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​Prologue: The End of the Nesak War
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​164 Post Americ Treaty

Ships cluttered space surrounding the barren moon-base of Cold Rock in Red Reach. Enough ships to tear reality.

Battlewheels hummed in place, drives engaging just enough for skim-telemetry to reveal the firefly tracts of rel-ships on their nervecloth displays. All around them, in ever-changing arcs, buzzed hoards of small, spherical rel-fighters manned by highborn pilots — the living weapons of the medium. Emotions soaked the medium in which they traveled: grief and anger, and a pale hope held out against the horror of a final, soul-numbing battle, if their leaders down on Cold Rock could not find a way to end the war that was destroying them all.

Vrellish clans had met on Cold Rock for a thousand years, coming from all across Red Reach to settle their differences by the sword, because swords were safer than space wars and habitat was far more precious than any cause that might inspire battle. This was the great truth of Okal Rel. But Sword Law required shared courts of honor. And the Vrellish shared no liege with their enemies.

Di Mon, of the Green Vrellish, did not know what the defeated Nesaks planned. Maybe a duel to save face, or a bargain to negotiate a safe withdrawal. Perhaps even some treachery with hidden weapons, meant to kill the Vrellish leaders.

He had talked his side into this meeting on the Cold Rock challenge floor in the hope that the Nesak survivors were as sick of grief and mad destruction as he was.

The Nesaks had sent three representatives to negotiate. Behind them were witnesses drawn from their battlewheels, all of them wearing their swords with pride, as if they had never participated in space-side massacres.

The inhabitants of Cold Rock filled the rest of the seats around the challenge floor, seated on thick rugs with children on their shoulders or in their laps. Both sexes managed the children and both dressed the same, right down to the swords worn at their sides.

Di Mon had been chosen to speak for the Vrellish cause. Beside him, young Vackal Vrel fingered his sword. Hangst Nersal of the Black Vrellish stood large and menacing, backed up in space by the best standing fleet in all Sevildom.

The warrior, priest and princess facing them were members of the Nesak ruling family — or so Di Mon had been told. He understood very little of Nesak political structure.

The princess had wide, green eyes, set in an oval face framed by long, dark hair. She wore a floor-length gown beneath a bulky cloak of plain velvet. Neither she nor the priest wore a sword. That meant only one of the Nesaks was equipped to parley, under Sword Law.

“I am Prince Kene,” said the Nesak warrior, as he drew his sword. “I speak for my people. Who speaks for the Vrellish?”

“I do.” Di Mon cleared his own sword with equally formal intentions. “I am Di Mon, liege of Monitum.”

Kene frowned at Monitum’s sextant crest embroidered on the breast of Di Mon’s silk shirt. “I would rather not negotiate with the Monatese,” he declared. “Hangst Nersal is our kinsman, descended from Prince Nersal Nesak. Let him speak for the Vrellish.”

Hangst’s jaw muscles clenched. Di Mon considered graciously conceding, but he was not feeling diplomatic at all. His heart hurt for the pilots he had lost. His blood boiled as hotly as Vackal’s, with a lust for vengeance that he had to fight to control. Hot sweat trickled between his shoulder blades, heated by his skin despite the cool air in the cavernous chamber. They were all over-flown. Vackal was agitated, Hangst was grim, and Di Mon was feverish with anger at the waste and stupidity of it all.

The silence grew so brittle that it had to break, soon, or draw blood.

Then Hangst Nersal stepped forward. “Well met, in honor, Prince Kene,” he told the Nesak prince. “Ack rel.”

Ack rel. People said it in grief and in parting. They said it in triumph, to mitigate the sting of an enemy’s defeat. Most of all, they said it to remind themselves that the duty of all living souls was to preserve the potential for life in the universe for the sake of the Waiting Dead.

Ack rel, Di Mon repeated silently to himself, and felt the great pressure of his own hatred relax in his chest. Never had he wanted more desperately to believe the dead could live again, or felt more bitterly the isolation of his doubting nature.

The phrase worked its magic on the Nesaks, as well.

“Ack rel,” said Kene. Turning to the robed man beside him, he said, “This is Zer Sarn, a priest, representing Zer-sis Ackal and his council.”

Di Mon knew Hangst had Nesak ancestors, but he had never felt the truth of it until then. Hangst and Kene were both big, wide-shouldered men, while he and Vackal were lean, with sharper features. He felt momentarily insecure, and immediately regretted it.

I do not doubt you, brerelo, Di Mon silently promised his comrade and mentor, drawing strength from the word brerelo itself, which meant someone you trusted to stand with you in a common cause.

“Both sides have lost too many lives,” said Kene. “Survivors need time to grow strong again. How will we settle our differences with honor, to conclude this war?”

“This is my reach!” Vackal cried, pushing forward. “I’ll fight the duel!”

“Not a duel,” the priest spoke up, in a booming voice of command. He waved the Nesak princess forward. “Marriage.”

The Vrellish in the audience hissed and shouted. Di Mon clapped a hand on Vackal’s wrist to stop him charging.

“Vrellish do not marry!” Vackal roared, struggling to break free of Di Mon. “I do not even pleasure female cattle like that one!” He spat in the princess’s direction.

For an instant, Prince Kene was too astonished to attack Vackal, and in that instant his sister laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.

“It is Hangst Nersal,” she said, looking at him swiftly and immediately dropping her wide, green eyes to the floor, looking flushed. “To whom I am betrothed.”

“Hangst then!” Vackal spat. “It makes no difference.”

Hangst Nersal stared, stony-faced, at the Nesak princess as she made herself look up again and meet his eyes. She wore a modest dress of light blue beneath her velvet cloak. Her long black hair was bound in ribbons that became her green eyes. She was not entirely grown up, but promised to be full-figured. Not at all like a hard-muscled Vrellish woman.

“You are my destiny,” the green-eyed princess told Hangst Nersal, with the certainty of a religious zealot. “And I am yours.”

“Really,” Hangst said coldly. “How so?”

The priest answered. “It is her duty to restore the lost souls of the San line to us, through you. When we began this war, we believed that your ancestor, Nersal Nesak, had been reborn among our warriors. But the new zer-sis, Ackal, has seen that his soul is still bound to the Nersallian line. We cannot prevail in our goal of uniting all eternals while a great soul stands against us, blinded by the influence of childhood.”

