
  
    
      
        
        A son's quest. A mother's fight. A father's descent.

      

      

      In a universe where one faction's righteous rebellion is another's genocide, truth is a matter of perspective.

      And very few know the truth about Grey Soleis.

      When he suddenly goes MIA, his son, Roth, must decide between loyalty to the Ascendancy military and his family's legacy.

      Will he find what he's looking for, or succumb to despair?

      Meanwhile, his wife, Alora, yearns for the return of her husband. As insurrection consumes their homeworld, will she triumph or become that which she hates?
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        “Matt Wright’s storytelling conveys the real scope and sense of wonder of great space opera. Breaking Colossus takes you on a journey as big as your imagination.”

      

      

      
        
        —Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Dark Between the Stars

      

      

      “A fast-paced, galaxy-spanning space opera adventure filled with intrigue and political maneuvering. A solid outing from Mr. Wright!”

      
        
        —Christopher Ruocchio, Author of The Sun Eater series

      

      

      “Matt Wright's Breaking Colossus is a gamechanger of a space opera. Get ready to enter a universe that has it all: characters with fascinating histories and abilities, unconventional romance, political warfare, spiritual exploration, and unprecedented technology. Wright's flair for world-building is matched by his exquisite storytelling, especially in depicting the lengths a son is capable of going to for his own father. The notion that ‘stories can change everything’ surfaces throughout the book; this is one of those stories.”

      
        
        —Sonja Ciotti, Poet & Author of A One-Star Night; Big Rain, Little Umbrella; and 31

      

      

      “Combining magnificent worldbuilding with classic story design, Breaking Colossus will thrill scholars of Greek epic poetry as easily as readers of modern space adventures. Do not hesitate to pick up this book!”
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      "Going to space has never been more fun! If you want a story with depth and character, this one is for you. It will keep you turning pages long after bedtime."
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            A Hero’s Son Awakens

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You’ll never be fainthearted or a fool,

        Telémakhos, if you have your father’s spirit;

        he finished what he cared to say,

        and what he took in hand he brought to pass.

        The sea routes will yield their distances

        to his true son, Penélopê’s true son,—

        I doubt another’s luck would hold so far.

        The son is rare who measures with his father,

        and one in a thousand is a better man,

        but you will have the sap and wit

        and prudence—for you get that from Odysseus⁠—

        to give you a fair chance of winning through.

      

      

      
        
        —Homer, The Odyssey, Book Two (282-293)

        Translated by Robert Fitzgerald

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Communiques #30113 & #43012

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Communique #30113

        Sender: Queen Alora Soleis

        Recipient: Commander Grey Soleis

        Recording…

      

      

      My dear Grey, this communique may never reach you, not simply because of the nearly infinite space between us, but because I fear the Ascendancy is keeping you from me.

      But I refuse to ignore this anniversary of our separation any longer.

      In the months after you left, I pondered what I would say to you if you were still gone five, ten, or even twenty years later. All those years have passed, and for all I know, you are still millions of lights away fighting in the war that has claimed more lives than any other war in the history of our species.

      The truth is…I’m not prepared for this. Nevertheless, here it is.

      I should start by saying I have no news of you or your whereabouts. What I do receive comes from our liaisons in the military, mere desk-sitters, who assure me you are still fighting the good fight. Still alive—and that’s all. They have no idea why you never respond to me, but I know all too well their words are well-crafted lies with inlays of gold and silver.

      I have supported the Ascendancy for twenty years. Funding the war effort to overthrow the Dominion is always on my mind. By so doing, I believe I’ve helped you in your efforts to return to me. My sky seems to fade away from me into darkness. I wish to pull it back with all the strength I have.

      You should know Roth is well. Our son has joined the military and has been serving faithfully aboard the Titanus—but you already knew that didn’t you?

      You promised me you would watch over me like a star. You promised to be my sky. I still hold on to that promise, Grey. Every day. The universe is vast…and though the space and powers that separate us seem greater—and it seems we are but specks of matter on spheres of dust, rising forever—I believe my words will find you, eventually.

      I suppose what I want to say most of all is…to ask or plead for you to come home and be a father to Roth. That is all I ask, Grey. You may forget me. You may forget what we had together.

      Don’t forget your son.

      Be well, my love. Until we meet again.

      
        
        End Communique.

        Communique not sent.

        Archived.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Communique #43012

        Sender: Commander Grey Soleis

        Recipient: Queen Alora Soleis

        Recording…

      

      

      Don’t have much time. Something’s going to happen soon. Something bad…

      I haven’t heard from you, but I hope all is well. It’s been twenty years to the day, but I think of you always. I love you. I miss you. Give my love to Roth. I promise I’ll return. I’m doing everything I can to…

      Don’t give up on me, Alora. I continue to be your sky.

      
        
        End Communique.

        Communique not sent.

        Archived.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            I Promise

          

        

      

    

    
      Trin fled through Ascendancy space in the form of an aster ship, bleeding smoke and light into the void.

      She thought she’d evaded her pursuer, but couldn’t be sure. Her core had been damaged in a catastrophe she could not remember. She’d need an emergency diagnostic and restoration cycle to see how much damage she’d sustained. For now, a small aster was inconspicuous enough to avoid Ascendancy scrutiny.

      All she could remember was a very human face coupled with a human promise:

      Find my son.

      I will. I promise.

      Trin had traveled a long way with only those two fragmented memories driving her. Now, she could feel the end creeping up on her. She would be lost to the depths like a sinking lifeboat if she didn’t find land. Thankfully, she’d happened upon the Titanus, one of the Ascendancy's great bladeships. Its purpose was to stay far away from the fighting, retrieve, and convey intelligence in the ongoing war against the Dominion Constellar.

      There’d been a time when the Dominion had helped save the Civilizations from the Vine and Tyranny. Over the past three centuries, Trin had seen it devolve into the very thing it had sworn to destroy. The Ascendancy was now the new wave of resistance fighters opposing oppression. She wouldn’t feel safe until she had landed in the bladeship’s docking bay.

      A line of asters was returning from scouting missions. Using her waning energy, Trin used her ARO technology to cloak herself so that not even the Titanus’ casterprism could discover her. Even so, she prepared herself to flee. Humans still hadn’t forgotten their fear of Arrows—the Tyranny Conflict was still too recent.

      Trin hadn’t seen another of her kind in three hundred years, only angry humans bent on destroying her. If the humans aboard the Titanus found her out, they’d cast a Gorgon trap on her without hesitation. Of course, there were the few who hadn’t wanted her dead, but she couldn’t remember any of their names. If there were more Arrows out there, they hid themselves too well.

      The line of asters descended toward the bladeship, their registries getting pinged for positioning data that explained where they’d been. If Trin was lucky, it wouldn’t see her, and she could slip past its dropped shield array. Besides, her registries were empty. Trin couldn’t know where’d she’d been for the past several hours. Even the memories of the past several months needed repairs.

      Still, her systems continuously recalled the face and the promise to her awareness. She couldn’t let go of the light they gave her.

      Find my son…

      Keeping back about ten klicks from the nearest aster, Trin approached the Titanus slowly, keeping herself alert for trouble. There were no other bladeships within five lights of their position, and she would not get that far if something went wrong.

      ARO cloaking, at one time, was impossible to detect. But humans had found ways around it. Would this bladeship be as thorough?

      Each aster landed in its assigned bay, and nothing indicated they’d discovered her. But she hadn’t placed herself in actual danger yet. Rushing, Trin sped through the open shield array before it closed itself off to traffic. She was now in the bladeship’s artificial atmosphere and felt her frame resonate with the humans’ frenetic chaos beyond: hundreds of humans rushing this way and that in dizzying confusion. Keeping herself cloaked, Trin transformed.

      The cells of her human-created body were trillions of nanoscopic chains made up of decahedron-shaped nodes. They responded to her will, built themselves into any shape, taking on any color in the known spectrums, and shifted around and allowing her to change into almost any form she wished. They also expanded and contracted in plasticity. To the untrained eye, it appeared like breaking the law of conservation of mass. The technology inside her was so advanced that the humans feared the Arrows and attempted to destroy them all. They almost succeeded.

