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This , thought Bertie, will be fun.

He’d had little opportunity of late to log flight time, and it had been weeks since his last quarterly trip down to the planet. With the roar and the flames of re-entry behind them, he aimed the shuttle into the narrow flight corridor to the province of Monralar and put it into a powered glide.

Smooth as silk—if the silk was nubby, that is. As the shuttle approached the layer of scattered clouds above the southern continent, it hit a pocket of choppy air, and Bertie’s attention was briefly absorbed by piloting through it. That was behind them quickly enough. A voice in the back sounded alarmed, but that wouldn’t be either of the diplomats in the small party, certainly. They were too obviously well-traveled to be ruffled by anything short of a true emergency, so it must have been the young aide with the surprisingly deep voice. The two older men were already calming him, in voices loud enough to tell Bertie they didn’t know, or didn’t care, that he could hear them. It sounded as if the young man had only ever transported from a station to its world via phase platform. Unfortunately for him, phase platforms were banned on Tolar and shuttles were the only transportation on offer. This ride was apparently his first atmospheric entry.

That did beg the question of why two senior trade ambassadors, if that’s what they really were, would travel with such a young and inexperienced aide, didn’t it? The whole situation smacked intriguingly of a private adventure. Or perhaps espionage, which Tolari culture abhorred, but Bertie favored the former idea, because they were obviously rich enough to travel across the sector as a lark. He recognized New Arabian silk when he saw it, and the tailoring of their frock coats and waistcoats was of far greater quality than that of his own. Each of them wore clothing that was almost certainly worth more than Bertie’s annual stationmaster’s salary.

Perhaps the men represented—or more likely owned—a company that wanted to steal a march on Central Command’s bid to restore diplomatic relations with Tolar. Their destination of Monralar did, after all, produce a small and steady surplus of trade goods that aliens found valuable, and Tolar had only recently emerged from millennia of isolation. Despite their admittedly convincing but possibly fake diplomatic credentials, perhaps these men came on behalf of a textile company that coveted Monralar’s rich red dye or a jeweler seeking its famed opals. If it was the latter, they’d be disappointed to discover that the A’aan’, who draped strings of gemstones over their bodies as clothing, had something of a monopoly on those.

Another short bout of turbulence, and the shuttle broke through the clouds above equatorial Monralar’s northern coast. Ahead and below, its single large city sprawled along white sand beaches. In the verdant, blue-green hills to the south, a massive stronghold stood, three stories of white stone that walled in acres of gardens and loomed over the landscape. Bertie drank in the view as he aimed the shuttle for a landing on the roof. The sight had become a balm to his soul in the seven standard years—about three and a half local years—since he’d come to Beta Hydri IV, hired by the previous ruler of Monralar to help the planet finance its own orbital trade station. He’d remained to administer the station after learning that the head of Earth Central Security, Adeline Russell, wouldn’t hesitate to have him killed if he returned to human space. Ultimately, he’d fallen in love with the planet and its people. Tolar’s population descended from lost children of humanity whose ancestors were stolen from Earth six thousand years ago. By aliens. Like in a bad hollywood, except it had really happened.

One of those original ancestors was still alive, or so he’d been told. They called her the Jorann, and she was their highest one, outranking even the leader of the ruling caste. Bertie had been present at a conclave of Tolar’s high ones that she also had attended, though he’d not seen her with his own eyes. She was said to be one of the original children abducted by the aliens that Tolari called their Benefactors, but no child of Earth could be thousands of years old. It just wasn’t possible—telomeres, and all that; his brother Edwin, a biochemist, had been adamant on the point. Still, there were Tolari on the planet who were definitely hundreds of standard years old, and all of them practically breathed reverence when speaking of their “Mother of All.” He kept his doubts to himself.

Bertie made a small course correction, thrumming with anticipation at this unexpected trip planetside. The only shuttles available this week were flying to Suralia, where Tolar’s titular ruler lived, and these fellows insisted upon going to Monralar, located on the other side of the planet. There had been some difficulty in reaching their destination, even with Suralia approving the request. But they had applied to the stationmaster for help, and for all that Bertie was Lord Albert Rembrandt, Esq., the first Earl Whitdon and Grand High Poohbah of Tolar Trade Station, etc. etc. etc., he was also a skilled pilot with unquestioned access to Monralar’s shuttle. Barring some unforeseen disaster—or another Kekrax food fight—Tolar Trade Station could easily run without him for a few days or a week.

Besides, he could use the personal time. It had been months since he’d seen his dearest friend, the Monral, the nameless man who ruled this province.

He frowned to himself as he laid in another slight adjustment in their trajectory, then put the shuttle on full manual control for the landing. Even if the Monral insisted the roof had been adequately reinforced long since, Bertie still didn’t trust it. As skids touched stone with barely a whisper or a scrape, two figures in robes of Monralar lavender appeared from the stairwell—their escorts. Bertie knew one of them from the stronghold guards. The other must have rotated in from the city.

He popped the hatch to let the “diplomats” out, surreptitiously waving through the forward ports at the familiar guard. The guard made a gesture intended to look random but meaning, Welcome home.

Welcome home. Yes. He grabbed his frock coat from the co-pilot’s seat and shrugged into it, taking a deep breath of salt sea air as he stepped into the equatorial summer heat, still working the coat’s buttons. The guards led him and Monralar’s guests down to the cool of the stronghold’s main floor and into the audience room, where the Monral stood on a low dais, wearing his authority like a cloak. He was, like all Tolari, dark-skinned and raven-haired, though his eyes were an almost glowing amber rather than the medium to dark brown typical of his people. His height was unremarkable, neither short nor tall, but his powerful build showed even through the robe—loose, in the style of the equatorial provinces, and lavender, the color of Monralar, worn by both its ruling and guard castes. The Monral’s robe uniquely bore bright white embroidery from collar to waist, in curvilinear patterns that apparently told the story of Monralar’s founding.

