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  Three Constellation warships descended through a sky that was spider-webbed with vapor trails. Pilots guided the bristling vessels to the staging

  field at the Aeroc military complex, where they joined the numerous other warships already landed in formation. By now, Commodore Percival Hallholme had lost count of the new arrivals, each one

  with new armor and reinforced shielding, loaded with all the armaments the Diadem’s government could muster.




  As he assessed the massive preparations, Percival nodded to himself and muttered, “Putting everything on the line this time.”




  After stinging defeats at the hands of rebellious Deep Zone planets, led by his nemesis General Tiber Adolphus, the Constellation was expanding the war. No hesitation, no reservations, no

  mercy.




  And not much of a plan, Percival thought, but he didn’t express such reservations out loud. It would not be appropriate for the ostensible commander of the operation.




  This influx of additional warships—all rounded up by Lord Selik Riomini—increased the confidence among the Diadem’s fighters, although Percival knew that the sheer quantity of

  ships would not guarantee a victory. He had faced General Adolphus before, numerous times, and in their last encounter at Hallholme—a planet named after the Commodore and

  not-so-affectionately nicknamed “Hellhole” by the colonists—Percival had suffered an embarrassing defeat, forced to retreat.




  Now it was time for a rematch.




  The Aeroc military yards were bustling. The upbeat victory tempo of “Strike Fast, Strike Hard!” rang out from widely distributed loudspeakers. The Commodore watched attack ships

  loaded with fresh, untrained recruits who had rushed to sign up after Diadem Michella saturated them with propaganda and fear. She painted Adolphus as a monster and a threat to human civilization

  itself, and worse, the rebel General had allied himself with a mysterious alien race that had the power to possess innocent victims, filling their minds with bizarre memory-lives.




  The crisis was enough to inflame the population—at least those who believed the Diadem’s words and concurred with her fears. Many people were not so easily swayed. And Percival knew

  full well that the old woman’s portrayal was not precisely accurate. Nevertheless, he was bound by his duty.




  As he crossed the parade ground to the towering military headquarters building, he wore a crisp new uniform from the Army of the Constellation. It was more modern and stylish than the old

  uniform he’d worn during the General’s first, failed rebellion fifteen years ago—back when Commodore Hallholme made his name as a hero. In historical images from those old

  battles, Percival had looked bright-eyed, optimistic . . . and gullible.




  Although he still sported the same distinctive muttonchop sideburns and steel-gray hair, he looked older and thinner now, carrying the weight of years and regrets. His degenerative limp was much

  more pronounced. He had retired at the end of the last rebellion and intended to stay out of the limelight, wanting nothing more than to tend his grapevines, play with his grandsons, and let his

  son Escobar be the next renowned military hero.




  But as the new rebellion went sour, Percival had been dragged out of retirement and pressed back into service at the Diadem’s command. His fresh uniform was adorned with colorful, even

  gaudy, medals—some of them earned, some merely for show.




  Forcing himself not to show weakness or hesitation despite his chronic limp, he strode at a brisk pace that exuded authority. With briefing documents tucked under one arm, he walked past

  fountains and military memorials, obelisks engraved with thousands of names of the fallen, but his thoughts were preoccupied. Diadem Michella and Lord Riomini had requested a special briefing, and

  Percival knew he would have to tell them what they wanted to hear.




  Five sleek fighters streaked across Aeroc’s sky, performing aerial maneuvers, which impressed those who were impressed by that sort of thing. A man like Commodore Hallholme knew that

  combat would require more than tricks this time.




  He mounted the marble steps of the pillared headquarters building and glanced at the engraved quotes from past heroic commanders. One of his own pithy sayings was included somewhere, but he had

  never bothered to find it. Pennants of noble families hung outside the arched entrance, arranged according to their financial sacrifice. Inside the hall, red banners carried the names of lesser

  families who had lost sons and daughters during the bloody battles of the General’s first rebellion.




  Percival lifted his chin and made his way down the oddly empty hall to the giant simulation chamber. With a glance at his chronometer, Commodore Hallholme saw that he was precisely on time, and

  he entered.




  The curved ceiling of the simulation chamber was embedded with high-res holographic projectors. During wartime the chamber had been used for combat scenarios and tactical planning, but in the

  decade of calm after Adolphus’s exile to Hellhole, it was primarily used for wealthy noble officers to experience immersive simulations of the Battle of Sonjeera or other famous

  engagements—particularly the ones in which Commodore Hallholme had defeated the rebel General. That way the participants could imagine being heroes themselves.




  The Diadem and the Black Lord sat in VIP participation chairs in the prime viewing area. They did not rise as Percival presented himself to them.




  Diadem Michella Duchenet was so ancient that she might have been a poorly preserved museum piece. Thin and wrinkled, she was not frail, but remained intimidating in her old age, with bird-bright

  eyes and quick movements. Defying her own mortality, Michella remained lean and healthy, keeping herself fanatically fit, as if she intended to rule for yet another century. Over her long reign,

  the old woman had survived many battles, and Percival knew not to underestimate her. Generally, Michella liked to present a sweet, maternal demeanor, convinced that her people loved and adored her,

  but she was as comforting as a bed of glass shards.




  Beside her, Lord Riomini sat dressed entirely in black, as usual. The Black Lord was two decades younger than Michella, his body soft, eyes hard. Though he was primarily a politician and

  businessman, he did not fear command and had seen battle firsthand. But unlike a commander who simply had a war to win, Riomini had something to prove: He wanted to be the next Diadem.




  Percival held out his briefing papers. “I have the report you requested, Eminence.”




  Upon his return to Sonjeera in defeat, the Commodore had offered his resignation, but Diadem Michella refused to accept it. Since then, he felt as if he were more of a military trophy than a

  useful participant.




  Now, instead of taking the report, Michella lifted a hand that was overburdened with jeweled rings. “We are not here to discuss inventory, Commodore, but to talk about your upcoming

  conquest of the Deep Zone. Fifty-four valuable worlds have broken away from the Constellation. We need them back.”




  Riomini added, “The lost wealth is incalculable. The political embarrassment is even more devastating.”




  Arguments and replies boiled up within him, but Percival kept silent. Better to say nothing than to point out that this current clash was an unnecessary crisis of the Diadem’s own

  making.




  “Present your overview, Commodore.” Riomini operated controls linked to his seat, and the vault filled with stars, showing the settled systems of the Constellation, the twenty

  central Crown Jewel planets and the fifty-four outlying Deep Zone worlds.




  Percival nudged the controls of the galactic model himself, calling up a standard template. Bright blue lines radiated outward from the center of the star map to each one of those worlds. Twenty

  established lines connected the Crown Jewels, and an additional fifty-four extended into the less-populated Deep Zone, connecting the dots. “With Sonjeera as the hub for all stringline

  travel, Eminence, you control all of the stringline paths, and thus all commerce throughout the original Crown Jewels as well as the new DZ worlds.”




  Another nudge of the controls, and a secondary webwork of red lines radiated from one of the distant unobtrusive points—planet Hellhole—in a network that linked every one of the Deep

  Zone planets. He was sure Michella understood the credible threat that Adolphus could wield—and had already wielded.




  “The General’s independent stringline network gives him a strategic advantage that we cannot overcome. Now that he has secretly laid down those alternate iperion paths, the DZ no

  longer needs the Constellation. And because his rebels are fanatically independent, they are willing to sever every one of the old lines binding them to Sonjeera if they feel threatened. We know

  the General will do it, cutting the entire Deep Zone loose from the Constellation. He’s already cut his own direct stringline to Hellhole.”




  That was how Adolphus had stranded the first Constellation retaliatory fleet—commanded by Percival’s son Escobar. The General had left the fleet adrift in empty space, and then he

  had seized all those ships, taking thousands of soldiers prisoner—including Escobar. “It’s an ancient tactic, an army blowing bridges to deny the enemy vital access across rivers

  or canyons. For General Adolphus, those canyons are many light-years wide. If we attack him directly, he will do it without hesitation, and then we’ll never be able to get him.”




  Both Riomini and the Diadem listened, but they appeared bored. “That is old news, Commodore,” the Black Lord said with a quirk of a smug smile. “You’re not aware of what

  has changed. That is why we summoned you.”




  Michella couldn’t contain her excitement. “We have a route into the Deep Zone—one the General will not suspect.”




  Riomini reached out to touch the hovering image of an insignificant Deep Zone speck at the edge of the frontier network. It glowed when he selected it. “This is how you will achieve

  victory. Tehila.”




  Percival was familiar with the names of all Deep Zone worlds, but knew little about this one.




  Michella explained. “When the General declared independence for all the frontier worlds, by fiat, he did so without the knowledge, cooperation—or desire—of many Deep

  Zone worlds. When he embroiled them in this unnecessary war, not every planet was pleased to be part of it. In fact, most of them were shocked.”




