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To SueB


The best First Reader a young writer could ever want.


Your passion for stories and history was only exceeded by your skill as a writer—and your generous heart. 


May the light in your heart forever grace the lives of those you love.  
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Chapter one



The whisper of hard radiation brushing against the hull of the interceptor distracted her. Alpha particles sizzled against the shields as they fried, and energetic neutral atoms slithered along the sides of the swift fighter like a current in a fast-moving stream. 

Zinyaila val Kirion sat in the seat behind the pilot, her body strapped against the cushions with tight webbing to prevent injury if they ran into trouble. Her hands were clasped in her lap, the elbow length black gloves covering every inch of bare skin, and the long, wide sleeves of her dark blood red robe fell gracefully across her legs. She had pulled her hood forward to conceal most of her face before she walked out to the level area in the field beyond the Order’s thick granite walls. She'd felt the white-yellow sunlight spread like a farewell over the meadow of sedge grass and orange flowers as she strode towards the low, menacing shape of the interceptor waiting to take her into space. 

No one would see her dark brown hair with a hint of red, braided tightly around her head to form a coronet, or the full bottom lip she too often worried between her teeth when she thought. Most of all, they would not catch the flare of emerald green in her eyes when she set to work once she reached her destination. 

Concealment was safety, and deliberate care meant continued life. 

A rumble shook the interceptor and her gaze flicked to the pilot ahead of her. The cockpit was cramped, barely large enough for him and the copilot/gunner. The space between their heavily reinforced chairs was small enough that a starving child would have difficulty squeezing past. But it was large enough that she could see the lights glowing and blinking on the instrument bank curved in front of them, and the readout screens flashed swiftly scrolling alphanumerical symbols she did not comprehend.

When one was allowed to leave the cloister to harvest a life, comprehension was reserved for those left behind.

Her task was completion, not understanding. 

The pilot glanced over his shoulder. "Participare, we just passed through the forward shields and will be docking in about twenty minutes. Captain su-Erani’s compliments and he will meet you in the landing bay."

She nodded but did not speak, her senses already reaching out to the void around them. Admiral sin-Fahr’s flagship was the Hringhor, a massive super dreadnought that had enforced the power of the Five Empires for time immemorial. Zinyaila could sense it in the way the space around this small interceptor bent, and the ripples in the currents that meandered between the stars. Far out in the darkness of space, beyond the winds sweeping off turbulent burning suns, a ship this large bent the fabric of the shadows themselves. 

"Have you ever been on the Hring?" asked the pilot conversationally. It took Zinyaila a few moments to realize he was talking to her, an occasion so unusual that she was at a loss at first as to how to respond. 

Then her gaze went to the forward ports, at the unrelieved darkness with the bright and burning stars, and she shook her head. 

"No, I have not."

Left unsaid was that as a Participare, she had been many other places. Imperial worlds, and frontier colonies. The bedsides of peasant and aristocrat, and kneeling on the torn dirt of a battlefield, searching for the lives that would be returned to the Order and placed in the archives where all such memories were kept. 

Memories, and lives, and the secrets of Five Empires and the people who knew where the treasures were kept, and the vanished buried. 

She turned her attention back to the view through the forward ports. The Hringhor was out there, the ship built for the Aureate Emperor’s pride, and aboard her was the admiral whose posting was about to come to an abrupt and unsatisfactory end. Lord Admiral sin-Fahr was a scion of an old and powerful family, but none of that would save him as his body failed.

The only option was to hurry as fast as she could, adopting travel methods that were unorthodox to begin with, and make it to his bedside before he expired. 

Make it, and gather up his memories and his knowledge, and preserve it for future generations who would petition the Order for the permission to query the sum of that life. 

The interceptor shuddered again, and the pilot took his hands away from the controls. "Computer has us locked in. We’ll be brought into the landing bay on a tight beam. There will be a short wait while they close the doors and repressurize. We’re near the Ashka Protectorate, and the Hring makes a big target. The Captain’s not taking any chances, especially with you on board."

