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Chapter 1

   
 “But what the hell’s wrong with him?” Dr. Piotr Stamets shook his head at the patient inside an isolation chamber.  
 Camacho was in a straitjacket, crouched in a corner, rocking back and forth.  
 “According to toxicology and a circulatory scan, there’s nothing wrong with him,” a medical tech said. “The scummies in his squad said he didn’t do anything wrong—but they’re scummies. They ‘snitch’ on anyone, it means a spine shank the next time they’re in line for chow or sleeping.” 
 “The patient had—what appears to be—a complete mental breakdown just before recovery. A Myrmidon had to do a remote shutoff on his suit or he would’ve taken down the whole craft trying to…what was it? Show me the cargo-bay footage,” Stamets said.  
 The tech punched a holo key and pulled up a video of Camacho in his Marauder suit in the back of a shuttle. He was beating against the deck like he was trying to dig his way out.  
 “The worms know! The worms know everything!” Camacho shouted, then froze in place. The shuttle banked to one side and Camacho fell over, still screaming about worms.  
 “This isn’t his first mission with the company. Did he tamper with his drip or add a little something extra to his cocktail?” Stamets asked. 
 “Suit came back clean, same as his drip. Spontaneous mental collapse like this should be impossible, given his psych profile and history,” the tech said. “Bloodwork shows some unusual parenchymal neoplasms. Maybe his pineal gland—” 
 “But one of his squaddies did self-terminate before this break.” Stamets stroked his chin. “Did we get a bad reading from personnel on this batch of scummies?” 
 “The one that self-terminated was borderline to begin with. HR had him at a seventeen percent chance to make it through his first mission, and looks like those projections were right. Camacho? Ninety-nine percent chance of sailing through. Should’ve been a stud.” 
 “Seventeen? I thought the cutoff was twenty percent chance of survival.” Stamets frowned and brought up holo screens in front of him.  
 “There’s no paperwork in the system, but the director was pressed for every warm body he could get for this project. Maybe some of the benchmarks got a little fuzzy when we took on this assignment? I’m just spit-balling.” 
 “The Corp ignoring its own safety regs to make a deadline? Why, I never…but what is wrong with this scummy? His EKG readings match someone in a lucid dream state, but there’s nothing in his system to suggest a poison or some environmental factor?” Stamets asked.  
 “Usual spores and deactivated viruses from a new biome. His serum’s working as intended. Want to pump his stomach? Hang around for a urine or stool sample?” 
 “I’ve got to do reconstruction surgery on one of the Myrmidons in ten minutes…the supervisor wants to know if this scummy’s got anything contagious.” Stamets put a hand on his hip.  
 “Nope, he’s as clean as a whistle.”  
 “So we know that. We run any more tests on him, it’ll come out of our section’s budget. I’m not losing my bonus to figure out what’s wrong with some scummy that the Corp is just itching to get killed off or ashed for ‘public safety’ reasons. If he doesn’t recover in…eight more hours, he’s in breach of contract and he gets the ash or the airlock. His choice. Got it?”  
 “Fine. Eight hours to get back in the suit to do his job or else. I’ll just sit here and—” 
 “No. Need you down in bio processing. The sanitation droids broke down again. Go clean out Marauder unit thirty-seven. The suit Camacho’s squaddie was in.” 
 “Aw…” The tech rolled his eyes. “Come on, sir. You know what those things smell like after a scummy expires in them?” 
 “I do, which is why I’ve got you doing it instead of me.” Stamets gave the tech a pat on the shoulder and left.  
 “Fuck my life.” The tech fumed for a few minutes then glared at Camacho through the glass. He flipped a switch and a microphone activated.  
   
 **** 
   
 Checkerboard patterns in every color of the rainbow roiled like waves through Camacho’s vision. He knew it wasn’t really there because he couldn’t touch it, yet he felt the waves against his skin and through his stomach.  
 “I’m a little teapot short and stout…” he sang weakly, and a chipped kettle that belonged to his grandmother emerged from the scrum of checkerboards. The top bent toward him and came away. Dark tea with tiny whole mushrooms floating in it swirled within the kettle, and Camacho gasped.  
 “Here is my handle…here is my…” 
 A face pressed through the background swirl and swallowed the kettle. Stars swirled over the face, twisting into constellations.  
 “Camacho,” the face spoke.  
 He screamed and pushed against the floor with his feet to get away from the very, very real face looking him over.  
 “Camacho, I don’t care what you do, but do it fast.” The face’s voice warbled like it was coming from underwater.  
 “Yes, God, whatever you want!” Camacho began shivering.  
 “Here’s what’s going to happen,” the face said.  
 Camacho babbled, his lips nothing but rubber.  
 “Really? I’m going to give you some synthetic adrenaline—don’t ask where I got it—to get your heart pumping. Maybe that’ll get your liver to filter out whatever goof juice you’re on. Maybe you’ll pop and then I’ll have even more work to do. Whatever. Just don’t move.” 
 A bird rose from the ether and floated to him on slow-motion wings. Colors radiated down its feathers and Camacho tried to whistle at it. The bird clamped talons into his neck and pain reverberated up and down his body. His eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over.  
 “Now we wait for…hey, why isn’t your heart going full bore? Goddamn it, that asshole sold me bad shit. This is the last time I ever—” The voice of God ended in a click.  
 Camacho stayed there on his side as Tyr children danced in the reflection off the floor and a string of drool stretched out from his mouth.  
 “Sorry…sorry for what I did…” 
   
 **** 
   
 The tech opened the door to Camacho’s isolation room and sighed down at the scummy. Camacho sat on the single gurney in the room, looking normal except for the straitjacket. The tech brought up a sensor wand and looked at a holo projection down the back of his arm.  
 “Oh. Good. I’m not going to have to drag your dead ass out of here. EKG’s normal. Low levels of drip on your respiration…how you feeling?” he asked.  
 “Like a can of hammered assholes,” Camacho said.  
 “Your readings got you as medically fit for duty. You ready to get back to work? Got to warn you, you lose any more time and the Corp will rate you as no longer economically viable. You know what happens after that?” 
 “Airlock,” Camacho said as he stood up and tried to wiggle out of his straitjacket.  
 “Or the asher. You won’t get benefits like that with other companies…you good or are you going to go agro on me? Damaging corporate property like me will get you a taste of the void.” The tech snapped the sensor wand onto his shoulder.  
 “Back to work. Sure, let’s do that.” Camacho turned around and the tech undid the straps.  
 “Man, wish you could’ve been this lucid a little while ago. I could’ve used your help cleaning up a mess.” The tech pulled the jacket away and Camacho rolled tight shoulders out of the sleeves. “You feeling all right? Longer-term guys like you…been off the drip for a while. Normally, your type’s jonesing pretty hard. Ready to do anything to get a fix.” 
 “Fuck off. I’m not sucking your dick.” 
 “Whoa, whoa…who hurt you, eh? Like I’d let a scummy near my meat whistle. Some of y’all got diseases we don’t even have names for. Come on, I’ll get you back to the armory so you can suit up. Knock down that debt with a couple hundred more dead indigs, am I right?” 
 “That’s how it’s done,” Camacho said, following the tech. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since he was last on the drip, but there was no pain in his hands or feet, no sensation of worms under his skin or ice in his spine like usual when he was in withdrawal.  
 He felt…fine. More even-keeled than he could remember. They passed a porthole on the hull, and in his reflection, he saw someone he hadn’t known in years.  
 Himself. 






Chapter 2

   
 There was a knock on the iron door. Sarah looked up from the cot bolted to the bulkhead and grumbled. She put her back to the far side of her small quarters from the door, and rapped on the metal, then kept knocking as the door opened a few inches. Instead of getting her normal plate of gruel with scrambled eggs and cup of watered-down alcohol, the door opened the whole way.  
 Captain Illion smiled at her, his face the all-silver of the Hidden caste. He wore black pantaloons and a gold sash around his waist. Going shirtless seemed to be the norm for his crew.  
 “Good news, we’re almost home,” he said, stepping inside. A pair of rough-looking sailors armed with pipes stayed in the passageway, watching her.  
 “Where’s my son?” Sarah asked. “My husband?” 
 “Your son is with another team. I don’t know about your mate.” 
 “I didn’t ask who they’re with. I asked where.” 
 “That I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You may have noticed you’re aboard a submersible? We don’t send or receive signals while we’re underway. It draws attention. But once we’re home…there should be word of your brood.” 
 Sarah mulled this for a moment. “And where is ‘home’?” 
 “The Grand Mists,” Illion said. “You’ve heard of it?” 
 “The rest of the Tyr believe it’s an uninhabitable string of islands…which would have to be weeks away from King’s Rest by submarine.” She frowned.  
 “Partly right. Partly wrong. Your doc-oh-tor made some modifications to my ship’s engines. Very impressive what your people can do,” he said.  
 “Burning down King’s Rest wasn’t enough to show you what they can do?” 
 “Not everyone believed Turley’s stories.” Illion’s face fell. “Even after his promises proved correct over and over, not everyone believed. Perhaps we did not want to believe? We lived too well for too long. To believe him meant that our troubles would return. But the tide comes. Deny it. Ignore it. But if you’re picking clams on Rushes Beach and you pretend there is no tide…” 
 “Rushes Beach?” 
 “A place with extreme tidal ranges. A story for Hidden children. I am so used to bringing home our infiltrators, not…whatever the Queen decides you are. You can…adopt castes at will? Like Turley?” 
 Sarah gripped an ear and her synth layer went blank like the Hidden.  
 The guards shuffled nervously in the passageway. One slapped his pipe against his palm.  
 “Easy now, easy now.” Illion leaned toward her and sniffed at the air. “No scent of the ink at all…impressive. Yet strange. I look upon my own caste and it is our true face, yet we must wear the markings of the others to leave our homes. Now I return home with one that bears our face…yet you are not of us.” 
 “My family’s purpose on Tyr wasn’t that different from what the Hidden do amongst those touched by the gods.” Sarah bit her tongue, fearing she’d just insulted the Hidden, who were pariahs across the planet because they had no ketafik markings to show which god favored them.  
 Illion’s face was stone for a moment, then he began laughing. He slapped his leg and wagged a finger at her.  
 “You…you have jokes. I like it. But there are two things I need of you. First, change back to a Linker…thank you. Next, come with me. You get to see something special.” 
 “Captain,” said one of the Hidden in the passageway. “It is forbidden.” 
 “The Queen demands her. The Queen will not have her if she drowns. Besides, her people fly; they don’t sail.” Illion rose and motioned Sarah to follow him.  
 Being able to walk more than a few steps without turning around was a relief for Sarah. Moving through the tight confines of the submarine was easy as the crew made way for Illion; all she had to do was follow in the wake of his wide shoulders, though she saw little more than compartment doors and dimly lit side passageways on her way through the ship. 
 Crew members pressed the bottom of their fists against their chests, then slapped two fingers against the back of their hand when she passed. Others squeezed bracelets made of intertwined red and blue strips of cloth.  
 Illion jumped onto a ladder and climbed to an open hatch, a misty grey sky above.  
 As she followed, the natural light hurt her eyes, but the smell of salt air and fog were a welcome change from the sweat and must of the ship. With her upper body out of the conning tower, she looked around. The submarine moved slowly through the sea, with water lapping over the nose and the upper deck.  
 A small group of sailors stood around a steering wheel while others inflated a small lifeboat.  
 All around them was an endless grey of fog.  
 “Come down.” Illion waved her toward another ladder on the side of the conning tower. “This is the place to be during a crossing.” 
 Sarah slid down the outer rails of the ladder. She felt the warmth of the water through the air and she was tempted to dive in just to clean off the stench of days kept in a little cabin.  
 At the steering wheel was a tall crewman with the same dark loose pants bound at the knees and a golden silk belt. He wore no shoes and kept flexing his bare feet against the deck.  
 “Bird sign! Bird sign!” came from the aft, where a pole had been erected with a cage holding a dead grish up at the top. Sarah heard wings flapping overhead but caught only a few shadows in the mist.  
 “Don’t worry, the maita birds prefer to eat dead things,” Illion said.  
 A sailor beat a pole against the forward edge of the conning tower.  
 “Looks like we’ve got a couple.” The captain put a hand on a curve-tipped knife hilt on his belt as slow flaps sounded overhead, circling the ship.  
 “I thought you said they prefer their food to be dead.” Sarah’s chest got tight as she realized just how exposed she was on the deck of a submarine. There was nowhere to run but the conning tower, and swimming for it felt like a great way to die tired.  
 “Prefer. I said prefer.” Illion flicked the knife up and down in the sheath with his thumb.  
 There was a swoosh and a bang from the aft. A black bird with a ten-foot wingspan had struck the cage and, using its bloodred bill, was tearing at the dead grish inside.  
 “Recognize it?” the helmsman at the wheel asked. He reached beneath his belt and drew out two small mushrooms, raised them to the yellow smudge of the sun behind the mists, then popped them into his mouth.  
 “No, younger male.” Illion traced lines in the air to match white patterns in the maita’s tail feathers. “I have him now.” 
 “What’s going on?” Sarah asked. 
 “They’re territorial. We give an offering to know if we’re in the right area for the crossing. Familiar bird? Right spot,” he said.  
 “But you said that bird is new.” A shadow loomed out from portside and the submarine passed within a dozen yards of a rocky outcrop. The helmsmen spun the wheel to his left and the fore of the submarine shifted directions. Water sloshed over the hull and kissed her boots.  
 “Old birds die or get pushed out by younger birds,” Illion said. “So we’re maybe on the right route.” 
 “Strong maybe,” the helmsman added.  
 The maita ripped the cage off the pole and carried it into the gloom. Fierce squawking broke out and a section of bloody cage wire landed in the sea just to starboard.  
 Crew stepped away from the inflated boat and took rifles handed down from a sailor in the conning tower.  
 The helmsman turned the wheel and angled the sub around another rocky islet stabbing up from the sea.  
 “What’s with the guns? Thought you liked the birds.” Sarah reached toward the sailor passing out weapons, but he shook his head vigorously at her.  
 “They’re not for the birds.” Illion pulled the bolt back on his rifle and examined the large-caliber bullet within. He locked the bolt forward and brought the stock up to his shoulder. “Turley spoke of some beast from your home world. Swims. Teeth. Eyes that go white when they strike.” 
 “A shark,” she said.  
 “Yes…shark. We don’t have sharks here.” 
 “Then what…do you have?” Her eyes darted over the water and she put her back to the conning tower.  
 “Marker!” The helmsman pointed ahead of them.  
 A wooden ship, its sails decayed, was wrecked against an island, the masts broken over jagged rocks, the hull cracked open like the dried skin of an old onion.  
 “There’s the Star Fortune,” Illion said. “Belonged to a Toiler nation that was wiped out by Slavers. Rest the souls of those aboard. No grave but the sea for her Islanders.” 
 Illion gripped the stock of his rifle with one hand and slapped two fingers over his knuckles.  
 “Back to sharks?” Sarah asked.  
 “Yes. Sharks. We don’t have them.” Illion nodded. “We do have red maws. And this is their breeding season.”  
 “Silence or you’ll summon the spirits,” said the helmsman as he chewed on the mushrooms stuck between his cheek and gum, his ketafik going pale red as his blood pressure rose.  
 “We’ve a charm, no worries.” Illion winked at Sarah. “Now, let me make something clear. These are bad waters to the uninitiated. As skilled as we are,” he said, motioning to the lifeboat, “these are still bad waters. If you need to—” he didn’t speak aloud the tragedy that would necessitate a lifeboat, “you’re the first in there, as you are our precious cargo.” 
 “Not that I know where to go…” 
 “I’m sure you’ll have as much company as that raft can bear, but northeast if you find yourself all by your lonesome. Now if you—” 
 A scream went up behind them and the sailors whirled around, rifles ready. Something hit the submarine and the aft shifted to one side, sending Sarah stumbling toward the water. Illion grabbed her by the collar and yanked her back.  
 What looked like a massive fin rose and fell in the mists.  
 “Get him inside and get that leg off him!” Illion shouted to a pair of sailors carrying another with a gash down his left shin. The sailor had a wadded-up belt in his mouth, stifling his screams. A bitter odor came off the wound, and fizzing blood hit the deck as he was hauled up and into the ship.  
 Rifles cracked behind her and she whirled around. The “fin” was the head of a giant fish with barnacles dotting its red flesh. Its upper lip rose over the water, revealing rows and rows of needle teeth.  
 Illion shot it in the gums, blasting out a hunk of flesh. More rounds smacked into the barnacles and the maw twisted away.  
 A tentacle whipped out of the water and slammed onto the deck between Sarah and the helmsman. She tried to shout a warning, but Illion slapped a hand over her mouth. The tentacle wiggled toward the helmsman, who didn’t even turn around to see it.  
 He spun the wheel hard, steering the ship away from the red maw and stretching the tentacle out. He raised his left foot as the appendage thumped against the base of the wheel mount, then hopped over it as it slithered to his other foot.  
 The helmsman pulled a lever and the ship rumbled as the main propeller spun up. The tentacle went rigid then began flopping up and down against the hull.  
 Illion jumped forward and stomped onto the tentacle, pinning it to the hull, then shot it several times until it broke in two, the base section continuing to thrash. Illion kicked the rest off his ship, careful to avoid the barbs at the tip.  
 “That’s a bad omen if ever there was one,” the captain said. “Lose our cage. Attract a maw…” He looked at Sarah with hard eyes. “Haven’t seen anything like this since the Scouring.”  
 “Are there more?” Sarah pointed at a slick of blood in the water.  
 “No, you injure one and it keeps others away. They don’t want to be eaten either,” Illion said.  
 “Hold on, something eats those things?” 
 “Pinch,” the helmsman said, and a cliff face loomed up out of the fog that poured through a small opening at the base. The pilot steered straight for it.  
 “Ha-a-a…” Sarah shrank toward the deck as the submarine sailed through what felt like a tight fit, but she noted there was extra space upwards of several yards on either side of the ship.  
 A deep chill flowed over her and her teeth chattered. A mountain loomed up out of the mist straight ahead, its cliff faces wavering in the fog. It looked more like a dreamlike threat in the mist, but it was still there.  
 The helmsman spat his mushroom chew out into the sea. He did not change their direct course toward the mountain.  
 “Illion,” she said, tugging on his gold belt. “Illion, it’s coming right for us.”  
 “That it is.” He flicked the safety on his rifle and breathed a sigh of relief as the heavy darkness in the abyss loomed ever closer.  
 “We’re going to crash!” She jumped into the lifeboat and it slid to one side, catching on the lines securing it to the deck.  
 The fog was so thick, she almost couldn’t see her hands as she struggled to untie the moorings.  
 “No! Michael! Daniel!” She ducked into the lifeboat as the fog went dark as the abyss…and nothing happened.  
 She looked up as the fog thinned, the bright smudge of the sun becoming visible a few moments later. She sat up in the lifeboat. To the rear was the same dark mass in the fog, with grey tendrils swirling where the submarine had passed.  
 Illion leaned over the side of the lifeboat and looked her over.  
 “She didn’t mess herself. You owe me ten shillings!” he called out to the helmsman, who responded by raising one hand, thumb and forefinger pinched into a circle.  
 “What…what was that?” she asked.  
 “Our home’s last little trick for unwanted guests.” He put one leg up on the side of the life raft and set his rifle over his lap. “If I tell you how it’s done…the Queen may not ever let you leave.” 
 “I’m good with keeping promises.” Sarah got out of the lifeboat. “But why tempt fate or the Queen’s mood, right?”   
 She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. “But why? Why have an obstacle you can just sail through?” 
 “You pass through the Pinch and come right out with that ahead of you…what do you think an uninitiated captain would do?” Illion asked.  
 “Hard to port or starboard, sail around it,” Sarah said.  
 “And right into the shoals that’ll rip out the bottom of your ship.” Illion smirked. “There’s a reason we’ve never had unwanted guests. Most never even try to sail in here. Those that do wreck before they ever get close.” 
 “The Slaver or King’s navy never tried to come here?” she asked. 
 “Damn airplanes.” Illion spat on the deck. “Weather keeps them from flying overhead and seeing much. And then…this isn’t the only submarine in the Queen’s service. But we’re surrounded by Islander nations. They keep the riffraff out.” 
 “What keeps the Islanders away—besides the sea monsters and navigation hazards?” 
 “The mists are haunted, of course.” He winked at her. “Every Islander knows that.” 
 “There.” The helmsman pointed ahead and the pulse of a lighthouse shone through the fog.  
 “Ah…home,” Illion said, handing his rifle up to a sailor. “Now, Mistress Clay, there’s a bit of a detail I haven’t mentioned yet.”  
 “What’s that?” 
 Shackles and chains landed on the deck between them.  
 “We don’t have…guests, but we do bring in prisoners. The Queen asked that I not disturb public order by waltzing through her streets with a returned operative that no one knows or recognizes. Begs too many questions.” 
 “So am I a guest or a prisoner?” She held up her wrists.  
 “Bit of both, part of either.” Illion put the cuffs on her. “Now don’t think you can slip out of these and just put on our face with your star magic and get away. The dialect we speak to each other’s a might different than the King’s tongue. One word out of your mouth and you’ll be known—even if you wear the true caste. I say this to stop you from doing anything rash while you’re our guest…or non-guest. We’ll see.”  
 He bent down and fastened the shackles to her ankles.  
 The mists dissipated to just the hint of grey in the distance but still occluded the skies. Ahead were docks where Islander-style construction vessels, more submarines, and even a few wooden ships were moored. A sloped wall made of earthen bricks rose behind the docks, and antennae and long-barreled air defense guns dotted the ramparts.  
 Tyr moved around the docks, but she couldn’t see where they were heading.  
 “One last bit,” he said, holding up a dark felt sack just big enough for her head. “Protocol, my apologies.” 
 “What am I going to do?” She raised her cuffed hands as high as the chain attached to the line between her ankle shackles would allow, then bent her head forward.  
 Illion put the hood over her, then grabbed her by the elbow.  
 “We’re home, lads!” Illion called out. “Make ready to dock.” 
   
 **** 
   
 The cart Sarah was chained to rumbled over cobblestones, the jostling and the dark hood almost enough to make her nauseous. She swallowed bile as her seat wobbled.  
 “Halt,” Illion ordered and her ride stopped. “She needs to see this.”  
 The hood came away and Sarah scrunched her eyes. She was in a cage just large enough for her on the back of a small handcart. A Slaver Tyr in breeches and sandals was chained to the poles in the front. A black leather mask covering his mouth was locked from behind. The Slaver breathed hard, not saying a word.  
 They’d stopped in a narrow street with rows of single-story houses on either side of the steep road, the walls covered in white mortar, the roofs comprised of dark shingles.  
 Two fat sacks that smelled of ambary flour were tucked into the space around her cell.  
 Illion knocked against the back of the rickshaw and the door to the nearest house creaked open. He spoke in a dialect that had some words in the Islander language, but the phonetics and grammar were lost to her.  
 An elderly woman wearing a thin shawl over her shoulders had come out, supported by a wooden cane. She limped over to Illion, then kissed his knuckles. He stroked her face, then lifted her chin up to Sarah.  
 Instead of the face of an old woman, she had the smooth skin and gentle features of a girl. The hand gripping the cane was stunted and malformed, like it had stopped growing when she was a toddler. As she looked up at Sarah, her jaw worked from side to side and she spat.  
 More emerged from the house, Hidden boys and girls tall enough to be adolescents. All were deformed, with milky blind eyes or dead muscles in their faces. Some had wisps of hair on their scalps and one girl had a distended jaw that drooled constantly.  
 “My god…what happened to them?” 
 Illion hefted the bags of flour out of the cart and gave them to another sailor who brought them into the house. The captain took a small bag from his back pocket and shook it. The malformed Hidden lined up behind the first girl with the hunched back.  
 Illion shook a handful of red hard candy into his palm and gave one to the hunchback, then the rest slowly filed forward.  
 “The blighted happened to us,” he said, using the Hidden’s name for the Tyr outside their own caste. “The final war between the Slavers and the kingdom, it ended in nuclear fire.” 
 Sarah pressed the back of her hand against her mouth.  
 “We learned…we learned what fallout,” he said the word roughly in English, “does to Tyr. The trade winds blew radiation from the Slaver lands—courtesy of the kingdom’s bombs—through some of our islands. Your doc-oh-tor tells us that we’re unusually susceptible to…some sort of language in our bodies being rewritten by the poison. Adults…maybe nothing. Maybe a bad growth takes them in years. But the growing children…” He tousled the hair of a boy with his nose mashed to one side of his face.  
 “Every ship captain adopts an orphan house. It is part of our ways now,” Illion said.  
 “I’ve never seen DNA degradation like this before,” she said. “We weren’t allowed to study you all so deeply…” 
 Illion shook out the last of the candy and gave it to the smallest child in the back of the line.  
 “I don’t understand what you said, but your doc-oh-tor promised treatment for them. Can he do this?” he asked.  
 “He would need…I’m not sure. I’m not that kind of a scientist,” she said. “How many,” she looked up and down at the dozens of similar houses, “how many Tyr were hurt by the fallout?” 
 “Too many.” Illion clicked his tongue at the Slaver, who grunted, lowered the poles, and pulled the rickshaw up the hill.  
 “Hood,” Illion said, flapping it against the bars.  
 Sarah grumbled again.  
   
 **** 
   
 “Get that off her,” a woman Tyr said.  
 The hood was yanked away and Sarah blew at a strand of hair over her face. She was on a stool in a dank, musty cell, a bright light overhead.  
 A Hidden in dark-green body armor stepped back from her. Gold lines formed hexagons on the armor and flexed as he moved—a graphenium weave, technology centuries beyond the Tyr’s capabilities. He turned away and Sarah glimpsed a battle rifle slung over his shoulder that looked almost identical to standard Bahadur-Getty issue for its security personnel.  
 A Tyr woman stood just outside the light, her athletic frame covered by a dark skirt that came down just below her knees, over trousers and tall boots. Her long-sleeved top looked like an old-style military uniform with a high collar. Her hair, done up over her head, was dark but run through with grey.  
 “With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” Sarah asked.  
 “I am Keesla,” the Tyr said. “Your advocate before the Conclave.” 
 “I take it I’m in trouble, what with the chains and—” 
 “And being a member of the outer caste that has come to destroy all Tyr, if Turley is to be believed.” 
 “He is.” Sarah rubbed the cuffs on her wrists. “Illion and the others must have told you what happened to King’s Rest.” 
 “And the massacre on the Azure Islands.” Keesla stepped a little closer, but Sarah still couldn’t make out her face. “Turley said your people were vicious, impossibly cruel…but many of us didn’t believe him.” 
 “Can I see him? He’s here, yes?” 
 “He’s on a mission that only he can do right, according to him.” Keesla stroked her chin. “But you are the one that sent us the warning from Vinica City…” 
 “Yes, unless you have another human spy that’s been feeding you information for years like I was. I don’t know who you are in all of this, Keesla, but I have been on your side—on the side of all the Tyr—along with my husband and son for years. Turley needed his computer memory core updated? Done. He needed a shipment of anthracite coal from a specific mine in the Arctic Circle? I got that sent to the post of his choosing. Early warning about the Corporation’s arrival? Me! That was all me, Keesla. Now how about you stop treating me like some low-level King’s Shadow that you snatched off the street and treat me with a bit of respect for what I’ve done for you?” 
 The guard at the door put a hand on a billy club, but Keesla calmed him with a small finger wave.  
 “My, my,” the Tyr said, “you hide amongst my kind for a few years and you think you know us. You think the Hidden are like the rest of those blighted by the idea they’re blessed by gods? False gods, at that. You expected a hero’s welcome in this most sacred of places?” 
 “Turley should’ve taught you about humans.” Sarah held up her cuffs. “Some of us are patient to a fault—I suspect Turley is one of them. I, on the other hand, was taken away from my son in the middle of an attack, and I have no idea where he is, who he’s with, or even if he’s hurt. Same with my husband. Can you tell me anything about my family, Keesla? Let’s have information go both ways, yeah?” 
 Keesla clasped her hands behind her back.  
 “Your son…is under observation. He slipped away from the team that was protecting him, but we’ve reacquired him. He’s with an un-blooded male and a young Blooded female. Curious that they’re traveling with him, as he’s suddenly become a Toiler,” Keesla said. “They’re in a refugee column moving out of King’s Rest.”  
 “Blooded girl…why that little—” Sarah’s face contorted with anger. “That little tramp found my son again. It’s Lussea Pyth, isn’t it?” 
 “I’ll see if we can get her name.” 
 “It is. I guarantee it’s her. How she managed to track Michael down in the middle of all that chaos…but he’s safe?” 
 “Until he’s within arm’s reach of you again. Safe as can be, otherwise.” 
 Sarah breathed a sigh of relief.  
 “Your mate…we’re less sure of. An extraction team sent for him hasn’t reported back, and there was a human caste attack on the airfield where the Shadows had him…” The Tyr woman raised her chin slightly.  
 “How bad was the attack?” Sarah asked quietly.  
 “King Menicus was killed. Which is a complication we don’t need. He was a known quantity. Prince Riktan is a bit more…difficult to predict. We don’t know if your mate is alive or dead. If he’s alive, he’s likely with General Fastal…and it was your husband that conned him back into active duty, wasn’t it?” 
 “That’s right.” 
 “Ha!” Keesla snapped her fingers. “I knew it. Smart move. Fastal’s the best commander they have…and a decent Tyr, for a blighted. Now for a matter of protocol. I will see you.” 
 “Pardon?” 
 “My caste walk among the blighted. Unknown and undetected. It is here in the Mists that we can be as the One True God made us. We don’t have to hide behind the blight of lesser Tyr. To bear a caste marking is not done, not when you have a true face.” 
 “If you insist.” Sarah pressed the release behind her jaw and her synth layer sloughed off. She winced as the dermis anchors released their grip and her face tingled in the fresh air.  
 The guard muttered a prayer and flashed the same two fingers over the back of his hand in the same gesture she’d seen before.  
 “You’re not…exactly like Turley. More tan.” Keesla approached slightly, but her face was still hidden in shadows.  
 “Our skin tone depends on our need for vitamin D levels…solar damage…it’s a trivial part of our biology, but socially and historically, it was a major bone of contention. Now you see me. Satisfied? Why am I here? What do you need me for?” Sarah asked. “Why would you send a team for my husband? You’ve got Turley.” 
 “Turley…” Keesla pulled over a stool and sat down. “He is a problem. Rather, that he is of the human caste causes problems for the Hidden, despite what he’s done for us. What do you know of us?” 
 “I know you exist because Turley contacted me after I arrived. He told me of his…predicament with the Hidden. How you captured him and kept him in jail for a time.” She looked around. “Guess I’m following suit? But that’s all. That you exist, that you’re working with Turley and…then there’s the legends about you.” 
 “That we have no souls as we bear no marks from the gods. That we steal children, our men paint other castes’ markings onto their ketafik to seduce women and leave them with children that are killed within minutes of being born for being ‘abominations.’ That we are blamed for every single fault a blighted suffers that they choose not to believe is their fault.” Keesla folded her hands on her lap.  
 “We were hounded for centuries while our tribes still lived on the main continents. We had to take to the sea to survive, and eventually, we found the Great Mists. Here we could remain…hidden. And in time, we returned to the rest of the castes, disguised as them. Which you can appreciate,” she said.  
 “I can. Being mistaken for a Hidden was a very real concern for us…we didn’t want to be burned at the stake because Tyr knew us with different faces. So we settled on being Linkers, who are always suspected of being Hidden anyway,” Sarah said.  
 “What you know of the Hidden beyond the Great Mists…is not the reality of my caste in our home islands,” Keesla said. “We have a Queen and she commands all efforts beyond the Mists, but she doesn’t have the power that Menicus has. Had.” 
 “Then the Queen brought me here because…” 
 “Turley has a phrase…something about an ohs-trich and sand, coupled with ‘an object not in sight is not of concern.’” 
 “Out of sight, out of mind,” Sarah said.  
 Keesla snapped her fingers. “That. For centuries, we’ve been safe behind the Mists, behind the ring of bickering Islander nations that keep others away…it wasn’t until the Slavers were burned alive that the rest of the world proved to be an issue for us,” she said.  
 “The children,” Sarah said, nodding.  
 “More than that,” the Tyr said. “We suffered far worse than that. We thought if we stayed out of the affairs of the blighted, we wouldn’t be bothered. But we share this planet. We all feel the same wind.” 
 “I feel a ‘but’ coming.” 
 “But factions of us believed we should have intervened in that war sooner, kept the powers off-balance…or stopped the blighted from ever getting the power of the atom. We hid from the world and we paid the price. Now the human caste is here…and we have a similar problem. An even worse problem.” 
 “Turley said…he said he was preparing you all to fight.” Sarah looked away.  
 “You met Turley in person twice. The last time you saw him was six years ago. And you think that every message you received from him through the network was him?” Keesla asked.     
 “Oh…oh no. You mean you’re…not going to join with the rest of the Tyr and go to war for your own survival? Because that is exactly what’s at stake for you.” 
 “Not all the Hidden believe that. And then there’s the question of just how much of a fight we could offer…what we’ve heard from the Azure Islands…” 
 “You’ve got graphenium armor. Battle rifles—” 
 “We do not have magic fighter planes that defy gravity and break the laws of physics! Or walking metal monsters! It will be a slaughter, even if our capabilities are improved.” Keesla crossed her arms.  
 “Give me…give me a cup of water.” Sarah looked at a small tray next to the guard that held what she asked for. The guard looked to Keesla for approval, then brought over a small tin cup filled to the brim.  
 “This is the Corporation’s total strength,” Sarah said, then poured it on the ground right at her feet.  
 “That’s incredibly rude here,” Keesla said.  
 “This is all the territory they can control.” Sarah tapped her foot in the puddle. “The Tyr have the numbers. You’re everywhere on this planet that our enemy wants to go. You need the will to act.” Sarah pressed her hands to her chest, pleading.  
 “This Zike that’s all over the airwaves, is he a fool?” Keesla asked.  
 “No…far from it.” 
 “Then he knows exactly what his capabilities are. What will he do next?” 
 “An old tactic from our people’s past: when a powerful nation doesn’t have the manpower to take on a larger force, they divide and conquer,” Sarah said.  
 “The Free State…those lunatics.” Keesla looked away for a moment. “But that is a far problem. You have a more pressing issue right in front of you. The Conclave demands to see you. If you want to survive, you need to listen very closely…” 
   
 **** 
   
 Sarah was caged in the back of a rickshaw. Again. This time surrounded by guards, all of whom pelted her with furtive glances as her synth layer was off, leaving her head and shoulders exposed.  
 A pair of guards pulled her cart to a wooden set of arched double doors with iron rings for handles. They stopped outside a coliseum with no windows. Stone carvings of winged lizards adorned the upper level where the roof disappeared in the mists.  
 Muffled voices came through the door, a pair of male voices arguing.  
 “So, you all get out much?” Sarah asked, startling the guards. “You know the kingdom’s tongue? Islanders?” 
 One guard holding a rickshaw pole turned around, then picked at his hair and rubbed it between his fingers.  
 “Sure, why not?” She flipped some of her auburn hair over the front of her shoulder and leaned forward.  
 The curious guard touched it, then swiped his hand down the front of his battle armor.  
 “So maybe they don’t let Dr. Turley walk around au naturel,” she said.  
 The arguing within grew more intense, but it didn’t seem to faze the guards. There was a clunk and the double doors went ajar.  
 Sarah swallowed hard as the guards opened them and she was pulled inside.  
 Five concentric rows of seats ringed the inner wall, filled with Hidden men and women in white robes. Each wore an ivory disc painted with dark markings that matched the ketafiks of the rest of the Tyr castes, and some had gold-rimmed badges on their left shoulder. All were silent, staring at her intently as the wheels of her cart squeaked against a stone floor. There were more Tyr on her left than her right, and the ones on the right seemed to have far fewer badges than those on the left, who were a bit older.  
 A massive bench on the far side of the coliseum from where she entered was unoccupied. 
 While Sarah understood she was the center of attention, her eyes were on the wooden stake in the center of the room. At its base were piles of wood and kindling.   
 “Look at this!” A Tyr rose from the stands and held out an open hand. “Look at this…thing.” He was a bit past middle age and wore a single badge with Islander caste markings on it.  
 The translation bead in her ear picked up all the Hidden dialect for her, an upgrade left by Turley.  
 “Do not be so cruel, Baron Narog.” Another Tyr rose on the other side, an elderly man with a chest full of badges. “This one claims to be an ally, like the good doctor.” 
 “We don’t need her, Rand. We’ve never needed the human caste. We’ve only ever needed to trust in the One True God and his deliverance. Well…it is here!” Narog slammed his hands on a wooden railing in front of him and his side of the chamber burst into applause.  
 “You don’t know that!” Rand raised a fist and the room went silent. “You are so blinded by faith that the first hint of the prophecy you can divine blinds you to all other options. You feel a tug on your line and think you’ve got a silver beak, but it may be a red maw coming for you.” 
 “Every blighted on the Azure Islands has been slaughtered,” Narog said. “How much more obvious does it have to be for you and yours?” 
 “Why don’t we ask the human caste what their intentions are?” Rand came down a set of stairs near the bench and walked onto the floor. He continued addressing both sides of the room as he walked around Sarah’s cage. “Sarah Clay, is it? When did you arrive on our world and what is your mission?” 
 Sarah wanted to stand, but the cage wasn’t tall enough. “Ten years. We came through a portal from another star ten years ago. We took on Linkers’ marks and lived among the kingdom. We studied you. Learned your languages and culture, with the intention of presenting your world as equal to human space, as a place to be preserved and protected…” 
 Rand cocked an eyebrow at her. “You weren’t here to collect information on the nations’ military strength? To learn where we—the Hidden—had built the bastion for our people?” 
 “No, no…I wanted to learn how humans and Tyr could be so much alike when our home worlds are so far apart. A greater mystery of the cosmos,” she said.  
 “Yet your caste knew exactly where to strike at the kingdom!” Narog shouted.  
 “When it’s time to cook a grish, is it that difficult for you to know how to kill it?” Sarah called back. “My people have waged war through the stars for centuries—waged war against ourselves and nonhumans as the need arose—and it wasn’t until recently that we fought a race that could beat us. As proud as the Tyr are for finally defeating the Slavers…as you are now, you wouldn’t stand a chance against the full might of humanity. You’re dealing with a single colony ship and the mercenaries they brought with them. I believe you can win against that, or my family and I would have gone home and left you to the inevitable.” 
 “But this ship will wipe out the kingdom. The Worthy People. Every Tyr with the blight on their bodies?” Narog asked.  
 “They will.” Sarah nodded.  
 Narog raised his hands and his faction rapped fists against the wooden rail in front of their seats.  
 “They won’t stop there!” Sarah shouted. “I’ve seen them eradicate entire thinking races, races with souls like we all have, just to clear out more room for humans. You think these Mists will hide you? The Corporation already knows you’re here. You can’t hide from them.” 
 “What does this ‘Corporation’ know of us?” Rand asked.  
 “Little more than what I knew when I first arrived. That the Hidden are a subspecies of Tyr and—” 
 A small metal plate struck the bars of her cage.  
 An elderly Tyr woman stood up on Narog’s side and brandished a crooked finger at her. “We aren’t the same as those blighted filth! We are as the True God made us!”  
 Rand swiped the plate away from where it was spinning near Sarah’s feet. “She only gets that one outburst,” Rand said with a wink.  
 “Humans won’t see you as a higher caste.” Sarah grabbed the bars. “You’re all—every caste—indigenous people to be removed. But I came here knowing that the Hidden were real. I didn’t meet any until Dr. Turley found me and told me how you brought him to the Mists to learn more from him and—” 
 The room broke out in chuckles.  
 “I found Turley in a Slaver ship hold.” A Tyr from Rand’s side stood up. “He thought he could infiltrate those barbarians without fully knowing their ways and was being sent back to their homeland to be executed for disrespecting a chieftain. I heard of this and thought it was one of my fellow walkers amongst the world.” He tapped a badge with Slaver markings. “Imagine my surprise when I figured out that Turley wasn’t a brother, but something else entirely.” 
 “He told me that…that lying son of a bitch.” Sarah gripped the bars harder.  
 “What did you tell your caste of us?” Narog asked again.  
 “Nothing.” Sarah dropped her hands to her sides. “Turley and I are part of our own ‘hidden’ society. One that’s working against the xenocide—the complete destruction of alien races. That Turley was working with you to give you new technology…weapons…none of that would be told to the Corporation, only to our society.” 
 “So the human caste that destroyed the Azure Islands knows nothing of our true strength?” Narog asked.  
 “No. Zike and his people believe Turley died many years ago and the Tyr had no warning or time to prepare for their arrival,” she said.  
 “Then I say let the blighted die!” Narog raised a fist. “We have fulfilled our duties to the One True God. We remained apart from the blighted. Our blood and our people are pure. Now he has sent his vengeance. The human caste are his instrument and we will be rewarded with peace so long as we stay virtuous and true!” 
 A handful of Tyr from Rand’s side crossed the room to join Narog’s.  
 “And we will permit the great injustice that fell upon our caste to be waged on the blighted!” Rand shouted. “I have walked amongst every caste, every nation, and it is that same fear and ignorance that drove our people to the Mists that you’re repeating. The Islanders allowed us passage to the Mists when the Slavers and Toilers drove us from the last prophet’s land. We only survived because of mercy from another caste. Now we must have no mercy on our fellow Tyr?” 
 “The last prophet was murdered,” Narog said. “The temple burned. Our people killed wherever they were found. One small mercy does not excuse all the suffering we’ve endured. The prophecy—” 
 “Did not come from the last prophet.” Rand wagged a finger. “It came from his wife after taking oaxa to commune with gods we don’t believe in.”  
 “She had a vision of the prophet, not the false gods.” Narog raised his nose.  
 “Excuse me?” Sarah slapped her bars. “Human here. I’m no expert on your religion, but I can tell you that Zike doesn’t know about any prophecy and he absolutely does not care. The bulk of human space’s problems came from not wiping out an alien race. They experimented on a species that was on the verge of extinction and it blew up in their faces. Zike won’t risk making that same mistake. I need you to believe me.” 
 “You speak with a demon’s tongue and give a demon’s promise,” one of Narog’s group said. “You’re trying to guide us away from the prophecy and the final test before the gaze of the True God.” 
 “And you all are risking our survival on faith.” Rand reached into the cage and touched Sarah’s shoulder. “A living, breathing human is here, swearing exactly what will happen to us, but you still believe the words of a grieving…widow repeating an oaxa vision. What if you’re wrong? Eh? What if you ignore the proof right in front of your eyes and the human caste chooses to come for us last? Will you dance in the streets as our homes burn, thanking the humans for-for releasing your soul to the One True God after you’ve proven yourself so faithful? So faithful that you abandoned our chance to survive?” 
 “What is there for us to do, Rand?” Narog asked. “Abandon our faith and join with the blighted to fight the humans? You paint a picture of our final moments, but imagine the irony if we reveal ourselves to the blighted and they choose to attack us out of ‘ignorance and fear’ instead of the humans? There will be no respite for us once the blighted know of the Mists. We will be just another grand crusade for them now that the Slavers are beaten.” 
 “You don’t have to…you don’t have to join kingdom armies and win a grand battle like at the Plains of Martyrdom.” Sarah shook her bars. “You simply have to convince Zike that fighting the Tyr is too costly and he’ll leave. Then you can keep the humans from ever coming back. I’ll show you how to do it. I have a spaceship that can—”   
 Two massive knocks thudded against a door behind the bench.  
 Tyr rose to their feet and pressed palms to their hearts. Even the guards around her bent their heads and followed suit.  
 Doors slid open and a figure in pure white robes with a cape over her shoulder strode onto the bench. A golden strip of cloth was tied to her forehead and wound through her hair.  
 Sarah’s jaw dropped as she realized she’d spoken to the Hidden Queen before. Keesla.  
 She leaned against a golden rod atop the bench, then slid one hand across it. The Tyr took their seats and remained silent.  
 “This is the other,” the Queen said, “obviously.” 
 “Our discussion continues on how best to advise you, My Queen,” Rand said. “We remain…divided on a consensus.” 
 “There’s no majority yet,” Narog said, motioning to the many Tyr seated around him, “but we’re approaching one.” 
 “As much as I appreciate the Conclave’s vigorous efforts to understand the problem we face,” Keesla said, drumming her fingers against the golden rod, “we do not have endless time for debate. Is the human caste a threat to us or is she not?” 
 “Her caste is the will of the One True God made manifest,” Narog said. “They are here to rid our world of the blighted and restore us as the only caste pure enough to receive the God’s bounty, all his blessings, yet she denies what she is. She demands we side with those that would work with our oppressors, save the blighted from the doom they deserve!” 
 “I am not a manifestation of anything!” Sarah called out. “Humanity is millions of years old. We were not brought forth from nothing to act as any sort of divine vengeance. Believe me when I tell you that—” 
 “See! She continues to test our faith. Burn her so that we may pass the test sent to us.” Narog pounded on the railing in front of him. “Burn her!” 
 “Wait. What?” Sarah shrank back against the bars. “I’m here to help you! I risked everything so you all can survive. If you’d just listen to me—” 
 “Enough!” Rand stepped between her cage and the stake. “I have walked among the world longer than anyone else in this Conclave. I have seen the world for what it is better than anyone, and I have seen how the other castes can be. They live in peace in the kingdom, in the Free Nation. They can accept us once we stop living in the same fear that drove us into the Mists. We cannot sacrifice the rest of the Tyr because of old hatreds. I believe this soul,” he pointed at Sarah, “that the human caste is not our salvation, but our doom!” 
 The word echoed through the chamber.  
 “We have been enlightened with science from the knowledge Dr. Turley’s given us. Every last one of us downwinders would have died of cancer had not Turley known what medicine to give us. The faith healers were useless. Everything we’ve learned about the humans tells us that Zike will destroy us. Believe your own eyes and—” 
 Keesla raised an obsidian gavel and rapped it against her bench.  
 A half-dozen Tyr crossed from Narog’s side to Rand’s.  
 “The Conclave has made its argument,” the Queen said. “There is no consensus. The decision will fall to me for the good of our caste. Human Sarah Clay, are you a divine agent?” 
 “I most certainly am not. If I had any sort of godly powers, do you think I’d be in this cage? No, I would-would come down from on high with wings and trumpets and have a glorious appearance that would leave absolutely no doubt as to just how holy my message was. And if I’m no divine agent, then Zike and his bunch of killers aren’t any sort of divine will either. So let me out of here so we can—” 
 “Precisely as we would be tested,” Keesla said, her face darkening.  
 A mote of fear grew in Sarah’s chest. This didn’t feel like the plan they’d discussed.  
 Keesla banged the gavel. “Burn her.”  
   
 **** 
   
 Hidden guards grabbed Sarah by the arms and struggled to hold her as she fought against them.  
 “This is insane!” Sarah yelled up at the Queen’s platform as another set of double doors opened and a long, fire-blackened pole was carried in by Tyr in mist-grey robes. They sank the bottom into a recess in the center of the coliseum floor and the pole righted itself with a clatter of old wood.  
 The Hidden dignitaries in the stands were eerily quiet. Queen Keesla lifted an ornate box with short gold legs and inlaid jewels onto the stand in front of her while more robed Tyr tossed hewed hunks of wood around the pole.  
 The guards tightened their grip and a smock went over Sarah’s head. It reeked of oil and left streaks through her hair and against her face. A guard tied cords onto her waist and ankles, binding the smock to her. 
 “I’m here to help you!” Sarah wrenched a hand free and punched a guard in the chin. His knees went to rubber, but he kept his grip. A club whacked against her kidneys and Sarah fell to her knees.  
 She was dragged to the stake and black-crusted handcuffs that reeked of burnt meat went on both wrists, locking her against the pole that must have been used for this same punishment many, many times. Another set of cuffs went around the pole and onto her ankles.  
 “Stop! Please! Where is Turley? He and I are on the same side and—” A hood went over her head.  
 More of the robed Tyr set hunks of wood around the stake, chanting words Sarah’s ear bead couldn’t translate. Sarah tried kicking at the fuel, but she could do little more than writhe against the restraints.  
 A Hidden with a sea-green sash over his robes walked slowly around the pyre, and using a sprig from a needly tree, he flicked copious amounts of oil from a bowl onto the wood.  
 “My husband. My son! They’re innocent. They never knew about Turley or you. Don’t do this to them!” With one of her toes, Sarah felt a bit of wood and managed a short kick. A hunk struck the high priest and he fumbled with the bowl of oil.  
 Murmurs rose from the Conclave.  
 “Don’t do this,” Sarah said as she began hyperventilating. She pressed the back of her head against the stake and a splinter caught the hood. She inched it up until the hood fell off, and she stared up at Keesla, her eyes wide with confusion and fear.  
 “You will now be judged by the One True God.” Keesla opened the ornate box and withdrew a flintlock pistol inlaid with silver and pearl. She cocked the hammer back and fixed a tiny bit of flint to the hammer.  
 “Please…please promise you won’t—” 
 “His will. His gaze.” Keesla aimed the pistol at the wood and fired. A gout of sparks and burning embers ignited the wood, and flames crept around the base of the pyre. Sarah coughed as hot smoke wafted against her face. The flames spread quickly into a full ring around the stake.  
 Sarah hacked and called out her husband’s name as she looked up at an opening in the dome overhead. The edges were blackened, marks of previous judgments. She looked down at the fire…which wasn’t burning toward her.  
 The flames burned in a ring. Although the piles of wood immediately next to her smoldered, they didn’t ignite into fire. The smoke choked her, but she could still breathe. Embers landed on her chest and shoulders. She tried to blow them off, but the pulsing red glows only intensified.  
 Tears ran down her face from the smoke. She took shallow breaths and closed her eyes.  
 Shouts came from the stands. Hidden pounded on the railings and pointed at her.  
 Sarah coughed more, and her vision started to fade as the smoke inhalation pushed her toward death.  
 The priest with the sash rushed to stand in front of her and thrust his arms up in a Y, then passed his palms through the flames of the ring of fire. He yowled in pain and slunk away. Sarah’s legs buckled for a moment, but she stayed standing. The fire still hadn’t crept any closer to her.  
 “Judgment has passed. Get her out of there!” Queen Keesla smacked her palms against the marble blocks at her station.  
 A bucket of water splashed down on the wood and a guard poked a metal bar into the gap between her wrist and the cuffs. A quick snap and her hands were free. Another snap and she fell over the guard’s shoulder. He carried her away from the pyre and set her against the brick wall, fanning her face.  
 “The test!” Narog shook his hands over his head, spitting in anger. “The final test!”  
 “Do it,” Keesla said. A guard flung the oil-laden smock onto the pyre and it went up with a flash.  
 Sarah rubbed a sooty fist against one eye, unsure what she just witnessed.  
 “Is there any doubt?” Rand banged an ivory rod against a railing. “Is. There. Any. Doubt?” 
 Hidden scurried from Narog’s side of the stands to Rand’s.  
 “She is of the One True God’s will,” Keesla said. “Return her to her quarters. Have a doctor look her over and may all doubters pray for forgiveness.”  
 A litter was set down next to Sarah. As she was carried away, Sarah got one last look at the Queen before she went into a tunnel.  
 Keesla winked at her.  
   
 **** 
   
 The room was simple: a bed, sink and squat toilet in one corner. The bars on the window kept her guessing—was it a cell or not? The door did not have a handle on her side. The reek of smoke still clung to her, even after wiping herself down with the bowl of hot water and ambary washcloth the Hidden had provided. 
 She sat on the edge of the bed, staring at her hands. When a knock came at the door, she raised an eyebrow but said nothing.  
 The door creaked open a bit.  
 “You decent?” a man asked in normal English. The door opened slowly and Turley stuck his head in. He had his infiltration layer on, the ketafik pure silver like the Hidden.  
 “Been awhile.” Sarah gave him a brief wave. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you, but where the hell were you when I was tied to a stake and set on motherfucking fire?” 
 “Putting out another fire.” Turley stepped aside and Queen Keesla entered. She wore a circlet crown, tiny threads holding pearls and jewels.  
 “You,” Sarah said, narrowing her eyes. “You said there wouldn’t be a stake. Or me strapped to it while it was on motherfu—” 
 “You’re an infiltrator.” Keesla held up a hand. “We survive by our ability to blend in and appear genuine. My nobles would have spotted any act you put on. As such…I couldn’t risk you giving anything less than an honest reaction to your judgment. You didn’t burn to death, I made sure of that. You’re welcome, by the way.” 
 Sarah’s nose crunched. “You did what?”  
 “The priests are very insular and I don’t have any direct influence over them, but the guards who are loyal to me set up all the supplies for a burning. The priests always perform the ritual in the exact same way and there is an order to which buckets of wood are used first,” Keesla said.  
 “You did something to the wood?” Sarah asked.  
 “A light dusting of a flame retardant.” The Queen looked at Turley. “Keeps the fire away just long enough for everyone to see the divine intervention at work.” 
 “I showed her how to make it.” He crossed his arms over his chest.  
 “The fire not spreading toward you is a signal from the One True God that you are holy in his sight,” Keesla said. “Then there’s the wick—as we call it—the oil-imbued cloak you wore.” 
 “Different chemical compound.” Turley blew on his fingernails and polished them against his sleeve. “Looks and smells just like the normal oil, but has a very high flash point.” 
 “I saw it go up like a candle.” Sarah frowned.  
 “Flash powder. Old stage magician trick,” Turley said. “Not an art the Tyr ever developed. The underside of the smock was imbued with it. Raw flame hits that and ignites the powder, which burns hot enough to sell the trick.” 
 He gave a bow.  
 “But…why?” Sarah asked.  
 “There are factions,” Keesla said, going to the window and looking out. “My people are not as united as they could be. Even Turley’s presence here and all his warnings were not enough for us to work fully toward stopping the human invasion…which Turley said wouldn’t come for many more decades.” She gave him a dirty look.  
 “They moved faster than anyone anticipated, isn’t that right, Sarah?” Turley raised an eyebrow at her.  
 “We had no idea until we saw the torch ship come through the portal.” Sarah rubbed her face. “Normally, when the corpos select a planet for ‘displacement colonization’…there’s more time spent on intelligence, surveillance and recon. Zike seems sloppy. Desperate.” 
 “Which could work toward our favor,” Turley said. “If he’s not acting with the full backing and authority of the Combined Terran Governments, then he doesn’t have the full weight of any major power behind him.” 
 “But he still has enough to kill us all,” Keesla said quietly.  
 “He does.” Sarah nodded. “He definitely does. It’ll just take more time.” 
 “I’m here to tell you that we won’t get another chance to spoof the One True God’s will,” Keesla said. “Keep it to yourself or we’ll all be on the stake next time and it will go as per usual. Understood?” 
 “Got it.” Sarah held a hand level to her chin, then lifted it twice for the Tyr’s equivalent of a thumbs-up.  
 “You would not believe the…what’s that word phrase you use, Turley?” the Queen asked, going to the door.  
 “Shitstorm.” 
 “Yes, ‘shitstorm’ that’s unfolding across Tyr,” Keesla said. “I need to manage this disaster as best I can. You two work out recommendations for our next steps.” 
 She left.  
 “Did they try and burn you?” Sarah asked.  
 “No…but I got quite the medical exam and spent years in a cell while they debated what I was.” Turley leaned against a wall. “I had to talk myself out of a vivisection, but I’ll take that over the stake.” 
 “Where are my husband and son?” she asked.  
 “I don’t know. I just came back from Shel-morogh, Islander principality. Corpo shuttle went down in a storm and I pulled out a survivor, but not before she started a diphtheria-C pandemic by breathing everywhere,” Turley said. “We’re scrubbed of everything but our microbiome before we’re deployed here. Corpo hires? They’d never spend the money. Especially not on a planet that’s marked to be scrubbed. Diphtheria is nothing to us, but Tyr physiology has no antibodies at all.” 
 “Oh no…how bad?” Sarah rubbed the bridge of her nose.  
 “The r-naught is likely in the hundreds, but it takes hours for a Tyr to be incapacitated by it after exposure. Haven’t come across any survivors or asymptomatic carriers…yet. Which is the good news.” 
 “How is that ‘good news’? What’s the point of trying to save the Tyr if they all die from the pox?” she asked.  
 “The infection should burn the population out before it can spread. Our agents in Shel have quarantined the area and have shoot-to-kill orders for anyone trying to leave. We might avoid that disaster…maybe. I’ve got the corpo in isolation. She picked up Thranx’s disease from the Islanders, but she’ll pull through.” 
 “You brought her here?” Sarah narrowed her eyes at him.  
 “I am a biologist at heart.” Turley shrugged. “Wasn’t too difficult to craft an immunity graft from my blood and bone marrow once the Hidden gave me access to a lab. From there, we inoculated the walkers and the rest of the Hidden. They’ve dealt with bringing home diseases from far-off lands for hundreds of years; wasn’t difficult to sell it to them.”  
 Sarah raised her hand to speak, then let it fall on her lap. “This was not the plan, Turley,” she said. “We saw the torch ship and the best Daniel and I could come up with was an exotic particle burst from a nuke to destabilize the wormhole. I tried to get in touch with you…” 
 “No, not the plan at all. We should’ve had at least another decade to goose the Tyr’s scientific development to the point that it would be too costly to exterminate them. It is what it is, unfortunately.” 
 “I have a shuttle hidden in—” 
 “Vinica City. You were monitored.” Turley nodded quickly.  
 “Do the Hidden have atomics? We can end this pretty quickly if they do,” she said.  
 Turley sucked air through his teeth. “That’s a problem. Did they show you the downwinders?” 
 “The children damaged by fallout exposure? They did.” 
 “The Hidden are firmly opposed to nukes. They believe the weapons are cursed and have forbidden any association or contact with them. The Queen won’t even consider the issue. She…lost a child not long after the Slaver lands were irradiated.” Turley looked out the window.  
 “Zike took all the kingdom’s nukes.” Sarah leaned back. “We get the fissile material, make our own and—” 
 “The uranium mines were flooded by a ‘freak accident’ years ago,” Turley huffed. “The Hidden know of several warhead stockpiles…and they’re all under control of the Worthy People.” 
 “Then we get the Hidden to—” 
 Turley shook his head. “Never. Cursed, remember?” 
 “Then we…we…” She tossed her hands up.  
 “Know yourself and not your enemy and you will lose half your battles. Know neither the enemy nor yourself and you will lose the war before it even begins. Know the enemy and yourself, and victory is possible. We’re rather lacking in one half of that equation right now and I need your help.” Turley opened the door and dragged in a wooden chest. “Your infiltration layer’s inside. Suit up and let’s go have a talk with someone.” 
 “You don’t need to quote Sun Tzu to me,” she said, lifting the top and pulling out a tunic and shawl.  
 “Actually, it’s Ran Gizarra, Slaver warlord. Truths are truths no matter the culture. Your infiltration layer is underneath. Keep it set to Hidden and stay with me. They’re almost used to my presence. Almost. Meet me outside when you’re done.”  






