the groaning forms of four sorai in rich clothes who writhed on the floor.

	“Are you alright?” Dara asked.

	Kebrim nodded, leaning on one wall. The little blood flecking his suit appeared to belong to his attackers. His knuckles looked raw from blows. Yajain glanced at Mosam. Given his help with the audio relay using his cybernetic compartments, he had not been able to bring a weapon. One of his sleeves was torn off to the shoulder, exposing the seams in his skin and the wires connecting to the micro speakers he had placed in the main ballroom.

	“What about you?” asked Yajain.

	“When they saw I was wired they focused on me.” Mosam smiled, despite a cut on his lip. “I’m fine if you are.”

	“Iswenn shot me.” Yajain indicated the cut on her shoulder from the air pistol’s shot. “I’m lucky she went with air over coil.”

	“Guess we both need to slow down a little,” said Mosam, still smiling.

	Yajain nodded. Blood stained her hand where she held it to her wound. Dara touched her arm.

	“Come on, people. We need to make sure Patla stops Unoban.”

	“It’s out of our hands at this point,” said Kebrim.

	“No,” said Mosam. “Unoban isn’t aboard the Red Pride.”

	“Then where is he?” Yajain scowled. “We need to find him.”

	“His shuttle is floating in the arc field below us,” said Mosam. “He’s going to use a scanner as his back up plan.”

	“What?” said Dara.

	“He might not have a vosna, but he could still kill everyone in the main ballroom if he agitates one of those scanners enough to make it attack.”

	“How do you know all this?” asked Dara.

	“I put a bug on him earlier. Never mind that. We need to get there or there’s no chance.” He took off along the corridor toward where Iswenn lay unconscious on the floor.

	Yajain grimaced. She ran after him.

	“Mosam, don’t do this alone.”

	“Are you coming with me?” he asked.

	“Looks like it.”

	“Then I’m not going alone.”

	“Yajain!” Dara called. Yajain looked back. Dara nodded to her. “Catch!” She tossed Yajain the air-pistol its safety locked.

	“Thanks.” Yajain’s heart thudded in her chest as she followed Mosam to the balcony in the overlook chamber. In the distance far below, she spotted a serpentine shape flying up the side of the pillar, a scanner like the one she had flown with alongside Mosam. He touched her arm.

	“If we’re going to get there in time, we’ll need to free fall for a while.”

	“I know. Good thing I got some practice earlier.”

	“Ready?”

	In answer, she jumped over the rail. Mosam fell after her. They plummeted through arc-laced air, clothes streaming around them. Yajain’s gown swam around her. She flipped to fall headfirst. Blood rushed through her. She held the air pistol tight, slowly removing the safety. They fell toward the snake-like scanner.

	“Pull up in a hundred meters!” Mosam called.

	Yajain’s stomach roiled. She did not reply. Air and heat washed over them. Mosam reached for her.

	“I’m glad you’re here!”

	A thrill of adrenaline ran through her.

	“Me too!”

	“Lifts. Now!”

	She activated the devices in her dress with a twist of her arm. Mosam did the same with his suit. Something sparked in his ruined sleeve.

	“Half lift only,” Yajain muttered. That sleeve must be more important than he thought.

	She swam away from the pillar, circling to slow her descent. She reached for Mosam as the scanner raced toward them. Unoban Dask rode on the creature’s back, hanging onto the carapace near the front segment of the enormous serpent. Yajain grabbed Mosam’s hand. She pulled him to her.

	“We have to work together to slow down,” she said. “Follow my movements.”

	He nodded.

	She spread her arms. He matched her. Yajain’s fingers not holding the pistol interlocked with Mosam’s. 

	“Don’t let go,” she said.

	The creature was almost upon them. They flipped to descended feet first. 

	“Kick when I kick,” said Yajain.

	Unoban drew a beam pistol from his mist coat. He aimed at Yajain and Mosam.

	“Now!”

	They kicked as one, providing enough force to their lifts to arrest their remaining momentum. They hovered over the scanner and Unoban, just far enough to avoid the creature’s path. Their faces were close.

	“Time to let go,” she said.

	He kissed her quickly on the lips, firm and powerful, warm and fleeting. Yajain’s eyes widened. They released each other. Synchronized, they reached for the bristles on the scanner’s back as it raced upward. The sharp hairs ripped at Yajain’s fingers, reopening the tender skin on the hand she’d burned on Sifar. 

	She held on. Mosam did the same. They faced Unoban as he aimed the beam pistol at Yajain.

	Her wild air pistol shots knocked the weapon from his hand. He grunted in pain. The beam pistol plummeted out of sight. Mosam’s elbow connected with Unoban’s neck in the next moment. All the wind rushed out of the tyrant agent’s mouth.

	“Yajain, can you calm the scanner?” Mosam asked, holding Unoban’s gasping form in a headlock.

	She climbed up the ascending creature’s head and positioned herself before its beady black eyes. Taking a deep breath she spread her arms and embraced the scanner’s massive front. 

	He kissed me. He cares, maybe he always did. He trusts me. Maybe I can trust him.

	“Trust me,” she said to the scanner. “Your anger will pass.”

	The beast slowed. Without Unoban and the tyrant’s emotions to push the creature into a fiery rage, it lost momentum, purpose. But there is always a purpose, Yajain thought. We all have more than one reason to act. Act to save, not to avenge.

	“Don’t act out of anger,” she said soft enough she feared the creature couldn’t hear her, even if it could understand her words. “Don’t act out of anger!” she cried. “It’s up to you and it always has been!”

	Mosam’s eyes met hers over the scanner’s back. He swallowed hard.

	The scanner glided to a stop just a dozen meters below the main ballroom. The rage that drove the creature abated. Its tail thrashed no more. Yajain climbed onto its back. She helped Mosam carry Unoban up to the balcony. Applause greeted them.

	Csi Patla smiled as medical personnel met Yajain and Mosam.

	“You two,” she said. “You’ve done all you can, both for my people and for your fleet. Very well. We will help you end the alien threat.”

	The exile fleet drifted in the red glow. Castenlock’s shadow joined them, providing cool shelter to Haxos Mirror.

	Yajain sank to the floor, adrenaline fading. Mosam sat beside her, closer than they’d ever been before.
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	You can get a free story from Yajain’s past “First Flight” by signing up for Tim’s mailing list at the link below. No spam.

	http://www.timniederriter.com/list/

	Then, read Book Three of the Pillar Universe “Ice War” available February 2019.

	Thanks for reading!

	


	

	Tim’s Note

	

	

	I hope you enjoyed this second leg of Yajain’s adventure.

	

	I’m honestly not sure what I was thinking when I wrote many of these scenes, but upon a recent reread I was pretty proud of the result, given how I’ve struggled at times. Editing took a little longer than I expected on this part. I hope its worthwhile.

	

	Book 3, Ice War should be out early in February of 2019.

	

	Until then, I hope you leave a review for this book if you enjoyed. Thanks for reading, and best wishes to all of you.

	

	Tim Niederriter, January 2019
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