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“I know I’m late,” a voice said as the door slid aside. “I didn’t get the docking notification until just a few—” The newcomer broke off.


He was young. All the Rank Ones Tennal had met were senior officers with graying hair and cutlery trays of decorations on their chests. Tennal wasn’t ready for this fresh-faced lieutenant straight out of a recruitment promo, hesitantly blocking the door with the width of his shoulders. He should have been ready, Tennal realized: he should have expected every bit of him, from the fastidious hang of his belt to his clean shoes to the pleasantly blank look on his face. An oak-wood button on his cuff gave his gender reference in a neat, military-approved style. His hair was thick and sandy, cropped close to his head.


But the one thing Tennal had been ready for wasn’t there. There was no light coming from the soldier in front of him. As he stood there in the door, Tennal was sure—absolutely certain—he was an architect. It didn’t make any difference what his rank tabs said; this instinct could have picked him out in the blackness of space. Tennal had always assumed architects couldn’t help the light they shed, as if their intentions spilled it into the universe undirected, like a lamp with no shade. But he could see nothing from this newcomer at all. Tennal had never experienced this certainty combined with this total lack of presence. This soldier had defenses so strong that nothing showed through.
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To Eleanor


Thank you for the jellyfish. I love you.
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PART ONE











CHAPTER 1



Tennalhin Halkana arrived at the party fashionably late, which might have meant something if he’d been invited in the first place. Tennal often set out to make trouble, it was true, but this evening, he was genuinely here for a drink and a good time.


That was a lie. He also wanted an architect, and this party would be full of architects.


The party was in the penthouse of the most exclusive hotel in the city. It was a glittering front for an underground gambling ring, so it was full of dangerous people, but Tennal had stopped caring who he mingled with some time ago. Tennal floated from one gambling meetup to another these days, always just interesting enough to be kept around, never involved enough to get in serious trouble. As a lifestyle, it had its ups and downs. As an escape plan, it was an amateur one, but he could keep it going as long as he had to. He just needed the right architect.


He didn’t risk the private drone service ferrying people up to the balcony. Instead Tennal flirted his way past security in the hotel lobby and walked into the elevator as if he belonged there. There was no security at the penthouse door. People didn’t go to this kind of party uninvited, but Tennal had found there were very few things you couldn’t do if you didn’t care about fucking up. Tennal was low on money, low on options, and didn’t have a lot left to lose.


The penthouse was a dark fug of noise and low-level sensory vibrations. It was dimly lit by colored glows under tables and light filaments like sprays of vivid flowers in the corners. Dozens of people gathered around various games, or the bar, or smaller tables where more serious business was being done. Under the talking and the music, there was the low, vibrating drone that people on certain chemical substances found enjoyably hypnotic. Some people were obviously high already. Tennal was envious.


But he’d been right. There were architects.


That woman over there, with the flint-and-gold necklace and the weapon at her belt, was an architect. So was the gray-haired tough picking over the buffet. So—interestingly—was the ethereally beautiful twentysomething waif who looked like someone’s trophy boyfriend. Tennal didn’t often meet architects his own age.


None of them were that good. They weren’t slinging around mental commands at the bar or anything, but Tennal could see it: architects gave off an aura, if you knew how to look for it, like light radiating from a star. The ones he was watching were pretty faint. They might be able to take over someone’s mind for a split second, but only if they really tried. Tennal was looking for someone else. Someone better.


Of course, every architect in here would be careful what they used their mental influence for. Using it on the wrong person in the street might get you a warning from law enforcement, but in here, it might get you shot. And architects had the acceptable kind of power.


Tennal was too sober for this.


He slid into a seat at the bar and smiled glitteringly at the bartender. “What’s free?”


There was usually something free at these things. The bartender paused and squinted at him suspiciously, as if Tennal didn’t look quite wealthy enough or dangerous enough to be here. Tennal didn’t show any signs of backing off, though, and eventually a shot glass came sliding across the bar.


Might as well ask. Tennal tilted his head at the dozens of conversations behind him and said, “So, which one’s the boss?” The boss might refer to any number of people in the city of Sanura, but in here, it meant the leader of this gambling ring, the one who owned this hotel. “I was told he’s an architect.”


The bartender’s hand stopped on the table. Tennal felt a sudden spike of wariness from them. They met Tennal’s eyes and shrugged.


At that point, someone tapped Tennal on the shoulder, and he flinched.


He tried to cover up the twitch as he turned. He had to get that kind of reaction under control. If the legislator had really found him, it wasn’t as if her people were going to gently tap him on the shoulder and start a conversation.


This wasn’t much better, though. A young woman in an armored vest stared down at him, her hand resting on a holster at her hip. This was somebody’s bodyguard.


There was no security at the door for this kind of thing because everyone brought their own security. If you turned out to be law enforcement, it was very simple: you left, or somebody’s bodyguard would shoot you. Tennal wasn’t law enforcement, though if they’d known exactly who he was, he wouldn’t have totally blamed them for shooting him.


“I don’t think you were invited,” the bodyguard said.


Tennal raised his hands in front of him, fingers spread. “I’m unarmed. Promise. Unless you count three tissues and a pack of soothers—and honestly, I’d have to get very inventive.”


She gave him a thin, unimpressed stare. Flint ear studs glinted under her short hair. “I’ve seen you before.”


A jolt went through Tennal. She couldn’t know. Could she?


Tennal’s mind was always a little too open to the universe. He wasn’t an architect, because that would have made life too easy. No, he’d ended up with the unacceptable kind of powers. He nudged his senses further open, just a fraction, and read her mind.


The instant he opened himself up, a dozen minds flared in his perception. The party was crowded; each person moved in a haze of their own moods like a shimmer of light. And if architects were faint stars, pulsing with intention and influence, Tennal was the opposite. Nobody had ever told him what his mind looked like from the outside, but he had his suspicions: an unsettling void, a black hole.


As far back as he could remember, Tennal had always been aware of a low-level drone from the minds around him. It was like an indecent form of tinnitus. Random impressions drifted in his direction, and if he actively tried, he could read them: vague emotions, nonspecific intentions, nothing particularly helpful. People’s surface thoughts were seldom interesting, in any case—right now, from the crowd in the room, Tennal could feel hunger, irritation, interest, boredom. All standard.


Reading that kind of background mental drone wasn’t illegal. Not quite. After all, it was only a step above watching people’s body language; he wasn’t going any deeper. Tennal focused on the bodyguard, looking for threat.


Nothing. She wasn’t interested in threatening him, and there was none of the prurient interest that would suggest she knew who his family was. She was just fed up with her long shift, overdue for a break, and Tennal was paranoid.


“I’m just here to ask a favor from the boss,” Tennal said, leaning back against the bar. “Is that a crime?”


He could have tried announcing the reader thing, but he needed to save that for when it would make an impact. Being a reader—they were rarities—made him just scandalous enough to be interesting, and Lights knew nobody was inviting him anywhere because of his delightful personality.


She gave him one of the most unimpressed looks he’d seen in his life, and Tennal was a connoisseur of unimpressed looks. “Ask the boss for what? Three square meals and a job?” She slapped a hand on the bar to get the bartender’s attention. “You should clean up and get out of here. I hate the ones who get in over their heads.”


The bartender, who obviously knew her, slid her a plate of food. Tennal paused in the act of popping out a mild soother from the pack in his pocket. Yes, he was coming off a days-long hangover, and yes, his meals and sleep were all over the place because the concept of scheduling was fatally dull, but surely he didn’t look like that much of a mess. “I’m doing fine, but I appreciate the concern.”


She took the food without looking at Tennal. “I’m back on duty in an hour. You should be gone before then.”


“Or I could get your boss to invite me to stay,” Tennal suggested. He got a flash of irritation and knew his guess was right: she worked for the host of this party. He could use that.


“Lights,” the woman said to the ceiling, as if a divine Guidance might come to her aid and throw Tennal out a window. She jerked her head at the bartender. “Get him some food. Put it on the party tab; fuck knows these nights cost thousands. Maybe he’ll sober up and leave.”


Tennal was thrown. He opened his mouth to say he didn’t need charity—or at least not this kind, not pity—but she’d taken her sandwich and gone.


Tennal vindictively ordered the most expensive plate on the menu, the one that came with gold leaf scattered around artistic constructions of pastries and fruit. He ate the pastries while he watched the crowd and scanned for clues to the boss.


As he watched the bodyguard leave for her break, he made one more attempt to read her. He had to be careful. Reading was draining, and if he went any deeper than the surface layer, she would feel it. And if she felt it, he would be in a lot of trouble.


All he got when he tried was a pulse of vague awareness from her toward one corner of the room, where a small knot of older people had gathered to play cards.


Tennal examined the corner. The gamblers there looked like military veterans; most people with any kind of power on Orshan had been in the army at some point. Their clothes were dark, but most of them wore colored division paraphernalia: pins, medals, colored bands. They had their own private drinks cart. When Tennal casually moved across the room and opened his mind—he had to be close to read someone’s aura with any certainty—they pulsed like a cluster of suns. Tennal breathed out. It’s one of you.


Tennal was out of options. Time for his plan of last resort.


Nobody stopped Tennal from walking up to the game. This corner of the party was quieter and more private. Hanging lights shed a dim amber glow over the card game, the only other illumination the night skyline through the windows. Silver jewelry glinted in the darkness on wrists and chests. Tennal would bet money that these were the leaders of all Sanura’s gambling rings.