Chapter 3

   
 Dawn brought no hope.  
 Michael walked down the highway slowly, listening to the occasional rumble from a car or truck stuck in the unending traffic jam that stretched around a distant bend and all the way back to King’s Rest City. Most had their engines turned off, but a pall of gas fumes clung to the road with a scent of desperation and fear.  
 Michael didn’t look into any of the cars. Some had nervous adults armed with clubs or the bats for strikerun, the Tyr analog to rounders or cricket, standing guard. The muffled cries of children and frantic adults grew more frequent as the sun rose.  
 “I never thought I’d be making better progress on one leg than all those cars,” Lussea said, stopping on her makeshift crutches and wiping sweat from her brow. One foot was in a splint made from a broken board and fastened with strips of a dirty T-shirt.  
 Michael leaned forward slightly and adjusted the weight of the heavy pack on his back. He carried an ax handle, a gift from a band of Toiler thugs that wanted the supplies Michael was carrying. He winced as a bandage on his side shifted.  
 “How’s your cut?” Lussea asked. “Do you need to rest?” 
 “That’s nothing,” snorted Bandar, a young Blooded caste man, as he tapped the tip of his strikerun bat against the road. “My clan will hit us with black bee stingers before a weighted march on the Day of Choosing. One sip of water allowed for every long strides, then we—” 
 “Cool story, but we’re not at any day of whatever. We’re on the Number Seven King’s Highway,” Michael said quickly. 
 “I’m not going to take disrespect from some Toiler scum who hasn’t even—” 
 “Boys!” Lussea clomped the ends of her crutches against the road. “Can we not right now? I didn’t grow up in a crucible. I’m a city Blooded who grew up with Linkers and…” She looked at Michael, her eyes lingering over the Toiler markings of his ketafik. Michael had changed his faux-ketafik skin to aid his escape from Hidden caste kidnappers. He’d kept the disguise up to better blend in with most of the refugees fleeing King’s Rest…then he’d run into Lussea and Bandar with caste markings that she didn’t recognize.  
 Tyr were born into their caste. It never changed. That he’d reunited with Lussea while she was with another Blooded kept things awkward between him and her.  
 “We can rest.” Bandar tilted his head toward a dirt road running parallel to the highway. “I see a house behind the tree line.”  
 “So can everyone else,” Michael said. “People will start getting desperate soon as they run out of gas.” 
 “They’re probably better off than me,” Lussea said as she shuffled off the road and stumbled down the shoulder.  
 Michael lunged for her and caught her around the waist before she could fall.  
 “Get your hands off her!” Bandar grabbed Michael by the wrist and tried to pry him off. Michael slapped his hand into Bandar’s chest and shoved him away hard. The Blooded slipped on a rock and fell into a muddy puddle.  
 “Stop it!” Lussea hissed. “What is it with you two?” 
 “You’re—you’re…” Bandar snapped back to his feet, his breaths quickening.  
 “None of us are Royals,” Michael said. “I’m not breaking a caste law by helping her. You want to take it to a Linker? I’ve got a silver I can loan you.”  
 Bandar’s ketafik—the slight layer of down fur that all Tyr possessed—darkened as he got angrier.  
 A scream broke from the line of cars. Gunshots followed.  
 Bandar swung around, brandishing his bat in front of him. Michael lifted Lussea up and rushed her into the woods. He carried her into a ditch and sat her down.  
 “How did you get so strong?” Lussea’s face contorted with pain and pulled the knee of her splinted leg toward her chest.  
 “Comes with being a Toiler.” Michael touched his bandage and glanced at his fingers. Fresh red blood stuck to his skin. “Blast it.”  
 More gunshots rang out and there was a rustle in the bushes. Michael crouched in front of Lussea as Bandar’s face peeked through a mass of ferns.  
 “It’s bad,” the Blooded said, sliding into the ditch. “Someone wanted a fuel can. The owner didn’t want to share. I think someone’s dead.” 
 “What…what are we even doing here?” Lussea swallowed hard. “Where are we…wait…” She tapped Michael’s shoulder and took the pack off his shoulders. She unzipped the pack and took out a small transistor radio. Extending the antenna, she gently turned the volume knob to switch it on.  
 “—tarkle birds roost at second moonrise.” The voice on the radio was tinny and distorted. “The tarkle birds roost at second moonrise.” A slow tone followed and the message repeated again.  
 “What does all that mean?” Lussea asked.  
 “All Blooded reservists need to report to their clans immediately.” Michael switched the radio to another frequency and tuned in to the same message.  
 “How does a Toiler like you know that?” Bandar narrowed his eyes. “The clans would never share our secrets with—” 
 “Toilers are part of the fight. You can’t go to war without the Toilers that build your weapons, grow your food, move your logistics on and on. This is basic knowledge. They don’t teach you the basics at your crucible?” Michael asked.  
 “Both of you, stop it.” Lussea’s bottom lip and jaw quivered. “What are we even doing here? Where are we going? By the gods, I left my parents behind in the city.” She looked over her shoulder to the distant glow of the city burning in the early morning.  
 “Your father told me to take care of you,” Bandar said. “My clan’s crucible is only a few dozen long strides away. Our families have sanctuary treaties and you’ll be safe there.” 
 “They won’t stop just with the city,” Michael said. “They…they’ll keep moving inland until we’re all dead.” 
 “How do you know that?” Bandar frowned. “We don’t…I don’t even know what they are.” 
 “Demons,” Lussea said quietly. “They’re demons from beyond the stars.” 
 “How is it you’re not surprised that this Toiler knows so much?” Bandar looked from one to the other. “Toilers are barely literate, but for some reason, your parents allowed you to even speak with him?” 
 “Michael…what about your parents? Can they do anything?” she asked.  
 Bandar tossed his hands into the air and let them fall against his sides.  
 “I don’t know where they are. Exactly,” Michael said. “I might be able to get ahold of them if I can find a Linker station or a radio setup with big enough antennae.” 
 “Now he’s a Linker? I never knew so much blasphemy was happening in the capital,” Bandar said.  
 “There’s…there’s a retransmission station at the Shabol Pass,” Michael said, crawling a few feet into the bushes and looking over the gridlocked highway. “We keep moving, we can take the feeder road that leads up to the Silver Peak Mountains.” 
 “Which will take us straight to my clan’s crucible,” Bandar said. “We’ll be safe there.” 
 “At least we agree on which way we’re going,” Lussea said. “We could be there by nightfall if my leg wasn’t broken.” 
 “Let me see.” Michael reached for her splint.  
 Bandar caught him by the wrist. “You think you can touch—”  
 “He has my permission and you’re a witness.” Lussea rolled her eyes. “Things aren’t normal, Bandar.” 
 The young Blooded took his hand back.  
 “Our caste holds true to the strictures,” Bandar said. “You’re so close to your fertile season, Lussea. Toiler scum can’t be trusted to—”  
 “And there it is. Just shut up while I apply some knowledge to this problem…” Michael squeezed Lussea’s shin gently. “No pain? Can you rotate your ankle on your own?” 
 “Ow!” Her leg jerked back out of reflex. She frowned, then slowly rotated her foot the other direction. “Huh, that doesn’t hurt as much.” 
 “I don’t think it’s broken. A bad sprain or a stressed ligament maybe,” Michael said.  
 “What difference does it make?” Bandar’s ketafik darkened slightly as he blushed with embarrassment. “She’s not going to cast her crutches aside and go for a jog.” 
 “‘Gods bless us, everyone,’” Michel smirked. “Least she can get better without a cast or pins in the bone. We still need to figure out which—” 
 A sudden crack of thunder shook the foliage around them. Bandar dove onto Lussea and Michael covered his head with his arms. The sonic boom fluttered his eardrums and muted the world around him. He looked down the highway and glimpsed a single bright star vanish over the horizon.  
 “What was that?” Lussea asked. She pushed Bandar off, gently, not in a way that showed she was uncomfortable with him. Michael’s heart burned with jealousy for a moment.  
 “Corpo—I mean a demon—plane. Like a fighter but much more advanced,” Michael said.  
 The cries from the Tyr on the road grew more discernable as his ears recovered.  
 “They’re moving again.” He pointed to the highway. “We should too. We need to get as far from the city as we can before anything worse happens.” 
 “How do you know all this?” Bandar asked. “Are Toilers the actual scientists in the kingdom, not the Speaker caste?” 
 “King’s Rest is a natural target, and if the Blooded are mobilizing, then there will be roadblocks everywhere to try and keep order. Better if we’re somewhere safer,” Michael said.  
 “Like my clan’s crucible,” Bandar said.  
 “Or an isolated Linker station. Which isn’t a big old military target with a ‘shoot me’ sign,” Michael said quickly.  
 “And both are to the east,” Lussea said. “Let’s get moving and see which option looks better. Either way, we have to start moving.” She held up a hand and Michael helped her onto her crutches. Bandar lifted a patch of branches for her and she limped back toward the road.  
 The Blooded dropped the branches in front of Michael. The two stared at each other for a moment, anger simmering behind their eyes.  
 “You watch yourself.” Bandar poked Michael in the chest and followed after Lussea.  
 Michael shouldered a backpack loaded down with supplies that Lussea had packed and followed them. He looked over the slow stream of refugees, searching for any who were paying too much attention to him or the pair just ahead of him.  
 The Hidden had nearly captured him back in King’s Rest. Though he’d changed his caste since then, the kidnappers could still be after him. Michael wore the same infiltration skin as his parents and could vanish into the crowd as another caste, even as a lost Royal.  
 But if he did that, who would take care of Lussea? He wasn’t going to leave her with that punk Bandar… 






Chapter 4

   
 “Most Equal,” Zike said with a smile, “I have a deal for you.” 
 Aaron Hower walked quickly around the outside of the holo dome. Holos of three of the members of the Worthy People’s oligarchy sat around Zike. Their bodies had a pale-blue sheen to them, while Zike was there in the well-kept, well-dressed flesh.  
 The trio of Tyr wore the same flabbergasted expression as they gazed at a tall non-Tyr in radiant gold robes projected before them from a plate-sized drone floating overhead. The Tyr wore elegantly tailored clothes. The lone woman’s dress had a long train that required servants to carry the ends, and silver lace was embroidered through the fabric. The two males’ fingers were heavy with golden rings, and their tailored suits’ diamond-faced cufflinks and buttons sparkled in the light.  
 Zike continued with his prepared speech to the council.  
 “Hower, you said there’d be four of them.” Zike’s voice came from the overhead speakers.  
 Hower glanced from the ceiling to Zike. Just how the executive could split his consciousness between his body and the ship’s system still puzzled Hower.  
 “Ah, yes. The military commander is absent, but the chairmen of State, Coin, and Nature are present.” Hower glanced at a data slate. “Signals intelligence has him en route. The Tyr’s telecommunications are rather primitive. In-person meetings are still the norm.” 
 “Should I be insulted?” Zike asked.  
 “We are…we are putting them on a rather aggressive timetable, sir. I doubt there’s any slight intended. The Chair for War was likely at the military command center on the outskirts of the city when you issued the summons,” Hower said.  
 “Perhaps some fire and brimstone when he arrives tardy?” Zike asked.  
 “That would be contrary to your intent to utilize the Worthy People toward Bahadur-Getty’s strategic vision.” Hower leaned to one side to see around the Tyr woman’s holo and gave Molly Argent a dirty look. The executive assistant’s hand hovered over a larger slate, where she recorded the transcript of the meeting.  
 “Your advisement is noted,” Zike said from the speakers. There was a click as he disconnected.  
 “Lord Zike,” said the elderly Linker of the Most Equal as he stood up, his hands shaking so badly that he had to clasp them behind his back. “We appreciate that you’ve come to us in such a…peaceful manner. But…your message about the immediate evacuation of the Azure Isles and the kingdom’s coastline. We…we have concerns.” 
 “The heretics—correction, Worthy People—have hated each other for nearly a century,” Hower said as he strode into the holo projection. Only Zike and Molly could hear him, not the Tyr. “Simply placate them and—” 
 Zike raised a hand and cuffed Hower on the side of the head. Hower backpedaled toward Molly.  
 “I didn’t ask,” came from the ceiling.  
 “My Most Equal friends,” Zike said aloud. “My needs are quite clear. I must build a colony for my people on the Azure Islands. Nowhere else on this planet is suitable for our needs. I gave the kingdom a very generous offer. One that they have refused.” 
 “The kingdom’s heart and soul are on the Azures,” said the woman, a Royal caste. “The shrines of their outdated religion, the ancestral lands of their oppressor caste are all there. You asked for—for so much!” 
 “Background,” Zike’s disembodied voice said as his true self began speaking.  
 “Alliana Tambrien,” Hower said. “She’d be the Duchess of Tambrien if her parents hadn’t fled the kingdom before she was born. An embezzlement scandal dealing with oil reserves implicated her father in shady dealings. They’ve lived a rather comfortable lifestyle since being welcomed by the Worthies.” 
 “Our needs are simple but specific,” Zike said from the center of the holo dome. “The Azure Islands meet those needs. The straits around the islands and the buffer zone down the coast are meant to protect the Tyr, and my people, from one another, until such time as we can better integrate our cultures.” 
 Hower scoffed and earned a dirty look from Zike.  
 “Please,” a fat Toiler said, “please help us understand you so that we can better explain it to our people. There’s panic in every city. Riots. Some are even professing that the Speaker caste’s false myths are true.” 
 “The kingdom believed I was some manner of returning god. I’m not.” Zike said the last two words as though he didn’t believe them himself. “I bring no grand reckoning. No final judgment to the Tyr. I bring peace and prosperity, knowledge of the galaxy, and an uplift to your technology. All I require in return is the right land for my colony. Breathing room.” 
 “How many…how many of you are there?” the Linker asked.  
 “A mere ten thousand, but we do not live as you do,” Zike said. “The Azure Islands will be all we ever need.” 
 The Most Equal huddled amongst themselves. An invisible laser activated from the projection drone and read the air between the Tyr, rebroadcasting their discussion for Zike.  
 “Sir, do not discount the Tyr’s origin myths,” Hower said. “All the castes, from the Worthy lands to the Islanders and the Slavers all begin at the Obsidian Dolmen where their gods placed them upon Tyr for observation and judgment. While the Worthy People are predominantly atheists, their morality still derives from that creation story and the first laws they followed.” 
 “Representation as indig deities is officially discouraged by Corporate policy,” Molly said to Hower. “There was an incident a few years ago where an assessment team went a little too native and led an alien jihad against a mining effort. Losses were substantial.”  
 “What? I specifically picked Zike’s costume out for—” 
 “She’ll amend the report to Corporate,” Zike said from the ceiling.  
 “Most Equals,” Zike said, stepping closer to the Tyr’s holograms. The Linker pushed his chair away and held on to the arms for dear life. “You have nothing to fear from me. Neither do the Worthy People. All I ask of you now is to remain calm. The kingdom is my concern, not yours. If they reject my gifts, then you will be the ones to receive them. You will prosper while the kingdom falters.” 
 “And what are these…gifts?” Tambrien asked.  
 “I will send an envoy to you. He will demonstrate wonders beyond your comprehension and present a Tyr witness of our technology,” Zike said. “In the meantime, all I require of you is to do nothing. Live your lives as you like. I will never demand anything else so long as you choose to live in peace with me and my people.”  
 “Wait. What?” Hower glanced between Molly and Zike. “Envoy?” 
 “We…we can work with this,” Tambrien said. She licked her lips quickly. “Who will have the rights to your gifts?” 
 Zike smiled. “I daresay that if such a boon flows to the Most Equal, then the Most Equal will ensure that the wealth is properly distributed,” Zike said, then his face darkened. “The Azure Island exclusion zone applies to all Tyr. Do not test me. Our wrath is equal to our generosity.” 
 Text and figures rolled along Zike’s ocular implants.  
 “Our first gifts will arrive at your military facility north of this city in eighteen of your long turns,” Zike said. “Goodbye.” 
 The holos fizzled away.  
 “Sorry, envoy?” Hower asked.  
 “You, obviously.” Zike held his arms out to his sides and Molly rushed over to remove the gaudy gold robes. “Give them the Tyr specimen and some shiny trinkets to placate them. Perhaps something for the guinea trade? Low-frequency cultural artifacts for the resale market. The value will increase exponentially once they’re extinct.”  
 “I don’t…I don’t have my synth layer, sir.” Hower crossed his arms.  
 “Speak the language. They’ll be tickled, I’m sure. Come, Argent, I have a project update with Hulegu.” Zike left the room.  
 The lights dimmed around Hower.  
 “Damn it,” he said.  
   
 **** 
   
 Tambrien pulled a small flask from the many folds of her billowing dress and took a long sip.  
 Marchand, the Linker, moved on shaky limbs to a small trash bin and vomited a sizeable meal into it.  
 Elatzial, the Toiler of the Most Equal, paced back and forth, stopping to look and see if the saucer that had projected Zike was still gone.  
 “No one panic.” Elatzial wagged a finger overhead. “You hear me! No one fucking panic!” 
 “I think some panic is warranted.” Marchand wiped a sleeve across his mouth, then winced at the residue. “Did you see that thing? No markings at all on his ketafik, like he’s one of those damned Hidden. He’s not touched by the gods. At all.”  
 “Y-you’re panicking! We are the Most Equal and if we panic then—then—” Elatzial put his hands on his hips and breathed deeply. His breathing got quicker and quicker until he had to sit down and attempt to lean his head between his legs, but his fat thighs and thick belly got in the way.  
 “Here, darling.” Tambrien pressed the flask into his hand. “This has just the right oaxa check strain in it for you. Finish it.”  
 Elatzial turned the flask up and downed the rest of it.  
 “We should talk to her.” Marchand put a hand over his mouth. “Should talk to her before he gets here.” 
 “Which he are we talking about?” Elatzial shook the last few drops into his mouth. “This isn’t bad. I’ll need more.” 
 “Guards!” Tambrien stomped on the floor. “Our guest!”  
 A few seconds later and the door to the chamber opened and Den Mother Virid was shown in. She wore a headscarf and a veil over her face. Raising the semi-opaque cloth, she revealed the green tint to her Royal ketafik, marking her as one that had borne all sixteen children that Tyr women could birth.  
 “I know how you feel,” Virid said. “The kingdom went through a similar…adjustment when we encountered the Zike and the human caste.” 
 “I told you she wasn’t lying.” Elatzial settled into a plush seat. He flexed his fingers and stared at the back of his hand as the oaxa began to take hold. “Why would the kingdom lie to us about something so insane?”  
 “What did he offer you?” Virid asked. “Because the human caste are monsters. Everything they are is poison.” 
 “They demanded you abandon the Azures?” Tambrien said icily. “Must hurt to be cast out of your home without due process.” 
 “King Menicus sent me here to broker peace and cooperation,” Virid said. “The pain of our past isn’t as relevant as the horror of the future the human caste have before us.”  
 “Oh, I believe the past is very relevant,” came from the door. A Slaver caste waked in. He wore a Worthy military uniform with a black silk sash from which several small totems hung from the bottom edge. His ketafik was dark around the eyes and on the nose. Dark pools on his cheeks and finger-width patches down his lips gave him a skeletal appearance.  
 “Most Equal Comrade Korth, we’re so glad you could finally join us,” Elatzial said. “You missed…you missed something spectacular.” 
 Korth walked around Virid, disgust on his face as he tugged off riding gloves.  
 “‘Spectacular’ seems to be all the rage,” Korth said. “Do you know what’s happened back home? Has anyone told you?” He tossed his gloves onto the circular table in the middle of the room. “Because I just learned some rather ‘spectacular’ news from the Citadel.” 
 “I was sent here with my Blooded guards and a message from King Menicus,” Virid said. “I have no way to know anything that’s not on television or the radio. You know we don’t even have an embassy here.”  
 Korth’s lips pulled into a sneer.  
 “Well, it seems that King Menicus’ offer is void as he’s dead.” He savored the look of shock on Virid’s face. “Yes, killed at Fort Horizon by the human caste. Seems there’s a great deal of confusion as to how that happened. But that’s not as relevant as who is now King, according to all our intercepts of kingdom communications.” 
 “Oh no.” Elatzial rattled the flask for any more of the drink. “Not him. Riktan’s thirsted for Worthy blood ever since the end of the Just War. I mean their Just War. I’m not saying it’s actually ‘just,’ Korth. Because we don’t need another reason to panic. No one in this room is panicking. You understand me?” 
 “How long until King Riktan declares war on us?” Tambrien asked. “We always suspected he’d have his brother killed just so he could take the crown and—” 
 “Panic-er!” Elatzial pushed himself out of the chair and slurred his words. “I told you that no one in here is going to fucking panic!” He swiped the empty flask across the room and pointed at Virid. “Especially in front of her. No one panic!” 
 “I must have missed something remarkable.” Korth sat and adjusted his gun belt to be more comfortable. “What do you say, Den Mother? How long until Riktan has his war on us?” 
 “I cannot confirm or deny any of this.” Virid covered her mouth. “I was just speaking to Menicus yesterday…the human caste killed him?” 
 “Well, it certainly wasn’t us.” Korth scratched his chin. “We’re not that bold or stupid.” 
 “Nobody,” Elatzial said, sinking back into his chair. “Don’t panic. Just…no panicking.” The oaxa took hold and his pupils went wide.  
 “The human caste’s removal operation on the Azure Islands is underway,” Korth said. “The radio intercepts from the area have fallen off rather quickly. If the kingdom is fighting, they haven’t managed much resistance.” 
 “What would you expect from us?” Virid snapped. “The Azures are the home of—”  
 “I expect castes that would destroy a place with nuclear fire to accept the judgment of their gods,” Korth sneered. “Not as easy to process when it’s happening to you, is it? Your offer from Menicus is received, but we need to verify if it’s still valid now that there’s a new King, don’t we?” 
 Korth snapped in the air twice.  
 “Thank you, Den Mother, that’s all we need from you at the moment. You’ll be escorted back to your chambers. As you’ve come to discuss things with us under a flag of truce, we’ll respect your presence here unless Riktan declares war on us. If you wish to return home, I suggest you do so immediately,” Korth said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us…” 
 Virid lowered her veil. 
 “The kingdom does not want a war with the Worthy People, no matter how much some in this room might want one.” She lowered her head slightly to Korth and left.  
 “No.” Marchand shook his head. “No, Korth, this is not your chance. You’ve wanted kingdom blood ever since you and your caste’s accepted sanctuary amongst us. Things are too…too impossible right now. We don’t need the chaos of another war in the middle of these humans’ arrival.” 
 “I’m also against it,” Tambrien said. “We need to better understand the human caste before anything rash happens.” 
 “I agree.” Korth spread his arms to his sides. “Why should Worthy blood be shed when the humans are doing the work for us? I have the military on alert and we’re reinforcing key facilities and moving reserves to block invasion corridors. All sensible, reasonable things to do.” 
 “Sounds like panic to me,” Elatzial muttered.  
 “Which is why you don’t sit in the Chair of War and I do.” Korth waved a dismissive hand at the fat Toiler. “Now, what did this Zike tell you?” 






Chapter 5

   
 Daniel sat on a wooden crate, the canvas walls of the tent flapping in and out with the passing wind. Lights swayed overhead, casting shadows from the long grass across the ground. Trails of recent footsteps led from the shut flap of the door to his crate.  
 Handcuffs, attached to heavy chains that ran down to his ankles, chafed his wrists. The faux-ketafik on his forehead and over one eye itched as it continued to repair itself after damage taken during the corporate attack on the airfield.  
 He’d been led into the tent by several heavily armed Close Guard without being given a reason or explanation. General Fastal had been led away at the same time. Daniel hadn’t been surprised. He expected that Crown Prince Riktan would be informed of his presence—the true nature of who and what he was—sooner rather than later.  
 At least the Tyr hadn’t tied him to a pyre to be burned as a demon. Yet.  
 His thoughts drifted to Sarah and Michael. Just how they’d been captured by the Tyr galled him. He was so used to being able to move amongst the aliens with impunity…then he started pulling strings to alert the Tyr to the danger they faced.  

I practically dared the Tyr to come find me, he thought. I put my family into this danger when I had the chance to leave…I’ve got to find them.

 The flap door flared up and a pair of Close Guard entered the tent, both armed with stubby carbines. One patted Daniel down then wrapped an arm around Daniel’s elbow. The other guard gripped Daniel’s other arm and more armed guards came in, followed by a Speaker caste doctor and Sazon, the King’s Shadow operative who’d tracked him down and had been researching humans on Tyr for years, even though she barely understood what she was searching for.  
 Daniel felt the cold press of a pistol muzzle against the back of his head.  
 “One wrong move,” a Close Guard said.  
 “I understand,” Daniel muttered.  
 Crown Prince Riktan ducked slightly as he entered the tent, the newly transferred Royal signet ring glinting in the lamplight. He wore a simple circlet of brushed gold as part of his camouflage uniform. The darker area of his Royal caste ketafik formed a T-line over his brows and down his nose, mouth and chin.  
 He stopped a few steps from Daniel, a pair of Royal caste females just behind him. One wore a thick pair of glasses and carried a clipboard in her hands. Sazon. The King’s Shadow agent that had tracked him and his family down. The other looked as if she had barely passed into her childbearing years and carried a quill and paper in her hands.  
 General Fastal slipped in the back. The pistol holster on his hip was empty.  
 “My Shadows have informed me as to your true…nature.” Riktan clenched and unclenched his hands as he slowly paced back and forth, never taking his eyes off Daniel. “I was aware of the anomaly discovered years ago in the Plains. I discounted it as some sort of Hidden caste abomination. They are born without the gods’ touch—no degree of aberration was beyond consideration. Yet demons are real…” 
 Riktan leaned forward and examined the damaged parts of Daniel’s faux-ketafik.  
 The Crown Prince looked over one shoulder to Sazon. “You tried the chadice tincture?” he asked.  
 “Yes, my lord, no effect.” She shifted her clipboard to cover her torso.  
 Riktan stood up straight and tilted his head slightly. “You can pose as any caste?” he asked.  
 Daniel nodded.  
 “An interesting trick. I’d like to see it.” Riktan put his hands on his hips.  
 “It requires me to grasp an ear to shift the markings,” Daniel said. “Given how alert your Close Guard are, I don’t recommend it. Sazon and Fastal have seen me as other castes. And it may not function correctly while it’s…healing.” 
 “Show me what you are,” Riktan said. “The priests want me to burn you as a demon immediately. My Shadows and some of my Blooded insist that you’re actually here to help, but the King was murdered by your kind when they came for you. ‘The presence of a demon is a slow poison…’” 
 “‘Which must be cleansed by fire,’” Daniel said. “I know the scriptures. But a demon is a soulless vessel sent by the gods as a test. I am alive. I certainly think I have a soul. If you want to see me, then I need a free hand.” 
 “Do it.” Riktan nodded to a guard. The press of the muzzle against the back of his head vanished and Daniel heard one of the guards shuffling back. One cuff unsnapped off his wrist.  
 Daniel slowly raised a hand, pressed his fingertips to his hairline, and swiped across his forehead. His ketafik loosened and a flap fell over his eyes. He gently tugged the faux layer down, careful not to tear it any further.  
 Disgust skewed across the Crown Prince’s face.  
 There was a sudden flash of light from behind Riktan. Sazon lowered a camera from her face and advanced the film roll with a click of a lever.  
 “What?” Sazon brought the camera up to her face and adjusted the focus. “We don’t have enough evidence of living humans.” 
 “These humans are threatening to destroy us all. Do you think they’re going to try and walk amongst us looking all…pink?” General Fastal asked.  
 Daniel pulled his infiltration layer down over his mouth and let his false face flop against his chest like a horrific bib.  
 Riktan poked Daniel in the cheek. “Did you steal that skin?” the Crown Prince asked.  
 “No. It’s made of a reactive polymer…a sort of plastic. My family was here to observe the Tyr, report back to my people who you are,” Daniel said.  
 “And what did you tell your people to make them attack us?” Riktan asked.  
 “Nothing. We could only communicate every decade or so when we swapped science teams. The corporation—Bahadur-Getty—sent the invasion force before I could return home. If I’d known what they were planning, I would have tried to warn you all sooner,” Daniel said.  
 “The King is dead. The Azure Islands are under siege. My caste’s ancestral homes are burning. Burning!” Riktan seized Daniel by the front of his army uniform and shook him. “You brought this upon us! Why?” 
 Riktan shoved Daniel back. The guard on his arm kept him from falling to the ground.  
 “I didn’t know! I didn’t know until the very moment we were supposed to return home and I saw the assault ship. Then my wife and I decided to return to Tyr and help you all try and survive. Humanity is not some monolithic organization. Same as the Tyr. You have this kingdom, but there are other factions on this planet,” Daniel said.  
 “How much do they know about us?” Riktan ran a hand through his hair.  
 “They only have the last team’s report from a decade ago…and whatever Aaron tells them. He was on our team, but he wasn’t interested in helping you. I kicked him off my ship in a life pod. Corporate must have picked him up, which is how they knew all your nuclear warheads were hidden at Mount Bagad. Aaron was less interested in your military and more so in your animals. His wife…was the one your Shadows discovered after the Slaver raid on the Plains of Martyrdom.” 
 Riktan turned his back on Daniel then put his hands on his hips.  
 “I have a kingdom to defend. My people are being killed while we dither here. I am a commander. My brother was the monarch, the one to focus the castes together to carry out the gods’ will under their gaze. I have the might of the kingdom’s military available to me. How do you suggest I fight back?” 
 Daniel lifted his synth layer back up and pressed it against his skin. It pinched and squeezed as it reset.  
 “If you attack the Corporation’s efforts on the Azure Islands, you’ll be destroyed. They came with a Compliance Force. Not many soldiers, but their technology and weapons are beyond anything you can fight,” Daniel said.  
 “We’ve killed some of you,” Riktan said.  
 “Not to discount the valor of your Blooded,” Daniel said, glancing at Fastal, “but you got lucky. The corpos weren’t expecting there to be so many defenses when they tried to kill me, and your soldiers followed my advice on how to mask themselves from sensors.” 
 “That’s true, sire,” Fastal said. “Clay was beside me when we assaulted that…air ship.” 
 “So I abandon my divisions of tanks, mechanized infantry and bombers in favor of scout teams fishing around for another lucky shot? Impossible. They must be confronted head-on. To know that we won’t simply roll over and be exterminated,” Riktan said.  
 “Before I was a scientist, I was one of the Compliance soldiers,” Daniel said. “Tyr is simply routine for them. Your survival isn’t valuable to them. None of the Tyr matter to them. They’re here to clear out a colony space and then they’ll turn to systematically eliminating all of you. The kingdom, the Worthy People to the south, even the Hidden in their enclaves. What matters to them—the only thing that matters—is the expense Zike has to incur to deliver this planet to the Corporation’s client. If it costs too much, then they’ll retreat.” 
 Riktan’s arms flopped against his sides. “And how do you suggest I do this?” 
 “They’re building on the Azure Islands. The equipment there is key to Zike’s plans. If you can get me to the islands, I can—” 
 Riktan laughed. “Just…let you go? Trust you to become a saboteur while I toddle around doing nothing? I have my own resources on the Azures. I’m wasting my time here.” He went for the door.  
 “There is another way,” Daniel said. “The wormhole Zike came through, it’s being held open by his base ship. That’s how the human colonists will arrive and that is how he will leave. If we can disrupt the portal—or even show that we’re able and willing to do it—then we can force him out. No corpo wants to be marooned on a planet like this for the rest of their lives.” 
 Riktan raised his palms slightly.  
 “We need a nuclear warhead and a ship capable of reaching Kleegar, the outer moon. That’s where Zike has his…space bridge, for lack of an easier term. The radiation will upset the quantum filaments and disrupt the wormhole. It can stop them from coming back for decades,” Daniel said.  
 “I seem to be fresh out of nukes.” Riktan gave Fastal a dirty look.  
 “Then get one from the Worthy People. Or build a new one. The uranium mines were shut down, but—” 
 “If I go to those heretics and beg for a warhead, they’ll know that I don’t have any!” Riktan shouted. “They’ll know that there is no more mutually assured destruction between us. I do that and I’m inviting another disaster!” 
 “Then we take one,” Fastal said. “The heretics have them divided amongst their long-range bomber bases. It’s possible. Then we place the warheads into one of those rockets we used to send astronauts into orbit and—” 
 “It will take days for your rockets to reach the moon,” Daniel said. “It will be a giant, slow-moving target. Zike will destroy it immediately.”  
 “But capturing one of these shuttles will solve that problem?” Riktan asked.  
 “It would…or you can let me get the shuttle I have here on Tyr,” Daniel said. “Don’t ask me where it is. I can’t risk telling you. Zike is listening to all your radio communications. One wrong word said over the airwaves and the shuttle is gone. Get me a nuke and I can get it to Kleegar. The shuttle has plenty of ways to avoid detection.” 
 “You want me to start a war with the heretics while this Zike is desecrating my homeland. All the while trusting you to bring an end to this war with a single desperate action that you don’t seem too confident in. Why is that?” 
 “My wife is the superior pilot,” Daniel said. “I need her.” 
 “Yes,” Sazon said, clearing her throat, “about…her. It seems that in all the chaos of the demon attack on King’s Rest, we lost…positive control over her. And the child. We’re looking for them, but as they’re able to change their caste at will—” 
 “How did my brother deal with this incompetence?” Riktan asked. “I’ve had enough. We’ll keep this one under stricter guard than the others.” 
 The Crown Prince stormed out of the tent. The Close Guard reset Daniel’s restraints, then followed Riktan, leaving Fastal and Sazon behind. Fastal picked out a small pouch from a pocket on the shoulder of his uniform and grabbed the butt of a cigarette with his lips.  
 He struck a match, then offered the pack to Sazon. She wrinkled her nose and wafted air away from her face. Fastal tilted the pack toward Daniel and lit his cigarette.  
 “Yushura leaves don’t sit well with humans,” Daniel said.  
 “Ooo, what sort of symptoms?” Sazon set her pen tip to her clipboard.  
 “Gastrointestinal…distress,” Daniel said. “On Earth we called it the ‘green apple splatters.’ But that’s not what’s important right now. Why didn’t you go with the Crown Prince, Fastal?” 
 “I knew Riktan back when he was in the Royal’s crucible.” Fastal lifted his chin and exhaled smoke up toward the lanterns. “A cadet so new, he squeaked. He was determined to be a part of the final days of the Just War even if he didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. King Iptari, his father, asked me to put him on my staff as an ensign. Something semiofficial so he could end the war with a medal or two, maybe even hear some gunshots in the distance or achieve whatever the Royals consider ‘blooded’ amongst their caste.” 
 Fastal took another long drag.  
 “I refused. Years of war had ground me down to the nub and I’d seen too many young men turned into mashed meat and dead eyes for the sake of glory. I wasn’t going to have another overeager child blunder into his doom. Riktan didn’t take it well. The King was wiser and respected my decision. Now Riktan’s the Crown Prince and he hasn’t forgotten what happened.” Fastal flicked ash off his cigarette.  
 “My caste do love their politics,” Sazon said. “Riktan’s known to be ambitious. One always advocating for a new war. He is the hammer looking for a nail.” 
 “Huh…we say the same thing,” Daniel said. “So why are you still here?” 
 “Soon as I ended my inglorious absence,” Fastal said, keeping the cigarette in one corner of his mouth and stretching, “Blooded across the kingdom petitioned to serve under my command. Seems being officially dead raised exploits during the war to lofty heights that I don’t believe I deserve, but it is what it is. This is a problem for Riktan, as now he’s questioning just how loyal his Blooded officers are at a critical juncture.”  
 “For a Blooded, you have a very good grasp of Royal politics,” Sazon said. “No offense. Most of your caste are rather…lacking in imagination.” 
 “Which is exactly how the Royals like it.” Fastal wagged a finger at her. “Riktan hasn’t incorporated me into his command staff yet.” 
 “You’re the best general the kingdom’s had in generations—” Daniel shifted against his restraints.  
 “Which is why you brought me out of retirement. Crafty. But Riktan’s no fool. The operation you laid out to turn back the demons is viable, assuming you haven’t been lying to us this whole time.” 
 “He’s been remarkably consistent.” Sazon jotted more notes on her clipboard.  
 “Thank. You.” Fastal took another long drag. “You’ll notice the lack of Close Guard in here. You, Linker Clay, are a problem for him. I am a problem for him. So he’s left a chink in the coop for the grish to sneak out of.” 
 “Sorry, what?” Sazon frowned at him.  
 “Riktan’s giving Fastal the opportunity to run off with me,” Daniel said. “And then…” 
 “Then I recruit a team of Blooded to secure a nuke from the heretics and we put Linker Clay’s plan into action.” Fastal snorted smoke out of his nose.  
 “What?” Sazon turned her head from Fastal to the doorway. “I didn’t pick up on that at all.” 
 “Fastal gets killed in the process? He was a rogue agent trying to restore his honor after losing the nukes at Mount Bagad. Blooded officers that weren’t as loyal to the Royals as they should be are eliminated in the process,” Daniel said. “Fastal succeeds and we save Tyr? It was Riktan’s idea from the get-go.” 
 “You two are ridiculous.” Sazon rolled her eyes. “Just because the Close Guards left the specimen unattended doesn’t mean—” 
 “One of them passed me the key to his cuffs.” Fastal held up a small silver key and turned it in the lamplight.  
 “All right, that supports your hypothesis.” Sazon’s face darkened with embarrassment. “So what am I supposed to do?” 
 “You’re coming with us to keep Linker Clay on a short leash and to shoot him if he tries to escape.” Fastal uncuffed Daniel from the crate.  
 “I’d never! He’s far too valuable…well, in the leg maybe. Just a flesh wound.” Sazon patted the pistol on her belt. “I’m a lousy shot. Please don’t try anything.”  
 “But you’re really coming with us so that if we die in the attempt, you’ll probably die too.” Daniel touched his earlobe and his Blooded markings shifted to the smoky lines of a Linker. “Which saves Riktan a lot of trouble, not having to explain why so much was known about humans yet never shared.” 
 Sazon’s jaw fell. Her lips smacked a few times as she failed to process the new information.  
 “But you still get to pester me with every possible question you can think of along the way,” Daniel said, rubbing his hands.  
 “Th-that’s acceptable.” Sazon covered her mouth with the top of her keyboard. “How do we know if this conspiracy of yours is true?” 
 “If we open the flap and we aren’t shot dead.” Fastal flung the flap open.  
 “Bang!” Daniel shouted. 
 Sazon tossed her clipboard in the air with a squeak and dived to the ground.   
 Fastal and Daniel chuckled as they stepped over her and out of the tent. A pair of jeeps with Blooded soldiers and drivers were waiting for them.  
 “You! You-you double assholes!” Sazon picked up her clipboard and struck Fastal on the shoulder. He didn’t react.  
 “What’s Riktan going to do now?” Daniel asked.  
 “Nothing smart and nothing you need to know about if you really are playing a long con on us. Let’s go; we need to storm a heretic fortress before things get even worse.” Fastal traced a circle next to his face and the jeeps’ engines turned over.  
   
 **** 
   
 Sarah poked at a meal of fish and a boiled grain that had a heavy, savory taste to it. Potato analogs were too salty for her taste and she brushed them to the edge of her plate. She looked out over Shai Marshan, the Hidden city that roughly translated to “Place of the Pure.”  
 Her quarters were almost twenty stories up. The many guards she’d seen and the rather smooth walls meant she’d need a helicopter or a parachute to escape.  
 There were three quick knocks on the door, then one up high, then a final one, slightly lower.  
 Sarah tightened her grip on her knife, then set it to one side.  
 “Come in.” Her chest tightened as the door opened. A Tyr with no markings stood in the doorway in a dusty leather jacket. A holster hung low on one hip. He pressed fingertips behind an ear and his ketafik went clear, revealing a human man underneath.  
 “Sarah…we can have a bit more relaxed conversation now.” Dr. Turley closed the door behind him and sat at the small table with her. “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. There’s been more news from the blighted lands—excuse me, the rest of the planet. Things are awful, by the way.” 
 “Nice to see you too.” Sarah extended a hand to him and they shook. “Nice to see a familiar face…you know what I mean. I didn’t think the Hidden would be interested in Islander cuisine.” 
 “They fish from the same ocean, grow crops in the same latitude. Hidden will eat certain seabirds that the Islanders won’t. Islanders believe they’re poisoned, but I suspect the Hidden spread that rumor to preserve the flocks for themselves.” Turley stretched his legs out to one side. “You’ve been to see our new arrival?” 
 “The pilot? Yes. She’s recovering, but I don’t know how well she’s going to adapt. Especially when we don’t have a spare infiltration layer for her to wear.” Sarah tapped her fork against the edge of her plate. “Any word of my son?” 
 “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to contain Yenin’s pox before it can reach Ishta Island. Our subs have had to sink several ships leaving the quarantine zone.” Turley looked out over the foggy bay. “It’s not a hard decision. There are over twenty million souls on Ishta who’ll die if the disease gets there. I’ve got teams inoculating surrounding populations with an asymptomatic variant I isolated.” 
 “That was fast.” Sarah raised an eyebrow.  
 “The Queen gave me a lab years ago and every resource I required. Bio spillover and disease vectors were always a concern for if—I mean when—the corpos came for Tyr. I anticipated there’d be some sort of disease transmission through malice or negligence.” Turley frowned. “I’m not patting myself on my back just yet.” 
 “And what’s the plan you devised with the Hidden to stop the corpos? I asked you once, years ago when we first met, but you refused to tell me.” Sarah scratched at the grain with her fork.  
 “You can’t share what you don’t know. I was concerned the corpos or some state would turn on our society…and they have ways of making people talk,” Turley said. “I never had any doubts about you. But now we’ve crossed the Rubicon. Ah…it feels good to make references I don’t have to spend hours explaining. You know what fascinates the Hidden? Mammals. They can’t fathom other warm-blooded animals that give birth to live young. Or that we make cheese from their milk. They think cows are the same as their sauroids, just with a ketafik.” 
 “Back to the plan. Because we, the Clays, were going to run a nuclear warhead close to the jump gate and slag the quantum field with radiation.” Sarah pointed the fork to the ceiling. “Still viable…” 
 “The Queen believes a protracted guerrilla campaign will convince Zike to abandon the effort. They came through with a single Compliance division. Some of the pictures I’ve seen from the Azure Islands lead me to believe temp workers are in the field,” Turley said.  
 “Scummies.” Sarah pushed her plate away. “God, I hate scummies. Drug-addled cannon fodder with no discipline. I was allowed to refuse pick up on them back in my ash and trash days.” 
 “So the number of trained soldiers that Zike has to fall back on is low. He’s down at least one…plus whatever was on that lander your husband cleared out.” 
 “Daniel? Is he okay?” 
 “Good enough to slip a relocation team’s attempt to seize him. He killed some of our operatives in the process, though they’re trained not to be taken alive, naturally. I’ve convinced the Queen to stop putting assets at risk to capture him, as he’s been sighted with General Fastal and his placement and access to the kingdom is excellent. Communication is the problem.” Turley drummed his fingers on the table. “My team had a commo backup plan, Sarah.” 
 “We do too.” She nodded slowly. “Sub-code within the Linker network. I detect the code and I’ll know if it’s Daniel or Michael or…shit. Shit.” Sarah spat the last word.  
 Turley’s eyebrows popped up.  
 “Aaron Hower knows the codes too, and Zike has him.” She hit a fist against the table. “The fallback codes were meant to be used by my team to locate my team if we were ever compromised by the Tyr. Not to hide from each other.” 
 “Do you think he’s given the codes to Zike?” Turley asked.  
 “It’s possible…but maybe not.” She frowned. “Giving the codes to Zike would only hurt me, or Daniel, or Michael. It wouldn’t help the corpos much. Aaron, he was close to Michael, treated him like a nephew. Aaron and I…after his wife went missing, he and I spent a lot of time together searching for her. I don’t believe he’d betray us like…like we did when we pushed him out an airlock in a life pod and left him behind. Goddamn it.” 
 “Hard to make perfect decisions when life and death are immediate consequences,” Turley said. “Would you like to see what I’ve managed with the Hidden?” 
 “And get out of my gilded cage? Don’t mind if I do.” She reached behind an ear. “Caste?” 
 “You go as a Linker. That’s your guards’ predisposition. You walk around in anything else, they’ll get antsy.” Turley switched to Hidden ketafik, bereft of any markings at all.  
   
 **** 
   
 Metal doors slid aside, and Turley and Sarah stepped out of an elevator and into a cavern, the rock walls dark and volcanic. Power lines and lighting were bolted onto struts at irregular intervals to match lumps in the ceiling.  
 Railroad tracks ran along one wall of the cavern and around a turn.  
 A command center with banks of workstations and boxy monitors faced a wall with a projection of the entire planet. Crude icons for military units were pinned to the wall, and Hidden with ladders and long poles moved the symbols around. A significant force from the kingdom was amassing near the Azure Islands.  
 The wall hosting the projection was built to match the irregular contours of the ceiling. A pair of armed Hidden stood on either side of a doorway servicing the same railroad tracks.  
 “I call this place Camelot,” Turley said. “You should’ve seen it when I first got it started. The Hidden were still using paper maps and acetate overlays. They preferred to have area experts that had ‘walked’ in the nations available to interpret any new intelligence that came in. Stovepiped information doesn’t help everyone’s understanding.”  
 “‘Camelot’?” Sarah asked.  
 “I’m not from Connecticut, but I’m Yankee enough and I found myself in King Arthur’s court, so to speak,” Turley chuckled.  
 “What?” Sarah narrowed her eyes.  
 “No love for the classics.” Turley sighed. “Come on.” The doctor led her to a bank of pneumatic tubes. A container thumped into a receptacle and a Tyr twisted one end open and removed a typed message. He read it over, then held the paper overhead.  
 “Kingdom 9th fighter squadron observed loading air-to-air missiles at Oblan air base.” He hurried over to the shallow stage at the base of the giant map projection and one of the Tyr with a collapsible rod slapped a new icon onto the map at the base. Another transcribed the message onto a narrow slate and stacked it on top of a deck of similar message traffic.  
 “This isn’t new, is it?” Sarah asked as they moved past the desks. Tyr eyes lingered on her.  
 “The Hidden are particularly concerned about another nuclear strike anywhere on the planet.” Turley stopped at a logbook and flipped through the pages. “They weren’t prepared for the fallout when the kingdom destroyed the Slaver home islands. Now they take a keener interest in military matters.” 
 “For what purpose? I’ve never seen any indication that they have much of a military to deal with a threat,” Sarah said.  
 “The Hidden adhere to the ‘dagger in the dark is worth a thousand blades at dawn’ form of defense. And they have many…many daggers,” Turley said. “You know what happened to King Iptari? Most of his commanders at the end of the Just War?” 
 “They died suddenly. Most within a few months of the nuke strikes,” Sarah said. She looked at Vinica City on the map, noting a red dot icon.  
 “No, they all died on the same day.” Turley shook his head. “Queen Keesla ordered those responsible for the attack to be liquidated in response to the suffering they inflicted on us. The kingdom lied about the timing of the deaths so as not to appear weak. The Hidden’s hand was disguised well enough that the Speakers claimed it was divine retribution…and none in the kingdom ever suspected the Speakers that made that proclamation were controlled by us.”   
 “I feel a ‘but’ coming.” Sarah peered around Turley’s shoulder at the logbook. It was written in a script she didn’t understand.  
 “The kingdom’s Shadows were more suspicious and they greatly improved security around high-value individuals and locations. It makes detection more likely, but our teams can still accomplish their missions…with more collateral damage. Hmm…” Turley spoke to a Tyr in a strange dialect, then handed the logbook back.  
 “What?” she asked as they went to the guarded door.  
 “The Worthy People are being unusually calm,” Turley sighed. “Which means we’ve lost our assets monitoring them or they’re crafting a response to the turmoil in the kingdom.” 
 “That’s awfully paranoid of you. Why not try and get the heret—the Worthy People—on our side against Zike?” Sarah asked.  
 “Zike got to them first.” Turley held a hand over a keypad at the door. The Tyr guard nodded to him and became tense. Turley tapped in a twenty-digit code from memory and there was a snap of bars uncoupling within the frame.  
 “Security seems both ridiculous and lax.” Sarah gave the other guard a polite smile. “I’m allowed to just wander around? Corp security has badges and biometrics and movement limiters in all their data-processing facilities?” 
 “Badges? We don’t need no stinking badges down here. The Hidden won’t let you leave their islands alive unless they choose to, my dear.” Turley put a hand on the door. “Give it a few more seconds…” 
 “You had them dig out a secret underground lair? In a volcano?” Sarah asked.  
 “Lava tube. Pyroduct. It was here long before the Hidden claimed the Grand Mists. They’ve repurposed the tunnels for their own use, much like how the first colonists on Luna expanded the caves there for the first hab domes.” He paused until there was a double click on the handle, then pushed the door open. “Though I did get them to upgrade to fiber-optic cables for communication into and out of the islands. Much harder for Zike and his thugs to detect.” 
 Sarah’s breath caught in her throat when she saw the next chamber.  
 A column of dull light held a cylindrical device the size of her forearm suspended within it. Banded segments spun back and forth. Holo screens projected from lenses at the base of the column, where Tyr studied the readouts. Not all bore the blank ketafik of the Hidden; she spied two with Royal and Speaker markings.  
 “That’s an exascale-core…” Sarah pointed to the floating device.  
 Olive-drab containers behind the core churned out strips of green fabric that revealed hexagons when bent under the light. Others produced what looked like rifle magazines.  
 “It is indeed.” Turley went to a wooden desk covered in stacks of paper and picked up a slate. “Like it? The Society provided it to me before I arrived. You don’t want the details of how I smuggled it past Bahadur-Getty inspections. Benti? Why are the Gottfried fluid stores so low?” 
 A Speaker Tyr approached and stopped outside arm’s reach. She looked young, but her eyes were tired and her ketafik was deathly pale, which happened when Tyr lacked vitamin D.  
 “Direct Action Lord Vargan requisitioned it all. He wants the suits complete. All of them,” she said.  
 “Vargan should have waited until I—” Turley slapped the slate to his desk. “How much did he waste?” 
 “Eight percent,” Benti said. “I convinced him to let me help in the final production steps.” 
 Turley blinked slowly. “Eight? That’s…actually pretty good. He never let me help before.” Turley pursed his lips.  
 “Vargan trusts me more. You know how he is.” Benti shrugged. “Want to see the new stinger?” 
 “Yes, please.” Turley hooked a foot onto a stool under his table and kicked it toward Sarah. “Take a seat, then go ahead and say it.” 
 Sarah bunched her hands then sat down quickly.  
 “Where are the centrifuges, Turley? You have an exascale computer and you’re using it to make fabric? You know the surest way to stop the corpos is to scrag the quantum fields at Lagrange points, and that means subatomic pollution that will—” 
 “Forbidden.” Turley laced his hands behind his head. “Queen’s orders. I try and conduct any nuclear experiments or try to acquire any fissile material and at least one of my students will stab me in the back. Maybe all of them.” 
 Benti returned with a rifle constructed of bent tubes.  
 “That’s hurtful, Dr. Turley,” she said. “We respect you enough to stab you in the front. The focusing lenses need to be replaced every twenty shots, but none of the prototypes have exploded…yet.” 
 “You’re…blighted,” Sarah said to Benti. “I mean—” 
 “I was scheduled to be burned at the stake for a paper I submitted to my university for publication. The Hidden came to me in my cell and offered me an escape and the opportunity to continue my research…here I am,” the Speaker caste said.  
 “She postulated that because the Tyr were unlike any other genus of animal life, then it was possible that the Tyr evolved from an extinct ancestor.” Turley tested the heft of the weapon, then returned it to Benti. “Which was heresy, obviously. I read her paper and noticed that she had an astute mind. It would’ve been a shame to see it lost. Here is a human female, Benti. Does this satisfy you that humans don’t reproduce asexually?”  
 “Damn it…I’ve lost that bet, haven’t I?” the Tyr asked.  
 “Shoo. Show me your solution to the focusing lens problem.” Turley waggled his fingers at her.  
 “Turley,” Sarah said, lowering her voice, “you’ve been at this for over a decade, and this is all you’ve
accomplished?” 
 “I’ve outfitted several direct-action teams with technology that gives them a fighting chance against Zike and his Myrmidons. Graphene-weave armor with a Gottfried impact layer.” He opened a drawer and took out a metal plate that had what looked like a thick, milky-white paste spread across it. He pressed lightly and his finger sank through the material. He dropped a pen near the same spot and the layer hardened, sending the pen bouncing off.  
 “That’s obsolete tech,” Sarah said.  
 “We’re not here to fight Reptilians, my dear. I’ve struggled just to give the Tyr a fighting chance,” Turley said.  
 “Why’s it called a Gottfried layer again?” she asked.  
 “Named after Gottfried Leibniz. It’s a non-Newtonian fluid. I agree that shutting down the wormhole is the correct solution, but we must work with the Tyr. Given the Hidden’s proclivity to not draw attention to themselves, they haven’t been interested in putting the exascale-core to full use.” 
 “Let’s skip to the point. While I appreciate the evil scientist shtick you’ve got going, it’s not solving the problem.” She leaned closer to him. “Get me a nuclear warhead and I will get it close enough to the wormhole and put an end to this with—” 
 “With the shuttle you stashed outside Vinica City?” Turley sighed and took a small bottle of amber liquid from his desk.  
 “How the hell did they know about that?” Sarah huffed. “I was careful.” 
 “You made a dead drop in Vinica. You think the Hidden couldn’t retrace your steps? Don’t insult them.” Turley took a swig, then offered it to her. “It’s as close to rum as I could get.” 
 Sarah shook her head. “Nuclear warhead, Turley. The dirtier the better.” She crossed her arms.  
 “I advise against putting the cart before the horse, but we have neither cart…nor horse.” Turley reached into his jacket and took out a folded printout from the other chamber. “Zike found your shuttle at a…” he glanced at the paper, “country villa owned by one Baron Tal. Seems he disturbed it and that triggered an automated distress beacon.”  
 Sarah’s jaw fell open. She sat dumbstruck for a moment, her shoulders drooping, her arms falling at her sides.  
 “Well…shit,” she finally said.  
 Turley waggled the bottle at her again. Sarah unscrewed the top and winced as the alcohol burned her throat.  
 “When were you going to tell me?” she asked.  
 “I found out on the way in.” Turley leaned back in his chair. “We have the greatest minds on all of Tyr here in this room. I’ve been teaching them to use the exascale-core and they’ve made some decent advances…so now we need to figure out another solution to the Zike problem.” 
 “I need…I need another drink.” Sarah sniffed at the booze and took another sip. “Goddamn it. Getting the nuke just became the easy part…Daniel. I need to speak with him. Have you told the Tyr about the fallback protocols?” 
 Turley shook his head with a barely perceptible shake.  
 “Then here’s what we need to do next…” 
   
