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CHAPTER ONE
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The teacher dracs were twitchy. To the point that M’kar breathed a long sigh of relief when the Defender went through the last jump gate before reaching Le’anka. Whatever Granny had done during the ship’s last visit to Anwesta Medical Station, it was like a delayed reaction virus. If she had to wrestle the little silver menace to the deck and lock her inside Jasper Lore’s newest drac-proof fence, she would. Whatever it took to rescind the orders she gave the teacher dracs.

The fourteen adults assigned to teach the young dracs paired with the Defender crew had been growing more distant lately. Always polite and obedient, as much as dracs could be when they didn’t think Humans were making any sense. Yet M’kar had the growing sense they were withdrawing from shipboard activities and the young dracs they were supposed to be guiding and teaching. She had recorded her observations and theories in a report that she had sent ahead to the drac team on Anwesta. No response had come yet. She hoped they weren’t having the same problem with their dracs, because that could put a huge crimp in the theory that dracs would help awaken cocooning victims.

It was no fun being the only so-called expert on dracs, just a step or two ahead of everyone depending on her to clarify what in the name of the Forefathers was going on with the adorable, aggravating, quixotic creatures.

That short-lived relief twisted into a sense of impending doom when she caught Tress’s “gang” whispering and flashing not-so-discrete signals to each other during the younger children’s self-defense class the next morning. Jorgan led the group when they stayed behind after dismissal. All wore a wide-eyed, delighted, ready-to-burst-out-laughing expression.

M’kar knew then she had jinxed herself, if not the entire ship, with that sigh of relief.

“All right, what are you troublemakers up to now?” She just wasn’t up to teasing the confession out of them, getting the details slowly, so she had time to prepare for possible disaster. 

The Castitarus mission and everything that followed, including a Numenjax egg being mistaken for a drac egg and sent to Anwesta Medical Station, followed by that debacle of a shore leave on Mendax, weren’t nearly long enough ago for her nerves to recover. And that was saying a lot, because as a Nisandrian, she had a reputation to live up to as not just unbreakable, but eager for trouble.

“We want to give Master Thyal a present,” Tress announced.

“What kind of present?” She sent out a mental alarm to Thyal. He had their age group for Alliance history class in two hours. Why would the children need her help giving him a present, when they could just take it to class then? 

Experience said this might blow up in all their faces if it wasn’t handled very carefully.

“Barroo and Infrenx told Moonrise that his legs are working better,” the girl whispered. A very loud whisper. Her big silver eyes got even bigger.

M’kar glanced at her little brown drac, perched on her shoulder. He let out a tiny cheep, hunched his shoulders and wouldn’t meet her gaze. 

Tattletale. 

Granted, she and Thyal hadn’t told their dracs to keep the good news of this sign of his recovery a secret. Well, lesson learned. Young dracs had big mouths, and not just for eating massive quantities of food.

We need to deal with this right away, Thyal said, before she could push past the dropping sensation of chagrin and irritation with their dracs. 

The return of feeling to Thyal’s legs had been an incredible boost to their spirits after the frustrating, draining mission to Nisandros. They had wanted to enjoy it and keep it to themselves for a little while. Then the Castitarus mission had hit them. They had only told Tahl because she was monitoring Thyal’s recovery from paralysis caused by dymcrait venom. As an Ankuar, she knew how to keep secrets.

Thyal had started to experience flickers of feeling in his legs during the Nisandros incident, but not nearly as frequently as they could have wished. Infrenx had taken to walking up and down his legs several times a day to test for his nerves awakening. There was only so much M’kar could do with medical scanners to track the progress of healing without tripping alarms in the ship’s systems, so they had to bring Tahl into the secret. As the only conscious, living victim of dymcrait venom, Thyal had a duty to scientific and medical research to track his recovery. Every bit of knowledge gained from his body’s response to experimental treatments went toward the bank of knowledge that would be applied to awakening the cocooned victims of the Hivers.

Still, Thyal had a right to some privacy. Especially when his healing progress, or lack thereof, affected his adoring students on the Defender.

Clearly, Infrenx and Barroo sided with the children’s concern for their teacher and let the secret out.

You’re right. M’kar took a deep breath and looked around the group of children. She swallowed the hard lump in her throat that might emerge as a growled demand that they keep that news to themselves. How could she destroy the eagerness that made them glow like they had all been bathed in radioactive liquid?

“All right, let’s go see him. Do we need to get this present, first?”

“Can you bring him to our flexi-lab?” Bo said, stepping up next to Jorgan.

“Flexi-lab?” Her gaze slid over to Tress. “Does your father know about this?”