      That same technology that had once condemned her now acted as her salvation, transforming her into her chosen identity: a woman of average height and weight, pale skin and hickory hair pulled back into a thin ponytail. Trin landed on the lip of the docking bay, steadied herself, and dashed behind some crates that were fastened to the bay floor. She released her cloak and glanced around to determine if she’d drawn attention. Thankfully, the humans aboard this ship seemed far too complacent to notice her.

      When she was ready, a pilot’s suit and helmet emerged from her skin and covered her. She then emerged from the shadows and strode into the fray with purpose, eventually falling behind a line of other pilots. Overhead, a voice sounded on the comm, counting down to the next scouting mission while hundreds of voices called out and the asters’ engines roared. There was also the pounding of auto-hammers and the crackling of electricity. It all distorted her focus, threatening to throw her off her goal. If she didn’t restore herself soon, she would blackout, and that would be the end.

      She would not allow herself to die that way.

      Keeping her eyes straight ahead, Trin followed the line of pilots through a bright archway that led into one of several arteries that ran through the massive ship. Although it was shaped like a downward-pointed knife, the Titanus’ innards resembled a human’s circulation and nervous systems. Bladeships and Arrows had been cut from the same mold, as it were, and she knew exactly where she was.

      Just then, a memory sparked in her mind—she saw dark eyes gazing into hers with burning intent. It was the human face—the person to whom she’d made her promise.

      Find my son.

      I—

      Even as she strode up the artery, the face distorted. Viscous fluid leaked from the corners of her eyes, then—unbidden and involuntary. She blinked them away, absorbing them back into her skin, then closed her eyes to force the inward pain to abate. It refused her.

      When she opened her eyes again, Trin noticed a small storeroom ahead of her on her right. She could feel her systems shutting down one by one as she focused all power on mobility and consciousness. She hurried inside and closed the door behind her, hoping that no one had thought her suspicious. Inside, she found herself in a small, five-by-five-meters room with rows of metal shelves filled with storage containers of all sizes. These shelves stifled most of the room except for a direct path to the opposite corner.

      Squares of light in the ceiling lit the area, and Trin thanked the stars that she had entered alone. She stood for a moment, erect and still, as she powered down non-essential systems while searching for a place to hide. Beyond a wall panel at the far corner, she sensed a gap large enough to fit in like a crawl space.

      She forced her body to walk the path. Her vision clouded over with warnings and dizzying static. Her left leg gave out, and she took a knee. Blinking, she glanced downward, deciding to cut off the power to her other leg altogether and redirect it to her arms. The rest of the way, she knelt down and pushed herself across the smooth floor.

      Trin reached the wall, gripped the panel, and pushed it back and to the side. Its motor resisted her, and sparks flew. Inside, she found a small space that had forgotten its original purpose. Trin dragged herself and her dead legs inside with her remaining strength, then closed the protesting panel behind her.

      Finally, the darkness shielded her. Trin caused her helmet to fade into her skin in the last moments of consciousness. Then she hugged her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. With seconds remaining, she commanded her systems into a restoration cycle. If luck yet attended her, it would repair some of the damage she’d taken.

      But her listless restoration system responded with groans and indolent protests. They couldn’t fail. Trin had worked too hard to keep them alive—had come too far to die now. So she compelled them, feeding them all the power she had left.

      Then, it was like falling into a gravity well as her systems began their cycles. She couldn’t know how long she’d remain on “inside time.” As long as was necessary to regain at least a portion of what she’d lost.

      When she was sure she wouldn’t deactivate permanently, Trin allowed all her consciousness to fade. The deeper darkness of her unconscious took her away as her systems reduced themselves to their most basic operations—a data transfer rate of only a few terabits per second. Her head dropped to her knees, and she dropped the illusion of Trin and changed into a gray-skinned, genderless omnidroid with empty eyes.

      Within those dark, dizzying revolutions, Trin waited for the light.
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        * * *

      

      The million eternities of her innermost universe appeared to be insufficient. When the restoration process had completed, Trin brought herself from the brink of oblivion until she felt well enough to continue.

      She thought she knew now what the promise and the face meant to her, though she still didn’t recall every detail. There was a self-appointed mission—Find my son—since she had such a soft spot for humans. It registered that she would risk her life for one of them, make a promise that she wasn’t sure she could ever keep.

      It sounded very much like her.

      Visual and auditory systems rose beyond the black and breached. Above her, voices resonated beyond the wall panel. She listened to the gibberish of their speech until her lexicon rebooted. They spoke Riethan—the official language of the Civilizations. Her system time reported only a few standard hours since she’d arrived at the Titanus and begun her restoration process.

      “…think we missed something?” the masculine voice said.

      “It makes no sense,” a feminine voice replied, sounding annoyed. “Why would a pilot enter a lower deck utility closet and then…disappear? Something’s wrong here.”

      A brief silence developed between them.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I believe you,” the other voice said, “but we’ve done everything possible to locate them.”

      “You heard what the chief said. There are crawlspaces throughout this entire level. Don’t you think⁠—”

      “Those haven’t been used in decades. You couldn’t access one without first diverting power to their motors. How would they even do that?”

      The female sighed. “I suppose…”

      Their voices faded as they moved farther away, then cut off altogether when the door opened and shut. Trin scanned the room beyond the panel and found no others present. She needed to keep moving.

      So they suspect me. I need to be more careful.

      Pushing herself onto her knees, Trin gripped the sides of the panel and heaved it back against the resistant gears. She climbed out and replaced the panel as she found it. Little had changed in the hours she’d been cycling. Glancing down, Trin transformed from a naked, genderless omnidroid back into herself again—this time, she wore a black intelligence officer’s uniform. She shortened her hair to military standards and materialized a small black cap on the crown of her head.

      With another thought, the insignia of an ensign materialized on the breast of her jacket. To complete the ensemble, a Disc tablet appeared in her hand. A lowly ensign running errands wouldn’t draw too much attention if she remained out from underfoot. Her first goal was to find a terminal, find a way past the safeguards, and build a connection to the plexus. Once she accomplished that, she would have the Ascendancy in her control.

      With a determined stride, Trin left that storeroom and merged into the traffic of the ship’s artery. Few looked her way, and those who did gave her little more than a cursory glance. Her confident stance and focused gaze hopefully gave an impatient impression—and stars have mercy on whoever interrupted her.

      She didn’t have to go far before seeing a small cuboid with a screen and console. Although it was a minor terminal, it was enough to establish a connection with the local plexus. With swift purpose, she ducked inside and sat in the swiveling chair. There was little privacy there, and she would need to rush. Placing her hands on the console, she injected a portion of herself into the system.

      The Ascendancy used several protective firewalls that prevented access to their archives and encrypted ansible. The near-instantaneous relaying of information across vast distances was incredibly valuable to humans. Who could blame their wariness? But breaking through such safeguards would not be easy. Doing so while avoiding the alarm would be…something else entirely.

      Trin would have no trouble under normal circumstances. But now…

      A dark prism booted to life before her—invisible to all except her—and recorded her features. In seconds, it would confirm she was not a member of the bladeship crew. Less than a minute later, soldiers would swarm and arrest her.

      Arrows thrived on efficiency, and Trin used it to her advantage, learning the algorithms. She flew past the terminal’s local defenses and then forced herself into the plexus connection, scanning and understanding it. It was complex, well-protected, but very efficient.

      Eight seconds had passed. The plexus mainframe asked for credentials, but Trin fought past the gatekeeping automation. Once she’d established a connection, she would need to make certain no one could trace her. It required a True-Random algorithm of her own making that covered her tracks.

      In the span of two seconds, Trin had traversed billions of lines of code that could have stretched a quarter of a million lights away to Cadmus and returned halfway. She absorbed all of it, realizing it possessed few weaknesses—and she felt respect rather than dismay. It would take the best minds in the Dominion one hundred years to break such a defense. And yet weaknesses existed, and Trin had found them all.

      Thirteen seconds.

