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Prologue

Tau Ceti Station, Inner Ring, Chairman’s Residence

The dead nurse sprawled across a desk partly covered by medical monitors, pale hair green under their glow. Her charge, the Chairman of Central Command himself, lay ancient, withered, and unconscious in his life support bed in the middle of the spacious bedroom, but his life was safe—for now. Farryn took one last glance at the man who ruled thirty billions of humans and then camouflaged, diving deep into a gloom in which he could neither see nor be seen.

A muffled laugh drew his attention back to the room’s entrance—a human presence, bright and vital and in high good humor, approached from the other side. The door opened a crack, and the empathic glow stuck its head through.

“Oi,” came a man’s hoarse whisper. “Hilda. You awake?”

From further away, past the reach of Farryn’s senses but well within his hearing, another, louder whisper replied, “Eh, let her sleep. Hell of a job she’s got.”

The figure at the door gave a soft, derisive snort, but he withdrew his head and straightened with a soft click of a latch. Farryn let loose a breath he had not realized he was holding and padded toward the door, stretching his senses as far as they would reach. The intrusive guard had retreated and rejoined his fellows clustered in a room down the hall, most likely still playing at cards, as they had been when he arrived. Such lax security would garner the reward it deserved when the Chairman awoke, but for now, it made Farryn’s exit from the place simple. He slipped through the unwatched door and encountered no further security until he reached the gardens outside the service entrance. The animal he had empathically savaged on the way in whined and bolted, leaving the path clear when its handlers gave chase.

Too easy indeed, but he remained camouflaged as he left the restricted zone surrounding the Chairman’s residence. The nearest spoke to the station’s outer ring lay a fair walk ahead, through an area patrolled by security guards much more alert than those who supposedly watched the Chairman himself. The fun part, as his Triads contact would call it, was over.

And now—

Farryn paused, motionless. Indeed, what now? Warrior, strategist, one of the finest minds his world had ever produced, former ruler of the large and flourishing province of Monralar, he belonged nowhere. He had gambled everything for the future of his planet… and lost. Now, exiled from Tolar, he could do nothing more to force his planet to emerge from its long, stagnant isolation.

He took a deep breath of metal-tinged air. Saving the life of the only human in a position to give Tolar difficulties on an interstellar level left a curious emptiness. Farryn shrugged and dodged a pair of security guards. Diplomatic relations with Earth would strain and irritate the leader of Tolar’s ruling caste, the Sural, for many tens of years to come, and that old enemy would quickly deduce who was responsible when the Chairman failed to die as expected. It was a victory over the Sural—the only one left to Farryn.

The hall opened into a larger area, full of bright empathic resonance trails. As he turned into a sparsely-populated pedestrian slideway to the outer ring, an announcement floated from the commercial docks at the other end of the spoke: “Last call for Interstellar flight 1783. Passengers booked on Interstellar flight 1783 to Far India, please proceed immediately to gate B-19. The airlocks close in five minutes.”

Farryn quickened his pace. Perfect. Of the three flights he had identified with departure times meeting his requirements, the ship to Far India would take him farther than the others—farther from Tolar, farther from the ruling caste that had exiled him, and farther from his betrayer.

To the Smoke with Tolar and its stifling honor. He had contacts and money; he could build his own province among the humans. The Chairman would be a long time regaining full control of his government, and by the time he did, Farryn would be lost to view among Far India’s billions.

Yes, Far India would do very well indeed.

 


 




One


Far India, New Bangalore, Lower Docks

With his eyes on the struggling bodies and his empathic awareness focused on their shifting intentions, Farryn spotted the flying bottle only an instant before it shattered against the side of his head. Lights flashed behind his eyes, and he twisted barely in time to avoid a booted kick. Warm blood crawled down his scalp along with the cold and stinging contents of the bottle.

Only humans wasted good spirits in such a manner.

Shaking his head, he took a quick glance around the crowded saloon and caught sight of the barkeep ducking behind his bar, seeking its dubious safety just as a flailing body sailed over the worn counter on top of him. Farryn whirled past a fist, exhilaration beginning to sizzle along his nerves. The mixture of blood and beer in his hair whipped out to paint lines of red across the fist owner’s face.

Curses in English, Swan Hindi, and other strange languages battered the air, along with the meaty smack of fist on flesh and the tinkle of breaking glass. Surrounded by the brawl now, he blocked some punches rather than dodge them, and smashed a nose that looked as if previous opponents had tried to redistribute it across both sides of its owner’s face. He resumed weaving through the struggle, reaching the entrance without taking another blow, just as the authorities arrived.

Time to go.

The constable in the lead nodded and let him pass before charging into the saloon with several companions, all carrying crowd control darts. Farryn shook the remaining glass fragments from his hair and frowned at the blood-soaked shoulder of his suit. Ruined, but it was easily replaced, and pressing the heel of his palm into the wound seemed to staunch the bleeding well enough. He stepped onto the pedestrian walkway, his pace driven by the heat still singing in his blood. In bar, club, or gaming hell, he always made his way through the brawls unscathed. How had a human managed to do him an injury?

“You take a hit in there, boss?” A young cop he did not recognize lounged against a white official vehicle with flashing red and blue lights adorning its roof and red and blue lettering emblazoned along its side, one of a number of such cop cars scattered in front of the saloon’s entrance.

Farryn forced himself to slow and take a good look at the man. “So it seems.”

Tall, thin, and graceless in the brown and tan uniform of the local constabulary, the cop sported a short brush of black hair and a formidable mustache at odds with his youth. He produced a white cloth from a pocket and offered it. “It’s clean. Ain’t been used.”