The little girl shrugged. M’kar laughed at herself for asking. Chief Engineer Jasper Lore had assigned the flexi-lab in the Engineering deck to Jorgan and Bo to give them a safe place to explore their mechanical gifts. That let him keep a sharp eye on whatever unpredictable discoveries and ideas the boys came up with. Of course, Jasper would know what they had been up to. M’kar decided she should be impressed that he had managed to keep an eye on the boys’ activities without his own daughter knowing he did so. If he hadn’t felt obligated to intervene or offer some guidance, then the boy’s activities couldn’t be any threat to the safety of the ship. Or to Thyal.

That was what she told herself as she made a pretense of contacting Thyal, who was already heading to Engineering. While more people knew now about their psionic bond, keeping the secret as much as possible was second nature. She led the six children out of the shuttle bay used as their exercise area and went to meet Thyal. 

“Anyone want to give me any hints?” she said, once the doors of the lift closed and they started down two decks to Engineering.

Bigger grins. No words. Just before the lift stopped, she caught Dafna and Kati and Bo all looking down at his legs.

Bo’s mechanical legs.

Get Infrenx to check out the boys’ lab, she told Thyal. She couldn’t send Barroo to spy, since he was riding on her shoulder. The children would be hurt that she couldn’t wait for the surprise.

I already did, he responded after several seconds, while she and the children stepped out of the lift and headed down the corridor to the heavy double doors into Engineering. It seems Jasper installed his drac-proof fence around their lab. From the big grin on Beedlejo’s face, I would guess they anticipated drac spying.

M’kar and the children came around the corner. Beedlejo, one of Jasper’s engineering geniuses, stood in front of the doors, keeping Thyal from entering. Infrenx perched on the arm of his hover chair, the sparks in her eyes dim with very evident disappointment.

“Today’s the day,” Beedlejo announced, bouncing a few times on the balls of his feet.

Jorgan and Bo looked at each other, swallowed loudly, and paled. M’kar fought the urge to grab the controls for Thyal’s chair and send him as far from Engineering as they could go. But no, she knew the boys would never do anything that would endanger Thyal. They had a serious case of hero worship from the moment he came on board the ship. Granted, the base of the attraction was getting close to his hover chair to examine it and figure out how it worked, but they had grown past that first techno-lust.

“Are you going to bring it out here in the corridor, or are we going inside?” M’kar asked. Infrenx and Barroo trilled excitement and popped out.

“How exactly did you keep them, or any other dracs, from spying on you?” Thyal asked. “The moment you slapped up the drac-proof fence, they would have gotten curious, and tattled to us.”

Beedlejo grinned and stepped back to slap his hand on the wall plate on the right of the doors. They slid open and he bowed, gesturing for Thyal to go in first. Jorgan and Bo walked on either side of his chair, escorting him all the way to and through the open doors of their flexi-lab. M’kar brought up the rear, on the off chance the four girls decided to take a tour through Engineering. A jolt of shock leaped from Thyal to her, and she saw through his eyes for several seconds.

A web of wires and thin tubing and power packs lay on the central workstation of the flexi-lab. The web was a frame, shaped like legs, going up high to support hips and lower back, and curving down over the feet, to fit between the toes. Just the right size for Thyal’s long, lean frame.

“Just how ... exactly ... did you ...” M’kar stopped herself before she sounded any more clueless. Of course she knew how the boys got hold of the pieces and the equipment to create what were obviously robotic legs for Thyal. When Jasper couldn’t spare the time to supervise the boys, he assigned Beedlejo to not just document everything they did but requisition all the supplies and equipment and help the boys with the testing.

“Who exactly was the test pilot for this contraption?” she asked, once the boys had lowered the workstation so the legs were at hip level. She grinned when they looked at each other and wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Oh, so this is a test run.”

“It’ll work,” Jorgan insisted.

“Absolutely,” Beedlejo said, nodding, and his grin spread even wider across his face.

M’kar trusted the boys more than she trusted Beedlejo. 

“I’m willing to be experimented on.” Thyal sounded a little breathless. She didn’t blame him. “We should probably hurry, so I’m not late for my next class.”

That got giggles from the girls.

M’kar stayed back out of the way, and only half-listened as Beedlejo gave a simplified explanation of how they had come up with the programming that would pick up Thyal’s brainwaves to create a brain-machine link, to control the mechanical legs and fill in when his nervous system lost control over his muscles. He would keep walking, balancing, sitting, whatever he had been doing when the transfer of neural impulses became blocked again. She wondered just how much information Bo had wheedled out of his mother, Loryn, who was the human half of the bio-link with the ship’s system. Most of the tech, for that and the mind-machine link for his own mechanical legs, was so classified only the top-tier engineers in Fleet R&D had access to it. If these boys could figure out enough classified science and tech to help Thyal walk, they would be heading for the Academy far ahead of schedule. And have something to teach the R&D people who were supposed to be teaching them.

