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PROLOGUE

The waiting was the worst part. Jane Freeman paced across the carpeted floor, not certain what to do with her nervous hands. She had done everything she knew how to do, made her most impassioned, and she hoped most well-reasoned appeal to the Council of the Protectorate. Now, they held the fate of Maia, her stepdaughter, in their hands.

The newscasters could find nothing new to say, except that the council session had ended, and none of the journalists could find anyone who would tell them the decision, or if one had been made. They droned on, repeating what had already been said, attempting to predict the outcome and waiting for their reporters at the scene to find someone to talk to them.

Most of the Mralan councilwomen, dour-faced old widows, said nothing upon exiting the chambers, and the news people jostled to find someone who would speak. Even the few humans on the council merely ducked away from the microphones.

The news show switched to a reporter at the scene, standing some way off from the rest of the crowd. Jane snatched her remote and turned the sound back on.

“...much, except that it was a split decision.”

“Can you explain what that means?” the anchorwoman asked.

“My source wouldn’t get any more specific than that. I can only conclude that there was disagreement about how to proceed.”

“But there was a decision?” The newswoman suddenly turned away from the screen, then wheeled back. “We’re now going to a news conference at the council headquarters.”

Jane sat as the briefing started, afraid she would collapse if the announcement went against her beliefs about what was right. They began with introductions, after which the spokeswoman for the governing body took the podium. “The Council of the Protectorate has made a decision,” she said in a near monotone. “However, we cannot announce to the public what we have decided until the parties concerned have been notified.”

Jane knew that referred to her. She would know before anyone else whether they were going to war, or worse, compromising what the Protectorate stood for.

She stared at the television again, listening to the supposed “experts” speculating on what all the fuss was about, and invariably missing the mark. The Dakh Hhargash weren’t demanding that we deliver all our death row prisoners to them, nor were they expecting the protectorate to turn over a humanoid-inhabited planet for them to raid and destroy. They didn’t have some crazy quota of victims they wanted us to provide them... one commentator believed the earth governments already provided people, and now they wanted us to increase the number.

Jane rolled her eyes as she listened to them. This wasn’t about humans for the Dakh Hhargash to kill. The aliens were not demanding hordes of people be provided to them. They only wanted one, a young woman who had, Jane was convinced, done nothing wrong.

Other commentators talked about what a war would be like. Most agreed that the Dakh Hhargash were absolute fools for trying to take on the Protectorate. They would lose in short order. The Fleet of the Protectorate possessed more ships, more resources, and better equipment.

Except for the portable wormhole generator they had recently developed. The scientists in the Protectorate still struggled to understand how it worked, and no one had come up with a defense against it, as far as she knew. Was that single piece of technology what had emboldened the Dakh Hhargashian emperor? Would they be able to pop onto our ships and deposit explosives and be gone before we knew they had been there? Did they present a credible threat, or had their emperor gone out of his mind?

And why was Maia such an important player in all this? What did she have to do with it?

The door chime sounded, and Jane jerked her body in a startle reaction. She blinked away the fear, then hurried to the apartment entrance, peering out the side window. Several large cars idled at the curb, and uniformed men stood on the small plot of grass, looking all around as though they were watching for some unknown attacker. A man waited at the door, but from the side light, Jane couldn’t see his face.

She pulled the door open. “Admiral,” she said, surprised. She hadn’t expected the commander of the Fleet of the Protectorate to bring her the news.

“Good evening, Professor Freeman,” he said, his voice flat.

“You have news?” she said.

His smile made him look more exhausted than friendly. “May I come in?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, trying not to let a nervous laugh escape her lips. She had briefed him a couple of times, but never interacted with him socially, and now she had been less than courteous. What must he think of her?

She backed up, reminding herself to remain calm and confident, even though she could feel the heat of embarrassment in her cheeks. “Please forgive me. I’ve just been so single-minded lately.”

His eyes warmed as he strode over the threshold into the small entryway. “Of course. I can imagine what you’ve been going through.”

“Can I get you something?” she said as she led him into the adjoining living area. “Coffee? Tea?”

“I was hoping,” he said, then glanced around. “She’s not here.”

“Maia?”

He looked back at her with a soft smile. “You don’t mind, do you? I wanted to see her... see Helen of Troy.”

Jane stifled a gasp as the realization hit her: they were going to war.

“You don’t think the Dakh Hhargash are going to win, do you? They can’t possibly stand up to the entire Fleet of the Protectorate.”

“No, but they’re not going to have to.”

An invisible hand squeezed Jane’s belly. She stepped toward the admiral as she remembered the comment about a split decision. “What do you mean?”

“The Mralans say we should return Maia to the Dakh Hhargash.”

“That’s not possible!” Jane blurted.

A thin smile picked up one corner of his mouth. “They said she is one of them, not a person from a protected planet.”

“But... but what about all their supposed compassion? Aren’t they the protectors of the helpless, those who are too weak to defend themselves?”

He let out a loud breath. “Not on an individual basis, I’m afraid. Otherwise, they would have stopped Hitler and Stalin and who knows how many other dictators.”

Yes, she knew that. The Mralans only monitored a planet enough to know sentient beings lived there without technology to defend themselves against interstellar travelers intent on taking advantage of them. As far as what those creatures did to each other... the Mralans made it a point not to even know what was happening on an individual world. That way, no debate ever arose about whether they should intervene.

“But this is different,” Jane said.

“We discussed it for a long time,” Admiral Crowley said. “They refused to change their position. They think Maia should go back.”

“Then it’ll just be the ships from Earth that defend us?”

He nodded, his expression grim. “I’d like to speak to her.”

“Of course.” She headed to Maia’s room. “You know she won’t talk.”

“They told me.”

Halfway down the hall, Jane opened a door to the right.

Maia sat in a small overstuffed chair, hands wrapped over her extended abdomen, staring vacantly at the far wall of the bedroom.

Jane pushed the door open wider, allowing the admiral to enter.

He approached her slowly, as though he thought any rapid movements would frighten her. When he’d reached her, he knelt in front of Maia, placing his eyes level with hers. “Maia,” he said, “we’re going to defend you. You’re safe.”

She blinked, but Jane couldn’t tell if any of his words registered.

What had happened to the bright-eyed child Jane remembered from years before?

“But listen,” the admiral continued, “our intention is for you to have what you want. Do you understand?”

She didn’t move.

