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Chapter 1


The Wisdom of Silence
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Hyfas was thinking of the Homeworld again.

Kaphri paused in her mental recitation to look at him. The old man would be furious if he knew she was aware of his thoughts, but it was his own fault for letting his private musings drift into his public mind. He was supposed to be monitoring her studies, not daydreaming.

Curiosity eclipsed her caution and she took a closer peek.

He had altered the image again. It was a thing she'd noticed as a small child: each time one of the Twenty-six thought about the Homeworld their memory of it changed a tiny bit. Some part would be grander—a tower taller, a color brighter, the scale more awesome than the time before. But each time the detail would also grow more vague—a texture lost, a carving left out. They were not a cherished part of her own memory, so she could compare them impartially with the ones she had received before, picture against picture—though she never dared to question the changes.

So many sad, wistful things had drifted from their minds in unguarded moments over the years: people, homes, and cities, even eleven of the twelve sacred temples. They seemed to grow with the ache of their loss, bloating and absorbing their own details. Kaphri often wondered: if it continued, if the Twenty-six lived long enough, would their memories become simple outlines and then, one day, a mere glow of light in their minds. Places and things to be longed for—lost out among the stars they worshiped, in the same way that the Ly Kai were lost.

If the images of the Homeworld were being lost, however, its laws were not.

She looked up to meet Hyfas' angry glare. As the acting High One, he was in charge of her education, a task he'd vigorously taken to heart since the morning of her fourth birthyear. Fourteen years later, she knew the contents of the four massive tomes that made up their library from front to back.

"Again." The command rapped in her brain.

She'd done the passage to perfection. It wasn't her fault he wasn't listening!

If only he would teach her something new, instead of drawing on the past. For years, she had learned and recited the things the Ly Kai considered so precious. Things that seemed so useless in a world where only the twenty-six old men and she survived. Who needed to know the finer points of law when just raising enough food to survive was a never-ending battle? How did an essay on sculptural beauty or tradition change this stone prison or prevent them from dying? Would they never realize the old ways were gone? That clinging to them—and to this place—was only waiting for death.

The thought drove a twist of desperation into her heart.

She should not give voice to the thing that ate at her mind day and night.

"We must leave this place." She dared to put the forbidden thought into her sending anyway.

"Again!" Hyfas' mental scream slammed her mind. He leapt to his feet, suddenly furious. "Again!"

Her instincts instantly took over, throwing up a protective mindshield against the lash of his rage. From behind its security, she stared at the old man in disbelief. This was not the first time she had infuriated one of the Twenty-six by expressing her desire for them to leave the tower refuge they called Kryie Karth, but none of them had ever before reacted so strongly. Hyfas had all but attacked her!

She could still feel the onslaught of his mental rage against her mindshield, but once she raised that protection he could not breech it.

As if realizing that, he began to shriek aloud, his voice shrill with disuse and fury. "You want to leave this place? Go! We will not follow you into death and darkness. Leave!"

For a moment, she thought he meant the lesson was ended and that she should leave the room. As she stood, however, she realized his words carried a deeper meaning. He was screaming for her to leave the tower of Kryie Karth.

She'd gone too far. Kaphri's anger and defiance dissolved into frustration. In three days, on her eighteenth birthday, she would come of age to take her rightful place as High One, the position currently filled by the man screaming at her from across the small chamber. If she wanted to take effective leadership over the others, she needed to keep some sort of harmony with them. Which meant exhibiting self-control.

She squelched all her feelings to passive emptiness, something she was very good at after so many years of practice, and waited for Hyfas' anger to pass.

This time, instead of subsiding, his rage increased.

"Surely tempers run their shortest just before the midday meal." The oily calm of the newcomer's voice seemed to saturate the air of the small room. "I'm sure a bit of quiet reflection after satisfying your hunger will put this disagreement back into its proper, insignificant perspective." Rath, her self-appointed guardian, appeared in the doorway—self-appointed, for certainly no one in Kryie Karth, including her father, had ever asked him to concern himself with her.

Hyfas spun toward the door, dividing his fury between two targets now. "Get out!" The screech of his rusty vocal cords echoed down the stone corridor outside the room. "Out! Now!" He thrust his arm in Rath's direction, as if to bodily remove him from the room with the movement.

Hredroth! Kaphri thought with dismay. Everyone would hear.

The smaller man gave a slight smile, seemingly unperturbed at the other's rage. "Lord, you tax yourself too greatly with such anger." He spoke aloud, his voice low, and Kaphri wondered if Hyfas could even hear him over the racket he was making.

Like Kaphri, Rath preferred audible speech to telepathy when he interacted with the other Ly Kai. As a result, his voice had developed richer tones than the shrill screeches the others occasionally forced.

It was not that the Ly Kai had no need for speech. Their law required verbal communication at all formal gatherings, where a concentration of telepathy could cause discomfort to those outside the sendings. Speaking aloud made those interactions less personal, and held its own order: one spoke and all others listened.

For Kaphri, the less personal her interactions with the others, the better.

From her earliest days, the men made their feelings toward her cuttingly clear in their sendings. They resented her existence. Some tried to mask it, but it still came through in their mental contact: they did not understand why she had lived while all the rest of their families had died on that terrible day of betrayal sixteen years ago. They questioned why she survived her uncle's deathblow as if, somehow, it was by her machinations.