Beedlejo helped Thyal remove his outer robes, leaving him wearing a long-sleeved tunic and thin, loose trousers, all in his usual brown. Then his boots and socks came off. The girls scurried to take the discarded clothes and neatly fold and pile them on a shelf that slid out from the wall. They stayed back out of the way with M’kar and watched, grinning, but asking no questions. That indicated to her the girls had been in on the secret of the project long enough they didn’t have any more questions to ask. How in the galaxy had six children kept the secret?

Bo grinned and picked up a tablet from the equipment rack on the other side of the flexi-lab. He tapped a pulsing, lurid green button on his tablet. The leg-shaped framework flexed and straightened, then the front opened down the legs like the petals of a flower spreading outward.

“Ready?” Beedlejo held out a hand to Thyal.

M’kar stepped up, offering support on his other side. They guided him to swing his legs out of his hover chair and stand up. They had been practicing this move for several luns, and Thyal had gotten to the point where he could stand upright for nearly ten minutes. Then, inevitably, the numbness would take over and spasms would fold his legs. This time, though, they didn’t need him to stand that long under his own strength. Just long enough to get the mechanical legs in place and let them take over the job of supporting him.

The boys picked up the frame, pivoted it upright, and set it against the backs of his legs. Another tap on Bo’s tablet, and the framework rewove itself around his legs. He flinched several times as the thin strips of alloy worked down between his toes. A good sign. He had feeling in his legs, all the way down. Today was not a good day to be numb. Tiny pinlights at the many joints of the woven frame flashed. Jorgan brought over a thin band, just large enough to curve around the back of Thyal’s head and hook up over one ear. His hands shook a little as he reached up to slide it into place. Beedlejo let go of Thyal to help the boy, then they both stepped back.

“Are you getting the signal? The AR field should be in place by now,” Beedlejo said.

“I see it,” Thyal murmured. He blinked, then flicked his eyes to the right, then the left. His smile widened and relaxed slightly. He took a deep breath. Lights flickered up and down the frame. “Ready.” He released his grip on M’kar’s hand. She had to silently scold herself to trust, let go, and step back. 

Infrenx and Barroo let out a duet of coos and trills and retreated to the farthest corner of the flexi-lab ceiling. Thyal’s grin widened and went crooked. He lifted his left foot off the deck. His lips flattened in concentration as he swung it forward, so left heel was even with right toes. Put it down. The lights in the framework didn’t even flicker. That had to be a good sign. Right foot forward. Left leg swung slightly to the left, beginning a turn. Right foot followed.

The problem with using the flexi-lab, M’kar realized in maybe thirty seconds, was that there wasn’t much room for walking around. Not even with all the working surfaces compressed into the floor and walls. Nine people, a hover chair, and two dracs made for crowded conditions. M’kar glanced at the boys, aching for them, proud of them, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time over what they were going through. 

Jorgan and Bo were intently serious, their young faces so mature, so focused on this amazing gift they had created for their teacher. Their mouths were slightly open, visibly breathing in synch, as they watched Thyal take gradually smoother, more assured steps. Triumph light slowly grew brighter in their eyes.

“How do you feel?” Beedlejo asked, as Thyal made his third turn and headed back to his starting point.

Thyal sighed and pulled his shoulders back. “Taller?” He grinned and held out his hand. Infrenx trilled and darted down from the corner where she had been hovering with Barroo. She hit his shoulder, making him tip backward and to the right. M’kar swallowed a yelp, her heart racing, and stared as Thyal caught his balance. He grinned, despite the sudden pallor of his face.

“Are you all still alive in there?” Jasper’s voice came through the communication grill by the closed door.

Jorgan ran to tap the control panel, making the door slide open. Jasper and Sleagol and several other engineers leaned in to look. They nodded slowly, then began a slow, measured, hollow clapping with cupped hands. Jorgan and Bo’s eyes widened. They flushed and their mouths trembled, visibly fighting for serious expressions.

There was something very wrong about making these boys act so very grown up at this moment that certainly deserved cartwheels and roaring barks of triumph. 

Thyal stepped out into the open deck of Engineering, with Infrenx posed proudly on his shoulder and Barroo flying delighted, lopsided circles over their heads. His hover chair followed. Beedlejo ushered the boys out ahead of him, then the girls. M’kar came out last. She was exhausted, which made absolutely no sense. More members of Engineering came to investigate as the clapping ended. Each of them in turn stepped up to salute the boys, who turned redder and stood straighter and stiffer, until she thought they would burst.

She let go of a deep breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding, when Thyal sank down into his hover chair again. Jasper nodded, and the engineers dispersed back to whatever they had been doing. He held out two data wafers to the boys.

“You’ve earned this. The hardest part of being a teacher is making your students re-invent the wheel, but ...” He nodded as the boys took the wafers. “Took some finagling and calling in favors, and you two have got some big brains watching you now, but ... Yeah, you earned it.” He chuckled as the boys’ mouths dropped open, they stared at him for several seconds, then hurried to slide the data wafers into their tablets and immediately start exploring what they contained.