Their new zer-sis is clever, Di Mon decided, his hand still clamped on young Vackal’s arm. How better to explain the failure of a priest-inspired war, than by discovering a spiritual miscalculation in one’s predecessor requiring a generation to put right. Which is exactly how long they think they need, in order to prove, once again, that Nesak wives can breed warriors faster than our women.

Vrellish of both genders were warriors and Vrellish women bred with difficulty. Di Mon was afraid the Nesaks were right about the breeding differential, and resented it.

“Fool priests!” Vackal cried. He snapped free of Di Mon’s restraining grip and sheathed his sword in a contemptuous gesture. “Give Hangst your plump princess! Vrellish women are generous! I am sure his mekan’stan will share him, provided you throw in her brother to give us a fair crack at soul-stealing in the opposite direction!”

Vackal’s speech whipped up cheers among his followers, accompanied by more than a few obscene gestures.

The Nesak princess averted her bright green eyes while Prince Kene moved to shield his sister from Vrellish mockery. Nesaks thrust fists into the air, shouting insults about Vrellish sexual habits.

Seconds short of mayhem, and to Di Mon’s complete astonishment, the priest broke into song.

Zer Sarn had a powerful set of lungs. The words sounded as if they might have once been English: a dead tongue that Di Mon ‘s years of scholarship had required him to master. The song calmed the agitated Nesaks and astonished the Vrellish observers.

As the audience settled down, Di Mon turned to Hangst.

“Will you do it?” he asked. “To buy peace, without blood, will you marry?”

Hangst took his time to think through the ramifications. “They will expect a true marriage,” he said finally. “I will be unable to sire for vassals or to keep up mekan’stan relationships and that will offend the kinf’stan.”

Di Mon wet his thin lips, wondering how he could feel disappointed when moments before he had felt murderous. Mood swings were a symptom of rel-fatigue, he decided. He wanted to see the green world of Monitum again; to ride his favorite horse at his home estate of StableHome. He wanted to spend time in Green Hearth, deep within the barren world of Gelion where the Demish ruled the Ava’s court. He would even be glad to sit through some interminable Demish recitation of everyone’s ancestry, if only he could do it without dreading the next update of losses in a war that was consuming lives he held dear and threatening human habitat  more precious, even, than lives.

“What if it was temporary?” Di Mon asked his brerelo.

Hangst looked at him, hard, and Di Mon had the eerie sense of sharing the same thoughts. Hangst, too, wanted to go home: not fight one more insane battle in space, perhaps destroying Cold Rock in the process.

Hangst decided, and pushed forward.

“I accept,” he told the Nesaks. “I will honor the terms of marriage as you understand them, but only until your princess has produced three children. Then she, and the children, will return to the Nesak world of SanHome.”

The Nesak princess gave a small cry of joy and threw herself at the feet of her predestined husband.

The priest conceded with a nod. “So be it. Do you, Hangst Nersal, so bind yourself by oath?”

“I do,” said Hangst, looking as grim as Di Mon felt. Hangst would be challenged for this betrayal of Vrellish culture.

“Rise, Beryl,” Zer Sarn told the princess. She tried, but her gown and her trembling impeded her. Kene’s jaw clenched, but he stood firm. It was Hangst who reached down to help his controversial bride. She rose and stood beside him on her own, looking much steadier.

“Beryl Nesak,” the priest addressed her, “in the name of the zer-sis and all the Waiting Dead who are your ancestors, I name you married to Hangst, liege of Nersal. Take no man to your bed, but him, and bear him children. Manage the keeping of his home estate and keep his faith strong. Love as life demands us love each other, but remember that only the soul is immortal and no life more important than the soul’s right to be cleanly reborn.”

The girl looked up with tears in her wide green eyes. “Do not fear for me, uncle, nor you, Kene. I will not fail in my mission.”

“Take good care of my sister, Liege Nersal,” said Prince Kene. “You may lack respect for our women because they do not fight like your Vrellish she-animals, but you have the soul of a great man. One of ours. I know that you can love, and so, because I know her, I know that you will learn to love Beryl. Treat her well while she is with you. And when the third child is old enough to leave home, send for me, and Beryl will return to SanHome with the children. She will always be your wife, but this will free you from your side of this bargain.”
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​Part I: The Third Child
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​11 Years Later  (175 Post Americ Treaty)

Beryl Nesak knelt to buckle a sword on her four-year-old son and sat back on her heels with a worried look. “Must you take him, Hangst?” she pleaded. “He is frightened.”

Horth looked up at the large man dressed in a long, admiralty cloak. He liked the red dragon that clawed at Hangst Nersal’s collar and swept down one side of his body, embroidered in russet and crimson. The dragon’s tail went all the way around the back, ending near the tip of his father’s sword.

Mother felt firm and sheltering, standing behind Horth. He resisted the urge to back up into her skirts and hide there. He was fearless at sword practice, according to his trainer, Hara; and his brother, Zrenyl, who had taken him up in a rel-ship a few times, said he took to it so naturally it was irksome.

But what he faced now was neither swords nor ships — it was a court reception.

“Horth’s biggest risk,” Hangst told Beryl cheerfully, “will be dying of boredom, listening to the Ava’s heralds recite every one of baby Amel’s Demish ancestors.” He grinned. “I suspect they’ll leave out the dash of Red Vrellish in the child. I am surprised they haven’t dyed Amel’s hair blond and found a way to make his eyes blue instead of gray.” Father was amused by his own cleverness.

“There will be too many people there,” Beryl insisted.

“Branst will keep an eye out for him,” Father promised her. “And so will Zrenyl.”

He did not mention Hara, but Horth was not surprised by that. Father had given up talking about his retainers and staff in front of Mother, because Mother didn’t like anyone who wasn’t highborn. Hara belonged to the nobleborn challenge class, which meant that in Mother’s terms, she wasn’t Sevolite enough to qualify as an “eternal.”

Mother’s hands began to dig into Horth’s shoulders. “Let me keep Horth apart, to myself, Hangst! Please. Just Horth. He isn’t suited to the sly ways of your Ava’s court. Horth is too honest!”

“Honest?” Father laughed the way he did when he felt more threatening than threatened: a rough, aggressive sound. “How would you know, Beryl? Does he talk to you more than he talks to us?”

