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For Father Richard Toll



who helped me find one path to Harmony.



CHAPTER ONE


Swirling, turning, diving deep and deeper. Sissy let her mind follow the guts of the nav unit
where they wanted to take her. There! That’s where she needed to place the
final chip.



A yawning vacancy beckoned her to fill it with the black
crystal grown in a matrix of Badger Metal.



Not yet, she told the opening. I can’t let you come alive
until I get this last chip in place.



Sissy du Maigrie pu Chauncey hummed as she picked up the
precious, fine-as-a-hair piece of silicon with Badger Metal tweezers. “Two more
pieces to the puzzle and I can go home.”



She bent in concentration over her workbench, allowing her
dark hair to swish forward and form a shield between herself and the rest of
the world. Then she hummed a little louder, completing the barrier.



Badger Metal, a ceramic-metal alloy in a crystalline
lattice, gave her tools the tensile strength necessary to hold steady the
sliver of microscopic computer circuits as she rotated the navigational
guidance system to the proper place. She adjusted the note in the back of her
throat, seeking a harmonic vibration between herself, the unit, and the chip.
When all was ready and sympathetic, she deftly dropped the chip into place. It
nestled snugly in its proper location, precisely between two upright crystals.



Robots could make most of a spaceship. But only she and a
very few others could assemble the tiny pieces of the interstellar guidance
system. Someone had described the process to her in big words she didn’t
understand. She just did what felt right. No exotic magnification. Just her and
the nav unit.



Sissy sat back and breathed deeply. A fine sheen of
perspiration coated her face and back. She knew it blurred the caste mark she’d
drawn on her left cheek. Didn’t matter now, this close to quittin’ time. The
large workroom seemed brighter and noisier, jangling her nerves.



The dinner bell gonged. A raucous note that didn’t harmonize
with the chips, or with her.



Finally time to go home. She sensed only a few workers
clearing off their workbenches and heading out. Management, meaning Lord
Chauncey, didn’t appreciate workers who left unfinished items overnight.



Sissy would have stayed even if management tried to push her
out. She had to get the black crystal column in place and the housing fastened
around it before she could go home. The High Council needed this last system to
complete their upgrade of the military fleet.



She shuddered at the idea of alien invaders and predators
pressing against the Harmonic Empire from every direction, threatening their
sovereignty as well as their culture, religion, and prosperity.



If she had built the nav system on the Lost Colony’s ship,
they wouldn’t have gotten lost in hyperspace.



“You done yet, Sissy?” her older brother Stevie da Jaimey pa
Chauncey called. He was responsible for making certain the components were
packaged and cushioned properly by other workers and getting them to the
shipping bay on time. He couldn’t go home until she finished.



His natural caste mark, a brown X on his left cheek, the
same color as his hair, stood out in stark contrast to his pale skin. Day shift
Worker caste rarely saw the sunlight except in high summer.



“One more minute,” she called back and plucked the black
crystal from its nest of cushioning material with a special padded tool. This
final and crucial piece of the nav system anchored a ship to a homing beacon so
it couldn’t get lost in hyperspace.



Scientists in a secret lab grew the black crystals very
slowly with liquid Badger Metal thoroughly mixed in the growing solution.
Temple caste supervised every step of the process with special rituals and
chimes in the crystal nurseries, a different note in each room to guide the
crystal formation to its final purpose.



She found a note within the crystal and matched it with her
voice. All in harmony for the final insertion.



Gently she tapped a button on the floor with her bare toe. A
wheel in her workbench began a slow rotation with the navigational unit fixed
firmly in its center. Once around, and she spotted the precise place to anchor
the crystal. A micrometer off and the nav system wouldn’t lock on to a beacon
in hyperspace. Twice around, and she harmonized with the blank spot waiting for
the crystal to complete it, to bring it into Harmony with the universe.



Third time around, she inserted the crystal.



The navigational unit slid a micron. She missed.



Hastily she jerked the fragile column up to avoid damage.



Three long heartbeats while she calmed herself. She had to
check the crystal before risking another insertion. If the thing had even the
tiniest scratch, no wider than a nano, the entire system would fail. The ship
it guided could jump through hyperspace to an unknown point, lost, alone,
drifting in hostile territory.



Her worst nightmare. To be alone. Lost. Without her family.
Her heart ached for the Lost Colony. Gone some five years now and still an open
wound in their society.



She pulled over an atomic microscope and inspected the black
crystal. The facets gleamed back at her, begging her to look deeper into the
crystal’s core, to join with it and reach out to meld with the universe.



She jerked her vision away from the enticement.



Clean. She’d avoided touching the crystal to a chip.



She let out a long breath. She could lose her job for
damaging a crystal.



“Come on, Sissy. I want to get home,” Stevie whined. “I’m
hungry and Mama promised us roasted goat and yammikins for dinner.”



Sissy’s mouth watered at the thought of the rare treat.
Pop’s birthday warranted meat as a part of the celebration.



She cleared her mind and concentrated on completing the
unit. The wheel within her workbench turned slowly. A note formed in her mind
and her voice. She opened her mouth and let the music slide over the nav unit.
The proper place for the crystal, the only place for the crystal, appeared in
her mind and before her eyes.



The table tilted, sending the navigational unit sliding
three degrees to the left.



“Quake!” she shouted.



Even as she rose to run for safety, she took two heartbeats
to put the fragile crystal into a protective sleeve, padded with air and gel.
Then she tucked the cushioned crystal into the pocket of her brown coveralls.



“Quake!” she shouted again. “A big one.”



All around her, late workers jumped to their feet and began
running for the nearest exit. Three children, twelve years old, the minimum
working age, headed for the central tower.



“Not safe.” She grabbed the collars of two of them and
pushed them toward the exterior stairs.



Inside the windowed core of the round building, she spotted
several supervisors fighting to get to their private stairway, totally ignoring
the fate of the people in the open space all around them.



The factory was made almost entirely of transparent
bio-plastic windows, with a few clear Badger Metal pillars supporting each
floor. Not enough of them. The windows would shatter, threatening the workers
closest to them—the ones who needed the most light to perform their chores.



But if the central tower—also made of bio-plastic with
little or no precious Badger Metal supporting it—should crack, the entire
building would collapse.



They had to hurry.



Tremors vibrated against Sissy’s bare feet as she guided the
children toward the outer rim of the building. Seven exterior staircases would
take them seven stories down to the ground and safety.



Even as she herded the children outward, she felt the
building sway.



“Gods above and below, and those all around me, hear my
prayer,” she invoked the entire host of seven with a chant. “Please let
everyone get out safely.”



The tremors in her feet struck a clashing chord against the
rhythms in her body and mind.



A column sagged. Then another. Fully two thirds of her
fellow workers remained inside. Trapped. Workers from the other floors above
and below clogged the stairs.



She had to do something.



Her workbench broke in two and slid toward the tower. It
clanged against the interior windows. A crack rippled and spread across the
bio-plastic, clouding it. The supervisors couldn’t view the entire floor of the
factory from there anymore.



Sissy belted out another note, one that didn’t clash with
either the groaning building or the planet screaming in distress.



Her feet ceased to tingle for half a heartbeat. She found
another note, up a third from the previous one as she dashed toward the tower.



Did the building sigh in relief?



