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Tolrek slammed into one of seven blue columns. He held his left side and gasped in pain, as his rib cage throbbed. Darion had already aggressively repelled his attacks nine times.

“This isn’t good.” Tolrek grunted and laughed. “I need another hobby.” 

The columns flickered and disappeared, with the holographic program ending.

Darion bent over Tolrek and grinned. “That’s enough sparring for today.”

Tolrek squinted up at him and saw the mischief in Darion’s gray eyes, which were accented with a burst of gold at the center. 

“You wanted me to use my full power,” Darion said. “I still held back, but look at you.”

Tolrek glanced at his chest and stomach. Rivulets of sweat coursed down his bare torso and dampened his loose workout pants. Though they’d been working out for over an hour, there was barely a sheen of sweat on Darion’s dark-brown skin. Tolrek marveled at Darion’s superior strength and stamina. 

Darion reached to help Tolrek up and sent a charge through his hand. The hairs on Tolrek’s arms rose, as electricity rippled across his skin, but he wasn’t in pain and he knew Darion’s goal wasn’t to hurt him. A few months ago, he’d learned more about Darion’s bioelectric powers and was thankful he hadn’t been the target.

“Are you going to slow roast me today?” Tolrek asked.

“No. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not. I need my hand.” Tolrek shuddered as his arm continued to buzz. “Stop showing off.”

Darion chuckled and stopped the electrical charge. He opened his arms wide, welcoming Tolrek into them. Tolrek walked into Darion’s embrace and stroked his back. 

“You should feel proud,” Darion said. “I doubt most non-Tildari could handle me, even at this reduced level.” 

“Oh yeah? Well, I don’t feel proud. I feel wrecked.” 

Tolrek rested his face against the crook of Darion’s neck, taking in his familiar and comforting scent. He usually did this after they sparred. He’d never told Darion, but it helped him manage the magnitude of Darion’s power. Darion went easy on him, but Tolrek knew Darion’s physical powers were growing. The sparring hurt Tolrek more, leaving his muscles and bones thoroughly aching, but he’d never tell Darion. It might scare him into not being himself around Tolrek.

Darion stroked Tolrek’s dark-brown hair, his fingers running over the short strands at the base of his neck. “Are you all right?”

After a few moments, Tolrek raised his head. “Yes, but I need to soak and recover. Let’s go.”

“Why the rush?” Darion teased Tolrek with a few kisses. “We have some time.” 

Tolrek hummed in agreement and held Darion tighter. They were about to kiss again, when the alarm in the multipurpose room chimed. He licked Darion’s left earlobe. “Ignore it.”

Fei, an advanced AI, materialized and hovered above Tolrek. “I know you two heard that sound. You told me you couldn’t be late. I’m keeping you on schedule.”

When neither Darion nor Tolrek moved, the holographic scenery around them changed to the frigid northern wastelands of Planet Bharatos. Cold air blasted down on them.

Darion laughed softly. “Thanks for the not-so-gentle reminder.” 

“You heard him.” Tolrek grimaced, as the extreme cold prickled his light-brown skin. “Now, please stop torturing us.”

Fei’s only response was throaty laughter that echoed in the room. Her tech, like her craftiness, became more refined with yearly upgrades. She shimmered out of sight.

“Come on.” Darion linked his fingers with Tolrek’s and led him from the multipurpose room. “We’ll wash up and get in a quickie.”

Tolrek laughed cheekily. “We can’t get clean by getting dirty.”

***
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An hour later, Darion walked to the car with Tolrek following him. The doors to the sleek, silver car automatically opened to let them inside. 

Darion sat in the driver’s seat. “Take us to the VSB.”

They’d be heading to the Vaironian Security Branch. The massive complex served as the headquarters for the nation’s defense and diplomatic functions. Darion worked at the VSB as a negotiator, helping to resolve conflicts in Vaironia, as well as providing mediation training to other nations. While Tolrek’s place of duty was on Olnas Military Base, they both answered to the VSB leadership.

The car confirmed the request and began its journey out of the suburbs of Avdala. It passed large plots of land with homes secluded by clusters of estevel trees. As a strong breeze sent dark blue leaves through the air, Darion turned his seat toward Tolrek. He tapped a playful rhythm on Tolrek’s left knee and Tolrek faced him. 

“Now, when we meet Nolan, we might hear news you’d like,” Darion said. “So don’t ruin your chances by goading him. Can you manage that?”

Tolrek gave Darion a lopsided grin. “You don’t have to worry.” 

“Somehow, your track record leaves room for doubt.”

Tolrek shook his head. “Launch a rebellion one time and everyone panics.” He became serious, adding, “I’ve been more patient, especially in the past year. I couldn’t have handled the restrictions well, if that weren’t the case.”

“I know and I’m proud of you. I hope you get the news you expect.”

“So do I. I’ve missed flying. But if that restriction stays, I won’t throw a tantrum. I might throw a chair but not a full tantrum.”

“Good.” Darion laughed at the mischief in Tolrek’s green eyes. “That would constitute growth.”

“Right.” Tolrek chuckled. “Anyway, we have enough time, before the meeting. Can we stop for breakfast? I’m craving a grilled nanchif sandwich.”

The meat from a large, grazing Tildari animal was a favorite of both of theirs. Few places in Vaironia were authorized to serve it, especially the best cuts. Even on Tildar, the sale of it was heavily regulated for sustainability. Tolrek talking about it made Darion hungry, though he’d had a quick breakfast. He could easily agree to stop for a meal, but he wanted to tease Tolrek.

Darion raised an eyebrow. “Before we left home, I asked if you were hungry. You said no.”

“Well, I wasn’t hungry then. We have enough time now, thanks to Fei bullying us.”

“Your belligerence is already seeping out.”

Tolrek laughed, his deep dimples appearing, and blew Darion a kiss. Tolrek directed the car to change their destination. A short while later, they arrived at one of Avdala’s most popular bistros. 

As they parked, Darion glanced at Tolrek. “Are you sure about this?”

“Yes. Moments like this really matter to me. You know why.”