      Milliseconds before the terminus shut off from an outside source, Trin had already achieved what she’d come for. Her wireless connection to the plexus was strong, although it would need some refining.

      Trin estimated she had less than forty-five seconds before a platoon of soldiers descended upon her. There was no time. She stood and turned down a smaller intersecting corridor and followed a line of pilots making the trek back to the docking bay.

      Triumph!

      The Titanus’ plexus throbbed around her like a heartbeat. Communiques carrying information, code, and orders, among many other treasures posed as vital blood cells. Trin could track the location of the soldiers dispatched to her position: too close for comfort. She’d left just in time.

      The humans could decipher the True-Random algorithm with enough time and patience, but she would be long gone before they got close enough to understand it. But she had more immediate concerns. As she strode along the corridor, she made subtle changes to her appearance—oceanic irises, higher cheekbones, flatter lips, thin eyebrows, and red-tinged hair. She kept her rank of ensign to remain anonymous. Next, she had to think of a place to hide.

      About a dozen heavy footsteps thudded through the corridor behind her. She cast a glance over her shoulder—soldiers with falcon rifles, or falcatas, were searching among the crowd for her. She remained calm and kept to her course.

      A soldier gripped her by the shoulder and spun her around with brutish strength. She cried out and glared back at the man in the black uniform. He gave her a quick look-over, and when he didn’t find what he wanted, he and the others moved on. She watched them thunder past, searching everyone they came across with rough hands and no explanation. Their toiling amused Trin so much that she couldn't help smiling.

      She then ducked into an empty office and locked the door behind her. From there, she could alter the prism footage and make it look like she wasn’t there—an easier feat than cloaking.

      Now Trin could attempt to piece together her memories without interruption.

      Twelve hours. That’s how much she’d lost.

      The only two pieces left were a face and a promise…

      I will.

      Before her was a man with a strong, square jaw choked with stubble; a heavy lower lip encasing white, perfect teeth; a crooked nose and a creased bridge between two black-as-void eyes; and a strong, fortress forehead.

      Ah! And bright red hair!—matted with sweat and dirt, yet cut short to military standards. It was a portrait of a man who had seen and experienced too much. With this, Trin pulled up the Titanus’ roster and cycled through it, comparing every crew member’s face to that memory.

      It didn’t take long. Trin stopped at one young man staring straight back at her: “Roth Soleis - Petty Officer 3rd Class.” With a ninety-two percent match, Trin knew this one was at the very least related to the man from her memory; his red hair was shorter and fainter, and his face was oval with light gray eyes, high-arched brows, and a pallid complexion.

      She already liked him.

      After gathering what information she could of this Roth, Trin sat down on the floor of the office and prepared for a restoration cycle—one that wouldn’t take as long but would give her the strength she needed to find Roth and discover whether he was the son she’d promised to seek.

      I may have failed in the past, but this is a promise I refuse to break.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            There Will Be A Banquet Tonight

          

        

      

    

    
      Roth Soleis hung in space near the aft of the Bladeship Titanus. The pitch black of the void enveloped him, but his helmet’s screen allowed him to admire the nebula Agamemnon that cascaded across his vision like a river several dozen lights away.

      Although they were close enough to admire it, they were far enough away to avoid getting shredded in the conflagration. With the help of the bladeship’s massive galaxy-scanning casterprism protruding from the starboard hull, Roth could appreciate it as one admires a masterwork in a museum. Outside, he felt at the center of infinity, hearing only the sound of his own breathing. He turned his head and gazed upon stars up close, supermassive black holes with accretion disks that shredded suns and planets alike, quasars of incessant nictitating like lighthouses in the night.

      Eventually, Roth shut off the screen, and all the light vanished from his view. Only the void remained. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath in the catharsis of his solitude.

      At the beginning of his tour, weightlessness had often troubled him. Now, he enjoyed it upon occasion. It cleansed and fortified him for the stressful, work-filled days ahead. The bladeship’s physicians recommended it to soldiers and officers alike who had seen death in battle…or those who had struck subordinates in a fit of rage.

      Rage?

      Roth couldn’t help a broken grimace—it had been less an uncontrolled fit and more of a self-fulfilled prophecy. The officer he’d struck had pushed him to the edge and may have deserved it. Roth admitted his strength was lacking and hadn’t even broken the man’s nose. Still…now, when other soldiers looked at him, they saw his father, Grey. A military man. A violent man. Why wouldn’t Roth follow in his father’s footsteps?

      Isn’t that what he’d wanted by joining the military?

      Putting him outside the bladeship in a dry, musty suit was the only way his superiors could think of to cool him down. Roth could, perhaps, deal with such childish punishments, but he couldn’t understand what came next: mandatory leave. He was going home again.

      Stars…

      He heaved another sigh, trying to dismiss thoughts of anxiety. All he wanted was to stare at a starless patch of space and cease thinking, let his sight lose its focus, and relax his light-speed mind. That, at least, was his hope. But instead of darkness, Roth saw the image of his father, Grey Soleis, floating just in front of him. His shadow covered everything, and he seemed to gaze at Roth with his fathomless eyes as if waiting for him.

      It was as clear to him as a memory—and Roth knew his memories too well as one with an eidetic memory. However, he’d never known the Grey who’d fought in a war behind the Ascendancy’s veil. His father was too important, too good at the war effort. The upper echelons had not yet declassified most of his missions—not even to his son, an intelligence officer.

      The story of Grey had long become mythologized. From birth, he’d been genetically modified to fight in this war. One might say he’d been designed from before his birth to defeat the Dominion. Grey’s parents, the regents Acacius and Peitra Soleis, had seen fit to grow him in a laboratory vat. They’d wanted to avoid any defects that accompanied natural births. They raised him as a weapon, prolonging his life for the day when he was needed to fight. But when that opportunity came, he shocked everyone when he united in love with Alora of House Liberies. It meant forsaking the war and tending to planetary rule.

      Acacius and Peitra couldn’t sway him—no matter how hard they tried. With the revolution underway, the Ascendancy sent ambassadors and generals to bring him back, and not a one succeeded until Admiral Mads Torson arrived in the Bladeship Cyclops. Roth didn’t know what the admiral told him—and neither did his mother, Alora, for she was in the last days of her pregnancy—but three days after Roth’s birth, Grey left Telam to fight in the universe-spanning war. It swallowed him up.

      Roth’s eidetic memory could still recall most details of his birth and the three days that followed. He remembered the look in his father’s eyes and wasn’t sure if it represented anger or fondness. In the creases of his frown lay the secret to his leaving Telam to join the Ascendancy. Twenty years later, Grey couldn’t have been farther away from his family and home.

      Roth gritted his teeth. His outside time hadn’t been restful—it had only bubbled up feelings of agitation at himself and his childish wishing that his father would return and bridge the gap between them. Grey had become a living war hero, predestined to end the war. And perhaps he would eventually become the savior of them all. One day, the stargazers would name a nebula after him. Fitting that the death of a star would be named after the greatest war hero in history…

      Just then, a deep voice infiltrated the silence of Roth’s suit, thundering in his helmet and interrupting his thoughts.

      “Officer Soleis. It’s time.”

      The voice belonged to Petty Officer Arvind Tau, a recruit who’d entered the military around Roth's time. The upper echelons had promoted him early, and he worked in the docking bays now under the payload commander. The text of the man’s service record flashed before the eye of Roth’s mind; Arvind Hasen Tau—born twenty standard years ago on Cadmus—almost to the day—he had to remember to wish him a happy birthday—a holo of his paramour, Pridwyn Cora, replayed and Roth remembered why he didn’t like her: high voice, vain personality, uninteresting social life. She was the daughter of a wealthy arms merchant on⁠—

      Stars!

      Roth shook his head, halting his impetuous memory. He knew what it was like to drown in the details.

      “All right,” he said with a sigh, “pull me back.”

      His suit’s umbilical cord reappeared, and the Titanus rematerialized before him. Slowly, the line drew him back toward the bladeship. It didn’t bother him that the military cut his outside time short. Each soldier or officer was trained to expect it in case of a sudden attack that put their lives in jeopardy. In his case, he had to attend to his mandatory leave to Telam. To his home.