  Riomini’s mouth twisted in a cruel grin. “Theser was certainly shocked when I demonstrated the consequences of their unwise choice.” The Black Lord had led a punitive assault

  that turned Theser into a smoldering, uninhabited rock.




  Percival still didn’t understand. “How does Tehila factor into this? What is its significance?”




  The Diadem said, “Tehila’s planetary administrator, Karlo Reming, never had any desire to leave the Constellation, and now he wishes to come back into our protective embrace. He and

  his people want our forgiveness.”




  Percival raised his eyebrows, was unconvinced. “All of his people want that?”




  “Enough of them,” said Riomini. “Administrator Reming is about to stage a purge to get rid of any Adolphus loyalists. Then he will seize and secure the stringlines, both the

  path to Sonjeera as well as their connection into the Deep Zone network. Through him, we will have a back door right to the General’s doorstep.”




  Michella’s papery lips formed a terse smile. “The way will be wide open for you, Commodore. Your fleet is almost ready. Take those ships to Tehila, secure the planet, and establish a

  beachhead from which to swoop down on the General. Crush planet Hallholme just like the asteroid that struck centuries ago.”




  Upon hearing the new option, Percival felt an unfamiliar hope. “That will give me a chance to rescue my son, along with the other prisoners the General is holding.” He suddenly

  remembered. “And your daughter, too, Eminence. I will do everything in my power to see that Keana is returned safely to you.”




  Michella gave an unconcerned wave. “Defeating General Adolphus and restoring order throughout the Deep Zone is your primary goal, Commodore. Naturally, I love my daughter, but she is an

  adult and she went to that awful planet of her own free will. Now she’s been possessed by one of those hideous aliens.” The old woman shuddered visibly. “I doubt there is a cure

  for it, so I have to consider her already lost. They are casualties of war—my daughter, your son. A price we have to pay.”




  Riomini spoke up, as if wanting to make certain he was included. He shook his head. “And my poor grandniece with her two boys, left fatherless when we lost Escobar.”




  “Escobar is still alive,” Percival said pointedly, “as far as I know.”




  “Yes, let us hope he is,” Michella added without any apparent sincerity. “For now, begin planning your military operation. Move your ships from Aeroc and stage them at the

  Sonjeera hub. Be ready to move as soon as Administrator Reming has taken over Tehila and opened the door for us.”




  





  2




  In the empty conference room, General Tiber Adolphus paced in front of a reinforced window, gazing out at the rugged landscape. His dark eyes were

  perpetually serious, his black hair neatly trimmed out of military fastidiousness. The square-jawed man had accepted a new uniform, deep-blue with golden general’s stars on the collar—a

  garment copied from the one he’d worn during the first rebellion. His beloved Sophie Vence had tracked down the original jacket from a collector, but that one was a historical artifact. This

  facsimile fit him well and suited his purposes, reinforcing his role.




  After the previous night’s smoke storm, fragments of trees and alien shrubs lay strewn around the grounds of his headquarters estate, which he had fondly—and ironically—named

  Elba, after ancient Napoleon’s home in exile. Even with the political turmoil across the Deep Zone, the smoke storm reminded him that local crises could still cause significant damage, and

  this planet was neither a kind nor a gentle place.




  Two men in coveralls worked hard to restore the area around the General’s mansion, loading debris into a motorized garbage bin. The sky remained a greenish yellow, still unsettled from the

  storm. After more than a decade on Hellhole, Adolphus had learned to recognize the various sky colors and conditions. Though his extensive network of weather satellites monitored the storm fronts,

  he could often tell on his own when and how the capricious weather would change. The General never took anything for granted. He was always learning, always alert.




  Behind him, Adolphus heard a familiar stirring, shuffling noise, and he turned as two of the planet’s original inhabitants—Encix and Lodo—entered the conference room. They

  remained beside the long table, since none of his chairs could accommodate the aliens’ bulky sluglike abdomens, though they had humanoid upper bodies.




  Though the Xayans were ostensibly his allies here on Hellhole, he remained tight-lipped, suppressing his anger toward the two Originals. They had kept tremendous, dangerous secrets from

  him—involving a threat that could obliterate this entire planet. The scope of what they had hidden held extraordinary repercussions for him and for the entire Deep Zone.




  Encix and Lodo remained silent while the General continued to look out the window, pondering how he should confront them and demand answers. He was certain the aliens still had more to

  reveal.




  A groundcar rumbled up outside and discharged its passenger, a tall, shapely woman with shoulder-length auburn hair: Keana Duchenet, arriving for the scheduled meeting. The Diadem’s

  daughter looked outwardly unchanged, but she shared her consciousness with a resurrected alien personality, Uroa, whom she had awakened from the slickwater pools. Keana was only one of many

  hundreds of converts who had taken on alien lives and memories. Together, Keana-Uroa was one of the most powerful of the “shadow-Xayans,” possessing high telemancy skills.




  Though he was frustrated with the aliens and their unknown agenda, General Adolphus needed every possible ally in order to face enemies from all sides. But he also needed to trust these strange

  creatures if they were to fight side by side to protect this planet.




  Ever since the Deep Zone had broken away from the corrupt Constellation, General Adolphus had commanded a motley army of cast-off humans. They manned patched-together warships from the old

  rebellion, as well as hundreds of newer vessels seized during the Constellation’s failed attacks. In addition to his traditional tactics, Adolphus made use of Xayan telemancy, which had

  enabled him to defeat Commodore Percival Hallholme.




  Yet he had hardly been able to celebrate after the Commodore fled back to Sonjeera in disgrace. Despite their help, he now knew the aliens did not share the same goal as he, and Adolphus

  realized he had never really commanded them at all. For the Xayans, this was no more than a coalition of convenience, a means by which they could achieve their evolutionary and spiritual

  “ascension,” their racial destiny called ala’ru.




  Summoning his force of will, though he did not know how effective it would be against the implacable Xayans, the General turned from the window to face the two unusual visitors. “You

  failed to tell me that you had another terrible enemy of your own. You kept that information from me, even though you’ve known for some time that the Ro-Xayans are out there, and that they

  still want to destroy you. You could have warned me, warned Candela. We could have saved many of those people before the asteroid impact.”




  Encix said in a flat voice that masked any recognizable emotion, “If we had achieved ala’ru before they found us, it would not have mattered.”




  “After the Ro-Xayans destroyed Candela, you told me they also bombarded this planet with an asteroid centuries ago.” He felt his skin grow hot. “You didn’t consider that

  information relevant?”




  Lodo sounded just slightly contrite. “We have revealed everything to you now, General Tiber Adolphus. We are certain the Ro-Xayans are aware that we survived their first attempt to

  exterminate us, and they will surely come back to finish annihilating our species.”




  Encix added with greater urgency, “Our only hope is to achieve ala’ru before it is too late! All the more reason for us to convert more of your people, awaken more Xayan

  lives from the slickwater pools, and increase the collective power of our telemancy.”




  Adolphus clenched his jaw. “I am no longer certain I can trust you.”




  The hidden enemy, the Ro-Xayans, were a splinter faction of the alien race that swore to prevent the wondrous evolutionary ascension toward which most Xayans strove. The rogue faction had

  wrecked their home planet and nearly wiped out their own race rather than let their rivals win. Such a betrayal angered Adolphus—especially now that his human colonists were caught in the

  middle of an ancient feud he could neither prevent nor understand—but he also resented that Encix and Lodo had not been forthright.




  Keana-Uroa was ushered into the conference room by a member of the General’s staff. The Diadem’s daughter stood straight-backed, a far cry from the naïve and giddy noblewoman

  who had first come here to Hellhole without a clue about how to take care of herself. Now, she wasted no time with pleasantries, showing the power of her human personality as well as the alien who

  jointly inhabited her mind. “We must seize every possible defense, General. This planet will be caught in a vise between the Army of the Constellation and the Ro-Xayans, two enemies who wish

  to see our complete destruction.”




  He turned to her, keeping the hard edge in his voice. “My defensive planning is hamstrung when my allies withhold vital information from me. The Xayan presence in your mind understands

  about the Ro-Xayans—I know it. Tell me what you know. All of it. Otherwise I have no way of properly preparing.”




  He wished Sophie could be here to advise him, because she gave such wise counsel, and he enjoyed her company—but she was at Slickwater Springs, tending to the only other surviving Original

  alien, Tryn, who had been seriously injured in the backlash of a telemancy attack before the destruction of Candela.




  More aloof than angry, Encix said, “We are not required to share all information with you.”




  “I require it.” He could not penetrate the alien’s large, black eyes, nor could he crack her unreadable expression. “When you asked, I agreed to help support

  your race’s goal to achieve ala’ru. I allowed willing human volunteers to immerse themselves in slickwater to reawaken your race. You should be helping me protect this planet,

  but instead you exposed us all to an even greater threat.”