Farryn nodded. Much as it pained him to be familiar with strange odalli, allowing the human to perform a small kindness would likely reinforce whatever rudimentary allegiance he possessed. Indeed, this one’s emotional landscape took on a glow as Farryn accepted the offering.

“I have not seen you before,” Farryn said. He wiped the worst of the mess off his hand, refolded the cloth, and pressed the clean side against his bloody hair, ignoring the sting.

“No sir.” The young man straightened, which accentuated his height and did little to mitigate his lack of grace. “Just graduated from the Academy, but I belong to my family, if you catch my meaning.”

Farryn eyed him. He might do well to be polite to this young human; his large, convex nose echoed that of Don Cipriani. Perhaps he was one of the Famiglia boss’s many grandsons, though to find one on the New Bangalore police force was something of a surprise. The few Chinese on the planet were tolerated because of their wealth and access to New Chin technology, but Italians were held in contempt not only by the descendants of all the twelve Ships that came from Mother India long ago, but by the Chin as well.

Cipriani or one of his kin must have spent a fortune to gain the young man this opportunity. Perhaps that explained why he watched the vehicles rather than assist the other constables in breaking up the fight—although his safety out here alone, on the streets of the lower docks at night, was questionable at best. Farryn pulled a plastin money marker from an inside coat pocket and flipped it to him. The young man snatched the card out of the air with admirable quickness for a human.

“For the owner of this establishment. See that he receives it.”

“Sure boss, anything you say.” The cop pocketed the object without examining it and leaned back against the vehicle. Little curiosity lit up his emotional landscape, a promising sign. “You need a ride anywhere?”

“No, officer. I will walk.”

“You have a good night then, boss.”

No protest followed about the dangers of walking the lower docks at night. Good—the young cop knew not to question, yet more promise in one so fresh from his training. With a final nod, Farryn continued down the walkway.

Poking at the wound on his head failed to provoke any fresh bleeding. After a quick swipe at the worst of the mess on his jacket, he refolded the bloody cloth again and tucked it into a pocket, focusing his attention on the complex mix of emotion and intent radiating from the presences around him.

In the dim light from the street lamps, the dark blood showed little, either on his already dark, charcoal-gray jacket or his shoulder-length black hair, and his appearance excited nothing more than a few furtive glances. In a city of twenty million souls—a number which equaled half the population of his home planet—these avenues never emptied, but at night the crowds thinned. Those still wakeful moved at random, going about their business, legitimate and otherwise. Then, at the furthest point of his empathic range, off to the left, someone began to follow him, radiating ill intent.

One. Alone. Brave, but suicidally foolish, if his intent was to engage in a confrontation. Farryn ducked into an unoccupied alley, pulling his hand weapon from the rigid shoulder sling under his jacket, camouflaging as he rounded a pile of stinking and tattered furniture that even the unfortunates of the lower docks would not touch. The stalker turned into the next alley, where fire escapes allowed access to the roof, and his glowing, eager presence climbed. Farryn waited, his back against the filthy wall, peering up into the camouflage gloom, until the man’s empathic glow appeared at the edge of the roof several floors above. Farryn sighted the gun along the glow of his own arm and fired. A strangled cry and a faint death shock, then silence.

Distance weapons did prove useful at times, here in the human colony worlds.

Replacing the gun in its sling with more force than was strictly necessary, he dropped his camouflage and exited the alley, irritation fueling his pace. The loose crowd parted around him, though he kept his expression blank; sense-blind though they were, humans often seemed to perceive a threat and avoid it.

He suppressed a frown. Who would dare to make an attempt on his life? No doubt a resident of the building would find the body, and he would receive a report about it in the morning, along with a background check on the failed assassin. He should call for a vehicle, but—no. For now, no one else followed him, and the fresh air, redolent with the smells of curry and cumin drifting from open apartment windows, soothed his still-raw temper.

His estate sat not far from the lower docks: a large and imposing house situated amid flower gardens, a small orchard, and even a maze fashioned from tall bushes. Built by a wealthy Far Indian aristocrat who failed to examine the location of his property before buying it, it suited Farryn well—close enough to the lower docks to be convenient, far enough to be clean, and he had purchased the property for much less than the mansion had cost its builder to construct. Though nothing like the size of a provincial stronghold on Tolar, it still possessed the virtues of large, airy rooms, separate quarters for the servants, and a bedroom adjoining his suite into which he could install a mistress.

Light shone from her windows. Still awake, then. He would require assistance to apply a tissue regenerator to the sliced skin of his head, and he preferred her touch to that of a servant. The doorman admitted him, murmuring respectful greetings in Italian, and Farryn took the stairs two at a time, shedding his ruined jacket and tossing it over the railing as he climbed.

Seated on a padded stool, Dhanya gazed into the large reflective glass attached to a desk-like piece of furniture, dressed in a gauzy, transparent bed-robe, doing what she called primping: brushing her hair, applying skin-conditioning creams to her face, adjusting her attire. He paused for a moment to trace her form with his eyes and enjoy the sensations it provoked lower in his anatomy. She was indeed quite beautiful, but he had chosen her because her skin was the precise shade and her voice the exact timbre he preferred, and for little else. He approached her back and stroked her face. She smiled, then looked down and gasped at the blood on his hand.

“What have you been doing to yourself?” she asked.

He dropped his hands to her shoulders, bloodying her bed-robe. “I need your expertise with the tissue regenerator,” he replied, although tissue regeneration was not the only thing he wanted from her tonight.