“Earned what, exactly?” M’kar had to ask.

“All the classified, above-their-pay-grade data, the latest engineering breakthroughs, the mind-machine link research they wouldn’t be learning about until their third year at the Academy. Basically, the boys skipped a dozen R&D steps building those legs, with no access to the data for the scientific and engineering principles they used.”

“Reinventing the wheel.” She shuddered, a little breathless at this realization of just what the boys had accomplished. 

“Those boys know by instinct what it takes Academy engineering students at least two years of study to grasp and implement. They’re going to be a force to be reckoned with.”

“They already are,” Thyal said, as he floated over to join them. “I’m proud of you, boys. And flattered that you wanted to experiment on me.” He leaned forward, beckoning Jorgan and Bo closer. “Now, how are we going to astonish your classmates with your gizmo? Today, or wait a while?”

“Just how close did they come to the latest developments?” M’kar asked, stepping back with Jasper, as the boys and Thyal and Beedlejo went into a huddle.

“About three years behind what Loryn is using right now for the bio-link with the ship,” Jasper said, his voice pitched soft. “I wasn’t kidding about the boys being watched. I’ve got some pretty powerful people breathing down my neck, putting all sorts of safeguards and conditions on what they’ve been allowed to do. And yeah, pulling strings so I didn’t have to ask and fill out applications for permission in triplicate. They want to see how far the boys can go.” He sighed. “We took a chance and contacted Thyal’s dad, got him involved from the start. He was a big help. Stopped a lot of troublemakers from even thinking of trying something nasty. You don’t go up against a Premier Master.”

Barroo chittered in concern, picking up on the tight churning in her head and gut, and darted over to clutch at the front of her uniform jacket. She stroked down his back to soothe him and herself.

“I think I need to assign some of the teacher dracs to watch out for those boys, personally,” she murmured.

Jasper nodded salute to her and turned to head to his office.

~~~~~
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M’KAR DIDN’T GET TO see the great reveal, but she heard the shrieks and cheers from the children through Thyal’s ears. She spent most of the second half of her duty shift in Medical.

Another request had come from the team on Le’anka that had taken over studying the chunks of broken Gate she and Jasper and Taggert had smuggled off Nisandros. Dr. Ramisol, the head of the team, had some concerns over the energy waves emitted by the minerals that made up the Gate. He requested that M’kar undergo a series of examinations and tests to determine if she had been physically impacted by her prolonged exposure to that energy while traveling through the dimensional portals with Etrusca. He limited knowledge of the tests, and the theories behind them, to Tahl. The procedure kept M’kar occupied for nearly three hours.

By the end of the ship’s day, news of Thyal’s mechanical legs had spread through the ship. Decker dropped broad hints that he knew all about the project, it was his duty as chief of security to keep an eye on what the boys were doing. He pretended to grumble about not appreciating anyone trying to intimidate Spitfire into keeping secrets from him. Thyal wore himself out, staying on his feet hours past the time he should have retired back to his hover chair. After all, he hadn’t stood upright for more than three years. When the strain leaked into their link, M’kar sent a message to Tahl through Ha’ess, asking her to intervene and put Thyal back in his chair on doctor’s orders. Thyal was so grateful, M’kar laughed with tears in her eyes.
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CHAPTER TWO



[image: ]




At the next data buoy, a message waited for M’kar, advising her not to go to Anwesta Medical Station when the Defender reached Le’anka. The drac liaisons planned to, in the words of Commodore Roop, “sneak” down to Le’anka to meet with her. Granny was still sulking over her defeat and humiliation on Castitarus, when the Numenjax refused to let her dominate them. When she wasn’t sulking, she was smugly pleased that the presence of the young Numenjax, Jax, hadn’t brought any more improvement in the condition of the cocoon victims on Anwesta. Far too many hopes had been resting on Jax being the final element needed to awaken the victims from living death. 

Garion Dulit, head of the drac-human liaison team and M’kar and Thyal’s classmate from Academy days, feared that her arrival might trigger an explosion. Granny had been too quiet lately. Meaning she was scheming again. Maybe another attempt to sneak aboard the Defender, or maybe demand she be taken home to Draxonis.

~~~~~
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“WE HAVE A ... DEVELOPMENT,” M’kar reported, stepping onto the bridge less than half an hour after the Defender settled into orbit around Le’anka. She gestured at the forward viewscreen, where Anwesta slowly rotated in orbit, growing larger as the ship approached.

“Don’t tell me.” Genys looked around the bridge. “Granny got on board, despite the newest update to the drac-proof fence?”

“Exact opposite. Ask Axe where all the teacher dracs are.”

Battleaxe chirped and twisted her head, looking around the bridge. Genys would have liked to have laughed at her little black drac’s confusion, but that sort of worried her.