      Going home again troubled him more than his work did. It meant he had to deal with Mother.

      He arrived at the open maw of a dock protected by the bladeship's shield array, which opened and permitted him back inside. Arvind stood on the lip to receive him, wearing a smart deep-ocean blue suit and black shoes that reflected all light. He helped Roth back onto the deck where the grav cells took over and pulled him downward. Stumbling, Roth struggled to accustom himself to the gravity. Arvid steadied him with a firm grip on his arm until he could stand on his own.

      “Thank you,” Roth said, taking off his helmet.

      Arvind gave him a nod, and they walked together in silence back into the bay toward the rear corridor of dressing rooms and lockers.

      “So…how was your trip to Cadmus?” Roth said, filling the unnerving silence.

      Arvind shot him an odd glance. “How—?” Then, his face illuminated in remembrance and understanding. “Oh. I forgot. You remember everything.”

      “Eidetic memory,” Roth said, tapping the side of his head. “Not everything. Just most things. It's my greatest asset.” He patted Arvind on the shoulder. “Happy birthday, by the way.”

      It seemed like an appropriate thing to do. Arvind wasn’t a close friend, but neither was he an enemy. Still, the man seemed put off by the gesture.

      “That's uncanny, you know that?” Arvind said with a grunt. “I haven't seen you in, what? Two standard years?”

      “One and a half—barely. Did you enjoy the weather?”

      Arvind sighed. “It was cold,” he said, “but winter’s finally ended.”

      Roth nodded. “Ah, you’re right. It would be.”

      He realized early on that his memory could make others feel stupid. He knew the current weather on almost every planet within the Ascendancy, but he asked anyway to tone down his ability. It often had mixed results.

      “And Pridwyn? How is she?”

      Arvind’s demeanor fell. “We're not together anymore.”

      Roth's brow lifted in surprise. “That's unfortunate,” he said. “I spoke with her a few times, do you remember? She was a…”

      “A bitch?” Arvind said with a scoff.

      Roth frowned. “Is…there anyone else?”

      Arvind came to a halt. “You know—to be frank with you, Soleis, it’s none of your business.”

      Roth stopped a few feet ahead of him, pivoted, and stared back at the officer.

      What did I say this time?

      Arvind wiped his hand across his face. “You…just take care of yourself, Roth.” Then he turned and strode away.

      Roth watched him go, feeling his forehead and cheeks reddening. He’d touched a nerve in Arvind somewhere, but he imagined it had less to do with this eidetic memory and more to do with the social mores he’d crossed. Perhaps he and Arvind weren’t close enough to share such sensitive information, but he could never be sure.

      None of it was his business, apparently.

      When he finished dressing and turning in his suit, Roth slammed his locker shut and left through a cylindrical vein of sterile-white walls that led toward the fore of the blade. He found a lift and took it up to the level of his quarters, trying to silence his clamorous mind or focus on the faces of those who entered the lift with him and disembarked at other levels. They and their conversations became blurs in his periphery. Hopefully, his mind would forget those, too.

      When he arrived at his floor, he kept his eyes on the floor until he reached his quarters. Palming the scanner on the wall, it hissed open, and he strode inside the shadows. His presence activated the lights in the ceiling, brightening the small, cuboid room with a bed, privy, shower, and a closet to hang his clothes. Unlike several others he knew, Roth enjoyed the enclosed, windowless space. It made him feel protected. What he liked most was that few others entered that space.

      Roth undressed and stood for a moment in his underclothes. With eyes closed, he stood on the balls of his feet, stretching his leg muscles, and recalled his outside time in his mind. He could recall every detail as if he were reliving it—the cleansing weightlessness made him wish the military hadn’t forced him to take personal leave.

      Made him wish he’d done nothing to deserve such punishment.

      He lined his six pairs of shoes up in a row by the door, folded his suit, and placed it neatly in the hamper to be cleaned automatically. He then stripped and took a hot shower, careful to time himself with a mental clock that counted down second by second. The rigidity filled an emptiness inside him, making him feel busy and important. A mirror over the sink reflected his thin, stiff body that struggled to keep any weight he put on.

      Afterward, he shaved off any unsightly hairs on his austere face and changed into his best uniform; a clean midnight-blue cloth, a black mantle draped over his left shoulder, and a blue officer's cap. It was all very ceremonial—but then, to him, this punishment was nothing but a ceremony. He scrutinized himself with painstaking effort, making sure all creases were ironed and that no flecks of dead skin littered the fabric.

      Once he was satisfied with his appearance, Roth glanced up at the caged clock on his wall and counted half a standard hour before the transport left. Taking up his military-issued Disc tablet from his bed, he left his quarters, and the door locked itself behind him with a swish. To occupy his mind on the way down to the lower-deck transport asters, he focused on his Disc.

      He spent most of his time either in his room or in a situation room with his peers. Because he had little else to do in his free time, Roth often worked in his off-duty time and found it kept his mind from wandering and permanently storing useless information. It also offered him a distraction from thinking about leaving the Titanus.

      To him, he arrived at the transports too early—ten minutes—although it was better than lateness. The attendants in scuffed and wrinkled uniforms waved him onboard when he flashed them his identification on his Disc. Inside, he hesitated when he caught sight of the other officers onboard, sitting in nearby seats at the rear of the aster, across the center aisle. He knew too much about these individuals—and they knew it. In the seconds it took him to find his seat, his brain had forced him to recall their names as he clenched his teeth:

      Chrysa Rubas, Karo Tripola, Annos Buriadis, Tasia Vall, and Haris Manak.

      They each bore the same rank as his—petty officer third class—and all were on shore leave to Telam, just as he was. They’d been smiling and laughing together, but as he entered, it all ceased. How could they forget the officer with the perfect memory?

      It’s not perfect, he thought, only near-perfect…

      But only Roth could hear his own explanations. He looked away and chose a seat at the front of the cabin, but before he sat down, he wiped his chair with his gloved hand, brushing away a few dust motes. Once seated, he folded his arms across his chest, crossed a leg, closed his eyes, and focused on his outside-time memories.

      The pilot launched the aster transport a few minutes late, and Roth couldn't help but let it dampen his mood. Invariably, the clock in his mind ticked, never letting him forget. It weighed on him that no one else knew or cared to know.

      He must have dozed off for a few minutes. When he opened his eyes, the aster trembled as it passed through Telam's upper atmosphere. The planet’s gravity filled his body and pulled him down toward its surface. The gravity was two percent higher planetside than on the bladeship, and he could feel the seemingly minute change in his sensitive joints and muscles. Roth glanced out a window at an azure sky with glary-white clouds. The main sequence star’s rays reflected in the windows, casting shrills of moving light across the cabin.

      It was morning here, but his internal clock told him it was evening. Time aboard the bladeships was synced with the local time of Ptolis Baerius, the capital of the planet Cadmus and the government seat of the Ascendancy. Military life had programmed his body to fall asleep soon, but his mother would have been awake for hours now, preparing for his arrival.

      He remembered the last time he’d spoken with Alora two months and seven days ago, when he first told her about taking his military leave. Before that, it had been two years, one month, and two days. They spoke little, and he certainly hadn’t told her why he was taking leave.

      And she never asked.

      Instead, Alora had smiled her reserved smile and said she’d be ready to receive him. Beyond that, it was the first time Roth had seen genuine happiness in her eyes in the four years he’d been gone. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her so eager to see him.

      The day he’d left Telam, they’d argued—as was their wont—and it hadn’t been civil or private. He’d embarrassed himself and his mother in front of her council. Even after he’d sent a public communique to apologize for his behavior, his memories would often make him relive those moments repeatedly as if he were trapped in someone else’s body, unable to stop himself from saying the terrible words he’d said. They were like flashes of lightning or bolts of pain through his nerves. Apologies never healed wounds in the Soleis family, no matter how well-intentioned.