“I know his soul,” Mother insisted.

“Neither his life, nor his soul, will be in any jeopardy today, I promise,” said Father. “It is just a genotyping, even if it is an imperial one. Your own Nesak priests test children to confirm how Sevolite they are! You have told me that yourself.”

“Priests are not gorarelpul,” said Beryl. “Gorarelpul practice Lorel arts.”

“We won’t settle our differences on this or other matters today, my Nesak,” said Hangst. “Nor in our next dozen lifetimes should we be doomed to spend them together, as you insist we are.” He pulled her away from Horth into his arms. “But I like arguing with you,” he said, smiling at her worried expression as he stroked her heart-shaped face with one large hand.

She let herself be held a moment before grief distorted her features and she pulled back, shaking with hard emotion. “Go,” she said. “Take him! And go please your Vrellish sluts!”

Father sighed. “Beryl, so far it has only been the one. And it’s political. I’ve explained that.”

She listened in stony silence. Horth, like his brothers, was perfectly aware how she felt about Father resuming a sexual relationship with Tash Bryllit, an important vassal.

Father put out his hand. “Horth, come.”

With a last glance at his mother, Horth left her side to take his father’s hand. It was a good, strong hand. It filled him with confidence. He was afraid, yes, but he would conduct himself with honor because his family was there, to watch. It was a family that extended backwards and forward in time, spanning the living and the dead, with the living ones merely the happy few riding the curve of the rel symbol’s S-shaped arc between the barbed hooks that symbolized birth and death.

There was a rel symbol, like that, embroidered on Horth’s shirt. Mother did it herself. She used dyes from the plants that she raised in her special garden inside the nursery’s greenhouse: the one with the real Nesak soil in it, that she had brought with her from SanHome. That was the only soil, she said, that would grow special plants. Magic soil that connected her soul to her ancestors. Horth stroked the symbol with his finger once, for courage, remembering some of Mother’s maxims. Your soul is older than your memories, was one. Lorels use the truth to tell lies was another one she liked a lot, and A clean soul is better than a bad life.

He had memorized many of her sayings, even if he never spoke them aloud. But as usual, he could not decide how to apply even one of them.

Horth and his father left the nursery and passed down the connected rooms of the Throat, which ran the length of the family residence, called Black Hearth.

Hara stood waiting in the entrance hall, a sturdy looking woman who headed up the house guard of nobleborns known as knights errant, or simply errants, because they were on loan from vassal families. Hara disliked Horth’s mother as much as Mother disliked Hara, but she was fiercely loyal to Father and generally fond of his hearth-children, despite the abnormality of Horth and his brothers being raised in Black Hearth. Horth knew all about that because it was constantly talked about. He knew that the hearth-children of a male liege were supposed to be the children of his sisters or aunts. A marriage, like that of Horth’s parents, was not Vrellish at all — it was Demish. Or, even worse, Nesak. And the Vrellish resented it — a lot.

Horth’s brothers, Zrenyl and Branst, were waiting with Hara and her errants.

“We’re bringing Horth?” exclaimed Branst, aged seven.

“What’s it look like, dummy?” answered Zrenyl, who was ten years old.

“Branst, I expect you to look after Horth,” said Father.

“Can’t Zrenyl, for once?” Branst protested. “Everyone’s going to be there!”

“You mean everyone as in Tessitatt Monitum?” said Zrenyl, well aware of his younger brother’s obsession with the girl next door, at Green Hearth. “She’ll never like you, stupid. You’re half Nesak.”

“Stupid yourself!” cried Branst.

“Simmer down, boys!” ordered Hara, setting her thick arms akimbo and grinning at them. “Horth doesn’t need looking after when he’s got a sword!”

Horth was used to her joking like that. Hara liked to show off what she called his instinct for the art of fencing by encouraging older children to take him on. Horth liked the challenge, but the experience had made him acutely aware of size and age disparities in any serious bout.

Hara ruffled Branst’s hair. “As for you, my randy one — what will we do with you? Only seven and pursuing a woman twice as old!”

Branst ducked out from under her affectionate razzing. “It’s not like that,” he muttered.

“Then it might be Horth who has to protect you from Tessitatt,” Hara continued to tease Branst, “if you keep bobbing about her heels like a silly Tarkian farm puppy, when you aren’t equipped yet to follow through on promises.”

“I said it isn’t like that!” said Branst, quite thoroughly red in the face now.

“That’s enough, all of you,” said Hangst. “Branst, you will keep an eye on Horth. Is that understood? I promised your mother someone would, and I will need Zrenyl with me.”

“It’s not fair,” Branst complained, as they followed Father out. “Just because Zrenyl is older, he gets to do what he wants.”

“Nothing’s fair in life except a witnessed duel,” Hara told him. “And Zrenyl isn’t merely older. He is better at most things than you are. But cheer up! With those good looks, you’ll be popular with all the women once you grow up.”

“I don’t want all the women,” muttered Branst.

“Hush,” Hara admonished him more harshly. “Stop sounding like a Nesak.”

The reception lay beyond the big double doors that opened onto Fountain Court. Horth waited breathlessly for the family heralds to swing them open, dreading the moment when they would have to go out and face the crowd. There were so many Demish at court! More than there were Vrellish people in the entire universe, Horth often thought. But it wasn’t merely being outnumbered that bothered him. The trouble with the Demish was that they talked and talked.

Fountain Court was an eight-sided courtyard with eight grand doors leading to the eight hearths that served the empire’s ruling families as residences when they were at court under the Ava’s eye. The fountain at its center was white marble. Usually, the court felt still and cool. But today it brimmed with food and noise and decorations.

Horth had been hearing for days about all the Demish people arriving from across the empire to witness baby Amel being genotyped. The Demish men stood about, stiffly, in costumes that proclaimed their ancestry. Their women also wore braid patterns worked in embroidery, but not in ways that interfered with being fashionable. Horth was bewildered by their hair styles and long, elaborate dresses, with great flows of hanging tassels at their waists and shoulders. The Demish women did not wear swords, but it would have been virtually impossible to fight in such clothes, even if they had.

The few Vrellish in the crowd wore short vests decorated in the distinctive patterns of their house braid. Under the decorative vests they wore plain shirts and tightly fitted pants that had enough stretch for complete freedom of movement. All the Vrellish wore swords — regardless of their sex — and the women were as likely as the men to sport liege marks to show that they led their clans.