He could feel himself being watched. He glanced at the armed bodyguards casually standing not too far from the table, which just confirmed it.


Tennal was fine with being watched. He smiled back at the hostile stares and surface-read the bodyguards until he found the one who was at slightly heightened stress levels, the sort that might indicate you’d been a two-person team, until your partner took their break, and now you were covering the post alone. Tennal paused and zeroed in on the gambler that bodyguard was watching.


Found the boss.


Not all the ringleaders had been playing this round. One was at the drinks cart. He was pale, well-built, and expensively dressed, with a wooden gender-mark on his bracelet like the one on a casual silver chain around Tennal’s neck. Tennal would have given him the time of day even if he hadn’t been an architect. When Tennal looked through his reader senses, though, there wasn’t any doubt about the architect bit.


Tennal slipped in beside him and leaned over the selection of drinks.


He should be careful. If he had the right person, this man owned the underground racing market, half the financial district, and the weapons trade. Tennal should be polite and circumspect. But Tennal had never been careful, and he only knew a few ways to get someone’s attention.


He reached out and jostled the man’s arm so he dropped his glass.


“Whoops,” Tennal said insincerely. “Let me get that for you.”


The man grabbed his wrist without changing expression. Tennal felt a flash of anger from him.


Time for the party trick. Tennal passed a hand over the lavish collection of imported drinks and picked the one most prominent in the man’s thoughts: a small blue bottle of distilled silverberry, which had embossing from some galactic backwater and was probably worth its weight in gold. Tennal thought it tasted like neat oil. Bad choice for a favorite; his opinion of the man’s taste went down.


Tennal carefully poured it into a new glass without dislodging the man’s grip on his wrist. “I heard you do favors for readers.”


The man released his wrist. He smiled faintly. “Direct. I do favors for readers who do favors for me.”


Tennal opened his mind and focused on him. The man wasn’t giving much away on the surface—mild interest, a condescending sense of being in control of the room. He had met readers before, so maybe he thought he knew what Tennal could do.


Readers were scattered and rare. Most reading didn’t actually tell you that much about what someone was thinking. Tennal, like any reader, could focus on someone and read them on a shallow level whenever he wanted, though he would only pick up a vague outline of their feelings and intentions, and if he left his mind open for too long it gave him a headache. Even that shallow reading was illegal, but it could be useful if you were discreet about it.


Readers who could go deep, beyond surface emotions, were even more of an anomaly—so much so that many people didn’t believe they existed. Tennal might have appreciated being an aberration more if it hadn’t nearly gotten him arrested several times when he was growing up. But hiring out his deep-reading skills wasn’t an option because people had a habit of noticing you were doing it. And he didn’t want to get too far into a criminal operation. He’d have to pretend to be good, but not too good. “I might be able to help you out.”


“I work with readers now and then,” the man said, watching him. “Before we go any further, though, tell me—how good are you at defending yourself? You’re not much use to me if the first architect you meet can make you spill your guts.”


Tennal let a lazy smile creep onto his face. He twirled the embossed bottle. “I’m hard for architects to get to,” he said. “You want me to prove it? How about a bet?”


The boss cleared a table for them with a look. His bodyguard didn’t even have to step closer. He waved a hand for Tennal to sit opposite him.


At the back of his mind, Tennal knew this was further than he’d ever gone. He was taking risks he wouldn’t have imagined a few months ago—but it was fine. It was all fine. It had to be fine, because Tennal had run out his welcome everywhere else. He’d be out on the streets if he didn’t find something. Going home wasn’t an option. “Let’s make this easy,” Tennal said. He held out his glass for a refill. “I bet you I can go three minutes without drinking that. Start the clock.”


The boss laughed. “If I don’t write you, you mean.”


Writing was the informal term for the way architects bent your mind into compliance. It was more accepted than reading, since at least you knew it was happening—and there were so many bloody architects, you couldn’t turn a street corner in Exana without tripping over one. Tennal had never seen why that was so much better for society than reading. “How good are you?” Tennal asked, with enough skepticism to sound like a challenge. This man was obviously an architect, since he glowed bright to Tennal’s reader senses, but Tennal had seen better architects. “Try me.”


The boss gave him a second look, eyes flicking up and down. “All right, then.” He looked over at his bodyguard and tapped his wristband.


After a few moments, the bodyguard silently laid a display case on the table. He flipped up the lid and stepped back.


Tennal tried not to react. It was totally innocuous: a display set of liquor glasses, the high, flared type common in this part of the world. They were emblazoned with the full set of military divisions. Red for Cavalry, charcoal for Infantry, Archer gold, Vanguard blue . . . the full dozen was there, even the smaller divisions with no political influence.


“Pick your poison,” the boss said, watching his face.


This was a test. The first architects and readers had been created by the military, twenty years ago, so anyone Tennal’s age must have got the reader gene from a veteran parent. That meant Tennal’s family was tied to one of the divisions: if not Cavalry, which was currently in charge of the legislature, then maybe Infantry, or Navy, or one of the others. Military politics mattered everywhere on this bloody planet. You couldn’t escape it. The man wanted to know if Tennal would admit who he was connected to.


Tennal ignored the vivid red of the Cavalry glass and picked one of the others at random. Yellow glinted between his fingers as he slid it over to be filled. “Three minutes,” he said. “Try writing me.”


“And what do you want if you win?” the man said.


“You own this hotel,” Tennal said. “The people I’ve been rooming with want me out. I need a place to stay for a while.” He tried to sound casual. He’d been kicked out this morning, not to put too fine a point on it, but that was an unnecessary detail. Tennal didn’t like the word desperate and saw no reason to apply it to himself.


“That’s all?”


Tennal felt it. The first touch of an architect command, like a solar flare in his peripheral vision. He didn’t react. “I’m buying time,” Tennal said. He leaned back in his chair, the liquor glass between his fingers. “Why, can’t you afford to let me have a room? Business not doing well?”


The boss struck.


Being written by an architect felt like unshielding your eyes in front of a furnace. A bright mental light flooded Tennal’s eyes, his whole brain, a dazzle that shoved out every other thought. If Tennal found an architect strong enough—or took one of the small neuro-enhancer pills currently nestled in his pocket—he could sink into that white blaze and turn his brain off. As unnerving as it was, it was always a break from the never-ending, relentlessly dull business of existing as himself.


Of course, Tennal was almost sober, and this didn’t cut it. The architect’s command glanced off his mental walls like sunlight off a mirror. Raising an ironic eyebrow would probably have been suicidal, so Tennal inspected the glass in his fingers instead.


The man tried again. The timer ticked down.


A little pool of silence grew around the table as people realized what they were doing. The mental battle took place in complete silence, the boss staring at Tennal as though he could bore a hole in his head through sheer willpower. Tennal slung one ankle over the other and tapped his fingers on the glass. Light beat vainly on the walls of his mind.


The timer beeped softly.


Tennal met the boss’s eyes over the table. “My win.” There was a dangerous moment when the man leaned forward, a sudden twist of anger radiating from him like a sour note. A shot of adrenaline went down Tennal’s spine. He lived for this kind of high, even as he knew it was a bad idea. But if he had fucked up—if he’d finally gone too far—


Then the boss relented. He shrugged and clicked his fingers at one of the hangers-on nearby. “Get him a room. Long-term stay.” He kicked his chair back from the table and rose. “We’ll talk another day.” He paused. “Your accent is from Exana?”


It was a question. Not to get information but to see what Tennal would say when prodded. Tennal had a reaction ready. “Left it behind, obviously,” he said. “Why would I want to be around the politicians? I’m here to have fun—party capital of the planet, what’s not to love?”


The man smiled without warmth. “I hope you have fun, then. Enjoy your night.”


It was a dismissal. Tennal’s moment in the spotlight was over. It was time for him to dissolve back into the crowd and be safely anonymous.


Instead Tennal knocked back his horrible drink, looked up, and said, “Have you got anything better?”










CHAPTER 2



Tennal didn’t go back to his new room that night. The noise of the party swallowed him, and later, the drones moved across the windows like stars. His head was mercifully quiet for a few hours.


The next day, Tennal found himself waking up in a mostly deserted penthouse with a hangover and an architect. Again.


The bed moved as the architect from last night climbed out. Tennal made a wordless noise and unstuck his eyelids. The man didn’t say anything to him but started to pull on a set of clothes folded beside the bed: expensive cuts and fabrics, plus an encrypted pod comm on a flashy lace-gold chain. Tennal should probably have memorized his name.


“You look like shit, sweetie,” the boss said. “I’ve got a call to take care of. You go have a shower.” He put an architect’s command behind shower, a mental flare of light, but it brushed past Tennal like a breeze sliding against glass.


A familiar disappointment settled over Tennal. He’d popped some neuro-enhancer tablets last night to bring down his defenses, but the effect had worn off. “Yeah, yeah. You going to bring me breakfast first?”


The boss chuckled. “Y’know, most readers who do jobs for me have more tact. I wouldn’t even believe you were one if I hadn’t seen you party. Later.”


Tennal levered himself up on his elbows as the architect disappeared. The sun was well above the horizon. Light stabbed in through the penthouse’s glass roof: it looked like nobody had remembered to set it to opaque the night before. Sanura’s morning skyline gleamed.