      The air in the aster transport changed as the cabin acclimatized, sucking in the breeze from the outside. Slowly, the cabin depressurized as they drew closer and closer to the surface. When they dipped below the clouds, they revealed massive tors and megastructures of Ptolis Galtaire, the capital of the Telam system. Great towers of pyramids and spheres rose at the center of gardens and parks of bright verdigris and rainbows of flora. Galtaire exemplified the apex of human ingenuity and control over nature.

      There were very few of the have-nots in the country of Galannes or on the planet Telam. The reason, Roth knew, was because of Telam’s becoming a vital hub of industrial manufacturing. The Dominion had relied on house Soleis for three centuries, pouring money into their coffers to create ur-ships and then bladeships. This prosperity, however, did not erase the underhanded nepotism or the slavery disguised as liberty. The moral poverty and the abundance of violence and rapine—hence the Ascendancy and its universal war.

      In the end, this planet owed its prosperity to the keen contracts and investments that Telam’s manufacturing entities had made with other systems. Many seemed to forget that it was a coalition of industry and trade moguls who first formed the Ascendancy. The politicians took over once the war machine was capitalized.

      The buildings below grew larger and larger until they approached an Ascendancy Gate near the center of the ptolis, a sprawling facility with a circular landing pad at its center. Once they landed, Roth sat up straight, double-checked his suit, and waited for the attendant to direct him off the aster. Although he could not see his mother, he could feel her presence, and a bitter swell of anticipation rose in his gut, which he strove to suppress. Attendants gave him the go-ahead, and it appeared Roth was the only one to disembark at this Gate, so he left the others without words or glances.

      The dread in his stomach proved prophetic. As he disembarked and stepped out onto the tarmac, he saw a small crowd of court attendants and nobles standing near the military offices across the landing pad. He knew them each by name and title, and they wore impeccable suits and dresses, all in subdued colors of their individual houses. Some held crystal glasses and drank from them, shaded by hovering parasols that hummed inches above their heads. They clapped mildly when they saw him, but were otherwise silent. Only the perfunctory obligation to his mother could drag them out of the acropolis and into the sun.

      There was Vaso and Efthalia Maien, along with their son and daughter-in-law, Mads and Prosa. Then, Gavril and Yanna Maheras, and Yanis and Bria Harten. Four years had added pounds to their frames and gray hairs to their heads. Mother’s attendants, Karine and Shayha, stood behind her, and they’d grown into fine young women. Behind them stood mighty Platon Argyris, the head of security.

      Alora stood apart from the others, glaring like a beacon at the head of their party. Roth suspected the lords and ladies kept their distance from her out of deference—but she wore a pearl-white silk dress against their (and his) depressing ensemble. To make matters more extravagant, a gleaming, foot-length mantle fell from her shoulders and touched the ground. She was the sunlight that radiated in all directions while the others simply absorbed her. Ever since Roth had stopped growing, his mother had always been taller with perfect bone structure and blemish-free skin, which had everything to do with her prenatal gene-mods.

      She seemed hardly a day over thirty, and her chestnut hair was pulled up in a large, intricate braid. Around her slender neck hung a green, emerald jewel his father had gifted her before Roth was born. She beamed at him, and he gave her a smile in return. Meanwhile, his anticipation gripped him tighter, but he didn’t miss a step on his way toward her.

      He stopped a few paces away and gave her a formal bow.

      “Mother.”

      “My son,” she said, looking him over with her fathomless green eyes. Her soft voice had perfect pitch like a song. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Platon stepped forward, careful to remain behind Alora at all times. He was tall and broad, holding his hands behind his back. Deep laugh lines and wrinkles etched into his hard, oval face. He was more imposing in his jet-black uniform and mantle than most generals under Alora’s command. Scars and wounds he'd taken in battles fought in Alora's service marked his dark skin. She’d brought no one else in her retinue. He was enough.

      “My prince,” he said with a curt nod.

      Even though he technically wasn’t a prince while in the military, Roth decided not to correct him. He respected Platon even if he often disagreed with him.

      “It's been a long four years, hasn’t it?” Alora said with gleaming eyes. She turned halfway toward the others. “There will be a banquet tonight in honor of my son, and all are invited.”

      The lords and ladies of the court raised their glasses to him, then made their way in awkward shuffles back to the groundcars that had driven them there. All Roth could think was, four years, two months, and sixteen days…if we’re being precise.

      His mother seemed to understand his thoughts. “What do you remember about the day you left?”

      Roth lifted his gaze skyward and sighed. “Everything.”

      “Of course you do,” she said with a faraway look. “And so young, too.”

      He’d been sixteen at the time, but the Ascendancy had needed more willing hands. It was hard to pass up the opportunity with the promise of safety in an intelligence bladeship orbiting only a few thousand kilometers from his birthplace.

      Besides, his father had joined. Why couldn’t he?

      “Mother, why don’t we move off the tarmac?” Roth asked.

      She looked at him sharply. “Am I not permitted to speak with my son?”

      Roth’s gaze hardened. “Shouldn’t we head back to the acropolis?”

      Some of the joy in her eyes left her, and her voice went flat. “Yes. Perhaps we should.”

      Hooking her arm in his, she turned and followed Platon’s lead toward the Gate exit. Roth gritted his teeth, realizing he’d fallen back into the subtle parry-and-riposte communication tactics for which he and his mother were well known.

      They left the Gate in silence.
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      The cobbled path led away from the landing pad until they stepped off military property and onto the ancient stone streets of Galtaire. They were near the financial district where the lending institutions, trusts, and unions held their own court, but the towering glass obelisks provided them cool shade from the sunlight.

      The breeze was gentle and hot—an almost perfect day in Roth's mind. The rest of the day would have clear skies with a range of stark-white cumulonimbus mountain-clouds coursing above them. Perhaps the weather is why his mother wanted to walk, Roth thought. He didn’t mind, but it wasn’t like her. He glanced at her and the mantle she wore that never touched the ground or got dirty. Platon followed perhaps three meters behind them, silent in his watching and protecting.

      Citizens who both walked and drove groundcars marveled at her bright presence among them, and she smiled and waved as they passed. Roth did likewise when, moments later, they seemed to recognize him as well. He wondered if anyone mistook him for Grey because of his red hair.

      His mother eventually filled the silence. “There has been some unrest in the ptolis in the past months,” she said. Her eyes were squinted in the sun.

      Roth frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not a cause for concern,” Alora said evenly, and she returned her gaze to the street ahead. “It’s only the usual discontent with the war.”

      Roth glanced back at Platon, who nodded his agreement. Like her, he didn’t seem concerned. Surely he wouldn’t have risked his Regent’s life by taking her out into the ptolis?

      “I assume the Peacekeepers are at it again?” Roth said, remembering the protests from his early teenage years.

      Alora eyed him. “Never assume, my son,” she said.

      “You’ve been gone a long time,” Platon said. “The Peacekeepers have dissolved. Now they call themselves many things, but the hoplites keep the Regent’s peace. There’s no reason to worry.”

      Roth nodded, accepting his answer at face value. He trusted Platon implicitly and had seen the man do amazing things like thwart assassination attempts directed at members of the court. And he made his job look easy with a calm and collected demeanor. The entire ptolis could be on fire, and Roth wouldn’t see an ounce of perspiration on the man’s brow.

      When they reached the acropolis grounds, the patrols had already opened the gates for them. The acropolis was an enormous white compound with a traditional stone-and-cement chateau at its heart, built by his ancient ancestors for protection and fortification against enemies. Massive steel buttresses sprang upward from the ground to the sides of its walls in a purely ornamental fashion. Their luster glinted in the sun.

      The rock at its base was so ancient that the groundskeepers had coated them together with modern adhesive that slowed down the aging and disintegration. Over the thousands of years since its creation, several wings that had been added to its structure; two southern wings ran parallel, encasing a polished stone courtyard, an east and a western wing that overlooked Alora’s symmetric gardens, which Grey's mother had gifted her on their wedding day. A northern branch with Alora’s apartments ran along a promontory overlooking the rest of the ptolis.

