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      Up until a few days ago, Elyot had spent his entire life within the city walls of the capital of the planet Adghal. He had climbed to the tops of those walls from time to time to look down at the jungles and grasslands that spread around the mountain the city was perched on. Not with any longing to leave his home, just out of a desire to look around.

      But since the moment he had met Alextra and Keani in Mama Scotti's restaurant, it felt like he had been everywhere. Down into the jungles, up into space to the far side of the moon, then down again to the heart of the desert that lurked just beyond the horizon from the city. He had seen hidden rebel spaceports, killer trees, and the most magical of gardens.

      So it felt a little strange, after all those wide-ranging journeys, to be back home.

      Well, sort of. Elyot had grown up close to the walls on the western side of the city. Pretty much the poorest part of town. He knew that cluster of blocks intimately, every rooftop and every sewer grate.

      But now he was in the richer neighborhoods. Koltn Ward's mini-tank roared through the wide, smoothly paved streets. From where he sat with Keani on the top of the tank, Elyot could see over the residential walls around him, into lovingly maintained gardens where brightly dressed children played with pets or toys. He saw people tending to vegetable patches or flowering shrubs. He saw houses that seemed to be built entirely out of glass, opaque in places to keep his prying eyes out.

      He had never imagined people so close to him were living such very different lives.

      And when he had lain on the rooftop that was his sleeping place, he had gazed up at the Commonwealth ships that never left the sky over the city. He had never more than noticed the tower that thrust up like a spear towards those ships. But that was where they were heading now, the tank following roads that spiraled ever higher up the slope of the mountain.

      "Who lives in that tower?" Keani wondered as the tank rolled up to a gate in the inner city wall, the wall that divided the government buildings from the rest of the city. Enforcers quickly waved them through, Koltn Ward never even bothering to come to a complete stop.

      "I don't know. To be honest, I never really thought about it. It was always just there," Elyot said. "I spent a lot more time thinking about those ships."

      "Yeah, they're hard to ignore," Keani agreed. "I saw them from my prison camp, but they are so much bigger here. It feels like I could reach out and touch them."

      "It's oppressive," Elyot said.

      The tank engine quieted for a moment and they coasted along the road as if Koltn Ward was debating stopping where they were, or turning in through the open gates of the governor's mansion. But Alextra must have argued against it, and soon enough the tank was accelerating again, following the curve of the road uphill, circling around to the back of the palace and the highest eminence of the natural mountain.

      And atop that eminence was the tower. It looked like some strange outgrowth of the mountain's rock, like it had just become smoother and more regular over time. Elyot's eyes followed the windowless stone walls all the way up.

      It was like that tower was trying to spear the ship directly overhead. It had to be an illusion. There was no way that tower was that tall, or the ship that close. But it made his stomach queasy all the same.

      The tank came to a halt where the road ended. Then the top hatch swung open and Alextra came out, followed by Koltn Ward.

      "We walk from here," Alextra said.

      At first, Elyot didn't see how that was even possible. But there was a path that started where the road ended. Not a formal, groomed path, just a rut formed by many feet over many years. Alextra led the way along that path towards the stone prominence, then up a very steep metal staircase that had lurked hidden between two outcroppings of rock.

      Elyot didn't like how steep that staircase was, or the way it had clearly come loose from its moorings in the rock in several places. It moved underfoot as they climbed it. It even shifted a little in the wind. And already the tank parked at the end of the road looked tiny. It was a long way down.

      The staircase ended far short of the door in the side of the tower, and they had to scrabble up a steep slope that was covered in loose gravel that slid and rolled under their feet.

      "How can anyone live up here? Every time you would need to shop for food, you would risk death trying to get your shopping back up here," Elyot said.

      "She doesn't come this way," Alextra told him. She was the first one to reach the door. It was a heavy thing of dark metal that came to a pointed dome on the top. There was a little barred window at eye level, but a shutter of the same dark metal was shut on the other side so they couldn't see in.

      Alextra knocked, but the sound of her tiny fist on all that metal was laughably unnoticeable. She pounded with the side of her fist, which was only a little louder.

      Koltn Ward sighed dramatically, then unslung the laser rifle from his back. He struck the door with the butt of the gun, making the door vibrate like an unmusical sort of bell.

      "That should do it," he said, shoving the rifle back into place.

      For a long time, nothing happened. The wind blew around them, spinning Alextra's hair like a banner and sending more bits of gravel skittering down the slope, but that was all.