Tennal felt like death. There was a tab of soothers on the bedside table that had survived the night; he absently popped one of them out. Soothers didn’t interfere with your thinking, only provided a mild buzz that took the edge off the world. Tennal wondered what time it was.


A few moments’ searching located his wristband under the bed. It blinked error lights as he fished it out; he’d had someone butcher it a few months ago to take out any function the legislator might use to locate him. Not that Tennal was the legislator’s top concern, of course, but the more effort required to retrieve him, the less likely she’d bother. It made his wristband into more of a glorified timepiece than anything useful for—


The wristband pinged. Tennal dropped it.


He stared at it as it continued to ping softly on the floor. It shouldn’t be able to do that. All the comm functions were cut off. A thread of terror coursed down his spine, setting off a wave of adrenaline. He crouched beside the wristband and picked it up.


The projection that spilled out of it wasn’t a comm. Tennal suppressed the adrenaline-fueled part of him that had perversely wanted it to be a comm and investigated further. It looked like he hadn’t totally disabled the scheduling functions, even though he hadn’t used them for months. A spinning graphic was trying to remind him that his sibling had some sort of event scheduled. He’d set a reminder for it back when he was still taking comms. Her commencement ceremony for Legal academy.


Tennal’s crouch gave way, and he sat on the floor.


The nausea he’d been suppressing came back full force. He wanted to go back to bed and preferably never get up. But that wouldn’t solve this. All the other students would have family supporting them at the ceremony, or at least on comm. Zin and Tennal weren’t close to many members of their own family, and it wasn’t as if their gen-parent would be there unless science had made some serious advances in posthumous communication. He hadn’t even remembered Zin was coming up to the start of her course, after she’d spent years working for it. He hadn’t wanted to think about it, in case he had to make some sort of decision.


He grabbed his wristband, pulled on some clothes, and stumbled out of the penthouse.


The upper floors of the hotel were littered with detritus from last night’s party, but there were very few people. A few floors down, Tennal found an empty lounge. He threw himself in a leather chair, told his wristband to project over the table, and painstakingly set out to reengineer the damage.


It was tricky work because Tennal only knew what he’d gleaned from the programmer who’d disabled it in the first place. The one thing he didn’t want to do was reactivate any of the location functions. It took him a good twenty minutes, stuck in the mess of number trees that underpinned the program, before he could resurrect some semblance of the voice chat and contact a single person.


Finally his wristband projected a swirling gray pool in the air at head height, waiting for Zin to answer her comm. The delay gave him just enough time to consider finding another soother.


Then the gray faded out, and a projection coalesced above the table: a sixteen-year-old with a short black bob, a gray lawyer’s tunic, and a startled look. A pit opened in Tennal’s stomach. He pushed his hair out of his face, wished to the Lights he’d showered, and said, “Hey, Zin.” There was a moment’s horrible silence. Tennal’s best smile wasn’t having the effect he wanted. “All turned out, look at you.”


“Tennal,” Zin said. “Light of Guidance, where are y— ” She visibly stopped herself. Tennal saw her swallow. “I won’t ask,” she said. “Your business. Glad you, um. Glad your comm’s working now.”


That made Tennal feel worse. He could see her glance around his projection, as if for any clues to his whereabouts he’d accidentally included. She caught herself and looked determinedly back at him. They’d had arguments about coming home before. “Yeah,” Tennal said. “Just thought I’d—well. You all right?”


“I’m fine, thanks.” Zin ducked her head slightly and added, “I’m entering second in my year,” in the tone of someone who didn’t want to boast but also desperately wanted to boast.


“Well, of course,” Tennal said. “You just said hello, didn’t you, and they waved you on in. ‘Quick, give her a high mark, or she might pick another career track.’ ”


That won him a flicker of a smile, though she tried to look solemn. “That was completely and truthfully how it went.”


“But, hey, congratulations.” Tennal took a breath. He had to say something sincere, or there’d have been no point in sending her a comm. He wasn’t good at sincere. “It’s a, you know. It’s a huge achievement. Very proud of you.” It sounded wrong when it came out, but from the surprised shift in her face, the way she held herself when she was pleased and trying not to show it, he’d obviously gotten something right. In the glow of success, Tennal carried on. “Nice job, especially for a reader.”


And he’d ruined it. Her expression froze.


“You know what I mean,” Tennal said, in a quick attempt to paper over it. “I just mean, not as an architect. You know you didn’t get it through the family, or—or reputation or anything.” He was digging a hole for himself. He stopped before he got any deeper.


“I know,” Zin said, her voice brittle. “I know you’re hung up on it. I don’t really want to define myself like that.”


It was her commencement day. The least Tennal could do was force out the word. “Sorry.”


She swallowed and tugged at one of her earlobes, making the earring chime. “No, I’m sorry. I know it’s not been—such an issue for me.” Her voice strengthened. “You look terrible, by the way.”


Tennal flicked his hair theatrically. “Oh, thanks, sis. Let me tell you, that’s not what the last five people who hit on me thought.” He aimed for the needling tone he’d always used at home. It fell flat.


Usually she’d make an exaggeratedly disgusted face and tell him he was awful, maybe shout over him to get him to stop. But she was eight months older than he’d last seen her, and all she did was look at him steadily.


“You’ve lost weight,” she said. “I’m not going to—don’t take this the wrong way, Tenn, but you look haggard.”


“Yeah? What’s the right way to take that?” Tennal said. “Can’t believe I called you just to get insulted. Worst family.”


Zin didn’t rise to the bait. “You can take it how you like,” she said quietly. Her expression was grave above her green-and-gray pre-Legal uniform. “Tenn—”


“I have to go,” Tennal said. “Someone’s coming. Too many fans, too little time. You know how it is. Speak later.”


Zin’s image winked out as he cut the projection. His smile fell off his face as he tried to settle his heartbeat. He hadn’t meant to worry her. He’d talked to her, though, he’d done it; wasn’t that something to be proud of? He scrubbed a hand across his forehead and decided it might not count.


He didn’t move for a long time. There was a buzzing noise in his head. That was a new and exciting hangover symptom. He should probably eat something.


“You’re still around?”


Tennal jerked up from his slump as a shadow fell across him. It was the bodyguard from last night. In the morning light, it was obvious she hadn’t been drinking like the rest of them: her clean, sharp-angled face was alert and guarded. “Your room’s not on this floor.”


“Gotta recharge the batteries,” Tennal said. “It’s a reader thing.”


She snorted. “It’s not.”


Her absolute certainty was as good as an admission. Tennal paused as a puzzle piece fell into place. He couldn’t tell from looking at her, but: “You’re a reader.”


“Full marks,” she said, turning away to draw some water from the cooler. “Why do you think I left you alone last night? You weren’t a threat.” She didn’t seem fazed that Tennal had publicly read someone last night. The advantage of this crowd was that nobody ever involved law enforcement.


An unexpected silence settled over the room, broken only by the hangover buzzing in Tennal’s head. He felt himself skate over a lot of things he normally tried not to think about. This bodyguard wasn’t in the army, so she hadn’t been directly neuromodified herself. Either her gen-parent or a gene donor must have been a military architect or a reader. Just like Tennal’s gen-parent. “How good are you?” At her expression, he broke off. “Oh. Army strength.”


“Not as far as the regulators know,” the woman said. She finished her water. “I was going to ask you how you got out of conscription, but on second thought, this was a fucking stupid conversation to start. You’re just hiding, aren’t you?”


“I’m not on the conscription list,” Tennal said. The legislator had never outright threatened that. A family member who was a reader was bad enough. A conscripted reader would be worse.


“Of course you’re not,” the woman said. “Or you’d be there already.”


Tennal tapped his fingers on his sorry-looking wristband. “Technically it’s not conscription anyway, is it?” he said. “Technically you have to break the law first, if you don’t volunteer.” The army officially disapproved of readers but still found the strong ones useful. If you were strong enough, it was amazing the minor technicalities that counted as breaking the law. Readers made good pilots, apparently. They synced you to an architect to keep you reliable—because, after all, you’d broken the law.


The woman snorted. “Like fuck anyone volunteers.” She moved her head. “What’s that noise?”


Tennal realized two things at the same time. The buzzing wasn’t part of his hangover, and disabling locators wasn’t nearly as easy as he’d thought it was.


The spike of realization made all his muscles coil up. He should have known what that buzzing noise was because he’d grown up with it in the background. He hadn’t recognized it—he hadn’t been listening out for it—because Sanura didn’t have its own military base.


“Shit,” he said. “That’s a Swift-47 engine.”


“What?” the woman said sharply.


Tennal had already shot out of his chair and was hammering at the room control panel by the door. “You need to get out. You, specifically, need to get out. Warn any other strong readers. Where the fuck is the fire code on this thing?”


The woman reached over his shoulder and jabbed a sensor. “Police?”


“Worse,” Tennal said. “Army.” He gave it confirmation for the highest-priority alarm: fire in the room. “They must have scrambled, so they won’t have all the exits blocked off yet. Take a fire chute from the service stairs. They’ll be following the location of my wristband, so I bet they’ll come in at one of the top floors.” He slipped it out of his pocket. “I’m going to—” He broke off. Dump my wristband in the penthouse was on the tip of his tongue. That was the next logical step. He could blend in with the crowd on the way out, and they’d waste time finding his abandoned wristband.


Sprinklers started to lower from the ceiling. The woman backed up a couple of steps and paused in the doorway. “So I need to find a new city?”