She nodded again and thought about that, going deep into the knowledge she’d lifted from the Archives before leaving the Order. Most of it was older, and had been smoothed out so it was not so much a chaotic mess of external events tangled with internal thoughts. The archivists had worked through most of it, separating out the two so one could understand the political landscape without being an unwilling participant in the machinations that resulted in the slaughter of over a billion people in the last war.

Zinyaila rested her head against the cushions and centered herself. The interceptor had made a subtle turn, smoothly tracing the arc of a circle as the computer aligned with their designated landing bay. The end of the turn brought them head-on with the ship itself, and for the first time, Zinyaila was able to appreciate the size of the vessel whose name stirred dread and awe in equal measures. 

The Hringhor was built along a longitudinal axis, sleek and streamlined for effect more than need. She hovered in the darkness, moving relative to the stars around her, but small enough in the depths of space that she seemed placid and still.

It was that stillness that drew the eye, the navigational lights along her hull creating their own fascinating play of colors while the ship itself seemed caught fast in an eternal amber. The plates of the hull were painted a stark and unrelieved white, the only color the sigil of the Aureate Empire near the bow, and the dark, dark lettering of her name.

"She’s a beauty, all right," the pilot said, throwing her a glance over his shoulder as if he felt her interest. 

"Yes," said Zinyaila, and left it at that. 

Because somewhere in that ship was a man not old enough to die, facing his own mortality, and waiting for her to come and harvest his memories, and his life, so none of it would be lost to the Emperor he served. He would look at the stars, whether on a screen or with his own eyes, and ponder why his body betrayed him at a time when the Empire needed him most.

The interceptor lined up with one of the bays, the strobes on the deck painting their journey deeper into the ship. She stilled a shiver as they passed through the forcefield keeping air and warmth in the bay, and opened them to find herself the object of the pilot’s curious gaze.

For a moment, she allowed herself the luxury of simply looking back at him, an ordinary woman sitting in an interceptor of the Aureate Empire’s flagship, waiting to dock. 

Waiting to walk onto the deck, and be led to the bedside of the dying Lord Admiral. 

But none of that showed on her face, none of it showed in her eyes, and she stayed a remarkably unremarkable woman, quiet, contained, and waiting.

He gave his head a tiny shake, as if he expected to surprise her out of hiding with his regard. 

It takes more than a moment of surprise to earn that.

Zinyaila considered the thought, and her lips thinned as she pressed them together, thinking of the thousands on this ship, both crew and support personnel, who would discover her in their midst, and think they might be equal to her mastery and control.

Equal enough to startle her out of her serenity, or challenge her to reveal more than she wanted. 

The sigh that might have been exhaled if she were back home died before the breath could be released. Zinyaila stayed where she was, did not move a muscle, and watched as the small craft was set down in the middle of the bay without even a bump to herald their arrival.

Vibrations rumbled through the ship, transmitted by the landing gear locked into the appropriate clamps built into the floor. 

The pilot turned around, his darker eyes twinkling with amusement. "That’s the doors closing, Participare. We should be pressurized soon enough."

"My thanks," she said, and no more. Her senses had already reached out to either side of the ship so small in this nearly empty greatness. There was a constellation of stars and meteors on the other side of the closed blast doors leading into the ship, darting through space and occasionally tangling when duty and desire were in direct conflict. 

The brightest star could only be Captain su-Erani. He stood to the side, not the middle of the group, watching what the others did and thought, sampling their conversation and keeping his own counsel. She took note of some of the brighter splashes of light—those meteors that could be a danger to her, depending on what direction they chose to take. 

These were the last moments of silence and peace she would have. Once she touched the deck of the Hring, the urgency of completing her task and conveying that knowledge back to the Order would take primacy. No matter what the cost, she had to return the Lord Admiral’s memories, and she could not let anything stand in her way.