She had been two years old!

Their bitterness left her with only one defense: if they wanted to communicate with her, they could make the effort to speak aloud or leave her alone.

Only in this classroom, with Hyfas, and because it was mandated, did she ever use mindspeech. In any other dealings with the old men—the Twenty-six as she thought of them—she spoke aloud.

As for Rath? Sometimes she wondered if he mimicked her chosen mode of communication in the hope it would make her feel more comfortable with him. If so, it did not work. Other times, when she felt particularly irritated with his superfluous attention, she found herself wondering if he kept his mind closed to mindtouch for some darker reason.

That was an unwarranted and cruel reaction, the same as the others' feelings toward her, and it made her feel briefly ashamed. He was the only one who attempted to treat her civilly. But she could not help herself. Her instincts had always prickled a warning that she should not trust Rath.

This once, however, she was grateful for his intrusion.

Hyfas glowered in fury, but Rath remained unruffled as he crossed the room, seeming to glide on his own smooth tones. "Your strength is much too vital to us for you to become so distressed." Taking one of the distraught High One's arms, Rath gently drew the man back to a stone bench.

"I would be less distressed with one fewer presence in this place." Hyfas' voice trembled with rage. "If this young fool wishes to leave the tower, let her! The rest of us will not be led into such folly." He glared at Kaphri. "Leave, fool. Leave! Die alone. We will be better off without you!"

"Lord, calm yourself. They are just the thoughts of the young, and normal."

Hyfas' eyes flew to the smiling face bent toward him. "No youngster's thoughts, you babbling idiot. It's her true nature—"

"Enough! My Lord."

Kaphri blinked at the sharpness of the underling's words. The submissive shift in tone of the last part did not soften the harshness of the first.

Surprisingly, instead of reacting with a renewed outrage, Hyfas quieted.

Rath turned to Kaphri. "Midday meal is ready, Great One, and your lesson has been arduous and enough for one day. Go, please. See to yourself. As the stars will it."

She didn't think the stars cared one way or the other about the mundane activities in Kryie Karth, but she nodded and repeated the phrase back to him. "As the stars will it."  

When she glanced back she saw Rath and Hyfas engaged in what appeared to be a heated, though this time silent, debate.

Stepping into the cool darkness of the corridor, Kaphri checked both directions to make sure she was alone before she sagged against the wall.

So, the man who held temporary leadership in her place had just ordered her out of Kryie Karth.

Sometimes she behaved so impetuously despite her hard-lessons in self-discipline. Now, reluctant as she was for his help, she would have to rely on Rath to smooth the ruffled feelings she had so spuriously stirred.

He would consider her indebted to him for stepping in. The thought galled her even worse than Hyfas' audacity in ordering her to leave Kryie Karth.

A twinge of hunger pushed her out of self-reproach. The dining hall, however, was close to her classroom and she knew everyone in there must have heard Hyfas' enraged shouts. She could have walked through the room with the same outwardly detached demeanor she displayed around them every day, enduring their smug looks and mental whispers without showing any reaction to feed their vicious pleasure, but she had nothing left inside of her for that today. Choosing hunger over further aggravation, she moved on to her daily chores.

The air was sticky on her skin when she stepped from the cool shadows of the tower into the late summer heat and made her way to the gardens.

Everyone in the tower of Kryie Karth worked in the fields, from highest to the lowest in the Power Hierarch. It was a full time occupation for them. The island's soil was poor and they had to work hard to wring every possible bit of food from it. If the harvest fell short or the winter lasted overlong, they would feel the bite of starvation before spring. It had happened before.

The island was long and low, with scattered patches of arable soil. When they first arrived, sixteen years ago, they had found a scattering of wild grain and a root plant native to the place. There were many more Ly Kai men back then, among them several who could work with plants and encourage them to greater and better quality yields. But food supplies had been short in the beginning, and the first two winters took a terrible toll in lives.

Eventually, with fewer mouths to feed, better plants, and close shepherding of supplies, they could make it through the frozen months with no loss of lives. Food became a little less sparse, but the survivors were always on rations, never daring to eat more than what was set aside as a fair share.

Choosing a place to work far away from the others, she took the first root she harvested and called up some water from the lake to wash it. Ly Kai rules forbade eating the food in the field. Let them count it against the food she left in the dining hall she thought defiantly as she bit in to the root.

The small act of rebellion eased her anger. She worked for the rest of the afternoon with the sort of contentment, or stupor, being alone in the summer heat could bring. At one point, when she raised a hand to wipe the sweat from her brow, she saw a figure in the distance. Rath was walking toward the remains of the fallen towers, the two sisters of Kryie Karth that lay in a massive crush of stone on the northeast side of the island. She drew a sharp, reflexive breath. There were headstones up there—hundreds of them in the shadows where food would not grow. Death was a hard companion in Kryie Karth over the past sixteen years.

Panic fluttered inside her. How long until she was the last survivor in this place? How long until there was no one to pile the broken rocks of the fallen towers over her body?