Tennal’s thoughts were already going down the same track. The army would go through Sanura’s underworld like a dirt grinder, sifting for info on where Tennal had run to, because they’d have to justify losing the objective of their scramble. She might get detained. Tennal mostly didn’t care about the people he met here because they were just as shitty as himself, but he had an unwelcome surge of fellow feeling for another reader. She’d made some bad choices to end up in this job. What Tennal was about to bring down on her head was worse.


This was why Tennal shouldn’t hang around decent people.


Fuck. He turned on his wristband’s communications then jammed his fist in his pocket. “Maybe not,” he said. “Just stay away from me.”


They split up outside. A section of the wall outside had opened to show the mouth of a rapid-fall chute, glowing red. Tennal bypassed it, hammered at the button to call the lift, then remembered fire alarms turned off lifts at the same time as he heard the corridor sprinklers start. He ducked into a stairwell with damp hair and shoulders, coming up with new and inventive names for the prat who had decided to set off the fire alarm, and took the stairs up three at a time.


He was only five floors from the top, but it felt like twenty. He was nauseous by halfway up. Underneath the seething panic he thought, I used to have more stamina than this.


The penthouse was still empty when he staggered into it. Discarded bottles and cups lay scattered around. Tennal caught himself on the back of an uncomfortable designer chair and watched as the gray silhouette of a hoverplane grew larger and larger, circling down toward the building. It looked like it was going to come through the balcony. The door was locked, but it wasn’t as if that would hold them up for more than ten seconds.


Tennal found himself moving automatically toward the cooler in the corner of the room. When he realized what he was doing, he shrugged and grabbed another handful of glasses by their stems.


He had his back to the balcony. That was fine. He poured himself a glass of champagne, letting the pounding of blood in his body blend in with the enormous, world-encompassing noise of a Swift’s four turbo engines drawing up within ten meters of him. There was a lower rumble as it cut back on power and hovered level with the balcony, nearly kissing the rail. This was good champagne.


The shattering of bulletproof glass made him turn.


“Twenty seconds just to break some glass,” he said. “A bit slow, officers. Care for a drink?”










CHAPTER 3



Three uniformed soldiers had dropped from the plane to the balcony. Once the soldier with the impact drill had shattered the door, they released their harnesses and stepped over the broken window glass into the penthouse. Tennal barely registered the two armed rankers. They were just background to the third figure.


He was an army officer, stocky, with a bald head and an evidently lofty rank—Tennal couldn’t read rank tabs, but he felt a stab of apprehension from the miles of gold braid encrusting his uniform. But the officer’s nominal rank didn’t matter. The moment he stepped in the room, a vivid glare of light flooded Tennal’s head, drowning out even the pounding of the engines. Tennal couldn’t see. He couldn’t think.


There were very few Rank One architects on the planet. The legislator had scrambled one to get him.


The mental light of the command battered Tennal with the impulse to stay where he was; Tennal winced against the glare, like an industrial flashlight shining a foot from his face, and couldn’t move his feet at all. He had techniques to deflect that kind of threat, but he couldn’t concentrate on them under the pulsing headache. “I’ll take that as a no on the drink,” he said. “You don’t think you could turn that down, could—”


“That’s him,” the architect said. “Secure the exits.” He jabbed a finger at the doors to the corridor and the bathroom. The rankers were already moving, one to cover each door. They pointed their incapacitator guns outward, against intruders, rather than in, but this was only a slight improvement.


“No? No, I suppose not,” Tennal said. He’d finished his glass. He set it down, leaned on the edge of the table, and picked up the bottle. “How about—”


The architect turned his entire attention on him, and Tennal’s vocal cords locked up.


“No,” the architect said. The command filled Tennal’s mind with an unbearable white heat. His headache worsened. Tennal had played around with being written for fun, but he’d forgotten what a Rank One could do to him. He’d forgotten what it was like to be written by someone with no positive intent, no attempt to be considerate, just a searing pain as the command coruscated across the pathways of his brain and stripped them clean. The edges of Tennal’s vision blurred. The only thing he could hear was the architect’s voice, thin and scratchy, filling his whole mind. “Put that down and step away from the desk, Sen Tennalhin.”


Tennal’s arm moved before he’d even consciously registered the instruction. His muscles made him step jerkily into the middle of the room. Shut him out, he thought desperately. It’s not real. You don’t have to do it. But to convince himself of that, he had to use defensive tricks, which meant holding several thoughts in his head at the same time, and he had no hope of doing that with a hangover and the lingering effects of last night’s enhancers.


“All right, now what?” he made himself say. It was a struggle to speak—the full glare of the architect’s attention made him want to stay very still and hope to pass unnoticed—but that was just the architect mutation trying to hijack his reactions. But if Tennal had one talent, it was sliding out of things. No architect he’d met could put a compulsion on him that lasted more than a few minutes, and even this Rank One would have to stop paying attention at some point. “Can’t you just give my aunt my regards?”


The architect snorted. “Turn around.” Tennal’s mouth snapped shut as a renewed flash of light tore his thoughts away from him. He turned and felt the sharp edges of handcuffs around his wrists.


“Not taking any chances?” Tennal said. It was easier to talk if he told himself he wasn’t going to move just now. “Where do you think I’m hiding the burn gun, in my sock?”


The architect put a hand on his shoulder and spun him around. “You’re a strong reader,” he said. “I know your abilities. I’ve been briefed on you. If I get a single hint that you’ve tried to deep-read me or anyone we encounter, I will sedate you for the journey. Understand?”


It didn’t have a command behind it, which meant he wasn’t lying about his briefing and knew compulsions wouldn’t last long on Tennal. Tennal swallowed a flash of resentment at the accusation. He might shallow-read on a regular basis, but cracking open people’s brains for a deep read wasn’t something he made a habit of, and besides, it was extremely illegal. Writing people was also technically illegal, though that didn’t seem to be stopping this architect. “Of course,” Tennal said. “I’ll leave the brainwashing to you.”


It was a deliberate insult. Architect commands were temporary and nobody, architect or reader, could change someone’s brain completely—though architects had done a better propaganda job of reassuring the public. But if Tennal had been hoping for a reaction, the architect disappointed him. The clang of a command came back into his voice. “Get on the plane and shut up. I got pulled from region command for this, and I’m not in the mood for bullshit.” Tennal was already stumbling toward the Swift’s landing ramp by the time he finished speaking.


The architect gestured for the rankers to move out. One of them put her foot in someone’s discarded shirt, soaked from being used to mop up a spill, and nearly stumbled. “For fuck’s sake,” she muttered. “This isn’t army work.”


“More like the planet’s most expensive taxi service,” Tennal said over his shoulder. “Where do I sit?”


They put him in one of the rows of carrier seats in the dim, bare-bones interior of the plane. One ranker took the adjoining seat to guard him, though there wasn’t exactly anywhere he could go. Tennal managed bravado for all of a few minutes before slumping uncomfortably forward and shutting his eyes. The architect was up front with the pilot and, thank Guidance, had stopped writing.


“Sen Tennalhin,” the other ranker said. “There’s a medic detailed to receive you at the other end. I need to take some blood for tests.”


Tennal extended his arm without opening his eyes. “To make me presentable?”


“Not information I have, sir,” the ranker said, but the tone of his voice said probably.


It was going to be a long journey back. Tennal had made hops on commercial flights to get to Sanura, a couple of hours here and there. “Hey,” he said. “I suppose there’s no chance you could drop me off at a . . . family event? If we really floor it, we might make the last hour of my sibling’s commencement.”


“No, sir, we have orders for your movements.”


Tennal rolled his arm as the ranker released it. “Course you do.”


The ranker read the results to the medic through a low-resolution comm, nearly inaudible under the drone of the engines. Tennal didn’t understand most of what the medic said, but he heard alcohol withdrawal shot and enhancer withdrawal and winced. You could take withdrawal shots to get functional again in a short period of time, if you didn’t mind spending an hour or so retching, but they weren’t pleasant. “Two at once?” he said. That was going to be miserable.


He could see the medic looking at him through the projection. They frowned down at their notes as if something had surprised them. “From the results here,” the medic’s crackly voice said, “it looks like you’ve had this coming for a while.”


Tennal dragged his hands down his face. “Oh,” he said, “I know that.”


It was four hours before they roared into the capital. The city of Exana, low-rise and picturesque, rolled out far beneath them like a sack of mosaic tiles. Other cities on Orshan’s three planets might be older, or richer, or more impressive, but Exana was the seat of government and, more viscerally, Tennal’s home: its winding streets and bright gardens were a sight so familiar that they might as well be traced across his skin like the web of his own veins.


The plane landed in the old army barracks behind the sprawling wings and domes of the Codifier Halls. It was another two hours before Tennal was done with the medical fun and games. He had experience being treated by army medics—his aunt trusted them more than civilians—and at least they didn’t try to offer sympathy. When the withdrawal shots were out of his system, they cleaned him up, put him in hospital civvies, and passed him over to an unsmiling low-grade ranker who escorted him between the barracks and the halls.


The Legislator’s Residence was tucked into a small walled garden attached to the Codifier Halls, the whole enclave overshadowed by the great dome next door. A narrow path wound through the garden between tall bushes thick with dark, glossy leaves. The residence itself was a low house of yellowing stone. The lintels had once been covered with carved patterns, but weathering had softened the edges, and now sprays of late-spring flowers climbed over them and threw suckers into the stone. The air was heavy and close.