“Yes, yes, sit.” She jumped to her feet and pushed him onto the stool before disappearing into the suite’s bathing area. A bang and the sound of objects shoved across shelves ensued. She returned with a ceramic device a little larger than her hand. “Where is—is it only the side of your head?”

He examined his cracked and reddened knuckles. Not all the blood on them came from his scalp wound. “These as well,” he said.

She clucked. “Surely you can be finding a better way to keep yourself fit than to be starting fights all over town.”

He scowled. “Do not test my patience, woman. Get to work.”

With an answering frown, Dhanya thumbed a switch on the side of the device. It emitted a soft hum as she held it over the wound on his head, and warmth spread where it touched. He closed his eyes to enjoy the ministrations.

He might keep this one, despite her difficult nature. Her name, she had told him, meant good fortune, and perhaps she had proven her name true. The Restored Triads appreciated his tribute—their cut—but they had attempted to blackmail and control him by abducting the women he kept. He ignored their threats and after each abduction had set about to find a replacement. Dhanya was the latest and had lasted the longest. The Triads leader did finally seem to have learned that killing his women changed nothing. Like his suits, they were easily replaced.

“Comanche?”

The title jerked him back to the present, and his eyes popped open. He searched the mirror, half-expecting to find a different face, and found only Dhanya’s curious expression. The injury must have affected him more than he supposed. He stood and grabbed one of her hands. “Come. Bathe with me.”

He took her against the wall of the shower. When she sought to press her lips against his, he flipped her face against the tiles and did her that way, savoring the excitement coursing through her—this mistress was not a gentle lover—and enjoying her crashing joy almost as much as his own.

Afterwards, he washed away the blood and the stink of the bar and left Dhanya to her own ablutions while he toweled off and donned a heavy, dark gray robe. As he cleaned his teeth at the bathing room’s sink, she pressed her warm, dripping body against his back.

“Come to bed,” she murmured in his ear. Her arms encircled his chest, and her hands wandered downward. “I am wanting more.”

He grabbed her wrists. “No.” He spat in the basin and turned away to pad into her bedroom, heading for the door to his suite. “Good night.”

Behind him, her mood soured. “I should buy a personal automaton,” she said, following him. “Then what will you be thinking?”

“I will be thinking,” he said as he continued to walk away, “that I should tell my financial advisor to put enough money for it into the account from which you steal.”

She sputtered. He turned with his hand on the doorplate and almost smiled at the sight of her in the middle of her bedroom, naked, wet, and flaring with anger.

He paused to enjoy the spectacle before continuing, “Did you think me unaware of your ability with a computer? Your previous owner was quite clear about the cleverness of your exploits. He did, in fact, advise me to trade back your contract to the body factor before you—how did he put it?” He paused, and a number of the more anatomically interesting phrases her previous contract holder had used came to mind before he found the one he wanted. “Ah. Before you rob me blind.”

Her dark face turned ruddy. “Josef was a liar and a pig!”

“Fair evening, Dhanya.” He pushed the door open and closed it on her angry sputters. Let her temper boil. It would only make the coupling better tomorrow.

Shrugging off the robe, he slipped between the sheets of the preposterous bed the mansion’s builder had installed. Four paces long and four paces wide, it occupied one entire end of his sleeping room. Heavy marble pillars marked each corner from floor to ceiling, and swaths of purple fabric hung between them in elegant arcs, twined with gold ropes and decorated with tassels of purple and gold. The entire assembly blended into the floor and the walls. Dhanya loved the monstrosity and often asked to sleep in it with him, but he had never allowed any of his mistresses to join him there. He slept alone. It reduced life’s complications.

At that thought, a face appeared in his mind’s eye, and his hands fisted in the sheets. His betrayer. The reason he lived on this crowded, noisy, human planet rather than in his rightful place, ruling his homeworld. Even now, her name refused to remain buried.

Sharana.

The empty place his former bond-partner had once occupied in his heart twinged with the memory of the blinding pain he had experienced when the Jorann, the mother of all Tolari, had ripped away the ties binding him both to Sharana and to his province of Monralar, incapacitating him during a challenge fight and opening an opportunity for the ruler of Parania to defeat him. Sundering his pair-bond had torn his soul from his body, or so it seemed at the time. What little tender feeling remained to him seemed dim in comparison to the passion he had once possessed.

Enough. He pushed the unwanted images away. Thinking about the woman who had conspired with his enemies to have him branded outcaste helped nothing. He took a deep breath and willed his body to relax. His mind soon fled to the far shores.

 

Comanche Estate

Daylight brought with it an array of pressing responsibilities, not the least of which, this morning, consisted of studying intelligence gathered by the capos investigating his would-be assassin. Farryn chose, as usual, to tend to this duty at the desk in his study, where a wall of windows overlooked a flower garden not very different from those of Tolar, though the foliage was not blue enough for his taste. Reports on the previous night’s incident occupied the top place in the queue on his tablet, of course, and tens of others only marginally less important followed it. He skimmed through the list and marked half as priorities, sent the rest to his chief advisor, whom the Italian minority here called the consigliere, and settled in to read.

His soldati had as yet discovered little beyond the man’s name and the fact he was not native to the state of New Karnataka. By the time his capos got to the body, locals had stripped it of all valuables and most of its clothing. They did, however, find a weapon registered to the man in the nearest pawn shop, still loaded with sedative darts. The tissue match with traces from the weapon was exact, and his investigators promised to deliver more evidence shortly.

