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Dedication

To Alice, who reads everything I write before anyone else,
and
encourages me to keep writing anyway.



Chapter 1

Margaine Confluence:/Second Rising
Grogon Asteroid Belt
Pallas
Four

     "Counselor Shale?"

     Her name reverberated in the silence of the large room and jerked her from a deep
concentration.

     "Are you available?"

     Her assistant knew better. Maegan Shale was tempted for just an instant to ignore the
interruption. Coryon's voice was calm and professional, but there was something about her tone.
Maegan had learned the hard way never to ignore those somethings.

     She continued to study the holographic image of a complicated nav chart rotating in front
of the curved plexiwall of her office. It had yet to unlock the answer to a new safe route, and she
was almost out of time.

     "What is it, Coryon?"

     There! Right through the middle of the moon cluster of...

     "No, sir-- Please. It would be better if the counselor met you down here. Please-- Maegan,
he's on his way up."

     Blood of Cor!

     She slammed her hand down on the vid screen panel and saw the nav chart wink out just as
the door to her office snapped open.

     Too close. Too slieking close. Chills raced across her skin.

     The man who strolled through the door into her office was large--head and shoulders taller
than she was, and she was above average. He looked familiar, but she had no appointments today.
How in the name of Sortor had he passed through building security?

     "Counselor." He stepped out of the wedge of light cast by the open door into the shadows
of the room. "I hadn't realized Pallas Four was experiencing an energy crisis."

     "I prefer to work without lumens, and I'm a little busy right now. My assistant will be
happy to schedule an appointment." And where was Coryon?

     "That's the interesting thing." The male voice was deep, bittern-rough, without inflection.
It was clear he didn't find it interesting at all. "Your schedule seems to be quite full."

     When had he moved? His bulk was closer to her survival pack and laserray than she was.
She could see the corner of the pack where it lay on the floor behind the vid screen console, right
where she had left it. Too many steps away. Who would have thought she might have to defend
herself inside her own office? On Pallas Four, the paradise destination of the Grogon Asteroid
Belt?

     "I'm sure we can find something. Let me just check with my assistant--"

     "Counselor Shale." He stood paces away from her pack and her ray, legs spread, arms
folded across his massive chest. "I've come a long way and I prefer we have our discussion
now."

     A memory nudged her. She knew this man. The air of latent danger enveloping him would
be hard to forget. Where by the hearts of Crillac were Coryon and her security team? Her office
should have been swarming with bodies by now.

     "I'm sorry," she said coolly. "I'm very busy. I can't just drop everything to--"

     "Yes," he said, "I'm sure if you try very hard, you can."

     There was another irritating nudge from her memory. She fought a surge of impatience and
tried to decide if there was anything about his bulk that suggested he was armed. The bigger they
were, the slower they moved generally. She might still be able to retrieve her pack. For the first
time, she wished the lumens were on. He stood in the deepest shadows in the room, whether by
coincidence or design, she wasn't sure.

     "Very well." She gestured to a grouping of floating guest chairs behind him. "I can give
you two nans, no more. Please have a seat."

     For a man who had just achieved his goal, he seemed remarkably unaffected. He stood
immobile, arms still crossed, just looking at her. Irritation cranked up a notch, even as the barrier in
her memory tore, then closed again. She didn't need this today.

     Once again, she wondered where everyone was. The doorway stood illuminated and
empty.

     "I prefer," he said, "to stand for now." Then he moved. Fast. His bulk cut the distance
between them in half, and along the way, he somehow managed to reach over to her vid screen
console and find the control that turned on every lumen in the room.

     She blinked and squinted in the sudden brightness.

     "Well, well. Maegan Shale. All grown up and a beauty just like her mother."

     Dark hair with a hint of red in the harsh light, large body barely constrained by beige and
dark green matfiber breeches and a belted tunic. Knee-length boots. The style of dress was all too
familiar. He was all too familiar.

     She jerked her gaze back to his face. "Do I know you?" She had met this man
before. A host of bedring creatures erupted to life in her stomach.

     He smiled and tilted his head. A thick lock of dark hair moved just enough. Sapphire
gleamed in a three-quarter crescent on his temple. Sapphire eyes. Blood of Cor!

     "Alerik!"

     "So, you do remember. I was afraid I was about to get my feelings hurt."

     Maegan's skin prickled at the smile that wasn't quite a smile. She doubted that the man had
ever had his feelings hurt. Not since he'd been a child in any event, and certainly never by a
woman. She doubted that he even had feelings. "What are you doing here?"

     "Meeting with you, it would seem." His face was like chiseled granite--aristocratic,
arrogant, unmistakably pure Mariltar nobility. How could she have missed it? Of course, it wasn't
his face she'd been focused on.

     "That's not what I meant, although it would be nice to be enlightened on that point as well.
What are you doing on Pallas Four?"

     "So many questions." He moved again, this time away from her and back to the vid
console. Released from the intensity of the sapphire gaze, she felt tension turn to anxiety.

     Alerik Mariltar. Everything she had run from, everything she had rebelled against,
everything that had driven her to build her life on Pallas Four, in a remote corner of the Crestar
System, and a galaxy away from her family on Treaine.

     What was he doing here? The perfect son, an anointed clan heir of a ruling family of the
Mariltar Nation. Her liege lord, should he choose to invoke the ancient custom. Fires of Crillac,
what was he doing here?