Someday, Bertie thought, he would learn to read it.

To the Monral’s left, off the dais, the three members of his council of advisors sat on their heels—chief advisor Adryth in scholar’s dark blue, along with Oron, the leader of the scholar caste, in the same blue, and Tiya, the caste leader of the guards, in lavender. Bertie couldn’t see the camouflaged guards he knew were there, whose placements he knew from his own training. They would be keeping their empathic senses focused on the possible intent of everything and everyone around their ruler.

For his part, the Monral couldn’t help being aware of every Monrali around him, as Bertie understood things. He was a bonded ruler. In some very real way, the Jorann had bound him empathically to his people, linked his heart to their collective soul. Bertie had seen some of the effects of it, when the joy of the Monrali celebrating their festivals burst almost uncontained from their ruler and he became ebullient. He affected them much less strongly, but the talk in the guard wing indicated that the people of Monralar were pleased with their young ruler.

Standing beside their Monral now, holding his right hand, was a small figure in a plain robe of the same loose style and the same lavender: Farryneth, his little daughter, just five years old. Ten seasons, as Tolari counted it. She must have bonded with her father since Bertie’s last visit, and he wondered how their new parental bond meshed with his ruling bond. Farryneth, for her part, was almost vibrating with excitement. Was this her first diplomatic reception? Despite himself, he grinned.

“Uncu Bertie! Uncu Bertie!” she cried, and slipped her father’s grip to launch herself off the dais.

The greyer diplomat smiled, the other frowned, the aide looked confused, and the Monral assumed a strange, focused expression. Farryneth halted in her tracks.

Ah. Tolari child control. If the Monral could do that, then he had definitely bonded to his daughter since Bertie’s last visit. And that meant her fafea—her birth mother—would have returned to the scholar’s tower in the city. A pity, really. His visits onworld had included many enjoyable discussions of Tolari law, her focus of study. But it explained her absence now.

Farryneth waggled her fingers at him as she walked sedately back to her father’s right side. Not entirely controlled, then. It troubled Bertie to see the Monral, his closest Tolari friend, behaving like… well… He expelled a quiet breath. He could hardly expect a Tolari not to behave like a Tolari, now could he? But still.

As the party reached the dais, his friend said, “I am the Monral,” in English, because he already knew his guests had come from Boston; Bertie had transmitted their credentials down himself before taking the men to the shuttle. The Monral indicated his daughter with a sweep of a hand. “Farryneth, daughter to Monralar.”

The men began to bow and take breath to murmur the correct response of “You honor me,” just as Bertie had coached them, but the Monral interrupted by stepping off the dais to give each of them a firm handshake, human-fashion. Farryneth followed her father’s example, shaking each man’s hand in turn, including Bertie, whom the Monral had skipped over with a cordial nod. Her lips twitched and she glanced at her father as she took his hand. Bertie winked at her and offered a deep bow. She was, after all, a daughter of the ruling caste, and he had no status on the planet’s surface beyond that of a low-ranking guard. It was a welcome and restful change to simply follow orders rather than give them, as he had to do on the station.

“You honor me,” he murmured in Monrali, although the child could actually speak English as well as any five-year-old of Britannia.

Farryneth grinned and retreated to the dais to kneel and sit back on her heels, visibly calmer now.

The ambassadors took the departure from protocol in stride, though Bertie rather suspected that the Monral had done it to catch them off-guard. Five and a half standard years ago, when the Tolari had revealed their advanced technology to the galaxy and applied for membership in the Interstellar Trade Alliance, they had also finally admitted to their long-suspected empathic abilities. Few of their human cousins knew exactly what that meant, or that physical touch amplified it. The Monral had probably probed these fellows while shaking their hands, while they were off-balance and unguarded.

Which was really quite rude.

Bertie could scarcely blame him, however. Multiple attempts by Central Command to kidnap the human bond-partner of Suralia’s ruler had gotten humans banned from Tolari space years ago, and they were also unwelcome at the station. He stifled a grin at the thought of these gentlemen living for several days with the crew of the Kekrax trade ship they’d taken to get here. As citizens of the Commonwealth of Boston, a bastion of Earth prudery, they had likely been utterly mortified by the indignities and embarrassments inflicted on them by the inquisitive little reptilians. Bertie was inclined to believe that they deserved whatever the Monral chose to dish out.

The Monral offered Bertie a long, impassive glance. Oh, definitely not sparing them. Behind the men’s backs, Bertie winked.

“What can I do for you gentlemen?” the Monral asked, his English sounding as if a New Chin had learned it from a Norwegian, although that accent had softened a great deal with practice, over the years. “Have you paperwork from Central Command? A surrender, perhaps?”

While one of the men made a choking noise, the Monral glanced again at Bertie and made the hand sign for the stronghold arena. That was an order to get into proper attire and assume his role as the only human member of Monralar’s guard caste. Bertie bowed, turned on his heel, and strode for the exit while the Monral returned his full attention to the “ambassadors.”