Enough dark thoughts! And Rath's mental state was not her concern. Lifting her basket of roots, she carried it to where some of the men had left their full baskets. Using her power, she telepathically lifted the containers and sent them gliding across the field to a collection area. Har gave her a slight nod from across the distance as he captured them and lowered them to the ground. She dared to nod back. The healer had always been a bit more accepting of her than the others, perhaps due to the nature of his work. When she was younger, he had taken her with him to help tend his small, straggling garden of herbs. But when he took her to help him care for ill men some of them complained of her presence. She sensed the healer was also uneasy around her, though he tried to mask it, so she eventually stopped going with him.

As she turned to go back to her spot, she found Gedes, another of the men, standing in front of her. Silently he held out his root basket. The coarse, twisted fiber of the netting had frayed and separated, leaving a large hole.

She took the broken strands between her fingers and drew power again, this time channeling it through her flesh into the plant fiber. Pulling on the tough strings, joining the ends, she worked the power of her star, Freya, into them, melding them together. When she was done, he nodded, took the repaired container, and returned to his work. There were no thanks from him; she was merely the stronger power, capable of performing a task that he could not. As the highest Starborn in Kryie Karth, they expected her to do many things they were unable to do. That was what her future held for her—to use her greater starpower to mend, fix, and heal in exchange for a silent nod.

In three days.

In three days she would claim the title of High One and assume the role, along with other tasks equally mundane.

Once, the appeal of being the greatest power among the Ly Kai had been enough to make her heart race with triumph and anticipation. In more recent years, however, she had come to realize she had always been the greatest starborn among them and that it had never made the slightest bit of difference in their attitude toward her. It never would. She would always be the outsider. The despised. She would always be the symbol of the things they had lost.

She was looking forward to that future less and less with every passing day.

The sun finally touched the mountain rim and the workday ended with a ringing call. Kaphri looked at the tower with a sigh. Durim would be waiting.

Closing her eyes, she willed another, larger portion of lake water, this time directing it into a stone cooking pot in the tower cook room, while shooting an extra measure of energy through it so the water would arrive hot. She could have pretended, out of sheer obstinance, to forget, knowing the man could not reach her telepathically and forcing him, fussing and fuming, to come in search of her. Although Durim had enough starpower to heat the cooking water for the roots, he was not strong enough to summon it into the tower. If he could not find her, he would have to fetch and carry containers physically to the fourth level room. But this evening she was tired and she did not want another noisy confrontation. She gave him his water, heated and inside the big stone pot, so he could cook their meal and serve it on time.

When she saw the men making their way across the dusty fields toward the tower a tingle of happiness ran through her for the first time in the day. She waited until they disappeared into the depths of Kryie Karth, heading for the bathing pools that flowed in its depths, before she sent out a mental call high into the tower.

"Gemma!"

Then she ran, trying to reach the lake ahead of her little, winged companion.

As always, Gemma was in the lake waiting for her, her small, slinky body sending out rippled patterns in the light of the setting sun. With her tiny, clawed feet pulled close to her body, her slithering movements drove her through the water like a darting insect. The girl laughed aloud as the little golden dragon knifed toward her, water droplets glistening on the tightly folded wings ridging her narrow back.

Gemma sent out a thought to her, daring her to a game of pursuit, but Kaphri shook her head. Getting distracted and arriving late in the dining hall would only add to her offenses for the day.

"You angered them." Gemma's gentle observation dropped into her mind. The dragon did a series of tight spins, setting up ringlets of waves.

Of course, Gemma would know. Gemma knew everything that happened in the tower concerning Kaphri. The girl sighed. "I was foolish to push Hyfas so hard. I know they cannot abide the thought of going out into the world beyond this place. He ordered me to leave Kryie Karth."

"Leave?"

"Exile."

"Can he do that?"

"Yes. He's the High One for three more days, until I turn eighteen and walk the Paths of Power. If you mean, will the others allow it, I don't know. Possibly, yes." She bit her lip in despair. "Gemma, I get so afraid. I don't want to die in this place. I've always hoped that after I became High One I could persuade the others to follow me out into the world, to find a better home. I never thought to go alone. I don't think I could survive by myself."

"What will happen now?"

"Rath intervened, like he always does. Now I'll have to thank him for his help and listen to a lecture on how much he's done for me and how it's my star-given obligation to become High One. I'm not ungrateful, Gemma. It's just, I've always sensed that he isn't really acting for me. Rath loves power and I have it, so he persists in pushing his ambitions through me. The others would just as soon forget I exist, but they can't. Ly Kai tradition won't let them.

"Maybe I should tell him to leave the situation alone." She turned the thought over in her mind.

Gemma cut a tight circle in the water and Kaphri broke the expanding wavelets with her toe when they reached the sandy shore. "There must be a better place to live somewhere outside this mountain ring, Gemma. I see such images in their memories! Of things they call trees and flowers. They long for those things, I know." She blushed at the admission of her pilfered images. "But they refuse to even consider going out and seeking them. I don't understand. They just seem to get more bitter and angry with me every day."

"Which makes their insistence that you take leadership over them more perplexing."

"I know it seems strange to you, but Ly Kai tradition demands the leader of the Council be chosen from the highest of Starborn adults. In three days that will be me. Because I have always been the Highest Starborn in this place, they have no other option, no matter how they feel. It is Ly Kai tradition and they don't have anything else left to them.