For several years, Tolrek had been under restrictions, due to his role in the rebellion. Some of those restrictions had been lifted, but Darion knew what this amount of freedom meant to Tolrek. 

Darion and Tolrek made their way inside the bistro. The chatter slowly became quiet. Darion felt the eyes of other customers. It was something he was used to, being half-Tildari and half-Vaironian. Not only that, the public had been informed he was exempt from the terms of the Tildari and Vaironian Treaty. Unlike other Tildari visiting or living in Vaironia, he wasn’t required to dampen his natural physical power through Realignment, a medical procedure.

Entering the bistro with Tolrek assured Darion received more than the usual attention. While most people didn’t mind either of them, there were others bold enough to stare them down. Or at least try. This time was no different. He and Tolrek ignored those who stared and found an empty table. They placed their order and their food arrived a short while later. Darion was about to take a bite of his sandwich, when he noticed Tolrek’s intense gaze.

“What is it?” Darion asked.

“We should go out more often. I know we get stares, but it’s not so bad.”

Both Darion and Tolrek had ended up in the news more frequently. Ever since returning from Tildar, the media had speculated about Tolrek’s abilities. His vicious fight with Javio, Darion’s Tildari ex, remained popular on the multinet. As a pair, they stood out in ways that made some Vaironians uncomfortable. It had taken time to get used to the increased scrutiny, but Darion was glad to hear Tolrek was adjusting too.

Darion nodded in agreement. “Let’s do that, since it makes you happy.”

Tolrek smiled and took a sip of Darion’s drink. “Oh! New flavor. I should have gotten this.”

***
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Tolrek stood next to Darion, as they rode the elevator to Nolan Barel’s office. His conversations with the Director of the VSB remained just on the edge of respectful. He’d been at odds with the official for longer than Darion had known either of them. There weren’t any signs of that changing. Considering the history he had with Nolan, Tolrek knew it could be much worse.

When the elevator reached the 20th floor, Tolrek walked with Darion to Nolan’s office. After going through the security scan, Tolrek opened the door to find Nolan at his desk. Nolan’s beard had gotten a little whiter during the year, contrasting more with his gray eyes and light-brown tone. The official looked up from his tablet and uncovered a glass jar of meaty treats. 

“Where’s your pet?” Nolan asked.

Tolrek usually brought Najrina, his hettira, with him. Despite some initial complaints, most Vaironians were thrilled with the Tildari pet Darion had given him.

“Hello to you too.” Tolrek raised an eyebrow. “Naj is heading to the beach with Halsam. He’s taking a long weekend.”

Halsam Odeen was Darion’s research assistant in the VSB’s Negotiation Division. Before that, he’d been Darion’s personal assistant. For a while, they’d all lived together, until Halsam had moved out a few months ago. Even so, they remained close.

“Oh, well then.” Nolan covered the jar of treats. “Never mind.”

Tolrek chuckled at Nolan’s dour expression. He’d never thought the official would be so indulgent with Najrina. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Whenever you two show up, I never know what to expect. At least Najrina behaves.”

Tolrek sat across from Nolan. “Well, this time, you requested the meeting. We wouldn’t be here, if we weren’t reliable.”

“Is this really how we’re starting?” Darion asked Tolrek.

Nolan sighed. “It’s my fault for enabling him.”

“You’re not that indulgent,” Tolrek said, with a tight smile. “So then what surprising news do you have for us?”

“Little to no small talk.” A shrewd gleam appeared in Nolan’s eyes. “You’re consistent.” He put aside his tablet, clasped his hands, and placed them on his desk. “I wanted to give you an update about your privileges, Tolrek. I’ve recommended they be fully reinstated. PM Kebehde gave her approval.”

The previous year, Yuna Kebehde, the Vaironian Prime Minister, had pardoned Tolrek for the rebellion, but there had still been consequences. Tolrek had remained under a set of restrictions: no off-base privileges, access denied to the advanced mechas unless he was cleaning them, meals eaten in the mess hall, and on weekends, he had to spend four hours giving tours in the military museum. In addition, he couldn’t speak with any of the previous rebels or their families and 25 percent of his monthly wages were docked, with the money going to the retirement fund for kezriun fighters. 

Nolan had lifted some of the limitations, after Darion had been injured in an attack. That had allowed Tolrek to visit Darion for a few nights a week. The restrictions that remained, until now, were denial of access to fly any highly-advanced mecha and having his pay docked.

Tolrek sat speechless over his change in fortune. He’d hoped this day would come, but hadn’t expected it to arrive that quickly. He went back and forth between feeling relieved and being suspicious. There must have been a reason for this level of generosity. The PM and Nolan always had an angle. The trick was to make sure he benefited from their scheming. So far, he’d been successful. The alternative was serving the remainder of his 20 year sentence in Rumadel, the VSB’s underground prison.

Darion elbowed Tolrek, bringing him out of his musings. “Did you hear Nolan?”

Nolan chuckled, sounding pleased with himself. “Finally, something that silences you.”

“I heard you,” Tolrek said softly.

Nolan glanced at Darion. “I wanted you to be aware of these changes because it could put Tolrek in danger. Everyone isn’t happy he was reinstated. This anger might get worse, when he becomes a pilot again.”

“Wait a moment.” Tolrek leaned forward. “Darion’s at risk too.”

“But I trust him to protect himself—and you—without bloodshed. Or, at least not too much.”

“All right.” Tolrek knew he had less patience than Darion. And he’d be more likely to use the most aggressive attack and defense methods. “Fair enough.”

Nolan shifted in his seat. “I understand you’ve been keeping a relatively low profile. It’s all right if you ease up on that. I figured lifting your restrictions might help you be out and about more.”

A roguish smile crossed Tolrek’s face, as he thought of the possibilities now open to him.

“Don’t you dare.” Nolan pointed an accusing finger. “That does not mean you fly low in Alrak Nor and buzz the city.”

Tolrek held up his hands in protest. “The kids used to love that.”

“Well, they’ll have to make-do with the multinet videos. We’re not fielding irate calls, especially not from parents and the business community.”

“Too bad.” Tolrek shrugged nonchalantly. “That’s the best way to let everyone know I’m back.”