      They passed under a golden arch and into a garden with yellow rose bushes that towered over symmetrical walkways that crossed back and forth from one side to the other. Small, saucer-shaped bots worked on them with their multiple arms, trimming excess branches and disposing of them. Occasionally, a gardener under Alora’s employ would stop and inspect the bots’ work. They also pared tall gray bark trees with leaves the color of soft chartreuse. The leaves cast speckled shade while a breeze caressed them as they walked. Roth thought he could smell the bay a few kilometers away to the west.

      They attained the steps leading up to two massive oak doors where posted sentries bowed at their approach. The acropolis swallowed them up, and Roth realized how much he’d missed his home.

      Few things had changed inside the acropolis since he had left. Dozens of candelabras along with a chandelier burned and brightened the foyer so that there were no shadows. The staff had taken down, cleaned, and replaced banners with the Soleis family blazon up on the wall. They had also treated the stone flooring with a new sealant coating, especially on the high-traffic areas.

      Above all, the smell was the same: dry with the burning of cinnamon incense that permeated the entire space. The inch-thick carpet they stood on covered the stone floor of the foyer. It, too, emitted a smell of old dust and thousands of feet that had walked on it for decades, if not centuries. Several staff members were cleaning it now, using extractors to suck up the dust and dispose of it in bags. At the foyer’s far end, the carpet also covered the massive staircase that led up to the Grande Salle. Alora pressed on in that direction.

      The cavernous Salle had been built and rebuilt over the millennia, as well as fought over by dozens of feuding houses vying for the ruling throne. Roth’s family banner and coat of arms had hung from the high arches for about ten centuries: a shield encasing a solar eclipse, a pattern of the ancient fleur-de-lis, and a pair of alérion bird species they’d preserved with great care.

      Next, a row of high Doric columns held up the arches, and between them ran a thick, crimson rug with inlays of gold and silver. Roth had often identified with those pillars. As the heir apparent of House Soleis, he too had the responsibility of holding up hundreds of years of established tradition and honor, standing tall and erect in the shadow of the Soleis eclipse.

      Roth glanced at Alora. She’d said she wanted to speak with him but had done precious little of it since he’d arrived. Part of Roth didn't mind the silence; the faster this visit ended, the better. But he was trapped in his mind and needed something to distract him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Alora beat him to it.

      “Now,” she said suddenly, stopping near the center of the Grande Salle. She let go of his arm and faced him. “We need to prepare for the banquet tonight. Roth, I leave you to it. You are in charge.”

      He blinked and furrowed his brow.

      That tone…am I being censured?

      But it wasn’t always a negative tone she used. It reminded Roth he was the heir apparent who must take charge. He had returned home, so the house was his to run. That was the meaning he’d gleaned from her words.

      “You’re putting me in charge of a banquet meant to honor me?” Roth asked, choosing a bemused tone. “Isn’t that a bit…unconventional?”

      Alora peered at him. “Yes, it is,” she said. “Unconventional that a Soleis is sent on mandatory leave for striking a fellow officer—and a subordinate at that.”

      Roth’s insides froze. It made it all the worse knowing that his reaction exposed his guilt. But of course she knew! She was Queen Alora Soleis after all.

      She pursed her lips. “Give me some credit, Roth. How could I not investigate? You never tell me anything. Regardless, I will be in my chambers busy with preparations of my own. Yours are cleaned and ready for you.”

      Roth’s temper rose. “So you knew all along, and this is to be my punishment?”

      “You’re not a child anymore,” Alora said in a calm, even tone. “So no, this isn’t a punishment. It is your duty. I leave the disciplining up to your superiors. And since you are here, you might as well help. If you have questions or need any advice, you of course know to speak with Platon. He has his orders to aid you while you’re here. I expect tonight’s banquet to be magnificent.”

      She whirled away, her mantle flowing behind her like a river of silk, and left him speechless within the empty Salle. He stared after her as she exited through a side door.

      It didn’t matter what she said. This was his punishment—to oversee the preparations for a banquet that honored him. That thought alone made him blush with embarrassment.

      Then he remembered Platon and turned to face him. The man had his arms folded with a smirk on his stone-like face.

      “Will we be having the eolfish or the lamb, princeling?”

      “I’m not a prince anymore,” he said, staring at him.

      Platon bared his teeth in his annoying grin. “Seems the military wiped away what little sense of humor you had, princeling. Did they also take away the memories of your mother?”

      Roth hated going down this road with Platon, this battle of wits and sarcasm. He spun and strode through the doorway that led down the corridor to the kitchens. Platon started after him.

      “So, you’ll be following me around like some old wet nurse,” Roth said. “Let me disabuse you of the notion by reminding you I’m no longer a child.”

      Platon chuckled. “I may go where I wish and accompany whom I wish, princeling. Because I am head of your family’s security, you see.”

      “Why don’t you go secure a potted plant somewhere?” Roth said with a scoff. He stopped and motioned to a white wooden bench against the wall beneath an upper window. “Here,” he said. “This bench needs more guarding than I do. Have at it.”

      “You heard your mother, princeling,” Platon said with an apologetic shrug.

      Roth scowled at the man’s blatant attempt to get a rise out of him. His face burned with anger.

      “Stop calling me that,” he said. “And I heard her. The last thing I need is you hovering over me everywhere I go.”

      Platon shut the antechamber door behind him, then sighed as he rubbed his temple like he had a headache. “I’m not sure who your mother is punishing, you or me. We can both agree that you shouldn’t have cold-cocked that subordinate of yours. Neither of us would be in this predicament.”

      Roth winced at the involuntary memory that Platon had forced upon him. “Stars damn it, Platon—just go away.”

      The veteran suddenly burst into deep, hearty laughter. Roth blinked at him, taken aback.

      “Apologies, princeling,” he said, grinning. “Carry on. Sorry to have troubled you, princeling.”

      Roth cast one last glance at the security master, then turned and pressed on toward the kitchens. Whether Platon followed him after that, he didn’t care at that moment.

      Stars damn the troublesome man.

      The long corridor was lined with windows on each side, looking out over a stone courtyard. Lucid memories abruptly broke into Roth’s mind, and he witnessed a child with red hair running through the halls, stolen sweets stuffed in his pockets, while the kitchen staff chased him.

      He had gotten into so much trouble as a child. He knew every hiding place, every dead end on each level, and every corner of this acropolis. These memories could not leave him, and they replayed for him like incessant holo projections. Roth drew a deep breath and opened a door into an wide room filled with the smell of food uncooked and struggled to ignore the image of his younger self creeping around the tables toward the sweets jar.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice caught his throat. Faces turned toward him, and they might as well have been blurred splotches in his vision. The men and women stopped to stare at Roth, and he stared back.

      He didn’t recognize a single one of them.

      What in the stars…?

      Roth’s mind counted heads without his permission; there were fifteen men and twenty-six women, from teenagers to the elderly. All had their sleeves rolled up, stained aprons, and hair tied backward into tails or buns. Some had flour caked to the creases of their hands and fingers. Not one of them recognized him in return. Perhaps…but had they ever seen an image of Grey Soleis? Was it possible they didn’t know?

      He cleared his throat, unsure of how to proceed. No one moved, and Roth could hardly see past his embarrassment. He’d always frozen in place before crowds of strangers, and this was no different.

      “Oh, and I believe I failed to mention, princeling, that Lord Frain has replaced most of your mother’s staff in the past few years.”

      Roth glanced back, noting Platon had, indeed, followed him—if only to watch and enjoy the awkwardness.

      As Roth sputtered, Platon strode past him and faced the staff. They each stopped what they were doing and stiffened like soldiers standing at attention.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Platon said like a thespian before his crowd. “Tonight, we must prepare for the prince's honorary banquet. To the storerooms! There must be lamb, eolfish, fowl, and all manner of greens and fruit. In the Regent's words, this is to be a magnificent feast. We must set the Grande Salle up for at least a hundred and twenty people. Many lords and ladies of Telam’s Houses will be in attendance, their retinues, not to mention her majesty the Regent. Nothing must be wasted, no expense spared. Are we all in understanding?”

      Roth glimpsed excitement or anxiety in the workers’ eyes. They all nodded in unison.