“Do you want to stay here, with us?” He waited, watching her. Maia’s brows tightened slightly, but she had no additional reaction, and Jane assumed the admiral saw none as well.

“Or,” the admiral said, “do you want to go back?”

Maia’s fingers tensed over her pregnant abdomen.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Her expression was somehow hollow, maybe confused or worried.

Admiral Crowley exhaled a long breath, then stood. “I wish I knew what the right decision was. Does she want to go back?”

“I can’t imagine that she would,” Jane said. “The therapists said all they’ve gotten from her so far is tremendous emotional pain, terrible agony.”

He nodded. Her councilors were Mralans, an empathic species, so if they could get nothing else from her mind, how could he expect to?

“Well,” he said finally, “a lot of people are probably going to die for this. I hope it’s what she wants.” He walked toward the door, the look on his face reflecting the weight of the decisions he faced.

“I wish I knew what the full story was here,” he said as he reached the living room. “Why the turn-around in the Dakh Hhargashian position?”

“Maybe they set us up,” Jane offered, hoping she was wrong. “It would be just like them...to leave some loophole open that they could use against us.”

His brow creased. By now, he had almost reached the door. “I don’t know. I mean, we know they’re violent, and they value a willingness to kill without provocation... but it seems to me they wouldn’t start a war like this unless there was something vital at stake.” He looked over his shoulder, in the general direction of Maia’s room. “Why is she so important? And to whom?” Without waiting for a response, he slipped out the door.

Jane pushed the latch shut, then leaned against the hard wood. “How did we ever get into such a mess?” she whispered.
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CHAPTER 1

Two years earlier...

 

The door popped open, and Torsh waited while the sergeant of the guard, his uniform stripped of all unit identification, left the shuttle to check security. Situations like this required caution.

“What is this?” the guard barked, his voice echoing in the giant chamber. Torsh could no longer see him, but the sounds carried into the vessel without any distortion. “Did we tell you to bring anyone else?”

“These are my guards,” another voice answered, the tone a little too haughty. It had to be the ship’s captain, and the man had no idea who he was dealing with, or what task he was about to be given. The others waited in the shuttle’s inner compartment and wouldn’t appear until everything was in order. “I take my guards everywhere.”

“Not here. Not if you want to remain captain of this ship.”

Torsh listened for a reply. Nothing. He wished he could see the captain’s face or hear the questions that had to be passing through his mind. Who was this security guard, who thought he could threaten the career of the most successful captain of the fleet?

This captain, a man named Reldak, was intelligent and ambitious, or so Admiral Zolbon claimed. Now he had to weigh his options, calculate the risks. Was this an attempt to get him alone to assassinate him (always a possibility), or was there something else going on?

A moment later, the sounds of doors opening and shutting echoed through the cavernous room. Then the guard spoke again. “Your Greatness, the area is secure.”

Torsh stepped through the vessel door, his boots making a clanking sound on the metal grating of the deck on this upper level of the shuttle chamber. He looked through the holes in the flooring. A few maintenance personnel still worked on the lower decks.

Reldak’s eyes enlarged for less than a heartbeat. “Your Greatness,” he said, putting his hands out, palms up, a gesture to show both respect and that he carried no weapons. “I didn’t know.”

“Enough.” Torsh looked around. “Clear the area.”

Reldak nodded, his head movements a little nervous, which only meant he realized who still waited inside.

Reldak keyed open the comms unit on his wrist. “Ensure everyone leaves the shuttle chamber. Inform me when it’s complete.”

A one-word reply from one of his guards told them the order was being carried out, and echoing footsteps enabled Torsh to follow the process of the evacuation. Once they finished, the guard performed a quick search to verify no one remained, and then he left the chamber.

Torsh turned his attention to the captain. “What did they tell you about this meeting?”

“They said I was to pick up a new crew member.”

“You are,” another voice said behind Torsh—the voice of Klanth, the emperor of the Dakh Hhargash.

The captain’s mouth fell open, and he spread his arms wide. “Your Magnificence! This is such a... such an honor!”

“We have never been here,” Torsh said.

Reldak’s throat moved in a hard swallow and his eyes... was the disappointment so great tears had come to them?

Klanth made a low, chuckling sound as he marched past Torsh and stopped several feet in front of the captain. “I’m sorry you won’t get to tell anyone about this meeting. It would be a wonderful story... something to make your peers jealous, and your fellow officers even more respectful than they already are, no?”

Reldak’s eyes searched the emperor’s face, and then he nodded, a hint of a shrug adding just the right emphasis to his words. “I get plenty of respect from my crew... and as for my peers, they can’t compete. I don’t need this little story to bolster my career.”

Smart man.

So was Klanth. It was not an accident he brought up the subject of stories, bragging. Several officers in the admiralty thought Reldak’s success more a result of exaggerated claims than accomplishments.

Klanth could sense weaknesses in other people, and he always knew what to do with that knowledge, what to say, how to manipulate people to get them to do what he wanted them to. That capability had enabled Klanth to remain on the throne longer than any other emperor in Dakh Hhargashian history.

And it was one of the things Torsh most admired about the emperor, his cousin, and his trusted friend. Klanth could spot deception or plotting; he could sense, as though it were a gift from the witches, whether he could trust someone.

That was the other thing Torsh appreciated. Klanth never questioned his loyalty. He just knew. Torsh would be loyal until death.

“Excellent,” Klanth said with a paternalistic smile. “Because I need someone who can keep a secret.”

“Oh, I can. I can!”

“Don’t push too hard,” Klanth said, his tone going dark. “I’ll be watching you.”

“Yes, Your Magnificence.”

“Now,” Klanth said, turning back to the shuttle, “here is your new crew member.”

Torsh turned, following Klanth’s gesture, as a young man stepped through the door, a small bag in his hand, bringing his boot down hard onto the woven metal deck, like someone trying to make himself seem larger, stronger, more powerful... at least heavier.

The effort was not successful.

He was somewhat scrawny, especially for a Dakh Hhargash, and he couldn’t quite master the threatening expression his father often wore so successfully. Even though he’d been through the rites of passage, he still appeared to be more boy than man, and that, Torsh knew, worried the emperor.

“This is my son, Kval,” Klanth said, and an embarrassed smile passed over his face.

“Yes, Your Magnificence,” Reldak said, now staring at the young man with awe. “I’ll guide him well.”