Nolan opened a drawer, pulled out a box and pushed it across his desk. “Now, I’m wondering if you still deserve this.”

Tolrek began reaching for the box, but hesitated. “I don’t have good luck with these.” 

He’d met Darion during the negotiations to end the rebellion. Darion had presented choices in several boxes, all with unfavorable terms. Tolrek hadn’t been in a position to refuse. It had become an inside joke between him and Darion.

Nolan sighed heavily. “Why do I even...”

Tolrek held the box and opened it. It contained the silver military bars of a VSB Captain. The set of rectangles was etched with a circle having a diamond on each side. This was an achievement he’d stopped expecting. On his toughest mental days, when he thought of his fellow pilots who’d died, he wondered if he even deserved more rank.

“Congratulations,” Nolan said. “As we all know, you would have received this promotion earlier, if you hadn’t rebelled. Naturally, there won’t be an official ceremony. We still have political interests to manage. Regardless, everyone who sees you wear those bars will get the message. The VSB values you. Vaironia values you.”

Tolrek scoffed at Nolan. “And in the end, it all works in your favor.”

“I know we have different methods,” Nolan said. “But I’d like to think we’ve reached an understanding. We don’t have to be at odds. After years of working together, we should be on the same page.”

“We haven’t worked ‘together’ for years.” Tolrek gave a mirthless chuckle. “I’ve been a pawn in your plans, even before my rebellion. So has Darion.”

Nolan clicked his tongue. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, but I’m also clear on the truth. I imagine you have more for us to do. It’s just a matter of time before you admit it.”

Silence hung in the air, as Tolrek locked his gaze with Nolan. Eventually, Nolan looked away. He reached into the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a golden urn. 

“These are the remains of Flight Lieutenant Adine Saitto. I made sure to get this after her cremation. No official military burial ceremony is permitted for her, since she was one of the rebels. Maybe that will change, at some point. For now, the VSB has paid her every respect we could, which includes setting up a display in the War Memorial.” Nolan’s tone became somber. “With your restrictions removed, I wanted to make sure you had her ashes. I know she was like a sister to you.” 

Tolrek reached for Adine’s urn, his heart aching at her loss. Along with Itan and Niado, his other close friends, she’d been killed as part of a scheme against Tolrek. The ashes of Itan and Niado had been returned to their families. But Adine had no one to take hers until now. She’d grown up with Tolrek in Avdala’s largest orphanage. He touched his fingers to the urn, as Adine’s face drifted into his mind. After a few moments, he picked up the urn and cradled her ashes.

“Thank you, Director,” Tolrek said, his voice strained.

“You’re welcome. And if you want, you can also visit Itan Gralmava and Niado Kahn’s families now.”

Darion rested a hand on Tolrek’s shoulder. “We’ll find a good place for Adine.”

Tolrek looked at Darion and saw his sadness mirrored in Darion’s eyes. “I’d like to put her in the room with the kezriun replicas. We should have her shrine there.”

Darion nodded and smiled gently. “Of course.”

“I think it’s best we end it here,” Nolan said, his tone tight with emotion. “But before you go, let’s pin this rank on you.”

Tolrek carefully set down Adine’s urn. He stood, with Darion doing the same. He smiled at Darion, when Darion and Nolan attached the new bars to the collar of his uniform.
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From the second floor balcony of his home, Darion stared down at the pool. The water looked especially refreshing, on one of the warmer summer nights and he considered taking a swim. Before doing that, he had to find out what was going on with Tolrek. 

Tolrek leaned against the balcony railing, the strain of dark thoughts etched in his face. Not even Najrina’s chaotic romping below made him smile. Darion wondered what had happened recently to bother him. After they’d parted ways that morning to go to work, they hadn’t spoken to each other until dinner. Tolrek also hadn’t been talkative then. 

Darion moved closer to Tolrek and gently bumped a shoulder against him. Tolrek gave him a morose smile and stared back out into the night. 

“Aren’t you going to tell me what happened?” Darion put a hand against the back of Tolrek’s neck and massaged his tense muscles. “You’ve been brooding at least since dinner.”

“Is that why you came out to check on me?”

“Of course. You’d do the same.”

Tolrek sighed and rolled his neck into Darion’s hand. “I’m thinking about our conversation with Nolan.”

Darion kept up the massage, feeling the tension slowly drain away from Tolrek. “I’m not surprised. Want to talk about it?”

“I’m less concerned about Nolan and more worried about you.”

Darion tilted his head. “I see. What horrible scenarios are you imagining?” He sat at the circular glass table and motioned for Tolrek to do the same.

Tolrek crossed his arms and remained standing. “When we rode on the elevator, you had a pompous expression on your face.”

“We stood side-by-side.” Darion chuckled. “You couldn’t fully see my face.”

Tolrek raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re saying you weren’t looking smug?”

“Smug? I thought you loved me. How could you describe me like that?”

Tolrek made his way to the table and sat. “Stop trying to distract me.”

“Are you saying you don’t love me? You are brutal today.” Darion leaned forward. “Listen, I wasn’t going to tell you what was on my mind, until we were in a secure place.”

“Well, now’s the time to talk. The VSB will always want more. I’m tired of being a pawn. You, of all people, should know what my main goal is.” Tolrek’s voice softened. “D, I’d leave all this behind, if it meant spending a good life with you.”

“I want that too.” Darion gently stroked Tolrek’s cheek. “Being patient is the best way to get it. We’ll finish our service to Vaironia and build a life here or somewhere else.” 

“Are you planning an exit for us?”

Darion laughed. “Yes. Never forget that. I haven’t spent years in Tildar’s service, without learning a few tricks. Being a Tildari agent is more challenging than anything Vaironia can throw at us.”

“Even another conflict with Ersha?”

“Ersha and Vaironian aren’t in any shape for that. If they keep fighting, they’ll collapse and be meat for other nations.”

Though Vaironia and Ersha, its western neighbor, were still recovering from their last war, Ersha was in a much worse position. Tolrek had led his kezriun squad to breach Ersha’s capital, a feat no country had ever accomplished. That had devastated Ersha’s morale, but it had also decimated Vaironia’s military. Both countries would need decades of rebuilding before challenging each other again, which was likely, given their volatile history.