“She can’t find them.”

“On the ship,” M’kar said. “I can’t feel them anywhere on the ship. I sent out the call and got ...” She shrugged. “Not exactly echoes, but this definite feeling I was shouting into an empty room.”

“They have to be on the station already. Probably teleported over as soon as we were close enough.” Decker stepped up to join them. Spitfire crooned and rubbed his cheek with her muzzle, then chirped in what certainly struck Genys as a relieved tone. “Did you get that?” His eyes narrowed and he twisted his head to look at his drac.

“An impression they’re gone and not coming back?” M’kar leaned on the arm of the command chair. “I reached out to the dracs on the station, and I get a strong impression of a cold shoulder, but with a lot of regret.” She snorted. “Granny is behind the effort to ignore us. Sour grapes, I say.”

“Please, Enlo ...” Genys stopped herself there. She had the awful feeling that despite her best efforts, a wide grin was about to split her face.

“Well, I did get—” M’kar paused, her head cocked to one side, eyes narrowing, in what was clearly a listening pose. “Dulit’s contacting me through our dracs ...” After a few seconds, she nodded. “It’s official. The kids are old enough to be on their own. No more overseers.”

“No more spies for Granny,” Decker added.

~~~~~
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MEETING WITH THE DRAC-human liaison team meant M’kar missed the grand reveal, when Thyal went home to visit his parents on his own two feet, instead of riding in a hover chair. The thought of serene, dignified Premier Healer Thean falling apart at the sight of her son standing upright made M’kar far more queasy than she wanted to admit. She gladly parted company with Thyal at the spaceport and headed to one of the private garden courtyards that had been a favorite relaxing place when she and Dulit and Thyal were students in Infrenx class. She carried a gift for the team: ten pods, no larger than the palm of her hand, to install anywhere they chose around Granny’s nesting area. It was the newest upgrade to Jasper’s drac-proof fence, portable and flexible, and just in time to keep her contained, before the elderly, temperamental drac caused more trouble.

The meeting didn’t take long. Very little news was new, and M’kar tried not to be disappointed at the lack of improvement in the effort to release the cocoon victims. Jax was, after all, still a child, by drac and Numenjax standards. He needed to grow into his strength and abilities. They had been waiting more than forty years for a chance to release people alive from the cocoons. By comparison, the last year-plus since including dracs had yielded enormous improvements.

On the positive side, three more mating pairs of dracs had formed. Meaning three more sets of three eggs would soon appear in the heated nesting area. Meaning more dracs hungry to latch onto minds. Eventually, hopefully, all those drac minds joined together would pull a human mind out of the cocoon-induced coma. By that time, hopefully the medical personnel would have some answers for how to open those cocoons without killing the occupants.

As soon as the meeting ended, Barroo popped out to let M’kar’s parents know she was coming home. And likely gorge on the treats Ashrock kept for him. She didn’t mind. She planned to indulge in some treats herself, sleep late, let her parents pamper her, and let the universe worry about itself for a day or two.

Later, M’kar realized she had been planning her days of laziness a little too loudly, and the universe heard.

Ashrock dropped the bomb over dinner.

“What do you mean, Etrusca and Great-grandfather are missing?” M’kar put down her mug of seooli tea, grateful he told her before she took a mouthful.

“They’ve vanished altogether from Le’anka,” Jeyn said, punctuated with a little shrug. “And no, they weren’t assassinated. We’ve been receiving messages from both sides of the growing battle, asking where they are, demanding we hand them over, and threatening all sorts of dire punishments.”

“Battle?” M’kar’s brain latched onto that word, among all the other bad ones. 

“Someone tied Etrusca’s emergence from the surbda crater to the disappearance of the Ancestors’ voices,” Ashrock said, with a shrug that mirrored his wife’s. M’kar wondered how soon that little gesture would grow irritating. Her parents weren’t the kind of people to shrug and signal something was of little importance. Unless ...

“What do you know? What haven’t you admitted to those indiferps and how could ... Oh.” She sat back and wished they were eating indoors instead of in the pavilion by the firefish pond. She needed to shove back a chair and stomp away from the table and work off the shivers of apprehension as all sorts of images raced through her mind. It was hard to rise dramatically when she was sitting on a thick cushion on the tile pavement. “So Etrusca was right, and the Ancestors’ voices are actual voices, pulled in through the dimensional warping of the broken Gate. Once we moved most of the pieces off Nisandros, the dimensional warping stopped, and the voices stopped and ...” A chuckle escaped her. “And all the lunatic prophets have no excuse to do crazy things.”