A light turned green at the top of the console, and the pilot glanced at it. "Bay is pressurized. You may disembark at will, Participare."

"Thank you," she said, touching the restraints in the exact reverse of the way they’d been fastened. The straps fell away silently, and Zinyaila took a deep breath before rising in a single, fluid motion. The robe slipped down her body, the hem brushing against the tops of her shoes, and she saw the pilot lean away from her. 

"Participare?"

She stopped and gave her full attention to the pilot. He swallowed hard, and she realized how young he was. Young and brash, in a role that often didn’t allow for old and wise. 

"Yes?"

"My name is Cassian Torren," he said. "Will you remember me?"

Zinyaila dipped her head. "I will remember, Cassian Torren. As will the Order."

He relaxed, and glanced away, as if he were embarrassed by the impulse that had driven him to make the request. She thought of making a gesture towards him, something that would remind him she was just as human as he was, but then she heard the outer hatch cycling open, and knew it was time for the Participare to take the forefront. 

She turned, and caught up the black carry bag stowed beneath her seat. The longer strap fitted over her shoulder so the bag itself could be clasped between her side and her elbow. It wasn’t a comfortable way to walk, and the edges of the items in it dug into her side the harder she clamped her elbow, but it was necessary so no one heard the chime of the bottles and decided to investigate.

For the safety of the ship and the crew, of course, or that was the excuse they would make. Just a quick scan, a security officer pawing through it to determine she carried no contraband, and meant no harm to the command staff on this ship. 

There were richer targets than the Lord Admiral, if that was the type of mission she was on. 

But Zinyaila was not. This was a mission to harvest, not gain control, and even though she had been sent on those missions when she was younger, the current Matere Silentis was more circumspect. 

The web was still there, but the inclination to make use of it wasn’t.

She paused for a moment, gathering herself before making the turn to the open doorway, presenting herself as a silent figure cloaked in deep red, with black gloves hiding her hands and the hood pulled forward enough so most of her face was in shadow.

Zinyaila took a moment at the top of the ramp to survey the ground before her. They were positioned away from the main body of the Hringhor, facing towards the outer wall of the landing bay. The small group standing in a loose semicircle watched her with the wariness of predators assessing the danger of a new arrival. The man who must be Captain su-Erani stood in the middle this time, and it was to him her gaze stayed fastened as she descended the short ramp to the deck. 

Younger than she expected, with only the first hints of silver in his dark hair kept short enough to be manageable in space. The ends brushed his collar, and the hint of a widow’s peak let one lone lock fall gently over his forehead. His mouth was set firm and straight, with lips that were thin but with a promise of fullness, and the aquiline nose that was the hallmark of the Aureate nobility. 

It was his eyes that nearly made her miss the step onto the deck, the darkness that had none of the warmth of Cassian Torren’s, and weren’t even as warm as the void outside the ship. They focused on her with the glint of a raptor assessing its strike, and her breath caught in her chest before she could stop it. 

Zinyaila stopped the prescribed six feet from him, settling her weight onto the balls of her feet. Outwardly at peace and serene, but ready if she had to defend herself.

The silence stretched, long enough that the people behind him shifted weight. 

"Captain su-Erani," she said, willing to break the stalemate before he did. "Fair skies to the Hringhor."

"Participare," he said, the title accented lightly with the pleasant tones of an Imperial household education. "Welcome. I offer you the hospitality of the ship."

"My thanks." She didn’t bend her neck or knee, and watched with some amusement as a flicker of irritation disturbed the depths of those dark eyes. 

He covered it well, even the reflexive stiffening of his spine at the leaking of his annoyance. Captain su-Erani studied her for a moment longer, then held out his hand. 

"I hope you will find everything as you need it."

The people around him froze, shock and horror mixing in equal parts as they stared at the faux pas that was not just a social mis-step but a blatant disregard for the risk he casually ignored. 