     He leaned over the console. "Coryon, is it?"

     "Yes, sir?" Coryon's voice sounded strange and why wouldn't it? If Alerik Mariltar had
turned that sapphire gaze and gleaming smile on her, she wouldn't have stood a chance.

     "We'll be a while. Counselor Shale and I have some catching up to do." Alerik turned his
head to flash perfect white teeth at Maegan. "Send in some food, please, and order for yourself and
my team."

     "Yes, sir."

     "And Coryon?"

     "Sir?"

     "Complete privacy, if you please."

     "Yes, sir."

     Maegan managed to get her feet unstuck from the floor and her frozen limbs working. She
leapt forward. "Now wait just a blessed nan. Coryon, you don't...I don't have time--"

     He had closed off the comm link to her assistant. Coryon couldn't hear her. The door was
already closed.

     Alerik stepped directly into her path. Blood of Cor, he was huge. He not only towered over
her, his shoulders were the width of a faron. If he kept coming, he could quite possibly crush her
like an insignificant bugbat and not even notice. She took an involuntary step to the side.

     Something flickered in his expression, then was gone before she could decide if it was
anything more than satisfaction. Mariltar arrogance. Mariltar pride.

     "You have time," he said, and stopped three paces in front of her, just as she was about to
take another step to the side--never backward--in the interests of self-preservation.

     "Not today," she snapped. Really, not today. "I have two nans. For more than that, make an
appointment."

     "I tried making an appointment," he said. He folded his arms again. "It didn't work. Nor
did the requests. Nor did the demands."

     "It didn't...?" Maegan tried to jog her memory. It stuck in a repeating loop. "But only the--
Blazing starpits, you can't be!"

     "Yes. I can be." His mouth stretched in an imitation of a smile. "I'm the new governor of
the Grogon Asteroid Belt."

* * * *

     Green eyes blazed with fury in her stunned face. Alerik turned away to hide his
amusement.

     "One would almost think," he said, as he strolled to the curved plexiwall of the room, "that
you have a problem with authority."

     The view was stunning. Pallas Four's reputation as paradise was not exaggerated.

     "Oh, yes. I remember now. You do have a problem with authority."

     Lush gardens and sparkling aqua beaches weren't nearly as compelling as the woman in the
room. He pivoted to face her again. "Interesting and a touch ironic that you're the sole arbitrator
here, which means that you're the local authority on Pallas Four."

     She tilted her chin. Her nostrils flared. Her body was rod-stiff. "What are you
implying?"

     "Implying? Implications can be messy things. So let me make it quite clear, hmm?" He
stepped closer. "You run the largest corporation on Pallas Four and, in your spare time, you serve
as judge and jury for any disagreements that arise. Surely there's a conflict of interest in there
somewhere?"

     "I'm sorry to disappoint you, Governor, but if you'd spent any time at all studying the legal
system of Grogon, you'd know we do things a little differently here."

     "And doing things differently includes ignoring your new chief, or is that just a result of
your problem with authority?"

     If it were possible, Maegan's slender body stiffened even further. "Governor Meelor allows
his arbitrators to exercise the authorities given to us. He doesn't see the need for close oversight or
meetings."

     Which was partly why Governor Meelor was now enjoying an early retirement.

     "I'm not Governor Meelor. You work for me now. When I request a meeting, I expect to be
accommodated."

     Even pink-faced with anger, Maegan Shale would turn heads. Her Mariltar heritage,
courtesy of her father, was evident in the glowing dark emerald eyes and high cheekbones. Strong,
sharp Mariltar features had been softened and rounded by her Earth mother's genetic contribution.
Her mother had also passed along her signature blonde hair, but not her tendency to showcase it.
Maegan's hair was drawn into a tight, heavy coil at her nape, but the smooth cap of her head
gleamed like white-gold prismfoils in the bright lights of the room.

     An attractive woman, but trouble. Maegan Shale had never fully subscribed to Mariltar
doctrine. She had too much of her mother's stubbornness and rebelliousness in her. As he watched
her visible struggle to control herself, he wondered dispassionately if, this time, she would
conform. She had so much more to lose.

     "Yes, sir." She tilted her head, and he noticed, for the first time, the dark shadows under
her eyes. "I apologize. What can I do for you?"

     Very good. The rebel had learned to show superficial conformity, at least. He nodded an
acknowledgment. "There are several issues I wish to discuss. Pallas Seven has experienced a
sudden, extraordinary increase in traffic lately. There seems to be no single explanation and there
are concerns at some levels. I'd like your thoughts. And before you send me to the Pallas Seven
counselor, you should know I'm requesting information from all the Pallas asteroids. This impacts
all of you."

     Her eyes flickered. Her body lost its rigid stiffness. She waited. Interesting.

     "I'd also like your report on the state of the economy here."

     "We file every rotation with the--"

     "Those are numbers. I want the story behind the numbers."

     Her lips tightened. Her hand clenched and unclenched in the folds of her long skirt. She
was beginning to realize this was not going to be a short meeting. He was beginning to realize that
her reluctance to meet might truly stem from an overbooked schedule. Why would the authority in
paradise, the smallest of the asteroids in the system, be so pressed for time?

     Her slenderness bordered on painful thinness. The bones in her wrists were prominent. The
long-skirted dress she wore might once have been form fitting but hung from her shoulders in
wilted folds.

     "The sooner we get started, the sooner we can be done," he said more gently, and gestured
to the guest seating arrangement behind him.