Her imagination was working overtime. She had to get out of there.
If she died, the last nav unit would never be complete. The fleet would lack a
crucial vessel. Harmony and her empire, everything that was good and right
about Sissy’s home, would die beneath the flood of change brought by outsiders.



A tremendous crash rocked the building as an upper story
succumbed to the quake.



Sissy hummed an entire scale that complemented the notes
she’d already sung. Still pouring the harmonies into the air, she knew what she
had to do.



Ignoring the shouts and pleas of Stevie and her coworkers,
Sissy planted her feet between two tower supports and placed her hands on the
cross struts.



“Please,” she chanted. “Please, Harmony, find calm. Find
peace. Stop your temper tantrum. Please.”



Over and over she sang. Over and over she pleaded with the
planet to forgive Her people for digging too deep with their mines, for
fighting natural weather patterns with satellites. For polluting Her air and
water with their waste.



She sang of her love of her home, of the bounteous oceans,
the mystery of the dark forests, the grandeur of the open desert. She sang of
her family—all seven children, her parents—and their parents and how they all
crowded into two joined apartments. How they fought, how they cried, and how
they loved each other and protected each other. As Harmony said they should.



She sang of the six colony worlds, making a seven-planet
empire and how each fitted a niche in their society.



She sang of the rightness of the seven castes and how each
one served Harmony.



She sang to each of the seven gods, Harmony, Empathy, their
children Nurture and Unity, balanced by their stepchildren Anger, Greed, and
Fear. She sang to them in turn and then all together.



And all the while she sang, she caught the energies gathered
by the planet and pushed them down, deep into Harmony. Deeper, broader, find
places for them to run to the surface without harm. Find sympathetic
vibrations. Find peace. Find harmony.



The energy that escaped she guided upward through far-flung
channels. A little bit here, a little bit there. Not too much in any one place.



Darkness crept around Sissy. She drowned out the sounds of
destruction with chord after chord of sound that sought harmony in chaos.



The crystal in her pocket vibrated. She found a sympathetic
tone, matched, and joined with it. Together, they reached out beyond Sissy’s
sense of self, beyond Harmony, out into the universe to find the threads that
bound everything together. They sought the broken threads and a way to mend
them. They found the connections to all life in all the far-flung planets,
friendly and alien. Bit by bit they spliced them, stronger than before, until
the entire web worked together so that Harmony could heal.



CHAPTER TWO


Major Jake Hannigan monitored the schematic on his cockpit screen. He adjusted his wing
trajectory a micron to keep in formation.



Bronze Squadron, based at Space Base III halfway between
Zephron II and the jump point to this system, drilled endlessly to keep this
sector of civilized space free of the marauding Marils.



Drills. He hated drills. Flying in formation for endless
hours, then breaking off in precise and predetermined patterns. Real flying,
real fighting against the enemy wasn’t precise or predetermined. It was messy,
chaotic.



And fun.



“Bronze squadron break off into delta pattern four,” came
through his helmet system loud and clear.



Delta four! At last something different. He banked starboard
and down leading his group to the other side of the formation and a different
perspective of the moon they “defended.” Not much fun, but a least it was
movement.



Right now, Jake could use some fun in his life. The Marillon
Empire had retreated after the Confederated Star Systems fleet had whupped
their ass at the battle of Platian IV right on the edge of the Harmonic Empire.
He hadn’t seen any action since. Other than drills. Four effing Terran months
of drills.



Everyone wanted access to Harmony and their lock on Badger
Metal. Aloysius Badger had joined the cult of Harmony when it was still based
on Earth, then taken the formula with him when the religious fanatics went off
to found their own world. Reverse engineering on his prototype just didn’t
shield spaceships from radiation and the sensory disruption of hyperspace like
the real stuff.



So far, neither the Marils nor the CSS had broken the
Harmonic border, either peacefully or militarily. And neither side was willing
to team up with the other to have a go at Harmony. Nor would either allow the
other to breach Harmony’s borders to get access to Badger Metal.



Harmony had closed their borders and severed all contact
with the rest of the galaxy fifty years ago. Before that, they’d only allowed a
few selected merchants to trade in neutral space. The dribble of real Badger
Metal they allowed out didn’t match the need for it.



Now, with the war claiming vessels right, left, and
sideways, everyone was running out of Badger Metal. Wildcat scavengers made
fortunes collecting battle debris for scraps of Badger Metal that could be recycled.



The effing vultures sold those scraps to the highest bidder.
Even if the money came from the Marils.



Since the last battle, both sides had gone into holding
mode. Neither one wanted to continue the war without fresh Badger Metal in
their hulls. Neither side was willing to let the other have it.



And Harmony didn’t seem to care as long as they were left
alone. No one had seen a Harmonite outside their borders in decades. Possibly
longer.



And no CSS merchant or agent had entered Harmonite space and
returned alive in fifty years.



So every person who wore a CSS uniform was trained to home
in on any casually overheard conversation in a bar or marketplace, that
mentioned Harmony in any context. The tiniest hint of a rumor coming out of
Harmony captured their complete attention.



Jake edged his fighter three degrees starboard out of
formation just to see if the colonel would notice.



“Get back in line, Hannigan!” Colonel Warski barked over the
comm.



“Yes, sir. Correcting for drift.” Jake adjusted his
position. So much for that ploy.



“No time for drifting in combat, Hannigan,” Warski continued
his rebuke.



“This ain’t combat,” Jake muttered with his comm off. “Not
even close.”



Jake’s screens exploded with data. It looked like a hundred
Maril fighters had homed in on the squadron. And behind the fighters loomed a
huge battle wagon. The Tactical Tech Team back at base had come up with a new
scenario for target practice. And they’d waited until the flyboys were nearly
asleep with boredom to spring it on them.



Jake picked his target quickly. On the starboard edge of the
formation, he was responsible for making sure none of the bogeys slipped around
behind them. Just like in a real battle.



“Sheesh, I hope this is only a simulation,” Lieutenant Marti
James breathed. The rookie. A good pilot, on the verge of being almost as good
as Jake, but untried in true combat.



Jake could almost smell the woman’s sweat. He keyed in a
private comm line to her. “You know this is simulation because the TTT are all
born and raised in gravity. They think in two dimensions. The Maril have wings.
They are conceived and born in the air. They think in three dimensions. Their
formations have depth. This one is flat.”



For over one hundred years individual planets of humans had
fended off malicious and unprovoked attacks by the winged aliens. Then a
hundred years ago humans had banded together into the Confederated Star
Systems, a loose alliance that needed to become tighter and more organized to
better fight their enemy.



James breathed a sigh of relief. “Ever seen one of them
critters?”



“Yeah, captured one two campaigns ago. His ship was damaged
and he had a concussion so we could tow him in before he suicided. Small
bodies, very lightly boned. Feathered wings tucked into an extra fold of skin
at the back of the arms. Evolved down from real wings. They can still fly in
atmosphere, though. Very dexterous hands, talons on the elbow joints that can
tear a man in half. The warriors have black wings, hair—that’s really very fine
feathers—and eyes. Iridescent black. It shimmers and shifts colors in the
light. Awesome. Beautiful. Terrible.”



“Heard about that one. Too bad his ship was so badly damaged
we couldn’t reconstruct their nav system,” James replied.



Warski overrode Jake’s private line. “Cut the chatter. Close
to two thousand klicks and pick your target.”



“Closing,” each pilot replied. As one, the entire formation
moved closer to the swarm of Marils that were really only data blips on their
screens.