[image: image-placeholder]After handing his  visitors off to the servants to settle them into guest quarters, the Monral headed into the guard wing with his daughter, intent on both starting her training and getting some exercise himself. Bertie was still there, doing nothing more than socializing with a number of idle guards on the edge of the arena. He was tall and lean, and his back was to the Monral as he laughed with his fellow guards. He had done as bid and exchanged his Britannic garb for a simple Monrali guard’s robe. Even from the back, he appeared disheveled, with robe slightly askew and pale hair slipping its ribbon, suggesting that he had been engaged in a vigorous workout.

The Monral stopped to give his daughter into the care of Aerav, the head guard, who would guide her in simple movement and flexibility exercises appropriate for the very young. She took the man’s hand and went off with him eagerly, without a backward glance. He chuckled at her boldness and, heart swelling with parental pride, paced toward Bertie.

The human was truly a guard of Monralar, having earned the robe he wore by passing the necessary trials. As an unmodified human, Bertie was barely strong enough or quick enough to have taken his place as Monralar’s weakest guard, and of course he lacked the innate ability to camouflage, but he always glowed with pride when mentioning the accomplishment. He had also shared techniques from the combat arts of his home planet, Britannia. Those gave Monrali guards an advantage over those of other provinces in unpredictability, if nothing else, and Bertie’s mere presence in a private meeting sometimes unsettled ambassadors from other provinces enough to give the Monral himself an advantage. The guard caste of Monralar, for their part, had accepted the human wholeheartedly, once they became accustomed to his short hair, normally the sign of an outcaste.

His exotic appearance had easily overshadowed any lingering disquiet at the pathetic length of that “ponytail.” His skin was very fair, his eyes were the blue of a clear summer sky at midday, and his fine, pale gold hair called to mind that of the Jorann, the Mother of All. Even his eyebrows were golden, along with the light froth of body hair that he, like many male humans, sported on arms, and legs, and chest. Once the guards looked past all the strangeness, a cheerful disposition and wicked sense of humor had put them at ease. Bertie had certainly made himself popular. If only he would take the Jorann’s blessing, and truly become one of them—but it helped nothing to wish for something that Bertie had repeatedly and adamantly rejected. As the Monral had done so many times over the years, he shoved the thought and the hope behind it from his mind.

The guards straightened as he approached. Bertie turned to discover the reason and broke into a huge grin.

“Did you put them in their place?” he asked, closing the distance between them.

The Monral snorted and accepted Bertie’s friendly hug. The guards had struggled at first with that habit, too; Bertie hugged anyone he knew would accept it, though he was well aware Tolari seldom touched anyone other than their own child, parent, or lover. It was, perhaps, his way of highlighting his humanity. When the guards saw how much time the Monral gave Bertie, they stopped glowering at the hugs and began debating how long it would take the Monral to coax Bertie into his blanket.

So far, that dream went unfulfilled, but at least he had the hugs. The Monral stifled an urge to soothe the edges of the pain that the contact brought into focus. It had always been there, since the time he had engaged Bertie’s services on behalf of Monralar, when Father ruled the province and Bertie lived on Capella Free Station, in Den space, far from home and family. He had been disowned—yes, that was the word. Disowned. Disavowed. Renounced. The thought of that kind of rejection from one’s own parent—despite the Monral’s difficult relationship with his own father, he could scarcely imagine it, and he could imagine no universe in which he would treat his own child in such a fashion. Bertie seemed unaware that the lingering hurt was not buried beyond reach of a Tolari’s empathic sense.

“I plan to give them as little thought as possible for what is left of this day,” the Monral said, stepping back from the embrace. “How long will you stay?”

“I gave my deputy strict instructions to keep me out of station business for a good five days, unless there’s need to take your guests back up to the station sooner. That’s long enough to teach Farryneth a bad habit or two, at any rate.” He grinned, showing lots of teeth.

The Monral lifted an eyebrow.

“Or perhaps we’ll just play pick-a-back until I drop from exhaustion.”

“Pick…?”

“I’ll be the horse, she’ll be the rider, and together we’ll terrorize the stronghold.”

“Ah. You plan to take on the role of Earth’s beasts of burden. How does such a thing terrorize my stronghold?”

Bertie grinned again. “You’ll see.”

The Monral patted Bertie’s shoulder and walked into the arena. He was here to exercise and keep his reflexes sharp, after all. Taking a place in the center, he shifted his weight forward into a ready stance and fanned out his senses to their furthest range.

Aerav called out the ancient battle cry.

“Lemtaan!”

The Monral grinned and dodged to the right as his entire contingent of guards rushed him.
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The next morning,  Bertie galloped down the long hall to the common room for the umpteenth time, doing his best imitation of a horse’s neigh, which even he had to admit wasn’t very good. With the indefatigability of a five-year-old, Farryneth shrieked and giggled from his back and called out, “Giddy yap!” Ahead along the right wall, the door to the transit room opened, and a fair woman wearing a dark purple robe and artisan knots in her long auburn hair walked out, faced him, and smiled.

He halted, panting. “Laura!”

Laura Johnson Howard. Of the Johnsons of Di Fata, the largest and wealthiest corporation in human space, owned by the richest man in the Orion Arm, her father Stephen Langley Johnson. Her friendship with Bertie, a son of the powerful Britannic family that owned rival company Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals, was as improbable as taking a leisurely stroll on the sun. The deadly animosity between the two families and the century-long rivalry between their companies—they’d been on opposite sides during both Corporate Wars—would also make their friendship a matter for society page gossip, if it became known in human space. But they were on Tolar, where he could openly love her like a sister, for all that she was a Johnson, and decades older than Bertie. She had children older than he was.