     She balked just long enough to convey irritation, then glided past him, head held high.

     Across the room, the door opened and her assistant entered, server bot in tow.

     "Ah, excellent timing, the food is here." He stood to the side, his attention seemingly
focused on the food, as Coryon fussed with laying it out. His interest wasn't all feigned. Food was
one of his passions. He took great pleasure in the culinary experiences afforded by varied cultures
of the Crestar System and made it a point to seek out unique dining opportunities when he could.
He had yet to partake of Pallas Four's cuisine, which had a galaxy-wide reputation.

     The subtle interplay between the two women interested him more than the food. Coryon, a
native of Pallas Four, was nervous. Her skin was flushed a dark olive and shone with a fine mist of
perspiration. She kept darting glances at Maegan who, with the exception of a single slight jerk of
her head, stood still and silent.

     His intrusion here today had caused a major difficulty.

     Coryon completed the food service by placing a small covered bowl near Maegan. She
stepped back, her gaze lowered. A bead of moisture traced a glistening path down her cheek.

     "Thank you, Coryon," Maegan said with more warmth than he had heard yet. "I'll be with
Governor Mariltar for a while. Please reschedule my remaining appointments with the exception of
the last one."

     "But the plans for--"

     "You and Makiee can work them out together. I have every confidence in you."

     Coryon, it was clear, didn't have that much confidence in herself. Her young face twisted
in a grimace of horror. "Perhaps we should--"

     "No," Maegan snapped. Her tone gentled. "No, there's no need. You've both done this
before. You don't need me."

     "Yes, ma'am." Coryon shot a glance at Alerik that contained a hint of resentment. Her
shoulders straightened. She stepped back. "Please let me know if you need anything else."

     He waited until she was gone. "She's young. I clearly seem to be causing some difficulty
with your plans for the day."

     "She has more rotations than I do," Maegan said. She waited by the table, hands linked
together at her waist, a polite hostess. "Pallas natives have a longer life expectancy which can mean
a delayed maturity factor. She's a good assistant, just inexperienced. And no, you're not causing any
difficulty with our plans. It will be good for her to work on the project without my
supervision."

     "Sit, please." Alerik gestured. He didn't completely buy into her explanation. Maegan
posed a conundrum and he recognized the sensation that uncoiled in his belly with relish. She was a
complex puzzle to be unraveled.

     Along with the far greater and more serious challenge of the job he had been sent here to
accomplish.

     "Please," he said, and gestured again, this time at the half dozen dishes set before them.
"Let's eat first. Business afterwards."

     She leaned forward and picked up the small covered bowl. "No, thank you," she said too
politely. "I don't eat food." She opened the bowl to reveal nutro tablets.

     The heady anticipation of experiencing a new cuisine evaporated with the suddenness of a
samlwind. She had taken the conundrum factor to yet a higher notch. He didn't understand how
anyone could forgo the pleasure of eating in favor of the tasteless tablets, which were really
designed as emergency food supplies. No wonder she was so skinny. He added another goal to a
long list.

     Toward the end of his own meal, which somehow wasn't as enjoyable when his dining
partner wasn't sharing the experience, he dropped two firestingers into the mostly one-sided
conversation. "We're going to be conducting long overdue audits of all corporations in the Grogon
System. We'll expect your complete cooperation, of course. And..." He waited.

     She didn't like that. She had tensed up like a craw again. She would like his next agenda
item even less. "It's time to discuss your hereditary term of service on my security team."



Chapter 2

Margaine Confluence:/Fourth Rising
Near the Grogon Asteroid
Belt

     Blazing Starpits! And damn, damn, damn--to use her Earth mother's favorite
expletive.

     Where had she picked them up and who were they? She was certain the two vessels were
following her. She couldn't afford to be challenged this close to the Grogon cluster, especially since
she hadn't filed a flight plan. The old governor would have looked in the other direction. The new
governor would have her incarcerated and interrogated.

     Despite her predicament, she chuckled out loud in sour amusement. That would solve one
of her problems. Her eligibility to serve a hereditary term on Alerik Mariltar's security team would
be wiped into oblivion.

     Maegan studied the nav display. They were drawing inexorably closer. It wouldn't be long
before they were within standard hailing distance. She had to lose them before then.

     This trip was the result of a frantic request for immediate action. Most of such requests
were urgent, but didn't usually give her so little time to prepare. Alerik Mariltar's intrusion today
had forced her to rely on others. She had made the collection. She had made the drop-off. She just
had to get home. Luckily, she had identified the possible new safe route through the moon cluster.
She had to shake her pursuers there.

     The two ships behind her were beginning to separate. Starpits! Ambush tactics. She had to
do this now. The moon cluster was close enough. She took a deep breath and hoped the best nav
charts credits could buy would substitute for her less than adequate preparation.

     "All right, Lady Melia, let's see if your old body hangs together on this one." She set the
nav course directly for the moon cluster and jammed the thruster control forward. The Lady Melia's
brand new engines responded instantly and hurtled her ancient body toward the nearest moon.
Maegan's fingers danced over the nav chart making some fine adjustments to the course. They
would take the ship far closer to the moon than most pilots had balls for.

     Passed it!

     She made her next adjustment and checked for company. Sliek! Still there. Their speed had
increased as well. Who were they?