Tennal was shown in by a security guard he didn’t recognize and told to wait. He used to be on first-name terms with the entire guard rotation. It was just starting to sink in, like water creeping between rocks, that eight months was a long stretch of time.


He stood blinking in the dimness of the reception room. The legislator wasn’t here.


The walls of the reception room were covered with darkened screens. The only light came from the room’s centerpiece: a map disc set into the floor that projected astral bodies above itself. Orshan’s three precious planets shimmered in the air, magnified many times but still the size of marbles: Orshan Two, covered with sprawling megacities; Orshan Three, green and rural; and Orshan Central, where Tennal stood now in Exana’s spring evening. Not far beyond their orbit was the great bulk of the galactic link—disturbed space that funneled ships to unimaginably far destinations. Their gateway to the rest of the universe. The galactic link spun around itself slowly, like an enormous tangle of thread. Clouds of disturbed space drifted through the air of the room. Tennal ran his fingers through one just to see it flicker.


As he did, one of the screens lit up with an incoming call.


It might be Zin. Tennal instinctively waved a hand to answer it before he remembered he didn’t live here anymore.


A face flashed on the screen before he could cancel it. The caller was some military high-up: she had a close-shaved head, an air of serenity, and an emblem in the golden colors of Archer Division. A flint pin on her wrist cuff showed her gender reference. The text underneath the screen said GOVERNOR-GENERAL OMA, ARCHER LINK STATION.


She surveyed Tennal with some surprise. “The legislator has junior aides handling her calls, does she?”


“I’m a maintenance technician,” Tennal said blandly. “This comms point is broken, sorry.” He raised his hand to kill the connection.


“Wait,” the governor said. There was no architect spin under it—that would be impossible, over a comm—but something in her voice made Tennal pause. She gave him a surveying look. “You must be the nephew.”


“No relation,” Tennal said. “I’m here to steal the silver.”


The governor smiled. When she smiled, it was like taking the cover off a fusion reactor; an edge in her voice somehow reminded Tennal of the distant rumble of an alarm. “You can pass on a message to our darling legislator for me.”


Tennal had admittedly not tried that hard to be convincing. “Can I?”


“Tell her I’m up to my neck in mopping up rebels,” the governor said, “and Archer Link Station is only stable because of my troops. And if she sends me one more order to demobilize my soldiers, I’ll resign.”


“I’ll tell her,” Tennal said, since it seemed the only way to end the call.


“My gratitude,” the governor said. The screen winked out.


Tennal stepped back from the screens, uneasy, as if the web of politics his aunt moved in had left some clinging residue on his hands. He left the map and carried on into the house. He was only here until he could escape again.


The inner study was empty and quiet when Tennal stepped into it. Clematis flowers tumbled around the arches that led to the legislator’s private garden, their fragrance scenting the early evening air and drifting in through the gaps in the latticed wooden screens. It was dim: the only light was a guttering oil lamp under his aunt’s patron Guidance shrine that had nearly gone out. Tennal crossed the room, his tread swallowed by the soft patterned carpets. She’d let the lamps run out of oil again—she always forgot, and the household staff wouldn’t touch a shrine that didn’t belong to their own families. He added more oil to the guttering one and refilled the two lamps that flanked it. When he carefully lit them with one of the tapers in the jar beside the shrine, the red glass took the flame and fractally reflected it, glowing softly, until there were a dozen lights flickering around the Guidance icons above.


Tennal snuffed the taper and slumped down in one of the chairs. He felt drained, like a piece of clothing put through the wash. His thoughts were clearer than they’d been for a while, sharp-edged and crowding into his head. There was an itch in the back of his mind like someone had scrubbed it. It wasn’t fun.


He didn’t move when the light switched on in the corridor, throwing a harsh white rectangle through the open door. A silhouette strode through the doorway and gestured at the room panel. Tennal squinted in protest as all the lights in the room blazed to life.


They illuminated a small figure with a sharply angled face and a presence like a blast of freezing air. She’d clearly come straight from political business, probably Convocation, because her civilian-style jacket and her wrap skirt were more colorful than her taste usually ran to. Her earrings were half-formal, diamonds winking in the light. A flint bracelet glinted at her wrist. She’d only started wearing jewelry to reassure people she was civilian enough to hold office.


“Of all the shitty new rankers I have ever had the pleasure of commanding through their first fuckups,” the legislator said, propping her hand on the mahogany table, “you have reached deeper and more inventive pits than I ever dreamed possible.”


Tennal stretched out his legs in front of him. “Hello to you too, Auntie dearest.”


“You’ve got some fucking nerve,” she said. “Stand up.”


It wasn’t an architect command—though the legislator was powerful, she famously didn’t use her abilities to govern—but it was still an order. For a moment Tennal contemplated disobeying. He knew she could make him, though, and the thought of being written any more today made everything in him revolt. He slowly unfolded himself from the chair.


The legislator looked him up and down. “The shaking’s from the withdrawal shots, is it?”


“I’m trembling in reverence,” Tennal said. “New to the big city, you see. Never thought I’d meet the legislator in person. Should I bow?”


Before he’d left, he would have gotten a don’t fucking push it and a gesture to sit. This time she just turned away, activating the holofield in a frame on the back wall. The lack of reaction left Tennal more unsettled than if she’d shouted.


Tennal sat again slowly, trying to control the shivers. He made his voice light and unconcerned. “Did you see Zin’s commencement? I wanted to catch the last bit, but your people wouldn’t let me out of Medical.”


The legislator didn’t even look at him. “Your ability to give me complete horseshit while looking like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth never ceases to amaze.” The holofield turned milky white as it retrieved a file. “I can see you wanted to go to Zinyary’s commencement. You wanted it so much, you lost yourself on the other side of the fucking planet and had to be dragged out by an armed retrieval team.”


The holofield now showed a map: a projection of a familiar coastline slowly zooming in on the urban sprawl around Sanura. Other files started appearing around it.


They were projections of people’s faces. Tennal had drifted with various party crowds; they were all here. Gamblers, fixers, people who hung around for the thrill of association—in the eight hours since the first ping of Tennal’s locator, someone on the legislator’s payroll had thrown together a comprehensive file on what Tennal had been doing for the past eight months.


“Recognize any of these?” the legislator asked.


Tennal shrugged noncommittally. She obviously knew a lot already, but that didn’t mean he had to give her anyone’s identity. “Vaguely.”


The legislator waved a hand. A red glow highlighted about half the faces. “These ones are wanted by local regulator forces. Did you know that?” Tennal swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, and didn’t say anything. The faces all faded except six, which enlarged and started to rotate, floating against a white background. “They’re small fry, though. These six are wanted by global agencies for crimes against the Orshan state. High up in the internal structure of some of our worst criminal rings. We’ve seized four of them on the back of this report.”


Text spilled out on the screen below each face. Extortion. Money laundering. Blackmail. “I wasn’t friends with these ones.” It was half-true. Tennal hadn’t been close to any of them, but he’d spent long evenings with people who were close to them. And he knew the faces. The last one was the pale architect he’d slept with the night before.


“Don’t tell me you don’t recognize them,” the legislator said softly. “You’ve spent the past few months helping them stuff their pockets.”


“I didn’t—”


The legislator slammed her hand on the table and Tennal jumped. “You performed for them,” she said. “Like a monkey on a string. I know you’ve been trading on your reading abilities. I’m sure it was fun, getting favors out of criminals, but all that fun was built on Sanura’s criminal economy. Do you know where those gambling profits go? Shall I give you a rundown of the hits these scum put out? The law-abiding traders they’ve squeezed out of business? The weapons and drugs and spyware those gains bought them?”


Tennal was no longer trying to answer her. He’d propped his elbows on the arms of his chair and rested his head in his hands.


“And that’s before going into the rest of it,” the legislator continued relentlessly. “The cleanup team registered over a dozen readers—”


Tennal’s head came up sharply. “Did you bring them in?”


“You will shut the fuck up,” the legislator said, with such viciousness that Tennal fell into a sullen silence. She watched him for a moment then carried on. “Accept you’ve lost all right to be trusted. You let criminals write you. You have natural defenses and have been extensively drilled in deflection techniques; nobody should be able to write you. That means you were taking drugs to let them.” She leaned over the desk slightly, and Tennal found himself shrinking back even though he was several feet away. “Was that fun? Did it bring you a fucking thrill, that some fifth-rate architect might write you so that group of thugs and wastrels could use you better? Is that what you wanted?”


Tennal shut his eyes. He could claim he hadn’t realized, but he knew deep down that wasn’t an excuse. He knew what kind of circles he’d been running in, even if he’d thought he was keeping his hands clean. All the other facts would have fallen into place if he’d taken a moment to consider where the money was coming from and going to. “All right,” he said. “I’m a fuckup. Is that what you wanted to hear? We knew that already.” He bit the bullet. “What are you going to do about it?”


The unspoken words were this time. He’d been sent to various elite institutions for difficult teenagers back when he was young enough, he’d had lectures, he’d had therapy—he’d gone through everything the legislator could think of to get him back on track. This was why he shouldn’t have come home. He was going nowhere from here. She could try any counseling intervention she wanted, but neither of them could get away from the facts: Tennal was a nightmare, his aunt hated it, and that would be their dynamic until one of them died. Tennal braced himself for the latest psychocorrection technique.