Darion watched as Tolrek returned to the balcony railing. After a few moments, he went to stand behind Tolrek. He wrapped his arms around Tolrek’s waist and softly kissed the side of Tolrek’s neck. 

“I’m sure we can find better ways to spend our time.”

“You’re right.” Tolrek turned in Darion’s arms. “It’s a holiday weekend. We should make the most of it.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Something quiet. I know there are festivals, but I’m not in the mood for crowds.”

“No problem. We’ll stay in, grill, and relax.”

***
[image: image]


Tolrek laid his tablet on the nightstand, taking a break from reading a new fantasy novel. Darion twisted and turned next to him. He studied Darion for a few moments, thinking something was wrong. Darion stirred again and pushed the sheets farther down his body. Tolrek reached out and patted Darion’s chest, wondering if he was having another nightmare. 

In an explosion the previous year when Darion had been injured, the worst damage had been to his spine. He’d undergone experimental treatment and then stubbornly pushed through months of physical therapy. But other deep trauma usually surfaced when he slept. Sometimes, he had nightmares about what had happened and Tolrek did his best to sooth him. Even now, he called softly to Darion, pulling him out of what seemed to be a distressing dream.

Tolrek gently smiled, when Darion’s eyes slowly fluttered open. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” Darion scrubbed a hand over his face. “Don’t worry. It was just another bad dream.”

“If you still want to talk to someone about what happened...” Wariness drifted into Darion’s eyes, clouding their usual vibrancy. Tolrek nodded, knowing therapy wasn’t something Darion liked discussing—and definitely not early in the day. “Never mind. Are you getting up soon?”

Darion grunted. “Not for another hour, at least.”

“Look at you spoiling yourself.” Tolrek leaned over and pressed a quick kiss between Darion’s pecs. “You’re always so warm, especially in the morning. Is it my imagination, or are you getting warmer?”

“What can I say? I’m humming with energy.” Darion stifled a yawn with his hand. “Going for a run?”

“Yes. Coming with me?”

“Not today.” Darion pushed the bed sheets to his hips and scratched his abs. 

Tolrek smiled in appreciation, taking in the natural black patterns accented with light blue and dark green on Darion’s skin. As a Tildari adult, Darion’s body was adorned with elaborate and colorful genetic markings. The first set of patterns arced on his left pectoral muscle and trailed to his left elbow. Another pattern covered part of his stomach, curved on his right hip and buttock, and wrapped around his muscular right thigh.

“Are you trying to distract me?” Tolrek asked.

Darion laughed. “No. Go run. When you get back, we’ll have breakfast.”

Tolrek kissed Darion’s temple. “See you soon.” 

Darion smiled sleepily and turned onto his stomach. “A kiss on that spot. I feel treasured.”

“That’s because you are.” Tolrek smacked Darion on his firm rear. “Then again...”

“Ow. The disrespect.”

“I like keeping you balanced.”

Tolrek pushed out of bed and changed into his running gear. Afterward, he headed out of the bedroom and down to the kitchen.

“Morning, Fei. Where’s Naj?”

Fei materialized by Tolrek, using one of the many forms programmed for her. “Morning, Tolrek. Naj is sleeping on the lawn. Summer seems to be her favorite season.”

Tolrek opened the door to the landscaped backyard and called for his pet. Najrina entered the kitchen and romped over to him, making him smile at her gentle playfulness. He knelt and patted her sides, feeling her soft blue-gray coat under his fingers. She looked at Tolrek with vivid green eyes that were almost the same shade as his. 

He stood and opened a container on the kitchen island that held meaty cubes. When he offered them to Najrina, she purred and took the treats in his hand. As was their habit after running, he’d feed her a full breakfast perfectly designed for her health. For now, the nutritious treats were a good start to her day.

While Najrina chewed the morsels he’d given her, she stretched. At six feet long, her length was almost that of Tolrek’s height. He realized, with her now fully grown at 375 pounds, her bite force was almost 4,000 pounds per square inch. He admired her casual control of her strength.

“Let’s go, Naj,” Tolrek said.

As he headed out the front door, Tolrek considered how much his life had changed. Almost five years ago, he’d been incarcerated and looking at serving 20 years in the country’s most secretive prison. A twist of fate, with both Darion and him making strategic maneuvers, had landed him in his current position. In most ways, he was freer than he’d ever been.

Standing at the edge of the driveway, he stretched while Najrina explored nearby shrubs. The sun had risen 30 minutes ago, with its soft light complementing the gentle wind stirring the foliage. He took a deep breath, inhaling the rich scent of zarva trees. Vaironia’s official national tree was at its most pleasant, with its flowers in full bloom. 

He stretched his muscles and sang the song his mother had taught him. “Ruiskatani uya. Soi tantam feyin. Ranai toj Aerik, anbalna uya.” 

He wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, but each time he sang the song it felt like his energy increased. He wanted to believe that was because of power the father he’d never known had passed to him.

For most of his life, he’d thought he was an orphan. It was only in the last year he’d learned he wasn’t from Vaironia. He’d met Ranai, his mother who’d hidden for decades after giving him up for his safety. Ranai had been spending hours teaching him about Aerik, his father. She’d shared the tragic memory of seeing Aerik cut down, while protecting them during a coup. One of the most important things she’d told him was a song Aerik had wanted him to learn. The more Tolrek sang it, the more he felt a growing desire to connect to his father’s people. 

With his mind having turned to his genetic family in Ledano, he also thought of the one he’d made in Vaironia. During his earlier days in the military, he’d built a kezriun team he’d trusted with his life. Now, he was the only one left of the original Kezriun Prime Squad, the seven most skilled of the advanced mecha pilots. Three members had died in the last war with Ersha. Another three had been killed the previous year in a larger plot to neutralize him. Those losses made him even more grateful for others who’d become dear to him, especially his mother and Darion. And, of course, there was the joy of raising Najrina.

As if she’d known he was getting lost in his thoughts, Najrina bumped his leg. He glanced at her and laughed.