Jake kept a wary eye on all of the data, including a
real-time screen to the left of the simulation. No sense in letting a real
bogey come in out of nowhere while they were occupied with data blips.



Of course the TTT team in the control tower of Space Base
III were supposed to be monitoring for that.



He’d known them to slip up before. TTT tended to get caught
up in the game of throwing rogue elements into the drills. All in the name of
keeping the pilots on their toes.



Jake’s screens flashed white, then went black. Flickers of
static pin-pointed with red continued. He cursed fluently as he shut down.



“Hannigan, get back in formation,” Warski growled.



“Propulsion overload,” Jake replied as his diagnostic
flashed a solution. “Have to reboot the entire system. I’ll catch up.” This
could be a bug programmed into his ship by the TTT. It could be real. Either
way, he wasn’t going anywhere for the next six heartbeats.



He counted off the time, then powered up. Lights flashed on
and off across his screens. Something . . .



“What’s that anomaly sneaking out from behind Zephron’s
major moon?” Jake asked as soon as he had comm. The glare from the minor moon
almost masked the new blip on his screen.



Then it winked out.



Real or simulated?



“You’re imagining things again, Jake,” Warski complained.
“Watch that bogey to your ninety degrees.”



The anomaly blinked back on.



“You see that, Ron?” he asked his buddy in control back on
the station, as he took out an imaginary bogey with simulated pulse weapons.



“See what?” Ron yawned.



“The unauthorized blip that just ducked behind the big
moon.” The anomaly was gone again. His squadron had moved beyond range for
picking it up. Jake still lagged behind with a trajectory to the blip.



“Yeah, I saw it. It disappeared. Not to worry,” Ron said.



“Whaddya mean not to worry? Is it part of the simulation or
not?”



“Lemme ask.”



Jake counted to ten, then ten again while he waited for Ron
to interrupt the TTT in their game. He fiddled with his screen resolution as an
excuse to remain behind and out of the main action. There it was again.



And gone.



“Not part of the sim as far as I can see,” Ron replied. He
didn’t sound excited or interested. “Must be a glitch in the program. Can’t
find it now.”



“Bronze fifteen to Bronze one,” Jake called Warski. “I’m
going to investigate an anomaly.”



“Stay in formation, Jake. No side trips are authorized.
Control can’t find your blip. I never saw it. Must be a malfunction in your
system.”



“But it could be the real thing, Colonel. It’s not part of
the sim. You’re beyond the window to see it. I’m not.”



“Control says it doesn’t exist. They are in a better
position to monitor the entire system than you. I order you to stay in
formation.”



The blip appeared again. Bigger, closer. More dangerous.



“Bronze fifteen to control. Are you sending out someone to
investigate the unidentified blip?” He held his breath. This could be it. The
big push the Marils had put together while they seemed to retreat.



His heart raced with excitement.



“Boss man says to watch and wait,” Ron said. He sounded just
as bored as ever.



Jake twitched nervously.



“I don’t think it’s a drone,” he said on an open channel.
“It’s not flying a straight, preprogrammed path.”



“Stay in formation, Jake. Leave the thinking to those who
are trained to do it,” Warski ordered.



The anomaly stopped wandering, paused as if assessing the
risk, then began a straight and accelerating trajectory aimed directly at SB3.



“Bronze fifteen to Bronze one. I can take it out. I am
within range. I can intercept before it takes out the base.”



“Base is armed and aware. If that thing truly exists. Which
they say it doesn’t. Stay in formation, Major.”



“At that speed it will be on top of base before their
weapons power up. I can take it out, Bronze one.”



“Stay in formation. You do not have permission . . .”



“Screw it.” Jake discommed and banked his fighter fifteen
degrees to starboard and ten below his horizon.



“Hannigan, get back here,” Colonel Warski shouted.



Jake shut off all communications. The blue comm light
blinked at him accusingly, letting him know that people wanted to talk to him.
“Well, I’m done talking to you.”



He powered up his weapons for real, watching the energy run
up the scale as he closed with the blip. Five thousand klicks away, he switched
to real time and overrode automatic targeting systems.



This bogey he’d take out with skill rather than overwhelming
it with superior forces. In pitched battle the CSS fleet had only ever won when
they outnumbered the Marils three to one. Today he had only himself to pit
against the wily predators.



For that, he needed to see things as they happened and not
with the nanosecond delay while the computers interpreted.



The black triangular vessel showed as a mere reflection in
the dim glow from the sun and moon. No running lights. It flew by sensor. Who
knew how good those sensors were?



Pretty damn good, based on combat experience. And pretty
fragile. They’d never found enough parts in the wreckage to reconstruct one.
Not even in the ship they had towed back to base.



Three thousand klicks and he was barely outside his
effective target range. The Maril fighter paid him no never mind and kept
going. It looked like it would ram the station.



Jake chilled at the thought of thousands of people sucked
out of their safe and secure world into vacuum without EVA suits. Little chance
of rescue. Thousands of his buddies killed.



He’d already lost his parents and only brother to the Marils
the year Jake entered the Academy. They’d been on land, with atmosphere. That
hadn’t saved them. The bombs had wiped out an entire colony. EVA suits wouldn’t
have saved them.



He closed to twenty-two hundred klicks and fired his laser
cannon. Practically point-blank.



The bogey dodged two seventy degrees at the last nano. It
kept going forward.



Jake adjusted his aim and fired again, this time expecting a
jog to ninety on the z axis and one-eighty on the x.



The bogey soared over the blast of searing light. The laser
revealed the sculpted feather markings on the wings as it passed. Then the
vessel nearly disappeared again in the blackness of space.



Damn.



He knew Marils were smart. Bordering on telepathic in
avoiding hits. Something to do with the flocking instinct of avians and the
need to communicate while staying in formation.



Time to outthink the bogey without thinking.



Jake closed his eyes and let his hands caress the controls, feeling
with his entire body how they responded.



When he opened his eyes again, he saw the Maril ship clearly
outlined against the lights of SB3, now only fifteen hundred klicks away.



Too close to the station.



If he hit the bogey now, the blast would damage the hull at
the launch bays. Any closer, and debris would rupture SB3 in the living
section. He had one shot.



“Okay, God. It’s you and me. Let’s take this guy out. Now.”



Before he could think about it, he ducked under the Maril,
flipped, and faced its belly.



He fired.



The laser raked the enemy fighter from stem to stern, right
through the engine compartment.



Jake jerked his fighter to port and around the station in a
tight loop. Debris pinged his tail. He kept going, right back around to his
squadron.



A quick sensor check revealed minimal damage to the station.
The debris blew outward as he planned.



“Major Hannigan, report to base.” Colonel Warski overrode
Jake’s comm lockout. “The old man is going to skin you alive and hang your hide
on the launch bay doors.”



“I got the bogey while you were minding your ass!” Jake
protested.



“You took out one of our own. An operative returning with a
captured ship for study. We’ve never had one with an intact sensor and nav
system before, and now you just killed a comrade and our only chance to figure
out how these things fly!”



CHAPTER THREE


“Over here, My Laud.” The
anonymous worker in a hard hat beckoned to Gregor da Ivan pa Crystal Temple,
High Priest of Harmony.



“This had better be good,” Gregor grumbled. The eight-point-nine-magnitude
quake had reduced large sections of Harmony City to rubble. Even the Crystal
Temple had not been spared the planet’s wrath. Two of the seven great crystal
columns that supported the open forecourt had collapsed, bringing the roof down
with them.