      “One last thing,” Platon said, pointing at Roth. “Do everything this man tells you to do, for he is your prince—Roth Soleis, the one whom this banquet honors and son of Queen Alora.”

      Eyes widened, and there was a collective gasp. He might as well be standing before them all without clothes on.

      Roth let out a sigh and returned Platon’s grin with a weary glare. Swallowing his chagrin, he stood forth to address them.

      “We have a lot of work to do and many tables to set up,” he said, taking off his coat and tossing it to Platon. Then he rolled up his sleeves, wincing at the wrinkles he would inevitably need to iron out later. “If we are to be ready by tonight, you all must do what I say without complaint. Is that clear?”

      They all gave nods, like subordinates in the military. He smiled grimly.

      “Good,” he said, thinking perhaps this wasn’t the worst thing that could happen to him. “Let's start with the inventory.”
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      Chancellor Armel Gillesmaun wore a black uniform and white sash—the colors of House Soleis. He stood outside Alora’s council room as she approached with two of her Chosen escorting her, remaining far enough away so they didn’t interfere with her flowing mantle.

      She smiled at the man and permitted him a stiff bow.

      “Regent,” he said in a shaky voice. “Your council has gathered and awaits your presence inside.”

      “Thank you, dear Chancellor,” she said, giving him a bright smile. “I understand there are some trade policies that need revisions?”

      “Yes, Regent. Director Aronsata of Salania has taken issue with a few recent export regulations.”

      Alora gave a sigh. The province of Salania had been a thorn in her side since the most recent elections. The country had always elected officials on conservative platforms. This year, it seemed, would be very different. Aronsata had won the majority vote in a surprising victory for the moderate party she represented.

      In other words, the newly elected Director no longer wishes to play the game by my rules. We’ll see who wins in the end.

      The Chosen took up their post just outside the door as Alora stepped inside the council room, then closed the door behind her. Her council room had constantly reminded Alora of an ancient regent’s hall. Set atop a dais at the back was an ostentatious throne she hadn’t used once in the years since her marriage to Grey. Neither had Grey ever sat in it. Still, her staff dusted it at least once a week and revered its symbolic presence. Every time Alora took time to consider its existence, it reminded her of the burden of leadership and rule.

      Instead of sitting on the throne, Alora took her place at the head of a long oaken table that sat thirty persons—thirteen seats on each side and two at each end. All of them were filled except for her seat at the head.

      Eya Maylis and her five councilors oversaw the system’s finances and managed subsidies and land owned by House Soleis. The chancellor, along with his eight intendants, acted as ambassador in the Regent's name and traveled to all the provinces, nations, and worlds in the system, visiting the lords and ladies and reporting on the goings-on in the various kingdoms. Lastly, Councilors Aglaia Marou and Soto Vassa, with their nine intendants all helped Alora manage the affairs of Ptolis Galtaire. It was a small council for such a vast system, but Alora had handpicked these individuals for the tasks their positions demanded. She trusted them.

      Each watched closely for her cue. Conversations hushed, and Alora instantly presided until she granted another the privilege to lead the meeting.

      “Forgive my tardiness,” she said, smoothing her silk skirt across her lap. “I didn’t mean to keep you all waiting.”

      Eya, a tall and lean woman in her fifties, leaned forward and smiled. “Your son has returned to you today, Regent,” she said. “It seems to me there is nothing to forgive.”

      Alora offered a fond smile. “He has indeed. He thought to be granted some rest and relaxation, but…”

      A low murmur of laughter rippled through her council at her implication. She imagined Roth would be elbow-deep in manual labor right about now as he worked with her staff to prepare the banquet. She had pondered for days what she would do when he arrived, and this seemed a fitting task. What he really needed was to stay busy. So, she would make certain of it.

      “I digress, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, inching forward in her chair. “What do you have for me today?”

      “Ah—should we not wait for Master Argyris, Regent?” the Chancellor said with a furrowed brow.

      “He is currently helping organize tonight’s banquet,” Alora said. “Why? Must I call for him?”

      Councilor Vassa leaned forward in his chair. “There are matters and concerns to discuss regarding security.”

      “I see,” Alora said with an acknowledging nod. She paused then, as if hesitating.

      Alora was rarely uncertain about her decisions. Her mind moved quickly from each eventuality to its consequence—all in the time it took for one to blink, which she rarely did in these situations. But at that moment, she wanted to give them the impression that she was considering their request. It made her more human and approachable. If her mind moved faster than a machine all the time, they might start viewing her as one.

      Most of the time, she needed to put up a front. A human one.

      “You refer to the anti-war unrest,” she said. “Is there anything new that demands Platon’s attention?”

      “Only the rumors of rallies and marches on the palace,” Soto said, “on today of all days. Would it be wise that Platon remain privy to our discussions in this matter?”

      Soto glanced at Armel. Alora noticed his genuine hesitation and knew he had nothing new to add—no reason to summon Platon except on decisions founded on fear and suspicion. They were right to be concerned. It was their job to concern themselves with the people. However, she didn’t believe the threat to be genuine this time.

      “Those rumors are years old, Councilor,” Alora said, straightening in her chair. “I’m well aware of today’s significance—as is Platon. He has been preparing for this potentiality and has had his ears to the ground. Now, if there isn’t anything new to discuss regarding security, let’s say we move on to weightier matters?”

      Soto seemed to crumble under her sternness. It was the strongest chastisement she’d ever given the councilor. She monitored his and Gillesmaun’s bending to her will. There was reluctance there, perhaps even a little harmless resentment—harmless that their concerns were being brushed aside so casually. They should have known Alora took very little of what they said for granted. She simply trusted Platon more than she trusted anyone in this room.

      “As you wish, Regent,” the Councilors and Chancellor all intoned at once.

      She gave them a prim smile. “Now,” she said, setting one hand atop the other on her lap, “tell me how Director Aronsata wishes us to waste our time today.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, after the council meeting had ended, Alora strode down a hallway toward her chambers, a small smile on her lips. She was determined to remain in a good mood despite the annoyance of local rulers trying to take the law into their own hands.

      The white drapes on the windows lining the hall had been pulled back to let in the unfiltered, golden sunlight. She stepped into the rays at about every ten steps, and they warmed her skin. She felt happier now with Roth at home—more satisfied than she’d expected. The circumstances of his mandatory leave didn’t concern her as much, and she wouldn’t bring it up again.

      Roth would learn the lesson as he always did.

      Ahead of her, a doorway led into the corridor that ran by her chambers. There, her Chosen waited for her command. Hand-selected from the hoplites who guarded the palace, her Chosen were the greatest of all—elite soldiers who protected her and those close to her at all costs. As she approached them, she considered different tasks for them. They would be waiting for something to do, much like Roth.

      Savvas Cailloux, her large-muscled lieutenant, stood at attention. The man was well into his forties, but he had the physique of someone half his age.

      “At ease,” she said. “I have nothing for you right now.”

      Savvas relaxed a little and turned to the other three Chosen. “Join the hoplites at the gates,” he said. “Report back in an hour.”

      The guards saluted and trotted away, leaving her and Savvas alone in the antechamber.

      “I understand the Prince has returned, Regent,” he said in his gruff, jovial tone. “This is good news.”

      “Petty Officer Soleis,” she corrected him with a smile. “He will reclaim the title of Prince and heir when the war is over.”

      Savvas nodded. “If you don’t mind my saying, I believe it was an excellent decision for him,” he said. “Despite what many would say.”

      “Do you?” she asked, eyeing him. The lieutenant seemed more relaxed than usual, further reinforcing her opinion that security would not be an issue.

      “The strict rigidity of the military, even if one is a civilian, can help a boy mature into a man quickly,” Savvas said.

      Alora raised an eyebrow and decided not to say anything about Roth’s incident with his subordinate. No need to indulge in gossip. If she knew Roth, he regretted his rash mistake enough already.