“I’ve put you on the conscription list,” the legislator said. It was short and brutal. “A Cavalry research fleet is leaving for a mission into disturbed space, and I’ve found a junior lieutenant strong enough to sync you. As of twenty-two hundred hours tonight, I wash my hands of you. You’ll be the responsibility of the fleet’s commanding officer.”


At first Tennal couldn’t process it. It was like a blow to the back of the head, sending all his thoughts spinning wildly. Conscripted into the army. Syncing.


“You can’t sync me with someone,” Tennal heard himself say. The words came out in a voice that didn’t sound like his own. “Not a random lieutenant. Not someone you haven’t even vetted. That’s permanent—Guidance Lights, that’s giving someone write access to me for life!”


Syncing was the last resort to neutralize a strong reader who had gone rogue. Tennal had never read up on the details, because why think about the worst-case scenario, but he knew the basics. An architect could link their mind irrevocably with a reader’s. Once they’d done that to you, that was it: no more defenses, not even your own natural walls. The architect could write you as easily as lifting a finger. You’d lost.


That was why the army took rogue readers. They couldn’t cause trouble after that.


“Doesn’t that cause you problems as well?” Tennal said. He was trying to be reasonable, but he could hear the desperate edge in his voice. “What if they order me to spy on you or work against you? I won’t be able to stop myself from being written.”


“You won’t be anywhere near me,” the legislator said. “You’ll be under military movement orders. And when it comes down to trusting you or trusting a junior lieutenant with a clean track record—why the fuck do you think this is difficult?”


Despair surged inside Tennal like a wave. The army chewed up readers. He knew they made great assistants to pilots—something about the sensitivity to fluctuations in space—but he’d never heard of a retired synced reader. What would the army do, just let them go? He was going to be tethered to a console, using his powers by the command of an architect, for the rest of his life. “Just send me into the army,” he said, though even saying it left a bitter taste in his mouth. He could recognize when he was fighting a last-ditch retreat. “You want me out of the way, I’ll enlist. Don’t make me sync with an architect.” Leave me a way out.


She didn’t respond immediately. Tennal took a breath and continued, “I won’t let them, anyway. You must know that. Not even your Rank Ones are strong enough to force me into synci—”


He broke off. She knew that. Whatever Tennal thought of his aunt, he had an ingrained respect for her ability to track all the threads of her plans. She would have factored in that Tennal was strong enough and stubborn enough to mentally refuse a sync, even with all the pressure she could bring to bear. So—“You’ve primed me,” Tennal said. It came out as a monotone that barely hid the spike of horror. He knew it was true because logically it had to be true, but a split second later, he connected it with the scrubbed-clean itch in his head. “You chewed me out for taking enhancers, and you’ve had your medics artificially prime me to sync.”


“Of course I have,” the legislator said, as if this weren’t horrific. “What did you think I was going to do? You’re a stubborn ass.”


“This is illegal,” Tennal said through his teeth, “even if it’s you doing it.” The military had used abandoned xenotechnology to make the first generation of architects and readers. A sliver of those alien remnants could mess up anyone’s brain; they could almost certainly prime his mind to sync. But Orshan’s remnants should have been locked up decades ago. They shouldn’t be able to hand them out to medics. “I could go to—” He had to stop there and think. He didn’t know who could enforce the law on the legislator herself. The regulators already knew Tennal had slithered out of consequences he shouldn’t have. She was probably covered under some national security loophole.


“I can’t put you into the army without syncing you,” the legislator said flatly. “You’ve squandered or abused your reader abilities in every way you could think of. No division would trust you without someone in charge of you. You’ve given everyone enough proof of what you do when you’re left to yourself.” She switched off the holofield, and the images sank back into gray mist. “Report to the duty officer in the Cavalry barracks once we’re done. I’ve told a ranker to escort you back to the base.”


She’d already made the arrangements. Tennal dropped his itching head back into his hands, finally recognizing there had never been any other outcome on the table. He’d burned through every chance he’d had.


It briefly flashed through his head that if he pushed himself out of his chair and ran right now, the security guard at the door probably wouldn’t be expecting it. He could sprint down the back streets to the transit lines, hop on one of the rush-hour shuttles. He still had people he could call in Sanura, people who might lend him money—and face-field masks were easy to find. He could get on a commercial ship off-planet . . .


The spinning wheels in his mind ran to a halt. It was a laughably bad plan. And even if it worked, even if he somehow managed to escape the Orshan sector, he would be cutting off everyone he’d ever known. He would never get back in touch with any old friends. He’d never see Zin.


He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw stars. “Fuck this,” he said, but it was an admission of defeat. Part of him wanted to say, You’re going to regret doing this, but that was melodramatic, and more important, he didn’t think he could deliver on it.


“This wasn’t a choice I wanted to make,” the legislator said. There was something in her voice—a note that sounded harsh, but that Tennal hadn’t heard before, even when they’d argued viciously enough that he’d left. “But this can’t go on. Everything else aside, Zinyary is a bright girl and doesn’t deserve being at the mercy of your constant crises. When you disappeared she was a wreck for days.”


The small flicker inside Tennal that was still trying to make escape plans abruptly died. He stared at the fabric of his trousers over his knees and said, “All right.”


“I shouldn’t have to tell you—”


“I said ‘all right,’” Tennal dropped his hands and lifted his head again. Everything was gray and dull, as if all his senses had been muffled. “Duty officer. Cavalry Division. Property of the military as of twenty-two hundred hours. I was listening.”


The legislator eyed him mistrustfully, but she’d intended to back him into this corner. She’d corralled him through every step of this conversation, and Tennal hadn’t even been in good enough condition to give her an interesting fight. She nodded.


Tennal levered himself out of the chair. “Think I’m going to drop in on Zin,” he said. “Seeing as I’m going to be disappearing on her again. Any objections?” He didn’t have the energy to spin defiance into his voice. It was pointless anyway; she’d already anticipated a parting shot, and he didn’t want to read off her script.


“I can give you an hour.”


“That’ll do.” Tennal walked past her without further word. He could feel her gaze on him as he stepped out the door.


His escort was already waiting in the cooling dusk outside: a low-grade ranker obviously more curious than they were allowed to let on. They wore some kind of ship insignia—Tennal had never bothered to memorize the different shapes—so they must be from a spacer division in dock. It proved easier than Tennal had thought to get them on his side. Tennal struck an upbeat, last-night-before-deployment note, leaving out any mention of his reader abilities or conscription, and within a few minutes they’d agreed to a quick present-shopping diversion on the way to Tennal’s residential enclave.


The apartment was still keyed to accept Tennal’s retina print. He stood in the dark entranceway, balancing two chain-store gift boxes, and saw light coming from under the door of Zin’s room.


When he opened the door she had four screens going, all covered with schoolwork, and two tiny chat projections of friends Tennal didn’t recognize. She didn’t immediately hear the door. One of the tiny head-and-shoulder projections pointed behind her, and she spun in her chair, flinched, and said, “Guidance Lights.”


“Hey,” Tennal said. “Yup. It’s me. Large as life and twice as great. You don’t have to kill the chat,” he added, as Zin frantically slapped the tiny projections into nonexistence. “I’m highly respectable now.”


“I’m sorry, Tenn,” Zin said, whirling back to him once her friends’ heads had winked out. “I didn’t know they had a flag on my comm, or I would have warned you, I promise! She never said—”


“Hey, it’s okay.” Tennal put the boxes on her desk carefully and squashed the part of him that had expected this to be uncomplicated. “It’s okay, really. How’s my favorite relative? How was commencement?”


“Oh Lights,” Zin said, and hugged him.


Tennal swallowed. “Missed you too, pipsqueak.”


Twenty-six minutes later, Zin had made them both some tea, opened her gifts, been polite about the expensive earrings that apparently weren’t her style anymore and more genuinely enthusiastic about the sweets. Everything about her was as familiar as Tennal’s own face in the mirror, but he kept coming across small differences: all her clothes were new and bright, maybe as a reaction against the gray Legal tunics. She was taller. The earrings she favored now were colorful chunks of plastic set around ostentatious beads of flint.


Although there were variations and local practices all over the place, the Orshan sector loosely adhered to galactic customs of showing gender. Wood was a clear request for a gender reference of he, flint for she. Everything else depended, but they was usually a polite choice for a stranger, though Orshan was less formal about it than other sectors. Zin had been experimenting for a few years and tentatively wearing flint when he’d left, but it looked like she’d landed firmly on she while Tennal had been gone.


Zin scavenged a mismatched collection of leftovers from the kitchen and pressed them on Tennal: fried vegetables, millet, tiny spiced crayfish. Tennal discovered he was ravenous and ate all of it, then he raided the open gift box for the coffee and cream–filled pastries he always pretended were only Zin’s favorite. He kept up a patter of stories about gambling dodges and outrageous parties. Zin laughed in all the right places—but a split second too late, watching his eyes. He wasn’t sweeping her along anymore.


Zin’s room had also changed. Tennal didn’t recognize any of the posters that papered the walls with bright division colors. The divisions were a military thing, officially, but they sponsored sports teams, businesses, industrial bodies, festivals—everything went more smoothly if you had division connections. If one member of a family joined the army, their relatives could draw on their division connections for life. The Halkana family had been Cavalry for generations. Zin’s posters mainly weren’t Cavalry red, though: she followed debate teams, where Pilot Division dominated, and her flavor of the month seemed to be an unusual one that wasn’t affiliated with anything. That was new.