“I’m in a melancholy mood. I should get out of it.” 

Tolrek jogged down the driveway and headed toward the development’s main park. He was almost there, when his nose itched and he reached up to rub it. His fingers came away with a trail of blood. He cursed softly, realizing he’d forgotten to bring his Mini-Med. The small handheld device healed minor injuries, including cuts and scrapes. He hadn’t even brought tissues, but he didn’t want to return home so soon. Tolrek paused by a tree and wiped his nose on his shirt. He grunted as the expected sharp twinges went through his head, starting from the back of his neck. The pain in his head pulsed and his stomach lurched. He held a hand against the spasming muscles until the nausea subsided.

He looked down at Najrina, who patiently waited for him. He didn’t like that she was so used to this. She was generally obedient, but seeing her settled at his side as he dealt with the pain made his heart heavy. He called her name and she looked up at him.

“Let’s try this again, girl.”

Tolrek kept running, taking a route to a less popular area. There weren’t many others out exercising, but he still had to avoid a few people. The last thing he wanted was others in the neighborhood to notice what had happened. He was glad to finish his run without another nosebleed. 

As he returned home and headed up the driveway, he hoped Darion had gone back to sleep. He didn’t want to have another conversation about the nosebleeds, headaches, or nausea. They’d happened on and off for the past three weeks.

When he got upstairs, he removed his clothes and put them in the laundry room. He went into the bedroom, to find Darion awake in bed.

“Back already, Tol?” Darion’s voice was laced with sleep, as he added, “Couldn’t resist me huh?”

Tolrek chuckled, hoping the sound didn’t carry strain. Darion pushed himself up on his elbows and peered at him, his eyes now alert.

“What happened?” Darion asked.

Tolrek stroked the back of his neck. “I had a nosebleed.”

“And headache. More nausea too.” Darion’s lips tightened. “Why won’t you finally go to the doctor?”

“You know why, D.” Tolrek couldn’t meet Darion’s gaze. “If Kezriun Command finds out, I might not be able to fly again. The nosebleeds don’t happen enough for me to worry too much. Maybe I need to cut back on the running.”

“Tol—”

“My next physical is in three months. If these things are still happening, I’ll mention them to the doctor.” Tolrek sighed and held out a hand. “I’m going to shower. Come with me.”

Darion opened his mouth, as if he were about to argue. After a moment, he closed it. Tolrek knew Darion would raise the issue again, but at least for now they would pretend nothing was wrong.
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It had been great to relax during the long weekend, but now Tolrek needed to focus. The next two weeks would be one of the most intense phases for him to train new pilots. The cadets who passed could then use a Level 3 Mecha, allowing them to engage in complex battle simulations. Unlike a real kezriun, the pilot candidates’ mechas would only operate within the designated training zones. The machines would automatically land and shut down, if the cadets took them outside the permitted area. That had been one of Tolrek’s recommendations. He’d remembered his ill-fated and costly joyrides in the early years of the program.

At the front of the classroom, Tolrek reviewed data on the large flat screen. The most recent statistics showed the cadets were making significant progress. At dawn, they’d engaged in ground combat where they’d endured assaults from the more experienced pilots. Despite some injuries requiring trips to the infirmary, Tolrek was overall pleased with how well the cadets had done. Despite that, they needed more instruction. This morning, he’d be teaching the 16 students in Cohort 1, while the other five groups went through different training taught by other instructors. 

Tolrek rested his tablet on his desk, when the members of Cohort 1 began entering and settling into their seats. He spent a few minutes chatting with everyone, before digging into his lesson.

He pointed to the large, thin screen at the front of the classroom. “As you can see here, the best maneuver would have been to flank me, your enemy combatant. Instead, Squad One’s negative dynamics got in the way. That’s why I took out three of you and—”

The wooden door to the classroom shook, as if something had slammed against it. Tolrek paused the video and turned toward the noise outside the training room.

“Cadet Lan, go see what’s happening.”

The cadet hurried to the door and looked outside. She turned back to Tolrek, her eyes wide and filled with concern. “There’s a fight, sir. It’s some guys from Cohort 2.”

Tolrek strode to the door and the students followed him outside the room. He found two cadets repeatedly punching each other, with bloody fists, mouths, and noses. He pushed apart the brawling cadets and glared at them. 

“Knock it off!” Tolrek kept the cadets at arm’s length, even as one tried to take another swing. He glared at the angriest cadet and gave him a look of warning. “Cadet Pasvi, hit me and I’ll wreck you. Now, both of you stand against that wall.”

The furious cadets calmed down and did as Tolrek ordered.

Tolrek looked back and forth between the cadets. “Why were you fighting?” They remained quiet, keeping their eyes lowered. “I see. Now you decide to be quiet.” He glanced at Cadet Treih. “As leader of Cohort 2, you will take responsibility. Give me an answer.”

“Sir, there isn’t an issue.”

Tolrek stepped closer to the cadets. “If that were true, I’d still be in there teaching.” 

Pasvi swallowed and his shoulders slumped. 

Treih scowled. “Hypocrite.”

Tolrek tipped his chin. “What did you say?”

Treih cleared his throat and spoke louder. “I said you’re a hypocrite, Flight Commander. You rebelled against Vaironia and you were brawling in Tildar.”

“I know my stellar history, Cadet Treih,” Tolrek said. “Tell me why you were fighting.”

Treih pointed to Pasvi, his gray eyes blazing. “He called my uncle a traitor.”

“And your uncle is?” Tolrek asked nonchalantly, though he already knew. 

He’d been in the room where Darion had killed Gavin Treih. A few times, Tolrek had thought of the life draining from the condemned former official, who’d been branded a traitor and executed. Standing in front of Cadet Treih didn’t bring a twinge of guilt.

“My uncle was Gavin Treih. I’m sure you saw my file.”

“I didn’t memorize your family tree.” Tolrek folded his arms. “So, how does fighting solve anything?”

“We’re in the military and you’re asking that question. Funny.”

“I will remove you from this program. Would that be funny?”

The cadet dropped his eyes. “No, Flight Commander.”