Sedatives. The assassin, it seemed, was not an assassin after all, but a kidnapper, and a careless one, to use a registered weapon in an abduction attempt. Where would the man have taken him? And how? One person alone would have found it impossible to drag him away without attracting notice, not on his streets, and even to try was the act of a madman. The man must have worked with accomplices, despite their apparent absence.

The next report raised concern as well as curiosity: a lawyer had made detailed inquiries about properties in the lower docks, on behalf of Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals. He marked it urgent and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. That particular interstellar corporation had no business in this part of New Bangalore. Such an inquiry made no sense, unless—

He pressed a sigil on his tablet.

“Yeah boss?” His secretary’s voice resonated with boredom.

“Send for Jorik and Tai-hua. And tell Don Cipriani—politely—that I want to see him.”

“Right away, boss.”

He tapped his fingertips together. Rembrandt had connections to his homeworld, and to his former province of Monralar, but the inquisitive lawyer was not likely here at the behest of its new ruler—Farryn’s own son—who could not have even indirect contact with an outcaste without risking his own honor. The Rembrandt family itself, headed by the Duke of New Norfolk, might want to find him for their own reasons. While functioning as ambassador to the Trade Alliance, Farryn’s son had, after all, engaged the Duke’s youngest son as Monralar’s financial advisor and taken him to Tolar. However, if Farryn understood the Britannic aristocracy correctly, they would consider abduction rather beneath their dignity.

Who else, then? Earth’s Chairman was too busy with more immediate difficulties to bother the man who had saved his life and restored his health, and no one else outside Far India had cause to seek him out.

A local, then.

He returned to the reports, none of which presented problems more significant than which local officials required bribes and which required… persuasion… to do as they ought. As he frowned his way through the petition of an elderly widow seeking relief from harassment by young toughs who hated the Italian minority, the door slid open, and Don Cipriani strolled into the room with one of his beautiful young granddaughters draped on his arm like an ornament. Farryn rose from his chair and offered a slight bow. The old man nodded, white-haired and vigorous, dressed in dark, almost scholar blue clothing of the style favored by the human aristocracy. His granddaughter, a child Farryn knew to have a mere nineteen standard years, clung to his arm in a gown of… the same pale blue worn by his old enemy, the Sural. The combination unsettled him. If Cipriani hoped to stimulate Farryn’s interest in his granddaughter, he had chosen an unfortunate wardrobe with which to attempt it.

“Comanche,” the old Don said, extending a hand. His presence sparked with deviousness, but Farryn had never seen it otherwise.

“Paolo.” Farryn ignored the hand and gestured toward the elegant, padded chairs facing his desk. “I thank you for coming so quickly. Have a seat.”

“You should learn to shake hands.” Paolo took the nearest chair as Farryn returned to his seat. His granddaughter sat on the edge of hers, back stiff and eyes on her lap.

Farryn allowed himself a tight smile. “My people never developed the habit.” He opened the report about the inquisitive lawyer and tossed his tablet to the old man, who caught it easily. “Do you have anyone in Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals?”

Don Cipriani’s white eyebrows rose. “No,” he murmured, rubbing his chin with thumb and pointing finger as he read. “The company hires only Britannics, and few enough of those live on Far India. An ancient misunderstanding, I’m told, despite the use of English as a lingua franca. No one from Britannia—well, no one they would hire lives in this part of the city, certainly.” He lifted his eyes. “Why do they want you? Did you kill someone they care about?”

Farryn shook his head. “To the best of my knowledge, no, but the possibility exists. In the beginning, I did not discriminate.”

The granddaughter began to radiate anxiety.

Paolo patted her twisting fingers. “Sancia, what did I tell you about your hands? Keep them still, or you look like a child. Pretend you are holding my favorite Ishapore.” He turned his attention back to Farryn. “You wouldn’t suspect it to look at my dear Sancia, but she’s been shooting since she was big enough to pick up a gun. She’s quite the marksman now. But what was I saying? Oh yes. No, I have no one in Rembrandt’s employ.”

Farryn grunted. “We need to determine what they want.”

“With their hiring policy, they’ll have to import workers if they plan to operate in New Bangalore. Of course, some are sure to avail themselves of our services.”

The tablet buzzed. Paolo tossed it back across the desk.

“Boss.” The secretary’s voice still oozed boredom. “Jorik and Tai-hua are here.”

“Send them in.”

The two men who strolled through the door could not have been more different. Tall, blond, powerfully-built, and wearing a seemingly perpetual scowl, Jorik towered over Tai-hua’s darker, wiry form and pleasant face. Both men moved like the small predators that infested the streets of the lower docks, and Sancia’s nervousness escalated as the men approached the side of the desk, turning her presence into a significant distraction. Farryn silently cursed and signaled his secretary again.

“Yeah boss?”

“Send Dhanya in here.”

“Right away.”

He pocketed the tablet. “Have any new people moved into your districts?” he asked the two capos.

“New people move in, move out, alla time,” Tai-hua answered in a light, high voice. “You want I get names?”

“This about the guy you knocked off last night, boss?” Jorik rumbled.

Farryn nodded. “He would have been a fool to work alone. I want to know if he was hired, who hired him, who were his accomplices. Have your men find out if the local residents have seen anything suspicious. Start in the area between the Cross Main Saloon and the edge of my estate.”

“Sure thing, boss, anything else?”

“Do a background check on everyone you talk to, before you talk to them. Determine if they have Britannic or Triads connections. If they do, avoid them for now.”

“That lotta work, boss,” Tai-hua said. “Take two, maybe three week.”