  The two Originals remained inscrutable, and the frustrated General turned to the Diadem’s daughter. Keana nodded, said, “I anticipated why you wanted me here. Yes, I have spoken with

  Uroa in my mind, debated him, and finally convinced him. Even I didn’t know the broad strokes until now, but I forced my companion to reveal some of what he knows.” She glanced at the

  two Original aliens; Encix seemed angry with her, but Keana apparently didn’t care about that. She focused on Adolphus. “Weeks ago, when Cristoph de Carre and I were in the museum

  vault, Lodo abruptly destroyed an artifact stored there, a telemancy enhancer. At the time, he refused to explain why he did that, but now I know he wanted to make sure the object wouldn’t

  attract the Ro-Xayans.”




  “That effort failed,” Lodo said. “The shadow-Xayans had already used too much telemancy, and it could not be hidden. When Tryn and her seed colony unleashed their burst of

  telemancy to destroy the Constellation stringline hub, she attracted the Ro-Xayans directly to Candela. It was a shout they could not ignore.”




  “And you see what happened!” Encix said, sounding oddly shrill. “Two asteroids smashed into Candela, destroying everything there.” Her voice became more urgent.

  “Therefore, we must achieve ala’ru before the same thing happens to this planet.”




  Adolphus scowled. “My people live here. I would rather prevent it from happening at all.”




  Keana closed her eyes and heaved a long, deep sigh before she journeyed into her inner realms. “I will learn what I can, General.”
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  A bubble of stillness formed around Keana as she blocked off distractions inside the Elba conference room. She sensed reluctance from her internal companion Uroa, but she was

  persistent and forceful, and he finally surrendered to her pressure, clearing a mental pathway so she could see facets of his life and thoughts that had previously been unavailable to her.




  Centuries ago, before the asteroid impact eradicated the Xayan race here on Hellhole (except for those who used extreme measures to preserve themselves), Uroa had been a powerful representative,

  working with Zairic, Encix, and many others in their all-consuming drive to reach ala’ru. Now, however, Uroa was also part of her. Keana had resurrected him from the

  slickwater pools, and he wanted to survive, just as she did. And they needed each other to do so.




  She went deeper into her own mind, into his preserved memories, as if soaring into the farthest reaches of space. Far ahead, she saw a pinpoint of light, growing brighter. The alien’s

  telemancy was guiding her into his original life. As Uroa now lived in her body, Keana saw herself as an invisible observer in his. Through inhuman eyes, she looked skyward, part of Uroa, resigned

  to his fate, the fate of the Xayan race, and everything he knew. In the image she saw, Uroa was surrounded by thousands of other Xayans, their large, soft bodies crowded together, their antennae

  twitching as they shared an all-consuming fear in their last moments. Every one of them knew what was coming—a gigantic asteroid like a cosmic sledgehammer hurled by the telemancy of vengeful

  Ro-Xayans.




  Seeking their own route to survival, Encix and a group of six Originals had sealed themselves in preservation chambers buried kilometers beneath the surface, hoping to be awakened someday. The

  rest of the Xayan race, though, gambled their future on unproven slickwater, pools of psychic energy that would store their personalities, their memories, and possibly their souls.




  But with time so short, only the most prominent Xayans were allowed to store their lives in the pools, individuals chosen by the great visionary Zairic. Not all could be saved—only the

  best and the brightest of the race, so that one day they might reawaken and continue their racial mission. The selection process had involved judgment calls and politics, and Uroa had not agreed

  with all of the decisions. Still, when it came to the moment of crisis, he, like the others, seized his only chance.




  A bright spear of light, the deadly asteroid ripped through Xaya’s atmosphere, guided by their own prodigal cousins. At the last possible moment, Uroa and the last Xayans on the shore

  plunged into the quivering pool of silvery liquid, which was already a teeming reservoir of lives. They dissolved away their bodies and sentience, hoping that the slickwater might survive the

  impact.




  After the strike mortally wounded the planet, the Ro-Xayans had departed, leaving their world for dead. Centuries passed, the human colonists arrived, and an unsuspecting explorer stumbled upon

  the pools. . . .




  Though Uroa’s memories survived, that last horrific moment was still very much of a death, and the Xayan civilization would never again be what it once was. But the resurrected lives did

  not want to rebuild the past; rather, they were focused on reaching ala’ru. And with the hybrid vigor made possible by their symbiosis with human partners, their evolutionary leap

  seemed more achievable than ever.




  And still the Ro-Xayans would do anything to stop them.




  Emerging from her vision, Keana opened her eyes. General Adolphus was staring hard at her with his arms folded across his chest, waiting. Only a moment had passed. When she spoke, her voice was

  rough and grainy, controlled by Uroa. “We understand your need to defend this world against human enemies from the Constellation, but we are so close to our sacred destiny.

  Ala’ru would eliminate the Ro-Xayan concerns, and your enemies as well.”




  In a rush, Encix added, “Yes. Now you understand, General Tiber Adolphus. We must bring more converts, create more shadow-Xayans, awaken more of our stored lives from the slickwater. We

  have one last chance to achieve ala’ru in time.”




  “The Army of the Constellation will attack us soon,” Adolphus said. “I am sure of it.”




  “My mother will not wait,” Keana-Uroa agreed, this time in her own voice, then the voice changed back to Uroa’s. “But the Ro-Xayans may get here first.”
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  When the wondrous pools were discovered on Hellhole, Sophie Vence had seen a business opportunity. Filled with alien lives, marvelous experiences,

  and almost magical powers, the slickwater attracted the desperate and the curious.




  At the time she was already one of the most powerful women in Michella Town, managing supplies for the settlers who arrived on stringline haulers from Sonjeera. But the slickwater pools offered

  something much different, enticing pilgrims to saturate themselves with alien lives and memories.




  Sophie was never tempted to do so herself, and neither was Tiber Adolphus, but he had made an agreement with the surviving Originals to allow the resurrection of their race in exchange for their

  help in protecting the planet against the Diadem. Sophie had established a settlement at the nearest three pools, first a rough camp and then a rustic resort she had named Slickwater Springs. As

  the numbers of shadow-Xayan converts grew, Sophie had constructed outlying bungalows and a larger lodge building to accommodate them all.




  At the resort she neither encouraged nor discouraged the volunteers; immersion had to be their own decision. When acquiring an alien partner personality, they would gain wondrous insights,

  abilities, and memories, but they also surrendered part of their humanity. The converts spread the word, proselytizing about the wonders they had experienced, the abilities they acquired.




  With the threat of the Constellation military and the even greater danger of the Ro-Xayans, however, increasing the number of converts had become more important than ever.




  Even so, she had no intention of joining them. Sophie had already lost her son Devon to the mysterious waters, and she did not want to lose herself or her close relationship with Tiber Adolphus.

  . . .




  In the brightening morning, Sophie climbed a steep trail on the shady side of the ridge that bounded the valley containing the slickwater pools, to where she could reach a sunny vantage. She

  wanted some private time, quiet time, away from the people at the bustling lodge complex. It was worth the exertion.




  Catching her breath, she reached the top of the ridge and gazed down at the three mirrorlike ponds that were surrounded by boardwalks, fences, tents, bungalows, and the main lodge building. From

  here, the slickwater looked so placid, so tempting, but Sophie knew how many changes those alien pools had brought to the already struggling planet.




  Events seemed frustratingly beyond her control. Soon she would head back to Elba to be with Adolphus again, but for now she had her private suite inside the main lodge. She couldn’t be

  everywhere, no matter how much she might want to be. Back in Michella Town, she had other people to manage her warehouses and distribution operations, and many assistants helped run Slickwater

  Springs.




  From the top of the ridge, still feeling the burn of exertion in her legs, she saw people milling about below. From a distance they all looked human, although many of them had the eerie alien

  eyes, a spiraling unnatural shimmer that indicated they shared their minds with a resurrected Xayan.




  The converts had used telemancy to build an ever-growing settlement nearby, a separate colony that featured bizarre alien architecture, surrounded by a burgeoning forest of alien red weed. But

  many of the shadow-Xayans remained behind at the slickwater pools to help shepherd the new converts. Their odd behavior made her uneasy, though she had been forced to swallow her doubts when Devon

  became one of them.




  Even now that her son was gone, Sophie allowed shadow-Xayans to remain in the camp, so long as they assisted with running the facility. The numbers of converts grew as urgency and anxiety swept

  through the DZ. The people were afraid of bloodthirsty Constellation reprisals, such as the Black Lord’s massacre on Theser and the Ro-Xayans’ planet-destroying vendetta that had wiped

  out Candela. Sophie and the General knew that the alien telemancy might prove to be their only salvation.




  But undergoing that change wasn’t for her.