"That same tradition says they will have to listen to what I say when I become High One. Even if Hyfas says they won't follow me out into this world, if I decide so, they must go. If they follow Ly Kai tradition."

"You have doubts."

"More and more. It feels as if their thoughts are changing. As if they are suddenly willing to bend their beliefs—but not in favor of anything related to me! All I know is that if I stay here I am only waiting for death." Her thoughts on that threatened to overwhelm her.

She pushed them away and reached up to loosened her hair.

Shaking her head, the feathery tangle fanned out like a soft flame in the setting sun. Ly Kai children were bald until they reached puberty, when, along with other obvious physical changes, an additional one took place in the females: they grew a rich red crest of hair atop their heads. In a people of cream-flesh and delicate features, where males frequently rivaled females in physical beauty, such a striking feature was a point of heavy focus. Kaphri wore her hair proudly in a traditional braid, woven close to her scalp, but she did not wear it as a symbol of femininity. That had never occurred to her. She wore her hair as something that set her apart from the other survivors.

Stripping off her threadbare breeches and shirt, she carried them into the lake.

Washing her clothes was also a careful ritual she followed every day. They were the only garments she owned. Hand-woven from scratch several years ago under the grudging, watchful eye of Tharnel, the master-weaver, she had gathered the rushes at the lake's edge. Then, under his guidance, she removed the fibers from the stalks, and he taught her how to use her power to draw the strands between her fingers and transform them into a thin, strong thread.

It had been a long, tedious task, and the only enjoyment she had gotten out of it was learning to focus her power into a delicate, demanding effort. Too much directed between her fingers burned the thread, too little left the strand rough, uneven or weak. But the carefully directed, correct amount changed the harsh, tough fibers into a light, silky, strong filament she later wove into fabric. After that, she learned to channel her power to cut the fabric into shapes that she sewed with a bone needle to make her clothes and undergarments. Making her clothing had not been easy, and she had not liked the task well enough to repeat it, thus she took good care of what she had.

She washed the garments, scrubbing away the caked dust and sweat until they were back to their original bone-white, and laid them on the warm, sun-baked stones of the shore to dry. Then she waded into the water and dove beneath the surface in an attempt to wash away more than the day's dirt from her hair and body.

Swimming was one of the few joys of Kaphri's life. That the others hated the lake and never would have thought to enter it, added to her pleasure. It was hers alone as she tread the deep water, reveling in its cool, impersonal grasp as the anger, tension and hostility of the day ebbed away.

Normally she and Gemma would cavort about for a while, but this evening there was no play in her. The clash with Hyfas continued to plague her, no matter how she tried to forget it. Also, the inevitable encounter with Rath, when he would very solicitously explain the extraordinary measures to which he'd been pressed to overcome the High One's fury at her reckless remark, hung over her.

She slapped the water in frustration and Gemma mentally nudged her, sending a sense of peacefulness into her mind. For a moment, she resisted, then she gave in and floated quietly while the little golden dragon paddled in happy circles around her.

Unfortunately, even that simple pleasure must end. As the shadows pushed in, the others were assembling in the dining hall.

Skipping the ordeal of the evening meal was not an option this day. Ly Kai tradition demanded she, as the highest-ranking Birthstar, be seated at the High One's right hand during the main meal, and she had antagonized Hyfas enough for one day. Wading ashore, she donned her clothes and ran her palms over them, channeling a light heat to drive out any remaining dampness. Fearful of being late, she stopped before they were completely dry and began to re-braid her wet hair as she left Gemma to finish her swim.

Walking toward the tower, she noticed the first twinge of a headache. It was a common reaction to working in the hot sun and she put it out of her mind as she stepped into the darkness of the stone passageway of Kryie Karth.

Ages ago, three stone towers had dominated their island refuge, but only the one the Ly Kai named Kryie Karth, or "Hearthstone", remained standing now. The other two lay fallen: one across the island's north end, half-submerged in the dark, silent lake. The second, shorn cleanly from its base, crushed deep into its partner's side, with its crown stabbing northward at a steep angle. Kaphri always shuddered to think of the force necessary to bring those massive structures crashing down. From her first memories of this place those ruins had held an eerie fascination for her. She had wandered their lengths many times over the years, seeking a breach through which she might invade their mysterious depths, but the lower openings were smashed and filled with debris, and the ones that gaped open far above were beyond her skill as a climber.

She knew the massive tower she had lived in for the past sixteen years very well, however. The honeycomb of hallways and rooms, ranging from small nooks to a great, circular amphitheater, must have once housed thousands. Now she and twenty-six bitter, miserable men called the place home.

They could not complain about their comfort. The tower's original inhabitants had worked some transformation on the stone that kept the temperature inside constant and comfortable regardless of the weather outside the walls. It felt warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Rain did not penetrate the interior, even at the great openings that gaped at the ends of some of the hallways high in its sides, or at the broad windows that gave light to its rooms. That working was the only thing that remained of the original inhabitants except for stone benches and tables in a multitude of dining halls, and the circular benches and a large stone chair in an amphitheater the Ly Kai used as their council chamber.