 **** 
   
 A pair of unarmored Myrmidons lounged outside a sealed door aboard the Matsui, neither paying Hower much attention as he approached. One bobbed his head along to a tune playing through an earbud, while the other tapped his fingertips against his thighs, his pupils open far wider than the others.  
 “I’m here to transport the prisoner,” Hower said.  
 “Finally,” a guard said. “Can’t believe we’re getting paid time to sit on some indig. Go for it.” He chucked a pair of mag cuffs at Hower that struck him hard in the chest. Hower hunched slightly and caught the cuffs.  
 The other guard pressed a palm to a biometric reader and the door slid aside with a hiss. Inside, a Blooded caste Tyr in simple Bahadur-Getty work overalls lay on a metal slab in the back of a cell, his back to the door, a force field glowing between him and Hower.  
 Hower stepped inside and the door shut behind him. He thought he heard the guards laughing. The force field flickered out. The Tyr didn’t stir.  
 “Quboth? I have some news for you,” Hower said in the kingdom’s primary dialect.  
 The Tyr lifted his head and looked at Hower through a black eye. Quboth bore the injuries from a savage beating at the hands of Hulegu. The split lip, swollen lumps, and cuts had been disguised with a simple baseline image filter when Zike had broadcast Quboth’s message to the Tyr a few hours ago.  
 Showing a battered prisoner would not have been in line with the company’s strategic objectives, Zike had said.  
 “Am I to rule over the Tyr as your puppet?” Quboth sat up, wincing in pain as he kept one arm tight against cracked ribs. “Perhaps you want me to perform a commercial to help you sell Tyr snack foods to your caste. Nixazar had his face on breakfast cereal boxes. Made him quite recognizable across the kingdom.”  
 “Nothing so droll. We are returning you to your planet.” Hower fiddled with the mag cuffs.  
 Quboth rubbed the back of his hand against a swollen jaw.  
 “There were prisoner exchanges with the Slavers during the Just War. Some of our Blooded came back looking worse than me. Some were poisoned without their knowledge by yurkir root slipped into their water. They died in agony weeks later. Those we returned to the Slavers were better treated,” Quboth said.  
 “I saw the documentaries the kingdom made. Read the reports. The Slavers were monsters to do such…” Hower looked away. “I’m sorry, Quboth. My people are no better than them most days. Worse, even. I do have a little something to make you feel better.” 
 Hower took a small cylinder from a slot on his sleeve.  
 “It’s not biological in nature, so I’m not concerned that you’ll have any negative physiological response. It’s a topical treatment of nanoparticles that mimic the effects of camphor and menthol. It will reduce the swelling and speed up the healing process.” Hower waggled the cylinder between his thumb and forefinger.  
 Quboth looked at him for a moment, then lowered his head. “Just kill me quickly. Don’t hide it,” the astronaut said.   
 Hower sat on the slab next to the Tyr.  
 “We call these ‘Ouchie Boo-Boo’ sticks,” Hower said. “My mother used to keep one in her purse every time my brothers and I went to the park with her. They are quite harmless.” He touched one end of the stick against his forearm and there was a slight hum and a small circle of light on his skin.  
 Quboth nodded, then pushed the hand holding the stick away.  
 “I think…I think I’d rather go back like this. Can I do that?” the Tyr asked.  
 “You may,” Hower sighed.  
 Quboth sat quietly for a moment, then laced his fingers behind his head, his elbows on his knees.  
 “Oh…oh, you’re going to kill all of us, aren’t you? Nixazar and my mission was…gods forgive my hubris, but it was kind of a big deal. If I can go back like this, then your caste lord doesn’t care about how the kingdom will react to seeing me like this. It will rekindle all the old wounds of the Just War. Your Zike doesn’t care…or it doesn’t matter.” Quboth sobbed for a moment, then stifled his emotions away.  
 “No. No! It’s simply the Azure Islands and a buffer zone,” Hower said quickly.  
 Quboth looked at him like he was an idiot.  
 “Which is a lot to take from the kingdom and all the Tyr, I get it…but there’s still hope, Quboth. There will be a great deal of hope once you return home. More than you’ve got here,” Hower said.  
 “Forgive me for not thanking you right away,” Quboth huffed.  
 Hower cleared his throat then tilted his hand holding the stick so one end pointed to the camera over the doorway, then to other camera nodes on two of the walls.  
 Quboth’s eyes followed the tip, but he didn’t look up at the cameras and make the message painfully obvious to anyone that might’ve been watching.  
 “They will ask me if the human caste is of the gods…what should I tell them?” Quboth asked.  
 “Difficult question. I take it you’ve had some time to ponder this. What do you think?” Hower slipped the stick back into his sleeve.  
 “Did you know I never went through the oaxa ceremony? Some un-blooded will do it at their crucibles to achieve full maturity within the caste and become…officially, they’re as Blooded as any combat veteran, but unofficially, those that rise up through the ceremony will never achieve the highest ranks in our caste,” the Tyr said.  
 “I’m aware of the distinction,” Hower said.  
 “I remained un-blooded with the assumption that I would eventually see combat. As such, I never went through the ceremony with the Speakers. I never got to feel the gods’ gaze upon me, never caught a glimpse of them through the veil. When I’m asked if your caste is of the gods, I don’t think I can give them an answer. Did you ever go through the ceremony? Some Linkers did it, I’m told.”  
 Hower touched his face where his Linker ketafik would have been.  
 “Never,” Hower said. “The research team that preceded mine had a member that accidentally ingested an oaxa mushroom while foraging. A single mushroom, mind you, not the brew made from drying and grinding down several dozen into a single ritual dose. That small dose proved to be rather toxic to him. He described the effects as a delirium combined with rather intense dissociative feelings…he believed he was a glass of orange juice for many hours. He nearly injured some of his teammates, fearing they were going to drink him.” 
 “You drink colors on your world?” Quboth wrinkled his brow at him.  
 “No, it is the name of a fruit similar to geshen, but it is orange in color. Neither here nor there. Will you undergo the ritual?” 
 “I do not wish to see the gods right now. I would have poor words for them if I saw them. When do we leave?” Quboth asked.  
 “Now.” Hower extended his arms out, wrists close. “I just need to put these cuffs on you and then it’s off to a shuttle.” 
 “No more tours of your ship? You don’t need to show me your caste’s mechanical monster soldiers or hundreds of warheads that can annihilate Tyr cities?” Quboth held his arms out.  
 “I don’t believe we need to prove that point any further. Was there something you wanted to see?” Hower snapped the cuffs—each a simple ring—onto the Tyr.   
 “Music? Do you care for music? I was curious…” Quboth tested the cuffs, but the rings locked together, then pulled his wrists against the belt buckle on his coveralls.  
 “I’ll see what I can do.” 
   
 **** 
   
 Michael kept his head down as the mass of refugees meandered past him, Lussea and Bandar. Lussea used a single crutch to support her injured leg as they continued down the highway. Cars were stopped bumper to bumper, some with broken windows and ransacked trunks.  
 Most Tyr had abandoned the idea they could drive away from King’s Rest. Some were still in their vehicles, the occasional rumble of idling engines mingling with the shuffle of footsteps. Although most cars had pulled to the shoulder of the highway, a few had crashed into ditches, while others had been pushed off the road.  
 Michael brushed against Lussea as they redirected around a crashed cargo truck. He kicked aside tin cans to clear her path. Bandar picked one up then shook his head.  
 “Shoe polish. Worthless.” He tossed the can over his shoulder. Michael caught it midair and stuffed it into a small knapsack.  
 “Really, Toiler? You planning on making some coin shining shoes out here?” Bandar sneered.  
 “It’s petroleum-based,” Michael said. “We can use it to help start a fire if we need to. Your clan doesn’t fire shine their parade boots?” 
 “We don’t—I mean…shut up.” Bandar wedged himself between Michael and Lussea. “How’s your foot? Do you need to rest?” he asked her.  
 “I’m slowing all of us down,” Lussea huffed. “Families with small children are moving faster. I am a shame to my caste and my father. I should be tougher than this.” 
 “You’re injured and you haven’t even been through your clan’s induction training. Don’t beat yourself up,” Michael said.  
 “My clan gives every warrior a wound before their final march of their initiation rites.” Bandar raised a sleeve and showed off a line of knotted scar tissue on his right arm where campaign rings would be worn. “There’s nothing wrong with suffering. Our caste doesn’t quit. Why am I even telling you this?” 

Because you wanted to show her that you’re considered an adult by your clan and can claim a wife, Michael thought. Why did I switch my markings to Toiler when I could’ve gone Blooded? But then I barely know how to act like a Blooded…I can’t win out here.

 The stream of refugees slowed as they came around a bend. Cargo trucks straddled the highway, forming a serpentine to slow down cars and foot traffic. Blooded soldiers in sloppy uniforms and carrying rifles lingered around the roadblock. A pair stood atop the cargo trucks. Strands of barbed wire blocked the underside of the trucks and stretched out to the woods.  
 “Hey! Let us through!” a Toiler man shouted. He had one child in his arms, and a wife with two more children were a step behind him. Refugees were stopped at the serpentine where a pair of Blooded searched those coming through.  
 “This is odd,” Bandar said. “Their clan patches are for a tank division from far in the east. But no tanks.” 
 “The King commands his Blooded around as he likes,” Lussea said. “We are to serve as ordered. At least that’s what Dad always told me.” She looked back down the highway toward King’s Rest City.  
 “Why does the King want Blooded here slowing down people fleeing attack?” Michael looked to the sky. “A giant bunch of civilians makes for a great target.”  
 “Have you heard who’s doing it?” asked a Toiler woman well past middle age. She clutched a small bag to her chest. “I heard it was the Slavers. Come back for revenge after what we did to their homelands.” 
 “Can’t be,” a chubby Speaker caste said. “It’s the heretic kingdom. They’ve finally decided to attack us. The loss of our two astronauts must be some sort of omen sent by the demon lords they worship.”  
 “Actually, the attack’s from a race of non-Tyr come to wipe out all Tyr so they can colonize the planet,” Michael said.  
 Several in the crowd turned to look at him.  
 “Shut up, soft hands,” the father Toiler said, using a diminutive for younger members of his caste. “We’ve enough problems without your nonsense.”  
 Lussea knocked Michael on the shoulder. “You shut up,” she hissed.  
 “What are they doing?” Bandar lifted his chin and leaned from side to side to get a better look at the roadblock. “Something’s off.” 
 A family at the front of the line was waved into a small, barbed-wire corral. A Blooded with a campaign ring around one arm and rank pins on his collar asked the father a few questions. The Blooded showed particular interest in a juvenile Toiler about Michael’s age and height.  
 The Blooded tapped a clipboard, then waved it overhead. The back of the corral, mounted on a metal pole and tire, was wheeled open and the family went on their way.  
 “You two need to go on without me,” Michael said.  
 “Oh no,” Bandar said evenly. “Whatever will we do without—” 
 “Oy! You there!” a gruff voice called out. “Send ’im forward.” A Blooded atop one of the cargo containers pointed directly at Michael.  
 “That’s not fair! We were here first,” someone complained.  
 “This is ridiculous.” Lussea smacked her crutch against the back of Michael’s leg. “But I’m in no mood to just sit here. Go go.” 
 The soldiers in the inspection corral opened the crowd-facing side. One elbowed his way toward Michael.  
 “He’s mine.” Lussea raised her chin. She limped past the soldier and went into the corral, Michael and Bandar following her. Michael bunched his shoulders and kept his eyes on the back of her feet.  
 “State your crucible and your caste rank,” Lussea said to the soldier with the clipboard and campaign ring.  
 The soldier chuckled. “You must be from King’s Rest. One of those that was never sent to your hereditary crucible for proper training,” he said. “I’m fully Blooded, young miss. You’re not. Your father never taught you how to speak to your superiors?” 
 “My father has more campaign rings than you and earned his rank the hard way. I know full well that it’s your responsibility to identify your clan so I know our relationship, not the other way around,” she said.  
 “She’s right.” Bandar shuffled forward, adjusting the pack on his shoulders. “You—” 
 “Shut up, whelp,” the soldier sneered at him. “I’m Blooded of Clan Narvoss. Here on King’s orders. There. Happy now? Your Toiler servant. How long’s he been yours?” 
 “He’s been my family’s fetcher and cleaner since he was a boy. My father was disabled during the Just War and he refused an indentured to help around our home. Wouldn’t tolerate that trash in our home, so Michael was hired with his stipend. Why? What do the King’s orders have to do with someone so…ordinary?”  
 “She’s got a fair bit of shine to her.” One of the Blooded on the backside of the corral adjusted his belt. “Not good to be out here with Toilers about. You know how they get.” He smiled at her, revealing a few missing or rotten teeth.  
 “I’m her chaperone,” Bandar said.  
 The ranking soldier snickered. Lussea was at the cusp of her first fertile cycle—several weeks when she’d be primed to conceive. Michael wasn’t sure if Tyr women emitted pheromones, but Tyr history and culture made considerable efforts to seclude their women during these cycles. One on her first cycle would demand a considerable dowry, or sale price, as children born of first cycles were considered especially blessed in the eyes of the gods.  
 “Speak your name, Toiler,” the soldier said.  
 “M-m-Michael,” he said. He purposely didn’t look the Blooded in the face. He was supposed to be a poorly educated servant at the lowest echelon of King’s Rest society.  
 “Strange,” the soldier huffed. “Never met one of your caste with that name. Height…yeah. Build…how old are you?” 
 “Eighteen years,” Michael said. The soldier tensed up. “But in my clan, I’m sixteen summers.” 
 “Mmm…” The soldier slapped his clipboard twice against his thigh. “Let me see your left hand.” 
 “You can’t touch my servant without my permission.” Lussea beat her crutch tip against the road.  
 “Hurry up!” came from the crowd. More angry voices joined in a discordant chorus.  
 “Gods have vexed me.” The soldier shook his head quickly. “You, whelp,” he said, pointing a knife hand at Bandar’s stomach. “This treat saying true? This Toiler her servant?” 
 “Yes, Blooded, this one’s as dumb as he is loyal,” Bandar said.  
 “Come on!” A rock sailed overhead.  
 “Hey!” Another Blooded racked a bullet into the chamber of his magazine. “Stay calm!” 
 “Go, just go.” The soldier flapped his clipboard to the rear of the corral. “The Therum Clan crucible’s open a few long strides down the highway.” 
 “Thanks, but we’re going to—oof.” Lussea jabbed the tip of her crutch into Bandar’s stomach before he could finish.  
 “Gaze of the gods be kind.” Lussea smiled at the soldier and limped out of the corral.  
 “Deep hells with this,” said the ranking soldier, stepping out of the corral and waving Tyr forward, scanning all those coming through. The cab of one of the trucks opened and a Royal stepped out, his uniform crisp and clean. The Royal whistled and snapped his fingers twice.  
 Bandar snapped around to look over one shoulder as the trio moved away from the roadblock. More Tyr shuffled through the gauntlet.  
 “That’s an actual Royal officer,” he said. “What’s one doing out here?” 
 “I don’t know and I don’t care,” Lussea said. “Let’s just keep moving.”  
 “Huh…that ringer’s talking to him.” Bandar kept looking back.  
 “Stop drawing attention to yourself,” Michael said. “We don’t want to be stuck here for who-knows-how-long while Blooded figure out what they’re supposed to be doing.” 
 “Oh?” Bandar snapped his face back toward Michael, anger writ across his countenance. “Why were you acting like a proper Toiler with that ringer but now you’ve found your tongue? Do I need to teach you how to act? I’ve got a silver for a Linker to settle things between our clans if I give you a few bruises.” 
 “Hey! Come back here!” the soldier called out from the truck cab. The Royal officer drew a pistol from a holster, his eyes locked on Michael.  
 “You heard him.” Bandar grabbed Michael by the shoulder.  
 Michael slapped his hand away with surprising force. Bandar clutched his hand back, shocked.  
 A tremor rose in the air. The hair on the back of Michael’s neck crept up, then his entire body felt lighter. Cries of fright rose from the crowd as a triangular ship floated over the trees and hovered high over the checkpoint. Two lights on the underside of the craft spun around, leaving a rainbow hue in their wake as the ship drifted slowly across the highway.  
 Bandar froze. His jaw fell open and he pointed at the human ship, gawking like a fish caught on a line. Shots broke out from the soldiers. Bullets sparked off the invisible gravitic fields surrounding the ship.  
 Someone bumped into Michael from behind as refugees panicked. The screams grew worse as more Tyr called out to the gods for mercy.  
 Michael scooped Lussea up by the waist and tossed her over his shoulder. Tyr’s gravity was less than Earth’s and he was freakishly strong by the aliens’ standards. He broke out into a trot, sidestepping terrified Tyr as they looked upon something their lives, culture and beliefs never prepared them for.  
 “Mike-Mike! I’m going to throw up!” Lussea stammered as her stomach bounced against his shoulder.  
 A flash of light burst from behind them and one of the trucks exploded.  
 Michael kept running, passing crying children and elderly from different castes huddled alongside the road, some with younger relatives around them, some all alone. Michael kept going until the refugees dwindled into ones and twos, some giving him strange looks as he—a Toiler—carried a young Blooded woman down the highway.  
 He veered up a dirt road and set Lussea down next to an overgrown pillbox. Weeds and tall grass obscured most of the concrete bunker and the door was rusted shut. Michael pressed his back to the bunker and sank down, breathing hard.  
 “What…what was all that?” Lussea propped herself up on her side, her injured leg laid out straight.  
 “Corpo void superiority fighter.” Michael wiped a sleeve across his mouth. “Maybe…maybe it was looking for me. Its sensors could see through my disguise. Maybe. Maybe the pilot was just an asshole that wanted to see Tyr suffer.” 
 Wind blew through the weeds and grass as the sun set. 
 “Water?” Lussea looked around. “Where’s…” 
 “I think Bandar had everything,” Michael said. “Sorry…I just wanted you to be safe.” 
 “Nice of you.” She winced and touched her splint. “But no. The other thing. That Royal had it out for you. Why? Why are they looking for someone so much like you?” 
 “Well, given everything that’s been going on, this won’t be too hard for you to believe. The Hidden are real and they’re after me and my mom. They killed a bunch of Shadows to kidnap us and then…then I don’t know what they were going to do with us. Hidden can change their caste like I can. They don’t have any of the gods’ marks like you. They paint on the markings to pass as any caste.” 
 Lussea looked at him for a moment, her mouth pursed.  
 “Fine. Not-Tyr are attacking the kingdom. You’re one of them. Why shouldn’t I believe you about the Hidden? Now I’m gods-know-where away from my family and…” She started crying. “I should be stronger than this, but I don’t know if it’s all the hormones from my fertile cycle making me so weak or if I just can’t handle all this…this bronto shit!” 
 Michael reached for her.  
 “No!” She dragged herself out of reach. “I can see how this is your fault, but not entirely. Michael…why didn’t you tell me?” 
 “I tried to warn you. Told you to get out of the city before it was too late. But what if I told you the whole truth about me before I was supposed to leave forever? What would that have done to you? We didn’t know the corpos would do something like this. Now everything is all messed up and I don’t know how to fix anything.” He crossed his arms over his knees and bent his face down.  
 “You cared. You cared enough to warn me.” Lussea took a slow breath and stopped sobbing. “Everything’s gone. Everything I knew, or thought I knew. This isn’t fair! Do you know what my stupid stupid fantasy was? That we’d run off to the heretic kingdom and be together forever. I’d have Linker babies that wouldn’t match me and no one would judge me for it there. Then I went through my first oaxa ritual and then…” 
 Michael looked up. “What happened?” he asked.  
 “I don’t know! It’s hard to remember what happens in the gods’ realm, but when I came back, I was OK with not running away with you because you were gone already. Then guess who runs into me when I was on my way to the matchmaker and told me to stockpile—” 
 “Hey!” Bandar jogged up the path. He set the pack full of supplies down gently next to Lussea then rested his hands on his knees, panting slightly.  
 Michael groaned.  
 “I was in back guard position for our movement. You’d know what that is,” he said to Michael, “if you were Blooded. What? You think it was hard following you when you had her over your shoulder? You’re pretty strong for a Toiler. What’ve they been feeding you?” He stood and stretched, hardly winded.  
 “Food! Water!” Lussea unzipped the bag and took out a metal canteen. She took a quick sip and offered it Michael, much to Bandar’s disgust. “Not too much.” 
 “What? There’s always a…hold on…” Bandar kicked around the grass. He tapped against a metal pipe then twisted a handle. Water came out in fits and spurts before settling to a slow drizzle. “Ha! These old observation points built during the Just War all have groundwater pipes. Cuts the resupply needs way down. What were you two talking about?” 
 “How much we needed you,” Lussea said. “How far to your crucible?” 
 “Another twenty-five long strides. There any nuts left?” Bandar sat next to Lussea.  
 “The Linker station is only fifteen,” Michael snapped. “It will be safer for everyone there.” 
 “I’ll take my kin against those—” Bandar glanced up at the sky “—those things over hiding in a Linker shack. Thank you very much.” 
 “Not if you want to survive for long,” Michael muttered to himself. He rested his head against his arms. Lussea tossed a pouch of bronto jerky to him.  






Chapter 6

   
 Baron Tal flipped a light switch. The Royal let out a dissatisfied harrumph as the house stayed dark. He flicked the switch several more times and got the same result.  
 “Oh, darling, you know that power is out everywhere in this province.” Baroness Tal edged past her husband and into a brunch nook, where the final minutes of twilight still provided enough light to look around.  
 “This isn’t even in the evacuation zone. Why would the power be out?” The baron stepped aside as three Toilers carried luggage and plastic coolers into the home. “The icebox should be empty, Tora, but find a flashlight and cook up the steaks now. There’s no way we can keep things cold for too long.” 
 “Then what are we going to eat if there’s no meat, Father?” said a young Royal girl, holding the hand of her Linker nanny as they stood in the doorway.  
 “We’ll just have to make do for a bit, darling. We’ve plenty of preserves and grain for pancakes and such,” Tal said. “Do you remember where your room is?” 
 “Upstairs…but…” The girl clutched the Linker woman’s leg. “It’s scary up there. Too dark.”  
 “I’ll send our men to look around.” Tal snapped his fingers and a Blooded a few years away from elderly with a pistol on his hip came up the stairs and turned sideways to carefully pass the baron and his daughter.  
 “Where’s Koli?” Tal asked the Blooded.  
 “Checking the perimeter and sheds, sir,” the Blooded said. He paused a moment to see if the Royal needed anything else, then took out a flashlight and bounded up the stairs.  
 “Daddy, how long is this going to last?” the girl asked.  
 “Eh…I don’t know, dear. I wouldn’t bring us to our Vinica property unless absolutely necessary. The radio told everyone to evacuate the coast. We’re lucky that we left ahead of the rush and we have this nice empty house waiting for us.” Tal gave his daughter a quick hug.  
 “Darling, are we going to send our people to Vinica for supplies?” the baroness asked. “Who knows how long we’ll be here, and the longer we wait, the more likely it is that my preferred wine will be gone. I brought our last two bottles.” 
 “Let’s see what we need before we send anyone into town. Doesn’t do to have our people running around at night when there’s no power,” Tal said.  
 “Sir?” Koli ran up to the door, sweating, one hand on his holstered pistol. “Sir, there’s…something. Something you should see. I don’t know what it is.” 
 “It had better not be runaway indentured again,” the baroness said from the nook. “There’s no way to get reimbursed for the damage those scum cause.” 
 “It’s not, madam,” Koli said between huffs. “Not indentured at all.” 
 “Well, then it can’t be that bad.” Tal waved at his wife. “I’ll go take a look. Have the rest of the help find the candles and whatnot.” The baron rumbled down the stairs. He’d put on a fair amount of weight since his daughter was born and was in no hurry to do anything about it.  
 A luxury car was parked in the long driveway. A Toiler brushed road dirt off the chrome while a pair of Toilers unloaded a packed van behind it.  
 “Get some flashlights now before we lose all the light,” Tal called out.  
 “Sir, we may not want to unpack just yet,” Koli said. The Blooded still had one hand on his holster. “We may need to leave.” 
 “Pishposh, if it was that dangerous, you would’ve shot it.” Tal took a handkerchief from the inside of his jacket and dabbed at his forehead. Perhaps he did need to start eating a little less. Insects chirped and rattled in the woods as they went to a barn beginning to show its age—its paint was peeling and some of the wooden slats had begun to rot.  
 “There a reason you didn’t say what you found?” Tal asked as Koli peeked into the barn from the slightly open door.  
 “I didn’t want to alarm anyone, sir…and I don’t know what it is.” Koli opened the door with a creak of rusty hinges.  
 “Ah!” the baron exclaimed, falling back on his rear.  
 Inside was a floating…object. It was perfectly still, though straw and other farm detritus had been blown aside marking its entrance path. It was the size of the baron’s favorite fishing boat at his other coastal retreat, which was just small enough that his wife complained about seasickness and never wanted to accompany him on the water, leaving room for other guests.  
 Stubby wings sloped down the sides and there were pits and cracks from damage along the hull. There were no obvious engines, but a pale red light stretched across the aft.  
 “What is it?” Koli asked.  
 “Wha’? How in the demon hells would I know?” The baron got to his feet.  
 “It’s your barn, sir.” The Blooded drew his pistol. He handed a flashlight off his belt to the baron, then held up a smaller one and braced his wrists together as he shined the light over the ship. “Do we…what do we do?” 
 “We should…” Tal inched a toe over the threshold of the barn and tapped it on the bald cobblestones. He set his lead foot down and then stepped closer to the object. “It looks like a…fighter jet?” 
 “Not like any I’ve ever seen, and my clan crews transport craft. Maybe it’s some heretic weapon they placed here for an attack?” Koli reached toward the shuttle but pulled his hand back.  
 “Rather…bold of them.” Tal walked around the shuttle. He waved a hand under it and the craft wobbled ever so slightly. “Oh my, that’s interesting. How is it floating like that?” 
 “Sir?” Koli pointed to a spiderweb crack on the fuselage. “It looks like it’s been damaged. Battle damage.” 
 “Maybe it stopped here to…heal?” the baron asked. Koli’s face remained neutral so as not to offend his boss. “I’m not an expert on these things! Your guess is-is not as good as mine. My clan are closely related to the King’s. I will alert him. Yes. Just tell him that there’s a…something.” 
 Tal swept his flashlight down the side of the shuttle. The circle slowed over a bit of paper sticking out from the seal around a hatch.  
 “Huh…looks like Linker script.” The baron squinted at it. “I can read a fair bit…”  
 He hooked a finger under the page and accidentally brushed against the hull. A line of light lit up around the hatches and a sharp whine rose. The gravitic engines flared and both Tal and Koli were swept out of the barn by an invisible force. They tumbled into the gravel driveway, bits of straw and a flush of dust covering them both.  
 Tal ground to a halt on his back, his shirt untucked and one shoe missing. Koli sat up, his hair shot through with straw. He aimed his pistol at the craft as the engines pulsed again and the barn doors slammed shut, knocking a shiver of splinters off the building.  
 “Sir? Are you hurt?” the Blooded asked.  
 Tal wiped dust off his face. “Maybe…maybe we just keep this quiet until morning, yes?” the baron asked. “At least until I’ve arranged for another place for us to stay.” 
 “Fine by me, sir. I don’t even know how to describe that thing.” Koli helped Tal to his feet. “Let me find your other shoe…” 
 Tal flapped a hand over his head and made a sort of buzzing sound as he limped back to the house.  
 Inside the barn, a beacon pulsed within the shuttle.  
   
 **** 
   
 In the surrounding woods, a Hidden wearing the guise of a Toiler hunter extended an antenna from a backpack radio and put a receiver to his ear.  
 In orbit, the Bahadur-Getty ship Matsui adjusted her course.  






Chapter 7

   
 Pyth stomped up the stairs to his house, stopping on the porch to wobble a shoulder against the door and prop himself up. His forehead thumped against the door. The air smelled of smoke, and sirens wailed in the distance.  
 The handle rattled and he almost fell forward as the door opened. His wife touched his chest as his knees buckled.  
 “Darling,” Pyth muttered as Teya guided him to the kitchen table. She unsnapped his gun belt and unbuttoned the tunic of his police uniform. Pyth sat and kicked his feet out.  
 “I didn’t think you’d be here,” Pyth said. “Why aren’t you at the hospital? Not that I’m complaining.” 
 “I didn’t think you’d be back either. Does the King not need his police?” Teya tapped his badge with a fingertip.  
 “I kept falling asleep on my feet. Captain sent me home until morning.” Pyth set his remaining arm onto the table and used it as a pillow.  
 “Hey, me too. What are we going to do with all this time together?” She sat next to him and held his hand.  
 “Sleep? I was thinking sleep,” Pyth said. “Maybe food? It’s been nothing but nuts and root tea since…awhile.” He sniffed the air. “What is that?” 
 Teya went to the oven, grabbed a checkered towel off the rack and removed a dish from inside. She set it onto a burner, then collected up a pair of plates.  
 “That’s my favorite casserole.” Pyth patted his stomach. “How did you know?” 
 “I didn’t. The ingredients haven’t gone bad yet and the fridge is still a bit cold.” She spooned out a casserole of tubers and thin red vegetables in a meat sauce and set it in front of her husband. “I was going to leave you some.” 
 “Fresh is always better.” He poked at the meal. “Nothing. I haven’t heard a thing about Lussea. You?” 
 “No.” Teya rubbed her arms like she was cold. “The hospital’s overrun with refugees from the Azure Isles. There’s talk about evacuating us before the human caste’s deadline, but…” 
 “If the King won’t abandon the Isles, he won’t abandon the capital either.” Pyth took a bite and smiled at his wife. “Excellent as always.” 
 “You only say that when you want beer,” she said, going to the fridge.  
 “There’s still beer?” Pyth said, his mouth half full.  
 “It’s a little warm, but better than nothing.” She snapped off the cap and set it next to his plate. “The word from the Azures…it’s not good. The human caste is unstoppable. They have these walking statues that can’t be killed. Flying ships that smash buildings with bolts of sunlight. They’re not sparing anyone. Women. Children…even the ones taking sanctuary in Speaker temples. It’s worse than the Slavers.” 
 Pyth glanced at the pinned sleeve where an arm used to be.  
 “I don’t doubt it, but I’ve heard they can be killed. Blooded shot down one of their ships out near Fort Horizon. Killed a bunch of the human caste. So there’s hope, right?” He shoveled in another bite.  
 Gunshots rang out nearby. Pyth unholstered his pistol from his belt.  
 “That’s Mishka,” Teya said. “He’s got a neighborhood watch to keep looters away. Couple warning shots gets the job done. Usually.” 
 “People protecting their homes isn’t the problem.” Pyth kept his pistol on the kitchen table. “It’s the bastards using the chaos to settle old scores or to go looting. Civilians aren’t handling this well. People don’t know if they need to go out and fight for food and water, get weapons or get out of the city.” 
 “Or stay put and help…right where their daughter can find them.” Teya poked at her food.  
 “I never thought this would happen,” Pyth said. “After we beat the Slavers, I never thought there’d be a threat to King’s Rest ever again. Lussea could go to my old crucible…” 
 “That’s thousands of long strides east of here. My ancestral temple’s on the Azures and I don’t think there’s any way she could go there. There’s another option…” She turned around and looked at a wooden cabinet.  
 “The Clays’ screen? No. We don’t even know how it works. We can’t even read the language. How can that help?” Pyth asked.  
 “They might know where she is. Or at least how to find her.” Teya rubbed her hands together, then set them on her lap. “The Clays were our friends. Surely they’d—” 
 “No! They were spies and they brought this nightmare on us!” Pyth shouted. Teya flinched away. “I-I’m sorry, darling. It’s been…it’s been hard. Do we even want Lussea to be with us here? Every time there’s a strange light in the sky, people go crazy.” 
 “We should have left—all of us—when we had the chance,” Teya said. “Lussea was smart to go after her bunker was damaged. There’s an un-blooded to watch over her, right?” 
 “Bandar. Good family.” Pyth nodded. “Nothing’s changed since the last five times you asked about him. Though that seems to be the only reassurance we have, eh?” 
 “Where’s his crucible? Maybe he’d take her there?” Teya’s brows jumped up.  
 “Not too far,” Pyth said, frowning. “I’ll ask around the station. I think Rosha spent a season training there. That screen…we should destroy it. No good comes from having it in the house. I’ll take it with me in the morning. Toss it in a bonfire or something.” 
 “Heh…” Teya rubbed her face. “When the head nurse sent us home to rest—any of us who wanted to go—about half actually came back to work. It the same at the station?” 
 “About half.” Pyth nodded slowly. “I have to stay. Have to keep this city from falling apart or there will be no place for Lussea to come back to.” 
 They ate in silence for a few minutes.  
 “You’re right,” Teya said, “but I wish you weren’t. Gods, what I wouldn’t give to go back to when things were normal and boring. What did we do to deserve this? Is it because we punished the Slaver islands with those cursed weapons? This isn’t happening to the heretics, is it?” 
 “I’d rather believe this isn’t fair.” Pyth scraped his fork through the last bits of sauce on his plate. “Life is not fair. Because if every good or bad thing that ever happened to us occurred because we deserve it…you’re the Speaker. What do the prophets and the gods tell us about times like these?” 
 “That we are under the gods’ gaze, and what we do in times of trials means more to them than what we do when things are easy,” she said. 
 “Then we must be doing the right thing.” Pyth wobbled in his seat. His head bobbed as sleep gripped him for a heartbeat.  
 Husband and wife looked at each other with weary eyes.  
 “I’m so tired, darling. Thank you for dinner,” Pyth said.  
 “Let’s get you to bed. I need to—” 
 “I’ll do the dishes in the morning. You need to sleep too.” He raised his arm and Teya helped him up. He lowered his arm to put around her waist as they went upstairs.  
 A few minutes later, the Clays’ slate switched on and vibrated within the back of a drawer.  






Chapter 8

   
 Yenin squirmed, half in and half out of consciousness, her chest feeling like a wall had fallen atop her. Her limbs ached and the overhead lights felt like hot pokers against her eyelids.  
 She let out a long groan of vowels and opened an eye. She tried to rub her face, but her wrists were bound to metal rails on a hospital bed. Lifting her head slightly, she looked at her elbow. An IV ran blood from her arm up to a bottle. A Tyr woman sat next to her, also connected to the IV.  
 Yenin moaned and tried to shift away.  
 “Stop. You’ll only end up hurting yourself,” Sarah said.  
 “Ha-a-a-a! You talk like me. Why are you taking…my blood?” Yenin got one eye all the way open and struggled with the other.  
 “I’m giving you mine. My antibody regimen’s more recent than Turley’s. Should help you get over just about everything.” Sarah spooned out some ice chips from a plastic cup and pressed the edge against Yenin’s lips. When she didn’t open her mouth, Sarah poked it around the corners and lifted up a lip.  
 “You’re not thirsty?” Sarah dropped the spoon back in the cup.  
 “I haven’t woken up this hungover in a long time,” Yenin whispered. “Why is an alien giving me ice chips?” 
 “Hmm? Oh…” Sarah touched behind an ear and her synthetic ketafik layer went clear, revealing the human underneath.  
 “Oh oh oh my god,” Yenin said, leaning her head back. “You’re like-like that other one. Is there another one? I was pretty out of it in that jail cell…” 
 “Sarah Clay, nice to meet you. I was a Bahadur-Getty employee third-tier, nineteen-year pay bracket. Assigned to the Xeno-anthropology project here on Tyr. And you?” 
 Yenin smacked dry gums.  
 “Tanya Yenin. BG fifth tier…oh wow, did you get dental insurance? By that look you’re giving me, guess not. I’m an able void-y. Ash and trash hauler, not the big toy combat types. At least I was until those rotten sonsabitches fired me for being too expensive to recover. What kind of bullshit is that? I get back to Combined gov space, I will sue the tits right off them.” Yenin winced and settled back against her bed.  
 “No Combined court has jurisdiction this far out. Sorry.” Sarah shrugged. “They fired me too. For an actual reason. A good reason. I’ll never work in human space again.” 
 Sarah removed the needle from her arm and did the same for Yenin, giving Yenin the high points of her assignment and history on Tyr. She undid the cuff on one of Yenin’s wrists so she could feed herself ice chips.  
 “There are people here? Like people people, not indig people? Who are people too, if they’re listening,” Yenin said. “Are they?” 
 “Listening or people?” 
 “Yes.” Yenin rubbed a thumb and forefinger against the spoon. “What metal is this?” 
 “Pewter. Don’t cook with it. The Tyr are probably listening and they are just as alive and intelligent as you and I. They don’t deserve to be wiped out just so the company can…what have you heard about the colony mission?” Sarah asked.  
 “The Leopold was supposed to go on a terraforming drop ten light-years from Paradise. Some Mars analog. The usual solar shield emplacement and heavy atmo sinks. Couple decades later and you’ve got a dust ball to live on. Instead, we get put on commo lockdown, take on a Compliance division escort and get punted out here.” Yenin rolled her eyes. “You ever been around Compliance? Everyone that’s not-Compliance gets a ‘health and welfare’ bonus in return for losing their sexual harassment referral rights. They’re a bunch of monsters.” 
 Yenin told her about the kidnapping of Quboth and the killing of the other Tyr in the pod.  
 “That explains what happened to them.” Sarah nodded slowly. “Must have needed them for an immunity serum. I wonder who gave them that idea…damn you, Aaron.”  
 “What’s going to happen to me?” Yenin asked. “Abandoned. Fired. These indigs burn us alive. Did you know that? I saw it with my own eyes.”  
 “I’m familiar,” Sarah deadpanned. “The Tyr’s religion demands they burn any and all affronts to their gods. Most of the ones with markings—” Sarah switched her infiltration layer to Blooded, then to Islander, then to Linker, “—consider their ketafik to be a gift from their gods. Touched personally and placed into their castes. The Hidden, the ones that picked you up, have no such markings and are murdered pretty much anytime and place they’re found. Naturally, the Hidden don’t appreciate this.” 
 “I’m so fucked…” Yenin pressed her palm to her face. “They have booze here?” 
 “They do,” Sarah said, smiling slightly. “It’s possible to survive here, Ms. Yenin, to have a life. I did it for ten years and I’ve never been happier. The Hidden won’t hurt you or allow any harm to come to you, but when the corpos come for us here, what do you think will happen?” 
 “I’ll be lucky if they kill me before they eat me. Compliance are animals,” Yenin said.  
 “Will you help us? We only need information from you right now. Maybe we can push the corpos back. Who knows, maybe even get you home eventually,” she said.  
 “Guaranteed my asswipe of a father will have spent all my back pay by then. I never should’ve put him as my beneficiary…Just so we’re clear, these hiding Tyr won’t burn me at the stake?” 
 “No. Maybe as a joke.” 
 “What?” 
 “What? Nothing. They won’t burn you. Just have to keep you away from the other nations and that won’t be too hard.” Sarah stood up and stretched.  
 “How many of us are there? Us us,” Yenin said, motioning to her face.  
 “You’re the fifth human on the planet that’s not working for the Corporation. At least, I hope you are. My husband and son are out there somewhere,” Sarah said.  
 “What do I do?” Yenin tried to lift her other arm, but it was still locked down.  
 “I’ll be back tomorrow. Things are in flux out there and what you know about how the corpos work is invaluable. I was an ash and trash hauler once upon a time. They have you on the old Mark IVs?” 
 “I was on the Vs, but in the ass,” Yenin said. “Food? Water? Toilet?” 
 “Bang on the bar, someone will come in. Welcome to the right side of the fight, Yenin.” 
 “I’m thrilled.” Yenin laid on the sarcasm and scrunched her face.  
   
 **** 
   
 The utility truck rumbled down an old road. Dust hung heavy in the cargo bed, trapped by a canvas tarp tightened over wood and metal bars. Daniel Clay sat on the floor, his back against the cab. He’d set his ketafik pattern to Linker, at odds with the Royal near him and the Blooded soldiers at the back end of the truck.  
 Sazon was on a wooden slat bench, a clipboard on her waist, pen in hand. She wiped sweat and dust from her eyes, then tried to write on a sheet of yellow paper. The instant her pen touched the paper, the truck rumbled over a bump.  
 “This is intolerable,” Sazon muttered.  
 “The average Tyr believes the King’s Shadows are warrior priests,” Daniel smirked. “When was the last time you were on a field problem?” 
 “The Shadows’ research efforts far exceed our enforcement capabilities. We have the Close Guard for anything this dirty. Now, how would you characterize the human caste’s popula—” 
 The truck hit a pothole and Sazon’s pen jumped out of her hand and landed next to Daniel.  
 “I swear by the Great Shrine of the First Arrival, the driver is trying to hit every bump!” She balled a hand and smacked it against her clipboard. Daniel handed the pen back to her. “Forget that question…the Speakers have a number of concerns. Rather grave ones.” 
 Daniel rested his forearms on his knees, then traced small circles with one hand.  
 “The possibility of Tyr-like life elsewhere has never been considered by the Speakers. The belief that the gods would return to judge us ended much speculation about other kinds of intelligent life. Now that the human caste is here…some rather heretical discussions are taking place.” 
 “And my input will either fan the flames or throw water on it, eh? Can the kingdom afford a religious problem at the same time as an alien invasion? I doubt Riktan wants another problem right now. If you’re supposed to send back answers to the Speakers…why don’t you just lie?” Daniel asked.  
 Sazon snapped the pen against the clipboard.  
 “Linker Clay…do you know how hard it is to lie successfully? The longer you try to keep the lie going, the more likely it will be that the lie will fall apart. Once the truth is known, those who were lied to will forever be on guard against more lies. Honesty is the superior policy for allies. Should the truth be too damaging…just pretend you didn’t hear the question,” she said.  
 “That’s a more enlightened viewpoint than most human governments ever had.” Daniel scratched his chin. “Ask away. Perhaps the truth will set us free.” 
 “We’re not letting you go just because you answered questions. As such…do you think the existence of humans refutes the existence of the gods?” she asked.  
 “I thought you’d start with something a bit easier, but OK…” Daniel thought for a moment. “Have you ever been to the Natural History Museum at King’s Rest? Been to the Great Hall of Predators?” 
 “Every Royal child goes there on school trips.” Sazon narrowed her eyes at him.  
 “Then you’ve seen the fossils of the terror beasts. My son loved the great toothed hunter, said they remind him of Tyrannosaurus Rex. The magenta spiders of the Frosthall caves…not so much.” 
 “What is tyran-oh-sore-ass wrecked?” Sazon asked, jotting a note down. A bump sent the tip of her pen up the paper and she muttered a string of expletives that Daniel would have expected from a Toiler working the docks.  
 “Extinct animal from Earth, but with more feathers than the great toothed hunter. All the megafauna predators went extinct on Tyr several hundred years before Tyr recorded history begins with the gods placing you here,” Daniel said.  
 “Yes, this is well-known…wait, did your gods do the same for humans?” Sazon’s eyes went wide.  
 “All of Earth’s terror beast species went extinct around sixty-five million years before humans evolved into what we are now. Giant meteor struck our planet and wiped out a fairly significant amount of life. We don’t credit gods for this…the cosmos always has something awful out there and the dinosaurs’ luck ran out. But the timing of the terror beasts’ sudden extinction is…as convenient for the Tyr as it is statistically impossible,” Daniel said. “Something, or someone, made this planet a lot more habitable for you before you all arrived here. Can you imagine trying to live on the Azure Islands if there were pack hunters ten times the size of grish wolves?” 
 “The Speakers give thanks for the gods’ work. Have you…encountered similar fortuitous extinctions on other planets?” 
 Daniel considered her for a moment.  
 “There have been rumors of planets with extinct humanoid populations. Died out within generations of their sudden appearance. No fossil records of their evolution. Then there are the Jentari and Hevash-tol, rubber heads with technology advanced enough that no corporation’s interested in trying to push them off their home worlds. Both those species are rather similar to you and me. You could have this same conversation with them, if you can deal with the Jentari’s pheromones,” Daniel said.  
 “Wait, back up. ‘Humanoid’?” Sazon wrote furiously.  
 “Two arms, two legs, two genders, same general shape as us.” 
 “And ‘rubber heads’?” She frowned at him.  
 “Huh…” Daniel’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know where that comes from. It’s been in use for a long time to describe aliens very close to human appearance. Skull ridges. Pigmentation adaptations.” 
 “So I’m a rubber head to you?” 
 “Pretty much. It’s something of a pejorative and the term isn’t used much outside the xeno-anthropology community. Corporate calls most species they’re exterminating indigs…but you’re missing the forest for the trees here, Sazon. Your belief that the gods put you here is…pretty valid.” 
 “It is?” Her upper lip rose, exposing her teeth.  
 “You didn’t evolve from life on this planet. Being transplanted here fits the evidence. The legend of gods creating a humanoid species has been encountered on several planets…all along the Orion arm of the galaxy. You can tell the Speakers that your gods are quite real,” Daniel said.  
 Sazon put the pen to paper, then her hand fell to the wooden bench.  
 “This is…this is…you know? I’m having a little trouble with this. Wait, does the human caste have the same ancestral belief?” she asked.  
 Daniel chuckled. “Here’s where it gets funny: one of our earliest recorded religious beliefs is of the Annunaki, nonhumans who came to Earth and uplifted us to be their servants. But there’s also plenty of archaeological evidence to show how we evolved on Earth…and there are—were—mammals on Earth. We don’t always find them on other habitable worlds.” 
 “What is a ‘mammal’?” 
 “Warm-blooded animals that give birth to live young. Breathe air. Breastfeed their young. Pet peeve of mine here on Tyr. No mammals, no breast milk. No milk, no cheese. I never thought I’d crave a good Roquefort with figs and muscat wine, but that taste’s been nagging at me for years.” Daniel swallowed as the memory made him salivate.  
 “So you think our gods are real—” 
 “An intelligence almost certainly placed you here.” 
 “—but your gods could be real, but you could also be derived from biological processes. Science.” 
 “For humans, it comes down to faith. You’re going a bit pale. You OK?” 
 “I need a drink.” Sazon gripped the bench as the truck turned sharply. “I—I don’t want to think about this right now. Weaknesses? Does the human caste have any we can exploit? Sensitivity to any particular compounds or diseases? There was an Islander population encountered in the Frozen Shoals during the Just War. They were unaware of any other Tyr and when we went back to contact them again…” 
 “All dead from the black pox.” Daniel nodded. “Humans have had similar problems through our history. The main reason Zike doesn’t just dump human colonists on Tyr is that it takes time to fortify our immune systems against all the viruses and possible bacterial infections here. It’s already too late to hit them with a bug. They have Aaron and all his immunities.”  
 “You mentioned yushura doesn’t sit well with you?” 
 “We’re going to have to do better than bubble guts to stop Zike. We don’t have time to test every compound you have, hoping we’ll have some…reaction to it, especially when every human we’ll encounter from here on out is immunized as well, or better, than me.” 
 The truck slowed with the squeak of brakes.  
 Sazon tapped either end of her pen against the clipboard.  
 “What will you tell the Speakers?” Daniel asked as voices shouted back and forth between the cab and other Tyr.  
 “I think…I think the human caste needs to stay demons for now,” she said softly. “If the Speakers can make the argument that we’re all created by the same gods…Zike could use that against us.” 
 “Good thinking. The other way didn’t work out too well for Montezuma and the Aztecs.” He held up his hands. “Do I need cuffs?” 
 “The who and the whats its? No cuffs. You’re my Linker informant. Don’t try anything funny or I’ll try and shoot you in the chest and probably hit you in the balls by accident,” she said.  
 “Maybe I’d be better off in cuffs…” 
 “Clay!” General Fastal called from outside the truck. “Get over here!” 
 Daniel and Sazon moved at a crouch to the back of the truck. The tailgate flopped down and Fastal was there waiting for them. He wore simple olive-drab fatigues with subdued rank. Sewn over his name tape was the King’s Blood award, the highest award any Blooded could receive.  
 More Blooded formed a semicircle around him, their faces stern and weapons in hand.  
 Daniel hopped down and kicked up dust, then raised a hand to help Sazon. He pulled it back, like he’d accidentally touched a live wire.  
 “You may assist me, Linker,” Sazon said. She thrust her clipboard into Daniel’s hand, then climbed down from the truck bed.  
 Several trucks were parked in a gravel lot. Blacked-out wooden buildings were a few strides into the thick surrounding forest. The sun set behind nearby mountain peaks, sending them into early twilight. An antennae tower camouflaged with tree branches swayed in the wind.  
 Sazon looked amongst the soldiers. “Am I the only Royal here? Officers?”  
 “This is a Pioneer outpost,” Fastal said. “Blooded officers only. Do you wish to assume command?” 
 “No. No!” Sazon held her clipboard tight to her chest like a shield. “Observe and report. That’s all I’m here for.” 
 A Blooded with a floppy beret approached Fastal and saluted. “We’re honored to have you here, sir. Major Davin’s waiting for you,” the Blooded said, motioning to one of the cabins.  
 “Time is against us.” Fastal looked to Daniel. “Come on.” 
   
   
 **** 
   
 The cabin held an operations center. Three map boards with acetate overlays were arrayed in front of a desk with two chairs. A steaming mug of dark-red liquid and a briefing packet waited for Fastal as he strode inside.  
 “Room! At honors!” a female Blooded called out.  
 The Blooded in the room, all in a mix of kingdom fatigues and forestry gear, snapped to attention. Daniel and Sazon slipped inside and stood with their backs to the wall. Fastal turned and went straight to a bank of radios. Unplugging the transmission handsets, he bundled them onto one arm and carried them over to the table set for him.  
 “Honored,” Fastal said, laying his free hand on the back of a seat. “The kingdom is at war. Combat courtesies are in effect from this time forward. Davin?”   
 “Sir.” A short Blooded female stepped forward. The ketafik on one side of her face was scarred, one eye a milky white. “We were told to prepare for inspection. 2nd Pioneers is…we didn’t know you were alive, sir. Our brothers and fathers served you during the Just War. Their loyalty to you is ours.”  
 “We would have lost the Just War had it not been for the Pioneers that held the…Davin. Davin…you were with me at Xalan, weren’t you?” 
 Davin lost her military bearing for a moment and Daniel thought she was on the verge of tears. She choked back emotion and nodded.  
 “I would have been with you at Shalna Fields, but this…” she traced fingers down her scars, “took too long to heal. Forgive me.” 
 “No Blooded will ever be ashamed. You are here with me again, Davin, and I am grateful. For you. For all of you. Our King has trusted us with a mission that only Pioneers can accomplish,” Fastal said.  
 Daniel and Sazon traded a glance.  
 “What do you know?” Fastal asked.  
 “Some sort of attack on the Azure Islands,” Davin said, “but the heretics haven’t mobilized. What does King Menicus wish of us?” 
 “King Menicus is dead.” Fastal touched his lips then raised his fingers up. The Pioneers said nothing, but Daniel felt a chill in the air. Fastal laid out the major events since Zike had arrived, leaving out that one of the human demons was in the room with them.  
 “I am accompanied by one of the King’s Shadows,” Fastal said, nodding to Sazon, “and one of her agents, who will be an asset for our mission. I know this is difficult to accept, but the kingdom’s survival is at stake. Focus now. Mourn later. Our King expects every Blooded to do their duty.” 
 “What is the mission?” Davin asked.  
 Fastal sat and took a sip from the mug. “The heretics maintain a nuclear weapon stockpile at the Equality Air Base.” Fastal squinted at the map. A Blooded stretched out a pointer and smacked the tip against the map. “Our mission is to capture a nuclear warhead from the heretics.” 
 Davin raised a hand to ask a question, then slowly lowered it to her side.  
 “Ask.” Fastal flipped through the briefing packet.  
 “The demons stole all our nukes,” she said. “Why haven’t they seized the heretics’ bombs?” 
 “Clay?” Fastal took another sip.  
 “Zike likely wants the heretics to ally with him. Plus, the heretics have spread their nuclear stockpiles across their territory. He doesn’t have the resources to grab them all at once. The heretics aren’t stupid. If Zike makes a move, they’ll hide the rest before he can get to them,” Daniel said. 
 “2nd Pioneers have trained and prepared to seize the stockpile at Equality Air Base,” Davin said. “We thought the collapse of the heretics’ government would be the trigger. This is…unexpected.” 
 “We will have one chance at this,” Fastal said. “None of the Pioneer teams will attack the other nuclear stockpiles. We must capture as many warheads as possible—we’re not there to destroy them. I chose to join the 2nd as you have the best intelligence on the target. The word is given, Davin. How ready are you?” 
 “Sir.” Davin stomped a foot, an old Blooded tradition to signal a poor report. “2nd Pioneers stands ready to infiltrate across the border and reach our target within twelve hours. However…our forward observers report that at least two battalions of their Revolutionary Guard have arrived in the last day. They’re fortifying the perimeter and have doubled the guard on the warhead bunkers.” 
 “Mmm…” Fastal drummed his fingers on the desk. “How many Pioneers do you have available?”  
 “Full complement of ninety-three Blooded stand ready. Elements of 4th and 16th reserve companies are on the way here. It seems they heard rumors you were coming and have relocated without orders.” 
 “How many heretics in those kinds of battalions?” Sazon whispered to Daniel.  
 “Nine hundred, give or take,” Daniel said. “All fanatics.” 
 “Oh…” Sazon pursed her lips as she did mental math, then sucked air through her teeth.  
 “Davin, prepare your Pioneers. How long until you’re ready to cross the border?” Fastal leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.  
 “I need to issue ammo and special equipment. Two hours,” she said.  
 “Then we step off in two hours. I will join you, as well as my two special advisors. The Shadow needs a proper uniform…” Fastal looked over his shoulder at Sazon. “Maybe not. Sazon. Look through their supply shed and see if they have civilian clothes that will fit you and Clay. I have an idea. Clay, come talk to me.” 
 The general went to the center map board and put his hands on his hips.  
 Daniel moved next to him and remained the step and a half from him that Linkers traditionally kept.   
 “There’s a small village outside the main gate.” Fastal touched the map with the tip of a pen. “Come closer. I don’t want them to hear us.” 
 “Sir.” Daniel sidestepped over, his shoulder almost touching Fastal’s. “What’s that idea you have?” 
 “I don’t actually have one,” Fastal muttered. “I am projecting confidence while playing for time. Does the human caste do this?” 
 “All the time. We call it ‘fake it until you make it.’ You have…you’ve really got nothing right now?” Daniel asked.  
 “I’ve got a caste-changing demon and about a hundred Blooded with whom I will die and who will die with me. Plus a Royal that’s about as ready for combat as an un-blooded on his first day in the crucible. I spent my entire career ambushing Slavers in the far east. Snatch-and-grabs in heretic territory? Not so much.”  
 “Sir.” A Blooded handed a folder to Fastal. Inside were pictures, still moist from the dark room. Fastal held up an image of chain-link fences topped in barbed wire and tanks parked tread to tread.  
 “This is getting harder by the minute, isn’t it?” Daniel asked.  
 “Mmm…” Fastal slapped the folder against Daniel’s chest. “Have you ever walked in heretic lands?”  
 “Have I what?” Daniel raised an eyebrow. 
 “Ever been to their territory? Can you speak their languages?” Fastal asked.  
 “I’ve been there and I can get by well enough. They’re pretty forgiving when it comes to Amalgam. Almost all of them speak kingdom. Wait, you’re getting an idea now?” 
 “Yes, but you’re not going to like it. Davin, do you have heretic uniforms?” Fastal called out.  
 “Yes, sir. What rank?” the Pioneer answered.  
 “How many have you got?” Daniel asked. 
   