  From the top of the ridge, she looked across to the adjacent valley, which held a strikingly different settlement—and this one concerned her in an entirely different way. The rapidly

  constructed, fenced-in camp held thousands of Constellation military prisoners taken from the Diadem’s retaliation force led by Escobar Hallholme. All those starving soldiers had surrendered

  after months of being stranded in space, and the General didn’t know what to do with them.




  Sophie had to ensure their safety, and provide them with food and shelter until the conflict was resolved—even though they were responsible for the deaths of Devon and Antonia. The camp

  was supposed to be just a temporary situation, but even so, she found it emotionally difficult to be fair to the prisoners. This made her try harder to do the right thing, the legal and moral

  thing, to treat them as respected prisoners of war.




  She didn’t want those responsibilities, didn’t like the corner she’d been backed into, but Adolphus had asked her. She had given him her word, and he was counting on her. . .

  .




  Her moment of solitude was brief. Sophie saw a man climbing the trail toward her, recognized him by his long blond hair as the veteran Peter Herald, who helped her run Slickwater Springs. Though

  he was now a shadow-Xayan, combined with an alien presence named Arnex, he had proved to be invaluable at the lodge and camp. He moved up the steep, difficult trail at a brisk and easy trot.




  An officer in Adolphus’s first rebellion, Herald had been injured, his lungs scarred—and he had been one of the first humans to enter the slickwater, hoping to be healed. The effect

  on him had been dramatic, erasing all signs of his debilitating injury. Ever since becoming a shadow-Xayan, Peter Herald had moved with new vigor and grace, although no number of years could erase

  his ingrained military bearing.




  Reaching the top of the ridge, Herald greeted her in a strong voice that was much different from his former raspy, pain-wracked whisper. A faint, otherworldly shimmer spun in his eyes, and he

  was barely even panting. “I watched you struggle up the slope, Sophie Vence. You’re overburdened with responsibilities. I promise you will have far more energy to complete your duties

  if you immerse yourself in the slickwater. You’ll be amazed at how good you feel . . . if you allow yourself.”




  She turned away, wishing he would stop pressuring her. “No thank you, as I’ve told you many times before. You, and all shadow-Xayans, promised you would not coerce me.”




  Herald seemed more disappointed for her sake than for himself. “I will continue to use gentle persuasion. The benefits are obvious, and I am hoping to make you reconsider.”




  Emotions welled up inside of her, and she lashed out at him. “The slickwater already took my only son from me! I don’t want to be like you, or like any of the shadow-Xayans.”

  She started to say something more, then stopped herself. Many people shared the blame for the loss of Devon and his girlfriend Antonia Anqui . . . not just the slickwater.




  Herald appeared startled by her vehemence. “I am aware of your pain, but a Xayan presence would comfort and strengthen you.”




  In a clipped voice, she cut him off. “I’m a stubborn woman. It’s my own choice. Encix promised that no one would be forced.” She frowned. “With Slickwater Springs,

  I’ve gone to great effort to recruit converts for you. That should be more than enough.”




  “And it is. You will not be forced.” Herald bowed, then slipped back down the trail, leaving her alone again as he called over his shoulder: “But I can still hope.”
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  By the time Sophie made her way back to the resort complex, the sky was darkening with angry clouds; there had been no rain for weeks, just meteorological bluster, but even with

  satellite reports Hellhole’s weather was unpredictable and dangerous. The dry air crackled in her nostrils.




  Walking through the camp, she strode along a boardwalk that skirted the pools. She heard the excited chatter of new converts regaling others with stories about the alien lives they adopted; she

  saw fresh arrivals who hesitated before taking the plunge. With more and more people immersing themselves, there had been occasional accidents, as optimistic or desperate volunteers slipped into a

  coma instead of emerging revitalized with vivid memories and exotic powers. These new volunteers had to make up their own minds.




  She very much wanted this whole crisis to be over. If the Xayans were correct, their awakening race was very close to the psychic critical mass they needed, and then they would ascend to some

  higher plane of existence, leaving Hellhole to the colonists. She doubted that would solve all problems, but she was confident Tiber Adolphus could handle the rest. She smiled at the thought of

  him.




  She loved Adolphus, but in the flurry of events surrounding the war, there had been little time for them. He and Sophie had already struggled together to tame a planet—wasn’t that

  enough? She felt deeply weary, both physically and emotionally.




  A group of shadow-Xayans gathered at the edge of the largest pool, crowded together. Among them, Sophie saw the large, misshapen form of the Original alien Tryn. With her caterpillar body and

  human torso, Tryn already looked strange, but now the female Xayan was physically distorted and twisted, damaged in a disruptive surge of telemancy that had ricocheted along the stringline to

  Candela. Tryn had survived—barely—along with one human convert, Tel Clovis, although both were gravely injured. The other converts on the Candela seed colony had been wiped out in the

  backlash.




  With laborious movements, Tryn worked her lower body to the edge of a sloping ramp that led from the boardwalk down into the shimmering slickwater. The gathered shadow-Xayans watched, offering

  silent encouragement but no active assistance. Alongside Tryn, the injured Tel Clovis limped and shuffled. Both were in pain, their flesh fused and half-melted. Clovis was so deformed he barely

  looked human anymore.




  Reaching the ramp, Tryn placed one of her soft arms around Clovis’s shoulder. The pair hesitated, as if gathering courage, and then together they slid down the ramp and into the oily

  liquid. They sank under with barely a ripple, and a few moments later they emerged, rising above the surface. Tryn floated in the slickwater as if it were alien amniotic fluid, her large body

  buoyed by the reservoir of racial lives. With her bent arms, she cradled Tel Clovis against her torso, and both of them drifted together, communing in silent telepathy.




  Tryn said aloud, “Thank you,” and turned to the gathered shadow-Xayans who observed the strange ritual. Her smooth alien face was unreadable.




  “What is happening?” Sophie whispered, but the converts continued to stare.




  As if releasing something inside of herself, Tryn relaxed, collapsed, and dissolved into the slickwater. Her skin, her cells, her entire body dissipated as if surrendering to the

  liquid. Clovis tried to hold on to her, but her alien body softened and flowed, slipping through his fingers and vanishing.




  Now, though, the distorted man gained a new strength and vigor. He seemed to draw upon the energy and life that Tryn had surrendered. The convert’s twisted back and arms straightened,

  realigned, and he began to swim, striking out freely in the slickwater. He laughed, and his eyes shone with an even more intense strangeness, as if he had just been reborn.




  The shadow-Xayans happily welcomed him back.




  When Clovis made his way back to shore and climbed the ramp, dripping viscid fluid from his body, he wore a beatific expression. “I already had a Xayan companion, but now I am more. I am

  three . . . and I am many.” His peculiar voice thrummed, as if he carried layers of alienness within him. The intensity in his shimmering eyes spiraled, frightening Sophie when his gaze fell

  on her. But he didn’t seem to be focused on her at all.




  “Now I am also Tryn, who is merged into my mind in a manner that has never before occurred. I have absorbed the essence of a fully alive Original Xayan, a unique synthesis . . . because

  that is what Tryn knew had to happen. Now I am more than any of the other shadow-Xayans. I can see more and do more, accomplish more, experience more. I know more. The possibilities expand

  like kaleidoscope views.”




  Clovis reached the boardwalk before turning back to gaze out on the pool from which he had just emerged, breathless with excitement.




  Shadow-Xayans gathered closer, while some of the curious potential converts also listened. Still feeling trepidation, Sophie stepped up to him, sounding pragmatic. “I hope that whatever

  you learned can help save us from the Ro-Xayans. If they’re coming.”




  The shimmer in Clovis’s eyes sharpened, and he smiled at her with just a hint of his old personality. Sophie had known this man for many years, back to when he and his husband ran the

  secret construction project of the Ankor spaceport. “We must go to Sonjeera—that is where we will retrieve Cippiq and Zairic. Their remnants are in a quarantined hangar, sealed there

  after Diadem Michella destroyed their bodies, but important traces are still there, and we need them. I know it. Zairic will give us the key to reaching ala’ru immediately—and

  then we can defeat the Ro-Xayans.”




  Sophie put her hands on her hips, knowing that the shadow-Xayans didn’t recognize sarcasm. “Well, it’s simple then. Just go and ask the old Diadem nicely.” Michella

  Duchenet was already desperately afraid of what she called “alien contamination,” enough so that she had placed an impenetrable quarantine zone around a spaceport hangar. No one would

  be able to break through all the security systems.




  “There will be a way,” Clovis said with such power and confidence that he nearly drove away all of Sophie’s doubts. Unable to argue, she could only watch in awe and unease as

  Clovis turned away from her and walked with restored health and vigor down the boardwalk toward the heart of the resort complex. Other shadow-Xayans fell into formation behind him.




  Seeing his transformation, two of the hesitant humans made up their minds, and entered the slickwater before they could reconsider. . . .
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  Ishop Heer had noble blood. He could feel it running warm and hot through his veins. He had proved his pedigree to the lords and to Diadem Michella

  herself, and he was entitled to regain his family birthright after seven centuries of ignominy. It was his due.