Zinyaila had the advantage of the hood to conceal most of her reaction, but the instinctive parting of her lips would give him the satisfaction of knowing he had knocked her off stride. But then she smiled faintly, and raised her gloved hand to take his.

"Captain—"

The warning whisper came from the woman to his right, a tall Valkyrie with the ash blonde hair of her people and the pale blue eyes that reminded Zinyaila of a deep winter morning and the rime of frozen water around the outside well. The woman leaned forward, as if she meant to physically block su-Erani from committing what could be a fatal mistake, and the Captain merely turned his head.

"As you were, Commander."

Four words, none of them spoken in anything other than a mild tone, and the woman settled back on her heels. Not a flinch, not a reflexive jerk, just a return to her former posture, as if she had served long enough with this man to know he had an ulterior motive for challenging a Participare before she had breathed more than a few liters of ship’s air.

Which made Zinyaila even more curious about this man in front of her. The overlays from the Archive had been sparse about him, reciting the usual litany of postings that an ambitious man would have in his background as he climbed the ranks to a command this prestigious. That he had influence behind him was unmistakable; no one reached these dizzying heights in the naval forces without strong patronage.

But the hand extended towards her like she was any other lady in the Imperial Court suggested there was an edge of recklessness as well, one that wouldn’t have been out of place in a man like Cassian Torren. 

Zinyaila wrapped her fingers around his hand, fitting them to brush lightly against his skin, like the kiss of a butterfly’s hesitant wings. She saw the physical reaction he had, the way the electricity spun across the sensitive nerves to raise the hairs up his forearm, and loosened her grip.

Captain su-Erani had proven, in front of his command staff, that he did not fear the Rukhiir or the Order. He was courageous, and bold, and slightly unorthodox, all good qualities in a leader. 

He was also going to face some scathing recriminations for not clearing it with his First Officer, if the expression on her face at the moment was any indication.

"Participare, may I present my First Officer, Commander Frithr verHolth?"

Zinyaila nodded, the smallest acknowledgement possible, and was gratified to see the slow flush suffuse the other woman’s skin. Then Commander verHolth drew herself up and executed a frigidly correct half bow, with not one fraction of an inch more depth than strictly required. 

A diplomat, as well as a fighter.

The rest of the introductions were swiftly accomplished. She would remember their names and their faces, because it was what she did, and she appreciated the honor Captain su-Erani did to his command staff in presenting them to a member of the Order.

Much like Cassian Torren, they would be placed here in the memories, and preserved. The way they looked, the sound of their voices, everything that they did would be automatically catalogued and kept. Even if they themselves were never harvested, they would live on in memory, and in the Archive.

None of the others offered their hand, and she made no move to make it look like she expected it. The Captain stood beside her, close enough to touch but with an apparent amount of space to make it plain they were not touching. He gestured for her to walk towards the other side of the interceptor, moving her out of the exposure in the middle of this great bay and towards the doors that would lead to the residential quarters, and those occupied by the Lord Admiral and his flag staff.

"This way, Participare," said the Captain quietly, indicating not the large doors she assumed were the exit, but instead towards what looked like a maintenance hatch. "We will not use the main routes. My crew has a ship to run, and I won’t clear the corridors so you may walk unimpeded."

Interesting choice of words.

She made note of it, heeded the warning underlying them, and silently allowed herself to be directed towards the cramped hatch. Commander verHolth dismissed the staff officers behind them, then fell into step four paces behind Zinyaila.

The flesh between her shoulder blades crawled, and she had to suppress the urge to roll them to settle the feeling. That the First Officer despised her, Zinyaila did not doubt. That she knew every single bit of gossip and innuendo about the Order and the Rukhiir who were at the heart of it, Zinyaila would swear an oath to. 

That Commander verHolth might happily destroy the one Rukhiir that was within her reach, she accepted as the price she might pay for retrieving the Lord Admiral’s memories. 

su-Erani undogged the hatch himself, spinning the wheel with practiced motions. Pushing the hatch open, he stepped over the lip and once again offered his hand to her.