“Even so. Do it. Find who hired this—” he checked his tablet “—Jeevesh Bishwakarma, and bring them to me.”

Dhanya swished into the room wearing a pale blue sari, a color he had once made the mistake of telling her irritated him. He could almost see the roiling cloud of anger around her with his physical eyes, but his empathic senses told him more than enough. She took in the situation with a glance, favored Farryn with a venomous glare, and went straight to Sancia, leading the girl to a window seat at the other end of the room. The two females put their heads together and murmured to each other, the distracting anxiety dulling to a tension in his gut that he could ignore.

“Anything else, boss?” Jorik asked. “You want us to find the creep’s family, maybe lean on ’em?”

“Check with Tony. He may have names for you.”

Tai-hua had his tablet out. “I need name again, boss, you tell me again?”

“Jeevesh Bishwakarma.”

Dhanya gasped, and all eyes turned to her.

“Do you know this name?” Farryn asked.

She bit her lip. “What did he do?”

“He tried to abduct me. Who is he, Dhanya? What is he to you?”

“Is he alive? Is he all right?”

“I will not ask you again. Who is Jeevesh Bishwakarma to you?”

She took a deep breath and lowered her eyes to the floor. “My brother.”

 




Two


Tolar Trade Station (under construction)

Sharana crossed the observation deck, her breath catching in her throat. Tolar revolved in apparent slow motion against the starry black like a vast, multicolored jewel. In the north, the lush blue-green of mid-spring contrasted with the white polar snowcap. Yellow mottled the south, creeping up from the southern glaciers in a wavy, irregular line. She had seen images before, of course, and it lent her an even greater appreciation of the stunning painting of it done by the human refugee Laura Howard for Parania’s art center, but no mere image could prepare her for the living splendor of her homeworld. Not even the ethereal beauty of Vedelar’s glacier falls at dawn compared to this… wonder.

And she was the first Tolari scholar to see her homeworld from this vantage point for thousands of years. Had her beloved…? But no, their hearts no longer beat with the moment-to-moment intimacy of the pair-bonded, and beloved was no longer her word to use. She placed a palm against the viewport and pushed down the heartache rising to constrict her throat. Had her former bond-partner paused to take one last look at their homeworld as he fled into exile, as she was doing before leaving to pursue him?

A familiar and welcome presence stepped into the doorway behind her, glowing with delight. Lord Albert St. John Rembrandt paused for a moment before he crossed the observation deck to join her at the huge central viewport.

“It is rather like the difference between seeing pictures of the Grand Canyon on Earth and standing at the edge of it yourself,” he said, in near-perfect Monrali.

“I greet you, Bertie.” Sharana put aside the swell of emotion and gave her young human friend a sidelong glance. He wore the clothing of a human aristocrat, a collection of layered garments borrowed from a time many hundreds of years in Earth’s past, all in Monralar lavender, down to the hardened animal skin covering his feet. “Your Monrali is excellent.”

He blinked one eye at her and grinned. “I had an excellent teacher. Not that I have a great deal of choice lately,” he said, slipping into English. “Farric won’t speak anything else with me now.”

She hissed and spun to face him.

Bertie smirked, entirely unrepentant, his pale blue eyes sparkling. A lock of fine, golden hair slipped free of the ribbon tying it back and brushed a smooth cheek. “Yes, yes, never name a ruler and all that.“ He sniffed. “Deuced inconvenient for us mere humans, but it can’t hurt him from here, now can it?”

“You must never refer to the Monral by the name he no longer bears, Bertie, not even in your thoughts.” She shuddered, and images of the last time she had heard a ruler named played unbidden in her memory. “He is your closest friend on our world, and you can injure him more than you know.”

“I’m not one of his pledged Monrali subjects, Sharana. I can’t see how I can hurt him if I’m out of earshot.” He pointed his chin at the planet below them. “And at the moment, I’m about as out-of-earshot as I can be.”

A retort came to her lips, but she quelled it. Effectively exiled from human-controlled space for the “crime” of making it possible for Tolar to build its own station, Bertie had thrown himself with a full heart onto Monralar’s path, and did not deserve rough words for what he had not yet learned. She turned to face him. “Your message said you needed to go over some matters with me before I leave?”

Bertie’s demeanor changed from mischief to business inside an eye blink. “We should discuss this in my office.” He offered his arm, and she curled a hand around it as they headed for the door to the corridor. “I hear there’s an heir to Monralar due to be born this summer,” he added.

“She must pass the trials to become his heir, but yes, he engendered a daughter. The Monral was careful to make the request of a woman from a line with a low incidence of ambition. Farryneth should possess a manageable level.”

Bertie winced. “Why did he name her after his father if he wants to breed the man’s excesses out of the line?”

“Attachment to a parent is very strong for us, Bertie.”

At those words, Bertie’s cheek twitched, and his mood soured enough to impinge uncomfortably against Sharana’s awareness. Lord Albert had once confided to her that his father had wanted a daughter rather than a fourth son and had not treated him well as a consequence. She tightened her empathic barriers.

Sense-blind as any human and oblivious to her discomfort, he chattered now about the quick pace of construction and the progress on the power reactor, his mood improving as he guided her through the partly-constructed station’s habitable area. He stopped at a door bearing his name on a plastin sign in English, Suralian, and Den scripts, and gently dropped her arm to open it.

“It seems,” he said in a quiet voice, giving the door a hard shove sideways when it stuck half-open, “that Tolari can also carry strong attachments to former bond-partners, even ones who came as close as yours did to triggering a civil war.”