      Elyot was just about to suggest they try something else when they all heard the sound of footsteps approaching the far side of the door. The sound was muffled, but Elyot was sure he wasn't imagining it.

      Then the door opened with a shriek of rusted, long-unused hinges. Whoever opened it had trapped themselves between the door and the wall, so they were all just staring at a tiny bit of space at the bottom of a long metal staircase that looked no more sturdily anchored than the last staircase they had climbed.

      Then a woman appeared from around the door. At first Elyot thought she was a twin to Alextra. But then his eye started picking out subtle differences.

      This woman was a bit older, although he couldn't quite decide how much older. It changed from moment to moment, how old she looked.

      She was also just a little less… perfect. Her silver-blonde hair had just a little less luster to it than Alextra's. Her blue eyes were a slightly more ordinary shade of that color. Her features were just a little less immaculately arranged.

      She blinked out at all of them, like after climbing down that long staircase she was still surprised to see anyone standing at her door. But she didn't say a word.

      "Do you know who I am?" Alextra asked her.

      The woman seemed to notice her for the first time, which was odd since Alextra was the one standing directly in front of her. The woman blinked again, slowly, but then nodded.

      "I didn't expect you to come see me," the woman said. "But we have all been told to watch for you. Won't you come in?"

      She stepped back from the doorway. There wasn't quite enough room for all of them at the bottom of the stairs, particularly not once that woman motioned for them to clear the way so she could close the door. Elyot and Keani climbed up the first few steps of the staircase to make room for the others.

      Elyot looked up. The same metal staircase zig-zagged back and forth up the narrow shaft, up as far as he could see.

      It was going to be another long climb.

      "I'm not going to try to escape, but I would like to ask a favor of you before you send me home," Alextra said.

      "A favor?" the woman repeated. "What favor could you require from the chief art advisor to the planetary governor of Adghal?"

      "I need to use your ansible," Alextra said.

      The woman blinked, this time in something like surprise. But then she just nodded again and brushed past Alextra and Koltn Ward to step onto the staircase. It was a tighter squeeze for her to pass Elyot and Keani, but they flattened themselves against the cold, slightly damp stone wall to let her by.

      Then they were all climbing up that staircase, step after step. Elyot lost count somewhere after four hundred.

      The stairs ended in another tiny room with an identical door of heavy, dark metal, almost too large to be opened into that space. When she swung it open, the sunlight beyond was almost blinding. Elyot had to stumble out into the open air then wait for his eyes to adjust before he could look around.

      The minute he could see, he was instantly grateful he had only taken two or three steps while sun blind. If he had gone much further, he might have walked right off the edge.

      They were standing on the very top of that tower, and it was all one open space with no walls, no railing, nothing between the five of them and a very long drop. The top of the staircase they had emerged from jutted out of the floor like a square work shed.

      And at the very center of that circle of tower top was a cottage. It was circular, made of some sort of honey-colored wood, with round windows of frosted glass and a domed roof that came to an onion-like peak.

      Whatever he thought he might find at the top of that tower, that hadn't been it.

      And it looked really incongruous against its backdrop of Commonwealth ships with their bristles of armaments and rows of winking lights.

      "You live up here?" Elyot asked.

      "Yes. I like the solitude," she said with a sad sort of smile. Then she led them across the weather-worn stone of the tower to the cottage door.

      The interior was all one room, with a galley-type kitchen tucked into one area and a bed and storage chest in another. But most of the interior was filled with art, both finished works and things in progress. There was a slanted desk covered with stacks of papers, drawings in various stages of completion. A half-painted canvas waited on an easel near one of the windows. There was even a block of marble with only a few roughed-out marks on it, although the twisty, surreal sculptures around it gave a hint at what it would someday look like.

      "You realize I'm not capable of hiding you," the woman said to Alextra. "The imperial scientists put certain psychological triggers in me that I can't work around. I have to turn you in."

      "I know," Alextra said. "I just need to use your ansible. If you need to call out on it first, I understand. But you should know that this man here is Commonwealth Enforcer Captain Koltn Ward, and I am already in his custody."

      "Oh, is that the situation?" Koltn Ward said sarcastically.

      "If you are already in custody, then nothing further is required of me. You may use my ansible," she said.

      "Thank you," Alextra said. Then had to add, "where is it?"

      The woman looked around the cluttered cottage, then clicked her tongue as she looked around again.

      "What does it look like?" Elyot asked, hoping that the answer wasn't something indistinguishable from all
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