This time Zinyaila stopped cold and heard verHolth curse as she stumbled to avoid running into her. She ignored the Commander and merely stared at the Captain’s hand.

"This is unwise," she said finally, when he showed no signs of dropping it.

"You are a guest on my ship, and you have come for the Lord Admiral’s sake, risking much to get here in time," he said, as if he discussed the sunset over the veld. "I will treat you with courtesy as if you were anyone else, so if the time comes to prove you are not anyone else, the enemies who would move against the Order will be surprised to find they underestimated you."

She rested her hand lightly on his, then stepped over the lip. Easily, fluidly, like a woman out for a stroll. And then she retrieved her hand before he could hang onto it to provoke his First Officer more, and waited while the Commander joined them in the tight quarters of the service corridor and closed the hatch. 

"The lift is this way," said su-Erani, and led her in a direction that was towards the front of the ship. "Don’t go farther aft if you are down here by yourself. It leads to the engine room, and getting down from this level is not for those with a fear of heights."

"Understood," she said, making a mental note that she would do so at the first opportunity, if opportunity presented itself. Not because he told her not to, but because she knew there would come a day when she would not be able to make a decision about it or not, and would have to make the descent.

While the ship was under attack, or falling apart, or on fire. 

It was the way of life, and she knew it was better to prepare than to hope she could do it when the time of need arrived.

The service corridor was narrow, and festooned with hanging wires and mechanical boxes sticking into the passageway itself. Several times, Captain su-Erani was forced to turn sideways to get through; Zinyaila had no such troubles, and yet deliberately let her elbows and her hands brush against the metal.

The traces were faint here, spattered against the electronics with every touch of hands long dead and hands still warm. It was easy to sense the most important panels, the ones most often accessed for repairs or for routine maintenance. 

Given enough time, Zinyaila could trace the energy from the panel to the engines, and then to the ultimate place where the energy was expended. 

The Captain slowed, and she pulled her awareness back to what she was doing, as he turned to his left. There was a short sub hallway that ended in an open lift.

"You’re not claustrophobic, Participare?" he asked as he walked into a lift that was nothing more than a platform in a bare shaft. 

"Not really," she said, and gritted her teeth as she squeezed past him to the back. Commander verHolth stood by the Captain’s side, forming a wall between the lift and the corridor. Hidden back there, with neither of them looking at her, Zinyaila wiggled her index finger inside of her glove and found the seam that parted easily to allow the tip free. A slight push, a curving of the finger, and she had enough bare skin to make a connection. 

It wasn’t much, but with the Captain standing right in front of her, the back of his neck close enough for her to touch, she didn’t need much. Her senses reached out, twining around the two in front of her, seeking out any thought, any inclination that would give her the split second she would need.

The lift lurched as the mechanism engaged. Zinyaila shifted her weight, envying the two in front of her who showed no sign that anything had moved beneath them. 

She glanced at the sides of the shaft slipping past as they rose at a steady rate, and wished she had the time and the leisure to lay down a track for later. But she didn’t, so instead Zinyaila ran that bare fingertip along the safety rail between the platform and the shaft, and sank her awareness into the machinery so she could see how it worked. 

There.

She found what she needed, and let a tendril of awareness wrap around the mechanism. It settled there, and would wait for as long as she needed. 

If at any point in the future, if the Hringhor proved to be a danger to the Order or to the Rukhiir, there would be a spectacular failure in a nondescript service lift deep in the ship’s inner workings that would start a chain reaction. 

If Captain su-Erani was good, he would keep most of his ship and most of his crew. 

If anything happened to Zinyaila while she harvested the Lord Admiral’s life, the only thing left of the ship would be the legend and a cloud of burning gaseous elements that would fade faster than memory. 