Children she could never see again, come to that, and her grandchildren with them, and Bertie knew how much that hurt her. She was far too gracious and well-mannered to say anything about it, of course, but he could see it, at times. She loved her Paran, the Tolari bond-partner to whom she’d given a son, and no doubt their love counted for a great deal. Her human family on Earth, however, believed that she’d been abducted from Tau Ceti and killed by an organized crime family. Her abductors hadn’t been from La Famiglia, though. They’d been agents of Central Security, using her as bait in one of their failed attempts to retrieve Marianne Woolsey, the first human Central Command sent to Tolar. The Sural had foiled that plot by luring her kidnapper down to the planet and killing him, with his bare hands. Bertie suppressed a shudder.

Farryneth banged her heels. “Giddy yap!”

“Fair morning, Bertie,” Laura said in Paranian, the language of Monralar’s western neighbor along the coast. She shook a finger at him. “I heard you had decided to grace Tolar with your presence outside of the usual quarterly visits. Wicked of you to give us so little warning and arrive practically unannounced!”

“As you did also?” he asked in the same language, glancing behind her into the transit room, where a handler led an ovoid, semi-sentient transport pod to an alcove nutrient bath.

“I? I followed the usual protocol for a beloved of the ruling caste. I told my Paran I wanted to come, and he called your Monral.”

“Ah. Then this must be the Monral’s idea of revenge on me for showing up on such short notice. But in all fairness, you cannot blame me. I had little warning myself. Monralar has diplomatic guests who needed a ride down, and ours was the only shuttle available. Good job they wanted to come here instead of Suralia.” He let Farryneth slide off his back, and put a hand on the girl’s shoulder before Laura could move toward him.

Laura raised her eyebrows at him. She, like every other human living on Tolar but for him, had taken a Tolari gen mod they called the Jorann’s blessing. The resulting rejuvenation made her look very young, like a woman in her twenties, and it was sometimes hard not to underestimate her. Her natural human empathy had amplified the Tolari empathy the blessing gave, and sometimes she answered what he didn’t say as if she’d read his mind. Oh no, he definitely did not want to come closer than this, not now, not knowing… what he knew. He shuddered to think what she could learn from a hug.

Mercifully, Laura had turned her attention to Farryneth and straightened into a more formal stance, although if she was trying to be serious, the effect was ruined by the twitches pulling at the corners of her mouth. Nevertheless, Farryneth straightened as well. According to Tolari protocols, Laura outranked a ruler’s child who had not yet taken the ruling caste trials, so it fell to Laura to speak first. “I am artist Laura, the beloved of Parania.”

“You honor me,” Farryneth replied, likewise in Paranian. “I am Farryneth, daughter to Monralar.”

Laura leaned down to whisper, “This is silly.”

Farryneth burst into giggles and threw her arms around Laura’s waist. Bertie snatched his hand from the child’s shoulder, in case Laura could probe him by concatenation. Laura shot him an annoyed glance as she lifted Farryneth and swung her around in circles, to the accompaniment of much giggling and squealing.

Bloody hell, Laura really could read minds. Normally he didn’t care what she picked up. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t been friends for nearly all his years on Tolar. All she’d learn is that he was glad to see her. He hoped. But you’ve got something to hide this time, you big lummox, and she’ll sense that.

If she didn’t already know everything he didn’t want to say.

Down the hall, the doors to the audience room opened, and the Monral emerged with his guests, chatting, as far as Bertie could hear, about the banners lining the walls of the corridor. The Monral turned away, toward the other end of the hall, but when one of the men made a comment and the other interrupted with a question of his own, Laura’s eyes went wide as saucers. She set Farryneth down and whirled toward the receding figures.

Then she froze, and in a strange, strangled whisper said, “Ste-ven? T-Tom?”

Bertie caught her as she crumpled.

[image: image-placeholder]Light, and Laura  realized she was awake. Familiar voices argued, intense but without rancor, in a language she couldn’t understand. One was Bertie, and the other the young Monral, who had once been… what had his name been? Oh yes. Farric. Names were important, Mama had always said—but here on Tolar, you couldn’t use them on a ruler. You called a ruler by the name of his or her province, or by a title based on it. Their given names were taken away after they came to power, and could be given to another only after their death. If they were bonded rulers, as the Monral was—as her Paran was as well—using their former name in their hearing did something to that bond that caused at best severe pain and at worst a serious empathic injury. She shouldn’t even think his name, really. Still, she didn’t want to forget it, and she would, if she didn’t bring it to mind now and then.

She opened her eyes, and the argument stopped instantly. She looked around as Bertie and the Monral turned toward her. She was in the apothecaries’ quarters of Monralar’s stronghold.

What? Oh yes. She had fainted. She never fainted. She’d gotten over that bit of high society ingénue nonsense five decades ago, when she left home to elope with John, the love of her youth and husband until—

She sat bolt upright on the narrow bed. “My… my…” the word wouldn’t come. Blast that head injury! It made so many things harder, especially speech. She finally pushed a word seldom used on Tolar through her lips. “Brothers! I saw my brothers!”

The Monral, well aware of her powerful empathy but unafraid of it, sat on the bed next to her and placed a hand on her wrist. “You are safe here,” he said, a gentle smile lighting and softening the harsh angles of his homely face. “And know that you did not fall. Bertie caught you. The apothecaries say you took no harm.”

“But my brothers!” she repeated. “My brothers are here! They cannot find out that I am alive. They cannot!”