Tolrek glanced at Pasvi. “Keep your comments about Treih’s family to yourself.” He returned his attention to Treih. “Remember you’re in a leadership position. Anything like this happens again and I’ll drag you off the base. Is that clear for both of you?”

The cadets saluted. “Yes, sir.” 

“Since you have so much energy, you’d better be spectacular at today’s exercises. Your team’s scheduled for ground combat this afternoon.”

Cadet Treih’s eyes remained defiant. “I’m always ready.” 

Tolrek was tempted to slam him against the wall. The cadet’s arrogance reminded him so much of Gavin Treih. Casual disdain was apparently a family trait. Tolrek clenched his jaw to control himself, realizing his animosity was mainly about Gavin than anything his nephew had done. More importantly, other cadets were watching.

Tolrek turned and Cohort 1 moved aside for him. He walked back to the classroom. Before he entered the room, he looked again at Treih. The cadet was pinning him with a piercing gaze and Tolrek held it, wondering if Treih would become a problem. 

***
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Darion headed to Nolan’s office for an impromptu meeting. He’d recently finished the weekly review of requests for negotiation services with Coriyn Tanur, the new director for the VSB’s Negotiation Division. Coriyn had taken over Gavin’s role a few months ago and Darion was still getting used to her style. She seemed to be straightforward and not prone to committing treason. Only time would tell.

When Darion entered Nolan’s office, he sat across from the official. “What did you want to discuss, sir?”

Nolan stroked his jaw. “To be frank, ever since your accident and the maneuvering by your parents, I’ve been unsure how to deal with you. Plus, Tolrek has made it clear he’s in close contact with your family. I can only imagine what he tells them about me. And, though you’re still officially part of the VSB, your strongest ties are to the Tildari Empire. All of that can be constraining.”

Darion worked for Nolan under a unique arrangement between Vaironia and Tildar. The relationship had become rocky, ever since Gavin Treih’s schemes had led to Darion getting critically injured in an attack.

“I take my position in Vaironia seriously,” Darion said. “I made that clear, when I became a liaison. If my dedication is being questioned—”

Nolan shook his head. “You went outside the lines with the situation about Gavin, but we’ve resolved that. My focus is your future. You’re the only Tildari with an exemption from the treaty. I’d like to use that to our advantage.”

Under Vaironia and Tildar’s Treaty of 2250, those with Tildari blood were required to seal away at least 30% of their physical powers. In order to protect Tolrek, Nolan had authorized an exemption for Darion. The previous year, Darion had undergone a realignment to gain back all of his physical powers. He’d already been noticeable in Vaironia due to his height and darker complexion. Now, the number of people who knew about his exemption was increasing.

“I see,” Darion said. “And what were you thinking?”

“Many Vaironians are already familiar with you. It’s summer and this would be a good time to show off your patterns.” Darion opened his mouth and Nolan held up a hand. “I just think that the more Vaironians understand Tildari, the better we’ll get along.” 

“And Vaironians seeing my patterns will help with that?”

“It would be part of the process.”

“Given your position, it seems like you’re ordering me to put myself on display.”

Nolan sighed. “No. I’m not. You’re exempt from the treaty, but you’re not acting like it. You can show your markings. Get people comfortable.” 

“That’s not my job.”

“Not everything has to be so tense. By the way, the longer you date Tolrek, the more contrarian you’re becoming.”

“Really?” Darion laughed dryly. “Everyone who knows me on Tildar would be amused. I’ve been on my best behavior here. Anyway, I’ll think about what you said.”

“If you’d rather come up with another idea, I’m open to listening.” Nolan gave Darion a small smile. “I didn’t mean to make you feel like a puppet. You know how I am, when I want results.”

“I appreciate your understanding. I’ll do some brainstorming and get back to you soon.”

“Good.” Nolan nodded sharply. “So, onto other matters. The ceremony for Pyrnavlos Island must be postponed indefinitely.” 

The previous year, the Vaironian Government had intended for its largest island to have new regulations regarding Tildari. Any Tildari who visited or lived on Pyrnavlos would be exempt from the treaty. The plan had been to announce this change at a ceremony commemorating Vaironia and Tildar’s 75 year relationship. The ceremony had never happened, as the site for it had been attacked, with Darion and several others being severely injured.

Nolan sighed heavily. “As much as I want to move forward, we have to reconsider our strategy. The PM won reelection, but she doesn’t want to take too many risks, at least not at the beginning of this new term.”

“What are other possibilities?”

“She hasn’t given me an idea.” Nolan let out a huff of frustration. “I might not even be in office, when she decides.”

Darion shifted in his seat. “You’re thinking of retiring?”

“Absolutely. I’ve done a great deal for Vaironia, including renegotiating the treaty with Tildar 20 years ago.”

Darion smiled, remembering the footage from that time frame. It had been part of his negotiation training on Tildar, with Nolan being viewed as a tough but fair negotiator. Darion’s instructors had expressed strong admiration for Nolan.

“If you retire, what would you do?” Darion asked.

“Move to Tildar.” Nolan laughed. “I said it half-jokingly, but I don’t have many ties here. My parents are dead. I have no siblings, wife, or children. I’m the worst at making friends, but I’m still full of life and I’ll need other challenges. Tildar must have opportunities for someone with my skills.”

Darion studied Nolan, wondering about the tone of the conversation. They’d had many discussions, but Nolan had never sounded so reflective or wistful.

Nolan shook his head and a melancholy smile passed his lips. It was fleeting but there long enough for Darion to notice. He let the moment go without comment and filed it away. There had been a few conversations like this one in the past year. He imagined there was a larger picture he wasn’t quite seeing yet. There had been threats against Nolan, since Gavin’s death sentence. Darion wondered if that specter hanging over Nolan made him rethink his life.

***
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Tolrek checked the baking fowl in the oven, before returning to the kitchen island and sitting by Darion. He pointed to the wine bottle, silently asking Darion if he wanted more. When Darion nodded, he began refilling both of their wine glasses. 

“I have a strange feeling about Cadet Treih,” Tolrek said, as the dark red liquid flowed.