  He had spilled a lot of noble blood to obtain it.




  And since the ambitious noblewoman Enva Tazaar had been disgraced and stripped of her holdings on Orsini, Ishop Heer had asked to rule her former planet. A small enough reward for all the years

  of dark service he had given the Diadem.




  He had planned carefully for this, worked hard to attain it, step by bloody step. It was his due!




  He had presented his irrefutable case in the Council chamber. He had looked at the gathered nobles, expecting to watch them accept him as one of them. He had the proof. Yet they had either

  scoffed or ignored him, brushing aside his assertion. Even Diadem Michella dismissed his claim with an amused chuckle and told the Council to get back to important work. Knowing he was one of them,

  the nobles still regarded him with scorn! Despite his lineage, they saw him as a person who did not realize his place in society, a mere servant who should never hope to sit at the master’s

  table.




  Oh, Michella appreciated his service, and she made use of his skills whenever she needed something done. She offered him rewards—villas, money, women if he so desired. But what he desired

  was his birthright. The Diadem refused to understand that.




  In a gracious gesture, Michella had recently transferred the title on a large central-city apartment to him, even though she had already given him a different house not long before. This was a

  furnished unit on an upper floor with a partial view of Heart Square and the government buildings, including Council Hall. She expected that these perks, and perhaps a pat on the head, were all

  that was necessary to ensure his loyalty.




  Even though she knew exactly what Ishop was capable of, Michella did not seem to realize that she had made a dangerous enemy. He had already attempted to kill her once, but that was just

  practice. Ishop vowed to keep trying until he succeeded.




  Fuming, he used an ID transmitter to unlock the door to the new apartment. Like throwing a dog a bone! Despite his large frame, Ishop moved smoothly and gracefully, remaining wary, always

  vigilant against anyone trying to harm him. His pale-green eyes spotted no threat. He wiped a sheen of sweat from his shaved scalp.




  He had been to this apartment only once before and knew it would never feel like the home he deserved. He should have been the lord of a nobleman’s palace, ruler of a planet. Now as Ishop

  stepped into the foyer, he smelled fresh paint. He saw his red-haired assistant Laderna Nell arranging paintings and sculptures in the parlor, government-commissioned works by various local

  artists. He saw the expensive masterpieces as nothing more than trappings. Consolation prizes.




  Laderna came out and greeted him with a kiss. His assistant was thin, even gangly, with brown, almond-shaped eyes and a steady, intelligent gaze. She was his confidante as well as his lover, and

  they celebrated with sex whenever they accomplished some part of their overall schemes. Ishop knew she fancied more of a close personal relationship than the physical one they already had, but even

  so, she recognized the requirement that he take a noble wife, since he was of noble blood himself—regardless of whether the Diadem recognized his claim. Laderna wanted him to

  succeed, and she would bask in his glory.




  Yes, she truly was a perfect partner, with shared goals and the desire to help him achieve the glory he deserved. They both agreed that it was essential for Ishop to advance as far as possible

  in the hierarchy of the Constellation, and Laderna would let no one stand in his way—not even herself. At times, it bothered him that by not accepting her as a person equal to his station, he

  was in effect treating Laderna just as Michella had treated him. But at least he recognized Laderna’s value; he would never forget that, and he often told her how much he appreciated her.




  It was the rest of the Constellation that frustrated him so.




  In the parlor of his cold, uncomfortable new apartment, Ishop studied a glass sculpture, a hodgepodge that included a cornucopia, a flower, and some impossible sea creature. “I don’t

  like this one.” With a wave to emphasize his artistic judgment, he knocked the piece over, shattering it on the hard tile floor.




  Scowling, taking out his deep-seated anger at how he had been treated by his supposed peers, he wandered around the apartment, breaking other pieces, even slashing a painting with a knife.




  Laderna did not scold him as he released his frustrations. “We can say that vandals ransacked the place before we arrived, and that we want a new security system.”




  “They’ll just replace these pieces with artwork that’s just as bad,” he replied, then smiled. “And if necessary, we’ll keep getting our security system

  redone.”




  They shared a gourmet meal and wine in the dining chamber, delivered by an in-house catering service that the landlord provided for the tenants. It was a convenience, but not the same as having

  a personal serving staff.




  As she finished her rare filet with butter-drenched mushroom caps, Laderna said, “At least we know that Enva Tazaar won’t be eating a meal like this. Where she’s gone, she may

  have to settle for a warmed noodle dish in a company cafeteria.”




  Ishop smiled. “Do they have cafeterias on Tehila? I thought on a backwater planet like that, she might have to hunt her own food with a rock and a stick.” After the

  noblewoman’s disgrace and death sentence, Ishop and Laderna had secretly arranged for her escape out to the Deep Zone planet of Tehila—strictly because they knew it would embarrass

  Diadem Michella. In fact, Enva did not know the identity of her mysterious benefactor. He suspected, though, that even in her exile Enva was no wilting flower of a noblewoman; she was tough,

  ambitious, and resourceful.




  A pity that the woman’s plans to overthrow Michella had failed. She would have made a worthy Diadem, or a valuable noble wife for Ishop. Enva was exiled now, but someday she might reclaim

  her house and wealth. Further changes were in store—he and Laderna would make sure of that.




  Laderna saw his preoccupied expression. “What are you thinking about?”




  He told her only a half-truth. “How I wish I could get even with Michella. I have noble blood, just as she does.”




  She smiled. “And you and I have a lot of that blood on our hands, from each of the houses that wronged your family so many centuries ago.” She gave a wistful smile. “I have so

  enjoyed helping you go through the list. If only we could have finished it—”




  Ishop cut her off. “It’s finished.”




  “No, we still have a Duchenet name on the list. Simply tricking Michella’s daughter into a dangerous war zone isn’t good enough—and we know Keana Duchenet is still very

  much alive.”




  Ishop grimaced, not wanting the reminder. “I’ll eliminate the Diadem herself, sooner or later. That’ll take care of the Duchenet name.”




  “That may be too difficult, at least for now. She is well-guarded, and lucky.” Laderna raised her eyebrows, and he could tell she was holding a secret. “But I have found

  another.”




  He was surprised. “Another Duchenet? Some distant cousin?”




  Laderna took her time with a bite of the mushrooms. “No, someone very close. Remember, Michella has a sister. Haveeda.”




  “Had a sister. Haveeda disappeared decades ago. No one has seen her in—”




  “Thirty-two years. But it doesn’t matter. She is still alive—I found her.”




  Ishop raised his eyebrows, always admiring her skills. “How?”




  She sniffed. “After all I’ve accomplished so far, you need to ask? I tracked down all the old records of noble families from when your ancestors were banished. I compiled the

  evidence that you have noble blood. I found all the tiniest clues, no matter how cleverly they were hidden. Do you think tracking down Michella’s sister was really all that difficult? The

  Diadem thinks she covered all the tracks, swept Haveeda under the rug. But I just needed to look a little harder. I have my methods, just as you have yours.”




  Now Ishop was intrigued. “Where is she?”




  “Michella has been hiding her for years, keeping her quiet because Haveeda witnessed something in their childhood. It was never proved, but I am convinced Michella murdered their own

  brother. Haveeda probably saw it. Right now she is being hidden on Sandusky, no doubt under extremely high security—I am still tracking down her exact location.”




  Ishop stopped eating, no longer interested in the food or wine. “Sandusky? An unpleasant place—full of laboratories and isolated research centers, isn’t it? If she’s been

  trapped there, poor Haveeda must be quite distraught. It would be a humanitarian service to take the woman out of her misery.”




  “And finally check the last name off our list.” Laderna nodded. “I am ready to leave in the morning. I’ll finish the job.”




  “Then Haveeda is as good as dead. Your track record is impeccable, dear Laderna—in fact, we might as well celebrate our success tonight.”




  She smiled back at him and began to unbutton her blouse.
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  Exiled. Fallen from grace. But at least she was still alive. Enva Tazaar tried to comfort herself with that, but didn’t quite manage to

  convince herself. The injustice of how far she had sunk simmered within her, but she was helpless—for now. She had been cheated, sentenced to death, and forced to flee from the Crown Jewels

  to save her life. Diadem Michella had made a spectacle of her, stripping Enva of her noble titles and holdings, her family prestige and wealth.




  The Tazaars had built a grand empire on Orsini for centuries; her father had been a great lord whose power and personality had been a match for even Selik Riomini—until Lord Tazaar was

  murdered by an unknown assassin, leaving Enva with the wealth and power.