 **** 
   
 Yenin shuffled forward, a thick hood over her head, two guards gripping her elbows. The guards had motioned her out of her cell nearly half an hour ago and the hood came soon after. She’d been up and down stairs, in some sort of gas-powered cart, and then in and out of several elevators.  
 The guards had been silent the entire time.  
 She heard a wooden door creak open and a gust of fresh air seeped through the fabric. She heard a rustling and an irregular clatter against metal. The hood came off and Yenin blinked hard.  
 She was at the top of a tower. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked out across a blanket of clouds below the tower’s peak. A swath of golden sunlight reflected off the clouds, the shadow of other towers casting dark blades onto the hazy banks.  
 “Magnificent, isn’t it?” a woman asked from behind her.  
 “I’ll say. How do—ah!” Yenin squealed and shuffled back into one of the guards. Queen Keesla stood next to a perch. On it was a feathered beast with leathery wings pulled close to its body. It had a long neck like a buzzard, but a lizard’s head that ended with a hooked beak. A brass cylinder attached to its leg glinted in the sunlight.  
 Keesla held up a palm and the creature plucked a fat, wriggling worm from between her fingers.  
 “This is Chirios. He has been my yuragna messenger since he was a hatchling. You must raise them yourself or they will never be loyal.” Keesla scratched the back of a knuckle against the yuragna’s neck and it cooed.  
 “Huh, you speak Standard great,” Yenin said. “No accent at all.” 
 “My caste walks among the blighted. The first language we learn is the tongue where our parents have walked—never our own. Accents can get us killed. Turley taught me your overly complex way of speech, though it seems to have been derived from a language mashed together from similar tongues. The end result is not easily understood, especially as all the grammar rules are constantly broken. How did your people ever reach the stars using such an unwieldy way to communicate?” 
 “Well, I only speak the Standard human dialect. You?” 
 “Fourteen Tyr dialects and your Standard.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Keesla squeezed the brass tube on the yuragna’s leg and the top unsnapped. She drew out a scroll of parchment, then brought it to an old wooden desk. She unrolled the paper, held it up to the sun, then set small weights on each of the corners. She opened a drawer and, from dozens of other identical bottles, picked out a small atomizer made from spun glass.  
 The Queen spritzed twice over the paper and watched as runes and sigils appeared. She put a hand to her chin, and her mouth twisted into a slight frown. Picking up a pair of silver tongs, Keesla pinched the paper by the edge, then dropped it into a metal bucket. She lifted the cover onto the bucket and stepped back.  
 There was a muffled whoomp and wisps of smoke rose from the edges of the lid.  
 “There are better ways to get mail,” Yenin said. “We send everything—” 
 “Other ways aren’t as secure,” the Queen cut her off. “Do you know who I am?” 
 “I’ll go with ‘boss.’ HR flunkies wouldn’t get a view like this, I don’t care which indig culture it is. This isn’t a corner office…this is the office. And your bird? Zike doesn’t have anything like that, not even if he wanted one.” Yenin gave Chirios a sideways glance then took a step farther away from it.  
 “I am Queen Keesla of the One True God’s People. Others call us the Hidden. Do you know how many Tyr have succumbed to the disease you brought to Shel-morogh? It’s in the tens of thousands now…but it seems to be contained. The Islanders are lucky,” she said.  
 “That many…” Yenin raised a hand and tried to speak more, but managed nothing. “I didn’t…it’s not like I was trying to get anyone sick. Wait…lucky?”  
 “Yes, your virus proved particularly deadly and fast-acting. If it affected the Islanders differently, it would have killed them slower and had more time to spread to other population centers, even across the entire planet. You almost did the human caste’s work for them, no massacres or war needed. Dr. Turley foresaw this threat and we’re already developing vaccines against all the plagues you’re carrying. It will be up to me to inoculate the rest of the Tyr without them knowing…hopefully, the cure we come up with won’t be worse than the disease,” the Queen said.  
 “You don’t seem particularly concerned that you’ll catch anything from me,” Yenin said.  
 “Turley has already strengthened our blood against yours. He did the same for you.” Keesla walked around Yenin, studying her closely. “Your hair is different than Sarah Clay’s. Curls. Is this normal for the human caste?” 
 “We’re all kinds of different. Your face marks aren’t like the ones I saw when I landed. You all do the burning-at-the-stake thing too? Because that wasn’t cool at—” 
 “We pioneered burning heretics. We’re very proud of our work and our methods,” Keesla said.  
 “Shit,” Yenin hissed to herself.  
 “Turley tells me you are a low-level member of the human caste. Is this true?” Keesla asked.  
 Yenin raised a finger and wagged it next to her face, scrunching it in frustration. Then her shoulders fell.  
 “I am in between jobs at the moment and, given that I’ll have a negative balance in my corporate bank account because I didn’t return company property after they fired me…low level’s about right.” 
 “So you’re worthless as a bargaining chip.” Keesla turned and walked over to the ramparts, her hands clasped behind her back.  
 “What? Wait. No. I mean…shit. Fuck!” Yenin pressed her hands to the sides of her head.  
 “Why are you part of this Zike’s quest to kill us all? The human caste has a word for it…xenocide.” Keesla focused on Yenin.  
 “It was just a job, Miss Queen Lady. None of us knew what was going to happen. We were scheduled to do a simple troop transfer from one human system to another, then it was all Myrmidons and they snatched a pair of indig astronauts and…this was my first time being involved in anything like this. If it helps, I didn’t like it.” Yenin shrugged. “I wasn’t going to re-up my contract. That was for damn sure. Signing up with Bahadur-Getty was the worst decision I’ve ever made. Didn’t know that at the time.” 
 “Why?” Keesla canted her head slightly.  
 “I had no better options. My credit wasn’t even good enough to go into debt for schooling. My best options were sex worker and living off recombined protein mush in a cheap single-room occupancy in a Mars stack. If I’d known xenocide would be my ticket out of poverty…I wouldn’t have taken it.” 
 The Queen strode toward the yuragna. It shuffled from side to side on its perch, wings rustling. She produced another worm and tossed it up. The yuragna’s beak snapped, startling Yenin.  
 “What am I to do with you, human caste?” Keesla asked. “Your kind are slaughtering the blighted. Turley spent years warning me this would happen, but I was hesitant to believe him. How could a caste that can walk across the stars be so base as to destroy another intelligent race? I hoped that other races would be better than the Tyr…but your caste is here and they’ve proved to be no better than the blighted.” 
 Yenin leaned against the ramparts and looked down to the cloud bank below them.   
 “We’re not all the same,” Yenin said. “We’ve got our share of bastards—and they always seem to be the ones in charge—but that doesn’t mean all us humans want to wipe out aliens for shits and giggles.” 
 “Turley, the Clays…you, I presume, but prisoners tend to be rather agreeable with their captors.” Keesla raised her chin and looked out toward a distant tower. “Have you ever heard the story of Ishram and Tornaiya?” 
 “C-can’t say I have,” Yenin said, frowning.  
 “An old Hidden caste story. Ishram walked amongst the Azure Isles many centuries ago. His blighted disguise was compromised after he attempted to infiltrate a Royal’s household. He was captured and chadice tincture was used to remove his markings. He managed to escape the night before he was to be burned at the stake and ran off into the countryside. A red maw attacked him—you’ve encountered one in the Islanders’ realm—and he floated down a river, bleeding and with the True God’s gaze upon him.  
 “Tornaiya, a Toiler woman, found him as she was gathering water. She was simple, barely educated, and lived alone. She saw his unpolluted face and did not take him for a monster. She nursed him back to health and he chose to live with her. Ishram reconstituted his disguise and walked as a Toiler, content to never return home.” Keesla took a deep breath.  
 “They conceived, and when Tornaiya went into labor…she had difficulties. Tyr are always born with their father’s ketafik…or lack thereof.” Keesla traced Toiler markings on her face. “Tornaiya knew the truth of who Ishram was, and knew what would happen if any of the blighted ever saw their baby. To her credit, she tried to stop Ishram from summoning a doctor to save her and the baby. Ishram’s love was too great and he brought the blighted to help her.” 
 Keesla looked into the distance.  
 “Something tells me this isn’t a happy story,” Yenin said.  
 “The baby was born, and his lack of ketafik was declared heresy.” Keesla pressed her lips together. “Ishram could have denounced Tornaiya and saved himself, but he renounced the false gods and tried to escape with his family…They were all lashed to the same stake and burned together. All three of them.” 
 Yenin’s brow furrowed for a moment.  
 “Another of our walkers was at the burning. He volunteered to build the pyre around Ishram and Tornaiya and their child and learned their story. There was no way he could free them, but he was able to give them the peace.” Keesla drew a small glass ampule from a pocket. “A few drops on the wood, and once the fire was lit, the smoke carried the poison to them all. Death came quick and painless.” 
 “That’s…awful. I don’t quite understand what that has to do—”  
 “The blighted tell the story differently. They tell of a stupid Toiler woman who whored herself out to a traveler and brought an abomination into the world. Then her husband was too much of a—Turley says the word is ‘cuck’—too much of a cuck to believe his wife was so vile, so he chose to die with her, despite the obvious evidence that she’d consorted with a ‘demon.’” 
 “I’m Tornaiya, aren’t I?” Yenin asked. “I can be as helpful and well-meaning as possible, but it’s not going to matter because the rest of my caste are full of assholes.”  
 “We have a more nuanced moral for the story, but you’ve captured the essence. We do need your help, Yenin. We need you to help us acquire a shuttle that can reach the wormhole portal. That is our best hope to stop the human caste before the Tyr—all of us—are wiped out by this cataclysm. Will you do this? Will you help us, even if you may be damned in the end?” the Queen asked.  
 Yenin pointed to the sky. “They’re assholes. You guys…actually took care of me. I’m with you. But I made all this pretty clear to Sarah Clay,” Yenin said.  
 “I am the Queen of the One True God’s chosen people. I cannot make decisions that will determine if my people live or die based on the word of one that…that is difficult for me to trust. You are here. I had to judge your worth for myself,” Keesla said.  
 “Well, you haven’t thrown me off the tower, burned me at the stake or fed me to your…bird. Who’s a good little birdy?” Yenin reached for the yuragna. It snapped at her fingers and Yenin snatched her arm back to her chest. 
 “I might’ve pushed that. Heck, maybe there could be an Ishram out there for me.” She laughed nervously.  
 Keesla did not laugh. At all.  
 “Or not. Let’s just pretend I didn’t say that last part. Ha ha…ha.” 
 “You will need this.” Keesla opened a drawer in the desk and handed Yenin a glass vial with a cork topper. Inside was a small pill, the surface stained by old blood. “It belonged to Turley and connects to the audio nerve. It will translate our words for you.”  
 “Is that a Mitsubishi-Arriga earbud? Those are expensive.” Yenin held up the vial and gave it a little shake. Then she flicked the cork off and pressed the bead under her left ear. “The Corporation provide off-the-shelf nerve shunts. Robot does the surgery and no one likes—I’m getting some popping.”  
 She flicked a finger against her ear then worked her jaw in a circle.  
 “If you betray us, I will have you fed to the red maws. Alive,” Keesla said in Islander dialect. 
 “Hey! I understood that. Wait. How hungry are those things?” 
 “Do you want to find out?” the Queen asked.  
 Yenin shook her head quickly.  
 “You will be treated well, but you cannot be seen by my people. It will make things more difficult for me and I have enough bronto shit to deal with right now. We’ll summon you when the time is right,” Keesla said. 




Chapter 9

   
 Baroness Tal shuffled back to her bed from the restroom. The night was quiet but for the chirp of insects. She lifted the blankets, slowly slid underneath, then paused. She leaned over and saw her husband’s eyes open in the moonlight.  
 “Why are you awake?” she whispered.  
 “Hmm? Me?” Baron Tal asked quickly.  
 His wife sighed.  
 “Just rethinking the fight with that wild…dilonis. They’re so fierce when they’re cornered. I’m positive it had a nest in the barn so make sure little Valia doesn’t go anywhere near it. You understand, darling?” Tal remained tense, as though he was about to roll off the mattress. He seemed wide awake.  
 “Koli said it was a grish wolf.” The baroness lay back and promptly pulled most of the blankets onto herself. “Did he? He’s Blooded, my dear. They’re not bred for intelligence…but let’s pretend it was a grish wolf. I know Valia’s scared of those, but she might be curious about a dilonis nest. We’ll have it taken care of in the morning. Yes…morning.” Tal wagged an authoritative finger next to his face. “We’ll get some answers.” 
 A slight tremor went through the bed.  
 “Ugh, I told you not to eat that chili,” the baroness said. “I will send you to the guest room if you don’t—” 
 The tremor grew stronger and the house began rattling. Tal sat bolt upright, then dove for a nightstand. The back of his nightshirt fell open, revealing a pear-shaped bottom as he reached into the nightstand and produced a revolver.  
 A column of light swept over the house and cast strong shadows through the bedroom.  
 “Daughter! Basement!” Tal slammed the bedroom door open and hurried down the stairs, one hand gripping the back of his nightshirt. He nearly fell down the stairs, bumping his shoulder hard into the wall as he stumbled into the main kitchen.  
 Uralla, his Linker nanny, was there. She had a plate of cold cuts and crackers in one hand, a nearly empty bottle of wine in the other. Her loose nightshirt was cinched at her waist with a cord and her hair was loose and wild.   
 “Baron! Did you see that?” She reached behind her and set the wine bottle down behind her, trying to block Tal’s sight of it with her body. “Was that a helicopter?” 
 Koli and Vishan, his other Blooded guard, burst into the kitchen, guns in hand.  
 Uralla let off a frightened squeal, then clutched the plate of food tighter to her chest.  
 “Stay with the baroness. Get her and the girl into the cellar, now!” Vishan pointed at Uralla.  
 “All this for a grish wolf?” the Linker asked. When she saw the fear on the faces of the three men, their eyes on the windows, she set the plate aside and rushed upstairs.  
 “You told him?” Tal asked Koli.  
 “Of course, sir, there are no secrets on a protection detail,” the younger Blooded said.  
 “The important thing is that we remain calm. For the women.” Tal looked at his smallish revolver, then to the higher-caliber sidearm in Vishan’s hand. “How about you give me that one and—” 
 “How about no?” Vishan took a step away.  
 A flood of bright light burst around the home, and the plates, silverware and many decades of knickknacks and collectables around the kitchen rattled like there was an earthquake.  
 Tal let off a rather feminine shriek and dived under a small wooden table. The light subsided and there were heavy thumps outside the walls. Darkness returned and Tal heard footfalls along the walls.  
 “Shoot? Don’t shoot?” Koli asked.  
 “Pos-positively identify a threat first!” Vishan said. “Sir! You’re not safe down there.” 
 Strong hands grabbed Tal by the armpits and hauled him out from under the table.  
 “I believe I was quite fine down there, thank you.” Tal tried to pull away but failed.  
 “I’ll get him in the cellar—” 
 “No no! You’re the junior. I’ll get him in the cellar and you go out there—” 
 A shadow lumbered past the window. Tal saw a brutal-looking assault weapon mounted on the arm of something far too big to be a Tyr. The body was matte-black, with glistening yellow lines along armored plates. Footsteps fell with a mechanical whine.  
 “Some kind of heretic…thing?” Tal asked. He wanted to run, but his legs were frozen in terror.  
 “That’s not theirs, or ours.” Vishan pointed his pistol at the wall where the thing was probably standing on the other side.  
 “Praise the Blooded One for my strength,” Koli prayed. “May he witness my deeds and grant me full standing in his gaze, for I am—” 

Bam. Bam. 

 Two knocks on the kitchen door.  
 “Nope!” Koli turned to run, but Vishan caught him by the belt and held him as the younger Blooded’s bare feet slipped on the tile floor.  
 A punch sent the door flying off the hinges, slamming it into the dining table, splintering both. A metal monstrosity stood in the doorway, shoulders hunched forward. A pair of glowing optics stared right into Tal’s soul. Even with the slope of its shoulders and its bent knees, it was too big for the doorway.  
 Vishan let Koli go and opened fire. Koli slipped to the ground and screamed, his arms covering his face. 
 Bullets sprang off the Myrmidon as it stepped through the doorway, breaking the frame without slowing its pace. The battle suit crossed the kitchen in three steps and slammed down on Vishan’s pistol, engulfing his hands and wrists with a single power glove.  
 The Myrmidon’s face was a snarling demon. Pinpricks of light from sensors glittered around the two main optics as the power glove tightened around Vishan’s hands.  
 The pistol fired with a muted snap and Vishan howled in pain. Blood spurted from the gears making up the Myrmidon’s gloved knuckles. A flat metal foot rose from the floor and pinned Koli in place.  
 The demon tossed Vishan away, slapped blood-covered mechanical digits against Tal’s throat and lifted the baron into the air. Urine flowed down Tal’s leg.  
 Tal grunted and beat at the Myrmidon’s arm with the butt of his pistol. He was brought face-to-face with the demon mask. Gears turned and the faceplate lifted.  
 Hulegu worked his jaw from side to side as he looked over the Tyr. “That you, Clay?” the Myrmidon commander asked. A speaker broadcast his words in Tyr.  
 Tal’s jaw fell open. He managed nothing but vowels.  
 “Suppose I rip your face off and make sure there’s not another one like mine under there, eh?” One side of Hulegu’s scarred mouth smiled.  
 A small drone uncoupled from Hulegu’s back and flew upstairs. The screams of the baroness, the girl, and Uralla echoed through the house.  
 “No!” Tal brought his pistol up and pointed it into Hulegu’s face. The Myrmidon worked his cheek and jowl and started chewing. The tiny pistol’s muzzle wavered in front of Hulegu’s right eye.  
 “Ooo hoo. What’cha got, indig?” Hulegu chuckled.  
 Tal squeezed the trigger, but the hammer didn’t budge. The tiny drone slapped into Hulegu’s shoulder and set itself in a small recess.  
 The baron heard the three still crying upstairs. He flipped the safety off the pistol and squeezed the trigger hard. A single shot cracked and Tal’s ears rang from the noise.  
 A grid force field showed over Hulegu’s face, the bullet held in its mesh.  
 “Oh, too bad.” Hulegu chuckled and flicked Tal into the air. He caught the baron by the ankle and let him hit the floor. Hulegu dragged Tal outside as his faceplate snapped back into place.  
 Outside, a small team of Myrmidons surrounded the barn. A large craft floated overhead, blocking the night sky. Tal clawed at the gravel driveway, trying to crawl back to his home. His nightshirt bunched up beneath his shoulders, compounding the awful situation.  
 The barn doors had been ripped off. The shuttle inside bobbed up and down on the gravitic engine cushions.  
 “Dry hole,” Hulegu said, raising the Tyr. “Who wants to kick a piñata?” 
 “Boss wants collateral damage minimized.” A gruff voice came off the speakers of a Myrmidon near the barn. “They loaded a pay-dock algorithm into the suits. Got a warning for crushing an animal. An animal! What kind of bullshit is that?” 
 “Zike’s got too many leaf-eaters in his ear.” Hulegu dropped Tal. “Like collat’s going to matter to the client.” The Myrmidon pointed his gun arm at the baron’s feet and the belt-fed machine guns let off a burst into the dirt.  
 Tal screamed and crawled away on all fours. His wife and daughter were in the kitchen, staring at the spectacle in terror.  
 “Yeah, a warning. Even after he shot me. Fucking bullshit.” Hulegu looked at the craft overhead. “Recovery op’s a success. At least we’ll get a percentage for the total value of that thing. Load up!” 
 The shuttle floated out of the barn, then drifted skyward. A docking bay opened beneath the corporate lander, exposing a white cavern that engulfed the Clays’ shuttle. Beams of light cast down onto each of the Myrmidons and they floated up.  
 A minute later, the humans were gone.  
 Tal lay on the stoop leading into the kitchen, his legs scratched up, his nightshirt a mess of sweat and urine. Still, his wife and daughter came out and clutched him, both crying and shouting.  
 “It’s gone,” Tal said. “It’s gone and so are they. We’re OK. Daddy loves you.” He held his wife and daughter close as the last trace of the human ship vanished over the horizon. 
  
 **** 
   
 Molly Argent stopped in front of an unmarked door aboard the Matsui. Sensor wands snapped out of the bulkhead and ceiling, and red laser bands swept over her. There was a buzzing in her teeth.  
 The door slid open. Zike sat on a floating throne, a white cloth over his upper thighs. The rest of his body was nude, his skin glowing with a golden hue. Dozens of holo feeds circled around him. Most were piped in from Compliance operations on Tyr; the rest were Bahadur-Getty advertisements and news broadcasts.  
 “Argent…good, I need an opinion on this business-to-business promo. The algorithms flagged it as ‘problematic,’ and you’re still very early in the emotional modifications pipeline,” Zike said.  
 “I haven’t received any emotional modifications.” Molly smiled.  
 “Mmhmm.” Zike raised a finger and the feeds flickered off. A screen appeared in front of Molly. Pink goo oozed out of pipes and into giant bins in a factory.  
 “Slurm!” a rather excitable announcer said. “Is your workforce developing opinions and awareness that aren’t in line with your profit projections? Are employees voicing objections to working conditions within statistically acceptable levels of dismemberment, maiming, death or organ damage?” 
 The video switched to clips of riots and destruction.  
 “Then Slurm! is what you need. Adding Slurm! to regular nutrient gruel, injections and/or suppositories will inhibit unnecessary levels of brain activity thanks to our proprietary blend of peptide sludge and good old-fashioned lead. Slurm! is guaranteed to inhibit a restive workforce, converting them to pliant and obedience benchmarks as established by the Nestle-Mao Da Domination Standards Act of 2411—or 10% off your next purchase from ByteFeast Systems, a fully owned and operated subsidiary of Bahadur-Getty Incorporated.” 
 The video switched to lines of dull-eyed people trudging into a factory.  
 “Slurm! side effects to your human workforce may include lethargy, neural degradation requiring reassignment to bioreactor fuel activities, insanity, heightened aggression, depression, nostalgia, tingling in the extremities, tingling in ghost limbs…UNCOMFORTABLE TINGLING. Death and death-like symptoms are guaranteed one standard deviation sooner than baseline performance standards.” 
 A man with sunken cheeks and filthy coveralls slowly raised a thumb up to the camera. A bug crawled across his forehead, and he didn’t react. 
 “Remember, when it’s the choice between missing production quotas or Slurm!, your workforce is always expendable and the effects of Slurm! are permanent.” 
 The man swiped his thumb across his nose, then followed his hand up as it seemed to rise of its own accord. 
 The video cut out.  
 Molly’s mouth hung open.  
 “On a scale of one to five, how likely would you be to recommend Slurm! to another business?” Zike asked.  
 “That’s…that’s not real…right?” Molly pursed her lips.  
 “This is why we should never have outsourced our advertising to that AI firm. No computer can ever quite capture the magic that outstanding marketing can.” Zike tapped on fields of a holo form, then dismissed it with a flick of his fingers.  
 “There’s none of that Slurm! in my food, right?” Molly’s brows furrowed and she worked her jaw from side to side.  
 Zike didn’t answer.  
 “Sir! There’s none of that Slurm! in my food, is there?” 
 “No, of course not. Have you felt any tingling in your extremities?” he asked.  
 “No…but why would you ask that?” 
 “No reason. I need you to prepare a report back to Corporate concerning these xeno-biology/sociology teams.” Zike looked slightly to one side and a map of Tyr appeared. It zoomed onto King’s Rest City, where a single dot pulsed in a residential district. “The technology retention protocols are substandard. We’re finding Corporate property in multiple locations and that is unacceptable. Tabulate the time and expenses Compliance has to waste to recover the items. I don’t want the expenditures going against my efficiency rating once we get to project review and closeout.” 
 “Certainly, sir, it will be my pleasure,” Molly said.  
 “That will be all. Oh, and Ms. Argent? The next time you’re at the dining facility, skip the hot dogs.” Zike’s throne spun around, stopping with its back to her.  






Chapter 10

   
 Camacho walked down a catwalk. The corrugated metal jiggled and clanked as he moved over fenced-in bays, each with up to ten people lounging inside. The air smelled of piss and body odor.  
 More than one couple were copulating in the pens.  
 Camacho took rickety stairs down to the bottom deck and kicked the sliding door to a pen with seven people inside. An electric shock snapped his foot back and Camacho spat out expletives.  
 “Don’t damage my gate, scummy,” a voice rasped out of a speaker wired to the fence.  
 “Then open the door,” Camacho snapped back.  
 A gate rumbled to one side and Camacho went into the pen.  
 “Hey hey…” A rail-thin woman with matted hair smirked at him. She sat back-to-back with a chubby Asian man. “Boss ain’t dead. Guess you don’t have to fight the cherries for big-dick status, eh, Shijir?”  
 She nudged an elbow into the man’s back. Her breathing was ragged and one eye moved slower than the other as she looked Camacho over.  
 “Wo yifen zhong gian gei ziji xiaobian ni meiyou zhuyidao,” Shijir said.  
 “I still don’t know what the hell he’s sayin’.” Darla shrugged, then shifted her seat and sniffed twice. “Why’re you alive? No one ever comes back from a trip to the sawbones.” 
 “I ain’t complaining. Got to put a warm body in those suits or the suits don’t produce kills,” Camacho said, squatting next to her. He had his eyes on a pair of young men on the other side of the pen. Both had olive skin and similar bone structure. “What’s with them? They been a problem?” 
 “One went for food ahead of Shijir and got his ass beat because—” Darla raised her voice, “—he didn’t respect the pecking order! I helped. Other one was smarter. We got low and ill-definidated standards in here, but we got ’em. They kept to themselves mostly. They ain’t sweating and they don’t got the aches as bad as we do. Bet this is their first run.” 
 Darla reached over and pawed at his shoulder. “What they give you, boss? You’re all baseline or something?” she asked.  
 “Even-keeled. Dunno. Let me get those two in line. Don’t want another mess like we had with our last cherry.” Camacho shuffled his fingers against each other, remembering the sight of blood and brains on his suit. “Shank?” 
 Darla reached into a hole in a cargo pocket and passed him a bit of sharpened plastic with a handle made of wrapped food packaging. He kept it palmed, ready to flip out and slash or stab as needed.  
 Camacho moved over to the new pair. The one with fewer bruises stood up, fists ready and arms slightly cocked at his sides. Both looked to be in their late teens.  
 “Easy, easy.” Camacho stopped a little more than arm’s distance away. “Standard? ’Spañol?”  
 “We speak Standard,” the taller one said. “I’m Theeb. My brother Bilal. Bilal doesn’t know the rules. Neither do I.” 
 “Rules are easy. You do what I tell you and what the corpos tell you to do and you’ll have plenty of drip to keep the edge off. Screw around and things get real rough, real fast, get me?” Camacho tried to place their accent but couldn’t. At least they weren’t from his home world and a rival gang. That had happened twice and neither time ended well for the other gangers.  
 “What’s going on?” the younger, Bilal, asked. “Everyone else in the cages looks so tired.” 
 “You just come off the ice? Yeah, you’ve both got the dry lips and the whites of your eyes are yellow. Where you from?” Camacho scratched his head.  
 “Maghreb,” Theeb said. “The Caliph claimed our village hadn’t paid enough jizya, so his men took us away.” 
 “Yeah? Show me.” Camacho pulled down the collar of his tattered undershirt and showed them the crimes tattooed just below his collarbone. Theeb showed his in return.  
 “Says you didn’t pay your taxes.” Camacho squinted at the brothers’ identical lists.  
 “Jizya is tax,” Bilal said meekly. “Tax on nonbelievers, but we are just as Islamic as the Caliph. He decided that our way of worshiping was different than his, so he taxed us. He always taxes the Maghreb when he needs money.” 
 “It’s theft,” Theeb said, letting go of his shirt. It snapped back into place. 
 “Don’t care about taxes. I just needed to make sure you’re not here for hurting kids. But the corpos tattoo those crimes on foreheads for easy ID. They sell off the vids of what we do to them.” Camacho scratched his nose. “When they bring the suits out, you stay away from my ride and you go for one with flamers. Easy kills and you get collat bonuses for burning indig buildings.” 
 “Bosses kept ’em on ice because they thought we were dropping on them rock worshipers,” Darla said. “Funny how they claim they won’t kill their own when it’s convenient for ’em.” 
 “Why is a woman we’re not related to speaking to us?” Theeb asked Camacho.  
 “Hey, same team,” Camacho said. “If we don’t look out for each other or we don’t meet our quota when we drop again, then we all suffer. You got it? Indigs are the enemy. Take it out on them. Last cherry we had went pop. You two ever fight before?” 
 “N-no.” Theeb shifted his weight from side to side. “But it’s just like a game, right? Bilal and I are ranked in Battlecraft.” 
 “The suit and the drip make it easy. Shijir over there doesn’t speak Standard and he’s figured it out.” Camacho took a step back. 
 “Zhege chouloude nu yezai ziji shenshang xiaobian diban buyinggai zhe nuanhou,” Shijir said.  
 “No idea.” Camacho rubbed a finger against the IV port at the base of his neck.  
 A roar rose through the bay. Darla and Shijir jumped to their feet, eyes wide and hands grasping at the air. A disco ball floated overhead, reflecting dazzling lights while a simple tune played. The ball spat out plastic boxes into the pens. Fights broke out instantly, like hungry dogs squabbling over scraps.  
 “What’s going on?” Theeb asked.  
 “Pre-gaming.” Camacho held up a palm to him. “They always pass out a fix before a drop. One each. You understand?” 
 Bilal scratched at the inside of his elbow. Theeb muttered to himself.  
 Camacho recognized the itch that all the scummies had. Every indentured employee came out of the hyper-sleep tubes with a variety of addictions, which Bahadur-Getty claimed was a byproduct of the suspended animation.  
 The disco ball hummed overhead and five rectangular boxes came spinning out. Darla snarled at Theeb when he went to pick one up. She gathered them all and shoved them into Camacho’s hands.  
 Feeling the heft of each one, Camacho canted his head to one side. He expected to feel the same excitement before a dose as he always did. His body was so used to the ups and downs of highs and withdrawals that it was almost like a painful tide, regular and awful.    
 There was no itch, no longing for what was inside.  
 He flipped a box open. Inside was a silver cylinder, “NUKE ’EM” stenciled into the side. The next one had a crude engraving of a naked woman.  
 “Darla, your favorite.” He slipped one box into a pocket then handed her another. He doled out the rest, then retreated away from his squad. Camacho watched as the others pressed the tips of the cylinders into the same drug ports at the base of their necks.  
 Darla shook and fell to one side, drooling on herself. Shijir began shadowboxing something very tall. The brothers giggled uncontrollably.  
 “Some days, it’s good to be the king.” Camacho popped open his box and ran his fingers over the cylinder. POLKA-DOT-PURPLE was his personal favorite. He twirled the cylinder around his fingers then set a tip into the port. There was a hiss as the injector functioned. He twisted it to one side, saving a dose for later. Camacho laced his fingers behind his head and waited.  
 And waited.  
 Camacho wiggled a finger against the port and examined a small smear of blue fluid. He rubbed it against his gums and felt a familiar pinch in his jaw. He held up the injector to the light and gave it a shake, hearing liquid slosh around.  
 “What the hell?” Camacho patted his body up and down, noting the absolute lack of altered sensations that he usually got from the Purple. “Did I get something bunk?” 
 Camacho hopped to his feet. The entire bay had gone unnaturally silent as the drugs took effect. He stomped on the deck out of frustration.  
 “Darla? Darla, you want a chaser?” Camacho went to her and gave her shoulder a gentle shake.  
 Darla’s eyes swam in her sockets. “Yeah, boss…that’d be cool.” She giggled. Camacho pressed the injector into her hands. Darla couldn’t manage to inject herself for a long half hour as Camacho paced around the squad’s cell.  
 When she sat up, her hair wild, Darla dosed herself with Camacho’s leftovers. Her head tilted back. Spit gargled in the back of her throat and she collapsed to her side.  
 “It works? Why the hell is it working?” Camacho shook her shoulder.  
 “Works…great…” she slurred.  
 “Son of a bitch!” Camacho spat. He put a hand over his mouth and thought for a moment. None of the Corporation’s drugs were working on him…and he didn’t feel any withdrawals. He didn’t even feel the itch of addiction.  
 “What happened to me down there…that drink? What was in that drink?” Camacho stepped away from Shijir as he grasped at his ankles. Looking down at the man in the throes of a high, Camacho didn’t feel jealousy anymore. Only pity.  
 “Attention! Attention!” boomed from the overhead speakers. “Prepare for deployment. Marauder suits are first come, first served. Compliance brings rewards!” 
 The message continued as the scummies stirred into action.  
 Camacho felt a tinge of fear deep in his chest. Something was wrong. Not with him, but with everything around him.  
   
 **** 
   
 Camacho marched up a steep road deep inside King’s Rest. The sky was dark with smoke from burning buildings that cast a hellish light across everything. His Marauder suit felt janky against his body. Every pinch and scrape from the poor fit must have been there every time he wore it into a fight, but this was the first time he was actually aware of the discomfort. Every other time, his drip kept his mind tuned up for killing and little else.  
 The feed attached to the intake port on his neck sent another spurt of fluid into his bloodstream. He felt the chill of the drugs, but nothing else.  
 “Subcontractor CCI-8C, your engagement count is below average,” a computer voice chimed as simplistic graphs flickered on his HUD. “Achieve baseline standards or your Bahadur-Getty-provided combat-stimulation mixture will be adjusted. As a licensed subcontractor, you are responsible for any adverse effects.” 
 “Yeah yeah yeah, I get it.” Camacho moved toward Darla and Shijir. The two smashed through a small market with mostly empty shelves. Tin cans rolled around the floor as Darla punched into a cash register. She shook out the tray and sent coins scattering everywhere.  
 “Skulls? Can we take skulls?” Darla planted one foot forward then spun around suddenly. She fired the machine gun bolted to a forearm and pulverized a poster with a Tyr family looking content and happy with baskets of vegetables in their hands.  
 “I need three more for my Rex,” her voice slurred. “Why didn’t that count? This game’s rigged!” 
 “They weren’t real! We’re not—damn it, we’re not accomplishing anything in here.” Camacho kicked her in the side and her suit stopped her from firing.  
 “Wo xiangyao pingguo!” Shijir punched his gun arm into the air and fired. His bullets tore apart the ceiling. Tiles and dust rained down on the three Marauders. Shijir growled and snarled as a fresh magazine loaded the ammo line running up his arm and into his back.  
 “CCI-8C,” said a Myrmidon as he appeared on Camacho’s HUD. He had gang tattoos on his face and jewelry through his nose and lips. “Sweep through the housing area two blocks north of you. Matsui detected a priority recovery item. Get it and there’s a performance bonus for you and your squad.” 
 “What are we looking for?” Camacho asked.  
 “Huh. You’re pretty lucid for a scummy on a drop. You building up a tolerance or something?” The Myrmidon chuckled. “Corp tech slate. Size of a thin book. Wait, you know what a book is?” 
 “Yeah, we used them for shit tickets back home. We’ll find it.” Camacho lowered a shoulder and broke through a wall.  
 “Since I get a percentage if you find it, here’s a little something something for you.” The Myrmidon winked at him and vanished from the HUD.  
 “Administering two cc’s of Hexa Rush,” the computer said.  
 “Wait, no!” Camacho reached for his IV port, but his hands hit the outside of his armor. A spurt of amber fluid went into his bloodstream. He paused, afraid to move. Hexa had a bad reputation for killing its users after they took a couple steps.  
 His gang used to organize foot races for those that didn’t pay their protection money back home. Debtors were lined up—at gunpoint, naturally—and hit with a hypospray with Hexa in it. One snap of the starting gun and they were off. First one across the finish line had their debt forgiven. Most of the participants’ hearts exploded before they got halfway down the track.  
 “Asshole’s not doing me any favors.” Camacho took two steps forward. His heart was beating hard, but nowhere near what Hexa should’ve done to him. “Huh…how about that?” 
 A waypoint blinked on his HUD.  
 “Come with me, all of you,” Camacho said over his squad’s net. “Got to find a corpo slate they lost down here.”  
 Darla and Shijir sprinted toward the beacon, both giggling like morons. Shijir tried to jump through a window, but his feet caught on the sill. He hinged forward and face-planted into a florist display. Darla jumped up and down, pointing and laughing at him.  
 “I was never like that,” Camacho muttered as he ran toward a pair of blue dots on his HUD. “Please tell me I was never like that.” The thick dura-steel of his boots cracked pavement as he closed on Bilal and Theeb.  
 The brothers were in a shoot-out with Tyr inside a thick-walled building. Bilal stood out in the open, gun arm locked out in front of him. Tyr fired potshots at him with rifles. The bullets sprang off Bilal’s helmet and chest, doing little more than leaving streaks and spatters of lead where they struck.  
 Bilal fired short bursts at each muzzle flash. He giggled each time his suit awarded him a kill as his larger-caliber rounds pulverized the concrete walls and the Tyr right behind them.  
 “Accuracy bonus,” Bilal said, sucking in drool. “Did you know there’s an accuracy bonus?” 
 Theeb was on one knee, poking and prodding a dead Tyr on the road. He picked the corpse up by the hair and wiggled the dead Blooded police officer’s mouth as he mimed words.  
 “Welcome to indig world. Please enjoy our fine dining and minarets.” Theeb dropped the body. “Where are the minarets? This the wrong kind of planet?” 
 “What is wrong with you two?” Camacho fired wild shots at what he guessed was some kind of police station and his system went green with approval. He wasn’t trying to kill anything, but the system recognized the effort. 
 “Wrong…what’s wrong?” Theeb rocked back and forth. “This is great!” 
 “How do we get more?” Bilal asked.  
 “You do what I tell you to, and right now, we have to find a corpo slate.” Camacho shoved the brothers toward the beacon. “How the hell is anyone in charge of this mess? Bunch of drugged-out psychopaths—” 
 “There!” Theeb veered to one side and shoulder-charged into a three-story building. Tyr fled out the back and across the street in full view of Camacho, his HUD stamping each one that escaped with a red X as it sounded a disapproving buzz. Camacho fired over their heads.  
 Theeb came out the same hole he made, carrying dead Tyr by the feet in each hand.  
 “I want more of the juice,” Theeb said. “More! Give me more!”  
 “You’ve got too much in your system, you idiot.” Camacho looked at Theeb and his HUD gave him a readout on the other indentured employee. “I’m giving you a downer to—” 
 Theeb punched Camacho in the chest. The system in Theeb’s suit reduced his power before the blow hit, mitigating the damage to Camacho’s Marauder armor. Theeb let out a groan and faltered.  
 “Yeah, you dumbass, you try to damage corpo property and corpo doesn’t like it. This ain’t your stupid Battlecraft game. Friendly fire’s real out here,” Camacho said.  
 Theeb’s knuckles crunched into the middle of the road. The young man’s breathing was ragged.  
 “So cold,” he said.  
 “Get back in the fight and your drip will—” Camacho did a double take at the skyline. A plane burned in the sky, trailing a torch as it descended straight for them.  “Move. You need to move, kid!” Camacho shook Theeb by the shoulder.  
 “I want it back. I want it back and I never want it to end,” Theeb whined.  
 The plane drew closer, the Tyr craft losing bits of fuselage and a wingtip. Camacho couldn’t see the pilot, but he felt the alien’s eyes locked right on him.  
 “If you don’t move, you’re gonna…” Camacho tried to lift Theeb up, but his own system dinged him for attempted damage and the power in his servos cut back. “Kid. Kid, look!”  
 Camacho turned and ran.  
 Theeb raised his head just in time to see the plane crash a few yards away then smash right into him. A fireball blew down the street, incinerating cars and igniting phone and power lines. Sparks fountained off severed lines, giving a carnival hue to the devastation.  
 “Asset lost. Asset lost,” chimed in Camacho’s ear. “Location marked for recovery credit. Who is responding?” 
 “Padre nuestro…que estas en el ciel. Sanctifi…Sante Fe, fuck. I don’t remember it.” Camacho turned from the carnage and ran toward the three blue dots on his HUD where the rest of his squad was.  
 Shijir, Bilal and Darla were in a row of houses. The three smashed walls open and tore up living rooms. A ping from his suit moved the waypoint farther up the road. Camacho sucked in air to order the others to move, but each was a gibbering mess.  
 Bilal had either not noticed his brother was gone or was far too deep in the throes of narcotics to care.  
 “Zhaodao tuzi zhaodao tuzi zhaodao tuzi,” Shijir said as he threw a refrigerator from a house and began rifling through the freezer.  
 “We can’t be like this.” Camacho backed toward the beacon point on his HUD, his eyes still on his squad. They were little better than high-tech animals. Barbarians intent on killing, looting and burning—but in no particular order.  
 “How did I get so low?” Camacho wagged his head from side to side and checked that his drip was still in place. The line still pumped drugs into his body, but he felt nothing but the horror of everything around him.  
 Camacho stopped in front of the target house. It was a brick structure, with paint fresher than the neighboring homes and a blue-and-white flag with a golden crown hanging next to the door. Herbs grew from a trough along the windowsills.  
 He thought of his home on Moho Caye, where he shared a room with six other children. The largest had the right to a moldy mattress, while the youngest had to contend with the rats and ticks that carried night fever. Food came from nuns at the local church, and three women did their best to run the three-room apartment deep in the Los Cantos hive city. All the adults had been on drugs and none of them made it past their mid-thirties. He never even found out which was his mother before the gang took him in and put him to work as a lookout.  
 In all that misery and squalor, he never dreamed he could ever live in a home as beautiful as the one in front of him.  
 “CCI-8C,” said the Myrmidon with the facial jewelry, reappearing on his HUD. “You waiting for a goddamn golden invitation?” 
 “Moving.” Camacho grabbed a post by the top of the stairs and hauled himself up, not trusting the wooden steps to support his weight. The post splintered in his grip. He punched the front door open and ducked into the threshold.  
 The living room was still, with unfinished knitting on the couch and a well-worn recliner in front of a TV. Camacho felt like an ogre in a princess’ chambers as he pulled open small drawers on the coffee table.  
 A shot rang out from stairs leading to the second floor. A one-armed Tyr had a pistol pointed at him. His body shielded a female Tyr with different facial markings behind him. Pyth cocked the pistol again.  
 Camacho held up a palm as his targeting systems went berserk with prompts to shoot them both. The Marauder traced a rectangle over his palm, then looked from side to side like he was lost.  
 Teya thrust an arm over Pyth’s shoulder, pointing to a waist-high chest of drawers on the other side of the room. Camacho fumbled with the knobs, then smashed a fist into the top, breaking the chest into smithereens. He shifted through pictures of Lussea from when she was a baby up until her veil ceremony, then found the slate.  
 He lifted it up and his system sent fireworks exploding across his HUD. Canned cheers rang in his ears.  
 “You find the thing?” Darla tried to take the steps onto the porch and broke the bottom two. “Indigs! My kill!” 
 She raised her gun arm at Teya and Pyth.  
 Camacho stepped into the line of fire and took a short burst to his chest armor. There was a jab of pain in his chest.  
 “Stupid asshole, those were easy!” Darla shouted at him.  
 Camacho touched his breastplate and felt fresh divots. He looked down at his chest inside the suit and leaned as far back as he could. There was a bulge inside his armor where a bullet had nearly punched through. A small, jagged line of torn metal had cut through his coveralls and he bled slightly.  

That could have been worse, he thought. The one time I really need painkillers and that ain’t happening.

 He twisted around to check on the pair of Tyr, but they were gone. No sign of blood or bullet hits where they’d been.  
 “CCI-8C, system says you recovered the target,” the Myrmidon said. “Move to this park down the hill for retrieval. Don’t lose it. Hulegu wants it for intel, and if you lose it, you’re gonna have a bad time. Believe me.” 
 “Roger. Moving,” Camacho said. A new waypoint appeared on his HUD. “Let’s go,” he announced to his squad.  
 The other three moved sluggishly down the hill. He looked at Shijir and his HUD listed out a plethora of new drugs that had just been pumped into his system.  
 “Hey,” he said, shaking the other Marauder. “Hey, can you even hear me?” 
 Shijir continued down the hill, his gait stiff.  
 “What are they doing to us?” Camacho glanced at the slate in his hand. He considered crushing it to pieces out of spite, but he’d heard rumors about Hulegu. What happened to him didn’t matter as much, but he’d likely doom the rest of his squad to a trip out an airlock if they were lucky, or to the asher if they weren’t. 
 Camacho looked down the road and caught a glimpse of a building with a small steeple on the back. The walls had the same ivory and gold he vaguely remembered from his last deployment. He went down the hill with long strides and slid to a stop in front of the temple. Mushrooms were carved into wooden posts.  
 “Yeah, same place.” He put a hand to a barred door and hesitated. A sting of fear was in his chest, but he couldn’t understand why it had just appeared. He pushed the doors open with a crack as the locks and hinges failed.  
 The temple’s layout matched what he saw on the Azure Islands, complete with a silver bowl atop a dais. Camacho entered the room slowly, gun arm cocked and ready to one side. At least there weren’t dead Tyr all over the place. Not this time.  
 The bowl was empty, but there were bits and pieces of dried mushrooms scattered about. He swept aside a curtain behind the bowl and found the head Speaker’s office. Glass jars on a desk held several varieties of dried mushrooms.  
 Camacho lifted the visor on his helm and there was a deep, earthy aroma. The thought of eating a mushroom made him gag, but he wasn’t the one that needed them. He flicked the lids off three jars and carried them out.  
 His squad stood with their backs to each other near a scorched park. Bilal rocked back and forth, mumbling incoherently.  
 “BBN-T8, I need to inspect your ammo reserves. Turn around,” Camacho said. Bilal needed some guidance, but he eventually put his back to Camacho, who made sure the cameras in his helm couldn’t see as he popped open panels on Bilal’s magazines.  
 “There’s another way to smuggle these aboard the Matsui,” Camacho said, pressing mushrooms into the empty magazines, “but you wouldn’t like it. This’ll work just fine.” 
 “Where’sh Theebs?” Bilal slurred. “Ma said I have ta take care ’im.” 
 “We’ll do that later, buddy.” Camacho slapped the panels shut as a Compliance Force shuttle descended slowly through the smoke choking the sky. He flicked the jars into a nearby bush, then raised the slate overhead.  
   
 **** 
   
 “Go see if it’s still there,” Teya said, poking Pyth in the ribs. They were in the back of a closet, police uniforms and Speaker robes hanging from poles and bunched against their shoulders.  
 “What? Are you crazy?” Pyth’s brows shot up. “I don’t hear anything downstairs, do you?” 
  “You were super ready to go check it out a little while ago,” she hissed.  
 “I thought my bullets would work back then. That’s not the case. What if it’s the one that shot at us?” he asked.  
 “What if it’s the one that wanted the slate? Go. Go check.” Teya poked him again. “Did you see the size of it? If it was still down there, we’d know.”  
 “I got a great look at them before one tried to kill us. What if one’s there? Do you want to cook for him? Offer tea?” Pyth winced as his knees ached.  
 “You were the one that wanted to keep the demon’s thin TV. Now it’s definitely gone for good and I have…I have to pee.” She poked him several more times.  
 “I had to pee when I was in the trenches against the Slavers and—fine!” Pyth grunted as he crept out of the closet. Teya clutched her hands to her chest and prayed.  
 There were quick footfalls and Pyth returned to the closet door.  
 “Gone…but the living room’s a wreck. You’re finally getting that new couch you’ve been wanting.” Pyth holstered his pistol.  
 “The gods’ gaze was upon us,” Teya said.  
 Pyth stood there for a moment. “Don’t you have to pee?” 
 “Yes? Yes!” Teya pushed past him and gave his arm a quick squeeze.  






Chapter 11

   
 “Michael…wake up.” There was a gentle shake of his shoulder.  
 Michael clutched a stick to his chest and woke up with a snort. The first rays of dawn glowed low on the horizon.  
 “Shh…” Lussea put a finger over his lips. “Bandar’s asleep. Let’s not wake him.” 
 “Huh? Yeah, fine. Let’s go.” Michael pushed himself up to sitting.  
 “No, not that.” She looked behind her to where Bandar slept under a pile of branches. “I need some answers.” 
 “You woke me up—” 
 “Let’s not have this conversation in front of Bandar. How do you think he’ll react if we talk about you being…not a Tyr. Tell me. What will he do?” she asked.  
 “He’ll try and kill me. Doubt he’ll be happy with you either if he figures out you knew and didn’t turn me in to the local pyromaniac. Gosh…I thought you were waking me up for my guard shift,” Michael said.  
 “Why did you even talk to me if you…you’re some sort of star man that was always going to go home?” she asked.  
 Michael rubbed his face.  
 “It’s a little early for a question like—” 
 Lussea slapped a palm against the ground.  
 “Fine. Fine. My family was here to study the Tyr. Experience your cultures and share how unique and amazing you all are with human governments and people so that we could find the people who’d care about preserving you. Arrange political and economic pressure so that this exact situation wouldn’t happen. I was supposed to be the star, the kid who could speak Tyr perfectly and teach my people about the Tyr…you…when we met at the Speaker charity. Look, I wasn’t raised like Tyr to stick to my caste when it comes to emotions and stuff.” 
 “Right, but I’m Blooded. Why didn’t you go around the corner and switch your caste to mine like I know you can do? Make things easier for us.” She nodded slowly.  
 “Because…my family was here as Linkers and if I was Blooded walking in and out of the house, it would—wait. Why are we even talking about this? Isn’t the alien invasion a bit more relevant to us right now? My dad said Tyr women were a lot like human women and he said he didn’t understand my mom most of the time.” Michael sighed.  
 “I’m trying to figure out if you’re worth staying around and you haven’t answered my question,” Lussea said.  
 Michael blinked hard at her. “Is this some kind of fertile-cycle thing? Because I’ve heard there’s all sorts of hormones involved and—ow! Don’t hit me because you’re all—ow!” He rubbed a shoulder and checked that Bandar was still asleep.  
 “I’ve read the true love stories from heretic kingdom authors. Tyr there get to choose who they marry. They’re not married off or selectively bred to make better Blooded. You know what my matchmaker said to me? She said I have thick hips and that will lead to babies that’ll make better fighter pilots because of something called ‘gravity-induced loss of consciousness.’ That was my value to my caste. Big hips.” 
 “You do have nice thighs—ow!” 
 “Did you ever care about me or not?” 
 “Of course I did. Do. Of course I do, Lussea. I wouldn’t have risked my life to warn you about all this chaos if I didn’t care. I wouldn’t have fought off those Toilers who were about to…do gods-know-what. I carried you away from that fighter attack. I want you to be safe because…you know…” He looked away.  
 “Show me how you used to look. Can you do that?” she asked.  
 “I can do that.” Michael pressed fingertips behind his left ear and felt a tremor across his skin. There was a double pinch against his nose and Lussea’s eyes went wide.  
 “You’re even cuter as a Royal,” she said, leaning closer to him.  
 “Let me cycle to the next one.” He pressed again.  
 Bandar shifted beneath the branches and yawned.  
 “Shit. Shit!” Michael hit the ground and bent an arm over his face. He felt the pinch again…and forgot which caste was next in the sequence. He glanced at Lussea and she shook her head, then swiped across her hairline. Speaker caste. He pressed the change command switch two more times.  
 “We should get moving, yeah?” Bandar yawned. “Beat sunlight and get ahead of everyone else. What’s wrong with him?” 
 Michael wasn’t sure if he was a Linker or a Toiler again.  
 “Wrong? Why would anything be wrong?” Lussea asked nervously.  
 “Because he’s stiff. Which means he’s awake.” Bandar grabbed Michael by the wrist and pulled his arm up.  
 Michael tightened his grip on his club.  
 Bandar rolled his eyes. “Toilers, always looking for a way out of work.” Bandar let Michael go.  
 Lussea looked at Michael’s face and let out a sigh of relief.  
 “Everyone, drink a full canteen. Best place to carry water is inside your body,” Bandar said. “We might make it to my crucible by nightfall if we don’t take any breaks.” 
 “Fun fun fun.” Michael gave Lussea a dirty look. She barely shrugged in response.  
   