     The bedring creatures dancing in her stomach were a strong indication her growing
suspicion was on target. She zipped around the next moon. Still there. It was like swatting at two
annoying insects. Stronger tactics were called for. She had trained as a fighter pilot with the
best.

     These were the best--without a doubt.

     Two of Alerik Mariltar's team.

     She ground her teeth and tried to ignore the welling of hot anger as she made her next
adjustments. Blazing starpits! She braced herself. Her stomach never did well on this maneuver.
Good thing she didn't have anything in it.

     The Lady Melia plunged--down, down, down--then caught herself and began a steep
upward climb. Maegan's stomach roiled before settling. Thank Sortor for nutro tablets. She checked
the chart.

     One was still with her. She had one more chance. She zipped around the far side of the
next to last moon and hit her ballast eject. On the nav chart, a film spread out and rolled in a wave
over the one remaining vessel.

     "And best of luck to you," she muttered. The magna cloud would scramble the pursuing
vessel's nav equipment, making further pursuit virtually impossible. She had never had to use the
tactic before. It was an expensive last resort. Alerik Mariltar had just doubled the chits against
him.

     She made a last set of adjustments and headed for home.

* * * *

     "Balls of forged steel," Eduardo Corenna said gloomily. "Never seen anything like it."

     Nathan Drakal, slumped in the chair beside him, shot back, "You didn't get caught in that
magna cloud. I had to be towed to dock. Towed! And I'm grounded until my instruments are
recalibrated."

     "Been telling you for rotations to get that done." Corenna sounded smug. "Might improve
your longevity with the ladies."

     "Thereby leaving more for your pathetic a--"

     "Gentlemen!" Sharm Foster, their commanding officer, looked up from his perusal of the
official report. His gaze passed over Alerik with barely a flicker, where he stood unnoticed behind
the two pilots. "And so the mighty are felled. One service class vessel, gentlemen? Of
indeterminate age? And he kicked your asses."

     "Magna cloud, engines powerful enough to perform fighter class maneuvers--the vessel
must have been reinforced to withstand the pressure, yet left to look like a mere transporter. Why is
that, I wonder? Stand down, boys." Alerik waved his hand as Corenna and Drakal leapt to attention.
He strolled across the room and dropped his hand-held vid screen on the wide table in front of
Sharm. "There are credits here, gentlemen, a lot of them. Magna is expensive and hard to obtain,
not to mention being a controlled substance. And we have an unrecorded flight plan through the
Grogon cluster."

     Commander Foster nodded. "Unfortunately, sir, we have a lot of those. The previous
governor didn't enforce Coalition regs."

     Alerik placed his hands on the table and leaned forward to fix his gaze on the two fighter
pilots. They were two of the youngest members of his team, but the best at what they did--arrogant,
fearless, supremely confident. Now they squirmed in their seats and shot each other uncertain
looks.

     "She out-maneuvered you, boys. Hard to believe. Hard to believe that anyone can
     out-maneuver a pilot trained by the Seventh Fleet."

     More looks, this time of comical horror. "She, sir?"

     Alerik shrugged. "It's possible, isn't it?" He didn't know why he'd attached a female gender
to the unknown pilot.

     "Of course, sir," Corenna hastened to agree but, as Alerik turned away, he saw the
skeptical grimace and head shake Corenna directed at Drakal.

     "That's all for now, gentlemen," he said. "You'll receive new assignments later today."

     "Your thoughts?" Sharm demanded as soon as the door closed behind the pilots.

     Alerik stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked on the balls of his feet. "That the Grogon
Asteroid Belt shields a host of unlawful activities behind a façade of ordinary commerce.
There's a bigger web of conspiracy, graft and intrigue here than we first were led to believe, and
this recent incident only reinforces my opinion. That vessel landed on one of the Pallas
asteroids."

     Sharm barked out a laugh. "But according to Governor Meelor, nothing ever happens
here."

     "Governor Meelor was a puppet of the large corporations. The welcome gifts I received
from each corporate chief were only a fraction of what they're prepared to offer. Most made
implications that came dangerously close to bribery."

     "With the exception of Janas Corporation."

     "With the exception of Janas Corporation," Alerik agreed. He gave a humorless grin.
"Janas begrudged even the nans they were forced to give me. Gifts and bribery were the last things
on Maegan Shale's mind."

     Sharm shook his dark head and rose to his feet. He was tall and elegantly slender, without
Alerik's muscled bulk. His facial features were perfectly sculpted, almost feminine in their beauty.
But his looks were deceiving. Without hesitation, Alerik would choose Sharm to guard his back
over anyone else in hand-to-hand combat. "Would have liked to have been there with you on that
one for the entertainment factor alone. Maegan was such a fireball at the academy, constantly
pushing at boundaries and challenging convention. Half the men in her class were in love with her.
The other half was jealous of her. And the women always seemed exasperated with her."

     "And her piloting skills?"

     Headed for the refreshment bar, Sharm jerked to a halt. "Balls of Sortor," he swore. He
pivoted to face Alerik and smoothed his already perfect hair. "She was exceptional. Near the top of
her class. I had her for one rotation. She quite possibly would have been top of her class if she
hadn't constantly resisted following orders."

     "She dropped out," Alerik said.

     On the heels of his quiet comment, realization dawned on Sharm's face. "She did, didn't
she? I remember now. You don't think she's mixed up in any of this, do you?"