Marilee du Sharran pu Crystal Temple, the High Priestess,
had been trapped beneath. She lay gravely injured in Crystal Temple Hospital.
Gregor should be at her side. He needed to be there should she pass so that he
could control the political maneuvering to replace Marilee as Harmony’s avatar.



He prayed fervently that his partner would recover.



But he was also HP of all
Harmony. Some emergencies outweighed politics. He made sure the ever-present
media hover cam caught him picking through the wreckage on a mission of mercy.
If the media wanted to separate from the Professionals and become their own
caste, let them earn the right. And Gregor’s favor.



His acolyte Guilliam kept the hover cam at a respectful
distance, occasionally speaking words of encouragement to the masses at the
other end.



The reporter remained at a safe distance.



Thousands lay dead or dying. Large portions of the city
crumbled. Fires raged. Broken water mains added rivers to the churning water
table. That much moving water turned the land to a slurry of quicksand. The
liquifaction had flooded low-lying areas. Riverbanks washed away to the sea.



And all around him, he heard the wails of the injured and
the grieving. The stench of death rose like a poisonous miasma, ready to grab
him, too, if he weren’t careful.



No caste had been spared. Harmony wreaked havoc on all of
her children with equal fury.



You have my attention
Harmony. Show me what I need to see, guide me to do what I must do, he
prayed silently.



“You shouldn’t be here, My Laud,” Guilliam da Baillie pa
Crystal Temple whispered shakily so that the hover cam couldn’t hear. He looked
back the way they had come. “You need to remain safe. With Laudae Marilee
injured, Harmony needs you protected.”



“No one is safe anywhere in the city,” Gregor grumbled. He
shuddered as flashes of prophecy from ancient times flashed across his memory.



And the time shall come

When Beloved Harmony

Lashes out in anger.

Out of the ashes of Discord

Will Rise

One who loves us all,

Appeases Harmony,

Brings Chaos,

And restores life.



“Go back if you are that frightened, Guilliam. I am needed
here.” Gingerly, Gregor picked his way through a field of debris that had once
been a major factory with important Spacer contracts. Destruction here meant
disastrous delays improving defenses on the frontier. And a disruption of
Gregor’s plans.



Harmony was disrupting his plans. He needed to listen.



Guilliam heaved a sigh filled with martyrdom and followed
reluctantly. “May I remind you, My Laud, that this quake will be seen as a
portent. Your leadership will be questioned. You need to call the High Council
and maintain your role . . .” He droned on and on.



Gregor’s assistant did a good job of organizing the HP’s
office. Too much work to teach another acolyte how to do that. Too much work
finding an adult acolyte to take over from Guillian, an acolyte with no
ambition to raise to the priesthood.



The HP stepped carefully around chunks of support columns
and crunched through mounds of broken bio-plastic. The outside walls had
shattered outward, taking huge sections of the twelve floors with it.



Proof that no building should be allowed to grow beyond the
sacred seven stories.



Strangely, the central supervisory tower remained intact.
And so did the seven exterior exit staircases.



The ground beneath his feet rolled. He braced himself
against a chunk of building to ride out the aftershock. More debris rained down
on him. He ducked and covered his vulnerable neck and head with crossed arms.



Guilliam cowered and trembled. “Really, My Laud, this place
is too dangerous. It will wait until morning. You have no reason to risk your
life for a mere Worker.” Harmony wanted him here for a reason.



“Get out that monitoring equipment we borrowed,” Gregor
snarled. He should have brought a scientist. Someone more fascinated with the
quake than the safety of his own delicate butt. Outside the Spacer caste, true
scientists were rare. Gregor had little authority to command the presence of a
Professional caste scientist without going through multiple layers of
bureaucracy. He should change that. Harmony’s High Priest needed more authority
in case of an emergency.



This was definitely an emergency.



After the shock had spent itself, he asked the Worker who
led them, “How many dead here?” If ever he needed proof that Harmony was angry
with her people for accepting Marilee, a charlatan priestess, as her avatar,
this was it.



By Discord, Marilee was convenient. She never questioned
Gregor, never interfered, and managed the trivial details of ritual and protocol
meticulously.



“Only seven died in this building, My Laud,” the worker
said. He had the sharply angled features and long limbs of a higher class. He
certainly spoke intelligently. Education had smoothed the rough edges of his
accent. The brown X of his caste mark nearly faded into his dirt-streaked skin.
He probably had a noble in his family tree, but the lower caste mark, present
at birth, always dominated.



Gregor contained a shudder of dismay. Interbreeding had
become too common. It had to stop. Harmony showed her anger today at the many
violations of the order set down countless generations ago at the beginning of
civilization.



He dared not think of the disruption should a child born to
a Worker woman bear the blue diamond mark of his Noble father. Or if a Noble
family was disgraced when one of their daughters bore a child with the green
triangle of the Professional caste. He touched his own purple circle on his
left cheek as verification that his breeding held true. His sensitive fingers
just barely registered the slightly smoother texture of his Temple caste mark
above his midnight stubble.



The castes had to maintain the divinely ordained structure
of civilization. All else was chaos.



“My Laud.” Guilliam touched his sleeve. “The graphs indicate
we are very near the epicenter of the quake. We can’t stay here. The
aftershocks could kill you.”



“I can see that.” Gregor grabbed the sensor from his
assistant and stared at the unusual graph in amazement. No wonder Lord Chauncey
da Chauncey, who owned this factory, had called him out.



“Only seven dead, you say? Had the Workers all left for the
evening?” Something truly strange occurred at this factory if only seven died
with this amount of destruction at the epicenter of the quake. And why was the
tower still upright and intact?



“No, My Laud. Most of the day shift were still in the
building. Swing shift was arriving. The place was more crowded than usual. The
seven who died were trampled by their coworkers trying to get down the
staircases.”



Gregor gulped. He remembered the horrible trapped feeling
within the spacious Crystal Temple with only two hundred people to evacuate.
The thought of thousands of Workers, crammed together on those fragile
staircases made his lungs freeze.



Guilliam slapped him on the back. “Breathe, sir.”



Gregor drew in a large gulp of dust-tainted air and coughed
it back out again.



“Show me,” he ordered the Worker. “Show me the miracle that
might end this nightmare.”



The Worker gestured toward the nearest staircase. It hung
crookedly, half its bolts shaken loose.



“Is that safe?”



“As safe as any.” The Worker shrugged and led the way up.



The railing swayed a little under the man’s heavily muscled
weight, but held. Perhaps the odd member of his family tree was Military rather
than Noble. The Military caste with its red square mark tended toward broad
shoulders and put on muscle more readily than the effete nobility. Worker and
Military was an almost acceptable cross. Not that any cross was acceptable.



Gregor waited for him to get halfway to the first landing
before following. Distribute the weight. Slowly, they picked their way up seven
stories. Three times the Worker had to reach back to help Gregor and Guilliam
over broken steps. Twice they rode out aftershocks frozen in place.



At last, panting and sweating, they reached the seventh
floor. The worker ignited a battery torch and played it around the chaotic
space. Workbenches lay on their sides; expensive equipment crushed beneath
them. Clear Badger Metal support beams tilted drunkenly.



Dark clouds of dust thickened the gloom.