“Train him hard,” Klanth said. “But that’s not your only mission.”

“No?”

“You will also see to it he is guarded constantly.”

“I understand.”

“And you will ensure no one knows whose son he is.”

Reldak’s brows creased. “But if he, as a junior officer, has a guard... people will realize who he is.”

“You’ll figure out something,” Klanth said darkly. He didn’t have to finish the thought.

Captain Reldak nodded. “Yes. Yes, I will.”

“Good.” Klanth looked back at Kval. “Are you ready?”

“More than you can imagine.” Kval said it with a flat tone, and without looking at his father.

The emperor’s face went blank for a moment, and Torsh thought he saw some discomfort there. Kval was the only person in the whole empire Klanth couldn’t read, the only one who left him confused and out of control.

Of all the people who dealt with the emperor on a regular basis, only Kval seemed to be indifferent to pleasing him. Didn’t young men always want to please their fathers? What was wrong with Kval? Why did he always go out of his way to anger Klanth?

Kval stepped forward, past Torsh, past Klanth, and stood in front of Reldak. “Let’s get going.”

“Yes, Your Magnificence.”

“You won’t call him that,” Klanth said.

“Of course.”

“You won’t ever use his real name. He’ll be... Tavel.”

“Tavel. Right.”

“Now, stop groveling. You’re his captain. He is your subordinate.”

Reldak nodded. He turned to Kval-Tavel and spoke in a tone that sounded more forced than authoritative. “Let’s get you settled in and assigned a duty position.”

“As you command,” Kval said, a touch of irony in his voice, then turned for one last glance at his father.

The emperor gave him a sideways glare, and muttered under his breath, “Grow into a man.”

Kval responded with a look of cold anger. He turned away from Klanth and walked to the stairs that led down from the upper shuttle deck.

Reldak tensed, as though he expected Klanth to turn to him and shout, “You let one of your crewmen treat me with so little respect?”

Klanth didn’t look at the captain. He watched as Kval disappeared, then he spun around and marched back into the shuttle.

Torsh tried to appear like he thought all was going well, even though he knew Kval had angered his father again. But if things went to plan, this Captain Reldak would teach Kval what he needed to know, so father and son could relate to each other, could keep from causing each other frustration and anger. “Some time away from the palace,” Klanth had said, “should do him good.”

Strange. It was the one thing they both agreed on. Kval was as happy to leave his home as Klanth was hopeful the move would help him.

“Will there be anything else?” Reldak asked.

Torsh handed the captain an SCD, a special communications device. “You can use this to contact me if there is ever an emergency.”

“Yes, Your Greatness.”

“Keep it with you all the time.”

“Of course.”

Torsh gazed again at the stairway Kval descended, wondering what the young man thought, wondering if this little experiment would be successful. Would Kval ever change enough he could succeed his fatherWould Kval ever change enough he could succeed his father and not be immediately deposed?

But that was for the future, Torsh reminded himself, and only the witches could predict that. Perhaps he could ask one someday...

He nodded a quick goodbye to the captain, then slipped back into the shuttle. The door shut with a clank.

Klanth, who sat across from the door, shook his head. “Reldak doesn’t have any idea what he’s just gotten into.”

* * *

Teff of Tranick bounced on his heels, scarcely believing he had finally arrived at the doorstep to manhood. Next to him, Garmel had reached the front of the line and faced the door to the ritual chamber. Garmel grinned at Teff.

“I’m so excited,” Garmel said, “I don’t think I can work my hands.” He held them up, fingers trembling.

Teff squeezed Garmel’s hands. “Don’t worry. As soon as you get inside, you’ll forget all about your hands.”

Garmel laughed, a nervous little giggle. “You think I’ll do well?”

“Of course,” Teff said and gave Garmel a quick punch in the shoulder.

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely!” Teff gave Garmel yet another reassuring jab. He understood why his friend was anxious. Garmel’s father never acted confident that the boy would make it, his frequent taunts sometimes bringing Garmel to tears. “You’ll never become a man. Never!”

They both knew what that meant—once a boy walked into the ritual chamber, he either came out the other side a man or a corpse.

Teff had no doubt about how his initiation would turn out. His father had told him he was ready, well trained and hardened the way a Dakh Hhargash should be. “I’ll be waiting proudly on the other side,” his father had said when he dropped Teff off at the ritual site earlier that morning, a confident twinkle in his eye. “When you come out, I shall embrace you as a man.”

Remembering those words made Teff shiver with delight. To be embraced by his father sounded like such a fantastic thing... the essence of heaven, an eternal hug, nestled in the bosom of the gods. He couldn’t wait.

The door in front of Garmel opened and a stout man with wildly curling hair gestured to Garmel to enter. Two strips of beard fringed his rounded jowls, making his face appear wider than it was.

Garmel puffed out his chest. “Let me in,” he said and pushed his way past the man.

Teff smiled. That had been a strong response, not like the weak and confused answers some of the other boys had given. Yes, Garmel would do fine.

The door slammed, and Teff stood alone outside. The others behind him were mostly strangers, or schoolmates with whom he rarely interacted. So, there was no one left to talk to out here, and only the door in front of him, its rough-hewn wood a representation of ages past, of the history of the Dakh Hhargash and their struggle against alien invasion and enslavement. That was the purpose of this rite of passage—to ensure that all the men of the Dakh Hhargash’s warrior caste, the Hhargashna, were strong enough to defeat any enemy they should encounter.

Teff waited at the door, knowing that in a moment it would open again, and he would learn the secret ceremony that would turn him from a boy to a man. His curiosity gnawed at him. What was going to happen in there?

The door jerked open, and Mr. Furry-jowls peered down at Teff. “Are you prepared to become a man?”

“Show me what I have to do,” Teff said with as much bravado as he could muster.

Mr. Furry-jowls raised his bushy brows. “No one will show you anything,” he said. “If you haven’t learned it by now, you should leave and come back again next time.”

“I’m ready,” Teff blurted, hoping that when the moment came, he would know what was expected of him.

Besides, his father told him he would do well. So, of course he was ready. He didn’t need to be afraid of the unknown.

Mr. Furry-jowls took a step back, pulling the door just far enough so that Teff could go inside. Teff took a deep breath and moved through the door, into the dark chamber. The door thudded closed behind him.

The small room, with stone floors and walls, lit by flames from old-fashioned candles, gave Teff the feeling he had stepped back in time, to a distant age before the conquest and the development.