  But she’d lost it all and now found herself on this worthless frontier planet of Tehila. Everything had been torn from her, like an infant stolen from its mother’s arms. If only Enva

  had moved more swiftly and consolidated her noble alliances, she could have been Diadem herself by now, replacing the vile old leader. She had arranged a cooperative pact with General Adolphus on

  condition that he help her remove the spiteful crone from power. Enva was sure the General had not betrayed her—no, it was someone else.




  By now, if Michella had her way, Enva would have been executed—painfully and slowly, before a large audience. But she had frustrated the old bitch’s plans in that, at least. Enva

  could cling to this as a small victory. She had been locked in a high-security Sonjeera prison without any real reason to hope, but someone—she had no idea who—had given her a chance to

  escape, smuggling her away on a secret transport aboard a stringline hauler heading off into the Deep Zone, as far away as conceivable.




  Now she was safe enough, although forgotten and powerless. But she was still Enva Tazaar. She had the skills and ambition to change her situation. One step at a time.




  Ready to go to work, she clipped on her ID badge before entering the Tehila administrator’s mansion. The badge identified her as “Enva Lien” and the picture showed a woman who

  was still unfamiliar to her. Beautiful—nothing could hide that—but her blonde hair was now close-cropped and dyed a muddy brown. She wore no makeup on her pale face—giving her the

  appearance of a clerk, a civil servant, someone beneath notice. Enva felt a knot of resentment whenever she looked at herself, but it had to be this way . . . for now.




  Having run the government on Orsini, Enva had a talent for details; she understood the minutiae as well as the broad strokes and implications. When she’d arrived on Tehila, her mysterious

  benefactor had left her a small stipend with which to establish herself. She had a tiny apartment and was forced to rely on the kindness of Deep Zone strangers. Enva Tazaar was unfamiliar with the

  concept of charity. She had been a hard-edged planetary ruler, with little patience for those who could not take care of themselves. The people of Tehila, pioneers accustomed to helping one another

  for the survival of the colony, gave Enva what she needed, once she demonstrated her willingness to work.




  With her skill set, she pursued and easily obtained employment with the Tehila government offices. The job was dull, but easy for her, and she worked her way up quickly, although she was careful

  not to draw attention to herself. Until old Michella was deposed, or simply died from old age or too much spite, Enva was in danger. Her death sentence remained in place.




  Someday, she would make her way to General Adolphus on Hellhole, reveal her identity, and help him overthrow the Constellation. For now, Enva “Lien” was just a minor functionary, a

  nondescript bureaucrat.




  She walked up the wooden steps of the administrator’s headquarters. Each day when she reported for work, Enva found it amusing that the Tehila colonists called this a

  “mansion.” On the remote world, they had nothing else to compare it to.




  Tehila’s primary city had been established around the spaceport where regular shuttles took off for the stringline terminus ring in orbit. Previously, trade had flowed along the stringline

  to the Sonjeera hub, but General Adolphus had astonished them all by laying down a new Deep Zone stringline network that connected the frontier planets before he unilaterally declared a war of

  independence against Diadem Michella Duchenet.




  Inside the Tehila offices, minor functionaries milled about, taking care of clerical emergencies, filling out forms, filing documents, performing rote jobs. Her office mate was bent over her

  desk in consternation. Maruni Li was easily flustered and just as easily manipulated. Middle-aged with salt-and-pepper hair, she had already met or exceeded her life’s minimal ambitions. Many

  bland workers just like Maruni had served Enva on Orsini: a government couldn’t function without them.




  A man paced the office, presenting a new report full of images. Enva had worked with him before, but she wasn’t quite clear on his name or responsibilities. He was flustered about some

  problem at the Tehila spaceport.




  Maruni’s face melted with relief when she saw Enva. “Good, you can help us with this. We don’t want to overreact, but no one seems to know the best solution.”




  “I’ll try to help, but first I need to know what the problem is.”




  “It’s the walumps,” said the man who had brought in the new documents. “Last night they erected six more mud huts right on the edge of the spaceport.”




  Enva frowned. “You’d think the noise of landings and takeoffs would bother them.”




  “I doubt anything bothers them,” Maruni said.




  The innocuous and oblivious herd creatures were nicknamed “walumps”—short for “walking lumps,” which was an apt description, Enva thought. Each of the creatures had

  spindly legs and arms, rounded bodies like misshapen boulders, and a head that tucked down into its main body like a turtle’s. Walumps lived together in herds, or colonies, or hives—no

  one could quite tell. The passive creatures were completely indifferent to the human colonists.




  Attempts to communicate with the walumps had failed to evoke any kind of response—not anger, nor fear, nor defensiveness. They built their mud huts wherever they liked. They spoke with one

  another in low murmurs, but showed no reaction whenever a human addressed them. Because they cooperated with one another, built structures, and obviously communicated, they were classed as

  intelligent, but they were also an enigma.




  Enva scanned the reports, saw that a group of the creatures had erected numerous rounded huts, as if they had decided the edge of a spaceport was just the perfect place for a new settlement.

  “Leave them alone, so long as they don’t get in the way of space traffic. But if they build huts that encroach on our operations, then use dozers to knock them down.”




  “That’s what I was going to suggest,” said Maruni Li. Beside her, the man with the report muttered and agreed, seemingly glad to have someone offer the suggestion, which would

  let them point fingers back at Enva should anything go wrong. She could hold her own regardless.




  Much of her clerical work involved claims filed by refugees from the ruined planet of Candela. After asteroids destroyed Candela, hundreds of thousands of refugees had spread out to any other

  Deezee world that would take them. Because Tehila had so much unclaimed land, many refugees had come here.




  The original Tehila colonists did not like the intrusion, however, nor did they much care for the tyrannical way that General Adolphus commanded that their planet accept so many extra refugees.

  Tehila had no choice in the matter, even though they were already strapped for resources.




  From the grumbles, Enva had come to understand that many people here had never wanted to be part of the General’s rebellion in the first place. Tehila was so isolated that the

  Constellation paid little attention to it; the inhabitants had not felt as repressed by the Diadem as other Deezee colonists did, so independence wasn’t such an urgent matter for them.




  Enva could understand the General’s thinking about the refugees, how the Deep Zone worlds had to pool resources and support those who needed help. With her experience, she could see the

  broader picture. Other Deezees, though, including even an important man like Administrator Reming himself, had no such wide-ranging understanding and could not think beyond their own parochial

  concerns. They needed a better leader, a deeper thinker.




  If Enva’s plans worked out right, she would soon rise to a position to take over as Tehila’s planetary administrator. And that would be just a start.




  Now, looking at grievances from the Candela refugees, she compiled a summary of domicile requests, homestead applications, filings for food packages and relief, zoning alterations to allow the

  construction of multiple-unit dwelling complexes, colony kits removed from storage. The sheer number of people who needed interim shelter was staggering. The new crowded dwelling complexes reminded

  her of refugee camps; the comparison was problematic but unavoidable. Their situation would improve—like her own. In the meantime, everyone had to endure.




  She finished her report quickly, but killed time for an extra hour because Administrator Reming was not accustomed to sheer efficiency. When Enva saw her opportunity, she went to his office to

  deliver the final document. The door was ajar, and she pushed it open.




  Reming’s personal offices were more cramped and less well-appointed than those of a simple bureau deputy back on Orsini. But Karlo Reming seemed to consider them—and

  himself—extremely important. Enva saw that he was in deep discussion with three other men and one stern-looking woman.




  “I’ve rearranged the station shifts,” that woman said. “I personally chose all personnel aboard the terminus ring from the Hellhole line. That’s

  important.”




  One of the men said, “We need to secure the Sonjeera line as well. If anything happens to that, this plan falls apart.”




  “When do we send our ultimatum to the General?” asked Reming just before he looked up, and showed surprise when he saw Enva poking in through the door.




  She averted her eyes. “Excuse me, Governor. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”




  “This is a private meeting,” snapped the third man; he was pale and angry.




  “This is one of my best employees,” said Reming. “Sometimes she’s too efficient for her own good. I wish I had more like her.” To Enva, his chuckle sounded like a

  nervous affectation.




  “I didn’t mean to intrude, Administrator.” It was hard for her to maintain a meek and subservient demeanor, but she was growing more practiced at it. “I brought the

  resettlement reports you requested.” Her pulse increased from hearing the snippet of conversation. What was Reming up to? “I’d like to offer my services, too. You mentioned that

  someone needs to go to Hellhole to deliver a report to the General?” Her thoughts were racing. She had been looking for an opportunity to leave all this behind and present herself to the man

  who should have been her ally, to reclaim her position of power.




  “We said nothing about going to Hellhole,” said the stern woman.




  “Yes, you did,” Enva said.




  Administrator Reming waved his hand. His hair was more gray than blond. His eyes looked sad, with heavy bags under them. He tried to dismiss Enva’s comment. “Nothing you need to

  worry about.”




  Enva said, “I just want to put in my name as a volunteer. I’ve always wanted to see Hellhole.”