     Alerik propped himself on the edge of the table and picked up a saga ball. He began to toss
it idly from hand to hand. "We don't know what the extent of 'this' is yet, but for her parents' sake, I
hope not."

     "What a mess that would be." Sharm pulled two bottles of Mariltar blue ale from the
cabinet.

     More of a mess than Sharm could possibly know. Alerik accepted a bottle of ale and, once
again, debated sharing a piece of information with the man who had had his back since they had
met in pilot training at the academy. Not yet. Sharm would have to know soon and Sharm, being
ever the conformist, would without a doubt have vociferous objections.

     "Why did she drop out?"

     "The transcripts don't give a reason, but her father says she left to come to Pallas Four to
work with her uncle in Janas Corporation."

     "Where's the uncle now?"

     "Off on an extended tour of the Voton Galaxy, leaving his niece in charge." Alerik tipped
the bottle back and took a long swallow of ale. It slid down his throat, smooth, familiar. He waited
for the kick. "I want you to assign Corenna and Drakal to Pallas Four."

     Sharm's brows shot up. "Yes?"

     "Specifically to watch Maegan Shale. I want to know her every movement when she's not
inside Janas Corporation."

     "You think she was that pilot?"

     "Maybe. Tell that to Corenna and Drakal. It'll give them some incentive. Nothing like a
score to settle to improve attention to detail."

     Sharm set his bottle down. "She's also an attractive woman, Alerik, and you know Corenna
and Drakal. They should be made aware she's a hereditary candidate for your team, otherwise she'll
pose a challenge for them in another way as well."

     He was counting on it. "No, I don't want them to have that information yet. My Soron slice
axe to your Taragon pike she'll squash them anyway." In a twisted sort of way, he was counting on
that too.

* * * *

     Maegan rubbed her eyes. This wasn't working. Numbers, symbols and letters were all
running together. She was too tired. She had to take a break.

     She closed off the vid screen and pushed herself to her feet, then had to hang on to the
table edge as a familiar attack of dizziness seized her. When the world was normal again, she
headed for the private room attached to her office. As she pulled off her dress tunic and reached for
a pale green exercise suit, she reflected on the double bookkeeping system that Janas Corporation
maintained. Its architect, Morgon Trion, her uncle, had set up a seemingly foolproof
arrangement.

     She sincerely hoped it was. So far, she hadn't been able to find a flaw, but she still had
several more files to examine before she was satisfied. The deadline for turning the corporation's
private financial records over to the audit committee was four days away.

     Curse Alerik Mariltar!

     Curse him for being appointed governor of Grogon and for his high and mighty
     rule-of-law-or-nothing policy.

     The Coalition of the nine primary nations of the Crestar System had crafted an inflexible,
stifling legal structure. Governor Meelor had his own loose way of interpreting it. Governor
Mariltar wouldn't interpret it at all. He'd follow each directive with unshakeable tunnel vision.

     Aargh! She was giving herself a headache.

     She slipped her feet into padded exercise slippers and checked to make sure her hair was
secure in its tight knot. Then she headed out of her office and down the stairs that would take her
past Coryon's work station.

     Coryon was on a vid conference, so she merely waved and pointed in the general direction
of the beach. Her assistant widened her eyes and pretended to faint across her console. There was
no reaction from the other participants on screen. Coryon must have placed herself on privacy
screen. She was learning.

     Maegan chuckled and stepped into the express lift tube to the outside entrance of the
complex. She rarely used it, preferring instead to walk through the halls of the corporation to greet
the people her uncle had gathered from across the galaxy to build the next generation of data
communication technology. They were a young crew for the most part, many her own age and
younger. In this one tiny slice of the universe, they represented not only a triumph of cultural
integration, but of intellectual cooperation and knowledge sharing. For the first time in recent
history, the technical skills and technology infrastructure of the multiple worlds of the Crestar
System were being combined. Trials had already proven the prototypes developed thus far vastly
superior to anything in existence.

     She stepped outside and turned up her face to the warmth of Pallas Four's second sun.
Tension immediately began to melt away. She didn't do this enough. Didn't have time to do this.
She did some cursory stretching, before she took off on a slow jog down a path cushioned with
grebiron shells and lined with thick vegetation.

     She passed a calithorn shrub, whose leaves today were blood crimson spotted with gold.
The path was deserted, typical for the area. The tourists all congregated at the lower end of the city
where the entertainment clubs did a booming business.

     The sea was audible now, a soft splash of thick liquid on a spongy shell shore. Pallas Four
was almost entirely covered with a gel sea. The only land was the floating island upon which the
city was built.

     She hit the beach at a fast jog. It was hot today, hotter than she expected. Like the path, the
beach was deserted. Halfway to the point where she usually turned around, she realized that despite
her best intentions her thoughts had locked onto her biggest problem again.

     Alerik Mariltar. What vindictive fate had brought him into her universe again? Two
rotations older than she, he had stormed in and out of her childhood and adolescence, too busy
becoming an anointed heir of the Mariltar Nation to pay much attention to the rebellious daughter
of his father's right hand man. Too busy to notice that when she hit puberty, she had a searingly
painful crush on him.

     One day he had had the gall to chastise her publicly for some infraction long forgotten
under the lingering weight of the public humiliation. Her crush was instantly erased and, to her
father's dismay and her mother's acceptance, if not encouragement, her rebellious nature became
more closely focused on all that she perceived to be wrong with rigid Mariltar doctrine.