“Demish sheep,” Hara muttered, as a group of Demish women flocked about the entrance to Blue Hearth where the Ava was making his entrance.

Ava Delm was a dazzling figure, his cloak studded in jewels and lined in less showy, but more valuable, cat fur. Horth thought the Ava looked silly, but most of the Demish in the room were pulled in his direction like iron filings to a magnet.

Horth noticed that a sculpture of baby Amel’s head had been inserted into the fountain that Fountain Court was named for. The face was colored to look realistic except for its exaggerated size. The water splashing down over the child’s dark curls troubled Horth. If the baby were real, he would be cold. He decided it was monstrous to put a huge, severed head in the fountain like that. It made no sense to him at all; nor did the other decorations and arrangements, like the animals made of a sweetened protein paste that were being cut up and distributed by an army of giggling, female Demish children, dressed as servants, who were very ineptly serving the treats to their families. Real servants would have done the job much better, Horth thought.

Other Demish children fished for things in the fountain with ridiculous little stick toys; and a commoner choir sang play songs and lullabies, as if the severed head in the fountain could hear.

The only meaningful part of the whole scene was the genotyping apparatus set out near Green Hearth and manned by gorarelpuls from all the houses present, so they could check each other’s work.

Green Hearth’s gorarelpul would take blood cells from baby Amel, then run them through the gene reader of Lorel manufacture that looked more or less like a big metal box when it was all closed up. Then each gorarelpul would repeat the process until all were satisfied with the outcome.

“Hangst!” A dark-haired man knifed through the crowd from the direction of Green Hearth, next door.

“Di Mon,” Father greeted the newcomer, and clasped sword arms. Father used his right arm and Di Mon his left one.

“You brought them all this time, I see,” Di Mon said, with a nod in Horth’s direction.

“I considered what you said about letting Beryl isolate him,” said Horth’s father, “even if it is not hard to understand why she is protective. He never spoke, except to Branst in baby grammar, and now he does not even do that much anymore.”

“Horth has a Vrellish look about him,” said Di Mon. “He will talk when he’s sure he has something worth saying.”

“Exactly my feeling about it, Liege Monitum,” said Hara. “All that silence is a good sign, not a problem! Horth understands more than he says — I know!”

“All the more reason why you shouldn’t let his mother monopolize him, then,” Di Mon told Hangst.

“Beryl is entitled to her opinions,” said Father.

“Nesak opinions,” Di Mon objected.

They were interrupted by the arrival of a teenaged girl dressed in Di Mon’s colors. She had brown hair, which was unusual in Sevolites, but her sword and clothes preempted the possibility of her being a servant. She wore the same house crest as Di Mon, and her braid proclaimed her a member of his family.

Branst was immediately riveted.

“I understand congratulations are in order, Liege Nersal,” said the girl, who Horth knew was named Tessitatt. “Rumor has it that Horth is no longer your youngest child.”

“Liege Bryllit’s child has genotyped as mine,” Father acknowledged. “Yes. I ... owed her one.”

“The gift child is an encouraging sign,” said Di Mon. “But it has been four years since the term of your marriage expired. When are you planning to send for the Nesaks?”

“Marriages don’t expire!” put in Zrenyl.

“Mine did,” Hangst told his son, curtly. “When Horth was born.”

“Then why haven’t you sent Mother back to SanHome?” Branst wanted to know, his eyes bright with the threat of that looming betrayal, and the hope of its denial.

“It’s a good question, Hangst,” said Di Mon.

Horth listened very hard, as intense about the question as his brothers. It kept coming up, but Father never answered. It was no different this time.

“Still, it’s good news, right?” Tessitatt said brightly. “About Liege Bryllit’s baby.”

“Mother doesn’t think so,” muttered Zrenyl.

“She didn’t say everyone thought so!” Branst defended his idol to his brother.

“Tessitatt,” said Di Mon. “Why don’t you take Horth and Branst to fish for trinkets in the fountain. Silver Hearth’s ladies-in-waiting made a great production of the children’s entertainment. It would be a good thing to show them that Vrellish children can play just like Demish ones do.”

“I’m not a child,” Branst objected.

“Fine then, stay here,” Tessitatt told him and put out a hand to Horth. Her hand had the hard-muscled feel of all Vrellish adults who studied the sword.

“He doesn’t talk,” Branst explained, catching up to them a moment later.

“Maybe you’ve never kept quiet long enough to let him!” said Tessitatt.

By now they had reached the fountain where a peppering of blond children, ranging in age from toddlers to teenagers, were plucking brightly colored packages out of the water with the stick-toys that Horth had seen earlier. The painted sticks ended in hooks used for catching a loop on the packages.

“This is so dumb,” said Branst.

Tessitatt thrust one stick into his hand and another into Horth’s. “Afraid you’ll be shown up?”

“Me?” said Branst. “A baby could snag one of those!”

Tessitatt gestured for him to demonstrate. Branst frowned and thrust himself between a couple of girls in flounced dresses, startling them.

“Hey!” One of the Demish boys grabbed Branst by the shoulder.

Tessitatt pushed herself forward. “Pick on someone your own size, blondie.”

“That’s right! Get your big, mean Vrellish sister to rescue you!” the Demish boy mocked.

“She’s not my sister!” cried Branst.

“How do you know?” the boy hurled back. “Vrellish women sleep with anyone!”

Tessitatt hit the Demish boy square in the mouth. He reeled, and staggered into waiting arms.

“Not quite anyone,” said Tessitatt, grinning at her victim with a look of unrepentant sexual confidence. “He has to look like he’ll be worth the trouble.”

One of the blonde girls went white and swooned, collapsing a whole raft of her friends as she went down. The next moment, anxious mothers and angry Demish men descended followed by Di Mon.

“Sorry, Uncle,” Tessitatt greeted him, looking abashed.

Di Mon helped the injured boy up and began negotiating terms of an apology, from Tessitatt, with the offended adults.

Horth put his stick down and turned to face the mass of people that filled Fountain Court — all talking at once.

For a moment the sound was a single roar. He fought down panic and was ashamed to be afraid of mere talk. He decided he would cross the floor on his own, just to prove that he could.