  Reming blinked. “You want to see Hellhole?”




  Enva just shrugged.




  “I’ll keep you in mind if an opportunity arises.” The administrator took the resettlement reports from her, glancing at the lists of Candela refugee requests: lodging, food,

  homesteads. He made an angry sound. “Parasites. Why did they all have to come here?”




  “I believe it was because their planet was destroyed, sir,” Enva pointed out. The others just scowled at her.




  Reming shooed her away. “That will be all for now, Enva. I’m very busy.” He set the reports aside, and she knew he didn’t care about solving the Candela refugee problem,

  simply wished it would go away.




  But she had watched and listened, and wheels had begun turning in her mind. She decided to find out what was going on.
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  Candela hung mortally wounded in space, the corpse of a once-beautiful world.




  Even before the stringline scout ship arrived above the damaged planet, Tanja Hu felt acid tears burning her eyes as dismay and hatred boiled up along with a bitter helplessness about how she

  had been unable to prevent the disaster.




  Piloting the ship as they raced along the iperion path from Hellhole, Ian Walfor fell silent, considerate of her grief. He didn’t need to utter any comforting platitudes, did not gently

  squeeze Tanja’s hand, although she would have appreciated that.




  He decelerated toward the stringline terminus ring that had once been a symbol of hope, a new transportation network that connected all the DZ planets like a safety net. It should have been the

  start of a commercial golden age for her planet, for Theser, for new consortiums of trading partners.




  When Candela appeared before them now with all its devastating scars, though, Tanja couldn’t help but gasp. Even the normally loquacious Walfor had no words. Tanja’s throat

  constricted, and the tears blurring her vision could not dull the horrific image of the devastated planet. She felt as if they were attending the wake for a dead world. “I knew what to

  expect, Ian, but I had to come back anyway. I had to see it for myself.” She shook her head. “I had to know for certain what was left.”




  Tears trickled down Walfor’s face as well. His voice was hoarse. “The Constellation has inflicted plenty of harm on us, but we can’t blame them for this.”




  No, for the Candela tragedy she couldn’t blame Diadem Michella. The Ro-Xayans were entirely responsible for this.




  No one had even known about the militant faction of the alien race until they struck a deathblow against Tanja’s world. How could anyone fight such a powerful foe? And if Encix’s

  fears were correct, the Ro-Xayans would come back to finish their work on Hellhole with an even more appalling asteroid bombardment. . . .




  Tanja had been Candela’s hard and efficient planetary administrator, helping her planet thrive in spite of the Constellation, which was always there to demand tribute, but absent and

  unhelpful whenever aid was needed. She’d been an early rebel, along with General Adolphus, but in all of her plans and efforts, no one had thought to watch out for planet-killing aliens from

  the past.




  “I remember how much it hurt when my uncle Quinn and his village were buried in a mudslide—too much mining and too little safety, just so they could meet the Diadem’s

  production quota,” Tanja said bitterly. “I’d never been so heartbroken, never imagined the pain could be greater, but now . . . my entire planet has been murdered.”




  Walfor reached over, stroked Tanja’s long black hair. She closed her eyes and let him, then opened them again. She felt obligated to stare at the ruins of Candela; she owed that to

  herself. Her world had been a proud independent colony before the Diadem annexed the entire Deep Zone into the Constellation. The jungles were lush and fertile; the city of Saporo, floating on the

  gem of a harbor, had been magnificent. An old funicular on a rail had once taken sightseers to the top of a hill so they could look across the verdant landscape.




  Now, though, Candela had been beaten bloody. A pair of gigantic asteroids had fallen like anvils from the sky on a malicious coordinated course. Remaining there in orbit until the last moment,

  Tanja had watched the inevitable and appalling cosmic strikes. Centuries ago, the planet Hellhole had suffered from a similar titanic impact that wiped out most indigenous life-forms there,

  including the Xayan civilization. That impact had cracked Hellhole’s crust, ignited volcanism, and churned the climate so badly that the planet still writhed in pain, even hundreds of year

  later.




  But what Candela had suffered was far worse. Huge craters still simmered with lava oozing up from the mantle. Impact rings were like ripples of rock extending for hundreds of kilometers. The

  jungles had been leveled and incinerated. The atmosphere was clogged with smoke as forest fires continued to surge across the landscape. Scarlet cracks showed shatter lines across the expanse of

  the continents. It would be centuries before even the most daring pioneers could set foot here again.




  It was a cosmic irony, Tanja thought, that even with so much devastation, the stringline terminus ring remained intact in orbit, allowing swift travel from Hellhole . . . although there was no

  reason for anyone to go back to Candela.




  Finally, Walfor spoke. “At least you saved two hundred thousand people, Tanja. You led the evacuation. They didn’t all die. We had some warning.”




  “I didn’t do enough,” she said.




  His brow furrowed, his gaze hardened. “You did what you could. No one could have saved more.”




  Her expression softened. “Yes, at least we did that—thanks to you.” If Walfor hadn’t accidentally discovered the inbound asteroids, aimed and accelerated by the merciless

  Ro-Xayans, Candela would have had no warning at all.




  Walfor deployed sensor packages to take detailed readings to chronicle the devastation down there. “I want a full record, including deep geological scans.”




  “Maybe with armored shelters a camp could survive down there, for a while at least.” Tanja couldn’t take her eyes from the awful devastation. “But why would anyone want

  to go there? There’s nothing left.”




  Walfor kept his voice low, as if in apology. “To see if the iperion can still be mined, of course.”




  She didn’t resent him saying it, knew that past the doorway of her grief she had pragmatic concerns to deal with. She was a planetary administrator without a planet. Candela had been the

  Deep Zone’s only known source of the vital molecular tag that allowed superfast stringline travel. The only other source was the planet Vielinger in the Crown Jewels, and those mines were

  nearly played out.




  “No one will ever be able to find iperion in that mess down there,” she said. “With all that upheaval? The whole landscape has been reshaped.”




  “Yes, but we know it’s there.” Walfor’s expression held forced hopefulness. “If not here, we need to hope our prospectors find iperion on other worlds.

  They’ve increased their efforts throughout the DZ. With all those planets, someone is sure to find another deposit.”




  Tanja wasn’t so hopeful. “We know how incredibly rare iperion is. Just because we found a strike on Candela doesn’t mean it exists on any other planet, particularly not one of

  the habitable ones.”




  He smiled at her. “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong, my dear. We found iperion on Candela and on Vielinger. Finding the substance on one planet makes it an anomaly.

  Finding it on two, and especially two that are widely separated, means that it’s not unique. There’s no reason we can’t hope to discover it on three, or four, or many

  more planets. We just have to keep looking.”




  “I hope you’re right.” She tried to turn her thoughts elsewhere, to other important matters. Hundreds of thousands of Candela refugees needed to be relocated, settled. Most had

  gone to Tehila, which was where she and Walfor planned to live for the time being. Ian Walfor had also lost his home after Commodore Percival Hallholme attacked his icy planetoid of Buktu,

  capturing all the inhabitants—all of Walfor’s friends and family—and destroying everything in his wake.




  Apparently sensing what Tanja was thinking, he frowned. “I hope you and I find another home soon. The DZ has already lost two planets.”




  “Three planets, counting Theser. Sia Frankov and all her people slaughtered . . . leaving another lifeless world like this one.”




  “Theser was devastated, but not like this. I visited there. Yes, its main city was leveled, the people killed, but we can colonize the place again—and right now. When the Ro-Xayans

  destroyed Candela, though, they meant for that place to be lifeless for a very, very long time.”




  A chill went down Tanja’s spine, as she thought of the warnings Encix had made. “And they’re not finished yet.” She turned away from the scarred planet, gazed out into

  the emptiness of surrounding space. “Widen your sensor net, Ian. Let’s make sure there’s nothing around here spying on us.”




  They searched the planetary emptiness with scanners and circled the world, still checking—but detected nothing out of the ordinary. Nevertheless, Tanja continued to watch, wary. The

  ominous feeling wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t shake the sensation that something was watching them. And it wasn’t friendly.
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  Lord Selik Riomini rather liked the appellation people used for him—the Black Lord—but it hardly said everything about him. True, he

  traditionally dressed in black, and his house flag was predominantly black, and he kept a number of obsidian sculptures in his villas and manor houses. Yet, black did not describe his moods,

  because he was often quite pleased with the ever-widening reach of his power.




  The color black did, however, nicely suggest the danger he presented to anyone who dared to oppose him.




  Queasy from the spicy lunch he’d eaten, Riomini rode in an armored staff car that made its way from his Vielinger manor house, passing through an ornate gate at the western entrance of the

  estate. Black paramilitary vehicles led and trailed his staff car, bristling with weapons; his ubiquitous female guards rode alongside his car on high-speed cycles. Black flags fluttered on all of

  the fenders.