“Oh, Tenn,” Zin said, “I got my apprenticeship placement! It’s a reader rights group!”


“Nice one,” Tennal said. He bit into another bitter coffee pastry, then replayed what she’d said. He swallowed too soon. “Wait, what? What rights group?” Zin was supposed to be learning law, not getting into politics.


“It’s all signed off,” Zin said, which didn’t answer his question. “Look, though, I took a commencement capture! This is where I come in.” She pulled up a screen and jabbed him with her elbow until he paid attention.


Tennal spent the next ten minutes watching the capture of the commencement ceremony, with additional irreverent commentary from Zin, while he finished his pastry. They didn’t have them in Sanura, and he’d forgotten the way the crisp buttery flakes broke on your tongue; it seemed unfair of the universe to remind him just as he was about to lose all those small luxuries. His time ticked down. He was putting it off.


“So,” Tennal said eventually, from his perch on her desk. “’Fraid this isn’t a long visit.”


Zin lowered her mug. “I thought maybe it wasn’t.” She turned the mug around in her hands. “You’ve seen her, haven’t you?”


Her usually meant the legislator. “We’ve sorted things out,” Tennal said. “I’m taking a tour with the army. We’re just going to see how it goes.”


“The army,” Zin repeated. She turned away from him and started to tidy the things on the other end of her desk, usually a giveaway for a conversation she didn’t want to have. “You hate the army.”


“It’s the best option I’ve got,” Tennal said. “Honestly, it’s not that bad. Research fleet, she said. Sounds like they’re going into disturbed space to study it.” Tennal knew absolutely nothing about how space screwed itself up near the galactic link or why anyone would want to study it. It wasn’t as if his aunt would care either. She just wanted him somewhere else. “Might find an alien.”


Zin shut her book, extinguishing the light inside it, and moved it onto a stack of other specialist legal texts. “Really.”


“Well, maybe not the alien,” Tennal said. He was confident in his ability to out-brazen a sixteen-year-old. “I’ll be running my unit in a year, no sweat.”


“Which unit?”


Tennal realized he hadn’t asked. It hadn’t seemed important. “We’re still sorting that out,” he said. “I’ll be out of touch for a bit, but she’ll know where I am if you want updates. And I’ll be back on leave in a few months.”


Zin turned back to face him. She had that grave, unfamiliar expression again. “Did she conscript you?”


“No,” Tennal said. “Lights, Zin, it’s not like that. Don’t get in knots about it.”


There was a long silence. Zin had a vintage-style clock above her bed; Tennal could hear it ticking. “All right,” Zin said, and Tennal recognized his own inflection with a mild jolt of surprise. “When are you leaving?”


“Tonight.”


“Of course you are,” Zin said. She took a slow breath. “You know she can’t legally conscript you, don’t you?”


“She’s not,” Tennal said. He could imagine what would happen if he challenged the legislator on those grounds. She didn’t need to conscript him legally—she only had to have a word with the people who could. “I already said it wasn’t like that. We just agreed I needed a change of scene.”


Zin ignored the interruption. “The army needs a documented violation to conscript anyone, did you know that? One that relates to one of three relevant acts. And she never let them document anything on you,” she added. “I checked.”


Tennal paused. “You’ve been working hard on this pre-Legal course stuff, huh?” he said. He flicked the pile of books. “You know the world’s not going to end if you take a break.”


Zin shrugged, an air of embarrassment clinging to her. “You should know,” she said. “It’s important.”


“I’m not saying it’s not important,” Tennal said slowly. He could feel the wheels in his mind start to spin again. “I’m just saying it’s not relevant to the situation right now.” His wristband buzzed. Shit, that was his escort. He was out of time. “Okay, I’ve got to run. Hey, though, can I get a reading recommendation from the Honorable Counsel Zinyary? For boring stretches on the ship?”


Zin silently pulled one of the books from the pile. The glowing letters on the side said The Law and Codes of Manual Neuromodification.


Tennal wasn’t sure if it was a good thing that she’d had it right on hand. “Thanks,” he said, folding the book into block form. Her half-hopeful, half-defensive expression was so familiar from many years needling each other, but there was so much seriousness to it now that Tennal had to look away. It wasn’t really Tennal’s fault that he was abandoning her this time, except it was—it had all been his own doing.


The folded book was now a slim block the size of his palm. He tossed it in the air and caught it before sliding it into his pocket. “Don’t worry about me. I think I can make this trip interesting.”










CHAPTER 4



“Thirty thousand liters of goats’ milk,” the district captain said despairingly. “Chicken eggs! Livestock! Fifty tons of feed pellets! And that’s not to mention all the damage to the hardware!”


“Sir,” Surit said neutrally. He stood in the district captain’s small, bare-bones office with his hands linked behind his back and stared at the Cavalry emblem on the wall behind the desk.


The district captain gave him an outraged look. More seemed to be called for. Surit cleared his throat. “I believe it was thirty-one thousand, nine hundred and fifty liters of goats’ milk.”


“The quantity of milk is immaterial, Lieutenant!”


“Yes, sir.”


“And you crashed into this freighter because . . . ?”


“It wasn’t us, sir. The freighter had to swerve, and then it hit the gunship.”


“And why did the freighter have to swerve, Lieutenant?”


Surit continued to stare at the wall, wearing his best poker face. “That would be because we were in its way, sir.” That didn’t seem enough, so he added, “We were attending the scene of an accident. There was a pod in trouble.”


Surit’s unit—his first command, straight out of officer academy—crewed a tiny retrieval ship that patrolled up and down the edges of chaotic space, mapping the constant changes in the space-time disturbance and retrieving any salvage that the churning clouds spat out. This would be fine, except chaotic space tended to drift. A pod had run across some tendrils that had pulled it in like a riptide, and Surit’s retrieval unit had gone to help. It was unfortunate that it had caused the biggest traffic pileup this side of Orshan Three, but in Surit’s view, not really his problem. He had followed the regulations. Everything else was merely a side effect.


As his direct commanding officer, the district captain knew all this. It was in Surit’s written report. This was more in the nature of a dressing-down than a real debrief.


“The module with all the chickens was retrieved in an orderly manner,” Surit added. “No chicken casualties were sustained. We do have some egg damage to our sensors.”


The district captain looked down at her desk, apparently fighting strong emotion, and put her hand over her mouth.


Eventually she removed it and said, “And the bodywork damage sustained by the gunship . . . ?”


“That was when we were attempting to rescue the goat crates from the freighter, sir.”


“You did extortionate damage to the navigation systems of a mind-bogglingly expensive gunship in order to rescue some goats?”


“It’s not fair for goats to be in space, sir,” Surit said. “They don’t know which way is up.”


There was a short silence. Surit maintained his poker face. The goats hadn’t seemed to appreciate being rescued much, but in Surit’s experience, livestock seldom did.


The district captain, a short, voluble type who probably didn’t deserve to be responsible for all the traffic snarls in one of Orshan’s most crowded space zones, sank further in her chair and put her head in her hands. “Produce all over space,” she said. “Thousands of chicken eggs—”


“They were in containers,” Surit said factually. “Five hundred to a crate, and only a few of them opened. It just gets a bit chaotic when they depressurize—”


“Yes! Thank you, Lieutenant!” She tapped a screen on the desk. “Needless to say, I have Command on my back about the gunship, and it turns out the freight company had links to Infantry Division, so I’m getting calls about that as well.”


Surit stared straight ahead. “I take full responsibility for the incident, sir.”


“So you’ve said!” She pulled up a file. “In fact, you’ve said it several times in your sixty-page report. Do you know what it means to take full responsibility in writing, Lieutenant Yeni? It means I’ve had three separate requests for your removal, personally, by name.”


This was a blow, though not unexpected. “Sir.”


The district captain drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “It was also the fault of the soldier piloting your ship,” she said. “We might be able to do something with that. I don’t particularly want to lose you, Lieutenant Yeni. It seems unfair to let a wayward herd of goats take out the career of one of my better officers.”


“All the pilots in my unit are competent, sir,” Surit said flatly. “Any fault was in my orders.” This was not strictly true. Retrieval ships were the most despised assignment in the army, and the soldiers who got shuffled into them were the unambitious, the unskilled, and the very new. But they were Surit’s unit, and Surit had a duty to them. He had been the officer in charge.


“Guidance Lights,” the district captain said. “Are you just determined to kill your career? Is this what it was like talking to your mother?”


Surit stiffened. Most people knew about his mother—the traitor general Marit Yeni was a household name, even twenty years after her death—but most people didn’t mention her to Surit’s face. Surit very carefully counted to five, bringing his vocal cords under control enough that he could say lightly, “I don’t know, sir. Do you have a way I can travel back in time and check?” That was rude. He added, “Sorry, sir. Sore point.”


The district captain raised her hand, abashed. Surit had always found her a solid commanding officer, cautious with her architect abilities, responsible with her orders. But she had no way to resist pressure from higher up the food chain.


She shuffled the glowing files around her desk. “We have to transfer you,” she said. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but I haven’t been given a choice. If you picked the right post, though, you could recover in a year or so. I’ve asked around for open assignments. Look at this.”


She opened a diagram of the sector on her desk, the same one that hung above every bridge. This one centered on the whirling galactic link and on the silver clouds of chaotic space that surrounded it.