“Come here, boy,” a raspy voice sounded from the far end of the room. There, three old men sat behind a wooden table, paper scrolls in their hands. The one who spoke watched Teff as he approached, his gaze disapproving. “Your name?”

“Teff of Tranick.”

“Tranick,” the old man repeated. “That’s a fine clan. Strong and brave.”

Teff nodded.

“But I’m told you have been exposed to weakness.”

A lump filled Teff’s throat. Would they reject him because of his family, because of his father’s other wife?

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“A human, boy!” The old man’s fist pounded the table, the sound like a slap to his ears. “Has she influenced you? Has she made your heart soft?”

“She lives on the southern continent,” he said with a frown. “I haven’t seen her in years. I hardly remember what she looks like.” That was all true, but it was only part of the story. She had affected him. She had left him a furry toy animal, and he remembered with some embarrassment that he spent the majority of his childhood sleeping with his arms squeezed around its torso in a desperate attempt to get some comfort from it.

Was that so bad? Perhaps, but he wasn’t going to admit it to these men. No one needed to know about his toy, Harlow. No one.

The old man nodded, his gnarled fingers scraping over the parchment before him. “Good,” he said. “You need to remember the purpose of humans in the universe. You don’t marry them, my boy. You kill them.”

“I would kill her if I could,” Teff heard himself say, his pitch rising, but it was a lie. Even though the battle games he played with his father often involved the mock slaying of those aliens, something would stop him from killing this human. He had some vague sense that she was responsible for his being alive today, though his parents refused to answer his questions about it. Still, as long as he believed that, he could never kill her.

A reflected light caught Teff’s eye, and he turned his head to see a beautiful dagger being passed from one man to the other at the table, until it came to rest with the old man who had spoken to him. The man ran his hands across the handle, where the letters carved there spelled a name: Teff.

“This is your birth knife?” the old man asked.

“Yes.”

The old man nodded, then held up the blade in his palms, a gesture that told Teff to take it, which he did, his right hand clutching the handle.

“A fine weapon,” the old man said.

“Thank you.”

“This way now, boy,” the furry-jowled man said behind him. He pointed to a side door, which led into another room. When Teff reached it, Furry-jowls slapped a beefy hand on Teff’s shoulder. “You know what you have to do,” he said, then pushed Teff through the door.

This room was even darker than the last, but Teff could make out a shape in the corner, someone sitting in a chair. He gripped the handle of his dagger as he it came to him what everyone expected him to do—kill that person.

For no reason.

Without any provocation.

Just to become a man.

He swallowed, remembering the games he played as a little boy with his father. “Now,” his father said, “this time, you’re a great warrior, and you’re going to kill me. I’m a human, like Jane.”

“Like Jane?” he remembered saying, a distressed squeak in his little-boy voice. His father became angry, badgering him until he agreed to kill this human.

Kill Jane.

Teff shuddered. What should he do now? This wasn’t right. Something deep inside him yelled at him: you don’t kill people for no reason. This isn’t a game. This isn’t the kind of thing Jane would approved of.

“Hey, get over here,” a voice whispered.

Teff’s eyes popped open. “Garmel?”
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CHAPTER 2

As Kval followed the captain through the halls, his face got hotter. Things weren’t going the way he had expected, and now, all he could think was that he should have known. He should have anticipated his father wouldn’t let him go, wouldn’t release the iron grip around his throat.

He should have realized.

But if he had predicted this, what would he have done differently? He ran the scenarios through his mind but could come up with no better course of action than the one he had taken.

With that understanding, the band that had tightened around his chest loosened, and his breathing came easier.

“Here is the mess,” Captain Reldak said as he passed an open door. He sounded more like a guide than a captain. Like an idiot.

Like his father.

Kval stifled a gasp as the realization hit him that he had underestimated his father. The man was stubborn and driven by his anger and lust, but he wasn’t stupid. Why had Kval never seen that before?

Maybe because he avoided contact with his father whenever possible, which still wasn’t often enough.

Maybe it was wishful thinking. He had spent a lot of time as a child dreaming of having the kind of father he needed, imagining his father suddenly changing his beliefs, but none of that had ever happened.

A pair of crewmen gave curt greetings to the captain as they passed. Reldak barely acknowledged them.

“This way,” Reldak said, indicating a turn into another corridor.

Kval followed, and soon found himself standing in the corner of the captain’s small office. Reldak called the quartermaster—something about a crewman changing quarters, and now, he’d gone into a contemplative mood.

So what was Kval going to do? Staying on this ship, submitting to whatever instruction the captain was going to hurl at him, was not an option Kval was willing to entertain.

Somehow, he wasn’t sure how, Kval needed to escape.

He didn’t want to be trained.

He didn’t want to participate in the ship’s mission. He didn’t want to be out capturing victims for the rites of passage. He wanted no part of any of that. His mother’s people, the Mindoval, didn’t practice those customs, and so for a long time he had deluded himself into believing he could escape it. That was not how things had worked out.

The door flew open, and a tall, lean man burst into the room, his arms waving wildly. “Why has my roommate been ordered to move?”

The captain, who had been looking out the porthole, now gave him a steely gaze. It was a put-on. Somehow, Kval could sense it. For whatever reason, this soldier intimidated Reldak, but the captain couldn’t let his subordinate know.

Interesting.

After a moment of heavy silence, while the new arrival continued to huff, Captain Reldak spoke. “Are you calmed down yet?”

“No, drown you! He was my friend. We got along! Now who am I going to—” He stopped, then looked at Kval. Must have been his first realization that he had an audience. “Who is this?”

“Tavel,” the captain said. “Your new roommate.”

“He’s just an ensign.” The crewman’s nose turned up, and he turned back to Reldak, fists clenched. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Tavel,” the captain said, “I present to you Belnar, the most able fighter on the ship.”

So that was Reldak’s plan, to have this man keep track of him, keep him in line... Never let him escape. Things were happening too fast, and he wasn’t sure how he was ever going to get out of this mess.

Belnar growled. “But what if we don’t get along?”

“You have an unnatural preoccupation with getting along,” Reldak said.

Belnar blanched and took a step backwards.

An interesting reaction, Kval thought. There was some fear the captain had tapped into that Kval would have to investigate, some secret or some incident in the past that caused those particular words to have a much greater effect on Belnar than they warranted.