     She had avoided him entirely at the academy, which wasn't hard, as they'd only shared one
rotation there before he had moved on from his stint as one of the most sought after instructors to
enter the next phase of his heir training. But the boy of her memory had become a man. And what a
man! A woman's fantasies come to life. Not that she cared. Arrogance and lust for power didn't do a
thing for her. Her crush had long since vanished.

     Now, as Counselor of Pallas Four, she had to report to him. Even worse, it seemed he
might invoke his right to make her serve her hereditary term on his security team .

     By all the gods of the Mariltar Nation, she would not! Her father had made a lifetime
commitment to Alerik's father. She wouldn't give even a nan to the son. There had to be plenty of
ways out of this.

     She slowed to catch her breath. Anger had lent wings to her feet. Obviously rebellion
wasn't enough. Something much more drastic--something that wouldn't get her incarcerated--was in
order.

     "Magnificent day, isn't it?" A half-naked man jogged by her. Black hair, tight ass, muscled
back, young.

     "No better for a vigorous run, yes?" Another half-naked man jogged by on the other side.
Medium brown hair, tight ass, muscled back, young.

     Blazing starpits! Where had they come from?

     They turned simultaneously and began jogging backwards in front of her. Wonderful.
Showoffs! Their skin-tight exercise shorts left little to the imagination.

     They flashed identical white smiles. "Maegan Shale?" the black-haired one inquired.

     "You obviously know, so why ask?" She had no interest in playing ritual mating
preliminaries. Two nans left to her turnaround.

     "Had to check," Brown-hair responded. "It's our job to be accurate."

     Not a casual pick up then. In hand-to-hand combat, Maegan could hold her own and these
men clearly weren't hiding weapons anywhere. Still, signals were going off like crazy in her head.
The turnaround, a favorite spot, could wait for another day. She abruptly reversed course. "That's
nice." She waved her hand high in the air. "Goodbye."

     They appeared one on either side of her almost instantly. Neither one was panting yet.

     "Don't leave so soon," Brown-hair pleaded.

     "We just want to get to know you," Black-hair chimed in.

     Blazing starpits! "Sorry, boys." She tried not to gasp for air. She was so out of shape. "I
don't form relationships in the middle of exercising. It's not healthy. Be good and leave me
alone."

     "As you wish, lady," Black-hair said, too obediently. They both dropped back.

     Too easy. Warning signals were still firing in her head. What was going on here? They had
fallen back to a respectful distance. She could see them with her peripheral vision when she turned
her head slightly. They weren't talking. They just had their attention fixed on her as they loped
along effortlessly. There was no way she could outrun them. In top shape, maybe, but exercise had
gone the way of sleep lately.

     Then it hit her. Sliek! She stopped and whirled to face them. "Alerik Mariltar sent you.
Why?"

     They halted in front of her, their breathing barely elevated, two young, hard male bodies
about whom any woman should have at least a lustful thought or two. She didn't even get a twinge.
What was wrong with her?

     Brown-hair flashed his dazzling smile, and raised his hand in traditional Mariltar greeting.
"Drakal, ma'am. Nathan Drakal." He gestured to his companion, who imitated the greeting. "He's
Corenna. Eduardo. Our orders are to provide you with protection."

     It was ludicrous. Maegan fought a rush of too familiar hot anger. "Protection? Against
what?" She planted her fists on her hips. "Are you sure the directive didn't go more like this? 'Go
spy on Counselor Shale. I want to make sure she's as clean as a ganbird before she so much as sets
foot on my team.' Am I right?"

     They didn't even blink. Smiles still firmly in place, they stared back at her.

     "Actually, ma'am," Black-hair said, "we have concerns about the increased traffic on Pallas
Seven, some of which is making its way over here. The counselor on Pallas Seven has received
some nasty threats. The governor is just taking precautions."

     News to her. And even if it were true, it was a leap to think that Pallas Seven's problems
would spill over to Pallas Four. Everyone knew the gambling on Pallas Seven was way out of
control. The legal dens were greatly outnumbered by unlicensed establishments. Grossly
exaggerated rumors abounded. She had heard recent talk of illegal blood matches. She had even
heard it suggested a death match between humans had taken place. Pallas Four was far removed
from all that.

     "Please thank the governor for his concern and generous gesture, but inform him that Janas
Corporation provides me with all the security I need." Or would, if she allowed it.

     "Yes, ma'am." No change of expression. No movement. They were the quintessential
Mariltar warriors: unyielding, steadfast, resolute in following orders.

     The sun beat down on her, making her head swim with a sudden brief attack of dizziness.
The only way she was going to get rid of Alerik's spies was to go to the source. And wasn't that
going to be fun?

     "All right. I'm going to finish my run now. And then I'm going to go back to Janas
Corporation and have a conversation with Governor Mariltar."

     She waved at the rippling gel sea on one side and the thick jungle-like vegetation steps
away at the edge of the beach. Its primitive beauty hid deadly thorns, whip vines that could maim
and poisonous secretions. Paradise came with a price. No one in his right mind would conceal
himself in the dense growth without consequence. "As you can see, no threats lurking around here.
Feel free to disappear any time."

     Neither one budged, of course.

     She heaved an exaggerated sigh and shook her head, and then wished she hadn't, as a
curtain of blackness briefly descended. She had to get out of the sun. She started off at a slow jog,
trailed by two of the most highly trained warriors in the Crestar System.