 **** 
   
 Michael and Bandar stood on either side of a swaying ambary stalk. The plant stretched nearly twenty feet high with bunches of manicured bulbs the size of Michael’s head. The bulbs were heavy with pollen and short needles.  
 Tall rows of ambary plants stretched away from the road and ran along low hills. Metal wires ran between wooden poles every few dozen yards forming a brace for the ambary. The orchard spread out as far as the eye could see.  
 Lussea was on the other side of the road, speaking with a Linker woman several years older than her. Both young men kept their eyes on Lussea.  
 “Your lot come from ambary plantations?” Bandar asked, rubbing his eyes.  
 “City work. Simple labor to fulfill ancestral contracts. Why?” Michael asked.  
 “Because the ambary isn’t driving your sinuses crazy.” Bandar sneezed. “Oh, this is awful.” 
 “This better or worse than getting slashed by a knife before going on a twenty-long stride hike. Uphill the whole way. In metal armor from the King Yeqilla period. Chased by wild grish with sharp pointy teeth.” Michael bent two fingers over his mouth as fangs.  
 “It’s not that dramatic.” Bandar put a fingertip to one nostril and snorted out a wad of phlegm. “Why is she taking so long?” 
 “Nothing but grass dew to drink and bugs to eat. But only if they fly into your mouth.” Michael wagged a finger next to his face.  
 “You are getting on my nerves. You want to carry the pack for the next couple hours to prove how tough you are?” Bandar sneered and adjusted the strap on one shoulder. “Why is that Linker still talking? It’s a simple trade. Thought that caste were used to making deals?” 
 “Linkers are always looking to expand their network. She’s probably just nervous,” Michael said.  
 Lussea turned and looked both ways before crossing the quiet freeway.  
 “OK, trade’s good.” She turned Bandar around and unzipped the pack. “Two packs of jerky and a roll of toilet paper.” She collected the items and limped back across the freeway.  
 “What? I’ve been hauling toilet paper?” Bandar jostled the pack with his elbow. “Of all the stupid things to pack—” 
 “I’ll tell her you said that,” Michael snapped.  
 “—toilet paper is not one of them. Look.” Bandar raised his chin slightly. Lussea came back, her arms full of candies and treats wrapped in wax paper.  
 “Ha ha ha!” Lussea gave Michael a happy look. “Who’s the Linker now? You should’ve seen how many there are in those woods. Like an extended family of ten. They wanted all my toilet paper, but I got them to pay plenty for just one.” 
 “Hey, tiktik honey lumps.” Michael took one of the candies from her. “My favorite.”  
 “You traded dried protein for sugars?” Bandar craned his head to see all the fresh supplies going into the pack.  
 “We got a lot more calories which won’t go bad anytime soon, and I got this.” She held up a small glass jar filled with a beige substance. “Salve from the Rolling Plains tribes. This is great for minor injuries and fevers.” 
 “Not bad for toilet paper,” Michael said.  
 “Yeah, you have some good ideas every once in a while.” She pursed her lips to kiss him on the cheek, then reared back.  
 “His idea? What?” Bandar turned around.  
 “Every arsehole needs it.” Michael gave the young Blooded an exaggerated wink. “Those Linkers heading to the relay station? Coming back from it?” he asked Lussea.  
 “Neither. Coming south from Herdara. Something about an exclusion zone on the radio. She wouldn’t tell me where they’re going. Linkers and their secrets.” She gave Michael a blank look.  
 “Fine. Great. More weight to carry. Let’s keep moving before we lose daylight,” Bandar said.  
 Thunder rolled in the distance.  
 The trio stayed on the highway’s shoulder as they continued north. Michael kept a club in one hand. They’d seen more and more refugees carrying improvised weapons as their trek went on. That they had a pair of Blooded in their group seemed to have dissuaded anything more than casual interest in them.  
 Wind blew through the orchard and the ambary creaked against the support struts.  
 “My clan’s crucible is the best one in the entire province,” Bandar said. “Modern shooting ranges. Training villages with pop-up targets. The tank qualification range is so good that clans as far as the Broken Coast will send their crews for mentorship. Barracks are clean and orderly. We’ve won the King’s Star Ribbon every single year for the last—” 
 “How many combat battalions are stationed there?” Michael asked.  
 “We don’t discuss strength outside our caste or those contracted to our service,” Bandar said.  
 “But there is a degree of strength there; otherwise, you’d just say there’s nothing there. So there’s there…there. Which means you want to go to one big military target. Why is that a smart idea?” Michael asked.  
 “A Blooded’s duty is not to run from a fight, Toiler. Lussea and I can be inducted into a provisional force until the clan lords have a final placement for us. You…we always need laborers. You’re stronger than you look, means extra rations.” Bandar nodded.  
 “Why were you assigned to that bunker in King’s Rest?” Lussea asked. “You’re a year or two beyond normal placement age.” 
 Bandar was quiet for a moment.  
 “I was in a tutoring school for officer candidates. Didn’t want to go through the normal route of field nomination. Peacetime can take several nomination cycles and I didn’t want to start my officer career years later than necessary,” Bandar said.  
 “Isn’t there a remedial education school in that neighborhood?” Michael frowned.  
 “No!” Bandar’s feet hit the ground harder. “My school has a sixty percent nomination rate for combat branches. Nearly a hundred percent for the support branches. I was competing for an infantry position, though I have to feel sorry for the ones that want logistics because they have to tolerate smart-mouthed Toilers like you.” 
 “Boys,” Lussea said, rolling her eyes. “Doesn’t speaking during a march waste a body’s water?” 
 “This is known,” Bandar said.  
 “There’s a Linker station not far ahead.” Michael squinted at a distant mountain partially hidden by storm clouds. “I helped with maintenance on it last summer. We’d be safe there. For a while at least.” 
 “I don’t want to be safe,” Bandar said. “There’s a war. It’s not our duty to be safe. It’s our duty to defend king and kingdom.” 
 Lussea slowed down and walked beside Michael. He reached for her hand, but she pulled away.  
 “How’re you going to fight that-that thing we saw at the roadblock?” Michael asked. “There’s no honor in suicide, Bandar. Why don’t you stop and try to think about a way to win that doesn’t involve throwing your life away?” 
 “I will not question my officers,” Bandar said. “No good comes from questioning those the King has put his faith and trust into. What’s your brilliant plan to defeat the heretics, Toiler? Those deviants only want to destroy the gods’ established order for Tyr.” 
 “You think the heretics have that kind of technology?” Michael tossed a hand up. “Most of their military equipment comes from Slavers that surrendered to them at the end of the Just War.” 
 “Who knows what sort of infernal pacts they’ve made with demons. They live outside the gods’ gaze.” Bandar’s face hardened.  
 “How would we defeat these…heretics, Michael?” Lussea asked.  
 Michael was quiet for several paces. “They want land. Desirable territory. That’s what every conqueror wants. The Tyr—I mean we—we should…” Michael shuffled to a stop.  
 In the distance, bright pinpricks of light rose up from behind the mountains. Flashes burst from behind the slopes, ugly fans of yellow and red that accentuated the storm clouds pooling over the peaks.  
 The three stopped as wind howled through the tall ambary stalks.  
 “That’s…is that where your crucible is?” Lussea asked.  
 “We’re fighting. We’re fighting them!” Bandar let the pack slip to the ground. “I should be there!” 
 “You think that would do any good?” Michael asked.  
 A half-dozen points of light formed into a wedge and began flying toward them.  
 “They’re coming right for us,” Lussea said. “Michael, what do we do?” 
 “Why are you asking him?” Bandar shouldered the bag again. “We’re trained to—” 
 The incoming aircraft zoomed ahead, moving so fast, the light smeared. Three points screamed overhead. The sonic boom of their passing hit so hard, it fluttered Michael’s eardrums and knocked him off-balance. The ambary stalks bent hard. Metal wires snapped through the orchards as many of the plants’ stalks cracked and fell to the earth. Pollen flowed around them like a sudden fog.  
 Lussea coughed and leaned against Michael’s shoulder.  
 Overhead, three lights shown through the upper reaches of the orchard. A bolt of plasma spat out of one and struck the other side of the road several hundred yards away.  
 “Down! Get down!” Michael seized Lussea by the shoulders and forced her into a shallow ditch. He covered her with his body as more shots pounded the orchard, the ground trembling with each strike. A sudden gale pressed them both down.  
 Michael looked up at three blazing points as a human fighter ship rumbled overhead. A bolt shot from the craft and ignited the orchard several dozen yards away. Embers joined the motes of pollen in the air. The crackle of flame was in the air as the human craft slipped away.  
 Lussea clutched Michael’s arm and she buried her face against his shoulder.  
 “Come on!” Bandar shouted. “The fire—everything’s on fire!” 
 Michael raised his head up from the ditch. Ambary burned not far from them, the flames spreading from stalk to stalk like a lit match moving from one birthday candle to the next.  
 He slid an arm around Lussea and hauled her up. The sky was already dark with smoke.  
 “Find the edge and follow it!” Michael pushed and pulled her along, shuffling on and off the road as a gust of wind sent a blanket of foul air over them. Michael coughed and gagged, his eyes watering from the smoke as his lungs fought for a proper breath.  
 He held her by the wrist and led her along, her injured leg doing little to help their progress.  
 “I can’t!” Lussea coughed and fell to her knees. Michael stopped and tried to pull her up, but she slunk out of his grasp, fighting him.  
 “We’re not—” He coughed as the smoke grew thicker.  
 A shadow appeared behind them, and Bandar came stumbling out of the smoke, his shirt in tatters and a canteen in hand. A bandit mask covered his eyes and mouth, wet enough that it folded in and bulged out with each breath.  
 The Blooded slapped a patch of his torn shirt over Lussea’s mouth then poured water against her nose. Lussea struggled for a moment, then managed to breathe.  
 Bandar looked at Michael, a last piece of cloth still in hand. Michael grasped at the cloth, but Bandar pulled it out of his reach.  
 “What?” Michael fell to his knees, coughing hard. Embers struck his arms and face, leaving little scorch marks on his faux-ketafik. “Help…” 
 He bent to the ground, finding air that wouldn’t scorch his lungs. A rough hand covered his mouth and the relief of moisture touched his skin. Bandar grabbed him by the collar, jerked him up, and shoved him forward, then he wrapped an arm around Lussea’s waist and carried her.  
 Smoke stung Michael’s eyes so badly, he could manage only one eye open at a time, relying on the feel of asphalt under one foot and gravel under the other to keep him on track. Every few steps, he looked back at Bandar and Lussea to make sure they were still there.  
 The wind shifted and the smoke lessened as they came to a chain-link fence at the end of the orchard. The ambary swayed back and forth as it burned, the stench of the oil in the buds heavy in the air and clinging to Michael’s clothes. Patches of burning grass dappled the surrounding fields.  
 Michael took the damp cloth away from his mouth and got a decent breath.  
 Bandar collapsed to the ground, his chest heaving. Lussea fell to her side, palms in gravel.  
 Michael looked to the mountains where the dull glow of fire created a false dawn.  
 “The station…” He pointed to a dirt road winding up a hill. “I can make out the antennae. We’ll be safe there. For a while, at least.” 
 Thunder rumbled overhead. Thick drops of rain smacked against the road.  
 “Now it starts raining.” Bandar pulled his mask off. “Now it starts raining.” 
 “It’s not fair,” Lussea mumbled. “It’s not fair. We didn’t do anything to them!” 
 “No one said it is.” Michael took the pack off Bandar’s shoulders and put it on. “Come on, it’s all uphill from here.” He pointed to the Linker station.  
 Lussea nodded slowly.  
 “This isn’t some heretic democracy where we vote.” Bandar pulled his arms through the gravel and sat on his haunches.  
 “Then maybe we’ll find a Linker up there who can settle our dispute. You want to go back through the inferno? Push on to the burnt-out crucible and hope the…enemy…doesn’t come back for round two? Stay here and brave the thunderstorm? There much lightning out here?” Michael kicked the pack up with his elbows and adjusted the weight against his back.  
 “He’s right. There’s not a better option, is there?” Lussea put a hand on Bandar’s shoulder and jealousy burned in Michael’s heart.  
 Bandar leaned to one side and spat. “Guess not,” he said, struggling to his feet. “Nothing more Blooded than a march ending with an uphill.” He held Lussea by the wrist and led her toward the dirt path. He snatched the piece of his shirt away from Michael. “You’re welcome, Toiler.”  






Chapter 12

   
 Daniel and Sazon followed Fastal and Davin through thick underbrush, the night sky lost behind tree branches, thorns tugging at their clothes. The snap of sticks and steady footfalls were the only sounds around them.  
 “I don’t mean to abuse my caste, but where are we going?” Sazon asked. She got caught up on a branch and tugged her shoulder forward.  
 “Shh!” Fastal hissed.  
 Daniel freed Sazon from the branch and gave her a pat to hurry her forward. “Don’t want to get lost,” he said.  
 “How in the deep darkness can we get lost? We can only go forward,” the Shadow said.  
 “Shh!” Fastal hissed again.  
 They continued until they reached a small clearing where a steep cliff loomed up from behind a thin band of trees. Pioneers formed a perimeter, older, beat-up-looking weapons in hand.  
 “Here,” said a Blooded, lifting up a patch of grass, revealing a set of stairs.  
 “Wait, no one said anything about—” Sazon backed away from the tunnel.  
 Fastal executed a parade ground about-face and grabbed Sazon by the shoulder. He dragged her toward the edge of the clearing and moved his face close to hers. A one-sided conversation of short sentences began.  
 Daniel knew enough to keep his distance.  
 “What kind of Linker are you?” Davin asked. She removed her beret and swapped it for a short-brimmed hat from her pocket. “I thought your caste didn’t get involved in fights like this.” 
 “There’s never been a fight like this,” Daniel said quietly. “The human caste will kill all of us. Heretic. Kingdom. Every last Islander ship. They won’t spare anyone. If we Linkers lose our special relationship with the rest of the Tyr because of this…at least someone will be alive to damn our names to the Far Darkness.” 
 “Let me give you a tip,” Davin said, tilting her head toward Fastal as his conversation with Sazon continued. “The general has not disrespected the Shadow’s caste. You didn’t see anything.” 
 “See what?” Daniel shrugged.  
 “Keep it that way. Fastal’s more important to us than any random Linker.” Davin brushed her hands over a holstered revolver.  
 “Keep what what way?” Daniel smiled.  
 Sazon hurried past them and went straight into the tunnel.  
 “You, with me.” Fastal smacked the back of his hand against Daniel’s shoulder then cracked a glow stick and handed it to Daniel.  
 The tunnel was just wide enough for two adults to walk side by side, though Daniel had to crouch slightly beneath the rough-hewn tunnel top. The ground was bare dirt, and dust hung heavy in the air, irritating his throat.  
 “We need to discuss the next step,” Fastal said. “We seize a warhead and then how do we…win the day? You promised a way.” 
 “My wife has it,” Daniel said. “I will contact her when we’re ready. We can’t risk losing that asset.” 
 “And how will you contact her?” Fastal asked.  
 Daniel gave Fastal a dirty look.  
 “I understand why you’re hesitant,” the general said. “But put yourself in my place. If you’re killed in this operation, what am I supposed to do next? Hope?” 
 Daniel coughed as the dirt became too much.  
 “Am I the only Linker you know?” Daniel asked. “Because it’ll take a Linker to find my family again.” 
 “I’ll manage. Part of my little chat with Sazon was to tell her what to do in case I’m killed because Davin and the others won’t be inclined to take orders from you. We are in this together or we are not, Daniel,” Fastal said.  
 “I need a notepad. I’ll write down the frequencies that my family know to use if we’re ever separated. Along with our rather…unique call signs for each other. The pronunciation in human Standard is difficult, but you just have to be close enough,” Daniel said.  
 They shuffled to a stop as Pioneers ahead of them dropped their packs and began stripping off their uniforms. One turned around and spoke with Fastal briefly.  
 “What’s going on?” Daniel asked.  
 Fastal handed him a pencil and notepad.  
 “Small cave-in ahead. They’re clearing it,” Fastal said. “This tunnel was mined to let us out close to the heretic base. Never used until now. Davin uses other routes under the border. If those were ever compromised, this one should remain undetected. We’re not going to get a second chance to use this one.”  
 Daniel scribbled on the notepad.   
 “Tell me again, Linker Clay, what is this thing you call a horse? And how does the tro-jan breed get so large?” Fastal asked.  
   
 **** 
   
 Ziar Tome-Clan leaned forward and gripped his steering wheel harder. The dirt road’s shoulder had several drop-offs that would make his night even harder than it already was. The Slaver caste rubbed the side of his nose and bit the inside of his cheek to keep himself awake.  
 “We’re not in any hurry,” the Toiler said from the front passenger seat. “Nothing back there’s going to go bad.” Both wore the tan uniforms of the Worthy People’s military.  
 “I am not getting any less tired. You want to drive?” Ziar asked.  
 “I did the first leg. It’s your—watch out!”  
 Ziar slammed on the brakes and the truck juddered to a stop. A car was jackknifed in the same ditch Ziar was trying to avoid. A woman waved a white handkerchief from the other side of the road.  
 “Are you kidding me?” Ziar slapped the steering wheel. “How’d that…curse me, that a Royal?” 
 “We have no clans, Ziar. We are our actions,” the Toiler said. “We can’t drive around her car. The drop-off on the other side is just as bad…winch?”  
 “Winch. Maybe she’ll reward us. Her kind almost always has money.” Ziar checked the gas gauge and decided to keep the engine running. This should be fast. He stepped out of the high cab and flapped a cap out of a cargo pocket, setting it on his head, the brim high. He wanted her to see he was from the master caste. Rightly Guided or not, their castes had a long history of killing each other for the right to control the rest of the Tyr.  
 “Car problem?” Ziar asked. He hooked his thumbs into his belt and stood in the light cast from his truck’s headlights.  
 “Uh…hi.” Sazon gave him a quick wave. “The road just sort of moved. Can you help?”  
 “We can help, comrade, but you’re slowing down important supplies. I can’t promise that we won’t damage your car in the process.” Ziar stepped closer. “Whew…this is quite the clunker. I thought you’d drive something a bit more expensive.” 
 He turned his face so the light would hit one side and catch his mottled ketafik. His caste markings were never uniform, a variation that his kind embraced and adored before the kingdom wiped out their homeland with nuclear fire.  
 Sazon sneered as Ziar got closer. He returned an unkind smile.  
 “Get the winch and those slats,” Ziar said over his shoulder. There was no movement from the truck. The winch’s hook dangled from just under the front grill.  “Where’d he go?” 
 There was a click of a pistol hammer locking back.  
 “You’ve got to be—” Ziar turned around, his night vision ruined by the headlights. He saw a shadow emerge from one side, then something hard struck his back, the blow to his kidneys sending him to his knees. He cried out in pain.  
 A kick to the shoulder sent him to the ground and at least two people rushed him. He saw their boots, all Worthy Military issue. A club whacked him on the thigh and ribs.  
 “Not the face! Not the face!” Daniel stepped in and seized Ziar by his uniform top. He dragged the Tyr with surprising ease to the front of the idling truck and looked him in the face, studying his ketafik. There was a dull sheen to Daniel’s eyes.  
 “Let go of me, you filth! You can’t—” 
 Daniel slapped his hand over Ziar’s mouth.  
 “We don’t have to kill you or your buddy,” Daniel said firmly. “We don’t mind, but we need a flimsy reason to slit your throat and leave you in the forest for the scavvies. Right now, we don’t have a reason. You want to give us one?” 
 Ziar shook his head, eyes growing wider as he hyperventilated through his nose.  
 “Hmm, patches are off. Give me your top.” Daniel took clothes off Ziar and put the cap on. “Behave yourself.” The sheen on Daniel’s eyes flashed. He patted Ziar’s pockets and obtained a wallet and ID lanyard. “Let’s go!”  
 Someone grabbed Ziar by the collar and dragged him into the woods.  
 Daniel hopped into the cab and familiarized himself with the gauges.  
 “This thing looks like it was designed to leak oil.” He shifted gears as Sazon got into the cab. The “disabled” car in front of them rolled back and drove off into the night. The back of the truck jostled as crates were moved about.  
 “I’ve never actually seen a Slaver with my own eyes,” Sazon said. “I wasn’t ready for that.”  
 “We got lucky.” Daniel looked in the driver-side rearview mirror and grabbed his left ear. There was the sound of a wet towel sliding across a floor and he looked at Sazon. His ketafik matched Ziar’s perfectly.  
 “Ah!” Sazon reared away and smacked the back of her head against the window.  
 “Looks good? No bubbles?” Daniel asked.  
 “Warn me next time you do that, demon!” She kicked at him and jostled the gear shifter. 
 “I thought the Shadows would have better poker faces.” Daniel looked in the rearview mirror again. There was a slam from the tailgate and three loud slaps against the back of his cab. He moved the shifter and the engine revved at idle.  
 “Whoops.” Daniel shifted the truck into drive and they rumbled forward.  
 “I don’t know what poh-ker is, but I’m confident you meant it as an insult to my field-craft skills, and given how mediocre my performance just was…you may have a point.” Sazon plucked at the uniform top taken from the other Tyr. “A Royal as a draftee second class. You think the heretics will believe it?” 
 “‘Equality before all else.’ Just keep with the propaganda and you should be alright. Let me do the talking. Human spy work is a good deal more advanced than Tyr.” He checked his wristwatch. “Tired?” 
 “Too much excitement for one life.” Sazon opened the glove box, then shut it. She fished around under the seats and pulled out a bottle wrapped in a paper bag. “Takka liquor. Not even open.” 
 “Save it, might be useful…got about another ten turns until we’re there. This what you expected when you signed up to be a Shadow?” Daniel asked.  
 “My passion was more toward the sciences. That’s the Speakers’ field and they are rather protective of the higher disciplines. I asked my father to petition for a caste exception, but it was rejected. Then the Shadows offered me the chance to research and study outside the Speakers’ knowledge. Imagine my surprise when one of your caste came to my attention,” she said.  
 “Still surprised?” 
 “Horror. It’s all horror now, OK? I thought your…companion was a Hidden, but nothing about her matched what we know about them. I spent so much time trying to imagine what your caste was really like, why you were here. I had a nice little lab, no one bothered me. Now I’m in heretic land in a stolen truck with—do I have to keep talking? I want to pray for a bit if that’s alright with you.”  
 She crossed her arms and turned away.  
 “No problem.” Daniel sat up a bit higher as he turned a corner. Lights from the air base glowed over the surrounding forest. 






Chapter 13

   
 Michael’s legs burned as he came to a level patch at the end of the trail. The radio retransmission station was made of thin tin slates held together with bolts and chains, and the antenna tower was fastened with metal wires to large eyelets screwed into the mountain. A greasy shed with pipes bolted to the side of the main station extended over the edge of the roof.  
 A heavy padlock swung on the only door Michael could see.  
 Sprinkles of cold rain came down, hitting Michael almost sideways as the wind picked up.  
 “Who’s in there?” Lussea asked as she and Bandar came over the rise. “There’s someone in there, right, Michael?”  
 “There’s no one in there and it’s locked,” said Bandar, thunder rumbling behind him, the rain growing stronger. The Blooded exhaled sharply, sending drops flying off his lips.  
 “It’s not locked to me.” Michael went to the door and gave the handle a twist.  
 “Looks plenty locked. We came all the way up this mountain and now…” Lussea’s arms flopped against her sides.  
 Michael took two longish steps and looked up at the eaves. He tapped fingers together then squinted harder.  
 “What’s the square root of ninety-four? Nine point…” Michael jogged around the side of the station and turned over a very heavy padlock. “Six? Then two?” 
 “Are all Toilers this damn weird?” Bandar asked.  
 “Five. Not two, five!” Lussea inched behind Bandar as Michael turned dials on the lock and jerked it down. A latch fell open and a pair of keys fell out. He caught them before they hit the ground and hurried back to the front door.  
 He unlocked the door and bumped it open with his shoulder.  
 “Ha ha! Come on in!” Michael waved them in. He helped Lussea over the threshold but stopped Bandar with a hand to his chest. “You know how to start a generator? Take this key and get it going. Give the oil bulb a couple squeezes more than you usually would.” 
 “Now you’re that kind of Toiler.” Bandar took the keys and went away.  
 The inside of the station smelled of old wood and ozone. He ran his fingers up and down the frame several times.  
 Lussea went straight for an old chair visible in the light through the door.  
 “Wait. Wait!” Michael caught her by the elbow, pulled her behind him, then felt under the chair. His hand came back with a metal cylinder.  
 “Gods’ mercy! Is that a grenade?” She shuffled away from him and bumped into a desk.  
 “It’s more of a stink bomb. You sitting there would release it and this place would smell like an Islander’s net. Keeps anyone out and an alarm would go to the local Linker guild house,” Michael said.  
 “You might have said something!” Lussea cringed away from the desk.  
 “I forgot until I felt the frame. The location of the ‘go away’ is written in Linker knots. Like the blind use for reading,” Michael said. “Doorknob has tension clicks to it. Tells me where the code to the key box is hidden, then I go to the roof strut and solve the riddle that’s in Old Linker. Boom. Keys. Then stop the last boom,” he said.  
 “That’s an awfully complicated way to hide a key,” she said. “And I feel like you’re sharing deep Linker secrets that I’m not supposed to know.” 
 “Gives indoctrinated Linkers the knowledge to take over any station like this. All Linkers need to connect to each other; can’t have the backbone break.” Michael unscrewed the top of the stink bomb and pocketed the fuse. “There’s too much noise from the storm. I can’t hear if the batteries are still online.” 
 Bandar cursed outside and there was a bang of a kick against metal.  
 “I can still send the message off batteries, but we won’t be nearly as comfortable—” 
 Thunder cracked hard. Michael ducked, looking at the ceiling with worry. Lussea squealed, then balled her hands in anger.  
 “How is this better?” she shouted as the thunder rumbled away. “If your people don’t blow us up, the lightning will.” 
 “Lus-sea,” Michael said from one side of his mouth. He tilted his head toward the wall against the generator.  
 “You’re going to have a lot to explain in a minute,” she hissed. Rain lashed against the tin roof. Thin streams ran down the troughs and formed tiny water bars in front of the open door. Lightning crashed and a dark figure appeared in the threshold.  
 Michael and Lussea cried out.  
 Bandar stepped into the shack and brushed rain off his clothes. He flipped a light switch and jaundiced yellow bulbs turned on. A sepia-colored computer screen blinked on at the telegraph station.  
 “What?” Bandar squinted at the device in Michael’s hand. “I got the generator on. I don’t know how long the gas is going to last.” He closed the door behind him.  
 “At least we’ll be dry,” Lussea said. “Is there food? Or is it protected by a trap that’ll take my fingers off?” 
 “Hold on.” Michael went to a wall locker and twisted a combination lock, then opened it with a jerk. Inside were plastic cases and lots of tin cans. “Water faucet in that corner.” 
 “Michael…have I lost my mind?” Bandar asked. “Because you sure look like a Toiler, not a Linker.” 
 “I was indentured to a Linker family when I was a kid.” Michael looked around the room, his eyes lingering on a toolbox with a long wrench handle sticking out of it. He could use that as a weapon if needed. “Spent an entire summer at the station in the Ushara Pass. Linkers thought someone so young wouldn’t remember much. Good thing I did.”  
 Bandar’s jaw worked from side to side. “We need to think about noise and light discipline,” he said. “Not a problem in this storm, but once it clears, any light people can see from the highway will be a big ‘there’s someone over there with something worth stealing’ sign. Turn off the radio. The heretics could pick up its signal and send their planes back to blow it up.” 
 He went for the telegraph station and reached for the switches.  
 “No.” Michael grabbed him by the wrist. Bandar tried to pull free, but Michael held him tight, then let him go. The Blooded took a step back, fists at waist level, a pissed-off look on his face.  
 “We-we can just keep it set to receive.” Michael gestured at the switches. “No transmissions. That way, we can at least hear what’s going on. No risk there, right?” 
 “That sounds good,” Lussea said quickly. She went to the food locker and took a pair of cans out. “Who wants bronto stew? This one has sweet roots from the Islander nation.” 
 “What’s wrong with your face?” Bandar leaned toward Michael, then tapped his own nose and cheekbones.  
 “Huh?” Michael felt his faux-ketafik. Embers had left tiny divots in it when they hit him and burned the advanced polymers of his infiltration layer. “Burns? Just burns. They don’t hurt too much.” 
 “Tough for a Toiler,” Bandar said. “My legs are jelly, my back aches and I’m not wearing the right socks for these boots…but I’m glad we’re up here. A lot better than braving this storm on our own.” 
 “I’ll cook.” Lussea rustled pans out of a cabinet.  
 “Let me get on the radio, see if there’s anything.” Michael inched toward the wooden seat.  
 “What can I do that’s useful?” Bandar looked up at leaking spots on the ceiling.  
 “Rest. There’s nothing wrong in just resting for a bit.” Lussea gave Bandar’s upper arm a squeeze. “There’s freeze-dried dori honey. Everyone want a cup?” 
 “Please,” Bandar and Michael said at the same time.  
 The two young men glanced at each other.  
 “Then we all have tasks. Let’s thank the gods for this bounty,” Lussea said, echoing a Speaker phrase she must have learned from her mother.  
 Michael’s cheeks burned as he turned his attention to the radio station. Tuning to the emergency frequency his family had would be easy enough, but doing it quickly would make Bandar suspicious, and he was already pushing his luck with how much that meathead was willing to accept.  
 He twisted a dial and a whine rose from a small set of speakers. He slowly tuned through the AM and FM spectrums and got nothing but static.  
 Lussea set down a steaming mug of gray liquid.  
 “Anything?” she asked.  
 “Must be the storm,” Michael said. “I’ll…I’ll keep trying.” 
 She gave him a quick smile, then swung by the stove and delivered a larger cup of dori to Bandar, who had his boots off.  

This is the contingency plan, Michael thought. Come on, Mom and Dad, do the parent thing and actually remember what we were supposed to do if we ever got separated. 

 But what would happen if he made contact with them? He tuned to an AM frequency and tapped out a quick radio-check code. Nothing came back. Any other Linker retransmission station would have sent the code back if it was received. The storm likely was interfering with the radio waves…or there was no one out there to hear him.  
 Michael eyed the toolbox once again. If he did connect to his parents…there weren’t many excuses Bandar might accept. If any. He took a sip of some stale dori and kept an eye on the lines running across the screen. They jumped and jiggled in tune with the thunder, flickering with each flash of lightning.  






Chapter 14

   
 Elsime sat on a crate, her feet dangling over the muddy ground, the rumble of truck engines and unceasing noise of troops moving about, loading supplies, the whine of tank hydraulics buzzing around her.  
 Her quill and inks were in a wooden case on her lap, a cup of something dark and bitter that had long since grown cold in one hand. She stared down at her reflection in the liquid, her eyes still, her gaze far beyond the drink.  
 A tear rolled down her face and landed on the rim of the cup. She sniffed hard and wiped beneath one eye. The flap to a large field tent was still shut. The Close Guard that had sat her there promised to come get her when she was needed, but she’d lost track of just how long she’d been there.  
 The sky was overcast and grey, promising rain that had felt almost there for hours.  
 Elsime shifted the itchy military fatigues against her shoulders and the back of her neck. She sighed, and a heavy feeling grew in her chest. Thunder rumbled in the distance and the young woman flinched, wiping away another tear.  
 “Hello,” a man said. A Speaker in military fatigues and with a chaplain’s badge smiled at her.  
 “Is it time?” She put her cup aside and clutched her quill box tight to her lap.  
 “Oh, I don’t know about that,” the Speaker said. “I was walking by and thought you could use a little help.” 
 “To…sit here? I think I have that down pat.” Elsime smiled weakly.  
 “My name is Erroi,” he said. “I have served the spiritual needs of this crucible for many years and I know the Blooded’s customs and courtesies. You…you look like they gave you that uniform this morning. Am I right?” 
 “How could you tell?” Her shoulders slunk further.  
 “I have a sharp eye. Can I help you a bit?” the chaplain asked.  
 “They could call me in at any turn of the watch, but it’s been a lot of turns,” Elsime said.  
 Erroi went to one knee and raised one of her booted feet. He untied a sloppy knot and re-laced the boot, going through all the eyelets that she’d missed. He pulled the tongue back and frowned at her calf.  
 “You need different socks. Ambary weave that go up to your calf at least. If you take care of your feet, they will take care of you. These silk ones will cause you blisters after a few hours of marching. That’s no fun.” Erroi moved to the other boot.  
 “You know a lot about feet.” Elsime squeezed her quill box tighter.  
 “Every Blooded knows about blisters and marching. New boots are the worst culprits. But footwear isn’t the only reason I’d like to speak with you. There’s a weight on your soul, my dear. One I’ve seen on many a Blooded that’s been around violence.” Erroi sat on the same crate. “Tell me.” 
 “I shouldn’t…it was…it was…” Elsime broke into sobs. Erroi sat quietly until she let out her pent-up emotions. She finally recounted the story of the attack on Fort Horizon and the death of King Menicus.  
 “There was nothing I could do.” She wiped snot from her nose. “I was at the academy for so long. I fought to be at the top of every selection list and I had to kiss up to every single Den Mother on the Azure Isles before I was chosen as Quill. I…I admired King Menicus ever since I was a little girl. I was going to be beside him at every event and my hand was going to record his words for years and I ended up being with him when he was killed.”  
 “It’s right to feel sorrow,” Erroi said. “The whole kingdom is in mourning. At least, we’ll mourn once we have time to do so properly. The current situation is difficult and complicated…You’ve seen them?” 
 Elsime nodded quickly. “They’re demons. I think they’re demons. You’re the expert on this sort of thing, right?” she asked.  
 Erroi took a pair of reading glasses from inside his fatigue jacket, then removed a small leather-bound book from a shoulder pocket. He ran the side of his thumb down gold-edged pages and flipped the book open and read.  
 “From the tale of Gonj the Witness, ‘And I did see the wicked that burnt the farms, slayed the innocent and reveled in their evil. The gaze of the gods was no longer upon them, and the vileness that was their soul stained the land. For those without the gods are demons. None with the word and the light will display their evil deeds before the gods.’” He closed the book and touched it to his forehead.  
 “You found that passage right away.” Elsime smiled slightly.  
 “Your question’s been a popular one lately. The human caste’s actions are evil. They make no effort to hide what they’ve done and they promise more. They are without the gods’ gaze and they are demons by my judgment. High Speaker Osuda will likely issue an official decree soon. Even the Slavers had a modicum of restraint. Some have professed their sins, proving that they can be redeemed,” Erroi said. “I’ve yet to encounter one of the human caste that can do the same, but then again, I’ve never come across one. Yet.” 
 “There’s…” She cleared her throat. Telling him about the Clays would get her in trouble with the Shadows if they ever learned of it. “I don’t know if I want any of the human caste to be redeemed.” 
 “I once felt the same way about the Slavers. There is nothing wrong with punishing the guilty, but it is up to us to give those who are contrite and ask for forgiveness the opportunity to atone. Perhaps none of the human caste will do such a thing and our justice will reach back to whatever star they crawled out of.”  
 “By the gods’ grace.” Elsime pressed her hands together then touched her fingertips to her forehead to end the prayer.  
 “By the gods’ grace,” Erroi said.  
 “How’d you do that?” Elsime sat up straighter. “How’d you make me feel a little bit better when everything’s gone so wrong?” 
 “Ah, my dear, don’t expect us Speakers to share everything our caste knows.” He looked to the tent where a large Royal had just opened the flap. “I believe they’re ready for you.” 
 “Quill,” the Royal said.  
 “Ready.” Elsime hopped down and paused. She gave Erroi a kiss on the cheek and hurried into the tent.  
   
 **** 
   
 Blooded and Royal officers crowded into the tent. A terrain map showed the Azure Isles and the surrounding coastline across the Sea of Gods. Small red rectangles marked the exclusion zone demanded by Zike and the human caste. King’s Rest, Vinica, and Strom’s Keep cities were all in the ordered evacuation zone.  
 Elsime counted up the population in the affected provinces. At least ninety million Tyr were at risk when the deadline ended. She had her quills, inks and scroll ready to record whatever the Crown Prince would order to his officers.  
 She had a cursory knowledge of how to read military map symbols, but she was there to capture Riktan’s words; historians would balance the transcription with maps later.  
 “The Crown Prince approaches,” a Close Guard announced from the front of the tent. Crown Prince Riktan entered, followed by a Blooded in uniform, Marshal Ollnu’ka, and a Royal in simple civilian dress that Elsime assumed was the new head of the Shadows. Each was recently promoted after their predecessor’s death at the hands of the human caste.  
 “My Blooded, my officers,” Riktan said and Elsime began writing. “We face a threat like none the Tyr have ever faced. This human caste has come to our world, stolen our weapons, kidnapped and murdered our astronauts and assassinated King Menicus. Then, they have the gall to demand we evacuate our ancestral lands. The holiest lands on all of Tyr, which our castes have safeguarded for thousands of years.  
 “I will not bow to these demons. We will not cower before their tricks or their metal walkers. We have killed them. We have shot down their ships and we have taken the first blood of our revenge. The human caste demands the Azure Isles for their beachhead onto our world. This will be denied. Every valley, farm, city and bit of land that is ours will be contested. We will bleed these humans dry until they learn that they cannot rule us. They cannot enslave us. Tyr in this room put an end to the Slaver threat to our people, and now the gods have judged us worthy of a new challenge. We will not falter in their sight.” Riktan paused.  
 Marshal Ollnu’ka clapped suddenly and hard. The rest of the officers picked up the cue and joined in the applause.  
 Elsime finished her shorthand and rested the tip of her quill just above her ink bottle, the age-old signal between her profession and the Royals that she was ready to continue.  
 “We will not stand idly by while the enemy erases us from the Azure Isles. We will attack. Marshal Ollnu’ka?” Riktan motioned the Blooded forward.  
 “Militia battalions are still operating on the Azures,” the Blooded said, lengthening a metal pointer. “They report the human caste made their first landfall at Glory Mountain and reduced the surrounding cities and temples…utterly. No damage to the geode face.  Refugees attempting to flee to the ports at Shallna and Bakalshi Cove were massacred. Human caste strikes have caused significant damage to every city and town to over a few thousands souls across the Azures. A final message from Glory Mountain reported massive landers coming from space. The humans are likely building their first city there.”  
 The tent was unnaturally silent. Elsime’s quill scratching against the parchment scroll permeated everything.  
 “We will cast them back into the darkness,” Riktan said. “Our supply depots and our highways were rebuilt to support an invasion of the heretic lands from the Azures to the south. The old lines of supply and communication from the coastline toward Slaver lands are still in place. We shall simply use them in reverse for our counter-invasion of the Azures. Our navy is relocating from the Islander nations and our amphibious landers in dry dock at Post Ochoye are being broken out as we speak.” 
 “There will be a lag until the navy is prepared to move our Corps across the Sea of Gods and to the Azures, but that is acceptable,” Ollnu’ka said. “We will move our forces into the humans’ exclusion zone immediately and provoke a response. While the enemy is fighting us, they will not be massacring civilians. The gods blessed the Blooded with superior strength and fortitude. This is our burden to bear. Let none shirk from it.” 
 “By our blood are we known,” the Blooded officers intoned.  
 “How does the enemy fight, sir?” a Royal officer asked from the throng.  
 “They rely on close air support and our missiles have proven…unable to target them,” Ollnu’ka said. “However, massed fire from anti-air defenses can overwhelm their shielding. It will be like the Fire Purge before the Just War. Analog systems. Grit and determination to see the enemy up close before we can fire on them. Their ground forces are walking tanks. We will empty the stockpiles of every Tellar warhead launcher we have. Have every soldier familiarized with their use. A molten rod of copper should defeat their armor just like it did with the Slaver tanks during the Fire Purge.” 
 “There is no reasoning with the human caste,” Riktan said. “No mercy. No prisoners. If we do not beat them now, my kingdom will suffer like never before. Our families. Our castes. All of us.” 
 Riktan snapped his heels together, beat a fist to his chest and held it there.  
 “For the gods!” he shouted and thrust his hand straight up.  
 “For the King!” the officers returned as one and gave the same salute.  
 “Marshal Ollnu’ka will divvy out marching orders. We leave at dawn,” Riktan said. His eyes met Elsime’s and he left out the back of the tent with the new Shadow chief. She gathered up her quill and inks, then hurried after the Crown Prince. He was in a nearby tent, if the ring of Close Guard around it was a clue.  
 One Guard motioned her into the tent where Riktan sat at a desk with a map of the entire kingdom in front of him. The Shadow stood farther away, his face tight.  
 “Quill, record that Westar of the Tarrin Reaches is hereby appointed as my Shadow,” Riktan said.  
 “Yes, sire.” Elsime unrolled a new scroll.  
 “Continue to record,” Westar said. “By rights, I want this for the history books, if there are any.” 
 Riktan raised his arms to his sides.  
 “Crown Prince, this is suicide,” Westar said. “We don’t fully understand the human caste’s strength. We don’t even know the capabilities of all their weapons systems. You are sending our men face-first into a red maw’s lair.” 
 “We’ve beaten them once.” Riktan opened a drawer under the desk and dropped into it a metal hand taken from the dead Myrmidon at Mount Bagad. “They think a bit of theater can make us cower like our indentured Slavers. We will show them our strength and they will break.” 
 “At the cost of how many wasted lives?” Westar fought to keep from raising his voice. “We need time to better understand them. And you have…you have sent away our best source on the human caste. I need Sazon and…” he whispered the next word, “Clay…we need them here to interpret the enemy’s actions. So we can react appropriately.” 
 “And if we do that? What will inaction cost us?” Riktan asked.  
 “Order the evacuation. Buy time for us to—” 
 “If I order my people to flee from their homes, they will clog every highway. It will be impossible for us to move my armies to counterattack. We hesitate and we will lose everything,” he said.  
 “If we blunder into battle, we risk losing everything as well,” Westar said.  
 “The choice is between risk and certainty. I choose what is not guaranteed to cost me the entire kingdom.” Riktan stood and planted his hands on the map. “I have listened to you, Westar. You must be with me fully or not at all. Choose now before the Quill so your choice is recorded for all posterity.” 
 “I am with you,” Westar said. “It is my duty to speak the risks to you, then carry out your will. Such is my place.” 
 “Such as it is. Any other concerns?” Riktan asked.  
 “The ballistic missile bases on the Far Plains and the Frozen Shoals. What of them? I’m surprised that the human caste hasn’t destroyed them since loading a nuclear warhead on them is one of our contingency plans against the heretics. If the member of Clay’s team that—” 
 “But we now lack any nuclear warheads, isn’t that right? Thanks to General Fastal’s failure at Mount Bagad,” Riktan said. “The human caste must not think they’re a threat, which may prove to be a mistake on their part. I’ve sent confidential orders to missile command to target the human ship in orbit should it be necessary. We must give the enemy an avenue of retreat once we’ve broken them on the field of battle. Age-old tactic.” 
 Elsime stopped recording and gave Riktan a blank stare.  
 “It was late last night and I didn’t want to wait for you.” Riktan rolled his eyes. “You’re recording it now, Quill. Adjust your ledger later.” 
 “The heretics have seismic and acoustic stations all along our border, sire,” Westar said. “They’ll be able to detect any ballistic missile launch.” 
 “Thank you, Westar. I’m well aware. I doubt it will be necessary, and as disorganized as the heretic military is, they’ll realize that none of the missiles landed in their cities by the time they’re able to respond. They’re lazy, not stupid. Besides, we have Den Mother Virid there to reassure them that we’re not dropping bombs on their cities. There was something else…ah, I fear we’ve neglected the spiritual aspect of this war. Where is High Speaker Osuda?” the Crown Prince asked. “Prayers are in order.”  
 “He retreated to his temple grounds on the Azure Isles despite warnings to the contrary. We’ve lost contact with him,” Westar said.  
 “Then who else is available? There are strictures we must follow.” Riktan seemed annoyed.  
 Elsime raised the feathered end of her quill up to her mouth. She was forbidden from ever speaking unbidden, but there were signals she could give.  
 “Quill?” Riktan leaned his head to one side.  
 “Chaplain Erroi has the gods’ countenance,” she said.  
 “Fine. Him,” Riktan said.  
 “What of Clay and Sazon?” Westar asked.  
 “They’re taking care of themselves. And before you ask, General Fastal is unavailable for the time being.” Riktan chuckled.  
 A hint of emotion crossed Westar’s face. “By your will,” he said and bowed slightly.  
 “By your leave.” Riktan tapped on the desk twice and Westar left.  
 Riktan stretched his arms overhead, then laced his fingers behind his head. “You’ll be close to me from here on out, Quill. This will be the greatest moment in the history of the kingdom and you have the honor of recording it.” 
 “My honor is to serve,” Elsime said.  
 “Serving me. Now shoo. I need a moment with my thoughts.” Riktan closed his eyes.    
   
 **** 
   
 Hulegu prowled around the Matsui’s bridge. The employees at workstations shied away every time he passed behind them.  
 “I need confirmation. Why is this so hard?” he asked the captain. The overweight man on a tall chair adjusted an interface wire plugged behind one ear. Holo panels flipped up and down in front of him.  
 “Settle down. Something tells me you’ll get a fawn to chase down through the woods and eat raw. Or something. Whatever it is you and your dust heads do,” Captain Tegbessu said.  
 “All the profit from this operation’ll be thanks to my teams knocking back the indigs. So if you want your bonus to keep you in doughnuts and new skins for your porn holos, you better find Clay before he causes any serious damage,” Hulegu said.  
 “Translation software’s a bit twitchy on this one…but…et voila.” Tegbessu burped.  
 The holos flipped around for Hulegu to see. Radio intercepts pinged around a Tyr crucible several hundred kilometers south of the declared exclusion zone. More pings spread across the kingdom concentrating on another crucible in the east.  
 A map appeared over the holos depicting the movement of Tyr forces from the originating crucible and into the exclusion zone.  
 “Oh ho ho…” Hulegu’s eyes sparkled. “They are that stupid, aren’t they?” 
 “This what that Clay and the others would have the Tyr do? Hmm…that’s a lot of bombers they have.” Tegbessu sipped from a can of soda.  
 “No, Clay knows what we’re capable of, and he’s been out of the Compliance game for almost twenty years. We’ve got some new toys he’s never even heard of,” Hulegu said. “He knows we can monitor anything the indigs put over radio…then where is Clay?” 
 “Hulegu.” The holos recompiled into Zike’s face. “The Tyr need to learn a lesson.” 
 “Yes, sir, I was just thinking that.” Hulegu cracked his neck. “We want to do this the easy way or shall we go for some spectacle?” 
 “Break them. I want no further complications.” Zike’s head fizzled away, his eyes the last to vanish.  
 “Still no Clay, sorry.” Tegbessu shifted in his seat and sniffed twice.  
 “Keep listening. I know which tree to shake. Ready the saturation pods in case I need to call down the thunder.” Hulegu actually skipped one step before he entered the bridge’s elevator.  






Chapter 15

   
 Elsime rocked from side to side as the armored personnel carrier rumbled down the highway. All her life, her knowledge of the military and the Blooded’s work was of glorious battles, heroism, and clean, well-kept Tyr on posters extolling the virtues of the kingdom.  
 For some reason, spending hours inside a hot metal box on a bench that felt like it was designed against comfort was never part of the movies or songs she grew up with. The bottom edge of a flak vest sat on her lap. It enclosed her torso and managed to trap hot pockets of air around her body despite how oversized it was for her.  
 The pair of Close Guard sitting on either side of her didn’t seem to be as bothered about their situation. One had his helmeted head propped against the transport’s wall and was napping.  
 The APC squealed to a sudden halt. Elsime bumped into the snoozing Close Guard, who awoke with a snort. Elsime looked for any cues from the Close Guard as the engine idled. There was a banging on the back of the transport. A guard nudged her with an elbow and she clutched her wooden quill box.  
 “What’s going on?” she asked.  
 “Don’t know. Welcome to the army,” the Guard said. A door on the rear of the transport swung open and another Close Guard ordered them out. Elsime stood too quickly and bumped the top of her head against the top of the compartment.  
 “Ooo ow ow ow…” She rubbed her scalp and ducked out of the APC.  
 “You bleeding?” A much taller Guard looked down on her and smirked. “No. These rust buckets don’t look like it, but they’re thirsty for blood.” 
 “This isn’t anything like the movies,” she grumbled.  
 “Nothing is,” said a Close Guard leading up a column of personnel carriers, trucks and pairs of tanks. Blooded stood atop vehicles fiddling with antennae. The Close Guard brought her to the back of a command-and-control vehicle bristling with communications gear.  
 Crown Prince Riktan smashed a handset against a bank of radios.  
 “How has every single system in my headquarters failed at the same time!” he shouted at a group of generals.  
 “It’s not just the radios here, sire. All communications are down.” Marshal Ollnu’ka brushed a hand against a small walkie-talkie mounted to his flak vest. “General Fastal reported something similar when the nukes were dropped on the Slavers. The phenomenon dissipated after a few days—” 
 “I think we’d know if we’d been nuked,” Riktan sneered. “Are we going back to the days of messengers and bugle calls? That is not how we fight anymore.” 
 “We must consider that the human caste has the ability to jam our communications,” another general said. “If that’s the case, then it may be a prelude to an—” 
 Thunder cracked overhead. Elsime looked up and caught sight of a blur across the night sky. Terror crept out of her chest and the panic from the last human attack returned. She looked for somewhere to run and hide. Anywhere.  
 She crouched and made for the transport she’d been in. Anywhere felt safer than where she was now. A hand snagged her by the carry handle on the back of her flak vest and held her firm.  
 A Close Guard pulled her around the Crown Prince’s command vehicle and pressed her shoulders against the side.  
 “Stop.” The Royal looked her in the eyes as she began crying. “Your duty is here, Quill. You are with Riktan and while we’re here, you’ll be safe. Take a breath and—” 
 “You-you all were with King Menicus too. So was I and those demons—” The Close Guard put a hand over her mouth and she broke into sobs.  
 “I’m walking the line until comms are back.” Riktan got out of the vehicle. “Radio waves might not be working, but the good old rumor mill still is. We need to show the men we’re with them, keep panic to a minimum.”  
 The Crown Prince stretched his arms to his sides. Servants strapped a gun belt to his waist. The handle of his pistol was inlaid with Tuskgar ivory and gold.  
 He glanced at Elsime. “What’s her problem?” he asked.  
 “Tower maiden’s having some difficulties, sire.” The Close Guard removed his hand from her mouth. “She’ll pull through.” He took his other hand off her shoulder.  
 “Get the photographer over here. She can fill in the blanks later,” Riktan said.  
 “What’s that?” A general pointed to the sky.  
 Light erupted from the sky, turning night into blinding day. Elsime shot away from the Close Guard and ran headlong into a windbreak of trees along the highway. She tripped over a stick and landed in a shallow depression filled with musty leaves. A field of low grain on the other side of the break had at least a battalion of soldiers and tanks in it. They scrambled about beneath the new light, manning their vehicles as officers and sergeants shouted at them.  
 A ribbon of gold spiraled down from the sky as the light faded. Elsime’s jaw dropped open as the tip spun out farther and farther like an expanding whirlpool.  
 The ribbon shattered into motes that struck down like stretched lightning. Every impact killed. Tanks exploded, rocketing their turrets into the air. APCs cracked like dropped eggs, blasting out shrapnel that tore through soldiers in the blink of an eye.  
 One moment the field had been full of young Tyr ready for battle. In the next it was blackened steel and broken bodies.  
 “No. No, not again.” Elsime tried to push herself up, but her skinny arms weren’t enough to overcome the flak vest. One hand slipped and she fell back to the ground. She rolled on her back to tug open the Velcro holding the vest shut.  
 A flaming comet arced through the air and crashed into the tree line a few yards away. The barrel of a tank turret hit the ground first and the rest of the hull slammed closer to her. Burning leaves came in a wave over and around her.  
 Elsime screamed and yanked the flak vest open. She wiggled out and crawled away from the turret.  
 The charred remains of a Blooded were still in the cupola. His meat-blackened skull stared at her, one arm bent toward her as if to beg for help.  
 The thump thump thump of rotor blades sounded overhead. Attack helicopters moved slowly over the devastated fields.  
 Overhead, pinpricks of light pulsed seemingly out of nowhere. A second later and every single helicopter burst apart.  
 Elsime huddled against a tree, the upper branches already aflame. She wanted to keep running, but everything around her was on fire or dying. In the distance, large figures moved through the flames. 
 Myrmidons strode through the burning vehicles. They moved smoothly, not bothered by the heat or smoke.  
 A group of Blooded rose up from the field. Two had machine guns braced to their sides and they opened fire on the Myrmidons at full auto while the rest joined in with rifles. Muzzle flashes and tracer fire joined the chaos of the slaughter.  
 The Myrmidons adjusted their path to intercept with the soldiers. Bullets sparked against their armor, tracers arced away from impacts and trailed into the returning night, but none of the Tyr’s fire even slowed the humans’ pace.  
 One Myrmidon broke into a jog and made straight for the Blooded.  
 A single machine gunner held his ground, firing until the ammo belt ran dry. The Blooded swung his weapon back, then struck at the Myrmidon. The human blocked the strike with his forearm and the machine gun broke in half against him. The Myrmidon ripped the weapon from the Blooded’s hand and returned the blow. The impact shattered the Tyr’s skull and the buttstock buried into the Blooded’s chest.  
 The Myrmidon reached to the ground and picked up another Tyr by the ankle as the rest of his group ran away. The Corporate soldier gave the screaming Tyr a shake, then crossed his arm over his body and flung the Tyr toward the others.  
 Elsime heard the snap of bones from the impact. An electric snap from machine guns mounted on the Myrmidons’ forearms kicked plumes of dust ten feet into the air and saturated the area where the last few Blooded were trying to escape.  
 Three Myrmidons continued through the field, straight toward her. Elsime pressed herself to the ground, willing the dirt to take her in and hide her from the demons coming her way.  
 Something bumped into her and she squealed.  
 Crown Prince Riktan kicked her away from the depression, his eyes wide with terror and blood all over his uniform.  
 “Dead! They’re all dead!” the Crown Prince shouted.  
 The ground shook as towering metal suits neared.  
 Riktan grabbed Elsime by the back of her fatigues and pulled her against him, holding her between him and the Myrmidons like a shield. Elsime screamed and fought to get away, but Riktan hooked an arm around her neck and held her tight against him.  
 Hulegu raised a foot, ready to crush them both, but his heel slammed into the ground next to them. He stomped his other foot on the other side of Elsime and Riktan, straddling them both. He bent over slightly, the demon mask of his helm leering.  
 Hulegu raised a finger, then wagged it back and forth. He snapped open the rest of his hand and a holo appeared in his palm.  
 Zike’s head materialized.  
 “Hello there.” Zike turned his face from side to side. “I am willing to believe that you didn’t get the same memo I gave to the other King. As such…perhaps a little leniency is in order. Mr. Hulegu here isn’t going to kill you. Yet. I am quite certain that our little demonstration won’t need to be repeated, but we’re more than willing to do it again. And again. So behave. This is the last time I’ll be reasonable.” Zike switched to English, then his holo switched off.  
 “Where’s Clay?” Hulegu pinched Riktan’s uniform top and hauled him into the air. Elsime rolled to the ground, too terrified to move as Riktan’s feet kicked in the air.  
 Hulegu brought his other arm in front of Riktan’s face and a short, white-hot flame spat from a nozzle. Riktan screeched and tried to cover his face.  
 Hulegu growled, a deep noise that triggered some atavistic part of Elsime’s brain that almost froze her heart. Riktan went limp, his limbs swaying like a puppet in the air.  
 “Where’s Clay?” Hulegu asked again. “I need him. We prefer alive, but dead is fine.” 
 “I-I-I don’t know,” Riktan stammered.  
 “Find him. All you have to do is say where he is on the radio and we’ll do the rest. No tricks, or we’ll find you again and I’ll take my time with you.” Hulegu sent a spurt of flame out of the nozzle and the flash clipped the top of Riktan’s ear.  
 The Crown Prince howled in pain as Hulegu dropped him. Hulegu took a step away, then turned back. He sliced off the gun belt and walked away, spinning the belt and holster around his arm.  
 The crack of flame and moans of the wounded and dying were all the humans left behind.  
 “Sire?” Elsime gave Riktan a gentle shake. He had one hand to his ear, the smell of burnt meat and smoldering hair almost making her gag.  
 “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.” Riktan pushed her away then looked up at her, tears and snot smeared across his face. His face switched from fear to anger.  
 “I am the King now. This is not how I will be remembered. They’re going to pay for this. All of them.” Riktan struggled to his feet, then stumbled back toward the column of wrecked vehicles.  






Chapter 16

   
 A few hours after the massacre, Elsime sat inside a military ambulance, her knees pulled to her chest as she rocked back and forth gently. Her newest memories were a jumble of horror and fear. She didn’t want to piece them back together, but she was the King’s Quill. It was her duty to record history, no matter how horrid it was.  
 Riktan was at the rear bumper where medics wrapped bandages around his head and over the remnants of his ear.  
 “Sire…” A Blooded officer approached, holding a radio handset. A second soldier carrying the radio on his back was just behind him. “Comms are working again. I’ve got Shadow Westar through retransmission stations as you ordered.” 
 Riktan snatched the handset away.  
 “Launch the missiles. All of them.” Riktan waited until receipt of the order was sent back, then tossed the handset back to the officer. “Quill, did you get that?” 
 Elsime nodded at him, then looked away.  
   