He had to concentrate to prevent the babble of voices from disturbing him, which was why it was possible for a woman to startle him by touching his arm.

“Oh, look! It’s a Vrellish child!” she cried aloud.

A couple of her friends scurried up beside her. Horth held his ground.

“It’s all right, dear,” the Demish woman said, settling down in front of Horth in a rustle of skirts. An artificial fragrance of flowers wafted off her. “I won’t hurt you,” she cooed.

Her friends crouched down beside her to inspect Horth.

“Isn’t he cute!” exclaimed a woman with an astonishing garden of flowers worked in stiff silk across her bosom. Horth reached out to see what they felt like. The woman giggled nervously at his touch. “Oh, my! They are precocious!”

“He’s only curious,” said the third woman, and offered Horth the hem of her fur-trimmed cloak to feel. “Aren’t you, lamb?”

Horth’s brow furrowed as he tried to decode that extraordinary remark. He knew that a lamb was an animal raised for slaughter. He therefore concluded that this was an insult, and hit the women squarely in the nose. He deemed the attack proper because they were both in the highborn challenge class, and since she was so much bigger than him, he didn’t understand the resulting fuss.

Father waded into the midst of the row and scooped Horth up, leaving Di Mon to soothe the ruffled Demish who were trying to stem the flow of blood from the injured woman’s nose.

Horth felt perfectly safe and vindicated, sitting in the crock of Father’s arm, with his legs brushing against the top of Hangst’s sheathed sword.

As they approached the entrance to Blue Hearth, Hangst stopped and nodded in the direction of the lavishly dressed man surrounded by admiring courtiers.

“That’s the Ava,” Hangst told Horth. “He is not what an Ava should be, but the empire is short of Purebloods. That is our excuse for having him produce Amel with Ev’rel, his own half-sister: our excuse for the whole ten-child contract. One down, nine to go.” He held Horth a little tighter. “Mine, with your mother, was for three of you.”

Horth already knew all of that, but people often told him things he already knew. He relied on it, in fact, since it usually took three or four times before he understood.

Horth pointed at the genotyping machine, which was much more interesting than the Ava.

Father smiled at him. “Right,” he said. “Why am I not surprised?”

They went over to Di Mon’s gorarelpul, Sarilous, a woman with white hair and the wrinkled skin that proved she was not an eternal, like Horth and his family.

Father hitched Horth up a notch against his side. “Open the genotyping unit for my son here, so he can have a look at it,” he ordered.

Sarilous obeyed, revealing a series of processing chambers nestled in a mass of nervecloth patches with colored, nervecloth threads connecting them. It reminded Horth of the intricately woven braid patterns that people wore on their vests to show their lineage.

“Lorel science,” said Hangst, when Sarilous had closed up the machine again. “Why do we trust it, I wonder?”

“Do you wish an answer, Liege Nersal?” asked the gorarelpul. “One you might be able to relay to your wife, perhaps?”

Hangst frowned. “No answer could satisfy Beryl because she asks no questions. She is merely certain.” He reflected on his own words a moment, and added, “It is a refreshing perspective, after living for so many years with your master Di Mon’s many complex doubts.”

“Monitum has always believed in the power of questions,” Sarilous said primly. “And the value of all humans, whether highborns, lesser Sevolites or commoners.”

“In their place, you mean?” said Hangst. “Yes, of course, but—”

A scream ripped down Horth’s spine.

Hangst spun, putting Horth down behind him. Horth peered around his father’s legs as a woman with a mass of black hair tore out of Blue Hearth to hurl herself at the Ava, scattering his courtiers. She was intercepted by the Ava’s gorarelpul, and raked his face with her clawed hands.

Demish men rushed to protect their Ava, the next moment, and Di Mon seized the mad woman. She fought with a blind, inept fury.

Hara joined Hangst. She had Branst and Zrenyl with her.

“Take them in,” Hangst ordered his captain of errants.

“Amel!” The mad woman wailed in a voice like a lost soul. “My baby!”

That was all Horth saw before Hara herded him and his brothers off Fountain Court.

Mother stood in the Entrance Hall of Black Heart with one of her Nesak retainers beside her. Five such men came with her, but Father allowed only one in Black Hearth at any time.

Horth ran straight into Mother’s open arms. Branst got a hug next, then Zrenyl.

“Something bad happened!” said Zrenyl. “Avim Ev’rel is screaming about baby Amel.”

“I was told to bring them in,” Hara told the children’s mother.

Beryl rose, holding Horth in her arms with Branst plastered against her skirts and Zrenyl standing beside her. She stared Hara down, but refused to speak to her, as usual.

Hara cursed Nesaks under her breath as she stalked off.

“Hara’s all right, really, Mother,” said Branst, plucking at her sleeve in an uncertain manner.

“You have no idea what she’s like,” Beryl snapped. She put Horth down but kept hold of his hand. “Come.”

Her retainer, Lywulf, followed like a shadow as they passed through the series of connected rooms, known as the Throat, that divided Black Hearth down the middle.

Branst and Zrenyl both talked at once.

“Tessitatt looked worried!” exclaimed Branst.

“If Father has to duel,” said Zrenyl, “can we go back out to watch?”

“Hush!” ordered Beryl. “There is no question here of duels.” But Horth felt her grip tighten.

The last duel Father fought had been against a member of the kinf’stan. Kinf’stan were relatives, on Father’s side, with the right to challenge him for his title. They included, in particular, Hangst’s adult children sired on his vassals. Which was another reason Mother didn’t like them.

At the end of the Throat Lywulf left them. They turned right into Family Hall, headed for the nursery at its far end.

The nursery was the family’s place inside Black Hearth and Beryl’s sanctuary where no servants, or even nobleborns like Hara, were allowed.

Inside, it was one big room, with a practice floor for fencing, a potted garden with a yard and shed, and one whole side covered in a rope net for climbing between platforms. This was the setting for a game the boys called space war in which the brothers rel-skimmed between platforms by swarming over the ropes. When Mother watched, the good guys were the Nesaks, but they switched sides whenever Father was around. Once, when some kinf’stan cousins were visiting, a fight broke out over the question of whether Nesaks could be honorable. Zrenyl threw the first punch. Horth and Branst did their best to help their older brother until Hara and her house guards broke it up.