Bertie stood by the window, keeping his distance, clearly agitated. What on Earth—on Tolar—whatever!—was the matter with him?

“Surely your brothers would never do anything to harm you,” he said.

“No, of course not. But they would tell Papa, and he would demand the Chairman explain why no one told him that I am still alive, and then Central Security would finish what they started.”

“No, artist,” the Monral said. “Your brothers were too busy with their own affairs to notice you, and I turned them the other direction down the hall. But even had they seen you, are you certain they would have recognized you?”

Her hands went to her face. She was somewhere around sixty-eight, in Earth years. Maybe sixty-nine, since Tolari years didn’t line up with Earth’s. Could she be seventy? She wasn’t sure. Whatever! She was middle-aged, and her brothers would expect her to look it. But because of the blessing, her skin was smooth and firm and her appearance that of a woman no more than twenty-five. Some of the fear drained away, and she gusted out a breath.

“Forgive me,” she said. “I panicked.”

“You did nothing to forgive,” the Monral replied, his voice reassuring. The man had a surprisingly gentle manner for a member of the ruling caste. It reminded her of—oh yes, of course. Sharana, his father’s bond-partner. She would have been a constant presence during the Monral’s formative years, even if she were not an official tutor. That could have an effect.

The Monral was still speaking. “But I think it best if you remain in the family wing until they leave. You are too obviously human, and we should not take chances.”

Too obviously human. There was that. Laura couldn’t blend in at all. Tolari were dark-skinned, dark-eyed, black-haired, all of them except for their Jorann, who looked like a Viking queen because she’d been plucked straight from some ancient northern settlement on Earth, six thousand years ago. Not many humans were known to be on Tolar, and her brothers were smart. Well, Thomas was. She’d always had doubts about Steven, who was smarter than she was—but that wasn’t saying much.

Bertie scowled. “I should have known who they were. The men who run Di Fata keep their faces out of the media markets, but we— Rembrandt has resources. I should have paid more attention.”

“Perhaps, but you could not have known how important knowledge of your family’s rivals would become here, nor predicted their arrival if you had,” said the Monral. He turned back to Laura. “Your brothers will leave soon enough, and the stronghold is large. It will pose no difficulty for you to avoid them. And I beg you, only consider how I will explain it to my daughter if one of her favorite humans leaves so soon after arriving. I have not the skill to allay her disappointment.” He grinned.

Laura gasped. “Farryneth! That poor child, she saw me faint.”

“She sensed your burst of fear—we all did—but she is not a timid child. Once she knew you were not harmed, she bore it well.” Pride tugged at those final words.

Another piece of anxiety dropped away. “Good, good. That is… good then.”

“We informed your Paran of the situation, of course,” Bertie said, and his glow roiled with… anger? Why anger? And there was something like disgust beneath it. That wasn’t like Bertie. “He leaves the decision to you, but he agrees with the Monral that there is little risk if you avoid them.”

“And you disagree.”

“Yes, I disagree. Laura, I grew up dealing with men like your brothers. I know how they think and what they are capable of, and your father has enough money to buy anything. Anything. His money has too much influence on the Chairman.”

Laura hummed to herself. She couldn’t disagree. “What was their reason for coming here? Why Monralar? Why now?” And why is Bertie so deeply angry?

The Monral grew suddenly guarded, though it didn’t show on his face. “They have not yet shown their Game.”

She looked into his eyes and let the sense of him flow through his touch on her wrist. He’d spoken truth. Strictly speaking, it sounded just like Steven—or what she could remember of him anyway—holding his cards close to the vest while negotiating. The Monral believed he knew what they wanted, and he wasn’t admitting it. She tsked aloud, and he lifted an eyebrow. Let him believe what he would. She would know soon enough, because if it concerned Tolar, her Paran would find out.

“You have certainly mastered the Tolari stare,” Bertie said in a dry voice.

She grinned, and her stomach chose that moment to yowl.

The Monral chuckled. “But your appetite has mastered you. The time is near for the midday meal, and the apothecaries have their own small refectory here. I will notify the kitchens that extra is needed. Shall I extend an invitation to my daughter?”

“Yes!” Bertie said, a little too sharply. He cleared his throat, coughing into his elbow.

The Monral glanced at the man for a moment, but merely stood, offered Laura the proper bow to a bond-partner of the ruling caste, and left.

“What troubles you, Bertie?” she asked.

Bertie started badly.

“I know you too well not to see that you have something on your mind, without any need for empathy. Did something happen?”

He gusted out a breath. “Not exactly. You know our families have an uncomfortable history, what with taking opposite sides in the Corporate Wars and all that. The sight of your brothers reminded me. I wish I could tell you more, but…” he trailed off and turned away to gaze out the room’s window. “Daakh,” he muttered.

“Language!” she scolded.

He swiveled enough to give her an unrepentant look before turning back to the window. “Old business,” he said to the glass. “Best left buried.”

[image: image-placeholder]Hell’s teeth . The sons of Steven Langley Johnson, the wealthiest man in the Six Planets, were on Tolar.

Johnsons. Bertie suppressed an urge to spit. It wasn’t just the company rivalry at issue with this. It wasn’t just that Di Fata and Rembrandt had been on opposite sides of both Corporate Wars. It was the scandal. The unpunished crime. Laura’s grandfather had driven his own grandfather’s sister, Great Aunt Olivia, to despair and suicide. Perhaps he shouldn’t feel so strongly about a family member who died long before he was born, but the portrait done of her when she was just eighteen, mere weeks before her death, showed a woman who could be his female twin. He felt a connection to her, and he always had done. He’d spent countless hours in the upper gallery of Rijn Manor, the family seat, keeping her portrait company while he read or studied or pondered his future. It was one of the few things the Duke hadn’t disapproved of him doing.