“Etrusca is uniting most of the worst of the clans by their hatred for her. Our clan is getting blamed for silencing the Ancestors and disrupting the totally idiotic traditions and structure of government. Your uncle Rokas sent you an enormous chest full of family treasures to thank you, by the way.” He snorted, grinning so half the tattoos on his face twisted or disappeared into folds in his skin. “All my brothers and cousins and uncles are delighted, preparing for war, strengthening the clan house defenses, answering honor challenges. You wouldn’t believe all the apologies I’ve been receiving on your behalf, expressing regret for trying to kill you when you were a child.”

“Nisandrians are insane.”

“Yes,” her mother said, “but life is never boring when you’re married to a Nisandrian.”

“I warned you, na’nooshki.” Ashrock reached across the table and intertwined his fingers with hers.

If her parents started making smoochie noises or even got up and started kissing, M’kar might throw herself into the pond.

“So what’s the other boot you’re about to drop on me?” she asked, to head that off. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy evidence that her parents were still silly, sloppy in love, but she suspected that dropping sensation she got was something like envy.

“We need you to find them.”

“Two elderly Nisandrians in a galaxy with nearly four dozen Human-habitable worlds, three times as many orbital stations and platforms, and that’s just what belongs to the Alliance. Knowing Great-grandfather, he’ll decide the smart move is to hide on a planet unfriendly to the Alliance, because no one would expect him to go to a place that would gladly sell him out to Nisandros.”

“Well, not exactly ...” Jeyn glanced at Ashrock. He nodded.

“You know where they went?”

“Not where, but to who. At least, we hope so.” She shrugged again. Yes, M’kar was getting irritated by that gesture. “Your brothers.”

“My brothers?”

“Ashar, Bannar—” Ashrock began.

“I know their names. Why would Great-grandfather and ... No.” M’kar’s head hurt with the new load of possibilities and theories cramming into her brain. “Oh, yes, that will make them so much easier to find. Just look for a free-trader ship broadcasting Nisandrian registration, with several pirate-for-hire ships chasing them across the universe. Just how do you expect me to talk my captain into putting the Defender in the middle of that fight? We have families on board. Most of those children consider you their adopted grandparents.”

“Yes, and that reminds me, we want to have a festival, now that—”

“Po’pa!” Her fists ached slightly from the single, hard slam that made the bowls and serving platters and mugs bounce a good five centimeters.

“It isn’t that bad.” Jeyn reached to pat M’kar’s arm. “Your brothers are the logical choice, because they’ve been in constant contact with Aquid for years now. In fact, we found out they’ve been in contact since the day they fled Nisandros, going on missions for Etrusca.”

“How?” M’kar shook her head. “No, don’t tell me. I can guess. All three of them are just rebels and idiots enough to think Great-grandfather’s crazy notions are good ideas. I wondered how Etrusca managed to send pieces of the Gate off planet all these years. Now I know. It makes too much crazy, twisted sense.”

“If it’s any comfort, they also left because of the pressure to kill you,” Ashrock offered. “Most of our clan didn’t have any problem obeying the prophets who demanded your death, but your brothers did. They were tired of getting into battles with their cousins.” He chuckled. “Mostly because it got so boring, winning all the time.”

A strained bubble of laughter escaped M’kar. Maybe in a few days she would find some comfort in knowing that yes, her brothers did like her, enough to not want her dead. And yes, it was some comfort to know a thirst for adventure had sent them away from their homeworld. They hadn’t left because they didn’t want to be around their half-blood sister.

“All right. I’ll ask Genys what we can do. Treinna will have to pull a couple dozen strings to get people watching to catch the gossip. But that’s about all I can do without taking leave and hiring a courier ship and going hunting on my own.”

Ashrock accepted that just a little too easily. M’kar had the awful feeling there was still much he hadn’t told her.

All in all, she was glad to watch Le’anka and Anwesta vanish behind the Defender as the ship headed out on its next assignment. It was a blessedly boring one for a change, making a wide circle of stations, dropping off and picking up equipment and personnel and dealing with various technical problems that required the miracle-working skills of Jasper Lore and his Engineering department.

~~~~~
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TREINNA’S CONTACTS with Communications personnel on dozens of stations and ships and colony worlds didn’t provide the information M’kar had hoped for. They reported a rising sense of irritation toward Nisandrians in general. Incidents of Nisandrians assaulting each other were on the rise. That was bad enough, but Treinna discovered a trend in the brawls and general shrieking of insults and honor challenges that she felt duty-bound to bring to their captain’s attention.

Nisandrians wearing the clan sigils and tattoos of the more recalcitrant, old-order clans were hunting and attacking women wearing the blue eye tattoos of Etrusca’s sisterhood. Either they were frustrated over the changes to Nisandrian society now that Etrusca had emerged from the surbda crater, or they blamed her for the loss of the Ancestors’ voices. Chances were good someone would attack M’kar just because she was a Nisandrian woman with blue lines tattooed around her eyes.