Sixteen years ago, when the refugees found the tower, the rooms had been bare and dust-free, with no hint of what had happened to the original inhabitants. There was no way to know if they had simply chosen to leave or if something worse had befallen them.

The mountains that cupped the lake and its island ruin were barren and lifeless, as if some immense force had scourged them. Kaphri sometimes wondered if there had ever been a time when they looked similar to the images of greenery and gardens she gleaned from the Ly Kai men's minds. It was hard to imagine the bare red slopes as anything more than they were.

Sometimes she thought too much, Kaphri chided herself as she arrived at her destination. She paused in the doorway to look around the room that served as the Ly Kai dining hall. The stone tables and benches were too big for the men, being slightly too high for comfort, but the Ly Kai had never seemed inclined to adapt anything in Kryie Karth to their use beyond the telepathic illusions they continuously imposed over its barren emptiness.

The dining hall was located on the fourth level, just off the vast central shaft—an enormous, hollow center that extended from the ground level to just below the tower heights. Many hallways and doors gaped on that central abyss, or out into the sheer space outside the tower walls. In her early years, Kaphri had wondered if the former inhabitants had lived in constant fear of plunging from those openings to their deaths. Then one day, while watching Gemma darting about above the lake, realization struck her. The race that once lived in Kryie Karth had been winged.

It was an exciting discovery in her young life, but one she could never share with the men who now glared at her under the light of their starfire, a combined use of their low-level power. They did not care about anything of the past beyond their own tragedy.

The men rose silently to their feet as she made her way to her place at the empty head table. She knew they grudgingly made the gesture to her status, but not to her. Most of them shared Hyfas' sentiment that they would be better off without her.

Tonight the High One's chair was not occupied.

That was strange. He always arrived with the rest of the men. As she took her place at the table, careful not to intrude into his empty space and cause some offense, curiosity burned inside her. Today was not the first time she'd irritated Hyfas, but he'd never sulked before.

Silence hung heavily in the room while they waited for him to make his appearance.

After a reasonable delay, Kaphri concluded that presiding over dinner would default to her this night. She got to her feet, raised her hands before her and touched her fingertips together in the shape of a triangle, making the Sign of the Hierarch. It was the blessing over their food that Hyfas generally performed. She gave them a slight nod of formal acknowledgment—tradition only, they wanted nothing more from her. They waited until she took her place again and gestured for them to begin eating.

One look at the food in front of her was enough to remind her that, even if Hyfas was taking to new behavior, other things would never change. Sighing, she broke off a piece of hard, tasteless bread and softened it in the watery root plant gruel. It was no wonder the Ly Kai were so slender. Even a bountiful harvest in Kryie Karth would be so unappetizing no one would ever indulge in gluttony.

She realized the others were still watching her, waiting for her, as the presiding power, to take the first bite. Without enthusiasm, she started to eat. They followed with a hungry clatter.

Kaphri was aware that after Hyfas' temper tantrum the mental activity beyond her mindshield was stronger than usual. The fact that he did not show for dinner only added fuel to it. The air of the room, however, felt more frantic and restless than she expected. She refused to touch on it, knowing from years of experience that there would be a strain of vicious pettiness inside it, but its sheer strength made her uneasy.

The physical reactions she had managed to avoid earlier in the day were harder to ignore. A glance, a smirk, a word purposely spoken in a creaking voice within her hearing: she knew if she looked up, she would only meet hostile stares. She kept her eyes on the crude dish in front of her and chewed the boiled root plant between bites of hard bread.

There was one thing, however, she knew she should not ignore. More than once, she felt eyes on her and looked up to meet a dark gaze across the room. That gaze could have caught the breath in one's throat with its beauty had it not been so virulent with hatred.

Ving, youngest of the men in Kryie Karth, had the most exquisitely beautiful, finely formed features—and a heart as black with anger as the night. He was a proud, arrogant man, born to the star, Ly Toma, the same as Hyfas. It placed him high in the Hierarch of stars, though not nearly as high as she was.

Of all the men in Kryie Karth, Ving resented her the most and made the least attempt to hide it.

Each time she would meet his black stare evenly, holding it until he looked away and made some comment to his friend and constant companion, Kali, who sat next to him. It infuriated him that she stared him down, but she knew she must respond to his challenges. Her intuition warned her long ago that he was a dangerous one to ignore, and he was acting especially bold and persistent in his dislike this night.

When it appeared that everyone had finished their meal, she rose to her feet and commenced the evening ritual that would end the assembly. To perform that, she had to drop her mindshield.

Counting slowly to ten she forced calm then opened her mind.

The change in her surroundings struck her hard. The room abruptly glittered with crystal, fine plates and utensils, and fantastically adorned men. Beautifully patterned tapestries covered the walls, and mirrors reflected waterfalls of light from glowing chandeliers. A lush carpet lay beneath her feet and white cloth covered the table before her.

Illusion. It was the image the others wove around themselves with their combined mindpowers; re-creating the grandeur of things lost.

It was not for her. She pushed it out of her head, bringing her surroundings back to the reality of bare stone and rough, baked clay utensils.

Unfortunately, dropping her shields also opened her to the thoughts of the surrounding men. The heightened air of uneasiness that she had refused to give conscious attention earlier struck her with a startling flash of realization. Hyfas was ill! The room was tense with concern and—yes—accusation. The others blamed her for his upset.