Had those swine somehow learned about the Jorann’s blessing? If Di Fata knew, how had they discovered it? Was it because Farryn, the Monral’s exiled father, had already given a sample of the blessing to Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals?

His own family’s R&D hadn’t successfully reverse-engineered the blessing yet, so far as Bertie knew. He had only recently learned from his brother Edwin that Farryn had given it to Rembrandt—he’d cornered Edwin into the admission after a slip of the tongue during one of their clandestine communications. His brother’s attitude had been optimistic, but far from triumphant, so they’d probably not yet worked out the formula. It was only a matter of time, however. His eldest brother might not be the financial genius the Duke had wanted—Bertie himself had been that—but Edwin was a cracking brilliant biochemist. He’d figure it out eventually.

If Di Fata got their hands on the blessing too, well, then the race would be on. Whoever patented the formula first stood to become rich beyond the wildest dreams of avarice. The struggle to obtain it could even lead to conflict on Tolar, given the propensity of its ruling caste to look for any advantage in their Great Game of provincial rivalry.

Bertie should have known who those men were, and it was his own bloody fault he hadn’t. Some stationmaster he’d turned out to be. Seven years of faultless work, and all it took was one slip to bring serious trouble to the planet he loved. Too careless to be an effective administrator had been the assessment of his erstwhile father the Duke when trying to find a placement for him within Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals. The old man had been right. Blast it all.

He gazed up at the stars above Monralar and gripped the railing of the balcony outside his quarters so hard his hands ached. As stationmaster, he’d let the Johnson brothers slip through. He’d let Aunt Olivia down as well, if it allowed a Johnson victory, and he could find no way to reframe the failure as due to anything other than rank incompetence. Bertie sighed and massaged one aching hand with the other. He was thirty-nine. What did he have to show for it?

A shooting star streaked across the sky, as if bidding him to look up for the answer. He firmed his jaw. He’d done a lot. Three Firsts at University, in economics, finance, and laws. Substantial wealth gained in alien territories, never an easy task. Tolar’s orbital trade station. He’d done the latter two after the Duke had expelled him from the family, accomplished them without Rembrandt resources or connections. That was something, whether His Nibs admitted it or not—which he didn’t. Bertie had thought at the time that surely building a trade station for a newly opened world would get the Duke’s attention. Instead, he’d called it that Tolari nonsense. God. There had to be something he could do to convince the old man that disowning his youngest son had been a mistake.

Unfortunately, Bertie was all out of ideas on how to do that.
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The Monral found himself wondering if the old scholar was sliding down the path to inefficiency, for that information to take so long to get to him. He gave the man a pointed look. “No unarmed human is a threat to me. Even were they trained, they could not match the weakest member of my caste, and I am hardly that.”

His guard caste leader lifted an eyebrow, seeming to consider his words, but it was Oron, the leader of the scholars, who spoke. “We do not yet know their full capabilities. Your human guard has asserted many times that Earth-based capitalists do not operate within the bounds of honor. An apparently unarmed individual may not, in fact, be without weapons.”

The Monral pinched the bridge of his nose. “They and their possessions were thoroughly scanned. There were no dangerous objects or substances in their bags, nor anything that could be combined to produce one. They are as they appear to be—two middle-aged, noncombatant humans, with a third who is not yet an adult. When the two older men presented themselves as trade ambassadors of questionable legitimacy, you accepted this. What has changed other than their names to justify offending against hospitality?”

“Espionage.” Adryth spat the word. “They still do not admit to their true identities. And you fail to take this into consideration. Again. High one, if you are too young to understand the need for caution, I am not. I insist on more guards around them at all times. Guard? Scholar?” He turned his gaze on his fellow advisors.

The Monral schooled his face to impassivity. The old man rarely missed an opportunity to make mention of the Monral’s relative youth, and it often swayed the other two. He had indeed begun his rule well below the age that tradition required, and he would not rule at all had the Jorann not appointed him after Father was exiled for a horrifying crime. Nevertheless, he had been trained to it all his life and no longer lacked experience. Yet still his council treated him as if he were a child who would follow Father into dishonor at any moment.

Guilt by association, Bertie called it. An apt aphorism.

Four more years of this. He sometimes gravely doubted he could maintain his sanity until he reached the age at which he could dissolve his council.

“More guards,” Oron said.

“More guards,” Tiya agreed, then temporized, “There is no harm in appointing more than needed.”

With all three arrayed in opposition, the Monral could only nod an acknowledgment. The number and placement of guards around Laura’s brothers were, after all, fairly minor matters. An irritant, like a stinging weed. But walk into a field of such plants, and the sum of them could tear away a robe and flay the skin beneath.

He felt flayed.

“Speak with my head guard,” he told Tiya. “You may all go.”








Three
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The Monral wiped  his hands with a cloth. Bertie, broadcasting his wariness but alert as a scurrybrush and properly impassive, stood behind and to the left of the ornate chair in which he sat at the head of the long high table. It was the chief advisor’s place, traditionally, had it been anywhere else but the refectory. But today that worthy, along with the remaining two councilors, sat on the other side of his daughter, down the table to his right. The Johnson brothers sat down the left, with their young aide—the Monral suspected the young man was, in reality, son to one of them—eating food known to be safe for humans, with occasional comments as to its “spiciness.” The boy ate with relish. The older men did not.