Genys didn’t apologize when she ordered M’kar to never leave the ship in civilian clothes. Hopefully the sight of a Fleet uniform and the drac riding on her shoulder would distract the usual rabble on the lower-class space stations, so they wouldn’t notice her facial tattoos or the sharp dip in her eyebrows that marked her as Nisandrian. Plus, she needed to keep in constant contact with Security whenever she left the ship.

The Defender’s first stop after that order was Dimwraith Station. M’kar considered not leaving the ship at all, because simply wearing a Fleet uniform would make her a target of malcontents and troublemakers. The kind who would be so sloshed on the newest acidic, brain-cauterizing liquor called ayocee, they wouldn’t slow down when they got close enough to realize she was Nisandrian. Problem: she needed to walk every station and be visible, to generate a reaction and pick up some gossip, some information that might lead to finding her brothers and their ship, and hopefully Etrusca and Aquid.

“I feel like doog bait,” M’kar grumbled as she tugged her uniform straight and approached the hatch into the umbilical between the Defender and Dimwraith Station.

“Nah,” Decker responded, his voice slightly tinny, coming through the ear-link connection. “Nothing that big can get on a station this old. Won’t fit through the airlocks.”

Decker and a quarter of Security had scattered throughout the five levels of the station, prepared for the first sign of trouble generated by her presence. Before she was halfway down the umbilical, M’kar was tense enough she really did need someone to come running at her with a gyf-knife, screaming for blood, so she could work out a little bit of the jagged-toothed energy racing along her nerves.

After nearly an hour walking the perimeter of the four public decks of Dimwraith Station, the strongest reaction she got was increased volume in the background hum of talk in the corridors and socializing areas. Lots of people turned to watch her, but no one looked unusually angry or alarmed. The Security crew reported on the bits they overheard. Nothing sounded threatening. The accumulated comments were mostly reactions to Barroo perched on her shoulder.

“Are you telling me after more than a year since the Corona and Draxonis, people still don’t know about dracs on the Defender?” Decker rasped, when M’kar was halfway through the tour of deck four. “It’s official, the people who hang around stations like Dimwraith are oblivious idiots.”

M’kar grinned, but the laughter rising in her throat felt like a hard lump as she looked up and met the gaze of a Nisandrian man, standing behind the serving counter of a food station. She kept moving, rather than draw attention to herself by stopping. Especially with the traffic so thin in this particular corridor.

The man grinned at her. She fought down the twin impulses to either run as fast as she could, or to leap over the counter and knock him flat before he could draw a weapon. He gestured to her and stepped back from the counter, reaching to the covered vats sitting on heating coils, lined up against the wall behind him. This food station apparently specialized in soups and stews. What were the chances he would try to fling a vat of something hot at her?

Curiosity got the better of her. She whispered to Decker where she was and asked who was close. Sh’hari was halfway down the corridor, helping Dimwraith Security deal with a drunk, hallucinating that the clearsteel walls were starting to melt. M’kar bit back a comment on the stupidity of people who drank ayocee despite the scientific proof that it melted brain cells and adjusted body chemistry so the stink they exuded was permanent. By that time, she was at the counter.

“Saved this especially for you,” the man said, and plopped a bowl of shriek beast stew down on the counter in front of her.

M’kar’s head snapped back at the pungent fumes. Barroo trilled delight and made to dive from her shoulder, straight into the bowl. She caught him, an instant image of him poisoned and writhing in agony shooting through her head.

“You don’t know me,” she began, and blinked away the tears from the ultra-spicy steam. Her stomach ached for the fiery agony that would make her sweat all the impurities from her blood in the next half hour.

“Nor you me, but we know our Vow Mother.” He nodded and reached inside the collar of his shirt, to pull out a pendant. It looked like a blob of green glass that had hit a hard surface and cooled there.

A stylized eye with blue lines around it, the symbol of Etrusca’s sisterhood, decorated one side. M’kar knew there were men who supported the sisterhood, but she had never seen one. Her brain seemed to tangle in knots as she tried to calculate the chances this was all an elaborate plot to get her to lower her guard and allow an assassin to get close enough to strike.

“She always sees true and she speaks true. She told me you would come. Her prophet gave me the password, and told me to have this ready, this day and this hour.” He chuckled. “They spoke true. It is an honor to meet the half-blood daughter of Ba’e’do’stra.” He gave her a brief head-and-shoulders bow. His grin widened, doing strange things to the scarred right side of his face, which looked like he had had his head shoved into one of his bubbling vats.

“What password did my ... did the prophet give you?” Despite herself, she leaned closer when he leaned toward her and whispered.

“Mi’sho’ki.”

Barroo trilled, the notes rising up in question. M’kar gave him permission. He jumped off her shoulder and landed on the counter and stopped just short of digging his muzzle into the stew. A glance at her, and he picked up the spoon lying on the counter with both forepaws. The man stared, his mouth falling open as Barroo levered up a spoonful of the stew and licked it clean. M’kar wanted to laugh, even as she cringed. Aquid and Etrusca had talked to this man. Only her great-grandfather would make her embarrassing childhood nickname a password.