Calmly, as if preparing to open the ritual, she let her eyes sweep the gathering. Har was not present. Neither was Rath.

How could she have been so careless as to not note their absences?

Well—she gave a mental shrug—such was the price of Hyfas' temper. Right now she must tend to things in his place.

"To all the stars of all our fathers, for this food we give thanks." She sent the prayer out to all their minds. Silently they repeated the blessing back. Then she traced the Signs of the Hierarch with her fingertip, starting with her own, the Second Star, Freya, and worked her way down to the least. She fed them equally so one did not glow brighter with power than another. At the end, she received a mild sense of approval from a few, wariness from others, and the expected hostility from the rest. She barely noticed.

Something else had begun to nag at her thoughts—something she felt she should know. She ended the ritual and hurriedly re-shielded. She wanted to get away from this room. Besides, her headache had returned.

The others rose to their feet again in traditional courtesy. She bowed and left them, the sense of uneasiness still gripping her.

It wasn't until she gained the solitude of her small sleep chamber on the sixth level that realization finally came to her: This was no ordinary headache. Every man in the hall had been experiencing it.

It was the reason tension was ramped so high in the room.

Had any of the others recognized its origins yet?

A chill ran over her. Someone in Kryie Karth was dying.

Hyfas!
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Chapter 2


Balanced On the Precipice
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"I, Kaphri, child of your light, thank you and beg the blessings of your strength and favor for another day." 

She had said the same prayer under the evening sky in rain, in clear, or cold, since her fifth birthyear. Each time the last line was the same fervent plea.

She raised her hands, fingers touching to a point, thumbs bent inward to touch tip to tip, and palms spread wide to form the age-old sign of the Power Hierarch of the Ly Kai. Freya burned bright in the night sky, a bluish pinpoint that she centered on her fingertips. Then, emptying herself of all thought, she concentrated on the sky and waited.

Lightning limned the western wall of the mountain ring and the wind on the tower heights stirred sluggishly, its touch heavy with the promise of approaching rain. Like billows of dark oblivion, the clouds crept across the starlit sky. She waited until they touched Freya, obscuring it, before she lowered her aching, trembling arms.

There was no answer. Again.

Stifling disappointment, she traced the symbol of Freya in the air before her. A thin line of piercing blue light flowed in the wake of her fingertip, giving form to her sign. It hung there, complete, her sign of power, held and fed by her will. Then she released it to dissolve away, the evening's ritual to her Birthstar ended.

No matter how many times she experienced it, no matter how hard she tried to ignore it, the lack of response from Freya always hurt her.

Walking over to the low wall that encircled the top of the tower, she leaned on it to stare into the darkness below.

She didn't know exactly what she expected, but she knew some answer came from those tiny glimmers of light now hidden in the stormy sky above. She heard the others speak of it, saw its effects on their faces, strangely at peace for a brief time after the experience. It just would not come to her.

How many nights had she brooded over it? Freya was a strong star, second only in the Order of the Hierarch to the One, now accursed, that she dared not think on.

"Perhaps you desire this thing too much."

"Gemma, how can I desire it too much?" Kaphri sent the thought down to a room far below her in the tower. "Freya is my Birthstar. It should be an active force in my life." She sounded like one of the Twenty-six—she knew Gemma's thought without receiving it and it made her angry with herself. "I just can't understand why I never feel any oneness with it. Freya gives me power, but I can draw power from any of the lesser stars of the Hierarch if that's all I want."

Yes, Freya gave her power, but every day she lived with a plaguing emptiness, a sense of incompleteness. It was as if her star, too, rejected her.

She was suddenly, acutely aware of Gemma's comforting presence. Even in her times of deepest despondence the little dragon was always there, offering a companionable silence, a sharing of her pain. She sometimes wondered where she would be without the little creature she had found on the shore of the lake so long ago,

Things in the tower had been so difficult that day she thought she might wither and blacken if she stayed there one second longer. She fled the place, swimming across the lake to take refuge among the boulders on the far eastern shore. There, while she sat in miserable solitude trying to understand the men's inexplicable hostility toward her, another mind gently touched hers, asking the reason for her sadness.

No one in Kryie Karth had ever asked the little girl that question before.

She had looked up to discover a small, winged dragon perched on a nearby rock. It tilted its head to peer at her, golden scales glittering magnificently in the afternoon sun.

A dam broke inside of Kaphri, She poured out her pain, anger, and frustration to the small golden dragon, who listened with gentle patience and concern. And when she returned to the tower that day, Gemma came with her.

The others immediately went into a rage. Did she not understand? The dragon was a creature of this horrible world that held them captive and must go.

That day was also her first memory of defiance against the men. She refused to send Gemma away.

Since then, the little dragon had been her constant friend and companion. And, as Gemma never choose to share the company of the others, the men eventually learned to ignore—or maybe even forget—her existence.

Only Gemma was allowed to know the hurt behind the mask of studied indifference, the carefully cultivated coldness, with which she confronted the hostility of the Twenty-six every day.

But Gemma could not help her in this.