“Best use a filter, My Laud.” The Worker fished two cloth
masks out of his pocket and handed them to Gregor and Guilliam. Primitive
barriers compared to what the Spacers could produce, but all that the Workers
had available.



They covered their mouths and noses. Then Gregor breathed a
little easier. He hadn’t realized that he had kept his inhales short and
shallow.



“What about you?” he asked the Worker.



The man donned his own soiled mask and breathed as deeply as
he could. Dust already clogged the layers of woven cloth. He’d been on site a
long time. Then he led them deeper through the maze of destruction. His light
picked out hints of the delicate computers assembled here. Fortunes in Spacer
parts, industrial systems, hospital diagnostics. All ruined.



Another major setback in the planetary economy. As if they
needed another on top of the quake damage, after the out-of-season hurricane
last month, and the erupting volcano on the Southern Continent the month
before.



Gregor envisioned disaster after disaster until the entire
planet, the entire empire collapsed beneath Harmony’s fury. They needed a
proper High Priestess, one who truly had the gift of Harmony, prophetic
visions, then perhaps the planet would calm enough for them to recover.



Not likely to happen. Prophecy was a thing of the past,
dubious at best, confusing as Discord at worst.



“Sir?” Guilliam gulped. He shoved an alien-looking gadget in
Gregor’s face. The glowing screen displayed a new graph.



Tight lines shooting to the extreme right and left of center
showed a classic quake of high magnitude. Then the lines spread out. Wider on
either side of center, but spaced broader, less intense. Abruptly, they
shortened in frequency but did not return to the first magnitude.



“What?”



“The manual says that’s the epicenter, sir. Somehow, the
energy spread out and went deeper. It started out shallow and very destructive,
then dissipated.” Guilliam’s voice shook, muffled by the mask. “I’m out of my
depth here, My Laud. You should have brought a scientist. May I fetch one for
you?”



“Later. I need you here and now to witness for me.”



“Someone spread
the energy, My Laud.” The Worker shone his light on the figure of a slim young
woman braced against the tower.



Her head and shoulders drooped in fatigue. She whispered a
breathy and poignant tune.



A young man of similar build and dark hair paced around her
anxiously.



“Sissy, it’s okay little’n. You can let go now.” The Worker
who had led them here put his light on the floor to free his hands. Then he
caught her shoulders. “I’ve got you now, Sissy. You can let go.”



“She can’t,” the other young man whispered. “I think her
hands have bonded with the pillars. I’ve tried over and over to free her, but
she doesn’t even know I’m here. And I’m her brother!”



Gregor stepped closer in alarm. The girl seemed so weak, she
must be frightfully injured.



She turned and stared at him. Her straight, jaw-length, dark
hair swung away from her pale, olive-toned face and slight almond shape of her
eyes, revealing a circle of seven caste marks neatly arranged on her right cheek. Sweat nearly obliterated
the brown X drawn on her left cheek. The Temple purple circle at the top was
flanked by the Noble blue diamond and the Professional green triangle. The
black bar of the Poor and the Worker brown X sat at the bottom flanked by the
Military red square and the Spacer yellow star.



Gregor gasped in fright and wonder. No one—absolutely no
one—ever bore more than one caste mark. The marks always appeared on the left
cheek. They were genetic, fixed in the DNA, symbols of Harmony’s order and
organization of life. Everyone had their place, their niche to fill to make a
complete and harmonious whole.



Except that Harmony was no longer functioning in an orderly
and organized manner.



A quick check showed that the young woman’s brother bore
only the normal brown X of a Worker on the proper cheek.



In the diffuse light the young woman’s eyes shone an
unnatural silver, like starshine on a moonless night.



“You cannot find what you seek until you stop looking and
accept,” she whispered.



She swallowed as if the dust-permeated air clogged her
throat. Then she turned her gaze upon her brother.



“Stevie, if you follow your ambitions, you will marry late
and not for love. You will never find Harmony. Marry your heart’s desire now
and earn a better ambition,” she said aloud with an awesome echoey quality that
filled the vast factory chamber with sound that sent fowlbumps up and down
Gregor’s spine.



She spoke with the authority of Harmony herself.



CHAPTER FOUR


“Eat, drink, and be merry, for
tomorrow I die!” Major Jake Hannigan lifted his shot of single malt to salute
the noisy crowd in Willie’s Bar and Grill.



“Ain’t that the friggin’ truth,” the drunk next to Jake
slurred.



None of the patrons were pilots. Jake had scouted and chosen
a distinctly civilian bar. Still, on a closed space station, everyone knew
everyone else’s business. These guys just weren’t as keen on detail as his
comrades.



He sniffed the exotic fragrance of the drink, then savored varied
flavors in a sip. He downed the shot, relishing the explosive burn all the way
to his stomach that reminded him he still lived. Then he chased the fine liquor
with a quaff of dark beer. Liquid bread. The best stout in three parsecs. It
slid down his throat with soothing coolness after the fire wrapped in velvet of
the scotch.



“Uh, Jake, don’t you think you’d better slow down? You face
a court-martial in the morning. You’ll need a clear head.” Willie stayed Jake’s
hand from taking a second long draught of beer.



“Yeah, his ass is in deep doo doo with the admiral.” The man
on the other side of Jake began to giggle at his supposed pun.



“Why bother? They’re going to fry me, no matter what. Drinks
for everyone in the house!” Jake called to the crowd at large.



A cheer with applause surged around him.



“Jake, this is going to cost you a lot of money,” Willie
warned. He kept his hand on the green flag that signaled a free round to all
patrons.



“Can’t take it with you.” Jake slurred his words and crossed
his eyes. “I really screwed up big time, Willie. Ain’t no tomorrow for me.” No
one left to claim his “estate.” Sixty-five credits on his thumbprint and
another two or three thousand stashed in an Earth bank. His entire family wiped
out in one Maril raid. Close friends and lovers evaporated in space battles.
Nothing. No one.



“You said it, buddy,” the first drunk agreed, holding up his
glass for a refill. “Nobody on this friggin’ base can screw up like you can,
Jake.”



Because everyone else on this friggin’ base had someone to
care about. Jake had nothing left to lose.



The friendly pub on the bright civilian side of the space
station looked funny, blurry. Two of everything. Jake swayed and wished he
hadn’t. His head had trouble keeping up with the movement. The room spun.



God, he was going to hurt in the morning. He didn’t care
anymore.



“You’re pretty.” He smiled in adoration at a passing
barmaid.



“You’re pretty, too, Jake.” She pointedly removed his hand
from her breast and moved on.



Willie held up the green flag. The room erupted in noise.



Jake’s head pounded. Breath whooshed out of him as three
guys in suits pushed him aside to get their free drink.



“Rude bastards,” Jake muttered. “Pretty bastards.” He
careened into a tall stool in his effort to find a stable horizon. “Pretty bar
stool.” He patted it affectionately. With one hand on the stool and the other
on the table, he turned to face Willie with a stupid grin on his face.



Willie also held up a red flag.



Uh-oh. That was a call for security. Jake had known this
afternoon when he stormed out of Admiral Telvino’s office he’d face the music
in the morning. One last night of freedom. One last roaring drunk.



No sense in throwing him in the brig. Only so many places to
hide on a space station.



He hadn’t the will to elude the goons any longer. Another
day he might have drawn out the game of cat and mouse for a week or more. Maybe
steal a vessel and run away to the fringe. Or the supposed Lost Colony that
rumor claimed was making noises about being found again.