Chapter 3

Margaine Confluence/Fourth Rising
Pallas Five

     The day was three-quarters gone and Grogon's most unique phenomenon, its small
     moon-sun, was on its fourth rising, when the vid console at the workstation in the governor's office
buzzed with an alert of an incoming message.

     "Do you want to respond to that?" Sharm said.

     Alerik could see the caller's ID code. A twinge of anticipation shot through his belly
straight to his groin. "No." He turned back to the two men seated before him. "It's not important.
Continue."

     Captain Rectar Stilling said, "Well, sir, we have the lower route into the Pallas Seven
docks covered. Just in three cycles we've seen a marked drop in traffic. The upper route is more
difficult but--"

     The buzzer on the console went crazy and began to flash. Sharm raised his brows at Alerik.
He shrugged. The blasted technology should have recorded a message by now. "Do you need more
manpower?" he asked Stilling.

     "Don't believe so, sir. The--"

     Alerik's personal comm began to vibrate. Simultaneously, the room's amplifier system
began to buzz and flash. He sprang to his feet. "Balls of Sortor! How did she do that?"

     Sharm and Stilling were also on their feet.

     "Who?" demanded Sharm.

     "Maegan Shale," Alerik said grimly. He strode to the vid console and punched the release
to shut down the comm system. Nothing happened.

     "Maegan Shale? The Chief Executive of Janas Corporation? Radically advanced
communication interface technology?" Sharm sounded far too amused.

     "What the sliek does that mean? And how by Sagar's Crystals do you know that?" Alerik
punched futilely at the release again. He didn't have a clue what Janas did. Communication
interface technology?

     "Did some research."

     "This is an invasion of privacy!" Alerik slammed his hand down on the console.

     Sharm picked up his vid screen. "Looks like you have a bit of a crisis to deal with. I'll
finish debriefing Captain Stilling in my office." Behind Stilling's back on the way to the door, he
dared to waggle his brows at Alerik and flash three fingers at him.

     In his office, with three different comm sources buzzing and flashing around him, Alerik
waited a full nan, allowing the anticipation to build. Then he switched the vid comm to receive,
eliminating all noise and flash instantly. "Counselor Shale."

     "Governor Mariltar. I see you are available after all."

     What the sliek was she wearing? Something pale green that looked like it had been painted
on her. Combined with the crown of her tightly knotted blonde hair, she looked...lickable. Great
Sagar! He was glad the console shielded him.

     "You and I need to have a conversation, Maegan, about polite communication. I'm in the
middle of a meeting. What do you want?"

     She broke eye contact and turned away slightly. The green suit lovingly embraced the
sweep of her back to the fan of her ass. She was too thin, but it was nothing a few good meals
couldn't fix. "Call off your spies, Governor."

     "Spies? I prefer to call them bodyguards. They're there for your protection."

     "I don't need protection and I don't appreciate being spied on." She seemed to be out of
breath. Her face was flushed. Her breasts heaved under the thin skin of her clothing. He could see
the tight bump of the nipple in profile to him. His groin twitched again.

     "We disagree. Until the situation on Pallas Seven is under control, every counselor is being
assigned temporary protection unless they already have a bodyguard."

     "Which I do."

     "No. You don't. Janas Corporation only provides security within its premises."

     "I'll extend it to outside."

     "Sorry, not acceptable. I'll expect your cooperation. Do let Corenna and Drakal know of
any plans outside of work and home."

     Every muscle in her face was rigid. Her eyes were narrowed into slits. The flush had faded
to a paleness that alarmed him. "This is an outrageous invasion of privacy. I will not accept it."

     Time to tighten the clamps. "You don't have to accept it. You just have to follow orders,
which I realize is hard for you to do. But, Maegan, know this. I will not tolerate
noncompliance."

     Her eyes widened and flashed green fire. Her nostrils flared.

     "And on the subject of invasion of privacy, don't ever use today's tactic to communicate
with me again or I'll paralyze Janas Corporation with a comprehensive inspection in addition to the
financial audit. Speaking of which, you are ready to turn over your records, aren't you?"

     Her body swayed. She reached out to clench her hands around the edge of the console.
"You arrogant batriel! I came here to get away from--"

     "You're not well," he said sharply as her sleek blonde head lowered and she bent forward
panting. "Sit! Get someone to help--"

     She slid from view.

     "Sliek!" He punched at the comm link.

     "Governor?" Coryon's startled face appeared in a view side-by-side to the empty screen of
Maegan's office.

     "See to Counselor Shale. She's collapsed in her office."

     "Yes, sir."

     It was only an instant before the face of Maegan's assistant filled the empty screen. He saw
the shock, saw her bend. And in the time it took for her to examine Maegan, his head filled with
questions. He didn't really think that any of the Pallas counselors, with the exception of Counselor
Forman on Pallas Seven, were in harm's way, but the threats had held some ambiguity. What if they
had misinterpreted them? What if someone had gotten to Maegan?

     Coryon stood up. "I believe she just fainted, sir." She leaned over the vid console and
pressed something. "I'm calling for a med team. She doesn't nourish herself properly and she was
out exercising in the heat today."

     "Thank you." Coryon seemed calm enough. His heart was still racing in his chest.
"Coryon?"

     "Yes, sir?"

     "I've assigned a security team to her. Corenna and Drakal. I believe she met them today.
See that she cooperates with them, will you?"