“Fighting in quarters is disruptive,” Belnar said, recovering his dark demeanor.

Kval couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought Reldak didn’t notice Belnar’s reaction. Reldak had his plan, and he just plunged on, confident whatever he said would get him the results he wanted.

But then, he could do that. As captain, he had the power of life and death over his crew. He didn’t have to do a lot of cajoling.

Kval had learned from years of watching his father that manipulation, done well, was infinitely superior to fear. You couldn’t threaten to execute someone if those who worked for you would refuse to carry out your orders. The art was in gaining loyals, which was why the emperor was so powerful. He had people begging him to allow them to stand behind him.

“Tavel,” Reldak said, “is the relative of someone... shall we say... high ranking in the government. Therefore, he needs a bodyguard.”

“Oh, great. You want me to guard him?”

“You will work the same shift, sleep in the same quarters, and eat at the same table.”

“Why?” Belnar demanded, stepping toward the captain, his fist pounding the air. “Why do we have to share quarters? Can’t you just assign me to guard him?”

“That would be obvious,” Reldak said. “But we don’t want it to look like he has a bodyguard. More like you’re great friends, and you spend so much time together because you like each other.”

“And if it turns out I can’t stand him?”

“You will like him, because I gave you an order,” Captain Reldak said. “Now, show him to your room and help him get acquainted with the ship. You’re due on shift in a few hours.”

“All right, friend,” Belnar said with a forced smile, “Come with me.”

* * *

“Garmel, what are you doing here?” Teff rushed up to his friend. “What happened?” In spite of the darkness, he could see tears in Garmel’s eyes.

“They had a little girl sitting here,” he said. “I knew I was supposed to kill her, but when she looked at me with those big eyes... I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t.”

“We’re going to get you out of here.” Teff didn’t know how, but he was going to rescue his friend.

“Don’t be stupid,” Garmel said. “We’ll never get away.”

Teff set his birth knife on the floor, then began to examine the ropes that kept Garmel in the seat. It was hard to see, but apparently the men had wrapped the rope around Garmel’s waist and the back of the chair with over twenty loops, then tied it off on one chair leg. The strange thing was they had not bound Garmel’s wrists. Evidently, they believed it would take too long for Garmel to untie himself, even with his hands free. Either that or Garmel had been able to loosen his arms.

However it had happened, it was a good thing. “Help me unwind this rope.”

“Right,” Garmel said. He leaned forward, reaching his hands toward the floor. Was there another knot over there Teff had not seen?

Garmel sat up again, and the chair jerked backward, like it had been hit. Garmel groaned.

“Garmel?” Teff rushed around to the front of the chair and saw the handle of his dagger protruding from Garmel’s belly. “What have you done?”

Garmel seized Teff by the shirt and jerked him close. “They’ll be coming any minute now,” he said. “Don’t act upset. Don’t let them know you didn’t do this.”

“I have to rescue you.” But none of that was possible anymore.

“Please,” Garmel gasped, “don’t let my death be for nothing.”

“What?” Teff whispered.

“Pull the knife back out.”

Teff shut his eyes. That would be the final moment for Garmel. Once the blade came back out, the bleeding would increase, and his friend would quickly die.

“Please...”

Teff stood, then wrapped his hand around the handle of the dagger. How could he do this? Even now, when the deed was almost completed, he was finding it difficult to deliver the final blow.

Garmel’s head slumped forward.

Behind him, the door squeaked open, casting a dim sliver of light over the chair, and over the victim who was almost dead.

Don’t look sad, Teff told himself. Look hard, mean, cold.

Cold as the Night Sea.

He pressed his lips together, then yanked the knife back. Blood gushed for a second before the stream of red liquid slowed to a soft drip.

Cold as the hate I have for these old men, Teff said to himself as he turned to see Furry-jowls standing in the door, mouth open.

Teff studied the blade, turning it over a couple of times to make sure the red liquid stayed on it. It would go back onto the wall of his home, and there needed to be blood still caked on it, to prove to everyone he was a man. He turned his attention to Mr. Furry face and frowned, imitating the expressions he had often seen his father wear. “Is that it?”

“Um...” Fuzzy cheeks seemed perplexed, stunned. “Uh, yes. That’s it. You, uh, you did well.” The little man stepped forward, his arms extended. It was so dark it took a moment for Teff to see that Furry face was handing him a brown tassel.

He snatched it from the older man’s hand and tied it on his belt, hands trembling.

“You go out this way,” the old man said, pointing to another door.

Teff strode toward the door, ignoring his shaking knees. He couldn’t let anyone see how upset he was.

In the next room were more men sitting behind more tables. They smiled at Teff, and several congratulated him. It was hard to appear pleased with himself, but Teff tried. The last man in the room handed Teff a datanode.

“These are your orders,” the man said. “You are assigned to the warship Thunderclaw. This is a list of things you need to bring with you. Report to the space port in two days.”

Teff took the node, and headed out the door.

At least he was still alive. His father would be proud. And he could live the rest of his life without ever having to do something like this again.

But he would spend his life knowing he was a fraud. He had not earned his brown tassel.

He was not really a man.
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CHAPTER 3

A half an hour of faked enjoyment later and Belnar was getting tired of this stupid kid, this rotten child of some government dignitary who didn’t even know how to raise a son who could cope with the world.

It was like Tavel didn’t want to be here, didn’t want to prove himself, didn’t want to be a Hhargashna. Every suggestion Belnar had made—to spar in the gym, to do target practice on the range, to go down to the lower decks and help butcher some of the animals that would be served for the evening meal—had been rejected. So how were they supposed to pretend they were friends, when they had no common interests? How much longer could they sustain the pretense with things like, “It’s been so long since I last saw you!”? If they couldn’t add some more detail to their narration, people would become suspicious.

The last thing he needed was people checking into things, nosing around in his business.

Now, the hardest part was here.

He directed Tavel down one of the main corridors. “Our next stop is the training room.”

“Training?” Tavel’s voice broke. “What kind?”

“Dagger fighting.”

It took Belnar a couple more steps to realize that Tavel was no longer beside him. He turned around. The boy stood stiffly, almost shaking, fists balled until the knuckles had turned white.

“I’m not doing anything like that,” he said.

Belnar let out a frustrated breath. What was he going to do with this kid? “You have to come. Captain’s orders.”

“I don’t care what the captain ordered!”