The man laughed and signaled for M’kar to wait. He ladled up another bowl of stew and put it in front of her.

“Thank you. Vow ... vow brother.” The label felt odd on her tongue. She supposed that was because she had always considered Etrusca the property of the women of Nisandros. Maybe this man was here, working on Dimwraith, because his loyalty to Etrusca had gotten him in trouble, so he had to leave Nisandros?

“It is my great honor.” He bowed to her again. “Our mother left a package for you. She plans to meet with you soon. She said you will be rewarded for all your suffering as the half-blood, but do not fear, because the Quarter-Child has come, despite everything the asqui’di’squas have done to prevent the fulfillment of prophecy.”

M’kar stopped with her spoon raised for the first bite. She shuddered at the words. Before she left Nisandros, after the whole ridiculous marriage competition and the chase through the portals, Etrusca had sent her a package with four ancient books. They were some of the thousands of volumes of history and prophecy the sisterhood had saved from destruction through the centuries. The leaders of Nisandros had a habit of rewriting history by eradicating all the records. The books were written in the oldest form of Nisandrian, and even with Treinna’s help, M’kar hadn’t read very far. They held prophecies of the Quarter-Child, the offspring of a half-blood, and all the heroic feats the child would perform, before destroying walls and rewriting time itself. Fear of the Quarter-Child’s birth, and efforts to prevent it, were part of the reason M’kar’s birth had generated such drastic reactions. As far as anyone knew, she was the first half-blood Nisandrian in several centuries.

“Wait here. I have it ready.” The man looked up and down the corridor behind her. Then he darted through the door in the wall of vats.

Barroo had abandoned his spoon by now. He slurped up the last of his bowl of shriek beast stew and purred, giving M’kar a beseeching grin before turning all his attention on her bowl.

“Glutton,” she muttered, and tipped it to spill half into his.

He chortled happily and dove in, forepaws braced on the edge.

“You okay over there?” Decker said, startling her. “The guy sounded kind of happy. Sh’hari’s almost free. Want me to send her over?”

“No. I’m good. Just ... a little freaked.”

Then the man returned, with a stone box maybe thirty centimeters long, ten high and ten wide. He let out a loud, gusting sigh as he put it on the counter in front of her.

“Thank you, vow brother. I’m sorry, I have been rude. You are?”

“Timotti. O’ni’goss Clan. I am proud to call your brothers my friends.” He gestured at the food station. “This is mine, because of them. They are good men.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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M’kar was fairly sure she thanked him for the shriek beast stew and finished the rest of the bowl. The fire lingered in her mouth for some time after that. She knew he laughed when she told him Barroo’s name. M’kar tried to shake off the daze that lingered from the encounter. Distraction in a place like this was reckless. Still, she couldn’t shake the oddness. She would have considered it just a bizarre dream, except for the lingering sting in her mouth and the weight and chill of the stone box cradled in one arm, pressed hard against her side.

Getting the call from Decker, asking her to check on one of his crew, was a relief. Sh’hari couldn’t go because the drunk’s friends had showed up while she helped load him onto a robot cart to haul him to lockup. M’kar headed down a branching corridor, heading toward the place where the man had last reported in. Decker grumbled in her ear, calling on the rest of the Security team to head there as well, just in case.

Ahead was the largest social area on the station, where a bulge in the side of deck four was all clearsteel, giving a panoramic view of the swirls of dust that obscured the view of the planet Dimwraith. Frequent firestorms broke out in the constantly swirling dust. “Dust” was a misnomer. The few probes that survived more than five minutes in the atmosphere reported that the size of the average “particle” in the dust storms was approximately ten centimeters in diameter. The streaks of fire and lightning strikes from magnetic storms created headache-inducing patterns and colors, irritating to the point of depression. Why had someone decided the occupants of the station needed to be able to witness the constant chaos? Tahl had speculated that Dimwraith’s reputation for low morale and regular bursts of aggression and negative behavior could be attributed to the psychological impact of the colors and patterns.

M'kar slowed her steps as she approached the seating area, visually searching for a man sprawled on the deck. Or more likely, a group of grumblers taking out their bad mood on someone in a corner. That was likely where Decker’s crewman was right now. 

The air felt thick, almost greasy against her skin, and the telltale acidic reek of ayocee churned through the air in an almost visible cloud. She guessed it was true that when people drank too much of the nasty stuff, they didn’t care about things like basic hygiene.

An enormous body attached to a frowning face stood up from a cluster of seats farthest away from the disquieting display of the planet, which was currently mostly browns and reds, with electric blue streaks of fire. That scowl focused on her. Beady eyes flicked up and down, looking her over, and caught on Barroo, hunched on her shoulder. 
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