In two days, on her eighteenth birthday, she would undergo the Ly Kai ritual of adulthood. Someone would lead her through the Paths of Power, the ceremonial lifting of the blocks placed in Ly Kai children's minds at birth to safeguard them and the others around them from untutored power. She would finally have access to Freya's full power.

Full knowledge of power. Despite her frustration, a tingle of anticipation ran through her. At last, she would be able to do more than the simple tasks of moving water from the lake to the cooking room and repairing nets. She would have access to the power that set her near the top of the Ly Kai Hierarch—the thing that, by tradition, made her the High One.

But a secret, nagging fear clung to the foreground of her thoughts. What if, during the ritual, the others discovered Freya did not answer her as its own?

What if the Twenty-six discovered she had never been star-answered?

"Freya may not answer me, but the others will never know." She straightened away from the wall, suddenly angry at everything—herself, this prison of stone, the doddering old men it held, Freya, everything—except Gemma. "I will walk the Paths of Power, and, because I am the Highborn, they will make me High One, whether they—or I—want it, because their precious law demands. None of us can change that."

The anger brought back the dull ache she'd managed to ignore during her prayer ritual. The pain was more intense now, sharpening her resentment even further. Like the role of High One, it was not something she chose for herself.

Her body tensed as another separation began—the slowly increasing, inexorable tearing away of a thread of telepathic connection she had reluctantly shared with Hyfas. Another little bit of his life force slipped away like smoke dispersed on the breeze. Throughout Kryie Karth, the others were experiencing the same deathpain in varying degrees as the places the dying man had telepathically touched and occupied in their brains were drained of their life-sustained links. It was a separation of mental contacts, unrelated to any emotional loss, which the Ly Kai suffered separately.

She pressed her fingers to her temples in a futile attempt to block the wave of searing pain that followed.

Beyond it, she heard Gemma's hiss of dismay. "This agony of death is not for my sharing." The dragon withdrew from Kaphri's mind.

When the pain faded enough for her to focus again, Kaphri discovered cold needles of drizzle were stinging her flesh. The thin cloth of her breeches and shirt was already plastering her body. She shivered, the anger driven out of her, replaced by weariness as she recalled Hyfas' rage from the previous day.

Now, he lay dying, stricken with a serious illness Har could not name. Nothing the healer had done so far had slowed the man's decline. Ly Toma, Hyfas' Birthstar, was swiftly calling his soul back to its eternal flame.

Which was strange. Hyfas had always been so vigorously, viciously healthy. Sometimes at night she would wake in her straw bed, chilled with sweat, a vision of him staring down at her, demanding she recite the things that seemed so useless to her, and vowing he would never allow the lessons to end.

A flicker of fear shot through her. If, by some whim of Ly Toma, Hyfas did not die, would he find a way to extend those torturous lessons? Or would she find herself expelled from Kryie Karth as he had screeched yesterday—forced to make her way alone in this strange world?

Did her heart beat more heavily at the prospect from fear, or from something else?

It was an awesome, terrifying thought, and it was becoming more appealing, its alternative—of being trapped in this place with Twenty-six angry, bitter old men—growing darker, with every deathpain.

Another deathpain began to pull at her mind. Desperately she tried to focus her thoughts away from it.

When she was very young, a few of the men—now long dead—were a bit less hostile. Some of them had given her images: pictures of green things that sprang up from the soil in lush abundance, unlike the spare plants that struggled in the island gardens. There were creatures—birds, they called them—and sparkling, running waters. Her images were likely as changed as the ones she glimpsed in the other's thoughts. She still cherished them.

She tried to draw one from her memory now, but the pain inside her brain peaked and agony won out.

When she regained control of her senses again, she unclenched her teeth. Why? Why should she suffer so much pain for a man who hated her, and whom she equally despised? She only ever let him into her mind because he was her tutor.

Pain was making her giddy. Defiant. She should not allow that to happen.

Lightning flashed, revealing the rain-tortured circle of the lake far below. In the distance, fog shrouded the mountains in a white ring.

What lay beyond that mist? Beyond that wall of desolate stone? She snatched at the question to stave off the ache in her head. Hyfas had screamed they would not follow her into darkness and death. Did he think she wanted a return to the place of their betrayal? She did not! She wanted to find a place where they could all live, safe from hunger, bitterness, and death. There must be a better place outside the barren slopes of the mountain ring.

She realized, in all the stolen crumbs of images she had gathered, that she had never seen anything of the passage the Ly Kai had made through this world to arrive at Kryie Karth.

It was too late to remedy that. Nothing but pain and death occupied the minds of the Twenty-six now.

Could she discover something on her own? She reached out with her mind, seeking.

The agony in her head eased slightly with the effort and she pushed out further, eager to take the promise of relief as she tried to draw in some image of what lay beyond the bare circle of her world.

Reaching. Relaxing. Opening to touch, smell, sound, sight...

A blaze of energy licked along her bones.

She jerked, recoiling before she recognized the thing she had desperately desired for so many years. Star-response!

Her whole being surged with elation. She opened to it, her mind giving a triumphant shout as fire lanced along her bones, ran from her fingertips up her arms, her backbone, her neck, and exploded in her brain with a burst of light.

She was abruptly floating, free of worldly bonds, disembodied in a shower of lights that gradually oriented into a black vastness full of pinpoint lights. Like stars, she thought. She was floating in the middle of the night sky, with stars all around, above, even below her feet.