There were advantages for Orshan to have a galactic link so close to their habitable planets. It meant they were tied closely to the interplanetary trade networks, active members of the galaxy-spanning Resolution treaty. But the downside of having an active link so close was the disturbance it caused in the fabric of space. Regularly—on a deep-space scale, over decades—clouds broke off the maelstrom around the link and drifted out into the rest of the sector, where they caused trouble for ships.


Surit’s mother had died in the outskirts of chaotic space in a vicious civil war. Now Surit patrolled the edges to stop inexperienced pilots from wrecking their ships. Things were better now.


The district captain tapped several highlighted dots on the map. “Most of the posts I managed to scrape up are retrieval units, but, you know, at least you’d keep your current rank. Think of it as a temporary setback.”


As Surit looked at the dead-end postings with some dismay, one of the dots caught his eye. The rest of the assignments were near major traffic routes, like his current post, but this one was different. It sat near the link itself, on the outskirts of the whirlpool of chaotic space. “Can I ask what that one is, sir?”


She hesitated. “That request was for you, specifically. It came in this morning.”


After the accident, then. The district captain tapped the map. New text spilled onto it: very short, only a set of coordinates, a chain of command, and a ship name. Surit didn’t recognize the division, and then he realized it wasn’t a division at all.


“Regulators,” the district captain said.


Surit blinked. As it sank in, he felt a spike of wariness. The regulators dealt with military discipline and investigations, and oversaw the army’s architects and its handful of readers. Surit had never encountered them.


“No details, of course,” the district captain said. “I don’t know why they want you. That looks like a Cavalry ship, but the request definitely came through the regulators. You’re an architect, aren’t you? But you’re not strong enough for them to recruit you in the normal course of things. They’ve said it’s promotion-track.” She killed the screen and turned her face up to him again. “I intended to turn it down,” she said, “because it smells bad. Why do they need a random junior officer? I don’t like the regulators, and I don’t like setting my soldiers up to fail.”


“I’ll take it,” Surit said.


The district captain put her hand over her face. Surit waited patiently. Eventually she dragged her hand down and said, “Consider why the request was for you.”


“You think they want someone disposable for . . . whatever they have in mind,” Surit said. Even if Surit hadn’t just accepted responsibility for this latest screwup, Marit Yeni’s legacy limited his options. “I know.” He’d rather risk it and try to succeed, however small the chance, than spend years out here. “I still want to take the assignment, sir.” He needed the captain rank; once he was a permanent captain, they’d restore a military pension to his alt-parent. Another quiet backwater post wouldn’t get him there for years.


The district captain threw up her hands. “Well, then!” She entered something on her wristband. “I’ll forward you the briefing. Say your goodbyes and pack fast. It’s on the other side of the sector, and they want you in three weeks.”


“I’ll find a shuttle,” Surit said. He paused. “Sir—”


“Yes?”


“My unit,” Surit said doggedly. “I don’t want any disciplinary marks on their records. They—”


“Will be fine, Lieutenant,” his superior officer said irritably. “I’ll make sure their records remain unblemished. Though the next time they make my traffic routes into a giant omelet, I make no promises.”


Surit saluted. “Thank you, sir. My regards to the goats.”


“I’ll pass them on,” the district captain said. She regarded him with friendly exasperation. “And I suppose I should say—good luck, Lieutenant.”


It took Surit two weeks of traveling to get to the refueling stop.


He spent some of it reading the briefing pack, which was unhelpfully minimal. A Cavalry Division fleet was going on a salvage retrieval mission. What they were trying to retrieve was unspecified. The location of it was unspecified, until Surit looked more closely at the fleet rendezvous coordinates and realized they were inside the maelstrom of chaotic space around the galactic link itself. There must be some mistake. The mass of disturbed space-time around the link was active and dangerous.


When he’d been a teenager, Surit had spent years obsessed with chaotic space. The army had fought battles at the edges of it, back in the Reader War. His mother’s ship—or the fragments of it—must still be in there somewhere, drifting eternally. For a few years, Surit had even tracked the currents to work out where the wreckage might have ended up. He didn’t do that anymore.


Surit dealt with uncertainty by making lists in his head. He started another one.


List: Queries He Probably Wasn’t Going to Get Answered.


Item: Why him? If this mystery post was a salvage mission, he could be useful, but retrieval units of the kind Surit ran were as common as waste-disposal workers. You didn’t headhunt a junior retrieval officer from halfway across the sector.


Item: Did they know about Marit? Surit considered the question for a few seconds then discarded it as useless. Even if someone did have some sort of grudge, they wouldn’t tell him.


Item: Why was this coming from the regulators? Regulators had nothing to do with salvage. Regulators didn’t even belong to a division. They were there to oversee breaches of military law.


Thinking wasn’t going to help. Surit wrote his list of questions down instead and resolved to ask.


When he came within range of the refueling post, his mail caught up with him. The only comm was from Elvi Tamori, his alt-parent, who sounded enormously proud that he’d rustled up two dozen neighbors from their village to congratulate Surit on his new job. Elvi knew about the accident with the goats, of course. But Elvi didn’t believe in dwelling on things that went wrong. This was why he never talked about Marit.


Surit smiled at Elvi’s voice anyway as he recorded replies and used part of his allowance to put them back on the priority channel because he hadn’t had any leave in six months and didn’t see why he shouldn’t splash out.


He reported to the station administration office the moment he docked. He’d expected to be assigned Study and Training, the usual code for soldiers on standby, but the duty officer scanned his ID and said, “Lieutenant Yeni? Confined to quarters.”


“Excuse me?”


“Says here confined to quarters pending interview,” the duty officer said. He held out a hand. “Wristband.” He took Surit’s wristband and scanned it, clearly distracted by the screen playing a drama capture in a corner of his desk. A light on the wristband started to glow orange, indicating Surit was out of his assigned area. “Habitat two-oh-six A. You’ve got twenty minutes to find it.”


Surit counted to five in his head. “Does it say why?” he asked politely.


“Classified,” the desk officer said.


Surit stowed his pack in his assigned quarters. They were standard issue for a base or station, almost identical to the ones he’d occupied at the academy. Confined to quarters included the officers’ canteen and the gymnasium, so it wasn’t as if he were under arrest, but he still felt uneasy.


The interview notification chimed onto his wristband late at night, two hours into his sleep cycle.


It pointed to a room deep in the secure station core. Surit stopped trying to suppress his uneasy feelings and dressed swiftly, readying himself as if he were going into battle. Regulators. This was starting to feel personal. As far as Surit knew, his mother hadn’t had any enemies in the regulators specifically, but it wasn’t as if he had a list.


The interview room was gray and featureless, designed to unnerve the interviewee. There was one metal chair. Surit looked at it, decided he didn’t want to put himself at a psychological disadvantage before he really had to, and took up a comfortable atease stance instead.


It was a good half hour before the door opened. Surit had fallen into a half-meditative state, replaying the message from his parent in his mind, and had to cover a start when the official arrived. He had no rank tabs. Regulators didn’t display them.


“Yeni,” the official said, not offering him the courtesy of a title. “Don’t like the chair?” He was unremarkable. His hair was mousy and his face forgettable. He had a wooden gender-mark button in his cuff—standard uniform positioning, for those who chose to wear a marker—and no other decoration. But when he looked at Surit, his next words had so much architect force that they hit Surit like a blow. “Sit down.”


Surit found his teeth were clenched tightly. It was like a magnesium flare on his exposed brain, so bright it hurt. It didn’t come close to making him obey, since he had natural defenses, but the official was very strong, and that had been the intent. If Surit’s defenses had been weaker, the command might have hit. The use of architect powers on an unwilling subject was illegal. It didn’t matter that it was common between soldiers. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t worked. It was the principle of the thing.


Surit breathed out slowly and didn’t move. “Is that an order, sir?”


“I said, sit down.” This time the write command was stronger. Surit guessed the official was putting everything he had into it.


Surit stared straight ahead, not moving a muscle. “Unfortunately I have no way of identifying you as a superior officer and therefore cannot comply. Are you able to provide proof of rank?”


The corners of the official’s mouth lifted in something like a smile. He waved the door shut behind him. “Very nice.” He pulled his tags from under his jacket and displayed a colonel’s etching. “Sit down, Lieutenant Yeni.” There was no write command under the words.


Surit sat. He tried to gather fragments of the equanimity he’d had a few minutes ago, but his jaw kept clenching when he wasn’t focusing on it. “Sir.”


“It’s come to light,” the official said, “that you’ve been lying to us for quite a while.”


“I absolutely refute that allegation,” Surit said. “I have been nothing but honest. Sir.”


“The test you took at the academy placed you as an architect of middling ability,” the official said. Surit realized with a shock that this wasn’t about his mother at all. “You’re much stronger than that. You lied to the testers.”


Surit took a moment to switch gears. So this whole conversation was about architects.


Some people were more susceptible to architect commands than others. It didn’t necessarily relate to your own abilities. You could be born with natural defenses—even neutrals or readers could. You could discipline your mind and learn techniques to make yourself harder to affect. But very strong architects—the level the army called Rank One—were, to a person, almost impossible to write.


Surit had learned that fact once and compared it in his memory to the occasions people had tried to write him, and to the few times he had used his own architect abilities—and to the shocked and dismayed expression on Elvi’s face, quickly hidden, when he had seen what Surit could do. Then Surit had very deliberately never thought about it again.
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