She laid fingertips on his wrist. Startled eyes met hers.

“You are very young, dear friend,” she said softly. “Too young to know your own heart.”

He turned back to struggling with the half-open door as she sidled through it into a cramped, narrow room with unadorned, pale gray walls. A small desk with a plain, lightly padded chair occupied one end. She seated herself in one of the two similar chairs facing it, while Bertie fought again with the recalcitrant door. After he succeeded in closing it, he dropped into the chair behind the desk and banged his knees. A half-stifled curse burst from his lips.

“It’s a broom closet, you know.” His eyes flashed, and his mouth set into lines of annoyance. “The observation deck is fully operational so the Den foci—who are blind, damn it!—can refresh their souls, but God forbid the planet’s chief financial consultant should have a decent office during construction. My sleeping quarters are worse. I’ve seen larger coffins.”

Sharana stifled a laugh. “I begin to understand why you prefer to work from Monralar.”

“For now.” He pulled a tablet from an inside pocket of his outer garment, and his voice softened. “Are you sure I can’t talk you out of this? Monralar needs you, and so does its new ruler. If this is so important to you, why didn’t you look for Farryn before he left the planet?”

Because I would have died rather than seek him among the outcastes, she whispered silently. Because, at first, I thought I could live without him.

“I bear some responsibility for what happened,” she said, finally. “I could have guided rather than antagonize him.”

“A man is responsible for his own actions.”

“I helped make him the man he is.”

Resignation colored Bertie’s emotional landscape, and his shoulders dropped an almost unnoticeable fraction. He shoved a large envelope across his desk. “This is everything we have on him so far.”

Her heart stuttered, but she took the envelope and opened it. Images on stiff paper slid out from among the thick sheaf of papers within—of Farryn, wearing dark gray human clothing. She fingered one, sliding it closer. It depicted him at a gathering of some kind, with a beautiful, dark-skinned woman on his arm. He did not appear unhappy. She touched his face with a fingertip, moving from one picture to another while Bertie continued to speak.

“We’ve known for some time that Farryn is on 61 Cygni II, but it took quite a bit of work to trace him to New Bangalore. My brother Edwin sent a company lawyer to where we thought he might have gone to ground, and he managed to get invited to a party where Farryn showed up.” He gestured toward the images. “As you can see, it’s him.”

“Gone to ground?”

“It’s a way to say he’s hiding, like an animal in a burrow. He’s pretending to be human and using an assumed name, but if we could find him, then Central Security certainly can, especially if they have any clue that some of you Tolari have ventured into human space. Why they haven’t gone after him is anyone’s guess, after—well, he should be a wanted man. He’s not.”

Sharana’s scalp crawled. “What has he done?”

“Sharana—” 

“What has he done?”

Bertie closed his eyes. Opened them. Took a breath. “He’s a killer, Sharana, a paid assassin, and we think—” he took a deeper breath “—we think he’s personally responsible for dozens of deaths. He controls most of New Bangalore’s lower docks now, and his influence is growing. If he gets the Restored Triads Dragon under his thumb, he could topple the Raja of New Karnataka, but with his ambition, who knows where he’ll stop. I wouldn’t be surprised in ten years to see him Maharaja Bahadur of Far India.”

She came to the last image and stopped. Farryn stood looking out of a doorway, his jacket open to reveal a human distance weapon, a small, sinister object, tucked into a sling at his shoulder. He had once jested about using such a thing to kill his old enemy the Sural, but to actually possess one, to carry it in so casual a manner? The air gusted out of her, and she dropped her head in her hands. Could she even hope that the man he had once been still survived?

Concern swirled into Bertie’s presence, an endearing mixture of sympathy, youthful longing, and fear for her safety. “You don’t have to go after him,” he said, reaching across the desk to lay his fingers on her wrist. His heart lay bare to her through the contact. “I can cancel all the travel arrangements. Go back down to the planet and make a life for yourself. Please. Visit your daughter and granddaughter, see the sights, teach, but for the love of all that’s holy, stay on Tolar. Human space isn’t safe, not with tensions as they are between Earth’s government and the Sural.”

“I must try,” she whispered. “I bear responsibility.”

A frustrated sigh escaped Bertie. “Getting close to him will be profoundly dangerous, and if anything happened to you, F—” he stopped and swallowed. “The Monral would never forgive me.”

The lump rose in her throat again. “My heart walks with Farryn,” she replied, lifting her eyes to meet his. “I must see him, talk to him. I must know.”

“Bloody hell,” he muttered, “there’s no arguing with a woman in love.” He pulled a black case of stiffened fabric from a drawer and handed it to her. “Your travel papers. There’s a Den shuttle leaving for the nearest Kekrax station in a few hours. From there you’ll take a Rembrandt trade ship the rest of the way to Far India. I had an ID created for you under the name Sharanya Chander Monroe, Countess Whitdon. That’s my own title, so don’t use it on the ship, but you should be able to get away with it once you arrive in New Bangalore. If someone questions you, just say I’ve died—and being a widow means you can wear dark colors, if you want to stick to scholar blue. I’d not recommend it, however. Central Command knows your caste colors.” He stopped, and his brows pinched together. “How much can you cut your hair and not be taken for an outcaste?”

“Cut my hair?” A shock raced from her peds to her fingertips.

Bertie’s face went grim. “Hair as long as yours is rare among humans, and the way you braid and knot it would draw the eye of any security officer you come across. We need to cut it. Can we take half? That would still be long in human terms, but not long enough to remark upon, especially if you wear it up.”