“Well, you know exactly what happened to his uncle. Few have that knowledge.”

“Maybe.” Tolrek sighed. “Then again, he seemed to have a problem with me. His aggression was barely checked.”

Darion gave Tolrek a teasing smile. “You didn’t boot him from the program.” He took a sip of his wine. “Is this the kinder side of you?”

“A younger version of me might have punched him.” Tolrek chuckled, thinking of how much he’d changed. “He actually threw the rebellion in my face.”

“He’s a cadet. They need molding. Be more patient.”

“No.” Tolrek’s tone shifted to a serious one and Darion blinked in surprise. “He’s training to be a kezriun pilot. We don’t have room for mistakes. He could kill himself or someone else.” Tolrek smiled gently at Darion. “I’m sorry my mood switched. I’m thinking about the price so many paid. We lost over 90 percent of our pilots. Teaching these cadets reminds me of how young I was in the program. I don’t regret signing up for it, but...”

Darion squeezed Tolrek’s hand. “You helped Vaironia. It’s what you wanted to do and it matters.” 

“These cadets don’t understand the stress the first kezriun pilots felt. And almost all of us died in that last war.” Tolrek shook his head. “I’m sorry. Let’s change the subject.”

The oven timer went off and Tolrek slipped his hand away from Darion. He went to take the fowl out the oven and set it down on the cooking range. As he began slicing the fowl, he asked, “How about running our favorite program after dinner? We haven’t done that in a while.”

The previous year, Tolrek had bought Darion a mosaic depicting a late summer afternoon in the Trienzi Forest. The location was one of Darion’s favorite places in Tildar. Tessa Lavat, a close friend, had created the piece during a session she’d streamed on the multinet. Tolrek had purchased the only copy and received the bonus holographic program based on the scene.

“Yes.” Darion smiled warmly at him. “I’d like that.”
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Chapter 4
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After spending a few hours with Darion in the holographic program, Tolrek went to work on his mechas, his mind returning to heavier thoughts. He leaned against the wall of the workroom and studied the five completed kezriun replicas. He had two more he planned to build, to have a full set of the mechas in his squad. He’d been constructing and keeping them in the room closest to the garage. Eventually, he’d need another place in the house to display them. At five feet tall and almost two feet wide, they were taking up a good portion of the work space. 

He sat in front of the blocks for the sixth mecha, thinking of how he’d started this hobby. Darion had bought the replica of Alrak Nor, Tolrek’s kezriun, for him almost three years go. Connecting blocks of metal to form the mechas was a therapeutic process. Tolrek picked up one of the blocks for the emblem on the mecha’s chest. He rubbed his finger over the symbol, recalling training exercises with his friends. He often remembered those he’d fought with and the ones who’d been lost in battle. 

A tap on his shoulder made him look up to find Halsam, his gray eyes filled with concern. 

“Are you all right, Tolrek?” 

He gave Halsam a welcoming smile. Most of Halsam’s time was spent at the VSB, where his duties included in depth data analysis to support negotiations. Putting together the kezriuns had become a way for him to unwind with Tolrek.

“I thought you’d wait for me,” Halsam said.

Tolrek laughed. “I was too excited. I haven’t built one in months.”

Halsam settled on the floor next to Tolrek. He reached for a few pieces in one of the piles Tolrek had made. “Are these for the left arm? You always set out the parts the same way.”

Tolrek nodded. “You work on that. I’ll finish this right leg.”

They constructed their portions of the kezriun for a few minutes in comfortable silence.

“So, anything new happening with you?” Tolrek asked.

“Yes.” Halsam smiled shyly at him. “There’s someone I like. I’ve seen her a few times in the office. We’d taken some of the same classes at the academy.”

“What’s her name?”

“Aiza Korstin.” Halsam ran a hand over his short brown hair. “I haven’t talked much to her because I’m nervous.”

Tolrek stared at him, until he blushed. “Is she why you’re growing that patchy beard?” He brushed his hand against the beard he’d had for years. “Trying to grow a real one like mine?”

“No.” Halsam put a hand to his cheek, as his light-brown skin reddened. “And mine isn’t patchy.”

“Of course not.” Tolrek chuckled. “By the way, this session’s live on the multinet.”

More blood rushed to Halsam’s face. “What?”

Tolrek elbowed him. “I’m joking.”

“Good because you’d be a hypocrite. You hated when Darion did it to you.”

Tolrek gave him a cutting glance. “Darion recorded us having sex. He didn’t stream things live, which would have been so much worse. Anyway, I don’t need to be reminded about that.”

“I’m sorry I brought it up.” Halsam’s cheeky grin appeared, as he passed Tolrek a part. “Do you want to make another video? One that would be appropriate?”

Tolrek had gotten into the habit of recording himself and Halsam putting together the kezriuns. After he let Halsam convince him to create a multinet site, Fei uploaded the videos, which received more attention than Tolrek had expected. Fans regularly responded with videos and pictures of themselves making smaller versions of what Tolrek had done. The most dedicated fans created their own kezriun designs. This was the kind of popularity Tolrek preferred, instead of what he’d gained from his and Darion’s steamy video or his fight in Tildar.

“Let’s do another video this weekend,” Tolrek said. “We’ll assemble the rest of this replica.”

Halsam nodded. “All right. We’ll probably get even more visits to the site now. We could add footage from other places, like the Air and Space Museum. They have an exhibit with kezriun replicas.”

“What?” Tolrek put down the part he had. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“I’m sorry.” Halsam cupped a hand against his right ear. “I thought I heard you say ‘I love you Halsam. Thank you for sharing this information.’.”

“That is exactly what I meant.” Tolrek chuckled at Halsam’s jesting. “Now what about these displays?”

“Most of the first floor is dedicated for showcasing ten models.” Halsam leaned toward Tolrek. “That includes featuring yours. Alrak Nor’s replica will be a foot taller than the other kezriuns. You should go. They even set up a room where people can build five inch replicas and keep them.”

Tolrek raised an eyebrow. “And how much is that?”

“All free.”

Tolrek stroked his jaw. “Maybe I’ll go.”