 **** 
   
 “—construction of the first habitats is fifteen percent behind projections,” Molly said. She and Zike were alone in the Matsui’s boardroom. “The project manager reports that local materials on the Azure Isles are incompatible with the client’s requirements and the additional processing time. He’s requesting mining equipment from the Leopold to exploit some mineral deposits he’s surveyed.” 
 “Denied.” Zike raised a hand next to his face. “That equipment is loaded deep in the Leopold and the amount of overtime it’ll take will eat into our margins. Have him find a substitute for the column marble that the client won’t notice until after the handover is complete.” 
 “Sir?” Tegbessu appeared in a holo, brushing crumbs from his thin, curly beard. “We’ve got a ballistic missile launch coming off Tyr. Trace has them impacting the habitat site and my ship. Looks like about nine minutes until impact.”  
 A new holo appeared showing the emerging missiles from kingdom bases and their projected impact sites.  
 “Any nuclear warheads?” Zike asked.  
 “Negative, sir. Mass shadows consistent with conventional explosives. I was going to trigger the interceptors, but Corporate policy requires me to inform you of any threats to your person before I incur the expenses,” Tegbessu said. “You do want me to trigger the interceptors…right?” 
 “Obviously,” Zike said and Tegbessu mashed a button. New tracks appeared in the holo. Every single ballistic missile was destroyed within two minutes.  
 “That was unacceptable,” Zike said. “Molly, have the mining equipment sent from the Leopold. I will use the same transport to relocate back to the Leopold and personally supervise the wormhole’s stability and the client’s safe passage. You will remain here to collate data and serve as my representative to the Tyr along with Hower.” 
 “I’m staying here?” Molly pressed her lips together so tight, they went white. “But the Tyr just shot ballistic missiles at us.” 
 “They likely don’t have any more. Have Hower do up an addendum explaining the threat I just faced. You’ll both be fine here without me,” Zike said. “Bahadur-Getty’s mission here requires me to be safe and able to concentrate on profitability. Obviously.” 
 “Yes, sir, obviously.” Molly forced a smile.  
   
 **** 
   
 Sarah held a handset to an ear. She frowned, then mouthed words.  
 “They’re describing smart munitions,” she said to Hidden in the operation’s center. Queen Keesla stood in the midst of the throng. “Air-launched from their shuttles. There’s a tiny targeting computer in each one that sends it into individual tanks and such…” 
 The Hidden stared at her blankly.  
 “Imagine shooting a shotgun into a room and every pellet pierces into the heart of an enemy,” she said.  
 Hidden began nodding in understanding.  
 “The technology is relatively cheap and easy to employ,” Sarah said. “The kingdom have…it was a massacre. They never stood a chance.” She pressed the handset to her collarbone, her face dark.  
 “Would Daniel Clay have ever suggested the kingdom make a conventional attack against the human caste?” Queen Keesla asked.  
 “No, he knew it would be futile. A waste of lives,” Sarah said. Her eyes lit up. “Have any of your listening stations heard General Fastal’s call sign anywhere during the battle?” 
 “Negative,” a Hidden said from a bank of radios. “We haven’t heard him in days.” 
 “Then where are Fastal and Clay?” Keesla asked. “What are they up to?” 
 “I don’t know,” Sarah said. “But we need to find out.” 






Chapter 17

   
 Hower adjusted the front of his tuxedo then rubbed the lapel with his thumb and forefinger. Quboth sat on a bench in the cargo hold of the Bahadur-Getty shuttle. A nervous-looking Molly sat beyond arm’s reach from him, large data slate on her lap. She wore a red qipao dress with sleeves down to her elbows and golden thread depicting the night sky as seen from Delhi, where the Corporation was founded.  
 Solanus and another Myrmidon were in full armor, their demon-masked helms under one arm. Neither seemed particularly excited to be there as they stood at the aft of the cargo bay.  
 Quboth’s eyes were locked on a porthole, watching the roils and clouds of the distant nebula that surrounded the Tyr system.  
 “I feel ridiculous. I haven’t worn one of these since my wedding,” Hower said. “And why is the jacket a shawl lapel and not a peak lapel? I’m dressed for a dive bar.”  
 “Corporate has a standing requirement for positive media material that the lobbying department can use for sizzle reels,” Molly said, reading from the slate. “We go in dressed like the indigs and there are appropriation objections. Any deference to nonhuman cultures can be seen as weak against the Reptilian Protocols.” 
 “Stop with the corpo speak and just tell me why I’m dressed like a penguin,” Hower said.  
 “We need to look sharp for propaganda footage, OK?” She rolled her eyes. “You think I want to be in this qipao? The help keeps eye-molesting my thighs.” 
 The other Myrmidon whistled at her.  
 “The extra four percent unprofessional conduct compensation bonus to my contract is not worth this,” Molly said quietly.  

“Hower, look, it’s the Gaze of Infinity,” Quboth said in Tyr. “That is my birth sign. We theorized we could see it at further orbits this time of the year...”

 “What’s your pet so excited about?” Solanus asked.  
 “The Tyr divine messages from the shapes of the surrounding nebula. Like how we see constellations or images in clouds,” Hower said.  
 “They high or something?” Solanus switched her helmet from one arm to the other, turning the faceplate toward Quboth as she looked out a nearby porthole. “I don’t see nothin’.” 
 Quboth went stiff, his gaze on Solanus’ demon mask, then on her face, his lip twitching.  

“Are you OK?” Hower asked him in Tyr.   

“She’s the one that murdered Nixazar. Crushed his skull into paste with her boot.”


“Don’t…you’re almost free. Now is not the time for revenge,” Hower said.  
 “What’s his problem?” Solanus held up a pinky and a tiny scoop snapped out of the glove from her suit. She dabbed it into her helmet’s dispenser and took a sniff of blue powder. “He want a go at me? Figure he’d have learned his lesson after Hulegu beat the shit out of him.” 
 “Just discussing local astrophysics; nothing you’d be interested in,” Hower said.  
 “Sure, sure…whew!” Solanus rolled her shoulders and fought to unclench her jaw. “Nothing like a hit of Thermobaric to get the blood pumpin’. You want some, leaf-eater?”  
 “Never before lunch.” Hower held up a hand.  
 “How ’bout you, tinsel? Big boss man ever let you in on his stash or do you get the regular supps like us knuckle draggers?” Solanus asked Molly.  
 “I stick to caffeine and the occasional bit of Elevation. But only before sanctioned Corporate events. It’s highly encouraged by the Executive Assistance Division. Otherwise, I never touch it, except after rougher days. Friday nights…” 
 “Elevation?” Solanus raised her eyebrows. “Wow, that’s like…baby food. I get a Thermo bump after every tenth kill and Stitchy on demand to keep the edge off. But she gets Elevation. You hear that, Boris? What’re we doing in these getups when we could be dressed like dolls and buzzin’ on Elevate?” 
 The other Myrmidon pinched some red leaves out of a pouch and worked the wad between his cheek and jowl.  
 “I’ll stick to Martian Chew, thanks.” He chuckled.  
 “Doesn’t that make your teeth itch?” Molly asked. “Then there’s all the…cancer.” 
 “Yeah, but you get to like it. We get anti-tumor shots for free once our contract’s up. So what if I get them little white patches on my gums? It won’t kill me before my time’s up.” Boris spat red juice onto the deck. 
 “Aaron. Save me, please,” Molly whispered to him and gave Hower’s knee a quick pat.  
 “Give me a second.” Hower looked out the porthole. “You know what grand vistas like this need? Music.” He cleared his throat and switched to Tyr. “Quboth, would you like to hear some human music before we land? You can tell the Tyr that we have culture beyond war and suffering.”


“That would be interesting. Do you all have plays and poetry as well? Do you have multiple kinds of music? I was always fond of the Islander shanties. Astro Command threatened to ground me forever if I even hummed a few bars of any of the more…bawdy songs while I was in orbit.”


“We have an enormous catalogue of music and other media. Shame I wasn’t able to share it with you before now. My tastes are a bit esoteric compared to most. Scandinavian rock opera is my preference. Abba, Nightwish, Sabaton—of course—and some Lordi if the mood suits me,” Hower said. “The late twentieth century has a plethora of—”


“I don’t understand most of what you’re saying,” Quboth said.  
 “We’re so close to landing and I don’t know what to play for him. Molly? Get your drones ready to capture the moment a Tyr hears a human classic. Perhaps, oh, I don’t know…‘Purple Rain’?” Hower tapped his chin.  
 “Nothing modern as there will be royalty issues and…” She tapped her slate then put a hand to her ear. “Mr. Hower, we can’t play…” her voice lowered to a whisper, “we can’t play sex music.” 
 “What? No, my wife and I always enjoyed…come to think of it. Wait, how do you know about that?” 
 An awkward moment passed as she blushed.  
 “No no, you’re quite right. And if he likes it, there may be questions about the artist that I’m not comfortable answering. ‘Smooth Criminal’? No, same problem. Ah…of course! May I?” He held his hand out for Molly’s slate.  
 He scrolled through menus then double-tapped the screen. Drums and synthesizers began playing.  
 “No, not that one…damn these fat fingers,” Aaron grumbled.  
 “We’re no strangers to love…”
crooned from the slate, then the song cut out. A piano began playing, one key at a time. He handed the slate back to Molly and she summoned a small drone from a case at her feet.  
 “Don’t think I’ve heard this one.” Molly frowned at the screen.  
 “Turn around,” a man sang, joined by a woman a moment later. “…every now and then I get a little bit lonely and you’re never comin’ round…” 
 “‘Total Eclipse of the Heart,’” Hower said, closing his eyes. “I was fresh out of college and at a karaoke bar on Phobos. This song is meant to be a duet, obviously. A beautiful woman picked this song to sing and it just didn’t feel right to hear her without the other voice, so I joined her on stage. She turned around and,” Hower paused and smiled, “she had the brightest eyes. 
 “She told me the first time she saw me that she knew I was the one. It didn’t take much for me to realize the same about her.” He stayed silent through the rest of the song. When it ended, he sniffed hard and looked at Quboth.  

“What do you think?” he asked in Tyr.  

“I don’t understand the words, but the melody is haunting. I felt the singers’ passion,” Quboth said. 
 “And you, my dear?” Hower asked Molly.  
 “It’s rather—I mean, I’m glad you like it, but it’s so…” 
 “Antiquated?” 
 “I wasn’t going to say that. Out loud.” 
 “Karaoke as a hobby has a long and colorful history. One must embrace the classics to fully appreciate the art,” Hower said. “My wife and I…it was always something we enjoyed together. You should have heard her belt out ‘I Would Do Anything for Love.’” 
 “Your wife…I’m sorry about what happened to her,” Molly said.  
 “Such is the way of things. She was quite stubborn in her desire to learn all she could of the Tyr’s world before we returned to human space.” He looked at Quboth. “For years, I saw them and all I had was anger and hatred toward them for losing her. My final report to Corporate was all about the inherent value of the flora and animal life. Nothing about the Tyr themselves.” 
 “You never had Tyr friends?” she asked.  
 “Against policy. Too much risk of accidentally exposing our true selves to them. Linkers operate in tight family groups and are expected to remain distant from other castes so they can be impartial during mediations. I was fine with that,” Hower said. “But look at him, Ms. Argent. What do you see?” 
 “A beat-up alien that…” Molly swallowed hard. “That’s in pain. That’s scared because he’s seen something he doesn’t understand—a thing that’s too powerful and violent to fight. Like a child that’s stumbled into a dragon’s lair.” 
 “You think Corporate will ever let that image get out to costumers? Or the Combined Terran Governments?” 
 “Never. I can already see the negative metrics,” she said.  
 “But we’ve seen him, and we don’t have the crutch of mood-altering substances to keep us at controllable levels of aggression and to inhibit ‘less useful’ emotions.” He glanced at the Myrmidons.  
 There was a chime from Molly’s slate.  
 “Well, this is…awful.” She touched her forehead.  
 “What is it?” Hower asked.  
 She handed the slate over to him.  
   
 **** 
   
 “Leaf-eater, there a problem with this?” Solanus thrust her arm in front of Hower as the shuttle wobbled through turbulent air. Drone images of an airfield appeared, projected from her armor. Four Tyr stood in the center of a runway while small crates were off-loaded from a jeep and onto the low-cut grass just off the asphalt.  
 Several feeds coalesced into a single 3D holo.  
 “All the Chairs of the Most Equal seem to be there.” Hower zoomed in on the Slaver in a light tan uniform and riding boots; a small crop was in one hand. “Oh, him.” 
 “What’s wrong with him?” Solanus asked.  
 “Most Equal Korth isn’t from the Worthy. He was born in the Slaver lands and was a prominent commander during the Just War. He had a reputation for raiding deep into the kingdom and killing anything he couldn’t carry back with him. Slavers would typically spare livestock and crops so they could return and plunder them later. Korth was much more the scorched-Earth type.” 
 “Finally. An indig I can appreciate,” Solanus said.  
 “He’s a war criminal, not that you’d care. When the Slaver Nation surrendered following the nuclear destruction of most of their cities, Korth opted not to follow his caste lords and defected to the Worthy People…along with several divisions of soldiers, warships, aircraft and a rather large harem. The Slavers were incorporated into the Worthy military and he was given a high post. He worked his way up to become Chair of War in a few years,” Hower said.  
 “Should’ve brought that one to Hulegu. Boss might’ve kept him as a pet,” Solanus said.  
 “He won’t be happy to see Quboth. Korth is notorious for hating the Blooded caste, which is not very Worthy of him, but wherever there’s power and influence, there’s hypocrisy. Something humans and Tyr have in common,” Hower said.  
 “And? I’m just supposed to keep the indigs from not eating you while we drop that one off,” Solanus said.  
 “I don’t feel comfortable leaving my prisoner with Korth,” Hower said.  
 “I don’t care,” Solanus snapped. “It’s not coming back to the Matsui with us.” 
 “No, you wouldn’t. Then just get us on the ground so we can get this business over with,” Hower said.  
 “Mr. Hower, you have your script.” Molly tapped him on the shoulder. “I need you to come down the ramp a bit slower than you normally would. I need over-the-shoulder shots of the Chair Tyr and, as this isn’t the first time they’ve seen us, we should get more awe and wonder from them than…horror? Existential dread? We’re sort of writing the book on first-contact media protocols.” 
 “Corporate just has to have their propaganda material.” Hower waved at her impatiently. “Fine, fine. I’ll try and be suitably photogenic.” 
 “You do clean up well, but any man in a tuxedo can do that,” she said.  
 “And you…are not hideous. I’m not good with compliments toward strange women. I was married for a long time,” he said.  
 “That’s actually the nicest thing anyone’s said to me since I started working for Zike. Looks like we’re about land,” Molly said.  
   
 **** 
   
 Tropical air hit Hower in the face as the shuttle ramp lowered. He immediately began sweating and remembered a bit too late how different the climate was in the Worthy People’s land than back in the kingdom in the more northern latitudes.  
 “Indigs actually listened to us,” Solanus said as she and her partner Myrmidon came down the ramp, their armored footfalls heavy against the ramp. “No armed indigs within sensor range.” 
 “Killing ambassadors is not a Tyr trait,” Hower said, his earpiece connecting to the Myrmidons and Molly. “Most of the diplomacy is handled by Linkers to other Linkers so they have even less incentive to—” 

“Cool story. Shut up and get this over with,” Solanus said through his earbud.   
 “Not every problem can be killed, fornicated with or eaten,” Hower muttered.  

“Not with that attitude. I’m two kills away from a bonus Thermo bump, so please screw up so I can splat these indigs.” Solanus’ voice carried a razor’s edge.  
 “Come with me,” Hower said to Quboth. The Tyr hesitated as he looked around the landing site then went down the ramp side by side with Hower. Molly stayed a few steps behind them.  
 “This isn’t the kingdom,” Quboth said.  
 “You’d rather go back to my caste’s ships?” Hower asked.  
 Quboth walked a bit faster.  
 “Greetings.” Hower raised his arms to his sides and stepped ahead of Quboth. “I am Aaron Hower of the Bahadur-Getty Corporation. Thank you for meeting with me.” 
 “And we are honored to meet with you…you who speak our language so perfectly.” Korth smiled. “Though your accent is so northern.” 
 “I learned to speak the kingdom’s way first as our dealings were with them initially.” Hower felt more sweat on his brow and over his body. Lying was not his forte. “This is un-blooded Commander Quboth, the first Tyr to ever journey to space. I’m sure you know him.” 
 “I didn’t recognize him underneath all the bruises,” Tambrien said. She took a small lace fan from her sleeve, unfurled it with a snap and wafted her face.  
 “I proved to be a poor guest to the humans,” Quboth said. “Hower is a good man. Take his words seriously.”  
 “Ah, what was that?” Hower looked at Quboth. “Never mind. Mr. Zike promised you gifts from us for your cooperation and the first Tyr astronaut was not what he intended. We are turning him over to you as a gesture of goodwill.” 
 “We know how to treat kingdom Blooded here,” Korth said. “Don’t worry about that.” 
 “Indeed. Miss Argent?” Hower looked to Molly. She touched her slate and a drone flew slowly from the shuttle, holding a cube-shaped case beneath it.  
 The Tyr’s jaws dropped open as the small robot flew a sideways-eight pattern and hovered over Hower.  
 Hower held out a hand and the cube was set onto his palm. He held his other hand over it and the top unscrewed. Hower removed a metal cylinder. Frost grew across its surface as it levitated out of the cube and hung motionless in the air.  
 “This will power every electronic device brought within five strides of it. The electricity is transmitted without wires. Simply turn on any equipment and this battery will power it. Forever.” Hower smiled.  
 “That’s impossible.” Elatzial licked his lips and reached for the device, but brought his hand back before he could touch it. “How does it work?” 
 “How is your knowledge of quantum physics?” Hower asked.  
 “What is ‘quantum’?” asked Marchand, the Linker.  
 “We have much to teach you.” Hower snapped his fingers and the cylinder returned to the case. He set it on the tarmac.  
 “Our gifts are paltry in comparison,” Tambrien said, motioning toward the boxes behind her. “Wine from the Yettla region. Rubies from the undersea mines in the Frigid Ocean and one of the first copies of the Worthy Manifesto, signed by our founder, the Most Worthy Nashtan Plen.” 
 “Zike will be most pleased. Thank you. He…” Hower tensed up, “he does have a request of the Worthy People, one he believes will further strengthen the relationship between the Worthy People and Bahadur-Getty Corporation. The kingdom has proven most…recalcitrant toward our efforts. Zike wishes for the Worthy People to assume control over kingdom territory at your earliest convenience.” 
 “Do what?” Quboth took a step toward Hower.  
 Solanus raised an arm and the machine gun mounted to it cycled a bullet into the chamber.  
 Hower reached over and put a hand on Quboth’s wrist. “I want you to live.” Hower looked him in the eyes. “Please.” 
 “That is…that is not something we can agree to immediately,” Elatzial said. “By our laws, we cannot declare war without an attack on our territory or—” 
 “Or without at least three of the four of the Most Equal in agreement.” Tambrien glanced at Marchand, who looked shocked, and at Korth, who was already smiling. “Such matters require discussion. C-committees!” 
 “Zike is aware of your traditions and will give you two days to come to a decision,” Hower said. “After two days…he will return to your capital and inquire as to why you have not agreed to…to help end a greater bloodshed by taking action. The kingdom will be destroyed if it continues to oppose us. All adult Tyr know what happened to the Slavers when they refused to see reason.” He nodded slightly to Korth. “It is our sincere hope that the kingdom will not make the same mistake.”  
 “What of the territory we seize?” Korth asked. “Will it remain ours?” 
 “Let’s not put the cart before the bronto,” Tambrien said. “Should we come to a decision before the two days have passed?” 
 “Here.” Hower took a small rectangular device from his pocket and handed it to her. “Simply hold that button down and I will answer your call. If it isn’t working, tap it against the everlasting battery I gave you.” 
 “We will have an answer for you very soon,” Marchand said. “Your technology is…incredible.” 
 “And we are eager to share it with you.” Hower put a hand on Quboth’s cuffs, passing a tiny slip of paper into the Tyr’s palm. Quboth tightened his grip on the slip, his eyes narrowing in confusion.  
 Hower gave him a wink, then deactivated the mag cuffs. Quboth stepped away, then snapped a kick between Korth’s legs. Korth made a sound somewhere between a wretch and a squeak and fell to the ground, his body scrunched up into a fetal position.  
 “My word!” Tambrien fanned herself faster.  
 “That’s for the Mirixil Crucible and the three hundred families you murdered!” Quboth planted a foot and readied a punt to the Slaver’s head.  
 Solanus snagged Quboth by the collar and jerked him back before the kick could connect. The muzzle of her forearm-mounted gun pressed against the back of his head.  

“End him?” she asked through Hower’s earbud.  
 “Don’t! It’ll ruin the footage,” Molly cried out.  
 Unarmed Worthy soldiers ran out of the tree line toward the meeting.  
 Hower grabbed Quboth by the front of his coveralls. “Why did you do that?” he hissed.  
 “Bastard deserved it. Doubt I’ll ever get another chance at it.” Quboth spat at Korth, who was still on the ground.  
 “Can you just—just not—for a few more minutes?” Hower shook the Tyr. Quboth nodded and relaxed. Hower tapped Solanus’ wrist twice and she let Quboth go.  
 “Load up the artifacts and let’s get out of here.” Hower shook his head. “Every single thing just has to go wrong, doesn’t it?”  
 Quboth didn’t resist as Worthy soldiers grabbed his arms and restrained him.  
 “It’s fine, we’ll fix it in post,” Molly said as more drones flew out of the shuttle and carried the crates inside. The shuttle lifted off with a blast of air that shook Tambrien’s hairdo loose from its pins.  
 “Is he alright?” she asked as Korth groaned with every exhalation.  
 “We may need to ask the human caste for medical technology to fix bruised testicles,” Marchand said.  
 “His testicles will recover, but look at this.” Elatzial picked up the case with the battery. “We need to test this out. It could power…anything and everything. All at once!” 
 “Don’t trust them,” Quboth said. “The human caste are monsters. They murdered Nixazar right in front of me.” 
 “What do we do with him?” Marchand asked, looking at the astronaut.  
 “Send him to the Den Mother. Get him away from here before Korth recovers and wants revenge,” Tambrien said. “We need to discuss the human caste’s request before we run out of time.” 
 “Your King still needs you.” Quboth slipped an arm free and tossed the bit of folded paper to Tambrien. A punch to the kidney sent him to his knees, then he was dragged away.  
 Tambrien picked the paper up and slipped it into a small pocket in her dress.  
   
 **** 
   
 Hower opened a wooden chest within a sealed compartment aboard the Matsui. He took out a leather-bound book and gently flipped the cover open. Molly moved a sensor wand slowly over another open case.  
 “What’s that?” she asked.  
 Crates made of different wood and with ornate carvings were packed into the opposite corner, gifts from King Menicus and the kingdom. 
 “A first printing of the Worthy Manifesto…” Hower flipped a page and his eyes went wide at the ink signature near the spine. “It’s banned in the kingdom as heresy, naturally. This one is signed by Nashtan Plen. Very, very rare. He was an unskilled laborer working for a Toiler guild with little to no future prospects, but he was rather intelligent. He looked at the kingdom’s caste system and was appalled at the inequality and unfairness for otherwise capable and ambitious Tyr like him. Plen began a social movement to break loose from the caste system. Naturally, the kingdom was opposed to this idea.” 
 “He was trying to move everyone’s cheese,” Molly said. “That’s one of the first applied psychology lessons the company teaches us.” 
 “What? The Tyr don’t have any dairy products. Anyway, Plen gathered up disaffected members of the many castes and led them into the wild lands ungoverned by the kingdom. The regent at the time assumed Plen and his followers would be gobbled up by bands of Slavers and the issue was settled, but when people are given the chance to succeed based on their own merits…they tend to do so. At least, that’s what the Worthy People would have the kingdom believe. And that is the truth, to a degree.” 
 “Why didn’t the Slavers kill them all?” Molly asked.  
 “Plen and his followers broke away as another of the many wars broke out between the kingdom and the Slavers. The Worthy People gave refuge to a number of broken and defeated Blooded divisions and when the Slavers came for them…the Worthy People ‘exchanged’ a number of their less productive citizens and kept the Blooded to form a nucleus of their own military.” 
 “That seems rather harsh,” Molly said. “Is this common knowledge?” 
 “It is in the kingdom. The Worthy People kept the Slavers at bay with regular tithes until they were strong enough to refuse the Slavers’ demands, which coincided with yet another war between the Slavers and the Royals. A three-power détente arose, with none of the factions strong enough to destroy one of the others. Then the Slavers lost the Just War and things became a bit more unstable. The Council of the Most Equal give lip service to the ideas in this book, but their oligarchy tends to be much more pragmatic in practice.” Hower set the book back into the case. He looked up and around at the vault.  
 “There’s no monitoring systems in here?” he asked.  
 “No, this is Zike’s executive storage space. No one gets in or out without his express permission. A nice perk for him.” She held up a small card with a DNA sequence printed on it.  
 “He can smuggle whatever he likes. The manifest for all these priceless cultural artifacts stays under his control…but this is an opportunity. Can you access the Matsui’s communication suite without Zike or the Myrmidons knowing?” he asked.  
 “Zike has his own shunts and discreet access protocols. Keeps his underlings looking over their shoulders. It’s remarkable how just the threat of a surprise inspection can keep people honest. Why?” 
 “But who watches the watchmen…you and I can only do so much to help the Tyr, but if we made contact with the Clays—any of them—we’d be much more effective,” Hower said.  
 “I’m listening.” Molly sat on one of the crates.  
 “I need you to monitor certain frequencies for a message from the Clays. We had contact protocols in place in case we were ever compromised by the Tyr. It’s still a good plan,” Hower said. “If I can speak to them again, then I can tell them how rashly I—and Daniel Clay!—acted aboard the shuttle. Amends can be made.” 
 “I can do that.” Molly clicked a button on the bottom of a stylus and set the tip to her slate. “What frequencies?” 






Chapter 18

   
 Hower and Stamets walked down a passageway, its bulkheads grimy with dirt and bloody drag marks. Large fists had smashed dents into the metal plating. The smell of urine, blood and old smoke was everywhere.  
 Hower glanced up at a large sensor dome at every intersection. The domes were glossy and opaque, far larger and more numerous than the usual monitoring stations.  
 “Why so many?” he asked the doctor.  
 “Huh? Oh, those. Sentry guns in case the indentured get loose,” Stamets said. “We almost never need them.” 
 “Almost?” Hower slowed down.  
 “Wasn’t on the Matsui, was some other boat years ago. The onboard systems messed up the indentured’s cocktail and had them wigged out on stims instead of the sedatives they were supposed to be on. Redundancy,” Stamets said, jerking a thumb at a gun pod, “am I right?” 
 “One can never be too secure, I suppose.” Hower shivered.  
 “You ever been on decks this low?” Stamets chuckled.  
 “I thought the whole point of going to college, obtaining an advanced degree, going into decades’ worth of debt and proving my acumen in the field and in the laboratory was so I didn’t have to come to this part of a Corporate ship. Or any ship. Which begs the question as to why you and I are down here, Dr. Stamets,” Hower said.  
 “For science…and to keep my ass from getting skinned for any ‘avoidable expenses.’ I hate those AI reviews, don’t you?” Stamets tugged at his lab coat.  
 “I too am here for science. And some morbid curiosity, I must admit.” Hower smiled slightly. That wasn’t entirely true, but it was in his interests to play along with Stamets.  
 They reached bay doors nearly fifteen feet high. Warning signs against the exchange of contraband, others announcing bans on photography or video, reminders to non-disclosure-agreement numbers, and notices of possible great bodily harm were all over the doors.  
 “Ugh…shit.” Stamets held a palm up to a biometric reader. The man went pale and he began sweating profusely as a sensor ball extended from the bulkhead and spun around his body. The ball gave Hower a quick once-over, then returned to its cradle.  
 “Attention. Attention,” came from a speaker. “Indentured employee housing unit is off-limits to unauthorized personnel. Any Bahadur-Getty employee that interacts with indentured staff assumes all risk and liability for any injuries or deaths. Damage to indentured staff will be deducted from future salary disbursement.” 
 “There a problem with people coming down here?” Hower asked.  
 “You’d think after the first couple got eaten, the rest would figure it out,” Stamets said. “Kidding! Kidding. There was just that one time. That I know of.” 
 The bay doors opened and a cacophony of screams and hoots greeted them. The bay was full of electrified pens, each containing up to ten indentured employees. Those in the nearest pen threw themselves at the fences, taking shocks as they tried to climb up and out. None got more than a few feet up before falling to the deck, their limbs clutched to their torso as they drooled and twitched. 
 The smell of stress and fear forced Hower back a step.  
 Stamets pressed a small hypo spray to Hower’s chest. Hower took it out of surprise and reflex.  
 “What? You’re the medical doctor.” Hower handed the hypo spray to Stamets, who shook his head quickly.  
 “Nope. Nope! I’m not going in there.” He sidestepped away from Hower.  
 “You came all the way down here to chicken out now?” Hower looked at him with disgust.  
 “I’m a big giant pussy and I don’t care who knows,” Stamets said. “You-you-you go! Weren’t you on a planet full of savage aliens for like ten years? In a row!” 
 “The Tyr aren’t drug-addled animals.” Hower hunched his shoulders slightly, worried that the indentured might have heard him. One in the closest pen was trying to chew through the chain-link fencing, oblivious to the shocks to his face.  
 “For science. We just need a blood sample from CCI-8C. He’s in pen twenty-four. Go.” Stamets seized Hower by the belt and shoved him into the bay. The doors buzzed and closed slowly.  
 Hower spun around, a Tyr insult reading, when there was a brown blur over his shoulder. Feces hit Stamets in the chest and splattered across his face and mouth. Indentured broke out laughing and even Hower had to chuckle as the doctor fell to the deck.  
 The doors shut and the insanity died down a bit.  
 “Blues?” asked a rail-thin woman. Her blond hair hadn’t been washed in so long that it had gone to dreadlocks. She kept pace with Hower as he walked past her pen. “You got any Blues? I’ll suck your—” 
 “I have nothing.” Hower raised a hand beside his face, unwilling to look at her. He ignored shouted threats and insults in a myriad of languages as he made his way down the pens. He turned left; pen twenty-four was several rows away.  
 The newly indentured still had the air of trepidation around them, the same quiet terror of a prisoner locked into a cell for the first time. The ones that had been there longer had thin limbs and sores on their body, and their hair fell away in clumps. None could smile at him with a full set of teeth.  
 The ‘scummies’ were universally derided by Bahadur-Getty employees as little better than trash. In his previous assignments, no matter how badly his work had been mismanaged by executives, many of his colleagues had voiced that “at least we’re not scummies.” Hower began to suspect that Bahadur-Getty kept the scummies around to artificially inflate the Corporation’s employees’ sense of self.  
 Certainly, someone somewhere had run a cost-benefit analysis and determined that this amount of human suffering had a positive return on investment.  
 Hower tried to keep his posture tall and straight as he passed a trio of men wagging their bare buttocks at him.  
 He got to pen twenty-four and froze. Three of the four scummies were sleeping on the deck. At least, they appeared to be sleeping. One muttered and swiped at something unseen. The fourth stood over them, watching, his arms crossed.  
 “Subcontractor CCI-8C,” Hower said.  
 Camacho glanced up at the ceiling.  
 Hower repeated himself louder and stepped up to a barred door in the gate with a space large enough to pass meal trays through at waist height.  
 Camacho turned his head over one shoulder and saw Hower. The scummy crouched slightly, one hand on a pocket.  
 “You CCI-8C?” Hower stepped up to the door.  
 Camacho walked over to him.  
 “Yeah, that’s me.” Camacho’s voice was even, his emotions and body under control. “They all got seds from the fun ball. They’ll be fine.”  
 “You seem exceedingly normal compared to the baseline in here.” Hower tilted his head to the next pen over. “What did you get?” 
 “I guess it was some sort of goof juice because I’m talking to a big purple dinosaur right now.” Camacho widened his eyes, not convincing Hower that he was in an altered state in the slightest.  
 Hower narrowed his eyes slightly. He looked at the hypo spray in his hand.  
 “How the hell was I ever supposed to get…that son of a bitch.” Hower glared at the bay doors. “No matter. CCI-8C, I am—” 
 “Camacho. I have a name,” the scummy said.  
 “Camacho. I am Dr. Aaron Hower and I am a Tyr wildlife expert. There’s a concern that you may have been exposed to some manner of a pathogen while dirtside and I need a blood sample for further testing. Would you mind?” Aaron held a hand to the tray gap in the door. The scummy looked at it like it was filthy.  
 “I haven’t done anything wrong.” Camacho tensed up. “I did my job down there. Found a slate and gave it to the bosses like I was supposed to. Got ten percent knocked off my debt.” 
 “You found a slate?” Hower frowned. “Where?” 
 “Thought you wanted a blood sample,” Camacho said.  
 “The more details I have, the better my report. I’ll note your cooperation and suggest a performance bonus for you. Few more percentage points never hurt, right?” Aaron asked.  
 Camacho lifted his chin slightly. “Until they start making me pay to use my suit or for every bullet I shoot. You ever heard of a scummy earning out?” Camacho asked.  
 “I’m afraid I am unfamiliar with your…predicament. Though, all things considered, you seem to be doing particularly well,” Hower said.  
 “Those are big words coming from a lizard,” Camacho said.  
 “I thought I was a dinosaur.” Hower raised an eyebrow.  
 “There’s a…difference?” 
 “Quite. For one, the fundamental physiology is—that’s not what I’m here for. The slate? Where’d you get it?” 
 “I was in a city by the sea. Big castle on a hill. Found it in some indig’s house. Guy version took a shot at me with a pistol. Only had one arm, which was kind of weird,” Camacho said.  
 “Constable Pyth?” Hower scratched his chin. “Did you kill them?” 
 “No. Did I have to?” Camacho looked worried.  
 “No. No, not at all. I won’t mention it to anyone.” Hower regarded the indentured employee for a moment, then leaned to one side to see the others in the pen. He sniffed hard and detected an earthy odor.  
 “Have you eaten or drunk anything on Tyr?” Hower asked.  
 “Does it matter, boss? I do my job. My squad does their job. We got the best rating after the last drop ’cause we got the slate. Just leave us alone, huh?” Camacho looked back to the others in his pen. “We ain’t in any pain.” 
 The disco ball theme played over the speakers and bedlam ensued. Camacho and the rest of his squad didn’t seem to care.  
 “Curious. Most curious. I’ll make you a deal, Mr. Camacho. You tell me what you did to end your…dependence issues and I’ll keep everything close to the vest,” Hower said.  
 “Why…why even ask, boss? You want something from me, you’ll just bring in the guards to take it.” Camacho rubbed his arms. The disco ball spat out a half dozen dosage boxes into the pen.  
 “You’re not in any pain…I don’t want to change that. I’d rather find a way to stop all the suffering here and on Tyr.” Hower brought his hand back to the food slot.  
 Camacho shrugged and pushed a hand through the slot. There was a buzz of electricity as the field weakened. Hower gripped him by the wrist then pressed the hypo spray against his own forearm and took a blood sample from himself.  
 Camacho opened his hand and dropped a small mushroom cap into Hower’s palm.  
 “What’ll happen to us?” Camacho asked.  
 “Head down, mouth shut, don’t draw attention to yourself,” Hower said. “I don’t know what will happen next.” 
 “I’ve had worse deals. Good luck, boss.” 
 “And to you.” Hower slipped the mushroom into a pocket and made for the doors. The scummies traded and fought with each other for their preferred fix, tossing the boxes over fences to each other.  
 The doors opened and Hower found Stamets collapsed against the bulkhead, his lab coat and shirt in a pile next to him and a puddle of vomit. His beer belly heaved with each breath. Hower chucked the hypo spray at him.  
 “Send me the labs. Don’t ask me for any more favors.” Hower scrunched his nose at a smell that was somehow worse than the pens and went about his way.  
   
 **** 
   
 The incessant buzzing would not stop, no matter how much Hower tried to ignore it. He rolled over on his cot and pressed his pillow to his ear.  
 The buzzing continued.  
 “The technology to annoy me to this extent does not exist on Tyr!” Hower sat up and blinked several times. His quarters were small, with barely enough room for a bed, small desk and closet. A holo bar on the desk blinked in time with the buzzing of an incoming call.  
 Hower rubbed an eye and peered at the controls. He hit a button and a tubby man in a medical smock appeared in the holo.  
 “I know we are in orbit and the placement of the system primary has no relevance to us, but do you have any idea what time it is?” Hower asked.  
 “Aaron Hower? Corporate Xeno-Biological Division?” the man asked.  
 “And you are?” Hower sat at the desk and rested his face on one hand.  
 “Piotr Stamets. Med division chief on the Matsui. I need your help with an issue, one I’d like you to keep quiet if you don’t mind.” Stamets adjusted the camera view on him.  
 “Is there a problem with a Tyr vole infestation or perhaps egg mites? I’m not even rated as a veterinarian, so I’m not sure if—” 
 “Did you ever have any issues with Tyr bacterial infections or anything that blocked neuron function of monoamine oxidase uptake in brain tissue?” Stamets asked.  
 Hower scrunched his face, then clicked his tongue twice.  
 “What?” 
 “Some of our ground personnel were exposed to a compound and their blood markers have gone all…wonky,” Stamets said, looking over both shoulders.  
 “Is ‘wonky’ your official diagnosis?” Hower sighed.  
 “Look, it’s my ass if things go tits up with this batch. We’re shorthanded out here and we can’t just do an airlock flush of problem cases. It’ll look ass on my next performance review—” 
 “For someone that needs help, you picked a hell of a time to ask for it.” Hower settled into his seat. “Did you say an ‘airlock flush’? Aboard the Matsui?” 
 “Do I have your attention now?” Stamets asked.  
 “Mostly because I am on the Matsui. Start over. Keep things at the xeno-biological or layman level. Don’t assume I know anything else,” Hower said.  
 “We had a performance drop from our temp hires in the Marauder battalion and it got punted to me because everything else in the system is working fine, according to the system, so now I’ve got to figure out what’s wrong or it’s my ass.” 
 Hower made a rolling-forward motion.  
 “Bunch of scummies came back from a sweep-and-clear mission and they’re not…they’re not responding to their pharmacology triggers,” Stamets said. “Normally, they’ll strangle their own mothers to stay on the drip, but when we dosed out performance bonuses, there weren’t any adverse reactions or spoilage in the barracks.” 
 “Maybe I’m still half asleep, but that sounds sort of good.” 
 “Usually, there are at least six hospitalizations and one death per hundred scummies during the after-party, but this time, it was all zeros. I’m supposed to fudge the dosing to keep them on edge so they want to get back into the field. That sends aggressive tendencies through the roof and we always get some cardiac events. Not this time,” Stamets said.  
 “Your scummies aren’t killing each other and they’re not dropping dead and this is a problem how?” 
 “Because…” Stamets rolled his eyes, “because the system expects that spoilage and if the system doesn’t see the data entry then the system assumes I’m not doing my job right. It looks like I’m under dosing them and then that makes the system think I’m skimming the narcotics to sell on the side or for personal use.” 
 Hower blinked.  
 “Did they teach Occam’s razor at your med school?” Hower asked. “Not to be cold, but not my jungle, not my monkeys.” He reached for the holo controls.  
 “Wait! This is your jungle because you’re on the Matsui, remember?” 
 Hower held his hand over the controls.  
 “If they were exposed to something airborne or there was a chemical contamination they brought back that’s causing this weird bloodwork, then Zike will pop this ship once the indigs are cleared and he can claim it as an ‘overabundance of caution’ or something. Help me help you help us. C’mon, man!” 
 Hower rolled his eyes. “Can you send the data without it triggering the stovepipe protocols?” he asked, opening the desk drawer and pulling out a slate. He tapped the corner against the holo controls and the screen lit up.  
 “I’ve worked here for nine years; of course I can.” Stamets looked down and tapped something. Hower’s screen blinked and displayed Camacho’s medical records.  
 “That’s patient zero,” Stamets said.  
 “How’s he doing right now?” Hower held the slate out and adjusted the distance so his aging eyes could read it better.  
 “Really good, actually. Projections had him overdosing after his second drop on this planet but he’s…fine. For a scummy.” Stamets held a small tube up to his nose and sniffed hard.  
 “Fine?” 
 “Fine.” 
 “Curious.” Hower continued reading.  






Chapter 19

   
 The cargo truck’s brakes squeaked as Daniel slowed to a stop at the air base gate where floodlights washed out a concrete serpentine and gate arm. A ramshackle hut outside the double fence line topped with razor wire had a speaker attached to the roof and drooping wires running up to the light poles.  
 The base was lit up so brightly that low clouds reflected the glow.  
 Sazon lay against Daniel’s shoulder as he rolled his side window down.  
 A Worthy Peoples soldier came out of the shack, one hand adjusting his pistol belt, the other holding a flashlight. He hopped onto the cab’s step and shined his light in Daniel’s face. The Toiler didn’t seem particularly awake or happy to see them.  
 “You’re late,” the soldier said.  
 “Have you ever made the haul from Peshwar Township to here? Did you know the damned bronto herds like to sleep on the roads at night?” Daniel handed over a plastic-covered folder then flopped his ID lanyard over one hand for the guard to see.  
 Sazon tensed against his shoulder. She had a pistol in one hand, hidden between the two of them in case things went wrong.  
 Most Tyr recognized caste before anything else. His disguise—and unique ketafik pattern—should get a once-over from the guard and little else. If not, this mission would be over in short order.  
 The guard shined his light on the ID, then turned it back to the open folder.  
 “Fresh food…I’ll be damned,” the guard said. “It’s been nothing but canned rations since the People’s Guards battalions got here. All those traditionals do is eat and bitch about sleeping in tents. Hot chow will be nice.” 
 “You broke the chains of caste. How you liking it?” Daniel sniffed.  
 “This beats working a field.” The guard chuckled. “She OK?”  
 “Pilots get mandatory crew rest. We got to get our sleep when we can.” Daniel glanced at Sazon, who nuzzled closer to him.  
 “Logistics yard’s in sector three. Can’t miss it.” He handed the folder back.  
 “No can do. I’ve got a pallet of grish eggs and the merchant that delivered them kept them in the sun all day. I don’t get them refrigerated, they’ll go sour by morning. You ever smell grish eggs that’ve gone bad?” Daniel asked.  
 “Uh…” The guard scratched his head.  
 “Got to get this to the mess hall before the temperature rises out here. Cooks’ll be up in an hour to start breakfast, right? They’ve got walk-in fridges.” Daniel gave his steering wheel a slap.  
 “All deliveries are supposed to go to—” 
 “It’ll be bad enough that my truck’ll stink like shit left in the hot sun, but that smell gets into everything. You’ll taste it every time you eat flar porridge and it’ll be in your bean soup. I’ve got the next week’s supply back there too.” Daniel turned a palm up.  
 “Yeah, fine, my sergeant ain’t awake yet anyway. You know where the mess hall is?” The guard hopped off the step.  
 “Sure do, thanks.” Daniel tipped his hat to him.  
 The guard scrunched his face for a second, then slapped his palm to his chest twice in the Worthy People’s Military (WPM) salute.  
 “Sorry, been a long haul,” Daniel said and returned the salute.  
 The guard raised the barrier arm and Daniel drove through.  
 “How did you get the salute wrong?” Sazon asked. “Your caste’s been everywhere, but you don’t know—” 
 “I don’t know where the mess hall is. Map. Now!” Daniel turned his cargo truck carefully through the serpentine. Getting the tailgate or wheel well stuck on the barriers would have worse consequences than a little embarrassment. 
 “Hold on.” Sazon took out a laminated sheet of paper and studied it in the poor lighting. “These aerial shots were taken at such a bad angle…left. Bunkers? Why are all the munitions bunkers next to the mess hall? Go left at the intersection.”  
 “Left,” Daniel said, checking the rearview mirrors as he cleared the last turn. He turned left and the truck rumbled forward slowly.  
 “No. Right. Right!” Sazon shouted.  
 Daniel slammed on the brakes. In the side mirror, the heretic guard lowered the traffic arm, his attention on the truck. He gave a quick wave, then turned the other way.  
 “You sure we don’t need to go straight?” Daniel asked, a hint of frustration in his voice.  
 “Would that be faster? No, go right. Straight is the airfield. Who labeled this map?” Sazon looked up and down from the plastic to the roads. 
 Daniel turned right, sweeping into the wrong lane for a moment, thankful there was no oncoming traffic.  
 “We need to not attract attention from here on out, got it?” Daniel shifted gears and sped up.  
 “Yeah yeah. There’s the ammo depot.” She pointed toward her window. “And…shit.” 
 Rows of concrete bunkers were well lit. Manned sandbag emplacements were situated regularly through the depot. Slaver-designed tanks from the Just War blocked every road junction.  
 “Shit,” Daniel agreed. He checked the numbers stenciled onto brick buildings until he found the mess hall. Turning down a narrow street, he shut off the lights but kept the engine running.  
 He reached back and slid open a small glass window. A trap flap on the front of the cargo bed lifted and Fastal was there, his Blooded markings smeared with ash to give him an almost Toiler look.  
 “Problem.” Sazon tapped on her map. “All the munitions bunkers have guards. Way too many guards.”  
 “Davin saw us get through the gate. We have exactly—” he checked a watch “—eleven turns until she cuts the power. We can’t be sitting around with our tails in our hands waiting for the heretics to get their act together.” 
 “Right, I don’t have one of those to hold, but did you see all the guards around the bunkers?” Sazon asked. “I know you’re General Fastal, but do you have enough Blooded back there with you to get through all those heretics?” 
 Fastal’s upper lip quivered.  
 “And we don’t know which bunkers have the nukes and which ones have regular bombs,” Daniel said. “Murphy’s Law never fails, even on this planet.” 
 “Turn off the engine,” Fastal said.  
 Daniel flicked a switch and the engine rumbled to a stop.  
 “What was that supposed to accomplish?” Sazon whispered.  
 Fastal held up a finger and cocked an ear to the sky. A faint whine sounded in the distance. “Lieutenant Holon, do they have—” 
 “Alert bombers.” Daniel slapped the steering wheel. “The heretics have them on bases deeper in their territory. I didn’t think they’d have them here.” 
 “How does the Linker know about that?” Holon asked from the cargo bed.  
 “And if they’re on alert, they’ll have nukes on board, right?” Fastal asked.  
 “Stands to reason.” Daniel nodded. “The heretics have vowed to never use nuclear weapons first in a conflict, but they’ve spread out their counterstrike for some mutually assured destruction. Same logic used back—elsewhere. I mean, it makes sense.”  
 “Makes sense if they don’t know the kingdom has lost all our warheads,” Fastal muttered. “Heretics don’t know how vulnerable we are.” 
 There was a creak of door hinges from the mess hall. Daniel drew the small pistol he had hidden in a cargo pocket.  
 “Hey! You gotta help unload!” someone called out. There were two slaps against the tailgate, then a thump as it opened.  
 “No no no,” Daniel said as he opened the door and jumped out. He saw a pair of feet on the ground, then the body was dragged out of view. He jogged to the back of the truck where Pioneers were hopping out. Two lifted up the body of a Worthy Tyr into a dumpster, his neck broken and head flopping around.  
 “We were never going to get in and out of here without bloodshed,” Fastal said, the last out of the truck. “I will answer for it to the gods. I will answer for a lot of things.”  
 “New plan?” Lieutenant Holon asked. The Tyr seemed far too young to Daniel to hold so much authority, but the officer seemed eager and confident enough despite all the uncertainty. The Pioneers formed a loose perimeter around the alleyway, trying and failing to look nonchalant with their rifles slung over their backs.  
 “We’re going for the airfield. Put Tomarren in the cab with the Shadow. Daniel, you’re coming with me,” Fastal said. “Sazon?” 
 “Here,” she said meekly from beside the rear bumper.  
 “Ten turns after the lights go off, you bring the truck to hangar…three. Or wherever you hear a fight, understand?” Fastal said to her. “We secure as many warheads as we can from the hangars, then we follow the extraction plan. Got it?” 
 “So I…then…wait…” Sazon pointed around them.  
 “Sit in the cab and read the map for the driver,” Fastal said.  
 “Yes. Can do.” She nodded furiously and hurried back to the cab.  
 “Fucking Royals,” a Pioneer grumbled.  
 “Rest of you with me.” Fastal walked stiffly past the truck, glancing at a map in one hand. Daniel caught up with him as the Pioneer squad of ten men followed.  
 “You have any advice right now?” Fastal asked Daniel.  
 “Walk casual.” Daniel slipped his pistol into his waistband. “We’re just a squad going to our next assignment and we’re all pissed off that we’re up this early. Soldier misery is universal across caste and nation.” 
 “You’re not wrong.” Fastal tried to walk with less tension, but managed to step more stiffly. The team walked past the mess hall and onto a paved street. Lights buzzed from poles as tiny insects flitted in and out of the halos.  
 “Did you do this with us?” Fastal asked Daniel. “Did you sneak around the Mount Bagad base?” 
 “Never. Far too dangerous,” Daniel said. “I had other ways of collecting information.” 
 “What’s he talking about, sir?” one of the Pioneers asked. Fastal scratched the back of his left ear and they hurried to the second building on the left and cut into another alleyway.  
 “Keep your eyes on your sector, not on—” 
 A door burst open. Daniel fumbled with his pistol as a pair of Tyr stumbled out of the door, laughing and propping each other up as they bumbled into the alley. A Toiler man and Speaker woman kissed against the wall. The Speaker slipped her hand into the back of the Toiler’s pants.  
 “Mmmrph!” The woman finally realized there were a dozen gun barrels pointed at them. She pushed the Toiler away and her hand got caught in his belt.   
 “Hey! What’s the—” The Toiler saw the same group of unhappy Tyr.  
 One of the Pioneers muttered a curse against blasphemy. Inter-caste physical affection was a serious faux pas in the kingdom. Only certain Blooded could petition to marry another caste and any Tyr born of an unsanctioned different caste union was almost certainly to be a pariah.  
 The Worthy People had “liberated” themselves of that aspect of Tyr culture very early in their movement.  
 “Comrades, it’s not what it looks like!” the woman said, her voice slurred from alcohol as she tried to tug her hand out of the other’s pants.  
 “We’s jus ’bout to leaf,” the Toiler said, swaying on his feet.  
 “They’ve seen us,” one of the Pioneers whispered to Fastal.  
 “Curfew exists for a reason, comrades.” Fastal stepped forward. The two amorous Tyr looked confused.  
 “Late nights are difficult on all of us, students,” Daniel said. “Let’s forego the paperwork and be back to our duties.”  
 “Sorry! Sorry!” The Speaker put her arm around the Toiler’s waist and they stumbled back into the building.  
 “Bah, never cared for their new language,” Fastal said. The team continued down the alley, their steps a bit longer.   
 “If they sound the alarm, this will end far too soon and a far too embarrassing telegram will be sent to our families,” Lieutenant Holon said.  
 “Have you ever been drunk on duty and felt the need to inform your supervisor of anything suspicious?” Daniel asked.  
 “I’ve never been drunk nor would any Pioneer ever—” 
 “Then pretend you’re some heretic scum that’s got his eyes in the wrong garden and drink on his breath.” Daniel rolled his eyes.  
 Holon pondered the question. “We may be alright…until they sober up,” the lieutenant said.  
 “If we’re still here when that happens, we deserve short, ignoble telegrams to our families,” Fastal said, checking his watch. “Assuming there’s anyone to send…or receive it. Two turns until Davin does her part.”  
 “She knows her duty,” Holon said.  
 Fastal stopped against the end of a wall. Across the next street was a chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Daniel went a step farther than Fastal and took a pack of herb and clove cigarettes from a pocket and lit one. The whine of bomber engines was stronger here. Light poles cast a barrier of light to bolster the fences. The main entrance down the block was reinforced with sandbags and machine-gun nests.  
 Daniel looked across the hangars, their outline washed out by floodlights.  
 “Get ready,” Holon said. A Pioneer shifted a heavy sack off his shoulder and opened it.  
 There was a snap overhead. Daniel acted like he didn’t hear anything and kept puffing on his cigarette. “That sounded like a miss,” he said quietly.  
 “There’s a sound muffler set up at the sniper nest. So what if—” 
 There was a loud crack of a transformer failing and all power flickered off.  
 “Go go go!” Fastal rushed past Daniel along with most of the Pioneers. Daniel was caught flat-footed, and by the time he reached the fence, the Tyr had almost finished cutting a hole through it. One of the Tyr hefted a single-shot grenade launcher to his shoulder.  
 “Take out the guard shack?” he asked.  
 “Then they’ll know they’re under attack and not that their overloaded generator shit itself,” Holon said. The lieutenant pushed down the cut section of the fence and was the first one through.  
 Daniel waited until there was a slap on his back, then he ducked under and hurried across the cut grass of the perimeter to the knot of Pioneers gathered against one side of a hangar. The last Tyr to join them tied the fence together, eliminating any obvious signs of their passage.  
 Flashlights speared out from the guard shack, but none of the beams crossed their position.  
 “Holon, you secure a vehicle,” Fastal said to the lieutenant. “First team and I will secure a warhead.”  
 “Moving.” Holon and half the Pioneers hustled toward the runway.  
 “Lock,” Fastal said and pointed at a door on the side of the hangar. A Pioneer took what looked like a screwdriver from a pocket and slipped a thin metal shim at the end into the deadbolt keyhole. There was a thrum of vibration as the electrified shim rattled in the lock. The Pioneer twisted his pick and opened the door slowly.  
 Daniel got a look over Fastal’s shoulder to the inside. The dim glow of chem lights outlined rows of cots and sleeping soldiers. Dozens and dozens of rows. Some snored, others rustled on the cots.  
 “Nope.” Fastal closed the door, leaving the latch bolt resting against the strike plate. “Keep moving. Where have you all seen nukes moving around the airfield? This hangar?” he asked a Pioneer.  
 “We’ve seen them loading from all the hangars,” the Tyr said.  
 “That doesn’t help.” Fastal got to the end of the hangar and looked out to the dark runway. Lights on the tips of the wings and tail of a bomber pulsed pale red. The aircraft was almost thirty yards long, the propellers weren’t spinning, but the engines still idled. Lights from two more bombers glinted farther down the runway.  
 The snap-snap-snap of silenced carbines cut through the air.  
 “Shit.” Fastal craned his neck up, looking for the source. Someone cried out in pain, then went silent mid-scream. The general grabbed Daniel by the front of his shirt. “Linker…you said you flew with your wife. That right?” 
 “As the co-pi—oh no, what are you thinking?” Daniel’s mind raced as he tried to follow the implications of Fastal’s question.  
 “The technology should be simple to you. That’s a Gerranum block four, old Slaver bomber the heretics reengineered. Can you fly it?” Fastal asked.  
 “Well…if it’s all analog and without any sort of lockouts, I could—”   
 “Follow me.” Fastal drew his pistol and ran toward the nearest bomber. He jumped over a drainage ditch and rolled onto a patch of short grass.  
 Daniel caught a glimpse of movement in the cockpit. He jumped over the drainage ditch and slipped on a wet patch, going down hard on his side right as a pair of headlights flashed on from the runway.  
 “Hey! Don’t move!”  
 Daniel raised his hands as a jeep’s engine turned on and drove toward him. A flashlight’s beam caught him full in the face, preventing him from making much out.  
 “What’re you doing over here? This area’s restricted to flight crews only.” A guard hopped off the jeep.  
 “The lights went out and I got lost,” Daniel said. “Gets real dark out here in case you haven’t noticed.”  
 “You militia? You’re supposed to stay in the hangar until your commander—urk!” The flashlight fell to the ground as the guard struggled against the Pioneer that had wrapped an arm around his neck.  
 The Pioneer drew a knife off his belt and stabbed the heretic in the diaphragm several times. The Tyr fell to the ground without a sound. The other guard in the jeep slumped over, the artery on one side of his neck severed and spurting blood.  
 “You’re becoming a liability.” A Pioneer grabbed Daniel by the arm and hauled him up.  
 “Say that again if I get that plane in the sky,” Daniel said as he saw Fastal waving to him from the closed crew door. One of the Pioneers jerked the handle down and it flew open. Shots rang out and the Pioneer crumpled to the ground. Fastal stuck his pistol into the bomber and emptied the magazine. Then he pulled a carbine off the fallen Pioneer and charged into the aircraft.  
 “Don’t shoot the nukes!” Daniel called out.  
 A Pioneer went in and there was a brief struggle.  
 “Clay! In here!” Fastal called out.  
 Daniel stepped into the bomber and immediately whacked the top of his head against the fuselage. The Worthy bomber was cramped, with barely enough space for him to walk through.  
 A large bomb was in its cradle, a neon-green starburst marker of a nuclear weapon painted on its side.  
 “No no!”  
 Daniel looked toward the tail and saw a Pioneer stab a knife into the chest of a Worthy airman. Daniel got to the cockpit, where Fastal held the pilot and co-pilot at gunpoint. Both had their hands up, their bodies tense.  
 The pilot had his headphones around his neck; the other had his on his lap. Both were Blooded caste.  