She laid trembling fingers on her scholar’s knots. Only outcastes cut their hair. If she failed, she could perhaps live on the station until her hair grew long enough to look short rather than cut. If she succeeded… she lifted her chin. “Yes. Cut it to whatever length you think best.”

 

Bertie’s Office

Sharana stared down at herself. The middle-aged woman dressing her, whom Bertie had assured her was much more dangerous than she appeared, called it a sari, in dark orange with an elaborate gold and dark blue pattern at the borders. What hair she had left lay atop her head in piles of ringlets laced with strands of red jewels. More gems hung from her neck and ears, and hugged her upper arms, wrists, ankles, and fingers. It outweighed the missing hair, but she felt almost light-headed every time she moved her head. Lastly, the woman painted her face, pressed a reddened fingertip between her eyebrows, and handed her a glass to look into. Sharana almost failed to recognize herself.

“He will not know me,” she exclaimed.

Bertie, lounging in the doorway to watch the face-painting, whistled. “He won’t need to,” he said. “Farryn would have to be blind not to notice you, and he’ll have to beat his associates off with a stick. Just keep your peds in your shoes. That flap you have instead of toes looks like a birth defect to human eyes, and you’ll no doubt be snubbed.”

Sharana let a small smile play on her painted lips. “Is that how we seem to you, Bertie? Defective?”

“I’m the one with the misshapen feet here, although I trust—” and he coughed “—my devilish good looks make up for it.”

Shaking her head amid a cascade of tinkles and clinks, she flexed her peds in the stiff, jewel-encrusted slippers peeking out from under the folds of her sari. “This garment is comfortable, but I cannot move freely wearing all these decorations.”

He laughed. “The goal is to be beautiful, and you have achieved that admirably. Freedom of movement is secondary.”

“And all human women on Far India dress like this?”

“The wealthy ones, yes. Which you are. Quite wealthy, in fact. And I’ll be growing your portfolio while you’re away.”

She shook her head to more clinks and tinkles.

“Time to board the shuttle,” he said, opening the door to the hall.

She clutched the case containing her travel papers and exited the room to find herself the center of attention of a group of six large men, all with dark skin and serious expressions. The one who appeared oldest, with white streaks shooting through his black hair, stepped forward, bowing slightly while touching his palms together under his chin.

“Nakul here is responsible for your safety,” Bertie told her. “It’s not unusual for a wealthy woman to travel with any number of bodyguards, as well as a female body servant. Deepak will be in charge when Nakul needs to rest.”

Another man, presumably Deepak, touched his palms together and inclined his head, murmuring.

The party began to move down the corridor toward an airlock. The hatch was open, and a shuttle’s interior lights glared through it. Sharana subtly, and then not-so-subtly, began to probe the six men, as well as Amla, the woman who had dressed her.

“They understand what you are doing and chose to accompany you,” Bertie said, in Monrali. “And they are all utterly loyal to my family. You can trust them with your life.”

She started and stared at him.

He grinned. “I may not have your empathy, but I know the look you have when you use it.”

“You are observant,” she said ruefully.

“I have been accused of it.” His smile disappeared as they reached the airlock, and he bowed, deeply. “Be careful out there, Sharana.”

“Fair journeys, Bertie. And… my gratitude.”

The airlock hatch closed between them like a stronghold’s great doors sealing shut. On the other side, Bertie waved through the hatch’s round window. Doubts assaulted her. Could she do this? Could she find Farryn? Would he accept her, listen to her? Her heart thudded.

“Sahiba?”

She turned. Nakul gestured toward the cabin. She cast a final look back through the little window, but Bertie had already turned away. She straightened, lifted her chin, and followed the big Far Indian through a cabin sparsely populated with somewhat human-shaped but empathically-blank Den passengers, who were seated on floor cushions, their backward-facing knees behind them. Clad in nothing but large, gaudy medallions on heavy chains, they twitched their iridescent, scaly skin at each other in a language of visual patterns. Conversations sparkled around the cabin.

Nakul led the group into a private seating compartment at the other end of the cabin. There, they found several clusters of chairs and lounges better suited to beings with forward-facing knees. Sharana chose a padded lounge, and Nakul and Amla claimed the chairs to either side. Deepak and another of the men took up positions on either side of the door. The rest took seats near Sharana. All carried a sense of expectation about them.

A vibration in the decking tickled her peds, a muffled clang sounded, and—she gasped.

“Sahiba?” Amla giggled, seeming to think that Sharana had been alarmed by the thought of her first passage into K-space.

Sharana focused on the reassuring solidity of the lounge on which she sat. “Nothing,” she whispered. Nothing. It was precisely nothing that left her breathless. Tolar, and its communal, empathic Song, had vanished from her awareness. Where it had been, a disorienting silence clawed at her heart. She cast out her senses, searching for something, anything, to fill the emptiness, and encountered only the impassive, undisturbed glows of her companions, faintly connected by common purpose. Was this what it was like to be human, to reach beyond herself and find nothing, to be so alone? Her heart raced, and she began to cycle through the calming exercises she taught each of her new students—the exercises she herself had not needed even in the worst of the troubles with Farryn.

She had always known that in centuries past, when her ancestors traveled the stars in living ships, sensitives never left Tolar. Now she understood why. Farryn’s son had not mentioned this in the many times he had spoken of his adventures traveling to the other edge of human-controlled space on Tolar’s first diplomatic mission, but as one who possessed quite ordinary empathic ability, perhaps it had not troubled him.

It certainly troubled Sharana.