There was always a colony getting lost from somewhere. Ghost
ships and lost colonies, the stuff of space legends. The stories were almost as
fantastic as rumors about Harmony and the loathsome fanatics that ran the
place.



“You’re pretty.” He lurched into a barmaid. The same one as
before?



“Hey, Willie, where’s the jakes?” he called over the din.
Then he giggled at his pun. This wasn’t the first time he’d been likened to a
public men’s room. Usually of the unsavory type.



“We’ll take you there, sir,” an MP said in a deep somber
tone. Both the man and his partner positively bristled with weapons. Jake
counted a taser, a pellet pistol, a billy club, and something sharp stuck up
their sleeves. His eyes crossed at that point, and he swayed again before he
completed the inventory. “Pretty weapons.”



He practically fell into the arms of the MPs.



“Gonna hurl,” Jake mumbled, clenching his jaw. He puffed his
cheeks out and let his eyes flit frantically about the crowded bar.



The MPs each grabbed an elbow and frog-marched him out of
the bar, down the evening-dimmed promenade, left into an even darker tunnel and
then through the swinging door of the jakes.



Jake landed facedown. He let the cool tile floor absorb some
of his discomfort. A tiny morsel of relief washed through him. Maybe he wouldn’t
throw up after all.



How much had he drunk? More than he intended.



“Crap.” He’d relaxed too soon. He almost made it to the
urinal before his stomach turned itself inside out.



Some time later the door swished open. “Time to go, Jake,”
Pamela Marella called to him.



“You are a sight for sore eyes, Pammy. Pretty Pammy.” Jake
didn’t like the way he slurred his words.



“You didn’t have to really drink that much, Jake. You were
supposed to fake it,” Pamela admonished. She stood with her hands on her ample
hips.



“Never seen you in civvies before,” Jake said, admiring her
long jean-clad legs, and how her boobs strained against her knit shirt. She
might be pushing fifty, and thirty pounds overweight, but she was still one
damned attractive woman. “Pretty tits, Pammy.” He reached up to grab them and
missed.



“On this base, I’m a civilian. I always wear civilian
clothes.” She looked puzzled. “And keep your paws off my tits.” She slapped his
hand away.



“Ah, but you always dress as if your suits are uniforms. You
stand so straight you’d put a drill sergeant to shame, pretty Pammy. But you’re
prettier than any drill sergeant I’ve met. Smarter, too. Pretty tits.”



“I have to be prettier and smarter to survive in this game.”
She bent over and grabbed his ankles. “We can do this hard, or we can do this
easy, Jake. Your choice.” She began dragging him out of the restroom.



“Can’t make it easy. I’m gonna die tomorrow.”



“Actually, Major Jake Hannigan just gave up the ghost. He
choked on his own vomit. When you wake up in the morning, you will be Jeremiah
Devlin.”



“But I’ll be Lieutenant
Colonel Jeremiah Devlin. I get a promotion for dying. Should a’ thought of
that years ago. Will you marry me, Pammy. You’re pretty.”



Jake had to think hard about his next words as his head
bumped over the sill to the dark tunnel outside the jakes. “Isn’t Lieutenant
Colonel Jeremiah Devlin the spy I’m supposed to have killed? That Maril fighter
was just a mock-up and a drone thrown together by your boys?”



“That’s right. Two of my men had fun playing games with it
while you chased it. And now you are going to become the man you killed. A man
who never existed until this moment.” Pamela looked right and left before
dragging Jake around the doorway to the left.



“Ouch.” He rubbed his shoulder where he bumped against the
doorjamb. It didn’t hurt as badly as his head did, though.



“If you could walk, I wouldn’t have to drag you to my
office.” Pamela dropped his feet abruptly. They bounced hard against the floor.
Jake’s spine jolted and his head threatened to explode. Again.



Jake stifled a groan and spewed a load of puke all over
Pammy’s pretty tits.



“Feel better, Jake?” Pam grunted in disgust and dashed back
into the jakes.



Jake knew time passed because he drifted in and out of
consciousness several times before Pammy came back, somewhat cleaner and a
whole lot wetter. Her nipples puckered beneath her knit shirt.



Jake had sobered enough to realize this wasn’t the time to
let the alcohol in his system do the talking. “I think I can walk now, if
you’ll help me up.” A good excuse to wrap his arms around the delectable woman.
Maybe he’d get to feel those pretty tits.



Pamela knelt and got her shoulder under his, then hoisted
him to his feet.



“Strong as well as beautiful.”



“I have to be. Only way I can keep a bunch of randy spies in
order.” She walked Jake through a back corridor, well away from Willie’s and
the two MPs standing guard. Her MPs obviously.



“And what am I going to have to spy out for you as my first
assignment, pretty Pammy? Gonna let me be the one to find the Lost Colony?”



Pamela rolled her hazel eyes and sighed. She blew a stray
wisp of straight brown hair off her brow before speaking. “I’ve already found
Harmony’s Lost Colony. Came up empty. No formula for Badger Metal there. But
we’ve found someone who swears he can make an insulation out of liquid metal
ceramic alloy that can withstand hyperspace better than Badger Metal. If it
works, you are to get the process from him any way you can, legal or not. Moral
or not. We need that process.”



“And if it doesn’t work?” Jake’s knees buckled and he nearly
dragged Pam down with him. As he groped his way back to standing, he used her
conveniently lumpy chest as handholds.



She slapped his hands hard and shoved them into his pockets.



“Then your next assignment will be to go to Harmony and
steal their formula.”



“Easier to invite them to join the CSS.” They both laughed
at that preposterous idea.



CHAPTER FIVE


Guilliam da Baillie pa Crystal Temple shifted his weight anxiously as he faced John da John pa
Harmony City Broadcasting, known as Little Johnny. A pest of a Media
Professional if there ever was one.



“What aren’t you telling the citizens of Harmony about the
Worker taken away by ambulance to a Temple hospital?” Little Johnny demanded.
His hover cam parked itself directly in front of Guilliam’s face.



Guilliam had to school every muscle to show calm and
confidence. “Temple caste is concerned for all citizens of Harmony. Worker
hospitals are full to overflowing, their staffs overwhelmed with casualties of
this horrible natural disaster. We merely wish to ease their burden where we
can,” he said slowly, speaking each syllable clearly and distinctly. He
couldn’t let on how deeply he wanted to run to the hospital. He had duties and
responsibilities to many people there, including Laud Gregor and the injured
Laudae Marilee.



“Why aren’t Temple hospitals overwhelmed?” Johnny asked, his
sly smirk hidden from the hover cam. “And why do you take in only one Worker
caste instead of the thousands that need care?”



Time to end this before Guilliam told the reporter what he
really wanted him to know, instead of what he should know.



“I am not in charge of sorting who goes where. As Harmony
has ordained, we must keep the castes separate as much as possible. The young
woman we transported was clearly identified as in need of specialized care. We
were afraid she might be shuffled into a back corner and forgotten. She is in
line for having her caste mark Lauded. Any taint from the mingling of castes
will be kept to a minimum.”



“Why’s she in line for being Lauded? She’s just a Worker
making Spacer components.”



Guilliam took a deep breath. “We search constantly for the
one prophesied long ago who will renew our Covenant with Harmony and restore
balance.”