“Let me know. We could pick a day, see the museum, and have lunch.” Halsam playfully elbowed Tolrek. “And to think it all started with that being your hobby.” Halsam’s tone became more somber. “Talking about kezriuns was difficult after you rebelled. Whenever I did it, people thought I automatically supported you and the other rebels.” Halsam looked down at his hands and spoke quietly. “And I did, but I wasn’t brave enough to admit it.”

Tolrek ruffled Halsam’s hair. “You’ve become braver these last few years.”

“Thanks for noticing. That means a lot.”

Tolrek patted Halsam’s shoulder, before returning to constructing the kezriun. 

***
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Darion stroked Tolrek’s cheek, as Tolrek’s eyes fluttered open. 

Tolrek sat up and smiled at him. “Good morning, D.”

“Good morning, Tol. Want your juice?” 

“I love when you bring me this, first thing in the morning.”

Darion smiled fondly as he handed Tolrek a glass of akan juice, the red drink being one of their favorites. Tolrek took a few sips and tilted toward Darion for a kiss. The sweet, tart juice gave the moment even more flavor. 

When they pulled apart, blood dripped from Tolrek’s nose, landing on the white sheets. The juice slipped from Tolrek’s hand, splashing onto the bed. Tolrek held his nose, but blood streamed through his fingers faster than it ever had. Tolrek leaned to the side and his eyes were clouded. He shuddered and gripped Darion’s arm. It looked like he was trying to speak but couldn’t get the words out. Darion threw off the sheets, sending the empty juice glass crashing onto the wooden floor. He knelt in front of Tolrek and held his face in his hands. 

Tolrek blinked rapidly, as more blood poured out of his nose. Darion grabbed tissues for Tolrek to hold to his nose, but the tissues soaked rapidly. Darion reached into the nightstand for the Mini-Med. Using it might not stop the bleeding, but it could at least slow it until he helped Tolrek to the QikMed downstairs. The larger machine would heal more serious injuries, including damage to organs and broken bones. 

Darion turned on the Mini-Med and held it in front of Tolrek’s face. The lights on the machine flickered and the small device released a puff of smoke. He cursed and threw it aside. “Let’s go to the QikMed.” 

Tolrek gripped Darion’s hand and tried to get out of bed, but he began coughing violently. He turned his head to the side and gagged. A moment later, blood clots spewed from his mouth and landed on the sheets.

“D...” Tolrek grabbed his throat. “I can’t...I can’t...” 

Adrenaline pumping through him, Darion scrambled off the bed and picked up Tolrek. He carefully held Tolrek, as he took him downstairs to the QikMed. He helped Tolrek get in the machine to heal him. The machine hummed for a few moments, shut down, and restarted.

“Fei, what’s wrong with the QikMed?” Darion asked, his voice frantic.

“I’m not sure. I’ll run diagnostics.”

Darion sighed with relief, when the machine adjusted itself and went through its normal healing cycle. A few minutes later, Tolrek opened his eyes. He blinked several times and his brow furrowed in confusion. Darion carefully opened the QikMed and helped Tolrek step out. 

“We’re going to the hospital,” Darion said.

“No. I’m okay.” Tolrek wiped his nose and mouth, his left hand trembling. “That wasn’t so bad.” He must have read Darion’s alarmed expression, as he added, “I’m sorry. I know I don’t sound convincing.”

“No. Not after coughing up blood clots.”

Tolrek rubbed his forehead. “I can’t pretend anymore, can I?”

“No.” Darion held Tolrek’s face in his hands. “We need to get you checked out.”

Tolrek shifted his eyes away from Darion. “But I’m feeling fine now. Come on. You’re leaving soon.”

Darion was scheduled for a business trip to Hanio, a country to the south. While the trip was important, it was the last thing Darion wanted to discuss.

“That’s exactly why I need to make sure you’re healthy,” Darion said. “Something worse might happen, when I’m away.”

“If anything goes wrong, you can return quickly. Flights are even faster now.”

“That’s not the point. I need you to set my mind at ease.”

Tolrek held up his hands. “All right. How about we compromise?”

Darion stroked his jaw. “We trust Makdan. Let’s get cleaned up and call him.”

***
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Darion stood at Tolrek’s side, as they called Makdan from the study. When their friend’s face appeared on the large flat screen, he had a furrow in his brow.

“Mak, I’m sorry. I know it’s early,” Darion said. “You haven’t had a day off in a while. Is it a bad time?”

“There’s no problem.” Makdan waved a hand. “My plans are flexible. I should be asking what’s wrong. Both of you look seriously worried.”

Darion glanced at Tolrek and then back at Makdan. “I’m calling because Tolrek had a bad nosebleed. It’s the fifth time in two months. This morning he coughed up blood clots. He won’t go to the doctor, but I need him to talk to someone.”

“D’s probably overreacting,” Tolrek said, his tone dry. “I’ve dealt with worse.”

Makdan shook his head. “You two know I’m not a doctor. Being a biochemist doesn’t mean I’m a medical expert. And I don’t think it would be ethical—”

Darion took a step forward. “We trust you. You know about Tol’s background. You’ve sequenced his genes. Can you at least look at the data from our QikMed? I’ll even have Fei do a separate scan. Maybe you can compare the new info to what you already have. You might spot something.”

Makdan nodded. “All right. Send me the data.”

“We don’t need answers right away, but—”

“Darion, I’ll give you my review as soon as I can. You know I like to be thorough. In the meantime, go to the doctor, Tolrek. We’re heading to Yalna next month. I don’t want you bleeding all over me.”

The three of them had plans to meet up at Darion’s beach house in Western Vaironia. 

Tolrek laughed softly. “Fine. I’ll go to the doctor.”

“I can’t believe this.” Darion rolled his eyes. “You tell him once and he listens.”

Tolrek patted Darion’s shoulder. “Mak’s scary with that biochem background.”

Makdan shrugged casually. “You know I have skills. Anyway, if nothing else, we can compare my findings to what your doctor discovers.”

“Thanks Mak,” Darion said. 

“You’re welcome. Anything else?”

Darion snapped his fingers. “Oh, before I forget, Tessa will send
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