“Blue seven seven, status!” came from the headsets.   
 “Boys, you’ve made a lot of mistakes to get to this point in your life,” Fastal said. “Right now, I’m giving you the chance to do something smart or you’ll make one—exactly one—last mistake.” 
 Daniel put his finger on the trigger of his pistol. The cockpit’s controls were all dials and gauges. Throttles for the engines were between the two pilots.  
 “You think we’re going to let you drop those bombs on our cities?” the pilot sneered. “You think we won’t die to protect our families?” 
 “I know you will. I respect that.” Fastal’s aim didn’t waver. “There’s a lot I don’t have time to explain. Those bombs won’t be used against any under the gods’ gaze. Get out and you can survive.” 

“Blue seven seven!”

 “Living sounds better than the alternative.” The pilot reached slowly toward a control panel with several switches. “Let me unplug my headset and we’ll—”  

 Daniel thrust his pistol past Fastal and shot the pilot twice in the chest. The co-pilot lunged for Daniel’s arm and forced it down. Fastal put his pistol against the back of the co-pilot’s head and blew his brains onto the floor.  
 “Damn you, Clay,” Fastal said, holstering his weapon.  
 “He was reaching for the emergency release.” Daniel grabbed the dead co-pilot by the collar and hauled him out of the cockpit. “If he hit that, the nukes would’ve fallen out of their cradles and either tore through the Bombay doors and hit the runway or they’d be rolling around while we’re trying to fly. We’d crash the first time we adjusted course. Either way, mission failure. Ugh, bastard’s heavy.” 
 “General?” a Pioneer called out from the crew door.  
 “Get the bodies out! Get everyone in here! Where is Holon?” 

“Blue seven seven, what’s your status?” came from the speakers. As Fastal got the dead pilot out of the way, Daniel slipped the headset over his ears, stepping in something wet and slippery as he slid into the pilot’s seat.  
 “Control, blue seven seven here,” Daniel said. He looked over the controls, trying to find the activation switch for the propellers.  

“Seven, what’s the problem? Alert status tephi requires all crews to be wheels up in two turns or less.” 

 “Roger, control, is the launch order given? Can’t help but notice the lights went out. Are we under attack?” Daniel asked. He squinted at one panel, then scratched rust and dirt off a metal nameplate.  

“Negative negative! What…who is this? Give me your ID serial code and hazardous munitions control number.” 

 Daniel clicked the transmission button off. “Fastal! We’re about to have some trouble!” 
 “Power up the tail gun!” the general called back from the middle of the bomber.  
 “Tail gun? That would be…yes…” Daniel reached overhead and flipped a bank of switches.  
 The front lights came on.  
 “No.” Daniel snapped them off and flipped the next bank of switches. A hydraulic whine rose through the bomber.  

“Blue seven seven, transmit your ID serial code and hazardous munitions control number. Now.”

 “I’ve got a feeling you’ve already called in the cavalry. Fastal! We are running out of time!” 
 At the end of the runway, headlights from two jeeps turned on and the vehicles raced down a narrow road parallel to the flight strip. 
 “And…aha!” Daniel reached in front of the throttle controls and pushed a handle shut. The propellers spun to life. “Great success. Trim controls? Check. Fuel? Topped off. Where is—” 
 A bullet struck the front windshield and sent spiderweb cracks across the lower half of the co-pilot’s view.  
 Lieutenant Holon sat hard in the co-pilot’s seat. He was breathing heavy and sweat glistened on his skin. His hands were bloody and a jagged cut opened one sleeve.   
 “Drive! Fly! Whatever!” the lieutenant shouted. “We’ve kicked the shrima nest. I lost…we had to leave two Pioneers behind and…” 
 “Then let them be judged well by the gods.” Daniel gave the ancient Blooded intonation for those who died on the field of battle. “When I tell you to turn the green switch, you turn it three clicks. No more. No less.” 
 “Three.” Holon nodded and put the headset on. “What if the heretics send—” 

“Blue seven seven, power down immediately!” 

 Daniel winced at the volume and flipped Holon’s headset transmitter to OFF.  
 “What did I just do?” The lieutenant looked horrified.  
 “You sped things up by about three seconds.” Daniel pushed the bank of throttles forward and the bomber lumbered forward. He turned it around slowly and aimed it down the runway.  
 “Clay, you hear me?” Fastal asked through the headset. “I’m on the deck with a dying man. Leave. Now.” 
 “Roger, tell everyone to hold on. This’ll be bumpy.” Daniel increased the power and the bomber rolled forward. “Hold on, did someone tell Sazon to get in?” 
 “Waaaait fooooor meeee!” Sazon wailed from the airstrip. Daniel slowed just a tad. He heard the main fuselage door thump open then slam shut again.   
 “Flip?” Holon asked.  
 “No. I will tell you when to…” Daniel tapped a red warning light. “Should be OK.” 
 “What? What should be OK?” Holon fumbled with his seat belts.  
 The bomber increased speed and Daniel tested the pull on the controls. The plane juddered as the tail guns fired.  
 “Can you wait until we’re airborne!” Daniel shouted.  
 The wheels bounced off the ground and it took flight. The plane climbed over the end of the runway and cleared the tree line by a few yards.  
 “Flip!” Daniel pointed to the control panel next to Holon’s hand. The lieutenant twisted the knob hard and the bomber’s engines groaned. Warning lights snapped on and off.  
 “Three! I told you three clicks!” Daniel shouted as the bomber listed to starboard.  
 “Sorry!” Holon clicked the dial back two spots and the bomber leveled out.  
 “Five? Five is right out.” Daniel shook his head. “That’s the power leveler and if—just don’t touch anything else unless I specifically tell you!”  
 “No touching.” Holon set his hands in his lap like a well-behaved schoolkid.  
 “Status report,” Fastal said, leaning between the two seats. “How long until we’re over the border?” 
 “We need a navigator.” Daniel jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Without that, I’m going to fly her low and fast and keep the Second Kingdom mountain range to our right. Hopefully, we won’t miss the Heshat River. I’ll follow that to the northeast and to the Blooded crucible at Pallarai City. There’s an air base there.” 
 “Won’t they shoot us down?” Holon asked.  
 “That is a likely problem, yes.” Daniel pointed at Fastal. “Need you on the radio telling everyone to not shoot the heretic bomber carrying nuclear weapons directly toward a major city.”  
 “On it.” Fastal turned away, then swung back. “I’m leaving some details out.” 
 “You understand my intent.” Daniel wagged a finger in the air. “Let’s see, radar’s off. Transponders are off. Flying this low is terrible for fuel efficiency, but we just have to get to Pallarai, not to King’s Rest like this plane’s original mission had in mind.”  
 “Why is all that off?” Holon asked. “Don’t we need it?” 
 “We squawk anything and it’s a big ‘we’re over here, shoot us’ sign for the heretics and the kingdom. This crate’s one big radar reflector, so long as we don’t get painted by any target acquisition systems…where is the EWO station?” 
 “How does a Linker know all this?” Holon asked.  
 “I’m…King’s Shadows can be any caste. We don’t advertise that. Don’t tell anyone else, got it?” Daniel adjusted his grip on the controls. “I really hope that’s the right mountain range. Would be nice to see the moons right now.” 
 “We spent years planning to secure the heretics’ nukes.” Holon wiped his face then studied the blood in the creases of his fingers and palms. “For some reason, it never occurred to us to steal a bomber with the bombs in it.” 
 “Don’t thank me just yet,” Daniel said. “We’ve got a long way until this is a win.” 






Chapter 20

   
 Sarah and Turley stood on one side of the Hidden’s command center. Armed guards flanked them, their attention fully on the humans and no one else as more and more Tyr filed in.  
 “What’s going on?” Sarah asked in a whisper as she leaned toward Turley. 
 A number of Hidden turned around and looked at her.  
 Turley held a hand up, thumb and pinky pointing in opposite directions.  
 “We do not speak until the Queen arrives. It is rude to discuss the crisis and draw conclusions before her.” Turley waggled his hand and let it fall to his side.  
 “What cri—” 
 Turley and several Tyr shushed her.  
 Sarah rolled her eyes and watched the giant situation wall change from a map of the planet to a blank screen. Soldiers removed every unit marker in silence. Those assembled remained quiet, but Sarah felt the fear in the room.  
 There was a mechanical whine from the elevator and the armed Tyr on either side of Sarah and Turley inched closer to them. The doors opened and a security team entered, followed by Queen Keesla. Those assembled moved aside to give her a path to a standing desk holding several open binders.  
 Keesla moved quickly to the desk, then raised a hand to a well-built Tyr in khakis and rank epaulettes adorned with gold thread and double moons.  
 “Please begin, Lord Vargan,” she said.  
 “My Queen, thirty-four minutes ago, we detected nine separate launches of ballistic missiles within the kingdom. Our teams within the Rightly Guided Nation, Islander clans and across the kingdom…have not found their target. Radiation monitors remain unchanged,” the Tyr said.  
 The display wall changed as a slide showing the launch points in the kingdom appeared over it. Handwritten notes on the clear plastic slide estimated the direction the missiles took.  
 “This technology is known to us,” Keesla said. “No launches from the Azure Islands?” 
 “No, your Majesty…” Vargan’s jaw worked from side to side. “We believe the human caste has eliminated all resistance on the islands. We received a single transmission from our teams there yesterday. Nothing since.” 
 “The kingdom has lost its nuclear capability, correct?” She looked from Vargan to Turley.  
 “Our agents within the depot at Mount Bagad confirmed that the human caste seized all known warheads,” Vargan said. “With all the effort we’ve been through to identify and track the cursed weapons, if we’ve missed any, then I will throw myself to the red maws.”  
 “Even without the goddamn cursed warheads, a missile reentering the atmosphere should be noticeable,” Keesla said. “But no detection? Nothing from our agents in the Blooded caste?” 
 “Our embedded agents likely haven’t had time to send status reports, or the reports haven’t had time to filter through our network,” Vargan said. “The kingdom does have conventional warheads with enough explosive force to damage strategic targets like bridges or the Worthy’s government centers. As for the target—”  
 “I know,” Sarah said, raising her hand. Turley’s eyes went wide as several of the Hidden near her hissed their displeasure.  
 “Our latest human caste ally.” Keesla smiled at her. “Her presence blessed by the One True God himself. She doesn’t know decorum; I take no offense. Please, Sarah Clay, tell us what and where the kingdom attacked with their missiles?” 
 “The smaller corpo—I mean human caste—vessel in orbit around the planet. They were trying to destroy the ship.” Sarah pointed to a globe on the other side of the room. “The missiles could target the orbit the ship was on—” 
 “Dr. Turley explained such an attack to us. It would likely become necessary to destroy blighted satellites to keep them from detecting us here on the Grand Mists,” Keesla said. “Can such an attack succeed?” 
 Sarah’s shoulders bunched slightly.  
 “There is…little to no chance it damaged the Matsui, the human caste ship. Such an attack would be easy to detect, as the thermal bloom of the missiles launching would be detected instantly. Then the ship would have several minutes to respond, and such defenses are automated. Almost too easy to defeat. Have your teams look for burning debris from the rockets all across the northern hemisphere. Should look like a slow meteor shower. If the attack was successful, then there will be debris over…Hanitol. The plains.” 
 “We’ll await confirmation,” Vargan said.  
 “How will the human caste respond to this attack?” Keesla asked.  
 Sarah and Turley exchanged a glance.  
 “It will change nothing,” Sarah said. “Their plan will continue. They may bombard other strategic missile sites just to be thorough. The locations…weren’t in my team’s report to the Corporation.” 
 “We know where they are,” Keesla said. “Are we in danger of the blighted’s curse returning to us?” she asked Vargan.  
 “There’s no indication of that,” he said, “not immediately. But there is a concern. Next slide.” 
 There was a rustle of acetate and a new image appeared on the wall. It showed a map of a Worthy People’s military installation named Fort Unbound.  
 “Did you ever hear of the scourge of the early twenty-first-century named ‘power point’? I’ve tried not to give it to the Tyr, else it might slow their progress,” Turley whispered to Sarah. A guard put a heavy hand on the back of his neck and the doctor went silent.  
 “There was a kingdom raid on the airfield at Fort Unbound,” Vargan said. “We have no agents embedded on the kingdom side, and our agents monitoring the nuclear cache there have reportedly been killed during the attack, but the Worthy council is aware of the attack and…it seems some warheads were seized.” 
 “Who was in command?” a Tyr asked.  
 “From what we’ve gleaned from our wiretaps…it was General Fastal,” Vargan said. The assembled Hidden murmured and spoke quietly amongst themselves.  
 “Daniel’s involved—he has to be,” Sarah said to Turley.  
 “But what will they do with the cursed weapons?” Keesla asked loudly, staring right at Sarah. “The kingdom’s missiles are gone. The shuttle you hid in Vinica City…gone. You have an arrow but no bow to shoot it.”  
 Sarah took in a breath and raised a hand…then paused.  
 “We need another shuttle,” Turley said. “Another human caste spacecraft that can reach Kleegar so we can ignite the cursed weapon and banish the demons back to hell.”  
 “And do you have such a craft?” Keesla asked.  
 “No, my Queen, we seem to be fresh out,” Turley said.  
 Sarah’s head tilted back and her brows shot up as an idea hit her. “We can get another,” she said. “The Azure Islands. Zike is building a colony there. They have to bring in materials and construction bots and such from their torch ship near Kleegar. We could steal a shuttle or…” 
 She pressed her knuckles to her mouth, deep in thought. “It can work. I just need to override several control systems…” 
 “As bold as her idea is,” Turley said, clearing his throat, “human caste electronics are notoriously secure. The…machine spirits will likely reject her. We’d need another human caste with the right placement and access to control the ship.” 
 “Do we have such an asset?” Keesla asked.  
 “Actually, we do.” Sarah wagged a finger next to her face. “The human Turley rescued from the Islanders. She’ll know what to do. She and I can pilot the shuttle, but we need the warhead. Or another warhead from a different cache. Can you manage that?” 
 “No,” Keesla said firmly. “I forbid it. None blessed by the One True God will ever touch such a cursed device. Is that clear?” 
 “Crystal,” Sarah said. “But Fastal and my husband aren’t Hidden. Leave it to us.” 
 “He might have a cursed weapon.” Vargan went to a binder and flipped to a page with a plastic tag on it. “How would we even reach him? Assuming he’s still alive. The Worthy put up a fight and he’s slipped our surveillance. Also, what are your chances of stealing a shuttle?” 
 “My husband’s done quite well for himself as an infiltrator.” Sarah raised her nose slightly. “Once he’s somewhere safe with the warhead, he’ll come up on the net, as we say.” 
 She explained the Linker network codes that the Clays had prepared.  
 Queen Keesla looked directly at a Tyr with a golden antenna pin on his sash and he ducked into the elevator.  
 “I’ve given Dr. Turley all our challenges and passwords. He can remain on the net to speak with Daniel while I…while I lead a snatch-and-grab mission to the Azure Islands.” Sarah put her hands on her hips.  
 “You think you and the other human caste can do it by yourself?” Vargan asked.  
 “No, I want the Hidden’s help.” Sarah pointed at Vargan. “I know all about your graphene-weave armor and advanced—for Tyr—firepower. You’re the Direct Action Lord. Send your best men with me. You can come along if you like.” 
 “She’s trying to bait all our resources into a fool’s errand. We will need a miracle straight from the One True God’s hand,” a Tyr said.  
 “How many years have you been training? Sacrificing resources and living in dread of this moment?” Sarah asked. “This is your—our—best shot at surviving. This is not the time to hold back and wait for everything to be handed to us. There are no perfect moments; there are only slim chances and the need for the courage to take that chance. I’m willing to put my life in jeopardy for this to save you all. I expect the same level of commitment in return.” 
 “Our history is full of courageous opportunities that ended in tragedy.” Keesla meandered toward Sarah. “Brave speeches to Hidden communities to rile up fighters, only to be crushed by the blighted’s hatred. We survive by operating in the shadows. Our courage is different. Overt moves are not our way.” She turned on her heel suddenly to face Vargan.  
 “But do you have a better way to save us?” Keesla asked. “The kingdom military was just slaughtered by the humans. We have good intentions on our side and little else. We lack the technology and equipment to face the human caste and win.” 
 “We can still negotiate,” Baron Narog said. “Promise to help the humans keep the blighted under control while we work toward a more permanent…solution.” 
 “They will keep you around as useful tools for as long as it is convenient for them,” Turley said. “We’ve seen this before. Compliant portions of alien populations used to keep costs down until the Corp was ready to liquidate them too. You’d only delay the inevitable, and once you bow to Zike, he’ll have surveillance on you that you would never detect.” 
 “Lord Vargan,” Keesla said, “how long until you can depart in one of Turley’s modified submarines along with two strike teams?” 
 “Forty-one turns.” Vargan tapped a wristwatch. “Thirty-seven of which are for getting to the pens.” 
 “Then go with my blessing. Any of the One True God’s own that come into contact with a cursed weapon will be quarantined upon return until their spirit can be purged of evil.” Keesla placed a hand over her heart, then touched her lips and extended it toward Vargan.  
 Vargan bowed deeply.  
 Keesla went to the elevator and left.  
 Vargan went straight for Sarah, grasped her by the shoulders and spun her around. He guided her toward a side door.  
 “Good luck!” Turley called out. “Have fun storming the—”   
 The door slammed behind Sarah.  
 “Human, I will kill you the moment you turn on us,” Vargan said as he bundled Sarah into a small cart on the train tracks. “Hold on tight. This route was not made for comfort.” He pulled a brake handle and the cart trundled forward with the two of them in it. The tunnel was narrow, but Sarah didn’t see the need to duck. Neither did the larger Tyr.  
 “I’m not really in a position to argue against that.” She shrugged. “How…how are you ready to go this fast?” 
 “It is my job to anticipate my Queen’s orders and act immediately. That…and I overheard you and Turley discussing your ideas. Taking you to the Azure Islands was the most likely course of action.” 
 “Wait? You have a listening device in Turley’s lab? Where?” 
 Vargan simply stared at her for a moment.  
 “Yeah, fine, keep your secrets. What about Yenin? I need her and she’s up in an ivory tower,” Sarah asked.  
 “She’s already been moved to the submarine pens,” Vargan said.  
 “Wow, you…really do anticipate. You’ve got your best men coming with us?” 
 “Not exactly.” Vargan’s face betrayed a moment of worry. “But they may be enough.” 






Chapter 21

   
 It was always the same market. Lime-green fish with long whiskers and swallowtails hung by their gills over stalls. The language was too heavily accented for him to understand and the adults towered over him.  
 A very young Michael spun around, looking down rows of merchants selling pelts, cheap plastic toys and steaming food stalls staffed by thick-armed Toiler women. All the castes were there, including Blooded police and bodyguards to wealthy merchants. Toilers moved about everywhere, some supervising emaciated Slavers who caught nothing but angry looks from the crowd. Islanders played their small guitars and performed short, humorous skits with puppets on strings to passersby. Those that dropped small coins in an upturned top hat got thanks from the puppets; those that looked wealthy and left nothing earned snide remarks as they passed.  
 He bumped into someone and a Royal in a fur-lined vest glowered at him. A hand jerked him out of the way and he bumbled into ambary cloth housedresses on a rack.  
 His parents were nowhere. The Tyr language didn’t fit what he’d been taught and nothing was like the deep residential stacks on Luna, where he’d grown up. All the rules he had to follow were suddenly forgotten as panic grew. He wanted to cry out in English for them, but that would only end in disaster for his family and for Aaron and Julia.  
 A series of beeps sounded through the market, overriding the din of commerce. No one else reacted to the new noise. A pair of hands touched his shoulders and spun him around. The kind face of a Linker woman greeted him. She spoke, but Michael only heard the beeps.  
 He awoke with a start, the canvas cot creaking as he sat up. He untangled himself from a thin blanket that smelled of menthol and ammonia as the beeping sound continued. Wind sent creaks through the station and the patter of rain was a steady thrum against the roof.  
 Bandar sat at the telegraph station, his face dimly lit by the screen. The Blooded’s features were hard set.  
 “Move.” Michael pushed the blanket to the end of his cot. Lussea was asleep on the other side of the room. “Let me see what’s coming in.” 
 “I think it’s time we had a little talk.” Bandar turned the swivel chair toward Michael. “Because I’ve figured out what you really are.” 
 An icy point of fear formed in Michael’s chest and spread into his arms and shoulders.  He glanced at the toolbox.  
 Bandar held up the long-handled wrench that had been on his lap.  
 “You want to admit it?” Bandar asked.  
 “There’s…there’s nothing ‘to admit,’ Bandar. What are you even going on about?” Michael forced himself to act calm, but he heard the tension in his own voice.  
 “King’s Rest is the ideal place for you,” the Blooded said. “All the accepted castes are there. Easy to switch from one to another until you’ve found a target. Then you befriend a maiden to lure away. Why not just approach her as the same caste? So much easier, but that’s not how your kind operates, is it?” 
 “I’m just a Toiler.” Michael turned his palms up. “She and I have just been friends and—” 
 “Shh…” Bandar propped the wrench on his shoulder. “Stay quiet. I’m giving you the chance to run off before she wakes up. She and I will be better off if you leave. Now. And do so without any trouble. I’ve got the pack full of food and water outside on the stoop waiting for you.” 
 “Why would I go anywhere? Bandar, you’re not making any sense—” 
 “You shouldn’t know any of this.” Bandar glanced around the station. “Linkers hired you to work for them when you were a kid? Lies. Linkers are Linkers because they keep secrets. They’d never bring in an outsider. I almost let it all pass, but then it finally dawned on me…it’s her fertile cycle. You’re a Hidden, aren’t you?” 
 “Bandar…I’m not a Hidden. I swear it.” 
 A series of beeps fluttered from the station. Someone was sending a message. Michael couldn’t see the frequency, but it could be his parents trying to contact him.  
 “I’ve heard the stories. Before the Just War, an abomination was born to a crucible affiliate with my clan. A baby born without the mark of the gods. Why does your kind do that to us? You parade around in our faces, impregnate a just Tyr and then abandon her and the baby to the gods’ judgment. Burning them at the stake is the only thing we can do. You know that, but you do it anyway. Why?” 
 Michael slid his feet closer together, ready to pounce if Bandar attacked.  
 “Those are just silly stories old women tell girls so they accept arranged marriages.” Michael rolled his eyes. “This is…this is ridiculous. Lussea’s known me since I was ten. Why would a Hidden bring a child—you know what? This is beyond ridiculous. Now it’s stupid paranoia. Get out of that seat so I can see what the message is.” Michael gripped the frame of his cot.  
 “I went through commo camp two summers ago.” Bandar swiveled from side to side, never taking his eyes off Michael. “That’s no code the kingdom uses.” 
 “You really think three weeks playing with old radios taught you everything?” Michael sighed. “You’ve gone too far. Just because you have an idea, that doesn’t mean it’s correct, Blooded. None of you are in libraries for philosophy. Can you please. Just. Move?” 
 “Storm’s getting weaker.” Bandar pointed to the door. “You leave now, it’ll be easier for her. That’s always what Hidden do—sneak off in the night and abandon maidens to their fate. So leave…go. This is the last chance you’re getting.” 
 “I can explain…no, things aren’t how you think they are, Bandar. We’re doing well working together, aren’t we? So how about we—” 
 Bandar hit the bottom of the wooden side table at the telegraph station and flipped it and its contents at Michael. A flurry of papers, pencils and stamps swept over him, and the edge of the table struck his foot.  
 Michael cried out in pain as Bandar grabbed the collar of his undershirt and twisted hard.  
 “Out!” Bandar raised the wrench overhead…but didn’t strike.  
 Michael kicked out against the table and sent it into Bandar’s thigh, knocking him forward and off-balance. Bandar brought the wrench down more to stop himself from falling than to hurt Michael. The rusted tip of the wrench scraped against Michael’s neck.  
 Michael grabbed the arm holding his collar and swung Bandar onto the floor. The Blooded didn’t lose his grip on the club. Bandar swung it in a wide arc that almost caught Michael in the stomach, but he jerked his hips back to avoid the blow.  
 Lussea stirred on her cot.  
 Bandar snapped a kick out and his booted toe caught Michael on the hip. He brought the club across his body and swung it backhand at Michael’s head.  
 Michael caught a flash of light against the metal bar, stepped forward and blocked his arm against Bandar’s. He clamped a hand against Bandar’s wrist and held it with all the strength he had.  
 “Stop this before—” 
 Bandar dropped the wrench and tried to catch it with his other hand. Michael swiped at the club and knocked it back against the table. Bandar tackled Michael and landed on top of him, knocking the air out of Michael’s lungs. The Blooded punched at Michael’s face. Michael jerked his head to one side and the Blooded’s knuckles struck the wooden floor with a crack of bones.  
 Michael landed a short punch against Bandar’s sternum that must have hit with more force than the Blooded anticipated because he doubled over, his forehead tight against Michael’s shoulder. His hair stank of dried sweat and road dirt.  
 Bandar canted his head to one side, then smacked his skull into Michael’s face. Stars erupted over Michael’s vision. A forearm pressed hard against his throat and his breaths came in ragged gasps.  
 Bandar slapped his hand over Michael’s eyes and dug his fingernails into his forehead.  
 “You…can’t…have her!” Bandar scratched deep through Michael’s infiltration layer and into his true skin. Blood seeped up as Michael cried in pain. Bandar ripped down Michael’s forehead, exposing his pale skin beneath.  
 Bandar gasped. He looked at the red blood on his fingernails, shining in the light from the telegraph station. It didn’t match a Tyr’s own violet blood.  
 “You’re an abomination!” Bandar hooked a punch into Michael’s jaw and stood up. He turned to the wrench on the floor near the table lying on its side. He went for it.  
 Michael kicked Bandar in the ankle and the Blooded stumbled forward. He tripped on the brass and wood telegraph key and his feet shot out from under him.  
 Bandar’s neck hit the edge of the table hard and there was a meaty snap. The Blooded slumped down the table and lay against it at an awful angle. His limbs twitched and flopped. His head was bent at the wrong place, neck broken.  
 “No…” Michael sat up, blood seeping down his face.  
 The lights came on and Lussea screamed.  
   
 **** 
   
 Michael sat at the telegraph station, staring at the decrypted message, the smear of Bandar’s blood still on the wooden table to one side. He’d reset the workstation as best he could once he’d taken the corpse outside.  
 The message he’d wanted so badly to hear was nothing but an automated weather transmission for civilian aircraft.  
 He looked at the door. Lussea was still outside with Bandar. She’d listened to his explanation of what happened and simply said that she needed to perform rites for him. She knew both Blooded and Speaker prayers for the recently dead and felt it was her duty to provide them.  
 His skin stung from the recent injuries. The infiltration layer was already healing, but it would be days before he could mingle with the Tyr and not attract attention with his obvious human-ness.  
 “Lussea?” he called out. No answer. He set the transmitter to the emergency frequency for his family and tapped out a coded message. He sent it several times, each to stations far across the kingdom. If his parents were listening…they’d know he was alive and trying to contact them.  
 Michael leaned back, an unappetizing open can of corned meat to one side.  
 He opened his mouth to call out to Lussea again, but hesitated. How long did the rites take? Michael stood up. His jaw and neck ached from the fight, but not nearly as bad as his heart. There was a dent on the table where Bandar had struck. His life ended just like that…not because Michael wanted it to happen.  
 “I wasn’t trying to kill him…” he said to no one. “I was scared and he…” 
 He went to the door and gripped the handle. What happened if he interrupted the rites? Did it matter? His father once said something about how you ‘don’t send flowers to the funeral of someone you killed’ when they were watching an old Terran gangster movie. Were the Tyr the same? 
 “I should know this.” Michael turned away from the door. He sat on his bunk for a moment, then went back to the door. “She understands, doesn’t she? She knows how jealous he was.”  
 He opened the door a crack and looked outside. Pushing it all the way open, he found drag marks leading around the building. He left the door open, walked slowly down the porch and leaned around the corner.  
 A pile of rocks and broken wood from a trash pile formed a rough grave for Bandar. There was no sign of Lussea.  
 “Lussea?” Michael ran around to the outhouse and knocked on the rickety door. It swung on the hinges, empty inside. He jogged around the building. She wasn’t there. 
 “Lussea!” He hopped back up on the porch and did a double take at a patch of smeared dust. Bandar said he’d left a pack for him…and there was no pack anywhere to be found. 
 He ran to the dirt road leading down from the station. His shoes crunched the gravel and he slid to a stop at the edge of the road. Lussea trundled down the slope, heavy pack on her shoulders.  
 Michael called out her name. It echoed off the peaks and cliffs. If she heard, she didn’t care.  
 From the station, he heard a series of rapid beeps as a message came in. He’d set it to the emergency frequency, he was sure. Michael looked back and forth, then called to her again.  
 “Damn. Damn it damn it damn it!” He stomped a foot and ran back to the station, leaping over the porch and directly into the building. He turned an ear to the telegraph and nodded as the right codes came through.  
 He waited until the ID signal came through at the end, then jerked back as if he’d been slapped.  
 “Aaron?” 
   
 **** 
   
 “I can’t believe this is working.” Molly adjusted a silk kimono over her shoulders and blew strands of errant hair away from her face. Hower, in simple overalls, leaned over her shoulder and squinted at tiny lines of text scrolling across a holo screen.  
 Her quarters were dimly lit, the door locked with bolts and a non-corporate-issue butterfly mag lock on the door and frame.  
 “We’re not sure who we’re talking to.” Hower rubbed sleep from his eyes. “Then there’s the matter of Zike or his knuckle draggers knowing about this contact.” 
 “Pssh.” Molly shook her head. “Zike is on the Leopold. He can’t tap into the Matsui without blowing all his neural breakers. The time lag between the two ships would fry his brain if he used his executive overrides. Besides, I’ve got everything we’re doing in a buffer loop. No records.” 
 She tapped on her desktop, her fingers passing through holo keys as a cursor blinked in a text field in front of them.  
 “The frequency checks out, but we’re still waiting for a message back. Who are we talking to?” she asked.   
 Hower shifted uncomfortably behind her.  
 “It’s not enough that Michael picked up my net signal and I found his. In the event we were tortured into giving up information, we had a second level of authentication that was known only to us. If who we’re talking to doesn’t have the right authentication, then Michael’s been compromised and we have to abandon this effort. There is, ahem, a certain challenge and password established. As we made contact first, ask for his Battlecraft handle,” Hower said.  
 “Battlecraft? That stupid online game? My brother played that when he was a kid,” Molly said.  
 “The Clays and I, and my wife, all of us, enjoyed old-fashioned LAN parties once a week. It was a team-building exercise—and rather fun, I might add. I was a rather high-ranked Drutoss player when I was a kid. Then my grades began to suffer and—” 
 Molly tapped the desk and “BATTLECRAFT ID?” blinked into the text field.  
 “If I’m ever asked about your midnight excursions to my quarters,” Molly sighed, “or if you’re ever asked, just say that we’re sleeping together.” 
 “Ms. Argent, that…that is a plausible explanation that everyone will accept. Better than the truth, I suppose.” 
 “Don’t get any ideas.” She pointed at his face. There was a ding from the screen. “They wrote back…who’s ‘Conquistador’?” 
 “That’s close but not correct.” Hower leaned closer to the screen.  
 “Wait,” Molly said, squinting. “Con-queef-tador? Someone goes by ‘Conqueeftador’?” 
 “That’s Michael. Let me type in my tag so he knows it’s me,” Hower said.  
 “No no.” She held up a hand. “My biomarkers only on this system and you…you as a grown-ass man let some teenage boy call himself ‘Conqueeftador’ in an online game? What kind of example—” 
 “We were the only humans around and we honestly never thought we’d have to explain ourselves to anyone, thank you very much. Now, since you have exclusive controls of the keyboard. Send back my Battlecraft ID before we lose him.” Hower’s face flushed.  
 “Ugh!” She turned back to the screen. “What is it?” 
 “Heywood…” 
 She typed the word out and sent it.  
 “I wasn’t finished. My full tag is Heywood…Jablowme,” Hower said the last bit quickly.  
 Molly typed again.  
 “Wait, I don’t get it…” She mouthed both words. “Heywood Jablow—oh!” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh my god, what is wrong with you? You weren’t on Tyr that long.” 
 “It was all harmless fun. The Clays and I and my wife would play against House and AI bots. We six humans decided to engage in a bit of juvenile humor. It was all on a localized network that was going to be deleted as soon as we returned home. Obviously, none of us ever considered this scenario.” Hower raised his nose slightly.  
 “It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever come across during my corporate employment.” Molly shivered.  
 “It was good-natured fun. Are we still sleeping together? Notionally?” he asked.  
 Molly slammed her palms against the desktop.  
 “Tell him I’m sorry and I’m worried about him and his parents. I’m on their side,” Hower said.  
 Molly muttered and sent the message.  
 “There’s some lag,” Molly said. “I’m going to regret asking about this, but what did the other two use for their gamer tags?” 
 Ding.  
 “He’s asking where Biggus—” Molly’s mouth squeezed into a tight line. “Biggus. Dickus. Is. ‘Where is Biggus Dickus’?” 
 “That’s his father. Daniel,” Hower said quietly.  
 Molly buried her face in her hands.  
 “How did I get here?” she asked. “I was in the—the third quintile of my graduating class. I should’ve been with…but I’m sure here now, aren’t I, Aaron?” 
 “Tell him we don’t know where Big-Biggus is. Ask him if he’s safe,” Hower said.  
 “Let’s drop the other shoe. What’s Sarah Clay’s tag?” Molly asked as she typed.  
 Hower cleared his throat.  
 “Come on! We’re way past the point of being shy about these things. Does she go by Robot Girly-Man or something? Butterscotch Nipples? NotSoFreshFeeling, maybe?” Her eyes grew wide with anger.  
 “Sarah? Sarah’s tag…um.” 
 “Yes. Sarah Clay. The other adult Clay. Not Daniel Clay. He has a wife, you know,” she said.  
 “Then you know it?” 
 “How-how-Hower, how would I ever be able to guess what insipid potty humor you all indulged in for your gamer tags? Just tell me now so I don’t have to ask you again in case Conqueeftador isn’t with his mother either.” Molly stared daggers at him. 
 “She’s called…Incontinentia Buttocks.” Hower bit his bottom lip.  
 Molly slammed her forehead against the back of her hand on the table. She rested there for a moment then sat up, sucking air through clenched teeth.  
 “Professionalism and perfection of execution.” She squared her shoulders. “That is my department’s motto and that is my mission…along with stopping xenocide. Now, what are we going to tell Conqueeftador—I mean Michael Clay—oh my god, I’m never going to recover from this.” 
 “How long until our next function with the Most Equal Council? Let start with…” 






Chapter 22

   
 “You kicked him?” Den Mother Virid crossed her legs. She sat on a well-upholstered chair with wooden armrests. Her suite was almost gaudy with its crystal chandelier, gilded mirrors and four-post bed with lace curtains.  
 Quboth nodded as he ate from a lacquered plate. He’d devoured most of the grains and roast attitish lizard within minutes of it being delivered to the suite. He wore slacks and a linen shirt, courtesy of the hotel’s manager. His human caste clothing was tucked away in a deep closet.  
 “Right in the balls,” Quboth said, sucking the marrow out of a bone. He gave Virid a double glance, then tucked the cracked bone into a napkin. “Forgive my manners. I forgot where I was and who I was with.” 
 “Think nothing of it. You’ve been through so much and Royal table customs aren’t expected of you,” she said.  
 “I dined with King Menicus after my first space flight. Another Den Mother gave me a rather strict lesson on how to behave the night before,” he said.  
 “We Den Mothers are our reputations. She was likely evaluating you for an arrangement in the process. My guild tends to work almost exclusively with the Royal caste, but sometimes a Linker clan will have us assist in their mergers by marriage. Richer Toiler unions as well,” she said.  
 “There was interest in me?” Quboth raised an eyebrow.  
 “I received more retainer offers to get you to wed into Blooded clans than I ever had for Prince Riktan when he came of age. Don’t tell him that. He’ll be jealous. King Riktan, I mean.” Virid’s shoulders fell slightly.  
 “To the King. Long may he reign.” Quboth raised a glass of wine then put it to his lips. He stared at the mahogany-colored wine for a moment, then set it aside.  
 “It’s good to be home…but so strange.” He stood and looked around the room. Quboth tapped one ear then pumped a thumb up and down, an old pilot hand signal to inquire if a pilot in another aircraft could receive his transmissions.  
 “My men swept the room. The Linker clan that runs this hotel takes his clan’s neutrality very seriously. We can speak freely,” she said.  
 “The human caste that tried to help me aboard their ship, Hower, he told me something that could help us in the fight,” Quboth said. He went to a window and opened the curtain from one side to minimize his outline while looking out.  
 “What? Perhaps I can share it with the Most Equals. Anything to bring them to our side,” Virid said.  
 “You think they can be trusted?” he asked. Quboth ducked under the windowsill to look out the other side.  
 “I didn’t kick one of them square in his gender bits,” Virid said. “I won’t bring that up the next time I meet with them. If Korth whines about it, he’ll only come across as weak for acknowledging the pain and expecting an apology.” 
 “The only thing I’m sorry about is that I didn’t get that second foot in his face,” Quboth said. “There are two Worthy military pickets on each corner…all Slavers.” 
 “You’re worried about the Most Equal, but do you really believe this Hower can be trusted? He is one of the human caste after all. They’re killing us, Quboth,” she said.  
 Quboth went to her chair and rested his hands on the armrest, leaning his still bruised and cut face close to hers. 
 “I am well aware.” He moved to another window and peered out.  
 “Then we’ll have to keep faith in the ancient alliance between our castes if nothing else. What did this Hower tell you?” she asked.  
 “Hower said that human caste soldiers do not react well to oaxa mushrooms. It’s not poisonous, but it can break their lords’ hold over them. It stops them from being controlled by drugs.” Quboth leaned to one side to watch a car as it turned a corner.  
 “Nonsense, Islanders have been abusing the sacrament for ages for the sake of staying alert while sailing. They’d still go on raids afterwards.” Virid waved a hand next to her face.  
 “Don’t think of the humans as being just like us, Virid. They’re…they’re not. The clan lord that did this to me was on so many substances that his eyeballs were floating. Their drugs aren’t like our sacrament that thins the veil between us and the gods. It makes them violent. They’re prone to withdrawals like those of us that drink too much alcohol and then try to dry out. Two more military posts…all Slaver soldiers.” Quboth stepped back from the window.  
 “What are we supposed to do, Quboth? Throw the oaxa at the human caste instead of shooting them with bullets?” Virid asked.  
 “Hower said not to let the secret flow through radio or electronics. The human caste will learn of the weakness and take precautions, so hold that back until the Most Equals are on our side,” he said.  
 “There is the possibility that the humans want us doing something useless to waste our time. Remember the story of Captain Mulasin and the Islanders? He told them that if they brought a twenty weight of gold to him, he’d stop a volcano from erupting with his ‘magic.’” 
 “Then he sailed away with the gold and left the tribe to die when it did erupt.” Quboth nodded. “Oaxa grows almost everywhere on Tyr, Virid. The humans don’t need us to bring it to them.” 
 “Did you tell them that?” Virid put a hand to one temple. 
 “Hower knows all about it. He never tried any as he and the rest of his team believed it was poisonous or resulted in a ‘bad trip,’ whatever he meant by that. You mentioned there was another human caste helping us?” he asked.  
 “Yes, a family of Linkers named Clay. Well, not actually Linkers. One got General Fastal out of retirement. You should have seen the looks on the faces of the King’s Council when they saw the counterfeit orders.” 
 “Odd. Hower never mentioned them.” He went to a wall and banged his fist against it suddenly. There was a rustle and muted words from the hallway on the other side of the wall.  
 “Un-blooded Quboth, what are you doing?” Virid asked.  
 “Did you order guards to be posted outside?” He backed away from the wall.  
 “No, I came here with just two servants. They’re in the adjoining room.” Virid pointed to a door behind her.  
 “Something is wrong. I think we’re in danger.” Quboth went to his plate and picked up a sharp dinner knife.  
 “You did kick a former warlord in what I assume is his favorite body part.” Virid stood and smoothed out her dress. “What are you getting at, Quboth?” 
 “One of the war plans we had while I was a fighter pilot was to react to a Slaver caste coup within the heretics’ government,” Quboth said. “A major indicator and warning of that happening would be Slavers—and only Slavers—deployed through the capital. I look out the window and Slavers are all I see in uniform. The Most Equal left Korth’s chain of command intact when he defected. Stupid, stupid move.” 
 “And you think that’s about to happen?” she asked.  
 “Your mission here is about to end, Den Mother. I’m sorry.” Quboth picked up a lizard leg and ate it. “Which is a shame as this is fantastic. The human caste eat this nutrient paste. Awful.” 
 “One moment, please.” Virid went to a phone and turned the rotary dial four times. The line picked up almost instantly. “Yes, Linker Uton? Would you be a dear and activate the private access lift to my suite? How’s the temperature for tea? Is it? Charming. One moment.”  
 She hung up.  
 Virid went to the door to her servants’ quarters and knocked on it. She spoke quickly with a Royal caste woman the same height and body composition as her then squeezed her hand. Virid exchanged her jeweled circlet with attached veil for a small knapsack, then waved for Quboth to follow her.  
 “Linker Uton takes his job here very seriously.” Virid led the astronaut to a bookshelf then touched a brass rod on the upper shelf. She twisted it toward her three times and there was a clunk within the wall. The bookshelf hinged open, revealing a small elevator.  
 “This is a mistress door.” Quboth fiddled with the knife in his hand. “I thought those were only in those gaudy books. That I’ve never read. But I’ve heard about. Everyone has.” 
 “When you pay the rate for the top floor, you expect a number of perks. Again, you have no need to protect your reputation around me. Come along, things are getting unacceptable for our host and we need to be elsewhere soon.” She handed the knapsack over to Quboth. The two shared the cramped elevator and she hit a button to take them down. The bookshelf closed on its own.  
 “What about your servants?” Quboth asked.  
 “They’re trained and ready for this. My handmaiden will change into my gown and wear my veil. She can pass for me well enough, she’s done it before. If those brutes do break in, she’ll keep them confused and not looking for us for as long as she can,” Virid said. “There’s a change of clothes and cash in the bag.” 
 “Not your first trip to a potentially dangerous place, is it?” Quboth asked.  
 “My dear, Den Mothers started the King’s Shadows. We’d run it too if the work wasn’t so unsavory.” Virid nuzzled against Quboth and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “You’ve always been a hero, Quboth. Thank you for not stopping now.”  
 “Thank me after—”  
 The elevator stopped and a rickety door opened to a musty utility room. A pair of Slaver soldiers were a few yards away. One had a well-dressed Linker by his lapels. Both looked over their shoulders at the same time at Quboth and Virid.  
 Quboth flung the knapsack at one Slaver and rushed forward. One soldier got his arms up and deflected the bag into the ceiling, the impact sending him stumbling back into the wall. The other went for a pistol in a holster on his hip.  
 Quboth closed the distance quicker than the Slaver could draw and rammed his dinner knife into his chest. The Blooded’s momentum carried them both into the concrete wall. The Slaver took the brunt of the blow and the knife buried deeper into his chest, snapping the blade at the hilt.   
 The other Slaver fell onto Quboth, punching at his head. Quboth covered up, taking most of the hits on the outside of his arms or as glancing blows to the side of his head.  
 There was a clang of metal and the Slaver collapsed onto Quboth.  
 A Linker stood over them, a large wrench in one hand.  
 “Un-blooded Quboth, I presume.” The Linker proffered the other end of the wrench to Quboth. Blood dripped off the end.  
 “Linker Uton.” Quboth got to his feet, opting not to use the bloody wrench for help.  
 “Savages,” Uton said as he tossed the wrench onto a dead Slaver.  
 “I trust you can take care of yourself,” Virid said to Uton.  
 “This will be a problem, but I’m no quitter.” Uton handed the knapsack to Quboth then took out a set of keys.  
 “We’ll balance our books, as ever,” Virid said. “Nothing too flashy, if you please.” 
 “The tank is topped off. There’s also a roll of toilet paper in the center console. For some reason, we can’t find any anywhere in the city. Don’t tell me where you’re going. I can’t give up what I don’t know.” The Linker gave Quboth the keys.  
 “The Ketta. I trust you won’t have much trouble driving. It’s no spaceship,” Uton said with a smile.  
 “Thank you, Uton. We’ll be in touch.” Virid took a set of stairs out of the moldy basement and into a garage. The Ketta-brand car had a boxy design and rust across the bottom.  
 Quboth started the car’s engine, then adjusted the rearview mirror. He got a glimpse of Virid in her underclothes as she cast away her dress. Virid got into the front passenger seat a few moments later, wearing pants and a frilly blouse.  
 “Where to?” Quboth asked.  
 “We need oaxa, don’t we? I know just where to go…”   






Chapter 23

   
 Three of the four Most Equal sat around a semicircular table. A Worthy military officer tapped the end of a pointer against a large map board.  
 “We do not have eyes on the battle between the kingdom and the…human caste, but intercepted radio transmissions and demands for blood and medical supplies from surrounding hospitals indicate that the kingdom suffered significant losses.” The officer flipped a page in his briefing book.  
 “Yes, but how?” Tambrien asked. “The kingdom has the most modern equipment and they must be incensed after the death of King Menicus. Surely the human caste took some losses.” 
 “Unknown, but after the battle, the kingdom launched several ballistic missiles at the human caste ship in orbit.” The officer tapped a smaller briefing board and an assistant hung up a grainy image of the Matsui. “This photo was taken three long turns after the missile attack. No effects on their spaceship. Additionally, there are reports of debris burning up in orbit from the eastern provinces, consistent with our initial failed attempts at putting a satellite into orbit.” 
 “We should never have given up on that,” Elatzial said. “Think how much more we could know about the planet and threats if we had cameras in orbit, dropping their film down onto our territory for development.” 
 “I made that exact same argument and it was you who pointed out what a poor return on investment it was for our tax dollars,” Marchand said, shaking his head. “If we did have that capability right now, the human caste would likely have treated us as a threat just like they are with the kingdom.” 
 “At least we have our nuclear deterrent,” Tambrien said.   
 “Not all of it!” Korth slammed a door behind him and walked up to the meeting table. He held up a thin report in a brown folder and let it flop against the wood. He leaned two hands onto the table and gave the briefing officer a look.  
 The officer and assistants hurried out of the room.  
 “Please explain, Most Equal Chair of War,” Tambrien said.  
 “There was a raid on the Equality Air Base. Nowhere near as devastating as the human caste attack on Mount Bagad or Fort Horizon. Thankfully, someone on this council had the wherewithal to order critical sites like Equality to be reinforced, else the damage could have been much worse,” Korth said.  
 Marchand opened a small drawer and took out a bottle of alcohol. He unscrewed the top with shaking hands.  
 “What happened?” Elatzial asked.  
 “The kingdom raided the air base and absconded with a Sky Sentinel bomber carrying two nuclear warheads.” Korth sat down gingerly, careful not to put pressure on the recent injury he’d received, courtesy of Quboth. “I ordered an immediate sortie into kingdom airspace and the bomber was shot down…though we lost four fighters in the process—all from ground fire by the cursed Blooded enslaved to the Royal caste.”  
 Elatzial slapped a pair of gloves against the table.  
 “There’s no point in worrying about whether or not to declare war on the kingdom now, is there?” the Toiler asked. “We’ve got one.” 
 “This…this makes no sense,” Tambrien said. “The kingdom is many things. Riktan is a bloodthirsty tyrant, but he’s not an idiot. Provoking us by stealing nuclear weapons and—casualties?” 
 “Minimal.” Korth shrugged.  
 “—and killing our soldiers while he’s losing battles against the human caste beggars belief,” she said. “Why would he do this?” 
 “There’s more.” Korth flicked the report open with a fingertip. “The gate guard at Equality air field swears upon all the gods he doesn’t believe in and his mother’s life that one of my caste drove a cargo truck into the base, the truck that carried the kingdom’s raiders. He identified the driver by his ketafik, but the driver was found several long strides away. A farmer found the driver gagged and bound to a tree while the raid was going on. The driver claims a Royal and a Hidden stole the truck from him.” 
 “Now the Hidden are involved.” Marchand took a swig from the bottle, then passed it to Elatzial.  
 “One war at a time,” Tambrien sighed, then frowned. “Unless…” 
 “What ‘unless’? There’s nothing more for us to even discuss,” Korth said. “We’re on the back of a grind tooth and the best we can do is hold onto the reins.” 
 “There is something else.” Tambrien reached into her cleavage and removed the small bit of paper that Quboth had passed her when the humans turned him over. “This is written in a Linker dialect, one I know fairly well.” She passed the paper to Marchand.  
 “It reads, ‘Most Equal, do not believe the human caste. Their objective is the total annihilation of all Tyr. No exceptions. No mercy. The human caste want the entire planet for themselves. Once the kingdom is annihilated, they will come for the Worthy People. Zike is lying to you. He lies because he cannot succeed if the Tyr work as one against him. Fight the humans. Prevent them from settling on the Azure Islands. Fight them every step of the way or you will be destroyed,’” she said from memory. “‘There are factions within the human caste trying to save the Tyr. More to follow. Do not speak of this message in any electronic format or Zike will know and things will get even worse. AH.’”  
 “She’s right,” Marchand said. “The ink work and style are perfectly done in the Linker style.” 
 “Nonsense from Quboth.” Korth waved a dismissive hand. “Pure desperation.” 
 “No Blooded could have written this.” Marchand tapped a finger on the message. “It must have come from the human caste…or a Hidden.” 
 “We have no time for Hidden stories meant to scare children,” Korth said. “Zike’s given us a golden opportunity.” He slammed a fist against the table. “The kingdom is in chaos. Who’s the King? Did Riktan even survive the battle? Our spies aren’t sure, and if we don’t know, the kingdom doesn’t know. They’ve stolen two nuclear weapons from us. By Nashtan Plen’s Oath, why are we even debating this? Declare war and side with the human caste. There is so much we can gain!” 
 “Why would the human caste tell us not to trust the human caste?” Marchand wagged the message in the air. “We Tyr aren’t of one mind or intention. Why would we think the human caste is any different?”  
 “If there was enough opposition to Zike’s plan from his own people, why aren’t we seeing any signs?” Elatzial asked. “All this could just be a test by Zike to see if we’re good partners. Have you seen what we’ve done with the eternal battery they gave us? It’s powering an entire aircraft carrier right now. Engineers and scientists are baffled.” 
 “There’s the broadcast,” Tambrien said. “If you’ve seen it, it would put that message in better context.” 
 “More context than a non-Tyr spacecraft over our heads and their unassailable technological lead?” Elatzial asked.  
 “I have a taste for kingdom dramas,” Tambrien said, “which we have outlawed for being ideologically impure, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a black market for recordings. One of my suppliers—”  
 “One of the Most Equal flaunting our own laws,” Korth sneered. 
 “A degree of hypocrisy is in all of us,” Tambrien snapped. “We’re all aware of just how many women are in your ‘special service unit’ at your country estate. Do you want to put that against my desire to keep up on episodes of The Den Mother’s Wish?” 
 “I love that show too,” Elatzial said.  
 “Given the emergency conditions, we can discuss illicit media at some other time,” Korth said quickly. “Show us.”  
 Tambrien opened a handbag and took out a dark case with magnetic tape inside it. She fed it into a player wired to a boxy television behind the briefing boards. She jerked the board out of the way so the rest of the Most Equal could see. She pushed a button, then returned to her seat and nibbled at a fingernail, her attention off the screen.   
 The tape played and lines of static wiggled across the screen until the image resolved into a white wall.  
 “Get this, Yussa, are you getting this?” a woman asked. The camera view changed as it rose up to look out over a city. The sky was night dark with smoke. Flames clawed out of near and far skyscrapers.  
 “That’s Grand Tibor City on the Azure Islands,” Tambrien said, her voice distant. “Population of…almost five million. I still have relatives there. Had.”  
 “This is Nari Vineland with Channel Three news,” the woman continued. “The air-raid sirens went off a few minutes ago, but I’m pretty sure we heard the attack in the outer districts before that. All windows shattered when the first shells hit, but we’ve still got power from emergency generators. Pan down. Get the street.”  
 The camera tilted and throngs of Tyr rushed down a road. Many had coverings over their mouths against the smoke; others carried children or small packs on their backs. An elderly couple moved together, the woman using a walker, the old man keeping one hand on the bars to steady himself.  
 “We received the evacuation order a few hours ago, but taking the roads at night…and I didn’t want to believe it. We didn’t listen…oh, by the gods, we didn’t listen,” Nari said.  
 “The gods’ gaze is here first,” the cameraman said. “This is where judgment will fall first. The rest of the Tyr will—” 
 “There. There!” Nari squealed and shook the camera. It panned up a building and into the smoke-clogged sky. Three lights, each a baleful eye onto the city, pulsed slowly as a deeper shadow flowed through the smoke.  
 “What is that thing?” Yussa the cameraman asked. “I can see it, but I can’t hear it. Do you hear it?” 
 “Shh! Maybe it can hear us. I don’t know. Taya. Shan. If you ever hear this, Mommy loves you very much. Listen to your father and keep each other sa—” 
 A plasma bolt struck down from the Bahadur-Getty ship and burst against the road. Overpressure from the blast knocked the camera back and the view swirled around as Yussa struggled to get it back to the window. A smoldering crater glowed where a throng of Tyr had just been. Corpses were strewn on the sidewalk and across the road, clothes ablaze. The final bits of glass in nearby buildings rained down, cracking throughout the neighborhood.  
 “No no no,” Nari sobbed, repeating the word over and over again. “It’s too late, isn’t it? We can’t get out of here. My apartment is…just a few blocks from here. Do you think we can—” 
 Another blast struck the building across the street. The camera stayed on it as it crumpled on itself. A cloud of pulverized concrete billowed up and washed through the window.  
 “Nari? Nari, are you OK?” The camera came off Yussa’s shoulder and he held it at knee level. The camera panned around before snapping back to a body covered in dust and fragments of wrecked window frames.  
 Nari shifted onto her hands and knees. Bright violet blood flowed from a deep gash on her neck, mixing into a thick paste with the concrete dust. Nari collapsed, the puddle of blood growing in spurts as her heartbeat slowed to nothing.  
 “Their gaze is upon me, what do I do? What do I do?” Yussa panned the camera around. “Broadcast? Broadcast is one floor up. That-that’s something. Oh!” 
 Yussa kept the camera on Nari’s still feet for a long moment, then hefted it up to see out the window. 
 A Bahadur-Getty Compliance Force gunship hung in the air over the city. Fires lit it from below as three round bursts of plasma spat out, methodically reducing the downtown commercial district to rubble.  
 “What did we do to deserve this?” Yussa asked. “By the gods, what did we do to deserve this?”  
 The video cut out to a blue screen.  
 The council of the Most Equal were silent. Finally, Korth cleared his throat.  
 “I will remind you all of what the kingdom did to the Sunrise Isles, my homeland,” the Slaver caste said. “The loss of innocent life is a part of war. No matter how horrible it may be.” 
 “This is not the same thing!” Tambrien shouted at him. “The human caste—those demons—murdered that entire city!” 
 “It doesn’t matter if they all died in a flash of nuclear fire or if the human caste dropped-dropped rocks on their head, or something. Dead is dead.” Korth held up a hand. “We, as the Most Equal, have a duty to ensure that does not happen here. To protect our people from what the kingdom brought onto itself! Don’t tell me the human caste didn’t give them the chance to avoid all this.” 
 “There are thirty million souls on the Azure Islands,” Marchand said. “How was the kingdom ever going to evacuate them all? The human caste asked for the impossible.” 
 “Not our problem,” Korth snapped.  
 “What will happen when Zike wants this city?” Elatzial asked. “What if they move the evacuation zone even farther out than it is now?” 
 “If we are their partners, then we can either avoid the Royals’ fate or at least mitigate it,” Korth said, his eyes narrowing. “Why am I sensing that the rest of you aren’t on board with an alliance with the human caste? Zike is expecting our decision soon.” 
 “The human caste is here to establish a colony,” Marchand said. “This implies a reason for them to leave wherever they came from—why? What if more humans come?” 
 “Harvest your fruit when the season is right, not before you’ve even sown the seeds,” Korth said. “You are all being ridiculous. How do we even fight that? Zike has offered us peace, revenge against the kingdom—” 
 “We don’t need revenge,” Tambrien said. “Most of our people come from the kingdom. We still have relatives there. The kingdom never harmed us.” 
 “May I remind you all of how many Worthy were killed when the kingdom carpet-bombed Obsidian Harbor?” Korth crossed his arms.  
 “They bombed it after Slavers launched an unauthorized raid from the port and razed a kingdom city. We’re lucky they stopped there.” Elatzial pressed his fat hands against the desk. “We see what the human caste are doing. Someone in the human caste is warning us that that—” he pointed at the TV “—will happen to us eventually. We can’t be part of what this Zike wants. We’d be rowing into a red maw’s lair with bloody steak lashed to the boat.” 
 “I can’t believe this.” Korth stood up and put his hands on his hips. “The human caste gives us the opportunity of a lifetime, the chance to fully implement our vision for the Tyr to come unto worthiness across the planet, and you all dare to have doubts?” 
 “A similar decision was made by Nashtan Plen once,” Tambrien said. “‘A bargain for the future,’ he called it. When he paid the tithe of blood and bone to your ancestors, Korth.”   
 “And you see what happened.” Korth clasped his hands behind his back and walked slowly behind the other Most Equal. “The Worthy People survived and thrived. A sacrifice to the future that pays dividends to this day.” 
 “He had to hand over two of his own daughters,” Marchand said. “Nashtan spent the rest of his life in mourning, as he never saw them again. His diaries are here.” The old Linker pointed to a glass-enclosed bookshelf. “Do you want to read the passages where he condemns himself for the bargain he made with the Slavers?” 
 “No leader is without regret. Had he not had the foresight to pay the tithe, the daughters would have been taken anyway. Such was the Slaver way. At least his family line continued and—” 
 “His wife threw herself from the balcony of his castle and his son disowned him,” Elatzial said. “His son went back to the kingdom and died of the pox. Plen spent the last years of his life raving like a lunatic. Our history books refer to it as years of ‘slow illness and philosophy,’ but we have the actual records, Korth.” 
 Korth stopped moving near the main entrance to the chamber.  
 “I think it’s time for us to go on record,” Korth said. “Council of the Most Equal, yea or nay for the proposed alliance with the human caste and war against the kingdom. I vote yea.” 
 “Nay…nay, there’s too much that cries doom for our people if we do this,” Marchand said.  
 “Nay. Nay forever and ever.” Tambrien shook her head. “They’re demons and they offer us a demon’s pact. Our souls will be damned if we do this.” 
 Elatzial took the bottle from Marchand and looked down the opening.  
 “Nay,” the Toiler sighed. “No amount of this would ever dull the pain.” 
 “Mmm…” Korth rubbed his chin. “It seems I have to bring in a third party to ratify this vote.” 
 “What are you talking about? All decisions by the Most Equal must be unanimous,” Tambrien said. “Three to one, the motion can be brought up again at future sessions if two members—” 
 “That’s not what I mean.” Korth opened the door slightly and reached for something. He snapped back a revolver hammer and shot Marchand in the forehead.  
 The Linker jerked back, his chair fell over and his feet quivered in the air as his wrecked brain misfired.  
 Tambrien screamed.  
 Korth shot her twice in the chest and she fell chin-first onto the table. Her head snapped back and she collapsed to the floor, moaning softly. The Slaver stuck a finger in one ear and wiggled it as he drew down on Elatzial.  
 The fat Toiler was frozen in place, the bottle of alcohol shaking in one hand.  
 “I hate shooting indoors. Rough on the eardrums.” Korth sat across from Elatzial on the other side of the semicircular table. “I don’t think we have time for democracy, eh, thrall? Oh, my apologies. I’m not supposed to use terms from the old country.” 
 Korth set the pistol on the table and poked a fingertip between the trigger and the trigger guard. He spun the weapon around, scratching the polish.  
 “Advanced systems like what Nashtan Plen envisioned work…until they don’t. I’m afraid we need to revert to something a bit more time-tested and centralized to get through this crisis, don’t you?” Korth asked.  
 Elatzial’s jowls trembled.  
 “Actually,” Korth said, slowing the spin on the revolver, “your opinion’s a bit irrelevant at this point. Marchand had expensive taste in booze. Why don’t you finish your drink? Out of respect.” Korth winked at the Toiler.  
 Elatzial brought the drink to his lips and raised the bottom up.  
 Korth shattered the glass with a single bullet that exited out the back of Elatzial’s skull. The Toiler slumped to one side, his chair spinning until he went down like a sack of meat.  
 “Ow!” Korth rubbed his other ear. “Lord Barsa!” 
 A soldier with mottled ketafik—unlike Korth’s skull pattern—pushed the door open. Barsa stomped a foot to the floor and pressed the back of his fist over his mouth in the old Slaver nation salute.  
 “Finally,” Barsa said. “Will there be new Most Equals for all the Chairs?” 
 “I am the Most Equal of all for the foreseeable future.” Korth uncocked the hammer of his pistol and let it ride forward gently. He set his feet up on the table and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “Anyone asks and…Marchand…had a psychotic break. Stress. Linkers are always so twitchy. Who can blame him?” 
 “I’ll put the martial law order out. How long until we go back to the way things should be?” Barsa asked.  
 “Let’s get the matter with the human caste settled before we let the lesser castes know that those judged most perfect in the gods’ sight are back in charge. Too many Blooded and others in our military. We’ll send them in the first waves, let the kingdom solve the problem for us,” Korth said. “Go. You know what to do.” 
 “Yes, sire,” Barsa said.  
 “Barsa? Have my wives brought to the city. I feel a celebration is in order.” Korth waggled his eyebrows.  
 “Yes, sire.” Barsa closed the door.  
 “Help…” Tambrien moaned from the floor. “Help me…so cold.” 
 “Now, this is no good.” Korth popped to his feet and sauntered over to Tambrien. One hand scratched at bloody carpet.  
 “I didn’t mean to make you suffer. I respected you too much. But let me give you a final hint at what’s in store for the rest of you Royals.” His mouth contorted with the last word. “Thousands of years of war between our castes for the right to rule the others…and you bastards almost won.” 
 Korth set his foot on her neck and pressed into it. He smiled as she gagged and choked. With one final twist, her last breath rattled out of her mouth as bloody bubbles popped over her lips.  
 “Now, for my first matter of state.” Korth opened a safe in the back of the room and took out the device Hower had given the Most Equal. Korth tested the weight in his hand, then held it up to examine it in the light.  
 A single depression on the device fit the press of a finger. He felt a click and lifted his thumb away. The device buzzed on and off in his hand.  
 “Interesting…” Korth sniffed it. 