“Not so loud,” Belnar said. There were other people in the corridor, most heading for the classroom, which was only a few paces farther down the hall. Belnar stepped closer to Tavel. “Come on, kid. Work with me a little. We’re supposed to be friends.”

Tavel flashed him a fiery glare. “Don’t call me ‘kid’.”

“Fine. But try to act like a friend.”

Tavel paused for a moment. Finally, he raised his brows. “Just because we’re buddies doesn’t mean we never have any arguments.”

“Oh, fathers,” Belnar groaned.

“You never saw friends disagree?”

“Look, we’re going to training. It starts in a couple of minutes.”

“Why can’t you skip it?”

Belnar sighed. He thought for a second about explaining it but decided against that. There was a lesson Tavel needed to learn here, and that was more important than an explanation. “I can’t.”

Tavel turned toward the bulkhead.

“You have to come,” Belnar said, “because we have to stay together.”

“I’m not doing it,” he said, more to the wall than to Belnar.

“I tell you what,” Belnar said, “you come with me, and you can stand in the back and watch. You don’t have to participate.”

Tavel slowly turned his head toward Belnar, and for a heartbeat, there was intense misery in those dark brown eyes. “You serious?”

“It’s your choice. But we have to go in. The class is about to start.”

Tavel hesitated, as though a part of him still doubted, but at last he gave a shaky nod.

The room was full when they walked in, all the students standing in three lines, their wooden training daggers in hand, and most of them were turned towards Chorash, who had positioned himself in the center. He was obviously telling some grandiose story of his supposed adventures, and more than half the class was taken in by his braggadocio.

As soon as Chorash saw Belnar, he stopped talking and glowered as Belnar led Tavel to the back corner of the room. 

“You can watch from here,” Belnar said.

Tavel slunk into the spot.

Belnar headed toward the front of the class.

Footsteps behind him told him someone was moving in an unauthorized way. He turned to face the students. Chorash now stood in the back of the room, staring Tavel down. “You don’t want to train? What’s the matter with you? Too weak and spindly?” Around him, his admirers let out mocking giggles.

Tavel was ornery and stubborn, but he didn’t deserve to be made fun of. Something had happened to the kid, something that made him defensive.

Besides, sometimes Chorash needed to be put in his place.

“Chorash,” Belnar called out in a loud voice, “take your spot.”

Chorash threw a frown at Belnar. “Just give me a minute.”

“Now!”

“Fine,” Chorash said with a huff, then spoke under his breath. “I can deal with this little coward later.” The only problem for Chorash, Belnar thought with chagrin, was that in this small room, all the sound carried well. Everyone there had heard the threat. Chorash returned to his place, throwing Belnar a saccharine smile. “Zorglan and I want a spot in your advanced course.”

“No.” Belnar stole a quick glance in Tavel’s direction as the boy’s face registered the realization of why Belnar had refused to skip training. But now they had another problem.

“We’ve been practicing,” Chorash insisted. “We’ve gotten really good.”

“So you think.”

Chorash threw his arms out to his side in a gesture of frustration. “Well, can you watch us fight, and then tell us if we still need more preparation?”

“You’re not ready,” Belnar said with as much finality as he could muster. Chorash would probably never be. As long as he remained a smug little bully, Belnar was not going to support any of his efforts to get into the advanced training.

“You haven’t even seen us fight!” Chorash said. His hands balled into fists.

“The class is about more than fighting,” Belnar said. “It is about winning. You’re not ready.”

“You think I can’t beat everyone else in this room? You think I can’t win?”

“I think you’re disrupting the class.”

Chorash took a step forward. “Maybe I should fight you, now. Then you would realize how much I’ve learned.”

Belnar shook his head in frustration. Chorash had not learned what really mattered.

Chorash raised his mock dagger and stared into Belnar’s eyes. “Under the rules of this ship,” he said, “as decreed by Captain Reldak, I challenge you for a place in the advanced class.”

Belnar almost wanted to laugh. Did Chorash think that paraphrasing the imperial challenge was going to impress him in any kind of positive way? The only thing it accomplished was to convince Belnar of what Chorash planned to do with anything he learned in the advanced class. That was not going to happen.

“You can take your challenge somewhere else,” Belnar said. “It doesn’t have any validity here.”

Chorash rushed Belnar, swinging his “dagger” like a bludgeon. Belnar dodged the blow and slammed his fist into Chorash’s pock-marked cheek. Chorash spun around, arms out to help maintain his balance as his feet worked to follow the rest of his body. All around him, the students gasped.

Before Chorash had time to return the punch, Belnar kicked him in the butt, knocking him onto the floor. He scrambled back to his feet, face gone pale.

“Now, get out,” Belnar commanded.

“You can’t do that!”

“If you don’t leave now, you will never be allowed in another training session. Ever.”

Chorash straightened, chin jutting out like a petulant child. He brushed his hands over his shirt to straighten it, recover some of his dignity. “I’ll remember this,” he said, finger pointed at Belnar as he turned to walk out.

“I hope so,” Belnar said, turning Chorash’s threat into a more benign statement. “It’s always wise to learn from your mistakes.”

Another round of chuckles echoed through the room.

“What are you laughing about?” Belnar snapped, making sure the correction came before Chorash was out the door. “We work as a team. We don’t take pleasure in our teammate’s misfortune.”

The room fell deathly silent.

Belnar walked to the front of the class, picked up a wooden dagger, and spun around to face the others, weapon held high. “Exercise one,” he said. “Begin.”

The students moved their fake weapons through a series of stabs, slashes and blocks, all in unison. Most of them had the sequence down pat, and each sweep of the hand was both graceful and powerful. Belnar watched them, correcting those who still struggled on elements of technique. Occasionally, he glanced over at Tavel, but the boy had closed off his expression and Belnar could no longer tell what he was thinking.

That was just as well. It would be a distraction. So, he put all  his attention on the class.

When the session was over and the students were all gone, Tavel approached him, arms wrapped around himself as though he were a terrified child. “Why didn’t you tell me you were the teacher?”

Belnar smiled at him. “You need to learn to trust me, kid.”

Tavel’s eyes darted around the room, as though he were hoping to find a note with a good response written on it, something he could say that would put Belnar in his place. Finally, he lifted his chin, “All right, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll start trying to trust you, as long as you start calling me K—Tavel.”