The unease of the nearby camouflaged guards whispered along the Monral’s nerves. That Steven and Thomas Johnson had not yet admitted who they were did sing of espionage. As annoyed as he was, the Monral had to agree with his councilors on that point. That the two men ignored Bertie and showed no surprise to see a human dressed as a Monrali guard told the Monral they had known of Bertie and his role on Tolar, a fact of which few ordinary humans were aware. The young aide, however, could not master himself well enough to refrain from glancing at him.

The council’s moves were an overreaction. The Monral could read the men as easily as his council, if not better for lacking their anti-human bias. The sons of the “wealthiest man in human space” could only do harm on Tolar if they were willing to risk an interstellar incident. The Monral very much doubted they were, no matter what Adryth thought of them.

He glanced about the table. All appeared to have finished their meal. He raised a hand, and the conversation quieted.

“I will meet with our guests in my private study.” He rose from his chair and bent in a shallow bow. He nodded at Bertie. “Guard.”

He strode out of the room, Bertie on his heels and annoyance radiating from Adryth. Once in the hallway and out of earshot, Bertie coughed.

“Adryth looked rather annoyed at being left to escort the Johnsons,” he said.

Without slackening his pace, the Monral replied, “It is his duty. If my chief advisor finds himself too important to perform it, he should retire to the city and take up research. Did you also note the expression on the leader of the guard caste? She approved distancing myself from those who do not correctly identify themselves.”

“You never identify yourself.”

“I am Monralar. That is never in question.”

“Yes, but—”

“No child of Tolar can mistake me for anything else. Did you take the blessing, you would understand this.” He turned into the audience room. A camouflaged guard opened the door to his private study, where more unseen guards had already taken up positions around the room. “And you might develop the ability to camouflage. I know you desire that.”

“Perhaps, but I also have no wish to develop your empathy,” Bertie replied. “I get on well enough with my eyes, ears, and intellect.”

The Monral took his seat behind the desk. It was an old argument between them, one he had not yet won and was not sure he could. Bertie took up a position just inside the door and locked gazes with him. But human lives are short, dear friend, and I have no wish to watch you grow old and take your last breath before my hair turns grey. His heart ached a little at the thought, but he kept it off his face.

The chief advisor’s voice echoed in from the audience room, answered by one of the Johnson brothers. Moments later, they entered the study. The scholar motioned toward the three chairs already placed before the Monral’s desk and took up a position behind his left shoulder as the outside guard closed the door.

“It is time to speak frankly,” the Monral said in English.

The boy stirred awkwardly in his seat, but the two older men merely glanced at each other and nodded.

“Go ahead,” said the darker-haired man, who was the elder Steven.

“Good,” the Monral continued. “I wish to know then, Messieurs Johnson, what truly brought you to Monralar.”

Shock fairly radiated from the three humans in the chairs. Steven turned to look over his shoulder at Bertie, then glared at his younger, greyer brother Thomas. “You said the Rembrandt lordling wouldn’t know what we look like.”

“In fact, he did not,” the Monral supplied.

“Then how…?”

The Monral smiled and said nothing.

“Yes. Well.” Steven Johnson sniffed. “You must have your own sources of information, of course.”

“Indeed.” He tapped his fingertips together. “If I may then repeat what I asked upon your arrival—what may I do for you gentlemen?”

“You may return our sister to us.”
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“In fact, I cannot,” the Monral replied, his face as perfect a mask of congeniality as his homely looks allowed.

“But you know where she is.”

Uneasiness crawled up Bertie’s spine, an almost physical sensation.

The Monral lifted a shoulder in the Tolari one-shouldered shrug. “Not precisely, no.”

Bertie could have laughed. No, he didn’t know precisely. She could be lounging in the guest quarters specially chilled for her comfort, or running about in the family wing gardens playing tag with Farryneth. No one in this room could be sure.

“But why do you ask me? Should you not place your request before the Sural, who speaks for our world?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“And why would you not?”

“Do you remember that kerfuffle at Tau Ceti, five and a half standard years ago?”

Bertie blinked at the change of subject. The Monral’s congenial expression didn’t alter.

“Refresh my memory. Humans make so many ‘kerfuffles.’ It can be difficult to remember them all.”

Thomas Johnson scowled. “Don’t try to play us for fools, high one. You can’t be unaware that your own father infiltrated a medical lab at Tau Ceti Station to rescue his wife.”

“Ah yes. That kerfuffle.”

“Yes, that kerfuffle,” Steven Johnson said, almost spitting the words. “But what you don’t know is that before he managed to do that, Central Command got some very interesting information out of her, including the small detail that our sister is, in fact, very much alive and on Tolar, and not only on Tolar, but had been seen in Monralar. So we’re asking you, high one, to give her back to her family, where she belongs. You’ve kept her long enough.”

Bertie sucked in a breath. Central Security knew Laura was alive on Tolar. And they’d known for years.

The Monral merely lifted an eyebrow. “I have not kept her at all,” he said.

The boy swarmed to his feet. “You’re lying!” he boomed, in his unusually deep voice. “We know Aunt Laurie is here!”

Five guards dropped their camouflage and moved to flank the Monral.

“George,” said the elder Johnson in a hard, flat tone. “Sit down.”

Bertie stepped from the doorway to loom over the boy, who glanced up at him nervously, then over at the five surrounding the Monral, and belatedly obeyed. Bertie stayed where he was rather than return to the door. The posturing was rubbish, and the Monral far more dangerous than any of his guards, but the Johnsons didn’t know that. Steven Johnson, Bertie noted with some satisfaction, swallowed visibly.