“Connection established. Please set on a level surface for a proprietary Bahadur-Getty conference,” came from the device in human Standard. Korth dropped the rectangular box like it had suddenly become red-hot and it skittered across the table. 
 It wiggled of its own accord, then flipped over.  
 A holo projection of Zike’s head filled the conference room. Zike looked around, his countenance dominating over Korth.  
 “Have we met?” Zike’s words were in Tyr, but his lips were out of time with the translation.  
 “You must be the great Zike.” Korth reached over and flicked the revolver farther away from him. “I am Most Equal Korth. All your dealings with the Worthy People will go through me. Is this accepted and understood?” 
 “Indeed.” Zike looked over the bodies. “I trust you have matters well in hand from this point on?” 
 “Myself and other like-minded individuals.” Korth motioned to his Slaver ketafik. “We’ve prepared for this moment for some time. We appreciate the opportunity. Now, shall we discuss terms?” 
 Static rolled up and down Zike’s holo projection. 
 “You’re aware of what I require from the Worthy People?” Zike asked.  
 Korth nodded.  
 “Then what makes you think anything has changed?” Zike’s head canted slightly. 
 “Well, there’s something you should know.” Korth reached over and picked up the blood-spattered message from Aaron Hower.  


   
 **** 
   
 Hower adjusted the collar on his dress shirt then fiddled with his cufflinks. He hummed a tune to himself as he walked down a corridor aboard the Matsui. The shuttle was scheduled to take him and Molly to their next meeting with the Most Equal.  
 He flapped the tails on his tuxedo jacket and did a spin as he crossed into the hangar. Molly was at the ramp already, in a white qipao with a phoenix depicted in glossy black threads. She saw Hower and her hands went to her mouth.  
 “You,” Solanus’ voice came through a speaker behind Hower.  
 He turned around and a Myrmidon’s armored hand grabbed him by the throat. Aaron got a short cry out then beat at Solanus’ arm as she dragged him away. The other Myrmidon fell in behind them.  
 Molly raced toward Hower.  
 A small holo window popped up from Solanus’ forearm in front of Hower’s face. The Bahadur-Getty AI-generated human resources avatar appeared. The flat smile on her face washed out in static, replaced by a more serious look.  
 “Hower, Aaron, employee number BG-3321376XW, an executive-level investigation has determined your actions during scheduled company assignments has caused inferred damages,” the chirpy voice said.  
 “Stop stop!” Molly caught up to the rear Myrmidon and tried to reach Hower. The Myrmidon knocked her into the bulkhead with a wave of his hand.  
 “There’s been some mistake!” Hower croaked. Solanus loosened her grip every few seconds so he could breathe. His heels bounced off the deck as he was dragged toward an airlock. 
 Hower’s handwritten letter to the Most Equal popped into the holo. Hower relaxed slightly.   
 “As the projected damage is greater than your banked pay, revenue share agreements, and intellectual property derivatives, you are being terminated with prejudice,” the AI continued. “All Bahadur-Getty access and privileges will be suspended in…two minutes. Be aware that any disparaging comments made on social media about Bahadur-Getty are a violation of your non-disclosure agreement. Civil and criminal actions may be initiated at the company’s discretion and convenience.” 
 Hower looked up at Solanus’ helmet. He worked his jaw and spat at her.  
 Solanus bashed a palm against the door controls of an airlock. Her grip tightened on him as the door slid open.  
 “Thanks for screwing up. You were boring.” Solanus chucked him into the airlock and closed the door before he could crawl back to it. A laser beam shined from her gauntlet to a sensor on the door and override locks snapped into place in the frame.  
 Solanus held up a hand to the small view port to the airlock and waggled her fingers at Hower. She twisted her helmet off and tucked it under an arm, smacking gum as her pupils went wide from a fresh narcotics hit. She smiled at Molly as she rushed to the airlock door. 
 “Aaron? Aaron?” Molly slapped the view port. She hit the emergency override on the controls and got an error message in response.  
 “It-it’s all right.” Hower looked through the glass, his voice low from carrying through the door. “My…my things. There are some notes you need to take care of.” 
 “No! There’s been some sort of mistake. Solanus? Solanus, get back here and rip this door down!” Molly began sobbing and set her forehead against the glass.  
 “The Clays—” Hower flinched as red emergency lights lashed inside the airlock. “Tell them they were my family. Tell them I’m sorry. Tell them I love—” 
 The other side of the airlock cracked open and Hower was pulled away from the door. He crouched against the force, clinging to the deck. The rest of the door snapped open and Hower was hurled into the void.  
 Molly watched him tumble end over end. He stopped moving long before his body finally disappeared into the distance. She slid down the airlock, sobbing.  
   
 **** 
   
 Michael paced around the station. A printout in one hand warned of the same gusts buffeting the walls. A derecho storm was rolling in, an inland hurricane that would bring tornados and devastating winds.   
 Aaron hadn’t contacted him for hours and there’d been nothing from his parents.  
 Meanwhile, Lussea was out there. Alone.  
 The shack groaned against the force of the storm. The lights flickered as the generator chugged.  
 “I don’t…I can’t do anything!” he yelled at the ceiling. He checked the weather warning again. At least four more hours until the worst of it arrived. He put the hand holding the paper on his waist, checked the message again, then tapped one foot.  
 “She needs me, right? Even if she left me here. No. Abandoned me. She’s got that pack full of supplies and she took all the toilet paper. Clearly she doesn’t want anything to do with me after I killed—no, after Bandar accident—” Michael began hyperventilating. He interlaced his fingers against the back of his head and leaned back. When the rapid breathing degenerated into a wheeze, he bent forward, elbows on his knees.  
 Squeezing his eyes tightly, Michael fell to one knee. The image of Bandar’s broken neck and dull eyes staring at him would not leave him. He wiped snot from his nose and forced himself to look around.  
 A spatter of blood stained one leg of his cot. The smell from a tiny patch of dried urine that Bandar had relinquished after he died stung his nose.  
 “I have to go. I have to go!” He barreled out the door and fell onto the small gravel parking lot. A blast of wind sent dust stinging into his skin. Bruise-colored storm clouds eased over the horizon.  
 Michael braced his arms against the ground and puked up his last meal. He heaved hard two more times, then fell to one side and rolled away from the mess.  
 “Why did that make me feel better? It shouldn’t…but it did. Oh god, I want my parents. They said growing up wouldn’t be fair, but this is ridiculous.” He spat a couple times then stood up, careful not to look back at Bandar’s grave.  
 “Aaron’s gone radio silent. What do I have to lose?” He stared down the road. “Food. Water. Shelter. Safety. That’s what I’ve got to lose but…damn it.” He raced back into the shack and emerged a few minutes later wearing old rain gear he’d found in a closet and carrying a small sack and canteen.  
 He checked the batteries on a flashlight and shut the door behind him with a shove of his elbow.  
 Cupping his hands around his mouth, he shouted “Lussea!” 
 Michael raised the hood on his jacket to cover the damaged faux-ketafik on his forehead and took off down the mountain.  
   
 **** 
   
 Molly sniffed away another tear, then held up a small slate in front of her face. The selfie camera showed her face on the screen. She adjusted her makeup settings and reduced the puffiness around her eyes.  
 She put her palm to a biometric reader next to a door and waited a moment. The human resources AI appeared on a screen built into the frame.  
 “State the nature of your visit to Hower, Aaron, quarters,” the computer said.  
 “Personal effects disposal,” Molly said. “Employee authorization MA-2256944ZZ.” 
 “Confirmed. Thank you for reducing company resource expenditure. A promotional credit has been added to your account.” The AI vanished and the door unlocked.  
 Hower had little to no property. He was rescued from a single-person life pod after the Clays ejected him from their shuttle after they decided to rebel against the company. Standard company overalls and utility clothes, still stiff from the foundry printers deep in the Mastui, hung in a small closet.  
 On his desk was an actual paper notebook and plastic pens. Molly flicked the pages and got a small paper cut.  
 “Ow…” She flipped the notebook open and read Hower’s handwriting. “Why didn’t you just use a dictation…because then it would be in the computer, that’s why. What’s this ‘oaxa’?” 
 She sat on his bed and continued reading.  
 “Ms. Argent,” Zike’s voice boomed from the Entertainment and Information bar on the desk.  
 The notebook flew into the air and landed on the floor. Molly sat bolt upright.  
 “Yes, sir! Mr. Zike, sir!” She listened for the sound of approaching Myrmidons sent to drag her away to meet Hower’s fate.  
 “The Worthy People are going through a change in governance according to signal’s intercepts. Stand by and be prepared to establish contact with whoever comes out on top. Your attractiveness index is high enough that you meet the minimum threshold for media dissemination,” Zike said.  
 “I…I won’t be joining you on the Leopold?” she asked.  
 “Correct. Why do you have your privacy filters on? I can’t see you. If I override, there’s always an HR review if I dip into the feed from someone’s quarters,” Zike said.  
 “I-I-I am throwing all of Hower’s property into the incinerator before it’s stripped and disinfected. Standard company policy reference document Alpha-Zed Three—” 
 “This some sort of attachment issue? I need you focused on getting the Tyr to fight each other so my costs stay under projection,” Zike said.  
 “Of course, sir! Professionalism and perfection of execution is my department’s motto. I thought I’d make more efficient use of my time while waiting for the next call to go to Tyr,” she said cheerfully.  
 “Indeed. I’m giving you access to the hard feeds from the Myrmidon ground operations. Put together a sizzle reel for Marketing and Talent Acquisition. One-sided clearance missions tend to have a higher engagement rate for the ideal demographic our Myrmidons are looking for. Six hours.” 
 Zike cut out.  
 “Yes…sir.” Molly picked up the notebook and continued reading.  






Chapter 24

   
 “Wake up.” Sarah nudged Yenin with her foot. The pilot sat up, careful not to bump her head against the cot above her. The Hidden submarine groaned around them. A chug in the engines rocked the deck, sending Sarah to grip a metal bar for balance.  
 Yenin tugged at the collar and sleeves of her Bahadur-Getty flight suit. She rubbed her eyes, then peered at the nearly identical suit Sarah wore. Yenin’s gaze rose to Sarah’s face, and the pilot let out a cry and scooted against the bulkhead.  
 “What?” Sarah touched her infiltration layer.  
 “You’re—you’re different!” Yenin flapped fingers at her own face.  
 “Oh, I’m in Royal caste ketafik. We’ll be on the Azure Islands, which is the Royals’ homeland. Most Tyr we encounter will be either Royals or Speakers.” Sarah picked up a package wrapped in paper and twine.  
 “I’m not used to seeing an indig in corpo gear,” Yenin said, stretching. “You’re not, but you know what I mean. Wait. Why are you in a slick suit? Where’d you get it?” 
 “The Hidden made a copy for me after they found yours. They’re excellent tailors, but my slick isn’t going to pass close inspection by corpos. It just has to look good enough so that I can pretend like I belong among ground staff. You understand the mission?” she asked.  
 “Indig face ain’t helping you,” Yenin said.  
 “I can deactivate it without having to take it off.” Sarah sat on the other end of the cot.  
 “Huh, that’s pretty neat. Could I wear one too? Does it go…everywhere?” Yenin scratched her rear.  
 “Everywhere…and it is remarkably unpleasant until the layer adjusts to our…particular contours. Back to the mission. Back-brief me.” Sarah touched a cheekbone and worked a small air pocket out.  
 “We’re going to these Azure Islands where the torch ship’s been dropping colony gear. Find a shuttle we can commandeer and then…wait? We can’t just sit around on a landing pad forever. Eventually, we’ll be put to work,” Yenin said.  
 Sarah shook her head. “We identify a shuttle and wait. There’s another part of this mission that has to come together before we steal something…How good are the lockouts on the Ishihara skippers?”  
 Yenin blew a raspberry and chuckled. “They don’t even bother with biometrics anymore. Flight controls require a code cylinder and that’s it. Too many pilots were losing theirs, so they went with a generic cylinder that’s good for all the models to—” 
 “Wait, ‘code cylinders’?” Sarah put her fingers to her mouth as her eyes darted from side to side. “Are those new?” 
 “Last five years or so. I think. What? You didn’t use them back when you were hauling ash and trash?” Yenin’s voice rose several octaves.  
 “Why didn’t you tell me we’d need code cylinders?” Sarah glanced at the door and lowered her voice.  
 “I thought you knew. They’ve been in use since I started with the company. What? How did you think we’d get through the lockouts?” 
 “You never did a throttle-governor burn-through to reset the lockouts?” Sarah turned her palms up. “We did that all the time when I was a pilot. Birds went down all the time for lack of parts, and when we’d hot swap components, the computer would deadline the whole thing and—” 
 “Yeah, they patched that.” Yenin let out a slow sigh. “Maybe you should’ve mentioned this before we got in the underwater tube that reeks of body odor.” 
 “Everything is very compartmentalized and need-to-know with the Hidden.” Sarah got to her feet and paced around the small cabin. “I just…I assumed that things—” 
 “And you’ve made an ass out of you and me with that assumption.” Yenin gave the package on the cot a pat. “What’s in here? Some sort of ritual dress for a mating ceremony that you expect me to learn in the next five minutes? Are Tyr boys going to try and kill each other in ritual combat, armed with silly-looking clubs or something while we watch to win mating rights?” 
 “It’s…just hold on.” Sarah put her palms on an upper bunk and leaned against it. “You’re not acting like getting one of these code cylinders is that difficult.” 
 “It’s not. We always have one on us during flight ops.” Yenin picked at the paper wrapping. “Just have to get one off a crewman.” 
 “We’ll probably have to kill one of your coworkers for it,” Sarah said evenly.  
 “I got fired and cast away on the most nightmare part of this planet,” Yenin said, raising her chin slightly, “because it would have cost the company too much money to rescue me. Not one of my ‘coworkers’ made any effort to help me. These hiding Tyr of yours have at least not tried to burn me at the stake.” 
 “Yet,” Sarah grumbled.  
 “What?” 
 “Nothing. Everything will be fine. No plan survives first contact with the enemy, as my husband likes to say. We’ll just adjust as soon as we reach the Azures.” Sarah rubbed a temple.  
 “But…we’re not even in ‘contact with the enemy’ yet and the plan is in trouble. Are the hiding Tyr going to be mad at us? I mean you. You in particular.” Yenin picked at the paper-wrapped package again. “What is this?” 
 “Commander Vargan’s idea. See if it fits.” Sarah ran a finger through her hair.  
 Yenin unwrapped the package and drew out a rough-spun tunic and a deep-blue silk shawl with a hood.  
 “Is this some weird alien sex thing?” Yenin rubbed her fingers on the silk. “Because if it is, I’m not interested.” 
 “That is a Speaker supplicant shawl. They wear it during processions between shrines and we might need to blend in. It’ll conceal our coveralls well enough and there’s a veil for your face. Supplicants aren’t supposed to speak or be spoken to,” Sarah said.  
 “Huh, because the last time I tried something like that, it didn’t fly.” Yenin folded the clothes back up.  
 “Just follow my lead. Now let’s get to the forward bay. Vargan and his team are waiting for us.” Sarah opened the door.  
   
 **** 
   
 The bay ceiling was so low that all the Hidden soldiers had to squat slightly, or else they’d hit their heads on the metal. All wore tight body gloves and carried rifles made of tightly wound thin pipes. None bore the plain ketafik of the Hidden. They were a mélange of Royals, Speakers and the largest were disguised as Blooded.  
 The submarine undulated with a slow rhythm, like it was being rocked by a giant hand. Lashed down in the center of the compartment was a rigid inflatable boat, a small engine attached to the back, along with several packs of gear.  
 Lord Vargan was at the front of the chamber, where seawater sloshed through a seam at the prow of the ship. The hexagons of his graphenium weave caught the weak lighting as he spoke into a telephone connected to a line running down the ceiling.  
 Captain Illion stood on the port side. Several of his sailors wore the same outfits as the more collected and alert Hidden strike team on the starboard side.  
 Yenin had a small flashlight in hand, standing over a Hidden operative who sat on a bench attached to the hull. She tilted the light from side to side, shining it into his mouth as she peered at his teeth.  
 “Do you floss much? Because there is some nasty buildup in your number thirty.” Yenin lifted the Hidden’s lip with the bottom of a pen. “That implant does not look well-seated. Are you all using polymer replacements or…my God, is that ivory?” 
 The Hidden replied with a series of vowels.  
 “Yenin…” Sarah, sitting two seats down, let out a sigh. “Do you know how weird you look to them right now?” 
 “Their teeth are exactly like ours.” Yenin stuck the pen into the Hidden’s mouth and pushed his cheek out. “Even the gum lining is identical. How cool…” 
 “We had our teeth sealed before our mission. Going to a Tyr doctor for any reason could have exposed us,” Sarah said.  
 “Sealing?” Yenin looked at Sarah liked she’d just passed gas. “You know stomach and esophageal cancer rates are through the roof for people that get sealants. Ugh. And it changes how some fruits taste. Most sealed can’t stand grapefruit and—” 
 “Are you done playing with his teeth?” Sarah asked.  
 “What? Oh, sure.” Yenin clicked off the flashlight and swiped the pen against her sleeve. She gave the Tyr a pat on the shoulder. “Go ahead and rinse.” 
 “You don’t think you’re coming across as a little weird to the Tyr who’re going to keep us alive during this mission?” Sarah asked.  
 “They’re not using mercury for their amalgam fillings, are they? Do you know what kind of long-term health effects those have? His had some pullback, so it must’ve—” 
 Sarah grabbed Yenin by the arm. “Not focusing on the mission does not make the mission go away. You need to focus.” Sarah let her go.  
 “OK, a few days ago, my ship crashed, I got fired, then I was chased by some sort of a cave monster and nearly eaten. Then I wandered into an alien town and…skip ahead and I’m in a submarine that sounds like it’s held together by tape and wishes.” Yenin flopped her hands against her sides.  
 “You’re in a demonstrably better situation right now,” Sarah said, raising her brows.  
 “But I don’t feel like I’m better off. What do I do about that?” 
 Sarah leaned closer to Yenin. “I’ll tell you what the Corp told me when I was going through infiltration and acclimatization training before this assignment…fake it until you make it. Because if you screw up, you’ll die,” she said.  
 “That’s…not helping.” Yenin’s bottom lip quivered.  
 “Human caste! Come here,” a Tyr called from the fore of the compartment.  
 Sarah and Yenin approached, neither tall enough to need to crouch, but Yenin kept glancing at the struts nervously. Both wore the Speaker supplicant outfits over their Corporate flight suits.  
 “Almost there,” Vargan said. “Periscope doesn’t see anything in the air or moving around the beach.” He whacked the phone twice against the hull and announced, “Kingdom speech in effect. Do not betray with your words.”  
 The Hidden thumbed fists against their chests twice, then drew fingers across their mouths.  
 “Great, then this should be—” 
 Sarah slapped a hand over Yenin’s mouth.  
 “Any reason that the human caste would be on alert for an amphibious infiltration?” Vargan asked, putting the phone back in its cradle.  
 “No. Our reports never mentioned Tyr submarines. Never a technology that most nations ever explored,” Sarah said. “Where are we landing?” 
 “Beach galra-two. Blighted call it Bakalshi Cove.” Vargan touched a Tyr-made pistol on his chest, then patted a knife and a string of small grenades mounted on his belt. “We have an older name for it, but I cannot speak it after my order. Did you know the Azure Islands are the Hidden’s ancestral home? We were driven from there, just as we were driven from every other land until we washed ashore the Grand Mists. Those that walk here are blessed by the One True God.” 
 “I never knew that. Bakalshi Cove. That’s…a few long leagues from the Godly Plains. Why there?” she asked.  
 “It was the first place that called out for help when the human caste attacked.” Vargan brushed the side of his thumb on his faux-ketafik markings, then swiped his thumb on his lip and tested the spot with his tongue. “Nothing military there. Stands to reason that the Zike viewed it as prime real estate. We should find a shuttle there, yes?” 
 “I can’t fault your logic.” Sarah pointed to the phone and was about to ask another question when the submarine suddenly slewed to one side. Yenin stumbled into the arms of one of Illion’s men. Sarah braced herself by grabbing on to a spar on the ceiling.  
 Vargan grumbled and picked up the phone.  
 The Tyr holding Yenin propped her up on her feet and gave her a little push away. The sailor said something in a dialect Sarah’s earbud couldn’t translate. Illion whacked the back of his hand across the speaker’s face.  
 “Kingdom speech. Make that mistake again and I’ll cut your tongue out so there won’t be another time,” Illion said.  
 The offender touched fingertips to his mouth and then his brow, a Royal gesture of contrition.  
 “What did he say?” Yenin asked. She wiggled a finger in the ear with her bead.  
 “I didn’t catch it.” Sarah kept watch on Vargan. The commander was silent, his face serious as he listened to the phone.  
 “Are their guys…like ours? I mean, how much like our guys are they?” Yenin asked quietly.  
 One of the Tyr behind them adjusted his belt and spoke in Blooded.  
 Sarah rolled her eyes.  
 “What did he say?” Yenin asked. “I don’t think the ear bead has every dialect.” 
 “It’s not…aty mo. Hana shur moh ganna?” Sarah leaned to one side and spoke to the infiltrator. Tyr broke out laughing.  
 “He said…” Sarah shook her head then continued, “‘you ever fart so hard, your balls jiggle?’” 
 Tyr chuckled.  
 “They’re just like our boys,” Yenin said. “What’s with studly over there? He always look that serious?” 
 “I don’t know, just met him.” Sarah picked up a small backpack and gave it a pat. “Don’t leave your gear behind. I doubt we’ll see this sub again if things go well…or badly.”  
 Vargan hung up the phone again. The submarine slowed slightly and a chug sounded through the craft.  
 “There are obstructions on the beach,” Vargan said. “But the captain’s willing to make landfall.” The Tyr’s eyes went moist for a split second, then he blinked hard.  
 “What kind of ‘obstructions’?” Sarah asked. “We’re not doing any good if we can’t get inland.” 
 “Only the mission matters. I get you two human castes to your damnable machine and that is a success. The Queen did not specify that I have to survive this mission. How dare any of us falter?” A buzzer sounded from the phone and Vargan whacked a button with his fist. He readied the gauss rifle slung over his shoulder and slapped a combined bullet and battery pack into the magazine well. There was a buzz and a strong smell of ozone as the weapon came online.  
 “Have you fired that before?” Sarah asked.  
 “This is a new model. The last ones had a tendency to explode if fired too quickly…” Vargan frowned at his rifle. “Turley assured us these are better, but I haven’t tested it. We’re in a rush.” 
 “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.” Sarah frowned. “Not that it matters.” 
 “No, it doesn’t matter.” Vargan grabbed a handhold as a red light flashed on and off against the bulkhead.  
 “Load up.” Vargan stepped over the prow of the rubber boat and cradled his weapon in his arms, careful not to brush the metal against the skin of the boat.  
 “You, middle left. Her, other side,” a Tyr said to Sarah. Commandos took up positions in the boat as a clunk sounded at the front of the compartment. The submarine’s prow canted up slightly as salt water burbled from pipes under the deck plating.   
 Yenin poked at the rubber boat as seawater flowed around them.  
 “A week ago, I was in a friggin’ void-capable shuttle that could hit Luna to Ad Astra station on the other side of Earth without a hitch. Now I’m in a rowboat,” she said and shifted aside to let one of the Tyr pick up a row off the bottom of the raft.  
 “It’s time to be quiet,” Sarah hissed at Yenin as she leaned against the inflated gunwale like the rest of the Hidden commandos. Sarah touched the small-caliber pistol strapped to her hip. It was kingdom design; she didn’t want the details as to how the Hidden had gotten it.  
 The commandos were eerily silent as the water level rose. The smell of sea salt was cut with something odd, metallic and pungent.  
 “There an oil leak?” Yenin peered over the side and scrunched her nose as she looked over the gunwale.  
 Sarah noticed dark swirls as the inflatable boat rose off the deck and floated in the rising water. The lights snapped off and Sarah wished Daniel was with her. There was a metal groan as the prow of the submarine opened. Lines of breaking waves shone under moonlight.  
 Burning buildings dotted the coastline. Fires farther up the hills to the nearby mountain range were blurred by a wavering curtain of smoke.   
 “My God…I thought this place was supposed to be some sort of paradise,” Yenin said.  
 “It will be, for Zike and whoever’s hired the Corporation,” Sarah said. “The Tyr don’t matter to them. We’re just a problem to be eliminated.”  
 Hidden began paddling and the raft passed through the submarine. Sarah looked back. The Hidden ship was a steady shadow against the horizon.  
 “Human caste, where are your aircraft? Can they see us?” Vargan asked as he scanned the skies. The raft continued through the growing waves toward the beach as the Hidden rowed harder.   
 “If they’re looking, they already have us.” Sarah looked up. The surrounding red nebula peeked through gaps in the cloudy sky.   
 “We’re landing on the western side of the Azure Islands, right?” Yenin asked. “Air dominance will be on the other side, closer to the continents, as the indigs won’t be flying all the way around to this side. Tyr. Not indigs. Sorry.”  
 “Then the One True God has blessed our effort—” Vargan jerked back as his paddle struck something in the water. The commando frowned at the rest of his team as they pulled their paddles in. The boat rocked gently as nascent wave swells passed them.  
 “There are no rocks here…” one of the Hidden said.  
 “Forward. Get us to the beach,” Vargan said.  
 There was a bump against the front of the raft. Something pressed against the rubber bottom and Sarah felt it pass against her feet. A wave carried them higher on its swell and she got a fleeting glance at the beach. Dark shapes were sprawled out against the white sands.  
 “Souls unguarded,” a commando said, clutching his oar handle to his chest. Another kicked him and the Tyr went back to paddling as the waves crashed against the aft, spraying them with sea foam and salty water.  
 “Hold on.” Vargan put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder and pressed her against the gunwale. A wave slapped the boat up, nearly tipping it over, as Sarah clutched a twine rope tied onto the side. The boat settled briefly and she looked into the water.  
 A Tyr’s face turned over just beneath the surface. The Speaker caste’s mouth was slightly open, silent; his eyes glazed, dead.  
 “Oh!” Sarah covered her mouth. Another wave thrust the raft forward. There were more gentle impacts against the sides and keel. Emotion squeezed her chest as fear rose through her body. She shrank away from the side.  
 A wave crashed over the boat, soaking Sarah’s clothes. Something moist wedged itself against her elbow. She picked out a stuffed bronto doll, a tiny ribbon with fake jewels wrapped around its neck. A Royal caste birthday present. She flung the child’s toy back into the dark water.  
 “Guard your souls,” Vargan called over the crash of waves. “His eyes are on the worthy. The Queen—” He did a double take behind him. “Hold on!” 
 A massive wave picked up the raft and flipped it over. Sarah slammed into the water and flailed about as the wave washed over her, forcing her deeper into the surf. Water flooded her nose and mouth as she tried to swim.  
 Something bumped her arms. A hand scraped down her sleeve before vanishing back into the deep. She kicked something soft and finally got her head above the surface. She choked down salt water and took in a breath.  
 The clouds parted and moonlight spilled across the surf. Dead Tyr floated all around her. A face—half of one, the rest lost to a bullet strike—reared up out of the dark and the corpse pressed against her.  
 Sarah screamed and battered the horror away. A new wave lurched her forward into more floating bodies. Sarah swept her arms around her, trying to get some distance between her and all the dead.  
 The faces were everywhere. Speakers. Royals. Blooded. All bobbing in the surf. All accusing her with their dead eyes.  
 Sarah swam toward the beach, kicking and slamming her arms through the water harder as the next wave caught her. She bodysurfed toward the beach, bumping against more bodies until her feet felt sand.  
 She stumbled onto the beach and fell to her hands and knees, spitting out salt water, watching as drops fell from her face and hair into the saturated sand. Water ran back off her hands as they sank slightly.  
 “Don’t…don’t look at it,” she said. “You can’t do anything for them now.” 
 She crawled forward. The beach was silent, but for the crash of waves that sent water to push and pull at her legs, enticing her back into the same oblivion that had claimed so many Tyr. One hand hit something solid in the plastic-y sand.  
 The half-buried body of a Speaker in full ceremonial robes was before her. The priest bore heavy rings on his fingers. One arm was bent at the elbow, the fingers splayed out in rigor mortis. Tiny crabs skittered over the corpse and escaped into the sand.  
 Sarah pushed herself up. Her feet sank into the beach and she struggled forward. Corpses littered the coastline, a sparse line of bodies marking the reach of the last high tide.  She looked up and down the beach, seeing nothing but the dead.  
 A pinprick of red light flashed near a tall boulder farther inland.  
 Sarah kept her eyes glued to the spot and made for it. She stepped over bodies, but her foot caught on the hem of a Royal’s silk dress. She began sobbing as she moved carefully around a mound of bodies and broke into a run as the sand gave way to pebbles and firmer terrain.  
 Vargan stepped out into the open and motioned her toward the boulder. The rest of the team and Yenin were there. Yenin sat with her knees pulled into her chest, rocking slowly.  
 “What happened here?” Vargan asked. He pressed a metal canteen into Sarah’s hands and she rinsed her mouth with fresh water.  
 “Standard sweep and clear.” She leaned her back against the rock. “Marauders, Myrmidons…sometimes just aircraft will flush out a populated area and herd them toward a kill zone. Every town’s on fire, but the road to the sea’s open…no danger. Civilians gather in a pocket, leaving the ill and wounded behind…then the massacre begins.” 
 “That’s how we clear naima infestations back home,” a Hidden said. “We’re little more than animals to your caste, aren’t we?” 
 “We…they do what works. Efficiency and alacrity.” Sarah nudged Yenin with her foot.  
 “Do they come back?” Vargan asked. “How long until they return to make sure everyone is dead?” 
 “They won’t. Rather, they shouldn’t.” Sarah shrugged. “Corpo policy is to scan for any life signs before they move on. There’s a pay bonus for complete annihilation.” 
 “Then they won’t be worried about a threat from here. These blighted won’t have lost their lives for nothing.” Vargan stood and drew a map sealed in plastic from a pocket inside his jacket. “Show her how to wear the veil correctly.” 
 Sarah went to one knee next to Yenin. She put her hand on the other human’s shoulder and gave her a gentle shake. Yenin looked up at her, revealing the path of tears down her face.  
 “Why…why do we do this?” Yenin asked.  
 Sarah unzipped a small pack over Yenin’s arm and took out a shrink-wrapped package. She hooked a thumbnail through the thin plastic and shook out a gossamer veil.  
 “Bahadur-Getty is here for profit. All those lives…all the Tyr, are expendable for the sake of a bottom line presented to executives light-years away, who will never see or experience the suffering they’ve ordered. We’re here. We see it. We’re going to fight back and save the Tyr. We can’t do it while we’re feeling sorry for ourselves.” Sarah laid a brass ring onto Yenin’s head, then fastened the veil with tiny clasps hanging from the ring.  
 “Am I getting married?” Yenin tried to smile.  
 “You’re a Speaker supplicant. The veil represents how waking life blinds Tyr to the gods’ will. The supplicants go on pilgrimages from temple to temple across the Azure Isles. After the final lessons, the veil is lifted and the Speaker is a full member of the caste. The good news is that supplicants aren’t allowed to speak outside the temples and any attempt to look beneath the veil is a major faux pas.” She looked over at Vargan where he was speaking quietly with other Hidden. “Makes me wonder where that tradition came from.” 
 “So I don’t lift the veil and don’t speak…I can handle that.” Yenin lifted her face. “I can’t see a thing in this getup.” 
 “Supplicants always travel with guides, just like the Aeo-Schamune tales,” Sarah said, nodding quickly.  
 “The what whats?” Yenin’s face canted to one side.  
 “Sort of like Journey to the West, but with fewer monkey gods and a lot more accidental cannibalism.” Sarah helped her to her feet.  
 “Journey to where?” 
 Sarah sighed.  
 “Mouth shut and just follow one of the knuckle draggers until we find a shuttle, I got it,” Yenin said.  
 “Sarah,” Vargan said, showing her the map lit with a small red LED. “The Temple of the Crystal Dawn is fifty long strides from here. We need to get moving before dawn.” 
 “Night or day doesn’t matter to the corpos. Their technology makes it too easy to—”  
 “I’m more worried about running across blighted. Large groups are targets, yes?” Vargan asked.  
 “Yes, any concentration over ten or so will attract the wrong sort of attention,” she said.  
 “Then we travel off the main roads until we find a human caste landing zone and then we figure out how to acquire a shuttle,” Vargan said. He shrugged a kingdom carbine off his shoulder and into his hands.  
 “Then let’s get moving…where’s your new fancy shooter?” she asked.  
 “In the pack with the rest of the human caste devices Turley prepared for me. Blighted see different tech and…” 
 “And they’ll assume you’re not from the kingdom. Makes sense.” Sarah adjusted her wet clothes to cover her pistol. “What are we waiting for?” 
 “You two. Follow me.” Vargan tilted his head toward rolling hills in the distance, their slopes lit by burning homes and smoldering vehicles.  
 “Is this going to work?” Yenin whispered to Sarah as they stayed a few steps behind Vargan. The other half of the team went off into the countryside.  
 “We’ve got a chance…but not a good one,” Sarah said under her breath.  
 “All things considered, this is better than being locked in one of the blank Tyr’s towers. At least I’m doing something constructive.” Yenin adjusted her veil.  
 “Good attitude. I hope it keeps up.” Sarah scrunched her nose as wind blew in from farther inland.  
 It smelled of death.   






Chapter 25

   
 Daniel tapped a gauge. The needle wagged back and forth without any semblance of reason as the stolen bomber flew lower than the peaks of a nearby mountain range and dawn broke over the horizon.  
 Fastal sat in the co-pilot’s seat, one ear covered by a headset, the other open to Daniel.  
 “Should be there in another hour,” Daniel said.  
 Fastal’s face hardened. “I…I despise this, Clay,” the general said. “Did your people ever use such cursed weapons on each other?” 
 “Nukes? We ended one war by annihilating two cities with them. Then there were decades of mutually assured destruction that kept us from poisoning our planet and killing billions. A worldwide conflict ended when a single warhead detonated over a continent and the electromagnetic pulse wiped out technology. The famine and chaos afterwards killed more than if it had detonated in a city. It was a shame. Africa had finally got its feet under it and was becoming a major player in…we didn’t use them carelessly.” 
 “I saw the Scouring,” Fastal said. “I watched the mushroom clouds rise from city after city. The Speakers claimed it was the gods’ will, but the Speakers didn’t lead a rescue operation to the Slavers’ ports.” 
 “You did,” Daniel said.  
 “It was stupid.” Fastal stroked his chin. “I’ll likely die of cancer in a few years from the radiation, but I didn’t know that at the time. Didn’t know I’d doomed the Blooded I ordered to follow me to Oliron City. Have you ever walked in a city after the nuclear fire has washed over it?” 
 “I’ve not, no. Corporate doesn’t want the incurred cost of radiation abatement,” Daniel said.  
 “My whole life had been training to fight the Slavers, or shedding Slaver blood. I was good at killing them, Clay. Damn good. They called me ‘the Wrath,’” Fastal said, a corner of his mouth pulling into a brief half smile. “Even though I’d picked through the aftermath of too many Slaver raids, walked the halls of field hospitals to see my disfigured men…all those dying boys who still looked at me like I was a hero even though I sent them into battle. I knew how evil the Slavers were, but I still fought against the King’s decision. Using a greater evil to win would be no victory at all,” Fastal looked out the window for a moment to the rising sun. 
 “Why were you against it?” Daniel asked.  
 “Every time I see that…it reminds me of the first explosion. Why? Because I let some of the Slavers live after the Battle of Vinta Gap. I let Slaver civilians leave the city before I ordered a final conventional artillery bombardment to flatten the place and the Slaver corps inside it. 
 “We had to screen the civilians, make sure military-aged males weren’t slipping out. I saw thousands and thousands of Slaver women and children and their elderly. A column of refugees that didn’t end for hours. I saw all their misery, heard the children crying…there was one little boy—he couldn’t have been older than seven or eight—and he had a baby strapped to his back.” Fastal looked into the distance and wiped an eye quickly.  
 “I stopped seeing the Slavers as the enemy that day. They were just like us. All the pain and suffering the Blooded go through, all the other castes go through it too. We’re all the same. But the Slavers were ruled by stubborn, greedy monsters. Bound to a tradition that would always have them at war with the rest of the Tyr. I offered…I offered to be a prisoner to the Slavers, as a guarantee to a peace treaty to end the war, but there was never going to be peace.” 
 Fastal sighed.  
 “King Iptari, gods receive him and keep him, was wise enough to know that and he ordered the Scouring over my objections. He did not see the aftermath. I did. My lander pulled right up to the dock and…they were burned, Clay. The flash seared their ketafik. It was like a shadow of pain across their bodies that faced the moment of the explosion. The smell—the entire city smelled of burnt meat. 
 “I took…I took as many as I could load onto my lander and brought them to my field hospital. Most of them died that night. Organ failure from radiation poisoning. The rest died the next few days from infection and shock. My Blooded that never saw the aftermath were proud that we’d ended the Slaver threat forever. Those who were with me…they were more humble in victory.  
 “I asked the Speakers if what we’d done was truly the gods’ will. If we hadn’t damned ourselves for causing so much suffering. They were all quite certain that we’d done the right thing, even though they preach that we are always punished for our misdeeds. Now the human caste is here and I’m ferrying cursed weapons into the kingdom.” 
 “As a…” Daniel looked over a shoulder, “member of the human caste, nothing you did brought us here. It was simply a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. We needed a habitable planet and the Tyr just so happen to be on it. There’s no guilt to be had. Heck, if this all works out in the end, then—”  
 A pair of fighter jets roared overhead. Daniel fought to control the bomber as the air roiled from their passing.  
 “Those ours or theirs?” Daniel asked.  
 “Holon! Any radio contact with—” Fastal’s question was cut off as Daniel banked hard. The tail guns rattled out shots as Daniel fought with the controls.  
 A missile streaked under the bomber and exploded ahead of them. Daniel climbed, smoke from the blast washing over the cockpit. A buzzer sounded and warning lights flashed. Daniel looked to port and cursed.  
 “Number two engine’s on fire.” Daniel felt control panels overhead as the bomber began to judder wildly. “Shit. Find the fire-extinguisher switch! I’m losing power to—” 
 Another missile exploded just below the tail. The bomber nosed down, trailing smoke and flame.  
 “Daniel!” Fastal tightened his seat belts.  
 “I’m trying!” He finally found the fire-extinguisher controls and slapped them all forward. He throttled back and leveled the stricken plane. Treetops grew closer and closer as the bomber lost altitude.  
 “Brace for impact!” Daniel pressed himself back against his seat as branches snapped and cracked against the wings and fuselage.  
 The bomber careened off a rocky outcropping and jinked sideways. Cockpit glass shattered and the back of Daniel’s head slammed into his seat, knocking him out cold.  
   
 **** 
   
 Zike stood in the forward view bay of the Leopold. The wormhole to the Paradise system and the Bahadur-Getty space station there circled several hundred meters ahead. The ghost of the other system was superimposed over the view out into the surrounding nebula, the doorway across light-years.  
 A data shunt chimed in Zike’s ear implants and he willed the feed in front of him.  
 Korth appeared in a balcony, resplendent in his marshal’s regalia. Tidbits of information from the data files on the planet noted that he wore several Slaver nation awards and medals not part of the Worthy People’s military. Korth raised a gloved fist, beating it against a railing for dramatic effect as he spoke. 

“This vile assassination by agents of the oppressor’s kingdom will not stand. The lives of the other Most Equal will be avenged, and our constant and ever-improving journey to the perfection laid out to us by Nashtan Plen will not be derailed. I do not wish for all this authority. I shall raise up new Most Equal to return to the consensus that has guided us for centuries. We shall grow stronger from this crisis through the purity of our intentions and our cooperation with the human caste. 


“My duty as the Most Equal demands war against our oppressors. This morning, I have ordered our military to mobilize for immediate action to defend our lives and our values. We will not rest—no, we must never tire!—until the kingdom surrenders unconditionally to our valiant military.


“May we all be judged equal to the task before us,” Korth said and the data feed cut out.  
 “Acceptable,” Zike said. With the Worthy military involved, any more egregious acts against Tyr populace could be blamed on the Tyr settling old scores against each other until the final actions to eliminate the entire population were prepared.  
 “Sir? Data link to Paradise station established. I’m afraid…no Bahadur-Getty senior executives have taken your call. Though you have been authorized to leave a message,” a bridge officer said through his ear bead.  
 Zike’s upper lip tugged into a brief sneer.  
 “Send the prepared update briefing,” he said. “Then record this message for transmission: Project lead Zike, BG hash alpha alpha tau nine. Asset request. I need the Xeno-Anthrobiology team scheduled to replace the Clays reassigned to the Tyr project immediately. Our cultural subject-matter experts have proven unreliable. On-the-ground assets within indigenous communities will have a positive return on investment. I will incur any costs should post-mission audit determine otherwise. Further—” 
 Zike’s vision swam as a data synch was sent from the other side of the wormhole. The synch proved especially painful as the quantum interference injected scrap code into the connection.  
 The Dauphin’s face appeared in the wormhole, her eyes sunken and hard, her skin pulled painfully tight across her skull.  
 “Zike…is my planet ready yet?” she asked.  
 “Ah, amazing progress.” Zike coughed as the connection frazzled the outer edges of his nervous system. “While our contracted delivery date is still some weeks away, your city on the hill is under construction and it looks fantastic. I can’t wait to give you a tour across the Gods’ Gift Mountain. It’s an enormous exposed geode and the—” 
 “My faithful are growing restless during our slow passage,” she said. “Some of us require…exercise. How many indigs are left?” 
 “Oh, plenty! At Bahadur-Getty, we have a customer-first philosophy. What do you have in mind?” Zike smiled. 






Chapter 26

   
 “Clay…Clay, wake up.” 
 There was pain and little else. Daniel’s eyes fluttered open and Sarah was there. Sunlight glowed through her hair and she gave him a smile that melted his heart. She leaned toward him and shadows enveloped her face. As she drew closer, Fastal’s countenance took her place.  
 “How…how bad?” Daniel coughed and regretted the shot of pain through his lungs.  
 “I’m alive. You’re alive. If we’re alive, then that means we can still fight.” Fastal slid an arm under Daniel’s back and lifted him up.  
 Tiny fires burned in high branches. The bomber lay on its side, its fuselage open like a predator had ripped into it, the wings in pieces around them. Three Pioneers built a pile of equipment stripped from the dead.  
 One of the nuclear bombs was still inside the bomber, the stabilizer fins twisted and mangled into the wreckage.  
 “Where’s the other one?” Daniel asked.  
 “Here.” Fastal got Daniel to his feet and the two stumbled toward a creek. The water dropped into a shallow pond, where the other warhead lay.  
 Engines rumbled overhead. Daniel looked up and caught a glimpse of a low-flying fighter.  
 “That one of ours?” he asked.  
 “No.” Fastal shook his head. “Nothing’s changed, Daniel. We need to get this damned thing into the far darkness and complete our mission.”  
 “No time for pain, eh? Alright, let’s figure out what we’re dealing with.” Daniel and Fastal made their way down to the pool. Daniel sloshed toward the bomb and paused. He shifted one foot in the shin-deep water, then the other.  
 “What’s wrong?” Fastal asked.  
 Daniel touched the bomb, sweeping his fingers over it.  
 “This feel warm to you? The water?” Daniel asked.  
 “A bit, yes. Why?” 
 Daniel took a step back.  
 “The bomb…it’s leaking radiation.” 
   
 **** 
   
 Tyr Pioneers scrambled away from the nuclear weapon until they were out of the water. The crashed bomber’s fuselage pinged and ticked as the fires died down. Daniel stayed next to the bomb, one hand on a crack in the casing.  
 “Clay! Get away before it poisons you!” Fastal called out.  
 “Nuclear radiation’s a funny thing, Fastal.” Daniel licked his lips and ran his tongue against his guns. “Anyone taste metal?”  
 Fastal looked over both shoulders to the surviving Pioneers.  
 Sazon raised a hand. “I do, but my mouth is bleeding like crazy from cracked teeth,” the Shadow said. “Does that count?” 
 “No, that doesn’t…” Daniel rubbed his face. “What’s important is that we have the refined fissile material in the bomb. I can repair the detonation train with equipment I have on my shu—at the Shadows’ base. Which is not here.”  
 Daniel watched the Pioneers, checking to see if any caught his slipup. Only Fastal and Sazon knew he was human beneath his faux-ketafik. He did not need another complication.  
 “Clay, the poison from that bomb is going to kill you.” Fastal raised a hand. “Get away from it before you’re doomed. I saw what it did to the Slavers and—” 
 “You ever put vikkle flakes on your morning eggs? What happens if you eat the whole jar in one day?” Daniel shook his head.  
 “Anything more than two tablespoons of vikkle will result in extreme gastrointestinal distress,” Sazon said. “Excess consumption can result in defecation of the colon lining leading to—” 
 Fastal slapped a hand over her mouth.  
 “Radiation’s like vikkles. Little bit’s normal. We get radiation from the sun, smoking ambary cigarettes.” Daniel pointed at Fastal, who was in the process of lighting one up. The general took the cigarette out of his mouth and regarded it, then put it back between his lips and lit it with a match. “Too much smoking for too long? Cancer. Same with radiation. It’s a slow poison. Depends on how much you get and how fast.” 
 “What’s your point, Clay?” Fastal asked.  
 “This is how we win!” Daniel beat a fist against the bomb. “This weapon can drive off Zike and the rest of the humans. You all didn’t blink when we had to infiltrate the air base and fight our way out of there. We need to get this out of here and somewhere we can link it up with the Blooded and the Shadows.” 
 “How long until it kills us?” Fastal asked.  
 “I can’t tell,” Daniel said. “But I’ll be with you the whole way.” 
 “You all are Pioneers.” Fastal took a long drag on his cigarette. “You still have to do pilot evacs in your selection program?” 
 “Oh no…” one of the Pioneers said. “I thought all that was over.” 
 “What’s happening?” Sazon asked.  
 “Litter,” Fastal said. “See if we can’t salvage beams from the bomber. These bichar trees don’t look strong enough to be the poles.” 
 The Pioneers went to the wreckage.  
 “Sandman drills,” Fastal said. “Cadre load up full sandbags on a litter and the candidates have to move it through rough terrain. The bags weigh a hell of a lot more than any pilot, even the fat Royals that can barely fit in a fighter seat. I showed up at the training crucible one day to get a taste of what Pioneers went through.” He leaned back and stretched. “Bad idea. I was too old and shit still hurts from that day.” 
 “This sounds miserable,” Sazon said. “Padding for the handles? Perhaps something to reinforce the litter as that bomb is particularly heavy. Let me help scavenge through the wreckage…” 
 Daniel sloshed deeper into the pond and looked up at the sky. Fastal joined him. Overhead, long curves of contrails bent through the sky. The distant rumbling of jet engines mixed with the insects and swaying branches of the forest.  
 “Hell of a fight up there,” Fastal said. “Our air force met theirs. There’s going to be a war or else Crown Prince Riktan had better bring in some heavy hitters to negotiate. Anything ever go according to plan when you were in the human caste military?” 
 “Never,” Daniel said. “Fastal…I wasn’t kidding when I said I didn’t know how much radiation this thing’s giving off. We could still all die in agony once this day is done.” 
 “We’re dead anyway if we don’t close that sky tunnel, right?” Fastal asked.  
 “That’s right.” Daniel watched as a missile exploded in the distance into a tiny puff of smoke and flame. A fighter arced down, trailing debris on its way to its final landing. “The heretics are going to be looking for us.” 
 “Then we best be moving,” Fastal said. “We head north through the valley. We’ll hit the Grand Highway eventually.” 
 “And what about the Pioneers?” Daniel asked.  
 “They’re like me. They’d rather die trying.” Fastal gave Daniel a pat on the shoulder.  
   
 **** 
   
 A half hour later, Daniel rolled the nuke onto a makeshift litter. Pioneers hefted it up from metal spars salvaged from the bomber. Daniel ducked under the front bars and took the weight on both his shoulders.  
 Grunting under the pressure, Daniel gave Fastal a nod.  
 “For the King,” Fastal said and waved them forward. “Follow me.” 
   
 THE END 
   

The series concludes with The Tyr: Defiance, coming 2023!
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