“Shouldn’t the Chosen One of legend come from Temple caste?”
Little Johnny spat. Clearly, he had no belief in Prophecy. A sad condition all
over Harmony.



“We do not presume to choose for Harmony. Our Goddess will
reveal her Chosen One when and where She chooses. We can only be alert and help
those we guess might become special.” Guilliam turned abruptly and headed in
the direction of Crystal Temple Hospital. He’d have to walk. Laud Gregor had
ridden in the ambulance, the only vehicle working in the immediate vicinity.



“Mister Guilliam,” Little Johnny said quietly.



Guilliam paused, not willing to turn and face the man and
his hover cam again.



“I’ve turned the hover cam off. What is really going on
here?”



Guilliam smiled to himself. “Something of great import. I
can’t say what yet, because I am not certain myself. You’ll be the first to
know when I have more facts.”



“Promise?”



“My word of honor.”



“You’re the only Temple caste who has any honor left,”
Johnny muttered.



“In the meantime find a copy of the Prophecies and read
them. All of them.”



“I’ll be in touch.” Little Johnny turned his cam back on and
wandered off to the next knot of activity among the ruins.



Guilliam began the long walk across the city, hoping he
arrived before Gregor brought the goddess Discord to the forefront along with
his new High Priestess.



~o0o~



Jake skimmed through six different technical manuals. If
he narrowed his focus to one word at a time, he could almost forget the pain
pounding in his head.



The constant thrum of the station’s power plant, out of sync
with his headache and pulse, intensified his hangover. But Pammy had chosen this
hidden alcove next to the noisy and noisome power/recycling plant for her
offices and quarters. No one came down here unless they had to. Her payroll
extended to every maintenance tech who serviced the heart of SB3. She paid them
extra for discretion and loyalty, almost double the going rate.



Jake sipped at a cup of coffee. Only lukewarm and it still
burned his tongue.



None of his standard hangover remedies had worked. He’d drunk
liters of water, and downed anti-inflammatories; even a precious raw egg in a
glass of synthesized tomato juice with a dash of Worcestershire sauce hadn’t
eased the fire singeing every nerve in his body.



His reader flashed page after page of details about Badger
Metal, its properties, its peculiarities, and weaknesses. Lots and lots of
pages about the consequences should lesser hull plating fail, making Badger
Metal more and more attractive—necessary.



Lots and lots of flashes of light and too many words crammed
together in a compact font made him dizzy.



Concentrate, he admonished himself. Just read the words and
forget the rest.



He scratched where the rough cloth of his anonymous station
overalls rasped against his skin. That just turned the itch to flames darting
about from one patch of flesh to the next. Pammy had taken away all his
comfortable uniforms. He’d have new clothes just before he took off on his
mission to Prometheus XII, a boil on the backside of the universe. That planet
couldn’t hurt him any more than his own stupidity and a bottle of scotch with
beer chasers. Far too many beer chasers.



Then he hit the manual section on theories and forgot the
scratchy weave of his loose clothing. Forgot the sledgehammer trying to get out
of his skull through his eyes. “Why can’t scientists just admit they don’t know
what the hell Badger Metal is or how to make it? Only that it works better than
anything else for hull plating?” he grumbled, running his hands along his
scalp. Damn, even his hair hurt.



“Because if scientists admit they don’t have the answers,
then the masses lose their faith in science and revert to superstition and
religion,” Pamela Marella said from the opposite side of her office where she
prepared documentation for Jake’s upcoming mission.



“And anyone who puts faith above science has to be as crazy
as the Harmonites,” Jake added. “They’re religious and they have Badger Metal.
That does not compute.”



“You got that right.”



“So how do I figure out if this new product on Prometheus
XII works?” He swiveled his chair around so he faced Pammy. And wished he
hadn’t. His head took several seconds to catch up with the rest of him.



Pammy worked efficiently, not an errant keystroke or
mistake. He took a few moments to appreciate her finer points. If only she
weren’t so bossy, he’d like to get to know her a lot better.



But then, Pammy’s bossiness made her the best spymaster in
the entire CSS. When she growled, strong alpha males jumped and did her
bidding. Like himself.



“You know it works if you shoot it with a full blaster on
max setting and it doesn’t dissolve into a puddle of goo,” Pammy said, never
looking up from her work. “And while you’re at it, see if the matrix bath is
compatible with crystals.”



Jake rolled his eyes. “I’m a pilot. And a damned good one.
Not an R&D robot. What do you need crystals for?”



“Another theory in the works. Last report out of Harmony,
fifty years ago, said they were working on a crystallized form of Badger Metal
that would provide instant communication through hyperspace and act as a homing
beacon to get a ship safely out of hyperspace.”



Jake whistled softly. “Now that is something worth
stealing.”



“Worth more than your next three promotions. In fact, if you
can bring me a working crystal and the recipe, I’ll promote you to admiral,
grant you an estate overlooking the ocean on New Earth, and give birth to your
sons.”



“I’ll keep my eyes open.” But Jake figured that a crystal
with those magical properties was just theory. Even the best scientists in the
CSS couldn’t come up with one of those. Hell, they couldn’t come up with real
Badger Metal.



“There’s an image of what a Badger Metal crystal should look
like on page nine hundred fifty-six, manual three. Take a good long look at it.
Study every facet, and memorize the color variations.” Pammy fiddled with
something behind her desk.



“Sure,” Jake said dubiously, pulling up the specified page.
Before he could do more than blink at the blinding facets, Pammy jammed a long
syringe into his thigh, through his station overalls.



“Yeooow!” Jake screeched followed by a lengthy string of
curses.



“This is really a painless procedure,” Pammy said, holding
the syringe firmly in his thigh. She barely blinked at his profanity. Doubtless
she’d heard worse. “Painless but necessary. And it will cure your hangover.”



~o0o~



Sissy roused from her light doze, aware of people crowding
around her. The nasty, sharp odor of disinfectant and fear belonged only in
hospital.



She identified her mother, Maigrie, by the scent of hot
cinnamon, fresh from her baking. Her father, Jaimey, smelled of sawdust. Stevie
smelled of . . . Stevie. He needed a shower.



Then she realized he hadn’t left her side since the
beginning of the quake.



How long ago? How long had she slept?



She needed to finish that nav unit and get it out to the
Spacers. With a tremendous effort she heaved herself to her side so she could
get out of the bed. Sharp pains ran from her hands up to her shoulders. Her
lungs burned. She flopped back against the pillows. Tears pricked her eyes.



She had failed in her duty to complete the nav unit. Another
ship might be doomed to drift endlessly, lost in hyperspace.



“Easy.” An unknown masculine voice. A strange hand gentled
her shoulders.



Then she opened her eyes, expecting to find a nurse or med
tech at her left.



Her gaze lit on a middle-aged man, older than her father,
with wisps of gray at his temples and not much other hair. His soft blue eyes
looked troubled. A bright purple circle on his left cheek, and his funereal
black shirt and trousers, identified him as Temple caste. He should wear green.
Temple always wore green unless . . .



The quake. He wore black for the many funerals and grief
blessings to come.



She didn’t recognize him from the local temple. But then the
priests, male and female, changed every half year. The Crystal Temple didn’t
like their caste becoming too attached to any neighborhood. Their allegiance
belonged to Harmony first and the Temple second. Any other bond was frowned
upon. Even marriage, she’d heard whispered.