* * *

“Shore leave?” Tavel eyed Belnar with a look of disbelief. “I’ve only been on the ship for a couple of days. Why?”

“I haven’t had any breaks for a long time,” Belnar answered. “And anywhere I go, you go.”

Tavel nodded. “Do I need to bring anything?”

“Only a little money, in case you find something you want to buy.”

Belnar waited while Tavel stuffed a couple of things in his belt pouch before indicating he was ready to go. They started down the hall, walking toward the shuttlepod hangar. “What are we going to do?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Have you ever been to Trenth before?”

Belnar smiled to himself. Tavel was so full of questions, he was like a child. It was clear he’d lived a somewhat sheltered life and knew very little about what things were like for the average Hhargashna. “Several times. Why?”

“I wanted to research the place before...” he stopped, huffing a little sigh. “But we’re on our way now. I didn’t get time...”

“What’s there to learn?” Belnar said. “We go down to the city, have a few drinks and maybe some puv...”

Tavel’s eyes got bigger for less than a heartbeat, and he looked away.

Hiding something. What was the kid up to?

They entered the shuttlepod bay, where a small group of soldiers waited for the next shuttle. Among them was Chorash. Belnar frowned. This wasn’t the kind of crowd he preferred.

Chorash approached them with a broad grin, like he was going to try to get in good with Belnar. Didn’t he realize it was already too late for that?

But Chorash wasn’t coming toward him. His eyes were fixed on Tavel. “Hey there Tavel,” Chorash said, “where are you going?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, if you’re looking for a fun place to go, we can show you all of them.”

Several of the other soldiers had followed Chorash and now they were murmuring encouraging words to Tavel. “Yeah, the best places.”

Tavel shrugged.

Belnar was pretty sure where Chorash and his gang were going, and he was also certain it wouldn’t match his own preference, but Tavel would enjoy the typical Hhargashna activities, and wouldn’t want to do what Belnar would have liked.

It was better for Belnar to keep his preferences to himself. Otherwise, people might start to ask questions. “It sounds like it would be fun.”

“All right,” Tavel said.

“Fantastic,” Chorash said, turning toward the arriving shuttlepod. “I think our ride just got here.”

After that, Belnar was just tagging along. He sat in the back of the passenger space, watching Chorash explaining things to Tavel. It was as though Chorash realized Tavel was someone important to impress, although Chorash probably wasn’t smart enough to figure that out. Perhaps Chorash thought he could get back in favor with Belnar if he was friendly to Tavel. In either case, Belnar’s agenda for the shore leave had been upstaged. He kept trying to tell himself that this was for the best. He didn’t need Tavel to start wondering about him or asking questions. But he was not going to enjoy it.

Soon, the shuttlepod arrived in the capital city of Balcherg. They had landed in the seedier section of town, where all the bars, pawnshops and whore houses beckoned with garish signs and raucous music.

Chorash directed the small group down the hill to a road that ran parallel to the river. Here they entered a wooden building, the floor creaking under their boots. Chorash turned to Tavel, patting him on the back. “The great thing about this place is the merchandise is always fresh. Not like some other shops, where they’re half dead.”

“It’s a little bit more expensive,” another of the soldiers said.

“But totally worth it,” Chorash added.

Belnar was now at the back of the group. He needed to press forward so that he was closer to Tavel. His first duty was still to protect Tavel and, knowing Chorash, anything could happen. They had arrived in the small foyer of the building and a man there was taking orders and collecting money. To his left, a door opened into the adjacent room, where the “merchandise” was tied onto two rows of beds, their bodies uncovered. A whorehouse. It was exactly what he expected and exactly what he didn’t want to do.

As Belnar tried to push his way past Chorash’s friends, he noticed a strange expression on Tavel’s face, like confusion, then shock, and then anger. Before Belnar had time to react, Tavel swung his arm back and threw his fist at Chorash.

The man at the counter ducked. Chorash fell backwards, and two of his companions caught him before he landed on the floor. Chorash’s third friend lunged at Tavel, pushing him against the wall.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Chorash said as he came to his feet. His arm was already up, poised to return the blow.

Belnar grabbed Chorash. Someone punched him in the ribs from behind. The entire foyer filled with chaos, fists flying in every direction. Tavel ducked, raising his arms in a protective fashion.

Belnar pushed through the knot of crewmen until he reached the spot where Tavel cowered. They were right on top of him, pummeling him. It took Belnar several seconds to free Tavel.

“Run!” Belnar shouted.

Tavel dashed through the space Belnar had created and out the door. Belnar lifted one of the soldiers and threw him against the rest of the group, then rushed out the door. Behind him, the clerk bellowed, “All of you get out! We don’t need this kind of trouble!”

Tavel had run across the street and stood at the edge of the riverbank which was elevated several meters above where the actual river flowed. “Jump!” As soon as Belnar said the words, Tavel leaped over the precipice and disappeared into the darkness.

Belnar followed, and found Tavel waiting on the sandy shoreline, which was only about 2 feet wide. He tapped Tavel on the shoulder and began running downstream.

They had not gotten very far when he heard Chorash and his friends jumping down to the riverbed in pursuit. Belnar picked up his pace, until they reached a spot where the river turned, and they were out of view of their pursuers for a few seconds. Here he remembered there was a culvert that brought rainwater down from the streets, and this particular tunnel had a small bushe in front of it. Belnar grabbed Tavel and ducked into the opening, motioning for Tavel to be silent.

A small stream of water trickled by their butts, cold and slimy, and wicking up his pants.

In a moment, Chorash and his friends ran past their hiding spot, visible in the stark light of the streetlamp above them, while Belnar and Tavel stayed hidden in the shadows. Belnar stopped breathing.

“Where did they go?” one of Chorash’s companions said.

Another friend answered, “They probably jumped back up to the street.”

“Feces,” Chorash growled. “How could they get away?” He paced, then huffed a sigh of disappointment. “I swear on the blood of Wejna, I’m going to kill that vomit eater.” With that, Chorash and his friends walked away.
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CHAPTER 4

Teff stepped into the sunlight and squinted across the lawn. Everything was blurry, and his head was light. The single brown tassel hung heavily on his belt, even though it weighed almost nothing.

Smile, he told himself as he walked toward the spot where his family waited. Grin. Like you’re proud.

His eyes were starting to adjust to the sunlight, and the smeared blobs sitting in knots scattered over the grass were looking more like actual people. Now, he could see his mother standing with her fists on her hips. Maia stood next to her, hands over her mouth.