She closed her eyes and fought the silence by recalling the successions of Monralar, then of each of the remaining 103 houses of Tolar, back to the days when the Benefactors had brought them, unwilling and untutored, from Earth. She recounted the movements and currents of Tolari political and social history, the wars and treaties, the names of her colleagues and their particular specialties, and even the table-fruits of her childhood. Finally, the worst of the dislocation passed, and surviving the voyage began to seem a tolerable idea.

Surrounded by the clinking and tinkling of her decorations, she rose from the lounge and crossed the compartment to its large viewport. Her heart ached at the thought of Farryn so very alone. He appeared comfortable, or at least not unhappy, in the images Bertie had shown her, but Farryn’s training as a member of the ruling caste taught him to appear exactly as he wanted to appear. He had been adept at the Game of appearance and deception, skill and diplomacy, played by Tolar’s provincial rulers. Behind that agreeable expression could lurk anything.

And close to his hand had been, not the weapons of his own nerves and fists, but a machined object for killing others, unaware and at a distance, with relative safety for its wielder.

The viewport showed only the ominous dark of the strange under-dimension through which the shuttle traveled. She gazed into the blackness, pebbles racing across her skin not only from awareness of its menace and the soul-eating solitude it seemed to cause, but also because she had not told Bertie the whole truth. Yes, Farryn’s son, as the new Monral, was doing well despite his youth, and he was winning the admiration initially denied him due to his father’s disgrace. The Sural, reconfirmed by the ruling caste as its leader, continued his slow plans to reconnect Tolar with the stars. No one had looked into the paths of history and realized what to Sharana seemed as obvious as ink upon a page: Tolar’s ruling caste stood in need of more leadership than any one provincial leader could provide.

And Farryn, her love, was twice-lost, having killed a child for political advantage, and then having stooped to naming his rival in a challenge to clear his honor. Yet, against all reason, the Jorann had told her he could be redeemed from his fall, could become again the man he once was.

No one on Tolar would dare to call Farryn back to honor. Sharana didn’t know if it was even possible.

But she must try. She must.

 




Three


Tau Ceti Station, 17 Dec 2553

Five minutes after Adeline Russell arrived at work Monday morning—no, not even five minutes—her secretary, a small brunette dressed in neat Central Security grays, laid a large manila envelope on the desk in front of her.

“This just arrived, sir. I signed for it on your behalf.” The woman turned to leave.

Adeline stopped breathing. Mail. Real, hand-delivered, physical mail, with a postage imprint on the other side of what most government employees earned in a month. When the door to her office clicked shut, she sucked in a long, shuddering breath. Adeline Pearson Russell, the label read. Chief of Operations, Department of Security, Central Command Headquarters, Tau Ceti Station. In the upper left corner, another label said, Commonwealth of Boston, Court of Common Pleas. Willing down the lump rising in her throat, she unsealed the envelope and pulled out the thick sheaf of papers it contained. On the top sheet, arching letters in an ornate typeface proclaimed, Decree of Divorce.

She hadn’t wanted to seduce and marry Smithton Adler Russell, a prominent diplomat from a wealthy Boston family. Her then-supervisor in Central Security had ordered her to do it, and when she received the assignment, she’d expected years of tedious monogamy. What she got instead was a skilled lover who could satisfy her like few men she had ever met. By the time everything on the Tolar mission went sideways and someone, or something, dusted Smitty’s closest friend, she had become more attached to him than she realized—until he accused her of betrayal for concealing from him that she worked for Central Security and then jettisoned her from his life.

To add insult to injury, he went back to his first wife. And now, after nearly two years of fighting it, the marriage she hadn’t wanted, but which had grown to mean more to her than she ever expected, was over.

Her eyes stung. The odds of finding someone like him again—

You knew this was coming, she interrupted herself savagely. Get over it. With a firm swallow, she shoved the papers back into the envelope, then dropped them into the bottom drawer of her desk, where she put work she didn’t want to see, and slammed it closed on that entire episode of her life. Men were good for one thing, and one thing only: relieving tension. Nothing else. It would be a cold day starside before she let one get to her like that again.

Her tablet chimed. She read the call information—the field operative on the Kekrax trade station at Gliese 877. Good. She needed a distraction. Smoothing her face, she accepted the call.

“What do you have for me?” she asked.

Dark eyes gazed out of a forgettable face. “A Tolari just boarded a long-range trade ship owned by Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals,” he said. “I’m transmitting the images now. She’s on the Victoria IV, bound for Far India.”

“Images, you say?”

“Yes sir, it surprised me as well when the sniffers picked up Tolari DNA off a visible individual. Unlike the one that used their damned camouflage to ghost through before we could catch him, this woman is traveling openly, disguised as a rich Far Indian. Came in on a Den transport from Tolar Station, but I’m sorry to say she had too many bodyguards to risk apprehending her. It appears we’ve another one loose in human space.”

“At least we’ll be able to track this one. Hold on while I run the ID.” Adeline put the images into the identification program without looking at them first and shoved a data thumbnail with her own collection of images from the Tolar mission into a computer port. A match came up in seconds, one that instantly improved her mood. “Just what I needed today,” she murmured.

“Sir?”

“You have yourself a great Christmas, Garry.” She beamed a smile. “You’re getting a bonus for this.”

“Thank you, sir. Happy Christmas.”

She cut the connection and started to reach for the pre-packed travel case she kept under the desk, then cursed as the momentary elation dissipated. Opening the divorce decree revoked her access to Smitty’s property on Tau Ceti Station, including his yacht, which sported a military-grade Kline-Thompson-Nishida drive.
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