      But had he become a man? She wasn’t sure. He had grown up in the past four years, to be sure. When she looked into his eyes, she saw only the incomprehensible. To be the mother of a child who remembered your every mistake and failure as a parent was daunting. As Regent, she had learned how to hide her insecurities from her son, but at times, she feared it came across as coldness.

      A prompting brightened her mind at that moment. Alora didn’t know why or from whence, but it was a kind of spontaneous desire she rarely experienced.

      “Savvas, will you accompany me to the cathedral?” she asked. “I haven’t visited Ourania in several months.”

      “Of course, Regent,” he said, with a slight bow. “I’m certain she’d would be happy to see you.”

      The tall Chosen led her down a spiral flight of stairs and outside through a western entrance. A stone path led through her gardens to the cathedral—a small building that sat on the southwestern edge of the acropolis grounds, a location that was usually open to the public but had been cordoned off due the recent anti-war rallies.

      Religion rarely played any role in Alora’s life, which is why this prompting to visit Ourania was so strange. Millennia ago, on a lost planet known as the Birthworld, her ancestors believed in the divine guidance of the stars. The religion had undergone many transformations over the years, but it had originated as Steorism, named after its founder, Steor. Based on what Alora knew of him, he’d been a charismatic leader who had united several warring clans under his rule. Apart from all the good he’d done, his legacy was still an empire of misogyny and violence.

      And the stars were still just balls of gas burning brightly throughout the universe without a hint of divinity about them. When scholars discovered that the word “steor” only meant “star” in an ancient language, they questioned if the man had existed at all. Very little was known about him or his life. Much of Telam’s history had been lost to time, but the religion of the stars had survived. Modernly, it was known as Sterology, and Ourania was the hierophant who curated the local chapter.

      Alora didn’t believe that stars controlled or influenced her life, but many of her people still held the old traditions. The religion, she knew, was harmless. She could even see signs of it leaning more toward the scientific rather than the baseless supernatural. Ourania had been trying to make a devout believer out of her for years. Instead, they had become good friends.

      As she hiked the stone path through her garden, careful not to dirty her mantle, Alora admired her raised flower beds, filled with tuberoses, jasmines, and pinks. Over fifty thousand flowers grew near the cathedral. She nodded to a few of the gardeners at work there, but she had to force herself not to stop and admire them all. If she did, she knew she would linger all day.

      At some point, Savvas had fallen behind her, and she glanced back at him, catching him admiring the landscape as well. He walked with his hands behind his back as if taking a stroll. Still, she saw subtle hints of his vigilance and protection while remaining far enough away so that he didn’t suffocate her. The path wound through the flower beds, through the trimmed hedge garden that surrounded the orangerie, and lastly, across the bridge above a small, murky stream. There, in a broad field, stood a small but ancient stone cathedral. Surrounding it were even more ancient willow trees that swayed in the slightest breeze.

      The path ended at the bottom of a dozen stone stairs that led up to an open doorway. Alora heard voices and movement within. She hiked her skirt and mantle and ascended the stairs.

      “I won’t be far, Your Majesty,” said her lieutenant.

      “Thank you, Savvas,” she said.

      She held her skirt as she ascended the steps and entered. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness before seeing the ancient red doors standing free with nothing to keep them open. Beyond, Alora was surprised to find herself in an empty space that used to have perhaps ten tables and chairs set. The inside was more modern, but all that was left was barren stone that was many hundreds of years old. Even the arched ceiling was bare, which, if she remembered right, had once held hanging lights. All that brightened the hall was the sunlight from the high-arched stained-glass windows.

      Standing in the middle of the hall was a woman with her back to Alora and hands on her hips. Ourania didn’t look quite forty yet, and she always walked with a spring in her step, like someone much younger. She wore an aegean-blue robe, plain and worn at the seams. Her natural cinnamon-colored hair had been cut short into a straight bob that exposed the back of her tanned neck. She looked like she’d been out in the sun recently without protection and seemed agitated at something.

      “Renovating, are we?” Alora asked.

      Ourania whirled around, and Alora smiled at her.

      “Regent Alora!” Ourania said, her eyes gone wide. She hurried with a perfect curtsy. “This is an unexpected surprise!”

      She was a small, high-pitched woman with a wide smile. Her eyes were heterochromatic; one was a bright teal and the other a deep azure; Alora had never seen eyes like hers before.

      “It’s good to see you. How are you, Ourania?”

      The hierophant clasped her hands together and strode toward her with that same bounce in her step. “Well enough, I suppose,” she said, nervously glancing around the empty hall. “I’d offer you a seat, but I’m afraid we’ve started a long-overdue cleaning process.”

      “Taking advantage of the closed gates.”

      “It seemed the reasonable decision,” Ourania said. “It’s been almost a year since the last cleaning. I grew tired of the fingerprints on the walls and the smell of dirt in the carpet.”

      “You looked troubled when I entered,” Alora said. “Have I come at a bad time?”

      “No, no—of course not!” she said. “It’s only the carpet. It was supposed to be finished and returned this afternoon, but they haven’t delivered it yet.

      Alora nodded and glanced around the chamber. She drew a deep breath and sighed. “I’ve always loved coming here,” she said, looking around. “It’s so peaceful. I’m sorry I haven’t visited you recently. I really miss our conversations.”

      “As do I,” Ourania said, beaming. “If Her Majesty wishes, there is a bench outside under the willows where we may sit.”

      “I’d love to,” Alora said, her eyes brightening. “I wouldn’t want to keep you from your work for too long.”

      Ourania gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “It’s good to take some rest with friends,” she said. “Come. Today’s weather is perfect!”

      They left the cathedral side by side. Savvas nodded and moved away, strolling back toward the bridge. The lieutenant seemed to enjoy himself in the shade of the graceful willows. Ourania was right; the day had the perfect mixture of warmth and breeze, light and shadow, and Alora did not envy any of the other Ascendancy worlds their summers.

      “I’d heard rumors that your son has returned,” Ourania said as they walked. “Is that true?”

      Alora nodded, and Ourania’s smile broadened across her full lips.

      “If I may say so,” the hierophant said, “I miss seeing that boy running across the grounds with the others his age. He got into so much mischief.”

      “I remember,” Alora said and thought, Some things never change. “He is on leave for a few weeks. We are having a banquet tonight in his honor. I sent you an invitation—please join us, Ourania. Roth would love to see you there.”

      Ourania looked away in consideration. “I appreciate the invite,” she said. “But tonight, my time will be taken up by overseeing the cleaning of the chapel hall. Besides, I may not fit in with all the nobles of the court attending. Please give my best to Roth.”

      Alora nodded and remained silent. She was probably right. Still, she preferred Ourania’s company to the vapid clacking of the court.

      When they arrived and sat on the bench by the thick trunk of one of the oldest willows, Alora drew in another deep breath as she listened to the leaves rustle above her, felt the cool breeze on her skin, and listened to the birds warbling just out of sight. She shifted in her seat toward Ourania.

      “I’ll be frank with you,” she said. “The last several months have been trying. I’ve had to keep the nobles in line more than usual—without naming names, of course. Every day I feel like I’m only one wrong step away from civil war.”

      Ourania smiled oddly. “Would you like to know what your stars say about civil war?”

      Alora hesitated, eyeing the hierophant.

      “The stars only speak,” Ourania said. “We can only listen or ignore them.”

      “I thought a star was just a massive ball of hydrogen and helium,” Alora said. “Those were your words, Ourania, not mine.”

      “It most certainly is that,” Ourania said, becoming excited. “But the stars are also so much more than the sum of their parts. Why does knowing a thing’s makeup remove all faith in its power? Why does it have to mean they cannot speak to us? Obviously, they cannot speak words as we do. But the stars you were born under…they have signs and meaning that can help you, Your Majesty. After all this time, aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      Alora sighed and deflected. “What do your stars say to you?”

      Ourania lowered her gaze into her lap. “Few things,” she said, becoming sullen. “I’ll admit they don’t speak as much to me as they try to speak to you.”

      Alora waited a moment before she said anything.

      “Why do you believe? How? Most believe in gods. Others believe in machines, while still others believe in the indomitable human spirit. How can you serve the stars when they serve you so little?”
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