“I bet baby Amel was murdered,” said Zrenyl. “I bet Ev’rel got rid of him because he wasn’t Pureblood after all and Delm wasn’t the sire. A genotyping would have shown it up, so Ev’rel had him murdered. Women do that, don’t they Mother?”

Mother gasped. “Not,” she exclaimed, “for a reason like that!”

Predictably, Branst took the opposite side from his older brother. “Amel’s mother didn’t do it,” he said. “She was trying to rip the Ava’s eyes out!”

Zrenyl shrugged. “Pureblood Ev’rel is a spoiled brat. Even your precious Monatese girlfriend acknowledges that much!”

“Tessitatt is not my girlfriend!” said Branst.

Mother snapped out of the shocked silence inspired by Zrenyl’s glib assumption of infanticide on Ev’rel’s part, and looked for Branst, who was sitting on a heap of folded gym mats. “Tessitatt?” she asked. “Have you been playing with that Green Hearth nobleborn again, Branst?”

“Not exactly playing,” answered Zrenyl. “She was babysitting.”

“You take that back!” Branst said, closing his hands in fists.

“Not now, boys!” their mother cried, and collapsed into the armchair where she liked to sit and watch them tend their potted gardens with her indoor greenhouse at her back. Mother required them to make things grow for the spiritual exercise, but only Branst paid much attention. Zrenyl’s pots weren’t doing so well and Horth’s last crop of SanHome bean sprouts had died. Again.

“I don’t know how much more I can take of this mad, cruel court, oh my ancestors!” Beryl appealed to empty air, and lowered her face into her hands with a sob.

Horth never knew what to do when Mother cried. He felt it was something Father should look after, even though Father was usually the cause. Horth did not like members of the family crying at all, because it never happened to him. It was another of the ways in which he was different.

Hara said that was nothing to worry about. She said that Vrellish people did not cry. But Horth wasn’t sure he wanted to always be the one who was more Vrellish than the rest of the family.

The three boys waited in suspense for their mother to stop crying and look up. When she did, her face was reassuringly composed.

“I suppose we wait,” Beryl told her children with a brave smile. “To find out what this latest atrocity is about.” She surveyed the state of Horth and Zrenyl’s seedlings. “It looks like two of you will be doing some replanting to pass the time. Horth, you have to water seedlings, or they die.”

“I forgot to remind him,” said Branst.

“That should not have to be your job. Go get us something to eat, will you, Branst, while your brothers put these poor things out of their misery and start over.”

“Yes, Mother!” Branst agreed, and scampered off.

“Remember not to let the servants touch what we eat!” Mother called after him, and was answered by a perfunctory one-handed wave.

Zrenyl frowned. He and Horth both knew there was about as much chance of Branst doing his own work in the kitchen as there was of Horth’s next batch of seedlings surviving long enough to bear fruit. He always got the servants to do his work for him. But Zrenyl never shared the fact with Mother.

Horth and Zrenyl settled down to work on dumping out their pots and replanting. Branst was back with sandwiches before they were done and helped Horth finish. Then the family picnicked, seated on the coarse brown matting in front of Beryl’s greenhouse.

Father joined them as they were finishing their lunch. Usually, he would simply come over and sit down, wordlessly becoming one of them without explanations or any confusing talk. Today, he stopped a short distance from the blanket Mother had spread on the ground, as if waiting to be invited or repulsed.

Mother stopped telling Branst not to play with his food and sat, gathering her courage for a moment. Then she stood up slowly and carefully, her face stiff with injured pride, and turned to face her husband.

“So,” she confronted Hangst, “what lurid decadence have your so-called Purebloods indulged in, now?”

Father had looked tired and strained before she lashed out, but the very peevishness of her manner roused him to chide her in his frank, familiar manner. “So-called? You can’t begrudge the Ava and his half-sister their blood, my Nesak. Whatever we might think of the wisdom of such souls being eternal, they do possess them — even by your standards. Perhaps it is their upbringing you ought to blame for their bad behavior, as you blame mine.”

“You!” Mother said with surprise, and softened. “I have never reproached your behavior with regard to how you lead your house. You are the only decent liege on Fountain Court. As for you being here, instead of where you belong — I know that you had cause to side against us when you threw in with House Lor’Vrel, all those years and so many mistakes ago.”

“Threw in with—?” Father shook his head incredulously. “Gods, Beryl! That was Nersal Nesak! Please restrict your criticisms to my current incarnation, whatever may or may not be the history of my soul. Nersal, Prince of Nesak, is my ancestor as far as I’m concerned, and nothing more. This is the only life that I can answer for.”

“Then tell me why you serve such a vain and spiteful weakling as your Ava,” said Mother as she sat down.

“I told you,” Hangst flared. “It is not Delm I care about. It is upholding the empire.”

“You admit, then, that you are falsely sworn?” Beryl stayed on the attack. “All this business of the empire is Lorel sophistry straight out of Di Mon’s mouth. Trust your instincts, my love! Di Mon is no friend to you, no true brerelo. And such a thing as Delm should never last a day as Ava under Sword Law! He would never be K’isk on SanHome, that is certain!”

“I know!” Father sighed. “You Nesaks manage things better by lumping all highborns together, instead of wallowing in this Demish trap of insisting that your emperor be a Pureblood. But it is a Demish court! So please,” he raised one large hand. “No more, Beryl. Not now.”

“Is there going to be a duel?” Zrenyl asked.

Hangst shook his head. “A council of privilege. And after that, a trial of honor.”

“But it might end in a duel,” Zrenyl held out hope.

Hangst smiled at him wistfully. “Perhaps.”

“Is baby Amel dead?” Branst wanted to know.

“Missing.” Hangst let out a frustrated sigh. “Come with me to the family lounge, Beryl, and I’ll tell you more.”

“Without the children, you mean?” she asked, and got stubborn. “No. I want them to know, from your own lips, the truth about the man you call your Ava.”

Father grew angry at that. “Amel has disappeared, yes, but Delm is guilty of nothing more than being a silly fool!” Father paused, trapped by his own disgust because it gave Mother weapons. “It was Ev’rel,” he said curtly. “She is at fault.”

Beryl replied, stonily, “The baby’s mother?”