  Lord Riomini took a formidable force whenever he traveled from Aeroc. As part of his aggressive persona, he liked to let his enemies know that he could strike with great ferocity at any time.

  That was how he’d wrested Vielinger, the Crown Jewels’ only known source of iperion, away from the inept de Carre family.




  Riomini’s staff car passed through a military guard station and entered a fortified industrial complex, then came to a stop in front of the largest building. He had an appointment to meet

  with Commodore Hallholme, who was delivering prisoners he’d captured from the rebel world of Buktu out in the Deep Zone. Riomini intended to put those enemy captives to work in the iperion

  mines, but first he had an inspection to complete.




  Surrounded by his entourage, the Black Lord strode into the building, where he inspected an assembly line of spacecraft engines, where robotic arms fitted parts and performed quality-control

  tests. At Riomini’s side, the stocky facility manager rattled off details, while Anson Tebias, the Black Lord’s most trusted adviser, accompanied them, waiting for an opportunity to

  talk. In his mid-thirties, Tebias was tall and painfully thin; he made Riomini think of a stretched-out noodle, but Tebias was a very intelligent man, and he gave good advice.




  The facility manager said, “As you know, my Lord, these spacecraft engines are destined for the Constellation fleet, so we must make certain each one is perfect. It is generous of you to

  fund this operation for the benefit of all.”




  With a smile, Riomini said, “I’m only doing my duty for the Constellation, as any person of means should do.”




  But Selik Riomini harbored deep resentment toward Diadem Michella, who did not adequately appreciate his contributions. He should already be the next Diadem, but the old woman kept stringing him

  along, never fully endorsing him, toying with him and other candidates. At one time his main competition had been Enva Tazaar, but even after the ambitious noblewoman’s fall from grace,

  Michella had not embraced him. And she refused to retire . . . or die.




  “Excellent work,” he told the facility manager with a knowing glance at Anson Tebias. “Keep constructing the new warships. There’s no telling how soon we may need

  them.”




  Regardless of how Diadem Michella snubbed him, he would make assurances of his own.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Leaving the industrial complex, Riomini’s convoy was delayed on the main Vielinger highway by an accident between a cargo hauler and a transport bus. There were several

  injuries, and wrecked vehicles blocked the road. Showing no patience, Riomini commanded one of his armored military vehicles to push the wrecks and emergency vehicles off the road. He needed to be

  on his way.




  By the time he reached the iperion mines, Commodore Hallholme was already there, resplendent in his gold-and-black Constellation uniform as he paced outside one of five landed transport copters.

  Riomini had wanted to make a grand entrance to impress the old soldier; instead, delayed, he had to mumble excuses as he stepped out of his staff car.




  Though he was the old veteran’s superior, Riomini always felt intimidated in Hallholme’s presence. The Commodore’s legendary status and judgmental demeanor had a way of

  unnerving him.




  With only a cursory salute to the Black Lord, Hallholme signaled for his men to begin unloading Buktu prisoners from the burly copters. They had been held in custody since the Commodore’s

  return in defeat from his last engagement with General Adolphus, but Riomini had pulled strings to get them transferred here to Vielinger. Several hundred expendable laborers would come in handy in

  the dangerous mines. He would save on expenses by trimming safety margins. Better to put DZ rebels at risk than loyal citizens.




  As the teams of guarded prisoners were led into the main mine entrance, the Commodore approached Riomini. “The Buktu captives are now in your care, my Lord. I gave them my word that they

  would be treated humanely. Is there anything else you need of me today, sir?”




  The words sounded good, but the Black Lord found the old Commodore’s tone irritating, an edge that did not sound adequately deferential. Riomini waved a hand. “Go, and await my

  further commands.”




  Hallholme nodded stiffly, gave another salute, and hobbled back to his aircraft. The copter had already taken off in an efficient-seeming rush by the time Riomini reached the mine entrance. A

  tall Nordic man identified as the leader of the prisoners, Erik Anderlos, listened as the mine supervisor issued gruff instructions to the new captive work crew. Anderlos did not look pleased,

  although he grudgingly joined the other prisoners.




  The iperion mine supervisor, Lanny Oberon, wore dusty gray coveralls. He greeted Lord Riomini with a slight bow.




  Riomini said, “Work these prisoners hard, and deal severely with troublemakers. Feed them just enough to keep them working.”




  Oberon also looked displeased to hear the rough instructions. He’d been known to speak his mind and had kept his position only due to his expertise in extracting iperion from difficult

  veins. “The de Carres would never have used slave labor—they ensured the safety and well-being of the miners. But you are not giving me the budget or authorization to do that, my

  Lord.”




  Riomini said, “Our priority here is to ensure the efficient operation of the mine and to produce the maximum amount of iperion. We have to extract whatever is left in the veins. You seem

  to be forgetting that these prisoners are enemy combatants, traitors to the Constellation. By rights, they should have been summarily executed, but this way they can perform a useful duty to make

  up for their crimes.” Then he added, as a concession, “Any funds we save by using these prisoners will go toward improving the structural integrity and operating efficiency of the

  mines.” He looked around. “Where’s the maintenance foreman? That’s his responsibility.”




  “Jando Knight is on duty underground, sir, going about his rounds. Do you also wish to speak with him? I am in charge of orienting the new workers.”




  “No. He knows what I expect of him.” Riomini narrowed his gaze. “As do you, Oberon.”




  The supervisor was not intimidated. “I will perform my job faithfully, my Lord. No one is better at my job, and I’ve always been loyal to my employer, but I must also protect the

  welfare of my workers.”




  “Don’t forget, these are enemy prisoners—if they get a chance, they’ll cut your throat.”




  “Yes, my Lord.” Oberon bowed again, and trudged toward the main iperion mine shaft.




  





  8




  The large prison encampment near Slickwater Springs was surrounded by two high fences thrown together with construction wire and livestock mesh

  barricades taken from Sophie Vence’s warehouses in Michella Town. The holding area had been built quickly after General Adolphus accepted the surrender of the Constellation soldiers. Tents

  and prefab colony huts offered shelter but few comforts.




  Adolphus’s camp guards patrolled the perimeter in vehicles and on foot. Despite the guards and the fences, Bolton Crais knew that the rugged, hostile landscape of Hellhole was the primary

  deterrent to escape.




  In theory, it was only a temporary settlement, but Bolton knew the resolution of the conflict was far from over. He and his fellow prisoners of war had been here for many weeks already. It

  seemed like an eternity.




  Around him, the camp was a buzz of activity as he climbed the steps of a wooden frame building at the center of the complex. Though the structure was not quite completed, it was being used as a

  makeshift entertainment hall, as if the prisoners had resigned themselves to staying here for some time. They had access to movie and game loops as diversions from the tension and boredom. When

  finished, the building would be a meeting hall, where Redcom Escobar Hallholme would address his captive officers, and where Sophie Vence, as the camp administrator, would meet with Bolton or other

  camp representatives to listen to their complaints and respond to them. Two evenings ago, after a growler storm had skirted the valley and injured more than a dozen prisoners with static

  discharges, the officers had gathered outside the building, voicing concerns that the temporary shelter of the camp was insufficient to protect them from threats.




  Sophie made no secret that she resented the POWs and what they represented. She merely replied, “If our hospitality bothers you, maybe you shouldn’t have come to our lovely planet in

  the first place. I believe you intended to raze all of our colony settlements to the ground?” She was particularly brittle around Redcom Hallholme—with good reason, since his treachery

  had resulted in the death of her son and his girlfriend. “You haven’t even experienced the razor rain yet, or the spawning of cannibal beetles.”




  In times of tension, Bolton was the one who could speak in a reasonable tone, trying to make the best of the situation. “Nevertheless,” he pointed out, “we did surrender under

  promises from General Adolphus that we would be taken care of. Leaving us vulnerable to known meteorological hazards is not keeping us safe.”




  “You of all people, Major Crais, shouldn’t quibble about promises made or kept.” Sophie drew a breath, calmed herself with a visible effort, and responded in a lawyerly tone.

  “When the Army of the Constellation went to war against us, all your soldiers assumed the risk of unknown dangers. When we accepted your surrender, we admittedly assumed certain

  responsibilities for your welfare. We are doing our best to accommodate you in a humane manner, but don’t be so foolish as to ask that we build a fully secure prison complex to accommodate

  thousands. General Adolphus can’t be expected to provide more protection for enemy troops than he does for his own people, or for himself. Welcome to Hellhole—welcome to

  reality.”




  Her remarks had elicited a murmur of discontent from the officers, but the more Bolton thought about it, the more he felt she was right. Under the circumstances, the captors seemed to be doing

  what they could.




  With a sigh, Sophie added, “Your men and women have all the incentive they should need to do the work. When this large building is finished, it will serve as a solid emergency structure in

  the event of a storm. You’ll have to crowd inside during any crisis, but you should be safe enough.”
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