She still stood on the weathered stone of the tower heights. She knew that. The star-response only altered her consciousness to make her think she was somewhere else.

What did that matter? Here, at last, was the answer to her prayers. She floated alone in a universe of her own, surrounded by a million stars, sensing their energies. She hung there, drawing it in, reveling in the power flowing through her.

Then one presence began to pull at her attention. The one she had longed for all her life. She reached out and it answered, setting her body ablaze with glorious energy. Her whole flesh expanded outward into the heavens and everything else fell away.

For a moment, she was too startled to react. Star-response still sang along her bones, but then caution tempered its giddiness. She realized she was blind, though whether from darkness or light she could not tell. She only knew she had arrived at a threshold of some sort.

She was standing on the edge of a great precipice.

Everything inside her wanted to take the final step forward, but she held herself in check, her mind struggling with sudden wariness. This was star-response. She recognized it by its sense of rightness, its sense of unity. This was the thing she longed for.

Why, then, did she hesitate?

The answer whispered inside her head, becoming louder as she realized the truth. This was not Freya. This was not her star.

But it felt so right, her mind argued.

Confusion weakened her resistance. She had wanted this thing so badly for so long. How could she turn away? Urgency tugged at her. She had to decide. There could only be a joining or a rejection. Kaphri could feel herself giving way to heightening ecstasy, her resistance fading as she let the force draw her forward.

From out of the distance, a probe of questing thought touched her mind.

It was the faintest brush, but it was enough to draw her attention and break her concentration. She hesitated, distracted for the briefest of moments.

Lost control.

Star-response surged inside her brain. Deadly, blazing waves rushed to engulf and consume her. Frantically she fought to regain her control, to stand seeking on the breathless brink once more. It was no use. Something, someone, had intruded into her mind, breaking her harmony with the Starpower. The glorious channeling of energy became a searing flame that would destroy her if she struggled to remain.

With a silent cry of frustration and despair, she gave way, retreating back to the stark reality of Kryie Karth. Back to where the interference had originated.

Once more the stone was beneath her feet, the rain stinging her flesh. She stood atop the tower, sickened with a strange and terrible sensation of loss, too stunned and confused to move.

Her first thought, when it finally came, was a stabbing apprehension. Would she ever be able to attain that point, that strange place of promise, again? Then, anger took over. Who? Who would dare to do such a thing? To telepathically touch another while they were in a state of star-response endangered both persons.

Her anger shook away the last vestiges of her power-enamored stupor. Furious, she started to turn and demand a reason for the interference.

Then her eyes fell on the broken stone of the tower wall's southern marker in front of her and she froze in horrified dismay.
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Chapter 3


The Passing
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From her earliest memory the others had taught her to fear and revile, to even deny the very existence of the south. For in that direction lay the terrible scene of death and devastation that had stranded them on this world.

Somewhere in the southern sky burned the great white star, the pinnacle of the Ly Kai Hierarch of Power, accursed Arylla, which had fueled Araxis' treacherous betrayal. The survivors had shattered the southern directional marker sixteen years ago, on their arrival in Kryie Karth, and declared that no one must focus their attention that way.

Somehow, Kaphri had turned in the forbidden direction. Worse! She had turned in that direction while seeking power.

She was suddenly, mentally, recoiling from the strange place that only seconds before had seemed so desirable, horrified now at what it might mean. Had terrible Arylla attempted to lure her with its evil power?

Instead of anger, she should be grateful to whoever had disturbed her and caused her reluctant retreat.

Even as the thought crossed her mind, however, another realization struck her, and its threat was much more immediate and real: someone in Kryie Karth had seen her turned toward the south while seeking star-response.

Who? And did this other think they knew what she was doing?

Though her heart race, the unemotional facade with which she faced everyday life settled over her as she looked over at the stone arch that sheltered the stairs leading to the levels of the tower beneath her feet.

How long had Rath been standing in the shadows watching her? The subtle aura of his mental presence was unmistakable. Rath, the sly one. The devious one. Always particular in his attentions to her. Rath, weakest surviving power in Kryie Karth, was not to be trusted.

As he stepped from the darkness of the archway into the misting rain, Kaphri felt the mental brush of his mind.

She stubbornly held her shields in place against him.

"My condolences in your time of grief," he said as he stopped before her and gave a slight bow. "I fear you are soon to be the new High One."

"It is as the stars will it." She mouthed the appropriate reply while trying to contain the irritation he always generated in her. "It is not a situation I have longed for."

"Just so, Great One, but you are the most powerful, the obvious successor. By birth, it is your destiny."

So you have always reminded me, she thought. "Why are you here?"

The small man's eyes were sharp and impenetrable as they met hers. "You have my unfailing loyalty and respect."

Uneasiness twisted inside her. From her earliest memory, Rath had always been about, reminding her of her responsibility, of her position—her place in the Power Hierarch of the Ly Kai.

Rath loved power. Even when she was a small child it had been apparent to her how much he craved it, fawned before it, and envied those who had it. The loyalty he professed to her was only to her starpower. But why? What did he hope to gain by pushing the Ly Kai leadership upon her? Surely not her favor and gratitude.
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