Hangst nodded. “Apparently Ev’rel could not afford to have Fountain Court finding out who really sired her baby. But she tried to make it look as if Delm feared the child as a rival, in order to blame Delm for the baby’s disappearance.” Hangst gave a gruff snort. “How could Delm see his son as a rival when Ev’rel is the empire’s last female Pureblood? Do they think we would stoop to breeding the son back to his own mother?!”

“You forced a child contract on half-siblings, didn’t you?” asked Beryl, mercilessly. “You, Silver Hearth, and Di Mon.”

“We have to function in a Demish court,” insisted Father.

“No,” Beryl said simply. “You don’t.”

“You make it sound so simple,” he said, looking away from her. “It is not.”

“How can that be so, husband?” asked Beryl. “Okal Rel demands that a leader have the honor to risk himself in personal combat, rather than risk destroying habitat in space wars. That is simple. Now tell me, has Delm ever wielded a sword in his own cause? Okal Rel demands that eternals use their power to control soulless ones — who lack the hope of rebirth to restrain them from destroying all they cannot have. But would Delm hesitate to crack a station or use bioscience to pursue his goals? Would Di Mon?”

Father stiffened at the mention of Di Mon, and said through his teeth, “Di Mon is honorable.”

Beryl sniffed and shook her hair back. “Well,” she said. “Perhaps you ought to make Ev’rel your Ava. She, at least, had the sense to deny Delm a child. Is the real father known?”

“We ... think so,” Hangst said thickly, looking from her to their children, who listened with rapt attention. “But it only gets worse, Beryl. I will tell you when we are alone.”

“No. Let them hear it from you,” said Mother. “Not from strangers.”

Father unbuckled his sword and set it in a rack by the chair he used when he spent time in the nursery. Then he sat down, facing a jumble of ill-tended pots. Beryl’s greenhouse stood at their backs and the remains of their picnic was spread out on the floor before them.

Horth and his brothers closed in by unspoken agreement.

“How can I explain this to you, Beryl,” Hangst began. “I’m not sure if you even understand how different Vrellish women are; if you have ever even heard what highborn Vrellish women can do to a man.” He broke off.

Mother wore a brittle, cold look. “I am aware of man-rape, if that is what you are dancing around,” she rattled off, making Zrenyl start and Branst looked puzzled. “Are you telling me Ev’rel is guilty of that?”

“Her behavior would seem to suggest she is predisposed. Yes,” said Hangst. He added quickly. “It is not condoned, even by the Vrellish. It is considered sla. If she is found guilty, she’ll be punished.” He sighed. “Di Mon is looking for baby Amel. He will find the child if anyone can. But I am afraid the most likely way to lose him would have been for her to order her gorarelpul — who is dead now — to drop him down a recycling chute. Her servants have confirmed she gave the baby to her gorarelpul, Arous, to smuggle out of Blue Hearth. We are aware of other things, as well. Things that do not say much for her character. In particular,” he continued flatly, “it appears that she killed Arous soon after he returned from the job. And killed him with an overdose of the sex drug known as Rush. It is possible for Vrellish women to force an unwilling Vrellish man without Rush.” He paused, as if the word made him uncomfortable. “It is less likely to work with commoners, and gorarelpul can be rendered impotent by their pain training, which reduces sensitivity in general. Hence, I suppose, the drug. She used it regularly on Arous. Her servants told Di Mon as much.”

“Then Ev’rel did kill her own child?” Beryl swallowed thickly, tears of horror welling up in her eyes. “And made a mockery of the most sacred act.” Hangst pulled her into the shelter of his arms and she clung. He stood a head taller, with Mother’s mass of blue-black hair against his chest and a big hand stroking her back.

Zrenyl gestured towards the door. Branst missed the cue. Horth poked him in the ribs and tipped his head towards Zrenyl who had already retreated to the nursery door. But Branst was riveted. Horth lingered, not wanting to leave without his favorite brother.

“I can’t do it Beryl,” Hangst said throatily. “I can’t send you home. I want you too much. And Di Mon is correct. It will cause trouble, more trouble than it has before.”

“I am your wife,” she said, listening to his heart.

He shook his head. “No. The contract’s done.”

“I am your wife,” she insisted, and lifted her head to shake out her wavy dark locks. “And your cher’st. Your one, true love.”

Father’s voice was rich with pain, too. “Don’t, Beryl.”

“Nothing can change that,” Mother told him with heartless conviction.

He said tonelessly. “You don’t want me to child gift to my vassals, yet you will want more children of your own.”

“Of course,” she said. “I would fear the anger of the Waiting Dead if we denied them new lives.” She stroked his arm.

Father closed his eyes again, as if to shut out the sight of her. But he couldn’t shut out her smell or touch.

Grown-ups can be very silly, thought Horth.

“If only I could make you Vrellish,” Father muttered.

“Then I would be your mekan’st,” said Beryl, “and take my children home with me to be raised by my uncles and brothers.” Mother drew back to look up. “Is that what you want?”

Father stiffened.

She dropped at his feet without warning, repentant. “I don’t want it either! I don’t want to leave you, Hangst! But I cannot stop thinking that they must be wondering on SanHome if I’ve broken faith with them and my mission. You know I could never do that!”

“I know,” Hangst said in a drained voice, and extended his hand to her, where she knelt. “It has been a trying day, my Nesak. Please get up.”

Mother had lost now, Horth realized. Father was using his formal court voice again.

Beryl got up slowly, looking miserable. Father left the nursery without another word of reassurance.

Mother picked up his forgotten sword and set the sheathed weapon across her lap, sitting in the chair Hangst had abandoned.

Horth considered taking off before she remembered that it was spiritually uplifting for her sons to clean up their own lunch things and tidy up, but her distress prevented him.

“It is the greatest love,” she whispered, touching Hangst’s sword gingerly with one hand. “The hardest one.”

Horth took a step towards her and she looked up.

“Oh Horth, I am living with the enemy!” she cried, and thrust a fist into her mouth as she began to cry.

“Mother, no!” cried Branst, coming back. Zrenyl reappeared, having seen Hangst leave the nursery, and came to kneel beside her.

“We will never abandon you,” her eldest son promised.

“Oh, my boys,” she cried, and put the sword aside to gather them in her arms. “My own, beloved ancestors made young!”