“You must forgive my son,” the elder Johnson said. “He’s my youngest, only eighteen standard years old. We humans are impetuous at that age.”

The young man winced, but said nothing, and Bertie felt an unaccountable stab of sympathy. He too had been the youngest son of a very rich man. Poor little rich lad. No, on second thought, the lad was a Di Fata Johnson. No Johnson needed a Rembrandt’s sympathy. Great Aunt Olivia would spin in her tomb at the very idea.

A sense of menace filled the air. Bertie glanced at the Monral to see the gleam in his eyes that meant he was using his particular talent to influence others.

“Oh indeed?” said the Monral, in a voice like oiled silk. He looked up at Bertie. “Is that old enough to understand the consequence of rendering a deadly insult to a member of the ruling caste?”

It took some effort not to snort. The Monral could bloody well do that math in his own head. For whatever inscrutable reason, he wanted the Johnsons to underestimate him. “He has eight Tolari years,” Bertie supplied. “Perhaps nine, depending upon how far it is past his birthday.”

“Ah. Not yet thirteen. Then he is but a child.”

The teenager reddened. Bertie fancied he could see steam coming out of the lad’s ears.

“This leaves the question of who will take responsibility for his insult.”

Steven Johnson’s face drained of blood. “He is legally of age, by our law.”

Bertie’s eyebrows went up despite himself. Was Johnson pushing his own son out the airlock?

“Yet he stands on Tolar, where he is a child. A pretty conundrum, is it not?”

“Y-yes.”

“Whatever shall we do?” The Monral leaned back in his chair, looking like a cat with canary breath, and stared. Bertie recognized the posture as one he had seen the Monral’s father use many times.

“Maybe we should start over,” Thomas Johnson said.

The menace faded, and the Monral replied, “You are here under false pretenses. I am within my rights to throw you off the planet and give your names to Earth Central Command as violators of the interdict.”

Thomas blanched even whiter than his brother. Bertie suppressed a grin. Men of their wealth and social class had no fear of Central Command, nor any need to have. But dear me, he thought, what would Daddy do if they were caught out violating the law in nonhuman territory?

“I hope you won’t find that necessary,” said Steven. “We have certain… information that we’re willing to trade for your willingness to listen.”

“Oh indeed? And what do you believe I would like to know?”

“You must understand that it was difficult to acquire.”

The Monral began to tap his fingertips together rhythmically and continued to stare.

“However, in the interest of fostering good will between our planets, I’m happy to share.” Steven glanced up at Bertie. “If we might have some privacy.”

The Monral lifted his gaze to Bertie, then back to the Johnsons, and smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. The silence stretched, until Steven Johnson expelled a measured breath. Inwardly, Bertie cheered. The Monral had won this round, in front of Adryth. That could only help.

“We’re aware that your people can rejuvenate,” Steven said. “Central Command had visual evidence of this rejuvenation early in their communications with the Sural, but just ahead of your father’s little adventure on Tau Ceti, a source of ours in Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals reported that he showed up on Britannia at the company’s main offices in Rijnfield. Immediately afterwards, most of its R&D locked down and shifted into research on aging, and our agent caught rumors that the biochemists were fantastically excited about a new substance that might not just stop but actually reverse the aging process. Our researchers assume that your father gave Rembrandt a sample of whatever it is that rejuvenates you Tolari.”

Thomas nodded and continued, “Our best information is that Rembrandt hasn’t yet succeeded in synthesizing your drug. They can’t reverse aging. But they’ve found a way to halt it for a time. If you ever hoped to make a profit by offering your technique to humans, you’re about to lose your monopoly.”

Oh, so R&D had made progress that Edwin hadn’t admitted. And the swine at Di Fata had known about it before he did. While the Monral appeared to digest the information—and appeared was the operative term when it came to a member of the ruling caste—Bertie focused on a point on the wall and took a deep breath to stop himself trying to punch something. Counted to ten in Suralian while breathing slowly. Did the same in Monrali. Did it again in Swan Hindi. Took another deep breath, and the image of Great Aunt Olivia flashed through his mind, and that only threatened to enrage him. He had to calm down. He returned his gaze to the Monral, and found him staring back. Something whispered along his nerves, calming, reassuring.

He clamped his jaw. Someone was taking liberties.

The Monral cocked his head and returned his attention to Steven Johnson. “Indeed? How fortunate for them.”

Steven frowned. Thomas blinked.

“And you believe this to have some significance to Monralar? Because I cannot think how human biomedical research would affect my province. We grow food and produce dyes and beautiful gemstones, and to the best of my knowledge,” and his tone hardened, “Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals has not conducted involuntary research on any of my people.”

Thomas flinched. Oh, so he was aware of Central Command’s more unsavory experiments, was he? Had Di Fata been involved in what Central Security did to Sharana on Far India and at Tau Ceti? Perhaps breaking women was a Johnson family tradition, then. Bertie started counting to ten in Arabic.

Steven plowed on. “Perhaps the Sural—”

“You are certainly welcome to share whatever information you like with the leader of the ruling caste, although I would caution you to take great care in what you say to him. He is a very clever man, and likely to deduce much more than you expect. But I very much doubt that any development at either Di Fata or Rembrandt Pharmaceuticals can affect his province any more than it does mine, which is to say not at all.”

“High one—”

“Gentlemen,” the Monral interrupted again. “You stand on Tolar. Humans are, for the most part, banned here. How does your science affect us?”
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