The ride was longer than she wanted, and Zinyaila felt the heaviness of panic settle in her chest long before they had gone very far. She could easily envision the long drop below them, and became hyper sensitive to every tremor and jerk as the lift rose. Her breath came harder through a throat and lungs constricted by the burgeoning fear. 

It jerked to a halt, a half rise upward, and then a sudden drop as it locked into the correct floor.

"Here we are," said Captain su-Erani, and Zinyaila nearly shoved past him to get on the solid and unmoving deck just steps away.

But she didn’t. Because he turned as he said it, giving her that avenue to freedom, and waited for her to do just that. 

She didn’t move. verHolth stepped off the lift, then pivoted so she had her back to the bulkhead and could watch Zinyaila’s next action. 

Or pull su-Erani out of the lift right as he triggered it to free fall to the bottom with the Rukhiir still on it. 

Zinyaila reached through her contact with the lift, seeking out any monitoring equipment. There was one, built into the wall above verHolth’s head, conveniently angled so the Commander could act as she saw fit, but no court of law could condemn her without reasonable doubt. 

Zinyaila killed the feed.

And lifted her hand to the hood, pushing it back so it collapsed in graceful folds along her shoulders. 

She met su-Erani’s gaze, and let him see the thread of emerald in her eyes, just enough of a hint to make him wonder if his gamble had failed, and his public posturing had become the instrument of his doom.

He returned the gaze, a muscle in his jaw getting a little tighter, before dipping his chin a fraction of an inch. 

"Commander, go up to the main corridor and hail the bridge. I don’t want them flipping the alert just because the equipment isn’t working."

verHolth opened her mouth to protest then glanced over her shoulder to where the palm sized camera was concealed. 

"Now, Commander."

She shut her mouth with a snap and left, but not without shooting a glare in Zinyaila’s direction. su-Erani waited until she disappeared into the maintenance hallway and was presumably out of earshot before switching his attention back to her. 

"Thank you for trusting us with your countenance," he said formally, surprising her with his knowledge of the ritual. 

"What needs to be said, Captain, should be said in all truth, with no hiding. I must retrieve the Lord Admiral’s memories. They are too volatile to be left to the hand of Fate."

He nodded. "I understand and I am not your enemy in this. sin-Fahr has been like a father to me. I want to ask you to not only harvest his life, but find out why this happened."

"You think this is not natural?" asked Zinyaila. "An assassination, set into motion by…what?"

"I think it is too convenient, that the Lord Admiral should die when he is returning to the Ashka Protectorate to negotiate a lasting truce, and a path to self-determination for the star systems. Someone prefers what is, and does not wish to have what might be."

She smiled, an expression that had no warmth to it. "You are asking me to spy, Captain su-Erani. To weaponize the life I am harvesting to answer a political need."

"Yes." His gaze was steady, unwavering. "I have the authorization from the Emperor himself. He can’t afford to lose people like Korman easily, and the people who did this need to pay the price."

"Instability. Power struggles. War," she said.

"Yes."

The moment she took to consider the request, to weight the harvest against it and find the considerations that would balance the risk against the reward on the scales, was the longest and the shortest of her life. 

"I will need a hard copy of that authorization, to file with the head of my Order," she said as she drew her hood up again. "And Captain?"

"Yes, Participare."

"If anything happens to me, the cost will be writ so large in the Five Empires that no one will ever forget it." She smiled. "And you won’t be around to enjoy the fall out."

This time the inclination of the head was more than what courtesy strictly demanded, and the light in his eyes was both thoughtful and speculative. 

Zinyaila softened her tone. "Now, I would like to refresh myself before I get to the work that brought me here. Please, lead on, Captain su-Erani."

She stepped off the lift and waited until he joined her in the hallway before reactivating the camera in the wall and letting whoever was monitoring it on the bridge see the empty lift and momentarily panic at what may have happened while they were blind.

If that happened to stir some dread in the heart of First Officer verHolth, all the better. 