She held up her hands, both bandaged heavily. Last she
remembered she couldn’t pull them away from the Badger Metal pillar outside the
central tower at the factory.



“Who?” she croaked. Her throat felt raw. She needed a drink.
She needed to get back to work.



“I am Laud Gregor. You were injured in the quake, but we are
taking care of you.” He held a water tube with a bent straw to her lips.



Sissy sipped greedily, then turned her head to find her
mother leaning on the bed railing, peering at her.



“Mama? Why aren’t you and Pop and Stevie at work?” Mama
could have had an exemption from work after her fourth child. Her services were
more valuable caring for her family than taking so many children to care
centers while she plied her talent as a baker. Sissy’s and Stevie’s salaries as
skilled workers allowed them to bring grandparents back into the family fold,
so the elders—long past working age—could care for the younglings while Mama
worked.



Better than shuffling family off to care facilities. Too
many accidents happened there to those beyond usefulness.



“I have given your entire family leave to visit you while
you are in hospital,” Laud Gregor murmured



Sissy looked at him sharply. No local priest had that kind
of authority. She took in the careful tailoring of his black clothing and the
pendant of Empathy, their sun and consort to Harmony, around his neck. Diamonds
outlined the sunburst of real gold.



“High Priest Gregor da Ivan pa Crystal Temple from the
Crystal Temple?”



He nodded in acknowledgment.



“What’s wrong?” High Priests from the Crystal Temple didn’t
come into Worker neighborhoods. Nor did they bother with simple working
families.



“Very soon the nurses will prepare you for surgery. The
physicians need to implant an extra filter in your lungs to get rid of all the dust
you breathed in. They will also try to remove some more layers of the Badger
Metal bonded to your hands,” Gregor explained.



A high-tech procedure reserved for the most wealthy and
highest caste.



That wasn’t what Sissy wanted to know.



Behind her, Stevie chuckled. “We had to use a laser saw and
an electron microscope to cut you out of that pillar. Good thing I was there.
All the others trained with those tools had gone.”



Sissy smiled up at her brother, craning her neck to see him
at the head of the bed. “You are the best, Stevie. Even if you did get educated
to be a supervisor. Thank you for staying with me. I heard you talking to me
the whole time. You kept me from giving up.”



“What was you doin’ in there, gal? You should’a left with
t’others.” Mama clucked her tongue in disapproval.



The High Priest shook his head at Maigrie. A forbidden
topic. The one Sissy needed to talk about most.



“I had a chore to do, Mama. You always taught me to finish
my chores. No matter what.”



“You always was a good gal.” Pop patted her shoulder.



“I have a special chore for you, Sissy,” Laud Gregor said
quietly. “A chore that will require all of your skills.”



Sissy tried to will her heart to stop pounding so hard. It
didn’t obey her.



Before she could ask what kind of chore, two nurses came to
the door, hands full of gadgets Sissy could not identify. Both nurses bore a
priestly purple circle around their green triangle caste marks.



“We ain’t at the factory hospital, is we?” With all the
death and injuries from the quake, why was she scheduled for minor surgery?
Weren’t the hospitals overrun with more serious injuries?



“No, my dear, you aren’t. We brought you to Crystal Temple
Hospital,” Laud Gregor announced.



“Why?” She did her best to capture his gaze, but he kept
looking elsewhere.



Laud Gregor waved the nurses away. “We’ll be ready in a few
moments. But we need a bit of privacy first.”



The nurses backed off and slid the bio-plastic door closed.



Sissy continued to stare at the High Priest, willing him to
speak. Her parents and brother fidgeted nervously.



“I need you fixed properly so you can take special training
for your chore.”



“What chore?”



“First off, Maigrie and Jaimey, I need to know why you did
not report Sissy’s unusual caste marks at her birth.” Laud Gregor turned a hard
gaze upon Mama and Pop. The blue in his eyes paled, like frost on a clear
winter’s morning.



“Didn’t know we was supposed to,” Mama whispered. She hung
her head.



“The physician should have.”



“Sissy was birthed at home, just like my other six kids.
Workers cain’t afford to go to hospital for a simple thing like givin’ birth.”



“Surely her teachers would have made note.”



“Temple schools may have enough teachers and textbooks for
everyone. Factory schools don’t.” Stevie took over the conversation for their
parents. He could speak better. “Factory teachers barely have time and energy
to deal with the normal paperwork involving sixty or more students apiece. Do
you know how much paperwork is involved in reporting an anomaly like Sissy’s
extra caste marks, My Laud?”



The High Priest opened his eyes wide and shook his head.



“Enough to take a teacher out of the classroom for a month,
with no one to replace them. Teachers don’t have time to deal with anything but
day-to-day lessons.”



They all stared at each other in silence. For the first
time, Sissy got scared. She’d heard stories of what happened to kids born out
of caste. Mutants. Loods. If they let her live, they’d make her Poor caste.
Lowest caste won out over higher. She’d have to live on the streets, probably starve
to death. Or be thrown into an asylum, chained to her bed. They’d never let her
finish the nav unit or speak to her family again.



Cold sweat broke out all over her body. She began to shake.



“And when you were tested at the age of twelve for your aptitude?”
Gregor broke the silence. He looked long and hard directly into Sissy’s eyes.



“Automated testing center for manual dexterity and ability
to read and do maths,” Sissy said on a quiet breath. Where was all this
leading? Why was she in a Temple
hospital anyway?



“So you have grown up with no one in authority taking note
of your ah . . . unusual caste marks?”



Sissy nodded, not daring to take her eyes off the High
Priest. If she looked away, she might miss some clue as to what dire
consequences she faced.



“How did you hide it from the Workers?”



“Cosmetics,” Mama said quietly. “I saved out extra to buy
her makeup.”



“And the way she wears her hair, cut straight at the jaw,”
Stevie added. “She looks down a lot, shy-like, lets her hair flop forward to
cover her face.”



“And what about your prophecies?”



“What?”



“You know, them cute things you say to make people stop and
think,” Mama said cheerfully.



“That’s just Sissy, My Laud. She doesn’t mean anything by
it,” Stevie said. He tried to edge between Gregor and Sissy. The High Priest
held his position. Stevie had to back off.



“Doesn’t she?” He looked at Stevie squarely. “What about
what she said to you earlier? Something about marrying early and being happy so
you could earn your ambitions later.”



Silence again.



“What did I say?” Sissy tugged anxiously at her brother’s
arm with her clumsy bandaged fingers.



“Nothing, Sissy.” Stevie blushed.



“You told him to marry the love of his life now, and not to
wait and marry for advantage later,” Gregor intervened. “He needs to earn a
better ambition.”



“If I marry Anna now, I’ll not be considered for supervisor
next term.” Stevie pounded one fist into the other.



“If you don’t marry her now, boy, her dad’ll marry her off
to Tyker, maintenance supervisor. You willing to watch that happen?” Pop asked.
“Could be Sissy’s right. Maybe you aren’t really ready to be supervisor. If you
wait, you could go all the way to manager.”



Stevie looked at his shoes.



“You told me that I would not find what I sought until I
stopped looking.” Gregor smiled crookedly at Sissy. “What am I looking for?”



Sissy’s insides went all quivery and her vision began
closing in from the sides. She hated when that happened. People usually got
angry when she said what needed saying.



“Don’t fight it, Sissy,” Stevie whispered. “You hurt worse
if you fight it.”



She kept her
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