     Interesting. Coryon's young face reflected of all things dismay before her professional
mask slid into place. "Y-yes, sir."

     He waited with her for the med team. Maegan was coming to by the time they placed her
into the med hoverbot and, true to form, began to vocalize her objections as soon as she realized
what was happening.

     "Make sure she follows orders," he instructed the med officer. "And provide me with a
report as soon as you can."

     This produced more muffled, angry noises from inside the hoverbot. Alerik managed to
stop himself just in time from wishing the med team good fortune with their newest difficult
patient.

     He closed off the vid link to Maegan's office and opened an audio link that had been
flashing for some time. "Yes?"

     "Drakal and Corenna, sir. We made contact."

     "So I understand. She's on her way to the med facility as we speak."

     "Sir?"

     "She collapsed in her office in the middle of voicing her objections to your services. Heat
exhaustion, I understand."

     "She was out running on the beach, sir. Blasted hot, it was."

     "Just make sure you have your perimeters, spics and cams set up. She's going to try every
possible trick to evade you."

     "Yes, sir. Sir?"

     "Yes?"

     "She seemed to think we were there to spy on her because she's a candidate for your
team?"

     Unseen by his subordinates, Alerik grimaced and shook his head. Trust Maegan to reveal
something he didn't necessarily want to be public knowledge. Too late for that now. "Counselor
Shale is Commander Trion's daughter. She's a hereditary candidate to serve a term on my
team."

     "She's off limits then?"

     Disappointment laced Drakal's voice and Alerik didn't pretend to misunderstand. He was
guilty for not offering full disclosure to begin with. "You know the rules."

     "Yes, sir."



Chapter 4

Margaine Confluence:/Sixth Rising
Pallas Four

     "How many?"

     "Four."

     "Where?"

     "Andreelin."

     Not so far then. Still, she was exhausted, and there was no option to refuse. She had to go.
"I'll be there as soon as I can."

     She closed off the transmission and dropped her head into her hands. Starpits, she was
tired. Earlier that day, the med team had treated her and released her with the admonishment to go
home and rest. She had gone back to Janas Corporation instead to finish her review of the report
going to Governor Mariltar the next day.

     Then she had come home and gone to bed and been awakened too soon a short while later
by yet another urgent request. There were too many of them lately. Something was happening. It
also worried her that she hadn't heard from Morgon in a while.

     She pushed herself off the gel mattress and, in the half-light coming through the wide
plexiwalls, dressed quickly. Pallas Four never experienced total darkness because of its moon-sun
and she didn't want to turn on the lumens. She didn't know yet what kind of surveillance she had
been placed under, but didn't doubt she was being closely monitored.

     Andreelin, at least, was familiar to her, and on a little used route on the back side of the
Grogon Belt. There was no reason for it to be patrolled. Once she was off the dock, she should be
clear. But therein lay her challenge. She had to get off Pallas Four undetected.

     The first part was easy. Governor Mariltar's spies couldn't possibly know about the tube
tunnels leading from Morgon's habitat to the dock, the beach and Janas Corporation. Morgon had
commissioned the tunnels rotations ago when he had first arrived on Pallas Four and the floating
island was nothing more than a beach destination for a few seasoned travelers in search of solitude.
In the heart of the tunnel network lay a complete self-contained, never-used living unit. Morgon,
eccentric, lovable Morgon, who had passed his rebel gene onto his niece, had included vanishing as
part of his master plan.

     The problem was he had vanished without informing her, which wasn't part of the master
plan.

     In the bathing room, she slid aside a false wall, stepped onto a tube pad and lay down. As
the wall closed behind her, the lumens in the tunnel came on automatically. She touched the control
that would send the pad and her to the dock.

     She hated this part. She was a trained fighter pilot, used to zero gravity and tremendous
negative pressures, but Morgon had built the tunnel with velocity in mind. There was something
unnatural about lying on a thin pad, with no protection whatsoever, and being sped through a
narrow tube so fast that all she could do was hold on, grit her teeth and count the nans until it was
over.

     The night air was cooler than usual when she stepped out of the tunnel. Not a good sign. It
meant the saturated wilding winds were moving in, which would make the return trip difficult.

     The Lady Melia rode in isolated glory at the elevated smart dock built to blend in with the
surrounding jungle. The dock was another of Morgon's amazing inventions, which had yet to be
duplicated anywhere else.

     She stood for a moment, instinctively cautious, but there was nothing to indicate the
camouflaged dock had been breached. She stepped forward.

     A shrill scream split the night air.

     Batriel!

     Blazing starpits, it was close. Goose bumps skittered across her skin and the hair on her
nape stood at attention. Two steps to the lift pad, but she didn't know where the creature was. It
could even be in the docking structure. With minimal movement, she palmed the slender tube of
her laserray and tilted her head.

     Nothing. She could see nothing. The batriel was unpredictable, an ambusher, a carrion
eater. It would often attack and maim, then leave its victim to suffer agonies before returning to
feed.

     She made it to the lift pad, which at least protected her back, and was halfway through the
ascent when a whirring rush of air and foul smell alerted her. She fired blindly. The creature's
scream deafened her. Something large brushed against the dock, causing the lift pad to stall
momentarily. She stumbled. The stench clogged her nostrils and she gagged. Then it was gone.

     She staggered into the Lady Melia, locked down the hatch and grabbed an oxygen pack

     
     
     

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

cover.jpeg
B?aum msmm_