Where was his father? And what was that lump of cloth on the blanket?

He took another step, then stopped and gasped. It wasn’t a lump of cloth at all. It was his grandmother, laying in a pool of blood.

“Teff!” his mother shouted. “Come quickly!”

He trotted over to her, and she turned toward the edge of the grassy area, increasing her speed. Maia ran beside her, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“What’s going on?” Teff demanded.

“Wait until we get to the hoverpod.”

They reached the parking lot and ran down a row between pods. The one he had come in was now gone. Where were they going?

Remote in her hands, his mother turned as the doors to a brown pod popped open. She dove into the vehicle, grabbing Maia and pulling her up.

Teff hopped into it. “Mother, what’s wrong? Who killed grandmother?”

“Your father,” Mornid said with a growl. “He’s going to rescue Jane.”

Jane? What did Jane have to do with anything? She lived on the other side of the world, with grandmother... “They’re using her as a victim?”

“It was Garvan’s idea,” Mornid said, referring to her brother. She sat at the controls and lifted the craft off the ground before he had taken his seat and he wobbled to the side, grabbing the back of the chair to keep himself from falling onto Maia.

“What are you going to do?” Teff asked.

“We have a survival kit at the house. We’ll stop there and get it, then you’ll drop us off in the woods near the Bleskik mountain range.”

“Mother,” Teff said, “I can’t help you. I’d be branded.”

“You already are,” she snapped. “You’re the son of a traitor.”

Son of Chavey, she was right. This was the worst possible thing that could have happened, and it was Jane’s fault.

They had reached the circle where their house was situated, and Mornid nosed the hoverpod down at a steep angle. Teff clutched his gut. “Damn, mother, slow down.”

“We don’t know how soon they’ll come.” Mornid said as the land rushed toward them. She flipped the pod to a horizontal position, and it slammed onto the ground in their back yard. Teff’s teeth banged together.

She didn’t even turn the vehicle off, just slid the door open and bounded toward the back door. Maia scrambled out of the pod behind her, hands trembling.

Teff eased his way out and went into the house.

As he entered the dining area, his mother pulled the lace on a small bag that appeared to be stuffed with food. “I need you to fly us to the edge of Balgrath,” she said, referring to the forest that started on the outskirts of the city of Balcherg. Teff nodded.

“You’re not going anywhere,” a deep voice said from the doorway into the first room. Mornid gasped and Teff turned toward the sound. A burly man held a disruptor in his hand, pointing it at Mornid. Two other men stood behind him.

“Admiral Gardeg!” Mornid said. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s just Gardeg now,” the man replied, his voice pitched with anger. “Krelg was my star subordinate. I was the one who recommended him for promotion and command. Now, they blame me for the mess he’s caused.”

Mornid’s laugh sounded nervous. “That’s not right. It’s not your fault”

“They’ve kicked me out of the fleet,” Gardeg continued. “I’ve lost my rank and all my honor.”

Teff gulped. If they had done this to Gardeg, who wasn’t even related to Krelg, what were they going to do to him?

“So now, I’m going to embark on a new profession,” Gardeg continued, leveling a steely gaze at Mornid. “Whoremaster. You will be my first merchandise.”

One of the men behind Gardeg spoke. “The others are coming.”

“Take her into the bedroom and tie her to the bed,” Gardeg instructed.

Teff flinched as the man moved towards his mother. What was he supposed to do? How could he let these other men abuse his mother?

How could he stop them? He had his birth knife, but if he tried to use it, Gardeg would turn the disruptor on him before he’d taken a second step.

So, he stood there, powerless, distraught. Why had his father left them to this fate? Why had Jane not insisted he come back and rescue his other family? Why had Jane not been willing to die so they wouldn’t be made to suffer so?

Mornid tried to run out the back door, but the man grabbed her by the arm and dragged her in the other direction. She pounded on his chest, but the man hardly blinked.

Gardeg turned to the second man. “Go get the girl. I think she’s hiding in the other bedroom.”

The man let out a wheezing cackle. “You want me to tie her to a bed also?”

“No. Bring her to the kitchen.”

Teff’s stomach clenched. “What are you going to do?”

Gardeg tipped his head to one side. “You know why your father liked the human so much more than his Dakh Hhargashian wives?”

“No.” It was a mystery that everyone in the family wondered about.

“Well, one time when Krelg and I were celebrating a large capture... he got drunk, and so I asked him.” Gardeg smiled, the puffy skin on his cheeks rippling in unnatural folds. “It was pretty unbelievable. But then I figured out how we could get a Dakh Hhargashian woman to do the same thing.”

The second man had come back to the kitchen, holding Maia by the hair. Her eyes bulged and her mouth gaped open.

Behind him, the first of Gardeg’s assistants returned. “We have men at the door. What do you want me to do?”

“Charge them each twenty gashpeks.”

“Yes, sir,” the man said. He went to the front door, unlocked it, then spoke to the men gathered outside.

“And this one?” the man holding Maia asked.

Gardeg searched the kitchen. “I know you have a cauterizing knife around here.” He walked over to the cabinet and started pawing through the implements.

“What are you going to do with it?” the man asked.

“I’m going to cut off the top of her tongue.”

“No!” Maia screamed.

Teff’s stomach cramped and he found it hard to remain standing upright. He couldn’t watch anymore. There was already a long line of men filling the hall and first room, waiting to take their turn with his mother. Now Gardeg was going to mutilate Maia.

Teff spun on his heels and bolted out the back door.

Once he was inside the shuttle, he slammed the door and turned the engine to full power. Finally, he could no longer hear the screams of his mother and sister.

He lifted the hoverpod off the ground and moved it forward in a random direction, anything that would distance him from the horror that was happening at his house.

A stab of guilt hit him. He should have done something. He should have tried to save them.

That would have been impossible. And yet, knowing that still didn’t help.

Then he remembered what his mother had told him in the hoverpod. It was Garvan’s idea.

“Garvan,” Teff muttered under his breath. He set the controls to the address of his uncle’s workplace and put the shuttle in motion. While the pod flew, navigating the sky and avoiding other traffic automatically, Teff turned his birth knife in his hands. It still had Garmel’s blood smeared on it. Teff took a rag and wiped it off, slipping the dagger into his belt. This was going to have someone else’s blood on it now.
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