She hugged them all for as long as Horth could stand before she remembered the lunch things needed to be cleaned up, which felt reassuringly normal, however unwelcome the chore.

The next day, after morning exercise with Hara, Horth found his brothers sitting on a bed in the room he shared with Branst in Family Hall.

“There’s no point asking Hara to explain it to you,” Zrenyl said. “Sure, she’s Vrellish, but she’s only a nobleborn. There are nobleborn Vrellish who deny that man-rape is even possible and the Demish all think it is make-believe as well. But there’s kinf’stan who will tell you that they do it in Red Reach to captive enemies, to steal their ancestors’ souls.”

“So Tessitatt couldn’t rape a man,” said Branst. “Only highborns can.”

“Too bad! If you’re curious,” said Zrenyl.

Branst shoved him backwards off the bed.

“Hey!” complained Zrenyl, climbing back up. “Don’t be so touchy, Branst.”

“I don’t believe man-rape is possible!” protested Branst. “I mean, it isn’t as if a man could be raped if he wasn’t, you know...”

“Aroused?” supplied Zrenyl, with an older-than-you air that made Branst frown. “She eats him,” Zrenyl added, leaning forward. “That’s how.”

Branst’s lip curled. “How would that get her pregnant?”

Zrenyl rolled his eyes. “Not like food, you idiot! Female Vrellish have muscles in places that real women, like Mother, don’t. But even so, it only works on Red Vrellish men because they’re over-sexed to start. Like animals.”

“We’re Vrellish!” objected Branst.

Zrenyl shrugged. “Not that Vrellish,” he said. “We’re part Nesak.”

Neither of them noticed Horth leave the room.

The honor trial for Ev’rel came and went with little disruption to Horth’s life except for more gossip sessions between Zrenyl and Branst. Ev’rel was found guilty and exiled, but on the day it happened Horth was more interested in the automated watering system he was rigging for Mother. He demonstrated it by flooding the greenhouse floor. Mother told him it was clever before she took it apart and explained that she liked to take her time watering the plants.

It never occurred to Horth that the shameful story of Ev’rel’s trial would spread beyond the Ava’s court.

Then one morning during breakfast, Lywulf whispered something in Mother’s ear that made her upset and excited.

“Kene?” she gasped, and turned to her children. “Go and wait in the nursery.”

Father rose abruptly, making Mother start. The tension between them worried Horth as he followed his brothers out.

“Who is Kene?” Branst asked Zrenyl.

Zrenyl said glumly, “A Nesak.”

“No!” yelped Branst.

Zrenyl turned on him angrily. “It has to be a Nesak! Mother’s three-child contract is up, and Father isn’t sleeping with her anymore. They’ve sent someone to reap the harvest and take us back.”

Branst flushed dark red. “I won’t go!”

“It’s not up to you,” Zrenyl told him curtly, and climbed up to the platform in the nursery where they played at keeping the universe safe for the next generation. Branst lodged himself in the rope net at the bottom.

“But we’re a family!” Branst cried suddenly, with a convulsive jerk at the ropes in his hands.

“We’re not supposed to be!” Zrenyl shot back. “Not like we are. Vrellish parents don’t raise children together!”

Branst set his jaw stubbornly. “They could,” he said, “if they are cher’stan.”

“Oh please!” groaned Zrenyl.

“It happens in real life!” said Branst. “Tessitatt’s parents were cher’stan! That’s why her mother had two children by the same nobleborn man and would not give Di Mon a highborn heir to raise in Green Hearth.”

“Don’t be stupid!” Zrenyl hurled down from his platform.

“Mother says she and Father are cher’stan!” Branst yelled back up.

Zrenyl jumped into a block of foam placed for that purpose and hurled himself violently at Branst.

Horth moved between them, blocking Zrenyl’s charge.

“What are you staring at, rejak’t?” Zrenyl snapped.

“Don’t call him that!” cried Branst.

“He doesn’t care,” Zrenyl shrugged off the insult. “He doesn’t even understand.”

“He does too!” cried Branst, getting worked up. “And it isn’t a joke. Hara says that Nesaks kill defective children!”

Zrenyl hunched his shoulders as if he felt cold. “That’s right,” he said, thunderstruck. “Branst, do you think they’d do that? To Horth?”

“Stop it!” exploded Branst.

Zrenyl lost his temper right back. “Just because you don’t want to talk about something doesn’t mean it won’t happen!”

Branst flew at his larger, older sibling, shoving Horth aside so hard he fell down. Resigned, Horth got up and stood clear to watch.

Zrenyl shoved Branst into a rack of practice swords. But Branst was still fighting mad. He scrambled back to his feet with one of the swords in hand.

Horth frowned. The practice weapons were not sharp near the end like a challenge sword, and their points ended in rubber nubs, but the boys weren’t supposed to use them without protective gear.

Branst attacked. Zrenyl blocked the slash at his head with an arm and yelped at the pain. Now Branst had made him mad.

In seconds, Zrenyl had disarmed his seven year old brother and was sitting astride him raining down punches. Horth was afraid Zrenyl might hurt Branst. He scooped up a hard bouncy ball and threw it with uncanny accuracy at Zrenyl’s forehead where the bone was thickest. It hit with a loud smack and bounced off.

Zrenyl shot up with a yowl.

“Boys!” Mother’s voice made them all freeze in incriminating poses. She was furious, and what was worse, she sounded disappointed in them. “What are you doing!”

“Just ... playing, Mother,” said Zrenyl, and reached down with one hand to help Branst up.

Branst wiped blood from his mouth.

“Playing?” Beryl Nesak asked frostily.

“Y-Yes, Mother,” stammered Branst.

Horth stared past them at the stranger beside Beryl who was beaming at them in amusement.

“Don’t scold your boys, sister,” said the man with a good-natured laugh. “I would be sorry if I found them embroidering Demish cushions, now wouldn’t I?”

Branst and Zrenyl exchanged looks. The ball that Horth had bounced off Zrenyl’s forehead ran out of momentum and crawled to a stop. Zrenyl still had a red mark on his forehead where it had struck.

“This is my brother, Prince Kene,” said Mother. “He will address you in rel-peerage because we Nesaks do not acknowledge birth ranks.”

Kene had green eyes like Mother and the same blue-black highlights in his hair. His smile of pleased amusement shed an unconditional blessing on the
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